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Chapter 1

‘Is it true? Are you sleeping with her?’

The sound of him crunching into his toast followed her question. Then he turned a page of the newspaper to pick up the last part of a story in the sports section.

She didn’t look up either, simply continued to gaze at the paper as though absorbed. The question hung in the air with the smell of coffee and the warmth of the heating. Her voice hadn’t sounded shrill, or panicked, not even accusatory. She wondered how many women knew what it was like to pick up a paper and read, along with the rest of the world, that your husband was having an affair. She imagined every woman knew exactly what she’d do, she’d always known too, until now.

It was Sunday morning. The newspapers were piled up at the end of the kitchen table, and the autumn sunlight pinged off the china. In front of her was one of the more scurrilous tabloids bearing the front-page headline ‘Bob’s Secret Love’. Not a particularly imaginative headline, but it was a great picture. No surprise there, he was a good-looking man. He always photographed well. Had quite a fan club now, especially here, in the village, where they spent most weekends.

Allyson wasn’t a lover of sports; couldn’t stand football, hated cricket, detested rugby and put up with tennis. It had never come between them though; he had his job as a freelance commentator on TV sports, she had hers, hosting Soirée, a nightly magazine show. Allyson and Bob Jaymes. They’d been together since their early twenties, had fervently supported each other’s careers, and now they were a pretty famous couple, though she was possibly more recognizable than he was, not only because of the programme’s high profile, but because of the embarrassing regularity with which she was honoured for her work with the underprivileged. They went to all the right parties, were invited to all the first nights, all the benefits, balls, weekend hunts, summer villas and winter ski trips. They entertained here, at their farmhouse, quite regularly, and at least twice a week at their London flat. Their lives could easily be described as blessed, though of course they weren’t without their problems, but whoever heard of anyone sailing through eighteen years of marriage without problems? Of course, not having children helped, but testing though they were to any relationship, children were by no means the only cause of marital unrest.

To remain childless was a decision they’d made early on in their relationship, though lately they’d been talking about reversing it and taking the plunge into parenthood that so many of their friends were deliriously enjoying and bitterly regretting. Now she was getting used to the idea Allyson had to confess she wanted it much more than she’d realized, in fact secretly she was already sorry they’d waited this long.

Her dark blue eyes scanned the story again, skimming fast over the words as though speed might render them benign. That Bob was being accused of having an affair with Tessa Dukes wasn’t something she could allow herself to take in. If she did, she’d have to accept it could be true, and she wasn’t going to do that when it was so patently absurd. No, the Sunday papers generally yielded up material worth pursuing for the show, which was why she read them, and it had to be said that this story definitely didn’t make the grade. The problem was, it was there, and false though it had to be, please God! it couldn’t be ignored.

Putting the paper down she refilled her cup with lukewarm coffee. She loved this farmhouse kitchen with its handcrafted cabinets, rows of copper pots and arrangements of dried herbs. The view, down over the valley to the village, was spectacular today. The seasonal shift in colours spread over the hillside like a busy artist’s palette, and the sky was so clear, just one small mass of fluffy white cloud.

‘I think you heard my question,’ she said, feeling an odd reluctance in her legs as she got up to make more coffee. She’d left the paper so he could see it, so he couldn’t miss it.

He glanced over at it, then laughed. ‘You’re taking that seriously?’ he said, his amazement sounding comfortingly genuine.

‘Are you telling me I don’t need to?’ she responded, watching the water stream into the jug.

‘Oh, come on, Ally,’ he said, reaching for the Telegraph, ‘you know what the tabloids are like. They’ll print anything they think’ll make a story. Look what they did to Gascoigne and his missus.’

Allyson turned round. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was in an untidy knot at the top of her head, her blue fleecy pyjamas fell loosely around her small, slender figure. Considering the kind of issue they were facing she could have wished she looked a little more attractive. ‘Paul Gascoigne deserved most of the publicity he got,’ she reminded him. ‘Maybe you’d like to try another example.’

Bob’s round grey eyes grew large with surprise. ‘Ally, it’s the News of the World, for God’s sake. No-one ever believes the News of the World, so why don’t we just let this go?’

‘So you don’t care what they’re printing about you? Or about Tessa Dukes, my nineteen-year-old-assistant?’

‘Why the hell would I care what they’re printing about her? I barely even know the girl.’

‘So how come they’ve got a shot of you coming out of her flat?’

Bob turned the paper round and frowned as he looked at the front page. ‘You know where that is,’ he said, finally. ‘It’s the building Danny Jacobs just moved into. He’s one of the producers at the Beeb, in case you’d forgotten. His flat’s on the second floor, or maybe it’s the third. You can check easily enough.’

‘I know who he is,’ Allyson responded. Though she snapped, relief was starting to release the tension inside her. How desperately she wanted to believe him. It was pathetic really, but she didn’t even want to think about what it would mean if any of this were true. So why not believe it? The tabloids were well known to fabricate scandal in order to increase sales, and she and Bob were nothing if not prime targets. Indeed, all that was really surprising about this was that they had never been targeted before.

He really was handsome, she was thinking, with his large grey eyes, round, rugged face and quirky mouth. He might not be in quite as good shape now as when they’d first met, but who was, twenty years down the line? In Bob’s case he’d managed to maintain his sportsman’s physique until just a couple of years ago, when the first signs of middle-age spread and too much partying had started to show. But Allyson couldn’t imagine any amount of passing years, or addiction to the high life, diminishing the incredible warmth of his character, or the magical intensity of his laughter-lined eyes. Funny, when you’d been married a long time, how you forgot to notice those things. They were just there, like the monthly bills and pile-up of laundry. More diverting of course, but just as constant and rarely much change – except for the times when crises hit, but those times weren’t often and when compared to the disasters and catastrophes some couples suffered, Bob’s occasional problem with drink and erratic struggles with self-esteem were really very minor and generally swiftly overcome. Less so lately, it was true, for these past few months he’d started getting into self-pity in a pretty big way, and she had to confess that it stretched her patience no end to know that so much of his resentment was directed at her. It was because she came from an established and wealthy family, and had had many of the advantages that weren’t available to someone like him. Which was nonsense, of course, because his working-class origins had done nothing to stunt his education, had, if anything, broadened his social skills to a degree many people from her kind of background never got to achieve, and had propelled him into an extremely prominent and highly paid career. It was true his job didn’t provide him with the kind of security he craved, but no freelance job ever did, and if he weren’t allowing that chip on his shoulder to get so out of hand, as he seemed to be lately, then he might not be putting so many employers’ backs up and finding himself overlooked for some of the plummer assignments.

However, it wasn’t often that cracks appeared in the famous Bob Jaymes charm, and though he sometimes complained that she made him feel inferior with her fabulous connections, public adulation, and irritatingly saintly image, she was never backward in reminding him that his inferiority was a product of his own addled mind, and if he weren’t so prone to feeling hard done by he might get a glimpse of how incredibly fortunate, and talented, he actually was. And while they were at it, this sense of entitlement he seemed to be whipping up into some sort of frenzy lately was starting to become more than a little tiresome, because no-one was entitled to anything, and as he could easily be deemed one of life’s achievers it might be a good idea for him to recognize that he’d earned his privileged place in the world, which was much more admirable than having it handed to him the way she had.

Pushing aside the criticisms and swallowing the irritation she knew she was stirring up as some kind of defence, she thought about what a deeply caring and sensitive man he could be, with enormous dash and charisma, and the kind of allure that was extremely appealing to the opposite sex, especially those who were impressed by fame – and plenty were. However, Allyson had long since overcome her insecurity where other women were concerned, for though Bob could be an outrageous flirt and was quite capable of giving some poor girls the wrong impression, their marriage had never suffered anything even approaching a crisis on that front, which was maybe, perversely, what was making her so nervous now.

Feeling the relief of moments ago start to evaporate she said, ‘So why are they saying you’re coming out of Tessa’s place?’

‘How do I know? Where does she live?’

‘Peckham.’

‘There you are. Danny’s place is in Peckham. Could be they’re in the same building, or same street. Most of those houses look the same.’

Allyson switched on the percolator and went back to the table. As she sat down she was watching him, once again engrossed in the paper, and apparently not in the least bit bothered by his own personal appearance in the headlines. So why should she be? After all, it did stretch credibility somewhat, him and Tessa Dukes, especially when he was such a dedicated social climber – not something Tessa could give him a leg up with. On the other hand, he was in his mid-forties now and there was never any telling what a man might do when struggling with the encroaching horrors of middle age and mortality. And with all the self-doubt and insecurity he’d been exhibiting lately, along with some sudden outbursts of impatience with her, she was pretty certain he was limbering up for a nasty first few rounds in the arena of midlife unrest. It unnerved her to think of it, for enough of their friends were experiencing it for her to know how damaging, even devastating, it could be. Just thank God she and Bob had such a rock solid relationship, and that she loved him enough to go the course with him, and know that when her time came he would go it with her. She wished she could say that for more of their friends, for it was amazing how many of them, when sucked into the emotional holocaust of midlife crisis, had come out the other end with an overriding hatred of a spouse they’d spent the past ten or fifteen years, if not adoring, then certainly fondly enduring.

But she couldn’t see that happening to them. They were too much a part of each other now to be easily torn apart, and she didn’t feel anywhere near the kind of exasperation with him that some of her friends felt with their irritating bedmates. In fact, she could go as far as to say that he hardly got on her nerves at all, except maybe when he started whingeing about how infrequently they had sex. That usually happened when they’d somehow spilled into a third consecutive week of non-conjugal bliss, which was increasingly how she saw it, for she had to admit that she’d become just a teensy bit bored, sleeping with the same partner all these years. Not that he didn’t do it for her any more, he just didn’t do it quite so often, or quite so explosively, as he had during the early years. But a wickedly obscene fantasy entailing lots of tarty behaviour with men in hard hats usually took care of that, and, of course, at the end she was always relieved it was Bob she was with, for she truly didn’t harbour any secret desire to engage in real sex with anyone else.

Maybe real sex would be a good idea now, she thought. If nothing else it might dispel some of the horrible anxieties gathering inside her, anxieties she’d very much like to destroy before they had chance to take root. She could start by sliding her feet nonchalantly on to his lap, the way she often did when they read the Sunday papers. Sometimes he’d massage them, which would very occasionally lead on to other things. The problem was, she didn’t know if she wanted to go through with it after such a shock. In truth she didn’t think she could.

As though sensing some of the turmoil going on in her head, he looked up. For a long moment his eyes locked with hers, then leaning forward he cupped her chin in his hand and kissed her softly on the lips. ‘It’s not true,’ he said gently.

She forced a smile, and waited for a renewed buoyancy in her spirits. After all, what was wrong with believing him? She’d never had any reason to disbelieve him before, so why start now?

He sat back, still looking at her, then lifting her feet onto his lap he began to massage them. After a while he turned back to the paper, though he continued to toy with her toes. She watched his hands and wondered if they were hands that had recently caressed the teenage Tessa? The question lodged with immense weight in her heart, seeming to depress the beat.

Reaching for the Observer she laid it on top of the News of the World and started to read about the upcoming American Presidential elections. She wondered how many of the candidates had had oral sex with an underling. Then hearing the crunch of Sid Carter’s milk float on the gravel outside she wondered if he’d ever had oral sex. Smiling inwardly she went to get her coat, then padded down the hall to the front door.

‘Hello Sid,’ she called, her breath visible in the crisp morning air, her skin goosing as she pulled her coat tighter around her.

‘Hello,’ he said gloomily. Sid was always gloomy. Maybe a spot of oral sex would cheer him up. She wasn’t volunteering. ‘How many pints today?’

‘Two, same as usual,’ she said. ‘And three sliced wholemeal loaves. We’ve got the kids from Hobert Hall coming over this afternoon for the cricket match.’

‘Your husband there then, is he?’ Sid asked, in his gruff west country burr.

‘Of course he is,’ Allyson replied. ‘Where did you expect him to be?’

It wasn’t in Sid to look uncomfortable. ‘Well, after what we read in the paper this morning,’ he said bluntly, ‘Elsie reckoned you’d have kicked the bugger out.’

‘Come on Sid,’ she chided, ‘you know better than to believe what you read in the papers, especially that kind of paper.’

‘No smoke without fire, is what I say,’ he muttered. ‘How many loaves was that?’

‘Three. And a dozen eggs.’

She waited as he trundled back to the milk float, and waved out to Mrs Briggs, who was walking past the end of the drive with Klutz, the dog. Actually, it was Bob who had named the dog, as it kept blundering into walls and falling off the kerb. Mrs Briggs had thought the name hilarious and often boasted to her neighbours that it was Bob Jaymes, yes the Bob Jaymes, who’d given her beloved pet such a sophisticated name.

They were fortunate in the village they’d chosen for their country home, just outside Bath, as the locals were mostly friendly and seemed rather pleased to have a couple of celebrities in their midst. Not many of their London friends could boast such warmth from their rural neighbours, and the rip-offs they’d endured brought many a dinner party to the brink of outrage or hilarity.

She inhaled deeply and looked around. God, she loved it here.

‘Everything all right, dear?’ Mrs Briggs called out. ‘Anything I can do?’

‘Everything’s fine, thanks,’ Allyson called back. ‘Are you still coming this afternoon to help with the kids?’

‘Of course. Still going ahead with it then?’

Allyson hid a momentary irritation. ‘I wouldn’t want to let them down. Nor would Bob.’

Mrs Briggs only nodded, but Allyson could see she too was surprised to hear that Bob was around.

‘Here,’ Sid said, thrusting two hand-labelled jars at her. ‘Lemon curd. For the kids. Elsie’s coming up later with a couple of jam tarts.’ His eyes met hers. ‘Lucky you’m not bombarded up here,’ he grunted. ‘’Swat usually happens when someone gets theirselves in the paper, innit? Got every Tom Dick and Harry with a camera hanging around after.’

Just what Allyson had been thinking. ‘Bye Sid,’ she said. ‘See you later, if you’re coming.’

She waited for him to turn his float round, milk bottles jangling, Radio Four churning out the Sunday morning service. Down the hill the church bells were clanging melodiously into life, nearer to home the birds were engaged in a shrill, happy chorus. She glanced at the surrounding bushes and trees to see if she was being watched. There was no sign of anyone. Hugging her groceries she turned back inside and closed the door.

She could hear Bob moving about upstairs, floorboards creaking as he walked from bedroom to bathroom; the howl and thud of the pipes as he turned on the shower, the hiss and whine of the radio as he searched out a sports station. It was so normal it almost made her shudder, for it made her think of some dreadful sci-fi movie she’d once seen, where the world was going about its day in blissful ignorance of the asteroid that was about to smash it into oblivion. Likening Tessa Dukes to an asteroid was a touch melodramatic, but there was a horrible chance the effects of this ‘exclusive’ had hardly yet begun, and the results could be as catastrophic to her life as if someone really had blown apart the world.

Except all that had happened was that Bob had been photographed coming out of Danny Jacobs’s building, which could be the same building Tessa lived in. Tessa, of whom she was so exceptionally fond. Tessa, the intriguing young beauty who’d made Allyson’s life so much easier since she’d joined the team. Intriguing, because the girl almost never talked about herself except in the most general terms, was clearly nervous of strangers and had a way of looking at a person as though he or she might prove the hidden key to a mystery. From her work with abused and abandoned children Allyson knew the signs when she saw them, though Tessa didn’t strike her as a classical, or in any way severely damaged victim, more an extremely bright young girl who might have had to fight an overbearing father for the freedom to shine. If that were the case then she’d certainly succeeded, for her academic qualifications were more than impressive, despite the abrupt departure from London Polytechnic, where she’d just completed the first year of a three-year course in media studies. Allyson had interviewed more than two dozen candidates for the position of her personal assistant, but she’d known immediately Tessa had walked in the door that here was the assistant she wanted. The dark-eyed Tessa with her shaggy black hair and rosy red cheeks not only exuded intelligence and ambition, she also radiated a very clear need to feel she belonged somewhere, which, for someone like Allyson, was the most irresistible quality of all. If the girl had had a difficult start in life, then she deserved the kind of break Allyson could offer, and not once in the four months Tessa had been with her had Allyson experienced a single moment of doubt over her decision. If anything, she was increasingly thrilled by it, for once Tessa had overcome her initial shyness she had blossomed into an exceptionally warm and friendly young girl. All her colleagues liked her and were helping Allyson to groom her for bigger and better things, the way Allyson had with two previous assistants, one of whom was now a reporter on Soirée, the other an associate producer at the BBC.

Allyson was trying to remember if Tessa and Bob had ever met, and decided they must have, for Bob was a regular visitor to the Soirée office and studio, and Tessa’s desk was right outside Allyson’s door. However, Allyson was failing to come up with the scenario of when this meeting took place, which, for some reason, wasn’t having the comforting effect it should have.

Going back to the kitchen she began putting away her groceries and wondering why the phone hadn’t rung. True, her parents would never read the News of the World, nor would most of her friends, but someone had to know about the ‘exclusive’ by now. So why hadn’t anyone called? Most particularly, where was Shelley? Shelley Bronson got every Sunday paper. As Soirée’s editor and senior producer, she was obliged to read them before the Monday meetings when topics for that week’s shows were locked in. Plus, and it was a big plus, Shelley Bronson was Allyson’s closest friend. So why wasn’t Shelley on the phone demanding to know what the hell was going on?

Allyson cleared the table, loaded the dishwasher, then went upstairs. She loved this house. Absolutely adored it. It was at least two hundred years old, creaked and groaned like an arthritic old codger and made her feel as safe as a child in a womb. She couldn’t bear to lose it! She’d fought so hard to make it beautiful, rising to the contest of wills as the house tried to refuse renovation and she had insisted. It had defied her every step of the way, besting the efforts of a dozen designers and workmen with its determination to remain a ruin. But in the past couple of years it had settled into its defeat as though the victory of style, taste and comfort was all its own. It had even absorbed the extra wing as a parent might an offspring that totally resembled itself.

‘Don’t you think it’s odd there’s no press outside?’ she remarked to Bob as he stepped out of the shower. She squeezed a line of toothpaste onto her brush and began to clean her teeth. In the mirror she watched him as he towelled himself dry. There wasn’t much left of the tan he’d acquired in France that summer, but unless she was mistaken he seemed to have lost some weight. The possible meaning of that thundered to the front of her mind. She shoved it away sharply. She wasn’t going to allow this paranoia to take hold, or before she knew it she’d be checking his credit cards and sneaking looks at his diary. Everyone’s weight fluctuated from time to time, why should he be any different? And there was nothing new about the fact that he looked closer to thirty-five than forty-five, he’d always looked young for his age. So had she, though she was younger than him, for she’d yet to reach forty. That treat was coming up in the middle of next year. Extraordinary, for she certainly didn’t feel forty. It sounded like an age that belonged to older people, and she definitely didn’t consider herself an older person.

‘What?’ she said, spitting out a mouthful of toothpaste. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said, thank God there isn’t. Any press outside.’

‘But don’t you think it’s odd? You know how they go and stake people out after that kind of story? Even old Sid remarked on it.’

‘They probably know by now that the News of the World got it wrong,’ he said, walking across the spacious, Victorian-style bathroom to get a can of baby talc from the antique brass-framed cabinet that hugged the wall behind the bath.

Loving him for being so unruffled by it all, Allyson dried her mouth and went to put her arms round him. He smiled, giving life to the roguish grin she adored.

‘You really did take it seriously, didn’t you?’ he teased. ‘You were worried.’

‘No, I wasn’t,’ she denied. Then, ‘OK, perhaps I was, a bit. She’s a pretty girl, and the men in the office are all crazy about her.’

Bob grimaced. ‘What’s the matter with them, looking at her when you’re around?’

‘She’s twenty years younger, and available,’ she said, putting her lips very close to his.

He kissed her, then looked into her face, and she wondered if he meant it when he told her she was even more beautiful now than when he’d first met her. She couldn’t really be considered a beauty, but she certainly felt more attractive now. However, the confidence that came with success was probably responsible for that.

‘If it were anyone but Vic Stafford you were going to see,’ she said after he kissed her again, ‘I’d insist you be late. But Vic won’t stand for it.’

‘We can always catch up with this later,’ he said, smiling into her eyes. ‘After the kids have gone back to Hobert Hall.’

‘If we’ve still got the energy.’

Looking regretfully down at his semi-erect penis, for she actually was in the mood right now, she moved away and slipped out of her pyjamas. She was petite and pale-skinned, and saddened by the way her large breasts were starting to sag. Bob insisted they were fabulous, which she loved him for, but unlike the drop-dead gorgeous Shelley she’d never go topless on the beaches of Cannes. She did go along with all the cleavage and leg shots the publicists insisted on though, and thanked God for smart lighting and airbrushes.

‘OK, I’m off,’ Bob said, putting his head round the door, some ten minutes later. ‘I’ll get the bus from Vic, then go over to the station to pick up whoever’s coming. What time does the London train get in?’

‘Half past twelve. Take them all straight to the pub. I’ll meet you there. I’m going to make a start on the sandwiches, then I’ll pop over to the Hall to check how many kids are coming.’

It was only when he’d gone that Allyson remembered Tessa was due to arrive on the train. Her heart reacted with a disturbing lurch as she wondered what it would be like for them, having to face each other after that morning’s story. She pictured them meeting, awkwardly, trying to laugh off the absurdity of their rumoured affair. But maybe it wasn’t a rumour! Maybe they were desperately in love.

No! No they weren’t.

Shelley would be on the train too, which could account for why she hadn’t called. Except Shelley had a mobile phone.

Everyone else on the train would have read the paper, the premier-league footballers Bob had roped into the kids’-celebrity cricket match in the field next to their house, the handful of soap stars and kids’-TV presenters. The children at the Hall, who all had Down’s syndrome, were already so excited that Mrs Gore was having trouble keeping them calm. Time to concentrate on them now, and abandon this ludicrous mind-trip to the brink of disaster.

Allyson was on her way out of the door when the telephone finally rang. ‘Yes, hello Vic,’ she said, when she heard the surly man’s voice at the other end.

‘What time’s he coming?’ Vic growled.

‘He’s already on his way. Should be there by now.’

‘I’ll wait five more minutes,’ and the line went dead.

Allyson hung up, picked up her bag and was about to leave when the phone rang again.

‘Darling, I’ve just been informed of that nonsense in the News of the World. I imagine Bob’s going to sue.’

‘Hello Mother. He hasn’t mentioned suing, but it could be an option. How’s Daddy?’

‘He’s right here. I called Uncle Cecil and he gave me the number of a good lawyer. Apparently the man’s handled plenty of libel cases and has a good record of winning. You could donate your compensation to one of your charities.’

‘Good idea.’ Allyson smiled. ‘I’m glad to hear you so convinced it isn’t true.’

‘Preposterous, darling. Bob would never dream of being unfaithful, any more than you would. Trouble is, this sort of thing has a way of putting ideas into people’s heads.’

‘Well, there’s a happy thought.’

‘How did Bob take it?’

‘He didn’t seem very interested. Laughed that I thought it could be true, but on the whole I’m not sure it’s really sunk in that the story’s there.’

‘Any more press lurking around?’

‘No. Don’t you think that’s weird?’

‘Mmm. I’ll hand you over to Daddy. Sorry we can’t make the match, but we’ll be sending a handsome donation.’

Her father’s voice came uncertainly down the line. ‘Hello? Who’s that?’

‘Hello Daddy. It’s me. Allyson.’

‘Who?’

‘How are you feeling today?’

‘Who is this?’

‘I should be able to pop over on Tuesday.’

‘It’s Howard Butler-Blythe speaking. Identify yourself please.’

‘Bye, Daddy. Love you.’

She rang off, feeling a sharper edge to the sadness of her father’s fading mind than she usually did. She missed him so terribly, and how hard this had to be for her mother.

Having put on the answering machine, she managed to escape the house before being intercepted by any more calls. The fact that there were no lurking photographers or persistent hacks was helping her to breathe more easily, for she’d decided that their absence could only mean that Bob was right, they had already discovered their mistake and were busy devising some kind of page-twenty-five apology.

Bob was sitting in the driver’s seat of the bus he’d collected half an hour ago. Now, with time to spare before he was due at the station, he’d pulled into this hidden little picnic glade and parked.

It was starting to warm up outside. There was no wind, and the occasional leaf that fell from the densely clustered trees merely wafted to the ground in its own lightness of being. His eyes were transfixed by Tessa as she came towards the bus, her short, shaggy black hair and deeply flushed cheeks making her seem even younger than she actually was. She wasn’t tall; her body was plump and soft, like an overripe melon; her normally timid eyes were glittering now with a light that cut right through him. The smile on her full, sulky lips quivered with a lethal mix of modesty and mischief.

By the time she reached the bus his pulses were thick and throbbing. The door was already open. He watched her come up the steps, knowing that beneath her long dark winter coat she wore nothing more than a pair of black vinyl thigh-high boots. Her eyes were on his as she stopped in front of him and allowed him to open the coat. As he pulled it apart desire cut through him in a long, painful groove. Her breasts were fleshy and round, irresistible and perfectly made for sucking and squeezing. Their nipples were blood-red and hard from the cold. Her tummy bulged from her waist, creating a softly pliant mound above her pubis. Where there should have been a tangle of thick, curling hair there was only the tenderest and most succulent of flesh. He’d shaved her himself the day before, in the bathroom of her tiny flat, which was a few doors away from Danny Jacobs. The flat where he now spent every available minute, either making love to her, talking to her, bathing her, reading to her, or sometimes just watching her.

He lifted his eyes back to her face, and inserted a finger between the lips he had shaved. She was so moist he could feel it, hot on his hand, and wet on her legs. He pulled her closer and took a fat, juicy nipple into his mouth. He sucked hard, twisting his tongue around it and pushing his fingers deeper inside her. Having her come to him like this had brought him close to the brink, if he penetrated her now he would lose it.

Getting up from his seat he stood over her, then lifted her mouth to his. She tasted of peppermint and coffee. Her skin, beneath his fingers, was as soft as a baby’s. He pulled it, pushed it, bunched it in his hands and squeezed it, while feeling himself swimming in the vortex of emotions she aroused in him, the agonizing desire to love her, the fear of its intensity, the horror of its consequence.

‘Did you see the paper?’ he said gruffly.

‘Yes,’ she answered.

Her black eyes were fringed with long, dense lashes, her pale, cool skin was blotched with patches of red. He looked at her and felt a thousand knots twist around his heart. He knew he should say more, but he couldn’t discuss it, he had no idea what he wanted to say. All he knew was the glowing allure of her face, the tender trust in her eyes and the enslaving beauty of her body. His need for her was like a silently raging tide, way beyond any semblance of control, long past any chance of reason. He had to have her. Whatever it meant to his life now, or in the future, he had to have her, possess her, make her his and his alone.

Turning her round, he steered her halfway down the bus then stopped and removed her coat. His hands moved to her breasts as he pulled her back against his chest. Then he whispered in her ear what he wanted her to do. Without hesitation she put a knee on each of the seats either side of her, leaned forward and rested her hands on the seats behind. The fleshy roundness of her bottom was wholly exposed, her black shiny boots made an unsparingly erotic contrast to her colourless skin.

He pushed into her, big and hard and almost ready to explode. She was trapped by the seats, anchored to him by the brutal ramming of his hips. He pushed her head down and penetrated harder. He wanted to slap the rippling flesh of her buttocks, but he was too far into her, too close already to letting it go.

‘Harder. Give it to me harder,’ she begged, repeating the words he’d told her he wanted to hear. And as he gripped her hips with his hands and pumped her with a ferocity that caused him to grunt with exertion, she gasped, ‘Don’t stop. Just fuck me! Fuck me.’

She went on. The words she used, and the way she spoke them, drove the power of his orgasm to an excruciating pitch. He wanted never to stop coming. He wanted his cock hard in her like this for as long as she could take it. And he knew she could take it. She could take it like no-one he’d ever known. She wanted it like no-one he’d ever known. And anything he wanted, anything, was all right by her, because all she really wanted was whatever made him happy.

Moments after he exploded inside her, he could feel himself hardening again. Knowing it, she got to her feet and led him to the back of the bus. Pushing him down on the seat she sat astride him, taking him into her fast and starting to move with electrifying vigour, her breasts quivering and bouncing, her black eyes watching him closely. He looked back, feeling the slap of her buttocks on his thighs, and making her pant and groan as his fingers slid between her legs. Her small, chubby hands gripped her breasts and he ducked his mouth to the solid dark red buds of her nipples, sucking them tightly and cruelly until their bodies were thrown into the tumultuous sensations of climax, engulfed by the chaotic throb of exhausting release.

In all his life he had never known a woman like this. A woman who was no more than a girl, whom he’d taught to fuck like the most experienced whore, and who was now as consumed by him as he was by her.

‘Don’t tell me, you’ve got to go!’ She pouted as he gently withdrew.

He looked at his watch. ‘I’m due at the station in ten minutes.’

She climbed off his lap and sat beside him, crossing her legs on the seat and entwining her hand in his. ‘How did Allyson react to the paper?’ she asked.

He looked at her and wondered what she was really thinking, for everyone knew how devoted she was to Allyson, the heroine who had plucked her from some Allyson-imagined hell and was now turning her into a rising star. It hadn’t stopped her falling for Allyson’s husband though, had it? Nor had it stopped Allyson’s husband falling for her. If anything Allyson’s husband was out of his mind with lust, maybe even love for the girl, and was fast losing the struggle to keep it in check, for why else would he be here, so close to home, where anyone might discover them, if he wasn’t having a problem with control?

‘How did she take it?’ he repeated. ‘I’m not sure. She was prepared to believe it.’

‘But you told her it wasn’t true.’ Her big eyes looked up at his, her kiss-reddened lips were apart and inviting.

Unable to stop himself he kissed them, for a long and deliciously arousing time. ‘I sidestepped it,’ he said finally.

‘But you’re going to tell her?’

A stab of guilt penetrated his chest, stopping his breath. He looked away. But unable to keep his eyes from her, he looked at her again. Yes, he’d tell Allyson if he was forced to, he’d tell her everything in all its crazed and obsessive glory, all its inexorable, brainwashing might, if it was the only way he got to keep this girl.

Tessa’s eyes went down. His own fell to her breasts and watched them rising and falling in the labouring heaviness of her breath. How could he stop himself touching them? They were so heavy and soft and unbelievably responsive, like Tessa herself, who never stopped him whatever he wanted to do.

‘I don’t think you should tell her,’ she whispered, watching his hands as he caressed her.

He was surprised, and relieved. ‘I thought it was what you wanted,’ he said.

‘What I want is you,’ she cried earnestly. ‘Not to hurt Ally. I really like her. A part of me actually loves her, you know, like a sister or something. She gave me my job. She really trusts me.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘God, I hate doing this to her. I hate you for making me.’

‘Hey, no-one’s making you,’ he said gently. ‘Remember it was your idea to drive down last night and stay in a hotel. Your idea for us to meet here, before I go to the station.’

‘You don’t get what I’m saying,’ she protested. ‘I mean, you make me because I can’t resist you. Because there’s something in me that has to do whatever you want me to do. I feel like a slave to the need you’ve created inside me.’ Her voice lost its passion. She was suddenly very young and confused. ‘It’s weird. I’ve never felt anything like it before.’

Two tears trickled down her cheeks. He caught them with his fingers, and touched them to her breasts.

‘You frighten me,’ she whispered.

‘Sssh,’ he soothed.

‘Do you love me?’ Her lashes were wet, her lips were moist and tempting beyond endurance.

He kissed her softly. His passion for her was right there, burning in his fingertips, on his tongue, in his eyes, in his loins. It dominated his senses, consumed his mind. ‘You know I do,’ he said.

‘But what about Ally? She’s your wife! The whole world knows how much you love her.’

‘Ally is Ally,’ he replied. He didn’t want to think about her now, he didn’t want her to spoil a single moment of this precious, stolen time.

‘What does that mean?’

He tilted her mouth up to his and kissed her. ‘Come on, I’ll walk you back to your car,’ he said.

Her Beetle was parked further down the track. They walked hand in hand, her head leaning against his shoulder, her coat wrapped warmly around her naked body. In the misty bands of sunlight, streaming through the golden, leafy trees, they looked like ghosts passing through a timeless glade of sparkling autumnal beauty.

‘What’s going to happen?’ she said, stopping to look up at him as they reached her car.

‘I don’t know,’ he answered. He leaned forward and kissed her lingeringly.

‘I’ll drive straight to the house,’ she said, ‘as though I’ve come from London. See you there?’

‘We’re meeting at the pub,’ he told her. Then looking anxiously into her eyes he said, ’This afternoon’s going to be tough, for us both. Do you think you can handle it?’

‘It’ll be tough for Ally too, after the papers.’

He glanced away for a moment, looking back along the hazy, glistening track as though he were looking back at his life. Allyson, his wife, the only woman he had truly loved – until now. How could he do this to her? What the hell was he thinking?

He turned back to Tessa, then putting a hand behind her head he pulled her mouth hard against his, defiance and anger pushing aside the savage onslaught of guilt.



Chapter Two

The bell over the pub door clanged as Allyson walked in, a mobile phone pressed to one ear, and a heavy bag weighing down her shoulder. She was wearing tight black jeans, snug little ankle boots and a thick cable-knit sweater that seemed to engulf her. Her sleek blonde hair was swept casually to one side, her neat, attractive features were lightly made up and currently drawn in a frown. ‘Can’t you just tell her to go to hell?’ she grumbled, giving a quick wave to Ron, the landlord, as he ducked into the kitchen to investigate a loud crash.

At the other end of the line Shelley sighed. ‘Wouldn’t I love to,’ she replied. ‘But I’ll have to go and find out what the old witch wants.’

Allyson knew that their illustrious old cow of a programme controller, Stella Cornbright, was unlikely to be summoning Shelley to her home on a Sunday afternoon for tea. So, whatever it was it had to be serious. She glanced around the pub. It was still early. There were only a couple of locals, over in the corner playing darts, out of earshot. ‘Do you think it’s got something to do with what was in the paper this morning?’ she asked, keeping her voice low as she dumped her bag on a tapestrycovered stool and sat down on a comfy bench seat.

‘No,’ Shelley answered, her tone indicating that she’d been expecting the question. ‘If it were, it would be you she was demanding to see, not me.’

Allyson waited.

Shelley said no more.

‘Is that it?’ Allyson said tightly. ‘You obviously know what I’m talking about, so don’t you have something to say?’

‘Not right now,’ Shelley answered. ‘But I don’t mind listening to what you’ve got to say.’

Allyson gave an incredulous laugh. ‘You’re making it sound as though I have to excuse myself, or something,’ she cried.

‘I should think that was the last thing you had to do,’ Shelley replied. ‘What did Bob say?’

‘Not much. Except that Dan Jacobs probably lives in the same building as Tessa. If not, the same street.’

‘How very convenient.’

Allyson’s face darkened as her heart thudded an extra beat. ‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that. Don’t you believe him?’

‘Do you?’

‘Why shouldn’t I?’

‘Only you know the answer to that.’

Allyson was so thrown by the turn the conversation was taking that she decided to drop it, at least for now. ‘So, did Stella give you any idea what she wanted to talk about?’ she said, turning to look out of the window.

‘No.’

‘Oh God, looks like Tessa’s car just pulled into the car park. She must have driven down.’ Then, ‘I thought she was getting the train.’ Her mind had gone from nought to sixty in less than a second and the conclusion was turning her cold.

‘Bet you’re looking forward to seeing her,’ Shelley remarked dryly.

Allyson couldn’t help smiling, for she could easily imagine the droll expression on Shelley’s beautiful face. ‘Even more than you’re looking forward to seeing Stella,’ she responded.

‘Are you going to fire her?’

Allyson laughed. ‘Who, Tessa? Not today,’ she answered. ‘I need to keep a perspective on this, because there’s a huge chance the News of the World have got it wrong. You know what they’re like. Anyway, I’m not sure I’ve got the power to fire her, have I? So it might be you I’ll be coming to for that. Or Stella.’

‘Stella,’ Shelley answered. ‘We can hire, but Stella fires. I’m calling the Monday meeting for twelve tomorrow, by the way. Edmund and Debbie are on the early morning shuttle from Glasgow, they’ll need some time to get their acts together before we get under way. We should be a full team tomorrow. A rarity. Are you driving back to London tonight?’

‘Not if the meeting’s at twelve. I’ll stay down an extra night. Oh shit, I wish you were going to be here. This thing has really thrown me. And here comes Soirée’s answer to Christina Ricci, looking like she’s just been screwed all the way to senselessness and back.’

‘Goodness me, that can’t be darling, brilliant, got-tobe-rescued little Tessa you’re talking about, can it?’ Shelley teased. ‘And she always looks like that, which accounts for the high visibility of all the male tongues in the office. God, she makes me feel old. I could forgive her for a lot, but definitely not that.’

Tessa was hovering uncertainly, and because Allyson was still laughing at what Shelley had just said it was easy to smile as she waved the girl over. ‘Give me a call later and let me know what it’s all about,’ she said to Shelley.

‘I take it you mean Stella,’ Shelley responded. ‘Sure, if I have time. I’m out for dinner tonight, with David Billington and a couple of his clients.’

‘Sounds like fun. Give him my love.’

Allyson put away her phone and forced another smile as she looked at Tessa. God, this was difficult. What was she supposed to say to a girl who was rumoured to be having an affair with her husband? A girl who she happened to be inordinately fond of, and about whom she had always felt very protective? In fact she’d probably grown a little too close to Tessa, and knew that Tessa was very attached to her too, which was why it just wasn’t conceivable that Tessa would betray her this way. The poor girl was looking so terrified right now that there was simply no way that menace of a newspaper could be right.

‘So how does it feel to be famous?’ she said, making an attempt at levity.

Tessa’s youthful dark eyes were dimmed by nerves as she put her coat on a chair and sat down. ‘Given the choice, I wouldn’t have gone for it this way,’ she replied, trying to match Allyson’s wryness.

Allyson laughed. ‘No, I would have preferred you to take another route,’ she said, ‘but it’s done now, so we’ll just have to wait for the fuss to die down, then put it all behind us.’

Tessa’s eyes were disconcerting in their frank, searching efforts to gauge what Allyson was really thinking, and not enjoying being probed quite so deeply, Allyson reached over for her bag to take out her purse. ‘My parents want Bob to sue for libel,’ she said, without really knowing why.

Tessa seemed to flinch. ‘Can he do that?’

‘I’m not sure, I haven’t given it much thought. But yes, I guess he can, if it’s not true.’

‘Oh it’s not,’ Tessa assured her.

Allyson smiled warmly, and could have hugged her for sounding so convincing. ‘What’ll you have to drink?’ she said.

‘Whatever you’re having.’

‘Ron,’ Allyson said, as the thickly bearded landlord reemerged from the kitchen. ‘Come and meet my assistant, Tessa Dukes.’

Ron’s small, watery eyes rounded with amazement, leaving Allyson in no doubt which Sunday tabloid the paper boy tossed over his garden gate. ‘Your …?’ He looked at Tessa and his normally florid complexion deepened to scarlet. ‘Tessa,’ he said, pronouncing it Tesser. ‘Nice to meet you. Heard a lot about you. From Allyson, like. Says how good you are at your job.’ He glanced at Allyson, as though seeking assurance that it was all right to say that.

Allyson’s expression was friendly.

Ron looked at Tessa again. Tessa was smiling, shyly, the way she always did with strangers, especially men, and Allyson watched the cordiality of Ron’s smile start yielding to a bemusing haze of unexpected attraction. The girl certainly had a way with men, there was no doubt about that, and the fact she seemed not to know it was probably what made it so potent. Her appeal was very definitely of the Lolita variety, for there she sat, looking no more than sixteen, skirt barely covering her buttocks, boots tugged up over her knees, and the exposed, cold-mottled flesh of her thighs looking as succulent as cake. And as for the big braless breasts that were amply evident beneath her tight-fitting light blue sweater, and the lips that looked permanently ravished, it was enough to make Allyson want to stuff the girl in a sack and smuggle her swiftly out of sight. Startled, Allyson pulled herself up sharply. She’d never looked at Tessa that way before, but there again Tessa hadn’t been coupled in a scandal with Allyson’s husband before.

‘We’ll have two lagers and lime,’ Allyson said to Ron. ‘I’m reckoning on us being around fourteen for lunch.’

‘Roast beef today,’ Ron told her, dragging his eyes from Tessa. ‘Got some nice fresh runner beans off John Turner up at the farm. Wanda says she’s going to doing something fancy with ‘em.’

‘Roast potatoes?’

“Course. Wouldn’t be a Sunday dinner without roasters, would it? Got some nice colly and a bit of cabbage too. And Wanda’s doing her home-baked apple crumble and ice cream for pudding. Says Bob called her up and asked special.’

Allyson laughed. ‘She spoils him.’

‘Well, it’s a bit of a favourite with everyone round here,’ he said. ‘Hope you’re going to have some, young lady,’ he said to Tessa. ‘Can’t be doing with all you London types who won’t eat a square meal.’

‘Oh, I can’t pass up on Wanda’s legendary crumble,’ Tessa responded, peering at him bravely from under her lashes.

Allyson’s smile lost some warmth. How did she know the crumble was legendary? Who, except Bob, could have told her? No! No! She’d just said it to be polite.

The pub door opened and a few more locals came in. Allyson wasn’t sure she wanted to go on introducing Tessa and watching the reactions, for those who didn’t get that particular paper would certainly have been informed by those who did, and Ron would no doubt find a way of letting everyone know that the ‘Secret Love’ was actually sitting at a table over there with Allyson.

Allyson got up to greet her neighbours and ask after their families, the way she usually did. She knew she was being rude not introducing Tessa, but bless the girl, she seemed to sense the awkwardness so was making herself busy fetching the drinks from the bar. A couple of the newcomers threw astonished looks in her direction, probably drawn to the jostling breasts under the tight blue sweater, for they’d be something of a treat in this wintry outback where the desire to be warm triumphed every time over style.

Then Bob arrived from the station with a busload of celebrities and the small, oak-beamed bar was soon full to overflowing. Allyson watched him as he ordered pints and vodka martinis for their party, then swung behind the counter to mix the martinis himself, while Ron and his two barmen mastered the pumps. Allyson’s first martini slipped down so fast that her head started whirling, but the second seemed to steady her up and got her joining in with the loud and lively chat that was erupting all around her. Wanda and her waitresses bustled in and out of the tables, taking orders and delivering mouth-watering lunches, Wanda’s high heels tapping on the flagstones and her newly permed hair frizzing in the heat of the kitchen. There was a roar of laughter as Wanda treated Bob to a cheeky pinch on the bottom, and the old lady almost disintegrated with delight when he put his arms around her and smacked a kiss on her age-puckered lips.

Later, after downing her second martini, or was it her third, Allyson got involved in a rowdy game of darts with two of the footballers and a young couple who’d just taken out a giant mortgage on a draughty little cottage at the end of the street. Bob, she noticed, was engaged in some hot dispute with the farmer, Jack Turner, and Reg Singer who ran the village shop and post office. Tessa was glowing and blushing as she listened to the hilariously tall tales being bandied about by a noisy group of locals and Londoners, where the men involved appeared as keen to make her laugh as they were to ogle the blue sweater. Allyson hiccuped through another urge to go and cover the girl up, but it was soon vanquished, for though her sight was a bit blurry, and her perspective was temporarily askew, she was managing to hang onto the assertion that she was responding irrationally, and that Tessa had every right to show off how lovely she was. But even through the vodka she could sense how alive her doubt still was, and it seemed that not even Bob’s apparent lack of interest was managing to uproot it. Nor were the martinis managing to drown it.

It had never been clear if anyone in the village ate Sunday lunch at home, certainly they were all in the pub by one, and no-one ever left much before three. Reverend Beesely and his wife Mary were usually the last to go. Today, though, it seemed that the celebrities would be the last out, and, laughing as Bob slipped an arm round her shoulders, Allyson wondered what kind of event the cricket match was going to turn into.

‘I’m just off to pick up the kids,’ Bob shouted in her ear. ‘We should be back at the house by three thirty.’

‘How much have you had to drink?’ she shouted back.

‘Half of bitter,’ he answered, giving her a wink, then catching her as she wobbled. ‘How much have you had?’

‘I stopped counting after three. By the way, I was trying to remember if you and Tessa have ever met.’

Bob looked across the bar to where Tessa was now talking to a couple of the soap stars. ‘You know, I don’t think we have,’ he said. ‘Maybe a brief hello at the office. Which one is she? The one over there with Mandy and Frank?’

Allyson knew the devilish spirit of drink was goading her, but she was too far gone to smother it. ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you before you go,’ she said, grabbing his hand. ‘She’s a great assistant, did I ever tell you that?’

‘Yeah, you told me,’ he answered, following on behind.

Looking back over her shoulder she gave him a saucy wink and said, ‘What’s she like in bed? Is she great there too?’

Bob’s insides churned, for the tease had barbs and he knew it. But deciding that the safest bet was to keep it all on the surface, he said, ‘Oh, she’s the best. Just the best.’

Though Allyson’s heart did a sickening dive, she continued to smile, and made herself remember that this was only play, and that a hot denial might well have been far greater cause for worry.

‘Tessa!’ Allyson cried. ‘I want you to meet my husband, Bob.’

Tessa turned round, flushed and sparkling, but her smile was already fading as unease clouded her eyes and made her mouth tremble.

‘This is Bob!’ Allyson declared. ‘Apparently, you’re having an affair with him.’

Bob took Allyson’s arm and tried to pull her aside. ‘The joke’s gone far enough,’ he said in her ear. ‘You’re embarrassing the girl.’

‘No I’m not, am I?’ she demanded of Tessa. ‘How am I embarrassing you?’

Those nearby had stopped to listen. Over in the corner, the kids’ presenter and Mrs Briggs were attempting to dance to Abba, while Ron rang the bell for last orders. ‘So you live in the same building as Bob’s producer,’ Allyson affirmed, slurring slightly. ‘Did you hear that, everyone? Just because Tessa here lives in the same building as Bob’s producer she’s supposed to be having an affair with him. Bob, I mean, not the producer. Now tell me, isn’t that a joke!’

There was some uneasy laughter as again Bob tried to pull her away.

‘No, don’t,’ she said, shrugging him off. ‘I’m just telling everyone that you and Tessa have never really met before today, but you’re still supposed to be having an affair. Crazy, isn’t it?’ she said to Mary Beesely, the vicar’s wife. ‘I mean, how can you have an affair with someone you don’t even know?’ She turned to Tessa. ‘This,’ she declared, putting an arm round her, ‘is my wonderful assistant Tessa. I know I’ve told you all about her, and now here she is, in the flesh. She’s fantastic. She wants to become a reporter and I’m helping her get there, because I think she’ll make a brilliant reporter. But I’ll be sorry to lose her, because she’s the best assistant I’ve ever had. And she’s not, I repeat not, having an affair with my husband. Are you?’

Tessa’s voice was small as she said, ‘No.’

‘You see,’ Allyson shouted. ‘She’s not. And just for the record, Bob and I are still every bit as much in love as we’ve ever been … Correction, we’re even more in love than ever, and if things work out, we’re going to be starting a family. Aren’t we, Bob?’

Laughing, Bob pulled her into his arms and held her tight. ‘That’s enough now,’ he whispered. ‘You’ve made your point. I’m going to get the kids.’

‘But you didn’t even say hello to Tessa!’ Allyson objected.

‘Hello Tessa,’ he said.

‘Hello,’ she responded. The colour in her cheeks was flooding right down to her neck, making her look so innocent and tender and afraid that it wrenched the anger from Bob’s heart and replaced it with a searing desire to protect her.

‘Tell you what, Tessa,’ Allyson cried. ‘Why don’t you go with Bob to get the kids? Then you can actually get to know one another.’

Tessa was looking more miserable by the minute. Bob’s anger was back. ‘Ally, let’s leave it now,’ he said shortly. ‘I’ll see you in half an hour, back at the house.’

As he walked away he took Wanda to one side. ‘Give her some coffee,’ he said. ‘She’s never been able to handle martinis.’

‘Leave her to me,’ Wanda said. ‘I’ll have her sober in no time. What about the lass? She looks a bit lost, standing there like that.’

Bob turned round. Allyson had now moved into the centre of another crowd, leaving Tessa standing alone. Her head was bowed and Bob ached to take her in his arms and soothe away the pain. ‘Poor kid,’ he murmured. ‘What do you think I should do?’

‘Oh, go on with you,’ Wanda said. ‘I’ll get her chatting to someone else, don’t you worry.’

Bob started to leave, and Wanda turned away to clear glasses from a table. It took her by surprise when Bob suddenly came back. ‘You know what, I’m going to take her with me,’ he said.

Wanda blinked. ‘I thought you was going to leave her to me,’ she said, taking a moment to adjust.

He didn’t answer and Wanda watched in confusion as he brushed past her to get to Tessa. The young girl’s eyes looked big and grateful as he spoke to her, and it was only after they’d gone out of the door that Wanda thought it strange that neither of them had looked at Allyson. You’d have thought one of them would, she later remarked to Mrs Briggs.

From where she was now sitting, in one of the bay windows, Allyson stopped listening to those around her and watched Bob lead Tessa to the bus. Her heart was pounding and her face was turning numb as every instinct in her screamed to make itself heard. It was true! He was sleeping with the girl. Oh my God! Oh my God! It was true. But no! No, no, it couldn’t be. Push it aside, smother the paranoia and remember who had started the rumour. They always got it wrong, always, and maybe her mother was right, Bob should sue.

She was staring hard at the bus, watching it pull away. Her mind’s eye showed her visions of them kissing, their hands entwining … It was hard to breathe, dread was billowing up inside her like a great suffocating balloon. She had to be wrong, it had to be drink that was frightening her like this, making her get everything out of perspective and think that their lives were going to be wrecked. She needed some coffee, she had to sober up and remind herself calmly that Bob and Tessa both loved her far too much to do this to her, and there was just no way this was going to wreck their lives, because there was no ‘this’ and because she believed wholeheartedly in the strength of their marriage, which could overcome even ‘this’ if there really was a ‘this’, which there absolutely was not.

The spacious sitting room of Shelley Bronson’s Kensington flat was littered with the Sunday papers. The remains of a late breakfast were still in evidence, and a stack of hand-labelled video cassettes had broken down into an untidy pile in front of the TV. Otherwise the room was pure elegance and style, with its sensuously lit Icart nudes, stylish Thirties furniture and rugs, and splendid original art deco fireplace. It was all so beautifully reminiscent of old Hollywood that both her home and her magnificent collection of ceramics and glassware had recently been featured in Interiors magazine. But not even the tasteful and unusual elegance of her surroundings could compare with Shelley herself, whose hauntingly dark beauty, languorous movements and thoughtful, almond-shaped eyes created a woman who was so exotic and sensuous that she aroused interest and caused intrigue merely by existing. But she was a very private woman, with few friends and a marked distaste for publicity, which in itself gave rise to all manner of speculation, for her dark, velvety eyes radiated the kind of promise that could incite male fantasies beyond normal limits, and often left other women feeling benign and gauche in her presence. Shelley liked it that way, for there was no reason for anyone to know about the dark, disturbing rivers that ran through her psyche, because everyone had them. The trauma of her father’s death when she was only twelve, and the catastrophic relationship with her mother that had followed were the major causes of whatever doubts and insecurities she might have now, but they were nobody else’s business, and certainly not for public appraisal.

For Shelley, her outward appearance and the image she created was all that mattered. She was forty-two, almost six feet tall and had the most perfectly formed body it was possible for a woman to have. She was also incisively intelligent, with great poise and confidence, and had very little time for fools, of whom there seemed to be lamentably plenty amongst the males of her acquaintance. She had yet to meet a man who could match her, in the bedroom or the boardroom, though she wasn’t the kind of woman who went for long without sex, she simply indulged herself with the husbands of others, who would naturally want no scandal or commitment. There was only one exception to the noncommitment deal, though not one that she ever discussed, even with Allyson, her closest friend.

Shelley was thinking about Allyson now, as she took part in a conference call with Soirée’s other two producers, Alan Rich and Hayley Brocket, who would surely have seen that morning’s exclusive in the News of the World. It was probably only a matter of time now before one of them brought the subject up, possibly in the hope of getting the low-down from Shelley, though they had to know how unlikely that was. As they talked Shelley wandered aimlessly about her apartment, the lush satin of her robe slipping down over one shoulder to reveal an exquisitely pert breast, and the flawless olive-dark skin. When finally she sat the robe fell apart exposing the silken firmness of her thighs, and as she unclasped her glorious chestnut hair, letting it tumble loosely around her shoulders, Hayley finally got round to the subject of Allyson.

‘So how do we handle the “Secret Love” at the meeting tomorrow?’ she asked. Then quite bluntly tacked on, ‘Is it true, by the way?’

‘What do you think?’ Shelley responded, enjoying the sensation of her fingers as they moved through her hair.

There was a moment’s silence at the other end before Alan said, ‘Have you spoken to Allyson today? How did she take it?’

‘Probably the way you’re imagining,’ Shelley responded. She got to her feet and went into the bedroom to stand in front of the mirror. Untying the robe she let it pool at her feet.

‘Isn’t Tessa going down there today?’ Hayley asked.

‘Mmmm.’ Shelley was checking her flawless skin for the first signs of a blemish.

‘I doubt she’ll go now,’ Alan said.

‘She’s already there,’ Shelley informed them.

‘My, she’s got guts,’ Hayley remarked.

‘Why? If she’s innocent?’ Shelley said.

That stopped the conversation. Obviously both Hayley and Alan had presumed the story was true.

‘OK, the line-up from Monday to Wednesday is looking good,’ Shelley said. ‘Let’s see what comes out of the meeting tomorrow. Are there any Hollywood stars in town, we could probably do with some light relief on Wednesday – that show’s looking a bit heavy right now.’

‘Allyson wanted it that way,’ Hayley reminded her.

‘OK. We’ll talk tomorrow and I’ll fill you all in on what Stella Cornbright has to say.’

‘Hey, Shelley, before you go,’ Alan said. ‘I was with Tim Forster last night. He’d really like to meet you.’

Shelley’s immaculate eyebrows rose. ‘Tim Forster the night-club owner?’ she said. As Alan answered she turned back to the mirror and imagined herself standing in front of Forster like this. It would blow the man’s mind.

‘That’s him,’ Alan was saying. ‘He couldn’t stop talking about you. Wants you and Allyson to join him for dinner after the show on Friday. In other words, he’s after some publicity for his club.’

‘I don’t think that’s all he’s after,’ Shelley responded. ‘Tell him I’m a lesbian and Allyson’s an electronic invention,’ and she rang off.

Glancing at the delicate gold Cartier watch on her wrist she toyed with the idea of calling Allyson to find out how things were going, but the Hobert Hall kids were due to arrive any minute, meaning Allyson would probably be too busy to talk. The notion of calling Bob on his mobile appealed for a moment, but then she dismissed it, and going into her bedroom she took out an exquisite set of black satin underwear and laid it on the bed. She loved beautiful things, especially those that caressed her skin and made her feel so desirable. Her creams and lotions were all from the most expensive perfume houses of France and Italy, and her clothes were either silk or cashmere, leather or suede.

After showering, she dressed slowly, savouring the pleasure of satin, then cashmere, then leather as it covered her lovingly scented body. She wasn’t unduly worried about what Stella Cornbright had to say. The show’s ratings were down, it was true, and Allyson’s popularity had been waning these past few months. However, this scandal would turn that around. The nation would take her right to its heart now, the way it always did when a wife was cheated on by her husband, especially publicly. And the fact Tessa was so young and Allyson was fast approaching forty could, perversely, work even more in Allyson’s favour than the cheating itself, for how could a middle-aged woman be expected to compete with a teenage girl?

Shelley sighed, for she knew that this kind of pain was new to Allyson, and she couldn’t help wondering how she would handle it. Of course, Shelley would be there for her, and of course, it could all blow over. However, Shelley doubted that, for she knew very well that this obsession had hit the man like a raging tornado, and there was just no knowing how much havoc and devastation it was going to wreak, or indeed how many lives it would leave destroyed in its wake.

She sighed again as she reflected on what fools men were, and Bob Jaymes surely had to take the prize for being the biggest.

The cricket match was a triumph for the kids. Despite their handicaps they threw themselves wildly into the game, and came out so far ahead that the losers deserved nothing less than the bombardment of cream cakes and soggy fruit they got. Thanks to Elsie Carter and Jack Turner there was plenty of both.

Allyson rarely loved Bob more than at times like this, for he got so involved with the children, and had such a great time himself, that it seemed like he never wanted it to end. She had no idea how many of the children recognized him from the TV, but it didn’t seem to matter, he was their hero. He was the one who visited them each month with Allyson, who took them on day trips to Weston or Longleat, and he was always interested in what they were doing and what they had to say. He was so good and kind and full of crazy fun that their reward was to make him the prime target when it came time to let fly with the ammunition of cakes and fruit. Allyson and Tessa were right in there with them, letting him have it too. Allyson wasn’t sure if she detected some vindictiveness behind Tessa’s pitching, which would have been quite out of character for Tessa, so perhaps it was her own missiles that were sailing through the air with such lethal intent.

The footballers and soap stars sacrificed their dignity too, but it wasn’t long before they started fighting back and there wasn’t a single person on the field who wasn’t covered in goo. A couple of photographers, one from the local paper and another from a tabloid, took plenty of shots and Allyson felt a tightening in her chest as she wondered if Bob and Tessa had been captured together. No doubt she’d find out the next day.

She hadn’t yet passed comment on how he’d taken Tessa to pick up the kids, mainly because she was at a total loss how to play it. The thought of them together on that bus was making her feel sick inside, but she had to keep reminding herself that those torturously erotic images were a product of her rabid imagination, not of reality, so she must get a grip. Not that she was really in danger of losing it, she just didn’t know what to say when she brought the subject up, which presumably she should. Or should she? Oh God, why did all the answers get spirited off the minute a crisis turned up?

Except there was no crisis, there was only her husband, who was making his way towards her with cream all over his face, and looking so wicked and humorous that she had to laugh. As he reached her she began mopping him up with a paper towel, then she shrieked as he suddenly scooped her up and spun her round. The spectators, who’d come to watch the game, were delighted, and after taking their bows Allyson turned to Bob with a huge, friendly smile and said, ‘So, did you screw Tessa on the way over to the Hall?’

His face was hidden as he had resumed wiping the cream from his eyes. When it emerged he was grinning. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity, was I?’

Allyson hoped her look of scepticism disguised her misgivings. ‘Out of interest,’ she said, ‘is she going with you when you take them back? Could be another opportunity, though hopefully not in front of the children.’

She was already turning away, but he grabbed her arm and spun her back. Then tilting her chin so that her mouth was very close to his, he said, ‘Stop this. You’re tormenting yourself.’

She swallowed hard on a sudden rush of anger, and guessing they were being watched she put on a showy act of intimacy as she looked up into his eyes. But the caustic response she was planning got suddenly swept away by a wave of unease. ‘Can you stay here tonight?’ she asked. ‘My meeting’s not until twelve tomorrow.’

He was still looking at her, and she could see his anger retreating too, until finally there was only concern in his eyes. ‘I’ll fix it so I can,’ he said, and after giving her a lingering kiss on the mouth he went to start packing the kids into the bus.

‘How much do you think we raised?’ Tessa said, coming to join Allyson.

Allyson turned round, concealing the jolt in her heart with a vaguely distracted smile. How close had the girl been standing, she wondered. Close enough to hear what she and Bob were saying? Her limpid black eyes showed only a quiet eagerness to share her information, and perhaps a faint hint of surprise that Allyson was failing to reply. Oh God, this was an impossible situation, with so many emotions and loyalties getting her in such a state of confusion. So maybe she should just keep remembering that she adored this girl, who she knew would never do anything to hurt her, perhaps then she would stop this nonsense and start behaving like the calm and rational adult she was. ‘Five hundred,’ she guessed, looking round at the clutches of spectators.

Tessa’s face broke into a delighted smile. ‘Better,’ she cried. ‘Nine hundred and twenty.’

Allyson was genuinely impressed. ‘Fantastic,’ she said. ‘There were obviously more people here than I realized.’ How hard it was to care about anything else when your life could be falling apart. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t! ‘You’ll have to get on to Wendy Peacemaker in the morning,’ she said, ‘find out how much we’ve totalled so far. We should be up around fourteen thousand by now, almost enough for a bus. My parents are donating, by the way. You’d better call my mother tomorrow and remind her. Oh, and find out when the guy from Human Rights Watch is flying in from the Balkans. He’s on Wednesday’s show, but I think he arrives on Tuesday. Sort him out a hotel, and if he’s up to it, Bob and I will take him to dinner.’ Had it really been necessary to add that?

‘Which restaurant?’ Tessa asked, as she noted down her instructions.

‘Let me see. What about the Pharmacy in Notting Hill? No, let’s take him to … Hey, Kathy, what was that restaurant you were telling me about earlier?’ she shouted over to one of the soap stars. ‘The one on Fulham Road.’

‘It’s on Brompton Road,’ the actress answered, wandering over, a couple of autograph-hunters in tow. ‘I’ll call you tomorrow with the number.’ She finished signing, then turned back to Allyson. ‘This has been a terrific day, Ally,’ she said. ‘Those kids are something else.’

‘Aren’t they?’ Allyson agreed, smiling. ‘Are you going to come into the house for a drink before you leave?’

‘Sure. Lead me to it.’

‘What about you, Tessa?’

‘Um, I’d like to,’ Tessa answered, starting to blush, ‘but I don’t like driving in the dark, so I should probably start making tracks.’

‘OK,’ Allyson said, and because it was something she normally did, she gave the girl a hug. ‘Drive safely now, won’t you?’ she said. ‘And thanks for all your help today.’

Tessa smiled a shy goodbye to Kathy, whose eyebrows went up in response, and stayed that way as she watched the girl walk away. ‘Tell me it’s not true,’ she said when Tessa was safely out of earshot.

‘It’s not,’ Allyson responded.

‘But you want to kill her all the same.’

Allyson laughed. ‘No, of course not,’ she said, and to avoid any further probing she went off to find out if anyone else wanted to come into the house for a drink.

Bob was a long time taking the kids back and returning the bus. Eventually Allyson had to call taxis to take everyone to the station. She’d tried his mobile a dozen times, but he had it switched off, and she’d reached such a pitch of anxiety by now that there was just no way she could stop herself fearing the worst. Though whether the worst had him smashed up in an accident, or in full flight to a love nest with Tessa, wasn’t terribly clear.

She stared down at the bath she’d filled in an attempt to disguise her fears to her guests and make them think she was so unruffled by Bob’s disappearance that she was planning, as soon as they left, to take a long, soothing soak before he came home. She’d even lit candles, and scented the water. Then, when everyone had gone, she continued the delusion by returning to the bathroom and taking off her clothes.

This was a horrible feeling, horrible and frightening. Her body was rigid, as though tensing for a terrible blow. And it was so discouraging, the way her mind kept speeding off down the road to disaster, imagining all kinds of pain and betrayal, when in reality there was so little to fuel the fear. Except maybe the horrifying recall of how many of her friends’ husbands had abandoned them for younger women, turning their backs on lifelong relationships, shattering shared dreams and memories, destroying lives and totally screwing up their children. She’d never doubted that she’d stand by Bob were he to be beaten about by a midlife crisis, but she’d never considered what she’d do if he didn’t want her – if he chose to break free and tie himself to another woman. There was no room for her in that scenario, no need of her, except maybe as someone to blame for all his ills. She knew a lot of men who had done that, who had torn up their wives, both emotionally and physically, then in a vain and cruel effort to assuage the guilt they laid the blame at the wife’s door. ‘If only she had been different …’ ‘If only she had understood …’ ‘If only she had listened …’ A thousand ifs, all designed to justify the cold and callous stranger the husband had turned into. Some men recovered, and after months, even years, of utter hell, their wives forgave them and took them back. But was it ever the same again? What happened to the trust? Was it possible to rebuild it?

She felt suddenly helpless and bewildered as she tried to plot her way through this alien land of adultery and deception. But of course she might very well not be in such a place, for she had to remember that it was her own imagination that was concocting this fear, and pushing her headlong into the jaws of disaster, as though it couldn’t wait to get there. So maybe the first step was to try to find out what was really happening. The thought had no sooner entered her head than she was taking off her dressing-gown and slipping into the water, as though by continuing with things that were normal she could escape the common sense that might take her further into the thorny territory of lies and betrayal.

Was she completely mad? There was nothing normal about lying in the bath when Bob was so late home. She looked at the time on the radio clock. Actually, he wasn’t that late. He’d only been gone an hour and a half, and he might have stopped in at the pub on his way back. So perhaps she should ring the pub. There was a phone right next to the bath, she could use that. It would seem quite airy and casual if Ron heard the swish of water, like she was washing up, or watering the plants, or taking a bath. No panic, no need for concern. Just wondered if Bob was there, because he said he might pop back.

He wouldn’t be there and she knew it, so why put herself through the misery of asking? She’d give his mobile another try and if it still wasn’t switched on she’d … She’d decide after what she’d do next.

It rang, and rang, then to her amazement he answered. ‘Bob?’ she cried. ‘Where the hell are you? I’ve been trying to ring you …’

‘Listen, if you think I’m shagging your damned assistant in some ditch somewhere, then get off the line,’ he growled. ‘I’m waiting for the AA to call back. Bloody bus has conked out on me.’

‘Then why didn’t you call and say so? I’ve been worried sick. What about the kids? Are they still with you?’

‘No. They’re back at the Hall. I’m about three miles from Vic’s, and guess what, his bloody answerphone’s on, so fat lot of use he is.’

His disgruntlement was suddenly making her laugh. ‘Do you want me to come and get you?’ she offered, feeling quite elated now by his annoying predicament.

At his end Bob looked down at Tessa. Her ruffled head was resting on his shoulder, her smooth plump legs were curled up on the front seat of his car. ‘You could,’ he said into the phone, ‘but I can’t just abandon things here. I’ll wait for the AA and they can take me and the bus to Vic’s where I’ll pick up my car. Tape the match for me, will you? It’s on at nine twenty.’

‘Surely you’ll be back by then.’

‘I bloody well hope so. But just in case.’

‘Did you call your office to let them know you’ll be late in the morning?’

‘No. I’ll just get up at the crack of dawn,’ he said, starting to feel irritated that he’d switched the phone back on, but he’d known she’d be worried and it wasn’t fair to put her through that.

‘You could be pretty tired,’ she said softly.

‘I’ll survive,’ he responded brusquely. ‘Listen, I’d better ring off in case the AA’s trying to get through.’

‘Bob,’ she said teasingly, ‘I don’t think you got what I was saying.’

He had, but with Tessa right there beside him …

‘I was hoping we could pick up where we left off this morning,’ she murmured.

He looked at Tessa, and a sudden wild and graphic fantasy of having sex with them both – Allyson on the phone, Tessa here in the car – broke out in his mind. ‘We can do that,’ he said, his voice seeming tight in his throat as he attempted to push the fantasy away. But he could already feel himself hardening, surging towards a place where the shame of his disloyalty and disgrace of his conscience were becoming obscured by the might of his lust. He could get Allyson to tell him what she wanted, and while she was talking he could do it all to Tessa.

‘I’m lying here in the bath, waiting for you,’ Allyson whispered.

He could see her, a translucent web of bubbles covering her nudity, desire glowing darkly in the eyes he knew so well. Oh God, if only she would get off the line. It would be all right, if she would just let him hang up. But even as he was thinking it his hand was slipping under Tessa’s skirt, caressing her thigh.

‘I’m imagining you stroking me,’ Allyson said throatily.

‘How does it feel?’ His hand was moving higher under Tessa’s skirt.

‘Good,’ she responded. ‘Mmm, I can feel your fingers touching me, doing all kinds of wonderful things to me. Oh yes!’ she murmured warmly. ‘I love it when you push them up inside me.’

‘Open your legs wide,’ he told her.

Tessa looked at him, clearly wondering if he was talking to her. His eyes told her he was. Oh God, this was a dangerous game, and so unbelievably erotic there was just no way he could stop. Then, putting a finger over Tessa’s lips, he switched the phone on to speaker.

‘Can you still hear me, darling?’ he said. ‘I need my hands free if you’re going to go on like this.’

It was the sound of Allyson’s laugh as it came gently into the car that finally jolted him to his senses. He could hardly believe what he was doing, was so appalled that for a moment he seemed paralysed by the shock of it.

Somehow he managed to mumble that he had to go, the AA had arrived, which made Allyson laugh again, and almost, finally, made him laugh too, for he could see why she would think that was funny. Though all he felt was overwhelming relief that she had no way of knowing what he’d almost done, for the shame was already too bitter to bear.

‘Why did you do that?’ Tessa said, as he tucked the phone back in its wallet. ‘Why did you lie to her? You said the AA was here …’

He was incredulous. ‘You surely weren’t expecting me to tell her you were here,’ he cried.

Her head went down. ‘No, of course not,’ she answered. Her hands were bunched in her lap, her fingernails were painted with a dark red polish that she started to pick.

He already regretted his outburst, for the way he’d referred to her had been disparaging and unnecessarily hurtful. But it was a peculiar question and he was still racked with the horror of the unspeakable betrayal he’d just come so close to committing. But that wasn’t any excuse for taking it out on her. The crime was totally his, and it only shamed him further to belittle her.

In an effort to make amends he reached out and covered her hands, then touching his fingers lightly to her cheek he turned her to face him. Her eyes were rarely easy to read, they were so frequently masked in caution, and it made his heart ache to see that was how she was looking at him now, almost as though she feared him.

‘You should bite back,’ he told her. ‘When I snap like that, you should bite back and put me in my place.’

Her smile was tremulous, then she made a playful snap at his hand, catching his fingers between her teeth. His eyes were still on her face, and as he traced the sultry outline of her lips he could feel himself falling slowly, inexorably, into the depths of her adoration. She so rarely got angry, and was never judgemental. She just allowed him to be himself, and accepted, even embraced, all his flaws and weaknesses as though they were as vital and precious as any other part of him. He wondered what he would do if she wanted to end their affair. Would he try to stop her? Of course, because he couldn’t bear even the thought of giving her up. That he should even be thinking this was madness, but knowing her, wanting her, being so utterly consumed by her was more than madness, it was death to everything he knew and held dear. So why was he here? Why didn’t he make himself walk away from her now?

His answer was to lean his head forward and bring her mouth to his. He kissed her in small, tender touches, tasting her, embracing her, pulling her so far into his heart he could barely support the weight of his feelings. When at last he looked into her eyes, she said, ’Do you really love me?’

He answered, ‘Yes.’

But she seemed troubled, and sensing she wanted to tell him what was on her mind, he tilted her chin so that she could look nowhere but at him and whispered, ‘Just say it.’

She nodded. Then bunching her hands around his, she said, ‘Allyson said you were starting a family. In the pub earlier …’

He sighed and sat back in his seat. ‘We’ve already talked about that,’ he reminded her. ‘In the bus on the way to get the kids.’

‘But you didn’t say if it was true.’

He turned to look at her, letting his eyes roam over the pale softness of her skin that was spattered with the shadows of raindrops. ‘It would be extremely irresponsible for me to be seriously considering having a baby with Allyson when I feel the way I do about you,’ he said tersely.

She was looking at him so intently, seeming to immerse herself in his every word. ‘But you do want to have a baby?’ she said.

‘Allyson does,’ he answered. ‘And yes, I suppose I do too, after all, I’m not getting any younger, and what you see in an old codger like me …’

Laughing, she squeezed his hand to her cheek. ‘I keep asking myself the same question,’ she teased.

‘And what answer do you come up with?’

Her eyes slanted out to the night as she thought, then her humour started to fade as she sighed, ‘There are no answers. Not for us.’ She looked at him again. ‘Maybe if we could all live together … Allyson and I could share you …’

His eyes were like saucers. ‘Oh, I can see that going down a treat with Allyson,’ he scoffed. But of course she didn’t mean it.

She laughed, and they sat quietly then, side by side in the darkness, watching the jagged journey of raindrops as they ran down the window. He knew he should leave, that they couldn’t go on sitting here like this all night, but it was so hard letting her go, knowing she had to drive all the way to London, alone and in the dark. He pictured them driving together, cutting through the night in a fast-moving car, secure and warm in their togetherness, untouched by a world outside. Excuses for not going home started sliding into his mind, but each one of them disintegrated into nonsense, for there were no excuses – there were only lies and betrayal.

‘I’m cold,’ she said.

He started the engine and turned on the heater. Then opening his arms he pulled her against him and kissed the top of her head. He adored the smell of her, it was so fresh and natural, like newly cut grass or ripening fruit. Was that what he had fallen for first, the refreshing, invigorating fragrance of her youth? He thought back to the beginning and how this had started, three short months ago, when she’d touched his hand in the privacy of Allyson’s office, and seemed for a moment to be engaged only in that, as though he as a man didn’t exist beyond that hand. Then she’d raised her eyes to his and smiled as she’d told him how Allyson had confessed to loving his hands, and she, Tessa, could see why. Looking back, there was a chance he’d known then that this girl was going to change his life, though if that were true, he had to ask himself why hadn’t he stopped it then? Easier maybe to ask himself why he didn’t stop it now, but he had no answer for that either. All he knew was that of all the women he had slept with throughout his marriage, women that obviously Allyson knew nothing about, and who were much more experienced and even more beautiful than Tessa, none had ever been the threat to his marriage that she was now. No-one had even come close. So why her? Why now? And why weren’t the horrendous consequences this could have making a difference?

She looked up at him and waited for him to kiss her, which of course he did.

‘What are you thinking?’ he asked, as she wound her fingers around his and began to play with his wedding ring.

She laughed, then glanced at him shyly. ‘I was just thinking …’ She stopped and took a breath. ‘It’s going to sound daft, but I was wondering if we, you and me, were meant to be. You know, like some divine power looked down from the sky and said, those two people should be together, so I got sent to my job just so we could meet.’

Though he laughed at the girlish nonsense, his throat became suddenly tight, for maybe it would explain why he, a man who had always been so in control of his life, now seemed anything but. Then, making light of it, he said, ‘I wonder where it sent you from? My dreams or my nightmares?’

‘Just from Peckham,’ she said.

Smiling, he pulled her back into his arms. ‘I should go,’ he said after a while.

‘I know.’

‘When will I see you?’

‘Whenever you like.’ She turned to face him. ‘Shall we make love again?’

Her pale, translucent skin seemed to shine in the darkness, her breath was warm on his face, but though he desired her, he didn’t want to make love to her again in the car. He wanted to lie down with her, in the bed that smelt of her, the bed that contained all their secrets and absorbed their love.

Her mouth trembled as he told her that.

‘But I have to go back to Allyson,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Of course.’ Then she whispered, ‘I don’t want you to hurt her. I don’t want either of us ever to hurt her, but I think we will, won’t we? In the end.’

It was on the tip of his tongue to deny it, but he found he couldn’t, so all he said was, ‘Don’t let’s think about it now.’
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