a3 T
| } = SRR,
AARLICITN @ PRESEMTS"

LiLIAN

PEAKE

Carmichaels Return




CARMICHAEL'S
RETURN

Lillan Peake



Family secrets?

Brett Carmichael walked out of nowhere into Lauratstead's life. All she
knew about him was that he had gorgeous brownaygs long, lean body.
He didn't seem to have a heart... or a past.

Brett had come home after fifteen years of selfosgdl exile. The last thing
he had expected was to find Lauren living in hisideo She was the
unknown woman who had haunted his dreams for yeatgen obviously
had no idea who he was, and he certainly wasmiggoi tell her!



CHAPTER ONE

LAUREN made herself more comfortable in the chair nexthéotelephone.
Her friend Marie's calls were always long—espegitiis one as they hadn't
met since Marie had moved house.

'Please,' Marie coaxed into Lauren's ear. 'thimdualt. For Reggie's sake as
well as mine. If you loved your boyfriend as muahl dove Reggie... OK,'
she added hurriedly, 'so yours ditched you—'

'‘Other way round,' Lauren supplied without rancour.

'‘Oops, sorry. You ditched Mitch. I'd ditch Reggim® tif he played around
with other girls. Anyway, | can't let Reggie go amdrk in France without
me just because | took on the job my uncle offenedbefore Reggie knew
about being transferred to the Continent. He'sistahis job next week,' she
added on a note of anguish.

'‘But Marie, you haven't been there long. How can gmove out so soon
after agreeing to live there? Anyway, I've neveunsesat, or whatever you
call it.’

'‘Lauren—' Marie's voice came pleadingly '—Uncle Readd doesn't want

the place left empty, that's all. He doesn't wargdll it, he wants someone
occupying it. By the way, he's not my real uncle'd-h very old friend of my

parents. I've called him Uncle since | was a kid, &nd | did mention, didn't

I, that he's currently living in the South of FrafcAnd as for moving away
from here so quickly—well, it's how things happemt it?'

'‘Maybe, but—'

‘There's a salary attached to it—a substantial ¥oe'll agree to house-sit,
then?' Marie pleaded.

'l didn't say so.'

'‘But you'll need to look for another place to liwgu told me so," Marie
countered. "Your landlord's decided to sell theseoand—'



'OK, that's true, but I'll still need to think allomhat you've suggested. I'm
on an art agency's books for work—'

'So withdraw your name," Marie urged. 'A job's Igedfifered you right now.
Look,' she went on, as her friend still seemedadésitating, 'I'm giving a
party Saturday evening at Uncle Redmund's houseelebrate Reggie's
promotion—because that's what it is. Come to itirea.’

‘Well. I—'

"You could come Friday and stay overnight," Matiggested. That way you
could really get the feel of the place. I'll shoauyround and you can give
me your answer then. Oh—and this is not blackmaibwything—but
there's a job vacancy for me over there in Reggiéise. Won't that be just
great? That is, if I'm able to join him.’

"If that's not blackmail then my name's not Lauren Halstead,"ré&@au
protested, making a face at her friend's laughter.

'Maybe kind of. then,” Marie conceded. 'See youdyj yes? And don't
worry about help in bringing your things here. Reggan hire a van to bring
any heavy furniture over.’'

‘There's only lightweight stuff,’ Lauren answer€lden she realised she was
already in the process of committing herself. 'Bddyie,' she added hastily,
'l haven't said yes, have I?'

'Do you think I'd let a little thing like that stdiin my way?' was her friend's
laughing riposte.

Marie called for Lauren in the small car her 'uhBedmund had provided
for her while she looked after his property.

‘This car will be yours to use while you're stayimgre," Marie declared,
silencing any protest Lauren might have made abouyet having come to
a decision by swinging across the road and pullimgn the drive.



The outside of the house had an unmistakable chawas stone-built, with

bay windows below and sash windows to the bedrammtke upper floor. It

had more length than height, and something inaitled out to the artist in
Lauren.

'It's been added to over the centuries,' Marieaerpl as she joined Lauren
on the gravelled driveway. 'lt's nearly three heddyears old. Come on in.'

The living area was so large it almost took Lawg@néath away. Oak beams
had been left in place, inset into the ceiling, le/tive stone fireplace, which
had been cleverly restored, occupied a large drealy with alcoves left
for ornaments and even books.

‘Three rooms were knocked into one,' Marie expliiaems swinging wide.
'‘And this is the kitchen—' she led the way "‘alldmwmns. Everything a girl
could ever want. Yes?' She looked coaxingly intarea's face.

Lauren could only nod, but quickly qualified thetian with a
noncommittal, ‘Maybe.'

'‘And upstairs,” Marie went on, and the staircasaled as they went up,
'there are so many bedrooms you could almost shegplifferent one every
night. All with en suitefacilities, as they say in hotel brochures. Havest
for modernity? And here—' she flung a door wide &wycould paint and
draw to your heart's content. It used to be UnddrRund's study. Yes?' she
repeated, smiling winningly.

'Mmm," was all Lauren was prepared to say at th@nhent, but the sound
prolonged itself into an appreciative affirmative.

Inside, she could feel all opposition to the whdka melting. In that room,
in which there was virtually no furniture, the liglirom the huge

floor-to-ceiling windows—plus the two skylights thtead been inserted into
the sloping roof—was so good that she knew at twoee easily she could
work there.

On their way down Lauren commented on the oil pagst which adorned
the staircase walls and hallway.



'Paintings acquired by Uncle Redmund. They're quataable, by the way.'
She paused, pointing to three empty picture hodKere hung Mrs
Redmund Gard the first, and here Mrs Redmund Gerdé¢cond.'

"This one?' Lauren asked.

'‘And on this one, Uncle Redmund's son. The badlbtye family, or so the
story goes.'

They had -reached the hallway. 'So what happehad®en prompted.

'Well..." Counting on her fingers, Marie told hktts Gard the first left him.
Mrs Gard the second likewise, and—"'

'Don't tell me, the bad son left him too?"

'He did. Uncle Redmund—or so my parents told me—u&ed his son of

having an affair with his stepmother and driving aevay from him. Said

son had a furious row with his father, denyingdkeusation. but his father
didn't believe him.'

"Threw him out?'

'Either that or the probably guilty son fled thesnén other words, he upped
and left, never to be heard of or from again.’

'What a strange story," Lauren commented sadly.

Mark nodded. "The Press got hold of it, so patenpalent took full
advantage of the publicity and told the world of lson's many other
amorous exploits. Thus clearing himself of the |sgjgn of having falsely
accused his son of stealing his second wife's taffes; as Uncle Redmund
so dramatically put it.'

'Hence the three empty picture hooks,' Lauren seqbpl



"Yep. Did | tell you," Marie asked as they entetkd living room, 'that
tomorrow night's get-together is going to be a lohthrewell party? Reggie
and | are leaving the next morning.’

'Which means I'd be in charge from then on?'
Marie nodded, frowning. ‘Do you mind, Lauren? | mgéyou do...'

'You'd have to stay here," Lauren took her up withry smile, ‘losing your
chance of that job in Reggie's firm and crying yleeart out while he gets on
with his life across the Channelthout you!'

'l was going to say I'd have to find someone etsdivie here,” Marie
responded pleadingly, but with the light of hopehier eyes. 'Although
there's nobody around | could possibly trust likeust you.'

Lauren smiled. 'Flattery will get you everywherén, Marie—' she hugged
her friend '—you know I'll do it, don't you?'

At which, Marie laughed, gave her friend a hugdturn, then dashed off to
call the caterers.

Glancing through the living room window, Laurentféhe pull of the
gardens, and, pushing open the glass-paned dbersyak a deep breath of
country air and went to explore.

There were paved paths winding round, bordered dxs kplanted with
sweet-smelling flowers and varied shrubs. In thetreeof the main lawn
stood a cedar tree, its branches wide-spreadingyihg shadows over the
stone-walled residence.

In various places throughout the extensive gardease were terracotta
heads poised on short columns. Lauren ran her ¢xagrdhem, appreciating
the skill of the artist. Studying them more closalye began to wonder who
the people were that they represented.



Her artist's eye picked up details that were comrnwrihem all—the
delicacy of the features, the strong nose, thelijagy-the well-shaped lips.
In all of them, however, the eyes were blank,rigllher nothing.

Back inside, Lauren paused in the doorway to Wiadiarea, admiring the
view once more. The sun had moved round and tineefig colours glowed
just as brilliantly but from a different angle.

The great cedar tree placed centrally in the laoma fiung its huge shadow
right across her body. She had the strangest &eelirbeing both pushed
away by its far-reaching branches and yet drawrasnif they were great
arms pulling her towards them.

Although there was no hint of a breeze in the siil] a shiver coursed
through her.

Late on the day before, after explaining the wheoes of the various keys
to the property, and all the other details a haier needed to know, Marie
had shown Lauren to the guest room.

It was a low-ceilinged, chintz-curtained hideawayith dark wooden
furniture and a worn carpet half hidden by rugs.

And now, minutes before joining the party, Laur&ndged her reflection in
the long mirror as she combed her deep brown deaping it to curl each
side of her oval-shaped face. A curiously exciped;party mood enveloped
her, even though her only friend amongst the pasdygy would be
Marie—plus, of course, Reggie, Marie's fiance. Slaeed a light layer of
lipstick on her full lips, but her eyes, grey anmshsome, she did not touch.

They're so dreamy,’ Mitch had told her after a fates. "A guy could lose
himself in those eyes of yours. Pluslhey make awaogder just where he
stands with you.'

"Stand" is the right word,' Lauren had smilinggtarted.



'Is that a challenge?' Mitch had asked, and hadel¢ved her when she
had nodded.

He had grown angry and told her that if she dighher barriers down soon
he'dmakeher... At which she had told him coolly that rap&s a criminal
offence and that as she wasn't victim materiabisth&t want to date him any
more. At that point he had stormed from her digs sime had never heard
from him again.

What can | do, she asked her reflection now, toe dgiose eyes a
down-to-earth look? Making a few faces at hers#lg laughed and gave up
trying. Fixing a choker of hand-turned polished wen beads to follow the
neckline of her black and white striped cotton tgpe smoothed the
well-fitting fabric into the waistband of her blagklvet trousers, then ran
the comb once more through her long hair.

That morning Reggie, Marie's fiance, had called_furen, and helped load
her belongings into the hired van.

'My promotion's going to put some extra cash infol@ank account,' he had
confided as he drove. 'Which means a better canwhake up my job.
Better everything, in fact.' His head had turnedai@s Lauren, then quickly
back again. 'l can't say how pleased | am, Lauhext,you've agreed to take
over from Marie. —' He had laughed, a little enrhased. 'lt would have
broken my heart to leave her behind.'

Lauren sighed inwardly. Lucky them, she thoughthéwe fallen equally
hard for each other, to be so sure of each otlozes

Leaning out of the window, Lauren watched Mariecmehing her guests,
who were now arriving in droves.

Descending the stairs a little later, she noted karie and Reggie were
busy mingling. Marie turned and saw her friend.€lFeee,’ she mouthed, 'to
wander and inspect again.'



The increasing volume of sound faded as Lauren ktake at her word. At
the end of her journey of discovery Lauren camétoconclusion that it
would be a delightful place to live. But alone? Sfssn't so sure.

‘This place just goes on and on,' she commentedrieMs she inspected the
buffet-type meal which the caterers had set outhm farmhouse-style
kitchen.

'Once it was three separate cottages,' Marie exgdai'Through the years
they've been joined together, and Old Cedar Grantie result.’

Lauren frowned. 'l don't know how I'll feel, Mariejing here alone.’

'‘But, Lauren,' Marie responded, 'l've been on mg owthis place for nearly
two months now. That is—' she coloured just aelitt-when Reggie hasn't
been with me.'

‘There you are, then," Lauren took her up. "Youewémalone, were you?'

'So get yourself a boyfriend,” Reggie joined in thscussion from the
kitchen door, 'and invite him to stay here too.'

'She ditched Mitch," Marie pointed out, at whichyttall laughed.

By now the volume of sound had risen considerahith the arrival of the
friends with the hi-fi equipment.

It was a good thing, Lauren thought a few hoursr|ater ears tiring of the
music, her muscles weary from the dancing, thaid&auncle's house stood
surrounded by its own grounds, well away from ggghbours. Otherwise,
she reflected, complaints would have arrived bydibeen via the telephone,
and maybe even in the form of remonstrating poleemmn the doorstep.

The living room windows had been flung wide, theoidoto the garden
likewise. The long, undrawn brown velvet curtainioived in the breeze,
while the spotlights on the patio illuminated thersunding shrubbery.



Want to share?' A young man who had introduced dlinas Casey Talbert
offered his overflowing plate to Lauren.

She shook her head and wondered how soon she slquidgpstairs to her
room. She wondered also how she could put a distaetween herself and
this persistent guest called Casey. For most oéteming he had followed
her about.

The music had grown louder, the beat more insist€asey, seemingly
unable to resist its call, put aside his plate pmited Lauren into the midst
of the twisting, whirling crowd.

She looked around for Marie, hoping to be ableraak free of Casey and
explain to her that she was tired and was goirigeth but there was no sign
of her. Nor could she see Reggie anywhere.

'If you're looking for our host and hostess," Caskguted over the din,
inventing his own arms-and-legs mode of dancingaWw them get into
Reggie's car.’

'‘Gone for more supplies, probably,' a girl besiohe hazarded.

The telephone shrilled demandingly over the musdtthe laughter.

'Hi. Lauren.' Marie's voice came brightly througle receiver. 'Find a chair.
This might come as a shock. We're on our way tactaest.’

'Wh-why?' Lauren stuttered. 'l mean.. .supplies—+ were going to get
more s-supplies, or so | heard.’

‘Just a red herring, Lauren." Marie sounded aptiog®w. 'We thought
we'd make our getaway while the party was in fuling, without waiting
for the morning. Say goodbye to everyone, will y&urid barrowloads of
thanks for their prezzies.'

'‘But all your things—' was all Lauren could get.out



'Packed them secretly this afternoon in the hiead after Reggie unloaded
yours. Sorry it was so sudden. Lauren, but, asl| 8 thought we'd make a
dash before—'

Before | changed my mind?' Lauren retorted, bulh\&ismile in her voice.

'We—ell, maybe. We're crossing in the morning tadehunt. Giving
ourselves a day or two free before Reggie's jatbssta

"So thisisit," Lauren said. 'From now on | taksponsibility for your Uncle
Redmund's house?"

'Until we get back, yep," Marie replied brightly.
Which is—?'
"Can't really say—' Marie began, then Reggie toadro

'Sorry, Lauren, to drop you in it like this, but l'we—were desperate. If
you'd decided in the end to say no—'

Lauren sighed loudly. 'OK, so | was set up. Buit ass by my best friend,
and my best friend's fiance, | guess I'll havedort my blessings. I've got a
job. I've got a roof—and what a roofl—over my helachn't really grumble,
can |?'

She smiled at the prolonged sigh of relief from dkiger end.

By the way, before | go,’ Marie added, 'a word @frming about Casey
Talbert. He might have been playing the complat ttiis evening, but he's
no fool. He can't be, otherwise he couldn't holdidis job as a reporter on
the local paper. He graduated from his journalesiatrse a few months ago,
and as you can probably imagine he's panting toenhé&k mark as an ace
reporter. His nose is very firmly to the grounduten, whether it's clean
down there, or not—if you get my meaning?'

'l get it.' Lauren answered.



'‘Good. Thought I'd better warn you. Cheers. Wedlib touch.' Marie
declared, just before the phone went dead.

A high-pitched scream came from the direction & ofithe windows. Hand
shaking a little, Lauren went to pick up the phagain, then realised she
had no number on which to call Marie back.

"There's a man in the garden,’ a young woman staiekio, he's not one of
us,' she shouted, contradicting someone's suggedtle's acting strange.
Oh, no, he's coming this way.' She screamed agg@mmight have a gun!'

'She's been watching too many films," Casey sha&h joined the general
lurch towards the patio doors, pulling Lauren witm. ‘Can't miss this.’

They were pushed by the crush through the doorgewjarden table and
chairs being overturned on the way, and Lauren gededishevelled and
breathless to see the dark shape of a man staindinds on hips, at the edge
of the paving stones.

'Everyone take cover!" someone shouted, screarasviof his command.
'For Pete's sake, where's Marie? Where's Reggia®? t@ay get rid of the

guy?’

‘They've gone!" Lauren cried. 'To France.'

"You must be joking," was the strangled answer filmerdepths of the crowd.
Lauren had been pulled into a crouching positisgideeCasey, who in turn
was crouching behind the toppled table, but, lilseldier in a war zone, he
kept his eager eyes just above the parapet.

It came to her with some force that as she had begome the official

house-sitter it was for her to take the lead andorestrate with the

interloper, persuade him to go on his way.

She tugged her hand from Casey's.

'Where are you going?' he croaked.



‘To get rid of the gatecrasher." She stood up acick@ her way through
cowering bodies. A gasp went up at her audacityfd@hardy bravery.

'He might have a gun!" Casey repeated the warhangng plainly cast aside
his mockery of the girl who had first uttered it.

'So what?' Lauren threw over her shoulder, sounf@dingiore confident than
she really felt. Because of the darkness no onlelsme how her hands were
shaking. Nor could they hear her racing heartbeaisknow how dry her
mouth had become.

The others made a gangway, gazing up at her witmatlom mixed with
fear for her safety. She needed to walk some dista#to her inflamed
imagination it seemed a safari trek—to confrontittierloper.

He stood beneath the tree—that tree which the déyré had stretched out
its arms towards her. She knew now that it hadoeen repelling her, but
drawing her nearer and nearer. And nearer stithéodarkly threatening
figure of the stranger who lurked in its shadowlse she was in front of
him, wishing she could stop her heartbeats fronkislgeher whole being.

He was so tall she had to tilt her head to seascfabe, but his features were
in shadow, the lights from the house only illumingthis body from the
chest down.

His arms were folded, his shoulder supported bytrinek of the tree. His
long legs were crossed indolently at the anklesaamelavy backpack, which
had plainly just been shrugged off, was lying besian.

Lauren's eyes dropped involuntarily to his hipskiag at his pockets.

'l have no gun.’

So he'd heard the warning shouts. His statementba tonelessly and
Lauren found herself believing him. although whye slid not know.



His hands came out and her heart nearly jumpedhatothroat. 'l have
these.' The words came softly from the semi-dakn&ut | use them to
caress a woman, not to harm her.'

'Will you please go?' Her voice sounded hoarsesaeatlasped her hands in
front of her to hide their trembling. 'This is aiyate party on private

property.'

Eyes staring, she watched as his hand went agaipdcket, but she relaxed
as he drew out a handkerchief. Her gaze followegdth to his forehead
from which, to her puzzlement and surprise, he sekim mop perspiration.

The night-time air was cool, so his action couldeguonly mean that he,

too, was afraidOf her?

As he replaced the handkerchief his hand seemstake, yet to Lauren,
staring at him in the semi- darkness, his wholeemmur seemed to be one
of self-assurance verging on arrogance.

There was a long silence while he sized her upngakh her striped,
close-fitting top, the velvet trousers over herpimess, up and up, to take
in her face, her hair, her lips. Cheeks burning, almost felt his piercing
regard.

She wished she could see him, read his expregsigge his character by
the look in his eyes, but the shadows still swadildim from his shoulders
upwards.

'l belong...

It was almost as though he couldn't finish the eser#. His tone had
changed. The words had come in a hoarse whisper.

There was a shuffling sound from behind her, ardmbndered whether the
others were moving nearer to protect her or witivirg into the interior.
Music from the living room told her that the guds#sl decided the stranger
was either an acquaintance or harmless. She hé&duhaéd to see how
many were left outside when another sound haduneing back.



The stranger was bending with obvious difficultyrédrieve his backpack,
swinging it into position. The effort must have tdsm dear, since he
dropped it, following it down and crumpling to tigeound. As he fell his
head thumped against the tree trunk, and he layoniess, scarcely
breathing, at Lauren's feet.



CHAPTER TWO

'‘No! LAUREN heard her own voice cry out. She dropped to ke and felt
the dampness of his forehead beneath her tremdiimg.

So it had been illness, not fear which had madedaimat his brow. With
features such as his, how could she have thoughitan lacked courage?
But then, in the darkness she had not seen thegdirees in his face, hinting
at an inbuilt resolve; the full, sensual mouth tisafggested powerful
feelings; the jaw telling of an ability to curb gefeelings, keep them under
control.

A lock of damp hair hung over his forehead and kauwatched her
quivering fingers push it aside. I've seen this toafore.., The words hit her
like a lightning-strike, flashing in then out of rhmind. It was a stupid
thought. She had never seen him in her life before.

Hand to his cheek, she realised how shallow hiatbieg had become,
which meant that positive action had become imperatHe needed

medical attention. But most of all—and never mihdtthe was a complete
stranger and had been concealing himself in théasts—at that moment
he needed a bed.

‘Johnny, Marty..." She dredged up the names of swittee guests, but the
music drowned her words. 'Help me—I need help...'

Desperately she turned her head, seeing one flougering outside. She
might as well, she thought, make use of the dog/digvotion the young man
had been displaying towards her all evening.

'‘Casey!" she yelledCasey!'Help me.' To her relief he moved towards her.
'Help me lift this man—get him inside.’

Casey, nearer now, took one look then dashed Bhokiting, 'Johnny!" and
gesturing wildly. Johnny came, following Casey asrthe patio, thudding
over the lawn and pulling up smartly at the sighthe recumbent figure.

"What's wrong with him?' Johnny panted, hands ps.His he dead?’



He fainted—can't you see?' Casey rebuked him|igistly cloying manner
vanished. 'Now, how can we do this?'

Casey Talbert sober, Lauren decided, was a grgabirement on Casey
Talbert intoxicated.

You take his feet, Johnny,' Casey directed, 'whdarry him like this.' He
fitted his hands beneath the stranger's armpitgaghred to lift him, but
found himself holding a twisting torso.

'For God's sake—' the words came hoarsely fronmidue '—I can walk.'

Shaking his head, as if to get his brain workingiagand with a massive
effort, the stranger got himself to his feet, swgyas he struggled to stay
upright. Impulsively Lauren flung her arms around taist, taking his
weight with her own body. She staggered back, atichim try to help her
by easing himself away, but she managed to holdnhare firmly.

'‘Come on. Lauren,’ Casey urged. 'Let me walk hito ihe house. If
that's—?'

Lauren nodded vigorously. 'Where else? In thisestatll not make it to his
car. If he's got a car.' All the same, her arnmibdting, seemingly strangely
reluctant to let him go.

'OK, Lauren,' said Johnny, 'let us take over.'

Slowly Lauren detached herself from the strangeeliig a curious
emptiness inside her as her body lost contact wghShe tried lifting his
backpack, but found it so heavy she had to draget the lawn.

The man did his best to co-operate as they walthed his legs lifting
heavily with each step, but his head stayed detexdhy upright, although
Lauren guessed its natural inclination must beatogh



Through the kitchen,' Lauren directed, but the taen were making for the
easiest way in, which was through the open dooinaythe living room.

Someone turned down the music, and guests pulidd tismake a passage
through. Eyes stared, hands holding glasses stitetheir way to open
mouths.

Casey and Johnny made for the stairs, Casey caNieghis shoulder, 'OK,
folks. Party's over. No one to see off. Marie amdjgle have gone. Thanks
on their behalf for coming.’

As the three men slowly mounted the stairs, thenger's feet dragging just
a little, the music was switched off, shouts oéfaell rang out and car doors
slammed.

‘Thanks, Lauren.' A girl reached Lauren's sidenenwide stairs, helping her
bump the backpack upwards. 'You did a great starjdb on our absent
hostess's behalf.' She added after a pause, "Ymiirg a fine Samaritan act
too—more than I'd do for a total stranger skulkinghe shadows. Good
luck. I've a feeling you'll need it. We're all ggihome.'

She ran downstairs and the door slammed behind her.

Lauren was thankful that the house possessed sy beltooms—two or
three of which, she had noticed during her inspectf the place, were
already made up for possible guests. Friends, nbtdof Marie's.

At Lauren's request Casey and Johnny had takendheo the room next to
hers. They'd removed his outer clothing, leavirgyjéans in place, his shirt
unbuttoned.

Lauren lifted the cover over him, noticing that teong, lean body
appeared to be deeply tanned.



'He couldn't have got that toasted from the sumhisa country," Johnny
commented quietly. 'Must have been in the tropmssome while, I'd
guess.'

'So what brought him here?' Casey said, voice ldaming instinct?’

'Homing?'Lauren exclaimed. 'He doesn't live here. No cotioeavith the
place—otherwise Marie would have told me." Then sfreembered the
man's muttered half-sentence—'l belong...'

He must have meant this country, she decided,lmegdhat the few words
he had spoken had told her that his accent seewrtael British in origin. If
he had indeed been roaming the world for a whigewould refer to his
connection with his native country as 'belongiongttwouldn't he?

Johnny! yelled a girl's voice from below. '‘Comel anive us home like you
promised.'

Complying with the good-humoured command, Johnnysed at the door.
'He's a good-looking guy, Lauren. Don't you goirfiglifor him." Lifting his
hand in acknowledgement of Lauren's thanks, he omihis way.

'He won't be here that long,' Lauren declared.

Anyway, he's probably married with half a dozerskidommented Casey.
'With looks like that some female must have snagpedup years ago.'

'How old do you think he is?' whispered Lauren.sag—thirty-five?'

'‘Could be,"” said Casey uninterestedly. He gestured outside to the
corridor.

Look, Lauren, | know we only met this evening, bnave to say sorry about
my infantile behaviour at the party. I'd had mareltink than I'm used to. |
do like you, honest.' His smile, head on one sitgted away her irritation
with him, then his face straightened. 'And it wesrime, you being alone
with this guy from nowhere. | could stay a few hguf you like, until he's

come round and been able to establish his idehtity?



Lauren hesitated. The thought had been worryingdwerShe'd told Marie
that she might not enjoy being alone in the hobhséshe hadn't bargained
for such a mysterious companion.

Wouldn't 'intruder’ be a better word? her subcansciprompted. Had the
dramatic collapse under the tree been one bigaaeay of getting a bed for
the night? After all, his surface appearance seedigtevelled, and his
backpack showed distinct signs of wear.

Lauren lifted her shoulders, returning to gaze dawrhe stranger. The
half-light iluminated the planes and angles offaise, the lines from nose to
mouth, the frown marks between his eyes. The jaayral which was a

considerable growth of stubble, was resolute. trehfead wide, only the
hair still damp from perspiration, resisting thewshovard droop of his

demeanour and curling into itself.

There was something in those features that waseladamiliar, although

for the life of her Lauren couldn't recall ever mgymet him, or even having
seen his photograph anywhere. She didn't know Wwhityjnstinctively she

felt it was a face she could trust.

'Tll be OK," she said softly to Casey. 'It'll oniye for one night, after all.
Tomorrow he'll probably go on his way. Wherevet tingght be.'

'We—ell..'"Casey was only partly reassured. 'Coddhé's suffering from a
mega-sized hangover.'

Lauren half agreed, although there had been nahaitohol on his breath.
In the dim light she gazed at the stranger. He aggeto be asleep. As she
stared there arose inside her not even a tra@aobf him. If there had been
any reason to be afraid of this man, surely hedimaoswould have told her,
not letting her rest until at the very least shugltled the police?

'I'll be OK." she assured Casey again. 'But thanlks for your offer."



I'll write down my phone number.' He scribbed guiece of paper from his
pocket. 'If you have any doubts about him at alj gan reach me here, at
my digs. Only twenty minutes' drive. Any time, remiger, Lauren.'

On impulse, she did something that half an hourskgowould never have
dreamt of doing where Casey was concerned. Shkeedamp and kissed his
cheek.

‘Thanks a lot," she said, and watched him coloth pleasure.

He wasn't slow. He put his arms around her andeplachard kiss against
her lips, then lifted his hand as he left, whigjlas he pounded down the
stairs.

In the bedroom. Lauren wiped her mouth with thekbaicher hand and
stared down at the backpack. If she looked insideould be a way,
wouldn't it, of discoveringomethingabout the man?

There was no discernible movement from him, sofsbhed her flashlight
and crouched down, unfastening straps, opening o peering into the
interior. There was a pocket tape-recorder, noteboand pencils,
lightweight clothes, plastic containers which edtl envelopes containing
letters. Eagerly she turned the beam of light diméoname of the addressee.

'Brett Carmichael’, it read, 'c/o PO Box No...'

The destination appeared to be somewhere in Afidaleast she had
discovered his name, if not his mission.

It seemed that Johnny had been right in his guedsd acquire such a tan
the man must have been in the tropics. So what Wereevents that had
caused him to show up out of the blue—or, moreembly, she thought, out
of the darkness—on the doorstep of Old Cedar Gfange

The bedclothes rustled and Lauren hurried to thenger's side. His eyes
fluttered open, moving around as if he was trymgvork out where he was.
What was he thinking? Lauren wondered. Which roomlan— which

dwelling—which country? Or even, for a man asgamuking as he was,



Whose bedroom this time? Theft she reproached lh@serejudging him.
His morals might be beyond suspicion. Perhaps sewvemdering where his
wife was, his family?

Lauren's heart did the strangest dive at the thiptiggn surfaced with speed
at her silent reprimand. He meant nothing to lines,rhan from the shadows.
How could he, when she knew nothing about him, wie2d only come into
her life about thirty minutes ago?

She leaned over him and he stared up at her, fhigm@prown eyes on hers,
holding them as if he was truly disorientated, ahdging to their reality
like a drowning person to a rock.

Summoning a smile, she smoothed back his haeltidamp, and there were
beads of perspiration on his forehead.

What's wrong with you?' she whispered. 'Where hatecome from and
why are you here?'

He did not answer, but lifted his head, and thermplowerful shoulders from
the bed. Was he trying to get up?

'‘No, no," Lauren urged, pushing him back. 'Yodlraren't you? You've got
a fever...'

A fever? At least she could sponge him, couldrét’sh
'Stay there,' she ordered, hoping he was recehangl won't be a moment.’

Her words must have registered as he sank backlyydak eyes closing
again. When she returned with a bowl of tepid wdtaecloth and towel,
his eyes were still closed. He opened them agashasvrung the cloth and
mopped his brow. He appeared to be watching heyeaeation, as if trying

to comprehend the reason for her ministrations.

She pulled back the bedcover, exposing his chessaeing the dampness
there. Without hesitation she sponged the whorlshaif, a curious



excitement coursing through her as she felt thectauand the latent
strength of him hard beneath her touch.

Easing back his shirt and wiping his shoulders, wayward fingers
trembled to stroke his skin, and she had to relblkie impudence fiercely
before they condescended to return to their cariode. She used the towel
to dry him.

'‘Name of Florence?' came the hoarse question thriaiigtly curving lips.

'No, its L—' Then she laughed. 'No, and my surnamet Nightingale. I'm
Lauren—Lauren Halstead."

An eyebrow lifted. 'Folk in the village told me algalled Marie lived here.
Looking after the place for the absent owner."

‘That was correct until approximately an hour &gow I'm in charge.’
He seemed to need time to assimilate the informatio

'‘Owner’s living abroad, they said?"

'Right.'

The towel went on rubbing, moving still lower to ghu against his
waistband. His arm swung down from his head, hisdhelamping over
hers. 'Oh, no, lady.’

Warmth swamped her cheeks—embarrassment mixedcamgér. 'What do
you take me for, Mr Carmichael?" The words burstfrher as she tried to
free her hand.

Beneath it, the hardness of his stomach musclessighe backs of her
fingers was arousing all kinds of feelings whicle dtad no intention of
allowing to surface. They were letting her dowre fietted, fighting against
her efforts to convey to him, stranger and unkngwantity that he was, that
she was merely acting as an impersonal nurse aodl §amaritan.



'OK. I'm sorry." More alert now, he searched heefaHow the hell do you
know my name?"

Lauren hesitated, annoyed with herself for her ajivaey slip.

'OK. Stupid me. You've searched my backpack." hiosikler lifted. 'Natural
enough, in all the circumstances, for you to warkrtow my identity.’

Not that she did know it, she reflected. A mere edold her nothing. He
released her hand and she threw the towel asidengto the foot of the
bed and looking down at him. His head sank back tme pillows and his
eyes closed.

'‘Are you in pain?' she asked sympathetically.

'Yes and no. What happened to the rabble?’

‘The party guests? They've gone.'

‘That guy you kissed. Is he still here?'

'l was only thanking him for his help with you. Ahtdave every right to kiss
who | like." Why was she suddenly so much on tHerdave? This man, this
passing stranger, merited no explanation from Rdr.the same, his
comment implied that at the time he hadn't beealljounaware of the

events going on around him.

'What kind of bug have you got?' Lauren asked. 'Yalapsed outside. Did
you know?'

'l knew," he answered, so tiredly, so softly the bad to listen hard. 'It's a
fever—name unpronounceable. Picked it up in my wands.'

She still did not know where he had ‘wandered’ fronwhy he had chosen
to 'wander' to Old Cedar Grange. But such questisims felt, could wait
until a more appropriate time. 'Should | send fdoator?’



'‘No need.' He gestured towards his bag. 'l cord@tmedic—of sorts. He
gave me a potion. In my bag there are some tatdedeal with it. White
ones. If you'd be so kind..." His voice tailed off.

Lauren rummaged and found them, using the flashighread the label.
‘Take two with liquid, as required”, the instructsodictated.

'I'll get some water," she told him, and was saaekiwith a glass. She put it
down and shook two tablets onto her palm, then v¥eetite bedside and held
them out with the water. He managed to support élinm an elbow and
dispatched the medication, swallowing and sinkingckb muttering,
‘Thanks.'

He seemed cooler now, but plainly the fever stifjéred, apparent in the
flush of his cheeks, the faint layer of perspimatan his dark-shaded upper
lip. His head fell to one side on the pillow, releg the dark shadow all
around his jaw. She wondered how long it was siechad shaved.

As she stared, wondering what next, he looked laafyain. 'Please forgive
my lack of manners. Put it down to how | feel. Mawe | thanked you for
taking me in and helping to make me comfortablee’ [fted his arm,
frowning at his watch. 'It's hellish late. You mbsttired.’

She smiled. 'l am. but—well, that's OK."

He nodded, lowering his lids again. For a while stoed there, studying his
features anew—the wide mouth, the cleft chin, theeping strength of his
jaw. His forehead was lined—a frown, even in sleggasing the skin
between his eyes. There was character there, sotutien, and defiance,
and surely a deep integrity?

Tiptoeing to the door, she glanced back. He hadstioed. Remembering
Casey's anxiety about her being alone and defesgeléth a stranger
present, she withdrew the key from the inside efdbor and inserted it in
the lock outside, turning it and pocketing it.



She could not deny that she was just a little coremkabout her situation,
however much her intuition might be telling her simuld be safe with this
man.

A small, relieved sigh escaped her as she madeeioown room, settling
down at last into a deep sleep.

* % %

She was wakened by the ringing of the telephodesamung from the bed.
The morning sun was lighting the room. Was it Casewcerned for her?

Quickly cutting off the shrill ring before it wokiae stranger, she answered,
‘Yes?'

'May | ask who that is?' a man's voice said. 'Ivkiitts not Marie.'

'‘No, I'm not Marie. And you are—?"

'My name is Redmund Gard. You are.. .Lauren— Latitalstead?’

'Oh, Mr Gard! Yes, I'm Lauren.' She frowned. 'Hae you know?'

'‘Ah, now. Marie, the young minx, contacted me hemy villa in the South
of France. She and her fiance had just upped dndtlseemed, leaving a
young lady bearing your name in charge of my prigp@rer there. Hoped |
didn't mind, she said. To which I replied it wase twad if | did, wasn't it?'
'Oh, dear. Mr Gard. | honestly thought she'd cdesulyou about her
intentions—although | must admit that she didn'ntien that she had. If

you'd rather there was someone else here insteaé,dfll advertise and—'

'No, no, my dear. She gave me a sob story of havwauld soon have been
made homeless."

‘That's true, but—'



'She also gave you a glowing reference—but themsiugd, wouldn't she?'
He laughed and Lauren joined in. 'However, if yoa as pleasant and
intelligent as you sound, stay by all means and tate of my house. You
will take over the salary I've been paying heropé she told you that.’

'She did. but—'

'l expect she has told you everything you needtwmk—about the security |
had installed, the locks and bolts, not to menti@alarms?’

'Yes, she did, Mr Gard."

'You're aware that I'm not Marie's true uncle, thait is how she addresses
me? | would like to ask you to call me Uncle Redohdtoo. Would you
mind?'

Lauren smiled. 'Not at all—Uncle Redmund.'

Good. By the way. today | leave on my travels aganever stay long in one
place. | suppose you could say I'm a born wand&hex older | get, the more
| want to see of this wonderful world we live inn@Gand in an emergency—a
real emergency only—you can contact this number.' Is walLondon
telephone number. 'Well, goodbye for now, LaurendAake care—of
yourself, as well as my house.'

'Mr—Uncle Redmund,’ she began, 'there's a man—Hddegone.

No sooner had she replaced the receiver than thene a great hammering,
followed by a series of shouts.

The stranger! Oh, heavens, she had locked himdmarhad just discovered
it. She raced along to his room, then rememberedat put the key in her
trouser pocket.

'I'm on my way,' she yelled, and skidded back torbem, quickly returning
to free him.



'For God's sake. Miss Halstead,' came a franticeyéa man's gotta do what
a man's gotta do."'

She burst in, quite forgetful of the fact that $faein't had time to pull on a
dressing gown and that her night attire was skitopsay the least.

He confronted her, anger in every muscle-tough Ifife him, his
short-sleeved shirt hanging loosely, his jeansaegal by briefs. He was pale
and heavy-eyed, but it was the latent strengthisnpowerful maleness
which triggered Lauren's femininity into respondibgth agitatedly and
excitedly.

She had to tear her eyes away. 'I—I'm sorry. Idbtg tell you there's agn
suite—'

'It's locked, lady. It's bloodpcked.'

It can't be. It—' As in the rest of the house, thmthroom lock was
old-fashioned and needed a key. She tried it. Henght.

You're not telling me you don't know where the k&3

‘Just a minute." She dived back into her room, dvétv the key from her
own bathroom lock and hopefully tried it in hisfitted.

Thank God for that." He made his somewhat swayiag trough the
doorway.

'I'm sorry—I really didn't know."'

There was a heavy sigh, then, 'That's OK. But, Miaistead...' He eyed her
minutely, assessingly, from the top of her heddetothighs, then down over
her shapeliness, outlined plainly beneath thedtretbric of her nightdress,
to her tightly curling toes. 'Never- never do ttmatme again...’

Lauren fled.



Lauren stared through the kitchen window, listertimthe kettle coming to
the boil. The flowers glowed, the lawn radiatedhtigin the brilliant
morning sun the cedar tree looked less intimidatthgpwing its shadow
away from the house.

The kitchen, as Marie had declared, possessedakedtninod cons' a girl could
want, but their modernity was in stark contraghwroughly plastered stone
walls, the oak dresser displaying blue and whiteckery and the
old-fashioned iron stove which had been left ircpla

Should she, or shouldn't she, Lauren wondered,uttoher guest about
breakfast? Guest? she asked herself. Well, shd tawtlly think of him as
"the stranger’, could she, now that she knew himenanot to mention
other—well,thingsabout him? The colour in her cheeks came and atent
the thought.

She climbed the stairs again, but outside his rgbm hesitated, then her
knuckles knocked tentatively on the solid wood ddghe opened it on
hearing a weary, 'Please enter.’

He lay back in a low chair, dressed, she notecetadlief, in jeans and an
open-necked shirt. He looked washed out.

'How are you feeling now, Mr Carmichael?'

Broad shoulders lifted and fell. 'l think the fe'ggpassed, but | feel lousy.'
'Would you—would you like some breakfast?'

Thanks, no." Then his head lifted and his gazesskaith male appreciation
over her casual clothes—well- washed jeans andtarctop which, to her
annoyance, no matter how baggy it became with weand not hide her

shapeliness.

So he was OK in that specific area of his life, sheught with some
amusement.

‘Tea—cup of? Any chance?' he asked, letting hidl lfedhback again.



Of course.' She swung to the door. 'I'll go and enak
'Call and I'll come.

The faintly mocking note made her turn. Fever orfexer, there was no
mistaking the glint in his eyes, and her inner salfitioned, Oh, no, you
don't, Mr Carmichael. Then, more insistently, Ob, you don't, Lauren
Halstead.



CHAPTER THREE

HE DID come at her call, one slow step after the otherdrbpped into an
upright chair at the scrupulously scrubbed woodéitetthen looked around
in a lacklustre way, wrapping his hands arounchig of tea which Lauren
had put in front of him.

How long, she wondered, did he intend to stay?al @ question she could
not yet ask of this man who, even now, was far froefl.

Catching the browned bread as it jumped from thstty, she spread it with
butter and sat on the other wooden chair.

'How was it," she asked, as much out of curiosstyoefill the taut silence,
“"that you turned up in the garden of Old Cedar Ge2h

Carefully, precisely, he lowered the mug to thdeahs if the movement
gave him time to process his thoughts.

At last he said, 'l knocked at the front door- haaned would be a better
description—but over the racket no one heard, dwl Ithe only sensible
thing and found my way to the rear.’

She nodded, chewing thoughtfully. '‘But why?' She tweask. Why here?’

There was another long pause. Had the fever, simeleved, slowed his
mental processes? But there was no lack of brightme his eyes, no
absence of spontaneity in his reactions.

'l had a drink at the local pub,' he answeredsdt land asked if they had any
accommodation available. No room at the inn—buteheas a house on the
edge of the village, they told me, with plenty afy rooms. A girl by the
name of Marie Brownley lived there with her fian&&e was looking after it
in the owner's absence. They said she might putprie

He took a frowning mouthful of tea. He was choosimg words again.
Lauren sensed it. 'Hence my appearance unannoimtesrear grounds of



the property.' His mouth curved in his first redlile, and Lauren's heart
lurched drunkenly at the transformation of his fiees.

‘Totally unarmed," he added. 'As you've no doubtaliered after going
through my belongings.'

Lauren smiled too. 'Sorry about the invasion inbairybackpack privacy.
And the "might have a gun" nonsense.'

His shoulders lifted. 'My apologies, too, for cpkéng in the garden. | only
flew in from South America yesterday morning. Thdr, plus jet lag,
caught up with me.' He straightened in the chairadl plainly been an effort
for him even to do that. 'l should leave here.gtced at her. 'Any chance
of public transport?'

'In which direction?'
His shoulders lifted heavily. 'Any which way.’

Lauren was swept by a curious disappointment. 8h&tdvant the man to
leave, which worried her, but. then she rationdliser feelings. He was
company; his presence was stopping her from fedbngly in this big
house, that was all.

She was puzzled, too, by his apparent inability&ke up his mind as to his
eventual destination. 'l could take you to the esaiown. Where would you
want to go?'

His answer was a shake of the head, a lift of tleeislers—all with his eyes
closed.

Mr Carmichael..." She had intended to sound firmgrder to penetrate the
mists which appeared to be clouding his mind, leutioice held a strange
tremor. "You're not in a fit state to go anywhere."

His glance at her was direct, almost speculative nist have heard that
vocal tremor and be trying to analyse its causé& ble clever if he found it,
she thought ruefully, because she didn't knowlteeaself.



"You'd allow me to stay another night?'
'However long it takes for you to get well again.’

Her words surprised even herself. The statementahadst been an open
invitation to stay as long as he liked. Also, hemaeaction was puzzling
her. It had nothing to do with the man, she toldsék, with the charisma he
undoubtedly possessed even in an unfit state, #gnetism in his deeply
intelligent eyes, the deep-down reflex action affeeninine responses to his
masculinity every time he was near.

No! It was because she was sorry for him—plainkyught low, as he was,
by circumstances and illness. It was compassioeniva...?Wasn't it?her
brain persisted.

An eyebrow arched. 'You have it in your power tayphostess to an
uninvited guest? Moreover, to someone who, tweaty-hours ago, you
didn't know even existed?'

But she had known, hadn't she? Although how, sh&lawot explain at all.
'If you mean would the owner mind if | took you Injery much doubt it.’
'‘As a paying guest?'

Paying? The thought of payment hadn't occurredeto 'Wes,' she agreed.
'Payment to the owner, not to me. | spoke to hirfiezdhis morning and he
seemed a very nice man.'

'He did? Have you ever met him?'

'How could | have? | only took over from Marie lasght. Anyway, he's her
uncle—or quasi-uncle.’

'‘Quasi.' He rolled the word around his tongue.iké Ithat. Seemingly,
almost, but not really.'



Lauren smiled, glad that he appeared to be revigifitile. "You're talking
like a dictionary.’

His own smile was faint. 'Dictionaries and | arevaeny familiar terms.’

So what was he? A teacher needing accurate intatjores? A lawyer
requiring precise definitions? She didn't like &k,aand anyway it was no
business of hers. Even if he stayed a while, hddveave some time in the
near future. After all, he had to earn a living stwow.

Holding onto the chair, he rose carefully. "You lddoe right. Maybe I'm not
in a fit condition to go anywhere.' He had lost lin& of colour he'd seemed
to gain from drinking the hot liquid.

'Except—' she pushed away her empty mug and stmoe-to bed.'

His lips quirked. 'My hostess is ordering me tobédother circumstances
that might have been a promising start.'

She could not help smiling into the silence thas Vedt as he made his way
upstairs, at the same time shaking her head.

Now that he had gone, Lauren went up to the rooemshv regarded as her
studio and attempted to bring some order to thewarpieces of artists'
equipment that she used in her work.

Pausing for a while, she leaned on the windowsill gazed down into the
gardens, admiring the colourful scene, her eyesmegain to the terracotta
heads that were placed at random across the wréedipg grounds.

The ring of the telephone interrupted her reven she hurried downstairs
to answer it before it disturbed the sleeping gfesn

Hi.' said Casey, 'everything OK? | wanted to callier, but | was sent out
on an assignment.' He really loves that word, Laueflected with a smile.
'Has the man from nowhere been behaving himself?'



'He couldn't do otherwise,' Lauren pointed out.'sHsill weak from the
illness he's had. Anyway—'she frowned as her cense pricked her
'—last night I locked him in his room.’

There was a burst of laughter from the other éndl inarks to you, Lauren.
What happened?'

'You mean, when he discovered it?' She could richita the whole truth.
'He roared like a caged lion. Well, you know whatdan. Anyway, he's in
bed again.'

'How long's he staying?'

'I—' She hesitated, then decided to continue. Heno less told him to stay
for as long as it takes him to recover.'

"You did?' Casey seemed a little shocked. 'Howaoknow you can trust
him?'

| trust him, she thought, but did not know whyjust know | can,’ was her
deliberately evasive answer.

'Mmm, don't always trust your womanly intuition. atls his job, by the
way?'

'l haven't discovered that much about him.'

'‘We—ell, | guess he could be unemployed. What'shaime? Surely you
know that.'

'It's Brett—Brett Carmichael.'

There was a sharp intake of breath, then, 'Heg,d"unch I've heard that
name. Now..." He seemed to be finger-drumming,sisedguessed he was at
his office desk. This is going to be a tough onestFll ask around, then I'll
look through back issues of newspapers—see if lgedira lead. Got to go,
Lauren. I'll call you if | get any info on that namRight?' He disconnected
the call.



The sky was a clear blue, drawing Lauren into tlaedgn with her

sketchpad. She wandered round the flowerbeds, idgorhich blooms to

draw. A brilliantly red fuchsia caught her eye, astte squatted on her
folding stool and assembled her crayons alongdidepaad on the large
drawing board she used for support.

Some time later a dragging sound caught her attenéind she turned to
investigate. Brett was bumping a reclining gardkaircand its extension
across the lawn.

'Please carry on,' he said, unfolding it and atrapghe sprung cushions,
then attaching the footrest. 'l helped myself—iHugcated the chair '—hope
you don't mind. | didn't want to disturb you.'

'Feel free,” Lauren commented airily. 'Maybe thesfr air will help you
throw off your trouble. Better than lying in a dfufoom.’

‘That's what | figured.’

He draped his length over the chair, arms foldedlgys stretching over the

footrest. Lauren returned to her work, but the @nes of the man seemed to
have taken away her ability to concentrate. Needes, she returned to her
sketching, but, to her annoyance, the pictureeddad go wrong.

Something in her subconscious mind was troubling, laad it had
something to do with the man beside her.

‘That chair—where did you find it?'
'In the shed.’

The shed? She hadn't even noticed yet that thessa garden shed. And
surely it was locked? Marie's uncle Redmund seetadtave a fixation
about looking everything that could be opened. Whaid you find the
key?' she queried. A shoulder lifted. 'In the ki#ichtucked away between
the dresser and that ancient stove.'



‘Truly? You went searching?' She smiled, but woadef she should be
worried instead. "You must be good at trackingdhidown. Maybe you've
got a sort of magnet in your head, and the metalgee out a magnetic
field?'

He gave a brief laugh, which made Lauren surmigehé was on the way to
recovery. A small, irritating voice whispered, Ydon't want him to get
better too soon. do you? She told it to be quiet.

Maybe you're right," he answered. There was a p#use he said. 'Much of
my life is spent in getting to the core of things.'

What do you do for a living? The thought formedher mind but didn't
make it to her lips. He was plainly a "here todagt gone tomorrow' kind of
man, a wanderer. He had as good as told her statight, and as a result he
picked up things like fevers. So what he did fdivang was none of her
business, was it?

Strange, she pondered, remembering her conversaitiotuncle Redmund
that morning—he had been the second person sha'd bescribe himself
as a wanderer. But thousands of people wanderedwitrdd these
days—young women, unattached men, as this man seene.

"You make your living as an artist?' he queriedicivimg the movements of
her hand but, low down as he was, unable to seet Wiey were
reproducing.

She nodded. 'Waiting for the next commission, wiarat might come
from. Getting this job looking after Mr Gard's heugzas a great help in
plugging the hole | would have made otherwise inbragk balance.' There
was another pause, then, as her heartbeats revoserdrive, she added as
casually as she could, 'Did | give you a definitsvaer to your question
about whether you can stay here? Anyway, the arsyes.'

She glanced at him. Would he turn her down flat?

'Indefinitely?” An eyebrow lifted.



'If you like."
‘Thanks.'

It wasn't until she heard his answer, deliveredrnrequally casual tone, that
her heart returned to its normal beat. Then a sraafioyingly sane voice

asked. Have you done the right thing? How long Wwél stay? Can you

honestlytrust him? For heaven's sakéjo is he?

For a while he seemed to be sleeping. As she wdr&aten tuned in to the
sounds around her—the bird- song, a humming bemgs distant bark,
leaves moving in the breeze.

He stirred and stretched his long body, and Lasremwareness of him
immediately came to life. Why should her senseat staling at the nearness
of the man? OK, he was good-looking and clearligigh intelligence, with
a magnetism about him that any woman would finfiadikt to resist.

So what? she tried telling herself. He was justl@mohuman being, wasn't
he? No, he wasn't. She had to acknowledge thatthmer onan had ever
affected her in the way this stranger did.

She looked at him, and her pulses raced at thewksg that he had been
watching her. He switched his attention to theiraundings.

‘'The quietness," he commented, 'is so loud it almdeafens.

'Do you prefer noise and bustle?"

'It's what I've had for months—years now."

Every time he referred to his normal way of life—high just had to involve

some occupation—it made her want to say, Tell meenabout yourself.

But once again she suppressed the urge.

It wasn't that she preferred him to be mysterishs, told herself, just that

i—when—she did discover what he did for a livirtigyould—well, kind of
break the spell.



Knowing so little about him—wasn't that part of tblearm?—and liking
him as she did, she felt it in her bones thatafitg intruded it would bring
an unwelcome end to the magic of the situation.

'You—you've left that behind, Mr Carmichael?" shentured, then
reproached herself for tempting that reality sreaded into coming a little
nearer. So she added quickly, 'What are you imnediams?' That, she
scolded herself, was also the wrong thing to say.she really want him to
get up and go?

‘The name's Brett,' he put in, adding with a quickle. 'Lauren.’
She echoed that smile, nodding.

It took him a few moments to answer her questibant rolling his head
towards her and holding her gaze, he answerede8gjall | want at present
is a bit of peace. Tranquillity of the soul." Hoked away, appearing to
consider the words, as though they pleased himey#s sought hers again.
'l have this deep-down yearning for it. You knowlace | could get that?

His penetrating gaze seemed to be looking eicsoul, and she caught her
breath. Who was this stranger who had come intdifleer-disturbing her,
agitating her more than any other man had ever?one

Maybe.. .here?"

The words had slipped out, and once again she gngny with herself for
allowing them to do so.

His expression altered so subtly she thought skeirhagined it. until his
eyes, with a look that was entirely male, flickeger her. Then it was
gone.

She shivered slightly, knowing that her suspiciwat his normal masculine
reflexes had merely been overlaid by his indispmsiand not obliterated
had been correct. When he transferred his gazeetogurroundings again,
relief flooded through her.



Thanks for the offer," he responded casually, #tepped.

Was he going to turn it down? Her hand trembled pdittle as she

endeavoured unsuccessfully to continue with heticbkay. Her heart began
to sink, and angrily she told it that it was a femhave got so involved. No.
it answered back. It wasn't involvement.

only sympathy and compassion. How could it be anygtlelse?
He spoke again, startling her from her thoughts.
"You could be right, Lauren. Here I'll stay, unti¥ou agree?'

Until...? her mind echoed, and she wished he hddafbthe sentence
unfinished.

'l agree, Brett.' That small voice added mischislyguAnd you never want
him to go, do you? Never, she answered it. Nevet eNen if he turns out to
be the devil himself.

A few days later Lauren discovered Brett browsimghe library. It was a
long room—probably formed, she estimated, whenctittages had been
joined.

From ceiling to floor, its walls were lined with dks. An ancient open
fireplace, its stone hearth decorated with longsgga and artificial blooms,
filled one end of the narrow room, while a writidgsk and two upright
chairs occupied the other.

It was in front of some shelves stacked with leatheund. gold-embossed
volumes that Brett stood, a book opened betweepstiss. He held it as if it
were itself made of gold, almost as if it had s@pecial meaning for him.
But how could it? she argued. He was as new tdithise as she was, and as
unfamiljar with its contents.



She had entered quietly, and he only became aWwaes presence when she
turned to close the heavy wooden door. By the sheeturned back he had
replaced the volume and was inspecting the othavas, his hands having
found his pockets. Had he something to hide? Ttweght darted in and out
of her mind.

A frisson of fear ran through her. Winashe? He might have been around
the place for a few days now— though it seemecetdhmat it was more like
two or three weeks, so accustomed had she growis tbeing there—but
she hadn't got to know him any better in that time.

He seemed to have taken on an air of remotenes®|dihg himself apart.
Was he, perhaps, going through a time of readjustinem whatever had
plunged him into the low state in which he had pitkip that fever?

She recalled his words: 'Tranquillity of the souhave this deep-down
yearning for it." The words still moved her deepynd an overwhelming
sense of empathy, of longing to comfort him, swer her once again.

He had been friendly enough, she granted him #mat,he had praised her
cooking, joking about his own poor showing in thegpect, but there was
still this gulf between them, with not a bridgesight to cross to the other
side—to his side.

Now and then she had caught him watching her, isugxpression had been
so inscrutable she had been unable to deciphEnete had been more than
a touch of male interest in it, which had causadshkan to prickle. There had

been something else too, and it maddened her ¢haigain she was unable
to read it.

How high a star-rating would you give this librargie asked, crossing the
room. If she could join him before he moved, sheuwated, she might just
be able to pinpoint the book he had been readitiy such concentration. It
might give her a clue as to his occupation, th&nomwn side of him. "Two
stars? Three?'

It was too late. He had side-stepped some halfzardpaces before she
could reach him.



'Five—no doubt about it," he declared unequivocally

'As good as that?' She continued with her smilmerrogation. 'What would
you say was the owner's particular interest? MdGat mean.'

'History.’

Lauren was a little taken aback by his lack of ta¢igin. How do you know?'
she asked, and felt a little foolish when he gldrather, eyebrows raised.

Had the lingering doubts—doubts more than suspieithrat she still had of
him shown?

By deduction—how else?' was his faintly crushinglyethe sweep of his
arm indicating the crowded bookshelves.

She nodded, crossing to read the titles oppositeGard must have wide
interests. Plus a love of books, of course. Bbe'wondered aloud, 'if he's
the wanderer he claims to be. | don't know whed have the time to read
them."

'‘Agreed.’ The word came succinctly from behind hexuren?’

A tingling shot up and down her spine at the soahther name on his
tongue. 'Mmm?"

She turned to find him at her shoulder, and thelshmoved to sting that part
of her anatomy. It worried her, this feeling shpertenced whenever he was
near. Hadn't Johnny, Casey's friend, warned hertondtll for him? A
good-looking guy, he'd called Brett Carmichael thaht, full of fever
though the stranger had been. Johnny's warningblead so right, she
realised now. But when had heart ever listenedttdlect?

Her eyes sought his in question, and when his erstthere was a jolt inside
her that almost knocked her off balance. It wasgnisstion, mundane as it
was, that brought that balance back.

'l need some means of transport. Is there a cavrsiom in the village?'



He needed transport? He was leaving? She couleafttbhe thought. Nor
could she ask him without giving herself away.

There's the local garage. They sell secondhanaleshil have to go to the
store this morning. | could give you a lift.'

He had moved, hands thrust into the pockets ofwei$-cut white casual
trousers. His short-sleeved cotton shirt fitted Ivteb, his tanned arms
contrasting withits lemon colour. If he'd beentigiin the tropics, Lauren
reflected, he would have needed light-coloured helst for coolness,
wouldn't he?

OK, thanks.' He answered casually, almost dismebgilike a man who had
vowed never again to allow emotion to govern hauthts, his life.

He must have been badly hurt at some time, Laueeiddd. And what else
except by a woman? The idea of his ever having Iseeim love with a
woman that she'd forced him to such a painful decisent her heart into a
dive, even as she tried to break its fall by baraii soundly.

The phone rang distantly and she excused hersalfiimg out of the library
and picking up the extension in the kitchen justase it was Casey with
news.

It was Casey. 'First, how are things?' he asked.

'OK. Fine. He needs a car.'

'Who doesn't? Did you tell him about the villageagge?'

'I'm taking him there any minute. So what have gacovered?" She had
lowered her voice, hooking the door closed withfoet.

'‘Not much. Nothing, in fact. I've asked around ltteal papers, and the not
so local. One or two guys thought they'd heard rthme, but couldn't
remember in what connection."'

'He's coming, Casey. Must go. Keep trying, wonii3/o



'Will do. Keep smiling. Keep your distance—or ratheake him keep his.’

"You've got to be joking," was her laughing rej@ndWe might as well be
on opposite sides of the globe.’

'‘Good. Keep it that way. I'll be in London for aupbe of days,' he added
hurriedly, before ending the call.



CHAPTER FOUR

LAUREN drove Brett to the car showroom, then, with a walteve off
towards the village centre to visit the groceryst@lancing back through
her driving mirror, she saw him nosing round on¢hefcars as the salesman
approached.

When she was paying for the goods at the checkiogitassistant, a local
lady to whom she had introduced herself beforege@dsitow do you like
living in Mr Gard's house?'

‘Just fine, thanks.'
'We heard you had company.'

Oh, dear, village gossip, Lauren thought, collectier change and loading
the goods into her shopping bag.

'He's a paying guest,' she said, in what she hapsd prim and proper tone
as befitted a totally uninvolved landlady—which stes, wasn't she? 'He's
very quiet.' You can say that again, she thoughd is recovering very well
from an illness he had when he arrived.”

'Oh. good," the assistant returned with a smile.shspicion there of any
moral wrong-doing on anyone's part, Lauren decidédnk goodness. And
nor was there any. she thought, leaving the stodestacking the shopping
in her car.

As she drove back past the garage she looked feit, Brut there was no
sign. Her heart nearly stopped when she did see Henwas lounging,

hands in pockets, against the bus stop sign. Alassdue, she knew that,
but what was he doing going into the town?

* % %

Three hours later, a long, lowrand-newcar drew up in the drive. Mouth
open on a gasp, Lauren, from her workroom upstaiesched her paying



guest emerge from the driving seat and slam the, daming to admire his
purchase.

She was overcome by an acute fear that this wamutisede world putting its
harsh foot in the door just before bursting in testdoy the fragile
togetherness that had been forming between them.

Withdrawing from her position at the window, shéuraed to the task of
arranging her watercolours, hanging on conveniectuf@ hooks those
already framed.

As swift footsteps took the stairs she stood bduobartbeats racing,
pretending to admire her own handiwork. The dooursyvopen and Brett
stood there, a light in his eyes.

‘You've seen my new possession?’

She nodded. 'Oh, wow," she said, her voice comutdoav-key in spite of
her doing her best to sound as excited as he wagreat. But—? Oh, of
course— you've got it on hire.’

'‘Nope. It's mine. It's OK—' he smiled at her beweildent '—I didn't have to
rob a bank to buy it.'

Which surely meant that he might be a stranger confirom the cold—or
rather, the heat, judging by his tan—but he celstairasn't poverty-stricken.

He walked to the window and stared down at his taen restlessly
wandered about, studying the paintings and sketeltesh Lauren had
arranged round the room.

‘Are all these works yours?'

‘They are.’

There was silence while she held her breath focbrements. He moved
from one to the other and her heart sank. He'sggoibe kind, she thought.



Say something like 'just great' without meaninghien go back to drooling
over his new possession.

Still he said nothing, and she couldn't bear . '&now they're mediocre
and I've got no real talent,' she burst out, 'wisgtrobably why | haven't got
a job at the moment. You can stop pretending yontezested in them...'

He had turned, eyebrows arching over a strange iiighis eyes. 'You're
uttering garbage, Lauren, and you know it." Hellgioto stand in front of
her. 'Stop talking yourself down. You're good.'

Her throat went dry at the gleam in his eyes, e of his expressive
mouth.

Her heart beat like a drum. 'You.. .you're expeaxgehin these matters? You
can tell gold from dross?'

His hands lifted, cupping her cheeks. 'Oh, yessdid softly, | know pure
gold when | see it.'

His mouth lowered, touching hers. Lifting his helad Jooked into her eyes.
The drumroll in her chest was almost shaking hdrat¢ould he read in her
gaze? She didn't know, nor did she care.\&@etedthose lips on hers. She'd
wanted them there, hadn't she, ever since shstdét eyes on him?

'‘Not a no in sight,” he commented huskily. He |loeskhis hold. 'Not a
single shake of the head.' His hands imprisoneddw again, but more
tightly now, so that she couldn't have evaded thmsering lips even if she
had wanted to.

Brett took his kiss lightly, then with a pressunattbegan a meltdown of any
resistance inside her that might have managedrtaveun the face of that

purposeful mouth. Then the invasion began, firatifg open her lips, then
intruding, finding her tongue, straying to discotee hollows and caverns
within.

His arms fastened round her and she melted entirehjegs forgetting their
true function of supporting her, forcing her td hier arms and wrap them



around his neck. Oh, God, she thought, he'll thimkan easy target, willing
to let any man take me..."Brett," she managedoma econd he freed her
mouth, please.. .I'm not—'

'Oh, but you are," he breathed against her lipsu'é dynamite. Miss
Halstead. I've been wanting this since the momenia&t. And don't deny
that you've wanted it too.'

His eyes held hers and she saw the light in théranTt came to her why he
was in this mood. It was not she, Lauren Halstedw) had aroused his
passion. He was on a high, wasn't he, having a&djun expensive toy?
That gleaming new car that stood outside.

Wheels skidding on gravel brought her back to edith hands slid into his
pockets and he watched as she patted her flusteskstand attempted to
tidy her hair. He smiled, saying nothing.

A hammering at the door followed by a shout tokehthboth that Lauren had
company, also that company's identity. Brett's srfaded. Lauren's heart
sank into its rightful place. She scuttled downgtaars, calling, OK, Casey.
I'm on my way.'

Casey's eyes were alight, too, but plainly for iy ifferent reason. Still on
the doorstep, he glanced around. 'Where's the t8dge

‘Upstairs. Why?'

Looking behind him furtively, he beckoned her rotinel corner and into the
rear gardens.

"I've got news.'

"About—Brett Carmichael?' She was filled with fooeling. She wanted
him—willed him—to say no. She had the terrible iegl that the
information Casey was bursting to give her woulétshr the tenuous
relationship that had formed between herself argtranger, would draw a
cancelling line through whatever might have beartisig between them.



'‘About Brett Carmichael—who else? Know what hielis? He's— No,
wait a minute. I've got no assignments this evehihlis glance was
calculating. 'Doing anything tonight?’

'Washing my hair.'

'So what's new?' he commented disbelievingly.

A car door slammed, an engine roared and wheeatklexhon the driveway.
Brett had gone out. Well, he has every right tentde? Lauren scolded her
drooping spirits which, since his kisses, had desating on a cloud.

'Do your hair-washing tomorrow and have dinner wité tonight," Casey
pressed. 'Then I'll tell you more.’

‘That's blackmail," Lauren protested.

Casey grinned. Personally, I'd calihitemail. You get something out of it,
and so do I—your company.'

He held all the cards and Lauren knew it. If sheted to know more about
Brett Carmichael—which, against her better judgeimehe did—she'd
have to agree.

She sighed and smiled at the same time. 'What time?

'I'll call for you—say, seven?'

'Seven,' Lauren agreed, and waved him on his way.

'He's a journalist," Casey told her over their gffer'Hadn't you guessed?’

The hotel dining room was crowded, the chattehefguests causing Casey
to move nearer.

‘A journalist?'



'Dictionaries and I, he'd said, 'are on very faaniterms.' And hadn't he
appreciated the word 'quasi’, which she'd usedeszribe Marie's uncle
Redmund? Of course she should have guessed, shacked herself.

'Yep, the same line as me,' Casey was saying.bbea in London for a
couple of days, so | asked around. Struck goldutiinoone of the national
dailies—a contact | have there.’

And?'

'‘And.. .no wonder he can afford that macho meatmo$port | saw lined up
in your driveway. For some years, my contact dagdpwned his own news
agency down under, gathering and sending out nensdround the globe.’

'Which is maybe why we didn't recognise his naméidugh you thought
you'd heard of him, didn't you?'

He nodded. 'A year or so ago, apparently, he $@dcgency and went on a
world walkabout, working freelance for his old firr@asey counted on his
fingers. 'South America, the Far East, the jungfesfrica.’

'And that's how he picked up that fever?'

Casey lifted his shoulders. 'And get this—he's beeptured and held
hostage by rebels, or some such in some counwther.’

Lauren shuddered, not even daring to think aboetténrible things that
could have happened to him during his imprisonmehten she
remembered with horror how that first night she Hadked him in.
imprisonedhim in his room. No wonder he had got so mad wéh 'Never,'
he'd said, 'never do that to me again.' Now shekmiey!

'‘Over there—' Casey leaned nearer, voice lowered my editor. He's
eyeing you, Lauren. Bet he tackles me tomorrow,sasko my new
girlfriend is." Now he eyed her himself, up and dovwikes what he sees,
obviously.' Casey's grin was wide. 'l like whaeéedo0. White top. nice fit,
shows off your—' his gaze dropped a little '—er—mhaSuits your



colouring too. Sets off yoor chestnut hair—isnéttivhat they call browny-
red?’

'Stop it. will you?' Lauren urged, turning pink.

'‘Not to mention your dreamy eyes. A guy could gst in them. And that
mouth—perfect shape, just like the rest of—'

'You've slipped into repeat mode, Casey,' Lauressdud. 'Press the "off"
button, will you? Or I'll..."

'OK, I will—for now. But | bet when | tell Harry Haer who I've discovered
living among us—'

'You mean Brett Carmichael?' Lauren cut in sharggxiously. 'For
heaven's sake, Casey, don't—please don't breatbeddo him about Brett.'

Hey, you're asking me to put my scoop under wrdpg?got ambition,
Lauren.’

'Where's the scoop in printing stuff about a mke Brett? He's been in the
southern hemisphere for years, according to you.'

Casey shrugged, plainly capitulating, but reludtan®o I'll bide my time.
Maybe I'll find out more some day. Anyway..." Catiggked into his meal in
earnest now, and gestured to Lauren to do the saime.mystery is. why
has he come back now to his native soil?'

Lauren frowned, thoughtfully chewing a forkful ofefbp-flavoured
casseroled chicken. 'And why did he find his waptd Cedar Grange?'

'‘Ask the guy—why not?'
'Oh, no. Not my business. Nor is it my house.’

'So," he said, with an 'l've got you' smile, ‘wasfist a bit cheeky of you to
accept him into it as a paying guest without ggtpermission first?'



'What else could | do? He was ill; you know thatouldn't turn him away.
Mr Gard can't be contacted except in a dire emergeand Marie's
disappeared into the blue with her Reggie. Anywag/'s paying good
money—and to the owner, not to me. I'm sure Mr Gavdldn't object. And
at least it means I'm not alone.'

'Hey—" Casey put his hand over Lauren's '—I'd hieeet you company.
One little crook of your finger and I'd have swagppey rotten lodgings for a
room there.'

Lauren felt a little awkward at Casey's declaratidmanks for the
compliment, but... Anyway, I'd have thought it alnws why he came back.
His illness— homing instinct after his awful exparces.’

Suddenly something drew her eyes, and her heatlyrstapped. Across the
room, Brett sat back in his chair, aperitif at teady, eyes on them.
Removing her hand from under Casey's, she keptrimxledge of Brett's

presence to herself. If she revealed so much aslijigest awareness of
him, Casey would be over there in two seconds atrdducing him to his

editor.

To her relief, the rest of the meal passed withoaident—except that
through her side vision she saw Brett leave the&aueant without a single
glance in their direction.

Later, standing in the doorway of Old Cedar GranQasey held her
shoulders, smiling down at her. "If any more infores my way reference
you-know-who, I'll get in touch." His mouth founers and took a soft,
lingering kiss. 'Mmm, they taste as good as thek.drhanks for your
company.’

She hadn't had time to object, but even if she $lagl thought, she wouldn't
have done. He'd bought her a meal, hadn't he?

A car approached, its headlights sweeping the handeheir figures close
together, then braked.

'Oh-oh, here comes trouble.' Casey removed his framsaround her back.



'Please, Casey,' Lauren whispered, catching abims jacket lapels, 'don't
say a word to your editor about him.'

'We—ell..." He pretended to consider her plea.éGne another kiss and
maybe | won't.’

She let him take the quick kiss he had asked for.

'See you," he called, opening his car door. Momlates, the wheels spurted
gravel and he sped past Brett as he locked hiscawn

Lauren moved from the doorway, allowing Brett tepahen made for the
kitchen. When he grabbed her arm and swung herdrete could not

suppress a gasp as she overbalanced and fell elgam#nnoyance fought
with the pleasure she experienced at the renewethatowith his body,

heating her cheeks.

'What have | d-done to d-deserve that?' The waadsegerkily from her.

"Your Romeo, otherwise known as our tame neightmmdhsleuth, has
enlightened you as to my occupation, has he? Geaneal you shared with
him?'

His leg and thigh were in close contact with harsich flustered her still
further. She found herself wanting even closer acint

'How did you knowhewas a journalist too?" she prevaricated, wishhrey s
had been able to control the waver in her tone.

'It takes a member of the rat-pack to know anothewuld see it in his eyes,
his movements, his manner. | even managed to tumetoi his
thought-processes. So now you know what you've litebmg to know
from the moment we met.’

Her head snapped back and she managed somehow @ gistance
between them. 'lt's only natural, isn't it, for a—tamdlady to know
something about her tenant's background? You carnefahe blue, in the
dark, round the back of the house. Like a—like akt€Tin the night. OK, |



get you.' He turned away, scanning the gardensarading light, his gaze
coming to rest on the giant cedar tree againsttwhie had slumped with
weakness on the evening of his arrival.

'‘Brett?'

He turned back slowly. 'l didn't know you'd beendhéostage.' His
eyebrows lifted slowly. 'So?' I—I'm sorry—truly sgrfor locking you in
that first night. It—it must have brought back sodneadful memories."

He walked on into the kitchen, taking the kettleaming water into it and
switching it on. Lauren followed him. watching mevements.

'‘Are they too painful to talk about?' she presghdn chided herself for
psychologically mishandling him. If he wanted téktabout it, he would,
wouldn't he? In his own good time?

'‘Coffee?" was his only response.
And when she said, 'Please,’ he filled two mugshemtled her one.

He took a mouthful and made his way past her imdiving room. He did
not take a seat but wandered to the window, stamingdrinking.

Lauren sat on one of the three-seater sofas, gjgpen coffee and feeling
tiredness wash over her. Keeping Casey companypéaa something of a
strain. Had it been because she'd been aware fdn oftthe time of Brett's
watching, plainly disapproving presence acrossdbltaurant.

'Is Talbert your boyfriend?’

At first Lauren was puzzled. 'Talbert?' Then shaised to whom he was
referring. 'Oh, you mean Casey. No, just a friendidn't know of his

existence until Marie's party—the night you arrivédcidentally—' she
frowned '—how did you know his surname?’

'l rang the local newspaper. They told me, yesaa oalled Casey was a
staff reporter. Then | asked for his full name, ethihey gave me.’



Of course. Being a member of the journalistic pssifen, he knew the ropes
where obtaining information was concerned.

Brett half turned. 'And you're already on kissimgl @ating terms?"

'l only met you that same night, yet we—you andhave kissed." As soon
as she had spoken she wished the floor would opeB8he'd asked for his
scorn, which duly came her way.

‘True." he drawled, turning fully now and raking agth a cynical gaze. 'So
you're in the habit of kissing— and God knows wktte—any man,
however short your acquaintance with him?' He fiat his coffee, putting
his mug aside.

‘The answer's no, but | don't suppose you'll belime. Casey had bought
me a meal—'

‘And he'd given you information about me,’ he amngid tauntingly. "Which
naturally merited a vote of thanks on your partjclthfrom the look of it,
took the form of a petting session.’

Lauren lifted her shoulders, curiously wanting tg. She knew he had been
deliberately insulting, but she couldn't tell hicould she, that she infinitely
preferredhis kisses to Casey's? That Casey's kisses hadnteduuer,
whereas his, Brett's, had sent her heart intoraaspd almost turned her legs
to the consistency of melting snow.

Instead, she drained her mug and went to collsctinding her trembling lip
by going into the kitchen. He caught up with heslas slammed the door of
the dishwasher. She tried to slip past him butiheed her by the shoulders,
watching the tremulous movement of her lips. Sloldyowered his mouth,
touching down on hers and stilling the movement.

He lifted his head, staring at her brimming eyésll'me why."

'Why, what?' she asked thickly.



'Why the tears.' With his forefinger he lifted ar@rop and studied it as if it
were a crystal ball. 'It's not divulging its sestgie commented with a smile.
'So...?"

‘You're—you're so good at saying the wrong thisige blurted out, wiping
her cheeks with the back of her hand. 'Not to noaribelieving the worst of
anybody.’

'So there's nothing between you and that guy?"

‘There's no reason why | should reply to that qaesbut the answer's no.’
For a long moment he stared at her lips, and hant beat even faster at the
thought that his mouth was about to take over hgen. But his hands
dropped away and she had to quell a flash of d@appent.

He wandered back to the living room, Lauren follegvhim to collect the
jacket she had dropped onto a chair.

‘Lauren?"
'Yes?' She paused on her way to the door, unabteny the spurt of
pleasure she felt at the way he'd spoken her riémtbe next few months I'll

be working on a book."

Next few months? He was intending to stay that Poigvas necessary to
guell yet another spurt of pleasure.’

"You will? Will it be about your experiences?’
'What experiences?' His voice had a hard edge.

She stayed silent and still, keeping her body laggu she hoped, to the
minimum. But he read the message in her lack qioese.

His eyes narrowed. 'l must ask you to promise nmeesioing, otherwise |
shall have to pack my bags and move on.’



'You—Yyou mean, leave here?' This time the dismdyeinvoice, let alone
the language of her body, let her down.

'Exactly that. Which would deprive me of the kindl sanctuary I'm
beginning to believe | might have found here—temapprthough it may
be—and you of the rent | pay.'

‘The owner,' she corrected automatically.

His shoulders lifted. 'Whatever.' He approachew/islo'Will you promise,
hand on heart, to divulge nothingiething—about me, my thoughts, my
movements, to your reporter friend?"'

'Do you really think I'd act as spywhere you're concerned? What do you
think | am—a sneak?'

'It's surprising what some people will do for money

'‘Well, Mr Carmichael, exclude me from your sweepmtafement,’ she threw
back at him, head high. 'I'm on the level." Herargmost shook her. 'So
level that on a clear day you can see my charémteniles.'

There was a long pause while he studied her fagshing with her eyes.
They had taken on an uncertain expression, ansbifisned strangely.

Hand on heart.' She put her hand beneath herrkdsb 'l promise. Now do
you believe me?'

'OK, Miss Halstead, | believe you.' Then he smil¥du have an intriguing
way with words.' Reaching out, he placed his hawer dvers, brushing
against her breast, causing her heartbeats to elthdil speed.

Then he moved her hand, pulling her towards hirhallSwe seal our
bargain?’

He took her jacket from her and threw it back otite chair. When his
mouth descended she took no steps to evade itigdeuivered as his made
contact, and when his arms moved to gather hetletm she could find no



objection within herself to the feel of his harddigoagainst the yielding
softness of hers.

That kiss was followed by another, after which betmued to hold her, his
cheek on her hair, her face against his chestr&ta#led in the sensation of
being where she was, inhaling his own special sceanting to slip her

hand inside his shirt to feel his bone structuns, inuscled leanness.
Through the fine fabric of his shirt she could detie roughness of his
chest hair.

He made no sound nor movement. He just stood hglder, his breath
stirring tendrils of her hair, fanning her neckjniging a tingling to her
sensitised skin and an enveloping warmth to herthea

It was almost as if he could not tear himself avesyif he needed her in his
arms—needed any woman, she deliberately ratiomklisean attempt to
bring herself down to earth—to erase the awful n@esdhat would not let
him be.

He released her at last, standing back, handsdkep® A coldness swirled
around Lauren as if she had stepped into wintefram the warmth of a
summer's day. '‘Good—' She had to clear her thGatdnight, Brett.'

He inclined his head, lips curved, eyes seemingiyimiscent of the kisses
they had just shared.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE sun illuminated the world outside, warming theaaid bringing a glow
to the blossoming flowers. It was too nice a daguilen decided, to spend
working indoors.

She gathered some sheets of cartridge paper iaioler and piled chalks
and crayons into a flat box, all of which she pushto a large bag which
she swung onto her shoulder, holding her smallirfiglgtool in one hand
and a backing board in her other.

There had been no sign or sound of Brett, and wWieestarted descending
the stairs she was startled into staring up at him.

He smiled. 'You look as if you've seen a ghostremearked lightly.

She had! 'A very substantial ghost,' she joketljde her puzzlement. Once
again she felt she had seen his face before—yatewsiee could not for the
life of her pinpoint.

'"Where are you off to? Or shouldn't | ask?"
‘Not to an assignation, if that's what you're timigk

He was level with her now, and held up his handifahielding himself
from her indignation. 'OK, a shot across my bowilsstage a retreat and get
myself some breakfast."

'Please help yourself. You know where everythinigyisow." Opening the
front door, she relented. 'I'm going to a placéeceMidstream Valley. It's
owned by the National Trust and its scenery isdstitt. Being a stranger to
these parts, you wouldn't have heard of it. lttkéa away, and unless you
know where it is you could easily drive past it.eB¥njoy your peace and
quiet.'

'Oh, 1 will, lady.' He smiled back at her. It tobkr twenty minutes to reach
Millstream Valley, after driving through the towndaturning off the main
road. She halted at the warden's box and showebrtstrmembership card,



at which he waved her on, saluting in recognitiome way into the valley,
she parked the car and extracted her sketchingoegumit, including the
small stool.

As she always did when visiting the area, she stood few minutes just
taking in the beauty of the place. The hills rametdstically each side of the
valley and the stream wound its way through theggocrossed here and
there by wooden bridges.

After walking to the waters edge, she set up haolsind board with the
sketching paper covering it, placing her matersdside her on the grass.
She did not intend to restrict her work that mogrio drawing wild flowers.
Instead, having selected the appropriate craydrespsgan to draw with a
sweeping hand the hillside facing her.

So absorbed was she that she scarcely noted thehcan gravel of a
vehicle's wheels, and only glanced up when a cat stammed and
footsteps approached.

A gasp caught at her throat as she identified #vecomer. 'How did you
manage to find this place?' she asked Brett aaime ¢o stand beside her.

'Maps have been invented," he remarked laconicalhich was all the
explanation Lauren guessed would come her way.oBaburse; she had
given him the name of the place, hadn't she? Allsdime, even with a map,
it was no easy place to find. 'May 1?' He droppesditie her onto the grass.
Without turning her head, Lauren sensed him lookirgund.

'Isn't it as fantastic as | said it was?' she aslesding her senses heightened
by his presence. The grass had become curiousgnegrethe sun more
brilliant, the sky a more intense blue.

He inhaled deeply, and slowly let out the breatlordlg can hardly do it
justice," was his considered comment.

'Is this a place where you could find that tranguilof soul you said you
were looking for?'



There was a long pause before he answered, thémawrolonged gaze
around, ending with a glance in her direction, &ie,sMaybe.'

He lay back full length, hands supporting his heatl] Lauren's senses
became agitated. Before her eyes the colours artendchanged and
deepened, dancing madly, taking on each otherdeshaonfusing her
entirely. This is useless, she thought. I'll havevait until things become
normal again. Why have you stopped working?' Thestjan agitated her
still more, making her look at the reclining figur@nd her artist's mind
began to analyse his long, solid frame. This waskéyiovertaken by her
feminine reflexes as they made her wonder whaotld/be like to lie with
him, come under his domination, make love with him.

'l haven't stopped,' she stated firmly, but kneat thwasn't coming right,
that her emotions had intruded on her objectiver@pgh and ruined her
efforts.

With a short, irritated breath, she put the dravasgle and clasped her arms
round her bent knee?. There was silence betweanftrea few minutes—a
silence deeper than that around them.

When her arm was caught by strong fingers and sisgpwlled sideways, so
that she rolled against him, she started to figithto press her bent knees
into his stomach, to pummel his chest.

Clearly aroused, but not in the least pained byl®digerent actions, he
pushed her onto her back, pressing at her legktheti unbent. He rolled

onto her, catching her chin and placing his mouthers. It was not a gentle
kiss, but hard and intrusive, demand-ing a resparseh Lauren tried to

suppress but founithat she was quite unable to.

Her arms lifted and curved around his neck, thisriofg up her entire self
to his demands. His hand tunnelled under her cdtipn found a breast
covered by lace, jerked aside the lace and cupgpedbteast with a wide,
moulding palm.

'‘Brett?'



Still holding her breast, he released her moutkh lod which continued to
throb from his potent arousal of them. He gazedrdatvher flushed face,
riveting his eyes on hers. 'A guy,' Mitch had osal, ‘could lose himself in
those eyes of yours.' Was that what Brett was ddasgng himself, his bad
memories, in her eyes?

Was his lovemaking a form of escape too, helping Forget the past,

maybe even a woman he had loved and lost? One shimgnew she could
be sure of, Lauren told herself sadly, was thatkissing and his sudden
possessiveness of her body didn't arise from aap teeling for her—how

could it after such a short acquaintance?—but fndrat must have been a
long period of abstinence, of a total absence mofafe company.

'Yes?' he answered at last.

'"Why?'

'Why not?' was his succinct, if totally unsatistagtreply.

Slowly he released her breast, sliding his handhftnder her top and
allowing her to wriggle from under him—which actjshe discovered to

her dismay, aroused her longings for him even more.

He reclined on his elbow, watching as she triednmoth her hair and put
her clothes to rights.

"You've totally upset my concentration.' she toilah.hinfusing a petulance
into her voice which she did not feel.

'So take a break and we'll go and find a place s/hez can get lunch.
Further along the valley there's a teashop. Yes?"

With a resigned sigh at having to abandon her wehe gathered her
belongings and nodded. What could be better thatinig Brett Carmichael
across the table and sharing a meal with him?

It did cross her mind to wonder how he knew thahegq, but she decided
that he must have driven a short distance alongahey looking for her,



before turning round and coming back, finally dis&mong where she was
working.

They sat side by side at a table, Lauren choosiiftprsand broccoli soup

and salmon sandwiches, while Brett opted for vdgetpasta and a side
salad. As they ate Brett gazed thoughtfully outhat dramatic rise of the
hillside across the stream, saying little, whilaeuten found pleasure in just
sitting beside him. He was close enough for héeg¢bthe slight pressure of
his thigh against hers, and she was quite unablguell the wanton

sensations that invaded her and threatened tanefliget again her feminine
desires.

Brett fetched coffee, and as he drank she glanckoa finding a smile in
his eyes which were turned towards her.

'What have you been thinking?' he asked, leaniicg§ bad placing his arm
behind her along the back of the bench seat thaedh

She smiled up at him. 'Wondering wlyatuwere thinking.'

His smile faded and he lifted his shoulders. "Were remembering the...'
dared she? she wondered '.. .the things that heggeryou?’

'‘Maybe.'

There was an uncertain pause, then she venturede ey too terrible for
you to speak about?' Another pause, from him tinie.t They weren't
pleasant. Looking out there.. .at the peace itd)dlte quiet beauty—'
'When all the time in your head you hear gunfird threats and cries?' A
sharp movement from him silenced her momentarityt, $he ventured,
'How was it they freed you?'

He shrugged. 'After a while they got fed up with, he¢ me go.'

Lauren's eyes fluttered closed in sheer relief.



A car swung into the car park opposite, and anf@herupted into Lauren's
mind.

Spying them through the window, Casey Talbert watteeh strode across
and entered the cafe.

'‘May 1?' Without waiting for an answer, he seataddelf across from them.
He saw their empty dishes. 'You've eaten? I'm faeds

To Lauren's dismay, Brett rose and made to go.

'Don't let me disturb you,' Casey said, on his wayhe counter. 'Carry
on—finish your lunch.’

'I've had sufficient,' Brett replied, adding a thnt, "'Thanks.' He nodded to
Lauren, making for the door.

Wasn't there anything she could do or say, shagtiiorvacking her brains, to
prevent him from leaving?

'l hope you enjoyed your—your peace and quiet,eviiee first words that
sprang to mind.

He half turned, his smile brittle, his eyes renteist. 'Thank you, yes. |
enjoyed mypeace and quietery much.'

Casey glanced at Brett as he carried his coffeepdaie of sandwiches
across, then at Lauren, seeing her rising col@dmat's going on, Lauren?"'

She pretended innocence, shaking her head.

'‘Between you two,' Casey added.

‘Nothing,' she snapped. 'How did you know | wasfer

‘Just happened to look out of the office windowoapie of hours ago and

saw you drive past. The turning for the valley im@st opposite our car
park. Right? | guessed you were going sketchinghagain?'



'l forgot what an inspired news-gatherer you welk@firen commented
sourly.

'Yep.' He had taken her sarcastic remark as a ¢omapl. ‘Nothing much
passes Casey Talbert's radar detection equipritntdpped his eyes, ears
and head.

"You've got a very high opinion of yourself."

He affected a deep, astonished frowmave?Anyway, you haven't asked
me why | chased you all this way."

'So why?"

His grin became sheepish. 'To spend half an hoywuin company. You get
to a guy, Lauren.’

She watched Casey chewing his way through his luivalu must have
been hungry.'

‘Yeah, for you.' He grinned again.
'Drop the very seductive clichgdease she begged.

'Sorry." He wrote with his forefinger on an invigitblackboard. 'Must learn
to be more subtle. Er—what's your line? Do youisedlve never asked?'

Instead of answering she took her portfolio frora tloor beside her and,
pushing away the used crockery, made a spacedarthe table.

Casey's eyes opened wide. 'You're an artist? Hegkclaimed as she took
out that morning's work, 'they're good.’

Lauren, however, saw the faults, knowing that tveye not her best work.
There, she thought, looking at a mistake in hedisiggin of the hillside, is
where Brett joined me. Here's where he looked atmaecertain way. And
that squiggle is where | wondered what making laxgn him would be

like...



'Ever exhibited your work?' Casey was asking ezg&ib? Well, I've got an

uncle who owns a restaurant just outside town andhds a spare room
upstairs. He might be willing to let you have it fin exhibition. Like the

idea?"

'We-ell—' she put away her drawings '—it would bgreat outlet, but—'
She sighed. 'Who'd want to—7?"

'Look at it? You'd have a ready-made audience, drawall those wealthy
dinner guests with money for luxuries. They'd htvee loaded to eat at my
uncle's place. High-class stuff. How about...?'|étked at the wall-clock.
'I've got an hour before my appointment to intemwvéelocal councillor. How
about me taking you there now?"'

He swallowed his coffee and pushed back his chdligo first,' he called
over his shoulder as they crossed the narrow rddet car park, ‘and you
tail me in your car."

Twenty minutes later, Lauren followed Casey inte trcular drive of a
large Victorian house. Above the main entrance aeere the words 'Chez
Talbert'.

Casey's uncle, rotund and beaming, was delightéfd twe pictures which
Lauren set out on his office desk.

The room is yours whenever you feel ready fohi,'told Lauren. 'Casey,
take your friend upstairs and show her the gallery.

'It's just great. Mr Talbert,' Lauren declared las same down again some
time later, Casey behind her. 'It'll be a chanceeibsome of my stuff. I've
never done it before. You'll want a commissionuikeunderstand that.'

Gasey's uncle Henry frowned. 'Not one cent, my.diawill be a great
opportunity for you to get your name known andavé to admit, also my
restaurant's! And you've got my nephew here reamyvaaiting, haven't
you, to give you a write-up in his paper?'



Yeah, that's a great idea. Uncle.' Casey conshigegiatch. Have to go. See
you soon, Lauren, and we'll get on with arrangmgriecessary hype."

Driving home, Lauren could hardly believe her luSke approached Old
Cedar Grange and swung the car to a standstitbimt ©f the house. Then
her spirits took a dive. Brett's car was missingnir the driveway.
Ridiculous thoughts tumbled around in her head.

He'd lost his way returning from Millstream ValleyHe'd gone on a long
drive without telling her.,. He'd packed his bagd &ft without a word...

Scrambling from the car, she raced to the entrdnoeand inserted her key.
From the side of the house there came a seriebunfigs. Holding her
breath, she withdrew her key and crept along tckbhsed garage doors.

A repeat of the sounds had her pulling at the teaar. As it swung up and
over she jumped with fright. Then her spirits speouwings again, soaring.
In front of her gleamed Brett's scarlet, low-sluingr-wheeled pride and
joy. and through the rear door she glimpsed a maving about—a man
she was coming to know more and more with evergipgsiay.

'What are you doing?' she called, easing roundahéAnd how did you get
in here?'

The sight of Brett stripped to the waist almostktber breath away. It was
true that she had seen him before bare-chestedhéuthe had been weak
and feverish. Now his masculinity sprang at heerpowering her senses
and making her want to rush into his arms...

‘To answer your first question—' he looked arountha objects that were
strewn over the concrete path '—I'm clearing oetrtibbish. And I got in by
using the key."

'‘But..."' She frowned. 'I've scoured the placetor i

He shrugged his broad bare shoulders. 'l foundat kitchen drawer. Right
at the back,' he added. 'Which is where—' He bafkethen continued,



'Which is where everything anyone is looking foussially found."What are
those pieces of wood in your hand?'

'What's this—an interrogation?' He seemed faimiyoged. 'The next time
you put your landlady's hat on. give me warnind| yau?'

'I'm sorry, but I'm responsible for this resideraed I'm—'

'Only doing your duty. And you want to know wha¢sle are? This appears
to be a matchbox-holder.' He discarded it and bpldnother item. 'A kind
of fruit dish? Pretty crude. And this—' He pausadfrown pleating his
forehead. 'Probably some schoolboy's very amateefisrts at carpentry.’
Beside him on the ground were two or three othegidy carved items.
'What are you going to do with them?' she asked.

‘Junk the lot. What else?"

"Brett, you can't do that. They belong to the owidr Gard.'

They do?" Again his shoulders lifted and fell. 'S drawled as if the
subject bored him, 'you'll salvage them, will yolt® smiled. 'If | ask you
nicely?'

She laughed. Did he know the effect he had on aamowhen his mouth
curved, his eyes lit up? When his tanned torsonggehin the sunshine, the

spread of chest hair inviting a feminine cheekuto against it...?

Gathering up the wooden items, she dropped theontha bag he offered
her.

'Brett, | must tell you,' she said. 'Casey Talbért—
He visibly stiffened at the name.

‘Casey's uncle has offered me a room so that $tege an exhibition of my
work.'



Brett seized a broom and swept some rubbish iptasiic bag.

'‘Aren't you pleased? For my sake?" she asked,lbasyre dimmed by his
apparent lack of interest.

'Of course." His voice was flat.

Well, why should he be pleased for her? she as&eseH, turning away and
dumping the schoolboy artefacts on the doorstepn tretrieving her
sketches from the car.

He is only a tenant, she reminded herself firmlgd d'm simply his
landlady. But did tenants usually kiss their ladii#a as he had kissed her?
Did they begin to make love to them as he had t8 he

He was like a jigsaw, she decided. There were soyrparts to him that it
was impossible to make a whole picture of his gelké because there were
SO many pieces missing.

'Lauren.’

He had followed her into the house, pulling on aHift and tucking it into
his jeans. He pocketed his hands and waited urgiln@d dumped the bag
with its contents on the kitchen floor and depakiter belongings on the
wooden table.

Yes?' She looked at him, finding his cool gaze en h

He was his aloof self again, wrapped around imligemoteness. Kisses or
no kisses, she thought sadly, would she—would ampan—ever totally
break down the barrier—mental, not physical—thapemetually seemed
to erect between himself and the rest of man—anuams—kind?

She tried to smile but failed, realising with a skqust what was happening
to her, and it frightened heto her core. She was falling for this man she had
taken into the house. Against all the dictatesesfdommon sense she was
beginning to allow him to mean more to her thanatimer man she had ever
known.



'With your permission,' he was saying, 'I'm goiagptirchase a computer.'
'My permission?’

'‘As my landlady.’

She'd almost forgotten her role! But was it any den? she asked herself.
He'd settled in so well it was as if he actualllobged—to the house, in her
life. No. that must not be, she told herself. B&atrmichael, truly male, just
had to have a woman already in his life—a serious wanmot merely a
passing stranger, as she was to him.

'Of course you have my permission,’ she answehddy ever not?'

She did not see him until next morning, and evem tthe heard him first.
Tracing the clatter to the kitchen, she stareti@ttan who sat at an ancient
portable typewriter, thumping the keys adroitlytwitis forefingers as if he
had done the same thing many times.

'Where did you unearth that object from?' she ashadlly able to believe
her eyes.

He smiled faintly at the words on the paper in tteeimne. 'l found it at the
back of a cupboard."

At the back of a drawer—at the back of a cupboatrtbhw many more things
was he going to discover hidden away?

He looked at her. "You think your tenant—?"'
'Mr Gard's tenant," she corrected automatically.

Your tenant,” he repeated, as if she had not spdle overstepping the
mark? You think he's snooping around the place datmbtful intentions?"



'Yes.' It came out unequivocally.

He laughed, head back, and her heart did a jipeasbund, at the way it
eased the tension from his face—a hangover, notdfvain his past ordeals
at the hands of his abductors.

He scraped back his chair and stood in front of ty@ofng back her head
with the long fingers of one hand, his other smowher hair from her

forehead. It was as if they were lovers, accustotoeioeing close, being
drawn to each other whenever they were in the saora, eager to breathe
the same air.

When his arms went round her she did not resiseMtis lips lowered to
touch hers she let hers move beneath his moutbptieg the kiss, giving it
back...

He lifted his head, smiling down at her, then loseehis mouth again, as if
hers held a magnet which he found irresistible.

But they weren't lovers. Touching and exchangirsgdés didn't make them
so. Which meant that she, Lauren, should put ugp#ngers which at that
moment—because he desired the taste and feel ofreawin his arms—he
had dismantled.

Except that he still kept the essence of him $grict himself. She no more

knew the true character of him now than when he fivatlemerged that

night from the darkness into the lights of the leus that respect he was
still a stranger.

‘Brett—'

He let her go. no doubt having heard the noterafrsin her voice. Staring
down at the words on the paper, he said, *| decidedse this because | was
already writing my book in my head. | reckoned thay old thing would do
to record it on.'

'So as usual you went snooping in all the hiddenears.'



He lifted a shoulder. "You were out so | couldsk gour permission to—'

"Ransack the place,’ she put in with unaccustorhagpsess. "For a mere
tenant, you do take liberties, don't you?'

He was silent, clearly weighing up possible ansyeand just as clearly
dismissing them all.

'OK. so | should have waited until you got backg baid at last.
"Whatever—' his shoulders lifted again '—I seizedlus as a stopgap until
| get that computer.’ He walked to the door, thedked back. He seemed
once again to be struggling for the right wordauten—' he took her hand
'—you'll have to trust me.'

She wanted to ask. Why? Why should | trust youtel she asked, 'Have
you had breakfast?"

Thanks. I'm OK." He looked at his watch. 'I've ppaintment with a
publisher in London this afternoon.’

Eagerly she asked, 'Are they going to publish ymak when you've written
it?"

'I'm a positive thinker. | can see no reason wiay tshouldn't.'

"That sounds a bit like arrogance to me.’

'Let's call it knowing one's worth, shall we? Ahgou're now going to call
me big-headed, remember that for years I've eamgdliving as a

journalist.'

'In other words, you know how to write.'

‘That's about it.’

He removed the paper from the typewriter and puith the other sheets.

The words must have poured from him, Lauren refldgudging by the pile
he gathered together.



He snapped the lid on the old portable and mad i then paused. Going
to her and facing her, he pocketed his hands.

‘Lauren Halstead," he said softly, 'are you gomgish me luck?"

She was so pleased that underneath the apparenbsitience there was
just a glimmer of uncertainty, she put her armstbhis neck and kissed
him full on the mouth.

His arms tied her slender body to his, and he metlirher kiss with a

breath-robbing, intrusive one of his own. Her bteagere crushed against
his chest, and his hips pressing against hers heldof male reflexes

working overtime. She knew she would have droppea heap at his feet
had he not held her so tightly.

Then he was free of her, gathering his papersjrtie typewriter from
the table and sprinting up the stairs.

Hands over her flaming cheeks, she fought theHleehad lit inside her,
pouring the cold water of reason onto its flamesaghing deeply, she told
herself that everything that had happened—was mapge- between them
was because she was there, female and availabkudhs she had sparked
his masculine needs, and all his approaches, fisffir$t kiss on, had meant
no more than that.

As she made toast and sat at the table eatingd damking coffee she heard
him moving around upstairs. The front door slamnand the roar of his car
as he reversed from the garage and sped awaydefehling bereft and
low-spirited, and dreading the empty day ahead.



CHAPTER SIX

FOrR some while that afternoon Lauren prowled restjedshally settling
down to work. The ring of the telephone had heingadown the stairs. Oh.
please, she thought, it has to be Brett, not Casey.

A woman's voice, husky, faintly sensual and suptgroenfident, grazed
her ear. 'l would like to speak to Ellis, please.’

Instinctively Lauren felt that this particular eallmeant trouble, although
why, she could not fathom.

'Who?' Lauren answered. 'l—I'm sorry, but you ht&we wrong number.
There is no one here by that name.’

'l wish to speak to Ellis,' the woman insisted, @anpusly now.

'I'm sorry.' Lauren's reply was firmer and lesstpah return. "You have the
wrong number.'

'‘And you are—?'

Lauren did not see why she should reveal her ijetatia total stranger, but
replied in a clipped voice, 'I'm the—' The what® sisked herself.

‘The...?'
‘The—the landlady.’ It had been forced out of hethe woman's arrogance.

A tinkling laugh jarred Lauren's ear, at which gramed the receiver back
on its cradle.

Returning to her workroom, she seized a sheet pépand began to draw,
the swift, sweeping movements of her hand reflgcthre anger that still
simmered.



With a kind of wondering detachment she watchelratt's face took shape
in front of her eyes. For a few moments she statétlthen threw down her
pencil and made for the stairs.

She almost hurled herself into the garden.

Passing the brilliant blooms in the flowerbedspigmg the scents that filled
her nostrils, she ran through the grounds andsaiplalled up to a walking
pace. She wandered slowly, studying each terrabeta, and finally she
came to the one she was looking for and drew gdiraath.

That particular head was of a man possessing t=sato like Brett's she
could hardly believe her eyes, although the modelttiis statuette must
have been a much younger man—a youth, in factyetobut of his teens.
The resemblance was amazing, she told herself, aandenormous
coincidence, but it just had to explain why she w@svinced she had seen
Brett Carmichael before.

Inside the house once more, she started back upstHies when the
telephone rang. Not that woman again, she thougtigcing her steps and
lifting the receiver.

It was a woman, but clearly a much younger one.

Would that be Lauren Halstead?' she asked. 'My niantdolly Dixon.
Casey Talbert gave me your number.’

'Oh, hi." Lauren greeted her, a smile in her voice.

Casey tells me there's an exhibition of your paggicoming up soon. Is that
right?'

Lauren assured her that it was.

'‘Well, I'm a clay modeller, and | wondered if yoh@ave any space available
in the exhibition room for me to display some of mgrk too?'



Lauren hesitated only fractionally. 'l think thabwd be a great idea," she
answered. 'But it might be necessary for you to @asey's uncle's
permission—'

'He's already said yes,' Holly put in.

‘Then why don't you come round? Bring some of ymeces and we can get
going on a plan.’

'I'll be right there," Holly replied excitedly.dhly live ten minutes from Old
Cedar Grange. See you.'

Lauren started again to climb the stairs, but time it was her thoughts
ringing all kinds of bells that caused her to retto the garden.

She was strolling from one terracotta head to therowhen the scrape of
bicycle wheels on the front drive had her hurryiagpen the rear door. A
longhaired. eager-eyed young woman dismountedirgnbroadly.

'Hi. Lauren? I'm Holly.'

A sweep of Lauren's arm welcomed the newcomerthdouse. Upstairs
in Lauren's studio, Holly praised Lauren's artwarkd Lauren admired
Holly's clay models, appreciating their shapes arwliracy of detail. They
discussed the coming exhibition and began to drplamof Casey's uncle's
gallery.

At which point Casey joined them, scraping his toaa standstill outside
and yelling up, 'Anybody home?"

Holly was on her feet and halfway down the stdité.let him in," she
offered.

"l was passing,' Casey said as he came into thkre@mn, 'so | thought I'd
call in to tell you I've inserted a small paragraptiomorrow's paper about
your forthcoming exhibition.’



‘Thanks a lot, Casey,' said Lauren, but | haveretifa date yet, and I've got
loads to do towards it."

‘That's OK," he answered. 'A little bit of advapesblicity never did anyone
any harm.”

You'll need to have your pictures framed,' HotldtLauren, resuming her
seat beside her on the floor.

"You're right. Holly." Casey crouched down. ‘Anylddll you, Lauren, I'm
a genius at picture-framing?"

He certainly is," Holly supported him. ‘It's hishiny.'
‘Thanks, pal," he responded.

He's got a properly equipped workshop,' Holly pytaarefully repacking
her clay models. 'He does a really professional job

She glanced at the clock on the mantelshelf oeolth fireplace, which was
stacked with jam jars and brushes and other piegkesLauren's

paraphernalia. 'Heavens, | must fly. Glad to hae¢ you, Lauren. I'll be in
touch.' She smiled at Casey, then transferredrttie $o Lauren.

'I'm just off too," Casey said. 'If you like. Hollyl give you a lift.’

Thanks, but | came on my bike. If you're wondeltogv | managed to stay
upright, | strapped this box to the rear rack.'

No sooner had she gone than Casey preceded Laovanttle stairs. As
they reached the bottom the phone rang.

‘That instrument's alive,' Lauren grumbled, walkahgng the hall to silence
it.

Casey reached it first. 'lIt's probably for me. Vgahe office this number if
they wanted to contact me." He listened, his eydsgedling to rest on



Lauren. 'Yeah, she's here.' He held out the recéleur tenant. | forgot to
ask how you were getting on with him."'

'OK, thanks," she replied evasively. 'Hello, Bte®he turned quickly,
hoping Casey hadn't seen the light . in her eyega$ Casey, yes.'

Casey whispered in her free ear, 'Watch t)ut. themethief about—of
women's hearts. In the plural, lady. If he's bemigrio mean that much to
you.. .'

Lauren covered the receiver with her palm. '‘Betgw#l you?' she mouthed
to Casey. 'And for your information, he doesn't—mtw®at much.’

'No?' Casey returned disbelievingly, and raisedradh'l'll be in touch.'

Brett's voice resembled arctic ice. 'He's keepiogi gompany in my
absence? Like staying the night?’

Lauren expelled a short, sharp breath. The answeut even if he were,
it's none of your business, is it?"Brett did ngilyeLauren added, 'Is that
why you phoned me—to catch me out with a man? Berdiso—'

'l won't be back tonight. | thought it only polii let you know.'

A shiver ran through Lauren at the implicationa ifnan who could kiss her
and fondle her as this man had done could do sangetiut of politeness
and not warmth of heart, then from this moment lo& must attach not an
atom of meaning to anything that might happen betwitaem. In fact, she
declared silently, she would take good care th#ting did!

‘Thank you for informing me of your movements, Mar@ichael,’ she
returned crisply. '‘But as a tenant, you're freedime and go as you like.'

She hoped the crash of the receiver against ilecr@sounded in Brett
Carmichael's ear. Then she wished she had kepeimgrer. After all, she
was only his landlady, and as such she had no tegitpect anything from
him, had she? Not even politeness...



The next morning, she was called to the telephateagain. She agreed
with the caller that she was indeed Lauren Halstead

"You won't know me,' the man went on, 'but I'm ealcauthor. My name is
Edward Hartingford. I've just seen mention of théibition you'll be
holding soon in the town.'

You have?" Lauren waited with interest.

"Ever since my retirement I've been hoping to naetartist who would
agree to illustrate a book I'm working on."

Lauren's interest intensified.

'It's going to be calletiVayside and Woodland Birda/ould you be willing
to co-operate with me? I'd write the text, whileuyondertook to do the
illustrations."

It was too good to be true, Lauren thought. A cossmon at last—what
she'd been hoping, waiting for!

'l think | might be able to do that, Mr Hartingfor&he tried not to be too
excited. 'As long as you're not in a hurry, that is

‘Not at all. Miss Halstead. | understand that atritoment you're having to
give all your attention to the preparations for ryexhibition. I look forward
to meeting you some time soon to talk the matter end discuss details.'

The drawing of birds would be something new for, hare reflected,
wandering into the library. Was there amongst MrdZabooks one that
dealt with the subject?

She found herself standing close to the sectionmaylaefew days earlier, she
had spied Brett reading a book. As soon as he badne aware of her
presence, she recalled, he had quickly replacetidbk on the shelf, even



though the subject he had been reading about leadeskto interest him
greatly.

Her eye caught the merest hint of a bookmark pditigifrom the pages of a
volume. Her hand pounced on it, but why it had b&e®eager to do so, she
couldn't imagine. As a mere landlady, what inteigt she have in her

tenant's private concerns?

All the same, she argued, even though she knewttiEnhore about him, he
still remained in essence almost as much of a mysbeher as the day he
had arrived so dramatically on the scene.

So she allowed her fingers to turn the pages uhgly reached the
bookmark, which, as it turned out, was actuallpldéd letter. It wasn't the
letter but whatever the text might contain thagiasted her.

The lines of print at that particular place dealtyowith life and times in
medieval England, which, in other circumstances,atknowledged, would
probably be worth studying. But had it really bakat which had made
Brett read its contents with such concentration?

As she closed the book the letter fluttered tofkber. In retrieving it, she
saw that it was addressed to someone called Ellis.

Ellis? Hadn't that been the name of the person to whanmbman had
referred in that short, but somehow acrimoniousnghoall yesterday?
Which could only mean, couldn't it, Lauren reasqrtedt a man by that
name must once have lived in the house?

Before she could stop those intrusive fingers akhthey had the letter
opened up. Her eyes joined in the game and readedded, was a better
description— the contents of that letter.

Ellis '
| want you out of this house by tomorrow. You hiaeayed my

trust to such an extent that you have wrecked iy deyond
redemption.



| therefore intend to wreck your life so completelgt you will never
again be able to hold up your head in public, nerdble to pursue
your chosen career without immorality and treachieeyng recalled
in the minds of those with whom your work causestganix.

You drove your mother from my life. Not contenhhiat, you took
away the woman | married in her place—took her framin such a
way that | can never regain her loyalty or love.rNeould | ever
want to. because the child she has, she told meyewas,not mine.

| wish never in the whole of my life to see youiraga
There was no signature after this grim and cutinding.

With trembling fingers, Lauren refolded and repth¢ke missive. Had it
been this that had caught Brett's interest, aseithdtehad caught hers? In a
strange way she herself felt reprimanded by ithaalgh it had nothing
whatsoever to do with her. Had Brett felt the same?

This man called Ellis must have been a total roghe ,mused. He must have
left the house very soon after receiving the letisrordered by its writer so
long ago. So why had the mysterious woman on tlepliene wanted to
contact him all these years later?

As Lauren closed the library door she remembereddhson she had had
for going in there, but she decided to look up gbbject of birds another
time.

Brett had not returned so far that day, nor hatetephoned again. Which
wasn't surprising, Lauren supposed, in view ofthg she had talked to him
before when he had called to tell her that hisrretuould be delayed.

That afternoon Casey collected her to take heraityld studio, but first he
took her to his place to show her with pride theksbop in which he carried
out his picture-framing hobby.



'Isn't Casey a clever boy?' Holly asked of Lauegar| as she took them into
the shed at the end of her parents' garden whereverked on her clay
models.

'You seem to have everything you need here," Lacmenmented, looking at
the kiln and the half- finished items spread owerwooden table.

'‘Courtesy of my mum and dad. They've been greautting up with my
mess, but suddenly they could stand it no longdrea this shed erected to
accommodate it all." She laughed. '‘Casey helpedhowe my clobber out,
didn't you?"

‘"Yep. How do you like her works of art, Lauren?'

Lauren ran an experienced eye over the mouldedesguExcellent,’ she
commented. 'They'll look just fine placed strataliicamong my artistic
efforts. In fact, I'm wondering if they'll sell qker than my pictures.’

'She's being very generous,' Holly commented wiimde. 'From what |
saw of your work, Lauren, yours will fetch a higipeice.’

For some time they discussed the approaching diinibiCasey drew a
sketch map of his uncle Henry's gallery and pestilh possible display
areas for both paintings and clay models.

They all drank coffee and consumed cakes whichyt¢athother had made.

Finally Casey took Lauren home and stayed for htllgeal, measuring
some of her finished paintings and making noteshis reporter's
notebook—which he never failed, he said, to cariti Wwim.

After failing to persuade Lauren to spend the evgnvith him, he was on
the point of leaving when the sound of a car brgkimthe driveway had
Lauren racing to the window.

'What are you going to do?' Casey jeered. 'Flingrs@lf down the stairs to
let him in? Lauren—' his tone held a warning naeshe turned from the



window '—your devotion to the mystery man who sthge dramatic
collapse on your doorstep a week or so ago—'

'He didn't stage it, it was real,’ Lauren objected.

OK. OK. But your enthusiasm for the guy—it's shogvirHe stood, sliding
his ruler and pencils into his jacket pocket. 'Irmvgou, pal, there's not a
faithful bone in that individual's body.’

'How do you know?' she asked angrily.

He held her shoulders. 'How? I'm male too, remefbad I'm an observer
of men—not to mention women," he added with a glinknow a
till-death-us- do-part man when | meet one andsh& one. Lauren..." His
hands slid down her arms to her hands. 'Johnny nghg that night
you-know-who made an appearance. Carmichael's lgat mtakes to make
a woman fall headlong. Just don't fall, right?"

As he lifted her hand and put it to his lips thedof her studio creaked, as it
did whenever it was opened. Casey, his reportatenaae springing into

action, seemed to guess that they were being watemal lifted Lauren's

other hand to join the one already against his lips

He did not release her, despite her agitated tgggintil the door creaked
again, signalling the departure of the onlooker.

He clasped his own hands in a victory salute. '@n& me,' he crowed. 'It's
for your own good, Lauren. I'm off. See you soong®ession of framing.’

"You know all about framing, don't you?' came héthym Lauren. 'You just
had the pleasure of framing me, didn't you?'

'Pleasure’s the right word," he said with a grinisting as he descended the
stairs.

If Casey had hoped to score a point against trentesf Old Cedar Grange,
Lauren concluded while walking quietly towards Bsetoom, then he'd
misjudged the situation.



That person had behaved like the tenant he waglasdd his door firmly
on the world. And on his landlady in particularuten deduced, her spirits
taking a dive.

How could she have been foolish enough to expdmdahe door standing
open, inviting her to go in and talk? About his édgor success with the
publishers. . .about his search for a suitable ederp- about any other
subject that might have reinforced the fragile $ifdetween them after two
seemingly never- ending days apart.

He did not emerge from his room until Lauren waspgring to go to bed.

They met at the foot of the stairs. He nodded ashély were mere

acquaintances. Which we're not, Lauren thought avithist of anguish. We

are more than that.. .aren't we? Or maybe, sheeaed herself as she
watched him make for the kitchen, it shouldveren'twe?

How could she bridge the yawning chasm that seamédve opened up
between them?

'‘Can |—can | cook you anything?' She addressetiduk. 'Make you some
tea? Or coffee?’

She stood in the doorway as he switched on th&ekett
‘Thanks for your solicitous offer, but no, thanks.’

So he was still intent on freezing her out? Sonmngtdrove her on. 'How—?"
She cleared her throat. 'How—?' How did you get Din@ question stayed
in her head.

Starting again, she ventured, 'l—I had a phone'd4ib raised eyebrows
indicated mild, polite interest. 'A local authorshaffered me a commission.
His name's Edward Hartingford. He'd like me tosthate a book on birds
he's going to write.'

'‘Good for you.'" His tone was detached, clearly ndesl to convey
uninvolved praise. He made his coffee, rested adgginst the wooden table
and took a mouthful.



'It was Casey's paragraph in the newspaper aboakhilition at his uncle's
restaurant that caught Mr Hartingford's eye.' Wdhkl mention of Casey's
name jog him out of his cold hostility?

He continued to drink, then slowly put aside hife®mug.
He straightened, hands in pockets, eyes narrowed.
'Why are you telling me this?"

She put her hands to her throat. It was as thowgteehad fixed itself there,
almost preventing her from breathing. Had he sttaiged out his thoughts
while he'd been absent from the house—from her?hdatkcided to build a
wall so high between them that she wouldn't be ttbieale it, even in her
dreams?

Wildly she shook her head. 'l just thought you nhiggnpleased for my sake.’
Had he really taken her response to his phonescdadly?

He shrugged, and the vice closed even tightersatdidness. "It's none of
my business, is it? Your words.’

She breathed again, but it wasn't easy. Maybe atielteamt those kisses
they had exchanged? Had she imagined he had.ve#l, somethingfor
her? Th e pain of his rejection became so unbeasdid could hardly stand
it. So she fought back, hoping to hurt him too.

'So, OK..." Her head lifted proudly, her eyes dsfidt therefore follows that

| don't want to know howougot on—whether or not the publishers took on
board your idea for a book, or whether they chuakeat of the window
and you with it. After all—' her heart was thumpifig-I'm just your
landlady."'

'When | called you, you were the one who put meninplace as a mere
tenant,’ he interposed calmly. So he had taken agebrafter all.

"To you. I'm just someone to use,' she blunderedTonsatisfy youmanly
appetite, even if only the fringes of it—a kisswnp...'



Her ears played back the provocation in her waadd,as her brain applied
the brakes her lips came to a screeching halt.n@ayens, what had she
said?

His eyes flared and his hands whipped from his ptsciHis jaw gritted and
he took a stride towards her.

Her head went back and then forwards as his gripeoishoulders tightened
unbearably.

'So what are you after?' came harshly from him.e®t Talbertsatisfy
you? Does he leave you wanting more—is he unabdblige?

"You're so wrong,' she got out. 'lIt's not like thatween us."

He was not listening. "You want me to go beydhd fringesof my male
appetite? You want me to take over from where Talleét off and show
you how it ought to be done? How a n&rouldtake a woman, give her
what she wants and make sure she'll want more anel ofiit, hardly able to
wait until next time round?'

'Of course—' She tried to add the word 'not’, butduldn't come. Yes, she
wanted him; she'd been longing for him to come bawd kiss her again,
kiss her senseless...

"You want more, do you?' he rasped. "You want rtta@e just my kisses? So
be it, lady. We've got all night for me to show yoow a real man makes
love to a woman."

His arms went round her, tying her to him, andrhaauth came down, the
pressure so great her lips gave way, allowing havess to the inner
moistness. Her arms lifted to link around his neak¢l she clung as he
impelled her backwards, deepening the kiss unélfgh that all control of

her reactions had slipped from her and passedro hi

His arms had moved, and even as she gripped hilmahigs made their way
beneath her cotton top, finding the softness ofshape and brushing aside
the lacy covering that impeded the advance of &lismip and seeking fingers.



A gasp was forced from her as the pressure of thogers on her nipples
brought waves of sensation flowing downward throbgh body. All the
time the kisses went on, allowing her only secawdsreathe, then losing
their lightness of touch to invade and advanceagein...

He released her suddenly and she nearly fell, lupiuse was merely a
preliminary to his sweeping her into his arms aadyeng her up the stairs.

As he slid her through his hands to the rug besisibed she swayed. Head
back, she sought his eyes. He had switched ondtigide light, and in the
subdued glow she saw what she had not wanted te-sdetal lack of
warmth, of loving passion, just a hard, driving emaked. And anger. There
was no mistaking it.

‘No, Brett. This isn't the way | wanted it. | wadkte

‘Love?' he cut in mercilessly. 'You, a modern womaant love with the
sexual act?'

'Let me go,' she choked. 'Please.’

He released her so suddenly that the room spun,dlogvly righted itself.
This was a side to him she had never seen, neessgd at, and it frightened
her. All right, so she accepted he didn't love bet, did he need to be so
brutal about it?

She edged towards the door. 'lhdteyou like this. What happened while
you were away that you've lost your human warmobloy ypleasant nature? |
wouldn't make love with you if—if—'

'If 1 paidyou?' he cut in insultingly.

She shook her head, bewildered. 'The man who drowethe doorstep that
night wouldn't have said that. You've changed ftbeaman | knew, the man
| liked.'

'Oh. no, Lauren. You never knew me."' He ran higdhhrough his hair and
she saw how tired he was.



If, at that moment, she had given in to her inginshe would have run to
him and drawn his head to her breast and comfaitétat tiredness away.

Reason fought hard and won, and she went fromadbm rhands to her
burning cheeks, wondering how they could possiblytioue to share the
same house . after what had happened that evening.



CHAPTER SEVEN

IN THE event, it proved surprisingly easy to do just thhtauren
congratulated herself on her hitherto unknown ghidi be in the same room
as another human being yet ignore and toleratgbgnored by that person.

Brett seemed to have built a cocoon around himsedfsitence, of apparent
preoccupation with his thoughts to the exclusiorseemed, of all others.
Lauren concluded that this ability probably araserf the imprisonment he
had suffered and the resulting deprivations—thenplag down on all his
senses, his emotions, in order to survive the drdea

After a few days it began to get to her. It wasinditer nature to be treated as
if she did not exist, nor to treat someone likevingkefinitely. It bruised her
feelings to such an extent that she found herseble to concentrate or
settle down to work, and she began to panic.

The exhibition, the dates of which had now beeadijxvas moving nearer,
and as she wandered into the living room three mgsriater she wondered
whether she would find the necessary incentivenabke her to finish her
work in time, or whether after all it would havelie cancelled. But if that
happened, she reasoned, she would be letting dotimHblly and Case/,
and that she could not do.

Standing at the doors which opened out onto the,ste stared at the cedar
tree beneath which it had all begun. She recatiedrtoment when Brett had
first come into her life, and knew that she woudder forget it. And it was
then that she realised that, no matter what mighimight not happen
between them, she would never forgen.

It would be one-sided, because she also had tgptticat without any
difficulty at all Brett would forget her.

Tears came from nowhere, running down her cheekshfescaped her, and
she put a hand over her mouth to suppress all thero that were
clamouring for release.

'Lauren.'



Hands rested on her shoulders and proceeded th¢urshe found herself
looking up into a face so filled with compassion,sympathetically warm,
that her heart gave a leap of joy because the marhad come to know
before his absence in London and their strangdtgrbjuarrel seemed to
have returned.

'‘Brett!

His arms went round her and her forehead presse@id, finding a resting
place against his shoulder. Her own arms movednardis back and the
sobs slowly subsided. She felt—no, she knew fotage+ that she had
found a kind of sanctuary.

She also knew something else for certain.. .thatrsd fallen hopelessly
and irrevocably in love with this man, Brett Carhrael, who had come in
from the shadows.

His fingers found her chin and lifted her head dage locking with hers, his
eyes delving, seeking. As if, she mused dreamntilgy twere finding their
way into her very soul.

'It's been terrible, Brett, treating each othethasigh we're total strangers.’

'For God's sake, Lauren," he said hoarsely, 'ydaees a million miles from
me. Do you know what that did to me?"'

She moistened her lips, moving to look up at hifou' couldn't work?'

'Right." A smile flickered across his lips, whictopeeded to descend and
settle on hers, seeming content just to rest tidren they firmed and prised
until her lips opened, and his tongue sought herss-tdarting eagerly to

meet the hardness of his.

When at last he released her mouth her brilliazegaet his, her arms
linking around his neck.



‘I couldn't work either,’ she declared. 'Know whatteel now? | feel..
Jiberated. All that terrible tension has left meaughingly she disengaged
herself.

'‘Lady—' his voice echoed her light-heartedness ‘y-tiame you need to use
my embrace for medicinal purposes—' he openedriis a—feel free."

She laughed again out of sheer happiness. 'Wouldeyouse me, Brett,
while | go and paint a masterpiece? And," she thbsek over her shoulder,
'you go and write one.’

She was halfway up the stairs when someone catbed the vicinity of the
kitchen, '"Anybody home?"

Lauren looked down. '‘Casey. How did you get in?'
'‘Back door was unlocked. How else?’

Brett, still standing in the hall prior to follongnLauren up the stairs,
seemed to have turned back to stone, What wasdttemwith him? Lauren
wondered, spirits taking a dive. Didn't he underdtthat it was not Casey's
presence that was filling her with artistic energyfat instead it was the
breaking down of that terrible barrier between theard the reappearance of
the warm feelings they had begun to share?

'I've just been filled with inspiration,’ she tdliasey.

Yeah?' Casey looked from her to Brett, but plaierned nothing from the
action. 'I'll join you, then. OK?' He went up thaiss. 'I've come to measure
up your stuff for framing.'

For some time they worked together in silence— eayrainting as if her
life depended on it, Casey measuring and makingsnot

'‘Lunch?" Casey queried some time later, puttingyawa instruments and
notebook. 'How about a snhack at my uncle's plade3 @o a nice line in
sandwiches on request. We can look over the gallrout while we

munch.'



Lauren nodded, putting aside her work with a gatisfsigh. She had
progressed more that morning than in the past $g¥en hours put
together.

'I'm sure I'll make the opening date on time nahg told Casey as they
descended the stairs.

There was the sound of a car revving for departtom the driveway.
Lauren hurried to open the front door and ran &dhver's side.

Brett." Her smile was brilliant as she gazed iiat through the lowered
window. Her eyes were met by an expressionlessglaaoupled with a curt
nod.

"We're off to have some food and survey the exibiarea at Casey's
uncle's restaurant." Another nod. 'You're—' Thevewf her lips began to
straighten. What was the matter with him? 'You'lanping to eat

somewhere to0?"

'‘Maybe.'
I'm—' She turned on another smile. 'My brain'dl stispired. My
paintbrush—' she tried a joke '—seems to have gmwings, it's moving so
fast over the paper. I'm sure it was your—our—'

His head turned briefly, no message in his eyes.

'Glad to have been of service,' was his brusquemniimg comment as he
allowed his car to roll slowly down the drive.

The niggling feeling of worry was with her for thest of the day, damping
down the lingering sensation of pleasure. She etutdeanthat much to
him, could she? So much that every time he sawitbrCasey he became
jealou® Anyway, hadn't she already told him that Casey jwst a friend,
nothing more?



Early evening, Casey saw her into the house, drgnitie tea she had made
him and staring through the living room window Bt tcedar tree and
beyond.

'It dominates the garden,' he commented abseNthywonder the house is
called what it is. Where's the man who came in fitwn cold under its
spreading branches?’

She saw how Casey's mind had been working—thefisignce of the tree
in the sudden arrival of Brett Carmichael into tHizes, the strangeness of
the nature of that arrival...

Lauren's shoulder lifted as she affected lack @frest. "Working, | suppose.
In his room.’

At once Casey pounded, reporter's antennae quivénforking?'he asked.
'On what?'

'He's writing..." Oh, God. Lauren's eyes flutteckmbed, she had so nearly
betrayed Brett's confidence. "Writing letters, @ioly. Whatever.'

Casey nodded, only half convinced. "Working" to irnglies a job. If he
gets one, either permanent or freelance, let m&vknall you? Details like
the name of the publication, newspaper or magazywm+know what |
mean."

Lauren knew, but thought, Oh, no, Casey Talbert.ddo/our life will | give
Brett's secrets away.

'Do you mean,' Casey probed, refusing to give hgds 'writing letterdy
hand!

'‘Well, 1 do know he found an old typewriter somewde Lauren
prevaricated, hoping she had put Casey off thetscen

He emptied his mug. 'Thanks a lot. Must go.' Hgéired at the front door.
'‘Can't hear any tapping of ancient keys."



'Ear-to-the-ground Talbert, they call him," Laujeared, but was secretly
concerned at Casey's unabated interest in Brétissa

Casey challenged her. 'You know a lot more tharirgquretending, don't
you?'

'No. I don't, she answered, bridling and feelimgft this comment confirmed
her fears. '‘Anyway, even if | did—'

"You wouldn't tell me? Not even in return for meaaging this exhibition
for you?'

'‘No, Casey Talbert, not even for that.'

He laughed, moving to kiss her, but she producedwagh, covering her
mouth with her hand. Grinning at her subterfuge aaising his hand, he
left.

Taking advantage of the togetherness between heasel Brett that
morning and the right of access she felt that deare Lauren went upstairs
and tapped on his door. Like Casey, she had heardlaiter of old
typewriter keys. But that doesn't mean he's nokingy she told herself.
"You want me?' was the cautious reply.

'Want him? The connotations of the word startem@ing sensation deep
within her, but she stilled it firmly.

'If you're too busy..." was her equally cautiouspanse, putting her nose
round the door.

'‘Come onin.'

His back was to her as she entered, but he tumed)ance going beyond
her. 'Is Talbert with you?'

'Do you really think I'd let him see what you wela@ng? He'd be onto it like
an eagle onto a mouse.’



His smile was touched with weariness as he watblee@pproach. He slid
back his chair a little and she saw that in placéhe typewriter she had
expected on the . somewhat cramped table he wag asia desk stood a
small computer. Nearby, perched precariously oharcwas a printer, a
pile of paper beside it.

Brett's hand shot out, catching hold of her wrisdl awinging her onto his
lap. Her arms went round his neck and her longanchfs touch made her
respond with a depth of feeling that was beyond dmgtrol. His mouth

found her throat, trailing kisses from her eare¢oédath her chin.

What are you trying to do?' she asked huskily. iAgyto steal from me
some of the inspiration you gave me this morning?'

He smiled, and as he put her from him she reals®d preoccupied he
really was with the task he had set himself. Theulse that had made him
pull her to him and kiss her must have stemmed,rehsoned, forcing
herself to be objective, not from any deep feeforgher but from a need to
ease the tension that, in the writing of his bd@d been building up within
him.

His room had changed since she had last seen ibksBowere
everywhere—on the floor, on the bed, the dressabet—while folders and
atlases adorned his pillow, the washstand and sesre opened drawers.
On a stack of volumes stood an empty mug, placezfudly on a coaster.

"You obviously had a successful shopping trip tafsernoon," Lauren
commented with a smile. 'Not to mention raiding ®ard's library.’

Expecting a smile in return, she was surprisedi®yahswering frown. 'Any
objections?' he asked, an edge to his voice.

It wasn't far beneath the surface, was it? shegread That hard side of him.

'‘None at all. No one else is using all the knowkedtpred in it, so why not
you?'



'Why not, indeed?' There it was again, that sligispp which, curiously,
seemed to reprimand—although Lauren could not taled why.

"You bought a computer,’ she commented.

'l did." He leaned back in the chair. 'A portalits. small and compact. It's
got everything | need.’

Its screen. Lauren noticed, held only technicahdide must have saved the
contents as she'd entered, thus preventing hanyane else, from reading a
single word of his book.

She walked to the window, looking down on the wigeeading branches of
the cedar tree. 'Were you successful?' she askedt tell me if you don't
want to, but did the publishers—?"

He laughed. 'They did. They liked my ideas so mtiedy gave me an
excellent advance.' He smiled mockingly. 'More thafficient to enable me
to pay the rent for the remainder of my stay.'

Portable computer? she ponderedRemainder of his stay? He
couldn't—could he—be intending to move on in the tom far distant
future?

Swallowing her intense disappointment at the thdughe commented,
glancing round, ‘It looks as if you need an extrann.'

‘To work in?' He took in the near-chaos. 'Maybe.l Another devastating,
mocking smile. 'Would you require extra rent?" leé&dhup his hand. 'Before
you correct me, would th@wnerrequire extra rent?’

His question, his sideways glance, flustered ftemeVver occurred to me. |
suppose—I mean, Mr Gard might... No, he sounds authe man—'

'Nice man?'

'Oh, yes. I'm certain that in the circumstancews/beldn't demand it.'



'Do you mind which room?"
‘Not at all. The choice is yours.'

They left his room and walked along the corridayetiher; he took a few
steps into her workroom.

"This used to be Mr Gard's study," Lauren inforrhead. Or so Marie told
me.'

He nodded, lingering there so long that she thohghivas inspecting her
work, then it occurred to her why he might be legkaround.

'‘Brett,' she said uncertainly, 'this is my studg&hé frowned at his strangely
serious expression. 'If the... well, ambience @ tloom would help you
work, | just might be able to find another for miygbat's as well lit and
roomy, but—'

He turned quickly. 'Thanks for the generous otbert,no. thanks. This room
is most definitely not for me.'

She had to admit she felt relieved at his decisgjection of her offer. She
was, none the less, puzzled by the resolute maninkat rejection. She left
him still looking over the various rooms.

A card had come from Marie that morning, and inkhehen Lauren idly
read it again.

We're having a great time over here. Reggie'sisgtdown in his

new job and I in mine. We've rented ourselves aleoaf rooms and
we're both taking lessons in the French languagepédyou're

coping OK, because whether you are or not—sorryrém, but

Reggie says not to give you a contact address lseoaa don't want
to be drawn into anything at your end. Hope youearstand.

Love, an unrepentant Marie.



Wondering whether Brett had found a room that dultis writing needs,
Lauren searched for him before retiring to her bedr for the night.

Along the corridor a light spilled out from a partipened doorway, and
Lauren made for that, pushing the door slightly pedring round it. The
computer and printer stood side by side on a deslsdemed to have
found—probably ferreting it out from the back of@pboard in the way he
appeared to have discovered so many other thingsleAof printed-out
paper stood on an upturned wastebin. His thoughdéseemed, had flowed
like lava from an erupting volcano. 'Hi," Laurendsaoftly. Then she saw
him. His elbows were propped on the desk, the kagbdaving been
pushed aside, and his head rested on his handaskiestie deduced, either in
deep thought... or deep despair. She felt she davedtrude, whatever
mood might have hold of him.

Had she been his lover, or even just a close friginel might have felt free to
venture in and put her arms around his shouldéskes his hair, kiss his
cheek, offering comfort and encouragement.

Since she was nothing to him—what were a few kjsaéier all?—she
retreated soundlessly, wishing a hundred times thadr she had had the
right to go to him.

Something woke her in the early hours, and sheugatistening in the
darkness. Her first reaction was to thank heavandie was not alone in the
house, that Brett was there too.

Which could only mean, she deduced, that the stheichad disturbed her
must have come from his room. It had been a kindubfoff shout, and it
had intruded upon her dream to such an extenttthaid produced goose
pimples all over her. It had, she was certain, tzeery for help.

It reminded her of the night he had arrived when,the sake of her own
sense of security, she had locked him in his rddenhad been furious then.
He seemed distraught now.



Swinging from the bed, she pulled a long-line seeaiver her short
nightgown. Pushing her feet into slippers, sheHhetself out into the
corridor.

There was no light shining from his office now, swmaybe he had
accidentally locked himself into his bedroom anst line key? Turning on
the light, she sped along to his room and discavénat his door was
unlocked.

Opening it, she noted fleetingly that the room Wasck to normal, all the
equipment connected with his work having been resdoto his newly
acquired office.

Restless movements came from the bed and she paddess to his side,
anxiety and a sleep-hazed mind breaking down lvari@he leaned across to
stroke his brow, alarmed to feel moisture beneatiphalm.

'Is it the fever again, Brett?' she asked. "Do yaumt me to—?"

In the light from the corridor she saw his eyes eamen, brilliant against
his pale cheeks.

‘You've come to me,' he murmured hoarsely. 'My miregrl has lost her
ethereal, touch-me-not quality and taken on substand form.’

His hand came out, fastening on her wrist.

'‘Dream girl', he'd said. The girl he'd dreamedrulpis tortured mind, Lauren
wondered, to make the terrible period of his imgmment more bearable?

'Yes..." He spoke huskily. 'l want you. And ye's,dfever. There's a burning
fever upon me and it won't leave me until..." Héce died away, and she
wondered if he was really awake, or still in hisihizd dream state.

He turned onto his side, his eyes taking on a lobktense pain. In his
imagination he was back, she was sure of it, badke days of his past
torment, his captivity by ruthless rebels.



'Stay,' he said thickly.

He believed she was part of his dream, her reasldnher with clinical
objectivity, her mere presence offering him a mesdmeental escape, a way
of enduring the memory of the terrible hardshipiated on him by his
captors.

"Lie with me, dream girl," he commanded." 'Heresitble me.’
He shifted, making a space on the bed, urging bend

At first she pulled back, a warning voice tellingrmo. Why not? another,
more reckless, voice asked. So what if the worthfndment' isn't in his
vocabulary? But it's in mine, she reminded hersidlfove him, and | do, I'll
be the loser if I...

The sight of his hard body reached out to hemutitine beneath the cover
suggesting that he wore nothing at all. Even ada#leed down at him she
felt a melting resolve not to give in to his wigut weren't all her instincts
warning her of the dire consequences to her futappiness if she did?

In the end he gave her no choice. He seized her dnd and pulled her
round and down until she lay beside him. He gathéex into his arms and
pulled the cover over them both, closing his eyed bringing her face
round until their breath mingled, their lips almtstiched.

| can sleep, she thought, in this man's armsalksd of sanctuary, lying
here with him, safe from the rest of the worldafeSwith him... But not, she
knew as a few moments later he stirred, §af@ him. Did she. in her heart
of heartswantto be?

He turned her onto her back and in the half-lightes into her eyes. Then
he moved over her and she let him. His hand sliaeath the layers of
clothing and she did not stop its exploration. Wihieat hand found her
stomach, moulding it, stroking and moving highene ggasped, not in
rejection, but in delighted acceptance.



He grew impatient with the clothes she wore and edofrom her the

quicker to remove them, tugging them over her r@atithrowing them to

the floor. Her flesh rejoiced in the feel of himaagst her, all barriers gone.
Her heart hammered at the contact, even as shbheddlf she was a fool to
allow him to get this far.

Although she had known him for a while now, andretr®ugh she knew his
name and his profession, this man remained a sirahig had come from
the shadows, and, a sombre voice told her, he wan#dday disappear into
those shadows.

It was no use, she would not heed that voice. Stsehere in his bed. wasn't
she? And it would have to be a naive woman indekd thiought it was
mere comfort he needed. Instead, it was a womanty, lshe reminded
herself forcefully, and there she was, unreservettring hers to him. Her
heart hammered at the contact, her feeling fordwercoming any restraint
that might have lingered.

She wanted to say, Remember me, Brett? I'm Lamenjust any woman,
any willing woman you might have come across inrypast life... But
nothing came except quick breaths and soundlessdsviam dry, tremulous
lips.

He gripped her chin and stared into her eyes, ltheared his mouth to kiss
them, one by one, moving down to find her breastsg his tongue to tease
until they tingled, to tug and nip until she gasped writhed against the
hard angles of his body.

Her fingers sank into the muscles of his arms, tbes curling in both
ecstasy and pain as he stroked and caressed apaddris hard fingertips
over her burning, quivering skin.

She gasped again as those fingers took commandheofcare of her
femininity, stroking and probing until she criedg®lease, Brett, please...?"
He took her cries into his own mouth, intrudingitite hollows of hers until
she gasped again.



She longed to cry out, | love you, but she lockeriwords away in her mind,
telling them they must stay in their hiding plaoceciver.

As his exploring hands stroked her stomach her lesistenched in spasms
of pleasure. His palms followed the curving smoe#®of her body and her
senses caught fire, closing her mind to all theisrgnts—don't do it, don't
let him—that her reason was still trying to gebtigh to her.

When he moved onto her, his hard arousal broughtttvean almost
intolerable pitch of need. She knew then that ithne thad passed when she
could tell him no. But what did it matter? she akkerself. She loved him,
didn't she, so how could this be wrong?

He moved against her and she opened to him, hathbceming in gasps as
he made a pathway into her most intimate self. €halering to the
overwhelming joy of belonging to him entirely, skemarned from him,
following where he led, joining with him instincély as the increasing
rhythm of his total possession took her with hinthi® pinnacle of sensation
and consummate joy.

Dawn brought golden mists and rising bursts ofdordy.

Lauren stirred, turning her head and feeling Bre&tgular breathing fan her
face. His-arm was across her breasts in a gestyressessive that a sense
of pleasure, closely intertwined with a strong ifeglof disquiet, took hold
of her.

She had gone this far with Brett Carmichael. Ingheeloping darkness of
the night she had given everything, all of hersiifp his keeping. She
sighed. Even in the sober light of day, she coufdrd it in herself to regret
one moment of the time she had lain in total abandmt in his arms.

He must have felt her moving since he too stirned pulled her closer, in
his half-asleep state pressing his lips againssheulder and murmuring a
name. Hers? she wondered. Oh, let it be mine, iael@d, so that just for



this once | can pretend he knew my identity, amlth'timix me up with some
woman from his past who was part of his dream.

Savouring every second of the events of the nighit spirits rose with the
sun. The happiness that enveloped her at the winhaeemories she now
shared with him banished the doubts that had coome howhere and had
threatened, curiously, to take hold.

Carefully she slipped from under his arm, findireg klippers and shivering
a little in the dawn chill. Pulling on her layeskie crept into the corridor and
switched off the light that still shone there. krinoom, after showering, she
dressed, then sped along to her studio.

Inspired, elated, she painted one picture aftethempthe shapes and forms
flowing from her brain and through her hand onte thaper. Brett's
lovemaking had taken her to the heights—not jugiasision, but of her own
artistic ability. Now she need have no worries dabmmpleting sufficient
paintings in time for the show. In a little over haur, she had produced
more pictures than in the whole of the previouskvee

Her hand aching, she paused to stare out, seedrftptihiers’ colours bloom
brighter, hearing the birds singing with purer sigjrand felt more at one
with nature than she had ever thought possible. &hthecause she had
made love with the man she loved.

Even the young woman who looked back at her inntireor seemed a
stranger, with more colour in her cheeks, lips thate fuller, eyes more
brilliant.

A voice broke the silence, and again it was so tileeshout that Brett had
given when he had found himself looked in that faight that she wondered
if his dream had turned back into a nightmare antidd retreated into the
past and was lost to her forever.

An awful apprehension gripped her, and she spaayétee corridor to his
room, but he wasn't locked in. In fact his door wagly open. Two strides
and he reached for her, pulling her through thendag.



"Why the hell did you leave my bed without tellinge? Where in God's
name did you go?"

Looking closely into his eyes, she saw that thdg ttee same torment as she
had seen last night. She realised then that hédwal plunged back into his
days and nights of captivity, that he still had remtovered from their effect

on him and that the trauma he had gone throudhatll him in its grip.

It therefore followed, her reason told her withhalliag objectivity—and it
tore her apart—that the love he had made to hernlbadeen to Lauren
Halstead, but to that ‘'dream girl" after all.

All the same, when he drew her against him ancekiser. and gathered her
to him and rocked her in his arms, she banisheddasion's warnings to the
back of her mind, letting the feeling of intensebiaess take over again,
lifting her high into the air until once again shas treading cloud and
stepping over sunbeams.

'Oh, Brett, dar—' Had she the right to use the amdent? She searched his
eyes for distaste.

He shook her a little, and smilingly prompted. ‘Ba Where's the rest of
the word?'

Darling," she breathed.

'Say it again.’

'Darling Brett,' she whispered.

'‘And—?" He stroked her hair.

Excitedly she told him, 'I've been working and— \ebyou believe?—I've
turned out so many pictures this morning, | codd an exhibition room the

size of the Albert Hall.'

His head went back in laughter. 'If that's what imgKove does to you,
then...' He made to take her back to the bed.



She resisted. Something was making her hold back.
‘Brett, |—'

"You—what?" He smiled. 'The urge to create mastéegs is still upon you
and you want to get on?'

Eagerly she nodded. Thank heaven, she thought¢tdhoffered her a valid
reason. She smiled and went on her way.

How could she have told him the truth? she askadelfe That all her
instincts had been telling her so far and no fufthe

The disquiet that earlier had darkened her happiwas creeping back. She
had given him so much of herself, it had begundarwher. Now the doubts
had returned and were clamouring at the door ofrhied, trying to break in.

Her reason was back to tormenting her: this afflesaid—if that's what has
started between you—can only go nowhere. You'veyoad night of love,

so call a halt now. while you've still a chanceeaferging with only flesh
wounds from your intimate encounter with this mialesh wounds?

She loved this man so much that if she ever hagivi® him up—and her
common sense was telling her there was no 'if aibett would shatter her
heart, not merely break it.



CHAPTER EIGHT

LAUREN realised she was hungry when the aroma of toalstaifiee drifted
up from the kitchen. She put down the paintingshetejust completed, and
which she had been examining closely for imperéej and raced down to
find Brett seated at the wooden table.

The collar of his shirt was open, revealing a lihtlark chest hair against
which, Lauren recalled with a warmth that enveloped body, she had
rubbed her face in the night. His casual trousesgewaut across his hips,
and she found she had to tear her eyes away asdimory of the feel of

them against her own made her pulses race.

In one hand he held yesterday's folded newspapdrirathe other a slice
from a pile of toasted bread.

Lauren inhaled exaggeratedly, then let her handcehover the stacked,
evenly browned slices. 'May 1?' she asked.

'‘Go ahead.’ Brett waved the plate towards her.

Her hand pounced and she took a hefty bite fronslibe, chewing eagerly.
Brett watched her for a few moments, then laughed.

'Don't bother. I'll say it for you," Lauren managédough bulging cheeks,
wiping her mouth with a tissue. Our night of loveshmproved my appetite
as well as my artistic output. Isn't that what yeere going to say?'

'l was going to say,' he returned, eyes rakindipgaere, '‘how beautiful you're
looking this morning.'

'What, in these old jeans and this ancient sweater?
'It's not the outer wear that meets the eye, ligs mhemory of what lies

beneath," he added with a glint in his eye. 'Emgjcirresistible..." He made to
put aside the toast and the newspaper, but, lagghauren backed away.



'Enough is enough—for the time being,' she qualifsth a mischievous
smile.

'Enough, lady, could never be enough where yooneerned.' He started to
rise with intent.

'Oh, no," she responded firmly. 'Everything's bidtie having to wait for it.
Didn't you know?"

Running from the kitchen and up the stairs, sheeddhe studio door with a
purposeful thump.

An hour later she heard the front door slam ands@dubrush hovering,
unable to believe that Brett had left the houséouit telling her. She looked
at her own door as if willing it to open to revds@in standing there—then
she saw the note which had been pushed underneatBrapping
everything, she dived to pick it up. her pulse-iatgeasing alarmingly.

Dear Landlady...no, I'll rephrase that. My very déandlady,

Just to let you know I'm off for intellectual renfements—that is,
in search of more reference books to help me wjthmasterpiece.
See you later.

Yours, Brett.
The 'Yours' was underlined.

A car door was opened and Lauren raced to throve wid window which

overlooked the drive. About to get into the caretBtilted his head, almost
as if he was expecting her to appear, and smiledbseally. 'Message
received, | see,' he quipped. 'Why didn't you cam®e Lauren reproached
him disappointedly.

"Too much respect for your creative flow to int@trut." he shot back,
settling himself into the driving seat.



His hand sketched an ironic salute as his carda@leay down the drive.
Watching, Lauren felt that part of her was leawwith him. The morning
passed slowly. Each time the phone rang Laurenediadtwn, hoping quite
without any real basis for that hope that it mightBrett. The first time it
was Casey, asking how her master-works were preigiges

'‘Just fine," she told him. 'lI've been seized with iacredible burst of
inspiration.’

'Yeah? Now, | wonder...'
'Wonder on."

Lauren could almost hear his mind trying to work awynical and—did he
but know it—correct explanation. But, merely promgs another framing
session later that day, he rang off.

The second call was from Edward Hartingford, th#hauwith whom she
had tentatively agreed to collaborate. He had alh soted the date of her
exhibition, and looked forward to discussing higtwg plans with her then.

Having concocted a hasty lunch, she returned tstuelio, feeling the glow
of the love she had shared with Brett in the ngihitlighting up her brain
and imbuing her paintings with a deeper artistgntishe had ever before
discovered within herself.

Her thoughts tore themselves from the flowers th&y been concentrating
on and, looking through the window, her eyes folddvthe curving path of a
bird in flight. If she really was going to collalade with Mr. Hartingford,
she reflected, she had better do some research't Isae, into birds and
their habitats? The idea excited her, because ildvioe a subject she had
never studied before.

Stretching and yawning luxuriously, the wonderfuhduor from the night
she'd spent in Brett's arms still with her, she dead from her studio to
pause outside Brett's office. The door to it wakéal, and she passed it by.



The library proved to be an excellent source obrimfation about birdlife.

She took note of a volume which she felt would bpaoticular use to her
when she came to tackle the project offered by Edwtartingford, then

wandered along the shelves, finding herself dramthe book which had as
its bookmark the strange and angry letter fromrmoae to another who had,
it seemed, betrayed him beyond any possible fongise.

A curious compulsion made her open that letterragand as she read the
furious phrases a kind of shiver took hold.

".. .you have wrecked my life beyond redemptioyour immorality and
treachery.. .you will never be able to hold up ybead in public.. .you took
away the woman | married.. .the child she hadtslieme, was/ours not
mine.. .l wish never in the whole of my life to sg®ri again.”

Once more Lauren looked in vain for a signatunegifig none. With a
puzzled sigh, she replaced the letter and puslegolabk back onto the shelf.

As she did so the back of her hand came into comtile something that

must have been a catch for, to her astonished ayelole section of those
bookshelves began to move. Her breath was momignteapped in her

lungs, her dry mouth opening on a strangled gasp.

Hands on her throat, she watched as the book-lalbem” pivoted to a right

angle and creaked to a halt. She waited a momesgdonvhat else might
happen, then gathered her courage around her akdvwo shaky steps into
the room. As she did so she noted that the stofie were whitewashed and
the ceiling low.

There was a faint aroma in the air of bread, wimeplied, Lauren judged,
still a little shaken by events, that it must oiaae been the bakehouse.
Against the opposite wall was an antique tableJevuirther along stood a
bureau. Venturing further in. she noticed a stéddiamiliar-looking picture
frames leaning against the side of the bureau.

The shock of her discovery of the hidden room reded little as her
recognition of the frames made her recall Mariels& explaining why the
three picture hooks in the hall were empty.



She glanced over her shoulder—was she still alorsefl-erouched down to
investigate, her hands beginning to shake as ahedsbne by one at the oil
paintings.

The first was of a woman whose face she seemecdehyatiurecognise, yet
she was certain she had never seen the lady before.

The second portrait brought a deep frown to heeHead. It was not the
sitter's stunning beauty that astonished her, & tha deep incision slicing
across it that had her rocking on her feet. Sctinealigh the line was the
word 'deserter'.

Heart pounding, she turned to the third portrait] this time a cry of horror
was forced from her. The face was that of the mlaose bed she had shared
and with whom she had made love only a few houfsreeHe had been
much younger then—perhaps fifteen years youngdittldolder, perhaps,
than had been portrayed in the modelled head adahee young man in the
garden.

It was the desecration of this portrait—far wordent that of the
woman's—that brought Lauren'’s hand to her throdtaaterrible dryness to
her mouth.

Gouged diagonally with a vicious blade across thact were the words
'seduced, 'villain', 'traitor".

Kneeling now, and with trembling hands, she pickgxthe unspoiled
portrait, and it came to her then whose face itwidmat of the mother of the
young man. Placing the three paintings on the flm@und her, Lauren
closed her eyes.

Marie's voice drifted back. 'Here hung Mrs Redm@Gadd the first, and here
Mrs Redmund Gard the second. .. And on this oneldJRedmund's son.
The bad boy of the family.'

The young man, Lauren recalled, who'd had an affdirhis stepmother
and thus had driven her away from his father... S¢rewho had 'upped and
left', or so Marie had said, 'never to be hearar dfom again.. The Press had



got hold of the story, and so out of revenge, &ikdr had 'told the world of
his son's many other amorous exploits...'

And the letter, that '‘bookmark’ letter that sheurem, had discovered,
addressed to 'Ellis'... Ellis who? she wonderedydpicking up the badly
desecrated painting and staring at the young nfiacés No need to guess
now who Brett Carmichael really wade was Ellis Gard, son of Redmund
Gard.

Other things came back to her—his words 'l beldngn. the night he had
appeared on the scene and collapsed at her feestidnge way he seemed
to know where to find so many things in the houbsks confident
pronouncement that the owner's subject was history.

Those schoolboyish pieces of woodwork which hettBhad found in the
garage, obviously lovingly kept by—at that time—etidg father. All this
added up to one thing. All the time he had staijiedethe had kept from her
the fact that he really did belong—to the househ&ofamily.

'‘Lauren? Lauren!" The voice echoed through the empbms and she
dropped the painting with a clatter.

She wanted to rewind the tape—backwards to thet paivere, after the
phone call, she had left her work and decided tingmthe library, to the
point where none of this had happened. Then shédvibeuable to welcome
Brett Carmichael's return from the town, throwirgygelf at him and take
his kiss, kissing him back until he...

‘Lauren, for heaven's sake.' Then, more softlyyréa?’

She struggled to her feet, heart pounding, ancetuta confront Ellis Gard,
Redmund Gard's son and disinherited heir.

The sight of him standing there filling the openiwigthe secret door, hair
slightly dishevelled as though in the course ofdeiarch for reference books
he had run his fingers through it—that hair she togged at in her pleasure
at the pain he had caused as he had entered hegWwibdy only a few hours
before— almost broke her heart.



Hands deep in the pockets of her painting aproa,ssared rigidly at his

face. Watching his smile fade as he took in theasibn was like seeing the
sun go down, never to rise again.

'‘G-good morning, Mr Gard," she got out throughlgrg. Ellis Gard:

'So—' his mouth twisted '—you know.'

'‘Now | know." How she managed to keep the tremamfher voice, she

couldn't guess. 'Why did you lie to m&Phy didn't you tell me who you
really were?The anguish in her voice broke through her control

In all the circumstances,’ he grated. 'l had tgbtrio keep my true identity
to myself. It's many years now since I've answeoetthe name Ellis Gard.
Or acknowledged Redmund Gard as my father,” hedaddeshly.

He came right into the room and she backed slighthhe came any nearer,
she knew that her control would snap, and she wauddnto his arms and
beg him to tell her that it was all a lie, thasitnply wasn't true.

With a curl of the lip, he watched her retreat.

‘This morning you loved me,' he sneered, his egkisig her slender figure.
'l never said that!"

'But it showedMiss Halsteadlt showed.'

Well, it was a false showing. Now | hate you. Dayeear? | hate you so
intensely | could—I could—'

‘Strangle me?' The curve of his mouth was a trsnafst smile. 'Go ahead.’
One step and he had her by the wrists, liftinght@@rds to encircle his neck.

The feel of him, his warmth, the drumming pulsehia throat under her
moist palms, aroused such a rush of desire witkinthat she could not
smother the cry that broke from her.



'‘No!" She tore away her hands and rubbed them dwwrapron as if they
had been defiled. 'That— that letter—'

"So you found it in the end," he responded coldlywas aware that day |
discovered it that you were trying to pinpoint tbabk on the shelves.'

Did nothing pass him by? she wondered, the shockllothat she had
uncovered in so short a time still strong withim.he

'Yes, Mr Gard, | found it. And I've read it. | knox@ur true personality now.'
And I know how you make love, she wanted to say—wbederful way you
made me feel last night, the way you made me pgamwand you became
part of me...

Never! her sensible self reminded her. Brett Canat—Ellis
Gard—would never become part of any one woman. Reseewhat Marie
told her about this man's '‘amorous exploits' ascsified them, and more,
much more important, the love affair between Ellaad and his stepmother.

Inside her head a voice shrieked. Somewhere treeses or daughter of his,
living, breathing, walking around, aged maybe &ftenow...

'l noticed last night," she hurled at him, knowihgvas an arrow with a
poisoned dart, 'unlike in your treacherous liaigath your stepmother, how
you took great care that no other child would reBom our—from our—'

One stride and his hands clamped onto her shoulderdingers digging
mercilessly into her flesh. His eyes blazed, asgdw thrust out as he shook
her once, twice.

‘Take care, my friend. You go too far," he grount o

Oh, God, she thought, hisend? After last night, is that all | mean to him?
She knew that she had asked for his furious ré@atigbut she did not regret
one word. What she had said was true, and atrtiee she had to admit, she
had felt relief for his consideration sweep over. he



'It's true,’ she protested as he released hergfingkhis hands. She rubbed
her shoulders to restore the circulation. 'At tinget! was so thankful for
your thoughtfulness, but now | know the real rea®oryour caution. Once
bitten, twice shy, the saying goes. No more ungdnoffspring—'

He drew a sharp breath, teeth snapping. Then heegivand walked out,
through the library and into the hallway.

She ran after him, throwing words at his stridicignbing figure. 'Once you
told me to trust you. Now | know the truth, h@an| trust you?'

She was talking to the air. He had gone into hisirghaving closed the door
with a quiet firmness that told her she now meantmore to him than the
landlady which, in reality, she truly was.

Retreating to her studio, she sat at her easegihgderself and letting the
tears run wherever they wanted. The work into wislsh had poured her
heart and soul only that morning stood all arowadnenting her.

The woman who had achieved that standard of neéeghen—even she
could see how good they were— had gone forever.

That afternoon she returned to the library, ha@bhgndoned all attempts to
produce any more paintings that day—maybe forewtre thought
despairingly, thrusting aside her paintbrushes@aaglons. Nothing of any
use would come. Her brain and her hand had decidetb co-operate. Her
imagination seemed tohave placed itself in a desgz€, seemingly never to
allow itself to thaw out again.

As a result of the catastrophic events of the nmgrrshe had forgotten to
take the book on birdlife that she had discovekemlv, expecting to find the
library empty, she jerked to a halt.

Brett's hand stilled on the page on which he wasingr His head lifted
slowly and turned; his eyebrows were arched, higtma thin, unyielding
line.



With another shock Lauren noted that he had mdvedntique walnut table
and chair from the secret room. One or two volumvese opened on it,

while on the floor at his feet were piled three ex@f course he could move
things around, she told herself, without either permission or anyone
else's. He belonged, she reminded herself. Ohhgebelonged; she knew
that now. Much more, in fact, than she herself hgéal.

'Yes?' His voice was cold, matching his eyes.

‘A b-book—' Lauren cursed her voice for falteringpre | discovered this
morning. On birdlife.’

His brief nod seemed to dismiss her, and this exhkb much she stepped
firmly across the stone-flagged floor, head highd avithdrew the volume,
holding it tightly in her hands.

"What am | to call you now?' she heard herself haking really intended to
leave the icy atmosphere of the room before itdrber to the spot. 'Ellis?
Mr Gard?'

He dropped his pen and turned sideways in the ,ahiining his eyes over
her. To her annoyance, her cheeks let her dowshifig a deep pink.

"My name is Brett Carmichael, as you well know.'

Her heart skipped a beat. 'You mean—' she washthgcat straws, at a
lifeline that was made not of rope but of grass 6ue not Ellis Gard after
all? You had a brother, a—a half-brother..." Hacgdailed off.

'I'm known in my professional capacity as Carmithaay mother's
maiden name. Brett happens to be my second narie.G&rd has not
existed for fifteen years.'

So. she wanted to cry, who made love to me lasttrigellis or Brett? The
traitor and the betrayer, or the honest, true,gigpnman I'd grown to love?

Face facts, she reprimanded her foolish self. Theyhe and the same,
neither to be trusted.



Remember, too, that this man—ytdss man— Ellis.. .Brett—his true name
is irrelevant now—nhas a child... She could hardigrthe pain that thought
inflicted.

She cleared her throat. 'l suppose that now yousvgadentified yourself

as the son of the family, you won't want me henrg langer." She had to
pause to steady her voice. 'My role as house-giasrended, hasn't it? |
mean—'

'On the contrary. You're employed by my—' It wasfdee could not bring
himself to acknowledge the father-son relationsty. Redmund Gard.
You're being paid to take care of his property.Xes

'Yes, but—'

'‘No buts. Tell me?' He stood, hands in pocketspfalbeartbreakingly
handsome. 'What makes you think I'm intending &y sih here?'

Her heart jerked. She stared at him. Oh, God, 't take any more shocks
today. "You're leaving?'

He stared straight back, feet apart, gaze penggraiiercing through to her
very soul. It took him a few moments—or was it @arto deliver an
answer, and Lauren felt she could hardly beat have no intention of
staying in this house any longer than is necessheysaid at last.

'‘Necessary?' she asked, uncomprehending. 'Necdssartyat?" Her throat
moved convulsively, yet with a mouth so parchedahéd not guess what
it had found to swallow.

Silence greeted her question. Nor did his blankresgon give her an
answer.

"You will let me know in advance, | hope, so thatSkhe cut off the words.
So that—what? It had been pure chance that BrethiChael had shown up
when he did. If he hadn't, she would have beernotilg occupant of the
residence.



He took her up, lip curling. 'So that you can mak@angements for Talbert
to take my place? On a more, shall we satymatelevel, of course?’

Her shoulder lifted and fell. 'If that's what yowant to believe, how can |
stop you?'

The wheels of a car ground into the gravel outsldmiren ran to the
window, more to break the intolerable tension thanof curiosity. She had
already guessed the identity of the driver. Sseé@med, had Brett.

'How touchingly glad you are to see him," he comieaicuttingly.

'He's doing a good job of framing my pictures,’ ahewered, then cursed
herself for being so much on the defensive.

"Yeah?' Brett resumed his seat. 'Up and comingstigative journalist that
he's trying to be—just make sure he dodsafheyou.’

His tone was so dismissive Lauren could not dewibdether work was on
his mind or whether he really was glad to get herad the room.

'Hey, these efforts really are great,’ Casey exwd, gazing at Lauren's
collection of flower studies propped against thenifiwre in her studio.

''d say inspired," Holly Dixon commented, lowering the floor the
cardboard box containing her own work.

'What got into you, Lauren?' Casey queried, hidesfaintly suggestive.
| could tell him, she thought, but nothing will dréhat from me.
"You know,' she responded half jokingly. ‘It wagafithose mornings when

the joys of summer get into you and bring somethigggly good to life
inside you.'



'l know the feeling," Holly confirmed with a smilé.get it sometimes with
my work.'

'‘Maybe it's like the feeling | get," Casey concedetien a good story pushes
itself in front of me and only me, so that I'm oatscoop.'

Lauren glanced at him, searching for a hidden nmggimi his eyes. I'm just
too suspicious, she told herself, probably becaddgrett's warning this
afternoon.

As Casey assembled his tools. Holly unloaded hyrifies, each lovingly
wrapped in newspaper. She spread them aroundritepushed the box out
of the way. She was examining her model of a peaganwith a bird
nestling in her arms when a sound from the dooragd/them all looking

up.
Brett stood there, regarding the trio with a halfrile. Lauren, whose
heartbeats had assumed their customary race agjaiesicould discern no
mockery in his expression, just a kind of questignnterest.

'Hi." said Casey, assembling pieces of wood.

'Oh, hi," echoed Holly, plainly hoping that the yenasculine male at the
door might actually join them. "You arty-crafty ®o

Lauren remembered that Holly had never met her nterges. on
consideration, he still was her tenant— and fouadsdif bristling with a
quite ridiculous jealousy at the warm welcome ifl{i® eyes.

'‘No. | just live here.' Brett's eyes slid to Lauretearly amused at her
attempt to keep her colour and her embarrassmeiar wontrol.

Holly looked at her too, eyebrows raised in query.

‘This is Brett," Lauren explained flatly. '‘Bretti@achael. He's a tenant—of
Mr Gard's. Not mine, of course. I'm just the hoagter, as you know.'



Holly nodded her acceptance of the situation,mhied instantly switching
back to her work. To Lauren's surprise. Brett diche in. He strolled across
to join not her, but Holly, crouching down and hiamgl her figures with a
deep interest.

‘These take me back,’ he commented. 'On my tradw&me across tribes
who fashioned figures out of wood, or chipped anhes. Don't get me
wrong—' he directed a winning smile at the modetgator '—I'm not

implying that yours are primitive. In fact, sometbém are very modern.’
He picked up the peasant girl. 'This, of course)dene of the exceptions. |
can see they've come from the heart.'

He ran his fingers over the figure's shape anthetohorror. Lauren found
her own body's responses coming to life—deeifswas the body his hands
were touching, caressing, arousing... When his éigsed to hers, she
cursed the heat that had arisen, warming her thheatcheeks, firming her
breasts.

He smiled as if he knew what was happening topéting aside the figure
and rising, hands thrust into pockets.

The telephone rang, and Lauren had to brush pastdiget to the stairs.
Turning before she descended, she saw that hetaradirgy in the corridor,
watching her with narrowed eyes.

She paused. The whole situation had changed nalm'thi&? The house was
his to live in, love in, work in, and therefore tledephone was his to answer.

Tm-'sorry," she said politely. 'Perhaps it's yowwhould take that call?'
He stared stonily back at her.

Giving up, she raced down and said into the moettgyi'Yes? Can | help
you?'

'l should hope so. | wish to speak to Ellis," thmmwan caller replied.

It was that voice, the tone as imperious as before!



The difference, Lauren told herself bitterly, whattnow she knew exactly
who Ellis was.

'Don't try telling me this time that he isn't thérdhe woman continued
unpleasantly. 'He contacted me himself, giving e tumber. Tell him it's
Imogen— Imogen Gard.'

Lauren turned, finding Brett beside her. Withowtad, she offered him the
receiver.

'Imogen?" He knew without being told. 'I'm glad ycailed me. Can we
meet? Yes, as soon as possible. Is Elissa with y@u@ourse, she's at
boarding-school. So we'll be alone. Good.'

Lauren fled up the stairs, back to her friends. rHa& rock-bottom, as
though it had plunged over a cliff, she thoughteifichild's a girl—Elissa.
Named for her father—who else?

She should have guessed. All man that Brett Camaeickas, he did have a
female in his life. What was more, it was still g@me woman. Which, after
all these years, just had to mean that he stiédaver.

Imogen Gard. The woman with whom, when she had beestepmother,
he had had an affair. And by whom, quite shockingé/had a child.



CHAPTER NINE

IT was almost dark when Lauren arrived back at the hdhsae night.
Another car was parked alongside Brett's, and earthwhich she had
thought couldn't sink any lower, went through tloef.

Even if an opened envelope left carelessly on #mesgnger seat had not
carried the name 'Mrs Imogen Gard', there wouldehmen no need to take
a guess as to the identity of the owner of thatolehHer perfume lingered
in the hall as Lauren let herself in. It led, slo#éiced, in the direction of the
living room, which meant that that room had to lseided at all costs.

Lauren made for the kitchen. Having eaten a scratehl at the gallery
where she, Casey and Holly had spent .the evemamppng for the show,
she made herself a coffee and carried it up testuglio. Her mind was too
active for bed.

Skimming through the book about birdlife which s$teel discovered in the
library, she made a few pencil sketches, thereBsty put them aside, going
to the window and staring down in the light of theon at the cedar tree,
and calling back to life the night Brett had apeean the garden.

Her gaze switched to the paved area below, antidat mumped as Brett
and his guest wandered out into the moonlighttk@first time she saw the
woman in Brett Carmichael's—or was it Ellis Garddi?e.

Made mysterious by the silver of the moon, the wormasely resembled
the desecrated painting which had been hidden awdlye library. The
fifteen or so years that had passed since the &dt carried out his—or
her—undertaking had not deprived the woman of beddooks.

Tall, slender still, she would, Lauren decided yyly, be a tempting
morsel for any man. The colour of her hair, maderday the soft light, had
clearly been taken in hand, and her dress fashidaeemphasise the
slimness. Who could win, Lauren asked herself sadlyainst such
sophistication? Especially when that woman had détine child of the man
in question?



Heads almost touching, as if they were whispelingy seemed to be deep
in discussion. Lauren despaired at their obvioaosastess. Unable to stand
the pain that closeness was giving her, she movewnh fthe window,
deciding at last to go to bed.

Even as she tried to sleep her imagination playethe two figures in the
garden. In her fevered thoughts their lips metirthedies entangled. She
slipped into a dream and they followed, two figuoisging, becoming

again the lovers they had once been...

She opened her eyes to the lightening of the skayrbDwas on its way and
the birds were in splendid voice. Their very chekwss made her aware of
how low her own spirits were.

No doubt Brett had his lady-love beside him whehe. sLauren, only
twenty-four hours before, had lain so sublimelyibpin his arms.

To escape from the picture her tortured imaginabiad conjured up, she
turned her mind to her and Holly's approaching sHast night, as she had
looked around at the display which she and hendisehad been building up,
she had had the feeling that something importastmiasing.

At the exact moment when the bedside clock toldhiosy early it still was,
her subconscious mind told her what that sometimngsing was. She
swung from the bed. showering and dressing in tetiore.

Rummaging in a drawer in her bedroom, she foundchemera, slung it
across her shoulders, then crept down to the kitcBee made a flask of
coffee and packed a couple of rolls from the fridge

As she emerged through the side door it dawneceothiat the visitor's car
was missing. Her heart leapt at the thought thiatr @il Brett might have
slept alone, but she shook her head at its naivety.

Cool reason told her that Imogen Gard had probhiogd the car, and that
Brett had accompanied her in his own car back tehdver hiring agency
she had used and had brought her back to the house.



Turning her own car in the direction of the hillsuren drove towards the
rising sun, feeling her spirits struggling valiantib rise with it. She parked
off the road, swung her small backpack into plaud\aalked.

She photographed summits and valleys, forest- eovéills and grazing
sheep, then walked some more and took picturesagigg rocks, sloping
fields, wandering hedgerows, snapping the beawtyrat her as if her very
life depended on it.

Now and then she would drink some coffee, muncieeepof roll, then dust

her hands and start again. It was not until sheré@ted her camera with a
fresh film and started using it that she noticeulgh her lens that the
majestic white clouds had grown darker. The suaisnth had disappeared,
and rain not only threatened, it had arrived.

Pushing her camera safely away, she made for théncaer hurry she had
forgotten to bring a jacket, and now, as smalldeops grew larger and
more frequent, she regretted it.

As she battled through trees and climbed oversstite felt the rain soaking
through her clothes, but she told herself she dahre. She had found the
way to bring more life and meaning to the art shcand-worked off some

of her misery.

At least, she thought she had, until she ran tHrdlg downpour to dive into
the house, making for the warmth of the kitchen tamding to discover that
the door was being held open for her by a man wadlybneeded a shave
and whose jeans and jersey looked as though theé\b&an tugged into
place by furious hands.

He had indeed spent a hard night with his lady-ldairen thought with
unaccustomed and bitter cynicism. But his angeretitin frustration at his
bedtime companion's departure, maybe?—was direttedr, Lauren.

Where thehell have you been?' he greeted her. "Passed a busyvantul
time in Talbert's arms? Couldn't he wait until k¢ gou under cover, and it
rained all over your—activities?'



"You can talk," she hurled at him. 'Accusimgof lecherous activities when
you'vebeen indulging in debauchery all night.’

He looked puzzled. 'Debauchery? With whom?' Shewkhés raised
eyebrows were intended to intimidate, and they did.

'With—with your lady-friend. Imogen Gard. Isn't theer name?’

It is?" His jaw thrust forward, his teeth snapp&sfore we get deeper into
this intriguing discussion, you'd better strip amdbwer—unless you intend
to develop pneumonia?’

I'll do what | want,' she retorted pettishly, araliderately ran a slow hand
over her soaking hair.

One step and he was in front of her. 'If you meaantrovoke me, you've
succeeded.' He swung her up and into his armdjrgjrup the stairs with
her. her kicking legs and struggling body makingmpression on him. Her
demands to him to leave her alone and put her dmunced off his gritted,
bristled jaw.

Setting her on her feet, he pocketed his handewed her dishevelled state.
'‘Now," he gritted, 'do you want me to do the stnggdor you, or will you see
sense and fill that bath?'Undaunted, she lookéerivatch. 'l haven't time.
| must go to the shops and get my film developed. |

'Film? What film? Some great shots you'd have gaohis weather.'

She shook her head. 'Very early it was sunny anmthwa

"Which is why you were stupid enough to go out witha jacket? Or—' his
eyebrow raised '—were you in such a rush to keep gssignation with
Talbert?'

'l did notmeet Caseywill you believe me?’

'OK."' He leant against the doorframe. 'I'll bargaith you. I'll believe you if
you'll believe me. I slept alone.’



Something inside her relaxed, like a fist uncurlifgut she needed
reassurance. 'Whatsfeepingdidn't come into it?"

His eyes narrowed. 'You really are a little.. .'

Her fingers were turning her blouse buttons withanfiastening them. She
was darned if she'd undress in front of this cylriicak of masculinity.

"You want me to do that for you?' Without waitirg fin answer, which he
clearly knew would be in the negative, he reached brushing aside her
fingers, and he had the blouse open and off hasldacs before she could
stop him. 'Now these.'

Fuming at his audacity, she reached out to beabHinBut he was releasing
the waistband of her trousers, and before her e$ted hands could prevent
him he was peeling those trousers over her wrigdhips and down to her
stamping feet.

Almost naked, she crossed her arms as best shd @eed the remainder of
her clothes, which were skimpy in the extreme.

'‘Go!" she cried. 'Get out, will you?'

If his hands touched her as seductively as his expes caressing her, she
would be lost.

His hands did come out, and she backed away, lkubdathroom was not
large and she soon came up against the washbagimnav prospect of
escape from that.

His hands closed around her bare waist and thetegemoving upwards to
cup her breasts. If he'd gripped her, she thoughtight have aroused her
anger and she would have fought him off, but tgatliskimming strokes

that feathered her skin brought a shiver to herybadd a feeling of

weakness to her legs.

Then she was in his arms, her bra unaccountadipgahway while his
mouth hit hers, prising open her lips. His tonguentvon a voyage of



rediscovery, making free with every corner and dwlihis tongue found
there, while his hands made themselves familiainagéth the slender
curves of her hips, her thighs, her femininity tehe had offered him so
freely—and, yes, she thought dazedly, so wantonhe-ether night.

The pads of his fingers were sliding their seductiray beneath her briefs,
and she, to her shame, was making no attempt pohsto. And then came
the sound of wheels moving slowly along the drivee-slowly, Lauren
thought hazily, arms locked around the neck of then who was
deliberately seducing her, for it to be Casey.

‘A visitor,' she got out, tearing her mouth frors.iNot mine—yours. Your

lady-love, your woman—it must be her." She groped the towel and

wrapped it round her in a futile attempt to hide bergeoning breasts and
regain her poise.

She tossed her head, angrily aware that her celasras high as her pulse
was racing. 'Come back for more, probably, of wate/ou gave her last
night." He looked tautly back at her, giving awaything. 'l expect you
enjoyed h-her—' she cursed her faltering voice '+artban you did me.
She's more experienced, more—more mature.’

The bell downstairs clanged, thumps following, angbice was raised. 'Hi
there, Ellis. Let me in, will you?'

"You see.' Lauren's head lifted triumphantly, etrewsugh her heart sank in
despair. 'l was right. She must have stayed locdtigr—after you made
love. Right again?'

His mouth was a thin line as he opened the bathrdoon. 'You'd better
have that bath," he directed grimly.

Only when Lauren had heard him go down did shedurthe taps, her tears
mingling with the steam, her sobs lost in the sooinithe running water.

Emerging some time later, dressed again, Laurendf¢liat she could not
avoid passing Imogen Gard in the corridor. Brets Wwahind her, shoulder
propped against his doorframe, hands in pocketstimgga sardonic smile.



There was no doubt about it, Lauren reflected. RedimGard's second
wife—ex-wife—was elegance personified, from the tfpher coiffured
head to her fashionably shod feet. Her dark ssit iad to bear a couture
label, also the white blouse with its mandarin-lestgollar, though a
silver-crafted figure at its neck softened the séy®ef the outfit.

Imogen half turned towards Brett, but, Lauren gadsshe was really
addressing her. "You don't really want me to ga twtel again tonight, do
you. darling?’

Brett did not respond.

'I'm sure youtandlady—' now she turned to Lauren '—that is correct. Miss
Halstead? | believe that is how you once descryjmenself to me?—could
provide me with a spare room while I'm here.’

For heaven's sake, Lauren thought, how long istgng?

'I'm no longer Mr Carmichael's landlady,’ she rer 'Nor am | an
innkeeper or chambermaid.' There came a sharpeirtbkreath from Brett
and a faintly injured recoil from his visitor.

Head high, Lauren continued to address Brett. ®few you have the right
to give Mrs Gard any room you like. Correction, angm shelikes. You
also know where all the bed-linen is kept, and laimgt else she might need.’

Feeling she had won some kind of victory, Laurescpeded to her room,
hearing Imogen whisper, 'She knows, then?"

'She discovered the letter.'
‘The paintings?'
"Those too."

'Oh. my God.’



Lauren closed the door on the conversation, leanaul, head touching its
hardness. For the first time in her life she haghbeide, deliberately so, to a
perfect stranger. With a shrug, she combed her, hidied the bed and

closed the door behind her.

In the kitchen she took her camera from the tabtklet herself out into the
weak sunshine that had followed the downpour. $treednto town and left
the film, saying she would pick up the prints intaour, then drove on to
Chez Talbert.

Casey's uncle Henry unlocked the door of the restauand greeted her
warmly.

‘It won't be long now, my dear, will it?' he remadkas she mounted the
stairs to the gallery.

it's certainly taking shape,' Lauren replied witknaile that she produced
from somewhere. Her spirits, which should have begh, were at floor
level.

Henry studied the poster which he had allowed toplaeed near the
entrance. 'My goodness, only two more days." Helesminodded and
walked busily away.

Lauren strolled round the extensive display, adrgifdolly's pottery and
liking the come-view-me angles of the stands wi@esey had constructed.
It hit her with some force that the feelings shie&dl about the missing
'something' from the display were fundamentallyrect; and was glad she
had acted on impulse that morning and taken thbe®graphs.

Deep down, she was still troubled, and it didrketeer long to discover the
cause. There was a payphone in the entrance hatsiairs and as she
inserted the necessary coins her heart steppdd bpat.

When Brett answered, she inhaled deeply and ideatiferself, then spoke
the lines she had been rehearsing.



"Will you please convey to your—to Mrs Gard, my kgpes for being so
impolite towards her?"

The response was a long time in coming. 'And?'tBpetried.
'And—well, that's it.'

‘It wouldn't have been a touch of—shall we say—egesy which caused
that outburst?’

Jealousy?' Lauren burst out. She could almost seeyhical smile. 'Of
whom? Of what?' She was all the more annoyed beaheshonestly had to
concede that Brett was right. 'You forget that Wnknow all about your
immoral ways, your dissolute past. You think | cardamn about you any
more?"

'My God. my father did his work well,’ she heardhrgnarl just before she
slammed down the receiver, annoyed that she haoleaot able to eliminate
the tremor from her voice before she had discomaect

As she left she sought out Casey's uncle. He emesgeling from the
catering area.

'About the eats for the show, Mr Talbert," she sdibt to mention the
drinks—'

'All arranged, my dear. Compliments of the house."
‘Are you sure, Mr Talbert?' Lauren asked on a gaspeao—'

"Your art show will bring me extra custom, Laurdfor that I'm most

grateful. I've arranged it all with Casey. And ymver know—' he gave her
a warm smile "—you might gain financially yourselust as long as you
don't label every one of your works of art with $eomaddening initials
"N.F.S."

Not for sale?" Lauren smiled. 'Don't worry, Mr Taih I'll willingly sell the
lot, then get down to producing some more whiledtieshow lasts.'



'Instant masterpieces, my dear? That's the spietiry Talbert chuckled to
himself as he went on his way.

Lauren drove back to town and collected the prioftsher morning's
photography session, then hurried home to get dover painting.

As she made to use her key the entrance doordtartgpen.

"Don't worry about the cost," Brett was saying i® duest. ‘Refer the hotel
bill to me. And about Elissa's school fees—of ceut continue to pay
them.’

Imogen saw Lauren first. Lauren noticed how hert fondged Brett's,
silencing him.

Lauren raised expressionless eyes to his. 'DidfipauMrs Gard a room to
her liking?' she asked.

‘Thank you for your offer, Miss Halstead,” Imogeasponded, her
expression disdainful, ‘'but | prefer theelcome of the hotel
management—impersonal though it is—to your grudging.' With which
crushing statement she swept past Lauren to her car

Lauren made for the stairs, unaffected by the gitechput-down. Instead,
her mind was going round in circles at the fact Beett, clearly having
acknowledged that Imogen's daughter was also laisyWwearing the cost of
her education. And heaven knew what else. Lauremngifit disconsolately.

Sorting through the colour prints, she tried to pet unhappiness behind
her, worried that it might come through into hemngiag.

Troubled by the shortage of time before the offiapening, she drove
herself on. And by the end of the afternoon shedwawbunded herself with
the end products of her efforts, feeling a glovsatisfaction at all that she
had achieved.

Brett followed her downstairs as she made for thi telephone. As she
dialled he turned, observing her closely,,



‘You've painted yourself,’ he commented with a-hsithile, approaching
her. He took the rag damp with solvent which hurognf her apron pocket
and started to wipe the paint smears from her chaed# forehead. It was an
action springing from an intimacy which, she toktgelf fiercely, did not
exist any more, and it disturbed her unduly.

She snatched at the rag just as the call was ctathecCasey's desk. There
was a kind of tug-of-war, but Brett's grip was sosg that Lauren gave in
and did her best to concentrate on the phone call.

'Hi, Casey,' she said, 'guess what?' Two arms reaxhing round her waist.
''ve got a pile of—'

One over-familiar hand was invading her apron ptakhile the other was
pushing the paint rag back into place.

Lauren gritted her teeth at the feelings Brett'evpcative action was
arousing and twisted away to free her body fromatttepus-like arms that
were imprisoning her.

'‘Go away.' she whispered hoarsely.
'Who. me?" Casey queried. 'But you've just called' m

Lauren turned pleading eyes to her tormentor. li®tb your lady-friend,
not to—'

"What are you talking about?" came Casey's puzzlette. "What
lady-friend? The only female who might come intattbategory where I'm
concerned is a girl called Lauren Halstead. and-she

'l wasn't talking to you, Casey,' Lauren answered strangled voice. She
closed her eyes in relief as Brett released hekingahis mocking way
upstairs.

She cleared her throat loudly, at which Casey dedyioo knowingly for
Lauren's comfort, 'Got a frog in it. have you?'



"Sorry. Casey. As | was saying—"'
"Before you were so rudely interrupted by...?'
She did not take him up on his leading question.

'I've done a load more work. It all needs frami@guld you oblige in time
for the art show? | know it's only a couple of daysgmy—'

'‘More work? But why? You already had plenty to offer.’

*I'll explain this evening. That is, if you can certhen? | know it's a rush
job, but—'

‘Just call and I'll come, Lauren. Right?"
As she rang off Brett descended once more, moghk#éirgurving his mouth.

"Why did you do that?' Lauren demanded. "Is it hithaf yours to make
physical—and | do megohysical—contact with every woman in sight?'

He made no reply. Hurt feelings made her add witthuah of spite that was
foreign to her, "Wasn't your day with yolady-friendsufficient to satisfy
your male needs?"

He reached the door without answering. In his haasl a briefcase which,
Lauren judged, bulged with items other than pritgouwf his
manuscript—Ilike clothes, toilet articles...

"Where are you going, Brett?' He made for his cat she ran out. "All
right, so it's not my business,' she called after. liBut at least you could
tell me how long you'll be away.' To her annoyare@leading note was
interwoven with the words.

Reaching his car, he answered, 'Who knows?"

"Brett..." She was pleading again, but she couldglp it. "My art show..
.had you forgotten? Aren't you coming?"



He looked at her then as she stood a few paces. &v@ayrious expression
crossed his face but all he did was repeat maddbniivho knows?'

As he unlocked his car Casey drove up, parkingdeelsim. The two men
exchanged glances, and Lauren had the feelingatisdent war had been
declared. Brett's eyes switched to Lauren. The indkem told her exactly
what he thought of her. Two could play at that gashe thought furiously,
but by the time she could think of a crushing cominlee had driven away.

'So our mystery man's got a girlfriend,’ Casey cemted a little later, eyes
on his work.

It was not a question, Lauren decided, which m#aitit did not require an
answer—although she groaned inwardly at the thoupht she had
inadvertently given away something which would h#&een better kept
secret. Especially from Casey, whose appetiteifitiating items to write

about was insatiable.

To Lauren's annoyance, Casey had plainly takesilegrce to mean yes.
'Ever met the lady?' he probed. He did not acceptrén's lift of the
shoulder. 'You can't deny he's got one. | heardrngeation her when you
called me eatrlier.'

'OK, so he's got a girlfriend."

Tell me something,’ he went on, using glue witrecarhat does he do for a
living.'

Living?" She honestly didn't know.
Yeah, living—like having the means to pay the rent.
'He's not—' She swallowed a gasp. Not a word mass per lips about his

true status, nor about the book he was writing—@safg to Casey.
'He—well,” she invented, 'l guess he has privatamagdon't you? Perhaps



he's living on his savings, hmm?' She pretendedet@admiring Casey's
handiwork.

'Yeah.'

It was a disbelieving sound, and Lauren guessetkpmter's curiosity had
been fully, and worryingly, aroused.

Dressing for the official opening of the art shaauren had to swallow her
disappointment at Brett's continued absence.

As she pulled on a long black skirt she twisteside how much of her leg its
dramatic slit revealed, then shrugged uncaringlstas saw that a large
portion of her thigh also peeped through.

Her long white sleeveless top was even more datimggintricate stitchery
down the edges barely meeting from neckline to Hesiny buttons were
fastened with loops that scarcely closed the gapguite hiding the soft,
smooth flesh beneath, and the cleft between heastwewould play
hide-and-seek with whoever came near enough td.see

So it's provocative, she thought defiantly. Bus ithy show—mine and
Holly's—and people expect artists to dress sottiet stand out from the
crowd, don't they?

White choker beads and matching earrings hangwgaldded a finishing
touch to the outfit.

Casey jumped back in exaggerated surprise whealleel ¢o pick her up.

'Dressed to kill," he commented as they drove éogtlery. 'But who? The
tenant?'

He's not here. He's away.' Lauren tried to keemltilenote from her voice.



Alone? Or with the lady-friend?' He thought a momédmain clearly busy
with an interesting idea. 'Or abroad, perhaps,siewg the scene of his
abduction?"

Lauren frowned. 'With a view to what?'
Writing about it, maybe?’

She hoped she had kept her face expressionlesst h2osilly. Who would
revisit a place where they'd been through suchrrible ordeal?' Casey
Talbert was a darned sight too fast-thinking, sfeected. But that was a
vital asset, wasn't it, in his kind of job?

Holly had arrived before them. Her outfit—black siter, white
trousers—also caught Casey's eye, and he whigij@@aatively.

'If the sweater fits, as they used to say when wowere women and proud
of it, get a size smaller." He made curving gesttineough the air. 'And is
Holly Dixon's sweater a size smaller.’

Holly, pink-cheeked, laughed, clearly pleased itsey's reaction.

'Lauren, isn't this just great?' She touched Casayh and he looked at her
hand as though he liked the gesture. 'Thanks &£hdey, for making it all
possible.’

He made a sweeping bow, then commented, 'Hey,sih'thatarted yet.
Shouldn't you keep your thanks until we see whapbas? Maybe no one
will come.’

As if to prove him wrong, the first visitors camp the stairs. They were,
they said, too eager even to wait for the offidpening. They just had to
look around straight away.

From that moment, the two girls hardly had a mirtotéhemselves. Harry
Harper, editor of the newspaper for which Caseykety was due at any
moment to perform the opening ceremony.



'Miss Halstead?'

Lauren turned to find a grey-haired man addredsarg'l am.' she said, and
with a smile she added, taking a guess, "Mr Haftirty'

He extended a hand. 'Happy to meet you. Miss Hadstéou remember our
phone conversation?'

'‘About the book you're going to write about bird@Zourse | do.’

'I've been looking round. May | congratulate youymuir ability? Some of
your landscapes, | have to say it, are inspired.’

Lauren coloured a little, remembering the circumsés which had brought
them into being. Brett had spent the night withlagy/-friend—which, she
thought, gazing round with dull eyes, he had prtpbeen doing each night
since he had left the house two days ago.

"Thank you for saying so, Mr Hartingford. I'm lookj forward to starting
the project—'

"Which won't be for a whild;m afraid.l have to take a trip to New Zealand
to see my sister. She's a little older than | amd, she hasn't been too well
lately. But | shall certainly contact you againrog return.”

The crowd was quietening down, and Edward Hartirtfooticing that the
opening ceremony was about to take place, stookl esey's editor had
happily agreed to perform it, and his few wordswvelcome and praise for
the two young artists who had provided such anlexdedisplay of talent
were greeted with applause.

Casey's uncle took Lauren's hand, putting an avanaum around Holly's
shoulders. 'I'm proud of you both,” he commentdwnt added, The
buffet—' he indicated the tables, the food theyebbeing temporarily
covered '—will be open soon.’

TTiere was a slight disturbance at the top of thgswhich led directly into
the gallery. Lauren's head swung round. All thenewvg she had been



hoping for the appearance of the one man in thédvatre longed to see. It
was no use telling herself that he had never prednie be there. All the
same, disappointment had gripped her every timénatlesearched for him
in vain.

Now at last he was here, and Lauren could hardig\weeher eyes. Then she
saw that he was not alone.



CHAPTER TEN

How could she not have expected it? she reprodebes®lf. With Imogen

Gard in town he would never go anywhere alone, dd@? Not even to
bed... Even so, her eyes locked with his, untiltehehers away, only to feel
them drawn to him again.

He was looking at her as though he had never seebdfore, looking her
over as if they'd never met, as if she had nevaresha bed with him, made
love with him... She wanted to scrunch up her papogne and throw it at
him, anything to take that sensual look from hiesgyand that mouth that
was so cynically twisted, as if he were categogdmer as a soft touch,
always willing...

So she was dressed sexily, perhaps even—for heittlea.dutrageously,
but surely he of all people knew that she wasaltya seductive tease, that
she wasn't an easy target for just any man?

Imogen moved forward, seemingly attracted by Caséy, stared at her as
if he couldn't take his eyes away. If Imogen Gass that attractive to a man
in his twenties. Lauren agonised, how much morenathg must she be to
someone as sophisticated and worldly as Brett?

'Hi." Casey said to Imogen. "You want a guide tovslyou round?’

Imogen inclined her head, her smile syntheticalget. Casey needed no
further encouragement and led the woman to thedidisplay of Holly's
work, leaving Brett standing alone.

Lauren found herself moving towards him. 'Thank j@ucoming after all,’
she offered with a tremulous smile. 'I'd almosegiwip—'

'‘Brett Carmichael?'" A man had moved faster, reacidrett's side first.
'Harry Harper—editorNews JournalHaven't | heard of you somewhere?
You're Australian? Don't you belong down under?’

'Hi," said Brett, changing in a flash from predgtonale to professional
journalist. Their hands met briefly. 'British, baand bred."'



Harry shook his head. 'Can't believe it. I've sgmnsomewhere... I've got it!
| was on a long visit to relatives in Queenslarfievayears ago. On the telly.
That's where | saw you. Reporting news from all rottee southern

hemisphere. Right?'

Right." Brett said. 'I'm not based there now.dtlsng story."’

'‘Be glad to hear it some time over a drink. Heys&ya—' he turned, tapped
his wristwatch '—got a minute? I'll have to go.’

With reluctance, Casey took his leave of Imogenpsehattention was
seized by an eager Holly, who had noticed thawbman held one of her
models.

‘Brett." It was all Lauren could manage. 'You'verbaway a—' A long time?
It would be stupid to let him know how much she'gssad him. With a

companion like Imogen, how could he have missedltairen? she asked
herself with a twist of pain.

'Yes, I've been away. Where have you been?' She Wwiat he meant by
the way his eyes seemed to strip her naked. "Whikre'girl | left behind?"

Lauren's cheeks grew hot. 'l don't know what yowamreunless you're
implying—'

Yeah. That louse Casey.. .and you. How else cooldbe looking so...?"
Again his eyes disparaged her.

‘Shameless?" Lauren held up her head. 'Thanks dar pelief in my
integrity. And so what if | am dressed like thi$tie pointed to the gaping
fastening of her fitted top and the daring slither skirt, then wished she
hadn't because his eyes dropped to those parts ahlatomy. 'It's what the
public expect of an artist, isn't it?'

Eyebrows arched. 'Is it?"

'"Yes. And if we're in the business of insults about respective private
lives, how about you and—?'



He straightened to his full height from the stornkapagainst which he had
been leaning. He had meant to intimidate, Laureawkthat, and he had
succeeded. In all the circumstances, he had efédgtsilenced her.

Imogen approached, holding a filled plate in onadchand in the other a
package which clearly contained one of Holly's nied&Ve aren't leaving
yet, are we, darling?' she asked, throwing a thaie' smile at Lauren.

'Miss Halstead?' One of the women visitors caughtiren's attention.
‘There's a painting of yours I'd love to buy. Cowytul price it for me,
please?’

As Lauren dealt with the delighted customer she&adtout of the corner of
her eye that Brett was alone again, a plate of foashe hand and a glass in
the other. Now and then he paused in front of dnleo paintings, then
passed on.. .and on.

Pushing the signed cheque she had received intpduoiet, Lauren could
not prevent her feet from taking her to his side.

‘Brett?'

'Mmm?' It seemed he knew her identity without negdo turn his head.
What—what do you think of it—them—my work?'

''ve told you before, it's good." He paused. "Bhé&mndscapes—they're
brooding. There's a hidden darkness about them aligtorm brewing.' His
head turned and there was a gleam in his eyethelelements themselves

or—' he paused again '—in your mind?"

His penetrating perception bowled her over. 'l—mgdrwas in something
of a turmoil,’ she conceded reluctantly. Oh? Why?'

How could she tell him the reason, that he had hbencause, with his
apparent close relationship with his father's efeWi



'On the other hand—' she dodged the question “idibegin to rain after
that, and | had to dash for cover.”

He looked her over. 'l remember. You arrived horoeking like a
drowned—'

Don't you dare say "rat",' Lauren broke in. Themniles mingled and her
heart hit a high note.

OK.' He put aside his empty plate and glass antepded to think. 'Cat,
then. Any better?'

'Not really. Unless—unless you mean by that somegthou can stroke.' She
knew she was being provocative, but she had ceased).

His narrowed glance raked her, and again it lindee her burgeoning

breasts, the outline of which could be traced thhothe thin material of her
top as the button opening gaped. He only had todae her, she realised
with a touch of dismay, for her body to react tmhgiving him ‘come on’

signs as if vital areas of her anatomy had mindbeif own.

Oh. yes, I'd stroke that particular cat.' His geearched for and found Casey
Talbert. 'Wouldn't anybody—any male man?"

'If you're implying that I'd allow any man—'

Forget it." came sharply back at her.

There was a breath-holding pause, then she saielt?BHis gaze lifted
reluctantly from her body to fix intently on heregreyes. She gestured
towards her paintings. ‘Do you really think I'vet gpough—well, talent to
get some kind of recognition one day? That istif lhard enough?’

Still fishing for compliments?’

His evasive and taunting answer hurt, and she duamnay.

‘Lauren—' His hand closed round her wrist, pulliveg back.



She would never know what he had been going to Isaygen, eyes on
their connecting hands, swept over and touchedhnsilder, running her
palm down his chest to his waist.

Lauren pulled free and aimlessly wandered off, wighing to hear the
exchange of intimate trivialities which she waseswould follow.

Casey was again in conversation with his boss, drautoticed as she
walked around. Their backs were to the crowd aed frofiles seemed to
hold a kind of furtiveness that worried her—ashiére was a conspiracy
between them, against.. .what, whom?

Harry Harper gestured now and then, seeming ta plonwn at the floor and
then indicate the room behind him. 'milling withegts. Lauren could not
tell for sure, and a strange unease gripped hereeedly when she saw
Casey peer carefully over his shoulder, only totrhee eyes and withdraw
his quickly.

It was only after she had completed the sale offeangainting and shaken

hands with the happy purchaser that Lauren hadaacehto look around
again, but Brett—and Imogen—had gone.

Casey drove Lauren home, and it took her only st#xda discover that

Brett was not there either. But he and Imogen ladiéa there, judging by

the two used coffee-cups on top of the dishwasher.

After the bustle and chatter of the exhibition, tihmuse was unbearably
silent. Even Casey seemed to feel it as he entieeskitchen behind Lauren.
He stood still, listening like a creature afteryre

'‘Not here?" he asked.

'How did you guess?'

"Hey, why so sour after all I've done for you?'



Lauren forced her mood to change. Smiling, sheaghand on Casey's arm.

'Sorry. And thanks a lot for everything." She clsfher hands. 'l never
dreamt I'd sell so many pictures.’

She counted on her fingers. 'Would you believe—es&Jn one evening!"

'If you go on like that, you'll run out of supplibgfore the show's over.
Holly did well too, she said.'

'l can't thank your uncle enough, Casey. Like desdf"

In the kitchen he spied the empty cups. 'Seemsbkeeone's beaten you to
it. Now, | wonder who?' He leant against the kitthaits, arms folded, eyes
roaming. '‘Lauren, what's between those two?'

"You mean Brett and his—' She stopped herself alyrighe'd almost called
Imogen his ex- stepmother.

Casey noticed the hesitation and his head swurndrou

'His lady-friend?' Lauren continued hastily. 'Whatild there possibly be? |
mean, she's twelve years older than he is—'

'How do you know? So precisely, | mean?' She'dpstip up there!
'‘Guesswork,' she declared with bravado. 'How elsa@an, shdooks—'
She frowned. What is this, Casey? An interrogation?

'Sorry." He gestured. 'Kettle's boiling." He wardkeround, picking up and
putting down recipe books, leafing through the veeekmagazines which
were in a pile on a side table, flicking over tatdr rack.

'‘Nothing there addressed to the chief investigatineporter of News
Journal' Lauren commented, pretending to joke.

'In other words, keep off.' Casey thrust his hantishis pockets. 'Sorry.' He
tapped his nose. 'Always on the scent, this bihef



"You won't find anything to interest you here.'
'No?'

'No. Not in this room. Who leaves exciting clues-et that there are any in
this house—in a kitchen?"

They drank their coffee in the living room, andeaftards Casey roamed
restlessly again.

He pulled books from the low shelves, opened tHéoked through their
pages and replaced them, then swung round.

What do you say, Lauren, to an end-of-show partyotwow?"

But Casey, | couldn't expect your uncle to—'

"Not at the gallery. Here, in this room." He halfosed his eyes
reminiscently. 'Remember Marie's party, before ah@ Reggie drove off

into the night without warning?"

'Only too clearly,’ Lauren answered. 'When yousgtrunk you followed
me around like a devoted pet.’

He smiled ruefully.

And when the man I've grown to love so much canmebthe shadows and
fainted at my feet, she added silently.

‘A party would be fine by me,’ she said aloud, lasg as it's a
bring-your-own.'

'‘Bottles and grub—OK, I'll contact the gang."'

The telephone pealed into the short silence. Lapmtrdown her mug and
made a dive for it. At this hour it just had toBeett.



'‘Lauren Halstead? Good. Glad you're not in bedMeis is Harry Harper,
News Journakditor.'

'Hi, Mr Harper." Lauren hoped she had managed tsguise her
disappointment. 'How may | help you?'

'Since | got home I've been thinking. You're a grg#e artist. Miss
Halstead, and | thought it might give your futuregpects a boost if we ran
a couple of articles about you in the magazine metude with the paper
‘each month. Photographs of you, your studio andrnsdA bit about your
lifestyle—you get it?"'

Lauren felt a glow of pleasure. Maybe this mearmt wias on the brink of
recognition in the world of art!

'‘A few questions to start with. Miss Halstead. Th@use you're living
in—Old Cedar Grange, yes? It's not your home,?$Biit the name of the
true owner escapes me...'

'‘Gard,' Lauren readily supplied. 'Mr Redmund Gard.'

'‘Ah, yes. And he's left you in charge, while hé.TRe pause implied a
guestion to be answered.

'Lives abroad. He's out of touch at present,’ Laumrmed her questioner.
'Wandering the world, as he called it.'

'He's due back—when?'

'‘No idea, Mr Harper.'

'In the meantime you continue to live there?'
'‘Looking after the house, yes.'

'May | ask. Miss Halstead—alone?"



Confused. Lauren hesitated, then, rememberingsthatwas talking to a
powerful member of the newspaper's journalistianteahe decided to
prevaricate. 'Well. Casey's with me at the moment.’

'‘Ah, yes. Good. I'll be in touch, Miss Halstead&Tcall was over.

Lauren found Casey upstairs in her studio. Shehaddh vague sense of him
wandering about while she was on the phone, andlered where he had
got to. He was pushing a small notebook into hiskpbas she entered.

‘Just imagine!" she exclaimed, sinking down ontochavas stool. 'I've been
interviewed, prior to being interviewed." She laedrappily. 'By guess
who? Youreditor. He didn't put a junior onto the story!

Casey's smile was a little twisted. "There's faoreybu. The editor, not
me—Casey Talbert.'

'Photographs too, to go with the words. Jealols?tesased him.

‘Not a bit. You deserve it. E—how much of your walid you manage to
sell this evening? I've been trying to remember.’

Hence the notebook, she guessed. As she had dispbker paintings she
had asked him to make a note of their titles. Shnted on her fingers
oncemore and he drew out the notebook again, withim page and writing
down the total.

His restlessness seemed to have left him, and lleddiauren up from the
stool and swung her round. "You know, in that geaight, | could have
eaten you. | noticed Carmichael giving you thelegiéa dozen times. Come
on, Lauren—' his hold on her arm tightened, and dida't like it at
all'—qive.’

Oh God, she thought, is it true | look like a wonveimo'd say yes to every
man? Brett seemed to think so too.

She pushed Casey to arm's length. "You want a'kiss?



'More than that.'

'One kiss." She turned her cheek, but he foundrwearth. His' kiss was
unrefined and, against Brett's, totally ineffecti8de forced herself to smile,
managing to evade his groping hands. 'Sorry, Cdseysaid my thanks.
Thanks again for everything. That's it. Goodnight.'

'OK. I'm a guy who knows when to stop. Then | agrahpther time, can't 1?"

When he had gone, Lauren felt the silence wraprattwer. She wandered
about the kitchen, tidying, straightening. When clmme to the letter rack on
one of the cupboards, she tidied the contentsatfttio.

As she brought some order to the envelopes whaghedl this way and that
she noticed a few slips of paper bearing Brettalhaiting. They seemed to
be brief notes he had made for the book he wagwgrit

Either he'd pushed them in absentmindedly or hadh&m there on his

way to an appointment, telling himself he would wWnehere to find them

when he needed them. Deciding to leave them tlseeemade her way to
the living room and stood staring out of the window

The cedar tree stood enigmatically, its moonlinlohees splashing arm-like
shadows across the walls and windows of the hdasker tiredness she
thought

she saw Brett's outline. He's here, she thoughttleats speeding, ready to
thrust open the doors and run to him. Oh, yesttshigght, he's come back...
But when she looked again, she knew that her inadigim had been playing
tricks.

The clamour was increasing, the chatter competiity the hi-fi for a
hearing. Marie's friends had come at Casey's bidatl 'paying their
respects’, as one of them put it. to Lauren andiyldart show.



Earlier that day Casey had helped Lauren and Hollyack their pictures
and modelled figures. First he had delivered Helbgxes to her house, then
he had taken her on, with Lauren and her paintitag®|d Cedar Grange.

Now the party was in full swing, much of the fooaving been brought,
courtesy of Casey's uncle, in a special van fromzClralbert to the house.

When Lauren had offered to pay, Henry Talbert hathdsed the gesture.
"You and Holly, not to mention my dear nephew, hhveught so many
extra clients to my restaurant | can hardly thgokkenough, my dear," he'd
said.

Casey was dancing with Holly, Lauren with Johnnyke young man who,
on the night of Marie and Reggie's party, had tetlpeconvey Brett, in his
semi-collapsed* state, up the stairs.

"You didn't, did you?' Johnny asked Lauren.

'Didn't what? Oh. Fall for my tenant, you mean? 8lanced away, smiled.
'It's a landlady's strictest rule—never get ronw@itkeas about male lodgers.

Didn't you know?"

‘That's no answer," Johnny said, swinging her ramtback, just as Casey
was doing with Holly.

'It's the only answer you're going to get,’ Lauretorted.

There was a squeal from a young woman near the gabrs, which had
been flung open to let in the cool midnight air.

‘There's a man in the garden. He might be a—a icailtii
Oh, no, Lauren thought, breaking away from herrgartNot again—not

another gatecrasher... She glanced outside arahtrrsicognition jolted the
breath from her body.



That man belongs to the house—but most of all v&usted to cry out, he
belongs to me. Her legs, taking her through theglamuld not move fast
enough for her liking.

He lounged against the cedar tree, arms foldedh&hed in front of him.
There was no backpack on the ground this time, tnbbg& round an
unshaven jaw.

He wore a suit, and beside him, where he had dobjipevas a black
executive case. His hair was neatly combed, hr$ atstartling white in the
semi- darkness.

"Brett?" she whispered hoarsely. "You're back?"
"Who else were you expecting?' came drily from him.
"Who is it?" It was Casey's voice. 'If he's threatg you—'

Oh, yes. he's threatening me, Lauren thought, diuinrthe way you mean.
My heart, my body and my soul, the rest of my life.

'It's OK, Casey, Brett's come back—Brett Carmichdal her excitement,
her voice had hit a high note.

There was a groan from Casey. 'Heck hita?'

"Brett—' Lauren gestured towards the glass-panedsde—join us.' He did
not move. 'Come to the partylease.lt's a celebration." She moved closer,
lifting her face, full of appeal. Their eyes lockédolly and | have sold so
much of our work, we just had to let off steam showe.' She extended her
hand. "Brett? Will you come and dance? Brett?' &lvesis an unintentional
wobble in her voice, which told him she was plegdinut she didn't care.

It seemed to take him time to react. His eyes ss@time guests who. losing
interest, were retreating.



Slowly Brett straightened, taking her hand and mgvinto the crowd.
Someone had turned up the music again and therdpaweis resumed, more
romantic now. the pace slower.

Brett held out his arms and Lauren went into thelosing her eyes, her
emotions lifting her to a high she had reached amige before—and that
had been in those same arms.

Someone nudged her shoulder. 'I've got my ansmattered Johnny out of
the side of his mouth. 'You've been a fool. Lautetd warn you." And with
his partner, he moved away.

"You've missed me?' Brett asked, voice low.

"What do you think?' Their eyes held, their limlosndy their own thing—his
hard as they brushed against her. hers meltingush tihat she had to rely
on his hold for support. "Have you missed? No, don't answer that. Of
course you haven't. You haven't been alone, han@"yo

'l won't answer that either.’

"The food's all gone,” someone shouted.

'‘And the bottles are empty.’ Somebody else toothagheme.

'‘Get them out. Lauren,’ Brett said against her'ea@ant you."

Her head jerked back, eyes accusing. 'You carhs@ywwhen you've as good
as admitted your lady-friend has been with you?'

'l did no such thing. Get them out,"” he repeateuk.

"But she was, wasn't she?' Lauren persisted, wgrtyet not wanting—to
know the truth.

"If she was. it was not in the way you're insinogti



Her heart tripped. So Imogdémmadbeen with him—probably all the time he'd
been away. It was she, Laurefr, who wanted theymarer now. What had
she to celebrate any more, knowing the truth @®las

Breaking away, she announced, 'Party's over evdgybBorcing a smile,
she spread her arms. 'Thanks for all your support.’

Brett propped himself against the wall, hands iokets, watching the room
empty. Soon only Casey and Holly were left, andlyHbkad gone to the
cloakroom to collect her jacket.

Casey slipped outside through the opened doorsebgdrden, and returned
holding Brett's case, arm stretched towards him.

"You wouldn't want a thief to steal all your sesraé¥ir Carmichael, now
would you?' he asked with a false lightness of tone

Brett inclined his head, accepting his executiveecand dropping it onto a
chair, and Casey went to stand beside Lauren—athMBrett's arm shot
out, pulling her to his side.

'"You've got treasure there," commented Casey, fage®n the case, then
sliding to rest on Lauren.

'‘Gold bars, maybe?' Lauren joked, trying to lighttes taut atmosphere.

‘Yeah. gold. Mr Talbert," Brett shot back. 'Goldtbé purest kind. Not a
smear of dross in sight.’

Teeth were snapping—metaphorically, of course.dnthoughts. Lauren
imagined the two men circling each other. Who wasgding first? Who
would vanquish whom?

It $as Casey who weakened, his gaze dropping, dorgeictory, but it was
his thrust-out jaw that worried Lauren.

Thanks again, Casey,' she put in quickly, for yaur help and your
uncle's—'



Her hand was seized and she found herself in Gaays, his lips forcing a
kiss from hers. To keep her balance, she had thdrmb his shoulders.

‘Thanks, sweetheart," he said in a falsely silkyetdfor allyour help—for
your co-operation and collaboration.'

"No. no," she got out, more than a little puzzlédy the one who should be
thankingyoufor all that.’

You think?' Casey responded, to her complete incehgmsion.

Brett pulled her back to his side. 'Get out, Tdlb&€s impolite to keep a lady
waiting.' He gestured towards Holly, who was watghthe proceedings
from the doorway, a frown on her gentle face.

Lauren tensed apprehensively at Casey's expredsmas not so much a
grin as an unpleasant drawing back of lips ovehte®nd it was directed at
her.

Head down, eyes closed, Lauren did not stir uh@ldound of Casey's car
drawing away told her everyone had gone.

Then, half-heartedly, she moved to tidy the afparty chaos.
'Leave it.' Brett ordered.

'How can I? Otherwise, it'll all be here in the mog—
'Leave it. | said. And come here.’

Lauren looked at him, not liking the set of his jdke hard glint in his eyes.
'‘Why should 1—?'

Again he seized her, standing her in front of him.

"You enjoyed that clinch, did yosweetheart?he grated, mocking Casey's
use of the endearment. 'You liked being in Talbentms?'



She watched him drawing a clean, folded handkefrétum his pocket.

'Of course not. If you thought | was holding ontmiout of love for him,
you couldn't be more wrong. I'd have fallen if dha—"

The handkerchief, drawn roughly backwards and fodwaacross her
mouth, cut off her protests.

"Those lips are mine to do as | like with." The glscame through Brett's
teeth. 'Not one centimetre of them belongs to laatard.' He dropped the
handkerchief as if it were too sullied to be usgdia.

'l said—' he pulled her against him '—I want yowadnt you. Lauren.' His
voice had roughened. 'My God, you don't know hovelmu

She ran her tongue over her dry lips. 'Brett, |—'

'Shut up.' His arms tugged her closer and his mimatk over hers. She felt
the hardness of his need pressing into the yielsaftness of her flesh. Her
body's desire for his total possession grew unibgara

'Right time, wrong place," he mouthed against ipsrand scooped her up.
striding two at a time up the stairs.

His bed had been roughly made and he stood her tegide it. 'This outfit
you're wearing,' he said thickly, 'has been drivimg crazy since | first saw
you in it. These buttons—' one by one he pulledthgart '—were made for
male fingers to undo.' He began at the hem. workiagvay up. With two to
go, he paused, placing a searing kiss on her mbliglhand invaded, spread
wide, found her breasts. 'As | guessed, no bra.d&en wondering; now |
know.'

Then the remaining two buttons popped open ancehetis head, winding
his tongue around the hardened flesh, sucklinggingountil she cried out
her pleasure.

His other hand had not been idle, finding the I@figin her skirt and
cupping the curve of her rear, his nails bringiitthel chokes of pain and



enjoyment. She gasped at the mixture of gentleaedscruelty, her eyes
closing, her mind whirling in rotations of ecstasyd exquisite agony.

She was naked now, and he threw her onto the bethéart pounded with
arousal and anticipation as she watched him baermhiscled body and
display the full extent of his manhood. | can dattto him? she thought in
hazy wonder. He wants me that much?

All over again he began his arousal, stroking @msach, her inner thighs,
finding places so intimate she could hardly contaén twisting, writhing
need of him.

'‘Now, oh, now, darling," she cried out. 'Don't kee@ waiting any longer...'

His low laugh was intended to torment as he delaled thrust of
possession, and tormented she was— reaching ohinfipioffering herself,
all of her body and all of her soul.

At last he entered her, the rhythm of his need roegg slowly, then
speeding ever faster, taking her with him to they Yeights of pleasure and
fulfilment.

It was late next morning when she rolled back imt arms, stroking his
hair, placing small kisses over his jaw, even tholig was not fully awake.

| love you. Brett Carmichael, she wanted to whispdmow love doesn't
mean anything to you, because if it did you wowdger have deserted your
daughter and the mother of your child. Nor, in tingt place, would you
have had an affair with the woman who was, afteryalr stepmother. Oh,
God, she thoughthis father's wife.

She began to ease away, wriggling towards the efitiee bed. He stirred,
dragging her back. 'What's wrong?"



She shook her head and her body remained stiffesistant to his stroking
hand. His fingers around her jaw forced her to labkim. 'Out with it,
Lauren.’

She knew, in the circumstances, that he would nolerdte
prevarication—which meant she had no option bafidim.

You've got a daughter. Remember? You've got redpitiies where she's
concerned. Not to mention your—your daughter's @oth

He stroked her hair, keeping her body againstWeuld you believe me if
| told you that Elissa is not my daughter? Thaavér no progeny? Don't
youknow me well enough now to accept that | wouldefuse,to
acknowledge the existence of my offspring if | lzay?"

She had to keep probing to get at the truth. Bat ltter | found in that
book—the one your father wrote to you—'

'He was wrong, Lauren. Whoever fathered that cwédmay never know,
but it was not me.’

'‘But Brett—her name—Elissa—Ellis—she was named/far.’
'So?'

She wanted so much to believe him, to believetti@stories his father had
allowed to be published about him were not true, e pressed on. 'You
had affairs—lots of them.'

He listened, expressionless, his arms still rousrd lut loosened now. Was
she losing him? Were her accusations cutting ancletween them that she
would never again be able to cross, keeping himyawan her forever.
'W-worst of all—' she forced herself to go on '—ywad an affair with your
father's second wife.. .yostepmother.'

For a few terrible moments he did not speak.



"So it's true, your stepmother was your lover?' IG@der heart sink any
lower?'

'My stepmother had a lover. | was not that lovete spoke quietly,
decisively.

Oh. darling." She clung to him, hiding her faceiagihis chest. 'l want to
believe you."

He lifted her chin, looking intently into her eyedmost as though he were
drinking from them. 'I've said this before. Laurand I'm saying it again.
You have to trust me until—'

'Until when. Brett?' she whispered, her fingerstlgtouching his mouth.
'For God s sake, Lauren. This is what matters."
His arms tightened around her and he swung herealbiow.

She felt his instant arousal and was glad, becthes®ve she felt for him
overcame all moral arguments. The lines of her bsdffened as she
submitted again, opening out to him, doing as hete&d more than ever
needing him inside her, possessing her utterly.

Afterwards she nestled into him, and his arms d@seund her. pulling her
against him. Soon, as he took her again—and, nomsgoh later, yet

again—Lauren thought that life could hold no gredappiness and that
paradise itself was within her grasp.

Except that if she dared to reach out for it, itwdoslip away, she was
certain. If only.. .if only the past— his past—hag&ler been.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

IT was lunchtime before they made any real effort totdtee working day.
Their meal was leisurely and light—neither, eachfessed, feeling the
need for food, their appetites having been satists Lauren so poetically
put it, much to Brett's amusement, by the foocbwél

While Brett returned to his office to continue wiktis writing. Lauren
worked in the studio on commissions from custonvein® had seen the
word 'sold' on her paintings and requested herddyze copies especially
for them.

When they met in the kitchen for an afternoon cfigea. Brett pulled
Lauren onto his lap while they drank. There wasdsaty a sound at the
front door as if something had been delivered,taeg looked at each other,
frowning.

Did you order an evening newspaper?' Lauren asiteshich Brett shook
his head.

'You?' he queried, and as Lauren shook her headthiegy laughed and
kissed—Brett only reluctantly allowing her to leavien, holding her hand
until she was too far away to reach, then makirrgph@mise to come back.

‘Just try and stop me,’ she said.
She was gone so long he went in search of heipgadtler name. He
discovered her in the entrance hall, with the afien edition of théNews

Journalopened wide.

'What's wrong?' he asked indulgently. "Your show hAdad write-up from
the art correspondent?’

She lowered the newspaper, staring at him, her faqeer-white, the
news-sheet shaking in her trembling hands.

He frowned, taking the journal. 'What's wrong?'répeated. "Somebody
you know died?"'



You could say that, she thought, running her tongues parched lips. He
came to look over her shoulder. Unable, now, te laidy of its contents, she
handed the newspaper over.

As Brett read Lauren felt the need of the walljgpsrt. She closed her eyes,
barely able to breathe.

She was waiting for the onslaught, the verbal axala. the accusations and
condemnations. Yet she wasn't guilty; she wasrascent of the miserable,
low-down deed as a newborn baby.

When it came, she could hardly bear it. Brett alode pages, shutting in
the photograph of his modelled head on its columthé garden, and, below
it, the picture of the two damaged paintings, whiciuren was absolutely
certain, had been shut away again in the secret rext to the library.

The blood had drained from his cheeks too. Wolsestare he turned on her
was like a Hallowe'en mask—but more threatening:enfiaghtening.

"Who gave that swine this private information? You?

She nearly choked. 'Me? You can't believe that. ¥ogood as swore me to
silence about the book you're writing. I've kegittpromise. And I've never,
nevertold Casey anything—anything at all about your *radéntity, or
about what your father did when he sent you awawy fhim.’

His teeth snapped and he bundled the paper oradl ahtair. 'That kind of
information," he said grimly, raking in a pocketigsmroducing his car keys,
‘would be in theNews Journalibrary—in the back numbers, or in the
cuttings library." He swung to face her again. "Butvould have to be
someone in the know to put that louse onto thisysto

The look in his eyes made her want to faint. 'Net Brett. Younustbelieve
me. Don't stare at me like that." She shook hed healently, then used
attack as defence. If you don't believe me on tinsy can you ask me to
believe you about your past? Why should | not actegt all your father
said about you in that letter was the truth?'



"Because it was wrong. From start to finish it waseng."

"So are you about this, Brett. So are you!' Hecgdiad risen in her desire to
convince him of her innocence.

He walked out and slammed the door behind him,Uawiren opened it
again, calling out as he got into his car, 'Whe® you going?' But her
words were drowned by the roar of the engine.

She closed the door and leaned against it, hedd bterly dejected. What
meaning was there now in the intimacies they'deshanly hours—or was it
years— ago?

As she reached for the newspaper the phone rang.

'Did you get theJournal?'Casey asked.

'Soyousent it?'

'Who else? Did you like the feature | did? Did y&new-who see it?'

"He did. You cost me dear, Casey Talbert. You cost—' My life's
happiness.. .she wanted to say. Who gave youadlirtformation? | kept my
promise to Brett. | didn't breathe a word aboufgnigate life, nor his writing
activities.'

"You underrated the journalistic mind, Lauren. EAer such a thing as
putting two and two together, making connectior@ng your instincts,
your intelligence. Any good journalist will tell yathat. Add to that the fact
that | had the run of the house—' When?"'

"That phone call after the opening?'

"When your editor interviewed me about the art shibw

'You're dead right—hey, what the hell's happeniagss the room? Who
the heck lehimin?"



The clatter told her that the phone had droppddgalesk-top. He sounded
terrified.

"Where's Talbert?" a voice rang out. "Where's leisk@' The voice, so dear,
so familiar, yet at that moment so harsh and faghitg, sounded loudly in
Lauren's ear.

'H-hi there, Brett. Good to see you, old frienca's€y's tone was placatory,
but to no avail.

'l have something to say to ydugend.' The tone was menacing. 'Where do
you want me to say it? Here or outside?"

'It's the great Brett Carmichael, isn't it?' querae of the other journalists
in the background. 'Guys, we have a televisiongreity in our midst."

'Somebody got a pair of pistols?' joked a colleatfimme duel this is going
to be.'

'No joking. That guy means it.'

'Which cesspool did you dig that story out of, EatB Who put you onto it?'
'‘But Mr Carmichael, | was only doing my job. Ask mgitor, Harry Harper.
He recognised you at the art show, remember? Heysai were worth a

story and to get something on you.'

"Tell me." Brett was saying through his teeth, ‘wiodd you. If you don't I'll
sue you for libel until you have to go beggingit@/[

'M-my sources, Brett. Got to protect them. You dtidanow that. Hey, wait
a minute, Brett—'

There was the sound of a scuffle.

'Keep them apart!" The warning shout was genuimve no



Lauren cried, 'No, Brett, no. Don't hurt him. Faaken's sake—for your
sake—'

The phone at the other end was grasped. Don't ysanforyour sake? He
means that much to you?'

"No. Brett, you've got it wrong."™l could've toldoy that it was over a
woman," a cynical reporter's voice was saying. &jsvis.'

'OK. OK. TI'll tell you. But you won't like it," Cay said. It was
her—Lauren.'

She opened her mouth to shout her innocence, buttieiver at the other
end clattered onto its cradle.

The meaning behind Casey's curious gratitude lagtt rfor her 'help,
co-operation and collaboration' hit her like a bulHe had known what was
coming, that he intended to involve her in his dédeact—had known full
well that it would end her relationship with Brets swiftly as a sword
slashing through the air.

Shaken to the point of collapse by all she haddydaauren retrieved the
crumpled newspaper, carrying it into the kitcherheif half-empty
coffee-mugs, hers and Brett's, stood side by side.

And that, she agonised, was about the nearesiibald ever be together
again. The entire world had changed in the twentutes since she had left
Brett's lap to collect from the doorstep tHews Journal—which she had
never ordered anyway.

With slow, hopeless movements, she spread the rap@spver the wooden
table and started to read Casey's report. Its hgashoutedLocAL Boy
MAKES IT BIG DOwWN UNDER, and in smaller print it went on, A wWITH
Two NAMES. Lauren read on.

Do the inhabitants of this town realise that theyvé a celebrity
living among them? He is none other than Brett Gelnael,



well-known Australian TV joupnalist and one-timenewof his own
news agency.

Did you also know, folks, that this man is alsoisEfBard, the
prodigal son of Redmund Gard, one-time residenthaf town?
Father and son have neither met nor correspondedtfieast fifteen
years. And why? Because son took stepmother away His own
father. And it's whispered, dear readers, that—

Oh. God. Lauren thought, taking a few sips of wétem a glass which
shook in her trembling hand, he surely hasn't pdrhat story? But he had.

—that the offspring of the liaison was a lovely glater. She's in her
teens now, and still at school, so she shall beetess.

Want to know more? There's another secret abostiiain from the
shadows. He's writing a book about his experien@sd—what
experiences. For nearly two years he lived a liféall after he was
taken hostage by jungle rebels. You'll have to theybook to find
out more.

Eyes closed, Lauren held her head. How could Casslke such legally
guestionable statements? Hadn't his editor warned? hThen she
remembered the editor's phone call. Where was dpert about the art
show? In her anguish she squeezed handfuls ofetheprint, combing the
paper from front to back and to the front page mg&he could find not a
single word about it.

She dragged herself to the living room and colldpa& an armchair. As
Casey had been about to tell her when Brett hadaapd in the newspaper
office, she, Lauren, had been set up, had takermadlteand swallowed it
whole.

She recalled the editor's body language as hélketdtdao Casey at the art
show, his finger jabbing downwards, as if indicgtithe southern
hemisphere, and then to the guests behind himyingplas she now knew,
that he was talking about one guest in particular.



He had heard from Casey that he was taking Lauwsarehand that had been
the moment when the phone call had been arrandgec®e them. Lauren's
attention. it must have been decided, would tempyitze distracted, giving
Casey time to wander unhindered round the housewdidd search for
clues, for anything he could find about Brett Canimaiel.

Although how could he have discovered a single elsi¢o Brett's writing
activities? When Casey had gone, had she foundhiagybut of place? The
letter rack! She had blamed Brett for its untidg)dsit she now realised that
would have been foreign to his meticulous nature.

She ran to the kitchen. The rack stood there, ahall expected, tidy and
neat. The small sheets of notes belonging to Breith she had discovered
amongst the envelopes were not there now. ButdhH®en there then; she
knew that for certain.

The doorbell rang as if someone was leaning o@nty Casey demanded
entry in that way.

'Where's that big-headed swine? Is he back yet8htt®thed down his hair.
"Thought by now I'd have to tear you from his muodes arms.'

"He hasn't arrived yet,’ Lauren snapped. 'How caun gossibly call him
big-headed?'

‘Thinks he's God's gift to women just because heaveult TV personality
down under.’

'He really was?'
‘Yeah. Didn't he ever tell you?'

'No. And stop trying to distract me, Casey Talb¥du dropped me right in
it. You lied. | heard you.'

‘Lauren. | just did my homework. | went to theurnal'slibrary and turned
to the back numbers. | found Redmund Gard's vingiateport of fifteen



years ago about his son's alleged amorous acsiviBet the bit about you
helping me was true. Lauren— well, partly."

'I'm glad you qualified that statement.’ She took bip sharply. All | told
you was that Brett was working in his room. Them.yaith your nasty,
unscrupulous mind, filled in the gaps, buildingtba very few hints | might
have dropped accidentally." She added thoughtfdi§hich means you
didn't give away your sources after all." Turningleer sweetest smile, she
went close to him, 'Who were they, Casey, thosartss" of yours?'

He looked down at her fingers playing with a lapelhis jacket.

'What's this?" His eyes held an anticipatory glednhat're you trying to
tell me, Lauren, sweetie? That you care after Hihand moved to rest on
her waist, drawing her closer.

"You answer my question first, then | might ansyaurs.'

She knew she was being provocative, and felt uncdatile in the role, but
his answer was so important that she had delibgnaid aside her scruples

to get it.

The front door burst open and Brett stood thers.gdize, fixing on the close
proximity of their bodies, clearly misinterpreted i

So—' Brett's eyes narrowed '—you two really areaiusion—in more
ways than one.’

Casey made a dive for the door, sliding past Bastif he were afraid he
might spring and tear him apart.

'‘Cheers. Lauren,” he said, then, looking from beBtett, he added, 'Good
luck, pal. Sooner you than me.'

With a quick wave, he put the door between them.



'‘We're not. Brett,' Lauren said defensively. 'lfiuon, | mean. You were
here when the newspaper arrived. You saw for ytfuregy horrified | was
to read what Casey had written.'

‘Just because you didn't know the contents in amdhat doesn't mean you
didn't know the article would be appearing. You evep keen to get the
paper—'

'‘Because | thought there might be a report of theleow in it. Written by
the editor.’

'‘No editor would spend his time doing write-upsvefy minor local art
shows.'

'l know that now. | suppose | was naive to thinkwmuld. You may not
believe me, but | was set up, Brett.'

They were in the living room now, and Lauren samaxily into a low chair.
'Will you listen if | explain?’

He stood, arms folded, his back to the stone faepl His whole demeanour
conveyed repudiation of anything she might sayendwn defence.

'Don't judge me before you've heard me,' she ptkade

The movement of his hand invited her to continug, $he was sure he
would listen with a closed mind.

She began with the clandestine conversation bet@asey and his editor.
Then she told him about the phone call from Harayger, and the implicit
promise that he would write a piece about herysuag and gifted artist.

'‘And while | talked, Casey wandered round, shislfied.
'S0?' Brett's voice was hard-edged, which had tamtleat she had not got

through to him. He couldn't have got very far wiik snooping. Thanks to
my father's obsession with locks and bolts, Talbenild have found both



my bedroom and office barred to him. Did he by ahgnce go into the
library and discover the secret room?"

'I'm sure he didn't. | wasn't that long on the phbn

'‘Someone must have given him access to those wigekatings."

'It wasn't me, Brett. Yohaveto believe me.'

He regarded her, eyes half-closed, for a long time.

"Are you positive you made no mention to him of wijting activities?'
Lauren nodded. 'Positive. Except—'

His expression hardened again.

"Except | do remember telling him, when he askednmze where you were,
that you had found an old typewriter and you weausybworking in your
room.'

'‘And you think it's possible,’ he put in, 'that Gexdt built on that statement?'

Miserably she nodded. 'l tried to cover it up. idsgou were probably
writing letters.

He lifted a dismissive shoulder. 'All the samet thaesn't explain where he
got the rest from.' He straightened. 'I'm going#poffice.'

As he reached the stairs the telephone rang. Hetawemswer it. After all,
Lauren argued silently, it's his house far moraftitta mine.

'Hi, Elissa.' He sounded pleased, and Lauren'st eamt into its usual
sinking mode. 'Sorry to drag you from your tenmagtice. When | called
you earlier you were in class.' He listened forhaley then said, | tried to
contact your mother. | rang the hotel, but she&ckbd out. Yep, without
telling me. Or you?' He sounded annoyed.



"Elissa, if you hear from her, will you give heighmessage? Will you tell
her that | have to see her. It's vitally importdrat she comes to Old Cedar
Grange as soon as she can make it. | want very tousde her.”

Now | know, Lauren thought dejectedly, why he didome straight back to
the Grange from the newspaper office, and how Casaged to get here
first. He was telephoning his lady-friend, appdsemtesperate to make
contact with her.

All of which showed, Lauren told herself, just homuch Imogen
Gard—and his daughter Elissa, however much he miagny the
relationship—meant to him.

Casey arrived the next day, having offered to taleeiren and the
commissioned paintings to her eager customerspoh&o of whom lived
quite far afield.

“I'm not surprised you sold so many during the shiow." Casey
commented, carefully packing the pictures. 'Thesegaod, Lauren. You'll
make it big one day.'

"No thanks to you, your editor or your flaming n@aper.' she retorted
acidly. 'l was promised a write-up, and by noneeothan the editor himself,
but not a word about it appeared in any of the@ust| read.’

'Mmm. sorry about all that.’

"That arranged phone call, you mean?’

"Well—' Casey's dismissive gesture was intendeatktoy its falseness.

'It's OK. | know | was used by you and Harry Harpemauren declared.
'‘Casey." He glanced up. She had deliberately saftemer tone. 'As

recompense for involving me so deeply in your shadyrnalistic
investigations—and as a consequence ruining my—nendship with



Brett—will you tell me something?' He waited, exgsi®n closed and
stubborn. 'Will you tell me who your sources realigre?’

He paused for a long moment, then continued witpticking. We're nearly
finished, aren't we? Let's carry them to my car.’

Lauren sighed irritably at his refusal to oblige.

'‘Before we go, Casey,' she declared angrily, 'thammnething I'd like to say
to you.'

'OK, shoot.'

'You asked for it." Lauren fastened her jacketdngtone by one. 'l wish,
Casey Talbert, that I'd never met you at Marie Redgie's party. | wish—
Oh, what's the use? The damage is done now. leetlsedrounds with my
commissioned paintings, and then | want to go home.

'Home? Don't you mean Brett Carmichael's home?'
"You do love turning the knife, don't you? But amyuw through your

unscrupulous use of me in your desire for a scoofuitther your career
ambitions, it won't be my home for much longer.’

It was no use. Lauren couldn't settle to sleep.tBhest her legs out of bed
and pulled on a silk robe.

Maybe a warm drink would help, she decided, andariadthe corridor.
Just along from hers, she noticed that Brett's deas slightly ajar.
Tiptoeing towards it, she heard a deep-throatedhnadach alarmed her so

much that she went in.

Brett lay uncovered, his strong body gleaming wp#rspiration in the
moonlight. Even as he lay there, still and unawsine, had to fight to stop



herself from throwing her own body at his prostifédare and begging him
to love her.

As she watched, anxiety tensing her even more tiearown restlessness
had done, his arms lifted and fell. His head tvdsia the pillow—first left,
then right. She tiptoed over and felt his forehdolurned beneath her hand.
His eyes came open and he looked at her joyleSslywelcome here, she
thought unhappily, only suspicion and doubt.

‘The fever. Brett?' she whispered hoarsely. 'Hasnte back?'
'l guess so," was his dry-lipped answer. "WatenddCgou get me water?'

Oh. Brett..."' If all of her love was there in hariee for him to hear, she
couldn't help it. I'll get you anything you want.’

She sped away, returning with a carafe and gldss p8t her arms beneath
him and lifted him so that h” could drink, and thesdid as if the liquid was
nectar.

Again she went, returning this time with tepid waded a flannel. All this

had happened the first time they'd met. she retatigonging him, loving

his body, patting it dry. He would surely not noveyent her— now that
they had shared the most intense intimacies thdtl@xist between a man
and a woman—from moving from his stomach down, dawn

Il as he was, he seized her wrist. 'Oh, no. Andlyeiu quit the fussing?'

"You want me to leave you alone?'She put asidebthel and towel,
preparing to go, but his hand fastened on her arm.

"There's one thing," he said harshly, 'that wilphae over this. You—your
body beside mine."

She resisted, trying to free her arm. 'You donivknvhat you're saying. I'm
your number one enemy, remember? | broke my proamdeold the Press
all about you.. ." If her bitterness showed, slim'ticare any more.



He tugged her down. 'What matters to me at this eminis not your
integrity, it's your warmth—'

'Of body, of course,’ she said with a sting of aang. '‘As a spy and a cheat, |
wouldn't possess any warmth of character, wouldftér all, you're still
convinced | betrayed you—'

‘Traitor or not," he returned grimly, 'at this mamhéwant you next to me.'

His words, Lauren thought despairingly, gave awagy fiact that he still
believed she was capable of duplicity, but shendidresist the compelling
strength of him for the simple reason that the @lstte most wanted to be
was in his arms.

She lay beside him and he pulled her head dowmamd, pressing his lips
to hers, prising hers open and probing mercilegsyif he were intent on
taking revenge for what he believed to be her patraf him. The kiss went
on and on, until she had to drag the breath intdumgs.

‘Brett.. .

As he tore his mouth away from hers his name wagg#d from the depths
of her, and she found herself clinging to him, mareve with him, if that
were possible, than ever.

In the night, almost unbelievably, a hand strokedHuair, lips touched her
throat, a hand slid inside the robe to posseseashr

He has the fever, she told herself. He's havingdvilreams and doesn't
know what he's doing. He's needing comfort—dida'shy so?—and in his
restless sleep he believes I'm Imogen Gard, theamdme really loves.

Birdsong and daylight woke her. When she lookedtist she found him
pale, but cool and rested. She—her body—had beath medicine for him,
which—and she had to face reality—was the onlyoede had wanted her
in his bed. And—she gently touched her bruised medb exact from her



the revenge he felt was his due after the betiafyahich he seemed so sure
she was guilty.

And there had been that phone call of his to Elisadn't there? His urgent
and openly stated need for her mother to comento hi

She loved him but Brett Carmichael was not for harjren Halstead. It was
no good trying to pretend otherwise, she told Hersle might make use of

her where his male appetites were concerned, butich@ot, and never
would, love her.

She had retreated to her studio, and was idly andewhat desultorily
flicking through the pages of a book on birdlifedhen the telephone rang.

Was it the call Brett had been waiting for? Shelhsdck, giving him the
chance to take it. The ringing continued so shénethslown, lifting the
receiver. *

'Yes?' she queried, her tone strictly neutralt lvas Imogen Gard, she
would not be accused again of impoliteness.

The caller cleared his throat. 'Is that Lauren—rkalHalstead?'
"It is." She waited, wondering.

‘Lauren, it's so long since | spoke to you—'

Brett came slowly down the stairs, poised as thi@ over.

"Mr Gard! M-Mr Gard?" A tingle of apprehension rawver her.

Brett rested against the kitchen doorframe, his fade growing paler. ‘My
father?' he asked gruffly. Lauren nodded. 'Ask hinere he's calling from.'

This Lauren did, but she did not receive an answer.



'Will you tell me something, Lauren?' Redmund Gasked. 'Are you alone
in the house?’

'Do you mean, have | been living here alone? WellMr Gard. but—'
‘Is it a man who is sharing the house with you?"

Oh, heavens, what was he thinking now? But thenyldvwt he be right?
'Yes, Mr Gard, but—'

‘The answer to your earlier question, Lauren, & tim in London." The
phone went dead.

Lauren looked at Brett, lifting her shoulders. $4gbne. He's in London.'
'Very specific." was Brett's laconic comment.

‘The question is." Lauren said with a frown, 'whisrbe going from there?
Here?'

'Oh, no. Now he knows you're not alone, he wouldrint to intrude on
your—shall we say—cosy arrangement.' He movededdbt of the stairs.
'Or he might—just—have hazarded a guess that thmewha is living here
is me. In which case nothingbut nothing—would make him come to Old
Cedar Grange. I've told you before, we are poisaath other.”

Lauren was horrified to think that after a gapifieén years Brett could put
all thoughts of his father behind him. just likathShe shivered inside. If he
could dismiss his father in such a callous way, hayeh would she. Lauren
Halstead, matter to him—if at all—within a simitame-frame?



CHAPTER TWELVE

WHEN the scrape of tyres on the drive was followed kjyiby the peal of
the bell, Lauren was tidying her studio.

She and Brett almost collided on the landing.
'l go. if you like," she offered. 'Just in cass your f—'

'It won't be," he said, then he was down the staitcsopening the front door
as if the one person in the whole world he had admbd see had come to
him.

And hadn't she just? thought Lauren, returning Btdavher studio. She had
watched Imogen step inside, fling her arms arourett® neck and impel
his head down so that her warm lips could reach imparting a long,

impassioned kiss.

Worse than that, Lauren brooded, Brett had not sddmobject at all. His
arms had gone round her, almost as if her kisswhead he'd been waiting
for all his life.

'Darling.” Imogen had breathed, 'l got your messami sent for me. |
knew that one day you'd have to acknowledge thatcpaldn't live without
me.'

The longer Lauren had witnessed this greeting—asgin they had not met
for years—the more intense her own agony had become

She, Lauren, would have to face it; she'd haveeaod. It was more than
flesh and blood could bear, she agonised, to sentn she loved go so
willingly and so unreservedly into another womaniss.

There was the sound of cups and saucers being lalesem the kitchen,
then chatter—talk drifting up of Elissa and her dqwogress at school.
Their daughter, she thought joylessly. They haveamel so much else in
gammon.. .not to mention love.



‘Lauren.” Brett's voice came up the stairs. "Walliycome down?"
She went to the door just in time to hear Imogehjsction to his invitation.
‘Thanks,' Lauren responded, 'but | can make myaftemnoon tea.'

‘Lauren.’ he repeated, tight-lipped, 'you'll jog'ut was a statement, almost
an order.

'I'm busy." She went to the top of the stairs. tyiend doesn't want me
down there. If | can hear that, why can't you?'

In a few strides he was at the top of the staics keer wrist grasped by
slightly cruel fingers. 'Do | have to drag you d&vn

She went because she had to. 'What—what fantastmuacement are you
going to make? Your engagement to the lady?' Sée wainly to free her
wrist. 'If so, get another withess—not me. Andatiydon't know why—' to
her horror, tears threatened '—then you're a thektheaded, d-dumb
idiot.'

She was forced to follow him as if they were hariftlitogether, but at last
Brett released her, and Lauren was left ruefulbbrag her wrist.

Imogen, her expression superior and smug, wasdeaatbe living room,
and the low table bore only two poured cups of tea.

Her outfit was a dark two-piece, smartly tailoréer blouse the palest
pearly-pink. Pink, of course, the acid thought eédthrough Lauren’s mind.
It helps a woman look younger, doesn't it?

'No thank you to tea, | said,’ Lauren told Bréltease don't let me interrupt
your cosy tete-a-tete.' She turned to leave, battBiad positioned himself
against the closed door.

‘Take a seat, Lauren.’

There was something in his voice that made heriglbitiding.



‘Imogen.’
The woman paused in the act of taking a sip. "dading?"
"You can drop the "darling"” for a start.'

'What?' As she lowered her cup her hand shooklitexex the tray. 'What
do you mean?' Her eyes, just a little scared, warBrett now.

You've read that report about me in thews Journ& About my past, my
relationship with my father and—allegedly—uwith yoh®t to mention the
book I'm writing?"

'‘Well, yes, Brett, d—' She cleared her throat. ;Yehd. It was true, wasn't
it—every wonderful word?'

Lauren looked from one to the other. Imogen's wveasicoquettishly on one
side, and Brett, to Lauren, had never looked sd,rarger in every line of
him.

The fever might have ebbed, but its effects stiljéred in his pallor, the
shadows around his eyes. Physically weakened ohisobrain was clearly
working nhow—not sluggishly, but as that of a prsfesal investigative
journalist.

'l want you to tell me something, Imogen.' The wategaze fastened on
him, flickered, then steadied. 'l want you to tefle, honestly and
straightforwardly, the name of Casey Talbert's sedor that story about
me.'

She shook her head, lips parted as if gasping ianded surprise at his
qguestion.I'tell you, Brett? How should | know?' She turned $tare onto
Lauren. 'Askher, Brett. You told me once that she- knew everythiBige

found the letter, you said, and she discovereds#aget room, found the
paintings...'

''ve asked her, Imogen. In fact, I've actually used her. She denies
everything.'



'‘She would, wouldn't she?' Imogen's expressiormeasmous as she glared
at Lauren.

'‘And you, Imogen, do you demgverythin@' Brett spoke with deceptive
softness, bringing Imogen's attention back to him.

Outside, the blueness of the sky had disappearddruhe onslaught of
heavy rain-bearing clouds. Not a glimpse of thewas to be seen.

'Why, of course, d—Brett. Everything.'

"You would, wouldn't you?' The words, Imogen's vgrdhad escaped
Lauren's control, and sizzled like an indoor firekvim the air of the living
room.

'Keep out of this," Imogen snapped, and to Bis&nd her away.’

'‘Don't worry. I'll go.'

Brett caught Lauren at the door, impelling her bcker chair.

'Do you want me to put pressure on you, Imogenatetaken up his old
position by the door. She shook her head as if ifrgat 'OK, I'll explain.
Those generous amounts I've been paying reguladyyour bank account
to help towards Elissa's schooling, not to menti@financial help I give

you, also—'

Imogen's hand went to her mouth, then she remavedake in some tea, as
if she needed to bolster her own sagging stamina.

Oh, no. Lauren thought, that really proves, doagmthat hewasinvolved
with her in the past, that the girl Elissa is indi¢leeir daughter?

'Do you—' Brett pursued his quarry relentlesslysal she stared at him
'—want me to give instructions to have-those paysetopped?’

'‘Brett.' Imogen was pale now, her hands claspédlyign her lap. 'What do
you want me to tell you?"



‘The truth, Imogen. The truth about everythingrtSdathe beginning. For
instance, tell me the identity of Elissa's fathelre-hame of the man you
were living with at the time of her conception. [Tele why you fed my

father so many lies, why you made it your businesdienate him from me
to such an extent that he cut me out of his life.’

Imogen was leaning back now, looking her age andemadauren
considered, and paler, if anything, than her qaesti. She seemed to need
the deep breaths she was taking, the cushion fmostiper head.

She took another long, shaky breath, then whispdiétell you, Brett. But
only if you sencheraway.'

Lauren rose at once.

'In the circumstances, Imogen,’ Brett declarédnake the conditions.
Lauren stays.' He motioned her back to her chddaw, Imogen.’

His jaw firmed, his eyes as hard as granite as thsted on the woman.
They make me shiver, Lauren thought. Let alone wlmman they're
targeting.

'We—I—' She stood, swayed, and ran to Brett.fib'ause, darling. | can't
even find the words, unless—' she sought his eybgh did not soften
'—unless you hold me." Her arms went round his reoi she pressed
against him in a way so intimate that Lauren fiekened.

Brett's arms lifted too, wrapping around Imogenasty and he rested his
cheek on her hair. Lauren did not know how to lidepain.

That's better, darling,’ Imogen said huskily agaims chest. 'You want to
know who my lover was at the time of Elissa's c@tice? And you want to
know who her father was? One answer will suffiggur father, Ellis.Your
father was both my lover and my husband, and tbexehe father of my
child.' Her head moved so that she could look uprat "Your half-sister."

Lauren continued to stare through the window, magi©iow the sun, having
disappeared, emerged now and then from the cloverc8o0, she thought,



Elissa is not Brett's daughter, after all. Yet feslings were so numb she
could scarcely take in Imogen's declarations.

Brett held Imogen away from him. ‘Are you speakimg truth this time?"

Convulsively she pressed against him again. T tand nothing but,
Ellis. | swear.'

'So why did you tell my father those lies? Thatdswour lover and the
father of your child? That | indulged in affair eftaffair—'

'‘Because you refused to be my lover, Ellis.'
"So it was a form of revenge, of retribution on ypart?'
She nodded, pressing her frame harder than eversagam.

'‘One other thing," Brett said, expression grim,oviedd Casey Talbert with
the rubbish he printed about me in that articlais? You?'

"You're quite merciless, Ellis. Yes, | did it,” shenfessed in a whisper. 'l
took him aside at the art show. | had taken thérolgsd paintings from the
secret room and stored them temporarily in my casshiow him. He
photographed them. The rest you can guess. Nowngla+' she pressed a
kiss to his chest '—uwill you relent, after all thie?' She gazed up at him.
'Will you take me as your lover?"

As if he could not stand her nearness any longethtust her from him.

'Do you know what you have done?' he respondedhlyat¥ou have caused
misery and untold unhappiness to my father and Ihy¥ée've been

alienated from each other for all these years ksxaf your terrible lies.
You have deprived Elissa of the knowledge of has father and him of her
company from birth to the present time. You owe laspgen, both my

father and myself. It's time you paid the price.’'

She was shaking now. 'Is that your final answer?'



tis.'

Her body shuddered with suppressed sobs, but theslee turned on Lauren
not only showed no remorse, it pierced her to tire.c

‘You think you've won, don't you?' she spat. 'Bati yhaven't. This man
won't stay in your life. He will leave you as h&# so many others.' Her
eyes narrowed and her voice grew vicious as simg flier last warning in
Lauren's face. 'Don't even begin to doubt it. MisdsteadHe will come to

me in the end.’

Lauren ran to the door. Brett moved to let her pagbshe found sanctuary,
but no peace, in her room.

Lying on her bed, Lauren listened to the rain.dt lbecome prematurely
dark in the half-hour she had lain there.

From downstairs she had heard raised voices, spbbiurdden silences.
What was Brett doing? Lauren wondered, twisted ngde. Forgiving
Imogen, comforting her with words, kisses? Had Ierogon, after all?

Something made her go to the window. The rain hadst stopped and the
cedar's heavy branches spread wide and drippedthetidrops that had
fallen on it.

The cedar tree.. .surely there was a figure ben&at®f course it wasn't
Brett's. He was in the living room, renewing hidatenship with his
lady-friend... wasn't he?

Therewasa man, so like Brett she could hardly believéShe drew in a
breath, let it out, then made for the stairs ancdered down them, bursting
into the living room.

She didn't care what they were doing, whether thege in a clinch or...
Imogen was standing with her back to the wall,faee blotchy with tears,
her hair broken away from the chignon into whick kiad twisted it.



Brett was lounging against a chair-back, handstkets, his face grim but
with a glint of satisfaction in his eyes.

Lauren ran past them both, struggling with thegoh the double doors to
the garden, flinging them wide. There was a mandhg tall and thin and
grey, and facially he was so like Brett that ther@s no mistaking his
identity. Moving aside, Lauren gestured to Bret. iHoved to investigate.

Imogen, nearer to the doors, saw the newcomer déi@did. Recognition
drew a gasping breath from her throat and she gapercing scream.
Feverishly she gathered her belongings, running time hall. Opening the
front door, she hurled herself into the drivewaygmched open her car door
and roared away.

Brett kept on staring, stirring at last like someoevaking from a deep sleep.
He stepped into the semi- darkness, and as hechésreedar tree the man
in its shadow lifted his arms, then dropped them.

"Ellis." One word, but there was a wealth of megnmits sound. His arms
lifted again, once again slowly returning to hdes. 'Do you forgive me?"

'Father—Father." There was a catch in Brett's thtlta been a long, long
time.'

‘Toe long, son.' The newcomer's voice cracked etwbrd. 'Far. far too
long.'

One more step and Brett's arms were round the older wrapping about
him, holding him. They might have been statuesréadhought, frozen in
time, turned to stone like the figures on theiuomhs in the garden.

At last they broke apart, still staring at eacheoth

‘The wasted years, Ellis,’ Lauren heard the newconmgsper. 'All those
wasted years."

There was a long, fraught pause. 'They're ovehdfaihey're behind us
now.'



Brett picked up a suitcase and guided his fathertime living room, and as
they came into the light Lauren saw tears on theefés face, dampness on
the son's.

Brett helped his father remove his rainproof jacked sat him in the chair
which Imogen had vacated.

Still they stared at each other, as if scarceliebglg their eyes.
'Mr Gard—' Lauren began, then looked at Brett faidgnce.

'l gather, Father, you've spoken on the telephomeyt—' his smile was the
warmest Lauren had seen for many days, and het daaced '—my
landlady.’

Lauren stared at Brett and their eyes clashed. b&ieve me now? hers
were asking. You know I'm innocent of all your ajes?

A step towards her, a smile that made her feel watdkjoy, gave her the
answer.

Redmund's laugh at his son's description of Law@nas much a release of
tension as amusement. The years which deep fatigdeadded slipped
away. His new-found happiness had renewed his vigod put the colour
back in his cheeks.

'l certainly have.' Then he sobered. 'Ellis..." hiyd came out and it shook
just a little. 'For fifteen or more years | haveniel myself the pleasure of
hearing you address me as Father. Oh, God—' hesdaled again as the
past came back to haunt him '—when | think of haw yisappeared, or
seemed to, off the face of the earth, how | tramipedglobe looking for
you...'

Lauren slipped from the room, pausing to dry hexselyefore going to the
kitchen to assemble more cups. She heard Bret baiving room and go
into the library, then return again to his fatherte.



While the kettle came to the boil she sat at tHaetaarranging then
rearranging cups and saucers on the tray.

When she rejoined them, having deferred the te&ingauntil a little later,
Redmund was gazing at the painting of his firsewvhich Brett must have
brought from the secret room. It was the only ohthe three that had not
been spoilt by the ruthless knife attack.

Now Redmund held the painting to his chest aswvifate the most precious
object in the world.

"Your mother, Ellis... I've seen her where sheind) in Vancouver, and—I
can hardly believe it myself—she is coming backrte. She married an
invalid, nursed him until the end. Now she's fi8h: she's never stopped
loving me, Ellis." His hands were shaking now. #ibse decades ago when
she left, she still loved me, she said, and it toekyears to recover from the
shock."

He shook his head, wiped his eyes with a handkefretmd pushed it back
into his pocket. 'And | thought it was you, Elkgho had poisoned her mind
against me.' He shook his head.

‘It was Imogen?' Brett queried, his voice thickhngimotion.

"It was Imogen who told me lies about you. Imogdrovold your mother |

was having an affair with her— another lie—and thatanted her, your

mother, out of my life. You remember that Imogerswiay secretary at the
time? After your mother left me, | was devastatedt Imogen slowly

slipped into the vacuum she had left.”

He looked down at the painting as if asking theif@ness of the woman
pictured there.

'‘Because my life without your mother was so emptgt+to mention

without you too, because | had sent you away—Iféellmogen's apparent
charms. Her comparative youthfulness appealed tp and when my
divorce from your mother came through, | proposetitogen.” He closed



his eyes. 'For a while we were indeed man and aiid,| can totally accept
that Elissa is my child.”

'‘And?" Brett prompted.

'‘And then,” Redmund went on, ‘we began to driftradawas convinced
Imogen had found someone else. It seems | was bgkbause she told me
one day that she wanted a divorce—which, as youkmw, | gave her."

He held the picture of his first wife away, therichié to him again.

‘That painting of you, Ellis—does it still existBrett nodded. "If only |
hadn't defaced it." Redmund sighed.

Brett stood by his father's chair. 'Were you awaFather, that
this—er—Ilandlady of mine—' his smile swept over texy and again her
heart hit the heights '—is an artist? A good one.’

Redmund turned to her. 'This is true, Lauren?"
"I'm an artist, yes. But—' she smiled, lifting Istroulders '—good? I—'

She glanced at Brett, who held her eyes, and shie emost believe that
his trust in her had returned. 'You know you ar@s& modesty, Lauren,
doesn't help anyone in the art world make it bigo& which, | seem to
remember, you asked my opinion not so long ago.’

Lauren coloured and looked down at her hands. Eheadther than saw
Redmund's speculative gaze on them.

So, Lauren,” Redmund said, ‘it would be possildehagps, for you to copy
that painting of my son— without the—' He seemedil@ to bring himself
to utter the words.

'Without the defacement?' Lauren finished for hihe closed her eyes,
visualising the portrait. ‘It might be, Mr Gardhink it could be done.’



Redmund stretched out his hand and Lauren rosat togps into it. ‘It would
make me so very happy if you could, my dear.' Heaseed her and leaned
back. 'What a day this has been. A flight righbasrNorth America and the
Atlantic. The journey here. The rediscovery of mp.5He paused. 'And the
wonderful news that | also have a daughter.'

'‘Brett—I mean. Ellis told you?' His true first nafe#t strange on her tongue.
'While you were out of the room,’ Brett put in.

'Fifteen years late," Redmund added, 'but what ttagsnatter? And, to cap
it all, my phone call back to Canada to reassureetfiyhat your mother,
Ellis, has not changed her mind.' He levered hifgeldly from the low
chair. 'She's packing her cases, she told mey@nd bver to join me just as
soon as she can book a flight.'

He paused. 'l bless the impulse that made me bByitsh newspaper
yesterday morning in Vancouver. | read a reportesgrarnalist had written
about all that you'd been through, and about yeurgohome, being here...'

Lauren and Brett exchanged glances. 'Does that-m@abauren queried.

‘That Casey Talbert syndicated his article to sahéhe nationals?' He
nodded, but to Lauren’s relief, the knowledge dittarouse his anger. ‘At
least,' he added with a touch of sarcasm, 'we $@wveething to thank Talbert
for.'

Redmund seemed to stoop under the weight of aljtloel news. A stride
took his son to him, and he took his arm and suppdrtim.

'You'll be staying here, Mr Gard?' Lauren askedryying to the door to
prepare a room for the visitor.

'My father insists on going to the hotel in the mpWauren. He booked in
there for the night.’



Lauren nodded. 'But one night only. Then you andrye' She glanced at
Brett for his approval of her invitation. 'You aBdett's mother must stay
here.'

‘Thank you. my dear. Unless—' he chuckled '—wedketd have a second
honeymoon alone together. After we have remaragédpurse.’

Lauren was in her bedroom collecting her belongingsa pile on the floor
when Brett returned from driving his father to tiael.

He climbed the stairs and Lauren closed her eyeslirsg herself for the
sound of his footsteps taking him past her room.

What the hell are you doing?' He was there in thengay, staring at the
mountain of clothes, books and ornaments. 'And &deryou think you're
going?'

Away.' Her shoulders lifted and drooped. 'Wheréwder dull eyes met his.
You won't need me here any more. Nor will youhéat Or, when she
arrives, your mother. There's no need for a hoiitax;ds there?"

And. she thought, but did not add, when you pafciyaur quarrel with the
woman you seem to have loved all these years,| ymuthoving on too.

She glanced at him, wondering why he had not aresheer question, then
she really saw him. 'Brett, you look terrible."

He shrugged off her sympathy. 'After-effects of theer. It'll pass.' He
turned wearily, then turned back, looking at hed lbs if measuring the
distance between where he stood and its invitimgfod.

Lauren rose swiftly. One of her arms went roundwasst while the other
closed over his forearm, and she led him toward$#d.

He managed the distance, collapsing full-lengtlo dié covers and closing
his eyes, then opening them again.



‘Thanks for that." His smile was plainly an effdtis lips quirked with the
faintest touch of amusement.

'Was this—' he indicated the bed '—an invitatiormoract of compassion?'
In answer, her eyes overflowed with sympathy.piitg. OK. | get the point.
My attractions fade to nothing when compared whitse of your journalist
lover.'

'For heaven's sake, Casey's never been that. #dfmeaybe, but—'

"You were close enough when | found him here theerotay after I'd
confronted him at his office. Practically entwingayuld be a more accurate
description.'

'If | told you I'd been using my so-called feminimgles to get some
information out of him—Ilike who his sources were—u you believe
me?"'

'It would be so out of character for you—no is nmg\aer.'

'Right. ThenI'm saying—' she jerked to her feet '—that because you
tolerated—almost seemed to enjoy—that clinch betwleeogen and you
when she was allegedly telling you the truth abehét happened in the
past, I'm beginning to believe Imogen's parting sthmut you going back to
her one day.'

Wearily he closed his eyes. 'If you're determireddlieve that, how can |
stop you? For as long as I've known her, Imogeeannnothing to me.’

'So. .." It hit her like a rifle-shot... She hadegsed where her future lay.
He was a self-confessed wanderer, wasn't he? Whéznt he'd go on his
way unencumbered by any specimen of womankind. kgtneven pick
one up on his route, wherever that might be, thiep ter, find another, and
another...

'‘Lauren.'



'Yes?'

"You can't leave. You've got a commission from @athér. Repainting that
portrait. You'll be well paid.' His eyes closed iaga

When she went to the bed she could hardly believeyes. He was asleep,
deeply so.

Oh. Brett, she thought, staring at his face so emable in repose, the
emotion she had held so forcibly in check overwhegrher, how | love

you. It'll tear my heart from my body to go awayt Ihow can | stay here
now? She wiped her eyes with the back of her hiandstill the tears kept
coming.

So we made love—no, she corrected herself, sholéngelf no mercy, we
had sex. That's all it was for him, she lecturec&l& the love in it was on
my side only. She stifled a sob; but the next ane &t the air.

Her hand crept out, stroking his hair. For the imsé she was touching him,
then she'd pile her belongings into her cases aodpe before he awoke,
returning when he'd gone away for her painting gear

Without warning his hand came up and captured hmréing her down
beside him. He turned her towards him. He was fallake now; no doubt
about it.

‘No, no. Brett.! She made to struggle. 'What'sude? When you've finished
writing your book, you'll be on your way.'

' will? Where?' His eyes glinted.
'Somewhere—anywhere. A wanderer like you getsegstland—'
'Restless? Maybe—until he finds his journey's end.’

'‘But you told me once you had no intention of gigyin this house any
longer than was necessary.'



True.'

'Which means—' she was puzzled by his half-smilehat-one day you'll
pack up your computer and take to the road again.'

'Did 1 ever tell you what the "any longer than wascessary" condition
meant?'

Eyes wide and wondering, she shook her head.
'As long as it took me to find—' He paused, waiting
‘The tranquillity of the soul you were looking for?

‘Lauren, look at me. At my eyes.. .into my eye®'h¢ld her chin, forcing
her to do as he commanded. 'What do you see?'

Her mouth was so dry it resembled a desert. "Tqudlity? You found it?'

"It all depends." He fingered her frown. 'On yoauken Halstead. Oh, God,
Lauren.' He pulled her round and into his arms,las@yes blazed into hers.
Don't you seeXouare my journey's end. From the moment | saw you, |
knew I'd come home—reallycome home. Tell me somgthia few
minutes ago, when .you thought | was asleep, yae aying. Why?'

Now was the time to tell the truth. 'Because— beeduhought it was the
end of the road. For you and for me. | thought ga@go away. | honestly
thought you would go after Imogen and—'

'In a sense, it is the end of the road.’

Her heart sank and she tried to pull away.

‘Journey's end—for both of us?' There was a catbleri voice, tears sprang.

'It—it would be such a pity—' her voice was thiekbBecause | love you,
Brett. More than | can ever put into words, | g’



He groaned, his hands invading her cotton top,irfipcher breasts and
moulding them. 'l was wondering how much longehBde to wait before |
got it out of you. Shall I show you how muktlove you?And then when I've
shown you, we'll come up for air and talk about diad dates. Right now
we're going to make love—' He made to remove hey bot she stopped
him.

"Your father, Brett—he'll have to be told.'

'He knows. | told him before | left him at the hdte

'‘Before you told me-you told him?'

'Why not? He was delighted. It made his day. Andwéhday he's had."

The telephone shrilled and, accompanied by cursms Brett. Lauren
dashed downstairs to answer it.

'Marie?Marie. How good to hear from you. You'll never believe—'

But Marie had her own news to impart. 'Reggie ameelre getting married,’
she announced excitedly. 'We're returning homéhmwedding.’

*Well, then,"” Lauren put in triumphantly, 'you'lebable to come tour
wedding too."

"Yourwedding? For goodness' sake, Lauren, whyawenarrying? Say it's
not Casey.'

It's not Casey. It's Brett.'

She could almost see Marie's frown. Brett? Bretv®h
'Well, Ellis, then.’

"Two men? You've got to be joking, Lauren.’

"No—one, of course.'



'Hey, you don't meakllis Gard?'
'l do. It's a long story, Marie. I'll tell you omiay.'

‘That's great news. Must go. I'll call again someet—with dates and so on.
Bye.'

Brett was pulling her back down beside him whendberbell clanged.

'For God's sake," Brett exploded, and again tato®mpaniment of Brett's
curses Lauren scuttled down the stairs.

'‘Casey! Hi.' He made to enter, but she kept the dat closed. 'If you're
wanting a story,' she told him, eyes brilliant whtippiness, 'is there a scoop
at Old Cedar Grange!" She counted on her fingé€ssabout the return of a
father and his reconciliation with a long- lost sdme discovery by the
father of a daughter and by the son of a half+siStee unmasking of a
villain— feminine not masculine, and she's no la@élgt an attack of fever.
Plus about five happy endings.'

'What's going on down there?' Brett appeared attdpeof the stairs.

Talbert? Either you print a retraction and an agyl regarding those
outrageous lies you and your editor printed abceiamd mine, or I'll sue the
hide off both of you for libel. Lauren, shut himtand come back to bed.'
He walked away.

Casey's eyes almost came out of their sockets?'Bed—and him?' He
almost choked over the words.

‘To get the story, Casey—' Lauren was enjoyingéiets-you'll have to
interview the man at the centre of it all." Hergém pointed up the stairs.
'‘And this time you'd better get your facts righe'$la professional. like you,
but far better at it." She went to close the dadrtbhen changed her mind,
opening it again. 'lf you do as you've been toldjdht—just might—invite
you to my wedding.'

Brett met her at the bedroom door, closing it, ingrthe key and pushing it
into his jeans pocket.



‘Thank God for my father's compulsion for locksdwors,' he said. 'If the
phone rings it'll be unanswered. If there's a caltethe door there'll be no
one to let them in. You get me?'

Her heart bursting with happiness, Lauren nodded, Brett—' her arms
lifted to his neck '—I love you so.'

'So show me.' He peeled her top over her headngis®r breasts one by
one. 'So tell me with your body.. .'

"And you," she said breathily as he lifted her émdered her to the bed.
'‘Showme darling...'

His mouth prevented her from saying more, movingrdwer lips, her throat
and down to breasts that rounded still more inaase to the caresses of his
tongue.

Soon she was naked beside his unclothed bodyharnded the sight of his
muscled strength, his legs which wound around ke, diis chest with its
dark mat of hair so soft against her cheek.

With his palms and tongue and teeth he was caasswgamping ache to her
loins and a pulsing throb to her womanhood as lmatmand hands found
their way to the most intimate of places, bringemghoked gasp to her
throat.

Then he took her, and she arched at the hardndsshahside her, never
wanting his thrusting possession to stop, cryinghisi name and her love
for him as, at long last, they reached the crownognent in unsurpassable,
faultless harmony.

'So, my love," he murmured against her breasts soneelater, 'you will
replace your belongings where they've been sineae ngoved into this
house. And from today on you will move into my bmain. Right?’

'Right.’ she echoed, her hand on his thigh.



His eyes softened as they stared into hers. 'Thges of yours,' he said
huskily. 'A guy could lose himself in them. All senof time, of reality...'

That's what Mitch said,' Lauren commented with desm
A deep frown furrowed Brett's forehead. 'Who thEh#litch?’

Her smile deepened, a little leap of pleasure mgigeer heart at the way
instant jealousy had gripped him.

'An old boyfriend. It's OK—' she reached up andg&dshis chin '—I ditched
Mitch.'

A laugh took away the frown. 'For a minute | thoughad another rival.

Know something? When | was in captivity—' his fingan down her cheek
'—I used to fantasise about a girl like you.. .esamy, full of warmth and

love, and a figure—' his hands traced her shapgeting over her breasts,
then moving down '—like a pocket Venus.'

She frowned, stroking his hair. "That fever you evieft with—uwiill it keep
recurring for the rest of your life?'

A shoulder lifted and her lips pressed againsttimight, but it soon passes.
There's one fever, though, that will affect me tpdging day.’'

Concerned, she moved slightly away. 'What kindeokf?' she asked. 'Is it
serious?'

'Very serious.' His finger smoothed away her frowis, the fever | feel

rising inside me every time | look at you. And tisronly one cure for that,
beloved, and that is you. Know something else? Téhedr's coming on me
right now.' He reached for her again. 'And thishis cure that I'll need for
evermore."

'Isn't it lucky.' she declared, sliding back ints &rms, 'that I like the cure as
much as you do?"'



