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Sweet temptation . ..

“Forget | sdid any of this.” Jordan
dismissed lightly. *You have enough
worries of your own without listening
to my problems, too.”

“Oh, but——"

“ You shouldn’t be such o good
listener,” he chided teasingly. tapping
playfully on the tip of her nose, realiz-
Ing. even as he did it, that the action
must seem condescending.

Grace looked up at him with reproach-
ful eyes. and he knew he had hurt her
feelings. | she could only know that he
was hurting himseif more—that he
would ltke nothing better than to pour
his heart out to this hauntingly lovely
young woman. Her lips were soft and
pink, slightly parted, and he moved to-
word her as if drawn to a magnet.

I R R R R ERE NS EE IR T

Grace knew he was going to kiss her
and she parted her iips further as she
tilted her head toward his, seconds be-
fore his mouth claimed hers.
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Prologue -

14 uch, Tim,’ came the wounded cry. ‘I told
O you not to do that!’

Silence followed the protest, and the man who
had unwittihgly stumbled upon the two hesitated
among the undergrowth and bushes that shielded
them from his view.

Jordan had stopped his car and got out on to the
roadside on impulse, drawn by the perfect blanket of
snow in the field, the fine horse-chestnut trees in the
middle of it all still weighed down by their bounty of
conkers. )

He wasn’t even sure what had made him stop,
didn’t normally notice his surroundings that much.
But even the most hardened cynic — and some would
say he was one! — couldn’t remain untouched by the
beauty of the Lake District, even in November.

*Tim, if you do that again, we’'re going home, ’
that voice complained huskily.

He certainly hadn’t expected to stumble across a
pair of lovers in the snow! Surely they could have
chosen somewhere a little more comfortable — and

. 1 .
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dry! — fcr their meeting?
So much for his impulse. What was that
saying — he couldn’t remember it exactly, but

something to do with ‘stopping along the way to
smell the roses’? The season was all wrong but, even
so, the first time in years he had done something so
completely out of character, and he almost fell over a
couple of lovers in a passionate tryst!

- He decided to chance a glance at the couple,
trapped as he was among the foliage. He didn’t want
to be caught here if the couple decided to go any
further in their lovemaking!

Identical red bobble-hats were pulled low over
their ears to keep out the cold, blue duffel coats
buttoned up to the throat; blue jeans tucked into
black wellington boots.

The two boys might almost have been twins
except that the one on the right was taller by at least
a foot. But the faces beneath the red woollen hats
were both finely drawn, almost delicate-looking, a
smattering of freckles across small pointed noses
Obviously the two of them were brothers. The village
of Grasmere wasn't too far from here, so they had
probably escaped up here to play.

As the taller of the two boys held out a conker

I A
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v ~
suspended on a piece of string, the reason for his
earlier protests became obvious: his opponent, now
wielding a slightly larger conker, didn’t pull his
punches!

Jordan felt a constriction in his chest, a yearning
for — for what? he scorned himself. How could he
possibly feel wistful for something that had never
been his? ’

The larger of the brothers had his conker
smashed into pieces with the first forceful strike this
time, shaking his head when the younger suggested
they thread another conker on to his string and have a
re-match. From the look of the broken conkers at
their feet, the older boy had suffered a humiliating
defeat.

He pocketed the knotted string before bending
down to pick up a handful of snow, quickly moulding
it into shape before launching it at his unsuspecting
brother.

The snowball fight that followed was fast and
furious, . with both opponents collapsing into each’
other’s arms in a fit of the giggles after five minutes,
their clothing, hats, and faces covered in melting
snow, mittens protecting their hands from the worst

of the cold.
T
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Once again Jordan felt that tug inside, these two
young boys’ pleasure in each other’s company evoking
feelings of deprivation inside him, feelings he had
tried so hard to fight over the last two years, but
which were becoming more and more difficult, rather
than easier, to dampen down as time went on.

If he was honest, and it seemed he had to be,
that had been one of the reasons he had wanted to get
away for a while. Rhea-Jane and Raff were
wonderful, couldn’t have made him feel more
wanted, but he was still a third person, who had to
be an intrusion into the intimacy of their lives.

So he had chosen to come away on this business
trip himself rather than sending one of his assistants.
It was probably going to be a waste of his time, but it
was a valid excuse to get away at least. He had even
felt guilty about needing the excuse, knowing it was
ridiculous, but Rhea-Jane, his well-meaning young
sister, tended to be over-protective of him since she
had married Raff, not wanting him to be on his own
now that she had moved out of the. home they had
shared in London since their parents died. She had
even gone so far — horror of horrors! — as to
introduce him to several women she thought might
make him a suitable wife.

v 4
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He didn’t want a wife, suitable — whatever
that might be! — or otherwise!

But he wanted something he was willing to
acknowledge that. Something. And he didn’t know
what it was — just knew he had an aching inside of
him, an emptiness that couldn’t be filled by Rhea-
Jane and Raff, or their darling daughter Diana, and
certainly not by some woman presented to him as
suitable wife material!

These two boys, as they played together so
innocently, somehow had, for all Jordan's wealth and
comfortable lifestyle, so much more than he did. But
at thirty-two he could hardly expect that same
anticipation of the promise of the future that such
youth was bound to have. Indeed, he wondered if he
had ever had it.

The two boys were brushing the snow from
themselves now, their faces aglow, grinning with the
satisfaction of the battle.

‘We had better get back.’ The older one spoke
in a voice that, although husky, didn’t seem to have
broken yet, but perhaps he was a little young for
that.

The younger boy made a face. ‘Oh, do we have

to?’ he protested.
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His brother looked regretful. ‘ You know we
do.’

‘I suppose so. * The younger one sighed, not at
all enthusiastic. A

‘Come on, ’ the older boy encouraged brightly.
‘I’ll race you back!’ .

The challenge had no sooner been offered than it
was taken up, the smaller boy turning — luckily in
the opposite direction to where Jordan still stood! —
and running off towards the village.

Jordan watched as his brother deliberately gave
him a good head start before giving chase.

Jordan was finally able to emerge from his
hiding-place, well aware that in London his behaviour
would have been looked upon with suspicion. Who
would understand the explanation that he had been
gazing upon a stolen childhood?

Was that really what he was looking for? Of
course not, he chided himself. That time had gone
and could never be given back to him.

As the two boys had gone by the time he looked
in the direction they had run off to. Except for their
footprints in the snow, the disturbed snow from their

snowball fight, they might never have been here at
all.
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Except that seeing them had had an effect on
Jordan that couldn't be dismissed as easily. That
aching emptiness inside him was becoming so vast it
was starting to contro} him rather than the other way
around.

The last thing he felt like doing was going on
with the business of visiting, and being charming to
the aged spinster Miss Grace Brown. She was sure to
be a fluffy old dear who couldn’t even begin to deal
with a businessman of his calibre, and the idea of
talking her into selling the ‘ancient pile’ that had
probably been in her family for generations, so that
he might make it into a leisure complex, somehow
now left a nasty taste in his mouth. Most of the
people who knew him — or thought they did —
wouldn’t recognise this emotion in him at all, would
think he had gone soft. And maybe he had.

He gave one last wistful glance in the direction
the two boys had taken, before turning on his heel
and walking purposefully back towards his parked
car, the mantle of Jordan Somerville-Smythe firmly
back in place.

Or almost. ..



Chapter One

1ss Grace Brown. when she came in answer
M to the jinghng bell that could be heard in
the depths of the house after he had pulled the
bellrope outside, was exactly as Jordan had imagined
her to be from the letters she had sent 10 his solicitors
in reply to their correspondence’concerning selling her
home: small and delicate, with fluffy white hair
caught back in an untidy bun at her nape,
sparkling — but faded in colour — blue eyes in a face
that had once been beautiful, the pink twin-set
accompanied by the customary string of pearls about
her throat, her skirt the expected tweed, as her shoes
were the expected brown brogues.

The house was as he had imagined too from the
reports — huge, old, and dilapidated. But it did have
extensive grounds, and a house could be renovated,
made to be what you wanted it to be. As in a leisure
complex. . .

At the moment this elderly lady ran it as a sort
of boarding house, although she seemed to have only

two permanent guests, with the occasional casual
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visitor during the summer months. There was hardly
enough income there, his sources repofted, to keep
the place ticking over on a day-to-day basis. By the
look of the threadbare carpet in the hallway behind
Grace Brown, and the emulsioned rather than
papered walls, that. income didn’t keep things
‘ ticking over’ very well.

“Good afternoon.’ She smiled up at him
brightly, her movements birdlike, even her voice
light and a little girlish. ‘Come in.’ She opened the
door wider, turning to walk down the hallway where
a light already glowed in the gloomy interior despite
the efforts of the bright emulsion. ‘ We've been
expecting you, of course.’ She shot him another .
smile over her shoulder.

“ You have?’ Jordan frowned; David, his
personal assistant, had already made the blunder of
misplacing their main file on Charlton House and its
inhabitants — if he had now also warned them of
Jordan's arrival here, then Jordan had seriously
misjudged him. Arriving here unannounced had been
his only advantage without the benefit of that file!

‘Do come in. ' She turned at the end of the
hallway to reveal a little reprovingly, ‘You're letting

in a draught!’
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Suitably chastened, Jordan entered the house
and quickly closed the door behind him. It wasn’t
much warmer inside than it had been out!

Miss Brown waited for him to reach her before
turning into a sitting-room, a rocom that was shabbily
welcoming, the worn sofa and four armchairs of
differing patterned brocade, the carpet in here even
more threadbare than the one in the hallway, in a
pattern of {aded pink and cream flowers.

There was too much furniture in the room,
several tables, one with a chess.set on top of it, the
pieces left about the board, as if the two players had
been disturbed mid-game. And yet there was no one
else in the room.

A tall old-fashioned standard-lamp stood beside
the chair nearest the fireplace, alight, but really
adding little to the illumination of the room. An old
piano, its dark brown wood scourged with scratches,
stood against one wall, the lid raised above the keys,
a music sheet open on its stand, again giving the
impression that someone had been playing it recently
but been disturbed.

A fire gleamed in the darkened fireplace, logs

crackling warmly.
It was a room totally unlike any Jordan had ever
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