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    Chapter One


    





    ‘CATHERINE ?’




    She moved out of the shadow of the willow and away from the stone wall.




    ‘James.’ She was actually looking down at him, something she had never done before and something he was no doubt not used to, for impatiently, he climbed the few remaining yards between them to stand in front of her, his grey eyes disconcerting her as they had always done.




    ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked finally.




    ‘I live here. What about you?’ Catherine swallowed a giggle at the baldness of the conversation. No platitudes, no small talk, just straight to the nitty-gritty. Typical James.




    ‘I’m at the Hall.’




    ‘The Hall?’ Her surprise made her back off to get a better look at him. ‘You’re staying there?’




    ‘In a manner of speaking.’ His lips twitched.




    ‘Well?’ she prompted, irritated. ‘Stop playing games.’




    ‘I’ve just taken it over from my uncle.’ He surveyed her interestedly, hands thrust into trouser pockets, as her jaw dropped in astonishment.




    ‘You?’ she gasped. ‘It’s you?’




    ‘What exactly does that mean – “it’s you?”’ James Grant took his hands out of his pockets, suddenly looking dangerous and formidable in the elegant dark suiting so incongruous in this tiny seaside village in late summer.




    ‘It’s you that’s taken over.’ Catherine looked away from the penetrating clear eyes, unwilling at this stage to say any more, certainly until she’d had time to think about this staggering piece of news. James said nothing more, merely replacing his hands in his pockets and staring thoughtfully at her bent head. At last, the silence got the better of Catherine.




    ‘Well, I must be off. No doubt I’ll see you about the place, won’t I?’




    She looked up, nervously, and hated herself for it.




    ‘No doubt.’ His lips twitched again. ‘I would have thought, under the circumstances, it would have been normal for old friends to have made a point of seeing one another.’




    Catherine swallowed hard. ‘Er – yes. I suppose so.’




    ‘But you clearly don’t want to.’ It was a statement, not a question, and Catherine could only gaze at him helplessly, not knowing how to answer.




    ‘Well, if you change your mind, I’d be very pleased if you would join me for a drink this evening.’




    ‘At the Hall?’




    ‘Of course at the Hall. I’ll be there all evening, if, as I’ve said, you change your mind.’ A small smile touched his lips and he turned away. Catherine stood, irresolute, watching him go back down the hill towards the Hall, then, as he turned the corner out of sight, ran back to the gate and let herself into the cottage, going straight to the telephone.




    ‘607908,’ said a disembodied voice.




    ‘Flicka? It’s me.’




    ‘Cat, hello. What do you want?’




    ‘Oh, delightful.’ Catherine laughed. ‘No “How nice to hear from you, Cat, how are you?”’




    ‘Oh, sorry.’ Catherine’s sister giggled. ‘But you only phoned yesterday.’




    ‘Well, I’m allowed to phone again, aren’t I? I might miss you.’




    ‘You’re the one that moved away, Cat, not me.’




    ‘Yes, all right, all right, I know. Anyway, I just had to tell you – you’ll never guess who I’ve just seen.’




    ‘Father Christmas?’ suggested Felicity.




    ‘James Grant.’




    ‘What?’ Her sister’s voice rose to a squeak. ‘What is he doing down there?’




    ‘You know I told you that the owner of the Hall had just handed it over to his nephew, and we heard that he wants to make all sorts of ghastly changes?’




    ‘Yes? James is down there to install computer systems? Is that it?’




    ‘No, darling, James is the nephew.’




    ‘I don’t believe it,’ said Felicity flatly.




    ‘Neither did I. I just couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw him strolling down the hill just now.’




    ‘What did he say?’




    ‘Not a lot. Fairly intimidating – you know how he is, and suggested we meet for a drink this evening.’




    ‘Well, that seems fairly natural if you bump into someone unexpectedly that you haven’t seen for ages.’




    Catherine sighed. ‘That’s what he said – but he didn’t even bother to find out if I was free. He just told me.’




    ‘What – just “Meet me for a drink, 7.30”? Surely not. You must have answered him.’




    ‘Well – it wasn’t quite like that, actually. He said he was sure I didn’t want to meet him, but just in case I did ...’




    ‘There you are then. Oh, Cat, you are an idiot. Why you and he could never get on for more than five minutes at a time I never did know.’




    No, thought Catherine, and you never will. Aloud, she said, ‘Well, perhaps I will. Perhaps I ought to give him a chance. I wonder if he’s going to move down here permanently?’




    ‘I hope not, for your sake,’ laughed Felicity. ‘Otherwise I shall have you packing up and arriving on my doorstep one night.’




    ‘Hey, it’s still my doorstep too, you know,’ Catherine protested.




    ‘All right, darling, I know – only joking.’ Felicity sighed. ‘Anyway, I must cut you short, Graham’s due any minute and I’m still in my bra and pants.’




    Catherine grinned. ‘I don’t suppose he’d mind.’




    ‘Catherine!’ Felicity was shocked. ‘You save that for your writing. I’m off. Ring me if you have any more momentous news.’




    Catherine sighed as she put down the phone and wandered in the direction of the garden, pausing in pleasure as she looked at the enclosed, rather overgrown space, drowsy with bees and heavy with perfume, reflecting that Henry James’s sentiments – that summer afternoon were two of the most beautiful words in the English language – were probably hers too. But perhaps it might be nice to have someone to share it with, especially when something happened that needed talking over. Catherine retraced her steps to the kitchen to put on the kettle, and finally remembered why she had left the cottage when she had suddenly come face to face with James Grant. She had run out of tea.




    She reached the village store at a run with minutes to spare.




    ‘Just closin’, we was.’ Mrs Beddowes wheezed her way to the till with Catherine’s money. ‘You want to keep an eye on the time, Miss.’




    ‘Sorry, Mrs Beddowes. I bumped into someone I knew and it held me up.’




    ‘Oh yes?’ The little eyes sharpened in the plump face. Mrs Beddowes was interested – avidly – in everything that anybody in the village did or said. ‘On holiday, was they?’




    ‘No. That’s what I thought. But it seems he’s taken over The Hall from his uncle.’




    ‘That Mr Grant?’ Mrs Beddowes’ voice became a shade more breathless. ‘He’s a friend o’ yourn, then?’




    ‘I suppose so. An old family friend.’ Catherine picked up her tea.




    ‘Well, then. I s’pose you’ll know all ’is plans then?’ Mrs Beddowes leaned as far as her bulk would allow across the counter, conspiratorially.




    ‘Oh, no ...’ Catherine began backing away. ‘I didn’t even know he was coming.’




    ‘Hmm.’ Mrs Beddowes pursed her lips unbelievingly. Catherine tried an ingratiating smile and fled, before her inquisitor could say any more.




    It appeared James was no more welcomed by the villagers than herself, if Mrs Beddowes’ attitude could be taken as a barometer, but that could be just a natural disinclination to encourage incomers. Knowing James, however, his attitude could well serve to reinforce their opinion unless he had changed radically since they knew one another. Still, she thought, opening the gate of Garth Cottage for the second time in 20 minutes, she would go down for that drink later on, and judge for herself.




    Just over two hours later, under a multicoloured sky, Catherine walked down the lane to the Hall. She had replaced her jeans and T-shirt with a floaty summer dress and her canvas shoes with flat leather sandals, catching her red hair on top of her head. She didn’t want James to think she had gone to any trouble for him, but all the same, she needed to be armoured against his critical scrutiny. High heels would have helped, if she had any, but since she had been living down here, they hadn’t seemed to fit her lifestyle.




    She turned into the steeply sloping drive of the Hall, reflecting that a flight of steps for pedestrians wouldn’t go amiss. Perhaps that was one of the changes James would make? She had heard rumours, as she had told Felicity, that unwelcome changes were afoot, and being Catherine, had instantly ranged herself on the side of those resisting change, but maybe James would change things for the better. Perhaps, as she had said earlier, she should give him a chance.




    To her surprise, the huge front door stood open. Hesitantly, Catherine stepped inside. The entrance hall was a monument to decaying grandeur, but for what looked like a reception desk, cleverly built to look almost part of the room, in one corner. Catherine gazed upon it with slightly puzzled approval.




    ‘I’m glad you like it,’ said a voice behind her. She turned, almost guiltily, feeling an embarrassing flush mount her cheeks.




    ‘It’s – er – very nice.’ She cursed herself at James’s raised eyebrows and quirking lips.




    ‘But I don’t quite understand,’ she rushed on. ‘It almost looks like a hotel.’




    ‘Almost.’ He smiled down at her, ‘Didn’t you know? I thought everyone in the village did. I’m turning the Hall into a country club.’




    ‘Oh.’ The word came out on a long breath. So this was why the villagers were so against James.




    He frowned. ‘Do I take it that you’re against the idea too?’




    Catherine shook her head. ‘I don’t know enough about it, I’m afraid,’ she said, aware that she was hedging.




    ‘That’s not like the Cat I knew.’ James’s frown lifted. ‘Diving in on behalf of lost causes seems more your style, not admitting you don’t know all the facts.’




    ‘If you’re going to turn this into a fight, James–’ began Catherine.




    ‘What would you like to drink?’ he interrupted, taking her elbow and propelling her across the hall into what once must have been a drawing room but now had the addition of a discreet bar in one corner.




    The bar proved to be a surprise. Facing the sea, it led out on to a covered terrace and was well furnished with comfortable chairs grouped around small tables, while luxuriant indoor plants created intimate corners, already softly lit by subdued wall lights. Catherine surveyed the room with pleasure.




    ‘What would you like to drink?’ he repeated, leading her to the bar.




    ‘White wine, please,’ she said, moving imperceptibly so that his hand fell away.




    ‘Any preference? French? German?’




    ‘Dry French, please.’ Catherine smiled at the barman, a young man she had seen frequently around the village, who stared back in frank admiration.




    ‘Well, Cat. Isn’t this a surprise?’ James turned towards her, leaning one elbow on the bar counter. Still wearing his dark business suit, he looked less out of place here than he had this afternoon, even though the few guests in the bar were hardly dressed as formally as he.




    ‘Catherine, ’ Catherine corrected. ‘And, yes, it certainly is.’




    ‘Sorry – Catherine.’ His amusement showed as he placed undue emphasis on the name. ‘So tell me, how come you’re living here? I heard you and Felicity were still in Surrey?’




    ‘Felicity still is. I’m here because my grandmother died. I came down to look after her. Felicity’s working now, and can cope with the upkeep of the flat, so I retired and came down here.’ Catherine accepted her white wine from the admiring barman with a smile. ‘What about you? Why has your uncle handed you the reins? Unlikely for a computer expert, isn’t it?’




    James shrugged and picked up a brandy glass. ‘I’m a business man first and foremost. The consultancy runs itself now, and my uncle had neither the money nor the energy to spend on renovating this place and wanted to retire. He asked me what I would do with it, as it will be mine anyway one day, so I outlined my plans. He didn’t know how to do it, so he decided to hand over to me now.’




    ‘Do you know anything about the business?’ Catherine asked curiously.




    ‘As a client, plenty.’ James’s lips twisted in a wry smile, and the grey eyes warmed momentarily. ‘And there are experts in every field. I’ve hired the best consultants in hotel management and design, added my own ideas and – well, here we are.’




    Catherine risked another look at him as he looked down into his glass. There were a few silver threads in the straight dark hair that hadn’t been there a few years ago, and the brown face was thinner, deeper grooves worn between nose and mouth, more lines round the eyes. She sighed and contemplated her own glass. The same could be said of her, she supposed, except that you could hardly say her face was thinner – or any other part of her, come to that. A small sigh escaped her.




    ‘And why the sigh?’ James’s voice was soft and she experienced a strange sensation somewhere in the region of her solar plexus that had nothing to do with the wine.




    ‘Would you like to sit on the terrace?’ He straightened up. ‘The sunset is spectacular.’




    He probably orders it, Catherine thought, trailing in his wake as he led the way to white wicker chairs by the glassed-in balustrade.




    ‘So Felicity’s working, is she? Doesn’t time fly. I wouldn’t have thought she was old enough.’




    ‘We left Sussex when she went to college and that’s nearly three years ago.’ Catherine looked at him defiantly, awaiting his response.




    ‘So you did.’ He twirled his brandy glass between his fingers, his thoughtful gaze resting on her flushed face. ‘Running away, I thought. Weren’t you?’




    ‘Certainly not. From what?’ Catherine snapped.




    ‘Come on, Cat, we both know the answer to that one.’ James leant back and crossed his legs, the movement causing Catherine to look sharply away.




    ‘I sold the cottage so that we could buy a flat near to where Felicity went to college. It worked out cheaper than having to support her in digs.’




    ‘And was far more expensive than a cottage in West Sussex.’ James was not smiling now. ‘Panic measures, Cat. And you know it.’




    ‘All right, if you know so much about it, why should it have been panic measures? Why did I run away?’ Catherine raised an eyebrow, outwardly calm.




    ‘Because the situation between us had become untenable – for you, at least. And don’t say “What situation?”’ he went on, as she opened her mouth angrily to interrupt. ‘That would be merely foolish, because we both know what happened and neither of us have faulty memories – and, let’s face it, we would need exceedingly bad memories to forget that.’




    Catherine closed her mouth with a snap and transferred her gaze to the sea and James’s spectacular sunset. In fact, it was almost over now, orange and purple and turquoise falling over the edge of the world, leaving deep blue velvet in its wake.




    ‘Why wasn’t the situation untenable for you too?’ she asked, when the silence had stretched to the point beyond endurance.




    ‘Oh, it was. But I think I could have resolved it without running away.’ James leant forward and turned her face towards him with a long finger. ‘Couldn’t I?’




    ‘By having me on the side while remaining married to your unsuspecting wife?’ Catherine bit out venomously.




    James let his hand drop, his face closing. ‘Things never got that far, surely?’




    Catherine’s stomach knotted in mortification, but she plunged on. ‘By explaining kindly that I was a momentary aberration, then? Not to be taken seriously?’




    ‘Not that either.’ James sighed. ‘You always did act and speak before you thought, didn’t you?’




    Catherine pushed back her chair and stood up.




    ‘Sit down, Cat.’ James stood up and pressed firm, but not unkind hands on her shoulders, regarding her thoughtfully when she resisted. ‘We were deeply attracted to one another – right from the moment we met, as far as I remember, and we both resisted it until it took us over. Then you ran away. Now we’ve met again, under very different circumstances, so let’s start afresh, shall we?’




    Catherine stood, her eyes locked with his, her brain in suspended animation.




    ‘All right.’ She dropped her eyes and sat down, picking up her wine.




    James remained standing, looking down at her for a long moment. Finally, he turned towards the darkening sea. ‘You know,’ he said conversationally, ‘I never thought I’d see you again.’




    Catherine looked up at his broad back. I always hoped I’d never see you, she thought, and then wondered if it was true.




    ‘Same here,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose we would, in the normal course of events.’




    ‘You come back to Sussex, don’t you?’ James turned back and sat down.




    ‘Yes, but only now and then, to visit a couple of old friends.’ And avoid others, she added silently.




    ‘Have you made new ones?’ His tone immediately informed her of his real meaning.




    ‘A few,’ she answered non-committally. ‘No one special. I’ve made several acquaintances here though. I feel really attached to this place. Perhaps because my grandmother lived here all her life.’




    ‘Had you been before, then?’ he asked.




    ‘Oh, yes, I’ve been spending holidays here since I was tiny. First with my parents, then we came on our own so that they could go off together. I’m almost a local.’




    ‘Strange we never met.’ James wasn’t looking at her. ‘I’ve been coming to visit my uncle on and off since I was about 12. Where did your grandmother live?’




    Catherine stared in surprise. ‘I thought you realised. I was standing outside when we met this afternoon. I took it for granted that you realised I lived in Garth Cottage.’




    ‘What?’ His eyes flew up to meet hers. ‘Garth Cottage?’




    ‘Yes. Why, what’s the matter?’




    ‘I don’t believe it.’ James closed his eyes, briefly, a pained expression crossing his face.




    ‘James,’ Catherine said crossly. ‘What’s the matter? What are you talking about?’




    He opened his eyes and looked at her, his familiar wry smile twisting his lips. ‘I’m talking about Garth Cottage. It’s part of the Hall estate. That’s where I was going to live.’




    There was a moment of stunned silence.




    ‘But I live in Garth Cottage,’ gasped Catherine finally, struggling to get the words out.




    James leant forward and took her unresisting hand.




    ‘I’m sorry, Cat. But surely you knew that your grandmother only rented the cottage? That you would merely be a tenant – if, that is, she had the right to sign it over to you?’




    Catherine paused long enough to remember mention of a “peppercorn rent” and something about being allowed to hand on the tenancy only once when she had been to see the solicitors. ‘All right,’ she said slowly. ‘But what rights does that give you? And I’m sure the Hall wasn’t mentioned.’




    ‘No, I expect if you heard a name it was Andrew Hamilton – my uncle. And as to rights – very few, I imagine.’ James sighed and drained his brandy glass, lifting a hand to the barman as he did so. ‘I think we need another drink, don’t you?’




    Catherine noticed with surprise that her own glass was empty and handed it to the young barman for a refill.




    ‘Now.’ James leant back in his chair and clasped his hands in front of him. ‘I was given to understand that Garth Cottage was occupied by an old lady who had recently died, and that as there was no known heir, the cottage would revert to the estate. Now it appears there was an heir – you – so things are somewhat different. I can’t think what Andrew’s solicitors were doing when they looked into this.’ James sighed, rather impatiently, Catherine thought, and she lifted her chin defiantly.




    ‘I’ll look into it first thing in the morning,’ she said loftily. ‘And meanwhile, I’m sure you’re very comfortable here.’




    ‘Oh, yes, but not as comfortable as I would be in your cottage.’ James’s eyes gleamed over the rim of his topped-up glass. Catherine spluttered into her own.




    ‘James Grant, stop that,’ she gasped, coughing.




    ‘I was merely saying I would be more comfortable in somewhere of my own than in one of the suites here, particularly as they aren’t yet renovated.’ James looked at her from under his brows.




    Catherine returned the look suspiciously.




    ‘If you don’t believe me, come and look. I’ll give you a guided tour if you like.’ James pushed back his chair and stood up.




    ‘No, I’ll take your word for it,’ said Catherine hastily.




    ‘Don’t be silly, Cat, I’m not going to force my attentions on you. I just thought you would like to see the hotel and hear my plans for it.’




    ‘I didn’t think–’ Catherine stopped, confused. Damn the man. Why did he make her feel like a gauche 15 year old? ‘Thank you,’ she said getting to her feet with what dignity she could muster. ‘I’d like that.’




    ‘Good.’ He bared white teeth in a familiar wolfish grin. ‘And perhaps you could give me your opinions on some of the colour schemes?’




    This time preceding him, Catherine reflected on this suggestion as they left the bar. Give opinions, yes, but have James Grant follow them? Not on your life.




    Most of the Hall, it appeared, was still in the same faded state as the entrance hall. James had been able to make a start on the bar because it involved no structural alterations, merely a comparatively fast decorating job.




    ‘Most of the work will be done during the winter season, naturally,’ James explained, leading the way down an impressively wide corridor on the first floor. ‘Normally, I would want the club to remain open for 12 months of the year, but I may have to close down for a couple of months, say in January and February. I’ll have the pool done before then, of course.’




    ‘Pool?’ questioned Catherine, hurrying to keep up.




    ‘Swimming pool. Under the bar terrace. At the moment it’s all storerooms, but I’ve had the surveyor’s report and we can turn it into a full-sized indoor swimming pool – with sauna and all the other bits and pieces – with very little trouble. Because we’re built into the hillside, you see.’




    Catherine wasn’t sure she did see, but certainly wasn’t going to admit it.




    The rooms and suites had TVs – obviously a recent addition – and telephones, but not all of them had en-suite facilities – something that was essential in this day and age, James assured her. His room did, he added, but to Catherine’s relief, did not offer to show her. In fact, the tour was completed very quickly and in a most businesslike fashion, Catherine had to admit as they finished up back in the foyer.




    ‘Well, I can’t say I have anything to offer,’ she said. ‘I know nothing about decor or hotels. You seem to have it all well under control.’




    ‘If I need a woman’s point of view I’ll come and ask you, though, shall I?’ He smiled. ‘And, incidentally, you said you’d retired down here. You can’t mean that. What do you live on? Building society employees don’t make enough to retire before they’re 30, do they?’




    Repressing an urge to tell him to mind his own business, Catherine smiled aloofly back. ‘I do something else, now,’ she said, dismissively and held out a hand. ‘Well, goodbye, James. Thank you for showing me round, and I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve spoken to my solicitors.’




    ‘And not before.’ James took her hand in a cool, firm clasp, and she looked down to see the fine dark hairs that ran up beneath the white shirt cuff. Quickly, she withdrew her own hand and nodded briskly.




    ‘Goodbye – and thanks again,’ she said and almost ran out of the foyer and into the darkness.




    Luckily, the lights from the hotel illuminated the slope down to the road, or she would have come to grief in her headlong flight and she recalled too late his request for her opinion. Next time I see him, she thought grimly, I’ll tell him he needs lights and steps to his entrance.




    The road itself was lit by intermittent lamps partially obscured by vegetation from cottage gardens, but giving enough light for the few holidaymakers to find their way to the pub or back to their holiday homes. The lane led down towards the small, curving bay, with its stone jetty and rock pools beloved of generations of tourists, but Catherine turned right when she reached the end of the lane, up towards Garth Cottage and the church, passing two or three groups of people out for a mid-evening stroll. Lucky people, she thought enviously. No problems, just what to do next this evening – go to bed, or go for a drink, or play cards – and what had she got to look forward to? The rest of the evening on her own, wondering whether her new-found life and independence was suddenly to be upset – and by James Grant, of all people.




    Letting herself into the cottage, which had absorbed the warmth of the August day and felt almost uncomfortably hot, Catherine regretted, not for the first time, the impulse that had led her to throw up her safe, secure job to stay down here, alone, and pursue her long-kept dream of being a writer. Felicity had encouraged her sister, partly, no doubt, because she had liked the idea of being a young woman living on her own in comfortable circumstances, and partly through a misplaced sense of guilt that Catherine had devoted so much of her young life to her. Felicity was actually older now, at 19, than her sister had been when their father died and with the selfishness of youth, was amazed at Catherine for giving up her life to cope with a young sister at the age of 17.




    And now, here I am, thought Catherine, on my own, in this beautiful cottage, my sister self supporting, able to do what I want with my life – and what happens? The one man in the whole world who ever got through to me, the one man in the world that I couldn’t have, because he was married already, turns up and threatens to overthrow the whole lot. She shook her head, and laughed out loud. No, that was being too dramatic for words. Threatened to upset her peace of mind, that was more like it. On his own, it would appear, at least temporarily. That was why he would want the cottage, so that Diana could move down with him if he intended staying. Catherine moved abruptly, shaking off memories. And if Diana came, there was no way she could stay, and yet she hadn’t even asked him how Diana was, let alone whether she would be moving down. Catherine sighed and went to the kitchen to see if there was any wine left. In the morning, she would telephone the solicitors, and then she would review the situation. Until then, she would try not to think about it. She went and turned on her computer.


  

OEBPS/Images/1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/2.jpg
o





OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





