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OLD DESIRES

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

‘MISS Carpenter?’

The enquiry was simply a formality. Holly had no doubt that the man on her doorstep, filling the entrance with his powerful presence, knew exactly who she was. In that, he had her at a disadvantage and she didn’t much care for it, or for the quite unmistakeable chill in his manner.

She had the feeling that, whatever the reason for his call, he would prefer not to be making it and she already wished she had kept to her usual habit of ignoring the doorbell when she was working. Except that this afternoon nothing was going right and she had almost welcomed the interruption.

Besides, one look had been enough to warn her that this man would not have simply given up and gone away. Determination was written in every austere, finely chiselled line of his face; an intensity of purpose that hardened the sensual curve of his full lower lip.

‘I’m Holly Carpenter,’ she affirmed with an unconscious lift of her chin, wondering what this arrogant and very expensively-groomed man could possibly want with her. The well-cut navy pin-striped suit gracing his square shoulders and lean, hard figure, and the telling pale blue stripe of his tie, betrayed that he was a long way from his City office. His method of transport, if the gleaming silver Rolls at the kerb could be described in so plebeian a manner, was already attracting curtain-twitching attention from a window opposite.

Under the disapproving gaze of a pair of wintry grey eyes her paint spattered smock, a rather grand word for a gaudy shirt bought at a jumble sale to cover her clothes while she worked, seemed faintly ridiculous.

She firmly resisted the urge to snatch it off and bundle it into the nearest corner. She resisted, too, the almost overwhelming desire to rub her hands down the back of her jeans to wipe away any lingering trace of paint. Maybe that was why he did not offer his hand when he introduced himself.

‘Joshua Kent,’ he said, extending a card between two fingers.

Holly took the slip of white paste-board.

It bore his name and a London address that added to the aura of wealth that surrounded the man, but told her nothing useful. A public school tie and haughty manner were insufficient reason for her to let a total stranger into her home when she was on her own.

‘What do you want, Mr Kent?’

‘A few moments of your time. I would have telephoned to make an appointment, but it seems that you aren’t listed.’ He did not bother to disguise what he thought of someone inconsiderate enough to have an unlisted number. Someone who lived in a very ordinary semi-detached house, in a very ordinary street.

‘I’m not listed, Mr Kent, because I don’t have a telephone. Sorry if that inconvenienced you, but I do have a letterbox. It’s an old-fashioned concept, I know, but there was nothing to stop you from writing a letter.’

‘My business is too urgent for a letter. I am here on behalf of Mary Graham.’ His mouth tightened, dangerously and the restrained anger in his voice was far more effective than any crude foot-in-door at halting her attempt to shut him out. ‘The late Mary Graham.’

‘Mary Graham?’ She frowned. She had only met her mother’s cousin once, but the occasion had left a dark imprint on her young mind. It had been her seventh birthday. She’d been having a party and everything had been wonderful until Mary Graham had arrived with the gift of a doll — a very expensive doll that she had wanted so much, begged for, but which her mother had said they could not afford. In her excitement, she had thrown her arms around the woman’s neck and hugged her. ‘She’s dead?’

‘She died the night before last.’ He was watchful, clearly expecting some response to this news. While she felt a natural sadness at hearing of the death of anyone, her mother was dead too and Mary Graham hadn’t come to her funeral.

She regarded him thoughtfully. She could usually read a face but his expression was guarded, as if her reaction was too important to be influenced by his own expectations and that bothered her.

For a long moment he returned her look, holding it with eyes grey and hard as cold steel, as if searching for her soul. When at last he nodded, as if he had seen enough, she took an instinctive step back, unconsciously seeking the reassurance of her own roof-tree above her.

‘What do you want?’ she demanded.

‘Nothing. I’m here for Mary.’ The measured control in his voice did nothing to disguise a tightening of the skin across the hard bones that moulded his cheeks.

‘Well?’

‘I’m not in the habit of discussing business on the doorstep.’ Sensing her resistance he took half a step back. ‘If you wish, you may telephone that number from my car and verify my bona fides.’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ She had no doubt that he was exactly who he said he was. ‘If you were some kind of conman you’d have made rather more effort to be pleasant.’ Her reluctance to invite him in had more to do with a barely understood antagonism than fear. She did not want him in her home, but since he wasn’t going anywhere until he’d said his piece, she stood back. ‘You’d better come in.’

Holly indicated the sitting room which had always seemed so warm and welcoming, but she saw it now through his eyes. The worn patch on the carpet by the door, the shabby sofa, velvet curtains so old that the blue had faded to grey along the edges. Her home. Exactly as she liked it and he would just have to put up with it. But he didn’t seem to notice his surroundings, his whole being intent only on her.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ she asked, quickly, in an effort to distract him rather than from any belated desire to be hospitable. He refused, but took the chair she indicated.

Holly perched nervously on the sofa opposite him and waited. He sat forward in the slightly sagging armchair, his beautifully kept hands between his knees, long fingers meshed together. It seemed forever before he began but she waited. He had a force of presence that would make anyone wait to hear what he had to say.

‘Mary died the night before last,’ he said at last, his voice warmer as he spoke her name. She realised then, that for him Mary’s death had been a real loss and wondered what exactly their relationship had been. Mary had been younger than her mother, or so it had appeared to her seven-year-old eyes.

There was a severity about Joshua Kent that made it difficult to judge his age. The smooth cap of hair was dense and black without a shadow of grey, he moved with the supple athletic grace of a man very much at the height of his power while his full lower lip suggested strong passions held, for the moment, by iron self-control. If he smiled...

Holly stopped the thought.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, softening a little as she noticed dark smudges beneath his eyes that suggested a recent lack of sleep. ‘What happened?’

‘It was very sudden, a great shock to her friends, though I suspect not to Mary herself. Her affairs were left with the precision of someone who knows she won’t have time for last minute details.’ He looked up then and any suggestion of warmth was obliterated by his frost-bitten expression. ‘Except, apparently, for you.’

‘Me?’

He nodded briefly. ‘Her funeral is the day after tomorrow...’

A chill hand feathered her spine and Holly shuddered. Lilies, black hats, black cars and the mournful scent of damp earth and chrysanthemums.

‘No.’ Straight dark brows drew together in a frown and she realised she had spoken the word out loud. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Kent,’ she said, as she realised how that must sound. ‘I really cannot—’

‘It was Mary’s dying wish that you were present, Miss Carpenter. She made me promise to take you myself. That’s why I’m here.’ His mouth was drawn into a hard uncompromising line. ‘I have no intention of breaking my word.’

Her dying wish?

She frowned. ‘But I only met her once. Why...?’

His look was pure disdain. ‘Because she asked it of you. Isn’t that enough?’ He stood up. ‘A small enough request under any circumstances. The bare minimum under these I would have thought. However, I’ll make it easy for you, Miss Carpenter.’ He stared down at her. ‘You are a beneficiary of her will
and I am sure you will wish to be there to hear that document read after the service.’ He ignored her gesture of protest. ‘I’ll pick you up here tomorrow morning at ten. Arrangements have been made for your accommodation. Afterwards —’ his lip curled derisively ‘–should you wish to return here, I will make whatever arrangements you prefer.’

Holly leapt to her feet, stretching to every slender inch of her five feet seven. It did not feel nearly enough against the towering figure of Joshua Kent, but it would have to do. ‘There will be absolutely no reason for you to make any arrangements for me. I have other plans for tomorrow.’

‘Cancel them.’

He ignored her exclamation of outrage, merely allowing his gaze to drift up from the battered jeans, the paint covered smock until he met her gaze head on. ‘Ashbrooke is a small town, rather conservative. Her friends will expect some token of mourning. I can advance you the money to buy something suitable.’ He reached inside his jacket and began to extract notes from a soft leather wallet.

Holly’s face darkened ominously. ‘I have all the clothes I need, Mr Kent. Put your money away.’

His left eyebrow rose a fraction but after a moment’s hesitation he replaced the wallet. ‘What a very unusual woman you must be, Miss Carpenter.’ He reached out and his fingers brushed so lightly over her forehead that she might have imagined the touch but for the immediate charge of electricity that made every nerve ending leap frantically to attention. ‘Let us hope they are the right ones. In the meantime, just make sure you wash your face,’ he said, rubbing a smear of umber from his fingers. ‘Until tomorrow at ten.’

She stood open-mouthed as he turned and walked through the door. In all her twenty-three years no one had ever spoken to her as this man had, left her feeling quite so small, so helpless in the face of his mind-numbing arrogance. He was half way down the path before she regained the power to react, to make a move to stop him and let him know exactly what she thought of him and his outrageous demands.

‘Wait!’ she demanded from the door.

He paused, his hand on the gate and turned back, irritated to be delayed. ‘Yes?’

She wanted to scream, put a hefty dent in so much arrogant effrontery, but some innate sense of self-preservation warned her that any attempt in that direction was doomed to failure.

‘I’ll send some flowers,’ she offered.

‘No flowers, by request.’ There was a dreadful insistence about the man. ‘Just you, Holly Carpenter. In person.’

‘No,’ she objected, almost desperately. ‘I can’t go with you. I have to work.’

‘I’m sure that under the circumstances Maybridge College will be able to find a supply teacher to take your place,’ he said. ‘I’ll telephone them myself if it will make things easier?’

She stared, for the moment speechless. He knew altogether too much about her and she didn’t like it one bit. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded.

‘You have my card. That tells you everything you need to know.’

‘If I came...’ The cynical twist of his mouth as he closed the gate behind him, told her that she had just confirmed his worst suspicions. But why he should so obviously dislike her and what he suspected her of were not at all clear. He was already unlocking the door of his car as she advanced swiftly down the short path to the gate.

‘If I came, I would prefer to make my own way to Ashbrooke, Mr Kent.’

He looked over the roof of the car at her. ‘I’m sure you would, Miss Carpenter. However, since you have no idea where the funeral is to be held or the will
read…’ his pause was just long enough to be insulting ‘…you’ll just have to put up with my company. And this way I’ll be certain you won’t change your mind.’

He didn’t wait for her agreement or otherwise, but ducked into the car and a minute later might never have been there at all. Except that her pulse was beating an angry tattoo in her throat and when she looked down her hands were clenched into small fists, the knuckles white. She slowly opened them, the effort of extending her fingers almost painful. Then she turned and walked stiffly back into the house.

She paused and drew a sharp breath as she caught sight of herself in the hall mirror, the smear of umber that swooped across her forehead, the angry patches of colour that stood out against the pallor of her skin. If Joshua Kent had taken away that impression of her it was no surprise that he had looked so contemptuous. With her cheeks aflame and her hair tied back under a scarf, she looked like some half-mad gipsy from a Victorian melodrama.

She snatched off the scarf that covered her hair to keep it from the paint and it fell, silver-gilt in the afternoon light filtering through the glass door, to her shoulders. The hectic colour was already beginning to fade, leaving no more than a gentle flush across her cheekbones to set off the spark he had provoked, darkening her eyes to amber.

She shook her head, took a mental step back and returned to the conservatory that she used as a studio and where she had been working when she had been interrupted by the urgent summons of the bell. She had been struggling with the picture all afternoon, but now, seeing it afresh she saw exactly what she must do.

She swished her brush furiously through the water and stroked it across the colour, determined to put the disturbing Joshua Kent and his equally disturbing errand out her mind entirely and carry on with her work. But her hand shook as she touched the paper and the brush jabbed out of control.

Holly sighed and blotted at the paper with rag in an effort to minimise the damage, but somehow it no longer mattered.

The delicate little water colour had been destined, along with half a dozen others, for the small gallery in the High Street that was a favourite haunt of summer visitors to the picturesque riverside town. They would have taken many more, but she had refused to be seduced by the easy money to be made churning out pretty postcard scenes. Right now, though, her ancient car had to have new tyres and she needed the extra cash if she was going to spend the Easter holiday in Florence visiting the galleries.

Joshua Kent had said she was a beneficiary of Mary’s will. She allowed herself briefly to dwell on the fantasy of having enough money to give up working and just concentrate of painting. Then the faces of her students intruded, all ages and abilities, with only one thing in common, the desperate longing to paint.

Furious with herself for even thinking such a thing, she took the ruined picture and rent it in two. She felt restored by the action, almost as if it was Joshua Kent’s immaculate white shirt front she had torn and held in rags between her fingers. Then she looked down at the paper in her hands and shook her head.

‘Stupid,’ she said, softly.

She was allowing his visit to upset her and that was ridiculous. His manner had been disturbing, it was true. No one had ever disapproved of her quite so openly before. But no matter what Mr high-and-mighty Kent thought, she wouldn’t be tempted into attending a funeral because of any bequest. It would almost certainly be nothing more than some small token, a trinket left to her in deference to her mother.

She crushed the paper between her fingers and dropped it in the bin. Then, too agitated to continue painting, she gathered up her brushes and began to swish them furiously through the water, knowing that a funeral would upset her for days.

And yet…

It was odd how clearly she remembered the eager, anxious face bending over her as child, hoping she would like the doll she had brought her. She remembered too, the tears hurriedly blinked back by her mother and her own guilt at wanting it so very much that she had pushed the strange woman away and run to her mother’s arms.

How had she looked, Mary Graham, lying on her hospital bed, begging Joshua Kent to make sure that she came to her funeral? An over-vivid imagination supplied the answer.

If she went with him, it wouldn’t be because he demanded that she should. It would be because...She shook the water from her brushes and stuck them, too fiercely, in a pot to dry. It toppled and fell to the hard quarry-tile floor and smashed in a thousand pieces.

‘Oh, drat!’ Joshua Kent’s visit had unsettled her more than she had been prepared to admit. The memory of Mary’s visit was deep
buried — her mother had never spoken of it again — and the doll had been put away.

She cleared up the mess, taking excessive care to hunt for every last shard of glass, wrapping it carefully in newspaper before putting it in the bin. She found another pot for her brushes, tidied her paints, straightened her easel…stalled endlessly.

It was only when there was nothing left to stay the moment that she climbed the stairs to the little room that had been hers for as long as she could remember.

It hadn’t changed much. The wallpaper was still the same daisy-pattern that her father had put up the year before he died. It was scuffed now, bumped by furniture and marked by drawing pins from teenage posters. She should redecorate, but there were so many other expenses in an old house.

The decision to let one of her spare bedrooms had been made six months earlier in an effort to defray some of the costs. She had been putting off the evil moment, but she was going to have to face the prospect of letting the other spare bedroom. The only alternative was working extra hours, but the talk in the common room was all of cut-backs, not expansion. Still, she would leave the final decision until after her holiday.

She opened the cupboard door. There was a neat stack of favourite childhood books that she couldn’t bear to part with, a collection of shells. The costume dolls that her father had brought her back from his trips abroad filled the centre shelf.

But the doll she had come to find wasn’t there. It was at the bottom, buried under a sleeping bag and rucksack, but after a moment’s search she found it, picked it up and held it at arm’s length.

It was a very superior sort of rag doll from a big London store. The material still had that new starchy smell; the lace edges of the dress and bonnet were still crisp. Little fingers had never disturbed her pristine condition or loved her to a state of tattiness. Only, very occasionally, had she taken her from her hiding place and held her for a moment, to show the doll that she did love her, but couldn’t ever let her mother see.

Now Joshua Kent had come stirring up memories she would rather forget. Disturbing her with his arrogance, his dictatorial manner, his irritation that she hadn’t immediately agreed to his demand. But it had been far more than that. He hadn’t wanted to come at all, she thought. Despite his determination that she comply with Mary’s wishes, she was almost certain that he didn’t want her anywhere near Ashbrooke. And that fact alone might be enough to take her there.

 






  







 

CHAPTER TWO

 

DESPITE the luxury of the car, it was an uncomfortable journey. Holly had been prepared to make the best of things, try to get along, but from the moment she opened the door to Joshua Kent’s summons on the bell at precisely ten o’clock it was apparent that the antagonism was as fierce as ever.

She stood perfectly still while he ran an assessing eye over her long, narrow grey coat and the soft-brimmed black velvet hat she wore pulled down over her forehead.

‘Will I do?’ she asked finally, masking the slow burn of anger beneath the cool tones of her voice.

‘Perfectly,’ he replied, with a slight, knowing twist to his mouth, taking her bag and heading for the car. He opened the door for her then climbed in beside her and once again subjected her to the scrutiny of a pair of steely eyes. ‘You’ve obviously taken a great deal of trouble with your appearance, Wasted on me, of course, but Mary’s friends will no doubt appreciate your efforts.’

Holly could hardly believe her ears. ‘How dare you speak to me like that?’ she
exclaimed, turning to open the door, determined that whatever happened she was not going to spend the next few hours cooped up with this man. ‘You are quite insufferable.’

The click of the central-locking system forestalled her and she turned on him to protest, but one look at the severe lines of his face warned her that there would be no point and she refrained from telling him exactly what she thought of him. The journey was going to be unpleasant enough.

He smiled slightly in appreciation of her restraint. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Carpenter, I’m afraid for the moment you’ll just have to suffer.’

‘Why?’ she demanded.

‘I suggest that you address that question to your conscience,’ he replied tersely. He glanced over his shoulder and pulled away from the kerb, apparently expecting no answer and getting none.

Holly was completely mystified by his attitude to her but, since he had made it quite plain that he was not going to offer an explanation, contented herself with keeping her eyes on the passing countryside and pretended that he wasn’t there.

But it was difficult. All the time she was edgily aware of the brooding presence beside her and she found herself pondering on the coldness of his manner towards her. No one, in all her twenty-three years, had ever spoken to her as he had. She wanted to grab his shoulders and shake him, demand an answer. Despite her buttoned-down fury she almost smiled at the thought of making any kind of impression on the hard, square shoulders filling the well-padded seat of the Rolls.

And anyway, he was right about her appearance. She had dressed for a funeral, perhaps wanting to impress him with her sincerity. Some hopes! His own appearance was far more casual than her own: dark trousers, an open-necked shirt and a russet cashmere sweater that lent a little of its warmth to his eyes. No doubt he was a great deal more comfortable than she was in her close-fitting coat. She was tempted to remove her hat, but a certain stubborn pride made her cling to it.

As if sensing her inspection he glanced at her, staring down his long, straight nose, and their eyes met. A slight frown creased his forehead as if she had momentarily jolted that imperious assurance, then he turned back to the road, his hard profile telling her nothing. And that suited her down to the ground. She had no desire to know anything about the man and would be catching the train home.

She still didn’t quite understand the impulse that was taking her to Ashbrooke. She had lain awake half the night, determined that she wouldn’t go anywhere with Joshua Kent — then found herself wondering if he would simply pick her up and carry her off. She wouldn’t have put it past him.

She had approached her head of department confident that the imminent end of term would make taking time off impossible. But Harvey had been primed and couldn’t have been more sympathetic.

‘Mr Kent telephoned this afternoon. He said you were under the impression that it would be impossible for you to take time off to go to your cousin’s funeral.’ He’d tutted. ‘I thought you knew me better than that, Holly. Of course you must go, and don’t worry about rushing back for the last couple of days of term. I’m sure there will be all sorts of things you need to do. We’ll see you at the beginning of the summer. Give my regards to Florence.’ He grinned. ‘Though I don’t suppose she’ll remember me.’

Holly had laughed automatically at his joke, but underneath she had boiled. How dared Joshua Kent presume to interfere in her life? And why couldn’t Harvey have been awkward for once?

No chance. He was the kindest man in the college.

David’s attitude had been rather more mercenary. ‘You’d better go, Holly,’ he’d said as he prepared to leave for work. ‘The old dear might have left you a few thousand.’

‘There’s no reason why she should,’ Holly had snapped, ‘and she wasn’t old.’

As a lodger, David Grantham was fine, she’d thought crossly, sorting through her wardrobe for something suitable to wear. As a human being? She had occasional moments of doubt about him on that score.

When she had decided to share the house, in an effort to cut down the running costs, a friend had advised her to take in a man. Someone who could mend fuses, clear the guttering and put up shelves when occasion demanded.

She hadn’t taken the advice seriously — she was perfectly capable of doing all those things herself — but David had answered her ad, taking advantage of his job on the local newspaper to get in before she was inundated with other applicants.

They had discovered they had met once before when he had written a feature about her for the local paper, he was easy to get along with and in the main it had worked well enough.

She sighed and stared out of the car window. They had already left the motorway far behind and Holly tried to concentrate on the countryside. She had never been to Devon before and she was surprised how advanced everything was. The hedgerow was already beginning to quicken with life, with occasional dark patches of violets amid the gaudy celandines. Then she caught sight of a rabbit bounding panic-stricken along the road, and cried out a warning.

‘I’ve seen it,’ Joshua said sharply, slowing until the creature dived into the safety of the hedge.

‘I’ve never seen a wild rabbit before,’ she said, feeling a little foolish.

‘You’ll see plenty about here. They’re pests.’

‘In that case,’ she retorted, ‘I’m surprised that you didn’t simply run it over.’

‘Perhaps, Miss Carpenter, I’m not blessed with your ruthless streak,’ he said smoothly.

‘Don’t underestimate yourself, Mr Kent.’ He threw her a venomous glance and then slipped a CD into the car’s stereo system. Mozart flooded the sound vacuum, indicating in no uncertain terms that conversation was at an end.

Half an hour later she caught her first glimpse of the sea as the hills dipped away and an involuntary exclamation of pleasure escaped her lips.

‘Do you like the sea?’ The totally unexpected sound of his voice made her jump.

‘Yes,’ she admitted, oddly reluctant even to grant him this small insight into her thoughts.

A slight tightening of his lips might almost have been a smile. ‘How fortunate.’

‘Fortunate?’ It seemed an odd choice of words. ‘I don’t see how. This isn’t exactly a treat for me.’

‘Isn’t it?’

She turned quickly, hardly believing her ears. ‘What did you say?’

‘It’s all right, Miss
Carpenter. There’s no need to pretend with me. I know who you are. Why you’re here. You can keep the act for those who’ll appreciate it.’

‘Do you, Mr Kent?’ Her voice mocked him. ‘I know why I’m here when I’d rather be almost anywhere else in the whole world.’ Because, despite her horror of funerals, and despite everything Joshua Kent might think, in the end she had known that she would never forgive herself if she didn’t pay her last respects to Mary Graham. ‘But I’d bet a hundred pounds that you haven’t a clue.’

‘If you had a hundred pounds to bet,’ he said, ‘I would take you up on that.’

Before she could think of a suitable response he had slowed to turn through a pair of ornate gates, driving her half a mile or so before pulling up in front of a fine three-storey country house, now converted into an hotel. ‘I’ve booked you in at Ashbrooke Hall,’ he said, glancing up at the facade. ‘I think you’ll find it comfortable.’

Holly was horrified. The cost of a night in such a place would take her a month to earn. At least.

‘I can’t stay here,’ she protested. But he was already out of the car and her bag was being borne away by a porter. He opened her door and Holly climbed out. ‘Please!’ She put a hand on his arm, determined to make him see.

He glanced down at the long, narrow fingers pale against his sweater and relented slightly. ‘No one expects you to pay, Miss Carpenter. It is an expense on the Mary’s estate.’

She stiffened and pulled her hand away. ‘I don’t want to be an expense to anyone. Just take me somewhere ordinary and I’ll be happy to pay my own hotel way…’

Her voice trailed off as she saw the view that stretched away beneath them. An old harbour, sheltered against the wind by a long breakwater, a mixture of ocean-going yachts and more workmanlike craft riding on the high tide. Spreading up the hill towards them were all kinds of dwellings. White-painted cottages near the quay, the huddle of the town itself and then the more substantial properties perched higher to enjoy the full impact of the rugged coastline that rose around the gentle sandy sweep of the bay.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said.

He had no eyes for the view. ‘Mary wanted your stay, however brief, to be as pleasant as possible despite the circumstances.’

The hours of self-restraint, while confined with this unbearable man, had taken their toll and she snapped. ‘What a pity she didn’t think of that before she sent you to fetch me!’

‘You little—’ He broke off. ‘I ought to tan your backside.’

‘Here?’ she demanded. ‘In front of all these people?’

His face darkened momentarily. ‘It’ll keep,’ he said, taking her firmly by the arm. ‘We’ll go inside if you’ve stopped making a show of protesting.’ She bit down hard and for a moment resisted, her low heels digging into the gravel, but his eyes dared her to make a scene in front of a party of guests gathered in the entrance and watching their arrival with interest.

He swiftly dealt with the formalities of registration, giving her a moment to catch her breath and recover from the scene in the drive.

‘I’ll take you up.’

‘There’s no need,’ she said, quickly, ‘I can manage.’

A trace of a smile crossed his features as he saw her nervous reaction. ‘I said it’ll keep, Miss
Carpenter. I don’t lie.’

‘Just beat on helpless women?’

‘Helpless? Hardly that. Not while you’ve a tongue in your head.’ He didn’t wait for her response, but turned and led the way to the room that had been allocated to her on the first floor.

The luxurious furnishings were dominated by a richly hung four-poster bed and, despite the brightness of the spring day, a fire burned in a stone hearth but it was the view that enthralled Holly and she walked quickly across to the window. The gardens were full of spring flowers far in advance of those at home, and the glimpse of the sea beyond made her fingers itch for her sketchpad.

‘Oh, this is so beautiful.’ She couldn’t wait to throw off the formal clothes that she had worn just to show him and get outside… She pulled off her hat and shook her hair loose. There was a squirrel in the garden raiding a bird table and it had just managed to detach half a coconut and was escaping with it in its mouth.

‘Just look at that.’ She laughed and turned, wanting to share the moment, but he was staring at her, his face rigid with disbelief. ‘What is it?’ She impulsively put her hand to her forehead, wondering if the smear of paint had somehow reappeared there.

‘I…’ He shook his head. ‘Nothing.’ His voice was clipped. ‘I have things to do. Can you look after yourself for the rest of the day?’

‘I look after myself every day, Mr Kent,’ she said without rancour, more interested in the sudden glimpse of a human being behind the cold mask. ‘I’m sure I can fill in a few hours without someone to hold my hand.’

He nodded and walked quickly to the door. ‘I’ll join you here for dinner.’ He half turned to her. ‘Eight o’clock.’ He didn’t wait for her answer; apparently it was unthinkable that she might refuse his company. Instead he strode away on long legs that carried him out of the door before she had time to collect her wits and tell him that she didn’t need anyone to make certain she used the correct knife. But the day was too pretty to waste on such pettiness.

She would worry about Joshua Kent at eight o’clock, she promised herself, not a moment before. She quickly unpacked and changed into a pair of navy trousers and a warm turquoise sweater. Then, taking the leather folder that contained her sketchpad and pastels, she made her way down into the garden, settling herself on a bench that might have been placed there especially for her purpose and set to work.

It wasn’t quite so simple to dismiss Joshua Kent from her mind, however. His cynical expression continually inserted itself between her and the block of paper, destroying her attempts at concentration. The effort of capturing the important lines of a distant scene would normally be sufficient to hold her, drive everything else from her head. Today the only lines she could see clearly were the arrogant tilt of his head, the straight line of his nose and the hard, disapproving mouth.

Her hand moved in swift, angry strokes over the paper and in seconds a caricature of Joshua Kent sneered back at her, the exaggerated curve of his lower lip a sensual counterpoint to her savage portrayal of the man.

Holly stared in horror at what she had done. At college her caricatures were always in demand for special occasions and newsletters, and she had drawn them of students and lecturers alike with humour and affection. But this was deeply personal and the intensity of it almost scared her.

What on earth was it about him that brought out the very worst in her? It was as if from the moment she had opened the door to his imperious ring some basic instinct had sent up a warning signal that he was trouble and she must be on her guard.

Tentatively, almost reluctantly, her finger traced the lines she had drawn. It was a cruel portrait. And not quite true. It missed something she had glimpsed, very briefly, in that moment she had turned from the window.

Something he was taking great pains to hide from her.

Holly shivered convulsively. She didn’t know why she had come to Ashbrooke. Why he had insisted that she come. But it had to be more than a childhood memory of a pretty face blanked with pain that she knew had been caused by her.

* * *

He was prompt, but she hadn’t expected anything else. She hadn’t packed anything very grand — she didn’t have anything grand to pack — but she had twisted her hair up into a smooth chignon and her dark blue dress had a classic simplicity that would take it to most places without raising an eyebrow. However, it was clearly not up to the dining-room at Ashbrooke Hall.

‘You’d better bring a coat. We’ll go to a restaurant in the town, rather than eat here. It’ll be quieter.’

‘If you’d prefer not to be seen with me, Mr Kent, just say so. I would be perfectly happy with something on a tray in my room.’

Her comment apparently hit the mark.

‘It’s nothing to do with your appearance. You look … charming.’

Holly wondered why it had hurt him so much to say that, it had almost been torn from him, but she opened her wardrobe and took out her grey coat.

When she turned back he was idly turning the pages of her sketchpad.

‘No…’ She took half a step towards him, but it was too late.

He was staring at the appalling caricature. She held her breath, but there was no reaction. No exclamation of rage.

Nothing. He simply closed the pad and looked up at her. ‘Ready? Then we’ll go.’

It was a quite terrifying demonstration of self-control and she was still holding her breath as they walked through reception, expecting a delayed eruption. But fate was kind.

‘Joshua, darling, you’re home!’ A dark-haired beauty kissed his cheek and looked as if she would have liked to do considerably more if the place had been less public and they had been alone.  ‘How long are you staying?’

‘Just a few days.’

‘Back for Mary’s funeral?’ Joshua Kent glanced at the man behind the woman but he didn’t wait for an answer, instead turning to her. ‘And who’s this?’ he asked, eyeing her with interest.

‘Holly Carpenter. Lisa and Brian Stamford.’ The introduction was brief almost to the point of rudeness. ‘Holly was Mary’s cousin,’ he added, as if he found it necessary to explain why he was with her. Maybe he did. Holly had not missed the hungry expression in the woman’s eyes.

‘Why don’t you join us for dinner?’ Lisa suggested hopefully.

Brian unexpectedly intervened. ‘Don’t be silly, Lisa. The girl won’t want to be dancing the night before the funeral of her —’ he glanced enquiringly at Joshua ‘—cousin, did you say?’

He nodded.

Brian Stamford regarded her for a moment, then shook his head. ‘Astonishing.’ He turned back to Lisa. ‘Josh will be taking her somewhere quiet.’

‘The Ship,’ Joshua confirmed.

Brian nodded. ‘Good food. You’ll enjoy it,’ he added for her benefit, and patted her hand. ‘My condolences to you, m’dear. We’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Shall we go?’ Joshua prompted.

Feeling about six inches tall. Holly knew that, no matter how much it might stick in her throat, she had to apologise to the man. She hadn’t known Mary, but he had and she doubted very much if he felt like dancing or even eating in such an atmosphere.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Kent. I didn’t realise.’

‘There’s no reason why you should know that the Hall has a regular dinner-dance on Wednesday evenings,’ he said rather brusquely. Then he unbent sufficiently to say, ‘I’d prefer it if you called me Joshua.’

If Holly thought this tokened a thaw in his attitude to her she was quickly disabused of any such notion.

He was grimly quiet in the car and at the restaurant they were ushered to a seat as far from public view as possible, which she thought was taking things a little bit far. Not that she was prepared to say so.

She was too aware of some strong emotion, firmly suppressed for the moment, but smouldering dangerously just below the chill mask of civility, and she was glad to take refuge behind the menu.

But she couldn’t concentrate. Why was he was so antagonistic towards her? She had just about screwed herself up to the point of demanding to know what she had done to make him dislike her so much, when his voice cut across her thoughts.

‘Have you made a decision? Or do you need a little longer?’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, making an effort to pull herself together. ‘I was thinking—’

‘Were you? You have my sympathy.’ His voice, heavy with irony, made her look up. ‘Your thoughts cannot be very comfortable to live with right now.’

Her temper flared.

‘I was thinking about you, Mr Kent. I leave you to make your own decision as to how enjoyable an exercise that might be.’

‘I see,’ he said.

‘I doubt it. It would be impossible for someone with your insufferable arrogance to understand how unbearable you’ve been.’ She glanced quickly at the menu and chose the first thing that she saw. It hardly mattered what it was. Her appetite was practically non-existent and the sooner she could get back to the privacy of her room, the better she would like it.

He summoned the waiter to give him their order and then sat back in his chair, his eyes firmly fixed on her.

‘Mary told me that you’re a painter.’

‘You talked about me?’

‘It seemed to help her. Not surprisingly, you were on her mind a great deal at the end.’ His mouth tightened, but he was apparently making some sort of effort to be civil, so perhaps her words had struck a nerve. ‘Are you any good?’

She wasn’t used to people asking her to pass judgement on her own work and, confused by his constant switching of attack, she hardly knew what to say. ‘I paint pictures that people like. They buy them, anyway. Water colours,
mostly.’

‘Pretty landscapes?’ he suggested, making no attempt to conceal his contempt.

She reflected on the series she had almost finished for the gallery. Bread-and-butter pictures in the main and she acknowledged that there was some truth in his remark, no matter how much it hurt. ‘If you like. But I do other things.’

‘Well, you’ll find plenty around here to paint.’

‘I tried this afternoon. But I’m afraid I couldn’t concentrate.’

‘Yes,’ he said, drily. ‘I noticed. You don’t confine yourself entirely to landscapes.’ She was thankful that the lighting was dim enough to hide the shaming flush that darkened her cheeks.

‘No, not entirely,’ she confessed, then, desperate to turn the conversation to less dangerous subjects, she asked, ‘Do you live in Ashbrooke, Mr Kent?’

‘When I’m not in London. I own Ashbrooke Hall.’

‘Ashbrooke…’ She was stunned. ‘I hadn’t realised — you hardly seem…’

‘The type to run a hotel?’ he finished for her. He twirled the stem of his glass. ‘I’m not. I don’t. And I thought I’d asked you to call me Joshua?’ He shrugged. ‘It was my family home. By the time my sisters were married and it was just my father and me rattling around in it like a couple of bones it seemed a bit pointless.’

‘But it’s lovely,’ she protested.

‘Yes. It is.’ His mouth twisted into something that might have been a smile. ‘It would be dreadfully selfish to keep it all to myself, don’t you think?’ She acknowledged his smile.

‘How very altruistic of you, Mr Kent. Joshua,’ she said, quickly.

‘Do you think so, Holly?’ he said, stressing her name, and she almost thought he might be making fun of her. But that seemed highly unlikely. ‘It’s just good business. My father wanted to live in France so I bought him out and leased the place to an Italian hotelier who was looking for a base to launch himself in England.’

‘Only leased?’ she asked.

‘At the time I couldn’t quite bring myself to let it go entirely.’

‘But now you can?’ Because Mary was dead? Had they been that close?

‘Frankly, it makes a much better hotel. It’s been a great success and Luigi is anxious to make the arrangement permanent. Perhaps it’s the right time to cut myself loose.’

‘That’s rather sad.’

‘Sad?’ He considered the matter for a moment. ‘The end of an era perhaps. And no bad thing. Those sort of houses were fine when you could employ armies of cheap labour to run them.’

‘If you weren’t part of the army,’ she pointed out.

‘If you weren’t part of the army,’ he agreed, with a sudden smile. ‘And meanwhile you, Holly, have the pleasure of sleeping in my four-poster bed.’

‘Your bed?’ The image of his dark head against the lace-edged pillow, the broad shoulders, a naked chest sprinkled with dark hair revealed as he threw back the cover to invite her in brought a slow burn to her cheeks, exposing her to his ridicule.

‘Does that bother you?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she said quickly.

‘Why should it?’

‘No reason. But I would have thought an enquiry as to whether I was still using it before you answered in the negative was advisable. Or maybe you’re not that fussy.’ He looked up. ‘Ah, here’s our dinner at last.’

Relief at the interruption to the conversation was so overwhelming that she left his insult unchallenged. But when, on their return to the hotel, he insisted on seeing her to her room she began to feel a little nervous. His hand at her back was possessive; he was at home here, master of all he surveyed. He unlocked the door and stood back to let her enter.

She turned abruptly in the doorway. ‘Goodnight, Joshua. Thank you for dinner.’

‘I think I can safely claim that the pleasure was all mine, Holly.’ He handed her the key. ‘Better make sure you lock your door.’

He stepped back and she shut the door and turned the key. She then had the humiliation of hearing him laughing all the way down the corridor.

‘Hateful man,’ she said. But she spent the night imagining that the room smelt faintly of something indefinable that was Joshua Kent.

* * *

Holly had been certain that it would rain. Funerals were linked in her mind with rain. But the sun was shining as Joshua parked outside the little grey stone church.

It was already crowded with people and she was conscious of a great many eyes on her as he introduced her to the vicar before leading her up the aisle of the church to her seat in the front pew. She wanted to protest that it wasn’t her place, but it was hardly the time to make a fuss, so she slid on to the ancient seat and he sat alongside her and handed her the order of the service, and she was glad, despite everything, to have his strength at her side as the occasion threatened to overwhelm her.

Afterwards Mary’s friends crowded into her pretty cream and pink drawing-room for tea. All the while Joshua kept close to her elbow, fielding the intense small town curiosity about the stranger, introducing her again and again as, ‘Holly Carpenter, Mary’s cousin...’ as if it was somehow important to stress the relationship.

At least the constant need to shake hands and smile kept at bay the unhappy memories of her mother’s funeral on the cold, wet Christmas Eve that had been her twenty-first birthday. Finally, though, people began to drift away and Joshua, who had momentarily disappeared, was at her side.

‘Marcus wants you in the study now, Holly.’ He ushered her across the hall into the small study where Mary’s solicitor, Marcus Lynton, was settled with his papers. They had already been introduced and he looked up and smiled.

‘Sit down, Miss Carpenter, Joshua. This won’t take long.’ He looked over his spectacles at the pair of them, and when he was satisfied that he had their undivided attention he began to read the last will and testament of Mary Elizabeth Graham.

As she listened, Holly felt more and more confused. Her glance involuntarily flickered across the room to the stony figure of Joshua Kent, expecting him any moment to leap up and announce that he would be contesting every line of Mary Graham’s will. But presumably he already knew its contents. In any event he said nothing, but the stiff disapproval of his features spoke volumes.

‘It will take a week or two for all the formalities to be settled.’ The solicitor’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘But you won’t have to bother about any of that. Joshua, as executor, will deal with everything for you,’ he said, under the mistaken impression that this information would reassure her. ‘Naturally, you will have access to whatever sum you need for your immediate use. As for the house, you will no doubt wish to take advice about selling it. Unless of course,’ he went on, ‘you plan to move to Ashbrooke? It is a wonderful place to live and this is a lovely house.’

The man’s smile was unforced. He at least had no trouble with the disposal of Mary’s estate. He seemed to expect some sort of answer, but Holly was too stunned to think of anything sensible to say.

‘I’m sure Miss Carpenter has no wish to move away from all her friends.’ She felt Joshua Kent’s cool grey eyes on her. They were quite clearly daring her to attempt to live in Mary’s house, or in any way take her place.

‘Well, there’s no hurry. Show her round, Joshua. Convince her we’re not all old fogies and that she would be very welcome.’

‘I really couldn’t put Mr Kent to so much trouble,’ Holly said quickly, glancing across at him. For a second their eyes clashed.

‘It’s no trouble. You should see everything before you make up your mind.’ His smooth voice did not fool her for a minute, but the solicitor was already taking her hand and assuring her that he would be happy to give her any assistance she needed. Joshua Kent shut the door behind the man and turned to her.

‘So, where would you like to start?’ he asked. ‘Down here, or upstairs?’

‘Start?’

‘I’m sure you don’t want to waste any time assessing your new-found wealth. That is what you came for, after all.’

She was still trying to come to terms with what she had just been told — that, apart from bequests to friends and employees, and a sum to set up a trust for a local charity that she had helped found, Mary Graham had left her entire estate to her closest living relative, Holly Carpenter. Her house, all her personal possessions and what to Holly seemed like a fortune.

‘I thought she had left me some keepsake because of my mother. They were cousins, but you knew that. A brooch or something.’

‘Ashbrooke is a long way to come for a brooch, Holly,
“something”, however, is rather different.’

Her head jerked back at the hardness in his voice. ‘I came because she asked. You told me she asked—’

‘Yes, I did. But you were distinctly reluctant to put in an appearance until I mentioned a bequest.’

‘That wasn’t the reason—’

‘No?’

‘No, Joshua Kent, but, since you made it more than clear when you came to my house that you were predisposed to believe the very worst of me, I will not even bother to challenge that view.’

‘Very wise.’

She was close to tears now, but she wasn’t about to let this hateful man see how he had managed to upset her. She had the feeling he would like that. She walked away while she fought the sting against her eyelids. Then she straightened and turned to face him.

‘I didn’t know Mary. I don’t know why she left me all this, but I’m
glad she did. It would be hypocritical of me to pretend otherwise.’

‘Something like winning the football pools, but without the bother of filling in the coupon?’ he suggested.

‘If that’s what you choose to think, there’s no point in attempting to explain how I feel. But I refuse to don sackcloth and ashes just to satisfy your sense of what’s proper—’

‘Why not? You did a first-class job with your appearance for the funeral. The grieving relative. So young, so beautiful. Quite a performance.’ She stared at him, shocked by his open bitterness.

‘It wasn’t—’

‘Shall we begin?’ he interrupted. He wasn’t interested in anything she had to say, was the unmistakable message, and she gave up any attempt to convince him that she wasn’t the mercenary little tramp he so clearly thought her. What did it matter, after all? She knew what she was and after everything was settled she would never have to see Joshua Kent again. Except that he was Mary’s executor and would no doubt be around for some time. But not now. She didn’t have to take any more of his unpleasantness now.

‘You needn’t stay, Joshua. I would much prefer to look around my house on my own,’ she said. She took some satisfaction at the whiteness that appeared around his mouth. He wasn’t the only one who could wound with his tongue. ‘That is what the solicitor said? There’s no misunderstanding? It is my house now?’ She persisted in driving the point home.

‘There was no misunderstanding. In fact, you seem to have a very firm grasp of the situation.’ He took a step towards her. ‘Can you wait until tomorrow before seeing the estate agent? Or are you in a real hurry to get your hands on the money? What a pity we let Brian Stamford go. No matter, I’m sure he would be more than willing to come back straight away and start measuring up—’

It had been a difficult day and her total confusion on learning that she was Mary’s heir had not made it any easier. She no longer cared what Joshua Kent thought about her. Her sole intent was to leave him in no doubt as to how she felt about him.

‘What is it with you, Joshua Kent? Does it offend you so much that Mary left her beautiful house and all her money to one of the great unwashed? Someone you’ve decided, for no good reason that I am aware of, is totally unworthy?’ She made a reckless move towards him. ‘Or is it rather more personal than that?’ Her eyes sparked with a fury unleashed by the constant pin-pricks of his resentment. A resentment she thought she was beginning to understand. ‘Could it be,’ she demanded, ignoring the angry compression of his mouth, the glacial expression in his eyes, ‘could it just be that you believed she would leave all this to you?’

 






  







 

CHAPTER THREE

 

JOSHUA Kent’s fingers bit into Holly’s arm as he reached out and hauled her close, cutting off the flow of invective as effectively as if he had her by the throat.

‘That’s enough!’ For a moment they stood, chest to chest, defying one another in a dizzying clash of wills. Then, without warning, he released her and she staggered back, rubbing the feeling back into her arm where he had gripped her. ‘Mary was a very dear friend. She deserves better than you for a...’ He stopped himself with enormous effort. ‘But I made her a promise and, by God, I’ll keep it, in spite of you. However, right now I’ve had just about all I can take, so I’ll leave you to an assessment of your gains.’ His sweeping gesture took in the house. ‘How long do you think it will take? An hour? Longer perhaps?’ He didn’t wait for her answer. ‘I’ll collect you at six-thirty.’ White-faced, trembling under this latest onslaught, she hit back.

‘Don’t bother. I’ll call a taxi. After all, I should be able to afford it now.’ For a moment time held its breath before, with a visible effort of will, Joshua Kent stepped back.

‘Indeed you should. In fact, you could call a whole rank of taxis if the mood were to take you. But you won’t, Holly. We’ll play out this charade to the bitter end. I’ll be back.’ He turned and left, very quietly, his self-control screwed tightly back in place.

Holly let out a long sigh of relief. She had not misjudged the battened-down passion she had read in his face.

Released, in love or hate, its force would be devastating. She rubbed again at the place where his fingers had gripped her and allowed herself a rueful smile. There was no doubt which of those particular passions he reserved for her.

But why he should hate her was as much a mystery as ever and as bewildering. Her easy going nature had never roused anyone to such strong passion before. Of either variety. Standing alone in the sitting-room of Mary’s house, Holly shivered slightly and wondered if perhaps love at first sight had a contrary and equally violent emotion.

She looked around her. While they had been closeted with the solicitor, the caterers had cleared everything away. No sign remained that anything unusual had taken place. She wandered over to the window and stared out.

It was nearly dark now, too late to look at the garden. She had caught just a glimpse as they had driven through the gate, seen the brave sweep of daffodils that curved down the driveway.

And yet she was reluctant to look around the house. She had only said that that was her intention to annoy Joshua Kent. Now she found herself almost wishing that she had not asked him to leave. With him as her guide it would not have felt quite so much like snooping on someone else’s life. But she supposed if she was going home the next day it must be done. Although exactly why, what she was doing it for, she couldn’t have said.

She wandered from room to room, touching the delicate china pieces that were lodged almost carelessly on window ledges and small tables. Not like her mother’s precious pieces, locked out of harm’s way in a china cabinet. But there had been no careless children or tail-wagging dogs here to send them flying. Mary Graham had apparently led a very self-contained life.

Upstairs, the bedrooms were all quite beautiful, freshly decorated and, in stunning contrast to her shabby room at home, everything was in perfect order. The housekeeper knew her business. They had met briefly after the funeral when Joshua had introduced her to Mrs Austin. The woman had looked at her closely, in a manner Holly had found slightly disconcerting. Now she knew why. The poor lady was clearly wondering what sort of person had inherited the house and whether she would still have a job.

Mary’s bedroom was at the front and in the daytime would have the sea views. Holly could see the lights of the harbour and the town and, a long way off, in the shipping lanes, the tiny moving lights of tankers and cargo boats.

This room, too, had an almost unnatural perfection, except that on the bed there was a battered manila folder. It was so out of place among the broderie frills that she picked it up, flipped it open and all at once the breath caught in her throat.

There was a photograph. An old photograph of herself, grinning, gap-toothed, pleased as punch to be big enough to go to school, white-blonde hair pulled back in tight pigtails, beret firmly in place at the regulation angle, and posed to show the badge on the tiny blazer pocket. She picked it up. A copy of the picture had had pride of place on the mantelpiece at home until it had been knocked over in some mad game and the glass had broken. She sank to the bed and began slowly to turn the rest of the papers over.

‘Holly?’ She hadn’t been aware of time passing, but now the sound of her name jerked her back to the present.

‘Oh, Joshua.’ She was slightly dazed. ‘Is it so late? I hadn’t realised.’ He came into the room and stood beside her. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean you to find that cold. Mary asked me to give it to you.’ He picked up the yellowing cutting from the local newspaper when she’d won her first painting competition. ‘You were a fragile little thing,’ he said. ‘Is this the card?’ She nodded.

She had been six but still remembered the thrill when they had used her picture for a Christmas card to raise money for a local charity. He opened it and read out her very careful “With love from Holly”.

A choked cry escaped her lips. ‘I didn’t know about this,’ she said. ‘Why did Mary have all these things?’ He frowned and sat beside her on the bed and began sifting through the papers. Copies of school reports, more newspaper cuttings of her successes.

‘Good grief!’

She looked up at his exclamation and he held out a newspaper cutting.

‘Oh, no!’ She saw the question in his face and managed a laugh. ‘My moment of teenage rebellion,’ she offered. A punk hairdo had unhappily coincided with one of her paintings being chosen for a national exhibition. ‘My mother was so angry.’

‘She has my sympathy.’ He reached out and touched her hair with the tips of his fingers. ‘You have beautiful hair.’ The gesture was so unexpected that she shivered and stood up, oddly disturbed by the intimacy of the moment. He rose to his feet. ‘Mary painted, too. Did you know?’ he said abruptly.

She shook her head. ‘I only met her once. Years ago. I’m surprised she remembered me.’

A lie. Her own memory was vivid. Too vivid.

‘Would you like to see her work?’ She realised that he was trying to be pleasant.

‘Yes, thank you, I would. If you have time.’ He led the way back downstairs to the study. In the bureau was a large folder. He placed it on the desk and opened it. It was a collection of drawings and water-colours, pictures of Ashbrooke and its surroundings. Holly turned them over. Mary Graham had been an artist of considerable talent.

Joshua looked over her shoulder and removed one of the pictures. For a moment he examined it. ‘I hadn’t realised how talented she was. She never showed her work.’ He raised his eyes to meet hers. ‘It must run in the family.’ He straightened. ‘She has one of your pictures. Did you know?’ Holly shook her head and he extended his hand to her. ‘It’s through here.’

The gesture caught her by surprise and without even thinking she laid her fingers on his and allowed him to lead her into the dining-room.

A long water-colour of the river at Maybridge hung over the sideboard and Holly gasped with pleasure. She had been so pleased with it, so thrilled when the local gallery had agreed to take it. When they had put it in their window she had walked by the shop front at least three times a day in order to see it displayed there and had been almost disappointed when it had sold so quickly.

It was as if she had lost something that belonged to her, a feeling that the cheque from her first important sale hadn’t quite assuaged. It had always been the same when she sold a picture that she really liked.

‘How kind of her to buy it.’

‘I’ve seen it before, of course, but I hadn’t realised it was yours until I came in here for a bottle of sherry this afternoon. It’s very good.’ Holly half turned to him and realised with something of a shock that he still had her fingers caught between his own. She quickly withdrew them.

‘Thank you.’

He let his hand drop to his side. ‘It occurs to me that you might wish to go home tomorrow,’ he said stiffly. ‘Perhaps we should clear up one or two things first. The house, for instance. Do you want me to ask Mrs Austin to look after it for the time being?’

‘Until I decide what to do with it that would probably be best.’

‘I’ll see to it.’

She could see that Joshua Kent was making an enormous effort to be polite. Why it should be such a strain was a mystery. She was beginning to suspect the reason but she had to get to the bottom of it, clear the air between them once and for all.

‘How old was Mary?’ she asked.

He seemed surprised by her question. ‘It’s difficult to say. She had that fine, fragile sort of beauty that never seems to age, but I suppose she was in her early forties. Why?’

‘You must have loved her very much.’

‘Loved her?’ For a moment he seemed to consider the question quite seriously and then his face darkened as he realised exactly what she meant. ‘So, that’s what’s going through your head. You think that I was her lover and expected to receive my just deserts in her will?’

Stated baldly it sounded quite horrible and she wished the words had never left her mouth, but they could never be recalled and she pressed on, needing to get to the truth.

‘What else can I think? You’ve made your resentment quite plain enough. Does it sound so implausible?’

For a moment he glared at her, then, to her astonishment, he quite suddenly laughed. He caught her expression and shook his head. ‘Frankly, yes.’ Holly felt the slow flood of colour rising to her cheeks.

‘Oh, lord, I’m sorry. I didn’t think. You’re surely married —’

‘No, Holly, I’m not married. And I suppose if I’m honest it isn’t quite that ridiculous. She was a very beautiful woman and I was certainly very fond of her. But I’m afraid you have the wrong generation of Kents. It was my father who carried something of a torch for Mary.’

‘Oh!’

His amusement at her total misreading of the situation seemed to have eased the tension. ‘Don’t look so tragic. I’m beginning to understand why.’ He offered his hand once more. ‘Come on. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.’ It was late when they settled at a corner table at a small restaurant down on the quay and there were few other diners. While they were waiting for their food Joshua sat back and regarded her thoughtfully.

‘I was unbelievably rude to you today.’

‘Just today?’ Holly repeated in mock astonishment. ‘You’ve been unbelievably rude to me since the moment I first opened my front door to you.’

For a moment she thought he was going to deny it. But he simply shrugged. ‘Yes, I suppose I have. And I’ve no right to judge you when Mary didn’t.’

‘Judge?’ Holly lifted her shoulders, uncomfortable with the word. ‘I don’t think either of us has anything to congratulate ourselves for. The truth of the matter is that the very mention of a funeral upsets me.’

‘You’re rather young to have much experience of them,’ he said.

‘Old enough. I was just twelve when Dad died. He had a heart attack somewhere abroad and his body had to be flown home. I didn’t really understand what had happened and it all rather frightened me. Then my mother was hit by a car a couple of years ago.’ She looked up. ‘It wasn’t the driver’s fault. She just stepped out, not looking. Her head must have been full of Christmas. She always loved it, couldn’t wait to put the tree up. We always did that together on Christmas Eve and then had a little party, just the two of us, for my birthday. I haven’t put up decorations since.’

‘I’m sorry. I hadn’t realised quite what an ordeal it must have been for you today.’

Holly toyed with her fork. ‘I was dreading it,’ she admitted. ‘But it was different, somehow. Not depressing. Who were all those people?’

‘Friends, mostly. Some were people Mary had helped. She founded a charity to provide holidays for children. That’s
how I got to know her so well. She dragged me in to help with fund raising and when she set her heart on something you didn’t stand a chance.’

‘Is that why you’re her executor?’

‘More or less. My father was a solicitor here in Ashbrooke and he was originally named as her executor. When he retired she said she ought to have someone who was likely to outlive her.’ His face softened. ‘Very brave. She must have known, even then.’

‘I wish I’d known her.’

‘Do you. Holly?’ He leaned forward. ‘Then why on earth didn’t you come—?’

The arrival of their supper interrupted the question and, in the business of serving food and wine, it was lost. Or maybe he just decided it was not important enough to pursue. But she decided it was. ‘I didn’t come, Joshua, because I didn’t know she was ill. If you’d let me know before it was too late—’

‘It was her decision, Holly.
She gave me that folder for you — she wanted you to know that she had always cared about what happened to you, despite everything. She didn’t blame you for not wanting to know her.’ He drew back. ‘But you were the loser.’

‘That’s not true.’ Or was it? Once, writing Christmas cards, she had been on the point of asking her mother if they should send one to Mary. Something had stopped her. ‘I hadn’t seen her since I was seven years old,’ she said defensively.

‘She thought it best. She didn’t tell me, but clearly something happened then that made her decide it was better to stay away.’ Holly felt a chill along her spine. She didn’t need Joshua Kent to tell her what had happened.

‘But she told you everything else?’

‘She needed to confide in someone.’ He stirred the food around his plate with a fork. ‘I think she thought someone younger wouldn’t be so shocked to hear about her illegitimate daughter.’

‘Daughter?’ Holly sat for a moment while the words sank in. Then quite suddenly everything was clear. All that stuff about her conscience, his grim disapproval. She could hardly blame him, she thought as she raised her hand to her temple, feeling faint. Shock always had that effect on her. She needed air.

Joshua swore softly under his breath, at her side in a heartbeat, his arm around her. ‘You didn’t know.’

It wasn’t a question and she didn’t bother to confirm or deny it. ‘Will you take me back to the hotel?’ she asked, struggling to her feet.

‘Holly?’

‘Now, please. Straight away.’

His brow creased in concern. ‘Yes, of course.’ He signalled to the waiter and signed the bill. He paused before starting the car, as if he would say something, but the deathly pale set of her face stopped him.

He drew up outside the hotel and she fumbled with the door, wanting to get away from him as quickly as she could but her brain didn’t seem to be sending the right messages to her fingers.

He reached across and took her hands and held them in his own, turning her towards him.

‘Holly, I’m sorry. Mary thought you knew.’ She glanced down at his hand. It was as if the strength in those long fingers was pouring into her, helping her.

‘There’s absolutely no need to apologise. I should have realised right at the beginning that all this was some sort of mistake.’

‘Mistake?’

‘I’m afraid there’s no doubt about it. If you came to my house looking for Mary Graham’s illegitimate daughter, you were misled, Mr Kent. You’ve found the wrong woman.’

His face was all shadows, unreadable. ‘What are you talking about? Of course I haven’t found the wrong woman. I was looking for Holly Carpenter. I found her.’ He shook her slightly as if this would make her see sense. ‘I found you.’

‘But I am not Mary’s daughter.’

‘Holly, please. I can see you’re upset. It must have been a shock. But it really doesn’t matter.’

She turned on him. ‘How could you possibly know that? If your opinion of your own infallibility is so great that it hurts to admit you are wrong, then I’m sorry. But on this occasion you will simply have to accept that you are.’ Stronger now in her anger, she moved to go, but his hand tightened, detaining her.

‘There’s no possibility of a mistake.’

‘On the contrary, Joshua. I’m Holly Carpenter. My mother was Margaret Carpenter and my father was Peter Carpenter. That’s the truth and the end of it.’

‘And the folder? Why the hell do you think she garnered every scrap of information she could about you? It was more than simple curiosity, wouldn’t you say?’ His grey eyes glittered angrily, convinced as he was that she was simply refusing to accept a self-evident truth.

‘I don’t know.’ But that wouldn’t do. He would have to be convinced that he was wrong. She shook her head from side to side, trying to wipe out the memory of that small bundle of paper that represented her life. ‘Perhaps she took a special interest in her cousin’s child, a child about the same age as her own daughter?’ There was no softening in that cold face. ‘If what you say is true, that would be understandable,’ she offered, aware of a pleading note in her voice.

But he was relentless. ‘You are her daughter, Holly.
She told me your name and where to find you. God knows, I wanted to come and fetch you before but she wouldn’t let me. It had been your decision, she said, and she accepted that. She just wanted, hoped that you would finally relent and come to her funeral.’

‘If I had known she was ill I would have been happy to come and see her, but no one told me. And I’m not her daughter.’

His mouth was drawn in a hard line. ‘Damn you, Holly. I know you’re Mary’s daughter and somehow I’ll prove it to you.’

‘That is not possible.’ She finally pulled free of his grasp. ‘Goodnight, Joshua.’ She moved too quickly for him to open the door for her, but he was at her side as she entered the hotel. ‘Will you be all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘There’s no need to see me to my room.’ He ignored this, turning her towards the stairs. ‘It’s been a trying day,
Holly. Sleep on it,’ he urged as he opened her door. ‘We’ll talk again tomorrow. We’ll sort something out.’

‘Talking won’t change anything.’

‘Hiding from the truth won’t help, either,’ he said, losing patience in the face of her intransigence. ‘Something you’ve picked up from Margaret Carpenter. I’ll see you in the morning.’ He turned and walked quickly away.

She closed the door and for a while leaned against it, desperately trying to sort out her confused thoughts.

Nothing made sense. She wasn’t adopted, she knew that. But one thing was certain — she wasn’t planning to stay in Ashbrooke to be hectored by Joshua Kent. It was too late to leave immediately. She would have to spend the night at Ashbrooke Hall, but she made enquiries about the train service and booked a taxi for seven-thirty the following morning and an alarm call. Then she packed her bag, leaving her trousers and sweater ready for the morning.

Not that she slept. She felt stifled by the heavy drapery around the four poster and disturbed by her own unhappy thoughts. When finally she drifted off in the early hours, she dreamed that she was searching desperately for something, but didn’t know what.

A tap on the door finally woke her, releasing her from this misery. It was dark in the room, the heavy curtains blocking the early morning light, but she heard a tray being placed on the table near the bed.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You asked to be called at six-thirty, Holly. But I’ve cancelled your taxi. If you want to go home today, I’ll take you.’ She struggled up from the depths of the great bed.

‘Joshua? What are you doing here?’ He switched on the lamp and sat on the edge of the bed. His hair shone damply in the light, fresh from the shower, and he was dressed casually in jeans that clung to his long legs and a dark polo shirt.

‘I was going to have breakfast with Luigi in the kitchen, but I spotted your tea tray so I volunteered to bring it up to you.’ He poured two cups of coffee. ‘The croissants are fresh from the oven.’

‘I didn’t ask for breakfast.’

‘No. But I’ve missed mine.’

‘Help yourself,’ she said, pulling the covers higher as his gaze lingered on her naked shoulders. Having been too hot during the night, she had a dim recollection of throwing off her nightdress. She surreptitiously felt under the bedclothes in the hope of finding it.

Joshua offered her a cup and smiled. ‘Your nightdress is on the floor.’

She blushed. ‘I was hot in the night,’ she said, taking the cup with one hand and hanging on to the sheet with the other. ‘These drapes…’

‘I know,’ he said sympathetically. ‘But then, I never wear anything in bed to start with. It’s so much simpler.’

She swallowed. ‘Would you pass it to me?’ He bent and picked up the long plain black satin nightdress, dangling it from his fingers by the shoe-string straps.

‘Pretty.’

‘Please, Joshua.’ He offered it to her, then watched with amusement as she tried to juggle the cup and the sheet to take it from him. ‘Oh, go away!’ she said furiously, giving up.

He laughed softly, but took pity on her and stood up. ‘I’ll go if you promise that you’ll meet me in the main hall at eight.’ His words were a stark reminder of the real reason for this early call.

‘And if I don’t?’ she asked.

His mouth curved in a provoking little smile as he twitched the night-gown out of her reach. ‘I’ll just have to stay here and make sure you do.’

‘I promise,’ she said quickly. Anything to get rid of him.

‘What a pity.’ He let the nightgown trickle through his fingers on to the bed, where it made a dark patch against the coverlet.

The minute he was through the door she flew to lock it and then went to shower. She was ready long before eight o’clock, but it was exactly on the hour that she walked down the stairs and into the reception area.

Joshua was waiting and took her bag. ‘There’s no need to do this, you know,’ she said. ‘If you take me into Exeter I can quite easily catch a train.’ He opened the car door, ignoring this one last attempt to escape from him, and she climbed in without further protest.

‘I’ve been looking through Mary’s papers,’ he said as he headed the car towards the motorway.

‘And did you find anything?’ She found herself almost holding her breath, but that was silly. There was nothing to find.

He shook his head. ‘No, Holly. Not a thing. The folder contained everything that referred to you.’

‘So why didn’t you just let me leave?’

‘A number of reasons. If I’m right…’

‘You are not right! Why
do you have to be so damned obstinate?’

He threw her an exasperated glance. ‘And you’re not being stubborn, I suppose?’ She didn’t answer. Satisfied that he had made his point, he went on. ‘If I’m right there must be papers somewhere and your house is the obvious place to look.’

‘There are no papers.’

They paused at a junction and he turned to her and fixed her with a look that pinned her back in her seat. ‘When I came to see you, Holly,
I was angry. I had spent the previous week watching a friend die and as far as I was concerned you were an uncaring, thoughtless woman who had taken a quite calculating decision to cut her mother out of her life. I didn’t want to like you.’

‘You made that plain enough.’

‘Your first reaction to my news only reinforced those feelings. The rejection seemed so utterly callous.’

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘No. I realise that. But Mary thought you knew; your mother — Margaret Carpenter — had promised to tell you the truth.’

‘There was nothing to tell, Joshua. Why won’t you simply accept that?’

‘Because of this.’ He slipped an envelope from the breast pocket of his shirt and handed it to her.

She didn’t want to take the envelope, but she knew that he wouldn’t let this go until she had done as he asked.

‘What is it?’ she asked as they moved on.

‘It’s a photograph. I want you to look at it.’ Her fingers trembled as she pulled at the flap and tipped the photograph on to her lap. Then she frowned. It was a photograph of her… No, not her, someone very like her. Someone with the same almond-shaped eyes, but blue, not light brown, the same wide, high cheekbones, the too full mouth. Holly unconsciously touched her hair.

Silver-blonde hair that hung in a smooth curve to her shoulder. She turned the photograph over and there was the stamp of a photographer in Ashbrooke and the date, fifteen years earlier.

‘Who is this?’ she demanded. But she didn’t need an answer. She remembered the look on his face when she had pulled off her hat and he had seen her hair for the first time. ‘It’s Mary, isn’t it?’

‘Is it? It could be you.’

‘Yes…’ Why hadn’t she realised how alike they were? Except that she had only been seven and they hadn’t been alike then. She had been a rather thin and scrawny child, not at all like the woman in the photograph.

‘You do see now. Holly? You can see why I know I’m right.’

‘No! It’s
just a family likeness. Coincidence.’ His expression was compelling her to some unacceptable truth and somehow she had to make him see, prove to him that he was wrong. ‘I have my birth certificate,’ she said. ‘It’s at home, I’ll show you. As soon as we get there. I’ll show you.’ Her voice broke on a sob as she turned to him. ‘You’ll see then, Joshua. You’ll have to believe me then.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

JOSHUA wanted to stop, give Holly a chance to recover her composure, but she refused. ‘I want to get home as quickly as possible,’ she said, unmovable in her determination. After the briefest glance at her set face he had humoured her, putting his foot down when they reached the motorway and keeping it there, his concentration focused only on the road.

It was lunchtime when he finally pulled up outside her home and the two of them sat for a moment, adjusting themselves to the stillness. Then Holly roused herself. ‘Thank you, Joshua.’

‘What for?’

‘Understanding that I didn’t want to talk.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ll get your bag.’

She put her hand on his arm, detaining him. ‘That will wait. I’ll get that birth certificate and then I’ll make you some lunch.’ He watched as she searched through the sideboard drawer. ‘I had it recently,’ she said desperately, when her shaking fingers couldn’t find it. ‘I’m going to Italy and I had to get my passport renewed. It must be here. I know it is...’

She jumped as he placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned over her. She turned to glance up at him, surprised by the intimacy suggested by the warmth of his body against hers, the simple touch of his hand.

‘I believe this is it.’ He plucked the document from the drawer and offered it to her.

She forced her mind back to the business in hand. ‘Yes, it is. How on earth did I miss it?’

‘Maybe you didn’t want to find it?’ he suggested.

She made no comment, but took the document from him and spread it on the sideboard, holding it flat. ‘Now, there,’ she said. ‘Will you believe me now?’

His breath was sucked in sharply as he read the words the registrar had written in a neat, copperplate hand.

‘It’s not what I expected.’

‘What did you expect?’ she demanded. ‘An adoption certificate?’ ‘Frankly, yes. I’m sorry for doubting you, Holly. I knew you wanted to believe it, but I thought you were fooling yourself.’ He took the certificate and held it up to the light, checking to see if there had been any illicit alterations.

‘But I still don’t understand.’ He turned to her. ‘I’ll have to check the original entry, of course, but I have no doubt that this is genuine enough. There has to be another explanation.’

‘Well, thank you,’ she said with uncharacteristic bitterness, shaken, bewildered by his insistence, in the face of this evidence, that he was right.

‘Holly, please try to understand.’ His voice was so unexpectedly gentle that her insides flipped over. She moved quickly away and sat down, wrapping her arms around herself.

‘No, Joshua,’ she begged. ‘Just go away and forget you ever came here.’ But there was no escape. He came and squatted on his heels in front of her.

‘I was told by a dying woman that you were her daughter.’ He pushed back a dark strand of hair that had fallen over his forehead. ‘It was hard enough to believe that she had a child. For her to admit that she had given her...given you…to someone else to bring up was an agony for her. If you had known her you would understand.’

‘I’ll never understand why you’re putting me through this,’ she said, rising quickly, needing to move, not wanting to hear him, and he let her go, straightening behind her, but said nothing. ‘Are you sure she wasn’t…?’ Holly hesitated, turning to him. ‘She must have been on some sort of drugs for the pain—’

‘You think she was imagining all this?’

‘Isn’t it possible?’ Her voice pleaded with him.

‘No.’ He dismissed the idea without hesitation. ‘Are there any other family papers?’

Her shoulders sagged. He wasn’t going to give up unless she convinced him, but she didn’t know how. ‘A few. Marriage certificates, death certificates, that sort of thing. They’re upstairs, but they won’t tell you anything.’

‘Nothing else? Letters, diaries? What about the loft?’

‘I don’t know. There are a few boxes stored up there, but nothing important. I haven’t been up there in ages—’

‘Perhaps we should—’ The key in the door stopped him and he turned as David appeared in the doorway and, eyes narrowed, glanced from Holly to Joshua and back again.

‘How’s the heiress, then?’ he said, casually dropping a kiss on her cheek before she could anticipate the gesture and avoid it. ‘Are we celebrating tonight?’

‘No—’

But Joshua forestalled her, his voice wintry as he took in the casual way David had draped his arm around her shoulders. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to wait to celebrate Holly’s legacy. There has been a slight hitch.’

‘What sort of hitch?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘It’s nothing much,’ she said quickly, in case Joshua might take it in his head to explain. But Joshua made no such mistake. There was an awkward silence and, to fill it, she quickly introduced the two men.

‘Joshua, this is David Grantham. I share the house with him,’ she added, because she hated the word lodger, but clearly some explanation was necessary. ‘David, Joshua Kent, my cousin’s executor.’

‘Joshua Kent?’ David was suddenly all smiles and offered his hand. It was taken briefly. ‘I thought you looked familiar. I’ve heard a great deal about you. Can I offer you a drink?’

‘I’m
just about to make some lunch for Mr Kent, David,’ Holly said quickly, hoping to head him off.

‘Great. We can have a chat over one of Holly’s omelettes. She’s a great cook.’ Joshua ignored this and when he turned to Holly his face had returned to the aloof, unreadable expression of the man who had called two days earlier.

‘I can’t stay for lunch, Holly,’ he said. ‘I’ll get your bag from the car.’

She followed him out. ‘I’m sorry, Joshua. David’s— ’

‘You don’t have to explain,’ he said curtly, opening the boot. ‘But we still have to examine the papers in the loft.’

‘Not now.’ She would have enough trouble damping David’s curiosity as it was. He was ambitious enough to realise the potential in this sort of human interest story. Friendship would count for nothing if there was a chance of a story that would make the nationals.

‘Tomorrow, then.’ And she knew there was no point in arguing.

‘If you must, but I have to work in the morning. Come after two o’clock. You can search the house if you want, so long as you promise that if you don’t find anything you’ll stop all this nonsense.’

‘And if we do find something?’ he persisted, placing her bag in the hall.

‘We won’t.’ She shook her head at the sharp question in his eyes. ‘I shan’t go up to the loft before you and destroy the evidence, Joshua. You’ll be the first person up there in several years. I offer the dust as my alibi.’ She managed a smile. After all, she had been right and could afford to be generous. ‘I have a particular aversion to spiders.’

He reached out and touched the platinum curve of her hair. ‘Something else you have in common with Mary. Until tomorrow, then.’

It was a while before she moved, then she slowly closed the door and turned back into the living room.

She picked up the birth certificate and gently smoothed out the folds.

‘What’s that?’ David asked, coming from the kitchen with a beer.

‘My birth certificate,’ she said, and touched the date. December the twenty-fourth. Christmas Eve. Her mother had said she was the best Christmas present she’d ever had. Now, quite suddenly, the words seemed to take on a different meaning.

* * *

‘The boyfriend not at home?’

‘Who? Oh, David. No, we won’t be disturbed today. He’s at the magistrates’ court all afternoon.’

‘Really? A parking ticket, or can I hope it’s something more serious?’

‘Neither,’ she said, surprised into giggling. ‘He works for the local paper.’

‘Far more serious, then,’ he said with a barb to his voice. ‘We’d better get on with the search party, before he comes back and scents a story.’

Joshua had come prepared for a foray into the loft dressed in a pair of old jeans and a sweatshirt. He looked so much younger out of a suit that her suggestion that he was Mary’s lover seemed embarrassing in retrospect. He must have women falling over themselves. Young, beautiful women. She remembered the look that Lisa Stamford had given him and wondered if they were lovers. The sharp stab of jealousy was so unexpected that she almost gasped.

‘The ladder is in the shed,’ she said quickly.

‘Lead the way,’ he said and she did, thankful that he was totally unaware of the impossible thoughts racketing around her head. But his strong, reassuring arm at her back was oddly disturbing.

A few minutes later the ladder was propped against the loft hatch and the trouble he had opening it dispelled any doubts he might harbour that she had been there ahead of him.

She steadied it while he pushed at it with the heel of his hand, unable to take her eyes from the firm, well-muscled line of his thighs as he strained upwards. It finally shifted with a small shower of dust and she turned away with an exclamation as it covered her.

‘All right?’ He glanced down at her. ‘No spiders?’ She shuddered involuntarily. ‘Don’t!’ He laughed and disappeared into the darkness. She could see the swing of the torch he had brought with him as he crawled across the joists.

‘You could do with some insulation up here,’ his voice came hollowly back to her.

‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ she called back.

His head appeared in the hatchway, a provoking grin doing disturbing things to his mouth. ‘Where shall I begin?’

Her voice caught in her throat. Perhaps it was the dust. ‘Just get on with it,’ she urged him hoarsely.

He hung there for a moment, very still. ‘From anyone else,
Holly Carpenter, I’d take that as an invitation.’

He didn’t wait to see her sudden blush, but disappeared into the darkness and for a while she heard him moving about above her. When he finally reappeared he handed a dust-covered box down to her.

‘This is the only possibility. It’s not heavy.’ Holly took the box. He was right, it wasn’t heavy, but it was sealed up with tape and had clearly not been disturbed for a long time. She had no recollection of seeing it on her admittedly infrequent trips into the roof space.

He joined her on the landing, and she dragged her eyes back from the box to him.

‘Have you any idea what’s in here?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘I’ve
never seen this before.’

‘It was right at the back,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe it was meant to be found by anyone
but the most persistent searcher.’

‘And you are certainly that,’ she said unhappily. She had been so sure. But now, looking at this battered box that had once held nothing more interesting than copy paper, she knew, deep inside, that there was something to be discovered. And all she was certain of now was that she didn’t want to know what it was.

‘I have no choice, Holly.
You must see that.’

‘Haven’t you? Couldn’t you just put this back and pretend you never saw it?’

He took the box from her. ‘You know I can’t. If you are right I will have to start looking for someone else.’

‘But you don’t think I’m right.’

‘Mary would never have been that careless.’

‘Wouldn’t she? You’re quite prepared to believe she was careless enough to give away her child.’

His mouth hardened. ‘There’s no point in standing here arguing about it.’ He turned away and went quickly down the stairs. She followed him a good deal more slowly and when she reached the living room the box was already on the table and he had opened a pocket knife in order to slit the tape.

‘Wait!’ He straightened and after one glance at her white face he handed her the knife. She pushed in the point, but her look was pleading as she hesitated, hoping even now that he would change his mind.

‘It’s like pulling off a sticking-plaster, Holly,’ he urged her. ‘The quicker you do it, the less painful it is in the end.’

‘Is that a guarantee?’

‘Life doesn’t come with guarantees.’

‘No, I suppose not.’ She took a firmer grip on the knife and sliced quickly through the tape, then let the knife fall with a clatter to the floor as she dropped to her knees and pulled at the lid and revealed a thick, padded envelope.

There was nothing written on it but her name. It must have been bought especially for this purpose.

Joshua lifted it out and held it for a moment before handing it to her.

She smoothed over the envelope, turned it over. Read her name again.

‘Do you want to be on your own while you open it, Holly?’ Joshua asked.

She shook her head. ‘No. You’d better stay and see it through.’ The truth of the matter was she needed him with her. Needed his strength. She opened the envelope and tipped its contents on to the table.

Until then she had still hoped that it wasn’t true. That her birth certificate wasn’t a lie. That her mother hadn’t given her away. There wasn’t much to tell her that her hope was groundless. A man’s linen handkerchief, half a theatre ticket, a bunch of pressed violets pinned to a card, their colour as fresh as the day they were picked, a tiny gold locket and a thick notebook. Five small items. She sat back on her heels, stuffing her fist into her mouth to prevent the cry of dismay.

The air was so still, so fragile that she knew that if she moved, if she touched them, her whole life, everything she had trusted, known, would disappear for ever.

But it already had. This hidden cache was proof that there was some great secret and that nothing would ever be the same again.

She picked up each item in turn. The violets, the handkerchief, which had somehow absorbed their lingering scent, the theatre ticket, torn in half by some unknown hand years before.

The locket sprang open to her touch to reveal a small curl of light brown hair. Not her hair or Mary’s. It belonged to the man who had fathered her and then simply abandoned them both without a thought.

Finally, the notebook, covered in Chinese brocade, with its own gold pen. A precious thing.

She swallowed and ran the tip of her tongue nervously over her lips before looking up to meet the grave expression on Joshua Kent’s face.

‘Like sticking-plaster?’ she asked shakily.

‘Would you prefer me to read it?’ he asked.

She shook her head. It had been waiting for her and after a last, brief hesitation she found the courage to open the book, written years before and left, like a time bomb, for her to find.

The handwriting was beautiful. Mary had written her thoughts and feelings from the first moment she had fallen in love. They were rare, bright, new and needed all the care she could give them.

It took Holly a long time to read and in all that time the man beside her said not a word. There were so many words. So much joy and so much pain and towards the end the pages had been blotted with tears.

It was only when she reached the postscript, written years after, that finally a great choking sob escaped her and she dropped the book, unable to read through the film of tears. Joshua caught her and drew her close, holding her against him, letting her pour her grief on to his broad chest.

She was barely aware of his soothing words, only that he stroked her hair, enfolding her in his strength, only that here was comfort. His cheek was cool against her temple; his lips brushed the delicate skin there and she raised her tear-soaked eyes to his.

‘Holly,’ he murmured. ‘I’m so sorry.’ For a moment he seemed to hesitate, then, briefly, for the endless space of a heartbeat, his lips touched hers and in that magic she was able to forget everything else. Smiling a little, he brushed the hair back from her face with his fingers and produced a handkerchief to dry her eyes. When he had finished, he asked, ‘Have you got any brandy?’

She shook her head. ‘Unless there’s some left over from Christmas.’ He found a bottle and poured some into a glass which he pressed into her hands. ‘Drink this.’ She pulled a face. She had never much liked brandy. ‘Purely medicinal,’ he said firmly.

‘Medicinal?’

‘It’ll make you feel better.’ She looked at it doubtfully, but she drank it in one swallow and shuddered and coughed as it burned its way down her throat.

He slapped her on the back until she had recovered. ‘I meant you to sip it,’ he scolded, but gently.

‘I don’t like the taste.’ She saw his eyes stray towards the notebook, lying where it had fallen, on the floor. ‘No. Please don’t read it.’

‘I need to know, Holly.’

She closed her eyes. ‘You were right. Mary was my mother.’

‘The birth certificate?’

‘It wasn’t a deliberate deceit. It just happened. She used my mother’s—’ She stopped and carefully corrected herself. ‘She used Margaret Carpenter’s name at the clinic. They always notify the local health authority of births, apparently, and as I was on the records as Holly Carpenter there didn’t seem any point in owning up and putting it right. Apparently, Margaret and Peter were going to adopt me anyway. This saved them the bother.’

He frowned at the sharp bitterness in her voice. ‘I spent a lot of time thinking about it last night and had reached the same conclusion. That Mary had used your mother’s name seemed the only explanation.’

‘She wasn’t my mother,’ Holly said. ‘Neither of them was.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Isn’t it?’ She turned on him. ‘One of them didn’t have me, one of them didn’t want me.’

He grasped her shoulders and held her at arm’s length. ‘Nothing’s ever that simple, Holly. When you’ve
had time to think about it, I’m certain you’ll see it differently.’

‘I doubt it.’ She picked up one of the pathetic remnants of the brief affair. ‘This belonged to my father.’ She held out the handkerchief. ‘How would you feel if that was all you knew of your father?’

He saw the hurt, tried
to help. ‘Perhaps I could find out more for you. It shouldn’t be impossible. Even after all this time.’

‘No! He
thought too much of his position in society to risk it for Mary, or to acknowledge my existence. I don’t want to know anything about him.’

‘Not now, perhaps, but one day…’ He shrugged. ‘It’s too easy for me to tell you not to judge them. I have no way of knowing what you’re feeling. Or what they felt at the time.’

‘Not enough apparently.’ Her father might not have wanted her, but Mary... It hurt. The pain was so deep that she thought she could die of it. ‘They should have told me.’

‘Yes, you’re right, they should have told you, but Mary thought you knew. Margaret had promised her that you would be told when you came of age. Presumably that was when she was supposed to give you this.’ He indicated the box.

‘But she didn’t.’

‘Perhaps Margaret Carpenter still thought of twenty-one as that special birthday. Or maybe it was just easier to put it off for as long as possible. She died a few days before your twenty-first birthday, didn’t she, Holly?’

‘Yes,’ she said, choking back a cry as the reason for her mother’s distraction
struck home. The reason she’d stepped out in front of a car. Confessing the truth must have been burning a hole in her mind.

She quickly pushed the memories of old desires back into their envelope in an effort to consign them to the past where they belonged but Joshua reached out and caught her wrist, stopping her.

‘What do you intend to do?’

‘Do?’

‘Come back to Ashbrooke with me,’ he said, drawing her into his arms, but she resisted this new attempt to comfort her. It would be too easy to be comforted by Joshua Kent. He knew all the right words. But then he would go away, back to Lisa Stamford or some other woman like her, and there would be no comfort in the world to make that hurt better.

‘Ashbrooke?’ she asked, then shook her head decisively. ‘It’s too late for that.’

‘Why? There’s the house.’

She refused to meet his eye. ‘Do what you like with it, Joshua. I don’t want it.’

‘Think about it for a while,’ he pressed her.

‘No. I never want to go there again.’ She deliberately made her voice hard.

‘If you’re certain. But you’ll have to decide—’

‘You decide for me, Joshua,’ she said wearily. ‘I have to go to work.’ He frowned. ‘I thought you worked this morning.’

‘Just catching up with paperwork before the end of term. I have a class this evening. My last one.’

‘Of course. You’ll want to say goodbye to everyone.’

‘Goodbye?’

‘Surely you’ll resign now? You won’t carry on teaching?’

‘Why should I do that, Joshua?’ she asked with biting irony. ‘Because my mother — not the one who brought me up, but the new one I didn’t know about, the one who gave me away — has left me all her money as a sop to her guilt?’

His head shot back as if she had hit him and he let her wrist drop, breaking the link between them..

‘Very well, I’ll get on with it.’ His step back put a clear space between them and she felt as if she was being cast adrift. ‘I’ve already had an excellent offer for Highfield — Mary’s house.’ He waited, his face blank, for some reaction from her. Feeling nothing, she offered none. ‘Do you need any money straight away?’

‘No,’ she said. Then she lifted her chin defiantly. ‘Yes…’ He raised a brow in query. ‘I’m going to Italy at the weekend.’

‘How much do you want?’ The question disconcerted her. She had expected him to be angry with her. Had intended him to be angry.

‘I don’t know.’

‘I’ll transfer five thousand pounds. Give me the details of your bank account and I’ll see to it first thing in the morning.’

* * *

‘Falling asleep in the sun is not wise, Holly.’

The voice came from far away, familiar and yet strange after the weeks in Italy and France. An English voice that sent a ripple of pleasure up her spine. She kept her eyes closed, afraid that she had imagined it. But a shadow moved across her face and blocked out the sun.

‘I’m not asleep,’ she murmured.

‘I know.’ The voice was teasing. ‘You’re simply resting your eyes.’ If she had allowed herself to wonder what Joshua’s reaction might be to her continued absence, she would have assumed that he wouldn’t care. She certainly wouldn’t have expected him to come looking for her, not after their last meeting.

He had arrived unexpectedly on her doorstep the day after they had found the box in the loft, to confirm the details of a transfer of money to her account. She had opened the door and he had been there, grave, courteous, keeping his distance in the face of her brittle temper. It was the only time in her life she had regretted the lack of a telephone. Then he would simply have called her and she wouldn’t have had to bear the watchful scrutiny in his eyes.

He had asked carefully if she was all right, if she had slept and, on her snappy assurance that she was just fine, he had resisted any further enquiries, and had simply told her that he would call again and see her when she returned from Italy.

‘I’d like a little notice, Joshua. I may not be in if you just turn up,’ she warned him.

He’d looked at her hard and she’d thought he was about to say something, but he’d clearly thought better of it, since he’d contented himself with a slight shrug and said, ‘You could come up to the office if you prefer. I’ll drop you a line when everything is settled and you can call me and arrange a time.’ But she hadn’t been there to call him. She’d taken her flight to Florence the next day and, when the three weeks had expired she had not gone home.

She lifted lids so heavy that the effort was almost insupportable, unwilling to face the man who had come to disturb her fragile peace, half expecting him to be dressed in one of those elegant suits, tailored to perfection for his broad shoulders. But he looked equally at home in a fine jersey shirt and tailored shorts, his bare feet pushed into a pair of espadrilles. In fact, she thought, it was almost shocking that one man could look quite so desirable.

And desire was the right word. Because, although Margaret and Mary had been in her thoughts during the past weeks, Joshua had been there too. Not the angry, disapproving man to whom she had opened her door that disastrous afternoon, but a different man entirely — the one who had put his arms around her, holding her close while she had cried her heart out.

A man who had kissed her because her heart was breaking.

Maybe that was why she was unwilling to return. A quite ridiculous complication. He had merely been kind, although kind was not a word she associated with Joshua Kent. And she doubted that he could ever be described as merely anything.

‘I’ve brought some lunch,’ he said, putting down a wicker basket, as if this were sufficient explanation for his sudden appearance, and folded himself up beside her on the hard, dry earth.

Holly forced her eyes up from the pleasurable contemplation of his square shoulders, the strong, tanned column of his neck, to the more dangerous territory of his face, and suddenly she was wide awake.

‘How did you find me?’ she asked.

‘I saw your car parked on the road. They told me what you were driving at the hotel.’

She made an impatient, dismissive gesture. ‘I didn’t mean that. How did you know where to look in the first place?’

‘Were you hiding?’ One dark brow flicked up in apparent amusement at her naïveté. He began to open a bottle of wine dewed with moisture. ‘You’ll have to try a little harder if you’re being serious about it.’

‘Of course I wasn’t hiding, but…’

‘But?’ he asked, an edge to his voice warning her that he expected an answer.

‘But nothing,’ she said. ‘I just didn’t go out of my way to let anyone know where I was. That’s all.’

‘No, but you sent David a postcard from Arles. You hired a car and bought some clothes using a credit card. Finding someone is not so difficult if you know the right computer to ask.’

‘And I’m
sure you know them all personally.’

‘A few,’ he conceded, apparently not at all put out by the irritation in her voice. ‘Try this.’ He handed her a glass of wine and then proceeded to tear hunks of bread off a loaf. ‘Cheese? Or there’s some pate,’ he offered.

She ignored his offer of food. ‘All right, Joshua, you’re proved how clever you are. Now perhaps you’d like to tell me exactly why you’re here?’

‘But you know why I’ve come, Holly.’ He looked up then, his eyes creasing against the fierce sun. ‘I’ve come to take you home.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

‘HOME?’ Holly repeated. Then his arrogance hit her like a sledge hammer and she exploded. ‘You’ve got some kind of nerve, Joshua Kent. I’ll come home when I’m good and ready.’

He was unmoved by this outburst. ‘Your prolonged absence is causing me problems. I need signatures on some documents and decisions have to be made about property.’

‘Why? Surely nothing is that urgent?’

‘It won’t take long,’ he said, as if this was sufficient reason for her to comply with his wishes. He scooped a piece of ripe Brie on to a crust. ‘You can always come back when everything is tidied up.’

‘Well, thank you, sir,’ she said, fury at his casual hijacking of her life striking sparks. ‘You are too kind.’

The tiny fan of white lines around his eyes disappeared as he smiled. Tm glad you see it that way. For a moment I thought you were going to be difficult.’

‘Difficult?’ She drew a deep breath, determined to show him exactly how difficult she could be. But then she stopped. Why she couldn’t exactly have said. It took a great deal to provoke her to anger but once aroused nothing and no one could stop her until she had given vent to her feelings. Something warned her that it wouldn’t make any impression on Joshua Kent. ‘When you’ve gone to so much trouble?’ she replied, suddenly all sweet compliance.

She was rewarded with a sharp, appraising glance. She had surprised him and that was recompense enough for her restraint.

‘It was no trouble,’ he said.

‘But surely a telephone call would have done? There is one at the hotel,’ she persisted. ‘Why did you have to come yourself?’

‘I thought you might be pleased to see me.’ The corner of his mouth tugged upwards in an ironic parody of a smile and she had the grace to blush for her lack of manners. ‘And since I’m Mary’s executor. There is no one else.’ He chewed on an olive. ‘You’ll forgive me if I suggest you would not have simply packed up and come home if I’d telephoned and asked you to? Or even if I had used your preferred method of communication and written a letter.’ He waited for the briefest moment, then smiled with a sweetness to match her own, just to prove that he, too, could be good when he wanted. Then he quite spoiled the effect by adding, ‘Of course, I could be wrong.’

‘And when was the last time you were wrong about anything?’ The words flew from her mouth, the careful control snapping like an overstretched rubber band.

He thought for a moment. ‘Well, I once bet my father a pound that the England football team would win the World Cup,’ he offered.

‘Really?’ And suddenly she found it necessary to suppress a giggle firmly. ‘I thought you were smarter than that.’

‘I was very young at the time.’

‘Clearly.’

She pushed her hair back and, propping her chin on her knees, considered for a moment, taking full advantage of this opportunity to study his face openly. Here, in the open air and sunshine, he looked so much younger than that first grim impression.

‘I’m thirty-two,’ he said, finally putting her out of her difficulty. He leaned back upon an elbow. ‘Since you were obviously wondering.’

‘You look older,’ she said, leaning forward to cut a piece of cheese and cover her confusion at the ease with which he could read her mind. ‘I’d have said thirty-four at least,’ she added, attempting to turn it into a joke.

‘It’s been a difficult year.’

She looked up. ‘Am I being a nuisance?’

‘A bit.’ He shrugged. ‘The Highfield buyers are ready to sign contracts,’ he said, returning to his original subject.

‘Buyers?’ She felt an odd little tug at her heart. ‘You have buyers for the house?’

‘I did tell you,’ he said, patiently.

‘Did you?’ Her forehead creased in concentration. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘No. Well, you were rather distraught at the time so I didn’t press it. I had assumed you would be around when I needed to discuss the details. I didn’t realise that you intended to leave the country for an indefinite period.’

‘I had nothing to hurry back for.’

‘Oh?’ He frowned, then shrugged. ‘Well, they’re getting impatient to complete and it is a very good offer.’ She bit back an exclamation that she didn’t care about the money. She would have gladly forgone her inheritance if she had just known about Mary before it was too late. But it was too late and there was nothing she could do about that. Going back would make no difference.

‘Surely I don’t have to go back to England?’ she objected. ‘I’ll sign your piece of paper right now and then I won’t waste your valuable time.’

‘Did I say my time was wasted?’ His look was intense, unsettling. ‘Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. Apart from anything else, you’ll have to decide what to do with the contents of the house. There are some very good pieces of furniture and porcelain and if you don’t want to keep any of it I’ll have to put it to auction.’

She could imagine what he was thinking. She’d better take it because it was a lot better than the stuff she had at home.

‘Sell it,’ she said roughly.

‘Better come and look at it first. Since you’re coming home anyway.’ His tone suggested that argument would be futile. ‘Why don’t you have some of these olives? They’re very good.’ She absently took a small green olive and he poured her another glass of wine. ‘Don’t worry about the house now. We’ll sort it all out tomorrow. Tell me about your holiday.’ He lifted his hand to her cheek and stroked it very gently with the back of his fingers. ‘You look wonderful. Like a ripe peach.’

His touch shivered through her and reached for her hat to move from the disturbing, dangerous intimacy. Then wished she hadn’t before calling herself every kind of fool.

Apparently unaware of the agitation he had caused, Joshua prompted her to tell him about her travels and, relieved to be on less difficult ground, she described her visit to Florence and the art galleries there, and her weeks in the Tuscan hills.

‘What made you move on to France?’ he asked. ‘I had the impression you intended to carry on teaching.’

‘You were the one who said I should resign.’

He glanced at her with a slightly jaundiced expression. ‘You didn’t take too kindly to the suggestion, as I recall.’

‘No. And to be honest it wasn’t my decision. That last evening at college I discovered that one of the classes was being closed because the education budget was overspent. The teacher involved had a wife and two children and a mortgage.’

‘So you volunteered to go in his place?’ She didn’t answer. She would have done it, even without the legacy. ‘Now you’re a full-time artist. Are you enjoying it?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure. Too much of a good thing, perhaps.’ She had moved on to Provence hoping to find fresh inspiration in the Roman ruins, pine-clad hills and small terracotta villages, but concentration had been difficult. ‘I’ve been planning the trip to Tuscany for ever,’ she said quickly, not wanting to think why it had been difficult. ‘But I think I crammed too much in, too quickly.’

‘A bit like eating too much chocolate at Christmas?’ he suggested.

‘A surfeit of old masters?’ She smiled at the idea. ‘Perhaps. Anyway, I wanted to be quiet, to think. Provence is a bonus from Mary. There was always something more urgent to spend the money on before,’ she explained.

‘I noticed. It was bucketing down with rain when I called at your house last week in the vain hope that you might have returned. I’m afraid your guttering is in dire need of replacement.’

She groaned. ‘I hoped it would keep until the autumn. I’ve been saving the money from David’s rent to pay for it.’

‘He pays you rent? He gave me the impression…’ He let the sentence hang, unfinished.

‘What impression?’ His response was scarcely a shrug but it spoke volumes, saying far more than words ever could. ‘He suggested that we live together?’ She raised long lashes and regarded Joshua Kent coolly. ‘I wonder why?’

His impassive expression was oddly unsettling. ‘That’s not for me to say. Perhaps he sees me as some sort of threat. Maybe he was simply warning me off.’ His look was unwavering.

‘You could have put his mind at rest,’ she prompted, inwardly mocking herself for being so obvious.

This seemed to amuse him. ‘Do I need to?’ he asked, and she felt hot colour rise to her cheeks. ‘Perhaps if you’d let him know where you were, and when you’d be back he’d be less anxious. One postcard is hardly compensation for not bringing him with you.’

‘He’s not interested in art.’

‘That undoubtedly explains the omission. But I would have thought that during the six weeks you’ve been away you might have found a little time—’ he looked thoughtful, and it suddenly occurred to her that Joshua might be doing a little prompting on his own account ‘—to let him know where you were.’

‘I was busy,’ she answered, guiltily aware that David had never once entered her thoughts. She raised her eyes to his. ‘But you didn’t know either. That must have been some comfort to him.’

‘You’d have thought so.’ He offered a bland smile. ‘As soon as you get home you’ll be able to explain it all to him yourself.’

‘There’s nothing to explain.’ But Holly silently swore that David would be left in no doubt that if he harboured any thoughts of moving along the corridor to her bedroom he would be looking for somewhere else to live. ‘So when do we leave?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘In the morning. I’ve booked two seats from Montpellier. You’ve plenty of time to finish your drawing.’

She looked at the discarded pad, lying where it had fallen. ‘I can’t get it right.’

‘On contrary, Holly. It’s a remarkable likeness of your mother. She must have made quite an impression on you.’

‘Mary has been on my mind.’ At night she seemed to call to her. Sometimes the feeling was so strong that it caught her unawares even in the daytime.

He leaned back against a tree and half closed his eyes. ‘Tell me,’ he said. ‘Maybe I can help.’

She hesitated and yet who else would understand better? ‘I was so angry,’ she offered tentatively. ‘When I said neither of them was my mother…’ She didn’t know how to go on.

There was no hint of disapproval. He remained relaxed against the trunk of an olive tree, his hands laced behind his head. ‘It was a perfectly natural reaction,
Holly. There’s no need to feel guilty.’

‘Isn’t there?’ She sighed. ‘Margaret loved me; she didn’t deserve that. She was my mother in every sense of the word that matters. But Mary is crying out to me, Joshua…’

She told Joshua what Mary had written in her journal. How she’d loved a man with a sweet, wild abandon and carried his child for nine long months. Described how her hands had felt the gradual swelling of her belly, felt the child move and grow strong inside her and all the time she had known that she would have to give her up.

‘It wasn’t an easy option.’

There had been less awkward ways out of such a problem, but Mary Graham had borne her out of love, and out of love had given her the gift of life.

Joshua listened to her stumbling over the words.

Finally he said, ‘She made her choice, Holly. I told you that she didn’t blame you. She had no right to blame you.’

‘You would, if you knew.’ She sensed a sudden stillness about him. ‘You see, it was my fault.’

His pose, outwardly relaxed as ever, sharpened. ‘But you didn’t know—’

‘Mary came to see me on my seventh birthday.’

He nodded. ‘Yes?’

‘She brought me a doll; did she tell you that?’ He shook his head, leaning forward, all attention now. ‘It was very special, too expensive for Mum to buy.’ Holly wrapped her arms around her knees and rested her head there so as not to see his eyes. ‘It was in a big green and gold box and there were layers of tissue paper. Oh, lord, Joshua, I was so thrilled that I just threw my arms around her and hugged her.’ The memory was sharp, bright. Clear as the Provencal sun. ‘Then I saw Mum’s face, saw that she was crying. I didn’t understand, but I knew she was unhappy and I pushed Mary away and ran to her. It was in the journal. She decided then not to come back.’

He was beside her in one movement, lifting her face to meet his. ‘Don’t, Holly. Don’t torture yourself. It wasn’t your fault; they should have told you. They hurt themselves.’

‘I helped.’

‘No,’ he said fiercely. ‘You were seven years old. They were two grown women who between them made a difficult situation impossible.’ He took her hands and pulled her to her feet. ‘Come on. It’s getting far too hot to sit out here. You haven’t got the colouring for it.’ His fingers trailed through her hair. I’ll bet you were a hit in Italy,’ he said a little roughly.

‘Don’t remind me,’ she groaned. ‘After the first day I kept it hidden under a scarf.’

‘What idiots men can be,’ he said. He smiled slightly. ‘If I promise not to pinch your bottom, will you let me take you out tonight?’ When she didn’t immediately answer he added lightly, ‘Unless, of course, you have some great hairy Frenchman a slave at your feet?’ She suddenly laughed, teased out of her gloomy mood. ‘I’ll
give him the night off,’ she promised.

* * *

Joshua had taken a room at the small inn where she had been staying for the past couple of weeks. It was clean, comfortable in a basic sort of way, but hardly his sort of place, she would have thought, and yet he seemed perfectly at home when she went out into the courtyard that evening and found him relaxing over a smoky glass of pastis with the patron.

The two men looked up as she appeared and she was glad she had taken so much trouble with her appearance.

She had chosen to wear a new dress, grey and white, one of several she had bought in France.

Her hair, bleached white with the sun, swung loose to her shoulders, bare but for the shoelace straps of her dress, in contrast against the light gold of her tan. Joshua was first to his feet, but the patron was swift to leap up and dust off his chair and hold it for her, before leaving her alone with Joshua.

He sat for a moment and regarded her intently.

‘What is it?’ she asked, convinced that she must have a smudge on the end of her nose. ‘What’s wrong?’

He shook his head. ‘Nothing. I was just thinking that coming to fetch you was one of my better ideas.’

‘Oh,’ she said, disconcerted by this unexpected declaration. ‘I think that was a compliment.’

‘You think right. Shall we go?’

‘Where are you taking me?’

‘On a mystery tour. Will you place yourself entirely in my hands?’ He held her with his eyes for a moment, demanding that she trust him, and she felt every nerve-ending stir as he took her hand and tucked it into the warm crook of his arm.

His hired Peugeot was parked in the square and as he opened the door a blast of hot air met them. ‘It’ll soon cool down, when we’re moving,’ he promised as she pulled a face.

He headed towards the exciting, marshy delta of the Rhone and once in a while Joshua pointed out something of interest, or a place he had visited and was sure she would like too, asking where she had been and what she had seen.

‘I think I’ve done too much sightseeing. I went to Gordes to see the Vasarély in the château last week and vowed that was the last. I’m afraid I enjoyed the boutiques far more.’

‘Is that where you bought the dress?’ he asked.

‘Don’t you know, Joshua?’ she asked in apparent amazement. ‘You’d better check my credit card statement on your friendly computer,’ she suggested and was rewarded with an appreciative grin.

The sun quietly died as they drove towards the delta, leaving the evening sky full of pinks and purples that reflected magically on occasional glimpses of flat water and turned a startled herd of wild horses from white to momentary amethyst.

It was dark by the time they drove into the square of a small white-painted town. Joshua edged the car down a narrow lane and then into the courtyard of a house that stood above the dark sea.

‘We’ve arrived,’ he said, opening the door for her.

‘Yes, but where exactly are we?’ she asked. Then she knew. The man that walked across the courtyard to meet them was a reflection of Joshua. Older, paler, the hair had never been so dark and was now well-salted with grey and his son had outgrown him in stature and build. But, despite his age, Joshua’s father was still a man who would turn heads wherever he went.

‘I’m so glad you’ve come, Holly,’ he said, holding out both hands to her. ‘Joshua has told me all about you.’ And after a moment in which he studied her intently, he bent and kissed her cheek. Then he put his arm around her shoulder and led her to a chair. ‘Sit down, my dear. Joshua will get us a drink and then we’ll have dinner.’

The evening was spent quite simply. They ate wonderful food, drank a little wine and talked. About France, about art. But whenever Holly looked up she found Mr Kent’s eyes fixed upon her. Once she glanced at Joshua, a question in her eyes, but, with the smallest shake of his head, he reassured her. He had not told his father the truth of her birth. He clearly considered that something only she had the right to do. And she wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.

‘Thank you for coming to see me, Holly. Joshua must bring you again when you’re both not in quite so much hurry,’ he said as he walked them back to the car. ‘Or, if he’s too busy to bring you, come yourself and stay, any time. I look forward to getting to know you better.’

She took his hand and he held it briefly for a second before turning away and, in the steady glow of the shuttered candle on the table, she thought she saw his eyes glisten and remembered that Joshua had told her that his father had loved Mary.

They were both silent as Joshua drove swiftly back through the darkness, but when they stopped once more in the village square he turned away from the hotel.

‘I thought we might take a walk by the river and have a cognac,’ he offered in reply to her questioning glance.

She nodded, but said, ‘I’ll stick to coffee.’ They began to stroll towards a cafe by the river. ‘I liked your father. Thank you for taking me to see him.’ Then, because it was somehow important, she asked, ‘It was him you came to see, wasn’t it? Not me.’

‘I spent yesterday with him. Holly. We had some business to sort out. But, unlike you, he’s not averse to using the telephone. The only purpose of my journey was to take you home.’ His expression was unreadable in the shadowy light, but his voice was utterly convincing.

‘Why?’

He seemed oddly disconcerted by her directness. ‘You were running away, Holly. Don’t make the same mistake that your mother and Mary were guilty of.’

After coffee, they walked for a while along the riverbank, listening to the hectic stridulation of the cicadas and breathing in the scent of the wild herbs crushed beneath their feet.

‘I love it here,’ Holly said at last.

‘The temptation to linger is almost overwhelming. But I’ll bring you back. I promise.’ She raised her head and turned to him, startled by the rare texture to his voice.

In that moment, when the cicadas were suddenly silent, when her heart held its beat, Holly
knew he was going to kiss her. Knew without doubt that she wanted him to kiss her. She turned so easily into his arms and lifted her face, offering herself to him. His mouth was warm, gentle, a kiss between friends, not lovers. Yet when he raised his head, just for that moment she could have sworn that his eyes flared with a sharp desire. But he turned abruptly and said, ‘We’d better be getting back. We have an early start tomorrow.’

* * *

Holly had thought that it would be a relief to get away from the brightness of the southern sun, but as they descended into the grey cloud blanketing London she pulled a rueful face.

‘It’s raining,’ she said.

‘Is it?’ Joshua glanced up briefly from a sheaf of papers that had apparently needed his undivided attention throughout
the flight. ‘It won’t last.’

After the almost dream-like quality of their evening together, when all problems had seemed suspended in a mixture of sights and scents heightened by his presence, the morning had brought Holly back to earth with a bump. Joshua had appeared in the early morning, hollow-cheeked as if he had not slept much, refusing anything but coffee. He had been almost sharp with her and clearly not disposed to talk.

He whisked them through Passport Control and Customs with practised ease and his car was waiting at the kerb, a chauffeur ready to open the door for her and deal with her luggage.

‘There’s no need to take me home, Joshua,’ she said quickly, anxious to get away from his disturbing presence and put herself back into a more everyday frame of mind. ‘I can easily catch a bus.’

Last night was clearly as embarrassing in recollection to him as it was to her. He had only kissed her because she had practically thrown herself into his arms and she had no wish to be reminded of her own foolishness. But he was apparently unmoved by her protest.

‘Don’t argue; just get in.’

‘David would come—’

‘I’m sure he would.’ Holly felt her cheeks grow warm under his provoking gaze. ‘Or you could even take a cab, but since I insist on taking you home there’s no point in a prolonged discussion of the alternatives.’

He held the car door, his look suggesting that they had been standing on the kerb for quite long enough. She climbed into the back of the Rolls without another word, quite unable to explain that she didn’t want to sit by him, feel the warmth of his shoulder next to hers and know that he would be quite unmoved by the experience.

The car moved smoothly into the traffic, through the underpass and on to the motorway. He had been right about the weather. Already the sky was clearing and the sun was breaking through to light the distant, familiar view of Windsor Castle. She would soon be home, facing up to this new life. But without Joshua, she thought, there would be no great pleasure in it.

As they approached the junction where they should turn off to Maybridge, the
chauffeur moved out into the fast lane and accelerated to clear a line of lorries.

Holly frowned. ‘We’ve missed my turning.’ She turned to Joshua. ‘This isn’t the way home.’

‘Isn’t it?’ His eyes asked a question of her and, under their unwavering grey power, she found herself confused and unable to offer a coherent answer. She stared down at her fingers busily pleating the cloth of her jeans.

‘Ashbrooke isn’t my home.’

‘It could be.’ For a moment his eyes offered her a glimpse of hope, yet she hesitated, unwilling to make a fool of herself again.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Then the sooner you get this over with, Holly,
the better,’ he advised impassively, and she knew she had been right. ‘Have you any idea what you will do with yourself now?’ he asked. ‘Have you made any plans?’

‘No,’ she said, making an effort to appear cheerful. ‘I suppose that’s why I stayed away so long. I’ve nothing to come home for.’

‘Not even David?’ She turned to him. Was that why he had held back last night?

‘Not even David,’ she said. Then, afraid that she had betrayed herself, she lifted her shoulders. ‘At least I won’t have to paint ‘bread-and-butter’ pictures now.’

‘I think you could safely say that.’

‘It’s a lot simpler that way. Absolute freedom requires a great deal more discipline. And I’m going to miss teaching.’

‘What about all the stuff you’ve been doing in Italy and France?’ he asked. The memory of the way his brows had shot up at the weight of her portfolio provoked a smile.

‘Some of it’s not bad. I’ll have to look at it in the cold light of day. To be honest I’d like to do something different. Something quite new. I always wanted to…’ She hesitated to expose herself to his ridicule.

‘Go on,’ he pressed, and she found herself telling him about a visit to the studio of a sculptor she had met in Florence and her interest in trying this, for her, very different form. He encouraged her to elaborate and the miles had flown by before she recalled that she was supposed to be annoyed with him for taking her to Ashbrooke.

‘Are you hungry?’ he asked after a while. ‘Or can you wait until we get home?’

‘Let’s wait.’ The weather continued to clear as they drove westwards and by the time they approached Ashbrooke there were only a few clouds to break up the eggshell-blue of the sky and the sun was striking warm through the car window.

‘We’ll call at the house first,’ Joshua offered in explanation as they passed the hotel entrance. ‘It won’t take long.’

‘Fine,’ she said, her careless tone covering a rising feeling of something between panic and excitement, and she almost held her breath as they turned and swept along the coast road to Highfield.

When they arrived she climbed out of the car and looked around her. She had barely had time to register the scale of the grounds on the day of the funeral. The garden near the house was cultivated with the sort of careless charm that required far more effort than neat beds to achieve. But above them and along the low cliff the land had been left wild.

‘I can’t believe just how lovely it is here.’

‘Yes,’ Joshua agreed. ‘We’d better get on, Holly. I simply need some decisions about the disposal of the furniture,’ he interrupted her contemplation.

‘Is it that urgent?’ she asked, thinking how good it would be simply to walk for a while on the soft, new grass.

‘If you sign the contract in the morning, we can wrap everything up the same day. Since you’re so anxious to leave.’

Not that anxious. Now she was here, Holly was in no hurry to go home to deal with David and broken guttering and a pile of other tedious things.

‘Everything?’ she asked. ‘Can we do everything in one day?’ It hardly matched the long-drawn-out problems that her friends had encountered when buying and selling property.

‘I told you,’ he said. ‘We’ve just been waiting for you to turn up and sign the contract.’

‘And if I hadn’t returned with you today?’ she asked.

He apparently hadn’t considered such a possibility, but he humoured her. ‘The company that wants to buy would have waited a few more days, I suppose. They’re very keen.’

‘A company wants to buy Highfield?’ She frowned. ‘As a home for one of their staff?’ she asked.

‘You won’t get a better offer,’ he said. ‘They’ve been after Mary to sell to them for a couple of years.’

‘But she wouldn’t? Why?’ He didn’t answer, but she persisted. ‘What exactly are planning to do with it?’

There was something measuring about the cool grey eyes. ‘Why do you want to know, Holly? You’ve made it quite clear that you won’t want to stay here.’

‘So I should take the money and run? Is that what you’re saying? You’d better give it to me straight, Joshua, or I won’t be signing anything. Who are they?’

He hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. ‘Ashbrooke Leisure. They’re a local development company,’ he replied, making no effort to either to sweeten the planned development or suggest that it was particularly undesirable. ‘It’s the usual sort of thing. They plan to extend the house and turn it into a club, put a leisure complex and indoor pool over there.’

‘And,’ she persisted, sensing there was something he wasn’t telling her.

‘And there’ll be a caravan site along here and up there,’ he admitted, gesturing towards the clifftop and the hill above.

‘Caravans?’ she said, shocked. ‘How many?’

‘Two hundred,’ he said. ‘So I believe.’

She looked around her and saw the unspoilt countryside and wondered what a couple of hundred caravans would do to it. ‘What about planning permission?’ she demanded. ‘I can believe the local council would pass such a plan.’

‘It was passed last month.’

‘But—’

‘You don’t have to own land to apply for planning permission to build on it, or change its use.’

‘And they got it? Just like that?’

He was getting a little impatient. ‘There were a few objections,’ he admitted. ‘It went to appeal.’

‘I’ll bet. No wonder they’re so anxious to get on with the purchase,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘They’ve gone to a lot of trouble.’

His mouth hardened. ‘And expense. If you’re thinking of trying to push up the price I would urge you to reconsider.’

‘I don’t believe you’ve mentioned the price.’ He did and an involuntary gasp escaped her lips. No wonder he hadn’t softened the blow. She could hardly blame him for thinking she could be bought for what was undoubtedly a great deal of money. But was it enough for such a site? Her brows furrowed in thought. ‘Did they offer Mary that much?’

‘She wouldn’t even talk to them, but this was her home. She’d always lived here. I don’t believe that any amount of money would have made her move.’

The implication being that Holly would sell because she didn’t care?

She shaded her eyes against the sun as she looked westwards along the coast. What would two hundred caravans do to the view? she wondered unhappily. Nothing, if you kept your eyes firmly out to sea. She spotted a campsite in the distance. Someone had already made themselves at home.

‘Who are they?’ she asked.

He turned to look. ‘That’s a special campsite for children and young people, part of the holiday programme organised by the Graham Foundation. Mary’s charity.’

‘The one you helped her to found?’

‘I gave her financial advice, that’s all.’

‘And what will happen to that campsite
when I sign your piece of paper?’

He threw her a sharp glance. ‘Does it matter?’ he asked.

She didn’t bother to dignify this with a reply, simply waited, hands on hips, for him to answer her question. He shrugged carelessly. ‘I imagine it would have to go. It’s right by the access point to the beach.’ He turned away quickly. ‘Shall we go inside? I’d like to get on with the furniture.’

‘You imagine?’ Holly echoed, suddenly very angry. ‘Don’t you know? Don’t you care? I’m an outsider, but you live in Ashbrooke. It’s your home.’

Or was he getting ready to take the money and run as well? He’d said something about selling the Hall. She shivered as a cold hand feathered her spine. Just how deeply involved in this deal was Mr Joshua Kent? Could it be that it was the reason he had befriended Mary in the first place? Why he’d come and fetch her from France? Had taken so much trouble to disarm her? At least he hadn’t been able to bring himself to actually seduce her. She felt a hot flush of shame as she realised how easy it would have been.

‘Well?’ she demanded, ignoring the sick feeling that threatened.

His face was impassive. ‘It would have to go.’

‘Show me,’ she demanded.

‘Aren’t you tired?’ he objected.

‘Tired?’ she repeated dully. Too tired after the flight and the long drive down here to be able to think clearly?

She was beginning to wonder if he had been going to produce the contract the moment they returned to the hotel, ready to be signed while she still had her head full of Dresden shepherds and Sheraton whatnots.

‘No, I’m not tired. In fact I’m beginning to feel the need for some good, fresh air.’ She lowered her lashes. ‘But you get on with listing the furniture if you like.’ Suggesting, not too subtly, that a walk might be a bit much for him.

She didn’t wait for his reaction, but set off across the garden and along a clearly marked footpath towards the campsite.

She had gone barely twenty yards before he was alongside her. She glared at him.

‘I thought I might just manage it,’ he said, attempting to lighten the atmosphere. ‘If you took my arm…’

‘It’s a public footpath,’ she threw back at him, avoiding his hand at her elbow, a little stab of anger spilling over into her voice.

She walked swiftly along the path, making it clear enough that she had no further interest in conversation. It took most of fifteen silent minutes before they reached the campsite and she was the breathless one.

‘This way.’

The path dipped sharply and he took her arm as she slithered down the slippery grass to the lower level where the camp was set up. Here the cliff dipped almost to the beach and it was easy enough to scramble down on to the sand, but wide steps had been constructed and a shallow ramp down to a wooden deck for anything on wheels. She walked down the steps, running her hands down the smooth rail, appreciating the thought that had gone into the design.

‘Did the Foundation pay for this work?’ she asked, turning to him.

‘Of course.’

‘It must have cost a great deal of money. Will your developers reimburse it, or am I expected to repay it out of the proceeds of the sale?’

‘I expect we can work something out,’ he said. Her all too obvious anger seemed to amuse him and that made it ten times worse.

‘Then it had better be before the contracts are signed, don’t you think?’

‘You’re learning very quickly, Holly.’

‘Am I?’ she asked, with apparent surprise. ‘It just seems like common sense to me. I’m surprised you didn’t think of it yourself.’

He took a deep breath and bit back whatever retort had leapt to his tongue. ‘Do you want to see anything else?’ he asked politely. ‘There is a shower and toilet-block tucked away in those trees.’

‘Oh, I want to see everything, Joshua,’ she assured him forcefully. And it was true; she did. Every inch of Mary’s home. Every blade of grass. Every tree.

Joshua led the way to where a group of youngsters were playing games under the watchful supervision of their leaders.

One of them came hurrying over, smiling broadly, and then stopped quite suddenly. ‘Good lord,’ she said as she caught sight of Holly. ‘You gave me quite a turn. I thought you were Mary’s ghost.’

‘Holly is her cousin. She owns the land now,’ Joshua said quickly.

‘Laura Marsden,’ said the woman, introducing herself, adding, ‘You’re very alike, for cousins.’ Holly firmly ignored Joshua’s eye as Laura expressed her condolences.

‘Holly Carpenter,’ she replied, completely the introduction. ‘Joshua has been telling me about the Foundation. What exactly do you do?’

‘We bring a group of special needs children from London every year. They wouldn’t have a holiday without Mary’s Foundation.’ They stood for a moment and watched the children taking part in an obstacle race which involved large quantities of water and a great deal of laughter.

‘Holly,’ Joshua intervened. ‘Time’s getting on.’ She smiled sweetly at him. ‘There’s plenty of time, Joshua. As much time as I need.’ Her eyes challenged him to deny it.

Then she turned to say goodbye to the camp leader, who said, ‘Why don’t you come along to the campfire supper tomorrow evening? We’d love to have you.’

‘I’d love to come,’ Holly said immediately. ‘And if there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with me.’

‘You’re staying up at Highfield?’

There was the smallest pause, with Holly very conscious of Joshua’s eyes burning into her back. ‘Yes, Laura. I’m staying at Highfield.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER SIX

 

JOSHUA was silent on the walk back, his face expressionless, but Holly told herself she didn’t care how angry he was. She wasn’t about to be rushed into selling her house to a group of developers who only cared about their profits.

Back at the house he unlocked the door and let her in. Holly was in the living-room before she realised he hadn’t followed her. She walked back into the hall. He was standing in the entrance, tossing her keys in his hand.

‘Aren’t you coming in?’ she asked. ‘I thought you were determined to sort out the furniture.’ She couldn’t resist this opportunity to provoke him a little.

‘I’m afraid I’ve run out of time today. I’ll come back for you in a couple of hours.’

‘Back for me? Damn you, Joshua Kent. Will you stop trying to run my life? There’s no need for you to come back for me.’ She glared at him. ‘I’m staying here.’

‘Then you have a slight problem. There’s no food in the house and it’s quite a way to the town.’

‘A walk won’t kill me.’

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But you won’t make it before the shops shut.’

‘Oh.’ He took pity on her. ‘There’s a car in the garage. If you’d like me to I’ll arrange some insurance, then you’ll be able to do exactly what you like. But if you want to eat tonight I suggest you come up to the Hall.’ He didn’t wait for her answer, his sudden grin absolutely infuriating, but he returned to the car before she could tell him so. He returned a few moments later with her bag and portfolio.

‘Thank you,’ she offered a little stiffly.

‘You’re sure you’ll be all right here on your own?’ he asked.

She lifted her chin. ‘Why on earth shouldn’t I be?’

If she hadn’t been starving she would have told him what to do with his dinner. But she was only too aware that it had been a long time since lunch on the plane and she hadn’t eaten much of that.

He nodded, apparently satisfied. ‘Then I’ll see you later.’

Despite Holly’s bold assertion that she would be fine, it still felt rather odd to be quite alone in a strange house where everything had been left just as if the occupant were about to return — the beds made, towels in the bathrooms, new soap waiting to be used. Mary’s clothes still hanging in the wardrobe.

She wandered about, not quite knowing what to do, jumping at every unexpected sound made by an old house settling after a warm day.

Her assertion that she would be staying at Highfield had been made on the spur of the moment. She had expected Joshua to try and talk her out of spending any time there, but he hadn’t. Maybe he thought that being alone all night in a strange house would sufficiently unnerve her that she would meet him on the doorstep in the morning, bag packed, begging to be taken to Ashbrooke Hall. He would be disappointed. Sleeping on her own in an otherwise empty house was something she was used to.

She decided to sleep in the main guest bedroom. It seemed appropriate, she felt like a guest, after all — a welcome guest, but not quite at home. It was a lovely room, the wallpaper covered with tiny pink rosebuds that were echoed in the print of the bedcover and matched exactly by plain pink velvet curtains. It had its own bathroom and a small dressing-room with a walk-in wardrobe. It took no time at all to hang up the few clothes she had with her and, that done, she ran a bath and wallowed in the sheer luxury of it.

Despite her assertion that a couple of hours would be plenty of time, she was barely ready when she heard the ring of the bell. She had decided to wear another of her purchases from Gordes. Cool turquoise this time, princess line, a white cuff skimming across her breasts and broad white straps.

She quickly applied the final touch of colour to her lips, checked her hair and smiled with satisfaction at her reflection. She was determined to crush Joshua Kent with the ease with which she had made herself at home.

She picked up the tiny matching jacket and pushed her feet into her sandals, before running down the stairs to throw open the door. But it was the chauffeur standing in the porch.

‘Mr Kent has been detained, Miss
Carpenter. But he didn’t want to keep you waiting, so he asked me to fetch you.’

She bit back her chagrin at being foiled in her plan. It was almost as if he had known.

She smiled. ‘How kind of him.’ Soon after, the Rolls pulled smoothly into the long drive in front of Ashbrooke Hall, but didn’t stop at the front entrance. Instead, Holly was driven around the side and the car halted before an old stable-block. The chauffeur opened the door. ‘Mr Kent said to go straight up, miss. The door is open.’ She looked uncertainly at the stone stairway that ran up the outside of the building.

‘Up here?’ He nodded and after a moment’s hesitation she ran lightly up the steps to a half-open door.

‘…I thought you should know how things stand.’ Joshua’s voice drifted to her from inside. ‘No. Leave that to me, Marcus.’ There was a pause. ‘I can handle… No, it shouldn’t be too difficult…’

He was apparently speaking to someone on the telephone and Holly found herself in the unenviable position of being an eavesdropper, her cheeks growing warm as she realised that she was the subject of the conversation. She knocked loudly.

Joshua pulled the door open, the receiver still in his hand, and for a moment stared at her.

‘I’ll call you back in the morning,’ he told his caller and replaced the receiver on its cradle. ‘Come on in, Holly. I’m sorry I didn’t come myself. I’ve been trying to catch up with the messages left on my answering machine.’

‘I seem to be taking up rather a lot of your time,’ Holly said a little stiffly.

He was reassuring. ‘It’s no trouble.’

‘Isn’t it?’ she asked. ‘Well, once I’ve signed your papers you’ll be able to get back to your own business.’ She managed a smile. ‘What exactly is your business, Joshua?’ she asked, her casual tone hiding the angry acceleration of her heart-rate. ‘I don’t believe you’ve ever said.’ His mouth that had once been so forbidding now seemed to smile almost too easily. Holly didn’t like that any better. At least she knew exactly where she was when he was being insufferable.

But he refused to be drawn. ‘That’s because I make it a habit never to discuss my business out of the office,’ he said. ‘Would you like a drink?’

She could hardly dispute this blatant lie without revealing that she had overheard part of his conversation and demanding that he tell her exactly what he had meant. But she was certain she already knew and equally certain that he would think of something perfectly innocent to fob her off with.

So she made herself smile, too. ‘Thank you. A glass of wine?’

‘Come on through to the kitchen. I hope you don’t mind eating over here? The food will be exactly the same as in the dining room at the Hall, but we won’t have to put up with a horde of onlookers.’

‘Do other people find your eating habits that interesting?’ she asked, following him into a roomy kitchen fitted in warm antique pine and with a small round table that seemed to suggest intimate breakfasts for two.

He grinned at her. ‘Oh, they’re used to me. But you, my dear, are a fairly hot item of gossip.’ Holly stared at him in astonishment. ‘Why would anyone want to gossip about me?’ she demanded to know.

He selected a bottle of wine from an oversized refrigerator. ‘White?’ He held up a bottle of Chardonnay, wonderfully golden in the evening light. She nodded and he applied a corkscrew with deft precision. ‘You’re an unknown factor,’ he explained in answer to her question. ‘You’ve inherited an important piece of local property. And a beautiful woman with a considerable fortune is always a matter of interest, as you’ll quickly find out.’ He pulled the cork, poured the wine into two glasses and handed one to her. ‘Now, what would you like to eat?’

His sudden reversion to the matter-of-fact momentarily threw her. ‘When David and I have a take-away it’s usually a pizza,’ she confessed as she took the menu he offered her.

‘Really?’ He sounded unsurprised. ‘Then I suggest you take this opportunity to spoil yourself. What do you like best? Big fat Dublin Bay prawns? Or Luigi makes a pate stuffed with truffles that defies description. Or quenelles—’

‘Stop!’ she cried. ‘I shall faint from hunger if you keep that up. It seems forever since I had anything to eat. Let me look.’ He laughed, to reveal a row of even white teeth and, with a flourish, held back a chair for her to sit down. Then he drew up another alongside her to sit close, his arm stretched along the back of her chair, his shoulder brushing hers as he leaned over her to point out some special treat. All the time she was trying to concentrate on the menu she was aware of him. The skin on the inside of his arm, silky against the coolness of her shoulder. His warm, masculine scent. She glanced up at him, her mouth inches from his neck, the clean line of his jaw. He turned to her.

‘Decided?’

‘The French mushroom tart,’ she said quickly. His face was very close, the grey eyes smiling with an unexpected warmth. ‘And…’ She faltered. For a moment he didn’t move and suddenly his arm around her shoulder made their closeness seem very intimate.

‘And?’ he prompted gently and her insides suddenly seemed to take on a life of their own, one over which she had no control.

It took an enormous effort of will to make herself respond. ‘I’d like the trout fillet, please.’

‘Is that all?’ For a moment she thought that perhaps he sensed that it was far from all. That he knew she wanted him to bend those last few inches and kiss her. Kiss her properly. And for a moment she thought he was going to do just that. Instead, after a pause that might have been only a second, might have been forever, he stood up and called the hotel kitchen to place their orders. Then, taking their glasses and the bottle of wine, he led the way into the living-room.

‘It’ll be a while before the food arrives, we might as well be comfortable.’ Despite the rough stone walls the room was wonderfully welcoming. Deep armchairs, a thick carpet and a fireplace piled with logs and fir cones just waiting for a cool evening and the touch of a match. And at the far end, under a wide picture-window that took full advantage of the view, a table had already been laid for two.

She sank into one of the armchairs and curled her legs beneath her. He stretched out in its pair on the other side of the hearth and smiled.

It was a smile that could break your heart, she thought, and with the thought came a sudden chill. For a moment back there in the kitchen, with his arm around her shoulder, she had forgotten that she was angry with him, certain that he was trying to manipulate her to his own ends. But she made herself smile back.

‘You should smile more often, Holly. It suits you.’ His voice had a new, velvet texture that seemed to ripple down her spine.

She lowered her lashes. ‘I think the same could be said for you, Joshua.’ For a moment his face stilled.

Holly relaxed back into the armchair. If Joshua Kent thought that she could be romanced out of Highfield, far be it from her to disabuse him. For now.

‘Perhaps we ought to start this relationship again, Holly, from the beginning.’ Joshua was no longer smiling. ‘We seem to have begun very badly.’ There was a grave intensity in his expression that made it almost impossible to believe that he was simply leading her on. But, as long as she remembered that that was exactly what he was doing, she would be quite safe.

‘On the contrary, Joshua. I think you’ve been doing rather well,’ she answered with equal gravity, relieved that he would take the betraying colour staining her cheeks for something other than indignation that he thought her so gullible. ‘So far,’ she added softly under her breath.

Joshua’s forehead creased in the slightest frown and she thought for a moment that she had gone too far. She had little experience of flirting at this unspoken level of intensity.

He leaned across and refilled her glass, his eyes never leaving her face. ‘I’m glad, Holly. We should be friends.’

‘Friends?’ She experimented with a soft laugh.

The bottle, dewed with moisture, slipped through his fingers and hit the hearth rather hard. He steadied it, then said, ‘How long are you thinking of staying there?’

‘I’m not sure,’ she said, airily. ‘You were right. I’ve nothing to rush home for and I’d like to see a little of the countryside round here. Do you think the purchasers will mind waiting a while longer?’ She looked him straight in the eye. ‘You could always tell them you couldn’t find me.’

‘And who shall I say is living at the house?’

She shrugged, indicating that was his problem.

‘You could always move up here,’ he suggested.

‘Up here?’ she repeated faintly, and felt the slow, betraying spread of heat in her cheeks.

The corners of his mouth creased in the slightest smile. ‘To the hotel. If you want to stay for a while. I’ve no idea how long they’ll wait, but you do run the risk of losing the sale altogether.’

She ducked her head and tried to cover her confusion by taking a sip of wine. It took a moment for the catch in her throat to release itself. ‘After they’ve taken so much trouble? Waited so long? Surely not,’ she objected. ‘And I’d prefer to stay at Highfield.’

‘It’s up to you, but it is my duty to warn you of the risk. There’s always someone else willing to sell, Holly.’

‘In Ashbrooke?’ she countered.

His forehead creased thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps not in Ashbrooke,’ he admitted.

Holly was finding it increasingly difficult to maintain her pose under his unrelenting scrutiny. She swallowed, hard. ‘Can you see the house from here?’ she asked, and without waiting for an answer she stood up and crossed to the window. Joshua followed her.

‘It’s over there.’ He took her shoulders and gently moved her round and, standing close behind her, directed her to the furthest point visible from the window. ‘You can just see the rooftop.’

His hands remained on her shoulders, the touch of his fingers electric against her bare skin, the length of his body hard against her back. She remained perfectly still, aware that things were moving much too quickly. Spiralling out of her control.

‘Turn round, Holly.’

His voice vibrated against her scalp, charging the fine down on her cheeky making every nerve-end hyper-sensitive, so that she was aware of the heat of his body, the steady thud of his heart against her spine.

She turned quickly, a laugh ready to tease away any expectations, but the words died on her lips as his hands slid down to her waist and he drew her close against him and, quite without warning, she was no longer cool. No longer in control.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Doing?’ she breathed.

‘You know exactly what I mean. Or do I have to show you?’ Breathing was quite suddenly impossible as she caught the full impact of a mouth ready to take hers by storm.

‘Well?’ he murmured.

She had been an idiot to think that she could outplay someone like Joshua Kent. He wasn’t some ordinary small-town man of her own age but an experienced man of the world. And she wasn’t a child who could expect to flirt and run. There was only one way he would interpret her behaviour.

She had been a fool and had to move, now, quickly, before it was too late. But her legs wouldn’t obey her, or perhaps they knew better than she did what she wanted. Her tongue nervously moistened her lips as his head began to descend and she closed her eyes to obliterate the sight of his eyes, smoky with desire, to hide from the knowledge that she no longer cared about his motives.

It was a tap at the door that saved her. For a desperate moment she thought he was going to ignore it as they remained perfectly still, arched together, his lips an inch from hers. Then he straightened, steadying her momentarily.

‘I forgot the first rule of the game, Holly.’ His voice was ragged, his smile a little crooked. ‘If you’re going to make love to a woman before dinner, it’s wise to cook it yourself.’

When he was certain that she could stand, he moved unhurriedly across the room and opened the door. A young waiter from the hotel smiled at her and began to serve their meal. Joshua held a chair for her and she sank into it gratefully, hardly able to support herself.

‘This looks wonderful,’ she said, when she had regained sufficient control of her vocal cords to speak. Her fork fell through the pastry and she gratefully used the food to avoid eye contact, although she didn’t taste a thing. He had as good as admitted that he had intended to seduce her and she had been more than happy to help him.

Joshua himself made no attempt to draw her into conversation. He, too, seemed reluctant to break the silence.

The waiter returned after a short while to clear their plates and serve the trout. She sipped nervously at the wine, keeping her eyes focused on the distant view.

After the waiter had gone, Holly picked up her fork, but then she realised that Joshua hadn’t moved, was sitting perfectly still watching her.

She reluctantly forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘What is it?’

‘You won’t do that again unless you mean it, will you, Holly? It’s liable to get you into trouble.’

Her cheeks flamed with embarrassment and something more. Anger, too. There was a dangerous sparkle in her eyes as she said, ‘I think I can safely promise that. If you will do the same.’

The split-second flash of surprise that crossed his face gave her a small measure of satisfaction. But when he replied his voice was devoid of emotion.

‘You have my assurance, Holly, that the next time I kiss you you’ll be left in no doubt of my meaning.’ He picked up a fork and gestured with it. ‘Now eat your food; it’s getting cold.’ She did as she was bid, hardly able to take in what he was saying as he crisply explained that he had arranged temporary insurance for her to drive Mary’s car. ‘They’ll send a form for you to sign in a day or two. I swore you’d never had an accident,’ he said and looked up. ‘I hope I’m right.’

She suddenly realised that he was expecting some response. ‘I’ve never had an accident, although it would be difficult to tell from the state of my car. It’s held together by rust and willpower.’

‘In that case you might find this one rather exciting.’ He looked thoughtful, but there was a glint of mischief in his eyes. ‘Perhaps you should trade it in for something a little less exacting.’

She bristled. She might not have had a great deal of experience driving, but she was perfectly competent. ‘I think I should be the judge of that.’

He shook his head. ‘Do you always do the opposite of what you’re advised?’

‘It depends upon the advice,’ she retorted swiftly.

‘Then in future I’ll be extremely cautious about offering any, but if you need any help just give me a call.’

‘I thought you’d be rushing back to London.’

‘Not for a day or two. I’ve a few things to clear up here.’

There it was again, the sharp jab of suspicion. He had seen through her stupid attempt at sophisticated flirtation and crushed it without raising a sweat. In fact, he was too clever by half. But she had a good idea what he was planning to ‘clear up’ and she had every intention of thwarting him.

‘Would you like something else?’ he said, interrupting the flow of her thoughts.

She shook her head. ‘No, thanks. That was delicious.’

‘Any time,’ he said, casually.

‘No. Next time it must be my treat. I’ll ask you to Highfield for a meal as soon as I’ve found out how everything works.’ Reminding him that she would stay for as long as she wished. ‘Although I can’t pretend to compete with this sort of food.’

If she hoped to needle him, she did not succeed.

‘I look forward to it. Coffee, then, and a brandy?’ He smiled. ‘No, I remember, you don’t like brandy. Come and have a look in the cupboard. There must be something you’d like.’

‘No.’ She made a move to leave. She needed to get away from Joshua Kent, get herself back on an even keel. When he was in the same room she found it difficult to think straight. ‘Thank you for a lovely meal, but I must go.’

‘Must you?’ She was certain he was teasing her now.

‘It’s been a long day.’

‘Then I’ll take you home.’

‘There’s no need to bother yourself, Joshua. Your chauffeur is quite up to the task.’

‘My chauffeur has gone home to his wife. Besides, I reserve the pleasure of driving beautiful young women home for myself.’

He held the tiny jacket for her and managed somehow, without touching her at all, to make her feel as if she was being stroked. Or maybe, she thought, it was all in her head. Maybe she just wanted to be stroked by him. If that was the case, he had won the first round by a country mile and she should retreat while she could. And surrender? Offer him such an easy a victory? She owed it to Mary to find out just what was going on.

Fifteen minutes later the car drew up outside the long, low house and Joshua escorted her to the door and unlocked it for her. ‘Thank you, Joshua.’

‘I’d ask you what you were thanking me for, if I were sure you knew.’ He stepped back. ‘I’ll ring you tomorrow to organise a time to get the probate papers signed.’

‘Fine, but don’t leave it too late. I have some shopping to do.’ He raised his hand and turned away. ‘Joshua!’ He turned back.

‘Yes?’

She stretched out her hand. ‘I think those are my keys.’

He looked down at the bunch of keys in his hand. ‘So they are. Force of habit.’ He put the keys into the palm of her hand, wrapped her fingers around them and held them there for a moment. ‘Keep them safe.’

‘I will,’ she said. ‘You can be quite sure of that.’

She thought for a moment that he was going to say something else, but instead he raised her hand to his lips and kissed the fingertips where they curled protectively over the keys.

‘Goodnight, Holly. Sleep well.’

* * *

The sound of the telephone dragged her from sleep. She groped for the phone, confirmed in her belief that they were a curse on mankind.

‘Hello?’ she mumbled.

‘You said to call you early.’ The laughter in his voice was an added insult. She opened her eyes sufficiently to look at her watch and groaned.

‘Beast!’ she said.

‘If you don’t get up right now you’re going to miss the sun. There’s rain moving in.’

‘If I need a weather forecast I’ll look at a piece of seaweed, thanks all the same.’

‘How do you think I get my information? Did you sleep well?’

‘I was sleeping very well, thank you. What was your problem?’

‘No problem at all, I’m going fishing but before you turn over and go back to sleep, will you make a note to meet me at eleven-thirty this morning in Marcus Lynton’s office? It’s in the square, opposite the bank. You can’t miss it.’

Suddenly wide awake, she sat up, determined to let him know how things stood. ‘Joshua, about the house—’

‘Sorry, sweetheart, we’ll have to leave that for a few days. You’ve caused a bit of a stir with your enquiry about reparation to the Foundation. I did warn you.’

‘So you did,’ she said. ‘Silly me.’ She stuffed the corner of the quilt in her mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

‘You said it. See you later.’

‘Goodbye, Joshua. Enjoy your fishing.’ She dropped the receiver back on to the cradle and threw back the bedclothes, so thoroughly wide awake now that there was no point in staying in bed.

Whether it had been Joshua’s instruction to sleep well, or the sound of the sea lulling her to sleep. Holly felt wonderful.

She pulled back the curtains and the approaching rain did nothing to dampen her spirits. She showered and dressed in jeans and a soft cream shirt and discovered to her delight that the milkman had been and left a small carton of groceries. Everything she would need for breakfast. And she had no doubt who had asked him to call. She offered up a silent thank-you to Joshua, the temporary halt to the sale putting him back in her good books.

But breakfast could wait. She made her way across the courtyard to a block of outbuildings that contained the garage.

She opened the door and stood for a moment in silent wonder as she took in the sleek black lines of a Porsche. Not new. Nowhere near new. But it had been cherished and it was love at first sight.

She sat in the driving seat and soaked in the atmosphere of the car. The smell of old leather, the feel of the wheel, the stubby gearstick under her hands. She slid the key into the ignition and, her heart pounding, she fired the engine.

There was the most glorious, throaty purr and, almost laughing out loud for the sheer pleasure of it, she put the car into reverse and backed it out through the garage doors.

An hour later, she and the car were firm friends. She had driven around the yard for a while, making sure of the controls, then along the lane that led out of Ashbrooke.

Finally, when she was sure of herself, she had taken the car on to the dual carriageway, quiet so early in the morning, and just enjoyed driving something so beautiful.

After breakfast she drove into the town to find Ashbrooke just opening its doors. She wandered around, looking at the shops, and found herself addressed by name wherever she went. Joshua had not exaggerated when he had said she was the object of local interest. No one actually asked her what her intentions were, but she sensed their curiosity and for the first time wondered what the local people would feel about caravans sprouting like a rash along the cliff top.

She drove home deep in thought, put away her groceries and then, with a sigh, decided that she couldn’t put off phoning David any longer.

She called his office and listened for a moment to his ironic thanks for letting him know where she was.

‘When are you coming home?’ he demanded. ‘You’ve a pile of mail a foot high.’

‘I’ll be here for a while. Can you send on anything that looks important?’

‘If you like,’ he said sulkily. ‘I suppose you’re with Kent?’

‘That’s really none of your business, David.’

‘He’ll hurt you, Holly. I’m warning you.’ Too late for that, she thought unhappily. ‘Not that there’s much in the papers these days. He’s a very private man.’

‘You’ve been making enquiries about him?’ she asked, shaken that David had taken her imagined defection so personally. She had never given him any encouragement. There was an awkward little silence. ‘David?’ she demanded.

‘When he turned up at the house I made it my business to make a few enquiries.’ She didn’t say anything. ‘There’s some old money, inherited wealth from his mother’s side of the family, but there’s a lot more of it these days. Mr Kent is very astute.’

‘Oh? What does he do?’

‘Anything that makes money.’ Her heart sank. It wasn’t want she wanted to hear. ‘Holly?’

‘There’s really no need to worry about me, David.’ She made herself sound cheerful. ‘He’s my cousin’s executor, that’s all. Obviously I should be taking his advice very seriously.’

‘What advice?’

‘There’s a company, Ashbrooke Leisure. They want to buy my house for some holiday development.’

‘That sounds serious money. But that’s Joshua Kent for you. It seems to stick to him.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

HOLLY neatly reversed the Porsche into a space in front of Joshua’s silver Rolls a minute before eleven-thirty. She climbed out and paused briefly to admire her handiwork.

‘Neatly done.’ She jumped as Joshua took her arm and turned her towards Marcus Lynton’s office.

‘Where did you spring from?’ she demanded.

‘I had to pick up some share certificates from the bank and you arrived just as I came out. I’ve been standing on the other side of the square watching you.’ His eyes creased into a teasing smile. ‘Would it have been more difficult to park if you’d known you had an audience?’

‘Certainly not,’ she said firmly, lying through her teeth. She had reversed into the space without a second’s hesitation, but she was sure that it would have been a very different matter if she had known he was watching.

Even the simple task of standing beside him in the street, with his hand under her elbow, his lithe body against her shoulder, made control over her limbs a matter for absolute concentration. Putting one foot in front of the other was a great deal harder.

‘How did you find it?’ he said, nodding towards the car as he opened the door for her.

‘The car?’ she asked, pausing in the entrance to the solicitor’s office. Then, with a nonchalance that took every ounce of acting ability she possessed, she shrugged and encouraged a wicked little smile to dance on her lips. ‘I just opened the garage door, Joshua, and there it was.’

His eyes glinted and a slightly unnerving brow crooked a fraction. ‘Knives for breakfast, Holly?’

‘No,’ she said, and had the grace to blush. ‘Eggs. For which I thank you. And owe you,’ she added.

‘Your thanks are quite sufficient. Just pay the milkman at the end of the week. Shall we get on?’ he suggested, urging her through the door. ‘Marcus is expecting us.’ For the next hour, she read apparently endless amounts of legal documents at Joshua’s insistence, until her head felt as if it had been stuffed full of cotton wool. But he explained everything carefully and when he was sure she understood he let her sign her name to each of them.

At last it was over and he spent a while longer explaining exactly what her income would be and where it would come from. It was all quite bewildering; her only financial problems in the past had been connected with a lack of money, not what to do with large quantities of the stuff. She felt embarrassed by it. Undeserving.

‘It’s all invested in pretty sound stock. I’d leave it be for the moment,’ Joshua said as they finally left the office.

‘Thank you. I will.’ His eyebrows rose slightly at such unexpectedly meek acceptance of his advice and she raised her shoulders in a deprecating little shrug. ‘I have been told you’re very good at making money, Joshua.’

‘Have you?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘And just who have you been discussing me with?’ There was no change in his voice, yet she had the uncomfortable feeling that he was absolutely furious.

She raised her eyes to his. ‘I haven’t been discussing you with anyone, Joshua.’ The chill was back, she recognised with a sinking heart, the steely eyes wintry in an emotionless face. ‘I was simply told that you were astute,’ she said, trying to improve matters. It didn’t.

‘I’m sorry, the difference is a little too subtle for me, but I’ll say this for him — David Grantham isn’t quite as stupid as I thought.’ He nodded abruptly and without another word got into his car and drove away, missing her rear bumper by no more than a cat’s whisker.

‘Damn!’ How could she have been such an idiot? There had been no need for him to take so much trouble over her affairs. No doubt there were people who would happily pay to have his investment advice and in one thoughtless second she had given him the impression that she hadn’t trusted him.

The word twisted inside her. The truth of the matter was that she hadn’t trusted him, but there was nothing to be gained by standing on the pavement worrying about it. She wished she had simply asked Joshua outright whether he was involved in the house purchase. He might not have liked it, he might not even have given her a straight answer, but she wouldn’t feel quite so dirty.

‘Still here? I thought I saw Josh drive away.’ Marcus smiled as he noticed the car. ‘Oh, I see. You’re driving yourself. Nice little job, isn’t she?’

‘Lovely,’ Holly replied absently, her thoughts still wrapped up in her own foolishness.

‘Well, if you’re not having a celebration lunch with Joshua, why don’t you join me instead? You can tell me all about your plans.’ Holly glanced at the slight, white-haired figure of Marcus Lynton, intending to put him off. She had nothing to celebrate but the smile was full of charm, and on an impulse she said, ‘We’ll have lunch together, Marcus, but only if it’s my treat.’

He laughed. ‘In that case, my dear, it will be a double pleasure. Shall we try the White Hart? They do a passable cutlet.’ He took her across the square and insisted on buying her a drink, at least.

‘I’ll stick to orange juice while I’m driving,’ she said, and he fetched their drinks and a menu and, when they were settled at a quiet table in the corner, he asked her how she was settling into Ashbrooke.

‘The house is lovely. I haven’t seen much of the town yet.’

‘Yet? Can we dare hope that you’re planning to stay with us for a while?’

‘I’d rather like to, but Joshua tells me that the people who want to buy Highfield are pressing for an exchange of contracts. Or they were.’ She sipped at her juice. ‘It seems that I’ve thrown a spanner into the works.’

‘Have you? What’ve you done?’

‘Oh, I just suggested that the buyers should recompense the Graham Foundation for all the work they did at the campsite.’

Marcus looked thoughtful. ‘And what did Josh say to that?’ he asked carefully.

‘He thought something could be worked out.’

‘If he says so, I’m sure it’s right.’ He picked up his drink. ‘Who are these buyers?’

‘Don’t you know? I thought there had been some dispute over planning permission for a caravan park.’ Marcus choked as his beer went down the wrong way and by the time he had recovered lunch had arrived and for a moment they were occupied with more mundane matters. But Holly reverted to the subject as soon as the waitress had left.

‘What do you think of the prospect of a couple of hundred caravans on the cliffs at Highfield, Marcus? Is it a good idea, do you think? Would it provide jobs locally?’

‘I can honestly say that I don’t know,’ he answered evenly, not quite meeting her eye. ‘Perhaps you should ask Josh for a few more details. He seems to know all about it.’

‘Yes, Marcus, I think I will.’

‘On the subject of the Graham Foundation. There was a meeting of the trustees last week and they were wondering if you could be persuaded to take some active role.’ She seemed at a loss. ‘Because of the family connection?’ he suggested.

Holly’s mind was wrenched from contemplation of a cold spot of misery that had unaccountably settled in her chest.

‘In what way?’

‘Well, Mary took an active part in promoting the Foundation’s work. She had a very great love of children, you know. It always seemed a pity that she never married and had a family of her own.’

This was so unexpected that she almost blurted out the truth, and Marcus looked at her oddly as she gave a little gasp. ‘I’d like to do something,’ Holly said quickly, in an effort to hide her confusion. ‘In fact, I’m going to have supper tonight with the holiday group camping up at Highfield.’

‘That’s the spirit. See for yourself what’s being done. I’ll drop off some of the literature in a day or two and you can have a think about it. There’s no great hurry.’

Holly paid the bill and they made their way to the door. The rain that had been threatening all morning had finally begun to fall with a vengeance and they ran together across the square back to her car, where Marcus paused to offer his hand and thank her for lunch, before returning to his office.

She sat for a moment, trying to sort out all the conflicting emotions that were jostling for attention. Marcus had been very odd about the caravan park. He had been hiding something. As she started the car, she made herself a solemn promise. Whatever decision she came to about Highfield would be her own. Made with all the facts. She would start making enquiries after the weekend.

* * *

The rest of the day went quickly enough, without any further interruptions from Joshua, or anyone else for that matter. For a while she pottered about the house, poking through cupboards, finding little treasures that had belonged to Mary, getting the feel of the place, more at home with every passing hour. Then, when the sun unexpectedly broke through the grey, she put on a pair of Wellingtons and an old waxed jacket she found hanging in the rear porch and went outside.

Even drenched with the rain the garden was lovely and she wandered about the narrow paths, coming across unexpected delights tucked in odd corners.

A beautiful white Lutyens garden seat set to take advantage of a glimpse of the sea through a stone archway. A tiny burble of water, bubbling through a ring of old granite setts. A delicate little statue of Aphrodite glistening with rain and looking as if she had just that moment stepped from the sea.

She followed the path as it wound mysteriously through a shrubbery until she came to a brick building that might once have been a store of some kind, the front almost overgrown now with a pale pink flush of clematis. Holly tried the door, but it was locked and she fished in her pocket for her bunch of keys.

She eventually found one that turned in the lock. She hesitated for just a moment before she opened the door, wondering what she would find on the other side. Nothing but dust and cobwebs probably and she shuddered at the thought. But she had to know and, impatient with herself for being so foolish, she turned the handle and threw it open.

It was an artist’s studio.

Fresh, new canvases by the dozen were stacked against the opposite wall. On shelves there were tubes of paint laid out in every colour, oils and water-colours and pots of gouache. There were brushes, palettes, an easel with a blank canvas propped against it as if inviting her to start immediately on some major work. As if it had been waiting for her to open the door and find it.

She took a step forward and was lost.

She had promised herself that whatever decision she made about the house would be hers, but Mary had taken it out of her hands. There was no longer a decision to be made. She was staying.

She locked up carefully and made her way back to the house. As she opened the door she heard the telephone ringing, but it stopped before she could reach it and she shrugged, unconcerned. After this morning it wasn’t likely to be Joshua and whoever else might want her would certainly ring again.

She twisted her hair into a French plait, put on a clean pair of jeans and a thick sweater. There was a pair of stout lace-up boots in the back porch. She and Mary had the same size feet and she thought they would be more comfortable than Wellingtons to wear for the cook-out. But she decided to wear the waxed jacket, the rain hadn’t gone very far.

As she walked along the cliff top the sound of excited voices reached her and she smiled. She would phone Marcus in the morning and tell him she would do whatever she could for the Foundation. And ask him how she could protect the land from marauding developers.

Those decisions taken, she felt her step lighten and the eager swoop of children around her carried her through to the fireside. She handed the bags of goodies she had brought to be shared out among them to Laura.

‘I probably shouldn’t have brought sweets, but I didn’t know what else to bring.’

‘They don’t get that many so it’s a genuine treat for them.’ Laura eyed her thoughtfully, then after a moment said, ‘Come and give us a hand with the barbecue, if you like.’

‘I should have brought marshmallows to toast,’ Holly said, looking regretfully at the fire as they passed.

‘Don’t worry; Josh was ahead of you. He dropped them off earlier.’

‘Joshua?’ Was it panic making her heart beat like a trapped bird? Or hope? ‘Is he here?’

Laura smiled. ‘No, more’s the pity. He’s great with the kids. But I’m sure he’ll get back if he can.’

Holly remembered the woman’s welcoming smile when they’d walked up to the site the day before. It hadn’t been for her. When Laura had noticed her she’d thought she had seen a ghost. The smile had been for Joshua and somehow that was a shock.

Holly tried to analyse the feeling, understand why exactly she should be surprised when, by his own admission, he had helped Mary set up the charity. It made his present behaviour very difficult to understand.

Wrapped in a red and white striped apron of vast proportions and wielding a pair of tongs to turn the sausages and burgers, Holly didn’t have too much time to dwell on the enigma that was Joshua Kent and she felt thoroughly toasted herself when she finally sank on to a blanket beside the fire.

‘I don’t suppose by any chance you can play this thing?’ Laura asked her, holding out a guitar. ‘I’ve burnt my finger and it makes playing even more impossible than usual.’

‘Well,’ Holly said doubtfully, I’m
no John Williams.’

‘Hell, who wants John Williams? If you can strum that’s at least a hundred percent
better than me. Off you go.’

‘You believe in working a body hard for her supper round here, don’t you?’ Holly laughed and ran her fingers experimentally over the strings.

‘There’s no such thing as a free marshmallow. Not around this campfire.’ The mention of marshmallows brought Joshua sharply to mind and just as sharply she pushed the image away.

She didn’t want to think of him, or his perilous grey eyes.

‘What do they know?’ she asked.

‘Not a lot. Start with something simple and they’ll join in.’

Holly thought for a moment, strummed a chord and began to sing ‘London’s Burning’. With Laura’s encouragement the children soon caught on to the idea of singing in rounds and as the evening progressed her memory obligingly provided a continuous stream of action songs from her days camping with the Guides.

They were so noisily enthusiastic that she was unaware of the approach of a dark figure across the grass until the children’s voices gradually petered out and she turned around to look.

She didn’t actually scream and for that fact alone she would be forever grateful as the black-leather-clad figure removed his helmet and Joshua stared down at her.

‘Having a good time?’ The leap of excitement that his nearness inevitably seemed to evoke was immediately quashed by the coolness of his voice.

He hadn’t forgiven her. Why should he?

And she would do well to remember that he had his own reasons for making himself useful to her. She lowered the temperature of her voice to match his.

‘Yes, thank you.’

Laura moved aside to let him in alongside her and offered him a drink. ‘I’m afraid cocoa is the best I can offer, Josh.’

‘That’ll do fine. I hope you’ve saved me a marshmallow to melt on top.’

Laura went off to fetch his cocoa and Joshua sank down into the space she had vacated.

In an attempt to ignore him, Holly struck a chord and began to play again, but most of her mind was riveted on the man beside her as he peeled off his leather jacket. Suddenly her fingers were all over the place and without a word Joshua reached across and took the guitar from her lifeless hands.

‘What do you want to sing?’ he demanded of the children.

They all shouted back something different.

He put his hand to his ear. ‘What did you say?’ Each time they shouted he pretended he couldn’t hear them and Holly watched as he egged them on, thinking that he would be very easy to love.

He had them almost hysterical with excitement before he raised his hands for silence and in seconds it would have been possible to hear a pin drop. Then he began to play something quiet and simple that they all seemed to know and in a minute the children’s voices were lifted against his warm baritone.

For a moment she listened, until she picked up the words of the old folk song and then joined in. Looking at their faces in the firelight, hearing the sounds of the voices against the backdrop of the sea, was an almost magical experience, one Holly knew she would remember forever.

She glanced at the profile of the man beside her, dark against the late evening sky. Whether the magic was the moment itself, or because he turned just then and smiled at her quite unexpectedly, she couldn’t be certain.

As they finished, Laura and the other helpers arrived with trays of cocoa for the children and then they trailed sleepily off to bed. Holly offered to help, but Laura told her to stay put and the two of them were left alone beside the dying embers of the fire.

‘I didn’t know you had a motorbike,’ Holly said after a while. ‘It doesn’t seem to quite fit the image.’

‘Perhaps you’re looking at the wrong image. There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Holly Carpenter. Why don’t you ask your journalist friend to dig a little deeper? Who knows what else he might come up with?’ He shrugged as if it was a matter of complete indifference to him one way or the other. ‘Besides, I refuse to bring the Rolls down that muddy cart-track.’

‘Oh? You weren’t so very careful this morning.’

He raised his eyes from the mug in his hand. ‘I was extremely careful. I cleared your car by at least an inch and a half.’

‘An inch at the most.’

‘That’s all it took.’

‘Oh, that’s all right, then,’ she said.

‘I had every right to be angry.’

‘I know. And I apologise.’

‘Oh, well,’ he said, imitating her tone exactly. ‘That’s all right, then.’ Her head came up with a jerk but, to her astonishment, he was laughing.

‘Is it?’ she asked.

He reached out and touched her lips briefly with his finger. ‘Forget it, Holly. I’d have done the same in your shoes.’ She wanted to protest, to explain, but that touch had said plainly enough that the subject was closed. ‘Come on, I’ll take you home.’ He pulled her to her feet.

‘There’s no need. I can walk,’ she said quickly.

He looked at her. ‘You’re not scared of the bike, are you?’

No, she thought unhappily, it wasn’t anywhere nearly that simple. She wasn’t frightened of motorbikes, but if that would do it she was quite prepared to pretend. But it didn’t work. Instead of allowing her to go, his fingers tightened around hers.

‘You’ll love it.’

‘Will I? But what about a helmet?’ she protested.

‘I’ve a spare,’ he said, and that, apparently, was that.

They stopped first to say goodnight to Laura and wish them all a safe journey home the next day. ‘If you need anything dried before you go, come up to the house and use the drier,’ she offered.

‘You’re an absolute angel. It must run in the family. I hope you’ll be here next year.’ Holly glanced across at Joshua by the bike where he had gone to fetch a helmet for her. ‘Thank you, Laura. I hope so too.’

‘Ready to go?’ Joshua asked as she reached him. Holly nodded and he pulled on the helmet for her and fastened the strap beneath her chin.

‘Very fetching. Don’t forget to hold tight.’ He put on his own helmet and then climbed on to an enormous black machine. She sat very primly behind him, her hands scarcely touching the sides of his waist. Then he started the bike and without further warning moved off and she threw herself at his back and clung on for dear life.

Roaring up the lane, the stab of the headlamp into the dark the only source of light in a black world, was bad. As dreadful as it could be. But it was nothing to do with the noise of the bike, or the speed with which the hedge flashed by them. It was her body pressed against the supple leather of his jacket, feeling the steady, reassuring hammer of his heart against the crazy counterpoint of her own, beating much too fast. It was her arms around his waist, her hands clasped desperately under his ribs. That was what she feared. The unavoidable closeness and what it was doing to her.

Then it was over. They were in front of Highfield and she was sliding quickly from the machine in an effort to escape, her legs wobbly as she had known they would be. She fought desperately with the uncooperative strap of her helmet to remove it before he could help her, touch her, but her fingers couldn’t, or wouldn’t, find the release and after he had removed his own helmet he bent to do it for her. She shivered at his touch.

‘Are my hands cold?’ he asked.

‘No. Yes.’ With his long fingers brushing against her neck she couldn’t think clearly.

‘Well?’ he asked, pulling the helmet off and putting it with his own on the seat of the bike then leaning back against it. ‘Which is it?’ ‘They’re cold,’ she managed before turning quickly away, determined to get inside before she betrayed herself totally. ‘Thanks for the lift, Joshua,’ she said, from the doorway.

‘Holly?’ His voice grated against her spine and she stopped and turned slowly back to face him. He hadn’t moved.

‘Yes?’ she asked, from the safe distance of her porch.

‘There was something else.’

‘Can’t it wait?’ She fumbled desperately in her pocket for her keys.

‘I don’t believe it can.’ Her margin of safety proved illusory as, in a stride, he was beside her, his eyes smoky dark as he searched her face. It was a look that seemed to touch her, stroke her, burn her up until she thought she would cry out. After a heartbeat, or it might have been an age, in which she felt as if she was suspended at the top of a rollercoaster, waiting for that dizzy, free fall plunge, he said, ‘Not one more moment.’

She closed her eyes in an effort to blot out the desire in his eyes, not quite trusting it, but knowing that it was far too late for her to fight the echoing response he must all too clearly see in hers. Knowing that she was helpless to resist.

He took her face between his hands, tilting her face upwards and holding it cradled in his long fingers until she could bear it no longer and her long lashes fluttered open.

‘Please…’ The word, barely more than a sigh, escaped her lips, but whether she was begging for release or capture she scarcely knew. Until he kissed her. And by then it was too late.

His lips were cool as they began to feather her face with butterfly kisses, each touch to the delicately veined lids of her eyes, her temples, the line of her jaw a gentle, teasing caress that gradually turned her bones to jelly.

She was trembling as at last he slid his hands inside her jacket, pulled her tight against his chest and held her there.

‘What are you doing?’ she whispered, her eyes jet-dark in the sudden shaft of moonlight breaking through the clouds.

He laughed, very softly. ‘If you have to ask, darling girl, I must be doing something wrong.’ But he wasn’t doing anything wrong, she was quite sure of that. In fact, as his lips continued their philandering progress, she had the very definite impression that he was an expert. Then he raised his head and she moaned very softly.

‘Don’t stop,’ she protested.

‘I haven’t stopped.’ His arm tightened about her waist, drawing her so close along the length of him that suddenly she didn’t have any breath for words. And then that was no longer a problem, because she had something else to occupy her mind as his mouth claimed hers and she knew he had spoken nothing but the truth. He left her in absolutely no doubt of his meaning.

Her lips parted under the sensuous prompting of his tongue and she responded with an urgency that at once shocked and elated her, her arms snaking around his neck, pulling him down to her until, with a groan, he wrenched himself free.

His ragged breathing matched her own as they stood just inches apart, staring at one another in stunned amazement at the reality of what had just happened to them both.

‘Holly…’ She shook her head. It wasn’t a time for words. Her hand fastened on the cold keys in her pocket and she held them for a moment, clenched tight in her fist. Then, her cheeks flushed with bright colour, she extended her hand and offered them to Joshua.

For a heartbeat they hung from the tip of her finger, glinting in the fitful moonlight between the two motionless figures, then he reached out and his fingers closed around them and she surrendered them into his care. He turned to the door, fitted the key in the lock. The sound of the lever drawing back in the mechanism was like the crack of a pistol in the unnatural silence and then the door swung open.

 






  







 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

NEITHER of them moved. Holly wasn’t even sure that she could. Her legs were planted where she stood, her heart hammering so wildly in her own ears that she was sure Joshua must be able to hear it too and she had apparently lost the power of speech.

But he could not have mistaken her invitation. One look at her would be enough to tell the world that the only thing in the world she wanted at that moment was to be swept up by him and carried away to her rose-covered bed.

His sudden movement took her by surprise and she almost cried out as he stepped back, his rejection stamped in granite features. Every inch of her was weak with the trembling need that had quickened under his searching lips, the turmoil of a desire so urgent that for a moment she thought she might fall.

She didn’t fall. Pride insisted that she stiffen her spine and take her pain without flinching. For a moment she steadied herself against the doorpost, found that, despite all expectations to the contrary, her legs would still move, but it was as if in some kind of dream, or nightmare, that she stepped inside and slowly turned to him.

‘Goodnight, Joshua.’ Her voice caught, grated, didn’t quite make the words.

She gave up after that. The effort of thanking him for the lift was too much.

She just wanted him to go so that she could close the door, forget her pride and sink to the floor.

But he didn’t move. He stayed where he was, on the other side of the threshold, his face shadowed, unsmiling, and when he spoke his voice, too, was ragged.

‘I shouldn’t have done that, Holly. God knows, I didn’t intend to.’

A small moan escaped her lips and she swayed and in a stride he was at her side, her icy hands clasped between his. He kissed her, very gently, on the lips, before he turned and walked away, pulling on the black helmet with a fierce expression that gave the lie to his devastating self-control.

He looked at her just once more before he swung a long, leather-clad leg across the bike, but what was in his eyes was hidden by the dark visor. Then the machine roared into life, shattering the silence, sending an owl swooping in panic across the garden, and for a moment they both watched it. When it had gone they exchanged a look, hers betraying the aching void that his departure was leaving inside her, his nothing but the blank black reflection of his helmet.

Then he raised his hand and was gone.

Leaning weakly against the doorframe, she stayed where she was, listening to the changing notes of the engine as it climbed away over the hill, as far as the main road, then it grew fainter and merged with the other sounds of the night.

From somewhere in the garden the scent of an early honeysuckle reached her and she walked for a while, searching for it. But the plant was as elusive as an answer to her confused thoughts. It began to rain again and finally she went inside.

* * *

She spent a wakeful night. She didn’t toss and turn, she didn’t even bother to try to sleep. Instead she allowed her thoughts to wander where they would, but they always came back to the same place. Joshua, and her ever-present doubts about his motives; because if he was the opportunist that she suspected, then why had he walked away from her tonight?

Not because of a lack of desire for her. She hadn’t imagined the ardour that had blazed in his eyes in that moment before he had stepped back from the brink, the decision entirely his. Which raised another question.

If Joshua was an honourable man, he would disclose any conflict of interests between his role as Mary’s executor and his business dealings. Wouldn’t he?

And something else had been flickering on the edge of her consciousness ever since her doubts had first surfaced. Not urgent enough to batter its way through the intensity of emotion, of confused feelings that had swamped her since her homecoming, but now, as she lay awake, her whole being concentrated on trying to find some answers, it slipped through and was suddenly very loud, very urgent. If Joshua did have something to hide, it asked, why had he insisted she come home?

The sky was beginning to lighten with the silvery promise of a clear day and she threw back the bedclothes, unwilling to stay a moment longer in bed with the unresolved questions going round and round her head. She showered, wrapped herself in a long towelling robe and went downstairs to make some tea.

She took her mug out into the garden and settled herself on the bench as the sun rose behind her, hoping that the fresh air would clear her mind and provide some answers for the endless questions. One question in particular.

Why had he wanted her to come home?

He had been so anxious for her to sign the contract to sell the house, had been urging her not to delay in case the purchasers backed out. It all seemed clear enough, cut and dried. But then she kept running into the inescapable fact that if he had allowed her to stay in France she would have quite willingly signed his piece of paper, right there and then, under that olive tree. In fact she had offered to do just that.

At the time she would have signed anything to rid herself of his disturbing presence and she would never have known about the caravan site.

Despite his assertion that there were pressing reasons for her to return with him, there had been no evidence of this since she had come to Ashbrooke. She had signed a load of papers, it was true, but they would have kept. Plus there had been Marcus Lynton’s rather odd reaction to her mention of a caravan park.

There was certainly something going on. But quite what she was at a loss to say.

Holly sipped the hot tea. She would tell Joshua today that she had decided against selling. Perhaps his reaction to that news would bring everything into sharper focus.

The sound of someone calling her name filtered through her thoughts.

She turned, a slight frown flickering across her brow, and glanced at her watch. It was not quite six. A little early for callers.

‘Hello?’ she called.

There was a rustling as someone pushed through the slightly overgrown path.

‘Holly? Where the hell are you?’

Then she recognised the sharp impatience in the voice and her frown deepened. ‘David? What are you doing here?’

He ran a hand over a stubbly chin and grinned. ‘That’s not a very warm welcome, considering I’ve driven half the night to come and see you.’

‘Why on earth would you do that?’ she demanded, not at all happy at this unexpected arrival, certain that if David had driven overnight from Maybridge it would only be for his benefit.

‘Give me a cup of that tea and I’ll tell you.’

‘I’ll make some fresh,’ she said, ‘but I wish you’d called to let me know you were coming.’

‘Thus speaks the woman who wouldn’t have a telephone in the house at any price.’ He glanced at the facade of Highfield and pulled a face. ‘Clearly that’s not all that’s changed. The ‘snags’ have all been ironed out, have they?’

She gave an embarrassed little shrug. ‘I thought the legacy was a mistake.’

‘Did you? Why?’ It was the offhand, casual manner of the question that immediately alerted her to the fact that he sensed a story. There would be a long pause. Someone less wary would fall into it, pouring out their soul rather than listen to the uncomfortable silence.

‘Are you coming in?’ she asked, and he grinned, quite unashamed at being found out, and followed her into the house.

‘I did telephone, by the way. Yesterday afternoon and all evening. Perhaps you should go the whole hog and have an answering machine now you’ve finally given up the cleft stick and succumbed to the age of communication.’

‘And make things easy for you? Besides, I like the post. People think twice about what they have to say when they have to write.’ She led the way through to the kitchen and put the kettle on. ‘Eggs, bacon?’

‘Please.’ He threw an envelope down on the central island. ‘I’ve brought you a few cuttings about your precious Joshua Kent. It’s mostly old stuff. I did warn you that he’s a very private man.’ He plumped himself down on a stool.

‘I didn’t ask you for them,’ she pointed out. ‘And why the desperate rush down here yourself? A stamp would have brought them by Monday.’

David looked slightly awkward. ‘When I was digging about I stumbled across something. Something I think your Mr Kent will have to talk to me about, whether he likes reporters or not.’

Her hand shook as she cracked an egg into a bowl and the yolk broke.

‘He doesn’t like reporters?’ she asked, glaring at him. ‘I wonder why?’

David didn’t seem to notice her sharp, cynical tone. ‘I want to ask him about Ashbrooke Leisure.’

‘Ashbrooke Leisure?’ she repeated, before she could stop herself. ‘What do you know about that?’

‘Not as much as you, evidently.’ She hated the glint of triumph in his eyes. ‘He’s on the brink of a take-over unless I’m very much mistaken.’ The rising excitement in his voice came to an abrupt halt as he saw her face, but he couldn’t resist adding, ‘An interview with him will give me just the chance I need to get out of the provinces and crack the nationals.’

She turned her back on him, rinsed out the teapot and put in a couple of teabags, then fetched
the milk. Ordinary everyday things to shut out unwanted thoughts. ‘I’m sure you’ll do very well on one of the less attractive tabloids.’

‘Thanks.’

‘That was not a compliment,’ she said sharply.

‘No. But I’m working on my thick skin,’ he replied, an edge to his voice.

‘Keep practising, David. You’re obviously going to need it.’ She turned to face him, knowing that angry red patches would be staining her cheeks. ‘I don’t know what you want, David, but I have no influence with Mr Kent. If you want to speak to him I suggest you telephone his office.’

‘Have you ever tried to get past that iron-clad secretary of his?’

‘No,’ she said tersely.

‘No.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘I imagine she has orders to put you straight through.’

‘I couldn’t say. I’ve never telephoned him.’

He didn’t appear to be convinced.

‘Look, Holly, I understand how it is. He’s the sort of man that would turn any girl’s head.’ His voice was cajoling. ‘But you’re not stupid. It’s in your own interests to know what he’s up to before you get too deeply—’

‘David!’ she protested, her hands so tight on the plate she’d taken from the rack that it was a miracle it didn’t break in two. ‘I have no influence with him. I can’t make him talk to you.’

‘I really think you should try.’ She hid her confusion, her uncertainty in a flurry of activity, checking the bacon, beating the eggs. She had wanted the truth and now it was being offered to her she was refusing to listen in case it confirmed all her worst fears.

It was stupid and feeble-minded. She stopped the frantic bustle and sank on to a kitchen stool and faced him.

‘You’d better tell me what you’ve found out.’

‘You won’t be sorry,’ he said, reaching across to take her hand. She withdrew it sharply. He was wrong, she thought; she was sorry already. But, having won his point, he was in no hurry. He ran his hand over his face.

‘Look, this’ll take some time. Do you mind if I clean up a bit first? I’ve been driving for hours.’

Having decided to face whatever had to be endured, she would rather have got it over with as quickly as possible, but he looked rough and she said, ‘Up the stairs, first door on the left. Don’t take too long, or your breakfast won’t be worth eating and I won’t do it again.’

She stood over the eggs, stirring them carefully, all the time aware of the manila envelope lying on the kitchen island behind her.

David had not reappeared by the time they were done, so she dished up and put the plate in the oven to keep warm. Then she wiped her hands and propped herself on one of the kitchen stools, unable to put off the moment any longer.

The envelope wasn’t sealed and she pulled out the thick wad of paper. Photocopies of news-clips. She glanced at the headline on the first one.

“STAR IN NIGHTCLUB BRAWL”

‘I see my sins have found me out.’ Joshua’s voice was so close that Holly physically jumped and the newspaper clippings scattered at her feet as she turned to him. So intent had her thoughts been on the man that she might have conjured him up out of the ether. But he didn’t look at all ethereal.

In dark tailored shorts that revealed a pair of tanned, well-muscled legs and a soft open-necked shirt he looked altogether touchable and, as if to prove it, he bent and kissed her, his lips warm and enticing, sending the blood racing crazily through her veins. He smiled lazily at her.

‘Good morning,
Holly.’

‘You frightened the life out of me, creeping up on me like that,’ she scolded, trying to cover her confusion.

‘Did I?’ He was not in the least contrite. In fact, the creases at the corners of his mouth and eyes deepened if anything. ‘Then you shouldn’t leave your front door wide open. I did knock, but you were so interested in my past misdemeanours that you obviously didn’t hear.’

His eyes travelled the length of her throat, apparently fascinated by the deep bare V of skin exposed by her bathrobe.

‘Misdemeanours?’ She wrapped the bathrobe around her in a self-conscious gesture, tightening the belt, reminded by his warm gaze that she was quite naked beneath it. ‘What are you talking about?’

He bent down and picked up the news clippings, raising his eyes to meet hers. The amusement died in them and they blanked. ‘Or perhaps I’m mistaken.’ He stood up and threw the cuttings down beside her, the change in his voice so marked that her head jerked back in sharp surprise. ‘You’ve obviously had other things to occupy your mind.’

‘Joshua?’ She turned to follow his eyes and saw David in the doorway, his hair wet from the shower, wearing nothing but a thick white towel that he was holding around his waist, and making a brave attempt to hide his dismay as he realised that the one man in the world he was determined to talk to had caught him without his trousers on. He tried a smile. There was no response from the unyielding features of Joshua Kent.

‘This is a bit awkward.’ David threw a glance at Holly, hoping for rescue.

But Holly was unable to help, rigid with shock at what Joshua must be thinking.

‘Is it?’ Joshua threw into an atmosphere so thick with tension that the words almost bounced off it. ‘I’m sure it would help if you put some clothes on.’

‘I would, but my bag is in the car.’

Holly made a move to fetch it, but Joshua’s hand on her shoulder kept her pinned to her seat. ‘Allow me,’ he said dangerously. ‘Is the boot unlocked?’

‘Yes,’ David said unhappily. ‘I’m parked around the back somewhere. I wasn’t sure where I was going.’

‘You seem to be doing well enough to me.’ He didn’t wait for an answer and without even glancing at Holly he turned and strode from the kitchen.

‘Well,’ David dropped into the silence that followed his departure, ‘that’s a bit of luck.’ He glanced sideways at Holly. ‘Now he’ll have to talk to me.’

‘Eat your breakfast, David, and be quiet.’ She banged a plate down in front of him, stuffed the cuttings back in their envelope and left the kitchen, in urgent need of some clothes herself.

When she descended fifteen minutes later, her hair brushed and fastened back from her face by a large tortoiseshell clip, wearing a pair of long cream shorts and a chocolate T-shirt, it was to find Joshua alone in the kitchen pouring himself a cup of tea. He glanced up at her entrance.

‘Where’s David?’ she asked stiffly as she saw the untouched breakfast.

‘Gone to get dressed, I imagine. He suggested that it would be in my best interest to talk to him and then, quite suddenly, remembered that he needed a shave.’

‘What have you done to him?’ she demanded. ‘He’d only just arrived, for heaven’s sake.’

‘I know. His engine was still warm.’

‘Still…’ She exploded. ‘That’s why you were so keen to fetch his bag. To check whether he had been here all night. Did you actually think that I would welcome him?’ She couldn’t even say it, she was so angry. ‘After last night?’

He leaned back against the sink, his face impassive. ‘If he’d turned up last night, just after I’d gone, I think he would have tried to take advantage of the situation. Or maybe you’re going to tell me that he wouldn’t do anything so underhand?’

‘Then you shouldn’t have gone,’ she snapped and her face flamed. ‘I didn’t ask him to come, Joshua.’ She had to warn him. ‘It’s you he’s after. Apparently he’s found out about Ashbrooke Leisure.’

‘So he said. He wants an exclusive on the takeover.’

‘The takeover.’ As the reality of what it meant struck home, she thought she might be sick. ‘It’s true then?’

‘Everything was signed yesterday afternoon. Luigi is now the proud owner of the Hall and I have a new company so I’m afraid that if that’s his scoop David has come galloping after cold news.’

‘But are you...? Do you intend to develop Highfield?’

‘Would it matter?’ he asked, and the importance of her answer was all too evident in the intensity of his expression.

She took a deep breath. ‘Yes, Joshua. I’m rather afraid it would. If you’ve bought the company on the expectation of profits from Highfield, I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake. I won’t sell. You should have let me sign the contract in France when I didn’t care, instead of making me come home to do it.’

‘If I’d had the slightest intention of allowing you to sell Highfield, my dear Holly, I would have done just that.’

‘If... Oh, Joshua,’ she exclaimed. ‘What have you done?’

‘Done, my dear? I’ve sold a house I had no use for and bought a business that I intend to expand. One deal to finance another. One way or another I expect to make a great deal of money.’

A movement in the doorway alerted them to the fact that they were no longer alone.

‘Can I quote you on that, Mr Kent?’ David Grantham enquired brazenly as he sauntered into the kitchen.

‘David!’ Holly warned, fierce as any vixen defending her cubs, and Joshua glanced at her in surprise before turning his full attention on the man on the other side of the room.

His expression hardened. ‘Quote me at your peril, Mr Grantham.’ David barely flinched despite the lash in the other man’s voice.

‘Or what?’ he demanded recklessly. ‘You’re not fireproof, Mr Kent, I already have a national newspaper ready to back me with this story and I’ve seen enough this morning to know I have got a story. Now I’m simply giving you an opportunity to make a statement before I go to press.’

‘I can’t think of anything that would excite such interest.’ The chill factor in Joshua’s voice dipped to sub-zero. ‘Perhaps you would care to enlighten me.’

‘An executor taking advantage of a vulnerable young woman who has just inherited a valuable estate is bad enough, Mr Kent—’ David’s voice rose in triumph ‘–but when he’s clearly seduced her to achieve his ends…’ He glanced from Holly, white with shock, to the glacial features of Joshua Kent. ‘I think you take my point?’ He sat down at the breakfast bar, produced a small tape recorder from his pocket and switched it on.

‘Now, what would you like to say to my readers?’

 






  







 

CHAPTER NINE

 

FOR a moment nothing happened. Then David was hanging from Joshua’s fist by his shirt-front.

‘I think, Grantham,’ he said, with paralysing insistence, ‘you’d better go. Or it’s quite possible that you will be the subject of your own front page.’

‘Joshua…’

‘Stay out of this Holly.’

‘I think it’s a little late for that,’ she said, and with a little lift of her chin she went on quickly, before she could think twice, ‘and in this case I’m quite capable of defending my own reputation.’

He brushed this aside and continued to glare at David with extreme prejudice. ‘You don’t have to. We both know that. But there’s nothing like a little sex to sell newspapers and this creature won’t care who gets hurt so long as he has a story.’ He gave David a little shake. ‘Will you, Mr Grantham? Tell the lady the truth.’ David opened his mouth, but never had an opportunity to tell Holly anything.

‘The truth, Joshua,’ she declared, interrupting with biting resolution, her eyes blazing with fury that either of them should feel entitled to exclude her from something that involved her so personally. ‘The truth is that if he prints one word of that story I will sue him and his newspaper until they retract in headlines a foot high.’ She took a deep breath as both men turned to her in astonishment. But she hadn’t finished. ‘I don’t know what you’ve done, Joshua. Frankly, it no longer matters, since I have no intention of selling Highfield to you or anyone else. But I will not have anyone believing I’m so pathetically weak-willed that I could be seduced out of anything.’

Joshua frowned and let David down rather suddenly, having apparently forgotten him in his concern for her.

‘No, Holly.’ He took her by the shoulders, gripping her painfully, all fierce protectiveness. ‘They’ll destroy you if you take them on. Tear you to shreds.’

‘Let them try. If necessary I’ll prove them liars.’ She lifted her chin, two bright spots of pink staining her cheeks. ‘I can do that, I assure you.’

‘Prove?’ For a moment he stared at her in disbelief. Then he swore softly.

David cleared his throat. ‘I think I’d better go.’

Joshua glanced at him, then at the plate of cold scrambled egg and congealing bacon. ‘Sit down, Grantham, and eat your breakfast; you’re not going anywhere until I’ve talked to you.’ It was not an invitation that could be refused and David sank unhappily back on to the stool. Then Joshua turned to Holly and took her arm quite firmly, his mouth compressed into a hard, straight line. ‘I don’t know about you, but I could do with some fresh air.’

He led her out into the garden and they walked along the cliff top where the breeze was blowing, fresh and cool from the sea.

‘What will you do to him?’ Holly asked, tentative in the face of such implacable fury.

He glanced at her and relaxed sufficiently for his lip to curve into a cynical smile. ‘I ought to throw him off the cliff.’

Encouraged, she said, ‘If you do that I’ll have to find another lodger. Whatever else David might be, he pays the rent on time.’

‘Sell the damned house and then you wouldn’t have to worry about it.’ At her stricken expression he stiffened. ‘Oh, don’t fret. I won’t damage the man. I’ll give him his interview, one that should be enough to make his career, even without the prurient side-interest of my sex life.’

‘You don’t have to do that. I’m very angry with him.’

‘Are you? Why? You asked him to check up on me.’

‘No, Joshua,
I didn’t. I telephoned him to let him know I was home, that was all. He’s jealous, I can see that, although heaven knows why. I’ve never given him the slightest encouragement. In fact he used to regularly bring his girlfriends
home for the night.’

‘And recently?’

‘Well, he’s stayed in a lot more…’ She sighed. ‘Oh, I see. I didn’t realise. A bit slow-witted of me.’

‘Perhaps, but if he’s that keen on you, what’s he playing at?’

‘He clearly thinks you’re trying to cheat me in some way. And I’m afraid that is my fault. I mentioned Ashbrooke Leisure wanted to buy the house and he had found out you were taking them over. Put the two together and it reeks of something a bit nasty in the woodshed.’

‘Do you think I would cheat you, Holly?’

‘I think,’ she said carefully, ‘that you’d better explain exactly what’s been going on. Is there a buyer for Highfield or not?’

‘If you want to sell, then I’ll cover the sum I told you was on offer. But I was rather hoping that the prospect of losing the place would make you think twice.’

‘Then you were right.’ She offered a tentative smile. ‘You always are, apparently. So what are you going to do about David?’

‘I find it incredible that he would have hurt you to get at me. It’s hard to forgive, Holly.’

‘Is it? Don’t you feel just a little bit sorry for him?’ she asked him.

His eyes softened as he looked at her. ‘Possibly,’ he conceded. ‘But I hope to heaven that he never finds out.’ He thought for a moment. ‘He’ll have to forget the tabloids. But I’ll give him a piece that any one of the quality papers will fall over themselves for. That way he might be persuaded to forget that he saw me making love to you in your kitchen at six o’clock in the morning.’

‘But you’d only just walked in,’ she protested. ‘You were dressed.’

‘You weren’t.’

‘Oh!’ Her face was a picture of confusion. ‘You shouldn’t have noticed.’

‘I’m only human.’

‘Not that human,’ she retorted quickly, then put up her hands to cover hot cheeks.

He laughed softly. ‘Under the circumstances it’s a good thing I didn’t accept your invitation to stay last night.’ He took her hands away from her face and regarded her with grave eyes. ‘If I had, there would have been precious little left with which to prove my innocence.’ After an almost imperceptible pause he said, ‘Unless of course you were bluffing?’ She made an effort at a lack of concern that she was very far from feeling. ‘You’ll have to call me to find out, won’t you? Are you innocent, Joshua?’

He shook his head, a slow smile lighting his eyes. ‘Don’t ever play poker, Holly. You haven’t got the face for it.’ Then he said, ‘You obviously didn’t get very far with Grantham’s press cuttings.’

Grateful that he had let her off the hook, she sighed with relief. ‘I haven’t read any of them.’ Then she glanced at him sideways. ‘What have you done that’s so bad?’

‘Read all the news that’s fit to print and I’ll leave you to make up your own mind, but when you do, bear in mind what he would have made of that scene in the kitchen and take it all with just a pinch of salt.’

She turned and looked at him, her lips parted in soft laughter. ‘Joshua Kent, are you telling me that you have a reputation?’

His grip on her elbow tightened momentarily. They had been gradually walking back towards the house and he indicated the garden seat and sat down beside her. She found her breath quite suddenly caught in her throat, wondering what on earth he could be going to tell her with such a solemn face. What could be that bad?

He propped one elbow on the back of the seat and began to toy with a wayward strand of her hair, wrapping it tightly around his finger, holding her captive by that slender thread as surely as if he had her in chains.

‘Once, Holly, when you were still in pigtails, I made a complete ass of myself over an actress. I was young enough, and I have to say green enough, when I made my first really big deal to attract the notice of the press. Idiot that I was, I actually thought that it made me someone important, someone who Shelly would fall in love with. What she actually loved was publicity. She was very beautiful, very exotic. At least five years older than me.’ He paused, a sudden glint in his eye. ‘Possibly more.’ Then he shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. ‘I was quite bowled over. But youthful pride is fierce and when I overheard a remark at a party about her ‘cradle-snatching’, well—’ he shrugged ‘ — I’m afraid I behaved very badly. I won’t draw a picture, but I was lucky not to be charged with assault. The ensuing publicity caused me a great deal of embarrassment and everyone else much amusement, except for the lady involved. The affair ended somewhat abruptly.’ He smiled slightly. ‘The incident taught me a lot. Mainly about self-control. But for a long time I was pursued in the hope that I might make the same mistake again. And the tabloids have a long memory. They never miss an opportunity to remind their readers what you did in the past, if given the slightest excuse.’

‘Oh.’ She hid a smile.

‘Quite. I’ve never come so close to hitting anyone again as I did this morning and that would have been a very big mistake. An exclusive interview will be quite a coup for a young reporter trying to make his name and it’s a small price to pay for a little discretion.’

‘But he wouldn’t…’

‘Wouldn’t he? He’s ambitious. He would like you to be in love with him, but you’re not and he knows it. Would you trust him with the story of your life?’

Put baldly, like that, Holly had to concede that she wouldn’t — she hadn’t — and she shook her head.

But with that knowledge came something else: a clarity of mind that had been eluding her all the long, dark hours of the night. Because with the discovery that she didn’t trust David came the equally startling knowledge that she would trust Joshua not only with the story of her life, but life itself.

She turned to him and the twirling of his finger immediately stopped as her face was suddenly inches from his. It was an effort to concentrate under the perilous nearness of a pair of eyes so clear and deep that she thought it would be possible to drown in them. She turned quickly away.

‘Thank you for helping me to see that I should stay, Joshua.’

‘I actually quite enjoyed myself.’

‘Not as much as you might have.’

‘I didn’t want to confuse things.’

‘No? Then you’d better ring Marcus and explain what you’ve been doing. He must be very confused.’

‘Marcus was extremely annoyed when he phoned me yesterday afternoon. Demanded that I tell you the truth or he would do the decent thing. I had a devil of a job with him.’

‘I began to suspect that something was wrong after I’d had lunch with him. He tried very hard, but it was obvious that he was paddling way out of his depth.’

‘You’re very quick.’

‘Not quick enough. Why didn’t you just suggest I stay put for a while?’

‘This from a woman who prefers her advice upside-down?’ His voice, his eyes, his whole body challenged her to admit the truth. ‘You had to make your own decision. Stay here because it was what you wanted more than anything else in the whole world. But you made it damned difficult. I thought if I could just get you home I could work something out. But I never expected so many questions.’

‘Why on earth did you say Ashbrooke Leisure wanted to buy the house?’

‘It was the first name that came into my head. I could hardly use one of my own companies.’

‘And the caravans?’

‘Mary’s father tried to get a scheme through years ago. He thought that because he was mayor he could do what he liked. He found out differently. I thought it was suitably gruesome and, because of that, perfectly likely.’

‘You went to a lot of trouble.’ She stood up, pulling away from him, unable to think with the warm heat of his body against her, needing to put a space between them, needing to look away from those disquieting eyes. ‘Why didn’t you stay last night?’ she asked a little stiffly.

There was a moment of utter silence. ‘You’ve been through a difficult time. I didn’t want you to do anything you might regret later.’ He rose quickly to his feet. ‘You are sure?’ She waited, breathless, uncertain what he meant. ‘About staying?’

For a moment she stared at the dark, tanned V of his chest where his shirt revealed a few dark hairs, forcing herself to face the fact that he had simply been keeping a promise to a dying woman. His kiss had been a response to the desperate need he had seen in her eyes, to their closeness on the back of that crazy motorbike, to the tension caused by continual bickering. A thousand reasons, but none of them important.

Now he had fulfilled his promise, done everything her mother had asked of him, and he could walk away and get on with the rest of his life with a clear conscience. She must do the same.

‘Yes, Joshua,’ she said. ‘I’m quite sure about staying.’ She shrugged quickly free of his touch, stepped around him and walked quickly down the path. ‘I found something yesterday that made up my mind for me,’ she said with a forced cheerfulness, coming to a halt in front of the hidden studio, then faltered. ‘Oh, I haven’t brought the keys.’

‘You’ve found the studio?’

She turned on him. ‘You knew it was here and you didn’t tell me?’ She felt stupidly close to tears and that wouldn’t do, so she put her hands on her hips and her head on one side and demanded, ‘What else haven’t you told me, Joshua Kent?’

He raised his hand to her chin, tilting it up to read the expression in her face. ‘One or two things, Holly Carpenter, but there’s no rush. Now you’re staying.’ He glanced at the studio. ‘This has been waiting for you for a long time.’

‘Waiting?’ She thought of the pristine tubes of paint, the new brushes and fresh canvases. She’d known something had been missing — it was the smell of paint and turpentine. The studio had never been used. ‘Mary did that for me?’ He nodded and let his hand fall to his side. It was easier to think without his warm hand under her chin, yet a little lonely, and she shivered slightly. ‘You never said a word.’

‘On the contrary, I think perhaps I said rather too many. I thought you were a cold, uncaring young woman who had quite deliberately chosen to ignore her natural mother. I did everything Mary asked of me, to the letter, but frankly I hoped you would just go away and never set foot in Highfield, or Ashbrooke, again.’

‘So why did you make me come back?’

‘Because I made a mistake.’

His eyes were shadowed in the cool shade of the studio. Unreadable. ‘I confess that from the moment I met you I had my doubts, but I refused to listen to them. The facts spoke for themselves. It was quite clear that you were simply coming with me because you thought that you might miss out on a valuable inheritance if you didn’t.’

‘That wasn’t why I came.’

‘No. That caricature was quite a shock, though. Did I really make that bad an impression?’

‘Yes,’ she admitted, embarrassed. ‘But you’ve changed. I couldn’t draw that now.’ Then, realising that this betrayed her own change of heart she turned from him and looked at the house, bathed in sunshine. ‘But there was no need to come and fetch me. I would have come back eventually.’

‘I couldn’t be sure. And I wanted you here.’ Before she could work out exactly what he meant by that, he had his arm around her shoulder and was leading her back to the house. ‘I’ve been putting off the evil moment, but I think I’d better get this interview over with, then I can throw Grantham out with an easy conscience.’

‘I can manage that myself, Joshua. But it’s a long drive and it is the weekend. He really ought to stay until tomorrow.’

‘He should have thought of that before he came bothering you. If he’s too tired to go home he’ll have to stay in a hotel.’

* * *

David’s face, as he followed Joshua back into the sitting-room a couple of hours later, was an odd mixture of elation and dejection. Clearly he had got most of what he wanted, but at a cost.

‘If you telephone my secretary on Monday she’ll make an appointment for your photographer to come to my office,’ Joshua said, adding, in case it wasn’t absolutely clear, ‘I don’t want to see you again.’

He returned to the study, leaving David to say goodbye to Holly and tender his apologies, which he did with less grace than she might have expected in the circumstances.

‘I wouldn’t have said anything about the two of you,’ he said finally, unable to contain his resentment any longer. ‘He didn’t have to threaten me.’

He looked so much like a small boy that Holly felt quite sorry for him. She had no idea what Joshua’s idea of a threat was, but could well imagine that it wouldn’t be much fun to be on the receiving end of it.

‘There’s nothing to tell, David.’

‘No? That was two other people I saw kissing this morning, was it?’

‘David,’ she warned. ‘You have more than you could possibly have hoped for, leave it at that.’

‘I know. It was just that… Oh, what’s the use? Who could compete with someone like Joshua Kent?’ He made an angry gesture in the direction of the study. ‘He’s got everything. Including you, apparently.’

Wrong again, David, she thought. He hasn’t got me, because he doesn’t want me. But she had no intention of giving him any hope.

‘Once you’ve a grand job in London you’ll find someone special and forget all about me,’ she assured him, trying hard not to be too impatient.

He looked at her pityingly. ‘I might find someone else, Holly, but I’ll never forget you.’ He paused in the doorway. ‘Just don’t let him hurt you.’

Too late, she thought. Far too late for that.

‘Has he gone?’ Joshua looked up from the tape recorder as Holly searched him out in the study a little later.

‘Yes. What are you doing?’ He pocketed the cassette. ‘Just a few precautions, in case he decides to forget our agreement.’ He pulled a face. ‘What a miserable start to a warm and sunny Saturday. I came to take you sailing and now it’s the middle of the morning.’

‘Sailing? I’ve never been sailing.’

‘Well, now is a very good time to learn. Ashbrooke Leisure is about to launch a new class of yacht. The prototype awaits your pleasure.’

She had thought, in that moment when she had turned at the sound of his voice and he had kissed her, that he had changed his mind. Come back to finish what they had barely begun. But no. He had made her come back to Ashbrooke and now felt it his duty to look after her. She had no wish to be a duty.

‘It sounds lovely, but please don’t feel you have to entertain me, Joshua. I’m sure there are dozens of other things you could be doing.’

‘Hundreds,’ he assured her, with a perfectly straight face. ‘We could drive up to Dartmoor if you’d prefer?’

‘It’s all right, Joshua,’ she said, determined to let him see that she wasn’t going to make a fuss just because he had kissed her until her bones melted. He had probably kissed dozens of girls just like that. He couldn’t possibly have known that for her it was a totally new experience. ‘You’ve done everything you had to do. I’ll always be very grateful.’ She put out her hand very firmly, a gesture that gave them both a graceful exit. He took it in his own, larger, darker one and held it quite gently.

‘Are you telling me to go?’ he asked in a smooth drawl that immediately threatened to overturn her resolve. His grip tightened imperceptibly as she tried to withdraw her hand from his.

‘I...I think it would be best.’

‘For whom?’

‘For both—’ But he didn’t wait for her answer. He provided his own.

‘If you’re saying it would be best for me, Holly,
I have to tell you that that’s an impudent presumption on your part.’ She opened her mouth to deny it, but he continued, ‘But if you’re trying to tell me that it would be best for you…’ This time the pause was endless.

‘What?’

‘I I intend to prove you wrong.’

He jerked her in one swift movement into his arms and pinned her against him, his hands at her waist, her bare legs pressed against the hard, hairy length of his thighs.

‘Joshua!’ she protested. ‘Let me go!’ And she pushed furiously against his chest.

‘Of course,’ he went on, as if nothing out of the ordinary were happening. As if her heart were not rushing headlong to obliteration. As if her body were still all her own and not simply a quivering extension of his. ‘You could simply admit your mistake. Say, I’m sorry, Joshua. I’d love to spend the day with you. Try it.’

‘No—’

One hand remained at her waist, effortlessly containing her attempts to free herself. The other began to move in a slow, kindling caress upwards along her spine and for a moment she was paralysed by the slow spread of fire that seeped through her veins. Then she gasped and began to struggle against him in earnest.

His full lower lip curved in a sensuous smile and his eyes darkened and quite suddenly she realised that she was not helping herself. Not one bit. She stopped abruptly, her breath coming in short ragged gasps as she fought to overcome her own desire.

‘Well?’ He waited a moment, holding her against the warm, still length of his body, driving her almost beyond the limit of her self-control. Then his mouth began to dip towards hers.

‘I’m sorry, Joshua,’ she rasped out urgently. ‘I’d love to spend the day with you.’ His mouth paused, inches from her own, but he didn’t loosen his grip.

‘Sure?’ he said. ‘I’m perfectly willing to demonstrate.’ Neither of them was oblivious to the quiver that shot through her. ‘Say, “yes, Joshua”.’

‘Yes, Joshua…’ The words were little more than a croak, she could hardly speak, but his look demanded more. ‘I’d love to spend the day with you.’ She forced the words out in a series of hoarse, panting breaths.

‘That’s better.’ She almost collapsed with relief as he loosened his grip. Then he said, ‘Oh, what the hell?’ And he kissed her anyway.

 






  







 

CHAPTER TEN

 

HOLLY’S lips parted on an urgent protest and that was her first mistake. What might have been almost nothing, the merest tease of a kiss, became altogether different as, with a groan something like agony, he pulled her fiercely into his arms, his tongue stroking swiftly along hers to begin the sweetest exploration of her mouth.

His touch turned her bones to liquid fire and she melted against him, no longer able to offer any resistance to the man taking control of her senses and making them his slave. Even her hands, which had been pressing against his chest, fighting uselessly against his domination of her will, slid traitorously upwards to wind themselves around his neck, leaving her quite defenceless. And that was her second mistake.

His hands swiftly loosened the T-shirt from her waistband and then slipped under the cloth where the sensitive pads of his fingers began to work a deeper kind of magic, sending warm, electric tremors flickering across the silky smooth skin of her back. He reached the fastening of her bra, disposed of it and then his hands moved swiftly to cup the firm ripeness of her breasts and torment the burgeoning tips of her nipples under his thumbs.

Holly made a small sound, somewhere between a purr and a moan, and pressed her hips wantonly against Joshua as she felt the urgent stirring of his passion.

He drew back with a sharp exclamation and searched her face, his eyes dark and heavy-lidded with arousal. ‘If you want me to go, Holly,’
he warned, the grating texture of his voice a further torment, ‘you had better stop doing that right now.’ She smiled lazily back at him, her cheeks flushed, her large amber eyes almost black. ‘Do you still want to spend the day on Dartmoor?’ she challenged, her voice low and husky. And that was her third mistake.

Joshua Kent said something quite rude on the subject of Dartmoor. Then he bent and caught her behind the knees, swinging her up into his arms to carry her swiftly up the stairs.

She knew she should protest, make some show of resistance, but she was beyond caring what might happen afterwards. She wanted this arrogant, unbearable, dominating man, who had appeared uninvited upon her doorstep and turned her life upside down.

He shouldered open the bedroom door and then placed her very gently on the bed. For a moment, he held her there, caged by hands on either side of her body, barely touching her, but even a foot apart the heat of his body was searing her to a flaming desire that only he could quench.

Then he lifted one hand and trailed his fingers across her burning lips. ‘You’re beautiful, Holly.’

‘If I am, Joshua, it’s because you’ve made me feel beautiful.’ His mouth touched her lips so briefly that she felt instantly bereft, then her complaint became a sigh as it began a slow and sensuous exploration of the delicate skin under her chin, along the curve of her throat, trailing the firebrand of his tongue down to the edge of her T-shirt.

‘Don’t stop,’ she moaned and moved to throw it off. Get rid of all her clothes. But he caught her hand.

‘I’ll
undress you in my own good time,’ he said and she lay back against the pillows. ‘Don’t take too long.’ The words shocked her. She had never been like this, had been teased for her reserve, sworn at on one unpleasant occasion before she had learned to quell expectations before they got out of hand. But love had woken some new, wilder side to her nature.

For a moment Joshua was very still. Holding back with some last vestige of self-control. ‘Holly,’ he said, his voice ragged with the effort, ‘if you have any doubts, say now. If I take you, I keep you. Forever.’ She opened her eyes fully and looked at him, the clamped-down jaw as he waited for her to be certain, his grey eyes shimmering with passion.

Doubts? What doubts could there be? Even on that first day when they had glared at one another across the shabby sitting-room at home she had known they were fencing on a razor-edge. He had jarred against her, stirring the slumbering passion that was thundering through her veins, setting up a raw, sexual tension, and deep inside she had recognised the danger. Now, when she had fallen helplessly, hopelessly in love with the man there could be no doubts. She didn’t care about the future, she wanted this moment with him. And he was right; she would hold it in her heart forever.

She laughed softly, catching at the hem of his shirt and easing it up his back, her fingers doing a little teasing on her own account as they strayed across his chest and down the flat, hard stomach. Her lips parted in delight as he drew in a sharp breath, rejoicing that she had the power to render him momentarily speechless.

‘Does that answer your question, Joshua? Now, how much longer are you going to keep a lady waiting?’ She flipped open the button of his shorts.

‘Dear God,’ he murmured. ‘Don’t…’ But what she mustn’t do was never voiced as the doorbell rang, shattering the bubble of the private world into which they had retreated. They both froze.

‘Would David come back?’ Joshua asked her after the first stunned silence. Holly shook her head, the crazy enchantment already evaporating with the loud intrusion of the outside world. Joshua began to roll from the bed, already tucking the soft polo shirt back into his shorts.

‘Ignore it,’ she pleaded, catching at his hands. ‘Whoever it is will go away.’

‘With my car parked on the front doorstep?’ He shook his head. ‘At least David had the sense to drive round the back.’

‘We could be on the beach. Anywhere.’ But the point became academic as they heard the sound of the door opening and a voice calling out, ‘Is anyone home?’

He muttered an expletive, stepped back and drew a deep breath, running his hands through his hair in an effort to tidy it. ‘It’s Mrs Austin. She worked for Mary and she’s been coming in a couple of days a week while the house has been empty. I phoned her yesterday and said she should come and see you. I might have known she wouldn’t wait until Monday. She’s a terrible old gossip, Holly, and she’ll expect every detail of your life history before she leaves.’

‘I haven’t got a life history,’ Holly said scratchily. And at this rate she never would have. She got unsteadily to her feet and caught sight of herself in the mirror. She winced. ‘Joshua, I can’t. Look at me.’

For a moment he did just that. Then he wrenched himself back into the real world and whisked her silently into the bathroom. He wrung out a cold flannel and held it to her cheeks.

‘Hello? Miss Carpenter?’ Joshua’s eyes warned her to be silent and they stayed perfectly still while the footsteps began to climb the stairs. Then the steps stopped and retreated and after a moment they heard her on the path outside.

‘She’s gone into the garden to look for us.’ He held her for a moment, steadying her, handing her a hairbrush.

‘Just think of something else, sweetheart. Something nasty.’ He groaned softly and pushed her away. ‘Go. You’ll be fine. Make her a cup of tea. I’ll be down in a moment to rescue you.’ He caught her by the shoulders and dropped a brief kiss on her mouth. ‘Don’t worry. She doesn’t bite. She only looks as if she might.’

Her legs were a little wobbly as she made her way back down the stairs, still certain that the world and its wife would know exactly what she had been doing on this sunny Saturday morning.

‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Mrs Austin?’ Holly moved quickly towards the woman coming in through the garden door, looking about her uncertainly. They had met briefly at Mary’s funeral, but Holly had been wearing a prim suit with a black velvet hat covering her hair.

Now Mrs Austin audibly drew breath.

‘Miss Carpenter.’ She couldn’t take her eyes off her hair.

‘Won’t you come in? Mr Kent told me you would probably call today.’

‘Well, dear, I hope it isn’t inconvenient, but I thought I’d better come and see what hours you wanted. If you want me to work for you at all, that is.’ She looked up the stairs and Holly could almost hear the wheels of her mind working. ‘Is that Mr Joshua’s car outside?’ ‘Yes, he’s…’ Holly forced a smile. ‘Would you like some tea, Mrs Austin? A sandwich perhaps? It must be very near lunchtime.’ She glanced at her watch. It was not quite ten-thirty and Mrs Austin looked at her a little oddly. ‘I got up very early.’

‘Well, a cup of tea would be welcome, but nothing to eat. I can’t stay long.’ She threw a glance back over her shoulder at the stairs as she allowed herself to be shepherded into the sitting-room.

Holly took another deep, steadying breath as she filled the kettle, wondering what on earth Joshua was up to.

Surely he didn’t intend to hide upstairs? That would really give the woman something to think about. Perhaps he expected her to make some excuse. She tried to clear the cotton wool from her mind and think of something. A blocked sink, perhaps? No, Mrs Austin looked the sort of woman to roll up her sleeves and go and deal with that sort of problem herself, given half a chance.

With hands still shaking, she laid a tray with three of the best cups, filled the delicate milk jug and put out the sugar basin. She poured the boiling water into the teapot and then found some chocolate biscuits. There was still no sign of Joshua when she carried it into the sitting-room and set it down on the low table before the sofa.

‘Well, here we are,’ she said, smiling with a confidence she was far from feeling, and covered the ensuing moments with a flurry of polite queries regarding milk and sugar, holding off the question she sensed Mrs Austin was dying to ask.

Finally there was nothing more to do and she raised her cup to her lips just as Mrs Austin began, ‘Is Mr Joshua going to join–?’

‘Mrs Austin! How good of you to come.’ Holly’s cup rattled in her saucer as she raised her eyes and saw Joshua, dark hair dusted with cobwebs, his arms full of photograph albums. ‘I promised Miss Carpenter I would go up into the loft for her this morning,’ he said confidentially, sinking down beside the older woman on the sofa. ‘I knew there must be a lot of old photographs somewhere and she’s a bit like Mary: scared of spiders.’ His eyes glinted softly at Holly as he took the cup she offered. ‘Isn’t that right?’

‘I’m afraid so. Witless.’

Mrs Austin tutted. ‘If you want anything down from the loft, Miss Carpenter, you just ask me. No need to go bothering a busy man like Mr Joshua.’

‘Please call me Holly.’

‘Holly. What a pretty name. Of course, you were a Christmas baby.’

‘Christmas Eve,’ Holly confirmed.

Joshua drank his tea and stood up. I’d better go and leave you two to sort out your business. Unless I can do anything else for you, Holly?’ His brazen look from behind Mrs Austin’s back was blush-making, but Holly managed somehow to keep a straight face.

‘Not right now, Joshua. But could you drop by this evening? I have one or two things you really ought to see,’ she said, and placed her cup on the tray without a sound. ‘If you can spare the time, that is? Mrs Austin tells me that you are a very busy man. I’d hate to take advantage of your…’ she paused and managed a slow smile. ‘…good nature.’

It was his turn to struggle. ‘I think I can manage that. About seven?’

‘Perhaps I can offer you dinner. A small thank-you for all your kindness.’

‘Well, that’s very thoughtful,’ he said quite briskly. ‘But there’ll be quite a lot to get through. Better leave dinner until later.’

‘Shall I show you out?’

‘I know the way.’ He mouthed a silent kiss from the doorway and retreated before her detached manner disintegrated entirely.

Mrs Austin had settled herself on the sofa and made herself at home. ‘It’s a while since I saw these old albums.’ She produced a cloth from her pocket and wiped the dust off the top one and opened it. ‘Well, now, will you look at that. It’s Mr and Mrs Graham and Miss Mary when she couldn’t have been more than ten years old.’

Holly joined the woman on the sofa. Her grandfather had a stern expression, his wife looked serene and Mary…

Mary looked exactly as she had at the same age. A little bit too thin, her fair hair bleached white by the sun.

‘There’s one of your mother in here somewhere. She came to stay with Mary after, well, you know all this.’

She didn’t but let it go and Mrs Austin continued to turn the pages, chattering on, full of gossip.

There was a picture of her grandfather looking very important in a red robe and chain of office. ‘That was the year Miss Mary’s father was mayor,’ Mrs Austin explained.

‘What was he like?’

Mrs Austin hesitated. ‘A bit stiff. Miss Mary found it hard, I think, especially after her mother left.’

‘Left?’

The other woman’s eyes gleamed briefly with the excitement of a new audience for old news. ‘She left him for another man. Caused a high old scandal. It was hard for Miss Mary and she was kept on a pretty tight rein growing up, I can tell you.’ She shook her head. ‘A mistake, that. Even when she insisted she must go and look after your poor mother when she was expecting you he carried on so that I thought that the heaven would fall in. In the end he saw how set she was — and your mother had been so kind when her mother left that I think she would have gone anyway.’ She sighed. ‘I thought that when he died it would be different, but she must have been thirty by then and I suppose she’d got into the habit of being alone. Not that she was ever lonely, of course. She was always busy.

‘You’ve worked for the family a long time?’

‘Mrs Graham took me on when she was first married. I’d just left school. Then they took on Austin for the garden and to drive and me and him hit it off. We lived in the cottage then. Miss Mary left it to me, you know.’

‘Yes, I know.’

Mrs Austin turned another page. ‘Oh, now this is Mr Joshua’s father. He and Mr Graham were both magistrates.’ She looked up from the picture. ‘You and Miss Mary could have been twins if you’d been the same age.’

It was the sort of photograph taken by the hundred at major functions. It was a dinner. Mr Graham was clearly making an effort to look happy. Mr Kent, perhaps twenty years younger than she had seen him in France a few days before, his hair thicker, slightly darker, looked totally at ease, smiling across at Mary. And Mrs Austin had been right. The likeness was too striking to miss. She touched her hair. Maybe she ought to darken it a little.

‘Were the two families friendly?’ she asked, to redirect Mrs Austin’s attention.

‘I don’t know about friends.’ She shrugged. ‘In the last couple of years Mr Joshua has been a great help to your cousin, but I don’t think Mr Alexander Kent ever was much of a friend to Mr Graham. They were very different sorts of men. He came to the house, of course. They had town business.’

‘Alexander? Is that his name?’ Her voice sounded the same. But nothing would ever be quite the same again.

She laid the tip of her finger on the photograph of Joshua’s father and remembered a half-imagined tear as he had turned away from her. Had he suspected?

‘Yes. He’s living in France now. A very good-looking man, like Mr Joshua.’ She nodded in the direction of the door and raised a knowing eyebrow. ‘Mrs Kent was a very forbearing lady.’

‘Alexander?’ she repeated.

‘Yes, dear.’

‘You’re sure?’ Mrs Austin glanced at her a little oddly and Holly let it go. Of course she was sure. The woman went on and on, turning the pages of the album, chattering on, full of small-town gossip, but Holly had stopped listening. She responded automatically when there was a gap in the monologue that seemed to demand it, but she had no idea what was actually being said.

Eventually Holly’s silence must have seeped through. ‘Well, I mustn’t stay here taking up all your day. I’ll see you on Monday, Miss Carpenter.’

‘What?’

‘Monday. I’ve got a key. If you’re not here I’ll just get on.’ There was a seemingly endless list of instructions about what to do with laundry and shopping lists but finally she left and Holly found herself standing on the back doorstep watching the woman wobble down the drive on her bicycle.

After a while she made herself close the door. Her limbs still worked, but there was a numbness in her head. Not even a pain. Nothing. She knew she should be grateful. As she climbed up the stairs, each step a mountain to be overcome by sheer willpower, she knew without doubt that the pain would come.

She opened the bedside drawer, where the Chinese notebook lay. She knew the words by heart. Read it constantly to comfort herself that Mary had borne her out of a deep and lasting love. It had been no quick fumble, regretted and furtively dealt with. Now the comfort turned to ash in her heart.

She picked up the book, but she had no need to open the cover to read that first damning sentence. ‘“A came to the house today and made me a woman.”‘ She had scarcely wondered who the mysterious ‘A’ might be, too wrapped up in her concerns about Mary. It had been stupid. She had had a father as well as a mother, but she had thought that the unknown man did not matter, that he was unimportant. She opened the book. But there was no mistake.

“A came to the house today and made me a woman. I knew he would come.

“After that kiss, that glorious, wonderful kiss, I knew he had to come. But he was so clever, so cool! ‘Is your father at home?’ he asked, nothing in his eyes to show that he knew father was at a committee meeting that was going to last forever. He went on endlessly about it last night at the dinner, until I thought he would drive us all mad with boredom. Now I can only hope that he will always announce his plans with such glorious forethought.”

The bed was rumpled where their bodies had lain an hour before. Had it looked like that when Mary had lain with Alexander Kent? Holly wondered, and a cold, clammy hand clutched at her heart as she realised the horror of what had so nearly happened.

She straightened the quilt with shaking fingers, obliterating the evidence but it wasn’t enough and in a second she was tearing at the bedclothes, taking off the sheets, the cover, the pillowcase and pushing them out of sight into the bathroom. Then she stood for a moment, her chest hurting with the effort of breathing, and in the silence she thought she could hear the sound of her heart breaking.

It was a while before she could think straight. She found some linen in the airing cupboard and remade the bed.

Packed her bag. Tidied everything carefully so that no one would ever know she had been at Highfield. Then, when she had rehearsed what she would say, she went to the telephone to call Joshua. The phone rang twice and then was picked up.

‘Joshua —’ She started to speak, then realised with a sickening jolt that there was no one there.

‘This is Joshua Kent,’ the recording announced. ‘I’m
not available at the moment, but leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you.’ There was a short tone and then the tape began to run. A sob caught her voice and she put the phone down quickly. It was a long time before she could speak again and she didn’t try the telephone.

If she phoned and cancelled their dinner arrangement he would simply come around and find out what was wrong. Even if she could put him off for this evening, there was no guarantee that he wouldn’t come after her.

She would have to convince him, face to face, that she had changed her mind. It wouldn’t be easy. It would be the hardest thing she had ever done. But it was the only way. She would die rather than tell him the truth, not after this morning, when she had encouraged him so wantonly that her body now burned for shame. He must never know that he was her half-brother.

* * *

He arrived at seven, prompt to the minute, and when, white-faced under the extra blusher she had applied to give herself some colour, Holly opened the door, he stood for a moment and just looked at her.

She had forced herself to dress up, put on the soft black chiffon dress that she loved. She wanted him to see her at her best. And she had made herself up for him. When she had finished, he might hate her, but this way he would never suspect her misery.

He was holding a single red rose and after a moment he offered it to her. She took it, her fingers trembling so much that the leaves quivered like aspen.

He put down a bottle of champagne on the hall table and held her hands between his. ‘Am I causing that?’ he asked.

‘You?’ Her voice came out as a squeak. ‘Good gracious, no. I think I’m getting a cold.’ And she shivered convulsively in apparent confirmation.

His forehead creased in the slightest frown. ‘Did you get so cold last night?’

‘I ...I suppose I must have.’ He had dressed for the occasion, gloriously formal in a dinner-jacket, the black broadcloth moulded to his shoulders in perfection, the white shirt-front plain, as she would have expected.

‘Well, champagne is the perfect cure. Shall we open it now?’ He led the way to the dining-room and bent to extract two glasses from the cupboard.

‘How wonderful!’ She swallowed hard, then put on the brightest smile she could, before he straightened and saw the betraying misery in her eyes. ‘I’ve had some wonderful news, so a celebration is quite in order.’

‘Oh?’ He discarded the foil and glanced up at her, catching the oddness in her manner. ‘And what is that? Sold a painting?’ The pulse in her temple was hammering quite dreadfully and she put up her fingers to try to steady it.

‘I’ll tell you over dinner. Are you going to open that champagne before it gets warm?’ He twisted the bottle sharply and the cork erupted from the neck of the bottle. The wine spilled over into the glasses and he handed one to her.

She was not making a good job of this. She would have to try much harder. ‘Dinner is almost ready,’ she said quickly, putting the wine down untasted. I’d better check the kitchen.’

‘Holly.’ His voice stopped her. ‘If you’ve had second thoughts, I’d rather you just said so now. Things got a bit out of hand this morning, but there’s no rush.’ Seeing the stricken look on her face, he swore softly and then pulled her into his arms. She stiffened instantly, remained rigid as he placed a kiss on her forehead.

He let her go and stepped back, leaving a clear foot between them. But he wasn’t angry. In fact his face was so full of sympathy that for a moment she thought he understood, had worked it out for himself. But he didn’t, hadn’t.

Instead he reached into his pocket and took out a small velvet box that lay between them in the palm of his hand.

‘What is it?’

He flipped it open to reveal a solitaire diamond that caught the light and sparked with fire. ‘It occurred to me that after what happened to Mary I should make my own commitment one hundred percent clear.’ He took the diamond from its velvet nest and took her left hand. ‘I thought perhaps we should get this over with first,’ he said, ‘because I’ve always thought it to be the height of bad taste to ask a girl to marry you when you’re in bed with her.’ The room seemed to shift and she thought she might faint. Her mouth opened to stop him, but her throat wouldn’t work. ‘Will you marry me, Holly Carpenter?’

It was so much worse than anything she could have imagined when she was rehearsing what she would say all the long afternoon. The silence stretched out between them, the circle of the ring an inch from the tip of her finger. Then he tossed it up, caught it, dropped it back in his pocket and said, ‘You don’t have to answer straight away. But I thought you should know what my intentions are.’

Now. She must do it now. ‘I can’t marry you, Joshua.’ She saw the brief shaft of pain cross his eyes and moved to touch his arm, without realising what she was doing.

‘Brutal, but honest,’ he said, withdrawing his arm from her touch.

Honest! Oh Joshua, her heart wept. I don’t want to hurt you; I love you, can’t you see that?

‘I’m sorry. You are the only man in the world I would ever consider…’ This wasn’t right. She had to be brutal, although hardly honest. ‘But I can’t. I’m not going to marry anyone. Just like my mother.’ She tried a small laugh, as if this were somehow amusing. It stayed on her lips, quite unable to cover the distance to her eyes.

Joshua did not, apparently, find it funny. His eyes narrowed as he took in the hectic flush of her cheeks, her determined gaiety. ‘Will you at least tell me why?’ he asked.

‘I told you I had some good news. Wonderful news.’ He flinched, but she had to convince him. If he thought she was so stupidly heartless, he would be able to forget her all the more easily. ‘Do you remember,’ she began, ‘when I told you I had visited a sculptor in Florence? That I was thinking of trying something new?’

‘I remember.’ His voice fell stony hard into her heart, but she had to continue. Had to destroy every vestige of feeling he might have for her.

‘Well, I had a phone call from him today. This afternoon. He wants me to go to Italy for a year and study with him.’ Joshua said nothing. ‘It’s the most amazing opportunity. I can hardly believe my luck.’

Dark brows drew together in a frown. ‘He phoned you?’

‘Yes,’ she said, chattering foolishly. ‘That’s why I’m so glad you’re here, because, you see, I’ve changed my mind about Highfield. I’m going to sell it after all.’ Did her voice shake a little? She forced the words out. ‘It needs a family, don’t you think? It’s far too big for me and who knows when I’ll come back to England? If ever.’ His face remained impassive. ‘But not the land,’ she said quickly. ‘I want to give the land to the Foundation. Can you handle all that for me?’

‘You’re really going?’ He was finding it hard to believe and she couldn’t blame him.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, with forced brightness. ‘I know you’ll understand. I would be an absolute fool to miss this opportunity. You have to seize the moment and I’ll never get a chance like this again.’ She tried to ignore the puzzled expression in his eyes.

‘I’m beginning to understand,’ he said, his voice sleety now, and she began to relax. If he despised her, so much the better. ‘And when did this — sculptor call?’

‘This afternoon,’ she said quickly. ‘About four o’clock.’

‘I see. Then we must celebrate your good fortune.’ He handed her the discarded glass of champagne and watched as she gulped at the wine, her throat parched, aching with the strain of lying and tears that she could not shed until he had gone. ‘Tell me, Holly,’ he said, topping it up. ‘This Italian, how did he know where to get in touch with you?’

Lies were hateful things. They always caught you out, especially with someone as clever as Joshua. ‘David told him,’ she said.

‘David?’ She expected him to be upset, but now his jaw tightened and the pulse at his temple was hammering angrily. ‘I see. You must have given him David’s number?’

‘At his office,’ she said, quickly, desperate to get this over with.

‘And good old David gave him your number. Well, my dear Holly, to fortune.’ He drained his glass and set it down rather hard on the sideboard. He glanced at the table, laid for two with fine china and cutlery, a bowl of flowers filling the room with the heart breaking scent of early roses. ‘You will excuse me if I don’t, after all, stay for dinner? I’m going to get drunk now and I prefer to fall into my own bed.’ His eyes held hers for a moment. ‘Yours, I take it, is no longer on offer?’

He didn’t wait for her reply.

 






  







 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

THERE was a sickening spin of wheels on the gravel and then the sound of Joshua’s Rolls rocketing down the drive. For a moment Holly stood as motionless as the little stone statue of Aphrodite in the garden. Then she just made it to the bathroom before she was violently sick.

After a while she made herself move. She had to clear away the dinner spoiling in the oven. Nothing must remain to provoke any suspicion that she had left the house in distress because Mrs Austin would certainly report anything odd to Joshua, whether he wanted to hear it or not.

Through a film of tears, her hands shaking, she managed to scrape out the pots and put them in the dishwasher.

She worked, cleaned the surfaces, scrubbed the sink. It became the most important thing in the world and as long as she concentrated on that she didn’t have to think. When the kitchen looked as if it was an illustration from some glossy magazine she at last allowed herself to stop. She was breathing too fast, but she still hadn’t finished.

There was the dining-room to be tidied, the silver to be put away. It was all so clear in her mind what she had to do. But the crystal flutes that had held the champagne stood together on the table and almost undid her.

She reached out and picked up the rose he had brought her and touched it to her lips. She couldn’t understand why Mary had pressed the violets, how she could have borne to see them, to touch them. She didn’t need a keepsake. She would never forget Joshua, would never forget the warmth of his arms about her, his mouth on hers, it would be a torment for the rest of her life and she dropped the rose in the bin with the champagne bottle and the discarded dinner and let the lid fall back. With that, a kind of grim darkness settled on her.

Only one thing remained to do and that was to leave a note for Mrs Austin, telling her to take the food left in the freezer and the cupboards, and then all the loose ends were tidied away. A few people might raise an eyebrow at her sudden change of plans, but no one would think about it for long.

She took the few belongings she had brought with her, climbed into the sleek black Porsche and drove away into the night.

Just beyond Salisbury she stopped. She couldn’t drive any further because for some reason she couldn’t see properly. It was a while before she realised it was because she was crying. She sat in the car for a long time, too weak with exhaustion to move, to do anything. Eventually the sun rose and a refreshment stall occupying the same lay-by came to life.

She was still wearing the black chiffon dress, streaked with the evidence of her frantic cleaning. It attracted a few stares from lorry drivers stopping for bacon sandwiches and tea, but she didn’t care. She sipped a cup of scalding coffee and then got back in her car and drove home. Her real home, where she had always lived. Where she had lived with her own true mother and father who had loved her and cared for her and never done anything to hurt her. And David took one look at her and for once in his life chose discretion.

* * *

Life resumed. She couldn’t work. Every time she sat before a piece of paper the features of Joshua Kent, his face an expressionless mask, imposed themselves before her. Instead she expended a surfeit of nervous energy in an orgy of redecoration, her bedroom first, then David’s.

She organised the replacement of the guttering and other long outstanding repairs. Even put some insulation into the loft.

Marcus wrote to her. Joshua had gone away, he said, and left him to handle all the details of Highfield. The house, with the garden and studio, had sold immediately and he forwarded the contract for her signature. There was no name shown for the purchaser and, suddenly anxious, she telephoned him from the payphone in the post office.

‘Marcus, I have to trust you. But I want Highfield to be used as a proper family home.’ He reassured her. ‘I don’t have the full details of names, but I didn’t want any further delay. Joshua told me that you were going to Italy almost immediately and I wanted it all cleared up before you left.’

The land was being transferred to the Foundation and he asked her if she had time to come to a special ceremony to hand it over, but she declined. ‘I’ll be gone in a few days,’ she lied and he didn’t make any further effort to persuade her. She signed the contract and sent it back. It was the second hardest thing she had ever done in her life.

A few days later she had an invitation to the summer exhibition at her college. Her head of department had scrawled a note on the back: ‘Everyone is dying to show off their triumphs to you, so please come. Love, Harvey.’ She was welcomed enthusiastically by her former students and admired unreservedly everything they had done.

One or two of the older women remarked that she had lost some weight and asked if she was looking after herself.

Before she had to think of a suitable answer Harvey spotted her and dragged her off to his office.

‘I hoped you’d come tonight, it saves me a journey. I’ve got a job for you.’

‘I don’t think I want to come back at the moment,’ she said, suddenly panicking at the thought.

He looked at her a little oddly. ‘No, it isn’t teaching. I’d have you like a shot, you know that, but things are still pretty tight. But I’ve been asked by a friend if I know anyone who could do a caricature. A really good one. Some High Court judge is retiring and his staff want to give it to him as a present.’

‘Rather an odd present,’ she said candidly.

He seemed a little disconcerted by this remark. ‘I don’t know. More original than a clock. Naturally you immediately came to mind and I showed him some of your stuff and he asked me if I’d talk to you. Will you do it?’

It seemed very important to him, but she shook her head. ‘I can’t, Harvey. I don’t do them any more. You’ll have to find someone else.’

‘They’re a bit short of time.’

She felt as if she was being pushed into doing something she had no appetite for and resisted. ‘But I don’t know the man. You can’t do a good caricature unless you know someone.’ He leapt at this with relief. ‘No problem. I explained that, but apparently the old boy is giving a dinner party for his staff at his country home this Saturday and you could go along as a guest of one of the clerks. Stay for the weekend. What do you say?’

‘I’m sorry. ‘

‘Well, if you change your mind, let me know before the weekend.’

When she got home David was waiting for her. He had walked around her on tiptoe since her return, taking care over every word, never daring to query her sudden reappearance, but clearly he had something on his mind. First he rushed off to make her a drink, then hovered with the offer of a sandwich. ‘No thanks. Why don’t you just tell me what you want, then we can both relax.’

He grinned awkwardly, relieved that she would at least listen. ‘I’ve a favour to ask.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘there’s a surprise.’

He swallowed and pressed on. ‘I’ve met this girl.’

‘Yes?’ She guessed what was coming, but had no desire to make it easy for him.

‘I thought she might spend the weekend here.’

‘What you do in your room, David, is your own affair. You know that.’

‘I was rather hoping … first time and all that.’ She was amused to see that he could actually blush. The feeling was so unexpected that she actually smiled.

‘You think a landlady on the premises might have a somewhat inhibiting effect? Hasn’t she got a place of her own?’

‘She shares with a couple of other girls.’ He scented victory. ‘Come on, Holly, be a sport.’

She sighed. ‘When is this scene of depravity to take place?’

‘I’ve asked her over for Saturday.’

‘Then your problems are at an end. I have an invitation that, for pity’s sake, I must accept, but I think it’s time you considered finding yourself a bachelor apartment.’

* * *

She insisted on taking her own car and followed her ‘date’ down into the Surrey countryside early on Saturday afternoon. James was a pleasant young man, quite good-looking in a softer, gentler mould than Joshua. He introduced her formally to their host.

‘Sir, may I present Miss Holly Carpenter? Holly, the Hon Mr Justice Hedley.’ The judge took her hand and held it for a moment. Despite a lean and vigorous figure, his soft brown hair scarcely dusted with grey, his fingers shook slightly and she wondered if perhaps he was retiring because of bad health.

‘Miss Carpenter,’ he said at last. ‘Welcome to my home. May I call you Holly?’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘Thank you. Come and have some tea and tell me about yourself.’ She had expected the drawing-room to be full of people arriving for the evening, but they were on their own.

Even her escort had disappeared.

‘I understand that you are an artist of some talent, Holly.’

She hadn’t expected him to know anything about her; in fact, she was a little surprised that he was paying her any attention at all. ‘An artist,’ she affirmed. ‘The question of talent is for others to pronounce upon. Shall I pour the tea?’

‘Yes, thank you. No sugar for me.’ She handed him a cup and poured some for herself and then sat opposite him, taking this opportunity to study the deep character lines of his face. There was a strength forged of some inner pain. A true likeness would not be a comfortable thing to live with, she decided.

‘We seem to be a little early, sir. When do the rest of your guests arrive?’

‘I’m afraid there are no other guests, my dear. You have been brought here under false pretences and I understand only after a great deal of manoeuvring by your friends.’

The cup paused halfway to her mouth and she replaced it very carefully on the saucer and set it on the table.

‘I think, sir, you had better explain.’

‘I wanted to meet you.’

‘I don’t understand. I thought I was here to draw—’

‘Yes, I know, but I’m not retiring just yet. Quite the contrary. And there is no dinner party.’ He rose swiftly. ‘If you’ve finished with your tea I’d like to show you some of my pictures.’

Puzzled, thoroughly curious and a little bit piqued, she followed him out of the room and across the hall to the library. Over the fireplace hung the portrait of a woman, fair, very English, her sweet face reflected in the flanking portraits of two sons, one of whom was the young man who had brought her to the house.

‘James is your son?’

‘Yes. I’ve been very lucky with both the boys. His brother is a doctor.’

‘I’m sorry. I understood — I was told,’ she corrected herself, ‘that he was your clerk.’

‘A slight deception on my part. I hope you’ll forgive me.’

‘Forgive you?’ Holly was suddenly, painfully angry at being deceived by people she considered to be friends and the emotion jolted through her like lightning. It was the first time she had felt anything in weeks. But she had been somehow tricked into coming to this man’s house and she wanted to know why. She turned from the portrait in front of her and said stiffly, ‘If I haven’t come here to draw a picture of you, sir, then perhaps you would be good enough to tell me exactly why I am here. ‘

He smiled then, for the first time. ‘You are so like your mother. Not just in looks, although it is just as well I was warned how alike you were or I would have completely disgraced myself when you walked through the door. But in your manner, too. Absolutely straightforward. She was like that.’

Holly’s skin prickled uneasily. ‘You knew my mother?’ she asked. And she knew it was Mary he was talking about.

‘Yes, Holly. I knew your mother.’ His expression was watchful, grave. ‘In every sense of the word.’

He took a notebook from his pocket and handed it to her. A book covered with Chinese brocade. Holly swallowed a cry.

‘Where did you get this?’ It should be at home. Back in the loft. She had braved the spiders and replaced the evidence of her birth in its hiding place. Her mouth tightened. David, still trying to flush out a story. All that nonsense about a new girlfriend. And somehow he had managed to involve Harvey. ‘Who are you?’ she demanded.

‘My name is Andrew Hedley. In her journal, Mary referred to me as ‘A’ in an attempt to hide my true identity. Clearly she was unsuccessful. Mr Kent had very little trouble in finding me.’

He walked across to a padded window-seat and held out a hand, inviting her to join him. She moved on stiff, unwilling legs, the reality of what he said slow to sink in.

‘I always wanted a daughter. My wife gave me a brace of sons but then there were complications and she couldn’t manage any more. She gave me all this, too. I’m afraid I had the best of the deal.’ He looked out over the extensive parkland. ‘She’s a wonderful woman and I do love her.’

‘Do you?’ Holly asked stiffly.

‘Yes, my dear. It was never a wild passion. There’s only room for one, I think, in a lifetime and Mary took up all of that. It’s quite possible, you know, to love two women.’ He paused, going away a little in his head at the contemplation of the awesome difference. She came to me as the perfect wife for a struggling barrister. Good connections, plenty of money. It was a family arrangement and I tried to be a good husband. After Mary…’ He paused as if even the words hurt, then gathered himself again. ‘After Mary sent me packing, it was easy.’

‘Mary sent you… She was the one to break off the affair?’

‘I went to Ashbrooke determined to take her away with me, start again somewhere new.’ Holly stared around her at the beautiful Tudor manor, the vast acres stretching away into the distance. ‘You would have given up all this for her?’

‘Without a second thought,’ he said, so fervently that she knew without doubt he was speaking the truth.

Her heart was beating very fast. Too fast. ‘Why wouldn’t she go with you?’

‘Because she knew it would destroy my career. I was already a recorder — a sort of junior judge. I was pointed at the top.’ He smiled at an old memory. ‘Mary was so very clever about it. She knew that if she said it was for my own good I wouldn’t listen, so she told me that she had met someone else. That she was going to get married.’

‘And you actually believed her?’ She glanced at the book with its burning outflow of passion and found it hard to accept.

His eyes, amber like her own, followed her gaze. ‘She was very convincing. She hurt me so badly, twisted the knife, laughed at me. I left without looking back, hating her.’

Holly almost cried out. She bit her lip in a desperate need to keep the sound in and Andrew Hedley looked at her with deep concern.

‘I’m
sorry. This must have come as a shock to you. I think perhaps I’d better get you a drink.’

‘No!’ she stopped him. ‘Just tell me.’ He looked doubtful, but then, after a moment in which her eyes begged him, he continued. ‘It was years before I found out that she had been lying. I saw her photograph in one of the papers. When she launched her charity.’

Holly looked down at her hands, the notebook twisting between her fingers. ‘Did you get in touch with her?’

‘What good would it have done? It was over. Years over. I had a wife, my sons… Hurting one woman in a lifetime is enough guilt for one man to live with.’

‘I thought you had abandoned her.’

‘And hated me for it?’ She didn’t answer, but he didn’t need an answer. ‘Respect her decision, Holly. She was the strong one. She knew that if we took my way it would destroy us both. She set me free.’

‘She paid a high price.’

‘I want you to know that I have done my best to live a good life, Holly …’

‘As she did.’

‘And now I have the chance to get to know a daughter that I never knew I had. If you will permit it?’

‘But what about your family? Do they know? Have you told them?’

He shook his head. ‘Not yet. Who you are, Holly, is your story. I gave up every right to ask you to acknowledge me as your father the day I let a young woman bamboozle me with a pack of loving lies. But I’ll tell them now.’

She put out a hand as if to stop him. ‘No, sir. I’d rather you didn’t.’ Pain crossed his strong features and she reached out and touched his hand.

‘That’s not a rejection of you. But you’re right, Mary made her decision and lived with it. We must both live with it. I’m sure she never regretted it. And I had good parents who loved me.’ She smiled tentatively. ‘Stick to your story. It’s true. I am the daughter of an old friend.’

Like her mother, she had made a decision to drive away the man she loved. Unlike Mary, she had been wrong. But she, too, would have to live with it. There was at least a little consolation to be gained from knowing the truth.

The library door opened and Jamie put his head around it. ‘Sir, mother’s asking for you. She wants to know how many people will be staying for dinner.’

‘Thank you, Jamie, I’ll come now. Look after Holly, will you? Show her to her room. The blue bedroom.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jamie led Holly up the wide staircase, chatting amiably about nothing much. She watched him. Saw his father in him now. He was still young. Another ten years and his features, too, would harden with the demands of his career.

He stopped by a door deeply inset in the panelling. ‘This is the blue room. If you need anything, just pick up the house phone.’ He smiled awkwardly. ‘I’ll see you at dinner.’

‘Thank you, Jamie.’ She watched him turn and walk quickly away, then glanced down at the book in her hand, wondering how her father had come by it.

She didn’t think David would have easily parted with it. She sighed. They would talk again tomorrow. Surely then everything would be clear.

She caught the handle impatiently and opened the door and was halfway through before she stopped abruptly, realising there was someone already in the room. A broad back, a dark head staring out of the window at the park.

‘Come in, Holly,
and shut the door.’

The room began to close in and the blood pounding through her head was louder and louder until she thought her ears would burst with the pressure. Then, thankfully, everything went black.

The cold flannel on her forehead dragged her back into semi-consciousness and she tried to open her eyes.

‘Joshua? What are you doing here?’

‘Hush. You’ll be fine in a minute. Just lie still.’ Her head ached dreadfully and she had no confidence in that remark. But she did as she was told because moving would be too much effort.

The bed moved slightly under his weight as he sat beside her and she protested weakly as he undid the top button of her blouse and loosened her waistband. But he ignored her complaint and it felt so much better that she didn’t care.

‘Did I faint?’

‘Yes, my love. I’m afraid you did. When you’re better you can ring a peal about my ears for giving you such a fright.’

‘I wasn’t frightened. It was the shock…’ Too many shocks for one day. ‘How did you find out?’

‘How did I find out why you ran away from me?’ he asked.

‘That will do for a start.’

‘It took a while. Your sudden and complete turn-about rather numbed my thinking cells. I thought, hoped, that you loved me and to be quite that wrong about anyone is totally unnerving. And then you had lied to me about the phone call and for a while I was so angry that I didn’t actually care why.’

She stared at him. ‘How did you know I lied?’

‘Because, my sweet, idiotic, beautiful Holly, David could not possibly have given anyone your telephone number that Saturday.’

‘Oh?’ she said, cross that her subterfuge had been so easily seen through.

‘Oh?’ he mocked her gently. ‘I’ll tell you why. Because David Grantham never went back to his office on Saturday. He made it as far as Ashbrooke Hall and decided he was a danger to himself and other road users and very wisely took a room for the rest of the day in order to catch up on some sleep. He was just leaving when I got back from Exeter, over the moon with happiness and that damned ring almost burning a hole in my pocket.’

‘Oh, David!’

‘Not a man to be relied upon, Holly,’ he warned her. ‘And very easily browbeaten into becoming an ally. How else do you think I would have got into your house and helped myself to Mary’s book?’

‘How did you know where to look for it?’

‘You left the ladder on the upstairs landing for David to put away. Careless.’

‘I’m sorry, Joshua. I had to do it. I couldn’t think of any other way.’ She was beginning to feel a little less faint and moved up against the pillows.

‘I can see how everything must have slotted into place when you saw that photograph. Mrs Austin told me that you asked three times if my father’s name was Alexander. Quite odd, she said. I had to see the notebook, of course, but it didn’t take much working out.’

‘No. But how did you know it wasn’t the truth?’

He took her chin and lifted it gently so that she was forced to face him. ‘I picked up the telephone, my love and called my father.’

‘You asked him?’ She went pale. ‘Mrs Austin said your mother had a lot to put up with…’ she mumbled. ‘I shouldn’t have listened.’

‘My father had a long rein, Holly, but he always knew who was holding it. And he confined his affairs to ladies who knew the score. He wasn’t in the market for the kind of complication that an affair with Mary would have involved. And my mother loved him despite all his faults.’

‘But you said…’

He let his hand fall. ‘I know what I said. That my father carried a torch for Mary. And it was true. After my mother died, Mary was very good to him. I thought for a while that they might have made something of it. But she was clearly a one man woman.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.

‘Don’t be. Anyone might have leapt to the same conclusion.’ He brushed the hair back from her face. ‘Feeling better?’ She nodded and after a moment he went on. ‘But the thing is, Holly, after he got over the shock, my father was able to suggest who the mysterious ‘A’ might be. Andrew Hedley stayed with us whenever he came for the quarter sessions. My father saw Mary and him together once, up on the moor. They were just walking together, but clearly it was surprising enough to stick in his mind.’ He smiled slightly. ‘I thought, under the circumstances, that it might be best not to ask what he’d been doing up there.’

‘So you knew him? Andrew Hedley?’

‘Only as someone I had to be very polite to. I had no idea his name was Andrew. But when I confronted him with the notebook he admitted it immediately. If only you’d let me look for him when I first offered...’ She groaned and he caught her up in his arms and held her close. ‘Unless, of course, you prefer me as a brother?’ His eyes glittered inches from her own.

It would be so easy to be swept away on that tide of passion he woke in her with such frightening ease. But she held herself rigid.

‘That rather depends.’

‘I see.’ He stepped back, and his look became detached, as if he was preparing himself for something so awful he would need every ounce of strength to keep his feelings hidden. ‘If you still have doubts, Holly, I’d like to hear them. I think this time you should give me the opportunity to defend myself.’

‘Everything out in the open?’

He nodded.

Holly had no doubts about her own love. She was ready to open her arms and her heart, but he had been so unconcerned by his father’s unfaithfulness and she remembered all too clearly the look in Lisa Stamford’s eye when they had met in the reception hall at Ashbrooke Hall that first evening. She was exactly the sort of woman who “knew the score”.

‘I love you, Joshua,’ she said evenly. ‘With all my heart. Wait!’ She held him back when he would have drawn her into his arms again. ‘I have to tell you that I’m not like your mother. I could never look the other way. If you want a long rein, then we have no future together.’

He gripped her arms quite painfully. ‘Marry me, Holly, and you’ll need no rein to keep me by your side. I love you. There will never be anyone else. You’ve turned my life upside-down and that’s the way I like it.’

It was the truth. Absolute and direct. She raised her arms to him. ‘Then why are we still talking?’

‘Because, my darling, we need to get a few things straight while I’m still capable of stringing a coherent sentence together.’ He produced the velvet box from his pocket. ‘Shall we try again?’

‘Yes, please.’ He took the ring from the box and once again held it at the tip of her finger, then raised his eyes to hers.

‘Will you marry me, Holly?’ She nodded, quite unable to speak with happiness. He slipped it on and turned her hand slightly so that the sunlight flashed and broke in a thousand sparks. And then he kissed her.

It was Holly who finally realised there was someone knocking at the door and pushed Joshua away: ‘Come in,’ she called as he quickly stood up.

Andrew Hedley glanced from his daughter, taking in the dishevelled state of her clothes, to the man standing beside the bed. There was a certain chill in his voice as he said, ‘I take it that all confusion is at an end, Mr Kent?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Joshua said. ‘But this isn’t what you’re thinking. Holly fainted…’

‘And you were giving her the kiss of life?’

Holly laughed and struggled up from the bed. ‘Something like that.’ She went across to the older man and took his hands. ‘Will you do something for me?’ she asked. ‘A very special favour.’ He nodded, his face softening. ‘Anything.’

‘When I marry Joshua, will you give me away?’

‘My dear, dear Holly, it will be my honour.’

* * *

Joshua’s father decided to stay on in England for a few weeks after the wedding and lent them his house for their honeymoon. But now it was over and as the car approached Ashbrooke, Joshua was very quiet.

Holly glanced at him once or twice, then put her hand on his arm. ‘What is it, darling?’

‘I’ve been thinking about the stable flat. You do realise that it isn’t going to be big enough for the two of us?’

‘It will be for a while. After all, we’ll be in London for a lot of the time.’

He wasn’t convinced. ‘Will you ever forgive me for selling the Hall? It should have been yours.’

She laughed. ‘Don’t be silly. I couldn’t possibly live in a place like that.’

‘You’re sure?’ he asked.

‘Positive. I’d hate it. And that four-poster bed.’

His eyes glinted. ‘I think you could get to like it. Now you’ve given up wearing nightgowns.’

She blushed. ‘We’ll never know.’

‘Pity.’

‘Yes.’ She glanced quickly away to hide a tear of regret for Highfield.

‘Unless this would do?’ He offered her a long manila envelope.

She glanced at it and frowned. ‘What is it?’

‘A slightly belated wedding-present. I should have given it to you before, but somehow we always had something more interesting to do.’ The document slipped on to her lap and even before she read the words she knew what it was. She turned to him.

‘You bought Highfield! But how…? Oh, it doesn’t matter.’ She flung her arms about his neck. ‘Oh, Joshua, how can I ever thank you?’

‘I can think of any number of ways,’ he murmured into her neck. He glanced at the chauffeur, who kept his eyes fixed very firmly upon the road. ‘But I think we’d better wait until we get home before I let you try.’ His kiss was sweet and lingering. A promise. ‘But I’d better warn you, there have been one or two alterations since your last visit.’

‘Oh,’ she said dangerously.

‘The main bedroom has been redecorated.’

‘It was perfect!’

‘For a single lady, perhaps.’

Remembering the roses and lace, she conceded that he had a point.

‘And I’ve changed the furniture. When I sold the Hall to Luigi I decided I couldn’t bear to part with—’

‘Not the four-poster!’

‘How can you be so unfeeling? I fell in love with you in that bed. I don’t know how I stopped myself from climbing in with you then and there.’

‘Really?’ she asked, touched by this declaration.

‘Positively. In fact I intend to show you. Just as soon as we get home.’

 

 






  







 

A STRANGER'S KISS

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

‘I DON’T believe it! Where on earth did he spring from?’ Tara Lambert moved quickly to the door but the tail lights of her partner’s car were already disappearing into the blackness of the evening, taking with them any possibility of help from that direction.

She glanced back to where the man was waiting across the street. He too was staring after Beth’s car, obviously wondering if Tara had gone home with her partner. Well it was too late to regret refusing the proffered lift, but if she moved quickly it might not be too late to escape.

Shrugging her raincoat collar up high around her ears she snapped open her umbrella, stepped out into the wet evening and took off swiftly down the street. 

She had gone only a couple of hundred yards when she heard her name being called from the other side of the street. Her escape bid had not, after all, gone unnoticed. With a sinking heart she glanced around her; the shops were already closed and there was nowhere to seek refuge in the shuttered street. Even the taxi rank was deserted, although no cabbie would have thanked her for wasting his time on the short ride to her flat.

She hurried on, urging the traffic lights to stay green and keep the traffic moving, but even as the thought entered her head they flicked to amber.

She stopped, cursing herself for every kind of an idiot. She could have stayed in the office and phoned for a taxi. Maybe it was not too late to beat a strategic retreat.

‘Tara!’ Her name, much closer, startled her and she glanced back before she could stop herself. He was weaving through the slowing cars and cutting off all possibility of escape in that direction. 

A burst of light shone briefly on the pavement just ahead of her and a couple emerged and ran, laughing, their arms about each other, along the road. They had come from the wine bar on the ground floor of a glossy new office development and shopping arcade. She had watched it come to life during the past few weeks but a quick glance at the menu outside had convinced her that it was far too pricey to be included on her list of lunch venues. It hadn’t surprised her. Everything about Victoria House was expensive. But right now that was the last thing on her mind.

The urgent sound of closing footsteps propelled her through the door before she had time to consider what she would do once inside.

It wasn’t quite seven o’clock and it was still busy with people from the surrounding offices and shops, but there was no one she recognised. She dumped her umbrella in a stand and hung up her coat. At least there were plenty of people about, and now she was inside she would have something to eat. It had been a long, hard day and as the aroma of good food assaulted her senses she realised just how hungry she was. She would just have to choose whatever was cheapest on the menu.

As she looked around for a vacant table the door opened behind her. ‘Tara!’

Galvanised into movement by the sound of his voice she threw herself into a bench seat hidden from the door by a small grove of potted palms where a man whose deep concentration on a business document and navy pin-striped suit suggested a certain safety.

‘Please pretend that I’m with you!’ she whispered, urgently. He looked up, a frown momentarily creasing his wide tanned forehead and in that instant she knew, without any doubt, that the impression of safety was all illusion.

Despite the touch of silver that streaked across an unruly lock of hair he was younger than she had thought, in his mid-thirties, no more. Not handsome. The word implied a smooth perfection that this man did not possess. His faced was rugged. Dark brows jutted fiercely over sea-green eyes that seemed to bore into her, seeking out her inmost secrets. His nose had the unmistakable kink produced by a collision with a rugby boot, or perhaps a fist, his mouth wide and uncompromising above a hard chin. It was the face of a plunderer, a pirate, albeit a twentieth century one. And his reactions were as swift.

A brief assessing glance over her shoulder was enough. Without hesitation he slipped his arm around her waist and her lips parted on a short, startled breath as he swept her hard against his chest. She caught the faint scent of something clean and masculine. Good soap, leather, something more. 

His fingers grazed her cheek and slowly he began to wind a long jet strand of hair that had escaped from restraining pins around his fingers. For a moment she sat too stunned to move or do anything to stop him. Then, he tucked it behind her ear and while she was still trying to gather her scattered wits he moved swiftly to capture her chin, tilting it upwards, leaving her mouth at his mercy. 

‘You’re late, my darling,’ he murmured, his voice a velvet caress. Shaken by this dashing, if unexpected response to her appeal for help, she began to protest. Then he smiled and the words died in her throat. ‘But I forgive you.’ 

He lied. There was nothing forgiving about the kiss he demanded as a forfeit for his protection. Tara knew the instant his lips claimed hers that this was no ‘stage’ kiss to fool her pursuer. Whoever this man was, whatever he was, he had never done anything by halves. 

For a moment she was stiff, unyielding in his arms but, infinitely assured, he teased her lips apart, exciting a response, a flicker of pleasure that in an instant flamed into desire. She found herself responding to his unexpected embrace with a warmth that sent the blood fizzing through her veins and would, if she’d had time to think about it, have shocked her. 

‘Tara!’ The petulant voice in her ear had become insistent, recalling her to some semblance of where she was and what she was doing. She had no immediate wish to re-enter the real world, wanting to linger a little while longer wherever it was that his kiss had taken her but slowly lifted heavy lids that would have much preferred to stay closed. For an endless moment his eyes blazed into hers, holding her as much captive as his arm about her waist. Then his mouth curved in a knowing little smile and Tara gasped and turned away to blot out what she saw in his face. She had enjoyed every moment of that kiss and he knew it.

She pushed against the dark cloth of his jacket but made no impression on the hard wall of his chest. It seemed forever before he took pity on her and turned away, directing his attention instead to the man hovering beside them. 

‘Tara is having dinner with me. If you wish to speak to her you’ll have to make an appointment for some other time,’ he said. Clearly he was a man who expected to be obeyed without question, he made his point without any drama. Her pursuer blinked and started as if he had only just noticed she was not alone, so single-minded had been his concentration on his quarry.

‘Why won’t you come back, Tara?’ he demanded. ‘You know how much I need you.’ His tall, slight figure bundled up in a damp raincoat looked oddly tragic and despite everything Tara felt a touch of guilt as he turned to leave. Then he rounded on her. ‘Don’t think I’ll give up,’ he said, with unexpected defiance and she jumped. 

The door swung shut and reluctantly, deeply embarrassed by the results of the uncharacteristic impetuosity that had driven her into a stranger’s arms, she turned to face him. 

‘Why did you do that?’ she asked, shakily.

‘I wasn’t quite sure what was expected, but I thought I had better be convincing.’ He raised one questioning brow. ‘Was I, do you think?’

She ignored the question. He already knew the answer. ‘Your presence would have been enough,’ she managed. 

‘Would it?’ His eyes were teasing now. ‘You should have said.’

‘You didn’t give me a chance,’ she protested, finally regaining control of her vocal cords, if not her hectic pulse.

‘I apologise if I didn’t meet the required standard as your “... parfit gentil knyght.” It’s not a role I’ve had too much experience in playing.’ 

‘You’re not a knight of any description,’ she snapped, then appalled by her own bad manners she coloured. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m really very grateful for your intervention.’ 

She knew she should offer an explanation to her deliverer and beat a hasty retreat. Thanks were hardly necessary. He had already claimed his reward, and she was quite certain from the amusement lighting the depths of his eyes that he had derived considerable entertainment at her expense. 

But retreat, she found, was not that simple. She tried to move, anxious to effect a dignified withdrawal with all possible speed, but his hand was still about her waist, his grip deceptively firm.

She offered a cool smile and tried again. 

‘Thank you for your...’ — she swallowed as his eyebrows rose — ‘...your help,’ she finished quickly. ‘I’m sorry to have been such a nuisance. It was—’ 

‘There’s no need to explain,’ he assured her, easily. ‘It was a pleasure.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed, then a faint blush coloured her cheeks as she realised what she had said. ‘I didn’t mean that—’

‘Didn’t you?’ His soft laughter flickered against her like a caress. ‘If you meant that the pleasure was all mine, I don’t think you’re being entirely truthful.’ She tore her eyes away from his mesmerising gaze. She had apparently jumped straight out of the frying pan and into the fire. And this time she would have to rescue herself. Her eyes fell on the paper he had been reading and she seized on this, attempting once more to edge free of his grasp.

‘You were working and I’ve disturbed you,’ she said, in an effort to distract him.

‘Profoundly.’ His eyes remained firmly fixed upon her. ‘But I have to tell you that I have no complaints.’ 

She swung to face him, certain now that he was laughing at her. ‘I must go.’

‘No, Tara. If you go now you’ll make a liar out of me,’ he objected. ‘Not very polite. And your...friend might be waiting outside. He seemed determined to press his suit.’

‘I’m sure he’ll have gone. He’s made his point.’

‘It’s a regular occurrence, then?’ He didn’t wait for her answer. ‘Is he your husband?’

The colour drained from her face. ‘No.’ She shook her head, thankful that Jim Matthews proposals of marriage did not include anything as romantic as professions of undying love. ‘No, he’s not my husband.’

‘Just some poor love-sick swain.’ For a moment pity seemed to touch his eyes. But only for a moment. ‘In that case, now I’ve chased him away you can stay and have dinner with me. I can recommend the pepper steak.’

He ignored her sharp intake of breath at his arrogant assumption that she would accept this peremptory invitation. A glance brought a waitress immediately to their table and he had ordered steaks and salad before she could make any objection. ‘You can bring the claret now,’ he told the girl. 

Once she had gone he unwound his arm from Tara’s waist and offered her his hand. ‘Perhaps we’d better introduce ourselves, if somewhat belatedly under the circumstances. Adam Blackmore. How d’you do?’

It was a beautiful hand. Large, square, with long square-tipped fingers that she was certain were as experienced in pleasure as his mouth had been. Then she started, hardly able to believe the direction in which her mind was wandering. Free now, she knew the sensible thing to do was to get up and leave. And she was renowned for her common sense but his kiss seemed to have driven sense out of the door along with Jim Matthews. She surrendered her hand, trying desperately to ignore the rise in her pulse rate as he took it and held it firmly in his own. 

‘How d’you do?’ she replied, a little breathlessly. ‘Tara Lambert.’ Rebellion made her add, ‘But I think you should know that I’m a vegetarian.’

His grip tightened, his eyes narrowing to take in the strong lines of her face, the drama of dark well-defined brows, a straight no-nonsense nose. His gaze lingered momentarily on her mouth before meeting her eyes head on. ‘No, Tara Lambert. I don’t think so.’

She wanted to be angry, but found she couldn’t be. ‘No,’ she admitted, her mouth widening in a smile. ‘But I couldn’t resist.’

Adam Blackmore’s eyes strayed towards the door. ‘Perhaps you should try, once in a while. Then you wouldn’t find yourself in such dangerous situations.’

‘He’s not—’ she began, vigorously, but he cut off her words.

‘Isn’t he?’ His look was measuring. ‘Who said I was referring to him?’ They were interrupted by the arrival of the wine and he poured two glasses. ‘Try this. Tell me what you think.’

Tara knew it was ridiculous to feel vexed that he would not listen. She had thrown herself at him somewhat recklessly after all, although she hadn’t expected her chosen knight errant to be quite so practised in his fielding. Under the circumstances he had every right to assume the worst. So be it. Let him think what he wanted, it really didn’t matter. This was one of those isolated moments in time, like a conversation with a stranger in a train. When you reached your destination the acquaintance was at an end. He was simply amusing himself. And she told herself that there was no reason why the fun should be all one way. 

 With a flick of her wrist, she swirled the wine in the glass, then held it for a moment at arm’s length until the wine stilled. She brought the glass to her nose and breathed in the spicy fruit-laden scent. She was sorely tempted to take a mouthful and sloosh it loudly between her teeth, but restrained herself, simply allowing the flavours to fill her mouth.

Adam Blackmore watched this performance with interest. ‘Well?’ he asked, finally.

She lowered her long lashes demurely. ‘Mmm. I like it.’

‘You like it?’ His eyebrows rose a fraction. ‘After that performance I expected a trifle more by way of comment.’

‘Did you?’ she asked, with apparent surprise. She lifted her shoulders in the slightest of shrugs. ‘Did you expect me to tell you that it’s an estate bottled Chateau Brane Cantenac from the Margaux region?’ She paused. ‘Nineteen eighty-three?’

He threw back his head and laughed, revealing strong white teeth. ‘I should have seen that coming.’

‘Perhaps,’ she agreed, oddly pleased that he had a sense of humour large enough to laugh at himself, then smiled sweetly. ‘Or maybe you should just have anticipated that I am quite capable of reading the label on the bottle. Although I do know enough to appreciate that this isn’t house plonk.’

‘No, Tara, it certainly isn’t that.’

A willowy blonde brought their steaks to the table. ‘Just the way you like it, Adam,’ she said, and gave Tara an assessing sideways glance. ‘Can I get you anything else?’

His smile for the girl was warm. ‘Give us a few minutes.’

Tara watched as the girl walked gracefully back to the kitchen. ‘You eat here often?’ she asked.

‘Now and then,’ he affirmed. ‘The food is good. I’ve never seen you in here before.’

‘No. I just dived in to avoid...’ She stopped self-consciously. ‘I had planned to stay and eat though.’ She regarded the steak with misgivings. She hadn’t planned to eat anything this expensive. Business wasn’t exactly booming and money was tight at the moment. But if she was going to pay for it, she might as well enjoy it. She picked up her knife and fork and began to eat.

‘Do you work near here?’ he asked.

‘Just down the road. And you?’

‘It’s convenient.’ There was something in his voice that made her look up, but his face was impassive and he didn’t elaborate. ‘What do you do?’

Tara considered the question. When two people ran a small business they did everything, even the foot-wearying job of delivering leaflets with details of their secretarial and computer staff agency to all the office blocks in the area during the weekend. But he didn’t mean that. ‘I’m a secretary,’ she said.

‘Better than the one who typed this, I hope,’ he said, flicking a disdainful finger at the report he had been reading when she interrupted him and which he had pushed out of the way.

‘Probably,’ she agreed, not about to let an opportunity slip her by. ‘If you need secretarial help I could find someone for you.’

‘You?’ he asked, suddenly quite still. She could almost hear the sound of shutters going up and instinctively sensing that this was not an appropriate moment for a sales pitch she let it go.

‘No, not me. I have a job.’ She changed the subject. ‘And you? What do you do?’

He shrugged. ‘Nothing exciting. I sit behind a desk all day, moving figures around.’

Tara looked sideways through her lashes at the figure beside her. She hadn’t seen him on his feet but she’d been close enough to know that, under the civilising business suit, Adam Blackmore had the lean, hard figure of an athlete. He might spend all day behind a desk, but it raised the question: what did he do with his nights? 

Tara felt her cheeks grow warm at the direction her thoughts were taking. They grew warmer as she realised that he was regarding her with scarcely veiled amusement.

‘Yes?’ he enquired.

She touched her cheeks self-consciously. ‘It’s the wine. I’m not used to it.’

‘I see.’ She had the uncomfortable feeling that he did. All too clearly. ‘Are you driving?’

‘No. I don’t live far.’ That had been the urgency behind her wish to shake off Jim Matthews. If he had managed to follow her home he would lay siege to her there as well as the office and there would be no more peace. 

Adam refilled her glass. ‘In that case, another glass won’t hurt.’ He ignored her protest. ‘The colour in your cheeks suits you.’

Glad that her fair skin never managed more than the faintest of blushes Tara sipped the wine. ‘This really is very good.’

‘Yes. I bought a few cases on a trip to Bordeaux a while back.’

‘And you keep it here?’ she asked, surprised.

‘This was the site of an old public house. There are very old cellars that run right under the road.’ He eyed her sideways. ‘The owner of this place lets me keep all my wine in them.’ 

Tara nodded. ‘The Queen’s Head. I remember them uncovering the cellars during the excavations but I assumed the developers would have filled them in.’

‘You speak sacrilege, Tara Lambert. Good cellars are hard to find.’

‘It’s not a subject that crops up in my line of business. You must know the owner pretty well if you trust him with your personal wine stock,’ she said. ‘Especially if it’s all as good as this.’

Adam Blackmore smiled slightly. ‘I suppose you could say we’re pretty close.’ 

The waitress whisked their plates away and Adam asked if she would like a pudding.

She shook her head. 

‘Coffee?’

‘No, thank you. That was delicious, but I’ve eaten far too much already. And I really must go.’ He signed the bill, brushing aside her insistence that she pay for her meal and unwound from the bench. He had seemed dangerous seated, but standing, facing her, she was able to truly appreciate the wide, square shoulders and the fact that he topped her own five feet and seven by a good six inches. 

He helped her on with her coat, the touch of his hand on her shoulder sending an unexpected lick of heat through her body. The urgency of it shocked and disturbed her and she moved quickly away, grabbing for her umbrella to cover her agitation. When she turned back he had opened the door for her.

‘Thank you, Adam. For everything.’

‘Everything? Are quite you sure about that?’ He laughed softly at her confusion, then took the hand she had offered politely and tucked it under his arm. ‘I’ll walk you home. Just in case your erstwhile pursuer has decided to hang around,’ he added, before she could object.

A small stab of disquiet fluttered in her abdomen. ‘There’s no need. He’s not dangerous,’ she assured him. 

‘No. Just a nuisance.’ His voice was cool. ‘I won’t be. Which way?’

‘But you haven’t a coat,’ she objected. It wasn’t especially cold for early March. But cold enough. He ignored her objection, simply waiting for her to answer his question. ‘It’s this way. At least it’s stopped raining.’

‘So it has and the fresh air is welcome.’

Fresh? She wondered if he indulged in cold showers for fun but didn’t voice the thought. The idea of Adam Blackmore in a shower of any sort was far too disturbing and she made an effort to pull herself together.

‘After a day behind your desk?’ she asked, moderately satisfied with the light bantering tone she achieved.

‘After a day behind my desk,’ he agreed and then smiled and she knew that he hadn’t been fooled for a minute.

‘It’s along here.’ They walked up the side street until they reached the courtyard which had once housed the mews for a great house long since demolished. The stables, coach house and quarters above had been converted into small attractive apartments and Tara’s small first floor flat had been her home, her refuge, for six years. As they climbed the steps to the first floor walkway she wondered if she had been quite mad to risk it all on a business venture when she could be earning a good salary working for someone else. Someone like Jim. She suppressed a shudder at the thought.

Adam looked around. ‘This is unexpected. I thought everything old had long since disappeared in Maybridge.’

‘The developers have done their best but there are still some gems and this was somehow overlooked in the rush to modernise. Maybe it wasn’t big enough for a car park,’ she added drily. 

Adam held out his hand for her key and after the slightest hesitation she surrendered it. He slid it into the lock and pushed the door open for her. She paused in the entrance and turned to face him. Risk seemed to be in the air. ‘Can I offer you a cup of coffee?’ she offered, tentatively. 

‘You’re safely home, Tara. I think perhaps you’ve taken enough chances for one day.’ Heavy lids cloaked the expression in his eyes but his mouth curved into a crooked smile. ‘Goodnight.’ 

He turned and was gone. His feet clattered briskly down the steps and she heard them ringing along the old rain-soaked cobbles of the courtyard before they were finally lost on the softer surface of the main road where they had to compete with the sound of traffic. She closed the door softly, not quite certain if she was glad or sorry that he had gone.

* * *

It was the sound of her telephone ringing that finally woke her.

‘Hello, Tara Lambert,’ she mumbled, still half asleep, into the receiver.

‘Tara? Are you ill?’ Beth Lawrence demanded.

‘Ill? No—’ She caught sight of the clock. ‘Beth, I’m sorry. I’ve overslept. I’ll be with you in twenty minutes.’

‘No don’t come to the office. We’ve had a response to one of those leaflets you delivered at the weekend. You’ve an appointment at ten-thirty with a Jenny Harmon at Victoria House.’ She gave her the details and wished her luck.

She ducked under a cool shower to finish the job of waking up, twisted her shoulder length hair up into a business-like chignon and then dressed in the expensive charcoal grey suit that she kept for important meetings. She checked her document case to make certain she had all the figures she would need and, after a final glance in the hall mirror, set off briskly to keep her appointment.

The sun was making an effort this morning, lending an air of promise to the morning. Tara took only the very best secretaries on her agency books for temporary work and a client company that could afford accommodation such as Victoria House would make a big difference to their business. It would have a large clerical staff, all needing holiday, sickness and maternity cover.

In the twelve months that she and Beth had been running their secretarial and computer staff agency, there was no denying it had been a struggle to break even. This response to her efforts to win new business was just what they needed and it was up to her to make the best of it.

On one side of the ground floor was the wine bar that had been her refuge of the night before.

The reminder of her evening with Adam Blackmore brought a faint blush to her cheeks and a lingering regret that their meeting had been in circumstances that had shown her in such an unfavourable light. She had spent a restless night disturbed by the thought that he might assume she regularly threw herself at strangers in the hope of getting a free meal. No doubt he thought she always invited them back to her flat for...coffee.

For a moment the brilliant light-filled atrium, with its expensive boutiques lost its sparkle, but she took a deep breath and firmly banished him from her mind. If that was what he thought it was far too late to do anything about it. Certainly too late to withdraw her rash, uncharacteristic invitation. She should just be glad she would never have to face him again. 

She stepped quickly onto the escalator and tried to compose herself on the stately ride up to the mezzanine. The receptionist checked her name off a list and told her to take the lift to the top floor where she would be met.

As she was whisked noiselessly upwards she mentally ran over all the things she would say to convince Jenny Harmon that she should give them a chance, determined to make a good impression. The lift came to a halt and the doors slid back. 

The figure that filled the space was shadowed, brilliantly backlit by the great floor to ceiling arch of window that faced the entrance to the lift. Then he moved and the light caught the harsh planes of his face bringing it into sharp relief.

‘Adam!’ Tara’s breath left her in a little exclamation of shock as she said his name. The impact made by Adam Blackmore was no less in the clear light of day. Rather the reverse. For a moment they both stood quite still while Tara’s confident smile, in place for Jenny Harmon, faded under eyes about as welcoming as the Atlantic on a bad day.

Then the doors of the lift began to slide together, galvanising them both into action, Tara in an attempt to escape before they closed and she was whisked away at the whim of some unseen hand, Adam simply to place a well-shod foot in the way so that they opened again. He stood aside to let her out.

‘Tara.’ Not a question. No surprise. Her name was simply a statement of some unwelcome, but not unexpected fact.

‘Hello, Adam. I didn’t expect to see you here.’ Her voice sounded incredibly small and unconvincing even to her own ears. ‘You said your office was convenient, but I hadn’t realised—’

‘No? This is a simple coincidence?’ He didn’t wait for her reply but gripped her elbow and hauled her across the thickly carpeted hallway.

‘Adam!’ she protested. ‘I have an appointment...’ She glanced back, hoping that Jenny Harmon might miraculously appear and explain. There was no one and she needed to get a grip of herself, to calm the hectic pounding of her pulse that his unexpected appearance had accelerated out of control. He didn’t give her the opportunity, but opened one of a handsome pair of doors, propelled her firmly through and deposited her in a chair. 

She had a brief impression of being on top of the world, of distant woods and the river framed in a series of arched windows that flooded the room with sunshine. Then he released her and she leapt to her feet. She wasn’t in Victoria House to admire the view.

‘I have an appointment with Jenny Harmon,’ she said, a sudden flash of anger finally releasing her vocal cords. ‘Will you please direct me to her office?’ 

‘Sit down, Tara.’ He settled himself on the corner of a large uncluttered desk and without taking his eyes from her face he leaned across and punched a button on his intercom. ‘Sit down!’ he commanded, when she did not immediately obey. She subsided into the chair, certain that he was not above picking her up and dumping her into it. But she perched on the edge, defiant in her determination not to stay a moment longer than she had to. 

‘Jenny, are you expecting a Tara Lambert this morning?’ he asked.

‘Yes, Adam. She’s from the secretarial agency I was telling you about. She has arrived, but she appears to be lost somewhere in the building.’

‘I very much doubt that she’s lost.’ His mouth curved in a smile Tara didn’t much care for. ‘In fact I believe she’s exactly where she wants to be. Leave it with me.’ For a moment he didn’t speak. He remained on the corner of his desk, regarding her with every evidence of irritation until, apparently having come to some decision he stood up and settled himself in the chair opposite her. 

He rested his elbows on the desk, the tips of his fingers touching his chin as he regarded her thoughtfully. ‘Once, Tara,’ he said, at last, ‘might be considered simple chance. Even an encounter as apparently contrived as the one you arranged last night.’ He ignored her furious denial. ‘But twice? Mrs Harmon is on the twentieth floor. This is the twenty-first. My private apartments.’

‘The receptionist said the top floor.’ She stood up. ‘A simple mistake, easily remedied.’

‘Stay where you are!’ 

‘Why? So that you can insult me some more? No, thank you.’ She didn’t sit, but she did stay where she was. It seemed improbable that there was any chance of business with this company now, but she owed it to Beth and to an increasingly tetchy bank manager, to make every effort to redeem what she could from the mess. ‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you, Adam. I came here at the invitation of Jenny —Mrs Harmon — to talk to her about temporary secretarial help. I should like to do that now, if I may.’

‘You may not. Talk to me. Convince me that you have something worth selling.’ His eyes were cold. ‘Not quite so easy with your clothes on. But give it your best shot.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ The words were shocked from her.

‘That’s what you wanted, surely?’ He sat back. ‘You threw yourself into my arms last night. Invited me into your flat for what is euphemistically known as a ‘cup of coffee’. Unfortunately I didn’t take the bait. So now you’re here. Sit down, Tara. Make your pitch. Who knows? I might still be tempted.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER TWO

 

TARA exploded. ‘Just what kind of a girl do you think I am!’

‘I’ll give you ten minutes to demonstrate.’ His eyes coolly assessed the length of her figure. ‘The method I leave entirely up to you.’

Tara sat down quickly. She had already rejected any thought of trying to explain. He would simply switch off and the opportunity would be lost forever. If Adam Blackmore was the head of this company she might as well do as he suggested while she had his attention and make her ‘pitch’. And there was no time to lose. She immediately launched on an outline of the high quality service offered by her agency before he changed his mind and threw her out. 

If he was surprised that she didn’t do an instant striptease he didn’t show it. She wasn’t sure that he was even listening, but when she faltered under his apparent lack of interest, his eyes flickered to hers and she pressed on. When she had finished silence flooded back into the room.

‘You’re too expensive,’ he said, at last.

‘We’re the best,’ she countered, with relief. She found hard business a great deal easier to deal with than sexual innuendo. 

‘That’s simply your opinion. And your business methods to date are not exactly reassuring.’ 

She refused to be drawn back down that path. Whatever he thought, she knew she had done nothing to apologise for, nothing to be ashamed of. 

‘I can give you references from the companies for whom we work on a regular basis. The companies who are astute enough to understand that you get exactly what you pay for.’ She couldn’t resist the gibe.

‘You’re hardly likely to give me the name of anyone who was dissatisfied. I prefer to make my own judgements.’

She sat forward. ‘I’m happy with that. Try us.’

He regarded her thoughtfully for a moment. ‘I’ll try you, Tara.’

She smiled then, glad of the opportunity to offer a rebuff to this infuriating man, ‘I’m afraid I’m not for hire, Adam.’

‘A pity.’ He stood up and walked around the desk, placed a hand beneath her elbow and helped her to her feet. ‘Perhaps when you’re...’ — he raised one mocking brow — ‘...astute enough to grasp the opportunity I have offered you we can talk again.’

Startled by the speed of events, Tara had offered no resistance and was half way to the door before she realised that she had been dismissed. 

‘But... I can’t. I have a business to run,’ she protested. ‘I never temp myself... not since...’ her voice trailed away as his eyes challenged her.

‘Perhaps you’re afraid of putting yourself on the line?’ he offered, softly. He opened the door. Another moment and it would be too late. 

‘Of course not!’ Her mind was racing through the possibility he had presented and maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. No one was better able to demonstrate the quality of her agency; she measured all her girls against her own standards. Beth would have to manage the office for a week or so and she could catch up with her own paperwork in the evenings. He was waiting. Tara gave him a straight look. ‘Very well, Adam. Thank you for the opportunity. May I assume that if I can meet the required standard you will give my company the first opportunity to fill your temporary vacancies on the terms I have outlined?’

‘You may.’ His smile was a challenge. ‘But I warn you, my standards are very high.’

She lifted her chin and met him head on. ‘So are mine. When shall I start and who do you want me to work for?’

‘You start now, Tara. And you work for me.’

She recalled the badly typed report he’d been reading and knew she should have seen that coming. Meanwhile, Adam was watching her, his expression giving nothing away, waiting for her to protest. She would not give him that satisfaction. She had sold her girls as the ultimate secretaries. Now was the moment to demonstrate all the calm, unflappable qualities of that breed.

‘Certainly. May I ring my partner to explain?’

A spark of annoyance that kindled for a moment in his eyes was quickly masked, but Tara had seen it and felt a ridiculous surge of triumph. ‘I’ll show you to your office.’

He led the way to a hi-tech office next door to his own. ‘You’ll find everything you need in here. I’ll give you five minutes to make your call and find your way around then you can bring in a notebook.’ His eyes left her face and drifted down, absorbing every detail of her appearance from the snowy white blouse, to the prim knee length skirt. He paused in the doorway, a faint smile curving his lips. ‘You’ve taken so much trouble to look the part. Is it too much to hope that you can actually take shorthand?’

‘Shorthand?’ Tara said, as if she’d never heard the word before. Her fingers gently touched the little gold brooch pinned to her collar. ‘I expect I’ll manage.’

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to do better than that,’ he said, with satisfaction. ‘Or you’ll fail at the first hurdle.’

Tara tried the three telephones that lined the desk until she found one with a direct outside line, called Beth to briefly explain what had happened and arrange an evening meeting to organise working arrangements.

A quick exploration of a cupboard revealed a pile of stationery and she took a notepad and several pencils from a new box. She tapped on Adam’s door and opened it.

‘Ready?’ He didn’t wait for her answer. She had hardly seated herself before he began. ‘I want this retyped.’ She recognised the report from the previous evening. He looked up. ‘Preferably without any mistakes.’

‘I’ll do my best, Adam.’ Her humble tone earned her a sharp look.

He worked swiftly through a pile of correspondence. ‘Tell these people no. No. No. Ask for more details,’ he said, tossing letters at her. And so it went on. Eventually they reached the bottom of the pile and he leaned back and linked his hands behind his head. ‘I’m going to dictate a report that I need as soon as you can manage.’ He raised an eyebrow in polite query. ‘Today, perhaps?’ 

‘Perhaps,’ she agreed, half-hopefully and once more received the benefit of a searching glance. 

He began to dictate, without reference to notes and at such a speed that Tara wondered, in a brief moment when he paused for breath, if he was simply reciting from memory in an effort to have her begging for mercy. Her pencil flew over page after page until, at last, he reached his conclusion.

She looked up then, waiting for the next onslaught. ‘Is that everything?’

‘It should keep you busy for the rest of the morning. Let me have a draft of that before you do anything else.’

‘It’s already half-past-twelve,’ she pointed out. ‘And according to your secretary’s diary you have an appointment at one o’clock. With Jane.’

‘So I have.’ She made a move to go. ‘Oh, and Tara, while I remember.’ She paused before his desk. ‘I don’t want to see any of your admirers, desperate or otherwise falling over themselves in my office. You will make certain they are all aware of that fact?’

Tara was in grave danger of losing her self-control. In danger of slapping Adam Blackmore’s imperious, overbearing face so hard that all chance of gaining his company’s business would be lost forever. That thought alone kept the smile pinned to her mouth. 

‘I’ll issue a bulletin for the one o’clock news. Just to be certain,’ she said, her voice somehow retaining a teasing lightness she was far from feeling. 

‘There are so many?’ A spark that might have been anger flashed in the shadowed depths of his eyes. ‘I leave the method of broadcast entirely up to you, Tara. Just make sure you do it in your own time.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she said. But very quietly.

* * *

Tara did not consider the possibility of taking an hour for lunch. Or even half an hour. Lunch would have to wait. There was too much at stake to waste time eating and she set to work, rattling out a draft of the report that Adam had dictated.

She found the original version of the report that needed corrections and dealt with that, too, before hunger finally drove her in search of a sandwich. She had been gone barely fifteen minutes, but when she returned it was to find Adam Blackmore fuming in her office.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ he demanded, before she had hung up her coat.

‘Lunch?’ she offered.

He stared at his watch. ‘Lunch! Is this the usual length of lunch break your so-called superior secretaries take?’ 

‘About average,’ she agreed. ‘If you’re looking for your report I left the draft on your desk.’

He turned and walked into his office without a word. 

‘Thank you, Tara. You’re a treasure, Tara,’ she murmured to herself. Then she began to tackle the pile of correspondence he had given her. Despite an endless stream of interruptions from Adam she had finished by five. He threw the blotter of signed letters on her desk.

‘When you’ve got those away you can go,’ he said.

‘Go?’ For one appalling moment she thought he had decided that one day was enough, but before she could protest that he hadn’t given her a fair chance, he took the wind out of her sails.

‘I’ve a meeting this evening with the manufacturers for whom I prepared that report and I want you to take notes.’

Whew… ‘Are you holding the meeting in the boardroom, or up here?’ 

‘Neither. The meeting is in Hammersmith. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty.’ He paused in the doorway that connected their offices. ‘It’s not inconvenient is it, Tara?’

‘And if it is?’ she asked.

His mouth curved in an insolent smile. ‘Tough.’ 

He didn’t wait to see the effect this response had on her, which was probably as well. She telephoned Beth to cancel their meeting then swiftly stuffed the envelopes with the mail, stamped it and put on her coat. 

‘Still here?’ She had just summoned the lift and swung round to find Adam Blackmore, wrapped only in a short towelling robe, his dark hair damp and dishevelled from the shower, standing behind her. A matching pair of doors opposite his office, stood half open to reveal a glimpse of the accommodation beyond.

The significance of “private apartments” suddenly struck her.

‘You live here?’ she asked. But she already knew the answer. It was little wonder he had thought she was pursuing him. 

‘Very good, Tara,’ he said, his mouth twisted in a parody of a smile. ‘Did you ever consider a career on the stage?’ He didn’t give her an opportunity to protest. ‘I’ll show you round when there’s more time. We might even try that ‘coffee’ you were so keen on. Now we know exactly where we stand.’ He leaned against the wall. ‘I told you to leave half an hour ago. Why are you still here?’ There was no denying the steely insistence underlying the velvet softness of his voice.

She swallowed hard. ‘I had to change my own arrangements for this evening.’

His jaw tightened imperceptibly. ‘I’m sure he’ll wait. You are worth waiting for, aren’t you, Tara?’

‘You’ll never know.’ 

There was a disquieting confidence about his smile. ‘You can use the private lift. It will take you to the side entrance on the ground floor.’ He opened the door for her. ‘I prefer to keep it locked. Otherwise all sorts of odd people can wander up.’ He took her hand in his, pressed the key into her palm and wrapped her fingers around it. ‘Keep it safe.’ He turned her and propelled her towards the small private lift. ‘Six-thirty. Not a minute later.’

* * *

Tara was still fuming as she stood under a hot shower. Who on earth did he think he was? How could anyone work for such a man? Yet the neat stack of dated shorthand notebooks she had found in the cupboards suggested that the secretary she was standing in for had been with him for a long time. 

The water was relaxing, taking the tension out of her neck muscles. He was just testing her. Making sure she was what she claimed to be, but if he thought that she was prepared to use her body in the furtherance of business, she would disabuse him very quickly if he ever tried to put it to the test. 

A little smile of satisfaction lifted the corners of her mouth. She had survived the first day. She had taken the worst he had been able to throw at her and come through more-or-less unscathed. Feeling decidedly more confident she grabbed a towel and began to dry herself vigorously. 

She decided to wear a simple black jersey dress with long sleeves and a scooped neckline, elegant enough for the evening, but sufficiently understated for a secretary at a business meeting. She fastened the little gold brooch near her shoulder, tracing the simple shape with the tip of her finger; the outline of her name in shorthand. A reminder, a talisman against the aggressive charm of Adam Blackmore. 

A peremptory ring at the bell summoned her to the door and she glanced at her watch. Precisely six-thirty. She hadn’t doubted it for a moment. She picked up her coat and bag and opened the door.

He ran an assessing glance over her appearance and raised a sardonic brow. ‘How appropriate. Come along.’ 

Tara made no comment. She dressed for the job she did. She knew that in many offices the staff were much more casual these days, even wore jeans, but she had her own very good reasons for preferring to keep her dress formal.

He led the way down the steps and ushered her into a sleek black Jaguar and she allowed her herself a smile as she fastened her seat belt. The car so exactly suited her idea of the sort of car a twenty-first century knight might drive. A black knight. The analogy was so apt that she was forced to smother a giggle.

‘What’s so amusing?’ he demanded.

She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

He stared for a moment as if she was quite mad, then shrugged and started the car. The conversation on the way into London was a one-way affair in which he briefed her on the meeting, who was to be there and what notes he wanted her to take.

The journey home was accomplished in silence, with Adam deep in thought and apparently forgetting that he had Tara with him, he drove straight into the car park beneath Victoria House.

He caught her glance. ‘I need those notes tonight, Tara. How long will it take?’ He didn’t bother to ask if she could do it. He simply expected that she would.

‘Does your permanent secretary work these hours?’ she asked.

‘Finding it too much for you already, Tara? Not got what it takes after all?’

She ignored this. ‘What’s the matter with her?’ He frowned, not understanding the question. ‘Your secretary. Jenny told me that she’s on sick leave.’

‘So you’ve met Jenny.’

‘She came up to see me. She had the oddest notion of making me feel welcome. Explaining where everything was and telling me the names of a few people I might need to know.’

She had also taken the trouble to explain that Adam rarely interfered with the running of his many business interests, leaving it to the bright young men he put in charge, offering advice only when it was applied for. He spent his time working on new ventures, apparently. Developing new ideas.

‘Oh, yes.’ He wasn’t in the least bit put out by her implied criticism. ‘Jane is...’ He hesitated and Tara caught a flash of white teeth in the subdued light of the car park as if something had finally amused him. ‘No need to concern yourself. Jane isn’t suffering from anything infectious,’ he assured her.

So his lunch appointment had been with his secretary. Clearly she wasn’t that sick. ‘That’s not much comfort, Adam. Malnutrition isn’t catching.’

‘Sarcasm will get you nowhere with me, Tara. I am aware you haven’t had time for a meal and I’ll organise some supper for us upstairs. You can eat when you’ve finished.’

‘Thank you.’ But her dry tone drew no response.

The private lift whisked them swiftly to the penthouse suite and Tara went straight to her office and began to work. She was tired, hungry and ridiculously close to tears which wasn’t like her. But the day had been fraught with tensions, she had missed breakfast because she overslept and if she allowed herself to think about it too much she would begin to shake.

‘How much longer?’

While she had been working Adam had changed from his dark business suit. Now pale, well-washed denims stretched tightly across his hips and thighs, emphasising the arrogant maleness of the man. Tara dragged her eyes back to the printer.

‘It’s printing now.’

‘Then come and eat,’ he said, leading the way to his apartment and another world.

His drawing room was vast. The pale polished floor seemed to stretch forever, interrupted only by Persian rugs and furniture that would have been equally at home in a modern art gallery. One wall consisted of the familiar arched windows beyond which the lights of the May Valley were spread beneath them. Opposite, the wide expanse was broken by an open fireplace where flames flickered over an enormous log. The fireplace was flanked on either side with a pair of Mark Rothko canvasses, huge subtle areas of colour that seemed to suck her in and wrap around her mind.

Tara stopped in the doorway, silenced by the simple beauty of it.

‘Well?’

‘I...’ She couldn’t think of any comment that did not sound banal and instead offered him the faintest smile. ‘I was just wondering if you expected me to polish the floor in my spare time.’

His eyes gleamed wickedly. ‘You won’t have any spare time, Tara.’

‘Oh?’ Her smile was forced. ‘You do realise that I charge by the hour?’

‘And double after six o’clock I have no doubt. I guarantee that I’ll get every penny’s worth,’ he said, his buccaneer’s eyes appearing to dance in the shifting light from the fire. Or perhaps she was just feeling light-headed for want of food. As if he could read her mind he led her across to a table laid for two and pulled back a chair.

‘Help yourself,’ he commanded and while she ladled rice and a rich, spicy beef dish onto two plates, Adam poured them both glasses of a rich red wine.

She ate slowly, with total concentration, savouring every mouthful, until replete, she sat back with a little sigh.

‘Do you feel better now?’ he asked with apparent amusement.

Hunger pangs assuaged she was prepared to be generous. ‘Much,’ she assured him. 

‘I’ll pass your compliments to the chef.’ 

‘You didn’t cook it yourself?’ she asked, in mock surprise. She propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand, regarding him with total innocence. ‘Of course not. Silly me. Why would you bother to cook when you obviously own the wine bar at the bottom of the lift shaft?’ 

‘Why indeed?’ Adam stood up. ‘Come and sit over here.’ 

‘I can’t do that. There’s the little matter of washing up, or have you forgotten about getting every penny’s worth?’

She gathered the dishes onto a tray and carried them through into a gleaming white galley kitchen. He followed her and took the tray from her hands. ‘Leave them.’ His smile was provoking. ‘Eating time I’m prepared to pay for, but washing up is strictly on your own time.’ He slid his hand under her arm and led her firmly from the bright kitchen to the shifting, fickle light of the fire.

‘It’s real!’ Tara exclaimed in delight and relieved to have an excuse to pull free of his disturbing fingers, bent down to hold her hands out to the flames. ‘I thought it was one of those gas things.’

‘I have no interest in fakes, Tara.’ He waited while she curled up in a huge leather armchair, then handed her a brandy before stretching out in a chair opposite her, his long legs propped on the hearth. He sipped his drink. ‘Of any sort.’

She cupped her hands around the glass and stared down for a moment at the pale liquid, watching the firelight strike sparks of amber from the crystal. Over dinner the evening had somehow ceased to be about business. This was not the office. This was the penthouse apartment of an attractive— her mind shied away from the blandness of the word. Attractive was not an expression that evenly remotely applied to Adam Blackmore.

She regarded him from beneath the screen of her lashes. There was nothing bland about him. He was as invigorating as standing beneath a mountain waterfall and had much the same effect on the ability to breath. Her experience in such matters was limited, but she knew without any doubt that he was the most potently desirable man she had ever met. And the most dangerous.

The evening had taken a subtle turn so that she had hardly noticed when they had moved away from business. And now they were sitting together before the fire sipping brandy in a manner that implied a perilous intimacy. 

She put her glass down and straightened from the chair. Maybe this was an accepted part of his relationship with his permanent secretary, but there was a limit to how far she would go to take Jane’s place.

She was his temporary secretary. She wasn’t prepared to take the same role as his lover.

‘I’d better make sure that the printer hasn’t jammed,’ she said, but he caught her hand as she moved quickly past him and taking her by surprise, spun her into his lap.

His eyes fixed her, held her momentarily in his power. ‘The printer can look after itself,’ he murmured, softly into her neck so the words vibrated against her skin and Tara knew that if she allowed her head to fall against his shoulder and parted her lips he would take everything she was prepared to offer and more.

But there had been something altogether too calculating in the momentary glimpse she had caught of his eyes before he closed them and she shivered. ‘So can I, Adam. But I’d prefer to get up without an unseemly struggle.’

He raised his head and she caught a gasp between her teeth. Whatever his original intentions, there was no doubting the desire that turned his eyes black in the shifting light of the flames. 

It had been a long time since she had wanted to lie back in a man’s arms. It was nearly seven years since Nigel’s death and in all that time no one had broken through the shell she had erected to protect her heart. 

Almost in panic she tried to move, but he held her firm and despite her brave words she knew that if he chose to keep her captive she would be hard pressed to free herself without resorting to the unforgivable. And she faced the disturbing truth that if he insisted upon kissing her she might never want to be free again. 

For a moment his eyes challenged her to defy him, to ignore the warmth of his body against her own, to ignore the way his mouth curved with sensuous insolence, inviting her to make the first move and risk the surging desire that had surfaced so abruptly when he had kissed her in the wine bar. 

It was hard. Harder still to ignore clamour of her blood pounding with wild impatience through her veins and the way her skin was tingling, begging to be stroked by the long fingers holding her against him, teased by the broad tip of his thumb, already far too close to a betraying nipple, erect against the soft cloth of her dress. 

Another moment would have been a moment too long but without warning he stood up with her, surprising a soft cry from her lips. He smiled then, and set her gently on her feet.

‘You’re right, Tara. Better check the printer. Then I’ll walk you home.’

Her hands were shaking as she shuffled the papers into some semblance of order. She managed to slip them into a folder and turned, holding it as a kind of defence against him as he followed her into the office.

He took the file from her and threw it onto her desk. ‘Come on. It’s late.’ He helped her into her coat, his face expressionless as she pulled nervously away and quickly fastened the buttons. He summoned the lift and stood back to let her in. He paused with his finger on the button. ‘I never gave you the promised grand tour.’

‘I think I’ve seen more than enough,’ she murmured, but she refused to meet his eyes.

‘Enough for tonight,’ he agreed.

They walked in silence along the quiet street and turned into the mews. 

‘I’ll see you in the morning, Tara,’ he said, and took the wayward strand of hair that never wanted to stay tidily in place and tucked it behind her ear. For a moment his fingers lingered there against the sensitive skin, threatening to upset the delicate poise of her equilibrium and pitch her into his arms. 

‘What time do you want me to start work tomorrow?’ Tara asked, jerking away from his touch.

‘Whatever time you arrive, my sweet, you can be sure I will already be at work,’ he drawled, impudently aware of the effect he was having.

She risked a defiant smile. ‘You don’t really expect me to fall for that one, do you, Adam? I’ll be there at nine. A fourteen-hour day is about my limit.’

‘We’ll see.’ He bared his teeth in a smile and raised his hand in salute. ‘Goodnight, Tara.’

She closed the door and leaned heavily against it for a moment, still feeling the dangerous heat of his fingers against her skin. Her hand strayed to the spot and she jerked it away, furious with herself. Adam Blackmore was an arrogant, overbearing tyrant who knew nothing about her. He just thought she would make a temporary substitute in every way for his secretary, poor woman. Well, that wasn’t her scene, she thought angrily. No matter how attractive, how desirable he might be.

She pushed herself away from the door. The first thing she needed was a warm drink if she was going to sleep. And every fibre of her being told her she would need all the sleep she could get. Every nerve ending was jangling from a day in the presence of Adam Blackmore.

She pulled a face. Forget the day. Every nerve ending was jangling from a few moments curled in his lap fighting all the instincts that urged her to wrap her arms around his neck and let him take her on that grand tour.

Her fingers strayed to her little brooch. ‘Some help you were,’ she said, then lifted the framed portrait from her mantelpiece and looked at it long and hard. The face that smiled back was unbelievably young, from another world when she was eighteen and life was very simple. ‘Why did it have to be him?’ she demanded. But the photograph had no answer and she replaced it with a sigh.

The light was winking on her answering machine, but she ignored it. It could wait until she had made her cocoa. She set some milk to boil and quickly changed into a pair of pink and white spotted pyjamas and slipped on a matching wrapper.

She made some cocoa, then set it on the coffee table and stared at the answering machine for a moment. It was probably nothing important. Nothing that wouldn’t keep until the morning. Still. She pressed the button.

There was a sharp rap at the door. ‘Drat the man,’ she swore to herself. She flung open the door. ‘Adam this isn’t funny...’ The words trailed away. ‘Jim.’

‘I have got to talk to you, Tara.’ He pushed passed her before she could close the door.

The recording clicked in and Beth’s voice filled the room. ‘Tara, Jim Matthews has been at the office again today. Blasted man actually offered me money to tell him where you live.’ She chuckled. ‘If he hadn’t been so cheap I might have been tempted. I forgot to mention it when you phoned, but I thought you’d better know that he hasn’t given up.’ The machine clicked off and began to rewind.

Tara turned on Jim Matthews. ‘Have you any idea what time it is?’

‘I’ve been waiting all evening to see you.’

‘Waiting where?’ she demanded. ‘You weren’t here when I got in.’ Which on reflection she decided, was probably just as well. Adam was not likely to be amused at having to send him packing two days running.

‘Oh, I’ve been wandering around,’ he said, absently. ‘It’s given me a great idea for a book. Have you any idea how terrifying those cat’s eyes in the road are when they look up at you? Suppose they were real — have you got a notebook handy, I ought to make a few notes...’

‘No!’ Tara shuddered. ‘And I don’t want to hear about your horrible cat’s eyes. It’s time you gave up, Jim and accepted the fact that I’m never coming back. You’ll have to find someone else. I’m not the only...’ She stopped as another thought struck her. ‘How on earth did you manage to find out where I live? I’m quite certain that Beth wouldn’t take your money. No matter how much you offered.’

‘She was very rude, Tara. I was shocked to hear such language from a woman.’ He sank onto her sofa.

‘Well?’ she demanded.

‘There are always ways to find out things. You just have to think it through.’ He shrugged. ‘I wrote detective stories for a while you know. I just imagined this was a detective story. How would my hero find out where the lovely lady lived?’ He glanced at the table. ‘Is that cocoa?’ He picked up the cup and ignoring her outraged protest he began to drink it. ‘This is wonderful. I’m absolutely freezing.’

‘I’m not surprised. You’re not wearing a coat.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘It wasn’t difficult. I just went to the public library and searched through the electoral rolls.’

‘Good lord!’ His persistence stunned her. ‘How long did that take?’

‘Mmmm? Oh, not long. I had narrowed the area down quite a bit. I knew which side of town, and that you walked, even when it was raining, so it couldn’t be that far. But I admit that I was damned lucky you live in Albert Mews rather than Washington Lane.’

‘Well, your luck just ran out, Jim Matthews. If you don’t leave right now you had better prepare yourself—’ A thunderous knocking at the door stopped whatever she was going to say. ‘What on earth...’

She ran to the door, fully expecting it to be her next door neighbour with some emergency.

Instead Adam Blackmore burst through the door. ‘Tara, are you alright?’ He grabbed her arms, staring at her as if to reassure himself. ‘I’d just got back to the penthouse and I realised I hadn’t got the report you typed, so I went into the office.’ He’d been running and he paused to catch a breath. He shook his head. ‘I saw that man who was bothering you last night. He was headed this way. I know you said he wasn’t dangerous, but he was walking down the middle of the road poking about in the cat’s eyes. Quite odd and I thought—’ 

He stopped as a movement behind Tara alerted him to the fact that she was not alone. He stepped forward as if to protect her, then halted as he took in the casual manner with which Jim had made himself totally at home on the sofa, feet propped upon the coffee table, the cup of cocoa warming his hands. 

His mouth a thin, angry line, Adam allowed his gaze to travel around the comfortable room, taking in every detail, the small circular window set into foot thick walls, the posts and beams that framed the building decorated with bunches of dried flowers, the little red pot belly stove in the hearth. It came finally to rest on Tara, hair tumbled about her shoulders, feet bare. Dressed for bed. 

‘I was concerned.’ His eyes, dark and deep as a glacier, met Tara’s. ‘But I see that I needn’t have worried.’ His mouth managed a smile, but it didn’t quite make it to his eyes. ‘I told you he would wait.’ 

‘Adam...’

He ignored her. He nodded, tight lipped, at Jim. ‘My apologies for the interruption.’ Jim raised a languid hand in acknowledgment. ‘I’ll see you in the morning, Tara.’ There was nothing reassuring in this utterance. Nothing reassuring about the careful way he shut the door on his way out.

Tara turned and stared at her intruder, wondering just what he had cost her. He looked so harmless, so insignificant, totally unaware of the havoc he had caused and the unaccountable misery that lay like a lump of lead in her stomach.

‘Truly, Jim Matthews,’ she declared with a sudden burst of anger, ‘you are the most annoying man it has ever been my misfortune to meet.’ But her words had no effect. Jim Matthews was blessed with supreme selfishness, totally unconcerned with anything but his own desires and anger had no power to dent his complacency. 

And the damage had been done. Getting angry with Jim could never change that. But when he repeated his suggestion that she marry him, she finally snapped.

‘Don’t you ever listen?’ she demanded. ‘No! No! No!’ Something of her distress must have got through to him and he offered no further argument when she insisted that he must go. She would have demanded his promise that he never return. But she was too tired to bother and she was only too aware that it probably wouldn’t make any difference if she did.

 






  







 

CHAPTER THREE

 

EXHAUSTION supplied the balm of sleep but Tara had to drag herself into Adam Blackmore’s private lift the following morning, and it sped upwards far too fast in its eagerness to decant her onto the twenty-first floor the following morning.

And yet, as she took a deep breath and lifted her chin, she knew there was no point in putting it off a moment longer. She’d given it her best shot, but some things were just never meant to work. She tapped on his door and opened it. The room was empty. Having screwed herself up to face him, Tara felt suddenly angry. She had done nothing wrong…

She snapped the door shut and went into her own office. A pile of mail was waiting for her attention and attached to her screen a little 

Post-it note simply said “Carry on, Tara. I’ll be in later.” She pulled it off the screen and stared at it for a moment. She checked the diary but it was blank and there was no clue as to when later might be.

‘Carry on, Tara,’ she said, to herself. She sat down rather suddenly on her chair. ‘Just, carry on. That’s it?’ She picked up a letter opener and attacked an envelope. ‘No, Tara Lambert. I doubt that. I doubt it very much.’ 

She began to open the mail and sort it for attention. Some she put to one side to deal with herself. Some would need his personal attention. One, a bill from a private London clinic for a Mrs Jane Townsend would certainly need his personal attention she thought a little grimly. 

The phone rang at intervals, each time her ragged nerves springing to attention in case it was Adam. She took messages, answered queries where she could. Where she couldn’t, she found out who had the information, gradually putting together an idea of the impressive scope of Adam Blackmore’s empire.

She was deeply engrossed in a copy of the annual financial report when a sudden warning prickle at the back of her neck made her look up.

How long he had been watching her was impossible to say. The relaxed manner in which he was leaning against the frame of the door, his hands in his pockets, the silver streak of hair fallen across his forehead, suggested it had been some time. 

‘A little light lunchtime reading?’ His voice, interrupting her thoughts, made her flinch. 

‘Is it lunchtime?’ She glanced nervously at her watch. Anywhere but at his face. ‘I hadn’t realised it was so late. The morning has gone so quickly.’

‘Really? I’m glad you weren’t bored. Bring in your notebook, I’ll do my best to keep you amused for the rest of the day.’

She gave him his messages and the mail. ‘Is this all?’ he asked.

‘I dealt with the run of the mill stuff. I’ve put copies of my letters at the bottom of the folder.’

‘You take a great deal on yourself,’ he remarked as he flipped through them.

‘You told me to carry on. If you simply want a shorthand typist, Adam, just say. I’ll have a competent lady here within the hour.’

‘I don’t doubt it.’ He raised his eyes briefly from the letter he was reading. ‘But we’ll leave things the way they are for the moment. A day is hardly sufficient time to judge whether you meet the required standard. Is it?’

She compressed her lips into a straight line. What did the man want? Blood?

‘Perhaps you could give me an idea of the time scale you have in mind?’ she asked. ‘I do have a business of my own to run.’

He looked up then, giving her the benefit of his undiluted personality. It was not a comfortable experience. His scouring eyes seemed to ransack her mind, picking over the thoughts he found there and discarding them as completely without interest. 

Then his eyes dropped back to the document in his hand. ‘Until Jane gets back.’

Tara felt the heat rising in her cheeks and quickly looked down at her notebook. The next hour was spent in furious concentration until they were interrupted by a call on his direct line. He listened for a moment and then waved her away. ‘That’ll do for now.’ She let out a long sigh of relief and set to work.

‘Tara.’ She visibly jumped as he appeared a few moments later in the doorway. 

‘Yes?’

‘Book a couple of seats on a flight to Bahrain next week. Tuesday I think.’

‘Where do you want to stay?’ She reached for a pencil. 

‘Our hosts will arrange accommodation. You only have to organise the flight.’

‘Oh, right. Who’s the other passenger?’

‘You, my dear.’ The pencil snapped against the pad. ‘Is something the matter?’

‘No.’ She swallowed. ‘Of course not.’

His lip curled. ‘No, I didn’t think it would be a problem. You must want to work for me very badly, Tara. Just how far are you prepared to go, I wonder?’

‘As far as Bahrain, apparently,’ she said, sharply. ‘I had assumed that Jane would be back by next week.’ 

‘I’m touched by your concern,’ he said, with heavy irony. ‘But you needn’t worry. There’s nothing seriously wrong with Jane, other than a slightly raised blood pressure. She’s not ill, Tara. She’s pregnant.’

‘Pregnant!’ His eyebrows rose at the sharpness of her response. ‘I thought...’ She stopped. What she had thought was so dreadful that she couldn’t even think the word. Relief brought a smile to her lips. ‘Well, that is good news. But are you absolutely sure?’ 

‘Yes, Tara, I’m absolutely sure,’ he said, with conviction. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘No reason, particularly. It’s just that working for you — well I can’t imagine when she ever found the time.’

‘Can’t you?’ His smile was unexpectedly wolfish. ‘I’d offer to demonstrate right now, but I’m afraid I have a meeting that I can’t avoid.’

Heat suffused her cheeks. ‘I’m here as your temporary secretary. I don’t have to prove whether I have reached the “required standard” in any other subjects. Even if it comes under the heading “double time”.’ Even before the words were out of her mouth she knew she had made a stupid mistake.

He moved swiftly to her desk, his eyes snapping angrily as he caught her chin and forced it up.

‘You’re quite wrong there, Tara. In this job sex comes under the same heading as washing-up. You do it on your own time.’ His mouth fastened upon hers with brutal determination. She struggled briefly, but first she was trapped by her chair and then trapped by the treacherous willingness of her lips to respond. But as they parted and she began to kiss him back, he abruptly straightened and stepped away from her, his green eyes glittering with anger. He strode swiftly to the doorway, but turned there, breathing heavily, as if he had just run up a long flight of stairs. ‘Remind me to deduct that from your bill.’ 

* * *

For what seemed an endless time Tara sat fixed to her chair, turning the phone in her hand, but Beth had enough to worry about without her partner going all weak and wobbly on her.

The trip to Bahrain was purely business. He couldn’t have made it plainer and until the contract was in the bag she would simply have to keep her head and mind her tongue. No more late night suppers in the penthouse. No more stupid remarks that gave Adam Blackmore openings to score the kind of point he had just made.

The tips of her fingers brushed her lips, still tingling from the lightning raid he had made there. She withdrew them abruptly. It should be easy enough. She only had to think of Jane. 

 ‘Pregnant.’ She repeated the word, recalling the conviction with which he had affirmed Jane’s condition. He had been absolutely certain. Jenny Harmon must know, but hadn’t said a word. She had merely said that Jane was taking some sick leave. There could be only one reason why it was a secret, why Adam was paying for her to attend a private clinic.

A long sigh escaped her lips and she made an effort to move. It was none of her business after all. Jane wouldn’t be the first secretary to have an affair with her boss, although not many husbands were accommodating enough to look the other way when a baby was involved. Unless her husband was no longer part of the equation and they were merely awaiting her divorce before she became Mrs Blackmore.

‘It’s none of my business.’ She said the words out loud to remind herself more forcefully of this fact. She would simply have to forget that he had kissed her. That he had disturbed a thousand slumbering longings. The kiss had meant nothing at all to him.

It meant nothing at all to her, she thought, furiously. The fact that he had been able to draw such an eager response from her owed everything to his expertise. He probably spent all his spare time practising. With Jane. 

She took a deep shuddering breath.

Airline tickets.

She glanced down. Her hands were clenched together so hard that the knuckles had turned white. As she carefully straightened painful fingers she wondered just how long she had been sitting like that. Too long. She had a job to do and she’d better get on with it. 

 As she reached for the phone another thought occurred to her. He had said she would have to stay until Jane returned. ‘Oh, dear God!’ she moaned. It could be months. The situation was getting worse by the minute and short of walking away from Victoria House and never coming back there seemed no way out. 

* * *

‘What’s he like?’ Beth Lawrence was curled up in the corner of the sofa, hugging a mug of coffee to warm her hands.

Tara sank into an armchair opposite and used the time gained to choose her words carefully. ‘He’s... difficult.’

Beth’s eyes narrowed. ‘Now that’s interesting. I would have said that the man you can’t tame with ruthless efficiency has yet to be born.’

‘You’re forgetting Jim Matthews. Perhaps I’m losing my touch.’

‘Jim doesn’t count.’

‘No. Perhaps not. He’s something of an original after all.’ She thought about this. ‘But I think Adam Blackmore is an original too.’

‘Original enough to be unmarried?’

‘At the moment.’

‘Oh?’ Beth laughed. ‘You’ve plans in that direction then?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she snapped, then buried her head in her coffee to hide her expression.

‘Just a joke,’ Beth replied, then rather more gently, ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’ And Tara realised just how close she had come to betraying herself.

‘There were no signs of a Mrs Blackmore in the penthouse anyway,’ she added, carelessly, then blushed as Beth’s eyebrows rocketed skywards. ‘I worked rather late last night and he gave me dinner.’

‘How very kind,’ Beth said, drily, but took pity on her partner and changed the subject. ‘So how long will you be working for him?’

Relieved, Tara shrugged. ‘I don’t know. At least two weeks. We’re going to Bahrain next week. Will you be able to manage the office on your own?’

‘I’m going to have to manage, love. The bank manager asked me over for one of his little chats this afternoon. He’s getting restless about the overdraft. Thankfully I was able to stall him with our dazzling prospects.’ Beth caught sight of Tara’s expression and frowned. ‘It is going to be all right?’

Tara forced a smile. ‘Of course it’ll be all right.’ It would have to be all right. ‘I’m just tired. Jim turned up here last night and it took a while to dislodge him.’ She didn’t elaborate. She wasn’t going to regale Beth with the heart-warming tale of Adam Blackmore rushing valiantly to her defence. His stinging little remark that evening still made her ears go pink.

He had made no reference to his precipitate arrival at her flat the night before. He had apparently decided that his need of her secretarial skills was more pressing than the small satisfaction he would gain in sending her packing. For a while she had even harboured the hope that he might choose to forget the incident altogether. In vain.

She had done everything he had asked without comment. Altered a financial report so many times that the figures began to merge before her eyes. Collected his cleaning. Made several hundred cups of coffee and in general had been treated exactly like a rather slow-witted office junior. But by six-thirty everything had been done to his apparent satisfaction, although he hadn’t bothered to say a simple thank you.

‘If there’s nothing else, Adam, I’ll go now.’

He kept her waiting for a full minute before he looked up from his writing block. She took this final insult without a murmur and finally he raised his head, fixing her for a moment with his eyes. Then he made a small gesture of dismissal. ‘No, Tara. I really don’t think that there’s anything else I want from you. Run along home to your little love nest.’ The words, the gesture were meant to hurt. 

It frightened her just how much he succeeded in his intention. She had thought herself quite immune to the kind of casual sexual encounter he had intended. She had dealt easily enough with other men who saw the cool, efficient exterior as some sort of challenge to their manhood. But Adam Blackmore had caught her off guard and ruthlessly exploited the situation. And he had succeeded in keeping her off balance ever since. 

‘Tara?’

She started. ‘Sorry, Beth, what were you saying?’

‘Only that I thought I might have got through to him yesterday.’

‘Him?’ It took Tara a moment to work out who Beth was talking about. ‘Oh, Jim. Sadly, no. But I’d be interested to know exactly what you said to him. He professed to being shocked by your language.’

‘Clearly not shocked enough.’ Beth was defiant. ‘But I did tell him that if he comes to the office again I’m going to call the police.’

‘Oh, no. You mustn’t do that!’ Tara exclaimed. ‘Promise me you won’t do that. Can you imagine the publicity?’

Beth pulled a face. ‘Perhaps it’s not such a good idea.’ Then she grinned. ‘Now I’ll be able to tell him you’ve left the country. That should head him off.’

‘Only if you refuse to tell him where I’ve gone. I wouldn’t put it past him to follow me.’ 

Beth laughed. ‘I wish I could inspire such devotion.’

‘No, you don’t.’ She wondered if Beth would think it quite so funny if she knew how close Jim had come to losing them any chance of working for Adam Blackmore. ‘It’s becoming something of a nuisance.’

Beth gave Tara a studied look. ‘What is it?’ 

‘Nothing. I...’ She couldn’t possibly tell Beth her misgivings. ‘I just wish I didn’t have to go on this business trip. That’s all.’

‘Don’t be silly. I’ll manage here... Oh, I see. That’s not it. Has the stunning Mr Blackmore made a pass at you?’

‘How do you know he’s stunning? I never said...’

‘There was a piece in the Financial Times about him a few weeks ago. The photograph was a bit blurred, but it did its job. Don’t dodge the question. Has he?’

‘No. Well, yes.’ She lifted her shoulders in a hopeless little shrug. ‘To be honest I’m not entirely certain.’

‘I know you’re a bit out of practise, love. But it’s not usually that difficult to tell.’

‘It was almost as if he was testing me. Except...’ She shook her head. So why had he come racing to her rescue? She forced a reassuring smile. ‘He won’t do it again.’

‘Well, that’s alright then.’ 

Tara glanced at her partner, certain that she was having her leg pulled. ‘Yes. It’s strictly business.’

‘Of course.’

‘Will you stop doing that!’

‘Doing what?’

‘You know very well. Surely you don’t think I should have encouraged him?’

Beth pursed her lips. ‘That’s not for me to say.’

‘So why do I have the feeling that you’re going to anyway.’

‘I have no idea. At twenty-five you’re quite old enough to make up your own mind about whether or not to fall in love.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘There’s absolutely nothing ridiculous about falling in love. It hurts. You want it to stop almost more than anything else in the world. Except not stopping. Listen to the voice of experience.’

‘I know all about falling in love, Beth. What Adam Blackmore wants hasn’t anything to do with falling in love.’ Not the till death do us part sort of love. And that was the only sort she had ever been interested in.

Beth’s glance strayed to the photograph on the mantel. ‘You mean he’s not a half-grown boy. He’s a man and he’s not going to be content with holding hands and gazing into your eyes. Beautiful though they undoubtedly are.’ Beth shrugged. ‘So, take all sensible precautions and enjoy yourself. When he breaks your heart you’ll at least know you’re still alive.’ Tara’s face drained of colour and Beth leapt to her feet and took her friends hands. ‘I’m sorry. My mouth was talking before my brain was engaged. Again.’ Tara shook her head unable to speak.

‘I’d better go.’ She paused as if she would say something else, but changed her mind. ‘Don’t worry about the office. Everything’s under control.’

* * *

Tara was pretty well under control too. She was far too busy to worry about Adam’s motives during the next few days. He had at least stopped treating her like a useless junior and the workload before their trip had been so heavy that neither of them had had time to indulge in bouts of verbal fencing. Not that she was complaining about the extra hours. On the contrary, she welcomed the opportunity to demonstrate what she could do. 

It was late on Monday evening when she took the completed sets of proposals into Adam’s office. He swung around from his computer terminal as he heard her and his forehead creased in a frown. He glanced at his watch.

‘What are you doing here? I thought you’d left hours ago.’

‘You said you wanted these tonight. I’ve just finished binding them.’

He glanced at the pile. ‘Very pretty. But tomorrow would have done just a well,’ he added, carelessly and apparently enjoyed the slight tightening of her lips which was the only outward sign of her fury. They both knew that their flight left before ten the following morning.

‘Have you had anything to eat?’

‘Eat?’ She repeated the word as if it was some strange foreign expression that she was unfamiliar with.

‘Apparently not,’ he said, a little dryly. ‘Good. You can have dinner with me.’

She backed off nervously, furious with herself for betraying by one syllable the effect his undiluted attention had on her. ‘It’s all right. Really. I have to get home and pack.’

He didn’t seem to hear her. Or if he did he ignored the words. He switched off the computer and came round the desk. If he saw her take a further step back he made no sign. ‘I’m glad you’re still here, in fact. I wanted to check over the last minute details of our trip, so you can call it a working dinner. I’m sure your boyfriend will understand. He can cook for himself tonight.’

‘If you’re referring to Jim, I can assure you that he cooks for himself every night.’

Adam having edged her up to the wall took her coat from the stand and wrapped it around her and then, his arm still draped casually across her shoulder, he led her across the hall and summoned the lift. ‘He doesn’t live in, then?’ he asked. 

‘No, he doesn’t!’ 

‘In that case I’ll make sure our security people keep an eye on your flat while we’re away.’

‘There’s no need.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ 

Tara was too tired to argue. She had been working at full stretch for three days and all she wanted was to fall into bed. ‘Thank you.’

The lift deposited them on the first floor and they took the escalator to street level and entered the wine bar. The willowy blonde took their order and then left them alone.

‘Have you ever been to the Middle East before, Tara?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s interesting. The people are very friendly. Especially the men. It should suit you. You may even manage to pick up some — er — clients.’

Tara looked across at him. ‘How did you break your nose, Adam?’ she asked, finally.

He rubbed it thoughtfully. ‘It wasn’t an irate husband if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘No? I was rather hoping it might have been an irate secretary.’ She stood up. ‘There’s still time. I’m afraid you’ll have to eat both steaks yourself tonight, Adam. I’ve quite lost my appetite.’

She walked quickly from the restaurant and once outside broke into a run, desperate to get home, barely conscious of the tears pricking at her lids. ‘Damn him, damn him, damn him.’ She leaned against her door. Why on earth did he have to treat her like some sort of loose woman? She’d done nothing to deserve it. Only respond to the unexpected warmth of a stranger’s kiss.

She sniffed and hunted in her pockets for her key. It wasn’t there. Tara groaned. Of course it wasn’t there, it was in her handbag. And her handbag was standing on her desk, exactly where she’d left it when Adam had bundled her into the lift. She ran back down the steps and knocked on her neighbour’s door. There was no light and nobody came. She had already gone out for the evening and wouldn’t be back until late. She never was. So much for leaving her spare key there for emergencies. 

‘This is an emergency!’ she shouted at the locked door, needing to vent her frustration on something. It was unmoved by her outburst.

With the utmost reluctance she retraced her steps along the street and lowered herself once more into the seat opposite Adam.

His confident smile mocked her. ‘Changed your mind?’

‘No, I haven’t. I’ve left my bag in the office. I haven’t got a key.’ He laughed. ‘It’s not funny,’ she said indignantly.

‘Yes it is. That the perfect — the infallible Miss Lambert should be human enough to forget anything is almost a relief.’

‘If you hadn’t rushed me out of the office...’ she protested, but he didn’t let her finish.

 ‘Never mind, the walk will have given you an appetite.’ 

‘I just want my bag, Adam.’

‘Then you’ll have to sit and watch me eat. Seems a shame.’ The food arrived. He hadn’t even bothered to cancel hers, so sure had he been of her return. 

‘Are you going to keep me here against my will?’ she demanded.

He picked up his fork. ‘Certainly not. You are quite at liberty to do whatever you wish.’ His smile was infuriating. ‘I’ll bring your bag along later. When I’ve finished.’ 

She made one last appeal. ‘You don’t have to leave your meal. Just let me have your lift key.’

‘Well, now. There’s a switch. Usually you can’t get enough of my company.’

‘You are insufferable, Adam Blackmore,’ she hissed.

‘I know.’ There was a cynical twist to his mouth. ‘And I can’t tell you what joy it gives me to see you suffering so thoroughly. You were doing it so well, so nobly, that I was almost ready to forgive you. Such a pity to spoil it with that little outburst of temper. Now you’re going to have to start all over again.’

‘I have done absolutely nothing that you need forgive me for!’

‘No? Well, in that case you’d better put it down to simple envy. I had to work hard to get a start in business, Tara. I didn’t have a pair of big brown eyes and a mouth that could turn even an accountant’s head to win my way into the boardroom.’ Apparently satisfied that he had reduced her to wordless rage, he continued. ‘I’ll give you your chance. I’d have given you that if you’d just knocked on my door and talked to me. Everyone deserves that. But you tried to take a short-cut and now you’re going to have to work twice as hard to prove yourself.’

Tara blinked. She thought she was already doing just that. She knew it was too late to explain about Jim. Too late to explain about anything. It would only make things worse. She closed her eyes. How on earth could they get worse! But she had got herself into this mess and if the only way out was by sheer hard work, well, she had never balked at hard work. 

She picked up her knife and fork. ‘You’ve got yourself a deal, Adam Blackmore.’ 

With the air cleared Tara found she could relax and enjoy her food. She sliced into the steak, suddenly very hungry indeed. Whatever Adam Blackmore did with Jane was no affair of hers; so long as he accepted that their relationship was on a purely professional basis she would be able to cope. Any lingering regret was futile. And throughout the meal she kept firmly on the subject of their forthcoming trip.

‘Why Bahrain?’ she asked, finally, allowing him to refill her wine glass. ‘It seems rather a long way to go to raise the finance for a manufacturing plant in North Wales.’

‘On the contrary. Offshore banking moved there in a big way when Beirut went to pieces. And there’s a lot of oil money looking for a good home.’

‘I thought it was all tucked up warm and cosy in snug little Swiss bank accounts.’ She giggled. ‘Or probably not so little.’

‘And what would you know about Swiss bank accounts?’ he asked, amused.

‘Oh, nothing. I have enough trouble keeping my High Street branch manager happy.’

This careless remark earned her a small frown. ‘You shouldn’t tell me things like that. It’s not good business. If I suspected you were desperate for work I might decide to pressure you on fees.’

‘You could try,’ she offered, impetuously. Two glasses of claret had considerably helped with the relaxation.

He subjected her to a long measuring look. She didn’t flinch, although it took a very great deal of willpower not to look away from the amusement in eyes that challenged her to a game of financial chicken. 

‘You haven’t been in business long, have you, Tara?’ He knew exactly how long she and Beth had been in partnership, not quite twelve months. She had told him herself. ‘This recession must have been a blow and High Street banks are notoriously short in the wind when the going is tough.’ He spoke no less than the truth, but she managed to hold a smile and her tongue. She had already said too much. ‘I wonder how tough it is?’ He smiled briefly and her heart skipped a beat. ‘I could find out, of course. Cut your rates to the bone. But I’ll be generous.’ He sat forward and suddenly his face was far too close and instead of work she was concentrating on the deep lines etched down his cheeks and the way his mouth curved at the corners. ‘You can have all my business now, Tara, and go back to your safe little world down at street level.’

‘Yes?’ She waited for the coup de grace.

‘If you cut your rates by ten per cent.’

It was as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped on her head. He had no need to be envious of her big brown eyes. He had charm enough of his own to distract and bemuse the unwary. But this was a game and she must smile too, laugh off an offer that might well have tempted her a week ago. Before she had worked for him. He would pay for what he had put her through. Every last penny.

She propped her chin on her hand, refusing to back away from his raking eyes. ‘Generous indeed, Adam,’ she replied, her voice loaded with irony. ‘And what are you prepared to forfeit in order to cover the reduction? Ten percent efficiency, or ten percent of the working day?’

He sat back and laughed. ‘It’s the status quo, then? You are so confident?’

‘I have reason to be. And you have nothing to lose, Adam.’ But she had. Her peace of mind, a certain tranquillity that while it didn’t seem quite so attractive as it once had, had to be safer than this roller-coaster ride her body took whenever he chose to exert his charm. ‘But I think we’re going to have to put a time limit on this trial period. It certainly wouldn’t be good business to allow you to keep me working for you indefinitely as a hostage to fortune.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘Would it?’

He returned her smile with interest. ‘Shall we fetch your handbag? You did say you were anxious to get home to pack?’ 

‘So I did.’ His change of subject didn’t worry her. She hadn’t expected an immediate answer, but she had made her point. He pulled back her chair and opened the restaurant door for her.

‘You’ll need an evening dress, by the way. I should have said earlier, but I imagine you’ve got some neat classic to cover every eventuality in your wardrobe?’

This totally accurate summation of the clothes she wore to work irritated Tara. Of course she kept her clothes simple. No one wanted a secretary that flashed and jangled, but he made it sound like a failing. As if she had no imagination.

 She retrieved her bag from her office and located her key. ‘I’ll see you in the morning, Adam. Thank you for dinner.’

‘It’s late. I’ll walk you home.’

‘Do you walk Jane home?’ she asked, before she considered the wisdom of such a question.

His brows closed in a slight frown. ‘There’s no need—’ The phone began to ring. ‘Hold on.’ He lifted the receiver. ‘Adam Blackmore.’ A warm smile creased his face. ‘Jane.’ There was genuine pleasure in his voice. ‘Did you? I went down to the wine bar with your replacement for a bite to eat.’ His eyes flickered across to Tara. ‘She has possibilities, but she wears her skirts too long.’ He laughed at whatever Jane had said, then perched on the edge of her desk and, more serious, asked, ‘What did the quack say?’

Tara turned and walked quickly to the lift. The door slid open immediately and although she heard him call her name she didn’t look back, but stepped inside and pressed the button.

For the second time that evening she ran the length of Victoria Road and didn’t stop until her own front door was bolted behind her.

She knew what kind of man Adam Blackmore was. A ruthless, single-minded man who would use her and throw her away whenever it suited him. She was every kind of a fool to even think about him. But a sharp stab of pain that had jabbed like a knife into her chest when he had said, oh so casually, that Jane didn’t need to be walked home. Tara banged her fist against the wall and fought back the stupid, humiliating tears. Jane was the perfect secretary. One who never went home.

Her phone rang. She knew it was him. No one else would ring this late. For a moment she considered leaving it to the answering machine. Then she grabbed the receiver. If he thought she hadn’t got home safely he might just come to check and she was in no mood to face him.

‘Tara Lambert.’ There was no answer. ‘Hello?’

‘That sounds marginally more friendly.’ His voice was grim. ‘I just wanted to be sure that you got home safely. Why didn’t you wait for me to take you?’

‘There was no need. I walk home from work every evening by myself.’

‘At eleven o’clock?’

‘Well, no,’ she allowed. ‘But then I’m not quite the slave driver you are.’ There was silence at the other end of the line. ‘And I am quite capable of looking after myself.’

‘Is that right?’ His low voice vibrated into her bones. ‘I’ll bear that in mind. But you’d better hope there’s someone else around next time you’re in need of a knight errant.’

She gasped. ‘Some knight errant!’ 

‘Better than you know, Miss Tara Lambert. Better than you deserve.’

‘How dare you presume to judge what I deserve. You know nothing about me. Nothing! And I wish you’d stop calling me Miss Tara Lambert in that patronising tone of voice.’

‘I’m not—’

‘If you’re going to patronise me, at least get it right.’ Her voice broke on a sob. ‘It’s Mrs. Mrs Tara Lambert.’ She let the phone drop back onto the cradle and let out a long shuddering sigh. Stupid. Why had she done that? Simply to score a point? A cheap, meaningless point. The phone rang again but she ignored it and when the machine cut in the caller hung up. She wondered briefly if he would come hammering at her door. It didn’t seem likely.

Tara looked across at the photograph on the mantel. ‘I’m sorry, Nigel,’ she whispered. But what she was sorry for, exactly, she couldn’t have said.

She had a bath, staying in the water until the chill drove her out. Then she surveyed the open suitcase on her bed. She would have to go with him if he still wanted her. It was too late to brief anyone else. She was a professional, took a pride in her work and that was all that was left to her. Pride. 

She folded her neat, sensible clothes, so exactly right for the office. And her underwear. Not so sensible. She picked up her swimsuit and shrugged. She didn’t know if she would have the chance to swim, but it took up no room. Then she looked at her evening clothes. She had two really good dresses. One plain black. Elegant, classic, boring. The other was brilliant scarlet silk, exactly like an oriental poppy. She packed the scarlet silk.

 






  







 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

THE “boarding” sign for the flight to Bahrain appeared on the monitor, and Tara let out a silent breath of relief as they moved towards the gate indicated. 

Adam had barely spoken to her since he had picked her up in the chauffeur driven limousine. She was wearing a neat black suit, plain low heeled shoes, the minimum of make-up with her hair in its customary chignon. The perfect secretary, discreet to the point of invisibility. At a casual glance she could have been almost any age. 

But it took the interested observer no time at all to absorb the fair, flawless skin, the frank brown eyes and generous mouth that the merest skim of lip gloss had done nothing to accentuate. Only the faint shadows beneath her eyes suggested that sleep had not come easily.

He picked her up at eight, the harsh ring on the bell doing brutal things to her nerves so that her hand shook as she reached for the door handle.

He was dressed comfortably for travelling, as she would have been if she hadn’t needed the armour of her working clothes. Casual trousers and a light sweater over his open-necked shirt were a stark contrast to her black and white formality. For a moment they both stood perfectly still while his eyes ransacked her face, demanding some response from her and the cool polite mask she’d painted on had almost cracked beneath his seeking eyes.

The silence went on so long that his voice, when he spoke was like an electric shock.

‘You are coming then? Mr Lambert, I take it, has no objections?’ He looked over her head into the interior of her apartment as if challenging him to appear.

A touch of colour lit the fine bones of her cheeks. ‘Mr Lambert is in no position to object,’ she said, quietly.

‘Then we’d better go.’ He picked up her suitcase and without another word walked down to the car.

She followed him and climbed into the back, hoping that he might decide to sit beside the driver. No such luck. He slid alongside her, filling the ample space with his broad figure, leaned back and closed his eyes. 

Someone had to make an effort to restore the possibility of a civilised working relationship or the journey would be a nightmare. ‘The flight is on time. I checked.’ 

‘As always, you are totally efficient, Mrs Lambert.’ 

‘Please don’t—’

‘Why not?’ She flinched as he stabbed the words at her, fixing her with wintry eyes. ‘I’m only doing what you asked.’

She didn’t answer and apparently satisfied he closed his eyes again. They completed their journey in silence and checked in at Heathrow, accomplishing the formalities without delay. 

Adam hesitated as he handed back her passport, glancing at the name, Mrs Tara Lambert, printed neatly in the space provided and then flickered a glance at her pale face. Her outburst the previous evening had at least saved her the embarrassment that would have resulted from his more public discovery. Except that she could simply have told him that she was a widow and instead of that cold dislike his eyes might have softened with sympathy. She closed her eyes momentarily. Much better this way. His sympathy was the last thing in the world she wanted. His dislike was infinitely safer.

Their bags disappeared along the conveyor and the clerk handed Adam their boarding cards.

‘Would you like some coffee?’

Startled by the unexpected normality of his offer she shook her head. ‘No, thank you.’ She made a move towards the book stall. ‘I’ll just get something to read.’ She couldn’t imagine being able to concentrate for more than a minute on anything, but a book would make the likely silence during the long flight less noticeable.

He watched as she nervously turned a carousel filled with paperbacks. She came to an abrupt stop at the sight of a particularly garish cover. Adam raised an eyebrow and lifted the book from the rack. 

‘I wouldn’t have thought this was your cup of tea, Mrs Lambert.’ He regarded her steadily for a moment. ‘Much more the Jane Austen type I would have thought. Do you want this?’ 

‘I’ve read it, thank you.’ Cover to cover, at least twenty times. 

‘Have you now?’ He held on to it. ‘You’re all surprises, Mrs Lambert. I’ll take it. It might provide some clues—’

‘I said I’d read it. Not that I had enjoyed it.’

‘Even more interesting.’ He turned the book over and examined the back cover, gesturing at the carousel. ‘Is there anything you want there?’

She shook her head. ‘No, thank you. I’ll just take a magazine.’ She scooped up a couple, hardly looking at the covers and found him waiting at the cash desk. She surrendered them unwillingly. But he appeared for the moment to have lost interest in baiting her and didn’t even look to see what she had chosen. The flight call was a welcome interruption and they walked along the wide corridor to their gate.

The stewardess settled them in their seats. It was the first time that Tara had flown on anything but a charter flight and the amount of space in the first class cabin on a scheduled airliner came as something of surprise. After the flurry of take-off she looked around with interest.

‘Is this the first time you’ve flown,’ Adam asked, watching her.

‘No. But this is a long way from a package holiday to Greece.’

‘Was that where Mr Lambert took you on your honeymoon?’ he asked, so casually that for a moment she thought she hadn’t heard correctly. 

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Greece. Is that where—’

‘No.’ She deliberately opened a magazine and stared blankly at the page in front of her, although she couldn’t for the life of her have said what was on it.

He shrugged. ‘Where was he this morning? Discreetly out of sight?’ When she didn’t answer he picked up her left hand, effortlessly resisting her efforts to pull away, and laid it flat across his own much larger one. ‘Only I couldn’t help noticing that you don’t wear a ring.’

‘It’s... too big.’ She had been so much rounder as a girl, but the weight had fallen off with the shock of Nigel’s death and it had never returned. She looked him full in the face. ‘I was afraid of losing it.’

‘You could have had it taken in. So helpful to know exactly where you stand.’

‘For whom?’ Tara suddenly realised that her hand was still lying in his and snatched it away. ‘It doesn’t bother you surely, one way or the other? And I know I’m married.’ 

‘You have a very odd way of showing it, Mrs Lambert. And I disapprove of lying.’

‘I have never lied to you.’

‘No? I did ask you if that poor besotted fool was your husband.’

‘And I told you that he was not. And that’s the truth.’

His mouth pulled down into a line that showed his distaste and he flicked a finger at the back of the book he had bought in the airport, where to her horror she saw Jim Matthews’ photograph. ‘So this is just the boyfriend. I wonder if there is a word for the male equivalent of a harem?’ he wondered, almost idly.

‘I’ve no idea.’ Tara was angry. He had no right to judge her. ‘But considering I wear my skirts too long,’ she went on, ‘I don’t do so badly, do I?’

‘You—’ He checked himself and almost smiled. ‘Not badly at all. Perhaps I should be grateful for the body armour you wear. If you were really trying I have no doubt that you could cut swathes through the male population.’ He captured the curl that never would stay confined by her ruthless pins and wound it around his finger. ‘In clinging pink silk and with this black cloud of hair loose about your face, who could possibly resist you?’ He tugged his finger free and thrust the book in front of her at the dedication page. The words leapt out at her. “To Tara — my inspiration”. ‘I wonder what you did to earn that, Mrs Lambert? Perhaps the text will help me to find out.’

Tara blanched. There would be all too many clues of the kind he was looking for. That was reason she had refused to work for the wretched man ever again despite his pleas. ‘The only inspiration he had from me,’ she said, through clenched teeth, ‘was that I didn’t slow him down when he was in full flow. I took down every horrible word in shorthand.’ 

For a moment his eyes held hers and for a moment she thought he believed her. Then he shrugged. ‘I think I’ll read it anyway.’

The stewardess offered drinks but Tara followed Adam’s example and took only a mineral water. And she refused lunch. Adam picked at his, then pushed it away and picked up the book again, apparently fascinated by the sheer awfulness of it. Tara gave up trying to read and stared down at the clouds.

The plane droned on. They were now flying over the desert which offered only a rare glimpse of an isolated green patch to conjure up pictures of a romantic oasis with black tents and blacker stallions and fierce, handsome men. Far from the truth Tara suspected, but still, exciting.

She glanced at her watch. An hour to go. She wanted to freshen up before landing, but Adam’s face was so forbidding that she hardly dared interrupt his concentration to ease by him. But as if he could read her mind, he drew back his long legs.

‘Thank you.’

He glanced up then, from his book. ‘You only had to ask, Mrs Lambert.’

She took a little time tidying her hair and make-up to give herself a breathing space. Once they arrived on the island she knew work would take up all her time. Meetings every morning and a variety of social events had been arranged for the evenings. She would prepare the notes in the afternoon and that would be that. But somehow the next hour had to be got through.

She gathered her things and began to walk slowly back to her seat. 

‘Please hurry back to your seat and fasten your seat belt,’ the stewardess warned her. ‘There’s some turbulence ahead.’ At that moment the seat belt signs came on and the captain spoke over the intercom briefly, to warn them. She waited for Adam to move his legs and let her by, but he just looked at her.

‘Please may I get to my seat,’ she asked, forced to play his game. 

He smiled then, but before he could move the plane lurched and threw her off balance. She would have fallen, but he reached for her and caught her as she fell, gathering her in and holding her in his lap.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, trying and signally failing in her attempt to ignore the warmth of his chest beneath her hands, the closeness of his face to hers.

His eyes were brilliant in the clear bright light at thirty thousand feet. Clear and green and bottomless. ‘Don’t be sorry, Mrs Lambert. It was my fault you weren’t safely in your seat.’ She watched, fascinated as the corners of his mouth creased in a smile. ‘And if you had fallen and hurt yourself you would have been no use to me.’ She stiffened and he laughed. ‘It’s going to be a desperate trip if we keep this up, Mrs Lambert. What do you say to a ceasefire?’ His brows rose in query. She wanted to free herself. And it wasn’t as if he was holding her tight. But a languor seemed to have invaded her limbs, making it impossible to move. It wasn’t fair, she thought, desperately, that one man, the wrong man, could have such a disastrous effect on her. ‘Well? What do you say?’

‘Pax?’ she offered, softly, but refused to meet his gaze.

He turned her chin gently, so that unless she closed her eyes she had no choice but look at him and for a long moment he studied her face. Then he caught the nape of her neck and pulled her down, so that for the pause of a heartbeat his lips brushed against hers. ‘Pax,’ he murmured and before she knew what had happened she was sitting safely in her own seat once more.

And trembling.

She looked at her hand grasping the armrest and wondered if he knew what he had done to her. But he had returned his attention to the book. Apparently it was all inside and she had managed not to betray herself totally. Then the captain announced that they would shortly begin their descent to Bahrain.

The bustle of arrival covered any remaining awkwardness and by the time they had cleared Customs, Adam introduced her to the dark, smiling man who met them as Mrs Tara Lambert without problem, only laying the faintest emphasis on the Mrs.

‘Tara, this is Hanna Rashid.’ The man took her hand and raised it to his lips. ‘We spoke yesterday on the telephone, did we not, Madame Lambert? Such a beautiful voice.’ Despite his French accent and his European clothes, his complexion was dark, his moustache thick and silky. He was exotically foreign and his black eyes suggested that he was her slave as he ushered them through the arrivals hall and out to the car. ‘And how is the lovely Jane?’ he asked Adam as she walked ahead. ‘Such a pity she could not join you on this visit.’ His voice had dropped, but not sufficiently for the discretion he had so evidently intended. She didn’t catch Adam’s reply, only Hanna Rashid’s soft laughter.

Their luggage was stowed in the back of a large white Mercedes and Hanna drove across a long causeway over a muddy creek and into the darkness of the open desert.

Tara looked around her, wondering where they were going, but the men were deep in conversation and paying no attention to her. They passed buildings hidden behind high walls that were illuminated by thousands of lights, dusty palm trees, barren desert and then finally Hanna drove through a pair of gates set into one of those high walls and into the courtyard of a large house.

‘You should be comfortable here, madame.’

Tara smiled. ‘I hadn’t realised we were to be your guests, Mr Rashid. I had assumed we would be staying in an hotel.’

‘But, no. You will be more private at the villa.’ He opened the door and helped her out. A servant immediately appeared and unloaded the baggage.

At the door Hanna offered his hand. ‘We will meet later, for dinner, when you have rested.’

Tara frowned. ‘But, I don’t understand...’ Something in Adam’s face made her stop.

‘There’s a car in the garage, Adam. We’ll see you at about ten?’

‘Thanks, Hanna.’ He put his arm around Tara’s waist and swept her inside. The door closed and she turned on him.

‘What—?’

‘This is Hanna’s summer home. Even in winter his British guests find Manama a little humid.’

‘But I can’t stay here alone with you.’

‘No?’ He stood back to let her enter a beautifully furnished drawing room. ‘You’ll be quite safe, Tara. I’m fussy about sharing.’ He helped himself to a drink and offered her one. She shook her head, speechless. He drained his glass. ‘Shall I show you to your room?’

‘No, thank you. I’m sure I can find it myself.’

He shrugged. ‘Well, don’t get lost.’

His warning was unnecessary. The elderly man servant who had taken their bags was waiting to conduct her to her room, which was just as well. The villa was far larger than she had realised and left to her own devices she might never have found it.

Built on two floors, all the upstairs rooms were reached via a covered veranda, which overlooked a courtyard garden in which a small fountain splashed seductively and, which now the sun had set, was illuminated with concealed lighting.

Tara unpacked her bag and took advantage of the luxurious en suite bathroom, pampering herself with bath oil to soak away the dried out feeling from the pressurised atmosphere of the aircraft. Then she sorted out something to wear. They were having dinner at a nightclub in Manama and since she had no idea how dressy it might be, settled on her “little black dress”.

Adam would no doubt curl his lip, but she told herself she didn’t care. With a practised twist she fastened her hair into its familiar chignon and kept her make-up to the minimum. Anything else would undoubtedly bring down an accusation of flirting from Adam. Plain or fancy, she knew she couldn’t win. 

She slipped off her cotton wrap and briefly examined her reflection. Never able to resist beautiful underwear, the satin and lace of her flimsy teddy drew a smile of genuine amusement to her lips, as did the black stockings. Then she covered it all with the plain black crepe evening dress, that had done duty at more dull functions for more companies than she could remember. The joys of being a temporary secretary.

She glanced at her watch. It was a little after nine. She had no wish to join Adam downstairs to be tormented by his barbed comments, but neither did she relish sitting in her room. She had noticed a stairway down into the garden and decided to explore a little.

The evening was cool, but not unpleasantly so after a British winter and there was a delicate scent in the air that drew her down the path and when she reached the little fountain she sat beside it, listening to the pleasing sound of water.

‘You like the garden?’ His voice out of the shadows made her jump.

‘It’s lovely.’

‘And very private,’ he said, moving to her side, starkly compelling in the severest dinner jacket, the simplest of dress shirts. No ruffles, no wing collars to bolster this man’s ego. ‘A concealed garden to protect his women from the gaze of lustful men. Hanna Rashid is all charm, Tara, but despite his French manners he is an Arab. They have different ways. Their women are protected from casual encounters, but the men are quite happy to take advantage of the freer attitudes of European women. You would do well to remember that.’

Her eyes flew wide open. Surely he wasn’t suggesting that this was a... Of course not. He was teasing her. ‘I have no idea what you mean.’

‘Oh, I think you do,’ he said, sitting beside her, ‘but if you want me to spell it out for you, then I will. Just so there are no misunderstandings.’ He lifted his hand to her cheek and touched it very gently. She kept very still, knowing instinctively that this was not a threatening gesture, that just for a moment she was quite safe. He turned her face towards his. ‘While Hanna Rashid believes you are here for my pleasure, Tara, you will be safe from his attentions.’

His hand was suddenly burning a brand on her cheek and driven by some devil inside her, she asked, ‘Is that what you told Jane?’ 

His mouth straightened in a thin line. ‘In her case it wasn’t necessary. She understood the danger and he knew that she was out of bounds.’ He stood up abruptly. ‘It’s time we went.’

She fetched her bag and a stole and by the time she had found her way to the front entrance the car was waiting. He opened the door for her and then climbed in and on the way into the city reminded her of the people who would be at dinner with them. An American banker and his wife, a couple of local businessmen, Hanna Rashid. She barely listened. She had memorised all the names before they left. Instead she dwelt on what he had said in the garden.

So long as he believed she was there for Adam’s pleasure. 

Maybe some businessmen took their secretaries away for ‘pleasure’. He had made it crystal clear that Jane had been happy enough in her position. But she wasn’t a pleasure girl and she wasn’t about to let anyone think she was.

Hanna met them at the restaurant door and welcomed them. As he bent over Tara’s hand, she caught Adam’s cynical eye watching them and when the man straightened, she rewarded him with a brilliant smile, allowing him to take her arm and introduce her to the other guests.

Somehow she found herself seated at one end of a long table, with Adam on the opposite side at the other. But Hanna kept her entertained, asked her about her life and managed to extract a great deal more personal information over the period of several hours than she would normally part with. But when the floor show ended and the dancing started Adam was at her side before Hanna could move.

‘Tara?’

She very nearly refused, but one look at his face was enough to immediately disabuse her of any such notion.

He took her firmly in his arms and began to dance. ‘What the hell did you two find to talk about all evening?’ he demanded under his breath.

‘Nothing of any importance. He’s very amusing.’

‘He’s also very clever. I hope you weren’t discussing business.’

She leaned back slightly. ‘I’m not a complete idiot, Adam. I know when I’m being pumped for business information.’

‘I hope so.’ He pulled her close again. ‘So what did you talk about?’

‘Life, love, poetry,’ she teased.

‘A loaf of bread… a flask of wine… and thou...?’

‘That sort of thing,’ she agreed, nonchalantly

‘Well, don’t complain that I didn’t warn you.’ The music stopped and he returned her to Hanna who immediately claimed the next dance. It wasn’t the same. The man danced superbly, he was amusing and charming, but he wasn’t Adam. He was dancing with the American woman, making her laugh, being amusing and charming to her, instead. 

She sighed and Hanna was immediately all concern.

‘You are tired, cherie?’ he said. ‘It has been a long day for you. Let me take you home.’ 

A spark of alarm suddenly penetrated. ‘Oh, no, thank you. I’d better wait for Adam.’

‘Surely you are off duty now?’ he said. ‘And Adam is going to be a while, I think,’ he said, a slight edge to his voice. Tara glanced around and both Adam and the American woman had apparently disappeared. She went very cold. 

‘I am tired,’ she admitted, ‘but I don’t want to take you away from your party.’

‘Everyone will be leaving soon.’ He shrugged. ‘Those who haven’t already gone.’

She swallowed. ‘Then, thank you. That would be very kind.’

She bade goodnight to the rest of the party and allowed Hanna to usher her into the lift. He took her hand and she stiffened, but he made no other move on her and she gradually relaxed.

He settled her in the front seat of his beautiful Mercedes and then drove slowly through the desert night, pointing out the constellations that seemed so much closer than at home.

‘Tomorrow afternoon I will take you out into the desert and show you what it is really like, beautiful Tara. But tonight, you need to sleep.’ They were at the villa now and he helped her from the car as if she was the most fragile bloom. A final touch of his lips to her hands and then he was gone.

She unpinned her hair shook it loose. So much for Adam’s warning. She smiled as she unzipped her dress and stepped out of it. She slipped it onto a hanger and was putting it away when there was a sharp rap on the door and Adam’s voice rang out.

‘Tara!’ In her underwear, she hesitated. ‘Tara! Are you there?’ 

She grabbed a wrap and held it in front of her before opening the door. ‘Yes? What it is?’

‘So you’re back. Are you alone?’ he demanded, his face a mask of anger.

‘Of course —’ But Adam swung around the door, not convinced.

‘What on earth made you leave...?’ 

His voice died away as he took in her appearance. Her hair loose about her shoulders, a dramatic contrast to her pale skin, her figure more revealed than covered by the delicate lace that clung to her breasts before swooping over her hips.

She stepped back, but only drew attention to the fact that she was wearing fine black stockings.

She clutched at the wrap in an attempt to cover herself. ‘Get out!’

He made no move to go. Instead he plucked it from her trembling fingers and flung it to the other side of the room and drank his fill. He finally dragged his eyes back up to her face, white but for the heat she knew would be staining her cheeks. ‘You do well to keep it under armour plating, Mrs Lambert. Mr Lambert is a lucky man. You can tell him I said so.’

He turned and walked quickly from the room, closing the door behind him. She flew to it, turning the lock and standing with her back to it as if that would keep him at bay if he tried to break the door down.

Then she shook her head. ‘Stupid!’ she said, quite softly to herself. If she had held out her hand to him he would have been unable to help himself. But she had no practise in the art of seduction, despite everything he thought of her. And probably that was just as well. There was Jane and her baby to consider, after all.

The following morning she dressed to dampen any thoughts of lust. She screwed her hair up tighter than ever, skewering it into place with a silver pin, and covered the silk and lace with a severe navy linen dress. 

Adam was in the dining room, helping himself to coffee.

‘This is an Arab breakfast. If you would like eggs, the cook will prepare them for you.’

‘This is fine thank you.’ She helped herself to yoghurt and pitta bread and coffee, not quite feeling up to tomatoes, olives or goats cheese.

‘Did you sleep well?’ he enquired, politely.

‘Yes,’ she lied. ‘Did you?’

He raised his head to look at her. She knew he wasn’t seeing the navy dress, but what he imagined, with a good deal of justification, was beneath it. 

‘What do you think?’ he asked, but didn’t wait for an answer, instead launching into a discussion of the day’s programme. ‘We have a meeting at the bank this morning. It should be over by twelve and we’ll have lunch, then work here this afternoon. There’s a cocktail party at the British Embassy this evening and then a change of plan. We’ve been invited to dinner with the commercial secretary and his wife.’

She made a note in the diary. ‘When did you arrange that?’

‘I saw Mark at the restaurant last night when he was on the point of leaving and walked with him to his car.’ His look made her flinch. ‘I was gone all of five minutes, quite long enough apparently for Hanna to talk you into a look at the desert by night. But then a blind man could have seen you wouldn’t take much convincing.’

‘But he said...’ She stopped, unwilling to betray herself. If she admitted to leaving because of Hanna’s implication that Adam was otherwise engaged he would know just how vulnerable she was. 

‘Yes?’ he prompted.

‘He was a perfect gentleman.’

‘How disappointing for you. But then, he hasn’t seen you in your underwear. Yet. I can guarantee he won’t manage my self-restraint.’

‘If Hanna Rashid sees me in my underwear, Adam, it will be at my invitation.’

‘You’re playing with fire, Tara.’ He stood up, his breakfast half eaten. ‘But you’re a grown woman and hardly my responsibility.’

‘And you need me too much to send me packing, no matter how much you’d like to.’

His look was a warning that she was on the edge of insolence, but Tara knew that they had long ago stepped across the boundary that should remain in any professional relationship. And she knew without doubt that but for Jane she would already have taken Beth’s advice to enjoy herself. Adam Blackmore had already managed to go a fair way to breaking her heart and all the pain and none of the pleasure seemed a little hard. 

The day proceeded very much according to plan. Hanna Rashid was there, but in the background and Adam casually seated himself alongside Tara, cutting out the other man at lunch.

There was a well-furnished office at the villa and Tara spent the afternoon typing up her notes and dealing with correspondence, while Adam was on the telephone.

At four Hanna Rashid arrived, much to Adam’s ill-concealed annoyance. ‘But I promised the beautiful Madame Lambert I would show her the desert. The sunset.’

‘Then it will have to be some other time, Hanna. She’s here to work and she’s too busy to go gallivanting off to look at the sunset. Or any other interesting things you might have in mind to show her.’

He looked at Tara and shrugged. ‘Another time,’ he promised. And his eyes told her it would be soon. His smile would break your heart she thought, if you were fool enough to believe it. She smiled back warmly, but only because she knew it would make Adam furious.

She paid for that smile with an onslaught of work that left her lying in the bath at six-thirty, trying to recoup sufficient energy for the long evening ahead.

She wore a dark red evening suit, the skirt a little shorter than usual. It wasn’t part of her business wardrobe. There was a limit to that. And she was rewarded with a faint smile when she descended to the drawing room.

‘Hanna won’t be there, this evening, Tara,’ he reminded her.

‘I know.’

‘Then isn’t that rather a waste?’

‘If that’s supposed to be a compliment, Adam, thank you.’

‘Anytime. A drink?’

‘Just a tonic water, please.’ He handed her a tall frosted glass and she took a long, cooling sip. ‘Any instructions for this evening?’

‘Just enjoy yourself.’

‘And are those your plans, too?’ He raised his own glass with a cool smile and a slow flush darkened her cheekbones. 

 He took the barely touched drink from her hand. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

The cocktail party was just another version of dozens she had been to. No better, no worse. But the Commercial Secretary, Mark Stringer and his wife Angela were good company afterwards.

‘What are you doing on Friday?’ Angela asked.

‘We’ve nothing planned,’ Adam said. ‘To be honest I had hoped to get away on the Friday flight, but Hanna is dragging everything out. He enjoys the haggling too much to be hurried.’ He glanced briefly at Tara. ‘At least I hope that’s why he’s delaying.’

‘We’re going to the races at Awali.’ She turned to Tara. ‘It’s a long way from Ascot, but it’s fun. Horses and camels. Why don’t you come along?’

Tara made no response, it wasn’t her place to accept such invitations. But Adam shrugged. ‘Why not?’

They made the arrangements and then Adam drove Tara back to the villa. When they arrived there was a message waiting. ‘Damn!’

‘What is it?’

‘The Ruler is holding a majlis tomorrow morning and I’ve been summoned to meet him.’

‘A majlis?’ Tara repeated. ‘What is that?’

‘It’s sort of open house. Anyone can visit the Ruler’s majlis — his court, I suppose — and ask for favours, or for help, or just to pay his respects. Occasionally he holds formal ones, simply to shake hands with everyone. A bit like a Palace garden party, except it’s less likely to rain and women aren’t allowed. I have to go and shake hands with him.’

‘Heavens, I’m impressed.’

He pulled a face. ‘It will take all morning. You’ll be bored to death here by yourself. I’ll ring up Angela and ask her to take you down to the souk to do some shopping if you like. The gold shops are worth a visit.’

‘There’s no need.’

Adam’s eyes narrowed. ‘It’s no trouble,’ he replied and she didn’t bother to argue. ‘And Angela will enjoy showing you around.’

* * *

Half an hour before Angela was due to arrive she telephoned. 

‘Tara? I have a crisis. My youngest has broken out in a rash and I’m afraid it will need a trip to the doctor. I am so sorry.’

Tara was all sympathetic concern. ‘Please don’t worry, Angela. I’m fine here. I just hope there’s nothing seriously wrong.’

‘I suspect chickenpox, which means I’ll have to go into purdah for a week or two.’

‘Oh, I am sorry.’

‘A mixed blessing, my dear. At least I won’t have to host the bridge club this week. But I’m sorry to miss seeing you again.’

Tara wandered about the house for a while. She tidied up the office, glanced at a magazine and was wondering whether it was quite warm enough to put on her swimsuit and sunbathe in the garden when she heard a car arrive and the servant admitted Hanna Rashid.

‘Tara, my dear,’ he said, coming towards her, hands outstretched to take hers. ‘Adam has left you here alone?’

‘He’s gone to the Ruler’s majlis.’

‘But of course. He mentioned it when we met yesterday.’ He was still holding her hands and she pulled them free a little self-consciously. ‘I have a little business with my staff and then I will give myself the inordinate pleasure of taking you out and showing you a little of the island.’

‘I don’t think—’

‘Did you know that Bahrain is reputed to be the site of the legendary Dilmun? The lost Garden of Eden?’

Startled, not quite able to marry the island she had seen with her idea of Eden, she queried this statement.

‘Certainly. There are ancient sites. We will visit them but you should perhaps change into something more comfortable.’ His arm was around her shoulders and he was walking her to the stairs.

‘No, really.’ She turned quickly and freed herself. ‘Thank you for your offer, but I should stay here.’

‘You are too conscientious. Adam does not deserve you. The least he could do is organise a little entertainment while he is away.’

‘Oh, he did,’ she said quickly, and explained about Angela.

He was sympathetic. ‘But then there is no reason why you should not take advantage of my offer. Adam clearly did not wish you to stay here on your own and there may not be another opportunity to see a little of the island.’

He was right and despite Adam’s dire predictions Hanna had behaved like a gentleman when he had escorted her home. Rather more so than Adam, she thought a little dourly. She glanced at her watch. It was still early and it would be wonderful to get out for an hour or two. ‘Very well. But I must be back by one o’clock.’

‘Whatever you wish,’ he assured her easily.

She changed into a pair of navy cotton trousers and a silk jersey polo shirt in a vivid shade of fuchsia pink. She pushed her feet into a pair of flat shoes and grabbed a scarf. 

As an afterthought she decided to leave a message for Adam. She paused for a moment over the little pad of stick-on notes. Then she was seized by a sense of devilment. ‘Gone to discover the Garden of Eden with Hanna. Back by one. Tara,’ she wrote. And she tacked it on to his bedroom door on her way out.

 






  







 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

TARA was delighted with the island. Some parts were barren desert, others lush oasis. First Hanna took her to see an oil well chugging away, the nodding donkey gaily painted to look like a grasshopper. 

‘It’s not at all what I expected. It’s so small. Not at all dramatic.’

‘You are thinking of drilling rigs, cherie. They cost money. This makes it!’

He pointed out the palace where Adam was visiting the Ruler.

‘Are you Bahraini?’ Tara asked him. ‘You don’t wear the traditional robes.’

A shadow crossed his face. ‘Bahrain is my adopted home. My own country is mired in civil war.’ He shrugged. ‘One day I may go back.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘There is no need to be. Come and look at the beach. It isn’t warm enough to swim, but it is charming.’ He parked the car and led her through deserted palm groves and gardens to a small beach, his arm lingering at her waist. ‘The name Bahrain means “two seas”. Here you see the salt water of the Gulf, but far below fresh water springs bubble up through the sea floor. It is possible to dive down and capture it in a plastic bag. It is part of the legend of Dilmun.’

‘You said there were ancient sites? Is this really the Garden of Eden?’

His smile was enigmatic. ‘That you must judge for yourself. Come, I have arranged a small lunch.’ He indicated a small pavilion set amidst the palm trees and alarm bells began to ring in her head.

‘Lunch?’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Good lord, it’s nearly one o’clock. I have to get back.’

He laughed softly. ‘Darling, you must allow yourself to relax a little.’ His hand at her waist compelled her gently towards the pavilion. 

She dug her heels in. ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible, Hanna. Adam will be worried if I’m not back.’

‘But you said he arranged for you to shop in the souk? He will simply assume you have decided to lunch out with Angela.’ 

‘He would have,’ she said, gently. ‘But I left him a note saying that I was spending the morning with you.’

If he was annoyed he didn’t let it show. Hanna’s face betrayed only sadness. ‘I did not realise. I did not see you enter the office.’ And if he had, would the note have disappeared? She dispelled the idea as unjust.

‘I left it upstairs.’ 

‘Ah. In that case I must take you back. It would not do for him to come and find us alone together here. He can be so...’ — he allowed a smile to cross his face — ‘... so puritanical.’ 

‘Would he come looking for me?’ she asked, with well-simulated surprise.

‘Oh, yes, Tara. I’m very much afraid he would.’

‘In that case I don’t think we should delay. Thank you for the tour, Hanna.’ She turned back to the car, detaching herself from his hand. ‘It has been most interesting.’ 

She quickly fastened the seatbelt before he decided to help. Adam had been right and she silently thanked whatever good angel had prompted her to leave a note. She wasn’t certain Hanna believed her but clearly he wasn’t prepared to take the risk. And something that had been niggling at her all morning finally clicked into place.

Hanna said that Adam had told him about the summons to the palace last night, but Adam hadn’t known about it then. She glanced across at her guide. Somehow she didn’t believe it had come as a total surprise to the very smooth Mr Rashid.

Adam was standing in the doorway when they drew up in front of the villa. Tara’s heart sank slightly, she had almost hoped he would still be at the palace, but the way things were going it was inevitable that he should be home first.

‘Did you have a good time?’ he asked, without apparent rancour and she began to relax. Then he turned to her and she saw his eyes. ‘Did you find what you were looking for?’

‘The Garden of Eden? I don’t think so.’ He might have been right about Hanna, but she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of saying so. ‘But it was most interesting.’ She turned quite deliberately and offered the man her hand. ‘Thank you for taking so much trouble to amuse me.’

‘It was no trouble,’ he assured her, bowing slightly. ‘Another time we will explore at more leisure, cherie.’ His eyes suggested he had more than ruins in mind.

‘I look forward to it,’ she replied, somewhat recklessly under the circumstances.

‘There are some faxes requiring answers, if you could spare a moment,’ Adam said curtly. ‘Hanna, can I offer you a drink?’

But Hanna Rashid chose not to outstay his welcome and Adam joined her in the office almost immediately.

‘How did you manage to shake off Angela?’ he demanded.

She looked up. ‘It wasn’t necessary. Angela cancelled.’

‘You’re lying! I could see last night that you weren’t keen on a trip to the souk. Now I know why. Hanna organised my “invitation” to the majlis because you had already arranged this morning’s jaunt.’ His mouth was an angry slit. ‘Where did he take you? His little beach pavilion?’

‘He took me sight-seeing, Adam.’ Her hand shook slightly as she pressed the send button. ‘I told you he was the perfect gentleman.’ She might easily have imagined the sexual undercurrent in his luncheon invitation. But Adam’s guess about the beach pavilion would seem to confirm it.

His eyes narrowed. ‘I almost believe you. I wonder why?’

‘Maybe because I’m telling the truth,’ she said, crossly.

He shook his head. ‘No. I wonder why Hanna is taking so long over your seduction?’ He ignored her furious denial. ‘One look is normally enough to have women eating out of his hand. When I discovered you had left the night-club with him I was certain...’

‘That he would bring me back here, flaunt his conquest under your very nose?’ she asked, astounded.

‘He naturally assumed that I have designs upon you myself. It would amuse him to cut me out.’

‘Oh, I see! This is just a silly boys’ game. You should have explained. I’ll be a little nicer to him in future,’ she added, the sugar sweetness of her voice in direct contrast to the anger she felt. ‘If you’ll excuse me I think I’ll take a shower before lunch.’

‘Tara?’ She turned. His face was creased in a puzzled frown. He shook his head. ‘Nothing.’

Lunch was a quiet meal. They were served a fine-fleshed white fish lightly coated in a shrimp sauce, accompanied by a green salad. Adam said very little, but once when she looked up, she caught him looking at her speculatively. She looked quickly away, but felt his eyes return to her again and again as if searching for an answer.

He spent the afternoon making phone calls, suggesting that she might like to rest before the evening.

‘It’s a formal party this evening, Tara. You did bring a long dress?’

‘Yes, I brought a long dress with me,’ she said, glad that her safe black dress was hanging thousands of miles away where she couldn’t be tempted to wear it.

But examining her reflection in the long mirror later that evening, she felt an altogether different sensation. She had made up to emphasize her dark eyes and painted her mouth scarlet to match her dress. Her black hair hung in a glossy curve to her naked shoulders and she had fastened long gold drops to her ears. Her throat, shoulders, arms were all innocent of adornment.

The dress was simple in the extreme. A tiny bodice that hugged her figure, skimming lightly over her breasts and emphasizing her waist. The skirt, full, soft, brilliant, hung to her ankles. She had seen it in the window of a small boutique marked down in the January sales. She had always loved the colour and she had the money her godmother had sent for Christmas with a note to be sure and treat herself to something completely impractical.

The dress matched the description but this was the first time she had worn it. It was gorgeous, but totally unsuitable for a secretary accompanying her boss on a business trip.

‘Are you ready, Tara?’ A tap on the door and Adam’s voice from the other side of the door sent her heart hammering up into her throat. For a crazy moment she considered pleading a headache, sickness, possibly even insanity.

‘I’ll be down in a moment.’ She took one last look but it was too late to yearn to the safe little black number she kept for such occasions and picked up her tiny matching bag and a black wrap and reluctantly left the security of her room.

Adam was standing in the entrance hall, glancing impatiently at his watch when something made him look up.

For a brief unguarded moment she saw a flare of desire heat those green eyes and her blood quickened in urgent response. Then the look was gone and she might have simply imagined it, it might simply have been a trick of the light, because his mouth was a straight hard line and his eyes held not the faintest gleam of warmth.

‘I think I prefer you in the armour plating, Mrs Lambert. You keep better time.’

She fizzed with anger and she was still bubbling with it when Hanna welcomed them both to his luxurious town house. He at least knew how to compliment a woman and lost no time in doing so.

He took her hands in his and kissed them both. ‘How beautiful you look tonight, Tara.’ She felt Adam stiffen at her side and was glad.

‘Thank you, Hanna.’ She offered him her warmest smile and allowed herself to be drawn into the room. She took a glass of champagne and raised it to him. ‘Your good health,’ she offered, knowing that Adam could hear every word.

‘That is in your hands, beautiful madame. Where you hold my heart.’

Tara glanced at him quickly, wondering if he was making fun of her, but he seemed perfectly serious. She sipped the champagne nervously. ‘Won’t you introduce me to some of your friends?’

‘Of course.’ He was immediately the perfect host and although he claimed the first dance with her, he surrendered her to Mark Stringer with good grace.

She suddenly felt a great deal safer. ‘How’s the invalid?’ she asked.

‘Chickenpox confirmed,’ he said, glumly. ‘I was just explaining to Adam that Angela was confined to barracks.’

‘Oh, I am sorry. Send her my condolences.’

He nodded. ‘I will.’

The evening moved steadily on. Adam was apparently oblivious to her presence. Whenever she allowed her eyes to stray in his direction, he was deeply involved in conversation with one of the bankers present, or paying extravagant attention to one of the many beautiful woman in the room.

Only once did their eyes meet across the length of the room, then someone stepped between them and when she looked again he had disappeared. Not that she lacked attention herself. She had partners in abundance and Hanna was there to escort her into supper, attentive and charming, loading her plate from the buffet with foods strange and familiar. After a while, however, it all became rather cloying and she missed Adam’s astringent conversation but he was talking to some fair beauty and didn’t notice her mute appeal for rescue.

Too much attention from Hanna Rashid, allied to the champagne was giving her a headache and the moment his attention was claimed by someone else, she took the opportunity to escape to the cool of the garden. 

Tall french windows opened out onto a veranda and a flight of shallow steps led down to the path. The sound of splashing water drew her on into the darker part of the garden, until beyond the trees she saw a pool, lit by submerged lamps with a curved dolphin that threw up a small fountain from its spout. She stood for a moment watching the water play against the light. It was cooler than she had expected and a shiver caught her by surprise, making her wish she had brought her wrap, but she was unwilling to return to the house and the attentions of Hanna.

She had tired of the flirtation. If she had hoped to prick Adam into some response she had not succeeded. Which was perhaps as well.

She began to stroll about the garden and in a few moments came upon a little summer house half concealed by bougainvillaea and scented herbs. There was a huge sofa, loaded with soft cushions and she sank into it, grateful to be away from the noise and clamour of the party. 

The first hint that she was not alone was the soft plop of a champagne cork.

‘It is a beautiful refuge from the world, no?’ Hampered by soft cushions and long skirts, Tara tried to rise but Hanna pressed a glass into her hand. ‘This will revive you.’

‘Will it?’ She laughed, nervously.

‘I promise.’ He leaned over her, kissed her shoulder, cutting off her escape. Before she could protest he had joined her on the sofa, but he was at least a foot away and it seemed churlish to object. The man was a practised flirt; he would be congenitally incapable of resisting a pass, nevertheless, she wasn’t about to encourage him further.

She looked around for somewhere to put the unwanted drink and he took it from her, put it down. ‘Darling, Tara. How clever of you to find my little pavilion.’ He kissed her hands, then, without warning his mouth was blazing a trail along her arm. She tried to get up, but the sofa offered no resistance and he was leaning against her now, his weight pinning her back against the cushions.

‘Hanna,’ she protested, urgently. 

‘Yes, my darling. I’m here.’ His mouth was warm against her throat, his hand already cupping the soft mound of her breast. She began to struggle in earnest, but to no avail. She was sinking against the cushions, sliding down helplessly onto her back and he had thrown his leg across her.

She knew she would have to scream for help and the thought was sobering. The embarrassment would be acute enough in any circumstances, but Adam Blackmore’s disdain would be unbearable. He had warned her. More than once. 

Her protests were ignored and Hanna Rashid, having drunk altogether too much champagne tugged roughly at her zip and exposed her breasts to the cool evening air. Now she was really frightened and in a panic lashed out, her nails raking his cheek. He swore, but didn’t loosen his grip. Her struggles served only to excite him further and she opened her mouth. She no longer cared about embarrassment. ‘Adam—’ It came out barely more than a croak. ‘Ad—’

His hand clamped over her mouth. ‘Dieu, Tara. But you are—’ What he thought of her was never to be known. Suddenly his weight was gone and she was left gasping for breath against the cushions.

The sound of a splash and angry stream of gutter French reached her from the pool and then Adam was there, breathing heavily, glaring down at her.

‘Cover yourself up.’ She stared at him, too stunned by the rapid succession of attack and rescue to move. ‘Now!’

Tara struggled against the cushions and with a furious exclamation he reached down and yanked her to her feet and roughly pulled her dress into place, tugging up her zip so carelessly that he caught her flesh. She winced but made no sound. She didn’t think he would be sympathetic to any pain she was suffering.

‘I’m sorry, Adam.’ She was shaking, but he didn’t seem to care.

‘Not half as sorry as you’re going to be.’ He threw a savage glance at Hanna who was climbing from the pool. Then without a word turned and hauled her after him up the steps of the veranda towards the house. Just before they reached the door he stopped so suddenly that they collided and he turned her into his arms. ‘Now, Mrs Lambert, for once in your life do as you are told and co-operate.’ Before she could ask what he meant he was kissing her. Kissing her with all the apparent passionate sincerity of a man bewitched. Only she knew it was all a lie, because once she had been kissed by him when he meant it.

Finally this humiliation was over and he released her.

‘How dare you!’ she breathed, furiously.

‘Please don’t think it gave me any pleasure, but far better, my lady, to have the assembled guests believe you were mussed up by someone you know, than a stranger you chose to flirt with despite all advice to the contrary.’ He was breathing heavily. ‘And this way no one will be surprised by our early departure.’

Tara was conscious of amused and knowing glances as they made their way to the door, Adam apparently determined to stop and bid farewell to every one of his many acquaintances. She bore it with as much grace as she could muster. What was a little embarrassment compared to attempted rape, after all?

Finally, however, he allowed her to escape, dumping her unceremoniously in his car before striding around to the other door. ‘What on earth possessed you?’ he demanded.

‘I just went out for a breath of air. He sort of leapt on me.’

‘And you hadn’t given him any encouragement, I suppose?’ He started the car. ‘My God, if that’s how you led on that poor fool who was chasing you down Victoria Road I’m sorry I didn’t leave you to his mercy. You could do with a lesson in sexual manners.’

She made no attempt to answer. Was too bitterly ashamed of herself to make any attempt to justify herself. She had flirted with Hanna Rashid simply to annoy Adam. But she could hardly tell him that. She sighed.

‘I’m sorry, Adam. Have I completely ruined your business deal?’

‘Don’t flatter yourself. Money means more to Hanna than any woman.’

‘But it will be awkward. You dumped him in the pond.’

‘It was the quickest way I could think of to cool his ardour.’ He scowled at her. ‘And so much less undignified than a brawl.’

‘But—’

‘Don’t fret, Tara. He’ll have showered, changed and be flirting with some other female before we’re back at the villa.’

She bit her lip. ‘Will he?’

He glanced across at her. ‘Yes. He’s quite incorrigible. At least while his wife’s away.’

This was the final straw. ‘He didn’t mention a wife, Adam, I—’

‘Please don’t pretend that it bothers you. I don’t suppose you mentioned your husband, either.’

He pulled into the gates of the villa and Tara moved quickly, anxious to get away from him, get upstairs and out of her now hated scarlet dress.

‘Don’t go, Tara.’ There was something in his voice that suggested disobedience would be foolhardy. ‘I don’t know about you, but I could do with a drink. A brandy?’ He didn’t wait for her reply, but poured two glasses and handed one to her. She didn’t want it, but stood holding the glass, waiting to be read the riot act.

But Adam simply took off his jacket, pulled his tie loose and stretched out on a sofa. ‘Come and sit down.’ He patted the seat beside him.

‘I don’t think—’

‘I’m not Hanna Rashid, my lady. I prefer my women to co-operate in their seduction.’ She sat nervously on the edge of the sofa. ‘To be fair to the man he was short of time. He had to move quickly when you presented him with the opportunity.’

‘I didn’t...’

‘That sofa is something else.’

She felt the colour drain from her face. He had clearly witnessed the whole thing. ‘I tried to shout.’

‘Yes. That’s when I thought I’d better intervene. I promise I wouldn’t have interrupted if I had thought you were enjoying yourself.’

‘You... stood by and watched?’

‘It’s tough being a knight errant. Especially when the lady protests she can look after herself.’ He drained his glass. ‘It’s a good job I didn’t actually believe you. But then I do know Hanna of old. He didn’t waste much time on the preliminaries though and that rather took me by surprise.’

Her cheeks flamed. ‘I haven’t thanked you for rescuing me,’ she said, very quietly.

‘No, you haven’t.’

She glanced back at him. He was sitting in the corner of the sofa waiting for something more. ‘Thank you.’ She made a move to stand but he stopped her, taking her glass and placing it on a low table.

‘That’s not enough, Tara.’ His eyes were hooded, concealing their expression, but there was a tenseness about him that boded nothing but trouble. Her emotions were already in turmoil, now sitting so close to him, the scent of him was like a drug, making her skin vibrate, her pulse race. She wanted to run but she knew her legs wouldn’t have carried her to the door.

‘Adam—’ His name was only a breath on her lips.

His eyes never left hers as he took her fingers and raised them to his lips. ‘Yes, Tara?’ But she couldn’t speak, mesmerised by the dark head bent over her arm, his lips gently exploring their way up the inner curve of her elbow, to the hollow of her shoulder. His touch was tender, arousing and he did not need to push her against the cushions. She opened to him like a flower, offering her throat, her eyes, her mouth to his teasing delicate touch.

He outlined her lips with the tip of his tongue and her mouth parted eagerly, drinking in his kiss like a man dying of thirst in the desert.

They were the only two people left in the world and lost to everything but him, she wound her arms about his neck. ‘Love me, Adam,’ she begged.

He raised his head and looked at her for a long, still moment. Then almost regretfully he shook his head.

‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘What—?’

He stood up abruptly and walked across to the drinks table, poured himself another brandy and drank it straight down. Shock held her pinned to the sofa. He turned back to her. ‘That’s it. The lesson is over. You can go now. But the next time you’re tempted to start playing games, just remember how you’re feeling now and have a little pity for your victim.’

It was a moment before she could move. Then she ran. She stumbled on the stairs, but managed to keep moving. Her hand trembled so much on the door knob that she began to think it was locked, then it opened quite suddenly and she fell into the room. Tara slammed the door, turned the key and then ran for the bathroom.

She tore off her clothes, not caring what happened to them and stepped under the shower, scrubbing at herself until she tingled and her skin was pink. But it didn’t take away the feel of his lips on her skin, or the pain.

She dressed in her pink pyjamas. She had always thought they were girlish, but he had said they were irresistible. She wondered what he would do if she went to his room right now.

Resist like hell. He apparently found it easy.

She crawled miserably into bed, but couldn’t sleep. She didn’t even try. She was still trying to decide what on earth she could do to straighten out the mess she had made when the mournful cry of the muezzin from a distant mosque, calling the faithful to prayer, heralded the dawn. The sky lightened in the east and it was time to rise and face the day, however painful it was likely to be.

She pulled on a pair of trousers and a light sweater and ran downstairs. She would have liked to walk, hard and fast, or swim, do anything to burn off the nervous energy that had pumped through her veins all night. All she could do was walk around the garden where she felt caged, shut in.

The man servant brought her a tray of tea and that made her feel a little better. Then she went into the office. Several faxes had arrived during the night and she sorted them and left them on Adam’s desk for his attention.

She checked the diary. Pointless, unnecessary tasks. But there was still no sign of Adam and distanced from the routine of an office she had nothing to do.

She ate breakfast alone. It should have been a relief, but it wasn’t. She considered going up to see if he was all right. He wasn’t the kind of man who lay in bed in the morning. Not by himself, anyway, she thought and then wished she hadn’t.

The telephone rang finally, making her jump, but at least it was something to do.

‘Adam Blackmore’s office,’ she said, with a crispness she was far from feeling.

‘Is that Tara?’ The voice was that of a young woman, gentle, friendly.

‘This is Tara Lambert,’ she confirmed.

‘I’m so glad to speak to you. This is Jane Townsend. Adam’s—’

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, quickly. ‘I’m afraid Adam’s... not here at the moment.’

‘Friday morning, I should have guessed.’ The laughter was indulgent. ‘He always overdoes it at Hanna’s parties.’

‘Does he?’ Was that appalling hurt jealousy? Could she really be jealous that this woman knew how he behaved at parties? She closed her eyes in shame, sure that Jane would hear it in her voice.

But apparently she hadn’t. ‘Watch out for that man, Tara, he’s a menace. But I expect Adam warned you.’ There was such unreserved charm that Tara found herself warming to the owner of the voice, despite every desire to hate her.

‘Yes, he warned me.’ She couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned. It was her own fault she hadn’t listened. ‘Can I give Adam a message?’ she asked, somewhat hesitantly.

‘Yes, tell him I hope his hangover is hell.’ She chuckled. ‘And tell him that the clinic have decided to deliver the baby on Monday by Caesarean section.’

Her rush of sympathy was genuine enough. ‘I’m sorry. Are there problems?’

‘They’ve decided the placenta is in the wrong place. I’ve been in and out of hospital for the last few weeks. Not allowed to touch my feet to the ground. It’s been hell.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘Well it’ll soon be over. But I could do with some moral support, if he could manage to get back in time.’ Tara swallowed hard, furious that Jane even had to ask. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get him back in time if he has to swim.’

She shouted with laughter. ‘Priceless. I can’t wait to meet you, Tara.’

Tara hung up and when she turned Adam was standing in the doorway wrapped only in a towelling bathrobe. He looked dreadful. Unshaven, and hung over. If she could have felt any joy at all, it would be in the fact that he felt considerably worse than she did, at least physically.

He rubbed his chin with the palm of his hand and apparently did not much like the result. ‘Who was that on telephone?’

‘It was Jane.’ She gave him the message and he swore softly. ‘Timing never was her strong point. You’d better get us on the next flight out of here.’ Tara turned quickly away. How on earth could he be so unfeeling?

‘What about the meetings organised for tomorrow? Shall I cancel?’

‘No, leave it to me. Get me Rashid on the phone now. And don’t take no for an answer.’ His mouth tightened. ‘The one advantage of last night’s little fiasco is that he will agree to almost anything. All I have to do is mention his wife’s name.’

Her eyes widened in horror. ‘You wouldn’t—’

‘Watch me.’ He frowned at her distress. ‘You don’t owe him any favours, Tara.’

‘I...’

‘Yes?’

Her eyes dropped to her hands, busily shredding a tissue. ‘I was partly to blame. You warned me.’

‘Yes, I did. But you said no. He didn’t like it and considering the way you’d been flirting with him all evening I have some sympathy. But no still means no.’ 

‘But to blackmail him...’

He made an abrupt move towards her, but stopped as she flinched away. ‘Don’t worry, Tara. All I want to do is speed things up. I shan’t be too unkind. Just rob him of the fun of haggling down to the last cent.’ His mouth twisted in a smile of pure derision. ‘It will be more painful for him than being ducked in a fountain, I can assure you. And it won’t cost him money.’ He rubbed his forehead vigorously with his fingers. ‘Well, not too much. Get Rashid, arrange the flight then bring your book up. I want the agreement in my hand for him to sign the minute he walks through the door.’ He turned in the doorway. ‘And I’d like some coffee if it’s not too much trouble,’ he added, caustically.

‘And perhaps something for your headache?’ she threw after him.

He bowed slightly in acknowledgement that her barb had found its mark. ‘Thank you, my lady. That would be most appreciated.’

She put Rashid through to the bedroom phone. She had been nervous of speaking to him, but last night might never have happened. The call was brief and she was able to make the travel arrangements as soon as he had finished. That done she added her notebook and pencils to the tray brought by the servant and carried it upstairs.

His door was ajar, but she still knocked.

‘Come in, Tara.’ She pushed the door open, but the room was empty. ‘I’m in the bathroom.’

‘Oh!’

‘Don’t be a prude, girl. Get in here.’ Hardly knowing where to look she peered around the door. He was lying up to his neck in a deep foaming bath, eyes apparently closed. ‘Don’t hover. Sit down and give me the painkillers.’ She handed him the tablets and a glass of water and he swallowed them.

Her own bathroom was beautiful with a soft carpet and hand-made Spanish tiles, but Adam’s was palatial. The bath was enormous, quite large enough for two. She quashed the thought hard. He had probably shared it with Jane on his last visit.

‘Why are you blushing, Tara?’

‘I’m sorry. I’ve never taken dictation from a man in his bath before.’

He opened one eye and eased up slightly, so that his shoulders appeared above the water. ‘Would you rather I got out?’

‘No!’ She quickly sat in a comfortable wicker chair and stared down at her notebook.

He dictated more slowly than usual, clearly thinking about every word he used, weighing it, carefully. He asked her to read back what he had dictated more than once. He made several changes but was finally happy. ‘That should do it. Knock it out as quickly as you can, Tara. And hand me that towel, will you?’ He erupted from the water. She flung the towel at him and fled, pursued along the corridor by his laughter. He had clearly made a quick recovery.

She typed the document as quickly as she could, but kept making uncharacteristic errors as the image of his hard, well-muscled shoulders and the strong column of his neck kept intruding between her and the screen. She had printed it three times before she was satisfied.

* * *

Adam finally appeared, casually dressed, ready for the journey and read it through. ‘Fine.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I’ll print the rest of the copies, you’d better go and pack your things.’

‘Shall I pack for you?’

He stared at her for a moment. ‘Yes, thank you.’

She was half way up the stairs when the front door opened and Hanna’s voice called an almost unbearably cheery greeting to Adam. In that instance she knew what he had done. He must have known how much she was dreading facing him and had got her out of the way. It was kinder than she deserved. She felt her throat tighten and knew she was close to tears.

‘Stupid!’ Tears wouldn’t help. She blinked hard, but it was too late and as she swiftly folded her clothes into her case, small damp spots appeared with unhappy frequency. Finally everything was packed but the scarlet dress. She shook it out. It seemed pointless to pack it. She would certainly never wear it again. But she didn’t know how to dispose of it and she could hardly leave it hanging in the wardrobe. With a sigh she threw it in her case and closed the lid.

Adam had already begun to pack his clothes. His shoes, his toiletries were already in the case. She emptied the wardrobe and drawers and did a neat workmanlike job, denying herself the pleasure of lingering over the crisp cotton of his shirts, the smooth silk of his ties. Only his dinner jacket caused her a problem. It lay in a crumpled discarded heap behind the chair. She shook it out and was assaulted by his special scent, so evocative, so painful that she almost dropped it.

Falling in love, Beth had said, hurts. You want it to stop almost more than anything else. Except not stopping. She had thought she had loved Nigel. But what had she known about love? There had never been this dreadful ache. The longing to hold him, touch him. The pain in the knowledge that she must never touch him.

She and Nigel had been little more than children. Kissing, holding hands, never even... And then it had been too late. She tried desperately to conjure up his face, touching the little brooch he had made for her and she had worn faithfully every day for him as if somehow it could conjure up the fragile past. But the only face that appeared to haunt her was that of Adam Blackmore. And Beth was right. It hurt.

 






  







 

CHAPTER SIX

 

THEY descended through the murk of low cloud into Heathrow, the grey day reflecting Tara’s mood. At least they had been spared the silence of the outward journey. Adam had worked furiously on the new project all the way, waving away the food the stewardess offered without even asking if she was hungry. Not that she cared. Food would have choked her.

He kept up a steady stream of dictation until her wrist had ached and she had enough in her notebook to keep her totally occupied throughout Monday when Adam would be at the clinic. She would need it.

* * *

How she got through the weekend was something else. Sleep seemed to deal with most of Saturday and she woke in the evening, wondering vaguely whether she had anything to eat in her tiny freezer.

Food did not much appeal but she had no bread and no milk and she made a dash through a wet evening to a nearby store owned and run by an extended family of Italians, which never seemed to close. The sharp clear air brought a touch of colour to her cheeks and she was greeted warmly, as an old friend.

It cheered her a little, and she decided that hungry or not she would make some scrambled eggs on toast before curling up in front of the television. She juggled the eggs and milk and loaf of bread as she struggled for her keys, finally managing to open the door without dropping anything. She had just put everything down in her tiny kitchen when there was a sharp rap at the door. She frowned. No one knew she was back so it couldn’t be Beth. Besides Beth wouldn’t make that unholy racket.

Tara cautiously slid the chain across and opened the door a crack, letting out a startled scream as she saw the tall helmeted figure, night-stick at the ready.

‘Come on out, miss. It’s no good trying to escape.’ The fierce creature had a voice to match his appearance but his expression was obscured by the visor of his helmet. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. He moved a step closer.

She slammed the door. ‘What do you want?’ She tried to shout, but her voice was shaking too much.

‘I’m from Maybridge Securities, miss,’ he said, briskly. ‘The occupant of this flat is away so be a good girl and give yourself up. It’ll save a lot of bother.’

She sagged against the door. Adam had said he would have her flat watched. She released the safety chain and opened the door. ‘I’m sorry, but you gave me such a scare. I’m Tara Lambert.’ He was unresponsive. ‘This is my flat. We came back a few days early, Mr Blackmore...’ She had no need to explain. ‘You can check direct with him. He’s home.’ Unless he was at the clinic with Jane.

The man seemed unimpressed. ‘If you could just identify yourself?’

‘I don’t have to identify myself. I live here. I...’ Tara sighed. The man was simply doing his job, however unwelcome. ‘Wait here.’ She closed the door.

Whatever had happened to the smooth ordered existence that had been her life before Adam Blackmore had erupted into it?

The guard rapped on the door again. She was taking too long and he was getting suspicious. She fished her passport from her dressing table drawer.

‘Tara!’

Adam’s voice on the other side of the door was the last straw. She flung it open and handed the passport to the security man. Adam took it from him.

‘It’s all right, Frank. You can leave it to me.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Blackmore, but the lady seemed to be fiddling with the lock...’

‘Don’t apologise. You were just doing your job.’

‘Right, Mr Blackmore.’ He seemed relieved. ‘I’ll get off. Shall I keep up the patrols now the lady is home?’

‘No,’ Tara intervened quickly. ‘Thank you.’ Frank departed and before she could prevent him Adam was inside. She followed him and snatched her passport from his hand. ‘Still hell-bent on your knight errant act?’ Tara asked, angrily. ‘You’ll be trading in that black monster of yours for something white at this rate.’

‘Any time, my lady.’ He bowed ironically. ‘Knight Errant Unlimited. And you already know my fee,’ he drawled. ‘One kiss, to be collected at my convenience.’

Her face whitened and he was immediately all concern. ‘No, no… I’m sorry. That must have been unpleasant. I should have let them know you were back, but to be honest when I got back from the clinic I just crashed out.’

He rubbed at his stubbly chin a little ruefully and Tara softened.

‘You’d better sit down.’

He looked around. ‘I like this. It’s very pretty. Have you lived here long?’

‘Nearly seven years. I moved in when they finished the conversion.’ He ignored her invitation to sit down, but wandered around, examining the beams.

‘These are genuine. When I saw them the other night I assumed they were just fakes.’

‘Like you, Adam, I have no time for fakes.’ She wished he would go, but he apparently had no intention of leaving. ‘Would you like a cup of...’ She stopped, self-consciously.

‘I’d love a cup of coffee,’ he said, gently. He followed her into the tiny kitchen alcove and spotted the eggs. ‘Frank interrupted your supper.’

‘Nothing special. I was just going scramble some eggs.’ She hesitated. ‘Would you like some?’

He grinned. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’

A few minutes later they were sitting either side of a solid wooden table tucking into the meltingly soft eggs. Tara was very quiet, determined not to do or say anything provocative. She never wanted to be accused of being a tease again.

But Adam’s face showed his concern. ‘Are you all right, Tara?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Frank was just doing his job. You might have been anyone.’

‘I know. I’m all right... really.’

‘No, you’re not. You’re as jumpy as a kitten.’ He placed his hand over hers and she duly jumped. He withdrew it quickly. ‘Oh, I see. It isn’t Frank, it’s me. Do you want me to go?’ 

She wanted him to go. She wanted him to stay. She just wanted him, but he belonged to someone else. It was unbearable. But he misunderstood her silence.

‘You’re expecting someone. I should have realised.’ He stood up. ‘Mr Lambert, perhaps? Although he doesn’t appear to spend much time here.’ He caught sight of the photograph on the mantle and took it down for a closer look. ‘Your wedding photograph.’ His mouth twisted slightly. ‘The bridegroom is rather underdressed for the occasion by most standards.’ He glanced up at her. ‘Your wedding night must have been...interesting.’

The colour rose to her cheeks. ‘He’d broken his leg.’ Riding his motor-cycle much too fast because he was late for the wedding rehearsal.

‘And you were married in the hospital chapel? A rush job, was it?’

‘There were circumstances—’

He was examining the photograph closely. ‘It’s difficult to see because of the traction, but you don’t appear to be—’

‘I wasn’t,’ she finally snapped, taking the picture from him. She looked at it, looked at those two happy faces. ‘I think you’d better go now, Adam.’

He made no move. ‘You were both very young. What were you? Eighteen? Nineteen?’

‘Eighteen,’ she murmured.

‘Too young. How long did it last?’

‘Not long.’ No time at all, in fact. She replaced the photograph, very carefully. ‘He died the night this photograph was taken.’

‘Died? The day you were married?’ He stared for a moment at the photograph as if trying to understand. ‘I’m sorry, Tara. I had assumed you were parted, but this...’ He moved towards her as if to offer some comfort, but she knew that if he touched her she would not be able to help herself and she stepped from his reach and walked quickly to the door.

‘I’d like you to leave, Adam.’

For a moment she thought he wouldn’t go. Then he picked up his soft well rubbed leather jacket and slung it over his shoulder. But in the doorway he paused and turned back to her. ‘Seven years is a long time to be alone, Tara. He wouldn’t have wanted it.’

‘I prefer it that way.’ At least she had, until Adam Blackmore had kissed her.

‘No, Tara. You’re a woman made for love. We both know it. Hanna saw it too.’

‘Please, Adam...’ she begged.

But he hadn’t finished. ‘Is it guilt? Is that why you blow hot and cold?’ He was suddenly very angry. ‘Living isn’t a sin, Tara. Nor is loving.’

She knew that, but surely it was wrong to desire a man who belonged to someone else? ‘Please! Just go!’ She closed her eyes to blot out his face and when she opened them again, he had gone.

* * *

Sunday was bleak. She rang Beth to let her know that she was back but refused her invitation to lunch. One look at her gaunt face and she would know what her friend was going through. She needed just a little time to put her mask in place before she was prepared to face the world.

She went for a long walk along the river. There were already daffodils in the gardens on the opposite bank making a brave effort to cheer the greyness of the day. It might even have felt quite warm if she hadn’t spent the last few days in a hotter climate.

But the wind whipped some colour into her cheeks and the exercise made her blood tingle with life. Until she met Adam Blackmore she had been happy. She told herself that she could be happy again. It would take a little time and she had plenty of that. But first she had to get through Monday.

She woke heavy-headed, for once in her life unwilling to face the day. A shower helped and as she dressed, layering on her armour, she became stronger. She stared at her reflection in the mirror.

Her face was a little paler than usual, her eyes darker. But apart from that there was nothing to betray the fact that the shell that had protected her heart for so long had been shattered and now it lay in her breast, bruised, battered, aching. She rested her hand lightly over the place to reassure herself that it continued to beat.

Life went on.

It was a lesson she had learned once and she would learn it again, given time.

Work was the answer. If for a few weeks she was tied to her agreement with Adam Blackmore, so be it. She would cope. She would have to. At least the sun was shining and Tara stepped out briskly, lifting her chin to the world, unaware of the admiring glances that her cool dark beauty attracted from men pausing momentarily in their own swift progress to watch her pass.

She took the main lift. Somehow the private lift seemed too personal and she wanted to get her relationship with Adam back onto a strictly impersonal plane.

She was greeted with unexpected warmth by the receptionist and several other staff members who crowded in alongside her. They seemed to think she belonged. They were wrong. She was an outsider. A temporary secretary. That was the way she had always wanted it. Until she met Adam Blackmore.

She rode the last stage to his private domain by herself. His office was empty, the desk immaculate as always. She hadn’t expected him to be there; he would be at the clinic, holding Jane’s hand. She shook herself and went through to her own office.

Her own desk was, in stark contrast, piled up with post and messages. She took off her coat and filled the coffeemaker before starting work. She had a feeling she would be needing it.

She gradually worked through the pile, dealing with what she could by herself and answering queries. Then she set herself to clear the work that Adam had dictated on the journey back from Bahrain. 

It was late when she printed off the last memo and she was tidying her desk, leaving everything straight for the morning when she heard the lift arrive.

She prayed that he would go straight into his apartment, or even his office, giving her a chance to escape without speaking to him, but to no avail.

Her door opened. ‘Still here?’ he asked. ‘I thought you would have left hours ago.’

He looked tired and a pang of sympathy wrenched at her. She wanted to ease the tie from his neck, stroke the furrows from his forehead, kiss away the strain. ‘I wanted to finish everything.’

‘Of course,’ he said, dully. ‘Little Miss Perfect.’

Stung she asked, ‘How is Jane?’ She had to keep jabbing at the hurt, reminding herself that what she felt for this man was foolish nonsense.

‘Jane?’ He rubbed his hand over his face. ‘Oh, she’s fine. So is Charles Adam Townsend, thank heavens.’

‘Congratulations.’ Her voice sounded quite normal she thought as she straightened her desk once more.

‘What?’ He shrugged. ‘Oh, right. I’ll pass it on to the appropriate quarters. If you’ve finished you’d better get home.’

‘Yes. I’ve left a list of messages on your desk, but I’ll fill you in tomorrow.’ It wasn’t so difficult if you kept to safe subjects, she thought.

‘Not tomorrow. Not ever.’ Shock lifted her head and she was confronted by his emotionless face. ‘I don’t want you to come back, Tara.’

‘Not…’ She stopped. Why was she surprised? She hadn’t exactly behaved like the perfect secretary during the last few days.

He was at her side in a stride. ‘Don’t look at me like that, damn you! I’ll keep to our agreement. If your temps are half as good as you I’ll have the better part of the bargain.’ He stepped back, clearly regretting the impulse that had brought them within inches of each other. He waved her away. ‘I’ve kept you from your own affairs long enough. Just get me someone here tomorrow who can type.’

‘Until Jane comes back?’

His mouth tightened. ‘Jane won’t be coming back.’

Of course not. She could hardly deposit the boss’s son in the fifth floor crèche every morning. She had been conscious of the dull ache in her chest all day, but now it threatened to explode. She clenched her hands. Keep to business. Think of business and it would be all right.

‘Would you like me to look for a new secretary for you?’ she asked, with every evidence of being completely calm. Completely in control. This seemed to anger him.

‘Why not? Just make sure she’s middle-aged and plain and wears flannelette underwear.’

Tara’s cheeks flamed. ‘I’ll keep those requirements in mind, Adam, but frankly, I prefer to make my judgements on skill and personality.’

‘Do you? Well, to be honest I don’t care overmuch whether she can even type, Tara. Just so long as she doesn’t answer back!’

There were tears burning against her lids now and she had to get out before they began to fall. She grabbed blindly for her bag and her coat. ‘I’ll bring someone in the morning. Walk them through the system.’

‘No. You managed. So must she. I don’t want you here.’ He caught her arm and swung her to face him. ‘Have I made myself clear?’

‘Let go of me!’

He looked down at his hand on her arm, as if wondering how on earth it had got there. Then his eyes flashed up into hers.

‘I’ll let go in my own good time.’

‘Adam!’

‘Before you go you’ll have to settle your outstanding obligations.’

‘I have no obligations to you—’

‘Your outstanding fee for services rendered.’

‘What—’

He drew her slowly towards him. She was shaking her head, pulling desperately in her need to get away. But there was no escape. His eyes fastened her to the spot like a butterfly on a pin. Barely conscious that he had released her she still could not turn and run.

He took her bag and coat from her lifeless fingers then, his hands at her waist, warm, strong, electric through the smooth cloth of her jacket, he drew her towards him. His mouth was closer now. Descending slowly, as if he didn’t want the moment to pass. Slowly, drawing her body along the length of his. Slowly, while he drank in every feature as if for last time. His lips touched her forehead, her brows, gently caressed her eyelids.

Tara moaned as if in mortal agony, but his mouth was relentless in its soft seduction. It courted her temples, wooed the curve of her jaw and the delicate, sensitive skin below her chin. The touch of his lips to hers was both a relief and a menace. Somewhere, deep inside she knew she should be fighting for her survival. There was some good reason why she should fight this seductive pleasure. But her body wasn’t listening.

Softly his lips moved across hers, tempting, flirting, drawing from her little whimpers and moans of longing that she wasn’t even aware of. His tongue flickered teasingly and her lips parted in welcome. This was the kiss she had waited for all her life. Nothing had ever prepared her for the singing sensation, the glorious power she felt surging through her. Nigel had never made her feel remotely like this. Nigel...

She wrenched herself free and fell back against the desk. What on earth was she doing? A few minutes ago this man had said he never wanted to see her again. He was simply extracting payment for a totally imaginary good deed.

‘Tara!’ He reached for her to help her to her feet, but she rejected him.

‘That’s enough!’ She straightened, drawing herself to her full height. Not enough. Not nearly enough, but it seemed to have the desired effect. Adam stepped back. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to consider your fee paid in full, Adam.’ She fumbled in her bag. ‘Here’s the key to your private lift. I shan’t be needing it again.’ She flung it on the desk, pushed past him and ran.

She tried the button to summon the main lift. But the door opened behind her and she would not wait. She fled to the stairs and began to run helter-skelter down them. She had to get away whatever it took.

She reached the ground floor gasping, almost retching. And still she had not escaped. He was there, swearing softly as he lifted her, carried her to his car. She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t scream that she just wanted to be left alone. But the grim cut of his face was a warning that it would make no difference. He was in no mood to listen.

They reached her flat in a few moments and once more he was at her side before she could move. The pain in her chest was beginning to subside, but she hadn’t the strength to push him away when he lifted her from the car and carried her up the steps.

‘Open the door, Tara.’ She opened her bag with shaking fingers and found her keys, jabbing desperately at the lock until it slid home and the door swung open. He carried her through without a word and deposited her on the sofa.

She heard the sound of water running and then he was handing her a glass of water. ‘Sip this.’ She did as she was told. He sat for a while in the chair opposite, saying nothing, elbows on his knees, his head slumped forward, simply waiting until she had recovered sufficiently to sit up. Then he stood up and left, quietly closing the door behind him.

She heard the car start and drive away and then for a long time there was nothing but silence.

* * *

Beth exclaimed with delight when she opened the office door and found Tara already at work.

‘Hello early bird. You’re a sight for sore eyes! I’ve been rushed off my feet.’ She chattered on about the sudden upturn in business as she plugged in the coffeemaker. ‘I don’t know what you did for the gorgeous Mr Blackmore, but we’ve placed two senior secretaries at Victoria House and I’m looking for a permanent junior. Do you know anyone?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘And I’m going to see Jenny on Thursday about getting some computer staff in there.’

‘Just be sure to get off the lift at the right floor.’ Tara advised, cryptically, without looking up from the file. ‘There are one or two girls I’ve interviewed recently, who might do. And I’ve sent Mary Ogden to work for Adam while I find someone permanent for him.’

‘Mary?’ Beth said doubtfully. ‘She’s very good of course, but I wouldn’t have thought she was quite his style.’

Tara considered the starchy fifty-year-old. ‘On the contrary, although I can’t guarantee she fulfils every one of his stringent requirements, I believe she will suit him admirably.’

Beth gave her a long look, then shrugged. ‘You know your business I suppose and you’ve worked for the man. What was the overseas trip like?’ Tara finally raised her head and Beth smothered a gasp as she saw the painful shadows beneath her eyes. She started to say something, but changed her mind and forced a laugh instead. ‘Perhaps Mary is a good idea after all.’ She busied herself with her post and the day’s work began.

If Beth noticed that Tara was tense as a spring, jumping every time the telephone rang she made no comment. Gradually though, as the day wore on and she became more deeply immersed in following up the opportunities for work for her girls, she began to uncoil. Once or twice she caught Beth looking at her sympathetically. It had a bracing effect, straightening her back, reminding her to paint the smile back on her face.

‘I’m just going to get some sandwiches for lunch,’ Beth said suddenly, at about twelve.

Tara didn’t look up from the telephone directory. ‘Fine. Get me—’ But Beth hadn’t waited to hear what she wanted. The door closed with a bang. Tara looked up, exasperated. ‘Well, thanks...’ The words died on her lips as she saw Adam standing in the doorway.

‘I believe that is what is known as a strategic withdrawal.’ He flicked the lock.

‘What do you want, Adam?’

‘Is that any way to greet someone bearing gifts?’

‘I don’t want any gifts from you.’

He perched on the edge of her desk, not in the least put out by the sharpness of her tongue. ‘But this isn’t from me.’ He produced a small box from his pocket and an envelope. ‘It came by courier this morning. All the way from Bahrain.’

He handed her the small leather covered jeweller’s box. She looked up at him, puzzled. ‘What is this?’

It was his turn to be sharp. ‘Open it and see.’

She pressed the catch. On the bed of velvet nestled a pair of creamy pearl ear studs. ‘Oh, how beautiful.’ He took the box from her hand and examined the contents.

‘Yes. A pair of pearls, matched for colour and size. Quite exquisite. From the Bahrain pearl beds of course.’ He regarded her with wintry eyes. ‘Hanna has excellent taste. They will suit you perfectly.’ He handed them back to her. ‘Try them on.’

‘Hanna sent them for me?’

‘The letter was sealed, but I took an educated guess. Who else could it be?’

‘You didn’t steam it open to make certain?’ She snapped the box shut. ‘I don’t want his letter and I don’t want his pearls. Send them back.’

His lip curled slightly. ‘There’s no need to be so dramatic. It’s simply his way of apologising.’

‘I don’t need his apology. As you took so much trouble to point out, I had no one but myself to blame for what happened. Send them back,’ she repeated, stubbornly.

‘I can’t do that, Tara. If I send them back he will simply assume that I never gave them to you.’

‘And that matters to you?’

‘I may have mixed feelings about the man, but he is a brilliant money broker. For the moment we are partners in raising funds for my latest project.’

‘I’m afraid that’s your problem. I don’t want them.’

He smiled slightly and stood up. ‘You could always sell them. The money would make a quite a dent in your overdraft.’

‘What do you know about my overdraft?’ she demanded.

‘I didn’t know anything. But your reaction tells me plenty.’

‘Adam!’ she protested, as he moved to leave. ‘You can’t leave these here.’

But he had already opened the door, carefully replacing the catch. ‘Consider it a bonus, Tara. After all, you clearly earned it on your visit to the beach pavilion. I’m sorry I misunderstood the scene in the summer house. If I hadn’t interrupted you would surely have had the necklace to match.’

She flung the stapler at his head but too late. He had already gone. It bounced harmlessly off the wall and fell to the floor.

Beth bent and picked it up as she returned, replacing it on the desk without comment. ‘I bought you cream cheese and smoked salmon. You look as if you could do with a treat.’

‘Bribery will get you nowhere, Beth Lawrence. How dare you skip out like that and leave me alone with him!’

Beth had the grace to blush. ‘I’m sorry, but he didn’t look as if he wanted an audience.’

Tara sighed. ‘No. I don’t suppose he did.’ She opened the envelope. There was a small certificate from the jeweller guaranteeing the authenticity of the pearls, and a note.

Hanna had been brief. “Forgive me, beautiful Tara. I did not understand. Hanna.”

She picked up her pen and wrote simply, “Forgiven. Tara.” Then she called an international courier service and sent the pearls back.

* * *

Mary Ogden, white lipped and quivering with indignation, came into the office just after three the next day. ‘I’m sorry, Tara. I did my best, but that man is impossible to work for.’

Tara’s heart sank. ‘You’ve left Mr Blackmore?’

‘My ability has never been questioned before.’

‘I’m sorry, Mary. I know he’s not the easiest man in the world to work for and I — er — believe he’s been under some strain recently. But I really thought you would have been able to cope.’

‘Of course I could have coped. I simply asked him to slow down a little when he was dictating.’ She assumed a look of injured dignity. ‘He said his last secretary could keep up with him!’ She made a noise that suggested no one could keep up with him. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my shorthand and I told him so.’

‘And that’s when he asked you to leave?’

‘Not in so many words.’ She compressed disapproving lips. ‘He simply suggested that if I was having a problem keeping up with him I had better look for a less demanding job. I told him that I have worked for—’

Tara smothered a groan. ‘Yes, Mary. Your experience is without question. Sit down and have a cup of coffee.’ She soothed the ruffled feathers, promised to try and find her another job as quickly as possible and heaved a sigh of relief when she finally departed.

Beth chuckled. ‘Do you think he’s trying to tell you something?’

‘What?’ Tara snapped.

Beth raised her hands in surrender. ‘Sorry. None of my business. What are you going to do now?’

‘I’m not quite sure,’ she said, reaching for the telephone, ‘but I’d better do something.’ She made arrangements with another of her temps to take Mary’s place.

‘Don’t you think you ought to have warned her?’ Beth asked, when she replaced the receiver.

‘No. It’ll only make her nervous.’ Beth looked sceptical as she dialled Adam’s number and waited with growing trepidation for him to pick up the phone.

‘Adam Blackmore,’ he barked down the phone. Tara waited. ‘Hello?’ Marginally more friendly she thought, crossly. But not good enough. There was a pause then a soft laugh that sent shivers down her spine. ‘Hello, my lady. I wondered how long it would be before you phoned.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

HER grip on the telephone was painful, her knuckles white with the strain of holding onto her temper.

‘Good afternoon, Adam,’ she said, crisply. ‘I have reason to believe you need another secretary.’

‘I do. And would it be too much to ask for one who can take down a few simple notes without having hysterics this time?’

‘Mary has never had hysterics in her life,’ she said, coldly. ‘I don’t understand your problem, Adam. She was exactly what you asked for. Even down to the underwear,’ she added rashly, her fingers firmly crossed. ‘With the added bonus that she can actually type.’

 Beth’s eyebrows were working overtime on the other side of the office, but Tara studiously ignored them, furiously wishing she hadn’t allowed herself to say anything so stupid. The common sense she had always prided herself on appeared to have deserted her. She wondered if Adam Blackmore had stolen it, along with her heart.

‘You remembered?’ he asked, softly.

She swallowed. Of course she remembered. She would never forget anything he had said or done. She would never forget the way he had held her, the kiss that had driven every thought from her head leaving only him to fill her mind, until the cold draught of sanity had dragged her back to reality.

‘Tara?’ he prompted.

‘Of course I remembered,’ she said, with all the outward appearance of calm. ‘Nothing is too much for a client. Any client,’ she added, and quickly continued. ‘You can expect a suitably qualified senior secretary by the name of Lisa Martin at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.’ He made no response to this and Tara was beginning to find it difficult to breathe. ‘She is our very best shorthand secretary. She doesn’t normally work during the school holidays, but I have managed to persuade her to work for you,’ she rushed on.

‘I’m glad you have a good memory. It will help keep you warm on cold winter nights.’ His voice was without emotion, yet as he dropped the receiver back onto the cradle she shivered.

She put the phone down quickly and snatched her hand away as if somehow he could reach out through the receiver and hold her. She had tried to be business-like, but he continued to torment her. Why? He was the one who said he didn’t want to see her ever again. So why couldn’t he just leave her to get on with her life?

What life? forlornly echoed back in her head. Before she had met Adam she’d had work, a new business to build up with Beth, a pleasant social life and a godmother in the Lake District who emerged only for weddings and funerals these days and who she didn’t see enough of, but who she loved dearly.

She still had all those things, but none of them seemed to matter very much. Perhaps if she had had a family, brothers and sisters it would have been different. But she had never known her parents. Mr and Mrs Lambert had taken her in when she was orphaned as a baby. She smiled at the memory of that life. She had been lucky she knew. They had cared for her as if she had been their daughter and she had always thought of Nigel as a nothing more than a big brother until he went away to college to study design.

She had missed him so much more than she had expected. Other girls seemed to quarrel endlessly with their brothers, but Nigel had always been there for her, protecting her, the very best friend she had ever had. When he asked her to marry him it had seemed so obvious, so right.

She sighed. There had been none of the searing, blazing passion that Adam generated by his very presence, by the sound of his voice on the telephone. Nigel hadn’t turned her bones to jelly, her blood to fire. It had been a comfortable, easy relationship. They would have been happy, given the chance. But a small doubt niggled at the back of her mind. If she had met someone like Adam Blackmore, would it have been enough? Perhaps that’s what Jane’s marriage had been like. Comfortable. Until Adam Blackmore settled like a thorn under her skin.

The afternoon seemed to drag interminably. Despite work left on her desk, as soon as the clock turned five-thirty Tara pulled on her coat.

‘What’s the hurry?’ Beth asked, surprised.

‘I’ve had enough. I need a hot bath, a bowl of spaghetti and a very large bar of chocolate. In no particular order.’

Beth looked sympathetic. ‘I recognise the symptoms. Go and wallow. You’ll feel so guilty tomorrow that you won’t have to time to worry about the heartache.’

Tara was going to deny it, but it would be pointless. Beth was an incurable romantic, falling in and out of love at the drop of a hat.

‘Is it like this for long?’ she asked.

‘It varies, sweetheart. What was it like when Nigel died?’

Tara tried to remember. ‘It wasn’t like this, Beth. I grieved for Nigel. I loved him. I’d loved him all my life.’ She shook her head. ‘But it wasn’t like this.’

Beth shook her head. ‘Maybe you should go away for a few days. You could do with a break.’

‘Perhaps, later.’

‘Not later. We’ll go to Alberto’s and have a carbfest. Pasta, Chianti and some of that amazing chocolate cake he makes. It’s the very best sticking plaster for a broken heart, I promise.’ She grinned. ‘Trust me, I know. You can fall into the bath later.’

Tara suddenly laughed. ‘Fall is probably the right words, but you got me at chocolate cake.’

‘Oh, well done.’ Beth said, approvingly. ‘You’re going to make an excellent patient.’

Beth had her giggling through the meal, telling her the most outrageous stories about the many boyfriends she had had over the years. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she finally, protested. ‘That’s too much.’

Beth shrugged. ‘Ah, well. It’s my contention that you should never spoil a good story by sticking too closely to the truth.’

When they parted in Victoria Road to go their separate ways, Tara felt better. The laughter had helped. She didn’t think it would last, but tonight she would have a soak in the bath and she would sleep.

‘Good evening, Mrs Lambert.’ The security guard raised his hand in salute as she passed him.

She let herself in, her good mood evaporated in the space of a second. She glared at the telephone. She should ring him and tell him to call off his watchdog right now, but the morning would do. And she wouldn’t telephone. She would have to keep her distance from Adam if she was ever to recover her equilibrium. She would send him a polite little note instead.

The light on the answering machine was winking and she pressed the play button. There were a couple of calls from people she hadn’t seen for a week or two. A message from Jim, sounding quite desperate, asking her to ring him. The last call was a voice she had heard before, but couldn’t quite put a name to.

‘Tara? I hope this is the right number, I got it out of the phone book. I wondered if you would come into the clinic and see me if you can spare the time? Perhaps at the weekend. Saturday at about four o’clock would be a good time.’ Jane? ‘Sorry, this is Jane Townsend. I should have said that first. I’m absolutely hopeless with these things. I’m rather worried about Adam and I think it’s time we had a little a chat.’

Oh, yes, it was Jane. That warm breathless charm was unmistakable. And she wanted to have a little chat about Adam. Warn her off, more likely. Under the circumstances she would probably feel the same way. She angrily turned the taps on in the bathroom, her mood destroyed completely, wondering what friendly little voice at Victoria House had taken the trouble to pass on the information that she should watch her back.

Well, she would go. She owed the woman that. She would reassure Jane that she had no intention of disrupting her domestic arrangements with Adam. For her own peace of mind she hoped never to speak to the man again.

And Jim was back on her trail. It was time she put an end to that once and for all. She dialled his number but there was no reply. Then with a squeal of panic fled to the bathroom just in time to prevent a flood.

* * *

She did sleep. She awoke heavy eyed and heavy limbed to the alarm clock, hardly sure what day it was. She lay still for a moment collecting her thoughts. Thursday. The week was apparently endless. But it was Thursday, her busiest day. Time to get up.

She climbed out of bed. The paperboy had pushed the local weekly through the letterbox and the postman had delivered his usual quota of bills. She picked them up and dumped them on the kitchen table and went and stood under the shower to finish waking up.

She checked her diary. There were several appointments which caused a frown to gently furrow her brow. She and Beth had to make up the salary cheques for the girls today for collection on Friday. And there was the local newspaper to scan for advertisements for vacancies and follow-up contacts to make offering to take the pain out of staff hunting.

She swallowed her tea, grabbed the mail and newspaper and hurried to the office. It was only just past eight o’clock when she arrived, but Beth followed her in with the same idea of getting an early start.

They both settled down immediately to their respective newspaper advertisements and had a list to work through by nine-thirty. Beth did quite well, despatching a couple of her people for interviews and then prepared to depart for her chat with Jenny Harmon.

‘I can’t wait to see the inside of Victoria House. The atrium is lovely. Such gorgeous shops. So individual, not all carbon copy replicas of every other shopping centre.’

Tara half smiled. They might not look it, but every one of them was part of a countrywide chain. Like the wine bar they were all part of the Blackmore empire. A very small part. But instead of working at an instantly identifiable image, each shop had been individually designed for its locality and given its own name. Women who wouldn’t be seen dead in a chain store used them every day without a qualm.

‘The whole building is quite stunning. I’d love to be able to afford a suite there. People would have to take us rather more seriously if we could boast Victoria House as our address.’

‘Hey, listen, lady,’ Beth said, sternly. ‘We are being taken seriously these days. Business is looking up and the holiday season hasn’t started yet.’

‘Yes, you’re right.’ And there was the added bonus of her fee for working for Adam. Financially at least, things were getting better, and not just because of Victoria House, word seemed to be getting around. ‘It’ll be all smiles at the bank next week.’

‘Oh, it has been this week, my love. Quite a change of atmosphere. The manager actually spoke to me yesterday. Just to pass the time of day.’

‘Wonders will never cease. Here we go.’ The temps began the lunch time rush with their time sheets.

‘I’ll bring you back a sandwich.’

When Beth returned triumphant some time later, Tara took the opportunity to walk down by the river for a blow of fresh air. March had tipped over into April and suddenly it was warmer, spring-like, with blossom everywhere. She sat on a bench watching the river. The leisure-craft were being moved into position for the summer season and there was a general bustle about which would normally have enchanted her.

Nothing seemed to register, however. Tara watched it all happening as if she were seeing events taking place on a stage a long way off. She was no longer involved.

She sighed and opened the newspaper and instantly her eye was drawn to a photograph of a young dark-haired woman, baby cradled at her elbow, a smiling man leaning over to touch the tiny fingers.

Adam.

It was like a knife through her heart and, as she was caught up in a torment of guilt and jealousy the paper fell from her lifeless fingers, blew across the grass and sank into the river.

She had known, yet she had still fallen in love with him. She hadn’t believed such things happened. She had always imagined people were in control of their own destinies. If they were foolish and irresponsible they got hurt. She hadn’t wanted to fall in love. She had been content with her life. It hadn’t been exciting, but she had friends, had her work and the challenge of the new business. Her life would go on, she supposed. Outwardly it would hardly change at all. But she knew that contentment had flown out of the door the night she had thrown herself, unwittingly into Adam Blackmore’s arms.

* * *

She finally moved, surprised to find how cold she was. She glanced at her watch. She had been sitting there for two hours. Guilt carried her back to the office on winged heels, her arrival coinciding with that of Lisa Martin, who pounced on her.

‘I’m sorry, Tara. You’ll have to find someone else for Mr Blackmore.’

Tara’s heart sank. ‘Is it the children?’ she asked, hopefully. ‘There is a crèche at Victoria House. Maybe something could be arranged.’

‘It’s nothing to do with the children. It’s him.’

Beth raised her eyes speakingly to the ceiling, then poured a cup of coffee and sat the woman down. ‘Tell me about him,’ she said. ‘You’re the third secretary he’s had this week and I’m beginning to get interested. What did he do? Complain about your shorthand?

Tara flashed a warning look at Beth. ‘He does dictate very fast.’

‘That’s something of an understatement. I don’t know who his last secretary was, but I suggested if she was that good he had better get her back no matter what it cost him.’ She half frowned. ‘He said that money wasn’t the problem. I told him it wasn’t a problem for me, either. I wasn’t prepared to work for him at any price.’

Tara sighed. ‘All right, Lisa. We’ll pay you for today and tomorrow.’

When she had gone she and Beth exchanged a glance. ‘It’s deliberate, isn’t it?’ Tara asked. ‘I’m not being paranoid?’

‘It’s deliberate. And off the top of my head I’d say Lisa has it about right. He wants you back. Although whether he knows it is a moot point.’

‘He...’ Her voice quivered. She cleared her throat. ‘Nonsense. Anyway, he can’t have me. And if he keeps this up he won’t have anyone.’ She pulled a pile of time sheets towards her.

‘You’re not going to telephone him?’ Beth asked.

‘No, I don’t think so. If he wants someone let him call us.’

‘Going to make him beg?’ Beth asked, slyly, with every appearance of innocence.

Tara shook her head. The thought of Adam Blackmore begging for anything was unimaginable.

The afternoon was devoted to the payroll, which required careful concentration and the phone was so busy that she soon forgot to jump every time it rang. It was a shock then to suddenly hear his voice, so close, against her ear.

There was no polite preamble. ‘Tara. I’ve been waiting for your call.’ She gripped the phone convulsively, quite unable to speak. ‘You must know by now that I need another secretary.’

‘Lisa did drop by on her way home. I’m afraid I shall have to invoice you for the full two days for her.’

‘Find me a decent secretary,’ he said, sharply, ‘and we’ll talk about it.’ He hung up.

Tara stared at the phone for a moment, then replaced it on the receiver. ‘Any ideas?’ she asked Beth with a sigh.

‘You know what I think.’

‘You’re wrong, Beth. He told me to go. That he didn’t want to see me again.’

‘Did he?’ Beth considered. ‘Then if you don’t mind me saying so, he’s going a funny way about it. Why don’t you take pity on the man?’

Tara lowered her thick dark lashes to conceal the sudden brightness in her eyes. ‘Beth, his last secretary has just had a baby. It’s her I’m taking pity on.’

‘Oh, my dear. I’m so sorry.’

‘Please don’t...’ But it was too late. The threatening tears spilled down her cheeks.

Beth busied herself with filing cards. ‘How about Mo? Her shorthand is good.’

Tara shook her head. ‘She doesn’t deserve it. None of them do.’

‘Oh, wait a minute. I’ve got the answer… Janice is our girl!’

‘But I thought she was working for that accountant on a permanent basis now.’

‘She called in on Monday to say she’s back in the market. She’s unflappable, takes one hundred and fifty words a minute without flinching and she’s not afraid to speak her mind.’ She chuckled. ‘It’s the nearest he’s going to get to you. Except in age.’

‘I wonder what her underwear is like?’

‘Tara?’ Beth was looking at her a little oddly. 

‘Sorry, thinking out loud.’

‘I see. Well, leave Janice to me. I think you should run along home. You look fit to drop.’

‘You say the kindest things.’

Beth tilted an eyebrow at her. ‘I suppose it’s only polite to phone the man and let him know who to expect in the morning?’

She shook her head. ‘No, don’t do that. Let him sweat.’ And almost managed a smile.

* * *

Saturday dawned bright and clear. The first real warm spring day. Tara barely noticed. She cleaned her flat thoroughly, making sure her hands were occupied, but it didn’t help her head or her heart. Today she would have to face Jane and reassure her that she had no competition and she was trying very hard not to think about it.

After lunch, a sandwich that she barely touched, Tara went to change.

A plain grey skirt, an old but favourite white blouse from Laura Ashley, its collar fanned up like a ruff, a long black knitted edge to edge jacket. The barest touch of make-up. Her hair pulled back and tied with a neat red bow at the nape. She surveyed herself in the mirror. Very ordinary. Jane would never believe she was a threat in such an outfit.

She smiled at her reflection.

She must remember to smile.

On the final few steps to the front of the clinic she almost lost her nerve. She could always write... or phone... anything but this.

A friendly porter made a point of coming over. ‘First visit? Where do you want to go?’

‘Maternity,’ she almost croaked.

He pointed the way and stood and watched to make sure she followed his directions, nodding encouragement as she seemed to hesitate.

She found Jane’s room with a little help from a nurse and tapped at the door.

‘Come in.’ The voice was instantly recognisable.

She opened the door and stepped inside. There was no turning back.

Jane Townsend looked at her curiously for a moment. ‘Are you Tara Lambert?’ she asked, with apparent surprise. Then her face widened in a smile. ‘How kind of you to come.’ 

‘I...’ Her voice stuck. She offered the flowers she had bought. ‘I thought I should.’

Jane touched the furry yellow centres of the daisies. ‘Just like a bunch of sunshine. Thank you.’

She was older than Tara had expected. At least thirty, with a fine strand of silver in the neatly tied back hair. And her face seemed oddly familiar. But then she remembered the photograph in the newspaper.

‘Come and meet the son and heir.’

Almost numb, Tara moved around the bed. The baby was lying asleep in a small cot beside his mother, his fists bunched tightly against pink, downy cheeks. 

‘His hair is blonde!’ The words were startled from her. She had been so afraid he would be like Adam, with a mop of dark hair and green eyes. Stupid. All babies had blue eyes. He opened them and seemed to smile at her.

‘Isn’t it gorgeous.’ Jane touched the soft curls. ‘It will darken later I suppose, but such fun.’

‘He’s beautiful.’ 

‘Pick him up if you like.’

She lifted the tiny bundle into her arms and cradled him, touching the small fingers letting them grip her own, comparatively huge one. She breathed the warm, milky smell of him and a wave of unbearable longing swept over her.

She glanced up to see Jane regarding her with great interest. ‘You seem to have made a good recovery,’ she said, quickly.

‘Oh, yes. Just as long as I don’t cough. It’s hell on the stitches.’

Tara had thought it would be easy to hate Jane Townsend, but it wasn’t. She was so natural, so easy to be with. ‘Tell me about Bahrain. Did you enjoy yourself? How is Hanna?’

‘He was very charming,’ she said, tactfully.

Jane laughed. ‘He kissed your hand and made you feel you were the most beautiful woman in the world?’

‘He kissed my hand a lot.’ But he couldn’t make her feel beautiful because she had known it was just an act. ‘I thought it was simply to annoy Adam.’

‘Did it?’ The question came so quickly that she immediately realised her mistake.

Conscious that Jane was watching her closely she forced a smile to her lips. ‘Of course not. Why should it?’

Jane’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Forgive me for being personal, Tara, but do you always dress like that?’

Tara glanced down at the monotone of her garments and remembered the red dress. ‘Not always.’

‘It’s odd. Adam said you were a widow, but I had anticipated something merrier.’ Tara started at the word but managed to keep the smile in place.

‘He just seems to catch me at my worst moments. He’s been something of a Galahad,’ she added, in an attempt to suggest that his motives had been entirely pure.

‘Adam is the sort of man any damsel in distress could trust with her life, her heart…’

Oh, God, this was so much worse than she had imagined!

‘Is he good?’ she asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the infant in her arms. ‘Charles Adam.’

‘It should have been the other way around…’ The door opened and she looked up. ‘Speak of the devil and he’s bound to appear. Hello, my darling.’

Adam stiffened in the doorway as he took in the sight of her sitting cradling the baby. ‘Tara?’

‘I asked her to come,’ Jane said, a little defiantly, Tara thought. ‘I wanted to meet her. I hope you’ve brought enough grapes for three.’

‘No.’ Tara rose to her feet and placed the baby gently in his crib. ‘I must go.’ 

‘Nonsense,’ Jane said. ‘Sit down, Tara. Adam won’t stay long and he’ll take you home if I ask him nicely. Won’t you, darling?’

Adam scowled at her. ‘If you insist.’ He was curt to the point of rudeness.

‘I do.’

He shrugged, not looking at her and she was forced to sit through agonies of embarrassment as he dropped a careless kiss on Jane’s cheek, painfully aware of how his voice softened for her.

‘How are you today?’

‘Desperate to go home. I hate this place.’

‘Next week,’ he said, firmly. ‘And the little tadpole?’ He leaned across and touched the baby’s cheek. ‘Hello, Charlie.’

‘Don’t call him that! His name is Charles!’ To Tara’s horror, Jane’s face suddenly crumpled. ‘Oh, Adam, I’m sorry, I just wish...’

‘Sssh. It won’t be long.’ He sat on the bed and gathered her into his arms to comfort her. ‘It won’t be long now, I promise.’

Tara muttered an excuse and almost ran from the room. He caught her a hundred yards down the road. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he demanded, turning her back towards the car park. ‘I said I’d take you home.’

‘There’s no need. I need some fresh air. Hospitals make me feel queasy.’ At least this one did.

‘Really?’ He gave her a hard look. ‘Or was it just a ploy to get me to chase after you?’

‘Why on earth should I do that?’

‘I have no idea.’ He opened the car door for her and she got in quickly before he could touch her. ‘Why did you come here?’ 

‘Jane rang and asked me to come and see her.’

‘Why?’ He was relentless.

‘You’ll have to ask her that.’ 

But she knew. Jane hadn’t asked her to come to warn her off her man. She wanted to demonstrate to her rival that she had no chance. Wanted Tara to sit and hold the child that she and Adam had made, touch it, see how closely Adam was bound to her. She must have known that Adam would be visiting her this afternoon and had specified just the right time for Tara to call. 

When the stage was set and all the players had been allocated their parts, she had produced the tears, turning the agony-screw, forcing her to witness Adam holding her, comforting her. Then she had thrown in the final humiliation, the consolation prize of a lift home. And Adam had accused her of being a good actress.

 






  







 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

‘JANE sends her apologies for the tears.’ He glanced across at her as they waited at the exit to the car park for a gap in the traffic. ‘Apparently it’s quite common. The hormones go all to pieces.’

‘You’re quite the expert.’ Her voice was scratchy and she hated herself for it. She had lost her heart, the least she could do was hang onto her self-respect. He must never know how much she was hurting.

‘Hardly that,’ he said as he pulled out, neatly avoiding a cab that cut across him. 

The journey continued for some time in silence, each of them deep in their thoughts. Tara closed her eyes in an effort to blot out the overpowering presence of the man she loved, edgily aware of the precarious nature of her self-control. But the faint scent of some citrus based cologne, mingled with the leather of the upholstery and something wholly insubstantial that called to her, focusing every nerve-ending, until she gave up the unequal struggle and turned to look at him.

She had thought, in the first second she had seen him that he was ruthless. And it was true, there was a drive, a dynamism that had carried him to a position of power and influence that he enjoyed without apology. But there was so much more. She had thought of him as a black knight, but that wasn’t right. He had his faults, heaven knew, but he was on the side of the angels. He might even now regret his affair with Jane. The way he had kissed her that last day in his office had been more than simple lust. He had wanted her as much as she wanted him and only her fingertip grasp on sanity had stopped them from making the most terrible mistake. But he was aware of his responsibilities to Jane and the baby and he would never desert her. That was right and she accepted it. 

He turned suddenly and caught her staring. ‘You sent the pearls back.’ The unexpectedness of this statement, so far from her own thoughts, came as a shock. ‘Why?’ he demanded.

‘What did you expect?’ she asked. ‘You refused to do it for me.’

‘I thought you were being unnecessarily noble. Hanna could afford to be generous.’ 

‘That’s not the point.’

He glanced across at her again. ‘You’ve quite shaken Hanna’s faith in the avarice of women, you know.’

‘You’ve spoken to him?’

‘He telephoned in something of a panic, demanding to know what you wanted from him. What it would take to buy your silence. He assumed, you see, that returning the earrings was a very sophisticated form of blackmail. A suggestion that it wasn’t quite enough.’

Her eyes widened in horror. ‘No, Adam!’ He had to believe her. 

‘I finally convinced him that if you had said you had forgiven him he could forget the whole thing. He’s a broken man, Tara. He’s not used to forgiveness without having pay for his misdeeds. His wife extracts jewels like a quack dentist.’ He half smiled. ‘No anaesthetic.’

She looked at her hands nervously pleating her skirt. She could cope with anything but that smile. ‘I could never have worn them.’

‘Well, you’ve done yourself no harm. He’s a powerful friend and he feels a debt of honour.’

‘A singularly inapt phrase, if I may say so.’

‘What? Oh, yes, I suppose it is.’ They were stationary in traffic and he drummed his fingers impatiently against the steering wheel. 

Tara felt herself beginning to crack. It had been a dreadful day and being forced into his company this way was the most subtle form of torture. Looking out of the window she realised they were near a station. 

‘Look, I’m sorry you were lumbered with me, Adam. There’s a station over there, I’ll make my own way home from here.’ She moved to unfasten her seat belt.

‘Stay where you are, the traffic’s about to move.’

‘Well could you just pull over and let me out?’

He stared at her. ‘Is my company really so abhorrent to you?’ The traffic began to move, but he stayed put and in seconds an angry chorus of horns began to sound behind them. 

‘Adam!’

‘Answer me!’

She couldn’t lie. ‘You said you didn’t want to see me again. Ever.’

‘Which just goes to show how much I know,’ he said, bitterly. He glanced in his mirror and raised a placating hand to those behind before moving off. 

‘Please, Adam,’ she implored. 

He ignored her, accelerating away as the traffic cleared in front of them and the station was left far behind. ‘Surely it’s not too much to ask for your company for a few miles? You don’t have to talk to me if that’s a problem.’

She didn’t answer. There was no point now. Apparently satisfied that this was a positive response, he slid a disk into the deck and the strains of Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto filled the car, putting an end to the verbal sparring.

Tara closed her eyes, allowing the music to lift her and carry her where it would. She didn’t open them, even when they came to a halt, assuming that it was simply traffic lights until he cut the engine and the silence flooded back. 

Dragged back to reality, she looked around her. They were parked alongside the river. ‘Where are we?’

‘Somewhere in Buckinghamshire,’ he said, enigmatically. ‘Does it matter? I just felt like a walk. I’ve been chained to my desk all week and I’d like to blow the cobwebs away.’

‘Won’t it be dark soon?’ she protested.

‘Not for an hour. We’ll just take a gentle stroll down by the river. Nothing strenuous.’ He offered his arm. For a moment she held back. But he had been forced to bring her in order to indulge Jane’s need to control him, and it would be churlish to insist on being taken straight home when he clearly wanted some fresh air. Truth to tell, she could do with some herself.

She slipped her hand under his arm and allowed him to lead her down to the waterside. They walked for a while along the bank. It was peaceful. The river was running smooth and strong, trailing out the willows, and the coots and mallards were busy about the bank. The warm spring evening had tempted out quite a few people, but as the light began to fade they all seemed to be heading in one direction. Adam followed them and Tara found herself being led into the warm interior of an ancient inn. He ducked under a low beam and approached the bar.

He turned back to her. ‘What would you like?’ It was the normality of it all that was so bizarre. He seemed completely unaware of the oddity of their situation. Perhaps that was the best way. Keep up the pretence of normality.

‘A glass of white wine, please.’

He ordered a tomato juice for himself and led the way to small table in the corner. For a moment he said nothing, just looked at her as if trying to make a decision. 

‘What did you think of Jane? Did you like her?’ The question had an odd ring to it, as if her answer was important to him. There was no likelihood of their ever being friends. She hoped never to have to meet the woman again.

Her hand trembled as she lifted the glass to her lips. 

‘Our acquaintance was very brief,’ she hedged. Then with more determination. ‘The talk was mostly about the baby.’ 

A muscle in his jaw tightened as this reminder of his elevation to the ranks of fatherhood. ‘You looked very beautiful with a baby in your arms, Tara.’ 

She felt the slow burn of colour rising to her cheeks. There was no mistaking the look in his eyes.

‘I’m not in the market for babies, Adam. I have a career.’

He leaned forward, taking her hand in his and she was powerless to stop him. ‘Are you so determined on it? A life alone with only a pampered lapdog to lavish your affection on in your old age? Your husband died, Tara, but the world didn’t end. It was a long time ago and it’s time you started living again. You should be loved, cherished. Let me—’

Not the end of the world? He would never know how near to the end of the world it was. To have misjudged him so completely. Her voice was hoarse, but her meaning was crystal. ‘I can’t help you, Adam.’ 

He sat back as if slapped. ‘Then it’s true. You’re still in love with him.’

‘I will always love him. Is that so strange?’ Not like I loved you, she thought, but at least Nigel had never hurt her.

His eyes snapped contemptuously. ‘Even when you begged me to love you?’ 

The desire to strike back, to cause him pain to match her own was overwhelming. ‘We all have our needs, Adam. You were simply replacing my chosen partner for the evening. You were the one who backed out.’

‘You little bitch!’

‘What’s the matter, Adam?’ She felt utterly reckless because nothing mattered any more. ‘Surely you didn’t think only men could enjoy themselves in bed without any emotional commitment?’

A vein was beating fiercely at his temple. ‘No, Tara. But I was fool enough to hope...’ His smile was deadly. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ He stood up, seizing her elbow and pulling her after him out into the darkness of the river bank. When he stopped in darker shadows of an ancient willow, he turned quickly and dragged her into his arms. ‘If it’s simply fun you want, Tara. I’m as game as the next man.’

‘No!’ She pushed violently at his chest with her hands, but he had expected that and was unmoved. He pulled her closer, fitting the curves of her body to his, letting her feel his arousal. Tara began to tremble. She had goaded him beyond endurance and now he was going to take her, here on the cold, damp grass in the darkness beside the river. Tears began to flow unchecked down her cheeks. ‘Please, don’t,’ her voice broke on a sob.

He raised his hand to her cheek and felt the wetness. ‘Tears?’ He swore then and tore away from her. ‘My God, Tara, you drive me to the edge of insanity. I want you so much that sometimes I think I hate you.’ His breath was coming in short gasps. ‘Don’t you feel it? This... electricity.’ He reached out as if to shake an answer from her, but she flinched away and he stepped back, holding his hands high where she could see them, as if that would make her feel safe. ‘Why do you deny it?’

‘I need a little more than electricity to switch me on, Adam. I need someone who will love me all the time. Not just in the gaps between visiting Jane and her baby.’

‘Jane? What on earth has she got to do with us?’

‘Everything. That’s why she wanted to see me today, Adam. She needed reassurance.’

‘About what, precisely?’ His voice jarred against her breast bone. He was angry now, but there was nothing she could do about that. Jane would have to deal with him herself. She seemed more than capable.

‘You’re the expert on hormones, Adam. She’s just had a baby. She feels vulnerable. She wanted to be sure that I was no threat to her. I did my best which, heaven knows, is more than you deserve.’

His sudden harsh laughter was like a knife. ‘Is that why you’re dressed like a dowd?’ She made no answer. ‘It doesn’t work, my lady. Don’t you know that would turn heads dressed in a sack?’ Without warning he reached across and tugged the ribbon free from her hair, loosening it with his hands, his fingertips kindling hot trails of sensation, sparking dangerous desire that raced through her bloodstream like vintage champagne. 

‘No!’ She wrenched herself away and ran back into the inn, ignoring his bellow of rage at her escape. 

The landlady took one look at her face when she asked to use to the telephone and ushered her through to her sitting room to call a taxi, then left her tactfully alone to repair the damage to her tearstained face, brush out her hair. 

She sat in the back of the cab as the miles flew past trying not to think. But her mind seemed to have gone into overdrive and the only thing on it was Adam Blackmore. Vivid images flashed before her in an endless procession. His eyes as he launched an attack on an unwary opponent across the boardroom table; his eyes burning her up with desire. His hands firmly gripping a steering wheel; his hand touching a baby’s cheek; his hand against her skin.

‘Is this it, miss?’

The driver’s voice jerked her back to the reality, the pain of now. ‘Oh, yes. Thanks. How much do I owe you?’

‘The gentleman paid, miss.’

‘Gentleman? But how did he know...?’ She saw the driver’s expression alter to one of interest and stopped. It must have been obvious what she would do. Or maybe the landlady had told him. ‘Can you tell me how much it was so that I can repay him?’

She passed Frank on her way into the mews reporting all was well into his radio and he raised his hand in greeting. She responded vaguely. Adam had apparently ignored her polite little note demanding his withdrawal. Well, he was hardly likely to worry about her safety after the dreadful things she had said to him this evening.

Her face burned at the recollection.

She had portrayed herself as the wanton he had believed her to be. Some wanton, who cried because the man she loved lusted after her. Her hand flew to her mouth and she ran for the bathroom. 

* * *

It didn’t take her long to pack. Her godmother was always too distracted with her own affairs to be over-interested in anyone else’s. A week with her would clear the air and give her breathing space to get herself under control. 

She had telephoned Beth, who sensing Tara’s distress, but keeping any curiosity to herself, offered her car for the journey. 

‘It’ll take forever on the train. And don’t worry about the office,’ she forestalled her. ‘I’ll get someone in if I need help.’ She paused. ‘I take it you don’t want your address given to anyone who might ask?’

‘No one will ask.’ She stopped overnight at a small hotel and telephoned Lola to warn her of her imminent arrival. Her complete lack of surprise was exactly what Tara needed. It would be a relief to spend a few days with someone who didn’t know or care that Adam Blackmore existed.

* * *

She spent the days walking, reading, listening to music and watching Lola paint the delicate water colours with which she illustrated her books on the world’s flora. She had been her mother’s best friend from her school days, the only contact she had with the young unknown faces in old albums of photographs, and when the mood took her, a fund of stories.

Lola had been in India on a field trip when her parents were killed by a lorry plunging out of control across a motorway barrier. She had immediately returned to England to assume whatever responsibilities were to be thrust upon her, but Tara always suspected that it had been something of relief to find her goddaughter already happily settled with the kindly neighbour who had been babysitting her while her parents went away for the weekend. 

But she had dealt with the financial side of things and invested her parents’ small estate so there was enough money for Tara never to be a burden to the Lamberts. Enough even for a deposit on the tiny new house she and Nigel were to have lived in.

She had always kept an eye on her from a distance. Always remembered the important things. And she had been there when she had been desperately needed. It was Lola who had taken the brunt of her grief when Nigel had died.

The week passed too quickly. She arrived back at Beth’s just before lunchtime on Sunday morning and her partner was delighted to see her.

‘You’re looking better.’

‘I’m recovering, Beth. Apparently a broken heart isn’t fatal.’

‘Thank God for that,’ she said with conviction. ‘But it is like being ill. Take one day at time. You’ll wake up one morning and realise that the pain isn’t unbearable any more.’

‘I’ll take your word for it. You’ve been there often enough.’ Beth’s eyes sparkled. ‘I don’t believe it! Not again?’

‘This time it’s the real thing. I swear it.’ Tara shook her head, wondering at her friend’s stamina. Once was enough for her. ‘And you were wrong about there being no enquiries for you.’

Her hand trembled and she set down the mug of coffee, afraid it might spill. She wasn’t strong enough yet. ‘He telephoned?’

‘He came to the office.’ Beth pursed her lips. ‘I know you think he’s the pits, but frankly, I was very taken with your Mr Blackmore.’

‘He’s not mine.’ Her pulse was hammering in her ears. ‘What did you tell him?’

‘Simply that you had gone away and I wasn’t at liberty to tell him where you were.’

‘Did he just take that?’ Why had she said that? Why did she want the answer to be no? She closed her eyes. It mustn’t matter so much. Recovery was still a long way from certain.

‘He didn’t actually try to beat your address out me, if that’s what you’re wondering.’

Tara flushed. ‘Well, thanks.’

‘You could be more enthusiastic. Did you expect me to crack under his charm and spill the beans? He looked fit to come after you.’

‘Of course not,’ she said, quickly.

Beth did not look convinced. ‘Can I offer you something to eat?’

‘No, if I can just beg a lift home via the Italian shop to pick up some bread and milk.’

They had to drive by Victoria House to get to the mews. Tara kept her eyes firmly on the road ahead, terrified that he might just glance down from his penthouse and spot her. Beth said nothing, but Tara saw her mouth twitch.

‘I know he can’t see me. Doesn’t even know your car. I just feel... vulnerable.’

She felt safer inside her flat. She stepped over the pile of mail and newspapers on the mat. It was home, a bolt hole; it represented safety. She checked the rooms. Everything was exactly as she had left it, apart from a week’s dust that had settled quietly over the furniture. She whisked quickly around with the duster, then made herself a sandwich.

She forced herself to eat every mouthful. If she kept going through the motions it might eventually become habit-forming. She washed the dishes, unpacked, loaded the washing machine, made her bed, vacuumed. Opened the mail and sorted it all to deal with at the office on Monday. All tedious little jobs that kept her mind from dwelling on heartache. But it was still only five o’clock.

A sudden desperation overtook her to stay busy. She would make Beth a chocolate cake. A thank you for loaning her the car. She switched on the radio to some cheerful commercial station and gathered her ingredients. The electric mixer was noisily whisking sugar and butter to soft peaks of cream to the accompaniment of the top twenty, when another sound, an insistent tapping, gradually began to overlay the general clatter. Tara switched off the whisk. It was someone knocking at the door. 

Her first reaction was to switch the mixer back on and ignore it. She didn’t want to see anyone and if it was next door she could always say she hadn’t heard.

Tara sighed and turned down the radio. She wasn’t much good at fibs. The only lie she had ever told with any conviction, the only one anyone had ever believed was the one she had told Adam about wanting Hanna Rashid.

Having decided to answer the door she almost ran. There was no way of knowing how much longer her caller would wait.

But when she flung open the door she wished she had obeyed her first instincts. Her visitor was the last person in the world she expected to see. And the least welcome.

‘Hello, Tara.’

She took an involuntary step back and Jane Townsend, reading this as an invitation to enter, sailed blithely over the threshold. ‘I’m so glad you’re home. I was just about to give up and go away,’ she said. ‘May I use your bathroom? I’m afraid Charlie needs changing.’ 

 






  







 

CHAPTER NINE

 

STUNNED as she was by the unexpectedness of Jane’s arrival, Tara could do nothing but direct her unwanted guest to her bedroom with its tiny en suite bathroom.

Jane looked appreciatively around her. ‘What a lovely apartment. Adam described it to me.’ She glanced sideways at Tara. ‘Not the bedroom of course.’

Tara felt the swift rush of blood to her cheeks. ‘Of course not,’ she said, quickly. ‘He hasn’t seen it.’

Jane laughed. ‘That’s what he said, but I hardly believed him.’ Seeing Tara’s shocked expression, she was immediately apologetic. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tease. In fact considering the state he’s in it has to be the truth.’ She held out the baby. ‘Could you take him while I fetch his bag from the car?’

Tara took Charles Adam Townsend in her arms. He lay there, quite content, staring with unfocussed intensity at her. He wasn’t like Adam at all, she thought, or even much like Jane. It was probably the crop of fair hair, already growing fast and beginning to curl. She touched it and the baby grabbed for her hand, catching her little finger and pulling it down to his mouth.

It was a moment before she realised she was not alone. She looked up to find Jane watching her and she felt quite naked, as if she had exposed herself in some very private way.

‘He likes you. He won’t let just anyone hold him like that.’

Tara made an effort at a smile. ‘Then I’m flattered.’

Jane retrieved her son and went about the task of changing him. ‘That’s better, isn’t it my darling.’ She picked him up and kissed him. ‘Much nicer.’

Tara led the way back to the living room and her unexpected guests settled themselves on the sofa and Jane lifted fiddled with her top and began to feed the baby.

‘He’s grown,’ she said, and felt quite stupid at saying something so obvious. But she began to understand why mothers talked incessantly about their babies. Charles seemed to dominate the room with his tiny presence. But his mother had something else on her mind.

‘How are you, Tara? I’ve been trying to phone you all week. We never had a chance to talk with Adam turning up when he wasn’t wanted.’

‘I’ve been away for a few days. It’s been hectic at work and I needed a break.’

‘Adam asked me to look in as soon as you got back and explain everything. He had to go to Wales, something to do with the new factory I think and since he didn’t know when to expect you back there was no point in putting it off.’ She looked up at Tara. ‘Beth wouldn’t tell him where you had gone.’

‘I asked her not to.’ A headache was beginning to tighten in a band around her forehead and she just wished Jane would go

‘He looks terrible.’ Tara made no comment. She told herself she didn’t want to know why he looked terrible, but her eyes betrayed her and Jane went on. ‘I don’t think he’s ever been in love before and thirty-three is a bit late to taste the agony of it for the first time. If he wasn’t suffering quite so much I have to confess that I would find it amusing.’ She offered a tentative smile. ‘Couldn’t you be just a little kinder?’

‘Kinder?’ Tara stood up, folding her arms tightly about her chest as if she could hold in the pain. ‘I don’t understand you, Jane. Don’t you love him?’

‘Adam?’ Jane frowned. ‘Of course I love him.’ She pulled a face. ‘Although whether he feels the same way about me at the moment is in some doubt. According to the wretched man I’m as expensive and time consuming as a wife, but none of the fun.’

‘But that’s... dreadful.’

Jane seemed quite unconcerned. ‘He’s got a point. I’m afraid I’ve exploited him quite shamefully.’ Charlie stopped feeding and began to cry. Jane murmuring gently, put him over her shoulder and patted his back gently. He promptly threw up. ‘Oh my poor darling. Mummy will take you home.’

She groaned as she moved, her shirt sticking cold and wet to her back. Tara ran to get a towel from the bathroom and mopped up the worst of the damage. 

‘There wasn’t much, but it seems to have gone rather a long way.’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ Jane apologised. ‘One day perhaps we can talk for more than five minutes without interruption.’ She stood up and gathered her belongings. ‘I must get home and change Charlie.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘And me. I’ll phone you.’

Tara helped Jane down the steps with her bag, handing it over to the chauffeur of her silver Mercedes. Then she bolted for cover.

The wild surge of emotion that swept over her as she leaned weakly against her front door was not pleasant. Anger at herself and at him. Fury at fate for conspiring with such glee to show her love, only to snatch it from her lips. Rage against a life that determined she should be on her own for ever. 

No. Not on her own. She flung herself across the room to pick up the local paper, searching almost frantically through the pages seeking the for sale columns.

Pets. Retrievers, kittens, tropical fish. No lap dogs. Not even a pug. She began to cry, hot bitter tears that seemed never ending. 

Afterwards she washed her hair, spent a long time in the bath, painted her finger and toe nails a vivid defiant red, before wiping it off again.

There was a comedy on the television. She switched it on and made a pretence of watching it. It made no sense to her, but another half an hour had gone by. She wondered idly how she had spent her time before she met Adam Blackmore. There had never seemed enough hours in the day, now every hour seemed like a week. 

Slowly she prepared for bed, pulling on the first thing that came to hand, an old nightdress, white with tiny pink flowers, a ruffle of lace at the throat and at the wrists, a deep frill to her toes at the hem. She brushed her hair until her arm ached. She would have it cut a little shorter, she decided, into one of those sleek bobs she had seen in a magazine. She’d had enough of hairpins. She would make an appointment first thing in the morning.

And with that decision a determination to spring clean her life overtook her. She opened her wardrobe and began to drag out all the dull, boring clothes she wore to the office. She carried them into the kitchen and bundled them into a plastic sack. They could go to the charity shop in the morning. Never, she fervently avowed, would she wear grey again.

Then, as she wondered what to do next tiredness suddenly overwhelmed her, a combination of her long drive and an excess of emotion. She checked the door and windows and settled herself in bed. Ten minutes later she was fast asleep.

* * *

Someone was pounding on a stake with a mallet and she wished they would stop. It was a long way off, but the noise dragged her relentlessly back to consciousness. For a long moment, on the brink between sleep and waking she thought she was dreaming. Then she sat up with a start. It was someone hammering at her door.

She switched on the lamp and looked at her alarm clock. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. Someone must need help. She threw off the bedclothes, dragged on a dressing gown and ran to the door where a sudden attack of self-preservation made her slide the chain across before she opened it a crack.

‘Tara, let me in!’ Adam slammed the door back against the chain.

She fell back. ‘Go away, Adam. I don’t want to see you.’

He didn’t bother to argue with her, he simply put his shoulder to the door and the wood splintered, the screws hanging on for a desperate moment before giving up the unequal struggle. The door burst open with a crash and Adam was standing in the opening, dark, angry, a day’s growth of beard on his face. Then he stepped into her tiny hall, filling it, overwhelming her with his presence and kicked the door shut behind him, without ever taking his eyes from her. 

‘Where the hell have you been?’ he demanded.

She wanted to run, but her legs wouldn’t obey her. Defiance was all that was left and she lifted her chin and hurled it at him. ‘It’s none of your business.’

‘Wrong, Tara. I’m making it my business.’ He moved swiftly and she backed nervously until the sofa was behind her knees and she had to stop or fall backwards across it. ‘Who were you with?’

She closed her eyes to blot out the cold green fire in his eyes. ‘Stop it, Adam. For pity’s sake stop it,’ she begged. ‘Haven’t you made me suffer enough?’

‘Suffer? You, my lady? I don’t believe you know the meaning of the word. You’re ice all through. But I intend to make you suffer for the agony you’ve put me through this week.’

‘You can’t—’

‘Believe it. You have my personal guarantee. You like to play games, Tara, lead a man on with those eyes that promise so much, until he’s half mad, crazy with—’

She flung her head from side to side. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

He grasped her shoulders, dragging her towards him until she could feel the heat of his body, hammering in waves against her own. ‘Oh believe me, Tara, I know.’

She put her hands over her ears. ‘Stop it. Stop it do you hear! You’ve no right to say such things—’

‘Then tell me. Who were you with?’ His eyes were angry slits. ‘The truth!’ He shook her, fiercely. ‘I promise you, I’ll find out if you’re lying.’

Her mouth was dry. She recognised in Adam a man at the end of his tether and the danger of goading him any further. Whatever he might believe, she had no intention of lying to him. 

‘I stayed with my godmother in Kendal for the week.’

‘Your godmother?’ This was clearly the last thing he had expected. He released her and she staggered slightly, retaining her feet with difficulty. 

‘I had to get away. I needed a breathing space. Some time…’

He raked his hand through his hair. The slash of silver across his forehead seemed more prominent than she remembered. ‘Time.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘I’ve tried that. It doesn’t work, does it?’

She shook her head. ‘No. I’m afraid not. But there’s nothing either of us can do about it.’

‘Oh, yes there is.’ He groaned and pulled her roughly against him. ‘Only one thing. Marry me, Tara. Put us both out of this misery.’ 

Shocked, she stood rigid, unresponsive in his arms. ‘How can you ask me that?’

‘I’m simply bowing to the inevitable. I’m asking you to do the same. I know you still feel strongly for that boy who died, but you can’t live your life in the past, Tara.’

‘And Jane?’ she asked, coldly. ‘Is she to be relegated to the past as well?’

‘Jane?’ He stared at her. ‘What has she to do with this?’

‘She needs you, Adam. Her baby needs you.’

‘For God’s sake, Tara, haven’t I done enough? I can’t give up a life of my own simply because her husband spends half of his in one remote jungle after another—’

‘Jungle?’ Tara interjected.

‘That’s why she came to work for me, because she couldn’t stand being in the house all day by herself.’

‘And all night?’ Tara demanded.

‘All night? What are you talking about?’ He held her at arms length. ‘My God, she didn’t tell you!’

‘Tell me what?’

‘Didn’t she come here? I made her promise that she would.’

So that was why she had come. To please Adam. ‘You needn’t worry. She kept her promise. She asked me to be... kinder.’

‘But she never told you?’

‘Told me what, Adam? What was so important?’

‘I don’t believe she could be so stupid. This baby has turned her wits to sawdust.’ He stepped forward and took her shoulders and held her at arm’s length. ‘Jane phoned me in Wales to say you were home. I told her I was coming straight back and that she had better get around here and clear up all misunderstandings before I arrived.’

Her eyes were huge in her pale face. ‘What possible misunderstanding could there be, Adam? Everything seems very simple.’

‘No, my lady. The only simple thing around here is me, for allowing my sister to get me into a situation where I was in danger of losing the one woman I have found it impossible to live without. No matter how hard I tried.’

He watched while the words sank into her brain. ‘Your sister?’

‘Jane is my sister,’ he repeated carefully, making sure she understood. ‘She is married to Charles Townsend.’ She didn’t immediately respond to this information, still trying to take in what he was saying. 

‘Charles Townsend? The explorer?’ She had seen photographs of him in a Sunday supplement. A great blond Viking of man.

‘Yes,’ he said, evidently relieved that he was finally getting through to her. ‘By the time Jane realised she was pregnant it was too late for him to back out of this latest expedition. But I’m happy to assure you that young Charles is their sole property.’

She shook her head. ‘But you were paying the bills for the clinic. You raced back from Bahrain...’ She stopped, a tiny bud of hope growing somewhere deep inside. She mustn’t look at it too closely, or it would wither. ‘Is this true?’

‘He’s been in the Amazon basin, Tara. Not exactly at the end of a telephone. He needed someone to rely on, someone to look after Jane while he was away, so I was lumbered with all the messy details. And the bills until Charles got home. I assumed you knew, I don’t know why, but it just never crossed my mind to doubt it.’ 

‘But why was she working for you?’

‘She never could bear rattling around the house all day when Charles was away. It worked very well.’ He grinned. ‘If I was unbearable she felt quite at liberty to be unbearable back.’ He pulled her closer, holding her against him. ‘Shall we sit down? That sofa looks comfortable and there are a few details to be worked out.’ He tilted her chin up and kissed her, very gently. ‘It may take some time.’ She felt ridiculously shy as he looped his arm around her waist and pulled her down onto the sofa with him, drawing her so close that it was a struggle to breathe. 

‘Now,’ he murmured. ‘Where shall we begin?’

Tara turned in his arms and tentatively reached up to touch his face, letting her fingers gently trace the hard outline of his cheekbones, his jaw, his throat. He sat perfectly still, not rushing her, seeming to know that she needed time to get used to the idea that he was truly hers. 

He caught his breath as she kissed him. Soft, gentle touches of her lips, hardly more than the caress of a butterfly’s wing, at first. Then with more urgency, until all the suppressed longings of the past weeks exploded and she wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him down to her, offering herself in complete and utter surrender.

When at last she released him, he smiled very slowly. First his mouth, then his cheeks, finally those fierce, compelling eyes creased. 

‘Those weren’t quite the details I had in mind, my darling, but I guess they can wait.’ 

She laughed, delightedly, as he shrugged free of his soft leather jacket. Then his eyes smoked with a more urgent need and the laughter died away. As his lips brushed hers, a murmur of desire broke from her and she felt his body shiver with the effort of holding himself in check. The tip of his tongue teased softly at her mouth, parting her lips, tormenting her with lightning forays but not allowing her an opportunity to respond, holding her back until she thought she would scream.

He laughed softly, understanding all too well the desire that quickened her pulse. ‘Slowly, my darling. It’s worth the wait.’ His hand gently cupped her throat, tilting her chin up, brushing back the curtain of hair from her face. But when he kissed her again, there was a new fervour and still it was not enough. The fires that raced through her body were making new demands, urgent demands that only Adam could fulfil.

She pulled at his soft chambray shirt, allowing her hands the freedom to explore the smooth skin of his back, revelling in the heady sense of power as his muscles tensed under her touch. Spurred on by his response she grew bolder, stroking up the hard muscles of his stomach and across his chest until he gasped.

‘You black-haired witch,’ he murmured, his voice lost somewhere in his throat. ‘You’re driving me crazy.’

She lay back then, stretching her arms above her head, offering herself to him.

He eased off her dressing gown and groaned. ‘What are you, Tara? You behave like a witch and look like a virgin.’

‘Why don’t you find out what I am for yourself?’ she offered. He needed no second invitation, but swept her up into his arms and carried her through to the bedroom.

* * *

It was a long time later when he murmured into her shoulder, his voice hoarse with disbelief. ‘You were both.’ He eased himself away from her and for a moment she felt forlorn. Then his arm gathered her in and he pulled the quilt over them both and she nestled against his body. He stroked her hair, her face, lifting her lips once more to his. His smile was slow and content. ‘I’m not complaining you understand. But I hardly expected...’

‘A virgin?’ She shook her head. ‘I never slept with Nigel. It didn’t seem right at home. I’d have died of embarrassment if Aunt Jenny found out.’

‘Home? I don’t understand.’ 

She lay in his arms and tried to think how to start to explain her life. At the beginning. With her birth. Her mother had suffered dreadfully from depression afterwards she had been told, but she was recovering slowly. Jenny Lambert was a neighbour and friend and she suggested to her father they go away for a weekend, have a break. She would look after the baby.

They had never returned and she had never left the Lambert’s house. Whether from a misplaced sense of guilt, or just a good heart, Jenny had taken on the responsibility of bringing her up alongside her own child.

‘She adopted you?’ Adam asked.

Tara shook her head. ‘No. She was always just Aunt Jenny.’

‘But then why is your name Lambert?’

‘She had a son. Nigel. We grew up together. I’d always loved him, I suppose, like a big brother. But more than that. He was always protective. Always kind. Not like real brothers.’ The memory was warm now. No pain. ‘When he was eighteen he went away to art college. Each time he went back it was harder. I missed him so much. Then one day he phoned and asked me to go up to a college dance. I just thought he hadn’t got another girl to go with, but I didn’t care, I was over the moon. It was my dream come true. And apparently his too. As soon as he came home he asked me to marry him.’

Adam shifted slightly at her side and frowned. ‘Didn’t people think it a bit odd?’

‘Why should they? Everyone knew that we weren’t brother and sister. Aunt Jenny was delighted.’

‘So what happened, Tara?’

She took a deep breath. ‘He was specialising in jewellery design by then and he had been making a wedding present for me, a brooch—’

‘Is that the one you wear all the time? Like a little lopsided vee.’

‘It’s my name in shorthand,’ she explained. ‘I always signed my name like that when I wrote to him. I know it was silly—’

He stopped the words with his finger to her lips. ‘No, not silly.’

‘It had taken longer to finish than he thought. It was the tiny diamonds for the vowels that caused the problem and he wanted it to be perfect.’ She hesitated, not sure if she could go on. He didn’t press her, waited patiently until she was in control once more, stroking her hair, reassuring her. ‘But he had to be home for the wedding rehearsal, Aunt Jenny had made such a fuss that everything should be perfect, and he was driving much too fast because he was late. He came off his motorbike and broke his leg.’

‘So why didn’t you cancel the wedding?’

‘Aunt Jenny and Lamby were going to New Zealand for six months. They had family out there and they had already put off the visit until after the wedding.’

‘Well that explains the very strange wedding photograph.’

‘It was all good fun. We popped a bottle of champagne and the nurses joined in, then his parents went off to the airport and in the evening I went home. An odd sort of wedding night all on my own.’ She had never since been able to stand the sound of the telephone ringing in the night. It brought it back, like a recurring nightmare to haunt her. ‘He collapsed in the night. They tried to revive him, but it was a thrombosis. No one had expected... he was young... fit...’

‘Oh, God.’ His arms tightened about her. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I went to the hospital—’

‘Don’t distress yourself. There’s no need to go on.’

‘I have to finish now. Tell you everything.’ She blinked back the tears. ‘He had been carrying a donor card you see and they wanted me to agree—’

‘You were alone? There was no one with you?’ His voice was fiercely angry. ‘How could they do that?’

The horror of that night would never leave her. ‘I don’t suppose it was easy for them. And it seemed a way of keeping him alive, of making his life mean something. But Aunt Jenny... when they flew back for the funeral... she was horrified. She thought I’d desecrated her son’s body, taken something precious from her. She looked at me as if she hated me.’ Adam gently brushed away tears that were flowing freely now. ‘They went back to New Zealand afterwards and I’ve never seen them, or heard from them since.’

 






  







 

CHAPTER TEN

 

HE let her weep, holding her, cradling her. It was a long time before he spoke. ‘The Lamberts — did you try to keep in touch with them?’

‘I wrote to them. Four or five times. My letters were returned unopened.’

‘I can’t believe the cruelty of it.’ His arm clasped her convulsively and suddenly his voice was tight with anger. ‘You were just a child.’

‘Not quite. Eighteen. Nigel was twenty-one. You mustn’t blame them, Adam. It was grief, I know that and they couldn’t get their head around the fact that it was my decision… They’d lost their only son and I’d…’ She couldn’t repeat what Aunt Jenny had said to her. She knew it was what he’d wanted, but she still felt guilty.

‘They lost their only son and then they threw away a daughter. My poor Tara, however did you cope?’

‘I’m not sure. Hard work helped. I sold the little house we were going to live in and bought this place. It took a lot of my time to decorate, get exactly how I wanted it.’

‘And there’s never been anyone else?’

‘Plenty of men were willing to comfort the grieving widow,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think they had anything very permanent in mind.’ That was when the body armour started. The severe dark clothes, a cool frosty look that kept the office Romeos at bay, until the habit of saying no had become a way of life.

‘It’s hard to believe.’

Telling him seemed to have lifted a burden from her and she found that she could smile. ‘Well, there was Jim Matthews. He wanted to marry me you know.’

‘Oh?’ There was a sudden fierceness to his voice. ‘And were you tempted?’

‘Not even remotely. But he was difficult to convince. He thought it was a wonderful idea to have a twenty-four hour a day captive secretary. He found it difficult to understand my reluctance, but once Jim gets something into his head he’s difficult to shift.’

‘I have some sympathy with the man. I intend to marry you myself.’ He kissed her to demonstrate just how serious he was. ‘But I think you’ll find he has something else on his mind these days.’

‘Why?’ She was suddenly suspicious. ‘What have you done?’

‘I have a contact in the States who publishes picture-book horror stories. Jim’s over there now working out a deal for a dozen books.’

Tara laughed. ‘That’s why I haven’t been able to get hold of him.’

‘Why would you want to do that?’ he demanded. ‘I thought you wanted him out of your life.’

‘I thought I’d have one more try at convincing him of that. But you’ve apparently done it for me. Is there anything you can’t make money out of?’

‘In this instance there was no money involved. It just seemed like a good way of getting rid of a rival.’

‘He was never a rival.’ He said nothing. ‘Do you want me to prove it?’

* * *

Tara woke to an unfamiliar buzzing. She frowned, turned over and then she saw Adam through the open door of the bathroom. She lay for a moment savouring the pleasure, the intimacy of watching him shaving. Then the razor stilled and he was there, a towel wrapped around her his hips, smiling down at her.

He paused for a moment in the doorway. ‘Hello, sleepyhead.’ 

She had thought she would feel shy, but she didn’t. She held out her arms to him and he moved swiftly across the room and kissed her. She tangled her arms around his neck and encouraged him wantonly. But a few minutes later he removed himself with reluctance. 

‘I hate to interrupt you, my darling, when you’re so obviously enjoying yourself, but it’s half past nine. We should both be somewhere else.’

‘What a pity you’re so strong willed,’ she murmured and stretched languorously.

‘Tara!’ 

She laughed, delighted. ‘I just wanted to be sure you weren’t that strong willed.’ 

Tara showered and slipped into a soft pink shirtwaist dress, leaving her hair loose about her shoulders. His eyebrows were expressive as she walked through into the kitchen and helped herself to the coffee he had made. She returned the compliment, raising her eyebrows at his dark business suit, fresh shirt and tie.

‘Are you always so well prepared when you call on a lady in the middle of the night?’ she asked, a teasing light dancing in her eyes. 

‘My bag was in the car. But I’m afraid I’ve scandalised your neighbours. I think every one of them must have put out their milk bottles in order to have a better look.’

Tara was unconcerned. ‘You can hardly blame them after the racket you made last night.’

‘Perhaps not.’ He grinned. ‘Shall I go round and apologise to them all?’

‘Er, no. I don’t think so, but you could get Janice to send someone to repair my door. You do still have Janice?’ she asked.

‘Janice has been a lot harder to shift than the first two. But her job’s quite safe now. I don’t want you in the office. I have other plans for you.’

‘Oh?’

‘You might well say “oh”, my lady. I wasn’t that well prepared last night, which is why I plan to marry you at the earliest possible moment.’

She lowered her lashes. ‘Did you ask me to marry you, sir? I have no recollection of it.’

‘That’s odd. I distinctly recall mentioning it twice,’ he replied. She sipped her coffee. ‘Oh, I see. You want the whole bit. Down on one knee?’ She kept her eyes averted so that his sudden move took her by surprise and when her eyes flew open he was indeed upon one knee before her. He took her hand. ‘Will you marry me, my lady? I’ll love you and cherish you—’

‘Adam, get up!’ she laughed. ‘I didn’t think you’d do it.’

‘I only plan to do this once, Tara,’ he swore, emphatically. ‘So it might be a good idea to say yes with all possible speed, before I abandon you to a life of horror with Jim Matthews.’ His eyes glinted wickedly. ‘Maybe you’d prefer to have his slimy green monsters morning, noon and night.’

‘No!’ she said with a shudder.

‘You’re quite sure?’

‘Positive.’

He stood up. ‘In that case...’ He put his hand in his pocket and drew out a small jeweller’s box. ‘... maybe this will help you make up your mind.’ He opened it to reveal a solitaire diamond that the sun streaming in through the window lit with a thousand fires. He slipped it on her finger and kissed her hand.

‘Adam, it’s beautiful.’

‘Can I take that as a yes?’

‘You know it is.’ He pulled her into his arms and for a long time neither of them said anything.

The urgent peel of the telephone finally parted them. ‘It’ll be Beth, wondering if I’m ever coming to work,’ she said.

‘Shall I answer it?’ he offered.

‘No!’ She dived across the room and grabbed the phone and Adam bent to pick something from the carpet. It was a ribbon. A red ribbon.

He saw her puzzled expression. ‘Every knight is entitled to carry his lady’s colours, Tara. And yours are most definitely red.’ He touched her flushed cheeks. 

‘Tara? Are you there?’ Beth’s voice said plaintively. But Tara didn’t answer. She replaced the receiver without saying a word and went into his arms.

* * *

Beth said nothing when Tara arrived after lunch. She had seen her partner arrive in Adam’s car and she sat with a smug, contented expression as if the whole thing had been her idea. One look at Tara’s flushed and happy face had been enough to convince her that everything was right with the world. A second glance had taken in the ring and all the day’s conversation had revolved around the coming wedding.

They had called at the register office on the way into their respective offices and confirmed that if they wished to be married by licence the wedding could take place a couple of weeks after their application. 

Tara made no outward show of her disappointment when Adam suggested they needed a little longer to give them time to make all the arrangements. But three weeks on Friday hadn’t felt quite like the “earliest possible moment” that he had promised. 

And he was distracted when he called at the office later that afternoon. Sensing he had more than dalliance on his mind, Beth withdrew on an errand to the bank to give them some privacy.

‘I have to go away, Tara.’ He raked back his hair. ‘I’m not sure when I’ll get back, but I’ll be there for our wedding.’ 

There was a cold little spot of fear deep in her heart. She didn’t want to let him out of her sight, terrified that something would go wrong, that fate would once more dash the cup of happiness from her lips. 

‘Where are you going?’ she asked.

He leaned across the desk and kissed her mouth and she knew with absolute certainty that he had no intention of telling her. ‘Janice is organising everything. Flowers, cars, reception. You don’t have to do a thing.’

She sat behind her desk, her hands neatly folded in front of her, a picture of serenity, while inside she felt quite sick. ‘I’ll see you when you get back.’

His answering smile was all on the surface. She had seen him do that at meetings when underneath a thousand thoughts were churning away. Something had happened since this morning. Something he didn’t want her to know about.

‘Will you call me?’ she asked, as he paused in the doorway, and recognised desperation in her voice.

‘I’ll try, my darling. Now I must go, or I’ll miss my plane.’ He walked quickly back and kissed her again and as if he sensed her unease he drew her from her chair and held her. ‘I love you, Tara. I’ll always love you.’ But apparently not enough to trust her. 

If she had had the wedding arrangements to attend to it might have been different. She would have had something to occupy her mind in the long light spring evenings. But Janice had taken care of everything and Jane was holding the reception at her home.

Tara had been there, met her bearded explorer husband, but they hadn’t volunteered any information on the whereabouts of the man she was about to marry. And she couldn’t bring herself to ask. But one mystery had been cleared away. The newspaper photograph of Jane with the baby and Adam. It had been a story on the arrival of Charles Townsend’s son while the famous man was hacking his way through the rain forests of South America. If she had only read it she would have known then.

Adam called her once, sounding weary, a second time as if he was talking from the ends of earth on a line that crackled and hissed and made anything but the commonplace courtesies impossible. Any whispered love words were swallowed up by static. Or perhaps he never murmured them. 

* * *

‘You look beautiful, Tara.’ Jane made the slightest adjustment to the ivory curve of veil that swept from her hat over her eyes. ‘Quite perfect.’

‘Thank you.’ At Jane’s insistence she and Lola had spent the seemingly endless night before her wedding with her future sister-in-law and her husband. Now it was time to go. She turned her head and saw her reflection in the long mirror. The simple silk dress, the tiny veiled hat, the single red rose in her hand.

She sat pale and silent in the rear of the car, twisting the diamond around the third finger of her right hand, its temporary home until after the wedding. Last night she had been certain he would phone. But he hadn’t. She had no idea if he was even back in the country. She was so certain that something had happened to him that the nerves stabbed through her like spears.

* * *

When they arrived at the register office the sudden quiet was enough to confirm her deepest fears. The arrival of the bride before the groom was not a good omen.

Everyone made a great effort to make a joke of it. Jane seemed unperturbed, but then her only concern at the moment was the welfare of her son and her husband.

‘Mr Blackmore and Mrs Lambert?’ The registrar looked around him expectantly.

Charles intervened. ‘There’s been a slight delay. I wonder if we could just wait—’ Everyone turned at the hurried sound of feet on the stairs.

‘Hello. Am I late?’ Adam kissed her cheek and took her hand. ‘The traffic from Heathrow was murder.’

In his presence all the nameless horrors evaporated like the early morning mist on a hot June morning.

‘Timed to a hair’s breadth, I’d say,’ Charles Townsend’s voice boomed across the vestibule.

But Tara’s eyes for the moment riveted on Adam, were slowly drawn slowly to the two people standing behind him.

Older, greyer, smaller than she remembered, but so familiar. She took a tentative step towards them.

‘Aunt Jenny?’ She took another step and then she was in the older woman’s arms, hugging her. She turned to Lamby and he held her for a moment. ‘I don’t believe it.’ The tears sprang to her eyes. ‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Adam came and fetched us, Tara.’

She turned to him. ‘You did that? For me?’

He smiled down at her. ‘I knew you’d want them here.’ The registrar cleared his throat. ‘Although if we don’t make a move right now I think this gentleman may make us wait a few more days.’

The party made a move, but Adam held her back. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. I didn’t want to raise your hopes. I didn’t know if I could find them and if I did, I couldn’t be sure they would come.’

‘Who could ever resist you?’ She shook her head in wonder. ‘Why did I ever think of you as a black knight?’

‘I’m sure I gave you every reason.’

‘No. You’ve always been my true knight errant, Adam. Always there when I needed you.’

‘I always will be, my lady.’ He cradled her face, stole a kiss. 

‘Darlings,’ Jane said, ‘you’re supposed to wait until after the wedding…’

‘Forever and day, Tara,’ he said, then took her hand and walked her in front of the registrar and repeated his promise for all the world to hear. 
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CHAPTER ONE

 

TOM Brodie regarded the man sitting behind the ornate desk. It was the first time he had met Gerald Carlisle; clients of such importance were usually dealt with by partners who had pedigrees as long as his own.

Brodie was the first to admit that he didn’t have a pedigree of any kind. What he’d achieved in his thirty-one years had nothing to do with family background, or the school he’d been to, it had been in spite of them.

It was the source of infinite satisfaction for him to know that one of the City’s oldest law firms, the august legal partnership of Broadbent, Hollingworth and Maunsell, had been driven to accept him because of their desperate need for sharp new brains to drag them out of their Dickensian ways, bring their systems up to date and drag them into the twenty-first century.

They’d tried offering him a consultancy. They’d tried a lump sum fee. He’d watched them wriggle with a certain detached amusement as they’d tried to buy his brains without having to take him and his working class background into their hallowed establishment, well aware that they needed him far more than he needed them. Which was why he’d refused to consider anything less than a full partnership.

One day, quite soon, he would insist that they add his name to the discreet brass plaque beside the shiny black front door of their offices; Broadbent, Hollingworth, Maunsell and Brodie. They wouldn’t like that either, but they’d do it. The thought made listening to Gerald Carlisle’s worries about his tiresome daughter almost bearable.

Gerald Carlisle was not his client. Brodie was too egalitarian in his principles, too forthright in his views to be let loose around a client who had a family tree with a tap root that reached down to the robber barons of the middle ages, with land and money as old. It didn’t worry him. He had his own clients, companies run by men like himself who used their wits and their brains to create wealth instead of living off the past. Companies that brought in new money and big fees. It was the reason for his confidence about the brass plaque.

But today was the twelfth of August. When Carlisle’s call for help had come through to the BHM offices, Tom had been the only partner at his desk. Everyone else had already packed their Purdeys and headed north for the grouse moors of their titled clients. It was tradition apparently, and BHM, as Tom was constantly reminded, was a traditional firm with old-fashioned values which apparently included shooting game birds in vast numbers in the middle of August.

Tradition also required that when a client of Gerald Carlisle’s importance telephoned, he should speak to a partner; and so he had been put through to Tom Brodie.

Gerald Carlisle, however, did not wish to discuss business over the telephone and so Tom had regretfully cancelled his dinner date with the delectable silver-blonde barrister with whom he had been playing kiss-chase for some weeks and driven to Lower Honeybourne.

Now, with the dusk gathering softly beyond the tall windows, he was sitting in the panelled study of Honeybourne Park, an impressive stone manor house set in countless acres of Cotswold parkland, while Carlisle explained the urgency of his problem.

‘Emerald has always been something of a handful,’ he was saying. For “handful”, Brodie thought, read “spoilt”. ‘Losing her mother so young...’

Anyone would think, from Carlisle’s hushed tones, that his wife had expired from some tragic illness rather than running away with a muscular polo-player and leaving her young daughter to the tender ministrations of a series of nannies. She had been a bit of a “handful” too — still was if the gossip columns were to be believed. Like mother, like daughter apparently.

‘I can see your problem, Mr Carlisle,’ Tom said, his face blank of expression. He was well used to keeping his feelings to himself. ‘I just don’t understand what you want me to do about it.’

Upon hearing the man’s proposed solution and the part he was expected to play in this, Brodie sincerely wished that he, too, had had some pressing engagement at the other end of the country that had taken him out of the office today.

‘Doesn’t your daughter have a say in this?’ he asked.

‘You don’t have to concern yourself with my daughter, Brodie. I’ll deal with her. All I want you to do is talk to this...gigolo...and find out how much it will take to buy him off.’

Buy him off.

Beneath that smooth aristocratic exterior, Brodie decided, Gerald Carlisle was a bully. He didn’t like bullies and for just a moment felt a surge of sympathy for Carlisle’s daughter, and for the young man she had declared it was her intention to marry. But only for a moment because he didn’t doubt that she was a spoilt brat who had to be regularly bailed out of trouble. Maybe, for once, she should be left to get on with it, stew in a broth of her own making and learn a lesson the hard way.

For one giddy moment he was tempted to suggest such a strategy, just to see the look on Carlisle’s face. But it wouldn’t do. Emerald Carlisle was an old-fashioned heiress on a grand scale. He knew that because BHM managed her Trust. Or rather Hollingworth did. Personally. It was that big.

Even a man of his egalitarian principles understood that a gigolo could not be allowed to prosper at the expense of one of BHM’s most valued — and valuable — clients. At least not while he was responsible for her.

Carlisle pushed a file across the desk. ‘You’ll find everything you need to know about Fairfax in there.’

Tom opened the folder and glanced at the top sheet — a report on Kit Fairfax from an investigation company which, despite the thinness of the file, appeared to have been thorough. He wouldn’t have expected anything else. It was a perfectly reputable company that his own firm used when necessary and Hollingworth had undoubtedly recommended them to Carlisle.

He flicked through the papers, glanced at the photographs of a man in his early twenties, his hair long and curling over his shoulders. He had a slightly distant expression, as if unaware of the extraordinarily pretty girl at his side, her arm looped through his, although that seemed unlikely.

As unlikely as the idea of a man setting an investigation agency to watch his own daughter simply because he didn’t much care for her boyfriend.

The whole business left Tom Brodie with a bad taste in his mouth but he made a determined effort to bury his own personal prejudices. Gerald Carlisle was concerned about his daughter, probably with good cause. Doubtless she was the target of all kinds of fortune hunters. ‘And if Fairfax won’t be bought off?’ he asked.

‘Everyone has a price, Brodie. Try a hundred thousand. It’s a nice round sum.’ Round, Brodie thought, in the way that peanuts were round. The guy must surely know that Emerald Carlisle was worth millions? But maybe he wasn’t that ambitious, maybe a “nice round” payoff was all that Fairfax was after. But somehow that dreamy face didn’t quite fit such a cynical scenario. Carlisle must have seen the doubt in Brodie’s face. ‘It’s a pity Hollingworth is away. He knows what he’s doing.’

Tom’s glance flickered to the other man. ‘Is this a regular occurrence?’

Carlisle stiffened. ‘Emerald is rather gullible. She needs protecting from unscrupulous people who would take advantage of her.’

‘I see.’ Obviously it was.

‘I doubt it, Brodie. I very much doubt it.’ He made it sound as if having Emerald for a daughter was like bearing the world on his shoulders. Maybe it was time he let the girl make a few mistakes. The longer he protected her, the harder it would eventually be. But Carlisle did not want to hear that and Tom wasn’t there to offer “agony aunt” advice. ‘I’m relying on you to deal with this situation quickly and without any fuss. Do whatever you have to. Hollingworth—’

‘I’m sure James Hollingworth would be more than happy to come back from Scotland if you prefer that he handle such a delicate matter,’ Brodie interjected, quickly. His own speciality was corporate law. Buying off an unsuitable husband was new territory for him, territory he was not anxious to explore.

But there was no escape. ‘That would take too long. I want this settled and I want it settled quickly before Emerald does something she’ll regret. You’re Hollingworth’s partner and I’m relying on you to do whatever you have to in order to stop my daughter marrying this man.’

 

Emmy Carlisle was fuming. She was nearly twenty-three years old, for heaven’s sake. Quite capable of making a rational decision about the rest of her life.

But not quite quick enough to anticipate her father’s ruthlessness when it came to getting his own way.

She grasped the door knob in both hands and shook it furiously. It didn’t budge. It was locked, and a cursory examination of the keyhole had revealed that the key had been removed. He had obviously foreseen the possibility that she might try poking it out of the lock onto a piece of paper. Assuming she had a piece of paper. She gave the door a kick.

How dared her father lock her up in the nursery like some Victorian papa? Did he think she’d just sit quietly and take it?

Easily, was the answer to her first question. And, no. He knew she wouldn’t take such treatment quietly, which was why he had tricked her into the second-floor nursery, conveniently equipped with safety bars across the window.

She abandoned the door and rushed across to the open window as she heard a car crunching over the gravel carriage drive that swept in front of the house, pulling herself up on the bars to get a better view.

It was a dark BMW, not a car she recognised, and it was parked too close to the house to get a good look at the driver as he climbed out. No more than a glimpse of thick dark hair, a pair of wide shoulders as he shrugged into his jacket, a feeling that he was above average height, although with her foreshortened view from the second floor it was impossible to say for sure. From the expensive cut of his charcoal grey suit it was obvious that he was some business connection of her father’s, in which case he was definitely not the kind of person to whom she could appeal for help.

She gave a little sigh.

It would have been so perfect if it had been Kit come to rescue her; driving up in his battered white van like some latter-day Galahad and hammering on the front door. But Kit was no Galahad and besides, he had no idea what had happened. She hadn’t dared tell him her plan or he would have been thoroughly shocked.

He was such a hopeless dreamer. Despite all his problems he’d packed his paints and taken off for France for the summer so that even if her mobile phone hadn’t been downstairs in her handbag, out of reach, she couldn’t have sent out an appeal to him for help.

At the time she’d been furious, but at least her father didn’t know where to find him. Yet. But she had to get out of here before he did and warn Kit, or her neat little plan would simply fall apart.

She had underestimated her father. She’d realised that he was having her followed, of course — he was so protective — and she’d known exactly what his response would be to her announcement that she planned to marry Kit...

Well, obviously not exactly. She hadn’t anticipated that he would lock her up like the heroine of some nineteenth century melodrama or she would never have walked into his trap. He must have planned the whole thing after she telephoned to say she had to see him about something important. Her biggest mistake had been to put him on his guard, but it had been the only way of ensuring her father’s attention. She twisted the small diamond engagement ring around her finger.

‘Oooooh!’ she growled, venting her frustration on one of the bars fixed to the window frame to prevent small children from falling out by just the kind of careful Victorian papa she had been castigating, striking at it with a tight little fist. It shifted slightly beneath the blow and she immediately forgot the pain caused by her temper. Instead she stared at the bar for a moment then, slowly uncurling her fingers, she reached out, grasped it firmly and gave it a sharp tug. She had not been mistaken; there was a small but quite positive movement.

Her temper instantly evaporated and she looked about her for something to lever the horrid thing out of the frame.

The room was furnished with a bed, a dresser, a small hard-backed chair. The built-in cupboard was bare as she had already discovered to her disgust. There was nothing in the least bit useful to be found, but she refused to be put off by this set-back. Instead, she returned to the window and gave the bar a vigorous shake.

It was definitely loose and seized by the same enterprising spirit that had got her into this scrape in the first place, Emmy put her foot against the wall for leverage, took the bar in both hands and gave it a sharp tug. There was the promising sound of wood splintering. Cheered by this success she did it again, yanking on the bar with all her might until the window frame split with a satisfactory crack, disintegrating beneath the pressure and sending her sprawling back on the floor, the bar still grasped tightly in her hands.

She stared at it for a moment and then laughed out loud. The frame had rotted away beneath the paintwork and no one had noticed. It was hardly surprising. The dreary old nursery hadn’t been used since her grandfather was a baby when children and servants were expected to keep their proper place. Her mother had insisted on a bright modern suite of rooms on the first floor for her baby girl, not that she’d hung around to enjoy either of them.

But she didn’t waste time congratulating herself on her luck, which was just as well. While the rest of the bars were dispensed with easily enough, her problems were far from over. The nursery was on the second floor and there was the better part of fifty feet between her and freedom.

It was a pity, she thought, that she had taken so much trouble dressing to create the right impression. Jeans and a pair of Doc Martens would have been far more practical for climbing down the ornate drainpipe than the elegant linen dress and high-heeled shoes she had decided would convince her father that she was serious. Her father, she knew, would never have taken her seriously in jeans, and it was desperately important that he be convinced that she was in earnest. Unfortunately she had achieved her objective rather too well.

She considered the problem for a moment, then took off her shoes and dropped them out of the window onto the rose border below. She peeled off her stockings and, lacking a pocket in which to stow them, she stuffed them into her bra, because her high-heeled shoes would rub against her feet in five minutes without them and the last thing she needed right now were blisters.

She didn’t have a handbag; she’d left it in the study when her father, brushing aside her declaration that she intended to marry a penniless artist with or without his blessing, had asked her to give her opinion on some old toys that had been found in the attics during recent roof repairs.

After completing her fine arts degree, she had taken a job in an auction house where she had become fascinated with old toys. Her father had been furious that she had chosen to take any kind of job, even one that any well brought up young heiress might covet. After her last escapade, he had wanted her to stay at home where he could keep an eye on her until he found her a suitable husband.

Although she recognised the device as being in the “if we don’t talk about it, it will go away” category, she had been sufficiently touched that he should have brought himself to acknowledge her expertise to fall for it.

She wasn’t usually so gullible where her father was concerned but, with the lure of a lost hoard of Victorian toys, she had walked into the nursery without a suspicious thought in her head. That was when he had slammed the door and locked it behind her.

Pride, Emmy thought ruefully, always came before a fall. And of course there weren’t any toys. If there had been, he would have summoned a real expert; he would certainly never have consulted his tiresome daughter.

She gave the door a look that should have incinerated it then, in an attempt to slow down discovery of her flight she jammed the solitary chair beneath the doorknob. That done, she hitched up her skirt and swung one leg over the window-sill.

 

‘I’ll expect to hear from you within twenty-four hours that this matter has been settled, Brodie,’ Carlisle said, as he walked with him down the steps. ‘I want no delay.’

Brodie considered whether to mention the possibility that the lovebirds might already have flown, probably to one of those romantic destinations where weddings could be arranged in a matter of days, in which case it was already too late. But as they reached the bottom of the steps he decided against it. What clinched it was the sight of Emerald Carlisle, her dress hitched up about her waist, clinging just above head height to an ornate lead drainpipe about twenty feet behind Gerald Carlisle’s back.

Brodie knew that he should draw his client’s attention to what was happening behind him. Something stopped him. It might have been a pair of large pleading eyes. Or the deliciously long legs wrapped about the drainpipe. Or even, heaven forbid, the glimpse of something white and lacy peeping from beneath her tucked up dress.

Or maybe it was just simple distaste that any father could conceive of locking up a fully grown woman simply because her idea of what made a good husband did not coincide with his own. Whatever it was he decided to take Carlisle at his word. Emerald Carlisle, he had been told, was no concern of his. And when the girl let go of the pipe with one hand and urged him, with an unmistakable gesture that left her swinging in the most perilous fashion above a well-tended rose border, to get her father inside the house, he didn’t hesitate. Patting at his jacket pocket he turned and headed back up the steps. ‘I think I left my car keys on your desk, sir.’ The “sir” almost choked him.

Carlisle glared after him. ‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ he said, irritably, but followed Brodie back into the house.

 

Emmy’s heart, already beating an adrenalin-charged tattoo as she eased herself down the drainpipe, had gone into overtime at the sudden appearance of her father. But the moment her gaze had collided with the dark-eyed stranger standing with him she had known instinctively that she had an ally. He hadn’t batted an eyelid at the sight she must have made, not given her away by so much as a twitch of an eyebrow. Instead he had quite coolly considered his options.

He could have informed her father that he appeared to have an incompetent cat burglar clinging to his drainpipe.

Or he could have ignored the situation, pretend he hadn’t seen her and hope she didn’t fall into the roses.

What the dark-eyed stranger had done was create a diversion.

That kind of swift thinking was so rare she thought. Poor Kit would have dithered and blushed and quite given the game away. He was sweet and wonderfully talented, but not in the least bit decisive which was why she had to get to him before her father’s henchman. As she searched amongst the lavender and roses for her shoes she felt a moment of regret that she wouldn’t be able to stay and thank Dark-eyes for his chivalry. Were they grey, she wondered. Or brown? Distance and the dusky light had made it impossible to tell.

Unfortunately she didn’t have time for politeness, but she was sure he would understand her need to put the maximum distance between herself and her father before he discovered her escape. If only she could find her other shoe!

She spotted it at last, half buried behind the tall lavender that edged the border, filling the air with sweet scent as she brushed against it. The roses were not so kind, snagging at her bare arms as she reached for her shoe, catching and tangling her hair with their thorns. She didn’t have time to worry about it, or take time to extricate herself carefully, and tugged herself free. The rose retaliated by whipping back and catching at her neck with its thorns. She scarcely noticed. All she knew was that it was taking far too long.

But there was no way she could make her escape barefooted. Her feet would be cut to ribbons on the gravel by the time she had sprinted around to the old coach house where her car had undoubtedly been stowed after her incarceration. She could just hear her father. “Miss Emerald has decided to stay for a few days. Put her car away will you, Saunders?” All perfectly natural. She made a rude noise as she tipped the dirt out of her shoes and slipped her feet into them.

‘Maybe you left your keys in the car, Brodie.’ Her father’s impatient voice carried through the open front door pinning her back against the wall.

‘I might have dropped them in the hall.’

Brodie. The name had a nice, solid ring to it and Brodie, bless the man, was giving her all the time he could, delaying her father, quite` unconcerned at the tetchiness in his voice. Not many men were that brave. Unfortunately his valour would be to little avail. There was no cover within a hundred feet of her exposed position and any second now she was going to be discovered and dragged ignominiously back to the nursery where she would probably be put on a diet of bread and water. Not that she cared about that. But poor Kit...

Of course, she could always throw herself on Brodie’s mercy. In fact the thought of flinging herself into his arms had a definite appeal. She hadn’t been mistaken about the shoulders, or his height. And his character spoke for itself.

But no. He had already done more than enough. To demand he choose between her and her father was more than could be expected of any knight errant. But she was hanged if she was going to give in without a fight. She had mere seconds in which to act before the two men appeared on the steps and she was discovered. She didn’t waste it, flinging herself at the BMW, praying that it wasn’t locked. Her guardian angel must have been listening because the rear door opened to her touch and she dived in, pulling it shut behind her with heartfelt thanks for the superb German engineering that ensured it closed with scarcely a sound.

She didn’t know where her knight errant was going, but at least he was going somewhere. Away from her father, away from Lower Honeybourne. She would throw herself on his mercy and borrow his mobile. It would only take a call to bring some gallant racing to her aid. Meanwhile, she tucked herself down behind the front seats and congratulated herself on her luck.

It might not be the most comfortable way to travel but this way her escape was far more likely to succeed. An attempt to get away in her own car would have been spotted in an instant and by the time she reached the electronic security gates they would have been locked.

She could and would have climbed over them, but then what? She had no phone, no money and would be faced with a very long walk along a deserted country road as night fell. With her father hot on her tail.

Brodie, on the other hand, would drive through unchallenged and, having aided and abetted her escape, he could scarcely turn around and take her back when she popped up on his back seat. In fact, since he was heading for London, he could drop her at her front door.

By morning she would be in France with Kit and then Hollingworth could do his worst.

There was the added bonus that once they were clear of the park she would be able to thank him for helping her. The thought brought a smile to her lips. She was absolutely sure that she and Brodie were going to be friends.

There was a crunch of shoes, the driver’s door was opened and through the gap between the front seats she saw him palm the keys from his pocket.

‘It seems they were on the seat all the time,’ Emmy heard him say as he turned back to her father, almost certainly without a trace of a blush. No one who acted with such swift decisiveness would be fazed by a tiny white lie. ‘I must have dropped them.’

Her father snorted, impatient with such incompetence. ‘I thought you were supposed to be Hollingworth’s bright new man.’ His voice betrayed what he thought of bright new men in general and Brodie in particular. ‘I just hope you’re capable of dealing with this situation efficiently. I don’t want it bungled. I particularly don’t want it all over the newspapers,’ he added.

‘I’ll speak to Kit Fairfax,’ Brodie assured him. ‘If it’s money he’s after it’ll just be a question of haggling.’

‘Haggle all you want. Whatever it costs, it will be cheap if it keeps my daughter out of the hands of some idle layabout who’s only after her money.’

‘And if he’s actually in love with the girl?’

Her father responded with the kind of explosive, disparaging noise she had always assumed to be the colourful invention of nineteenth century novelists. Apparently not.

‘Just use whatever means necessary to ensure they don’t get married, Brodie. I’m holding you personally responsible.’

Emmy froze.

Brodie was being sent to deal with Kit?

Where was Hollingworth? She could deal with that pompous old fool with one hand tied behind her back, but suddenly Brodie’s treasured decisiveness was not so welcome and she gave a little shudder of apprehension.

The beauty of her plan had been in its simplicity. She had been convinced that nothing could possibly go wrong. Which just went to show how dumb one person could be.

Brodie tossed the folder he was carrying onto the passenger seat and climbed behind the wheel while Emmy made herself as small as she could. Popping up the moment they were clear of the estate and introducing herself no longer seemed such as good idea.

Brodie might be terribly kind to girls who flashed their knickers when they climbed down drainpipes, but she was very much afraid that he wouldn’t be anything like as soft-hearted when it came to dealing with fortune hunters. Or as easy to mislead as the unimaginative Hollingworth.

Which made it imperative she get to darling Kit before Brodie could talk to him, or she had a feeling the poor lamb wouldn’t know what had hit him.
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