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Review: Katie Pullen:
thebookbag.co.uk

This easy read escapist romance has all
the right ingredients for any fan of this genre. Amy and Jason are
great characters for a romance, similar in their personalities and
both are very good looking, intelligent, and independent. They
clearly find each other attractive from the start but both are
determined that their marriage is a business arrangement and
nothing else, but of course as the reader, we know different.
Kremer's description of the Venezuelan jungle is vibrant and I
really felt I was there alongside Amy and Jason dealing with the
heat as well as the fauna and flora of the place. There are some
great description in this part of the novel adding exotic flavour
and fun episodes too, which add a bit of humour.

Review: booksmonthly.co.uk

I toyed with the idea of including this
on the Crime and Thriller page, but really it is, in essence, a
romance. The coolness between Amy and Jason is fascinating and
frustrating, and Amy's experiences are at times chilly. It is well
written and most enjoyable, with a highly satisfactory
resolution.

Review: readersfavorite.com

Amy and Jason have struck an unusual
bargain which takes them from one adventure to another. Amy comes
from England to America under false pretences to live with Jason,
an international businessman. They intend to pull off an
inter-personal sham which will benefit them both. When Jason
convinces his new bride to go to the Venezuelan jungle, the careful
plans of the couple go slight askew. Neither is prepared for the
adventures into which they have fallen and neither has the foggiest
notion of what to do. Even those who shy away from romance novels
will find Wendy Kremer's characters delightful and well-defined
such that the reader can genuinely get into the story. The book is
filled with scenes of adventure, intrigue, confusion and romance
and has something for just about every reader. No Matter What (Half
Truths) is a delightful first novel from the Welsh writer. This is
a good read - something to put in the bag and take along wherever
you go.


Chapter One


"Have I understood properly? You want a wife?" Amy
had considered a lot of possibilities beforehand, but his words
stunned her. Her breath caught in her lungs as she stared at the
stranger sitting opposite.


Jason Tyler nodded. "That's right, £50,000
when we marry and £50,000 on the day we divorce." He leaned back;
the chair creaked softly under his weight. His pale grey eyes were
alert and watching her closely. As an afterthought, he added. "And
for as long as we're married, I pick up the bills, providing
they're within reason!"

Amy had expected something unusual and knew
that an anonymous Internet offer meant someone wanted to remain
nameless for a good reason, but his words were so unexpected she
couldn't help responding instantly. "You must be joking?" Amy
hooked some hair nervously behind an ear and waited with bated
breath. She'd only come across his advert by chance when searching
for a solution to her own problem and although she wasn't someone
who took needless chances, she'd been intrigued and replied. The
subsequent email exchanges had led to this meeting. She'd been
doubtful about agreeing to meet him, but in the end she decided
that if they met in a public place there was no danger.

"No, I'm dead serious." He looked completely
at ease with himself, and shrugged a shoulder dismissively. "I have
need of a wife, temporarily, and I'm prepared to pay for it. As far
as I'm concerned, it's a business deal; like any other!"

Recovering slightly, she swallowed hard.
"Why? I mean what do you need a wife for?" Amy mused that someone
as attractive as he was must have girlfriends, and another question
followed. "If it's just a deal of some kind, why don't you just ask
someone you know to help you out?"

Jason sighed mentally. He hoped she'd want
to grab the money so bad she wouldn't worry about detailed
explanations straight off. How much could he tell her? He hadn't
intended to go into the finer points until he her knew her a little
better. He studied her for a few seconds and decided to take the
chance. "My grandfather was president of Tyler Industries. When he
died, he left two blocks of company shares in trust; one for my
cousin Calvin, and one for me. We inherit this block of shares on
the day we marry, or on our thirty fifth birthday. They're worth a
small fortune, but they stand for more than that; they mean power
in the board room. They tip the balance about who runs the company.
With the shares I own, plus theses, I'll be in control."

Her eyebrows rose noticeably and her eyes
widened, but she was recovering fast. She didn't want to display
how astonished she was, and looked him squarely in the face. "I
see. But surely you know other women, American women, who'd be
suitable; why look for someone from the UK?"

A curvaceous blond waitress brought Amy a
cup of coffee. When she put it down, she leaned provocatively over
the table and gave Jason an exaggerated smile. Now that Amy
Courtland and he were talking at last, he didn't appreciate the
interruption and waited impatiently until the girl moved away. His
tone became brusque and business like. "It's more difficult to
check up on someone from this side of the Atlantic, that's why!
Even a good private eye would have a hard job proving who, when,
and how often I met someone in Britain during the visits I've made
in recent months. It's much easier to check my whereabouts in the
USA. If I introduce an American fiancée onto the scene, it'd be
easy for Calvin to delve into recent details of her life and mine.
If it didn't click, he'd dig deeper, and I might be in trouble." He
shifted slightly and continued. "The crux of the matter is that my
cousin will be getting his shares in two months time and I don't
get mine for another two years. Calvin will ruin the company, so I
have to get hold of my shares now, and I need to marry someone to
do that." He gave her the beginnings of a smile, and Amy found she
had to concentrate hard on what he was saying. "My grandpa was an
old fox, one of the stipulations he tucked away in the document is
that a phony marriage is no go. I don't know how he thought anyone
can prove if a marriage is genuine or not, short of placing a
camera in the bedroom but I do know that if it looks phoney, a firm
of clever lawyers could make something out of it in a courtroom and
then I'd be in danger of losing my shares completely and
forever."

"You don't care that you're cheating on your
grandfather's wishes?"

He shrugged and his eyes narrowed. "I think
if he was alive he'd understand why I'm doing it. If Calvin gets
his shares, and I have to wait, it will give Calvin tremendous
leverage in the company till I do. He'll proceed to throw his
weight about and cause havoc before the ink has dried on the
papers. I have to keep the lid on his activities, and the only way
to do that is to ensure that I draw equal with him before he does
incalculable damage."

Amy's expression was blank; she gazed at him
still, coping with the mad idea. Her silence hung between them. How
could she judge if this stranger was telling the truth, or not? His
explanation sounded very far fetched to her straightforward mind;
it was something out of a movie script. Perhaps it was merely a
personal vendetta between him and this cousin; a family feud? The
money he offered was extremely enticing, and would solve her
problems, but was it worth contemplating something that sounded so
crazy?

She fingered the bag at her side nervously
as she stared across the table at his tanned face. Jason registered
her apprehension, and wondered if she was thinking of going. A
faint light twinkled dangerously in his pale grey eyes and his
voice was coloured by his growing determination. "I assure you that
I don't need these shares because of their market value. Money is
not the problem … I only have one problem in my life, Calvin. When
he inherits his shares, he'll interfere in company policy, play the
big boss, make a nuisance of himself, and flex his muscles wherever
and whenever he can, most of the time he'll do it just to annoy me.
He'll create one hang up after another if he gets the smell of
power up his nose. We don't like one another, never have, but
that's no sweat. I try to ignore him. I just want to prevent Calvin
damaging Tyler Industries. He'll push through wrong decisions over
the heads of the board of directors and flex his muscles just to
demonstrate his power. It would pitch our worth on the market
downwards in a matter of months, and once you're on that ski slope
it's downhill all the way. I'm worried about whether Tyler
Industries will still be a liable concern in two year's time if I
don't put a spoke in his wheel now." He jabbed the surface of the
table a couple of times with his index finger to emphasise his
point. "Calvin doesn't give a damn about Tyler Industries or the
people who work for it, apart from the monthly pay check he gets
for doing nothing. He'd run the company into the ground without
thinking twice about the consequences."

Amy swallowed and made no effort to sound
sympathetic. He was a forceful character, but she owed him nothing;
she could speak her mind. "So in a nutshell, you're looking for a
fake wife just to control a company?"

He was nettled by the tone of her voice and
tried to hide his annoyance. He thought his explanation was
sufficient. An arranged marriage to a stranger was a calculated
deal, like all the others he'd taken so far for the good of the
company. "I want to secure the company and the jobs of the people
who work for it. There are a lot of families who depend on Tyler's
for an income; that's more important to me than any moral
misgivings about a bogus marriage." His square jaw thrust forward
defiantly. He was not going to beg and grovel, or waste time trying
to persuade her, either she was interested or not.

"Perhaps you underestimate Calvin's
abilities; perhaps he just needs a chance to prove his potentials."
Her cheeks were bright pink because Jason Tyler's aggressive tone
annoyed her. "Are you so perfect, Mr Tyler?" Her voice was
taunting.

He straightened slightly and said firmly.
"I'm the wrong person to ask, but I think I've got myself a decent
reputation! If Calvin has any business abilities, they're buried
deep." He didn't usually let anyone irritate him, but this woman
was doing just that. "My grandfather gave Calvin a vice president's
job when he was younger, but soon had to tell him he was better at
playing golf. Calvin is good at the social stuff, but he
antagonised customers, bullied employees, and generally abused his
position." He added. "Calvin would sell his mother for a dime! "
Jason knew it sounded malicious and although he usually had
emotions under control, her line of questioning annoyed him more
than he cared to admit.

Amy was torn by conflicting emotions. Jason
Tyler was physically a very attractive man, and if he ran a
company, he was clearly also intelligent and dynamic. But she only
had his word that the situation in the company was as he described
it. If he was prepared to marry someone just to gain extra power,
how far would he go to get his way in other things? He wouldn't be
an easy man to live with. "Perhaps running the company won't be
quite as easy as you think, even with the backup power of these of
extra shares?" She hoped her tone was cool and she sounded calmer
than she felt.

His eyes gleamed like winter icicles. "I've
already been managing it on my own for quite a while now. My
grandfather left it all in my hands well before he died; he only
used to come to board meetings to be informed about the latest
developments. He never interfered with my decisions although he
could have, he owned the majority shares until he died. I've been
through a hard school, and learned my lessons well." He paused and
wondered why he was trying to justify himself. "Anyway, that's not
your concern. I don't need your support, or your approval to do my
job, I just need your name, or someone else's, on a marriage
certificate, for a couple of months, perhaps a year." He ran his
eyes over her body; noted the good but conventional clothes, the
expensive wrist watch, her high cheekbones, almond shaped eyes and
delicate skin.

Amy didn't like the way he was sizing her
up. She coloured slightly.

He continued. "I need someone who won't
interfere too much with my lifestyle, who understands what's
expected of her, and someone who can keep her mouth shut before,
and after. In effect it's money for doing nothing; you won't be
involved in Tylers' in any way." He added. "My grandfather wanted
me in control."

She moistened her lips, waited, and
struggled to maintain a conciliatory tone. "Then why didn't he just
leave you these shares without any strings attached?"

Watching her face, listening to the soft
tone of her voice, Jason mused that he was the one who was supposed
to be interviewing her, but she was asking all the questions.
Secretly he was losing patience, but he managed to control his
irritation. Searching for the right words, he wished he knew the
answer himself. "I guess he was old fashioned and wanted to be
absolutely fair both Calvin and me. I suspect that he thought that
I'd be married before Calvin reached the age of thirty five. He
knew Calvin is renowned for using women badly; and that he hasn't
had a lasting relationship with any female that anyone knows about.
Granddad probably reckoned that the company would continue to jog
comfortably along until I married, and thought that day wasn't too
far away. He figured it was a fair way for me to gain control,
without him being unfair to Calvin. He was a straight down the road
sort of man; he believed in marriage, and knew me. He presumed I'd
have marched down the aisle long before now."

She mused that his grandfather seemed to
have had a more traditional attitude to marriage than his grandson.
Her eyes sparkled as she thought how angry his grandfather would
have been to see his wishes disregarded. Somehow, for some
unexplainable reason, the prospect of a fake marriage didn't seem
so extraordinary now after all.

Jason began to feel slightly better. Those
eyes weren't quite so hostile anymore, and although he had a
sneaking suspicion she was still nervous, she hid it well. He
stared at her face, lifted his glass, and drank deeply. Her dark
hair glistened like polished wood and her eyes were a mixture of
amber and green. He'd met a lot of attractive women in his life,
and this woman was what he classified as very attractive. Beautiful
would be going too far, but she looked good, and she had a strong
personality. That was one very good reason why she fitted the bill
so well; no one would believe him if he married a run of the mill
woman.

She viewed him confidently even though she
was uneasy. He was evenly tanned, his hair was thick and tousled;
it needed trimming. He had prominent bones and his most attractive
features were undoubtedly his light grey eyes. They fascinated her
and held her attention; they were impossible to ignore because they
ruled his whole facial expression. Amy forced her attention
elsewhere and stared at his hands holding his glass. He had long
fingers, wide palms and neat nails.

He broke in on her wanderings. Jason didn't
understand why he wanted to convince her; but he did. "Look, I know
it seems to be a weird idea, but I've got to beat Calvin to the
post."

Amy picked the thread. "And so you decided
to, and I'm quoting your website ad, 'offer a sum of money to a
single female who is prepared to enter into an unusual temporary
agreement'. She unclasped her fingers with their neat pale pink
tips and moved them under the table where, out of his sight, she
twisted them tightly together again.

"Yes."

"And I was lucky enough to hit the jackpot?"
Her tone was ironic and she laughed weakly.

Jason didn't want her to feel too confident.
"Actually, I had a surprising number of replies. On paper, you
turned out to be just what I was looking for. The right background
and education; you were inoffensive and had no history of immoral
behaviour." Even to his own ears, it didn't sound very flattering,
so he backtracked a little. "Most of the replies presumed I was
looking for a bed partner." The corner of his mouth quirked
briefly. "You caught my interest because you only asked serious
questions."

She tried to keep her expression staid but
there was a slight trace of laughter in her voice, and lines
burrowed their way around the corner of her eyes as she replied.
"Perhaps I just lied about everything, and made up my questions and
answers just to get the job?"

Jason chanted what he already knew from the
report that a detective agency had ferreted out for him. "I don't
think so; I had you checked out: Born in a small place near
Gloucester, twenty five year old, no siblings, studied at Exeter
University, a couple of teaching jobs since then, lived in Bristol
until six months ago when you took extended leave of absence to
help your mother nurse your father through the last weeks of his
illness, this is what makes you so ideal. For the last two or three
months you've been away from your friends, your usual surroundings
and your workplace and that makes it very difficult for anyone to
check if we did meet in London or elsewhere during that time , no
close friends, acquaintances or regular contacts to affirm or deny
where you were at that time. The same applies to me. When I was in
the UK, apart from business meetings, my time was my own in a
strange country. I could have met anyone, and continued to meet
them on subsequent visits."

The amusement faded; she paled and stared at
him with empty eyes.

"Your Dad died five weeks ago and you're
still at home now, intending to return to your job when the next
school term begins. Your problem is that your mother is in danger
of losing her home because, unknown to your mother, your father had
mortgaged it up to the hilt, so that he could give your mother the
kind of lifestyle he thought she deserved."

Amy moistened her lips before the line of
her mouth tightened; her cheeks had tinges of chalk. She managed to
swallow her surprise and continued to listen.

"You're trying to keep the truth from your
mother and looking for a way out, because if you don't find one
fast, she'll be evicted and have to begin life from scratch again
somewhere else."

In a desperate attempt to appear normal, she
said. "Where, where did you get all this personal information?"

"Does it matter?" He held her gaze and
continued. "You're popular with friends and relatives, and have had
a couple of love affairs, but never made it to the altar. My
informant said you are confident, introverted, trustworthy, and
clever. Enough?"

Amy was shaken. She looked down quickly,
hooked the thick handle of the coffee cup held the bowl firmly in
her hand and took a sip. Only her self control kept her expression
blank when she looked up again. She'd been shocked when he
explained what he wanted. Now she was even more startled to find
how thoroughly and easily he'd researched her background. This
American was serious; it clearly wasn't a joke or some kind of
hoax.

He knew exactly why she was here, and that
she was in a weak position. He was also presenting her with a way
to solve her problems; offering more money than she actually needed
to clear her father's debts. There were evidently complications; if
she accepted his proposition, she'd have to lie to herself and
others, and her personal life would be restricted for quite a time,
on the other hand he was in a position to give her a lot of money
for doing very little. The first part of his payment would enable
her to clear the debts, she could keep her mother from knowing the
truth, and her mother would go on living where she'd spent all of
her married life. Amy knew her mother would manage quite well on
her widow's pension, unlike her father she was a thrifty
character.

"Well, what do you say? Interested, or
not?"

He wanted a quick answer. The choice was
hers. The deal would mean she'd be able to buy peace of mind for
her mother. Amy had already searched for a quick solution
elsewhere; a way to repay her father's debts. Her own bank was
unsympathetic because she couldn't provide them with tangible
security for them to lend her such a large amount, and the other
sources she'd turned to all charged exorbitant interest rates. Amy
didn't want to end up in the hands of scrupulous moneylenders. Was
Jason Tyler's offer worth the risk? She knew nothing about him, and
wouldn't have much of a chance to find much out beforehand. He
wanted a quick answer. Could she handle living with him? Her cheeks
regained some colour because she was determined to be completely
explicit, so that he understood where they stood. "The marriage is
on paper only; no physical intimacy expected I hope?"

His eyes were expressionless. "You're over
estimating your attraction. I need nothing beyond what's necessary
to convince outsiders and onlookers we're an idyllic married couple
when we're together in public. I have no intention to drag you
between the bed sheets for my own pleasure, if that's what you
mean."

She paused for a second. "I appreciate that
you'd like an instant decision, but will you give me a little time
to think about it? You must agree that it's a very offbeat
proposition. I didn't reckon with something so unusual."

He liked her accent, and the way she
expressed herself. He liked the way that she didn't beat about the
bush either. He picked up a beer mat, and referring briefly to a
hotel card in his wallet, he wrote down a telephone number. "I'm
flying back to the States on Wednesday. I'll give you till 10 p.m.
on Tuesday evening – three days from now!" He flipped the expensive
looking wallet containing a whole row of plastic cards shut and
slid it back into his breast pocket.

She placed a hand on the edge of the fake
marble table for support as she got up, and hoped he didn't notice
that it was shaking as she did so. "Mr Tyler, it's vital that my
mother never finds out about my father's difficulties, just as I'm
sure you don't anyone you know to find out the real truth?"

He nodded silently and his eyes were
slightly hooded. "Of course! That goes without saying! Even if you
say no, I'm also depending you agree to maintain absolute
discretion and confidentiality about this."

She picked up the beer mat from the table,
and shoved it quickly into her shoulder bag before she held out her
hand. He stood up politely; the way he looked told her he'd already
made his niche in life. He was tall and slender and powerfully
built; his grip was firm and controlled. Her hand felt frail in
his. She looked up and met his eyes; she reckoned he was a type of
man that would stop at nothing once his mind was made up. He aimed
to succeed, took calculated risks and veiled his intelligence
behind a thin screen of dry humour. He was undoubtedly a very
interesting man, and a bit of an adventurer. Amy preferred
uncomplicated men, men who weren't too demanding; men she could
understand. Jason Tyler didn't fit any of those categories.

His eyes narrowed; looked unconcerned and
cold. "Remember when you're weighing things up, there'll be no
quick turnaround. I expect you to stick to the contract. Apart from
obtaining the shares by fulfilling my grandfather's stipulation, I
reckon a side effect might be I'm likely to get more elbow room
with senior people if I'm married for a while. Divorce is nothing
unusual these days, but it would raise a few eyebrows if I
instigate divorce proceeding too fast! I decide when I'm going to
call it a day. I reckon with a year at the most, perhaps less!"

Her thoughts were confused; she needed to
get away to think rationally. His eye openers, and the way he'd
presented them, was calculated and callous, even if she knew he was
being perfectly honest. She nodded imperceptibly, paused for a
moment to look at him carefully with troubled green eyes and then
moved away, threading her way through the tangle of black bistro
chairs, towards the exit. She didn't look back as she pushed open
the glass door and she was very grateful for the cool air that
wafted towards her.

He sat down again, relaxing back into the
cane chair. He leaned forward to watch her through the window as
she walked away along the sidewalk. If she agreed, and he had a
feeling she would, a whole year was actually a long time to be tied
to any one woman. He sized her up. She had good legs, a straight
posture, and although she'd packed her figure into the restrictions
of a classical business suit, the severe lines didn't quite
camouflage the graceful movement of her hips. He admitted that he
was impressed; she had strength of character that was at odds with
her slender body.


Amy felt a weak film of perspiration on her
forehead; she ignored it. She sensed he was still watching so she
kept on walking at her usual steady pace, although she had the urge
to break into a run. A very uncomfortable meeting with her bank
manager a few weeks ago had been easier than this encounter with
Jason Tyler. In anyone's language, he was trying to buy her; but if
the money could solve the financial tangle left by her father, she
knew that she would seriously consider the pros and contras. If
Amy's mother found out about her husband's financial difficulties
and she was forced to leave her home, she might end up as
chronically depressed for a long time to come. Jason Tyler's offer
presented Amy with an instantaneous solution.

Amy consoled herself with the thought that
if she did accept, marriage didn't mean that much nowadays. She had
friends who'd split up after a very short marriage, despite the vow
'until death us to part', and a gigantic wedding celebration that
cost a fortune. No one was surprised, or even questioned the split
up when it happened. If she agreed to his offer, she'd be able to
get on with her life again afterwards, as if nothing had happened
and have a financial cushion behind her as well. She was relieved
to finally reach the lobby of a small hotel a few streets away
where she'd booked a room for the night, and some of her buoyancy
returned as the lift whizzed up to the third floor. She kicked off
the high heels, and slipped out of her clothes. She laid her
underwear over a nearby chair, hung her outdoor clothes in the
empty wardrobe, and headed for the ensuite bathroom. Any remaining
tension flowed away with the shower's tepid water. She'd give the
idea some serious thought, but she had to relax first; come down to
earth again. She ordered some sandwiches from room service, rang
her mother to tell her she'd be returning tomorrow morning, and
switched on the television. The flickering pictures on the TV
didn't distract her thoughts. She had to decide whether or not to
link herself to Jason Tyler. Could she trust him? What would a
'fake' marriage with him be like? Outwardly harmonious, privately
two strangers living together in a time vacuum?


The following evening Jason was flicking
through a glossy magazine about luxury cars and glancing now and
then at CNN news, but he wasn't really concentrating on either. He
got up and moved restlessly around the suite. He looked at the face
of his oblong Swiss watch. He'd had a successful business meeting
this afternoon. He may as well go for a brisk walk, find a pub and
have something to eat. He stuck his hands in his pocket and stared
out of the window at Hyde Park. What if Amy Courtland didn't phone?
Would he then contact the next one on the list? Somehow it didn't
seem such a good idea any more. He mused that Calvin probably
wouldn't hang on to the inherited shares for long. He'd try to turn
them into liquid cash. Calvin had a lavish lifestyle; his mouth
would start to water as soon as the initial fun of trying to throw
his weight around in the company and annoying everyone on the board
of directors wore off. Perhaps that was the most sensible solution;
wait, try to cushion any damage Calvin did as best he could. He'd
buy up Calvin's shares as soon as they came on the market. It would
drain his bank account, but it'd be worth it. He jerked a little as
the phone rang. He lifted the receiver after a couple of rings, and
sensed it was her. He felt unusually nervous; he was used to
handling tricky business deals but this one made him feel on
edge.

"Mr Tyler? Amy Courtland. I've thought about
your offer. I accept." She took an audible deep breath.

The inside of his mouth was dry but his
voice was completely steady. "Right! It'd be helpful to meet before
I leave. Is it possible for you to come to London again? Tomorrow
perhaps? Or Wednesday morning?" He could hear the nervousness in
her voice when she answered.

"Tomorrow? What time?"

"I have a meeting at five, and an evening
invitation, could you come sometime tomorrow morning or early
afternoon? Perhaps we could have lunch together?"

She was nervous. "Yes, I can get to
Paddington by 11.30."

He felt hesitant but his voice wasn't. He
threw her a few crumbs of reassurance. "We'll be a picture book
couple to the world in general but I won't be around all the time.
I'm often away, and I'll be busy with outside projects all through
the year. I don't expect constant attention from you, and you'll
get none from me apart from what the role requires."

"I understand, we don't interfere in each
other's life unless it's necessary and for appearances sake."

"You come to the States of course; no one
will believe us if we spend more time apart than together."

Amy took a deep breath. "I expected
that."

"I haven't given much detailed thought about
where and when the marriage should take place; although I wondered
if it might not look really authentic if we organized it at my
father's place. Just a small family thing, it would mean you avoid
any fuss on this side of the Atlantic. I take it that you want to
avoid that sort of thing?"

The blood rushed to her face, Amy was glad
he couldn't see her. She hadn't thought about the next step, she
was still too busy absorbing that she'd decided to accept. She
certainly hadn't thought about a marriage ceremony. She should have
realized he was someone who was one step ahead all the time.
Reluctantly she replied. "Yes. I'll have to prepare my mother
first. I don't want to upset her more than necessary. She'll find
it very odd that I'm suddenly marrying someone out of the blue." If
she hoped for some sympathy, she was disappointed.

"Lessen the effect and tell her you've known
me for a while. Tell her I was a regular visitor to the UK and you
delayed introducing me because you thought she had enough to cope
with just then. I presume you did get some time away from home
during your father's illness?"

Unseen by him, Amy nodded. "My mother
insisted I had a day to myself at least once a week, sometimes a
whole weekend. I usually went to London, visited the theatre or
just went shopping."

"And your friends?"

"I only kept in touch by letter and didn't
even write much about what I was doing, because I was upset about
how fast Dad was going downhill and didn't want to talk about
myself or what was happening either."

He was satisfied. "Good! That's perfect,
even if someone tries to check up they'll have a hell of a job to
discover the truth. It might be best for you to sort out your
father's debt before you join me in the States but try to do it in
such a way that no one can trace the money back to me. Oh! Find out
what formalities are involved in you marrying an American. Another
meeting tomorrow will give us a chance to find out some basic
personal things about each other, so we can get by when people
bombard us with the usual kind of questions."

Amy felt slightly breathless. He was used to
being in control and making the decisions, and he was calling the
shots. She didn't like it, but it was to be expected; he was paying
her. She was about to tie herself to a man who had no scruples
about marrying for personal gain, what sort of man did that make
him? But was she any better? In effect, she was selling herself to
him for a year just to enable him to achieve just that. She was
glad her composure was holding. "Where do we meet Mr Tyler?"

"I'll meet you at the station, and start
using my name. It's Jason, in case you've forgotten."

She didn't comment. "Main exit. Eleven
thirty, Paddington?"

"Eleven thirty, Paddington."

There was a click, and the line was dead.
Amy was glad of anonymity; felt how colour covered her neck and
cheeks. She'd checked Tyler Industries via the Internet, it was a
small but thriving concern. She needed to reorganize her brain and
tackle the prospect of meeting him again tomorrow.


They discussed things in detail over lunch
in a small, but exclusive restaurant. Amy felt like Alice in
Wonderland, and wondered when she'd wake up in the real world. He
told her that he'd be back in ten days time and Amy had till then
to prepare the ground and convince her mother that they'd been a
pair for some time. She'd have to lie convincingly to satisfy her
mother they were in love.

It didn't pass Jason's attention that she
only played with her food, and drank without enjoyment. He liked
good food and good wine, and hoped she didn't turn out to be a
frantic calorie counter; that type of woman drove him mad.

When Amy was ready to leave and already half
standing, Jason handed her a small attaché case, a pen and a sheet
of paper. "This is the first part of the deal, £50,000 in cash, so
no one can trace it back to me. Use it and clear your father's debt
with the bank." He waved his hand. "Tell them he had it hidden
under his bed, or stuck up the chimney, whatever you like. Just
don't admit the money comes from you."

She reddened.

"I could wait until we are officially
married to give you the money, but I have to trust you, and do so
mainly because I think it's necessary to sort out your father's
debts when you're still here. The document states that you've
received £50,000 and that you'll get £50,000 again when we divorce,
and there will be with no other claim on me afterwards."

She nodded silently, sat down, read through
the paper quickly, signed it and handed it to him. He folded it and
stuck it in his breast pocket. The dice was thrown; there'd be no
turning back once she picked up the case and walked out of this
restaurant.


Mrs Courtland was flabbergasted.

Amy smiled and tried to look genuinely
happy. She'd been formulating and rehearsing the sentences in her
mind all the time. She hated herself for lying to her mother, but
she had to. If her mother knew the truth, Marjorie Courtland would
stop Amy, but Amy couldn't see any other solution to her dilemma.
Her voice sounded firm and quite natural when she said, "Jason and
I met a couple of months ago in London. It was like any other
friendship at first, I just liked him, but then gradually he
impressed me more and more. I wasn't absolutely sure if our
friendship would last. We continued to see each other whenever
Jason was here on business, and at the same time Dad's condition
continued to worsen. I hung on, hoping there would be a time when I
could bring Jason home to meet you both, when Dad would be feeling
better. Things didn't improve and I put it off until it was too
late."

"I didn't have a clue. I was so wrapped up
in caring for your father I didn't notice what was going on around
me, usually I sensed when something important was happening in your
life."

Amy nodded. "I know, but I didn't want to
mention Jason until I was absolutely sure about him. It was even
more difficult because he lives on the other side of the Atlantic
and we couldn't see each other on a regular basis. You had enough
to worry about with Dad. Jason is a very special man. We belong
together and we want to get married. I'm sure you'll like him
Mum."

Marjorie Courtland looked startled. Amy was
getting married? Amy's previous boyfriends were very nice, but
rather insipid, and Marjorie hoped Amy would find someone really
special. She hoped Amy would find the love of a lifetime, like
she'd had with Ronald. She couldn't imagine why Amy was attracted
to an American businessman. She prayed that he didn't turn out to
be a modern John Wayne with cowboy boots and chewing gum, and that
he knew the difference between a steak knife and a soup spoon.


With reluctance, Jason came to spend the
weekend at Amy's home during his next visit. Amy was on tender
hooks and hoped her mother would avoid asking too many personal
questions, but Amy also realized it was perfectly normal for her
mother to gather bits of personal information about him and get to
know someone who was her daughter's fiancé.

Amy's mother eyed him sceptically but she
remained outwardly welcoming and polite. Marjorie Courtland was
very protective of her daughter; she was also fussy, especially
when she was nervous. Mrs. Courtland spent a lot of time studying
Jason when she thought he wasn't looking, but she kept her thoughts
to herself. Amy already knew that Jason would have to work hard to
win her mother's wholehearted approval before he arrived, and more
so because the speed of what was happening. Amy wondered if Jason
Tyler would make an effort to be artificially charming to win her
over, but he didn't, and Amy wasn't really surprised.

Sitting on one of the comfortable chintz
covered sofas in the living room, he still looked very relaxed in
this very English setting, although he probably wished he was
somewhere else. Sunlight spilled through the windows, and it was a
perfect kind of summer day. Somewhere in the hedge, a bird was
singing and the air was cool and sweet. Amy twirled the stem of her
glass and made a real effort to smile at the man by her side, to
show her how happy she was with her fiancé. Jason was polite, and
pleasant. He answered all her mother's direct or hidden questions
smoothly. Amy could tell it was no effort on his part to be
courteous and well mannered and he parted with bits of information
about himself and his family, that she'd already heard before, with
ease. It was such a perfect day that they ate outside on the
bricked terrace, and Jason was relieved to notice Amy enjoyed the
food as much as he did. During the course of the meal, Amy
swallowed a lump in her throat and told her mother that they'd
decided to get married in America.

The disappointment was heavy in her mother's
voice. "Oh Amy, I hoped to see you marry in the village church with
ornate invitations, church bells and all the trimmings! Surely you
can wait until I'm over the first shock of losing your father;
until we can organise something properly?"

Amy avoided Jason's eyes and remembered it
had to sound genuine. "Jason and I have talked it through, and
decided it's what we want. He has to return to the States in a day
or two. We don't want a long distance relationship for months and
months on end, you understand that, don't you? We want to be
married as soon as possible so that we can be together." Amy's
colour heightened and she twisted her hands tightly together.

Her mother was still puzzled by it all but
she patted her hand. After a moment, she said. "Of course. Sorry!
I'm just being selfish!"

To Amy's surprise, Jason added. "Amy needs a
little time to organize things here, but she'll join me as soon as
she can. Coming for the wedding will be good for you Mrs.
Courtland. A change of scenery will give you something new to
occupy your thoughts, after the sad time you've had recently. We've
decided to hold it at my family's place; it'll be just a small
affair." He looked at Amy. "Is there anyone else you'd like to
invite Amy?"

Amy looked at her mother. The sadness of the
past weeks was still in her eyes, but she realized Jason's words
would help. Even if it was taking place on the other side of the
Atlantic, he at least realized her daughter's wedding was
infinitely important to any mother, and Mrs Courtland also needed
something new to look forward to. He took it for granted that her
mother would want to be there. Amy was in no position to actually
issue invitations so she was glad he was showing consideration. "My
godfather, Uncle Bill, perhaps? He'd be good company for my
mother."

He leaned forward and rested his arms on his
upper thighs. "Sure!"

Mrs Courtland's eyes misted over. "Oh, dear.
I'm sorry to be silly, but this is all so sudden. I expected that
Amy would leave me to go back to work, but I didn't reckon she'd
suddenly move to the other side of the world!" She got up and
shoved her hand searchingly into the pocket of her hip length
cardigan.

Amy had a lump in her throat. She got up and
gave her mother a hug. "Aunty Sal has offered to come and stay for
a while. You have to pick up the pieces Mum, and start a new life.
Join in with the things again you did before Dad died. It won't be
easy of course.

Mrs Courtland searched in vain for her
handkerchief. Jason supplied her with a clean and neatly folded
one. "Oh thank you!" She wiped her eyes and sniffed daintily while
trying to smile. "You're right of course Amy, but everything is
daunting and it's happening so fast at the moment."

His voice broke in on Amy's thoughts. "Come
and visit us, Mrs Courtland; whenever you like. Los Angeles is only
a plane trip away."

Amy was grateful, she was surprised he was
showing any interest in her mother's problems.

Mrs Courtland nodded and tried to steady
herself. "Perhaps it would be a very good idea to have Sally here
for a couple of weeks, just until I get used to empty rooms." She
shook her hair and straightened herself. "That's enough about me.
Of course you want to get married." She smiled at Jason, and he
returned the gesture generously. Jason Tyler was a complex
character; brusque and distant but surprisingly sensitive, when it
suited him.

Her mother was accepting the inevitable. "If
Amy loves you Jason, I'm very happy for you both, and hope you have
a wonderful life together".


They went down to the local pub when her
mother insisted on washing up on her own. It gave them both a
chance to unwind. Her mother's continual
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