
	Divorced and emotionally damaged, artist Grace Stollery wants nothing more than to spend her semi-retirement painting and let time heal her emotional scars.

	But when dashing widower Alfred Nobel moves into her retirement village, he turns her life upside down and her heart inside out by awakening feelings she wants to keep dormant.

	Alfred quickly sets out to woo Grace and slowly she warms to him. But the village’s resident femme fatale wants him for herself. Will she succeed in driving a wedge between Alfred and Grace?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Grace jabbed at the volume button on the remote control, turning up the sound on the television. She was trying to drown out the chatter which filled the palatial residents’ lounge. It had been like that for days, and she’d grown tired of it. Who would have thought the imminent arrival of one man could affect mature ladies like that?

	One of the things which had appealed to her when she moved to The Grange retirement village was the lack of men. Yet a man who aroused feelings in her she didn’t want was going to add to their number.

	Grace had caught a glimpse of him across The Lounge a few months ago, taking the standard tour of the seventeenth century mansion that now housed The Grange. He’d towered over the young woman he’d been with, and she’d guessed he was at least six-foot-five. Built like a tank, with a mass of wavy white hair and a snow-white beard, he’d reminded her of a polar bear. His presence had been overpowering and almost menacing. An image of him defending the old mansion in days gone by had jumped into her mind.

	Looking at him had sent a spontaneous burst of attraction rippling through her. It had caught her by surprise. Becoming attracted to anybody was the last thing she’d needed right then. Her divorce had been too recent and too painful. All she wanted was to focus on her painting to block out the pain. Although she hadn’t come there to look for a man, there was no denying how she’d reacted to the sight of him. She wondered how she would cope when they met. And she couldn’t help feeling he was going to have quite an impact on her life. Whether it would be a good impact or not was the million-dollar question. He might be the greatest thing since sliced bread! Or he could turn out to be a snake in the grass like her ex-husband.

	It wasn’t only the divorce which caused her to temper her excitement at his arrival with caution. Being a Pisces, her emotions were her weak spot, and she’d tended to fantasise about her love life. Her relationships had always been traumatic until she had married, at the age of forty. Then, for the first time in her life, she experienced stability and calmness. She’d thought she had a good marriage. Then everything had fallen apart. She was in no rush to risk such heartache again—in no hurry to get involved once more.

	Grace stared at her watch for the umpteenth time and fidgeted in her over-padded chair. She peeked around a heavy curtain and glanced out of the massive sash window yet again. But she couldn’t see any sign of him. Frustrated, she tried to put him out of her mind and focus on watching Bargain Hunt. It was one of her favourite programmes, and she always tried to guess which of the teams would win. The persistent buzz of women’s voices filled her head. And she had to concentrate hard to follow the programme. But even then, she had to turn the volume up high to be able to hear it. In a fit of pique, she slammed the remote down onto the arm of her chair.

	Grace became aware of movement out of the corner of one eye. When she turned around, she saw the General Manager, Sara Novak, and the man she’d been thinking about. The sight of him made her cheeks grow hot, and she turned away to look at the screen. As she did so, she realised Tim Wonnacott was about to announce the winning team. Then she felt something brush past her arm and the screen went blank. She spun around and saw Sara holding the remote.

	“What did you do that for?” Grace snapped.

	Sara blushed. “I’m sorry, Grace... and anybody else who was watching that programme. But we don’t often get so many residents in one place at the same time. So I wanted to take the opportunity to introduce our newest resident. This is Air Commodore Alfred Nobel.”

	Alfred smiled and threw the residents a mock salute, by way of greeting.

	“Alfred is a widower and a senior ex-Royal Air Force officer,” Sara continued. “I’m sure he’ll make a welcome addition to our small group of gentlemen residents. He’s an accomplished ballroom dancer—a talent some of our ladies will appreciate.”

	Sara’s announcement created quite a buzz among the ladies. “I’ll bring Alfred around to meet as many of you as possible before lunch,” she said in conclusion.

	Grace rose to her feet and faced Sara and Alfred.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	On his introductory tour, Alfred had seen several attractive female residents. Then he’d spotted Grace and known she was the crème de la crème. In an instant, he’d decided it was the place for him. She was petite—not a great deal taller than five-foot. Shoulder-length, dark brown wavy hair framed a pair of big brown eyes. And she had the cutest button nose, and lips to die for. Rosy cheeks, dusted with freckles, contrasted with pale creamy skin. He thought she was most attractive and must have been a stunner in her youth.

	For the last thirty years of his marriage, he’d helped his wife struggle against her demons. And when she’d lost the struggle, her death had almost destroyed him. Then he had experienced four years of depression and sorrow—but over the last year had started to mend. Finally he felt ready for female company again and planned to enjoy himself. He was sure there would be enough sociable ladies there to give him all the fun he wanted. Nevertheless, he had a gut feeling Grace could be something special. She might be a threat to his plan.

	Grace addressed Alfred. “I’m Grace Stollery. Sorry for my rudeness just then. I was so caught up in Bargain Hunt I was furious when the TV went off as they were about to announce the winners.”

	“Don’t apologise. In fact, I owe you an apology for disrupting your viewing.”

	Grace waved one hand in dismissal. “Forget it. I can always catch up on it later in my apartment, with BBCiPlayer.”

	Alfred flashed her a smile. “Could I watch it with you? It’s one of my favourite programmes, too.” I may be a new arrival, but I’m not about to miss an opportunity to get to know this delectable creature.

	Grace cocked her head and frowned. “Hmm. I’ll think about it and get back to you.”

	Alfred had expected Grace to agree without hesitation. Her answer left him feeling surprised and disappointed. “As you wish. I assume you know the programme’s only available for a week.”

	“Yes, I know.”

	An ear-splitting shout of Way to go, Grace interrupted their conversation. Alfred turned to look in the direction he thought the sound had come from and choked back a laugh. A gargantuan woman was stood with clenched fists planted on her large hips. She looked as if she’d tried to squeeze a size twenty-two body into a size fourteen dress. Her bosom strained against her neckline and looked in imminent danger of escaping.

	“Don’t drag your feet,” the woman bellowed. “Otherwise he might change his mind.”

	“Calm down, Queenie!” Grace protested. “The last thing I want right now is to get involved.”

	Queenie snorted at Grace. “Well if you decide to give him a spin, ducky, you’d better hope he’s gentle. A man his size could squash a little thing like you with a hug. Who knows what damage anything else might do?” She gave a raucous laugh.

	Alfred grinned at Queenie’s remark but noted that Grace didn’t respond to it. On impulse, he bent to kiss her on the cheek. But Grace must have seen him, because she pulled back, and his lips only skimmed her cheek.

	Although the contact had been minimal, his lips felt as if they were on fire. And he was sure he’d felt Grace flinch from the contact. As he looked down into her liquid brown eyes, he felt as if a pair of bottomless whirlpools were sucking him in.

	Seeing neither passion nor fire in Grace’s gorgeous eyes was a disappointment to Alfred. Instead, he saw apprehension and caution. It was as if the sensation she’d felt had been an unexpected and unwelcome one. In a flash, he realised this tiny, gorgeous and delicate looking creature was not going to be a pushover.

	“Whoa, take it easy!” Grace cried, her voice trembling.

	Her reaction was a shock to Alfred. The contact had been too slight to qualify as a kiss, so he could not see what her problem was. “There’s no need to get in a state. It was only meant to be a friendly peck.” To his delight, he saw a weak smile replace the frown that had marred Grace’s beautiful face.

	Grace rubbed the back of her neck with one hand and bit her lip. “Sorry if I overreacted, but I’m a bit uncomfortable with physical contact at the moment.”

	Alfred’s shoulders slumped, and he tugged at his beard. “I’m sorry if I upset you.”

	A loose strand of hair fell across Grace’s eyes, and she twisted it around one finger. “I’ll live. Anyway, I need to pop out for a minute. I expect I’ll see you later.”

	“I look forward to it,” he replied, and flashed her a smile.

	Without another word, Grace turned and made her way out of the room.

	Alfred felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned and discovered a tall, stick-thin man with one hand held out in greeting.

	“Hi, Alfred. I’m Wilf Pirbright. Welcome to The Grange.”

	Alfred grasped his hand and shook it. “Pleased to meet you. And you can call me Alf.”

	Wilf turned and indicated a small, nondescript man stood beside him. “This is my friend, Sid Carpenter.”

	“Pleased to meet yer, guvnor.” Sid held out a nicotine-stained hand. Alfred shook it and nodded.

	Wilf leant in toward Alfred and said in a soft voice. “A quick word before you get paraded around the room.”

	“Of course, what about?”

	Wilf shot a look in Sara’s direction before replying. “I want to give you some encouragement about your chances of a social life here.”

	Wilf’s concern touched Alfred. “I like the sound of that.”

	“You should,” Wilf replied, a beaming smile on his face. “If you want female company, you won’t go short of it.”

	“Excellent, but I have to admit I’m somewhat out of practice at dating.”

	Sid laughed. “Don’t worry, buster. A guy like you won’t ever be short of company.”

	That was the sort of talk Alfred wanted to hear. “Great. So, name some names.”

	Wilf glanced at Sara again. “I don’t have time to list them right now. Sara’s chomping at the bit to get on with her meet and greet. But a quick word of warning. Stay away from Rose Delaquoi.”

	A smile crept across Alfred’s face. “That sounds intriguing. Tell me more.”

	“She’s Edward Crighton’s partner, but that doesn’t stop her playing around. And Edward’s a jealous and aggressive man, so you don’t want to get on the wrong side of him.”

	“Goodness. It sounds like life will not exactly be boring around here then,” Alfred joked.

	Wilf indicated the various ladies in the room. “You got that right! And there are other ladies who aren’t in the room right now. You’ll be spoilt for choice.”

	Alfred gave Wilf a perplexed look. “I notice you haven’t mentioned Grace. What about her?”

	“Bit of an enigma, that one. She’s attractive but tends to keep herself to herself. And she’s never shown any interest in me or Sid, which seems a bit strange.”

	Alfred guffawed. “Well if she can resist you two, then she’s definitely certifiable.”

	“Got to agree with you there.” Wilf chuckled. “We even began to wonder if she batted for the other side.”

	That thought caused Alfred’s eyes to widen, and he felt a stab in his chest. He hoped that was not the case. “And does she?”

	Sid gave a deep, weighted, sigh. “Nah. Don’t think so. She’s never seemed more than friends with any of the women here. So I guess she’s straight, but we’re not her type.”

	It was difficult for Alfred not to burst out laughing at this statement. “I hope I’ll have better luck.”

	Wilf shrugged. “Only if you do better than you did at your first encounter.”

	“Go for it, pal. Fill your boots.” Sid chipped in.

	At that moment, an impatient looking Sara interrupted them. “Can we move on and meet some of the other residents, Alfred?”

	A flush crept across his cheeks, and he hung his head. “Sorry for keeping you waiting, Sara.”

	Sara linked one arm with Alfred’s. “Don’t worry about it. I knew you would get embroiled once you started talking to those two. So I thought I’d better leave you to it.”

	Alfred’s mouth fell open. “How did you know that?”

	“Well, it stands to reason you’d get on, as you’re all ex-forces.”

	Alfred had felt an affinity with the two men but had not been able to identify the reason for it. He realised he’d sensed the esprit de corps that servicemen share. He sensed the three of them were going to become good friends. “That’s good to know.”

	“Since you’ve already met Grace, why don’t we start with her closest friends, Fiona and Emily?” Sara suggested.

	“Whatever you say, dear lady,” Alfred concurred. He smiled at Wilf and Sid. “I’ll see you guys later.” They nodded in return.

	Sara moved over to where Grace’s friends were sat, and Alfred gave them the once-over. One appeared to be close to eighty, with white hair and a well-worn face. Compared with Grace’s outfit, the woman looked dull and frumpy. She wore a pair of oversized dark glasses, and a white stick lay on the table in front of her. Her companion was an attractive brunette dressed in a plain manner who looked to be in her early sixties. A heavy-looking white cane lay across her lap.

	“Fiona and Emily, this is Alfred, our newest resident.”

	“Tell us something we dinnae ken. Nothing wrong with our hearing, lassie, only our eyesight,” the older woman snapped. “Didnae ye see us when ye gave yer wee speech?”

	“Of course, I did. There’s no need to be sarcastic.” Sara’s spirited response to Fiona’s acerbic remark made Alfred smile.

	Fiona’s chin drooped. “Aye, y’re richt. Ah apologise. But hearing his deep masculine voice and nae being able to see him was so disappointing.”

	Alfred noticed Sara pat Fiona’s shoulder and whisper to her. He bent down and took one of Fiona’s hands in his. “I’m delighted to meet you, Fiona.”

	Hearing Alfred’s response seemed to perk Fiona up, and she looked up with her sightless eyes. “And Ah ye laddie,” she replied and squeezed his hand. “Now, don’t keep me in suspense. Are ye tall, dark, and handsome?”

	“I’m afraid you only score one definite yes out of three,” he told her—and without thinking shook his head. “I’m tall, but not dark. As for me being handsome... you should ask your friends.”

	Fiona chuckled. “Dinnae go thinking Ah won’t.”

	Alfred released her hand and straightened up. “Go ahead, but I doubt you’ll get the same answer from everybody.”

	“Then Ah’ll juist have to trust mah imagination.” Fiona sighed.

	“Well I can give you my opinion, Fiona,” the other lady interjected. Alfred turned to look at her. “I’m Emily Corniche, Alfred—and unlike Fiona, I’m not totally blind. My problem is a lack of central vision. Come a bit closer so I can get an idea of what you look like.”

	He stepped closer as instructed. After looking for a minute or so Emily said, “Hmm. Tall hardly seems an adequate word considering he’s a veritable mountain. And his snow-white beard and moustache are as far from being dark as it’s possible to get. As for being handsome...” she tittered. “Well, if I found him in my bed I wouldn’t kick him out.”

	Heat surged up Alfred’s neck, and he felt himself blush. Then he roared with laughter. “I can tell you don’t believe in pulling your punches, Emily.”

	“Alfred, we should move on to meet a few more people,” Sara interjected.

	“Goodbye, ladies. I look forward to talking to you both again soon,” Alfred enthused. Then Sara took his arm again and steered him over to three women who were sitting on comfy chairs.

	“Alfred, I want you to meet Faith, Hope, and Aggie. Faith and Hope are identical twins. I imagine you can tell which of these ladies they are.” She laughed.

	Alfred nodded. “Indeed, I can. I expect I could even if they weren’t wearing identical outfits. Identical apart from the different colour ribbons in their hair, that is.”

	“The lady with the red ribbon is Faith. Hope has the green one. Unless they’ve switched them around since I saw them earlier.” Sara laughed.

	The woman with the red ribbon stretched out a hand in greeting. “No, we bleddy haven’t. I’m Faith, and it’s a pleasure to meet an ‘ansome man like you, Alfred.”

	“How do you do?” He grinned and shook her hand.

	The twin wearing the green ribbon gave Alfred a broad grin and reached across to shake his hand. “Ee don’t have to be a bleddy genius to work out I’m Hope. And you, bud... are a sight for sore eyes.”

	Alfred gave her fingers a squeeze. “Enchanté, Hope.”

	Sara laughed. “Faith and Hope are the life and soul of any party.”

	“I’m sure they are,” Alfred agreed. He liked these two and figured they could be a lot of fun. Provided, of course, they never swapped ribbons.

	“And this is the twins’ dear friend, Aggie,” Sara continued.

	Aggie turned her wheelchair to face him and fluttered the fingers of one hand against her chest. “Be still my beating heart,” she gushed. Then she held out one hand in greeting. “You... are most definitely welcome.”

	Alfred laughed and shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I can see we’ll get along.”

	Sara moved him on and steered him around the room, stopping now and then to make introductions. He must have met over forty people by the time they got to the last ones. They were a couple cuddled up on a settee, close to an ornately carved fireplace. By that time, his head was spinning from trying to absorb all the names and faces.

	The couple looked up as Sara and Alfred approached. Sara gave them a weak smile, and her shoulders sagged. “This gentleman is our newest resident, Alfred,” she said.

	“Alfred, these lovely people are Rose and her dear friend, Edward. They’re close friends and are both fond of dancing. Since you’re an accomplished dancer yourself, you should all get on.”

	Alfred gave the couple a broad grin. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

	Rose fanned herself with one hand. “Well, hello there... Sara said you were going to be moving in here. But she didn’t mention how handsome you are.”

	Alfred noticed Edward stiffen and saw the man shoot a glance of disapproval at Rose. He then turned to give Alfred a look which seemed to say hands off—private property. Alfred held out a hand toward him, but Edward ignored it.

	Sara gave a tired smile. “You’re the last people here Alfred hasn’t met. And I have so much to get on with. So, is it all right if I leave him with you two?”

	“Of course. We’ll be going to the bistro for lunch shortly, and Alfred can join us,” Rose answered with enthusiasm.

	Edward said nothing and glared at Alfred.

	“Thank you, Rose, you’re an angel.” Sara turned and trudged away.

	Rose smiled and patted the space next to her on the settee. “Please join us, Alfred.”

	He slipped onto the settee and sat close to Rose. As she seemed to be in a relationship with Edward, he was not interested in getting involved with her. But her looks and the way she dressed made it impossible for him not to stare at her. She was beautiful, with a firm but lithe body. And a mass of copper-coloured hair tumbled down over her shoulders.

	She wore a low-cut red top which left little to the imagination. And her tight black skirt stopped well short of her knees. Alfred thought she looked like a promiscuous young woman out on the prowl, rather than a pensioner. He sensed she was a woman of passion, with little or no respect for convention. Anyone who had a relationship with her would no doubt find it to be intense, volatile and dangerous.

	He leant toward Rose to kiss her on the cheek. But she twisted her head at the last moment, and he ended up kissing her full on the mouth.

	“What the hell do you think you’re playing at, you blaggard?” Edward roared and jumped up. Rose held onto his arm to restrain him.

	Rose’s action stunned Alfred. And he was so distressed by Edward’s reaction to it that for a moment, he didn’t know how to respond...

	“I–I’m so sorry,” he finally spluttered. “It was an accident. I guess I must have slipped. Please forgive me.”

	“I don’t bloody think so, you dirty sod! It was disgraceful behaviour.”

	Alfred considered pointing out it was Rose who had turned her head and caused the kiss. However, he kept his mouth shut for fear of making things worse.

	“Don’t be silly, dear. I’m sure Alfred didn’t mean it to happen.”

	Edward grumbled. “If you’re happy, Rose, then I suppose I’ll have to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

	Rose beamed at him. “Thank you, darling.” She turned to Alfred and placed a hand on his knee. “Was your late wife also a keen dancer?”

	“Yes. She’d be furious if she could see how I’ve neglected my dancing since her passing.”

	“In that case, you’ve got to get back to it as soon as possible, sweetie,” Rose urged him.

	He gave a wistful smile. “You’re right, of course. I see moving into The Grange as a new beginning for me, and I’m sure the time is right for me to take up ballroom dancing again.”

	“I agree, and I can’t wait to see you in action,” Rose said.

	As Rose spoke, Alfred realised she was staring into his eyes. He felt as if her vibrant green eyes were peering right into his soul. Her tongue darted out from between her full lips, which she then licked slowly.

	Rose sighed. “You won’t find many ballroom fans here, apart from us. Most people try to relive their Rock and Roll days.”

	Alfred frowned and his shoulders slumped. “If that’s the case, I could find it difficult to get dance partners. I hope you’ll partner me sometimes.”

	Edward glared at Alfred. “There’s no way you’ll get your hands on Rose, as we’re partners both on and off the dance floor.” He slid one arm around Rose’s shoulders in a possessive gesture.

	“Doesn’t Rose get a say in the matter?” Alfred challenged him. “After all this is the twenty-first century.”

	Rose turned on Edward. “Don’t speak for me, Edward. If I ever want to dance with Alfred, I damn well will,” she snarled.

	Edward’s confrontational manner and rudeness disturbed Alfred. Yet—given what had happened—he could understand it. Rose’s kiss had been out of order. He wondered if she’d done it to make Edward jealous. Or if she was letting him know she found him attractive and didn’t care if her partner knew it?

	“How long have you been a widower?” Rose asked.

	“Almost five years. The first four were hell, but I’m pretty much on the mend now.”

	Rose gave him what appeared to be a bewitching smile. “Well, I’m glad to hear that.”

	He nodded his thanks.

	Rose linked her arm with Alfred’s and stood up. “Now, let’s all go to lunch.”

	Alfred had no option but to rise with her and allow her to steer him toward the bistro.

	 



Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Grace was sitting with her friends, gossiping about the new arrival. From the moment she’d heard he was coming, she had felt a mixture of excitement and nervousness.

	She wasn’t looking for a relationship. But there was no denying she’d felt a real connection with him when they’d met. Yet the way he’d tried so soon to get an invitation to her room had made her wonder if he was no better than her ex-husband. And what she’d seen and heard after she’d re-joined her friends had done nothing to reassure her.

	She’d felt a twinge of envy at the light-hearted banter between Alfred, the twins, and Aggie. Then his kiss with Rose had made her feel a stab of jealousy, which shocked her. It looked as if she’d been right to temper her excitement at his arrival with some wariness. It seemed he intended to have a good time and to hell with the consequences.

	Her reaction confused her. She’d only just met him and wasn’t even looking for friendship, let alone a relationship. Yet she was resentful of the twins and Aggie and wanted to scratch Rose’s eyes out. At the age of sixty-eight, could she still feel jealous like some love-struck teenager? If so, then an emotional roller coaster ride lay ahead. The thought terrified her.

	“All this fuss about one man. Let’s talk about something else,” Grace snapped.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Alfred and Rose were almost out of The Lounge before the ponderous Edward even managed to get up from his seat. So they reached one of the bistro tables several yards ahead of him. As they did, Alfred hurried to pull a chair out for her.

	“Thank you, darling.” Rose sat down and indicated he should sit next to her.

	A couple of minutes later Edward arrived. He was sweating and seemed to be having trouble breathing. He slumped onto an adjacent chair, ignoring Rose and Alfred. From his attitude and the sullen look on his face, Alfred guessed he was sitting where the man had wanted to.

	A waitress took their orders. Alfred only wanted an omelette, and Rose ordered a ham salad. But Edward ordered a double cheeseburger with extra chips. The service was quick, and the trio were soon tucking into their meals. Edward’s meal was much bigger than those of Alfred and Rose and a thick layer of pepper covered it.

	Rose was the first to start the conversation. “Every apartment has a luxury kitchen. Yet many residents choose to eat at least one meal a day in here. Sometimes it’s because they can’t cook for themselves. But often they use it as an opportunity to meet up and socialise with their friends. The top-quality food is a bonus.”

	Alfred stopped eating for a moment. “It sounds like a great place to eat, Rose. I’m not a fantastic cook, so I may well eat here quite often.”

	Rose smiled at him. “It’s like our own private five-star restaurant. The trouble is, the food is so good it’s easy to overeat. If you don’t find a good way of burning it off, the pounds sneak on.” She looked at Edward. “You don’t have to look far to see what I mean.”

	Alfred followed her gaze. “Indeed. But putting on weight isn’t something I have to worry about. I’ve never found what I eat... or how much of it... to be a problem. However, I’m sure lack of exercise is a big factor. Not everybody takes enough.” Alfred gave Edward a meaningful look.

	“Do you do much exercise?” Rose asked.

	“I take a brisk walk most days. And I try to make time for a long walk at least once a week.”

	Rose gave a deep sigh. “Dancing’s my only exercise. But it must be quite effective at burning calories, because I know I’m in good condition. It doesn’t seem to work as well for Edward though, which is rather puzzling.”

	“Don’t go thinking I eat too much,” Edward spluttered through a mouthful of food. “My metabolism is a bit slow, and it doesn’t seem to burn off calories like it should.”

	“I’m sure you’re right. But if your metabolism is so bad, you’re welcome to join me whenever I go for a walk. It would do you good, and you might even enjoy it.”

	“No way, José. I’m happy with my weight, and so’s Rose.”

	Rose let out a sigh and held up her hands in a gesture of helplessness.

	Alfred and Rose chatted away over the meal, and time seemed to fly by. She asked questions about him non-stop. But Edward was too busy shovelling food into his mouth to say anything. Alfred finished his meal and pushed his plate away.

	Rose looked at her empty plate. “Goodness me, I can’t believe we’ve finished lunch already, Alfred. Doesn’t time fly when you’re in good company? Why don’t we all take our coffees into The Lounge and continue chatting?”

	“That’s a great idea,” he enthused.

	“I hope you got the full tour when you checked out The Grange,” Rose said.

	Alfred gave her a bitter smile. “I wouldn’t say that. Although Sara offered to do that, my daughter was in a hurry, so we only did a quick walk around.”

	Rose frowned and shook her head. “Then Edward and I must give you a proper tour. You’ll like the indoor facilities, and the grounds are magnificent.” She turned to look at Edward. “Oh, but you can’t come can you, darling? You’ve got to go to your ten-pin bowling match.”

	“Ten-pin bowling! You must be winding me up,” Alfred exclaimed.

	She nudged him and laughed. “Don’t be a silly billy. We haven’t got a ten-pin bowling alley here, but sometimes we go to one in Gloucester. I’m talking about the weekly match on our Wii console.”

	Alfred arched his eyebrows. “Oh, I see. Well, I have played it on the Wii a few times, but I prefer the real thing.”

	“Edward’s a regular and practices for hours. So he’s rather good at it,” Rose boasted. “And although it’s only a virtual game, people still seem to enjoy it.”

	“It sounds like a good idea for some people. But I’ll stick to the real game.”

	Rose squeezed Edward’s arm. “You’d best be on your way, sweetie, or your friends will think you’ve stood them up.”

	“Don’t be daft,” snarled Edward, a hint of desperation in his voice. “They won’t miss me if I don’t show. And in any case, I couldn’t leave you to show Alfred around on your own. It would be rude.”

	Alfred pushed his chair back and stood up. “Rude! That’s ridiculous. I can’t believe you’re capable of being rude.” He was sure his sarcasm must be obvious to Edward. “I insist you don’t let your friends down. I’m sure Rose can show me around on her own.”

	Edward stood up and glared at Alfred. It seemed to Alfred his sarcasm had not gone unnoticed. “You’re right. As the best player in the team, I mustn’t let them down. See you later, Rose.”

	“All right, darling. Trot along now.”

	Alfred noticed Edward swallow hard before turning and walking away with hesitant steps. His reluctance to go—and his body language—made Alfred think he did not trust Rose and wanted to keep an eye on her.

	“Have fun,” he called out to Edward’s back as he trudged away. Big though the man was, the thick carpet muffled his heavy footsteps.

	Once Edward was out of sight, Rose and Alfred took their coffees into The Lounge and sat in a quiet corner.

	“Phew, I thought he would never go! I do love him in my own way, but he can be so clingy it’s sometimes quite claustrophobic. Also, he tends to be somewhat jealous, although I’ve never given him reason to be.”

	Alfred tried to maintain a deadpan expression. “I never thought so for a moment.”

	“But there’s a first time for everything. This would definitely make him jealous.” Rose squeezed Alfred’s left knee and stroked his leg.

	Rose’s blatant behaviour surprised and intrigued him. He found her captivating and intoxicating—a dangerous combination. It seemed unlikely any of the other ladies there would be as full-on as her. But tantalising as she was, he was sure there would be pitfalls if he became involved with her.

	Alfred grasped Rose’s wrist and lifted her hand from his leg. “Now, now, Rose, that’s no way to behave as soon as Edward has turned his back. It wouldn’t be right for us to get involved while you two are an item. Besides which, what would people think of me stealing you away from him? I’d become a social outcast immediately. And that’s something I don’t want.”

	Rose balled her hands into fists. “Don’t you go all high and mighty with me, Alfred Nobel. I could feel the heat rising in you when I kissed you earlier, and I saw the desire burning in your eyes. I don’t give a damn what other people think, but if it bothers you, then we’ll have to be discrete.”

	He tugged at his beard and frowned. “What about Edward?”

	“You let me worry about him. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. After all, ignorance is bliss. Anyway, I’m not looking at a lifelong commitment from you, only a little fun.” She ran her fingers through her hair and shrugged. “I thought you felt the same.”

	Alfred had never known such temptation, and he felt himself waver. But he was afraid any relationship with her would be too intense. It would also threaten his chances with any of the other ladies, especially Grace. He was not prepared to run that risk, so he jumped up and thrust his palms toward her. “Look, Rose. There’s no denying there’s a strong physical attraction between us, but what’s the rush? After all, I’ve only been here five minutes, and we’ve got plenty of time ahead of us.”

	Rose threw her hands up and gave a heavy sigh. “Dammit, time is the one thing we don’t have. This place has been ablaze with plotting and scheming since you were first spotted here a few months ago. You don’t think I’m going to stand back and let other women have a clear run at you, do you?”

	Alfred raised both eyebrows. “What other women?”

	“From what I’ve overheard, there are too many to name. And don’t think for a moment they’ll be forming an orderly queue. I know Faith and Hope have their eyes on you. Even Grace has been taking an interest, ever since your first visit.”

	He was not surprised by the mention of the twins, as he was sure they would be up for some fun anytime. But he did find it surprising—and encouraging—that Grace had shown an interest in him even before he’d moved in.

	“I have to admit you’re a hard lady to say no to. But it would be wrong for us to get involved right now. Can we just be friends for the moment and see how things go from there?”

	Rose tensed. Then a look of resignation came over her face, and she shrugged her shoulders. “Friends it is then, at least for now. But don’t go thinking this is over.”

	Alfred was cautious about Rose’s qualified acceptance of the situation. It worried him that her feelings might bubble away beneath the surface and could explode at any time. He shrugged. “So be it. And now that’s settled, do you want to do something before Edward comes back?”

	Rose’s face lit up. “As Sara didn’t show you every nook and cranny of this place on your tour, why don’t I do that now?”

	He shook his head. “That would be pointless. She showed me the main rooms, and I’ll get to know the rest in time.”

	“Then what about a walk in the grounds? They’re massive, and I’m sure you’ll find them stunning.”

	“Why not? Lead on, dear lady.”

	 

	Rose took Alfred on a stroll through the beautiful grounds. As they walked along, she showed him the two tennis courts. On one a couple were enjoying a vigorous game, while on the other the twins were only knocking a ball about. Then she showed him the putting green and challenged him to a game. They got two putters and a couple of balls from a nearby hut and played for about half an hour.

	After the game, they walked back to a beautiful wooden pergola Rose had shown Alfred during their walk. He recognised some of the plants as honeysuckle—one of his late wife’s favourites. Their sweet smell reminded him of her, and he felt a sudden ache in his chest. They sat on a rattan settee, and Rose rested her head on his shoulder.

	They gazed into each other’s eyes, and Alfred felt an unknown force drawing their lips together. Then they met in the gentlest of kisses. He felt Rose shudder and squeeze his hand. She drew back from him, and he noticed her green eyes glowed with what looked like deep longing.

	Rose’s eyes widened. “Did you feel that? I’m tingling from head to toe.”

	Alfred pulled back from her. “I’m sorry, that shouldn’t have happened. Think about Edward.”

	Rose snapped at Alfred. “Forget about him! Stop saying his name. It’s not like I’ve been with him forever. And I wouldn’t be heartbroken if we did split up.”

	Alfred gave Rose a disdainful smile. “If that’s the case, why are the two of you together at all?”

	Rose stood up and let out a deep sigh. “Well he’s not exactly a great catch, but until now, he was the best of a bad bunch. Plus we were the only two decent ballroom dancers here. I guess that drew us together.”

	“I don’t think those are good enough reasons to be together.” Alfred sneered as he rose from the settee.

	Leaning away from him, Rose crossed her arms over her breasts. “They were reasons enough for me until now,” she declared.

	“So, what changed?”

	Rose stabbed an elegant finger toward him. “Everything changed! You walked in the door today and turned my world upside down. You’re smooth talking, sophisticated and fit. He’s pompous, ill-mannered and overweight. I was already losing interest in him. You only speeded things up. Believe me, we could be great together if you would give us a chance. I’d be much better for you than any other woman here, including Grace.”

	Alfred’s eyes narrowed. “Why does Grace get a special mention?”

	Rose gasped. “Are you kidding? I saw the way the two of you reacted when you kissed her on the cheek.”

	Alfred sucked his cheeks in. “I can’t deny I felt some attraction to her. However, I’ve only just arrived, and I don’t intend to make a commitment to anyone yet.”

	“Forget what I said about being friends. Give us a chance to be something more.”

	Rose’s sudden verbal onslaught took Alfred by surprise. “I can’t believe you would do something that would risk you losing Edward. You must realise that’s what would happen if we did anything and he found out.”

	Rose licked her lips and smiled at him. “Well, you’d better believe it, darling. And it wouldn’t bother me if he did find out.”

	Alfred could hardly believe Rose’s callous attitude. “But I thought you cared for him.”

	“Not as much as he cares for me. His feelings for me have always been stronger than mine for him. I can assure you the two of us wouldn’t have that problem.”

	It was clear to Alfred that while Rose was a beautiful and sensuous woman, she was also amoral and heartless. He felt drawn to her like a moth to a flame, but he knew he had to resist or he would crash and burn. He pinched his lips together for a few moments before responding. “I admit I’m flattered and tempted, but I must pass. Sorry.” He gave her a slight hug and turned to walk toward the main building.

	“Get your grubby paws off my woman, you slimy toad,” a harsh voice Alfred recognised as Edward’s boomed out. He looked around and stopped in his tracks as he saw the man struggling to get to them. Alfred could not stop himself laughing at the sight. “Look at him. He looks more like an enormous wobbling jelly than the knight in shining armour he no doubt sees himself as.”

	Rose sighed. “He looks pathetic. What a sorry sight. Arms pumping like pistons and thick legs quivering from trying to propel him up the slope.”

	When Edward reached them, he was shaking all over. His podgy face was a horrible puce colour, and sweat was streaming down it.

	“I... I’ve been looking everywhere for you, Rose,” he gasped—appearing to struggle for breath. N-nobody’s seen you for ages, and I was getting worried about you.”

	“Don’t be so melodramatic, Edward! After we’d enjoyed a coffee and a short chat Alfred mentioned he felt tired. So I left him in The Lounge and went for a walk in the grounds. After about twenty minutes, I needed a rest and sat down in the pergola. I don’t remember falling asleep, but I must have. Somebody started shaking me, and when I opened my eyes, I found Alfred leaning over me.”

	Edward raised one eyebrow. “Am I supposed to believe that’s all he was doing?”

	“Yes, you are. Now don’t be silly. It seems Alfred noticed me slumped in the seat and thought I was ill. So he thought he’d better check up on me.”

	Edward waved his arms about—his agitation obvious. “Oh, please. I’m sure you can come up with a better story than that. I could more or less see you from The Terrace Bar a few minutes ago, and I swear the slimy bugger was kissing you.”

	“What! No way... I was asleep when Alfred shook me, and I woke up with a start and grabbed hold of his arm to steady myself. That’s all you saw. And the next thing I knew you were bawling and shouting.”

	Alfred leapt to Rose’s defence. “You’re talking absolute rubbish, you silly blighter. After we’d finished our coffees, Rose went for a walk in the grounds—on her own. I was so tired I put my feet up and had forty winks.”

	Edward’s eyes opened as wide as saucers. “A fit looking guy like you napping during the day. Am I supposed to believe that?”

	Alfred shrugged. “It’s the truth. And I don’t care whether you believe it or not.”

	Edward scratched his jaw. “And then after your nap, you went for a walk and stumbled upon Rose, eh.”

	“Yes, I did. Then as I walked up to the pergola I found Rose inside it—slumped on the settee. I thought she might be ill. So I leant over her to check she was all right. If I gave her a fright, then I’m sorry.”

	“I don’t bloody believe you, you bastard. I know what I saw,” Edward blustered.

	Alfred glared at him. “I know what you think you saw, but you were wrong. You were too far away to see anything. So it was an understandable mistake on your part. Okay?” He reached out to shake hands, but Edward knocked his hand away.

	“Don’t touch me, you lying sod,” Edward screamed at him. “I’m warning you! Leave Rose alone, or I’ll make you regret it.”

	Alfred pulled himself up to his full imposing height and glared at Edward. “I’ve no intention of coming between you and Rose. But if it makes you feel more of a man to bluster and threaten me, then so be it. However, if you ever lay a hand on Rose, I’ll make you regret the day you were born.”

	Edward gave a loud snort before poking a stubby finger into Alfred’s chest. “Some officer and a gentleman you turned out to be. First you play fast and loose with my woman, and then you threaten me with violence,” Edward seethed.

	Alfred’s nostrils flared as he struggled to control his anger. “I’ve taken as much from you as I can, Edward,” he said in a menacing voice. “I’m going to go back inside right now and leave you to calm down for a bit.”

	He turned away from the couple and walked back toward the main building. The fact he had got off to such a bad start in his new life at The Grange rankled. He could only hope things would go better in the future.

	 



Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Sitting alone by an open window in The Terrace Bar, Grace heard shouting coming from outside. She was unable to make out the words but recognised Edward’s voice. He sounded agitated. Her curiosity aroused, she pushed herself out of her comfy chair and headed in the direction of the noise.

	Grace walked through an open door and out onto the terrace. She spotted Edward waving his arms about as he staggered up the slope toward the pergola. After he’d reached it, there was more shouting, and that time she recognised Alfred’s voice as well. Keen to find out what the problem was she started off toward the pergola. Her high heels rang on the stone slabs.

	Reaching the end of the terrace, she stepped onto the immaculate lawn. Pointing herself toward the disturbance, Grace stepped out at a brisk pace. But one of her stilettos dug into the soft grass, and she almost fell. She retrieved the offending shoe and removed the other one. Carrying both shoes, she could move faster.

	As she neared the top of the slope, the noise reached a crescendo and then stopped. She noticed Alfred storming down the slope toward her... Moments later he reached her, and she tried to speak to him. But to her surprise and dismay, he brushed past her without a word.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Alfred and his pals were sitting in The Lounge discussing the recent fracas.

	Wilf arched one eyebrow. “So, what the heck was all the yelling about earlier? We couldn’t hear any details from in here, but we could tell Edward wasn’t a happy bunny. Would you and Rose be the cause of that by any chance?”

	Sid slapped his thigh and chuckled. “I bet you bloody were. And that’s after Wilf warned you about her. One bit of encouragement, and she’ll have your underpants off before you can say I’ve got a headache.”

	“Guilty as charged, old chap. Edward was looking for Rose and thought he saw us kissing in the pergola.” Alfred hunkered down in his chair, wishing he could disappear. He’d only been there a few hours, and already things were going pear-shaped.

	Wilf leant forward and whispered, “Did you kiss her? And if you did, could he have seen it?”

	Alfred cleared his throat loudly. “Yes, I did old chap, but it’s hard to believe he saw anything. After all, there’s a lot of foliage around the pergola, and he was some distance away.”

	Wilf held his head in his hands and groaned. “No, no, no... not after what we said about Rose.”

	Alfred shrugged. “Well Rose managed to placate Edward after the scene in The Lounge, and we all had lunch together. Then he went off to play on the Wii, and Rose made a move on me.”

	“You’re bleeding kidding! Dammit, we warned you!” Sid exclaimed.

	Wilf drummed his fingers on the table. “And you let it happen? In here of all places.”

	“Give me some credit. I gave her the brush off. But then I accepted her offer to show me the grounds.”

	“An offer you didn’t have the sense to refuse, even after our advice,” Wilf berated Alfred.

	Alfred squinted at him. “No, I didn’t. Despite what you think of her, Rose could be the sort of hot-blooded company I need right now.”

	“What you sodding need!” Sid cursed and raked his hands through his hair. “What about the female residents who want some of your company? Not to mention the lovely Grace who’s a prize worth waiting for? You can forget all that if you get hooked up with Rose and anybody finds out.”

	Wilf grimaced. “Damn right, you numpty. And if Edward then breaks up with her, your name will be mud around here.”

	“Calm down, guys,” Alfred pleaded, holding his palms up toward them. “Jesus, we’re only talking about one kiss. We’d been for a walk and sat down in the pergola. The next thing I knew Rose was gazing into my eyes, and it was as if something was drawing our lips together. That was when Edward thought he saw us.”

	Sid groaned. “Wilf warned you about that minx. She’s a stunner all right, but she’s got the morals of an alley cat. If you want to get involved with her, then good luck. You’re going to need it.”

	“All right, all right. I know I should have listened to Wilf. But Rose’s move caught me by surprise.”

	Poking Alfred with one finger, Wilf said, “How bleeding naïve can you get? You acted like some wet behind the ears rookie, not a mature senior officer.”

	“Christ, you don’t need her. If you want some risk-free female company you couldn’t do better than the twins. They’re little crackers and heaps of fun,” Sid pitched in.

	Sid had a point. “Well, I must admit my first impression of them was a favourable one. They’re quite attractive and seem to be a fun-loving pair.”

	Wilf gave Alfred a curt nod. “That’s right. But your best long-term bet for a fulfilling and romantic relationship is Grace. She’s as attractive as Rose and doesn’t have a brute of a partner for you to contend with.”

	Sid tapped his fingers together. “He’s right. But she keeps herself to herself most of the time, so you might be better off with the twins.”

	“I hope you’re right about Grace.” Alfred clasped his hands together in mock prayer. “I was immediately attracted to her when I kissed her on the cheek the first time we met. And I was sure she felt the same. But then she put me off when I asked about catching up with the programme in her apartment.”

	Wilf let out a sigh. “Why is it always the ones who’re worth it that make you work the hardest?”

	Sid looked at Alfred and grinned. “For what it’s worth I’m dead sure you and Grace would be great together. But if you don’t go for it, then I’ll think about it myself.”

	Alfred burst out laughing. “Okay, and how long have you known her?”

	“Not sure. About six months, I guess. Why?”

	“Somehow I suspect if you were serious about her you’d have made a move by now.” Alfred gave Sid a playful punch on the arm. “Oh. I bet you already have, and you got knocked back.”

	Wilf held his sides and gave a hearty laugh. “He’s got your number there, mate.”

	Sid lowered his head as if in shame and held his hands out in front of him. “It’s a fair cop, guvnor, cuff me. I did chance my arm when she first arrived here, but she knocked me back. Don’t let that put you off, though.”

	Alfred smiled a playful grin. “Oh, I won’t. And if Grace won’t play ball, I’m sure I can get one or two other ladies interested. As the saying goes, she’s not the only pebble on the beach.”

	“Well I’m buggered, you’ve got the right idea there. There are several women who would be safer company than Rose. And they’d be more cooperative than Grace, if you get my drift.” Sid winked at Alfred.

	Wilf shook his head. “Don’t take any notice of Sid. He’s a
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