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  Prologue


  At two a.m. Allan Firmager stumbled into his bedroom, fumbled with his shoe laces, nearly strangled himself with his tie and wondered what bloody fool had invented stag nights. Whoever it was the name was very apt considering the manner in which he was staggering round the room. With a final lurch he fell onto the bed and closed his eyes.


  The dream seemed to come immediately. It was one of those peculiar dreams where you imagine that you are awake; certainly Allan felt awake as he sat up and looked round his room. It had suddenly turned very cold, and switching on his bedside lamp he glanced across at the window. There, standing by the curtains, was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.


  She was below average height with delicate bone structure and a cascade of golden hair that gleamed with a silvery sheen as it tumbled to her shoulders. Slowly, she turned to face him, and he gazed into a pair of incredible violet eyes that dominated the face and seemed to penetrate his innermost soul.


  As he continued to stare she lifted a small hand and ran it through her hair, giving her head a slight shake as she did so in an apparently unselfconscious gesture of invitation. If she hadn’t been surrounded by such an aura of cold he would have reached out and touched her, but instead he kept still, shivering more violently now.


  Keeping her eyes fastened to his, the girl began to unbutton the cream camisole top that she was wearing, and as the buttons opened so her full, ivory-colored breasts were gradually revealed to him. With one final shrug she shed the camisole entirely, and it slipped from her shoulders. He looked at her pale pink nipples, already erect, and his throat tightened. She stretched herself, arching her body towards him, and this time he did reach out and his fingers touched her breasts as lightly and as carefully as he could manage.


  To his relief her flesh was warm. He pushed the duvet off and knelt on the top of the bed, lowering his mouth to her nipples and flicking his tongue over them until he heard her give a strange moan of contentment deep in her throat. Encouraged he fastened his hands round her tiny waist and began to unbutton her skirt. She let him continue until he finally felt the velvet skin of her thighs, and then all at once she gave a gentle laugh and with a swift movement was free of him, standing in the middle of the carpet, still naked from the waist upwards, her eyes shining and her skin glowing.


  Unable to let her go after he had progressed so far Allan began to move after her, but she shook her head and drifted back to the window, buttoning her camisole top as she went. Now he could feel the cold again, and he stood halfway between the bed and the beautiful girl, incapable—as sometimes happens in dreams—of taking a step in either direction.


  “Don’t go!” he pleaded. “I want you. Don’t leave me.”


  She smiled. “But I have to. After all, tomorrow you marry Julie.”


  “You mean I’ll never see you again?” His voice was thick with frustration, and even in his dream he knew a moment of despairing impotency as she started to drift away from him.


  “Oh yes,” she reassured him gently. “Marry Julie and we’ll be together for always.” She began to fade, her outline less clear, the image blurring.


  “Don’t go yet. Stay a little longer.”


  “I can’t; it isn’t possible. Remember, once you marry Julie we’ll never be parted again.” The last few words were faint and lingered in the air after her physical shape had vanished.


  Her departure released him and he stumbled back to his bed, his mind in complete turmoil. He had never desired a girl so much in his entire life, and marriage to Julie was suddenly the last thing on earth that he wanted.


  In the morning, when he awoke, he wondered what strange subconscious thoughts had caused the dream. Probably the realization that all beautiful blondes were out of reach now he thought wryly. As for the girl, she looked a little like one of Julie’s fellow nurses whom he’d seen once or twice at parties and dances. He’d never spoken to her, but it appeared she’d left quite an impression on him. Well, this was one dream he wouldn’t tell his future wife about. It was scarcely an ideal prelude to their lifelong union! With a laugh he climbed out of bed, and then moaned as the headache struck.


  Grateful for an afternoon wedding he showered and dressed before giving his duvet its usual shake. As he did so, the scent of the dream-girl’s perfume filled the air. His mouth suddenly dry he backed away from the bed towards the window where, as he remembered it, she had stood waiting in the dream.


  There, lying on top of the deep brown carpet, he found one single strand of ash-blonde hair. With trembling fingers he picked it up and placed it on the palm of his hand. Immediately her voice echoed round the room. “Marry Julie and we’ll always be together,” she said, her voice curiously pure and passionless.


  His hand shook violently and he continued staring at the hair as though hypnotized by it. “Remember,” she continued, “do as I say and we’ll never be parted … never be … never …” Her voice became fainter and fainter until it faded into oblivion. Slowly, the hair began to disintegrate on the palm of his hand, until with one final shimmer it too vanished.


  Allan stared disbelievingly at his empty hand. The smell of perfume had vanished now, and complete normality had been restored to the room. It had to be the alcohol he thought, and repeated the words aloud, as though this had the power to make it true. Alcohol, he repeated defiantly. Anyone might hallucinate after mixing their drinks with such foolhardy abandon. Yes, it was the drink. After all, what other explanation could there be?


  Chapter 1


  Julie Pask awoke at seven a.m. on the morning of the 22nd December, slipped out of bed and was promptly sick into the basin. Being a pregnant bride rather took the edge off the big day she decided as she studied her reflection in the mirror.


  The face that looked back at her was oval in shape with a closely fitting cap of small, petal-like curls in a deep shade of auburn that can never be achieved from a bottle. She had the perfect creamy complexion that usually accompanies such hair, and this—coupled with the soft golden-brown of her expressive eyes—made her a highly striking young woman.


  She smiled at her solemn expression, and immediately a small dimple appeared in her chin; a dimple that Allan had found irresistible right from their first meeting. At the thought of Allan her eyes sparkled and the sickness was forgotten.


  Slipping on her dressing-gown she waited quietly at the top of the stairs, listening to all the hustle and bustle going on below as her mother organized the buffet. Finally, satisfied that everyone—even her eight-year-old sister Jill—was busy she went along to Russell’s room and tapped lightly on the door. “Come in,” he muttered, sounding more like a sulky fifteen-year-old than a man of twenty-five.


  She entered to find him lying on his bed, arms crossed behind his head, staring blankly into space. He glanced at his sister for a moment, his expression unreadable, then nodded his head towards the window.


  “So you’re really leaving our little cocoon and joining the human race?”


  “I think it might be best—for all of us.” Her voice was light, casual.


  “Meaning yourself.”


  “Meaning all of us. Mother, Father, you and last but not least, yes, me.”


  She sensed that he wanted a scene and tried desperately to avert it. Nothing must be allowed to mar today. Surely one perfect day wasn’t too much to ask? Most brides could take it for granted. Just this once she wanted to be like other girls again; as she had been before, many years ago.


  “Father knows nothing. Mother spends her life avoiding reality. That only leaves you and me.” His voice was petulant.


  “It will be easier this way. You know how hard it is at the moment.”


  Russell ignored the plea in her voice. When he spoke he sounded sullen again, like a small boy being thwarted. “You mean you’re actually going to marry that creep?”


  “I love him, Russell. Why won’t you believe that?”


  “Because I’ve always imagined you to have good taste. Allan’s not worthy of you. He’s shallow, conceited and totally lacking in sensitivity.”


  Julie’s face flushed. “How dare you! Anyway, who do you think you are to talk of sensitivity?” There was a second of shocked silence between them before Russell turned his face to the wall and curled up into a small ball.


  Since his breakdown this was the usual signal for a set-back in his progress. It often heralded weeks of staying indoors, scarcely eating or sleeping, simply sitting looking out of various windows at the people passing by.


  “Nothing will change,” she assured him more gently. “I’ve been thinking it over very carefully, and I’m sure this will work out best for everyone in the end.”


  She waited for a moment, but when Russell only uttered a small whimper she walked away, leaving him alone with his thoughts. At the foot of the stairs her mother was waiting. “Where’s Russell?” she asked anxiously, her hands working nervously at her sides.


  “Lying on his bed.” Julie kept her voice quiet, almost placating.


  “He isn’t … ? You know … ”


  “Yes; I rather think he’s getting into one of his states.”


  Mrs. Pask looked at her daughter in anguish. “Really, Julie, this is all your fault. You know how highly strung Russell is: all the arguments recently, they’ve been very bad for him.” The unfairness of the comment stung Julie into a sharp reply.


  I’m pregnant, not Russell!”


  “You don’t understand your brother at all,” snapped her mother.


  “But I do, Mother; believe me, I do.” Their eyes met briefly, and the older woman ignored the silent plea for understanding from her daughter. She moved away, hurrying up the stairs, anxious to talk to her son and if necessary call the doctor, even if it was Julie’s wedding day.


  Mr. Pask came out of his study. “Russell not quite … ?”


  “He’s in bed, having an attack of nerves. As usual Mother’s gone to pander to him.” She couldn’t conceal the bitterness she felt.


  “Good God!” exclaimed her father. “It’s been five years. It’s about time that boy pulled himself together.


  They should have retained National Service.” He walked away muttering, and Julie thanked heaven for Allan and his love, which would rescue her from this house with its deep, treacherous undercurrents.


  For the ceremony she wore a blue woolen two-piece and carried a small spray of artificial flowers. Everything was quiet, and it was all over in ten minutes. In a strange way Julie felt cheated, but under the circumstances a church wedding had not seemed appropriate. Outside sleet was beginning to fail causing Allan to shiver as they stood on the Registry Office steps for the photographs.


  Despite Julie’s pregnancy, and his personal disapproval of the marriage, once Mr. Pask had come to terms with its inevitability he had purchased outright a neat, three-bedroomed semi-detached house for the couple only a few roads away from Julie’s present home. Allan had been astounded at such generosity but Julie accepted it with what seemed to him a rather casual attitude.


  “He’s got loads of money,” she explained, “and he wants Number One grandchild to have a good home to live in!”


  “Even so,” retorted Allan, “to buy us a house!”


  “He’s pleased to see me married and off his hands,” she joked.


  “That’s ridiculous; he was furious when we told him.”


  “At first yes; but not later, once he’d thought it through.”


  Allan had frowned, remembering the peculiar lecture Mr. Pask had delivered about skeletons in cupboards and things working out for the best in life, but he still didn’t think that the man had been pleased. Surprised definitely, but not pleased. Not in comparison with his own parents who thought Julie both attractive and sweet natured. Indeed, once or twice his mother had implied that Allan wasn’t good enough for such a desirable girl.


  “I only hope you can make her happy.” she’d told him doubtfully. Yet when he pressed her for an explanation she’d merely shaken her head and walked away. He was no cosseted, worshipped only child.


  Finally the guests were gathered back at Julie’s family home, helping themselves to minute sandwiches, sausage rolls, cheese dips and the usual unsatisfying buffet snacks. The talk was cheerful and no one looked happier than the bride and groom. They cut the cake together, smiling again for the photographer.


  As Jill, full of self-importance in her blue velvet dress, handed round slices from the bottom layer Julie’s mother whisked the top layer away. “For the christening,” she murmured to Julie, who smiled at her mother’s excitement over the forthcoming grandchild.


  She followed her out, and Allan turned to speak to the guest standing by his left elbow. Her face was half-turned away from him, but she wore an attractive peach- colored dress that flared from beneath the bust and he wondered who she was. He couldn’t remember seeing her at the Registry Office.


  As she turned to face him he went rigid with shock. It was the girl from his dream. She was smiling, and her violet eyes were sparkling. Grateful that she couldn’t know of their erotic, nocturnal lovemaking Allan handed her a glass of champagne.


  “I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name,” he apologized as he waited for her to take the glass. She smiled again, but her arms stayed by her sides.


  “Don’t you drink?”


  One or two of the guests began to cast sideways glances at him. Embarrassed he reached for her hand, only to discover with stunned disbelief that there was nothing there. There was no flesh for him to touch. His hand had gone straight through hers, causing her to vanish while he remained frozen in a ridiculous posture with one extended glass of champagne and a free hand stabbing at empty air.


  Fortunately Ben, the best man, came to his rescue.


  “Something wrong, Allan?”


  “No, why?”


  “You seemed to be talking to yourself!”


  “No one else is interested in what I have to say! Weddings are obviously for the bride, the groom doesn’t count.” They both laughed, and after a few moments Ben moved off. Immediately the girl reappeared, making her way out of the room towards the kitchen. Allan followed like a sleepwalker.


  Julie and her mother both glanced up from where they were carefully wrapping the cake and looked enquiringly at him. The girl stood at Julie’s shoulder and watched Allan with an unblinking stare.


  “Are you going to get changed, Julie? We should set off soon.” To his relief his voice sounded perfectly normal.


  Julie smiled. “Yes, of course. I hope the hotel’s warm and friendly. It seems a strange way to celebrate Christmas.”


  “It was your idea. You said it would make a memorable honeymoon.”


  “I know, and I’m sure it will. It won’t take me five minutes, darling.” Allan watched as she hurried away. The beautiful girl glided gracefully behind her, casting one brief glance back at Allan before she disappeared.


  While Julie was gone he thanked her mother for all her help.


  “It was my pleasure, Allan. We must make the best of things, and I hope you’ll be very happy together.” She didn’t appear over-optimistic, but her social manners were always impeccable and she didn’t seem aware of how stilted she sounded.


  Hearing a door close above, Allan went to the foot of the stairs to watch Julie come down. She had changed into a gray wool coat with a fur collar and hem, and grey suede boots completed the outfit. He thought again how lucky he was to have her, and watched with pride as she descended the steps, her left hand resting lightly on the banister rail.


  All at once his eyes widened in shock as with a silver shimmer the dream girl materialized, drifting silently down behind the new bride. Then she pounced. Her hands shot out and with immense force she pushed Julie between the shoulder blades, her face fleetingly distorted with rage. Allan saw the look of stunned amazement on his wife’s features as she tried desperately to keep hold of the banister, but the push had been powerful and unexpected. As Julie teetered on the stair her fashionably high-heeled boots twisted and with a scream of fear she pitched head first down into the hall.


  Alerted by the scream guests crowded out to see what had happened. She lay on the carpet, her right foot twisted awkwardly beneath her and her mouth contorted with pain. Allan ran forward and went down on his knees beside her.


  “Are you badly hurt? What happened? Darling, say something.” She looked at him, her face white and tense. There were tears in her eyes as she fought for self- control.


  “I thought … it felt as though … my foot must have caught …” Disjointed fragments of sentences issued from her mouth, and then she gave a louder cry of pain and Allan stood up in alarm.


  Mrs. Pask took one look at Julie and ran to the telephone. Allan crouched next to her again. “Your mother’s telephoning for help,” he assured her. She nodded and took hold of his hand, squeezing it tightly.


  As they waited, Allan looked back up the staircase. The girl was still there, standing on the third step holding something out to him. Something she wanted him to see. She moved nearer and there was a strange smell. Not her perfume, not a scent that he had ever encountered before, but he didn’t like it and all at once he didn’t want to look at her beautiful face.


  Julie gave a louder whimper and gripped his hand even more tightly. He wondered what was hurting her so badly. Apparently realizing that he wouldn’t look at her the girl moved until she too was crouching beside Julie, but on the opposite side to Allan to that he was forced to look directly into her eyes. She held out her hands to him and whispered softly. He bent closer to Julie. Small hands moved between the young couple. “My wedding present,” the blonde whispered, and now the smell was stronger. Reluctantly he looked at her outstretched hands. There, lying in a pool of blood and matter, was a tiny but perfectly formed fetus.


  With a strangled cry Allan tried to pull away but Julie held him tightly and there was no escape. The dripping mass was pushed closer until he felt that his face would become smeared with the blood and slime surrounding it, but just as his head started swimming with the fear and horror the girl and her ghastly present disappeared.


  An hour later a young doctor explained to Allan that despite all their efforts his wife had lost the child she was carrying. He remarked later to a colleague how well the husband had coped, little realizing that he had simply confirmed something that Allan already knew.


  When he was finally alone in the house that was to be his and Julie’s first home he sat down and wept. He wept for Julie; he wept for the child; but most of all he wept for the horror that had entered his life and which he knew instinctively had not yet finished with him.


  When he awoke alone in the double bed the next morning he thought immediately of Julie as he had last seen her; half-asleep from medication but trying to smile when he had to leave. He wondered how she felt, knowing that her accident had come too late: a week earlier and there wouldn’t have been a wedding. Julie could have continued with her career, just as she had always wanted. If she was bitter she hadn’t shown it last night, but he was afraid it might become obvious over the next few months.


  He felt grateful for the central heating, remembering his childhood winters and the teeth-chattering mornings when he was dressing for school. Making his way down to the kitchen he prepared toast and coffee then seated himself on one of the high stools he and Julie had chosen the previous week.


  He knew that the girl was there before she materialized. Not only could he sense her watching him, there was also the drop in temperature and the smell of perfume, but he refused to turn his head. Let her make the first move, he thought, force her to speak first.


  There was a rustle of petticoats and then she was with him, perched on the breakfast bar, shapely legs swinging bare and brown from beneath an orange linen dress. She smiled, but didn’t speak.


  “What do you want? Why did you push Julie yesterday?” he asked at last. She didn’t reply, gave no sign that she had even heard, instead she examined her tanned legs carefully.


  “Why are you always dressed for summer?” he demanded, searching for some clue as to who she was and where she had come from.


  “Because that’s when I died. It’s my favorite time of year, summer.”


  “Was,” he corrected her. “It was your favorite time of year.” She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “You don’t sound very pleased to see me. Don’t you want me anymore?” Her voice became coaxing and childlike.


  “Want you? What kind of a man do you take me for?”


  She wriggled closer to him, letting one arm brush against the sleeve of his pullover. “How unkind! I thought you liked me.”


  “Yesterday you killed my child and injured my wife. How the hell can you expect me to be pleased to see you?” She gave a peal of laughter. “What an innocent you are! That wasn’t your child. There will be other babies, babies that really are yours. You should be grateful to me. Think how annoyed you would have been if you’d ever discovered there was a cuckoo in your snug little nest.”


  “Not mine?” he repeated disbelievingly. “Whose was it then?” She poked the tip of her tongue between her lips and thought for a moment. “I’m not going to tell you.”


  “That’s because you can’t! You’re lying. Why? Who the hell are you? and why have you attached yourself to me? I don’t need you; please, go away and pester someone different.”


  Although the words were bold enough inside he felt sick and terrified. As he had spoken he had noticed the violet eyes darkening, and he realized that she was seething with fury. He waited with some trepidation for her response.


  The girl turned her face away, hiding her features until she had regained her self-control, only then did she turn back to him.


  “It doesn’t matter why I’m here. You’ll just have to accept it. After all, there’s nothing else you can do.”


  “I can call in a priest. Ask him to exorcise you. That’s what they do in films.”


  She giggled. “How sweet! I’m afraid that it wouldn’t work. Besides, would you really be able to talk to anyone about me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Despite the ridicule?”


  “Well …”


  “I thought not! It would be a terrible waste as well; we’re going to have some lovely times together you and I.”


  “We most definitely are not. I’ve got a wonderful wife, I don’t need you to give me lovely times.”


  “You can’t say that. You don’t know enough about me. Don’t you want to make love to me?”


  “No.”


  “I think you’re lying now. How is your wife?”


  “In a lot of pain, and heartbroken about the baby.”


  “The baby wasn’t needed any more.”


  “Needed? By whom?”


  “Anyone. It had served its purpose. Once you were married it became surplus to requirements.”


  “You’re unbelievable! Doesn’t Julie’s suffering mean anything to you? Don’t you feel in the least bit remorseful?”


  “She’ll live. I’m dead; why should I pity her? No one pitied me.”


  “When?”


  She jumped lightly down to the floor and walked round the room. Allan watched her nervously, “It’s all very small isn’t it? I’d hate to live here. I never could bear being cooped up in small rooms.”


  “Good; then perhaps you’d like to move on to a larger house. Julie and I like this one, and that’s all that matters.”


  “It’s so touching the way you talk about her! Julie this and Julie that. Romantic love! I find it rather nauseating myself, but I know it’s always been popular.”


  “Don’t you dare sneer at me. I’ve loved Julie for nearly two years now, a fact you’d know if you were as clever as you claim, and I can’t get over my good luck in persuading her to marry me. She’s beautiful, open, cheerful and very loving. Not qualities that you seem likely to be acquainted with, but I happen to rate them very highly.”


  “What a little prig you are! Not that I mind. Basically you’re all the same, if you did but realize it.”


  “Who do you mean by “all”?”


  “Men of course. They’re my specialty. I never got on very well with women.”


  “Fancy that!” he said dryly. The girl didn’t answer, instead she stood at his elbow with a hand resting lightly on his shoulder.


  “Don’t you think I’m beautiful too?”


  Her touch seemed to burn, but around her the air was still bitterly cold. Allan shuddered. She looked thoughtfully at him, then returned to the breakfast bar and began to unfasten the buttons down the front of her dress.


  Allan fought desperately against the temptation of looking at her, but the blatant air of sexuality that now filled the room began to take effect and despite his good intentions he found himself glancing from the corner of his eyes as she slowly exposed the creamy skin of her throat and breasts.


  Despite the fact that she was so small the flesh was full and irresistible; his hands reached out against his volition and as his fingers closed on her warm, womanly curves so his anger evaporated. The girl smiled, but this time there was no mockery behind the smile, it was a smile of pleasure and welcome. Like a man in a trance he moved until he was close enough to press her entire body against his, and although he didn’t they both knew that the desire was there.


  The girl parted her lips and let a small sigh escape while her eyes grew heavy and sensual as his hands roamed more and more urgently over her. After a few moments his touch grew more demanding; he was less the supplicant, more the aggressor and the only emotion that showed on his face was plain, basic lust.


  This was something that the girl understood. She took hold of his right hand and jumped lightly to the ground. After the briefest of hesitations he led her towards the stairs.


  He was breathing heavily now and almost pushed her into the bedroom. In a matter of seconds his clothes were in a heap on the floor, and he lay on the bed watching as the girl slowly and provocatively removed her own garments.


  By the time that she was finally naked he felt that he was ready to burst with pent-up desire. The air was no longer cold, instead it was warm and relaxing. Daintily she came to the bedside and looked down on him.


  She saw his swollen penis, his glazed expression and she smiled a slow, secret smile of satisfaction. This was always the best moment, the moment before they gained their objective. The moment when, for a few glorious seconds, they were completely in her power.


  Lying beside him she rolled her body onto his so that her long, golden curls brushed his chest and shoulders. Delicately she licked his skin, her tongue darting in and out like a cat lapping at milk. Allan put his hands in her hair, loving the feel of its silky smoothness, the smell of shampoo that lingered there.


  She seated herself across his thighs and groaning he tried to manipulate her so that he could enter, but she wasn’t ready to relinquish her power so swiftly and evaded him.


  For over half an hour she played with him, covering every inch of his body with tongue and lips. Time and again she brought him to the very edge, only to draw back leaving him half-crazed with frustration.


  Finally, when she knew that he was unable to wait any longer, she straddled herself on top of him and as he entered her began to move in a slow, sensuous rhythm that he attempted to quicken by pulling her hips towards him, but she would not be hurried. All at once he felt the tension in him building to a tremendous height. It felt as though his entire body might explode and with a shout of triumph he climaxed, his
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