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  Lady Cecily Hadfield has no alternative but to marry Thomas Cadwallader. However, Cecily is proud and haughty and promises that she will never be a meek and compliant wife to him, for he was part of the carnage that resulted in the death of King Richard.




  Strong and beautiful, Cecily cannot envisage what fate holds in store, or realize how near to scaffold she so carelessly wanders...




  The Longest Pleasure.




  “Now hatred is by far the longest pleasure. Men love in haste but they detest at Leisure.” Lord Byron




  In this thrilling contemporary romantic suspense by author Margaret Blake, Viola is hiding her true identity but the man who hates her is on her trail. Strange things are happening. Her life is unraveling and there is little she can do about it. Viola has lived in fear and deceit but then Jed tries to make her see life doesn’t have to be like that. Can she believe him when his family is involved with the man determined to ruin her?




  Dedication




  For Teresa Green – Thank you for all you do.




  Many thanks to my Editor Marsha Briscoe and my cover artist Nancy Donahue




  Chapter 1




  Tilly was fuming. As she slammed the file onto the wooden surface of the desk, a stream of oaths erupted from her mouth. Every nerve end twittered and twanged until she felt like jelly inside. Certain her heart would burst through her chest, she sank into the chair behind her desk.




  How dare he tell her what to do about her business and her affairs! Just who in all that was holy gave him that right? He was an arrogant, two-faced, conniving liar. He did not know about her, at least not anymore. She was a different girl from the one she had been in the past.




  Calm, calm, calm, she whispered the mantra to herself, hoping the words would soothe and bring back some sense of rationality. Humph, might as well wish for gold at the end of a rainbow. Marsh Masterson had a weird and terrible effect on her; he infuriated her. He had no right to blunder in and tell her what to do, whatever he thought. And it was so unfair.




  The way he said it was brutal. “Your father wants me to take charge; he doesn’t trust you to run things the way he wants them to be run. Your ideas are too airy fairy.”




  Airy fairy? What did that mean? Creative, inventive, different? Since when were those qualities a mortal sin? Since Marsh Masterson had been whispering in her dad’s ear.




  Dad was so vulnerable at the moment, obviously easily swayed by Marsh’s gold nuggets. Only his words were not gold nuggets, they were black as the hobs of hell and didn’t she know why. He wanted revenge on her; that was what it all boiled down to.




  Tilly ran her hands through her tumbling hair, gathering it at the base of her neck while she looked around for an elastic band to tie it back. Philip came in just as she had secured the titian mass in a thick band.




  “I take it by your murderous expression that things did not go as planned.”




  “Nothing goes as planned with that man!”




  “What happened?” Philip lowered himself into the chair on the other side of the desk.




  Tilly sighed. “He says he is taking charge, my father willed it, I am to be his assistant, and you presumably will be something else; whatever that is we have not yet discussed.”




  “Perhaps assistant to assistant?” Philip queried, but his smile was tinged with bitterness.




  “Who knows? What I can’t take is the way he tells me these things. His flaming arrogance. You will do this. He’s not into saying the word perhaps, or even I suggest. No it always has to be his way, you will, I command, I demand, with absolutely no room for negotiation.”




  “It was ever so with him, you know that.”




  Tilly shot Phillip a glance, pursing her lips. “How do you know that?”




  “You told me, over and over again. Marsh has to have everything his way; otherwise he is not happy.”




  She did not recall ever doing that.




  “It’s true. I’ve changed but he hasn’t. In fact I think he’s worse than ever.”




  “But people say he does know business and it pains me to admit it.”




  “He knows nothing about Tilly Teas. Our tea shops are unique. All he knows about are building sites.”




  Tilly leaned against the desk, resting her arms flat on the smooth surface, the palms of her hands smoothing the wood.




  “That seems a fair assessment, Tilly.”




  “Perhaps it’s not,” she said after giving it some thought. “But my mother started the business with one little shop and was so successful we have one in every major town in three counties. He actually talked about expanding. That was something my mother was dead against. She thought you kept a tighter reign on things if you did not over-expand.”




  “You should stand up to him. Tell your dad you’re not having it.”




  “Dad is vulnerable. Mum’s dying so suddenly took everything out of him. He doesn’t know how he feels or even what he’s doing. That’s why I was pleased he decided to go on a cruise. Trying to get him away, to heal and mend. But I never envisaged he wouldn’t trust me to run things. I’ve practically been doing that for twelve months, without any problems!”




  “You’re hurting as well, Tilly, and you need time to heal too. This is definitely the wrong way to go about it.”




  Tilly nodded, realizing that was not untrue, but she had turned her pain into work, working and doing a good job. She knew she didn’t know how to do a bad job.




  “Perhaps we are both prejudiced because of who he is.”




  Her head shot up at that. It was an unfair judgment but it was not necessarily untrue. Philip must be perceptive, she had not realized that. They had worked together a long time and Philip knew the business too. He had started working in the summer at one of their shops and had gradually learned the business. He was a good employee and he was being pushed aside.




  “He’s a horrid man!”




  “I agree but we have to admit he has come a long way for a lad from the wrong side of town. Didn’t his mother used to be a cleaner here? You have to be tough to overcome that kind of background.”




  “Humph, you’re setting yourself up as his spokesperson.” She sighed once more, not really wanting to admit that she was being unfair. “Well, it’s a fait accompli, my dad wants it so I have to go along with it, but I don’t have to like it.”




  “I was only stating facts. I suppose we had better keep our heads down. Even this will pass. He’ll probably get bored; we are such a little enterprise.”




  “You think so?”




  * * * *




  Tilly’s apartment overlooking the river was pleasant. As she opened the door and stepped inside she realized it was her oasis of calm. Stepping through the sunny lounge, she opened the doors to the small balcony. Bird song flooded the room; it was the time of year she loved. Late spring, everything bursting with new life. What a pity Marsh Masterson had come sailing back in her life, just when she didn’t need conflict.




  That her own father had betrayed her was so shocking. He had gone away and never told her that he had sold her down the river.




  Don’t be so flaming dramatic,” she counseled herself. Her dad probably thought it was for the best. That she needed time to grieve. But Marsh Masterson of all people! He was the worst possible person. Her mother would be revolving in her grave if she knew what Dad had done. She had never liked Marsh Masterson.




  Recalling how he had stormed into the office, she shuddered a little. A tank in full belt could not have been more devastating. No warning, it was a full frontal attack.




  “Tilly, your dad called, I’m taking over!”




  Just like that, he did not even try to be subtle. Attack is the best form of defense; she had heard that somewhere. Tilly was honest enough to admit that had he tried another tactic, like being soft, gentle, and kindly suggestive, she wouldn’t have given him a chance. She would have been up and at him, ordering him out of the office, having him frog marched from the building by Philip. Hardly, she mused, for once seeing a little humour in the situation, rotund five foot seven was hardly likely to be able to tackle all six foot four of Marsh Masterson.




  Leaning against the balcony rail, she looked down on the courtyard where a fancy fountain tinkled away. This was a nice apartment, her bolt hole. He might have invaded her office but he would not get in here.




  “Where are you living now?” he asked.




  Riverside almost popped out of her lips, but she folded those lips tightly together and then told him it was none of his business; he would have her mobile phone number and nothing else.




  Dad, she cried out, Dad why are you putting me through this hell? Even looking at Marsh reminds me of things I have not thought of for years. Memories that I thought were crushed and sprinkled to the four winds. Now these memories invaded every part of her, even causing her finger tips to tingle, never mind other regions of her body best left unexplored!




  I loved him once. I loved him so much and he blasted that love right out of me. He betrayed me in the worst possible way, and Dad, she cried out loud, you knew that, you knew what he did to me and yet you bring him back into my life.




  Oh, heavens. Slamming back into the room, she threw herself into the comforting arms of the sofa, burrowing beneath the cushions. I won’t let him get to me, I just won’t. I have to show him that it is just business, that I am hard and tough and not a vulnerable young girl anymore. The trouble was she knew she was vulnerable. Her mother’s death had devastated her. She was at her lowest ebb…and now this, this scheming, arrogant, lying, cheating man that she had thought never to see again was back in her life!




  Chapter 2




  “I’ve made a list and I’ve a suggestion about what we should do.”




  “I’m sorry?” Tilly faced Marsh Masterson across the desk. Glad she was sitting behind it, she sat up really straight, shoulders pressed back. She had taken ages to choose the right outfit for the first day working with him. A dark blue suit and a deep mustard silk blouse, business-like, and a whole wardrobe away from the smart casual gear she usually wore to work.




  “There are a couple of Tilly cafes that aren’t working. I think it’s to do with the managers. They are letting down the brand.”




  “And how do you know this?”




  “I had a Customer survey taken. Your dad and I organized it before I came in. It was my suggestion of course. After all, I wanted to know whether I was getting involved with a duck egg company, or not.”




  “Charming vocabulary. I see you haven’t changed that much.” Of course, to carry on with his fowl imagery, her rebuke was water off a duck’s back. He would be impervious to insult. He always had been. He was a man so damn sure of himself.




  As to his, with her father’s treacherous connivance, action in doing the survey, well, that should not surprise her any; it was the way he worked: underhanded. Mum always paid a visit personally to the cafes; that way she knew what was working and what was not. He had to do it via a customer survey instead of being the customer himself.




  He lounged back into the chair, crossing his long legs, as if he was waiting for an explosion. Well, she would not give him that.




  “Can I check them out?” she asked.




  “Sure.” He slid the file across to her; his hand was very suntanned against the sparkling whiteness of his shirt cuff. His hands were large and capable. Once they had been scarred by hard work, but a swift glance showed her they had softened. He no longer had to work on building sites to earn a crust.




  Tilly would have found his rise from near poverty to having a fortune admirable in anyone else, yet somehow she could not quite do that with him. There was no room in her heart for him to earn any credit from her!




  Skimming the figures, Tilly could see the huge discrepancies between the six Tilly Tea outlets he had underlined in red. How had she not noticed that? Tilly knew she wasn’t an idiot and had a reasonably sharp eye for business. But she had been grieving; she had thrown herself into work but somehow things had been slipping.




  Although spending hours at the office, she had not been very productive. How many days did she merely sit and remember and grieve for her mother? Too many she guessed, judging by these figures.




  “So what do you have in mind?” she asked, realizing that just then she did not know what she wanted to do about it.




  “I think we should go and try them out. You can only trust surveys to a certain extent; the best business people go and look themselves. Of course we would have to be in disguise, or rather you would.”




  So, he shot down her theory about him not being aware that the best way to assess a business was to turn up in person, albeit in a rather dramatic way.




  “I suppose a lot of people do know me. Mum used to take me with her when she did that kind of thing.”




  “I think you should go…” He hesitated, stroking his chin. “Really blond, lots of flowing hair, skimpy dress, like one of those girls in the celebrity magazine.” His eyes were crinkled but there was no smile on his face. It looked as if he were holding a laugh inside him.




  “In your dreams!” she muttered. “Much as I know you like that type I have no intention of becoming your fantasy…”




  “Don’t flatter yourself, Tilly I have no fantasies about you.”




  “I didn’t say you had. I was just letting you know that I am aware of the kind of look that turns you on.”




  At last he gave in, allowing a rather crooked smile to invade his lips. It made her want to slap it right off his face.




  Smug and self satisfied. That was what she called it.




  “Maybe that look does turn me on but only if it’s real.”




  “Oh really? Even the plastic breasts?”




  “What?”




  “Mariel, or didn’t you know about that? Funny I thought you would be able to feel them go squelch, squelch, squelch.”




  “Ah, Tilly still bothered about that, are we?”




  “We are not bothered at all about that.” She felt annoyed with herself now for giving a little too much away. After all he needn’t know that his betrayal of her with Mariel Hopkins still niggled when she thought about it. She started a perusal of the list again. Her hand was trembling slightly; she put the paper flat on the desk.




  “All right, we can do that. I can disguise myself and no one knows you, so that’s all right.”




  “You think no one would recognize me?” He did not wait for an answer but went on to say: “So can you go tomorrow? I’d prefer sooner rather than later. Summer season is a good time for Tilly Teas especially in the tourist places. I’d like everything sorted by then.”




  “I’m sure Philip can cope with me being away for a day.”




  “A day?” He raised an eyebrow. “We can’t do it in a day; we will need two full days at least.”




  Glancing at the list, she saw he was right. There was quite a distance between the cafés.




  Neither would it be convenient to keep coming home and going the next day. When she and her mother had done it they had stayed at quaint country inns and treated the business trip as part holiday. The idea of staying in a hotel or pub with Marsh Masterson did not please her at all.




  “Perhaps we could go separately and meet at the tea shop each day.”




  He pursed his lips. Dark green eyes surveyed her; something lurked in their depths, something that Tilly did not like. Dropping her eyes to the list again, she waited for his reply.




  “Could do but we need to discuss our findings? You don’t imagine we’re going to share a bedroom, do you? Is that what’s worrying you?”




  At once she was aware that a flush had rushed up her body and ended up burning hotly on her cheeks.




  “Of course not. I see you haven’t changed, that your mind is still fixated on sex!”




  A laugh rumbled out of him before he pulled himself out of the chair.




  “Best thing around,” he murmured. “So, Tilly this really should be my office…” She started to leap to her feet, her hands tightly clenched; if he thought…




  “But you seem so comfortable here. I’ll take your dad’s office for now. He said I could. It would be mean to oust you from here, and the one thing I am not, Tilly, is mean.”




  “Mean spirited!” she spat.




  “If you like, have it your way. So what time can we leave? Shall we take my car or yours?”




  “We could travel separately and meet up there.”




  “Tilly, how environmentally unfriendly.”




  “I’m not. I care about things like that. Very well, we can go in your car. I’ll meet you here in the morning; at what time?”




  “Seven too early?”




  Way too early, she thought, but she merely nodded her agreement.




  “Have to go and sort out my office now. If I don’t see you before, I’ll see you in the morning.” He marched across to the door, and then turned. “Don’t forget the disguise, Tilly.”




  “Of course not. I will look as un-Tilly as it’s possible to be!”




  After he left, Tilly sank behind the desk once more. Her body went limp, and leaning over, she put her head down on the desk. She closed her eyes and listened to the slow thump of her heart. Misery swamped her.




  The past threatened to invade her. So many incidents flooded her mind. Marsh Masterson. She remembered falling in love with him, could even conjure up the feelings she had for him. It was masochistic but she could hardly help herself.




  Tilly had known him for most of her life. He was two years ahead of her in school and very noticeable. He was the tallest boy in his year and by far the most attractive. He ran with what her classmates called the “cool crowd” in year eleven. A lot of girls fancied him and were open about it, but she had kept it to herself.




  Once he had spoken to her in the school corridor, she could not even now remember what he had said, but she had blushed and felt her mouth fill up with saliva. She could not speak but only stare at him stupidly. He had shrugged his broad shoulders and sauntered off, probably thinking she was an imbecile.




  Marsh did well at school but he left when he could. Her history teacher once confessed how disappointed he was that Marsh Masterson had left school and not gone into sixth form. Of course she soon found out why. Marsh’s father had died years ago and he and his mother lived in a council flat in town. Mrs Masterson did her best. She had two jobs, one at the supermarket and the other as a cleaning lady at her parents’ firm and at her home.




  Tilly worked in the firm during part of the holidays. She was interested in the business and wanted to work there when she finished school. However, her parents were keen for her to go to sixth form and then university. One day she was grumbling about it, trying to persuade them to let her do things her way. “No, you know you should be grateful of the opportunity, Tilly. Poor Mrs Masterson’s son wanted to go to university but he had to leave school to support his mother. Please try and be grateful for the opportunities you have,” her dad had said.




  So that was why he had left school early, to help his mother. She felt so much pity for him. Now and again she saw him wearing overalls, queuing at the sandwich bar, or actually working on a building site. He was someone who would never be able to reach their full potential.




  University—she didn’t want to go there, nor examine the incident that had gone very wrong. It was the terrifying event that she had lodged at the back of her mind but had caused her to leave before her three years were up.




  When she went to the office early one morning, she saw they had another lady cleaner. “What happened to Mrs Masterson?” she asked her mother, when all the time she wanted to ask what happened to Marsh.




  “She left. That son of hers didn’t want her working so hard anymore. He bought them a little house and she helps him out with his business.”




  “With his business?”




  “Yes, darling. He bought one of those earth moving machines and has never looked back. He’s a smart boy his mother says. He works very hard and gets lots of jobs.”




  Living in a small town, it was inevitable they would meet. Not that she thought about it much. In fact she didn’t think about it at all until one rainy Saturday she found herself without her car, waiting at the bus stop to get home. When a car pulled up, Tilly averted her eyes from the wound-down window, just in case it was a predatory male; it was only when the man standing next to her went and spoke to the driver and after he turned to her, saying: “He wants you, miss,” that she dared to look.




  Her eyes encountered a pair of very green eyes, a shock of dark hair falling over a wide brow, and a smile she knew by heart, even if she had forgotten she did.




  “I know you,” he said. “You’re Tilly Teas; do you want a ride?”




  “I’m not Tilly Teas, I’m Tilly Bradbury, but if you’re going as far as Alexander Road…”




  “Sure. Get in.”




  The car had that new smell. Rich tan leather, walnut dashboard, and shiny chrome. Low slung, powerful.




  Tilly was conscious of her soggy shoes staining the dark cream carpet, and of the way her raincoat was dripping all over the leather upholstery. Casting a glance in his direction, she saw he was concentrating on the traffic. Goodness, he looked good, she thought. Slightly tanned, high cheekbones, straight nose, well shaped thin lips.




  “So, what you doing now, Tilly? My mother said you went to Uni?”




  “I didn’t like it.” The words fairly rattled out of her. She did not want to talk about university, especially not to him. Yet why should that be, she queried; he isn’t anything to me. He’s just someone I had a big crush on, and I wasn’t the only one. “I’m going into the family business.”




  “Nice one,” he said.




  “I suppose I’m lucky really.”




  “You can say that, Tilly. Nice house, pleasant parents.”




  There was an awkward silence and she wondered if there was not a little resentment behind what he said. He had had to fight for everything he had and work very hard. It was admirable really. He had made the very best of a bad job. It was not what he dreamed of doing she was certain, but he still had made it work for him.




  “You’ve done very well, Marsh. My mother told me about the earth mover you bought and getting your mother that house.”




  He laughed. “Yeah, I make the earth move, all the time.” She got the innuendo and decided to ignore it. Sitting primly in her seat, she looked out of the side window. In some way she was relieved to see she was not far from home now. There were conflicting feelings rattling around inside of her and she did not like them one little bit.




  “Yeah,” he spoke up again. “I suppose I’m doing all right. You have to make the most of your opportunities, or even lack of them. I remember you at school; were you a year behind me?”




  “Two years. I was in year nine when you left.”




  “Was there a girl called Mariel Hopkins in that year?”




  He would remember Mariel. All the boys did. Luscious Mariel with all that blonde hair (bleached for sure) and those unusual large dark eyes. A flirt but she was devastatingly attractive.




  “She was a year above me.”




  “She was…” he hesitated, “noticeable.”




  And you can say that again, Tilly thought angrily.




  “Where is she now, Mariel?”




  “Do you want a date with her?”




  They pulled up at a traffic light; he turned and gave her a long stare. The hot flush started at her neck. “No, actually I wouldn’t mind a date with you.”




  Oh my god. Her heart felt as if it were going to burst. This gorgeous man was asking her out. Well, why not, a little part of her perked up to ask, you are not exactly ugly. No, but I am no Mariel Hopkins.




  “That would be…interesting,” she managed. What a dumb response, she thought. Did she really want to go out with this guy, the dreamboat of year eleven, him and his saucy talk about earth moving? No way. But temptation was getting in the way of good sense. There was just a moment when she knew she was going to head in the wrong direction if she went out with him. It was a definite warning but it was not one fifth as powerful as the tingling over the rest of her body. “It would be really nice, I mean…” Doh. And yet another stupid remark…what did the song say, “And then I go and spoil it all by saying something stupid like I love you!” Well not quite that, but “hey you are adorable” came into mind.




  And that was the start of it. The adoration. What a dumb thing to say, really nice; straight off she had let him know she was not adverse to him. It went like that too; she didn’t know how to play the game. She was never going to play hard to get.




  Tilly forced back her chair and staggered across the office. She looked out of the window. There was nothing to see but a car park yet she stayed staring out, trying to drive the memories from her mind. She had been so crazily in love with him. When he first kissed her there had been no doubt. She kissed him back with all the passion of a girl in love, never objecting to his hands, those hands with the slightly roughened palms, sliding up her T-shirt, sliding over her brassier, and pausing to cup her small apple-shaped breasts.




  “You’re gorgeous,” he murmured. They were in his car, down by the river, the windows steamed up by their hot breath. It was a hot night too, stirring up feelings of sensuality that she thought had withered inside her.




  Feeling his hand slide onto her thigh, she hesitated, holding her thighs together. “It’s all right,” he murmured against her mouth, sliding his tongue along her chin, up into the crevice of her ear.




  “We’re not going to do it in the car, sweetheart…believe me…”




  “No,” she whimpered softly, feeling the pain of desire stampeding through her, each tiny particle of her being throbbing with an intensity that left her breathless. “Marsh,” she whispered his name, “Oh Marsh…but please don’t put your hand there…”




  “Don’t worry.” Slowly, and as if he were in great pain, he released her. “Let’s get out of here; you’re driving me crazy, do you know that…”




  “It isn’t that I don’t want to…I think I’m a little scared…”




  “You what?” He turned and looked at her, a smile at his mouth. “You’re scared of me?”




  “No, everything I mean. Don’t be angry with me, Marsh, but I’ve never done…I mean…” She shrugged awkwardly.




  “What is it?” He had started the engine and then he stilled it.




  “I mean, phew…” She fanned her face with her hand. “It, done it…”




  “You’re a virgin? Holy Helen, Tils, are you serious?”




  Was that why it happened? She still stared out through the window. If she had been like Mariel Hopkins would he have not taken her so seriously? Was it her lack of sexual experience that had made him decide to marry her? Was her value merely her uniqueness? Well if it was, then it was that very uniqueness that had made it go all wrong, that and the other thing, but she had never been able to tell him about that. They had gone too far wrong or rather he had, for that confession to be feasible.
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