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GUILTY LOVE

CharlotteLamb



‘Everything | did was for you! ’

‘For me? You killed my husband for me? Do you ketdink | wanted him
dead? | loved him!”’

It was an obsessive passion. It had gone too fat,Lénzi's husband had
died as a result of it. Ritchie Calhoun was sexy emarming and dynamic
and had also been in prison for murder! Linzi's ldrloseemed to be
exploding around her and she didn't know which teatyirn. But one thing
was sure - she could never turn to Ritchie, nat ihousand years!



It was like being hit by lightning.

Linzi was burning with a response to his kiss whstlook her to her very
depths. Her mouth quivered wildly for an instargy leyes closing, then
she began to kiss him back with mounting hungemhiing from head to
foot in his arms.

As suddenly as the storm began, it ended. Breathmgkly, darkly
flushed, Ritchie broke off the kiss, took a longgged breath and pulled
her to her feet.

She was appalled.
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CHAPTER ONE

‘I'M AFRAID | have to ask you to work late againrtght, Mrs York."

Linzi had been so intent on her work that she hadoticed her boss walk
into her office, and his deep voice made her jump.

As she looked round at him, her fine silvery héicking back .from her
face, Ritchie Calhoun gave her one of his slowdaaic smiles. ‘“Your
nerves are in a bad way! | didn’t mean to frighgen out of your wits!’

She gave him a wry look. Every time he came into@m he made her
jump; he made most of the staff jump. He was tbdtaf man. Even now
she knew him quite well she was never able to relagn he was around.
The air seemed to crackle with electricity everymehige went, he was curt
and incisive, and those grey eyes seemed to séé thgough to the
backbone, which was disconcerting. But she couldldell him any of
that, so she simply said, ‘I'm sorry, | was milegag-what did you say, Mr
Calhoun?’

‘I want you to work late tonight,” he repeated, dndzi’s teeth caught her
lower lip, worrying it. Ritchie Calhoun watched tHheetraying little
movement, his eyes shrewd. ‘Is that a problem?’

It was always a problem when he wanted her to Maikk because it upset
Barty every time, but when she’d accepted the jaiohie Calhoun had
laid it on the line that she would have to be pregato work flexible
hours, rather than just nine to five, so how cahd complain now? After
all, he, himself, worked ferociously hard, puttimg a twelve-hour day
most days. He was usually there when she arrivéideimorning and there
when she left, unless he was away on some budimgssr working out in
the field with one of his construction teams oniffiadilt project, when,
she gathered, he worked even harder for longershétuvas said that hard-
bitten construction workers had been known to paie at the sight of him
bearing down on them if they weren’t working hartegh, or had made
some stupid mistake. Everyone in the firm admitesl than, but they all
agreed-it was no easy job working for Ritchie Caltno



The good side was that she had plenty of free imdays when he didn’t
need her and she was earning a lot more moneystiaver had before.
She and Barty were getting used to having thaaexiney every month.
They had bought new furniture, new linen, curtaias,new dinner

set-gradually their little flat was beginning talothe way Linzi wanted it

to look and she could never earn this much anywhlsee

That was why Barty didn’t force her to give up tjub, much as he
resented the hours she had to work.

So Linzi shook her head, suppressing a sigh. ‘Nopmoblem. | can work
tonight-do you have any idea when | shall get awhgugh? | have to
cook my husband’s dinner.’

‘Isn’t it time he learnt to cook his own?’ Ritch@alhoun drily enquired,
his hard mouth twisting. ‘Or he could pick up a @¥se takeaway on his
way home from work.’

Involuntarily, Linzi laughed at the idea. ‘Bartynit keen on takeaway
food, he likes home cooking.' He liked to find iting for him when he
came home, too, and, if he didn’t he sometimes wahtgain, to a bar to
drink his supper. Her laughter died; sadness filledeyes.

Ritchie Calhoun lounged against her desk, watchivegy changing

expressions. She had a mobile face which gave @a@@ynuch of what

was going on inside her. Her features were delicatesmall, finely

moulded nose, high cheekbones, wide eyes the cofdbe sea on a sunny
day, a soft pink mouth which was generously fuld ayet sensitive,

suggesting to Ritchie a sensual nature you woukkemeuspect from
anything else about Linzi York, he thought, eyesowing. Linzi looked

up and caught him staring, and blushed as if pgckip on his secret
thoughts.

‘And | suppose you do all the housework, too, armashvand iron his
clothes for him?’ he asked with a faint sarcasnh ithdicated disapproval.

‘It's what Barty’s used to; his mother always dhibse things for him--,'
she began, then stopped, frowning, angry with Ilifefse sounding as if



she was apologising for her husband. Her privé¢ewas none of Ritchie
Calhoun’s business for one thing, and, for anotslee,loved Barty-it made
her happy to take care of him.

‘You both work full-time, though,’ Ritchie Calhoyointed out.

‘Yes, well. . .Barty wasn't brought up to look aft@imself, she
defensively said. ‘He was an only child, his motivass middle-aged when
he was born, and so thrilled to have a child ofdwen that I'm afraid she
waited on him hand and foot. It made her happytol $iim.’

‘And you’ve gone on spoiling him?’

She didn’'t answer that; he saw the flicker of résemt in her face, and her
lids came down like shutters over her eyes, to hefethoughts from him.

Ritchie picked up on them all the same: obviouslg wasn’t happy with

all these questions, with the implied criticism loér husband; and of
course she had every reason to feel that way. Hexbaight to interfere or

even comment. Their marriage was their busineshdfwanted to make a
doormat of herself, why should he stop her? Dosmadre useful-as he
had often found. His mouth twitched with sudden semient, yet he didn’t

change the subject. He could never help tryingmprove whatever he
found and did not approve of.

‘Does his mother live near by? Couldn’'t he havendmwith her?’ he

suggested, always looking for the practical sofutma problem. That was
what made him so good at his business: he knewtbamake things work,

machinery, money, people.

‘His mother’s dead,’ Linzi said gravely.

Ritchie sobered, pushing back his thick, dark khaih an impatient hand.
‘Oh. Sorry to hear that. I've lost both my parertknow what a gap that
makes. Having a family gives you your own suppg@dtem, doesn'’t it?
Well, then, couldn’t he take his father out to cirf?i

‘His father died when Barty was a boy.” There whasttlook of sadness
about her again. It turned her blue eyes a straotmur, like slate in the
rain, thought Ritchie Calhoun, observing the phesoom closely. She was



endlessly fascinating to watch: never the samenivaites running. Lately
he had found himself watching her all the time, aedrowned suddenly,
the admission taking him by surprise. He had speats trying to stop his
secretaries getting too interested in him; it waoddstupid to fall into the
same trap himself.

Yet he was still curious enough to ask, ‘When disl imother die?’ He
moved away from her slightly, however; settled ba edge of her desk,
his lean body at ease, the long legs crossed arfddti swinging.

‘Two years ago.’ Linzi was rather perplexed-why weesso interested in
Barty’s family? She had got used to Ritchie Calhswifhand manner at
work, his drive and sarcasm. She had never seeimhagnrmood like this.

‘So he has no family now, except you?’ Ritchie thioualoud slowly, his
eyes thoughtful. Was that why she had gone onisgoiier husband, to
comfort him, make up for the loss of his mother?

‘No,’ she said, her voice low and husky. ‘He habaay but me.’

There was something touching about the way she isaithe had only
been working for him for six months and they hagareexchanged any
personal confidences before. He didn’'t know whywas asking questions
about her private life now; indeed, one part of tpnotested about the
wisdom of showing so much interest in her. Yet bptkon watching her,
his grey eyes glimmering, brilliant with curiositythat was she thinking?
What did that look in her eyes mean?

There was something faintly childlike about herthwiher long, straight

silvery hair and those wide, large-pupilled bluegyyet he had begun to
sense that there were secrets buried behind hem gpee, and his

curiosity, once aroused, wasn’t easy to smothestMbthe women he met
were so obvious, such simple equations; they diaold his interest longer
than it took for him to find out what lay behindeth smooth, glossy

facades.

At first sight he had thought Linzi York was evampler than usual; she
was as calm as milk, as ordinary as bread andrbuttbad taken him



months to find out his mistake, and even now he'tieally have a clue
what she was hiding, only that she was hiding shingt

Ritchie Calhoun was determined to get to the bottfimher mystery,
however long it took.

‘How long have you been married?’ he lazily enggdijrand she gave him a
faintly exasperated glance.

‘Four years, ten months.’

It was Ritchie’s turn to be startled. ‘I'd no idgau’d been married that
long!” She didn’t look old enough. ‘I assumed yoadhjust got married
when you joined us.” He remembered their firstrivitav suddenly, with a
faint surprise because he saw her differently now.

It had been a cold November morning. She had besrimg a carnation-
pink dress and had glowed with warmth in the giigit] yet she had
seemed so young. All the same, she had had impeesHice skills, good
references from her last boss, who had only paviddher because he was
moving his firm to another part of the country, antbst important of all,
she was married. Ritchie’s previous secretary ladldrf in love with him,
without any encouragement, and had made his lifegsible with jealous
scenes and weeping in the office. He had had & Her; it made him
shudder just to remember that scene and he hadmited it to happen
again, so he had only short-listed married appteéor the job.

He had intended to choose a safe, middle-aged womm#nthen Linzi
York had walked into the office, and for some inlgable reason he had
found himself offering her the job.

He had rationalised his decision, afterwards, Bntghimself that she had
a gentle manner, which he knew he would find réstfthe office after the
hassle he got out on the construction sites; dsorsas both very capable,
and very young-a combination which meant that heuldvchave no
difficulty moulding her into the sort of secretdrg wanted. And, then, the
fact that she was married made her safe to havmdro



In fact he admitted to himself now that he reallylmot known what crazy
impulse had made him offer her the job. He stiindi. He was glad he
had, though.

All the same, he had encouraged her to keep andstaetween them, and
he didn't know why he was trying to bridge the gualbw. He would
probably regret it tomorrow, but at this momentfdwend himself intensely
curious about her; he wanted to know what sortfefdhe led, away from
the office, what sort of man she had married, ahdther the two of them
were happy. In the six months they had worked toagethey had rarely
talked about anything but work; he had no idea aheuprivate life.

‘What exactly does your husband do?’ he asked, sad her faint
bewilderment, the blue gleam of her perfectly sklagyges as she stared at
him, frowning.

Obviously she was surprised by his sudden inteksstwould have to be
careful she didn’t get any wrong ideas and startgoafraid he fancied her.
He certainly didn’t want that.

He lowered his lids but Watched her though his blEshes. She was
lovely. No question about it. Except that he didgd for the delicate,
faintly ethereal type. All that long, pale hairetlig blue eyes . . . he
preferred his women sophisticated, experiencedtiegc Yet he kept on
watching her, listening to the cool sound of hercgoWhat would she
look like if that dreamy, cool look dissolved? Wldd she look like when
she made love? he wondered, then frowned at hisxamaering thoughts.

What on earth was wrong with him, thinking like th&he was married,
for one thing, and, for another, the last thingrneeded was any more
disruption in the office! Stop it! he told himself.

‘He’s a computer programmer with an electronicenfirshe slowly said.
‘Matthews and Cuthlow.’

He knew them and nodded, quite impressed. ‘Exdefiem. Computer
programming is a job that demands a lot of patienegy complicated
stuff usually-does he like it? Is he good at i®uppose he must be or he
wouldn’t be doing it.’



‘He’s always been clever with machines of any Kin&kctually, Barty
found the job boring. He had preferred being a rarchwith a garage that
specialised in customising ,luxury cars and motabi Barty had loved
that job, it had broken his heart to give it upt bmo years ago he had
crashed on his own motorbike and been badly injured a while it had
looked as if he might die. Linzi had terrible memasrof that time. She had
been down to hell and back in a few short days;pshéerred to forget all
about what happened during that week of her life.

Barty had had devoted nursing and good doctors, lecad pulled
through, after months of operations and illnesgahbse his body was fit
and young and healthy. But the man who came batietdrad not been
the Barty she had loved and married. '

That man had gone forever; perhaps she was theooelyn the world who
remembered that Barty, now that his mother was.ddadad been full of
fun, light-hearted and loving, as much her frieschar lover because they
had known each other all their lives. They'd hdew friends, but none of
them had ever been very close; and since the adciley hadn’t seen
much of any of them. They had come round, at fitesyisit him, but they
were mostly other mechanics, and Barty hadn’'t wantesee them, and
he’d made that plain.

Barty could no longer stand the strain of hard pafsvork; it was out of
the question for him to go back to his job at theage, but an old family
friend was a top executive in an electronics fiamg had suggested he take
up a job as a computer programmer.

Computers had been his hobby for years; Barty g imeeded to do a
specialist course at a technical college for a y@#aring his skills up to the

right standard, and the pay was certainly very g@&ud the programming

he was doing was often tedious, and he still saffdrom headaches and
eye-strain, one of the lasting effects of his aeotdBarty would so much

rather be doing his old job.

‘What are you thinking‘?’ Ritchie Calhoun abruptlyroke into her
thoughts and Linzi started visibly, gave him onédef wide-eyed looks.



‘Oh, just that. ..I'd better ring my husband righway and warn him I'll be
late home. What time do you think I'll get away?’

‘No idea,” Ritchie said curtly, turning away withfeown, as if tiring of
their conversation. He walked to the door and Vethout a backward
glance, and Linzi watched the back of his dark heitiadl a wry smile.

He was back to normal, was he? She wondered whkadesuddenly

become so curious, asked all those personal qusstibwasn’t at all like

him, but Linzi wasn't really interested in RitcHBalhoun. As the door shut
behind him she picked up the phone to ring her &idbHer lips were dry,
she moistened them with her tongue-tip, swallowiR{gase don’t be
furious, Barty! she thought as she dialled.

He was, though. ‘Tell him no! ’ he snarled at thileep end of the line after
she had broken the news to him in a soft, placatoice.

‘I can’t very well-’ she began, and Barty interragtangrily.

‘Oh, yes, you can! Tell him you can’t work late. Yee been at that office
since nine o’clock this morning, for heaven’s sakebody should have to
work longer than an eight-hour day! You stop wogkat five-thirty!’

‘But, Barty-’

He overrode her, his voice loud and aggressivefittthirty you just get
up and walk out, Linzi! Do you hear me? He can'kegou stay. Just tell
him you're sorry, but you have to get home to cgolr husband’s dinner.
Tell him to ring me if he wants an argument, aridt€ll him what he can
do with his job.’

‘I can't do that, Barty,” she said, pleading wiimh*You know | agreed to
work flexible hours-’

‘You didn’t agree to be a slave!” Barty’'s voice daned. ‘Or did you?”’
She tried to talk him out of his mounting tempé&foti know, | don’t work

that hard, in actual hours. If you average outtitne | have off, during the
week, and the overtime | work, it comes out mordess right, and the



money is good. If | want to keep this job | haveatmcept odd working
hours to fit in with Ritchie-’

‘Ritchie now, is it?’ Barty’'s voice snapped likevéhip and she tensed,
turning paler. This was what she had been afraichafl been hoping to
avoid, arousing his irrational jealousy. ‘How lohgve you been on first-
name terms with him?’

‘I'm not,” she anxiously denied. ‘| was going toeubis surname as usual,
but you interrupted”’

‘Don’t try and wriggle out of it! | knew there wa®mething going on, all
these late nights, the lame excuses about flexa &nd having to fit in with
his working hours, not to mention the way you sundglestarted earning
twice as much as you ever have before--oh, it'9amis/what you've been
up to, you little-’

‘Barty!” she broke out, shaking and holding the paco tightly that her
knuckles showed white. "Don’t!’

His voice sank into bitterness. ‘The truth hurtsesh'’t it, Lin? | suppose
you think you’re justified! | can’t give you whatoy need so you feel
entitled to get it somewhere else’l’

‘No,” she whispered, the tears falling down herefddhat isn’'t true, Barty,
how can you say these things to me? You know | pwe I've always
loved you, | haven’t changed.’

‘But | have! he snarled. ‘Is that what you're sag? It's all my fault for
having that crash and not dying afterwards.’

‘No, darling! Don't, please, don't. | hate it whgou talk like that.’

‘You've never liked facing facts, Lin,” he said alow, harsh voice that
was even worse than the angry snarling he had t@exq. ‘The truth is |
shouldn’t have gone on living. The way | am, I've mght to life. I'm just
a useless piece of machinery that doesn’t workraase, | belong on the
scrap heap.’



She put a hand over her mouth to stifle the somered out of her, and
desperately tried to think of something to sayorfy she was there, with
him, she could fling her arms round him and hold asshe had so many
times before, when he suffered like this; she wasliways able to think of
anything to say that he wouldn’t shoot down in fé&ma second later, it
was hard to say anything that he hadn’t heard bedod couldn’t dismiss
with derisive scorn, but she could always reach hiynholding him,
convincing him wordlessly that she loved him.

Bleakly, Barty went on, ‘At least if I'd died in &t crash | could have been
recycled--the bits of me that did work could haewesl someone else’s
life! I could have been some use to somebody. Mindys were fine, my
heart works OK, and | have pretty good eyesightnat my liver isn’t up
to much any more-’

Her voice trembled as she hurriedly broke in, ‘Bayou know that’'s not
true, you aren’t useless, and I'd have wantedéotdo, if you'd died!

He was silent then for a long moment, and she daitardly daring to
breathe, praying that she had reached him, calnmad dgot to that part
buried deep inside him which was still the Bartg $lad loved all her life.

They had grown up in the same street; he had bezallly the boy next
door, just a couple of years older than her, andhieeo from the minute
she could toddle after him calling his name, begdim to wait for her.
He had waited, she had caught up with him, theyrhadied very young,
and had had such a short time of happiness befgedy hit them.

Sometimes she thought they had been far too youhgnwthey got
married, but then if they had waited they mighterevave married at all.
She realised now that Barty wouldn’t have married &fter his accident.
As it was he had urged her to leave him, to divdmoa, but she had
refused.

‘I love you, Barty,” she whispered into the silenaad heard him sigh.

‘It would have been better for you, kid, if | haded, though,” he said
flatly, and she let out a shaky sigh of her owmeftd not to let him hear it.



‘No, darling, it wouldn’t, it wouldn't-l need youshe said quickly, and he
almost laughed, the sound a low grunt, bitterly brous.

‘God knows what for"” Then his voice changed, wdhand but softer.
‘But thanks, honey. You know | need you. Always @éaalways will. | got

the best of the bargain when we made our weddingsvém afraid you

didn’t have the same luck. I'm sorry | blew my tdmever mean to, the
black dog just bites and. . .’

‘I know,” she said gently. ‘I know, Barty. It doesmatter.’

‘It damned well does,” he said in another briefrémi rage. ‘I hate myself
for what | put you through. Look, I'll work late mglf, and eat sandwiches
at my bench.’

‘Don’t give yourself a headache. You know it isgttod for you to spend
too long in front of your VDU’

‘Yes, Mummy, and the same to you,” he said, trytagoe funny. ‘And
don’t let that bastard Calhoun keep you slavinframt of a hot computer
all evening. See you when you do get home. I'l\@gting up with some
hot cocoa.’

She blew him a kiss, her mouth tremulous. ‘Love.you

‘I don’'t deserve you, but | do love you,’ he saigs voice raw with feeling,
then he hung up.

Linzi put the phone down and put her head down endesk, shaking.
That had been a bad moment. For a minute she lagjlth she wasn’t
going to be able to stop him ,going over the edge.

She would have given notice and left this job i $tad thought it would
make any difference, but by the time she starteglak here she’d already
known the score. Barty was seeing various spetsalgho had all told

Linzi the same thing-nothing she did was reallyggaring Barty’s

abnormal reactions. It wouldn’t help if she stoppearking here, except
for a day or two. Then he would find something détsblame her for. His
dangerous swings of mood were all the result oftvalad happened to him



during the accident, and afterwards. No matter bbevtried to please and
placate him those mood swings would occur, andnduttie bad times he
would blame her and resent her.

The most she could do to help him was be patiezal @with each moment
as it hit her, and if Barty did become violent toypersuade him to take the
medication his doctors provided, before he lostrmbmltogether.

So far she had always been able to do that. ShednmpGod they never
reached that stage. His doctors didn't seem toe surether he would
improve or deteriorate. Sometimes Linzi felt s@dirthat she no longer
cared, but she had to care. Barty needed her ¢ Carce he had been the
strong one, taking care of her. Now it was her ttontake care of
Barty. She lifted her head and sniffed, fumbledddissue from the box
she kept in one of the desk drawers, wiped her, famewet eyes, blew her
nose.

The door leading into Ritchie Calhoun’s office opdnsuddenly, and he
strode in, stopping dead as he saw her face bseferecould avert it and
hide the tearstains. He frowned across the rodmeratWhat's wrong?’

‘Nothing, I'm fine. | think I'm starting a cold! Ise evaded, tossing the
used tissue into her waste-paper basket.

He stood there watching her, unconvinced; his blackvs drawn together
over those piercing grey eyes of his which sawctearly.

‘What did your husband say when you told him youewworking late?’
he asked, his tone making it obvious that he hadvwpo and two together
very accurately and didn’t like the answer. Shehest he would mind his
own business-he always had, until now. He had nes&ed so many
guestions before. Why was he doing it now?

‘He’s going to get himself a sandwich.’

His mouth twisted. ‘Sure he can manage that?’

‘Don’t be sarcastic!’



He gave her a surprised look and Linzi looked badktling, yet surprised
by herself. She couldn’t remember ever snappirgnatbefore.

Drily Ritchie Calhoun said, ‘My mother brought me to take care of
myself, and anyone else who happens to come alBhg!used to say to
me that one day my wife would thank her, but @srmed out | never got
around to matrimony before she died, so she nesMeney thank-you. But |
suppose that’'s why men who expect their wives ti arathem hand and
foot annoy me.’

‘Was your mother anything like you?’ Linzi askediously, and he gave
her a sudden blindingly vivid smile, which astomidher. This really was
a day for firsts! He had never given her a smHie lihat, any more than he
had ever asked so many questions about her piiteateefore.

‘I'd like to be able to say yes,” he murmured withy amusement. ‘But to
be honest | don't think so. | gather | take aftey father’s side of the
family. My mother was a small woman, with very gjtd, fine fair hair
and . . .” His voice breaking off, he stared atziifixedly for a moment
while she stared back, her blue eyes wide in puzzih.

‘Yes?’ she prompted.

‘She looked something like you,” Ritchie said slpwiit didn’t dawn on
me until just now, but it'’s true. She had your duahd colouring.’

Maybe that was why he had decided on impulse t& piozi for his
secretary although his common sense had told hatnstie was too young
and too attractive? he thought. She had fitted ssum¢erranean blueprint
in his mind.

Linzi was startled. ‘Really?’ Rather flattered, stmiled, her small face
lighting up, and Ritchie blinked.

‘When you smile you look quite different,” he sadd she looked up at
him, her blue eyes wide open.



He smiled down at her, the hardness of his featswéiening into charm,
and she said slowly, ‘So do you.” And then an ibyer ran down her
back.

Ritchie immediately picked up on her abrupt chaafjenood. ‘What is it
now?’ he asked with a touch of his usual impatience

‘Nothing,” she said huskily. ‘Just a ghost walkmger my grave.’



CHAPTER TWO

AS THE next weeks passed and summer deepened ioftoess, the
gardens full of roses, lavender and the hum of ,deess in full, green leaf,
Linzi’'s sense of uneasiness deepened, too.

Since the afternoon when Ritchie Calhoun seemetietmbme curious
about her and asked all those questions, theitioethip had changed in
an indefinable way. He began calling her Linziteasl of Mrs York, and
told her offhandedly, “You might as well call met&iie, by the way.’

That had shaken her. When she first began workingifn he’d taken care
to let her know that he liked a formal boss-secyetalationship, and that
had suited her, as well. It still did.

Working every day with a man was an intimate bussngou spent hours
together, often alone; you couldn’t help gettingktmw each other well,
and there were obvious risks in that, especiallyatir marriage was
unstable and you were lonely or unhappy. She hauh believed that
Ritchie Calhoun was so distant.

It seemed to her unwise to drop that formality, $lue didn’t quite like to
argue over it. That might make it seem too impdrt&o she let him call
her Linzi, but when she spoke to him she usualily salled him Mr
Calhoun, pretending not to notice the dry look bheegher every time she
did so.

He was very busy with a project on which he’d beenking for weeks. A
new road was to be built to bypass a small towh drahour’'s drive from
Leeds. There were other construction companies ebngp for the
contract but Ritchie felt sure he had the edgehamtbecause it was the
sort of job his firm had often handled in the pastl he already had a lot of
the machinery required, and a very good workfoscehe could keep his
estimate low without taking the risk of cutting denous corners on the
price of materials. If his firm was awarded the tcact it would fit in very
usefully with other work they had to complete dgrthat period. It would
mean, in fact, that he wouldn’t have to lay off afythe casual workers he



hired for specific jobs, and Ritchie Calhoun was glort of employer who
liked to be able to offer his employees job stapili

He might be a tough boss who insisted things werechis way, but he
was popular with his men. He got his hands didy, he thought nothing
of working side by side with them, drinking in tipeb with them, and
knew all their first names. He could do any jobsiie and had forgotten
more about building than most of them had yet ledrmhey thought he
was a great guy and would work themselves to astairfor him.

Linzi had learnt to respect, him, too, which wastaer reason why she
didn’t want to change jobs, if she could help it.

July was very hot; nobody wanted to work much, peee wore as little as
possible, and had deep tans; dogs lay about, ganbeaches were
crammed with people. Linzi had to work, though. &reaged to get time
off to go swimming in the local pool some days, boé had to work late
every evening for a week, and Barty bitterly reedrit.

On the Friday evening Ritchie finally finished tlomg presentation he had
been dictating to her for hours, which she keyetbithe computer while
he walked about behind her talking. He came to & behind her,
massaging the back of his neck.

‘God, I'm tired! That's it, Linzi. You might as weget off home. You can
print that out on Monday morning.” Then he lookedhee clock. ‘Is it that
late? And you haven't had a bite to eat since Itine? Why didn’t you
say something? We could have had sandwiches braught

‘Never mind, I'll cook myself something when | gadtme.” She had been
sitting in one position for so long that when slo¢ gp cramp knotted her
leg muscles and she staggered slightly.

‘Are you OK?’ Ritchie put an arm round her and #osecond she leaned
on him and was suddenly aware of his strength:ai$ \ike leaning on a
rock. She felt intolerably weary at that instarite svanted to put all her
weight on him, cling, like ivy. She hadn’t beenabd lean on anyone else
for so long. She had had to be the strong one imfariage ever since
Barty’'s accident. Oh, she’d told herself she didréed to lean; she could



stand alone, could cope with whatever life threvhert, and no doubt she
had this strange yearning only because she wasistdthand at the end of
her tether.

It didn’t mean any more than that, yet she wa<lgtn, shamed by her
fleeting weakness. Face burning, she stumbled &woayhim.

‘Sorry. . .I'm fine,” she lied and was consciousto$ sardonic, watchful
gaze.

‘You don’t look it. You'’re as white as a ghost. ¢'\never seen you look so
frail. | could kick myself for working you so hardt was damned
thoughtless of me. I'm sorry, Linzi-why don’t we gomewhere and have
dinner, a bottle of wine to put some colour backonr face?’

‘No! she broke out wildly, and saw his brows rigeher tone. She bit her
lip. ‘l. . .thanks, but | must get home.’

‘What are you scared of, Linzi?’ he drily askedhd&r I'll make a pass at
you? | won't, | assure you. | don’t make passematried women. That
isn’t my style. You'll be quite safe with me.’

She couldn’t even meet his eyes. ‘No, of coursethat isn't. . .| just have
to get home,” she stammered. ‘My husband will beried about me.’

He didn’'t argue any more; just followed her outtte car park and
watched her climb into her red Ford Sierra.

‘I'll be working out of the office on Monday morngn don’t forget,” he
told her before she drove away, and she noddede€'ldaestful weekend,’
he added.

When she got home Barty was out. He didn’t get hadk midnight and
by then Linzi was asleep. She had tried to staykavisaut her body was too
weary. She woke up when Barty fell over somethmghe sitting-room of
their small flat. The crash, followed by swearisgpocked her awake; she
sat up just as the bedroom door opened and thelighed on, blinding
her.



‘Oh, there you are, you little tramp!” Barty muterthickly, glaring at her
across the room. She could see at once that hbededdrinking heavily;
he was unsteady on his feet, his face flushed &nmdeld with drink, his
eyes bloodshot.

Alarm leapt up inside her; she tensed, very palkefVvhe was this drunk
he sometimes became violent and started hitting Hext day he was
always horrified, would cry and beg her to forgivien, and she always
did.

You couldn’t stop loving someone because they \gerag through a very
bad period, and she had loved Barty for as longh&scould remember.
They had both been through so much together; timeldof pain bound
them as strongly as the bonds of passionate lodelbiae long ago.

‘I'm sorry | was late again, Barty,” she said gqlyehoping to placate him.
‘But it won't be so bad next week because we wd@tquite so busy.
We've been preparing a presentation for this nemirect. . .’

His lip curled as he stared at her. ‘Don’t give that! | know what you've
been doing with him. | thought this time you wetaysg with him all

night-that’s the next step, isn't it? You'll ward $pend all night with him,
lovers always do. Or has he got a wife who migheat?’

Linzi was too tired to cry. Wearily she said, ‘Dostart that again, Barty.
How many times do | have to tell you; there’s nothpersonal between
me and Ritchie Calhoun?’

Barty lurched towards her. ‘Liar?’
‘Stop it, Barty!”

He leaned over her, swaying on his feet. His brénam was dishevelled,
he had lost his tie, and his shirt was open. Helstiked so young, she
thought, watching him unhappily-there was a lothaf boy left in him. He
was too thin, painfully thin, although there wapudfiness around the jaw
and eyes that came from drinking, his skin was gbwvsallow and his
hazel-brown eyes had heavy shadows under thenghieutould still trace
the old Barty there. a



‘I'm not putting up with it any morel’ he snarled faer. “You're giving him
notice on Monday. Do you hear? You're leaving tjodt, or leaving me
take your pick!’

Warily she said, ‘We’ll talk about it in the mormgh
‘We'll talk about it now!’

Linzi could see there was no arguing with him iis ttate, so she slid out
of the bed and picked up her robe from the neallayrc

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Barty demanded.
‘To sleep on the couch,’ she said, suddenly angry.

‘Oh, no, you don’t!" Barty took hold of her by héwng, silky hair, and
shook her, making tears start into her eyes.

‘Barty, you're hurting me!” she cried out, and heldenly threw her away
from him. She fell heavily across the bed. The edigthe headboard hit
her cheekbone and she gave a cry of pain, stumbjing hand to her face.

‘Why don’t you just admit it?” Barty shouted. ‘Heigur lover, isn’t he?
Isn’t he?’

‘No, Barty!” she moaned, her voice rising highé&fo, no, no!’

‘Yes,” he screamed, and hit her hard. She was hocked to cry. She
stumbled backwards again, fell on to the bed, amtbrb she could
scramble up again Barty threw himself on top of agenching his clothes
off while he held her down with the weight of hisdy.

‘You're my wifel’ he muttered hoarsely. He hadr'ied to make love to
her for many months; there had been a time whend kept trying,
growing more and more humiliated, more and morstfated. Linzi had
tried desperately too, knowing that, physicallyés possible. His doctors
had told her that firmly. He would never new beeatd father a child, but
that didn’t mean he couldn’t make love. The bloegkags in his mind-not



in his body. She didn’'t know if they were rightrmot; but in the end Barty
had given up trying. His ego couldn’t take the ¢ansfailures.

But now his desire was spurred by jealousy and; faigei shuddered with

misery as he tried again, his face set, flushedemath hatred and a drive
to impose his possession of her, she felt, thasipasShe felt no desire
for him; she hadn't for a long time, and althougpe slidn’t resist him she
couldn’t hide her lack of a response. All she felt Barty now was a
weary compassion and a tenderness which was malstlgffection and

kindness.

If Barty wanted her body, she would let him hayeat old times’ sake,
because she was his wife and he had been herriegst &ll her life. But it
was useless, he couldn’'t do it. Angrily, more andrendesperately, he
tried-then he slackened and lay still, tremblirkg la beaten animal on top
of her, before rolling off and lying on his facdstbody racked by dry
sobs.

Linzi put her arms around him and tried to comfbiin, wordlessly
murmuring, but he pushed her away.

‘Leave me alone! It's all your fault. How can | nelove to a woman who
doesn’t want me? Do you think | don’'t know you d@nDo you think |
can't feel you shrinking away from me? You despise because | can't
give you a baby, 'm notareal man ...’

‘No, Barty, no, darling,” she assured him, strokimg hair, and pulled him
back towards her, holding him tightly, cuddling hagainst her like a
frightened child.

‘I love you, I've never despised you, and it doésnatter about babies, we
can always adopt one. 'Why don’t we do that? Wgneng, we should be
able to adopt . . .’

There was a touch of hope in her voice: if theylddwave a child maybe
this would finally end, this nightmare in which thiead been lost for -two
years? They would be a real family again, love wWocbme back, and
Barty would be his old self.



But he lifted his head and glowered at her. ‘| domant someone else’s
baby! I want my own! The one we were going to hawmen-’

‘Don’t!” she cried out in agony, as if he had kmifber to the heart. ‘Don’t
talk about that.’

She never had, since the day Barty crashed andethie made his mother
collapse with a heart attack and die a day latest, hours before Linzi lost
the baby she had been carrying. They had all be#meisame hospital that
week-Barty in a coma, knowing nothing of what wapgening to the two
women he loved; his mother dying in the heart warth Linzi at her
bedside when she did so, and later that very dayi ltierself going into
premature labour and losing her baby. Linzi hadalisred how it felt to
be in hell that week.

‘You see?’ Barty said bitterly. “You can’t evenkahbout it! That's why
you don’t love me any more. Your great dream wasdwe children, a
family of your own-do you think | don’'t remembervadappy you were
when you discovered you were going to have our Bdbwas all going to
come true for us, wasn'’t it? And then | crashed siugn died and you lost
the baby, and ever since then you’ve hated me.’

‘'ve never hated you, Barty, | couldn’t do that|ove you, this is all in
your own mind. . .and Ritchie Calhoun, too, nonghatt is true, there’s
nothing between me and him.'

‘Then why won'’t you give that job up?’ he muttereahd Linzi gave a
long, weary sigh.

‘Yes. We can’t go on like this, Barty-1 see thall. resign on Monday, and
get another job.” She didn’t want to do it, butiggnt had been the worst so
far. She knew she couldn’'t bear much more. Sheamgshuman and she
was being pushed to her limit. Barty’s outburstsrevgrowing more
violent; she would have to talk to his specialistvas very worrying.

Barty subsided. ‘Right...right. . .you do that,” kaid, and fell asleep
shortly afterwards, suddenly, leaving Linzi beshdm, Wide awake and
dark-eyed. She didn’'t get back to sleep for hours.



When she woke up, it was broad daylight and sheala® in the bed. For
a second she couldn’t remember what had happeeedight before. She
looked at the clock in alarm-had she overslept? ¥esgoing to be late
for work? It was nearly ten o’clock and she jumpgy only to realise it
was Saturday and she didn’t have to work. . .

She heard noises in the kitchen, and began to réeretast night, her
colour draining away, her eyes darkening. She vedtsggto have to leave
her job. She had promised Barty, and she would takeep her word.

Ritchie wasn’t going to be pleased; it wasn’t gotadghe easy telling him.
Well, once she had she would never see him agaimhat did it matter
what he thought? But it did. Her lip trembled are ut a hand to her
mouth. She didn’t want to go. She would miss him .

Stop that! she angrily told herself. You have rghtito miss him-you're

Barty’'s wife and he needs you. Forget Ritchie Cathde’s no concern of
yours. If you are starting to have feelings abaut it's just as well you're

giving up the job.

A moment later Barty came in, wearing a black aad towelling robe
under which he was naked, carrying a tray of tehtaast.

She sat up, pushing back her dishevelled silvery; bhad Barty halted,
staring at her. His face stiffened, went white, &y®s ringed with puffy
shadow.

‘Oh, Linzi, what have | done to you?’ he whisper&tbur poor little face.

She looked at him uncertainly, not quite sure haswmood would swing.

He carried the tea and toast over to the bedskde, taut the tray down and
sat beside her, dropping his head into his handidh’'t even remember
this morning. Can you believe that? | didn’t evemember doing anything
to you.’

She could believe it. It wasn't the first time hadhblotted out the events of
the night before.



He slowly lifted his head. ‘| am sorry, Linzi, tty sorry. . .I'll try, I'll
really try, not to let anything like this happenaag .’ His hazel eyes
seemed so sincere; dark with regret and sadness.

She nodded, her mouth quivering.

Leaning over, he kissed her bruised cheekbonerimgg. ‘| won't ask
you to forgive me, | know | don’t deserve it. . tQust say you know |
never meant to hurt you like that? You know | lgwel, don’t you, Linzi?’
There was despair in his eyes. ‘You won't leave wik,you?’

You didn't walk out on someone you had loved justduse fate had
played a dirty trick on them. It wasn't Barty’'s fathat he was no longer
the man she had married; he hadn’t asked to bpledgike this, to suffer
these black moods, burst out in violent rage withvaarning. She knew he
loved her.

‘I won't go,’ she promised.

‘I'll never drink like that again, never,” he saidnd she wished she could
believe him. Oh, he meant it, right now at this mtéahe had meant it

many times before when he made this same proniteeugh never before

had he been so violent.

At least he was sober enough to listen now, soebeated, ‘Barty, there is
nothing going on between me and Ritchie Calhoswdar that to you-but,
all the same, | will give notice on Monday.”

‘No, don't,; he said, and she looked at him in @isf, her eyes wide. ‘|
believe you, Linzi, of course there’s nothing goioig between you and
your boss. It's just my crazy jealousy, but I'm g@ito be different from
now on. | won't ever let that happen again.’

When she saw herself in the mirror in the bathrdater she was shocked.
Her face was badly bruised, along the cheekboneyeathe eye, around
the mouth-she looked terrible. Last night, she Hadralised just how

badly Barty had beaten her. No wonder he had loalteken when he
came in with the tea and toast.



Maybe it would finally snap him out of this dangesocycle of mood
swings? Linzi closed her eyes and prayed. Oh, elebt him stop
drinking, let him be the Barty | knew and loved andrried. Take away
this dangerous stranger, who sometimes seems ¢onf&t and give me
back my love.

When she went into work the following Monday evergcstared. ‘Linzi,
your face! What on earth happened?’

She had a story ready. ‘I tripped coming downstdinwas lucky not to
break any bones.’

She sounded so casual, laughing, that they all egetm believe her.
Ritchie Calhoun wasn’t there, he was working outtloé office that
morning, but he walked in later, just before she dae to leave for home.

She had forgotten her bruises and looked up inriseras her office door
opened and he appeared.

He was smiling, but the smile died as he saw hes.f&G00d God! ' he
broke out, his brows dragging together.

She remembered then, and put a defensive handhgy theek, bit her lip.
‘Oh. . .I. . . For a second she couldn’t rememther lie she had invented
for everyone else who had asked. Stammering, shéyfimanaged to say,
‘| fell downstairs. It isn’t as bad as it looks.’

Ritchie strode over to her desk and she flinched las might hit her, and
saw the flash of his grey eyes as he observeddtnayling little movement.

‘Well, it looks terrible!” he said and pushed hemid down, touching her
cheek with his own hand.

She began to tremble, her body pulsating fiercélig skin was cool
against her hot face; he gently touched the bramgeseemed to draw the
pain out of it, then his fingertips slid down héeek to explore her bruised
and swollen mouth.



She drew a long, deep, shaky breath. He touchedddghtly, like the
brush of a moth in the night; her skin tingled aftards. It was hard to
believe that so tough a man could be so gentle.

‘Have you seen a doctor?’ Ritchie brusquely demdnéds if accusing her
of something, and she was snapped out of her tidtecenood.

‘No, of course not, it isn’t that serious.’
‘| think it is,” he snapped.

‘It happened two days ago! If | had anything seslgwrong with me I'd
have noticed by now!

‘Two days ago?’ he repeated. ‘On Friday night?’

‘Yes,” she said, wishing he wouldn't stare. It wilee being under a
searchlight; there was nowhere for her to hidewag of disguising from
him what she was feeling.

"When you got home, after we worked late?’

The question hit her like a bolt from the blue am& went white then red
as she realised he had guessed what had reallgineghp

She invented rapidly, feverishly. ‘On the way honshe said. ‘As | got
out of the car. | tripped and hit my head on a wall

Drily he reminded her, “You said you fell over camgidownstairs-which
was it?’

‘What is this? An interrogation?’ she threw backa resentfully.

He sat down on the edge of her desk and watcheddezly. ‘Isn’t it time

you talked. about it, Linzi? What's going on? Anénd insult my

intelligence by telling me nothing is. . .we bothokv that isn’t true. You
aren’t happy, something is very wrong with your nage, and now you
start coming in to work with bruises on your fadeWould help to talk
about it, you know.’



‘No, it wouldn’t,” she said. ‘It wouldn’t help atlaPlease drop the subject,
Mr Calhoun. My private life is none of your busisgs

‘Maybe I'm making it my business!’ he retorted, fage grim.
‘In that case I'll have to resign,” she said in.aeg, cool tone.

The grey eyes flashed; for a second she was af@igvasn’'t going to
accept the warning, but then he got up and walkealyawvithout another
word.

That evening, when she got home, Barty told het tha firm were
sending him on a training course to Manchester doweek, and the
stimulation of a break in his routine was good foam. He was more
cheerful for the rest of the week. He left on Syndeght and Linzi slept
well for the first time in months.

The next few days were the most peaceful Linzilmed since the accident.
She felt oddly younger, lighter, a sense of freedoreverything she did
while she didn’t have to look over her shoulderth# time in case Barty
should suddenly turn nasty. It helped that Ritetdes out of the office, too,
that week, working on the site of his latest prbjec

On the Thursday, however, a very hot day in lalg, Bhe answered the
phone to hear Ritchie’s voice, ‘Linzi, would youedk my office and see if
I've left my black briefcase there? I'll hang omtlhurry.'

She laid the phone down and hurried into his adjgiroffice. She knew

the briefcase he meant; he carried it everywherenwie was touring his
sites or having a business meeting out of theafftowasn’t on his desk or
on the floor, she she checked the wall cupboardravhe kept his large
maps, site plans, tripods and cameras, and otmstroation impedimenta,
and that was where she found the briefcase, opé#rmasad been filling it

with maps and forgotten to take it with him.

She ran back to the phone with it and told RitchMho groaned.
‘Damnation take it! Well, | have to have it, andnvbuld take up too much



time for me to come back-you’'ll have to bring itnte. You have your own
car, don't you, Linzi?’

‘Yes, but what about the office?’

‘Get Petal in to man the phones while you're gahen drive out here,
with the briefcase. I'm at the Green Man roundapth#t’s Junction 43 off
the motorway-take the Hillheath road; that bringsi ystraight here. I'm
here with Ted; he’s going to fly me over the cous§é¢he new road in the
afternoon, in the helicopter, but | must have thaisenaps here or Ted and
| will just be wasting our time. You can get herg ¢ne if you leave
straight away.'

He hung up and she did, too, sighing. She hadeagbivork to do and she
knew Petal wouldn’t be up to coping with any of it.

She turned off her computer and put the confidemtecuments into a
filing cabinet, which she locked, then, picking tne briefcase, she went
into an office across the hallway where personnattens were handled.
There was a staff of three, but this morning omg of them was visible;
the others were no doubt visiting other offices.

Petal was the one left; she was making coffee vtk printed out a sheaf
of letters to construction staff on some union erattPetal ran the
personnel office daily routine. She was a large aonn her forties; a
brunette who wore too much rouge and had a padsiompink frilly
blouses. Her real name was Rose, but she thougiwstold-fashioned,
and, since her husband, a Yorkshireman with a diefise of humour,
always called her Petal, everyone else did too, tihzi-want a cup of
coffee?’ she cheerfully asked when Linzi came ithte room. ‘I've got
your favourite chocolate biscuits today.’

‘I haven't got time,” Linzi regretfully said, andxplained that Petal was
going to be left in charge of the phones in Ritdba&houn’s office.

‘Oh, glory!” Petal looked aghast. She was helpfad awilling, but not
exactly quick-witted, and Ritchie Calhoun made thervous. He expected
too much. ‘Must 1? I'm bound to get into a muddi@d then he’ll tear me
limb from limb,’ she wailed. ‘Couldn’t someone elsd&ke over?’



‘Sorry, Petal,’ Linzi said, shaking her head. Thevere younger girls
working in other offices, but Ritchie Calhoun hgzksified Petal, so that
was that.

‘When will you be back?’

‘I've no idea, at least a couple of hours, | expdcist take messages and
say I'll ring back anyone who needs an urgent raspo

Ten minutes later she was heading towards the mator Ritchie’s
briefcase locked safely in the boot of her car. ®he glad to be out of the
office: it was such a hot day that it was hard wrkvindoors. She drove
with her window wide open and a cooling breeze Iohgvher silvery hair
around her sunflushed face.

There was quite a bit of traffic, so it took hender to reach the Green
Man roundabout than she had expected.

She only drew into the car park of the public hoaséen past one and
there was no sign of Ritchie, although she spdtisdred Jaguar parked
near by. He was presumably in the restaurant,eabéitk of the building,
eating his lunch with Ted, the pilot of the compdjicopter.

Linzi found the cloakroom first, looked at hersalefully in the mirror,
and set about making herself look more present&ile. was wearing a
neat white shirt and straight navy skirt, her usifite uniform.

So she added a smart red blazer with small goltbibsit which she had
only bought the day before but which immediatelyaga touch of class to
the very ordinary skirt and top. Then she ran a lroimrough her
windblown hair, powdered her nose, put on tiny gelarrings which
matched the buttons in her blazer, and clipped ld gbain round her
throat.

Two minutes later she paused in the doorway ofrédstaurant, looking
around the room. She spotted Ritchie immediategiesd facing her, at a
discreet table in an alcove. He saw her, at theestime, and lifted an
imperative hand, beckoning her.



She walked over to join the two men, very conscioiuRitchie Calhoun’s
hard grey eyes watching her all the way. He wasiwgdis site working
gear-hardwearing blue jeans, an open-necked plait] strong boots. He
looked even tougher dressed like that: more oblyows powerful
man-with a lot of muscle and very fit-than he elked in a suit with a
shirt and tie. He could have been any one of hiskars, until you looked
into his eyes and saw the cold glint of intelligenibere, the habit of
authority, the look of a man who knew that whenghge an order other
men jumped to obey it.

Linzi felt a shudder ripple through her from headf@aot. He was a very
disturbing man. She wished she weren’t so awatenof but he radiated a
powerful male sexuality that was hard to ignoretdHar her, anyway. Her
mouth had gone dry and there was a terrifying msade her.

Ted Hobson gave her a broad grin. ‘Hello, Linzvdd He was a small,
wiry man in his thirties, with deft hands, shrewe® and thick brown hair.

She had met him in the office several times; he fRtchie backwards and
forwards, from site to site, if they were too faaa for a car journey to be
practicable. She managed a shy smile.

‘Hello, Ted. How’'s Megan?’

His eyes lit up. ‘Fine, thanks; the new baby’s dmg day now and we're
hoping it will be a girl. Megan won't let the hosgitell her whether it is
or not-she’d rather wait and find out the usual wiahink she’s afraid to
let them tell her, in case it's not a girl.’

‘But Megan will love it whatever it is!” smiled L, and Ted grinned,
nodding. °

‘Oh, aye. Once it's here she’ll be happy whatevés.iMy Megan is crazy
about babies.’

Megan and Ted had invited Linzi and Barty to a ya&aon after Linzi
began working for the company. It had been funludrty had had one
drink too many, and turned obstreperous when LUned to persuade him



to go home with her. He snarled, pushed her roughlgy, and she had
been very embarrassed, in front of a room full@fge from work. Megan
had been wonderful. A large, tranquil woman witbsgly brown hair and a
warm smile, she had appeared beside them, putnarairund Barty and
coaxed, ‘Will you dance with me, Barty?’

He had blinked at her owlishly and stuttered, ‘Sidleg.. . Meg. . .an! I'd
love to d. . .dance with you."'

She had whirled him round the room, aiming for do®r, and Barty had
clung on to her, his head only too obviously goiognd too. Linzi had
followed, avoiding the amused or sympathetic glansbe was getting
from other guests. Outside in the hall Barty wadsng on the bottom of
the stairs, leaning against the wall, his eyesaglaz

‘Here’s Linzi to take you home,” Megan said softyp we come, there’s
a good boy.’

Together they had got him to his feet and steemadolut of the house and
into the car.

‘Can you manage at the other end? Would you likear@ome home with
you?’ Megan had asked her, and Linzi had shakehdemt, very flushed.

‘No, I'll manage, but thanks, he doesn’t usuallyndrso much. . .’

The lie had stuck in her throat and she had regdaiskily, ‘But thanks,
Megan, and I'm sorry we spoiled your party.’

‘You didn’t, don’t be silly. These things happenpatrties-we understand,
forget the whole thing. Now, you drive carefullshe had looked into the
car and laughed. ‘Look, he’s sleeping like a baBy.the time you get
home he’ll be himself again.’

Ever since that night, Linzi had thought of Megaradriend, and they had
met for lunch several times when Ted was flyingcRg Calhoun to some
far-flung corner of Britain.



Megan and Ted had three sons, all at school nowe. Gdby she was
expecting would, she said, be her last child arshé&@ didn’t want a little
girl so badly she wouldn’'t have wanted anothercch all, not that she
didn’t love her boys.

She was a warm and loving mother and she and Ted wlearly very
happy together. Linzi envied Megan; the older worhad everything she
wanted and would probably never have now.

Ritchie took the briefcase from her and gestured third chair placed at
the table. ‘Sit down and have some lunch. We hawwedered yet."

She hesitated. ‘Shouldn’t | get back to the office?
‘Sit down and don’t argue!’

Ted winked at her. Linzi sat down and picked up thenu just as the
waiter came over to the table. The men immedidtelyan ordering their
lunch; they both wanted melon followed by steakziiordered melon too,
and a prawn and cottage cheese salad.

‘No wine for me,” Ritchie said, shaking his headtla wine-list he was
offered. ‘What would you like to drink, Linzi?’

She asked for a fizzy mineral water and the waatier Ted grinned at her.

‘I have to watch what | drink when I'm flying, espally on a day as hot as
this! Aren’t you hot in that jacket, Linzi, love?’

‘No, I'm fine. . .

‘Yes, take it off,” Ritchie said in his curt, deteined way, and he got up
and came behind her. ‘All this hair! * he added hryDoesn't it get in the
way?’ and he pushed it aside.

Heat rushed up Linzi's face as she felt his fingerbrush the nape of her
neck. Her breathing seemed to stop. She begarake st was all over in a
flash; he removed her jacket in one deft movemedtraung it neatly over
the back of her chair, then he went back to his aWair and sat down



again. Their eyes met across the table. He wakisisedl as she was and
his eyes looked dark, smouldering like coals.

‘Doesn’t that feel better?’ asked Ted, seemingwatnlis to the atmosphere
between them.

Linzi nodded, her pulses drumming. The waiter adiwith her drink and
the melon they had all ordered. It was very pretiilranged, thinly sliced,
in a fan, with raspberries scattered around it, sliee of star fruit at the
upper edge.

‘Isn’t that pretty?’ Linzi said huskily.

‘I don't like my food pretty,” Ted complained. ‘thakes me wonder if I'm
supposed to eat it or frame it and hang it on tak!'w

Linzi pretended to laugh. She lowered her eyes do plate, took a
raspberry to pop into her mouth and under coverating it gave Ritchie a
nervous, secret, sideways, look through her lasHaed. he noticed what
just happened to her? She’d want to die if he hald; God, how
humiliating. And she couldn’t even explain, sheldatt tell him that it
didn’'t mean anything, it wasn’t personal, any maghnhave got the same
reaction, that drumming pulse, the drowning semniguaihich came from
long-frustrated need. The heat grew in her facell, Wet any man! she
hastily contradicted. It had never happened with man before, after all;
this was the first time in years she had felt fleshpoint of desire.

Why should it have come just now while Ritchie @alh was touching
her? She didn’t even like him! He disturbed herdenber jumpy.

He had felt something, too-she was sure of that.iktaition had picked
up on the vibrations inside him, she had known wstelooked into those
darkened eyes of his. He had felt something . . .

Desire, she thought-why pretend you don’t knowdleif too? It was there
between them, throbbing like a dynamo. A desire tikthing she had ever
felt in her life before.



You're married! she fiercely reminded herself, digpgher nails into her
palms. Whatever Barty has done to you, you arehssilwife, and he loves
you even when he acts as if he hates you. Thempade it easier to snap
out of her mood.

Ritchie was frowning over a map he had got outisfohniefcase. He hadn’t
touched his food yet. A heavy lock of black halt ferward over his eyes,
and he brushed it impatiently back with one leanned hand.

Linzi looked away, swallowing convulsively. She rstop this! Stop
noticing everything he does! she told herself dpgri

Oh, Barty, what has happened to us? she thought swell of agony,
remembering how passionately they had once made ldew merciful
that you could never guess the future, that it waked from sight until it
hit you.

She pushed her thin slices of melon around the platced herself to eat,
the cool fruit sliding down her parched throat, gegfect food for a day as
hot as this one. Maybe it was the weather that making her act so
strangely, so unlike herself? *

Ritchie began talking to Ted, flung the open mapss the table between
them, pointing, then picked up his fork and atedwsy melon while Ted
was studying the map.

‘Have you been up in a chopper yet?’ Ted askeddret,Linzi shook her
head. ‘Well, come with us today,” he suggested. W

‘Good idea,” Ritchie said. ‘It's time you realisedow vital the air
dimension is to planning, Linzi. Seeing a site omap or even on the
ground you don’t get the full picture, but fly oviérand you realise how
much you miss until you’'ve seen it from the air.’

‘I ought to get back to the office,” she demurred.

‘Nonsense. Petal can hold the fort for an afternoon



The waiter brought their second course; Linzi a®e of her salad, trying
to think of a way out of going up in the helicoptith them, but Ritchie
was like a bulldozer once he had made up his mite.wouldn't be

stopped or turned aside.

Half an hour later Linzi found herself crossing awn field towards the
waiting helicopter.

‘Up you get!’ Ritchie said, seizing her waist aiftiig her up. Ted showed
her how to belt herself into her seat, and gaveheadphones to wear, to
shut out the noise. Ritchie clambered in besidenthend the door closed.
Linzi stared up at the whirling blades, her eyesrield by the speed at
which they went round. The machine began to litt ahe looked down to
see their black shadow flying across the groundveel

Ritchie tapped her shoulder, gesticulated downwandsithed, ‘Along this
ridge, the line of poplars. . . that's the route.’

The landscape flowed beneath them; fields, hillsed in a fascinating
pattern of light and shade, colour and contourziLgould have flown over
it forever. She had never been so absorbed. Riggread the map out on
her lap, traced their route with his hand; she égabkom the map to the
landscape, connecting them, understanding theatioekship, and deeply
excited.

‘It's wonderful!” she said, looking up into Ritchgeface with glowing blue
eyes, and he smiled at her, nodding.

At that instant the engine note changed, missedad, lbegan to make a
choking sound. Ritchie stiffened, looking at TeddTwas staring at the
instruments on the panel, his hands moving, makomge sort of checks.
Linzi sat very still, realising something was wrong

‘What is it, Ted?’ Ritchie quietly asked.
Ted gave him a sideways look. ‘I think we’d befpert down. That field

right below us will do, it's very flat. Hold on tgour hats, sit still and don’t
touch anything.’



Their rate of descent was faster than their ratasoent had been; they
were coming down in strange, irregular circlespthg sideways.

We’'re going to crash, Linzi realised.

‘Listen, keep your seatbelt on until we. . .we'rewsh . . .” Ritchie
hurriedly told her. ‘But the minute we are down artie belt, jump out
and run. . .don’t wait for anyone else. . .’

They were probably all going to be killed, that welsat he meant, but he
was afraid to tell her the truth in case she padcknd went into hysterics.

She gave him a calm smile. ‘OK.’
Ritchie looked at her oddly, frowning. “You undensd?’

‘Yes.” She wasn't afraid of dying. Life wasn't sucah wonderful
experience. Flying over the green and gold landscsipe had experienced
a beauty which remained inside her now and maderitehow easier to
contemplate death. When she thought of the pain wmlidess her life
sometimes held, death seemed quite an attractemnative.

Ritchie made a sound like a groan. ‘You’re amaz{dgol as a cucumber;
are you for real?’

‘Is anything?’ she said, and even laughed.
‘Brace yourselves,’ Ted said. ‘Any second now.’

And then the helicopter hit the ground and for amant Linzi didn’t know
what was happening. The machine crashed, shuddeoedced, whirled
and skidded, while she and the two men were thrbwsnway and that,
their bodies helpless to resist. The chopper engdd a hedge, at an angle
which made the sky dip crazily above them.

‘Out!” Ritchie shouted; his hands fumbled with lseatbelt and she helped
him undo it. A few seconds later, he pushed heroduhe door and she
half slid, half fell to the ground. They had landeda field of Wheat,
trampling the tall golden stems.



‘Get up and run! ’ Ritchie shouted as he leapt aftér her, with Ted not
far behind, and she automatically obeyed.

‘Why are we running?’ she asked breathlessly, mithar of the men
answered. They didn’t need to. A moment later theas a great crash and
a roar as the chopper blew up.

The wind from the explosion came after them in avavaf heat which
knocked Linzi off her feet. She fell on her facdhe wheat: the smell of it
made her nostrils quiver; the rasp of the stalkb@mnskin was an intensely
felt experience.

‘Linzi! Are you OK?’ Ritchie asked with harsh anigeas he knelt beside
her and lifted her in his arms.

She looked up at him, her lips curving in a smitehappiness; she had
never felt so intensely alive before, nor so camseiof how beautiful the
world was.

Ritchie stared into her blue eyes, his face tadt@ale. ‘Oh, God, Linzi, |
was afraid you might be dead, | was terrified, Wigispered, and then his
mouth was on hers, compelling, hot, passionate.

It was like being hit by lightning. One minute shas laughing, happy to
be alive; the next she was burning with a respooses kiss which shook
her to her very depths. Her mouth quivered wildly &n instant, her eyes
closing, then she began to kiss him back with magritunger, trembling

from head to foot in his arms.

As suddenly as the storm began, it ended. Breathnckly, darkly
flushed, Ritchie broke off the kiss, took a longgged breath and pulled
her to her feet;

She was appalled. She couldn't meet his eyes; sheét dknow how to
handle the moment and hastily turned away onlytop slead, her eyes
huge and shocked. Behind her Ritchie had just sdet she was staring
at, too. She heard the harsh intake of his breath.



Ted lay on his face unmoving, several feet away.



CHAPTER THREE

RITCHIE ran over and knelt beside Ted, saying laie. ‘Ted . . .Ted, are
you OK?’ He gently turned him over; Linzi heard msake of breath. She
was shocked, herself, to see the blood running dbedis face. It hadn’t

been there when they first climbed out of the luglier; Ted had had

visible bruises, no doubt caused by their crastifap; when they were all

thrown around violently before the machine finahuddered to a stop, but
there had been no blood.

‘He’s been hit by something-a fragment of metalnfraghe chopper,
maybe?’ Ritchie said slowly. ‘When it blew, it musive sprayed the air
with something like shrapnel.’

She looked round in horror at the burning helicgptee flames were
reaching up towards the sky and had set the filelcheat on fire.

‘We've all got to get out of here!” she gasped, &itthie looked round,
followed the direction of her pointing finger, aaty deepening in his eyes
as he realised what she meant.

‘I don't think it's safe to move Ted! he muttereputting a long, brown
index finger against Ted’s neck, searching for is¢u

‘What choice do we have?’ Linzi was watching thee;fithe wheat was
tinder-dry and burned fiercely, and there was sbimgtterrifying in the
speed with which the fire spread. The smell of mgrfilled the air; a
column of black smoke climbed upwards.

‘Someone’s bound to see that,” Ritchie thought @ldlied’s heart sounds
fine, but we’ve got to get him to a doctor faste stood up, frowning, then
suddenly swore angrily, making Linzi jump. He gdnex a scowling look.
‘Sorry, | don’t usually swear like that in front @fomen, but I've just
realised, the maps were all in the chopper, sonltaaork out exactly

where we are. | had a good look around as we wareng down; there’s a
main road across a couple of fields and | spotteitiage some miles away
but heaven knows where the nearest hospital is!le’ ldn a hand



despairingly through Ilis dark hair. ‘Oh, why ditig have to happen to
us?’

The crackling, roaring sound of the fire was makingzi very nervous.
‘We must get out of here, Ritchie!’

He nodded, then went up to the hedge and peeredipvgave a little
grunt. ‘That’s lucky! There’s a ditch here on tkide of the hedge, half full
of water. That should act as a natural fire breaklong as sparks don't fly
across the hedge. At least it will delay the sprefatthe fire.” He turned to
look at the burning helicopter. ‘The fire’s movingway from us,
look-watch the way the wheat bends, that meansithatever breeze there
is is blowing in that direction. Right, I'l1 takee@’s shoulders, you take his
feet. We’'ll carry him into the next field, and th&h have to try to get
help. But we can't leave Ted alone.’

‘No, of course not, I'll stay with him,” she saidripping Ted’s feet and
watching as Ritchie lifted him by the shoulders.

‘Sure you won’t be scared?’
‘Sure.’

His eyes searched her face again. She gave hinmtasfaile, nodding.
‘Don’t worry about me, I'll cope.’

Ritchie gave her a brief, wry smile. ‘I'm sure yaill. OK, but listen, if he
recovers consciousness, try to keep him awakejaatkm, tell him where
I've gone, say anything to grab his attention aeekhim from passing out
again.’

‘I understand,” she said, moving carefully so astnqolt Ted too much as
she manipulated him through the open gate.

Ritchie kicked the gate shut behind them. ‘We’lirgahim as far as
possible around this field. Look, Linzi, it woule better if you went and |
stayed with Ted, then at least | could carry hineromy shoulder to the
road.’



She looked back. ‘The fire is still moving awayrfraus, though!

Ritchie frowned. ‘OK.” They paused, breathing h&avRitchie lowered
Ted to the ground. ‘“You should be fine here, it \daiake the fire ages to
get this far.” He looked down into her face. ‘Syoer’ll be all right?’

She nodded. ‘Just hurry, Ritchiel’

‘I'll flag a car down and come back with the driyelne promised, and
began to run, his lithe body loping rapidly acrdlse field towards the

main road. Linzi watched him go, feeling very o#tkr heart was beating
much too fast; she felt as if she was weightlelstihg. It wasn’t the

effect of the accident, of the explosion, or the fnow raging across the
field they had just left. It was a symptom of sohneg far more disturbing,

a trauma that could have serious after-effects.

She had to stop working for Ritchie Calhoun. She 8wt suddenly. She
had to get away from him. If she didn’t, and sosime would be in danger
of falling in love with him, and she was very affahat Ritchie could be
getting interested in her.

Her marriage might be in serious trouble, she mightonger love Barty in
quite the way she had once, but he was her hushaddshe did still love
him. She knew he loved her, too, even when he gotkdand knocked her
about. The feeling between them had deep rootagdgoack many years;
he was more than a lover to her, he was the omlthér she had ever had,
the best friend she had ever had, her only faradyshe was his. For all the
pain and bitterness of the last two years her agerwas still alive, and
she had no intention of walking away from Barty.

She certainly had no intention of getting involwedh Ritchie Calhoun.
The end result of an affair was always pain, eitkleen it broke up or if it
grew more intense, and she had had enough pagr iifdalready.

A groan made her start and look down at Ted. He waging, a hand to
his head. ‘What the hell. . .?’



‘Lie still, Ted,” Linzi said, kneeling beside hingain and bending down to
smile into his dazed eyes. ‘Don’t move. Ritchie lymme for help. He
won't be long.’

‘What happened?’ Ted asked, then before she couwdvexr said, ‘The
chopper! | remember. . .it crashed, didn’t it? Anmiagining it, or did it
blow up?’

‘It exploded, we all got blown off our feet and ysaem to have been hit
by flying metal, but Ritchie took a look at you amel says it isn’t serious.’

Ted half smiled. ‘He took a course in first aid, lsgd know. So that’'s
what's giving me this headache-it’s like being agpol feel as if someone
is beating on my head. | suppose you haven'’t gatsairin on you?’

‘I'm sorry, Ted,” Linzi said gently, ‘I don’t thinkjou should take any pills
until you see a doctor. Ritchie will get one hesdast as he can.’

Ted grimaced, put his hand to his head again, kbakehis fingers and
groaned. ‘Ugh . . .blood . . . | hate the sighblafod, especially my own. It
makes me feel weak.’

He tried to lift his head and Linzi said urgentlpon’t move, Ted, you
must keep still.’

‘l just wanted to see. . .is my chopper a write2bff

She nodded and Ted looked sad.

‘Damn. | loved that machine.’

‘You'll get another one,” she comforted.

‘It won’t be the same.” He coughed, frowned, higeylickering, then he
tried to sit up again. ‘Smoke...Linzi, where’s thaack smoke coming

from? Is the chopper still burning?’

‘The wheat caught fire.. .” She stopped as Tededdss eyes. ‘Ted, don’t
pass out again . . .talk to me. . .’



He coughed again, opened his eyes, reached outcadral gripped her
hard when she took it. ‘Help me up, Linzi! I'm dging here waiting to be
cooked to a crisp!”’

She looked over her shoulder and saw the black snpokiring up, the
flames as crimson as poppies. The fire had chardjesttion, was

spreading their way. Panic streaked through hed. Staggered to his feet
and she slid her ‘arm around his waist, supporting

‘Lean on me! I'm stronger than I look, | can tak®uy weight.’

They made their way along the wall, working awagnirthe raging fire,
keeping close to the reedy, rank ditch which waskedd with weeds and
the haunt of buzzing insects. They were almoshatfar side when Ted
reeled and had to sit down again.

Ted was coughing, breathless, shaking. ‘I'm onbt joeginning to realise
how close a call that was!" he muttered, putting head down on his
raised knees.

‘Don’t think about what might have happened; itrdidwe’re fine, and
you'll be there when the new baby arrives,’ Linzrtedly said, stroking
the tangled, sweat-dampened hair back from his fmde. Blood was
trickling down into his eyes, he irritably rubbetl away, and Linzi
remembered that she had a packet of make-up wipdsei bag and
searched for them. At least she could make Tetlerinore comfortable.

The circles of lint were soaked in cool witch-hazetd gave a groan of
pleasure as she began delicately cleaning his eemginm . . . that’s
marvellous. . . what is it?’

‘| take eye make-up off with these little pads,esxplained.

‘I suppose you don’t have something really useifuhiat bag of yours, like
a bottle of whisky?’



Ted laughed and Linzi smiled a little, too, thermament later, heard the
engine of some heavy vehicle like a tractor contimgugh the gate on the
far side of the field.

‘Is it Ritchie?’ asked Ted, and she smiled, heefadght with relief.

‘Yes, in a Range Rover-l hope he found a doctoHeTvehicle moved
through the standing wheat; mowing it down. Whea Bange Rover
halted, a large young man wearing cricket whitesloed out, a bag in one
hand.

‘My patient?’ he asked, looking at Ted.

‘Yes.” Linzi backed off, leaving him alone with Tednd Ritchie joined
her.

‘I was lucky,” he said with a grin. ‘| was able litch a lift into the village
from the local milk lorry. The driver told me I'dnid the doctor playing
cricket on the village green, he dropped me thacklavas just in time to
see the doctor bowl someone out. | don’t think sw@o popular with the
rest of the village team, he’s their best bowlet, e had his Range Rover
there so we were able to get back here fast.’

‘I've never been so glad to see anyone!’ she adnohithind he smiled down
at her, putting an arm around her.

‘Are you OK?’

She felt a pulse beating hard in her neck andesh#b that his arm fell.
‘Fine,” she said huskily.

'l see you had to move Ted further along-was heaons then, or did you
drag him?’

‘He walked, with my help. The fire and smoke seenmedbe getting
closer.” "



Ritchie nodded and walked off to stare acrossigld they had landed in,
his face grim. ‘There’s a fire engine on the wag,tte said, just as they
both heard the clanging of bells. ‘Speak of thelldld®itchie added.

They watched the fire engine drive into the nesldfiand halt; the firemen
leap out in fire gear, looking like robots or akeinom outer space in their
breathing apparatus, directing some sort of foamaysm@t the burning

helicopter. They could heard the crackle of Walkilies as an officer

gave his men orders, then the doctor stood up ame ©ver to them.

‘The cut is superficial and he isn’'t showing angns of concussion. I'd
say he was hit by a flying piece of metal, butéems to have been a
glancing blow. With any luck he’ll be fine. We mugt him to hospital,
though, for X-rays and observation. | can take gibu

As they drove away Linzi watched the flames dyirgvd, the black
smoke rolling over the countryside. ‘Fire is aifging force,’ she thought
aloud.

‘Very destructive," agreed the doctor, turning out to the main road.
Gloomily Ted and Ritchie stared back at the bumrttielicopter.

When they reached the hospital, half an hour's ediaway, Ted was
whisked away to the X-ray department, and Linzi &itthie both had
brief check-ups before being told they were find aauld leave. Ted was
going to be kept in overnight, at least, and mdgba@ few more days.

‘The police want to talk to you before you leavegugh,’ they were told
by the young doctor. ‘Feel up to it? It would say@u the trouble of
coming back to be interviewed tomorrow?

Ritchie looked at Linzi enquiringly. ‘I can talk them alone, if you don’t
feel you want to face it.’

She shook her head. ‘I'm OK.’
‘Oh, tough as old boots,” he mocked. ‘“You look \itell, first | want to

ring Ted's wife and break the news to her myseléwle her that. The
police can wait another five minutes.’



Linzi went into the hospital cloakroom while he wadking to Megan.

‘Don’t worry, it isn’'t serious, Megan, you don’t @@ to come tonight.
They’ll be giving him a sedative to help him sle&pmorrow, I'll arrange

for a chauffeur-driven car to bring you here aricetgou home again. Ted
may be able to go back with you so bring him sofearcclothes.’

Linzi shut the cloakroom door and felt a reliefoaing alone. She went to
the lavatory, and looked at her smoke-blackened faith wry dismay.
What a sight!

The water was delicious on her skin; she splashetid cool, clean water
on her face, feeling as if it was seeping in thioegery pore. She was so
hot!

Eventually she had to stop washing and dry her, fdi@ she combed her
hair, brushed grass and dust off her clothes. \Bb#, looked a little more
normal now. When she rejoined him Ritchie was tajkio a policeman
who was writing down what he said. As soon as Laygpeared, Ritchie
broke off and said, ‘Can we do this tomorrow? Wehbteel pretty
shattered by the accident and we need to get home.’

‘We really need to talk to you tonight,” said thalipeman.

‘I've told you most of what | can tell you,’ proteesl Ritchie.

The policeman looked at Linzi. ‘Can | ask you a fguestions, Miss. . .?’
‘Mrs York,” she told him. "'

He gave her a sharp look, his brows lifting slightiMrs York,” he
repeated, writing the name down. ‘I see. And youewia the helicopter
with Mr Calhoun?’

‘She is my secretary,’ Ritchie said curtly, lookisgddenly very angry.

‘| see, sir,” the policeman said expressionlessly.



Ritchie bit out, ‘Ted Hobson, the man who was iegyrworks for me, too.
We were all up here researching for a confidergraject. But that has
nothing whatever to do with the accident. Until thelicopter has been
inspected by a fire team and a flight engineer wea’'tshave any idea what
caused the crash. It may be a simple engine faiBuweit will take time to
determine the cause for certain, and until we knosve there is no point
in asking us questions.’

‘Well, I'm afraid | have to, sir,’ said the policean with polite obstinacy.
‘It must have been a very distressing incident] seon’'t ask any more
guestions tonight, but it would help us if you avics York stayed near by
tonight and came in to the station to see us tamaomorning. There’s a
comfortable country inn not far from here. The Grééan.’

‘Yes, we know it. I've been staying there for a felays,” Ritchie said
tersely. ‘Well, if you insist we hang around inghieighbourhood tonight,
very well. We'll be at the Green Man tonight andl ¢a at your station
tomorrow morning. But just now Mrs York is as whis a ghost and may
pass out altogether if you keep us standing hemhrfanger, so can we go
now?’

She was grateful to him for his protective attitudithough she wouldn’t
have minded answering the police questions. It typgal of Ritchie,
though-he was a complex man: tough and hard-woykingewd and clear-
headed, yet capable of being sensitive, thoughtidl kind. No wonder his
men thought the world of him. Whenever there wasaecident Ritchie
took enormous pains to see that an injured mantlgdtbest possible
treatment, and that his family were equally looledtér. His firm had a
very good safety record and he was always tryingnprove the safety
standard of the sites, but on a construction B#estwere always accidents,
as she had soon discovered, some through human ethers through
almost wilful carelessness.

He was yawning now. ‘My God, I'm tired! What a dtys has been! We
had better get back to the Green Man; I'1l orgaaisaxi?

‘How far away are we?’



‘About four miles off.” Ritchie looked at his watcht’s nearly seven. I'd
no idea all this had taken so long! His grey eyagawed on her face,
probing it. ‘Will it be a problem with your husbaridyou spend the night
away from home?’

She flushed, knowing what he was really askingorify he hadn’t seen
those bruises, put two and two together and arrated far too accurate
answer. ‘He’s away all this week,” she muttered.

His face changed, a crooked smile curving his mowtrell, that makes
things easier, doesn't it?’

It did, of course. It was a tremendous relief towrBarty wasn’t at home,
waiting for her, watching the clock, getting angyd then storming out to
get drunk, but she wished Ritchie Calhoun didndlenstand that so well.

‘The police can't insist that we stay at the Gr&&am, can they?’ she asked
hesitantly, and Ritchie gave her a wry glance.

‘Not exactly, but, frankly, | shall stay there argyv I'm half dead on my
feet. | don’t know about you, but I could do with @arly night, and | don’t
think you should drive all the way back home tomighnly to have to
come back tomorrow.’

She couldn’t deny she was tired, too, and she dawdint. Looking at
him closely, she could see the lines deeply etahedhis face; a greyness
in his skin, tension in jaw and mouth. They hadhblohd a bad day, but
Ritchie had been the one who went to get help; bist ime exhausted.

‘It isn’t wise to drive after a traumatic experienkike that one, either,” he
added drily, and she sighed, conceding that herigat

‘OK. If | can get a room!”

‘I'll ring them, then ring for a taxi,” he said, \Wang over to a telephone on
the wall in the hospital hallway.

It was nearly eight before they reached the Grean.Mhe taxi was old,
the driver older, and very slow. He negotiatedriberow country roads at



the pace of an elderly snail. Linzi sat in the eoraf the passenger seat,
making herself as small as possible in order ty st far away from
Ritchie as she could, and stared out of the windbthe green hedges, the
trees behind them, in the fields.

The sunset was spectacular, lighting the landseagea glowing warmth
that riveted her attention. The world was beautidlle had never realised
before just how beautiful; all her senses seemdtave been sharpened by
coming so close to death. The sky was awash withucogold, rose-pink,
tender blue, the soft white of clouds.

Her eye followed the rolling green fields to a didt spur of blue-hazed
hills, then came back to the hedges they passedus with wild flowers.
Dreamily she noted them flash by: pinky-purple floxgs, as speckled as
a snake inside the long bell shape; climbing dogerabundant with
fragile, very pale pink roses; deep scarlet poppitls blue-black centres,
shedding their petals on the road, the lacy, cresyngys of meadowsweet
filling the air with a fragrance like honey, andsesbay willow-herb which
had once brightened the bomb sites of London duhegsummers of the
last war and still grew wherever it could find ase on waste land.

Ritchie made no attempt to talk to her. He satirgjaput of his own
window, one long leg crossed over the other hissafaided too. She
wondered what he was thinking whatever it was, asmt making him
happy. His face was grim.

By the time they got to the Green Man the pub eak pvas filling up with
cars. It was a favourite night spot for townsfolkaniked a drive out to the
country on long, hot summer evenings to have dinaesit in the beer
gardens behind the pub, drinking and talking astkhiing to music from
the bar.

‘It quietens down at ten-thirty, when the bars shRitchie promised as

they went up to their own rooms. ‘And I've manadedjet a table in the
restaurant, so how about eating in half an hour?yoa be ready by then?
| don’t know about you, but | want to have a batktf | feel as if I've been

down a coalmine.’



She gave a faintly hysterical giggle. “You looK itis eyes had smudged
rims; black smoke dust was etched into the linekisffiace.

His expression lightened for a second and he giinf¥ou don’t look
much better yourself! Don't take too long in youatl, though. I'll tap on
your door when I'm ready to go down.’

She didn't have a change of clothes with her, adwhite blouse was
filthy, so when she had had her bath she only mtred jacket on,
buttoning it up to the neck. She washed her blaugethen, and hung it
over the bath to drip dry during the night. Jusshs finished doing that
Ritchie tapped on the door and she joined him.

He ran a comprehensive glance over her, his blaakwdarching. ‘Well,
you look a lot better now, but aren’t you hot iathacket?’

‘My white shirt was much too dirty to put on agaemd | haven't got
anything else to wear.’

He grimaced. ‘Of course! Stupid me! If you'd memigadl it | could have
helped-1 could have lent you a clean shirt.” Hig\gryes teased. ‘Of
course, it would have been much too big on you,ibutould be cooler
than that jacket! Shall | go and get one now?’

She shook her head. ‘I'm fine-but if | could borrcwe later I'd be
grateful. That is. . .if you don’t mind if I. . She broke off, slightly
flushed, and his eyes narrowed.

His quick mind worked it out. ‘To sleep in?’ A dene little glint showed
in the grey eyes. ‘You don't like sleeping in thede?’ As her colour
deepened he softly said, ‘I'll get you a shirt am way to bed.’

She didn't like the way he said that and stiffenbdt then he added
calmly, ‘Well, let’'s go and eat.’

The restaurant was only half full, the service swi¥ithin an hour they
were drinking their coffee because neither of thveanted a dessert.



Ritchie looked drawn and pale, but his mind walt wiorking, deciding
what to do the next day. ‘First thing in the moginve’ll report to this
police station, give a formal statement, and thkmrive you back to the
office. I'll have your car picked up by one of memlater in the day.’

She was used to him taking decisions for her, betquietly suggested,
‘Wouldn't it be easier if | drove myself to the pm# station, and then on to
the office?’

‘No,” Ritchie firmly told her. “You may still be irshock tomorrow-there’s
often a delayed effect from these things. You'ddratot risk driving.’

‘What about you?’ she argued, her eyes wry. ‘Whgustin't you have
delayed shock too?’

‘I'm used to moments of crisis, they happen all tinee in my business.
I've been blown up before, when some clown madessake setting fuses
on a demolition job. | was deaf for days after tigait I'm tough.’ His grey
eyes brooded on her, then he said huskily, ‘Whengasre so fragile you
look like thistledown; | don’t want you getting oo away!’

She lowered her eyes, flushing, oddly breathless.

Ritchie looked at his watch. ‘Well, we’'d better getme sleep-ready?’
She nodded and got up. When they got upstairs iRitchd her to wait
while he went into his room in search of the clsant he had promised
her. He reappeared with a clean, neatly pressetishis hand, a new
toothbrush still in its case, a tube of toothpaste.

‘Anything else you need?’

‘No, thank you, | shall be fine.’

‘Well, then, goodnight, Linzi,” he said softly. ‘&p well.’

Her voice husky, she said, ‘You too, goodnight.’



He leaned down and before she could move awaygh#ylibrushed a kiss
across her mouth. It was nothing like the passokats he had given her
after the helicopter crash, in fact it was genthel @oothing rather than
sexy, but Linzi found it almost as disturbing.

She might find it moving and comforting, but shelmo right to Ritchie’s
tenderness. She belonged to another man.

But she was too tired to think about that toni@tte was undressed and in
bed, wearing Ritchie’s crisply laundered shirt,hiwitanother five minutes.
Within ten she was asleep, but during the nightrettetroubled dreams.

She kept reliving the crash; no doubt her mind Wasily absorbing the
fear and shock, dealing with all that trauma: therimg of the helicopter
tumbling out of the sky, the terror of being fluaout, landing with that
terrifying thud and then Ritchie dragging her andlipg her out of the
chopper, forcing her to run, until the explosioevblthem both off their
feet.

The dreams were so vivid, changed so much, swingiltly between fear

and indifference, relief and the happiness of sumg, the sheer panic with
which she watched the scarlet and black of thedjmeading through the
wheatfield, and, most intense of all, the momentRitchie’s arms when
their mouths met and she felt the upsurge of antiemso powerful that it

could dominate all her memories of the rest of tretmatic day.

She was still deeply asleep when someone begarkikigoloudly on her
door, followed by Ritchie’s voice urgently callifgr name.

‘Linzi! Linzi! Are you OK?’

She sat up, drowsy-eyed, flushed and disheveltedkeld at her watch and
groaned, then scrambled out of bed and padded baefoot, to open the
door, keeping it on the chain. °

Ritchie’s frowning face filled the gap, his greyesyintent on her.

‘I'm sorry, | overslept,” she stammered. ‘What tinsat?’



‘Ten past eight. Did you sleep well?’
She nodded. ‘Did you?’
‘Like a log. How soon can you be ready?’

She noticed suddenly that he was wearing a crikg-diriped shirt, a
dove-grey silk tie, an elegantly tailored cool gmyit, and looked very
different from the way he had looked yesterday whenvas wearing jeans
and a grass-stained, crumpled shirt. A spark ofsament lit her blue
eyes. Ritchie had dressed to convince the policavhe a respectable
citizen.

‘What are you grinning at?’ he asked, eyes narrgwin

She smoothed out her expression and demurely $&adhing. | won't
take long to dress, give me five minutes!’

‘Only five?’ He was disbelieving. He ran a glandevdy down over her

then, taking in the way she looked in the crisptevBhirt he had lent her. It
was far too big for her, the shoulders too wides #leeves too long.
Standing in that doorway she had the early morsingight behind her; it
illuminated her slender body within the white matkrrevealed every
curve, the high, rounded breasts, the small wiistsmooth slim hips. Her
bare, tanned legs showed beneath the hem of thie sér well-shaped
calves and small, naked feet.

Linzi blushed under his eyes. ‘You can time me.eHninutes! she said
huskily, wished he wouldn't stare.

‘Have you any idea how sexy you look in my shiti@’whispered, and she
tensed.

‘Don’t flirt with me!’

He grimaced. ‘Sorry, OK, I'll time you. I'll be dowstairs, reading the
morning papers. Do you want tea or coffee with yoneakfast?’

‘Coffee, please.’



‘Orange juice?’ She nodded and he asked, ‘Browmlote toast?’
‘Brown, please.’
Ritchie showed her his wristwatch. ‘Five minutégr!

‘Right!” She shut the door and raced into the badihm. As she ran water to
wash her face, she eyed her reflection in the matmve the sink. Her
blue eyes had a dangerous brilliance, and hervgigdeeply flushed. Her
face betrayed her, and she bleakly recognisedsti®atvas going to have to
break away from Ritchie Calhoun before it was tate land disaster hit
them both. Every day she was getting in deepegadlr she was going to
find it bitterly hard to say goodbye to him.

Those dreams were a danger signal, for a start. @kover again during
the night she had dreamt of Ritchie kissing hee &hned away to find
her brush, running it through her tangled blonde, fi@wning. Well, how
did you censor your dreams, for heaven’s sakeZ8ulein't help what her
unconscious came up with, could she?

You can stop it having any memories to work on, gifiraly told herself as
she hurried to get dressed in the clothes she &l Wwearing yesterday.

She just made it downstairs in five minutes. Rechas sitting on his own
at a table by a window, his newspaper open andymas riveted on a page.
He didn’t even look up as Linzi sat down.

‘I made it, didn’t I?’ she asked breathlessly.

Ritchie lifted his head. His grey eyes were harsl féice set like stone.

‘What's wrong?’ Linzi whispered, instantly afraidl load news. ‘Not Ted?’

He shook his head. ‘No, Ted’s fine, | rang the hasgearlier, and he’s
probably coming home today. No, it’s this.. .’

He threw the newspaper across at her and watchrdddeeas she glanced
down at the open page, frowning. It wasn’t a natigraper, but it was a



provincial newspaper with a big circulation in tipart of England. A
headline leapt out at her. ‘RITCHIE CALHOUN IN CHBER CRASH.’

Ritchie was well known throughout the area, soidnd surprise her that
the newspaper should give so much space to hisopédir crashing.

‘They got the news in fast! * she commented be&ire began to read, and
then her face drained of colour. She read the @megeé before looking up
at Ritchie.

‘They make it sound. . .’

He nodded. ‘As if we’'d been staying here togetheces the weekend! |
know.’

Linzi was appalled. ‘Why on earth have they dong?h

‘Well, | have been staying here, of course,” saidclite offhandedly.
‘Although | don’t know how they found out about thcan only think a
reporter talked to someone at the police statiohtlte details of the crash
from the police, including your name and the fdwattyou were my
secretary, was told we’d be staying here last nigiiein rang up the Green
Man, and was told I'd been a guest there for tltags, already. They
simply jumped to the conclusion that you had, too.’

That made sense, and yet... ‘It's the way they'vitewn it. . .’ Linzi said
unhappily.

Ritchie was a well-known figure right across thedddé of England; he
was wealthy and influential and had had a numbegifriends, none of
whom had so far managed to get him to the altae. Hiless found Ritchie
fascinating; they often gossiped about his love. liDbviously, they'd
taken it for granted that Linzi was having an aftaith him, and, without
risking a libel case, the newspaper had sailedypobbse to hinting that
she and Ritchie were lovers.

‘What on earth are we going to do'?’ she thougbu@| reading the story
again and even more horrified.



Ritchie gave her a frowning, searching look. ‘Ifuychusband sees that
might it cause trouble?’

White to the lips, Linzi nodded.
‘But he’s away, isn’t he?’ Ritchie slowly said.
‘In Manchester,” she told him.

‘Well, 1 don’t think this paper circulates ther@ ke isn't likely to see the
story.’

Ritchie was infuriatingly casual about it, dismiggi her anxiety as
meaningless, but Linzi remained worried all daye Hept praying that
Barty would not see the story. She was afraid sfreéaction. She had been
hungry when she woke up, but now she wasn’t huaggymore.

She didn't eat any breakfast, just drank some gttadack coffee before
they went to the police station. A reporter wasdwag about when they
emerged, but Ritchie brushed him off without toocintrouble.

Two hours later they arrived back at their officel d.inzi had to face the
fascinated curiosity of all the other girls, whalHaeard about the crash, it
seemed, on local radio news early that morning.

Linzi winced. What chance was there that Barty waiilhear about it?

‘I'd have been petrified!” Petal said, staring &t las if she had grown two
heads. ‘When it was going down, you must have thbygu were going
to be killed!”

‘I did,” Linzi admitted. But she hadn’'t been scaresthe remembered; a
strange sort of fatalism had gripped her. She hawbst, crazy though it
seemed, been glad; relieved, anyway. As if fate takg care of all her
problems at one stroke.

And yet, afterwards, there had been a moment ehsg# happiness, a new
sense of the beauty of the world, the possibilibieise. . .



‘It was a miracle you didn’t get killed,” Petal tbher, as if she might not
have realised that, and Linzi laughed rather wildly

Ritchie was out of the office again that afternobut returned at five and
asked Linzi to work for a further hour or so. ‘I'sorry, | know you must
be tired, but | won't keep you long this time,” peomised, looking with
compunction at her pale face.

She wryly shrugged. ‘I'll manage. Don’t worry abaug, I'm tougher than
| look.’

His eyes were brilliant and tender. ‘Impossible! Woman could be that
tough?

The gentle mockery made her laugh, a little unsigad

‘And you haven't got your car yet, have you?’ Riecadded, smiling. ‘I'm
sorry, | forgot all about it, but I've made arrangents now for it to be
driven back tomorrow morning, and tonight I'll deiyou home myself.’

‘There’s no need, lcangetabus. ..’

‘Don’t be silly, it's no problem to me,’ he insiste‘'Now, can you find me
the Lambett contracts?’

It was seven before they left the office and Rechuietly asked, ‘As it's
so late, will you have dinner with me?’

She had been half expecting it. He knew her hushesdaway. She didn’t
look at him, her pale face averted, just shookhsad. ‘I can't, | must go
home. If my husband rings | want to be there.’

All day she had been on tenterhooks, her nervedchd to breaking
point, in case Barty might walk in, in one of h&ssage tempers because he
had heard about the chopper crashing, and aboudténgng at the Green
Man with Ritchie overnight. She was in no mood toayt to dinner and
pretend to be calm, not while she knew Barty migiiive home at any
minute.



‘We have to talk,’” Ritchie said roughly.

She stiffened, still not looking at him. ‘What alt®u

But she knew, before he answered, and her stomaginpeted.
‘You and me,’ he said in a deep, harsh voice.

‘No, Ritchie,” she whispered. ‘Don’t. . . don’t sapy more. You mustn'’t. |
can't listen, | don’t want you to say anything.’

‘OK, we won't talk about us, but whatever happews yan't stay with

him, Linzi,” Ritchie muttered, giving her a lookahshe felt even though
she had turned away from him. ‘The man’s going wat lyou badly one

day, if he goes on hitting you, you know that. W&tgy with him and wait
for it to happen?’

‘He’'s my husband and | love him. I'm not discussihgn with you,
Ritchie.” She swallowed and on a wave of sheer mpisaid, ‘I can’t go on
working for you, this can’t go on, | should havé leng ago. You know |
should. I'll give formal notice on Monday."'

Ritchie pulled up outside her home and sat staaitmgpd, his long fingers
drumming on the wheel. She reached for the doodlba get out and he
suddenly broke out, ‘Don’t go, Linzi! I've got telt you how I feel, I'm
going crazy. . ."'

Her heart hurt and she could barely breathe, tetwden a strange joy and
that aching grief. ‘Don’t’” she muttered. ‘Can’'t ysee, that's why | must
go?’

She heard his long-drawn breath. ‘You know how dl,fehe said very
quietly. ‘Don’t you, Linzi?’ A little silence andhe harsh drag of his
breathing grew faster, then he whispered, ‘Linaiydu?’

‘No,” she said wildly. ‘Ritchie, don’t! | can’t beaany more,’” and, on the
point of tears, she dived out of the car.



She didn’t stop running until she got to her frdobr. As she put her key
into the lock the door opened from the other séohel her heart stopped as
she saw Barty looming there.

‘Barty!” She froze in the doorway, biting her inrig.

He was in shirt-sleeves, his tie off and his collarxdone, his hair
dishevelled, his face darkly flushed. From the waystood there, on his
heels, swaying slightly, she knew at once thatdeeleen drinking.

‘You're back early,” she said uneasily, trying tmik but beginning to be
frightened of the darkness in his staring eyes.

‘Not expecting me, eh?’ he muttered thickly, hiesgh slurred. ‘W. .while
the c. . .cat's away the mice will play! Don't thkin don’t know what
you've been playing at! I've read all about it, | know exting, so don’t
bother to lie to me this time!’

He raised his arm and she saw the newspaper clénohleis hand; he
threw it at her, snarling. ‘In black and white, yweacherous little.. .it's all
there, in black and white!’

She was so scared that her wits deserted her, @hld only stammer
helplessly. ‘B. . . Barty, I. . .it w . . . wasnike that, not the way the
newspaper made it sound. . . Ritchie and | wersaying there together-’

‘Liar!” His hand flew out before she knew it wasneimg; the blow sent her
stumbling back into the wall, then before she cquil herself together he
hit her again, even harder, and her ears rang)ést starting to go round
dizzily.

Barty bent towards her, said through his teethjsTis the end of all the
lying, Linzi. You're going to admit it, this timaHe’s your lover. . .isn’'t
he?’ But he hit her again as she tried to answedeny it. ‘Isn’t he?’ his
remorseless voice demanded. ‘He’s your lover, ise;tyou little-?’

‘No! she screamed, and then, before he could hitdenashe tried to get
away, to run, down the corridor to the bathroomptk herself in there, as



she had sometimes in the past. If she could getthe might go on
drinking until he passed out!

When he woke up he would be morose but sober, rsuffewith a
hangover, but in that state usually more amenabtedason. When he was
drunk his inhibitions broke down, and up from thepths of his pysche
rose dark monsters of grief and frustration, buiziLnever forgot that even
the monsters were an expression of Barty's lovénéor

Sober, Barty would never hurt her. If she couldyayét to the bathroom . .

This time, though, her reflexes were slower becalme was shaking so
hard that she couldn’t run fast. Barty caught hefote she could get far.

‘Where do you think you're going? Back to him? @b, you don’t! You
won’t be seeing him again! Do you hear me? I'll @elet you go to him
again!’

Then he began beating her with a black ferocityoleefwhich she was
utterly helpless. She had discovered, long agd, dha certain point his
violence seemed to freeze her, paralyse her, $alieacouldn’t even try to
stop him, let alone either fight him or plead withm. White-faced and
trembling, she didn't even cry as he forced herkpacross their little
sitting-room, his blows falling relentlessly.

She just put her arms over her face, to protecthead, like a cowering
child, crouching in a corner of the room.

Barty knocked her arms down, then his hands closedd her throat; he
held her off the ground, her toes kicking air as stiuggled.

Bending towards her, his face an inch from hershissed, ‘I've had
enough, Linzi, | can’'t take any more of this. .I.dan’'t have you, he can't.
. .PIlkill you first. . .’

He meant it. She saw it in his staring, dilatedseygarty was going to kill
her.



She had often thought it might end this way. Atesrshe had even hoped
for it, might have welcomed it as one way out ofatveeemed a hopeless
situation.

His hands squeezed her throat; she couldn’t bre@asping for air as his
grip tightened, she was in agony. Instinctively sbached up to unclasp
his hands, but Barty had always been stronger. I&da#d her breath
rasping in her throat, or was she sobbing, trymgatk to him? Her blue
eyes pleaded.

‘Barty, please. . .darling, don’t. . .’ she trienl heg, but all that emerged
were those strange, hoarse, choking sounds.

She was going to die. The thought seemed incredibiecal-and then
panic surged up inside her. A voice clamoured m$idr head. She didn’t
want to die . . . she wanted to live...

Her tongue seemed to be filling her mouth; her nad clouding. She felt
consciousness slowly slipping away, her body gdimg. With a pang of

shock she realised that she was dying. . . thisitydkis weakness, the
confusion of her mind and senses. . .this was death



CHAPTER FOUR

SOMEWHERE in the darkness that followed Linzi heanebice. ‘Oh, no..
. oh, my God, no!"” She was incurious about it. idnk seem to have
anything to do with her. She was drifting far awaya cold place; she
didn’t have either the desire or the energy tobgek.

Someone somewhere was breathing, rapidly, rougislyf they had been
running; she tried to ignore them because if sda’'dthey would drag her
back and she didn't want to go back. She had edceghee didn’'t quite
know from What, only that she did not want to galbdt was safer here.
It was quiet. Nobody hassled or tried to hurt her.

‘Don’t die, Linzi . . . | couldn’t bear it!’ the vioe said, much closer to her,
sounding anguished.

She didn’t want emotion breaking in on her peade ffowned irritably,
her thin brows flickering.

‘Ah . . . There was a quick, indrawn breath, tremmeone picked up her
wrist and held it carefully, finger and thumb pegsnto her blue vein. He

was looking for a pulse, she dimly understood. \@se one? Hadn't her

heart stopped beating yet? She was sure it hatudt have done-she was
dead, wasn’'t she? How long did it take to die?

There was a long sigh, then a hand touched her ¢geely, brushing the
curve of her cold cheek, and she thought: Can el d touch if you're
dead? Can you hear the living?

‘You're alive. . ." the deep, husky voice murmuré&dh, Linzi. . .| thought
for one terrible minute you were dead, but youlreea. .’

No. He was wrong. She was dead. She remembereg.dyin

‘Wake up, Linzi,” he whispered, warm lips moving loer pale, closed lids.



Her whole body flinched away from that light tou@&he knew who had
kissed her and she gave a weak, protesting sigly.adindn’t he leave her
alone? She didn’t want to wake up. She was frigkdeof opening her
eyes. She preferred being dead. If she woke upvsl&l have to face . . .
something. . .something she didn’'t quite rememhgrvhich she sensed
was still there, waiting to leap out at her.

She couldn’t quite remember what had happened defoe fell into this
darkness, only that there had been pain and gnetexror, and that if she
let herself come back to life it would all be theraiting for her, again.

‘Linzi, for God's sake!” The deep voice was urgesgunded almost
desperate. Hands took hold of her shoulders atad Itier off the floor; an
arm slid underneath her, the warmth of it strikthgpugh what she was
wearing. ‘Say something . . . wake up!

The change of position made her cough, and coughingy her raw,
swollen throat.

‘It hurts . . . my throat . . .” she moaned, hardpdarkened lashes stirring
against her white cheeks.

‘Don't talk, then; but open your eyes! he urged.

His will was so strong that she slowly, reluctantligeyed, to find him

kneeling beside her, supporting her with one aremding over her, his

face close to hers. Fear and panic cramped heteimsind she pushed him
away weakly.

‘No! What are you doing, Ritchie? Are you mad? Banill kill you if he
finds you here! You shouldn’t have come! Pleasgo away. . .’

She tried to get up but her legs were weak und#érieer; she stumbled
and almost fell over again. As she clutched at atnechair to support
herself, she caught sight of Barty, lying on tleofla few feet away.

Linzi froze in shock. What was he doing on the fibélad he had a fight
with Ritchie? Had Ritchie knocked him out?



And then she noticed the dark blood matting hiswiorchair, blood
crawling slowly down his white, cold face.

‘Barty!” she shuddered, clutching at the chair-ba8arty. . . My God . .
what . . .what . ..?

She threw herself down beside him, shivering, tlemgb He wasn’t
moving. He didn’'t open his eyes to look at her s salled his name.
There was blood trickling down into his lashes; sbébed drily as she
bent down to kiss his lips.

'Darling . . . oh, Barty, wake up. . .’

His mouth was cold and stiff. She lifted her headobk at him again, her
blue eyes glazed and enormous; her blood ran cobldha& strange
immobility of his body. His chest wasn't rising afaling. She tried to
listen for the sound of his breathing but panic enadr heart beat too fast,
deafening her.

‘Barty! Barty!” she cried out, and tried to liftti up, but his body was too
heavy for her; he was a dead weight in her hands.

She looked down at him, eyes wild and wide, shaking
‘Stop it, Linzi!" Ritchie said curtly. ‘There’s nase. He’s dead.’

A strangled cry broke from her. ‘No! Don't say thdon't tell me that, he
isn’t, not dead . . .not dead . . .Barty. . . wake Barty!"

She caught his wrist, searched for a pulse; fowtdimg, put her head on
his chest, trying to hear a heartbeat, all the tsnbbing breathlessly,
trembling. Ritchie tried to pull her away, up tor Heet, and she resisted
him, shaking her head, her long, silvery hair swiggaround her pale,
shocked face, her lids like bruised violets.

‘Let me alone!’

‘You can’t do anything for him, Linzi!" Ritchie’sdce was grim, his voice
rough. ‘I tell you. . .he’s dead!



‘Don’t say that! He isn’'t. He can’t be. We mustdigle to do something! A
doctor. . .we must get a doctor. . .we must gedrabulance. . .take him to
a hospital. . .’

She turned towards the phone, and that was whersahehe old brass
candlestick that her Aunt Ella had given her fawedding present. It was
one of a pair which always stood on a small talyl¢hle window. ‘Now it
lay on the floor, a foot or two from Barty, and thewas dark blood
smearing the solid pedestal foot of it.

Linzi stared dumbly at it for a second. It felt iAseternity passed. She
looked at the candlestick and then at Barty, aed ghe looked slowly up
at Ritchie, who was very pale, his face harsh.

‘Don’t look like that! * he said in a low voice. ‘#was trying to kill you,
he’d all but choked the life out of you! He hadv® stopped!

‘You killed him.. .” she whispered, her mouth ewshiter than her skin.
‘Oh, God, my poor Barty! You killed him-’

From the open door of the flat came a gasp anchiRitspun round. The
woman from the flat next door stood there, starmognd-eyed with
curiosity. She took in Barty on the floor, coveladblood; Linzi kneeling
beside him; then her eyes moved to Ritchie. An cddcession of
reactions went across her face: shock, horror, shedenly fear; she began
to scream and stumbled out again, screaming.

Icy coldness engulfed Linzi: she fell forward ag®&arty in a dead faint.

The next time she opened her eyes the flat seemneel full of people. She
was lying on the couch although she had no idea $twevhad got there.
Nobody was taking any notice of her; she half difteer head to stare
around the room. What had happened? Who were edketipeople? She
recognised her next-door neighbour, talking to & maa uniform. Linzi’s

dazed eyes took in the familiar blue serge, thayshuttons. Policemen,
she registered. What were they doing here? Angblkreman was talking
to Ritchie, who was very pale and looked grim. Lifedt a shiver run



through her. A memory pricked: faint and disturhisgmething about. .
.Barty?

Barty? she thought, moving slightly, and then sameeim white bent over
her.

'How do you feel now, Mrs York?’

Ritchie turned sharply. She felt his grey eyes lhoher and trembled,
looking away from him.

‘Barty?’ she whispered, searching the room for hiinere was a shape on
the floor, covered with a white sheet. Linzi begaiscream, tried to sit up.

‘Barty!’

Ritchie took a step towards her; one of the poleemaught hold of his
arms and held him back. Linzi had sensed his momen&he looked at
him with stricken eyes.

‘He’s dead, isn't he?’ Hysteria welled up insider lrend she sobbed
tearlessly, her voice ragged. ‘He’s dead and ybadkhim!

Ritchie seemed to grow even paler, his grey eyedago that they looked
almost black; but he didn’t speak, just staredeat h

‘After everything he had had to go through, it'scsael! * she accused, as
if blaming Ritchie for everything that had happetnedarty. ‘What sort of
life did he have? The crash...losing his mothle..baby...” Her voice
broke off and she groaned achingly. ‘The babyhat.hurt him more than
anything, | think. Hurt us both. Our baby, dyingdre it was even born!
It's so unfair-why did all those things happen 82 Why us? What had we
done to deserve it all? And now he’s dead. Oh, Gedsh I'd never seen
you . .. | never taken that job. . . if I'd nesat eyes on you, Barty would
be alive . . .” Her voice rose wildly, she stareédhe covered shape on the
floor, her face distraught. ‘It's all my fault, i$nt? He’s dead because of
me! Oh, | can’'t bear it. . . I shallgomad . . .’

One of the policeman had a notebook in his hanaydsewriting rapidly.



‘What do you mean, Mrs York, it's all your fault?Rj/do you say that?’

Ritchie turned on him angrily. ‘Can’t you see wisatt of state she’s in?
Leave her alone, for God’s sake!

The doctor intervened. ‘| agree. She can’'t answsr guestions tonight.
I’'m going to have to sedate her. She’s in no camalito give you sensible
answers to your questions, anyway.’

He bent down towards Linzi. She shrank away assalethe hypodermic
needle in his hand.

‘This isn’t going to hurt” he soothed, deftly ruiblg her bare arm with a
little pad, and she made a noise somewhere betwesab and wild
laughter.

‘Isn’t going to hurt? Don't bother to lie. Everyttg hurts. Unless you’le
dead.. .the hurting stops then... | wish | wereddeaoh, Barty. . .’

The words faded into each other, the room was ¢ptho, and her eyes
closed gratefully as she escaped back into oblivion

The police spoke to her the following day, in a Bpguiet room in the

local hospital. One of the police was a young woméh short, dark hair

and a calm face; the other was a man in his lateefowith a thin, clever
face and shrewd eyes. Linzi watched them bringrshaose to the bed.
She lay, very still, almost as white as the shdsts;eyes dark pools of
grief and misery in her bruised and battered f&lee knew how she
looked: she had seen herself in a mirror that nmgrbut the usual dismay
and embarrassment she would have felt, knowing wtredrs must think,

no longer bothered her. How she looked didn’t rmatte

‘How are you feeling this morning, Mrs York? I'm’uPerintendent
Rogers, and this is Sergeant Dale. I'm sorry toehtavtrouble you at this
time, but | hope you’'ll understand the urgencyiatling out exactly how
your husband died, and why we have to talk to you.’

Linzi nodded bleakly. ‘I understand.’



‘Good, thank you. Now, suppose you tell us, in youm words, exactly
what happened yesterday from the moment when yowedrhome.’

Huskily she said, ‘Barty was very angry with me, led misunderstood
something he’d read in a newspaper. . .’

The superintendent opened a folder he held onree land showed her a
grey photocopy of a page from a newspaper. ‘Thes dfrs York?’

Startled, she looked at the headline, winced, nddd¥our husband
believed what he'd read?’

She bit her lip, nodded again. ‘He . . .Bartywas . . .’
‘Jealous?’

A wisp of colour crept into her cheeks. ‘He hadreason to be. . .it was all
lies. . .but he had been drinking. He was upsétier voice trailing away,

she stared at the neat coverlet over the bed, hadshclosing and
unclosing, and the police watched her.

Superintendent Rogers prompted her, ‘He hit you?’
She nodded without looking up.
‘Did he often hit you, Mrs York?’

‘Only when he’d been drinking,' she whispered, tleaked up wildly, her
blue eyes wide and angry. ‘Barty loved me, he didméan to hurt me, he
was always sorry afterwards, it hurt him when he.sa’

‘Saw what he’d done to you?’ The police were logkat her face: the cut
below her eye, the angry bruises, a red swellimpglher cheekbones,
puffiness around her swollen lips, the deep-sumk Heuises on her throat,
where the fingers had sunk into her flesh. She loeevisible marks of
Barty’s rage. Linzi felt their stares and winced.



‘You mustn’t think... Barty was a kind man, I've dwn him most of my
life, he was my best friend as well as my husband. were very happy
until the accident.” She told them about the crsiw Barty’s mother had
died of the shock, how she had then miscarried ¢chid she was
expecting, and the grey months that had followedlenBarty was in
hospital.

‘After that he was never the same again. He wasrkand unhappy and he
started to drink.’

There was a silence then Superintendent Rogersiladkdew did your
husband feel about you working for Mr Calhoun?’

‘It was far more money, he was pleased when | lgetjob." But her eyes
didn’t meet the policeman’s.

Gently he asked, ‘Until he became jealous of Mri@ah?’

‘He resented the long hours | had to work. Mr Calings often out of the
office for most of the day, and when he got backkesl me to be there, to
work with him on confidential matters. He didn’kéi to use a Dictaphone
in case it got into the wrong hands; | had to ledhin the office to work
straight on to the computer, while he dictatedntager I'd printed out the
documents I'd erase the tape and he would keegdbements in his safe.’

‘How often did you work late in this way?’

‘Several nights a week.’

‘How late did you work?’

‘I don’t know, | never kept an eye on the clock.eHvoice was edgy,
unsteady. ‘But quite late, | suppose. It was péathe job, though. When |
took it, Ritchie. . .Mr Calhoun. . .made it plaimat I'd be working odd
hours, I'd have to be flexible-take time off duritige day, for instance, if |

had to work very late. | got paid very well for apting those conditions?

Drily the Superintendent said, ‘But your husbandhdilike it?’



She gave a little sigh, nodding.

The policeman’s eyes probed her face; she feltamefar too much. ‘He
resented it, in fact, and became jealous of Mr Qal? He suspected it
wasn'’t exclusively work that was keeping you outate?’

A dark flush crawled up her face; she met the mayass with anxious
defiance. ‘Sometimes he said wild things, when e drunk, but he knew
it wasn't true, it was only because he couldn’t..since his accident he
hadn’t been able to. . . make love. . .” She drelang, painful breath. ‘It

had a terrible effect on him, he felt. . .he wasy\mtter.’

The policeman’s steady gaze shifted slightly, asuthed by her distress.
There was a little silence, giving her time to fhétself together again.

‘Are you saying your husband was impotent?’ he lgeagked.

She nodded, eyes down, wishing she hadn’t bluttemt like that. He

didn’t have to know that. That had nothing to dehwihat happened. Did
it?

‘What effect did his inability to make love have gau, Mrs York?’ the
policeman asked, and she looked up again, hebiac& for a moment.

‘On me?’ Then she realised what he meant and hseh ftieepened. ‘Oh.
Oh .. .well, yes, I was. . . it wasn’t easy for ragher. Obviously.’

‘You'’re young, and very attractive . . .it would baly natural for you to
be frustrated and unhappy. And Mr Calhoun is a \adtgactive man, a
virile man, I'd imagine, a strong, active man wélstrong sex drive. And
he was in love with you.’

She turned to stone. Stared at the policeman wéh that didn’t see him.

Then, ‘No!" she whispered, shaking her head. ‘No, no. He isn't.
You've no right to say that. It's a lie. There wasver anything between
me and. . . and Mr Calhoun. | loved my husband &rel been totally
faithful to him.” The calm policeman’s eyes watdhger dispassionately,



without surprise or any hint of sitting in judgentesieving the evidence,
weighing up the possibilities of truth or lies.

‘But Mr Calhoun is in love with you, Mrs York.’

Her eyes betrayed her shock. The sharp intakerdfdeath, the tension of
her body. She went on shaking her head, her lipeghdbut no sound
coming out.

‘He says he is,” Superintendent Rogers said.

‘No! she hoarsely denied, putting her hands owvardars as if to shut out
the quiet, remorseless voice. ‘No, no, no!” Her &éorose shrilly, high-
pitched.

The policewoman was frowning, looking uneasy, sigfion her chair. The
superintendent glanced sideways at her and metyes. He grimaced at
her. The policewoman got up and poured a glassaténvheld it out to

Linzi, who shakily took it, almost spilling the demts as she tilted the
glass to her mouth.

The water was cool, her lips were dry and hot. &taak, her eyes half
closed.

There was a brief pause, she put the glass dowreobhedside table and
the superintendent resumed the questioning.

‘Let us go back to yesterday evening, when yournetth home from the
office and found your husband waiting for you. Go foom where he
began attacking you. . .’

‘I can’t, | don’t know what happened after that.r§ahad his hands around
my throat. . .’

‘He tried to strangle you?’

‘He didn’t know what he was doing! He wouldn’t havehe didn’'t mean,
he just lost control, it was the drink. Anyway, ust have fainted. When |



came to Barty was . . .w. . .was on the floor.She swallowed. ‘He was . .
.was . ..dead. .. butldont know how, whad happened.’

‘But Mr Calhoun was there?”’
She nodded.
‘Had he been there before you lost consciousness?’

She shook her head, a puzzled look in her strddhemleyes. ‘No, the last |
saw of him he was driving home. | don’t know howdame to be in the
flat.’

Superintendent Rogers asked, ‘Can you remembeas. the front door of
your flat open or shut?’

She struggled to remember. The details of the egewere blurred in her
mind. ‘When | got home, | was just going to unldble front door, | had
my key in my hand.. .when B. . .Barty. . .’ Teatled her eyes. ‘Sorry. . .’
She searched for a paper tissue, wiped her eyeblandher nose, then
cleared her throat and went on huskily, ‘My husbapdned the front door
before | unlocked it, and | don’t remember him algsit.’

‘So that it is possible that Mr Calhoun could havedked into the flat and
been a witness to your husband’s violent treatroépou?’

‘| suppose that's what must have happened.’
‘When were you first aware of his presence in thtf

‘Not until I came to, | was lying on the floor, ai®l . .Mr Calhoun was
kneeling beside me-that was the first | knew of biemg there.” The quiet
voice was deceptively casual. ‘And when you camewere you aware
that your husband was dead?”’

‘No, | thought Barty must have gone out or someghirtold Ritchie to go
quickly, before Barty came back and found him, bvedraid Barty might
kill him if he saw him with me, and then | sudderdgw Barty, on the
floor.. .l didn't realise he was dead even thedidn’t understand.. .then |



saw the blood on his face. I tried to get him tkevap, but he was so cold
and heavy, | couldn't move him. Ritchie told meléave him, he said,
“he’s dead” but | wouldn’t believe it. | tried toake Barty wake up, and
then | saw the candlestick." She broke off, shudder

‘And you realised how your husband had been killed?
She nodded.

‘Did you accuse Mr Calhoun of killing your husbahd?
She nodded, didn’t speak, mouth a white line.

‘Why did you do that, Mrs York?’

‘He told me he had! He said Barty had been trymgili me, and he had
had to stop him.” She looked at them miserably. tidn’'t mean to Kill
Barty. . . | think it was an accident, he just @dkup the nearest object and
hit out.’

It was the truth. She had had to tell them, fortarsake-she owed him
the truth. And yet she felt guilty, a sense of &gl and desolation
weighing her down. Barty was dead and Ritchie Qatfslife might well
be ruined, all because of her. Both men would H@een better off if they
had never met her, yet she had never knowingly bititer of them.
Merely by existing she had caused them pain, andilached with regret
and misery.

‘Yes, the brass candlestick,” the policeman sdid ‘you handle it that
evening, Mrs York? We have found blurred sets ngdrprints all over it.
Some were your husband’s,” there was a clear seMwofCalhoun’s
fingerprints, and a third set... would that be w3ur

She gave them a puzzled look. ‘I don’t know, | taesmember handling it
that night, but | was the one who did the polishisg my fingerprints
would be on it, | suppose.’

‘We would like to take your fingerprints to help eminate them from
our enquiries, Mrs York. Would you mind if we ditat now?’



She shook her head, indifferent.

It only took a few moments, and after she had wadher hands she
whispered, ‘What’s going to happen?’

‘Mr Calhoun will be charged with murder,” Superintent Rogers told
her, and she gasped, white to her hairline.

‘It wasn’t murder! | tell you he didn’t mean to kBarty-he thought Barty
was trying to strangle me, he was only trying teesany life!’

‘So you said, and it may well be that the DireaddrPublic Prosecutions
will decide to change the charge to one of mansiargbut that isn’'t my
decision.’

She bit her lip, staring ahead into a bleak futhexe would be a court
case, Ritchie would be tried for killing her hustbaand she would have to
give evidence in public, talk about all the thirglge had desperately tried
to hide for so long. She would be accused, conddpewen if she wasn't

on trial herself. . .whatever She did, however looer protests of

innocence, the world would find her guilty of begiray her husband and
finally causing his death; and Linzi half acceptieak verdict already.

Nobody could blame her as harshly as she blamesklfieshe was so
ridden by guilt that she didn’t really care whappaned to her now.

Oh, Barty! she thought, tears burning behind ras.IMy poor Barty, you
didn’t deserve this. . .



CHAPTER FIVE

THEY kept Linzi in hospital for several weeks; shas allowed no visitors
at first and was kept heavily sedated, driftingimd out of chaotic dreams,
nightmares in which it happened again, over andr,oae if she still
couldn’t believe it was true, was trying to makededf believe it. Things
didn’t always happen in the right order, they camenuddled flashes: the
helicopter crash, Ritchie’s kiss, her own wild @sge to it, all mixed up in
sequence with Barty’s outburst, his violence, tremants when she knew
he was going to kill her this time and then theckfess that had
descended and the awakening to find him dead atothiRithere with that
look of shock on his white, drawn face.

Each time she woke up at that point, sat up in &@ding at nothing,
breathing jaggedly, sobbing.

Sometimes she hated Ritchie. She wished she hagr meet him. She
could never forgive him for Barty's death. He migiat have meant to Kill
Barty, he might have walked in and found Barty app#y choking her to
death and acted without thinking-logic might tedirihat it was unfair to
blame Ritchie. . .but she did. If it weren’t fomhiBarty would be alive.
That was all she could think about. He had grahlgethat candlestick and
hit Barty so hard that Barty had died of it.

Sometimes she would give such an anguished cryatimatrse would run
into the room, talk soothingly, give Linzi anothiefection which would
send her back to sleep only to have the cycle'ateipgelf-the dreams, the
waking, the crying.

During the second week she spent more time awakeigsup by the
window of her room staring out in frozen white-fdcalence. She couldn’t
eat, despite the coaxing of the staff. She couldbritentrate on any of the
magazines or books they brought her. If they puthentelevision she sat
and stared blankly at it without noticing what pra@me was on at the
time.



One day a nurse walked into her room and said, ‘Yate a visitor, Linzi,
isn’t that nice? Your aunt has come to see you.’

Linzi stared blankly. ‘My aunt? | don’t have an aun
The nurse looked unsure. ‘She says she is yourtlmt

‘Aunt Ella!” Linzi’s face changed, a faint glimmef life in her blue eyes.
‘I'd forgotten her. . . she isn’t really my aunhess my father’s cousin, and
my godmother, | haven’t seen her for years, natesmy mother’s funeral.
How did she know | was in hospital?’

The nurse gave her an odd glance. ‘Does it ma8bBe?s come to see you,
so shall I send her in?’

Linzi had the vaguest memory of Aunt Ella, she wotil have bet on
being able to recognise her in the street, butrtimeite she walked into the
room Linzi knew her with a start of surprise.

She was tall for a woman, around five feet eighgll vbuilt, wearing a
tweed skirt and jacket and a blue blouse, and lkdbokempetent and
sensible, her fair hair mostly grey now but havomgce been very like
Linzi's; a colouring which came from Linzi's fathierfamily. Her blue
eyes had faded, too, and were set in a web of taugjhes.

‘Aunt Ellal" Linzi said, her mouth quivering into amile as the older
woman came over to the bed and bent to kiss heskchH¥ou haven’t
changed a bitV’

‘Kind of you, and | wish it were true, but I'm a g few years older than
when we last met,” Aunt Ella gruffly said, sittiipwn in a chair beside
the bed. ‘How are you? You look like a ghost. Aneyt looking after you
properly?’

Linzi nodded indifferently. She wouldn’'t have nattif the staff hadn’t
treated her well, but in fact they all went outlodir way to try to cheer her

up.



Aunt Ella leaned over and patted her hand heallilgame as soon as |
read the papers, but they wouldn’t let me see ken.t

‘Newspapers? It's been in the newspapers?’ Shodkeded Linzi's blue
eyes. It hadn’t occurred to her that the Press avpidk up on the story.
What had the newspapers been saying? she wontéred,her lip.

‘You've had a bad time, haven’t you?’ Aunt Elladan a surprisingly
gentle voice for such a big woman.

Linzi stared down at the coverlet on the bed, nesiyopicking at a loose
thread in the weave.

Aunt Ella patted her hand again. ‘No, set your méndest, I'm not here
out of curiosity, | shan’'t ask you any questionswtbwhat happened. My
only concern is you, my dear. | blame myself fagihg touch after your
father's death. | am your godmother, after allrérpised your father I'd

always take care of you and | didn’t, just becaudieln’t get on with your

mother.’

Linzi remembered then how much her mother had kaidliAunt Ella.
Whenever she visited them her mother had droppetgbtomments on
her, not always out of earshot.

‘I was very fond of your father,” Aunt Ella saidafikly. ‘And your mother
was a little bit jealous because we were so cldsee hadn’t been first
cousins, you know, we might have got married, leefor met your mother.
But in those days first cousins never married,asvfrowned upon, so we
both married other people and were both very happy, your mother
never quite trusted me.” She grinned a little misebusly and Linzi
faintly smile, too.

‘Mum was very possessive,’ she recalled, and Adlatiiodded.

‘I know. It was a very happy marriage, just as mwvas! My own husband
died not long before your father, and maybe thatikhhave brought your
mother and me closer together, but it didn’t, Shes wgrieving and she
resented me because | grieved too. Well, never ntivad's all in the past. |
only wish | hadn't let that keep me from gettingkimow you-but | want to



make that up to you. You must be feeling very lgnbut I'm here now,
Linzi. You won't have to go through this alone.’

‘You're very kind,” whispered Linzi.

Aunt Ella stayed half an hour, talking to her. ‘Wihhey let you out of
here, do you want to go back to your old home?”’

Linzi shivered and shook her head involuntarilye 8buldn’t bear the idea
of going back to the flat she had shared with Barty

‘Of course not,” Aunt Ella quickly said. ‘Too mamgemories. And you
won’t want to go on with that job, either, will yBu

Linzi's face darkened with stricken colour at therywidea of going back to
Ritchie Calhoun’s office. Aunt Ella didn’t wait fdrer to reply. No doubt
her expression had answered for her.

‘Then come to us. I've spoken to the police andytheuld have no
objection to you leaving the area, so long as tre/your new address and
a guarantee that you will turn up in court. As s$tjoold you, I've got an
antique shop in a village not far from Stratforddop Avon. Tiny village
called Rushmere. A couple of hundred people arehadiogs! But we get
good passing trade--people on their way to Stratédten stop, and we do
rather well, financially. If you want it, there’sjab for you there, for as
long as you like. It won’t pay as well as Mr Calimodid, no doubt, but |
can throw in free accommodation. I've got a spa¥drbom in my house
and you're welcome to that, or if you prefer toibdependent you might
like to live in the flat over the shop, but to begvith why not try staying
with me in my house, so that Gareth and | cangkhow you?’

‘Gareth?’
‘My son,” Aunt Ella said on a note of reproach. ioyou remember him?

He was only a few years older than you-surely y@maember Gareth? You
used to go swimming with him.’



Linzi remembered him then and smiled faintly. ‘@iucse, he’s fair, with
blue eyes! People often used to think he was mybbigher-we looked
alike.’

Aunt Ella nodded. ‘That’'s right. You both have tBeickson colouring;
your father always swore ours was a Viking famityni way back and that
was why we were all tall, fair and blue-eyed. Gamatrried a blonde girl,
too, but she died a couple of years ago. She haelalt heart. They had a
little boy, Paul, who was only four when she di&#reth couldn’'t cope
with him on his own so he and Paul came to me abltbould look after
them both. | expect Gareth will get married agamme day, but
meanwhile, | have a big house, there’s plenty afmrpand Paul is at
school all day now. You'll like him, he’s a chedrfiitle boy, and you and
Gareth always got on well. As for the village, wells a friendly little
place; the people are kind. I'm sure you'll sooel fat home there.’

Linzi felt faintly dazed. This morning when she ggt she hadn’t had an
idea what she was going to do when she left hds@te hadn’'t even
thought ahead that far, and now her life was mapedior her.

‘You're very kind,” she murmured again, her voiagsky, and Aunt Ella
gave her a searching look.

‘If you don’t want to come and stay, say so, déaron’t be offended. I'm
just offering a bolthole, if you Want it! You arergbliged to accept.’

Being given the freedom to choose made Linzi's mipg she gave Aunt
Ella a shaky little smile. ‘I'm very grateful, aid love to come.’

A few days later Linzi was allowed to leave thepitad. Aunt Ella offered
to go to the flat and pack up her things, but Linerved herself to do it.
She couldn’t go on hiding from everything forevéhe physical signs of
what happened had gone-the bruises and dark staiher skin had faded,
her throat no longer hurt, her voice wasn’t hoansg more, and she could
swallow without pain.

The mental scars would never heal. She would havearn to live with
them.



She stopped ofén routeat the local department store to buy two new
suitcases and as she was putting them into hex eaice said uncertainly
behind her, ‘Linzi?’

Swinging, she looked into Megan Hobson’s face itisconcerted intake
of breath. ‘Oh. Hello.” A spot of red burnt in helneeks, and she looked
away. Megan would know all about it; the whole fismould know the
details by now. Painful embarrassment made it barbok at the other
woman, let alone talk to her.

‘So you’re out of hospital! | tried to see you sealdimes but they said you
couldn’t have visitors. Did you get my flowers?’

Linzi didn’t know; she had been sent flowers frothsarts of surprising
people, for a while her little room had looked likdlorist's shop, but she
hadn’t even read the cards. Most of the time stk baely noticed the
flowers themselves. She had not been noticing amytrery much.

‘Yes, thank you,” she lied, though, because she bt want to hurt
Megan'’s feelings. ‘It was very kind of you.’

‘Not at all, 1 was very shocked when | heard. I'm sorry, Linzi, it's a
terrible mess, isn't it?’

‘Yes,’ Linzi said. What else was there to say iswaer to such a question?

‘And poor Ritchie . . ." Megan watched the way Liiadody tightened, her
face grow paler, tenser. Discreetly she changedubgect, ‘But let’s talk
about you-tell me the truth now, how are you? Reall

In a burst of honesty, Linzi said, ‘Just about stng,” then wished she
hadn’t given so much away, and turned to slam dthenboot of her car.
‘Sorry, but | have to go, | have a lot to do,” shattered.

Megan had noticed the new suitcases, she gave lanather quick,
shrewd look. ‘Going away?’

Linzi nodded.



‘On holiday, or for good?’
‘For good,’ Linzi said shortly.
‘When are you leaving? Maybe we could have lunt¢h..

Shaking her head, Linzi said, ‘I'm going later tgd&m afraid. | must
rush back to pack, now, Megan-sorry.'

‘I heard you’'d sent in your notice; Ted mentiongtdMegan said as Linzi
got behind the wheel of her car.

‘How is Ted?’ Linzi asked, frowning as she remeneethe accident, the
shock it had given her to see Ted lying there, an face, his body
ominously still. In her nightmares in hospital sdimes the two scenes
had blurred and converged, become one-Ted one @yiBatty the next, a
repeating pattern of fear and death with herseatf Ritchie the connecting
threads.

Megan smiled warmly. ‘Oh, he’s OK now, and, touabod, there’ll be no
after-effects from the head injury; even the hebhdatave stopped. Back
at work this week, in fact. He’s tough, my Ted.’

Linzi managed a smile. ‘Yes, thank heavens. Walle dnim my love. |
must rush; sorry. Bye, Megan.” Then she startedetigine, and Megan
stood on the pavement and watched her drive away.

The flat was very neat and tidy. Aunt Ella had sp&mo days putting it

into spick and span order; all Linzi had to do waeack up those

possessions she was taking with her and stack tbuggyelse into some
empty cartons to be stored by a removal firm wsfig’d decided what she
wanted to do with them. She and Barty had had g lease on the flat; an
estate agent was going to try to sell the leaseshs wanted the flat
cleared.

A few hours later, she was ready to leave. Shehmutast box into the car
and paused on her way back to look around her.hakelived here for



several years: mostly painful ones. Leaving it waseculiar wrench yet at
the same time she couldn’t wait to get away, shidrdt bear to be here.

Her eyes dwelt on the trees in the garden: alrélaehe were a few golden
leaves among the green. She had only been in hosmittwo weeks, yet
autumn was inexorably approaching. Melancholy imeadher. Nothing
lasted, did it? Not summer, not happiness, notitgelf. She shook herself
free and ran back to lock up the flat, then werklda her car. Before she
reached it another car pulled up behind it and wibiinding shock she she
Ritchie leap out.

Linzi ran towards her own car but he was in hehpfaircing her to stop.

She couldn’t look at him for a second then shevihback her head, her
silvery hair flying back from her pale face as anuan wind suddenly
blew, and met his hard eyes with a convulsion obwns-fear and bitter
anger, guilt and pain.

‘| thought the police had arrested you!’

‘I'm out on bail.” His voice was curt; the sound ibfsent a shudder down
her spine. From the first moment she met him shiefék this instinctive
physical response and been frightened, ashamegnaiw it made her sick
to be forced to admit he still got to her like th&he hated herself for
feeling her stomach churn, her blood run fastest pecause he was close
to her. Did she really have to remind herself timbhad killed Barty? Guilt
ate into her like a corrosive acid; her soul widter

‘I don’t ever want to see you again!” she whispered

He put a hand out to her in an almost pleadingugestand she struck it
away.

‘Don’t touch me!” His eyes darkened; glittering sp black, obsidian,
volcanic, flashed down at her. ‘Everything | didsvar you! Don’t walk
away from me now, Linzi"

Her body flinched as if he’d hit her. ‘For me? Ykilled Barty for me? Do
you really think | wanted him dead? | loved him?!’



Ritchie’s face whitened and stiffened. ‘“You may éalone, once, but he
had been hurting you for a long time; sooner crlée was going to Kill
you-you knew that, didn’t you? | know you did, LinA blind man would
have noticed how scared you were. I'd been worsied about you for
weeks. . .the bruises, the look in your eyes, tlag wou jumped when
anyone came near you.’

She didn't want to remember the fear that had bhen constant
companion during the last year, but she couldn'hle talk about Barty
that way. He would go into court and say theseghiand the whole world
would believe that Barty had been crazy, or vicjaurscruel, and it wasn'’t
true.

‘Nothing is that silnple! You make it sound so fda-’
‘Well, isn’t it? When a man hits a woman like that-

‘You just don't understand! ,she burst out. ‘Bafiyved me! He was
unhappy, and sick; he never meant to hurt me. Sorestthings got too
much for him and he lost control. It was like arattical storm breaking
out inside him. You could see it in his eyes-thelemnce, the rage,
exploding in his head. We were going to be so hapmyl he had that
accident and we lost everything-our lives just blegvin our faces and
Barty had no hope, not any more. There was nevieggo be a baby, he
hated his job, he was in constant pain, and |-’

She broke off and Ritchie watched her intently,fate sombre, eyes quick
and alert to pick up every nuance in her voice,dugvering features.

‘And you, Linzi?’ he whispered. ‘He knew you dididve him any more,
didn’t he? That was why he was so violent.’

Her skin filled with scalding colour, then blanchagain. Her breath hurt
in her lungs.

‘No,” she said hoarsely. ‘That's a lie, | did lovem. | loved Barty, |
always loved him.’



‘Do you have to say it three times to make yourselfieve it?’ Ritchie
asked drily.

Guilt and rage rushed through her. Her hand cameéoupit him and
Ritchie caught it, drew it down against him, pragsit to his chest, so that
she felt the heat of his body through his whitetstiirough her own skin
and began to shake wildly.

‘Let go of me!’

He didn’t. He just moved closer, speaking very tiyi€You may have
loved him once, but as you just said your lives blagvn up in your faces.
He wasn’'t the man you married. He frightened yowuYcan't love
someone who terrifies you like that. Love and thatt of fear don’t co-
exist, Linzi. | used to hear you talking to him tire phone; you sounded
like a scared child, trying to placate him, hopiagainst hope that he
wasn’'t going to turn nasty. And he must have kndww you felt. You
lived with him, he must have seen your eyes, hgata voice. He knew,
didn’t he?’

She couldn’t get a word out. It was true, and yet tnue; like seeing
yourself in a distorting mirror and knowing it wgsu although the image
was so fractured that you couldn’t recognise ydtirse

Still holding her hand against him, Ritchie saiftlgp‘And he knew about
me, too, didn't he?’

Her body jerked as if a knife had been plunged ifitcshe staggered
backwards, pulling her hand free. ‘G...get out of m...w...way,” she
stammered, then on a rush of anger, ‘Let me gdltart to scream, and
you can explain to the police why you're harassiagin the street! You're
only on balil, they could still take you back intastody.’

‘Sooner or later you're going to have to face i’ he said in a low,
hurried, husky voice. ‘Don’'t you know how dangeroiisis to lock
anything this explosive away in some corner of youmd? You can't just
pretend it hasn’t happened.’



‘I don’t even know what you're talking about!” sineuttered, but she did,
of course, and her heart was lanced with pain ait g

He stood there looking at her, not touching hed har body ached and
burned; she was trembling so much that she coulelybatand. She hated
him for trying to make her admit to feelings sheh@d she had never felt,
had tried to suppress as soon as they startedfrigadto pull out like
weeds, appalled to realise how deep the rootshmaw, tenacious of life
they were. She hated herself, even more. Barty hlighalive today if she
hadn't let herself start to feel. . .

‘One day it will blow up and send you sky-high,'t&iie whispered.

‘I want to get into my car. Please move out of mgyywLinzi said in a dry

whisper, looking away from him, away from the piegcinsistence of his
eyes. He was forcing any admissions out of herywstsearmed against him
now.

‘These things happen-you can’t keep on blaming selfirYou’'re a human

being, not a plaster saint,” he said with leashag@atience. ‘Linzi, for

God’s sake, don’t walk away from me now. | need.ydbhe tensed again,
head bent in a movement of vulnerability, uncetiaiDid he have to say
that? Need . . .the word clutched at her, heldHmexe, listening.

Ritchie watched her pale face, the colourlessdiniger curved, full mouth,
the helpless bend of her neck.

Quietly he said, ‘The next year is going to berailiée strain, waiting for
the trial, waiting to find out what's going to hagpto me. They're only
charging me with manslaughter, we hope. The murdarge will probably
be dropped before we come to court. I'll plead tyudnd take whatever
sentence they give me. My lawyers tell me thathiesé circumstances it
could be five or six years, but that | won’t haweserve that long; | should
get out sooner, with good behaviour.” His face wask, shadowed. ‘Even
S0, it's a grim prospect. Don’'t make it harderfioe by walking away.’

Her blue eyes were glazed with unshed tears aksked up at him. ‘I'm
sorry, | know you did it for me, and that you newsgant to kill Barty, but
you did. . .you did. . .and | can’t forgive you. .



White-faced, his eyes fixed on her as if he coulthelieve what she had
said, he took a step back, in a reflex movemeetithing thickly, roughly.

‘Don’t do this to me, Linzi!" It was a cry of angh, and hurt her, too,
piercing her to the heart.

He no longer blocked her access to the car. Shklolear any more;
she leapt to open the door and almost fell ins&le slammed the door
and locked it before Ritchie could get it open agai

‘Linzi!” he groaned, hammering on the closed windowenching at the
door-handle. ‘Don’t go, don't.. . .’

She was shaking so much that it was hard to starehgine, get the car
moving. Ritchie still held on to the door, his fackese to the window,
although she didn’t look, couldn’t bear to look.eStirove off with him
hanging on, calling her, but as the car pickedpg®ed he let go and she put
her foot down and shot round the corner.

She had to get away before he could get into his car and follow her.
She didn’t want him to know where she was goingy@me police knew,
and they had assured Aunt Ella that they wouldgingt her new address to
Ritchie’s lawyers. All communication with her woule through her own
lawyers.

She turned another corner and lost herself in tlagenof little streets
before she could be sure Ritchie wasn'’t close lehar. She drew up by
the kerb and sat there for five minutes, shakingistently that she was
afraid she might crash if she drove again for alevi®nly when she had
stopped trembling did she start the car again. K&p¢ looking into her
driving mirror, watching the road behind her, bbere was no sign of
Ritchie’s car. She had lost him.

She wished she could believe she had lost him éoydaut she still had to
go through the trial. At least he couldn’t get & khen; he would be in the
dock, and there would be too many other peopleraroBut she would

still see him, land even if she didn’t look at hétme would feel him there,
in the same room, breathing the same air. It wbeltbrture.



CHAPTER SIX

NEARLY three years later, on a fine spring mornibimzi was sitting at a
desk in the corner of the antiques shop where sir&ed, watching two
American customers who, from what she overhearththaying to each
other, had just visited Stratford and were on they to Warwick Castle.
While they browsed Linzi was polishing some of #ilger from a display
case, a soothing job she enjoyed.

‘Hey, look at this, Ralphy,” the wife said eagerhglding up a Victorian
fairing.

‘Cute,” he agreed, warily balancing the little chinornament on his large
palm, then he looked at the price tag. His eyebrsiwst up. ‘But it's
pricey! Especially as it's so small.’

‘But Ralphy, that's the best thing about it-it'lelso easy to pack!

‘I guess it will’ he agreed and turned to ask lijf¥Vhat are these things
called, miss?’

‘A bridal fairing,” Linzi promptly told him, walkig over to join them.
‘They sold them at fairs in Victorian times; peogl@ve them to brides as
wedding presents.’

‘Victorian, huh'?’ The husband surveyed the chingesinly. ‘Can you tell
me when it was made, exactly?’

‘1871. Linzi supplied. ‘We have some others, asl yee, but this is the
oldest one we have. That’'s why it's the most expwens

‘Trust my wife to pick the most expensive one!’ quained the husband.

‘She’'s got good taste! Linzi said, and the wifeinged at her
conspiratorially. *

‘Right. You tell him! Is this locally made, by tiveay?’



‘No, these fairings were all made in Germany, noglgnd, actually.’
Honesty compelled her to admit this, although slas afraid that might
make them decide not to buy if they were looking #locally made
souvenir.

The young man’s tanned face did alter, but onlight up with real
enthusiasm. ‘No kidding? Well, what do you know? Istycestors came
from Germany. We're going there next. WhereabautSermany was this
made?’

Linzi gave him a brief talk on the subject of therfdan factory, which
was not as famous as some others, and after hgteaitentively he
nodded.

‘We’ll have it.” He pulled out a credit card fromshwallet. ‘I guess you
take this?’

‘We certainly do,” Linzi said gaily, delighted taate made the sale. Five
minutes later she saw the Americans to the dotending to lock up for
lunch as soon as they had gone.

‘Enjoy the rest of your visit,” she said as theylkea away. She was about
to go back into the shop when another car driviasgt gwerved violently
and almost hit a van coming in the other directibhe squeal of tyres
made ,Linzi and the Americans look round and stdren Linzi turned
pale with shock as she recognised the face ofrikierd

Hurriedly closing the door of the shop, she locked bolted it, and drew
down the blind. She snatched up her handbag fralraaer in the desk,
and headed for the back of the shop, meaning tapesthrough the rear
garden and go off to lunch. Before she could, h@resomebody began
banging on the door.

‘Linzi, Linzi. . .let me in! It's Megan!’
She hesitated, torn between a desire to run anc#hsation that if she did

Megan would probably just come back some other.tlBh@wly she turned
and went back, unbolted the door, opened it.



Megan hadn’t changed an inch in three years. Toeked at each other in
silence for a moment, then Megan said, ‘When | yaw it was such a
shock, | almost ran into a van coming towards nt& $urprising |
recognised you, though! Oh, Linzi, you're very Hyou've lost lots of
weight, haven’t you? And you're very pale.’

‘I'm OK, really. How are you, Megan?’ Linzi huskilgpnurmured. ‘How’s
Ted?’

‘Ted’s fine, we both are!’

‘And the children?’ asked Linzi, doggedly trying tceep her from
mentioning Ritchie.

‘They're fine, too. Oh, Linzi. ..

‘They must have grown a lot,” Linzi said, trying $ound normal and only
aware of the shakiness of her voice.

‘Kids do that, keep on growing. | sometimes thinld nothing but buy
them new shoes,” Megan said, then she groanedarallgnzi a wry little
grimace. ‘Oh, this is ridiculous! We can’t talk tme doorstep. Look, can |
come in and talk, or will you come out and haveta bf lunch with me?
You probably know somewhere around here where weeed-a pub, if
nothing elser’

What could Linzi do but agree? They went to thelipuftouse down the
street-the Yew Tree. Built in the seventeenth agnits ceilings were low,
its red-tiled floors had sunk, the windows were/tamd you hit your head
on a beam every time you walked through a doorwhg. saloon bar was
crowded and gloomy, of very irregular size and shapt they did offer a
pretty good ploughman’s plate which both Megan amtzi ordered. It

came quickly: large chunks of home-made breadcidels Cheddar, a
mound of home-made pickles, a couple of tomatoab some lettuce
topped with a spring onion.

‘Looks good,” Megan said, lifting her glass of lbcader to her lips. ‘Do
you come here for lunch every day? They seemeddw kou.’



‘I usually eat sandwiches in the back of the shmp,| do sometimes eat
here,” admitted Linzi, breaking off a piece of ckeeand crumbling it on
her plate with nervous fingers. ‘What are you doamgund here, Megan?
Have you been visiting Stratford? Is Ted with you?’

‘No, Ted’s back home, with the kids. I've been stgywith my younger

sister, she’s just had her second baby, and I"em b@oking after her little

girl, Tracy, until Jenny’s up and about again. 3fies in Warwick, just

down the road from here. My brother-in-law has taRe@acy to see her
mum, in the hospital, so | came out for a driveged some fresh air and
look at the countryside. | couldn’t believe my eydsen | saw you in that
shop doorway. How long have you been working here?’

‘Ever since | left the north. The shop belongs tp godmother; | live in
the flat above it.’

‘You've been here all along?’ said Megan, cuttirgy lcheese into bite-
sized pieces. ‘We wondered where you'd gone. Ritdtept asking if
anyone had seen you.’

The name hit Linzi like a blow. She had been expgd¥legan to mention
him, but even so hearing his name did somethingtidreo her heartbeat. ‘I
suppose you and Ted kept in touch with . . . with'® she murmured
huskily. ‘How. . .how is he?’

Megan gave her a frowning look, visibly hesitatéein burst out, ‘I don’t
know if | ought to warn you, but. . . Linzi, he mhg coming out any day
now!’

‘What?’ Linzi’'s delicate oval face turned chalk-wéi In spite of
everything that had happened to her she still Idokech younger than she
was, because of her long, straight, fine hair amttitke build. Thinner
than ever, with small, high breasts and narrow,lspge wore jeans and a
T-shirt; a stranger might have taken her for aagen if he passed her in
the street.

In fact, she was now twenty-seven and a closer oolld have revealed
the shadows in her blue eyes, the fine lines ar@myed and mouth which
pain had etched into her skin.



‘Ritchie! He’s coming out?’ she whispered, suddesdycold that she was
shivering convulsively. ‘But. . . he got three y&ar

It was a year and a half since she last saw Rit€laoun in a stuffy
courtroom, on a day in early summer, all the windomide open and a
brass fan turning on the ceiling above the wellhef court, yet the air still
humid, heavy with the scent of white lilac growiagtside in the formal
garden surrounding the building.

She could remember every detail: she had triedrmevéhink about those
days in court yet in her dreams she often founddieback there, reliving
the agony of telling all those strangers what hapipened, the inner secrets
of her private life, things she had never told areydefore. It had been
painful to admit to Barty’s moods, his drinkingshiiolence-to talk in open
court about her lost baby, Barty’'s impotence and ne@ had felt about
that. She hadn’'t wanted to answer many of the @urestbut Ritchie’s
defence counsel had forced the answers out of her.

She had kept her eyes fixed on the lawyers questjdmer, never moving
her gaze towards the man in the dock, except oeady on in her
evidence, when she was asked to look at him amdifgdéim.

She had given him a swift, blind look, not meethmig eyes, then looked
away. Given a nod. Yes, that was him.

After that she hadn’t looked at him again, but tlyloout that long ordeal

she could feel his gaze fixed on her. He had newee looked away.

Insistently, relentlessly, he had stared at hed, aespite the heat of the
weather she had been icily chill and had kept shige Once or twice she
had almost fainted; a glass of water had beenexffés her, and she had
been allowed to sit down to finish her evidence.

She was in court to hear the sentence. Aunt Ellasiggested they leave
first, but Linzi had had to stay. She could notddeft without knowing
what was going to happen to him. When the senteraseannounced she
had turned paler than the prisoner himself and sdiajper eyes almost
closing. Three years in prison! Three years outisfife!



Aunt Ella had taken her out then. As they got ugetve, she had felt
Ritchie watching, felt him willing her to look airh. Her eyes had been
drawn towards him like a magnet turning to the moAcross the room

their eyes had met; she could remember it ashifdt happened yesterday,
the brass fan whirring overhead, the hushed whisgpérom the people in

the public seats, Ritchie’s dark, mesmeric eyesnstanto hers, piercing

her to the heart.

She had felt the strangest sensation of confudiba.rest of the people in
the room had vanished, fallen away. For a momémd,vgas alone with
Ritchie; fixed by his gaze, she was drowning iughrof guilt, shame and
regret; as if she was the one who should be stgndithat dock, should be
facing punishment. All of this was her fault andtdRie was being
punished in her place.

Aunt Ella had led her out, an arm around her; bitthfie had gone with
her, in her head, and however hard she tried & &in he had been there,
ever since.

She looked at Megan with distraught eyes. ‘He'syosgrved eighteen
months-they wouldn’t release him yet, surely”

Megan said flatly, ‘These days, people don’'t uguséirve their full term,

and Ritchie’s been a model prisoner. He’s up faoleathis week and if

they grant it he’ll be let out at once.’

It hadn’t occurred to Linzi that he might get oarlg; her mouth was ash-
dry. She took a long drink of cider, trying to ftkiabout the implications
of what Megan had told her.

‘At once?’ she whispered.

Megan nodded. Her voice low, she muttered, ‘Ligpi) know as soon as
he is out he is going to come looking for you, dgowu?’

Linzi’s blue eyes dilated, their pupils glitteringack as sloes. ‘He won't!

Megan gave her a wry glance. ‘Ted says he’s gettipgvate detective to
look for you.’



Linzi’'s nerves jumped. ‘A detective?’ She was afgehl‘Megan, don't tell
him where | am! Promise you won’t, Megan! Don'tl tehyone, not even
Ted’

There was disapproval in Megan'’s face, her voiadezb ‘Don’t you think
you owe it to Ritchie to see him?’

‘I can’t!’ Linzi said wildly, getting up. ‘I'm sory, but | can’t.’

She walked towards the exit and Megan followed baught up with her
in the busy high street. She put a hand on Lireniia, forcing her to stop
as she hurried along the pavement.

‘I won'’t tell him, if you don’t want me to!"” she pmised, and Linzi
relaxed. Watching her face, Megan sighed, ‘ButWarning you, Ted says
Ritchie is obsessed with finding you, | don’t thih&’ll stop looking until

he does. Linzi, he has paid a terrible price fgmtg to save your life. .
.why won'’t you see him?’

Linzi looked at her with disbelief. ‘Isn’t it obvis? Whatever the reason . .
.he killed my husband! Do you really expect mehoug and say, “Well,
let bygones be bygones™?’

‘It was almost an accident, though!” protested Megénd if it hadn’t
been for you, Ritchie would have spent the last years as a free man.
Ted says he’s changed a lot. He was always quitghtobut now he’s
hard, almost bitter. Prison hasn’t been easy fior. 'hi

Linzi bent her head, her fine hair flowing down iag& her pale skin. ‘No,
| don’t suppose it was.’

They walked along towards the antiques shop andalutside. Megan
gave her a sideways look, then tentatively saidd‘Thinks Ritchie’s angry
because you gave evidence against him . . .’

‘I had to!’



‘I know, but he seemed to feel you had turned agamm. You never
visited him, wouldn’t see him, you disappeared anbdody knew where
you'd gone. Over the months while Ted’'s been wigithim, Ritchie has
changed, grown very moody. He talks about you alled think he broods
over you when he’s alone, that he was expectingtyaisit him in prison,
stand by him. He took it badly when you went away.’

There was the echo of a question mark against abe remark. Linzi
sensed a dammed-up curiosity in Megan. It didrn’psse her. During the
trial it had been only too clear that many peoptaught there was a lot that
hadn’t come out, hadn’'t been said. People had dstarener, whispered,
everywhere she went, wondering exactly what hetticeiship with Ritchie
had been, whether they had been secret lovershamhber husband had
found out, whether that was why he had attacked Why Ritchie had
killed him.

During the days of the trial she had been followaderywhere by

reporters; flashlights exploding in her face as slaked along streets,
men trying to grab her, jostling around her, firioff questions that made
her wince and flush and tremble. They had had ty per obvious shock
and dismay had only made them pursue her the nadeatiessly, like

sharks scenting blood.

Hints had been dropped to her by reporters, slylglying that she and
Ritchie might have wanted Barty dead, out of they. Nobody had dared
print that, for fear of a libel suit, but Linzi hawbt been left in any doubt
about the gossip and innuendo circulating. Noboelgned to want to
believe that there had been no love-affair betwesrand Ritchie, and she
had resented that, she still did.

Sometimes she shook with anger when she thoughit admme of the
things people had said.

One reporter had actually told her, ‘People willy shere’s no smoke
without fire, you know. Talk to me and I'll put yowside of it And the
worst part of that was that although she had néaet an affair with
Ritchie there was still a spark hidden in all thiatoke. In a way that made
it harder. She had fought her secret attractioratde/ Ritchie and won-but



she had still been condemned for it, punishedtfdrhat was what was so
bitterly unfair.

‘Visit him?’ she said fiercely now, to Megan. ‘Meisit him in prison? If
he thought | would, he’s out of his mind. He killBdrty!

‘But he didn’t mean to, Linzi" Megan said earngstiHe was trying to
save your life! He walked in and saw your husbanahgling you and just
picked up the nearest thing and hit him with itwHs a reflex action. An
accident, almost. He didn't intend to kill Barty!

‘But he did!" Linzi muttered. ‘Oh, | know what yoall thought! But it
wasn't true, there was nothing between me and RitCalhoun. | just
worked for him. We were never lovers. | loved mysiband, and Ritchie
killed him! Visit him in prison? | never want toes@&im again!

‘That's very unfair, Megan protested indignantfoor Ritchie, aren’t
you sorry for him? After all he’s gone through? $la’ wonderful boss and
a good friend, and let me tell you. . .I never &adid all that gossip about
you and Ritchie in the first place! | know bothyafu, and | knew it was
lies. | know how loyal you were to your husbandemember the way he
got drunk at our party. Everyone knew he was akérinand felt sorry for
you, but | saw you were still very fond of your basd. But honestly,
Linzi! Being faithful is one thing-pretending he svet actually trying to
kill you is behaving like an ostrich.’

‘No!" Linzi put her hands over her ears to shut th& quiet voice.

‘Linzi, the medical evidence was too strong-you'tdany it!

‘Barty grabbed me by the throat, but he wouldniténkilled me, he’'d have
stopped of his own accord, he always had beforehRi didn’'t need to hit
him so hard!”

Megan made a soft sound of horror and pity. ‘Heagisvhad before? My

God, Linzi, how often had it happened? How ofted ha almost killed
you? And you go on saying he loved you!’



Her small face stubborn, Linzi huskily said, ‘Batoved me, Megan. If
you’d only known him when we were young! He wasmwamnd tender and
loving, a wonderful friend, great fun to be witmdaa wonderful husband,
too. Then all that changed after his accident. ®could be violent, at
times | think he almost hated me, because | wasdmd his life had been
blasted-but | never doubted that underneath &l beastill loved me.’

Megan had listened intently. ‘You're very loyal,dah admire that,” she
slowly said. ‘I hope I'd be as loyal to my Ted,itithappened to us, God
forbid. OK, |1 won’t say another word. But Ritch® going to keep looking
until he finds you, dear, so if you really don't ntato see him again
perhaps you had better move on? Because from whdt shys this
obsession of his is worrying. | wouldn’t want yauget hurt again.’

Linzi gave her a wide-eyed, shaken look.

Megan shrugged. ‘Think about it.” She glanced atwetch. ‘I'd better go;

| have to be back before my brother-in-law getskbfaom the hospital.

Look, give me your phone number. I'll get in toutle minute | have any
news.’

‘Thank you, Megan,’ Linzi said huskily.

Megan gave her a warm hug and then she was goma. Wwalked slowly

back to the antiques shop, her brain buzzing witbck. Ritchie might

soon be out of prison-a free man again. But shddmiube free. She had
been in prison ever since the day Barty was kilsult out of life, behind
bars nobody could see, and she was still imprisondéthout hope of a
parole.

The events of that night three years ago had mankedh many different
ways; most of them invisible to others.

She closed her eyes, a groan wrenching her asnébekad the door of the
shop and opened up again although there were nimnocess around.
People would still be eating their lunch.



A while later she was walking around the shop, ipigkup antiques,
staring at others, trying to think clearly. Wagatlly nearly three years
since Barty died, eighteen months since Ritchie sexg to prison? The
time had gone by so fast.

What had she done since she’d left the north? Ngthust existed, like a
buried seed in the dark, waiting for a chance &akrout to the light. The
years had gone by without her counting the days.

Now Ritchie would soon be free. Free to come logkor her! Panic made
her nerves flash like electric sparks; she hadolebreathing. Was Megan
right? Would he want to see her? After all thisd#rt was so long since
they’'d seen each other-surely he would have foegatl about her?

Have you forgotten about him? asked a chill littkace inside her, and
Linzi knew she hadn’t; how could she?

She wished she could. She had tried hard enoughigh&knew. She would
have thought he would want to forget, too. Surélynust have been a
nightmare for him, too, one he wanted just to paltibd him?

Then she remembered the way he had looked at tieaticourtroom. That
strange intensity that made her heart stop, thatléfd her barely able to
walk, she was trembling so much.

Even remembering it could make her heart miss § bad she had dreamt
about that moment night after night; it had haurited But could she help
the way her unconscious dealt with the turmoilted past? You couldn’t
take any notice of dreams, they were a snare atelusion. They didn’t
mean anything.

Why are you lying to yourself? she thought thetingiher lip. You know
what those dreams were about. Ritchie had knowrnalechallenged her
directly, tried to make her admit how she felt, batl failed.

She couldn’t admit anything.

Her secret emotions were a snake lying coiled envery depths of her
mind. Every time she caught sight of it she fletheTguilt she felt over



Barty's death was all mixed up with guilt over Riiee; a secret dread that
when Ritchie hit out at Barty he had half wantekitbhim, a dread too
that she had wanted Barty out of her life, thatlshe wanted it all to end.

Oh, God, stop thinking! she told herself, pausimndher restless pacing of
the shop, in front of a long-case clock which A&fa’s son, Gareth, was
working on at the moment. She stared at that, rhadself think about it,
about Gareth.

Gareth was good with clocks and watches, and ifpitublem was too
complicated for him they got somebody more experti¢al with it. This

clock had a wonderful case; marquetry made it shirthe sunlight as if
the wood were jewelled. Linzi loved the paintedefaimo; the elegant iron
arrows which were the clock hands pointed to twdozk. Surprised to
see it was only that time, she frowned-where wastAilla? She should be
back by now.

A moment later someone hurried into the shop-afaigman in jeans and
a black T-shirt, carrying a large box in his armbp grinned cheerfully at
her.

‘Mum did well at the auction. We managed to get sagpod stuff very

cheap-there weren’t many dealers there, they'dalke over to the big sale
at Grenoch Hall, hoping to pick up some of the @ofnporcelain and
glass collection.” He put the box on the shop cauahd peered into it,
not yet noticing Linzi’s pallor, the look of shodk her eyes. ‘Very nice
silver dressing-table set. Tarnished, but we’llrsonake it shine again.
Some silver photo frames; mostly twentieth centukpd what do you

think of this?’

He fished out a small hand mirror set in an ornfodine, and she took it
from him.

‘It's lovely,” she murmured.
‘Isn't it? But does it say Art Nouveau to you? Mwwears" it is, but

there’s no provenance, no date on it, and we cdufad the maker’s
name. | had a feeling it could be a later repradact



With a faintly unsteady finger, Linzi traced thensous, curving lines of
the design. ‘Could be, but this has the right féee seen something like
this before, Austrian, | think, a Viennese manufeet. Definitely not
English.’

Gareth nodded, taking her opinion seriously. Linad picked up a good
deal about antiques during the two years she hakledon the shop.

‘That’s what Mum said.’

Aunt Ella had lent Linzi lots of books on antiques)d talked to her
constantly about what came into the shop, what ey on visits to
museums and art galleries all around Britain. Lihad taken evening
classes, had taken to dropping in on other shopsoiwse and explore and
ask questions, sometimes even buy the odd item.

She didn’t have much money to spare, but she widscting tiny objects
which she kept in a case in her flat. What had kirbpen a job for her, in
the beginning, had become Linzi’'s hobby and thpassion.

It was a passion shared by Aunt Ella and Garetty, gelling and buying
antiques was their business but it meant far ntae that.

Gareth was seven years older than Linzi, but wisbee looked younger
than her age Gareth looked far older. The deathisfvife had aged him
prematurely, carved lines into his forehead andmaceeyes and mouth, put
sadness into his deep-set blue eyes. Linzi knestithg@rieved for her. His
little boy, Paul, who was now nine years old, had gver his mother’s
death far better. He loved his grandmother; shee dam a stability and
sense of security he needed. If he still missednather he didn’t show it.
He seemed very lively and cheerful.

Linzi understood Gareth very well. She and Garethevgo much alike that
people often took them for brother and sister. Tiségred the same
colouring, the same blue-eyed stare, the same Waynihing; but Gareth

was a big, powerfully built man, with strong, venasculine features, and
a determined nature, fuelled by ambition and eneBgyce his wife’'s death
he had given most of his attention to building igpdwn business, a large
garage on the outskirts of Stratford. From timetitoe he helped his



mother in the shop, and he enjoyed going to austwith her, but his
leisure was exclusively devoted to his son. Gawis a warm-hearted,
loving father, but in the centre of his life thevas a black hole. He had not
stopped grieving for his wife in all this time; paps he never would. He
was stubbornly faithful to her, and if they all werut to see a film, or to
dinner, or were just having fun together in thepsHaughing and talking,
Gareth would sometimes stop short, frown, looktguis though he had
no right to be happy any more. And in that, to@réhwas a likeness to
Linzi.

Grief had been her constant companion too, foptst three years. Grief
and quilt.

‘Who do we know who’s an Art Nouveau expert?’ Garetok the mirror
back from her and studied it.

‘It does look right, doesn’t it?’ Without lookingouhe asked, 'What sort of
morning did you have, anyway? Sell anything?’

‘Some of the Dutch tiles, a set of silver spoomg] ane of the Victorian
fairings,” she slowly said, recollecting the salegh difficulty because
what Megan had told her had blotted out everytleiisg that had happened
that day.

‘Not bad at all" Gareth said. ‘Well done, girl’HE door was pushed open,
the bell chimed, and Gareth put down the mirror hodied to help his
mother with the box she was carrying. ‘Linzi thinfjau’re right about the
mirror, Mum, and at a closer look | must say | &gre

‘Of course I'm right,” Aunt Ella said breathlessiynd sank down on to a
balloon-back Victorian chair with plum-coloured vel upholstering that
wasn’t original but looked it. If people didn’t gsthey didn't point that
out, but they never lied about such things. That &#a Killian’s decision.
She liked, she said, to be able to sleep at niglotsstay up brooding over
cheating people.

‘My word, that brass is heavy,’ she said. ‘A reahrdmin, though,
Linzi-Edwardian horse-brasses, absolutely genuanepmplete set. Have
you got the kettle on? I'm dying for a cup of tea.’



Linzi turned to obey and Aunt Ella gave a littlesgaof concern as the light
fell on her face. ‘Why, Linzi, dear, you look illlvatever’'s wrong?’

Gareth looked at Linzi closely, too, his brows mgltogether. She looked
back at them both, her blue eyes wide and glazéd wvished tears, face
drained of colour, her lip trembling. °

‘What on earth’s wrong, Linzi?’ Gareth asked, mdtia comforting arm
round her slender shoulders and hugging her ctobant.

‘I had a phone call,’ she huskily told them. ‘RiehCalhoun will be

released from prison tomorrow morning. | bumped shmeone | used to
know and she warned me it might happen-then shedcale to tell me it

was definite.’

Aunt Ella gasped. ‘Already?’

Linzi nodded, then, on a rush she added almostedatgby, ‘| can’t stay

here. Megan promised not to tell him where | ant,lltbink she told him |

had left the hospital and was moving out of my, fthe last time | saw
him. Somebody must have told him he’d find me th&tee only one who

knew apart from you two was Megan, and | know slmessfriend, she’s

very sympathetic to him. She’s nice to me, too, ibute last resort she’s
on Ritchie’s side. | have to get away, before hdgime!’

Ritchie Calhoun walked out of the prison gates #Hrah paused to take a
long, slow look at the world he had not seen far yiars.

‘They always do that,” said the warder who had okéal the gate for him,
to a younger man who had only started to work eaghson that week and
was learning the routine.

‘You’d have thought they wanted to get as far aasyossible before they
stop!” the young warder thought aloud.



The older warder didn’t answer. He was busy watghire prisoner, who
was taking a deep breath, his shoulders going badke inhaled. It was a
cool, hazy morning with a promise of heat latee gun burnt orange
behind an opalescent mist high above the city.

The prisoner stared at the horizon hungrily, freéast to go as far as he
liked, seeing everything with the eyes of someohe wad not been free
for so long that he had forgotten how it felt. Hadhlost weight and it

showed. His expensively tailored dark grey suilormger fitted the way it

had: the jacket was loose, hung on him, the treausagged slightly from

the waistband.

That wasn’t the only visible change in him. Ther@sva silver streak at his
temples, among his thick, smooth dark hair, whi@s wot cut very short,
close to his head. There hadn’t been a trace of igréis hair three years
ago.

His face was pale, the almost grey prison pallbthed men had; no sign
now of the habitual tan he had once had when het spkt of time out in

the fresh air, his skin weathered and sunflushsge@ally when he took
long holidays abroad, in warmer climates. The bstneeture of his face

was even more pronounced, his skin tight and féesshlover features that
had a hardness that was new, too.

‘He looks tough,’ the young warder said, and ttdeobne laughed.

‘Tougher than he was when he came in, anyway! lda’'tlhave an easy
time of it at first-he was a bit of a target foms® of the hard men. But
once they knew he could handle himself they lafi hlone.’

A long black car was parked near by. The drivewiry little man going
slightly bald, a livid scar showing on his forehehdd got out and was
standing patiently, with the passenger door opesidbehim, watching the
released prisoner.

Suddenly, Ritchie Calhoun caught sight of him; @lemame into his face,
he walked over there and held out a hand.

‘Thanks for coming, Ted.’



‘Good to have you back,’” Ted Hobson said, shakiagds, his eyes
searching Ritchie’s face, noting the spare ausgtaitthe features, the
tension of mouth and jaw, the hard glitter of theese ‘How are you,
Ritchie?’ he asked anxiously, trying to sound cheetYou look pretty fit
to me. Lost weight, but it suits you.’

‘I'm OK.” Ritchie got into the car and Ted slid kel the wheel, started
the engine again.

‘Megan has cooked something extra-special for lumehhoped you'd eat
it with us,” he said, uncertainly watching Ritchiethe mirror above his
head.

The hard face warmed slightly. ‘That’s very goodyofi both, but if you
don’t mind I'd like to get home. Can | take a raimeck on the lunch? And
give my love to Megan. | shall look forward to segisomething of her
very soon. But today | want to talk to the deteetagency I've been
using-they think they may have picked up a new, tilaey may have found
her.’

Ted’s eyes grew more worried. ‘Look, | may be speglout of turn, but |
have to say this-don’t go looking for her, Ritchieyou'd never met her,
none of it would have happened. Now you're out wod can get on with
your life again, put it all behind you. Why don'dly be sensible, and just
forget you ever met her?’

Ritchie stared out of the window, his face in gemfidarkly set, his grey
eyes smouldering.

‘Forget her? No, Ted.’” His voice was low, harshrebaaudible. ‘I've been
waiting to catch up with her for three years amd fjoing to find her if it
takes me the rest of my lifel’



CHAPTER SEVEN

LINZI was mowing the lawn when she heard a caridgvalong the
unmade road which led to the cottage. Stiffeningg switched off the
electric mower and peered through the tall hedgeladr, hawthorn and
wild rose, her nerves on edge until she recogrizmeth’s car.

He parked, and got a large cardboard box out obtw, piled high with
groceries for her, she was glad to see. She hadsalran out of various
necessities. She met Gareth at the gate, operfi@dhim, leaning over to
kiss his cheek. ‘Nice to have some company for angk! Isn't it a
gorgeous day for early May? What have you brougé’'m

‘Mum did the shopping.’” His eyes searched her fa&¢eu OK? Not too
lonely out here?’

‘It's quite peaceful, actually. I'm doing lots otading and listening to
music-I'm not lonely but | do miss you and your met and Paul. |
wouldn’t like to spend too long here. | suppose harbeings were meant
to be gregarious.’

‘Of course they are, and with luck you should bk dab come home very
soon,” Gareth said cheerfully.

It was Aunt Ella who, typically, had come up witietsolution to Linzi's

problem: an isolated little cottage on the edgea diVarwickshire wood
with no neighbours and only a narrow winding trdelding to it. It

belonged to a friend of hers who was now livind-larida a lot of the year
but who came back for a few months in the summéennFlorida’s heat
became intolerable for her, and kept her old ham#&arwickshire in order
to have a base in England. Aunt Ella had rung mmé&liami, asked if Linzi

could borrow it, and been given a warm response.

‘As long as she looks after the place she’s welctongtay as long as she
likes, rent free. I'll be glad to have the cottdiyed in for a while. | don’t
like taking tenants normally, because when | hawethe past, they've



made off with everything portable, but | know | canst someone from
your family, Ella¥’

Megan had rung a few days later to warn that Ret¢tad definitely been
released, and Linzi had moved immediately to thtage.

‘I haven’t told him I've seen you,” Megan assuregtl lon the phone, but
Linzi had been gently sceptical. She knew Megan.

‘You didn’t tell Ted either?’

Megan had sounded defiant. ‘I'm sorry, | know ysked me not to, but |
just can't keep secrets from Ted, Linzi. He trusis; I'd feel guilty if |
kept something from him. But | made him promise twtell Ritchie, so
don’t worry.’

Linzi had sighed. How long would Ted keep that pisemf Ritchie was
serious about wanting to find her? Ted was Ritshieend; sooner or later
he would tell him where she was.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter, as it happens, because d¢oing away, she told
Megan deliberately. ‘Aunt Ella has this friend itofida, who is renting me
a place-I rather fancy a trip there. | need a lagljcand I'll be able to get in
lots of sunbathing and just lying around relaxing.’

She hadn’t needed to lie directly, just not te# thhole truth, and do so in
a way that confused and deceived.

‘Good,” Megan said, sounding relieved. ‘I'm sureuilbhave a terrific
time in Florida; we went there once, to visit Dign&orld with the kids.
How long will you stay there?’

‘Not sure yet. | won’t come back here, though. idlve to find somewhere
else to live after my trip.’

Having laid a false trail with Megan, Linzi had jad her car with clothes
and food, and driven the half a dozen miles fronstiRoere to the isolated
little seventeenth- century black and white timblecettage which was to
be her home until she was sure Ritchie had stop®dng for her. Aunt



Ella had driven there too, in her own car, to Hali settle in, after they
had collected the key from the estate agent whkeld@fter the house on
the owner’s behalf while she was abroad.

That had been a week ago. Linzi had eaten mosheffdod she had
brought originally. She hadn’t been able to ringnAtlla to ask for new
supplies because the cottage had no phone, biitasimt been worried. If
she ran out of food completely she could alwaysedtd a nearby village,
but in family conference it had been decided thegt would stay out of
sight, not go out unless it was absolutely necgsssw she had been
expecting a visit from either Aunt Ella or Gare#ry soon.

He carried the box of groceries through to the Kiighen which took up

half the floor space on the ground floor. The oollger room was a big
sitting-room which had been created out of seveeay small rooms; that
had chintz curtains and upholstery on comfortalladitional English

armchairs, a bookcase full of books she was redaengvay through, and
a big fireplace in which, on chilly nights, she wasning logs stacked in a
shed beside the cottage. At this time of year #nes aould be warm, but
once the sun went down so did the temperature. Kitceen had pine

fittings, an electric hob, oven and microwave, anthig pine table and
chairs in an alcove at one end of the room seraig dining-room.

Gareth had never been there before. Putting theohdke table, he looked
around. ‘Not bad, is it?’

‘| like it.” Linzi had put on the kettle for tea.h® began taking stuff out of
the box. ‘Oh, coffee, thank heavens! | was outtbfTeabags, long-life
milk-I was down to my last pint of that. . .marm#da my favourite brand .
..you and Aunt Ella are so thoughtful?

Gareth helped her begin to put things away. Quikedysaid, ‘He came,
Linzi.

She froze, her face going stiff and white. ‘Him8elWhen?’ Her voice
croaked as if her throat was rusty and she feltetBawatching her,
frowning.

‘Yesterday We gave him the story we agreed othink he bought it.’



The kettle began to boil. Linzi moved like an autdom to make the tea.
‘Are you sure he believed you?’ she huskily askest, hands shaking as
she picked up the kettle and poured the boilingewa to the teabags.

Gareth’s voice was careful. ‘I think so. We saiduywere in Florida,
staying near Disney World; we wouldn’t give him thédress because you
had asked us not to give it to anyone.’

‘How did he take that?’ she asked with dry lipsskvg Gareth wouldn’t

keep watching her. She was afraid her face betrhgedshe couldn’t stop
shaking. Gareth grimaced. ‘Well, let’s put it lik@s. . .he looked pretty
grim! | almost got the feeling he was going to gumge on the nose. He
certainly didn’t take to me on sight-in fact, hewsted at me. | must say,
he’s a rather unnerving type, isn’'t he? | can shg you're worried about

seeing him again-he made me nervous, and | doafesgasily. But then |
suppose a man capable of killing would be ratharnaihg. Not many

people could kill someone else, could they?’

‘Don’t talk about it!" Linzi burst out raggedly, dnGareth took a sharp
breath, looking horrified.

‘I'm sorry, Linzi. Good lord, | could kick myself. . | forgot who | was
talking to. . .” He put an arm round her and kissieel top of her head
clumsily. ‘I'm an idiot.’

She subsided with a sigh, gave him a tremuloud;dpallogetic smile.
‘No, you didn’t mean to hit a nerve, it's me whaerry-I'd no business
yelling at you like that! | ought to be able toktabout it; it is three years
now, after all. Oh, sit down, Gareth, have your tea one of those
delicious-looking shortbread biscuits you've brougte.’

Gareth sat down at the pine table and Linzi haridedhis cup of tea, and
a plate of shortbread.

Gareth inhaled the delicate fragrance of his télmm. . .just what | need .
.. He took a biscuit and bit into it. ‘These anece-try one yourself.
Anyway, | think you can start looking forward tocaleng here, Linzi. |
reckon Ritchie Calhoun will be on his way to Flaridy now. Mind you, |



kept my eyes peeled while | was coming here, toanstkre he wasn’t
hanging around near the house, or following me.tBete was no sign of
him. So give it a few more days and then you cskecoming back.’

Linzi nodded; she was not yet ready to feel sdfeugh. ‘I'll see. How’s
the shop? What have you sold since | left?’

‘The long-case clock,” Gareth said, half triumphdmdlf sad. ‘It went for
five hundred more than we paid for it, so that wamod profit.’

‘But you'll miss it,” Linzi said sympathetically.You spent weeks working
on that clock!

Gareth grimaced. ‘Yes, but never mind-1 bought ey\eteresting watch
yesterday, Swiss, late nineteenth, never seenikmet Ibefore. I'm going

to have to do lots of research before | touch lite Winding mechanism is
broken, but I think | can mend it.’

He drank his tea, looked at the kitchen clock. ‘&fnaid I'll have to go,
Linzi. | have to get back to take over from Mume'shgoing to see an old
man who wants to sell a collection of nineteenthtag/ miniatures,
mostly portraits, a few paintings of houses.’

Linzi saw him to the gate, and before he left gave a warm hug and a
kiss. ‘Thanks for coming, Gareth.’

He held her with one arm around her waist, smitiogvn at her. ‘You're
welcome, sweetheart. What are cousins for?’

‘I'm very lucky to have you and Aunt Ella, | knowat. Give her my love
and tell her I'm very grateful for all the troubj®u’ve both gone to for
me.’

‘Look after yourself. It would probably be safe fgou to go out more
now, but stay in this area, don’t go into StratfordWarwick, just in case
he’s still hanging around.’

Gareth drove off and Linzi watched him go beforengoback to her
mowing. When she had finished she went indoors,ehadower, put on a



sunny yellow bikini top which left her midriff barand matching yellow
shorts which ended high up on her thigh, exposiogg,| slim legs
beginning to take on a smooth tan. She had beea t@bldo some
sunbathing every day she had been here becausavéiteyhaving a burst
of very warm weather, unusual in May in England.e Sfollected a
historical saga she was reading, her Walkman aselextion of cassette
tapes, and went into the garden to sunbathe onrméw. Before she settled
down, she carefully smoothed suntan oil into thaeses of her which were
exposed to the sun, slid dark glasses on to hey, pog on her headphones,
then lay back with a sigh.

She was playing a compilation tape of her own ngxam her Walkman:
her favourite songs by top groups. The music surgdaer ears and she
half listened while she tried to read.

She didn’'t have any concentration. She kept remempwhat Gareth had
told her, the story of her book driven out of heatl. She stared at some
late bluebells showing among the trees in the wikeda blue mist. Would
Ritchie follow the false trail to Florida? Surelg wvouldn’t bother?

Why did it still make her stomach cramp with fieeeitement every time
his image came into her mind? Oh, stop thinkingualhm, then! she told
herself, looking back at her book. '

A shadow suddenly fell across the page. With apsivtrawn breath she
looked up, fear in her blue eyes.

‘Ritchiel’

For a second she didn’t believe he was real. SHedrsamt about him so
often lately-hot, erotic dreams which made her ttwastlessly in her bed.
Was this another one? A crazy daydream, her unmurssconjuring up

what she most wanted, most dreaded?

Ritchie was looking into the sun; he tilted back head to look at her
through his black lashes, his grey eyes hard aitérgig as they roved
over her sprawled body on the lounger, the brikinbitop which showed
so much of her firm breasts, the smooth skin ofrhighiff, the long bare
legs.



He was no dream, day or night variety. He was iealas Ritchie standing
there a foot away from her.

For three years she had lived with the fear ofrgpdim again. Now he
was here, and her throat closed in panic.

She leapt to her feet to run back into the cott@gpfore she had taken a
step Ritchie’s hand closed round her arm and tethker. He looked down
at her lazily, his mouth twisting.

‘Where do you think you're going?’

She stared up at him in dazed confusion, a neragngeagainst her mouth.
‘Let go of me!’

He laughed and her blood ran cold. He had changeghnd belief; this

was a very different man. Harder, his face honector sharpness, older,
a touch of silver at his temples which hadn’'t bdegre before, a look in
his eyes that terrified.

He was wearing black jeans, a thin pale blue cashisweater which left
his throat bare and clung to his muscled chestentaabvious that he was
wearing nothing underneath it. She could see ewentour of his lean
body and looked away, swallowing.

‘How did you . . .?" she whispered and he gavedmeicy little smile.

‘Find you? Simple. | had a detective trailing ydayfriend.’

‘Gareth isn’t my boyfriend! He’'s my cousin.’

‘My detective took a picture of the two of you kisg,” Ritchie told her
coldly.

She hated the thought of someone secretly watdhieg, filming them,
and her face flushed defiantly. ‘I kissed his cheéeé& what? Cousins do
kiss! I'm fond of him?!’



Ritchie sat up slightly, pulled a Polaroid snapshat of his jeans pocket,
looked at it, shrugged, held it up for her to see.

‘| believe you, that's a very insipid kiss. Donvex get fond of me.” He
threw the snapshot away; the breeze took it and lever the hedge.
Arched over her, he looked down at her again, Wéld, insolent eyes. ‘|
want a lot more than an insipid kiss.’

Stiffening, she tried to outstare him. ‘You shoutdmave come here! |
don’t know the terms of your parole, but | thinkuycould get into trouble
for bothering me, so go away, now, before | cadl plolice!

He laughed without humour. ‘And how will you do thayou have no
neighbours, you don’t have a phone!

She bit her lip. How had he known that? He readdqtnestion in her face
and drily told her.

‘My private detective did some checking. | know wbwans this cottage,
that she’s the one in Florida, that your familydli®® me when 1 visited
them.’ His mouth twisted. ‘They looked me straighthe eye and lied like
experts.’

She refused to apologise for that. “They did iptotect me!’

His face was harsh. ‘They're right, you need prioted’ he agreed in a
voice like the lash of a whip. ‘But they aren’t beio give it, are they?
We’'re all alone here, Linzi.’

Fear made her flinch and he saw it in her face.ejless brooded on her for
a second, and she really began to get scared #mause he wasn't the
man she had worked for all those months. Somethlisgstrous had
happened to him in the three years since they'tlfast. There was a
darkness in his eyes: he had lost the veneer dgliseivon; everything
about him carried an aura of menace, almost ofgaayalf it came to a
fight between them she wouldn’t have a chance agdim, and the
cottage was so isolated. There wasn’t a soul wiairshot. She was at his
mercy.



Her stomach clenched with a volcanic mixture of faad excitement.

‘I've waited three years to catch up with you,’ Wwhispered, watching her
so intently that she felt he knew what she waskihg could pick up all
her feelings.

Her panic grew worse. If he could read her mind Is&ig no privacy from
him; if he had the key to her most secret thougmssy could she protect
herself?

‘Three bad years, Linzi,” he said curtly. ‘Nightcaday I've thought of
nothing else but you-catching up with you, findilgving you . . .’

She was scarlet. ‘Don’t say things like that! Ri&lyou . . . you wouldn’t .

His gaze held her eyes; the blackness of nightignstare. ‘I would,” he
whispered. ‘I will.’

‘Don’t threaten me!” she whispered hoarsely, shgkind knowing that he
could feel the tremors running through her bodye $bught to control
them but her body was out of her control.

‘Threaten you?’ He smiled coldly. ‘That isn’'t a ¢lat, Linzi, it's a simple
statement of fact. An army couldn’t stop me takymgy now. Three years
ago, | needed you, | begged you to stand by me,yandwalked out on
me.’

‘I didn’t have any choice! ’ she said, anguishegiitér you killed Barty,
how could | ever see you again?’

His hand tightening on her arm, he bent angrilyaams her, and she
flinched, stiffening.

Ritchie froze too, his grey eyes glittering likatk stars.

‘What did you think | was going to do?’ he bit oide on his voice. ‘Kill
you too?"



Shock made her eyes dilate; she hadn’t known waatight do. This man
was a stranger: unpredictable, disturbing. Shedeoubegin to guess what
he might do to her but he frightened her.

He laughed bitterly. ‘Oh, don’t worry,” he drawle@hat wasn’t what |
had in mind. Although the idea has occurred to meecor twice! When |
was in that place, spending a lot of my time lockgdin a cell hardly
bigger than a broom cupboard, | used to fantasisetavhat I'd do to you
when | caught up with you.” He gave her a cold, kiag smile. ‘But
killing you wasn’t often an option. No, Linzi, | Hather plans for you.’

And then he swooped. His head came down so suddesiiyLinzi didn’t
know what was happening until too late. She crietl in shock as his
mouth touched her, the moist warmth of his tongueving sensuously
between her startled, parted lips.

She began to shake so violently she couldn’t stgmdRitchie took hold of
her shoulders, still kissing her; she hung betwssrhands like a limp rag
doll.

A second later he had taken his mouth off hers simel found herself
tumbling back on to the lounger. Her long, finerhdew across her face,
blinding her. Before she could get up, Ritchie wagop of her, the weight
of his body knocking all the breath out of her tloait instant.

‘No, don’t, she muttered, her hands pushing at wisle shoulders,
struggling underneath him.

His hands caressed her bare midriff, trailing sloadross her smooth skin,
his fingertips cool, tormenting.

‘This is what | dreamt about for three years,” heispered, kissing her
throat, light, flickering, frustratingly brief kiss brushing upwards, under
her chin, behind her ears, along her jawline.

She was shuddering, her mouth parted, breathirfgstdhat it hurt as she
felt his hand creeping upwards to touch her breast.



She jack-knifed in panic then, her hands clenclmng fists. ‘Stop it now,
Ritchie! Stop. . .’

He lifted his head, his hand splayed against thlecfuve of her breast
under the thin, silky bikini top.

‘What did you dream about all those years, LinA#& was smiling, but
there was cruelty in the hard line of his mouth.gsle had been right:
Ritchie was bitterly angry with her for leaving himtake the full force of
the law alone.

She told herself she didn’'t need to feel any guiltegret-how could she
have done anything else? Yet guilt and regret legh lwith her ever since
the day it happened. He might have been the onehithBarty, but she
had blamed herself, far more than she blamed mna twisted way she
had been punishing herself for Barty’'s death bykimgl away from
Ritchie. She had shut herself into a prison of ppieess and frustration.

Ritchie’s other hand was somehow imprisoned un@ghnker; wriggling.
She couldn’t work out what he was doing for a sd¢dhen she heard
something snap and felt her bikini top give.

Before she could grab it and hold it up, the s8kyap of material slithered
down. She felt the sun on her bare flesh and Ritphopped himself up on
his elbows, staring down at her.

‘You're even lovelier than you were three years,age said thickly, and
her heart missed a beat.

He groaned and suddenly he was burrowing betweendked breasts, his
lips urgent, heated. She fought not to feel thedehsual intensity of what
he was doing, but it was years since a man had romdeto her, and
needles of sexual excitement had begun to piencevivale body.

Part of her ached to stop fighting, abandon hetsethis intense desire,
but she couldn’t. Guilt and shame chained her.

She half sobbed, ‘Ritchie, I'll hate you if you gn, stop it now, stop it, let
me go!’



His head lifted again; he looked down at her, hisuth parted, his
breathing ragged, his face darkly flushed.

‘Hate me, then,” he muttered. ‘I don’t give a dawminether you call it love
or hate, so long as what you feel is violent, and'dtell me it isn’t,
because | can feel it, Linzi. You want me as mushwant you.’

She felt as if he had punched her in the stomaeh.bddy jerked, stiff as
rigor mortis.

He knew. She wasn't hiding anything from him, afsdir He knew what
was happening inside her, this wild need, this olanmg ache. She looked
away, shaking her head without hoping to convinice e was wrong. ‘I
don't!’

‘Liar,” he threw back at her, his face hard, conpamous. ‘You want me,
Linzi. Who are you really lying to, me or yourself2op being such a
coward. Admit it!’

‘There’s nothing to admit!’

His mouth was crooked. ‘It was there between umftbe very first day,

when you walked into my office. | knew it at firsight, although | wasn’t
ready for a long time to admit what had happeneché¢o I'd made up my
mind to have a middle-aged, safely married segretaomeone who
wouldn’t cause any trouble or try to get our re&aship on to a personal
level-then you walked in, far too lovely, far tooung, and the minute |
saw you | was lost. | was lying to myself then. &de up all sorts of
specious reasons why | was determined to pick yinowgh you weren't

the best-qualified applicant. It was only latertthéaced the truth-that I'd

simply realised at once that | had to have you; laent going to have you,
Linzi, make no mistake about it.’

‘Stop saying that!” There was a raw edge to Linxsce and she felt her
pulses beating a wild tattoo.

He caught her face in one insistent hand, tiltedchen up, trying to make
her look at him. ‘No, Linzi! You stop lying! You o& go on living a lie.



We've already tried pretending nothing was happgmvhen you were
working for me. It got worse and worse, day by ddign’t it? For both of
us. Every time | buzzed for you and you walked ifelt my heart turn
over. Every time you looked at me, my mouth went dvery time you
smiled | was dizzy. | fell deeper and deeper irelag the weeks went by,
and | didn’t know what to do about it. | wanted y®mmuch at times that |
was practically out of my head, and you knew whas Wappening to me!’

‘I didn’'t” she lied, her heart banging inside hi&e a drum.

‘Yes,” he said, and kissed her, his tongue-tip g hers in an intimate
contact that made a shiver of sensuality run doamblack. The slow, hot
movement of his lips made her want to close hes.ey@ade her desperate
to kiss him back, touch him at last, as she haehofireamt of doing. But
she couldn’t. She mustn’'t let herself weaken, gime this was her
punishment, not to have the man she loved, neviendw the sweetness of
satisfied passion. But she couldn’t stop tremblingy, blood running like
wildfire through her veins. She wanted him morentshe had ever in her
life imagined she could want anything. The strugdjetween her
conscience and her desire exhausted her.

At last, Ritchie reluctantly detached his mouthhwat long sigh. She felt
him watching her, looking for telltale signs of wihas kiss had done to
her, and somehow kept her face tight, shuttered.

Don't let him guess what’s going on inside you, sf@ned herself. Don’t
betray Batty. You owe it to him not to weaken.

‘We both knew what was happening to us,’ Ritchia saarshly. ‘And |
knew something was very wrong with your marriageu¥Yveren't happy.
You were always so pale, you had a sad look in gges. Then | began to
notice the bruises, even though you tried to higent with make-up.’

She kept her eyes down, emptied her face of expredsid her thoughts
from him. She mustn’t give Barty away; she haddetd him once, in that
courtroom, and she mustn’'t do it again. Barty hasd everything, even his
life. All her fault. She had no right to be happyanore.



Ritchie made a rough, angry little sound. ‘Are y®tening to me, Linzi?

Do you know how | felt when | realised that thatshand of yours was
knocking you about? | was frantic. You wouldn’'tktabout it, wouldn’t

even admit it happened. | didn’t know how seridusas, but | was scared
you were going to get badly hurt one day. | triedget you to open up
about it, but you were so obstinate . . .’

‘How could I?’ ‘she muttered. ‘Why should 1? It wasthing to do with
you! You keep saying you can see inside my headylspcan’t you see
why | refused to let you get involved? Barty was Inugband, and-’

‘Don’t say you loved him!" he erupted. ‘I'm sick ¢fearing you say that.
You may have loved him once, but by the time yomedo work for me
you had stopped loving him.’

The harshness of his voice made her wince. ‘Stoptsig at me!’

‘Then stop lying! From now on all | want to heaorir you is the truth, the
whole truth and nothing but the truth?

‘There’s no such thing! Everything doesn’t comeblack or white-most
things are different shades of grey!

Their eyes fought and Ritchie’s mouth was a harbitevline. ‘You're
trying to 'confuse the issue, but it won't worknki! You know what |
mean! There’s no need to lie any more. You' canft him any more; if he
knows anything then he knows the truth of how yelt, fhow you feel
now. So why lie about it? Can’t you see, the pumisht is over? We can
start again, Linzi. It isn’t just me who is out pfison, you are, too. We're
both free, the past’s behind us, we can forget it.’

She couldn’t. She was silenced by her sense of egd wrong, by her
awareness of the ghost standing between them,dlogdhlties, old love.
The past was their enemy, a wall between themhRitbad created this
unpassable gulf by killing her husband. Couldn’uneerstand that?

‘| loved Barty,” she said obstinately, miserablydasaw the angry flare of
Ritchie’s eyes, a smouldering jealousy which tigktk the angles of his
face, made him look barbaric.



‘When you married him, maybe! He was your first ts@nd, wasn’'t he?
You were Romeo and Juliet, the boy and girl nexbrdgoung love
incarnate-oh, | remember everything you said ing@iving evidence?

The reminder startled her. When she was telling ¢bart about her
marriage, she realised, Ritchie had been listetongHe had never taken
his eyes from her.

His voice grim, he said, ‘It was the first time llken able to hear what
your life with him had been like, or don’t you risa& how much of the
truth you admitted?’

She was silent. Oh, she realised. But she prefeéoddrget the ordeal of
giving evidence in court, talking about her mareagllowing strangers to
glimpse the hell on earth she had had to suffer.

After a moment, Ritchie said quietly, ‘By the tiny@u met me your
marriage had died, hadn'’t it? You can come up w&lththe excuses you
like but the truth is, he wasn’t the man you'd nedrany more. After his
accident he was very ill and when he came backdsediferent. He didn’t
even love you any more, he almost hated you; theg why he kept
beating you up. He resented you because you wdre@mal, you had

good health, you could make love, you could s@Vé babies. He felt he
wasn’'t a real man any more. He couldn’t really lmeiryhusband, even
though he lived under the same roof. He couldnelgou, so he hated
you.’

Stung to the heart, she cried out angrily, ‘Thattisue! You didn’t know
him.’

‘I think it was you who didn’t know him, Linzi,” R¢hie said in a grave,
low voice. ‘You persisted in seeing him as the lyoy married, when he
had become a stranger.’

She fell silent, frowning. She had almost burstwitih a denial when what
he had said sank in and she was struck dumb. Ittmsas And yet it

wasn’t. Life was more complicated than that-theeswo one answer, no
one way of looking at things. Barty had sometimatedl her, resented her,



yet at the same time he’d loved her, wanted heetbappy, had felt guilty
because he knew he was hurting her, and he haltdrigght it, to stop the
drinking and the violent outbursts.

‘He was still my husband, and you killed him,” stead in a low, husky,
regretful voice. ‘I could never forget that, Ritehdon’t you see? Please go
away and don’t come back, just leave me aloneturdu

He stared down at her fixedly for a moment, andrafigously sensed that
he was on the verge of another volcanic exploskn, then his face

changed, stiffened into a cold, remote mask. Haghy got to his feet, ran

a hand through his short dark hair, turned on kaldhand walked away,
across the lawn, towards the gate.

He’s going, she thought, dazedly watching him, lggigg, and pain burnt
along her nerves, made her eyes shimmer with ursiaesl .



CHAPTER EIGHT

LINZI scrambled to her feet in a hurry. She hady¢b to safety before he
changed his mind, came back. Half blinded with Iears, shakily

reclasping her bikini top, she ran into the cottagieamming the door
behind her. For a second she leaned on it, the stegaming down her
face, then she pushed home the bolt. She didn't R#chie getting in

here. She ran to the front door to check that w4 locked, and then
stumbled upstairs into her bedroom, roughly dryaeg eyes with the back
of her hand.

She opened the window so that she could look domanthe garden-there
was no sign of Ritchie, he had gone and she cautd® a car parked in
the lane any more.

If he has gone, he’ll be back! a little voice watrie her head. The hard,
grim man who had come back from prison wouldn’eginp that easily.

Unless he believed you, at last! she thought, ngmo walk across the
room. Had she finally convinced him that she wadder forgive him?

In her dressing-table mirror on the other sidehef toom she caught sight
of herself-a sun-flushed, tear-stained face stdvadk from between
tangled webs of pale hair: she looked at it biterl

‘You fool” she hurled at it. ‘Now you're going tepend the rest of your
life regretting letting him go! Haven’t you got ergh to regret without
being stupid enough to let Ritchie walk away froouy’

But that was her punishment, wasn'’t it? That waspthce she was paying
for loving him, for betraying Barty. There was ajgaa price to pay for
what you did.

Wearily, she walked into the bathroom and stripmétl her clothes,

dropped them into the wicker washing basket andetliron the shower.
She was so hot that perspiration was running dosvrspine. She walked
into the cubicle, under the jet of water with aglesrenched sigh, letting



the cool, cleansing stream wash over her. If ohly @uld wash away her
memories and feelings as easily!

She groped for the soap in the shell fitted in® tiked wall, and began to
wash. A moment later, above the noise of the shoslex heard a sound
outside the cubicle. She stiffened, her face rupmath water, her lashes
stuck together, turning to look round.

She hadn’t imagined hearing something-there waseeam in the room.
Through the glass of the cubicle door she saw la steedow, the shape of
a man, and gasped, dropping the soap from nervietests.

The door opened. For an instant she was deaf and With panic, then
her sight cleared and she saw it was Ritchie.

‘Oh. . .God, you scared me!’ she angrily breattien frowned. ‘But. . . h.
.. how did you get in?’

‘You'd left your bedroom window open. | found a tad in the garden
shed.’

For a split-second she almost felt relief-it coblve been worse, it could
have been some stranger. She could have been fagpagor murder. How
could she have been such a fool as to leave heod®dvindow open?

Then fear and shock of a different sort beat uglenber as she realised the
way Ritchie was staring at her. That was when sbhiyrbegan to shake.

‘Get out!” she breathed. ‘Get out of here! You haml right, climbing in
through the window, that’s breaking and enteriritj!chll the police . . .
I'll scream. ..’

His eyes were riveted on her wet, naked body. He aeakly flushed and
breathing as if he were dying.

A wave of searing heat swept over her, up her whotty to her face. No
man had ever looked at her like that. For the firse she really felt the
full force of the desire between them. She stoadkurool water and felt



as if she were in a furnace. She was burning upshedknew Ritchie was
too; she felt the heat coming off him in waves.

‘Don’t,’ she whispered, meaning ‘don’t look at mkel that, don’t make
me feel like this’.

He didn’t bother to answer, just began taking a$f $weater in a hurried,
deft movement, without looking away from her.

‘Stop it!" she yelled. ‘Put your sweater back onShe was beginning to
realise that she was trapped, like a fish in a bowéble to get out of the
cubicle, with him blocking the door. ‘Ritchie, whdb you think you're

doing?’ she asked wildly, and it was a stupid goestHe gave her a
sardonic glance.

She tried not to look, but couldn’t take her eyéishim. His body was
intensely sexy: beautifully proportioned, very matgs skin still had that
prison pallor, and the curling black hair growimga wedge up the centre
of his chest made the pallor more striking by casitr

Without his sweater on, she could see just how mweight he had

actually lost-he had never been overweight, but fevwas austerely
fleshless, yet still a powerful man, his stomact #s a board, his midriff
taut. As he stretched she saw the muscles in &ris ¢best, saw muscles
ripple in his arm as he hurled his sweater away laeghn to undo his
jeans.

What am | going to do? she asked herself frangic&llh, pull yourself
together! came the impatient answer. Stop starirffgma, for a start! And
use you head! You've got to get out of here!

She waited until he was standing on one leg, pyhiis jeans off the other
foot, and then she made a dash for it.

She might have got past him if she hadn't troddentlee soap she had
dropped.

Her foot skidded, she slipped sideways with a conpletely off balance,
and would have crashed into the glass if Ritchigntacaught her in his



arms. She clutched at him wildly and felt a violshbck hit her as their
naked bodies collided, hers wet and slippery, l@enwand dry.

At that moment she was lost. Her body betrayed §g8e gave a long,
shuddering moan.

He looked down at her, breathing harshly. ‘Got yhe said in a low,
thick whisper, and Linzi felt like someone standimig a beach who felt
herself on sand, sinking, unable to hold her grooechuse it was drifting
under her. Ritchie’s hand slid down her body, csedsher softly,
possessively, in a gesture of ownership that takoheath away.

He suddenly lifted her off her feet, walked forwavith her held against
him, into the shower, under the jet of water. Otilgn did he put her
down, but he didn't let go of her. He still had fiens around her. His
hands slowly fondled her, ran down her back, orloviing the deep
indentation of her spine, making the tiny goldeirhan her peachlike skin
stand up, prickling in reaction, the other sensuakploring the warm
curve of breast and waist, hip and thigh, smoo#tigking each inch of
her.

She had given up pretending. She had given upirigheither him or
herself. Her conscience and her sense of guilt wsm®thered by
something more powerful: an elemental drive songfréhat she was
helpless to stop it once it had her in its gripe $lad her eyes closed; she
was moaning, shuddering with pleasure. The watedaavn their faces as
his mouth searched for hers, took it in a slowmate possession.

Linzi had to cling to him or fall over; passion welgnbing inside her in a
tidal wave that was sweeping her away. Her wholdybmas beating to a
hot, persistent rhythm, driving her, clamouring foe satisfaction she had
denied it for so long.

Her fingers tightened on Ritchie’s long, musculack as she swayed
closer to him, her breasts full and aching, darkled nipples hard and
erect, pressing into the muscled tension of hisstgchigis thigh pushing
between hers and the water running down betweem,tlaeound them,
trickling through their hair, into their lashes,spaheir kissing mouths,
along all the secret paths of their naked bodies.



His hand clasped her buttocks, pulled her everecldss fingers exploring
lower, between her parting thighs, finding the haatl moisture hidden
there; she gave a wild cry and arched against lhenhead falling back in
utter abandon, her lips apart making those frabticning cries.

‘Oh, God, | want you,” he whispered, lifting her.uphe had her arms
around his neck, let her head tumble down on tobhig, wet shoulder,
twined herself around him, her legs around his, feet touching behind
him as he carried her out of the shower cubicle the bedroom, dripping
across the carpet, wet footprints on the pink wool.

Ritchie stripped back the coverlet and sheet in am@ement, then
lowered her on to the bed. She began to shiveldyddderish and chill at
the same time, her mouth dry and her teeth chadténi a sort of shock at
the force of her own desire. She tried to think, réalise what was
happening, but Ritchie didn’t give her time to haeeond thoughts.

His body slid intimately down over her; he found meouth, his hands
busy, too, cupping her breast, wandering in a sefuctive exploration of
her body that lit flames deep inside her.

It was so long since a man had entered her thafefhée a virgin: as he
stroked her thighs, sliding between them, she easet, trembling, fighting
him. ‘No! Don't. . . don’t hurt me. . .’

Ritchie lay still, as if listening to that note Imer voice, perhaps even
understanding her sudden fear. He kissed her safthaxingly, their
mouths clinging, then his lips slid down her neaig he kissed her breasts
in that slow, tormenting way, until she began taxeagain, the tension
trickling out of her. She caught his head in bogh hands, held it against
her, groaning her pleasure, feeling his warm, simbair trickling between
her trembling fingers, and then Ritchie began twmlesldownwards,
uncoiling on her like a snake, his skin smooth @odl against hers,
touching every inch of her, kissing her body asdescended, his head
nuzzling her parted white thighs.

Nobody had ever made love to her like that befoirezi’s blue eyes had a
startled, confused look as it dawned on her whatvage doing. She had



often wondered how it felt and now the gentle, sah&citement of his
mouth and tongue sent her into a fierce spiralliohling pleasure, her
body quivering, her cries hoarse. He was driving ¢razy, continually
breaking off the teasing play of his mouth wheneverfelt her coming
anywhere near a peak.

She twisted and turned, wordlessly begging himaag, not to stop, but
he did it again, deliberately delaying. Linzi gavé&oarse groan, and wove
her fingers angrily into his short, warm hair, teggdragging his head up.

He looked at her, his eyes glittering with a wiltdumph, and knew he
had won.

‘You want me,” he whispered.
Flushed, feverish, she breathed, ‘Yes. Ritchie, yes
‘Say it.’

‘I want you, you know | want you.” Now, she thoughith an intensity
close to anguish; | want him now, at once. The nead absolute. She
would have gone through hell fire to have him att instant; nothing else
in the world mattered.

Ritchie’s face smouldered darkly, passionately. $#eked her parted
thighs, staring down into her face, watching theklin her eyes intently.
‘Three years | dreamt of seeing you look like thhg muttered. ‘Night
after night, for three long years. . .’

And then he moved with a fierce intake of breatid with a shock she felt
him entering her. Linzi gave a wild groan, losteteerything from then on
but the ending of a sexual tension which was dtegtdo breaking point.
Ritchie was groaning, too, his lean body movinghwhiers in an erotic
rhythm which beat between them like some far-otfndy grew faster and
faster, more and more fierce, their skin dry ant] tieeir faces clenched
into masks of rigid desire, primeval, archaic, Battshe no longer even
knew who was making love to her, she was mindless, abandoned; her
body had taken her beyond knowing anything but rdee towards a
climax that had become a necessity, life or death.



She had never imagined making love could be sotsarego unbearable.
Each movement he made sent ecstatic ripples ugeinser body; the
pleasure was so intense that it came close tohifestiold of pain. She
arched towards him, her head falling back and lyes evide open, her
mouth open too, sobbing and moaning as the endjesd finally became
a frenzy. A moment later they reached the pinnaolggther; Linzi heard
herself make the sounds of someone being tortul@dg: and that was
how it felt. An intense agony engulfed her and React the same moment
and they clung together, gasping like drowning swers, shuddering in
the long afterthroes. And yet this agony was atstiree time a pleasure so
piercing that as the clamouring died down and felylwent limp and still
she wanted it to begin again.

For a few moments neither of them moved or spokeyTay on the bed
as if they had been knocked down, breathing qujakyes closed, heavily
flushed.

Then Ritchie rolled over and propped his head upoa hand to stare
down at her.

Linzi was overwhelmed with shyness; she couldndkl@t him yet. She
kept her eyes shut, her long lashes nervously dtiok, but she was
intensely aware of his gaze. What was he think®igé wished she knew. .
.or did she? It might be better not to know. Memev& bewildering; their
minds were difficult to fathom even if you knew thewell. She had

thought she knew Barty, but she had been wrong.t\Wihshe really

know of Ritchie? Or of the way he thought?

Her mind flashed her a disconcerting image of hieeseouple of minutes
ago and her face burned. It was hard to believehthd been her, going
crazy on this bed, out of all control.

Was that what Ritchie was thinking about? Was heerabering, too? Oh,
God, she thought: how can | ever look him in treefagain?

When he started talking she jumped in shock.



‘I'll have to be out of here in ten minutes. Te#lisng down to pick me up

and take me to London. I'm having dinner with someonportant; | have

to go. Ted was going to meet me at a local airfirition the way out here
| managed to get in touch with him on my car phand get him to re-

route. He'll put down on the nearest field whicloke suitable.” The curt,
businesslike tones were like a slap in the face. &ldn’t believe he was
talking to her like that.

While she was still stunned with the shock of tliitchie swung himself
off the bed and walked away across the room.

Her hot colour draining away, she opened her egestdare after him in
disbelief. How could he talk to her in a brusquéand voice after they
had made love like that? She still hadn’t stoppeaksg after it, yet he
seemed to have forgotten already. Hadn't it meayhamg to him? The
wild intensity, the clamouring need, the long-drasut ecstasy, all
forgotten?

Or was he talking that way deliberately? Trying hart her? She
remembered the darkness she had seen in his eyes garden, the ice
edging his voice, and shivered.

What did she know about him now, anyway? Threesyeas a long time.
Ritchie had visibly changed-what invisible changas there been? What
went on inside his head?

She watched him walking across her bedroom totedked: she couldn’t
take her eyes off the broad shoulders, long, smbatk, the muscled legs
with their rough, dark hair along the calves. Hevew with such an
impatient, unselfconscious, masculine grace, anilielt very weird,
having him there, in her bedroom. He acted as lf¢lenged there, as if he
was absolutely at home, but Linzi couldn’t adjustthie intimacy of the
situation.

Without a backward glance he walked into the bathroclosed the door.
A second later she heard the shower start.

She scrambled off the bed and pulled a cotton mhggpwn out of her
wardrobe, put it on with shaky hands, tied thdefdibelt with a large bow



just as Ritchie came back into the bedroom wittathn{owel tied around
his waist, his bare, damp shoulders gleaming inateeafternoon sunlight.

Her throat closed up. No man should be that séxyasn't fair. She had to
look away, swallowing. If only she knew why he wasting this way.
What had their lovemaking really meant to him? Hsl halked about
needing her, wanting her.. .she tried to rememberusing the word love,
and couldn’t. Why had he been so determined to fiet® To make her
admit she was in love with him? To get her intobed

Megan had warned her that Ritchie was bitter, megime looking for her
to get some sort of angry revenge. Was that it?

Linzi’'s stomach clenched in sick shame. Had heoséto seduce her just
to get revenge?

He was carrying his clothes; she watched him dnepnton the end of the
bed while he put on his wristwatch and turned todnessing-table to run a
comb through his wet hair.

In the mirror his reflected eyes skated to Lintbisarbed the fact that she
was now wearing a full-length, long-sleeved dreggjown with a high
ruff neck, a sash belt tied tightly around her wais

His brows arched in mockery. "Very Victorian. | feged you the way
you were.’

Pink flowered in her face; she looked away, herdsaclenched at her
sides, wanting to hit him.

Ritchie laughed, then began to dress with quicknemical movements.

Linzi summoned up her last remnant of pride andkeglout of the room
without a word. He was making it insultingly cleidwat the way they'd
made love had meant nothing to him, it had all be#egame to him. OK,
two could play at that game. She wasn’t bursting tears, pleading with
him, allowing him the satisfaction of seeing herhan knees.



She went downstairs, into the kitchen, and filled kettle, put it on the
hob. As she got a cup and saucer down she heawhihef the helicopter
and looked out of the window in time to see it @égsling into the field just
in front of the cottage, whipping the tall grassoim whirlpool of green
ears and bending stems. Ted could putdown on &) he often said,
but she was always impressed by his skKill.

Thinking of Ted made her blush suddenly. He wouldtome to the

cottage, would he? If he saw her in her dressingrgauessed she had
been to bed with Ritchie, she would Want to dieenfbarrassment. He
would go back and tell Megan. Linzi put her handaimast her hot face,
stifling a groan.

Behind her she heard a firm step and tensed, motgdto turn round or
face him.

‘I'll walk over and meet Ted,’” Ritchie said brusdyel won't bring him
back here. We'll take off right away.’

She nodded, not risking her voice in case she bnolketears. Was he
really leaving like this? He must hate her to wanturt her this much.

She heard him stride out of the room, through & blamming the front
door behind him a moment later. From the window \shé&hed as he ran
across the lane into the field. A few moments l&ater helicopter took off
again, the blades rotating, the grass bending #&wliry in that circular

motion. Linzi watched them fly into the blue haZetloe late spring day,
their black shadow following them across the fidddtow.

The kettle boiled. The kitchen filled with steandahe sound of whistling.
Linzi was crying so much that she couldn’t move &ominute, then she
made herself go over to switch off the heat undher kettle. Like an
automaton she made herself instant black coffeesamndiown with the
mug in her shaking hands.

How could she have let this happen to her? If Retdtad come here for
revenge he had certainly got it. Humiliation wellgg inside her; she bit
her lip until she tasted blood.



Would he be back? He hadn’t said and she had iktasleumiliate herself
by asking. But one thing was certain-she wasnyistahere, waiting for
Ritchie. As soon as she could pull herself togetblee was leaving,
packing everything back into her car and clearing 8ut where should
she go? That was the question.

If she went back to Aunt Ella and the antiques sRdphie would know
where to find her any time he chose. She had meaegd, she could find
a new home, a new job, and start again, somewlsge e

Yet why should she? Why should she let Ritchie elter away from a
place she liked, a job she had learnt to love? Rirwronly family she had
left in the world? She had grown very fond of Altita and Gareth and
little Paul, she didn't want to lose touch with thegain, and she knew
they would be just as sad at such a prospect.

Maybe she should talk it over with them? If Ritcknas going to London
to dinner he wouldn’t be back tonight, if he eva dome back! She had
time to discuss her future with Aunt Ella and Glar¢ake their advice as to
what she should do next.

She finished her coffee and went upstairs to gtacking. It didn’t take
long, as she had very little with her and she cgetdit all into a couple of
cases and a few cardboard boxes.

She carried the cases out to the little garagepactied them into her car,
then went back for the cardboard boxes. She maskl¢he cottage in
perfect condition for the real owner, so she smamnthour tidying and
cleaning, and felt quite weary by the time shelljnacked up the house.

By then darkness had fallen, and out here in thuntcgside the darkness
was blacker than it was in towns and cities, whbee streets sent up a
glow of sulphurous yellow into the night sky. Orldazi had switched off
the lights in the cottage the garden became daungeterritory, a black
jungle full of whispering grasses and creeping sisun

She had to feel her way back to the garage. Wiligh of relief she
switched on the lights inside the garage, openadche door and got
behind the wheel. She switched on the ignition.



Nothing happened.

She looked blankly at the dashboard panel, thenetuher key again.
Nothing. Not a sign of life. She looked at the pkegzauge. Nearly full of
petrol. She went through the various easy chec&shsll learnt to make.
She was no mechanic, but sometimes it could be thamgesimple that
was easy to detect. In this case it was obvioushyething serious because
there was not a flicker of life from the engine.

The battery must be dead, she decided, and gdbdheet open to look

underneath it rather hopelessly. She didn’'t hagpaae battery and no set
of jump leads to start the battery off again, amel souldn’t even ring up a
garage to come and start the car for her.

But she looked into the engine anyway, in the hopéspiration. That
was when she discovered that the plugs were misSihg stared at the
trailing leads, her mouth open in a gasp of rage.

She knew at once, of course, what had happenechi®ihad removed
them. It was a fiendishly clever but simple wayimimobilising the car
because she didn’'t have a spare set of plugsyrefibieit would only have
taken Ritchie a minute to take the four plugs bdlat.doubt they were in his
jeans pocket right now as he flew off to London.

He might have thrown them away, into the gardensubtibis darkness she
hadn’t a hope in hell of finding them.

She was stuck here. She slammed the bonnet downrdoaded her cases,
grimly took everything back into the cottage andkkd doors, bolted
windows, making sure there was no possible wayhitcould get back
into the house before morning.

At first light she would be up and she would staalking to the nearest
village. She would go tonight, if she wasn't afrafdwalking there in the
dark, along lonely country roads. Her nerves wémeady shot to pieces.
This had been a very difficult day and it wasn’epyet. Linzi didn'’t feel

she could face any more trauma. So she made herdille scrambled



egg, had some fruit and a glass of milk and wenbed, but first she
locked her bedroom door.

Ritchie wasn't getting anywhere near her again.



CHAPTER NINE

AMAZINGLY, Linzi did get to sleep, although she hbdaen afraid she
wouldn’t. Exhaustion caught up with her within mies of getting into
bed; when her alarm went at five o’clock she pcatly hit the roof in
shock and stumbled out of bed still only half caoss, yawning, flushed,
drowsy-eyed.

For a second she was totally disoriented. She dtesille her bed blinking
at the clock.

Five o’clock. What on earth. . .?

Then she remembered. She had set it for five sostiewould be up at
dawn to walk to the next village and ring for aitéhe intended to go to
the nearest garage, buy some spark plugs and caokehiere for her car
before Ritchie got here.

If he was coming! He might have no such intentiom4bnot, why had he
immobilised her car, stranding her here?

She hurried into the bathroom to shower in lukeweuater. It would wake
her up fully. At the moment she felt as if she \gkpwalking. She would
skip breakfast, just have coffee, she decidedhasdsessed five minutes
later, in thin white cotton jeans and a deep bhttoo sweater. She slid her
feet into white trainers and brushed her silky, pahair, then went
downstairs.

She made instant coffee and drank it standing énkitchen, staring out
into the garden, her face sombre, blue eyes sehamdted. She wouldn’t
let herself remember what had happened yesterdayebe her and
Ritchie, yet the memories were there all the tirakihd a dam, the weight
of them threatening to overwhelm her if once thegpkb free.

Shivering, she finished her coffee and washed epctip, dried it, put it
away, moving like a robot around the kitchen. Pla@&d become a dull,
permanent ache behind her eyes; if she kept buesgaiid ignore it.



The light was flooding into the sky by the time set out. There was a
stillness in the air, a waiting for the day to beghe first few sleepy calls
of birds, a whisper of bending grass and movingtihas in the wood.

Linzi didn’t share the pleasurable anticipationtioé natural world at the
opening of another day. She looked bleakly up atglmmering sky as
she locked the front door of the cottage behind Wweshing she didn’t feel
so grey and weary. She was certainly in no moocenmy a long,

invigorating walk! What she really felt like doingas going back to bed
for another six hours.

She set off along the rough unmade track betweelsfiwhich led
eventually to the main road to Warwick. There weeep ruts in the
surface here and there. She kept missing her stembling. She had to
look down, watch where she put her feet.

She had gone a few hundred yards when a horseorad# the woodland
on the right. Linzi might have spotted it sooneslie hadn’'t had her gaze
fixed on the path. As it was the first she knewtavas the creak of saddle
leather, the rustle of grasses as the animal haadedds her.

Startled, she looked round, saw the big black hdosded up at the rider
and drew a shaky breath.

Ritchie!

Linzi’'s heart began to thud into her ribs. For anmeot she was too taken
aback at seeing him to do more than stare, frazé&ei tracks.

It had only taken one glance to recognise his fecd in the shadow of a
black velvet riding hat. She had no idea he evde rbut he clearly knew
what he was doing; he rode with effortless, cagmate, his long back
straight, his body moving as if he were one witk tiorse. He wasn’t
dressed specifically for horse riding; he was jstring a yellow polo-
neck sweater, jeans and brown boots, but they pesfectly suitable.



She took all that in with searing intensity, at faene time managing to see
the glitter of Ritchie’s grey eyes, the angry skjasv and mouth, as he
galloped towards her.

In a panic she began to nm along the track, althdwgyv she hoped to get
away from him she couldn’t really have said. Instisimply made her bolt
for it, and when she heard Ritchie’s horse behiad hoofs beating in the
dusty road, so that she felt the vibrations indwen body, she swerved out
of his way up the bank topped by a hedge, intdiéie beyond.

Her heart was beating up in her throat by then, Inags laboured,
dragging in air roughly, and adrenalin made herfaster than she would
ever have thought she could.

She felt like a fox being hunted, except that th&as no pack of hounds
baying behind her, only a man on a tall horse, an mith a dark,
formidable face, who came on relentlessly, closer @oser, until he rode
level with her, his mount barely inches away froen $houlder.

Ritchie leaned down. She gave him a terrified ghaher blue eyes dilated,
her skin overheated with the effort of her fligHis hand shot out, curling
round her waist before she could get away. Shenfelarm tightening on
her body, then she was being lifted up off the gthdeet kicking. '

As soon as she realised what he meant to do shanbieg struggle,
attempting to break out of the hold he had on her.

Ritchie exerted pressure, trying to drag her ohisdhorse, which, alarmed,
plunged sideways, snorting. Linzi was swinging ird4air, breathlessly
wriggling to make Ritchie let go of her. He trieal ¢alm his mount, his
knees gripping the animal’s sides, one hand holdmegreins while the
other still held Linzi, but the horse was in a staf sudden panic. It
bucked, hind legs kicking out, and Ritchie was Wmwdorward.

Surprise made him loosen his grip on Linzi. Sheegawigh-pitched cry of
alarm as she felt herself start to fall. The groseemed a long way away.

Ritchie grabbed at her instinctively and caught linethe shoulders, then
the law of gravity came into operation and the \Wewf her body made her



slip out of his grasp, his hand sliding through &igky hair, gripping her
nape.

At the same instant the horse bolted.

Ritchie was thrown, heavily. He took Linzi with himanded on top of her,
still grasping her by the throat.

The back of Linzi's head hit the ground hard; sh# lost consciousness,
her body limp underneath Ritchie. Coming back tamness, she opened
dazed eyes and began to scream.

Ritchie sat up, looking down at her with anxietyhis hard grey eyes.
‘Linzi, what is it? Are you badly hurt?’

She was white as a ghost, her blue eyes like dth,wells as she stared
upwards, and Ritchie was shaken by that look infheg, by the wildness
of her screaming. ‘What on earth is it, Linzi? Wéeloes it hurt? Stop
screaming, darling, tell me what’s wrong.’

He shook her gently, but she went on making thaibte noise, as if she
couldn’t stop. Ritchie began feeling her arms ag$] testing for injuries.
He couldn’t find anything obvious: no broken boaésill, a couple of dark
red bruises on one arm where she had fallen am figw light scratches.
Nothing that could explain the way she was scregmin

‘For God’s sake, Linzi!" Ritchie was pale too, Hece disturbed. ‘Does
your head hurt? Stop screaming and listen. How Ichalp you if you
won't tell me what's wrong?’ He looked at her s&jid white face. ‘Linzi,
you're hysterical! I'm sorry about this, but if yavwon’t stop | shall have to
make you!

He slapped her around the face.

Linzi stopped on a breath, and then began to egyststreaming down her
face.



‘Well, tears are better than that terrifying noigeg said drily, and took her
in his arms as if she were a child, began to raakdgainst him, holding
her very close, his chin on her hair. ‘Sssh...sgsttm down, darling, and
tell me where it hurts. I'll get you to a doctoght away. My car is parked
behind some trees two minutes from here.’

‘l. . .” she chokily sobbed. I. . ." .

‘Yes, darling, go on,” he urged, stroking her hwith one hand, still
rocking her rhythmically, her body lying in his lagcross his legs. ‘What
hurts?’

‘| did it,” she sobbed. ‘Didn’t I? It was me. . ingou. . .’

Ritchie stiffened, his hand stilling as it smoothamlvn her hair, his face
white, tense, shadowed. ‘What? What are you talk&imgut?’

‘| killed Barty!” she whispered, the tears stillnming down her cheeks.

Ritchie sat up straighter, tilted her head backr dwg arm, her long pale
hair falling in a curtain of shimmering silk. Heolkked down carefully into
her tear-stained face. ‘What do you mean, Linzi?’

Wildly she cried, ‘I killed him, it wasn’t you atllal hit him with that
candlestick . . .’

Ritchie gave a long, hard sigh. “You’'ve remembéred.

Her darkened eyes stared at him sightlessly, has ¢mawn with shock.
Her teeth had begun to chatter and she was shiveratently, her body
very cold.

‘It's true, isn’t it? 1 did it. | don’t understand. | can’'t understand how |
forgot!” She looked at him, agitated, distressédidn’t know, Ritchie, |

wasn'’t lying, | simply didn’t remember doing it, tirjust now, when it hit
me suddenly, out of the blue. . .’

He stroked back the tangled silvery hair from haaref his eyes soothing,
tender. ‘Calm down, Linzi, nobody’s accusing you.’



She stared at him incredulously, her eyes searchindgace. ‘But why
didn’'t you say anything?’ she whispered. ‘You wémiough that whole
trial and you never said a word, not even to mel Y knew it was me
who’'d done it, you knew you hadn’'t! Why on eartiddt you tell the
police it was me?’

He didn’'t answer that. ‘When did you remember?’ dsked. ‘Just now
when you fell? Maybe you hit your head and-'

She shook her head, still shivering. ‘No. | remeratebefore | actually hit
the ground. | suddenly remembered when you caughjust now, when |
felt your hand round my throat. . .it weéja vu . .| remembered that night
then.. .” She gave a violent shudder. ‘It was sadvi. . as if it was
happening again. For a second | got you both cedfugou and Barty. .
.he was holding me by the throat that night, héepluine up off the floor
by my throat, that was when | knew he was goingkitb me, | was
choking, everything was going black...and...and...’

Her voice was quivering, very high, the words cognout jerkily, and
Ritchie watched her with frowning anxiety.

‘Linzi, slow down, stop talking for a minute andelathe slowly.. .you must
calm down; don't get hysterical again.’

She took a long, painful breath, trembling, thenspared, 'l didn’t know
what to do, you see, couldn’t think. . .except ¢k saying to myself,
He’s going to kill me, Barty’s going to kill me,ri going to die, this is
what dying feels like! And suddenly | didn’t wamt die. | wanted to live. |
think 1 went a little crazy myself, | clawed at hitke an animal, trying to
make him let go, and he knocked my hand away. fdlidown it brushed
against the Candlestick and | grabbed it instimtyiand. . .and hit him. . .’

Her voice trailed away and she groaned, closingkes.

Ritchie groaned, too, kissed her lids, her wet kbeber hair. ‘Darling,
don’t think about it any more, you worry me whermuyook like that. . .’



She didn’t seem to hear him. The hoarse jerky vaest' on, ‘I hit him as
hard as | could and | heard him give this funnypde®an, and he let go of
me, he fell down, and | must have fainted, becduden’'t remember
anything after that, until | came to and you wdrere¢, and Barty was. . .’
She stopped, her hand to her trembling lips, clwpkick sobs, then turned
her face into his chest and wept into his shirt.

Ritchie silently comforted her, his face against nair, until the sound of
weeping slowed and stopped. With a long, wrenchegll, she lifted her
head and looked up at him, her wild blue eyes lwrdd, dazed. ‘Ritchie,
you knew...you knew you hadn’'t done it, for Godakes, why didn’'t you
tell the police the truth? Why did you let them ieyou?’

He shrugged, his face rueful. ‘At first | was tdarmed to think, | was in
shock, too, having walked in to find your husbamadl on the floor and
you half dead too. Then you started yelling thdt Killed him, and you
looked at me as if you hated me, and said it Wasiglfault, he wouldn’t
have been dead if it hadn't been for me, and somdhadidn’t care what
happened to me for a while.’

She closed her eyes, groaning. ‘Oh, Ritchie...omsb sorry. . . what can |
say to you? | was so unhappy and confused, | waméeso guilty myself
and | really did think you had done it, God knowlsyw. .| suppose | was
subconsciously just looking for someone else tanbklal couldn’t bear to
face the fact that | had killed him.’

‘I worked that out,” he said drily. ‘I didn’t resé then that you had
genuinely forgotten, | thought it was just the tfieffects of shock and
trauma, and that in a few hours, a day or so, youldvtell the police the
truth and then | meant to get you the best lawgewaey could buy. | was
sure no court would convict you. It was a clearecas self-defence. He
was trying to kill you, he’d been beating you up #olong time, and |
agree with you, that last time he would probablyeh&illed you. It was
self-defence, you had no choice. Survival is a &rgng human instinct.’

She covered her face with her shaking hands. ‘Betver meant to, it was.
. . just a sort of reflex action. . .l had to stop and | couldn’t because he
was much stronger than me, and | was so scaredrofvhen he was in



one of his drunken rages! | just wanted to stop, jiou see, | didn’t want
to hurt him, let alone kill him!?’

‘Nobody would blame you, Linzi. Nobody!" Ritchieidahis voice gentle,
taking her hands away and kissing the palms lightlgertainly didn’t.’

She sobbed. ‘Don’'t! Oh, | feel so awful! | let ytake the blame! Why did
you let me do that? You should have told the pé&lice

He gave her a crooked little smile. ‘Much as | wblikke to play the noble

martyr, it wasn't quite like that. | never meantlte noble, | just kept my
mouth shut and waited, expecting you to admit wied happened, and
then | began to realise you weren’t going to! * Siiteher lip in anguish.

‘Oh . . .when I think. . .how on earth must you é&dglt? What a terrible

position to be in! | still don’t understand why ydidn't tell the police the

truth!’

He looked into her eyes and softly said, ‘Well, \gae, | was in love with
you. ..’

A little colour crept back into her face, her fageivered with sudden
feeling. ‘Oh, Ritchie. .

He smiled. ‘It ,didn’t take long for me to guesauymust have some sort of
amnesia.’

‘I might have been lying, though, trying to put tié blame on you?’

He shook his head, smiling properly. ‘I knew yow twell to think that.

No, | worked out that killing Barty had been sautratic for you that your
conscious mind couldn’t face the fact that you'sh@dt. Your unconscious
was protecting your sanity by wiping out the memarfywhat really

happened.’

She was frowning uncertainly. ‘Ritchie . . . at thel. . . they said your
fingerprints were on the candlestick, on top oeaaf mine . . .you must
have touched it after | did... after. . .’

‘| took it out of your hand,” he said, his eyes dom



She winced, groaned. ‘Il was still holding it?’
He nodded.

Whiter than ever, she whispered, ‘You should hale the police, Ritchie!
You shouldn’t have taken the blame.’

He shrugged. ‘If you had had to face the truthseon afterwards, you
might have gone out of your mind. Your unconscibas protected you
from the memory by blanking it out altogether. Otidefaced up to that, |

knew | couldn’t force you to remember. It might kaveen disastrous for
your mental state. | wasn’t going to see you takkrio a mental hospital,
or prison, when you were in such a frail condition.

‘Oh, Ritchie,” she whispered, utterly shaken. ‘Ywent to prison for me,
and | told you | never wanted to see you agairgid $ hated you!” She
remembered the way she had talked to him, looketiirat and was
appalled.

His mouth twisted ironically. ‘That wasn’t easyttike, no! | had stopped
expecting you to confess by then, but | had thoyghtwould stand by me
while | was going through the trial, maybe evenndoa prison sentence.
You might believe I'd killed your husband, but as &s you knew I'd done
it for you, after all! | thought you would visit ma prison, that we’'d stay
in touch, and when | came out you would be waitorgne.’

She bit her lip. ‘No wonder you were so angry witie! You must have
hated me!’

His black lashes cloaked his eyes and he smiledl\slol had some very
violent feelings towards you, it’s true, but | didhate you, Linzi. You
can't really have thought | ever did.’

Their eyes met and she blushed, remembering yestettte wild, burning
passion of those moments in her bed. She lookednddwr lashes
fluttering, her breathing very fast. ‘You shouldveahated me! | couldn’t
blame you if you had.’



Ritchie caught her face between his hands, tilezchiead to make her look
up at him, stared deep into her startled blue €ydave you, Linzi,” he
muttered passionately.

‘Ritchie. . .” she breathed, her lips apart, quivgy and his stare dropped to
them, fixed on them intensely. Slowly he bent tgskihem, his eyes
closing, heat growing between the two of them.

‘Linzi...oh, God, Linzi, | love you more than mydi’ he muttered, and her
arm curled round his neck, caressed his nape,itngers twisting into his
short, dark hair.

He lifted his mouth, breathing thickly. ‘Unless yaant to make love here,
in this field, I think we’d better start walking.’

Hot colour blazed into her face.

‘We’ll go to my car, use the car phone to make mr@rgency appointment
for you to see a doctor-1 want you thoroughly clegtlover, in case you
have an injury of some kind after that fall.’

‘I'm fine,” she protested. ‘It was shock, not anuiry, that made me
remember.’

‘Well, anyway, | want to make sure you're OK, ’ &hfe insisted, getting
to his feet and pulling her up with him. ‘And | miug the stables and tell
them what has happened. That stupid horse has lgyolgane straight

back there, and they might send out a search partyne, in case | was
thrown and injured. They're going to laugh like hgs. | told them | was a
highly experienced rider! And then to get throwikela novice! | shall

never be able to show my face there again.’

She gave a faint smile. ‘That will teach you to twomen down and try to
drag them on to your horse!’

He laughed, unrepentant. ‘So it will" She wasttidiunsteady on her feet;
his face changed, and he looked at her anxiouslgybe you should sit
down and I'll get my car and come and pick you up.’



‘I'm fine,” she insisted.

He put an arm around her waist and she leaned mnahiittle as they
began to walk along the lane.

His car was hidden, as he had said, behind a fitlietation of young trees
on the edge of the wood. Ritchie unhooked his banp and made a brief
call, laughing at whatever the person at the atinérsaid to him.

‘Well, I'm glad he got back safely,” he murmuredill‘let you know in
advance next time | want a ride. See you.’

He rang off, looked at her with one eyebrow raiséihw, what’'s your
doctor’'s number around here?’

‘I've no idea, and | don’t want to see a doctortcRie!’

He looked at her uncertainly. ‘I think you shouwlhy don’t we go up to
London and make an appointment for you to see al ddarley Street
man?’

‘Maybe tomorrow,” she compromised, and with thatiad to be satisfied.

He slid her into the front passenger seat, gotrukthe wheel and drove
back to the cottage.

‘That reminds me, Ritchie,” she said, suddenly neripering, ‘where are
my sparking plugs? | want them back! | ought toéhaslled the police and
reported you for such a lowdown, sneaking trick!’

‘Except that you had no phone! he told her, gnmmni‘Were you furious
when you realised what I'd done?’

‘Furious!” she said, but laughed.

‘It was all | could think of, to keep you therewhs afraid you'd run away
again if I left you alone, that I'd get back todithe cottage empty and you
gone. | didn't want to start hunting for you allesvagain. So | tried to
make it difficult for you to leave, although I cdal't make it impossible. |



hoped that by the time you discovered the car wouktart it would be
too late for you to start walking to the nearesin’

She looked at him through her lashes, her faceraitea questioning look
in her blue eyes. ‘But why did you leave at alteaf. . ?’ She broke off,
blushing, and he laughed softly.

‘After the way we made love?’ He pulled up outdiae cottage and turned
to look at her, passion in his eyes.

She found it hard to hold his gaze, her face flls@alding colour. “You
were so offhand afterwards, so curt and distah#’ ieproached him. ‘Why
did you change like that, then leave so abruptlyfdught you had seduced
me just to get some sort of revenge on me. Aftard/@one | felt so
miserable!

‘Linzi, you can’t have thought that!" He soundedsked, shaken. ‘After
the way we’d made love? My God, don’t you know hioiglt after that? |
could barely walk, let alone speak. Just breatkwag an effort. What I'd
wanted to do was fall asleep in your arms, butd fweget up and dress and
fly back to London with Ted, but believe me it wase of the hardest
things I've ever done in my life.’

Her heart beat fiercely behind her ribs. Breathyeske asked him, ‘But
why couldn’t you tell me that? Why did you go wittioreally even
looking at me?’

‘If I had looked at you I'd have got straight baoko bed and made love to
you again,’ he said hoarsely, sending waves of theatgh her.

‘Oh. . . she said.

He laughed. ‘Yes. Oh. Linzi, | had to leave yout laght. It meant the
difference between losing my company and keepihg it

She gave a start of shock. ‘What do you mean? Yewitaserious?’

‘Deadly," he clipped out, his mouth hard.



‘But. . .I don’t understand-how could that happ&tbody could take your
company away from you. You're the biggest sharedwldren’t you?’

His face held irony, cynicism. ‘Yes, but, althouiglts a private company,
the other shareholders could have got togethewote me off the board;
there was a very strong possibility that that migdyppen.’

‘But why?’

He shrugged. ‘While | was in prison the new chamnaas Roger Jeffrey;
he has got used to being in the seat of power aadrtt want to give it up.
He was engineering@upd’état’

‘Oh, no! Linzi was shocked. So someone else hathiped him? And this
time for such greedy reasons. ‘After all you'd bekrough! How could
he? | thought he was your friend.’

‘| thought so too. But ambitious men forget friehgbsovernight. Luckily, |
got wind of it through Ted, who keeps his ear clusthe ground. He flies
the executives all the time; he overheard somethang tipped me off.
I've always been able to trust Ted to the hiltnetw | had to act myself,
before they made their move. There was only onelveayld do it-make a
pact with the other major shareholder. You remenateMrs Evans, who
lives in Portugal most of the year?’

She gave him a startled look. ‘She came into tfieeobne day, didn’'t she?
A very old woman with white hair and masses of sing her hands.’

Ritchie gave a bark of laughter. ‘Women notice addest things! But yes,
that's Amy. She’s a very rich woman, too. Her husbgeft her a big block
of my shares when he died. She almost never coamstb England, but
her husband was one of my father’'s closest colliesadgor years. I've
known her most of my life, and | knew if | talkeal ther face to face | could
persuade her to back me up. That was what | wasgdasst night over
dinner. She had been so shocked when | went tompfr manslaughter
that Jeffrey and his conspirators had been abtalkkoher into voting with
them against me, but once | was able to talk toféxe to face | managed
to swing her back to my side. She’s over seventy, @oesn’t understand



business-she offered to sell me her shares, thargh/)'ve jumped at the
chance.'

Linzi had met Roger Jeffrey. The man was shortlibgl with acquisitive
eyes and a secret smile; she had not liked him.

In bleak tones she said, ‘It never seems to stops @? After everything
you’ve gone through for my sake to have lost yommpany too would
have been the last straw, wouldn't it?.’

‘No,” he said huskily. ‘The last straw would beltse you, Linzi.’
Her eyes were wide and brilliant with feeling. ‘€tte!’

His answering gaze was intense, a dark, passidmatzling. ‘If | had to

choose between you and the company | wouldn’'t dvesitate. | can
always start up in business again, if | have totmatuld never find another
woman like you.’

Tears welled up in her eyes again, she gave a dhbltle sob. ‘Oh,
Ritchie. . . you make me feel so. . . | don’t desdp be loved like that.’

‘You're the loveliest thing I've ever seen,” he éaiuskily. ‘I could no
more stop loving you than | could stop breathingu¥vere all | thought
about while | was in prison. | was desperate toagegtof there simply so
that | could find you. | was very worried about ydthought you might be
living on the edge of a volcano, that at any mirtheeamnesia block might
break and you would be forced to realise the trarig, | was afraid of what
that might do to you. | wanted to be there, whemappened, to make sure
the realisation didn’t destroy you.’

She closed her eyes, a sigh torn from her. ‘lteisilile, isn’t it? Even
though | never meant to kill him | still did. No wder I've been living
with this heavy sense of guilt. | thought | waslguover how | felt about
you, but it wasn't just that, was it? | might havlecked the truth out, but
somewhere in my mind | think | knew what really paped.’

‘The unconscious plays some very odd tricks,” Récmgreed. ‘It might be
a good idea for you to see an analyst-a courseerfpy might help you



come to terms with all this. Walking around cargyia massive load of
guilt could make havoc for the rest of your lifeyibu don’'t deal with it
soon.’

She nodded. ‘I'll make sure | deal with it. And ust tell the police too.’
‘No! Ritchie firmly said. ‘There’s no need to talhem anything.’
‘But it's important to tell the truth, set the redcstraight. . .’

‘The debt has been paid,’” Ritchie said. ‘I paidbit you, and | don’t want
you to pay again.’

‘But-’ she prompted and he put a finger on her,lifpge coolness of his
flesh against hers sending a shudder of sensitharemess through her
whole body.

‘No buts. I'm deadly serious. You are not to tdletpolice-nor anyone
else!’

She looked uncertainly at him, frowning. ‘I thinkhould . . .’

‘No. If you told them, the police might feel forcéa charge you; after all,
they would have to admit they’d made a mistaket sewrong person to
prison, so they would have to take steps to puttergtight, wouldn’t
they? There was only one crime-why should two peggaly the price for
it? I've paid the debt to society and | don’t wamu paying too. So
promise me, Linzi, promise me you won't tell anyoglse what really
happened.’

‘But | owe it to you above all’ she said unhappily
Ritchie shook his head, his face hard and insistent

‘Linzi, do as | ask, please. Promise me you worgiathe a word about any
of this, except to the analyst we get you!

She gave a husky sigh. ‘| owe Barty the truth, ®ibchie!’



‘You don’t owe him anything.” He stroked her haiadk from her
distressed, uncertain face. ‘And I'm certain tHabe was here now he’'d
say the same to you. You made him a good wife,went on loving him
long after many women would have given up on himy yried to stay
faithful and loyal when he had stepped beyond thends of the tolerable,
and you put up with some stuff from him that yowddn’t have had to
bear. But Batty died three years ago, darling.tltise to bury him, forget
the bad times and remember the good times, show ahilittle loving
tenderness and say goodbye without any more begerof guilt. Let him
rest in peace. Now that you know the truth | thyoki'1l find it easier to
do that.’

She slowly nodded, her lip tremulous. ‘My guilt thehe back from saying
goodbye to him all this time.’

‘Yes,” he said simply.

She gave another long sigh. ‘Oh, Ritchie, | wongtmr can bear to talk to
me, after all the pain | caused you!’

‘I love you,” he said quietly, then he opened tlae door and came round
to help her out, bent his dark head to kiss hertmbuefly, possessively.
‘Come inside now and let me show you just how mudbve you,” he
whispered against her mouth.

She felt her heart turn over. The passion in hisevavas spellbinding. Her
mouth aching and burning from his kiss, she let hiatk her towards the
house, his arm around her waist, his step urgemtying. The same fierce
urgency possessed her. She couldn’t wait to make tlo him, she felt the
hot need aching inside her body and her breathig difficult. This time
would be different; this time there would be norleas of guilt and shame
between her and Ritchie.

She lifted her glowing eyes to the blue sky. Tha was fully up now.
Birds were singing in the Warwickshire wood; blukbspread their blue
mist under the oak and ash and beech trees. Tglet lkay had begun; the
world seemed newly minted. Linzi felt so light ttsite could almost have
floated away into the cloudless sky.. .finally frefethe dark shadows of
the past which had held her captive for so long.






