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Chapter One
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It was a perfect night, the air still warm from the heat of what had been a breathlessly hot sunny day. A truly romantic evening for any couples who strolled home under the canopy of stars, with the moon casting a silvery glow over the scene, and bright enough to show the way clearly. Matty and Brent were one such couple. Knowing each other from childhood led to an easy camaraderie between the two and this was their first serious outing together, with both hoping it could lead to a future relationship. They had just been to the local movie house, a large, ugly, squat building next to the town hall with a side entrance; an afterthought to concede to the townsfolks wishes, as they had been very vocal about the matter. If you weren’t a resident, one would never know it was there, because the frontage had a small double-windowed dress shop facing the street. Even the banners proclaiming the title of the film were on the side wall. Its existence was passed on by word of mouth, and there was always a good attendance when a blockbuster was being shown. Other times, there might only be a handful of people, yet somehow it managed to keep going. 
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Calling it a town was a bit of a misnomer, as it only had one bustling main road which was to one side and only used on occasion by the residents. It mainly consisted of larger stores and business premises that brought in a reasonable amount of passing trade, which gave it more importance in the local council’s eyes than it warranted, according to the locals. Most of the people who lived in the area shopped in the small winding road that contained the shops they considered to provide for all their needs quite adequately, along with two takeaways, and included a fish and chip shop; who could ask for more? The road coiled around the centre of the ancient village of Stocksford, where a well-kept green sat with old stone cottages surrounding it, and larger more modern builds surrounding them, although all were traditional in looks, so fitted in nicely. There was an upper and a lower Stocksford, which was named after the old punishing stocks that had once sat on the village green, with a shallow ford nearby, which had long since dried up, along with small stream that used to feed it and the old well that had supplied pure clean water. Yet still it retained that tranquil air of beauty forged by time. A good place as any to live.
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The two young people holding arms together both lived in the vicinity on the lower side, and had been watching a romantic comedy. Now they were strolling along laughing about the antics of the two main characters. Nobody could be that romantic, he scoffed, causing a faint flicker of disquiet in the girl. Brent’s brawny arm was draped around her shoulders, and he stopped abruptly, giving a light chuckle as he tightened his hold. Prelude to a kiss, the girl thought, feeling a small spark of excitement ignite, and glanced up at his face with a soft smile of anticipation, only to find that he was looking up at the sky with shining eyes.

“See that? A shooting star! Make a wish.”

Matty had been under the misconception that she looked quite tempting in her strappy blue summer dress which contrasted so nicely with her light golden tan and smooth shoulder-length blonde hair. She had even brought new sparkling blue earrings for the occasion. The small spark of excitement snuffed out, and she sighed in exasperation. A shooting star! First you see it, whoop de doo! Then you don’t. Pfft! How exciting, and so much more interesting than her, it appeared. Her smile flattened, as did her expectations, as she muttered. “You’re the one who’s supposed to wish, I didn’t see anything at all!”

Stars were something you could look up at with friends or even lying on the grass cuddling a boyfriend, but not with someone who was so easily distracted from her when he was on the potential list of possible husbands, and that was a short one. Matty wasn’t vain as a rule, but in this instance, any pride she had in her appearance quickly deflated as he went on staring at the sky. Now, unhappily for him, bereft of falling stars.
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Things only went downhill from then on, and so much for a budding romance, she thought later. It started when they continued walking, and she took one step forward only to be suddenly jerked back, nearly dislocating her shoulder, as he still happened to be holding on to her arm, and when she glanced at Brent, he appeared to be rooted to the spot, looking ahead with his mouth hanging open. Another distraction, it appeared, and this one came in a form she didn’t welcome. It was only then that she registered the large black gleaming car which had slid to a halt by the kerb. A man wearing a chauffeur’s uniform had already emerged from the front and opened the back door. Then two long curvaceous limbs swung out, followed by a sensuous body, and there she was. Oh my God! The town celebrity. The glamorous and quite beautiful Marsha Gowan, and almost wearing a dress too, she sniffed cattily. Back to visit her family, no doubt, which of course was on upper Stocks Green where the more affluent families were to be found. Matty glanced at Brent’s excited face. Her would-be boyfriend was positively drooling over the other girl. Romance was dead, it seemed. At least with her. She rolled her eyes in exasperation as Marsha gyrated sinuously towards them.

“Oh, Brent, I thought it was you, so I just had to stop and say hi,” she purred, batting her false eyelashes and leaning far too close. Then reached out a hand to stroke his bare arm like a tigress feeling how ready her prey was to eat. “My, you’ve grown so big and handsome since I last saw you.”

“Have I ?” he choked, his smile widening until he looked positively goofy, and stumbling over his words, which made it sound as though he was gargling. Or maybe going to pass out with a bit of luck and hit his thick head on the ground, Matty thought sourly. She was about to break in, only to find the other girl hadn’t quite finished her pawing technique. Her long nails trailed over his chest and down to his belt suggestively.

“Oh, yes, Brent, and all those rippling muscles I can see under this tight t-shirt are quite impressive. I thought maybe we could meet up for a drink sometime. Although, I see you have company hovering behind you.” She gestured vaguely, then put a hand delicately to her mouth and widened her eyes, as if just noticing the girl with him.

Who does that? If this was an example of her acting, it needed more than hard work, it needed a miracle, and how on earth had she ever got past the casting director at her first audition? An easy answer came to mind, and with the other girl’s reputation, quite believable. Matty shook her head in disbelief, the feeling increasing as the other girl explored his chest with a circling finger poked between the two buttons at the top of his shirt. Then to finish off the show, shook her head, which made the thick mane of dark hair swing around her face like a silken curtain, and gave a breathless girly laugh. If she was expecting applause, she was wasting her time, although by the look of him, Brent would clap like a trained seal given a prod. As if to confirm her jaundiced view, he spoke.

“It’s only Matty. You know Matty Spencer, and she won’t mind,” Brent hastened to assure her. He was flushing at her blatant admiration, his eyes roving over her shapely body and lingering on her breasts, which appeared to be trying to escape from confinement, and his arm quickly dropped from around his companion’s shoulder. “We’re just good friends.”

Just good friends? Romance was not only dead, it was already being hastily buried. She gave him a killing look which, of course, he never noticed, then decided to play it cool, especially in front of this malicious-minded vamp. She wasn’t going to give that girl the satisfaction of seeing her growing embarrassment. No doubt while Marsha was hovering around here like some brain sucking maneater, there would be other girls who also suffered a failed romance. Good job she had only ever felt a vague attraction for her erstwhile companion. She cast a furtive glance sideways at Brent’s chest. Okay, he had muscles, but not enough to make a girl faint, which was the impression the other girl was giving. Matty gave a sweet, forced smile, squashing her rising anger.

“Of course I shan’t mind, Marsha, he was only escorting me safely home. Brent is such the gentleman, as you’ll find.” Matty wondered if the other girl had even registered that a body came with the voice floating on the air, because she had never once actually looked at her.

“Oh, Brent, that’s so kind of you, and good manners are so important, aren’t they? I’ll give you a ring, sweetie, but must be off, I have an official event to attend.” She gave his arm an extra squeeze, wiggled her fingers and her body as she slithered back into the car and was driven away.

After she vanished from sight, a slightly strained silence ensued. It was Matty who broke it. “Well, thanks for setting the record straight, Brent. I had been under the mistaken impression that you asked me out on a date. Silly me. Not to worry though and I really don’t mind. We are only friends, after all. Now I have to get home and there’s no longer any need for you to escort me there, so goodnight!”

“You really don’t mind?” he said feebly, still staring after the car with a mesmerised expression.

“As I just stated,” she said coldly. Matty couldn’t help noticing how easily he had accepted her words, and felt a niggle of irritation. She wasn’t that uninteresting...was she?

“Okay then,” he smiled happily. Then whistled tunelessly as he walked off home, leaving her standing there feeling completely humiliated.
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Matty turned her back, feeling like murdering him along with that awful girl. I wonder how much prison time I would have to serve if it comes under provocation, she laughed to herself. To be fair, she had always enjoyed his company, and they really had only been friends up until now, so nothing was lost. It was more like hurt pride than anything else, and wanting to launch Marsha up into space tethered to a rocket programmed to endlessly orbit the earth. As for any lingering friendship between them, that vanished along with the shooting star. It didn’t even occur to him how rude the other girl had been to her. Not even the courtesy of a brief acknowledgement. Up until now, she hadn’t realised how few brain cells he possessed in what passed as his mind. She’d been saved from a fate worse than death. Something to be grateful for in her non-existent love life, she supposed.
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As Matty moved further along the street the area became darker as the village was gradually left behind and lights became more spaced out, leaving only a faint glow in the gathering gloom to see the way. Beyond the first cluster of tiny cottages and past the sturdy newer habitations, the roads began to run on into country lanes where some isolated cottages stood, and a few small housing estates. She lived with her grandfather in one of those old cottages and usually felt safe walking home. Tonight she faltered as she saw a large, slouched figure leaning against a parked car further ahead, and even in the darkness she could feel the man looking at her. She squinted at him, trying to see him more clearly. Even in a relatively safe area like this, it paid to be careful, and her steps slowed as she prepared to veer over to the other side of the road and run.

A deep voice jolted through her. “Evening, beautiful!”

Her heart suddenly began beating faster, but it wasn’t with fear and she swallowed trying to sound normal. She knew without seeing him who it was, and peered towards him. “Oh, it’s you!”

“Yeah! The spotty one from the other side of the tracks. Have pity on me, lady, a crumb of bread will do,” he laughed, as he straightened up to his full height, which was considerable. He had certainly grown. The long rangy body she remembered had filled out along with his height. As for spots, she couldn’t remember him having any. Or had love blinded her?

“Yes, the rich side, so why are you whining at me for food? I happen to know your parents feed you well!”

His laugh was rich and deep, and made her tremble all over. Goosebumps were fighting goosebumps as she could see him clearly now, and he had matured very nicely since they had last seen each other, over two years ago now. He smiled at her, the same old practised charming smile that caused her brain to almost freeze up, which it was threatening to do now. “You don’t change much Matty. “

She eyed him suspiciously. “Neither do you, Baron, waylaying girls like this on dark nights. Is it a coincidence that you’re back at the same time as our most famous resident?”

“If you’re referring to Marsha, as it happens, I arrived back before she did, and I have the oddest feeling that she’s the one following me.”

“You’re still as modest as ever, I see, in thinking all the girls are after you,” she snorted.

“Is that how you saw me?”

“Again, not just me. The grapevine has many wilting girls hanging from it, and they all claimed first-hand knowledge of your wicked ways.”

“They have vivid imaginations,” he grimaced. “The point is that Marsha really has been pursuing me.”

“Well, you no longer have to worry about her unwelcome attentions, you poor benighted man, because she just stole my boyfriend off me, so blatantly too. I wouldn’t mind so much except for the fact that there aren’t many single men around here anymore. I think they must all have followed her when she left town. You’d think she had enough men without coming back and snaffling mine.”

“He can’t have been much of a catch if he walked away from you, now can he?”

“You always were a smooth-tongued devil,” she smiled. “Anyway, why are you back?”

“Oh, you know, family matters,” he shrugged.

“Of course, and it must be so trying for you. Has your dad put in another bid to buy up half of the county?”

“Stop being so prejudiced against the rich,” he grinned. “You must admit he helps keep this town running, and you like him, so don’t deny it.”

“Okay, you got me there. Your dad makes a good sparring partner, so I withdraw the accusation.”

“Still working at that old lawyer’s office, so I assume.”

“I am! What’s wrong with that?” She fussed irritably with the shoulder strap of her bag, which kept sliding off her shoulder.

“Touchy! Did I say something was wrong?”

“It’s the implication in people’s voices. Everyone here knows that I’m no fledgling lawyer, and just a glorified secretary, but there’s not much choice around here. Besides, I like my job and Barney is a good boss.”

“Okay, you defended your bad attitude quite well. However, I can see through to the resentment behind your hollow words,” he chuckled.

“Look here, Mr Know it all. Yes, sometimes I would like to break out and explore the world, but that’s not about to happen, not in my life, so I make the best of what I’ve got. As for the insinuation that I resent working for Barney, that’s totally untrue. I like him and we always get along just fine. What’s more, he’s never boring, unlike this conversation, so goodnight!”

“Whoa! That told me. I know when I’m not wanted.”

“That will be a first then,” she sniped. Matty hitched the sliding strap back up.

“You haven’t lost your acid tongue,” he smiled, as she marched away. “Still baiting me, I see. Do you want me to adjust that shoulder strap for you?”

“No!” she practically barked. That would be all she needed, for him to come that close, with the village green so near, which she eyed thoughtfully. Dismiss such wishful thinking, she told herself. He would run a mile if he could see into her wicked mind. “I’ll leave you to prowl the streets.”

“Bit steep. It’s called an evening stroll to most normal people,” he chuckled.

“And so it would be if you were normal,” she shot back.
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Matty could still hear him laughing as she turned into her road, and shook her head in dismay. She felt slightly ashamed at the way she behaved whenever they met up. She couldn’t think what got into her. Well...yes, she did, she had to admit to herself. Two years, wanting so much to see him, and she acted like this! Scratchy and sarcastic, and all because she needed to hide the unwanted response she felt in his presence. If Baron Kirkwell knew how he made her feel, it would only cause them both embarrassment and any ambitions in that direction were doomed to failure. It was the women like Marsha of this world who caught his attention, and who could blame him. Marsha fitted the merry-go-round of his wealthy world far better than she ever could, and him seeing her in any other light but that of one of the group from school he mixed with on occasion, was totally unimaginable.
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He was part of an older group, and she had been on the fringes, so she was always one of his casual friends. The sort you pass in town and acknowledge out of politeness, and wish they would go away and stop talking to you, and she was never foolish enough to try and be more than an acquaintance. Then he had gone off to some expensive top academic establishment, and it was only occasionally that they met, especially when he took up writing. Baron was good with words, which, of course, was the first requirement of an ambitious writer, and it wasn’t long before an agent snapped him up, a bonus in the world of so many would-be authors. His first book published had been well received, and the others that followed gained in stature as he improved in confidence at his own talents. Now he had quite a following and there was even talk of a film in the near future. Matty had read one of his books and had to admit she was now one of his fans. Not that she would ever allow him to know that. He was arrogant enough without giving him more to boost his ego.
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Everyone in town had assumed he would one day marry Marsha, and it seemed that their lives were still revolving around each other, intertwined by class and money. This annoyed reference to her was probably over a lovers spat, and it was inevitable that they would end up together. They were cut from the same cloth. The rich kids who made good, as they were known. Which begged the question, why did the other girl keep flirting with other men? She either couldn’t help herself or was trying to make Baron jealous, yet surely she had no need if they were already an item. Maybe he hadn’t committed fully yet and still played the field. Not that it was her business, but she couldn’t help puzzling over it. Marsha had entered the world of acting, and was becoming well known on the theatrical scene, and Baron, as a much admired author of crime books, made both successful, which was only to be expected as they came from the right side of town.

The outcome was written large on the wall and Matty was under no illusion that she’d be invited to the wedding. Not that she wanted to attend, it would be just too much to bear, seeing him looking down proudly at the other woman who was sure to be wearing a designer gown and looking even more beautiful. Now she had met him again, her heart was still thumping in her chest, filling her with the unbearable reminder that unrequited love was painful and depressing.

Her truculent attitude with him was a shield so he could never suspect her true feelings, and she kept it firmly in place. Although now he was back, she must be sure to avoid him just in case the shield started to crack, leaving her exposed. The one person who definitely mustn’t find out was Marsha, who was the type of person to get some cruel satisfaction out of taunting her over her pathetic dreams, or even worse, telling him.
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The last thing Baron did the day before leaving this time - as she had expected him to do, his visits were always fleeting - was to kiss her hard as a large familiar car passed by, causing her to gasp with shock and outrage as she realised who had been in the car. The two of them had met by chance as he came out of the café and stopped, then greeted each other politely. He had glanced at the car and given her an oddly intense look, then grabbed her close. That was when the kiss happened. For her it had a devastating effect, leaving her feeling weak and defenceless, and she could only hope he hadn’t felt her response. Then he walked away, leaving her standing there with one hand on her mouth, and no explanation. Not that one was needed. The timing told all. It had meant nothing to him, he was using her to get at Marsha, to show her she wasn’t wanted. She wondered what effect that kiss had on the other girl if she had seen it, then sighed dismally. Probably not a lot being as it was her. Just plain good old Matty. No threat to anyone. Maybe she had got it the other way around and Baron was trying to make Marsha jealous. Whichever way, it wouldn’t work.
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Then her troubles were over. Baron was gone as suddenly as he had appeared, and Marsha followed shortly after, so all that soul searching and growing turmoil in her mind had all been for nothing. It had been bad enough the first time he’d left town, and she thought her heart would break at the idea she might never see him again. This time, Matty felt left up in the air, glad the pressure was off, yet strangely sad that he hadn’t even bothered to say goodbye. Why should he, she asked herself, when his time was completely taken up with another girl who had so much more to offer. Looks and money were a great example, and she couldn’t compete on either front.
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Chapter Two
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Another year passed, and life went on much as usual for Matty. She had cried herself to sleep the night after Baron had gone, and shed even more tears on the night after, but had now come to terms with her desires, given herself a good talking to, and put her childish dreams to the back of her mind. In fact, life was looking up. Barney had started giving her more interesting assignments to carry out. Nothing that required too much legal expertise, because she had no training or licence to practise, just small investigations to gather information on clients. She began to enjoy her work and felt like an undercover detective. Quite exciting, really. Again, nothing underhand or sleezy, just enough information to help Barney get the feel of a client and a case to see if they were more at fault than they were letting on. Matty found it relatively easy as she knew quite a few of the people around town and they were a mine of information when it came to gossip or scandal. If it became too unsavoury, Barney took her off the particular case and set her on another, as he had enough information to file on the present one to produce at court. Mostly for divorce or petty theft, and the odd domestic dispute. Stalking, along with crime and worse, was for the big boys to handle.
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Then one day, as she walked out of the office, Matty’s heart nearly stopped when she came face to face with Baron. She drew a breath in to keep it beating, and tried her best to look unimpressed. Her immediate reaction was to remember the kiss, then freeze, masking her unease. Here he was again, and out came her protective shield.

“My, here’s a blast from the past,” she smiled coolly. “How are you these days, Baron?”

“Just fine, Matty,” he drawled, his handsome face creasing into a wide smile. “You look great!”

“I do? Very kind. As do you, of course.” She admired his dark tan and wondered where he had acquired it. Lolling about on a sun-drenched beach with some glamorous girl, no doubt. She ignored a pang in her heart at the thought. Enlightenment dawned. “Ah, of course, I wondered what brought you back, you’re here for the book signing. I heard we had a famous author coming to our little bookshop, but didn’t realise it would be you. I thought you’d left this backwater behind for good. Nice to have seen you though, now I must get on. Work to catch up on, you know.”

“We could fit in coffee, and do some catching up ourselves.” He indicated the café across from where they were standing.

“It’s quite alright, Baron, you don’t have to make small talk with me, we both know how that ended when last we met, so I wish you well, and do give my regards to Marsha. A rising star these days, so I heard. Bye!” She turned away and walked off before she could burst into tears all over him.

“Are you harbouring hard feelings against me, Matty?”

She swallowed, not wanting to look at him, but schooled her features into her normal smile, then stopped and looked back waving her hand airily. “All water under the bridge now. We were only kids. The past stays where it is.”

“Yeah, I guess we were. Although I have to point out that it was only last year we saw each other, not so much kids anymore, were we?” He shifted from one foot to the other. “I was going to ask a favour of you.”

Favours were all good old friends were useful for, and he doesn’t even remember the kiss, Matty thought, giving an inward sigh. Curiosity made her ask what this favour entailed. “Okay, what would that be?”

“Marsha is back, and believe it or not, even after all this time she’s still stalking me. If she sees me going out with you, she might back off, so if we could meet up on occasion while I’m here, she might finally get the message.” He thrust his hand into his pocket and stood regarding her silently.

Matty gave a snort of disbelieving laughter. “Are you kidding? We are talking about the same girl, aren’t we? Seeing us together would be like waving a red flag to a bull, and she would be seething with jealousy. She could batter me to death or tear me to shreds with her long talons where I stand, and I’m too young to die. Are you quite mad!”

“Straight talking as ever!” He gave her an amused smile. “Bulls don’t have talons.”

“A pointless observation,” she sniffed. “Anyway, why would you want to get rid of Marsha, after running after her to America?”

“Is that what you think?” Baron looked genuinely surprised.

“It’s what everyone in town thought at the time,” she said quietly. “Do you have another version?”

“I do, in fact. You only have to look more closely at the timing. Marsha followed me, just as she’s now followed me back.”

Matty shrugged. “Well, what can you expect? All the papers and magazines show you both together at all the film awards, and you’re constantly seen at restaurants caught on camera. Quite intimate dinners in anyone’s eyes. Our local paper can’t get enough of you two. I guess Marsha feels she has the right to visit with you, and she does have family here, after all.”

“Well, pictures can be deceiving. At first I thought it coincidence the way we kept meeting up, so yes, I shared the limelight and a few meals with the girl and enjoyed it. It was not only good for her career, it was a boost to mine. People who’d never heard of me began to take notice and started to look my books up, which was a push up the ladder of fame. Don’t get me wrong, I was grateful for the growing interest in my work, but never wanted the amount of publicity it engendered. At that point I still hadn’t twigged that she’d followed me. I also noticed the fact that Marsha always seemed to appear wherever I went to get some peace from the hectic life I was being pushed into, and I became suspicious. How does she know where to find me no matter what I do to avoid her? I can only assume one of her hangers on is tasked with watching my movements, and it’s becoming creepy.”

Some men would get a kick out of such attention and Matty wondered if he was secretly flattered, yet looking at his expression, she could only see genuine annoyance. She tapped her fingers over her mouth thoughtfully. “A private detective is a more feasible explanation. Out of sight, yet always tracing you from one place to another, and you’re right, it is creepy up to a point, but then again you’ve not exactly discouraged her, and if Marsha loves you, perhaps she feels driven to keep tabs on you. In case you are playing away.”

He raised his brows and gave a huff of laughter. “A private detective? Surely that’s going too far even for her? And before you jump to the obvious conclusion, we never were, nor ever have been a couple. That scenario is all in her mind, so the claim that I’m playing away from the woman holds no substance.”

Matty stared at him, wanting to believe his claim, but that could just be her. Was he protesting too much, a man like him with his forceful personality and sexual chemistry? It was possible that he was tiring of Marsha and trying to find ways of dumping her. Well, he wasn’t going to use her to do it! She gave a sad sigh. Was he so desperate that he would choose a girl like her as competition against someone so glamorous like Marsha? It would never work.

“I do similar work in my job, so could look into it if you want me to,” she said hesitantly.

“You?” he laughed. “What do you know about playing the detective?”

“You may scoff, as you usually do when you find that I can actually think for myself, but I practise the art on a daily basis,” she said waspishly. “In fact, if I say so myself, I’m getting quite good at ferreting out fact from fiction. And I present enough information for Barney to file a case in court, so you see, I really do possess a brain, contrary to your opinion.”

“Do you honestly think I’m that judgemental about you?”

“I don’t see enough of you to know how you think about most things. I can only base that finding on the way you act with me whenever we bump into each other.”

“How do I act with you, Matty?” He tilted his head to one side and studied her soft round features with a half-smile. She was a golden girl, with her shining blonde hair falling to her shoulders, and her long-lashed blue eyes that looked back at him so guilelessly, while her lips parted in a tentative smile at his question. Any man would be drawn to Matty, but as far as he could tell or had heard, she wasn’t interested in anyone at the moment. She appeared to like most people she met, apart from Marsha, and who could blame her. That girl had broken up any chance of a romance with Brent, although she didn’t seem bothered by it now, so there can’t have been much attraction in the first place.

“I...well....in an odd kind of way. Polite, although not always, friendly as in passing acquaintances, and sometimes I catch a glimpse of impatience when we’re talking, as though being critical of me.”

“That’s a lot to notice on such brief meetings,” he said softly. “Perhaps I do feel all of those things, but maybe for a different reason. Do you ever try and analyse me, and wonder what I’m feeling?”

“Not really, why would I, and I don’t think I want to know what it is.”

“Why not?”

“What is this, some kind of quiz?” She gave him a small smile, then shrugged. “If you really want to know, I would speculate that your mind is always on Marsha, and you can’t wait to get away from me, which is kind of humiliating. Satisfied?”

“Not in the slightest, but that subject can wait. Now, back to the problem of Marsha. Your words are partially true in respect of the fact that I’m trying my best to avoid her, and that surely doesn’t imply that I’m madly in love with the persistent woman. I’m also under the impression that you have a good handle on her character, and know that any love she has is reserved exclusively for herself along with her ambition to make a wealthy marriage. The trick is to guide her away from me and find another likely candidate.”

“I’m not sure if I’m being easily fooled, or if you really don’t want to become involved with her. Yet I’m inclined to believe you,” she said, with a faint frown. “She’s quite beautiful though, Baron. Are you really so sure of your own feelings?”

“I’ve grown up with Marsha, as have you, and that old saying about beauty being only skin deep has been proven many times over in her case, and nobody can miss her true nature. She’s lost numerous boyfriends over it, her own self-importance made sure of that, and I felt sorry for her. Our parents were friends, and I was a shoulder to cry on when things went wrong. It also gave everyone the mistaken idea that there was more between us. Even our respective parents were pushing us together at every opportunity, as to them it was an ideal match.” He gave a grim smile. “She, of course, liked the thought, and that’s when I first took off because I didn’t want to cause an argument between the two families. I thought when we met up again in America she had got over it, but no, she was still of the same mind. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her straight that I have no feelings for her at all, and I would have to if I wanted her to get the message through into her brain. Maybe that makes me a coward, but it goes against the grain to be that blunt with someone. If I have to resort to being cruel, then I eventually will have to face the task. In the meantime, if she thinks I’m in love with someone else, maybe even she will be able to work out that it will never be her.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it. The best advice I can suggest is for you to search around for someone you can fall in love with. Someone even more attractive than Marsha is, or she won’t believe that excuse for a minute.”

“Maybe I’ve already found someone,” he said.

Matty felt her heart sink again. It had been doing
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