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Arrogant on the outside, passionate within!

From the moment Crystal had arrived at Sam Bartmerisote mansion,
she'd got the message: Sam had no room in hisfdifeemotional
involvement. But it wasn't as if she wanted to maim, for goodness' sake
-- just somewhere to stay for a couple of nights!

Crys steeled herself to endure enforced proximiith whis arrogant,
infuriating man. Only, she was taken aback to discaéhat beneath Sam's
tough, brooding exterior there existed a passiosatsuality....



CHAPTER ONE
DRACULA'S castle!

No...on second thoughts, Crys decided, that wabkapesr being a little
unkind to Dracula!

She had been driving for hours, had stopped theatdhe top of the

driveway in the hopes of somehow getting her begarim the rapidly

deepening fog. But all such thoughts had fled &ssstw the name of the
house grooved into one of the stone pillars thetkiéd the broken-down
gateway. Her startled gaze moved to the monstro$igyhouse just visible
at the end of the driveway. Victorian Gothic arebture—and every era
since, if the numerous extensions were anythirgptby.

The whole thing jarred on Crys's heightened sehfeeband design.

This couldn't possibly be her destination—coulthe'tthe Yorkshire home
of the elder brother of her good friend Molly. Moilas slightly eccentric,
yes—a little unorthodox, too—but that was no reasmuppose it ran in the
family!

Crys frowned up at the pillar closest to her. Desfhie covering of moss,
the name 'Falcon House' was still readable. Shegiap the letter she had
received from Molly several days ago, quickly saagnts contents until
she came to the directions for finding Sam Bartbarse. The name 'Falcon
House' clearly stood out from Molly's otherwiserea scrawl.

But this place wasn't really a house at all. It wasastle, with high turrets
and towers, and even what looked like a defuncttrapaircling the outer
walls.

Perhaps Sam's home was at the back of this moitg?rddadn't Molly
mentioned at some time that her brother was cargtake place for an
absent friend?



Having now seen Falcon House, Crys wasn't at giirmed the owner was
absent most of the time—it would give anyone nigires to actually have
to live in this dilapidated old pile.

Yes, she decided, that had to be the answer. dishe down the driveway
and over the rickety-looking drawbridge, there waee to be a smaller—
more comfortablel—house situated somewhere atdbk.b

Except, as Crys discovered a few minutes laterpigadriven slowly down
the rutted and holed road and into the forecoud tastle encircled by a
moat—albeit an empty, smelly old moat full of indelsable
rubbish—there was virtually nothing behind the Bung. Just a small piece
of land that probably should have been a gardemwhstso overgrown with
bushes and trees it resembled a jungle!

Crys parked her car, climbing out onto moss-covgragel and stretching
her tired limbs even as she gazed up and up authigledown castle before
her, taking in the pipes that hung loose on thésytide several tiles that had
slid off the roof to lie shattered on the grountblae

Even through the damp fog Crys could see that mthst lower windows
were either boarded up completely or had curtanasvd against prying
eyes. The windows on the upper floors, althougtually all intact, seemed
to look blankly out on the rest of the world.

Not exactly welcoming, and the whole place had sucleglected air that
Crys was sure no one could actually be living .irt+

She had heard something!

It was an undistinguishable, muted sound, but negkss she had heard a
noise of some sort. It seemed to be coming fronsithe of the house.

She swallowed hard, hesitating. Should she go awestigate, and risk
goodness knows what? Or should she simply get imalkkr car and drive
quickly away?



The second choice definitely had its own appeat. n't she spent the
last year running away from one situation or andti#asn't it time to stand
her ground and face whatever it was that neededgadVasn't this exactly
what her acceptance of Molly's invitation to spsode days in Yorkshire
with her at the home of her brother had all beeyutih

There again, was this really the right occasiorhfarto start facing up to the
world once again?

Crys almost laughed out loud at the ludicrousné#iseosituation she found
herself in. Almost...

It had been a big step for her to accept Mollywstation at all—to make the
long and tiring journey from London to Yorkshirenl@ to be confronted
with—this.

But what was 'this’, really? She'd turned intodnige of a dilapidated old
castle, and the blinding fog was adding to its @irmystery and so
increasing her unease, despite the fact that tlopeply gave every
indication of being uninhabited. Except for a rhmtbally grating sound
coming from the side of the house...

Easily sorted, Crys told herself briskly. She wouldt have to go and
investigate. If it was just the brisk wind blowiagbranch against one of
those sightless windows, fine. If the sound wasi@dn being, she would
simply ask for directions to Sam Barton's home lam@n her way.

But her resolve was shaken somewhat when she pasded the archway
that led onto the forecourt and found herself fadace with the largest dog
she had ever seen in her life!

Crys gasped, coming to an abrupt halt as the daglbts teeth and growled
low in its throat, huge shoulders bunched in reeshras it prepared to leap
at her.

Her mouth felt suddenly dry, every bone and muscleer body tense with
the shock of confrontation, wide gaze held in tgpriotic effect of those
steely canine eyes.



And all the time the gigantic beast kept up that lgrowl that closely
resembled the threat of thunder.

'What is it, Merlin?' prompted a disembodied voice.

If Crys had been rigid with shock before, she saddéelt icy tentacles of
fear gliding down her back. She had always wonde#eat was meant by a
‘cold sweat'—now she knew!

Where had that voice come from? There was no ose leére in this
swirling fog but herself and this ferocious-lookidgg, and yet she had
definitely heard a voice. Male, she thought. Altglout had been slightly
muffled, so it was difficult to be sure.

What did it matter whether the voice had belonged male or female—as
long as it had beenwice! At the moment she felt very much in need of the
presence of another human being.

If it had been human...

Get a grip, Crys, she instantly instructed henseffatiently. Okay, so it was
creepy here, with the swirling fog surrounding flaerd that towering
monstrosity behind her, and the Hound of the Baskes standing in front
of her, barring her way, but that was no reas@inply give in to the panic
and turn and run!

Yes, it was!

Any minute now this huge beast might tire of jusivging and launch itself
at her, huge jaws slavering as it ripped and totbedelicate skin of her
throat. She—

'I'm warning you now, Merlin, that if you follow gmrmore rabbits down
their holes I'm not coming after you and digginguyout again.' The
disembodied voice came hollowly through the fog@eosd time.

It wasa man! He was somewhere close at hand too, Crgsswe. Close
enough to save her from this wild dog, she hoped.



'Help!

Wonderful—her lips were so numbed that the cry lyacame out as a
squeak! Although it was enough to turn that low bling growl into a
full-throated warning of intent. The dog was clggmeparing to leap for her
unprotected throat!

'Help!" Her second cry was louder. Loud enougheadnbard, she prayed
silently—because she really didn't hold out muclpendor the dog's
continued stillness!

'Damn it, Merlin, I— What on earth—? Down, Merlintie man called
impatiently, and the dog's snarl instantly chanigeal muted growl.

Crys's scream had cut across the man's initial e a head suddenly
appeared out of the ground about ten feet away fiema dark, shaggy
head, with a beard of several days' growth covahiedower half of a face
only alleviated by the fierceness of dark greenseghttering brightly
through the gloom of the fog.

But at least the dog had taken heed of his mafaling back on his
haunches now, even its growling having come tmp-stalthough its gaze
remained fixed on Crys's slightest move. Waiting doubt, for his master
to give the order to attack!

But she had no intention of moving. She hadn't ksd#a to do more than
stare since that body had appeared out of the dtoun

Maybe this was Dracula's castle, after all. Maybe—

Her eyes widened apprehensively as the man usedde $o lever himself
easily out of what appeared to be a hole in thampioA hole about six feet
long, three feet wide, and she had no idea how.dkeep

Her vision moved to the man's feet as he straigiutetimen travelled up the
long length of his legs, in what appeared to bekldenims, and over a
broad chest and muscular arms in a thick black grmple had darkly



waving hair growing long onto his shoulders, andairse the dark growth
of beard that concealed his face. Except for tipgseing green eyes.

The man seemed huge, several inches over sixtiegtpwerful force of his
muscled body as tensed for action as his dog'$éad seconds ago.

In fact, now that Crys could clearly see him, slasmt sure if the dog wasn't
a safer bet!

She moistened dry lips, willing herself to remaane. 'Hello,’ she managed
huskily.

The hard mouth tilted sideways, hinting at the saeith which the man
welcomed her greeting. "Hello"?" he returned soath.

Crys was still badly shaken, first from the enceuntith the dog, and then
the sudden appearance of this man almost as ifriewtere. But that didn't
mean she was a complete quivering wreck!

'What were you doing in there?' She indicated thle.Ht was January, so
too late for digging the garden over, and also @ady for planting out.
Besides, from the size and depth of the hole...!

Dark brows rose over his glittering green eyes.awdo you think | was
doing?'

Despite his dishevelled state, the untidiness ©hhir and growth of beard,
the man had an educated voice. In fact under @ih@rmstances it might
have been quite a pleasant voice.

Under other circumstances...

Crys gave a slight shiver as she glanced oveedidle he appeared to have
been digging. 'l have no idea," she answered gdirde

The man didn't actually appear to have moved, agidspmehow he
suddenly looked tenser than ever, the spade inamd slightly threatening.
‘Take a guess,' he challenged hardly.



Crys swallowed hard. This was ridiculous. She symypdnted directions to
Sam Barton's house, not to indulge in verbal gamils a complete
stranger. A dangerous-looking one, at that.

'You bother Meriin more than you do me,' the mamissed coldly.

'‘Merlin...? Oh, you mean the dog,' she realisedtbdly. The huge beast
was sitting at its master's feet now, but stilletdng her every move. At the
mention of his name he began that low growling cagain...

The man gave a humourless smile. 'He isn't too kedreing called that.'

Crys blinked. 'But I thought you said Merlin was mame?' She frowned
her puzzlement.

It is." The man nodded tersely. 'l was referringyour reference to his
species.'

'‘But—'

"You and | both know what he is,' the man cut ipatrently. ‘Merlin is the
one who has doubts, and | think it better if we bumhim—don't you?'

Crys glanced down at the slavering animal. 'Exaathat sort of...what
breed is he?' she amended, opting on the sideutibna After all, Merlin
had only just stopped growling again.

'Irish Wolfhound,' the man supplied. 'Now, I'm siute been very pleasant
passing the time of day with you—' his tone impl@terwise '—but, as
you can no doubt see, | have a grave to finishidggdSo if you wouldn't

mind—'

'It really is a grave?' she gasped, her grey gawe @gain wide with
apprehension. The damp of the fog seemed to hamedanto her very
bones and she gave a slight shiver.

Good heavens, perhaps she really had stumbled aculais castle, after
all? Although she'd thought vampires only came atuhight. Well, the



heaviness of the damp fog hardly made it dayligid, it? She had been
driving with her headlights on for the last two hglu

'Who—er, | mean, what—?" Crys began to take sngpissbackwards even
as she formulated the question, positive thatefatempted to run the dog
would have her down on the ground in seconds. Dmdh was obviously
completely obedient to his master. A master whongekemore menacing by
the second...

Not that he had looked particularly inviting in thrst place. How to make a
dignified exit? That was the problem.

Forget dignified—she just wanted out of here!

"You're right, Mr—er—I have taken up enough of ytame.' She tried to
smile as she spoke, but her cheeks refused to gomithl the instruction,
her lips twisting into a grimace rather than a smillll just be on my way—

'‘Where?'
She blinked at the abruptness of his questionsdmy...?"

The man scowled darkly. 'Not too many people comerdthis lane, let
alone down the driveway; | asked where you weragbhe snapped.

Weregoing...!

This was obviously the cue for Crys to ask for cli@ns to Sam Barton's
house and be on her way. But now that it had cantleet crunch she found
she didn't want to tell this man exactly where glas going. Or why. But
she had to say something!

She shrugged, shivering again as the damp fog faeeether woollen
jacket. 'I'm on my way to stay with friends.’

That was it; make, sure that he knew she was esgessimewhere, that
someone would notice and call the police when gba'tdarrive at her
destination. Not that she was altogether sure Mualbuld go to that



extreme; her friend would probably just assume @Ggd changed her mind
about coming to Yorkshire, after all. But this ndidn't have to know that!

'l must have just taken a wrong turning in the ‘fetpe tried to dismiss
lightly. 'l won't trouble you any further—'

'As I've already pointed out, Merlin is more troedbby your presence than |
am,' the man drawled.

'He seems—calm enough now," Crys attempted pldgs8he remembered
reading somewhere—she had no idea where!—that & khader for
someone to harm you if you established some sodpgiort with them, that
an attacker was caught off-guard if the victim—

She was not a victim, damn it! She was merely & tl@veller who had
stumbled upon—well, she wasn't sure what she hadided upon. But it
was unnerving enough for her to know she wantddawee. Now.

'Looks can be deceptive,’ the man told her. 'Mi&iifthounds, as a breed, are
born hunters,’ he continued almost conversationdiigtinctively trained
to—'

'‘Are you deliberately trying to frighten me?' Frammewhere—probably
that same article that had advised building uppaoe!—she recalled that it
was always better to attack rather than let ondseHttacked.

The man's mouth twisted into the semblance of &stio | need to try?' he
taunted.

Her cheeks coloured fiery-red at his obvious mogk#im not scared of
you—'

‘Aren't you?' He grimaced. 'Then you're giving ay\good imitation of it!"
She gasped at the deliberate cruelty of his jileen'not—'

‘There's a vein pulsing erratically at your lefhfge,' he cut in. "Your pupils
are dilated, the muscles in your face refuse to/gleeir commands, your



body is tensed to rigidity, your hands are clencbadightly into fists that
you've probably made puncture marks in your palntt wose nicely
painted nails—' his gaze returned to her face '—antkss I'm mistaken,
despite the fact that you're obviously shiveringhvihe cold, there's a very
unbecoming bead of perspiration on your top lip.'

Everything he had said was true, Crys knew. Butftoe that he was so
aware of them too only served to make her angryistunnecessary
taunting.

'Women don't perspire—they glow!" she bit back, thrght wings of
colour in her cheeks now, annoyed that, despiteealefforts, he seemed to
have so easily gauged her emotions. 'This platikessomething out of a
Gothic horror story, guarded by the Hound of thekgavilles. You step out
of a grave to greet me, looking every inch as aild savage as your—your
hound—' she amended her words in an effort to steglog from growling
once again '—and you expect me to look calm antkated!" She was
breathing hard in her agitation, her fists clencimefustrated anger now.

The man shrugged, apparently completely unpertubdyeler outburst. 'l
don't expect you to be anything,' he replied soagflyi 'l didn't invite you
here.l have no idea who you are. Nor do | haveiateyest in knowing," he
finished insultingly.

'‘And you have a grave to finish digging!" Crys iried disgustedly.

'For a relation of Merlin's,’ he explained. 'An &llsn. We found him in the
woods this morning.' He nodded tersely in the diogecof a tarpaulin that
lay on the ground several feet away, unnoticed tyg @ntil that moment.

A tarpaulin that obviously covered the body of adldog...

She swallowed hard. 'Doesn't he, or she, have aned@wSomeone
who—who needs to know about—? They might want toy libeir pet
themselves.' She couldn't take her gaze off thpatdin, her knees shaking
in reaction, that shaking moving up the whole afltaly as she spoke, even
her voice beginning to quiver over the last few agor



'It probably did have an owner at one stage, buthydknowledge it's been
living wild in the woods the last few months. Theadl farmers have been
trying to capture it for weeks, because its beethdring sheep that are in
lamb." His mouth thinned. 'l guess one of them rhase caught up with it.'

Crys's startled eyes searched the hardness gidrht obscured face. 'You
mean—is that legal?' she choked as the full raaisaf the dog's death
began to hit her.

'Probably not. But proving it would be a problehg'replied grimly.
Crys knew she had gone very pale—could feel thedtiraining from her
cheeks even as her fascinated gaze returned ttarbaulin. '—do you

think it was—quick?'

The man frowned his irritation. 'How should | knowlzhough, | doubt it.
Poison is usually slow and insidious."'

'Poison?’ Crys echoed faintly, eyes now huge irp#ieness of her face, the
band of freckles across the bridge of her nosalstgrout in stark relief.

He nodded abruptly. 'There are no wounds, no sigang injury, in fact;
poison is as good a guess as any for the caussati.d

Death, death, and more death. Everywhere she leekedrywhere she
went!—there was death!

It was Crys's last agonising thought before blaskrengulfed her and she
crumpled down onto the damp earth...



CHAPTER TWO

CRYs came back to consciousness feeling something raggimst the side
of her face and a rocking sensation which, sincéhbad was already light
and disorientated, threatened to bring on a boataifon sickness.

She opened her eyes to find herself elevated effitbund, obviously being
carried, her gaze widening with horror as she fouagelf looking up into
the fiercely grim face of the man she now rementemened an equally
savage-looking dog. A dog that padded along ahdster's side.

Crys opened her mouth—
'Don't you dare scream!' the man muttered betwkstieed teeth.

Crys closed her mouth as abruptly as she had opgertethlly startled by
the fact that, even though he wasn't looking abléegrimly ahead, the man
had realised she was once again fully conscious.

'If you scream I'm simply going to drop you whergdnd," the man added
almost pleasantly.

As long as he—and his dog!—kept on walking, mayia¢ wouldn't be such
a bad thing! It might at least give Crys a chawaeih back to her car and get
away from here.

'I've had one hell of a day already,' the man ometil harshly. 'Finding that
dog this morning was far from a pleasant way totdtze day—quiet,
Merlin!" he bit out sharply as the dog began towgrat the unacceptable
term. Merlin was instantly silenced.

Which only confirmed for Crys that of the two, addspite the animal's
obvious size—and fierceness!— the man was the ofeat the most.

'l found the dead—canine this morning,' the mamexted, in deference to
Merlin's sensitive feelings. 'l was trying to aaé give it a decent burial by



digging a grave in ground that hasn't thawed sMoeember.' He flexed
tired shoulder muscles. 'And then, finally to makg day, my privacy is
invaded by a female with an overactive imaginatdm seems to consider
that my only companion resembles a hound from haitd-that I'm right
down there with him!" He viciously kicked a doorempbefore striding
forcefully into the house and into its kitchen. tiMhindsight, 1 should have
just left you where you fell' He dumped Crys dowrceremoniously onto a
chair before straightening and striding impatieftbm the room.

Thankfully, the dog followed him!

Crys blinked dazedly, glad of the respite—no mdtt@w briefl—from the
man's overbearing personality. And his dog.

As her head finally began to clear it took heradltwo seconds to realise
that here was her chance to escape. Perhaps arhamice. She doubted—

She couldn't believe this kitchen!

The man had dumped her so ungraciously in a kitéws could never
have imagined in her wildest dreams. Never haveginea in this
outwardly derelict castle, that was...

It was a beautiful room, with gorgeous mellow oalplwoards and a dark
green Aga throwing out the heatthat made the roelnidusly warm after

the cold January weather outside. A large oak walke stood in the

middle of the kitchen, and every implement a coaghthneed to work with

hung from a rack overhead, with saucepans thatnrgddawith copper

brightness. There was a stone-flagged floor ben€ayk's feet, in warm

browns and creams, and the chair she sat on wasfdhe kitchen dining

set of mellow oak.

After the lack of care and the decay on the outsithes kitchen
was—incredible.

'‘Not what you were expecting, is it?'



Because of her utter surprise at these unexpeatesusdings she had just
lost her opportunity for escape, Crys realised.

She turned frowningly to look at her reluctant hé#t stood silhouetted in
the doorway, watching her from beneath hooded lids.

She took in his changed appearance—the overlorigtdar brushed into
some semblance of order, the heavy black sweateywed in favour of a
jumper of soft dark green cashmere. If the intenbrthe house was a
surprise, then this man's changed appearance walyeso. But, to Crys's
eyes, that didn't make him any more approachable.

Her expression showed her puzzlement. 'Why do wberately give the
impression on the outside that the house is unin@dShe was pretty sure
it wasdeliberate...

He raised dark brows, moving forward to place goeogkettle on top of the
Aga before turning back to face her. 'Why do yoink®' he drawled
scathingly.

He looked younger now he wasn't looming out offtdge and, without the
bulky jumper, taller and leaner too. The face bdnd#ae growth of beard
appeared unlined. Crys put his age somewhere ithintges. In fact, now
that she could see him more clearly, there was gongevaguely familiar
about him...

Although no amount of feelings of familiarity coudaspel the hard mockery
in that dark green gaze!

Crys grimaced. 'To keep at bay females with ovéiaémaginations...?'

Very white teeth showed briefly in the semblanceaddrin. 'In one," he
confirmed with satisfaction, turning to remove thaling kettle from the
Aga. 'Tea or coffee?’

After her terrifying thoughts of a few minutes ageveked by such an
overactive imagination?— this man's polite offeraohot drink seemed
slightly ludicrous. Or maybe she was the one whse ludicrous ... ?



'‘Coffee. Thanks,' she accepted distractedly agdied tin and cups out of
one of the cupboards, his back towards her. Stehegaup to remove her
hat and unwind the scarf at her throat, now shewamed by the heat of
the room. 'Er—where's Merlin?' she added somewdatonisly; the hound
hadn't returned with his master.

'Off chasing rabbits, | expect,’ his owner dismisgsaconcernedly. 'l let him
out of the front door a few minutes—' he brokeaidfuptly.

Crys was so distracted by the comfort of her surdings, the welcome
warmth after hours of driving through cold damp,ftigat for a few seconds
she didn't even realise he had stopped talkings8tkack in her chair, her
eyes closed, as she began to thaw out. But shdysbmgame aware of a
charged silence, the very air about her seemirngackle with electricity.

She turned back to her host, colour warming heekfi@s she saw the way
he stared gloweringly across the room at her. Slegvkvhat he would see,

of course; long silver-blonde hair cascading sjlkibwn her back, its colour

even more startling against the black of her cexs of clear grey, a light

dusting of freckles over the bridge of her uptiltexte, her mouth wide and
pouting, even if unsmiling at the moment.

Perhaps she had been a little precipitate in ne¢pkier guard enough to
remove her scarf and hat...

She waited for his startled expression to changen® of recognition,

steeling herself for what he would say next, hesitn rising as he said
nothing.

She swallowed hard, pointed chin raised challedgingot what you were

expecting either?' She deliberately put a tauniitig her voice. Perhaps he
hadn't recognised her after all...?

Green eyes narrowed icily. 'l wasn't expectyogat all'' he responded.

He really hadn't recognised her!



But even ifhewasn't expecting her, someone else was, and tresghe
made her excuses and went on her way the bettevalid like it.

She stood up. 'Perhaps | won't bother with theeepféfter all—'

'It's made now.' He put the mug of coffee down igan the table in front
of her, consequently standing much closer to ham thas comfortable.

"You look cold. Drink it," he urged as she would/égrotested.

Crys wasn't at all happy with his dictatorial toBeit in the circumstances,
still uncertain of the man— and his mood!—she waslly in a position to
object.

He sat down opposite her at the table, looking eat éxpectantly as he
cradled his own mug of warming coffee in large, Ivikept hands.

Crys slowly sat down again, the smell of the riciffee tantalising to her
senses, she had to inwardly admit. It had been sioneesince her last rest
stop; the coffee at the service station had begid &nd weak to say the
least. Perhaps it wouldn't do any harm to drink thug of coffee before
going on her way.

Besides, the unfriendly Merlin was outside somewhemaking it
impossible for her to leave without this man's gctibn. She frowned as
another thought occurred to her. Perhaps that lasetason this man had
put Merlin back outside...

'‘An overactive imaginatiomnd a suspicious mind,' the man pronounced,
without even glancing across at her. 'What a coatlmn!" He gave a
disgusted shake of his head before sipping hiskhlasweetened coffee.
'What comes next, | wonder...?' he mused, glanougg at her, one dark
brow raised sceptically. 'Drugs in your drink? &attyou don't put up a
fight when | carry you upstairs with the intentiohhaving my wicked way
with you?'



Crys's cheeks coloured fiery-red at the laughtat ¢ould clearly be heard
in his voice, but at the same time she glancediealyr at the mug in front
of her.

‘Tell me,’ the man continued in that deceptivelgaghnt voice, 'do you
watch a lot of television?"

His implication was more than obvious! But, as khd already pointed out
to him, the last half an hour or so had been fanfpleasant for her, either.
She was the one who had found herself face to vatte that growling
monster of a dog and had then been confronted Wwjldalooking man
digging a grave—who had given every appearanceiaofjomore fierce than
his dog.

Overactive imagination, indeed!

She gave him a humourless smile. 'As it happerdgnit even own a
television!'

He grimaced. 'Then perhaps you should.’

She didn't seem able to win where this man wasearoerd! 'l read a lot.
Agatha Christie, mostly." She answered the questefansively before he
could even ask it.

He relaxed back in his chair, watching her withkgdamfathomable eyes.
‘Then this must seem like the perfect setting fomarder to you,' he
accepted. 'A derelict, apparently empty castle.r@e by a fierce hound.
Inhabited by a darkly unwelcoming man.’

On the surface, all of that was true, and it waatvghe had initially thought.
But in this warmly comfortable setting, with a steag mug of coffee in

front of her, this man no longer seemed quite smidable. She'd already
deduced by his voice that he was a well-educatad arad the removal of
that bulky black jumper had revealed that he wdothes Crys was pretty
sure carried exclusive labels.

As for the dog... Well, for the moment he was safeltside.



And the castle itself... Crys was sure this maatier answer, concerning
the obvious dereliction outside, so in contraststeomfortable interior, had
been deliberately over-simplified—had merely beanasoidance of the
true answer.

This man, she was sure, was playing with her. Bitim the way of an
attacker with his proposed victim, more as a wageaif-defence. Which
begged the question—what did he have to hide?

She drew in a sharp breath. 'Mr—I don't believaught your name...?' She
raised blonde brows questioningly.

He met her gaze unblinkingly. 'l don't believe Vgdt," he replied hardly.

She was well aware of that, damn him. But she hadight that good
manners would— Good manners! What was she thinkd&d his man had
no reason to be in the least polite to her, let@lotroduce himself.

A fact he was all too well aware of, if the knowisigile that now curved his
lips was anything to go by!

'Or that you told me yours,' he added pointedly.

He was right, Crys decided stubbornly, there washitely no need for the
two of them to be in the least polite to each atligesides, she felt a
reluctance to tell this man anything more aboutsélérthan he already
knew.

She stood up, wrapping her scarf back about heathit's getting late." She
looked pointedly out of the window at the incregsttarkness through the
foggy haze. 'l have somewhere else to go.'

Her chances of finding Sam Barton's home befdbedame too dark to see
anything were pretty slim now, she realised, betwbuld probably be able
to find a hotel somewhere, and could give Mollyray from there.

'If you wouldn't mind seeing me safely to my csing prompted, as the man
made no effort to stand up. 'Merlin may not take kandly to my going



outside alone.' In fact she was sure, without th@h's presence, that she
wouldn't get any further than the door before Merkhowed his
displeasure!

'Probably not," her reluctant host acknowledgedydry

Crys held her breath as she waited for his nextenti\he stood up to see
her safely to her car, then all the misgivings bhd had where he was
concernedwere simply her overactive imagination, but if he maue
move—

She gave a nervous start as the telephone on thikegan to ring shrilly in
the silence of the kitchen, her hat falling to tloer in her agitation.

'It's only the telephone,’ the man drawled derlgias he stood up, green
eyes glittering with laughter now.

At her expense, Crys knew. But driving in the fag $everal hours had
already strung her nerves out to breaking poinis Thexpected encounter
with this man and his gigantic dog had done nottah@ll to ease her
tension!

'l know what it is,' she snapped, before bendingatently to pick up her
hat, her face slightly red from the exertion as stnaightened to find him
still watching her. 'Aren't you going to answer' i&he frowned as he
continued to let the telephone ring. 'It could togortant.’

He shrugged unconcernedly. 'It could be.'

The monotonous ring of the telephone began to grateer already frazzled
nerves. 'Well?' she said sharply.

He tilted his head, listening, finally giving a $ernod of his head as the
telephone was abruptly silenced.

‘There now,' Crys said with satisfaction.

‘Twelve rings before ringing off." He nodded.



‘Twelve...? But—' She broke off as the telephorgahéo ring again.

‘Twelve rings, ring off, then ring again, and feenily,’ the man told her
moving to pick up the receiver.

Crys frowned at this explanation. She couldn't hsaid how many times
the telephone had rung before it had stopped, hbdah aware that this
man was counting them, either.

'‘And if it's not twelve rings before ringing offS8he found herself asking
dazedly.

He put one large hand over the mouthpiece of tlephene, his expression
grim. 'Then it doesn't get answered,' he replieshemically.

What a strange, strange man, Crys decided withreybperceptible shake
of her head. He lived in this crumbling castle ihalv appeared to be
complete solitude, except for a dog half the siza loorse, chose to answer
his telephone only when he was sure the call wa® fa member of his
family, obviously finding any other contact fromtsigle his solitary world a
complete intrusion—and yet at the same time hesfedugh compassion at
the death of a wild dog to dig it a grave in grodhat had been frozen for
weeks.

Enigmatic hardly began to describe such behaviar.whs completely
beyond Crys's comprehension—'Is it okay if | anstuex now?' He held up
the receiver with his hand over the mouthpiece d®you have any other
guestions that need answering before | do?' H&ediimocking brows.

Once again Crys felt that flush in her cheeks.aBead," she invited dryly,
turning away from the mockery in his gaze to mogédssly about the
kitchen.

She would have liked to be able to leave altogetttele he took the call,
but she was still too all aware of the slaveringriMepatrolling outside.
Besides—



Crys came to an abrupt halt in her aimless meamglesuddenly arrested by
something this man had said on the one side ofdhgersation she could
hear.

‘Just cut out the excuses, Molly, and tell me dyaehen you do expect to
get here?' he barked impatiently. 'The day afteroiwow?' He obviously
repeated the answer he received. 'And exactly amdtexpected to do with
your guest until you do decide to put in an appezed he added
exasperatedly.

Crys was staring at him now, eyes wide with disdelolly. He had named
his caller as Molly!

'Very funny,' he retorted scathingly at the repdyrbceived, shooting Crys
an irritated look as he realised she was opertigriiag to the conversation.
'‘Look, Molly, this was not part of the deal. | agdeto letting you bring this

Chris here for a few days on condition you keptgaeents off my back over
Christmas— yes, | know you did that by invitingtinéo New York to stay

with you. But that doesn't alter the fact that ywaun't just expect to dump
this man on me while you— What did you just say@'lécame suddenly
still, appearing all the more menacing becauséatfgtiliness.

Crys gave a wince, well able to imagine what Mblad only just informed
him.

He had named his caller as Molly. And she livetNew York... It was too
much of a coincidence for Crys to be wrong in tbeatusion she had come
to.

This man—unbelievable as it might seem!—had to &ra Barton. Molly's
brother. And until a few seconds ago Sam had thodghly was bringing a
man called Chris to stay with him for a few dayke Svas sure he was no
longer undethat particular misapprehension!

She sensed Sam's emerald gaze on her now, as afatabfe thought
obviously occurred to him, so she deliberately Kegt own eyes averted
from what she knew would now be his hard, accusimes.



This was awful! Worse than anything she could éaefe imagined!
This man was the older brother Molly so adored!

Crys had agreed, very reluctantly, after Molly'sstant badgering of her, to
spend a few days with her at the Yorkshire homkeeofolder brother. But

Molly was warm and bubbly, extremely caring—washaioly the best

friend Crys had ever had—whereas this man—Molly&dHer, Sam!—on

their short acquaintance, appeared to have noti®sé attributes!

'‘No, Molly." Sam was talking dryly to his sistevndl will not frighten your
friend away by doing my Heathcliff impression. Y& tell her how sorry
you are not to be here when she arrives. Yesmike her welcome.’
Impatience entered his voice now. ' "Be kind td'hé&' he repeated slowly,
green gaze openly taunting at the colour that hadred Crys's heated
cheeks. 'What do you think, Molly?' he derided.

Crys inwardly panicked. It wasn't a question of winer friend thought; she
already knew for herself that kindness was not sy a natural part of
this man's nature.

"'l do my best." Sam suddenly chuckled, a pletigdusky sound.

Although not particularly so to Crys. This man hadified the life out of
her the first time she saw him, had been altematalistic and mocking
since that time; there was no way she could agrestaly here alone with
him for a couple of days while she waited for M@llipelated arrival!

She stepped forward. '‘Could I—?"
'Yes, Molly, I will remember to tell Chris how sgryou are. Talk to you
later,’” Sam firmly finished, before replacing theceiver, his gaze

challenging as he turned back to Crys.

Crys stared back at him with widely apprehensiveseyXnowing he was
Molly's brother, after all, had done nothing teealate her apprehension...!



CHAPTER THREE

CRYs mentally shook herself. 'That was Molly on the palene, wasn't it?"
she said heavily.

His mouth twisted derisively. 'Very astute of yoweensidering | called her
by her name several times!'

Crys decided to ignore Sam Barton's obvious saredasisimply wouldn't
help the situation if she lost her temper with hixithough...she wasn't sure
anything could improve the immediate situation!

'‘And you're her brother, Sam,' she said evenly.

Although two people more unalike Crys couldn't inn@4 Molly was small
and red-haired, with warm brown eyes, a gaminebaaatiful face, and one
of the friendliest natures Crys had ever known. &arton was none of
those things!

‘A regular Einstein, in fact,' he drawled.

Despite her earlier resolve, Crys felt her angesarads this man rising, her
cheeks hot with the emotion. This situation wasady bad enough,
without his unwarranted sarcasm!

'Mr Barton—'

‘Sam will do," he cut in. 'l take it you're ChriSRort for?' he prompted at her
nod of confirmation.

'Crystal,” she supplied reluctantly, consideringe tlquestion quite
inappropriate in the circumstances.

That hard green gaze raked over her mercilessiyp ther tiny feet, her
obvious slenderness, to the tip of her silver-b®hdad.



'It figures,' he finally drawled insultingly.
'Why does it?' she came back sharply.

He shrugged broad shoulders. "You look as if tightgst thing might snap
you in half.

'Looks can be deceptive,’ she returned, with pdinééerence to his remark
earlier concerning Merlin's docility.

‘Touche.'His mouth twisted into a humourless smile, thatdhgaze once
again raking over her with complete disregard lier flact that he was being
extremely rude.

Crys was well aware of the fact that she had lagiressiderable amount of
weight due to the strain of the last year. Her $ifnaine, along with her
diminutive height—only a little over five feet—gawer an air of fragility
that might otherwise not have been there. Her feae thin, cheekbones
prominent beneath haunted grey eyes, jawline finetyble. Only the
fullness of her mouth remained the same.

She had hoped that this few days in Yorkshire wiiblly might help to
alleviate some of that strain— but only a few mesutacquaintance with
Molly's older brother had shown Crys that wasnihgdo happen!

'Well, Crys, it looks as if you don't have somewehelse to go, after all,’
Sam taunted.

That was what he thought! 'l take it, from what vgagd, that Molly isn't
going to be here for a couple more days?'

Even that humourless smile disappeared now. 'Yka tacorrectly," he
confirmed grimly. 'The rehearsals for the film s$tarts shooting next
month have run over schedule,’ he explained bribfijyore picking up his
empty mug and moving to pour a refill. 'Want orte?bffered belatedly.

'No, thank you,' she returned primly, aware thatlack of manners in not
offering her more coffee before was probably duthtofact that he spent



most of his time here alone—that he wasn't usedtering to the needs of a
guest. It wasn't a feeling she, personally, intenaléering for him, either!
She was also aware that, as an actress, Molly badezlule often disturbed
in this way. It was one of the reasons they hadleeldo drive up separately
to Yorkshire. 'As Molly can't make it for a whilé,think it would be
better—' for all of them! '—if |—'

'l hope you aren't going to suggest booking intbotel,’ Sam rasped,
shaking his head. 'Molly would never forgive meaflowed you to do that.'

Now it was Crys's turn to give a humourless smilad I'm sure that would
bother you!

'‘As a matter of fact—yes, it would," he repliedrfiy. ‘Molly is very dear to
me." His voice \yas husky now. 'She's—special. Ang friend of hers is
welcome here,' he added with finality.

Crys silently agreed with him about Molly being sig¢ The two girls had
met at boarding-school ten years ago, when Moltyjbmed the lower sixth
in preparation for taking her 'A’ Levels. For angaise, a change of school
at such a delicate time might have resulted inrigdbst and out of place,
but Molly's nature was such that she quickly maetséif at home wherever
she was. The two girls had quickly become fashiftge spending most of
their time together during school term.

Curiously enough, though, they had never visitetdhedher at home during
the holidays... If they had, Crys would alreadyénkmown that she felt most
uncomfortable in the presence of Molly's brotherowias twelve years
older!

'Unless I'm mistaken, you were under the impressian Molly's friend
Crys was a man?' she asked.

'Molly was most insistent that | be nice to thigtmalar friend. It was
important to her that this Chris should feel weleonit was a natural
assumption to have made, in the circumstances.’



Crys felt a glow of warmth at her friend's obviotexre for her comfort.

Although that didn't change the fact that Sam Bartmd now been

presented with a female friend rather than the rhalbad been expecting,
or that Molly's arrival had been delayed for a dewgd days...

‘That was kind of Molly," she accepted. 'Althougdr inexpected absence
does change things rather—'

'‘Because you're a woman and not the man | was exgecHe frowned
darkly. 'Why does that change anything?

Surely that was more than obvious, even to a manchbse to live as out of
touch with the world as this one did? Oh, not tGags felt in the least
prudish about the fact that they would be a manvamichan staying alone
here for a few days. Despite her earlier imaginitigs man hadn't given the
least indication that he found her in the leastative, let alone anything
else. It was just that he was so obviously somelvdudty preferred his own
company—possibly with the exception of Molly's—thaitving a complete
stranger foisted on him for a couple of days sinvphgn't on.

Besides, though Molly had always talked about herdorother in glowing
terms, there was something decidedly odd abouttg-#ight-year-old man
living reclusively in the wilds of Yorkshire in astle that was deliberately
made to look derelict on the outside but was thghtef luxury inside!

Added to which, Crys didn't feel in the least cortdble with him—would
find it absolute purgatory to have to spend daga@here with him.

'It really is very kind of you to make such an offelr Barton—'
‘The name is Sam," he rasped. 'And I'm sure, evensurh brief
acquaintance—" his mouth twisted derisively '—wat are well aware that

kindness is not a predominant part of my nature!

Oh, yes, she was aware, all right, had believed &arlier when he'd
threatened to drop her if she screamed.

She shook her head. 'Nevertheless—



'Look, as you pointed out earlier, it's gettingeland the light's fading fast,’'
he cut in briskly. 'l need to go outside for a whiind—and finish what |
started. Why don't you make yourself at home hereah hour or so and
we'll talk about this again when | come back?'

Yes, hewould have dropped her earlier, Crys had no doubt, bet s
reminded herself that he also had enough compaissiom to give a decent
burial to a stray dog he had found dead this mgrnin

'Pour yourself another coffee,’ he invited lightlyarm yourself next to the
Aga. And we'll see how you feel about things la@kay?'

The cup of coffee and the Aga sounded inviting, ®iyis was already sure
how she would feel about things later; she simplyldn't stay here with

this man. He might be Molly's brother, and Mollywebusly adored him,

but Crys wasn't sure she even liked him!

She looked up to find his green gaze still regaydiver searchingly,
although the blandness of his expression gave awag of what he was
thinking.

Crys looked at him now with the knowledge that heswlolly's beloved

brother, desperately trying to see the man hendrialked about with such
love and pride. He was a writer, she knew that malmbut him, although
she had no idea what sort of books he wrote. Ipdithaps explain why he
chose to live in this remote place—but not the sada®er the deliberately
deceptive dereliction outside!

No, there was something not quite right about $itisation—and with all
the other upsets she had had in her life thisylaat she did not want to
become a part of it.

'‘Molly is going to be very disappointed if she srgack and | tell her you've
chosen to stay at a hotel until she arrives,’ ikbsaddenly.

Were her thoughts so transparent? Crys wonderdd disithay—because
that was exactly what she had been about to tall hi



But he was right about Molly's disappointment. fend simply wouldn't
understand if she went to a hotel instead of waitor her here.

Crys shook her head. 'You can't really want medg Bere.' She grimaced,
sure that company—her company especiallyl—wasdkething this man
wanted. After all, he had made his opinion of haly@oo obvious earlier.

'No," he confirmed bluntly. '‘But for Molly's sakenlwilling to put up with
it."

And, his unspoken words implied, so should you be!

He was right, of course. Molly was one of the mast-hearted people on
earth—had invited Crys here because she wanteelppdhler come to terms
with the last year. To choose not to stay here aftesimply because Molly
had been delayed a few days, was ungrateful imttreme. Not that Molly
would ever say so, but she would be hurt, nonetkele

'As | said, think about it,’ Sam advised harshigfobe striding forcefully
from the room. The front door slammed a few secdatis as he left the
house, instantly greeted by the sound of Merlmy$ul barking.

Crys's breath left her in a sigh as soon as Sanoutas the. room. She sank
down gratefully onto one of the kitchen chairs ke &ied to collect her
thoughts.

Think about Molly, Sam had meant by that last rdmate was right, of
course. But, even so, Crys was loath to agreeatptstre with Sam while
she waited for Molly to arrive. What would the twbthem talk about, for
one thing? He certainly didn't appear to be a nlassked with any of the
social graces, so small talk was probably out!

What a mess!

Her first social venture out in a very long timagdahe found herself cosily
ensconced with the most unwelcoming man she hadraeein her life,
miles from civilisation—or at least so it seemed-thnthe fog seeming to
cocoon them in eerie solitude.



The fog!

A brief glance out of the kitchen window showed £tthat, instead of
lifting, as she had hoped it might, the fog hathict thickened. So much so
that she could see absolutely nothing now excegtditvery blanket.

Great. Even the weather seemed to be conspiringsidreer!

She was going to look more than a little churlfs$hie insisted on leaving in
weather like this—she was going to look as if sleeewrunning away. From
Sam Barton!

But wasn't she? Didn't the man unnerve her to tiet pf giving her the
jitters? He—

She looked up as the front door opened and thee omree closed with a
resounding slam, her gaze apprehensive as Medreped his master into
the kitchen. The dog really was as enormous asaleappeared outside,
filling half the doorway as he came to an abrugt, eackles once again
rising at her presence there, looking at her wétle ganine eyes.

'She's a friend, Merlin," Sam told the dog impatieas he shifted the animal
out of the way so that he could come into the latclas well, bringing a
draught of cold air with him as he moved to warsitlands on the Aga. 'I'm
afraid that particular job is going to have to waitil the morning, when
hopefully I'll be able to see what I'm doing.’

‘The fog is worse, isn't it?" Crys said unnecebgdroping this gigantic dog
understood the meaning of the word 'friend'—althQug all truth, she
hardly came into that category!

Sam's grin was as wolfish as his dog's growl hahlearlier. 'l wouldn't
even send Merlin out on a night like this!"

His meaning wasn't lost on Crys and she shot himmaatient look. 'In that
case, | accept your kind offer of hospitality. Fanight, at least,' she added
quickly when Sam gave a grimace of satisfactidmeatcapitulation.



He nodded abruptly as he straightened. 'At leastvgochosen not to add
foolhardy to your other more obvious...charactaitdr' he drawled
mockingly.

Faults, he meant, Crys easily realised. Maybe loeildhtake a look at
himself some time!

She drew in a sharp breath. 'Perhaps if you celildie where I'm to sleep?
Then | can go and get my case from the car andgeduyself with a hot
bath.' Her shoulders and neck ached from the hafudsving, and with her
recent loss of weight the cold seemed to have pawédtto her bones. 'If
that's convenient, of course,’ she added belatatthy; all, just because this
room was cosily warm and modern did not mean thatairs there was the
luxury of a bathroom and hot running water.

'Of course,’ Sam echoed dryly. 'l forgot to askiearcan you cook?"

Crys frowned. 'l beg your pardon?’

'I'm sure it hasn't escaped your notice that | &le@ne here? | manage for
myself the majority of the time—stews, things liteat—but it can get
slightly monotonous; Molly usually cooks for me whghe comes to stay.'

He quirked expectant brows in Crys's direction.

In other words, she was going to have to cook far supper—and his,
apparently!

'Yes, Mr—Sam,' she amended as he grimaced, 'laak'she assured him
dryly. 'Did you have anything particular in mind®e added ruefully.

'Molly's speciality is stuffed rainbow trout forstiers, followed by roast
fillet of beef with all the trimmings,’ he came kaastantly.

'l see.' Crys held back her smile with effort—at#y she really had little to
smile about! 'Do | take it you have the ingredidotsthat particular meal?'
Of course he did—he would hardly have mentionetherwise!

'In the fridge,' he confirmed unnecessarily.



As she had thought. Oh, well, perhaps cooking dinves the least she
could do in return for the comfort of having a ravier her head when the
elements were so unwelcoming outside.

Except the elements inside—namely Molly's brotham&—weren't too
welcoming either!

But cooking dinner might infuse some sort of noiitgahto this otherwise
strange situation.

'If you've finished your coffee, I'll take you upsst." Sam threw his coat
over one of the kitchen chairs before turning deelg towards the door.

In other words, sh&ad finished her coffee. At least, as far as Sam was
concerned.

She picked up her hat and scarf before following lout of the room,
curious now to see the rest of the interior, sha it was going to be—

Crys came to a halt in the spacious hallway; a haajetable stood in its
centre and the most magnificent oak staircaseoléloket wide gallery above.
But it was the dome in the ceiling above them, #@mel long crystal
chandelier that was suspended from it, that halgbellbound. Not just the
gold filigree work in the dome itself, but also ttedling artwork on one of
the panels.

‘James..." she breathed dazedly, unable to teagdms away from that
telltale trademark.

'What did you say?' Sam asked impatiently, havimge to a halt partway
up the wide staircase as he realised she was gerddollowing him.

Crys blinked, frowning as she turned towards thendoof his voice, taking
several seconds to return to reality.

She moistened dry lips. 'l was—I—James Webber wasr ynterior
designer,’ she finally managed to murmur.



James had been here. Had worked in this housepk#dbly stood exactly
where she was standing now as he'd critically apgdahis own work.

Sam gave an acknowledging inclination of his h&#e was,' he confirmed.
'‘But how did you know that?' he demanded.

For the second time today Crys was feeling sligtatigt, knew also that her
face had paled dramatically. But she didn't dasss paut again in this man's
company; he would wonder what on earth he had eeted with if she
did!

It was just the shock of seeing James's work sdesug—of knowing that
he had been here, that perhaps he'd stood onettyispot...

'When did he do this?' She couldn't stop hersélings James had never
mentioned visiting Molly's brother in a castle iorkshire to her.

'‘About three years ago now.' Sam walked back ddwrsix stairs he had
already ascended, his gaze narrowed to greeraslite eyed her warily. 'l
asked how you knew it was Webber's work?' he desthadain as he came
to stand in front of her.

Crys gave a poignant smile as she looked aroundit®wrery distinctive,
don't you think?' she murmured wistfully. The haijwvas decorated in a
mixture of warm reds and golds, the carpet up thesswas a glorious
scarlet, and then there was that telltale domdy igtyellow artwork.

'Very," Sam snapped. 'But that doesn't answer regteun.’

Her gaze returned reluctantly to the grimness oh'Sdace, and she was
jolted by the hard look of suspicion she couldlgase there. 'Don't look so
worried, Mr—Sam,' she said softly. "You see thg yallow rose up in the
dome? On the left side panel?' She pointed it i 8am looked up. 'James
always sneaked a yellow rose in somewhere. It weasddemark.'

'Was?' Sam echoed sharply.



'He died," Crys said abruptly, swallowing hard,cfog herself to remain
calm. After all, she was only stating what was ragisputable fact. 'A year
ago. He had cancer.’

A disease as insidious as the poison Sam had medtiearlier. A disease
that struck indiscriminately, both at the young #éimel old, the talented, the
weak and the strong.

' didn't know..." Sam replied slowly. 'Molly intdoced him to me. He was a
friend of hers from university days.' He shooklnesd. 'She didn't mention
that he had died.’

No, Molly probably wouldn't have talked of Jame$sth. She had been
almost as shocked as Crys when it had happenedth&nsivo of them had
never talked of it since, either...

'l suppose that's how you knew him too,"” Sam mueahithoughtfully.
'Molly must have introduced the two of you,' hebelated at Crys's puzzled
expression.

Yes, Molly had introduced Crys and James to ealslrpeighteen months
ago. An introduction that had been love at firghsifor both of them.

But there was something Crys wasn't revealing ton Sdbout James.
Something that was still so painful there was ng whe could tell this
strange, reclusive man about it.

James Webber had been her husband...



CHAPTER FOUR
'Do You have everything you need?"

Crys turned from placing the beef joint in the Abay eyes wide as she
slowly straightened to look across the kitchen @inSs he stood in the
doorway. If she had thought his change of -clo#edier had made a vast
difference to his disreputable appearance, thershia@ing off of several
days' growth of beard had brought about a completesformation.
Underneath all that he was actually a very attvaatnan, she realised with
an unpleasant jolt.

His face was tanned—probably from hours spent deduring the summer
months—his eyes deeply green against the darkridss skin. His nose
was long and straight, he had a chiselled mouttgweer lip that was

sensuously full and his jaw was square and firme @arkness of his hair
showed it was still damp from the shower he hadalsly just taken. The
dark green shirt and black tailored trousers heewatere also an
improvement on what he had been sporting earlier.

Crys was once again assailed with a feeling of lfanty—which was
ridiculous; if she had ever met this man beforewsbeld have remembered
it!

As if aware of at least part of the reason for siaprise, he ran a hand
ruefully over the smoothness of his shaven chgetla little lazy being here
on my own so much,' he acknowledged dryly. 'Mollyuld have insisted |
smarten myself up when she arrived,' he addedidelsis

Crys gave a smile. 'That's what younger sistersoaé believe.'

Sam strode confidently into the kitchen. 'Do yowehany brothers or
sisters?' he asked interestedly.

Her smile instantly faded. 'No," she answered qui&nd, to answer your
earlier question, yes, | have everything here lthaed to make the meal.'



The bedroom Sam had shown her into a little ovehaur ago, with its

turquoise and cream decor, had proved as pleasitigeaest of the interior
of the house. Although, given the misapprehensiam $ad been under
concerning the gender of the guest Molly was briggvith her, Crys had
wisely not mentioned the fact that there was a tohéd in the room!

The adjoining turquoise and cream bathroom hadeuarqust as opulent
once Sam had left her alone to unpack, and shespeat an hour in the
sunken bath, just luxuriating in hot scented water.

That hour of unadulterated indulgence had gona@ Veay to settling her
earlier agitation at having to stay here alone v8#ém. Although she
accepted that another reason for her feeling oh eghs the fact she could
now feel James's presence in the house, knewéehadhbeen here, that he
had been the one to decorate the interior so Ibuifgbeit under Sam's
instructions.

'‘Anything | can do?' Sam offered now. 'l feel #8ditguilty now at asking
you to cook the meal," he admitted ruefully. 'Spegdo much time alone,
my manners aren't always what they should be ¢itheacknowledged.

Crys looked at him consideringly, realising thaistivas as close to an
apology for his earlier behaviour as she was likelget. She had no doubts
that it was probably only being made at all becalsewas a friend of his
sister's; despite his attempt to appear affable, @en't give the impression
that he particularly cared what anyone thought isfrhanners, good or
otherwise!

‘A glass of wine might be rather nice. White, towgth the trout, if that's
okay?' She smiled, warm and comfortable in a phle jumper and blue
denims that she'd changed into after her bath.Ntly tell you anything

about me?' she prompted as he moved to choosdla dfowvine from the

wine cooler Crys had already found in one of thgboards.

'‘Obviously not," he replied as he opened the bd@litherwise | wouldn't
have been expecting a man!



'Hmm," she murmured softly, accepting one of the glasses of wine he
had poured and sipping it appreciatively. He miglthe most anti-social
person she had ever met, but he certainly knewtbalioose a good wine!
'We were at school together—

"You're Cryssy!" he suddenly guessed, eyes widemiember now. She
used to talk about you incessantly when she cammeticom school. It was
'Cryssy this' and 'Cryssy that',' he recalled, gighee name the girls had
given her at school.

'Oh, dear.' Crys grimaced. 'If it's any consolatsire used to talk aboybu
incessantly during our time at school,’ she retditeasingly.

'Indeed?' He became suddenly still, looking atdvar the top of his wine
glass. 'What did she used to say?' he asked casuall

Too casually, Crys realised frowningly, knowingttBam was eyeing her in
his wary way once again. 'Nothing detrimental,duaie you,' she responded
soothingly. What on earth did he think Molly, whmabviously adored him,
would have said about him other than to praisethithe skies?

If she remembered correctly, Molly had implied thner older brother
wasn't like other men—that, if asked, he couldtamdquivalent of walking
on water. Well, Crys agreed with her friend abd first bit—Sam was
like no other man she had ever met!

She decided it might be prudent right now to chathgesubject. 'l wasn't
sure whether we would be eating in here or in thend room?' She
presumed one of the shuttered rooms downstasa dining room...

'Here. If that's okay with you?' Then he addedraafeerthought, "It will be
warmer than the dining room.’

Crys managed to hold back her smile this timesefiort at good manners;
after all, he was trying! 'Fine.' She nodded.Hattcase, perhaps you would
like to lay the table? That way | can carry on wtin-frying the trout.'



Very domesticated, she thought wryly, as the two tleém moved
economically about the kitchen, carrying out tleein individual tasks.

Too domesticated, Crys acknowledged frowningly ssvainutes later, as
she realised she was actually humming softly tediEas she cooked the
trout.

Despite the fact that it was the rude Sam Bartengs with, she hadn't felt
this relaxed in a very long time. Too long, sheided with a nervous
sideways glance in his direction. Sam was a puzzleclusive mystery
man. Not a man it was wise to relax with. And sla€rt been so long
without male company that she should fall into treg of relaxing her
guard. Not even for a minute!

'l hope you enjoy it," she said stiffly a few miesilater when she placed a
plate of trout on the table in front of him befan@ving back to the Aga to
deal with the vegetables for the main course.

‘Aren't you having any?"

She turned to find him looking across the kitchemexr. Giving a rueful
shake of her head, she said apologetically, 8Yian eat the beef if | eat the
trout first.' Her appetite just wasn't up to eatmgye meals any more.

'Sit," Sam instructed, and stood up to get anqilate, crossing back to the
table to cut the trout in half. 'l said, sit, lasped as she made no effort to do
SO.

' am not Merlin, Mr Barton—'

'‘And I'm not Mr anything! | told you—my name is Satre snapped coldly.
'‘And I'm fully aware you aren't Merlin—he does a&ssttold!

Crys glared at him, grey gaze clashing with gredénwas a war of
wills—and, after several tension-filled secondsyCwasn't sure she was
going to be able to keep it up much longer!

'Will it help if | say please?' Sam suddenly muredihuskily.



It would help a great deal. It would also give laeface-saving way of
backing away from the tension that had suddenlyrspup between them
again.

Except she really didn't want to sit down and eadttwith him. For one
thing it would ruin her main meal. For another—s¥as suddenly finding
this closeness in the cosiness of the kitdioerclose!

What on earth was wrong with her? James had dyedmaago, yes, but the
year since then had been traumatic, to say thé-tdas too emotionally
fraught for her to even think of another man io@mantic way. Besides, she
wasn't a woman who needed a man in her life jutdbcomplete.

Then why was she suddenly so aware of Sam...?
'‘What is it?'

She looked up to find Sam watching her searchingbking quickly away
again as her awareness of him intensified.

The man was rude, aggressive, totally without chashe told herself
firmly.

Yes, but he was also compassionate concerning &niia'd apologised
for that earlier rudeness. And he was trying hislést now to be polite.
Plus, Molly obviously adored him...!

‘The trout's getting cold,’ Sam said pointedlylees il didn't answer him.

Crys reluctantly took her place opposite his attdide, deep in thought as
she picked up her knife and fork and began toawedye that the feeling of
relaxed well-being of a short time ago had compjeteaporated.

Maybe, if the fog lifted tomorrow, she could go dot a drive? It would
give both her and Sam a respite from each othdewlney waited for Molly
to arrive the following day.



Who was she kidding? It would give her a respitamfra man whose
company she was starting to find completely overgravg!

'"You look like a little girl who's being made tota# her greens,” Sam
muttered with distaste.

Crys looked at him blankly for several secondsingj\a smile as she finally
took in what he had said. 'Hayeu tasted the trout yet?' she asked dryly,
taking another sip of her wine.

'l haven't had a chance!" He sighed, forking upoatinful, and a smile of
complete appreciation immediately curved thosepgatgd lips, his eyes
closing in ecstasy. 'l thought Molly's trout wagtty good, but if anything
this is even better!" he responded a few minutes.la

Crys gave an impish grin. 'l promise not to tell reu said that! Although
it's nice to know my recipe is appreciated,’ sh@med softly.

'Yourrecipe?' Sam's eyes opened wide.

She nodded. 'And my star pupil continues to coaloitapably,’ she added
teasingly, tasting some of her own fish now, héroal taste telling her that

it could have taken a squeeze more lemon. Butwtkey yes, it was up to

standard.

'‘Okay.' Sam grimaced in surrender. 'Explain, if ptease.'

'I'm a professional chef,' she told him simply, efhwas why she had smiled
to herself earlier when he had asked her if shédamok.

'And?' He ate some more of his trout as he waitethdér answer.

'‘And nothing,' she replied. 'Molly and | worked édger for a bit one time
when she was 'resting’. She actually enjoyed Herslebught of changing
professions for a while. But then the offer of ayptame up and she was off
to her first love again.' Crys gave an affectiorstgle at the memory of
those fun-filled weeks of working with Molly.



'‘But this trout is your own personal recipe...#hSaid slowly, watching her
intently over the rim of his wine glass.

'l love cooking,' she dismissed lightly.

'Hmm." Sam said thoughtfully. 'Why do | get the negsion there's
something you aren't telling me...?'

Crys laughed softly, shaking her head. 'l belidvat tworks both ways,
Sam!' In fact, this man had told her absolutelyhimg about himself. 'For
instance, | believe you're a writer?"

'Who told you I'm a writer?' he barked, suddenlyste again, the easy
companionship of a few minutes ago completely gisapng as he looked
at her with narrowed eyes. 'Don't tell me," heobit disgustedly. 'Molly!"

Crys frowned at this sudden change in him. 'I'nmysdrdidn’t know it was
supposed to be a secret. You probably write ungeseadonym, anyway, so
| doubt—'

'‘And just what makes you think | would write undgpseudonym?' Sam cut
in, his gaze glacial now.

The pleasantries definitely seemed to be ovetierelening! But how was
she to have known he didn't like talking aboutw@k? Really, this man
was like a firework waiting to go off—and she haxlidea what might ignite
the touchpaper!

'Well, for one thing I've never seen any bookstemitby Sam Barton,' she
said gently. 'So | just assumed that you must lagvseudonym. | apologise
if 1 was wrong about that, but you don't give tingpression you would
welcome the publicity that can often follow a pamaduthor,’ she concluded
lamely.

Lamely because the continuing cold intensity of dask green gaze was
completely unnerving, causing Crys to give an iontdry shiver, despite
the warmth from the Aga.



What had she said, for goodness' sake? No oneolthtdr that this man's
writing career was supposed to be a secret!

The ringing of the telephone cut through the idgrsie.

Much to Crys's relief. With any luck, it would bedly again. And, if it was,
this time she intended being allowed to talk tofriend..

She found herself counting the number of rings teefloey suddenly ended,
sighing with relief when it instantly began to riagain. ItwasMolly!

Sam shot Crys a derisive glance as he stood upsteea the telephone.

Obviously her relief at the interruption must hde=n evident on her face.
Well, could she help it if her face tended to bmiaor reflection of her
emotions?

‘Caroline!" Sam said dryly into the receiver, dar&ws raised mockingly as
he looked across at Crys and saw her disappointthanthe caller wasn't
Molly, after all.

Crys instantly looked away, irritated at once ada@mg the focus of this
man's disdain. What did he do for entertainmentnaine hadn't got her to
laugh at? .she wondered disgruntledly.

And who was Caroline? Crys mused as she busiedlhbysstanding up to
remove the used plates from the table. She had todbose friend from the
warmth she could now hear in his voice as he spokbe other woman.
Also, the woman knew the code for getting Sam twam a call. So perhaps
he didn't spend all his time here alone—apart fsparadic visits from
Molly, that was—atfter all?

It figured, really. He was an attractive single no&thirty-eight. It would be
more unusual for him not to have a female friendhe circumstance$hat
would be taking his hermit-like existence too far!

Crys found herself wondering, as she deliberatébcked out the soft
murmurings behind her and finely sliced the carnatsat this Caroline was



like. Not that it was any of her business, but bwd be interesting,
nonetheless, to know what sort of woman could managattract this
ultra-critical man. A woman with extreme toleranicehe could cope with
Sam's sudden mood swings!

'Perhaps you would care to share the joke?'

Crys gave a guilty start at being caught unawargetagain! Smiling to

herself, no less. Really, this man moved with sadtat-like tread it was
completely unnerving to find him suddenly standoggide her. As he was

now...

‘No joke,' she answered him briskly, moving slighaivay from him. ‘My
thoughts were miles away, giving you the privacy-to enjoy your call.'

'‘Good of you,' he drawled.

Angry colour brightened her cheeks at his obviarsasm. 'l thought so,’
she snapped back, eyes flashing.

'l just said so, didn't I?' he dismissed irritabWill the main course be
long?'

'Fifteen minutes or so?"

'Fine.' He nodded. 'l just have a couple of thitmglo first." He turned
abruptly on his heel and left the room.

Crys visibly wilted after he had gone, leaning badainst one of the
kitchen units. Well, at least the telephone calll r@errupted what had
developed into a rather tense conversation—evenhi&dn't been Molly,
after all.

So much for the relaxing week in Yorkshire that Mdlad promised her!

The most she could hope for at the moment, it sdemias not to venture
onto any more subjects— innocently or otherwise-+thmght prove



explosive. The problem with that was she had na idkat those subjects
might be.

And so she did what she always did when she wasriegoror
disturbed—she cooked. It didn't take very longid ingredients and whip
up a creamy chocolate dessert, and she was jushgla in the fridge to
cool when the telephone began to ring again.

So much for the recluse theory; this was the ttetdphone call Sam had
received in the last few hours!

She listened to the rings, counting them withouwtrevealising she was
doing it. One, two, three— right the way up to tveel Then they ended
abruptly. Before the ringing started again.

So it was a family member calling. Or another femndtiend, she
acknowledged ruefully.

Except...the telephone just continued to ring. WWher Sam was, he
obviously either hadn't heard the telephone or Wasa position to answer
it.

What should she do now? She knew without even gsket Sam would be
furious if she were to answer his call. But sheldo'ti just let the thing
continue to ring, either. It might be a family megnlchecking up to make
sure Sam was okay, and when he didn't answer—

‘Leave it!" he ordered harshly as he entered ttehdam just as Crys was
about to pick up the receiver.

Crys removed her hand as if the receiver had jusitbher, moving hastily
out of his way as he moved to answer the call himse

‘This is ridiculous,’ Crys muttered to herself las busied herself serving up
the vegetables to accompany the beef. She hadbeely about to answer
the telephone, for goodness' sake; she hadn'tdaesyit rifling through the
man's personal papers! But from the way he hadveehadhe fury in his



face when he'd glared at her before snatching epdbeiver himself, she
might just as well have been!

It was no good; she simply couldn't stay here wWitb—
'‘Molly would like to speak to you.'

Crys looked up accusingly. Molly! After all thatds, Molly was on the
telephone!

Crys gave Sam an exasperated look as she movakietdhte receiver from
him, taking two calming breaths before lightly greg her friend.

"You made it!" Molly came back happily. 'What douythink of Falcon
House?' she added mischievously.

With Sam standing only feet away from her she wasally in a position to
say! 'Interesting,’ Crys replied non-committally.

Molly gave a gleeful laugh. 'l would ask what ybink of Sam, too—but |
have a feeling you would nrobably give me the samsaver!

"You would probably be right,” Crys answered awldigrvery aware that
the brooding Sam was still in the kitchen.

'He isn't doing his growly bear act, is he?' Mdllybered worriedly. 'He
promised me faithfully that he would behave himse#he added
exasperatedly.

"Your brother has been very welcoming,” Crys asbkurer, not quite
truthfully. Sam's initial reaction to her had bemmagonistic, to say the
least, but he had been polite, if not exactly grasj once he'd realised she
was Molly's friend Crys. Besides, she had no inbenof confiding the real
situation to Molly over the telephone like this. yéi@ she and Molly could
have a laugh over it together once her friend adiWhenshe arrived...

'Look, I'm really sorry | wasn't there to greet ywhen you arrived.' Molly
seemed to pick up on some of Crys's thoughts flyimg back to London



tomorrow night, and then up to Yorkshire the follogy morning. Do you
think you'll be able to cope with Sam on your ovntiluthen?’

She would have to, wouldn't she?

Although a brief glance at Sam, his expressionlehging as he confidently
met her gaze, told her it wasn't going to be easy!



CHAPTER FIVE

'Dip your mother ever tell you that the way to a maeart is through his
stomach?' Sam drawled self-derisively as he lookpdand saw her
watching his enjoyment of the portion of fillet dfeef and roasted
vegetables she had placed before him minutes earlie

Crys had set about serving their meal once shai'shed talking to Molly,
having no intention of sharing the subject of thaef conversation with
Sam, even though the brooding intensity of his gezde'd watched her
frowningly had told her that he might like to know.

She sipped the red wine he had poured to accontpairysecond course,
wondering how her low- level tolerance of alcoh@sagoing to cope after
months of not drinking at all. She had only evamiirwine to be sociable,
and now that she had no one to be social with...

Which begged the question, she realised belatedlyy-had she suggested
that they drink wine with their meal at all?

Because, after months of feeling slightly estranfyjech people, she had
craved some semblance of normality? To sit downearjdy a meal with

another human being, to talk of nothing in paraecwhile they sipped their
wine and ate their food? Perhaps. But the persarware with had to want
that same sense of normality too—and she alreadw khere was nothing
normal about Sam's way of life! He was more regkighan she had
become—and, unlike her, he seemed to enjoy it!

'My mother might have told me that,’ Crys answénaally, 'but doesn't the
man have to have a heart to begin with for théetorue?’

Coming from any other man, his comment about a srtagart would have
sounded flirtatious, but from Sam it just soundaxtastic. As she was sure
it was!



The humour left his eyes, the humourless smilenfath cold implacability.
'The inference being that it doesn't matter in ragecbecause | don't have
one?' he bit out icily.

Crys shook her head wearily. 'There was no infexgrshe sighed. 'l was
merely answering like with like. Obviously a mistatn my part. I'm sorry.'

'‘No," Sam replied hardly, after several long misuiésilence. 'I'm the one
who's sorry. It's just—I'm not used—I'm not giviyu too easy a time of it,
am |?' he acknowledged.

'No, you're not,' Crys agreed evenly. 'But then whguld you? You've had
your privacy unexpectedly invaded by a completarger; I'm not sure |
would be too happy about that either, if the sitratwere reversed.'
Although she couldn't for the life of her think afly situation where Sam
might turn up on her doorstep expecting a bedfemight!

‘That isn't quite true,' he disagreedvdsexpecting you—'

'‘But not on my own," Crys reasoned gently. "Yowtjid Molly would be
here too, and you certainly weren't expecting teehta play host to me in
the way that you have.’

He drew in a ragged breath, before slowly lettimmut again. 'How about if
you and | start again, Crystal—? I've just realistally didn't even tell me
your surname!' he said. 'I'm sure she had bettenera than this when she
was a youngster!' He looked at Crys expectantly.

She hesitated. It wasn't that she didn't wantltdhien her surname, just a
guestion of which one... Webber or James?

Fifteen months ago, when she'd married James, abechanged her
surname to his. In fact it had been a laughingtdmétween them from their
first introduction that her surname was the samigisa€hristian name. But
until her marriage—and she still used it when dheplith some aspects of
her life— her name had been Crystal James.



'Webber," she supplied huskily. 'My name is Cry$t@bber,' she added
more firmly, hoping she was strong enough to cojik this. It had been a
year, after all... 'Mrs Crystal Webber,' she elabed pointedly.

'‘Webber...' Sam repeated softly. 'As in James Webieeinterior designer?'
Crys nodded. 'As in James Webber, the interiorgtesi'

Damn it, she wasn't strong enough, she realisetheawision suddenly
became misty with the tears that never seemed farbieom the surface
nowadays.

'Hell, I'm sorry! | had no idea! What an idiot—'

'It's all right," Crys assured him shakily, blingiback those sudden tears. 'l
realise | should have told you earlier, when | gedslames had worked on
the house, but I—'

"You don't have to tell me anything," Sam cut But'Molly should have
warned me—'

'No, she shouldn't,’ Crys defended wearily. 'Whdhere to tell, after all? |
was married, and my husband—my husband died,' @steuded, surprised
at how difficult it still was to say that word.

Sam looked at the gold wedding band that loosetyreed the third finger
of her left hand. 'l hadn't even noticed you weeamng that.' He shook his
head self-disgustedly.

'I've told you, it doesn't matter," Crys hasteredgsure him, wishing they
could just change the subject; this one was profangpo painful.

Sam looked as if he might like to argue that pdiat, another glance at the
paleness of her face had him nodding abruptly.ll'S¥eastart again then,
Crystal?'

What was the point? She would be here for suclod sime. Their paths
would never cross again, she was sure. But peffoapéolly's sake...



'Of course,’ she accepted smoothly. 'Now, pleaseotbinue with your
meal before it spoils,’ she encouraged briskly.éwts Merlin, by the way?"
She opted for a more neutral conversational subjecy aware of the fact
that, although Sam had slowly recommenced eatisiddaid, the intensity
of his enigmatic gaze still rested on her.

'l thought it best to leave him outside for the neotj Sam explained.
"That's where | went earlier— outside to feed him.'

'Please don't leave him outside on my accountast still damp and foggy
out there—cold, too. 'I'm sure he'll quickly realispose no threat to either
of you if he's allowed back inside," she venturgdyd

'l wouldn't be too sure about that," Sam returnedfly.

Crys looked at him sharply, her frown quizzicalshg came up against the
shutter he kept closed over his emotions. Exackigtwlid he mean by that
last remark?

Again, from any other man it might have soundedatiious, but coming
from Sam—

She smiled, suddenly realising exactly what herhadnt, and guessed that
his compassion encompassed more than stray dods/oD take in injured
birds and animals when you were a little boy, tosf& prompted
knowingly.

'Did I—? What on earth are you talking about, CajAt Sam frowned
darkly, again using her full name.

She sobered, shaking her head. 'Don't feel sorrgng Sam,' she told him
stiffly. 'Pity is an emotion | cannot abide!" Arfeht included self-pity.

She had had six wonderful months with James— tbféleem as his wife;
that was more than a lot of people ever had!



She stood up abruptly, picking up her plate tdhighalf-eaten food into the
bin. But she gasped in surprise as her arm waseslygdrasped and she was
spun round to face a furious Sam as he glared @\ar.

'l don't feel pity for you, Crystal,’ he gratednd\don't even attempt to tell
me what | can and can't do!" he ground out angrily.

She blinked dazedly. 'But | wasn't—"'

'Yes, you were, damn you!' he corrected, his fack dith fury. "You— Oh,
to hell with it!" he exclaimed, before his head &ed and his mouth took
fierce possession of hers.

Crys was so stunned by the unexpectedness of tiadhat for a few
brief moments she stood un-moving in the tight bahdis arms, the
slenderness of her body crushed against the hardifelis as he very
thoroughly kissed her.

So thoroughly, in fact, that she felt a long-fotgatstirring of desire. Heat,
like molten lava, moved slowly into her body andkit as if the ice in her
heart was melting.

As, indeed, it probably was, she acknowledged witbhoked cry. All
warmth, all desire, had died with James. But thespan admitted enigma,
couldn 'tbe the one to begin to heal her battered emotions!

She wrenched her mouth away from Sam's. 'Stophié'cried fiercely as
she stared up at him in complete disbelief at wiaak just happened. 'Just
stop it!" she repeated brokenly.

A humourless smile quirked the hardness of his maaithough he made
no move to release her. 'l thought | already Helfhurmured huskily.

Crys was breathing hard in her agitation. 'Let mag ghe told him coldly
and pushed his arms away from her. 'l don't knowatwsbrt of woman you
think 1 am, Sam, but—'

'l don't think you're any 'sort' of woman, Crysthag told her firmly.



'l am not a desperate widow in need of a quick refhp

'l advise you to stop right there, Crystal." Sarterrupted her, a nerve
pulsing in the hardness of his jaw as he steppey &nom her. 'l kissed you.
| didn't, by word or intimation, give the impressithat | expected that kiss
to culminate in a trip to the bedroom. Perhaps time it might be better to
wait until you're asked!

'‘Next time?' she gasped incredulously, her bodwltiimg with reaction to
this highly charged emotional scene.

His mouth twisted derisively. 'l wasn't necessaniplying it would be with
me," he replied scathingly. 'But, then again, yost jnever know..." he
drawled, before striding confidently from the room.

Sheknew! There was no way on this earth that SamdBantas ever going
to kiss her again, let alone— let alone—

Crys sat down abruptly on one of the kitchen chabsolutely stunned by
what had just happened, her lips still tinglinge thlood singing hotly
through her veins.

How could she have allowed herself to be kissedhay cold, arrogant,
anti-social—?

That wasn't being quite fair to herself, Crys ackieolged heavily as her
pulse began to slow, her head to clear. She hedadtly allowed Sam to
kiss her; she had just been too surprised atimetto stop him.

Sam Barton, of all men. A man so unlike her lateldaund that they were like
night and day. Storm and sunshine. James had heenfdet ten in

height—at least six inches shorter than this mand—&fonde and

blue-eyed, a smile never far from his lips... Whsr&am, with his dark,
brooding looks, didn't act as if he knew what |aeghvas!

She—



'Say hello to the nice lady, Merlin,"” Sam drawledha came back into the
kitchen, the faithful hound now at his side, havityiously taken her at her
word about bringing Merlin back in. 'l doubt hefy to take a bite out of
you," he told Crys scathingly as she watched thee wlarily as he slowly

approached her. 'There isn't enough of you to piue a halfway decent

meal!" he added insultingly.

Colour heightened her cheeks as she realised hebgiag deliberately
insulting. Although, in the circumstances, that wesbably better than him
being nice to her!

'Hello, Merlin,’ she greeted cheerily, holding &yt hand for him to sniff.
The dog's huge slavering mouth, with its viciouskiog teeth, didn't
exactly give her any confidence in Sam's opinion!

'‘Animals are more apt to attack when they sense fgar of them,"” Sam
observed.

It wasn't only animals that did that, Crys concedesfully. Although she
wasn't frightened of Sam--just found him totallyfathomable. Even more
SO now.

For a brief time, after he knew of her bereavemkathad seemed filled
with compassion for her; she had no idea how timattion had been turned
into the searing passion with which he had thewcgeded to kiss her!

'‘Good boy,' she told Merlin as he gave a tentdittkeof her hand. 'Even if it
is the smell of beef that you're coveting,’ sheealddumorously.

'Don't be so disparaging about your own personainoli Sam said. ‘It may
be a little rusty from misuse, but | can assure iysstill there!"

Crys gave a troubled frown as she looked up at Bine didn't want to be
told that she was still an attractive woman. Esgdcby Sam, she admitted
to herself.

She had expected to spend a quietly reflective vieorkshire, to enjoy
getting to know Molly again, and hadn't really giveer friend's brother a



lot of thought when she'd accepted Molly's invaatiShe had assumed, if
she had thought of him at all, that he would beylwash his own life—that
the two women would probably see little of him, Wwbunake their own
entertainment. Perhaps if Molly had arrived atdame time as Crys, as she
had originally said she was going to, that mightehbeen the case...

Only might have been, Ciys accepted—because, hamngmet Sam, she
doubted it would ever be possible to be just stycdlite to him! She had

quickly learnt that he was a man who provoked gf®motions: awareness
and wariness, love and hate—

Love...?

Crys doubted very much that any woman would evet fi easy to love
such a mercurial man; he was far too uncomforteblee around for any
length of time. In fact, she was starting to feeite sorry for the absent
Caroline!

'I'm starting to dislike that enigmatic little smmilbf yours,” Sam rasped
suddenly.

She blinked, focusing on him with effort as shaigtitened from stroking
Merlin. 'I'm sorry...?"'

Sam grimaced. 'You have a way of smiling to yodraslif you know a
private joke you don't intend sharing with anyone.’

She certainly didn't intend sharing her thoughta ééw minutes ago with
this man! 'Actually, | think I'm just tired." Sh&ected a yawn. 'Would you
mind very much if | had an early night?' The lasisvgaid out of politeness
only; she intended evading this man's companyi@rést of the evening no
matter what he might have to say on the matter.aahy tomorrow too, if
she could manage it'Sam's grimace deepened—asniéfeewell aware of
her plans! 'Be my guest,’ he murmured derisivélyst' leave all of this for
me to clear away.' His gaze encompassed the rerfmramsheir meal. 'It's
the least | can do after you cooked for the twasf

She smiled. 'There's dessert in the fridge, ifrgointerested.’



‘Thanks,” he accepted non-committally. 'There's itl@ady full of
books—second door on the right out of here—if yanino take a book up
to bed with you," he added with rather more poéten 'There's even a
selection of those murder-mysteries you enjoy!"

‘Thank you.' Crys accepted in the same manner—eugthit was a little late
in the day for this sort of politeness betweentite of them. 'Will Merlin
be okay now if | stand up to leave?' The dog was siwetched out in the
warmth in front of the Aga, but as she already krneacould move very
quickly if he chose to, despite his size.

Try it and see,’ Sam suggested unhelpfully.
He really was the most provoking—

Oh, damn him; no doubt if Merlin did take a flyileap at her Sam would be
able to stop him before his teeth actually madéamrwith any part of her!
If he chose to...

As it happened, apart from a twitch of one ear, IMatidn't move as she
stood up, although his pale gaze followed her mardgracross the room.
She didn't even glance at Sam to see what his gsiprewas like as she left
the kitchen!

Second door on the right, he had said his libraag-w

Wow! As Crys opened the appropriate door she kiiemhad never seen so
many books in one place.

Outside of a public library, that was. The four wdlad bookcases from
floor to ceiling, every shelf full, and there weseveral piles of books about
the room too, because there was no more room teeitbiem. Sam must be
an incredibly fast reader; it would take her atilifee to read all these books.

Eclectic, too, she discovered as she perused thk/esh There was
everything here, from botany to astronomy. Theidictsection was
incredible too, from sagas to those mysteries ldgenmentioned.



Without even being consciously aware of it, shevigeéed towards the
cookery book section, choosing one at random froenlarge selection;
reading other people's recipes had always relagedAnd she definitely
needed relaxing this evening!

The house was strangely quiet as she moved upitleestaircase, eerily so,
despite the light given off by the chandelier oeath She gave an
involuntary shiver as she reached the gallery attdip of the stairs. The
hallways were dark up here, and had her wonderkagtlyy how many

rooms there were in this mausoleum. More to thatpbiow many of them
were habitable?

Not that it mattered particularly; she had no ititemof going exploring!

'l forgot to tell you—if I'm not here when you cordewn in the morning,
just help yourself to breakfast.’

She hadn't even been aware of Sam standing abttwerbof the stairs until

he spoke to her, and turned sharply to look atduer the oak banister. ‘Are
you going out?' she enquired. Somehow, the thoofgieing left alone here

in this huge barn of a house, even for a short,tiwasn't a pleasant one.
Even the company of the obnoxious Sam would bespabfe to that, she
realised.

He shrugged broad shoulders. 'l usually take Mddma run out on the
moors first thing in the morning."

Of course; a huge dog like Merlin would need adbexercise. 'l could
always come with you,' she said quickly—and as lduicegretted it; she
was hoping to avoid Sam's company tomorrow, nabdedtely court it!

"You could," he acknowledged dryly, but the mockemxgression on his face
told her that he was well aware of her earlier @danregarded tomorrow.
'Have you brought any walking boots with you?'

As it happened, yes, she had. She hadn't beenbiateMolly's plans were
for this week, and as such she had tried to cdlreomatingencies. Including
walking on the moors...



But not with Sam. The man was too probing, too guasy too—

'If you have, I'll be leaving here about seventshilf you're interested,' he
bit out with cold dismissal of her delay in replgin

He was just too everything! Crys concluded irriyaliThe uninterest in his
tone just now had clearly told her that he didrérec whether she
accompanied him in the morning or not—he was gauaog walking at
seven-thirty anyway.

And why not? Wasn't that behaviour exactly what Ishé been expecting
from Molly's brother in the first place? Reallyjgthouse seemed to be
having some strange sort of effect on her; shaicgytwasn't usually this

contrary!

‘Thank you,' she accepted evenly. '‘Goodnight, Sdm,added huskily.

'Crystal." He nodded tersely before turning shamlyhis heel and going
back to the kitchen, the door closing behind hirthvai decisive click.

Crys paused as she heard the soft murmur of hi® vguessing that Merlin
was the recipient of his one-sided conversation—sbhetwas no doubt the
subject of it. Sam was probably telling the dog wbthe complete

contrariness of women, how they didn't know frone omnute to the next
what it was they wanted! But he would be wrong dltloet complete part of
that statement; there was one thing Crys felt etggr on—she did not want
a repeat of that kiss they had shared earlier!

She could still feel the force of that kiss. Thenvth that had briefly
coursed through her veins. Her own response—naentabiv brief...



CHAPTER SIX

'WAsS Merlin sleeping outside my bedroom last night asay of making
sure | stayed in there, or to be protective?'

Not that Crys really needed an answer to her questshe was already
sure that it was the former!

She had had the shock of her life when, duringitbkt, feeling in need of a
hot drink to help with her sleeplessness, she Ipaeti@d her bedroom door
only to find Merlin sprawled across the doorwaysiig. He had merely
opened one eye and looked up at her, but it had éreugh for Crys to

decide that a hot drink wasn't so necessary dftdvefore beating a hasty
retreat back inside her bedroom, closing the dioany behind her.

Sleep had been even less likely after that unegpeehcounter with the
Irish Wolfhound. She'd been aware by the snuffliagd muffled
movements on the other side of the door that tlgevders making himself
comfortable once again after being so rudely dosdr

Consequently, her lack of sleep, and her irritatarhaving that guard
placed outside her bedroom door, meant she wam toé best of moods
this morning.

Sam stood up wordlessly to pour her a cup of cdfefere placing it on the
kitchen table in front of her. 'Not a morning persbmm?' he taunted as he
resumed his own seat.

Crys glared up at him, grey gaze accusing. ‘It srjuestion of that," she
shapped. 'And you didn't answer my question.’

Sam appeared not in the least bothered by hernatdan. 'l thought you
would feel safer with Merlin sleeping outside yooom.'

‘Safer from whom?' she retorted; the only othes@ein the house was Sam
himself—and she was sure Merlin wouldn't try to kéem out of her
bedroom!



Sam still seemed not to be bothered. 'Just—sateisdrry if | was wrong.'

He wasn't sorry at all, Crys fumed inwardly as sipped at the reviving
coffee. She would lay odds on Sam always knowiractx what he was
doing— and why!

'Do | take it from your appearance that you've dedito come for a walk

with us this morning, after all?" Sam remarked géesly, pointedly eyeing

the thick Aran sweater, black denims and heavy mwglkhoes that she was
wearing.

'‘Obviously," she scorned, in no mood—despite thetfeat he had given her
coffee—to forgive him for placing that animal oulsiher bedroom the
previous night.

Because they both knew that Merlin had been keepargin, not other
people out!

She hadn't slept at all well since James had diedraago, and often found
that a warm drink at one or two o'clock in the miognwould warm and
relax her enough for her to eventually be ableamedoff into a fitful sleep.
Last night she hadn't even been able to come ou¢mbedroom, let alone
anything else!

'‘Obviously,” Sam echoed with soft derision, sipping own coffee with
clear enjoyment.

It was already seven-thirty, the time he had sa&disually set off on his
walk with Merlin, and yet he seemed in no hurryb® on his way. Yet
another reason for Crys to feel annoyed with hime-khd rushed her
shower in order to be down on time!

'Shouldn't we be going?' she eventually promptguhirently. Her sweater
was really much too warm to wear in the heat ofkibkehen.

‘There's no rush,’ Sam said evenly. 'The moorstageimg to disappear if
we don't arrive at a certain time.'



Besides which, he was probably enjoying watchingdweat—glow, she
corrected, as she recalled her defence of yesterday

Crys stood up abruptly. 'Tll meet you outside wheu're ready, she
announced irritably; the fresh air would probabdytaer good.

'Fine,"” Sam agreed, before continuing to sip higeeowith that same
infuriating slowness.

She was right about the air being fresh outsidessais bitterly cold, the
wind cutting into her with the sharpness of a knBat at least the fog had
cleared this morning, giving her a better view ef burroundings.

If anything, the castle itself looked even moreeafisitable in the bright light
of day, that air of decay and neglect even morieable. But it was only a
facade, she reminded herself; the interior—partsitofat least—was
luxurious in the extreme.

Her boots crunched on the gravel as she walkedhootigh the archway
into the overgrown grounds that reached all the twahe boundary of the
disused moat.

Except for the obvious mound of fresh earth that remiged the small
orchard...

Sam might not be in any sort of hurry to leavetfair walk, but he must
have been up long enough to finish burying the akaglhe had found the
day before.

Crys felt some of her overnight irritation leave he she acknowledged the
caring that had gone into this small service fatray dog. As Sam had
pointed out the afternoon before, the earth waseficsolid, and had been
for some while, and it must have been back-breakinogk digging that
grave.

Amazing. Every time she decided that Sam was th& selfish individual
she had ever met, he did something that knockedthieary completely



off-balance. And, of course—remembering the wayhae kissed her the
evening before—vice versa!

'‘Ready?’

She turned sharply to find Sam standing next tigregutable-looking Land
Rover she hadn't noticed parked next to the casfyanting Merlin already
ensconced in the back.

'Ready,’ she agreed briskly, her gaze not quitdingeBam's as she climbed
into the vehicle beside him, remembering all toeadly the way he had
kissed her the previous evening.

Perhaps too clearly...?

And why not? No man had kissed her since Jameslied¢dshe was bound
to feel a little unsettled when one did!

Was she protesting too much?

Maybe, she acknowledged self-derisively, but she st a little surprised
at the fact that Sam had kissed her at all.

There was nothing in his own manner to say he rdomeeed that kiss; he
was completely silent on the drive out onto the reapand more occupied
with releasing Merlin from the back of the vehith@an with Crys's comfort
once they reached the spot he had chosen forviiadkr

Not that Crys was too concerned with what Sam waiagd She was
completely enraptured as she got out of the vehigline rugged beauty of
her surroundings, standing on a hilltop to gazeaoubss land that seemed
completely uninhabited by anyone but Sam and Hersel

Some people, she knew, thought the Yorkshire mease bleak and
unwelcoming. But as she gazed across all the uh&zlibills and valleys
Crys felt a lifting of her heart, a happiness saértt known for a very long
time at just being alive.



'It's got to you,' Sam said with some surprise.

Crys turned to look at him, her eyes glowing wither peace. 'It's just so
beautiful." She flung out her arms to encompasshallgrandeur of their
surroundings.

'Shh, don't tell everyone!" Sam whispered. 'It'e thest-kept secret in
Yorkshire!"

She laughed, her earlier irritability completelydotten as they set off at a
brisk pace in Merlin's wake, the dog having alreadgly off in search of
rabbits, real or imagined.

'What did you mean about it getting to me?' Crystwed lightly after they
had been walking in companionable silence for stme.

Sam shrugged broad shoulders beneath the heawy daater he wore to
combat the cold wind. 'The Yorkshire moors area@lyou either love or
hate," he responded.

'‘But you love them?' Crys ventured.

'‘And so, it appears, do you.' Once again therethatssurprised note in his
voice.

She gave him a sideways glance. He strode besideitiielong, measured
steps, allowing no quarter for her shorter legsd Ahe didn't want him to
either, enjoying the briskness of the pace, feehiagf the clean Yorkshire
air was reaching into her very veins. And as it stidit seemed to cleanse
away all the pain and loneliness she had knownditsyear...

She tilted her head questioningly. 'Why did yownkhi wouldn't?" It was
perfectly obvious to her that was exactly what ad thought.

He hesitated for a moment. 'Molly is a town persaime likes to be around
people, go to the theatre— when she isn't appeatiage! | just thought, as
the two of you are such good friends... Maybe | wasng. Again,’ he



added dryly, glancing at her with those mesmerigmegn eyes. 'l thought |
had better say it before you did," he explainetidsisively.

'l wouldn't have dared!" she came back teasingly.
Sam laughed softly. 'Oh, I think you might.’

Perhaps. But it was really too glorious a mornmgrgue or be at odds with
anyone. Even the infuriating Sam. At this particuteoment nothing else
seemed important but the still perfection of thg.da

Sam seemed captured by the mood too, once agasindapnto a
companionable silence. Which suited Crys perfesth just wanted to be
left alone with her thoughts, to drink in as mudéhhos cleansing air as she
possibly could.

It was almost eleven o'clock by the time they me¢drto Falcon House, but
Crys's earlier euphoria remained with her. She feating curiously at
peace with the world. Even Sam!

You're doing it again!" He frowned at her as himaked the back door and
they went straight into the kitchen.

'Sorry?' She turned from filling up the kettle Bomuch-needed cup of tea.
‘The enigmatic smile," he explained irritably.

Her smile turned to a grin. 'Referring back to yatomment last
night—there's one thing my motheid tell me," she said. "Never let a man

know all your thoughts; that way you always keep Quessing"!'

'‘No chance of anything else where you're concerredkaid with mock
disgust. ‘Do your parents live in London too?"

Her smile disappeared abruptly, some of her glaxiimethe day evaporating
too. 'My parents were both killed in a car craginsonths ago,' she revealed
as she turned away to busy herself with makingdhe



She heard him draw in a sharp breath behind howed by complete
silence.

It was unfortunate Sam had chosen to ask her #grticplar question at this
time, but there was no other way she could answecept honestly. Now
she didn't know what else to say—had no way ofvateng the sudden
awkwardness of the moment. It—

She stiffened as strong arms moved about her Wwamtbehind, pulling her
gently back against the hardness of Sam's chesthkek resting on the top
of her head as he held her close against him.

Perhaps even then she might have managed to recain and
unemotional, to maintain the control she had egertso successfully over
the last six months. Perhaps...if Sam had remasitewot too.

But he didn't...

'You poor love,' he said huskily. 'Hell, | thoudhtad the monopoly on—
Never mind that," he grated quietly. 'No wonder fainted last night when
you realised | was out there digging a grave! Isthave been the last thing
you wanted to see. And all | could do was accuse gb being an
over-imaginative female!" he concluded self-conterapsly.

"You couldn't possibly have known," Crys repliecskily, already well

aware that Molly had told her brother nothing ofy€s personal life.
Something Crys much appreciated. Although she Wwaisré Sam looked at
it in the same way...

‘Just how have you managed to survive this last?yelde groaned
disbelievingly.

She swallowed hard. 'Please! |—I really don't wntalk about it." She
shook her head determinedly. 'l just want—I so wegbour walk this
morning! she added protestingly.



She had doubly enjoyed it, because not only hadoske surrounded by
unspoilt beauty, but she had also not given orglesithought to the pain of
the last year!

'‘And now I've spoilt it for you," Sam acknowleddezhvily, his warm breath
stirring the tendrils of hair at her temple.

'‘No! Not really," she continued more calmly. 'lItfgs She drew in a ragged
breath. 'I've already told you how | feel abouybit

It isn't pity | feel, damn it!" he exclaimed, ldams tightening about the
slenderness of her waist.

Well, she certainly didn't want to know about artlgev feelings he might
have at this particular moment! 'l really don't wemtalk about any of it,’
she repeated determinedly, moving firmly out ofdmss, deliberately not
looking at him as she stepped away, knowing it @dad her undoing if she
did. 'Let's just have a cup of tea, hmm?'

'The panacea for all Englishmen! he muttered tledis

'‘And Englishwomen,' she amended..

‘Tea will be fine," he accepted.

'Do you take milk and sugar?' Perhaps if she tatifedormal, everyday
things, she could forget the conversation theyjusichad. And the fact that

Sam had once again taken her in his arms!

'No sugar. Thanks,' he extended ruefully. 'l enjogar walk this morning,
too, Crystal," he said gruffly.

'‘Good,' she answered non-committally, aware theahihof tense awareness
that had sprung up between them in the last fewsteghadn't completely
gone away.

She did not want to be aware of Sam. Or of anyratien, come to that.
Hadn't she already suffered enough this last year?



Like Sam, she had wondered herself how she wagdoisurvive after the
second shocking blow of her parents' deaths siXimsago. But it appeared
it was true that you couldn't die of a broken heart

Her parents had been her rock and support afteesldrad, and when she'd
received the telephone call about their fatal aatidhe hadn't believed she
could possibly go on. But somehow she had, an@# times like the walk
across the moors this morning that made her belibgse had to be a
brighter future. She had no idea what it would ltng, had come to accept
that it was part of life's mystery. It appeared fifa went on whether you
wanted it to or not.

'I'm doing it again, aren't 1?' she admitted as Isioed up to find Sam

scowling across the table at her. 'There's nothimgmatic about my smile,’
she assured him. 'I'm just amazed—and not a dittied!'—by the turns my
life has taken this last year. | have no idea wbatd possibly happen next.’

'Don't you?' Sam asked softly, green gaze blazimggnse.
'Do you?' Crys returned lightly.
'Would any of us want to know, even if we could®'rbsponded seriously.

This conversation had become altogether too setiouse comfortable,
Crys decided firmly, changing the subject. 'Whatuldoyou like for lunch
today?'

Sam looked at her searchingly for several long rs@sdefore giving a
barely perceptible nod of his head in acknowledgenoé her deliberate
shift from the seriousness of their conversatiéor {ou not to have to cook
it, preferably," he drawled. 'You didn't come herevork. How about | take
you out for lunch? There's a halfway decent pulutihanile from here that
does okay meals.'

Crys frowned. Going out for a walk on the moorshwiim was one thing.
Going out to lunch with him—almost like being odate?—was something
else entirely. 'Don't you have some work to doZ@nething?' she added
lamely.



'‘Not work. Or something,’ he answered derisivelyve'just finished
working on my latest—project, so I'm taking a feveeks' well-earned
break.'

And, unfortunately, she had chosen to visit duramg of those weeks.
Wonderful.

‘Just because Molly isn't here don't feel you Haventertain me—'

'Have | given the impression, so far, that poligsis one of my virtues?' he
cut in dryly.

'No." Crys chuckled ruefully.

'Well, then?' he prompted.

It was only lunch, after all. What was she so dfi@f, for goodness' sake?
Hadn't she already spent the whole of last nigitein the house with this
man? What was so difficult about going out to lumcth him today?

She drew in a deep breath. 'Okay,' she accepted.

‘That wasn't so difficult, now, was it?' Sam teased

He didn't know the half of it! Socialising, on asgale, wasn't something
she had done a lot of this last year, for obvi@asons, and if it hadn't been
for her work she probably wouldn't have had angwoeao leave the house
at all. Even going out for a pub lunch was an atluvenfor her nowadays.
She stood up, her cup empty of tea. "What timeodowant to leave? | didn't
have time to wash my hair before going out thismmag.' She explained her

need to know.

'‘About twelve-thirty should do it. Long enough?' ldeked admiringly at
the length of her silver- blonde hair.

'Perfect,’ she accepted. 'Dress casual?



'Dress casual,’ Sam echoed as he sat back in &istohsmile up at her.
"You're more rusty at this than | am!

More rusty at what? Crys wondered, even as sheafsttange fluttering
sensation in her chest when she frowningly retuimsdaze.

Without that growth of beard covering half his fdue really was a very
attractive man, very tall and lithe—even that uhfasably long hair, so
dark and silky, actually suited him. As for thodlesaeing green eyes...!
Stop it, Crys, she ordered herself sternly. He Wedly's brother. Her
unwilling host. The fact that he had now decidebdegleasant to her did not
make him anything else.

Tll see you at twelve-thirty," she told him, bedfoturning to leave the
kitchen.

'I'm looking forward to it," he said.

Crys kept on walking, only starting to breathe naltynagain once she was
out in the hallway, the kitchen door firmly closeehind her.

She wasn't sure she didn't prefer Sam when he giag kude to her!
It certainly felt safer.
Safer...?

What a strange way of putting it...



CHAPTER SEVEN

"THANKS,"' Crys smiled as she accepted the half pint arlagd lime Sam
had placed on the table in front of her. The twotle#dm were cosily
ensconced in the lounge bar of the pub Sam haeérdtivem to, and a log
fire was burning merrily in the grate, adding te tharmth of the interior.
"You mentioned earlier that you've just finishedurydatest book?' she
prompted interestedly as he sat down beside her.

She had decided, while washing and drying her tzat,it would be better
for them to stick to un- emotive subjects in futethat it was those brief
insights into her personal life that were creatingair of intimacy between
them that just shouldn't exist.

Although Sam didn't look as if he found the submgw had just chosen in
the least unemotive!

He was frowning grimly as he gazed down into hig pf beer, his mouth a
thin, uncompromising line. Finally he looked upegn gaze glacial. 'No, |
didn't say that," he replied.

'‘But—'

'Crystal, where did you get the impression thatiteAbooks?' he continued.
It was Crys's turn to frown now. 'Molly mentiondthat you're a writer—'
'‘But not of books.

'Oh,’ she replied. 'l just assumed—' She brokeatady knowing it wasn't
a good idea to assume anything where this man wasemed. Or to ask
him any personal questions he didn't want to ansvahich meant all of
them!

A more secretive man she had yet to meet. She hadeaed all the

guestions he asked her, personal or otherwiseSant had a way of not
answering a question directly. In fact, she knewy Wtle more about him



now than she had before she arrived yesterday., iregact—he wasn't
even the author she had thought him to be then!

'I'm a screenwriter, Crystal." He spoke sharplyif &g would rather not be
having this conversation at all.

Which he probably wouldn't, she acknowledged. A&enwriter? Living in
the wilds of Yorkshire? It seemed rather a long \amay from films or
television.

‘That's your cue to say "How fascinating”, or "Hamteresting”,” Sam

rasped with heavy sarcasm.

Crys's mouth closed with a snap as she realisetiathdeen about to say
the latter. Really, this man was so touchy. He tofitnce—and became
offensive—before she had even had chance to sdgiagy

'When you really have no idea whether what | deitiser of those things,'
he continued scathingly.

That wasn't strictly accurate, but she could sedibyexpression that he
wouldn't believe her if she was to claim otherwBesides, his tone was so
derisory, the approach of a herd of wild elephamtser direction couldn't
have made her come out with either of those comsmanw!

She would really have loved to talk to him abowst\work—might actually
have surprised him with what she did know. Mollyrtamly never
dismissed her interest so scornfully!

'l doubt you would do it if it wasn't," Crys finglanswered him lightly.

‘Not true," Sam responded. 'l have to do sometioikgep the wolf from the
door.’'

'Or to keep the wolf that you have indoors!" sheedack wittily, wanting
to dispel the sudden tension between them. Again!



There was no subject, it seemed, that didn't eedlgtelicit a defensive
response from this man. It was like walking throagminefield!

‘That too," he agreed. 'Do you know what you'regao eat yet?' He looked
at the menu that lay untouched on the table intfobher.

Conversation very definitely over!

She turned her attention to the menu; perhaps Yomdd sweeten Sam's
mood. Although she wouldn't count on it!

But she discovered fifteen minutes later, whenrtfe@md was delivered to
the table by a cheerfully middle-aged barmaid,eittainly should have

done. Her steak and ale pie was delicious, theypastlting in her mouth,

and even the chips served with it were crisp onotltside and delectably
creamy inside.

'It's the brisk Yorkshire air,” Sam murmured drgb/he saw the way she was
eating her food with relish. 'A couple of weeksénand you would put on all
the weight that you've lost!" he added with satitfan.

A couple of weeks here, spent in Sam's dubious eogy@nd she was more
likely to be a nervous wreck!

She eyed him questioningly. 'What makes you thive Ibst weight?'

'Oh, that's easy.' He paused in his enjoymentefyjgtmmon steak he had
ordered as his own meal. "Your clothes, while beiejl-made and of
obviously good quality, are all a little big on yond your wedding ring
slides down to your first knuckle,' he continuedshs would have spoken.
'If you aren't careful it may just slide off altager!

He was right, of course. In fact, she had evenidensd taking off her
wedding ring a couple of months ago, if only to éav made smaller,
having been sure herself that one day it was pisiggo slide off her finger
completely and be lost for ever. James might bettoser, but she didn't
want to lose her wedding ring too...



'Quite the Sherlock Holmes, aren't you?' she saytyw
Sam shrugged. 'Just observant.’

‘That must be helpful when you're—' She broke sftlae realised she had
returned to the taboo subject of his work. 'Accairatbservation of others
isn't one of my strong points, I'm afraid," shelsastead.

'Maybe not," he conceded. 'But I'm sure you coaldme in great detail
every ingredient that went into making the pie y@eating!'

'l probably could,’ she agreed laughingly, knowdayvn to the last herb.
'How astute of you!"

"You said you're a chef," he pointed out. 'It wasedty safe thing to guess.'

Maybe, but she knew she was nowhere near as agtete he was
concerned. Of course he kept up a guard over niids$ thoughts and
emotions, but even so...

'It's delicious,’ she assured him lightly.
'As pub food goes, yes," he agreed, resuming elisngwn meal.

Crys, while continuing to eat herself, watched tsarreptitiously from

beneath lowered lashes. A well- educated voicehesavas obviously a
learned man— moreover a man who was obviously tesedting in much
more sophisticated surroundings than these. Sheldrcbu help

wondering—and far from the first time!—what couldvie induced him to
take himself off to the wilds of Yorkshire, to dutmself off from all but his
family. Or almost all, Crys amended as she remeetbé¢he woman,
Caroline.

She had become intrigued by this man without eveawkng it was

happening, Crys realised with dismay, suddenlynipsier appetite for the
food in front of her. Sam was not a man it wouldwbse to like, let alone
become intrigued by!



Which made it even more difficult for her later tleaening, when, having
enjoyed scrambled eggs and smoked salmon forrieaf, Sam suggested
they go into the sitting room and watch a videcetbgr to pass the evening.

What made it difficult was that the room, withli®wn and gold decor, was
cosily intimate, the fire Sam lit in the old-fashed fireplace making it even
more so. They might have been like any other coaptding down for a
comfortable evening together!

Except Crys felt even less comfortable in Sam'spaomg now than she had
yesterday when she arrived.

What was happening to her?

She loved James, had loved him from the first mdarsbe saw him, that
love only increasing as the weeks passed and @mbeobvious he felt the
same way about her.

And yet...

She had lied earlier, even to herself, when shkoned not to be an

observant person where others were concerned. Bechie was aware of
Sam in a way she never had been with any other mealuding James? a
traitorous little voice asked inside her head. ®he aware of the dark hair
that grew on Sam's wrists, that shadow on the sgeas of his chin that
told of his need to shave twice a day, of the ckraall of his over-long dark

hair, of the litheness of his body, of the blagigrthat encircled the irises of
his eyes and so deepened them to dark emeralav&halso aware of every
movement he made.

Like now. Crys gave a small start of surprise asdme to sit beside her on
the sofa, rather than in one of the two armchadaset to the fire...

Merlin felt no such compunction, settling himsetfveh on the hearth-rug,
his nose buried in his paws as he closed his eysigep.

Sam turned frowningly to Crys, his arm lying lighticross the back of the
sofa. 'What's wrong, Crystal?'



She swallowed hard, wrapping her arms protectiablyut herself, not sure
what was happening to her. Only aware that shetdikia it!

'l don't know what you mean,’ she dismissed lightly

He grimaced. 'You seem...edgy. Have | done songttonupset you?
Because if | have—'

"You haven't,’ she assured him. He hadn't donehamytlt was only she

who suddenly felt such a muddle of emotions! 'llagse if I'm less than

good company. It's just that I—I'm a little tirethat's all," she excused
awkwardly. 'In fact—'

'It's too early to go to bed, Crystal." He firmlyesrode what she had been
about to say. 'Especially alone,’ he added quietly.

Coming on top of her so-recent acknowledgement ef bomplete
awareness of Sam as a man, this was just too mugs's cheeks coloured
heatedly.

'‘Besides,' Sam continued, 'your early night yestgdidn't do you any good
if you felt the need to leave your bedroom in thedte of the night. | am
sorry about that, by the way; I'll make sure | t&kerlin to my bedroom
tonight.'

Crys had no idea where Sam's bedroom was—and gh& dant to know,
either! It was of absolutely no interest to herdht@ bearing whatsoever—

This was terrible! What on earth was happeninget@ Ishe was twenty-six
years old, and, although her marriage to Jame®éan her introduction to
a physical relationship, she had been out withtglehother men before she
met him. It was just that none of them had affettedquite in the way that
Sam did...

'What colour would you call this?* Sam moved thadchae had draped
across the back of the sofa, picking up strandeohair to run them silkily
through his fingers.



'‘Blonde?' Crys returned stiffly, fighting the instt she had to move away
from those caressing fingers. She shouldn't be tabfeel the warmth of
those fingers just through her hair and yet she-gidery nerve-ending, it
seemed, sensitive to his touch!

He smiled, shaking his head, even as he continoeglatch those silky
strands as they moved across his fingers. 'Whike-goabout as near as |
can come to describing it. And that doesn't evenecolose!

Crys just wished he would stop touching her hiaat she wasn't completely
aware of the warmth of his breath against her chekthe faint smell of
limes in the aftershave he wore.

'It doesn't come out of a bottle, if that's whati'ye implying,' she told him
sharply. 'Ouch!" she complained as his fingerstéiged about her hair,
tugging on it slightly at the roots. 'l was only—'

'l know what you "were only", Crystal,’ he return&¥hat concerns me is
why." He frowned grimly, those fingers now entwirady tightly enough
about her hair to stop her moving away from hirheathan hurt her. 'Does
it disturb you to have me touching you like this€'probed.

Disturb her! She could barely breathe and her lfelt\as if it were on fire,
if that was what he meant!

'Of course not,’ she denied, reaching up to relbasbair from his grasp so
that she could sit forward. 'l think it's complgtaelncalled for—and
certainly hasn't been encouraged—»but that doesahm-

'It does disturb you," Sam said incredulously, egdier speculatively now.
'Crystal—' He broke off as she stood up.

She rounded on him angrily. 'Why do you persistailing me by my full
name when everyone else calls me Crys?' she attabke whole body
tense with emotion.

'Probably because | prefer not to consider myselfedonging to "everyone
else"," he drawled dismissively.



'Rather arrogant of you, isn't it?' she returnedisngly, aware that she was
being incredibly rude—but then, good manners hagmnkbeen a particular
part of her conversations with Sam!

'Maybe,’ he conceded, watching her with some amesemow as he
relaxed back on the sofa. 'But Crystal is too b&du#t name to be shortened
to just Crys." His mouth quirked with distaste tloe abbreviation.

'Perhaps | consider Samuel to be a nicer nameSham' She was being
completely childish now, she knew, but somethirgide kept driving her
on. A part of her was desperate to antagonise hitdeaat she knew where
she was with him when he was being cutting andgart)

'Perhaps you do,” he smiled, apparently—infuridgirgcompletely
unperturbed by her outburst. 'And I'm sorry to ppsaint you, but I'm afraid
| was christened just Sam."'

She had just made a complete fool of herself, @gbsed. For no reason, it
seemed. Because Sam wasn't in the least annoyeet bymarks. In fact he
looked more amused than ever!

'Well, Just Sam,' she bit out tautly, 'l thought were going to watch a
video?'

'We are,’ he agreed, still watching her thoughtfull faint frown-line
between his eyes now. 'Crystal, why are you sugdasl jumpy as a
newborn fawn?' he asked slowly.

Because that was how she felt! She was twentysing had been
married—very happily!'—and yet the awareness she ftel Sam was
completely new to her.

Perhaps it was the bracing Yorkshire air, after Réirhaps all that good,
clean air had intoxicated her. Because that waaiogr how she felt: a little
off- balance, her head buzzing, unable to put twbecent thoughts
together.



'l thought, despite our rather rocky start yestgrtlaat we'd had a good day
together," Sam said in a slightly puzzled voice.

'We have! | have,' she corrected, unable to speasdém. 'It's just—' she
broke off with a sigh.

Just what? she questioned herself impatiently. Shatdidn't see Sam as
just Molly's brother? The man couldn't possibly bassed as ‘just’
anything—despite her earlier attempt at sarcasnsezomg his name! He
was a man like no other she had ever met. Or wasli&ely to meet.

And she didn't like the fact that she felt that way

It was disloyal to James, to the time they hadtbgdther, to their marriage,
to their love. Physical attraction to another man+she surely didn't know
Sam well enough for it to be anything else!—wagtdyal of what she had
shared with James. Wasn't it...?

'Crystal... ?' Sam stood up too, his expressionzigal as he moved towards
her.

She couldn't move! Her feet felt anchored to thepeted floor, her legs
leaden.

'Crystal, this is not a good idea," he protesteskity

She felt like a rabbit caught in the headlighta ofir, completely motionless
as she watched Sam's head slowly bend towards ds&efgs arms moved
strongly about the slenderness of her waist, hés ayide open, his gaze
meeting her widely startled one as his mouth cldirhers in a deeply
searching kiss.

Crys gave a low sob in her throat even as heplgged to receive that kiss,
her eyes closing now, her body suffused with warién arms moving up
instinctively to his shoulders.

"You are so beautiful...!" Sam groaned seconds lai®lips moving warmly
down the column of her throat to the tempting helleeneath.



At that moment she felt beautiful. Totally desieabrl'otallyalive.

That was it, she suddenly realised. After feelingpBonally dead for the
last year, with everything she did being done dutatit and routine rather
than any real desire to do it, Sam had made healige again...

'Crystal?' He raised his head to look at her nasvglaze darkly searching as
he seemed to sense her total shock at this discowér life—of
love?—flowing through her veins once more.

She swallowed hard, her own gaze fixed on the serssiess of his mouth.
The mouth that had so recently kissed her own.,$don't want to talk.'

‘Tell me what you do want?' he prompted.

She trembled slightly within the circle of his arm®oistening dry lips with
the tip of her tongue before speaking. 'l want—'

'Hello-ee...? Is anyone home?'

Crys's second shock, at the sound of that suddetnlysive voice, was even
deeper this time. All colour left her cheeks arldak of total disorientation
clouded her features, her frown of confusion widgnas Sam's arms
dropped from about her waist and he stepped avoay frer.

Who—?

The door to the sitting room was suddenly flungrg@ad a brightly smiling
Molly was standing in the doorway.

'Surprise!" she shouted happily, flinging her armsle in greeting. 'l
managed to get an early flight back from the St#tés morning." She
chattered excitedly as she came further into tbentahrowing her scarf and
gloves into a chair as she did so. 'A connectimghtflup here, a hire
car—andvoila, here | am!" She moved forward to clasp Crys iearihug.

Here she was, Crys acknowledged numbly, her gaefiyomeeting Sam's
over Molly's shoulder as the two women hugged. idgte message passed



between the two of them of how surprised Molly ntighve been. A few
minutes later and Molly might have been very sgeatiindeed!



CHAPTER EIGHT

THANK goodness Molly seemed completely unaware of Crysisbness as
she turned to affectionately greet her brother bitef respite giving Crys
time to attempt to gather her scattered defencels together.

Which wasn't easy when she knew, but for Molly'sxpected arrival, she
had been about to tell Sam that she wanted to foakevith him!

She gave an inward groan of embarrassment, turaimgy to stare
unseeingly at the fire, mortified at what she hbdost done. How could
she? Sam was a man who made no secret of thénéddid kept everyone
but his close family firmly at bay. The fact tha had kissed her, told her
she was beautiful, didn't change any of that.

What could she have been thinking of?
She hadn't been thinking at all, only feeling—twas the problem!

'‘Gosh, it's good to be here at last!" Molly flurfGlwer coat. She was a short
redhead, and the effervescence and warmth of meomality shone in her
laughing brown eyes. 'So what have you two beentoupoday?' she
prompted interestedly as she moved to warm hershlapdhe fire.

Crys couldn't even look in Sam's direction at thament—wasn't sure he
had even spoken since releasing her from his akititwugh she supposed
he must have said something to Molly in greetireg;fhiend certainly didn't
look as if she suspected any sort of atmosphereeeet the two of
them—awkward or otherwise!

'This and that,” Crys answered awkwardly, instangigognising that she
had to pull herself together if Molly wasn't to gkily catch on to the fact
that there was something not quite right here, d@ivelne couldn't possibly
guess what it was.

The last time Molly and Crys had met Crys had be®mly in mourning for
James, and she was sure that Molly was perfectlgizant of her brother's



unsociability; the fact that Crys and Sam had sawmelhbecome attracted to
each other wouldn't even occur to her friend, Geltssure.

Thank goodness!

'We went for a long walk out on the moors this niogri Sam stepped
capably into the breach left by Crys's own inadéguaply to Molly's
guestion. 'Then we went out for lunch. And thigafoon—'

'Stop!" Molly held up her hand, her smile brighfbu're wearing me out just
listening to you!" She collapsed down onto the soifgs and Sam had so
recently vacated. 'I'm exhausted after all thaveitang,’ she confided

wearily.

She didn't look exhausted, looking just as googhasusually did—very
smart in a pink polo-necked jumper and burgundypwadd trousers, her
boots a perfect match in colour. Molly had a beaiigt glowed from

within, lighting up her classical features, givimgrmth to the softness of
her brown eyes. It was a quality that shone oinenfwhen she was acting.

'‘Can | get you anything to eat?' Crys offered light'm sure, from
experience, that you can't have had anything inl¢hst edible on the
journey here!

'Do you know what | would really like?' Molly gried across at her. 'Some
of your delicious pancakes with maple syrup anccream?!’

"You've been in America too long, my girl." Samngaiced. 'Or else you're
pregnant...?' he added controversially.

'Ha, ha, very funny,’ Molly came back. 'Don't knaickntil you've tried it!"
'Pregnancy, or pancakes and ice-cream?' Sam cbioittdy.
‘Sam—'

'Pancakes and ice cream coming up.' Crys intermugbteir sibling banter,
glad of an excuse for leaving them to it and gdhrgugh to the kitchen.



Escaping, more like, she berated herself as shiheefoom. But no matter
how she tried she couldn't get away from the rattia that if Molly hadn't
arrived when she did...!

But she had. And nothing had happened. Not really.

Only because she and Sam had been interruptedhithgling little voice
taunted inside her head.

She was getting a little tired of that voice. Whaas it anyway?
Conscience? Or that other side of herself thattoya®g to break free, to put
the past behind her and move on?

But she didn't want to move on! Did she...?

'Make that two for pancakes and ice cream.' Sarkespoftly from behind
her, making Crys instantly drop the egg she hadtaken from the fridge.

'‘Now look what you've made me do!" she exclaimesméully, her face
bright red as she went down on her haunches to gfethe mess.

No one had made her do anything—Sam's appeararice game room as
herself was enough to rattle her nerves anew!

‘Leave it!" Sam ordered, even as he reached dodrmlasped her arm, his
grip like steel as he pulled her upright. 'We havdmished our
conversation," he reminded her, his eyes deeplglsieg on the paleness of
her face.

Crys glared at him. He didn't have to remind heres, e did! Sam was not
a man who shied away from anything. Even embamngssituations.
Embarassing to her, that was...

'It's finished, Sam," she told him flatly, the sigéh of her gaze determinedly
meeting his, telling him with more than words tBhe wasn't just talking
about their conversation.



He continued to look at her for several long sesopiils eyes narrowed
censoriously. '‘Coward,' he finally said disgustedijeasing her abruptly.

'Possibly," she bit out tautly, turning away. ‘Tha@oodness Molly arrived
when she did, hmm?' she added disparagingly, ogeé aurning her
attention to the smashed egg on the floor.

‘That's a matter of opinion,' he returned.

Crys glanced up at him. 'Isn't she going to thinmkther odd if you just leave
her to her own devices when she's only just arfived

'Possibly.' He scathingly repeated her own eacienment. 'But then, I'm
not here to entertain Molly!"

'Or me," Crys pointed out, throwing soiled papewdls into the bin,
studiously keeping her gaze averted from Sam. Awaren as she did so,
that part of her was still pulsing with the desihe had known so recently in
his arms.

"You're more recreation than entertainment," heechatk caustically.

She had probably deserved that, Crys acknowledeadlly. 'The pancakes
will be five minutes,’ she told him pleasantly,ushg to rise to his obvious
baiting.

Sam's eyes crinkled to steely slits. 'I'm not skiae I'm hungry any more,' he
finally said slowly.

Crys turned impatiently. ‘Make your mind up, Samthei you do want
pancakes or you don't.'

He drew in a harsh breath, a nerve pulsing in thel Iset of his jaw.
'‘Contrary to what you might think—or say!'—I congideur earlier
conversation far from over, Crystal.’



She felt a nervous fluttering in her stomach atttireat behind his words.
He intended returning to that conversation at er lame. Preferably when
they wouldn't be disturbed, no doubt...

But none of that nervousness showed as she heldcand egg up
guestioningly over the bowl of flour.

'Why not?' he demanded. 'Even if it isn't the riggmise that's being fed!" he
added derisively, before striding impatiently freine room.

Crys's breath left her in a shaky sigh as sooredsald gone, and she leant
weakly against one of the kitchen units, closingéyees with a groan.

What was she going to do?

She had thought, when Molly arrived, that the awkimass of this situation
would ease. But what had happened between Sameaselfra short time
ago— and whatever that might be she still wasne!lst made that
impossible. In fact, if anything, Molly's arrivaatd made things worse; there
was no way Crys could make her excuses and leaea War friend had
only just got here!

Even if that was what she most wanted to do! Washbshing cowardly by
wanting to run away? Of course she was! But, astme time, wasn't she
right to feel that way? Her beloved husband had digear ago, both her
parents six months later; it would be sheer madoedser part to become
emotionally involved with anyone ever again—andeesgly with a man
like Sam.

Apart from Merlin, Sam lived a completely solitdife here, and if there
were women in his life— Caroline?—then they werardtmen who were
actually allowed tsharehis life. Crys simply wasn't the kiss-and-move-on
type. She never had been.

Which left nowhere to go for any sort of relatiomsbetween Sam and
herself.



No, she had been right to call a halt when shestlie decided determinedly.
Even if Sam didn't exactly agree with her! Oncehhd thought it through,
he too would see the sense in—

'‘Gosh, it's good to be here at last!" Molly burst enthusiastically as she
came through to the kitchen, running her fingersugh the heavy weight
of her red hair. 'And to see you,' she added adaited searchingly at
Crys. 'How are things? Oh, don't worry, Sam hasedgon a walk outside

with Merlin," she assured her as Crys glanced parsawkwardly.

‘Things are fine," Crys answered her friend drijghtly beating the batter
for the pancakes as she waited for the oil to iredhhe frying pan. The
restaurant is doing well. | have a few weeks asfrir—'

'l wasn't talking about work, Crys," her friend amnshed, giving her arm a
brief squeeze. 'l want to know hgwuare.'

Crys gave a rueful smile. 'Well, work is all | atntlae moment.'
'Still?* Molly frowned. 'Crys, it's been over a ysince—well, since—'

'Since James died," Crys finished softly. 'You séerhave more trouble
saying it than | do..." She looked at her frienarshkingly.

Molly had attended James's funeral, and the two @mhad kept in touch
by telephone afterwards. Molly had also appeardatieafuneral of Crys's
parents, some months later, but the two women haubt' like this for a
long time. Too long, Crys acknowledged slowly.

Molly had been friends with James long before sh@icbduced him to
Crys, and Crys had wondered for some time if sheniwantruding on a
romance between the two of them. But James hadilagly assured her
that he and Molly had never felt that way aboutheaibher, that they had
only ever been friends. Crys had no idea whetheliyMad felt the same
innocuous affection for James...

Molly looked a little uncomfortable now, chewing bar bottom lip. 'If you
want to know the truth, Crys...' she began slowly.



Crys stiffened, not sure she did want to know tlhtat this particular
moment; she was still too raw from being in Samssato cope with any
more shocks—such as hearing that Molly had bedove with James all
along!

Molly sighed. The thing is, I've always felt albt guilty. About James, |
mean.' She grimaced.

'Guilty?' Crys repeated reluctantly.

'Mmm," her friend murmured. '‘But perhaps this i time to talk about
this...'

Perhaps it wasn't, but having now started on tlogesti..! 'It's okay with
me, Molly," Crys assured her.

'Well, you see— Hello again, Merlin." Molly brokdf daughingly as the
hound bounded into the kitchen, jumping up at Imek@&most knocking her
down with the enthusiasm of his greeting.

Where Merlin was, Crys knew that Sam wouldn't beaaay. The dog
rarely left his master's side— when he wasn't st@ndjuard outside
women's bedroom doors, that was!—but, even sohabealready tensed
herself for the encounter when Sam strode intokitelhen seconds after
Merlin.

His cold green gaze flickered over her briefly,dvefhe turned his attention
to his sister and the dog. 'Down, Merlin!" he comaded, and the animal
instantly obeyed to wander over to watch Crys'siagtat the Aga.

'Wouldn't it be heavenly if all males were that dieat?' Molly grinned.

Sam'’s mouth twisted humourlessly. 'My dear Mollypstof us are—in the
appropriate circumstances!

'Ha!" Molly snorted scathingly. 'l can guess wlnayt might be!'



'How about you, Crystal?' Sam challenged as he rieelf comfortable
in one of the kitchen chairs. 'Can you guess too?'

Just as easily as Molly could! But, once againgcbisversation really wasn't
that of a polite host to a guest—moreover not his guest, but his younger
sister's. A fact Molly, one of the most astute pedprys had ever met,
wouldn't be ignorant of for long if Sam continuedoiehave in this familiar
way.

'‘Could you lay the table for me?' Crys promptedkiyi. The first pancake
was almost ready for serving.

Green eyes openly laughed at her deliberate evdslow many for?' Sam
enquired as he stood up. 'Two or three?’

"Two—'

'Oh, do join us, Crys," Molly encouraged eagettywill be something like

the midnight feasts we used to enjoy at schoolereber?' Her eyes glowed
with memories of those nights when they'd usedhéak out of school to sit
on the sea wall that edged the playing fields, whtir tuck-boxes and cans
of drink, believing they were being very daringoireaking the school rules.

"Yes—do join us, Crystal," Sam echoed tauntingly tésk of preparing the
table complete. 'Then the two of you can tell mactly when it was you
managed to get any school work done!

Molly wrinkled her nose at him. '‘Oh, don't be sachold poop, Sam. Didn't
you ever—? Oh, thanks, Crys; this looks wonderihg exclaimed as the
plate containing her pancake, maple syrup andrieant was placed on the
table in front of her. 'Excuse me, Sam, but wedlé to continue this
argument later; Crys's cooking is to die for!"

"Yours will be ready in a moment,’ Crys told Sarfilgas he seated himself
opposite his sister at the table.

His confrontational gaze met hers head-on. 'l caib, vihe told her quietly.



She moved hurriedly back to the Aga. Like a frigiet® rabbit, she
admonished herself. No, not really; she was justtiag to feel slightly
threatened from several areas. Molly seemed onvidrge of some
momentous confession—and it was one Crys was $walisin't want to
hear. As for Sam—! He just didn't like being thveaktshe decided, and by
refusing to even discuss what had happened betwesn earlier he
believed she was doing exactly that.

Well, he would just have to continue thinking thiagcause she had no
intention of—

'Mmm, this is delicious!" Molly breathed ecstatlgahcross the room.
'Worth every hour of travelling I've had to do tgdaVait until you taste
this, Sam; it's heavenly!

'I've already tasted Crystal's cooking,' he canok lbautly.

'What?' Molly gasped, almost choking on her seaoondthful of pancake.
"You haven't been making her work since she gaher

He shrugged unconcernedly. 'She didn't have ary#ise to do.'
Molly's eyes widened. 'But, Sam—'

"Your brother is quite right, Molly," Crys interjd tautly, flicking Sam a
cold glance as she did so. 'l was happy to bermoksgse.'

'‘But—'
'Here you are, Sam.' Crys firmly put the plate aonhg his pancake down
on the table in front of him. 'Help yourself to timaple syrup and ice cream,’

she invited, putting the jar and tub on the tal@etro him.

'Service seems to be slipping," Sam came backigsyisgiving a pointed
look at Molly's prepared pancake.

'Sam, really!" Molly looked scandalised by the reknayou can't talk to
Crys like that!"



'l thought | just did." He looked completely unpebed by the rebuke.
'Yes, but—'

'It really doesn't matter, Molly." Crys shot hdefrd a warning look, in the
process of preparing a much smaller pancake faelfeunwilling to have
the label party-pooper hurled at her—which she swag, in the mood he
was in, Sam would lose no opportunity to do!

'Of course it matters.' Molly wasn't to be put afill glaring at her brother.

'Crystal doesn't seem to have minded,' Sam disthi$Se why should you?
Besides,' he added mockingly, 'she's a much beitde than you are!’

"Well, of course she is.' Molly sighed. '‘Ordinanidgople pay a lot of money
to eat the food Crys has prepared, you ungrateéul, you,’ she told Sam
exasperatedly.

The spoonful of pancake on its way to Sam's moalteti before it got
there, and his gaze narrowed as he looked acresedm at Crys. 'And why

should people pay a lot of money to eat food Ctysda prepared?’ he said
slowly.

'‘Because sheGrystal,silly." Molly's frustration deepened.
'l just called her that, didn't I?' Sam rasped.
‘Yes, but—'

'For goodness' sake stop starting every sententte 'Wes, but",” Sam
snapped impatiently.

Molly glared at him. 'Maybe | would if you stoppaderrupting me!'

'l wouldn't need to keep interrupting you if youreranaking any sense,’
Sam returned caustically.

You—'



'Please!’ Crys cut in soothingly, picking up hextelto join them at the table,
choosing to sit down next to Molly rather than la fplace Sam had set
beside himself. 'Please don't argue on my accduhink what Molly is
trying to say is that—'

'She'sCrystal!" Molly cut in exasperatedly.
"You're starting to repeat yourself now," Sam said.

'Of the London restaurant Crystal,"” Molly explaine@f the television
programmeCrystal's CuisinelFor goodness' sake, Sam, you have one of her
cookery books on your shelf in the library; | boughor you myself last
Christmas!’

Crys looked reluctantly at Sam from beneath lowdasties, knowing that
her reticence was warranted when she saw the entliskke on his face as
he looked back at her with accusing eyes.

If Molly thought she had done Crys any favoursmifgpiming her brother of
exactly who 'Crystal' was— that she was a restauwamer, bestselling
author of cookery books, and television personattyen Molly could
think again. Sam looked as if he would rather reoirbthe same room with
her!



CHAPTER NINE

IN FACT, at that moment Sam suited his actions to hisesgmon, putting
down his spoon and fork, leaving his pancake uritedcand pushing his
chair back noisily to get abruptly to his feet.

'If the two of you will excuse me," he mutteredtiy. 'I've just remembered
some things | need to do." Without waiting for eitlof them to answer he
strode forcefully from the room, the faithful Merliollowing at his heels.

'‘Well" Molly exclaimed as she stared after himredulously. 'What on
earth is wrong with him?' She turned back to Crys.

'From the littlel've come to know about your brother these last two
days—which isn't a lot, | might add!'—I would say'shéad enough of
chattering females for one evening,' Crys repkadwing that was far from
the full story but hoping that Molly would acceptat version for the
moment. Sam had really just wanted to remove hinfrezh the presence of
only one female—herself!

Molly shook her head. 'Has he been like this syme arrived yesterday?'
She frowned her displeasure at the thought.

What on earth was Crys supposed to say in answibiat@ Sam had been
decidedly unwelcoming when she'd first arrived, they had gone for a
walk together this morning, and Sam had taken befav lunch today too.
It was the fact that they had been in each other's only an hour ago that
had changed things between them. But she wasnit &btell Molly that!

'He's been fine," Crys answered lightly. 'l dom'bk he was too impressed
with my resume just now. | also don't think it hedighe situation that until |

actually arrived Sam was under the impression yetevibringing a man

called Chris here with you!'

Molly shook her head impatiently. 'l gathered twaien | spoke to him on
the telephone yesterday. Honestly—men! They nestanl to a word you



say to them!" She sighed. 'I've been talking to &lmut my friend Crys for
years!'

'So he told me," Crys recalled dryly. 'But he olgly didn't make the
connection between the two when you asked if yaddcbring a guest here
this week.'

Her friend gave her a knowing look. 'He wasn't rtml¢ou when you got
here yesterday, was he? | know Sam isn't the e¢adiesen—'

'l told you, he was fine,” Crys reassured Mollyinking her friend's
comment about Sam had to be the understatemem getir! Sam was the
most prickly of men she had ever had the misfortonaeet!

'l hope so," Molly said slowly. 'l do so want tieotof you to get on.’

Crys looked at her friend. Was it her imaginatianwas Molly's gaze
suddenly evasive...? 'Molly, what—?"

‘There, now, my pancake is getting cold," her flidurst out petulantly,
tucking into her food with renewed gusto.

1l make you a fresh one,’ Crys offered distrdbte the previous
conversation far from over as far as she was caederMolly—"'

"This will be fine," the other woman assured Hgust can't believe that Sam
didn't know who you are!" She gave another exaspetishake of her head.

'Why should he?' Crys made no effort to eat her deod—had only
prepared it in the first place because she'd feltmight to be sociable. But
Sam obviously felt no such compunction, so why &hshe?

'‘Look, Crys, you may not own a television, but Saertainly does; | can't
believe he hasn't seen at least one of your pragesnYou're into your
third season, for goodness' sake!" Molly exclaimed.

It had been that recognition Crys had thought sbaldvsee when she'd
taken her hat and scarf off here in the kitchenieyday—the reaction she



had been expecting. And had dreaded! Because shedmae here for a
complete holiday—away from the restaurant, recayditelevision
programmes, and the compiling of the books that tweith those
programmes. But it had been a recognition that hagin't happened in
Sam's case...

She gave a small smile. 'Somehow he doesn't stné&eas a man who
watches cookery programmes.’

'Maybe not," Molly conceded grudgingly. 'But theme your books too. |
told you, | gave him one last Christmas.'

'It was a nice thought, Molly, but | doubt Sam readokery books, either,’
Crys teased. 'He probably just filed it away omealfsin the library without
even looking at it.’

‘Then it was very ungrateful of him," muttered sgiduntled Molly.

'Don't you think we're straying from the point & bere?' Crys prompted
gently.

Molly repressed a yawn as she blinked across at'llarsorry, but I'm
afraid I've forgotten what the point was.' She gave@pologetic smile. 'I'm
rather tired; it's been a very long day.’

Of course it had. Molly must have been travelliog iours. It was only
that—

'l have to confess,’ Molly said, 'l thought | hagttbr rush back as soon as |
could after talking to you on the telephone lagttii you sounded a little
stressed out.'

Crys pulled a face. 'l travelled most of yesterdgygelf,’ she admitted.
Molly nodded. 'Then an early night probably wom'taither of us any harm.

| hope you don't mind? I'm a little jet-lagged, bt sure I'll be feeling
more sociable tomorrow.'



'No, of course not,' Crys readily agreed. 'You gollil clear away here,' she
assured Molly as she made to start tidying thestabl

Molly hesitated. 'Are you sure?"

'Positive,’ Crys said, standing up. A few minute$érself wouldn't come
amiss either! 'You go up and have a relaxing baghower before crawling
into your nice warm bed. I'm quite happy potteratgut here.’

'You are a love!" Molly reached out and gave hex ohher spontaneous
hugs. It really is good to see you, Crys." Molslchher at arm's length. 'l
know we've talked on the telephone regularly, tsibieenfar too long since
we got together like this,' she said wistfully.

Yes, it had. Oh, they both had heavy work scheduMslly working in the
States the last year, Crys caught up with her wemstd and recording
television programmes—nbut after her interruptedveosation with Molly
earlier she couldn't help wondering if that haguét been an excuse for
their not meeting. Perhaps James was part of #snethe two women had
not managed to meet? On Molly's part, at least...

Crys sincerely hoped not. It would be too awfult ifurned out Molly had
been in love with James all along—that her friead factually lost him
twice. Once to another woman and then to the cwdiiability of death.

Crys gave Molly's arm a squeeze. 'We'll have tiroe d long chat
tomorrow.' She smiled encouragingly.

'Hmm." Molly stepped back, giving another tired yawf | manage to get
up at all, that is," she admitted. ‘Do you and Saawe any plans for
tomorrow?'

Did she and Sam have any plans...? Crys wasn't sheeliked being
grouped with Sam in that way!

'Of course not, silly,' she dismissed lightly. 'Weere expecting you to arrive
tomorrow anyway.' And even if they hadn't been Gnysw she would have



done everything she could to avoid spending ang ailone with Sam now.
Tomorrow or any other time.

'Fine." Molly nodded. 'I'll see you some time ire tmorning, then." She
smiled tiredly before leaving the room.

Presumably Molly knew in which room she would bersgging the night.
Even if she didn't, it certainly wasn't up to Ctgsnterfere. One thing she
did know: it wasn't the double bedroom Sam had ebgoehis sister to be
sharing with a man!

Sam...

What was she going to do about him? If anythin§he could just try

pretending that none of today had happened. Althpafjer what Sam had
said to her earlier, she had a feeling he wouladm'willing to let it go as

easily as that.

Which was rather silly of him, in the circumstancgle would be here for
only a few more days—had promised the managerrailseaurant that she
would be back in town by the weekend. Five moresgaypuld she be able
to stand it here with Sam for that length of tin@®e thing she did know.
There was absolutely no future for a relationsHipry sort between Sam
and herself; she had her busy life in London, st §ad his life here. And
then there was Caroline...

But, no matter how much Crys might try to denyslte had enjoyed those
moments in Sam's arms— had felt truly alive for fir& time in months.
Since James had died, in fact.

Physical attraction? Was that it? She couldn'titsags something she had
ever experienced without love before, but there ahagmys a first time for
everything. Because she certainly wasn't in lowé 8am!

Not only was he prickly, he was also arrogant, bearing, rude,
sarcastic—in fact, she would be hard put to fing @ood points about him.



He was kind to animals and sometimes to widowsr& la@as no doubting
his compassion concerning the dog that had diedV@tin's complete

devotion to him. There was also no denying that 8adchbeen kind to her,
in his own way, since she had told him she was damadow.

Okay, Crys accepted, so he was kind to animalsiacholws.
He also loved and cared about Molly. As Molly loweet cared for him.

She was talking herself into a corner here, Crglised. She and Sam were
as different as chalk and cheese, and let thah lema to it—

'l thought I might still find you here," Sam sasd, close behind her that Crys
gave a nervous start of surprise, almost droppiegptiate she had just
picked up to remove from the table. "You oughtébgpmething done about
that jJumpiness of yours,' he advised.

Crys's eyes flashed deeply grey as she turnedlghiarface him. 'Such as?'
she challenged, deeply resenting his implicaticat 8he was a nervous
wreck, knowing that it was only this man who causen to react so
violently.

He shrugged broad shoulders. 'l have no idea,rdeleld. 'But it can't be
good for the profits of your restaurant businesgiii go around dropping
plates all over the place!

'‘But | didn't drop it." She held the plate up intdé&nd my business is doing
just fine, thank you—uwith or without my supposethpiness,’ she told him.

Sam gave another shrug. 'lt was just a suggestion.’
Like hell it was! He had come back in here spoilinga fight. Well, the
mood she was in—confusion mixed up with not adlitthcertainty as to her

own feelings towards this man—he was likely to @eictly that!

'I'll bear it in mind,' she said calmly.



'Of course you will." Sam strode further into tlm®m, the coldness of his
gaze raking over her assessingly. 'So, you're @rysimes,’ he finally said
speculatively.

So he had heard of her. So much for his earliématd having no idea what
Molly was talking about—

'l went into the library and looked at the book Mobave me last
Christmas," he explained. 'lt's not a bad photdgrajpyou on the back
cover.'

‘Thank you," Crys accepted, every muscle in helliedsed defensively.

Sam was now being just a little too pleasant, dffterway he had strode out
of here earlier. Just a little too amenable to hee.t. Besides, that

challenging glint in his eyes was unmistakable.

'Hmm." Sam nodded thoughtfully, his gaze stillically assessing. 'You're
very young to have found such notoriety.'

'l believe you meant to say public popularity.’
'Did 1?" he mused. 'Hmm, perhaps so. In either,oamére still very young.'

'Old enough to have got a university degree bejoirg to Paris to study
under the auspices of a master chef there. Oldgitmuwork my passage
through several London restaurants before operpngne of my own,' she
claimed evenly. 'Old enough to have been marriedveidowed, too," she
added, aware that this was probably a below-thesbek, but deciding that
Sam had asked for it; he was definitely being @eabely antagonistic.

'My, my—all that as well as television and book &h$am drawled.

She drew in a deeply controlling breath; she wooldgwgue with him, no
matter how much he tried to goad her into it, drat tvas that!

'I'm only the flavour of the month for the momentxease the pun! When |
opened my restaurant the rest of it just seemdadllmv. A case of just
happening to be in the right place at the righttitrsuppose.'



She was still slightly dazed herself at the spegld which she had shot to
television stardom—was sure that she would newardemfortable with
the recognition that came her way even when sheda@g something so
mundane as her weekly shopping.

One minute she had been quietly—but successfullying her restaurant
in London; the next moment a producer, who happdoecbnsider her
restaurant his favourite, was offering her the clkato do a television
series.

She had refused at first, had told him he had e¢htis=wrong person, that
she was quite happy with her life the way thataswthank you very much.
But he refused to give up, and after months of badg she had agreed to
do one programme for him. The rest, as they say/blkan history!

'Indeed,’ Sam replied. 'l don't suppose your labéds/ou any harm, either.’
'l beg your pardon?' she gasped.

'l doubt any television producer would have beeitegso interested in
putting you on the small screen if you had beemfat forty!" he scorned.

He wasn't making this easy for her, she would givethat, Crys conceded
as she bit the inside of her bottom lip to stopstearp comeback. Fat and
forty, indeed!

''ve never considered that the way | look has laingt to do with my
television success—'

‘Then you're a fool!" Sam laughed mirthlessly. @ese from where I'm
standing it has everything to do with it!"

From where he—! He wouldn't be standing at aleifdarried on the way he
was going—Crys was going to very forcefully punam lon the nose! She
might only be short, her build slight, but she vease she could pack
enough of a punch to rock this man back on hissheel

In fact, it would probably give her great satisfactto do just that!



'l wouldn't advise it, if | were you,' Sam said.
‘Sorry?'

"You will be if you even attempt to carry out thedat to hit me that | can
see blazing in those candid grey eyes. You're cuiligtle virago when
roused, aren't you?' he told her admiringly.

Add condescending to his list of faults, Crys thoufyriously. 'Quite the
little virago', huh!

'l would much rather see you aroused in another,'vireybegan huskily,
suddenly much closer than Crys would have wished.

'‘Sam,' she said mildly, causing him to pause lamgugh to look at her
enquiringly. 'Go to hell!" she told him forcefullgnce she was sure she had

his full attention.

To her surprise—or was it chagrin?—he began toHaadow husky laugh
that completely transformed his austere expressitm one of boyish
charm. The last thing she wanted!

A remote, cynical Sam she could just about copé;vat Sam who had
laughing green eyes and a boyish grin was a litleler to withstand. In
fact she found she couldn't move as Sam lightlgmgd the tops of her arms
before planting a firm kiss onto her startled lips.

'What did you do that for?' she demanded indigyagihe straightened and
released her.

He still grinned. 'For being you, | suppose: slighhaive, extremely
vulnerable—but very kissable!'

And she, it seemed, had no say in the matter! Demaek of the man. Just
who did he think he was?



Molly's brother was who he was—the brother shelsoonsly adored. And

Crys was a guest in his house. But that still digive him the right to kiss

her whenever he felt like it!

'Don't do that again,' she bit out tautly.

'‘Or?' Sam prompted, that sculptured mouth stilvedrinto a smile.

A smile she hardened herself to resist. 'Or," simticued, 'I'd have no wish
to upset Molly by explaining to her that | havectd my visit short because
her brother chooses to take advantage of the isitydtut—'

'‘But you'll do so if you have to," he finished $uagly. "Take advantage of
the situation"!" he repeated. 'What an old-fashioeepression!’

Crys met his gaze unflinchingly. 'I'm an old-fasted type of woman.'
'Meaning?' His eyes narrowed speculatively.
'I'm sure you can work that out for yourself," se®rted.

He gave a mocking inclination of his head, his gazalenging. 'I'm sure |
can.’'

She was sure he could too. No matter what he ntiighit, no matter what
sort of women he usually associated with, she vebnita to know she was
not a candidate for his next affair!

‘Now, if you wouldn't mind, | would like to cleaiay and go to bed," she
told him pointedly.

'‘Alone?' he taunted softly.
'Definitely!" she snapped, the colour in her cheedwgsed by anger rather
than embarrassment at the subject of their contrensd_ook, Sam, | don't

think | can put this any more clearly than | alrngdve—'

'‘No, you've been pretty—succinct so far," he alldwe



"Then why do we still seem to have a problem?'ssiid exasperatedly.

'We don't,’ he replied. 'If you can manage to kgeyr hands off me, I'm
sure | can endeavour to do the same.’

'Of all the—"
'Yes?' Sam urged as she broke off incredulously.

'‘Never mind," she muttered, turning away. 'For Mslkake, | suggest we
try to at least be polite to each other.’

'l think we've gone way past the polite stage, GitysHe refused her
request. 'In fact, I'm not sure we ever reachéd it!

She didn't think they had either. She felt as & ahd Sam had jumped from
being complete strangers to people who were fanntmate with each
other, both conversationally and physically. Whith, Crys, in itself,
considering this last year of emotional trauma, imasedible!

'Maybe not," she said heavily. 'But I'm sure we ttgito make some sort of
effort now. If only in front of Molly," she addedrnly.

'I'm sure we can try,' he agreed. 'Whether or nsitl wucceed is another
matter!'

It wasn't going to be easy, Crys inwardly conceded when she was aware
of Sam's every movement, reacted to every commentmade. As for
Sam...! He just seemed to enjoy getting those im@cbut of her—in one
way or another!

'I'll take Merlin up with me, then." Sam straighteln walking over to the
kitchen door before pausing. 'Oh, and, Crystal...?'

She instantly tensed, meeting his gaze warily.?Yes

His mouth twisted. 'You may, as you say, have aequyour television
fame by being in the right place at the right tilmeat, at the moment you're in



my place and in my time—and if one iota of your 8s invades the
privacy of my home—' his voice had hardened glaciayou—and
it—will go straight out the front door. Is thatear?'

She raised her chin. 'As crystal,' she bit out.

He paused briefly. 'There's nothing in the leasaichbout you. You have
more layers to you than— Oh, to hell with this!" theew up his hands in
defeat. 'I'm going to bed!

And Crys was quite happy to let him go.

At least she could breathe again once he had gwes, if her legs were
shaking so badly from the encounter that once agja@nhad to lean back
against one of the kitchen units.

She closed her eyes wearilyhewas layered? Sam was so complex she
didn't even know where his layers began!

She wished, and not for the first time, that sha tever come here—never
met Sam, never— Well, just never met the man!

The next five days were going to be a definitd foaher—and she already
knew that Sam, no matter what he had said just m@s,not going to make
them any easier for her!



CHAPTER TEN

'l APPRECIATE that she's one of your oldest friends, Molly. Bt still
doesn't tell me why you invited someone like heehe

Crys had been on her way down the stairs when §ih&'dheard the sound
of voices in the sitting room, realising as she slidthat, despite it only
being a little after eight o'clock in the mornirmpth Molly and Sam must
have come down before her.

She had intended leaving brother and sister to aaié was making her way
quietly down the hallway towards the kitchen whée sverheard Sam's
last comment and came to an abrupt halt.

'‘Someone like her? Could he possibly mésn'! Crys wondered. It
certainly sounded like it.

'She told me,’ Sam said in reply to Molly's quietsponse. 'And | know it
can't have been easy for her. But, neverthelesst&rJames is the last
person you should have invited to my home, of atgs!

Crys's brow furrowed into a perplexed frown. Exagthat did he mean by
that last remark?

She was aware of the fact that she was standitigeifallway, blatantly

listening to a private conversation between Mol der brother, but she
couldn't have moved now if her life had dependedt-efielt as if her feet

were welded to the carpeted floor.

'Yes, that must have been awful for her too, sosafter .her husband's
death,” Sam conceded in answer to Molly's next centmBut the fact
remains that—'

"You just don't want her here!" Molly's voice be@audible in her anger.



'No, | don't,” Sam confirmed harshly. 'And youadifpeople, should know
why | don't,' he added vehemently.

Crys was totally stunned by that vehemence. Olaiigs relationship with
Sam seemed to veer between the two opposites ahldotold—but never,
during those moods had she ever had the impressgiactively disliked
her...

'It's been ten years now, Sam.' Molly's voice widklsud enough to be
heard. 'Isn't it time you moved on?"

'l have moved on, damn it!" he rasped. 'lt's ofe®ple who haven't!
"You don't know that—'

'‘And I'm not about to find out through your frie@tystal, either!" Sam
stated angrily.

'Why do you call her that?' Molly asked.
'Crystal?' Sam repeated impatiently. 'Because t€nge is a man's name.’

'‘And Crystal is totally feminine,” Molly concedetmm,’ she added
thoughtfully.

'Exactly what does that mean?' Sam demanded igritab
‘Nothing," Molly dismissed lightly. 'But you do &kher, don't you?'

'What the hell does that have to do with anythifg®'returned swiftly.
'Molly, you're deliberately missing the point—'

'Am 1?' she came back just as quickly. 'I'm nossee.'
'What does that mean?' Sam said angrily. 'Molig, Warning you. Don't

start any sort of matchmaking between your friend me! Crystal is a
public figure; she owns and runs a restaurant imdoo. And |—'



‘You're a reclusive hermit living in the wilds ob¥kshire," Molly finished
dryly. 'But it wasn't always that way, was it? Dg@u miss any of that life,
Sam? Don't you wish—?'

'‘No, I don't!" he came back. 'l don't miss a dalmng about that artificial
life—not the people, not the places, nothing. Dwake myself clear?’

'As crystal—'
'Don't you start!" Sam retorted furiously.

'What did | say?' Molly sounded puzzled. 'Oh. Calstshe realised
belatedly, her voice sounding amused now.

Yes. Crystal. She was still standing in the hallwegvesdropping on a
conversation she was sure Molly and Sam would ratasn't overheard by
anyone!

Move, she instructed herself. Move before one t¢in bbthem comes out of
the sitting room and finds you standing here andws) you've been
blatantly listening to their conversation.

'‘And another thing,” Sam continued accusingly, s@yis under the
misapprehension that I'm your brother!

Crys had been about to continue quietly down thHievag to the kitchen,
but Sam's words once again halted her in her tracks

But SamwasMolly's brother—wasn't he...?

She didn't wait to hear Molly's reply, decidingttishe had already heard
enough. More than enough!

Merlin stood up as Crys entered the kichen, butwsetoo shaken by what
she had just overheard to care whether he feftdhjetoday or not, reaching
out to scratch him absently behind one furry ear.



Incredibly, Sam's last comment seemed to imply tlewasn't Molly's
brother. But if he wasn't her friend's brother, wims he?

Crys remembered she had' called him Mr Barton veerd first arrived, a
name he'd seemed to take exception to, insistiagalh him Sam instead.
Could that possibly be because his name wasn'oBatie same as Molly's,
at all? But if his name wasn't Barton, then whas wa.?

She poured herself a coffee from the percolatooreesditting down at the
kitchen table, more than a little taken aback bwatghe had just overheard.

Molly had always called Sam her brother—had talkagbut him
incessantly when they were at school together, hadaviously
hero-worshipped him then.

As she obviously still did...

But was that in a sisterly way? Molly had mentiorseanething about it
being ten years now... But ten years since what?yéars ago Molly had
appeared in the sixth form of Crys's boarding-sthoo

Crys shook her head. This was just too confusihg. @dn't—

'‘Ah, here you are!" Molly said happily as she cami® the kitchen,

seemingly unaffected by her day of travelling yeddg, or the jet-lag she
must be suffering, looking bright and beautifularsky-blue jumper and
black denims. 'Sam and | were just wondering if ymuld be awake in
time to accompany us on Merlin's walk." She smitedmly as she poured
herself a coffee and sat down at the table withsCry

Crys looked at her friend frowningly, knowing thai until a few minutes
ago the two had been wondering nothing of the kBwli Molly certainly

looked none the worse for her recent conversatim er brother—with
Sam, she corrected awkwardly—whereas Crys alwagsecaway from
conversations with Sam feeling as if she had bedahe middle of a war
zonel!



Molly looked at her searchingly. 'Did you sleep yKashe asked
concernedly. 'Only you're looking a little paldiesexplained.

She felt thoroughly confused! She no longer had ideg what Molly's
relationship was to Sam. Worse, Sam had told Mpliye categorically that
he didn't want Crys here.

In the circumstances, she was fast coming to thelasion that she didn't
want to be here, either!

Ordinarily Crys would simply have asked Molly fon aexplanation
concerning her relationship with Sam. Up until fixrgars ago that was what
she would have done. Even a year ago she mightdanethe same thing.
But with yesterday's unfinished conversation allames already hanging
between the two women Crys felt loath to bring ugr ltonfusion
concerning Molly's connection to Sam!

'l slept fine, thanks,' she answered—it had onbnbie the last few minutes
that she had started to feel totally disorientadt would you mind if |

gave the walk a miss this morning?' She smiledjtdén her refusal. 'l have
a few telephone calls to make.' She pointedly bhpltder mobile telephone.

'‘Not business, Crys,' Molly protested predictably.
"You told me you weren't even going to think abeatk for a week!

Crys gave a rueful smile. 'l can't help but thitoat it, Molly; you know
that.'

Her friend sighed. 'l suppose so. But can't this eedit until later?’

They could. But Crys needed to put a little timeasen herself and Molly
and Sam, needed to be able to think clearly foh#éewShe might even go
off for a walk on her own once the . other two heftl

'No, | really need to call Gerry," she said firmigferring to the manager of
her restaurant. '‘Besides, it will give you and Zalittle time to yourselves,’
she added brightly.



Her friend grimaced. 'A little of Sam goes a longyl

Crys was already well aware of that! But, neverhs) she had no intention
of going out with the two of them this morning. Simply wouldn't know
what to say to either of them at the moment. Besislee felt uncomfortable
being here at all after Sam had so determinedtgdtais preference in that
direction!

You'll have a lovely time catching up on all yooews," Crys assured
Molly; Sam might even tell Molly about the womanr@iame, who had

telephoned him two days ago, just so that she khewwasn't totally

reclusive!

'Are you two ready yet?' Sam barked as he stragdefialy into the kitchen,
wearing denims and a black jumper today, his feeghty shaved.

'‘Good morning, Sam," Crys greeted him pointedlyrhght not want her
here, but good manners cost him nothing!

'Morning,' he returned grudgingly, green eyes duitk irritation.

Molly stood up reluctantly. 'I'll just go and chanigto my walking boots.'
'Make it quick,” Sam snapped.

Crys couldn't help looking at the two of them ardrshing for the likeness
that would claim they were brother and sister,radtb—despite what Sam
might have said to the contrary.

But Molly's hair was red where Sam's was almostihllolly's eyes brown
where Sam's were green, and there was no similatrigl in their facial
structure. And yet Crys remembered feeling a agrof familiarity the first
time she saw Sam's face clean-shaven. She had edsinwas because he

must bear some resemblance to Molly. But he obadidn't...

Who was he?



She shook her head, knowing she was unlikely to fire answer to that
guestion unless Sam chose to tell her. Which sieady knew he wouldn't
do. He—

'What are you staring at?' he challenged.

Him! Without realising it Crys had continued to retaat Sam long after
Molly had left the room in order to change her lso&taring at him but not
really seeing him as she became lost in thought.

'Sorry," she muttered awkwardly as she turned away.

'‘Aren't you coming with us?' He frowned darklyla realisation she hadn't
moved to put on her own boots.

'l thought | would stay here. If that's okay witbu?' she added belatedly,
the thought suddenly occurring to her that he migttt like leaving her
alone in his home.

He shrugged into the thick jacket that had hungrukthe kitchen door.
'Please yourself what you do," he replied off-haihgde

Crys gave him a considering look. 'You really dslidle having people
around you, don't you?' she said.

His gaze narrowed. 'What's that supposed to mean?'

She shook her head. 'Nothing,' she sighed. 'lsay with you if | stay here?'
she pressed.

'l told you, please yourself," he returned, thaegrgaze still watching her
guardedly. 'Did you sleep okay? Only you're—'

'—looking a little pale,’ she finished for him. 'Stwlly's already told me.’

'Well?' he demanded.



'l slept fine,' she answered. 'l just— Can't yast pccept that sometimes |
prefer my own company to that of others too?' Theas no doubt about it;
she had definitely been rattled by the conversatfenhad overheard.

'‘And this happens to be one of those times?' Heedadark brows over
mocking eyes. 'From what I've heard you spend tooclntime on your own
asitis.'

Her cheeks flushed at the rebuke. 'Perhaps,’ sieeded tightly, knowing
she had been quite reclusive this last year. @aat as reclusive as running
a restaurant and recording television programmasdhediow!

Sam warmed to his subject. ‘Isn't that a little nateful of you on this
occasion? After all, Molly has come all the wayensom New York just to
see you.'

'‘And you," she batted back.

'‘And me,' he conceded. 'Are you sure there's ngtivrong, Crystal?' he
asked, his gaze suddenly sharp as an idea seemecliato him. 'Have you
been downstairs long?' he prompted suspiciously.

'Not long, no." She stood up, walking over to timk $0 wash up her mug,
deliberately avoiding looking at him.

But long enough!

Long enough to know how much this man didn't waet here. Long

enough to be thoroughly lost as to his relationshiplolly. Or the woman

Caroline— let alone the times he had kissed hanglenough to know that
she wanted to leave!

Sam lightly grasped her arm and swung her rouracehim, looking down
intently into her face for several long secondbe{fdo say eavesdroppers
never hear anything good about themselves.’

She raised her chin, flicking the silky hair basleoher shoulders as she did
so. She could deny having overheard any of his @saon with Molly,



but to do so would be a blatant lie. She had aa 8n would know she was
lying too.

'Is that what they say?' she replied. 'Personbilygs taught it was rude to
say anything about a person behind their backythatvouldn't say to their
face.’

'l was told that too," he agreed. 'We weren't tgkabout you, Crystal.
Only—only the situation.’

"'To my knowledge, that's the first time I've eveeb called a situation,’ she
said.

'Crystal—'
'l can hear Molly coming back down the stairs,’ stterrupted firmly.

He looked as if he were about to say To hell wittily) but then he brought
himself back under control, drawing in a deep, g breath before
abruptly releasing Crys's arm. 'We'll talk latery€ial.’

Molly had wanted to talk to her 'tomorrow'. Sam teahto talk to her 'later'.
But she wasn't sure, the way things were, thathvsimted to talk to either of
them!

Perhaps that was being a little unfair to Mollytexfall, her friend had done
nothing wrong—had actively defended her earlierwvBam had been so
adamant he didn't want her here. Crys just feltsary she wanted nothing
more than to go back to London and forget abostwtiole visit. And Sam!

'We are going to talk, Crystal,'" Sam told her harshly now.
'‘Are we?' she dismissed, turning to smile at Mallyshe came back into the

room. 'I'll make something for lunch while the twb you are out,' she
promised.



'‘Lovely!" Molly accepted eagerly, before turninggive Sam a mocking
look. 'After all, Sam much prefers your cooking rune,’ she added
mischievously.

Crys didn't look at Sam at all—could already gubsd he wasn't pleased
by Molly's teasing. One thing she knew for certabout Molly's
relationship to Sam—nher friend certainly wasnawe of his black moods.

'l see you both later," Crys said. 'Have funblM called out as she went
through the back door, Merlin following eagerlyhatr heels.

" Crys turned to look at Sam with a cool contrat sfasn't sure she actually
felt, blonde brows raised questioningly.

He stared back gloweringly for several long secpbdfore turning to go.
'Don't work too hard,' he drawled over his shoulder

'I'll try not to," she retorted.

He gave a humourless smile as he walked to the dabink | preferred
your attitude when you thought | was a mass murtere

'What makes you think I've changed my mind?' Calked after him.

He turned, a grin lightening his features. '‘Becdusery much doubt you
would have kissed a man you believe to be a masdarar in the way that
you kissed me yesterday!" came his parting shot tlae door closed softly
behind him as he left.

Trust Sam to have the last word, Crys silently fdnigut then, he probably
always did, she conceded ruefully as she hearcetiggne of the Land
Rover start up. The tension started to leave hehasealised, with Molly
and Sam's departure, that now she had a couptauo$'lrespite from Sam's
unique brand of teasing.

Because there was no doubt about it. Sam was tevhen he claimedhe
had kissechim yesterday. Only Molly's unexpected arrival hadoptd it



from being more than a kiss. Then how would shesh@en able to face
Sam this morning?

She gave a pained grimace just at the thought dfhiadn't happened, so
she wouldn't think about it. She would cook instethdt always calmed
her, freed her mind of all worries as she concédran what she was
doing. And she needed to be calm and free fromiesat the moment!

A search of the store cupboards and the fridgeigeohthe ingredients for a
cheese and broccoli quiche to go with salad arkkjgeotatoes for lunch,
and Crys happily engrossed herself with kneadiegotstry mix. Then the
telephone began to ring.

Crys listened to the rings. One, two, three, rtgbtway up to twelve, when
they ended. Only for the phone to ring again sesdaigr.

So it was either family or a close friend ringingns Which was fine to
know, but she doubted Sam would appreciate it & siere to actually
answer his call.

In fact, she knew he wouldn't!

Except the first twelve rings, followed by the plkeostarting to ring again
was repeated a second time, then a third, by winiedh Crys knew it had to
be urgent for the caller to be so persistent. # m@agood. She had to answer
it—whether it incurred Sam's wrath or not!

She hastily washed her hands, managing to pickepeceiver just as the
rings ended. Only for the process to start all cagain, a fourth time.
'Hello?' she greeted tentatively.

'‘Sam...?' came back a female voice uncertainly.

Crys grimaced, sure her voice sounded nothing3izm's. 'I'm afraid he's
not here at the moment. Can | take a message?yS&am couldn't be
annoyed with her for just taking a telephone mesdag him? Yes, he
could, she instantly answered herself. But it veaslate to worry about that
now; she had already answered the call.



'Is that you Molly?' The woman still sounded unsure

'Er, no, it isn't Molly, either." Crys sighed attpredicament she had got
herself into. 'l—er—-I'm just a friend. A familyiénd," she added hastily,
sure that Sam didn't think of her as a friend latiéither Sam or Molly are
here at the moment."'

'l see,’' the woman replied slowly, obviously natieg at all. ‘Well, this is
Sally Grainger, Sam's agent. Could you ask him dephone me
immediately he gets back? Tell him—tell him that—'

'Perhaps you would be better waiting until Samscgdiu back?' Crys put in
quickly, sure that Sam wouldn't like her tellingrhanything about a call
she should never have answered in the first place!

‘Just tell him that David Strong has broken his'ldge woman told her
lightly. "Which poses a bit of a problem, when tiexo of Bailey doesn't
normally walk around with his leg in plaster!

Bailey..? Crys knew that television programme. She migHt own a
television, and she might have very little time Weatching one, anyway,
but she would have had to live in a cave thesefiastyears not to have
heard about the long-running serisiley, featuring the detective of the
same name, played by the actor David Strong. Sk ktoo, that it had
topped the viewing charts with each new seriesesitscconception.

But what could the popular television programmespgadyg have to do with
Sam... ?

‘Tell Sam the director wants him to write some il@lasexplanation into the
plot for Bailey to be thumping about on crutcheshwhis leg in plaster,’
Sally Grainger explained. 'They really think itlsat easy!" she added
disgustedly.

'l tell him," Crys came back faintly.

‘Thanks,' the other woman said. 'Ask Sam to callsieoon as he gets in,
will you?' she asked again, before ringing off.



Crys slowly replaced her own receiver, knowingwhs no longer just pale;
she had gone white.

Wyngard!

Not Barton at all, Crys now realised. Because dftgrconversation with
Sally Grainger Crys now knew that Sam's full nanas @am Wyngard, and
he was the successful writer for the last five geafrthe television series
Bailey.He was also the Oscar-winning screenwriter elgeams ago of the
highly-acclaimed filmRace Against Time.

And with the realisation of exactly who Sam was edime knowledge of
exactly why he had chosen to bury himself away Farthe last ten years...



CHAPTER ELEVEN

'M MM, something smells mouthwatering," Molly enthusedaple of hours
later as she came into the kitchen from outsidecheeks glowing after her
long walk in the fresh air.

Crys gave her what she hoped was a natural sinitech should be ready in
twenty minutes or so. Where's Sam?' she enquireahtig, very aware of
the fact that he hadn't followed Molly into the lseu

Molly glanced back outside even as she removeddet and gloves. 'He
mumbled something about checking the oil in the d_d&Rover," she
explained. 'ls there anything | can do?' she offer® Crys began to lay the
table for the three of them.

"You can finish this while | make the salad, if yidee.' Crys turned away.
'Er—I'm afraid | have to go back to London lateday; the restaurant is
very heavily booked over the next three nights, @edry is short-staffed.’
She managed to have her head inside the fridgkinigdor the ingredients
of the salad, when she made the announcementumttisat she would
actually be able to look convincing when she canteagth the lie.

'Oh, no!" Molly's acute disappointment could clgdn heard in her voice.

Crys felt momentary guilt at her friend's reacti@ut after what she had
overheard this morning, and having taken that tedep call earlier, Crys
just knew she couldn't stay on here any longer.

As it was, she was dreading having to tell Samhsttetaken the call at all.
She knew that he was intelligent enough to put &wd two together and
guess that she had come up with the truth aboutAiirar that she doubted
they would even get as far as eating the lunchhaleprepared!

'Do you really have to go?' Molly complained. 'Aftdl, I've only just got
here!"



'l know. And I'm sorry. | really am." And she watsyvasn't Molly that she
was trying to avoid. 'l am sorry, Molly, but—' Sheoke off as the door
opened and Sam walked in with his usual arrogahogwement.

Crys turned away, her embarrassment acute witkritberledge of who he
was still fresh in her mind.

'Sorry about what?' he questioned as he lookedhattivo women
suspiciously.

'Crys has to leave later today," Molly told himagipointedly. 'l told you not
to ring Gerry.' She turned to Crys.

Sam frowned darkly. 'Who's Gerry?'

‘The manager of my restaurant,’ Crys provided,dimgilooking at him by
taking the quiche out of the Aga.

'‘Obviously not a very good one if he can't copédaiitt you for a few days,’
Sam observed scathingly.

Crys straightened, her face flushed from indigmais much as from the
heat of the Aga. 'He happens to be an excellenageari she defended. 'But
we're short-staffed, and the restaurant is busy—"

'So busy that you can't take a few days' holidéga&mn interrupted
disbelievingly.

Crys glared across the room at him, wondering wéywvas bothering to
protest at her leaving after what he had said thisrning. 'As it
happens—yes!" she snapped.

He shook his head. 'Sounds like an excuse to reereplied, helping
himself to a tomato and biting into it as if it veean apple.

'Excuse?’ Crys echoed tensely, still having trometing his penetrating
gaze.



'Molly assures me you're a workaholic, Crystal,'daed. '‘But no one's
indispensable, you know.'

Her mouth tightened. 'l have a responsibility—"

'You need a holiday,' he cut in, green gaze rakigy her critically.

She might well do—but she certainly wasn't getting staying here!

'I'll take one later in the year," she dismisséthén | have more time.'
'Will you?' he said disbelievingly.

‘Look—'

'Molly, would you mind going out and feeding Merfior me?' Sam turned
to smile at Molly even as he cut smoothly acrosg&8rcontinued protests.
'His food is outside in the shed," he added hdipful

'Sure,’ Molly accepted lightly, moving to the dotBut do me a favour
while I'm gone, will you?' She paused, giving afuligrin. 'Try and talk

Crys out of leaving, will you?'

'l thought that was what | was doing,' he murmweidy, once he and Crys
were alone in the kitchen. 'What's going on, Ci¢stae prompted hardly.

She looked across at him. And then wished she hasl@ll the things she
had read about him-ten years ago came flooding.bBEc&se ten years
hadn't been kind to him, she noted, which was flybthe reason he had
seemed only vaguely familiar to her when she firet him. Photographs of
him ten years ago had shown the laughingly handsfaoe of a man
completely secure in his own invincibility. An imgibility that had since
come crashing down around his ears...

'Nothing is going on.' She dismissed his quemne ‘#lready explained—

'It's too convenient, Crystal.' He stood up fordgfuisuddenly making the
kitchen appear much smaller as he took a couplstegds towards her.



'Look, | know you don't like what you overheard saying this morning,'
he continued, 'but it was only from a personal vi&wlly is going to be
very upset if she finds out you're leaving becafgbat.’

And no matter what else had happened in this nliga'$e did care about
Molly. What he was to Molly Crys still hadn't beable to work out, but she
accepted the affection was there; in the circunt&snshe knew that no
friend of Molly's would ever have been invited hérié weren't!

'She isn't going to find out.' Crys shook her héddt from me, anyway.’
'Crys!" Sam reached out and grasped the tops otumes, shaking her
slightly. 'I'm trying to say— and not very succeslsf it appears!'—that |
don't want you to leave on my account.’

She looked up at him searchingly. He was a hard Asamincompromising
man. But was he also a man who could be cruel éntugrive a woman
into taking her own life?

Crys simply didn't know!

The man who had kissed her with such tendernespassion, perhaps not.
But this other man, this hard, uncompromising onbe4sst didn't know!

'‘Answer me, damn it!'
She swallowed hard. 'l told you, the restaurabuisy—'

'‘And you're asking me to believe that feeble exdaseyour leaving so
suddenly?' Sam rasped.

'I'm not askingyouto believe anything!" Crys returned heatedly. STiniay
be your home, but Molly was the one who invited nege; if | owe an
explanation to anyone, then it's to her. And she—'

'Doesn't believe you any more than | do," he cutDoes her friendship
mean so little to you that you would hurt her baMiag in this abrupt way?'



'No, of course it doesn't,’ she cried protesting@ut—'

'‘But what?' Sam challenged hardly. 'Is it becalvsekissed you a couple of
times? Is that what you find so unacceptable thatrg going to leave? You
didn't seem to mind at the time!

The colour blossomed and then faded from her chaskbe truth of his
accusation hit her. No, she hadn't minded thosekisAnd that was another
reason she had to leave here. She needed spadamantb decide exactly
what those kisses had meant to her. Because tlieypdant something...

Her chin rose defensively. 'Don't try and make thit something it wasn't,
Sam,' she told him. 'We're both adults, and havélyhaever been kissed,'
she continued. 'But that doesn't mean it was ame titan a brief mutual
attraction.’

'‘Doesn't it?’Doesn't it?he repeated, pulling her inexorably nearer, hiega
mere inches from her own now, their breath minglwagmly. 'Do | give the
impression | go around just kissing women whenéveel like it?"

Crys forced herself not to let her own gaze wak@nfmeeting the intensity
of his. 'l don't know—do you?'

'‘No, damn it, | don't! In fact, | can't rememberemhl last— But you—you
just cry out to be kissed!

'Sounds like an excuse to me.' She deliberatelykatbhis earlier comment
to her, wondering about that unfinished senteneecduldn't remember
when he last—what? Kissed a woman? No, she coulddiéve that. After
all, there was the woman Caroline in his life,esdt. And Sally Grainger
had behaved as if she knew him rather well tooo Alsere was Molly...

'‘No excuse, Crystal,” Sam bit out gratingly. 'l malo apology for kissing
you.'

She eyed him challengingly. 'Did | ask you to?"



'No, but—' He sighed. 'l do owe you an apologyfbat | said this morning
about not wanting you here."'

'l shouldn't have been listening.' Her cheeks thastery red as she recalled
the earlier shock that had held her locked in plawking it impossible for
her not to overhear his conversation with Molly.

'Will you let me finish this apology?' he cried iaigntly. ‘It may be the
only one you'll ever hear from me.’

She already knew that he wasn't a man who backed flom statements
made, and was surprised he was apologising at all.

'‘Go ahead. If it will make you feel better.'

'It's not intended to make me feel better—' He direa deeply controlling
breath. 'Has anyone told you that you are an iafung woman, Crystal
Webber?'

Her mouth quirked. 'Not recently, no.’

'Well, you are.' He released her, turning awayhtodt his hands into his
denims pockets. 'Look, the fact is, Crystal, | dor@nt you to leave.'

'Sorry?' She wasn't sure she had heard him corretirely he couldn't
really have just said that he-

He turned sharply, glaring across the room at'hsaid | don't want you to
leave!" he bit out forcefully.

'Well, | think that makes it a majority vote of twagainst one,’ Molly
announced brightly as she came back into the hbuisging a gust of cold
air and Merlin in with her. 'But | doubt you haweghout it so loudly, Sam,
that they can hear you across two counties,' stlecadith an affectionate
grin in his direction.



Sam glared back at her, before turning to encomg@ags in that same
angry glance. 'Women!" he exclaimed disgustedlypreeturning on his
heel and striding from the room, slamming the dwedrind him.

'Men!" Molly countered with a knowing grimace. 'Dedear—what have
you been doing to Sam, Crys?' she prompted intstigst

She hadn't done anything to him! Except—except—eif imstincts were
correct—those kisses had meant more to Sam thaa jusitual attraction,
too...

Too...?
Yes, too.

No! Shecouldn'tcare about SanCare about him? It was more than that.
Much more than that...!

'Hey, are you okay, Crys?' Molly came over concéiyneéYou've gone very
pale.’

Pale? Pale! It was surprising she hadn't collapséabether with the
realisation that had just hit her between the eyéh the force of a
sledgehammer!

She had fallen in love with Sam Wyngard!

She gave a groan, moving to sit down—before sheld&¥n. What had she
done?What had she done?

'‘Crys?' Molly looked really worried now, coming down her haunches
beside Crys to take her cold hands within her muahmer ones. 'Crys,
what is it?"

She shook her head, desperately fighting the deészithat had come over
her. 'Would you mind if | went to my room and lagweh for a while?
|—lunch is ready—'



'‘Never mind lunch," her friend dismissed impatntlfell me what's
wrong!

Molly was her closest friend, had always been heurschest ally, her
confidante—but until Crys knew what Molly's relaighip was to Sam her
own feelings towards him weren't something she cqassibly discuss
with the other woman.

'I'm just tired, | think," she excused awkwardlyn'sure I'll be okay once
I've rested for a while.'

She wasn't sure of any such thing—in fact, she wasine she was ever
going to be completely okay again!

‘All right," Molly agreed reluctantly as she stifaigned. 'But | really think
you should reconsider going back to London thisrafion. | don't think
you should even be thinking about returning to wjask yet.’

She had even more reason for leaving this aftermoori In fact, nothing
would stop her getting as far away from here askiyias possible!

'Tll be fine," Crys reassured her as she stoodAul please make sure you
and—and Sam eat the lunch I've prepared. You krewwlthate waste,’ she
added on her way to the door.

"'l come up and check on you later," Molly calkfter her.

'Fine,’ Crys agreed distractedly, more interestaabk running into Sam on
her way upstairs than she was in what Molly wowddater.

She was lucky. Sam was nowhere in sight as sheedup the stairs and
along the hallway to her bedroom, slightly breatkl&éom her flight after
closing the door behind her.

Tears fell hotly down her cheeks. James! Oh, Jarhest could she
possibly have fallen in love with a man so unlikem® With a man she
wasn't even sure James would have liked, let admpeoved of? But the



two men had met, hadn't they, when James camdaddesign the interior
of the house? Had they liked each other? Crys wexdde

But what did it matter if the two men had liked leaather or not? It
appeared that she was capable of falling in lovwk th of them!

She didn't want to fall in love. Didn't want to Banyone—Ieast of all a
man like Sam Wyngard.

What sort of man was he really? The man she knew despite his hard
exterior, had proved himself to be compassionatiecaning, even if he did
try to hide those qualities behind a barrier obgance.

All she knew of the Sam from ten years ago was whathad read in the
newspapers at the time. It hadn't made pleasadingashe admitted, but
how much of what she had read was the truth? Pebgiet change, not
really. So if Sam was compassionate and caring savely he must have
been so then, too?

What was the point of all this soul-searching?adirmonished herself. Sam
was a man beyond any woman's reach, let alone fqerananent
relationship, that much she had learnt about hind Anything else would
be completely unacceptable to her, so—

She lost her balance and was shot forcefully achessoom as the door was
suddenly thrust open behind her, turning dazedintbSam standing in the
doorway.

'What's wrong with you?' he demanded without prdamb

'Well, at the moment I'm trying to pick myself uf she floor." She
exaggerated the effect of being knocked acrossdbm by his sudden
entrance, finding it hard to look at him at all kvihe knowledge of her love
for him fresh in her mind.

'Don't prevaricate, Crystal,' he countered, confumther into the room and
closing the door behind him. 'Molly says you arerétl.’



'Molly is exaggerating—'

'Molly no doubt has her faults, but that isn't @i¢hem. So what's wrong,
Crystal?' he demanded again, arrogantly.

She stared at him wordlessly, knew she couldn& lspoken even if she had
tried. Besides—what could she possibly say? Agaatisher instincts,
against all sense, she had fallen in love with thés. And she wasn't sure
the pain of it wasn't going to kill her...

Sam crossed the room in two easy strides, gerdapatg her arms to look
searchingly into her face, a deep frown betweesdltark green eyes as his
gaze held her mesmerised.

'It would never work between us," he said quietly.

'‘No," she acknowledged huskily.

'It would be pure madness on both our parts to evagine that it would,'
he continued gently.

‘Yes.'

"You live in London, and | have no intention of eleaving Yorkshire.'
'Yes.'

‘You're everything I've tried to avoid in a woméae last ten years.'

Remembering what little she knew of the event&pfytears ago, she could
imagine that she was!

'Yes,' she said again.
His hands tightened. 'Then what the hell am | domigere?’

Crys swallowed hard. 'l don't know.'



'Yes, you do," he instantly rebuked her.
'No, I—'

Yes, she did! She knew that Sam was as powerlelsraslf to fight the
attraction between them. Even though he obviouslgted to!

She shook her head. 'l was very much in love withhasband." Was?
When had it become the past tense... ?

'Yes,' Sam grated.
'I'm not interested in another relationship," stiéea firmly.
'‘No.'

She drew in a ragged breath. 'Tell me, when Janasshaere working for
you, did the two of you—?"

'‘Go out on drinking binges together? Confide inheather?' Sam finished
scornfully. 'No. The former | don't believe eith&rus was interested in.
And men don't actually do the latter too often. Biat we like each other?
Yes, | believe we did," he murmured softly. "Yowshand was a very
likeable man, Crystal.'

Her vision blurred with unshed tears. 'Yes, he W&t Sam certainly was
not; he had too many prickles to ever be calletl tha

His mouth twisted as he seemed to read her thou@gseve it or not, |
never have a problem getting on with other men!'

Probably because he didn't treat other men as éfy tivere the
enemy—which he seemed to think women were! Welbsimwvomen.
Molly certainly didn't come under that heading.

'l believe you," she said. 'But what have eitherusf proved by this
conversation?'



‘That attraction to another person doesn't tal@antount the reasons why
it shouldn't happen?' Sam replied.

Yes, they had more than proved that. But wheretligy go from here?
Nowhere, came the resounding answer!

There was nowhere for them to go. No promise of lasdoming
relationship. No light-hearted banter as they gdtrtow each other better.
No quiet dinners together. No trips to the thedti@walks in the beauty of
a bluebell wood. No quiet moments when they jugbyed each other's
company. There was just nowhere for a relationslefoveen the two of
them to go!

She straightened. 'l really do have to leave, Sstme,told him firmly.

His answer was to bend his head slightly, histigng gentle possession of
hers, heated desire instantly engulfing both ofrtlaes the kiss deepened.

Madness. Utter, complete madness. And yet at tlmahent Crys didn't
doubt that it consumed both of them...

Her arms moved up about his shoulders, the softesunf her body
contoured perfectly against the hard muscles of Selnest and thighs, their
lips so enmeshed it was as if they were one person.

Crys gave a slight sob in her throat as Sam's hasstlessly caressed the
curve of her spine, the dip of her waist, the gaitit of her breasts. Her
nipple rose to the sensuous touch of his fingertipat coursing through her
body to nestle fluidly between her thighs.

She wanted him. Oh, how she wanted him—all of himesged so tightly
against her nakedness that not even a breathsé@arated them, wanted to
know his full possession, to feel him deep insideds—

Sam's mouth left her suddenly as he raised his teetan and glare at the
closed door. 'Damn!" he muttered frustratedly, aisns momentarily
tightening about Crys's slenderness.



'What—?' Crys looked up at him dazedly, grey eyissilmdark with desire.

'‘Sam...?" A knock sounded on the door to accompaoly's tentative
query.

A knock and a query that Sam had obviously headitkt time!

Crys pulled awkwardly out of his arms, desperatg@iyiding looking at Sam

as she did so. The heated colour in her cheekpdiad to an ashen white,
and she clasped her hands tightly together in fodnber so that Sam

shouldn't see their shaking.

'Crystal—?'

'l think you should see what Molly wants,' she iouuskily, still avoiding
his searching gaze.

'I'm not interested in what Molly wants—'

‘Then perhaps you should be.' Crys looked at him, her face deliberately
expressionless.

He looked furious, both at the interruption andCays's response to it, a
nerve pulsing in his tightly clenched jaw. 'Okdil,dee what Molly wants,'
he finally conceded. 'But then you and | have bi.'ta

She shook her head. 'We've already talked. Andlake few minutes
changes nothing,' she added firmly as he would Bpok&en.

His mouth thinned. 'We'll see about that," he mnmattebefore striding over
to the door and wrenching it open. 'Yes, Molly?s Hiarely repressed
violence was obvious in his tone.

Molly took an involuntary step backwards. 'l woutdrave disturbed you...'
She looked past Sam to give Crys a self-consciaimsage. 'Only you
obviously couldn't hear the telephone up here \wheh door closed, and
so—'



‘Just spit it out, Molly," Sam snapped impatientlyhatever it is!'

She grimaced. 'Sally Grainger is on the teleph&he. says it's urgent that
she speak to you— What is it?' Molly glanced pash$o look concernedly
at Crys as she gave an involuntary gasp of dismay.

What it was was that Crys had just realised she badhpletely
forgotten—with what had happened since Molly andhSaturned from
their walk—to give Sam the message concerningdests telephone call!
And it was too much to hope Sally Grainger wouldnéntion that first
call...

She turned reluctantly to look at Sam. 'I—I forgmtell you. I—she called
earlier,' she admitted. 'Sally Grainger, | medme' added lamely.

A shutter came down over those luminous green aydsSam's expression
became a cold mask. 'And when she called earleeisde happen to say
what she wanted?' Even his voice was softly cottlilaremotional.

Crys swallowed hard, another quick glance at Sdimdéer that she would
get no help from him with her obvious discomfo8ome problem to do
with the Baileyseries, | think," she revealed reluctantly.

She didn't think, at all—she had been told exastiat his agent's problem
was! As she obviously now knew exactly who Sam i@,

'l see," Sam murmured icily, before turning shagpiyhis heel and walking
towards the open doorway.

'‘Sam!' Crys cried out to him instinctively, knowisge couldn't just let him
walk away from her like this. Although she had ded what she could
possibly say to stop him!

He paused, turning slowly to look at her. If angthihis expression was
even more forbidding than it had been a few momagdts 'Yes?'

Yes, what? What could she possibly say to himwz going to make any
difference? All the reasons they had given eachkrathch a short time ago



for why a relationship between them could neverkgitl existed, and now
there was one more. Sam knew that she knew exabtyhe was!

‘Nothing." She sighed. 'Absolutely nothing," shdeatiheavily, wishing that
both he and Molly would just go now and leave loehér own misery.

Sam gave an abrupt inclination of his head befar@ng to stride forcefully
from the room, pausing only long enough to touck ohMolly's cheeks in
acknowledgement then going downstairs to takediéphone call.

The silence between Crys and Molly, after Sam'siathdeparture, was as
full of unasked questions— from both women—as itswamanswered
guestions.



CHAPTER TWELVE

AND those same questions remained unasked and unadsfeerat least
the first hour of the drive back to London.

Molly had decided to accompany Crys back to toweh stay with her there
for a few days rather than remain in Yorkshire vsim. 'After all, it was
you | came to see," Molly had protested when Cagbdxpressed surprise at
her friend's decision.

So the hours of solitude Crys had been looking &wdato on her drive back
to London hadn't materialised—although neither woseemed inclined to
break the silence between them. Crys because sipéydiad no idea what
to say. Molly—well, after years of believing thatoM; was an open book,
Crys had to admit she had absolutely no idea whaly\vas thinking!

'It wasn't Sam's fault, you know.'

Crys gave a nervous start as Molly broke the sédegtancing briefly at her
friend before answering. 'Sorry?' She frowned hazfgment.

What wasn't Sam's fault? That she had no idea eftrile relationship
between him and Molly? That he was completely untfatable? That he
had been so furiously angry when he'd returned ftalking to Sally

Grainger on the telephone?

Actually, 'angry' didn't quite describe his behawiten he'd joined the two
women in the sitting room after taking his calldey arrogant and cold
probably better described it—but most of all cold!

'Well, if you're going, don't you think you had tegtget on with it?' he had
snapped at her insultingly, eyes as cold as theadsethey so resembled.

'Sam!" Molly protested awkwardly. 'You're being redibly rude,” she
added as he made no response.



Sam didn't even spare Molly a glance, continuingptk down coldly at
Crys as she sat in one of the armchairs. 'Finepdrked. 'It was nice
meeting you, Ms James.' He nodded with freezinghidisal. ‘I hope you
have a safe journey home,' he concluded, beforenichallengingly to
Molly. 'Polite enough for you?' he bit out scathing

She winced self-consciously. 'Yes. But—'

'‘Leave it, Molly," Crys advised wearily, knowingaththe mood Sam was in,
conversation of any kind was only going to makeditgation worse.

'Yes, leave it, Molly." Sam echoed her words sadf'Ms James and |
have said all that we need to say to each otherstkbde from the room
without a second glance for either woman.

And that was the last Crys, at least, had seemuof.h

Molly, it appeared, had gone to say her goodbydsrg informing Crys
when she returned of her decision to return to bondgith her.

To say Crys had been surprised by her friend'ssoetiwould be an
understatement. Molly had only just arrived in Y&rke and must surely
want to spend some time with Sam...?

'Rachel,” Molly bit out curtly now, in answer to ySIs puzzled query.
'Rachel Gibson,' she enlarged pointedly as Crysraged to look blank.

Thatwas what Molly was claiming wasn't Sam's fault!

Rachel Gibson. Beautiful, talented actress. Fiamdabe award-winning

screenwriter Sam Wyngard. She had taken an overfadeeping tablets
after Sam had broken off their engagement amidsatmns he was having
an affair with another woman.

Although that other woman obviously played no parthe solitary life he
now led...



Or did she? Crys wondered now, with a sideways cglaat Molly.
Admittedly Molly would only have been sixteen tesays ago, when all of
this took place, but—

'‘Sam didn't realise it when he met her, but Raalas unbalanced,’ Molly
continued quietly. 'Oh, not noticeably so," sheceaed. 'Only where Sam
was concerned, it seemed. Once they became enghgdaklieved every
woman he met, every woman who ever came near hanted him. Her

jealous rages became embarrassingly unbearab&afar so much so that
eventually the only way out that he could see wasnd their engagement.

At which point, presumably, Rachel Gibson had tatkenoverdose...

As Crys recalled, the newspapers at the time Hddatdifferent story—one
of Sam's deliberate cruelty to Rachel by walkingauher several times in
public, of her humiliation at his publicised retatships with other women,
of days, weeks, when she didn't even see her fiafdeer final heartbreak
when he ended their engagement and walked outr dfééor ever.

A lot of women might have been relieved to be fsésuch a monster, but
Rachel Gibson, once recovered, had sobbed oubwerfdr Sam in one of
the daily newspapers.

Crys had had several hours this morning, as shaiteavfor Molly and
Sam's return from their walk, to remember all 8tet could about that time
ten years ago. One particular newspaper had bdkewoffthe story for
weeks: from Rachel's attempted suicide througheteslow recovery when
she claimed to still be in love with Sam and to tam back in her life. So
it wasn't too difficult to remember most of the y@ersonal details of their
broken engagement.

But as far as Crys recalled there had been noemferto Rachel as the
jealously possessive woman that Molly was now dlessy to her...

I'm sure it was a very difficult time for him,” @ returned
non-committally.



'Difficult’ didn't quite describe the public andiyate reaction to Sam
Wyngard after Rachel had taken the overdose. Oyt seemed, he had
been ostracised by the public and his peers ail¢ay he had written, that
was being performed in the West End at that tinagl, ¢losed down only
two weeks after Rachel's attempted suicide, duactoof attendance, the
Oscar nomination he had received for his screenpidyark Knighthad
been embarrassingly unsuccessful, and a new sErigis that had been
halfway through filming had been suddenly droppsedthe television
company. In only a matter of weeks the name Samgatyhhad become a
dirty word, the man's career had been in tattergbably his private life
too.

Which, presumably, was the reason he now liveddikermit in the wilds
of Yorkshire, his home appearing derelict from dlside as a deterrent to
anyone and everyone, his only companion a proeedtish Wolfhound.

Although...

'He seems to have a success irBhgeyseries," she said hopefully. Though
she knew Sam Wyngard never appeared at any ofwwhedaceremonies
where his series usually swept the board.

"You don't believe a word I've said, do you?' Mdlghed heavily at her
side.

She frowned. 'Molly, it isn't for me to—'

'Pull over into this service station,” Molly cut firmly, pointing to the
turn-off point that was fast looming. 'l want ydull attention while I talk to
you," she added decisively.

Crys had no idea what Molly thought any of this kado with her, but she
took the turn-off anyway, driving into a parkingage and turning off the
engine before turning to look at her friend.

What she had been about to say got stuck in heattas she saw that
Molly's expressive brown eyes were swimming witshed tears.



'‘Molly!"" Crys reached out to hug her friend befd@king at her
concernedly. 'If it's that important that | belieyeu—'

'Of course it's important to me," Molly choked, tears falling down her
cheeks unchecked now. 'Sam is—special. He's goond, kind, and
generous, and caring, and—'

'‘Okay, okay, | give up.' Crys held her hands umoctk surrender, trying to
coax a smile from her friend with her own teasirafigctionate one. 'If you
think he's special then I'm sure that he is,’ $aegped gently.

Molly brushed the tears away impatiently. 'If | dicknow you better, Crys,
| would say you're patronising me—'

'No, I'm not doing that,’ she instantly assuredftiend. "Your perception of
Sam is uniquely your own." Even if the rest of therld totally disagreed
with that perception...!

Molly smiled humourlessly. 'The world of acting, lage learnt for myself
these last few years, is extremely fickle. One n@ryou can be the darling,
the centre of success, and the next you can beegtuo obscurity, or as
good as." She gave a rueful shake of her head.BbBcaiuse of Sam's
experience ten years ago I've kept my feet verymuuncthe ground where
my career is concerned, and | treat all the gooyththat have happened in
my career so far with a certain amount of cynicisking care to maintain a
private life for myself that is totally removed froit all. Which is why our
friendship is so important to me,' she added ematig. 'Oh, | know you
have your own career, and the success that golestybut you don't allow
any of that to impinge on your private life. Besdeur friendship existed
long before either of us achieved the success wehawe.'

'‘And it will continue to exist. Crys assured hermdy. 'We've been through
too much together to ever let anything destroy.tlkadcept... She was still
unsure of how Molly had felt about James. And diieh&d no idea how
Molly felt towards Sam, either. Besides a largeedoshero-worship, that
was!



Molly reached out and clasped her hand. 'l—I donfive always felt so
guilty about James!" she finally managed to buns, dier expression
pleading now.

Crys stiffened, still not sure she felt up to som&-minute confession of
Molly's love for her own husband. But James, saahs dead, and she and
Molly were still both very much alive. Surely if Mg had had the strength
of character to allow Crys her happiness with Jarskee now had
compassion enough to accept how Molly had felt tadw&im?

'If I had just never introduced the two of you...'

If. Life, it seemed, was made up of ifs. If she andekhad never met they
would never have fallen in love. If they hadn'tidal in love then they

wouldn't have married and found such happinesghegelf James hadn't
developed cancer then he would still be here wathnow. If. If. If!

Everyone had ifs in their lives. Molly. She did.d\@rys was sure that Sam
must have a few ifs of his own, too!

"You're the closest thing to a sister I've ever,’Hddlly continued. 'To know

that it was my fault you met James, only to loge hgain in that way...' She
sighed shakily. "You don't know how many times tegretted introducing

the two of you, unwittingly being the cause of saam pain to you—"

‘'The pain only came after he died, Molly," Crys icuprotestingly. Another

explanation for Molly's regrets concerning Jameddsuly seemed a
possibility—not Molly's own love for him, but guitit having been the
reason the two of them had met at all, at Crysisiate loss of the man she
loved. 'l had six wonderful months with James. 8i@nths that | might

otherwise never have had if it hadn't been for yadon't regret a single

moment of our time together. Not a single momesfig added firmly as

Molly looked ready to protest again.

Molly looked at her searchingly. 'You really meaat; don't you?' she said
wonderingly.



'Of course | mean it,' Crys replied unhesitatinddgpwing she wouldn't
have given up a moment of the time she'd had veithe®. Even if she had
known of his illness before she'd met and falleloue with him, she knew
she would still have fallen in love with him...

Molly breathed shakily. 'After seeing your totastiess at the funeral I—
For months | put off seeing you, avoided any sutigeshat the two of us
meet, claimed work commitments that didn't exssté admitted.

Crys gave her friend's arm an affectionate squeé&hat was silly. And
completely unnecessary.’

Molly gave her a doleful look. 'l must say you dees much better than
when | last spoke to you on the telephone...'

'l am better,’ Crys assured her, realising thatesteally was.

The heavy weight of sorrow that she had carriedHerlast year, first for
her husband and then for her parents, seemed ® liftead. She was
actually looking forward to returning to London. Talking to the
customers in her restaurant. She was even lookigafd to starting work
on her new television series!

She gave a smile. "It must be all that bracing ¥bite air!’

Molly gave her a teasing look. 'Does that mean thaeting Sam had
nothing to do with the change | sense in you?'

Crys frowned. Sam? What on earth could he have teith the fact that life
no longer looked quite so bleak and unlivable? Afedling her earlier,
twice that they had to talk, the man hadn't evehdred to come out to the
car and say goodbye to her before she left!

According to Molly he had wished them both a saf@pey before going
off for another walk with Merlin.

'Sam?' she repeated with a shake of her headvel i@ idea what you're
talking about, Molly," she confessed, not even wanto think at the



moment about her emotions towards Sam Wyngardwshb&l have plenty
of time to reflect on those once she was back imdoa...

'Rachel ruined his life ten years ago,’ Molly skédcely. 'In fact, she did a
pretty good job of messing up all our lives forrad!

Crys frowned uncertainly. 'She did?’

Molly nodded. 'Why do you think | had to changeaals at sixteen? It was
because Rachel ran to that newspaper with a patiksohbout Sam and
blew up such a storm for the whole family that naygmts decided it would
be better to place me somewhere it wasn't publmwkedge that Sam
Wyngard was my brother," she explained grimly.

'So your name isn't Barton...?' Crys was havinficdity keeping up with
this conversation; Sam had clearly stated this mgrithat hewasn't
Molly's brother!

'Of course itis.' Molly gave her a quizzical glaniSam's father married my
mother when | was twelve.’

Making Sam Molly'sstepbrother Why hadn't she thought of that before?
Crys admonished herself self- disgustedly. Extendarthilies and
step-relations were all too common nowadays.

'‘But that isn't important now," Molly went on. "Theint is, I'm not about to
let Rachel's lies ruin Sam'’s life for a second time

Crys leant back in her own seat, her expressiog maw. ‘What on earth do
you mean?'

'Surely it's obvious why | wanted you to meet mé&'arkshire rather than
London?' Molly said exas- peratedly. 'You can'sbe-so unaware of other
men since James died that you didn't even notieedisolutely gorgeous
Sam is?'



Of course she had noticed. Once she'd got pascthéfy hermit pose. He
was so mesmerisingly attractive it would have bdifficult not to. But that
didn't mean—didn't mean—

'‘Molly," she said slowly, 'this guilt you felt ovemy loss of
James—you—I—you didn't deliberately delay your\akiin Yorkshire,
did you? You didn't give Sam and | a couple of dayur own to get to
know each other?' She frowned as the idea occtoreer. "You didn't have
some idea of trying to give me Sam as some sateplacement for James,
did you?' She shook her head disbelievingly.

The idea seemed incredible, absolutely ludicrousb

‘That would be very silly on my part, now, wouldt Molly said. 'l would
need Sam's cooperation for that—and I'm sure yawkmm well enough
after the last couple of days spent alone in hispamy to realise Sam won't
be pushed into anything. By anyone.’

Crys still frowned, not exactly reassured by heéenfd's answer. It was
noticeable—to her, at least— that Molly hadn't ae®4 the first part of her
guestion ...

Of course she was relieved that Molly hadn't beelove with James after
all, but that knowledge didn't preclude Molly doiadpit of matchmaking in
another quarter...

She drew in a deep breath. 'Yes, but—'

'‘But I'm not going to say | wouldn't have been gagzd if my best friend
and my brother had found themselves attracted ti edher,” Molly

interrupted. 'And | must also say there were a ®opoccasions, after |
arrived yesterday, when the two of you seemedk® &ach other very
much!" She looked speculatively at Crys.

There was no way she could prevent the heated rctthad flooded her
cheeks. She knew that Molly couldn't have helpedbeuaware, on those
couple of occasions, of the closeness between &dmexrself; the two of
them had obviously been in each other's arms detmeres before Molly



had interrupted them! Including earlier, when Mdilgd found Sam in her
bedroom!

‘There was a—a certain physical attraction," siieeded impatiently. 'But
for heaven's sake don't read anything more irttoarh that, Molly. I live in
London. Run a restaurant. Have my own televisi@agmmme—'

'Don't tell me that with all of that going on yoardt have time for a man in
your life?' Molly insisted. 'Because you were doalbthose things when
you were married to James.'

'l wasn't about to say that,” Crys denied. 'I'm ehempointing out the
impracticality of there ever being more than ttirbation between Sam and
myself.” As Sam had done so succinctly earlier! “Weur lives—are
completely incompatible.'

‘But—'

'End of subject, Molly," she cut in, the steadinesker gaze on Molly's a
definite warning.

Her friend grimaced. 'Sam wants me to telephonewiran we get back to
London.’

'So?' Crys prompted warily; surely it was only matdor him to want to
know they had arrived safely. BrotherBtepbrotherly!

In retrospect, Crys felt a little silly over the stake she had made
concerning Molly's possible relationship to Samt Bankfully neither of
them had realised where her over-active imaginatiad taken her this
time!

But there was still this woman Caroline somewhereSsam's life... Did
Molly know about her? Crys simply had no idea—altlo, from what
Molly had said, she very much doubted it.

'He asked me to let him know that you're okay—"



'Why shouldn't | be okay?' Crys exclaimed angrily.

Molly looked startled. 'He didn't say. Only thawas to call him when we
got to London.’

Crys was furious at Sam's high-handedness in adkoily to do any such
thing. 'Just because the man has kissed me a coliphaes, that doesn't
give him the right—'

'‘Aha!" Molly pounced, eyes gleaming now.

'‘Aha, nothing!" Crys bit back, moving to switch éme ignition. This
conversation is very definitely at an end, Molghe said firmly.

'‘Okay,' Molly accepted lightly.

Crys turned to give her friend a frowning glancéobe she had to give her
attention to manoeuvring the car back onto the maty. 'Methinks you're
protesting too little," she murmured with slow digsfaction.

'What a terrible misquote!" Her friend laughed lsp&ettling herself back in
her seat and closing her eyes. 'l think I'll justéna little doze, if you don't
mind; jet-lag seems to have caught up with me again

Conveniently so, as far as Crys was concerned.n®hthat she doubted
Molly was genuinely feeling the effects of the thtlgange between
England and New York—it was just that she knew Maelasn't averse to
using it as an excuse not to have to continue thighconversation if she felt
so inclined.

Nor to listen to any more of Crys's protests agdimsre being any sort of
relationship between herself and Sam!

Which there wasn't!

Was there...?



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

'I'M SORRY, Crys,' Gerry, the manager of her restaurant, caaok from
taking a telephone call. 'But the number for thihbliay party this evening
has changed again; we have one extra, makinglaotdtaenty-five now.'

Crys looked up from the huge display of fruit shedtbeen arranging.

'‘Great—an odd number. I'm beginning to wish | haen taken the

booking. The only way | could take it at all was ook them in at

nine-thirty, after I've fed all the other dinerShe stopped to ponder. 'l
wouldn't have taken the booking at all if this Mar@ener's secretary hadn't
been so charming.'

'‘Male or female?' Gerry teased.
'Female,’ Crys returned snippily.

‘Then obviously this Mr Gardener is a man with goaste in restaurants
and food.' Gerry grinned.

Crys gave a reluctant smile at his attempt atdigtt'l only hope he
appreciates all the extra work he's causing ushbpging the number every
couple of days,' she said. It had started outgtst@en people, but over the
last three weeks, since the booking was first mtde,number had slowly
increased by seven.

Crys moved on from the fruit to arrange the flowknsthe centre of the
huge table that was taking over one half of hetatgant for part of the
evening. But it was necessary to seat that manglp¢ogether.

‘Just add it to his bill." Gerry shrugged. He wahart, sparely built man of
forty. 'If he can afford to bring twenty-five peeghere to dinner for his own
birthday then he isn't going to notice the inconeeoe charge!



‘There's a hard streak in you, Gerry Smythe." Gayghed softly. 'And |
couldn't possibly do that. I've already quoted &epmper head to his
secretary. With champagne and other drinks onabpourse.'

'Of course,’ Gerry agreed, checking his watchl f8tir hours until our first
booking for the evening; is it okay if | pop honw & couple of hours and
help Pam put the horrors to bed?'

‘The horrors' were Gerry and Pam's six-year-old gyiils—and their father
adored them both to distraction!

'Of course,' Crys instantly agreed. 'Everythingehisr pretty much under
control, anyway. | just have to prepare anothenlbmav trout for guest
number twenty-five before having a sit-down myséath my feet up for an
hour." She had been standing constantly for thethaee hours as they
readied the restaurant for this evening.

'l lay another place at the table before | gagrry confirmed. 'Back by
seven-thirty," he promised on his way out.

‘Thanks.' Crys gave him a distracted wave as shenced to arrange the
flowers in a vase—yellow roses that had been ealhgcequested for the
party of twenty-four—no, twenty-five.

The last few weeks had been extremely busy onesidgrand with the
filming for her television programme starting nexek she knew it wasn't
going to get any less busy.

But she was revelling in it, was enjoying her wadk in a way she hadn't
done in months.

Wallowing in it might be a better description, caekttle voice inside her
head.

That voice again! The stupid thing didn't seem @nivo go away just
lately, and kept putting unlikely thoughts into heead at the most
ridiculous of times.



Thoughts like perhaps bumping accidentally into S&ymgard...

How on earth she imagined she would ever do tlehald no idea, when he
was buried in the wilds of Yorkshire and she waskha the thick of things
here in London!

But she found herself thinking about him constanBi7e would catch a
glimpse of a man in the street, or in a shop, wdre la slight resemblance to
him—tall and dark-haired—and for a brief moment Wdomistakenly think
it might be him. Because a part of her ached tcSsee again...!

The part of her that was in love with him.
Which was all of her!

The feelings she had realised she had towards Shite wstaying in
Yorkshire hadn't faded during the four weeks siste'd returned to
London. If anything they had intensified. Which wihe reason that little
voice was taunting her about wallowing.

Molly had kept her promise that day four weeks aga] had telephoned
Sam once they were back at Crys's apartment. Bhatie't asked to speak
to Crys, and apart from the brief conversation &é had with Molly Crys
had heard nothing from him since her return to land

Not that she had expected to. Not really. Althostle couldn't deny it
would have been wonderful if she had. Quite whay tiwould have said to
each other she didn't know, but that didn't malkeabhe just to hear his
voice any less.

As a consequence she had deliberately kept hdyasif during the last
weeks—had resumed a social life of her own whilatiooing to be a

presence at the restaurant, plus put the finistonghes to the book that
would be published to accompany this latest teleniseries.

But, if she were honest, none of those things hadlenthe slightest
difference to the ache she felt inside her jusstrnd or sight of Sam!



She could have had no idea how totally unpreparedwould be when that
did finally happen!

'‘Another bottle of the same champagne on tableth@erry instructed the
wine waiter efficiently as he came smoothly inte Kitchen. 'The first of the
Gardener guests have started to arrive," he tojd €conomically, while

keeping a managerial eye on the staff as theydniatiout the kitchen. 'Two
of the peripheral guests, at a guess, not the gésmour himself.'

'Fine." Crys nodded, removing her apron before lkahgahat her hair was
still in the neat chignon she wore when cooking.

"You look great,' Gerry assured her warmly. 'Asagjs/’

She gave him a grateful smile before hurrying authe restaurant to
personally welcome the first of the guests in tithtay party, and staying
out front as the rest arrived in a steady streder #iat.

Except for the final five, she noted with a frowmen she realised it was
almost ten o'clock. The guest of honour had notedryet, either. Although
his guests were quite happily enjoying the vintelggmpagne he'd ordered
to be served throughout the evening!

Well, it wasn't April the first, so this couldn'ekan April Fool's joke, she
decided after another frowning glance at her wiasth. But even so—

‘Crys!'
Her eyes widened in recognition of that voice eagshe turned towards the
door, her arms opening instinctively as a happibyving Molly launched

herself into them.

'l suppose it's too much to hope that | might nee¢he same enthusiastic
greeting,' drawled an all too familiar voice.



Crys instantly stiffened, feeling her face palesags slowly straightened
away from a grinning Molly to steel herself for tbenfrontation ahead...

With Sam, looking lethally attractive in black demsuit and snowy-white
shirt!

Crys blinked as she took in his appearance: sniylinpan-shaven, with
even his hair considerably shorter than when Ciyd kast seen him.
Although the wariness in those dark green eyessiiashere...

‘Well?' He held his arms open invitingly, one daokow quirked
challengingly.

She couldn't look away from that compelling greeazeg and moved
forward as if hypnotised—although at the last mohste did manage to
clasp the tops of his arms, and so prevent themingoabout the
slenderness of her waist, before standing on tiptaekissing him on the
cheek. A cheek that smelt achingly of the aftersh&e'd worn in
Yorkshire...!

Sam looked down at her with laughing green eysshdt it?' he asked.

'Of course,’ Crys coolly replied, giving herself emward shake as she
forced herself to look away from him and smile disgsngly at Molly,
heated colour in her cheeks now. 'Why didn't ydapigone and let me
know that you wanted a table this evening?'

'‘But | did, me darlin’," Molly answered in the hibrogue that was instantly
recognisable—to an astounded Crys!—as that of gherétary’ to Mr
Gardener who had taken care of the details foreemning's booking.

'You'reMr Gardener?' Crys realised, totally puzzled. aitgh perhaps she
should have guessed by the choice of rainbow foyuhe main course...!

'No—I am," Sam answered smoothly.

Crys turned to him. 'Then it's your birthday...hy\hot? He must have a
birthday at some time, just like everyone elsexky not today?



'‘No, actually it's mine," interjected a smoothlpame male voice.

Crys glanced past Molly and Sam to look at the tmwiho accompanied
them: a tall, handsome man, with a woman at his wido was extremely
beautiful.

'Matthew Wyngard.' The man smiled as he held osithaind to Crys, his
handshake warm. 'And this is my wife, Caroline.ttf@ed to the woman at
his side.

Caroline...!

Crys stared at the woman, who was probably in a&r forties or early
fifties, with a beauty that was eternal. It woukdtbo much of a coincidence
if she wasn't the woman who had telephoned Sanomkshire!

Crys felt a terrible sick feeling in the pit of r@omach as a terrible thought
occurred to her—something that, in view of Mollgigplanation concerning
her relationship to Sam, perhaps should have ceduor Crys before...!

'Say hello, Crystal,” Sam suggested teasinglypagjh one glance in his
direction showed that the expression in his eyesoirway reflected that
lightness of manner.

She drew in a deep breath. 'Good evening, Mrs Wyhgdhe greeted tautly,
briefly touching the other woman's hand. 'Well,yasi can see, all your
guests have arrived.' She turned with a sweepradutme that encompassed
the twenty guests already seated at the tabléwdAgth there still appears to
be one missing,' she realised with a frown at iheeémpty chairs.

It was surprising she could function at all aftee tshock she had just
received! First Molly. And then Sam. Now the intonation to Matthew and
Caroline Wyngard. She was so confused it was a wostie wasn't
burbling incoherently!

Or maybe she was... ?



'No one is missing, Crystal,” Sam assured herdsigrmuch closer to her
than was comfortable, the older couple having mafétb greet some of
the other guests now.

Although Crys now knew that just having Sam in faene room as her
would be too close for comfort—her comfort!

‘But—'

"The extra setting is for you,' he told her quigtlyhen you're free to join us,
of course," he added, with an understanding lodleaheated face.

'‘Me?' she repeated.
"You,' Sam confirmed. 'Think you can handle it?"

Handle what? At the moment she just felt as iflste completely lost the
plot!

'It's really very kind of you,' she answered caitgftBut I'm afraid—'

'My father has been looking forward to meeting ynce we told him
earlier that we were giving him a surprise birthgayty at your restaurant,’
Sam cut in evenly. "You aren't going to disappbint, | hope?' he queried
in a steely voice.

She blinked. Her worst nightmare was suddenly cgrinme. Matthewwas
Sam's father. Which meant that Caroline was Mollyisther. Sam's
stepmother!

'Matthew," Sam explained. 'And Molly's mother— Ger®," he continued,
frowning at Crys's obvious discomfort. 'Although alevays refer to them

collectively as "the parents”," he elaborated whkious affection.

She needed a few minutes to herself to sort hemdlf Crys decided,
feeling dizzy from the shock of seeing Sam agaihaevit the addition of all
these other complications!



'l see,' she offered limply. 'Well, if you wouldkdi to take your seats at the
table, I'll see to the serving of the first courddat's it, stick to business
matters, Crys, she told herself firmly; she knewatndhe was doing on that
level! 'And if | have time I'll join you later," ghadded as she saw Sam was
about to protest.

'Very well," he accepted coolly. 'Molly?' He held larm out for her to
accompany him.

'l hope you'll forgive us for the subterfuge,’ Mo#laid to Crys. 'We did so
want to surprise Matthew this evening. Booking thiele in the name of
Gardener was only a little harmless fun on our.p&he chuckled.

But whose idea had it been? Crys. wondered witlreow-eyed look in
Sam's direction. Molly's or Sam's? Because theopesho had been most
surprised this evening was definitely Crys!

'l did think you might guess when | ordered theutydVolly confided.

Perhaps she should have done, Crys admonishedfhetsagain. She just
hadn't given it a thought at the time.

‘That was Sam's choice, of course,’ Molly elabaratéh an affectionate
grin in his direction.

Of course it was, Crys knew, deliberately not logkat him. Had it been his
idea to have the yellow roses—James's flower—inctrdre of the table,
too...?

'Do try and join us later, won't you, Crys?' Mokycouraged warmly,
before turning to link her arm with Sam's, and Itrg over to take their
seats at the already crowded table.

Crys watched them go, wondering why it was thatahays felt as if she
had been put through a meat grinder every timesgbet any length of time
in Sam Wyngard's company!



Although she did finally seem to have sorted outtla¢ complicated

relationships in her mind! And one thing was blghrobvious—Caroline
was not the woman in Sam's life.

But Crys ached to be...!



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

' SNT that Sam Wyngard out there? Gerry frowned as heedhrough to
the kitchen some time later.

'It certainly is." Crys, capably wrestling with tlaest of the trout to be served
as the main course for the twenty-five, gave aibdrconfirmation.

'l haven't seen him for years," Gerry said apptieely. 'He used to come
into Scottie's a lot,' he explained, referringhtte testaurant he had managed
before coming to work for Crys five years ago. &allty decent chap. |
always thought he got a raw deal years ago oveatthmpted suicide of that
actress he was engaged to. The press literalledigpm to shreds at the
time. Nice to see— Whoops.' He stepped forwarddeerthe plate slightly
so that Crys didn't drop the trout onto the floBwerything okay, Crys?' He
looked at her concernedly.

No, everything was not okay. She still felt comelgtfoolish over her
confusion concerning Caroline's relationship to Samd now Gerry, it
seemed, knew Sam from years ago and thought heally decent chap!

Who was the real Sam Wyngard? The monster the pegssnade him out
to be ten years ago? Or the loving stepbrother adlyiicaring son to his
father and his stepmother, the tender lover heblead to Crys?

She knew without a doubt which person she wantedthibe!

She straightened to take off her apron, placimigdsively back on the rail
before smoothing down her black sheath dress anthguto pick up the last
plate of trout. 'I've been invited to join the hotay party, Gerry; do you
think you and the staff can manage the desserywnown?’

If Gerry was surprised, then he didn't show it.cOdirse," he replied. 'Enjoy
yourself," he encouraged as she turned to enteesit@urant.



Crys braced her shoulders once out of the kitcdeswving in a deeply
controlling breath before crossing the room to whitle Wyngard family
and their guests were obviously having a good tirhe.conversation—and
champagne!—flowed freely.

Having been kept busy in the kitchen for the lamirh Crys had no idea
exactly where the empty seat was until she actualghed the table and
saw that, because of the odd number of women to mevas situated
between Sam and his stepmother Caroline.

Thank goodness she had never been stupid enougaki® any comments
to Sam about Caroline—that would have been jusetobarrassing.

She felt even worse concerning her earlier assempts Caroline turned
to smile warmly when Crys sat down in the chairtrtexher.

'It's so good to meet you at last, my dear.' Caeateached out and lightly
touched her hand in welcome. 'Molly has talked agou for years!

'‘And all of you," Crys returned, very conscioustt8am was seated to her
left.

'Really?’ he murmured softly in Crys's ear as Qaed attention was
distracted by her husband. "You didn'.t look ovelgased when my father
made the introductions earlier.'

Crys turned sharply. 'That was because—' She lofikbiting her bottom

lip. How could she possibly say it had been becamsi that moment she
had been under the impression that the woman digkoew as 'Caroline’
was involved in some sort of relationship with Sam@w could she

possibly have known it was his stepmother?

'‘Because...?' Sam pressed, one dark brow raisgonseatlly.

'l .was surprised to see any of you,' Crys defendexl just whose ideaas
that to surprise me as much as your father?'



'Mine, of course," Sam confessed unabashedly, hgokiore relaxed this
evening than Crys had so far seen him.

'l thought it might have been.’
'Did you? Why?'

'It seemed like something you would do," Crys vesdufeeling a little shy
in his company after the strained way they hadeglairt Yorkshire. 'Sam,
when we last saw each other—'

'Later, Crystal.' He cut across her, one of hiddsariefly touching hers to
take the sting out of his interruption. 'I'm takiggu home when this
evening is over. We can talk then.'

"You are?' Crys blinked her surprise, quickly doamginventory inside her
head of just how her apartment had looked wher $&ft'it earlier today.
She was usually a tidy person, and the apartmehblan neat and clean
when she left. But even so—

'l am," he assured her firmly.

Despite the fact that he was here, in London, engog social evening with
his family and friends, he was obviously no lessgant than he had been
four weeks ago, Crys decided. That would have be@much to hope for!
'Close your mouth, Crystal, and eat your troutth$astructed.

She gave him a withering glance. 'Doesn’t one danute¢he other?'

‘Just eat, woman,' he told her impatiently. 'I'eger seen you finish a meal
yet, and you're far too thin as it is!"

'Strange as it may seem, I've never particularjgyad my own cooking,’
she explained, knowing that it was because oncéhatdinished all the
preparation and cooking at the restaurant she ngelofelt like eating
herself.



Sam gave her a considering look. 'Then perhapsméssomeone cooked a
few meals for you,' he said.

'It's a nice thought, but—'

"Your evenings aren't free," he finished knowinghctually, Crystal, | was
suggesting | cook you breakfast,' he added terdgtiv

'‘Breakfast?’ she gasped, eyes wide now as shd stanam, heated colour in
her cheeks.

He nodded. 'Warm croissants with honey. How doatssbund?’
'‘Wonderful. But—'

'In bed, of course,' he expanded, in what couly ¢el called a honeyed
voice.

Crys shook her head, completely flustered now. He going much too fast
for her. How did he jump from taking her home tonging her breafast in
bed in the morning? With relative ease, it seemed!

She stared down at the snowy-white cloth on théeteibfront of her, no
longer able to look at Sam himself. 'Sam, | dontil what impression you
formed of me when | was in Yorkshire—'

'‘We've already been through that, Crystal. He spee her hand
reassuringly. 'But we'll talk about it again latbe declared gently. This is,
after all, my father's evening,' he reminded heth &n affectionate glance
in the older man's direction.

Matthew Wyngard's evening it most certainly wagl #re older man was a
gracious and charming host at the surprise paggroesed by his son and
stepdaughter. He thanked the pair most profusegmwie made his short
speech as they all lingered over coffee. No orsgeimed, was in any hurry
to end the evening, despite the fact that it wasadock in the morning.



Crys had already dismissed all the staff, includsegry, assuring him that
they could clean up tomorrow, in no hurry herselbting the evening to an
end. She was all too conscious of Sam's arm reatirggs the back of her
seat, of the fact that he was taking her home—efstiggestion he would
bring her breakfast in bed in the morning!

In fact, by the time she found herself seated te$am, being driven home
in a dark green sports car, she felt more likeiaegingly naive wreck than
a twenty-six-year-old woman who had been both redrand widowed!

'Relax." Sam reached out briefly to lightly toudtr hhands as they twisted
nervously together in her lap. 'You enjoyed thigremg, didn't you?' he
queried.

Surprisingly—after what Sam had said to herl—sha, lamd had enjoyed
several conversations with Molly and 'the parerdst all the time she'd
talked to other people she had been aware of lightlg possessive arm
lying across the back of her chair...

'Very much,’ she assured him. 'You have a very faigaly.’'

'l think so.’

Crys moistened dry lips. 'Sam, before you say angtelse, |—I think |
should tell you that I—' Go on, Crys, she instrdckerself firmly. 'l may

have made a few erroneous assumptions beforevibnsng—'

'Only a few?' Sam questioned sardonically. ‘Caeols a very beautiful
woman, isn't she?' he added knowingly.

Crys turned to glare at him, feeling the warmthher cheeks. He knew,
damn it. He knevexactlywhat she had thought concerning—

'l only realised this evening, when the two of yeere introduced and you
looked so horrified,” Sam interjected lightly irter embarrassed thoughts.
‘That over-active imagination been at work agairys@l|?'



When he put it like that...! 'Perhaps,’ she condedBut you were
deliberately secretive when we were in Yorkshiregetber—so
close-mouthed about everything that you made a di@vk positively
chatty! — What is so funny?' she challenged abdgan to chuckle.

'You are,' he told her with a rueful shake of lesdh 'And | think | should
tell you that I've decided my life as a hermiti®enQ' he added seriously.

She looked at him in the semi-darkness createddopamerous streetlights
outside. 'You have?' she said slowly.

'Mmm."' He nodded. 'l sat there alone in Yorkshaféer you and Molly left,
and realised | can't live that life any more—tligoiu can carry on with your
public life after all the blows dealt out to youdltast year, | can certainly
weather a few strange looks and frankly unfair aations whenever |
choose to appear in public.’

He was referring to Rachel Gibson...

He gave her a sideways glance. 'That's your caskdf theyare unfair?' he
told her.

Maybe it was, but Crys knew with sudden certaihigt tshe didn't need to
ask him anything of the sort. Molly obviously addreim. His father and
stepmother were obviously incredibly proud of higerry thought he was 'a
really decent chap'. And Crys knew she couldn'eHallen in love with him
if he wasn't all of those things!

'No," she answered with certainty, shaking her héddn't need to ask that.’

Sam'’s hands tightened on the steering wheel ofdheintil his knuckles
showed white. 'Crystal, aren't you even going t@ gne the benefit of the
doubt?’

Crys looked at him, realising as she did so thiahial self-confidence of
earlier—the way he had taken charge, his clainriofgbng her breakfast in
bed— had been a front, that underneath all thatdseas nervous about the
outcome of their conversation as she was!



‘Sam...!" she cried achingly, reaching out to lightasp his arm, easily able
to feel the tension in his body beneath the urlzawering of his evening
suit.

The car swerved slightly as Sam reacted to hehtdus expression grim as
he glanced at her after straightening the wheethd&ps we had better leave
this until I've at least got us both safely backileg he suggested. 'l wouldn't
like to be accused of being responsible for trymgill yet another—'

'Sam, don't even say that!" Crys cut in forcefutiypwing exactly what he
was going to say. 'l don't believe for a momenttlaiise things Rachel
Gibson said about you ten years ago!'

He looked stunned by the claim. "You don't...?"

‘Certainly not,' she assured him firmly. 'Althougbu could be responsible
for my death if you don't soon stop this car ansskine!" she declared,
having been pushed beyond endurance this evenmagyikg that all she
wanted now was the sweet oblivion of Sam's kisses.

A nerve began to pulse in his cheek; his handstlyighripped the
steering-wheel, and there was a pallor to his cheskhe glanced at Crys.
'I— You—' He swallowed hard.

'l don't believe it—a dumbstruck Sam Wyngard!" Csgsd gleefully, her
eyes glowing with laughter, 'l never thought | wibske the day..."

"You, young lady, are going to get your bottom vérsnly spanked!" he
ground out, even as he drove his car expertlytmtaunderground car park
beneath the building where Crys had her apartment.

Crys laughed. 'I'm not even going to ask how yoevwkrwhere 1 live,

because | know it will have been from Molly," slaéds turning to get out of
the car, but stopped from doing so by Sam's haachieg out and tightly
grasping her arm. She turned back to him enquiyjradl her humour fading
as she saw the look of uncertainty on his face, ®m...I" She moved
across the seat to put her arms about him, her baced against his
shoulder. "It will be all right," she comforted oYl see.’



His body began to shake beneath her hands, cabhsmiyp burrow all the
closer against him in an effort to reassure him.

Until she realised he wasn't shaking because heupset but because he
was laughing!

She raised her head to look at him accusingly. téhso funny?"

Sam shook his head, eyes still brimming with laaght thought it was the
man who was supposed to reassure the woman abewytlaag being all
right,’ he explained in a choked voice, obviouslgking a great effort to
control his laughter.

Crys's own snort of laughter was completely invtduy 'Let's go upstairs,’
she said.

'‘Best invitation I've had all evening,' Sam accdpés he followed her out of
the car.

Crys had no idea what Fred, the night watchmahetpartment building,
thought as she strolled in with Sam at her side.8arely gave the elderly
man a smile and a friendly wave before steppingtime lift and pressing the
button for her floor.

Your reputation will be in shreds by this time tmmow," Sam observed.

Crys shrugged. 'My mother always said that whapfeedidn't know about
you they would make up, anyway, so it's best to ljus your life to your
own expectations. I've found it's worked so fdrg sxplained.

Her apartment was as neat and tidy as she hadhhiweps, light and airy,
the yellow and cream decor giving it a welcomingiyany appearance even
in the depths of winter. Which was exactly how Jaimmad wanted it to feel
when he designed it...

"The yellow roses on the table this evening,' dbgdx out after placing her
bag down on the coffee table. 'Why did you chobsent? Youdid choose
them, didn't you?' she asked uncertainly.



She felt a little awkward now that she and Sam watially in her
apartment. On the drive here, outside, anythingdesined possible. But
here, and now... What did Sam really want from her?

Sam looked at her hard. 'You're jumping two stelpsad of where we
should start talking,' he said, green gaze intaertiar face. 'lI've missed you
this last month, Crystal," he told her gruffly.

She swallowed hard before moistening suddenlyigsy Il was only there
for two days,' she parried. '‘And I'm forgetting mgnners,' she continued in
a self-conscious rush. 'l haven't even offeredgouink—'

'l don't want a drink," he cut in firmly.

'Fine," she accepted with an attempt at a sm#eWhat have you done with
Merlin this evening?' she prompted conversationally

This was awful! What on earth was wrong with he®stairs she and
Sam had seemed perfectly comfortable with eachr otfael even laughed
together, and yet now—

'He's at the parents' house,” Sam said. 'l thoitgbhest until | find
somewhere permanent of my own to live in London.’

Crys gave him a startled look. 'l know you saidiear You're actually
coming back to live in London?' Her heart leaphatthought of him being
closer to her.

' am," Sam confirmed, his gaze still fixed intgrah her face. '‘Not all the
time, of course," he went on.

'l love Yorkshire far too much to do that. But mayduring the week...'
‘That will be nice," Crys responded politely.
'Will it?" Sam's eyes became guarded.

'Of course. You'll be able to see more of your fgnand—'



'‘And you?' he put in.
Crys felt suddenly shy again. 'If you would like' tthe agreed.

He drew in a sharp breath. 'Oh, | would like torywmuch,' he concluded
forcefully.

She hesitated briefly. 'l— Are you sure | can't gat a drink? Coffee? Or
something?'

Sam shook his head. 'Crystal, | need to tell yoatwlappened ten years
ago—'

'Of course you don't,’ Crys objected. 'I've alretdly you | don't believe for
one moment that you were responsible for what Ratitié

"You didn't feel that way when you left Yorkshireg said slowly.

'How can you possibly know what | felt when | l&forkshire?' Crys's
awkwardness began to fade as indignation begaak®its place. 'l was
under a certain amount of misapprehensions atiie, admittedly," she
conceded. 'But believing you were guilty of the dabur your fiancee
claimed—'

'Ex-filancee,’ Sam interrupted. 'That was the proble

'‘Whatever," Crys agreed. 'That certainly wasn't @nthem. Sam, | didn't
leave because | had realised who you were and whyhgd lived alone in
the wilds of Yorkshire for ten years,' she staiedalfy.

He looked totally perplexed. 'Then why did you keao suddenly? And
don't tell me it was because the restaurant wag basause | won't believe

you.

'‘Ah." There was no way she could just blurt out #iee had left because she
had realised she was in love with him—and the evndgrrified the life out
of her. At least...it had then. This last four weekithout even seeing him



had shown her that she might try to run away frowe) but it refused to go
away! Just looking at Sam now, she knew she lowednore than ever.

'‘Ah?' Sam prompted softly.

'Hmm." She pulled a face. 'Sam, in the last yesar lbst not only my
husband, but also my parents—'

'l know!" he exclaimed, suddenly moving towards. hiémust have been
awful for you. I can't even begin to imagine...! Wda | can,' he amended.
'Crystal, earlier you said that if | didn't soorskiyou you were going to
die—well, if I don't soon kiss you I think | mightst do the same thing!' He
groaned before his arms moved about her possessavel his mouth

claimed hers.

Crys returned his kiss with all the pent-up lov&die her, her body moulded
against his, her arms up over his shoulders astshieed to be even closer
still.

Sam broke the kiss suddenly, resting the damprfeasis forehead against
her. 'l love you, Crystal. | love you so much!' dheclared. This last four
weeks without seeing you has been hell—much wdrae anything I've
ever known in my life before."'

Worse than realising his fiancee was possessiealpiis to the point of
instability. Worse than feeling in part responsifaleen she attempted to
take her own life. Worse than the pain and lonsbkrge had suffered during
the ten years since that time.

They had both suffered, it seemed, in their difiésgays. But through that
pain they had somehow managed to fall in love wébh other.

'Oh, Sam, | love you, too," she choked emotionally.
He drew in a sharp breath. 'Enough to marry me?"

'Oh, yes!" She had no doubts, no questions tolaskt anything—knew that
she was loved as much as she loved.



‘The yellow roses on the table tonight.' He grufhswered the question she
had asked him earlier. 'l wanted you to know thatdept how much you
loved James, that if | can ever persuade you ovim¢ me in return, | would
never try to take any of that away from you." Histlis reached up to cradle
each side of her face. 'Do you understand?"'

She did understand. She understood that Sam @alse hadn't loved
James more, or less, than she now loved him, balyit had been different
from the love the two of them now shared.

It was enough. More than enough!

‘There, that wasn't so bad, was it?' Crys cajateBlzan resumed his seat next
to hers, the sound of the applause continuing &iteg he had sat down.

Sam looked down at the award he held in his hand Hest
screenwriter—the sixth for thiBailey series. Only this year Sam had
appeared in person to collect his award. Somethiegaudience were
obviously very appreciative of.

They had been married just over a year now—a ya@anglwhich they had
alternated between living in the house in Londoaythad bought, and
Falcon House in Yorkshire. It had been the happieat of Crys's life—a
year when she had seen Sam returned to his forengomal popularity. The
Bailey series was growing ever more successful, and sledeectors had
approached him from America about writing screeygpfar them now that
he was no longer a recluse.

'No, it wasn't so bad," Sam conceded. 'But wai uist your turn to go up
and collect your award, and see how you feel,thedd.

Crys's cookery programme had been nominated f@awsard of its own. 'l
already have my award," she told him softly, heitesenigmatic.

Sam gave a puzzled frown. "You're smiling that sragain...'



Crys leant forward and whispered softly in his le@fiore leaning back into
her own seat, her eyes glowing with happiness asostked at him.

He swallowed hard. 'Are you sure?’

'Positive,’ she assured him smugly.

The whoop of joy he gave as he lifted her up olssfseat and into his arms
caused many heads to turn their way, but they wemgpletely impervious

to those stares as they shared a kiss of comp@iaiess.

Their son, or daughter, would be born before treeadrthe year.



