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Chapter 1

‘Now I understand. Now I know why it was my mother begged me to leave this house, to go somewhere far away and not return, I know why it is that the very thought of you has always filled me with revulsion . . . Now I know why my mother took her own life!’

   Each word an arrow of hate, Regan’s voice flew across a room almost devoid of light, heavy velvet drapes drawn together barricading windows against the intrusion of day.

   ‘So now you know!’ Sherwyn Huntley was tall and sparely built, a neatly pointed metallic grey beard following the line of his jaw to fuse with sideburns leading into flat brushed hair. The colours merged with the grey of the room until it seemed only his eyes remained, hard, black as the coals sitting unlit in the firegrate, eyes Sherwyn Huntley fixed on the pale drawn face watching from among courted shadow. ‘Now, as you say my dear, you know, and as you must also know I will be making no changes, though in the case of yourself I admit to a certain temptation.’

   Why had she not seen? Why hadn’t she realised?

   Regan Trent watched the supercilious lift of her stepfather’s mouth above the casing beard and felt a cold self-condemning anger course through her veins. How could she have been so blind, so stupid?

   ‘You will be making no change!’ Anger flashing into brittle life, Regan stared at the man she detested, the man who ruled her life. ‘But I will, I intend to stay here in this house just long enough to see my mother laid to rest and then I shall leave!’

   ‘Leave?’ The smile, urbane and mocking, was masked by the dimness of the room but the tenor of the voice carried it clearly to its listener. ‘I don’t think you fully understand, my dear, you will not be leaving this house.’

   ‘You can’t prevent me!’

   ‘Oh but I can.’ It purred above the anger. ‘You forget I am your legal guardian. It is my word and my word only says what you may or may not do and I say you will remain here at Woodford.’

   ‘No!’ The word cracking from her lips, Regan took a step forward into the light of a lamp at the further side of the room.

   Pretty? Having lit, the lamp Sherwyn Huntley blew out the match and threw the spent sliver of wood onto the bed of unlit coals set in the grate. He returned the matchbox to the pocket of his silver-grey silk waistcoat and swept a glance over his stepdaughter. Pretty? The thought asked again, another answered in quick refrain. No, that had been his thinking two years ago, when his marriage to her mother brought him into closer proximity to a young girl he had vowed to care for and protect.

   At eighteen years of age, slender as a willow reed, the promise of that body had still to be realised but the passage of time had fulfilled that promise in every detail. And his pledge? Sherwyn Huntley’s smile remained; time had changed that also.

   ‘I won’t, I won’t stay under the same roof, I despise you for what you did to my mother . . .’ Repugnance flashing cobalt darts to where her stepfather stood, Regan’s whole body shivered with loathing and with sudden fear. What he had said was true: he was her legal guardian, he could dictate her life, keep her here until she was of age. A whole year! It rang like the knell of death. A whole year of living in the same house as the man she would hate forever, a year before she could escape his evil. Yet there was a way: her mother’s funeral. There would be people there, people she could turn to for help.

   ‘My parents have friends,’ she said, the knowledge of their presence on the day of her mother’s burial lending her strength. ‘I will tell them what you put her through, what you are, I will ask they take me away with them.’

   It had shocked him, he had not expected that! Regan’s small chin lifted in an echo of defiance, a quick flush of triumph warming through her veins. ‘Make no mistake, they will take me from this house.’

   A fall of lamplight skeined fine threads of silver interwoven among grey, and touched his temple and brow with a halo of pale gold, which served to intensify the ebony hardness of eyes glinting with cynicism. She thought she had him. Sherwyn Huntley’s inner smile deepened. This slip of a girl thought to have bettered him, but she would learn – as her mother had learned. No one, and especially not a woman, could outwit Sherwyn Huntley. Watching her now, the rapid breath of anger lifting breasts small and firm above a tiny waist, honey-gold hair capturing the spill of citron until it glistened as if sprinkled with yellow diamonds, their delicate touch caressing intimately a face Michelangelo might have sculpted from purest alabaster, he reaffirmed that which had been decided so many months before: Regan Trent would belong to him. ‘Make no mistake!’ She had thrown the words with vehemence, a warning? Silent mockery touched against his throat. His stepdaughter had much to learn, but then he was an excellent tutor.

   ‘I fear, my dear, I have already made a mistake, that of oversight.’

   What did he mean? Regan felt the sharp pull of tightening nerves. This man had destroyed her mother’s life; like some great spider, he had woven his web of lies, spinning threads of deception, drawing them ever tighter until they bound with the tenacity of drawn steel; he had given precious little thought to the misery he caused the woman he had professed to love, and doubtless he would give even less account to the discomfort of one he knew hated the very air he breathed.

   ‘I ask your forgiveness . . .’ He paused, savouring his choice of word. That was the one thing in life he could be certain of, as certain as every man must be that life, however cherished, would in time be snatched away. He was certain Regan Trent would never grant Sherwyn Huntley forgiveness; but what did that matter? He could live as well with her hatred. ‘I should have mentioned to you . . .’ He spread long-fingered hands in an expression of apology, the single shake of the head adding no sincerity, ‘. . . you will not be present at the funeral of my wife, neither will there be any other mourners. After all, my dear, we could hardly embarrass the friends you spoke of by inviting them to attend the burying of a woman who has taken her own life, I cannot incommode other people with the onus of having to manufacture an excuse for not attending the burial of a suicide.’

   Emphasis drove the knife blade of grief so deep into her heart that Regan gasped with almost physical pain. He knew the agony she would undergo at seeing the coffin which held that worn-out, defeated body being passed not through a door but from a window, lowered by means of a broad plank of wood, then carried to the stone gateway of the house; there to suffer the further indignity of being lifted over the surrounding wall. The ignominious departure decreed by society! Regan felt the knife blade twist. No matter her mother had been driven by a cruelty no woman could withstand, she had committed the ultimate sin. The consequence was the shame of such a removal from her home, but even more shameful was the burial which church and man declared could not be graced by holy service, nor could the departed be given a resting place in consecrated ground; suicides must be laid in an unmarked spot beyond the boundaries of any churchyard.

   ‘Please, you can’t mean . . .’ It was a sob echoed in her eyes.

   ‘Oh but I do!’ His voice a perfect match for the hardness of ice-cold eyes, Sherwyn Huntley overrode a cry that was food to his soul. Marcia Trent had broken under his yoke; now her daughter would be harnessed to the same. That air of defiance, that haughty lift of the head would very soon give way to the droop of defeat; Regan Trent would acknowledge there could be only one voice at Woodford and that voice belonged to Sherwyn Huntley! ‘I mean it in all sincerity.’ The flow of words was chilled as a mountain stream. ‘My wife chose to bring this degradation upon my name – that I can neither prevent nor erase. But I can shield you from a little of it by not having you subjected to the stares and remarks of bystanders.’

   ‘No!’

   ‘Yes!’ Long fingers brushed the air with the snap of finality. ‘I repeat, you will not be present at the funeral of my wife.’

   ‘My wife  . . .’

   Regan stared at the door as it closed with final significance behind her departing stepfather.

   ‘You will not be present at the funeral of my wife.’

   Those words shouted in her mind, each of them crystal clear. He had deliberately chosen the phrase, chosen not to say ‘your mother’. That was the cruelty of the man her mother had married, a man whose vindictive streak she knew would be made ever more clear to the girl who had discovered his secret.



She was to have been married. Standing before the open wardrobe, Regan looked at the gown that had been delivered two weeks before. It was of heavy white satin, with tiny crystal beads, worked in a pattern of lily of the valley, glinting in the soft gleam of the oil lamp beside her bed. Reaching out, she touched the silky cloth, the folds of it rustling against her fingers, the crystals shimmering like specks of ice on virgin snow. This was her bridal gown. In this she was to have been driven to the church, walked to the altar; in this gown of purest white she was to have been given in marriage to the man she had loved.

   ‘Be happy my darling.’

   Soft as they had once been spoken the words returned. Her mother’s words. They had gone together to the dressmaker’s for a final fitting of the gown. Regan, excited and happy as a child on a first visit to a spring fair, so full of her own happiness that she had not noticed how quiet her mother had been, how drawn into herself. But then she had seen the tears. Regan’s hand dropped back to her side, the brush of movement sending crystal-tipped ripples glistening over the lovely skirt to brush against the satin bodice. The dress was cut in the style adopted by Alexandra of Denmark for her marriage to the Prince of Wales, a beautiful Princess Royal-style creation which lent itself perfectly to the veil of delicate Brussels lace. It was the veil her mother had worn as a young bride. ‘Something borrowed,’ her mother had said with a smile, taking the froth of lace from its box, ‘we must not forget the traditions.’

   Why had she not seen it then? Why had she not recognised the pain in those tired eyes? But she had not. The tears which had trembled in them she had taken to be a mother’s tears of joy at seeing her daughter dressed as she would be for her wedding. Regan’s throat tightened, fighting the surge of her own tears. How wrong that thought had proved. Now there would be no wedding.

   Ignoring the still-open door, the box with its spill of blue tissue paper and Brussels lace left unregarded on the shelf that ran the width of the wide mahogany wardrobe, Regan crossed to a window obscured by drapes custom decreed could not be opened for several days following a death in the house. A holding to the grief of parting from a loved one? A statement to the world announcing the sorrow of the house? For any other family of the town she would have agreed the gradual return to normality was just that, but here, for Sherwyn Huntley, it was no more than a pretence of grief, a lie. Like the lie that Regan was too stricken to attend the burial. Lies! Teeth clenched against an invasion of tears, Regan breathed deeply. There had been so many lies. Not all of them told by Sherwyn Huntley.

   From the hall below, the sound of a long-case clock striking the hour reached the bedroom but for Regan it went unheard against the tumble of thoughts filling her mind.

   She had been so impressed by the young man introduced to her by a smiling Sherwyn. Myles Wentworth was the son of a boyhood friend of Huntley and as such had been welcomed at Woodford, not least by a young girl dazzled by the man’s charm and good looks. Twenty-four years old, a few inches taller than herself, his skin tanned by the touch of a foreign sun, hair an unruly wealth of copper, he had pretended to lavish attention on her. But that was all it had proved to be, pretence. An act, a mockery! And she had been duped by it.

   A tap at the door brought her sharply about, one hand dashing moisture from her lashes with a fierce determined stroke; she would not give Sherwyn Huntley the satisfaction of seeing her weep, nor would she voluntarily give permission for him to enter her bedroom. Unaware she was holding her breath, Regan stood in mute defiance, the quiet tick of the small gilt-cased carriage clock on the mantel above the grey dead fireplace sounding like the boom of cannon in her ears. How long would he stay listening at her door? Would he presume to enter? Blood pounded her temples from pressure of pent-up breath as her gaze locked onto the door. Maybe he would think her in bed, even already asleep? Maybes were dashed with yet another subdued knock. If only she had thought to turn the key, to lock herself in!

   ‘Miss Regan  . . .’

   A flood tide of relief swept over her, washing the tension from her nerves, the drumbeat from her ears. She ran to the door and threw it open to a slightly stooped grey-haired figure.

   ‘I’m sorry to have disturbed you, Miss Regan, but the master said to bring a tray to your room, seeing as how you didn’t come down to supper.’

   She did not want supper, she never wanted another meal in this house.

   ‘Thank you.’ She nodded to the man who had lived at Woodford House some twelve years, who had been butler to her parents from before Saul was born. ‘Thank you but I do not wish supper, please take it away.’

   ‘But the master . . . what will I tell the master?’

   Regan bit back the reply she wanted to make. Sanders was not responsible for her feelings and did not deserve the words choked in her throat.

   ‘To refuse will perhaps bring the master here to your room; he is bound to want to ensure you are not ill.’

   He was offering a route through the jungle of her thoughts. To return the tray untouched would give Sherwyn Huntley a perfectly reasonable excuse for coming to her room. Looking now at the man who had always treated her with the regard he might have for a daughter, Regan allowed her relief to show.

   ‘Will I leave the tray, Miss Regan?’

   ‘Yes . . . thank you.’ He placed it on the small table her mother had given her to provide a means whereby Regan could sit to write her journal or press the flowers she sometimes gathered from the garden or adjoining countryside; her mother had been aware of the needs of a girl awakening to adult life, the need for moments of privacy teenage years demanded. She had recognised her daughter was becoming a woman and had accepted it with gentle consideration until Sherwyn Huntley had ‘corrected’ his wife. It would not do for his stepdaughter to grow to womanhood believing her wants and desires to be all that mattered, that her requests take preference over all else.

   He had smiled when speaking but Regan had sensed the deeper intention behind his words. He was master now at Woodford and everyone beneath its roof would conform to his wishes. But those wishes had very quickly taken the form of dictates, orders her mother had attempted to soften only to arouse anger in the man she had married, anger which brought subjugation and in its wake a defeat that had turned Marcia Huntley from a happy, smiling mother to the tired, nervous woman almost afraid to speak. What had caused so drastic a change? Regan’s hands clutched as they had a few minutes before. She would never have to ask herself that question again, for now she knew the answer.

   ‘Mr Sanders . . .’ She addressed the manservant in the manner required of her by both parents, who had taught that, though paid domestics, servants were people deserving of respect. ‘Mr Sanders,’ she repeated as he straightened from setting down the tray, ‘would you please inform the master I have retired for the night and that there is no need for concern.’

   She had seen the understanding in those grey eyes. Sanders knew the loathing she felt for the man who termed himself not only stepfather but friend, but did Sanders understand it? Could he possibly guess the cause of that emotion? No, he could not; nobody ever could.





Chapter 2

‘Perhaps it would be better if I leave.’

   ‘Leave?’ Sherwyn Huntley’s glance was sharp above the rim of his brandy goblet.

   ‘Just until things are . . . well, you know . . . until things have settled down.’

   ‘By “things” I presume you mean the girl.’ The thought lay in Sherwyn’s mind like lead. The girl was an encumbrance, a hindrance to his life here at Woodford. She had come with the wife, a part of the bargain without which there would have been no Woodford, no easy living off another man’s labours, but then one did not always have to keep all that was included in a bargain.

   ‘You are thinking of Regan of course.’ Above the heavy cut glass polished ebony eyes gleamed a half smile. ‘That is commendable but I would have thought as her fiancé she would prefer that you stay. The support of the man she loves can only help ease the pain of losing a mother.’

   Placing a refilled decanter on an elegant mahogany sideboard, Sanders’ white-gloved hand rested fractionally on the heavy glass stopper. ‘Ease the pain.’ Like acid the words burned in his mind. Whose pain would that be? That of Regan Trent or the so-different pain of her stepfather!

   ‘But what might be thought?’ At the butler’s back the smile answering Huntley was almost coquettish. ‘I mean, what will other people think of my being here during the period of mourning?’

   ‘People!’ Sherwyn Huntley’s half-hidden smile broke across the stage of his face. ‘Which people would they be, Myles?’

   ‘You know . . . people.’ A sheen of copper glinted red-gold, the slight shake of Myles Wentworth’s head catching light spilling from crystal-drop gasoliers. ‘Friends of the family, business associates, might they not think it a little distasteful a young unmarried man staying in the home of a young unmarried girl with no mother to chaperone her?’

   Tapping the base of his goblet on the sofa table set beside a scroll-end couch, both a match to the sideboard, Sherwyn’s imperious summoning of another drink showed little respect for the beautiful inlaid surface.

   ‘Friends of the family.’ The smile remained fixed. ‘You need have no qualms on that score. They have already been informed I wish the funeral to be strictly private, and as for business associates, again you need have no qualms for I keep business and family matters very widely apart.’

   You didn’t have to look far to find reasons for that! Sanders filled the goblet held by his employer, then turned to the younger man. Sherwyn Huntley kept visitors to a minimum and those who had known Marcia Trent before her marriage to him had not been welcomed at all. Nor would they be now. Supporting the decanter on the palm of one hand, the other holding the graceful curve of the fluted shoulder, he glanced briefly at the handsome face. Myles Wentworth was the only visitor welcome to this house, one Marcia Huntley would prefer had never come here at all.

   ‘You are certain my remaining here is what Regan would wish?’ Myles asked, sampling the brandy almost before the decanter was lifted clear.

   ‘Quite certain.’

   The answer followed Sanders across the room, a sequel to it coming sharply to his mind as the door closed behind him. Yes, Sherwyn Huntley was certain but was that certainty expressed on behalf of his stepdaughter or for himself? Business partners. That was how the younger man had first been introduced into Woodford, his father’s business was to be joined to that of Huntley, but of all associates of that man only Myles Wentworth had become a regular guest, staying first a week and then gradually increasing his length of visit until now he was an almost permanent resident. Permanent! Reaching the butler’s pantry, a room he looked upon as his own private space, he sat heavily on a stout wooden chair. Marcia Trent had held a definite dislike for that man, she had not once voiced that opinion but years of working in this house, of speaking with and serving the woman, he had come to sense what she felt, and one of the strongest feelings had been that of dislike for Myles Wentworth. And now her daughter, the child she cherished, was to become the man’s wife.

   Why? He stared at the oak bureau at which he did the household accounts. Why, when Marcia Trent disliked Wentworth so much, had she agreed to his marrying her daughter? The question might be asked by any who did not know the mistress as well as Edward Sanders and he need not ask, because he knew the answer! Hands he had unconsciously rested on the small table gripped at the chenille cloth, rumpling it until the deep red fabric spilled like blood over his fingers. Fear! His breath hissed softly between tightly clenched teeth. He had seen it in her eyes, heard it in her voice, watched it in the tremor of her hands. Marcia Trent had been afraid of her husband; but even the fear she could not truly hide had not deterred her from attempting to prevent a marriage between Wentworth and her daughter. He had overheard that discussion. As he remembered, his fingers dragged at the cloth, tightening and squeezing as if around the throat of some hated enemy. He had been bringing afternoon tea to the sitting room when the raised voice of Sherwyn Huntley had made him pause outside the door. Although not an eavesdropper – he had sometimes chastised staff when catching them lingering a trifle too long and too close to a door – that time he had listened.

   ‘You say Regan has professed love for him.’ Huntley’s voice, edged with its normal irritation, had carried clearly. ‘That she has conveyed to you her wish to marry.’

   ‘Yes.’ Marcia Trent’s voice had trembled in a sudden stillness and he had waited, God in Heaven, he had waited! Then she had gone on. ‘But I believe Regan’s feelings to be those of infatuation. Myles Wentworth is the first man she has met and therefore  . . .’

   ‘Therefore?’

   Huntley’s one word had cracked out with a snap of breaking ice. He should have gone into that room then. A pulse drummed in the base of his throat while Edward Sanders listened to the voices he knew would never leave his memory.

   ‘Therefore  . . .’

   It had come softly, apologetically, beneath it that tremor of fear. ‘. . . I think it best she wait a while before taking so serious a step and so I cannot agree to the marriage.’

   ‘You think!’

   It had been the snarl of an animal seeing its kill stolen beneath its nose.

   ‘You cannot agree! But then you never could think, could you, Marcia, or you would know your agreement or otherwise is totally irrelevant. Only mine is necessary and that agreement has already been given.’

   ‘Regan will listen, she will  . . .’

   ‘She will listen to me and so will you! Remember the ultimatum: confinement to a mental institution for the rest of your life is not the most pleasant of prospects but it is one which most decidedly will be yours should you dare to disobey me. And Regan? She will remain here at Woodford with Myles Wentworth for a husband.’

   ‘No Sherwyn, I beg you  . . .’

   The plea had ended abruptly, cut short by a choleric bark which had reduced the woman to silence. Menace edging every syllable, Huntley had continued.

   ‘I have already spoken of your mental condition to an acquaintance of mine, an eminent doctor. He is of the opinion your mood swings, those erratic changes from smiles to unfounded anger, are characteristics of madness; they will, so he assures me, become more violent and recommends you are admitted to an institution now before anyone suffers harm as a result of your failing reason. It is an action I would regret but one I will not hesitate to perform; after all the well-being of my stepdaughter is paramount, I must take every precaution to see no hurt befalls her.’

   ‘That is not true, my reason is sound.’

   Why had he not gone into that room? Entering then would have prevented  . . .

   ‘Truth is what I say it is!’

   The interruption barked again in Sanders’ brain and with it the sharp sound of a slap followed by a low frightened cry, then  . . .

   ‘If I choose to say I fear not only for your sanity but for the threat madness poses to the safety of a young girl you have already attacked on two occasions, then who is there to gainsay you should not be certified?’

   ‘That is a cruel lie, Sherwyn. I have never, would never, harm my daughter.’

   Seated in the quiet solitude of the butler’s pantry Edward Sanders winced at the echo of a remembered laugh. Out of everything he had heard said that one statement rose clear above the rest, a trumpet sound of truth among an orchestration of lies and falsehoods. Marcia Trent would never harm her daughter and if what his heart told him was true then Marcia Trent had taken her own life rather than watch that daughter come to know the same unhappiness she herself suffered. The action of a broken woman, one whose agreement or silence was gained by use of the fist, and the man who used that fist sat now with his protégé in the drawing room. Yes, Huntley would teach Myles Wentworth business procedure, pass on to him the skills necessary for keeping oneself in the comfort recently acquired, and if those skills included the physical and mental domination of a wife? Edward Sanders’ hands jerked, involuntarily pulling the cloth half from the table. Yes, Sherwyn Huntley would teach that also.



He had kept his word. Regan Trent stood at her bedroom window peeping between closed curtains at the sad cortège passing along the drive towards the gate of Woodford House. Four sable-coloured horses, tall black plumes on their tossing heads, drew the chased glass-sided hearse which held the coffin of her mother. It would be taken out of the hearse at the gate, passed over the wall and then replaced in the hearse to be taken to its final resting place against the church wall. Against but not within that boundary! Tears blurred the scene into an amorphous wash as she pressed her fingers to her mouth. Marcia Trent had been spared the ignominy of being taken from the house on a handcart, that usual procedure for removing a suicide to his or her burial place, but she was not to be spared unconsecrated ground. Marcia Trent could be given no place within the church’s boundary: that institution denied her holy sacrament or permission to lie in sacred ground. She had committed a sin so great it found no forgiveness in the eyes of the church.

   ‘My mother committed no sin!’ Her hands moved against the window as if to snatch her mother to her, to hold her back from that ultimate disgrace, Regan’s cry echoed in the quiet evening. ‘She does not deserve this, she does not deserve  . . .’ She sank to her knees, choked by sobs. Her mother had not deserved the life marriage to Sherwyn Huntley had brought. Those early weeks had seemed so full of promise for her mother, filled with a secure future which would erase the sorrow of years of widowhood, but it had been a false promise; one which had lasted only a short time after the ceremony which placed her mother under the yoke of domination. It had been made painfully clear. Sherwyn Huntley had married not for love, not for companionship, but for money, the money Marcia Trent would bring him. And he had taken control in its entirety. His word had become the all in Woodford from that first day, he had taken no account of her mother, much less consulted her upon any matter. For Sherwyn Huntley she had merely been the means to an end, the purse he had so swiftly cut from its strings, then uncaringly tossed aside as one might an empty package.

   And what of Marcia Trent’s daughter? Crouched beneath the window Regan pressed both hands to her face. Why was Sherwyn Huntley so determined she marry Myles Wentworth? But that was a question she had already found the answer to. A wife could not testify against her husband. She was being given to Myles Wentworth as a sacrificial lamb. By becoming her husband he became stepson-in-law of Huntley and as such a member of the family . . . and families kept their secrets.

   Secrets! Regan’s stomach churned with the thought. She would have to keep them as her mother had kept them; but could she? Did she have the same strength of will her mother had shown? And if not, what then would become of her?

   Had it been because of her? Apprehension surged through her and Regan dropped her hands. Had her mother accepted blindly all that had happened in order to shield her daughter? Would she ever have married Huntley had it not been in some way a provision for Regan? But what? What could Sherwyn Huntley have had to offer in exchange for marriage?

   There had to be something! Rising to her feet, she peered between closed curtains seeing now only an empty driveway slicing between lush green lawns edged about with low box hedges.

   Deep in the mists of memory something stirred. The garden. She had been in the garden. She frowned and forced her brain to concentrate. The garden to the rear of the house . . . the summer house, she had been in the summer house. Huntley and her mother had not known she was there, had not suspected they were being overheard. Guilt brought a touch of colour to Regan’s cheeks. She ought to have called to them, to have informed them of her presence, but caught in the golden summer afternoon she had lain half asleep.

   ‘My daughter has no part in this  . . .’

   Clearly, as if just spoken, the words of her mother seemed to ring in the silence of the room, but it was the laugh which followed that set Regan’s nerves tingling. A quiet sound, it had not caught her attention, but hearing it now, its fullness revived by memory, she heard it for what it had truly been, the menacing snarl of a predatory animal preparing for the kill; that had been Sherwyn Huntley.

   ‘On the contrary my dear, Regan plays a great part.’

   She had not meant to listen, but the drowsiness of the afternoon . . . She should not allow that overheard conversation to return, it was wrong of her to have stayed silent then and it was wrong to recall it now. What passed between her mother and the man who at that time was no more than a friend, a visitor to Woodford, had been private, it had not concerned an eighteen-year-old girl. Yet it had concerned her. Turning away from the window she went to sit on the bed. She had heard those words, heard Sherwyn Huntley speak her name, yet still she had not truly listened to the voices that had gone on.

   ‘You have no claim upon me and certainly you will never have any upon my daughter.’

   There had been an undertone in that, a tremor of uncertainty . . . no, not uncertainty. Realisation forged a path through the shroud still holding memory at a distance and with its coming the touch of warmth in Regan’s cheeks became a flood, a hot tide of self-reproach. It had not been uncertainty she had heard in her mother’s voice, it had been fear. She had been afraid of Sherwyn Huntley and she, Regan, had ignored . . . but that was unfair, she had been given no reason to believe her mother was anything other than happy, yet the next words should have told her that was not how it was.

   ‘What you say is true, Marcia . . . at the moment. But ask yourself this:

    What if Regan should become pregnant? It is not such a ridiculous flight of fancy. A young girl, flattered by the attentions of a more mature sophisticated man, gives herself to him.’

   ‘Regan would never  . . .’

   ‘Perhaps not willingly, but not all things are a result of willingness. There are other ways, Marcia, and you cannot keep watch on your daughter every moment of the day. Then of course there is your son. I offer you marriage and with it the pledge to safeguard your children as I would were they my own, but should you refuse then I see no way other than the one I have already placed before you.’

   ‘I see no other way!’ The words exploded in Regan’s mind, the shattering implication leaving her stunned. He had wanted Woodford so badly he had threatened to seduce – even rape – an eighteen-year-old in order to get it; that had been the hold Huntley had had over her mother, that had been what he offered, marriage with the mother or a daughter shamed into the same, and whether by seduction or rape had not mattered to Sherwyn Huntley. Regan stared blindly across the room. He had known her mother would not refuse, known Marcia Trent would accept anything in order to keep her children safe. But as with all promises made by the man she had taken as a husband Marcia Trent had seen that one crumble, brushed away with the coming of Myles Wentworth.

   Why had she, Regan, not seen? Why had she not recognised the man behind the smiling handsome figure . . . the man Myles Wentworth truly was?
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