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“Isn’t there any woman
you like enough to marry?”’

Jarvis looked astounded by Bevin's
question. “Like enough to give up my
freedom?” he asked, the idea clearly
not filling him with enthusiasm. 1
should have to like someone particular-
ly well before—” He stopped dead.
Then, to her utter astonishment, he
stated offhandedly., “1 could marry
you, | suppose.”

Bevin managed to cope with her shock,
but not with the anger that followed it.
“Don’t do me any favorsi”

Jarvis appeared incredulous at her re-
ply. “You mean—you’re actually turning
down my proposal?” he asked disbeliev-

ingly.
“Got It in onel” she snapped.

For long moments. Jarvis Just stood
and surveyed her. Then a glint came in-
to his eyes, and she had the peculiar
feeling that, by turning him down,
she’d Just become a challenge to him.
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Chapter One

¢ atch your step! This is my house,
W remember! ’

How could she ever forget! There had been the
usual unpleasantness in her stepmother’s tones, nor
was the threat behind her words lost on Bevin, but
for once she took little heed. She was feeling frozen,
ached in every limb, and, although she was prepared
to admit to having a heavy cold, she had a dreadful
feeling that she was about to be visited with a giant-
sized helping of flu.

‘I’m going to bed, ’ she announced, and was on
her way to rustle up a hot water bottle when the
phone rang.

As she had taken to doing since she had moved in
two weeks ago, her stepmother answered the phone.
‘Who wants her?’ Bevin heard her booming voice
demand of the caller.

Bevin smothered a sigh and, while objecting
strongly to Irene Pemberton’s attitude, she went over
. to take the phone from her. ‘Hello,’ she said into
the receiver, feeling much too weary to object to the
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fact that Irene was standing there ready to take in
every word she said.

‘Hello, Bevin, it’s me — Oliver.’ She went to
reply but, before she could answer him, a bout of
coughing took her. * You've got a cold!’ he
exclaimed.

‘A bit of one,’ she underestimated when she
had some breath back.

‘I’ll bring you something for it, > Oliver Taylor,
the local pharmacist, immediately volunteered.

‘Oh, ther¢’s no need, ’ she assured him quickly,
‘I’'m going to have an early night. I’ll be better by
morning. ’

‘If youre sure,” he replied, sounding
concerned, and only when Bevin had convinced him
that her cold was a mere trifle did he get round to the
purpose of his call. ° Actually, you know I was
thinking of having a week off — well, I’ve managed
to get a locum in starting Saturday and — well, I
wondered if you’d like to come away with me.’

‘Oh, I don’t think. ..’

‘It’ll be all above board,’ he cut in hurriedly.
"My mother’s been saying it’s about time I paid her a
visit, and I know she’d be delighted to meet you.’

Oh, heavens, Bevin thought unhappily. ‘I'm

« 2 .
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sorry, Oliver, [ just don’t feel I want to go éway
right now, ’ she told him, caught her stepmother’s
sour-faced look and tuned ‘back in to Oliver.
‘Besides, I've started w...’ '

‘I understand, of course I understand.’ He
was, as ever, quickly sympathetic. ‘It was just that
I thought, what with you losing your father so
recently — not to mention all your other problems —
that a change of scene might do you good.’

‘That was very thoughtful of you,’ she found
the energy to respond, as a splitting headache joined
her other symptoms.

*You're sure you wouldn’t like to ...?" Oliver
pressed.

‘Thank you just the same, ' she replied.

‘I’ll ring you when 1 get back, then?’

‘Have a nice time,’ she bade him, and put
down the phone to go in search of some aspirins.

‘Frightened I might change the locks on the
doors if you go away?’ Irene followed her to taunt,
clearly having realised that Oliver Taylor must have
been asking her twenty-two-year-old stepdaughter to
go away somewhere with him.

‘You've had ample time to do that while I was
out today,’ Bevin answered, and, hating the

. 3.
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atmosphere in her home that had been there ever
since her stepmother had moved back in, she downed
a couple of aspirin, filled a hot water bottle, and
went up the stairs to her room.

Having thought she felt exhausted enough to
sleep the clock round, however, Bevin discovered
that her worries were such as to make sleep
impossible. She thought of her fﬁther, but when
weak tears started to well up she determinedly set her
mind to think Of/ happier times.

Though when was the last time she’d been truly
happy? she wondered. )

She’d been happy when her mother had been
alive, she recalled. Her ‘little miracle’, her mother
used to call her. Her father had married late in life,
and her mother had been thirty-nine herself when she
had married Edmond Pemberton and come to live in
the sizeable village of Abbot’s Cheney in Oxfordshire.
A year later Bevin had been born, and her mother
had been overjoyed. For a tew moments Bevin basked
in a happy memory of her mother, beautiful and with
the same reddish-blonde hair she had~passed down to
her, a wide, loving smile on her lips, as she met her
from school. Then Bevin was shaken by another bout
of coughing, and the picture of her laughing-eyed
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mother abruptly vanished. Her next memory was of
her father telling her that her mother, who had been
at pains to teach her road safety, had been involved in
a traffic accident herself — and killed.

Life had never been the same for Bevin after
that. She had been eleven then, and had witnessed
how her father, a man never very free with his
smiles, had seemed not to have a smile for anyone
over the next three years.

She had thought, though, that things were
about to improve when, in her fourteenth year, her
father had met and quickly married Irene Smith —
but they had all been doomed to disappointment.

Irene, who had been married before, was
pushing fifty and, it turned out, clearly knew what
she wanted. Edmond Pemberton, retired accountant
with more than adequate income from some sound
investments, had thought Irene had wanted him —
they had both very soon discovered a miscalculation.
He, that Irene had more interest in getting her hands
on his money than interest in him; she, that other
than for general housekeeping expenses he had no
intention of parting with any of his carefully built up
nest-egg.

The rows about money were legion. Bevin was
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seized by another paroxysm of coughing, and
struggled into a sitting position. Then, exhausted,
her temperature soaring, she pushed the hot water
bottle out of the bed and lay down again.

She closed her eyes, but, as her thoughts
lingered on that last row between her father and
Irene, sleep just wouldn’t come. ‘You're nothing but
a penny-pinching old miser!* Irene’s none-too-dulcet
tones had floated upstairs to where Bevin, in her
bedroom, was doing her homework. Bevin had ceased
working on hearing her father’s raised voice, but
couldn’t help hearing Irene’s screeched, ‘I'll get you!
If it’s the last thing I do, I'll get you!’

‘Do your worst!’ Edmond Pemberton had
shouted back. And Irene had.

The very next day she had left the home which
only a year previously she had moved into, to the
neighbouring town of Dereham. The next Edmond
Pemberton had heard was a letter from her lawyers in
which she sought a substantial monthly allowance.

Her father had engaged solicitors of his own, but
when their first account arrived, he had very soon
come to the conclusion that he was being ripped off on
all sides. Which was why he decided to do his own
negotiating and, though it grieved him to part with
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the money, he had finally agreed a figure which he
declared might be worth paying to keep the dreadful
woman out of his home. And, since never again was
he going to be so demented as to try marriage for a
third time, he had no intention of paying lawyers’
fees in filing for a divorce when, who knew, some
judge with some half-baked ideas on the frailty of
women might decide he could afford to pay the
dreadful woman more than he was paying now.

Shortly after that, Edmond’s health started to
fail, and although Irene negotiated an increase in her
allowance from time to time there was never any
suggestion that she would come back to nurse him.

There had been some talk, when Bevin had
shown a natural aptitude for figures, of her training
to be an accountant too. But when her father’s health
started to go from bad to worse, there was no
question but that she should stay home and look after
him. So she’d left school, and devoted herself to
taking care of him. .

‘I’ll make it up to you,’ he told her one day
when he was in one of his more mellow moods. ‘This
house, and all my investments — all I own — will be
yours one day. I've seen to it.’

‘Don’t! Please don’t talk like that,’ Bevin had
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begged him, unable to bear the thought of him
dying, of him one day no longer being there.

‘Don’t upset yourself, girl. It’s got to be talked
about, ’ he had replied.

‘Yes, but — not today, ’ she’d pleaded, and he
had dropped the subject and, as if aware how much it
had upset her, or perhaps, on thinking about it,
considered that he had said all that had needed to be
said, had never referred to the matter again.

Some days were good, some were quite painful.
Edmond Pemberton had a good doctor who called -
regularly and who prescribed specialised drugs which
Bevin obtained from the chemist’s shop in Abbot’s
Cheney.

Which was how she came to meet Oliver Taylor.
He was tall, thin and thirty, and was in fact the new
and sole owner of the village chemist’s. He was very
willing and helpful too when, gazing down at the
clear-complexioned, - wide-brown-eyed twenty-year-
old with long strawberry blonde hair who was waiting
for him to go and make up the prescription, he
questioned, ‘This is for an Edmond Pemberton?’

‘My father, ’ she explained, and had been going
on to state that it was impossible for her father to
come for the dangerous drugs himself, when she
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realised that the pharmacist seemed to know that.

‘I'm afraid I haven’t got all you need here, but
I’'m expecting a delivery in about an hour.’ And, as
if comprehending that she didn’t like to leave her
father too frequently, ‘I'll drdp the remaining items
in, if you like.’

‘It's not out of your way?’ she queried
gratefully.

‘Of course not,’ he smiled — and so Bevin
made the acquaintahce of Oliver Taylor.

He became a good friend over the next two years
and would often pop in for an hour or so at the end of
his day. Apart from the doctor and the district nurse,
they had few other visitors, though, so her father in
particular welcomed Oliver’s visits as a break from
routine.

Oliver had been there almost immediately when
her father had died three weeks ago, and Bevin had
been glad to have a friend she could turn to. He was
there at her father’s funeral too, and, with so few
people there, she was again glad to'see him.

An announcement of Edmond Pemberton’s death
had been printed in the Dereham Chronicle. But of
Irene — an avid reader of that paper, so she must

have known of her husband’s passing — there was no
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sign at his funeral.

Bevin experienced another bout of coughing, but

her thoughts went on to how, at the time, she had
formed the view that, although Irene had been
conspicuous by her absence, perhaps she was Just
being honest. Neither she nor the man she married
could stand the sight of each other, so perhaps it
would have been hypocritical for her to have attended
his funeral. :
' Less than twenty-four hours later, however,
Bevin was shaken into having second thoughts about
her stepmother’s honesty. Shaken to indeed wonder if
Irene Pemberton knew the meaning of the word
honesty.

Painfully Bevin recalled how she had been
upstairs in her father’s room forcing herself to do
some essential folding up of his clothes, when there
was a ring at the doorbell.

She went down the stairs to answer it, but soon
realised how out of place was the small surge of relief
. she felt to be released from her parcelling-up duty.
For that relief was short-lived when she saw that her
thin-lipped stepmother stood on the other side of the

door.
‘You’re not any fatter, 1 see!’ Irene began
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loudly as she glanced hostilely at Bevin’'s slender
form. Then, just as though she still lived there, and
with not a word of condolence, she brushed past
Bevin into the hall. ,

Wordlessly, and since she didn’t rate very highly
her chances of being able to bundle the plump woman
out again, Bevin followed and opened the door to the
- sitting-room. At the same time, money having been
the last thing on her mind, she suddenly realised why
Irene, with her track record, must have called.

‘You know of course that the bank have frozen
your father’s account?’ her stepmother charged
before Bevin could decide whether she should invite
the woman to take a seat.

‘ That’s quite normal, I believe,” Bevin
answered, in truth having no idea whether it was or
it wasn’t, but as her thoughts went no she quickly
realised that if her father’s account was frozen, then
so too would be the standing monthly payment out of
her father's bank account and into Irene’s. _

‘Normal or not, I want my allowance! ’ Irene
demanded. But while Bevin was unable to see any
other reason why the woman should call in person,
and was trying to decide if she was meant to write out
a cheque for her on the spot pending her father’s
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