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      About the Book

      
      TEMPTATIONS . . .

      
      Madeleine Delaney – a beautiful brunette and brilliant portrait painter, she is summoned from her New York home to an English
         country manor house and a confrontation with the past.
      

      
      TEMPTATIONS . . .

      
      Jessica McCann – a bubbly blonde who lives for her work as Sales Director of one of London’s most luxurious hotels when her
         lover, jealous of her success, issues an impossible ultimatum. 
      

      
      TEMPTATIONS . . .

      
      Kimberley Cabot – her Titian locks hide a scheming financial brain and a ruthless ambition to rise above her poverty-stricken
         background. 
      

      
      TEMPTATIONS . . .

      
      Three very different women, with only their youth and beauty in common. Only time will tell how they can handle temptations.
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      ‘​“’Tis one thing to be tempted, Escalus, Another thing to fall.”​’

      William Shakespeare, 1564-1616

      
      Measure for Measure

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      The silence of the night was broken by the shrill tones of the telephone, shattering the peaceful darkness and startling Madeleine
         and Carl into wakefulness.
      

      
      ‘What the hell . . .?’ Carl reached for the light switch and then looked groggily at his watch. ‘Who the fuck’s calling us
         at this hour?’
      

      
      Madeleine turned over sleepily, her cloud of black hair spreading on the pillows, the white muslin draperies of the four-poster
         bed festooned like transparent sails in the soft glow of the bedside lamp, cocooning them in a rosy oasis. ‘Tell whoever it
         is to go away,’ she murmured.
      

      
      Carl grabbed the phone. ‘Hullo?’ His voice sounded terse. There was a pause, and then Madeleine heard him exclaim: ‘D’you
         realise it’s three o’clock in the morning? What? Yes, there is a five hour time difference . . . shall I get her to call you
         tomorrow?’ Through half drooping eyelids she saw his muscular legs, tanned from their regular weekends at Oyster Bay, push
         the sheets away. It was a hot night and his blond hair clung to the back of his neck. Suddenly he glanced at Madeleine, his
         brown hand cupping the receiver.
      

      
      ‘It’s your grandfather, calling from England,’ he whispered.

      
      
      Madeleine’s eyes flew open and she thrust herself into a sitting position, instantly alert.

      
      ‘You’re kidding!’ Her heart-shaped face paled against the darkness of her hair and eyes and her expression was deeply shocked.
         ‘He hasn’t spoken to us for over twenty years! What does he want?’
      

      
      ‘He won’t tell me . . . insists on speaking to you . . . I’m sorry, darling, but I think you’ll have to talk to him. He sounds
         in quite a state.’
      

      
      Gingerly, Madeleine reached for the receiver, bracing herself as she did so. Her autocratic English grandfather had refused
         to have anything to do with either her or her father since her mother had died. Now, unexpectedly, across thousands of miles
         of ocean and twenty years of silence, he was reaching out to her from the past as if he desperately needed her.
      

      
      ‘Hullo?’ she said quietly, though her heart was thumping.

      
      The voice was reedy, imperious and impatient. He’d been kept waiting too long. ‘Madeleine? Is that you?’

      
      ‘Yes, this is Madeleine.’

      
      ‘George Dalrymple here. Listen, I have to see you as soon as possible. There are things you have a right to know and I don’t
         suppose your damned father has told you everything . . .’
      

      
      ‘Just a minute!’ Madeleine felt a rush of anger. How dare this elderly man, half forgotten and never mentioned, disrupt them
         in the middle of the night in this abusive manner! And what did he mean about her father not telling her everything?
      

      
      Her tone was cold. ‘What do you want?’

      
      
      ‘I am an old man, Madeleine. I haven’t long to live and it’s vital I tell you everything before it’s too late.’ His voice
         was no less querulous and demanding.
      

      
      With an effort Madeleine bit back her anger, giving Carl a glance of appeal as she did so. Responding, he reached out for
         her hand and clasped it tightly.
      

      
      ‘Listen,’ she said heatedly into the phone, ‘neither my father nor I has seen or heard anything from you for over twenty years
         and now here you are, demanding . . .’
      

      
      It had been 1965. She’d been three years old and they’d been living in England when her mother, Camilla, had died. To the
         best of her knowledge Sir George Dalrymple, Camilla’s father, had refused to speak to any of them since.
      

      
      ‘That wasn’t my doing!’ the rasping old voice cut in. The conviction in his voice made Madeleine suddenly uneasy. Perhaps
         it had been her father, Jake, who’d been the one refusing to talk or communicate in any way. It would be consistent with his
         whole attitude towards his late wife’s family. Since Camilla’s death, he’d acted as if the Dalrymples didn’t exist.
      

      
      As if Sir George could read her mind, he said, ‘Madeleine, you can blame your father for the estrangement. I wanted us to
         meet but Jake always prevented it. Please fly over here to see me. It is of the greatest importance. I just wish I hadn’t
         left it so long.’ Sir George was pleading now and the urgency in his voice alarmed her. She also knew the ring of truth when
         she heard it, and yet something inside her still resisted the thought of having to face the unknown, from which Jake had so obviously protected her.
      

      
      Curiosity tempted her to ask: ‘What’s it about, Grandfather? Why can’t you tell me now, or write to me?’

      
      ‘Impossible! I have to see you. There is too much to tell . . . to explain . . . I shall never rest in my grave unless you
         know all the facts.’ Sir George’s voice broke on a quaver.
      

      
      Alarm threaded its way icily through Madeleine’s veins and she shivered. Carl, watching her anxiously, straining to hear what
         was being said, slid his hand up her arm and stroked her shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’ he whispered.

      
      Madeleine nodded, her eyes troubled. ‘I’ll have to go and see him,’ she whispered back.

      
      ‘Are you there, Madeleine? Can you hear me?’

      
      She directed her attention quickly back to the call. ‘Yes, I’m here. I can’t come immediately because I’m about to hold my
         first exhibition; I’m an artist, you see. But I’ll come as soon as I can.’
      

      
      ‘Milton Manor, near Okehampton. In Devon,’ Sir George said peremptorily. ‘I’ll be waiting for you. Come as quickly as you
         can, please.’
      

      
      ‘I will,’ promised Madeleine.

      
      ‘And one more thing . . .’ The voice sounded agitated again.

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      Sir George spoke swiftly and decisively. ‘For God’s sake don’t tell Jake you’re coming to see me, or he’ll do everything he
         can to try and stop you.’
      

      
      There was a click, the line was silent, and Madeleine realised he’d hung up. For a moment she sat very still, the receiver resting in her hand like a dead object. Then she replaced
         it slowly, feeling deeply jarred. It was as if the past, long buried, had been thrust upon her, stirring up half forgotten
         memories and vague fears that had once filled the mind of a little girl who had called out so often for her mother, and whose
         cries had gone unanswered. She glanced up to see Carl watching her, his lean face and china blue eyes filled with concern.
         For comfort, she slid under the crook of his arm, relishing the warmth of his naked body against the sudden coldness of her
         own.
      

      
      Her smile was wan. ‘How strange to hear from my grandfather like that. What can he have to tell me about my mother . . . do
         you think there was something sinister about her death?’ It was a question she had often asked herself in the past. It might
         explain why Jake had always refused to discuss his wife and why he had destroyed every photograph of her and every memento.
         Even Camilla’s portrait by the famous Philip de Laszlo, who had painted the society beauties of the day, had vanished from
         its place above the mantelpiece in their Beekman Place house. Madeleine could vaguely remember that portrait although she’d
         only been three and a half when they returned to New York from London; it showed a fair-haired woman with pale eyes, wearing
         a cream lace dress. Most memorable of all were the cascading ropes of pearls that fell from round her neck, almost reaching
         her lap. Madeleine knew she didn’t look at all like her mother; she’d inherited the Shearman black hair and eyes and white
         skin. Her father’s daughter, people called her; a perfect feminine likeness of the powerful Jake Shearman. But that was as far as it went. The
         likeness was only skin deep.
      

      
      ‘That call has disturbed you, hasn’t it, Maddy?’ Carl whispered tenderly. ‘Do you really intend to go and see your grandfather,
         in England?’
      

      
      Madeleine turned to look into his face, thankful he was there. But then Carl was always there for her and had been ever since
         they’d married four years before. She kissed his cheek, near the corner of his mouth. ‘I must, darling. Supposing he has something
         really important to tell me! I’d never forgive myself if he died and I hadn’t even made the effort to go and see him. As soon
         as the exhibition has opened I’ll fly over. Is there any chance you could come with me?’
      

      
      Carl shook his head. ‘Not a cat’s chance in hell! With the dollar in free fall and interest rates as jumpy as a kangaroo on
         heat, I’m going to be stuck in the bank for the rest of the year.’
      

      
      Madeleine sighed, snuggling closer. ‘Then I’ll only stay for a couple of days. I can’t bear to be away from you for longer
         than that.’
      

      
      Carl spoke gently. ‘Have you thought, Maddy, that your grandfather might be senile and half crazy? You could go all that way
         and find the whole thing was a wild goose chase! What can he say about your mother that you don’t already know, or that Jake
         won’t tell you?’
      

      
      ‘That’s just the point – Dad has always refused to tell me anything. You know that, Carl. As soon as my mother’s name is mentioned
         he clams up and acts like she never existed. Maybe my grandfather will tell me how she died and what happened.’
      

      
      
      ‘And if it’s something unpleasant – and maybe that’s why Jake has never talked about it – do you still want to know?’

      
      Madeleine spoke positively, though she looked distressed. ‘Yes. I want to know.’

      
      Carl stroked the glossy blackness of her long hair. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to let sleeping dogs lie?’ he asked softly. ‘I
         don’t want you getting all upset, honey.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be okay.’ Madeleine lay back against the lace-edged pillows, recalling what she did know; bare facts, no more than an
         outline. The story of a glamorous couple who had everything that life could offer until the day disaster struck.
      

      
      Jake Shearman, at twenty-five, was sure that Camilla Dalrymple was the most beautiful girl he’d ever set eyes on. On vacation
         from Harvard, where he’d been studying Economics, he and his friends decided to drive from Nice to Monte Carlo one evening,
         in order to have a flutter in the casino. As the little white ball plink-plinked with monotonous regularity on the spinning
         roulette wheel under the watchful eyes of the players, and the croupiers called ‘Rien ne va plus’, Jake looked up, and through the blue haze of cigar smoke saw her standing there, watching the proceedings with an air of
         detachment. Her cool English beauty took his breath away. Amidst the more flamboyant and much older French, Italian and Spanish
         women, she looked ethereal with her simply styled blonde hair and understated ice-blue satin evening dress. Fragile as spring
         blossom, and delicate as Dresden china, it struck Jake that she looked as if she’d break easily, as if she’d snap like fine-blown glass or glittering
         spun-sugar.
      

      
      ‘Faites vos jeux,’ called out the croupier, and like scurrying white rats bony and bejewelled hands pushed and shoved and threw down their
         different coloured chips, with blind compulsive abandon; greedy faces watched avidly, some a breath away from bankruptcy,
         others unknowingly hovering on the brink of a fortune. Plink-plink went the little white ball, and a fortune had been acquired
         or lost. But Jake was no longer interested in the game, so absorbed was he in watching Camilla and noting that she seemed
         to be on her own. No husband or escort hovered by her side as she glided from table to table, watching the play with absorbed
         fascination. Then Jake caught his breath; an elderly woman in a blaze of rubies and swathes of sable around her plump shoulders,
         trotted up and the two women smiled and started talking.
      

      
      ‘Have you seen enough?’ the older woman asked brightly. She’d been dropping into the casino for years, although she never
         gambled herself. To her it was a spectacle to show visitors, a little divertissement to while away an hour between dinner
         and going to bed.
      

      
      ‘It’s fascinating, Aunt Marion,’ Camilla replied. ‘And everyone’s so smart! There’s nothing like this in England.’

      
      ‘Fifteen years ago, when the Germans occupied France, there was nothing like this here either! But now, as you can see, everyone
         wears their jewels and puts on their best clothes again. It is good for morale.’
      

      
      Camilla gazed in wonder as men with fat wallets and women with sharp eyes continued to play as if hypnotised by the whirling
         wheel.
      

      
      Jake rose from the table, his few remaining chips in his hand. The moment had come to make his move. Tall, well built and
         with the black hair and pale skin that characterised all the Shearmans, he presented himself before the older woman with a
         smile and a slight bow.
      

      
      She looked up, clasped her hands together and let out an exclamation of joy. ‘Jake, my dear boy, what on earth are you doing
         here?’
      

      
      Jake kissed her powdery cheek. ‘Lady Wantage, how good it is to see you. I’m on vacation, staying with friends in Nice. I
         thought I’d try my luck tonight . . .’ He eyed Camilla pointedly, longing to be formally introduced, smiling his most charming
         smile.
      

      
      ‘Have you two young things met?’ Marion Wantage enquired with her usual vague but sweet smile. She turned to the girl. ‘This
         is Jake Shearman, my dear. His late mother and I both came from Boston and we were lifelong friends. This is Camilla Dalrymple,
         Jake, my goddaughter. She’s staying with me at the Hôtel de Paris, as her mother thought she ought to see a bit of France.
         She thought it would be good for her education,’ she added with a roguish smile.
      

      
      Jake laughed. Camilla’s mother could be right. Marion Wantage was an oil millionairess who had married an English baron and
         had then proceeded to show not only the English, but the international set, what it was to have style. She had permanent suites at the Hôtel de Paris in Monte Carlo, the Beau Rivage Palace in Lausanne
         and Claridges in London. They were all furnished with her own antiques and paintings, and she had her personal staff ensconced
         in adjoining suites, so that they were on hand to look after her needs. Widowed now, she still entertained with flair, counting
         among her close friends Sir Winston Churchill, Somerset Maugham and Jean Cocteau. Any young girl would gain a lifetime’s education
         by spending a few weeks with Lady Wantage, thought Jake.
      

      
      ‘So this is your first visit to Monte Carlo,’ Jake said conversationally, turning to Camilla. There was something very vulnerable
         about the way she looked up at him with her misty blue eyes.
      

      
      When she spoke, her voice was soft. ‘Yes, it is.’ She looked round the richly gilt baroque room with its shimmering chandeliers
         and then at the desperate faces that gathered round the gaming tables, watching silently as the atmosphere grew ever more
         pungent with the smell of expensive cigar smoke. ‘But it’s a bit decadent, isn’t it?’
      

      
      Jake laughed again. ‘That depends on whether you’re winning or losing!’

      
      ‘Shall we go somewhere quiet for a drink?’ suggested Lady Wantage.

      
      ‘I think that’s a very good idea,’ said Jake, taking Camilla by the elbow.

      
      It was a whirlwind romance. Camilla’s parents, Sir George and Lady Dalrymple, invited Jake to stay at Milton Manor, their
         Devonshire home, and by the time he returned to the States their engagement was announced in The Times. They were married in London the following spring, and then Jake whisked his young bride back to New York where he’d bought
         a beautiful grey stone house on Beekman Place, overlooking the East River.
      

      
      There were also the weekend home at Oyster Bay on Long Island that Jake’s father had left him, and all the trappings belonging
         to one of New York’s oldest and most distinguished families. Jake would one day become President of the Central Manhattan
         Bank, and meanwhile he enjoyed a senior position without the heavy responsibility that would one day be his. It was an idyllic
         existence, made all the more perfect by the arrival of their first child, Madeleine. They were fêted by New York society as
         the ‘golden couple’ who had everything and it seemed as if nothing could ever happen to cast a cloud over their sunny lives.
         Then Lady Dalrymple died suddenly from a heart attack, and the shock affected Camilla deeply. She became chronically depressed
         and Jake was at his wits’ end trying to cheer her up. He took her on a trip to Bangkok, suggested she do over their house,
         loaded her with jewels and furs, but to no avail. It was only when he was posted to the London branch of the bank that she
         started to brighten up. She also decided that she wanted to remain in Devon with her father, while Jake worked in London.
      

      
      ‘But I’ll never see you and Madeleine!’ he expostulated. ‘I want you to be with me.’

      
      Camilla looked stubborn, her beautiful vulnerable mouth set in tight lines. ‘Father will need me, now that he’s alone. You can come down at weekends.’
      

      
      They looked at each other, Jake willing to do anything if it was going to make her happy again, Camilla wilfully determined
         to go her own way.
      

      
      As time passed Jake did all he could to persuade her to change her mind, saying that if her father needed her, he needed her more. It was a battle he never won. Camilla remained down in Devon, and eighteen months later she was dead.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to find out what happened, Carl.’ Madeleine rolled over in the bed so that she lay on her side, facing him. ‘Dad’s
         kept me in the dark all these years but tonight, for the first time, I really am determined to get to the truth. If he won’t
         tell me, then I’ll fly to England and find out for myself. I . . . well, I feel in a strange way that I owe it to my mother.’
      

      
      Carl smiled. ‘I understand that. Why don’t you let me talk to Jake? He might find it easier to discuss things with another
         man.’
      

      
      Carl worked alongside Jake at the Central Manhattan Bank, as head of foreign transactions; a position he held through merit
         and not because he was married to the boss’s daughter. From the moment Carl had joined the bank ten years before, fresh from
         Yale and then Harvard Business School, Jake had been impressed by him. The young man showed brilliance and flair and had a
         natural aptitude for banking. One day he would make a fitting successor to Jake who had no son of his own.
      

      
      ‘I’d rather talk to Daddy myself,’ said Madeleine, ‘but I’ll wait until after my exhibition.’ Her first one-woman show was going to be held at the chic Midas Gallery in SoHo in ten days’ time, and it was an important career move;
         something she’d been working towards for years. She snuggled closer, like a kitten seeking warmth. ‘I do wish you could come
         to England with me.’
      

      
      Carl leaned forward and kissed her gently on the mouth. ‘So do I, sweetheart. I shall miss you like hell.’

      
      ‘Oh, Carl!’ She pressed her pale slender body against his strong tanned one and winding her arms around his neck, whispered:
         ‘I’m lost without you.’
      

      
      Carl kissed her again lingeringly, then leaned back, his eyes twinkling and deep laughter lines fanning out on to his cheeks.
         He pretended to look solemn. ‘You’re a naughty girl, sliding up against me like this when you know I’ve got to get some sleep!
         What are you trying to do? Make me so tired I’m late for work in the morning, and then have your father sack me?’
      

      
      Madeleine giggled and pressed herself closer still. Her dark eyes were dancing with fun. ‘Now that’s a good idea! You get
         Daddy to sack you and then we’ll be free to set off round the world on another honeymoon.’ Her pale breasts were crushed against
         him now and she was kissing his neck just behind the ear where she knew he was particularly sensitive.
      

      
      Carl let out a groan. ‘Maddy,’ he pleaded, trying to extricate himself. ‘I’ve got to be at the office in . . .’ he glanced
         at his watch ‘. . . four hours’ time!’
      

      
      ‘Four hours,’ she whispered, her tongue flicking along the edge of his jaw, her hand reaching down to stroke his thighs. ‘In four hours we can do it at least twice!’
      

      
      ‘Maddy, will you stop it!’

      
      She continued to kiss him and stroke him, knowing he didn’t really want her to stop. Gradually her urgent desire transferred
         itself to him, so that he too became aroused, his body responding to hers so that they moved in perfect harmony. Lost in sensation,
         his eyes closed, he let this woman who had been his wife for four years do what she liked with him, as she had done so many
         times before. They were so deeply attuned to one another that they could convey their desire across a crowded room, and now
         as they touched and stroked and kissed each other there was no need for words. Madeleine’s head was moving from side to side
         on the pillow now, as she took his hand, so strong and familiar, and placed it between her legs. Carl knew her body as well
         as he knew his own and he loved to bring her to a peak of excitement.
      

      
      She moved beneath him now, giving little cries of joy, taking him inside her body and holding him there as if she could never
         have enough of him, and he thrilled as he heard her cry: ‘Give yourself to me, Carl . . . give all of yourself to me.’ A moment
         later, with a mixture of frenzied sweetness and wrenching surrender, they climaxed together with a loving closeness, something
         they’d done a thousand times before yet found as potent as the first time they’d ever made love.
      

      
      Patti Ziffren sat at the Georgian desk in the library of her duplex in the Beresford, on Central Park West, looking at the message her butler had taken the previous evening when she and her husband, Sam, had been out at a benefit
         dinner. She didn’t like it. Not at all. Warning bells were ringing in her head and she had a mind to call her brother Jake,
         to warn him that his ex-father-in-law, Sir George Dalrymple, was trying to contact Madeleine. But what good would that do?
         Jake would only get into a panic, and God knows he’d suffered enough over Camilla all those years ago, without having the
         whole thing brought up again. But what, Patti wondered darkly, did Sir George want with Madeleine now?
      

      
      ‘Mallaby,’ she called to her English butler, who’d been with them for the past fifteen years.

      
      Mallaby came into the room on silent feet and stood at a respectful distance. He was of stocky build with a cherubic face
         and white hair, and he was slightly in awe, even after all these years, of his employer.
      

      
      ‘This message you’ve left on my bureau, Mallaby,’ said Patti without preamble. She knew all the servants were a bit scared
         of her and she did nothing to dispel their fears. Only Sam, Jake, and of course Madeleine were allowed to see what lay beneath
         the crusty surface.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Madam?’

      
      ‘When Sir George Dalrymple called from England last night, you didn’t, I hope, give him Mrs Delaney’s number?’

      
      Mallaby looked shocked and even pained. ‘I would never do such a thing, Madam! I merely suggested you might be able to call
         him back today.’
      

      
      ‘Ummmmm.’ Patti nodded thoughtfully. ‘Thank you. That’s all for the moment.’

      
      
      ‘Thank you, Madam.’

      
      Tall, angular and in her late sixties, Patti rose from the desk as soon as she was alone again and lit a cigarette. Her shoulders
         looked hunched in her perfectly cut Ungaro suit and her hands shook slightly. The sunshine streaming in through the long windows
         passed unnoticed by her. God damn old George Dalrymple! she thought with mounting agitation. He must be kept away from her
         niece at all costs. But suppose he’d got her number from someone else? It wouldn’t be difficult. Madeleine and Carl were a
         well-known and popular couple. Perhaps he’d already found out they lived on Fifth Avenue . . .
      

      
      Patti stubbed out her cigarette angrily and immediately lit another, her mind dwelling protectively upon her niece. Madeleine
         had been a small child when Jake had returned to New York from England, begging Patti to help him bring her up. Patti remembered
         him saying: ‘I’ve hired an English nanny for her, but it isn’t the same as having a mother; I need you, Patti. Someone has
         to try and take Camilla’s place.’ And of course, because she cared so much for her brother, Patti had agreed. In a way Madeleine
         came along like a late godsend, because Patti was unable to have children of her own.
      

      
      They took to each other at once, the rich socialite with the scratchy manner and the pretty little girl who was everyone’s
         friend. Patti was determined about one thing, though: Madeleine must not be spoilt or allowed to fall into the ‘poor little
         rich girl’ trap. She must be encouraged to have lots of friends, learn different sports and be a general all rounder. The
         first indication that she might become an artist was when Patti found a drawing book full of sketches of their friends; lively bold
         drawings that were instantly recognisable, often unflattering, but very definitely talented.
      

      
      ‘Look at these,’ Patti said to Jake one evening, when he was dining with her and Sam. ‘The child’s brilliant! You must see
         to it that she has the best art teacher.’
      

      
      Jake smiled. If Madeleine had hopped around the room on one foot, Patti would have said there was another Anna Pavlova in
         the family. He flipped through the sketch pad, frowned, and then looked through it a second time.
      

      
      ‘They are remarkably clever,’ he said in a surprised voice. ‘Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps she ought to have special tuition.’

      
      ‘She must go to the Art Students’ League when she’s old enough, and then you must send her to the Sorbonne in Paris,’ said
         Patti. She picked up the pad and it fell open at a drawing Madeleine had done of her. ‘Humph!’ she snorted, regarding the
         thin bony face and piercing eyes her niece had given her. ‘If you ask me, Jake, she’s too talented for her own good.’
      

      
      Jake laughed out loud. Madeleine’s drawing of her aunt was accurate and deeply observant, even to the frown lines and birdlike
         way Patti held her head. But it was also faintly cruel. ‘Perhaps she’ll be a caricaturist,’ he joked.
      

      
      Patti looked him straight in the eye. ‘Or a very good judge of character,’ she corrected him.

      
      Now, all these years later, Madeleine was a portrait painter of great talent, admired by those who were not afraid to see themselves as they really were. This exhibition at the
         Midas Gallery would, Patti hoped, set the seal on Madeleine’s success.
      

      
      She lit another cigarette and, deep in thought, wandered round the library, touching things but not really seeing them, smoking
         absently, her thoughts miles away. Then she came to a decision. She wouldn’t tell Jake what she was doing because it would
         only worry him. Seating herself at the desk again she reached for the message pad and started dialling Sir George’s telephone
         number in England.
      

      
      At nine o’clock the next morning, Madeleine left their apartment on Fifth Avenue and Seventy-fifth Street, and took a cab
         to her studio on Wooster Street in the SoHo area where, when she’d reached twenty-one, her father had bought her a studio
         at the top of one of the old buildings. Even if she and Carl had been out late she still left the apartment at the same time.
         Morning was the best time to paint as far as she was concerned, when the light was good and inspiration flowed freely. Today,
         she wanted to put the finishing touches to the portrait of Dustin Hoffman she was including in her exhibition.
      

      
      As soon as she entered, the familiar and evocative smell of linseed oil and turpentine assailed her, sharpening her desire
         to work. The cosy clutter of the studio gave her confidence too; this was her little kingdom, where she could do exactly as
         she liked and where she could express herself in her painting. Jars filled with brushes, bottles of turpentine, tubes of paint
         and boxes of charcoal lay scattered on various table tops alongside fragments of sculpture which she collected as a hobby. A jumble
         of canvases stood propped around, and a sofa, covered with black velvet, dominated the haphazard arrangement of chairs and
         stools and portable platforms. Above, four skylights in the roof gave a window on to nothing save the clouds that floated
         overhead in a constant moving show.
      

      
      Madeleine locked the door for security and then climbed the spiral stairs to the gallery at the far end. Here stood her hi-fi
         system, flanked by shelves of discs and tapes. A moment later the swelling chords of Rachmaninov’s piano concerto in C sharp
         minor filled the studio and she felt a wave of happiness wash over her that was almost as sensuous as Carl’s love-making had
         been the previous night. Here, in this setting she had created exclusively for her own use, she could reach every part of
         herself without inhibition, without reserve. She could tap the very source of her talent and ply her skill to her heart’s
         content.
      

      
      Walking swiftly down the steps again she felt a heady intoxication from just being there. Perching on a high stool, she looked
         around at all her canvases, savouring the moment. It wasn’t always like this. On days when a painting wasn’t going well, the
         sheer frustration amounted to silent raging misery. The likenesses of her sitters mocked her from the walls, saying: Your
         talent was at its peak the day you painted me – look what a mess you’re making today. You can’t paint at all, you’re a fraud!
         And the voices in her head would go on and on, as great gulfs of self-doubt enveloped her.
      

      
      
      White with anguish, her dark eyes tortured, Madeleine would seize a palette knife and scrape away what she had just painted,
         obliterating her mistakes before even she could bear witness to them for longer than a moment. And all the time the voice
         in her head was asking: Can I no longer do today what I could yesterday? Has my talent gone . . . escaped . . . and left me
         as ham-fisted as a child with his first box of paints? And then she would work feverishly, desperate to recapture the easy
         flow that came when she felt inspired. She would work until her neck and shoulders felt as if they could no longer support
         the weight of her head, and her face was tense and drawn. Bit by bit, through sheer determination and concentration on her
         part, the painting would begin to come right and take on a lifelike quality of its own. And only then would she relax and
         dare to leave the studio at night – but without a backward glance. The monsters of uncertainty and lost confidence had been
         slain for today, but a second glance might show them still lurking and she dared not risk that. Once home, Carl would soothe
         and comfort her with his tenderness and understanding, giving her encouragement, making the failures less painful.
      

      
      Today it was different. Madeleine’s mood was light as the sun shone in bold squares on the studio floor, and the canvases,
         framed and ready to go to the Midas Gallery, looked brilliantly lifelike. The chords of Rachmaninov’s music filled the studio
         with joy and as she sat there she breathed the air of a summer’s day. She could positively taste the sweetness of success,
         and although she felt a thrill at the thought of her forthcoming exhibition she also felt awe-struck at her own audacity. It had been her father’s idea.
      

      
      ‘Madeleine,’ Jake had said when she and Carl had dined with him one night, ‘you have to become better known. How are you going
         to attract commissions if no one knows you’re a portrait painter? You must hold an exhibition, and you’ve got to get yourself
         a gimmick.’
      

      
      After a lot of thought, Madeleine had worked out a gimmick although it went against her artistic nature; but then her father
         was a businessman and so was Carl, and she knew that if she wanted to become well known she must adopt a more businesslike
         approach to her art and follow their suggestions.
      

      
      She reached for her palette and started to mix the colours with a sure and confident eye. Tubes of paint lay before her in
         a riot of colour: lemon cadmium yellow and dark madder lake; viridian and raw sienna and prussian blue. The very names were
         like poetry to her ears, suggestive of mysterious and exotic places. What crimson lake of fire was ‘dark madder’? What brilliant
         sky of blue hung over Prussia? And didn’t ‘raw sienna’ conjure up the bloodstained sand of a bullring in Spain?
      

      
      Lost in a dream world of colours and fantasy, Madeleine worked hard at the background of her painting of Dustin Hoffman, revelling
         in the fact that she had caught the essence of the actor himself and not the characters he’d played for which he was so famous.
         Absorbed in her work, she did not notice the time passing and at first was oblivious to the telephone’s ring. At last she
         picked up the receiver and answered. There was a transatlantic click and then she heard a familiar English voice.
      

      
      ‘Maddy? Is that you? Are you working? Oh, I’m not disturbing you, am I?’ The clear fluting tones, overlaid with bubbling enthusiasm,
         brought a smile to Madeleine’s face.
      

      
      ‘Jessica! How good to hear from you. How are you?’

      
      ‘Terribly well, sweetie. I’m ringing about the party you’re giving to launch your exhibition.’
      

      
      ‘You are coming over for it, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Wild horses wouldn’t keep me away, Maddy!’

      
      ‘So, what’s your problem?’ Madeleine asked. She’d known Jessica McCann since they’d both been eight years old and even if
         they didn’t meet very often they were always able to pick up where they’d left off, as if they’d seen each other the previous
         day. They’d originally met in London, at Lady Eden’s school, when Jake had been re-posted to the Lombard Street branch of
         the Central Manhattan Bank in 1970. He’d brought Madeleine and her Nanny to England with him, and for two years they’d lived
         in an apartment in the Albany, Piccadilly.
      

      
      ‘I’m not going to be able to get to New York until the actual day of your opening. I’ll still be in good time, but isn’t it
         maddening?’ Jessica was explaining.
      

      
      ‘Is the new job working out all right?’ Madeleine could just imagine her friend sitting behind her desk in the sales department
         of the Royal Westminster Hotel, gesticulating as she talked, gold bangles rattling, long red nails slicing through the air.
      

      
      ‘It’s fabulous!’ breathed Jessica fervently. ‘It’s hard work but I’ve never enjoyed myself so much in my life. I have so much responsibility, Maddy, you’ve no idea! And this hotel is the last word in glamour; you must tell all your friends to stay here when they
         come to London. So will it be all right if I land at two in the afternoon, on the fourteenth? It will still give me time to
         tart myself up before the party begins, won’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Only about four hours!’ replied Madeleine, who’d been wondering when she was going to get a word in edgewise. Conversations
         with Jessica, as she sparkled and fizzed, were inclined to be a bit one-sided if you weren’t careful. ‘I’ll send a car to
         meet you at Kennedy. You can stay with us for a few days, can’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course, this is going to be my summer hols! Listen, is there anything you’d like me to bring over? Some little trifle
         that even the mega-rich Shearmans and Delaneys can’t buy in New York?’
      

      
      Madeleine dissolved into laughter. ‘Daddy loves sausages from Harrods,’ she replied. ‘And – oh!’ She paused, struck by a sudden
         thought.
      

      
      ‘Oh, no, Maddy! Please! Not oak-smoked kippers again,’ Jessica begged. ‘You know the last time I stuffed my hand luggage full
         of kippers, the whole of first-class stank like a fishing trawler! I got some very funny looks.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t going to say kippers,’ protested Madeleine, vividly recalling Jessica coming through the arrivals gate from Europe,
         her nose wrinkled comically, her Gucci hand luggage held at arm’s length. ‘I was going to ask you to look up my grandfather.’
      

      
      
      ‘What d’you mean, in Who’s Who? Surely you know who he is, Maddy?’ Her tone was bantering.
      

      
      ‘Of course I know who he is. I want to find out what he’s like.’ Briefly she related her strange conversation of the night
         before with Sir George.
      

      
      Jessica’s voice was vibrant with interest. ‘My dear, how fascinating! What can he want to tell you? Listen, I’m sure I can find out a bit about the family. I know all the gossip
         columnists very well, and as the Dalrymples would rank as aristocracy they’re bound to have your grandfather on their files.
         Leave it to me.’
      

      
      ‘Do be careful,’ warned Madeleine, ‘I wouldn’t want him to think I was checking up on him.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make the most discreet inquiries. I say, d’you suppose your mother was involved in some scandal? That would
         explain why Jake would never tell you anything. I say, how terribly thrilling!’ Jessica sounded agog with interest.
      

      
      On the corner of Wall Street and Broad Street the Central Manhattan Bank rose in a towering block of black glass and steel,
         reflecting the morning sunshine in dazzling starbursts of light. Carl, getting out of the chauffeur-driven limousine, entered
         through the bullet-proof glass and steel doors, glad to be off the street where the air was clammy with humidity. The main
         banking area was modern and impressive, with floors and walls and counters of black and white marble, a steel and lucite escalator
         gliding smoothly up to the second floor gallery and an artfully arranged jungle of plants that climbed as tall as trees, illuminated
         by concealed spotlights.
      

      
      
      Behind the theatrical façade it was a different matter. Layer upon layer of people, one above the other, filled the glass
         building from street level to the twenty-eighth floor, the tellers at the bottom of the heap, above them kitchens and staff
         dining-rooms which opened with breakfast at eight o’clock in the morning and closed in the late afternoon, and above them
         floor after floor of offices filled with workers sitting at desks under harsh strip lighting, while Fax and Telex machines
         hummed out their messages from all over the world, telephones rang with maddening persistence, word processors and computers
         clicked and bleeped, and an atmosphere of high pressure prevailed. With transactions totalling billions of dollars a day,
         this great throbbing financial animal stood tall amongst its rivals, digesting with relish the quick, the clever and the diligent,
         while mercilessly spitting out those who could not take the pace.
      

      
      Carl thrived in the atmosphere. From his office, which led off the gallery on the second floor where all the executive offices
         were, with the exception of Jake Shearman’s penthouse suite, Carl had a good view of the Stock Exchange and the jostling and
         bustling on the sidewalk below. The knowledge that millions of dollars were changing hands by the minute gave him an almost
         physical thrill. It was a special fascination he shared with Jake. To them money was a living thing, a plant that would grow
         and sprout and bear fruit; dividends, equity, loans and interest rates formed a major part of their conversation, and filled
         their thoughts most of the time. To them money was not a collection of dry figures flashed up on some computer, soulless and dead; it was symbols and signs, meaningful and rewarding, telling a story or painting a picture all
         of its own.
      

      
      Carl flipped swiftly through his mail and glanced at the first of the day’s authorisations for foreign transactions. Dollars
         being transferred to Tokyo, Kuwait, Hong Kong and Great Britain. Pounds sterling, yen, deutschmarks and francs coming in from
         other parts of the world; a fascinating ever exchanging flow of money, giving a picture of trade figures and currency regulations,
         deficits and profits.
      

      
      Pressing his intercom, Carl buzzed for his assistant in the adjoining office. ‘Averil, can we get started on this lot, please?
         I’m meeting with Mr Shearman and some clients before lunch, so it’s going to be a short morning.’
      

      
      ‘Certainly, Mr Delaney.’ Averil was the perfect PA. She’d been with Carl for six years and she knew his ways, down to how
         hot he liked his coffee. Regretfully, Carl remembered she’d be leaving soon because she wanted to move out of New York. Nothing
         he’d been able to say would make her change her mind. She’d had enough of city life and she wanted out. A moment later she
         appeared, a pleasant-faced young woman with prematurely grey hair and a gentle smile. She took a seat opposite Carl’s desk.
      

      
      ‘Right, Mr Delaney. I’m ready,’ she said.

      
      An hour later Carl had finished and was striding to the elevator at the other end of the curving gallery that overlooked the
         bank lobby below. Stepping into its black leather interior, he pressed the penthouse button.
      

      
      
      Carl and Jake were close. Although devoted to his own father who was an architect in Philadelphia, Carl felt he had much more
         in common with Jake. He was like the son Jake had never had. To that he owed much of his success, and not, as the gossips
         insisted, to his marriage to Madeleine. In fact he hadn’t met her until he’d been nearly two years with the Central Manhattan
         Bank and, as he always laughingly reminded Jake, it had been another four years before he’d been allowed near her. ‘Well,
         hell, she was only eighteen and not finished her education,’ Jake was apt to protest, although from the beginning he’d secretly
         hoped Carl would one day become his son-in-law.
      

      
      Carl had waited, watching Madeleine from afar growing up into a young woman of great beauty and charm, watching her progress
         as a painter, longing for the time when Jake would give his permission for them to see each other. In the meantime he took
         out lots of girls but, looking back, it seemed that he was merely treading water, keeping emotionally afloat while he waited
         for Madeleine. She was everything he’d ever desired in a woman. He felt it was worth waiting until he was nearly thirty to
         get married.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Carl,’ Jake greeted him as he entered the President’s office. Although his hair was now grey, the years had been
         kind to Jake, and if anything he was more good-looking than he’d been as a young man. His eyes, almost black like his daughter’s,
         regarded Carl with affection and his manner was one of bonhomie. ‘Have a good time last night?’
      

      
      Carl started, thinking of their love-making when he and Madeleine had luxuriated in each other’s bodies with a rapturous knowledge of each other’s needs, after they’d taken the call from England. ‘Last night?’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t you have tickets for Phantom of the Opera? Weren’t you going with Robert and Joan Allord, and then having dinner at Le Cirque?’
      

      
      ‘Oh . . . of course.’ The events of the night had made him forget. ‘Yes, it’s a great show! We had a very good time and the
         Allords sent you their best wishes.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ Jake smiled. Then the phone started ringing, and after Jake had taken the call the clients who had come for a meeting
         were shown into his office and for the next hour Carl became absorbed in discussing the ramifications of a loan to a ship-building
         company in Scotland. Once or twice he looked at Jake, remembering that Madeleine had told him not to mention the call from
         Sir George Dalrymple, wondering why Jake always refused to discuss his late wife. As Carl reminded himself, it hadn’t happened
         yesterday but over twenty years ago. Surely the past couldn’t be as painful as all that, or wasn’t it the pain Jake was trying
         to avoid?
      

      
      At last the meeting came to an end and Carl hurried back to his office. He had twenty minutes to catch up on some of his work
         before he slipped down to the directors’ dining-room for lunch. Averil came through from her adjoining office as soon as he
         settled himself at his desk. She spoke eagerly.
      

      
      ‘Personnel have just been on the line, Mr Delaney, to say they think they’ve found a suitable replacement to take over from
         me at the end of the month.’
      

      
      Carl’s handsome tanned face showed a flicker of ruefulness. ‘D’you really have to go, Averil?’
      

      
      She smiled, flattered. ‘Yes, I really want to move to New Jersey, Mr Delaney. I’ve been planning to go for a long time, you
         know.’
      

      
      ‘So what’s this new girl like?’

      
      ‘I don’t know her personally, but I’ve seen her around because she’s been working here for over two years in the computer
         department. You may have seen her, she’s got bright red hair. She worked for the Citibank before she joined us and I believe
         she’s very bright.’
      

      
      Carl sighed, hating changes but knowing now this one was inevitable. ‘Interview her for me, will you, Averil? You know what
         I need – someone as much like yourself as possible.’
      

      
      Averil flushed, looking pleased. ‘Thank you, Mr Delaney. I will.’

      
      She was as good as her word. When Carl returned to the office at two-thirty, having lunched with the chairman of a large aviation
         company which was starting up in Mexico, she came into his office, closed the door behind her and spoke in a whisper.
      

      
      ‘My replacement is in my office right now, Mr Delaney. I’ve had a long talk with her, and personally I think she’d do the
         job very well. Her qualifications are good and she seems on the ball.’
      

      
      Carl asked, ‘Is she efficient, d’you think? Quick, with a retentive memory? You know how it drives me crazy if people forget
         what I’ve told them.’ He knew he was tricky to work for, and demanding too. There’d been a fast turnover of Personal Assistants
         before Averil.
      

      
      
      ‘I think you’ll find she’s up to it. Walter Tuffin, the head of the computer department, talks highly of her. She’s ambitious,
         I think,’ Averil added, in an even softer whisper, ‘and that’s a good thing. She’d dead keen to work for you, Mr Delaney.’
      

      
      ‘And you’re certain she can handle the pressure?’

      
      Averil nodded, positively. ‘I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t believe it.’

      
      Carl sighed wearily. He hated changes in his working routine and the thought of teaching a new girl to do things the way he
         liked really filled him with dread.
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ he said at last. ‘Show her in. By the way, what’s her name?’

      
      ‘Kimberley Cabot.’

      
      Kimberley, travelling on the subway from Fifty-fifth to Wall Street that morning, hoped against hope that she’d hear if she’d
         landed the job of Carl Delaney’s assistant. As soon as she’d found out that dreary, dowdy Averil Fielden was leaving, she’d
         gone straight to the head of personnel, George Miller, and persuaded him to recommend her for the post. She’d also made sure
         her immediate boss, Walter Tuffin, gave her a good reference. It hadn’t been difficult. Men always ended up doing what she
         wanted and George and Walter were no exception.
      

      
      As if to prove the point to herself, she crossed her long shapely legs with a gentle rasp of nylon stockings as the train
         hurtled along between stations, and out of the corner of her eye saw three men turn their heads to follow her movements. Kimberley
         chuckled inwardly. They were all the same, and she was certain Carl Delaney was just like the rest of them. She’d been watching him covertly for months now, whenever she got the chance – seeing
         him arrive in the morning, striding purposefully across the lobby, taking the elevator to the penthouse floor, entering the
         directors’ dining-room – a tall athletic figure, far better looking than the average banker, with sexy blue eyes and an engaging
         smile. She wondered how susceptible he was and came to the conclusion that happily married or not, when it came to the point
         he’d be just like all the others: easy to seduce.
      

      
      All she needed now was the opportunity to work for him and then she could start putting her plan into action, the plan she’d
         begun to formulate in her head long before she’d even heard of Carl Delaney, long before she’d gone to work at the Central
         Manhattan Bank; a plan that had taken root secretly and furtively when she’d been twelve. Now, seventeen years later, she
         felt as if every dream and aspiration had led her, sometimes unwittingly and by chance, other times by deliberate and careful
         planning, to this moment when she could make it all happen for her.
      

      
      Kimberley had grown up in the Maspeth area of Queens, the youngest of six children born to Ollie Cabot, a truck driver, and
         his Italian wife, Lucia, who worked in the local delicatessen and believed everything the Pope said. Crammed together in a
         two family brown and white clapboard house, just like all the others in the area, Kimberley didn’t even see a skyscraper for
         the first twelve years of her life. Warehouses, ugly as aircraft hangars, yards full of trucks, acres of tombstones in the
         Mount Oliver Cemetery, and rows of small shops like Pat’s Liquor Store, Carvel’s Icecreams and the ‘Lady Finesse’ Hairdresser ‘for Guys and Gals’,
         made up the scenery as Kimberley looked restlessly around in search of excitement. She attended the Martin Luther King High
         School, but made few friends. The others seemed content to spend the rest of their lives within the confines of this area,
         where the most exciting thing that could happen to you would be to go into a jazzed up café called ‘Dunkin’ Donuts’. Kimberley
         knew from an early age that she must get away. There had to be life beyond the narrow streets edged with dusty oak and maple
         trees, and the little Holy Cross Roman Catholic Church her mother dragged her to. There must be somewhere better to live than
         in the tiny houses that were home to two families and which did not even boast a backyard. Not for her a life of domestic
         slavery like her mother, with six children and a husband who drank most of his wage packet away.
      

      
      It was on her twelfth birthday that she begged her eldest brother, Tom, who was twenty, to take her into Manhattan. He had
         a job as a porter in the Plaza Hotel and his tales of what life was like in the centre of the city had long enthralled her.
         When they came up from the subway she gasped, looking around her, eyes wide with amazement and little noises of wonder escaping
         from her open lips. She felt quite dizzy. The towering buildings made her feel she was walking at the bottom of some gigantic
         ravine and she clutched Tom’s hand. The traffic whirled past, a police siren yelped in an adjacent side street, and the crowds
         jostled on the sidewalk, bumping into them. Kimberley couldn’t have been more astonished if she had been dumped on Mars; television
         was forbidden at home and she’d never been allowed to go to the movies. Everything around her was new and, breathless, she
         hung on to Tom as he led her through the dusk towards Times Square.
      

      
      The sight that met her eyes dazzled her and made her heart pound. All around the brilliant blaze of electric bulbs flashed
         and radiated an incandescent gaudy trail of light on every available rising surface. Glowing advertising signs leapt, glittering,
         up the side of buildings and around doors and awnings: a scintillating thread of blue and gold and silver, shot with red,
         lacing the giant buildings together and weaving themselves into intricate patterns. Flickering, swooping, dancing, skimming
         – the myriads of multicoloured lights had a life of their own, as they flashed and sparkled in a never ending display. Kimberley
         had never seen so many lights, hadn’t known so much light existed in the world. But there they were, a vivid spectacle of
         bright spangles illuminating the night, suggesting to Kimberley promised riches and glamour in signs which read ‘Marlboro’,
         ‘Chevrolet’ and ‘Sheraton Astor’.
      

      
      At that moment she knew that when she was grown up she wanted to be rich; to have so much money that she’d never grow old
         and ugly like her mother; to have so much money that she’d be able to have anything she wanted. Anything on earth. Standing
         mesmerised, as the traffic screeched and honked around her, she gazed at those advertisements as if hypnotised; but where others saw rows of dirty electric light bulbs, Kimberley saw chains of diamonds.
      

      
      From that moment on, she was motivated to one end only: to be rich and successful. Always bright at school, she now threw
         herself into studying and at sixteen, having gained excellent grades, she left to get a job. Her mother wanted her to continue
         living at home and take a job in a shop, and for a while Kimberley agreed; but only because the hours allowed her to take
         a shorthand and typing course at the local community centre. As soon as she’d qualified she was off, living in a small downtown
         room, but at least it was in Manhattan. Best of all the first job she got was as a clerk with Citibank. She’d learned the
         ropes fast, had been sent on a computer programming course and given a raise. Four years later she’d joined the prestigious
         and famous Central Manhattan Bank.
      

      
      ‘I’ll check if Mr Delaney is ready to see you,’ said Averil Fielden.

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Kimberley’s heart was pounding as she looked around the office that she hoped would soon be hers. So much depended
         on the next few minutes. If she got this job she’d really have it made, because Carl Delaney was the key to her future. Thankful
         she’d decided to wear a smart but demure pale blue linen suit that enhanced her rich auburn hair and creamy skin and that
         showed off her figure in a subtle and classy way, Kimberley felt a deep sense of excitement. Working hard at school, slogging
         away at evening classes, sleeping with rich men who bought her expensive clothes and taught her how to behave in public, had given her a certain patina over the years and helped prepare her for this moment. She didn’t believe in God, not
         after the way her Mom had gone on about the sins of the flesh, but she did remember hearing a saying: ‘God helps those who
         help themselves’. Suddenly she smiled, an expression so radiant and confident that when Averil Fielden came back and said
         Mr Delaney was ready to see her, Kimberley sailed into his office, knowing her moment had finally come.
      

      
      Jessica grabbed the phone. ‘You’ve delivered the wrong glasses!’ she stormed to the supplier on the other end of the line.
         ‘We ordered fluted champagne glasses, not tulip-shaped ones! How could you make a mistake like that?’ Angrily she doodled on the pad in front
         of her with her red felt-tip pen. ‘I’m not interested in your excuses. We ordered sixty dozen fluted glasses and if they’re
         not here by this afternoon, you can cancel the order – and all future orders from us!’ Slamming down the phone she looked up at her colleague, Dick Fowler, with whom she shared an
         office.
      

      
      ‘Damned suppliers!’ she exploded, her petite frame quivering with indignation. ‘They’re all the same. When will they ever
         get anything right? Remember those blankets we ordered from Hobbs? We ordered rose pink and they delivered thirty dozen in
         a revolting shade of peach!’
      

      
      Dick nodded sympathetically. ‘I think the worst time was when they delivered two hundred chairs for the restaurant, all covered
         in the wrong fabric.’
      

      
      Jessica covered her face with her hands in mock despair, her lazy top-knot of blonde hair threatening to come undone and cascade to her shoulders. ‘That,’ she said succinctly,
         ‘is what is known as a major cock-up!’
      

      
      Dick roared with laughter. Jessica, with her exaggerated way of talking and her expressive mobile little face, always amused
         him. When she’d joined the Royal Westminster Hotel eighteen months before as Assistant Sales Manager, he’d realised there’d
         never be a dull moment.
      

      
      Jessica McCann was the eldest daughter of a retired general in the British Army, and her family had hoped she’d make a suitable
         marriage and settle down by the time she was twenty-two or three; but at twenty-six, she was still pursuing her career with
         unabated enthusiasm. Tiny, slim, with long blonde hair and round blue eyes that at times made her look doll-like, she had
         boundless energy and vivacity, and everyone in the hotel adored her.
      

      
      She could soothe a ruffled guest in seconds, placating them by dealing with whatever problem had upset them. Then she would
         pacify them further by murmuring there would be no charge for their dinner in the restaurant that night . . . and then, there
         would be flowers and champagne, and a bowl of fruit or an expensive box of chocolates in their rooms. Her concern if anything
         went wrong seemed so genuine that most guests, especially the English, ended up apologising for having complained in the first
         place!
      

      
      It was a magic formula and that was why she had been transferred from a sister hotel, the Wentworth in Park Lane, where she’d
         been the Sales and Public Relations Officer, to the Royal Westminster. She’d also been promoted to Assistant Sales Manager, reporting to Dick Fowler.
         Their boss, the Director of Sales, was Humphrey Peters, a hard-faced man with ruthless ambition who saw himself as an eventual
         General Manager. But Jessica and Dick had such a good working relationship that they never allowed Humphrey Peters, with his
         endless demands, to get under their skin. From time to time bursts of laughter could be heard coming from their office as
         Jessica did a wicked imitation of a guest or one of the staff, or Dick regaled her with stories of things that had happened
         before her time.
      

      
      The Golding Group owned thirty-five hotels worldwide, but the Royal Westminster was their flagship and Jessica had been thrilled
         at the prospect of working in it. For sheer splendour and elegance it rivalled even their other hotels in Hong Kong, Venice
         and Washington, all of which were five star hotels, and all of which appeared in listings of the best in the world.
      

      
      Straddling the west side of Hyde Park Corner, and opposite the lush greenness of Hyde Park, the Royal Westminster was an imposing
         building, porticoed and pillared and resembling a miniature Buckingham Palace. For tourists, there was the added interest
         that it had been built in 1775, as the town house of the first Duke of Hastings, and was also opposite the first Duke of Wellington’s
         former home, Apsley House, which was now a museum. Over the years extensions had been added at the rear, where formerly stabling
         had provided shelter for the Duke’s horses and carriages. Invisible from the street, six penthouse suites had also been added, so that the hotel now had two hundred and fifty rooms each decorated and designed by famous designers
         who specialised in doing up stately homes. But the essential atmosphere of a ducal town house remained. The Golding Group’s
         original investment, which had converted the building from its inglorious temporary use as a hospital into a hotel, had paid
         dividends. The reported annual turnover was in the region of eighteen million pounds a year.
      

      
      Jessica’s main task at the moment was to get bookings for the principal banqueting rooms; she wanted people to hold their
         parties at the Royal Westminster and she knew the way to attract them was to sell the idea that it would be like giving a
         party in a private house. With a large ballroom, a big reception room and several ante-rooms, there was scope to give anything
         from an exclusive dinner-party for ten, to a ball for five hundred.
      

      
      Jessica glanced at her page of engagements for the day and let out a yelp. ‘God! A Mr and Mrs Cyril Watkins are due any minute.
         They want to hold their daughter’s wedding reception here so I’m going to show them the Armitage Suite.’ Re-fixing her hair,
         she applied some pale lipstick and ran her hands over her neat navy blue suit. ‘Then I’ve got to give luncheon to the managing
         director of CAC Computers – I’m hoping they’ll hold their three-day conference here, next April.’
      

      
      The telephone rang and she grabbed it, glancing at her watch as she did so. She ought to be down in the lobby now, to meet
         the Watkins. She hoped this call wouldn’t take long.
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, Andrew, hi,’ she said, her voice instantly dropping into an easy intimacy. Andrew Seymour had been her steady boyfriend
         for nearly three years and they shared his flat in Chelsea. He was an estate agent, and both their families took it for granted
         that in time they would marry.
      

      
      ‘We’re expected for dinner at eight o’clock,’ Andrew was saying, ‘and Mother wants us all to wear evening dress.’

      
      ‘Eight o’clock!’ She sounded horrified. ‘How can I possibly be changed and at their place by eight o’clock? I’ve got a wine
         tasting here this evening and I shan’t get away until nearly eight! Why didn’t you tell me this morning? Oh, damn, if I’d
         known I’d have brought a long dress with me, and changed here!’
      

      
      ‘Can’t you leave early for once?’ Andrew sounded cross and slightly disapproving. ‘It is my parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary,
         you know! They’ve planned this dinner-party for months now.’
      

      
      ‘I know.’ Jessica tried hard to make her voice sound patient, but it always irritated her when Andrew presumed she could drop
         everything in order to fit in with his plans. ‘And I’ve bought a decanter for them as a present from us both. It’s just that
         I’m supposed to be hosting this party here, and I’ve only got a short day dress to change into.’
      

      
      ‘Why can’t you go home beforehand to change . . . and then you could take a taxi from the hotel straight to Wilton Crescent?
         We could meet there,’ he persisted. She could sense he was getting upset and if that happened the evening would be ruined
         for both of them. 
      

      
      ‘I’ll work out something, babe,’ she said, forcing herself to sound calm and cheerful. ‘In any case, let’s meet at your parents’ house at eight o’clock. Okay? I must go now
         because I’ve got people waiting for me, but I’ll see you tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Okay.’ He sounded grudging.

      
      Jessica dropped the phone back on to its cradle, picked up her clipboard and dashed out of the office and along the corridor
         to the elevator. If there was one thing she hated it was being late.
      

      
      She spotted them at once, standing uneasily by the reception desk: Mr and Mrs Cyril Watkins, up for the day from their home
         near Watford, a middle-aged, working-class couple who had succeeded in making a lot of money from their building company.
         Switching on her charming professional smile, Jessica stepped forward to meet them, a dainty figure, impeccably dressed, discreetly
         jewelled, her small intelligent face glowing with vitality. She greeted them as if they were the only people she really wanted
         to see that day.
      

      
      ‘Good morning. How nice of you to come. May I get you some coffee . . . or a glass of champagne?’

      
      They declined, shaking their heads and mumbling something about it not being long since they’d had breakfast.

      
      ‘Then allow me to take you up to the Banqueting Rooms,’ said Jessica smoothly, as if she understood absolutely how they felt.
         On the first floor, she led them down wide, thickly carpeted corridors, past crystal chandeliers blazing with many lights,
         silk covered walls hung with eighteenth-century engravings of London, and the occasional gilt console table laden with exotic
         flowers. The Watkins followed her in awe-struck silence, glancing furtively from time to time at the ornate plaster ceilings and rich hangings. It was all a
         long way from their semi-detached near Watford.
      

      
      Jessica flung open double doors at the end of the corridor. ‘This is the Armitage Suite,’ she announced brightly, leading
         them into a large baroque style room, decorated and embellished with white plaster garlands, depicting fruit and flowers against
         a sky blue background. ‘Bars are set up at either end for a reception, but of course we have waiters circulating with trays
         of drinks as well.’ Then she walked over to the full-length windows which overlooked Hyde Park.
      

      
      ‘When we do a wedding, we usually place the cake here, with pedestal flower displays on either side. It’s a good position
         for everyone to see what is happening, and to have good pictures taken.’ Jessica exuded such enthusiasm, and it appeared to
         be so genuine, that it might have been her own wedding she was planning. Mr and Mrs Watkins were deeply impressed by the magnificence
         of the room and reassured by the understanding manner of this helpful young woman. Anxious to do their best for their only
         daughter, who was marrying a real gentleman, they were determined to make a splash on the great day.
      

      
      ‘What d’you think, Mother?’ muttered Mr Watkins, who, having made a pile, had so far indulged himself only by buying a BMW.

      
      Mrs Watkins looked at him and pressed her cream cotton-gloved fingertips together. ‘It’ll do very nicely,’ she replied quietly.

      
      
      ‘You did say you would be expecting approximately a hundred and fifty guests, didn’t you?’ Jessica asked, checking the notes
         on her clipboard.
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ said Mr Watkins.

      
      ‘Then this room is perfect for you. Of course if you were expecting more guests, I’d have suggested the ballroom . . .?’ She
         paused, dangling the temptation of something even bigger and grander before their eyes. They hesitated, Mrs Watkins with her
         head cocked on one side as if she were waiting for her husband to say something. Mr Watkins studied the carpet, wondering
         who they could ask to fill a bigger room.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t I show it to you anyway, as you’re here?’ Jessica suggested, like a hostess wishing to put her best rooms at her
         guests’ disposal. ‘It’s only down the corridor.’ Setting off at a brisk walk, her high-heeled shoes sinking into the deep
         pile carpet, she led them to a door on the other side of the corridor.
      

      
      ‘This room is a copy of the corridor of mirrors in the Palace of Versailles,’ she said, as if to prepare them for a shock.
         When she opened the tall carved doors they stood and gazed in wonder at what seemed like acres of shining polished floor,
         bounded and held together by endless panels of antique mirrors, mottled and speckled with age, their images reflected a hundred
         times over. Heavy dull gold draperies festooned the great windows, through which a watery morning sun struggled fitfully.
      

      
      ‘I think the other room would do nicely,’ commented Mr Watkins hollowly.

      
      Jessica nodded. ‘I agree. This room is better at night, when all the chandeliers are lit. Right, now, would you care to fix up all the details, seeing you’re here? It would
         save your having to come up to London again.’ Gently and persuasively she asked what they’d like, whilst skilfully indicating
         what she thought was suitable.
      

      
      Thirty minutes later she was back in her office, looking pleased with herself. ‘Well, that’s all fixed!’ she said triumphantly
         to Dick. ‘They’ve booked the Armitage, plus ten cases of vintage Bollinger, six hundred assorted canapés, eight arrangements
         of pink and white flowers on pedestals, a three-tiered wedding cake . . . thank God I managed to dissuade them from having
         a sugar bride and groom on the top! And they want three suites of rooms for the night before. And d’you know something?’ Dick
         looked at her questioningly, amused by her enthusiasm. ‘They didn’t even blink when I gave them the quote!’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘People never do. Once they’ve made up their minds to give a big bash, it’s all or nothing, regardless of cost.
         By the way, your lunch appointment is going to be late. Here’s the message for you.’
      

      
      ‘Great!’ Jessica glanced at the scribbled note. ‘That will just give me time to dash home to pick up an evening dress for
         tonight. Andrew and his family have got an attack of delusions of grandeur and I’ve got to get myself tarted up for this dinner
         they’re giving.’
      

      
      At that moment the phone on her desk buzzed.

      
      ‘Hullo? Oh, Peter!’ She gave a squeal of delight. Peter Thorn was one of the Evening Standard’s leading journalists, and over the years he’d become a good friend, always mentioning the hotel if he could, and sometimes filling her in about celebrity arrivals. ‘How are you? When are you coming to lunch with me again?’
      

      
      His voice was deep and rich, always on the brink of a laugh. ‘Is it true Madonna’s expected to stay next week . . . for her
         concert at the Albert Hall?’
      

      
      ‘God, I don’t know!’ she cried aghast. ‘We haven’t heard anything. Have you checked with Anne Butler in the PR department?’

      
      ‘She’s denying everything, but she always does, and your reservations department says they’ve no one of that name expected!
         All very prim and proper they were, and singularly unhelpful. Can you check it out for me, Jessica?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I will, but you know I’ll have to deny it officially, even if it is true; that’s hotel policy. Our guests have
         to have their privacy protected.’
      

      
      ‘I know, I know.’ Peter’s voice sounded resigned. ‘Bloody stupid, isn’t it? Her management in Los Angeles have announced she’ll
         be at the Royal Westminster for four nights . . .’
      

      
      ‘Typical! They want the place swarming with papparazzi and ten thousand fans, because it’s good for her image,’ Jessica cut in, ‘but our other
         guests are going to hate it! Oh, Christ, I hope it isn’t true. Security will go mad, and we don’t need that sort of razzmatazz.’
      

      
      ‘You will keep me posted, though?’

      
      ‘Yes, I will, Peter. Listen, I’ve just remembered something. If I help you over this, will you do a little favour for me?’

      
      ‘Sure. What is it?’

      
      
      ‘Do you know anything about the Dalrymple family? A friend of mine wants to find out about them. They come from Devon.’

      
      ‘Dalrymple.’ Peter paused, deep in thought. ‘The name rings a bell, but I can’t place it.’

      
      ‘Sir George Dalrymple. He had a daughter called Camilla, who died over twenty years ago. She was married to an American called
         Jake Shearman.’
      

      
      A long piercing whistle came out of the telephone receiver, startling Jessica. ‘Yes, I know who you mean,’ said Peter drily.
         ‘Why does your friend want to know about them?’
      

      
      Jessica hesitated, surprised by his reaction. ‘Well . . . she . . . she was just interested in the family,’ she said lamely.

      
      ‘Take my advice, tell her to steer clear! There were some very nasty goings-on at the time. I was a cub reporter and I wrote
         a piece about it, it would be over twenty years ago now. Advise her to have nothing to do with them.’ For once he sounded
         serious, the usual laughter gone from his voice.
      

      
      ‘What sort of things?’ demanded Jessica. ‘Peter, you must tell me. It’s too intriguing for words!’

      
      ‘It’s too long a story now. Invite me to that lunch you promised me and I’ll give you all the gory details. And you’ll keep
         me posted on the Madonna situation?’ It was obvious he wasn’t going to be drawn any further.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I will. Now, when you are free? Let’s fix a date.’

      
      The rest of the day passed in a whirl of meetings and phone calls, including one from an irate customer who insisted she’d been charged for eight cases of champagne instead of six at a reception she’d held recently. It wasn’t
         until five o’clock that Jessica realised she hadn’t been home to collect a long dress for the evening.
      

      
      ‘Hold the fort for me, will you, Dick?’ she begged. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can, but I must go home and change. You don’t mind, do you?’ she added cajolingly. Dick smiled. Few could resist Jessica’s natural and earnest
         manner, so evocative of a little girl in its candid yet sharp sweetness.
      

      
      ‘Run along. I know how hard you have to work to look beautiful!’ Dick teased.

      
      ‘You . . .!’ Jessica pretended to look insulted. ‘I’ll have you know I was paid a compliment on my looks by the General Manager
         last week.’
      

      
      Dirk smirked. ‘He must have wanted you to do some overtime!’

      
      Jessica arrived at Andrew’s parents’ house shortly after eight that evening, to find the whole family already drinking champagne
         and congratulating Mr and Mrs Seymour.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get here before, darling,’ Jessica whispered to Andrew, as soon as she had greeted his parents. ‘Do
         I look all right? I had to practically change in the taxi!’ With one hand she dug a pin more firmly into her topknot.
      

      
      Andrew slid his hand round her waist, so tiny he could have encircled it with both hands. ‘You look fantastic, Jessie. Here,
         have a drink. You could probably do with one.’
      

      
      
      Jessica rolled her eyes as he handed her a glass of champagne. ‘I feel pissed already!’ She hissed under her breath. ‘You
         forget, I’ve come from a wine tasting.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re not supposed to drink at a wine tasting,’ he protested, laughing, ‘you’re supposed to . . .’
      

      
      ‘I know! I know!’ She waggled her head from side to side. ‘You’re supposed to swill it round your mouth and then spit it out into a bucket! Honestly, Andrew, I could never do that!’ Dazzling blue eyes, half joking, half serious, looked up into his, and he felt
         his heart melt.
      

      
      Andrew Seymour, twenty-eight and the son of a well-to-do company director, was a keep-fit fanatic and it showed in his physique.
         Well built and muscular, he towered over the diminutive Jessica, exuding an aura of good health, his dark brown hair shining,
         his grey eyes clear and untroubled. Three evenings every week at a local fitness club, and games of squash and tennis whenever
         he could fit them in, were all part of his schedule. He was also ambitious, and since he’d formed Jason and Seymour, Estate
         Agents, with his best friend, Sandy Jason, he’d flung himself into his work, anxious to be part of the property boom that
         was sweeping Britain and so far showed no signs of slowing down. And at the centre of his world of working hard and playing
         hard was Jessica, with whom he shared his life. One of these days he was going to ask her to marry him, although she already
         knew, of course, that was what would happen. They had an understanding, as his mother told her friends. Neither was in any great hurry to marry, both being wrapped up in their careers, both happy with the way things were.
      

      
      Tonight, though, Andrew felt sentimental, seeing his mother and father celebrate thirty years together. It seemed such a marvellous
         recommendation for legalising living together and his eyes grew quite misty as he saw them toasting each other and holding
         hands.
      

      
      His voice was gruff. ‘We’ll be like that . . . after thirty years, won’t we, Jess?’

      
      Jessica nodded, her eyes soft and her face gentle. ‘Of course we will,’ she said, and then because she was Jessica, always
         ready with a flip remark or a witty barb, she added, ‘and won’t we be boring!’
      

      
      Andrew tried to hide the way he winced at her words, knowing that she didn’t mean to be taken seriously, it was just her way.
         He forced a laugh. ‘We’ll be so rich by then, who cares?’ he quipped back.
      

      
      Jessica laughed too. ‘Goodee! Talking of rich, I go to stay with Madeleine in four days’ time. You hadn’t forgotten, had you?’

      
      ‘No, I hadn’t forgotten.’

      
      ‘I wish you could come too,’ she said impulsively. ‘I’m going to miss you, sweetheart. Can’t you get away? Sandy can manage
         for a few days without you!’
      

      
      ‘There are too many deals to put together at the moment,’ he replied, shaking his head. ‘We’re negotiating on three houses,
         all million-pound properties, and I must be here to make sure everything goes through all right.’
      

      
      Jessica nodded, understanding, and rested her blonde head against the black shoulder of his dinner-jacket. ‘That’s big business,’ she murmured. ‘So, shall I give your regards
         to Broadway?’
      

      
      Andrew hugged her closer. ‘You do that,’ he said.

      
      ‘. . . And let’s not stay too late at this party,’ she added with a suggestive little look.

      
      Already Andrew felt himself getting aroused. ‘You bet we won’t,’ he whispered back.
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