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A once-in-a-lifetime man

Keir Durrell was a very special sort of man. He en&@atherine feel safe and
needed, a feeling she craved ever since the disctivat her birth mother
had abandoned her. Keir was the man she'd beerngvddr all her
life--only timing was all wrong...

Keir had been recently widowed, and seemed in mo/ha find a second
wife. And what Catherine needed to was find herhawstnot a husband.
But Keir's kisses were proving very distracting aatther addictive.



CHAPTER ONE

'Look, tell me to mind my own business if you like, ot look as though
you've been in some sort of accident. Do you nedo?h

Catherine heard the deep male voice but had diffiado focusing for a
moment as she raised her eyes from the hard wdaglerh on which she
was sitting, the big figure standing in front of Ingerely a dark blur. 'l..." Her
voice petered out, and she tried again, takingep deeath and trying to
co-ordinate her jumbled thoughts. 'l don't knowe s/hispered weakly. 'l do
feel strange, but | can't remember... I'm not surere | am.'

She wasn't making sense—she knew that—but thencatb@l muzziness
in her head and dull throbbing at the back of lyessavere overpoweringly
strong.

"You must be going somewhere.' The figure crouawun in front of her,
and a pair of keen stone-grey eyes held her fiigdateblue ones. 'This
your suitcase, isn't it?' He patted the big broasecat her feet as he spoke.

'Yes, but..." Again words failed her.
'‘Are you with anyone?'

'l don't think so.' The drumming in her head intked as she tried to think.
‘No, I'm sure I'm not, but I'll be all right,’ skaid as firmly as she could. 'l
just need to rest a while, that's all.’'

He said nothing for a moment, and then, 'You'veaatyn cut on your
forehead so | guess you've had a bang on the hehd not too distant past.
Can you remember if you fell, or were knocked ovarything like that?'

'No." She was beginning to feel frightened, thejuzensation intensifying
moment by moment. 'l can't remember anything,’ shel a trifle
desperately.

'Perhaps your name?' he suggested softly, his\a#ep soothing. 'Think a
minute; it will come to you.'



She stared at him helplessly as she searched ifoghef her mind, her
senses registering, even in the midst of her tuyriwat he was dark and
powerfully built, and handsome in a very masculingémidating way, with
a strongly chiselled bone-structure. Thick black bat uncompromisingly
short indicated he was a man who had little tinteprsonal vanity, a man
who knew who and what he was and exactly wheredsegeing.

‘Catherine.’ She wasn't sure how she knew, butesiiglthe name was there.
'My name's Catherine, and..." Just for a seconetuony flashed across her
mind, but before she could catch it it was gonee 8libbed her hand

bewilderedly across her forehead and then flincivben it came away

sticky and red.

'Well, Catherine, | would say you have a slightecakconcussion.' He stood
up as he spoke, and for a blindingly frighteningmeat she thought he was
going to walk off and leave her.

She felt as though she had been sitting in thepari all her life, helplessly
watching the world go by, sights and sounds regigiewith a strange
dream-like quality before becoming merged in anralélur that she was
powerless to alter. ‘Concussion?’ She forced thre wwough the thickness
in her head. 'But don't you go unconscious withitha

‘Not always.' He surveyed her with narrowed eyeshhlnds thrust deep in
the pockets of his jeans. 'I'm meeting my sistefoch shortly, and | think
she ought to take a look at you," he continuedlyirishe's a nurse so she
knows what she's talking about...on medical matteesadded drily.

'l...I don't know."' Part of her wanted to go witimh—he was the only solid
thing in a world that had suddenly become an am@vironment—but how
did she know she could trust him? she asked hdesetfy. In this day and
age one didn't wander off into the unknown witroenplete stranger.

'It's all right; I'm not a mad rapist or seriall&il' He seemed to know
instinctively what she was thinking, and she flustetly at the slightly
caustic note in the deep voice. 'Neither am | sspdeate for female
company that | would have to spirit one away adames will,’ he added
softly.



She could believe that at least. She gazed u &allhrelaxed frame in front
of her on which there wasn't an ounce of superiuibesh. Oh, yes, she
could certainly believe that, she thought agaithasmocking, smoky-grey
gaze held hers.

'Well?' He eyed her unblinkingly. 'The restaurarjust a stone's throw from
here, and I've no intention of leaving you sittimgre like a little waif and
stray; it would spoil my lunch. I'd prefer you tcalk—my carrying you
kicking and screaming might damage my reputationesshat—Dbut either
way we're going to get that head looked at. I'asty idea it might need a
stitch or two.'

'I...I'm sure I'll be all right, thank you.' She swé, but she didn't know what
frightened her more—the thought of going with himtlee thought of him
leaving her. 'l can't seem to think straight at thement, but it will
clear...won't it?' she finished somewhat pathdyical

'‘Come on.' He settled her indecision by the singXpedient of bending
down and picking up her suitcase, before raisirgfihaly to her feet. 'I'm

not leaving you here. Everyone has to trust someonee time, and this is
your time, like it or not. My name is Keir Durrddly the way; I'm the local
vet.'

What was she doing, allowing a complete strang&ie over like this? The
thought was there, but now she was on her feeasttaking all her powers
of concentration just to put one foot in front bétother.

She was very aware of the height and breadth ofdsitne led her from the
tiny square of park that was little more than adlighfare between the two
main roads in the old Yorkshire village. Also thathad an air of command
and authority that was entirely natural and veryg@dul—but her head was
pounding unbearably now and lucid thought was nattion.

'The restaurant is just over here." As they waltkedugh a cobbled market
place, its venerable stones ancient and warm uth@ehot June sun, he
indicated a small square building of mellow oldcks. ‘Janice should be at
our table by now so you'll be quite safe.’



It was said with that same touch of dryness thdtdeen present in his voice
before, but she couldn't answer; keeping on hdni@s taking everything
she'd got, and waves of nausea were making thdinesd worse. ,

He opened the heavy, squat oak door and usheregtirbeigh, his hand at
her elbow, and as he did so a tall, dark-hairedhgilf rose and waved in
their direction from the back of the room. 'Keir?ed here.'

Catherine was overwhelmingly thankful to be ablesiok into a seat,
closing her eyes as she fought back the sicknéssc@uild hear Keir at the
side of her, and the general hum of lunchtime cosaten and clinking of
glasses, "but it was remote, unreal, like a ha@fmembered dream in the
first moments of waking.

‘Catherine?' A light touch on her arm brought hgrseopen, and she saw
Keir's sister had moved her chair to her sidéirik you've been involved in
an accident of some kind. Would you mind if we laalbok through your
handbag to see if we can find a name and addressraething? It might jog
your memory. And | really think we ought to takeuyto the local hospital
and get someone to have a look at your head; rizsty cut.'

'Here.' Catherine moved the bag off her shoulddrario the table as the
room spun. 'Please look.’

‘Catherine Prentice—does that ring a bell?' Kdiedsa few moments later
as he fetched out an envelope from the depthsrafibéh bag.

'Yes.' Catherine tried to focus on the hard mate,fdbut it was difficult.
'Yes, that's me.' She could hear her voice fromeatglistance, the sound
echoing in her mind.

'‘Okay, | think we'd better get you to a doctor tighw," Keir said grimly as
she swayed in her seat. 'And stay still; I'm gdmgarry you.'

It was the last thing she heard before a thicksaonng darkness took over
and drew her into its black void, and then she fatlisg, falling, the pain in
her head overpowering.



'‘Catherine?' She could hear someone speaking heg, rend struggled to
respond, forcing her eyes open and then shuttiagn ttmmediately as a
bright light sent sharp jabs of pain stabbing tigloher head. 'I'm going to
give you a little injection,’ the voice continued the sort of tone one
normally used with very small children. 'And thepuycan sleep again, all
right? Just relax; that's it.'

She felt a pinprick in her arm but didn't attempiopen her eyes, sinking
gratefully back into the layers of darkness, and@modown, down to the
peace and tranquillity of oblivion.

The next time she surfaced all was quiet and stiltl as she opened tired
eyes there was none of the bright light of befpurst a soft and comforting
semi-darkness that bathed her senses in a fedlmegttulness. She made a
slight movement and immediately a figure at hee stirred, followed by
the same voice as before, saying, 'You're awalaw, tleat's good. Would
you like a little sip. of water?"

'Where... ?' Her tongue seemed too big for her mduit she forced the
words out after licking her lips. 'Where am 1?'

"You're in hospital, dear." A motherly,” middle-agace bent over her, grey
hair shining in the muted light. 'You had a littheng on the head,
remember?’

'Keir.'

‘That's right, dear.' From the soothing note invdeéce it was clear the nurse
didn't have the faintest idea what she, Cathermas talking about,
Catherine thought tiredly, but she just as cleafgn't going to challenge
her on anything right now. 'Now, you shut your egead sleep a little more;
you're over the worst now. I'm sure you'll be gbtias rain in the morning.
There's a bell by your hand—' Catherine felt tmgédirs of her right hand
pressed on something hard '—so if you need any§uongust ring and we'll
be here straight away, all right?’



She wanted to say more, ask questions, but it iveamuch effort. And as
the thick blanket of sleep claimed her again she a@are of murmuring
that name once more before she allowed herselfiggoirgo the warm
darkness.

'‘Cup of tea here for you.'

The clatter of crockery and the cheerful voicean &ar brought Catherine's
eyes wide open at the same time as someone opdiied asending white
sunlight spilling into the small room.

'Oh, thank you.' She struggled into a sitting posiin the narrow hospital
bed, and took the cup of tea one of the two orgletianded her, relieved to
find the terrible headache was a thing of the plastust have slept the night
through,’ she said tentatively as the two young wmmsmiled at her
encouragingly.

'You've been asleep ever since they brought youowe," one of them
responded buoyantly. 'Best thing for concussionwHmu feelin' this
mornin’, then?'

‘Better, much better," she said weakly.
‘That's right.' They nodded at her reassuringly.
'Had an accident, did you?' one asked brightly.

'‘An accident?' And then she remembered, with a aighankfulness that
her mind was her own again. 'Yes—yes, | did. Jiterr & left the train
station, | fell down some steps.' She stared atwloewomen as her mind
replayed the scene. 'Someone had spilt sometimagl, slipped and hit my
head on the edge of one of the steps,' she sautlystbthink | cut it.’

"You certainly did, love. Bruised yourself a bibtd'd say. Still, all's well
that ends well, eh? Lucky someone had the senbdng you here—you
could have wandered about for ages in the statemgya in, and although



most folks round here are okay you never know thizges. Anyway, you
enjoy a nice cup of tea and we'll be back with yograkfast a bit later, all
right?'

‘Thank you." She smiled somewhat bemusedly, anditeamed back.

She spent the rest of the morning dozing in betvieemg her temperature
and pulse checked every half hour, and answenmigade host of questions
that a brisk and very efficient sister read to fiem an official- looking
form.

'It's good to see you so alert,’ the sister saighasstood up to leave. 'We
thought it was a simple case of concussion but g@emed absolutely
exhausted, which didn't help. Have you been ilengly?'

'Yes.' There was no way she was going to elabduatieer, and she added
quickly, 'Pneumonia. But I'm better now. | actualgme to Yorkshire for a
few weeks' holiday. | thought the air here wouldrbere bracing than
London's city fumes.'

'l can guarantee it." The sister smiled approvingMell, you rest now; the
doctor will be round shortly, and we'll see whatthieks of you.'

It was just after lunch when the knock soundedeatdoor and she sat up
expectantly, thinking it was the doctor or one of minions. But the tall,
dark man who entered the room was definitely neitatherine.' It was the
deep, slightly husky voice she remembered, theevitiat had haunted her
dreams for the last few hours. 'How are you feéling

'Fine." The ugly hospital nightgown put her at stidct disadvantage, she
thought weakly, as did her pale face devoid of ewsorap of make-up, and
the massive bruise that covered half of her foréehdad he was so

gorgeous.Even yesterday, in a state of semiconsciousnesssemses had
registered he was something of a hunk. But seeingdday, with mind and

intellect working on full throttle, the impact ohat big, lean body and
devastatingly male face increased a hundredfold.



He was deeply tanned, his hair blue-black and glegnwith a virility even
the severe hairstyle couldn't diminish. And, altjiouthe handsome,
classical features and hard bone-structure wouhdade a second glance
from any female from sixteen to sixty, there wamething more to him
than just good looks. He had an assurance, a cofidence that added an
extra dimension to the arrogant maleness, and aasnfully attractive.

'You don't remember me?' he asked quietly. 'My nasn&eir—Keir
Durrell. My sister and | brought you to this hosplate yesterday morning.'

'Oh, yes, yes, | remember.' She was inexpresdibalykful he had mistaken
her wide-eyed stare for confusion. She couldn'teratver a time when she
had ever ogled a man so blatantly, and the knowldagught hot colour
sweeping into her face. It was the knock on thedhaae told herself
desperately; that was what it was. She wasn't @siteell as she'd thought.
'l... Thank you—thank you so much,' she added slingilp. 'It was very
good of you—'

He swept her thanks aside with an abrupt wavesohand. 'Anyone would
have done the same,' he said dismissively. 'lHappened along, that's all.
So, the memory is back, is it? That's good. Thieisiells me you have a
recollection of falling down some steps.’

'Yes, outside the station.' She had never felbague-tied in her life, and
forced a smile she hoped came across as natukebadntinuing, 'Silly,
wasn't it? | should have been more careful—'

'What are your parents doing, letting you wandeualthe country on your
own?'

'What?' She stared at him in amazement.

His tone had been curt, and now she was sure thegtiier at the back of

the stone-grey eyes was tightly held-in disapproVaiis seemed to be
confirmed when he said again, his voice cold ,Kedsyou what your parents
were thinking of to let you wander about alone.’



'I'm not wandering about.' Her chin rose a notald, mow the colour staining
her pale, creamy skin was due to annoyance rakfzer ¢mbarrassment.
'‘And | answer to myself, no one else.’

'Do you indeed?' He came fully into the room nowJking over to the bed
and looking down at her with narrowed eyes, his lehgiance one of
irritation and censure. 'And exactly how old areuydliss Catherine
Prentice? Fifteen, sixteen? And | want the trutimdy he added warningly.
'If you've run away from home now is the time tofess it.'

'If I've...?' She stared at him in absolute amazgnieer anger wiping away
any feeling of intimidation and putting fire in heiolet-blue eyes as she
hissed, 'l am twenty-one years of afjeienty onegot it?'

'l don't believe you," he said flatly, his gaze mgvover the ethereal
slimness of her, the fine-boned hands and paleergilblonde hair that
framed the small face. 'You aren't a day over sixt&low, then, admit it.'

'l... How dare you?' All her life she had been degjy looking far younger
than her age, and normally she could take it guék. But for him to think
she was achoolgirl...

Her spluttering was brought to a halt as he sad)lg and without the
slightest shred of doubt, '‘And a show of outrage'tweash either. If you're
as old as you say you are | assume you can prave it

'Prove it?'Her voice was too high, and she lowered it a ke winced. 'l
shouldn't have to prove it, but yes, | can,' sha black furiously. '‘Pass me
my bag, would you? It's by the chair.’

‘Certainly.’

He still thought she was trying to bluff him, st@aght with a mixture of
fury and wonder as he bent down with a lazy asseramd picked up her
big, baggy cloth bag from the floor, dropping itterthe bed without a
change of expression, and continuing to watch h#r marrowed, hooded
eyes while she rummaged about in the cavernoussleptriving licence



do?' she asked caustically as she fished it omt fitee back of her large
leather purse and presented it to him with a fkjuri

'Driving licence?' For the first time a touch ofcentainty showed.

'It's a document that entitles one to drive a sl said bitingly, 'and I've
had one for nearly four years, okay?' Her heada@sebeginning to return,
and it was all his fault! 'I'm not a runaway, oy#nng else you might have
dreamed up,' she added tightly. 'I'm here... I'me fwa holiday.' Well, she
was...in a way, she told the sudden, sharp jaloméaence.

'l see.' He eyed her again after studying the migivicence. "Then it would
appear | have made a mistake; | apologise. If youlavlike to give me the
telephone number or address of where you're stalihgxplain the
circumstances of you being a day late to them,askdthem to hold your
accommodation.'

‘That won't be necessary." He knew, he jksew she hadn't booked
anything, she told herself irritably. She could géethe hard, arrogant face
and alert eyes. 'l haven't actually arranged angthjiet,’ she continued
tightly. 'l thought I'd sort it out when | got here

'Did you?' It was said in the sort of patient tame used when dealing with
a recalcitrant child who was being ridiculous. "Esly isn't a bad size for a
Yorkshire village,' he said smoothly, 'but in theddie of the holiday
season, and when the weather has been good foswaeéled for the night
isn't always on tap. However, there are plentytbkovillages and towns
dotted about—'

'l wanted to stay in Towerby,' she interrupted fynT'll try there first.'
'Why Towerby? One Yorkshire village is very mudtelanother—'
‘Nevertheless, I'll try there first,' she said tigh

'Persistent little thing, aren't you?' he drawlaslly, his eyes on her strained
face. 'Are you always so determined?’



She shrugged warily; it hadn't been a complimeauntshe was blowed if she
was going to explain why Towerby was so importanhér, especially to
him. And she had thought shked him...

'‘Be it on your own head.' He glanced at her haihasspoke, its pale
silveriness almost luminescent in the light frora Window. 'But you could
be walking the streets for hours,' he warned quiet!

'l don't care.’

She looked about twelve, sitting there in that twoaf a nightie with her hair
all tousled and her eyes flashing, never mind sixt&eir thought grimly.
The urge to shake some sense into her was paran®hmtwas going to
leave this place and tramp about Towerby lookingstamewhere to stay?
The girl was brain-damaged! How she'd got to tweantg years of age was
a miracle in itself.

'I'd better be going; I'm on my way to a farm thiees side of Kilburn, but |
had to pass here and | thought I'd call in anchegeyou were.' He kept his
voice quite expressionless. 'I'll call by latestafternoon on my way back, if
| may?"

' might be gone by then,' she said carefully; thahk you again for all your
help. Thank your sister for me too, would you?'

She thought she'd hit the right note of polite désiveness until she glanced
into his face and saw the sardonic gleam in theyséyes. 'Don't like to be

told you're acting like a fool, do you?' he murntuwth a calmness that
was more aggravating than any show of annoyanke aslked towards the

door. Once there, he turned to survey her once ,;aoe added before she
had a chance to speak, 'Goodbye, Catherine.’

And then she was alone again and calling herselfyesort of name for not
firing back with some cutting retort that would layut him in his
place...whatever that was, she thought bitterlye $d met some arrogant,
self-opinionated men in her time—London was fulltlkém—>but he took
the biscuit; he really did.



Her thoughts continued to run along the same laseshe replayed their
conversation over and over in her mind, gettingi@ndpy the minute, until,

when the doctor finally arrived, her cheeks wereing, her pulse racing,
and her temperature was a couple of degrees alworeah

'l definitely want you here for another night ofselvation,’ the doctor said
when she asked him how soon she could leave. Wlidsa nasty bang on the
head, young lad) , and you were pretty much outt when you got here. |
understand you're on holiday?' She nodded withpealang. 'Where are
you staying?' he asked quietly.

Oh, no, not another one. She took a deep breatirebshying, 'l haven't
actually arranged anything yet.'

'l see." The doctor was about thirty years oldemtiKeir, but his face
portrayed the same disapproval when he said, 'Mmk that was wise? |
understand you don't have transport.’

'No—no, | don't,’ she admitted tightly.

'‘And Sister tells me you've been ill recently—pnewm. Was that all it
was?' he asked intuitively.

'l don't understand what you mean," she prevadogueckly, flushing hotly
as she stared back into the wise old eyes.

'l think you do.' His voice was gentle, but posedssf a firmness that told
her he was prepared to dig for the truth. 'The gesion in itself wasn't too
serious, but the way your body reacted to it sugglesomplete exhaustion
of body and mind. Have you had some sort of a weak?' he asked with a
directness that took her by surprise.

'l...no...yes—' She stopped abruptly. 'Not exactlge said after taking a
deep, calming breath. Wasill for a time with pneumonia after a severe
attack of flu, and then | had some bad news.' Siyged hard before she
continued, 'l hadn't really recovered physicallyd & found | couldn't cope
too well for a time, but it wasn't as serious aBreakdown; nothing as
definite as that.’



'l see.' He hadn't taken his eyes off her as stispaken. 'Well, a holiday is
probably just what the doctor ordered,” he saichveitwarm smile that
completely belied the somewhat austere image. itBuill have to begin
tomorrow, if you are well enough to leave then. Ame will have to do
something about arranging accommodation, Miss RentYou are
probably going to feel a bit shaky for a couplalafs, and | really couldn't
countenance you roaming the streets looking foresamere to stay.'

'Right." She suddenly didn't feel like arguingfdnt all she wanted to do was
to lie back among the covers and go to sleep.

However, once the doctor had left she found herdmwvas too active for
sleep, and she lay curled up in a tight little baldier the thin sheet, staring at
the tree-tops through the window, the June skyrded vividly blue and
devoid of even the merest wisp of a cloud.

The last few months had been hard... She closeellesrand drew her knees
up to her waist, clasping her legs under the thimtevsheet as she lay
hunched in the bed. So hard. Why had everythingéragd to her? It wasn't
her fault, none of it, and yet she was the one fghdost, alone, abandoned.
Here she was, twenty-one years old and supposeallyngup, but she didn't

know who she was, and she certainly wasn't theopesise had thought she
was all her life. And no on@®o onecared...,

'Oh, God, help me.’ It was a prayer she had whespaimost every day over
the last few months as she had sought to drawpmwar outside herself to
get through.

She had always been conscious of the fact thatwsise unloved and
unlovable, she thought now as she opened her egestared blindly across
the room. Her parents were not demonstrative peeelen with each
other—but nevertheless displayed some sort of @ffectowards -her
brother and sister that was totally absent in thealings with her.

When she was younger she had occasionally madedtheutrageous bid
for their approval, but in time, as the long, lgngéars of her childhood had
come and gone, she had faced the fact that theyhsoid not like her.



She had wondered at times if her appearance wasatse of their
dislike—her brother and sister were tall and d#kk their parents, with
brown eyes and unprepossessing features, and @atketiny build and
ethereal fairness was a stark reminder that shaliffesent, the cuckoo in
the nest.

Why hadn't theyold her when she was a child? she asked herself fat wh
was probably the hundredth time as the memory atf night four months
ago swept in with searing clarity.

She had been working hard the preceding monthglingpldown a
demanding job as secretary to a sales executa®dusy London office, and
attending night school four evenings a week in otdeobtain the further
qualifications needed if she was going to advarnréha career ladder. Her
delight in hearing she had obtained excellent graatethe course had been
dampened by a vicious attack of flu, which had lteguin complications
and an admission to hospital for three weeks wisumonia and pleurisy.

She had returned home low in both body and sg@ng with the bitter
knowledge that not one of the family had visited inehospital. If it hadn't
been for the loyalty of her friends and workmates would have been quite
alone.

It was that same evening the row between hersdlhanmother had begun,
soon to flare into a bitter exchange that had datiag consequences.

'Don't "Mother" me!" The words were spat into hdriter face, her mother
confronting her with hands clenched into tightdiat her sides. She had bent
her body at such an angle that she appeared fahalworld like an
enormous bird preparing to peck at the ground.r&feno blood of mine
running in your holier- than-thou veins, | can tglu. You dare to judge me
because | haven't danced attendance on you thehlast weeks? Why
should 1?Why should 17!

'What do you mean, there's no blood of yours in'r@&therine had been
sitting hunched over the small fire in the pristoiean, cold little lounge,
but now she rose sharply, her eyes narrowing. Hehen continued glaring
at her without speaking, her sallow skin turkey;redd when it was



apparent she wasn't going to reply Catherine tutodter father who was
standing in the doorway. 'What does she mean?'

'Why can't you keep your big mouth shut?' Her fatiteeshed an angry
glance at his wife before turning to Catherinendige her; forget it,’ he
muttered irritably.

‘Tell her, George—qgo on, tell her.' Her husbandtssare seemed to tip the
other woman over the edge. 'She's twenty-one irekwr so's time; she'll
find out one day so it might as well be now. Tat what she is, where she
came from.'

"You tell her—I want nothing to do with this.' Hece was now as red as his
wife's. 'l said all along it was daft to take her, and dafter still not to tell
her. You're the one who's always had the answers+glbher!" So saying,
he stomped off, slamming the door violently behhind.

"You .aren't our child, girl." Her mother's voice+tbe voice of the woman
she had thought of as a mother all her life—wascitess. 'We adopted you
when you were a baby because we thought we conlavet kids of our own.
You're my sister's child.'

'l don't believe you.' Catherine stared at the rotheman even as a tiny
segment of her brain acknowledged this was the anghe questions that
had haunted her for years. 'You've always said hyaee no family, that

when your parents died—'

'l know what | said.The plain, middle-aged face was pinched with spite
'‘But I'm telling you now it wasn't true, all right®hen my sister was
seventeen, she got engaged to a boy who turndad beta real bad lot.'

'She was my parents' darling, spoiled rotten fronenvshe was born.' The
words were little more than a snarl. 'She coullalteve it when she got
pregnant and he upped and left her; she thoughy@ve would always

dance to her tune.' There was a throb in her mstiveice that went far

beyond maliciousness. 'After you were born sherfmthoney and no job,
and she wanted to get rid of you.'



She was enjoying this, Catherine thought numblslzes stared into the
beady brown eyes; she was actualtyoyingit.

'She was going to put you up for adoption whenvehae still in the hospital,
so George and | decided we'd have you. It seerkedaligood idea at the
time.'

"Then you're my aunt?' Catherine asked dazedtydisvhat you're saying?'

'No, I told you, you're nothing to do with me."' To#her woman sucked in
her thin cheeks as she contemplated the small gule front of her, and
there wasn't a shred of compassion or pity in laee for voice as she
continued. 'l was adopted myself, you see, fostimae reason George and |
took you on. But then your mother arrived sevengyéaer and from that
moment | might as well not have existed. Everythiwgs given to
Anna—new clothes, toys—she only had to ask for $bimg and she got it.'

'‘And you hated her,' Catherine said flatly, herypskrinking away from the
venom in the face in front of her.

'Yes, | hated her." She was spitting out the worolew, a deep bitterness
grooving the lines more markedly round her eyes mruaith. 'She was
beautiful, very beautiful, something my parentsarelet me forget for a
minute. It was all Anna this, and Anna that—"'

‘Then why did you help her?' Catherine asked bengidly. 'If you hated her
so much why did you take me?"'

The older woman's eyes flickered and then fell fieers as she turned and
walked over to the narrow window at the far endhef room, her back stiff
and straight. '‘Because it suited us,' she saidlyig¥ithout turning round.
"You have had a roof over your head for the laginty-one years, haven't
you? | can't see you've got anything to complairouab You're
lucky—Iluckier than most in your position.'

Her voice rose as she turned to face Catherineehes narrowed and
gimlet-hard. "That's what my parents told me,' lsih@ut through thin lips,



‘every time they pushed me away or took Anna otltaut me. | had to be
grateful, understand my position. Well—so do you."'

And then Catherine understood. This woman was s@htaup with
resentment and bitterness that she had taken $ter'sibaby in order to
work some twisted idea of vengeance on her, to make's child pay for
all the misery she felt she had suffered in the. fdsat was why Catherine
had always been brushed aside, shown no physival ¢o affection,
ostracised in her own home.

And circumstances had played right into her adepthother's hands by
presenting her with two children of her own. Thedlly must have seemed
like the icing on the cake," Catherine thought nlymbhe whole exercise
had been a cold-blooded plan of revenge. How csaoildeone be like this?
She stared at the woman she had always called medhs&hock and horror
kept her dumb.

'Well? Cat got your tongue?' the vicious voice ourgd.
'My real mother?' Catherine asked dazedly. 'Wheshe?'

'l don't know and | don't care,’ the other womaswared sharply. 'She
moved away from London once the formalities wemngleted, and we've
never seen her since. Good riddance to bad rubbish—

'Where did she go?' Catherine asked again. 'l kjmanknow; | can see it in
your eyes.'

'Oh, can you, little Miss Clever-Pants?' The mogkeas callous and fierce.
'Such a bright little thing, aren't you? Just ljkeir mother. She was always
top of the class at everything, always the bedtshe got her comeuppance
just like you'll get yours.'

'Where did she go?' Catherine persisted weakly. mlgvolence was
frightening.



"Yorkshire—a little place called Towerby—but thaswigh on twenty-one
years ago.' The thin shoulders shrugged tauntiri§lye'll be long since
gone if | know anything about Anna.'

Catherine stumbled from the room then, her hedateas though it would
explode, and cried for hours in the questionablenfoat of the tiny

box-room she called her bedroom. She didn't slkaprtight, the searing
misery that was ripping her apart unbearable, yuthe time the first
tentative pink fingers of dawn were stealing acribgs night sky she had
come to several irrevocable decisions.

As soon as she was well enough she would leavédhise and never come
back. And she would find her mother, her real mot#d when she

did...she would ask her how she could possibly rebandoned her baby
into the care of someone so cruel and twistedwisted,and she would

make her listen to the life she had endured athdrelds of her adoptive
family.

And then... She gazed unseeingly at the charcabled sky, her eyes dry
now and burningly bright. And then she would tedl that she hated her,
that she would never forgive her, that as far asngs concerned she had no
mother, and she would walk away without a backvggatice.She would.



CHAPTER TWO
'IN A better mood now?"

The deep, cool voice brought her head jerking inppridéhe had been
engrossed in her thoughts and hadn't heard theag®or, but now she saw
Keir framed in the doorway, his dark face unreaéatlwasn't... I'm not...

What are you doing back here?' she asked tighthyought you'd got a farm

to go to?'

'l have." He eyed her sardonically. 'And please ttyyrestrain your
enthusiasm at my presence, it's quite embarrassing.

The none too subtle reminder that she was beingptiomally rude brought
hot colour into her cheeks, but in the next monmenstepped into the room
again, speaking in a lazy, relaxed manner that ntiesless grated on her
overwrought nerves.

'l thought I'd make a few enquiries regarding acomaation before | left,’
he said easily. 'See if anything was availabld.[8wned all the possibilities
in Towerby.'

'Yes?' Say something, say you're grateful, thank Bomethingshe told
herself desperately, but her mind seemed to hda#ytgeized up.

'‘And there's nothing.' He came to a halt by the dosdi reached out for the
straight-backed chair at the side of it, hookingvith two fingers and
swinging it round so that the back was againsstumach as he sat astride
it, his face on a level with hers. 'Zilch.'

'Oh." Why hadn't she brushed her hair, put on driepown nighties from
her suitcase in the corner of the room, since be&eh gone? she asked
herself weakly.

She must resemble something even the cat woulcgtid.



'So | had a little word with Janice and we've gpt@position for you,' Keir
continued smoothly. 'Something for you to think atb@ver the next
twenty-four hours.'

'Oh, yes?' Say something other than 'oh' or 'pé=ase; you're not stupid,
you're quite intelligent—and you certainly areh# silly little schoolgirl he
took you for either, she told herself helplessly.

'Well, in a nutshell, you're looking for a placestay for a couple of weeks,
and we happen to have a spare room that's redeedly vacated by the
veterinary student who's been staying with us lier gast twelve months,’
Keir said quietly. 'If you've really set your heart a holiday in Towerby, it
would seem the ideal solution, yes?' The grey eyere narrowed and
piercingly intent on her face. 'But think about ¥ou might decide

somewhere else would do just as well—here in Compierhaps.’

'Oh, I couldn't impose—'

‘Think about it." He interrupted her hot-faced miing with a cool-eyed

nod, his voice brisk and devoid of expression. "@ibetor tells me you're
here for another twenty-four hours at least. Tlseme' rush; the room's not
going anywhere.'

'Keir—'

'‘And now I've really got to go.' He stood up, laukivery masculine in black
denim jeans and a denim shirt that was unbuttohgeeaneck, showing just
a smidgen of dark, curling body hair that drew éxs like a magnet.

Help... The thought was there, but what exactly gibent cry meant she
wasn't sure.

'I'll call by later, okay?' He didn't wait for answer, walking to the door and
then turning to survey her with smoky-grey eyesidAleep the afternoon
away; you look as-though you need it.'

Charming, absolutely charming! The door had alresduyt as the import of
his words hit home. And he thought she'd take amgurs from him? She'd



rather die first. She sprang out of bed as thouga spring, and then had to
wait for her head to catch up with the rest of &grthe room swam and
dipped.

She had never met such an infuriating, arroganikisall in her life, she

thought caustically as she padded to the loo acH, beer legs feeling as
though they belonged to someone else. Not thatri@rledge of men was
particularly profound, she acknowledged wryly as stimbed gratefully

back into bed and waited for her heart to stop pgown

She had had the odd boyfriend since leaving schmalnothing serious.
This was partly due to her parents making it clear friends were not
welcome at the house, but also because she hadh'am€mgone who had
remotely stirred her interest beyond platonic fdsimp, and her job
combined with her college course had left littlaeifor fun.

All work and no play... Was she dull? She twistestlessly in the bed as the
thought hit home. Oh, what did it matter? What did/thing matter but
finding her mother, the person who had betrayedsbdreartlessly? All the
rest was dross, nothing. She turned over, buryanddce in the pillow as the
tears flowed, hot and acidic.

The afternoon passed slowly, very slowly. She sperst of the time gazing
out of the window at the view stretching away ionfr of her. The hospital
was built in a wonderful position on an incline deeking an old Yorkshire

town of craggy grey stone, and with rich, swellmgorland behind it that
carried the scent of a thousand summer flowers.@tige nurses had told
her the hospital serviced all the villages here&homcluding Towerby,

which was some miles away over the fells.

There was a winding river in the distance, meamderis way through
tranquil countryside dotted with grazing sheep, andhe far horizon what
looked like the ancient remains of an old casttembling now after years
of relentless attack by the elements.



It was peaceful. She continued to gaze out of timelew as her thoughts
moved on. Peace was what she so desperately aatreglmoment. Would

she ever feel happy again? She shook her headysldati she ever really
felt happy in the first place? She couldn't remenzgme when she hadn't
been aware that something was missing, and thatwsl®e searching,

searching for something that always just eluded her

But now an inner certainty told her this was hergito be strong and follow
the desires of her heart, wherever they led herwanatever heartache
ensued. Shehad to find her mother—it wasn't a whim, it was an
overwhelming conviction that seemed to come fromething or someone
outside herself and grew stronger every day.

She was lying in bed idly flicking through a magezbne of the orderlies
had brought in when Keir returned later that evgninhis time he had
Janice with him.

'Hi there.' Janice bustled into the room in a fluwf starched uniform and
neat black shoes, her hair pulled into a severé¢ &nthe back of her head
and her pretty face preoccupied. 'l can't stop—dita already and Sister'll
kill me—but | just wanted to see how you are ang wau're more than
welcome to stay with us, you know. It'd be greah&ve another woman
about the place, actually.'

'It's very kind of you, but I couldn't, really.dthot your fault | didn't have the
sense to book something before | came.’ It wasessiadmit she'd been
wrong to Janice, much easier. But she was awdfeiobn the perimeter of
her vision as she concentrated on the other woarahdidn't dare turn her
gaze on the figure leaning nonchalantly againstahevall. 'l don't want to

interfere with your lives—'

'‘Don't be so silly; there's no question of that.'
Janice smiled sunnily, her grey eyes—which wereftes hue than her

brother's—dancing as she surveyed the pale, slimngthe bed, and her
mouth turned up at the corners, revealing pearljtemeeth. Catherine



found herself wondering what their parents lookikd to have produced
two such exceptionally good-looking children, ared thoughts prompted
her to say, 'But your parents—wouldn't they mirtdtal stranger suddenly
invading their home?’

‘The aged ones don't live with us," Janice retuaiezrfully. 'But I'll leave
Keir to explain about that. | really must dash; bm nights on the men's
surgical ward this week and they always keep ususrtoes. Men are such
babies, aren't they?'

Sho swung round and was out of the door while adgge was still on

Catherine's lips. At his sister's exit Keir levet@dhself off the wall and

walked lazily to her side, hooking the chair aglfd®ne before and sitting
astride it before he spoke. '‘Convinced?' he askéd d

'What about?' She knew of course, but needed e tihe prevarication
bought.

‘That the room is going begging and you're mora talcome to use it,’

Keir said easily. He'd changed since lunch timey ttze tall, lean body was
encased in loose grey cotton trousers and a tharcohl shirt that made the
broad shoulders seem even broader in the smakwam. 'l tend to work

all hours—vets do," he added wryly. 'And Janicemaily sleeps when she's
not working or out with her fiance. You could havé&ey and do your own

thing.'

'‘And your parents?' she asked bemusedly, her sewstering the faint but
delicious smell of aftershave and the shmm~erof him in a way she could
well have done without.

‘They live down south—Cornwall to be exact; theyven there two years
ago,' he said quietly. 'My mother came from Budgioally so there are still
plenty of relations in that neck of the woods, &mdyears my father has
suffered with arthritis which has been getting pesgively worse. The
doctor thought the milder climate would help hirhe twinters are pretty
rough here, and very cold.’

'Has the move helped him?' she asked carefully Wkegraused a moment.



'On the whole, yes.' He smiled slowly and her he@pped beating, and
then raced at a furious pace at the transformatiaohe handsome and very
male face, at the way his features mellowed antesedl. 'He's still as

irascible as ever. He drives my mother to distearctialf the time, but they

are quite devoted to each other.’

‘Are they?' The words produced a dart of such philwinging that she
changed the subject quickly. 'So are you and Jamite old family home?"
she asked quietly.

'No, that was sold to buy the property down soBttti.| had already taken on
the veterinary practice in Towerby some months tteefehen the old vet

retired, and was living in the flat above the suygaremises. Janice and |
decided it was logical for her to move in—she waghe midst of her

training, added to which she had just decided Méthaas the one for her
and didn't want to leave Yorkshire.' He shruggesllgathe big shoulders
bunching under the thin material.

"The flat's a decent size. It has three bedroordsadkitchen and lounge so
we're not on top of each other at all. Janice fieds her training twelve
months ago and secured a job here, and the praetsceome on in leaps and
bounds, so there's no reason for anything to chamgé she marries
Michael.'

"You seem very sure of what you want.'

It was unreasonable, but his confidence and cdbpessession grated on
her. Something of what she was feeling must haweecover in her voice,
because his face was straight when he replied, thaits a bad thing?'

'l didn't say that.’

"You didn't have to.' He eyed her grimly for a momeéYou don't like me

much, do you, Catherine?' he asked in a deceptsadtyvoice that masked

the portent of his words for a second.

'l...that's ridiculous; | don't know you.' She knker face was flaming—she
could feel the heat burning her cheeks—but she heder felt so



embarrassed in all her life. He had rescued henwhe was ill—behaved
like the original white knight in shining armoufrshe thought about it—and
then offered her the use of a room in his home,ainshe had done was to
act as though he were the Marquis de Sade pemdnifhe thought,

horror-stricken.

But he was right...in a way, although she wasm& gishe actuallgisliked
him. It was more...he disturbed her, unsettled slee, thought weakly. He
was too determined, too virile, too...male.

‘No, that's true, you don't know me," he said dgistanding up as he spoke,
and looking down at her with that intent, pertugbidirectness she had
noticed more than once. 'And I've an idea you ihterkeep it that way—or
are you going to accept the offer of a bed forvariigghts until you can find
something else?’

Put like that it sounded so reasonable, so prdctitat she really couldn't
think of a reason to refuse. Besides which, herhade it clear that to say no
would be churlish in the extreme. But she didwént to form any link,
however tenuous, with Keir Durrell, so it was wsthme amazement that she
heard herself saying, "Thank you, that's very ofggou. I'll find somewhere
else as soon as | can...so you can have your haoketb yourselves,' she
added hastily as the dark eyebrows rose sardoyicall

'Of course.' His voice was very dry, and her chdekat even hotter, if that
was possible, as he walked over to the door amgtuto survey her with
that devastating grey gaze. 'I'll ring the hospdaiorrow morning and see if
you are going to be able to leave,’ he said quieitly very little expression
in his deep voice. 'And if so I'll pop across aetch you after morning
surgery.’

‘There's no need for that," she said quickly.nlget a bus or a taxi; I'm used
to looking after myself.'

'‘Nevertheless...' He opened the door and glanadedsaonce more. 'I'll fetch
you.'



'l don't want—' But he had gone, the door swingshgt behind him and
cutting off her voice as she stared exasperatettlysa the room, already
bitterly regretting her decision, but without rgathowing why.

The sun was sailing high in a cloudless blue skgmieir arrived just after
lunch the next day, striding into the quiet littlespital room with the force
and energy that were an intrinsic part of the naawal, dispelling the hushed
hospital atmosphere as he did so.

Catherine was feeling incredibly nervous, and fusiovith herself for
allowing her nerves to be so affected, so her swale a little strained as she
looked up from the book she had been trying to feathe last half hour.

‘All ready?’

Tell him—tell him you aren't coming, that you'veaciyed your mind, that
you'll be quite happy staying somewhere other thawerby, she told

herself fiercely. She'd been rehearsing a littleesp while she'd been
pretending to read, but somehow, with Keir Durvelly much in the flesh in
front of her, words failed her. In fact—and the Wwhedge was galling,

incredibly galling—she didn't dare.

With his earlier comments in mind, she had dressetply but not too
casually, knowing that the jeans and big baggy & usually favoured
enhanced the impression of a young schoolgirl. tdéored trousers and
close-fitting waist-length blouse in soft blue werete elegant, and with her
hair in a loose knot on the top of her head andrafal application of fight
make-up she felt she could pass for at least eaghté not her true age.
Anyway, she felt more in control like this, she reded herself firmly, and
she had an idea that wouldn't be a bad thing ar&enDurrell.

"This is really very good of you.' She found she weactically trotting at his

side in an effort to keep up with his long stridessthey walked out of the
hospital and into the hot car park. 'I'm suregdt something else in a few
days and be out of your hair—'

'‘Catherine.' He stopped abruptly, putting down $wetcase and turning to
take her arms in his hands as he faced her, his d@ee holding a dark



quality that silenced her more effectively than aihow of annoyance
would have done. 'The room is yours while you stayowerby, all right?
Just let it drop now.’

'l was only saying—'

'l know what you were saying, ahgaid let it drop.' She was like a wisp of
thistledown in his hold, he thought as his stomawiscles tightened at the
contact—so fragile, a breath of wind could blow h&ray. The room is
there; it's ridiculous for you to pay for sometheige.'

'‘But | must pay you.' She stared at him, aghasarilt possibly—'

'You can possibly." His eyes were narrowed agdimst piercing white
sunlight, his jet-black hair and the vivid whiteses his shirt a startling
monochrome against the different shades of gregharview spread out
before them. Again something gripped her hearticgiher to jerk from his
hold with more haste than finesse.

I'm here on holiday,” she said stiffly. 'l expett pay for my
accommodation.’

‘Then it can be in kind." His voice was flat andhsut expression, but she
knew her reaction had registered from the grimiés$ss face. "The phone
rings incessantly, especially in out-of-surgery isoand in the evenings; it
would be a great help to have another pair of handsswer it and take
messages, especially if I've been called out ayread the matter is urgent
and | need notifying. And there are other littlengs that will become

apparent. Not that any of this would be expectegoef.' He let go of her

now, walking over to a smart Land Rover and opetivggpassenger door
for her to climb in. 'But if you happened to be wrd and could help it

would be appreciated. So, quits, eh?’

'‘But it doesn't seem fair,' she protested oncealdeshut her door and joined
her in the Land Rover, his big body and long lagsrg) the large vehicle.
"You don't really benefit from the arrangement.’



'‘And you think the only reason we should do sonmgths if we personally
benefit from it?' he asked smoothly, making no itfio start the Land Rover
as he turned sideways in his seat to face heddris face expressionless,
and one arm on the back of her seat.

'No, no, of course | don't,’ she said sharply. tEh@ot what | meant.’

'Whatdid you mean, Catherine?' The deep voice was stil| goth a thread
of steel underlying the silkiness.

‘Just... Oh, it doesn't matter.' She raised hed Bbghtly and stared at him
out of big violet eyes, her whole body languageresging the fact that her
defences were up and remaining up.

'Have you contacted your family since you've bedmapital? Presuming
you have a family, that is." It was" straight foetjugular, and she flushed
violently before tearing her eyes away from hisotmk out of the window.
This man was too perceptive by half, she thoughtfplly. He knew there
was something wrong and he was digging, but sla¢feer die than reveal
her past to him.

'No." She thought briefly about lying, but decidgt would set the record
straight now; it would stop any pertinent questigniin the days

ahead—hopefully. 'My family aren't interested inawvhdo or where | am,’
she said tightly.

"You don't live with them?' he asked softly, hisgwn her pale profile as she
stared through the windscreen.

'‘No." The memory of that last, bitter farewell wast and caustic in her
mind; the savagery in the eyes of the woman shealgetl mother had been
frightening as she had screamed her venom intoe@a#is face. She had
been living on a powder keg of hate all her lifehesut knowing it; how
could she have been boindl she'asked herself for the hundredth time. And
the man she had known as a father had made no teffsiop his wife as she
had hurled abuse at Catherine, and her brothersetelr had seemed to
actually enjoy the scene. And she had thought teg herfamily.



‘No, I've a flat in London,' she said quietly ag sliagged her mind back
from the degradation and pain. 'With some frien8sé hadn't, but she
balked at admitting she was homeless on top ofyéveg else.

Anyway, it was only a half-lie, she told hersel&ssuringly. Some of the
girls she used to work with shared a house in Keyten, and they had said
she could move in with them. But she had decided dean break, handing
in her notice and severing all ties with Londorteimding that once she had
settled her business down here she would move sharewquite different
and start again—Manchester, perhaps, or Birminghamg#here big and
impersonal. She had enough money in her buildimgespaccount to live
guite comfortably for some months; there was nt.rus

'‘And you don't want to let your friends know youateright?' Keir persisted
softly.

'No." No one cares, can't you see that? she scdeantem silently. No one
cared, and she was going to make sure she dida'abaut anyone either in
the future. If you didn't get close to anyone thewuldn't hurt you—simple.

But she wouldn't be able to rest until she foundadaout her mother—where
she waswhoshe was, why...why she hadn't been able to loxéMeat was
the matter with her that her own mother had givenaway and walked out
of her life without a second thought? And, worsggeg her to the person
who had reason to hate her.

‘Catherine?' She became aware he had spoken hemara than once, and
turned her head quickly, a brittle smile on hes.lipVhat's wrong?' he asked
quietly.

‘Nothing." Everything. 'Shall we go?' she said lfig turning her head to
look through the windscreen again. Go—go now, shgeal tightly, before
| break down and say something silly or howl likieadoy.

He said nothing for a long moment, and then statteegngine abruptly, his
face set and cold and his mouth grim. They drogétrthrough the old
Yorkshire town without speaking a word, the atmasphn the Land Rover
taut. But when they left the houses behind, thenwdune air and the



beautiful scenery soothed her agitation, and stnedderself saying, 'l...I do
appreciate you coming to fetch me, Keir; | know youst be very busy.'

He shrugged, the movement offhand and very male,again the sheer
power in his dark masculinity rose up and causedteath to catch in her
throat and her stomach to flutter nervously. Steeikhnever have agreed to
stay in his house, she thought desperately. Iltes@sy, madness, because
somehow, however she tried to explain it away tgdig she felt threatened
by him.

She'd met handsome men before, fascinating, chatismen—one often
did in the big cities—but she hadn't met anyone Keir Durrell. And it
wasn't his darkly chiselled good looks, or the |daned body, or even the
authoritative self-assurance and control he exexrsathturally as breathing.
It was something beyond all that—a magnetism, a@rtogexiness that
scared her half to death, much as she hated td @diine wanted a woman
he would take her. Her eyes opened a little witéhethought, and hotness
invaded her limbs as she pictured his sensual méuth when he took her
it would be... wonderful.

Oh, what was she doing? She almost wriggled wittairon and disgust,

and stopped herself just in time, sitting straeyid stiff in the seat. What did
she know about the act of making love anyway? Afpan in the odd torrid

novel, that was. He could be useless in bed, doidptent, even... She
glanced from under her eyelashes at the hard, tecatp face, her gaze
dropping to the big, firm hands on the steering @/hBut she doubted it.
She certainly doubted it.

'It's not too far to Towerby." She jumped visibk/tee spoke and hoped he
hadn't noticed. 'We're going over the fells; itjgratty route,' he said easily,
apparently quite relaxed while she was turningd@sout, she thought
ruefully, as nervous as a kitten. Still, men likenhdidn't get hot and
bothered aroundchoolgirls—his words had rankled more than she would
have liked— and he had made it plain that was &xhotwv he viewed her.

But then, as the journey unfolded, she forgot b her confusion and
pique in her delight at the vista spread out betfioeen. The hot summer sun
was beating down as they drove higher into thencleare air, the road



ahead deserted as the vehicle climbed into a retantiscape where the
sweet perfume of warm grass and wild flowers hueaviy and redolent in
the stillness.

Rocky streams, the water crystal-clear, and enal@ntiniature waterfalls
seemed to appear around every corner, the wide sgzares with the great
expanse of blue sky overhead captivating. For eéiseaf her life Catherine
was to remember that journey as something set dymart real life, a
breathtaking introduction to the beauty of the Yabrike Dales.

'l was down at that farm most of the night.' Aspeke he gestured to a little
doll's house far below them that was surroundedjiaging sheep—Ilittle
dots of white wool on the green hillsides. 'A ditflt foaling,’ he continued
evenly, 'but it ended well, with a whopper of atcahd the mare forgot all
her troubles the minute he was born. However mamgs you see it, it still
continues to amaze, that fierce mother love.'

'Yes.' The pain that pierced through her was seéeasine couldn't say any
more. Even the creatures of the fields got it figbtwhy not her mother?

It was just after two o'clock when they drove ithe quiet little village of
Towerby, passing the thirteenth- century churcha@ddaoaching inn before
pulling off the road and driving through wide-opgarnge wooden gates into
a small cobbled yard. 'We've arrived.' Keir glanattder as the engine died,
and the twittering of birds became apparent indllaggish air. 'I'm taking
you in the back way; the front is used mainly byigrgs and their owners.'

'Right." He had already left the vehicle as shekspwalking round to her
side and opening her door before lifting her dowroothe sun-warmed
round stones.

'Welcome, Catherine.' His voice was very deep dachands were warm

around her waist as she stood in front of him,faee lifted up to his, and

then, as their eyes caught and held, the momegitlened. Her heart began
to thud as he bent his head, but not to capturelipsras she had

feared—feared?



No, the brief touch of his mouth on her forehead We sort of chaste kiss
one bestowed on maiden aunts or budding teenadper hought snappily as
he released her immediately and walked over tr-fosit wooden fence that
bordered what was clearly the end of a long ted@zeden.

'Mind the cobbles.' His smile was easy and hisezomol as he turned with
his hand on a small door cut into the fence. ‘D%t your ankle. These
cobbles look attractive enough, but they are rerafor keeping the local
doctor busy.'

'Really?’ She tried to keep all trace of testirmgsof her voice, and smiled
brightly as she joined him, stepping through therodoor and into a long
walled garden containing numerous fruit trees soadk about a thick green
lawn. The high stone walls were covered in vibgneen ivy, and a narrow
path wound and curled towards the house some hadindmels away, past
the odd flower-bed full of gaily coloured blooms.

'It's lovely,' she breathed softly. It was. The odgbus drone of busy insects
was faint on the still, warm air, and a host ofvetipetalled wallflowers
perfumed the air with the scents of summer. 'Scefed’

'‘Not when the surgery is in progress,' he saigydidking her arm as he led
her towards the house. She was vitally aware obbdy, not least the easy
animal grace with which he moved, and again shedaubothered her. Not

that she wanted any attraction between them, ddeharself sharply. Of

course she didn't—just the opposite in fact. BuiMas one of those men
whose masculinity couldn't be ignored, and it wassettling.

'We seem to have had an influx of bad-temperedaradsdogs lately—the
hot weather getting to them, no doubt—and it sodik@sa circus most
days.'

She nodded, but didn't answer. Thas peaceful, whatever he said. No
harsh words, no snide comments, no poisoned lid¢s to wound and
smart. Animals she could take; it was human bestgshad trouble with.

They entered the house through a heavy oak dodrsiam found herself in
what appeared to be a long, narrow corridor, therfstone-flagged and the



walls painted white. 'Come and have a look aroueidre surgery," Keir
invited. 'Meet a few of the patients. You do likeiraals, | take it?' He
clearly didn't consider it a possibility she migilat.

'Very much so,' she said at once.
'l thought as much.' His voice was warm and satisfi

'What would you have done if I'd said | didn't2 stsked curiously, glancing
up into his dark face as she spoke.

'‘Changed your mind.'

She felt the arrogance in the statement was tymt&im, and frowned
quizzically. 'And if you couldn't?' she persistddtermined not to let it go.
'‘What then?'

'l always do what | set out to do." He eyed her kimgly. 'If | want
something bad enough | don't take no for an andveevever long it takes.'

The caustic reply that sprang to her lips neverthadchance to be voiced,
which was probably just as well, because in thé nexment he opened the
nearest door and pushed her through ahead of Tilms is the recovery

room," he said quietly, ‘complete with residertt®'indicated the stack of
blanket-lined cages that dominated two walls, sdveontaining sleepy

patients who eyed them dozily. "The room's wiredrst we can hear any
sound from here all over the building if so reqdite

‘Are any of them very ilI?" An engaging little pyppccupied one cage, and
she gestured at the small dog who had one leg elcagplaster. 'Him, for
example?'

'He'll be fine." Keir drew her out of the room dratk into the corridor as he
spoke. 'Although his owner's purse will be a goedl tighter ii\ the process.
He was left alone with a couple of older dogs whoided they'd use him in
a tug-of-war contest. Fortunately the owner heasdshueals and rescued
him before too much damage was done, but the sasgical of owners
who don't understand animal behaviour. The lady wigiting a friend and



thought it would be nice for her puppy to get towrthe other dogs, so they
shoved them all in a room together and went ofthi kitchen to have
coffee.’

His tone was scathing, and Catherine felt a momeytmpathy for the
unfortunate owner; she had a feeling Keir wouldnilice words in such a
situation.

'Here's my operating theatre.' He opened anotharalbttle further on, and
she saw a clinically clean white-washed room withthhe necessary
equipment and paraphernalia associated with a tabsipeatre.

‘The surgery kitchen." He opened yet another ddbrs room too was
immaculate, and smelt faintly of antiseptic andoocdic. 'Used mainly for
preparing the animals' meals and so on. Some af dre on very special
diets, and the preparation can take some time.'

This was more than just a promising career to 8he glanced at the hard,
dark face from under her eyelashes as he led hetend of the passage.
The fervent note in his voice, his pride in hiddiempire... this was his life's
blood. He reallycaredabout the animals, she thought wonderingly, with a
force of emotion she wouldn't have thought thid-astured, somewhat
formidable man capable of.

As they left the passageway the area widened ioge square hall, with
black and white tiles on the floor and the fronbddirectly before them.
Keir gestured to a room on the right. 'The maintwgi room with the
reception area. There are three consulting roonysrigk that,’ he said
briefly, 'and also a storeroom. As you can imagmg, patients range from
the big beasts on the farms right down to pet hars,sso we cover a vast
range of animal life.’

'l can imagine,’ she agreed meekly.

'And—' He stopped abruptly, turning to glance daoatrher suspiciously
from his considerable height. 'Are you laughingna?' he asked slowly.



'‘No." And she wasn't, not really—in fact his enthesr made her feel
anything but amused, generating as it did a refictenderness at his
vulnerability that she could well have done without

'‘Good.' The grey-eyed gaze held hers for one momere before he turned
to the left, his hand on a door beyond which mdfflghines had been
steadily building as they had been talking. 'Andvngou’'d better meet
Muffin and the gang—~brace yourself," he warned ausecond before the
door opened and a flood of animals surged into hiad, to the
accompaniment of high, joyous barking and deepatiyrwoofs.

‘Are they all yours?' She had crouched down orhhanches to say hello to
the dogs, which ranged from the biggest, most pfuMeng-haired German

shepherd she had ever seen to a tiny, diminutivishire terrier who kept

leaping into the air as though on invisible sprifg®w many are there?'

‘Yes, they're all mine, and there's six of thene'dpoke a sharp word of
command and the pack melted into an ingratiatingeciat his feet, tails
wagging frantically. 'This is Muffin, the indisputie boss,’ he continued
quietly, patting a soulful-eyed cocker spaniel.€ Stas my mother's dog
originally, bat my mother decided she couldn't satgaher from the others
when she went to Cornwall.

'Sally, her best friend and ally—' he gesturecheoYorkshire terrier '—and

James and Josh. They are crossbred beagles myftaihd abandoned in a
disused caravan some years ago. Megan is a whigpetvas used as a
breeding machine until we got hold of her, and@seman shepherd is the
youngest of the lot. I've had him from a pup, ae two now. He was an
indulgence, considering we'd already got five dogsesidence, but I'd

always promised myself a long-haired German shebher

'He's magnificent." She eyed the powerful dog waril

'He's the softest of the lot,” Keir said ruefulljhey all boss him about,
especially the little Yorkie.'

All this love. She stared at him for a moment asething gripped her heart
so tightly it hurt, and it was her inner turmoilthcaused her voice to be



sharp as she said, 'l always thought vets hadeanatlto become involved
with their patients, and certainly not to take iaifs and strays.'

'Did you?' His voice was cool, almost expressianléghen perhaps you've
been involved with the wrong sort of vets.'

'l haven't known any,’ she returned indignantly.

"Then how could you possibly make a statementlikeone you just did?' he
countered evenly.

'l...I've read books, articles, that sort of thisye admitted in feeble defence
of her criticism.

'‘Ah, | see.' The dark face told her more eloquethiéyn, words exactly what
he thought of her reading material. 'l always prefg opinions to be made
firsthand,’ he continued drily. 'That way I've noeecbut myself to blame
when | fall flat on my face.’

She felt her colour flare at the none too subtleuke, and the defence
mechanism she had employed for years to deal vioéls jfrom her family
sprang immediately into place. 'I'm sure you ndatkflat on your face,’ she
said with a honeyed sweetness that curled at thesedith biting sarcasm.
"You know so much about everything, you're so wise.

‘Thank you.' He bowed slightly, his eyes infurigtinamused at her attack.
‘That's the nicest thing anyone has ever said tb me

'Oh, | can't believe that.' She heard herself coetwith a feeling of dismay,
but somehow she couldn't stop, couldn't betrayvaryerability in front of
this big, arrogantogetherindividual. 'Girlfriends, for example— they must
have been complimentary now and again?' She siilgttly. 'Assuming
you've had girlfriends, of course,’ she added dwdatnding to fuss one of
the dogs as she spoke.

'Not recently." If she had been looking at him slwld have noticed the
change in his face.



'Oh, but—'

He stopped her blundering on any further with akoon her arm, his face
closed and expressionless as he said, his voieg ¢y wife died just over

eighteen months ago; she had a degenerative bloodition that was

incurable. | haven't dated anyone since.'

'Oh..." She straightened slowly, her eyes wide whthrror. 'l didn't
know—I'm sorry, I'm so sorry... I...I don't know atito say.'

He had been marriedmarried? But, of course, she might have known a
man like Keir Durrell wouldn't have remained singtelong, that he would
have been snapped up. And his wife had died...

‘There was no reason you should know.' His voice eel, remote, and as
he ushered the dogs back into the room she statesiil, her mind racing.
Of course there was no reason she should have knsiventold herself
painfully. No reason at all. She was here for twthoee weeks, that was all,
and only because he considered her a waif and istrayich the same way
he did the animals he took under his wing.

He had extended a hand of condolence, pity, shdartg to someone he
clearly, considered young and foolish and incapalfielooking after
herself—and it was nice of him, very nice. Sheiseal she was wringing
her hands together, and unclasped them abruptty. Niee...



CHAPTER THREE

'CoME and meet Sandra, my receptionist, and then k# §oou upstairs to
the flat and show you your room."'

She brought her head, which had been drooping forveaarply upright as
Keir turned from shutting the door. As he saw thekl on her face he
stopped abruptly, his smoky gaze holding hers.

'I'm sorry, Keir.' She had to say it now, propebgfore she lost her nerve.
‘About your wife—what | said—'

'Catherine—'

'No, please listen.' She took a deep breath, hetshaasping again without
her being aware of it, although the big, dark n@oking down at her was
aware of every movement she made. 'l... You've kseekind, helping me
and then offering me a place to stay, and it's ugt—' Oh, how did you
explain the unexplainable? 'I'm not used to pedmpdéng kind," she
murmured helplessly. 'l know I'm prickly—'

'Hedgehogs have the sweetest faces.' His voicéikeahick silk, and held a
note that made her nerves quiver. 'Have you eviszatbthat?'

'Hedgehogs?' For a moment the metaphor didn't teegiand then she
blushed furiously.

'‘And it's all right—really." It wasn't, but she ffiéler tension and confusion
drawing him up and away from her as he recognisedlistress. 'Forget it.'

'Forget it?' It was like a slap round the face. Badreally think she was so
shallow that she could push to one side the pathgaief that must have
accompanied his statement 'My wife died eighteemth® ago'? Didhe
think she was so wrapped up in herself that sh&lottwecognise another's
agony? 'l can't, and | am grateful—'



'l don't want you to be grateful.' The silk had méern aside and there was
steel underneath for just a second before he SHidi's not necessary,
Catherine. Just enjoy your holiday, okay?'

'Keir—' Her mouth was open to say more, to tell himat this was not a
holiday, that it was a mission, a mission to fied®one who didn't want to
be found, someone who had betrayed her, cast igex &t then the door to
the reception area opened and the moment was lost.

'l thought | heard voices." The girl was pretty,rwepretty, with a

heart-shaped face and big green eyes, her luxuhamt the sort of

ash-blonde colour that owed its attractiveness ltotde but was none the
less stunning for it. 'l was just checking evemythwas all right.'

‘Thanks, Sandra.' Keir's voice was easy now, waran,eand Catherine
could see why. Sandra had the sort of looks andgdighost models would
be proud of. 'l was just bringing Catherine to memt, as it happens—you
remember | said she'd be staying in the flat fahde?’

'Yes, | remember.' The green eyes were as clear@dds glass as they met
Catherine's although the rosebud mouth smiledilgretiow do you do,
Catherine? Fully recovered from your little accit®n

She made it sound as though she were a child wihdaian down and cut
her knees, Catherine thought uncomfortably as steed herself to smile
and take the proffered hand. 'Yes, thank you. Il fiee now," she said as
naturally as she could, although there was somgihithe other girl's gaze
that made her feel awkward. 'I'm just sorry to heangesed such a fuss.'

'Yes..."' The word could have been one of sympaihiér predicament, but
somehow Catherine didn't think so. 'Keir?' Sandface® mellowed and
softened as she turned to him. 'I'm afraid theamelsst of calls for this

afternoon, including one at Beck's Farm; that ctilvisn't feeding her calf

and it's been a few hours.'

Keir nodded slowly. 'We've had trouble with thattjgallar cow before, but
an injection will set her to rights. Once she ggighg she's a good little
mother. I'll just check my bag while you finish s¥ing Catherine around,



okay?' His gaze swung to Catherine. 'And thetaké you up to the flat and
you can take it easy for a bit," he added absealilypugh it was clear his
mind was already at Beck's Farm with the cow anccak.

'‘Come on through.' Sandra dragged her eyes fromsKisparting back with
obvious effort, turning to walk back into the retiep area without waiting
to see if Catherine followed, and talking in a fianotone as she showed
her the consulting rooms and dispensary.

'So..." As they returned to the waiting room Saisdeges flicked over
Catherine's face, and again she felt their chithim little shiver her nerves
gave. 'How long are you staying in Towerby, Catine?i

'I'm not sure,' she said quietly. 'l don't wantrtpose on Keir and Janice;
they've already been so good.'

'Oh, Keir's a great one for picking up strays.' Saaughed lightly, but the
sound wasn't pleasant. 'I'm talking about animaisgourse,’ she added
mockingly as Catherine's face straightened. 'Helsgeet for every lame dog
in the county.'

'Is he?' Catherine stared hard at the other gebsnful face. She had lived
with dislike long enough to recognise it instantly.

'His work is his life, of course.' Sandra's eyed harrowed on Catherine's
face. 'Especially after the tragedy with Marion.’

'His wife, yes, he told me.' Thank you, thank yibxank youhat | didn't have
to ask what she was talking about, Catherine praitedtly; Sandra would
haveloved that. ‘It must have been a terrible fiondim-~for everyone.'

'Yes, it was.' Sandra flicked a long lock of hdfrieer shoulder as she spoke,
but her gaze remained locked on Catherine's fhwes a close friend of

Marion; that's partly why | took the job when slezéme ill. She was Keir's
receptionist too, you see. Do you work?' she askedptly.

The manner of asking, rather than the questionundsniably impertinent,
but Catherine forced herself not to overreact &dther girl's antagonism.



She was Keir's receptionist when all was said anded and any
unpleasantness between them might be picked upnbyBesides which,
she didn't want to make an enemy in her first fewutes in his home.

'I'm between jobs at the moment,' she said cayefélhd as I'd got some
money put by it seemed a good idea to take my &ypijdst now and have a
good break before I look for something else."’

'Why the Yorkshire Dales?' Sandra managed to stiggegvhere else
would have been a better idea.

'Why not?' Catherine countered lightly.

'‘Well, there's no nightlife for a start,” Sandralgeghtly. '"And coming from
London I'm sure you know how to have a good tisteg' added with biting
intent.

Whatever had she said or done to incur such wr@titherine paused a
moment before she said, 'l do like to have a gaod,tand that's exactly
what | intend to have here—plenty of long walksha fresh air, peace and
quiet, and some time to please myself.'

'Oh." Her definition of a good time clearly didsit well with Keir's
receptionist. 'So you're a country girl at heg&"dra asked flatly. 'Is that
what you're saying?"

'l suppose so, but—' Catherine's reply was cuttdsKeir reappeared, his
dark face preoccupied, and Sandra turned away filemo smile a smile of
sickly sweetness at him which he didn't appeatce.

'Ready?' he asked Catherine, before glancing adr&amd handing her a
sheaf of papers. 'Type those onto the surgerydscworould you?' he asked
absently. 'And I'll be back about four, okay? Yeugot the fist of visits in
case you need to make contact before then, haxer?t

He didn't wait for a reply before taking Cathernarm and ushering her
firmly into the hall and up the stairs situatedotte side of the front door,
stopping on a large, uncarpeted landing and gestwvith his head to the



stairs that continued upwards. 'Just attics andespiup there,' he said
shortly, ‘along with the junk of several vets fraver countless years.' He
opened the heavy oak door in front of them witleywhich he then handed
to Catherine. 'This is yours, incidentally. If ytase it there's a spare for
emergencies hanging up in the dispensary by thdominCome and go as
you please.’

'Oh, right.' The speed with which he was dealinthwier tied her tongue.
"Your room is the one at the far end of the halt, éxplore where you like,’
he said as he drew her into the flat and pointedg@nd of the passageway.
'l really must go, but help yourself to food or fe&f or whatever.'

'Yes, thank you.' Her voice was cautious, quiet.

He caught sight of her somewhat guarded expregssb@as he turned to go,
and stopped, swinging round to face her again @okirng down at her with
narrowed, unreadable eyes. 'Don't look so scdredaid softly. "You might
be in the wolfs lair, but he can be quite civilisgden he feels like it.'
'What?'

"You weren't imagining | was going to leap on youhe first opportunity?’
he queried drily.

How could he say such a thing? She was mortifiéal. 6f "Coursenot.’

'‘No?' He clearly didn't believe her, and her enmdssment grew in a hot
flood that stained her face and neck deep pink.

'No—I've told you,' she stammered desperatelydh'tithink... I don't...'
‘Then why are you so nervous around me, so defePisiv

'I'm not.' Oh, this was awful-awful.



'l think you are." His voice was soft, gentle event its silkiness was
embracing steel. 'Have you been hurt by a man, €diaéf? Abused,
perhaps?'

'No!" Her voice was too high, and she tried to modeitatés she said, 'l

haven't—really.' Not in the way you mean, and nptabman, she added
silently. Perhaps that would have been easier teecto terms with than
having to accept that the people she had thoughasoher family for

twenty-one years were strangers, that they hadrveaeted or loved her,
that her wholdife was a he.

'‘Okay, okay.' The relief that filled him was kneernbling in its intensity.
But there was something—he knew it—something thas wating her up
inside. If it wasn't a man, then what the hell was

"You...you said you had to go,’ she said shakily.
'I'm going.'

Catherine wasn't aware of the pain that had tutrexdviolet eyes almost
black; she just knew this conversation had to sttgpwas being kind; she
was another of his stray lambs, wasn't she? Asr&dnadl so pointedly made
clear, he felt sorry for her. 'l...I hope you fitiee cow well.'

She saw him suddenly bite his lip. A husky, stradgtound escaped from
his throat, and it was a moment or two before le sath a careful lack of

expression that spoke its own story, 'I'm not gdimdhave tea with her,

Catherine.'

He was laughing at her! She stiffened, her outeagéent in every line of
her body, but in the next moment he leant forwartbtich her face gently
with the palmy of his hand in a gesture she was sure was medd jast
comforting, but which she found...disturbing. Espl¢ as his nearness
forced her to acknowledge the faint, male smelliof, the broadness of his
chest, the way the sprinkling of silky black bodyirtrevealed by his open
shirt collar suggested a hairiness that was pesjtithreatening.



'Relax.' He had noticed her physical withdrawahiatcloseness; she could
see it in the sudden tightening of his mouth ardrthrrowing of his eyes.
'Like | said, | can be quite civilised when | fé&k it.’

She didn't doubt it, but what he didn't realise tes it was nohis control
she was worried about. For some reason her hornsm®sed determined
to go haywire around Keir Durrell. She didn't wantshe certainly didn't
like it, but she had to face the fact that he exerteekaal attraction he was
quite unaware of and which was as powerful as geaubomb—relatively
speaking, of course, she qualified with a touchself-derision at the
analogy. It was making her jumpy, ridiculously aad it had to stop.

She took a deep breath, raised her chin and farsedile. 'Shall | come back
with you to the Land Rover for my suitcase?' shkeddbrightly, deciding it
was better not to continue a conversation in wklodwas totally out of her
depth. 'Then you can shoot straight off—'

'It's already in your room; | brought it in whenuwuwrere talking to Sandra.’'
He stepped out of the flat as he spoke, pausirtgesquare sunlit landing to
say, 'Janice is still asleep, but she'll be up ssbe'll want to have a shower
and something to eat before she leaves for thethbdger room is the one

next to yours, incidentally.’'

'Right.' She was fiercely grateful that there wdagdmore than one thin wall
separating them, which again was quite absurd buéntheless how she
felt. Somehow the thought of perhaps being ableetr him moving about,
preparing for sleep, gettingto bed, was shattering, humiliating as it was to
admit it to herself. It didn't help to acknowledtpat she was behaving just
like the giddy schoolgirl he had taken her for efttor that her imagination
seemed to run riot round this man. @iy had she accepted his offer of a
room? She hadn't wanted to.

She was still pondering the thought when she redle was halfway down
the stairs and she hadn't returned his somewhéafareovell.

The flat was surprisingly large, bright and airythna magnificent view over
the surrounding village from the large picture wondin the lounge. The
small kitchen was compact and sparkling clean, wattery modern



appliance known to man squeezed in its tiny fraand,she was entranced to
find a huge cast-iron bath in the gleaming bathraath quaint bow legs
and ball-and- claw feet. But it was when she opaheddoor to the room
that would be hers that she really fell in lovehatite place.

The room wasn't large by normal standards—althaaghpared to the tiny
box-room that had been her bedroom for twenty-oears it was
enormous—»but it was the huge window that took ustned the far wall,

and the view beyond, that made it utterly enchantin

She stepped across the sunlit room, the coloumnselu pale lemon carpet
and walls and ivory furnishings and curtains rdftex every scrap of
sunshine, and leant out of the window, reflectingt it seemed as though
half of Yorkshire was spread out before her. 'Biéalut'

She breathed in the sweet, moist air for a few hemdments. 'Just
beautiful.'

From her eyrie she gazed out over distant greéasfef grazing sheep, the
smaller bodies of still young lambs running to threothers now and again,
and gazed still further to a sweeping crescented-tovered hillside that
rose up and up into the endless blue of the sky.

She could smell myriad scents on the warm Junénairnostrils teased by
the intoxicating fragrance of flower-dotted hillsg] newly cut grass and the
pulse of summer as she drank her fill of the vistathink that people lived
and worked in such surroundings every day—peokéeHieir...

The name broke her tranquillity and she turned athyuglancing across at
the big suitcase on the bed.

What would he say if he found out she was up inplaid of the world to
confront a woman she had never seen, a woman wkbdabnitely would
not want to see her, a woman who had ignored hstegce for twenty-one
years? she asked herself agitatedly. Mind youhadeno reason to think her
mother was still living in these parts. The remind@s one she had given
herself over and over again in the last few welbldssomehow it didn't bear
weight with the conviction deep inside that her lneotvashere. She didn't



know how she knew, she just did—or perhaps it wasehg wishful
thinking?

'Oh!" The exclamation was angry and sharp. Shetdatbp this perpetual
cross-examination when she was alone; it was dyikier mad.

She would unpack, and then just lie down on thefbed few minutes until
she heard Janice stir. It was amazing how tirededheconsidering she had
been lying in bed for two days...

She awoke to a room filled with the mellow, sofagbws of dusk, the heat
of the day having settled into a mild, balmy warrtitht was gentle on her
skin. She lay cocooned in a relaxation of mind laody that she hadn't felt
in years, just watching the sky turn darker outstde window, the
accompaniment of quiet baaing of sheep in the mistand the odd night
sound from the village soothing.

She could be happy here. The thought was theraésfee had time to
deflect it, and it brought her abruptly from thedbé&t almost the same
moment she heard Keir's deep voice rumble somewhéside the room,
Janice's softer tones less distinguishable. Hett flagtered and raced, and
she made a sound of annoyance in her throat atdetness.

Keir wasn't in the least interested in her, antwes good—it was.She was
going to have to concentrate all her time and gnergdiscreet and very
careful enquiries about a woman who had moveddsetlparts twenty-one
years ago, and the odds were heavily stacked ddansucceeding, too.
Romantic complications she didn't need. If her gues fruitful she would
certainly have to leave Yorkshire immediately afseeing her mother:
anything else would be too embarrassing and diffiéar everyone
concerned. If it wasn't, then she would have tedesnyway, to continue the
search. Either way, Yorkshire was closed to her.

She ignored the jolt her heart gave, and walkedsacto the small dressing
table, sitting down and brushing out her hair soditky, silvery waves hung
free about her shoulders. Then she carefully rechoseery scrap of



make-up so that her face had a shiny, freshly $&ediblook and
contemplated her reflection in the mirror for a nem Yes, she did look
about sixteen, she reflected flatly, but that wiasoathe good, considering
her mission.

And Keir? a quiet little voice in her head quesédrslyly. What about him
thinking you look young, gauche and unpolished?

A gentle knock at the door interrupted her thougbtinging her head
swinging round as she called, 'Come in.’

'Hi."' Janice was already dressed for work as simegato the room, carrying
a cup of tea. 'You've slept the afternoon awayctvis exactly what I'd have
prescribed.' She grinned cheerily. 'Keir's pregatite dinner, but I'd go and
keep an eye on him if you don't want to be poisdned

'‘Aren't you eating?' Catherine asked anxiously, flodering returning
tenfold at the thought of a cosy dinner for twohniteir as she accepted the
cup of tea with a smile of thanks.

'‘Nope, I've had a sandwich, and that's all | c&e t&hen I'm on nights.'
Janice grimaced, her nose wrinkling. 'lIt plays lavath my digestive
system. I've got to dash; Michael is on nights smohe's picking me up in a
couple of minutes.'

'He works at the hospital?® Catherine asked intedds putting the
disconcerting matter of dinner with Keir to oneesfdr a moment.

'He's a doctor.' Janice's face glowed. 'But thdtswhere we met, if that's
what you're thinking. I've known him for years—ally life really." The
sound of a car horn brought the conversation ttosecas Janice swung
round with a quick, That's him; must dash," aritltlee room in the same
pell-mell fashion that Catherine was beginningetarh was characteristic of
Keir's sister. They might be alike in looks, buttivas all. Janice had none
of Keir's cool authority and formidable, almostaabntrol.

'Feeling better? You looked all in earlier.' Theegwoice issued from the
door to the kitchen as she walked through thedftdl drinking the tea and



changing her crumpled clothes for comfortable elshs and a long, baggy
top. The earlier resolution to look grown-up angblgsticated had gone,

washed away by a heavy dose of common sense kthéigioshe wouldn't be

able to keep it up. She was what she was.

'Yes, thank you.' She paused in the doorway, hesesereceiving the usual
jolt at the sight of him. He was standing at the@ncompact breakfast bar
busily slicing mushrooms, a tea-towel tucked i@ Wwaistband of his black
denim jeans and the sleeves of his shirt rolletbueveal muscled, sinewy
arms covered liberally with short black hairs. Téentrast of domestic
familiarity and sheer sex appeal was heady, andethleer toes curl.

'‘Good." He looked up briefly, the devastating geggs taking the whole of
her in before they dropped to the task in hanbpe stir-fried chicken and
salad is okay with you?' he said easily. 'My culnskills are somewhat
limited.'

'Yes, but | ought to be doing that; | mean—'

'Don't tell me you are one of those rare females fgkl a woman's place is
in the kitchen?' he asked mockingly. 'That reallyuld be too good to be
true.’

'‘No." It was a snap, born out of the agitation anéase she always felt
around this man, but she qualified the sharpnesguinkly saying, 'l just
meant that in view of everything that's happenedid¢last | can do is cook
dinner.'

'What's happened?' He shrugged nonchalantly, theement bringing her
eyes to the dark shadow under the thin materitheshirt which spoke of
thick body hair, and doing nothing to lessen hevoesness. 'We've a spare
room and you need a place to stay for a while$did with magnificent
simplicity. 'Nothing could be more straightforwatdere, pour us both a
glass of wine if you insist on being useful; itfzen.’

In her haste to obey she spilt a little of the desg liquid, but he didn't
appear to notice, taking the glass she offered wittord of thanks as he
continued to stir the delicious mixture in the hugek.



Now she was actually in the kitchen it seemed riadkeave, and so she
perched on one of the two long- legged stoolseaetid of the breakfast bar,
acutely aware that the limited space brought hicourfortably close with
every movement he made.

‘Tell me a bit about yourself." It was casual, edmy it was what she had
been dreading, and for a second her thought preséswe.

‘There's nothing much to tell." The wine was me|léwity, and she took a
big gulp before she continued, 'l was born andedhi;n London, I'm
twenty-one years old—' he acknowledged the statemiéma wry lifting of
his thick brows which told her he hadn't forgottkair earlier conversation
'—and I'm up here on holiday, that's all.’

‘That's all?' His mouth twisted in cool disbeli®@fhat about family, friends,
your job?' he asked softly. 'The things that makeaal life?' He turned to
face her, his eyes penetrating.

Right, you knew it was coming, so just deal witistith an economy of
truth, she told herself firmly. Just enough to Sgtthat razor-sharp mind.
'Family consists of my parents and a brother asteisi she said flatly.
'‘And—'

'Hey, hang on, hang on.' He reached out and toulcbedrm, and she felt
the light contact in every nerve and sinew. 'Do gea much of them? Are
your brother and sister older or younger than you—?

"Younger.' She cut him short before he could askemQuite a few years
younger, but there's only a year between themesoaigue like cat and dog.
My parents—' she took a deep breath and prayecbiurol —are not like
me—' thank you Godhank you God—and we've never really got on.'

'l see.’
He didn't, but she didn't give him a chance to aske. 'Friends are

numerous, job is secretarial, and | think thefstiris burning,' she finished,
still in the same matter-of-fact tone.



It took a moment for her words to register, andhthe leapt to the wok,
salvaging their dinner before any harm was dondgvele blessed the fact
.that her guardian angel had been on the ball after

Soon after, they ate together—Catherine taut witraous energy that kept
her from appreciating the food—at the old woodédateten one corner of the
lounge, the big windows open to the scented nighaad the village lights

beginning to twinkle on, one by one, as night deedark mantle over the
world outside.

Keir chatted easily as they ate, but although loiges was calm and his
manner relaxed Catherine felt the curiosity he hadmced, and knew that
sharp, agile brain was ticking away on quite aedéht level as he kept her
entertained with amusing stories about his work.@&uong as he didrésk
her it would be all right, she told herself tightknd if he did she would
have to prevaricate about her past life; thereneasther way.

'‘Apple pie and cream okay?' He stood up as he spudkeeached across for
her empty plate, the movement causing her nodtillare as the faint,
tangy smell of his aftershave touched her sensesfleeting second.

'Could | just have coffee?' she asked quietly.

'No." Her eyes sprang to his dark face, and shehsswwouth quirk at her

expression of surprise. 'You're far too thin; yaed feeding up,' he stated
firmly. 'If you don't like apple pie there's choat#-chip ice cream or fruit

cake.'

'l don't want anything." She had stiffened at thectsm, and her cheeks
were burning. "Thank you,' she added a few seclaels forcing the words
out through gritted teeth.

‘Not that you aren't lovely the way you are," hattwed as though she
hadn't spoken, his eyes considering as they movedter frame and his
voice thoughtful, almost analytical. 'But you défefy need a few extra
pounds.’

'Now look here—'



'So which is it to be?'
'Keir—'

‘Two apple pies?' His voice was still quiet, buerad a force of will she
really didn't feel up to challenging.

'Oh, all right," she muttered ungraciously. 'If yaosist.’

'l do." His voice was soft now, dark. 'l told yoefbre | don't take no for an
answer if | want something, didn't I?* he said ghav'And..." He paused for
a moment, bringing her eyes to his. 'My professielps me to recognise
when someone's been unwell, and you've been uhwell.

It was a statement, not a question, but she noddgday. ‘Not that | was a
two-ton Tessie before that,’ she said acidly, sitharting from his
fault-finding. 'Not every girl has huge—' She stegm@mbruptly at the raised
eyebrows. 'Is curvaceous,’ she finished weakly.

'Who said anything about curvaceous?' he said ynifsthe had the sort of
beauty any red-blooded man would take a second #&pland yet the
inferiority complex was as big as a house. Whatiehad gone on in her
life to make her so nervous, so wary? Who had bduikat delicate ego so
badly that she was like a cat on a hot tin roof nebshe time? He felt his
stomach muscles contract as darker possibiliteesh#d hotly through his
mind for one caustic second before he thrust theaya

No, she was an innocent; he'd bet his life on @drseen too many of the
other sort in his life to doubt the naive artlessnevhich in itself was

unwittingly seductive. But nothing about her prdssituation added up.

Girls like her didn't holiday by themselves, othiéy did it wasn't in a small
village in Yorkshire.

Catherine was standing at the window when he retumith two plates of
steaming pie, her back to the door, but she tugogzkly, almost guiltily, at
his entrance. 'l...I was just looking down at tiikage,' she said jerkily. 'lt's
not very big, is it? Everyone must know everyorseelery well.'



'‘Must they?' His voice was bland, uninterestedshas scuttled back to the
table, but if she had been looking at his facevsbeld have seen the keen
dark eyes were focused and intent. 'Is that godzhd?’

‘Neither, just a fact.' He had moved her chair ateayer to sit down again,
and now pushed it under her jean-clad bottom asah@own.

Nice bottom, he thought appreciatively—tight andimded, and just the
right span for a man's hands to cup...

'Was your wife from these parts?' She acknowledgetbo late that she'd
said it partly as protection against the intimattheir meal for two, but also
because she really wanted to hear about her. Big thre words were out
she was aghast at her tactlessness. 'Oh, I'm $ahpuldn't have asked; |
didn't—'

He stopped the torrent of words with a cool but ravealing voice as he
said, 'Why not? Marion was not a local girl, asappens. In fact she came
from London, like you, initially. We met at veteairy college.’

She watched him as he returned to his own sei@tgsitown and proceeding
to eat a mouthful of pie before he spoke againdyaou? Any broken hearts
pining at your absence?'

'Me?' To her chagrin she blushed hotly at the péyf@cceptable question.
'No, no, there's not.'

‘Right." There was an inflexion in his voice, jgsimething that made her
glance into the dark face searchingly, but the hardle features were
remote, implacable, as he stared back at her.

She shouldn't have agreed to stay here. Againhihigght sprang to mind,
but this time it was strong and fierce and possketan urgency that made
her nerves quiver. She couldn't begin to work hiut+-ehe made the word
‘enigma’ sound positively commonplace—but one telmgwas sure o$he
should never have agreed to stay.



CHAPTER FOUR

CATHERINE slept deeply that night, only once waking brieftythe sound of
a telephone ringing somewhere, followed a few naauater by a creaking
door, footsteps and then the front door closing: §lanced sleepily at her
tiny alarm clock on the side of the bedside cabifi&io o'clock in the
morning; it had to be a night call for Keir, shetlght, moments before she
snuggled down under the covers again and fell inatelg asleep.

The next time she opened her eyes it was to a fatrof early morning
sunlight, and although it was only six o'clock $tend it impossible to go
back to sleep again, her mind fresh and alert andg to go.

She pulled her thick towelling robe on over hethtiggand padded along to
the bathroom. Keir and Janice's open doors bodeaee to the fact she was
alone in the flat. It couldn't be much fun to haweurn out in the middle of
the night, she thought reflectively, although naloicthe soft summer nights
were far better than the stark chill of winter oed bones. Keir worked too
hard, though; it had been evident in the linedrefiness etched round his
mouth as they had talked last night—

She caught her thoughts abruptly. It was no busioéhers how long or
hard he worked, she told herself gggnNone at all. He had offered her a
room because it was vacant for the moment and atidoben in need. He
had his own life which seemed to suit him just fiske would be nothing
more than a passing shadow in the overall schertrergfs.

She ventured into the kitchen, making herself a @umstant coffee and
taking it into the lounge where she curled up biga comfortable easy chair
close to the window, her eyes on the sleepinggallas she sipped the hot,
fragrant liquid. A small milk-float was making egarinorning deliveries
among the winding streets far below, and she watdlsgorogress idly, her
tiny feet tucked under the folds of the robe andhiands cupped round the
warm mug.

Her mother could be down there somewhere, breathétigng, laughing,
living, without any knowledge that her own flesh and blaad just within
reach. How would she react when the daughter stidnbped to get rid of



confronted her? With anger that she had been fouti?l Embarrassment?
Confusion? Shame? Fury? There was a pain likefa turning in her heart,

and she took a big gulp of the burning hot cofitting her eyes tightly

for a moment as though to blank her mind.

She wasn't going to cry again, she told hersaitdly. She was past all that;
she waslf she had learnt anything from the last twentg-g@ears it was that
the old cliche 'Laugh and the world laughs with yseep, and you weep
alone' was painfully true. And yet... Her eyes wdrawn to the village

again... She had always felt there was someonénigakit for her, keeping

her, giving her the strength to follow through aer lown convictions and
desires, and that certainty had never been sogsé®im the last few weeks.
Shehadto do this, and now was the time.

The sound of a key turning in the lock brought bet of her reverie and
quickly to her feet, just as Keir walked slowlyarthe lounge, his hard face
slightly grey with exhaustion and a grim line tg imouth.

'‘Good morning."' Her voice was a little breathlesg] she heard it with a dart
of exasperation. 'Hard night?"

He nodded abruptly. 'Distressing more than tiring,5aid flatly. 'A case that
was doomed from the start." He rubbed afhis nosed his emotion, and
the curiously boyish gesture from this big hard rh&énher in a way she
didn't like, causing her to be momentarily lostviards. 'l know in my head
that | can't win them all," he continued quietlyhagassed her to stand at the
window, his back to the room, 'but that doesn'tagisvhelp.’

'‘No, | don't suppose it does,' she agreed carefdhn...can | get you some
coffee?’

'‘Coffee?' He turned as he spoke, his face shadawedlark in contrast to
the brilliant light behind him, and his clothes beg evidence that he had
been out to one of the farms; a smudge of somethiisly was on one
muscled forearm.

'‘And something to eat?' She hadn't intended tatsashe had made up her
mind last night that the less contact she had Kain Durrell the better after



that intimate dinner for two—but somehow the wopdgped out of her
mouth of their own volition. 'While you have a st she added with a
wry smile. There was a definite odour of farmyabéginning to permeate
the air.

‘That would be great.' He tried to hide his sugbst didn't quite succeed,
and to her chagrin she found herself blushing aeusly as if she had
suggested something obscene rather than fixingfasta 'But only if you
eat with me," he said quietly, his voice devoiexpression now.

She scuttled away without giving him an answer faee flaming, and once
in the small kitchen leant against the soothingroess of the sky-blue tiles
for a moment before opening the fridge.

What had made her suggest she fix him breakfastasied herself weakly,
pulling bacon and mushrooms out of the well-stocke&tye and reaching
for the basket of eggs on the breakfast bar. Andnwghe'd smiled at him
had he thought it was in a come-hither fashionusirthe smile of a friend?
'Oh..." She groaned at the possibility of the farrakimping against the wall
before jerking sharply upright at the sound ofwoge just behind her.

"You haven't done anything wrong, you know.'

'What?' She spun round, her colour surging agatineathought that he had
read her mind.

'‘By being relaxed enough to treat this place as gaun for a few moments
and offer a starving male sustenance,' he saidlguiBoth Janice and |

want you to feel at home while you stay, | told ybat; there's no need to
stand on ceremony.’

He just thought she was embarrassed at givingiieession she had taken
over, she realised faintly. She would have dietidfd guessed she was
attracted to himAttracted to himThe sudden knowledge was alarming.

'‘And | will have that shower; | guess | don't smeth good.' He was already
turning as he spoke, and when in the next momenists alone again she
leant against the stove as a little whoosh ofstaped her lips.



Okay, so she was attracted to him, she admittbérgelf silently. So what?
Most women would be. It didntheananything. He had more than his fair
share of sexual magnetism, and if her body cheynrgsponded to the
age-old appeal it was purely due to a seductiotm®fsenses, and as such
could be controlled. Mind over matter. Simple.

The bacon, eggs and mushrooms were ready to bedséime ground coffee
was percolating and the fresh orange juice and wase already on the
table some minutes later when his voice arrestedrben the doorway.
‘That smells delicious.’

She turned, a polite smile already stitched onfaee, and then breathed
deeply as her gaze took in the hard, lean bodysedcia black denim jeans
and a pale blue shirt tucked into the narrow waisth his short black hair
still damp from the shower and the very masculindlsle on his chin
indicating he hadn't taken the time to shave. Hlé Iebked tired, she
thought weakly, but that only added to his appatiar than detracted from
it.

He was the type of man who would still look goodextenty, and just at the
moment she found that fact distinctly irritating—pesially as she was still
in her robe with her hair tousled and loose andfaee flushed from the
stove.

‘Can | help—?'

'‘No!" She interrupted him so emphatically it wasuiting, and she hastily
qualified her vehemence with a quick, 'There'smoim to swing a cat in
here; you go and sit down and I'll come through minute.'

He made ho effort to obey, surveying her with naed grey eyes for a long
moment before he said, 'l make you nervous, d@n's it me or all men?
What has happened in your life that you view thelavavith such distrust?"

'l don't." She stiffened as he walked the few $egarating them and reached
out, but it was only to take the spatula out of heresisting fingers and
place it gently on the work surface.



'You're like a nervous little fawn, ready to bdltlze first sign of danger," he
said softly, so close that her fine body hairsked at his male warmth. 'l
still find it hard t9 believe you've been in thigjbad world for twenty-one
years.'

It wasn't so much what he said as how he saicgitdhused her to flush in
protest, her back straightening and her chin thmgstut as she stared up
into his dark face. So he thought she was someepathttle helpless
female, did he? The sort of woman who wouldn't dausay boo to a goose?
'‘Well, | have.' Her voice was militant, abrasivénd appearances can be
deceptive, you know. I'm more than capable of Ingkafter myself; I've
been doing it for most of my life.’

'So you're worldly-wise, a nineties woman?'

He was mocking her, and suddenly it made her hgpmiad, loosening her
tongue and prompting her to speak before she ahddk herself. 'Exactly.’
She eyed him angrily. 'l know as much about lifeyasi do—more,

probably.' Being brought up in the tender bosormgffamily saw to that,

she added silently.

'l see.' He wasn't mocking her any more; the pigrgrey eyes had fastened
on her flushed face with an in- tentness that vistsiding. 'And it hurts?'

'Hurts?' Too late she realised that smoky gazeskad far more than she
would have liked. 'l don't know what you mean,’ bbe shakily.

'No?' The last of the mushrooms that were stiltiwgito join the other food
on the two oven-warmed plates were beginning teméde pieces of
charcoal, but neither of them noticed. 'l think yimj Catherine. There was a
chink in the armour there for just a moment, wath@te—?"

'Keir, please. | don't know what you're thinking baan assure you—'
This time it was her voice that was cut off as tv@dred his head, and the

kiss was no chaste salutation to a maiden aunbbkere, it was a hot, sweet
fusing of their mouths that took her completelysoyprise.



In the moments before she jerked away she was iowussof the smell and
feel and taste of him, the broadness of his frasneestowered over her, the
complete dominance and power with which he exdntednale- ness over
her soft femininity. But then she stepped backwatdsply, hitting her hip
on the side of the breakfast bar without even baimgre of it.

'Don't.' She couldn't believe the sensations thdtdxploded through every
nerve and sinew at the brief embrace. 'l don't \hast'

‘Catherine, I'm not going to hurt you—"'

' mean it." She couldn't take the gentle, everderside this big, hard,
assured individual was displaying. It was dangerel@as more dangerous
than any aggressive battering down of her deferana$,she suspected he
knew it. 'l don't like being pawed about.' It waelibderate... and
unforgivable.

'Pawed about?'In any other circumstances the sheer outrage anc
indignation on the dark, handsome face would hased a smile—she
doubted if any other woman had ever reacted toihitinis way—but as she
faced his fury there was nothing to laugh aboatw'P. | kissed you, woman,
that's all. What the hell is the matter with that?'

'l didn't ask you to—'

"You normallyask?'

Put like that it sounded ridiculous, but she knesvikmew what she had
meant. Her voice, shaky though it was, was firnmslas said, 'Keir, this
clearly isn't going to work out; | think it wouldebbetter if | looked for

somewhere else and moved out today.'

'‘Because | kissed you?' he asked incredulously.

'‘Because... Oh, lots of reasons,' she said pamnfliin not here to get

involved, to start... | just wanted a peaceful tiayi before | moved on, that's
all.’



'Don't you mean go back?' he asked swiftly, seizngher gaffe with
devastating perceptiveness.

'l mean... Look, | don't have to explain what | méa you or anyone else.’
She gathered the torn pieces of her dignity abautvinth formidable
determination as she felt herself backed into apteirical corner.

‘True.' He had folded his arms across the solid efdiis chest as he stood
looking down at her, his feet slightly apart ansl g body relaxed, almost
lazy. The anger had gone, along with the initidfage at her accusation, but
the calm, expressionless facade was more disturtiag any show of
temper, hiding as it did the relentless astutentagsazor-sharp mind. 'l just
don't like to see anyone running away from somethimat's all.’

'l haven't said I'm running away.' And she washte did but know it, she
thought with painful wryness. In fact she had toher problem—or where
she thought her problem was, she qualified silently

'You don't have to." He gestured to the black, rdtaremains that were
smoking ominously. 'Perhaps it would be a good igeturn the gas off
now? I'll carry the plates through, shall 1?"

It was a statement, not a question, and as shiégyi@adtthe frying-pan under
water before following him into the lounge her heeas spinning. Had he
accepted she was leaving? she asked herself shakilyg to bring her

whirling thoughts under control. She had madeatrpl.hadn't she?

He was sitting at the table waiting for her, higlb#o the window and his
hair blue-black in the white sunlight. She paddedrdo her seat, feeling
ridiculous in her bathrobe with her feet bare, dmishe opened her mouth to
speak, he was there before her, his voice deemlarkdand suspiciously
humble.

'I'm sorry | frightened you, Catherine—'

'You didn't—'



'It was a gesture of comfort, nothing more.' He bawtinued as though she
hadn't spoken, and the sheer force of his willedioser mouth with a little
snhap. 'Janice would be somewhat upset if you @#it. And your departure
might be a little difficult to explain to Sandracaany others who know you
are staying here," he said in such a reasonabéethat she found herself
nodding in agreement before she checked hersdiis B an excellent
breakfast," he added mildly. T normally make ddwiitast and coffee.’

'l..." She was being charmed, sweetly railroadéudl dloing what he wanted,
she thought helplessly. Buttight look bad if she suddenly, decided to
leave; she hadn't Considered that. And perhapsmtgist meant the kiss as
a gesture of comfort? The thought brought hot aoioto her cheeks.
Maybe it was her awareness of him as a man thatheasouble, leading
her to think there was more behind his friendlintes was actually the
case.

Whatever, she had made more than a fool of hesdedfthought miserably,
jumping away from him like a scalded cat and pcaty accusing him of
attempted rape! He must think she was some sontitohse.

‘Can | pour you some orange?' he asked smoothly.

'‘Orange?’ She stared at him as though he had spo&edifferent- language,
and then nodded quickly, 'Oh, yes, thank you.'

'What are your plans for today?'

She nearly said, Plans? in the same gormless asibefore, but managed to
pull herself together and reply fairly coherentlywas just going to have a
look around, perhaps take a packed lunch and exgldlittle,’ she said
hesitantly, keeping her eyes on the orange juidealdgust handed over. 'But
about what | said earlier—'

‘Take a couple of the dogs with you if you go hikinto the hills," he said
easily.

'What?' She was honestly bewildered.



‘"Yorkshire is probably safer than the big city—Ipegciate that—but a
couple of the dogs, or all of them if you feel swlined, is the best
protection | know. They often escort Janice, arel/tknow the drill; they
wouldn't let anyone touch you.'

'Keir, | can't impose on you and Janice in this yvglye said quickly before
she lost her nerve or he interrupted her againaté&lter you say, to have
someone come and stay with you is an inconvenience.

'Is it?' His eyes moved slowly over her flushedneat face, the wide violet
eyes and silky, shimmering mass of silver-blonde, tlae slim but perfect
figure hidden under the thick towelling robe. 'Funhut | don't see it that
way, Catherine.' His voice was deep, husky eveth, assmoky, soft element
to it that made her toes curl into the carpet.

She drew in a quick breath. He was being kind, kusd, she told herself
firmly; she mustn't let her imagination run awayher again.

'If you weren't here I'd have had a solitary braakbf toast and coffee," he
continued quietly, his voice in its normal coolm@e mode again. 'So
you've already done your good deed for the dayydiSo relax now, enjoy
your exploring, and [I'll think of another good defed you to satisfy that

martyr complex tomorrow.'

'l haven't got—' She stopped abruptly at the magkimusement in his grey
eyes. Why did she let him get under her skin? Wbayldn't she be
composed and self- assured, exchanging light, essddanter and amusing
cross-talk? No wonder he had likened her to a Healgge-an enormous,
great porcupine would perhaps have been more apt.

'‘AH right. Thank you.' She finally admitted defemacefully. His will was
stronger than hers, and this morning had only rpkesised the conviction
of last night that the less she had to do with IReirrell the better. She didn't
have the background, the experienaeything to meet him on equal
ground.

Keir tucked into his breakfast with every appeaeant enjoyment, but
although Catherine managed to clear her plate & araact of will, her



appetite completely subdued by his presence. Skepaiafully conscious
of every tiny movement he made, every tilt of thatk head, every muscle
in those powerful arms, andiitfuriated her... But she couldn't do a thing
about it.

She "had had enough thrown at her in the last fenths, hadn't she? she
argued silently. Her iliness, the shocking reveladi by the people she had
always considered her parents, the consequent#ide to leave all she
had ever known and take a great step into the wmknthe knowledge that
she was preparing to face someone who didn't wemttould probably be
horrified at her appearance in their life—ashanaesgusted even.

She forced down the last mouthful of food as hemsich trembled. A
further complication she just didn't need, she twdself tightly. But why,
when her head knew that quite distinctly, did hedyoseem to have a mind
all of its own around this man? And why had he bisenone to find her?
Why couldn't it have been a grey-haired old marhwaitfat little wife and
countless grandchildren?

She immediately felt guilty at her ungratefulness] stood up at once to do
penance. 'I'll get the coffee,’ she said quiethaching for his empty plate,
‘and do the washing up while you try and catchupt®of hours of sleep.’

'No chance of that.' He stood up with her, big selftassured, and she knew
there was no way on this earth she could squesz¢hia small kitchen with
Keir.

'Well, you can relax for a while at least." Her nwas nervous, quivery,
and again he felt that dart of burning curiositkhmw more—but now was
not the time. He had dealt with enough frightened pmpy patients to
know when he could push it and when he couldn't.

'If you're sure." As he sank back into his seatksteav a moment's blinding
relief that was out of all proportion to the circstiances, and just nodded
quickly before leaving the room for the sanctudrthe kitchen, placing the
plates on the breakfast bar then pouring two cupstrong coffee with
shaking hands.



From now on she would make sure she was never altthéhim, she told
herself firmly, inhaling the fragrant aroma in @ bd steady her nerves. Not
that she thought he would look twice at her, whih \Wis wife's death and
his busy job that was more or less a twenty- faaurlone from what she
could make out. No, it wastiis control that was of concern. She bit her lip
hard. It was hers, galling though it was to havadmit it.

The more she thought about it, the more she rehlissas her own guilt
about her feelings towards Keir that was revealawgn making problems.
The kiss hadn't been rapacious—she ground her séglttly as she picked
up the other mug of coffee—it was her sordid mimak tvas reading more
into his actions than was there. The thought tlzat imaterialised before
breakfast solidified. So...she wouldn't put herself position where she
could embarrass herself, or him, again.

He didn't look particularly embarrassed when shi&edhinto the lounge; in
fact he looked quite pleased with himself as h& the coffee from her with
a nod of thanks, his voice lazy as he said, 'Helpself from the stuff in the
fridge for your packed lunch, and we'll eat dinabout seven, okay?’

'Oh, no, don't worry about me; you and Janice denayou want to and I'll
sort myself out,’ she said quickly.

'If you say so.' He eyed her somewhat sadly fromteurblack brows, the
grey gaze holding mild disappointment. 'l was josping you might be
around to help cook dinner. I've a devil of a dayfront of me and this
morning hasn't been too good a start, rising, digl,lat two. But if you're
going to be busy...'

She immediately felt horribly selfish.

'Of course, | understand this is your holiday—'

She interrupted the generously understanding wancemfortably, a little
uneasy at his carefully bland expression but w®llimerself she was

imagining things again. He wasn't manipulating tenyv could she think
such a thing? And it would be outrageously mearetose to cook them



dinner in the circumstances wouldn't it? 'I'd badglo cook dinner; | didn't
realise—'

‘Brilliant.' The winsome little-boy-lost facade wgsne in a flash, and the air
of satisfaction was strong as he said, 'Seven, thérat suits you? There's a
couple of steaks in the fridge, and Janice is pgkip some groceries on her
way home so there'll be plenty of salad and soSte'll sort herself out,
incidentally; she doesn't like a big meal before starts work.'

'Oh, right.’

'Do you prefer white wine or red?' His voice wasth and matter-of-fact,
and she had answered before she thought about it.

'Red, but—t'

'Fine. I'd better go and check on a few of the amnbefore morning
surgery. I'll just have a shave first so | dondtiten the patients.’

He stroked the stubble on his chin, the movemengimg her eyes to his
face, and the flagrant masculinity that was allrtteee devastating for being
utterly natural made her weak. 'Yes, of course. Youahead; it's your
bathroom." She was gabbling, she thought despgraseld shenever
gabbled.

Once he was downstairs in the surgery she faely #ibout the flat, washing
and dressing in record speed and throwing a cafeples and a Cornish
pasty into her old cloth bag, along with a lightnance from the dozens in
the bookcase with Janice's name scrawled in tihesfly

She crept downstairs quietly, her heart thudditigoaigh there was no good
reason for it to do so, and didn't dare take a teeath until she had slipped
stealthily out of the back door and sprinted dowa garden towards the
little door in the fence.



The morning was warm and sunny, the heady scemstsomer heavy in the
air as she walked briskly through the village ofwEoby and out into the
undulating countryside, following the winding riier some time. Its banks
were starred with thousands upon thousands of wihite daisies and
gleaming yellow buttercups, busy insects going ahlibeir business of
taking pollen as she walked, and she stood forikewhone quiet bower on
the river bank, watching the fish darting in thalkbws, London feeling a
million miles away.

This was another world. She glanced at the hili$ wWere beckoning in the
distance. And she had all day, and days after tha&txplore it.

For the first time in months a dart of happinesrqed the confusion and
darkness, and she breathed in the perfumed ainest gulps as she stood
with her eyes lifted to the hills and her should&r®wn slightly back. She

was alive, she was young, and just for the monfeitwas enough.

She ate her meagre lunch in a small gully wherecaes little waterfall

splashed its busy way over smooth, ancient rockisbarulders, its water
crystal-clear and icy cold. She cupped her handg@ok thirsty mouthfuls,
the sun warm on her face, before climbing stilltHer. Dry-stone walls
stretched in a timeless pattern before her, andsteet smell of thick
moorland grass teased her nostrils as she ploddad, dhe silence of the
windswept fells broken only by the distant bleatoigheep far away.

This was where Keir lived and worked, she thougirgingly, in this
breathtakingly awe-inspiring landscape. A soul dduleathe up here, find
itself, belong.The word mocked her immediately she thought it.oBgP
She shook her head as she gazed up into the tlessity. She didn't belong
here; she didn't belong anywhere. Her own mothdn’h#éhought she was
worth having, so why should anyone else want her?

She felt the darkness begin to descend and thrusway angrily. She
wouldn't think now, not now; she didn't want thiseoday to be spoilt by
demons from the past:' Thinking could come tomoreowl the days after
that. For today she would julse.



It was getting on for late evening by the time stteaced her footsteps into
Towerby, and the air was mellow, soft, the heahefday slowly draining
from warm stone walls and the old, uneven pavements

She had to walk over an ancient pack-horse bridgater the village, under
which the water gurgled and splashed over sun-vikstiomes. She stood for
a moment in the dusky air, her nostrils teasedbystveet, timeless scent of
woodsmoke as she looked towards Keir's house satow of old properties
that were above the main village.

' will leave here." She spoke out loud as though dengimgevious
statement. 'This is just temporary, that's all;enohthis matters.’

She turned and looked back the way she had conties @freat expanse of
hills now clothed in the misty blue of dusk. ‘Andill manage by myself,’
she said defiantly. 'l don't need anyone, anyoradi.at

Tomorrow, or perhaps the next day, she would bégimake discreet
enquiries about a young woman who had come to thade twenty-one
years ago. Anna Mitchell. Or perhaps her mother ¢@de here under a
different name? It didn't matter; if she was hdre would find her—and
then? Then the skeletons would be out of the cupbashe thought
painfully, her heart suddenly raw and heavy asksgan to walk on. And
her mother's cosy little life in this tranquil paft England would never be
the same again. She would make sure of that &t leas

She found the thought brought her no satisfactiaila



CHAPTER FIVE

THE concerted barking of several dogs interrupted €ath's reverie, and
as she lifted her head she saw Keir at the entrantte lane that led up to
the row of houses, the dogs bounding round his feet

She hesitated and then waved, unsure of what tbuwtat was a moment
before the big, dark figure responded, and th&vag just a cursory nod of
his head as he waited for her to approach.

'Hello.' Her voice was soft, breathless, and sba'tivant it to be. 'l...I'm not
late, am I?' she asked suddenly as the thoughtrectio her. In her panic to
get out of the house before she saw him agaimtbising she had left her
neat little wristwatch on the dressing table in toam.

'Yes, you are late, Catherine.' He was angry. Altjohis voice was cool
and controlled she somehow knew he was angry. 6Am &nd a half late.’

'Oh, I'm sorry; have you eaten? Shall —?' She gaisbling again, and
stopped herself abruptly. So she was late, shattialefiantly, but it wasn't
the end of the world, was it? He was quite capalblgetting himself
something to eat, after all. 'Have you eaten?'agdied again, this time
quietly and slowly.

'‘No." He eyed her without blinking.

'l see to the dinner when I've changed.'

'Damn the dinner.'

Yes, he was definitely angry, in spite of the altnomnversational tone of
voice.

'Look, I couldn't help it—'
'Why didn't you take the dogs with you—or a cougleen one?' he asked

evenly. 'Was it an act of defiance against me b&zatwub you up the wrong
way, or just plain stupidity?’



'What?' And then she remembered what he had tejcahd he recognised
the dawning awareness in her eyes.

"You forgot, didn't you?' It was a flat statemdnitt not without heat. "You go
tramping off without letting a soul know in whichirgction you're
going—no one has seen you all day—and then yoneady two hours late
back. You could have fallen down somewhere, braigedrself, been
attacked—anything—and no one would have been anwiber.' His voice
was rising, she noticed bemusedly, dark colounstgihis cheekbones as
he struggled to keep his temper in check.

'‘Don't you read the papers?' he asked grimly. there some divine
intervention on behalf of you that the rest of new nothing about?’

‘There's no need to be sarcastic.' There wasragstfaeling deep inside her,
a painful ache that was slowly twisting her gut® iknots. He had been
worried about her, he'd made enquiries, lkeaietd. The realisation was one
of anguish, frightening. She couldn't handle il &me fact made her voice
sharp. 'I'm not answerable to you or anyone else.’

"You've already said that fine once and | don't buwice.' This time the

deep voice was steel-hard. "You're not a stupid agratherine, so don't
act like one.’

'l beg your pardon—?"

'‘And | don't buy the self-righteous indignation heit,’ he continued

relentlessly. 'Not when we both know I'm rightydu want to take a hike
and get away from it all that's your prerogative-t-ypan walk your feet off

for all | care—but you take the dogs with you, oRay

'No, it's not okay." She didn't know why she wafyidg him like this, but
she couldn't stop. 'lt's far from okay.'

‘Tough.’

'Now look here—'



'‘Catherine.'It was just her name, but it stopped her angrgesdike the
crack of a whip. Not that he shouted; he didn'tehi@v There was something
in the deep tones that was more effective tharshow of rage. 'Stop this,’
he growled softly. "You may not care about youesabut others do; leave it
at that.'

And then she did the unthinkable. One moment sksefa@ng him angrily,
her chin tilted for battle and her stance militahg next she had horrified
him and herself by bursting into tears. And nottgerieminine tears either,
but great, anguished walils that silenced the degh@ugh by magic and
caused Keir to freeze for one shocked moment bdfereeached out and
pulled her into his body, settling her againsthied wall of his chest as he
murmured soothingly into the soft silk of her hdiis chin nestled on her
head.

She couldn't hear what he was saying—her gasps@uaterings had filled
her nose and ears and mouth—but she was aware géttile rumble above
her and the warm comfort of his body as he held:luese.

Too aware. As her sobs subsided her senses tookang along with the

awful knowledge that she had just made the mosbleifool of herself was

a warm, pleasurable, throbbing ache in the corepthat had nothing to do
with her distress and everything to do with Keir.

'I...I'm sorry." The fear that she might give héragvay was stronger than
her embarrassment when she looked into his face,abushe leant
backwards and tried to move out of his arms hid tightened.

'Why? Because you forgot yourself long enough tmastveakness? To let
the real Catherine through?' he asked softlyhds $o terrible?'

Yes, it was terrible. It was terrible when it sgarthe sort of chain reaction
that was happening in her body, she thought degher&he had never, in
all her life, understood how women could supposédligwept away by-the
force of their emotions when making love. Or howlsgi-and plenty of

grown women too—could fling themselves at the abggdheir devotion,

be it a pop star or lover or whatever, and begdddien. But she was
understanding it now, and he hadn't ek&sedher. What was she, some



sort of repressed nymphomaniac? She groaned gileMhat on earth
would he say if he could read her mind?

The thought stiffened her still more, but agaimielldn't allow her to break
free.

'Well? Is it so terrible?' he asked again, his eyasowed on her flushed,
tear-stained face.

'Yes.' She wriggled a bit, but he appeared nobtae. 'At least crying all
over you for no reason is,’ she amended quicklyras dark eyebrow
quirked.

'l take it that's a polite way of saying you dantend to tell me what's
wrong,' Keir said drily.

‘Thereis nothing wrong.' The absurdity of the statementisadering her
tear-drenched face and swollen eyes, hit her anselsefore he shook his
dark head slowly.

‘Catherine, Catherine..." Her name was like a waarass, and she shivered
before she could help herself. "You really shoaldtiempt to tell lies, you
know," he cautioned gravely. 'Not with a face fkeaurs.'

'What's wrong with my face?' She tried to soundlgabgnified, but it was
difficult with the reality of his maleness all arml and his muscled arms
holding her fast/

‘Let me see.' He was aware he was stringing tmsearsation out for his
own gratification. He had known she would feel gpoelssed close against
him, so he could enjoy the curves of that smallldmatutifully proportioned
female body, the soft round breasts and fragraeesvess of her skin. He
just hadn't realisetiow good, he acknowledged wryly as he felt his loins
stir.

'Do you want a detailed list or a few throwaway coemts?' he murmured
softly.



‘Neither." The dogs had recovered their equilibrafter her outburst, and
had now gathered in a noisy and enquiring huddimdatheir legs, tails
wagging frantically and brown eyes inspecting tli@oes as first one, then
another, would jump up to make sure everything alasight. ‘Look, the
dogs don't like this,' she said nervously. "Theyoeried.'

'Silly dogs.' But he let her go, stepping back &epand smiling that

devastating smile she had seen once or twice #dthtie power to take her
breath away, before taking her arm and turningiméhe direction of the

house. 'Come and eat,' he said evenly. 'You mustapeing.’

Easy, easy, Keir, he cautioned himself as they &htitowly up the incline
surrounded by gambolling dogs, the ache of hissaiobard and hot. He
hadn't been wrong when he had likened her to eoneriittle fawn, and it
shouldn't be too hard to display the same sortatiepce he would use in
dealing with a fearful, tense animal. It shouldret..but it was. What he
wanted to do— He shut the lid on what he wantedbto

'Go and have a soak while I finish off the meak' they entered the flat
Keir's voice was brisk, impersonal. 'Take a glaswiae with you if you
like.'

'Oh, I must help.' She followed him uncertainlythe kitchen door, noticing
with renewed guilt a prepared bow! of salad onldheakfast bar, and the
two, as yet uncooked, steaks under the grill. Hkleen working hard all
day—and that day had started at two in the morniagg-she hadn't even
been home in time to prepare dinner.

It wasn'thome.The reprimand was sharp and fierce in her mindd An
wasn't up to her to look after him in any way, shapform either, and she
had better remember that. She could be here ameéitiays or a matter of
weeks, depending on how quickly her enquiries roiig and when she had
gone he would forget her immediately.

'‘No need.' He poured two large fluted glassesafri@e from the uncorked
bottle at his elbow and handed one to her, beforeirtg away to the
chopping board where a batch of large-domed mushsogere waiting to
be sliced. 'Everything's under control; go andHessup.'



Everything's under control? she thought ruefullye Svished.

Once in her room she surveyed her tear-stained dadebedraggled hair
with a feeling of despair. What a mesghat a messShe shut her eyes
briefly, but the reflection hadn't improved where sipened them. And this
was her first day here too; he must wonder whatanth he had taken on.
She nipped at her lower lip as hot embarrassmeatéld every nerve and
sinew, and then took several gulps of the fruitywene to ease the ache in
her throat.

Well, from this moment on she would be the modelesforum—shevould.
No more displays of prickly nerves or agitationtears, whatever she was
feeling inside. She had had years of practice &pikg her feelings
hidden—twenty-one in fact—and normally she manggsdectly well.

She was well aware that among her colleagues &t avat few close friends
she had always been regarded as something” osadclmook—reserved,
cool even. It had been the only way to get throsginetimes when the hurt
had been so sharp, after some family upset or dtredrshe had felt the very
essence of her was bleeding slowly, raw and vubiera

So why, she asked herself now as she strippeceofiticky clothes quickly
and reached for her bathrobe, couldn't she mairttaah self-protecting
restraint around Keir Durrell?

She opened the door and fairly sped to the saryctfigine bathroom, feeling
horribly exposed at the knowledge of her nakedmnester the robe. But
once in the warm, perfumed water she found hersédixing as the soft
bubbles eased away the dust of a day spent outdoors

After a five-minute soak—she really didn't feel stwaild spend longer in
the water with Keir working in the kitthen—she wegher hair under the
shower and hurried back to her bedroom, dressirgkiguin white leggings
and a long jade-green shirt, before rubbing her almnost dry with the
towel. A few silky silver tendrils curled about hace, as they were apt to
do when her hair was damp, but she left it los@)yapg just a touch of
green eyeshadow to her eyelids before paddingwathe hall.



'Refill?" Keir gestured at the empty glass in handhas he turned at her
entrance into the kitchen. 'Help yourself; the lsseaeed browning a little
more.'

‘Thank you.' She glanced uneasily at the broad hadie reapplied himself
to their dinner. The wine was delicious, but patémnb glasses would more
than suffice. She needed all her wits about hagkin

'So, what do you think of Towerby now you've hathance to look around?’
Keir's voice was bland, his body language relaxed, she tried to make
herself answer naturally, the way someone woulde¥ were visiting for a
few days on holiday.

'It's very pretty.' He nodded, but didn't answed ahe waited for a moment
before she added, 'l didn't see many people, lngethiihat were about
seemed friendly.'

Keir was in a better position than most to know whkas who in the

surrounding district, she thought with a shred>afitement, but he was too
astute by half. She would have to tread careftilshe was going to learn
anything.

'It's a working community.' He turned briefly as $@oke. 'Pass me those
plates, would you?'

She passed the plates and watched as he deftigdstre two beautifully
cooked steaks, heaped with mushrooms and oniorferebgesturing
towards the lounge with his head. 'Shall we gough®"

They had almost finished the mouth-watering blackaou cheesecake Keir
had produced for dessert—'Not home-made, I'm gfragl had admitted
with a wry twist of his mouth that was undeniabéxg—before she was
able to bring the subject of Towerby's populatiatoithe conversation
again. It was one of Keir's amusing stories abastraewhat eccentric old
farmer he had visited that day that gave her tleessary opening. 'He's
never been out of Yorkshire in his life," Keir shied with a wry smile. 'So
perhaps his mistrust of new gadgets is understdadab



She nodded before saying carefully, 'l expect nfiokt round here are
Yorkshire-born and bred?' Her heart began to thpaipfully. It seemed
almost...deceitful to be questioning him like thadout friends and
acquaintances he had known all his life—but shetb&dow,she reassured
herself firmly. It was what she had come here dfter all.

'On the whole.' She hadn't been careful enough. Widhyou ask?' he asked
expressionlessly.

'‘No reason." A blob of blackcurrant sauce landedv@nwhite leggings as
she felt herself flush. Lying had never been onbesfstrong points; even
the tiniest fib had always left her red-faced angimbling. 'lt's just...you
must have summer visitors, like me, and people nmuyioliday homes,
things like that?'

‘Yes, we do.'

He wasn't making this very easy, she thought biytdAnd I'm sure some of
them fall in love with the place, like | have." S$railed brightly.

'Have you, Catherine?"

'What?' She was concentrating so much on thehrattof the conversation
that she lost the thread.

'Fallen in love?' he returned blandly. 'With Towelb

'Yes, yes, | have.' This wasn't going to work; pg@dshe would learn more
from villagers, shopkeepers, people like that?

‘That's good.' His voice had a brooding qualitit ttow, his eyes very dark
as he stared at her across the table before asingtly. 'Coffee?’

Well, so much for detective work. 'Thank you.'
It was almost dark outside, the sky a dense chhrstvaaked with

pewter-grey, and the lighted windows from the g#aelow giving a cosy,
chocolate-box feel to the night. She was standoukihg down at the



slumbering houses when he returned with the coffeg, her eyes
examining each lighted window and trying to reaelydnd to the people
inside. She was here—her mother was here. Catheshknew it.

'‘Come and sit down in a comfortable seat.' He igtddver hasty return to the
table and walked over to the other side of the redmere the big, comfy

three- piece suite sat, placing the tray on a edffle in front of the sofa.

‘Those dining chairs are hard on the rear end aftene.’

‘They're fine.' She avoided the seat next to hirthersofa, and sat down on
the carpet behind the coffee table on the pretéxtoniring the coffee.
‘You've done more than enough,' she said, her \@idde too bright. 'I'l
pour, shall I? Black or white?"

‘Black, as you would expect," he murmured crypliycal

She passed him his coffee, taking care their hdiist touch, but nothing
could cushion the disturbing aura of powerful mésdy, the magnetic
attraction in the cool, closed face and menacitegiy body. He was the sort
of man who would have women turning cartwheels lamdafor his attention
and not even notice, she thought painfully. What hia wife been like?

As though in answer to the unspoken question hes ajighted on- a big
embossed photo album at the side of the CD playleich had obviously
been there some time, judging from the thin layetust on its cover.

‘A photo album; would you mind if | had a look?estisked quickly before
she lost her nerve.

'What?' It was clear he hadn't noticed it, and stibre clear he wasn't
pleased to see it there, judging from the frown—$wihidden—that
coloured his grey eyes stormy dark. ‘Not at atllitBness won. 'Janice must
have left it out some time; probably she was shgwilichael the regulation
baby snaps,' he said expressionlessly. 'She ids@ieputting an album
together when our parents decided to move—nostalgis most painful,’
he added somewhat heartlessly.



He had been a serious baby and a serious little Gatherine glanced
through the carefully arranged plastic sleeves esheart lurched and
thumped. And wickedly handsome even then. Janmkeld just the same,
and their parents seemed a jolly, smiling twosoofien laughing into the
camera along with Janice, while Keir stared stestijfanto the lens, his face
reflective.

And then she turned the page and there she w@stherine had known she
would be—Keir's wife, Marion, on what was obviousiieir wedding day.
She wasn't dressed in white, but in a chic pal& puit and tiny little hat
complete with veil that sat on top of her glossykdaair like the icing on a
cake. Her face was lovely, wide-eyed and heartethagnd her body was
model-thin, her slimness accentuated by her coraditi height which was
just a couple of inches shorter than Keir's.

So he liked his women tall and dark, did he? Cateethought painfully.
The very antithesis to her, in fact.

"This is your wife?' She had to say something. \Bag burningly aware of
his sombre gaze on her face as she looked at tbegraphs, and the
moment had become charged with tension. It mugthiaor when he was
reminded of all he had lost like this, she thougi¢tchedly. She really
shouldn't have instigated the situation, but it vomslate now.

'Yes, that's Marion,' he said quietly, moving frbm seat on the sofa to sit
down beside her on the carpet, looking over heulsleo at the album she
had placed on the coffee table.

It wasn't a move she would have suggested. Thesewiere, looking at a
photograph of his dead wife on what must have likerhappiest day of
their lives, a day that had promised a long futoegether which had been
snatched away by the cruel hand of fate. And, itre 5 the tragedy of it all,

all she could think about was how good he smell; tlose he was...

‘That photo was taken on our wedding day, of cquise said softly,
reaching out and flicking over the page. His breedls warm on the back of
her neck, his torso touching hers briefly as hatléarward, and she felt a
tight congestion in the pit of her stomach that pasitively painful. 'This is



Janice and Michael—he was my best man. You haseaftt him yet, have
you?' he continued quietly.

'No." She was having difficulty in seeing him nail;her senses were tuned
into the warm, tough, male body behind hers, aritling else seemed real.
She forced herself to concentrate on the photogodpteir and his bride,
with Janice and Michael at either side of the hapmyple. 'He looks very
nice," she managed fairly naturally as her eyek toéhe somewhat small,
chunky man smiling into the camera.

'He is.' Keir shifted slightly and she tensed, titnat hard frame didn't touch
hers. 'But what's even better is that he understaghice through and
through, and manages to curb her excess of engmisidnen appropriate,’
he said with dry, brotherly satisfaction. 'Her heates her head most of the
time.'

'Does it?' She couldn't tear her eyes away frontatiheslegant figure in pale
pink.

'‘But she was a tower of strength for Marion,' heticwed softly, almost as
though he could see where her gaze was directed.

'So you were only married for a short time...?'
‘Twelve months.’
Twelve monthsTwelve monthsPiowever had he coped?

'‘But we had known each other for some time befoat tMarion... Marion

decided to leave college and marry me instead alifgjuing; she felt being

my receptionist was the next best thing to beingtaherself." She couldn't
quite place the note in his voice, and would hawergthe world at that
moment to see his face.

'She must have loved you very much," Catherine gaieltly, keeping all
expression out of her voice by a superhuman efféfie had started this
particular ball rolling, she thought numbly; it wéshis fault it hurt so much.



'Yes, "she did.' His arm reached over her againsind the aloum with a
little snap, and for a moment there was absolulleests in the room. She
didn't dare move; she felt almost as though somgtimomentous was about
to happen, ridiculous though that was. But wherhm next second the
telephone rang shrilly in a corner of the room thegappointment was
shattering.

'Excuse me." As he stood up one hard thigh brualgathst hgr shoulder,
and the brief contact was electrifying.

The call signified an emergency at one of the faramsl Keir left within
minutes after apologising about leaving her withwWashing up.

'‘No problem.' She smiled at him quickly. It washlie problem would have
been both of them squeezing into the small kitcresh sharing such a cosy
domestic chore.

Once she was alone she cleared the debris oflihe tvashed and dried the
dishes and restored the small kitchen to gleamridgrpand, after pouring

herself another cup of coffee from the percolateirkad switched on, she
walked through to the lounge again.

The photograph album suddenly seemed to have beanrastity in itself,
pulsing gently in the corner of the room as herseyere drawn to it.

It would do no good to open it again, she told eéfrmly. No good at all.
She didn't want to gaze at his wife again, look itliat lovely face and try
and decide what it was about this particular wothanh had captivated Keir
enough to ask her to spend the rest of her lifa Wi, to wonder how he
had felt when Marion had been snatched from him.

She had no right to go poking about in his homenayy, and he had made it
clear, by that abrupt closing of the album, thahhdn't liked her curiosity.

She was here as a temporary guest, and only becausenstances had
thrust her on him and he had felt obliged to h&pdut. It wouldn't be right

to take advantage of that.

She opened the album.



It was nearly an hour later before she closedatragnd walked through to
her room, her heart as heavy as lead and her d¢ackrs.

She wished she hadn't come héiee thought was savage and strong, and
she stood for a long time at the window, looking ouo the darkness
beyond before pulling the curtains and getting yefad bed, only to lie in
the warm blackness for what seemed like hours asnived churned and
spun.

It was stupid—shewas stupid—to think she could find her mother radié
this time. She obviously hadn't wanted to be fouthére had been no
contact in twenty-

one years after all. She was the proverbial neiedée haystack. The best
thing Catherine could do was pack her bags tomoeoavieave Yorkshire
at once, make the new-start she had promised héfkele was nothing for
her here—nothing—and she didn't want there to e aslided fiercely.

Yes, she would leave tomorrow. She .curled intiglat tittle ball under the
covers, willing the hot tears that were stinging bfack of her eyeballs not to
fall. Her mother didn't want her? Well, she didwént her either. She didn't
want or need anyone; she could survive on her dla.ache in her chest
worsened, becoming a physical pain, and her pil@as damp when at last
she drifted into a troubled, restless slumber d@ithightmarish images and
jangled, elusive half-dreams.

It was two weeks later, and Catherine was' stillYiorkshire. She had

awoken the morning after the dinner with Keir detiered to tell him she

was leaving, but somehow the day had come and gymhéhere hadn't been
a right moment, and then the following days hatlestinto a pattern all of

their own almost without her being aware of it.

She rose early every morning, only leaving her redren she heard Keir go
downstairs to the surgery. And, after a hasty Heesstkshe fixed herself a
light packed lunch that included a large bottlenaiter in her knapsack,
rounded up the dogs, and left for the hills.



And so it was that the seven of them spent warmmyday after day in the
pure Yorkshire air, usually without seeing anotheng soul, exploring
wooded valleys, shallow, crystal-clear rivers, yistented moorland and the
odd beautiful monastic ruin that Catherine stumioegl in her wanderings.

The dogs were wonderful companions, and were sada devoted to this

new friend who had obviously been sent from dogepMen as a ministering
angel completely in tune with their needs, frommogg the countryside

each day to snacks of biscuits and chocolate wineopportunity arose, as
it did fairly frequently.

And gradually, imperceptibly, as her clear, sofinstook on the golden,
honey-toned hue of long hours spent in the hot Ben,mind and body
began to relax, enabling her to sleep deeply dttragd wake refreshed and
rested each morning.

After that second evening Janice had finished tgktrshift and was now
back on days, so dinner was a threesome—somethatgCatherine was
inordinately thankful for. She normally escaped&r room fairly quickly
after the meal, pleading, quite truthfully, exhaurst

Not that Keir seemed to notice if she was theraair It had rankled at
first—the distant, almost cold way he had of tmegither since that night
they had looked at the photograph album togethet-sha had come to
terms with it now; she'd had to. She had wantedtbikeep out of her way,
she'd told herself over and over again in the emgsdays, so she couldn't
very well take umbrage when he did just that, calid? He was a busy
man, and more so at the moment as he was waitinggmew assistant—a
local lad who had been away at veterinary collagenbw needed a job—to
arrive.

No, she really couldn't complain. But it was jusatt—ridiculous though it
sounded when she tried to identify the feeling grgiped her—the flat, the
village, even the countryside seemedtteatheKeir. She never really felt as
though she could get away from him. He was conigtamther thoughts,
popping in at any odd moment she didn't guard hadpand then staying
tenaciously there, obstinately resisting all hégrapts to cast him aside. It



was more than a little disturbing—and distractingid-&onsequently she
hadn't followed through on any further enquiriesther real mission here.

But she had to nerve herself to set the ball rgllin

She knew the success of her quest would be purelyndto her
determination, and so, one morning, when she had be Towerby just
over two weeks, she found herself opening the dbtre village shop with
tentative fingers.

'Hello there, lass. Another grand day again, isn&h?' The little old lady
behind the ancient counter, who resembled a smatid robin as much as
anything, smiled at her cheerfully. 'You're the yguass who's staying with
the veterinary, aren't you?' She bobbed her heddflatiened down her
apron like a bird smoothing its feathers.

'Yes, Keir and Janice.' Janice had already toldHagher arrival in the small
community would have been noted and discussed daacene. 'I'm here on
holiday for a week or two.'

‘That's right, lass. Well, you enjoy yourself. Niatilike good Yorkshire air
for putting roses in your cheeks.'

She was treated to another beaming smile beforgtteevoman continued
to slice a joint of fresh home- cured ham, a hilléed box of groceries at her
elbow indicating she was completing an order fansone.

Catherine wandered to the back of the shop, glgnadly at the

well-stocked shelves. It was like stepping backinme here, she thought
wonderingly as she took note of the old-fashioregelit and big wooden
counter complete with a large, archaic till. She geown up in London with
supermarkets and high-rise flats at every cornehuadred different
take-aways within reach at any one point—even te abrner shop that
remained in the metropolis was streamlined and lbyn sharp-eyed
businessmen.

But here, with the delicious smell of ham and brpadneating the shop,
and a glass cabinet displaying cheeses, cold naadslittle pots of



home-made pickles, she could hardly believe she iwahe twentieth
century.

She reached for a bar of chocolate and walked twattie counter, deciding
she would stock up the fridge in the flat with sdmaen and cheese and salad
stuff before she went for her walk today. Keir wanit let her pay anything
for her board and lodging, although she had alrel@dyded she would leave
a healthy cash thank-you when she Mfhen she lefShe thrust the sudden,
sick feeling aside and made her requests knownetdittle shopkeeper.

'It's lovely round here, isn't it?" She wonderedvhghe could bring the
conversation round to the real point of her viSithe scenery is quite
magnificent.’

'‘Aye, it is that, lass, although it's the samesitaty,’ the small woman said
cheerfully. "Them's that are born and bred herdlsz=ether side of things.
The winters are hard; we're snowed in for weekedtssuts in the worst of
it.'

'‘Are you?' Catherine saw her opportunity and taokBut you still get
people moving here, so | guess it doesn't put everyoff. | seem to
remember my parents saying someone they knew ntouéd very village
some years ago.'

'Oh, aye? When was that, then?' The little shopdeept the pound of ham
she had sliced into a greaseproof bag and readretthd slab of creamy
white cheese Catherine had selected, cutting arighimg a generous
portion on the gleaming old scales.

'‘About..." Catherine licked suddenly dry lips anohed for nonchalance.
'‘About twenty, twenty-one years ago, | think; sommgg like that. Her name
was Anna.’'

'‘Anna?’ There was a quick shake of the bird-likedhe

'Well, I've been here all me life, lass, and | doemember no Anna. The
only Anna | know is Mrs Brown's little 'un, and &héve.'



'l think it was Anna; Anna Mitchell," Catherine daiarefully.

'Well, you could be right, lass; there's some shaime and gone who | don't
remember too clearly. Perhaps she didn't stay IadhgZzmall woman said
brightly. 'Not all of 'em do."

'‘No, I don't suppose they do.' Catherine openedioeith to say more, but in
the next second the door was jangling open agalragroung woman with
two small and very active toddlers entered, shapjist in hand, and the
moment was gone.

Once in the street again, her packages in twoerdoags, she stood for a
moment or two lost in thought, and then almost jathput of her skin as a
deep voice behind her said, 'You look weighed da®atherine; can | help?"

'Keir!" Her heart was still thudding painfully sexts later. "You're supposed
to be at Major Gregson's place.'

'l was." He grimaced ruefully. 'Earning myself astyakick between my
shoulderblades from a less than grateful patiemat Big stallion of his is a
bad-tempered brute at the best of times, and megew a gash on his hind
guarters didn't appeal for some reason. | went foora end of the damn
stable to the other.’

‘The horse kicked you?' She was horrified, antlotnged. '‘But it must have
hurt!

'‘Somewhat," he murmured drily. 'The more so bectusetablehand is a
girl, and the relief of being able to express mgsdtisfaction vocally with

the animal was therefore denied me. Anyway, | thbug better pick up

serine of my tried and tested standby in this Sitma—" he indicated the
package in his hand that bore the local chemiatisen—before | continued
with the rest of the calls. I've learnt by expecelyou can't apply the stuff
too soon.’

'What is it?"



'A special embrocation that's something of a witgtdr's brew, but works
like magic.' He took the carrier bags from her sisting fingers. 'You're
going home with this lot?"

'I'm going back to the fiat.' If he noticed theidetate clarification he didn't
comment, merely walking her over to the Land R@aaked at the side of
the road and opening the passenger door, takimgtice of her protestation
that she could walk.

"You're going home, I'm going home," he said smgaihce he was inside
the vehicle and she still continued to object. Yka

It wasn't. He was too big, too close and too...rghéng, she thought
weakly, but she could hardly say so. 'Fine.' Stgglad brightly, and thought
she saw the hard mouth curve slightly, but he saithing, starting the
engine and driving the few hundred yards backecstirgery without further
comment.

They entered the house from the long rear gardeormsal, but once in the
hall Sandra was there as though by magic, big geses taking in the
carrier bags Keir was holding and Catherine's tdstace. She homed in on
him like an anxious mother with a wayward child tli&aine thought with
dark amusement, but there was nothing maternamai@'s feelings for her
handsome boss; she would dare bet her life on that.

'‘Back so soon?' Sandra's voice was a little toopsaiad brittle—a fact the
beautiful blonde must have picked up herself, beedle tone was blander
when she added, 'Anything wrong?'

'‘No." Keir didn't pause as he rounded the cornghdnd on Catherine's arm,
and began to mount the stairs. 'lI've been to Gregismcidentally, but the
rest will have to wait a while. I'm leaving agaim half an hour or so; if
anyone calls in the meantime take a message antguthe list of calls if
they can't make a surgery visit. I'll check withuylmefore 1 go.’'

'Right." Sandra obviously wanted to say more but gave her no chance,
opening the front door of the flat as he finishgeaking and ushering
Catherine through before shutting it firmly behimch.



She saw him wince as. he lifted the carrier ba¢s the breakfast bar for her
to unpack, and the thought that had been bothehieg since their
conversation—namely how he was going to reach tiuellm of Ms back
without assistance—intensified. If it had been argyoelse—anyone
else—she would have offered to help, but Keir... Whyildno't the horse
have kicked him on the leg? she thought unsympatiigt Or his arm, his
chest? Anywhere but the most unreachable partscditratomy!

Oh, for goodness' sake! The flood of self-disguas$ wot. She was sure this
small, simple gesture of help wasn't beyond hgre@ally in view of all he
had done for her. She was acting like the wordt&gprude, and it wasn't
like her. He probably wouldn't accept the offeshie made it anyway.

He did, with an alacrity that gave her no chancehi@nge her mind.

'It doesn't smell too bad.' He walked through ®ltunge, Catherine trailing
awkwardly behind him, and placed the bottle ontttide before beginning
to undo the buttons of his shirt.

Oh, help, he was taking his clothes ®ffit his clothes, the other part of her
mind answered soothingly, just his shirt. Just $iért? Her breathing
quickened as he shrugged the material off very wind¢e shoulders, the
strong muscles in his neck and arms and his haiighrened chest causing
her to acknowledge that just his shirt was more #@ough.

'Right." Her voice was squeaky in spite of her méf@o sound businesslike
and controlled, and she struggled with the camefliottle for humiliating
seconds before he reached across and took it tn@raefeak fingers.

‘Allow me."' There was a smoky amusement in the degge that brought
her eyes sharply to his face, but he stared badkeratinnocently as he
handed back the opened bottle, his face suspigidleshk.

‘Thank you.' She aimed for dignity, sternly refigsto blush. 'Now where,
exactly...?'

'Here." He turned, the movement causing musclespfde across his
smooth, tanned back. But it wasn't his body thatsed her to catch her



breath this time, but the severe bruising—alreatasty deep blue at the
centre which was two inches wide—that covered thwlev area from
shoulderblade to shoulderblade, and was swolleraagdy.

'Oh, Keir." Her voice was faint but so shocked, tbemed again, the
self-deprecatory smile at her reaction to his yjiading as he saw the real
horror in her eyes.

'Hey, it's not as bad as it looks—if it looks ad laa | think it does from your
face." He was aiming for lightness, but for the Idf her she couldn't
respond.

"You could have been killed—if he'd kicked your tiea
'He didn't."' His voice was very soft.

"You ought to see a doctor—'

'No way.' That was adamant enough.

Quite when in the conversation the bombshell hitdhe wasn't sure—even
afterwards, when she dissected every word and atitim of their
voices—but suddenly she knew, without a doubt,ré@son she had been
avoiding Keir from almost the first moment they hadt. She had sensed
that here was a man she could fall in love withd.ahe was more than
halfway there.

'‘Catherine, I'm all right, really,’ he said gentlge- gently that she
immediately suspected he knew her shameful sentetvas embarrassed
by it. He must have women throwing themselves at &ll the time, she
thought wretchedly. Sandra for one, and Janicehitaéd there were more
who would like to comfort him in his widowed state.

Well, he might take a bit of comfort—most men wqughe admitted
honestly—but it wouldn't mean anything to him bey@nbrief, pleasurable
interlude. She had seen that his work was hisnde/; he was almost
ruthless about his commitment to the practice, l@dlearly didn't have
time for any emotional involvement even if he wahite—which he didn't.



'‘Catherine?' He reached out to touch her but shedso sharply his mouth
tightened, his arm falling back to his side. 'l ag&t Janice to put the
ointment on later if you like," he said quietlyelBg a nurse, she's used to far
worse than this.’

'No, no, I'm fine." Control, Catherine, controlediold herself grimly; it's all
in the mind. 'l just wasn't expecting it to.be soes that's all.’

'He's got a powerful body," Keir said flatly astbened again.

He's not the only one. Catherine's stomach clenbbedhe poured a small
amount of the pale green creamy liquid onto hedreard took a deep breath
as her legs trembled. Oh, he was gorgeous, shghhwith a kind of numb”
painfulness as she tentatively stroked the emhotaver the hard-planed
contours of his back, standing on tiptoe to doHs. skin felt warm and
silky- smooth under her fingers, his flesh browd aitbrant and alive, with a
fresh, lemony smell that was quickly obscured tgyfdint medical odour of
the ointment.

She was unprepared for the rush of sensation dpddaed within her, and

eternally grateful he couldn't see her face. _Hards moved slowly over
the surface of his skin, her touch gentle and nnythespecially on the heart
of the bruising, and she was shamefully awarettbd iremors of pleasure at
the feel of his body beneath her fingers.

Unlike some naturally hairy men Keir's back wasmagoth as his chest was
hairy, his muscled shoulders wide and firm with @otunce of superfluous
flesh to be seen. He leant forward slightly as slwked, his arms
outstretched and his hands resting on the edgkeofable, his head bent
downwards.

She wanted to ask him if she was hurting him betdiin't trust her voice.
She had never dreamt in her wildest dreams thatetleof a man's body
could be so erotic, so primitively sexy; she wasery real danger of losing
control.

And Marion had beemarriedto him. The thought was piercingly painful.
They had worked together, eaten togettséept together, done all the



hundred and one intimate little things that madenagried life. Had she
known how very lucky she was? Catherine thoughtldymand then felt
quite shattered that she could think such a thbmguaa woman who had
died so tragically young.

'Is that enough?’ She forced the words througHigsy but even to herself
she sounded feeble.

"Would you mind doing the area on my backbonetle imhore?’

His voice was strange, husky, but then he was umnaomfortable position,
Catherine thought shakily, dutifully pouring alétmore creamy liquid onto
one palm. And his back must be aching like mad.

There was something aching, but it wasn't Keir'skbal'he shy and
tormentingly erotic caress of Catherine's nervoassage was responsible
for a tide of passion that was causing his bloodu@e through his veins
like fire, his arousal hot and hard and his bremthiagged. What was the
matter with him? he asked himself now. He wasniaaochist by nature, so
why the hell was he prolonging this suffocatinghyegt torture?

'Does...does this sort of thing happen often?’ I&iteto say something to
break the lascivious nature of her thoughts.

'What?' His voice was startled, and then she figit take a deep breath
before he said,, 'Oh, the stallion, you mean? N pften.’

'l still think you should see a doctor.’

'l don't want to see a doctor, Catherine,' he gaidtly as she took a step
backwards and began to screw the top on the bbl#iélexed his powerful
shoulders as he spoke, turning to look at her nattiowed grey eyes for a
moment before he added, 'Thank you; that's helped.’

'‘Good." She would die if he guessed anything— shiiyp to nothing and
disappear, she thought wildly. But unfortunatelspexially in view of the
way she felt, her legs had no strength to move haneyes were hopelessly
riveted on the alien hairiness of his naked cHegisé didn't want to act like



the naive young schoolgirl he had first accusedhbeing; she just couldn't
help it.

She knew he was going to kiss her a moment befbkeht his head—well,
she had all but begged him to, hadn't she? shgedveerself painfully. But
although the sensible thing would have been to nasegy, to turn her head,
anythingto preserve the last remnants of her dignity nheuth was waiting

for him and her eyes already beginning to closeigips touched hers.

The kiss was hard and sweet, hungry, and as hedphélr roughly against
him she could feel his heart slamming against g svall of his chest, his
maleness overwhelming. He moulded her softnesssigéie primitive
thrust of his body, his powerful arms crushing iméo him as though he
would envelop her, eat her up. And along with aedhof panic at the
hitherto unknown force of his blatant arousal wdeice, eager exultation
that he wanted her—badly.

‘Catherine, Catherine..." He covered her face mmibg little kisses, each
one like hot, sweet honey, before taking her magthin in a deep, long kiss
that made her want more. She found herself stimto him, her hands
clinging to his naked shoulders and her feet almfighe ground as he held
her close.

And then they both heard it—the frantic ringingloé doorbell, followed by
loud voices, distraught wails by what was obvioualychild, and then
Sandra's feet flying up the stairs to the flat.

Catherine had jerked herself free at the first rihg strident note cutting
into her tumultuous emotion, and Keir was alreatdtha door, shirt on but
unbuttoned, when Sandra knocked.

‘There's been an accident.’ As Keir opened the 8andra blinked rapidly,
but continued speaking with a composure Cathemnnesd. ‘A car mounted
the pavement in front of Sarah Matthews and lifiddy. Toby's okay—he
was in the pushchair—but the car took the leadaobuBarah's hands and
Bingo went under the front wheels—



Catherine didn't hear any more as the door bangetiad two pairs of
footsteps hurried down to the surgery, where, withifew minutes, the
walls stopped and all was deathly quiet.



CHAPTER SIX

IT was a full half hour before Catherine could pull hérseagether

sufficiently to venture downstairs, and then shenfib the front door was
locked and Sandra was obviously assisting Keirha @perating theatre.
There was no sign of the said Sarah Matthews dtid TToby, so she
assumed Keir had sent them home to await furthes oa their pet.

She couldn't have described how she felt to anyPaet of her was raw
inside at the terrifying realisation she had falilehove with someone who
was as far out of her orbit as the man in the mé&eir. was the sort of man
who only happened once in a lifetime, and if sltoegaised the fact it was a
sure-fire certainty the rest of the female popalatilid too. Females like
Sandra— beautiful, self-assured, with no skeletorthe cupboard and no
hang-ups to cripple any emotional relationships.

Add to that the fact that he had been married a&oently widowed—a
devastating blow for any man— and the last thingvbeld be looking for
was serious involvement after such a tragic, sgdime.

He had a career that was much more than that te-itiftWwas a way of life,
an integral part of him, a foundation that evendkeath of his wife hadn't
rocked, something rewarding and substantial. Soy..vad such a man
looked at her twice? There was only one answer-wsiseavailable, and she
had thrown herself at him.

She stood in the hall, shutting her eyes tightly eélenching her fists against
the red-hot shame that covered her skin in a waushfand sat in her
stomach like a great, heavy stone.

What must he think of her? She opened her eyeklguas though the
thought were going to conjure him up out of thin &he didn't really want
to know the answer to that one, did she? she thougih scathing
self-disgust. He would think what any other man ldothink in the
circumstances—that she was into casual relatioeship good time,
whatever. He wasn't to know that he had hit hex &lkon of bricks, that she
had never felt this way before and couldn't imagloeg so again.



To him the facts alone would speak for themsel8&e hadn't even known
him three full weeks and yet she had allowed— WeNasn't so much what
she had allowed, she corrected herself miserabbthiNg had actually

happened of any earth-shattering importance, biytmecause poor Sarah
Matthews' little Bingo had been run over. Otherwisghe cupped her hot
cheeks in her hands. Otherwise things might weleHzad a very different
conclusion...

She had to get away and think. She rounded upé¢lasgd dogs—who knew
the routine by now and stood obediently waitingtfa requisite collars and
leads to be put on—and left quickly, without evérpping to fix herself a

packed lunch. She could buy some chocolate or $onggtshe told herself

as she hurried down the garden and let herselhandager cohorts through
the gate, and a packet of biscuits for the dogse. @tin't feel like eating

anyway; she felt sick to the heart of her.

However, a day spent in touch with nature and #eceful solitude of the
rolling countryside restored her equanimity suéidly for her to be able to
tell herself that she had blown the incident wigikout of all proportion as
she walked homewards in the quiet of the balmy iexgen

Nothing had happened, she told herself firmly aselyes were drawn up to
the row of houses on their incline above the maiees of the village, and
nothing was going to. This feeling that gripped-héer mind balked at the
word ‘love’ now—would diminish once she left Yorkeh The last few

months since she had found out the truth aboubbkginnings had been
devastatingly painful, confusing, and that was uadtgg her thoughts and
emotions; that was all it was. That was all sheldiallow it to be.

Nevertheless, by the time she let herself intdothek of the house her heart
was thudding wildly and she felt weak with a mixuf apprehension,
excitement and panic.

‘Catherine..." Keir was just leaving the recovexym as she stepped into the
corridor, and she felt light-headed—dizzy, almost-tha sight of him. 'Are
you all right?' he asked softly.



'Fine.' She forced a bright, brittle smile, keepigg voice expressionless as
she asked, 'How's Bingo?"

'‘Bingo?' He stared at her blankly for a moment tee&aying, '‘Oh, Bingo;
he'll pull through. Fortunately the car wheels rmagsdis body and just
caught one of his back legs, but the break iso's&rious and he's a young
dog. It was shock and loss of blood from being deathat was the initial
problem, but that's under control now. Catherinéte'paused and took a
deep breath. 'About what happened earlier...’

'I'd prefer to forget it." It was the tack she liggided to take as she replayed
the incident over and over in her mind earlier thayt, deciding the only way
she could come out of this with any dignity atvadls to be cool, calm and
composed. The main thing to let him know was tleatvas off the hook, that
she understood without a word being said exactly thongs stood.

She had thrown herself at him and he had momepntadponded as any
red-blooded male would have done, especially one el been used to an
active sex life that had abruptly stopped eighteemths ago. She couldn't
blame him, but she couldn't let him continue takhihat a light affair, a
brief dalliance, was what she wanted either.

He would expect her to go cheerfully when her ralidvas ended, no
strings attached on either side, but this...feefhg had for him wouldn't
allow that if she got close. So she didn't getetes fact she took a great
big hefty step backwards.

'Forget it?' His eyes narrowed as his mouth hadieféhat exactly does
that mean?'

‘Just what | said.' The brightness of the smilensified until she felt her
face would crack, and the light airiness of heetaould have done credit to
any acting school. 'lt was nothing, after all; vagtbknow that. And I'd hate
anything to spoil the friendship | have with yowdalanice.' A nice touch, a
caustic little voice in her head whispered malisiguThat should settle the
matter. 'I'm so grateful for you taking me in wHereeded help—'



‘Grateful?' His face had whitened, and now his fmovds a grim line in the
taut skin. 'You mean you were being grateful?'sied incredulously. "You
thought | was asking for some sort of paymentitinogning?'

She opened her mouth to deny the outrageous camtlosr words had led
him to, but he gave her no chance to speak, swgnmginnd on his heel and
walking ahead of her past the other doors andtidall at the end of the
passageway, the dogs surging round him as he walked

'Keir, please, listen—'

'l think we've both said enough tonight.' His voreas icy, his face more so,
and her sense of desperation increased when Sapgeared from the
reception area like a beautiful genie out of aleott

'l thought | heard voices." That seemed to be harksline, Catherine
thought painfully. 'Mrs Matthews is on the telepbpKeir; could you speak
to her?' the other girl asked sweetly.

'Sure." Keir glanced at Catherine, his eyes stonyald. 'Feed the dogs,
would you? It might appease those feelings of tydédi a bit.'

'Certainly." She didn't betray, by her voice or reggion, how deeply the
sarcasm had cut her, acting as though she had tiaéevords completely at
face value and as though everything were finetake them through—

'I've already got their meals prepared, actudigridra smiled at Keir as she
interrupted Catherine. 'l was waiting for Catherindoring them back, but
everything's ready.".

'‘Good girl." He didn't look at Catherine again, kiad through the door into
Reception and banging it shut behind him.

'l see to the feeding of the animaist that?'

Catherine was still staring at the shut door, lerses stunned, and for a
moment the import of the softly hissed words didedfister.



'‘What...?'

‘The dogs.' Sandra made no effort to hide the litgsti her voice and face,
the sea-green gaze lethal. 'l see to all thatdfithengs. Keir's far too busy as
it is, as anyone with eyes to see would know. Wetdeeed someone else
coming in and upsetting the routine.’

‘Sandrahe askedmeto feed them, not the other way round," Cathesaid
bewilderedly, taken aback by the sudden attackd 'Acan assure you the
last thing | want to do is upset your routine. dshl imagine Keir was trying
to save you time.' She could hardly explain thntrilYou always seem to be
rushed off your feet.'

'l don't mind that." The green gaze didn't mellawi@a. 'lt's my job—my
job," Sandra added aggressively.

'l know.' Catherine tried very hard to keep codl aalm, but it wasn't easy.
‘Just as long as you do. This is a working pracho¢ a holiday home.'

'‘Now look, Sandra, it was Keir's idea | stay hened while, not mine—ask
him if you don't believe me," Catherine said stiffbhe was all for keeping
the peace, but enough was enough. 'And considemngut for most of the
day | hardly think my presence is an intrusion if® smooth running of the
practice." She raised her chin slightly as she spoleeting the other girl's
hard gaze head-on.

Sandra stared at her for a full thirty seconds euittspeaking, her green eyes
slanted and calculating and her mouth pursed wdkeljp concealed
contempt, before she flounced round, calling thgsdato the kitchen in a
hard, sharp voice that made their headlong dasHolmd a little more
tentative than normal. As the last one disappetmemigh the door it was
slammed shut with such force that a framed printlenwall in the hall
rattled before shuddering back into place.

That was all she needed. Catherine stared at tsealdoor for a few
moments before turning and climbing the stairsh®e fiat, her stomach
churning at the sudden confrontation. If she dintw better she would



think Sandra had some claim on Keir, from the wag acted. There had
been something in the other girl's face that wanbé&yond the actual words
voiced. But did she know better? The thought hitdetween the eyes, and
she fumbled with the key before opening the dodh wihaking fingers.

'Hi there." Janice was just entering the kitche@atherine stepped into the
hall, the fact that she was still in uniform eviderthat she hadn't been home
long. 'I'm just going to have a coffee—fancy one?'

‘Thank you.' If ever she'd needed a dose of caffiiwas now.

As Catherine followed her into the kitchen Janig@éd and smiled sunnily.
'Keir told you the good news yet?' she- asked byrisk

'‘Good news?'

Catherine's voice was wary, but Janice didn't apjgeaotice as she poured
two cups of coffee and handed one to Catherineréefontinuing, 'About
Martin, the new assistant. He can start tomorrowdiega than
expected—which should take some of the workload Kdéir, thank
goodness. The practice is too big now for one mawope. Being a local lad,
Martin knows everyone too, and having just qualitee’ll be all bright-eyed
and bushy-tailed!" She grinned at Catherine aspbke.

'Eager to prove himself, you know? You'll like Marthe was always
something of a comic, and | don't suppose he'sggtamuch—got worse if
anything, | expect. Sandra had her eye on himapoimt, but then—' Keir's
sister stopped abruptly and turned a little pink.

'‘But then?' Catherine asked quietly, trying to kifepburning Curiosity that
had flooded her system out of her voice.

'Well, | shouldn't say really—it sounds dead biteHyut..." Janice paused
uncomfortably and then rushed on. 'Oh, I'm not geanbe hypocritical, and
it's what | think. Sandra was all over Martin uiiarion died, and then she
dropped him like a hot brick once she thought Keis in the running again.
She's always liked him and made no secret of ttie fen sure that's' why



she wormed her way in here as receptionist. Slo¢'d lrilliantly paid job in
Compton, and Keir can't pay her half what she veasieg there.

'‘Anyway, that's what | think," Janice said againviously flustered, 'but |
could be wrong, of course.’

Oh, no, she wasn't wrong. Catherine's face wagtittul as she began to
prepare the dinner after encouraging Janice to shand change. And how
did Keir feel about the beautiful blonde? she askedelf flatly, her heart
thudding. But then he'd given her the job, hade? Burely that spoke for
itself?

Dinner was a painful affair despite Janice's bulgogsence. Keir was icily
polite, his manner one she hadn't seen before amahwas overpoweringly
intimidating, making it a herculean feat to swallewery mouthful of food.
Eventually Keir's grim face and forbidding presesabdued even Janice,
and, although Catherine was aware of her seardjlamgce on their faces
and the puzzlement she couldn't quite hide, Ksist®er was too well bred to

pry.

Everything in Catherine wanted to fling herselfkeir's hard, broad chest
and hold him while she explained the truth—thahhd misunderstood her
words earlier, that her feeling for him was tyingrhup in knots, and

emphasising that she couldn't bear to be a ship#ssed in the night, that
she wasn't someone who went in for brief, physaétdirs. But perhaps it

was better this way, with this wall between themalstrange sort of way it
was protecting her against herself.

All day she had tried to convince herself that wdted felt for Keir was mere
infatuation. She was particularly vulnerable at thement, she had told
herself time and time again as she'd tramped tl&e Her physical illness
followed so sharply by the searing revelations albew birth had made her
raw and bruised, open to all sorts of strange netand ideas. It was natural
she would search for love—her emotions were samsitisusceptible; she
desperately needed an anchor.



But it wasn't that, she realised now. She forcedrdthe last mouthful with
a feeling of relief that the dreadful torture ofitig to appear normal could
finish, and she could escape to her room. She djsite shevishedit were
that simple, but the bald truth was, the more st dot to know this big,
dark, capable man, the more she had discoveregistbonove about him.

Right from that first meeting he had disturbed mea way she couldn't
explain to herself—or perhaps wouldn't admit, sheexted painfully. If
she had found him to be brutal, cruel, cold, walid still feel the same? she
asked herself now. But if he had been like that teirtain something deep
inside wouldn't have responded with such interesityway. It was as if her
heart had immediately known him, and it was frigirg, unnerving,
without logical explanation.

First her mother, now this. What was happening ¢0?hWhy had it
happened? It wasn't fair... Her eyes were burniitly tears she didn't dare
let fall, her throat and chest tight with a despla@t gripped her heart like an
iron band. She was all alone, and perhaps thisclseaf hers was
self-destructive, but still the fundamental urge fiod her roots was
paramount. She didn't have the faintest shred pé ieat her mother would
want to be faced with the product of her teenagstake, but even that
searing knowledge couldn't deflect her from heippse.

She had to know, had seethe person she had come from—hear what she
had to say, make some sort of impression on her gévewas painful and
caustic for them both. It wasn't a decision borhadlogic or commonsense,
but a primevakine qua noriior her having any basis for a future life.

Oh, she was a mess. She gave a little unconsclmle ©0f her head at
herself which a pair of keen stone-grey eyes adhestable didn't miss. She
couldn't blame Keir, or anyone else, for wantingn@ie, uncomplicated
beauties like Sandra who were all sweetness amd fay the man they
adored. And Keir had had enough trauma of his awhis recent past to
steer clear of involvement and ties—

'If you wouldn't mind... ?' She came out of hernta$ thoughts to the
embarrassing realisation that Keir had been talkinger and she hadn't
heard a word.



'I'm sorry?' Her face was hot as she met the a@yl gaze.

'l asked if you would mind helping with one of tpatients,’ Keir said
calmly, with no inflexion in his voice and his fagepressionless. 'Janice has
been on her feet all day and she's bushed. Budwse if you've something
else to do she can—'

'No, no, of course I'll help.' She was just amdzeld asked her, considering
how grim and silent he had been all evening, améag clear from the look

on Janice's face that the brotherly consideratamhdurprised her. 'l told you

before, anything | can do to help. I'm only toogded—' She stopped
abruptly. She was gabbling again and it just wotildio.

‘To express your gratitude...? Quite.’

Her eyes shot to meet his, but she could read mgtini the hooded gaze
beyond a smooth blandness which in itself was siuispe

'Is it Bingo?' Keir opened the front door of thatfland allowed her to
precede him down the stairs, and she was vitallgravof the big figure
behind her before she reached the silent hall amdl to face him.

'No, itisn't Bingo.' His voice was quiet and detbg, slight huskiness which
was intrinsic in it causing a secret little shit@tremble down her spine.

'It's a little bitch | operated on this afternoonmergency case of severe
pyometritis, a bad infection in her womb. She's agtoung dog and her
heart isn't all it could be—added to which she haold experience as a
puppy with her first owners and consequently dadéika'men. Normally it's
not a problem, but in a case like this anxietyistrdss can labour the heart,
and she isn't too good yet. | won't require yohdadle her as such, merely
to talk to her and soothe her while | do what'sessary. Okay?"Fine." If he'd
caught the quiver in her voice she hoped he wossdime it was due to
apprehension at the forthcoming business with tige chther than the effect
his nearness was having on her fragile composure.

The little dog was sleepy but undeniably nervows, brown eyes wary as
they fixed on Keir's big frame. But once Catherlmegan a reassuring



dialogue, stroking the small head and bending ctoséer while Keir
silently checked her over, she seemed to relax.

Keir didn't speak until he had finished his mirasivns and fastened the
cage again, and then his voice was soft and catéoibd; she's doing better
than | expected. Her pulse is strong and she's aterethan I'd hoped for. If

we can keep the post-operative shock to a minimthimk she'll make it.'

'I'm glad.' Why, oh, why did her body persist imembering what it had felt
like to be held close to that flagrantly male, hkeine? she asked herself
desperately. There he was, as cool as a cucumbearsaformal and distant
as the man in the moon, while she was shakingdlijaly inside. '‘Can | do
anything else?' she asked stiffly as she forcesklfeto meet Keir's piercing
gaze.

'Is that a serious offer?'

It wasn't what he said, or even how he said it,thased her to become pink
and flustered. But, even though she told herselég her own reprehensible
imagination that conjured up the dark mockery géyes, it didn't help. The
trouble was, the heady aphrodisiac of power antleygass combined, along
with the clean, elusive scent of his aftershavetatal control of that strong
body and formidable intellect, had reduced heelly.j

'Of course, | told you, I'm—' She almost said 'ghalt’ and stopped herself
just in time. 'More than willing to help," she fshied weakly.

His handsome face was perfectly serious now asuheeyged her with
narrowed grey eyes, his arms crossed against b&lbrhest and his legs
slightly apart. It was a stance that did nothinger efforts to get her racing
heartbeat under control. 'And you don't think degalWith the animals would
distress you?' he asked softly. 'Unfortunately thmn't always pleased to
be under my tender loving care.’

Under his tender loving care. It took more deteation than she had
known she possessed to banish the picture thatldstted unbidden onto
the screen of her mind and reply fairly normallydon't like to think of



anything being in pain or confused and bewildelbed,| know it's in their
best interests to be here. You don't want to Hnemnt’

'‘But it's sometimes necessary to be cruel to be Kinwvas a flat statement of
fact, and she somehow felt he wasn't referringpéoainimals now. 'One has
to get to the bottom of the trouble, however pdjhfle said grimly.
'‘Anything else is weakness in the long run.’

'‘And you're never weak?' she asked feverishly,itaplp at him with great,
drowning eyes as he moved closer, unaware sheadwket to the wall until
she felt its hardness behind her back.

‘Not now, not in the things that matter. I've ldatime hard way—' He
stopped abruptly as she went to move away, botls aoming up to either
side of her shoulders to brace the wall, effecyitehpping her within his
hold, but without any part of him touching her.

'I've learnt the hard way it doesn't pay,' he curgd softly. 'Marion knew
there was something badly wrong months before s @ the doctor, but
she wouldn't face it. She had the idea that toodeauld make whatever it
was a concrete certainty. We can do that in whatarea of our fife we're
struggling in—work, health, our emotions. It's rurg away, Catherine,
plain and simple.'

'‘But not everything is black and white,' she prdshakily, vitally aware
of his male warmth, the sensual pull of the powlaerfuscled body and large
hands that could work with such skill and experiigeen needed, but were
now securing her as firmly as a rabbit in a sn&he moved restlessly, but
he didn't release her, leaning forward slightiynsobody was just an inch or
so away from hers, his head bent and so closestieatould see the tiny
black hairs of his beard breaking through the h@ashed line of his jaw.

‘Not everything, no,' he agreed softly. 'Was ityagratitude you felt when |
kissed you, Catherine?' he asked suddenly, notiegtart she gave as his
words registered. 'Or something more? Somethirgsplable, satisfying?'

'Don't...'



'Why? Why shouldn't | kiss you when we both wasbitmuch? It's the most
natural thing in the world to give and receive ple&; the animals know
that without ever having to be told.' Desire thioke his voice and sent
trickles of fire down her backbone.

'Keir—'

'l like it when you say my name.' His breath wasrwand sweet on her
face, and she felt almost faint as she lookedhmgeyes and saw her need
reflected in his. This Keir was so different frohetcool, controlled man of
daylight hours; this was the side of him Marion trhsve known night after
night as he transported her into the heavens...thtxeght hurt, but not
enough to give her the strength to push away.

'‘And you needn't be frightened of me; | don't wartturt you," he murmured
persuasively. 'Just relax into the moment, Catleerin

'l can't.’” But her voice was husky and tremblingd aquite without
conviction.

You can.' He just stroked her lips at first, hisia still at either side of her
shoulders and his body a breath away from her esdtnHis mouth was
warm and knowing, and she shuddered as the kiggeded, aware that his
arms were holding her now, crushing her against Hasdness as he
explored, almost leisurely, the hidden depths ofrheuth, slowly fuelling
and increasing her response to him until she veastiling helplessly in his
arms.

His lips moved to her closed eyelids, her cheeles, throat, one hand
holding her firmly against him as it splayed theaiof her back, and the
other caressing the honey-smooth silkiness of imergfore stroking down
the length of her torso, his sensual touch caulergbody to tighten and
swell with an alien warmth that was all sensation.

"You see?' His voice was deep and throaty. "Yowheeeit could be?’

Oh, yes, she saw all right, she thought franticabyshe caught at some
thread of reason to fight the desire that had tifvex fluid in his arms.



Perhaps if she had come from a happy, secure agakdjiand were here on
holiday as Keir thought, if she had no dark setirat could well cause a
miniature explosion in this quiet little communitfyshe hadn't fallen in love

with him—which would make it impossible to walk aywahen the fun was

finished—perhaps then she might have gone witffitkeand given fate her

hand whatever the consequences.

But there were far too many perhapses.

She jerked aside, the movement so sudden and fi¢ood him by surprise,
and she seized on his momentary disadvantage kygtanother step
backwards away from him, feeling safer once she auf arm's reach.
'Please, Keir, | just came down here to help you.’

She tried to speak calmly, as though her heartnitggeunding in her throat
so hard she felt it Would choke her, but her wfatee and over-bright eyes
spoke their own story to the man watching her eset.

You did—help me, that is," he drawled mockinghe tazy amusement in
his voice covering white-hot frustration. What wasbout him that she
found so threatening? he asked himself angrilyw@s it all men? She had
been there with him for a minute—he had felt istea it, damn it!

'This is Bingo.' He broke the unbearable tensioriuoging and indicating

one of the cages where a mournful-looking mongie Wing with one leg

stretched out in plaster. 'He'll be going home toow. And this is Mopsy;

most of her problems have been caused by an odgalgent owner who

persists in treating her as a human rather thaat ard feeding her all the
wrong things...'

He continued to talk about each occupant of thekatlined cages, his
manner easy and light, and Catherine found hessaiing at his profile as
anger was added to the pain and turmoil ragingimbheast. How dared he,
how daredhe be so nonchalant and unmoved when she was toemagpart
inside? Their embrace had clearly meant nothingite, had been just a
brief flirtation, an indulgence of a physical atttian that could obviously be
turned on and off like a tap as far as he was coecde



She found she was biting her lip so hard therethasalty taste of blood in
her mouth, and she quickly schooled her featutesalankness as he turned
to face her, her voice flat and even.

‘Janice tells me your new assistant is startingptoowv?' Two could play at
this game, she thought painfully. There was no aragarth she was going
to betray, by word or gesture, how much she wasrwurMartin?'

'‘And not a day too soon.' He indicated for herdavke the room as he
continued, 'Hopefully I might find time to pick \gpme sort of social life
again; | haven't had time to breathe the last feegks since the other guy
left.'

And | bet | can guess who will be first in linehelp you relax, she thought
tightly as Sandra's beautiful, feline face swanr ke screen of her mind.

‘All work and no play?' Her voice was too briglishe could hear it so could
he.

'Exactly.’ He was just behind her as she climbedsthirs to the flat, and she
had never been so conscious of her body, almasiiditng up the last few.
'Perhaps you might like to come out one night foreal?' he asked casually
as they reached the dusky landing and he openeatbtire’'We could catch a
film first, or go for a drive—see a little local loair?'

'l don't think so." Her smile was brittle as sheefh him. 'I'm normally
exhausted from a day exploring; all | want to dcewh get back is have a
hot bath and go to bed.’

'‘As you wish." The ice-man was back in an instdr#,distant formality he
did so well settling over him like a cloak and magkall expression, the
ardent lover of a few minutes before a million migavay. 'I'm sorry to have
delayed you tonight; it won't happen again.'

'Oh, | didn't mean...' But he had already passedfter shutting the front
door, walking into the lounge without botheringsee if she followed.



She stood irresolutely in the hall for endless sdsp and then walked
slowly to her room, shutting the door behind heryvguietly and then

falling onto the bed in a paroxysm of weeping thas quite silent, but none
the less agonising for it.



CHAPTER SEVEN

'So YOU'RE the mysterious Catherine I've been hearing ablout.very
pleased to meet you.'

Martin's introductory speech caused Catherine &wesat him intently,
seeking some veiled meaning behind his words, betgood-looking,
blond-crowned face was without guile as he grinaieglder, and she realised
it was just an opening line, nothing more.

'Hardly mysterious." She smiled back. 'I'm sure yget hundreds of
holidaymakers down here in the summer.’

'Perhaps, but they don't all look like you do.' BRg-blue eyes were frankly
appreciative. 'You've caused quite a little stiong the local lads,” he
continued, before Keir's cool voice interrupted hihe tone icy.

'If you're ready, Martin?' He indicated the do@dang to the reception area
and consulting rooms. 'There are some points kel 1o go over before
morning surgery.'

'Right.” Martin seemed quite unperturbed by his ndwoss's
high-handedness, but Catherine stiffened, her baciding. She had waited
in her room this morning, after rising early frontraubled, restless sleep
and watching a warm, pink-edged dawn banish thekldaadows of night,
until she heard Keir leave the flat and go dowmstai

She had thought her departure from the house wgaldnnoticed, but as
luck would have it Keir and Martin had appearedrfrthe recovery room
just as she'd reached the bottom of the stairsawtiew to rounding up the
dogs.

Her first impression of Martin had been somethifg surprise; he was
good-looking—very good-looking— with thick blondihand vivid blue
eyes, his broad physique and warm, easy manneniatudig attractive. But
he had hardly said two words before Keir had irdaed, she thought now,
almost as though she wasn't worth talking to. bustin't rankle but it
did—unbearably—and she had just determined to@angthing more when



the front door opened to reveal Sandra standintpenaperture, her right
hand and arm swathed in bandages, made all the mnobiceable by the
sleeveless dark blue dress she was wearing.

'Sandra?' Keir was immediately at her side althoGgltherine noticed
Martin hadn't moved. 'What on earth...?"

'l fell down the stairs at home." Keir was treated brave, winsome smile
before Sandra continued, 'Silly, | know, but | clatugy foot in a loose stair
rod. I'm afraid I've torn some ligaments and sosmnit will be a few days
before | can work as normal—'

"You mustn't work at all,’ Keir said firmly. "Younsuld never have come in.
Go home and rest; we'll manage here.’

'Oh, no, really, I'd prefer to be here." Sandra agad another valiant little
smile. 'l thought perhaps, if Catherine doesn'tdngme could work with me
for a day or two—do some of the typing and thedhifid find difficult. It
won't be for very long—' she turned to Catheringvmath a gentle little
appealing gesture as though Catherine had alreddged '—but it would
mean things could carry on more or less as noramal,this is such a busy
time for Keir.'

'Of course I'll help.' Catherine tried desperatelyonceal her amazement
that Sandra had suggested it in view of what haaspired the day before,
not to mention the other girl's seething antagorirem day one. 'I'd love to,
really.'Keir was frowning, his eyes narrowed. "@®&mo need. I-can call
Mrs Napier; she is always available to stand inSandra if necessary—'

'She's away on holiday at her sister's.’ Sandraisevsounded almost
satisfied, and again Catherine found herself shglithe other girl's face. If
she didn't know better she would have thought San@ntedher in the
surgery, but that was ridiculous. It was only laigtht she had been warned
off in no uncertain terms. 'And we're terribly buythe moment, Keir.'

He didn't want her, he clearly didn't want her,i@aine thought with a stab
of pain in her heart region. But it was the origioatch-22 scenario, and
other than being downright rude there was no retsoefuse her help.



'So, two new employees all in one day.' Martin'e@avas jolly, with the
sort of brightness that was meant to cover an awdkwéuation. 'Hello,
Sandra.' He moved in front of Catherine and noddele beautiful blonde.
"You're still working here, then?'

'As you can see.' Sandra smiled, but it was totaitihiout warmth, and it
dawned on Catherine that her helping Sandra wd#sa'tonly difficult
situation within these four walls. The other giddhthrown Martin over for
Keir, and surely Martin was aware of that? She &ltmoment's deep
sympathy for Keir's assistant, and wondered ifthlecared for the beautiful
young woman looking at him with such cool compos@tee hoped not; he
seemed too nice for the shallow blonde.

The next few days were strange, surreal, althowagheZine couldn't put her
finger on what was troubling her so much. Martirswaw a regular fixture

in the practice, and was already taking a loadeif's shoulders. He was
cheerful, understanding with both the patients it owners, and had a
wicked sense of humour that lightened Catherirgysnaore than once.

He treated Sandra with a friendly impartiality tehbwed no signs at all of a
romantic attachment, and which made the workingedesy, even pleasant.

Sandra, on her side, seemed all sweetness anddigloth men and, more
surprisingly, to Catherine. She was seemingly fuatéor Catherine's
assistance, and displayed none of the covert hgsthat had been
characteristic before her accident.

And yet... There was something. Catherine's bromkied as she walked
down the stairs to the surgery on her fourth maynihwasn't the fact that
Keir had clearly washed his hands of her, mucthashad to admit it hurt.
No, it was tied up with Sandra somehow, somethimgnacing, threatening
even—Ilike a disaster just waiting to happen.

Oh... She shrugged irritably as she reached tHe Wélat did it matter?
What did any of it matter? she asked herself iytteAll her careful
enquiries as to the whereabouts of a young womae called Mitchell had



proved fruitless, and Keir could hardly bear tokad her and obviously
wanted her gone at the first opportunity—what coBlthdra do to make
things worse?

She was to find out in the next ten minutes.

'Feeding time? I'm starving myself.' Catherine Wwasy preparing bowls of
special food for the patients in the recovery rdomm a list pinned in front
of her when Martin joined her in the surgery kiteheniffing appreciatively
at the five bowls of pungent-smelling food. '‘Goy af that stuff to spare?’

'‘Don't be revolting.' She laughed and pushed atwitimthe flat of her hand
as she wondered, for the umpteenth time, how shkl deel so easy and
relaxed with him, whereas Keir created a whole lbbslifferent emotions,
along with an ache of tense, churning excitemeattriever seemed to fade.
If this agony was love she never wanted to feehgain, she thought
painfully.

'‘Revolting?' He stretched his face in simulatedapigoval. 'How can
appreciation of good food be considered revoltilagike to know? It's easy
to see you've never been a struggling veterinanyestt eking out your last
two pennies,' he added with a sorrowful shake ®blond head.

‘Neither have you.' He had already told her higp&rhad more than amply
supported their only child through university arederinary college.

‘True. Perhaps | am revolting, then," he said langin. 'Why don't you
come out with me one night and find out? | bet—'

What he would have betted she never knew, becaugeinext instant a
cold, hard voice from the doorway interrupted theith all the softness of a
razor-sharp blade.

'Matrtin, Catherine, could you come through to mficef please?' Keir
asked grimly, his eyes sweeping over Catheringishfid face for one
heart-stopping moment before he turned and lesvéethrough Reception
and to the consulting rooms, beyond which the tinlgby-hole that housed
the large old-fashioned safe and Keir's desk st8bd.had never heard Keir



refer to the tiny room as an office, but then saé hever seen such chilling
coldness on his face either, she thought nervasslyer heart thundered in
her chest. Something had happened—something...awful

Martin was clearly of the same opinion, his silgntnace and surprised
raising of his eyebrows his only comment as thdlpwed Keir into the
small room where Sandra was already waiting, heg &xpressionless but
her green eyes bright and sharp.

'Keir? What—?'

Keir cut off Martin's voice with a raised hand, tseg himself on the edge of
the desk before levelling his gaze on each of flaees. 'Sandra informs me
there is a considerable amount of cash missing fh@safe,' he said slowly.
'Have either of you borrowed some money and foegoto put an IOU in
the safe?'

'What?' Martin's voice was blank with shock. 'Aaiyoking?'

'l presume | can take that as a no," Keir said lyalind the same goes for
you, Catherine?' The grey gaze was dark and foirmcldike a stormy
winter sky.

'Yes—no—I| mean..." Catherine took a deep breathfarakd herself to
speak rationally. 'l haven't borrowed any monefg said shakily. 'l
wouldn't do that without asking.'

'No, | didn't think you would." It was said quietgnd Catherine felt, rather
than saw, Sandra stiffen at her side.

'Keir—'
'‘And you have no idea where the money is?' Keiermpted Sandra's

indignant voice smoothly, his tone still measured ateady as he looked
straight at his receptionist.



'Of course not—at least..." There was a momerggrant pause. 'lt doesn't
take the brain of Britain to work it out, does iB8ndra continued, with a
meaningful glance at Catherine's white face.

'‘No? Enlighten me," Keir said with deadly calm.

'Well, it's obvious, isn't it?" Sandra said tighther narrowed gaze making
her appear even more like a dangerously beautulMartin's worked for

you on and off in the holidays and such like foesagvhile he's been at
college, and I've been here for about eighteen Insoawhd nothing like this

has happened before. So..." She turned and glatc€dtherine again, a
gleam of something malevolent showing briefly ie feline gaze before it
was quickly veiled.

'So?' Keir asked expressionlessly.

'Well, because of my arm Catherine has been us$iagsafe, of course.’
Sandra was rattled at her boss's slowness, artbvtexl. 'As far as I'm
concerned, there's only one conclusion to be dfale,said hotly.

'‘Ah, | see.' Keir's voice was quiet, even soft nasvhe kept his eyes on
Sandra's flushed face, which added to the sensaretlity pervading the
room. Catherine's gaze travelled to Martin, helllesearching for she
knew not what, but his blue eyes were wide withckh@nd something

else—a wariness, a suspicion—as he looked backemat He believed

Sandra, Catherine thought with a touch of horrertHought she had stolen
the money.

'How is your arm, Sandra?'

It seemed ridiculous in the circumstances that ieis enquiring about her
injury, but as he did so Catherine was aware oti&seyes swinging to his
face, and it was a moment or two before she repliesl..it's much better,
thank you.'

"Would you mind showing me?' Keir asked coolly.

'‘What?'



'l would like you to remove the bandages,' Keidsgiimly. "Surely you
have no objection to that?"

'l... Well, yes, | have, actually.' Sandra's ot@nd had gone instinctively to
the bandaged arm. 'l...it's still so bruised, sdr&he stopped abruptly, her
chin lifting as she bit out, '‘Anyway, what's my aget to do with anything?
We're here to catch a thief, aren't we? There's twe hundred pounds
missing as well as some cheques, and | know whkentit even if you
don't.’

'Oh, but | do—'

'Keir, | didn't take the money," Catherine saidpdgately. 'l can't prove it,
but | didn't take it." This was a nightmare, ariyinightmare, she thought
frantically as she looked into the handsome, cate:f What could she do?
What could she say?

'l never for one moment thought you had, Cathérihéook a moment or
two for Keir's words to sink in, spoken as theyeviera calm, matter-of-fact
tone, but then she looked at himeally looked at him, without fear and
panic clouding her vision—and saw he meant whatate:

‘Th—then who...?' she stammered numbly.

'Call the police, Martin.' Keir's voice was likgtiid ice. 'l think Sandra will
be able to help them with their enquiries; this ¢ase far enough.’

'‘Me?' Sandra's voice was a screech of outrage, andainnloment she
looked anything but beautiful. "You accuse when I've worked for you all
these months and she's just arrived? Aren't yon geoéng to search her
things? Well, 1 will; I'm not being accused likagh-'

‘Sandra!'Keir's voice was like a pistol shot, and all thcéghem jumped.
'Not another word unless it's the truth. Make twk Martin.'

‘You're mad.' Sandra had gone as white as a dregreen eyes standing
out like darkly glowing emeralds in her pale skihyou search her things



you'll probably find the money, and that's the nihing. The police don't
need to be involved, surely? As long as she leaves—

‘The decision is mine to make and I've made itit Kaid grimly. 'There's

nothing more to be said. A couple of those chedashave disappeared
were handled only by me; I'm sure the police wdl &ble to find some

fingerprints to tie them up with the culprit—unleg®ves were worn, of

course.'

'Gloves?' Sandra's face had a grey tinge to it aod her voice was croaky.
... You can't..Nd" As Keir signalled for Martin to leave the roorarfsira
caught hold of the younger man's arm. 'No, stag,hehe said wildly.

"You didn't wear gloves, did you, Sandra?' Keidsaith an icy softness that
sent chills down Catherine's spine as she watclaedr8's eyes fly to his
face. 'Careless, very careless.’

'l...] didn't take the money for me, to keep," Sanshid desperately, still
gripping Martin's arm. ‘It wasn't like that.'

'l know what it was like." Keir's voice was relergt. 'This whole business of
your fall was pyre fabrication from beginning tadewasn't it? You resented
Catherine being here, you felt your job was thmade and so you
determined to get rid of her.’

'‘And why shouldn't I?" Any vulnerability fled asr&a swung round to face
Catherine, her eyes blazing. 'I've worked heredighteen months and
everything was fine until you arrived, with youriKthis and Keir that; you
make me sick! You might pull the wool over everyaige's eyes, but not
me; | know you've got your eye on the main chance—'

‘That's enoughKeir didn't shout, but the tone of his voice waswgh to cut
Sandra's voice dead. 'So you admit taking the nfney

'l didn't take it—not in that way—I always intended for it to beund,’
Sandra ground out between clenched teeth. '[Gatherine's room, under
her mattress.’



'How—?"

Catherine stopped abruptly as Sandra turned to dgain, her tone
contemptuous as she snarled, 'With the spare Keygurse; it was hardly
difficult.’

'No, | don't suppose it was,' Keir said softly. tMdnen someone was trusted
as you were. Martin, make that call, please.’

"You can't.' For the first time something akineéaf showed in Sandra's face.
'I've told you, I didn't take the money to keep—

"You did something far worse.' Keir's voice wastamd cold, and quite
without mercy. 'You set out to destroy someone'®lsgputation with a
ruthless disregard for the consequences that vimgat.'

'l don't believe this." Martin sat down very sudgem a box of tinned dog
food which was standing to one side of the doas, dithazement at the
unfurling tableau plain as he rubbed a shaky haasischis face. 'How did
you know it was Sandra?' he asked Keir bewilderedly

'‘Because it couldn't be Catherine," Keir said sym[8he isn't capable of
anything like that.’

Oh, Keir, don't,don't make me love you even more... Catherine felt his
words stab her heart, even as they pierced thehayor of Sandra's
malevolence. No one had ever believed in her befodeshe dared not trust
that it was real. The sudden self-knowledge wasensirattering than
Sandra's vindictive hatred, and she felt its impiggttt down to her toes. If
he had the sort of faith in her his words had iegbthat might mean what he
felt for her was more than a momentary fancy, anekrrified her.

It would mean opening herself up, becoming vulnkexabustingsomeone,
and she couldn't do it. That was what she had heenng away from since
she had first met him, not Keir himself.

'Keir, don't call the police.' Sandra's voice wask now, and quiet. 'Please,
I'll do anything...'



'l don't want the police involved,' Catherine sqidckly before Keir could
answer. 'There's no need. We know where the mosiegnd Sandra's
admitted what she's done. Can't we just let theemdtop?'

'Is that what you really want?" His eyes were delgok pools as they held
hers, and she trembled at his power over her. Péalise what the possible
consequences could have been if we hadn't disabteeetruth?'

'Yes.' She drew a deep, steadying breath and fdreeself to speak calmly
through the thundering in her ears. 'But we dig¢aler it—' you did,you
did, my darling; oh, | can't bear this '—and it ve@sact of malice rather than
stealing; | don't think it's a police matter.’

'l disagree, but as you were the target | accé&pydur ultimate decision.'
Catherine felt a fresh riot in her stomach regiorih@ gentleness in his
voice, the tone of which altered dramatically as toened to the

sulky-looking blonde.

"You'll be out of here in five minutes flat, undexsd? And | suggest your
next job is in Compton, or even further afieldy@u don't want the result of
this day's work to become general knowledge. If gmme within a hundred
yards of Catherine, for whatever reason, I'm gsingight to the authorities.
| mean it, Sandra,’ he added grimly. 'l don't miake threats.'

'Oh, I'll go all right." With the threat of the pc¢ gone the bumptiousness
was back, and Sandra's voice was loaded with vea®ishe added, 'But
you'll see; you'll see what she's like. There'sartorher than meets the eye;
you see if I'm not right. She might fool you, witler dewy-eyed look and
little-girl-lost approach, but you're in for a suge, Keir Durrell; just you
wait and see."'

So saying", she flounced round, yanking open ther dsing her bandaged
arm—with a force that confirmed Keir's theory asthe 'accident’ was
right—and leaving with her head held high and h@seblazing.

‘That did all just happen, didn't it?' In any otlsécumstances the look on
Martin's face would have been comical. 'l didn'agme it all?'



'‘Unfortunately not," Keir said grimly. 'Are you alight, Catherine?' His
voice softened on her name, jerking her to life.

'I...1 think so." She mustn't cry, mustn't give wayw; she had to get away
and sort out the turmoil in her mind, she thougfanfically. Sandra's

vindictiveness, Keir's faith in her honesty and tteuma of the last few

minutes were all muddled in her mind with the knedge that Sandra was
right—she wasn't all she seemed; in fact she did@div who or what she

was. It had been hate that had driven her to thit ¢jttle village, that and a

desire to confront the woman who had given hey iddorce her mother to

acknowledge her existence whatever havoc it migleawin her life, and

suddenly she didn't like this side of herself.

Keir was different from any other man she had rmaet] not just in his
physical appearance, impressive though it was. &g strong, straight as a
die—what would he think of her if he knew the truttiat she was living a
lie? She almost shut her eyes as hot misery swahgred

But her own mother had wanted to be rid of her—dsbeunted as nothing
to the person who was supposed to love her the—awd rightly or
wrongly she couldn't rest until she found her. Bdeir wouldn't
understand—no one could understand—how this thiag ®ating her up
inside. She was no good to anyone like this; pexishe never would be.

‘Catherine, look at me, please." She had been lagumeare of Martin

leaving the room moments before, and now the mokeir's deep, slightly
husky voice made her tremble as she raised herteyks. 'This whole
episode has been a shock to the system—it igyall to show emaotion, you
know.'

But it wasn't, it was farfar too dangerous, she thought numbly. In fact
nothing about her being here in Yorkshire was rghot the situation that
had arisen with Sandra and the money, nor hertbgseeking her mother
with this burning resentment colouring every minofeevery day, and
especially not her feelings for this cool, handsonaa in front of her; none
of it was right. It couldn't be monerong. Things had somehow run away
with her, become complicated and horribly tangladgd now on top of



everything else she had lost Keir his recepticatisine of his busiest times
of the year.

The thought opened her mouth. 'What are you gangdot nhow Sandra's
gone?' she asked shakily. 'How will you manage—?"'

'Damn Sandra!'The explosion was sudden and fierce. 'And damn the
practice too. I'm not talking about that, womam ttying to find out how
you feel\is that so wrong?'

INO_I

‘Thentalk to me, Catherine. Shout, Scream, cry, if you wantbut for
crying out loud break out of that damn ivory toweu inhabit most of the
time," he said angrily. 'l want—'

As he took a step towards her she instinctivelgste backwards, terrified
of what she might reveal if he touched her, andrbze immediately, his
dark eyes raking her white face as he visibly fadghcontrol. "What is it
about me that you find so hard to take?' he askestlip. 'l mean, I'd really
like to know. | thought at first it might be all mebut I've seen you with
Martin—seen you laugh, joke, even flirt a little—"

'I've never flirted with Martin,' she protested eefently.’

'‘No? Then what was that little scene | interruptadier?' he ground out
tightly. 'Are you trying to tell me you weren't mag a date with him?’

'It wasn't like that.' He was obviously furiouskygay, and she couldn't think
why, unless he was more put out by Sandra's suddparture than he'd
admitted. 'He was just messing around, being funny.

'Was he?' There was a thunderous pause. '‘And k@wydur men in clown
costumes, is that it?' he asked with grim sarcasm.

'‘Now you're just twisting my words,' she said $tiff

'How can |, when you neveayanything?"



'Keir—'

'No, that's enough." A moment after he pulled h&y his arms, his mouth
came down on hers with a violence that spoke @nis¢ frustration. But
almost in the same breath the assault mellowed,lipss warm and
persuasive as they stroked hers apart, his tongpérang the inner
sweetness with a terrible knowledge of what it @waisig to her.

His thighs were hard against hers, his arms fortiag against his male
frame so that her softness seemed to merge witinasulinity, and she
could feel his heart slamming against his ribcéige solid wall of his chest
pounding with the beat.

She drank in the smell and feel and taste of hien,dody ripening and
becoming moist as sensation upon sensation shivgrptes of pleasure
into every nerve and crevice, her blood singinguigh her veins as he
systematically set out to break down her resistafiche had been capable
of rational thought she would have drawn back, madeffort to still the
fire that was burning so fiercely, but her arms everapped around his
neck, her body straining against his as his harmgedhfeverishly over her
slim frame.

The madness had to end—it was early morning orsg Wworking day—»but
as they heard Matrtin's voice calling from beyoreltihy room Keir seemed
loath to let her go, pulling her even harder agaiima for one brief moment
before raising his head and looking down into loedfsil eyes.

"You seeXou see how it would be?' he growled triumphantly. ‘Nelwme
you don't want me like | want you.'

But wanting wasn't enough. Even if everything elses all right—and it
wasn't—physical need alone wasn't enough, she ktdugjplessly. Her
mother had discovered that the hard way. Whatewear ikight say, in the
final analysis there was no substitute for love.

'Keir, please.' She drew herself up and away from but he wouldn't et go
of her completely, keeping her loosely within thecle of his arms. 'l
can't—'



'‘No, don't say anything—not if it isn't what | wemtear.' He stopped her
with a finger on her lips. 'You're coming out witte today on my rounds;
I'll show you more of the real Yorkshire.'

'l can't." His finger left her lips and trailed easingly down her throat,
brushing her breast and one taut nipple on itsneyrmaking her tremble
helplessly. 'Sandra's gone—'

'Mrs Napier is back from her holiday; she's usedtemding in when it's
necessary. She likes the extra money, and Martiretis to hold the fort.
You need a day in the fresh air after this morsitigiuma; it'll do you good
to meet some of the farmers and their wives.'

'‘No... No, I—I can't,’ she stammered weakly. 'Youshsee—"'

'l promise to behave myself." He let go of her namd for a moment she felt
quite bereft. 'l can't say fairer than that," hdeatlwith a wry huskiness that
caught at her nerve-endings, his eyes dark withnsetkery as he looked
down at her.

"You -do?' She hadn't seen him in this darkly sésgsing mode before; it
was as different from the powerfully contained,dcade-man who had
confronted Sandra as chalk from cheese—and dangjgratiractive.

'Hand on heart and hope to die,' he said softiyll that do?"

She was playing with fire here—she knew it—so wtaswshe nodding her
agreement? she asked herself silently.

'‘Good.' He smiled, his eyes a brilliant grey intdwened darkness of his face,
and she caught her breath at the sheer, sensubemHierted as naturally as
breathing. 'I'll contact Mrs Napier, and once she'® you pop upstairs and
fix a picnic lunch, okay? We'll leave after mornisgrgery. And perhaps

you'll retrieve the treasure in your bedroom artdrreit to the safe?'

He twitched an ironic eyebrow. 'Unless you'd like tn come and help you
search, that is.'



'l don't think that will be necessary,' she saidhpy, ignoring his muttered
'Spoilsport’ as she left the room.

"You okay?' Martin eyed her anxiously as she walkémthe reception area
a few moments later, Keir staying in his officddok up the safe. 'l still can't
believe Sandra did that.’'

But you believed I'd done it at once, she thoulglstruck her anew that but
for Keir's discernment the morning's happeningsiccdave had a very
different outcome. But she hadn't time to dwellitpmorning surgery was
due to start in ten minutes, and until Mrs Napieivad she was going to
have to stand in the breach.

It was just over half an hour later when a smadlus middle-aged woman
bustled into the waiting room and over to the réioepdesk where
Catherine was working. "You must be Catherine.Ntary Napier; how do
you do?’

'Oh, hello; please come round. Keir phoned youy?h&he morning surgery
had been so busy, she hadn't seen Keir since tbedepin his office, and
now she wished she'd checked to find out what e told the little
Yorkshire woman.

‘That he did, lass.' The bright blue eyes examivedcarefully. 'Bit of a do,
eh? Don't worry, Keir knows | can keep me mouthtshAad I've always
thought Sandra was no better than she should bemamy airs and graces
with that one—and it wasn't the job that broughthere in the first place, if
you get my meaning?' Her voice was low and con&pied. 'Still, there's an
end to it now, and | can't say I'm sorry. I've meliked working with
madam, as Keir well knows, but least said soonestded. You plan on
staying in these parts long, then?'

It was clear plain speech was the order of the @lay as Catherine mumbled
her way through an explanation that she was herbatiday for a few
weeks, she was aware of the blue eyes searchirfgdeer

"You remind me of someone, lass, but | can't thiilo. You got any
relatives in these parts?’



Catherine's heart stopped, and then raced orr@tn@mdous rate, and it was
a moment or two before she could manage to s#yink a member of the
family—a woman—moved here twenty years or so agex khme was
Mitchell—Anna Mitchell.’

‘Mitchell?" Mary shook her head slowly. 'No, thand ring no bells, lass,
but it'll come to me in time.'

'When it does, let me know.' Catherine strove wgithher might to sound
casual. 'If it is the same woman it might be neneet her before | leave.'

"You definitely planning to leave, then? Keir tath® you're going out with
him today round the farms.’ It was said as if dmeag cancelled out the
other, but mercifully the conversation was broutghtan abrupt end as a
sudden influx of owners and animals arrived andratd Mary's attention.

Catherine escaped gratefully upstairs and set apagaring the picnic
basket, finding cold chicken, hard- boiled eggsnbegrown tomatoes and
creamy white cheese in the fridge. She made somedamdwiches and
added two crisp green apples to the feast, alotiy avbottle of lemonade
and the requisite plates, glasses and napkins.allrttie time, in spite of
telling herself Keir's inviting her along meant ioig, absolutely nothing,
her heart was singing.

She could take this one day, couldn't she? Sheegghat her reflection as
she changed quickly into figure-hugging jeans arsfieaveless white top,
brushing her hair until it shone in gleaming waaesl fixing it in a silky
ponytail on the top of her head, with a few curliegdrils softening the
style. She had made it plain she wasn't in theingrfior a light holiday fling
or brief affair, after all; if he wanted to givertee change of scene after the
dreadful start to the day it was nice of him, veige, she told the warning
little voice in her mind.

And now she had the lead from Mary Napier as to@her's whereabouts,
after all the weeks of nothing. Andwasa lead, she was sure of it. She
nodded to the wide-eyed girl in the mirror as hiemsch turned over.
Something was happening, things were being workedste could feel it
in her bones...



'Catherine?’

Keir's voice broke into her thoughts and she spranguickly from her seat
at the dressing table, before forcing herself t¢kvgdowly from the room,
rather than gallop to his side as she felt likeadoi

He was waiting in the hall, picnic basket in hah, dark blue jeans and
denim shirt making him appear even larger in tgleticoloured setting, and
causing her breath to catch in her throat as thenaty of her love for him
overwhelmed her again with a feeling of sheer panic

Fire. She had been right; she was playing with fire. Xrghe wasn't very
careful she was going to get fatally burnt, sheigid nervously, walking to
join him on legs that were suddenly leaden, thdesthat had been on her
face wiped away as though by magic.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'DoEsthe soul good, doesn't it?' Keir's voice was daepsoft and he didn't
open his eyes as he spoke, his long, lean bodiclstek out on the big
checked car rug and his hands resting behind ras,hemphasising his
broad, muscled chest in a way that Catherine walnig hard to ignore.

The remains of the picnic had been devoured inrsc@iat earlier by the

dogs, who were now cavorting in play in a deep gyrdmwllow beneath the

idyll on top of a hill, where a vista of gently iiag fells broken by a glinting

river winding tantalisingly among great, spreadiegs and ancient stone
walls could be seen in the distance below them.

Yes, it did the soul good. Catherine glanced attir& man lying by her side
and wondered why, in the midst of such beauty aitial Meir so close, she
wanted to cry and cry and cry. Perhaps becauskiogta glimpse of heaven
and knowing it wasn't for her was too much to telee wanted him. She
wanted him so much she ached with it, but she a@such of a coward to
follow her heart and let the consequences take ahthemselves. If he
rejected her too—a week, a month, a year from nole-vgouldn't be able
to stand it. And why wouldn't he? Everyone elskanlife so far had. Why
should Keir be any different?

She hugged her knees tighter to her chest as lsrreturned to the dogs,
engaged in a crazy game of tag, but she knew ttendehat Keir opened
his eyes and lay watching her.

‘You're so beautiful, you know. You do know, dogou?' he asked softly.
'With your sapphire-blue eyes and hair like spuwesj | can't think of
anything else but you. You're getting in the wayweén the most mundane
things | do. | think I'm concentrating and then Yyeuhere in front of me,
with your tiny, perfect shape and shy smile. Tisetienes | think I'm going
mad.’'

'Keir, don't—"'

'l can't help it. I'm not even sure if you like mide rolled over and raised
himself on his elbows, his chin propped on his lsaaithe devastating grey



gaze raked her face. 'Oh, | know you are attratede—physically, that
is—but you've fought that every inch of the wayydrat you? Why? What
are you so frightened of?' he asked huskily. 'lbhaamonster, Catherine.'

'I'm not frightened.' It was a lie, and not evezoavincing one. 'And I'm not
trying to fight you, Keir.'

'l think you are.' The softness had gone, his vait@v growl. 'Is it because
we both know that if | started to make love to ymally make love to you,
you would turn to fire in my arms and there wouddrto thought of holding
back? You want me, Catherine; your body tells mewary time | so much
as touch you.'

It wanted him now, her breasts ripening and hen gkowing hot at the
naked desire in his voice. It was her weaknessntizate her voice sharp as
she said, 'And you think that's enough? Physi¢edciton, lust, call it what
you will? Even certain segments of the animal korgdbperate better than
that.'

'‘No, | don't think that is enough, but we're tatkabout you, not me," he said
with soft intent.

She stared at him, willing herself not to fall prieythe dark sensuality
reaching out to her. How did she manage this, hienself? He had been
married, and no doubt he had had other women béisreiife. He had a
sexual knowledge she knew nothing about. She hadskilh, no
sophistication; she knew nothing about the littieks women like Sandra
would use to keep a man interested once the intiating had been
satisfied. All she had was herself, and it woulde'tnough to hold him; she
knew it wouldn't. It was the only thing skassure about.

He had said he wanted her, that she was drivingaah, that he thought she
was beautiful—but not once had the word iove' beentioned, not even as
a gesture of convention when he was making lovesto

"You said...you said you wouldn't—"



'‘Make love to you?' he interrupted roughly. 'Bat fiot, am 1? I'm talking to
you, that's all. But of course if you've changedrymind...'

'l haven't." She frowned at him, her eyes wary.

'Pity." His smile was sardonic, brooding, and thief his mouth brought a

tingle to her own lips, almost as though he hadddsher. 'I'm learning that
with you it's better to act first and ask questitaisr; you need to be taken
by storm.’

'l don't need to be taken any way.' She tried tmdsevere, but like several
times before his mood had undergone a lightninghgbaand the wry
amusement evident in the handsome face was haesigl. Manipulation?
It could well be...

'We'll have to differ on that point, but for the ment this... interesting
interlude will have to take second place to Frardelsly's young heifers.’
The transformation was complete. He had gone froderd admirer to
angry lover, followed by a dose of dark, self-mogkamusement, and' now
it was the authoritative, cool figure of workingue that faced her, his dark
gaze unreadable as it held hers and the hard aoighes face attractive but
remote.

How could he turn on and off like that? she askex$élf with more than a

touch of testiness. Was it due to an impressivglsimindedness? Or was
his pursuit of her merely an amusing and intergstiiversion for a short

while? She didn't know. She didn't have a clue whate him tick, and—

'‘Come on."' She realised too late he had stood dpvas offering her his
hand, his grey eyes narrowed against the whitaghirdweeping the fells
and his hair blue-black in the brilliant light. 'Arstop frowning; it won't do
my reputation any good if you spend the afternodth & face like a wet
weekend.'

'‘And you have one? A reputation, that is?' shedaskely, letting go of his
hand as though it had burnt her once she was ofeékeand pretending to
brush imaginary grass from her jeans.



She hadn't expected a serious answer to what whs arsomewhat

astringent retort on her part, but he straightdred picking up the car rug,
purposely blocking her route to the Land Rovereasdid, 'l did have, once;
you're bound to hear about my wild youth soondatar so it might as well

be sooner.' His voice was cool and mocking, andastsa't really sure if he
was teasing at first.

She eyed him warily, her face expressing her uamgy, and he

acknowledged her unease with a wry shrug of hisewstoulders. 'Of
course, it wasn't as bad as people liked to makehmisaid smoothly, one
dark eyebrow quirking mockingly as it dared hedisagree.

'Oh, of course.’ Her voice was waspish, but shé&doiihelp it—the thought
of him with other women had the little green-eyeanster dancing crazily
in her chest.

"Yorkshire is the same as anywhere else. Peopleyallove to put two and
two together and make ten,' he continued evenlyhaagh she hadn't
spoken. 'l had a wide circle of friends at univigrsmale and female, and
inevitably different ones would visit from time time and come home with
me for breaks and a taste of home cooking.’

'‘Male andfemal¢’ she repeated with scathing sweetness.

‘Just so.' The grey eyes were laughing at her,saedcould have hit him.
‘The gossips had a field day; it was a bit of ieserfor them after all, and
something aside from the normal daily routine. Bud slept with all the
girls accredited to me I'd be worn out by now..dAim not.' The pregnant
pause accompanied by the smoky amusement in thegdae had her
stomach muscles clenching.

'Really?' The word carried a dignified coolnessloh't know why you are
telling me all this, Keir.'

'l think you do." The amusement had gone. 'Thde Ilirain of yours has
enough weighed against me without more being addet 1 don't like
promiscuity in either gender—I never have; neith@ave | slept around. Do
you believe that?'



'It's nothing to do with me—'

'Do you believe it, Catherine?' he asked persisteAtsimple yes or no will
suffice.’

He wasn't going to let it drop, and as she staeak lat him, her eyes wide
and steady, she knew it would be fatal to let hime $iow much this
conversation was hurting her. She didn't want toktlof him with other

girls, women—and that included Marion. It was uswmable to feel

jealous—ridiculous, in fact—but she couldn't help i

'So you're whiter than white?' She hid behind atligmile and a casual
shrug.

'l didn't say that,' he said calmly. 'I've nevestpnded to be an angel, just an
ordinary man with my own moral code and my owndfegthics which |
endeavour to live by. There are some things in ast pm not proud of, but
hopefully they've made me wiser.'

'| see.' She didn't have the nerve to ask whatwesg.

'You don't sound too sure.' He stared at her a moloeger, and then turned
and walked over to the Land Rover, opening her dadrhelping her inside
before saying, his voice lazy, 'But don't worrgpin't turn into a werewolf at
the stroke of midnight.'

The dogs came immediately Keir called them, likewrell-trained animals
they were, and once they were on their way agaitheCime pretended to
look out of the window as her mind buzzed withth#t had been said. He
was being honest with her—very honest. What woelday if he knew the
reason for her being here was one great big lieil8rshe tell him? Her
stomach churned at the prospect, and she shut ylesr teghtly before
opening them to gaze at the blue expanse of skyealsthe couldn't; she just
couldn't.

He would be surprised and disappointed she hadgephe deceit for so
long, and worse still, he might just pity her tdbat really would be the last
straw. As things were now, if he remembered hatlathen she had gone it



would be as someone he'd liked, wanted, been ttiac, and that image
was one she desperately wanted to keep intact.ale It tainted with

pity...she wouldn't be able to bear it. If she doltl have him, to be
remembered as the one who had got away, forevaéaldkes was all the
comfort she would have through the long, lonelyrge@thout him.

Was that awful, wicked? She breathed deeply to robriter racing
heartbeat. She didn't know—perhaps it was—but & thva way she felt. She
was a mess inside, muddled, hurting, but he dishotv that, and that was
the way she wanted it to remain. It might be fdohsid proud, but it was all
she had.

She glanced at him now out of the corner of her agaware that he had
noticed her peeping until he said, his voice very dnd sardonic,

‘Catherine; I'm sure it's unintentional, but youimeaking me feel like the
worst lecher this side of the channel—which is selygesting the old adage
about honesty being the best policy. The farm'shgad; could you do us
both a favour and relax?'

Frank Marley's farm was small and compact, and €até stayed in the
Land Rover while Keir went into one of the big b&ato inspect the ailing
heifers. The grimy farmyard had clearly had anintadsised on the big
flagstones prior to their arriving, and there wasn'clear path to tread
through the muck and grime, the prevailing odowerpewering.

By comparison, the next farm they visited was andraffair, with pristine
buildings, neat, smart pens outside, and a geaaralf prosperity that sat
well on the big cheerful owner and his attractiveyghaired wife.

‘These are my godparents, Martha and Bill Altorgirksaid in a low
undertone as he drew up outside the impressivadgastone farmhouse,
where the middle- aged couple were deep in disocassith a couple of
burly farmhands. 'They'll expect to be introducegau.'

'Will they?' But she had no time to ask more beMeatha and Bill were at
their side. Introductions were brief; there weréamye number of sheep
penned and waiting to be inoculated. Whilst Keiill Bnd the two



farmhands dealt with the animals Martha insistedr@king Catherine a
coffee in the gleaming, surprisingly high-tech faouse kitchen.

'l understand you're stayin' with Keir and Janiass?' Martha said over her
shoulder as she bustled about, preparing a trathéomen. 'Grand young
man, is Keir, and a brilliant vet. My Bill wouldriiave anyone else to see to
his stock. You known him long, then?' It was thet € direct approach
Catherine was getting used to in Yorkshire, whererygne said exactly
what they meant and flowery speeches were unhéadndtas she explained
the circumstances that had led her to Keir's hofme feund herself
becoming acutely uncomfortable under the older wostigght scrutiny.

'So you're just here on a visit, then?' Marthalgetit a giant fruitcake into
large slices as she talked, before adding it tarthyealong with four mugs of
coffee.

‘Yes.' Catherine sensed criticism but was powettessderstand why. And
although the conversation progressed fairly natucaice the farmer's wife
had returned from taking the tray to the men thaliig persisted that
Martha wasn't happy to see her with Keir, making stammer over her
words and fumble her replies.

'‘Bad business with Marion." It was straight outlué blue; they had been
discussing the good works of the Women's Institoftevhich Martha was a
stalwart member, moments before. 'You know he céoedher himself at
home right up to the end?’

‘No, I didn't; I don't know too much about it," Gatine said uncomfortably.

'Marion was petrified of hospitals." Martha's boldyguage expressed
disapproval which was confirmed by her next worésit a tremendous
strain on Keir, with him having taken on the preetiand all. Between
Marion and the surgery he wore himself into theugch But there you are;
he wouldn't have it any other way. He can be varglsorn, you know.' She
looked straight into Catherine's eyes now. 'Buttwek the world of him,
me and Bill. I wouldn't like to see him hurt again.



'‘No..." It dawned on Catherine that she was beiaugnad off, in no uncertain
terms, and for a moment she didn't know whethdretangry, offended or
just plain hurt that Martha obviously found henganting. She settled on a
mixture of all three. 'I'd hate to see him hurt, tdtartha.’

There was an inflexion in Catherine's voice, of shhshe was completely
unaware, that had the older woman's eyes sharpenimgr face. It was a
full thirty seconds before Martha said, her voio& sow and quiet, 'That's
good, lass, because I've got an idea—'What Marttdes was Catherine
never discovered, because in the next moment tbieeki door opened with
gusto as Bill and Keir entered, and within minughe and Keir were seated
in the Land Rover again and on their way.

'What's wrong?' Keir's voice was flat, and Catheeri@alised she had said
nothing for the last five minutes, having drifteid ioto a world of her own
as she worried at all Martha had said like a daodp @wibone. Having lived
with condemnation and discouragement all her ilifmok little to make her
doubt herself, and now she found she couldn't thotiihe weight Martha
had placed on her shoulders, try as she might.

'Wrong? Nothing's wrong," she lied brightly. 'l wasst enjoying the
beautiful scenery—'

'Did Martha say something to upset you?' He refusedccept the weak
prevarication with a firmness that was formidabl8he can be a
little...forthright at times, but her heart is ag bs a house.’

'Is it?" Catherine responded doubtfully. Be thatitasray, she "had the
feeling that the door to that house was very firalbsed to her.

'‘Okay, let's have it.'

'Have what?'

‘Catherine..." His sigh was very deep and pointgdlyent. 'You aren't an
easy lady to deal with; in fact on a count of améen you rate at something

minus zero. I've asked myself more than once wiksep coming back for
more.'



'Have you, indeed?' She drew herself up, aimingafetately hauteur that
would put him in his place—the effect of which wagally spoilt when he
laughed out loud, causing her to flash back witby' needn't bother; you
know that, don't you?'

'If only that was true." There was undeniable ammes# in his voice now
which rankled even more. 'But somehow, somehow,vgogot under my
skin and there's nothing | can do about it. Yountore on, Catherine, but
you're in here too.' He tapped his brow with a ubegnd. "You drive me
crazy at times, you test my patience to the liamt I've never had so many
cold showers in my life since you've come to thensg but...l want you.'

'Keir—'

'‘But back to Martha and Bill." He interrupted hanfeky voice with a cool
aplomb she envied. His words had aroused a swebaetment that was
painful in its intensity, and she was alarmed atjugnerability.

‘Let me give you a little background history onrtheo you can understand
better where Martha is coming from.’

'It doesn't matter—'

'It does to me.' This time she knew when to keaptgand she turned in her
seat to watch his face as he talked. 'Martha andviire childhood
sweethearts," he said softly, ‘crazy about eacérdtbm the cradle. They
married when they were just nineteen, and bothdef@milies were from
the farming community, but the top end of the mgr&e to speak. A lot of
the farms round these parts were little more thaallboldings in those
days, but their families were wealthy, very wealthyd it looked as though
their future was a rosy one when their weddinggmewas their own place.
They had each other, two close and supportive faspithey had it made in
most folk's eyes.'

Hers too, Catherine thought with a fierce stabrofyethat took her breath
away.



'‘Martha had always wanted a big family,’ Keir coogd quietly, his eyes on
the road ahead. 'But after a few months of marrsgehad a miscarriage,
followed by another six months later, then anotletjl the pattern was

repeated year in and year out. They went everywhigdeeverything, but

still the miscarriages kept coming.

'Martha got desperate. It began to affect her nand she wouldn't see
anyone, shutting herself away on the farm and neduall offers of comfort
from friends and relations, until, twelve years e marriage was all but on
the rocks. It can happen, you know.'

He turned to glance at her intent face with dadeyowed eyes. 'You can
home in on what's wrong, to the exclusion of eweng else, until it
becomes an obsession.’

He wasn't talking about Martha now, and they batlevk it. But before
Catherine could say anything he continued, 'Thencsime to a crossroads
when everything was at its worst, and the way sleeit to my mother the
choice was. clear-cut—she could lose Bill, the faperhaps even her
sanity, or she could look away from her own disapmoent and pain and
go with what shéadbeen given rather than crying for the moon.’

'‘And so she did that, fell pregnant and everythiag all right?' She didn't
mean to sound cynical, but she had seen the plagtbgron the massive
kitchen windowsill of Martha and Bill with their s§-cheeked babies, little
tots in school uniform, and later ones of smiliagriagers.

‘Not exactly," Keir said expressionlessly. They baén travelling along a
fertile valley floor for some minutes, on a roadttlvas little more than a
rough dirt- track linking the farm to the outsidend, and now he pulled in
under a large, spreading elm tree and cut the engafore climbing down
and letting the dogs out from the back of the viehic

He walked round to her side of the Land Rover, wistre was still sitting,
and leant one muscled shoulder against the dookjrlg straight ahead
down the valley as he talked through the open windo



'She began to talk to Bill, like she'd done in ylears before the obsession
got a hold, and they acknowledged they were wealteglthy, with a huge
farmhouse that just begged for children but no deeable hope of ever
filling it naturally.

‘They decided to go in for the long-term fosterofgproblem kids—Kkids

who had been through the mill one way or anothetherathan adopting
very young babies. Martha felt it was her way ofkng up for all the

wasted years. They did that for several yearstlaenifelt they wanted to do
more, so they arranged with the social servicesutoa summer holiday
home at the farm for under-privileged kids."

'She hasn't any children of her own?' Catherineaslowly.

‘Not in the biological sense." He was quite shil arms folded across his
chest and his voice even and almost without exjmessThey had six
long-term foster children of their own, and theowgps of other kids for a
month or so through from May to September rightap couple of years
ago, when Bill suffered a mild heart attack. Of rsmutheir own foster
children are often around—four live in the area hade kids of their own
now—and many others come down for a visit on aleeduasis to see their
adopted mum and dad. They've straightened out @f llotes in their own
way.'

'‘And if they had had their own children none ofttwauld have happened;
that's what you're saying, isn't it?" Catherind $laitly. "That it was the best
thing—"'

'No, that would be terribly presumptuous of me.dehis hand through the
open window, turning her face to meet his eyes. sbrry they didn't have
the desire of their heart,' he said softly, 'batiimire them for playing the
best they could with the cards they'd been detdatis what I'm saying,
Catherine. Life isn't always fair; it can kick us Isard in the teeth that we
think we'll never get up from under it, and somepde don't. It makes them
bitter, inward-looking; the chip on their shouldescomes so heavy they're
bowed down under the weight of it."She didn't wanear this. She stared
back at him, her shadowed eyes defensive and ejuthing with painful
defiance. Shaadto hold onto the consuming anger against the wonten



had abandoned her—it was all she had. If she leff gbat, if she allowed

herself to feel any trace of longing, any hope tvben she met her her
mother might be glad to see her, even want her, vebgld become

frighteningly vulnerable and exposed, and dangdyousle open to a last,

final rejection.

This way she was safe. It would ber that would walk away with her head
held high and her back straight. She wouldn't askahything, and she
wouldn't expect it either. Not from her mother.darot from Keir.

She was grateful he hadn't believed Sandra'sriéslae was touched by his
faith in her, but she mustn't allow herself to maway with the idea that it
meant more than it did. He was recovering fromwife's tragic death, a
wife he had only had for a short time and whom Ilal, hof course,
loved—and Keir wasn't the sort of man to give bigel easily.

Almost as though he had read her mind, he straightteopening the door of
the Land Rover and offering her his hand to alighiant to talk to you,
explain something, and it will be easier if we'ralking," he said flatly.

She stared at him for a moment as panic grippedhneat again, and then
forced the feeling under control. 'All right.* Bsite didn't take his hand as
she jumped down from the vehicle in one quick,tligtovement, thrusting
her own hands deep in the pockets of her jeankeeping her eyes on the
gambolling dogs some fifty yards ahead.

Keir expelled a deep, silent breath. This wasnhgto be easy, but then he
had never expected it to be. 'There's a stream dosva among those trees;
we'll walk the dogs that way and they can haveirgkdrHe glanced at her
beautiful, pure profile with narrowed eyes. Shekksbscared to death, damn
it, and it inspired such a mixture of emotions imhhe had trouble
distinguishing just one, except the frustrationcohtinuously walking on
egg shells. Enough was enough.

He didn't speak again until they reached the lttlpse of trees, and then his
voice was magnificently mat- ter-of-fact when hglsa wasn't in love with
Marion when | married her.’



'What?' She couldn't believe she had heard right,dyes huge as she
stopped dead in her tracks and stared up intodnls éxpressionless face.

‘Not in the man-woman, romantic sense,' he contiravenly as though she
hadn't spoken, taking her arm and forcing her tlikwa at his side. 'There
was a group of us at university, a few lads anis$,givho got on well, were

great mates, that sort of thing, with no physicaimacy clouding the

friendships. We all had partners who came and \wedtwere outside the
circle, but it was an unwritten pact that we neweoved in on each

other—something we never discussed, but just knew.’

'‘And Marion was one of the girls?' she asked wedklyas the last thing in
the world she had expected him to say, and shodkbhebed her reaction.

He nodded slowly. ‘It was only the two of us outloed group who went to
veterinary college but we continued to be theredach other, nothing
heavy—or so | thought. But then Marion started @oilball the time, one
cold after another, that sort of thing. Looking ka€ He stopped abruptly,
shaking his head, his face drawn. 'Looking badioLdd have made her seek
medical advice, but she just said she was low, shatd get a tonic or
something. A tonic!" His voice was tight and fullsoraw self-contempt that
caught at Catherine's heartstrings.

'Keir, it wasn't your fault; you didn't know." Shirgot all about
self-protection and caution in her desire to com{caitching hold of his arm
as she spoke, her voice urgent. 'How could you pasgsibly guessed?'

He turned to face her, his eyes black with harficemademnation. 'l should
have known, Catherine; | was the only one who khewthat well. | knew
she was terrified of medical people, hospitalsythele caboodle. She had a
phobia about it that was a result of an accideihteinchildhood, and it was
like a ten-foot wall in her mind—unsurmountable.t Buvas working like
mad, and she hid it so well—'

"You couldn't have known,' she said again, heresaiaft and tender. 'You
couldn't." She was holding both of his arms now, ridlges of muscle hard
beneath her fingers as she looked up into his face.



There was a long moment of silence as he gazed ddviner, his body

completely still but taut with tension, and thentbek a deep, shuddering
breath as he fought for control. 'We found out wkba collapsed during
one of the final examinations," he said huskilyt 'by then it was too

late—far too late. She felt so ill she thought gles going to die straight
away, and so she told me—' He shook his head,dii® vagged. 'She told
me that she loved me, that she'd always loved igig, from the first week

of university years before.’

He turned away from her then, the movement harghadnupt, and stood
with his back to her as he continued, 'But with dinegs they gave her she
began to get better. Oh, we knew it was borrowee tiThey were talking
about nine months, twelve at the most, and probatdgod proportion of
those in hospital—which had the power to send bidrell and back every
time she thought of it. Do you know what it's lilcesee someone you care
about suffer like that?' he ground out grimly.

'‘No." He had cared about Marion but he haldvedher. The thought was
beating a tattoo in her head. Not in the way a msrally feels about the
woman he marries.

'l pray you never will.'
'‘And so you married her,' she said quietly.

'‘And so | married her." He turned to face her againd it was a real
marriage in every sense of the word,' he said gvévihrion wanted it that
way.'

It took more will-power than she had known she psssed to just nod
guietly, the anguish that streaked through her abhis admission shocking
her with its intensity. Not that she resented Marfmding strength and
peace in his arms to face the inevitable, she thiop@nfully; it wasn't that.

It was the knowledge that if she could have swappades with the tragic
brunette, taken just a year of being his wife amgifg him close in

exchange for the rest of her life, she would haweedso.

'I'm sorry, Keir—for Marion, for you—'



'l didn't tell you for that." His eyes were steadyhe reached for her, holding
her arms in much the same way she had held himnaemioor two earlier,
before pulling her closer to within a breath of by, his face dark and
handsome as he looked down into her troubled gameyou have any idea
how I feel about you?' he asked thickly. 'Any i@eall? | don't want to scare
you off, I've told myself over and over that I'vetdgo tread carefully, but
damn it all, Catherine, I've never felt this waydre, and it's killing me.’

'Keir, don't.' This was the ultimate irony in theaged mess that made up her
life, she thought desperately. She had known, defare the revelation
about Marion, that what he felt was more thangushysical attraction. And
it had terrified her; she had to admit it. It wae thing she had been fighting
against every day she had been living under hi§ mworking with him,
seeing him, loving him.

'l love you, Catherine." The world went very stibhe said it, and for a
moment everything was picked out in painful detdte-look on his face,
the angle of his body, the trees behind and the bky above. 'I've never
said that to any other woman—'

'‘No!" He didn't love her; she wouldn't believeTihis feeling he had for her
might be more than'just physical need but it wder#; she didn'tcouldn't
believe that. It would make the rest of her life ttard. Because she knew,
suddenly and without the slightest measure of ddbht,she was too much
of a coward to believe him. She couldn't believevogld continue to feel
the same, for weeks, months, yedbe didn't trust himshe didn't trust
herself.

The mental , abuse that she had suffered day ynpdafrom a tiny child
right up to the moment she had walked out of tHg bome she had known
for twenty- one years had savaged all the normakeetations—qirlish
dreams of a home and family, and settling down wite man who loved
and adored her—clean away.

She knew that one day he would tell her it was .08&e didii't know when,
or how circumstances would unfold, but she wouldwaeting for that
moment when she had been weighed in the balancaggeh and found
wanting. It had happened from the moment she cimddle, time and time



again, and had eaten away at her self-perceptidrhanconfidence like a
darkly insidious and avaricious black worm.

'‘Give me a child until he is seven and I'll have lior life'. The old phrase
the Jesuits had used flashed into her mind! The amoshe had called
mother had had her for much longer than that...

‘Catherine?' He gave her a gentle little shakehisutoice was tight when he
said, 'This time I'm not going to allow you to gseaand bring down the
shutters, do you hear me? | don't care what's meggpm your past—you
could have been the worst sinner in the world leetbe day you came into
my life and it won't affect how | feel. Your liféagted from the day | picked
you up off that bench; that's what's real. And dteil me you don't feel
something for me because | won't believe it. Anaiéner little it is I'll build
on that.’

'Stop this." She wanted to scream and shout aridwithidisgust at her own

cowardice, tell him he didn't know her, that herdidhave a clue what she
was really like, and that he'd run a mile if he.ddit to do so would be to
open the lid of Pandora's box, and she couldk'thigt. 'l don't want any sort
of relationship with you or anyone else, Keir—'

'Yes, you do."' She had lowered her face as sheespold now he cupped her
small jaw in his hand, forcing her tremulous gazeneet his.

'No." She shut her eyes, but still the glitteringyggaze was there in front of
her closed eyelids, burning its way into her brdtrwouldn't work. Surely
you see that?' she said desperately. 'We've ordywhkreach other a few
weeks—'

'So we'll get to know each other better. | can &ept when | have to be.’
She felt him take a deep breath. 'Open your eyaihetine. Look me full in
the face and tell me you don't feel a thing for're,said softly, ‘and then |
promise | won't bother you again.’

She shook her head, keeping her eyes stubborrdgalo



'What are you so frightened of?' he asked husHKihat | might do this?' He
kissed her slowly, and the thrill of sensation #tait through her tiny frame
brought her jerking away from him, only to be pdlleack into his hard
body with a passion that told her his control waly gkin-deep.

‘You only have to tell me you don't want me," hantad gently. 'But
properly, so | believe it.’

Her eyes were open now, the turmoil she was fedlgilgcted in their
bruised blueness, but although she opened her ntbetivords wouldn't
come.

'l love you, Catherine," he said again. 'l meaeally love you; | want you
living with me, working with me, sharing the goachés and the bad times,
| want happy ever after—'

‘There's no such thing," she said weakly, forcimg words through the
painful tightness in her throat.

'Yes, there is. I'll prove it; I'll give you a tasof it right now..." His hands

cupped her face as his mouth took hers, the kisgrigtand possessive and
frighteningly sweet, but although she could feed flerce tension in his

body, the control he was keeping on his desireyd®touching her gently,

tenderly, as though she was something precious.itAmas her undoing.

She kissed him back, straining into him as her lolamketed the fear and
panic, and he froze for one infinitesimal momenfobe gathering her
against him so closely she could feel the tremarseping through his
muscled frame, and the pounding thud of his hétnv could she live in a
world where he walked and talked and breathed,yahdbe far from him?
The thought seemed impossible as his hungry mdrdkesl her tiny ears,
moving on to the silky smoothness of her throatmmexk, creating shivering
rivulets of fire wherever it touched.

She was vaguely aware of the little inarticulatesfloating on the warm
air, but ignorant of the fact that they came froer bwn lips, her whole
being lost in a flood of sensation so strong, #st of the world had ceased
to”exist. The hairy warmth of his skin, the musdé@ngth of his body, the



wonder of what his mouth and hands were doing te-tieey were the only
real things in this world of colour and light armith and taste into which
she had plunged.

She was only conscious that they had slid dowrhé&ground when the

heady summer perfume of thick warm grass and Wolddrs pervaded the

sweetness. But then, as she felt the length of«leady against hers, it was
all sensation again, his hard, male toughnessratiegly at odds with the

trembling of his body.

He kissed her slumberous eyelids, tasting theivetesilkiness with his

tongue, before trailing feather-light, tantalisikigses to her mouth which
was already open and waiting for his touch. Hegbittly at her lower lip

before teasing her tongue as he explored her mioath erotic arousal that
turned her limbs liquid.

He was good, he was so, so good at this, she atkdged faintly. But
although the thought should have been a warningstileln't respond to it.

Her hands were linked at the back of his muscledk,ng@nd she could feel
the silky bristles of his severe haircut as sheh@nhands up into his hair.
She loved him, she wanted him; she couldn't bel®ye much she wanted
him...

‘Now tell me again you don't believe in happy eater,' Keir whispered
huskily, his teeth nipping sensually at her eagll'fne you don't believe |
can make you happy. You're in my life, Catheriiles I'm in yours. There's
no going back. Trust me; let me in.'

It was the one thing she knew herself to be inclgpab He felt her stiffen,
her body freezing beneath his, and he couldn'ebelishe was doing it
again—retreating into that formidable ivory towerdaslamming the door
shut.

He felt a hot surge of the rage and frustratiohd felt on other occasions,
but this time he didn't give her the space shenttledemanded. He was
damnedf he was going to...



'If | wanted to | could take you right here and namd you know it," he said
grimly. 'If I cut the talking, did away with tryingp find out what's going on
in that head of yours—'

'Why don't you, then?' She tried to push him aveaythe broad chest didn't
move an inch, his muscles like iron. 'If you thiti& that simple, why don't
you?"Because I'm not an animal, Catherine, anartwnore than your
body.' He rolled away, sitting up in one swift mowent and watching her
with unfathomable eyes as she smoothed her clothtoglace. 'will have
you. But it will be all of you, and not a hasty pting in a field either. It will
be slow and sweet, and you'll be there with meyewmh of the way, mind,
soul and body. It wasn't chance that brought yotowerby. You might not
be able to accept that right now, but it's thehttut

He would never know the irony of those words. Shised her head and
glanced across at him, and the pull of the sex@giothat pulsed from the
big body was so tangible she could taste it orathe

She had to end this now. She didn't quite know ttomgs had gone so far,
but if he ever guessed at his power over her shddame lost. She didn't
wantto love him, she didn't want to love anyone; loveant betrayal and
pain and disillusionment, and she had had enougfiadto last a lifetime.

She should never have come to Towerby. It had bearssion of revenge,
and how could anything so flawed deserve to sucaeg@ay? She was no
better than the woman who had brought her up ioehg through on this
guest for retribution and reprisal against her retonother. She didn't want
to hurt anyone... The tears were stinging hotebthck of her eyes, but she
dared not let them fall.

'It wasn't chance that brought me to Towerby,'a&ireed dully. 'l planned to
come here.'

The sudden elation he felt that she was going tenogp to him was
guenched by the look on her face and the deep atesolin her eyes.
‘Catherine—'



As he made to move close to her again she jerkey aw sharply he was
immediately still, sensing she was at the verytliofiiher endurance.

'‘Some months ago | was ill with flu which developetb pneumonia..." As
she continued to talk, her voice flat and monotande listened quietly,
outwardly calm but inwardly burning with rage agsithe people who had
so damaged the spirit of the woman in front of hitntook all of his
considerable will power not to take her into hisiay but he knew now was
not the time. She had to say it all first, openvloeind and let the poison out.

'‘And you still have no idea who your real mothé e asked softly as she
finished talking and shut her eyes, her body limgd drained. 'No clue at
all?’

'‘No." She shuddered at the tenderness in his daep.\She had expected
scorn at what she saw as her feebleness, disgusapseat her deceit,
certainly a touch of self-righteous anger that Ishé been less than honest
with him all the time she had lived under his ro8he could have coped
with all those things, they didn't threaten hee blad lived with their twins
all her life. But gentleness, consideration...tegre dangerous— sweet
little demons to undermine her resolve.

'‘Come here." His voice was husky, deep with coneeih desire, and her
eyes shot open as her back straightened. She khatwsive had to do now;
she should have done it weeks ago.

'‘No, Keir." It was difficult to look into the facghe loved so much and say
what she had to say, but she managed it—just. tdice you about my
mother, my past fife, so you'll understand my legvnas got nothing to do
with you—'

'‘Leaving?' He didn't shout, but the tone of hixeanade her stomach churn
violently. "You think | would let you leave?

"You have no choice in the matter," she said dtgdtr voice firmer than it
had been all day. 'You don't own me.’



'Yes, | do, in here.' He clenched a fist against leart, the anger and
frustration he was trying to conceal narrowing éyes into dark slits. He

had never looked more handsome, or more unatt@nable thought

miserably, but she had to carry this through. Heedeed better than her. He
needed an eager young wife, strong in body and ,mindork alongside

him gnd share the load, make a family life, bear bhildren.

If, by some miracle, he didn't cast her aside dreeeally got to know her,
she would still be like a millstone round his neSke would never be able to
live up to his expectations and one daye daythose devastating grey eyes
would ice over, his heart would grow cold, and slmild have ruined his
life as well as her own.

'I'm leaving, Keir."' She lifted her head proudlynean it.' She stared at him,
holding his gaze with her own.

'What about your mother?' he said quietly.
‘That doesn't matter any more.’

"You came all the way here, gave up your job, yfdends, and you say it
doesn't matter?' he said tightly. 'That was onigva weeks ago—what the
hell has happened to make you change your mind?'

You.'lt was stupid, a pipe-dream, to think | coulddfiner,’ Catherine said

wearily. 'And even if | could | realise now the grderson | would hurt is

myself. | might cause her a few problems in the $he's made for herself,
make her angry, embarrassed, but | couldn't be&he' stopped abruptly
and then forced herself to go on. 'l couldn't heasee her face when she
looked at me.’

'She might be glad you'd found her," Keir saidlgpthe searing pain in her
face gentling his voice. 'Have you considered that?

'She left me when | was a few weeks old, and ska'hldeen in touch once.
She knew where | was; she could have made contastyatime, but she
didn't want to." She drew a shaking hand acrosddwa. 'Those are the
facts.'



'‘And you hate her for that?'

'l don't know what | feel any more,' Catherine daidkily. 'l just know she's
out there somewhere, somewhere close—I feel it ynbones—and she
doesn't know me. | could walk past her in the $taee | wouldn't know she
was my mother. | keep looking at every woman abibet right age,
searching their faces, and the stupid thing isr'tdeven know what I'm
looking for. | can't carry on like this," she whespd painfully, her voice
struggling. 'l don't want to.'

'If you run away now, you'll be running all youfeli You know that, don't
you?' he said grimly. 'Forget us for a moment; #etle | still think you
should stay. | know people round here; | could medkeful enquiries that
your mother, if she's here, will never know abonieas you want her to. |
can help—'

'l don't want your help, Keir." The well of lonediss that had always been a
part of her, even from a tiny child, increasedva fieousand feet. She steeled
her heart as well as her voice, and said, "You trtlghk you love me, but
you don't, not really. You don't know me. What yeal—'

'Don't tell me what | feel, Catherine.' He was arayrd it showed, and when
she would have taken a step backwards he caughtrigty forcing her to
remain still. 'l can accept you don't feel the sawyet,’ he added
deliberately, 'but give me the credit for knowing mwn heart. I'm thirty
years old, damn it, not some young teenager stilhehind the ears. | know
what | want.'

'‘And | know what | want." She stared at him, hexsegnormous in her white
face, and lied like she'd never lied before. 'Arglnot Towerby, or village
life, or—'

'‘Me?" he finished grimly, dark colour flaring acsdss hard cheekbones.

'Or you." She had to do this, make him hate hethairtenacious streak in
him would drag the truth out of her. 'l want a eairi@ one of the big cities;
the examinations | was working for when | becarhedre to that end.' The
touch of fact in the statement was enough to givegeof genuineness to her



words, and she saw the narrowed gaze flicker a®henued to search her
face.

'l want my own flat, nice clothes; | don't wanthave to be answerable to
anyone other than myself.' If ever a picture fillegt with horror it was the
one she had just painted for herself. 'l want tlde, have fun.’

'| don't believe you."' He shook her slightly, tiigar and frustration he was
keeping under iron control causing his eyes taegliand burn. 'l don't
believe you're like that.'

'Like | said, you don't know me.' She dredged woiciliatory smile from
somewhere and forced herself to speak lightlyc@irse, | shall always be
grateful for all you've done for me, and I'm vegnbured you want me to
stay—'

"To hell with your gratitude.'

His eyes held hers for a moment more, and she wemaptéd, terribly
tempted to fall against that muscled chest andhiedlshe loved him, adored
him, that she'd do anything for him...

'Get in the Land Rover.' He had mastered the suddplosion of rage. His
voice was expressionless now, his face closed aftj and once he had
whistled to the dogs, and they were all safelyhm back of the vehicle, he
slid in beside her without saying a word, starting engine immediately.

It was finished.



CHAPTER NINE

THE rest of the afternoon was a nightmare of endura@atherine and Keir
visited two more large farms, neither of which \magrosperous or grand as
the Alton premises, before driving right to theywtap of Peak Fell to attend
to a sick pig. The Robinsons' premises consisted small wind-blown
farmhouse and several ramshackle outbuildings,ves@ situated in an
exposed position where the grass was constantteriled by the northern
wind that blew with furious intent in the winterfact that the few spindly
bent trees surrounding the buildings bore evidence

Keir hadn't said a word that wasn't absolutely ssagy during the last hour
and a half, and now, as he parked the Land Roeeglanced at her briefly,
his eyes remote and hooded. 'l won't be long."'

She had remained in the vehicle at the other twragabut now something

rebellious flared into life at the unspoken ordeattshe stay put. '‘Can |
come?' she asked carefully. These were the saneafories she was going
to have to feed off for a long, long time once sl#&s gone as she pictured
him going about his daily work. 'l need to stretair legs.’

His shrug was careless. He clearly didn't careveaneor the other, and she
really couldn't blame him, she thought miserably.

The patient was a huge sow with beady little eyebwaicked yellow teeth,
but although she raised her head at Keir's entriamaéder pen she made no
effort to rise from her prone position. Keir's laidgands were gentle but firm
as he examined the animal, his manner reassuririgetaanxious little
smallholder who kept up a monologue of comfortiradpy talk to the pig
whilst stroking the big, spiky head, in much thensawvay one would fuss
over a pet dog or cat.

'She's going to be fine, Bob.' Keir smiled at tisgrdught man as he patted
the sow's huge rump. 'She's got a touch of engspBl give her an
injection of serum right now, and you'll find thiaigh temperature will
rapidly come down. She'll be on her feet in tweribgw hours and ready to
fight the world again."’



'Oh, I don't mind her bad temper,’ the little mamrmured equably. ‘Me and
Daisy understand each other, don't we, lass?' T¢antittle eyes glanced
his way as one big ear flapped lazily, and Catleecouldn't help wondering
what the smallholder saw in the animal to inspira tvith such devotion.

The pig was clearly more of a pet than a farm ahima

It was after five o'clock when they began the jeyrnhome, the
late-afternoon sunlight highlighting the endlessnst walls patterning the
dales, and the gently dying heat of the day briggime scents of thick
moorland grass and wild flowers into the vehicle.

Had he believed her when she had outlined whatvsimed for her future?
Catherine asked herself painfully as she sat steiepsglent misery at Keir's
side. She hoped she'd lied well. It would be fatdlet him guess that her
heart and soul would always be here, that she woeN@r stop aching for
what might have been if things had been differérghe'dbeen different.

The long garden was gently dozing in the warmtiKeis opened the gate
and stood aside to let her pass through, his biy ldstant and remote, his
face closed. One wall was covered with pale yelleglvet-petalled
rambling roses in full bloom, and the thought cahe she would never be
able to smell that rich, heavy perfume again withexperiencing the
grinding anguish she was feeling now.

Keir went straight into the surgery after leavihg tlogs in the garden with
bowls of cold water, and as Catherine climbed thegssto the flat she found
her head was pounding, the events of the traurdagichaving given her a
thudding headache. She would have a bath andrstesriroom tonight, she
thought wearily as she opened the front door tdl#teand then tomorrow
she would pack and leave whilst the morning surgeay in progress. Keir
had Martin and Mary Napier now—even her usefulivess finished.

‘Thank goodness you're back!" Janice leapt outeofrbom as she heard
Catherine's key in the lock. "You'll never guesainlve done. Is Keir with

you?' she added anxiously, glancing behind Catbetlimeed to talk to him

too.’



'He's downstairs.' Catherine tried to muster somleusiasm in her voice as
she asked, 'What's the matter?'

'I'd forgotten, I'dtotally forgotten that Michael's mother has invited us all
over for a meal tonight,’ Janice said agitatedlgning her hand through her
dark hair so it stuck out in every direction. ‘Shentioned it a week ago and

| meant to clear it with you and Keir, but | justirgot. And then when
Michael reminded me today | didn't have the neoveay | hadn't told you,
especially when she's got everything in. He's asvenoaningl'm not
organised enough, and we've already had one raheosubject lately when

| double-booked us at the weekend, if you remember?

Catherine did remember. Janice and Michael had god&ner with some
newly married friends when another couple had ediat the flat to take
them out for a drink. As it was the third time i many weeks that Janice
had done something similar Michael had been lems fiteased, and things
had got pretty heated for a time, until Janice peamised faithfully she
would write everything down in her diary in future.

'You aren't doing anything, are you?' Janice askegbusly. 'Please say you
aren't.’

What could she say? Catherine stared at the otth@sghe understood, for
the first time, how Janice's haphazard approatfetoould so infuriate Keir

and Michael. How could she possibly endure an exgem Keir's company
after everything that had happened that afterntton@uld be hell on earth
for them both, and all because Janice had forgdttenention Michael's

mother's invitation. But she would have to go; dul place Janice in an
impossible situation with Michael again if she didn

'‘No, I'm not doing anything, Janice,’ she said tyieher headache
intensifying at the thought of the evening aheBdt 1 don't suppose Keir
can drop everything without any warning; theretoaple of new patients
from this morning in the recovery room that neeceftd monitoring. I'm
quite happy to come with you and Michael, thou§Keir can't make it.'



'Perhaps Martin would stand in?' Janice suggesipdfhlly. 'If not I'll have
to say there was some sort of emergency, but Migtael will guess the
truth. He knows me too well.'

Say you can't come, Keir, say you can't come. Ciatheontinued to send
silent signals all the time Janice was downstditg, when the other girl
popped her head round Catherine's door a few nanatier her smiling face
told its own story.

'No problem,' she beamed happily. 'l got anotheule, but Keir could see
it wasn't fair on Michael's mum not to come. Yolalte her, Catherine, she's
such a pet.'

'Is she?' Catherine stopped listening as the dafinlegprattied on. Well, this
was certainly going to be an evening to rememluoerkeir as well as her!
She still couldn't believe what he felt for her wage—how could a man
like Keir love her—but whatever it was she had caused him embarragsme
and pain, hurt his pride and dented his male ego.

Oh...She came to herself again to find she was al@recd having left to

get ready. How could she bear it? How could sheelead never see him
again? The thought made her feel physically sick] #or long, searing

minutes she took great lungfuls of air, willing theusea to subside.

And if she left this place she would never seenather. She knew it, just as
she knew she was close somehow. It wasn't a knge&lledrn of logic, but it
was as hard as concrete, a sixth sense that hachixa&ened by something
outside herself. And she wanted to see her...

She walked across to the door and shut it verytiguleefore flinging herself
down on the bed and crying as though her heartadMondak. Just oncgyst
onceshe wanted to look into the face of the woman Waad given birth to
her, to see what her own flesh and blood lookes] li& hear her speak. And
it wasn't because she hated her, or wanted tols@adife—nothing like that.
She brought her hands across her chest as thbgrame too much to bear.
Perhaps it never had been. She just wanted to Krtbere was any chance
that her mother had regretted what she'd done,thaadght about her
sometimes, wished she could see her...



'Oh, God, help me.' She groaned the words through an anguish of soul
that it had her screwing herself up into a tigtiidiball, the pain unbearable.
'Do something, show me; | can't go on..." She hadersuch a mess of
everything; it had all gone from bad to worse li&keunaway train that was
out of control. And now she had hurt Keir, and blae to spend a whole
evening pretending to be someone else, someon&achiheir heart set on a
career and the high life.

She continued to pray, in fits and starts, for same, her thoughts
spiralling round and round like a huge roller ceastuntil gradually she
became quiet, a sense of peace pervading her ébutihd and blanketing
her soul.

'How could someone do that to a little baby?' Sbeke out loud into the
quiet room, rising off the bed and walking acrasthe window, her eyelids
heavy with weeping. She felt so sorry for thedittlaby she had been, but
this time when she thought of it there was nonthefbitter anger that had
coloured such thoughts before, just a deep senseraiw and regret.

She didn't understand, she thought sadly, herfeltesiing a lone bird as it
soared in the sky outside, its wings making good ofthe warm air
currents. And perhaps she never would. But if she aver going to build
some sort of a life for herself, learn to fly abakre misery and despair of her
early years and soar in the warm air currentsfef #he had to let go of the
crippling resentment and rage, justified thoughseimotions were.

Perhaps that was why she had been guided here8tireued to watch the
carefree bird in the light-washed sky as dusk stqwit fingers of pink and
mauve into the scene outside the window, otheshathing the first one as
they feasted on insects the warm evening had btaughPerhaps she had
never been meant to find her mother. Maybe sheldttzl wrong from the
beginning.

She was ready when Janice knocked on her dooglatt &er careful use of
cosmetics hiding the utter exhaustion that seemédye taken her over. As



she joined the others in the hall she felt as thalge was in some kind of
vacuum, a suspended void in the gallop of timewra surreal, dream-like.

The strange serenity took something of a knock vétenlooked at Keir. He

seemed to fill the light-coloured hall, the blactusers and charcoal-grey
shirt he was wearing making him seem even bigger tlsual, the muscled
strength of his powerful shoulders and chest verglent under the dark

material.

He looked back at her, the sharply defined angfekis face hard and
handsome and his stone-grey eyes expressionl¢issyawok in the small,
slim woman in front of him, dressed simply in arkledength full- skirted
dress in white cotton, the plain colour relievedadyivid violet-coloured
belt that exactly matched the colour of her eyes.

"You look very lovely." Catherine couldn't quitetelenine the tone of his
voice, but she was aware of Janice's gaze daréitvgeen them, and then, as
the moment stretched and became painful, she &rreyes from his.

‘Thank you.' He could have been carved in grashe,thought helplessly;
she couldn't read a thing from his sombre faced&@ygou—Ilook nice, that
is,' she added hastily as her cheeks began to fl#né you, Janice." She
managed a quick smile at Keir's sister who stitlrtiasaid a word.

'‘We'll bring the mutual admiration society to asgand get moving, shall
we?' Keir drawled lazily. 'Mustn't let Michael's rpats think we've
forgotten, eh, Janice?'

It was below the belt, but in the circumstancedailice could do was smile
sweetly, although she obviously found it painfileir, you won't... You
won't let on...?'

'My lips are sealed.' He glanced across at Catbetite devastating grey
gaze lingering on her mouth. 'How about yours?Yles—I won't say a
word, Janice.'

He was doing this on purpose, Catherine thouglhtljigas she followed
Janice out of the flat, sailing past Keir with Inese in the air—the effect of



which was spoilt by the brilliant colour stainingritheeks. He was trying to
make her feel uncomfortable, embarrassed, becdubeés afternoonThis
afternoon...The memory of how it had felt to be crushed clmsthat big,
male frame suddenly obliterated the last of haegd&t, producing a rush of
adrenaline that was more effective than any nurabblack coffees.

Well, she would get through this evening withosing to his subtle bait,
and once they were in the car driving home, withickaas chaperon, she
would tell him that she was leaving in the morniSfe ignored the savage
thud her heart gave, and concentrated on puttimgfoot in front of the
other as she walked down the stairs, acutely anfakeir just behind her
when she reached the bottom.

‘This way.' As both women made to walk along thespge to the back of
the house Keir unlocked the front door, beforeimglithrough into the
reception area, 'Martin? We're off now. See yoer|and thanks for holding
the fort at such short notice."'

'My pleasure." Martin's voice drifted through frahe other room. 'Have a
nice time.'

‘A taxi?' Janice stood still on the top of the stap she stared at the taxi-cab
waiting in the street outside.

'Well spotted.’

'‘But we don't usually have a taxi.' Janice obvipuditin't appreciate the
brotherly sarcasm, as her terse tone made clear.

'Perhaps I'm trying to convince Catherine that ve:n'a quite the heathens
we appear to be, and that even in the deep, dddk wi Yorkshire we have
the refinements of modern living," Keir said plegbabut with lethal intent.
'‘Besides which, I've found that lan's taste in wamét to be frowned at, and
I'm rather in need of some fortification tonight.’

'Oh." Janice had clicked on to the fact that al wat well. 'Bad day?' she
asked carefully.



'I've had better.'

Michael's parents lived on the outskirts of thetn@llage, which was a bare
five miles away, but, seated next to Keir in thelbaf the taxi, his hard

thigh pressed close to hers and his arm stretdbad the back of the seat in
a manner that looked casual but which she just kmagymeant to keep her
fully aware of him, it seemed like fifty.

Dusky golden sunlight was slanting onto the rootha&f beautiful thatched
cottage when the taxi nosed its way through wroirgint gates and onto a
large rectangle of pebbled drive surrounded by botous border of
boisterously unrestrained flowers. Hollyhocks, hgi blue larkspur,
brilliant scarlet snapdragons, the trumpet-shapadrant pink and white
flowers of naked lady, Michaelmas daisies, clustétavender-blue Queen
Anne's lace and feathery white baby's-breath sllgd for space, along with
candytuft, lovely white anemones and the brilligold of faithful little
marigolds.

It was breathtaking, an English garden at its kzexd, Catherine stood for a
long moment in the dying sun once she was outettr, breathing in the
rich perfume of a host of gillyflowers as the peabe had felt earlier stole
over her again.

‘A little touch of English village life for you teee.' Keir's voice was deep
and soft behind her, and when his hand closed lusebare elbow she felt

the contact right down to her toes. 'If we can mtevhe fun too that's half of

your criteria for a successful evening met.' Higetavas sardonic as it stated
he hadn't forgotten her words from the afternoowl, @ she spun round to
face him her face tightened.

‘That's uncalled for—' she began furiously, onlystop abruptly when he
placed a warning finger on her lips as Janice pbihem.

'Look, is anything wrong?' Janice was clearly dubher depth as her eyes
moved from Keir's mocking face to Catherine's angng. 'I'm sorry |
sprang this on you tonight—'



'‘No problem.’ The taxi had swung round in a serdiejrand just as it left the
heavy oak door to the cottage swung open. 'And's$goeir beloved, right
on cue,’' Keir continued easily, raising his hanMtohael who was standing
in the doorway, with an older couple just behineh hi

'Whatis the matter?’ Janice asked testily as they walkedrds the others,
but there was no time to answer as Michael stegpeslard, his face
wreathed in a smile of welcome, and introductiommmenced.

‘Catherine, these are my parents.' He steppedetgide as he waved at the
couple behind him. 'My mother—another Catherima, dfraid, so forgive
any confusion tonight—and my father, lan.'

'How do you do?' Catherine smiled politely, butés an effort. Whether it

was due to the fact that Keir's hand had now snad@ad her waist and she
had been drawn very firmly into his side, or thathéel's mother wasn't at
all what she had expected, she wasn't sure. Sheemasmall—her doctor

husband towered over her by a good nine inches-ithuds her face that

had arrested Catherine.

She knew Michael was the same age as Keir— thirtye-she had expected
his parents to be around the fifty mark, probalding grey, but tanned and
robust like most of the people hereabouts. Butrtogher was tin—ethereal
was the word—and although her face still bore ewigeof what must have
been great beauty in her youth her hair was purgewhtterly devoid of
colour.

How old was she? Catherine found she could haedlytier eyes away from
the other woman's face. She could be any age fooiy o sixty, her skin
still fine and translucent, but the web of linediaéing from her eyes and
mouth and the deep sadness in her eyes suggestagedy in her past that
had ravaged her beauty almost cruelly. It was #egéarce, a tragic face, and
Catherine felt herself drawn to it without knowiwy.

'‘Catherine, please come in..." Michael's mother emadlittle fluttering
gesture with her hand that suggested nervousnedsas Catherine felt
Keir's arm tighten round her body she glanced tp s face and saw he



was looking at the other woman with something a&ishock darkening his
eyes.

'Keir?' As they followed the others into the co#taga vision of olde-world
charm—he seemed determined not to let go of hdratWthe matter?’

'It's not possible.' He was talking as though tadelf, but with his eyes on
her face. 'Catherine, you said your mother's nanas wnna—Anna
Mitchell?' he asked urgently.

She nodded, frightened by the expression on hés fac

‘Then how—"?" His murmur was cut short as they pbitiee others in the
beautiful little Victorian summer house attachedhe dining room at the
back of the house, where a trolley of drinks waging

There was a strange atmosphere prevailing as avemnyas settled in big,
comfy cane chairs with their drinks. lan kept velgse to his wife, his eyes
constantly darting to her face, which was as wa#dint, and even Michael
seemed to sense that something was wrong, his gfaat his parents
troubled as he mixed and deposited drinks, andexffeound the little tray
of hors d'oeuvres.

'Michael tells us you live in London, Catherind.'was a relief when
Michael's mother engaged her in conversation—eWennormal banter
between Michael and Janice had been stilted amedoiYou're down here
on holiday, | understand?' she asked gently. 'Reratipg after an illness?’

'Yes, in a way." She had already told Keir, so @éhetas no point in
perpetuating the lie. 'I've actually left Londongdd'm having a break before
| move on to Birmingham to live and work."' One aitgis as good as another,
and she had decided on Birmingham that afternosh@$ad watched Keir
come and go about the farms.

She felt him stiffen at her side on the small ceofa for two where he had
deftly sat them, but he said nothing, and she taire look at his face.



You've family in London?' It was a perfectly reaable question, but the
look on Michael's mother's face was making Catleeiéel uncomfortable.

How did she answer that? She had no family in Lordthe people who
had brought her up had never been a family to hertpblite pre-dinner
conversation didn't lend itself to the truth. 'Bmopted.’ She saw the words
register in the other woman's eyes like a blowd'Ary adoptive family and
| don't get on, so | don't really have any ties¢hd that's what you mean.'

Her heart was beginning to pound, and the feelvagy she had met this
woman before, that she knew her in some way, wasgigg. But there was a
chilling numbness holding part of her brain, thetghat had hoped and
prayed and groaned for the last few months sinednald found out the truth
about herself.

'What's your surname?' As lan moved to put his ewond his wife's
shoulders, she was aware of Keir doing exactlystrae to her, but the icy
trickles that were shivering down her spine werlgling her transfixed.

She stared at the woman in front of her, utterlphl@ to speak, her
heightened senses taking in Michael and Janice ne part of the
room—clearly bewildered by what was happening, lasirtunnatural
stillness showed—the evening bird-song beyond thenodoor of the
summer house where the large garden stretchedhubkesky through the
windows, the shadow falling across her mother's.fader mother's face.

'Prentice.’ It was a whisper.

'‘And you are twenty-one years old, and you havayhirthmark on your
thigh in the shape of the moon... Catherine, olth&ae...'

‘You're my mother.’

'‘And you're my baby, my precious, precious babypwHshe came to be
clasped in her mother's arms she wasn't sureyksneere blinded by tears,
but the arms holding her were strong for all thegility, and the embrace
was soft and warm and perfumed, and went on and on.



She was aware of muted hustling and bustling asithes of them, but she
was incapable of pulling herself together for lomgnutes, and when
eventually she did raise her head it was to seenloghner sitting beside her
on the sofa—and she realised they were quite alé@emother's face—the
face she recognised was so like hers now she kneas-dvenched in tears,
but lit with an inner light that told her all sheated to know.

"You don't mind that I've found you?' Catherine sgleired brokenly. 'l
thought...'

'‘Mind?' Her mother shut her eyes for a second and hercfacepled as she
said, 'I've lived for this moment for twenty-oneaye—dreamed it, breathed
it. Without believing that one day we would be riégedh | wouldn't have
remained sane.'

'‘But why—"?" Catherine stopped abruptly.

'Why, feeling like that, did | give you up?' her ther said softly. 'Can I tell
you, explain from the beginning? It won't excusewltdid—nothing can do
that—nbut if you just understand how it was...'

Catherine nodded without speaking, her mind dtilhsed by the enormity
of it all, and her mother gathered her close fag oninute more, as though
she couldn't bear to let her go, before drawingyeavel composing her face,
which was awash with tears again.

'l was very confused when | met the young man whas wour
father—confused, lonely and unhappy. | was juseéstaen, my parents had
been killed in a horrific accident I'd witnesseuld dhe effect on me was very
traumatic. My sister, my adopted sister, was alyaadrried and I'd been
placed with her. We didn't get on, but | knew lotsiblings who were the
same, and she was the only family I'd got. But tseated me badly, and
when | met Alan...’

Her voice trailed away, and she took a deep breafbre she continued,
'When | met Alan | fell for him hook, line and serk He...he told me he
loved me, that he'd look after me, that we'd getiedand | could leave my
sister's home, and then...then | got pregnant.’



She raised her head and looked Catherine fullarfabe. 'He left the same
week," she said bleakly. 'My parents had always lveey protective, and |

was painfully naive for my age—not that that exsus@ything. | was

offered an abortion but | couldn't, | just couldad so | continued with the
pregnancy although my sister made each day anlordea

'‘But, when | saw you, it was all worth it. You wese beautiful, so perfect; |

loved you instantly. | named you Catherine Joy—€atie because that's
my second name and Joy—because of the joy | fedtwifirst saw you and

knew you were mine.'

'‘And then?' Catherine found she was holding heherts hands in her own.
'‘What then?'

'It was a hard birth, and | was ill—physically amentally—afterwards. |

brought you home and all my sister did was go anet-that | was unfair,

how you would suffer without a father, the cruetither children would

subject you to, the things | was depriving you of+-amd on and on. She
said she could give you everything and | could giee nothing, and in the
end | cracked. | became very ill in my mind.’'

She shook her head blindly. 'The loss of my pareXitan's desertion, the
pregnancy and the birth, and then the pressure fremafterwards—it was
just too much, | suppose. And so | gave in. Shédtduhave children, and
she wanted you so much. | knew with them you waalde a normal family
life, that they could give you everything | coukdn’

Oh, the irony of it all. Catherine looked at thenpaiavaged face in front of
her and knew she couldn't tell her the truth—nownperhaps not ever.
There were some things love had to carry.

'My sister was adamant | couldn't see you agaat,itihad to be a complete
severance or else she wouldn't feel you were heosild understand that, in
a way, but it was the hardest thing of all. If u@just have stayed on the
perimeter of your life, seen you occasionally...'

'‘And so you came to Yorkshire," Catherine said lgettte knowledge that
her mother had suffered even more than she hadighrdahe years



wrenching her heart in a way she would have consttenpossible just
days—hours—ago.

'l came as housekeeper to lan after answering\ariggkement.' Her mother
brushed a wisp of white hair from her brow witlentbling hand. 'l told my
sister where | was, that if at any timery time—in the future she would let
me see you | would come straight there... But Mksbe wouldn't. My one
hope through the years was that you would try amtihe when you were
old enough to do so.’

'‘And you married lan?' Catherine asked quietly. Avatame Michael's
mother. It hurt; she couldn't help it.

'When | came up here | was on the verge of a nenayaakdown, and
leaving you tipped me over the edge. lan was sal;gostead of me being
housekeeper to a nine-year-old boy and his fathey, looked after me for
months and months until | began to recover. | laideverything; he's a very
good man.'

Her mother shook her head slowly. 'He asked me aoryrhim twelve
months later, and he understood | could never lginea child. | felt that to
do so would be a betrayal of you in some way, anddtepted that. Michael
loves me, as | do him, but perhaps because oflngss in the early days it
was not the traditional mother/son relationship.isi@ery protective, but
looks on me more as an older sister, | think. And-+you are my only
child, Catherine, my precious only child.’

She reached out a shaky hand and touched Catkeiage. 'I've looked at
your photo every day we've been apart.’

'Did you know, when you asked me here tonight?h&@ate asked quietly,
her heart thudding when she realised how easilycebtl have missed it.
'Did you know | was your daughter?"

'l wasn't sure. Janice had mentioned you, of coanseé the name, the age,
the fact you were from London all seemed right. 8he said you were on
holiday—'



'l wasn't. | came looking for you," Catherine sajdickly. 'But for
Anna—Anna Mitchell.'

'l used my second name when | came here—it wasrthelink | had left
with you—and then of course | married lan so mynaore changed...' She
stopped and they both looked at each other fangmeoment, the wonder of
it all reflected in both faces. 'l thought you midtate me for giving you
away," her mother said softly with a little catah her voice, her eyes
expressing far more than the words said.

'l love you,' Catherine said just as softly. 'Yeuiny mum.'



CHAPTER TEN
'CANT sleep?’

Keir's voice was soft and deep, but Catherine milrly jumped out of her
skin as he came up behind her in the dark lourigead been two in the
morning before they had got back to the flat, afi@evening containing so
much gruelling emotion, Catherine had thought sbelafall asleep on her
feet. But once alone in her room she'd found hedmwas buzzing with a
thousand images, a thousand words, a thousand éragchscenarios, and
try as she might she couldn't stop pacing the floor

At four she had given up any notion of sleep, opgtier door quietly and
padding out into the hall in just her nightie amavélling robe to make
herself a cup of coffee in the silent kitchen.

Once in her favourite seat in the shadowed lounge-a big easy chair
overlooking the sleeping village below—she had edither feet beneath
her, and with her hands cradling the coffee mugdilagved her thoughts to
roam at will.

She had found her mother, and never in her wildesstms had she allowed
herself to imagine she would be loved, wanteekdedso very much. lan
had taken her aside at one point during the evetwirigll her, quietly and
very gently, that he believed the crucifying grleé wife had felt over
leaving her daughter behind had turned her haitenvanen she had come to
Yorkshire. 'There hasn't been a day since I've knber that she hasn't
spoken your name,' he'd said softly, his arm rdwerdshoulders. 'l can't tell
you what it means to both of us to have you hee¢h€ine. We've prayed
for this day for twenty-one years.'

Yes, there was no doubt that she was loved andedatitat the doors to her
mother's heart and her home were wide open. Sowilsgm everything had
turned out so incredibly, so miraculously well, dite feel as though she had
missed something somewhere? Since she had pragterdasy evening
she'd felt she was being shown something, but atir'ihgrasped it, and the
feeling was even more urgent now, since she haudftver mother.



She turned in the chair now to look up at Keir, &ed heart gave a giant
lurch at the sight of him, big and dark, just behirer. He was still in the
clothes he had worn earlier in the evening, andssin the first thing that
came into her mind. 'Haven't you been to bed?’

'No." He walked in front of her, settling one thiginthe broad windowsill as
he looked back at her, the bright moonlight makhregroom a stark contrast
of clear shapes and dark shadows. 'lI've been imgdingden since we got
back...thinking.'

'Oh."' She hardly dared breathe.

'Do you know what about?' he asked softly, the esgion on his face
making her heart thud still harder and her moutldiyo

She had to lick her lips before she could speaH, ldaa narrowed gaze
followed the action, the sensual gleam in his eyaking her hot. 'No.’'

"You. You, my hard-hearted little sprite.'

'I'm not hard-hearted!

Her very real indignation caused his mouth to cumawry, crooked smile.
'No?' He let his gaze run over her face, her éyadjps, her throat, and- she
felt its impact as though he were actually caressier, her skin growing

pink and her breathing quickening.

'l don't have to touch you, do I? | don't even he®uchyou and you melt
for me,' he said thickly. 'And you're talking abéedving here.’

‘That's just sex.’

‘The hell it is.'He glared at her before shaking his head and gayiore
softly, 'The hell it is. | love you, Catherine.dvie you more than | ever
imagined loving a woman, and there is no way I'imgdo let you walk out
of my life.’

'Keir—'



'No, cut the "Keif's and the "l can't" s," he gred/klowly. 'I'm not being kept
at arm's length by them any more. | know you, Qatlee | know you in
here.' He thumped the front of his chest angiilknbw the sort of woman
you are, and there is no way you would respondedike you do unless you
felt something for me beyond the desire for a quickble in bed.

'‘And I'll tell you quite frankly—' a touch of chagrentered the grim voice
for a moment '—if | hadn't needed more from yountha easing of my body
you'd have been bedded weeks ago. Becausant you, Catherine;

physically 1 want you very much indeed. The thingsnagine doing to

you—' The twist of his mouth expressed dark setfsiten. '‘Believe me, you
would be in no doubt that | want you.'

She loved him, oh, she loved him, but she didm& 8alieve what he felt for
her would last. Something of what she was feelingtnhave been written
on her face, because he reached out for her, guikn up and into his arms
before she could move. 'I'm not letting you go,h@ane; get that into your
head first of all,' he said in a smoky, thick voibat made her quiver. 'If you
leave here I'll find you and bring you back; its ssmple as that. Besides
which, you have family here now; you can't escape m

She didn't want to; there was nothing she wantesl |# wouldn't work.' She
pushed against his broad chest, feeling the thiniksdieart against her hand
and realising he wasn't as calm as he was acting.

‘The only way you can convince me of that is toygayfeel nothing for me,’
he stated softly. ‘Me as a person. Tell me, Catberitell me | just turn you
on, that there is nothing else there at all, aricbélieve you I'll leave you
alone. | promise you that.'

'Keir, this is ridiculous—

‘Tell me. Tell me you just want fun with no emotbriies, that you are
hell-bent on climbing that career ladder to thel@sion of any personal
commitment. | wouldn't stop you having a careethét was what you
wanted, Catherine.'



He took her face between his big hands, the greg #yat could appear so
cold glowing like sun-warmed stone. 'Of course hta family, children,
one day. But it can be years from now, decadebatfs what you want—'

'It's not my career. Don't yoge® It's me.' The words were torn out of her,
the emotional roller coaster of the last few hoomsaking down all her
defences. Fear was like a thick mist, choking $teangling her, panic at her
own inadequacy so real she could taste it, bittertart, on her tongue. 'l
can't be what you want, Keir. It would all go wroagd you...you'd be
disappointed.’

'‘What are you talking about?' He stared at her watly real amazement on
his face. 'ls it something that's happened in yast? Is that it? | don't care;
| told you when you met me the slate was wipedrclea

'It's not anything that's happened—not in that watpld you everything
yesterday. I've never...'I've never gone with a.niiégjust that you could
have anyone,' she whispered dully.

'‘But the one | want is a silver-haired girl withesyl could drown in," he said
softly. ,'l don't want anyone else; | never will.’

'You think thathow—'

'‘Catherine, what do you want from me?' His handsaeddo her shoulders
and he shook her gently. 'I'm turning myself insidé here—'

'‘But that's part of it, don't you understand?' s&id urgently, jerking away
from him and shaking her head wildly. "You want smme uncomplicated,
easy to be with, someone who can make you happy.'

'Stop playing the martyr!" The words, and the ttveeused, were like a
bucket of cold water over her head, and she frozeshock, her eyes
enormous as she stared into his angry' face, betepping forward and
hitting him once, very hard, across the face.

'How dare you? How dare you say that to me?' shefapously . 'l hate
you—'



'‘No, you don't, you love me.' He had both her wristone hand now, his
other arm moving her struggling body against hisere she continued to
twist and turn, her breath sobbing in her thr@atd' | love you, and I'm not
going to let you throw away the one chance of haggs we both have
because of what's happened in your past. | colilgdar family for what
they've done to you, but they are your past and/éor future; do you hear
me?

'When | saw you next to your mother yesterday ld¢'wa kicked myself for
not realising who she was before, but when I'védaoat lan's wife in the
past all I've seen is a sad, tragic figure whodlasys been something of a
recluse.’

She had stopped struggling now, and he put herrtisdength whilst

keeping hold of her shoulders. 'I'm not going totleat happen to you,
Catherine, however much you fight me. Together meegaing to beat this
thing; you are not going to let that maniac whougttt you up wreck your
life too. | can't promise you I'll always be theafeet husband. I'm human; |
make mistakes—I get too wrapped up in my work ake too much on, I'm
untidy, | leave the top off the toothpaste. But @mag | can promise you...'

He paused, pulling her against him and holdingfaee with his hand. 'I'll
always love you, always be there for you, alwaysdnand want you, till
death and beyond.’

She hadn't realised she was crying, silently, dmrgibent forward and took
her salty lips in a long, deep kiss as his handgeth@ver her body in an
intimate caress.

'We are going to build owownlife, with ourownfamily, and you'll learn to
believe it—I promise you that too," he said shakiter long, sweet minutes
of love- making. "You'll see your children playimgth their grandmother
and you'll heal her mind too, give her back theyé#aat the locust has eaten.
It will happen, Catherine, | promise you.'

'All these promises..." She tried to smile, buttdes flowed again.



'‘But first you have to say you love me; you nevavd) you know,' he said
huskily, and just for a moment she saw a flashnakeutainty, of a desperate
need for reassurance in the face of this big, otlatt, authoritative man she
loved so much, and it melted the last of her resist.

'I do—I do so much—»but I can't help being frighténe

That's fine.' He held her so tightly she thougtt hbs would crack. 'l can
deal with that. I've got all the time in the worlthe rest of our lives, to
convince you of how much you're loved.'

It was said with such arrogance—that same arrogdnratdrad so got under
her skin when they had first met—that she wantednile, but he had
captured her mouth again and her soul was flying.



EPILOGUE

THE only place they could have considered being nénias the ancient
little thirteenth-century parish church in the madf Towerby, and it

seemed to Catherine that the whole of the villagd turned out as she
walked up the long, winding path to the church dmotan's arm.

Keir had wanted a December wedding, telling het tha best Christmas
present in the world would be to wake up besideoheChristmas Day. And
Mother Nature had conspired to add her own touchagjic to the occasion,
draping the trees and hedgerows with a brilliahtiteging mantle of frost

beneath a clear winter sky of deep cloudless khaeating a white, diamond-
studded wonderland.

‘All right?' As they reached the top of the patd &atherine turned round to
smile at Janice behind her, resplendent in heebnid's regalia of wine
and ivory, lan's quiet voice at her side broughtdyes snapping back to his.

'l think so," she said shakily.

The girl in the mirror who had stared back at hust p few minutes before
leaving her mother's house hadn't looked famittae, frothy satin and lace
ivory dress and fur-lined cape and hood edged mevgilk giving her an
ethereal beauty that was quite breathtaking artile dwe-inspiring, her
skin a delicate, translucent cream and her hardun silver.

'l think he's waiting." lan smiled at her, and $#ea surge of love for this
guiet man who had been a tower of strength to lethen since the day they
had met and who had accepted her into his familhissown daughter
without a second thought, becoming the father sldenlever had as easily as
if she were his natural child.

As the strains of the Bridal March began Cathefatiea little fluttering of
panic, and then she was walking through the smeleal doorway, lan's
comforting bulk at her side, and beginning the waitk the aisle. Every
pillar, every windowsill of the beautiful old chdrovas festooned with
flowers, their fragrance filling the building. Bahe only had eyes for the
tall, dark man standing with Michael in front okthltar.



Would she make him happy? Could she forget thegastreach out to the
future? And then he turned, while she was stithwa feet away, and smiled
at her, and she knew she had nothing to prove ito &l never would have.
He loved her; he loved her more than she had inedgnerself ever being
loved.

His parents were smiling at her on her right, aybelvuncles and aunts
beaming their approval in the seats behind, anal $she caught sight of her
mother's face in the pew opposite, her eyes sparkith tears of joy and

happiness and her face alight with love.

She was covered in love, deluged with it, wrapmetsidelicious warmth as
she floated to Keir's side and lan placed her auhds, Michael grinning at
her from Keir's other side.

‘A few minutes more and you're really mine.' Kendéce was low and deep,
and for her ears only.

'I'm yours." She smiled at him, her tears of haggérglittering like diamonds
in the deep blue of her eyes. 'lI've always beemsyoBhe was home.



