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Prologue



Belinda stood in front of the full-length mirror looking at her reflection. Her fine lawn nightdress hinted at the curves beneath and she had brushed her hair for some time so that it fell in a shining silky curtain down her back, rather than plaiting it as she usually did at bedtime.


She was trembling, and she bit down hard on her bottom lip, her pale and somewhat babyish face staring anxiously back at her and her deep-blue eyes wide. She had to do this, she told herself, and tonight. Every day, every hour was crucial.


Her fingers were joined so tightly at her waist that her knuckles gleamed white, and she slowly relaxed them, taking several long, deep breaths.


Everything – her marriage, her life, her future – rested on her succeeding and she had waited too long already. If she had been thinking straight she would have done this weeks ago. She had to seduce her husband into sleeping with her and in a way that made it seem it was his idea . . .









   


PART ONE


The Secret


1918









   


Chapter One



Seven weeks earlier


Belinda stood gazing at the glittering, noisy throng in the ballroom. Her eyes lifted for a moment to the glass chandeliers, which seemed like a host of twinkling stars, before returning to the dancers. The orchestra on a raised balcony at the end of the vast room were in full play, and many of the couches and velvet seats arranged against the walls were empty. There was a feverish gaiety pervading the atmosphere tonight, she thought, as she watched a group of ladies she vaguely knew pass her, laughing and talking loudly in what she considered a most unseemly manner and taking great gulps from their wine glasses.


Of course everyone would be excited with it being Armistice Day and the end of the war; when the guns had boomed out all over the country at eleven o’clock and the church bells had rung, crowds had poured out of the offices and shops and factories to sing and dance in the streets. Archibald had been in Newcastle and he’d returned saying strangers were kissing in doorways and he’d been grabbed and hugged by several folk on his way to the railway station. He didn’t hold with such behaviour and had appeared distinctly ruffled when he’d come home.


She glanced at her husband standing stiffly at the side of her. Archibald didn’t care for dancing either or a host of other what he called ‘frivolities’. She rather suspected that was one of the reasons her parents had pressed her to marry him, her father being a minister of the cloth. She had been brought up strictly, she supposed, but had enjoyed her childhood in the big rambling vicarage with her brother and sisters, and as her father had been wealthy in his own right they had wanted for nothing and had had some influential friends in County Durham, Archibald being one of them.


It was five years after his first wife had died that he had asked for her hand in marriage, and her parents had immediately given their consent. She’d had very little to do with it. The fact that Archibald was thirty years older than her hadn’t concerned them. It was an important step up the social ladder, her father had informed her coldly when she’d tentatively mentioned Archibald’s age, and she ought to be grateful that a fine man like Mr McFadyen had noticed her.


The gratefulness on her part had lasted for a while after the wedding and honeymoon in Paris, but gradually Belinda had realized she’d made a terrible mistake. Archibald cared for her in his way, she was sure; he was kind enough but in the manner of an absent-minded father, and he was so dull and staid and old. Furthermore, the intimate side of their relationship wasn’t at all what she had expected. She had read enough stories to know that when a man fell in love with a girl the physical side of things was important to him. Not so her husband. Weeks, months, could slip by without him making any demands on her. In fact, there were times when she wondered why he’d wanted another wife. Mrs Banks, the housekeeper, ran the house like clockwork and she and the butler oversaw the rest of the staff. Archibald dealt with the household expenses and any financial matters, and of course he had his businesses too.


Belinda sighed. The unrestrained merriment in front of her emphasized her unhappiness. She was bored, she admitted. She wanted to have some fun for once; was that so wrong? She’d had to persuade Archibald to leave his study and books and he’d said he didn’t want to stay long. She did. She wanted to dance and dance, she thought mutinously, and if Archibald wouldn’t ask her she would accept anyone who did.


Loud laughter brought her head turning, and she saw Colonel Wynford in a group of ladies a few feet away. Everyone always maintained that the Wynford dinner parties and dances were the best in the county and she didn’t doubt it. She always felt as though she’d been swept into a different world when she came here, a place of colour and light, laughter and extravagance. Although the Wynford estate bordered Archibald’s, it could have been a thousand miles away. Her husband’s grand house and surrounding land which included a large farm paled into insignificance beside the splendour that was Evendale, the Wynford family’s country seat.


The house itself was an enormous and beguiling classical-style residence with over sixty rooms, and Archibald had told her that didn’t include the attics where a number of the servants slept, and the laundry tucked away at the back of the building where there was more servants’ accommodation. A wing had been added to the original house two decades ago for gentlemen with bachelors’ bedrooms, a gun room and an enormous sitting room where the men could sprawl and drink to their heart’s content after a day of hunting, shooting or fishing. The colonel’s wife, a beautiful, cold woman distantly related to royalty, was adept at entertaining the ladies on sunlit lawns or in front of roaring fires in the colder weather while the men indulged in their pursuits, but invariably the women would abandon their pleasant conversations and card games to join their menfolk for luncheon, elaborate picnics in the grounds where the servants would provide first-class fare with various wines and spirits. Belinda hated these occasions with the bloodied bodies of pheasants and partridges and other birds hanging on display but she kept her revulsion to herself. It wasn’t done to voice such sentiments.


In the spring any entertaining at Evendale had come to an abrupt halt. Philip Wynford had been home on leave from the front and a riding accident had put him in a wheelchair for several months. The party tonight was the first big occasion since then, and it was clear he was back on fine form. A tall handsome man of thirty or thereabouts, Philip cut a dashing figure with his military bearing and rakish good looks and the ladies flocked round him like bees to a honeypot.


Belinda had always got the impression that Archibald didn’t altogether approve of their charismatic neighbour, perhaps because the two men were so very different. One, quiet and sober and intensely private, and the other the life and soul of any gathering with a quick and somewhat irreverent wit. She wondered how Philip was feeling now the war was over; he was an army man through and through as had been his father and grandfather before him. Again, in stark contrast to Archibald. Her husband had a heart murmur which had prevented him joining up and although he’d said he would have done his duty for King and country, Belinda knew he was relieved he hadn’t felt pressured to fight.


She hadn’t been aware that she was still staring at Philip Wynford until a pair of piercing blue eyes honed in on her. For a moment she was transfixed, his gaze drawing her in, and then she turned away, hot colour staining her cheeks. She always felt gauche and nervous on these occasions, and her natural shyness hadn’t been helped in the early days of her marriage when she had overheard some ladies in the Wynford crowd refer to her as ‘that little mouse from the vicarage’.


Philip noticed her confusion and smiled to himself. Archibald’s wife was a sweet girl but why she had tied herself to a stuffy individual like his neighbour he didn’t know. He’d said the same to his wife and Felicity had raised her perfectly manicured eyebrows and told him not to be naive. ‘Where else would she have the opportunity to marry so well? No doubt he wanted young flesh to warm his bed and she had no objection with all the benefits that would ensue. She’s pretty enough but no raving beauty after all.’


He hadn’t argued with Felicity – he rarely did these days even though he found her acidic cynicism unattractive – but he thought Belinda McFadyen had a certain something that was more appealing than mere beauty. An innocence, a gentleness, that was missing in most women of his acquaintance. Some of their set took lovers as casually as selecting a new item of clothing, and the ladies were as bad as the men.


This thought was at the forefront of his mind now as he turned his attention back to the group he was standing with. Two of them had been his mistresses for a time in the past and the other three wouldn’t rebuff his advances if he made it clear he wanted an affair with them. If Felicity weren’t such a frigid creature sexually he didn’t doubt she would have taken a lover; it wasn’t any sense of morality or faithfulness that had prevented her, just the fact that she found the whole process of intimacy distasteful. How he had managed to produce four sons from her unyielding body he didn’t know, but for the last few years they’d had separate bedrooms and no physical contact except the odd chaste kiss on the cheek. But he’d got his boys, and she was quite happy for him to seek his pleasure elsewhere as long as he was discreet. All in all he was happy with his lot. He was back on his feet again after that terrible time when the physicians had warned him he might never walk again, and although his back gave him constant pain he could put up with that. Yes, he was happy. No one could claim to have everything they wanted in life.


In spite of himself he turned and searched the crowd for Belinda. There was a dance in progress, a waltz, but he couldn’t see her among the weaving figures, and then he spotted her sitting on a couch against the far wall, her amber-coloured gown spread primly to each side of her. Archibald was standing at her side, for all the world like a sentry on duty, Philip thought wryly, as he watched the other man stare straight ahead, unsmiling and stiff.


He might have left it at that, he might have never asked her to dance, but for the fact that one small slippered foot caught his attention, tapping in time to the music.


Taking his leave of the ladies, he walked across to the couple, engaging Archibald in conversation for a few moments as the orchestra finished playing. Then, as they struck up again, he bent towards Belinda, saying, ‘May I have the pleasure?’ before glancing at Archibald and adding, ‘With your permission?’


For a split second he thought the man was going to refuse and then Archibald smiled coolly, his eyes cold, as he said, ‘Of course.’


Belinda knew she was blushing again as she rose. Archibald wasn’t a small man at nearly six foot, but the colonel was several inches taller and seemed to tower over her as she extended her arms, placing her right hand tentatively on his shoulder and the tips of the fingers of her left hand in his palm. She felt his arm go round her waist and for some reason she shivered inside, and then she was swung into the dancers. She had danced a few times with Archibald, mostly on their honeymoon, and on occasion with other partners, but this was different. She felt as though she was floating with the music and her feet hardly seemed to touch the floor. He was looking down at her and smiling and she smiled back at him, slightly breathless as she said, ‘You – you dance very well.’


‘I’ve had a lot of practice.’ His face came closer as he murmured, ‘You dance beautifully too.’


She found she was hardly aware of the other couples on the dance floor after some moments, just the sensation of being held in his arms and being twirled around as though she was as light as thistledown. It was intoxicating, heady, and she didn’t ever want it to end. When the music stopped, instead of leading her back to her seat he said softly, ‘You need some refreshment. There’s some very fine punch, my butler has a gift for making it, or perhaps a glass of wine?’


He had guided her to a long table where several liveried footmen were serving drinks and before she knew it she had a glass of punch in her hand. She wasn’t used to alcohol; her father had never imbibed beyond the occasional glass of sherry at Christmas and Easter, and although wine was served each night at home she rarely finished a glass, despite Archibald often having three or four with his evening meal. She found wine somewhat sour, it made the insides of her cheeks tingle, but as she took a small tentative sip of the punch it was delicious and like nothing she had tasted before.


He smiled at her. ‘Good choice?’


‘It’s lovely, different to wine.’ And then she bit on her lip, realizing how unsophisticated she’d sounded. Her voice low, she murmured, ‘This tastes fruity, like apples with honey.’


‘Skelton guards his recipe like the crown jewels but beware, it has a hidden kick.’


She took another sip, feeling the punch warm her stomach and melt her nervousness. ‘It’s lovely,’ she said again, her voice more confident as she found herself relaxing.


She smiled at him, and Philip was taken aback by the way it changed her face. She had smiled before, of course, but there had always been a restraint there. He could see why Archibald, dull and staid as he was, had wanted her for his wife, but it only strengthened his opinion that Belinda was wasted on him. His gaze flicked to where Archibald was standing on the other side of the ballroom, now deep in conversation with a couple of older men, one of whom was a Member of Parliament. No doubt the talk would be earnest and political and as boring as hell, he thought derisively, as he turned his attention back to the young woman in front of him. He was amused to see her glass was empty and he took it from her, saying, ‘Would you care to dance again?’


‘Yes, please.’


Her eyes were bright and her cheeks faintly pink and as he led her to the dancers he thought that Felicity’s summing-up of Belinda was quite wrong; she was more than pretty but her beauty was of the fragile kind and not immediately obvious like some of the full-blown, painted faces around him. Why had he never really realized this before? he asked himself as he whirled her towards the middle of the floor, but she seemed different tonight.


Belinda felt different. She danced several more times with the colonel before another guest cut in on them with a smile and a bow, and then after that she was never short of a partner. But no one danced as well as Philip Wynford.


When a servant informed everyone that dinner was ready Archibald appeared at her side, taking her arm as they walked into the enormous dining room where the guests were seated according to the ornate name cards at the individual places. His tone was indulgent rather than annoyed when he murmured, ‘You seem to be having a good time, m’dear.’


‘I am.’


‘I’m glad. Gone are the days when I could dance all night, it’s the prerogative of youth, I’m afraid.’


She glanced at him as they took their seats. She couldn’t imagine that Archibald had ever had the inclination to dance all night but she didn’t say this, being relieved that he didn’t seem to mind that she was enjoying herself. She felt a sudden rush of affection for him and rested her hand on his for a moment. He couldn’t help being the way he was and she was lucky to be married to a good man; some of the men were clearly drunk, their voices over-loud and their faces red as they ogled women other than their wives. Archibald would never behave like that.


As usual at the Wynford get-togethers there were four wine glasses in front of her to accompany the huge variety of food that was served, but when the first glasses were being filled by the liveried footmen as the meal commenced, she saw that it was the punch and not white wine that was being poured for her. She opened her mouth to comment but as she did so she caught the eye of Philip, who was seated at the middle place of the upper table. He winked at her and grinned, mouthing, Enjoy, and she smiled back, feeling inordinately pleased. Archibald didn’t appear to notice and by the time they came to the puddings the footman had refilled her glass twice. She didn’t think she had ever enjoyed herself so much; the conversation seemed more witty than normal, the different courses more delicious, the ladies more sparkling and the men more charming.


The meal lasted for two hours and as was customary the dancing wasn’t resumed immediately; the ladies adjourning to the drawing room and leaving the menfolk to their port and brandy and cigars.


It was as Belinda rose from the table that she felt her head begin to swim. She felt hot too, her cheeks burning, and rather than following the majority of the ladies into the drawing room she made for the powder room with the intention of dabbing her face with cold water.


She had hoped to find the room empty but there were a number of women already seated on the small velvet-backed chairs, each of which faced an ornate little dressing table. They were busily powdering their faces and fiddling with their hair, chattering away like a group of magpies, and all seemed to know each other very well. She always felt like an outsider in situations like this and so she walked further down the room and, opening the door of the cubicle at the end of the row she went inside, closing it behind her.


The Wynfords had had all the indoor closets replaced with modern ceramic lavatories and plumbing – there were no remaining wooden boxes with holes in the middle and leather seats at Evendale – and she waited, standing quietly until silence reigned, and then emerged to find she had the powder room to herself. Walking across to the row of small washbasins on the far wall, she ran a little water into one of them and took a small hand towel from the pile next to the bowls. Wetting it, she dabbed at her hot cheeks for some moments, examining her appearance in the mirror.


Her mother would have described her as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and it wouldn’t have been meant as a compliment, she thought ruefully, as she took in her flushed face. Strangely though, considering she had always lived in fear of displeasing her parents, she didn’t give a fig tonight. She couldn’t remember ever having enjoyed herself so much and the evening wasn’t over yet. She intended to dance some more, hopefully with Philip, because in his arms she felt as though the rest of the world didn’t exist and she was no longer the little mouse from the vicarage, the newcomer who didn’t really fit in.


She smoothed a few tendrils of hair which had escaped the chignon at the back of her neck into place and dabbed at her face some more until she was satisfied her complexion had returned to its normal peaches and cream before leaving the powder room. The band had been tuning up and as she entered the ballroom it began to play a polka. She spotted Archibald conversing with the two men he’d been deep in conversation with before the meal and a number of people were standing talking or sitting on the couches at the edge of the room, and for a moment she hesitated, unsure of what to do. The next moment a hand took her elbow and a voice in her ear murmured, ‘I wondered where’d you’d got to,’ and she turned her head to find Philip smiling down at her. ‘I thought I’d lost my dance partner.’


And then she was whirled onto the floor again and as other couples began to join them she let herself relax and be led by him. When he drew her over, breathless and laughing, to the refreshments as the dance finished and the footman poured more punch she didn’t object. She was thirsty and the drink was so delicious.


They danced some more and when, after a short interval, another guest claimed her before Philip could she felt quite cross with the poor man, nice though he was. Whether it was the fact that he held her too tightly and whisked her round too quickly she didn’t know, but when he paid his respects as the music finished and she sat down on one of the couches her head was spinning and she felt hot again. She had the desire to leave the noise and laughter and heat of the ballroom for a while and get some fresh air. She felt increasingly dizzy and not at all like herself.


Where was Archibald? She glanced around but the room itself seemed to be moving and she couldn’t focus very well. And then to her relief Philip was standing in front of her, his voice soft when he said, ‘You look a little perturbed, is anything wrong? No one has upset you, have they?’


‘No, no, I’m just too hot. I think I need some fresh air, that’s all.’ She was finding it difficult to pronounce her words and with a little shock of horror she wondered if she was tipsy. But she had only drunk the punch and it had tasted more like the fruit juice her father’s cook had made when she was growing up than anything else.


‘Shall I fetch Archibald? Do you want to leave?’


‘No,’ she said quickly. This evening had become a moment out of time and she didn’t want to return to normality just yet. ‘No, perhaps just to step outside for a minute or two.’


‘It’s too chilly and there’s a keen wind blowing – you’ll freeze to death – but there’s plenty of rooms where the fires won’t have been lit.’ He helped her to her feet as he spoke and kept hold of her arm as they left the ballroom, guiding her through the anteroom and then into a corridor which led into Evendale’s baronial hall. There was a roaring fire burning in the massive fireplace and it was a little cooler than the ballroom but not much.


He led her towards the end of the hall past the magnificent curving staircase and a number of doors, opening one and standing aside for her to precede him as he said, ‘This is my study and I rarely have the fire lit. I don’t feel the cold myself but Felicity could live in a hothouse and still not be warm enough.’


It was a large room with bookshelves taking up two walls, and several items of furniture dotted about. The enormous walnut desk and big leather chair were facing them and behind them two huge thick curtains had been drawn against the winter night. He gestured towards a big sofa which was richly upholstered in thick tapestry. ‘Do sit down. Can I get you a drink?’


She shook her head. It was lovely to get away from the noise and heat for a few minutes but she’d become aware that their being alone like this wasn’t quite proper. Sinking down on the sofa, she kept her back straight and folded her hands in her lap, although what she would really have liked to do was to lay her head back and shut her eyes.


She watched Philip as he poured himself a good measure of brandy from a decanter on a table next to the desk. He was so handsome, she thought as he turned towards her, and nice. Not at all stuffy. And he wasn’t patronizing like some of the assembled company.


He didn’t sit down beside her but pulled one of the two armchairs in the room close to the sofa so he was facing her. Seating himself with a soft sigh, he said, ‘A little peace and quiet away from the madness, eh?’


She didn’t want him to think that she was finding fault with the evening and this was reflected in her voice when she said, ‘Oh, but it’s wonderful to dance too. I’ve never danced so much in my life. Archibald – well, he doesn’t care for it.’


Philip nodded. He could imagine, he thought drily. The amount of alcohol he’d consumed loosened his tongue and he found himself saying, ‘You don’t seem to have much in common, from what I’ve observed.’ And then, as her eyes widened, he hastily added, ‘Forgive me, it’s none of my business. I have no wish to offend you.’


‘You haven’t offended me.’ In fact, it was a relief to speak the truth for once. ‘And you’re right, we don’t have much in common.’


‘Why did you marry him?’ he asked quietly, leaning forward.


‘My parents thought Archibald was a good match.’


‘And you? What did you think?’


‘He – he was kind and he said he loved me.’ She paused. ‘He does love me, but—’


‘But?’


His mouth was fascinating her and he had dark stubble on his chin. She’d noticed when she’d danced with him that he smelled good too, a mixture of cigars and fresh scented linen and something else too, something indefinable but which had caused shivers in her stomach. She’d forgotten what she was saying and swallowed hard, trying to remember through the fog in her mind. Archibald, that was it. Her voice a whisper, she murmured, ‘I feel lonely,’ as her bottom lip quivered. ‘All the time I feel lonely and there’s no one to talk to.’


He put his glass down and took one of her hands. ‘You can talk to me.’


She blinked. He was so close now she could see the tiny laughter lines radiating from the corners of his eyes and the feeling that had engulfed her when they’d danced was stronger now. ‘Talking won’t do any good really, will it? It won’t solve anything.’


The man must be mad, Philip thought. He had hold of both her hands now and could sense the trembling within her through them. To have this enchanting creature as his wife and neglect her as he was clearly doing. She was fresh, young and so innocent. Oh, he didn’t doubt that Archibald had taken her, but in essence she was still unawakened sexually, and that after three years of marriage. It was nothing short of a crime.


He found it impossible to stop his next reaction, moving to sit beside her, whereupon he took her into his arms and kissed her. He hadn’t known what to expect, but when she didn’t push him away or protest but was pliant in his embrace he kissed her more deeply, bringing all his considerable expertise to bear.


Her mouth opened beneath his like a flower and he felt the thrill of conquest down to his toes, his body hardening as the blood surged through his veins. After some moments he pulled the bodice of her dress down to reveal her small full breasts, caressing them and feeling the tips respond under his fingers. By the time he lifted the skirt of her dress and peeled away the lace panties she was moaning softly at the things he’d done to her and when he entered her they moved together as one. It was like the first time he had ever made love, he thought with a touch of wonder. He’d forgotten it could be like this.


When it was over he held her tightly in his arms, kissing her flushed face and murmuring endearments, but when she began to quietly cry, he whispered, ‘What is it? Did I hurt you?’


Belinda shook her head, overwhelmed with what had happened to her. She’d never imagined in her wildest dreams that making love could be like this but she had betrayed Archibald, her marriage vows, even who she was, swept along on a tide of passion she hadn’t thought herself capable of.


‘Belinda, it’s all right.’ Philip held her gently, tenderly. ‘Don’t cry.’


‘We . . . I . . . I shouldn’t have.’ She pulled away from him, the stickiness between her legs bringing a surge of consuming guilt. Even a kiss would have been wrong, a form of unfaithfulness, but this. And to think she had looked askance at some of the ladies in their social set who flirted and perhaps drank a little too much on occasion, even joined in Archibald’s censure of such women. Archibald. Oh, Archibald. She would never be able to look him in the eye again but she couldn’t tell him what had occurred. He would be appalled and disgusted, it would be the end of their marriage and what would her parents say when they knew the facts? They would disown her. And if Archibald insisted on a divorce the scandal that would ensue would destroy them all. She must have been mad to forget herself so far.


‘It’s not your fault, it’s mine.’ For once in his life Philip was feeling some remorse as pangs of conscience made themselves felt. He’d had many women besides his wife but they had been a certain type – mostly married and all worldly wise. He had known Belinda wasn’t like that, so why had he taken advantage of her? he asked himself, knowing the answer and despising himself for it. Because he had wanted her. His desire had grown all evening and when the opportunity had arisen to assuage it he hadn’t had the moral strength to resist. But what was done was done, and it wasn’t as if anyone had stumbled in on them. Now that really would have put the cat among the pigeons.


Gentling his voice further, he murmured, ‘I’m sorry, truly sorry, but I repeat it’s my fault, not yours. You have nothing to reproach yourself for. I – we – were swept away by our emotions but the responsibility is mine alone. The thing is, no one knows what’s happened. No real harm is done.’


She stared at him as though he had lost his mind.


He was about to say that such incidents were commonplace among their friends and acquaintances but thought better of it. Instead he said quietly, ‘When you are ready we will rejoin the party. No one will have missed us.’


She had dried her eyes and smoothed down her clothes and now, rising to her feet, she said stiffly, ‘You go. I – I need a few moments.’


‘Belinda—’


‘Please.’


His eyes narrowed at her tone. ‘As you wish.’ When he reached the door and before opening it he turned, and now his voice was soft and tender. ‘Please try and look at this as one of those things that just happens sometimes. You are beautiful and enchanting and I took advantage of your innocence, I know that, but I shall remember these few minutes with great fondness.’


She made no reply, she couldn’t have. One of those things? It might be a casual encounter for him but for her it had been anything but, on many levels.


When she was alone she sank down onto the sofa again, trembling and bereft. After a few minutes the panic and desperation subsided and a strange kind of numbness took over. It enabled her to stand up and walk over to a large mahogany and gilt mirror on the wall and check her reflection. To her amazement she appeared no different in spite of the fact that she felt the word ‘adulteress’ was seared across her brow.


Taking a few deep breaths, she tidied some loose strands of hair and squared her shoulders. She had to go back in there and pretend that nothing had happened, in spite of the fact that her whole world had just crashed about her. It was the only way.







   


Chapter Two



The band were taking some refreshments when Belinda entered the ballroom and people were standing in small groups or sitting on the couches lining the walls. There was a great deal of laughter and loud conversation, interspersed with the footmen filling empty glasses and offering trays of canapes and sweetmeats, and quite a number of the assembled throng were clearly the worse for wear. In contrast Belinda found she was now painfully sober and wanted nothing more than to go home.


She stood hesitating and then saw Archibald making his way towards her. Just the sight of him brought her fighting back tears. He smiled as he reached her, his tone indulgent as he murmured, ‘There you are, m’dear. I’ve been looking for you.’


‘I – I’ve been powdering my nose.’


He nodded. ‘One or two folk are beginning to take their leave but we don’t have to go if you would prefer to dance a little more? I might even take to the floor myself if you ask me nicely.’


It wasn’t like Archibald to joke or tease her and it made the lump in her throat worse. He was such a good man, she thought wretchedly. So kind and solid and reliable. He wouldn’t dream of looking at another woman. Swallowing hard, she said quietly, ‘I’m a little tired and ready to go home.’


He drew her hand through his arm. ‘Come along then and we’ll make our goodbyes.’


Their hosts were standing with another couple as they approached, and while Archibald spoke to Philip, Belinda kept her gaze concentrated on Felicity as she said, ‘Thank you so much for a lovely evening.’


‘It’s been fun, hasn’t it,’ Felicity drawled languidly in her highfalutin voice as she cooled her face with an ornate fan. ‘It’s wonderful the war’s over at last. Those beastly Germans needed to be taught a lesson, ghastly creatures. Bringing them to heel makes it all worthwhile though.’


Belinda gazed at her. Philip’s wife always reminded her of a cat her mother had had: sleek and beautiful but ready to show its claws at the slightest provocation and totally devoid of affection. Millions of men, women and children had died over the last few years because the power-mad Kaiser had invaded Belgium and plunged the world into conflict, and she didn’t think anything was worth that. But Felicity probably hadn’t meant it the way it had sounded.


She didn’t know how to respond, but the woman of the couple who Philip and Felicity were standing with cut into the conversation before she could speak anyway. Her voice gushing, she said, ‘Absolutely, Fliss, but that’s foreigners for you, always forgetting their place.’ She didn’t even glance at Belinda. ‘And have you heard there’s been high jinks in all the towns and cities? Desmond said it’s like a giant school being let out. Cakewalks in the squares, fireworks, shop and factory girls accosting men in uniform and throwing their arms round them and that’s the least of it. Such goings-on and so exciting.’


Felicity wrinkled her aristocratic nose. ‘It sounds a little vulgar, darling.’


The other woman’s face fell. ‘Oh yes, yes, of course, but then what can you expect of the common masses?’ she said hastily. ‘Desmond always says they’re like children.’


Belinda decided that she didn’t like Desmond or his wife.


Archibald had finished talking to Philip and had caught the tail end of the conversation. Noticing her expression, he smiled and nodded at Felicity, drawing Belinda away. She went gladly without meeting Philip’s gaze although she was aware he was looking at her. How she would ever face him again she didn’t know, she thought desperately. The Wynfords were holding a Christmas Eve dinner party the following month and they had already accepted their invitation. It had included her parents, who were going to stay with them over the Christmas period.


Her father had recently retired from the ministry, and he had bought a substantial property in its own grounds on the outskirts of Brandon, not far from Archibald’s estate. Belinda didn’t know if this was a good thing or not. She’d made the most advantageous marriage among her siblings and had consequently become the favoured daughter, a role she’d found to be a mixed blessing when it involved seeing more of her parents than the others did.


Once they were in the hall, a footman was sent to tell Archibald’s coachman to bring the vehicle to the foot of the steps at the front of the house, while the maids helped them on with their coats and hats. It was bitterly cold outside – the day had been one of granite skies and intermittent icy rain – but as they stepped into the fresh air the clouds had dispersed and a heavy frost was already beginning to turn the grounds white.


Fairley, their coachman, was waiting with the coach and horses and came forward to assist them into the vehicle, and Belinda was glad of her thick furs as a biting wind almost blew Fairley’s peaked cap off. Once in the coach she sat quietly at Archibald’s side. He made no effort to take her hand or put his arm round her – he rarely made gestures of affection – but began to recount the conversation he’d had with the Member of Parliament regarding the likelihood of a General Election now the war was over.


Since her marriage, Belinda had become adept at listening to Archibald with one ear while her mind was occupied elsewhere. Now she made the occasional appropriate response while continuing to silently berate herself as the coach trundled homewards. When it passed between huge gates set in a high stone wall and on to the winding drive leading to Fellburn House, she felt an uncharacteristic warmth for the house as it came into view. She was home.


It was the first time that she’d really thought of Fellburn in that way, beautiful though the honey-stoned building was. Since they had arrived back from honeymoon and she had formally taken up the position of mistress of the house at just seventeen years old, it had seemed more like a prison than anything else. Magnificent, certainly, compared to what she had been used to, and luxurious too, but a prison nonetheless.


It wasn’t so bad in the warmer months when she could walk in the ornamental gardens and read in the bowers covered in sweet-smelling roses and clematis, or wander in the woodland and wildflower meadows bordering the farm. She’d only visited Archibald’s farm once when she had first taken up residence in the house. He had introduced her to Mr Irvin, his farm manager, and Cissy, his wife, but had made it clear that the farm was no place for a lady and of course Belinda had adhered to his wishes on the matter.


The oval forecourt was lit by lanterns and once the coach had stopped, Archibald descended and helped her down. He kept hold of her arm as they climbed the broad steps leading to a large stone terrace. The front door was open and Wright, the butler, was waiting with one of their two housemaids at his side.


‘I trust you have had an enjoyable evening, sir,’ Wright said in his cold ponderous way as the little maid took their coats and hats just as Mrs Banks, the formidable housekeeper, appeared from the direction of the green baize door which led to the kitchen and servants’ quarters. She came swiftly towards them in her black alpaca dress, the belt of which supported a chatelaine of keys. ‘There’s a good fire in the drawing room, sir,’ she said primly, ‘and Cook’s preparing coffee and sweetmeats.’


Belinda stifled a groan. She couldn’t, she just couldn’t go through the usual routine that occurred each time they returned from an evening out. Refreshments in the drawing room while Archibald dissected the evening in minute detail. No matter the hour, it was something he liked to do and she always obliged him, but not tonight. Her nerves were screaming with guilt and shame. Touching his arm, she said quietly, ‘Would you mind if I went straight up? I feel rather tired.’


‘Of course, m’dear. All that dancing has taken it out of you. Go ahead and I’ll make sure I don’t wake you.’


He patted her arm and as she turned towards the staircase, Mrs Banks said, ‘I’ll send Johnson straight up, ma’am.’


‘There is no need tonight, Mrs Banks. I would prefer to see to myself. Tell Johnson she can go to bed.’


‘As you see fit, ma’am.’ Mrs Banks’s plump chin drew into her neck. The housekeeper had many ways of expressing disapproval and this was one of them. Belinda had always been aware that Archibald’s senior staff thought he had married beneath him.


His first wife had been well connected and great friends with Felicity Wynford by all accounts. Johnson, her personal maid, was a thin individual with a beak of a nose and hard eyes and she never missed an opportunity to make Belinda feel gauche, but only when Archibald wasn’t within earshot. When he was present, Johnson put on the mantle of the attentive older servant helping the young mistress to adapt to her new role with kind solicitude.


A few months after she had been married she had tentatively asked Archibald if she could choose a personal maid for herself but he had been askance. ‘You’d go a long way before you found someone as experienced as Johnson,’ he had said with a frown. ‘Verity thought the world of her and the woman’s discreet and efficient. I confess after Verity died I didn’t quite know what to do with her, but she’d been with us so long I kept her on to assist Mrs Banks where she could and help with any problems with the female staff. Why do you want to replace her? Is there a problem?’


It was then she should have stood her ground, she had realized some time later, and explained that Johnson was not what she seemed. Instead she had fudged it and dismissed the matter.


She was weak, she told herself now as she climbed the stairs to her room. All her life she had been timid and easily intimidated, first by her parents and siblings and then by Archibald. She had always allowed the people in her life to dictate to her in one way or another, anxious not to displease them or cause friction, compliant to the last. The model daughter, the model wife. But she had well and truly blotted her copybook tonight, hadn’t she.


She stood on the wide landing for a moment, biting down hard on her bottom lip to prevent herself crying. Time enough for that when she was in bed and Archibald was asleep. Sometimes she felt the very walls of this house had eyes and ears, and there was always one of the servants popping up when you least expected it.


As though on cue, the door to the master bedroom opened and the first housemaid emerged, dipping her knee when she saw Belinda and saying, ‘I’ve just brought up the hot water, ma’am, and your bottle’s already in the bed.’


‘Thank you, Vickers.’ She always had a stone hot water bottle to warm her feet in the winter, although Archibald didn’t avail himself of one.


Once in her boudoir she undressed and let down her hair, but before pulling on the cream satin and lace nightdress that Johnson had laid out for her she washed between her legs with soap and water, scrubbing away for an unnecessarily long time. It was cold in the small room, there was a fire in the bedroom but not in her boudoir or Archibald’s dressing room, and she was shivering by the time she climbed into bed, her feet seeking the warmth of the bottle.


When Archibald came up an hour or so later she pretended to be asleep, and long after he lay beside her snoring she remained stiff and still but with tears flooding down her cheeks.


It was as dawn began to lighten the sky outside the window that Belinda finally drifted into a troubled slumber, her dreams as disturbing as her thoughts had been while she was awake and populated by dark figures and strange longings. And deep in her body, had she but known it, a change was beginning to take place . . .







   


Chapter Three



Christmas had been a strained affair, at least as far as Belinda was concerned. Everyone else had appeared to enjoy it. Her parents had arrived a few days before Christmas Eve and she knew Archibald had liked their company, particularly that of her father. The two men had spent hours discussing the cost of the war economically and socially, along with the possible outcome of the proposed General Election in which women were allowed to vote for the first time, something her father vehemently disagreed with. It had meant she had had to entertain her mother, something she found difficult at the best of times. It hadn’t helped that she had been feeling particularly tired and somewhat unwell in the lead-up to Christmas, as well as dreading the dinner party at the Wynfords on Christmas Eve.


Somehow she had got through the evening, forcing herself to eat a little of what was put before her and joining in the cross-talk and chatter where she could. She’d been careful to keep her gaze on the lady and gentleman seated opposite her on the whole and hadn’t let it stray. She’d had to speak to Philip and Felicity when they had first arrived at Evendale, but as they’d had her parents with them and her father had engaged Philip in conversation immediately, she’d barely met Philip’s eyes.


In the coach driving home her father had waxed lyrical about the grandeur of the house and grounds and what excellent hosts the Wynfords were in a way that was embarrassing, but as it had meant she hadn’t had to make conversation it had suited her. Christmas Day had been a quiet affair. She had awoken with a feeling of nausea first thing which had passed sufficiently for her to enjoy a small lunch, but when the same thing had occurred the following morning, flutters of panic made themselves felt. When she had missed her monthly two weeks after the Armistice Day ball she had put it down to the stress and overwhelming remorse she was feeling, but now another due date had come and gone. She was feeling subtly different in her body too. She knew women were often sick in the mornings when they were expecting a child because her eldest sister had suffered in that way.


Her parents left the next day after lunch and it was a relief. Her mother had a way of noticing things and had already made one or two comments about her looking a little peaky, hinting that she might have something to tell her.


Now it was the fifth morning in a row that she had felt nauseous and she couldn’t pretend to herself any more. She was expecting a baby and Archibald couldn’t be the father. They hadn’t been intimate for months.


She was dressed to go down for breakfast and Johnson had just left the room. Belinda sank down on the edge of the bed, desperation tearing at her. What was she going to do? Archibald might be gentle and reticent but he was a proud man. He would demand to know the name of the individual responsible and confront him. Even if he agreed to keep the matter private to avoid a scandal it would destroy their marriage, and what would become of her baby? From a little girl she had always wanted children, but not in these circumstances. Her baby, her poor baby. She rested her hand on her stomach, although as yet there was nothing to show for the new life inside her; nevertheless, she felt a flood of protective love.


After a few moments she made herself stand up and go downstairs, and as she entered the breakfast room she saw Archibald immersed in his morning paper. Their housemaids were hovering in front of the long sideboard with its covered dishes, the table was beautifully set with silver cutlery and fine crockery and a roaring fire was burning in the black-leaded grate. The room was cosier than the more formal dining room where they ate their evening meal and usually she liked the start to the day but today she felt lost and terribly afraid, feeling she was teetering on the edge of a precipice.


‘There you are, m’dear.’ Archibald looked up and smiled, folding his newspaper and putting it to one side. It was the signal for the maids to begin serving them. He always enjoyed a hearty cooked breakfast but Belinda rarely ate more than a rasher of bacon and a little scrambled egg with a slice of toast. The last few mornings she had struggled to even force that down.


Somehow she got through her small meal. Archibald always left the house every morning at eight o’clock and she knew he would be gone for most of the day. Along with the house and farm and grounds, he had inherited a thriving rope-making works and a pottery near Easington some miles east of the estate, and he liked to visit both businesses daily when he could. He often called in to see his bank manager in the afternoons to discuss his investments and have a glass of whisky or two with the man, who was also a friend, arriving home early evening. It was a routine he’d had since he was a young man and he had seen no reason to change it when he married again.


Once Archibald had gone Belinda decided to go for a walk in the grounds to clear her head and get some fresh air. She needed to be on her own and think.


They’d had flurries of snow over Christmas followed by a thaw the day after Boxing Day, only for the weather to turn bitterly cold once more. There had been a hard frost during the night and the morning sky was high and blue with wisps of silver. Lacy spiderwebs glinted and sparkled on the bushes and shrubs, and the frozen white ground looked as though diamond dust had been sprinkled over it in the cold sunlight. In spite of her abject misery, Belinda stood for some moments just breathing in the clean, icy air, which carried the elusive smell of woodsmoke at the heart of it, before she began walking.


She was warmly dressed in the sable coat and matching hat Archibald had given her for Christmas, and her boots were fur-lined too. He had given her a very generous clothing allowance when they had got married and was far from being a mean man; she knew she only had to ask for something and it would be hers. She had once tried to explain to him that the only thing she really wanted was more of his time and affection, but it hadn’t gone well. He had been somewhat annoyed and had cut the conversation short, and she had been left feeling rebuffed and highly embarrassed, as though she had said something indelicate.


She was thinking of that humiliating episode now as she made her way along a path which led to the pleasure gardens, passing under a high, ivy-covered arch set in stone walls and into an area of sculptured trees, flower beds, fountains and arbours, all frozen and still in the late December morning. She had walked for some minutes before she reached one of the little grottos, a small ornamental cave-like structure which had a bench seat at the back of it where one could sit in the shade at the height of summer and listen to the fountains tinkling. Today the frozen water was silent and not even the twittering of birds disturbed her solitude.


She sat down, her gloved hands in her lap, seemingly calm and composed but her brain was racing. Somehow she had to find a way out of this nightmare that wouldn’t affect her child, but how? If she told Archibald the truth the repercussions would be unthinkable; even if he agreed to continue with the marriage he wouldn’t tolerate bringing up another man’s child, and she couldn’t blame him. And the same would apply if she sought refuge with her parents. They would insist the baby was put away somewhere, that’s if they didn’t disown her and refuse to help in any way, which was highly likely. If she went to Philip the consequences would be scandalous – even if he agreed to take responsibility, and there was no guarantee of that – and again the child would carry the stigma of illegitimacy.


In spite of herself a little whimper escaped her lips and she put her hand tightly across her mouth although she was quite alone. The feeling of nausea had lessened considerably but she felt no relief, the turmoil in her mind consuming.


How long she sat there before Palmer, the head gardener, disturbed her privacy she didn’t know. It could have been minutes or hours, such was the state of her mind. As it was she made the old man nearly jump out of his skin when he caught sight of her as he shuffled along, his pipe hanging out of his mouth and his cloth jacket unbuttoned despite the cold.


‘I beg your pardon, ma’am,’ he said, doffing his tattered cap as he spoke. ‘Didn’t mean to intrude.’


She smiled at him. Palmer always reminded her of one of the ancient sculptured trees he tended so lovingly, gnarled and bent but strong nonetheless. ‘It’s me who’s intruding, Palmer,’ she said softly. ‘This is more your domain than mine.’


The old man smiled back. He liked the little mistress, as he always thought of her. She had no side to her, unlike most of the gentry. He was well aware what that lot up in the house said – that she didn’t carry herself the way the master’s previous wife did and had no presence about her – but like he’d said to Cook only last week when he’d called in to the kitchen for his morning cup of cocoa, presence be damned. The little mistress spoke to you as if you were a real human being rather than muck under her feet, and to his mind that was a good thing. Some of them up there were more hoity-toity than the gentry themselves and he couldn’t be doing with ’em.


‘I’m just on me way to the forcing house, ma’am. I’ve got a nice lot of raspberries that should be ready today.’ The little building near the greenhouses was his pride and joy. It was tucked away out of sight and hidden from the house and pleasure gardens by high stone walls. He spent most of his time in there these days; it was as warm as toast with the two stoves burning night and day and the pipes heating every inch of the place, and it suited his old bones. The forcing house meant the master and mistress could have peaches and other fruit in the midst of winter, and fresh flowers for the table displays.


Belinda inclined her head. ‘That’s lovely, Palmer. Thank you.’


Palmer doffed his cap again before walking on. He knew she had a particular fancy for raspberries because she had told him so in the summer when she’d met him in the grounds one day. He never used to see hide nor hair of the first Mrs McFadyen and she wouldn’t have deigned to speak to him if he had, he thought, but this one spent more time outside and always spoke pleasantly if she saw him. His missus said she thought the little mistress was unhappy and she might well be right. He hoped not though. It’d be a crying shame and her so young and bonny.


Belinda watched the bent old figure shuffle off. Palmer had taken a great delight in showing her round his beloved forcing house one summer’s afternoon, proudly explaining this and that and the mechanics of what he did in the colder months to produce his bounty. He’d been as pleased as punch to have an audience. It was quite miraculous what he did in there though, she told herself, changing time and nature.


She stiffened. Changing time. Her heart began to race. That was what she had to do. No one was aware of her condition as of yet. If she and Archibald made love shortly, tonight even, and in a few weeks’ time she announced she thought she was pregnant, who would be any the wiser? The baby would have to be ‘early’, of course, but that happened. Her own sister’s first child had been nearly six weeks early if she remembered rightly.


She pressed one gloved hand against her chest; her heart was pounding so hard it felt as though it was going to escape her body.


It was the answer, the only answer, she told herself as she rose to her feet, her agitation such that she needed to walk. But how was she going to accomplish the first part and make Archibald want to be intimate with her tonight? Although they shared the same bed, the most he did each night before they went to sleep was to give her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. Walking slowly, she wound her way out of the pleasure gardens and a large area of lawn beyond them and entered the woodland that led to the wildflower meadows, her favourite spot in the spring and summer. Today, though, she didn’t leave the woodland, stopping and standing with her back leaning against a tree trunk as she looked up through the bare branches to the blue sky.


She could count on two hands the number of times Archibald had taken her since they’d been wed, she thought apprehensively, and she had no idea how to tempt him in such a way that he would take the initiative. Their wedding night had been a gentle, tender affair for which she had been grateful at the time; he had been considerate of her inexperience and anxious not to hurt her, and although it had been slightly painful she hadn’t found it unpleasant. He had taken her once more during their honeymoon and then on returning home to Fellburn it had been a good three months before he had made love to her again.


Making love. Could you call Archibald’s brief, almost passionless performances in bed making love? She hadn’t known what pleasure meant until that night in Philip’s study when his hands and tongue had brought forth responses she wouldn’t have dreamed herself capable of, and more than once since she had had such erotic dreams that she’d awoken hot and flushed and damp between her legs.


Mortified at the way her thinking had gone, she shook her head in despair and began to walk again. During the day she could usually keep control of her mind and the strange desires Philip Wynford had called forth, but the night was a different matter when her subconscious had free rein. Every time it happened she awoke feeling drenched in shame and guilt, as though she was betraying Archibald all over again.


It was nearly three hours before she returned to the house and at some point during the morning she had made up her mind that she would do whatever was needed to bring Archibald up to scratch. She would have to be careful, she warned herself, once she was sitting in front of the fire in the drawing room with a tray of coffee and little pastries. The walk had done her good and she had an appetite. She couldn’t appear immodest or bold, just the opposite in fact, but somehow she had to manipulate things so that the protective, almost fatherly affection he had for her was stirred into something more for a few brief minutes. That was all she wanted, just a few minutes, and then he needn’t touch her again for the rest of his life if he didn’t want to.


All that day she alternated between determination and despair and then that evening, just before Archibald was due home, salvation arrived in the unlikely form of her parents. She had changed into an evening dress – even when it was just the two of them dining Archibald liked the proprieties to be upheld – and was sitting in the drawing room waiting for him when one of the maids announced her parents. Her mother swept into the room in her usual high-handed manner, but then shed a tear or two as she announced that their eldest grandchild was at death’s door. Apparently they’d spent the afternoon sitting at his bedside with his distraught parents.


It transpired that little Cuthbert had caught a chill playing in the garden in the snow with some friends. It had gone to his chest and according to the doctor, had turned into a severe form of bronchitis. The situation was dire, her father said grimly, and the next twenty-four hours were crucial. They had come to ask that Archibald and herself would join them in praying all would be well.


When Archibald walked into the house he found his mother-in-law wiping her eyes and his father-in-law declaring the Lord’s will be done. They prayed together for the little boy and the in-laws stayed for dinner before they left. It was a sombre affair; no one had an appetite.


Later that evening as they stood on the steps waving her parents off, Belinda was surprised when in an unusual show of affection Archibald put his arm round her. ‘The poor little chap might well pull through, m’dear,’ he said softly. ‘Don’t lose hope.’


She looked up at him, her eyes liquid with sudden tears. ‘It would be too cruel if he was taken so early. He’s only seven years old, Archibald. He has the rest of his life in front of him.’


‘I know, dear, I know.’ Cuthbert was the son of the oldest of Belinda’s siblings, Robert, and Archibald knew the child had been instrumental in giving his father the will to live when Robert had returned home from the war unscathed in body but deeply troubled in his mind. Archibald found children an irritation on the whole and certainly Belinda’s nieces – two girls aged five and three from one sister and a girl of two from the other – bore this out with what he considered their incessant whining and demands, but from the first he had warmed to Cuthbert. The stocky little boy was charmingly comical but always well-mannered and Archibald considered him a grand little fellow. He said this now, adding, ‘I’m sure he will be all right. He’s strong and sturdy and a fighter and that’s important. Take heart.’


She nodded, allowing him to lead her back into the warmth of the house where he ordered coffee and brandy to be served in the drawing room. He didn’t sit in the armchair he normally favoured but drew her down beside him on the sofa, keeping his arm around her until Mrs Banks bustled in with the tray.


His kindness and affection when added to the heightened emotions she was feeling about the baby and now Cuthbert brought the tears to her eyes again as she sipped her coffee, but at the same time it cemented her resolve that she must follow through on what she had decided earlier. He wanted to comfort her and she could use that to her advantage; she might not get another chance like this.


She finished her coffee and then said, ‘I think I’ll go up if you don’t mind.’


‘Of course.’ He patted her hand, knowing how distressed she was. She felt things deeply, that was the thing, he told himself. His first wife hadn’t been like that. Verity had, he supposed, been a female version of himself in some respects – reserved and undemonstrative – but she had had a grandeur about her he knew he didn’t have. She hadn’t liked the physical side of marriage and had made that clear on their wedding night which had been something of an ordeal, and had left him feeling brutish and shamed and coarse. Their marriage had never really recovered from it but had limped on for another twenty years; years in which they had lived very separate lives while putting on a show for the outside world. When she had died, he hadn’t touched her intimately in nineteen years. He knew the course he should have adopted years ago; several of his friends had mistresses or paid for their pleasure elsewhere, but a certain fastidiousness in his nature had prevented that. He had got used to subjugating his body and desires until it had become second nature.


‘Archibald, you won’t be long, will you?’ Belinda’s voice was soft, hesitant. ‘I – I don’t want to be on my own tonight with my thoughts.’


He often spent an hour or two reading after she had gone to bed and more times than not she was asleep when he eventually entered their bedroom, but now, his voice gentle, he said, ‘I’ll finish my brandy and come straight up, dear.’


When he had fallen in love with Belinda he’d told himself things would be different. She was different. Young and warm and vulnerable in a way that Verity had never been. He had been as nervous as a schoolboy still wet behind the ears on their wedding night, he remembered now. Terrified of disgusting his new wife as Verity had said he’d disgusted her, the words she’d hissed at him making him feel like a wild beast and stripping his virility. Belinda hadn’t been like Verity, but he knew he had hurt her when he’d taken her because there’d been spots of blood on the sheet in the morning.


He watched her leave the room and swallowed the remainder of the brandy in his glass before pouring himself another.


Perhaps, in the early days of their marriage, he should have plucked up the courage to ask her how she felt about intimacy, but he’d been too afraid of the answer. Instead, he’d reverted to suppressing his feelings, and on the rare occasions when desire overcame him he made sure he got it over and done with as quickly as possible for Belinda’s sake. She always lay docile and still and made no objection, but he had no idea what she was thinking.


He knocked the brandy back in one and stood up, knowing she needed him for once, which was a good feeling although he didn’t want her to be so distressed. He would hold her in his arms and soothe her, reassuring her that all would be well so she could sleep peacefully, he thought as he climbed the stairs. Just that, nothing more, although it had been a long time . . .


Belinda stood in front of the full-length mirror looking at her reflection. Her fine lawn nightdress hinted at the curves beneath and she had brushed her hair for some time so that it fell in a shining silky curtain down her back, rather than plaiting it as she usually did at bedtime.


She was trembling, and she bit down hard on her bottom lip, her pale and somewhat babyish face staring anxiously back at her and her deep-blue eyes wide. She had to do this, she told herself, and tonight. Every day, every hour was crucial.


Her fingers were joined so tightly at her waist that her knuckles gleamed white, and she slowly relaxed them, taking several long, deep breaths.


Everything – her marriage, her life, her future – rested on her succeeding and she had waited too long already. If she had been thinking straight she would have done this weeks ago. She had to seduce her husband into sleeping with her and in a way that made it seem it was his idea. She’d heard Archibald come into the bedroom and walk through to his dressing room a few minutes earlier, and now she left her boudoir, her heart pounding. Johnson had lit the oil lamps and put extra coal on the fire in the small grate before she’d left and the bedroom was warm and welcoming, the thick velvet curtains closed against the winter night.


As she stepped into the room Archibald emerged from his dressing room. He was wearing a deep red velvet dressing gown and his hair was brushed behind his ears; in the dim light he appeared younger and this impression was heightened when he moved towards her almost hesitantly, saying, ‘Come and get into bed, you must be cold,’ as his eyes moved over her, lingering on her hair.


She remained where she was, and when he reached her she said softly, ‘Thank you for your understanding about Cuthbert.’


‘Of course I understand. I care about the little chap too.’


She looked unbearably sweet standing there, he thought as he put his arms round her, and when she nestled into him his heart began to pound faster. She tilted her head after a moment, inviting his mouth to take hers, and he was filled with what was almost wonder. She wanted him to kiss her.


He cupped her face in his large hands and at first his lips were gentle. Then, as he felt her response, the kiss deepened and for the first time in their marriage he threw off the restraint that normally bound him. Whisking her off her feet he carried her over to the bed, quickly divesting himself of his dressing gown before he lay down beside her, and when her arms reached out to him he wouldn’t have been able to put a name to the emotions that filled him, so complex were they.
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