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For my brother, Paul, 
because I’m proud of him. 
And because now 
he’ll have to read this book . . .




Chapter 1

Parties full of strangers bored the knickers off Tessa.

‘Well, you’re damn well coming to this one,’ declared Holly impatiently. ‘You haven’t been out for weeks and it’s going to be brilliant. Everyone’s going. And just think, play your cards right . . . show a bit of leg . . . a bit of cleavage . . . and you, too, could find a husband like mine!’

Tessa wiped her hands on her already paint-streaked sweatshirt and picked up the bottle of ridiculously expensive Chardonnay which Holly always insisted on buying because she liked the label, and which neither of them properly appreciated. Pouring herself half a mugful and wincing at its icy dryness she said, ‘I don’t have a cleavage.’

‘What God didn’t give you, Sellotape will,’ pronounced Holly. ‘They showed us how on Blue Peter.’

‘And I haven’t been out for weeks’ - Tessa mimicked Holly’s despairing tones - ‘because I have been working. Working pays the rent. It even occasionally allows me to eat. I simply can’t afford to mix in your kind of social circles.’

‘You can’t afford not to,’ countered Holly. ‘These are the people who commission poverty-stricken artists to paint absurdly flattering portraits of their revolting children.’

‘Besides,’ Tessa went on, surveying the almost-finished canvas before her and beginning to realize that Holly wasn’t going to let her wriggle out of this one, ‘you aren’t married.’

Holly grinned, refilling her own mug with a flourish. ‘Ah! I didn’t say I had a husband, I said I’d found him. All that remains now is to exert a little gentle pressure.’

‘And I suppose he’ll be there tonight.’

‘There is that small chance,’ conceded Holly smugly. ‘After all, it is his party.’

 



From the living-room window of Tessa’s tiny cottage, perched on the side of one of the rolling, north-facing hills overlooking the spectacular elegance of the city of Bath, she could see in the far distance the equally spectacular and elegant Charrington Grange Hotel.

Even if Holly hadn’t been working there for the past two months and regaling her with endless details about it, Tessa would have heard of it. Everyone knew of the Charrington Grange Hotel, owned and run by the Monahan brothers and built up from nothing - well, scarcely anything - over the last fifteen years into one of the foremost country hotels in England. Originally a gracious Georgian residence commanding breathtaking views across the city from its position at the very top of the south-facing hills above Bath, it had fallen into hideous disrepair during its forty-year occupation by an elderly and eccentric Monahan maiden aunt. By the time of her eventual death the roof was barely intact, the walls of the gracefully proportioned rooms were streaked with damp and the entire place was overrun by the dotty old woman’s grand passion - several hundred decidedly un-housetrained cats.

Pulling every conceivable string between them, the notorious Monahan brothers, Ross and Max, had somehow managed to raise the vast amount of capital necessary to transform the  crumbling old house into an opulent hotel catering to the very wealthiest clientele.

The Press had had a field day at the time. The very idea that Max Monahan, moody and unpredictable, and Ross, with his mile-long reputation for carousing, heart-breaking and generally misbehaving, could pull off such a stunt was so ridiculous it was laughable. Max, the elder brother by two years, having been sent down from Oxford following a particularly outrageous prank involving a prostitute dressed as a nun and a visiting trade union leader, had rapidly established himself as a star broker on the Stock Exchange. Six months later, the day after his twenty-first birthday, he had abandoned this glittering new career, disappearing to the Caribbean and returning eighteen months later with the completed manuscripts of not one but two fat novels. These thrillers, with their winning combination of sex, violence, tension and wit were wildly successful, yet at the time Max had doubted whether he would want to do it again. It had been fun finding out that he could, but it was scarcely what he termed a proper job.

In the end, however, the vast sums of money offered, the luxury of being virtually his own boss, the flexible hours and the ease with which he conjured up fresh plots, won the day. To Max Monahan, writing was a doddle and the rewards were too great to pass up. He rapidly became established as one of those few lucky writers whose books were read by everyone. Over the years he had grown more level headed and now, with his astute business brain and almost ruthless determination to pile success upon success, he was recognized as the more down to earth of the two brothers. The Charrington Grange Hotel was owned jointly between them and although Max didn’t work there full-time he was involved in all the major decision-making and both  he and Ross still lived there. Blockbuster novels remained his major - and considerable - source of income, but the hotel acted as an antidote to the solitude which writing entailed, and because he didn’t need to sweat over a word processor for eight hours a day like some writers he’d heard of, there was still plenty of time left over in which to enjoy himself.

Ross Monahan, on the other hand, devoted his entire life to enjoyment. Tessa had never made a particular point of reading the gossip columns but even she was aware of his wicked reputation. Expelled from more schools than anyone cared to remember, his notorious passion for fun was equalled only by his stunning good looks and lethal charm. Incapable of remaining in one place for more than a few weeks, in his early twenties he was the archetypal playboy, his outrageous exploits hitting the papers almost weekly. Men despised and envied him; women - apart from those whose hearts he had broken - adored him.

If everyone had been amazed when he had appointed himself manager of The Charrington Grange, they had been well and truly astounded when they finally realized what an out-and-out success he was actually making of the job.

And fifteen years on, Ross Monahan was still doing it, running the hotel with such panache and enjoyment that he had made it seem scarcely like work at all. Having always moved in the most glittering and outrageous circles, he had turned The Grange into a kind of open house for those who played as hard as he did. It was quite simply the place to stay if you wanted to have a really good time - and could afford to pay for it.

And according to Holly, Ross Monahan was absolutely lethal with women.

‘Gorgeous, gorgeous!’ she had informed Tessa, shortly after  going to work for him. ‘But definitely dangerous to know. When I first met him I made a solemn vow with myself not to get involved.’

‘But you have,’ guessed Tessa, observing the sheepish look in her friend’s eyes. Holly had shrugged and smiled. ‘Given half a chance I would have done,’ she’d admitted. ‘But the bastard isn’t interested. For God’s sake, Tess, he treats me like a friend!’

 



And now Holly was planning on treating him like a brother-in-law. She was passionately in love with Max, only Max didn’t know it yet. Tessa, who adored Holly but sometimes despaired of her, suspected that it would all end in tears and that most of them would land on her own inadequately small shoulders.

Meanwhile, Holly was returning in less than two hours to pick her up and take her along to this horrible party. And she really didn’t have a single suitable thing to wear.

 



Two hours later, gloomily surveying the other women at the party, Tessa realized that she’d been even more right than she’d feared.

‘I told you,’ hissed Holly, grabbing her arm and trying to drag her backwards through the French windows leading on to the terrace. ‘Look, hardly anyone’s noticed yet. Why don’t we whizz back to my place and find you something decent to put on? You can’t stay here dressed like that.’

‘Stop panicking.’ Tessa dug her heels in like a dog and prised Holly’s fingers off her elbow. ‘I’m being understated. If anyone says anything I’ll tell them that designer labels are passé.’

‘Mine isn’t,’ retaliated Holly, shocked. In order to reassure herself, she glanced in a nearby mirror, admiring the strapless,  emerald-green Fendi creation which enhanced her generous breasts - no need for Sellotape there - and expertly played down her slightly too-generous hips. Then she turned back to face Tessa, whose black, cotton-jersey dress was looking plainer by the second. In Holly’s eyes the severity of the cut did Tessa no favours at all, encasing her as it did from neck to knees and almost completely obscuring the enviably slim figure beneath. Worse still, she was wearing no jewellery whatsoever and her fingernails, although at least scrubbed clean of oil paint, were unvarnished. Sometimes she didn’t understand her friend at all.

‘Oh well,’ said Tessa with more hope than conviction, ‘maybe I’d better just go home.’

‘Shut up!’ shrieked Holly, so vigorously that her breasts jiggled in their casings. ‘I’ve got you here and you’re not running away now. Oxfam dress or no Oxfam dress, you’re staying.’

Tessa grinned. ‘How did you know it was from Oxfam?’ Holly raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s the only place you ever shop, stupid.’

 



Ross Monahan was doing what he did best: circulating, having fun and idly wondering whom he might take to bed with him at the end of the evening. It was a game which amused him, particularly when so many of the women were so blatantly obvious. Jennifer Johnson, with her rich-but-thick fiancé standing less than six feet away, had pressed herself against him and all but stuck her tongue in his ear. Sally Paige-Latimer had made a particular point of telling him that she didn’t have to get back to London until tomorrow evening and that daft bitch Clarissa Fox had actually taken his hand and shoved it down the front of her dress so that he might experience - first-hand, so to speak -  the wonder of her expensive new silicone implants.

Liberating a fresh glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter, Ross loosened his bow tie and moved across to the fireplace at the far end of the room, from which strategic position he could see exactly what was going on in both the ballroom and the hall beyond. The party was going well; the two hundred or so guests were clearly enjoying themselves judging by the amount of noise and laughter, and Max, in particular, appeared to be having a good time. At present he was being cornered by Holly King, who was looking like an over-decorated Christmas tree, but whose incredible boobs undoubtedly owed nothing to silicone. Watching her now as she tossed back her equally bouncy red-gold hair for the third time in less than a minute and placed her hand on Max’s arm as she spoke, Ross was amused to find his suspicions confirmed. Holly was besotted with his brother. And a big, curvy, talkative red-head like Holly was just about the last type of woman that Max would ever go for.

For a moment Ross almost felt sorry for Holly, of whom he was extremely fond. He had had his doubts about her when she’d applied for the job on reception, noting her appallingly patchy c.v. and recognizing that her family’s wealth meant that if she didn’t feel like working she didn’t have to. But sensing his concern, she had assured him that she would work ‘like stink’, and for a moment she had so reminded Ross of himself that he had given in. He had taken the risk and Holly hadn’t let him down. In the two months since she had been working at The Grange she had committed some appalling faux pas, but her sense of humour, punctuality and willingness to learn had more than made up for it. And the customers adored her, despite her appalling dress sense.

Then he stiffened. Clarissa-better-than-natural-Fox was bee-lining towards him once more and right now he simply couldn’t face her. Them. Whatever, he had to escape.

Taking a sharp left turn and assuming his purposeful I’m-the-Manager expression, Ross stepped through the open French windows out on to the terrace. Couples, couples everywhere. If he didn’t move fast, Clarissa would catch up with him and do something even more outrageous in the open air. All of a sudden the memory of her overpowering perfume and ungentle fingers was almost nauseating.

 



Tessa, sitting alone on a grassy slope beyond the terrace, was hugging her knees and wondering whether this was really the most boring night of her life or whether there had been another she’d forgotten about. Maybe there was something lacking in her character, she decided, unconcerned. Apart from the spectacular view before her, she couldn’t think of one single, even halfway decent, reason for being here. Holly had disappeared with Max, she didn’t know anyone else and no-one had shown the slightest inclination to strike up a conversation with her. According to Holly, of course, she should gatecrash their cliquey little groups and announce with suitable drama: ‘I’m an artist! And talented too! Wanna portrait of your wife . . . husband . . . brats . . . pets?’

But she couldn’t. And leaving now was the best idea she’d had in years.

The next moment a hand touched her shoulder and she leapt a mile.

‘Sshh,’ said Ross, easing himself into a sitting position beside her and sliding his arm around her waist. Behind them, he could hear the fast, neurotic tap of Clarissa’s too-high heels as she  searched the terrace. Tilting his dark head towards Tessa’s, he murmured, ‘I need saving.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ Recognizing him at once, she couldn’t help smiling. ‘Although I rather had the impression that you were beyond redemption.’

Ross pinched the inside of her elbow in retaliation. ‘All lies. I’ve been a virgin since I was twelve. Speaking of which’ - with his free hand he grasped Tessa’s slender fingers and raised them to his lips - ‘I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure. You are?’

‘I am a guest at your brother’s party,’ said Tessa, unable to prevent herself admiring the chiselled perfection of his mouth. ‘And you are a bullshitter, Mr Monahan. I warn you, I’m quite immune to bullshit.’

Ross laughed. In the background Clarissa’s footsteps faded in despondent retreat, but all of a sudden Clarissa no longer mattered. This girl, this guest-at-his-brother’s party, was quite beautiful. She was also a natural blonde with slanting green eyes and silky dark eyelashes who was wearing no make-up whatsoever, no overpowering perfume and none of that disgusting lacquer with which so many women solidified their hair. In her highnecked, plain black dress, bare brown legs and flat black leather shoes, she was more alluring than any of the other exposed and over-made-up women he had seen tonight.

He noticed the empty wine glass on the grass beside her. ‘Look, can I get you anything?’

‘A taxi would be nice.’ Tessa, who had also heard the retreating female footsteps, began to rise to her feet. Alarmed, Ross yanked her back down beside him.

‘You can’t be serious! Apart from the fact that it’s not even nine o’clock, we’ve only just met.’

‘Maybe the excitement is simply too much for me,’ she replied, her voice betraying her amusement. ‘Maybe I can’t wait to rush home and record every thrilling detail in my diary. Maybe I just don’t like parties.’

‘Maybe you don’t like me,’ countered Ross, feeling absurdly put out. He wasn’t used to being laughed at, however gently. And he certainly wasn’t accustomed to being rejected. This girl wasn’t playing games, he realized, she meant it.

Tessa shrugged. ‘I don’t know you.’

‘Then at least give me a chance.’ Now it was his turn to stand up, pulling her with him and keeping a firm grip on her hand. She wore no rings, and her unpainted nails were cut short. ‘You could begin by telling me your name.’

‘Where are we going?’ countered Tessa. He was walking so fast she almost had to run to keep up. ‘If you’re thinking of showing me your etchings, forget it.’

‘What do you think I am?’ Pretending to be affronted, then realizing that it wasn’t such a pretence after all, he pulled her in the direction of the conservatory. ‘We’re going to get to know each other. In the non-biblical sense, of course.’

 



Three hours later Ross silently conceded defeat. He knew nothing more about her now than he had when he’d first spotted her sitting alone on the grassy slope beyond the terrace. Every question was parried, every overture firmly rebuffed. However hard he tried, she remained totally unimpressed. He had practically told her his life story and he still didn’t even know her name.

He had never wanted a woman more badly in his life.

‘You really shouldn’t be here with me,’ said Tessa, allowing him to refill her glass from the bottle he had retrieved from its  hiding place behind a huge tropical fern. The conservatory, with its domed glass roof, stained-glass side-panels and strategically positioned amber-tinted spotlighting, was like a small jungle. And since Ross had taken the precaution of locking the door behind him, they were both unobserved and uninterrupted, surrounded only by lush foliage and the scent of exotic blooms. In the distance could be heard the muted sounds of revelry, as the party continued without them.

Ross leaned back in his seat, white wrought-iron and strewn with silk cushions, and stuck his feet up on the table. ‘Why on earth not?’

‘People will wonder where you are.’

He winked. ‘It’s my party and I’ll hide if I want to. What’s the matter - am I boring you?’

In order to avoid answering, Tessa sipped her drink. Despite her cool front she actually wasn’t having as easy a time of it as Ross supposed. Initially, being only too aware of his horrendous reputation, she had taken everything he said with a bucket of salt. And although maybe she still did, he was managing to get to her anyway. This side of Ross Monahan, the side that was charming and funny and so effortlessly capable of winning people over, was bloody hard to resist. Particularly, thought Tessa ruefully, when he had managed to fill her glass with Bollinger at least twice as often as he had his own.

‘Stop ignoring me,’ said Ross, snapping a feathery fern off at the stem and trailing its slender tip across the back of Tessa’s knuckles. ‘I asked you a question. Am I boring you?’

‘To death,’ she smiled, moving her hand out of reach. ‘But don’t stop. Yet.’




Chapter 2

I must be drunk, thought Tessa, kicking off her shoes and sinking into a sitting position on the edge of the vast, canopied bed. When a man like Ross Monahan urged you to spend the night at his place and assured you that you were quite welcome to the bed - he would be happy to sleep on the settee - you knew you were playing with fire.

Either drunk or crazy, she told herself as she pulled her dress over her head, threw it in the direction of a large, red-velvet chair and wrapped herself in the dark blue towelling robe he had left for her.

But she knew she wasn’t that drunk. She was enjoying the game which had begun so many hours earlier. The challenge had been thrown down and she couldn’t resist it. She was going to seriously enjoy being the only woman in the history of the world to have slept in Ross’s bed . . . alone.

His suite of rooms on the top floor of the hotel was as sumptuous as she had imagined, particularly since seeing the rest of The Grange earlier. Like stowaways, they had remained closeted in the conservatory until the early hours of the morning when the last guests had departed, either roaring off into the night in their smart cars or retiring to their rooms in the hotel.

Then, taking her hand, Ross had given her the full guided tour, showing her the elegant sitting rooms, the restaurant, the  squash courts, the superb gym and the spectacular indoor swimming-pool built inside a second, even larger, conservatory, illuminated by underwater lighting and surrounded on three sides by more tropical vegetation. Ross was as proud of the hotel as a new father. Tessa had been touched by his enthusiasm. But if he was under the impression that she would be so overwhelmed by this display of his success that she would leap into bed with him, he was going to be disappointed.

Saying no was much, much more fun.

Firmly securing the belt of the far-too-big robe around her waist, she threw back the bedcovers and slid between cool white sheets, just as a cautious knock sounded at the door.

‘It’s OK, I’m decent.’

‘Pity,’ said Ross lightly. He was still dressed, and carrying a folded blanket over one arm.

Tessa gestured at the bed. ‘This is awfully kind of you. You’ll probably have a terrible time trying to sleep on that settee.’

‘Probably.’ He gave her a mournful look, then grinned. ‘But I’ll survive.’

She watched him fling the blanket over the narrow leather Chesterfield. ‘And it’s four-thirty now. Nearly time to get up again anyway.’

‘Don’t remind me.’

‘I’m very grateful.’

‘Absolutely no problem.’

Tessa pulled the covers up to her chin and smiled at him. ‘You’re a true gentleman.’

‘I believe you,’ said Ross. ‘Thousands wouldn’t.’

She watched him hover for a few seconds beside the sofa, wondering no doubt if she might change her mind. Then, giving  him one last big smile, she plumped up her pillows and turned over. ‘Mmm, well, thanks again. Good night.’

Tessa didn’t know what time it was when she shifted in her sleep and first realized that she was no longer alone in the bed. Her bare leg was resting against another bare leg, definitely not her own. Sleepily, almost subconsciously, she stretched out her hand and encountered a smooth, warm back. She became aware of the very faint scent of aftershave and toothpaste, and the quiet, regular breathing of someone deeply and peacefully asleep.

To her great surprise, Tessa was neither shocked nor annoyed by this invasion of her privacy. It was, after all, his bed and a narrow, slippery leather Chesterfield was about as conducive to a good night’s sleep as a tin bath.

In fact, she realized drowsily, she had forgotten quite how nice it felt to lie next to another body, accidentally brushing against an arm or a hip, sharing each other’s warmth and enjoying the primal instincts of simply being together.

With a guilty start she came properly awake. For the way her fingertips were trailing down Ross’s spine wasn’t in the least bit accidental. And, without even realizing it, her own left leg had managed to fit against the curve of his right one with all the snugness of a missing piece in a jigsaw.

This was taking the enjoyment of sharing each other’s warmth a little too far.

Regretfully easing her leg back to her own side of the bed and removing her hand from his back, she closed her eyes and attempted to distract her mind from its traitorous wanderings. She had always believed that physical intimacy - not just sex - was something like a video recorder or a Magimix: what you  didn’t have, you didn’t miss, it just faded from your mind and became unimportant.

It had been almost a year since her last relationship had ended. At first, of course, she had missed the hugs and the kisses - and the sex - but certainly not enough to go rampaging round Bath in search of males, any males, with whom to satisfy the need for physical contact.

And pretty soon she had become used to being and sleeping alone once more. The withdrawal symptoms had been mild. Because hugging and kissing and sex weren’t physical addictions like heroin. They were something that was nice but also quite possible to live without.

On the other hand, a year was a long time.

Faintly appalled by her own weakness, Tessa realized that what she was experiencing now was a surge of sexual longing. Her fingers had found their way back to Ross’s shoulder and the need to touch him had grown, become a compulsion.

My God, I’m a nymphomaniac, she thought, smiling to herself in the darkness, but at the same time almost frightened by the strength of her feelings. Her stomach was taut with anticipation, her breathing shallow. Adrenalin was pumping through her body, galvanized both by her desires and her daring as she rolled fractionally closer towards the warm, perfect, wonderful-smelling and oh-so-forbidden body lying just inches from her own. And of course it was the very worst body in the world to have engendered such feelings for, because Ross Monahan had the most awful reputation in the world as a womanizer.

She had so enjoyed herself earlier, proving to him that she was immune to his legendary charms. And now look at me, thought Tessa, helpless and inwardly squirming with lust. A  pathetic wreck, at the mercy of her hormones. Sometimes, just sometimes, nature was a real bitch.

‘I hope you realize and appreciate,’ murmured Ross almost inaudibly, ‘what incredible self-control I’ve been exercising for the last twenty minutes.’

Tessa let out a shriek and sprang away from him as if she’d been electrocuted. Shocked to the core and hideously embarrassed to realize that he’d been awake the entire time, she buried her face in the pillow and shuddered with mortification. How he must be laughing at her now.

Slowly, very slowly, he turned over. ‘I didn’t say stop,’ he pointed out gently.

Tessa, still buried in the pillows, couldn’t speak. When his hand touched her hair she remained utterly rigid. The humiliation was unendurable.

‘In case you’re interested,’ continued Ross, his tone almost conversational, ‘I would rate that very same twenty minutes as possibly the most erotic of my entire life.’

‘Shut up,’ squeaked Tessa, wishing she were dead. But to add further to her dreadful shame the seeds of longing were still there. His fingers were now lightly exploring the sensitive skin at the back of her neck and she wasn’t pushing him away. She couldn’t push him away. The sensations he was evoking were absolutely exquisite.

‘You know,’ he murmured minutes later, ‘this is what sex counsellors prescribe couples as therapy for impotence.’

With a tiny resurgence of her old spirit, Tessa retorted, ‘How on earth would you know?’ and gasped softly as his magical fingers slid along the line of her collarbone.

‘I read it in a book.’ There was a smile in his voice.  ‘The couple are finally so turned on by all the touching that in the end they can’t help themselves and bingo! Problem cured.’

‘Really,’ whispered Tessa, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

‘Oh yes, really.’ Reaching for her, Ross turned her over to face him finally. In the darkness she could see his eyes glittering like coal as he peeled open her towelling robe and slowly pushed it away from her shoulders. ‘I’m beginning to think,’ he said, tracing the outline of her mouth with the tip of his index finger, ‘that these sex counsellors might really have a point.’

It was like being told to execute an intricate dance with a world champion, thought Tessa hazily, and suddenly discovering that you knew all the steps. Every response, every rhythm, was sheer perfection. They moved together, so finely tuned to each other’s needs that there was no awkwardness, no hesitation . . . and no doubt. After all the anticipation they were both so ready that no further foreplay was necessary but still they continued, wordlessly prolonging the ecstasy, not wanting it to end a minute sooner than it might. When Ross kissed her mouth she felt faint with longing, her hands caressing him in return, her body pressing against his.

And when, finally, the waiting became unendurable they moved together at precisely the same moment and she caught her breath as he entered her. Closing her eyes so that he wouldn’t see the tears of sheer happiness seeping beneath her lashes, all she could think of was: perfect. And just as she thought it, Ross murmured that very same word aloud.

‘Well, that was rather pleasant,’ said Ross afterwards, propping himself up on one elbow and grinning down at her. God, she was beautiful. With careful precision he smoothed a damp strand of blonde hair away from her cheek. He was a man of wide, possibly panoramic, experience with women, but he was truly shaken by the depth of emotion he was feeling now for this girl. Somehow it hadn’t been just a great lay. And whatever else it was quite unnerved him. It was new, uncharted territory.

Because he didn’t know what else to do, he resorted to banter. ‘Think I should write to the sex counsellor and tell him I’m cured?’

‘You must be relieved, after all those terrible years of celibacy,’ said Tessa, misinterpreting the expression in his eyes. The fun was over, he’d got what he wanted and now he didn’t know what to do with this girl so inconveniently still here in his bed.

Be fair, it was what we both wanted, she told herself. And it had been fantastic, after all.

But it was still just a tacky little one-night stand, nothing more, and now they had to pay for it, enduring all this terrible awkwardness, being polite to each other and pretending that they weren’t complete strangers who had both simply happened to fancy a quickie . . .

In the cold light of dawn, which it was by this time, she realized that what had seemed miraculous and wonderful just minutes earlier, now appeared instead to be something sad and somewhat sleazy.

And Ross didn’t help matters at all by choosing this particular moment to say, ‘Look, I still don’t know your name. You have to tell me who you are now.’

Tessa glanced out through the window at the pale grey sky  and the misty hills in the distance. Then she closed her eyes. ‘I thought you knew. I’m your tart for the night.’

‘I want to know,’ he insisted, and she shook her head, sickened by the game he felt he had to play.

‘What on earth for?’

‘So that I can phone you.’ His tone was half-joking, half-serious. He couldn’t understand why she had so suddenly drawn away from him. This was a situation he had never encountered before.

‘Oh, please!’ sighed Tessa in deep despair. There was nothing else for it. To climb out of bed, hunt for her clothes and walk three miles home at six-fifteen in the morning was too humiliating, too sleazy and much, much more than she could handle right now.

So she took the only other alternative currently available, turned over on her side - away from Ross - and went back to sleep.

After dozing fitfully for a while Ross rose at seven-thirty. Gazing down at the girl in his bed with her long, glossy blonde hair strewn across the pillows and her left arm only half-covering her small but perfect breasts, he didn’t dare awaken her. He couldn’t stand it if she was going to carry on with that I’m-a-tart routine.

What the hell was he to do?

In the end, because there was no way he could miss his nine o’clock meeting with an extremely influential American businessman in Bath and because she had mentioned last night that the friend who had driven her to the party had left and she wasn’t sure she had enough money on her to pay for a cab home, Ross stuck a rolled-up fifty-pound note into the top of the almost  empty champagne bottle he had brought up to the room with him last night. Placing it on the bedside table, he scribbled a note and rested it against the bottle.

Then, still wishing that he had the nerve to kiss her awake, make love to her all over again and tell her what last night had really meant to him, he took what clothes he needed from the wardrobe and soundlessly left the room. 





Sorry, urgent business meeting - had to go. 
Please feel free to call room service for 
breakfast. And please do leave your phone 
number - I will call you. R. 
PS Money for cab home.


 



The wages of sin, thought Tessa, poking the rolled-up fifty-pound note into the bottle and watching it slowly unfurl as it soaked up the dregs of the champagne. That he had felt obliged to leave money for her just about said it all.

 



Holly’s dark green sports car screamed to a halt outside Tessa’s cottage at midday, as Tessa had known it would.

‘So what happened to you?’ Holly, incapable of wearing anything so mundane as jeans and a sweatshirt, looked like an explosion in a flowerbed. The scarlet, violet and pink jacket and dress were new and had obviously cost a bomb. Tessa suspected that she’d been misery-buying, which meant all had not gone according to plan with Max.

‘I had a headache,’ she said, clearing a pile of unprimed canvases off the sofa and gesturing to Holly to sit down. ‘I couldn’t find you to tell you I was leaving.’

‘What time was that?’

Tessa pretended to think. ‘Tennish? I caught a cab.’

‘Lies!’ exclaimed Holly triumphantly. ‘I drove back here at eleven-thirty and you weren’t home then.’

‘Must’ve been asleep.’ Tessa turned away, gathering up a pile of old newspapers and carrying them through to the kitchen.

‘Sweetie, I threw stones at your bedroom window.’

‘I wondered why it was broken.’

‘Tell me, tell me,’ begged Holly, following her into the tiny kitchen and cornering her against the fridge. ‘You’ve met someone gorgeous. Who is he?’

‘What happened with Max?’ countered Tessa, stalling for time. Holly grimaced and plucked meaningfully at her new clothes. ‘The bastard cost me three hundred pounds. He was charming for almost ten minutes and then he introduced me to this French girl, Dominique something-or-other. She’s a doctor, for heaven’s sake. The next thing I knew they were dancing together and I was left holding up the wall. And she had a tattoo on her thigh,’ she concluded with disgust. ‘No doubt Max spent the rest of the night investigating it at extremely close quarters.’

‘It’s a very nice dress, anyway.’

‘And it’s very nice of you to say so, my dear.’ Holly shook her head, smiling. ‘But as a way of changing the conversation, it sucks. Now tell me this instant who you spent the night with, Tessa Duvall, or there’ll be very big trouble indeed.’




Chapter 3

The day Tessa sat down and ate four banana sandwiches was the day she realized she was pregnant. For twenty-seven years she had hated bananas with a vengeance.

It was a shock, but not a huge shock. Incredibly, the subject of contraception simply hadn’t crossed her mind at any stage during that fateful night in September. Not until the following day - when Holly, to whom she had steadfastly refused to name names, had made some flip remark about condoms - had she realized what a risk she had taken. After that the possibility that she might be pregnant had remained just that: a niggling but distant possibility. It couldn’t happen to her, she kept telling herself; they’d only done it once. And for some bizarre reason she was also convinced that the year of celibacy preceding that night would somehow count in her favour.

But the weeks had passed, nothing had happened and the realization that what she had feared might happen had actually happened had been a gradual one - like slowly being poisoned with arsenic.

Tessa cursed herself for her stupidity. Knowing that she should put that night out of her memory hadn’t helped at all. Despite everything she had ever heard about Ross Monahan, and knowing exactly what a terrible reputation he had, she had been unable to get him out of her mind. Despite all her efforts to the contrary she kept remembering his laughter, his dark flashing eyes, his  absurd sense of humour and the way he had managed to persuade her that he really wasn’t as bad as she’d been led to believe . . .

Which was all so much bullshit, of course. When she was being logical she recognized that much at least. And above all else Tessa was logical. When it came to the crunch she could rationalize the situation with bone-chilling practicality.

She and Ross were poles apart. Queen Victoria and Mick Jagger would have been a more likely proposition than Ross and herself.

There was no way on earth that they could ever be a couple.

It was just going to be so hard; forgetting someone not exactly forgettable was difficult enough, and now she was going to have a permanent reminder . . .

Remembering now how close she had come to revealing the identity of her one-night stand to Holly, Tessa shivered with relief. At least she had that to be grateful for. Holly was congenitally incapable of keeping a secret for more than thirty seconds. Going to bed with Ross had been an incredibly stupid thing to do, and having been caught out like this was humiliating beyond belief. The identity of the father of her child was something Tessa was quite definitely going to keep entirely to herself.

 



The two Christmas trees flanking the reception desk shimmered like belly dancers every time anyone walked past them, hundreds of silvery strands reflecting rainbows of light from the spectacular chandelier suspended above them.

Holly adored Christmas and all its decorations, but today she was too excited even to open the latest window in her Advent calendar.

She had been shocked to the core yesterday when Tessa had said over lunch, ‘Oh, by the way, I’ve got a bit of news for you.’ So shocked, horrified and amazed in fact that she’d needed a large brandy to steady herself.

Tessa, on the other hand, had been completely in control. Amused by Holly’s extravagant reactions, she had smiled and explained quite simply that she had had two weeks in which to get used to the idea, and now that she had she was looking forward to it. It wasn’t necessarily going to be easy, but she would cope.

It was typical of Tessa, of course, to put on this brave front and to dismiss with an airy gesture any suggestion that things might not be that easy. She was a survivor, the most fiercely independent girl Holly had ever known, and the last thing she would do was panic.

Over fettucine alla vongole and a glass of red wine Holly had tried and failed to discover the identity of the father. To her eternal frustration, Tessa just shook her head and dismissed him as easily as she had dismissed her other problems. He was a complete one-off, she insisted; there was absolutely no question of him being contacted and informed of the situation.

Tessa wasn’t the least interested in slapping a paternity suit on a virtual stranger and dragging him through the courts in pursuit of money. This was her baby and her responsibility and she would manage perfectly well on her own.

Privately, Holly had thought her friend crazy. Aloud, she had declared expansively that she would do anything she could to help.

And in the middle of the night a wonderful idea had come to her. Hugging it to herself, amazed by her own brilliance, she had  hardly been able to wait to get to work this morning. Any minute now Ross would appear and she would pounce on him before he had a chance to get into his office. Holly unthinkingly scrawled an extravagant doodle down the left-hand margin of the signing-in register and smiled a secret, congratulatory smile. She’d always adored the sound of the word entrepreneur and now here she was practically being one!

 



‘So, you have a friend,’ said Ross, struggling to make sense of Holly’s excited babble and wishing he’d managed to catch more than three hours’ sleep last night. ‘A friend in need. Is usually a bloody nuisance,’ he added, collapsing into the chair behind his desk and indicating that Holly should also sit down. Neither her alarmingly yellow dress nor her rather overpowering perfume were doing his hangover much good.

‘Well, Tess isn’t,’ she informed him proudly. ‘She’s lovely. And that’s the whole point - you’ll be helping her and she’ll be doing you a favour at the same time. She really is an extremely talented artist.’

‘And you want us to display her work in the hotel,’ said Ross, trying to slow Holly down. ‘If she’s so great, why doesn’t she sell through an art gallery?’

Holly could see that her boss wasn’t yet functioning on all cylinders. With exaggerated patience she said, ‘She does, of course she does, but the only people who go into galleries are those who want to buy paintings.’

‘Ye . . . es.’ This was where he began to lose track. ‘Holly, you couldn’t run and get me a cup of coffee . . .?’

‘In a minute.’ If Holly knew anything it was how to press home an advantage. She was going to make the most of his  fragile state while it lasted. ‘The point is, if Tessa has her pictures hanging on your walls, they’ll be seen by people who hadn’t  planned on buying anything! So when they see them and fall in love with them and then realize that they can buy them, they’ll be even more pleased than if they’d wanted a painting in the first place. Don’t you see . . .?’ She shook her head, urging him to understand. ‘Everyone likes to say they saw something and simply had to have it. It’s a wild, romantic gesture . . . it makes them feel dashing and spontaneous . . .!’

‘OK, OK.’ Ross put up his hand to stop her. ‘And what exactly do we get in return, apart from wild guests making romantic gestures all over the place and probably getting themselves arrested into the bargain?’

‘Ten per cent,’ replied Holly promptly.

Ross had never needed a cup of coffee more badly in his life. ‘We’re not having bloody price tags on them,’ he grumbled, weakening.

‘Heavens, no! Just a discreet notice on the reception desk,’ Holly soothingly assured him. She was already planning to tell the guests about Tessa’s paintings whenever they strayed within a twelve-foot radius of her desk.

‘And I’d have to see her work first before I agreed to anything.’ He was privately both surprised and faintly intrigued that Holly, with her wealthy background and razzle-dazzle social life, should be such great friends with a pregnant, poverty-stricken artist. He had met one or two of her friends before and if he’d offered them a stick of charcoal they’d have been more likely to try and smoke it. ‘So, who is she? Would I have heard of her?’

‘God no,’ declared Holly. ‘She’s not the least bit interested in the kind of socializing I do. We’ve been best friends since we  were eight when her mother came to work for my mother, but to look at us you’d never think it. She’s the exact opposite of me.’

‘In that case I like her already,’ said Ross with a half-hearted attempt at humour. ‘At least she might have the decency to bring me a cup of coffee.’

‘She’d be more likely to call you a lazy bum and tell you to make your own,’ Holly replied. ‘You couldn’t charm your way around Tessa like you do with everyone else. She won’t tolerate bullshit.’

Somewhere in the depths of Ross’s memory a distant chord was struck. But it was too distant to pursue; Holly was rattling on again, moving in to close the deal. ‘In fact I did manage to drag her along here to Max’s party a couple of months ago,’ she continued, jiggling her knee up and down in her anxiety to hear him say ‘yes’, ‘but she didn’t stay long. You probably wouldn’t have noticed her . . .’

Ross stopped thinking about coffee. For a few seconds he actually stopped breathing. No distant chord this time; instead he heard a bloody great gong.

Staring at a point on the wall beyond her, he ran through in his mind Holly’s earlier words: ‘She’s the exact opposite of me . . . She won’t tolerate bullshit.’ And: ‘I managed to drag her along to Max’s party.’

Christ, it had to be her. It had to be.

‘So?’ Holly clicked her fingers to regain his attention. ‘Can I tell her it’s on?’ Ross, she thought, was really in a bad way this morning. He was looking positively shell-shocked.

‘No, you bloody well can’t. Was this her idea?’ His hangover forgotten, he was trying to make sense of it all. Or even some of it.

‘Of course not!’ Holly glared at him, indignant and proud. ‘She doesn’t have a clue about any of this. I told you, it’s my own plan. She only told me yesterday that she was pregnant and I came up with this brilliant idea last night.’

‘This baby,’ said Ross, wondering at his ability to sound merely curious when the question he was about to ask could have such earth-shattering repercussions. ‘Who’s the boyfriend? ’

‘Oh,’ Holly flicked her wrist, a gesture of disdain, ‘no boyfriend. He was simply a one-night stand who disappeared off the scene. In fact it’s a bit of a coincidence because apparently it all happened on the night of Max’s party . . .’




Chapter 4

The Grosvenor House Hotel, supremely elegant and swarming with the celebrities who had descended upon it for the occasion, was coping admirably with the invasion.

Max, who had co-written the screenplay for a film nominated for several awards today - including best screenplay - wasn’t coping well at all.

It was the kind of glitzy, self-congratulatory show-bizzy affair that made him wonder why on earth he hadn’t stuck to his guns and said no. He didn’t want to be here. He was too busy to be here. And who gave a damn anyway, whether he was here or not? In a room containing six hundred guests, did one more or less make any difference?

He was later to come to the conclusion that it did.

Francine Lalonde, voluptuous star of dozens of films, both French and English, chose that precise moment to make her customary late entrance. Up on the stage a grey-haired young man was receiving his award for best costume design from an older, balder man, but no one was paying any attention.

‘Oh hell,’ drawled Francine Lalonde in the husky, laid-back tones which had helped to make her famous. ‘They bloody well started without me.’

Max, despite having written on numerous occasions about love at first sight, had never seriously entertained the idea of such a dubious philosophy. It simply wasn’t feasible. How, after  all, could you fall in love with someone you didn’t know?

But quite suddenly, blindingly, he understood. He just knew that whatever the other person said, thought, felt or did would be absolutely right.

And when Francine Lalonde, catching his eye, first winked at him, then insinuated her way towards his table, he knew, too, that everything she did would indeed be right.

‘I’m afraid I’m making a disturbance,’ she whispered, sliding into the vacant seat on Max’s left and winking at him again. ‘I’d better be quiet before I am told off.’

Seldom if ever stuck for words, Max simply nodded. It was all he could manage to do. He had seen several of her films over the years and had admired her beauty in a detached way, but nothing could have prepared him for this real-life encounter. She looked like a perfect, just-ripe fruit and smelled of honey. Her glossy chestnut hair, elongated sherry-brown eyes and pouting coral lips made a gentle mockery of the stick-thin blondes who tried and failed to acquire the kind of sexual allure which was only ever born, not made. Not for Francine Lalonde the artificial aids employed by so many in their pursuit of glamour; her hair swung at her shoulders, lacquer-free, she wore no flashy jewellery and her plain apricot silk dress moulded to the feminine curves of her body rather than vice versa. She was a real woman. She didn’t have to try.

Max, by devastating contrast, felt like a fifteen-year-old all over again.

His state of tongue-tied bliss, however, couldn’t last. Francine Lalonde was one of the guests of honour at this ceremony and her place was at one of the far more prestigious tables at the front, close to the stage. But as the organizer arrived to bear her off, she  turned to Max and briefly covered his hand with her own.

‘Such a shame, they are taking me away,’ she murmured. ‘And you look so clever, so interesting. I do enjoy a man who is clever. Bonne chance, m’sieur . . .’

The rest of the ceremony passed by Max in a blur with only brief flashes of exquisite clarity. From his position at the back of the room he was no longer able to see her but when she stepped on to the stage amid thunderous applause, first to present the award to the most promising young actor and then to receive her own for best actress he felt himself holding his breath, concentrating on her every word and smile and willing the moment to prolong itself indefinitely. His mind raced as he sought for some way to see her again. He had to see her again. And he needed, too, to ensure that the second meeting would captivate her to such an extent that it would automatically be followed by a third . . . and a fourth . . .

‘Where are you going?’ hissed the man on his right, the director of the film Max had co-written. ‘They’re just about to announce Best Film - you can’t leave now!’

‘Sorry,’ said Max, sounding anything but. ‘Emergency. I have to go. Good luck . . .’

 



The ceremony, dragging on and over-running as such ceremonies invariably did, finally ended just before five-thirty. By the time Francine had exchanged greetings and air-kisses with a hundred or so old colleagues and distant friends she was more than ready to fall into her waiting limousine and contemplate with pleasure a quiet evening back at her hotel. A hot bath, a relaxing drink, an expertly administered massage maybe, or . . .

‘I’ve been asked to give you this, madam,’ said Tomkiss her pompous driver, and Francine regarded the large, gift-wrapped parcel with mild curiosity. The prospect of that hot bath, however, was more inviting.

‘How charming. But do you think it is a bomb, Tomkiss?’

‘It doesn’t tick, madam,’ he replied stiffly, still holding the parcel towards her.

She suppressed a faint smile. Tomkiss had no sense of humour whatsoever. ‘Well, that is a good sign. Throw it into the car then, and I’ll look at it later.’

‘The gentleman asked me to make sure you opened it right away, madam.’

Francine, now openly amused and enjoying the brief diversion, said, ‘You mean he gave you money to ensure your cooperation? How much, I wonder. Twenty pounds?’

‘Er . . . fifty, madam.’

‘Tomkiss, you must be careful! You know how easily I fall in love with wealthy men. Look, I shall sit in the car and open my parcel. Is that allowed or must I shiver on the pavement in order to fulfil this present-giver’s wishes?’

‘Inside the car will be adequate I’m sure, madam,’ said Tomkiss, who was beginning to harbour the suspicion that she was making fun of him.

‘That’s most kind of you,’ replied Francine gravely. ‘What a truly good man you are.’

Most of her admirers gave her flowers, jewellery, perfume. Having untied the scarlet silk ribbons and pulled away the chic midnight-blue wrapping paper, she smiled. Some men gave her chocolates, some paintings. One had even presented her with a Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow.

But none before had ever given her a wicker basket containing six fat bundles of fresh asparagus, a dozen perfect artichokes and two lobsters.

Opening the envelope which nestled cosily between the lobsters she pulled out a folded piece of newspaper. The Times  crossword, completed. In the margin beneath it were written only two words: ‘Clever enough?’

The door beside her opened. ‘Well?’ said Max, his dark eyes glittering, his expression carefully controlled. ‘Am I?’

‘You certainly are,’ purred Francine, patting the seat beside her. ‘I’m impressed. Come with me back to my hotel, clever man. I have a suite at the Ritz. Maybe, when we get there, you’ll be able to impress me some more.’

 



Max felt as if he’d died and gone straight to heaven. As the evening progressed he found himself falling more and more under Francine Lalonde’s spell. She was everything he had ever wanted in a woman. Even when she did things he actively disliked in other women - like smoking endless cigarettes - he didn’t care. It was as much a part of her as her expressive hands, deliciously dry sense of humour and faintly accented English. He simply couldn’t imagine her not smoking. It would have been all wrong . . .

He loved her healthy appetite, the sheer pleasure with which she bit into a tender green asparagus tip, rolling her eyes in appreciation and laughing when the melted butter ran down her fingers. She extracted every morsel of succulent flesh from the cracked lobster claws with an air of triumph that was almost childish, yet a moment later her pink tongue would be darting lasciviously between parted lips, reminding him that she was a  forty-year-old sex-symbol desired by men the world over and supremely aware of her own sexuality.

‘The most delicious meal I have ever eaten,’ declared Francine finally, holding up her hands. ‘But maybe,’ she added with a lazy smile, ‘also the messiest. Look, melted butter everywhere. I think I better take my bath. Max, could you unzip me?’

Better and better, thought Max, wiping his own hands on a linen napkin and rising to his feet as Francine turned her back to him.

The zip slid slowly, noiselessly from neck to waist revealing an oyster satin camisole beneath. For a second his fingers hesitated, hovering over her spine as he battled with his emotions, but he was too late. Francine, smiling at him over her shoulder, was already making her way towards the bathroom.

‘I’m afraid I take very long baths. Will you be OK out here?’

‘I’ll be OK,’ Max assured her with a slight smile as he admired her swaying walk. ‘If you have a newspaper around I’ll do the crossword.’

‘So clever,’ said Francine, stepping out of her high-heeled shoes and leaving them in her wake. As she disappeared through the doorway she added dreamily, ‘And such a magnificent body, too . . .’

 



When she emerged from the bathroom over an hour later, wrapped in a pale yellow silk robe and with her wet hair combed away from her face, she looked surprised to find Max still there.

‘My God, I forgot all about you,’ she murmured distractedly, softening the insult with a smile and reaching for her half-empty  wine glass. ‘Did you see a hairdryer, chéri? I’m sure I left it around here somewhere.’

She hadn’t only changed, she seemed almost to have forgotten who he was. Their earlier rapport might never have existed. Max felt as if he’d been punched very hard in the stomach. Silently he handed her the hairdryer, which had been lying on the floor beneath the coffee table.

‘Look,’ said Francine with a hint of apology. ‘It’s been wonderful. Maybe some other time it will be wonderful all over again, but I’m really very tired right now. All I want to do is go to bed.’

It was all Max wanted to do as well, but he was damned if he was going to say it aloud and give her the satisfaction of further humiliating him. That kind of masochism wasn’t his style at all.

‘You do look tired,’ he replied evenly, matching her veiled insult with one of his own, but inwardly longing to pull her into his arms. ‘And I really do have to get back to Bath.’

‘Of course you do. I have to be in Scotland by nine o’clock tomorrow morning. Hey, it’s a hard life we have, don’t you think?’ She laughed, pulling a comb out of her pocket and shaking her head so that droplets of water sprayed from her hair. Then she moved towards Max, put her arm around his neck and kissed his cheek.

‘I really am sorry, Max. I’m not always easy to be with. My manager says I am a cold and hot person. Sometimes he says I am loopy, you know?’

He nodded, unsmiling. It hurt too much to smile.

‘But be in touch, yes? I will like to see you again when I am not so tired.’

‘Maybe.’

Francine pouted, parodying his clipped tones. ‘Maybe. Mon Dieu! Is that a maybe yes or a maybe no? Come on, Max. Don’t sulk with me. It’s so bloody British!’

He gathered his dinner-jacket and discarded bow tie from the back of the settee and headed towards the door. Opening it, he turned to gaze at her once more, assessing her as if she were a somewhat bizarre abstract painting in an art gallery.

‘It’s just maybe,’ he said, as casually as he knew how. ‘And don’t pout like that, Francine. It’s so bloody Gallic.’




Chapter 5

When she pulled open her front door Ross experienced afresh that jolt of longing. In a baggy, white cotton sweater and primrose-yellow cut-offs, her long, curling blonde hair fastened in a disorganized topknot and her face once again devoid of make-up, she looked as stunning as he had remembered.

At the same time he longed to pick her up and shake her. What the hell did she think she was playing at, anyway?

‘Hello, Tessa,’ he said slowly. And waited.

Tessa couldn’t believe this was happening. Why was he here? How had he found her? How much did he know and how on earth did he know anything anyway?

Logically, she realized that all this was in some way connected with Holly. But she still couldn’t figure out how, since Holly didn’t know anything either. And Ross, she sensed with mounting unease, wasn’t going to give her any time at all in which to gather her thoughts.

‘Hi.’ Wiping her paint-stained hands with a tissue she stood aside to allow him in, since that was obviously why he had come here. She glanced at her watch. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

‘No.’ Ross had had several hours in which to gather his own thoughts and he had assumed that it would give him the advantage, but now that he was here he found himself most uncharacteristically at a loss for words. He could scarcely even remember what he had planned to say.

‘I paint,’ said Tessa unnecessarily, nodding towards the easel set up beside the window. Ross glanced in turn at the jar of brushes on the window-sill, the blank canvases propped against a chair, the paint palette balanced across its arms and the half-dozen or so framed paintings hanging on the whitewashed living-room walls. With barely a hint of sarcasm, he said, ‘Really?’

‘I’m afraid the place is in a bit of a mess . . .’

‘Oh, do shut up.’ He pushed his hands into his pockets and turned to face her, his dark eyes flashing, his determination renewed. ‘Tessa, why the bloody hell did you do it?’

‘Do what?’ Unnerved by his attack she moved across to the window, looking out as if she was expecting another visitor. But there was only Ross’s car, a sleek white Mercedes, glittering in the cold December sunlight and serving as a cruel reminder of the difference in their lives.

‘Everything.’ He gestured with his hands, almost knocking her latest painting from its easel. ‘Why did you slope off that morning without leaving me your phone number? Why did you push the money into the bottle? Why wouldn’t you even tell me your name?’

Tessa shrugged. ‘None of those things seemed relevant at the time, I suppose.’

‘Why the hell not?’ he demanded. ‘What could be more relevant than leaving me with some means of contacting you? I told you I wanted to see you again, dammit.’

‘But there would have been no point in us seeing each other again,’ she tried to explain. It was clear in her own mind, but from the look on Ross’s face he obviously didn’t understand at all. Although that, she realized, was because he simply wasn’t  used to being run out on. His pride had been hurt. She had resisted an irresistible man and now he was challenging her to admit that she’d been wrong. He needed reassurance.

And since he appeared not to know about the baby, she felt she could afford to humour him.

‘What would have been the point?’ she said, her tone reasonable. ‘Look at how different we are, the two of us. I’m poor and you’re wealthy. You’re wildly successful and I’m not the least bit successful - yet. We’re different in every way possible . . .’

‘I don’t know anything about you,’ he interjected. ‘You wouldn’t tell me a single bloody thing about yourself in all those hours we spent together.’

‘Take it from me,’ she said solemnly, ‘we’re different. Look, nothing would ever have happened - I mean properly happened - if we’d carried on seeing each other. You can have any woman you want, for heaven’s sake. I knew that I couldn’t compete. So I saved us both a bit of embarrassment and slipped away quietly. Don’t you see it was the best thing to do?’

‘No, I do not,’ declared Ross, his knuckles white. ‘And if all these so-called differences were so important to you, why the fuck did you sleep with me in the first place?’

For the first time since his arrival, Tessa smiled. Her green eyes narrowed and she tilted her head slightly to one side as she considered her answer. And despite himself, despite the fact that this beautiful, self-willed girl confused and irritated him beyond belief, Ross smiled too.

‘OK, I know.’ He pushed his fingers through his dark hair. ‘That was the dumbest question I’ve ever asked in my life.’

‘It was nice.’

‘A nice question?’ He grinned, deliberately misunderstanding her. Quite suddenly the challenge and tension between them had dissipated.

‘The question was dumb. The sleeping with you was nice.’

‘You really thought so?’ Now he was openly teasing her. ‘You aren’t just saying that to be kind?’

‘Actually I am. You know how it is with you men and your fragile egos. We wouldn’t want you getting impotent again, after all.’

Ross took a step towards her. What he desperately wanted to do was pull her into his arms, slide that baggy sweater off her shoulders and tumble her into bed. But all he did was take a single step forwards. He was beginning - maybe - to learn how to deal with Tessa Duvall.

‘Wouldn’t we?’ he challenged softly.

Tessa realized at once what he was doing and she was shaken by how badly she wanted him to do it. It was all happening again, the tidal wave of adrenalin, that surge of sexual desire so powerful that her knees were actually trembling, the longing to touch and explore, to give and receive pleasure . . .

But this time she wasn’t going to give in. The reasons she had given Ross for not seeing him again hadn’t been part of some elaborate game; she had been speaking the truth. And it had been hard enough trying to get him out of her mind after just one night. If she gave in now it would only make matters worse. She was going to kick the habit before it got completely out of hand.

This time she was going to say no.

Or she would have done if Ross hadn’t chosen precisely that moment to pull her gently but firmly into his arms.

Unaccustomed as he was to being turned down, Ross couldn’t believe that Tessa was doing so again. Even worse, she didn’t even have the decency to take him seriously.

‘What’s so funny?’ he demanded, falling back against the pillows and watching her laugh at him.

‘You are.’ Tessa leaned across and kissed the tip of his nose. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls. You really should be more careful, one of these days someone’s going to take you up on it.’

‘I have never asked anyone to marry me before,’ declared Ross, outraged. ‘And I didn’t plan that when the occasion arose I would be laughed at. Now will you bloody well marry me or not?’

‘Not!’ giggled Tessa, wishing that he would see the funny side. ‘Look, this is absurd. You don’t propose marriage to people just because it’s fun going to bed with them. There’s no need to worry,’ she went on, whispering in his ear, ‘I won’t tell anyone. Your reputation shall remain intact.’

‘Ah,’ said Ross, equally softly, ‘but what about your reputation? You’re the one who’s pregnant, after all.’

He watched her freeze. Then, jerking away from him, she covered her face with her hands. When she didn’t say anything, Ross went on, ‘Holly told me about it. She explained that you’d had a one-night stand with some guy you met at Max’s party and that you weren’t going to see him again because he was off the scene. But I’m not off the scene, am I? I’m here and you’re pregnant and I’ve asked you to marry me. How the hell can you be so stubborn?’

‘I’ve told you.’ Tessa’s tone was flat, uncompromising. ‘It wouldn’t work and it’s stupid to even pretend that it might.’

‘But you’re having my child.’ Again he was torn between wanting to hug her and shake some sense into her. Then a thought struck him. ‘You are going to have it, aren’t you?’

‘Of course I am.’

‘Then why didn’t you want me to know about it?’

‘Oh, please!’ exclaimed Tessa, her green eyes flashing. ‘What was I supposed to do, trail into the hotel and ask you for money?’

‘In your situation it’s what most girls would do.’

‘Well, I’m not most girls,’ she retaliated harshly. ‘And I don’t beg from anyone. I’ll manage perfectly well by myself.’

‘A child needs a father.’ Ross was aware that he sounded unbelievably pompous but he couldn’t help himself. ‘It isn’t fair to deprive it of a parent simply because you’re too bloody obstinate to want to share it. And how’s it going to feel when it grows up enough to understand that it’s illegitimate? What about the stigma?’

He was quite unprepared for Tessa’s reaction. Swinging round, she hit him as hard as she could on the side of the head, so fiercely that for a second Ross saw real stars.

‘Jesus,’ he muttered, touching his temple and somehow expecting to see blood.

‘Exactly.’ Tessa was shaking with fury, her tone icy with disdain. ‘He was illegitimate too. So was I. And I don’t think it did either of us such terrible harm.’

Now that he understood he was appalled by his own insensitivity. Risking life and limb, he pulled her into his arms. Burying his face in her long hair, he said urgently, ‘I’m sorry, I’m really sorry. I only said it because you’d shot down every other argument I could think of. I didn’t mean a word of it anyway.’

For endless seconds Tessa said nothing, staring instead at the Prussian-blue ceiling of her bedroom. Finally, she patted his arm in a gesture that was curiously maternal.

‘I’m sorry as well. I shouldn’t have hit you like that.’ She paused, then broke into a grin. ‘But just think how annoyed I would have been if I really was illegitimate.’

 



Holly was up to her ears on reception when Tessa strolled past, arm in arm with Ross. She did a classic double-take but Tessa, the bitch, simply winked and carried on walking, leaving Holly to deal with a party of excitable Mafia-types who seemed to think that if they spoke slowly and loudly enough in their incomprehensible Sicilian dialect she would somehow miraculously understand them.

Boiling with curiosity, she had to endure another hour of chaos and frustration before Tessa finally emerged from the restaurant alone. By some miracle there was no one requiring attention and the phone was silent. Holly darted out from behind the desk and frogmarched Tessa into the ladies’ cloakroom.

‘Tell me everything,’ she demanded, glancing at her watch. ‘And in less than thirty seconds. Ross will kill me if he finds out I’m missing - he has some very strange ideas about women’s bladders.’

‘OK,’ said Tessa, mimicking Holly’s rapid-fire line of speech. Holding up the fingers of one hand she began ticking them off. ‘We met. We had a quickie. He asked me to marry him. I turned him down. I slapped his face. Shit, I’ve run out of fingers. Never mind. And he agreed to let me sell my paintings in the hotel.’

Tessa relished the ensuing silence. She had never in her entire life seen Holly so completely stuck for words.

‘You met, you . . . what!’ shrieked Holly, visibly paling beneath her heavy make-up. ‘Come on, stop kidding around. Tell me what’s going on.’

‘Would I lie to you?’ asked Tessa with an innocent shrug. Examining her reflection in one of the gilded mirrors lining the walls, she licked her index finger and smoothed her eyebrows. ‘Let me just say,’ she added casually, ‘that your boss has a definite talent for persuasion.’

Holly was aware of the expression ‘gob-smacked’. Now, for the first time in her life, she understood exactly what it meant.

‘Jesus Christ,’ she exploded. ‘You really did go to bed with him. Tessa, you can tell me. Are you drunk?’

‘Me?’ With wounded eyes Tessa gazed at her friend’s reflection in the mirror. ‘Of course I’m not drunk.’

‘But you’re pregnant! You know you’re pregnant and Ross knows you’re pregnant. I knew he was a bastard but I can’t believe that even Ross would do something so unbelievably shitty.’

Seizing Holly’s wrist and enjoying herself more than she had in years, Tessa peered at the slim gold watch and shook her head. ‘Your thirty seconds are up, Holl. And because I wouldn’t want you to think bad things about your boss I’ll let you into a secret. It wasn’t shitty . . . it was great.’

Frustrated beyond belief, Holly did what Ross had so longed to do earlier. Grabbing Tessa’s shoulders she shook her. Hard.

‘Stop it!’ she shrieked. ‘What are you doing? Tell me what’s going on before I go out of my mind!’

Tessa grinned. She couldn’t help it. And Holly was right; if she didn’t let her in on the secret her friend was in danger of going seriously barmy.

‘Relax. If it makes you any happier, Ross was only going where no man other than him had gone before. For the last year, anyway.’

The shock was too much for Holly. Plonking herself down on a rose-pink velvet upholstered chair, she breathed, ‘You mean . . .?’

‘He’s the father,’ supplied Tessa with an audible sigh of relief. After all, if you couldn’t tell your best friend, who could you tell? ‘But it really isn’t common knowledge, so hold the phone calls if you can.’

‘Ross? You and Ross? Oh Tessa, what have I done?’

Much as she had patted Ross’s arm earlier, Tessa now did the same to Holly. ‘I know, I know. It’s all your fault. It’s practically your baby. But don’t worry, I promise I won’t sting you for maintenance.’

 



When she returned to the restaurant she found Max sitting at the table. Ross had disappeared.

‘He had to go and sort out some problem about double-booking, ’ said Max, lighting a cigarette and casting Tessa a look which wasn’t exactly favourable. ‘Our receptionist has disappeared. My name is Max, by the way.’

‘I know.’ Tessa sat down. ‘And I’m Tessa Duvall.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ Watching her as she relaxed in her chair, seemingly unconcerned by his taciturn expression, he knew that he had been right. During a highly uncharacteristic brother-to-brother discussion earlier that evening he had listened with mounting disbelief to Ross’s story. Finally he had told his brother that he was off his head. Ross wasn’t in love; he had fallen prey to a smart, manipulative girl who recognized a five-star meal  ticket when she saw one. And this girl was playing a particularly clever game. Ross might have been crazy enough to offer to marry her but if she’d accepted him right away he would have begun to doubt her soon enough to bring him to his senses. As it was, Tessa was playing it cool, appearing to reject him in order to pique his interest and only make him that much more determined to succeed.

This was what Ross refused to accept, but in this case Max was in the advantageous position of not being besotted by an innocent smile, a mane of tumbling golden hair, a pair of beguiling emerald-green eyes and presumably a startling talent for seduction.

Tessa, in turn, studying the volatile man sitting across the table from her, decided that although only two years separated Ross and Max, no one would even think to question it if they were told it was a decade. Max’s hair, black and straight, was streaked with silver; the dark Monahan eyes - so very like his brother’s in shape and colour - were fanned with more than their share of creases and lines and at this moment entirely lacking in humour, and the wide, nicely defined mouth was turned down at the corners.

Altogether, she decided, he bore more than a passing resemblance to a large and dangerously incensed tiger. For some reason - and she suspected she knew what that might be - Max Monahan, tonight, was not in a party mood.

‘What are you thinking?’ she asked, regarding him over the rim of her water glass. ‘Or can I guess?’

The famous dark brown eyes narrowed. ‘I’m sure you can.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m really not going to marry him.’

‘Bloody right,’ said Max icily. ‘Particularly if I have anything  to do with it. But just for the record, let me tell you that I understand exactly what you’re up to. Ross might be infatuated with you, carried away by the whole romantic idea of a whirlwind marriage and fatherhood, but I’m not. And I’m going to make damn sure that he realizes what you are before he makes a complete fool of himself.’

It was ironic, thought Tessa, that she and Max should be on the same side but that he refused to accept it. It could even almost be amusing, but amusing or not she still had her pride. And to be accused like this of deliberately laying a trap for Ross in order to inveigle him into marriage wasn’t nice.

‘And what exactly am I?’ she countered, challenging him. If Holly ever got her bizarre wish and married this cold, cynical inquisitor, she was damned if she’d be a bridesmaid.

‘A gold-digger,’ he declared flatly.

‘OK,’ said Tessa, placing her elbows on the table and preparing for battle. ‘It doesn’t really matter to me what you think, since this hypothetical marriage isn’t going to take place anyway and that means we’re never going to become in-laws. But it does piss me off to think that you automatically assume the very worst about me when you don’t even know me.’

‘I know enough.’ Max shot her a dismissive glance and stubbed out his cigarette.

‘Then you should know that I never had the slightest intention of contacting your brother. It was only by the merest coincidence that he found out who I was.’

‘Oh, of course!’ he exclaimed, feigning wonder. ‘The very merest coincidence! Your oldest friend just happened to tell Ross all about you. Come on, Miss Duvall. Neither of us were born yesterday. And if you want my honest opinion I doubt very much  indeed whether this baby, if it exists, was ever anything to do with my brother in the first place.’

This was too much. Trembling with rage, Tessa sprang to her feet. She could take so much, but Max Monahan’s humiliating insults were way below the belt.

‘Don’t judge everyone by your own revolting standards,’ she said in a low voice, picking up the half-full bottle of claret which stood on the table between them. Their table was a corner one and she moved around it, blocking the view of the other diners in the busy, noisy restaurant and tipping the contents of the bottle into Max’s lap. ‘And don’t wet your pants worrying about your brother,’ she added with a deliberately sweet smile. ‘You’re both grown men, after all.’




Chapter 6

It was easy enough to ignore whatever Max had to say on the subject of Tessa, but Ross was finding it a little more difficult maintaining a relationship with someone who flatly refused to see him. Furious with Max, she was quite unfairly venting her anger on Ross instead. When he phoned she would repeat the unflattering, almost slanderous, comments which Max had showered upon her. When he drove to her cottage demanding to see her, she stated quite plainly that nothing would give her less pleasure - which was a damn lie - and refused to let him in.

It was a ridiculous situation. He had done everything he could to bring both Tessa and Max to their senses but, for as long as they clung to their obstinate beliefs, he was stuck.

When Antonia rang him on Christmas Eve he was at such a loose end that he accepted her invitation at once. Since he obviously wasn’t getting anywhere with Tessa he might as well have a little fun where he could.

 



‘Darling, will you stop worrying about me!’ Antonia, sitting naked before the dressing-table mirror, fiddled with the awkward catch on the back of one of her earrings.

Richard Seymour-Smith regarded his wife from the doorway, jangling his car keys in the nervous manner she found so irritating. ‘I do worry. I don’t like to think of you being here on your own, particularly on Christmas Eve. Why don’t you change  your mind and come with me? Father will be delighted to see you.’

‘Really, I’ll be fine,’ she insisted. Richard’s father was a pompous old bore whose disapproval of her was silent but obvious. She reached out to her husband and tilted her head, proffering her powdered cheek for a kiss.‘You two can spend a nice comfortable evening together talking about business and politics, all those things I don’t understand. I’m going to enjoy a lazy night in front of the television, stuffing myself with brandy and chocolates and watching myself get fat.’
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