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Prologue


Liverpool Street station offered shelter to twelve-year-old Chloe Collard as she watched her mother polishing the brass hand rails that ran up the side of the steps of the Great Eastern Hotel. It was a foul day, cold, wet and windy, and the thin layer of ragged clothing she wore did nothing to keep her warm. Her best feature was her long flaming red hair, but today most of that was concealed beneath a close-fitting woolly hat.


Full of the old-world elegance of times gone by, the hotel could boast one of the finest restaurants in the whole of London. Not that Chloe had ever been inside the place, but she often had caught a glimpse of the crystal chandeliers and the glossy leather armchairs in the entrance hall.


Her mum was fat and scruffy but with a heart of pure gold. Nothing ever seemed to get her down. She was a tough, gutsy lady who suffered much pain from rheumatoid arthritis, but her eyes always brimmed with good humour, her lips were ever ready to break into a smile and she was known for the fact that she’d share her last penny or crust of bread with anyone who needed it. The jobs she was called on to do in the hotel were not nearly as horrifying as might be imagined. Joe and Jack Johnson, two brothers with the blood of the East End strong in their veins, representatives of all that was fine in a true cockney, were in charge of the dirty jobs both inside and outside the premises. Jobs that the well-dressed managers of the hotel made it their business to delegate.


Do a good job and the brothers made sure you were paid on time and were never without work. They both held Nellie Collard in great esteem, for when they had been lads at school hanging about outside the Nag’s Head in freezing cold weather, with the arse out of their trousers, Nellie had always welcomed them into her basement flat to sit with her own children near her coal fire and eat bowls of thick, tasty soup.


Their own parents had been a right pair, father workshy, mother a slag, and what she’d earned from prostitution she and her husband would spend in the local pubs.


What goes around comes around was an old cockney saying, and so it was with Joe and Jack Johnson. Besides overseeing the nitty-gritty jobs at the Great Eastern Hotel, the two men were part of a gang of porters who worked in the very early hours of the morning at Smithfield, the wholesale meat market. It was the perks from that job and their memories of Nellie’s kindness that kept Chloe and her two brothers not exactly well fed, but a darn sight better than most. Scrag end of mutton, half a pig’s head, pig’s trotters and beef marrowbones were often popped into Nellie’s canvas shopping bag, and being the good cook that she was, Nellie produced tasty meals and pans of soup for her three children.


On this rotten cold day, Chloe watched as her mother picked up her box of cleaning materials and struggled down the great flight of stone steps. Dragging her feet, Nellie set off round the side of the hotel towards the back entrance. Chloe sighed. Poor Mum, her legs must be playing her up again. She wondered if her mother had ever entered that hotel by the front door.


It was at that moment that Chloe made a decision. Telling herself that there had to be more to life than what her mother endured, she vowed that she would get an education or die in the attempt.


‘I am not going through life wearing other folk’s old clothes and eating well only when I’m offered charity,’ she said aloud. ‘I’ll earn enough money to have a bedroom of my own. That windowless basement room that I share with my two brothers will be gladly left behind.’


That vow that Chloe made when she was twelve years old was to carry her through the whole of her life.



Chapter 1

Each and every morning when Chloe Collard sat up in bed and reached to pull open her curtains, she cast her eyes downwards and was immediately captivated by the amazing display that stretched out as far as she could see. The vast variety of cabin cruisers, the huge yachts that the locals laughingly referred to as gin palaces, the tall masts on the sailing boats, even the poor man’s sixteen-foot cuddy boats all moored in Brighton’s Harbour Marina were a joy to behold, and she never failed to thank God for the way her life had turned out.

She was twenty-four years old and she owned this penthouse apartment in one of the tall blocks that had in recent years been built around the busy marina. She also had a fantastic job, personal assistant to Roger McKinnon, who was a director of a firm of diamond merchants. Her vastly different way of life was entirely down to that one man.

Chloe had been born in the East End of London. Her father had been killed in a tragic accident in the dockyards and her mother had lost the will to live and died less than a year later. Chloe felt she couldn’t lay any blame at her mother’s door. Her parents had been devoted to one another from the moment they had set eyes on each other.

The first four years after they had gone had taught Chloe the meaning of the word poverty. She had been fourteen, and her two brothers – Peter, aged twelve, and Matthew, aged nine – had become her responsibility. There hadn’t been much help on offer. The rows, shouting matches and arguments, the tears and recriminations that had followed, had been heartbreaking for Chloe. Money was short; her father had lived for the day, never giving a thought to saving for the future. In sheer desperation, Chloe had given in to the persuasion from their local Catholic priest and had agreed that both Peter and Matthew should be allowed to emigrate to Australia, where, she had been assured, they would have a wonderful life and be given an excellent education.

Left alone, Chloe had greatly felt the loss of her family, but sheer determination to better herself had driven her to study hard. Finally she had achieved the credentials to secure herself a place at university.

Her efforts had paid off. She had landed a job in the call centre of Associated Securities, a member of the National Association of Goldsmiths, dealers in diamonds and precious stones. It hadn’t taken long for Roger McKinnon, one of the firm’s directors, to notice her, and after six months she had been offered the job as his personal assistant, working with him from offices situated above premises in Meeting House Lane in Brighton. From that day on she had never looked back. She had entered a world that previously had been unknown to her.

Chloe was aware that not only was she well treated, she was well paid. In return, she was a good employee. She shielded Roger from unnecessary disturbances and made sure he kept every important appointment. She also sidelined all nuisance telephone calls.

As she thought about her good fortune, a broad smile spread across her face and she pictured the man who had become her saviour.

Roger McKinnon was a good-looking, broad-shouldered, heavy-featured man in his mid fifties. He still had a good head of dark brown hair, though his sideboards were edged with grey. Thick, bushy eyebrows over dark brown eyes gave a suggestion of the authority that radiated from him at all times. He was always immaculately dressed in well-cut suits and his shoes were hand-made from good leather. He had been born in Guernsey, the only son of a well-to-do family, who had realised early on that he’d been blessed with near genius intelligence.

Chloe looked at her bedside clock. It was seven thirty, time to get out of bed and prepare herself for yet another interesting day.

Having taken her shower and dressed herself in the clothes she had made a habit of laying out the night before – she found it saved her a lot of time deliberating as to what she was going to wear – she drank her usual glass of orange juice and then spent the next twenty minutes applying her make-up. Now she only had her hair to arrange. She smiled as she sat facing her reflection in her dressing table mirror, well aware that her hair really was her crowning glory. The colour of a well-polished chestnut, it was thick and long enough to hang over her shoulders. During office hours she coiled it into either a French pleat or sometimes a bulky bun, which she held in place with decorative side combs. When attending social functions, she always allowed her hair to hang loose; it never failed to attract attention.

Gathering her expensive leather briefcase and her up-to-date black and red handbag, Chloe allowed herself one last look in the full-length mirror that stood in the hall of her apartment. She was well satisfied with her reflection. She was certainly slim, not an ounce of fat on her body, but, she thought, smiling to herself, she did have great breasts, not over large, but taut and pert. As Roger was fond of telling her, he thought of her nipples as his own fresh loganberries.

‘Why not raspberries?’ she had once queried.

‘Because raspberries are an everyday produce. Loganberries are the aristocracy of fresh fruits,’ he had quickly shot back at her. Her eyes twinkled at the recollection.

Her dark grey tailored suit was elegant, her white shirt blouse pure silk; sheer black nylons and plain black court shoes with a three-inch heel completed her outfit. You’ll do, she conceded as she opened her front door and walked towards the lift.

Chloe didn’t have to be in the office until nine thirty, and so, as had become a regular habit, she made for her favourite coffee bar, where she knew Philip Conti would be expecting her.

The whole area was a hive of activity. It never ceased to amaze Chloe just how much had been achieved over the years, and she felt she would always be amazed at the dynamism of this marina. The yacht club was always bustling and the harbour master in his high control tower situated next to the lock was certainly kept busy. Very much more so at weekends, when Londoners came down to take their vessels out to sea.

Besides being a great harbour for the boating fraternity, the marina boasted phenomenal leisure facilities: cafés and restaurants to suit everyone’s taste. The Rendezvous Casino, with its glorious views, offered superb dining in the Reflections Restaurant and also traditional gaming tables. There was entertainment of all kinds to satisfy everyone whatever the weather, which all served to establish the Brighton Marina as the successful enterprise it was today.

Taking a deep breath of the salty sea air, Chloe seated herself at one of the tables set out along the side of the harbour. No better way to start the day than by gazing out over the sea.

Hearing the click of Philip Conti’s heels on the tiled walkway, it occurred to her how close she and Philip had become. Even before his arm reached out, she knew he would place her steaming glass of latte on the table before touching her. Philip, his three brothers and two sisters and his Italian parents were loved by the regular customers and even more so by the day-excursion folk. That was the beauty of this marina: it was a place where a multitude of different nationalities had not only established various lucrative businesses but had formed long-lasting friendships. Philip had a gorgeous wife and two endearing little boys; all the same, Chloe knew he was going to touch her – she was waiting for him to touch her. As always, he put his hands on her shoulders, drew her face forward and smiled at her tantalisingly before gently kissing first one cheek and then the other.

It was the same every morning. Just a whiff of Philip’s fragrant aftershave and the soft feel of his breath on her face had her tensed, ready for what she knew was only an affectionate endearment, yet when his lips touched her flesh, it never failed to start her heart hammering with slow, deliberate thuds and her knees always felt weak.

‘Oh my God, Philip Conti! There should be more men like you in this world,’ she exclaimed loudly.

‘Your adulation will get you anywhere, my darling Chloe. Meanwhile, your coffee is going cold. So enjoy this beautiful June sunshine before you have to be locked away in that stuffy office. By the way, look across to the shop, Mamma is waving at you; on the other hand, she might be suggesting that I pick up any dirty cups on my way back, and who am I to argue with Mamma?’

Chloe laughed. Mamma Conti was a big fat lady but very lovable, and she made the most delicious coffee cakes. She also ruled her husband, her children and their offspring with a rod of iron. It was families like the Contis that added character to this stunning waterside location.

Chloe was taking her time drinking her coffee. Meantime her thoughts were correcting Philip. Stuffy her office certainly was not. It was spacious, the furniture splendid, and equipped with every modern device to make a person’s life that much easier. She was thankful that she had learnt to master a computer. She knew, only too well, that she had to keep up with every modern device and apparatus that came on the market. Today’s world had accelerated and she had no intention of being left behind.

Change for her had come about so rapidly, and whether or not the alliance she had entered into with Roger was entirely ethical, she no longer cared. She didn’t often question herself these days; her way of life was so satisfying, she had learnt not to make her scruples an issue. However, it never took much thought for her to vividly recall just how Roger had put his proposition to her.

The day’s work was over and Chloe had been putting on her jacket, preparing to walk along the sea front to catch a bus up to Black Rock, where at the time she had been renting a bed-sitting room in a house owned by an elderly lady named Mrs Woodman.

Roger had appeared in the doorway of his office. ‘Can you spare half an hour, Chloe? There is something I would like to discuss with you. Don’t worry about your bus, I’ll run you home.’

She had removed her jacket and hung it on the back of the chair before sitting opposite Roger, who was by now seated on the other side of his massive desk.

Chloe was by now well versed in Roger’s habits and moods, but this evening he seemed to be perplexed. She felt he was staring deep into her eyes. If she had but known it, she was right. Her emerald eyes were big, wide and glistening, and at that moment Roger would have given her anything. He had thought long and hard about what he was proposing to offer this charming, beautiful young lady.

‘Chloe, I want you to fully understand what I am about to say to you. If you decide not to comply with what I suggest, I promise you that our working relationship will not change in any way. As long as you understand that, I will say my piece.’

To this day Chloe remembered how her mind had spun around in circles as Roger had softly begun to speak.

‘I still have feelings for Thelma, my wife, but they now edge on pity rather than on true love. Since she fell from her horse she has suffered terribly. To begin with she made herself practically bedridden. Wouldn’t allow help from anyone. Now at least the nurses do manage now and again to get her into a wheelchair and take her into the garden for some fresh air. Is my position not understandable?’

Roger’s voice had held a distinct plea, but his expression was not enough to let Chloe know what his thoughts were leading up to. He was such a big man. Not brawny, but definitely muscular and very strong. She had suddenly felt very sorry for him but couldn’t fathom what she should do about it.

Roger had pushed his chair back and got to his feet. His movements as he walked about had been slow, and Chloe had felt compelled to ask if she could do anything for him. His reply had been a definite no. He begged her to bear with him and eventually he came to stand in front of her and started to speak, telling her that looking into her big green eyes had a man longing to make love with her. That her full lips were asking to be kissed.

‘Chloe, I will not deny I have hankered after you, yearned for you, yes, even craved you, but had my dear Thelma been a wife in every sense of the word, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Through no fault of her own, and none on my part, our marriage has become a deadlock. I am grateful that the first ten years of our married life were blissfully happy. The sex was fulfilling for both my wife and me, though sadly there were no children.’

The long silence that followed hung heavily until Roger heaved a sigh and started to talk again.

‘Before I met her, Thelma was well cared for, protected and loved by extremely wealthy parents. Not once but dozens of times her father thanked me for having married his daughter, because I had given her a wonderful, loving, secure lifestyle. And that was true. I wasn’t a fortune-hunter; I had enough money of my own.’

Endless silence had followed that outburst.

‘I am so sad to hear about your wife,’ Chloe had eventually managed to say, and when Roger had remained silent she had blurted out, ‘Are you asking permission to have sex with me on a regular basis?’ The minute she had uttered the question she’d felt her cheeks immediately flame up. ‘Oh, I am so sorry.’ Her apology was said in a soft whisper.

‘Please, Chloe, don’t apologise. Now I can at least come straight to the point. Yes, I am a healthy, fit man and I cannot deny the fact that I have needs. I would like you to visit my house once a fortnight, at least to begin with; perhaps even sit a while with my wife, she sees so few visitors. As to us, I don’t need to spell it out. You are twenty-three years old and a beautiful young lady. We can take it steady, maybe not even engage in full sex, but I do need to be able to feel that I am still a red-blooded man. I promise I will always take care of you if you think there’s a likelihood that we could seal an understanding between us, a loving pact where no one gets hurt and we both benefit. Moneywise I am well able to help you, and you would be taking nothing away from my wife.’

Chloe had held her breath almost from the minute Roger had started to speak again, but now she had no option. She swallowed hard until she got rid of the knot in her throat, then she drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her heart had still been thudding nineteen to the dozen.

It was at that moment that she felt an urge come over her. It was an urge to mother this man, to wrap her arms around him, soothe and comfort him, but in a maternal kind of way. She was no fool. She knew exactly what he was proposing. She had known from the moment that she had come to work for him that there was something that set this man apart from his contemporaries. An elusive ruthlessness lay beneath the sophisticated exterior, an inherent masculine vitality with a concealed sexiness. He might be well into his fifties, but there was a whole lot more to him than fine tailoring, hand-crafted shoes and glimpses of his gold ring, tie pin and Rolex watch.

There had been one occasion when they had used the Brighton swimming pool at the same time and the image of his unclothed body had taunted her. He had a lean waist with no sign of any beer belly, broad hips, a tight backside, and long, powerful legs. Since then she had often let herself wonder what it might feel like to be held close to him, to feel his lips on hers. Even his big, broad hands were different, with long fingers and well-manicured nails. She had often felt herself shiver as those types of thoughts had run through her mind.

Why not?

For a mad moment she imagined she had spoken the two words out loud.

Somehow she had managed to smile up at Roger but had remained silent. It would certainly be a vastly different experience to those young lads she had trifled with in her late teens.

At that point Chloe knew she had been won over. She hadn’t needed a great deal of persuasion.

Roger had asked, ‘Do you have a current boyfriend?’

How well she remembered her capitulation. Sounding like a shy young girl half her age, she had said, ‘I think from this day forth I might have.’

Roger had got to his feet, gone to his magnificent drinks cabinet and taken out two crystal glasses and a bottle of champagne that he had already had standing in an ice bucket. Between them they had drunk the whole bottle of champagne. Said things to each other that had needed to be said. Tactfully touched and kissed, leaving one another with the promise of good things to come.

Eventually he’d rung for a taxi and had escorted her on the short journey to her lodgings, holding her hand all the way. When the taxi had stopped, he had taken her into his arms and really kissed her. A long, lingering kiss that she had found to be surprisingly stimulating.

She had gone to bed that night with her head high in the clouds.

That episode had taken place more than eighteen months ago. It was still as clear today, and Chloe was smiling as she drank the remains of her coffee.

‘No regrets!’ she murmured to herself.


Chapter 2

Chloe was still deep in thought, reviving memories, when Philip signalled to her that her taxi had arrived to take her to the office. She gathered up her bags, reminding herself how lucky she was that there was no more getting on and off buses these days.

Actually she owned her own car, a Mini Cooper; it was the first thing that Roger had bought for her after she said yes to his proposal. She didn’t use the car to get to work because trying to find a parking space in Brighton was a nightmare. Roger hadn’t let the grass grow under his feet in any way whatsoever. Chloe often pondered the way that having a great deal of money eased many a path and undoubtedly helped towards an even more lucrative way of life. Having a taxi to take her to work and bring her home was only one of the many perks she now enjoyed courtesy of Associated Securities. Roger had also insisted that she must look around for better accommodation. It had come as a complete shock when he had told her he had made an appointment for them both to view a few apartments in Brighton Marina.

A representative from the estate agency had spent the afternoon spelling out just how advantageous it would be to make a purchase at this time.

‘This is a new venture and the accommodation surrounding the harbour will in time assuredly increase in value.’ The young man was well versed in what he was paid to say. Having seen two apartments, Roger had dropped his biggest surprise.

‘Do you have a penthouse vacant?’ he had asked, sounding completely matter-of-fact. ‘If so, we’d like to view that next.’

It would have been hard to say whether it was Chloe or the young man who was the more thunderstruck. Chloe had certainly been speechless. The young man from the agency had soon recovered.

‘Certainly, sir, that type of apartment comes with an allocated permanent garage space in the underground car park and also a mooring reservation within the harbour, which is safely secured by terrific sea defences …’

‘Just take us up,’ Roger had instructed, and the silence that followed as the three of them rode up in the lift … well! Chloe had thought it would be a brave person who would dare to break it.

How about the moment she had her first view of the inside of that apartment? Could she remember exactly how she had felt? Of course she could.

Stupendous! It was so high up she’d felt she could almost reach out through the windows and touch the sky. Even now she knew she would never tire of the view.

Roger had arranged a meeting at the estate agent’s and within six weeks he had handed the deeds to that beautiful apartment over to Chloe. His miraculous generosity had not stopped there. Together they had acted like a couple of newly-weds, combing places such as John Lewis, Laura Ashley and, of course, Harrods.

The end result was that she owned a simply beautiful home.

She had been living there for two months before she had managed to persuade Roger to stay the night with her. Now he stayed as often as he could, depending on the state of his wife’s health.

Chloe had accepted the situation with remarkable ease. Each and every day she thanked the Lord that Roger McKinnon had come into her life. He never ceased to amaze her. He was kind, considerate and his generosity knew no limits. Yet in return his demands on her were not great. It amazed her how quickly she had become attuned to his needs and even more so to his likes and dislikes. So much so that when together in bed she knew each time just where he would touch her, yet she was always thrilled by that touch.

It hadn’t been so in the beginning. Their first try had been mishandled. Chloe had known then that she had to reassure Roger, get him to relax. Very different these days, she told herself with a smile. Roger had learnt the contours of her body and now each time they came together he sent delicious sensations through her. The feeling was not one-sided. The joy of being so in tune with each other had done away with the need for words. Now they were able to arouse each other to a depth of passion that Chloe was sure neither of them had known existed.

Monday morning, and for the first time Chloe had arrived at the office thirty-five minutes late. There had been an accident along the seafront. Her taxi driver had indicated to the police that he wished to make a detour.

‘You and everyone else that is caught in this hold-up,’ the officer had answered drily. More sirens were signalling the arrival of a second ambulance. ‘Shouldn’t be long now, sir. As soon as we get those that were injured away to hospital, we’ll have the traffic moving again. Always seems to happen on a Monday morning.’

‘Thank God,’ Roger murmured as Chloe opened the door and walked into the office. Coming round from behind his desk, he took her briefcase and handbag from her before helping her to remove her jacket. She watched him set her things down, then turn around and cross the floor until he was standing in front of her.

He held his arms wide open and she gladly walked into them. This was her safe harbour. He was her benefactor; at least that was how it had started. Now, though, he was so much more than just a provider. His hand slid along her shoulder, down her arm until he reached her hand, where he entwined his fingers with hers. Her heart hammered with heavy thuds and she felt weak at the knees. In the beginning it hadn’t been like this; more of a business deal. The sex had been satisfactory but never mind-blowing. With time, how different things had become.

She was prevented from thinking any more by his mouth covering hers. His lips were trembling with utter relief: she was safe, his Chloe had not been involved in an accident. His kisses were urgent, even angry.

‘Why didn’t you use your mobile, let me know what was happening, why you were going to be so late?’ He freed his fingers from hers, sliding his hands under her silky blouse and cupping her breasts. Chloe gasped. Even though his touch was familiar, his fingers never failed to send a thrill running through her body.

‘Roger, remember where we are, anyone could come in.’

‘Darling Chloe, my darling Chloe, I was worried sick when I heard the sirens so near at hand. God, if you had been injured …’

‘Well I wasn’t.’ He really did care for her, and the very thought sent Chloe reeling. Suddenly his kisses were urgent and her body responded instinctively and powerfully. She found herself answering him kiss for kiss, the worry and anxiety of the past half-hour released into his passionate embrace.

That was how their life was now. Roger no longer needed to prove that he was a man, and Chloe certainly did not think of their lovemaking as a duty. Each time they made love, and it wasn’t just once a fortnight, each made sure that both had achieved satisfaction. Roger needed Chloe, craved her, felt he could never get enough of her, and she had come to reciprocate his feelings. For one another they had perfected their lovemaking.

During that morning, whenever Chloe looked up from her computer she saw Roger’s eyes on her. In the end she asked, ‘Are you not going to do any work today?’

The question had popped out unwittingly; she hadn’t meant to be inquisitive. She had always suspected that he was sensitive about his work, yet after they had got to know each other a little better, he had insisted that another desk be brought into his office. She still retained her own smaller office next door, and would retreat there whenever Roger was entertaining significant clients. Roger’s office had a safe embedded in the wall, cleverly concealed within the wood panelling, in which specimen diamonds and some jewellery were stored. He held the only key.

Roger wasn’t used to smiling, but somehow he had picked up the habit since Chloe had come into his life. Just at this moment his body was telling him that he was much younger than his actual years, and he couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he asked, ‘Chloe, will you keep the weekend free? I would like to take you to the Channel Islands, to Guernsey, where I was born.’

‘Thank you very much, kind sir,’ she said, smiling. ‘And what kind of clothes should I pack?’

‘I’ll write you out a list of intended events, then you can decide for yourself. The Saturday evening of our stay I would like you to wear something glamorous; other than that, please yourself.’

This was the part of their relationship that Chloe treasured the most. Roger treated her as an equal. Wherever he took her, be it a business event or a social affair, she never had to stand back; he kept her close to his side and always introduced her by her full name. The days leading up to her first visit to his home had been traumatic, but Roger had been a true gentleman, treating her as if she were a life-long friend who was calling on him and his wife. Apprehension had flooded over her the first time she had set foot in the bedroom where his invalid wife was propped up with several pillows. Roger, having made the introductions, had leant over his wife, taken hold of her hand, then gently brushed his lips to her forehead in a gesture that had torn at Chloe’s heartstrings.

It hadn’t taken long for Chloe to regard Thelma McKinnon as a friend, though her main feeling towards this slender, white-haired lady, who was still only fifty-two years old, was pity. As the two women got to know each other, Thelma would declare how much happier Roger was since Chloe had started working for him. More often than not she would also say how very much she herself looked forward to Chloe’s visits.

Was Thelma aware of the true state of affairs? And if so, why did that possibility suddenly cause Chloe a great deal of pain? She would have liked to believe that Thelma willingly turned a blind eye because of her love for her husband, and that perhaps she felt some genuine affection for Chloe.

In the beginning, deciding what to wear for the various events she attended with Roger had been a problem. However, Chloe had several friends who owned their own businesses in the rag trade. Just one request and they had got together and done Chloe proud. Not that Roger didn’t accompany her to the bigger stores, and even to fashion shows. At the latter, a lot of the jewellery that the models wore would be on loan from Associated Securities. Chloe always felt reluctant to openly admire any particular dress, coat or suit, because Roger would insist on buying it for her. Besides, when she surprised him by wearing a creation made by her friends, she loved to see the reaction that would appear on his face. She took great delight in sensing his admiration.

Saturday morning, seven o’clock on the dot, her front doorbell rang. Chloe hardly had the door open when Roger took her in his arms. ‘All mine for at least four days,’ he murmured when he had kissed her. ‘Ready?’

‘Good morning to you too,’ she said calmly, pointing the toe of her shoe towards her two large suitcases. She had learnt to take clothes for every occasion when travelling with Roger.

‘Let’s be making a move, then.’

A final check of her apartment: had she got her newly acquired passport? Even for the Channel Islands one needed a passport these days.

Roger collected both cases and called the lift while Chloe locked her front door. They descended to the ground floor. Outside, Roger’s regular driver stood beside his well-polished BMW.

There wasn’t much conversation during the drive to Southampton, where the company’s private plane was waiting. Checking in proved to be a mere formality before they were cleared to board. There were introductions to the flight staff and to Roger’s four colleagues, only one of whom had a female companion.

Roger discarded his coat and helped Chloe with hers before telling her, ‘The flight to Guernsey is so short there won’t be time for a meal, but drinks and nibbles will be served. Hope you managed to eat some breakfast.’

‘Yes, I did. Just coffee will be fine.’

‘Well I have a couple of matters that I need to check on.’ He took his laptop from its case and prepared to get to work.

Roger was well aware that from the day he had been born he had led a sheltered life. When his uncle had died suddenly, Roger’s father, Patrick McKinnon, had stepped into his shoes, taking over his directorship at Associated Securities. It had been a good move. The firm had developed beyond all expectations, accumulating a fortune for each person who had had the foresight to anticipate that industrial diamonds as well as jewellery would help to develop it into the success it was today.

Being his parents’ only child, Roger had had it all, right up until the day of his wife’s accident. He sighed heavily now, thinking of poor Thelma as he put the finishing touches to the documents he had been working on. He closed his laptop and placed it back in his case.

Their arrival was smooth, and as they walked across the tarmac, Roger inhaled deeply and exclaimed, ‘Clean, wonderful air.’ Knowing that Chloe had never visited this island before, he began to explain a few things to her whilst they waited to go through passport control.

‘Can you not already feel the difference here as opposed to England?’

Chloe smiled. ‘Spacious airport and yet no crowds or hustle and bustle, and everywhere so very clean.’

‘It gets busy in the height of the season, but nothing like Gatwick or Heathrow. Wait until you see the countryside, Chloe; we’ll hire a car and you can do some of the driving. Top speed allowed is thirty miles per hour, and some roads are very narrow; however, every driver is courteous, and gives way, so a little patience helps. The largest town is St Peter Port. Our hotel is situated right at the top end of Smith Street. The Old Government House Hotel: it is magnificent in every way, you’ll see, and the views from up there are truly great, looking down over the harbour and well beyond. You’ll love it.’

Cars and drivers were waiting to take the party to their hotel, where, discreetly, Roger had booked two suites. After they had unpacked their cases, he introduced Chloe to more of his colleagues. She was thankful to see that most of them had a female partner with them. They lunched on fresh crab and salad in the restaurant, which was situated high up, giving great views out over the harbour, just as Roger had described.

They decided to depart to their own rooms at three thirty in order to give themselves plenty of time to bath and dress ready for the evening’s function, which was due to start at seven p.m. Their suites were spacious and lavishly decorated with beautiful furniture, rich floor-length curtains and carpet that one’s feet sank into. There were also walk-in wardrobes and adjoining en suite bathrooms. Wonderful, thought Chloe, even more luxurious than my own apartment, and that’s saying something.

She spent a long time getting ready and put a great deal of effort into making sure she looked glamorous. More so even than usual, because it had been a request from Roger.

At twenty minutes to seven, in answer to his knocking, she opened the door and stood back a few feet so that he could see the full effect. The look on his face assured her that he was not disappointed.

She was wearing a long one-shouldered emerald-green dress that looked as if she had been poured into it. It showed off her tiny waist and her shapely bust. She had paired the dress with strappy silver stilettos and a sparkling silver evening clutch bag, and had embellished her flowing silky red hair with green and silver slides. The colour of the dress emphasised her big green eyes.

Chloe was delighted with the reaction she received from Roger, though when he told her in no uncertain terms that just looking at her had aroused him to such an extent that he wouldn’t be able to go downstairs for dinner, she laughingly told him that in that case he would have to stay in the bedroom on his own.

‘You have become a very hard-hearted young lady,’ he moaned. Then it was his turn to laugh as he said, ‘I’ll make sure you suffer tonight. I’ll have you begging for mercy.’

‘Really? I shall be interested to see if you can back up that claim,’ she told him brazenly.

My young Chloe has done me proud, Roger was thinking as together they descended the hotel’s magnificent staircase. Chloe herself was enjoying the looks she was getting from other men. She needed no telling that she had become a woman of the world, confident and very self-assured, no longer held back by her early upbringing.
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Through the
toughest times,
hope never fades





