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   Redruth, Camborne, St Erth for St Ives, Penzance. A childhood litany of stations went through Karen’s head as she neared the end of the long journey. She had sworn that she was going to lay off relationships while she focused on her next art exhibition. Men messed with your head (and body!). Last month, if someone had told her she would be on the train to Cornwall today she would have laughed in disbelief. It wasn’t even a good time of the year to head for the seaside, mid-winter was freezing and windy. Her friends had asked if there was any skiing on the cliffs.
 
   She thought to herself that she should be more tough minded. If only she had said no to the family she wouldn’t have landed herself with this hassle. Two weeks ago she was at her parents’ house in Kent for Christmas. It was a welcome break from the hard slog of painting. It was the usual sort of festive repetition with mum and dad, her sister Amanda, and brother James. There were visits from Amanda’s stuck-up fiancé, Julian, and various aunts and uncles. Her grandmother hadn’t made it up from Cornwall. Everything was just the same as usual, comforting but dull, and then, on Boxing Day, there had been the phone call from Gran which had put the cat among the pigeons. She spoke to Karen’s mother initially then directly to Karen. Gran had been told, she said, by her doctor that she just wasn’t getting over an earlier bout of flu. The biting winds of the Cornish coast weren’t doing her any good. What was needed was some hot dry sunshine. Anyway, to cut an interminable story short she wanted to spend six weeks in Australia with her son, Karen’s uncle, Colin. And someone had to look after her dog, Humphrey. Besides which she didn’t like to leave her cottage empty for so long. 
 
   And guess who got the short end of the straw? Years ago, when she had been studying art at St Martins and Amanda reading law at Oxford she had always been the one summoned by the parents to nurse her mother during a bout of bronchitis or look after the house during dad’s recovery from a bad back. The dutiful bloody daughter.
 
   Karen was gobsmacked. Why her again? Just because she wasn’t an accountant or an up-and-coming lawyer it didn’t mean that her work was any less important. She knew that her father in his heart of hearts considered art a waste of time and his favourite jibe was that he could paint any of these modern daubs. He always said that Karen should put the rats, that the gardener caught in the potting shed, into formaldehyde like a Damien Hirst but smaller, an idea which caused a great deal of mirth in the Sevenoaks crowd at the New Year’s party. 
 
   Well as it turned out nobody wanted to go. They all said they’d love to of course, it was just that pressures of work meant that nobody had the time. After all, Gran had been awfully good to them over the years, all those wonderful holidays. Trelawney Cove was a lovely place and Humphrey a dear little dog. Hang on a sec, Karen thought cynically. She last recalled Amanda saying what a boring dump Trelawney Cove was and that the food was abysmal. Even her mother had commented on the unfriendliness of the neighbours. And as for Humphrey, so-called dear little dog, he must be at least ten by now and even as a puppy had been prone to jumping out from behind furniture and trying to take a chunk out of your ankle, not to mention his unpleasant habit of going into the bedrooms and weeing on any clothes left on the floor. 
 
   When she pointed out to Gran that Humphrey had chewed the crotch out of several of her best pairs of knickers, Gran tartly replied that she shouldn’t have left them on the floor in the first place and that if they’d been clean Humphrey wouldn’t have touched them. That dog certainly had good taste, though.
 
    "You will be able to use Granny’s studio, darling," her mother had said. "You will be able to paint without any interruption. In fact it’s so quiet down there that you’ll be able to get loads of work done. And you won’t be distracted by London."
 
   "I like living in London! And in fact, it’s extremely disruptive to change studios," Karen had protested. "It’s not as though I paint seascapes."
 
   "It wouldn’t be a bad idea if you did," her father had added. "I’ve always liked a nice seascape. I’m sure they might sell better than that modern stuff."
 
   Needless to say, none of these arguments persuaded Karen that she should be the one to give up her time. What had finally convinced her to go was the feeling that she really did owe her grandmother something in return for all the encouragement she had given Karen to become an artist. Her grandmother had shelved a promising career as a water-colourist to look after a rather demanding husband and two children on an extremely tight budget. Nevertheless she’d managed to keep on painting in the little spare time that she had, and always impressed on Karen the need to keep your dreams alive.
 
   As children, Karen, James and Amanda had spent many summers with Gran while mother and father went to more exotic destinations, dumping the kids with their grandmother. They’d loved the quiet cove with its small sandy beach and the wild dunes and cliffs which rose up behind it. When Karen’s grandfather had finally drunk himself to death, Gran had been able to devote herself to painting and had become a water-colourist of some note locally, selling quite a few of her rather old-fashioned landscapes and Cornish scenes.
 
   As they grew up they went less and less. There’d been school trips abroad and the parents found them more acceptable as travel companions once they had passed through their initial adolescent gawkiness. It had been several years since Karen had been to Trelawney Cove and Gran usually came up for Christmas and other holidays. 
 
   The steward’s voice cut across her thoughts as the tannoy crackled into the carriage. “Tea, coffee, fresh-cut sandwiches, hot snacks, crisps, soft drinks and a selection of wines and spirits are all available in the buffet car situated at the rear of the train between first and standard class seating.” 
 
   “Fresh-cut sandwiches, my arse,” thought Karen as she remembered her last encounter with British railway dining. The advertised hot bacon butty had resembled an ancient sea sponge soaked in fat and stunk of rancid pork. Karen didn’t consider herself a fussy eater, in fact, she’d always been known as a bit of a pig by her friends, although she didn’t seem to put on weight. But even she’d been forced to admit defeat and abandon the thing in its Styrofoam coffin in the bin outside the lavatory, just to get the smell out of the carriage.
 
   “Cup of tea?” asked the young man sitting opposite her who was clearly a surfer with his dyed green hair and Roxy t-shirt, she looked up and saw his surf board wedged in the upper luggage rack. It took Karen a moment to realise he was speaking to her. She had been in a cocoon of her own thoughts since getting on the train. Karen had however noted the interested glances she had been receiving from him and had mentally decided to blank him if he should make a move. Even muffled up in an ancient duffel coat selected to ward off just such overtures, she knew that she still looked quite good: her high cheek bones and clear complexion were always a source of secret satisfaction to her and a source of annoyance to Amanda who suffered from problem skin - dry in parts and greasy in others. Though in the figure stakes, Amanda led by a short neck or rather a full chest. 
 
   “Oh, no. No thank you,” she replied, smiling vaguely out of courtesy. She didn’t feel very hungry anyway and who knew what interminable chat about waves and beaches she would have to endure in exchange for a cup of tea. She had been bored by surfers before. She leant her head against the window and closed her eyes, pretending to sleep. 
 
   Karen remembered how pleased her grandmother had been when she told her that she’d take care of Humphrey and the cottage. Her grandmother promised her that it wouldn’t be a waste of time and sounded rather mysterious but Karen had thought that Gran was just trying to make her feel better about being the one to come down. The rest of the family had been delighted that Karen had agreed to go, albeit reluctantly, and had all been especially nice to her for the rest of the holiday. Karen sceptically put that down to guilt on their part.
 
   The green-haired surfer returned with his tea. He really wasn’t bad looking under that hair and he had lovely strong shoulders and a slim waist, Karen thought. She’d avoided any entanglements with the opposite sex for some time. She found that love affairs and painting just didn’t mix. No sooner did you get involved with someone than they needed help with housing or emotional problems or they simply expected you to cook them a meal. None of her ex-boyfriends had been the least bit competent at any tasks around the house. Karen had also found that they tended to go to pieces over the least set-back and she was left to pick up the emotional pieces. 
 
   Most of her involvements had been with fellow art students, first at Camberwell School of Art and then at the Slade, where she had done her postgraduate degree. Perhaps this accounted for their total inability to cope with life outside of the studio. They all seemed to be looking for mistresses who would cook and clean and go out to work to earn money to pay the bills between shows. She determined very early on that she wasn’t going to end up playing second fiddle to another artist. 
 
   She and her sister Amanda had on-going arguments about marriage. Amanda knew from an early age that she wanted to be a lawyer. She sailed through school and university and eventually into a very good firm of solicitors in the City. Then she met Julian, a fellow solicitor and it wasn’t long before they announced their engagement. They were getting married in June. Amanda had it all worked out. She intended to have two children. She and Julian would take maternity/paternity leave and then return to work. She was one of the most organised people Karen had ever met. 
 
   Sometimes Karen envied her sister’s complete certainty about the future. She certainly had no plans to get married herself. She could not imagine a man who would not only allow her the complete freedom she needed to paint but also not expect her to run around after him taking care of his needs. She knew her mother and Amanda thought that she was selfish but if she were to succeed as a painter, where so few women had, she needed to be unencumbered by selfish men. She knew Amanda didn’t approve of her life which didn’t revolve around mortgages and moving to an area with good schools.
 
   When she got off the train she took a great gulp of the clean air and for the first time in weeks felt that things might be getting better. It did not take long for the cheerful taxi driver to load her bags and canvases into the boot of his rather battered Ford.
 
   As soon as Karen was seated in the sagging back seat with the remainder of her bags and packages he began his mini inquisition. 
 
   “You look happy my love. It’s a long way out to Trelawney Cove, mind you.”
 
   Karen suppressed a smile, it was barely eight miles and on the empty roads it usually took less than ten minutes from the station to the cottage door. But all the Penzance drivers thought that anything outside of Penzance was the Wild West. Karen wondered if he was angling for a larger tip but then decided she was thinking like a Londoner.
 
   “Got friends then?”
 
   Karen thought she would put him out of his misery. “I ‘m going to stay in my grandmother’s house and look after her dog. She’s gone to Australia for her health.”
 
   “Oh yes my sister moved out to Sydney with her husband three years ago now. I’ve been out to see them ...”
 
   Karen leant back and let the sound of his voice wash over her as he described in minute detail his three month visit, his sister’s family, the beer, the scenery, a trip to a koala sanctuary etc. etc. They turned down the long winding road to the Cove. Lights were being turned on in the small cottages as the winter light faded away over the sea. 
 
   “Where now, my love?” the taxi driver asked.
 
   “Turn left at the bottom just beyond the village store and then go all the way to the end. It’s the last cottage on the right before the gates of the big house at the end.”
 
   The driver waited while Karen ran over to the bungalow across the way to collect the keys and a somewhat overexcited Humphrey. Mrs Pengelly insisted on accompanying Karen back to the taxi and then into the house, talking all the time about this and that. Karen tried to reassure her that she knew where all the switches for the lights and boilers were but it took a good quarter of an hour before she could finally usher Mrs Pengelly back out of the door and into the night. 
 
   Karen shut the door behind her and breathed a sigh of relief. “Well Humphrey I don’t know about you but I could do with some dinner. Let’s see what Gran left in the fridge for us.”
 
   Humphrey wagged his wiry white tail and followed her happily into the bright yellow kitchen. The Aga was lit - Thank you, Mrs Pengelly, thought Karen, as she warmed her hands above its comforting bulk. The fridge was packed and suddenly Karen felt hungry. What to have? There was a nice shiny casserole dish with a label saying ‘first night’s stew’ and tucked behind it was a brown pottery bowl covered with foil and a label saying ‘sweets for the sweet’. Karen peeked inside - creamy rice pudding with raisins and nutmeg. The same meal Gran had always given them on their first night in Cornwall for the summer holidays. Humphrey gave a reproving woof. 
 
   “Oh, Humphrey, I’m sorry. I haven’t forgotten you.” Humphrey was almost ten years old now, he was a wiry Jack Russell cross with a piratical black patch over one eye. She opened the cupboard and took down one of Humphrey’s dinners, filled his water and then turned her attention once again to her own meal.
 
   While it warmed Humphrey, happy at last, settled himself into his basket next to the stove, Karen opened the letter her grandmother had left for her:
 
    
 
   My dear Karen,
 
    
 
   Thank you again for coming. I hope you have recovered from Mrs Pengelly - she does mean well, I think. I have left food in the fridge and some more in the freezer in the store room. All the bills are paid by Direct Debit so you needn’t worry about that. Mr Carthew, my bank manager, whom you know, has instructions to cash cheques drawn on my account weekly for your expenses. The mini is in my garage and Sean up at the garage on the main road will take care of any problems and bill me later.
 
    
 
   You may remember from long ago the neighbour up at the ‘big house’, Adam Chancellor. When my dear friend, Adele, died, she left her house to her grandson, Adam. He is quite special, I think, and if you need a man for something I am sure he is the one!! Of course, when you knew him, Adam that is, he was just a boy, a little older than you. He may have babysat all of you on one occasion. Rather a serious lad, I think you found him. 
 
    
 
   Love, 
 
   Your old Gran
 
    
 
   Karen smiled. She was sure she would not need a man for anything but if she did it certainly wouldn’t be Adam Chancellor. She remembered him very well indeed. In fact certain scenes were engraved on her memory. Gran was right he had babysat for them but that was not her only encounter with that ‘rather serious lad’.
 
   She managed, surprisingly, to eat not only the delicious stew but to leave only a tiny bit of rice pudding in the bottom of the bowl for a rather disappointed Humphrey. Gran had always insisted on gallons of hot water for baths so Karen steamed off the last traces of London before slipping into the crisp lavender-scented sheets under the faded old-fashioned patchwork quilt she had always loved. Humphrey stood next to the bed looking up at her with soulful black eyes.
 
   “Okay, Humphrey,” she patted the bed and the little dog jumped up and curled up happily next to her feet. It had been a long day and though she was physically tired she was not sleepy. The trip plus the reckless sexual encounter kept her mind racing. She felt almost excited just as she had when she was a little girl on her first night in the cottage. She sat back in bed and looked out the window. She could see the lights on up at the house behind. It was the Chancellor house.
 
   Memories of Adam Chancellor came flooding back. He had been the bossy boy who had confiscated the fudge Amanda and she had been making in the kitchen. She remembered it quite clearly. James and Adam had been playing chess in the sitting room and she and Amanda had been happily heating butter and sugar on the Aga. Admittedly the sugar had turned rather brown and smoky and Amanda had been squeaking but there had been no need to march in and take the pot and run it under the cold tap. What’s more he had delivered a lecture on safety and cooking with sugar to the two sulky girls! No, he had certainly not been a favourite then. 
 
   She also remembered Adele, her grandmother’s best friend for many years singing the praises of her grandson. Adam was always rescuing seabirds that had gotten into trouble or finding other stray creatures to look after. In fact, he had often been held up as a shining example to them. He had been quite a good-looking boy. Rather thin and weedy though quite tall.
 
   Later they had had to listen to endless stories of Adam’s academic success first in GCSEs, twelve grade As at least. As if that hadn’t been enough, there had been five equally brilliant A levels and entry to Oxford. It had become something of a family joke, measuring up to Adam, as they were always being exhorted to follow his shining example. They had not seen much of him in his high school years but when he went to university he took to coming down during the summers with various friends.
 
   This was the Adam that Karen remembered particularly well. He had grown into a tall, broad-shouldered, young man with a shock of brown curly hair. He was always beautifully tanned and Karen and Amanda would often watch him with his friends when they went surfing down in the Cove. At fourteen Karen was just becoming interested in boys and she had developed a crush on their erstwhile baby-sitter. He, of course, seemed to take no notice them. They were, after all, only schoolgirls.
 
    
 
   That summer that she had first fallen in love had been long and one of the hottest on record. She had spent much time mooning around hoping that he would notice her. She and Amanda had attracted some boys of about their own age and Amanda was enjoying a minor romance with the son of the store owners. Karen hated the way she towered over all the boys her age. She was already close to five foot eight and very slender. She also found that she had nothing to talk to them about as she could not be bothered with football or cars which seemed to be their chief interests in life.
 
   She had felt sure that if she could only spend some time with Adam and his friends they would soon find out how mature she was for her age. The big event of the summer was the final disco at the Trelawney Hotel which was on the last Saturday night before the end of the school holiday. Amanda had been looking forward to it for ages as she had no fears of ending up as a wallflower. Karen had been less sure that she wanted to stand around looking awkward without a partner. So often she had ended up spending half the evening in the ladies or loitering somewhere pretending to be nonchalant.
 
   However, Amanda had begged her to come as their grandmother had not been keen on them going out at night alone. She could still remember what she had been wearing that night. She had been brown as a berry after the summer on the beach and she had been longing to wear a very simple white cotton sundress with thin straps and embroidered flowers around the neckline. She had surprised herself when she looked in the mirror. She looked much older than her fourteen years and quite glamorous. James, her brother, had even been moved to give an admiring wolf whistle. She had not needed stockings or tights but had worn her favourite strappy Italian sandals which showed off her long brown bare legs. Gran had given her a rather worried look and had told James to be sure to escort his sisters home at the end of the disco.
 
   The dance had started off much as usual: girls on one side of the room, gangs of boys on the other. The boys had spent a lot of the early part of the evening going in and out, presumably drinking in the hotel garden. Karen had found herself more popular than she had expected. In fact, she had not had to hide away in the ladies’ loo at all. The evening must have been half gone when she had seen Adam and a couple of his friends come in the main hotel door. She had wondered whether they were going to the bar or coming to the disco.
 
   She had been standing looking out at the beach through one of the big bay windows when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She swung round to come face to face with Adam Chancellor. He said hello and asked if she remembered him. Of course she did. She was surprised that he even knew her name. He asked her to dance and she had been disappointed when after a quick dance he left her and disappeared again. Towards the end of the night he reappeared, just when the lights were dimmed and the music slow and smoochy.
 
   He came back and simply held out a hand to her. They danced cheek to cheek with his arms wrapped around her. He didn’t say much. Karen had been in seventh heaven. He was even more gorgeous close up. He was so much taller than she was that for the first time she had felt really comfortable dancing.
 
   When the music stopped he took her hand and led her through the crowd, out of the French windows, down the steps and into the hotel garden. The night air was fragrant with honeysuckle and the palm trees were silhouetted against the night sky, it had seemed to Karen as glamorous a place as any she had seen in films. Then he bent his head and kissed her, a soft warm searching kiss. Her whole being had thrilled to his touch and she was embarrassed at how flushed she’d got, and wondered if he noticed. Then, just as suddenly as he’d begun he pushed her away and she could still remember the exact words he’d said:
 
   “I’m sorry, Karen, you’re far too young. I don’t know what I was thinking about. You’re looking very beautiful tonight and I forgot how old you are.”
 
   Without further ado he led her back inside, bought her a soft drink, deposited her on a chair, and walked off. She hadn’t seen him since that evening but the memory still hurt. How had he dared to dump her so unceremoniously? She’d felt humiliated and embarrassed although now when she thought about it she realised he had behaved quite decently, though somehow, at fourteen, it had not seemed that way. 
 
   Karen found that she was growing sleepy remembering that heady summer. Humphrey had been snoring gentle doggy snores for some time now. Her last thought before she fell asleep was that she wouldn’t be running after Adam Chancellor this time.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc355967142]CHAPTER TWO 
 
   Karen woke up feeling different. For a moment she was disoriented and then she remembered where she was. The fresh sea air had made her sleep more deeply than she usually slept in London and her dreams had been incredibly intense. She looked over at the bedside clock and saw that it was almost eight o’clock. She must let Humphrey out.
 
   She slipped on the ancient pink candlewick robe that she’d had since she was a teenager and a pair of equally battered old slippers and trundled down the stairs, Humphrey eagerly following at her heels. She opened the front door noticing that she hadn’t bolted it overnight. What a change from London and the chains and safety bolts. She followed Humphrey into the garden. Although it was January, they had obviously not had a hard frost down here and there were still a few hardy purple and white rock daisies. The roar of the surf competed with the chattering of the starlings who were fighting over a clump of ground ivy berries.
 
   The cottage stood square in its garden of just over an acre facing down towards the sea. The gate at the front of the garden opened on to the path leading down to the beach. The garden was hidden from its neighbours by tall Escalonia hedges and two rows of very productive apple trees at the back sheltered the cottage from the road. The white-gated driveway wound down from the road to the garage at the side of the cottage. The cottage itself was late eighteenth century but had been expanded and improved many times. Her grandmother’s light and spacious studio was above the garage.
 
   Karen watched as Humphrey chased off the greedy starlings and then, feeling the chill of the morning despite the pale winter sunlight she wrapped her gown closer around her slender waist and hurried back into the cosy kitchen. Suddenly the thought of fresh hot coffee was terribly tempting and she set about grinding some of the coffee beans from the fridge. Soon the kitchen was filled with the heady aroma of fresh perked coffee and farmhouse bread toasting under the grill. Karen opened a jar of blackberry jam neatly identified with her grandmother’s hand-painted label.
 
   She was halfway through her third slice of buttery toast when there was a knock at the back door. Probably Mrs Pengelly she thought, hastily running her hand through her uncombed hair as she opened the door.
 
   “Oh, hello...” she realised that the figure before her was certainly not Mrs Pengelly. Not unless Mrs Pengelly had turned overnight into a very tall, very good-looking man. At the same time she also realised that her pink candlewick dressing gown had seen better days and had a large blob of blackberry jam clinging to her right breast. Humphrey saved the day by rushing around the side of the house barking furiously and launching himself at the man’s trouser leg. Karen realised that Humphrey was not attacking this man, but greeting him rapturously. She also realised that she knew who he was.
 
   “Humphrey! No!” she shouted, lunging for the little dog. 
 
   “Humphrey, down!” said the man firmly and calmly.
 
   Humphrey immediately sat down, his tail still wagging defiantly and thumping the ground behind him.
 
   “I’m awfully sorry,” stammered Karen. She felt strangely shy of this new grown-up Adam. “I hope he hasn’t muddied your trousers.”
 
   “Don’t worry. Humphrey and I are old friends and what’s a little mud between friends. I’m Adam Chancellor from next door and you’re quite obviously Karen. I just wanted to check and see that you had arrived safely and hadn’t fallen into Mrs Pengelly’s clutches.”
 
   “Yes. I mean no. I mean yes and no.” Karen took a closer look at her visitor and neighbour; at least six foot two, the same shock of dark curly hair, a pair of very bright intelligent blue eyes, and a firm mouth. If anything he was better looking than he’d been at twenty one. She realised that he was giving her a fairly assessing look himself.
 
   “If you don’t need anything, I won’t keep you. You’ve obviously just got up. Good-bye Humphrey.”
 
   Karen ushered Humphrey into the cottage and closed the door. Should she have offered him some coffee, she wondered. She felt vaguely irritated by his casual allusion to her state of dress. "Obviously just got up", indeed! He was as dismissive as he’d always been. This time though she wasn’t going to fall for his arrogant good looks. But she had to admit to herself that he was a very attractive man and his off-hand manner piqued her interest. She looked at herself in the little mirror and laughed. What a state - hair and jam and mothy old candlewick - hardly a tempting prospect for any man. Not that she wanted a man or indeed Mr Adam Chancellor. Just use them for their bodies and keep away from emotional attachment. The thought of using Adam for anything made her laugh. Perhaps if she tied him up and gagged hid disdainful mouth, now that was a thought, but he didn’t exactly seem the submissive type.
 
   Karen did a hasty clean-up on the dishes and put the butter and jam back in the fridge. She looked thoughtfully at the Aga, keeping it maintained was a rather daunting prospect. She wondered if her grandmother’s cleaner would be coming in for her weekly visit. Almost as she thought it she spotted a note on the cork-board:
 
   Darling Karen, forgot to mention Mrs Maybury will be coming in on Thursdays as usual. She keeps the Aga alive and cooking. Love Gran.
 
    
 
   She wasn’t really in the mood for painting that morning though if she was to be ready for the show in April she must keep up the pace. She felt like long walk on the beach with Humphrey but decided that if she knuckled down and did some painting she would reward herself with a walk later in the day. It was a while since she had been in her grandmother’s studio. Perhaps the light and the view would inspire her.
 
   She made her way across to the garage and up the rickety iron stairs that led to the studio above. The studio not only had skylights but a wall of windows overlooking the sea. It had a simple wideboard pine floor much splashed with paint. It was heated by an old-fashioned wood burning stove in the centre. It was unlit now and the room was chilly. Karen set about making a fire at once. The wood was dry and soon she could feel the difference. She went back to the house for her drawing materials and had to make a second trip for her oil paints and canvasses.
 
   The view was irresistible and she sat drawing and sketching the garden and the Cove beyond it for two hours. She also, using her grandmother’s paints, managed a rather pretty water colour of the cliff in a similar style to her grandmother’s which she was quite pleased with. She rarely did landscapes but the view from the window was breath-taking: the cliffs with the morning sunlight catching the burnt umber tones of the dead bracken contrasting with the poison green of the wild ivy. The sea was the palest of blues and the sand almost white.
 
   Humphrey, however was not so impressed with the view. After all he saw it every day. He wanted to be out there enjoying the rabbits and foxes in the bracken. He sat on the window seat looking over at Karen reproachfully, his shiny black eyes full of longing. He whined softly, jumped down and went over to the door and pawed it gently.
 
   “Oh, all right Humphrey. I give in. You win.”
 
   Humphrey jumped up and down, barking with his victory. Karen went back to the cottage and grabbed her windbreaker and a knitted hat from the back hallway and checked to see that her purse was in her pocket. She made her way down the sandy road which was bounded by the lush overgrown gardens of the other cottages to the village shop. Humphrey bounced along happily at her heels. She greeted a couple of older ladies who looked vaguely familiar. She thought that she would get something for her lunch at the shop then she could go for a really long walk on the coastal path. The exercise would clear her head.
 
   Sandy and Roger who had run the shop for years were delighted to see Karen. They asked after her family and said they were glad that her grandmother had been able to get away to Australia to see her son. Had Karen heard from her yet? Karen realised how long it was since she had seen them. She asked after their son, Brian, who had dated Amanda all those years ago. Apparently, he was married now and living in Penzance where he had his own thriving pasty shop which he was hoping to franchise nationwide. He also had four sons. Karen was shattered to think that the jolly young boy she had known was now a father and entrepreneur. They asked if Amanda was coming down and it was obvious that they remembered that their son had liked her sister.
 
   She bought one of Sandy’s delicious smelling home-made pasties, a bar of chocolate (to share with Humphrey) and a bottle of water.
 
   “If you’re going along the cliff path, be mindful of the erosion. It’s been something chronic this last autumn and a couple of them Christmas walkers hurt themselves falling off the edge,” Roger said.
 
   “Yes, you take care my love,” chimed in Sandy, slipping an extra bar of chocolate into Karen’s bag.
 
   Karen made her way down to the sandy beach and headed towards the rocks at the far end and the beginning of the coastal path. It really was a beautiful day and so mild compared with the bitter London weather. 
 
   She tossed a few sticks for Humphrey, who was racing up and down the beach greeting the other dogs and their walkers whom he obviously knew. Many of them waved cheerfully at Karen, recognising Humphrey as a local. The path up the cliff was fairly slippery and Karen was glad of her sturdy boots, the ones her mother had said were un-feminine. She found them very practical for painting as she often had to cut wood for her stretcher frames and the heavy leather protected her feet. They also doubled as walking and hiking boots as they had good rubber soles.
 
   There were rabbit holes everywhere and the brambles were beginning to snake across the path in parts, catching at her trousers. She could tell that the normal numbers of walkers hadn’t been along for many weeks. Karen stopped to try and pick some of the headily scented yellow gorse flowers from their spiky stems. It always astonished her that they smelled of the tropics, they looked so ordinary. She thought she might walk to Gull Cove - around the next headland. It was a longish walk but they had always loved the tiny beach accessible only by a rope ladder. 
 
   It took longer than Karen remembered but at last she reached the cove. She was quite tired by the unaccustomed exercise. The rope ladder was still there but the tide was high and the waves splashed up against the rocks. On her own it suddenly seemed a frightening proposition and the ladder looked a bit green and slippery. So she found a nice flat rock overlooking the edge and settled down to share her lunch with Humphrey. She was very hungry and it must be well past lunchtime, much later than she first thought. Karen never wore a watch, a habit which irritated the men she dated.
 
   The sun was sinking lower and lower over the sea and a cold wind had sprung up, she was sorry she hadn’t brought a warmer coat as well as her gloves. She could see the wind on the water whipping up white waves. The sky was quite black on the horizon. She knew that she would have to hurry home if she was to avoid the bad weather that was approaching fast.
 
   Karen shivered as she turned into the wind and headed back the way she had come. The bracken didn’t seem so appealing and the gorse flowers were closing up for the night. She had to step more carefully now as the path looked darker and the rabbit holes were harder to see and even her sturdy boots could find little purchase in the mud. She remembered that January days often started pleasantly but frequently ended in fog or rain. Her grandmother used to say that January was a good month for honeymooners with the long evenings best spent indoors in front of a roaring fire. 
 
   Karen wished she had thought of this before she had started or that she had paid more attention to Roger and Sandy’s kindly warnings. It began to rain, at first a light misty sort of drizzle and then big black drops pelting down. Karen stopped to struggle with the not-so-handy zipper arrangement on the back of her collar and finally managed to pull her hood up. She looked around for Humphrey but the little dog was gone. Karen felt a moment of panic as she called and whistled. No sign of Humphrey. What on earth would she tell her grandmother if she lost him? Then she remembered that he hated rain and had often run home before in a storm. 
 
   She felt abandoned and strangely frightened, by herself in the fading light alone on the cliff. Karen thought about heading inland across the fields and then decided it would be faster and safer to stay on the more familiar path back to her own beach. She bent her head down to keep the rain from blinding her and continued along the path. It felt like she had been walking for hours, but it could only have been half an hour since Humphrey had callously deserted her. ‘typical male behaviour,” she fumed, “runs off when the going gets tough.”
 
   The sky grew blacker and blacker. The bushes lost their definition and started to become looming shapes in the dusk. She could hear rustling and scurrying sounds in the undergrowth. A shiver ran down Karen’s spine. Every horror movie she had ever watched came back to haunt her; every scene with a woman alone, in the dark, with someone lurking, waiting for the right moment to pounce. Karen quickened her pace despite the increasingly muddy conditions. 
 
   Suddenly, a tall dark shape appeared in front of her. Karen stopped. Heart pounding, pulse racing. She could scarcely breathe. Who? .... Then she realised the shape wasn’t moving. She laughed out loud. It was the standing stone which marked the beginning of the path back down towards the beach in Trelawney Cove. She could even see the flicker of house lights on the far side of the beach. Damn her over-active imagination! Her down to earth family always poked fun at Karen’s "what if’s" and her elaborate make-believe stories. Only her grandmother had seen any merit and encouraged her creative nature. This had nurtured the special relationship between the two.
 
   Karen had only just got her breath back when she became aware of a torch light sweeping across the bottom of the path below her. A familiar figure bounded up to her. “Humphrey, you little rat. Where have you been?” shouted Karen. Humphrey barked excitedly.
 
   The beam of light came up and caught her in the face. She was blinded and held her hand up to shield her eyes. 
 
   A deep familiar voice came through the darkness, “It’s only me, Adam.” The light dropped and came up again as he shone it on his own face to reassure her. “Humphrey turned up at the shop while I was there. Roger and Sandy said you were heading for the coastal path. They were rather concerned as some of the walkers have been throwing themselves down the cliffs, breaking arms and legs. So I thought I had better make sure you weren’t lost or lying at the bottom of a gully with a broken leg. What would I have said to your grandmother?”
 
   He was a dramatic figure; a broad brimmed barbour hat glistened with rain and his shoulders look immense under the dark rain poncho. All at once it was too much for Karen, the rain, the dark, her fear, his sudden kindness, tears rained down her cheeks and choked her voice as she stammered out her thanks. With one stride he had his arm around her shoulders.
 
   “There, there. It’s not that bad. It’s not the cleverest thing to come out without a torch. Or without telling people where you’re going.” He looked down at her sodden windbreaker, “Or for that matter without being properly dressed for the weather. You are soaked. Let’s get you home and warm.” Adam gently took Karen’s hand and shining the torch ahead of him lead her down to the beach below. Once on the relative safety of the firm wet sand he slipped his arm around her waist, “Lean on me,” he said, “we’ll get you home as soon as possible.”
 
   Karen wondered what she was doing letting him take charge of her again in this way. But it felt so right. Somehow Adam made it seem the only way. This was a new experience for Karen, she usually found that she had to be the strong one in relationships, picking up the pieces, putting things right. It did feel odd to lean on someone else for a change even if it was Adam who she had vowed to keep out of her life. Adam’s arm felt warm and comforting around her. 
 
   The first thing Adam did upon entering the cottage was to remove Karen’s coat and sit her in a chair next to the Aga. She heard him go upstairs and then the sound of water running into the bath. He came downstairs again, bending his head slightly as he came through the doorway into the kitchen. He made even the roomy kitchen seem smaller. 
 
   “I’ve run you a bath. Now go upstairs and have a good soak while I get some supper together and feed the traitorous Humphrey. Off you go.”
 
   Karen could only acquiesce, so much for her fantasies of making him her sex slave! The thought of a hot bath was terribly appealing after the cold. The smell of wild rose bubble bath came drifting down the stairs as Karen made her way wearily up to the bathroom. Once in the steamy room she stripped of her muddy and wet clothes and slipped gratefully into the scented foam. Thank goodness her grandmother had had the good sense to hang on to the huge old iron claw-footed bath. It was so much more spacious than the modern ones and Karen stretched out her long legs gratefully.
 
   As she lay soaking, it occurred to her that she was becoming involved once again with Adam. Then she said to herself, it’s only this one occasion. She promised herself that she would take good care not to get into a similar sort of mess again. She was not the sort of person who needed rescuing. On the contrary, she was normally extremely competent. This, however, was not her home ground. No wonder she was at a disadvantage. Her legs and hands were starting to pucker - time to get out. What on earth was Adam doing while she lingered in the tub? She half suspected he was going to join her, but there was no sign of him, perhaps he wasn’t really into women.
 
   Wrapping herself in a large fluffy towel Karen hunted through her things for some warm and respectable clothes. She wasn’t going to be seen in her ratty old pink candlewick again. The answer to what Adam had been up to reached her. The mouth-watering smell of frying bacon came wafting up the stairs. The pasty was a long time ago. She slipped a creamy chenille jumper, an extravagant gift from her mother, over her head and pulled on a pair of skinny leggings. Chunky Icelandic slipper socks completed the cosy outfit. 
 
   Karen looked at herself in the mirror and was pleased to see that her cheeks were pink and rosy from the cold and her eyes were bright. She ran a comb through her damp hair. Luckily her shoulder-length hair seldom needed more than a simple cut to keep it looking chic, much to the envy of her sister, Amanda who was cursed with wiry mouse-coloured hair which needed seeing to by a hairdresser every two weeks to keep it looking smart for her City job. Indeed, her shiny straight brown hair had caused much joking about her being a foundling in a family of fair curly-haired people.
 
   Karen came slowly down the stairs. She felt suddenly shy, realising she hardly knew the man who was cooking supper for her in the kitchen. She had known, briefly, the boy but the man was, she thought, far more formidable. She poked her head around the door. He was standing by the stove with his back to her. He turned at once, a smile lit his face transforming his rather severe expression and crinkling up his eyes. She could not help but smile in return.
 
   “Scrambled eggs and bacon - do for you? It’s one of my favourite suppers. It’s a little early to eat, but it’s one of the best ways to fight off a chill. Now, what about a drink? As I recall, I think your grandmother and I enjoyed a rather nice French brandy over the New Year. Would you like it in your cocoa or on the side? I, myself, am having a large one in my cocoa.” 
 
   “It may be early for supper,” said Karen, “But it has been a long time since I ate my pasty. I’ll have my cocoa plain for starters, I think. My bath has made me very thirsty.”
 
   He had set the table with a cheerful red and white checked tablecloth and her grandmother’s old blue and white china which Karen had always loved because of the dark cobalt blue of the rim. Karen realised that he must have spent quite a bit of time here to be so familiar with her grandmother’s things.
 
   They tucked into big plates of scrambled egg, bacon and fried tomato done just the way Karen liked them best; crispy bacon and creamy, moist egg. He poured them steaming mugs of cocoa. It was a few moments as they munched hungrily before either one was able to speak and then they both spoke at once.
 
   “I hear you have --” he began.
 
   “What do you--” she started.
 
   “You first,” she laughed.
 
   He began again, “Your grandmother tells me you have a show coming up in April.”
 
   “Yes, it’s a joint show with two other painters who were at the Slade with me. Now my turn. Gran said you were writing but I must confess I haven’t read any of your books. Yet. I am planning to one of these days. I thought you were travelling round the Amazon jungles, last I heard. What on earth are you doing in the wilds of Cornwall?”
 
   It was Adam’s turn to laugh. “This is a very civilised part of the world compared to some of the places I’ve been. However, I’m trying my hand at something new at the moment and I’m struggling with my first novel at the moment. I’m still living on the royalties from my travel books and they’re making a film out of my last book right now. But until I get over a mild case of writer’s block I seem to have ended up as a semi-professional hill-walker.”
 
   “So have you given up travel writing altogether?” Karen asked.
 
   “No, I’m just tired of travel. I’ve been everywhere, done everything, even though that sounds a bit conceited. The growth of the adventure holiday means everywhere is crowded with backpackers and bloggers. The magic, or something, has gone out of it. There doesn’t seem to be a need for travel writing.”
 
   “I understand what you’re going through,” replied Karen thoughtfully. “I’ve been having a pretty blue period myself. Not in the sense of Picasso’s blue period, more of a tedious grey nothing sort of period.” She stopped for a moment. “I usually paint figures from life but I seem to have got into a rut. I’m thinking of making a new series of paintings based on old family photographs. But I’m not sure yet where I’m going with it all.
 
   He looked at her, seeing the strain around her eyes and mouth.
 
   “Anyway, the fog seems to be lifting. I managed to scrape up some enthusiasm this morning before my disastrous cliff walk and made a few sketches in Gran’s studio.”
 
   “I’d love to see your work sometime. Now, how about some pudding?” Adam had found some ice cream in the freezer. After they had made light work of the tub he said, “You look rather tired, it’s time you were in bed and for me to have a bash at the typewriter. I know I know it’s antediluvian, but I still use one, can’t stand computers. I’m going to follow your example and try harder to create.” He filled a hot water bottle for Karen from the kettle on the stove and she accompanied him to the door. Humphrey popped out for a last walk around the garden. She expected him to kiss her and then try to drag into her bed, instead he just gave her a half-hearted wave. He would make a good wife, but didn’t seem to exactly over-sexed. The guys she met in London would at least make a pass at her, even if they were often a bit nerdy.
 
   As Karen cuddled up to the hot water bottle that she was glad Adam had insisted on filling, she mused sleepily over the miserable walk and the surprisingly enjoyable end to what could have been a potentially dangerous expedition on her part. How could she have been so stupid to forget all the rules of coastal path walking?
 
   Adam was unfortunately as attractive as he had been when she had fallen for him at fourteen. He was also plain nice. Nice, what an inadequate word that was. She found him restful to be with like an old friend. He was not like an old friend: old friends didn’t invoke these unwanted physical reactions from her. It was funny they had always thought he was rather bossy and conceited. Reliable but not bossy. He was surprisingly unassuming. If they were making a film from his book, he must be quite famous. Still he was probably an incredibly repressed Englishman who she would have to tie down and ravish. But he was very good looking by torchlight in a rather Heathcliff-y sort of way, plucking her from the moors well, cliffs. With this comforting vision still in her head Karen drifted into sleep.
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   By Wednesday, Karen had established a routine of painting and dog walks. She realised that if Mrs Maybury, the cleaner, was not to be appalled by her untidiness she had better clean up some of her mess. She ran upstairs to her cosy bedroom and made the bed properly for the first time since she had arrived, hospital corners and all. Even her fussy mother would have been impressed. Then she decided to tackle the unwieldy mountain of clothing in the corner which had mushroomed out of her neatly packed suitcase.
 
   Humphrey sat on the bed, watching with interest as Karen folded her jumpers and stacked them away in the bottom drawer of the beautiful old mahogany chest. Not much more up here, she thought, she should do the kitchen next.
 
   Satisfied that the bedroom was moderately acceptable, Karen hung her towel on the rail in the bathroom and arranged her modest collection of toiletries on the shelf in the medicine cabinet. She looked down at the not-so clean floor and realised how much she hated housework. Not that she didn’t appreciate a clean home, it was just so much nicer when someone else did it. She had been so involved in her painting she had done nothing but make simple meals for herself.
 
   The doorbell rang. Karen, grateful to be relieved of her boring task, went down to see who her rescuer was. She half hoped it would be Adam. She hadn’t seen him since Sunday though she’d seen the lights of his house from her bedroom window. Humphrey was already barking furiously at the door as Karen opened it to see the agitated figure of Mrs Pengelly.
 
   “Hello,” said Karen, smiling in her usual friendly fashion although Mrs Pengelly was well-known as a trouble maker and not one of Karen’s favourite people. 
 
   “Karen, said Mrs Pengelly, wasting no time with greetings. “You’ve been feeding them again haven’t you? This really must stop!”
 
   “Who?” asked Karen. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t seen anyone since Sunday, never mind fed them.”
 
   “Not who. What,” replied Mrs Pengelly firmly. “The flying rats. Those filthy seagulls. You’ve been feeding the seagulls. They’ve been overhead all morning. They were flying about over the houses all yesterday and the day before. Screaming and carrying on. Tomorrow is bin day and I don’t want those gulls opening up the bags and spreading the rubbish around.”
 
   Karen counted to ten and then tried to placate the irate woman. “I haven’t been feeding the gulls, Mrs Pengelly. Really, I haven’t. Take a look at the lawn. See ... no scraps, no mess. But thank you for reminding me about the rubbish.”
 
   Mrs Pengelly humphed disbelievingly, “Well, if you say so.” She turned and stomped her way disagreeably back up the path to the road.
 
   Karen shut the door behind her and giggled. “Well Humphrey, we’d better go give some scraps to those birds. What a miserable old cow.” At least her other neighbour was pleasanter. In fact she rather hoped she might bump into him. Just then the telephone rang and her first thought was that it might be Adam.
 
   “Hello,” said a friendly male voice. ‘Mrs Trevean, Nick Farmer here.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. Gran, Mrs Trevean, is away at the moment. Can I help you?”
 
   “Oh right, Mrs Trevean asked me to call in the New Year about her house sale. I’m supposed to come out to take the details with a view to going to market in the spring.”
 
   “Shit… I mean oh dear,” said Karen, shocked at the prospect of her grandmother selling what she thought of as their cottage. “My grandmother has gone to Australia for around six weeks. She didn’t mention anything about selling. I’m not sure what to do.”
 
   “Well, you could let me come and measure up and do the survey. It is all free and then we won’t waste any time.” He replied smoothly. “Then when you speak to Mrs Trevean you can find out when exactly she wants to put it on the market. This way we’re ready to go when she is.”
 
   “I suppose. I suppose that might be all right.” Karen said reluctantly, thinking that at least she had done some of the tidying.
 
   “Excellent, excellent. I’ll be over at about twelve if that’s okay with you. I have another house in Trelawney Cove to look at. See you then.”
 
   Karen put the phone down. Ugh, estate agents made you feel dirty, not in a good way. Just what she didn’t feel like doing showing some slick salesman around. What the hell was her grandmother thinking about? Surely she didn’t want to sell her lovely cottage. Where would she go? What would she do? Perhaps she was thinking of staying in Australia. Karen hoped not, she would miss her dreadfully and, selfishly, coming here to the cottage which was like another home.
 
   Karen went into the kitchen and looked around. She was going to need the entire hour to put it to rights before the estate agent arrived. It wasn’t that she cared how it looked herself but she felt obliged not to let her grandmother down by showing the agent a dirty kitchen. They were often notorious gossips.
 
   She switched on the radio which was tuned to Classic FM playing a requiem, a suitable theme for housework, she thought. She set to work on the pile of dishes in the sink. She didn’t remember using this many plates in the first place. Perhaps she would invest in a packet of paper plates. 
 
   Damp and slightly grumpy from her excess of housework Karen filled a bucket and launched herself at the task of mopping the yellow and white chequered floor tiles. Humphrey had not been wiping his paws and his table manners left much to be desired. There were bits of biscuit and globs of meat glued to the floor. She would have to have words with him. He was lying sadly in his basket having lost all hope of a walk. By five to twelve the kitchen was almost as clean as the day she arrived and she had even managed to quickly dust the sitting room - at least where it showed. 
 
   Karen was, despite herself, quite pleasantly surprised when she opened the door a few minutes later to a well-dressed young man with floppy blond hair and a broad smile.
 
   “Hello. I’m Nick Farmer from Sheriffs. We spoke earlier on the phone. Here’s my card. You must be...” he hesitated slightly, ‘miss Trevean?.”
 
   “No, not quite. I am her granddaughter but I’m a Packer, Karen Packer.”
 
   “Right, a Packer. Well please call me Nick. And Karen, who is this little Rottweiler?” he asked, looking down at Humphrey who was standing next to Karen snarling at Nick unpleasantly, his short fur standing on end in obvious dislike.
 
   “Humphrey, do be quiet. Or go and sit in your basket,” said Karen shooing the indignant dog back into the house. “Come in.”  
 
    “Thank you, Karen,” he said, he really did like using her first name.
 
   Nick followed Karen into the hallway. She could see him sizing up the condition of the walls and the floors. It was not a pleasant feeling. She had always hated selling houses, it was like your whole life was on display. When they had sold their family house, many years ago, they had all had a thoroughly miserable summer keeping their rooms spotless. They had ended up with a much nicer house, the one Karen’s parents still lived in. But this man brought back the unpleasant memory.
 
   “Shall we start upstairs Karen?” he asked. “I’ve got my magic measurer. It’s not quite as accurate as a tape measure but it’s twice as easy and much more fun.”
 
   Karen stepped to one side and followed as he started up the stairs. He ran his hand over the smooth oak banister. “What beautiful wood. It makes a change from knotty pine.” He paused to look at some of her grandmother’s watercolours of the Cove which lined the stairwell.
 
   “I have an Iris Trevean of my own,” he said. “It’s a wonderful view of St Michael’s Mount. It’s hanging over my bed. Have you seen it Karen?”
 
   “Your bed? I don’t think so” replied Karen, mischievously. Karen began to warm to him slightly. Artists always have a soft spot for people who buy paintings.
 
   Nick turned to look at her and seeing the glint in her eye, laughed.
 
   “No, seriously Karen,” said Nick. “You must come and see it some time. As well as the rest of my small collection of original art.”
 
   “Where do you live Nick? In Penzance?” The first name thing was contagious.
 
   “No that’s just where our offices are. I live in Marazion in a two-up, two-down clinging to the side of the hill with a brilliant view of the Mount. What about you Karen? I haven’t seen you around before. You’re not local, are you?”
 
   ‘my family lives near Sevenoaks and I live in London most of the time.”
 
   They continued their light banter as Nick swiftly measured the bedrooms, the bathroom and poked his head up into the loft. Once downstairs he measured the living room and kitchen.
 
   “Mmm,” he said warming his hands above the Aga. “This must make a mean cup of tea.” 
 
   Karen had to laugh, she could take a hint. Especially one that obvious. “I guess you’re being subtle again. Would you perhaps like a cup of tea or coffee?”
 
   “Oh yes Karen,” he exclaimed, feigning surprise. “That would be great. I’d kill for a coffee, but I still have to measure the garden...”
 
   “No problem,” replied Karen. “You go do the garden and I will fish out the cafetiere and grind some coffee. Unless you’d prefer instant?”
 
   “No, no. Fresh coffee would be infinitely preferable. Most people I visit give me half a teaspoon of floor sweepings from the factory floor in a pint of milky water and call it coffee. Not that I’m not grateful. Back in a mo.” 
 
   Karen put the steaming cafetiere on the table to let the coffee steep and rummaged through the cupboard for the packet of chocolate biscuits she’d seen in there the other day.
 
   Nick came back in, wiping his feet carefully on the mat.
 
   “I wish you could teach Humphrey to do that,” joked Karen.
 
   “Wipe his feet or measure the garden,” countered Nick.
 
   “Wipe his paws first and then if you could train him up to measure gardens and be an estate agent, we could send him out to earn a living and we’d never have to work again.” Karen giggled, “I’m not sure he’s got all the necessary social skills and he might need a suit and tie too.”
 
   Nick laughed. “You’re not saying what I do is a dog’s life. So what is it you do for a living, Karen, that’s so awful you want to send innocent little doggies out to work.”
 
   “Actually I love what I do. I paint.”
 
   “Like your grandmother?”
 
   “No. Not exactly. I’m more a figure painter. I paint in oils.” Karen was always reticent about her work, especially with people she barely knew. She poured them each a cup of coffee and offered him a biscuit.
 
   “I’ve got a great idea Karen,” Nick said, helping himself to milk and a biscuit. ‘my brother-in-law owns a gallery and they’re doing a retrospective of five well-known Cornish landscape artists. I don’t know if it’s your sort of thing. But, I’d love you to come to the opening on Saturday. There will be loads of cheese and wine and quite a lot of interesting people to meet.”
 
   Karen hesitated. She wasn’t really in the mood for dating but Nick was quite funny in an overconfident way. Besides a little human companionship would make a welcome change.
 
   Nick sensed her reluctance, “No strings,” he urged her. “I just thought it might be something you might like. Coming up to see my etchings afterwards is optional.”
 
   Karen decided it might be fun to get out and see some of the locals” paintings. It was easy to get stale and if she drove herself there it wouldn’t really be a date. They arranged to meet outside the gallery in Marazion on Saturday evening at six. As Karen waved him out the front gate she felt quite pleased, having enjoyed Nick’s banter, perhaps her enforced stay in the sticks wouldn’t be so tedious after all.
 
   The clicking of the gate behind Nick, reminded Karen of her first visitor and the need to put the bin out. She would do that and then that would have to be it for the housework for today. It had certainly been a busy one - two visitors in one morning after two days of relative isolation. As she dragged the bin up the path to the gate she was hailed by a cheerful voice.
 
   “I was just about to phone you.” It was Adam, putting out two large black bins of his own at the side of the road. Humphrey greeted him ecstatically. Karen was quite pleased to see him herself. She had forgotten how good-looking he was. He was wearing a moss green jumper and a pair of faded tan cords. He had the tanned skin of someone who lived by the sea, not weather-beaten or leathery, but a clear brown colour which emphasised his blue eyes. Most of her London friends were pale and unhealthy in comparison.
 
   “Hello,” said Karen, straightening herself to her full five feet eight inches. “What did you want me for? I am very popular today. First Mrs Pengelly, then Nick Farmer, the estate agent and now you.”
 
   Adam made a face. “What an illustrious trio. I have a favour to ask of you.”
 
   “Fire away,” said Karen, thinking she always seemed to have her worst clothes on whenever she met Adam. So much for her image as a fashionable London artist. She was wearing a pair of baggy paint-stained overalls and a shapeless old t-shirt over which she had dragged one of her father’s ancient grey cardigans. She didn’t realise that despite the old clothes, her fine boned features and vivid colouring first drew his glance and even the baggy cardigan could not hide her slender hips and shapely breasts. 
 
   “I went to Newlyn this morning and my favourite fishmonger made me buy an enormous fresh monkfish tail. I’ve spent the morning stuffing and baking it and as we speak it’s reaching perfection in my oven. And now, if you and Humphrey will come over and share it with me, I will add a fresh green salad and some French bread - also purchased this very morning.”
 
   “It sounds irresistible,” said Karen. “And now that you mention it, I am extremely hungry. I will do you this favour! Although I am hardly dressed for such an elegant gourmet occasion.”
 
   Just then Mr and Mrs Pengelly emerged from their front door, each armed with numerous bin bags. Karen and Adam looked at each other, with one accord, and without speaking, turned and headed up the drive to Adam’s house.
 
   “I guess that solved the problem of my outfit,” Karen said when they were halfway to the house.
 
   Before she could elaborate Adam said, “Hurry up. We’re not safe until we’re actually in the house, out of sight. I think I can hear her instructing Mr Pengelly in the proper arrangement of the bins. He has to tie the lids on and then place several bricks on each. Mrs Pengelly has made it her life’s work to prevent the seagulls from getting so much as a single morsel of food from her bins. In any case you look pretty good to me.”
 
   Karen blushed and pretended to ignore the compliment although she felt absurdly pleased by it. “Yes, that’s why she was over to see me this morning. I have been accused of the heinous crime of putting out food. I expect they are going to mount a full scale surveillance operation on the garden, probably both disguised as trees, or more like bushes.”
 
   They reached the house safely. Karen was intrigued by the door for it was a very large, very old-looking oak door. He had certainly made some changes. It wasn’t the way she remembered it: a rather ordinary modern box of a house.
 
   Seeing her interest Adam explained. “I was lucky enough to get it from a salvage yard just outside Plymouth. It comes from an old castle keep.”
 
   “An Englishman’s home is his castle, you don’t have a dungeon do you?” joked Karen.
 
   Smiling, Adam ushered her through into the entrance hall, placing his large hand on the small of her back. An electric tingle ran up her spine. Karen couldn’t understand why her body was responding this way, she wasn’t a teenager anymore. He had rescued her from the cliff path, but that hardly seemed a good enough reason to go weak at the knees, and warm elsewhere, just at the touch of his hand. 
 
   Karen stopped to admire the green slate tiles and the intricately patterned modern stained glass inner door. It was an abstract design in blues and greens which made her think of the sea on a stormy day. The door opened onto the sitting room. Karen gasped in surprise and pleasure. So many houses in the area were small and dark and took little advantage of the sea view but this space with its high ceilings and huge wall of floor-to-ceiling windows made the garden and the sea beyond seem like part of the room. The feeling of space and light was enhanced by the furnishing and the almost white pine floor. A single large blue sofa stood against one wall under a large abstract painting. Two comfortable armchairs in cream linen completed the seating around the open fireplace. Adam stopped to light the ready laid fire.
 
   Karen looked down at the Bokhara rug in blues and reds. “This is beautiful. It’s all very beautiful. I love it. You’ve done a wonderful job transforming it. I can hardly believe it’s the same house.” And then because that sounded a bit rude, after all, Adam’s grandmother had lived in the house for many years, she added hastily, “Not that it wasn’t nice before. But this is something else.”
 
   “Thank you,” Adam answered simply. “Now for some lunch. The fish will wait no longer. You’ll have to have the rest of the tour after we’ve eaten. The kitchen and dining room are upstairs.” He waved a hand towards the elegant white staircase.
 
   The stairs led to a large open-plan area which was divided into a dining area next to the windows, overlooking the sea, and another seating area which looked over the back garden across to the fields beyond. Bookshelves lined the whole of one wall. A television and stereo system were tucked discreetly into an old fashioned dresser. 
 
   “Is this where you write?” asked Karen.
 
   “No,” replied Adam, “It would be far too distracting to work up here. I would always be watching the birds or the people on the beach. I have a study downstairs.” He pulled out a chair for Karen at the elegant dark-wood modern table, another designer original mused Karen. The seats of the comfortable dining chairs were upholstered in a nubbly blue linen. The floor echoed the sitting room floor below, in the same bleached white pine. The overall effect was like being on the deck of a ship.
 
   Adam went through an archway into the kitchen beyond. “White wine okay for you?” he called. Before she could answer he reappeared bearing an open bottle of White Burgundy and two long-stemmed blue wine glasses.
 
   Karen was about to ask if there was anything she could do to help when she noticed that the table was already set for two; heavy white octagonal china plates with dark blue napkins and some gleaming modern silverware with angled handles. He really had exquisite taste. Karen was beginning to see why her grandmother was so impressed by Adam. It was all so perfect, the thought flitted through her mind that he was gay, but that did seem unlikely. Perhaps it was possible for heterosexual men to be sensitive. It would be a first.
 
   Adam returned with a steaming platter and a wooden salad bowl. “Just the bread now, I think,” going back for the promised French bread and a plate of beautifully pale butter.
 
   Karen was surprised to find that she enjoyed the fish as she normally wasn’t too fond of seafood but this firm white fish with its delicate chanterelle stuffing was mouth-watering. Dessert was grapes and cheese. He was clearly a renaissance man: author, cook, interior decorator, even the dog liked him, probably small children were entranced by him, was there anything he couldn’t do? He definitely had to be gay, not that there was anything was wrong with that, but it might mean they were going to fall into bed.
 
   If he was straight and seemingly so wonderful, why had some woman not snatched him up before now? He was to all intents and purposes a handsome and eligible bachelor, there should have been a queue of women at the door. No doubt there were lots of women in his life, he was probably just being kind to her because her grandmother had asked him to keep an eye on her. The old babysitter to the rescue.
 
    “Do you do windows too?” she asked as she sat back from the table, unable to eat another morsel of the delicious food.
 
   Adam raised an eyebrow, “Actually, no. I believe Mrs Maybury’s husband takes care of that. Now, never mind about the windows. I’d like to hear about your work.”
 
   Karen soon found that her usual reticence about herself and her work disappeared under his gentle, intelligent probing. She found that he already knew a good deal about her paintings from her grandmother. They talked intensely about art as they sipped the crisp wine. Karen felt her cheeks grow warmer and wondered whether it was the wine or her host. It was only an indignant bark from Humphrey which made Karen realise that the afternoon had all but flown past.
 
   “Poor Humphrey!” she cried. “He has been waiting all day for his walk. Let me help with the dishes and then I really must take him down to the beach.”
 
   “Never mind the dishes, that’s what dishwashers are for. Let’s get old Humphrey out first. The wind has come up I’ll lend you a coat and then we can go straight from here. I have my own path down to the beach from the garden.”
 
   He donned his barbour and offered Karen a large navy peacoat. “This ought to be a bit warmer than that anorak you had on the other day.”
 
   Karen slipped the heavy coat over her shoulders. It smelled of wool and aftershave, a comforting sort of smell. It was also a very masculine smell. Adam handed her a woolly hat and mittens. “Perfect,” he said tying a striped woollen scarf around her neck. “Now you look just like Paddington bear.” She wondered if Paddington Bear ever felt as horny as she did now, still she remembered her vow not to get distracted by men.
 
   Karen was glad, as they headed into the cold wind that was blowing off the sea, that she was so warmly dressed. They picked their way down the steep path to the beach below. Humphrey was delighted when Adam found a thick strand of seaweed and threw it for him. The tide was far out and they followed the waves edge along the damp sand. The beach was empty, the regular dog-walkers had already been and gone. The sky had an eerie light as the clouds glowed pink and orange in front of the setting sun. 
 
   With sunsets like this, she could see what had drawn her grandmother and many other artists to this part of the country. It really was beautiful. But sunsets were so clichéd and she could imagine the scorn of her London friends if she arrived back with a clutch of sunset paintings for her next show. 
 
   As though he had read her thoughts, Adam, slipped an arm through hers, “It’s too beautiful to paint. You can’t do it justice in words either. It just sounds hackneyed and sentimental. It is probably because it has been done too many times by too many bad artists and writers. There are some things which should only be lived not reproduced.”
 
   Karen shivered as the wind picked up, whistling round their legs. Humphrey too looked chilled, having exhausted the joys of seaweed chasing. Adam, continued to anticipate her every thought, “It’s getting far too cold to stay out. Let’s go back to the fire and finish off that bottle. Humphrey better have something to eat after all his exercise. I don’t suppose that seaweed was terribly nourishing.”
 
   They hurried back to the house. As they reached the top of the private path from the beach, Adam tapped Karen on the shoulder and whispered in her ear, “Last one in stacks the dishwasher.” 
 
   “Right,” said Karen, sprinting ahead with Humphrey at her heels. Adam dashed after her, surprised by her burst of speed. She beat him to the door by a short head and turned triumphantly to face him, “Hah, I’ll do anything to avoid housework.” 
 
    
 
   The house felt warm after the beach. Adam put some more coal on the fire which had burned quite low. Humphrey settled himself on the rug in front of the blazing hearth to clean his paws. “Now, you join Humphrey and I’ll go get the wine for us and a tin of corned beef for him,” said Adam, gathering up their coats and hats.
 
   Karen watched him put the coats away before disappearing upstairs. She thought what an organised man he was. She seldom hung up anything unless pressed to do so, though her studio was always ordered and workman like. It was just that she didn’t like wasting her time with unnecessary domestic chores, there were too many other things in life to enjoy. She wondered how long she ought to stay. Where was the evening leading? Did she want to spend it with him, or he with her? Was he so neat and tidy in bed? She liked men to be a bit wilder. 
 
   Adam reappeared with the wine and Humphrey’s dinner on a saucer. Adam sat down next to her on the sofa, handing her a glass of wine.
 
   “Are you doing all this on Gran’s instructions?” she asked.
 
   “What do you think? Does it feel like I’m acting out of duty?”
 
   “No. No, it doesn’t. But I don’t know you well enough to be sure.” Karen stared at his face, searching for clues.
 
   “Your grandmother has talked about you many times. She’s very fond of you. I’ve grown very fond of her, she’s a very intelligent person, your grandmother, and so perhaps I’ve been biased by listening to her. But basically, I make up my own mind about people. Travelling, as I have, around the world, one often has to trust people and make fairly quick judgements. Does that answer your question?”
 
   “I think so,” replied Karen. She was surprised by the seriousness of his answer. She was more accustomed to the light banter of her friends who would have replied to her question facetiously. She was liking him more and more. “But do you not think I’m still a bit too young for you?” she wondered if he remembered that summer’s night as well as she did. She could see by the expression on his face that he did indeed remember as different emotions flashed across his face.
 
   But then he smiled and said, “I’m afraid that it was I who was too young that night. I am a good deal older and I’m hopefully a little more mature than that callow youth who kissed the enchanting girl in the white dress.”
 
   Before she could reply, Karen felt a familiar pain pierce her shoulder. “Ouch, ouch!” she cried, rubbing at her shoulder.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Adam looked alarmed.
 
   “It’s a muscle spasm. No need to panic. It’s caused by sitting in the same position, painting usually. Like tennis elbow only painting shoulder. My studio is draughty and I shouldn’t have thrown that seaweed around so much.”
 
   “Would it help if I rubbed your shoulders?” Adam asked. “Come and sit here in front of me.”
 
   Karen felt a rush of blood to her most sensitive parts and heard the alarm bells ringing. It was far too cosy, and too intimate. She wasn’t looking for to fall in love, especially not now or in the near future. Adam wasn’t a one night stand sort of proposition. Maybe someday they could get together, once she had established herself as a successful painter and an income of her own. Then she would have time for marriage and possibly children. There was no way she could be a painter and have a baby. She had seen one of the most promising girls in her final year at art school fall for a fellow student and get pregnant. Now she was supporting both her child and husband. He was still doing his own thing and she was working full time in a boring office job. He still swanned off to art openings while she went home to clean, cook and look after the baby. 
 
   No thank you, thought Karen. Get out now while you still can, she told herself. The attraction to Adam was so strong that when he touched her whole body felt weak. Then when he’d remembered the kiss and the dress she had been wearing, it was all too perfect. She was almost grateful for the pain in her shoulder. She needed time to think.
 
   “No. I think I had better get home and get into a hot bath. It’s the only thing which makes it feel any better,” said Karen. She was only telling a half truth as a massage would have been heavenly, but she couldn’t risk losing control of herself. This man was in a different league from the ones she normally slept with and easily kept emotionally at arm’s length. “It’s been a brilliant afternoon. In fact it’s been a brilliant day. Thank you for an incredible lunch and for feeding the beast too.” Karen stood up and called Humphrey, “Come on Humphrey, bedtime for you, bath-time for me.”
 
   Adam offered to walk her home. He seemed puzzled by her sudden mood swing.
 
   “No, It’s not far. Don’t worry, I think I’ll find my way.”
 
   “Well at least take a coat,” said Adam firmly. “I can hear the wind whistling, it’s freezing.” He fetched her the pea coat and held it out for her.
 
   Somewhat reluctantly Karen slipped her arms into the coat and moved quickly away from Adam lest he offer to button it up for her. She must get away from him. She was in danger of losing the very firm control she always kept on her emotions. As she hurried back to the cottage, Humphrey at her heels, she shone the torch Adam had insisted she take ahead of her. She felt a sense of disappointment mingled with relief. On an emotional level she felt as though she were on a wall looking into a secret garden which held exciting and yet unimagined pleasures. Dare she enter and if she did would she be trapped there forever? What kind of lover would he be, controlling and firm like he was about everything else?
 
    
 
   Back in the relative safety of the cottage, Karen heated herself a tin of soup and made a cheese sandwich. Not quite the gourmet standard she had experienced at lunch and the little black and white terrier was not quite as exciting a dinner companion as Adam but he was certainly far less dangerous.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc355967144]CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    
 
   Karen spent most of Thursday avoiding Mrs Maybury and her vigorous cleaning. Mrs Maybury had obviously decided that the absence of her employer was a perfect opportunity to get at all those dusty corners and spider webs that artistic folk were inclined to ignore. Karen felt that her presence only inhibited Mrs Maybury in her wholehearted pursuit of dirt. Humphrey’s bed was hung on the line to air so Karen collected up Adam’s coat and torch and decided to drop them off on the way to the beach for Humphrey’s walk.
 
   She rang the bell and admired again the gothic effect of Adam’s front door. There was no reply and she was surprised to find how disappointed she felt. After all this was the man she was going to avoid, bringing back his coat was just plain good manners. She walked over to peer through the garage window. The car was gone. That was that. She would have to drop the coat and torch back at Gran’s.
 
   She wondered where he’d gone. He’d not mentioned any trips and at first she thought he must have just gone somewhere locally. But then she noticed that there were no lights at his house when she looked out from her bedroom window, as she did every night before she went to sleep. The mystery was solved the next day when she dropped in at the village shop and Sandy, who knew everything about everyone in Trelawney Cove, informed her that Adam had gone up to London.
 
   “He’s famous, you know. Travels all over the world then writes about it. I’m always asking him when he’s going to write about the Cove. We could do with some more tourists.”
 
   “I don’t think he’s that sort of travel writer,” said Karen.
 
   Sandy looked disappointed, “I expect it’s all much the same. Anyway, he’s gone up to London, quite suddenly really. He just stopped in on his way out yesterday morning and cancelled his papers.”
 
   ‘did he say when he was coming back?” asked Karen. “Only he leant me a torch and I wanted to return it.” She decided against mentioning the coat as Sandy would wonder how on earth she had come to borrow it and she didn’t want to be married off by the local gossips
 
   “No dear, he didn’t,” sighed Sandy. “But he’s always back and forth. So who knows when he’ll be back again?”
 
   So much for keeping him at arm’s length thought Karen as she resolved to get on with her painting and not waste time thinking about men. Her only outings would be the statutory dog walk. She would put Adam out of her thoughts completely and concentrate on what was important in her life - her art work.
 
    
 
   By Saturday Karen was feeling quite pleased with herself. She found some old photos of her family in one of her grandmother’s dresser drawers. She picked out one of the whole family on the beach. She must have been about two or three, her sister Amanda, five and her brother James, seven. Her parents looked so much younger and more relaxed as she and her brother and sister built sandcastles and moats. James looked very serious with his glasses and his pot belly, Karen laughed to herself when she saw the photo. Her grandparents also looked happy as they sat under the big beach umbrella with her parents.
 
   Her grandfather had been a rather quiet man, especially in comparison to her grandmother who was still the life and soul of the party. Her grandfather died when Karen was only ten and so her memory of him was hazy. He left Gran well-provided for and able to go back to her first love - painting. Not that her grandmother hadn’t been happy with her married life. She had been happy as a wife and mother to listen to her talk about it. But Karen never understood why her grandmother stopped painting for so long when she obviously loved it so.
 
   When Nick called Karen at teatime to remind her about their date for that evening she was busy blocking in her family portrait and felt quite reluctant to tear herself away from the studio. She dragged herself away from her painting and went upstairs to look through her clothes for something suitable for an opening night. 
 
   She found a long black jersey dress that she had brought just in case, not that she had really expected to wear it but her mother always said it was best to be prepared for every eventuality. Luckily it was not too formal but cut very simply with a low scoop neck, long narrow sleeves and the soft fabric clung flatteringly to her slim waist and hips. She decided on a pair of black ballet shoes to complete the outfit instead of her usual boots. She preferred heels but remembered that Nick was not much taller than her and didn’t want to tower over him. She brushed out her shoulder-length hair to a high shine and as a concession to the spirit of an opening evening put on some of her new pinky-brown lipstick. She didn’t normally wear much make-up. Her naturally clear complexion meant she didn’t the need powder or foundation and her arched eyebrows and thick black lashes saved a fortune in mascara. 
 
   The effect of the black dress was a little stark. Karen remembered that she’d brought one of her favourite pieces of jewellery: an intricate Celtic knot in silver with a serpentine centre which one of her ex-boyfriends had made for her in his final year of studying jewellery design. She slipped the leather cord over her head and admired the unusual green stone in the centre. It contrasted well with the black of her dress and the creamy whiteness of her skin. With a shiver she remembered his somewhat unusual tastes in the bedroom, with a lot of leather ties involved. But his body was astonishing, completely decorated with intricate Celtic tribal tattoos.
 
   Karen settled Humphrey down in the kitchen in his spanking clean bed next to the Aga and left him a giant dog chew to compensate for his lonely evening. She remembered that she hadn’t brought her smart long winter coat and that her old ski-jacket did not look terribly good over a dress, in point of fact it looked quite disgusting. Then she remembered that she still had Adam’s peacoat. It was a bit naughty to wear it out without asking but he had loaned it to her and he wasn’t around to ask. 
 
   She still found herself looking over at his house each evening and again at bedtime but she’d seen no lights nor any signs of life. She wondered why he hadn’t told her he was going away. He’d been quite clear about his intentions that afternoon, or so she had thought. Perhaps she’d misread the signals and he really was merely being neighbourly for her grandmother’s sake. It wouldn’t be the first time that he’d led her on and then dumped her. It heightened her resolve to guard against his charms.
 
   With a final goodbye to Humphrey, Karen made for the garage. Gran’s yellow mini was a joy to drive and Karen climbed in feeling that the evening might not be so bad after all. She backed out of the narrow drive and stopped at the top to close the gates. Still no sign of life at Adam’s house. The Pengellys, however, were taking advantage of the windless evening to make a large smelly bonfire. Karen wondered if it was legal to burn plastic, it was certainly one way to prevent the seagulls from getting the rubbish! She waved in their direction and headed for Marazion.
 
   It was a fine clear night and the sky was full of stars. Karen found she was becoming quite attached to country life, where she lived in London it was so light at night that she could seldom see the stars. It made her long to do a painting of the night with a gleaming moon, thousands of stars and the outline of the Marazion palms against the horizon. The castle on St Michaels Mount stood out darkly against the sky as she came over the top of the hill and she thought how, as a little girl, it had always seemed to her an enchanted place. 
 
    
 
   Parking was always a problem in the narrow streets of the little village of Marazion. But eventually, after much driving up and down narrow alleys, Karen was able to squeeze the mini into a tiny space. Thank goodness Gran didn’t drive one of those awful four-wheel drive all-terrain vehicles. The gallery had been converted from an old meeting-house. The granite facade was still fairly forbidding but once inside Karen stopped to admire the high ceilinged space. There was quite a crush of people handing in coats so while she waited in the queue she looked about for Nick. Just as she was handing her coat in, she felt a hand on her arm and turned around to face Nick.
 
   “Karen! Come and meet everyone,” he said taking her by the arm and guiding her through the throng of people to the far side of the gallery where a large group stood laughing and chatting animatedly in front of a large painting. Not standing on ceremony, Nick pulled her into the group, “Karen, this is my sister Penny and her charming daughter, my niece, Megan.”
 
   Karen shook hands with a pleasant looking blond woman of about thirty and a tiny blond girl of about three.
 
   “Oh, I’m very pleased to meet you,” said Penny. “I have heard so much about you from Nick and I’ve known your grandmother for ages. How is she by the way? I heard she was away on holiday.”
 
   “Thank you, I expect she’s having a lovely time,” replied Karen. ‘she was looking forward to the heat. You really have done wonders with this building.”
 
   “Not me,” demurred Penny. “Geoffrey, my husband, is the mover and shaker behind the gallery. You must meet him. But he’s busy either selling a painting or signing up a new painter. Nick, get Karen a glass of wine. Look, I’m sorry. It’s way past Megan’s bedtime, and I have to run her home and pick up the baby-sitter. But we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other at dinner.”
 
   Karen looked surprised. She had not bargained on a dinner as well.
 
   Seeing her reaction, Penny said, ‘trust old Nick not to tell you. We’re booked for a meal at the new Hungarian bistro around the corner from here. It’s jolly good, especially the Hortebagy pancakes. Don’t worry, you’ll love it and it will be a chance to meet Geoffrey. He has to eat too, after all.”
 
   The minute Karen had Nick to herself she tackled him, “So, I gather we have a dinner date as well. Thank you for asking me.”
 
   Nick look a bit abashed though his eyes twinkled, “It’s not really a date Karen, there’ll be a big group of us. You wouldn’t show me up in front of my family now, would you? I promised them a beautiful London artist and I can’t possibly find another one at this short notice. Please say you’ll come.”
 
   Karen laughed. It seemed disagreeable to refuse and what else was she going to do? All dressed up and nowhere to go - she might as well give in gracefully. “All right, I accept. Dinner. Now let’s have a look at the paintings, that is why I came.”
 
   Armed with large glasses of red wine, the pair inspected the art. Karen was surprised by the quality of the work. Admittedly, the subject matter was fairly conventional but there were some striking landscapes. 
 
   “Let’s do the upstairs gallery,” said Nick. “I think Martha Goodwin is more your cup of tea.”
 
   Karen followed him up the elegant spiral staircase to the balustraded mezzanine gallery which ran the length of the room. It must once have been the old choir stall. She didn’t like the paintings at all. It was funny how people thought that abstract or conceptual work, no matter how badly executed, was interesting as long as it could be summed up in a few sentences. She did not like to put a damper on Nick’s enthusiasm so she stood noncommittally by while he enthused about a large canvas covered in what looked painted black tin cans, entitled "Pollution". 
 
   As Nick rambled on, she looked down at the gallery below. More people were coming in all the time. Then, over by the coats, she spotted a tall familiar figure. It was Adam! What on earth was he doing here? He appeared to be talking to a couple of elegantly dressed people: a thick-set older man with greying curly hair and an attractive dark-haired woman. They were joined by a stunning blond woman who slipped her arm through Adam’s as they moved into the main gallery.
 
   Karen felt like she had been punched in the stomach. She had thought she looked pretty good this evening but the woman on Adam’s arm had a style and finish which shrieked haute couture. Karen always rather envied women who managed to achieve that look of effortless elegance. Adam had certainly not mentioned any relationship to her but they hadn’t discussed their private lives in any great detail. She was sorry she’d come now. Still, she might manage to avoid them if she was lucky.
 
   Just then, Nick, following her gaze, said, “Hey Karen, Adam Chancellor’s here. He’s got the place next to you. I hear he’s done an amazing conversion. Now there’s a commission I wouldn’t turn down. I wonder who the lovely lady is. He’s certainly a lucky bugger.”
 
   “I really wouldn’t know,” said Karen. She always found men who admired other women ostentatiously when they were with one rather irritating. In fact, she was not sure that she and Nick had much in common at all and what was worse, she was stuck with him for dinner as well.
 
   Nick was keen to get downstairs but Karen made a point of studying, at some length, all the paintings on the upper gallery. Nick was clearly bored by her scholarly analysis but could hardly abandon her. When they finally went downstairs, Karen had lost sight of Adam’s party. Maybe they’d gone. She didn’t want Adam to see her here with Nick. It sounded ridiculous, even to herself. Could it be that she was ashamed of being seen with him? She chided herself for being such a snob. Somehow, the fact that he had that gorgeous golden creature on his arm, only made things worse.
 
   She was beginning to relax when, horror of horrors, there was Nick greeting Adam and the blonde enthusiastically. Karen cringed inwardly as Nick pulled her forwards saying to Adam, “I managed to persuade Karen your lovely neighbour to leave her life’s work for a few hours and come out with me.”
 
   “Hello Karen,” said Adam. “Let me introduce you to Morgan Bosman. Morgan this is Karen Packer, Iris’s granddaughter.”
 
   The couple whom Karen had seen with Adam earlier joined them. “And here,” continued Adam, “are my agent David Dowling and Glenna Dowling.”
 
   David and Glenna smiled and shook hands with Karen and Nick. Morgan merely nodded vaguely at each of them. Her interest was clearly only in Adam. 
 
   “Can’t we go and eat soon, darling?” Morgan asked Adam. “I’m desperate after that ghastly car trip. The food on the motorways is utterly atrocious.”
 
   “Why don’t you join us at the Hussar? It’s the new Hungarian restaurant, it certainly serves better grub than you get on the motorway, we’re all going there afterwards. I’m sure they can add a few chairs to our table,” Nick said eagerly.
 
   Karen was reminded of a puppy, Nick was so anxious to have them join the party. She hoped with all her heart that they would refuse. She could not bear the prospect of an evening with Adam and the icy Morgan. Luckily, someone heard her prayers.
 
   “Thank you, no,” said Adam. “I’m afraid I have already arranged a table in Porthleven at the fish restaurant for us, where I am sure the ‘grub’ will be quite adequate. In fact, we are running late and ought to be leaving. The owner of the restaurant can be quite nasty to late arrivals and I don’t want to find something unusual in my soup.”
 
   Saved, thought Karen. Contrarily, she was rather annoyed that he should have made another arrangement in which she was clearly not included. But as they were leaving Adam came over and drew her aside, “I tried to call you this morning. You didn’t answer.”
 
   “I was in the studio with the radio on for most of the morning, except when I was on the beach with Humphrey,” replied Karen stiffly.
 
   “I wanted to ask you to lunch tomorrow. David and Glenna are amongst my oldest friends and are very fond of your grandmother. They were looking forward to meeting you and perhaps seeing some of your work. Glenna is quite a collector in her own right. So mix business with pleasure and come.” He looked at her quizzically. “Would that be a pleasure for you, Karen?”
 
   Karen felt herself colour. Lunch with Morgan was not a pleasant prospect, on the other hand, David and Glenna did look like nice people. “Yes,” she said, “I’ll come.” She felt like telling him to get lost. It felt like he was just using her when it suited. Tomorrow all he wanted was an artist to entertain Glenna and David. She did not know why she had accepted his silly invitation.
 
   “Good. See you at one-ish. Now, we really must go.” Adam gave Karen’s arm a squeeze and smiled ruefully. He turned to shake Nick’s hand and then they were gone.
 
   “What a great guy!” exclaimed Nick. “I’m not sure about that Morgan. Great body, but a bit of a cold fish. Not my type at all, Karen.”
 
   Karen didn’t suppose that Morgan would be even remotely interested in Nick but refrained from saying so. But was she Adam’s type? From the little she knew of Adam, Morgan seemed unlikely to appeal to him. She was obviously very attractive physically and possibly improved on getting to know her, but it wasn’t any skin off her nose if he went out with her. She felt annoyed with herself for feeling ashamed to be seen with Nick, he was a perfectly decent person, she just didn’t want Adam to think that she was interested in Nick at all. It astonished her how much it mattered to her. Adam’s opinion had suddenly become a little too important for comfort.
 
   She didn’t need to be on this kind of emotional roller coaster, especially now that she was working towards such an important show. Getting tied up with men was just a lot of hassle and a sure fire way of wasting her talent. Catch her spending her life cleaning ovens and changing nappies, no way! After what seemed like an eternity, it was finally eight o’clock and time to close the gallery. Nick had introduced Karen to all the artists and many of the guests but she had found it hard to concentrate on the chitchat, so distracted had she been by Adam’s appearance.
 
    
 
   Karen wanted to go straight home and get into a hot bath and mull over her mixed up thoughts about Adam but there was no escaping the well-meant hospitality of Nick and his family. Indeed, she soon found herself responding to their cheerful friendliness. Martha Goodwin, the conceptual painter, turned out to be a thoroughly nice, unassuming dark-haired messily dressed woman of Karen’s own age. Karen chatted happily with her in the intimate bar of the Hussar about the problems of cold and draughty studios while they waited for Penny to arrive. They found, after some discussion of life on a diet of baked potatoes, that the problems of supporting oneself as an artist were the same in both the country and the city.
 
   When Penny arrived, breathless and looking a little tired, they were seated at a long table overlooking the waterfront. Karen found herself sandwiched between Nick and Geoffrey, which was rather a shame as she was enjoying commiserating with Martha. The menu had a small number of choices which Karen thought was a good sign as it probably meant the food was freshly cooked and not freshly unfrozen.
 
   They all decided on Hortebagy pancakes to start, followed by goulash and green salad. Bottles of red wine and sparkling water were brought round by the two young waiters who were clearly not Hungarian, but Polish seemed close enough. Nick informed Karen that the restaurant was owned by a Hungarian chef who had married a Penzance girl on holiday to Budapest. She realised he really did know everyone in West Cornwall and when he shed his work persona he was quite an amusing gossip.
 
   Geoffrey talked to the woman on his other side. Karen had met here briefly at the gallery and gathered she was a wealthy widow with financial interests in the gallery. Nick hinted that the woman might purchase a painting from Karen if she played her cards right, but Karen really didn’t like to force herself on strangers, wealthy art lovers or otherwise. 
 
   The tiny golden pancakes arrived, islands in a sea of tangy paprika sauce and they were delicious. Karen wished she was having double starters instead of goulash which was, after all, only a fancy name for stew.
 
   “I’m glad to see you have a healthy appetite Karen,” said Nick slyly as Karen mopped up the last of the sauce on her plate with a crust of bread. She’d got used to his overuse of her name.
 
   “Mmm,” said Karen, “They were yummy. I’m not a shrinking violet when it comes to food. I had a friend at college who only ever ordered salad when she went out with men and then came home and stuffed herself on whatever was in the fridge. She was too embarrassed to eat in front of them. Besides, I often have to exist on a very simple diet as my budget doesn’t stretch to dinners out like this.”
 
   “I like a girl with healthy appetites,” smirked Nick. “I didn’t mean it as a criticism. I like uninhibited women.”
 
   The goulash did not disappoint. It was rich with tiny caramelised onions and was served with slices of dumplings browned in in butter. “Certainly not a meal for anyone watching their weight,” joked Karen.
 
   Nick, himself, was a little on the chubby side and Karen could see he enjoyed his food. She declined more than one glass of wine as she was driving. Nick was quick to offer to drive her home but Karen refused as she did not fancy having to turn him away at the doorstep later. Just when Karen thought the meal was over, she and the other guests were surprised when the lights were dimmed and the chef carried in a large sacher torte with a flickering sparkler sticking out of it. 
 
   “A leetle something to celebrate your opening,” he announced proudly putting the cake down in front of Penny.
 
   “Oh, this is lovely!” she exclaimed clapping her hands. The other guests gave the chef a round of applause.
 
   Large slices of the dark chocolate cake were served with local clotted cream. An unusual but successful cultural fusion thought Karen. They chatted desultorily over coffee and people began to make leaving noises. Karen thanked Penny and Geoffrey for the superb dinner and Nick walked her round the corner to the mini.
 
   “Now promise me Karen,” said Nick leaning on the car, “That you will come with me to the Psychic Fair next week in Penzance.”
 
   “The Psychic what?” asked Karen.
 
   “The Psychic Fair. It’s all the New Age people and a few more besides, mystics, tarot readers, all that sort of thing. They have it once a year, it’s a good laugh. Everybody goes. You can have your palm read.”
 
   “I don’t like that sort of thing,” said Karen. “I don’t believe in it. It just frightens people unnecessarily and makes them superstitious. But it might be interesting to take some photos, I can use them in my paintings. If you think they won’t mind.”
 
   “They won’t, they’ll be flattered. I’ll pick you up on Tuesday at five. Drive carefully,” he said leaning forward and kissing her quickly on the cheek.
 
   “Good bye!” called Karen, revving the engine into life with relief. 
 
    
 
   As she drove up the hill towards the cottage she saw that Adam’s house was ablaze with lights. There were two cars in the driveway, a large green Jaguar and a four-wheel drive - a Range Rover probably. Karen stopped to open the gate of the driveway, they were obviously all up as she could hear music playing. She drove the car into the garage and hurried into the cottage. Poor Humphrey had been alone far longer than she had intended. She let him out into the garden and waited while he trotted around happily.
 
   Karen hung Adam’s coat up in the hall, thinking that she would have to give it back tomorrow at lunch. Thankfully, he hadn’t seen that she had worn it to the opening, that would have been too embarrassing. With Humphrey safely in, Karen locked the door and gave him his bedtime biscuit. 
 
   After a nice hot bath, Karen climbed wearily into bed. It had been a much longer evening than she had anticipated. She lay in bed staring out of the window at the starry sky. Now she was in bed she did not feel at all sleepy. She did not feel like reading either. She had quite enjoyed the evening despite Adam’s dramatic arrival, or perhaps that had added to it. Nick was an amiable sort of guy and not bad company for an evening since she did not feel in any danger of becoming emotionally involved with him. Probably he was quite confident in bed, but not the sort of man she would ever ever feel any kind of love for. On that level it was quite restful to be with him. Besides, he could be very funny about all the houses and people that he had met through work. Adam was another kettle of fish.
 
   Karen found she couldn’t sleep despite feeling tired. She did not know what to think about Adam. She knew that deep down that old infatuation that she thought was over was as strong as ever. There were times when she felt an answering response from him but then, in his elusive way, he slipped away again. 
 
   She tried deep breathing exercises. She tried muscle relaxation techniques. She tried counting sheep in desperation. All that kept floating through her head were images of Adam and that infernal Morgan leaping hand in hand over fences. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc355967145]CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    
 
   The sun was streaming through the leaded window panes when Karen finally woke after a fitful night’s sleep. She had had strange dreams: she was the waitress at a very posh restaurant dressed in short black frock and frilly white apron complete with little white cap. The diners were Adam and Morgan: she had just spilled a plate of soup in Morgan’s lap when the chef, Nick, came rushing out and started shouting at her. Soon Adam and Nick came to blows and then a bloodied Adam made passionate love to her with the sea crashing around. What an obvious dream but so sexy!
 
   It was a warm and windless morning; unseasonably so for January. According to Radio Cornwall, which Karen listened to as she ate her breakfast, their corner of the country was the warmest in the United Kingdom. London, on the other hand, was caught in the grip of icy fog. There were times when Karen was glad to be in Cornwall despite missing the feeling that she was in the centre of the art world back in London. 
 
   It was sheer heaven to run along the soft smooth sand dodging the curling white waves as they rippled in. She and Humphrey collected a small but significant assortment of beach artefacts with which she filled her pockets: several silky grey pieces of driftwood, a handful of pale shells, some pebbles which looked like boiled sweets and a bright orange fisherman’s float. Karen thought that it would make a nice mobile if she hung some of the stones and shells from one of the bits of driftwood. She had always enjoyed beachcombing as a child and competing with the rest of the family to make the first footprints on the beach in the morning.
 
   On the path back up to the house Karen stopped to pick some of the early violets she had noticed on the way down to the beach. The tiny plants were hidden under the fronds of dead bracken which lined the sandy path. By dint of much hunting Karen was able to gather a bunch of quite a respectable size. She would take them to Adam’s as she had no gift of wine or chocolates to bring. 
 
    
 
   The vexed question of what to wear remained to be solved. Would they all be as smartly dressed as yesterday evening? Probably not she answered herself, it was not cool to get all dressed up for lunch in the country. Wasn’t it? But their casual clothes would still be infinitely smarter than anything she had brought with her. She finally settled, after much trying on and abandoning of garments in an untidy heap on her bed, for a pair of snug-fitting black Levi’s and a black polo neck. She could wear her silver necklace again and even if she looked a little 1960s bohemian the effect was, she thought looking at herself in Gran’s full-length mirror, quite dramatic. Let Morgan dress like this, mutton dressed as lamb, hah. 
 
   The run on the beach and her growing excitement gave Karen a high colour and as she checked herself in the hall mirror one last time before leaving she thought she looked much healthier than when she’d arrived. At quarter to one precisely she was on the way up to Adam’s house armed with his coat, the bunch of violets wrapped in pink tissue and an exuberant Humphrey. 
 
   As she passed the garage Adam appeared from the wood shed carrying a big basket of logs. He was wearing close-fitting camel coloured moleskin trousers, a white linen shirt, and a blue wool V-neck sweater. The blue of the sweater exactly matched his eyes.
 
   “Hi,” called Karen. “I’m finally managing to bring you back your coat and torch. I hope you didn’t miss them.”
 
   As he came closer Karen could smell his smoky aftershave and the clean fresh scent of good soap. She was still feeling a little annoyed with him but despite her resolve Karen’s heart beat a little faster.
 
   “Hello, Karen,” said Adam, smiling. Karen noticed that his teeth were very even and very white. He put the basket down and touched her gently on the arm, sending an electric charge through her whole body. He took the coat and torch from her, put them on top of the basket of logs. “No, I haven’t missed them. You’re welcome to keep them for longer if you need them.”
 
   “No, thanks,” answered Karen. “These are for you,” she held out the bunch of violets. She almost regretted bringing them. They made her look like a silly schoolgirl with a present for teacher.
 
   “Thank you,” he replied gravely holding them up to breathe in their light perfume. “They will look splendid on the dining table. Where did you find them? I have been keeping an eye out but I haven’t seen any.”
 
   “I think the warmer weather has brought them out,” said Karen. “I found them on the beach path. There were tons of them.”
 
   “Come on in. Let’s get you a drink and put these in water. Come on Humphrey!” he called to the little dog who had been busy exploring his garden.
 
   Adam’s other guests, the Dowlings and Morgan, were lounging in the sitting room in front of the wood fire and leafing through the Sunday papers. Morgan seemed to have commandeered most of the sofa for herself but she moved up when she saw Adam.
 
   “Come and sit here next to me, Adam!” she cried patting the cushion next to her.
 
   ‘say hello to Karen,” chided Adam.
 
   David Dowling had already stood up to offer Karen his seat but after exchanging greetings she and Humphrey settled for a large pillow on the rug near the fire. 
 
   “Is Humphrey missing your grandmother?” asked Glenna. Morgan seemed entranced by an article in the papers and made no effort to enter the conversation.
 
   “Not too much,” replied Karen. “He does get miserable if I leave him alone in the evening.”
 
   Adam picked up on this instantly. “Have you been trying out the Penzance night life then?” he asked silkily. “I imagine young Nick knows all the best places.”
 
   “Is he that short fat bloke you were with last night?” asked Morgan, taking an interest for the first time. She gave Karen a cold assessing look.
 
   Karen was taken aback. What a rude cow! “I was with Nick at the gallery last night,” she said stiffly. “As for his being short and fat, I can’t say I noticed. I don’t tend to judge my friends by their size.”
 
   “Touché,” laughed Adam. “Put your claws away, Morgan. This is supposed to be a nice friendly lunch. Nick’s not a bad bloke though I have heard rumours that he carries his pushy salesmanship over into his love life.”
 
   “Who’s being spiteful now? I need a drink. Adam, darling...”
 
   “Dear, dear. I have been most remiss,” said Adam. “I promised Karen a drink earlier. Now what can I get you all?”
 
   Glenna answered first, “I’d love a glass of white wine, please, Adam.”
 
   Adam turned to look at Karen. Her mind a blank, she said, “Oh, I’ll have the same, thanks.”
 
   Morgan, still irritated by Adam’s gentle reprimand, insisted on a Bloody Mary, a hassle for Adam to make.
 
   David said that he would love a lager and offered to help Adam carry the drinks down.
 
   When they went upstairs Morgan turned her attention back to Karen. “Well that’s nice, isn’t it? Just us girls. Now you can tell us all about your hot date with that Rick chap.”
 
   Karen looked at Morgan. She was dressed in a beautiful pale cream suit that looked tailored to her body. Her shoes were casual soft loafers with gold buckles, probably Gucci, Karen guessed. Morgan’s blond hair was swept up at the back in a French knot with a gold clip. She was undeniably gorgeous. She had a very animal quality, rather like a tigress even down to her long manicured nails. Karen cast a quick glance at her own hands which were usually covered with paint splatters and her constant use of turpentine meant her nails always broke. Still her hands were quite a nice shape and her fingers were long and tapering.
 
   Glenna was equally well-dressed but in a more conservative style. She was wearing a well-cut pair of grey flannel trousers, a soft pink twin-set and a pearl necklace which was clearly real. Twin-sets were making a comeback and Glenna obviously shopped at the boutiques Karen and her friends occasionally ventured into only to be frightened away by the intimidating prices and equally intimidating sales assistants. Karen didn’t feel particularly comfortable with either of her fellow guests. Morgan was openly hostile and Glenna was more subtly condescending. It was going to be a long, long lunch.
 
   “Nick,” said Karen firmly. “Nick was not my date. He’s a friend. We went to the opening together as friends. I don’t know about your love life but that’s not what I call a hot date.” Karen regretted her words as soon as they were out of her mouth. She could see that she had given Morgan a load of ammunition.
 
   Morgan did not hesitate. “You’re quite right,” she almost purred. “You don’t know anything about my love life. And no, a tame evening in the provinces with an estate agent is certainly not a "hot date" as you put it. I like a slightly more sophisticated companion and as for venues, something a little more intimate suits me better.”
 
   Glenna interrupted diplomatically. “Why don’t you tell us about your painting, Karen. Adam told us you have a show in April.”
 
   Karen, gratefully, started to talk to Glenna about her forthcoming show. Morgan returned to her newspaper, bored now that the focus of the conversation had shifted to Karen’s work.
 
   Adam and David reappeared with the drinks. Adam sat next to Morgan on the sofa. 
 
   “Do you want to hear your stars?” asked Morgan, looking only at Adam. ‘mine says it’s going to be an awful week for business meetings and new enterprises but excellent for romance!” She was triumphant.
 
   Adam smiled, “Go on, then. What’s in store for me? Any other Aquarians present?”
 
   ‘me,” said Karen. “I’m on the cusp with Pisces, whatever that means.” 
 
   Morgan said snidely, “Something fishy, I’m sure.”
 
   Even Karen had to laugh. Morgan was sharp.
 
   “Get on with it,” urged Adam. “The suspense is killing me,” he mocked. Adam looked at Karen thoughtfully, he was no believer in horoscopes, in fact, he thought they were amusing rubbish at best. 
 
   Morgan read from the paper: “"Aquarius - As the Sun enters your sign this week you will find that emotions and new relationships blossom under its warmth. If you play your cards right you can seize the opportunities that present themselves and could find you will have an unexpected and fruitful harvest. Do not be afraid to reassess strongly held opinions."“
 
   “Now that sounds terribly exciting,” laughed Glenna. “That must mean you and Adam are going to get together this week. You’ll have to keep us informed.”
 
   Before Karen could think of a witty reply Adam came to her rescue, “Enough of this idle speculation. Let’s go and eat lunch. This is a very simple repast as they say in books. Not in my books, I should add in my own defence.”
 
   They went up the elegant stairs to the sunlit dining area. The sea sparkled very blue in the clear air and, once again, Karen felt as though she were on the deck of a ship.
 
   “I just love this room,” enthused Glenna. “I always feel I’m on the Queen Mary.”
 
   “It’s not so great when the fog comes down,” said Adam. “There have been days when I couldn’t even see the garden wall.”
 
   The table was simply set with dark green pottery plates and Karen was pleased to see the violets were in a small lustre jug in the centre. Adam, following her gaze, winked at her. There were platters of cold meats and cheeses set out and a couple of bowls of salad.
 
   “As you can see, I picked most of this up in London yesterday. But the potato salad is made at a little deli round the corner from my London house and I guarantee you’ll like it.” Adam went to the kitchen and brought back a basket of warm shiny bagels. 
 
   Morgan sat down at the head of the table and Karen hastily slipped into a chair at the other end. Morgan obviously considered herself as the lady of the house. David, twinkling at Karen in friendly fashion, sat down next to her and proceeded to ply her with food and drink. Adam reappeared from the kitchen with bowls of olives and gherkins and took his seat at the head of the table next to Karen. Morgan, in her haste to assert her rights to the top of the table, had miscalculated and left Adam to Karen.
 
   Karen was thankful as the conversation turned to acquaintances of theirs in London. She was not sorry to learn that Morgan was getting a lift back to London that evening with David and Glenna. Though she had apparently driven down with Adam. There was much discussion as to what was the best time to leave: before or after tea, should they stop for dinner on the way, should they take the motorway or the A-roads. The three of them argued away and Adam turned his attention to Karen.
 
   “You didn’t tell me you were going up to London,” said Karen. “I found out from Sandy.”
 
   “Well, you ran off rather precipitously into the night. I thought I must have frightened you. Did I, Karen?” he looked into her eyes questioningly.
 
   Karen felt flustered. The way he said her name was so much nicer than Nick’s over-handling of it. How did she tell him that she wasn’t frightened of him but of her own feelings? Frightened that she would not be able to control her response to him when even a touch was enough to send shivers through her body. She dreaded to think what one kiss could do.
 
   Adam could see her confusion. He probed, “Is a neck massage so risky? I’m not some kind of crazy sex fiend that you need to run away from me before I touch you.”
 
   Karen could only stare into his eyes, hypnotised. She bit her lip, unaware of how young and vulnerable it made her look. She pushed the food around her plate with her fork.
 
   “Karen, Karen. I’m embarrassing you again. Why do you make me act this way? We seem to be out of kilter and yet I don’t think I am mistaken that there is a kind of tension between us. I’m sure you feel it too.”
 
   “I can’t,” said Karen. “I can’t get involved. My career is in London. I can’t afford emotional distraction from painting. If I don’t focus I’ll end up going nowhere.”
 
   “I wasn’t asking you to marry me, yet. I just thought we could spend some time together, not all relationships are restrictive, you know. Some people actually help each other to fulfil themselves. You don’t have to drag each other down. You have a view of men that dates back to the Dark Ages. Haven’t you heard of the New Man? For a painter you’re pretty uptight. I would have thought that you had a more relaxed approach to life.”
 
   “It’s easy to say all that. That things have changed, that men are different, but at the end of the day it’s still the woman who has the baby and who is ultimately responsible for it. I didn’t think you were asking me to marry you,” Karen continued indignantly. “I do like you but, like I said, I tend to guard against further involvement. Maybe it is silly, but some people just pose more of a risk than others.”
 
   “I hope I fall into that category. The ones who are more risky to know, that is. Speaking of risky, I meant what I said about Nick Farmer being a bit of a smooth operator. He has a lousy reputation. Be careful of him. I, at least, always take no for an answer. You don’t need to be afraid of me Karen. I would never ask you for anything that you did not wish to give freely,” Adam touched Karen’s hand reassuringly.
 
   Karen, unable to eat much, helped Adam to take the dishes through to the kitchen.
 
   “You didn’t eat very much. I hope it wasn’t my fault. I’ll make you up a doggy bag for Humphrey,” said Adam. “Perhaps I can tempt you with some pudding. I bought a pecan pie to die for, as Morgan would say.”
 
   Karen was stacking plates in the dishwasher and so didn’t have to look Adam in the face as she asked, “What does Morgan do, anyway? She never said. I gather she’s something to do with literature.” Karen dropped one of the silver knives she was putting into the dishwasher, “Oh dear, that is supposed to mean I am going to quarrel with someone.”
 
   Adam laughed, “Not me, I promise not to quarrel with you today. Morgan would probably be happy to oblige. She is my editor and a very old friend. We’ve known each other since university. Then, when my first book needed loads of cutting Morgan was there for me. She is a very good editor. She gets rid of the waffle.”
 
   Morgan shouted through from the dining area, “What are you two doing in there? I thought we were going to have dessert.” Morgan obviously was one of those lucky people who could eat whatever she wanted and never gain a single ounce. Karen envied her easy rapport with Adam. She supposed it was natural since they had been friends since university.
 
   No sooner had they finished the pie and coffee then Adam was urging them all to go for a nice brisk walk on the beach. 
 
   Glenna groaned, “I don’t think I can, not after all that food.”
 
   But David pulled her to her feet and said, “Go get your walking shoes on missus.”
 
   “You’re so bossy, I don’t know why I put up with you.” replied Glenna. 
 
   It was clear to Karen that they were very fond of one another. Their obvious affection for each other made a welcome contrast to the many other miserable couples Karen knew who were constantly putting each other down in public.
 
   Heavy coats were not needed as the day was still relatively warm. Morgan kept them waiting by the door while she went to change. She had announced that she was not ruining her suit and she would simply have to put on something more suitable. Eventually, she reappeared in a pair of black wool trousers and a moss green jumper. She had on a pair of soft brown leather ankle boots which Karen eyed enviously. Karen took a second look at Morgan’s jumper. It looked surprisingly like the one Adam had worn the other day.
 
   Karen’s suspicions were confirmed when Adam said indignantly, “I see you’ve helped yourself to my best jumper.”
 
   “Adam, dear man, you don’t mind. Do you?” Morgan wheedled, putting her arm through his possessively. She kept a firm hold on Adam all the way down to the beach, leaving Karen with Humphrey as her partner for the walk. She almost felt like leaving them to it but Humphrey was so thrilled at the prospect of a second walk on the beach that she didn’t have the heart to disappoint the little dog.
 
    
 
   As the others chatted in their cosy pairs, Karen was left to her own thoughts. Adam’s questions at lunch had disturbed her. She kept thinking of different things she could have said. She must have seemed so naive and babyish. What had he meant by saying there was a tension between them? Was it the physical response she was having to his touch? A sensation she had never had before. Did he feel it too? Still what was Morgan to him? They were obviously very close and she had been in his bedroom. Was she sharing his room and bed? Why was she such a bitch to Karen? Karen’s head spun with all the questions. The conflict raged. Why should she care about the answers to any of them? Did she care what he thought? Was she lying to herself? The words of the horoscope flashed through her head. She must stop this, now! Even superstitious rubbish was starting to play on her mind.
 
   As they reached the flat of the beach Adam started tossing a frisbee that he’d found washed up on the sand. Karen noticed that he was really quite athletic for someone who claimed to spend most of his time writing at a desk. His broad shoulders tapered to a narrow waist. 
 
   “Here!” he shouted to David. “Catch this, you used to be a rugby player!”
 
   David caught the bright red frisbee and threw it to Karen. For some minutes they all ran around wildly throwing the frisbee at each other. Humphrey ran excitedly between them, barking encouragement, until Morgan missed her footing and fell over him onto the sand.
 
   “Damn it! You stupid little mutt. Look what you made me do!” Morgan was livid. She was covered in damp sand and strands of malodorous seaweed.
 
   Karen couldn’t help snickering. How the mighty had fallen.
 
   “Oh, very funny. Ha, ha!” snapped Morgan. “You should control that dog. It’s a menace.”
 
   “Come off it Morgan,” said Adam. He went over to pick her up. “Humphrey probably got a bigger fright than you did.” He brushed the sand off her.
 
   “Leave me alone!” she said angrily pushing his hands away. “I’m going back to the house to have a hot bath and get rid of the stench of this foul seaweed. There better not be any tar on my trousers!” With this she turned and stomped back towards the path.
 
   Some of the light-heartedness seemed to have gone from the afternoon with Morgan’s bad tempered display and though they tossed the frisbee desultorily for a while it had lost its charm. 
 
   David ended the game, “Well, I don’t know about all of you, but I think that’s enough for me. We ought to be getting ready to head back up to London. The roads can be pretty bad with all the Sunday traffic. Even at this time of year and I think there may be fog closer to London.”
 
   Karen had heard on the radio that the road conditions were bad around London, “Freezing fog, I’m afraid. Hopefully, it will have disappeared by now.”
 
   David and Glenna led the way back up to the house. Adam and Karen followed behind with the disgraced Humphrey. 
 
   As they reached Adam’s gate Karen said, “I had better say good bye here. Thank you, Adam, once again, for feeding me so well.” She turned to David and Glenna, “It was lovely to meet you both. Say good bye to Morgan for me.”
 
   “I’ll see you to your door. Don’t worry, David, I won’t be long, I’ll fish out those papers you wanted when I come back.” Adam took Karen firmly by the arm and headed for her cottage. Something in his grip told Karen it would be useless to argue with him.
 
   “I’m sorry I can’t spend the evening with you. I would have liked to finish our discussion about New Men. But I have some paperwork to sort out with David and Morgan before they leave and I don’t know how long it will take.”
 
   Karen felt absurdly disappointed. Not that she had planned on spending the evening with Adam but she had hoped, at the back of her mind that his friends would leave earlier rather than later. When they reached her door Karen turned to face Adam. She half expected him to kiss her. He looked thoughtfully down at her. He smiled a rather knowing smile and brushed a strand of hair away from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. Then he turned and was gone.
 
    
 
   “Shit, fuck, shit!” swore Karen when the door was safely shut. Let’s face it she said to herself, you wanted him to kiss you. Just like you did the first time. It was so frustrating, his on-again off-again attitude. Her body felt feverish. One moment she had the feeling he really cared for her and the next he was disappearing to spend time with the seductive Morgan, no doubt. She wanted to know where she stood. She had a nasty feeling that he was playing some sort of cat and mouse game with her and she wasn’t the cat. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc355967146]CHAPTER SIX 
 
    
 
   Karen, in an attempt to chase away the nagging presence of Adam, threw herself into painting with renewed energy and vigour. She presumed that Adam must be busy with the proofs for his new book as she had not seen him at all, not that she had been looking. She thought that she and Humphrey might run into him on their morning walk, but the only sign of life from his house was the light in his study window which seemed to burn for half the night. It just so happened that she hadn’t been sleeping very well and every time she got up she just happened to look across at his house and wonder what he was up to.
 
   I’m becoming a stalker she thought. She could get together with Mrs Pengelly and compare notes on the habits of the residents of Trelawney Cove. Perhaps this was what happened if you lived in the country. In London she seemed to have too little time to do anything whereas here she seemed to have too much time to think about things she really would rather forget about. 
 
   She wondered if she should invite one of her friends down from London to distract her from what seemed to be becoming an obsession with Adam. Perhaps her sister, Amanda, could be persuaded to take a break from her busy schedule and come down for a long weekend and restore Karen’s sanity. Karen was used to seeing people regularly in London and this isolation seemed to be doing funny things to her head. On the other hand, having visitors would interfere with her painting and she simply must complete more work for her show in April.
 
    
 
   Tuesday brought a letter from her grandmother. She was having a great time in Australia and the sun was doing wonders for her old bones. She wondered if Humphrey was missing her and if Karen had met Adam yet. Yes, Gran, said Karen as she put the letter down on the counter in the kitchen, I certainly have met him. Was it possible that her grandmother had organised this trip to Australia just to get her fixed up with Adam? No, even her wonderful scheming grandmother was not as devious as that. She thought longingly of the sunny weather down under, this cold was getting into her bones. She made herself a cup of tea with lemon and honey as her throat was dry and her head felt fuzzy. It was her grandmother’s remedy for all colds and perhaps if she drank it now, she could ward off anything worse.
 
   She remembered that she had not asked her grandmother what she wanted to do about the cottage and its proposed sale. Adam, when they’d talked about it, had thought that her grandmother was simply humouring Nick and had told him that she might as well have the free valuation done. She didn’t think she would tell Nick that. She would let her grandmother sort it out when she got back from Australia.
 
   If it hadn’t been for her date with Nick, she would have gone straight to bed after a hot bath. The studio had seemed particularly cold that afternoon with the wind banging away at the windows. Karen changed out of her painting clothes and slipped on her leggings and a dark red cropped jumper which revealed glimpses of her slender waist when she moved. She tied her hair back with a red and black scarf and decided against lipstick in favour of some shiny lip gloss. “Poor old Humph, another lonely evening in front of the Aga. I’ll make it up to you tomorrow,” she said to a woebegone Humphrey as she heard Nick beep his horn at the top of the driveway. Well, he’s not one of nature’s gentlemen, she thought to herself. The lazy arse could at least have come to the door!
 
   She grabbed Gran’s old sheepskin coat as she ran out the door. It had been much colder since the weekend and the wind had been howling outside the windows as she had dressed. She didn’t want to get too chilled as she seemed definitely to be coming down with a cold. The radio weatherman had predicted gales for their part of the coast with heavy rain also on its way. She wouldn’t need an umbrella, as she was going to be in Nick’s car. She had originally planned to take her camera and get some photos to paint from but she wasn’t in the mood. She didn’t feel up to the hassle of asking people’s permission.
 
   Karen hurried up the drive to the car. Nick leaned over and opened the door of his shiny red Toyota from the inside. Karen climbed into the car. Nick had Phil Collins blaring away on the car stereo. She cringed inwardly.
 
   “Hello, Karen. You’re looking gorgeous as usual. Ready to meet your destiny tonight? Want to hear what fate has got in store for you Karen?” Nick shouted over the music.
 
   Karen grimaced and put her fingers in her ears. Nick turned down the music. She said, “I’m not wild about all that mystical mumbo jumbo. I told you before when you asked me out that I don’t believe in all that stuff. What I wouldn’t mind is if someone predicted a bit of hot weather, my studio is freezing. I’ve been shivering in there for days. I think it’s already given me a cold. I hope it’s nothing catchy.”
 
   “I’ll take anything you’ve got sweetheart!” he joked in a bad imitation of an American accent. “Seriously Karen, though, I thought there was a wood stove in there? Those wood burners are amazing. I heat my whole house with one and it costs me peanuts. I get all the wood from my uncle’s farm.” Nick continued, “In fact, I’m sure I remember writing down a wood stove in the house details. I never forget a house’s details Karen.”
 
   “There is. It’s just a pain to keep cleaning it out. I’ve had an electric fire on in there instead but it just doesn’t warm up the room in the same way. I shouldn’t be so lazy I guess.” Karen cast a wary eye at the speedometer. Nick seemed to be driving awfully fast on the dark country roads. He overtook another car on a bend in a rather reckless fashion.
 
   Nick laughed, sensing her worry, “Relax Karen. These roads are empty at this time of day. Besides you don’t strike me as the scared type.”
 
   “The roads aren’t that empty,” she said snippishly. Then, regretting her petulance she added, “Actually, It’s different when you’re the passenger. When I drive myself, I’m in control. I don’t know you well enough to know what sort of driver you are.”
 
   “Point taken,” replied Nick. “But let me reassure you: I have no points on my driving licence, I’ve never even run over a bunny rabbit. You’re completely safe with me. I’m always in control at the end of the day. If you know what I mean Karen?”
 
   Karen smiled. Inwardly, she had a quick flicker of anxiety. Adam’s warning about Nick came back to her. She didn’t want to get into an awkward situation with Nick. No, she told herself, you are being over-concerned. You’ve been on plenty of dates with all sorts of different men. She had been out with far tougher characters in London. You can handle Nick. It really wasn’t a good idea to spend so much time alone, perseverating about things. It just wasn’t healthy.
 
    
 
   The Psychic Fair was being held in the Town Hall in Penzance and Nick found them a parking space in the lot at the back. They hurried inside as the promised rain began to fall. Nick placed his hand around Karen’s shoulders as they ran and Karen was pleased to note that she felt absolutely no electricity. Actually, Adam was the only one who had ever sparked that response. At least her body was returning to normal even if her mind was playing up on her. Perhaps it was the beginnings of a cold that was making her feel rather dizzy.
 
   Karen was surprised at the crowds inside. There were all sorts of people; young and old, cool and out-of-date, New Age and hippies. She hadn’t seen so many hippies in one place before; she hadn’t realised there were still that many of them around. She thought to herself that it would make a funny story to tell her friends back in London. There were so many different stalls too: aromatherapy, herbal remedies for humans and animals, candles, organic foods, organic clothing, and more. 
 
   There were New Age stalls selling crystals and other mystical aids. Karen was fascinated by an antique crystal ball and toyed with buying it for a moment but the price was astronomical. Nick seemed to know tons of people and greeted them all enthusiastically, introducing Karen again and again. She could see what made him such a good salesman. She began to feel more cheerful, it wasn’t so bad after all.
 
   Nick tried to persuade her to have her tarot cards read or perhaps her palm. Karen steadfastly refused but since he was obviously quite keen, she suggested that he join the queue at Gypsy Lena’s stand. She must be good if the crowds were anything to go by. They stood in the queue for a good quarter of an hour before Nick was admitted to the tented den. Karen said she would wait outside for him as she had no desire to be bullied into a reading by the gypsy.
 
   Nick emerged some minutes later in high spirits. 
 
   “So, what did she say?” asked Karen.
 
   “I thought you didn’t believe in any of this,” said Nick smugly.
 
   “I don’t, but I would like to know what she said to make you look like the cat that got the cream.”
 
   “I’m not sure I should tell you Karen. Let me just say romance with a capital "R",” he said enigmatically.
 
   Karen thought to herself, not with me it isn’t. Some women might find his brash charm to their liking but she wasn’t one of them. “How about some food? That smell of curry is getting to me. I haven’t had any for ages and it’s supposed to be good for colds.”
 
   Nick looked dismayed, “I thought we might go somewhere later. I’m not sure what the food is like here. It’s probably just some grotty stalls.”
 
   “It smells good. Besides, I didn’t stop for lunch today so I am absolutely starving. Come on. Let’s go look.” Karen was determined not to extend the evening beyond the Fair with some ghastly intimate dinner. Especially not now that Nick had been promised romance by Gypsy Lena. 
 
   They went through to the side hall where there were a dozen or so stalls selling everything from wholemeal scones and Cornish pasties to veggie burgers and the delicious smelling curry. 
 
   “Mmm, it looks good to me,” said Karen surveying the tempting array of steaming pots presided over by two good-looking Asian men.
 
   Nick had followed her to the curry stand still protesting that this wasn’t at all what he had in mind.
 
   Karen ordered herself a chicken curry with rice and three samosas which the men promised were better than any London ones. She was ravenous. Nick, with a fairly good grace ordered the same. They found spaces at one of the tables set up in the middle of the hall. Karen set upon her meal with gusto.
 
   “See it is perfectly nice,” she said between hungry mouthfuls.
 
   “I suppose it’s okay,” agreed Nick reluctantly. “I just wanted to take you somewhere really nice.”
 
   “This is really good,” insisted Karen. “It’s just what I felt like. And that’s better than waiting around for ages in some fancy restaurant for food you don’t really feel like.”
 
   Nick nodded. A small curly-haired woman stopped to ask Nick about a house she had seen advertised in the local gazette. Nick’s office wasn’t actually dealing with the sale but he had sold it to the current owner so he launched happily into a full scale description of the property’s attributes and defects. Karen watched him swing into action. She looked about the hall and realised she was looking for Adam. No, he wouldn’t be here, and she shouldn’t be watching out for him. She was almost tempted by the fortune tellers. Would they tell her what her head wanted to hear or what her heart and her other senses wanted to hear?
 
   The curry was quite spicy and Nick went to get them some coffee and slices of the carrot cake. 
 
   “I really like all this home-made stuff that you get down here,” said Karen as Nick placed the steaming cups and the thick wedges of the cake liberally spread with icing on the table. “In London you can’t even get cake this good.”
 
   “You could always bake something yourself,” suggested Nick.
 
   “I like cooking occasionally. I don’t want to have to cook every day and shop and clean up after it has all been eaten,” said Karen.
 
   “Sounds like you need to marry a rich man to provide you with a cook, a maid, and a cleaning lady.”
 
   “I’m not actually planning to get married at all. Rich man or poor man. Anyway, I think I’d like to go back into the main hall and take another look at those crystals. One of my friends is having a baby and I thought she would have fun predicting whether it’s going to be a boy or a girl.”
 
   They wandered back into the busy hall and strolled around the stalls until they came to the crystal seller. Karen had a long conversation with the bearded man about the different types of crystals and the chance of predicting babies’ genders with them. She eventually bought a small clear crystal on a silver chain which the man assured her was a sure-fire indicator. He wrapped it carefully in tissue and warned Karen not to handle it too much as it would affect the vibrations and the crystal’s accuracy. Karen smiled, she didn’t have the heart to let him know it was more of a joke gift than a serious one.
 
   They had been twice around the stalls and eaten and Karen thought that it was about time to head for home. Nick obviously didn’t want to finish the evening that early but as Karen pointed out it was after eight o’clock and she had had a long day in the studio and she was beginning to feel distinctly fluey. 
 
   He looked a bit sulky so Karen said, “Don’t worry I’ll get the bus. You don’t have to drive me all the way back. I should have brought my own car.”
 
   “Don’t be silly Karen, I am happy to drive you home. I’m just sorry that we have to cut the evening short. Sure you don’t want a swift drink?” He didn’t look happy when she said no, and Karen felt she’d wasted his time.
 
   It was cold outside the hall. The gale was beginning to blow in earnest and Karen was glad to reach the comparative warmth of the car. Nick turned the heat on full blast as they sat for a few minutes, waiting for the windscreens to demist. He drove quickly through Penzance causing several pedestrians to leap from the path of his car.
 
    
 
   Karen was surprised when Nick took the Marazion turn at the roundabout.
 
   “Why are we going this way? It’s faster to take the main road.” She remembered that he had said his house was in Marazion. She hoped he didn’t think she was going to look at his art collection.
 
   “It’s not so great in the wind,” replied Nick. “Besides this is one of my favourite routes and it’s not much different time wise, only a few minutes.” He smiled over at her rather insincerely.
 
   Karen leant her head against the back of the seat. She was genuinely quite tired and would not be sorry to get an early night. She had had so many interrupted nights lately and her head felt thick. They sped alongside the railway line as it hugged the coast before turning inland. They had passed the Railway Inn and the beach cafe when Nick unexpectedly slowed down and turned into the deserted beach car park.
 
   Karen’s heart sank. What on earth did he think he was doing? Surely he wasn’t going to try the old "car problems" line?
 
   “What are we doing here?” asked Karen as Nick stopped the car and turned off the engine.
 
   “The night is young and I thought you might like to look at the view.”
 
   “What view?” said Karen angrily. “I can’t see a damn thing out the window. It’s pouring with rain.”
 
   “Now isn’t that a shame Karen. We’ll have to snuggle up together to keep warm.” Nick leaned across and put his arm around Karen. With his free hand he reached up and pulled her face to his. He pressed his mouth against hers forcing his tongue in. She couldn’t breathe. Karen was squashed against the car door by his weight. She pushed him away and struggled to free her mouth. He was stronger than he looked.
 
   “Stop it. Get off me!” she cried. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   Nick took no notice and reached a hand inside Karen’s coat to. The unwelcome fumbling at her breast was the final straw. Karen shoved him back into the steering wheel with all her might. At the same time she grabbed the door handle. Luckily, it wasn’t locked. She pushed the door open and, in her haste to get away, half fell, half jumped out of the car into the dark parking lot. 
 
   “Go somewhere and die, you sleaze!” she said pulling herself up and slamming the door behind her. She set off towards the main road. It was not a good night to be out, especially feeling ill the way she did. But rage pushed her on. She heard Nick’s car draw up next to her as she neared the exit to the car park.
 
   Through his opened window he called to her, “Karen, look I’m sorry. Don’t be an idiot! You can’t walk on a night like this. I’ll take you home.”
 
   Karen walked on faster without uttering a word and without looking in his direction. At that point in time she really didn’t know what she was doing. She only knew that she did not want to get back in the car with Nick. Perhaps she could get a bus from Marazion or even a taxi. She hurried on and turned onto the street leading into the village, not far now.
 
   Nick followed her in the car and drew up beside her again, “Come on, Karen, get in. It’s pouring. I hardly tried to rape you. No need to behave like you’re some kind of virgin. Just get in the fucking car and I’ll take you home.”
 
   “Go and die!” shouted Karen. “If I never see you again, it will be too soon!” She strode on into the rain. She clasped her coat around her tightly.
 
   Nick shrugged his shoulders and shouted after her, “If that’s the way you want it Karen. Suit yourself. Don’t say I didn’t try!” With that he revved his engine and drove off into the night.
 
    
 
   Karen made for the bus stop next to the village shop. She stopped under the streetlight to look in her purse. Empty! She had spent the last of her money on the crystal. She fished in her pockets and found three pounds. She would not be able to get a taxi with that, nor did she have any money at the house to pay for a fare. Still she had just enough for the bus. 
 
   Luck was with Karen for once that night. She had not been standing at the bus stop for long when the welcome lights of the bus appeared from around the bend. As the bus got closer she was a little dismayed to see that it was not going to Trelawney Cove but along the main road to the next town. The bus stopped for her and she climbed up the stairs, perhaps the bus driver would know when the next bus to the Cove was. 
 
   It was a relief to get out of the wind and rain but the driver had bad news, “Sorry my love, there’s no more buses to the Cove tonight at all. The last one went there at six. I do go past the top of the road to the Cove. It’s not more than a mile down the road from there.”
 
   Karen hesitated for a moment and then decided to stay on the bus. At least she would be almost home and it was a downhill walk from the main road. Maybe the rain would let up a bit by the time they got there. Karen sat down thankfully as the water ran down off her coat leaving a puddle at her feet. Her shoes were soaked and her leggings clung damply to her calves. She sneezed and sneezed again. She felt completely rotten; her head throbbed and her cheeks burned. This was all she needed.
 
   She wondered what on earth Nick had been thinking of, stopping in the car park like some desperate teenager. After all, he supposedly had a house in Marazion. But he would have had to persuade her to go in and she had been adamant about going home early. She supposed he could have made a pass at her when he dropped her off at the cottage but she would have had an easy escape route. Adam had been right about him being an opportunist.
 
   She looked around the bus. Only a couple of teenagers, more interested in each other than anyone else, sat kissing on the back seat. The bus trundled up and down the side roads to two or three little villages and then back to the main road. Karen couldn’t see why it shouldn’t stop in Trelawney Cove. How on earth did people without cars or who couldn’t drive get out? No wonder there was often a crowd of youths hanging round the shop looking bored. Eventually, the bus stopped in what seemed like the middle of nowhere. 
 
   The driver shouted back to Karen, “Here you go, love! Here’s your stop. Just cross over the road and mind how you go!”
 
   Karen stumbled out onto the grassy verge. No pavement here and no street lights either. It took a few moments before her eyes adjusted to the dark, though she could still barely see a thing. The wind and rain hadn’t let up, they seemed stronger and meaner if anything. Still, no use moping. Standing here was only going to get her colder, wetter and run over. 
 
   She crossed the road and started down the Cove road. Since there was no pavement she stayed as close to the edge as she possibly could without getting caught in the overhanging brambles. A car going in the opposite direction passed her, slowed down and hooted at her. She could make out a few of the local lads, obviously going off to Penzance for a night on the town. Good luck to them, she thought. It was unpleasant trying to navigate in the wind and rain as the wind pelted the raindrops into her face like little darts and lashed her hair across her eyes. Her scarf seemed to have vanished somewhere along the way. She found the lack of vision the most annoying.
 
   She had walked home a few times in London when she had missed the last tube or bus. But at least there had been a pavement to walk on even if she had been accosted by the odd drunk. Here she might even welcome an odd drunk. Perhaps she had been a little hasty jumping out of Nick’s car. Even the ride home with that slimy sex pest would have been better than this. Besides, she would have been home and warm by now and soaking in a hot bath. She walked faster, spurred on by the thought of home comforts. Another car passed her, this time going in the same direction. It seemed to come rather close and Karen realised that the pale sheepskin was dark with rain by now.
 
   She passed the turn-off to the campsite, still more than half way to go. Tears of despair and misery ran down Karen’s cheeks. She stumbled as her foot caught in a trailing bramble and fell on her hands and knees. It felt as though she had ripped her leggings and her hands burned where the gravelly road had scraped them. Panic welled up in Karen. 
 
   Suddenly, she was caught in the full glare of car headlights coming up behind her. She hoped the driver had seen her. The car lights came closer and Karen could hear the engine, the car must be almost on top of her. Then she heard the car door slam. Then she heard nothing.
 
   A voice said, “Are you all right? My god, Karen! What the hell are you doing out here?” It was Adam. He didn’t wait for her to answer. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the car. He placed her gently on the front seat and got in beside her. “Don’t talk. I’m taking you home.”
 
   Karen shut her eyes. She felt safe at last. 
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   Karen could remember little of what happened next until she was somehow in Adam’s wonderfully warm bathroom immersed up to her neck in hot scented bubbles. She presumed that she had taken off her own clothes but she couldn’t quite be certain as they were neatly folded on a chair in the corner, not the usual untidy heap that she left them in. There was a knock on the door. 
 
   Adam came in, “If you’re all right for a few minutes, I’m going to go and get Humphrey and turn off the lights in the cottage. I have a spare set of keys, so don’t worry.”
 
   Karen managed a weak thanks as he left. Then she wondered why on earth he was going to fetch Humphrey and what she was doing in his bath. She decided she really couldn’t think about anything as complicated as this. She would think about it when her head stopped pounding. She closed her eyes again and decided to wait for further instructions. It was quite restful taking orders for a change.
 
   It felt like Adam had only been gone for a few seconds when he knocked on the door again and came in. Humphrey did not seem surprised at finding his mistress in a strange bath but leapt up excitedly.
 
   “Do you need a hand getting out?” asked Adam gently.
 
   “No, no. I think I can manage. Is there a towel?”
 
   Adam held up a huge blue bath sheet but Karen found her legs much wobblier than she had realised. As she swayed ominously Adam caught her in the towel, lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom.
 
   “I’m sorry. I keep collapsing on you,” Karen managed to whisper. “I do seem to be making a habit of this.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. This weather takes some getting used to. It even catches the locals by surprise sometimes. Now, I’ve got some flannel pyjamas here for you, sent to me by my beloved mother who still thinks that they are the height of bedroom fashion. So, if you can sit up we’ll get you dry and into these pyjamas.”
 
   Between them they managed a fair facsimile of dryness and Karen felt a little more human in the large old-fashioned striped pyjamas. Adam came back from the bathroom with a hairdryer and brush and proceeded to blow-dry her hair. He really was a most efficient man.
 
   “Now into bed with you,” he ordered. “I’m going to make you a hot drink and then you are going to go straight to sleep. I’ll have the doctor in to look at you first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
   Adam’s tone of voice brooked no argument, not that Karen had an ounce of strength left with which to argue. Never mind about a doctor. She would just stay here tonight. She didn’t really feel up to coping with Humphrey either. The bed was deliciously comfortable... and so large and with such big soft pillows and a duvet ... Karen was asleep before Adam even left the room.
 
   “Well, sleeping beauty,” said Adam bending down and gently stroking her hot cheek. “I suppose rest is the best remedy.”
 
    
 
   When Karen eventually clawed her way back into consciousness it seemed to be morning. She felt appalling. Her eyes felt as though they had been glued shut while she slept. Her nose was blocked. Her throat was dry. Even her arms and legs ached and she remembered falling in the road. She wondered whose bedroom she was in. It certainly wasn’t her own! She did not have to wait long to find out for just then Adam popped his head around the door.
 
   “Ah, you’re awake. How do you feel? Not good, I warrant, by the look of you.” He came over to the bed. “I have just given Humphrey his breakfast and he’s had a brief walk around the garden. So, what would you like for your breakfast other than fresh-squeezed orange juice? I have just made an enormous jug.”
 
   Karen tried to speak. Her throat felt as though it was full of dry gravel. “Nothing,” she croaked. “I don’t feel very well.” 
 
   “I think that may be a bit of an understatement. The nurse at the surgery promised that Doctor Palmer would be here between eleven and twelve. They wanted me to bring you in but I didn’t think my back was up to carrying you again.” Adam smiled ruefully at Karen. “Now lie still while I get you some juice and a cup of hot tea which will ease that throat of yours. It sounds very sore.”
 
   “It is,” whispered Karen. “But I can’t stay here. This is ridiculous. As soon as I’ve had breakfast I’ll go home.”
 
   Adam did not even bother to reply. It was patently obvious that Karen would not be going anywhere for a few days. Defeated, Karen lay back against the pillows and closed her eyes. She felt too ill to care. Maybe she would go home this afternoon, after a nap.
 
   Adam was right. The tea did help a little. The heat of the sweet liquid anaesthetised her raw throat temporarily. Adam was in and out of the room accompanied by Humphrey who had obviously switched his loyalty for the time being. Karen dozed fitfully. She vacillated between feeling either very hot or shivery cold. 
 
    
 
   Doctor Palmer, a little man with a cheerful manner destined to get the most miserable of patients better and out of bed, took one look at her throat and pronounced it tonsillitis. 
 
   “I’m going to put you on antibiotics for five days. You’ve got a very nasty pair of tonsils in there, young lady. I’m surprised you’ve still got them. If you’d been my patient I would have whipped them out years ago.”
 
   Karen thanked her lucky stars she was not one of Doctor Palmer’s patients, though she knew all the locals swore by him, including her grandmother. He would visit the oldest and frailest of his patients whenever they needed him, or even just when they needed company.
 
   “You can gargle with some aspirin or some hot salt water three times a day. That will speed things along. In the meantime, you should stay in bed until your temperature comes down to normal. Adam tells me that you’re going to be staying here where he can keep an eye on you. I think that’s an excellent idea. Otherwise we might have to think about getting you a bed at the cottage hospital for a few days.”
 
   Confronted with this choice, Karen felt she was between a rock and a hard place. She certainly didn’t want to go to hospital but neither did she want to burden Adam with her care. It was getting ridiculous. How many times was he going to rescue her? Twice he had rescued her from a storm. She felt like the heroine in a Victorian melodrama. In London she was always the one who helped other people out when they got themselves into awkward jams. Not the other way around. She wasn’t used to being a helpless female.
 
   Before Karen could voice any doubts, Adam said firmly, “Well that settles that. You’re staying here. I couldn’t live with myself if I had to tell your grandmother that I had sent you to hospital. She would have my guts for garters. She can be very fierce, your grandmother, and I did promise her that I would keep an eye on you. So I don’t want to hear any arguments. You will stay here where I can keep an eye on you and make sure you eat properly and take your medicine. You may have noticed that it’s still blowing out. I think we’re up to force nine. You’ll be warmer here, apart from anything else.”
 
   Doctor Palmer wrote out a couple of prescriptions, packed up his medical bag, patted Karen on the cheek and went off with Adam and Humphrey. Adam returned shortly and said he would have to go into town to have the prescriptions filled.
 
   “Can I bring you back anything special? Cream cakes, ice lollies?... Pasties? Perhaps a new dressing gown?” he continued.
 
   Food was the last thing she felt like. How spiteful of him to remind her of her old pink gown. Karen pulled a face.
 
   Adam laughed. “Well, at least the patient is showing some signs of life. I shan’t be long. I’ll leave you Humphrey for company. Don’t you dare get out of this bed except to go to the loo. Here’s the remote control for the television in case you feel up to some entertainment.”
 
   Karen waved a limp hand. She did not feel like doing anything except sleeping. She listened to the wind banging away at the house and whistling down the chimney. She shivered and pulled the duvet up to her chin. This was certainly an extremely comfortable bed. Humphrey had settled himself at her feet and obviously thought she had made the right decision.
 
    
 
   Adam returned from town, laden with bags and a huge bunch of blue and white irises wrapped in cellophane and tied with a big blue bow which he laid on the bed by Karen’s feet. 
 
   “First things first,” he said opening a bottle of tablets and handing her two. “Two immediately and then one every four hours.” Adam poured her a fresh glass of water from the jug on the bedside table.
 
   When Karen had choked down the tablets, he gave her a couple of painkillers and said, “Now you can have a treat for taking your medicine like a good little girl.” He rummaged through the bags and produced a box of ice lollies. “Raspberry, orange or blackcurrant?”
 
   Karen opted for raspberry and the icy cold of the lolly brought instant relief to her hot sore throat. ‘mmm, that feels better already,” she said.
 
   “I’d better get the rest of these into the freezer before we have a nasty mess on our hands. I’ll stick these in water, too,” Adam said gathering up the flowers. “I thought they might cheer up the room a bit. Invalids should have flowers.”
 
   With the pain in her throat eased from the ice and the tablets, Karen was able to fall into a more restful sleep. It was late afternoon before she woke again to find Adam sitting in an armchair by the window reading a manuscript.
 
    
 
   “Good,” he said standing up and stretching his legs. “Just in time. I’m glad you woke up, it means I don’t have to wake you to take your tablets. You looked so peaceful.”
 
   Karen still felt groggy and disoriented. “Humphrey ... his walk ... I should take him out ...”
 
   “All done. Nothing for you to worry about. Humphrey and I had a splendid time, despite the wind. At least the rain has stopped. We met a very attractive lady Yorkshire Terrier on the beach and had a fine time chasing her up and down. Humphrey, that is. Humphrey did the chasing. I kept her owner company.” Adam continued, ‘speaking of things that need to be done, would you like me to get in touch with your family to let them know that you’re staying here for a few days? They might call the cottage and worry when they don’t get any answer.”
 
   “Gosh. Yes, please. Gran too. She might call to speak to Humphrey. Should I call? Could I phone them?”
 
   “I have your grandmother’s number for emergencies. I’ll call her now. Then I’ll bring you the phone and you can call your mother.”
 
   Karen’s mother was dismayed to hear that Karen was ill and offered to come down immediately to take care of her. Karen explained that Adam was taking good care of everything. 
 
   “It hardly seems suitable,” fretted her mother. “Though your grandmother speaks highly of him. I know he’s very well-known, but famous people can have strange ideas. He was a nice enough little boy, I suppose. He stopped you and Amanda from burning down the cottage as I recall. I could arrange to have someone fill in for me at the Centre ...” Mrs Packer was clearly anxious to come and look after her daughter but unwilling to leave her work at the Centre.
 
   “No, mum. Honestly!” Karen protested, sensing her indecision. “It’s fine. He is okay. Mrs Maybury comes in to clean for him most days. She’ll be chaperone. Besides Doctor Palmer says it’s this or hospital.”
 
   “Oh dear, I hadn’t realised it was that serious. I suppose you’re old enough to make up your own mind,” sniffed Mrs Packer. “I mean, if Doctor Palmer says so, it must be all right. He has looked after your grandmother for all these years. Do telephone me at once if you have any problems, if you know what I mean. Perhaps Amanda could come down at the weekend and take you back to the cottage.”
 
   Karen was tired. The effort of talking on the phone and arguing with her mother had knocked her out. Adam took the phone from her.
 
   “I take it your mother thinks I’m some sort of sex fiend. It must run in the family this deep mistrust of men. I promise you that my intentions are strictly honourable. I don’t molest vulnerable women under my care. You should know that already.”
 
   Karen nodded sleepily. She felt so dopey she could hardly follow what he was saying. She snuggled back down under the duvet and was quickly asleep.
 
    
 
   When Adam brought her bedtime pills he also brought a wicker bed-tray on which was a bowl of steaming chicken and leek soup. He plumped up Karen’s pillows vigorously and put them behind her back so that she was propped up in a sitting position. He then put the tray over her legs.
 
   “I hope you are going to be able to manage a bit of this. I’ve been slaving over a hot stove all afternoon to produce this nourishing broth for you. I am assured by my mother, whose recipe this is, that it is a great restorative.” He had even, Karen noticed, cut the toast into soldiers.
 
   She thought she didn’t feel hungry but since he had gone to so much trouble she thought she ought to try just a drop. She could not remember, even as a child, getting such tender loving care. Her family tended to favour more spartan treatment for illness and her mother’s proud boast was that she had never taken to her bed. Feeling unwell was viewed with deep suspicion and most illnesses identified as hypochondria. Coddling was thought to encourage malingering.
 
   One tablespoon convinced Karen that the soup was indeed an elixir. She had no trouble finishing the bowl and the buttery toast. She looked up. Adam was watching her. She must have looked frightfully greedy. No, he looked fond and pleased. Their eyes met and held. Then she looked away.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “It was brilliant. I feel much better. Your mother was right. Perhaps you should bottle it. Chancellor’s chicken soup, it has quite a good ring to it.”
 
   “Well, when you’re feeling better, you can work on some labels. Do you think me or a chicken? Anyway, you better take your pills.” Adam handed her the pills and took the tray away. He reappeared with an ice lolly and a DVD. “I thought you might feel up to some gentle entertainment.”
 
   Karen was dismayed to see that he had chosen an old Monty Python film. She usually found them a little too silly. But between the pills and her fever the surreal humour made her giggle helplessly. Adam lay down next to her on the king-size bed and produced a box of chocolate fudge and some ice cold coke.
 
   “This has got to be one of my favourite ways to spend the evening,” he said taking her hot hand in his. 
 
   I am absurdly comfortable, Karen thought. I can’t remember feeling quite so at ease with any other person. It was like being with one of one of her best girlfriends and yet there was an undercurrent of excitement to which, even though her head felt like cotton wool, her body responded. In fact, her feverishness added an air of unreality to events. She didn’t see the end of the film, she was fast asleep. 
 
    
 
   When she woke in the morning she wondered whether she had dreamed it all. She lay quite still and cautiously tested her throat. It did feel marginally better. She could swallow without that excruciating ache. Her glands were still swollen in her neck and her skin was warm to the touch but she was no longer burning up. What she really felt like was a bath. She got out of bed, stood up and sat down again promptly. She felt quite dizzy. Take it slowly, she told herself. And so, moving at a snail’s pace, she found the bathroom and sat down on the edge of the bath while the water ran in.
 
   Karen felt cooler for the bath. She had found a rather nice box of talcum powder with an old-fashioned swan’s-down puff in it. She dusted herself liberally, it smelled pleasantly of rose and sandalwood. She swished some toothpaste around her mouth and combed out her hair. She hoped Adam wouldn’t mind her borrowing his comb. Maybe this wasn’t his bathroom after all. It might be his mother’s comb and powder. He had mentioned her several times since she had arrived.
 
   Adam, en route from the kitchen, with her breakfast tray, was surprised to find Karen coming out of the bathroom. “I’ve just had a bath,” she said, stating the obvious.
 
   “Good,” he said. “Would you mind if I joined you for breakfast. I’ve brought enough for two.”
 
   Humphrey decided to make it breakfast for three and sat at the end of the bed eating snippets of toast and marmalade.
 
   “Doctor Palmer said that you should drink loads of fluids,” Adam reminded Karen. “So drink all you can. I’ve got you some ginger ale which isn’t too sickly. Humphrey and I are going to walk off our breakfasts down on the beach while you watch morning television.” He looked thoughtfully at Karen and said, “Why the worried face? I thought you were feeling a little brighter this morning.”
 
   “I am. It’s not that. I should be painting,” said Karen. “I have lost so much time coming down here and now to be stuck in bed, sick, I just worry that I won’t have enough work ready in time for my show.”
 
   “Agonising about it isn’t going to get you back on your feet any sooner. Tomorrow, if you’re feeling better, I’ll bring you some paper and pencils and let you draw me as a special treat. Now rest.” Adam smiled broadly as he tucked Karen into bed and turned on the television.
 
   Despite the nagging anxiety about the painting the day passed pleasantly in a haze of talk shows and daytime dramas. Adam appeared at regular intervals with her medicine and nourishing food and drink. He said that he was only in his study if she needed anything else; he was busy correcting proofs on his latest travel book. 
 
   What a strange man he is, thought Karen. She had never known anyone who would take such good care of a comparative stranger. Certainly not a man, maybe some women. She wasn’t sure what she felt about it all. Some people might think he was a little soppy, but he wasn’t, not at all. He was a tall, good-looking man of the world who moved in international circles and yet here he was playing Professor Higgins to her Eliza Doolittle. She was so used to men who ran from caring and responsibility that it was almost frightening to be the object of such attention. The trouble was that he was extraordinarily efficient at it all and as far as she could see he had nothing to gain from it. The strange and disconcerting thing about Adam was that he would focus all his attention on her so that she felt like the centre of his universe. But then he would appear to switch it off just as quickly. It left her not sure of anything.
 
   Karen’s body didn’t waste time worrying about the whys and wherefores of Adam’s behaviour. It had a perfectly straightforward response to him. He made her melt with desire and those parts which didn’t melt felt like they were charged with a million volts of electricity. Usually, hand holding was a sticky sweaty business reserved for teenagers in cinemas but when Adam held her hand nothing had ever felt more arousing. 
 
   That evening they were plagued by phone calls. Adam had several long-distance calls from America about the script for the film that was being made from his South American travel book. He also had a call from Morgan which he took in the study to Karen’s annoyance. Then it was Karen’s turn. 
 
   First her mother called to check up on things. “You sound much better, darling,” she said. She was clearly pleased and relieved. “You sounded just dreadful. I was so worried. I called up Amanda and made her promise to come down at the weekend and take care of you. You can’t impose on Adam Chancellor forever.”
 
   “It’s really not necessary,” protested Karen. “Amanda has plenty to do without coming all the way down here for the weekend.”
 
   “That’s as may be,” replied Mrs Packer. “But she’s booked on the overnight train on Friday night. She’s quite happy to come down. Besides which the fresh air will do her good. Now I’m not having any arguments about this. You have always been such a stubborn girl.”
 
   Karen gave up. Once her mother had made up her mind there was no arguing with her. She might as well make the best of it and give in graciously. Amanda could walk Humphrey and tidy the cottage, she thought with some amusement.
 
   She had no sooner put down the phone than Amanda herself rang. They held an almost identical conversation with Karen protesting and Amanda insisting. Finally, Karen had to plead her sore throat as an excuse to end the call. 
 
   “Do I gather from all that that a member of your family is coming down to oversee your recuperation?” asked Adam.
 
   “Yes. Worse luck,” said Karen. “My sister Amanda is coming on the overnight train on Friday.”
 
   “I’ll pick her up at the station then,” said Adam.
 
   “You can’t!” said Karen firmly. “It comes in at the crack of dawn. You won’t be up. She can get a taxi if she insists on coming.”
 
   “Now that’s not a very charitable way to treat your sister. I don’t mind fetching her. I wake quite early and so it isn’t a problem. So no arguing. It’ s decided.”
 
   “Everybody is so bossy,” moaned Karen. “Give a girl an illness and everybody thinks she’s fair game. It’s not right. Once my mother gets a bee in her bonnet there’s no stopping her. I suspect that Amanda has been sent down to inspect you. They are probably speculating as we speak.”
 
    
 
   By Friday morning Karen was feeling quite human. She felt well enough to keep Adam to his promise to go and fetch her sketch pad and pencils from the cottage. After breakfast he and Humphrey set off on their dog-walk, stopping on the way back to collect the promised items.
 
   Karen made Adam sit in the wicker chair in front of the window. He was to pretend to be reading a book. 
 
   “You can have it on the back cover of your next book,” she joked.
 
   As she drew it occurred to her that she had never asked him what made him choose this remote corner of England when he could live anywhere in the world that he chose.
 
   “I’ve always loved Cornwall,” Adam began. “Ever since I came here for holidays as a child. I needed somewhere outside of London to get away and write without the distractions of people and city life. Then, my grandmother left me the house in her will and it seemed like fate was taking a hand in my life. I love being near water too, my house in London is by the canal. In fact it’s built like a Venetian house with one of the walls submerged in the water. Because I have to travel so much, especially now with the film in Los Angeles, it’s nice to get on the train when I’ve had enough of civilisation as we know it and just disappear down here. I like to walk and walk, and the coastal paths are brilliant.”
 
   Satisfied with that answer, Karen continued to probe, “So, where is this amazing London house, then? It sounds gorgeous. I’ve often thought of getting a house boat on the canal. It would be fun to move around. There are some amazing ones moored near Chelsea.”
 
   “Actually, it’s in North London, between Primrose Hill and Camden. On Regent’s Canal, near the park.”
 
   “Wow!” said Karen. “When I was a bit of a gothy teenager I used to go shopping at Camden Market on Sundays. I haven’t been there for years.”
 
   “While we’re interrogating one another, there’s something I have been waiting to ask you.”
 
   Karen felt a moment’s anxiety. What was he going to ask?
 
   “What the hell were you doing walking down the road in the middle of a storm on Tuesday night? Do you usually choose such inappropriate times to go hiking when you have a temperature of 101 degrees?”
 
   Karen was embarrassed to tell him the truth. It all seemed so long ago and she had behaved rather foolishly. In fact, she could not believe what an idiot she had been. “I, umm, well ... I went out with Nick Farmer. I mean, he took me to the Psychic Fair in Penzance...”
 
   “Yes,” prompted Adam. “That doesn’t explain how you came to be in the road.”
 
   “We had a falling out and I took the bus home. Only there wasn’t a bus. Not all the way anyway. So I had to get off at the top and walk. But it was dark and I didn’t have a torch or an umbrella and I didn’t feel very well.”
 
   “Why on earth didn’t you let him bring you home? That’s what I can’t understand. He must have known there were no busses to Trelawney Cove after six. What did he do to make you so angry? I did warn you that he had a reputation for being a bit of an opportunist but I have never heard anyone say he was an out and out bastard.”
 
   “He’s not. I over-reacted when he made a pass at me. I jumped out of the car in a temper. He did try and talk me back into the car,” said Karen ruefully.
 
   “He obviously didn’t try hard enough,” Adam responded angrily, his blue eyes flashed. “He must have been out of his mind to let you go off into the night. I would have made damn sure you got home safely.”
 
   Karen did not really want to analyse her evening with Nick in any greater depth. Nor did she want Adam’s keen scrutiny focusing on her own silly behaviour. She felt enough of an idiot already. She changed the subject by telling him to sit still, as he kept changing position while she was trying to draw him.
 
   Karen was pleased with her drawing of Adam and made a number of sketches. The view of the cliffs behind through the window made a dramatic composition. She wondered whether it would be worth doing something full-size in oil paint for her show. She would need some photographs as well to get the colours right. Adam was delighted at the prospect and was pleased to see her enthusiastic again. He fetched his digital Leica and Karen took some photographic studies.
 
   “Let me take one of you,” he said. “Come and sit in the chair.”
 
   “I must look hideous,” Karen protested.
 
   Adam, however, simply came over to the bed, picked her up and placed her in the chair in front of the window. ‘my turn now,” he said triumphantly and proceeded to finish the roll of film.
 
   Once she was safely tucked back in the big bed, Adam said “Well, I had better see about some dinner for us.”
 
   “I don’t know why you are taking so much trouble over me. You hardly know me.”
 
   “I’ve known you for ages, off and on. Anyway, I happen to like you,” replied Adam. “So, why shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Well, I like lots of people but that doesn’t mean that I rescue them from storms and take them home with me to nurse them better.”
 
   “You’re fishing, Karen. I like you because you don’t want anything from me and you don’t expect anything from me. Except the odd rescue from wind and rain and that makes me feel good. So there.” He bent over her to kiss her on the cheek.
 
   As he did so Karen turned to meet his lips with her own. His lips were soft but strong. She felt as though her fever had returned but she knew it was nothing to do with her illness. Her whole being melted and her heart sang.
 
   Abruptly, Adam pulled away patting her on the cheek avuncularly, “We won’t get any food at this rate.”
 
   He left the room. Karen felt bereft. Did he just like her as a sort of honorary niece? Had he not felt the incredible sexual charge in their kiss? She hated him for leaving her in this state. She was devastated.
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   There were no more kisses that night. Adam had brought their dinner and then had retired to his study to work leaving Karen to watch TV with Humphrey. When came back to take Humphrey out Karen was asleep with the television on.
 
    
 
   Karen woke up thinking this is my last day here and my last night. It was not a happy thought. She felt that she could very easily get used to this life of luxury, not that she wanted to be sick of course. But yesterday she had even done some work and enjoyed herself with Adam. They didn’t restrict each other in the way that so many couples she knew did. In fact, if anything, he enhanced her life. Did she mean the same to him? She was lost in reverie when, regular as clockwork, Adam appeared with her breakfast tray. 
 
   “I was just thinking I could get used to this - breakfast in bed every day. Perhaps I should get up and get back to my grandmother’s before I get too spoiled.” 
 
   Adam smiled, “Certainly not. I will take your temperature but Doctor Palmer was adamant that you should stay in bed until your temperature had been normal for at least a day. If you’re okay today then I may tell your sister to allow you to stay out of bed tomorrow. Of course, there is a way for you to continue in this life of luxury, you only have to marry me.”
 
   Karen nearly choked on a piece of toast. She wasn’t sure if he was joking. She didn’t want to say anything in case he was. She had made enough of a fool of herself already without looking totally naive. She took a big gulp of coffee. Adam had a way of saying things of importance in a dead-pan way which was more than a bit confusing.
 
   “I have to mail some stuff to the States at the post office. So, after breakfast I’ll take Humphrey for a drive into town and I’ll get the film developed.” Adam reeled off his list. “And is there anything you want?”
 
   Karen asked him if he could pick up some drawing charcoal for her at the art shop.
 
   “Okay. Oh, and Mrs Maybury will be in for a couple of hours but I’ll be back before lunch. So don’t worry about a thing.” Adam dropped a kiss on her head, “Bye for now, pet.” He whistled to Humphrey and left.
 
    
 
   By the time Mrs Maybury popped her head around the door to see if it was all right to hoover, Karen had taken her bath and was sitting up in bed in one of Adam’s towelling dressing gowns, drawing the beautiful irises while listening to the radio.
 
   “Feeling better love?” asked Mrs Maybury with obvious concern. “When I came on Wednesday, Doctor had just left and you wasn’t to be disturbed. Flu is it?”
 
   Karen explained that she had a bad case of tonsillitis but that she was feeling much better. “Of course, you can come in and clean. I’m just doing some drawing. Don’t mind me.”
 
   “Oh, it’s lovely,” cried Mrs Maybury coming up to look at Karen’s drawing board. “You’re as good as your Gran. You must have inherited her talent.” She fussed about, vacuumed the carpet and brought Karen some fresh water even though Adam had refilled it at breakfast.
 
   When she could clean no more, she said, “Oh, he’s a lovely man, Adam. Couldn’t ask for better. You’re a lucky girl,” and she was gone.
 
    
 
   What did she mean by that one? wondered Karen. The gossips were obviously having a field day. When Adam came back from town she told him that Mrs Maybury was his number one fan.
 
   “I can’t imagine what they’re all saying about us in the village. It’s such a small community. We must be the big gossip of the week.”
 
   Adam looked unperturbed, “I don’t mind what they say. We’re doing nothing wrong. I’ve told people at the shop that you’re staying here while you’re sick. Now, presents.” He placed a packet on her lap.
 
   Karen found her hands trembled as she tore open the wrapping. It was a wooden box of water colours and a set of sable water colour brushes. “This must have cost you a fortune,” she said.
 
   “I know you don’t normally paint in water colours, but they are a lot easier to use in bed and I didn’t want you to be bored.” He looked at her sketch of the irises, “Could you do me a water colour of these?”
 
   “It has been ages since I’ve used water colours. Not since school, I don’t think. I don’t know if it will be much good. Did you manage to get the photos developed?”
 
   “Yes. I’m having some larger prints made. They’ll be ready next week. You’ll just have to wait until then.”
 
   Karen found that she had not forgotten her old skill with water colours and afternoon passed quickly as she found new pleasure in an old pastime. She was pleased with the results and Adam took away a painting of the irises saying he would have it framed for his study. Karen was touched. It was such a small gesture after all he had done for her. 
 
   She had begun to look forward to sharing her meals with Adam and this evening was no exception. He still managed to surprise her, he had bought two large pizzas at the pizza place in town and brought them home to warm up.
 
   “How did you guess? It’s exactly what I felt like! Junk food, not that this is junk,” Karen said looking down at her plate. The thin crispy pizza was dripping in mozzarella cheese, a rich spicy tomato sauce and tangy circles of pepperoni. “And what’s more, it’s my favourite kind.”
 
   “Mine too,” replied Adam. “I guess I’m psychic. When I get back from weeks in the jungle the first thing I feel like is pizza.”
 
   Karen laughed. She was making an awful mess of herself trying to eat pizza daintily in bed. She looked at Adam. He might not be psychic but he had an uncanny knack of anticipating her every need - well, almost. She qualified the statement. The needs of her body were unfulfilled.
 
   Humphrey thought eating in bed an extremely sensible practice. He was delighted to clear up all the dropped bits of pepperoni and any unwanted crusts. Dessert was a winner too. Adam had managed to find, in January, some fresh strawberries which tasted of summertime.
 
   After dinner they settled on the bed to watch another film. It was another classic from his collection, Brief Encounter. 
 
   He said, “I know it’s supposed to be terribly sad, a real matinee weepy, but I’ve always found it terribly funny.”
 
   “I saw it years ago on TV,” said Karen. “It’s so stiff and those BBC accents! I think it has all the ingredients to become a cult classic.”
 
   Humphrey settled himself down between them on the duvet. 
 
   “This dog will have to go,” Adam said. “He keeps coming between us.” He reached over and took Karen’s hand. “No, this is nonsense.” He took Humphrey and placed him firmly at the end of the bed. He sat back next to Karen and put an arm around her shoulders, “That’s better.”
 
   The film didn’t excite any great passion in its watchers but their mutual proximity was too much for them. Adam leaned over and looked at Karen, “You’re looking much better. Even if the thermometer didn’t tell me, your cheeks are pink again and your eyes are clear.” He brushed a finger across her lips. 
 
   Karen put her hand out and touched his face. Adam drew in his breath sharply.
 
   “God, Karen you drive me wild,” he whispered hoarsely. He pressed his mouth to hers. Her mouth opened under the force of his gently probing tongue. 
 
   Karen let her hands roam over him. She ran her fingers through his hair and then she felt the broad strength of his shoulders. Adam moved across her so that he was nearly on top of her. He ran his hand the length of her body caressing every contour. Karen could feel the strength of his ardour through the flannel of her pyjamas and she responded.
 
   Adam lifted his mouth from hers and pushed himself up away from her. With a sure and gentle hand he began unbuttoning her pyjama top, kissing the sensitive skin he revealed with each movement. When he ran out of buttons he pushed the jacket aside to reveal her rounded breasts. He took each nipple in turn between his lips and then circled them with his tongue.
 
   Karen felt her body catch fire beneath his touch. She tugged his shirt free from his jeans. He shivered with pleasure as she ran her fingernails gently down his spine. Her fingers found his belt and she slid her hand down under it to the muscular curve of his buttocks. She rubbed her face softly across his strong chest, and then stroked the inside of his thighs with the whole of her hand.
 
   Adam’s mouth returned to her face where he rained light kisses over her face, covering her eyes, her nose, her cheeks, and finally with infinite gentleness, her eyelids. Karen groaned. She had never realised that just kisses could drive her to such a plateau of shivering desire. She wanted him as she had never wanted anyone before. Her whole being ached for him to make love to her.
 
   She opened her eyes. Adam’s eyes were shut and his cheeks were flushed, the skin stretched tautly over his cheekbones in a mask of longing. He opened his eyes. He rolled back onto the pillow away from her. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” asked Karen. “Don’t you want me?” She hadn’t meant to be so frank but the words were jerked from her inner self before she could stop them.
 
   “Good God, Karen! I’ve never wanted anyone more but I can’t take advantage of you like this.”
 
   “You’re not taking advantage of me. Don’t I have any say in this? You’re treating me like a child again.” She felt devastated.
 
   “Yes, of course, you have a say in this. But you are at a disadvantage. You’ve just been fairly sick and I have been looking after you,” Adam explained gently. “It’s the old doctor-patient syndrome.”
 
   “Well, Doctor Freud!” snapped Karen buttoning up her top. “I can assure you that I’m not some hysterical woman who’s fallen in love with my analyst. Give me some credit for knowing my own bloody mind.”
 
   “I’m not trying to patronise you. I just don’t want you to turn around in a week or so and blame me for pushing you into something. We’ve got lots of time. What’s the hurry? I want you to be absolutely sure that this is what you want.” Adam continued, “Jump into bed in haste, repent at leisure.” He made a prissy school teacher face and Karen had to smile despite her frustration.
 
   So after a simple kiss goodnight, Karen was left to muse about the events of the evening and what had so nearly come to pass between them. Perhaps he didn’t want a serious relationship. Besides, he’d never told her that he loved her although he had said he liked her. Like was such an awful word. She had certainly been infatuated with people, even thought she was in love briefly. But she wasn’t sure that she had always liked the object of her desire, perhaps like wasn’t so bad. She certainly liked Adam and wanted to spend time in his company. 
 
   All this philosophising might be good for her soul but it did nothing to quench the aching need that Adam had left unspent. She had never felt so frustrated or so physical. Her dreams of Adam that night left her unsatisfied and wanting the real thing.
 
    
 
   Karen was woken early by the sound of Adam calling to Humphrey for the drive to the station to collect her sister, Amanda. Try as she might, she couldn’t get back to sleep. Amanda would soon be here and casting an inquisitive eye. It was like having an investigative reporter from her family coming to stay. No doubt, they were all extremely interested in the latest turn of events and would be waiting for Amanda’s full report on her relationship with Adam. 
 
   With this in mind she had a hasty bath, put on her clothes which Mrs Maybury had washed for her. She collected up her few possessions: the sketchbook, her pencils, and the beautiful box of water colours which Adam had given her. She didn’t want Amanda snooping around in here any longer than necessary. She pulled the bed together and then sat down on the duvet exhausted by the flurry of activity. She was still a little shaky from being in bed.
 
   Just then she heard Adam’s car pull into the drive. Muffled voices approached the house. Adam came through and looked surprised to see her up and dressed.
 
   “Oh, you should have stayed in bed. You look a little pale. There was no need to get up so early. I would have entertained Amanda.”
 
   “That’s what I was afraid of,” said Karen wryly. “I know my family. She would’ve had your life history in five minutes. I’m feeling much better anyway. Shall I strip the bed and put the sheets in the washer?”
 
   “No, Mrs Maybury will do all that. She’s in again on Monday. Since you are up and I’ve promised Amanda some breakfast after her night on the train, would you feel up to coming upstairs and joining us?”
 
   Amanda was already seated at the table looking rather tired from her trip. When she saw Karen she came over and hugged her. “You look a bit how I feel,” she said. “Here sit down. You’re awfully pale.”
 
   “Strong coffee is needed all round,” said Adam. “I think a bit of a fry up as well, for Amanda at least. Nothing like protein to restore the jaded traveller who has spent ten hours in a tiny train compartment.”
 
   He was as good as his word and even Karen managed some of the crispy bacon and scrambled eggs. They were still tucking into toast and marmalade washed down with strong hot coffee when the telephone rang. It was the girls’ mother to see if Amanda had arrived safely. 
 
   Pulling a face at Karen, Amanda assured her mother, “Yes, I’m perfectly all right. I got here all fine. Adam fetched me from the station and we’re having breakfast ... Yes, Karen looks fine...”
 
   Karen eventually went to the phone herself to convince her mother that she was indeed up and ambulant and that the two of them would soon be going back to her grandmother’s cottage complete with dog.
 
   Karen was anxious now that Amanda had arrived to get back to the cottage but Amanda was clearly in no hurry. Revived by her breakfast, she accepted eagerly when Adam offered to show her around the house and gardens. Karen thought that for somebody who had supposedly come to look after her, Amanda was showing a lot more interest in the healthy Adam than her sick sister.
 
   Amanda came back singing the praises of the house and its decor. She was interested in houses as she and her fiancé, Julian, were looking at possible houses in and around London. She and Adam had an animated discussion about house prices and renovations. She was madly envious when she heard about his London house. Adam offered to let Amanda and Julian have a look around when he was next up in London which, Karen learned with interest, would be quite soon. It made her realise how little she knew about him and his life outside the Cove. Ironically, she had just begun to feel she was getting to know him.
 
   When Karen thought they would finally be able to leave, Amanda started on a new tack by asking Adam about his book which was being made into a Hollywood film.
 
   “Are you supervising the script?” Amanda asked. 
 
   “I have to okay the final script,” said Adam. “I still may have to go over for some last minute re-writes before they start shooting it. In fact, I’m still waiting to hear. I may have to spend a month or two over there sorting it out plus some other business arrangements. I do work in conjunction with the National Geographic Society and I need to visit with them.”
 
   Karen’s heart sank and she wondered where she fitted in with all his travel plans. One minute she seemed to be part of his life, the next it was as though he had forgotten she even existed. She hoped his seeming indifference was for Amanda’s benefit.
 
    
 
   Reluctantly, and with some prodding from Karen, Amanda was finally dragged away. Adam insisted on carrying Amanda’s case and Karen’s carrier bag of possessions. Once they were settled in the cottage and the door finally shut Amanda turned to Karen, “Right! I need details, every single juicy detail! How did you get yourself looked after by one of the best-known travel writers in the country. I’m not surprised you weren’t pleased when mum said that I was coming. You could still be tucked up in the lap of luxury.”
 
   Karen sighed. She could see that there was no way she was going to be able to fob off Amanda, who sniffed romance in the air. She gave her sister the edited version of the story, leaving out the kiss and other physical stuff.
 
   Amanda wasn’t convinced. “What? You mean he didn’t try to get off with you? Not even a teeny tiny goodnight kiss? You and him in that gorgeous house, in that huge bed which I saw ... Pull the other one, Karen. You were probably at it like rabbits!”
 
   Karen went red and Amanda was quick to spot this as an admission of guilt. “See! You’re blushing!” she cried. “You never could keep a secret or tell a decent lie. I don’t blame you. He’s gorgeous. Those blue eyes and that dark curly hair. Kind of an irresistible combination. If I’d been in your position I would have gone for it.”
 
   “Well, we didn’t leap into bed, if that’s what you’re thinking,” said Karen defensively. “We may have had a bit of a snog, but that’s as far as it went. Sadly.”
 
   “Ah! So you’re keen on him. I thought so. What stopped you? Has he got a significant other tucked away somewhere? It’s hard to imagine that he has got to his age without getting caught by some woman.”
 
   Karen looked at Amanda. She had such a clinical view of life sometimes. She supposed it was because she was a family lawyer, always dealing with messy divorces and custody battles. “We never actually discussed his love-life, past or present. Strange as it may seem to you, I’m not as nosy as you are.”
 
   “More fool you,” retorted Amanda. “I’m not saying he has got someone else. But I do remember seeing his photo in the paper with some stunning blond creature hanging off his arm. Has he said anything to you about seeing each other in London?”
 
   “Yes and no. He hasn’t actually named a day or anything but he has sort of implied that we would be seeing a lot of each other.” 
 
   Karen was feeling wiped out physically and psychologically. Adam had been much more restful as a companion. She didn’t want their relationship torn apart and forensically analysed by Amanda, it was too soon. She tried to change the subject.
 
   She tried a sure-fire winner, “Have you found a wedding dress yet?” 
 
   Amanda was getting married in June but had been unable to choose a dress or find a pattern that she liked. The ploy worked and Amanda was soon off on her favourite subject, she even pulled out several bridal magazines from her suitcase to show Karen. Karen, as her only bridesmaid, had still not managed to convince her sister that she did not want to look like a giant meringue in a frothy confection of a dress. 
 
   Amanda jokingly said, “If you play your cards right, we can have a double wedding.”
 
   “I’ve never wanted a big wedding,” said Karen. “A few friends at a registry office is more my line. Anyway, I don’t want to get married. Painting and marriage just don’t mix unless you’re a man. And you get yourself a wife to look after you while you keep on painting.”
 
   “That was probably true once. But Adam, for instance, didn’t strike me as the sort of man who’d expect his wife to run around after him. And he certainly doesn’t need a breadwinner. Julian and I both plan to go on working and when we have a baby he’s going to take time off work too.”
 
   “Enough!” exclaimed Karen. “All these plans are making me tired. You forget I’ve been in bed for the last three days and I’m still not completely better. You’re supposed to be looking after me not interrogating me.”
 
   “You’re right,” said Amanda. “I haven’t been doing my duty. What can I do?”
 
   “Why don’t you take Humphrey for a walk, for starters. You can get us some fresh bread and milk at the shop on your way back. You better have a look in the fridge and see if there is anything left worth eating.”
 
   While Amanda was out, Karen took herself upstairs for a nap. She really was very tired from all the unaccustomed activity after three days of quiet and she was still on the antibiotics. She hoped that the lethargy wouldn’t last too long, she had lost so much valuable painting time already. This show was too important to mess about. Karen, for some reason, felt it was a real make-or-break point in her painting career. This time she might sell enough work and get enough offers for future shows to establish herself as a full-time painter.
 
   Amanda and Karen spent a quiet evening in front of the fire, watching television. Karen missed Adam and kept expecting him to come through the door. Luckily for Karen, Amanda had slept badly on the train so she was quite happy to vegetate in front of the television without any more analysis of Adam or any more awkward questions.
 
    
 
   Amanda and Karen were eating a late breakfast in the sunny kitchen when the telephone rang. 
 
   “It’ll be Adam for you unless it’s mum again,” said Amanda going through to the hall to answer it.”
 
   She came back into the kitchen, “It’s a man for you. But it’s not Adam, you sly fox.”
 
   Karen couldn’t think who it could be as she went through to pick up the phone. None of her friends got up before lunch on a Sunday. She was not pleased to hear Nick’s voice when she said hello.
 
   “Hello, Karen. Nick here. I’ve been ringing since you ran off into the night. I’ve been worried about you. I went back to look for you but you’d disappeared. I assumed you’d got a taxi from the pub. When you didn’t answer I came by to see if you were okay. I heard on the local grapevine, down at the shop, that you were staying at Adam Chancellor’s house. I assume that’s why you weren’t interested in me. You should have told me you were seeing him Karen.”
 
   What an irritating man, thought Karen. Here he was trying to make her feel guilty when he had behaved like a creep. What a nerve he had. “I am sorry you troubled yourself Nick,” she said stiffly. “Anyway, who I see is my business. Thanks for calling.” She put the receiver down before he could say another word.
 
   Karen went back into the kitchen, “Can you believe it? The cheek of that man. That was the charming Nick. The nasty little toad who tried to feel me up in his car and started all this business. I can’t believe that he’d call me here and then try and blame me for his behaviour the other night.”
 
   Amanda, always the solicitor said, “He’s probably just protecting himself in case you press charges.”
 
   “Well,” sniffed Karen. “I shall tell Gran not to sell the cottage through him.”
 
   “I didn’t know Gran was selling the cottage.” Amanda was genuinely surprised.
 
   “No, I don’t think she is. Adam reckons that Gran was just humouring Nick, telling him that he could value the cottage. You know she’s never rude to anyone.”
 
   Karen was still seething about Nick and the phone call when Adam knocked at the door.
 
   “I’ve come to escort Amanda and Humphrey on a walk along the coastal path. I need to clear my head, I have another twelve hours of proof-reading ahead of me. I have to send it all off first thing Monday morning or I’m in big trouble. That means I can give you a lift to the station if you like, Amanda. You did say you were getting the eight forty train, didn’t you?”
 
   Amanda and Humphrey were pleased. Karen less so. It didn’t seem fair. She wanted to get some fresh air too. But Amanda and Adam were quite definite that she was still not well enough to go for a long walk. Adam, to make it up to her, promised to come and collect her after he’d dropped Amanda and posted his proofs. He said he’d take her out for the day on a mystery tour.
 
   Somewhat mollified, Karen agreed to spend the morning drawing in front of the fire. Adam had banned her from the draughty studio for the time being. He was so bossy, she thought. As bad as her mum and sister combined. She couldn’t understand what she had thought was so attractive about such an arrogant man.
 
   After her walk, Amanda was happy enough to sit for Karen who wanted some water colour studies of her sister for her family portrait. They sat in companionable silence for most of the afternoon with the radio playing softly in the background. Karen was relieved that her sister had chosen not to continue her investigation into her feelings for Adam. She had to sort them out herself before she could share them with anyone else.
 
   Amanda proved to be a better cook than Karen. It appeared that she had been practising her culinary skills on Julian and, having investigated the contents of the freezer, she had whipped up a cottage pie. She even managed a bread and butter pudding. It was obvious that cooking made a pleasant change from work in the City.
 
    
 
   Karen was genuinely sorry to see her sister go when Adam came to collect her the next morning. It had almost been like old times at the cottage when they were children. She was touched that Amanda had taken time from her busy schedule to come down and spend time with her.
 
   “See you later,” said Adam. “Don’t come out. I’ll be back for you at about ten.”
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   Karen couldn’t decide what to wear. Adam hadn’t been very specific about where they were going. Mystery tour indeed! Dressing for a mystery tour was a new experience for her. She eventually opted for a pair of figure-hugging black corduroy trousers and a favourite blue polo neck. She decided not to wear her Celtic necklace after its last ill-fated outing with Nick. She was still a little pale but a brown toned lipstick emphasised her full lips and a touch of mascara made her eyes look huge and rather waif-like. Illness, she decided, had made her look pale and interesting.
 
   Adam was prompt as usual. Good, she thought. She was beginning to feel like she had cabin fever and didn’t want to spend a minute longer indoors. She looked at Adam thoughtfully. He was casually dressed in a Tattersall check flannel shirt with a soft tweed jacket. He managed to look sophisticated and unbelievably handsome despite his somewhat old-fashioned dress sense.
 
   “What about Humphrey?” asked Karen. “He thinks he’s coming.”
 
   “He is. But only as far as my house. Mrs Maybury is going to dog-sit while she cleans. She’s even going to give him a walk on the beach this afternoon before she brings him back here to the cottage and tucks him up in front of the Aga with a good bone.”
 
   “You do think of everything,” Karen said with mock admiration. “You might have told me where we were going or at least given me a clue. I didn’t know what to wear.”
 
   “I wasn’t the least bit concerned,” countered Adam. “I have every confidence in your taste. I knew you would look perfect and so you do.”
 
   Karen pulled a face. Compliments always embarrassed her. She was never sure whether they were genuine.
 
   “I mean it,” said Adam guessing her thoughts. “In fact you look particularly beautiful, if a little pale. Shall we get Humphrey and your coat and get this show on the road?”
 
   Humphrey, having been entrusted to Mrs Maybury’s care, looked forlorn as Adam and Karen drove off without him.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Adam reassured Karen. “That dog is a great actor. Mrs Maybury is as good a dog-sitter as she is a cleaner and she’s very fond of him.”
 
   Karen settled back on the comfortable leather seat. Adam was an excellent driver, unlike the reckless Nick. It felt so good to be out of the house and speeding along the open road after so much confinement. It also felt good to be with Adam. They were heading towards St Ives judging by the road signs they passed. Karen knew they couldn’t be going to the Tate because that was closed on Mondays. It had been ages since she had been to St Ives with its winding cobbled streets and little houses jumbled together on the edge of the water. It was no wonder so many artists had painted it and chosen to live there.
 
   “So, what are we going to do in St Ives?” she asked.
 
   “Well, it’s hard to do a proper mystery tour unless you’re blindfolded but I thought that might be too uncomfortable. We’re going to look at some sculptures. I want you to help me choose one for my garden. Then I thought we’d have some lunch and then the mystery tour continues.” 
 
   “Who is the sculptor? Anyone I’ve heard of?”
 
   “It’s not just one sculptor,” Adam answered. “It’s an exhibition of works that are specially designed for garden settings. Quite a few sculptors are showing their work.”
 
    
 
   The sculptures were on display inside the walled grounds of an old country house on the outskirts of St Ives. The gardens were open to the public in the summer and the faded colours of the borders and the stark outline of the leafless trees made an elegant setting for the stone and granite pieces. Adam bought a catalogue and together they strolled, arm in arm, discussing the merits of each work.
 
   Karen rather liked a granite circle with a hollowed heavy stone base which served as a drinking fountain for birds, she felt it could be both functional and decorative. Adam had a preference for more figurative works. He spent some time trying to persuade Karen that a large sitting figure would be nice but Karen pointed out that it did not fit into the landscape of his garden nearly so well as the one she liked. 
 
   “It would look amazing,” she said. “Rising from a bed of ivy.”
 
   “Yes, maybe you’re right,” said Adam. “I don’t want something that leaps out at you. It’s easy to get tired of something which is always demanding your attention.”
 
   “Does that apply to people, too?” asked Karen.
 
   “I suspect it does. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons I’m so fond of you. You are rather an elusive person. Like me, you have a passionate interest in something outside of people, a career you love and that makes all the difference. You and I are less likely tire of each other because we always have something new to bring to each other.”
 
   Karen found it interesting that he considered her elusive. He was the most elusive person she had ever met. “I sometimes wonder if you don’t over-analyse things, Adam. Don’t you ever just follow your feelings and ignore your head?”
 
   “Of course I do. I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t. But it’s comforting when you wake in the dead of night to find that there are good reasons for what you feel by day. In a way I think that that is truly more romantic than just being loved for some physical attribute.” Adam continued, “Now that’s enough analysis for one day. Let me just pay and arrange delivery and we’ll head for St Ives.”
 
   The show continued through the spring so Adam would not be able to take delivery of his sculpture for some months. He and Karen walked back to the car and as he leaned over to help her with the seatbelt his lips brushed hers. It was all Karen could do not to pull his head to her. She had never felt such a strong physical attraction for somebody. Just being in the same car as him was sheer agony.
 
    
 
   Parking was always a problem in St Ives and Adam spent considerable time driving around the narrow streets looking for a space.
 
   “It’s no good,” he said eventually. “We’ll have to go to one of the big lots and walk back in.”
 
   They turned into the car park and Adam spotted someone reversing out of a space. He drew up and indicated and then turned into the space. Just then there was a horrible thumping sound on the roof of the car. They both turned to see what had happened. An angry red-faced youth was shouting and swearing and banging the car with his fists. Karen was appalled. She hated this sort of casual aggression. She always left the tube carriage at the next stop if hooligans or drunks got on the train.
 
   Adam opened his window, “Excuse me, is there a problem?”
 
   The man came up to the window, beside himself with rage, “You bastard! In your huge fancy car. You’ve taken my space. I was waiting on the other side.” Karen hoped that Adam wasn’t going to get out of the car and have a fight with this awful man. She was relieved when he remained calm and collected.
 
   “I’m very sorry. I didn’t see you. But of course you must have this space if it’s that important to you.” Adam slid the window up, put the car into reverse and drove into the next row of cars where a space had also come free.
 
   The angry man was dumbfounded. Obviously, he had been looking forward to a good fight but Adam’s courtesy had completely taken the wind out of his sails.
 
   Karen said, “I’m glad you didn’t get into a fight with him. I can’t stand that sort of thing. People are so aggressive these days. I’m always seeing horrible violence in London. Cars seem to make them even worse though.”
 
   As they left the car park they ran up against the man who looked embarrassed and muttered some sort of apology. Karen felt, with genuine relief, that Adam had handled a difficult situation well. And what was better, she hadn’t had to cope with it herself. It was a pleasant relief to be with someone who could manage anything.
 
    
 
   Karen thought that they would be going to some quaint little restaurant complete with check tablecloths and red candles in old wine bottles, so she was really surprised when Adam guided her through the door of a very ordinary looking fish and chip shop. There were scrubbed pine tables and chairs, no tablecloths and not a candle in sight. 
 
   She must have looked surprised. Adam smiled. “You weren’t expecting this!” he said. “Now sit down at a table and save me a seat. This place will be standing room only soon. Cod or Haddock?”
 
   “Haddock, please,” said Karen.
 
   Adam soon returned with two parcels of steaming hot chips and freshly battered fish. The fish was incredibly good. It tasted as though it had been caught that morning and the chips were just the way Karen liked them - crisp on the outside and soft on the inside. 
 
   “Yummy!” said Karen spearing a piece of fish with her plastic fork. “This is amazing.”
 
   Adam looked pleased, “You thought I was taking you somewhere rubbish, didn’t you? Oh ye of little faith. Little did you know that these humble surroundings house the finest fish and chip emporium in Cornwall.”
 
   Karen laughed. “Why has no one ever mentioned it before? I haven’t been down here much recently, but you would have thought someone would have let slip about this place. Actually, I didn’t really want to come down this time, with my show coming up. I had my arm twisted by the family, as the only one not in gainful employment, they felt I was the obvious candidate. They don’t take painting seriously. I think they’re just waiting for me to go into teaching, or some other proper job.”
 
   “I had the same problem,” said Adam. ‘my parents couldn’t believe that either travel or writing would earn me enough money to support myself, let alone the grandchildren they keep nagging me about. It wasn’t until I sold the second book that they took it seriously, the first one they put down as a flash in the pan. Now, to listen to them speak, you would think that it had all been their idea in the first place.”
 
   ”This trip has been something of a voyage of discovery for me. I’m getting to like it all over again. So, what’s next?”
 
   They made their way out of the now-crowded cafe. Adam had been right, people were standing at the table-bar in the window and the queue went right to the door. They strolled, hand in hand, along the narrow shopping street. Karen looked hopefully in the shops. She wanted to buy Adam some keepsake of their day out. She had a great longing to give him something to remember her by. She supposed it must be love. There were souvenir shops, fudge shops, surf shops, and numerous small antique shops. Karen could not see anything suitable. Adam was, after all, a man who had virtually everything.
 
    
 
   Then she saw it! Just the right thing. At the back of the junk shop window, rather dusty and covered with the odd cobweb, a little framed water colour of Trelawney Cove. It could have been painted from Adam’s house. The colours were soft with age and the simple frame looked good quality.
 
   “I’ll meet you in the fudge shop next door,” she said to Adam. “I just want to get something.”
 
   “What?” asked Adam.
 
   “I’m not telling you. It’s a surprise.”
 
   Adam smiled. “What? Come on tell me!”
 
   “No!” said Karen firmly. “Go away! If you can have a mystery tour, I can give you a surprise. So, go, go, go on!”
 
   Adam bent down and kissed her. “Okay, boss. You win. I’m going,” he said as Karen gave him a shove towards the sweet shop.
 
   Karen pushed open the door of the junk shop. It was so stiff that she thought for a second that the shop might be closed. As the door creaked open she figured it was probably just lack of use. The shop smelled musty and of old pipe smoke. There was an elderly man sucking a pipe behind a desk at the side of the shop. He ignored Karen. She waited a moment but he went on reading his paper. No wonder his door wasn’t used much!
 
   “That picture in the window,” Karen interrupted his reading. “The little water colour of the Cove. Could I see it, please?”
 
   The old man looked surprised, “Yes, I suppose so.” He shuffled over and fetched the picture for her, wiping some of the cobwebs off on his sleeve before handing it over. “That’s a nice one, that is.”
 
   Karen turned the picture over. Good, a wooden backing and a small price sticker: forty pounds. She turned it back over. It was signed and dated 1905. It was surprisingly good, she thought. The colours were clear and it looked as though it had been painted with love.
 
   “I’ll take it,” she said. 
 
   She watched with some impatience as the old man then laboriously wrapped it up in three sheets of his newspaper. She could have wept when he took out a ball of string and proceeded to tie it up carefully and make a string handle to carry it with. He looked pleased and surprised with the two twenty pound notes Karen handed him. She suspected she could have bargained him down though it was well worth the money.
 
   The old man wished her a good day as he held open the door for her on her way out. What a difference, thought Karen. She found Adam in the fudge shop. He was choosing a box of mixed fudge to take to Mrs Maybury. She was, according to Adam, inordinately partial to fudge. 
 
   Adam handed Karen a paper bag with some sweets in, “Here. Pick out some more penny sweets for the drive this afternoon.” 
 
   Karen went over to the rows of jars and boxes. It was a child’s fantasy come true. Every possible thing that could be made into a jelly was there in rainbow colour; there were chocolates and coconut ices, boiled sweets in every shape and flavour, liquorice and toffees. Karen soon filled the bag. She felt quite reckless as she added a few jawbreakers before handing the bag back to Adam.
 
    
 
   When they were sitting in the car, Karen handed him the package containing the painting. She had meant to save it until they got home, but she couldn’t wait.
 
   “Here you are,” she said. “If you can undo the knots, it’s all yours.”
 
   Adam whipped out a Swiss army knife from the glove compartment and winked at Karen. “I used to be a boy scout,” he joked. Then he saw Karen’s face. “Just kidding,” he reassured her. “I promise. Scout’s honour. I was never really a boy scout.”
 
   He cut the string and had the package open in seconds. He held the picture up to the light. “Wow!” said Adam. “This is brilliant. Second only to a Karen Packer original. Thank you.” He picked up Karen’s hand, uncurled her fingers and kissed her palm.
 
   He carefully re-wrapped the picture and put it on the back seat. “Now for the second half of your mystery tour. We’d better get going. The days are still quite short.”
 
    
 
   Karen did not recognise the route they took. She knew they were heading up country, along the coast, towards the area criss-crossed by numerous creeks and rivers. It was not an area she knew well. It was some time before Adam turned off the main road onto a narrow dirt road, which wound between the high Cornish hedges.
 
   “Nearly there,” said Adam. “These roads can be a real nightmare in the summer when there is lots of traffic. There’s only really room for one car to pass in most places so you’re always looking for somewhere to pull off the road.”
 
   They turned off the road through a pair of ornate gate posts which were topped with large menacing figures of birds of prey. 
 
   “I hope they’re not symbolic of what’s ahead,” said Karen grimacing. “They are rather ominous. Not the most welcoming of creatures.”
 
   “Actually, they’re not that bad. I think they’re rather sweet. Thank goodness, not a breath of wind. And the sun is shining for once. This area is known for its mild micro-climate. I’m glad the weather has held,” said Adam as they pulled up in front of what appeared to be an immense walled garden.
 
   There was a small cottage to one side. “This is it,” said Adam. “You said you wanted to go for a walk the other day. This is the ideal place for OAPs and recovering invalids. It’s a sub-tropical garden built in a completely sheltered valley. It’s almost too hot to enjoy in the summer but on a mild day like this it should be perfect. The sunshine will do you some good too.”
 
   Adam went into the cottage to buy their tickets and a guide to the gardens. They stepped through the gate in the wall and entered another world. The foliage was verdant, even though it was still winter in the rest of the country. They followed the path down through the avenue of lush tree ferns. On the one side the path followed the course of a stream as it tumbled down the rocks to the secluded lagoon. On the other side there were spiky tropical plants and flower beds. At the bottom of the valley, by the water, Adam found them a bench hidden in a willow arbour. 
 
   There wasn’t a soul around. It was as though they had stepped into the Garden of Eden.
 
   “How appropriate that you’re called Adam,” said Karen. “My name should be Eve. Mind you they got booted out of paradise, so perhaps it’s just as well that I’m plain old Karen.”
 
   “Come and sit down. Plain old Karen, indeed,” said Adam pulling her down onto the bench next to him. “Tropical places have this very strange effect on me. I forgot to tell you. I always go to pieces in the tropics.” 
 
   Karen sat back on the bench and lifted her face to the sun. She felt as though she and Adam were on a desert island, all alone.
 
   Adam fished in his pocket and brought out a small paper bag. He opened it up carefully. Inside was a rainbow coloured jelly ring. He took Karen’s left hand in his and slipped the sweet onto her ring finger. He knelt down in front of her and said, “Will you marry me, please, Karen?”
 
   Karen laughed and said, “Certainly, I will.” She then popped the jelly ring in her mouth and chewed it. “Yum,” she said, “I must get engaged more often.”
 
   “I see you’re going to be a very expensive sort of fiancée, If you keep on eating the rings.”
 
   Karen did not know if Adam was being serious. As he took her in his arms she guessed that he wasn’t joking. He plundered her mouth with his. His firm and sensuous lips covered her lips and his tongue slipped into her mouth. She could feel his body trembling beneath her fingers. 
 
   “You taste of engagement ring,” Adam whispered into her ear. “I think we should honeymoon somewhere in the tropics, don’t you? This is making me crazy.”
 
   “Me too,” sighed Karen.
 
   “Come on,” said Adam, standing up and holding out a hand for Karen. “Let’s see the rest of the garden before we get kicked out for indecent behaviour.”
 
   They strolled around the rest of the garden. Adam kept his arm firmly around Karen’s shoulders. It was as if he couldn’t bear to be parted from her. She was pleased that they had come. It was good to walk in the fresh air again. She felt revived and ready to get back to work again.
 
   “This is really clearing my head,” said Karen. “I was turning into a vegetable. I couldn’t imagine feeling fit enough to want to paint. I am so glad you brought me here. It’s a really special place, I will never forget it.”
 
   “I would have taken you on the cliff path, which is one of my favourite walks but it’s a bit too wild. This is so much milder and more sheltered. I didn’t want you getting sick again,” said Adam.
 
    
 
   By the time they got back to the car the light was already beginning to fade. The sun was setting over the sea as they drove along the coast road back to Trelawney Cove. Adam put on a CD and the soft notes of a cello concerto filled the car “Do you mind if we stop at the shops on the way back?” asked Adam. “I could do with some things for dinner this evening and I don’t imagine you have very much left after the weekend either.”
 
   “I suppose it’s a necessary evil. I hate supermarkets. All those people pushing into you with trolleys, standing in some enormous queue and then having to carry home all those heavy bags.”
 
   “Dear me! You do make it sound grim. This one is very pleasant. No crowds. No queues. I just go round, pick out all this good stuff, throw it in the back of the car and drive home. Nothing could be simpler.”
 
   Adam made certain that they got a parking place right next to the store exit.
 
   “Shall we share a trolley? Or would you like your own?” he asked Karen.
 
   “I don’t have a lot to get,” said Karen. “So, I’ll share yours. As long as I get to push.”
 
   “Right. You’re on. You can be mother,” he laughed as Karen stuck out her tongue at him in response.
 
   Adam did enjoy shopping. Karen was surprised as he chatted away to the lady behind the deli counter. She seemed an old friend and insisted he try samples of several new cheeses. She was amused as she watched him, he should be in politics, she thought, he got on with everyone and he even smiled at babies! He picked out a free-range chicken for their dinner and loads of fresh fruit and vegetables. Karen, by contrast, bought some eggs, milk and bread. She wouldn’t need much as Adam had made it clear that she would be eating most of her main meals with him until she returned to London.
 
   Adam had been right about the checkout as well, there was no queue. They simply piled the groceries into bags and paid. Karen wheeled the trolley out to the car and Adam loaded the bags into the back and they were off again. Karen was impressed by how pleasant Adam made even the most mundane of tasks. He was very even-tempered and didn’t let little things get under his skin the way most men of her acquaintance did. He was one of the least uptight people that she had ever met.
 
   Her father, by comparison, was a rather irascible man, easily irritated by other people’s failings and though she loved him dearly, he was not the easiest of people to live or be with. He quite often had the whole family walking around on eggshells when he was in a bad mood. Adam’s easy good nature made for a more relaxing lifestyle. She could not help thinking that he would make a terrific father.
 
   Then, she realised the direction her thoughts were taking. She must be losing her grip thinking about fathers! She would be picking out names for their kids soon if she didn’t watch herself. No sooner had she thought it than a vision of a tiny Adam-baby sprang to mind. Then another of him as a little boy. No! She told herself. Stop! “Daydreaming?” said Adam, interrupting her thoughts. “You’re very quiet. Are you feeling ok?”
 
   She could hardly admit that she had been thinking about having his children! She avoided the first part of his question, “No, I’m feeling fine. It has been great to get out. You should run tours for the tourists in summer. You’re very good at it.”
 
   Adam reached over and squeezed Karen’s hand. “Nearly home,” he said. “Humphrey will be pleased to see us.”
 
    
 
   They turned off the main road onto the Cove road. Karen thought how innocent it looked by daylight. Even driving along it now brought back memories of that hideous night. As they reached the top of their road Karen could see an unfamiliar car parked in Adam’s driveway. Adam saw it too.
 
   “Shit! That’s Morgan’s BMW.”
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   Adam had barely stopped the car when Morgan came flying out of the front door waving some papers.
 
   “Darling!” she shouted as he got out of the car. “It’s too wonderful! I’ve got you the most amazing American lecture tour. It’s so prestigious. You’ll sell a million.”
 
   “Whoa,” said Adam. “Let me catch my breath and take this shopping in. Then we’ll sit down and you can tell me all about it.”
 
   “There’s hardly time for that. You leave on Friday. It’s all booked. Eight weeks, coast to coast. All the major universities and big bookstores.”
 
   Karen felt bewildered by the sudden turn of events. All she could understand was that Adam was probably going away.
 
   Adam, sensitive as always to her feelings, said, “Karen, come on in. Let’s get a drink. I’ll take the bags up and then we can all talk.” He turned to Morgan, “Is Humphrey still with you?”
 
   “Oh, him. No. Mrs Maybug-thingey took him away. She said something about a walk. God, that woman can talk!” said Morgan. “This is the schedule. I’m so excited about it. I can’t wait to show you. Can’t Karen do the groceries?”
 
   At this point Karen said firmly, “I must take my things and go home. Humphrey will need his dinner.” She turned to Adam, “Thank you for taking me out. I’ll see you. Good bye, Morgan. Nice meeting you again,” mentally adding ‘not’.
 
   She gathered up her bag and turned to go but Adam wasn’t going to let her get away that easily. He insisted on walking her back to the cottage, leaving a disgruntled Morgan to carry in some of the shopping herself.
 
   When they were safely out of Morgan’s earshot, he said, “I had no idea Morgan was coming. She’s an impulsive person at the best of times. I hadn’t expected her to organise this lecture tour so soon. It has been on the cards for quite a while, but it has been one of those things you think will never actually happen. The trouble is, I can hardly refuse to go at this stage.”
 
   Karen remained silent. She didn’t know what to say to him or what to think. It was irritating that Morgan should be so very familiar with Adam’s house, she even had a key apparently.
 
   Adam continued, “Look, why don’t I come and get you for dinner later on? I’ll sort out all this business with Morgan and then we can all have a nice meal together.”
 
   Karen said, “I’m feeling terribly tired. I think I might just have a bath and get into bed.”
 
   Adam looked closely at her She had gone quite white. “Damn,” he said mistaking her misery for tiredness. “I’m afraid I’ve exhausted you. On your first day out and we’ve overdone it. It’s my fault. I’ll come round tomorrow morning instead and we’ll take Humphrey out. There are so many things I want to say to you and I thought we had all the time in the world.”
 
   Karen let him think she was tired. She couldn’t face an evening with Morgan. Even bed on her own seemed preferable. Adam saw her into the cottage where they were greeted by an ecstatic Humphrey. Adam kissed Karen gently on the forehead.
 
   “Take good care of yourself,” he said fondly. “Don’t forget your pills. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”
 
   Karen closed the door behind Adam. It had been such an amazing day. Well, except for the end. She had not thought it possible to feel so let down and disappointed as she had when Morgan had come running out of Adam’s house like the wicked witch. She and Morgan seemed to have some instinctive antagonism for each other. She felt that the woman really hated her. It was as though she had organised this tour purposefully to take Adam away from her. Humphrey licked her hand. She had forgotten to give him his dinner. She dragged herself from her well of unhappiness and busied herself with her and Humphrey’s suppers.
 
   A long hot soak in the bath was some comfort and she found she was really quite exhausted. It had been a tiring day after all, both physically and emotionally. She took her medicine and went to bed.
 
    
 
   Adam was as good as his word. He appeared at the very civilised hour of eleven to walk Humphrey. She was pleased to see that Morgan had not come along.
 
   “Good morning, darling,” said Adam cheerfully, planting a kiss on her nose.
 
   Karen’s heart lifted. Things might not be so bad after all.
 
   “Hello,” she replied. “Where’s Morgan?”
 
   “Morgan is just surfacing. We had quite a long night of it. Sorting out the various permutations of this tour. It’s not that I mind doing it, it’s good publicity for my books in the States. It’s just the timing is so wrong.”
 
   Karen was pleased to have Adam to herself and they set off for the beach.
 
   “When do you actually have to leave?” she asked.
 
   “Well, that’s the worst thing about it all. Friday.”
 
   “What? This Friday?” Karen was horrified.
 
   “Yes. This Friday,” said Adam. “From Heathrow. It means I’ll have to go back up to London with Morgan tomorrow to pack and get ready. I have to see my publishers on Thursday. I suppose we’ll have to set off tomorrow about lunchtime. I hope you’re a good letter writer.”
 
   “I suppose this means that you won’t be back until March,” said Karen sadly.
 
   “No. Not even then. I’m going to spend a few weeks in L.A., watching the filming of my book, so I’ll be on hand for re-writes and consultation. Are you going to miss me? I was thinking about us last night in bed and, in some ways, this will be a good thing because you have your show in April. You’re going to need this time to concentrate on your painting. I would have had to find some pretext to go away if this hadn’t come up.”
 
   Karen felt absurdly reassured by his calm reasoning, on the one hand. On the other, she couldn’t help feeling devastated that he hadn’t begged her to give up her painting and come with him. She wondered if Morgan would be going on the tour and she couldn’t help asking, it just slipped out before she could stop herself.
 
   “Is Morgan going with you?”
 
   Adam raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Good Lord, no!” he said. “Morgan has a business to run. She can’t just up and go whenever she wants.”
 
   Karen wasn’t fully convinced. He hadn’t said that he didn’t want Morgan to come either. For that matter he still hadn’t said what his relationship was with Morgan, though he had said they were old friends. Friends covered such a broad range of relationships. 
 
    
 
   It had rained overnight but it was a warm still morning. Karen loved the browny-green colours of the gorse and heather. The sea mirrored the blue-grey of the sky and if Adam had not been going away tomorrow it would have been a perfect morning. The tide was coming in and so they walked along the dunes throwing sticks for Humphrey to chase.
 
   “I’ll miss this when I am sleeping in some hotel in the States,” said Adam. “Those big hotels are all the same. Once you’ve stayed in one they all blur into the same thing. They’re comfortable though. Speaking of comfort, I thought that we’ll each have our own king-size bed when we’re married. Otherwise, one person ends up clinging on to the edge of the bed while the other person steals the whole duvet. What do you think?”
 
   Adam’s abrupt change of subject took Karen aback but she replied in the spirit of the conversation, “Are we having separate rooms as well?”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t made up my mind. We could have one enormous room or separate bedrooms like the French aristocracy? Of course, we could have a bathroom in between. We could meet in the middle and arrange rendezvous in one or other of our bedrooms. Do you think that would keep the mystery in our marriage?”
 
   Karen laughed, “I don’t know. I can see advantages to both. Though, it might depend on the size of the house. There wouldn’t be room for separate bedrooms in my tiny London flat. Anyway, I didn’t realise that we were getting married.”
 
   “But you agreed yesterday, in the gardens,” said Adam feigning indignation. “You even ate the engagement ring and everything. I thought that signified you had accepted my proposal. If you don’t want to marry me, then I insist you give me back the ring!”
 
   “I never know when you’re serious,” complained Karen.
 
   “I’m totally serious. I proposed. You accepted. We’ll get married. Humphrey can be best man, certainly best dog.”
 
   “You’re so funny,” Karen threw a lump of seaweed at him. 
 
   Adam ducked and ran down the beach calling Humphrey to follow him. Karen sat down on the sand to watch them. If only things could stay this way. She wished that time would stand still encapsulating Adam and her in this moment of easy happiness. She did not want to go back up to the house and start making decisions and worrying about her real life.
 
   Karen watched as Adam and Humphrey reached the rocks, turned and started back towards her. Adam flung himself down on the sand beside her. She looked at him as though to imprint his face on her memory for the long months ahead. She would keep this image of him; his dark curls tousled by the wind, his eyes shining blue in his glowing tanned face, his skin taut on his high cheekbones. As her eyes returned to his lips he reached up, pulled her to him, and kissed her. His lips tasted faintly of salt. 
 
   As he ran his tongue gently over her lips he whispered, “You taste of the sea.”
 
   “I wish,” said Karen, “That you didn’t have to go so soon.” She pushed the hair back off his forehead. That same lock that always fell across his face.
 
   “Me too,” he answered. “I’d like for things to go on the way they are now. But I’m going to wait for you, Karen. Something that has taken this long to grow is not going to disappear overnight. I think I’ve loved you since that night when I saw that girl in the white dress, standing on the veranda, in the moonlight. You’ll never know how hard it was to walk away from you. It’s not going to be any easier this time. But if you don’t do your best for this show you’ll regret it for the rest of your life and I won’t be able to live with that. So, paint like crazy and I’ll lecture like crazy and the time will pass more quickly.”
 
   Adam seemed so sure that things would be all right in the end that Karen couldn’t help believing him. It seemed absurd on the face of it, but then she had nothing to lose waiting for him, except her heart and soul. 
 
   He pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug. “Now, I must go and put my life in order,” he said. “Do you want to come up to my house?”
 
   “You’ll probably get on faster without me.”
 
   “Then I shall expect you promptly for tea at four. That way I’ll have a goal to work towards and something to look forward to.”
 
    
 
   Minutes passed as slowly as hours as Karen waited for four o’clock. She couldn’t settle enough to do anything. She went to the studio but found that she didn’t want to draw or paint. She was caught in a dreadful limbo. She hoped that it was not going to last. This was exactly why she had steered clear of relationships so skilfully in the past. Now, here she was behaving like a love-sick teenager, mooning around waiting to see the beloved. What’s more, the beloved was going to have his ex-something hanging on his arm. She really had lost her last shred of dignity.
 
   Eventually, she settled for a long soak in the bath with a thriller about a girl with a tattoo of a dragon. She became so absorbed in the mystery that she found with horror that it was already after four. She quickly got dressed in a pair of jeans and a black polo neck. She pulled on her brown leather boots, gave Humphrey a dog biscuit and set off for Adam’s. She was in such a rush that she did not notice that Adam’s Range Rover was not parked in the driveway. She rang the bell. She waited a few minutes and then rang the bell again. This time she heard footsteps.
 
   “Oh, it’s you,” said Morgan opening the door. “Adam has had to dash into Penzance for some photos. He won’t be long. Come in and wait.”
 
   Why was it that Karen felt a little like she was the fly entering the spider’s lair? Morgan seemed unusually friendly as she led the way into the sitting room and offered to bring Karen a cup of tea. She returned some minutes later with two cups of tea and a plate of biscuits. 
 
   “You don’t take sugar, do you?” she said. “I didn’t bring through. I don’t like it myself.” She gave Karen an appraising look.
 
   Karen did, but she didn’t feel like telling Morgan. It seemed so unsophisticated to ask for sugar. In any case, the tea was particularly nasty. She suspected that Morgan had simply run water from the hot tap over a tea bag. She hoped that Adam would hurry up and get back. She did not relish the prospect of an intimate chat with Morgan.
 
   “So, I gather you two have been renewing an old acquaintance,” began Morgan. “Adam tells me you’ve been quite sick, too. I gather he’s been playing doctor. He’s such a sweetie. When I have one of my migraines, he just can’t do enough for me. I think a part of him would have liked to have been a doctor.”
 
   “Yes, we always thought he was going to become a vet when we were little,” said Karen. “He was always nursing some injured bird or hedgehog back to health.”
 
   Morgan agreed, “He’s collect the waifs and strays of the world. I remember this whole family he practically adopted in Nicaragua. A whole bunch of wide-eyed children, really gorgeous little kids. I think he still sends them money.”
 
   This was a side of Adam that Karen hadn’t heard about. She wasn’t surprised by it. He had certainly been very good to her when she had been sick. In fact, she had an awful thought, perhaps she was just another one of his waifs and strays.
 
   “Yes even in London,” continued Morgan. “We were coming home from the theatre and we practically tripped over this homeless girl at the tube station. Adam, of course, could not leave her there. So we had to take her, in a taxi, to a hotel where Adam paid for her to spend the night. The next day he went round and fixed her up at a hostel. Would you believe he even organised a job for her at his publishers? Save one life and save the world. That’s his philosophy.”
 
   Karen looked at her tea thoughtfully and then took a biscuit instead. Morgan seemed happy to do most of the talking. It was a very one-sided sort of conversation, but Morgan didn’t seem to care. She kept looking at Karen in a way that made Karen feel most uncomfortably scrutinised.
 
   “I don’t know whether I should really tell you this, Karen, but I like you. I do feel I should warn you about Adam. He is a wonderful human being but he does get carried away with his little projects sometimes. He doesn’t always realise that other people may get the wrong idea. Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?”
 
   “No, not really,” answered Karen shaking her head.
 
   “Well, for example, there was this guide in China. They spent a lot of time together on trains, riverboats, that kind of thing. I think she got pretty attached to Adam. Of course, he wasn’t impervious to her charms. So, to cut a long story short, there was some talk of marriage and of her coming to England but some family problems on her side. Anyway, long story short, it didn’t happen. I’ve had to sort ta lot of these things out and clear up the… difficulties, shall we say.”
 
   As Morgan spoke Karen felt a terrible sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Morgan was saying things that she had warned herself of. But Adam always seemed totally straightforward and open with her.
 
   Morgan saw the uncertainty taking hold of Karen. The glow of happiness which had surrounded her when she arrived was fading rapidly. The seeds of doubt were growing.
 
   “I don’t know what Adam’s told you about us,” said Morgan. “About our relationship.”
 
   “He said that you’ve known each other for ages,” said Karen.
 
   “Yes, we have indeed. We were at university and shared a house. Then, when he wrote his first book, I became his editor. God, that seems so long ago. Things just went from there really. We’re like points of a compass. I stay home, he travels round, but we have this common bond.” Morgan laughed, “People are always saying that we’re like an old married couple.”
 
   It was with mixed feelings that Karen heard the sound of a car pulling up on the gravel driveway outside.
 
   “Ah, that must be Adam!” cried Morgan. “Don’t let on that I’ve been telling you his secrets. He’s such a private person. He doesn’t like the right hand knowing what the left is doing, sort of thing, you know?”
 
   Karen said nothing. She didn’t know what to think.
 
   Adam came bouncing into the room. “I’ve got the photos from the other day. You know the ones. They’re great, even if I do say so myself! I look particularly intellectual and glamorous. I’m sure if I use it on my back cover I’ll have bags of fan mail.”
 
   “Always so modest,” said Morgan. “Let’s look at these pictures of the new George Clooney,” she grabbed at the packet in his hand.
 
   He held them above her head just out of her reach. Karen could see that, as Morgan had said, they knew each other very well. 
 
   Adam extracted some of the photographs and handed them to Karen, “These are the ones that you took for your painting.”
 
   Morgan leaned over and said, “Let me see, let me see!” She rifled through them, “Oh, they are good. You look quite distinguished, Adam.”
 
   “Told you so,” he replied. “I see I’ve missed tea. Though if Morgan made it, I don’t mind. I’m absolutely parched. I think I’ll make some coffee. Would anyone like some?”
 
   “Ooops,” said Morgan. “I nearly forgot. Adam, David rang. He phoned literally just as you left. I shouted but you had already driven off. He said could you possibly be in the office first thing tomorrow morning. The contracts have arrived and he wants to turn them around right away. Anyway, you’d better call him straight back. I promised you would.”
 
   “Hell, that means we’ll have to drive back tonight. I planned to go tomorrow morning,” he cursed again under his breath. “I’ll call him from the phone in the study. Be right back.”
 
   Morgan fussed around clearing up cups, leaving Karen to sit mournfully staring into the fire. She wondered whether she should leave now before Adam came back but she decided she had done enough running away from problems. She still clung to her belief in him.
 
   Adam came back fuming, “Well that’s the last thing I felt like doing tonight - driving back to London in the dark.” He sat down next to Karen on the sofa, “I thought we’d have a bit more time than this. At least a last walk tomorrow morning but it’s not to be.”
 
   “You’re very quiet,” he said to Karen when she didn’t reply. “Are you OK?”
 
   Just then, Morgan came downstairs from the kitchen, preventing any more intimate conversation. “All settled then?” she queried. “We’ve still got a little more editorial business to decide. Shall we eat dinner on the road? There’s that rather nice French restaurant near Plymouth.”
 
   “I don’t care where we eat,” said Adam impatiently. “I suppose I should sort the chapters out. I’ll take you home first, Karen. See you in a sec, Morgan.”
 
   Adam fetched Karen’s coat and helped her into it. As they left the house he put an arm around her shoulders and said, “Sorry about this. I didn’t want it to happen like this.”
 
    
 
   Karen felt sick. It was as though she were having a relapse except she knew the causes weren’t physical. It only felt that way, the symptoms were just as real. She wished she could pluck up the courage to ask him whether she was just another one of his charity cases. This was neither the time nor the place. Adam clearly had far too many things on his mind. She half expected Adam to rush off as soon as they reached the cottage but he didn’t. He followed her in and sat down at the kitchen table.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what the matter is, or am I going to have to beat it out of you?” Adam teased her.
 
   Karen hesitated.
 
   “Come on, spit it out.”
 
   “Are you in a relationship with Morgan?” she asked. There, she had said it. It was out.
 
   “Is that all that’s worrying you? Of course I have a relationship with Morgan but I am not in one. I told you, we go way back. You know this already. You must have friends from school or college yourself, so you know what I’m talking about. Don’t worry about any of this, just get on with your painting. Come over here and give me a kiss.” He patted his lap.
 
   Karen did not feel like going over and sitting on his lap. Her feelings were just too confused. She needed time to think and sort them out.
 
   “If you won’t come to me, I’ll come to you,” he said standing up. 
 
   He pulled her towards him, bent his head and covered her reluctant lips with his. Under the soft insistent pressure of his warm mouth Karen felt her defences crumbling as once again her senses took control. 
 
   His hand slipped under the ribbed hem of her polo neck and found the catch on her bra. With one movement he had undone the hook and he pushed both hands up under her jersey to cup her breasts. She felt her nipples tauten under his touch. He groaned and raised the soft fabric up to reveal her soft flesh. He licked each tight pink bud in turn. Karen’s hands reached under Adam’s shirt to the small of his back.
 
   He sighed deeply. “If we don’t stop now I’ll never be able to leave you.” He kissed her again gently.
 
   She straightened her jumper and followed him to the front door. 
 
   “Remember, Karen, don’t worry. Trust me. I’ll come for you at your show. Good bye for now.”
 
   Karen watched him walk away. Her eyes filled with tears. She felt he was leaving forever, as though a part of her had been ripped away. The thought of the next few weeks in the cottage without any hope of seeing him filled her with depression. He, at least, would be busy travelling. How much harder it was to be the one staying at home, waiting. 
 
   She watched him until he disappeared beyond the gate and then she closed the door. She sat down at the kitchen table and was overwhelmed with misery. She wondered how she would paint again. Memories of Morgan’s pointed insinuations flooded her brain. Perhaps she was just one in a long line of lame ducks that Adam had helped along the way. This relationship with the Chinese girl, which Morgan seemed to know so much about, made Karen feel sick to her stomach. 
 
   Even now, he was going off into the night with Morgan herself and no doubt she would be flying over to the States whenever she felt the urge, business or no business. She could probably find something to do in the States if she put her mind to it, after all she seemed to come down here whenever she felt like it.
 
   Karen remembered the photographs of Adam and got them out of her jacket pocket. He was right, they were good. She arranged them in a row on the table in front of her. Together with her preliminary sketches she could use them for a portrait. Her contemplation of Adam was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. Oh no! She hoped it wasn’t sleazy Nick phoning on some pretext. She didn’t feel strong enough to cope with him. She picked up the receiver with some trepidation.
 
   “Hello,” she said.
 
   “Hello, Karen. I thought you must be out.”
 
   Karen breathed a sigh of relief. It was her grandmother. “Hello, Gran. Thank goodness it’s you.”
 
   “Dear me!” said her grandmother. “You sound a little distraught. What’s been going on? Nothing wrong with Humphrey is there? Are you all right?”
 
   “No, Humphrey’s fine, Gran. Don’t worry. I thought you might be Nick Farmer, the estate agent. He’s a bit of a pest.”
 
   “Oh, him. Yes, he’s tedious but harmless enough. He needs a firm hand. Now, I just wanted to confirm that I’ll be back mid-February as planned. I’m feeling so much better. Has Adam been looking after you well?”
 
   Karen thought, only too well. But she didn’t say it aloud. “Yes, he’s leaving tonight. He’s going back to London and then he’s off to the States for several months.”
 
   “Aah,” said her grandmother. “And is this the reason for the sadness I hear in your voice?”
 
   Her grandmother had always been very perceptive and Karen had never been able to hide anything from her.
 
   “Yes, but that’s not the only problem. Oh, I don’t know, Gran. I just don’t know where I stand with him. Or what to think. He says one thing and that friend of his, Morgan, says another. I don’t know who to believe.”
 
   “Well, I think I’d put my money on Adam, my dear. I have always found him to be completely straightforward and trustworthy. If he has made you some promise then you can be sure he will keep it. Haven’t you got a show coming up pretty soon? I should worry about that for now darling.”
 
   Karen sent her love to her various Australian relatives and promised to be at the station with Humphrey on the fourteenth. She put the phone down, not entirely convinced by her grandmother. Adam was the sort of person people did believe and trust. Still, she was filled with resolve to put him out of her mind and get on with her life and work on her art as hard as possible.
 
   She sat down at the kitchen table again and looked at the photographs. Yes, she began to see the possibilities. Her mother had always maintained that there was no better cure for depression than hard work. Although her mother usually advocated scrubbing the kitchen floor or vigorous vacuuming, painting was the answer for Karen. She gathered up the photographs and called Humphrey. She was soon hard at work in the studio above the garage blocking in a portrait of Adam. She worked late into the night and saw the headlights of a car leaving Adam’s house which then went into darkness. A shadow had fallen on her life, he was gone.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc355967151]CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    
 
   The morning of Karen’s show dawned at last. It had been a long time coming. The months had seemed endless in one sense and yet as she painted furiously it seemed that there wasn’t enough time to do the paintings she wanted to.
 
   Those last few weeks in Cornwall had been the hardest of all. In a short time she’d become used to Adam’s presence there and everywhere she went reminded her of him. The weather, as if to mirror her mood, had taken a turn for the worse. The cottage had been constantly whipped by storm force gales and except for brief walks she and Humphrey had been isolated for almost a week. 
 
   Karen finished the portrait of Adam that week. She had to wear a coat and gloves to paint in as the wind whistled through the studio and the rain lashed at the windows. Humphrey loyally accompanied her and she had to give him a hot water bottle to keep the little dog warm. She lived on basic meals and hastily prepared sandwiches and hot drinks. Each day brought a growing sense of achievement, the painting seemed to come from her very soul. She thought it was the best thing she’d ever done. 
 
   Karen hadn’t been as delighted as she’d originally anticipated when the fourteenth of February rolled round. She’d miss the clean clear air and the little dog who had become such a part of her life. Ironically, the last week had seen an early spring come to this warmest part of England. She had been constantly enchanted as buds of palest green burst forth. Daffodils and narcissi scented the lawn. The sky was full of whirling birds, searching for nesting sites. 
 
   She and Humphrey were at the station on the fourteenth, as promised, to meet her grandmother. Here she was on Valentine’s Day, Karen thought, engaged to be married, supposedly, and not a card or bunch of flowers in sight. Humphrey, however, was excited. It was as though he knew something important was up. It might have been the vigorous spring clean Mrs Maybury had done on the whole cottage. Even the garden had not escaped her attentions as she pushed the old hand mower vigorously up and down the lawn, putting Karen to shame. Bushes and hedges had been clipped and all dead wood and leaves removed and burned in a huge smoky bonfire. Karen coudn’t help but giggle as she watched the Pengellys rush out to remove their washing from the line. Their own fires were so notoriously noxious.
 
   Her grandmother was clearly glad to be home and Humphrey’s delight at having his owner back knew no bounds. Karen stayed overnight to help her grandmother settle back in. There was really no need, as there was a constant stream of friends and neighbours popping by to welcome her back. She hadn’t planned to show the portrait of Adam to her grandmother. It seemed too intimate, almost part of her being. She hadn’t been ready to reveal it. But she didn’t remember how early Gran rose in the mornings and when Gran said at breakfast that the portrait was the finest thing Karen had ever done, she was pleased but somewhat embarrassed.
 
   Her grandmother was obviously dying to know more of what had happened between Karen and Adam.
 
   “The portrait has an intensity about it that I haven’t seen in of your work before, Karen.”
 
   She realised exactly what her grandmother was after. But she was shocked by the directness of her grandmother’s next question.
 
   “Are you in love with him? From the portrait I would say that you either love him or hate him with a passion. I’d go for love.”
 
   Karen didn’t know where to put herself. She laughed out loud at the sheer audacity of her grandmother and then had astonished herself with her reply.
 
   “Yes. You’re right about the intensity of the emotion. There were times when I was painting it that I did hate him, I hated him for leaving me, I hated him for making me so damn miserable. To answer your question, yes, I’m in love with him.”
 
   Her grandmother nodded with satisfaction. “Yes, I thought as much. When he phoned me to tell me he was taking care of you when you had tonsillitis, I guessed that it would not be long before you realised what a good man the rather tiresome serious little boy had grown into. I am very fond of Adam. I’ve known him off and on most of his life and there’s no one I would rather see you with.”
 
   Realising that her grandmother, of all people, would understand her conflict about her painting and marriage, Karen confessed her worries about mixing the two. Her grandmother had said that she felt, of all men, Adam, who was himself a kind of artist, would understand and be supportive of her career.
 
   “In fact, Adam is not a man looking for a housekeeper or a mother figure. He can take perfectly good care of himself and has lived alone. What he wants in a wife is a companion and a lover. He is not going to curtail your independence because he has no need to be jealous of it.”
 
   Karen hadn’t wanted to go into everything that Morgan had said. It would have seemed like a betrayal of Adam. She owed it to him, at the very least, for looking after her when she was sick. Besides, her grandmother was so fond of him, she couldn’t bear to spoil their relationship.
 
   The seeds of doubt planted by Morgan had not withered or died but grew as time went on and all she heard from Adam was a weekly postcard. She could not understand why he did not phone. Surely if he really loved her, not that he had ever said so in those exact words, in fact he had never used the word love, he would have found her phone number and would have found the time in his busy schedule to speak to her. He had mentioned marriage and liking and discussed their sleeping arrangements but he had never once said "I love you".
 
   Karen settled back into her London routine with long days painting at her own studio and evenings spent often with old friends eating in their favourite Italian restaurant in Soho or seeing a film or a few drinks at the pub. She didn’t talk to them about Adam. She only said that Cornwall had been interesting and, in some ways, inspirational. She saw quite a lot of Amanda. Since her visit to Cornwall she and Karen had become much closer than in recent years
 
    
 
   On the Saturday before her show, Amanda and Karen went out looking for a smart little black dress for Karen to wear to the opening of her show. They were in Harvey Nichols having coffee when a familiar figure came into view. 
 
   “Don’t look now, It’s the awful Morgan. The one I told you about,” Karen said pretending to find her coffee cup fascinating. 
 
   But there had been no escape and Morgan had come up to their table and helped herself to the spare chair.
 
   “Karen! Fancy meeting you here.” Karen felt that Morgan emphasised the ‘you’ rather unnecessarily. Did she expect her to do all her shopping at a jumble sale?
 
   Karen reluctantly introduced Morgan to Amanda. Morganthen launched into a description of the wonderful time Adam was having in the States.
 
   “He’s got all those American women just eating out of his hand. Of course, we’re always on the phone to each other, but I think all this adulation is going to his head. The cute college students hanging on his every word. It’s enough to tempt a saint.” Morgan gave Karen a meaningful look. She continued in this vein while Amanda and Karen exchanged veiled glances which meant "let’s get away from her".
 
   It had taken them another cup of coffee before they could finally extricate themselves. Morgan had obviously wanted to impress on Karen how completely unimportant she, Karen, was in Adam’s life. Even Amanda had noticed the barely concealed spite. 
 
   The minute they were out of earshot she had said, “I suppose that was all for your benefit. She’s not very subtle, is she? What a spiteful bitch. You must have really pissed her off.”
 
   Karen had told Amanda of her feelings for Adam but she hadn’t told her about Morgan’s unpleasant revelations about Adam’s former life and about Morgan’s purported relationship with him. Karen could see that Amanda shared her doubts about Adam although she liked him and didn’t want to believe that he and Morgan were together. Amanda, with her usual logic, pointed out that a possible reason for Morgan’s animosity was that she saw Karen as a threat to her control of Adam.
 
    
 
   They spent the morning failing to find the right dress in Knightsbridge and after their meeting with Morgan they decided to try their luck in Oxford Street. They traipsed in and out of every shop between Tottenham Court Road and Marble Arch. Karen hadn’t seen a single dress that she liked though Amanda kept assuring her that they looked fabulous. Karen suspected it was more that Amanda’s feet were getting tired than that the dresses actually suited her.
 
   “What exactly are you looking for?” Amanda had asked in exasperation as they trooped out of yet another shop.
 
   Karen replied that she couldn’t really describe what she had in mind but that she would know it when she saw it. It was then that Amanda remembered a friend at work telling her about a new shop in Covent Garden selling French designer clothes at wholesale prices. Apparently, they were often ‘seconds" or returns but Amanda had been impressed with her friend’s purchases.
 
   They were so tired, and their feet so sore that Karen didn’t protest when Amanda hailed a black cab for them. The shop looked fairly unprepossessing from the outside and inside not much better, being piled high with clothes and dress rails. It had taken them some time to sort through the rails as the clothes were not arranged in any order. Then Karen saw it! Black, raw silk, Chinese collar, slit up the side, a French version of a cheongsam. She tried it on with some trepidation. It just had to fit... Even Amanda was bowled over. It hugged her every curve and cut to the knee, revealed her long slender calves and slim ankles. 
 
   “Mademoiselle looks stupendous. Tres chic!” the assistant enthused. Karen bought the dress even though it was rather more than she wanted to spend. Amanda, eager to get home, insisted on giving her the difference.
 
    
 
   This was the first day Karen found herself with so little to do. The opening was not until six o’clock. The previous evening had been taken up with the press preview. There had been critics from the major newspapers and a few art magazines. Karen had drifted about trying to listen for comments or criticisms but had decided that it was all too nerve-wracking and gone home. 
 
   Her mother and father would be driving up for the show as would her brother James. Her grandmother and Humphrey were staying with her parents for a few days, so Gran, too, would be coming. Amanda and her fiancé, Julian, promised to collect Karen in Julian’s car and drive her to the gallery. 
 
   Karen heard the mail come through the front door. Surely, if Adam planned to be there tonight there would be some word from him. If he were intending to come, he must already be in London. And if so, why had he not been in touch? She wanted to believe that he would come for her as he had promised, but over the weeks hope had faded. The final straw had been Morgan in Harvey Nicholls, crowing about Adam’s US success. Sure, she there was a weekly postcard, funny, friendly, and charting his progress across the United States. But they were pretty impersonal, not the sort of thing one expected from a fiancé. 
 
   On the door mat were just a few bills and a letter suggesting she install a new conservatory now and pay later. Nothing from Adam. The awful thing was her feelings for Adam hadn’t faded with the passing of time. She had half expected that "out of sight, out of mind" would take care of her feelings but she still thought of him constantly and longed for his presence.
 
   If the absolute unthinkable happened and Adam came, what would she do about going to dinner with her family and friends after the show? Her friends would not mind if she cried off but Gran had come all the way from Cornwall and her parents were certainly planning on a family get together. Her father would not be pleased if the plan was altered especially since Karen was the ‘guest of honour’. On the other hand, if, and what a big if this was, if Adam showed up, did she really want to share him?
 
   Karen spent much of the day on the phone to her friends, who wanted to know how the press reception had gone. She had a long soothing bath with some of the new aromatherapy oils she had treated herself to on the shopping trip with Amanda. She gave herself a much-needed manicure, oil paints and turpentine were remarkably hard on the hands. She washed and blow dried her hair; brushing it till it hung in a glossy curtain of dark silk. Finally, she slipped on the dress, some sheer tights and a pair of black high heels. 
 
   She contemplated her appearance in her bedroom mirror. She looked almost oriental with her dark hair and high cheek bones. She outlined her sea-blue eyes with black eyeliner and put lots of mascara on her already thick lashes. A browny-pink lipstick highlighted the soft curve of her full lips. She ran her tongue across her upper lip. At moments like this she thought of Adam.
 
   The doorbell rang. It was Amanda and Julian arriving in good time to find parking near the gallery.
 
   “You look gorgeous, Karen!” said Amanda. “He’d better be there.”
 
   Julian gave a wolf whistle of appreciation. “We’d better get going, the traffic’s terrible this evening.”
 
   Karen grabbed her Chinese-style quilted jacket. It complimented the dress perfectly. Despite the slow moving traffic and the packed parking lots, they managed to arrive at the gallery in time to take off their coats and have a glass of wine before people started arriving at six. The rest of Karen’s family arrived soon after and Karen escorted them around her paintings.
 
    
 
   Her family was clearly impressed with her new work, even her normally reticent father muttered a gruff "well-done". Her grandmother was, by contrast, ecstatic.
 
   “You have made great strides, Karen,” she said when she managed to catch Karen alone. “Your work has a new depth. I believe it’s because you have discovered a new depth of feeling within yourself. This new intensity is communicating itself through your painting. The painting of Adam is superb. He’ll be here to claim it, no doubt, later this evening.”
 
   “Have you heard from him?” Karen couldn’t stop herself from asking although she wanted to appear nonchalant.
 
   “Oh yes,” said her grandmother but then hurried off without saying anything else. As Karen had to stay near her work in case anybody wanted to discuss it she could not question her grandmother any further.
 
   The gallery was soon crowded and resembled nothing more than a large cocktail party. Karen had never been very fond of these sorts of occasions but she had strict orders from Vincent Morrow, the director of the prestigious gallery, not to run off again. One of his glamorous female assistants stopped by to whisper to Karen that they had a couple of sales already.
 
   Karen took a glass of white wine from the tray as yet another waiter bearing drinks and canapés passed by. She was too tense and excited to eat a thing but she could see her family standing around enjoying the food and wine. She had no watch so didn’t know what the time was. 
 
   Amanda came by. “Any sign of him yet?” she asked.
 
   “No. Do you know what the time is?” Karen asked her.
 
   “It’s almost seven,” said Amanda glancing at her watch. “Only another hour. See you later. I must rescue Julian from a very, very boring couple.”
 
   Karen watched as Vincent Morrow’s assistant placed a red sold sticker on the label saying "Portrait of Adam". She hadn’t really wanted to sell the painting but she needed the money. She had accumulated a lot of bills for materials and studio rent in the process of preparing for tonight and had no choice but to offer for sale all of her paintings in the show. She looked ruefully at the painting. Tears of sadness welled up. He wasn’t going to come and now she didn’t have the portrait either.
 
   She turned round as a familiar voice said, “Shall we have it in your bedroom or mine?” He was there. Just as he had promised and then she was in his arms and then his lips were on hers and nothing else mattered.
 
   Amanda’s voice cut in, “Hey, you two! Steady on. This is an art gallery. You can get arrested for doing that sort of thing in public you know.”
 
   Adam and Karen drew apart, laughing. Adam planted a large kiss on Amanda’s cheek.
 
   “Here’s one for my future sister-in-law,” he said.
 
   Amanda raised her eyebrows and looked meaningfully at Karen who was too happy to care. 
 
   Karen had an awful thought, “What about dinner?” she said to Amanda.
 
   “I’ve booked a table for us for after the show. If that’s okay?” Adam interjected. “Although I’ve suddenly realised that you may already have arrangements with your family.”
 
   “Don’t you two worry,” said Amanda. “I’ve alerted the family to this possibility and we’re all going back to my flat for a meal. Gran phoned me yesterday to finalise the arrangements.”
 
   “Well, thanks for telling me,” said Karen indignantly. “You knew I was worried. I’m beginning to think that Gran has been a prime mover in all of this from the very beginning. I just wonder about the sudden necessity for her to sit in the Australian sun while I shivered in her studio. It was all a bit too convenient.”
 
   The rest of the family joined them and renewed their acquaintance with Adam. Gran, he greeted with a kiss on each cheek and a wink. 
 
   Karen gave her grandmother a hug and whispered in her ear, “You are an old fraud. But thank you. Thank you very much.”
 
   Her grandmother snorted and tried to look innocent, “What me? Humphrey, by the way, sends you a big lick.”
 
    
 
   After her family left, Adam waited with Karen until the last guest left the gallery. Vincent Morrow came over to tell her how pleased was with the sales and congratulated Adam on his fine purchase.
 
   “So where are we going for dinner?” asked Karen as they stepped into the cool night air. She shivered and buttoned her jacket. Adam put his arm around her shoulders.
 
   “I’ve reserved a waterside table for us at a quality establishment,” he said. “I hope you’ll like it. I’m rather fond of it myself, especially the owner. He’s a really nice chap.”
 
   Adam waved down a black cab and helped Karen in. She sat back and gave a sigh of relief.
 
   “I’m so glad that’s over,” she said.
 
   “I haven’t said anything about your work,” said Adam. “I bought the portrait you did of me because I didn’t want it out of the family. But I’m going back to look at the rest when the gallery’s a little less crowded. I want an original Karen Packer in every room.”
 
    
 
   As the cab swept through Regents Park, Karen wondered where the promised waterside restaurant could be. Could it be that floating Chinese restaurant near the zoo, she wondered. But they sped past the brightly lit boat and then turned into a little square. She did not see any sign of a restaurant. It looked like a residential area. She waited on the pavement while Adam paid the driver.
 
   “Are you sure this is the right place?” she asked.
 
   ““Yes,” he said pushing open a wrought iron gate. He steered her up the path to the shiny red door of a square white Georgian house. The front of the house was covered in pale pink clematis. 
 
   Adam took a key from his pocket and Karen clicked. “It’s your house, isn’t it? she said. “I can’t believe how dumb I’ve been.”
 
   Adam ushered her into the hall and helped her out of her coat. “I promised you a table for two by the water so come and see.”
 
   He took her hand and led her through to the dining room. A square high-ceilinged room with two sets of French doors opening on to a narrow balcony with an ornate wrought iron balustrade. In front of one of the windows a table was laid for two. Karen went to the window and looked down; below she could see the reflected lamplight shimmering on the black water of the canal.
 
   “Would you like to see the rest of the house or would you like to eat first?” asked Adam.
 
   “I’m too wound up to eat yet.”
 
   “Right then. Come on, I’ll show you round.”
 
   They started at the top of the house which was a huge unfinished loft space lit not only by windows but by a glass cupola. 
 
   “What an amazing space!” said Karen.
 
   “I especially hoped this would appeal to you. It has always seemed to me to be the perfect room for a studio. You might prefer to work away from the house,” Adam did not finish.
 
   Karen said, “You’re right it would make a marvellous studio. Most painters would give anything for a space like this.”
 
   “But you’re not sure that you would want it? You’re evading the issue again, Karen.”
 
   “Me? What about you? I didn’t hear a word from you in nearly three months except some bloody postcards. What was I supposed to think? You didn’t phone. Though I gather from Morgan you were in constant communication, and I quote.” The anguish of the last months all came tumbling out. She had felt hurt and bewildered by his seeming indifference.
 
   “You’re really upset. I had no idea. I thought you wanted time and space to think and to finish your show. You’ve always been so independent and you were so determined to let nothing interfere with your painting. I only did what I thought you wanted. You could have called me if you had wanted to. Morgan always knew where to get hold of me, you only had to ask her.”
 
   “Morgan! Well, she would have. Does she have a key to this house too?”
 
   “You can’t be jealous of Morgan. It would be like me being jealous of Amanda or your grandmother.... or Humphrey! Morgan is a part of my life but you are all of my life. Oh, Karen. I’m sorry. I’ve made a mess of this. The last thing I wanted was for you to be unhappy, for even a moment.”
 
   Karen couldn’t help but be convinced about his relationship to Morgan. He was so clearly surprised that she should think that it was anything other than friendship. Still, he had never actually told her that he loved her. He was presuming rather a lot or did he want a platonic marriage based on friendship. It wasn’t the sort of marriage she wanted. She had never thought about marriage until she had met Adam. It was all or nothing. She did not want any half measures.
 
   “There’s something else bothering you. Or are you still convinced that I’m desperately and secretly in love with Morgan?” Adam took Karen by the shoulders and looked into her eyes as if to pry the truth from her.
 
   There was no escaping his gaze. “That’s just it. You’ve never said you love me.” There. It was out. She might as well grasp the nettle now. 
 
   “But you know I love you. Everything I have done since I met you shows that I love you. I’m in love with you and I love you and I like you. How could you think otherwise? Morgan guessed right away, when she saw us together. Your grandmother knew. Are you the only one who doesn’t? For a painter, you are surprisingly lacking in vision.” Adam bent his head down and kissed her.
 
   When she had time to breathe, Karen whispered shakily, “You are always joking... about bedrooms, rings, marriage... I never know when you’re serious.”
 
   “Speaking of bedrooms. I want you to come and see the rooms in question.” Adam took Karen’s hand and eagerly led the way downstairs. 
 
   A broad hallway opened into four bedrooms. Adam opened the nearest door. It was a beautiful room with huge sash windows overlooking the canal and the garden. It had a polished wide board floor and because it was completely white it looked enormous. Adam went in and opened another door into the bathroom which led through to a similar bedroom on the other side overlooking the square below as well as the canal.
 
   “As you can see they’re completely white, like a blank canvas, waiting for your instructions. You can do what you want or you can always get in a decorator if you’re too busy. I don’t want you to feel that it’s my house. I want you to feel equal.”
 
   Karen was overwhelmed by it all. The man she loved was offering her himself and a home with a studio for her to continue painting in. She felt as though she was in a dream from which she would suddenly be rudely awakened.
 
   They went back into the hall. Adam opened the door into another bedroom. 
 
   “This is where I’m sleeping now,” he said.
 
   Karen looked round at the comfortably furnished room dominated by the huge king-size bed. Over the bed there was a small painting. She moved closer. It was the water colour of the Cove that she had bought for him in St Ives. On the bedside table, in a leather frame, was a picture of herself in her dressing gown sitting in the wicker chair in front of the window.”
 
   Adam followed her gaze, “That’s my travelling companion. I take her with me wherever I go. So, do you want to bounce on my bed?” Adam teased. “We can jump up and down, no one is looking.”
 
   Karen was tempted. It was an awfully big springy looking bed.
 
   “No more time wasting, Miss Packer.” With one swift movement Adam picked Karen up and dumped her unceremoniously in the middle of the bed. Before she could move he lay down next to her and took her face between his hands. There was no mistaking the need and the passion as his hungry lips sought hers. Karen felt her body respond as her whole being opened up beneath his touch. His hands caressed her waist and hips in their black silk sheath.
 
   He groaned and said into her hair, “It’s a beautiful dress.” He reached for the zip at her back and with one hand deftly unzipped her and slipped it off.
 
   Karen unbuttoned his shirt and as skin touched skin Adam shivered in ecstasy. Adam unsnapped her black lace bra and moved his hands to hold her breasts. Karen’s nipples throbbed and only found relief as he moved to take each tender point in his mouth. She ran her nails up and down his strong muscular back and then her hands cupped his manhood.
 
   This time there would be no holding back. They had waited for each other and the fire of their mutual need burned now unchecked. Adam shrugged off the last of his clothes and pulled her to him. He carefully rolled down her tights, bending to kiss the soft smooth skin of her inner thighs. Only her black wispy pants remained. He slipped a finger under the elastic and sought her moistness. Karen groaned and pressed her body against his, feeling the hard evidence of his need for her.
 
   He reached for her hand and pulled it down to below his taught stomach and gasped as she ran her fingers along his taut length. “Now do you have any doubts about how I feel about you?” he managed to whisper.
 
   Karen smiled as he leant back and removed the last barrier of clothing between them. She wanted him with every fibre of her being. So much that it was almost painful. His hand moved down to bring some measure of relief to the throbbing centre of her desire. She felt his strong fingers explore the warm wetness until they found the nub of her. She cried out as he found the right rhythm of his gentle stroking.
 
   “No, not like this!” Karen said. “I want all of you.” She pulled him down towards her clasping his buttocks in her hands.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   In response Karen pulled him closer and wrapped her legs around his thighs. Adam was lost.
 
   “Oh, God! You’re so beautiful, Karen.” He entered her and moved slowly back and forth.
 
   Karen was driven wild by the deliberate tempo of his movements. She urged him on with frenzied caresses of his back and thighs. He responded to the answering movement of her thighs with increasing vigour as they crescendoed together in an explosion of pure physical satisfaction. Her whole body convulsed.
 
   With a shuddering groan he came, satisfied at last, and fell limp against her soft shaking warm body. 
 
    
 
   After they had shared a long hot shower made longer by a surge of desire, Karen put on Adam’s dressing gown. Adam pulled on some shorts and a sweater.
 
   “I think you need a drink, and something to eat. Then, we can discuss arrangements for the wedding. I was hoping for June, how about you? Or, if that’s too long, we can get married next week.” 
 
   They didn’t sit by the window in the dining room. By the time they had gone down to Adam’s huge cosy kitchen and Karen had sat at the pine table watching Adam make scrambled eggs and fry some bacon and tomatoes, it didn’t seem worth bothering. Karen felt as though she had come home. As they ate they argued back and forth about a suitable date for the wedding.
 
   “I suppose mum and dad would like me to get married from home. On the other hand, they’ve got Amanda’s wedding this spring. I don’t know if I could stand the endless fussing about lists and flowers and arrangements. It’s even driving Amanda mad. Everyone is falling out with everyone else,” said Karen.
 
   “How about we get married in Cornwall? We could have the reception. No, cancel reception, make that a party, at my house. Your family can stay with your grandmother and we can put up the overflow at the Trelawney Hotel. It’s a not the Ritz but it’s clean and comfortable.” Adam continued, “In fact, I might just rent the whole place. You must have lots of friends you’d like to help us celebrate and I have a few myself.”
 
   “Why don’t we sleep on it,” said Karen. “We can talk about details in the morning.”
 
   Adam stood up and held out a hand to her, “I was just going to suggest an early night, my darling Karen.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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