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      Chapter One

    


    To tell a patient they are about to die is never the easiest of tasks. When the patient is thirty-five, a woman and exceptionally beautiful, the task is even harder. Dr Henry Lorrimer furrowed his brow and drummed well-manicured fingers on the leather-topped surface of his desk as the minute hand moved steadily up towards the hour.


    It was the winter of 1934 and the sidewalks were piled high with snow. Henry Lorrimer thought longingly of Florida and The Keys and the giant marlin he had hooked way back in September. From his window he could see the frosted citadel of the Chrysler building soaring against a leaden sky that indicated more snow to come. He sighed, wishing himself back in Florida; wishing himself anywhere but in his opulent surgery about to face Nancy Leigh Cameron.


    In the icy streets below chaotic traffic made way for a Rolls Royce Phantom II. It slid to a standing halt outside the discreet entrance of Henry’s surgery. No brass plate adorned the entrance. There was no need of one. Dr Henry Lorrimer was the most respected consultant in New York State. A world expert on rare blood diseases. His patients came from places as diverse as South Africa, Switzerland and Japan. They all had two things in common. They were ill and they were rich.


    Over the years he had perfected his method of breaking bad news. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred he simply did not do it. If the disease was fatal he saw no reason to mar his patients’last months of life by telling them so. Smoothly he would talk of treatment, of blood transfusions, of rest. Something in the demeanour of the remaining one per cent caused him to give them the highest accolade of his respect and tell them the truth. Nancy Leigh Cameron possessed that indefinable trait of character. Dr Lorrimer wished heartily that she did not.


    Three floors below, an epauletted chauffeur opened the door of the Rolls and a slim figure stepped out. The growing group of spectators inched forward, blowing hard on mittened hands. Even the down-and-outs, emerging from the shelter of the doorways, knew to whom the Rolls belonged. Jack Cameron’s initials were emblazoned in gold on the doors of all his automobiles. It gave them class and Jack Cameron liked class. It was the reason he had married Nancy.


    A neatly shod foot emerged from heavy folds of ankle-length sable as Nancy Leigh Cameron stepped on to the sidewalk that Dr Lorrimer’s minions had cleared of snow.


    ‘I shan’t be long, Collins. Leave the engine running.’


    Her voice was low and well modulated. It had husky undertones that brought an intimacy to the most banal of conversations. Nancy Leigh had disturbed more men’s peace of mind than any other woman in New York. The fact that she seemed oblivious to it only added to her fascination.


    ‘Yes, m’lady.’ Collins touched his peaked hat deferentially, enjoying the envious glances as he sauntered back to the front of the Rolls.


    A nurse in a starched white overall held open the door so that Mrs Cameron was exposed to the Arctic air for a minimum of time. She escorted her into a deeply carpeted lift and they rose in silence towards Dr Lorrimer’s inner sanctum. The sable coat shimmered and gleamed and the nurse resisted the urge to reach out and stroke it. It had a deep shawl collar and lavishly high cuffs. A matching hat was tilted coquettishly over one eyebrow, exposing dark hair that feathered in small curls around a perfectly oval face. Nancy Leigh Cameron had inherited the dramatic colouring and superb bone structure of her Irish forebears. Her skin was milky white and flawless. Her eyes sloe-black and thickly lashed. Her nose was straight, her cheekbones high. Her mouth was the only feature that was less than perfect. It was a mouth that smiled easily and often, but it was too wide and full for classical beauty. It added a dimension to her face that her rivals could not hope to emulate. That of effortless sensuality.


    She smiled at Betty Duggan as the lift doors opened and she indicated with a slight movement of her hand that she did not wish to be accompanied. Betty hesitated. She had strict instructions from Dr Lorrimer on the way his patients were to be treated and escorted. Her role was to open the door for them and then leave silently. She had no wish to incur Dr Lorrimer’s wrath. She moved forward but Nancy Leigh Cameron was already entering Dr Lorrimer’s room and saying throatily, ‘How gloriously warm it is in here. It’s absolutely freezing outside.’


    Dr Lorrimer stared in dismay as the door closed behind her.


    ‘Where is Mr Cameron? I expressly asked that …’


    Nancy sat down and began to remove gauntletted gloves. ‘My husband runs to a very tight schedule, Doctor,’ she said pleasantly. ‘He doesn’t have time to hold my hand while I have medical check-ups.’


    ‘But this is more than a check-up, Mrs Cameron,’ Henry Lorrimer could feel the sweat break out on the palms of his hands. Where was Cameron, for Christ’s sake? He had stressed the seriousness of the situation to him a week ago. He had no right to allow his wife to come unaccompanied and unprepared.


    ‘Dr Lorrimer?’ Velvet-black eyes held his queryingly. ‘Will you please give me the result of the blood test. I have to be at the Yacht Club by two.’


    With difficulty Henry Lorrimer curbed his anger and, steepling his fingers, leaned across his desk.


    ‘Mrs Cameron, I would really appreciate it if another appointment could be made when I can speak to both you and your husband together.’


    The lightness in her voice died a little. ‘But why? Surely a simple thing like a blood test …’ Her words hung in the air.


    Henry Lorrimer cursed Jack Cameron heartily and began his usual repertoire of polished assurances. Nancy cut him short.


    ‘If the blood test shows I am anaemic, then I need pills. Why does my husband have to be here for you to tell me that?’


    Dr Lorrimer took off his rimless glasses and polished them carefully. ‘Because it’s a little more involved than that, Mrs Cameron.’


    Nancy looked perplexed. ‘I fainted. People faint every day. It isn’t the end of the world.’


    ‘And your doctor sent you to Professor Walton?’


    Nancy nodded.


    ‘And he referred you to me?’


    Nancy nodded again.


    Now was the moment of decision. Either he told her or for ever held his peace.


    ‘Mrs Cameron,’ he said, replacing his glasses. ‘Let me tell you something about anaemia. It isn’t the simple disease you seem to think. In many cases it can’t be treated with a handful of pills.’


    Nancy listened to him attentively, her head slightly to one side, a small frown furrowing her brow.


    ‘Roughly, anaemia falls into four classifications: microcytic hypochromic anaemia, megalabastic anaemia, aplastic anaemia and haemolytic anaemia.’


    ‘And which have I got?’


    ‘Aplastic anaemia.’


    ‘Then I need iron?’


    Dr Lorrimer shook his head. ‘If you had microcytic hypochromic anaemia then we could treat it by giving iron. But you haven’t. It’s aplastic anaemia and that’s a different thing altogether.’


    There was no mistaking the gravity in his voice. Nancy sat very still. ‘Tell me about aplastic anaemia.’


    Dr Lorrimer leaned back in his leather swivel chair and studied her face long and hard. At last he said, reluctantly, ‘Aplastic anaemia is a disease in which the red blood corpuscles are greatly reduced, Mrs Cameron. For reasons we don’t know, there is no attempt by the bone marrow to regenerate them. The symptoms are often slight. A fainting attack, in your case. A number of sufferers are completely unaware of their condition.’


    ‘Then it isn’t serious?’


    Dr Lorrimer’s eyes held Nancy’s. They were pansy-deep, dark and trusting. She believed implicitly that he would tell her the truth and the strength in the delicate line of her jaw and chin indicated that she would be able to cope with it. Nancy Leigh Cameron was not a woman who liked deceit and Dr Lorrimer knew that he was dealing with the rare one per cent of patients to whom he would tell the stark truth.


    ‘I’m afraid the condition is serious, Mrs Cameron. It was for that reason I wanted your husband to be here with you today.’


    Nancy sat motionless: the face she had always thought of as benign was frighteningly sombre. There was a dreadful stillness in the centre of her being. She knew instinctively that his next few words would send her plunging down a precipice from which there would be no return. She could step back from the precipice: smile, thank him and leave the office. She sensed that he would not detain her if that was what she wanted to do. The words hovering ominously would never be uttered. And she would never know what they were. Her hands remained still in her lap.


    ‘And what happens?’ she asked.


    ‘The red blood corpuscles diminish steadily over a period of time.’


    ‘And …?’


    His voice was grave. ‘… and are not renewed. There is no treatment, Mrs Cameron. Regular blood transfusions will help stave off the inevitable consequences but are no cure.’


    She was over the precipice now and there was a sound in her ears like the roaring of waves. She opened her mouth to speak but no words came. Dr Lorrimer reached out for his bell to summon Nurse Duggan.


    Nancy’s voice seemed to come from a great distance as she said shakily, ‘No. Please don’t call the nurse. I’m perfectly all right. If I could just sit for a few minutes …’


    Dr Lorrimer poured two generous brandies and walked around his desk to her, pushing a glass into her unprotesting hand.


    ‘You will, of course, receive the very best care and …’


    ‘How long, Dr Lorrimer? How long have I got to live?’


    Dr Lorrimer was not a man to allow emotion into his professional life. Only hours earlier he had told the parents of an eight-year-old that there was no hope for their son. Now he could hear the pity in his voice as he said quietly: ‘I can give you no accurate length of time, Mrs Cameron. It could be anything from three months to a year.


    ‘In very rare cases it has been known for a sufferer to recover, though why and how we still do not know. You mustn’t give up hope entirely. We are discovering new drugs daily …’


    The rest of his words flowed over her, unheard. Three months to a year. Slowly, she rose to her feet and walked across to the giant window. Below her, taxi cabs and limousines hurtled backwards and forwards. The clock on the building opposite showed ten minutes past two. She thought inconsequentially: I’m late for my meeting with Consuelo at the Club: and then, in wonder: Consuelo will still be entertaining every Friday afternoon at the Yacht Club, flirting with Commadore Stuyvesant, chatting about her last vacation to Europe, and I won’t be there. Everything will go on as normal and I won’t be a part of it. I will be dead. It was incredible; unbelievable. With painful clarity she wondered what it was about human nature that thought itself indestructible. That could see people dying daily and yet still live in a kind of wonderland where death would never strike.


    ‘My nurse will accompany you back to your apartment,’ Dr Lorrimer was saying.


    Nancy shook her head. ‘My chauffeur is waiting. I would prefer to be alone.’


    She turned and picked up her gloves from his desk. Her skin was marble-white but there was no other outward sign of shock or distress. Her voice was perfectly composed as she said:


    ‘Thank you for your honesty with me, Dr Lorrimer. As there is no treatment it will be unnecessary for me to see you again.’


    ‘But the disease must be monitored!’ Dr Lorrimer protested in alarm. ‘We must have regular blood samples …’


    ‘So that I may know how rapidly or slowly I am approaching death? I think not, Doctor. Goodbye.’


    Before Henry Lorrimer could regain his shaken composure she had left the room, and as he hurried protestingly after her the lift doors closed. To his utter amazement he discovered he was trembling as he seated himself once more behind his desk and reached out for his unfinished brandy. Her calm had been unnatural. For the first time in his career Dr Henry Lorrimer wondered if he had made an error of judgement in telling a patient the unpalatable truth.


    ‘Three months to a year’. The words rang in Nancy’s head like an incantation as the lift slowly descended. ‘Three months to a year’. Jesus Christ. She had imagined she was going to be given a box of pills and advised to rest. How could she be going to die? She was fit and healthy. Fainting at the opera didn’t qualify one for an incurable disease, for God’s sake. She didn’t see the bewildered expression on Betty Duggan’s face as she ignored her request for a convenient date for her next appointment. She never knew who opened the door for her. All she felt was an incredible relief as the icy air blasted her face. She wanted it to blow the unreality of the last half hour away. To wake her from the nightmare. Three months to a year. Her brain would not function beyond that. It chanted the words like a repetitive hymn, blocking out all further thought.


    Collins stood at the open door of the Rolls, waiting for her to enter. The interior was warm, safe and familiar. She could enter it and be swept away from Dr Lorrimer and his claustrophobically hot surgery. She could have a Gin Sling with Consuelo and go with her and the Stuyvesants to the Met. She stood motionless, staring at the open door for so long that Collins asked hesitantly:


    ‘Is everything all right, m’lady?’


    She looked at him unseeingly. ‘Yes, Collins. I don’t need the Rolls. Thank you.’


    In stupefied amazement he watched as she began to walk on ridiculously high heels down the icy street, the hem of her sable trailing in the snow. Collins had inherited a certain amount of British phlegm from his previous employer. He exercised it now, imperturbably waiting until Nancy was a hundred yards away and then followed at a discreet distance, hugging the kerb.


    Nancy walked blindly, flurries of snow coating her hair and clinging to her cheeks. Down 42nd Street and into Fifth Avenue. Across Broadway and down to Canal Street. Passers-by, scurrying for the warmth of one and two-room apartments on the lower East Side, eyed her warily and gave her a wide berth. The leaden skies began to darken and gas lamps flickered into life as she turned into the warren of streets fronting the docks. At last she came to a halt, standing motionless and staring out over the grey-green waters of the river. Five minutes passed, and then Collins left the engine running and approached her cautiously.


    ‘The Rolls is waiting, madam.’ And then again, this time touching her lightly on the arm. ‘The Rolls is waiting, Mrs Cameron.’


    Nancy turned, blinking the snow from her lashes and looking around her for the first time. The tenements were dark and high and strangely threatening in the gathering twilight. She had no idea where she was.


    ‘Of course. Thank you, Collins.’ She allowed him to help her into the blessed warmth of the car.


    Collins let out a guarded sigh of relief and accelerated through the battered streets and into areas in which he felt more at home.


    Nancy leaned back against the monogrammed upholstery, feeling for the first time the intense pain that seared her face and legs, her hands and her feet. She tried to reach down and ease them from the sodden and ruined crocodile shoes, but her hands were too numb to obey the instructions her mind gave. She abandoned the attempt and leaned back once more as Collins sped smoothly up Park Avenue. She would have to break the news to Jack and her father and Verity. She flinched physically. Not Verity. There was no need to mar Verity’s happiness. And her father …? She closed her eyes. Chips O’Shaughnessy was campaigning vigorously for re-election as Mayor of Boston, riding exuberantly on a new tide of political popularity. At Verity’s wedding he had looked like a man twenty years his junior, as he flaunted Nancy’s young stepmother on his arm, daring Verity to make him a great-grandfather before his seventieth birthday.


    She shivered convulsively. First and foremost she needed her husband. It was 6:45 and by 7:00 he would have left his Washington apartment for the evening round of cocktails and parties and endless government gossip. She reached for the speaking tube and asked Collins to hurry.


    What would Jack do? Motor up? Catch the late train? Fly? Anything as long as he reached her quickly. The thought of the evening stretching out into lonely darkness was suddenly terrifying. She didn’t want it to be dark and she didn’t want to be alone.


    The Rolls slid to a halt outside the brownstone mansion that had been the Camerorr home for three generations. Nancy didn’t wait for Collins to emerge and open the door. She flung it open herself and broke into a run.


    Ramon Sanford tapped a black Sobraine impatiently on his cigarette case. He wasn’t accustomed to being kept waiting and Nancy Leigh Cameron was nearly an hour late. Only the fascination of the photographs had detained him. They scattered the room in oval silver frames, Camerons and O’Shaughnessys, past and present. Ramon ignored the Camerons with their jutting chins and firm-set mouths. Several times he came back to a photograph of Nancy taken aboard the Cameron yacht. She leaned against the rail, her dark hair blowing in the wind, a long chiffon scarf fluttering against her throat, her head tilted back slightly as she laughed. It was an unusual photograph, sharply different to the stylized poses affected by her husband. Ramon wondered if the senator ever laughed with the spontaneity and naturalness so obviously displayed by his wife. He doubted it. Everything Jack Cameron did had a purpose. If he ever laughed it would only be if it was advantageous for him to do so.


    Two photographs stood side by side on a rosewood secretaire. Ramon studied them with interest. One of them was an aged sepia portrait of an elderly man. The other the familiar face of Boston’s mayor. Ramon had never met Patrick O’Shaughnessy, Nancy’s grandfather, the dominating, still-straight figure with the mane of white hair eyeing the camera with pride. Yet he knew the face. An identical portrait had graced his grandfather’s desk for over forty years. Sanford and O’Shaughnessy. A slight smile touched Ramon’s lips. Friends and enemies. It was an old story and past history. He wondered if Nancy was as well acquainted with it as he was. Leo Sanford had been a great talker and reminiscer. As a child Ramon had sat on his knee on the terrace of their Oporto quinta and heard time and time again of how his grandfather’s great friend, Patrick O’Shaughnessy, had saved his stepson from drowning. Of how, with only a little help from the grateful Leo, he had turned a small grocery store in Boston’s North End into a multi-million dollar business empire. With his grandfather’s death the photograph had disappeared. His father, the child Patrick O’Shaughnessy had saved from the grim waters of the Atlantic, had no love for his rescuer. Or, more precisely, none for his descendants. He hated Chips O’Shaughnessy so implacably that, out of respect for him, Ramon had never made the mayor’s acquaintance. Only now, with Duarte dead and at his mother’s request, was he renewing the ties that existed between them. And in a way his father would have approved. His rare smile deepened as he looked in vain for a photograph of the mayor’s second wife. None was on view. Gloria was conspicuous only by her absence.


    His eyes flicked to his watch. It was 6:55. He stubbed out his cigarette and moved towards the doors. As he did so they were flung open and a dark-haired woman hurtled into the elegant room, stopping short in stupefaction when she saw it was not empty. Ramon’s dark eyebrows rose. Her hat was clutched in her hands, her disarrayed curls filmed with snow. Her face was white; her eyes blue-rimmed. Her lavish sable was wet, the hem muddied and coated in slush, her delicate crocodile shoes were cracked and on the point of disintegration.


    ‘Ramon Sanford,’ he said. Whatever he had expected, it was not this. Intrigued, he moved towards her and held out his hand.


    She stared at him, blinking as if she had just come in from intense sunlight.


    ‘I’m sorry. I …’


    He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. It was icy cold, the fingers frozen together. He kept hold of it, warming it between his own. Dazed, she made no effort to remove it. He could see her visibly striving to gather her scattered wits and reassume her social poise.


    ‘I’m sorry. I’d forgotten …’


    ‘There’s no need to apologize. I amused myself by studying your family portraits. The one of your grandfather is very familiar. Leo Sanford had a likeness to it on his desk until the day he died.’


    Nancy forced herself to think. Sanford. The grandson of her family’s benefactor. A man she had never met but with whom she had promised to have cocktails at six. Was it his father who had just died, or his mother? Her head was pounding. She only knew she had to be rid of him.


    ‘I’m sorry. As you see, I had completely forgotten we were to have drinks together and I’m afraid it’s terribly inconvenient …’


    She was breathing rapidly and he could feel the race of her pulse as her hand remained firmly trapped in his. Her eyes darted around the room as if looking for a way of escape. They focused on the telephone and then on the drinks tray.


    ‘Excuse me …’ She withdrew her hand and Ramon was sure that she wasn’t even aware that it had been held. As she crossed to the gleaming cut-glass decanters of whisky and brandy she knocked a cushion off the arm of a chair, her hands were shaking visibly as she reached out for a glass.


    Ramon watched her, all thoughts of the waiting Gloria forgotten. Nancy Leigh Cameron’s social circle was centred mainly around Boston and Palm Beach. She avoided Washington whenever she could, was seldom in New York and only in Europe for the Paris Collections. On his own well-worn playboy circuit of Cannes, Deauville, St Moritz, New York and London, they never met. Their last meeting had been in 1909, with their respective parents, aboard King Edward’s yacht at Cowes. He wondered if she remembered it.


    ‘A shame our fathers hated each other so intensely,’ he was saying. ‘The feud broke my grandfather’s heart and he and my father were irreconcilable for years.’


    Nancy felt the room spin. My good Christ. Another few months and if her mother’s belief in the after-life was proved correct, she’d be able to hear the Sanford/ O’Shaughnessy story from the original participants! Her hand shook so violently as she lifted the decanter to pour a drink that it cracked sharply against the rim of her glass, sending golden droplets scattering on to the tray and carpet.


    Ramon moved quickly across to her and took the decanter from her grasp, pouring two stiff drinks and handing her one. He understood now the reason for her dishevelled appearance and disorientation. He was well acquainted with the habits of alcoholics. Most of his rich and famous friends belonged to that particular club. For the first time he felt a grudging respect for Jack Cameron. He would have to be more of a man than he had thought him to have the audacity to proclaim himself a future candidate for the presidency when he had an alcoholic wife.


    ‘I’m really sorry that I have no time to spare you …’ Nancy began again, trying to regain her composure, ‘but I have a personal telephone call to make. If you will excuse me …’


    ‘I’ll excuse you to make your call,’ Ramon said easily, ‘but not from our dinner date.’


    They didn’t have a dinner date but Nancy didn’t protest. She didn’t hear him. She was already dialling Washington.


    Ramon crossed the room, noticed two Vermeers that were worthy of closer attention, heard Nancy ask for her husband and closed the panelled doors behind him. A little maid in a dusky pink uniform moved forward to enter. Ramon shook his head.


    ‘Mrs Cameron is making a personal call.’


    Maria hesitated. She never listened in to private conversations. Mrs Cameron knew that, and according to the butler she was cold and wet. Although she had not been summoned she would surely be needed. She opened her mouth to protest and then thought better of it. Mrs Cameron’s guest was not a gentleman who would appreciate impertinence from staff – or anyone else for that matter. She had seen his photograph in papers and glossy magazines but couldn’t remember his name. She would ask the butler. She wondered what his connection was with Mrs Cameron. He had never visited before and didn’t fall into the usual category of Cameron guests.


    He wasn’t a politician: he wasn’t even American. A little shiver ran down her spine. He was very handsome. Very male.


    She put back the high-necked evening dress that she had laid out on Nancy Leigh’s bed and replaced it with a stunning Schiaparelli that plunged back and front and clung silkily over the hips. In Maria’s eyes it was a more suitable dress for an evening out with such a man.


    ‘This is Mrs Cameron speaking,’ Nancy said, as the familiar voice of Jack’s personal assistant answered the telephone.


    ‘I’m afraid Mr Cameron is in conference with Mr Rogers of the State Department,’ Syrie Geeson said smoothly.


    ‘At the apartment?’


    ‘Yes, Mrs Cameron. Mr Cameron and Mr Rogers are dining later with the attorney general and …’


    ‘Please put me through to my husband.’


    There was a fractional pause. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Cameron, Mr Cameron expressly asked that …’


    ‘Immediately!’


    There was a long silence, then Jack’s voice said brusquely, ‘Nancy?’


    ‘Oh Jack! Thank goodness I caught you before you left …’


    ‘For Christ’s sake, Nancy. I’ve got Rogers in the next room. What the hell is it?’


    ‘I’ve just come from the clinic and …’


    ‘I can’t talk about that now, Nancy. It’s important that I make Rogers see my point of view. The son of a bitch has been queering everything these last few weeks …’


    ‘This is important! More important than Rogers or Roosevelt or the New Deal or …’


    ‘Have you been drinking? You sound hysterical. I’ll give your love to Mrs Rogers and …’


    ‘To hell with Mrs Rogers! Don’t you want to know what Dr Lorrimer said? Don’t you care? Has it ever crossed your mind that he wanted to see me urgently and that you should have been with me when he did?’


    In the background Syrie Geeson’s voice could be heard. ‘It’s seven-fifteen …’ Another word followed faintly.


    ‘And don’t you even have the decency to talk to me in private?’


    ‘Look, Nancy. I don’t know what the hell’s got into you but I’ve got a heavy evening ahead of me. I’ll phone you later tonight and you can tell me what Lorrimer prescribed.’


    Nancy’s anger suddenly evaporated. Her voice was dangerously quiet.


    ‘I telephoned because I needed you. Are you telling me you haven’t time to listen?’


    ‘I’m telling you I’ll listen to you later. This meeting with Rogers and the attorney general is crucial. Hell, if you knew some of the stunts he’s tried to pull …’


    ‘It’s seven-twenty. Mr Rogers is getting edgy.’


    ‘Take him down to the limousine, Syrie. I’ll be right with you.’


    There was no goodbye, only a purring sound as the line was disconnected.


    Nancy slowly replaced the receiver and stood motionless. She hoped FDR appreciated Jack’s devotion to duty. And that Syrie Geeson enjoyed his company at the high-powered dinner table. He would telephone her later: when it was convenient.


    She eased her throbbing feet from the remnants of her shoes and stared with surprise at the pool of water she was standing in. She wouldn’t tell him. The moment, if there ever had been one, had gone. Snow fell from her coat on to the Aubusson carpet and rapidly melted. They had talked together once, a long time ago. Before Verity’s birth and before Jack’s absorption in government. She remembered Dr Lorrimer’s surprise when she had attended the surgery alone. He had expected Jack to be with her. He had specifically and privately asked Jack that he should be. Jack had been too busy. Too busy even to telephone Dr Lorrimer and say that he would not be accompanying her. If he had done so the doctor would surely have emphasized to him the seriousness of her condition. Nancy was glad he had not done so. For the first time since she had left the surgery she was thinking clearly. If Jack knew she was going to die he would feel obliged to spend the next few months with her and he would resent it. The grim-faced attorney general had done her a favour. She would keep her secret to herself. There was nothing to be gained by sharing it.


    She picked up the receiver again and re-dialled Jack’s number. There was just enough time to catch him before he left and tell him not to ring the New York apartment. She had already made up her mind what to do. She was going back to their home at the Cape.


    The number rang unanswered for a long time and Nancy was just about to replace the receiver when an unfamiliar voice answered.


    ‘Mr Cameron, please. Mrs Cameron speaking.’


    ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Cameron. The senator has just left for a dinner engagement.’


    ‘Then may I speak to Miss Geeson?’


    There was the slightest of pauses. ‘Miss Geeson has accompanied the senator, Mrs Cameron.’


    ‘I see. Thank you.’


    She replaced the receiver slowly, knowing now what the whispered word had been that Syrie Geeson had spoken to her husband. ‘Darling. It’s seven-fifteen, darling.’ So now it was the smoothly efficient Syrie Geeson who was keeping his bed warm on his long absences from home. And because of her position as his personal assistant, Jack could afford to be less discreet than usual. No one would think it odd that the bright Miss Geeson accompanied him occasionally to dinners or luncheons. She stared out through the windows at the glittering panorama of the New York skyline and shivered. If Jack sought sexual comfort elsewhere, she had only herself to blame. At least the nature that had so disappointed him had protected them from disaster. One after another of her friends had hurtled into passionately torrid love affairs. She had been immune. Her tragedy was not that she was dying. It was that she had never lived. She picked up the half-full whisky tumbler and flung it violently against the darkened window that mocked her reflection.


    ‘Goddamn it to hell!’ she shouted. ‘It isn’t fair! It isn’t bloody fair!’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Ramon heard the raised voice, the shattering glass, judged that the ill-timed telephone call was at an end and entered the room. Nancy swung round furiously.


    ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? I told you to leave!’


    Ramon’s eyes flashed. ‘I’m a Sanford, not a servant. If I make a dinner date the lady keeps it.’


    ‘This lady does as she pleases and we didn’t have a dinner date. My secretary booked you for cocktails at six.’


    ‘An appointment you didn’t keep! Take that fur off before you catch pneumonia.’


    ‘I’ll take it off when I choose and I’d be obliged if you would see yourself out!’


    ‘You’ll take it off now and I’ll leave when I choose!’


    Nancy marched across the room with all the dignity her stockinged feet could afford, and pressed the bell by the fireplace, hard and long.


    ‘The gentleman is leaving, Morris.’


    Ramon did not even bother to turn his head in the butler’s direction.


    ‘The gentleman is staying. You’re dismissed.’


    Nancy gasped, angry colour stinging her cheeks. ‘How dare you override my orders to my staff. Morris, escort this … this … gentleman to the street.’


    ‘I wouldn’t advise it, Morris,’ Ramon said pleasantly.


    The butler gazed from one to the other despairingly. In all his years of service he had never been faced with such a situation. The eviction of gatecrashers and underlings, yes. But not a gentleman of Mr Sanford’s stature – or physique.


    ‘Madame, I …’


    ‘Thank you, Morris,’ Ramon said with deadly finality, smiling suddenly at Nancy and moving towards her.


    He was tall, much taller than Jack, and there was something powerful and dangerous in the way he moved. Beneath the exquisitely-cut suit his body was hard-muscled with broad shoulders and narrow hips. His hair was thick and black and tightly curled. It tumbled low over strong brows and clung decadently to the nape of his neck. His hawklike nose and jutting chin were those of a man to be reckoned with, and there was a sparkling ‘damn you’ insolence in the dark eyes that Nancy found profoundly disturbing.


    The butler, taking hurried advantage of Nancy’s momentary silence, hastily retreated and closed the door behind him. It would take a Gene Tunney to tangle with the likes of Mrs Cameron’s unwelcome guest and he was no Gene Tunney. Neither were Collins nor the footman. He doubted if the whole lot of them combined could have removed him against his will.


    ‘You’re mad,’ Nancy said, unable to move any further as she came into contact with glass-fronted bookshelves.


    Ramon grinned. ‘Maybe, but I don’t walk snow-covered streets in shoes suitable only for a palm court or bury myself in sodden fur.’


    With cool deliberation he reached out towards her, grasped the sable by the collar and threw it back from her shoulders so that it slid down her arms on to the floor.


    ‘Now your stockings.’


    Nancy found that her breathing was coming hard and sharp. ‘Get out! Get out this minute or I’ll call the police.’


    ‘Rape and murder are all they’re interested in and I have neither in mind. Your stockings, if you care to look, are saturated.’


    He rang the bell and, as a nervous Morris entered, said curtly, ‘Send Mrs Cameron’s maid along with warm towels, please.’


    Morris was beyond surprise. If Mr Sanford wanted warm towels he would get warm towels. What his mistress was doing shivering and in her stockinged feet was a mystery he had no intention of trying to unravel.


    ‘What are you going to do?’ For Nancy the whole proceedings had taken on an air of unreality.


    ‘Look after you, though God knows why. You’re the most ill-mannered woman I’ve ever met.’


    ‘I’m ill-mannered?’ Nancy found herself rallying. ‘I’m ill-mannered! You burst in here when you’ve been asked to leave. You’re rude to my staff! Rude to me! You … you … manhandle me.’


    His white teeth gleamed in amusement. ‘The removal of a coat can hardly be classed as manhandling. However …’


    ‘Lay one finger on me and I’ll ruin your reputation!’


    ‘An impossible task. It’s ruined already.’


    His dark eyes laughed at her. She was incredible. Instead of the boring half hour of cocktails and small talk that he had anticipated, he was being entertained in a way he hadn’t been for years.


    Maria entered the room, bewildered by Morris’explanation of the events taking place in the drawing room, two thick warm towels in her hands along with a pair of maribou-trimmed mules.


    Ramon turned to her, smiled in a way that made Maria’s legs weaken, swept the towels and mules from her unprotesting hands and said easily, ‘Mrs Cameron requires a hot scented bath. Let me know when it is ready.’


    Dazedly, Maria nodded and wondered if the formidable stranger was intending to bathe Madame himself. Mr Cameron never ventured either into Nancy’s bathroom or dressing room. The olive-skinned stranger obviously had no such inhibitions.


    ‘This is not Europe, Mr Sanford,’ Nancy’s voice quivered with rage. ‘I don’t care how high-handedly you treat your servants in Portugal, you’ll treat mine with a little more respect. When I want a bath to be run, I will ask for it to be run. Now that you have humiliated me and given the staff enough to gossip about for a month, perhaps you would kindly leave. The fun is over. I have no intention of being treated like a peasant in my own apartment.’


    ‘I doubt if you have the slightest idea of how a peasant is treated. Now, remove your stockings and sit down.’


    ‘I will do no such thing! I …’


    ‘Then I’ll do it for you.’


    He tossed the towels and mules on to a deeply cushioned couch and took a step towards her.


    Nancy’s voice was suddenly faint. ‘You wouldn’t dare!’


    ‘I would.’


    Nancy saw the sudden hardening around the sensual mouth and knew that he spoke the truth.


    ‘Now be a sensible girl and take them off.’


    Dazedly she looked down at her damp feet and freezing legs. They were so cold that they burned. Or at least her legs did. Her feet had long since lost any semblance of feeling.


    Meekly she turned her back to him, unhooked her stockings and rolled the sheer silk downwards. As she did so Ramon moved away from her to the drinks trolley, pouring a large brandy. The stockings were thrown on to the discarded sable and he said in a voice that was surprisingly gentle:


    ‘Sit down and have a brandy while I rub some life back into your feet. They’re bad enough to need hospital treatment.’


    The pain in her toes was excruciating. Obediently, she moved to the deeply buttoned couch and sat down. Ramon swirled the brandy, warming it in his hands before handing her the glass. Then he sat beside her, ignoring her gasp as he swung her naked legs up off the floor and across his knees and began to rub them with the softness of the towels.


    Nancy swallowed deeply from her glass and closed her eyes. The whole day had been a farce. From the moment she had stepped into Dr Lorrimer’s surgery nothing had been real. Least of all this. Ramon Sanford was not known for acts of kindness or geniality. The press had dubbed him the Panther of the Playboys and it was a title that suited him. He had been born into a family of vast wealth and impeccable breeding. The knowledge sat easily on him. He moved through life with the careless arrogance of a man who had never had to ask for anything.


    She opened her eyes and in the dull light his handsome face was a study in bronze. The towel had been dropped and his strong hands moved rhythmically, massaging and kneading, warming and relaxing her. She felt a glow spreading through her, replacing the numbed cold with a sensation of heat as the blood began once more to circulate. His hands mesmerized her with their combination of strength and gentleness. A ruby the size of a nut flashed blood-red on the little finger of his left hand. Small dark hairs disappeared beneath the lace-frilled cuff of his shirt. She gazed at them and knew that his broad chest would have the same olive flesh tones: the same dark springing hair that curled so unfashionably and originally low over the collar of his evening shirt. The heat that warmed her feet and legs changed character, spreading higher and upwards.


    With a cry of protest she swung her legs from his grasp, leaping to her feet with such momentum that she stumbled and nearly fell.


    Immediately he was on his feet, his arms steadying her, dangerously close. The alien feeling he was arousing in her intensified at his nearness. His mouth was only inches away from hers. She wondered what his kiss would be like and raised her hands to his chest, pushing him away viciously. She was going mad. The shock of the diagnosis had unhinged her mind.


    ‘What the hell …’


    ‘Don’t touch me! Don’t ever touch me!’ She was trembling and there was a note of rising hysteria in her voice. ‘I can’t bear to be touched! Not now! Not ever!’ Her voice broke and she began to sob, hugging her breast as though holding herself together against an inner disintegration.


    Ramon’s eyes narrowed. He had thought her behaviour nothing more than the disorientation of a perfectly possessed public figure caught out in the midst of a drinking bout. But the tearing, racking sobs were those of a woman either deranged or hurt beyond comprehension. She had rushed into the apartment wanting desperately to speak to her husband. Whatever the conversation had been, it had obviously been unsatisfactory. Ramon wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t imagine the glossily smooth senator being a comfort to anyone but his bank manager.


    His hands gripped her shoulders hard and she shrank away. His grip tightened and he pulled her against his chest. This time she submitted, clutching the lapels of his jacket, burying her head against the ruffled lace of his evening shirt, crying and crying as she had wanted to do ever since the dreadful interview in Dr Lorrimer’s surgery. At last, exhausted, her breath coming in shuddering gasps, she eased herself away from him, his handkerchief clutched tightly in her hand.


    ‘I’ve ruined your shirt.’ Dear God, what a fool she had made of herself. Never let your guard down. As the daughter of a political man and wife of another, this dictum had been drummed into her for years – and assiduously obeyed. She never had; not until now. For years she had stood beside her father on the hustings and had accompanied him to official functions when his election was successful: had captivated the hard-headed Washington crowd without one careless slip of the tongue. Never one foolish word that could have been used against either her father or Jack. In the last few hours all those years of careful self-control and caution had been thrown to the winds. She had not just let her guard down, she had thrown it away. And in front of a man she had never met before. A man whose father had been one of her father’s most implacable enemies, and a man her husband had only ever spoken of with contempt.


    Jack had publicly proclaimed long and often that a man born as he had been, into a family of great wealth, also had social obligations. In his case, he would explain disarmingly, he intended fulfilling them by dedicating his life to public service. It made his intention of running for the Democratic nomination in 1936 seem almost a self-sacrifice. He had no time for the Ramon Sanfords of the world. Once, while listening to her husband’s condemnation of Ramon’s latest affair with the Russian Princess Marinsky, she had wondered if he were jealous. The princess’husband had insulted Ramon at the Savoy Grill and Ramon had laid him flat with one blow, fastidiously adjusting his cuffs and continuing with his meal of quail and champagne while the staff carried the prostrate body of his companion’s husband to the nearest hospital. Flashbulbs had popped and reporters had scurried to their news desks. It had filled the world’s press for three delicious days. Jack’s moral outrage had been deeply appreciated by their guests, a fiercely Baptist senator and his wife.


    Nancy was not so convinced of her husband’s moral outrage. His latest affair with the wife of a New York judge was well into its sixth month. The only difference between the two affairs that Nancy could see was that one was furtive and the other was not. She suspected that the reason for Jack’s venom was that Sanford could, and did, choose his mistresses wherever his fancy took him. The need for circumspection narrowed Jack’s choice alarmingly. The judge’s wife was eight years older than Nancy. It had been an affair that had hurt her intensely.


    She was aware of a distinct desire to ask Ramon if the Russian princess still figured in his life, and stilled it. She was behaving like a child. She had needed comfort and he had given it: therefore she felt grateful, nothing more.


    ‘Aren’t you going to tell me?’ The dark, almost black eyes, were questioning.


    She shook her head, wiping her cheeks with her hands, taking on the outward appearance of Nancy Leigh Cameron again as she said lightly. ‘It was nothing. Some bad news, that’s all. I’m all right now. Really I am.’


    His eyes were unreadable as he watched her push her bobbed hair from her face, smooth her dress, changing her manner to that of a polite hostess.


    ‘I’m most awfully sorry for throwing such a scene. I can’t think what got into me. I hope I haven’t made you late for your evening engagements.’


    It was nearly eight o’clock. Gloria would have been tapping her heels for almost an hour. He said, ‘I don’t have any engagements this evening.’


    Her composure was tinged with embarrassment. The sable coat lay in a crumpled heap; clear evidence of the brutal way he had thrown it from her shoulders. The ruined stockings littered the elegant room, giving it the intimacy of a bedroom. She remembered his insistence that she remove them and felt her cheeks tinge with colour. She wondered if he had watched and knew instinctively that he hadn’t. Ramon Sanford would be too accustomed to the practised undressings of his mistresses to be titillated by her amateur fumblings.


    The silence stretched uncomfortably between them and Ramon did nothing to break it. He watched her steadily, seeing her newly found composure crumble as he failed to make the expected polite assurances, the convenient ‘goodnight’, the speedy exit.


    He flicked open his cigarette case and offered it to her. Nancy rarely smoked and her hand trembled slightly as she reached for a cigarette. As Ramon slid the gold monogrammed case back into his pocket he knew that her apparent calm was nothing but the thinnest of veneers.


    The lighter flared and as Nancy bent her head towards its glow, his hands steadied hers, holding but not releasing.


    ‘You’re a bloody bad liar,’ he said softly. ‘What happened to you this afternoon?’


    She was trapped. There was no avoiding his eyes or his nearness.


    ‘Nothing …’ She faltered. ‘Everything.’


    ‘Tell me.’ His voice was one that was used to being obeyed.


    She shook her head soundlessly, knowing how easy it would be to tell him and knowing that if she did he would not offer meaningless platitudes.


    ‘No,’ she said at last. ‘If I can’t tell my husband then I can’t tell anybody.’


    Ramon remembered the short, sharp telephone call; the violently thrown glass and the angry sobbing words. His dislike of Senator Jack Cameron deepened. There was a finality in her voice that deterred him from pressing her further. He had no desire to break her fragile defences and reduce her to the tears that he felt instinctively were only just below the surface.


    He grinned. ‘That’s a very Bostonian sentiment.’


    She stared at him for a second and then a smile hovered at the corners of her mouth. ‘I’m a very Bostonian lady.’


    ‘So I’ve heard. Go and take that hot bath and we’ll have a quiet dinner somewhere together and you can tell me what else you are.’


    Ramon Sanford, Panther of the Playboys. If any columnist saw them dining together à deux they would be choice items in the next day’s gossip columns. Jack would be furious. Mentally she could see him flinging his morning newspaper angrily across his Washington breakfast table. He would be on the telephone within seconds, demanding an explanation. She would tell him she was too busy to listen to him.


    ‘I’d love to have dinner,’ she said and Ramon noticed, with a sudden contraction of his stomach muscles, that when she smiled she was extraordinarily beautiful. Thickly-lashed eyes tilted tantalizingly upwards, giving her the mischievous look of a kitten. He had seen her at her worst – cold, crying, dishevelled – and she had aroused feelings of tenderness in him that he hadn’t experienced since his childhood. He wondered what effect she would have on him when she had bathed and changed and her eyes had lost their blue-ringed shadows.


    The doors closed behind her and he poured himself another brandy, moving across to the vast windows that looked out over night-time New York. One thing was certain: she was not the sort of woman he had expected. She was definitely not the sort of woman Gloria had so maliciously depicted.


    Gloria had been waiting for him now for more than an hour. He scrawled a brief line on the back of one of his cards, crossed to the secretaire, extracted a ‘Cameron’-embossed envelope and slid the card inside. He smiled as he did so. Gloria’s fury at his non-appearance would be nothing to her fury when she saw the family name on the envelope. He sealed it and rang for Morris. Gloria’s passion was always heightened when she was enraged. The weekend would be an enjoyable one.


    ‘Have this delivered to the Algonquin immediately,’ Ramon said as Morris entered.


    The butler eyed the scrawled name and his eyebrows rose fractionally as he withdrew. In his opinion Mr Sanford was rapidly


    reducing the Cameron household to the fairground antics of the


    Park Avenue set.


    Nothing was as Nancy had expected. They didn’t go the El Morocco or the Persian Room or the St Regis or the Waldorf. Instead, they drove to a small restaurant some twenty-five miles outside the city. It was the first time Nancy had ever been driven by her escort. His handling of the car on the icy streets was expert and confident. They sat in silence, the road streaming beneath them. The snow-covered sidewalks gave way to trees and fields of ghostly white. His hands on the Daimler’s wheel were sure and strong. Nancy looked quickly away, staring out into the darkness, aware of the unbidden drift of her thoughts. Their silence was without strain. It was as if the intimacy of being alone together was entirely natural.


    Ramon had not booked a table but the head waiter deferentially gave them the best one in the room, and was to be seen later apologizing profusely to an astrakhan-clad gentleman who vowed he would never patronize the restaurant again. The waiter was polite but unmoved. The patronage of Ramon Sanford was worth far more than that of an overweight, elderly railroad baron.


    ‘Would you like a drink?’


    Silver gleamed on white napery. They had been seated on a red velvet banquette surrounded by freshly imported flowers from Florida. She could feel the slight touch of his body against hers.


    ‘A Martini, please.’


    He raised his head the merest fraction and immediately there was a waiter beside him.


    ‘One Martini and one bourbon and soda. Bring the menu please, and we’ll order.’


    ‘Certainly, sir. At once, sir.’


    ‘Here’s to the end of prohibition,’ he said as his drinks arrived, and he raised his glass to her. Nancy smiled. The nightmare was receding. Tomorrow she would go to the Cape and think. Tonight her prayers had been answered and she was not alone in the dark.


    There was no long perusing of the menu as there would have been with Jack. He ordered oysters and a chilled bottle of Sauterne; saddle of venison and a bottle of 1870 Chateau Lafitte.


    ‘You’ve hardly changed since last we met,’ he said as the oyster shells were borne away.


    Nancy looked across at him, bemused. ‘We’ve never met,’ she said.


    The Sauterne had had the desired effect. He could see the tenseness that had been in every line of her body receding. Her skin in the revealing gown glowed luminously. Her breasts were small and high, in perfect proportion to a petiteness that had surprised him. He had expected her to be tall and studiedly elegant. Instead, even with the evening shoes, she scarcely reached his shoulders and her gown was worn with natural grace.


    Never once did she check her appearance in the restaurant’s large mirrors. Her attention was given wholly to him. She didn’t primp into her powder compact, fiddle with her jewellery or hair, or display any of the female mannerisms that irritated him beyond endurance. Her hands were milky white; her only rings a wedding ring and a cabachon emerald surrounded by diamonds. Her nails were free of the blood-red enamel he so disliked. They were short and perfectly shaped, buffed to a pearly sheen. He wanted to touch her more than he had ever wanted to touch any other woman in his life. He put down his wine glass and took her hands in his, covering them completely.


    At his touch she felt an impulse of sensuality flare within her. She tried to pull away, but his thumbs caressed her wrists restrainingly.


    ‘It was at Cowes,’ he said. ‘It was 1909 and I was eight years old. You wore a pastel blue frock and had ribbons in your hair.’


    ‘It was my birthday,’ Nancy said, her hands remaining in his as the years slipped away. ‘I thought that was why we had been invited. I remember thinking it awful bad manners that there wasn’t a birthday cake.’


    He laughed. ‘My mother said I was to be nice to you and I thought you the most frightful nuisance.’


    ‘You had a sailor suit on and you sulked because you had a hoop and weren’t allowed to bowl it.’


    His eyes held an expression she wasn’t familiar with.


    ‘I’m glad you remember.’


    ‘I remember everything about that day.’ She was back in the past, her nightmare shelved to a far recess of her brain. It had been a hot, sunny day and she had been forced to wear white gloves that had irritated her skin.


    ‘You must address the king as “Your Majesty” if he should speak to you,’ her mother had said, holding on to her lavishly trimmed hat as their launch approached the Victoria and Albert.


    ‘Of course the king will speak to her,’ her father had said, tossing his cigar stub into the sea. ‘I’ll make sure of that, honey. Don’t you worry,’ and his arm had tightened around Nancy’s shoulders.


    Nancy’s mother had shuddered. ‘It’s the King of England you’re about to meet, Chips. Not a steel magnate.’


    Chips O’Shaughnessy had grinned. He knew damned well whom he was going to meet. Hadn’t he just paid a hundred bucks to have the event photographed? He could see the man now, balancing camera and tripod on a rocking boat rowed as close to the royal yacht as protocol allowed. They’d be damned good pictures and would send up his stock in Boston. The city would like a mayor who hobnobbed with Britain’s king.


    ‘That’s my girl,’ he had said to Nancy as their launch pulled alongside and then, as they stepped aboard, Nancy saw the colour drain from his face.


    She had giggled, thinking it funny that her ebullient and rumbustious father should be so disconcerted at meeting an elderly, stout man with a beard and laughing eyes. But Chips O’Shaughnessy was looking at one of the other guests aboard the yacht and not at the king. It had been ten years and she had not changed.


    Her hair was a deep, burnished bronze, swept upwards in thick waves beneath a broad-brimmed hat decorated by a single, full-blown rose. The breeze from the Solent blew her silken skirts back against her body. The seductive gold-green eyes met his and the expression in them was agonized. He wanted to race across the deck and crush her to him.


    It had been just such a hot summer day ten years ago when they had parted. Then the breeze blowing her hair and skirts had been the stiff breeze from Boston Harbour. She had cried and cried and he had cursed heaven and her and known that he had lost her for good. Ten long years ago and the pain in his chest was like that of a knife wound. The man beside her stepped forward. He was unmistakably European: a tall man with swarthy skin and meticulously trimmed beard and moustache. One hand rested lightly and proprietorially on his wife’s shoulder, a blood-red ruby glowing in the sun. Chips could not see, but he knew that Zia’s body had tremored. The lines of pain around the soft, curving mouth were so acute that Chips wanted to cry out in protest.


    Chips could feel his wife’s fingers pressing tightly on his arm. He was aware that he was being stared at and, with a supreme effort, he collected himself. He turned his head to his wife and child, flashed the broad smile that was his trademark, and stepped confidently forward to be presented to Britain’s sovereign.


    Nancy liked the king. He was enormous and sat in a wicker chair that looked as if it would give way under his weight. He wore a blue sack coat and his white trousers were creased at the sides – which Nancy thought very strange. He smoked cigars like her father and he laughed a lot. A little boy in a sailor suit was sitting on his knee, tugging at his beard. The king was telling him jokes and roaring with laughter. Nancy didn’t understand the jokes and she didn’t think the boy did either, but it didn’t matter. When Nancy forgot to call him ‘Your Majesty’and called him ‘Kingie’ instead, he had laughed even louder and ruffled her curls, and Nancy knew that no one could be cross with her because of her mistake.


    Later on there were flutters of excitement as the news spread that the Kaiser’s launch was approaching. Nancy was very disappointed when she saw him. He wasn’t at all like the king. Instead of being jolly, he was dour and stern-faced and she was sent to play with the dark-haired boy in the sailor suit.


    ‘I don’t like girls,’ he had said rudely, and Nancy had been just about to give him a sharp kick on the shins when his mother approached.


    Nancy forgot about the boy’s rudeness. The lady smiling down at her was like a character from a fairy tale.


    ‘I’m Zia Sanford,’ she had said, holding out her hand to Nancy as if Nancy was a grown up.


    ‘And I’m Nancy O’Shaughnessy,’ Nancy had said shyly.


    ‘I know.’


    The boy stepped closer to his mother and Nancy saw them briefly touch hands. The gesture had surprised her. She realized she had never seen outward displays of affection between mothers and sons since her arrival in England.


    ‘I come from Boston too.’


    Nancy stared at her, round-eyed. She wasn’t at all like her mother or her mother’s friends. She didn’t smell of lavender or rose-water but carried with her a mysterious Eastern fragrance. There was powder on her cheeks and her eyes had been exotically lined in black pencil, the lids touched with gleaming colour.


    ‘You don’t look as if you come from Boston,’ Nancy said naively.


    ‘I’m from the old North End,’ Zia had said with a smile.


    Nancy’s incredulity deepened. She knew the North End well. It was where her father did his hardest campaigning, but the North End was poor. Ladies like Zia Sanford didn’t live there.


    ‘It must have been a long time ago,’ she said at last.


    Zia’s smile deepened. ‘It was. When your grandparents lived in Hanover Street.’


    Nancy hadn’t even known that her grandparents had done so. She wanted to know more, much more, but her parents were approaching and there was a strange expression on Zia Sanford’s face.


    ‘We’re taking our leave,’ her father had said to Mrs Sanford and Nancy had thought his voice sounded odd, as if he was coming down with a cold. There was a whiteness around his mouth that she had never seen before. She hoped he wasn’t going to be ill.


    They were going to the Riviera the following week and she was looking forward to it.


    Her hands were still trapped in Ramon’s. The untasted venison had long since been removed. Because she liked ice cream the sweet trolley had been waved away and a ridiculous tutti frutti graced the table.


    She said reminiscently: ‘Your mother was so beautiful. I thought at first she was the queen.’


    ‘She’s still beautiful.’ The sensuous mouth with its hint of savagery was suddenly gentle. Nancy remembered the open affection between mother and son.


    ‘She told me she came from Boston and I didn’t believe her.’


    ‘I find it very hard to believe myself. To me my mother is totally European.’


    In the candlelight he looked very foreign. ‘As you are.’


    ‘Yes, as I am. My father was wholly Portuguese.’


    She didn’t want to talk about his father.


    ‘Did you go to Cowes again?’ she asked, slipping her fingers from his and running them around the rim of the glass.


    ‘Yes, but it wasn’t the same. There was a new king, thinner and quieter. And instead of the Kaiser there was the Tsar. He seemed even less like a king than George V, very quiet and subdued. There was no more royal gaiety after Bertie.’


    ‘I never met him. My father was mayor of Boston by then and I never went to Europe again. Not until my marriage.’


    There was a tiny silence. Ramon had no intention of darkening the conversation with the spectre of the distant senator.


    ‘I could never quite understand why you were invited aboard the Victoria and Albert. I was an awful snob for a boy of eight.’


    ‘You probably heard your parents wondering the same thing,’ Nancy said, smiling. ‘My father was barely tolerated by most of the aristocracy. They considered him brash and vulgar: which he was. He was also the most loveable eccentric and the English are tolerant of eccentrics. I think that was his saving grace. My mother’s pedigree was impeccable. William the Conqueror was quite a latecomer in her family tree, so the combination of English blue blood and American wealth gave them entry practically everywhere.’


    ‘Despite your father’s Irishness?’ Ramon asked, quizzically.


    Nancy’s smile deepened. ‘My father’s Irishness wasn’t quite so blatant in those days. You forget that he’s a politician.’


    ‘From what I hear, your father never lets anyone forget that. Will he get the mayoralty again? He must be close to seventy now.’


    The ice cream had been removed and coffee and liqueurs littered the table. She gave him no opportunity of reclaiming her hands. They cradled her liqueur glass as she said, ‘Sixty-nine – and he’ll get it. If he fails he intends to run for governor.’


    ‘Then let’s hope he gets it,’ Ramon said feelingly. ‘The thought of your father as governor is terrifying.’


    ‘His supporters wouldn’t agree with you. They’re loyal to a man.’


    ‘And are you?’


    ‘Of course,’ Nancy said simply. ‘He’s my father.’


    There it was again. Their fathers and the implacable hatred that had existed between them.


    She said hesitantly, ‘I never understood it. Why our grandfathers were like brothers and yet your father and mine …’


    He shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s past history. Dead and forgotten.’


    ‘Your father owed his life to an O’Shaughnessy. O’Shaughnessys owed the seeds of their wealth to a Sanford. Yet your name is forbidden to be spoken in my father’s presence. It doesn’t make sense.’


    ‘It doesn’t have to.’ He had no intention of telling her what she most wanted to know.


    ‘How was your father wholly Portuguese when the Sanfords are an English family?’ she asked after a while.


    ‘My grandfather was the Visconde Fernando de Gama, a minister in Queen Maria’s government. My grandmother was twenty years his junior and very beautiful. Leo Sanford fell in love with her and didn’t play the Englishman. Instead of a discreet affaire, he abducted her. The scandal rocked Portuguese society and they had to flee to America until my grandfather died some years later. Being a maternal woman, my grandmother took her son with her. That was my father. He was two or three at the time.’


    ‘And that was when-my grandfather rescued him from the sea?’


    ‘Yes. The lovers had no time to wait for a more luxurious vessel. The outraged visconde was hard on their heels and they sailed for the New World on a ship crowded with Irish emigrants.’


    ‘It’s a very romantic story.’


    He wanted to kiss her so much it was a physical pain.


    ‘They never had a child,’ he said. ‘Leo Sanford left my father everything. The wine shipping company of Sanfords; his American business interests; his European business interests. But all on condition that he took the Sanford name. He sent my father to public school in England and did everything in his power to turn him into an Englishman.’ A smile touched his lips. ‘He failed utterly.’


    ‘But Sanfords have lived in Portugal for over three hundred years,’ Nancy protested. ‘Surely they must regard themselves as Portuguese now, not English?’


    ‘Your mother may have been English but you don’t know them very well,’ Ramon said drily. ‘Oporto is like an outpost of the British Empire. All the great wine shippers have been there since the 1700s. The Cockburns, the Sandemans, the Sanfords: yet they still don’t speak Portuguese. They play cricket on their exclusive playing fields, commandeer the beach at Foz, send their sons to public schools in England and marry the daughters of other wine shippers.’


    ‘Your grandfather didn’t.’


    ‘No, and it cost him years in exile.’


    ‘And your father married an American.’


    ‘For which I am very grateful.’ He reached across and removed her fingers from her glass, wondering why he was talking such nonsense when all he wanted to do was make love to her.


    With the touch of his fingers the ease and spontaneity of the conversation died. Nancy had never been so acutely aware of another person’s body or presence. She felt her throat tighten as she tried to continue the conversation.


    ‘I saw your mother several times after that first meeting.’


    ‘In England?’


    ‘No. In Boston. She first visited us when I was thirteen and then, after my mother’s death, she came once or twice a year. She never stayed long and I was always sad to see her go.’


    His shock was palpable. She realized that neither he nor his father had known of Zia’s visits to Boston.


    ‘Of course,’ he said impassively, ‘Boston was my mother’s home.’


    His eyes were once more an inscrutable mask. She had an overwhelming urge to see the mask slip; to see a flicker of anger or jealousy.


    ‘Jack and I honeymooned at Sanfords.’


    ‘All the best people honeymoon at Sanfords,’ he said smoothly.


    The lines around his mouth had hardened. She suddenly felt foolish. His hands released hers and he lit a cigarette.


    ‘Does Zia still spend all her time in Madeira?’ she asked, trying to recoup the ease and spontaneity that had suddenly evaporated.


    He passed a cigarette across to her. ‘Yes, she’s always loved the island and has lived there for the past twenty years.’ His voice was polite: disinterested.


    ‘And is Sanfords still more like a royal court than an hotel?’


    The conversation had deteriorated into the small talk of strangers.


    ‘The last time I was there, three months ago, there were no guests with a rank lower than that of an English duke.’


    ‘Then there must have been some very high ranking guests,’ she said spiritedly. ‘An English duke regards himself as ranking far above the exiled royals who now litter Europe.’


    A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. ‘And where does a German count from the pages of the Almanach de Goetha rank?’


    A slight tinge touched Nancy’s cheeks. ‘I’m too much of an American to care very greatly. It is enough for me that he loves Verity.’


    ‘And his politics?’


    ‘Are his own.’


    Ramon saw her knuckles tighten and knew that her son-in-law had not converted her to his political beliefs.


    ‘Your daughter doesn’t look like you,’ he said.


    The wedding photographs had filled every paper from the Boston Globe to The New York Times.


    ‘Verity is very pretty.’


    ‘She isn’t beautiful.’ It was not the careless compliment he had meant it to be. His voice had betrayed him. He looked at her in growing bewilderment. She was thirty-five years old: two years his senior. He hadn’t made love to a woman in her thirties since he was fifteen and his father’s mistress had seduced him. Princess Marinsky was twenty-five; Lady Linderdowne was a mere eighteen and Gloria, for all her sophistication and world-weariness, was only twenty-three.


    Her beauty was nothing exceptional. All the women that had figured in his life were beautiful. He studied the line of her cheek, the thick sweep of her lashes. She had an air of vulnerability that he had never encountered before. That, with her ability to amuse him, and the tantalizing glint of a temper never far below the surface, was undoubtedly what was attracting him so strongly. He had known from the instant he had first seen her that he would make love to her. The only thing that was unexpected was the urgency he felt. He didn’t want to go through the usual play acting; the expected routine of chase and capitulation. He wanted her more desperately than he had ever wanted any woman before in his life. His longing for her was so intense that his bones ached with it.


    He knew she was not the sort of woman to embark on an affair easily. Her husband’s ambition would be one powerful deterrent. There was also another: her passionate avowal that she hated to be touched. Her words had rung true and he had believed them, yet the generous curve of her lips, her every movement, indicated that she was a woman of deep sensuality. It was intriguing. He would have given a lot to know what sort of honeymoon she had spent on Madeira.


    The restaurant had slowly emptied around them. Tired waiters stifled yawns and waited patiently. Nancy glanced about her, aware that the evening was drawing irrevocably to a close. The happy memories of childhood had faded. Outside the moon shone on fields blanketed with snow. She shivered. She was in New York: not Cowes or Boston. Not even Madeira. Twenty-five miles away in Dr Henry Lorrimer’s office a buff folder carried her name in thick black type. Nancy Leigh Cameron. Diagnosis – Aplastic anaemia. Life Expectancy – 3 months to a year.


    The dark had terrified her as a child. Now the terror came back in full force. Was that what death would be like? An endless black void from which there would be no return.


    ‘Are you all right?’ he asked sharply.


    She stared at him, seeing his lips move and hearing nothing.


    Her fur was around her shoulders, his arm around her waist and she was once more out in the snow as he opened the Daimler’s door. Snow and death. They had become synonymous. She hated snow. She began to laugh hysterically. She would never see it again.


    They were in the car and his hands were gripping her shoulders hard.


    ‘What is it? What’s the matter?’


    She was shaking, her eyes huge in her whitened face.


    ‘I’m frightened,’ she whispered. ‘Oh God, I’m so hideously, unbelievably frightened.’


    His arms were encircling her, his body granite hard, his expression almost ferocious as he said, ‘I’m going to teach you never to be afraid again. Not of anyone or anything.’


    He tilted her chin upwards in the darkness. ‘And I’m going to love you,’ he said as his mouth came down hard on hers.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    They drove back into the city in silence, Ramon’s right hand gripping hers so tightly the knuckles showed white. Briefly, he would release it to change gear and then he would cover it again, his powerful left hand manipulating the wheel with the skill of a man accustomed to the race tracks of Europe. A small pulse beat at his jawline. He felt as if every sexual nerve ending in his body were raw. Her vulnerability and pain had triggered off an emotion that shook him in its intensity. It was one completely alien to him. He wanted to protect her; to drive the look of fear from her eyes; to submerge her in so much love that her inner hell would drown and cease to exist. He felt his body tingle at the memory of her kiss, the way her lips had parted beneath his. She had clung to him with the passion of fear, and he had crushed her to his chest so tightly that when they had parted the marks of his fingers had bruised her flesh.


    The city roared out of the darkness. Lights and noise and traffic and people. The nightclubs were emptying and singing revellers piled into fur-blanketed Packards and Rileys. He skirted the park and sped down West 79th Street with scant regard for its icy surface.


    She didn’t ask where they were going and she didn’t care. His mouth had been hard, almost brutal, and as she submitted it was as if all his strength passed into her. The wave of fear had receded. She had surfaced from her inner torment and had done so with savage joy. For the first time in her life she wanted to touch and be touched; to feel his skin beneath her fingers; his hair springing in the palm of her hands. To have his hands caress her, touch her. She felt faint, her nails digging deep into his hand as they careered into Riverside Drive. Dear God! She had never known anything like his touch. The slightest pressure of his fingers and a fire leapt within her.


    Was this what Jack had expected of her? This shameless physical response? If so, no wonder his disappointment had been so bitter.


    She hadn’t thought of him for hours. Her throat tightened and she felt suddenly dizzy. She was Nancy Leigh Cameron, not a jumped-up tart from the Cotton Club or a nymphomaniac socialite. Others might be able to conduct a scandalous love affair for the benefit of the world’s press. She could not. She was being groomed to become the next First Lady of the United States. She began to laugh hysterically.


    ‘This is crazy. Insane. Please take me home.’


    ‘I will. After.’


    There was an edge to his voice that sent her pulses racing.


    ‘No.’ The hysteria had died. She felt as if she had been caught in a whirlwind and tossed ruthlessly to earth.


    ‘No.’ She was calm; utterly deflated. ‘I owe you an apology, Ramon. I don’t indulge in casual love affairs. I was emotionally distressed this evening and allowed you to take advantage of it. I’m sorry.’


    ‘Don’t be.’ His hand left hers as he changed gear and the wheels screamed as the Daimler swerved to a halt outside a glittering apartment block. His face was impassive; his eyes unreadable.


    ‘I do indulge in casual affairs,’ he said as the engine died and a uniformed doorman approached the great glass doors from the warmth of the interior. ‘I’ve indulged in them for the last seventeen years. Tonight, for the first time, I realized I was capable of something deeper. Something unimaginable. I’m not going to sacrifice it for any sudden panic of propriety on your part. You want me as much as I want you. I can see it in your eyes and I can feel it in your body.’


    He touched her bare shoulders and she jumped as if it had been a live switch. ‘I don’t know how the hell it happened.’ His voice thickened as he pulled her to him. ‘But I love you and I’m damned if I’m going to lose you now.’


    ‘I can’t …’ She was held captive against his chest and she could feel the heavy slam of his heart against hers.


    ‘You can,’ he said softly. His lips touched her eyelids, the corners of her mouth, her throat. He lowered his head, kissing the crevice of her breasts. ‘You will.’


    She pressed her lips to his thick black curls, burying her face in his hair.


    ‘No …’ she whispered and it was the primeval protest of invitation.


    Silently he opened the Daimler’s door and escorted her through the brightly lit lobby to a sumptuously gilded lift.


    She was trembling. She had never been unfaithful to Jack. She had never wanted to be. Words from a fifteen year old row rang in her ears as the lift slowly ascended. She had just discovered that Jack was having an affair. It was the first one she had been aware of. She had cried and expected him to beg forgiveness. He had not done so and her tears had turned to bewilderment and then to anger. ‘I don’t sleep with other men!’ she had shouted. He had turned to her and there had been pity tempered by resignation in his voice as he had said, ‘Of course not, Nancy. You don’t enjoy sleeping with me so why should you sleep with anyone else? There’s no virtue in abstaining from a vice you have no desire for.’


    The lift gates were thrown back by a hand accustomed to control.


    ‘It’s not going to be how you think …’ she said desperately.


    ‘It’s going to be everything I think.’ He smiled as he opened the door. ‘Why is it I’m always contradicting you?’


    She didn’t answer.


    The whole vast room and the rooms opening from it were covered in ankle-deep white carpet. The walls were white, the ceiling, the leather chairs in strangely geometric silver frames. Even the flowers were white: orchids and lilies and freesias flown in from Florida. On the far wall there was one single violent blaze of colour. Red and orange and screaming pink seared a huge canvas. Nancy had never seen anything like it before. It was of nothing recognizable and yet it portrayed all the things she lacked: passion and wildness and joyous abandonment.


    Not looking at him she said simply, ‘I’m no good in bed. I’m sorry.’


    He said, amused, ‘You told me that when you told me not to touch you.’ He was dimming the lights, moving smoothly and leisurely. ‘Since then, I’ve touched you several times and you haven’t objected.’


    ‘That was different. I was upset and you were comforting me.’


    ‘I’m no expert at comforting women,’ Ramon said gravely and with more than a measure of truth. ‘But I doubt if the action usually has such results on the comforter or comforted!’ His smile was tender. ‘Stop being afraid, Nancy. There’s nothing to be afraid of,’ and gently and easily he lifted her in his arms and carried her through to the bedroom.


    She buried her face in his neck and her feelings of shyness and inadequacy ebbed away. Her longing for him was so intense that there was no room for any other emotion. His dinner jacket had been discarded. Only one lamp gleamed and as he moved towards the giant windows his frilled shirt was opened to the waist, exposing a strong chest with a pelt of darkly curling hair.


    He pulled the cord, the heavy white drapes swishing back, revealing stars and moon and a scattering of lights. He didn’t want to take her in the darkness. He wanted to see the fear chased from her eyes.


    He moved across to her unhurriedly and her heart began to race. Slowly he slid the straps of her evening dress down and over her shoulders, letting the golden material slip over her breasts and hips till it dropped lightly to the floor. With superhuman control he continued to take his time, handling her with the soothing gentleness with which he would approach a frightened horse.


    His hand travelled up the length of her leg, skimming her hip bones and cupping her breast. She shivered, but not with the revulsion she was accustomed to. His mouth came down on her hairline, brushing it with feather-like kisses. Her fingers burrowed deep in his hair. She wanted his mouth on hers and moved her head voluntarily so that their lips met and parted and left her filled with longing.


    ‘Love me,’ she whispered.


    He only smiled, his hands caressing the high roundness of her breasts. ‘I will love you, Nancy. I do love you.’


    ‘Oh God,’ she said, and arched her body to his.


    This time his kiss was deeper, his tongue exploring hers, his hands sliding down to where she waited willingly.


    With every passing second her senses were heightened as he undressed without haste. In the moonlit room his skin gleamed bronze, his muscles hard. She drew in a quick breath. It had never occurred to her before that a man’s body could be beautiful.


    ‘Now,’ she said urgently and he laughed softly.


    ‘I thought you didn’t like to be touched.’


    ‘I didn’t,’ she said, ‘not before.’


    He touched her with his hands and his mouth, and when his body pinned hers down and he entered her, she was as ready for him as he was for her. She flew higher and higher until, in the same split second, they reached a mutual ecstacy of momentary disintegration. They were no longer two separate entities, but one. She heard her own cries and her face was wet with tears. He kissed them away, trembling, murmuring words of love he had never uttered before. It was a long time before he parted from her. When he did they lay in each other’s arms, close and not speaking. At last, almost as a gesture of homage, he kissed her forehead. ‘Nothing will be the same, Nancy. Not for either of us.’


    ‘No.’ There was nothing else to say. She felt no need to ask about Princess Marinsky or Lady Linderdowne or any of the other women he was so often seen with. She felt no insecurity or jealous doubts.


    After a while he gently disentangled himself from her arms and walked naked out of the vast bedroom. When he returned he was carrying a bucket of ice containing a bottle of Dom Perignon. As he poured the champagne it splashed on her breasts and he kissed the droplets away.


    She held him close. ‘I feel like a girl of seventeen.’


    He smiled the slow, lazy smile that turned her heart over. ‘You looked it before. You don’t now.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ Her eyes widened in apprehension.


    He laughed and reached for his glass of champagne. ‘I mean you had an untouched look that sat oddly on a woman of thirty-five. Innocence is for the young. Maturity is for something a little better.’


    ‘Was it so obvious?’ She drank from her glass, her body pale against the satin sheets.


    ‘To me, but I doubt if anyone else realized the reason for your continued girlish prettiness.’


    He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her deeply. ‘Immaturity often has that effect.’


    ‘And was I immature?’ It was a startling thought. She ran three homes, she was the mother of a seventeen-year-old daughter and the wife of a prominent man …


    He laughed. ‘Sexually, though God alone knows why. You’ve all the easily stirred passions of the Irish.’


    Her soft lips curved into a smile of utter intimacy. ‘They’ve never been stirred before.’


    He took the glass from her hand. ‘You’re only just beginning to learn.’


    Later, lying together in the darkness, she said, ‘You still think I’m pretty, don’t you? My finding myself hasn’t changed that, has it?’


    Unseen by her, he grinned. ‘Every last trace has vanished,’ he said gravely. ‘You’ll never have that virginal look again.’
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