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BLIND OBSESSION

Lee Wilkinson



A desperate desire...

Autumn Milski had to see Saul Cresswell just onegartone before
she could reconcile herself to the fact that the stze loved hated
her....

It was a reckless decision. Despite her assumece ndmre was

always a danger that Saul would recognize thesgeld once been. A
girl he blamed for the accident that had robbeddfilms sight -- and

whom he would clearly never forget or forgive!



CHAPTER ONE

AUTUMN knew she had been an absolute idiot to come. Kihew
Admitted it. She was taking a terrible risk. Buéstouldn't remember
a time when she hadn't loved Saul. It seemed heal/a been a part
of her, and the longing, the need to see him junseanore, had been
too great to resist.

She sat bolt upright on the leather chair, stitf annaturally still, as
though any sign of fidgeting would betray her nemsizess to the
gimlet-eyed female at the nearby desk.

Though the warm lines of her mouth hinted at chtaraand wit, and
her clear eyes held a swift intelligence, at thatmant her expressive
face was schooled into careful blankness.

She had been regretting her folly for the last tyefive minutes, and
was framing words in her mind, a convincing reasoibeing unable
to wait any longer, when a buzzer made her jumpuasively.

'‘Mr Cresswell will see you now,' Gerald Baber'sesry announced
with cool superiority.

Fighting down a sick panic, Autumn rose to herfeet slender,
long-legged woman with a clear-cut, vivid beautyd aglossy,
russet-coloured hair—and tapped at the inner door.

'‘Come in," a curt voice instructed. She obeyed arelw paces inside
the literary agent's luxuriously furnished officeas riveted, her
green-gold eyes fixed on the man who was standitigws back to

her, looking down from the window on to busy Piattad

His imposing height, the width of his shoulderg, éinrogant tilt of his
dark head, his stance—legs a little apart, handstldeep into his
pockets—she knew of old.



She also knew that his physical strength was mdtblgea powerful
intellect, a rapier-sharp brain that made him dgdbimidable and
caused many a lesser man to appear slow and laickpeyception.

He swung round to face her with a suddenness taalesl her,
making her heart lurch and her breath catch audibly

That lean, strong-boned face, the winged curveage¢ almost black
brows, the wide mouth with its fuller lower lip, dthe slight cleft in

the squarish chin, were achingly familiar. Only gtasses, with their
thin black metal frames and tinted lenses, weeng and alien.

She had been used to seeing him casually dressed;dhirts and
jeans often old and stained with blobs of paint, how he was
wearing a charcoal-grey, well-cut business suthwismart blue shirt
and toning tie.

The civilised garb did nothing to disguise his ptive maleness, but
In some strange way seemed to accentuate it.

As she stood gazing raptly at him, her heart sagllintil it felt like
bursting, her slanting eyes filled with tears; $ettuat overflowed and
ran in two silent, unheeded streams down her chatsiripped off
her chin.

This was the man who had enriched her life, engmdder talents
and stretched her mind. The man who, just by bémge, had
embroidered the everyday fabric of -her existemaaking it a rare
and beautiful tapestry.

He was also the one who had torn it to shreds.

No, that wasn't trueShewas the one who had, through her ow
stupidity, almost destroyed both their lives.



'‘Good afternoon, Miss Shandon?' His voice, deepadtnalctive, just
how she recalled it, held a faint note of query.

Autumn's throat worked, but no sound came. He vehtkevards the
desk with a sureness that made it clear he wasawsgliainted with
his borrowed surroundings. Her nerve failing, sladf turned to
escape. 'Please, sit down.' Though politely phrasedas an order,
Issued by a man who was used to giving orders thi#tt casual
authority.

She hesitated, stomach churning, estimating therdie between
herself and the door, oddly convinced that, dedpgedisability, if

she tried to reach it he would somehow be thererbdier, barring
her way.

'‘But first, let me take your coat.' Suddenly he wadgancing on her
with an accuracy that made it difficult to beligwe couldn't see.

His hand touched her upper arm, sending a shocke waough her
entire body. A moment later, her smooth fall o
below-shoulder-length hair brushing his knucklesdivested her of
the unbuttoned stone- coloured mac she wore, anglihon a stand.

Somehow her shaky legs carried her the yard ar adotown leather
chair set in front of the mahogany desk. Sittingvdpshe smoothed
the skirt of her Bloomingdale's suit over her knedmost as if he
could see her.

As soon as she was settled he took his own seatcéie desk.

Hands clasped together, long fingers interlockdmhves on the arms
of the chair, he leaned back and, swivelling slightom side to side,

asked, 'Quite comfortable, | hope?'Unnerved bytag he appeared
to be looking straight at her, her tongue clovehe roof of her

mouth.



When five or six seconds had ticked away, he qdetidy, 'l take it
the inability to speak isn't permanent? | did dapesomeone quiet,
not given to chattering, besbmecommunication will be necessary.'

She swallowed and managed huskily, 'I'm sorry a'bit nervous.'
'‘Of what?' he demanded. 'Being interviewed by adaihan?’
'Of course not.' She was genuinely shocked. tissthat I...'

‘Do go on," he urged, when she faltered to a'haked the job.' It was
the very last thing she'd meant to say.

‘Then you won't mind answering some questionsfAieinobsession,
she hadn't really looked any further than justrsglim again, telling
herself that when she'd achieved that end she cmalkke some
excuse and leave.

Now, wits scattered, lacking the necessary pluctkpbi to get up and
walk out—if her weak knees would carry her—shelstéblerself to
go through with the interview. 'No, of course not.'

There wasn'too great a danger of discovery. She tried to bolster
courage. It was almost four years since he'd heardoice, and after
living in the States for most of that time she'dkeid up enough of a
twang to disguise her former Oxford-English accent.

‘As this meeting has been arranged at very shtidey@nd | have no
curriculum vitae,' he pursued, 'perhaps we cart siiéh the basics.
What is your full name?'

‘Elizabeth Shandon.' Asked the same question etthéday," when
she'd rung requesting an interview, Autumn had stared out her
own middle name and her mother's maiden name. WNoame pat.

'‘How old are you?'



‘Twenty-two," she replied truthfully.
'‘What qualifications have you?'

‘A fair knowledge of modern history, particularhet eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries--' it had been one of theifigalions specified
'—and after completing a business course at Newk'¥'dronsdale
College I've been secretary to Melvin Frost forplast three years.'

‘The American crime writer?'
She nodded, then, realising he couldn't see hestituted, 'Yes.'
'‘Why did you leave him?'

Brushing back her light half-fringe with an unstgadand, she
stammered, 'l—I| wanted to come back to England.'

It was partly true. Though unwilling to leave Mealw a
mild-mannered, middle-aged man—in the lurch, shghthave kept
vacillating if he hadn't remarried, and his secuouiig hadn't turned
out to be a trained secretary, effectively makinguinn redundant.

*You were born and brought up in England?’

'Yes.' Watching him flex his lean fingers, she dadbstractedly that
he wasn't wearing a wedding-ring. 'Where?'

She should have been prepared. But she wasn'twhertotally
scattered, she hesitated. He raised a quizzical. bForgotten?’

'‘Oakgreen.’ A shade wildly, Autumn named the filage on the
Thames that came into her head.

'Fairly close to where | live," he commented idyo you know
Godsend?’



'‘No.' The denial was too hurried. Too emphatic.
'‘How long have you been living in America?’

Afraid of his quick mind making the connection, s$tesitated before
saying, 'Quite a few years.'

He leaned forward a little. "Why did you go oveergf?'
‘My father was born in New York,' she replied evaly.
‘Are your parents still in the States?"

‘They're both dead.’

While, tears drying on her cheeks, she'd strugdtedgarry his
guestions, Autumn's eyes had been fixed on him uenzgly,
hungry for the sight of him. Hungry for details.

She'd found herself gazing at him with an almospdeate intensity,
as though, in this brief time she'd gambled for wah, she had to
make up not only for the last four years, but fbtree empty years of
her life that still stretched ahead. He was theesgmt not the same.
His thick peat-dark hair was cut shorter, and rokdal older—the
nine-year age gap between them would make himytbire—and
even more dangerously attractive.

It must have been cataclysmic for a man of his gyaudependent
spirit to be deprived of his sight. To have haddfissen career cut
short. God knew what trials and frustrations head ko face. Yet
somehow he'd won through.

There had always been a kind of reserve aboutdidark side that
had both scared and fascinated her. Now there evasthing new in
his face, a discipline, a hardness, that contrastdy and somehow



enhanced, the beauty of his silvery-grey long-ldsénges and firm,
yet sensitive mouth.

Or was she just remembering his eyes as they ha?bEhough he
sat only feet away, they were partially hidden g ttinted lenses,
and she wasn't able to see them properly.

She felt a sudden sharp fear that they mighvibily injured, and
knew she couldn't bear it if they were...

All at once becoming aware that he was waitingaioranswer to a
guestion she hadn't taken in, she stammered, 'l-sdhny... ?'

'l asked if you had any ties? A husband? Children?’
'No,' she said baldly. 'A fiancé, perhaps?’

She looked down at her ringless fingers. She had bagaged for a
while, but Richard, a handsome, fair- haired chanvieo'd sworn he
loved her, had left her after a weekend away hieldned had gone
disastrously wrong. 'No... there's no one.’

'‘How long have you been back in England?’
'l flew into London yesterday.'
‘Where are you staying?'

Reluctantly she told him, "'The Regent Hotel." Om phane over, the
plump, balding businessman occupying the neighbguseat had
been both cheerful and friendly, and they'd takkeléngth during the
long flight.

When Autumn had mentioned that she needed somewhstay for
a night of two, Mr Davis had suggested that paldichotel, saying



he himself was booked in there. They had sharagiatow did you
hear of this post?’

'l read about it inTop PeopleMr Davis had also proffered the
magazine, which was open at 'Book News', remarkaifjjokingly,
'If you're looking for a job, this might be justethicket." His blunt
forefinger had indicated the relevant paragrapiise Eomeone in a
dream, Autumn had read them.

Best-selling author Saul Cresswell has been specic
commissioned to write a sequel to his award-winmiogel
The Lightning Tree.

In his younger days Mr Cresswell made a name fosélf as a
talented artist before turning with equal successvtiting.

Though his books are acclaimed world-wide, litdeknown
about the man himself. He refuses to be photoghphgive
interviews, and has a reputation for being morasktaciturn
after a car crash some years ago robbed him dfigit and
turned him into a virtual recluse.

Gerald Baber, Mr Cresswell's agent, informs us ti@&author
Is currently looking for a replacement secretarya@eriod of
two to three months, but special qualificationsregeded. Any
applicant must have a sound knowledge of modetorgisand
be prepared to work long hours and in isolation.

Interested persons should call Mr Baber's Piccadiffice,
where possible candidates will be interviewed by M
Cresswell...

Autumn had sat staring at the page, her heart thgdagainst her
ribs. She had felt as if fate had dealt her a daldyv, yet at the same
time offered, like some priceless gift, a chancsde him again.



A chance she dared not take, because evdre iivas unable to
recognise her, Joanna undoubtedly would.

Apparently he really did keep his private life jtisat. There had been
no mention of his wife, and, though Joanna had megemed the
maternal type, it was quite possible he had childngnow.

Perhaps that was why he needed to shut himself tovayite?

Autumn had been living in New York almost six manthihen the
news of Saul's impending marriage had filtered ughoin a letter
from a family friend. Eighteen months later she hadrd about the
outstanding success of his first boBlgrkness Be My Friend.

Deeply thankful that he was starting to put his tdgether again, she
had prayed that all would go well, and from thenh@d made a

positive effort to let him go, to cut the ties winjon her side at least,
still bound them to one another. Without success.

She had tried equally hard to ignore the opporthiat fate seemed
almost to have thrust at her. But like a magnkad drawn her until
she could think of nothing else but the possiboitgeeing him again.

The fact that the interviews were to be conducted & his

Thames-side home but at his agent's office greadlyced the risk of
encountering Joanna, and provided a lure that Aotwafter a night
of mingled apprehension and longing—had been urtabiesist.

In an effort to justify such craziness, she'd toddself that if only she
could see him once more she might finally be abléreak the
invisible bonds that continued to hold her fast.

Four years were bound to make a difference. Hedviube the same
man, any more than she was the same woman. Seemagight
enable her to bury the past and make a fresh start.



In fear and trembling in case she was too late, lsdte rung the
Piccadilly number, only to be thrown into a maelsirof nervous
excitement when, after being informed that sevetta¢r people had
already been interviewed, she'd been asked torgrhseself at four
o'clock that same afternoon. It had left little éifior saner counsel to
prevail... 'Then you're aware that it will meanirty in virtual
Isolation for a couple of months at least?' Hisshjue voice broke
into her thoughts. Her almond eyes refocusing erhard face, she
answered, 'Yes.'

‘And you could start immediately?'

‘Yes.'

‘Do you drive?'

'Yes... though I'm used to driving on the right.'

‘That shouldn't be a problem.' He steepled hisefisgtapping them
together. 'I'm prepared to pay a good salary taitie person, say-'
he named a sum that was exceedingly generous 'wHnever takes
the job must be prepared to do some cooking anittla@ light
housework.'

'‘But won't your wife-?' She stopped abruptly.

His head came up, and behind the dark glassesybsseemed to
narrow. 'What makes you so sure I'm married?'

‘Well, I—I'm not sure." She ran an agitated hanmdugh her silky
fringe. 'l just thought you'd have someone to raaryhome.'

'When I'm writing to a deadline | don't work at hen need total
concentration. To make sure I'm not disturbed, ta@omy house on
the North Yorkshire moors, where no one, not evgragent or my
publisher, can reach me.’



'Oh," she said faintly.
'‘Does that worry you?'

'‘No." As she had very little chance of being offetke job and no
intention whatsoever of taking it...

Without warning he rose to his feet and moved rothed desk to
stand just slightly to one side of her.

Startled into immobility, she stared up at himlasugh mesmerised,
her breath coming fast.

'‘As | have no idea what you look like—all | knowtigat your hair
smells of apple-blossom—would you mind if I...?'

His hands were already travelling unerringly toveaher face when
she flinched away, exclaiming, 'No! No, I'd ratjeu didn't...’

The movement stopped and his hands—Ilong, well- eshaptist's
hands—dropped to his sides.

Catching her panic by the coat-tails, she managedtiiessly,
'I—I'm sorry, Mr Cresswell. | didn't mean to reactviolently. But |
dislike being touched.’

'In that case,' he said evenly, 'perhaps you'tries yourself? Your
colouring, how tall you are...'

Almost five feet eight inches tall by the time shefached her teens,
half a head taller than most of her friends, Autumd been terribly

self-conscious about her height. Only Saul, atesex four inches, had
towered over her, making her feel small and fenani®he'd had to

tilt her long, graceful neck just to look at him.



Afraid her true height might strike a chord, shektdwo inches off.
'I'm five feet six, about one hundred and thirtypds..." She was safe
telling him that. When he'd seen her last she hadjlved a good
fifteen pounds more.

Now came the difficult part. Her parents had chosenname for
more than one reason. She had been born in thenawutitheir lives,

her birthday was on the last day of September,stwedhad autumn
colouring. Give-away colouring.

Reminding herself that he couldn't see, she IBawnish hair and
eyes.'

‘Very comprehensive,” he commented sarcasticalhenT like a
whiplash, 'Why are you so frightened?'

I'm not,' she denied.

‘Do you think that because | can't see, I'm complein the dark
about what goes on?'

When she didn't answer, he said with a kind of se@hace, 'Being
without one sense hones the others. | can heatigtgest change in
your breathing, every catch in your voice-' hisgdmgers located
and lightly encircled her wrist, before slippingwdo to touch her
hand '—feel that your pulse is racing and your galre clammy.
You've been scared stiff ever since you walkedEarlier you were
crying. Why?'His nearness, his touch, and the icekiaowledge of
how he would react if he knew it was her, made Autdeel faint.

Like a single dark strand plaited into a goldendgdrer love had
always had a thread of fear.

She glanced at the door in desperation, but hestfastively barring
her way. 'l—I told you. | was nervous about the.job



'You must want it very badly.' It was a statemewot, a question, but
still he paused, as though waiting for her asswgdinat she did.

'‘Well, yes, I..."
‘Then it's yours.'

She knew he must have heard and noted the hisgroihtrawn
breath. 'l—I don't understand why you're offeringta me," she
faltered.

'‘As well as having the necessary qualificationg) geem to need
personal space. Anyone who does usually respelts people's.
You don't strike me as the sort of woman who waoudaht to stir my
coffee, or who would regard me as being helplessaBse one of my
senses is impaired | find it intolerable to be &sver, or treated as
though | was mentally defective...'

'Oh, surely..." The start of an instinctive protsas torn from her.

'‘Believe me, it happens,' he assured her grimgfoi | realised the
advantages of relative solitude | allowed my thandée to persuade
me to take tea with a friend of hers. My hoste¢e@ds'Does he take
sugar?" as though | was incapable of answeringielf.

‘Thoroughly mortified, | lost my cool and rushed,@&tumbling into
furniture and things | hadn't noted were therewbdr® to myself it
would never happen again...'

For the first time Autumn glimpsed the searingdritess that lay
beneath his veneer of imperturbability, and hertrezhed for him.

'However, that's all in the past." Smoothly he addéan quite sure
we'll suit one another and work well together.'



Iron bands tightening around her chest, she bé@ém but | don't...'
The words tailed away. With him looming over hesrgawas no way
she could now admit to not wanting the job.

He sucked in a breath, hollowing his cheeks. 'Duaitiat, Miss
Shandon?'

'I—I don't have any actual references.'

His laugh was harsh, mirthless. 'l couldn't reaadthf you had. And
in this instance | prefer to rely on my instinct¥.ou said you could
start immediately, so if you can be ready to trawelYorkshire
tomorrow morning?'

She must agree to whatever he suggested, Autummdedec
desperately, then as soon as she had got awayMrddaber's office
she could ring up and say she'd changed her mind.

But, without waiting for her answer, Saul was goamg ‘My car will
be at the hotel by ten o'clock. You can handle @RS

When she made a muffled sound that could have besent, he
added, 'Then you can drive us up to Feldon. Noy anll it save
George having to make a return journey, but it witan we have
transport from Farthing Beck should we need it.'

He touched his fingers to his left wrist, where were a Braille
watch. 'How are you getting back to your hotel?'

'I'm going on the subway.'

"You'll hit the rush-hour. If you wait a few mingtd'm being picked
up. We can drop you.'



It might be Joanna coming to fetch him. Jumpingdofeet, scarcely
able to keep the panic out of her voice, Autumd,s&hank you, but
I'm quite used to coping with New York's rush-hbur.

Shrugging slightly, he reached for her mac andhaut a single
fumble, held it so that she could slip her arme the sleeves.

Unnerved by his very sureness, she pulled it onnaonkd hurriedly
away, leaving several feet of space between them.

Standing where he was, he held out his hand.

Her heart thumping so loudly that she felt surenust hear, she put
hers into it. When she withdrew it, though his plasd been light,
she nursed it with her other hand as though it sfitered some
injury.

Stepping to the door, he opened it politely. 'Utdinorrow, then,
Miss Shandon.’

‘Goodnight.' Slipping past him, she fairly fled @&s the now empty
outer office and, trembling in every limb, took tli# down to the
ground floor where the last straggling groups o thine-to-five
brigade were just leaving.

Not until she was well clear of the building, anafes from the
possibility of running into Joanna, did she breathitle easier.

It was a cold, drizzly, late November evening, athgdark, the lights
of Piccadilly gleaming on the bustling traffic atiek wet pavements,
as she joined the throng of pedestrians headinthéonearest tube
station.

Strap-hanging on the crowded train, she kept askargelf if it had
been worth the trauma, the grief and heart-breaeeing Saul as he
was now.



Had it solved anything?

Hoping against hope that she'd look at him and §hd no longer
cared, she'd looked at him and found she careduasdémd times
more.

She had prayed that her feelings for him might hdieel and she
could bury them. They hadn't died, and how could ymury
something that was still living?

No, it had solved nothing.
Yet just to see him again had been worth everything

As soon as she reached the hotel she crossedytietéothe public
telephones, and was about to dial Mr Baber's numadeen she
paused. Everyone would have gone home. She wolsgdaking to
an answering- machine.

It made more sense to leave her call until tomomagvning. That
way it would look as though she'd taken a nighthtok about it and
change her mind. So long as she phoned in plertyneffor them to
get in touch with him and prevent him setting out..

Even so, he would be angry. He had settled evenytho his
satisfaction, and he wasn't a man to suffer fotdsllg, or tolerate
having his plans thwarted. And if he should have fhintest
suspicion that Elizabeth Shandon was in realityufut Milski...

Shivering, she made up her mind to check out ohtitel as soon as
she'd phoned. Though it wasn't likely he'd comé&ilupfor her, she'd
feel a great deal safer if she was somewhere else.

In any case, she would need to move to cheapemawodation
while she endeavoured to find a job and a bed-sit.



Not basically a city person, she would have likedgb back to
Godsend, where she had spent her teenage yeamsariyp ways,
idyllic years. But through her own stupidity shedhmade that
iImpossible. There was too much shame and guiltytaay memories
to flay her, even if Saul hadn't still been livitigere.

Her father—born in the United States, of Polishcees—and her
mother—Scottish as the banks and braes of bonnm-Btad both
been musicians: blond Daniel Milski a highly redpdcconductor;
black-haired Katrine Shandon a virtuoso violinist.

Cecilia Cottage, a charming, black and white hititbered house,
their home for five years, had been dedicated tsienu

Autumn had dearly loved the old place, but now daeed not so
much as pay it a flying visit.

In London she could easily get lost in the crowdt,ib a small town
like Godsend she might run into people who woulbgnise her.
And the very last thing she wanted was for Sauhear she was
back...

After eating a solitary meal at a nearby snack-slae, decided on an
early night. But, tired as she was, thoughts ol ,Sanages of his dark
face, made her sleep restless.

She awoke heavy-eyed and headachy to find morniagswirling
against the windows and veiling the traffic.

It was just after seven o'clock. Plenty of timentake that phone
call... as soon as she'd decided exactly whatyto sa

An electric kettle had been provided, and by theetshe'd made and
drank a cup of coffee she had hit on the only ex¢hiat might sound
feasible. She must say that she'd changed her aiodt staying in

England, and had decided to return to the States.



Having showered, she dressed in a moss-greenhstiiethoed the
colour of her eyes, repacked her case and hanagwadpgathering up
her shoulder-bag and mac, made her way down topgene

When she had paid her bill and checked out, shedaskan | leave
my belongings at the side here while | make a tedap call?’

'Certainly, Miss Shandon.' The desk-clerk was angosallow-faced
man, brisk and efficient. '‘But if it's a taxi yowant... ?'

Autumn shook her head. Apart from the fact that Badn't yet
decided where she was going, taxi-fares were aystte wasn't sure
she could afford.

‘Then I'll keep a sharp eye on your things," hensed.

It was barely eight-thirty and Mr Baber's answeringachine was
still switched on. As concisely and convincingly passible, she
made her excuses and apologies, stressing the toeedg Mr
Cresswell without delay.

The foyer was busy with people coming to and gdimmm the
breakfast-room. As she made her way past the glasss the
appetising smell of bacon brought a hunger-pang made her
mouth water.

Knowing it would be considerably cheaper to buyaadn sandwich
at the snack-bar, she resisted the temptation.

And, even more important, she had to be well awagnfthe hotel
before ten o'clock, just in case there was any-ugipin
communicating her decision to Saul.

As she edged through a group of businessmen tlike clesk spotted
her bright head and, straightening, said, 'Ah, Mikandon, there's a
gentleman asking for you.'



The only person she knew in London was the marinatesat next to
on the plane. Now, what was his hame? Ah, yes, Davi

A polite smile forming on her lips, she turned he tdirection the
desk-clerk was indicating.

Instead of the short, balding, innocuous individghle'd been
expecting, there was a tall, dark, tough- lookirghmvearing tinted
glasses. It was like walking slap into a steel t&ut



CHAPTER TWO

'‘GooD MORNING." Saul Cresswell held out his hand. Though reelir
from the shock, she automatically took it, and fietise lean fingers
close around hers in a light, but somehow relestigp.

'l decided on a slight change of plan-' once abairmappeared to be
looking straight at her '—for which, by some luc&yance, your

timing is impeccable. You've checked out, | underdt but you

haven't breakfasted yet?"

'Y-yes... No..." Stammering, totally thrown, heraferacing, her
breathing hampered by a mature of fierce joy ahgd@am again and
an equally powerful apprehension, she scarcely kmbat she was
saying.

Releasing her hand, he went on, '‘As you will beidg, it occurred to
me that it would be better if we had breakfast thgeand discussed
the route before we make a start.’

Taking her agreement for granted, he addressegtitmed, thick-set
man standing alongside. 'If you'll just put MissaBton's things in
the boot of the car, please, George? And leaviedbk window down
a few inches.’

‘Very good, sir," George answered. Gathering upuswuts luggage
with speedy efficiency, he made for the door.

'Oh, but I..." Far too late, she tried to colleet tvits and repeat what
she'd already put on record.

Seeing her concern, and obviously mistaking thesea®aul said
reassuringly, 'There's no need to worry. The Ravehild's play to
handle.'



George was back in seconds. Handing Saul the ga; ke said, as
though he rather doubted it, 'l hope you have a jsafrney.'

‘Don't worry." As the man turned to go Saul clappied on the back,
and added, a shade drily, 'I'm sure we can botielegerything in my
new secretary's capable hands...and they are edpRicking up her
right hand once more, Saul tucked it through his and imprisoned
it there. His voice soft and deep, oddly intimake went on,
'‘Long-fingered, slender and shapely, yet stron@niBt's hands,
perhaps?’

'‘No!" Autumn said sharply. But even as the demassed her lips she
recalled those long-ago evenings when, with botlenda pursuing
their individual careers, she had played for howrt) Saul a silent,
contented listener.

A sudden suspicion that somehow he'd guessed nedadod run
cold. But, with a casual shrug, he said merelyatEha pity... Now,
shall we see about some breakfast?'

This morning he was casually dressed in beige émsus navy-blue
roll-neck sweater, and an unzipped corduroy jack#t. looked
handsomer than ever.

As he walked easily by her side she marvelledsatjhiet confidence.
Hard-won confidence, no doubt.

There was a table for two by the door. Pulling Bér®gether, she
suggested, 'Shall we sit here?"

H$ waited until she was settled, then, slippinghidfjacket, he hung
it on the back of the chair and took his own seat.

Almost immediately a waiter was at his elbow, taghthe page on
his pad, pencil at the ready.



Head very slightly cocked, finely tuned hearingoevitly taking the
place of sight, Saul asked Autumn, "What would e’

I—I'm not really hungry." Her earlier appetite hacnished
completely.

Without further ado he ordered coffee and croissémt them both
and, when the waiter had moved away, began in iadssike voice
to discuss their route north.

‘There's a map in the car you can look at laterl think the Al is our
best option. If we go...'

Only half listening, she tried frantically to thif some way out of
this impossible situation. Of course, the simptasig would be to
tell him...

Unable to drum up the courage to admit she hadteation of going
anywhere with him, she cravenly considered the idkaimply
getting up and walking out.

But she couldn't bring herself just to leave hittirgy there... Perhaps
if she asked one of the waiters to give him a nggss& soon as she
was gone... ?

About to rise, it suddenly dawned on her that afl lrelongings were
locked in his car. She was absorbing that unplegstimvhen his dry
guestion penetrated her abstraction.

' believe at the interview | mentioned the need fme
communication, Miss Shandon?"

‘Yes, |—I'm sorry, Mr Cresswell. Did you... ?'

'l asked if you were happy with the proposed route?



'It's quite straightforward. Shortly after Raintae leave the A1 and
head east for Hutton-le-Hole and the moors...'

At that moment their breakfast arrived, the waiteloading the tray
with speed and efficiency.

Having handed him a note, Saul waved away the &ang
‘Shall | pour your coffee?' Autumn asked, a shazatantly.

Behind the tinted glasses she saw the gleam oéyes before he
answered blandly, 'Please do.'Though the resteofity he took it
black and sugarless, she knew he had liked hikfagtacoffee with
hot milk and a little brown sugar. Wary, howevelryevealing that
knowledge, and respecting his wish not to be fusseer, she
deliberately left it black.

Setting it down by his plate with a faint rattle,rhake sure he could
locate it, she put the jug of hot milk and the stlggsin slightly to the
right.

‘Thank you." With wry mockery, he added, 'That wase with skill
and no little tact.'

His lean fingers travelled lightly up the cup talge the depth of
coffee, before he neatly and competently helpedéiihto milk and a
small amount of sugar.

The croissants were warm and flaky and smelled cod ghat
Autumn's hunger suddenly returned. Having taken sime selected a
container of strawberry jam, and was making hertfoattempt to
peel back the top when Saul queried, 'Having treeibl

'l never can get into these little plastic contesrieshe grumbled.



Holding out his hand, he said, 'Let me.’

A second later it was open and, wrinkling his ndsewas passing it
back.

As she thanked him he said, 'Now you can do somgfior me. Find
one that isn't strawberry.'

Saul had always disliked strawberry jam, preferartgrter fruit.
‘There's your favourite, blackcurrant,’ she said.

'‘Have you always had psychic powers?' he askectlyrav

Her heart lurched sickeningly. "Wh-what?'

His face satirical above the navy-blue roll-necleater, he queried,
'‘How do you know blackcurrant is my favourite?'

'I—I don't, of course. I'm sorry, | must have betimking of
Richard.'

'Who's Richard?'
'My ex-fiancé.’

He gave a little grunt, as though satisfied, andabeto eat his
croissant.

Still she cursed herself for a fool. If she washgaio Yorkshire with
him she would need to be a great deal more ca@fuher guard not
to make stupid mistakes...

But she wasn't going to Yorkshire with him. How wbghe even
contemplate such a thing? It would be the heightuobcy. As
reckless as playing Russian roulette with a loadedlver.



But, oh, dear God, how sh&ntedto.

He was back in her veins like a virus to which Bhd lost, or rather
had never had, any immunity.

Two or three months alone with him... To hear like®, to see him
every day, to work by his side. It would be worgtliag her soul, her
place in paradise for...

She visualised a heavenly auction, the angel Gaasieang, 'How
much will you give for this unique opportunity?'

Herself saying, 'Everything | have.’

No! No, she mustn't do it. If Saul discovered wie svas... She
shivered, remembering things she would rather hiargotten.

Remembering how, on that September night four yagos she had
set in motion the train of events that were subsetiyto wreck his
life.

Although shocked and furious, he had managed te keatrol,
barely raising his voice to her, though he had nladeanger and
contempt quite plain.

Still, she hadn't learnt her lesson. Her delibemt®socation had
pushed him over the edge, making him lose tharabamd behave in
a way he would later regret.

‘Now get out, you silly little fool!" he'd said, thi a kind of raging
calm. 'Go on, run! Get out of my life and stay diitever set eyes on
you again we might both be sorry.’

So she had run.



The next day, knowing she couldn't live with hersgitil she'd at
least tried to put things right, Autumn had gonede Joanna, to tell
her the truth.

It had been a traumatic experience in every wayirndaflayed the
younger girl mercilessly, Joanna had told her altbatcar crash,
laying the blame squarely on Autumn's shoulders.

Love proving stronger than fear, she had hurriethéohospital and
pleaded to be allowed to see Saul, but the doadrdecreed no
visitors.

For three days and nights she had haunted thenaxfy, and as soon
as he was out of Intensive Care she had tried adesperate just to
seehim, to tell him how sorry she was for what stesade, to beg his
forgiveness.

The stern, grey-haired sister in charge of Harrmé&@on Ward had
said he didn't want to see her.

While still reeling from that blow, she had beeidtbe'd lost his
sight.

She'd wanted to die.
Through her, Saul had lost everything, includingdareer.

Later the same day, she had tried again, beggimgsély, 'Oh,
pleasepleaselet me see him, if it's only for a minute...'

Bony face implacable, the sister had refused, gaylime been asked
not to allow you in.'

'‘But if he's alone...'

'‘Mr Cresswell isn't alone. His fiancee is by hidesi



The fact that Joanna was with him, and the knowdeithgit, being
from a wealthy background, he shouldréedto work, had been the
only faint gleams of light in the blackness.

A few weeks later, when her father was due to tgkehe post of
conductor to the New World Symphony Orchestra, Autpynumb
with misery, had moved to the States with her pgaren

Delighted by her change of heart, her unexpectesida to go with
them, they had never questioned her motives.

During the following months, her thoughts alwayswsaul, she had
started slowly and painfully to try and patch up ten life.

After a couple of years she had almost convinceddifethat she'd
succeeded. But beneath her composure, her veneeappiness,
guilt, regret, sadness, and a restless, gnawingiresg, had lurked
like sharks.

Then, a few months ago, her parents had died witleieks of each
other. Their deaths had been followed by the |ddsoth her fiance
and her job. Notice to quit her furnished apartnie been the final
blow, bringing the sharks to the surface and dgvirer back to
England.

Back to Saul and this strange predicament...
Sighing, she finished her coffee and put her cuprdon the saucer.

‘About ready?' He pushed back his chair and gawitlp the quick,
athletic grace she knew of old. 'It's a fair wayd &d like to be there
well before it's dark.'

But having risen obediently, automatically, sheodtauite still,
hesitating, unsure of either what to do or whaday.



Pulling on his jacket, he asked crisply, 'Not gefticold feet, are
you?'

She must tell him she was. Tell him she'd changeadriind.

'‘Cold feet?' Her voice sounded thick and impeda&tthe idea of
being alone for weeks on end with a blind man?'

She couldn't let him think that. Lifting her chghe demanded, 'What
possible difference could your being blind make?'

His powerful shoulders lifted in a slight shrugs'Aou said how
much you wanted the job, and now you're hesitatimgt's the only
inference | can draw.’

'It happens to be the wrong one, Mr Cresswell.' loke curtly.

Through the tinted glasses she saw the gleam @yeis. 'Then let's
go.'

With a strange feeling of fatality she let him tuek hand beneath his
elbow, and together they left the dining- room armksed the foyer.

When they reached the main doors a crush of peopde it
Impossible to remain side by side. Dropping baekil S/alked a little
behind her, one hand at her waist, the fingergobtimer hand lightly
encircling her wrist.

She wondered if he could hear the rapidity of heathing, feel her
pulse racing.

'You'll see a maroon Rover on the forecourt to yefty he told her as
they descended the steps.

When they reached the car he produced the keysualodked it,
stooping to speak to someone inside.



Autumn heard the name Beth, and at the same tioghta glimpse
of a large furry head and pricked ears, a plune tail waving.

So that was why he had asked for one of the windows left down.

Still imprisoning her wrist—as though he thoughe shight change
her mind and make a run for it—Saul opened thedcar, only
releasing her as she slid behind the wheel.

A moment later he had walked round the bonnet aasl taking his
place in the front passenger seat.

'l hope you haven't an aversion to dogs?' he agkdee handed her
the keys. 'It was the one thing | forgot to ask.'

'No... no, | haven't. | like animals.' Aware thhesounded breathless
she turned to look at the beautiful fawn and bladkatian bitch
stretched full length on the back seat.

'‘Beth has been with me over three years now,' i@awdrked. 'She's a
fully trained guide dog, though these days shembegar a harness.'

His tone becoming brisker, more businesslike, raedd"There's a
map in the door-pocket if you want to consult ifdse we start.’

After a glance at the map, a few minor adjustmémthe seat and
mirrors, and a reminder to herself to stay on #ie Autumn turned
the key in the ignition.

The car proved to be a dream to drive, and onae ofeLondon they
made good time.

While they'd breakfasted the sun had burnt a lmotee mist, and by
mid-morning the November day was clear and bright.



During the journey, Saul sat quiet and relaxed,intgako attempt at
conversation, while Autumn drove mechanically, bugyh her
thoughts.

Uneasy thoughts.

She was behaving like a mad fool, leaving hersalevopen to God
knew what if he should discover who she was.

He wasn't the kind of man to forgive. And he cettiacouldn't forget.
Probably nothing would give him greater pleasuentto flay her
alive.

But having accepted the fact that each day spemisimcompany
would be dangerous, still she knew thatwhleeavas seemed like
home, and there was nowhere in the world she watickr be.

Towards lunchtime, at Saul's suggestion, they €@t a wayside
inn for a snack and to let Beth stretch her legklave a drink.

She was big for a bitch, with a glossy coat anth¢aitelligent eyes.
Ignoring everything, including a small black dogig¥hescaped from
its owner and came" yapping at her heels, she wdlgdher master's
side, giving him her undivided attention.

The lounge of the Drunken Duck was cheerful and dlgmand
practically empty.

Sitting in front of a blazing fire, the dog at thé&et, they shared a
plate of roast-beef sandwiches. Then, while Saistied his glass of
bitter, Autumn had a cup of coffee.

Seeing him check his watch, she said, 'I'd likevessh my hands
before we start.’



‘This is where George would have come in handyy! 8amarked
wryly.

Refusing to allow the slightest trace of embarrasgnio creep into
her voice, she suggested, 'If we go together, theshvooms are
usually side by side.’

'‘What a very practical solution.' His tone was tigimocking.

As soon as he began to rise, Beth was on herdiest,and waiting.
She accompanied them out of the bar and alongralcor

'Here we are,” Autumn said matter-of-factly. 'Thentiemen's
washroom is straight ahead.'

As she disappeared into the ladies' she heard gdarilthe bitch a
gquiet command.

When, having freshened up and run a comb througlohg, glossy
hair, she made her way out, Beth was stretchedefudith, effectively
blocking the narrow space.

Not wanting to be found hovering in the corridokeli some
too-zealous guardian, Autumn attempted to pass.blica gave a
low growl, and lifted her Up to display gleaming itehifangs.

'It's all right, Beth," Autumn said firmly. "You gawait for him, but
I'm going back.'

The animal would have none of it. Hackles up, skpeated the
warning.

Though unafraid of dogs, Autumn knew when she'dheeimatch.

A few moments later Saul appeared. The bitch imatetyi got up
and put her nose to his hand. He fondled her ears.



'I'm afraid Beth refused to let me pass,’ Autummasked, making
light of it.

‘Ah..." he murmured, with a soft satisfaction timaade her half
suspect he had ordered the bitch to keep her tHeeehaps she
thought you might be going to run off without nfeg'added jokingly.

Or was he joking? Autumn wondered as they made wWesr back to
the carShehad locked the Rover and put the keys in her Hag.he
been making sure she wouldn't try to escape whgebhck was
turned?

Escapelt was a very emotive word. Her heart began tal thgainst
her ribcage. Recalling his early arrival at theehothe way he'd
immediately had her luggage locked in his car, hsvean fingers
had encircled her wrist until she was behind thealhshe felt cold
shivers of apprehension crawl up and down her spine

Taking a grip, she told herself sternly not to beelodramatic idiot.
She wouldn't have read anything remotely sinist&r his actions if
she hadn't had a guilty conscience.

But suppose he'd guessed who she was?

Of course he hadn't guessed; her common sense poohed the
idea. If he'd had the faintest suspicion, he wdwde sent her
packing immediately, not offered her the job.

Still, she found herself reluctant to get backhe tar. Hesitating, the
keys in her hand, the chill wind ruffling her wisgginge, she

wondered what he would do if she made a run f@ehd Beth after
her, probably...

Oh, really! she scolded herself crossly. With that of unbridled
Imagination, she could be writing plots for chelapllers.



Sighing at her own stupidity, she unlocked the arad, while Saul
settled the dog in the back, slipped behind thealvlite slammed her
door, and a moment later slid in beside her.

There was no turning back now. Perhaps there nkadrbeen.
Suddenly she shivered.

They left the inn behind them and continued theurrpey, and,
wanting to get on a steadier, more mundane, fooAngumn asked,
'‘How big is your house, Mr Cresswell?'

'Fairly large." His tone was reassuringly pleasant friendly.
'Farthing Beck was originally an old manor- cunmfidr

'‘How long have you had it?'

‘About three years. It was willed to me by my galaéa. Mr and Mrs
Skipton, who run the local inn, take care of thacpl while I'm not
there. They have a Land Rover so they can reaclalitbut the worst
weather. When | intend coming | let them know almelytstart the
generator, stock the freezer, and lay in a stomoaid for me...'

By the time they had left the A1 and headed thrahghhills into the
North Yorkshire moors, the bright afternoon haduded over and
skeins of dark cloud were unravelling themselvesateningly.

'It looks as if it might be going to rain, or pddgi snow," Autumn
remarked, a shade uneasily.

‘They quite often have early snow on the moorstblteher, adding
casually, 'In this kind of terrain, heavy driftimgeans that Farthing
Beck sometimes gets cut off for days at a time."'

Anything but reassured, she relapsed into silence.



Following a narrow ribbon of road, they travelled fvhat seemed
endless miles without seeing anything but shaggy gheep and an
occasional isolated farm.

Awed by the desolate grandeur of the wild mooralisang, perhaps
for the first time, just what she'd let herself for, Autumn was
growing even more uneasy, when Saul remarked, Wald soon be
reaching Feldon. It's a hamlet made up of a dozesodarms and
cottages, a store and garage combined, and the Gtae inn-'

As he spoke they breasted a rise and below thena, simallow
depression, a cluster of buildings came into view.

Grey and bleak, huddled together for protectioa,dhly sign of life
or movement was smoke swirling from one of the ctaygs, a black
and white sheep-dog moving with that breed's parslinking gait,
and the inn-sign swinging a little in the risingi

‘A couple of hundred yards beyond the Green Marune left and
take a track that runs across the moors to FarBanl, the brook the
original house was named after.

They had bumped along the rough track for the jbestof two miles
when the place came into view. Long and low and biam,
substantially built of grey stone, it had a hotdicpoof gables and
squat chimneys. Behind, and to the left, were #rmeains of some
farm buildings.

It lay on the far side of a wide, shallow brook.l{Dsheep-cropped
grass, several bare, stunted thorn-trees, andarggine separated it
from the moor.

Autumn drove across the old hump-backed bridge wahe and
stopped on the cobbled area to one side of tharerdr



Handing her a large ornate key, Saul said, 'Peny@apsvould be kind
enough to open the door?"

By the time she had turned the key in the lockyht the dog by his
side, was lifting their luggage from the boot.

The heavy oak door opened straight into a blacknisel combined
kitchen and living-room with a smooth, flagged ficgirewn with
bright rugs.

Heated by a huge, solid-fuel stove, the placecttfortably warm,
the fire glowing cheerfully behind glass doors. éther side of the
stove, neat piles of logs were stacked in the s&=es

While Saul disposed of their baggage, Autumn loo&exind. The
large room was simply but adequately furnishedhaithree-piece
suite set around a low table, a dining-table andirsh and a
standard-lamp. A music centre stood beneath thdommand close
by there was a desk with a covered typewriter aattely-powered
tape recorder. All the rest of the wall was takprboy bookshelves.

The sight brought a lump to her throat. Saul hazk@thared her love
of reading and they had wrangled amiably over tihast-loved
authors...

'l find it easier to use just the one room.' Higceat her elbow made
her jJump.

Glad he couldn't see the convulsive movement, slad®ved, and
asked, 'Who usually comes with you?'

‘George. But, though he's useful in many wayscbaking leaves a
lot to be desired... Now, if | show you your roam..

While Beth settled herself in front of the stoveaub with a
confidence that proved he was on home ground hieavly along a



passage, through an inner hall, where a small rdabtk held a
glass-chimneyed oil lamp, and up the oak stairs.

‘There are seven bedrooms,' he went on, 'but balywo we're going
to be using are furnished.'

To the left of the broad landing, he pushed opdoa already ajar.

The large, whitewashed room was sparsely furnishatth a

bow-fronted chest of drawers and a heavy, old-ifexd bedstead
and wardrobe. Faded rugs were scattered on thehpdliblack
floorboards.

Set in the thick walls were mullioned windows whildoked out

across the beck to the dark moors. An oil- lampyia to the one

downstairs, stood on the wide sill, and besidebib:aof matches and
a candle in a black metal holder.

Her belongings, she saw, had been placed on acaweden
blanket-box to one side of a small blackleadegfaee.

There was no heating and the air was distinctli}.chi

When she failed to comment, he queried, his facdoséc, 'l hope
you weren't anticipating frills?’

'‘No, | wasn't,' she answered evenly.

"Then I'll leave you to get settled in... By theyww#e bathroom's
opposite.’

'‘An unexpected luxury.' She made no attempt to tinderony. 'How
nice.'



With the dry humour she remembered of old, he méxt her, "You
won't think so if the pump becomes temperamentalewou're in
the middle of a shower.’

At the door he turned to say, '‘Beth needs a walkwken I've
changed into something warmer, I'm going to stretghlegs.' An
odd nuance in his voice, he added, 'l always thetker on the move.'

'‘Oh, but will you... ?' With an effort she bit baitie hasty words of
concern. He surely must know what he was doingl#iautiful
mouth took on a derisive slant, but all he said,wdsshow you
round the rest of the house tomorrow.'

Shivering a little, Autumn changed her suit for ey brown
trousers and a cream sweater before unpackingshef her things.

Her emotions were turbulent, swinging like a weathere in a
changing wind. Panicky excitement that she wasadlgtinere. A
disquieting feeling of guilt, when she thought wbatnna's reaction
would be. Joy at being with Saul. Fear that he tsgkpect who she
really was...

Already he'd guessed that she was a pianist..leamdshe'd made that
slip over the jam...

In an effort to minimise the danger, she told hiéts@cingly that so
long as she was careful not to make any more aroistakes, once
he was absorbed in his work there would be farrisks

By the time she'd put away her clothes and plaeeddilet things in
the antiquated bathroom, a grey dusk was creepaaitisily out of
hiding to shroud the rolling moors and press agdirespanes.

Saul was out somewhere in that bleak wildernessjtamould soon
be dark...



But darkness would make no difference to him. Theught,
intended to be comforting, hurt like a knife- thtrus

The old house was quiet, almost eerily so, as sadenmer way
through the gloom to the living-room, and she bexaonscious of a
faint hum, which after a moment she realised wasbainly the
generator.

Feeling decidedly jumpy, ill at ease, she touchedwach and
wall-lights came on, bringing a reassuring norrgalit

Determinedly turning her thoughts to practicalitieshe looked
around the kitchen area. It was neat and cleanbhsic, with a
stainless-steel sink, a washing machine, a sma#noand a
microwave.

An airing cupboard held a hot-water tank with amiension heater
and a pump. The heater had been switched on.

In the far corner was a tall fridge-freezer, withavappeared to be a
good selection of fresh food, a stack of ready-edokeals, and a
cold drawer full of various bottles.

Next to it was a storage cabinet with several sfgebf groceries and
tinned food. There was also a medicine chest owdlle A necessity
no doubt in such an isolated place.

Autumn made herself a cup of tea and, when shatukdt, began to
prepare an evening meal, all the while wonderingne@lSaul had got
to, listening anxiously for his return.

The frightening thought that something might haapgened to him
popped into her head and refused to go away.



Suppose he'd somehow got lost? No, no, Beth wauid bim home
safely. If he could walk... But what if he'd twidthis ankle in one of
the many pot-holes that littered the track...?

Oh, for goodness' sake! He certainly wouldn't thhekfor reacting
like an over-anxious mother.

Still, if he wasn't back soon she would risk histhrand take the car
to look for him.

Take the car...

But where were the keys? She'd meant to put theheirbag as a
safety measure, just in case she had to makefaritnbut somehow
she'd forgotten.

A moment's thought convinced her they must stilibthe ignition.
When Saul had handed her the house key and askéd been the
door, she had got straight out to do his bidding.

It was a pitch-black, moonless night, and she sbd/én the bitter
wind as she hurried over to the car. Opening the dbe reached
inside.

The ignition was empty.

Her mouth went dry and her heart started to thaahagher ribs. Saul
must have taken the keys.

So what had he done with them?

Suddenly it was vitally important that she shouhdi them—on more
than one count.

A hurried search of the kitchen proved unsuccesBrihaps he'd left
them in his bedroom?



Strangely unwilling to turn her back on the warimeerful room, she
used her will-power like a whip to drive herselfarthe chill gloom
of the passage.

Unable to locate the light-switches, she fumbledvgy across the
hall and up the stairs, hemmed in by an all-enuetpdarkness.

She had reached the landing when, with a most asalg shock, she
recalled the oil-lamps on the hall table and onwedowsill, and
realised there was no electricity beyond the liviagm.

Gritting her teeth, she felt for her bedroom dood apened it. The
windows showed up faintly as black rectangles ajdime deeper
blackness.

Slow and shuffling, hands stretched ahead, she dhbesitantly
towards them, one of the sloping floorboards cre@lhieneath her
feet.

After what seemed an age she touched the stonansillbegan to
search for the matchbox she knew was there. ledadts, fingers far
from steady, she found it and struck a match. Mdarén she saw
the flare and her ghostly self reflected in thekdgass.

Having no experience of oil-lamps, she plumpedtereasier option
and lit the candle.

The flame flickered precariously as she forceddléts return to the
landing. There were eight doors in all, but as laduld have it the
first one she tried proved to be Saul's room.

She went in and glanced around, to find that, ytlaing, his bedroom
was more spartan than her own.



A small pile of his personal belongings lay neaily the chest of
drawers, raising her hopes, only to dash them wiekeys were
among the loose change or beneath the folded heoid&e

The light corduroy jacket he'd worn earlier wasdiag over the back
of a chair. Of course... that's where they would be

Her heart beating fast, she put the candle caysbullithe windowsill
and, picking up the jacket, began to go throughvdreus pockets.

‘Looking for something?' The soft question torettéelshriek from
her throat.

He was standing just beyond the range of the chgliea black and
distinctly menacing figure in the surrounding glaom

It was several seconds before she was able to sp4sdn she finally
found her voice, even in her own ears it soundg hnd frightened.
'I—I didn't hear you coming...' Then, more forcéfulYou scared the
living daylights out of me.’

'l would never have guessed.'
‘How did you know where | was?"

His face was in deep shadow, but she fancied héednais he
answered smoothly, 'By process of elimination.'" mfhéke a
dagger-blow, 'So what are you looking for?'

Truth seemed the only option. 'The car keys.'
'‘For any particular reason?'
‘You'd been gone a long time and | was gettingars|

'‘Really?’



Swallowing, she went on bravely, 'l thought you imtigave twisted
your ankle or something...'

'‘How kind of you to be concerned.' The irony wagenaronounced.
'‘But as you can see I'm quite unharmed ... andvé tmplan for
revenge all worked out.'

As the words began to ricochet through her minaddteas flying
bullets, he took off his sheepskin coat and, t@sgion to the bed,
moved towards her.

Briefly the candlelight illuminated his hard, rugsk face. Standing
transfixed, she saw he wasn't wearing his glasses his eyes
gleamed like silver.

All at once, as though a human breath had touchedhe
candle-flame flickered and died.



CHAPTER THREE

HEART racing, the breath caught in her throat, she stoothe
darkness while fear engulfed her, choking and lethacrid smoke.

When his hand touched her shoulder she made a sowall, a cross
between a gasp and a moan, and began to tremble.

'Is something wrong?' he asked, with what soundex rhocking
concern.

'‘Why did you do that?' She had a job to stop hethtehattering.
‘Do what?'

'‘Blow out the candle.’

'‘What makes you think | did it?"'

‘Well, | certainly didn't.'

In a reflective tone, he asked, 'Would a blind rbharable to blow out
a candle?'

Her voice ragged, she said, 'You tell me.'

'Yes, it's quite possible,’ he admitted calmlystdumatter of locating
the heat source.'

‘Then you did blow it out!
‘Why should | want to?"
'l don't know,' she cried wildly. 'A silly game, pp@ps... ?'

Sounding amused, he said, "You mean like blind sriaunff?"



The agitated words spilled out. 'l mean, to makeaqusal.'

'‘But it doesn't make us equal.’ His voice becamara 'It gives me an
advantage. Especially as you're afraid of the tark.

She made an attempt to rally. 'Why are you so korafraid of the
dark?'

‘Aren't you?'

'Yes.' The admission was torn from her. Thoughkstesv quite well
it was foolish, she always had been.

"Then why don't we go downstairs?'

Relief filling her, she asked, 'Are there any mag here?'
'‘Why do you need matches?'

‘To light the candle.'

'You won't need a candle.' He found her hand aokket it through
his arm. 'I'll take you.'

Her relief drained away as he continued, with @lihquiet menace,
'‘Come and experience, just for a minute or so, wttgatike to be
blind, to be led.’

Frightened afresh, wondering if the whole thing wase kind of
macabre joke, she held back.

Feeling her resistance, he let her go.

There was no movement, no whisper of sound exceptolwn
breathing. The blackness was suffocating. Aftehaps five seconds
of pure panic, she cried, 'Saul, where are you?'



'I'm here.' He spoke softly, quite close to her ear

With a half-stifled sob she turned towards themiisedied voice, and
his arms closed around her. She looked up at hitmeiarkness and
felt his breath against her cheek.

A moment later his mouth was covering hers. Heekidger lightly at
first, then with a hungry passion that seared flikse and produced
an answering blaze.

Shaken by a blinding wave of love, she clung to bmtil a sudden
doubt, like a douche of icy water, doused the flame

Why had he put his arms around her and kissed herhéay
reassure her? An impulse produced by their closenés perhaps
he'd guessed her real identity and was trying tkeneer give herself
away?

Shuddering at the thought, she jerked free.

Coldly he asked, 'Just remembered I'm blind? Orydid kiss me
back out of pity and then think better of kissingliad man?’

Her voice shaking so much she could hardly spdad,nsanaged,
‘Your being blind has absolutely nothing to do with—I just don't
care to be touched or kissed by a—a virtual stnahdden, in
desperation, 'Please.. .won't you take me down?'

'It will mean touching you,' he warned caustically.
'‘Oh, please...' she whispered.

Her legs were trembling but, as soon as his arnt aleout her waist,
oddly convinced that he wouldn't let any harm cameher, she
moved with relative confidence through the pitchkdass.



"The stairs start here,' he cautioned, a momemmltater, 'and there
are twelve steps.'

Like a child, she counted them aloud as they desmkn

When they had crossed the hall, at the far endeopassageway she
could see the welcome knife-edge of light underkitehen door.

Beth, who was stretched at ease in front of theestifted her
handsome head to look at her master, then, sdtiste wasn't
needed, laid it down again.

After the preceding darkness, the room seemedgbtbhat Autumn
was momentarily dazzled. Blinking a little, she saith a jolt that he
was wearing his tinted glasses once more.

Or had she only imagined he'd discarded them? imedgie silvery
gleam of his eyes?He released her hand, and graddfa back once
more in the cheerful kitchen, she whispered, "Thank' And meant
it.

Just for an instant Saul looked uncomfortable hasigh her thanks
had disconcerted him, then, his face hardeningyimed away.

Going to the music centre, he slipped a cassetbetle tape-deck,
remarking casually over his shoulder, 'Somethinglsngood.’

The last hour had been so fraught that Autumn atdly forgotten
about the slices of baked ham and buttered potatoed put in the
oven.

Making an effort to push the doubts and fears eédotlick of her mind,
she laid the table and made a green salad, whileegime her mouth
remembered the feel of his, and the poignant, paat theme of
Rachmaninov's Second Piano Concerto—a favourigaaf's which
in the past she had often played—filled the room.



She never listened to it without the memories flogdback.
Bitter-sweet memories that tightened round herthHigkara giant fist,
making her concentration falter and her capablesfumble.

When at last everything was done, she told hine fikal's all ready.’
She tried to sound carefree, unaffected. Withouthrauccess.

He waited politely until she was seated, then satdopposite. After
hesitating briefly, she filled two plates wit!) fd@nd set one in front
of him.

Having thanked her, he ate deftly, without speakinig expression
remote as he listened to the beautiful music.

Watching his dark, shuttered face, Autumn wondefetbrought
back memories for him.

Memories of those long-ago summer evenings at i@eCibttage.
The casement windows thrown wide, the warm, sunngaarying

the scent of roses and honeysuckle into the lowreearoom.

Herself at the piano. Saul lounging in a chintzered armchair, the
coffee-percolator at his elbow. At ease, happy vadth other's
company...

Oblivious to the steady trickle of tears runningmioher cheeks,
Autumn stared at him, loving him, finding the yoengcarefree Saul
beneath the lines which suffering and bitterness ¢tahed on his
handsome features.

When the music ended, memories retreating int@#s¢, she wiped
away the tears with her hands and tried to gateeself to cope with
the present.

His peat-dark head tilted a little to one side, |ISsppeared to be
looking straight at her once more, and she sawh \aithollow



emptiness in the pit of her stomach, that his hstrdng-boned face
seemed full of sardonic satisfaction.

She was almost ready, but not quite, when he qlieifeu find that
piece very moving?'

Knowing it was useless to deny it, Autumn swallovaed answered,
''ve always loved Rachmaninov.' She was awareht@atoice was
unsteady.

Seeing he'd put down his knife and fork, and afi@ficany more
searching questions, she forced herself to askjldmu like cheese
and biscuits?'

‘Just coffee, please. But first finish your own iea

Wondering how he knew her plate was barely touclsbée, said
jerkily, 'I've had as much as | want."'

As soon as she rose, he left his own seat andhdnaypened the glass
doors of the stove, settled himself in an armcfeaing her, Beth at
his feet.

With the uncomfortable sensation that from behiisctinted glasses
he was watching her every move, Autumn washedeWelishes and
made a pot of coffee.

Ever since their return to the living-room she haxl,one level of
consciousness, been trying to convince herself hieatpanic had
been only a lot of fear and trembling over nothing.

But the words he'd spoken just before the candid wat began once
more to whirl around in her mind, bumping and baggagainst her
self-possession.



Knowing how easily he seemed to pick up what shetivaking and
feeling, she strove to smother her disquiet asshthe tray of coffee
down on the small oblong table between the armshair

Filling two cups with the fragrant brew, she han&adil's to him with
care.

‘Thank you.' Having sipped, he remarked, 'Cleveyaf to know |
like my after-dinner coffee black and sugarless...'

His words broke into her introspection, jolting h&aking a deep
breath, she said levelly, 'Cleverness doesn't éotaet. You told me
you didn't like to be fussed over.’

He made the gesture of a fencer acknowledging eesstul riposte.
Then he said blandly, 'So you expected me to hefpethto sugar
and milk?'

About to say yes, Autumn realised she'd put neibimethe tray. And
somehow he knew.

When he suddenly got up, tall and dark and dangeshe stiffened.
But he merely rattled the poker around to estaliimh low the fire
was, before throwing a couple of big logs into st@ve.

After pausing for a moment by the music centrerdtarned to his
chair without putting on another tape, and thensig full of uneasy
fears and growing tension, soon became nerve-rgckin

When Autumn could bear it no longer, she blurtetitba question
that was busy spawning chimeras.

'Earlier you said you had a plan for revenge alflkked out..She
licked her dry lips. 'What did you mean?'



He appeared to look straight at her, and his mwutited in a strange
little smile as he asked, 'What did you think | m&a

'—I'd no idea.

His smile deepening, he told her, 'l was refertmgy latest book. |
usually think out my plots while I'm walking... Hawou by any
chance read’he Lightning Tree?'

She had. But not by chance. She'd bought it becawss Saul's and,
reading it, she had shrivelled inside.

Trying to look at things objectively, she had tblerself that he had
neededo write it out, to get rid of all the anger anttdrness.

It had certainly been full of both.

Strangely loath to admit she had read that powaridlemotive tale,
Autumn brushed back her silky half- fringe with agitated hand,
and lied jerkily, 'No... No, | haven't.’

His face bleak as the moors outside, he told lisrthe story of Sean
Calder, a nineteenth-century politician, and Annaulk, a girl ten
years younger than himself, who imagined she wésvm with him.

'‘She wrecked both his impending marriage and higeca then
disappeared from his life after an accident left krippled...'

The initials of the characters were the same asdrat Saul's, and the
similarity between the hero's fate and Saul's owas much too strong

to be coincidental. The main difference was thatl'Sanarriage had

gone ahead, and he'd managed to find a new career.

'l needed you here because I'm about to start motke sequel.' An
icy purpose in his voice, he addéthe Tamarind Trees going to be
the tale of Sean's revenge.’



The words could have been quite innocuous, yet soméhey'd held
a silky threat, and Autumn felt a shudder run déwenspine.

From being apprehensive about the coming weeks wss now
positively scared.

Loving him so, longing to be with him, wanting ke care of himin
some small way, she had accepted the risks, hagamst hope that
everything would be all right, that they could waylietly together,
form some kind of platonic, healing relationship.

But loving him, wanting to take care of him, shew@alised, was
about as safe as loving and wanting to take casewadunded tiger.

She might have made a bad mistake coming to thistesd spot with
a man who still felt so bitter about the past. Anmwaho clearly
believed in revenge.

If he discovered her true identity she could gebv&gonally mauled.
And he would enjoy watching her bleed.
That was the most terrifying thought of all.

But if she allowed it to throw her, she might gikierself away.
Somehow, though it wouldn't be easy, she had top kieer
self-control and play it cool...

Becoming aware of the taut silence, she lookednalsaw that once
again he appeared to be staring straight at her.

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself into $peklow do you
plan your work, Mr Cresswell?'

'‘Why so formal?' He smiled wolfishly. 'Earlier, whgou were afraid
of the dark, you called me Saul.'



The room whirled hideously around her head. 'l—dbmry... I...

'‘Don't apologise. | was about to suggest we dispeiith formality.'
Relief made her feel weak as he added, 'Perhapsiltl call you
Elizabeth?'

Before she could pull herself together enough tkenaany answer, he
went on smoothly, 'But you were asking how | planwork... In the
initial stages | walk a lot. | think better on thve. Only when I've
got the characters and the structure of the péztrdh my mind do |
start to actually write.

‘Sometimes, if a particularly strong emotional teetakes over, the
plot alters and | find I've a different ending. Bwith this story, the
revenge element is so powerful that the endingli&ely to change.’

Knowing only too well what the answer would be, éun was still
impelled to ask, 'Howdoesit end?’

His mouth twisting into a thin, cruel smile that sieaher shiver, he
said, "You'll have to wait and see.'

Needing time to recover some degree of composteesgggested
jerkily, 'Shall I make another pot of coffee?’

‘How did you know I'm a coffee addict?'

In contrast with his previous grimness, the quessounded light,
almost teasing.

Trying for the same light tone, she answered, duite good at
guessing.'

As she picked up the tray and headed for the kitcaea he
observed, 'I'm not bad myself." Deliberately tugnihinto a kind of
game, he added, 'And my guess is you have no simges



She froze in her tracks, wanting to deny he wadst fogit unable to.
'I—I just slipped them off to warm my feet.’

His voice velvet-soft, he remarked, 'l used to kreogirl who never
wore shoes if she could help it. She was like sbamefoot woodland
nymph, with long russet- coloured chair and slantgreen-gold
eyes...'

Struggling to keep the shock out of her voice, Autusaid
prosaically, 'If your nymph had lived here she'dénavorn shoes.
These stone flags are cold!

While she refilled the coffee-pot she called hérakkkinds of a fool.
Discarding her shoes had been a bad mistake, buemarily she'd
forgotten just how acute his hearing was.

'So we're even on the guessing,’ he remarked aesireed to the
fire.

Needing to say something, she objected, "Yourshaedly aguess.'

He shrugged. 'Losing one's sight has some compensatThen,
with a tinge of bitterness, 'Don't you want to knloaw it happened?
People are usually curious.’

Clenching her jaw, she fought back tears while glrecentrated on
pouring the coffee. Then, taking her seat agaie,shnaged to say
levelly, 'l read inTop Peoplehat it had been in a car crash.'

'It was a head-on collision. The driver of the othehicle was gaoled
for a year. He was blamed for the accident beche$mad a very high
blood-alcohol level. But it wasn't solely his faull wasn't over the
limit, but | was in a blind rage.' Flatly, he addétll'd been driving

with my usual concentration | might have manageavimd him.'



She leaned forward to insist, 'But you can't be sxfithat... And you
can't blame yourself...'

‘Then, who can | blame? The woman who made me gty dhat |
should never have been behind the wheel?' tie spolte such
chilling ferocity that she shrank back.

A weight of cold lead in place of her heart, shiel,Sbarely above a
whisper, 'lt seems to me that's where the blantdlyigpelongs.’

'l wonder.'
He swallowed his coffee and replaced the cup befsirgy to his feet.

Suddenly, before she could guess his intentionydeestanding over
her, stooping a little, his hand resting lightly loer throat.

Feeling her swallow convulsively, he said with caalogance, 'The
description you gave of yourself was much too vadided | don't
really like talking to some faceless person.’

'‘Oh, but I...!
‘Just steel yourself for a moment.'

Unable to fight such sardonic determination, sheigia, the hairs on
the back of her neck rising as his hands movedpdher face lightly
and discover the delicate bones and smooth skin.

Four years ago her teenage complexion hadn't baensp flawless,
and puppy-fat had slightly blurred the purity of rhéine
bone-structure.

Praying his touch would reveal only today's womaot, yesterday's
adolescent, she held her breath while his fingersmoothed the



silky curve of her brows, closed her eyelids, apitbfved the high
cheekbones to the clean lines of her jaw.

After a tantalising pause, they returned to tragedmall, neat nose
and short upper lip, before going on to exploregéeerous curve of
her mouth which, despite all her efforts, tremldbedeath his touch.

When his index finger parted her lips to rub acrtdss pearly
evenness of her teeth, unable to stand any maggedted back with
a half-stifled protest that was almost a sob.

He was apparently satisfied; his hands dropped aavaPbhe resumed
his own seat without comment.

After a moment, he commanded idly, 'Tell me abautrgelf.'

‘There's not much to tell.' In spite of all heroef§ her voice sounded
hoarse and strained.

"You mentioned a fiancé. What was his name?'
'Richard Mallard.'

'‘What did he do?'

'Richard was a computer expert.'

'‘Why did your engagement break up?’

'‘We just weren't suited,' she said lamely.

'Did you sleep together?’

She was startled into answering sharply, 'l ddmrikt that's any of
your business.’



He lifted his shoulders in a slight shrug. 'l jwgbndered. Most
engaged couples seem to these days.’

When she said nothing, he asked with a touch a$idet 'Don't tell
me he didn't want to?'

Oh, yes, he'd wanted to.

In an attempt to put the past behind her, and kstala real
relationship, she'd agreed to Richard's demand ttiet should
become lovers. But after he'd arranged a cosy wekke the
Catskills, she'd found herself unable to go throwgh it.

Frustrated and furious, he had dropped his charmiask and, after
showing her a not so pleasant side to his charddrstormed out of
the hotel, leaving her shamed and humiliated.

When, unwilling to talk about Richard and what shi# saw as her
failure as a woman, Autumn remained silent, Salkle@swith
unnerving perception, ‘Are you afraid of close pbgiscontact?’

'‘Why should | be afraid?' she said defensively.

‘More than once you've told me you don't like tadnéched. After |
kissed you | felt you shudder, and a minute agolewtwas touching
your face, you were so nervous | thought you weragjto faint...'

As though to demonstrate, he reached out anddraifgertip down
her cheek, making her jump violently.

With a glint of triumph, he asked, 'Does everyote'sh affect you
so strongly, or is it just mine?"

Summoning up every ounce of will-power she possksadatumn
said obliquely, 'l like to have my own personalaga But | thought
that was one of the reasons you gave me the job.’



'So it was.' As she watched the creases besidadush deepen in a
smile, attractive as it was mirthless, he attackedh a different
angle. 'l take it you were an only child?'

‘Yes,' she answered reluctantly.

With a suddenness that took her by surprise, haegjéWhere did
you say you were brought up?’

Her mind a complete blank, her mouth a little opsdre gaped at him
stupidly.

He raised a dark brow. 'EImgreen, was it...?"
'Yes... Yes, that's right.' She grasped at therde

Smoothly, he queried, 'Are you planning to go b&xkElmgreen
when this job is over?’

... No, | don't think so.’
‘Have you friends and relatives still living there?
'‘No.'

‘You must have spent a somewhat solitary childhovd?en she
failed to respond to that remark, he said, withchange of tone,
'‘Perhaps | should get out the thumbscrews.'

She caught her breath. 'Wh-what do you mean?'
'l mean this is more like an inquisition than a\eensation.'

'I'm sorry...I—I'm rather tired. It must be the joay.' She seized on
the first excuse that came to mind, adding desplgrat was hoping
to have an early night.'



As she spoke, the wall-clock chimed the half-hour.

'‘Dear me," he murmured with mild derision, 'and iine-thirty
already.'

He rose to his feet and, leaving the kitchen dodevgo that it spilt
light into the passage, led her to the small tabtee hall. Removing
the glass chimney from the oil-lamp, he proceededyht the wick
with a deft competence that made it difficult tdiébee he couldn't
actually see.

Replacing the glass, he offered politely, 'Allow rwe light you
upstairs.'

He led the way, his shadow leaping menacingly ah@adk on white
walls.

As soon as they reached the broad landing he hdreatede oil-lamp.
'Sleep well, Elizabeth. When you turn out the ljgthon't let the
darkness frighten you.'

Reacting to the edge of mockery in his low, attvacvoice, she said
steadily, 'l won't.'

laming to go back down, he added over his shoulderd don't
forget, you won't be really alone. I'll be quites.'

Something about that soft rider made her skin gopisaple.

Trying to ignore the frisson of fear, she went itlie bathroom and,
having put the oil-lamp down on the wide windowsillashed her
face and hands and cleaned her teeth.

As she crossed the landing to her room, she cauity hear another
Rachmaninov piano concerto being played.



Disturbing thoughts darting about her head likemoims in a muddy
pond, she undressed and climbed into the highfasldioned bed.

It was cold. Her breath made a white mist on tiheasd the bed felt
like an icy waste. She wished her nightie was lemgugh to wrap her
feetin.

Hating the idea of the waiting darkness closingnrher, she had to
make a positive effort before she could bring Hétsestretch out a
hand and extinguish the lamp.

That done, she pulled the thick duvet up to hen emd, closing her
eyes tightly, lay shivering. But not for long. Tleembination of
old-fashioned feather-bed and modern duvet workell, wnd in a
matter of minutes she was comfortably warm.

Physically and emotionally worn out after suchaafht day, she was
gradually relaxing, slipping into sleep, when autlot surfaced that
jolted her into wakefulness.

Earlier that evening when, taken by surprise, sttefailed to answer
Saul's query about where she'd been brought ud, swgjgested
Elmgreen...and she'd agreed. But when he'd askedunang the
interview, she had told him Oakgreen.

Had naming the wrong village been an innocent rkéstan his part?
Or had she fallen into a carefully laid trap?

No, surely not. Heart thudding against her ribg, led to reassure
herself. If she had, wouldn't he have pounced?

Unless heknewwho she was, and was playing some deep, cr
game.



Hampered by her own guilty knowledge, it was difficto assess
how many pieces of the jigsaw he might have ressghiand put
together, and how much was simply in her mind.

Four years was a long time. But he certainly hddrjotten Autumn
Milski. Neither had he forgiven her.

Though surely his recollection of the eighteen-yesd Autumn
would be quite different from the woman he knew Edizabeth
Shandon?

But if by any chance it wasn't, and he suspectedrtih, why hadn't
he challenged her? Maybe asplaying with her as a cat played
with a mouse...

Her uneasy thoughts having come full circle, thegtmued to spin
round and round in her head, making sleep impassilit though
she lay wide awake for what seemed an age, she tidar Saul
come to bed.

It must have been early in the morning before shedly fell asleep
and, when she did, her slumbers were restlessidthby a series of
dreams. Dreams whichalways started with Saul @oskeloving, but
invariably ended with him ignoring her pleas andkivey away from
her without a backward glance.

Daybreak came as a blessed relief.

Lying in bed, she watched a rack of clouds scuddingg, and some
black birds being blown about like pieces of litterthe windy sky.
Gradually, without her being aware of it, her egeldrooped and she
drifted off to sleep again.

It was well after ten o'clock before, heavy-eyed atill unrefreshed,
she struggled out of bed and shivered her wayeadé&throom.



After a shower, which rather to her surprise prowdoe good and hot
and trouble-free, she began to feel a great ddétdrband her spirits
rose.

The house seemed altogether more friendly, andehight of day a
lot of the previous night's fears appeared foolish.

Dressed in a calf-length skirt of soft warm wootlaam sweater that
echoed the green of her eyes, she decided on satks:; than tights,
and flat shoes. Her long hair brushed into a sm@atlof russet silk

that curled under a little at the ends, she madevhg downstairs to
the cheerful kitchen.

Beth, who was lying on the mat in front of the lnhazstove, got up
and came over, plume of a tail gently waving.

Pleased with this sign of acceptance, Autumn stdgestroke the
handsome head, before looking up to find Saulngitat his desk,
apparently deep in thought, the tape recorderoint fof him.

He was wearing a black polo-necked sweater anddrlshair was a
little rumpled, as though he'd run his fingers tlgio it. Control,
rather than serenity, sculpted the planes and aindlieis face.

His eyes were invisible behind the tinted lenses, s firm yet
sensitive mouth had a masculine beauty that alwade her yearn
to touch it with her own.

In spite of everything, her heart lifted at thehsigf him. '‘Good
morning.' Her voice was tinged with the gladnessfsit.

'‘Good morning. You sound cheerful. Does that meansjfept well?'

‘Very well, thank you,' she lied. Then she ask&&n'| get you
something to eat?'



'l had breakfast hours ago,' he said wryly.

His sheepskin coat hanging behind the door suggdéisée he'd also
been out with the dog.

A glance at the clock confirming that the time wasgproaching
eleven, she said, 'I'm sorry I'm so late. I'll makae I'm earlier
tomorrow.’

‘Until | actually want to start work, there's ncedel'm quite capable
of getting my own toast and coffee." His words st@eh cool,
dismissive.

A moment later he was speaking quietly into thestegzorder once
more, sketching in an outline of the first chapter.

Flattened, she retreated to the kitchen area atpkdhéherself to
orange juice and a bowl of cornflakes.

Accustomed to browsing through a morning paper, e as a
substitute a tattered paperback cookery- book ledtiEveryday
Cooking Made Easy.

Leafing idly through its well-thumbed pages, shaaled the remark
Saul had made about George's culinary skills, amtkd.

Saul had once been no mean cook and sometimescidibCottage,
he had taken a turn at making a tasty pasta dissufaper...

'About finished?'

The object of her thoughts had left his desk setijuthat he was at
her elbow before she realised he'd moved.

'Yes.' She put down her spoon.



‘Then if you're ready I'll show you around the fshe house before
| take my morning walk.'

In spite of the polite phrasing it was undoubtegityorder.

She glanced up quickly, trying to read his expmsdbut behind the
dark glasses his face was inscrutable.

Wondering why he hadn't just left her to look rowmdher ownshe
got up obediently and followed him.

The white-walled, black-beamed manor-cum-farm- kowss a
rambling old place, with many nooks and crannies @assages, and
a back staircase, but Saul clearly knew every wicih and led the
way with a quiet confidence.

‘This long room is the original farm kitchen," haddt her, 'with a
separate pantry at the end. The pump on the siatlli€onnected
with the covered well which provides our water-dypp

Noticing that the steady hum she now acceptedaslground noise
sounded much closer, Autumn asked, 'Where is theergeor
housed?'

'‘Beyond that door-' he pointed ' —in what usedddHhe scullery.’

Turning his back on the kitchen quarters, he cotetlber down a
wide, flagged passage towards the front of the éolgut what |
really want you to see is through here.'

Some subtle change in his tone alerted her. Thdl iias on the
back of her neck rose, and a chill that had nottondp with the cold
ran up and down her spine, making her shiver.



CHAPTER FOUR

AUTUMN glanced apprehensively at him, but his dark faas kland,
unrevealing, as he opened the first door.

Though he appeared to want to show her nothing iaister than
the two main rooms, the pricking in her thumbs |sézd.

‘This used to be the living-room.’

A large room, it had a wide stone fireplace anthgged floor, and
was obviously unused, the air chilly, the old-fasi@d furnishings
dusty and cobwebby.

Throwing the last door wide, Saul put a hand atweast, urging her
forward. 'And this is the parlour.’

The parlour, a beautiful room with an inglenoolefilace and wide
oak floorboards, was empty except for a huge shaepsg lying in

front of the hearth, a couple of black leather drancs, a low table
and, standing to one side of the latticed wind@\saby grand piano.

Hanging on the wall beyond the piano was a head-saoulders
portrait of a girl Autumn immediately recognisednasself.

If it had been a torture-chamber she couldn't heeen more
horrified. With a gasp she recoiled, stumbling ithe man behind
her, dislodging his glasses.

His hands encircling her upper arms, he held hainaghis muscular
chest, while she tried to regain both her mentdl@ysical balance.

'You seem startled?' he remarked, with the sameimgpeoncern

he'd evinced when the candle went out.'l—I'm sbshg stammered,
instinctively making an effort to hide just how sked she was.
'It—it was just so unexpected... The piano, | mean.



After a second or two, she regained her balancetr@ed to move
away, but his grip tightened painfully, as thoughhad no intention
of letting her go.

Panic had stopped her breath, when his finger&esteaa their hold,
releasing her.

She took a couple of shaky steps before turningake her escape.
Tall and dark, he was filling the doorway. ShockHer anew as she
looked directly into his eyes.

‘Your eyes...' Her voice was barely above a whiggeshe spoke her
thoughts aloud. 'They don't look... | mean theme'®bvious sign of
them being injured.’

'‘Are you saying | should be thankful for small mesé"
She cringed at the bitterness in his voice. 'Neasn't saying that.'

But, staring into those silvery eyes, she was élgrglad that their
beauty was unmarred.

'Only | wondered what... Why... ?' Her voice taitgtl

Tearing her gaze away with an effort, she stoopegid¢k up his
lightweight glasses, which had fallen on to theighedd black
floorboards, and handed them to him. , 'l receavééavy blow to the
temple and the optic nerve was damaged,' he toldurdy as he put
the glasses back on.

She found herself wondering why he wore them. Thomgsome
ways she preferred him to. It was unnerving to loak his eyes
when they looked straight back; at her, and appiearseeher.



He turned to go and, only too eager to escape thandisturbing
room, she followed him back to the kitchen on |dgd shook like

jelly.

As soon as he lifted the sheepskin jacket frorhaisk, Beth was by
his side, alert and waiting.

Striving to act normally, to hide the fact that stes still so shaken,
Autumn queried, 'What time will you be back?'

'‘Probably late afternoon if | take the track oveMoorend.'
'‘Oh... But if s almost lunchtime...'

His hand on the latch, he said, 'l often don't bpthith lunch when
I'm working.'

Wanting, despite everything, to say, Take caressh&how bit back
the anxious words.

Casually he added, 'Make yourself at home whilegmne. Try out
your piano..

A moment later the door closed behind him.

For a second or two she was rooted to the spoblenamove, then,
heart pounding, she stumbled to the window.

Outside it looked bleak and threatening, the skwytpegrey and
heavy with cloud. A few fine flakes of snow wereirdvwg down.

Bareheaded, the collar of his jacket turned up] ®as following a
track that headed deeper into the dark moors, digectbse by his
side.



Feeling sick and her stomach churning, she watah&atihe was out
of sight, before turning away and sinking into tiearest chair.

“Try out your piano..." His last words seemed beahithto her brain
with letters of fire.

Her girlhood dream, which she'd once confessedtd, 8ad been to
have her own baby grand. On her fifteenth birthakelg bought her a
small but perfect replica—she had it still—and hpobmised
quizzically, 'One day I'll buy you a real one.’

It had been obvious from the start that he was sigpher the parlour
for a reason.So why, after making it clear thatkhew her true
identity, had he just walked out? Why continue tihiarade?

The unpalatable answer was that it was all pasbaie plan. Part of
his revenge.

But it didn't make sense. She had been settldtkiStates for almost
four years, so how could he have known that shecoasng back to
England?

She hadn't decided until about six weeks ago wirdg,a short while
after the break-up of her engagement, her apologatiployer had
told her that his new wife was to be his secretand she'd found
herself out of a job.

Notice to quit her furnished apartment had beenldsestraw. On
appealing, she had been told that the old browestonvhich she'd
lived for the past three years had been sold, aednew owner
wanted it empty to refurbish it.

But Saul couldn't possibly have known that circianses would
drive her home, nor could he have known she woed&la copy of
Top Peoplelet alone apply for the position advertised.



So to all intents and purposes it was impossilkée lie could have
planned any of this.

Yet she knew he had.

And, given that knowledge, everything fitted in,cluding the

frightening little scene in his bedroom, when he&ld with quiet

menace, 'Come and experience, just for-a minug® owhat it's like

to be blind, to be led." With hindsight she nowt &artain it had been
as deliberate as showing her the parlour.

So what would be his next move? Was he plannirgeép applying
different kinds of pressure until she finally cradR

She shuddered, and shuddered again.

While she was sure he wouldn't hurt her physicalhg knew she had
to get away.

Once clear of the moors, she could phone Mr Bab#rte and make
certain George or someone was sent up to Farthiegk B
immediately.

And surely they could get in touch with one of ffeople who had
already been interviewed for the job of secretam@illing to add to
her guilt, she didn't want his work to be held apgny length of time.

But it was imperative that she shouldmmw, before his return.

Jumping to her feet, she made an effort to stay @id focus her
mind. The first thing she must do was find theleays.

On trembling legs she hastened upstairs and fdreeself to go into
his room. Showing how close she was to panic, sbhed herself
glancing continually at the door, wondering if heyht be creeping
up on her as he had done the previous night.



She searched swiftly, but thoroughly, first in pgckets and then
through the chest of drawers, all the time tryimmgignore the
unpleasant thought that he would almost certaialyehtaken them
with him to foil any such bid on her part.

Clenching her teeth, she decided that if the woaiste to the worst
and she couldn't find them, even if it meant legvaverything
behind, she'd go on foot to the village and beg tetre.

Anything was better than staying at Farthing Bexlendure Saul's
subtle yet sadistic revenge.

Her last hope gone, she was about to fetch heacwhake a run for
it, when suddenly she saw the bunch of keys lyingh® bedside
table in full view.

It wasn't like Saul to make such a bad mistake,dmmhetimes even
excellent Homer nods'.

Her heart beating a mad tattoo, she grabbed theimranning into
her own room, bundled her clothes back into thecase with frantic
haste.

Having pulled on her coat and gathered up her lpglgs, the case
bumping against her legs, she hurried down thesstali

She was nearing the bottom when her foot slippeth fthe step.
Thrown off-balance, she stumbled and fell awkwardigr right
ankle buckling beneath her.

Struggling to her feet, she put her weight on @ gelped. But, driven
by fear, she somehow picked up her things, anditgefipe pain
headed for the door.



As she opened it white flakes swirled round hez kknfetti, and she
saw that snow was beginning to fall in earnest fimm a louring
sky.

Anxious about Saul, she frowned at the worseningtinex. When
she reached Feldon she would ask the people &riden Man to
check that he'd got home safely, she decidedhasghition keys in
her hand, she turned towards the car.

Mouth hanging foolishly open, she stared at thetgmpace, now
scoured by wind-blown snow, where the Rover haadh Is¢ending.

This had to be some trick of Saul's. Knowing thewas no longer
there, he must have deliberately left the keyérto find. A kind of
torture by hope.

But wherehad it gone™ow had it gone?

Shudder after shudder running through her, sheqaubbr luggage
back inside and, with just her bag over her shauldeaded for the
bridge, gritting her teeth against the pain.

She'd gone only a few yards when her injured agélee way under
her and she went sprawling, knocking all the bréaim her body
and bruising herself on the cobbles.

Struggling up, she was forced to admit that theas wo way she
would even make it to the other side of the bridgealone to the
village.

It seemed that fate was on Saul's side.
In spite of the bitter wind and swirling snow, skias sweating with

pain by the time she'd hobbled back to the houdepalied off her
coat.



For a while she huddled by the stove, then, grigped compelling
need, a kind of compulsion, she left the cheeinfuhd-room and
made her painful way along the passage to theymarlo

Even though she knew what to expect, it still camsea shock,
making her stomach turn over. Steeling herself, difgav a deep
breath and stared at the picture hanging abovpiam®.

Looking back gravely was a young girl with shiningsset hair
tumbling round her shoulders, a creamy skin, stgngireen-gold
eyes, and a passionate mouth.

The face had a fascinating, haunting quality, asigh the artist
himself had been bewitched, held in thrall by ¢haignant beauty.

Was that how Saul had seen her all those years ago?
No, surely not. If he had, he would have loved her.
And he hadn't loved her.

Foolishly she had thought he had. Had fondly imedime was
waiting until she was old enough to tell her howfdleand ask her to
marry him.

It wasn't that she'd had any confidence in her attraction. It was
simply that she had known with a quiet certaingttibbody and soul,
they would always belong to one another. And, Ig\nim as she did,
it hadn't seemed possible he could remain untoulchedch a wealth
of emotion.

An emotion she'd only been able to express in hesien

Taking her eyes from that somehow disturbing petshe hobbled
over to the piano which stood near to the casemgmtows.



In the deep windowsill was another tall-chimneyeld lamp, and
beside it a short piece of loosely woven white aord a small pair of
scissors, as though someone had recently renewetdk.

Looking through the diamond-leaded panes, she stlw amxiety
that the snow was falling even faster now, driftagainst the stone
sills and weighing down the green arms of the pine.

Surely Saul wouldn't go on in this? Please God,mshged silently,
don't let any harm come to him.

The baby grand was an old and very beautiful insént. Autumn
could see herself reflected in its patina. Sittlegvn on the stool, she
opened the lid almost reverently and ran her hdigtly over the
keys.

It was months since she'd played. Her fingersstdft out of practice,
and because of her injured ankle she was unahlseahe pedals
properly. But the tone was wonderfully mellow, ikiery keys like
silk beneath her touch, and within minutes herdnsghad recaptured
all their former skill and magic.

Caught up in the spell she was weaving, she faout everything
but the music flowing from her fingertips. Instivelly she had begun
with one of Saul's favourites, the love theme fréohaikovsky's

Romeo and Juliet...

When her parents had moved into Cecilia Cottagehsitebeen a
quiet, shy girl of thirteen. The same age as Julidl, like Juliet, she
had fallen in love at first sight. Deeply. Passieha Irrevocably.

Saul had lived in The Rowans, the single-storeyemee-covered
house next door. Having inherited a blazing talastwell as a
comfortable sum of money from his maternal grarefgtSir Giles
Waring, at the age of twenty-two he had alreadytedlato make a
name for himself as an artist.



Her mother and father were out almost every evertitig socially
active, well-to-do parents had died together inlang crash the
previous summer.

Perhaps, knowing what it was like to be lonelyhbd recognised the
symptoms in Autumn, and somehow, in spite of tree-gap, and the
difference in their backgrounds, they had beconeads.

A lover of music, he had encouraged her playingpagpanying her
to music festivals and listening for hours while giractised.

Her parents had hoped she would become a conaarispi but,
recognising her own limitations, she had accepbedfact that she
would never be first-rate, and been glad.

Though contented enough in its way, her life haslagb been a
lonely one because of her parents' commitment tsianiKnowing
from first-hand experience how demanding such aerawas, she
hadn't wanted to mortgage her whole future.

Rather, she'd dreamt of spending it with Saulpwiilg him and being
loved in return, of making a full and happy famllfe for their
children.

A simple enough dream. Only it had never come thubad been
shattered for good on her eighteenth birthday.

From the first he had treated her like a youngstesi Except that
none of Autumn's school-friends had such a cloggmbnious
relationship with their brothers.

He'd advised, protected, encouraged, and helged&alen her mind,
adding modern history, archaeology, and art toolieer interests.

With his superior knowledge of life, he'd taughe $hy, gauche girl
the social graces, providing her with poise andoatward air of



confidence. But, most precious of all, he'd unstgiy given her his
time and companionship.

The only thing still to come—when she was old ereutpad been
his declaration of love.

Though, over the years, Saul had never been shgirlfoiends, they
had all seemed casual, unimportant, posing no ttihoethe special
relationship Autumn and he shared.

Or to the future she'd envisaged.

In itself the age difference had meant nothingag but when she'd
grasped that from a conventional point of view #&sw't socially
acceptable for a man of twenty- six to love a stdndpshe'd begged
to be allowed to leave the all-girls' school atesgeen.

Seeing no good reason for such a move, her panadtasisted on
her staying for her final year.

A year which, to Autumn, impatient for it to endachseemed all too
long.

One lovely June evening, having no current ginffde Saul had
invited her to a party being thrown by one of hiarned friends.
Thrilled and excited by what she had regarded agiisé real date,
she had fantasised about what might happen whevokéner home.

From time to time he had given her a brotherly bug chaste kiss on
the cheek. But, though innocent and untouchedd@thint of being
naive, over the past weeks she had noticed a change attitude
towards her, a tension that instinct told her weasual.

Now she was nearly eighteen he might be seeingdhawoman and
treating her like one instead of like a schoolddthe shivered with
excitement at the thought.



The party was in full swing when they arrived, afddtumn felt
artlessly elated to realise she was with by famtiost attractive man
there.

She wasn't the only one to realise it.

Joanna, a stunning blonde, introduced by their &®st photographic
model, was glamorous and sophisticated, seduatigieegperienced,
and from the same class of society as Saul.

Everything Autumn was not.
Ignoring the younger girl completely, Joanna madead set at him.

Though it was carefully hidden, Autumn sensed asponse to the
blatant sexual invitation and felt embarrassed andétward and
bitterly jealous.

Her evening ruined, she was only too happy to ifalvith Saul's
suggestion that they leave early.

She wasn't so happy when, having seen her safelg Hwe refused to
come in, and left her with just a casual, 'Sleef.we

Standing at the window, watching him drive away dothe
tree-lined road, she knew with bleak certainty vehlee was going
and why.

From then on, though Saul refused to discuss thewmman in his
life, Autumn knew he was seeing Joanna. Eaten tipjealousy, she
could no longer relax and be happy, and their clwinfortable
relationship was spoilt.

But no matter how serious it was on Saul's sidetusn felt
convinced that on the blonde's it was merely seattedction rather
than love.



Lucy, one of Autumn's class-mates, unwittingly ameged this view
one day. Displaying a glossy magazine with the nmedeautifully
made-up face on the cover, she said importantgr, ffaAme's Joanna,
she's Sir William James's daughter. She's frienitts 8tephy, my
eldest sister. They were at art school togetHghe.has a red Porsche
and lives in one of those posh new flats facingthe memorial...'

When Autumn sat silent and frozen, Lucy went omsikit she got it
all? Wish | could be so lucky. The only thing | vdnwit like is the
constant dieting. Still, it must be worth it. Shdyohas to beckon to
get any man she fancies... According to the pagbess had a string
of affairs, but she soon gets tired of her love&he told Stephy she's
only having fun until she can find herself a rialkshand...'

Though in one way it was what she wanted to hearSaul's sake
Autumn felt angry and resentful that Joanna wasgmaising herself
with him.

That evening he came round. Sensing the still- $heoimg anger, he
asked, 'What's wrong, Autumn?"'

‘Nothing's wrong,' she mumbled, refusing to megtyes.

Lifting her chin, making her look at him, he salpu haven't
seemed yourself for weeks now. Come on, out witiWhat are you
brooding about?

'It's her..:

For a moment he looked surprised. Then, a hardmesping into his
voice, he said, '"You mean Joanna? What about her?'

The words poured out, full of bitterness and jesjotDon't imagine
she cares twopence for you; she doesn't... Yoolseame of a string
of lovers...'



'‘What do you know about such things? You're sthad.’

That remark burnt into her soul like acid. If ohlg'd thought of her
as a woman rather than a child, he might never pavmvolved with
Joanna.

'I'm not a child!" she denied shrilly. 'And I'vedretold "how she flits
from one man to another.'

'‘Whatever she does, it's no business of yours.'
He'd never used that tone to her before, and tdlasher eyes.

Hutting, she lashed out at him. "You're being al!f&he's just
amusing herself with you while she finds herseith husband.'

Quietly he said, '‘Maybe she's found one." And @issquietly walked
out.

Saul's parting shot still echoing in her mind, Auatucried herself to
sleep that night, cried as though her heart worddl

Of course he hadn't meant it, she reassured helrkstf only said it
because he was angry with her. Still, it was th& time they had
ever seriously quarrelled, and it tore her apart.

Next morning, seeing her blotched face and swodlges in the
bathroom mirror, Autumn was glad her parents wevayaon tour
with the Academy Orchestra.

They had been sorry to leave her alone, with hénday coming up,
but it was the last tour they would make before img¥o New York,
where Daniel Milski was due to take up the postsfdent conductor
to the New World Symphony Orchestra.



Pointing out that they were giving up their rentedtage, they had
tried to persuade her to travel to the States thgim.

She had said she would sooner find a job and aitdedally; she
didn't fancy living in America. The real reason wiat she couldn't
bring herself to leave Saul.

Saul, who always had been, and still was, her refdiving.

Sick at heart, she knew that when he came roundveh&l need to
hide her real feelings and apologise.

Her apology ready, she spent the next two dayseatethooks,
waiting for him. He didn't come.

The following evening, with the excuse of returniagborrowed
book, she called in on Lucy. A casual question ghbuthe
information that Joanna was away. Autumn sighedth@bcouldn't
have been the reason Saul hadn't appeared.

When Thursday came, with still no sign of him, &eed the fact that
he wasn't going to come. Unable to bear the thooghbsing his
friendship entirely, she braced herself and wenindoto The
Rowans.

The long room on the north side of the one-storeysk had been
converted into a studio, and she guessed he woelldh bthere
painting.

Normally she wouldn't have dreamt of interruptimop Rvhile he was
working, but now she was in such a state that sHemger cared.

When she appeared at the open French windows hedoop,
surprised, and, judging by his frown, not over-pkxhto see her.



'I—I'm sorry to disturb you but | wanted to apolegi Flushed and
close to tears, she went on, scarcely above a ehi$ghouldn't have
said what | did about Joanna..

His dark face softened.

'Please say you forgive me,' she begged.
'l forgive you.'

‘No, seriously.’

His hps twitched. 'Seriously, | forgive you.'

He was taking it far too lightly. While she had bdern apart, he
seemed intent on teasing.

Overwrought, her face crumpling as though she \Wwaschild he'd
called her, she turned to run. In a flash he wasethencircling her
wrist, stopping her.

When she tried to jerk free he pulled her intodnsis and held her
close. 'Don't be foolish, Autumn. Of course | fegyou.’'

After a moment he set her away a little, and, tgkiar face between
his hands, with a kind of impatient tenderness usedhumbs to
wipe away the tears. 'To prove it I'll take you tmutlinner on Friday.'

Friday, the last day in September, was her eigkiteleinthday. Joy
filled her that he had remembered.

He gave her behind a playful slap. '‘Now get along lat me finish
this commission.' As she turned to hurry away,dded, 'I'll pick you
up at seven.'



The following day she drew some of her savings lamaght herself
glamorous new undies, and an expensive boutiquesdra

sophisticated greeny-gold silk-lined chiffon, wig softly draped
bodice cut daringly low and a skirt that swirledwand her slender
legs.

Determined to leave the schoolgirl image behing& wslent to the
hairdresser and had her long hair cut and brightepnehat it hugged
her skull like a cap of burnished bronze feathemphasising her
superb bone- structure and making her eyes seemmeuns.

Her head feeling oddly light, she made her wayht lieauty salon
and emerged with a professional make-up, her brisvwsd and
shaped and her long lashes darkened.

Officially a woman now, she fully intended to lolke one.

When she opened the door to Saul's knock she sawdbi a
double-take, and inwardly hugged herself.

A shade drily, he remarked, 'You're looking vergdpl.'

Wearing immaculate evening dress, he was as daddgilsome as
any woman could have wished.

Resisting the urge to return the compliment, she caolly, 'Thank
you.'

It was a lovely evening, the clear, warm air givanfgel of lingering
summer.

He took her to La Strada, the most exclusive reatdwn that stretch
of the Thames. There were hothouse flowers for isatbe foyer.
Roses, orchids, carnations...



He bought her a single exquisite red rose, andtherfirst time in
their relationship, treated her not as a familiearfd but as a desirable
woman.

The food was excellent and the vintage champagolearal crisp on
her tongue, but, in the seventh heaven, Autumnavoiihave cared if
she'd been eating chaff and drinking water.

They were at the coffee stage when, having fehignpocket, he
muttered, 'Damn!’

When she looked at him, he said, 'lI've forgottemrybirthday
present. The phone rang when | was about to jutity pocket.'

She shook her head. 'l don't need a present. Yalready given me
so much.' But part of her happiness was dimmedgsairth sense
making her know the call had been from Joannati@giter teeth,
determined to sound casual, she asked, 'l takaitnh's away?"

‘Yes, she's working in Paris.'
So that was why he'd been free to take her out.
'On a long assignment?’

‘A fashion romp scheduled to last a week. But simalsaged to get
home a day early, so I'm picking her up from thipat later tonight."'
His voice was light but his grey eyes held a certaariness, as
though he half anticipated another jealous outburst

'l expect you'll be glad to have her back?' Autuomneed herself to
smile, to speak brightly, as if she didn't care.

‘Yes, | will." His answer was matter-of-fact, bus Isilvery eyes
darkened with the flare of black pupils and hisefappeared hewn
out of granite.



He glanced at her, then quickly away again, butefdre she'd seen
the arousal in his eyes, the lick of flame thad tf his desire for the
other woman.

Now her evening was spoiled. And she'd only hetsdiilame.

Retailing what high hopes she had had for her egjith birthday,
she wanted to cry. How easily Joanna, who hadexdfamm only sex,
had won.

While she, who could have given him everything, hetdhim go
without a fight.

Trying to hold the bitterness at bay, she told éiérsot to be a fool.
Harking back to that party would get her nowhenesdme ways she
had still been a child then.

But she'd done a lot of growing up in the pastehmsonths. She
wasn't a child any longer. She was a woman nowe #bluse a
woman's weapons to fight for her man. And he wasnien. He'd
been hers before Joanna came on the scene, andubhg e hers
when Joanna had tired of him and gone...

'‘About ready to go?' His voice broke into her thusg

A daring idea beginning to take shape in her mshe, got to her feet
without demur.

He appeared surprised, as though he'd expectdd tvant to linger.

Picking up her rose and her small evening-bagleshthe way to the
door, bright head high, walking with the slightlglicsh grace that
came naturally to her.

On the drive back she sat quietly thinking, trytogdispel any last
doubts. Surely, deep down, Saul did care for her@ this evening,



while Joanna was still absent and his emotions rhadevulnerable,
might be the only chance she would ever get toeftwion to realise
and acknowledge his true feelings...

After a glance at her absent expression, Saul dnetreut making
any attempt to break the silence.

When they reached home he drew the car into hiscbiveway and
made as if to take her next door.

'You said you had a present for me.' She soundsklyhBreathless.
"'l see you home, then pop back with it.'

That wasn't part of her plan. Shaking her head pglgan to walk to
his front porch, saying gaily over her shouldent'hkely, you might
forget.'

With a little indulgent smile he followed her am@yving unlocked the
door, ushered her into the living- room.

Mrs Hawkins, his housekeeper, had left everythipigksand span.
There was a smell of lavender polish and freshtyapple-logs. But it
had been a warm September, and the tiled heartlrempsy except
for a tall vase of orange gladioli.

Seeing he was reaching for a small package on ittebeard,
Autumn sat down in one of the big armchairs and saaxingly, 'l'd
love a drink to round off the evening.'

He raised a dark brow. 'What would you like?'

‘A glass of wine,' she answered pertly, putting éxexning-bag and
the rose down on the coffee-table.



Looking amused, he agreed, 'Very well." Discardiig jacket and
bow-tie, he disappeared into the kitchen. She h#edound of a
cork popping and a moment or so later he returcaalying a bottle
of champagne and two glasses.

The wine was chilled to perfection, and Autumn geelsthat it must
have been intended to celebrate Joanna's return.

She drank it quickly and, needing Dutch couragéd bat her glass
for more.

He-refilled it without comment.

This time she took it a little slower, but when s$ted out her glass
for the second time he shook his head. 'l thinkwebhad more than
enough for one night.’

There he was, treating her like a child again. Heildn't have said
that to Joanna, she thought resentfully.

Seeing her scowl, he added, 'l don't want to hawatry you home.'
She wasn't intending to go home, but it was tomgodet him know

that. 'Here-' picking up the gift-wrapped packdgetossed it into her
lap '—open your present.'

Saul had always been generous, but in the paspresents had
mostly been of an impersonal nature. Intuition toddt that this one
was different.

Tearing off the green-and-gold striped paper wirlgdrs that shook
slightly, she opened the black suede box, and gaspe a fine gold
chain hung a magnificent opal pendant.

It was oval, and, beneath the dominant green,oivgtl with gold,
orange and red, a breathtaking range of coloursirAn colours.



It banished the last lingering doubt. Deep insidEamustcare for her
to have bought her such an exquisite and caretblbgen gift.

If only her plan would work, and she could get hormake love to
her, he would realise then that they belonged tmyetand that all
he'd felt for Joanna had been a passing attraction.



CHAPTER FIVE

AUTUMN was still gazing down at the pendant, silent amsbebed,
her long dark lashes like fans against her cheniksn he said, 'There
IS a superstition that opals are unlucky, so, if gon't like it, feel free
to choose something else.’

Looking up, her heart-shaped face radiant, shepehesl, 'Oh, Saul, |
loveit. It's beautiful.'Lifting it from its velvet bed, she went to him.
‘Won't you fasten it for me?'

She stood with her back to him, bright head belitla, while he
obliged. His fingers brushing her bare nape madedteh her breath
and start to tremble.

The opal resting cool against her heated skinjsimed to face him.
"Thank you.' Standing on tiptoe, she put her awosd his neck and
touched her mouth to his, her lips warm and velvatittle parted.

After a second's hesitation he returned the seftgure, causing her
head to spin.

When he would have stepped back, her arms tightesed she
pressed her pliant woman's body to his hard made An innocent
yet seductive temptress.

The resulting explosion was like dropping a lighteakch into a pool
of petrol.

Suddenly he was kissing her with a hungry passiarchvshould
have scared her. Instead, his kisses on her opamned mouth were
sweeter than anything she could have imagined. Tbleyher she
was right, and drove away the last of her lingemigbitions.

He was hers. She was his.



Clinging to him, she gave him kiss for kiss wittotal abandonment,
while her heart beat with a kind of fierce joy ath@ blood sang
through her veins.

The zip at the back of her dress slipped downgds#ving her clad
only in her delicate lace-trimmed bra and panties.

A moment later Saul's hands were roaming overiesor curves,
measuring her slim waist, following the flare of hgs and buttocks
and the long smooth length of thigh, before retugrio release the
clasp of her bra. He cupped her full breasts, husnbs stroking the
rosy nipples so that they firmed at his touch.

The sensations he was arousing were so exquisitelthrning with
the kind of desire she had never even dreamt efwsiimpered softly
in her throat.

Beneath her hands she could feel the fine cottdmsaghirt, the small
pearly buttons. Without conscious volition she legaundo than,
pulling the fabric apart to touch his skin. It waarm and slightly
moist, the sprinkling of crisp dark hair against Ipalms making
them tingle.

Delighting in the experience, her untutored fingesplored the
smooth collarbone, the lean ribcage, the stromgeipf muscles.

When he freed her lips to press kisses down tredither neck and
along one satiny shoulder, she nuzzled her facestdas chest.

His skin smelled clean and wholesome, faintly spikéth the scent
of shower-gel; it tasted of salt and sunshine aabtbgnme. Her
tongue-tip found and delicately teased one of thalls flat nipples,
learning its shape and texture.



She heard his ragged gasp and realised with a haaly of
excitement that she could give him the same mioanlg pleasure
that he was giving her.

Suddenly, taking her completely by surprise, heghher away so
violently that she stumbled and went down.

On her knees, eyes wide and startled, face sa#dland bemused by
passion, she watched him run unsteady fingers g¢fwdis dark hair
and begin to re-button his shirt.

'‘What's the matter?' she whispered. 'What havené?®h please,
Saul...'

Breathing hard, he stared at her, crouching thkeesbme beautiful
half-naked supplicant. Then, his voice sounding$®ampeded, he
said, 'lt's not your fault. | should never haveildtappen. Now, for
God's sake, go and get dressed..." Almost to himseladded, 'l
ought to be starting for the airport very soon.'

Pierced to the heart, she gathered up her clothdsflad to the
bathroom, the second door of which opened into'Saeldroom. It
was ajar, and the light filtering in from the batbm gave her a
glimpse of the large divan, turned down as thougddy for its
occupants.

If only things had been different, she thought masstely, she would
have been sharing it with Saul. And when they'derlade, and were
lying in each other's arms, he would have realteatlit washer he
loved, that what he'd felt for Joanna had been @ méatuation...

But because the model was coming back a day tao, s¥erything
had gone wrong...

Tears running down her cheeks, Autumn was struggbrfasten her
bra with trembling fingers when she heard the fawdr slam.



She had just decided dully that it must be Sawlihggfor the airport,
when a voice she knew only too well called, 'Lookos here!
Surprised to see me, darling?'

Saul's deeper tones answered, 'l certainly am. ¢tone?'

Moving a little sideways, Autumn peered through tnack of the

door. Joanna, tall and elegant, her blonde harsieek chignon, was
dressed in a Paris suit that made the new dresd #fmught so

sophisticated look as though it had been bought&turch jumble

sale.

‘Just minutes after | was talking to you,' the oldeman was saying,
'l found there was a seat on an earlier planeed to phone you back,
but there was no answer. When we landed at Heathramg again.
Still no answer, so | took a taxi home and pickpdny car.'

'I'm sorry | wasn't there to meet you.'

With a touch of irritability, Joanna demanded, "\\hen earth have
you been?'

'l was dining out.'

Her lips parted for his kiss, she was moving irdalS arms when her
glance fell on the rose and the evening- bag. &pped dead in her
tracks. 'And not alone, it seems.’

'‘No, | wasn't alone,' he replied evenly. 'lt's Autus birthday. Her
parents are away so | took her out for a meal.’

‘And brought her back here.'

'Only to collect her present.’



The sharp eyes rested on the black suede box.d8ogygve her
jewellery?'

'It's a special birthday.'

Her face full of anger and suspicion, Joanna dee@dn®Vhy have
you suddenly started buying her things?'

'l haven't suddenly started. | bought her a bighglesent when she
was fourteen.’

‘She's not fourteen any longer.’

‘Granted. But she's always been quiet and shyhacaluse she's led &
very sheltered life she's still extremely youngter age.'

Staring at the half-empty bottle and the glasseda snapped, 'But
not too young to ply with champagne ... Were yaanping to take
her to bed?'

'‘No, | was not," Saul said coldly.

‘Well, you're a red-blooded man and | know how-'

His voice rough, he broke in, 'l keep telling yae's a babe in
arms... a mere child...’

How could he say that? Autumn thought bitterly. Sfas a woman
now, offering him a deep and truly adult love. @fig him the kind
of lifelong commitment that Joanna would never diwe.

In control again, Saul was going on more smootAyd you should
know by now that inexperienced girls aren't to aste.'

Joanna gave him a glinting look, then queried muglli, 'So where
Is your poor little virgin hiding herself?'



After the briefest hesitation, Saul said, 'Shethebathroom.’

‘Well, for goodness' sake get rid of her. | cantlerstand why you
waste your time and money on someone so hopelesslyand
naive... | suppose you must feel sorry for her...'

When Saul said nothing, Joanna went on, 'Evenefvglis attractive
and vivacious, you couldn't let yourself get sesiabout a girl with
her background. She'll never belong in your claksppen to know
her father's parents entered the States as pasteititen Polish
immigrants...'

Joanna's contemptuous words made Autumn cringeadttrue her
now middle-class background couldn't compare wabl'S, but that
hadn't seemed to worry him in the past.

Of course, Joanna would be more socially acceptablas wife, but
she didn't love him and she would never make hipphaThough at
the moment Saul couldn't see that...

If only Joanna hadn't been coming back tonightutufn bit her lip
hard. She had been so close to winning. So clospd¢aing Saul's
eyes...

But if she could get rid of Joanna now, once amélio Saul would be
hers and she could devote her life to making hippla.

Dropping the bra she was still holding, she striop# her panties
and, slipping into Saul's bedroom, switched onlitjis.

A cheval-glass briefly reflected back her hour-gldgure, and the
opal pendant nestling just above creamy, pink-tidpeasts.

Giving herself no time to think of the possible sequences, she
opened the door into the living-room, asking plagiy, 'Are you
going to be much longer, darling?'



Two heads snapped round simultaneously.

Standing in the doorway, gleaming head held prqugigen-gold
eyes jewel-bright, a tinge of apricot lying alongck slanting
cheekbone, she watched Saul's jaw drop, and fefsterical desire
to laugh.

Taking in the long, slender legs, the flawless skive full, firm
breasts and flaring hips that made the slim waisk leven smaller,
Joanna made a sound like a death-rattle.

‘Some child!" Her face contorted with fury, shenlat Saul, striking
at him, raking her long red nails down his che¥ku' rotten, lying,
two-timing Casanova...'

Spinning round, she rushed for the door, slammirgehind her so
hard that the very air seemed to vibrate.

There was a dreadful silence.

Staring at Saul, Autumn watched the blood trickdevd his white, set
face with horrified eyes.

'‘What thehell do you think you're playing at?' His voice wasefui
lethal.

'—I wanted to-'

He cut through her stammered words. 'Put your ebotbn and go
home. If you're still here when | get back | wdret responsible for
my actions.' Turning on his heel, he started ferdbor.

Running to him, she caught his arm. '‘No, no...Hestgo... It's only
her pride that's hurt. She doesn't really love you.

‘And | suppose you think you do?'



'Yes, | do," Autumn cried defiantly. 'I've lovedwall my life. She's
only been using you, and I'm glad she's gone.'

‘You silly, wilful child.’

'l wish you'd stop calling me a child. I'nota child." She threw her
arms round his neck.

When he made as if to push her away she clungntowhih all her
strength, her face buried against his neck, hey ppoelssed to his in
deliberate provocation. 'Please don't go. I'm ashma woman as
Joanna. | can give you everything she can and niore.

'So you want to take her place?'

‘Yes... Oh, yes." She pressed her lips to his thiaad felt him
tremble.

Seizing her arms, his fingers biting in painfulhge held her away a
little and, his voice hoarse with a combinatiorandused passion and
anger, grated, 'I'm warning you, I've had abounash as flesh and
blood can stand. For the last time, will you get@fuhere?'

If she went now she'd have lost everything, inelgdiis friendship.

As soon as his grip slackened she clung to him omze, begging
feverishly, 'Don't send me away. You wanted to nialxe to me, you
know you did. Ohplease,Saul..." Her voice catching in a sob, sh
added, 'If it hadn't been fitver we'd be in bed together now...'

His fury boiled over. 'Well, if that's what you watr He swept her up
into his arms and, striding through to the bedrotwased her on to
the bed with scornful ease. 'Let's see how youitike

While he tore off his clothes she watched him wstared but
fascinated eyes. She'd never before seen a nakehiee flesh, and



the beauty and symmetry of Saul's lean-hipped, dssb@uldered
body took her breath away.

Turning towards the bed, he seemed to hesitate maniy.
Terrified he was about to change his mind, withrestinct as old as
Eve, she moved her hips enticingly and held oenhsarms.

When his body came down on hers she accepted hghtngdadly,
winding her arms around his neck, her lips agdhestanned column
of his throat.

He took her without any preliminaries, stoppingrsled brutality, but
allowing nothing for her utter inexperience.

After her first instinctive tensing against the rpaishe gave
everything she had to give, willingly, joyfully, dnwhen it was all
over, cradled his dark head against her breast wittvoman's
tenderness.

Her heart overflowing with love, she waited for hiotake her in his
arms. Then, while she nestled against him, theydctalk, and
everything would miraculously come right.

But it didn't happen like that.

Pulling himself free, he rolled away and lay on bhack, his eyes
closed tightly, as though to shut out reality.

She turned towards him and, raising herself uprenesbow, pressed
her lips to the bloody scratches running down hisek.

He jerked away as though he found that soft toudsearable, and,
swinging his feet to the floor, sat on the edgéhefbed, his back to
her, his dark head in his hands.

‘Saul... ?* She said his name huskily, hesitantly.



His voice hoarse, he muttered, 'Oh, dear God!
Here was no exultant lover, but a man in torment.

Suddenly afraid, she begged, 'Tell me what's th&ema what's
wrong... ?'

‘Taking you to bed, taking advantage of your inmoeg that's what's
wrong. I'm nearly a decade older than you. | masthbeen out of
my mind.'

‘But | wanted you to...'

He turned on her, his face livid. 'You're just ald&hToo young to
know whatyou want.'

'‘D-don't be angry with me,' she stuttered. 'l dovnand I-'

‘Angry with you!" His silvery eyes blazed. 'Whasekhould | be after
all you've done?"

Cowering away from his fury, she whispered, 'I'mmngo. | didn't
intend to-'

'‘Don't give me that! Your actions were deliberatd aanton. Apart
from provoking me into doing something I'm terrildghamed of,
you've probably lost me the woman | love.'

'‘No, no, you don't mean that,” Autumn protestedu"¢an't love
her...'

His mouth a thin line, he demanded, 'Who the helly@u to decide
who | can and can't love?'

'‘But you've just made love to me,' she cried desugy.



He laughed harshly. 'It's high time you learntdifeerence between
love and lust. What we did had nothing to do watvel. That was sex,
pure and simple... and | only wish to God it hadandappened.’

Her humiliation complete, she whispered, 'Then diokn't even want
me?'

'It would be hard for any red-blooded man not totyeu,' he bit out.
'‘But | should have had a damn sight « more seltrobrBy morning

you'll be bitterly regretting it... And now I'm diyi of what Joanna
suspected, it will probably wreck all my plans.'

‘Your plans?"
‘When | bought your opal, | also chose an engagennan'
Her eyes big and startled, she breathed, 'An emg@agering... ?'

'‘Not for you,' he said with deliberate cruelty. rfilght | was going to
ask Joanna to marry me.’

Every vestige of colour drained from Autumn's fadéarry you...
But she—she's not the marrying kind...'

‘You yourself pointed out that she was lookingdaich husband.'

In her pain, Autumn lashed out. 'Well, if a richshand is all she
wants she'll probably still marry you...'

His teeth snapped together. 'But it isn't all sleents. Whether you
believe it or not, she loves me.'

As Autumn began to shake her head, he snarleshelidn't, would
she have been so angry and jealous when she thduglas
two-timing her?’



'Well, she's no saint herself...'
‘How do you know what she is or isn't?"
'I heard how she-'

Hands clenched into fists of rage, he broke inu"¢bouldn't believe
all the malicious gossip you hear. Or did weantto believe it?' That
was so near the mark that Autumn flinched. 'Youwiweays hated
Joanna and been jealous of her—that was why youewdan go to
bed with me.'

'‘No, it was because | love you and | thought yoretbme..." Tears
began to run down her cheeks.

Balked of a physical expression of his fury, heh&ab her with his
tongue. 'You're too young and immature to knowrti@aning of the
word love. All you wanted was to satisfy your sdxaariosity and

make trouble between Joanna and me... Well, youldt® pleased
with yourself. You've succeeded on both counts. N@ivout, you

silly little fool!" His voice held savage contemfiso on, run! Get out
of my life and stay out. If | ever set eyes on ygain we might both
be sorry.’

Scrambling off the bed, she stumbled into the lmatimr and, sobbing
aloud, pulled on her clothes. She was reachinthioeip of her dress
when she touched the chain around her neck.

Knowing she couldn't keep the pendant, she trieghfasten it, but
her trembling fingers were unable to undo the cdichiesperation,
she took hold of the opal and tugged, feeling #ia ps the thin gold
chain bit into her flesh before snapping.

Dropping it on the coffee-table, she grabbed hgrdvad, blinded by
tears, ran.



She had barely reached her own front porch wherhshed a car
door slam. A moment later Saul's Jaguar shot amay The Rowans
with a squeal of tyres and sped down the quiet.road

So, in spite of all her hopes and dreams, it wasida he loved.
Joanna he was going to marry. Unless in her blind wanton
stupidity she had ruined things for him.

In art agony of shame and remorse she wonderedghewould have
been so abysmally wrong. Made such a mess of dwegyt

She had thought then that her life was at its lowbeb; she hadn't
suspected there was much worse to come.

Next morning she'd heard of Saul's accident anolikrg she was to
blame, had been shattered. Three days later, wieewas told he'd
lost his sight, she had wanted to die.

Even after four years, the anguish of that momeat still so intense
that her hands were arrested on the piano keystansgat motionless,
as though mortally wounded.

‘Don't stop.'

The soft injunction came with the shock of a bliwmnging her head
up and making her heart lurch sickeningly.

Saul was lounging negligently in the doorway, esk®lded by the
tinted glasses, face sardonic above the black peded sweater.

While she'd been reliving the past, the light hadiefd and the room
had grown dusky, but she could see his usuallydwe&thair was still
damp and, restyled by the wind and snow, rumpléal iagamuffin
curls and stray locks.



As she looked at him, a drop of melted snow ranrdbis lean cheek.
Recent memory turned it into a trickle of brightdudl.

‘Do go on,' he urged. 'lI've waited a long time darhyou play.’

She began to shiver. 'I'm cold,' she whispered. iAmaas the truth,
but her coldness wasn't due solely to the chill air

‘You should have lit the fire."! He made his unernmay over to the
hearth, where a large fire was already laid andpply of pine logs
had been stacked in the alcoves.

Reaching on the stone mantel for a box of matdieestruck one and
applied it to the kindling.

It flared up with a fierce crackle and a showeiaght sparks. Within
seconds the wood had caught and begun to blazefuhgdongues
of flame curling round the massive logs.

Turning, Saul remarked, "That should soon warm dire but |
suggest, until it does, we move back to the liviagm.'

Autumn needed no further prompting. Only too edageleave the
uncomfortably evocative room, she jumped to het;, faeshing back
the carved piano-stool. As she put weight on hprréd ankle she
gave an involuntary exclamation of pain.

'‘What's wrong?' he asked immediately.

'l slipped coming down the stairs and hurt my ankle

‘Ah," he said softly. 'l wondered why you hadn'dea run for it.’
She straightened her shoulders. 'Suppose | had?’

*You wouldn't have got far.'



The silky menace made her shiver afresh. Grittieg teeth, she
asked, 'What happened to the car?’

He smiled a little. "Were you surprised to fingane?'

'l suppose | should have expected it." She spaithy,flunwilling to
add to his satisfaction.

"You should indeed. Especially when you found thgskl'd left for
you.'

‘How do you know | found the keys?'
‘They were in the living-room with your case,' mswaered blandly.

As he spoke he was moving towards her. Before shkel guess his
intention, he had stooped and scooped her up aschalding her
against his broad chest.

She gave a startled gasp. 'What are you doing? inzanage.'

‘Afraid I'll drop you? Don't worry, being blind dee't mean I've lost
my strength.’

'Oh, but I..."

'‘Put your arms around my neck,' he suggested, @ddumtingly,
'‘Don't be shy. You've done it before.’

Her heart beating so loudly that she felt sure hustrhear it, she
obeyed. One part of her revelled in his touch neiarness, the other
was afraid, scared both of his intentions and thet®ns he could so
effortlessly arouse in her.

Carrying her with ease, he made his way confidewotiyre door and
through to the living-room.



After the cold, stressful atmosphere of the paribwas comfortably
warm and reassuring. The stove, newly made-up,thbhaerily,
lighting the gloom.

Instead of setting her on her feet, as she'd eggebe put her down
on the couch in front of the fire, remarking, 'Betsee how much
damage has been done.'

A second or two later he had slipped off her sltamessocks and was
examining her right ankle, which was now quite lpagiollen. She
winced as his lean fingers probed around the b&fter a moment he
said, 'l think it's just a sprain—nothing seembadoroken.’

He went to the medicine-chest and returned withepec bandage,
soaked in something cold and aromatic, which hdiegppvith a
skilfulness that many a sighted person might haweee.

‘Thank you," she said, when he'd finished his sglpointed task.

‘Verbal thanks are all very well-' she saw the klittée twist to his
lips '—but I'd hoped for something more... demaiste.’'

Her voice jerky, she said, 'l—I'm not sure what yoean... what you
want...'

‘Just a kiss.'
Hearing her little gasp, he asked derisively, 'Psanted?’

Her chest feeling as though it was encircled by ibands, she
refused to answer.

Bending his head so that his beautiful mouth wdg mches from
hers, he waited.



Part of her wanted to kiss him, longed to kiss tbot, aware that he
was baiting her, she remained quite still, her lgpessed tightly
together.

After a long moment, he said with mock disappoimtnéNo kiss?
You were a great deal more forthcoming when | kyew last.’

Her heart thumping like a sledge-hammer, she staydd.

Straightening, he asked casually, 'l take it yoeehd had anything to
eat?’

‘No, I'll...."

When she attempted to get up, he pushed her I&tel. Where you
are. We'll take pot-luck.’

Trying to gather her courage, to armour herselttierconfrontation
to come, she watched him remove a prepared casskooh the
freezer and put it in the microwave.

Leaving her place on the mat, Beth came over tactiueh and put
her handsome fawn and black head on Autumn's |lap.cblat was
still slightly damp but it was obvious that, eveinhier master
neglected himself, she had been towelled.

Autumn was stroking the dog, fondling the largescérears when
Saul commented, 'You're honoured. She won't gcetarg like that,
but she seems to have taken a fancy to you.'

‘Two bitches together, perhaps.'
‘You said it.'

'l was saving you the trouble.’



He grinned devilishly. 'So you've decided to figpaick. Well, that
should make things even more... interesting.’

The words themselves were innocuous, but thereawasderlying
relish that made her blood run cold.

'‘When did you realise who | was?' She stove to keewoice level.

Taking cutlery from the drawer, he began to setupte of trays with
his usual deft efficiency before replying, 'My de@utumn, ['ve
known from the first.'

'I've known from the first..." The casual statem@hher like a blow
to the solar plexus.

When she'd absorbed the shock, her voice hoarsgasited, "Then
why didn't you say something sooner?'

Strolling over, he took a seat in one of the arnrshand, as though
silently summoned, Beth went to sit at his feetming lean fingers
over his chin, he said succinctly, 'l was enjoyiing game...'

His answer, and the little smile that accompanieshade her shiver.

'l had intended to play with you a bit longer, baote I'd succeeded in
getting you here | found | was impatient to—shadl $ay—go on to
the next stage?'

He appeared to be looking straight at her, to yiedrto gauge her
reaction.

Though afraid of the answer, she still had to aalhat is the next
stage?'

He smiled sardonically. 'Oh, to tell you that wowdploil the fun.
When | planned this-'



'l don't see how you could have planned it," Autlmoke in. Then,
doing her best to sound calm, unperturbed, she eenYou couldn't
have known | was coming back to England. | didntw myself until
a few weeks ago.'

'‘As soon as you bought your air-ticket, | was infed.’
‘You were having me spied on!" she accused.
‘That's right," he admitted calmly.

'Since when?'

‘Shortly after you moved to New York | hired a firaf private
detectives to keep you under surveillance.’

She stared at him open-mouthed. Then, her voiceaking a little,
she asked, 'Why?"

'‘When | was able to think straight, it occurredrte that you might be
pregnant.’

'Oh..." She felt hot colour flood into her face eI wasn't..." Then,
in some agitation, 'So why have you paid to havewathed all
these years?'

'l wanted up-to-date information on what you weoénd, where you
were living, your love-life, everything.'

'‘But why?'

'‘Who was it said, "Knowledge itself is power"? Atetrisk of
sounding melodramatic, | was waiting for the rigihte to force a
reckoning, to take my revenge for the way you'dokeel my life.
The death of both your parents—among other thingadenme



decide this might well be it, so | made arrangemdot when you
returned to England.’

In a strangled voice, she asked, 'Supposing | hegtnrned?’
'l tried to ensure you would.'
'How?'

A log settled in a shower of sparks, and the glomued his dark face
into a bronze devil-mask. "When | learnt you'd kstr job, | bought
the brownstone your apartment was in so | couldgfgou to leave...'

He smiled mirthlessly at her shocked silence, l@efgoing on.
‘Luckily your engagement had ended, which savetiameng to think
of some way to break it up.’

Aghast, she protested, 'How can you talk so lightlgut breaking up
someone's engagement?'

'It's a pity you didn't think like that when youddyour best to wreck
mine.'

'‘But | had no idea you were going to be marrigdolight...' Drawing
a shaky breath, she changed tack. 'When | realsed I'd done |
went to see Joanna and told her the truth.'

His dark head came up. In a strange voice, he Sdidf must have
taken a great deal of courage.'

'l... It was the very least | could do.' Lookingndoat her hands, she
whispered, 'l feel so bitterly ashamed.’

Harshly, he queried, 'Isn't it a bit late for rese®"

‘Isn't it a bit late for revenge?’



‘Touché.He made the gesture of a fencer acknowledging@essful
riposte, then suggested, 'Let's both indulge ouesel went to a great
deal of trouble to arrange everything...'

‘How could you have arranged this... ?' Her gestnmmpassed not
only the room but the whole situation. "You couldr® sure | would
see that article ifop Peoplelet alone act on it.’

'l couldn't be sure you'dcton it,' he agreed. 'But having arrangec
through Gerald Baber, for the article to be printedhade certain
you'd see it.'

‘Mr Davis...?"'
'‘Was in my employ.'

She clenched her hands, the strong, slender fingbite at the
knuckles, while she struggled to come to terms itk cleverly
he'd manoeuvred her into his trap.

Finally, in a shaken voice, she said, 'To have gors® much trouble
you must want revenge very badly.'

'Oh, | do."

Feeling as though a fine noose was tightening rdwerdneck, she
asked, 'Suppose | hadn't acted on it?'

He shrugged, his dark face impatient. 'Then | wéade been forced
to think of something else... Tell me, whid you? | got the distinct
impression you had no intention of taking the job.’

'No, | hadn't,’ she admitted. 'Well, not at first.'

'So why did you come to Gerald's office?"



'I—I wanted to see you again.'
‘To crow?'

'‘How can you suggest such a thing?' she cried pas=ly. 'When |
heard you'd been blinded, I..." She stopped, urtalge on.

'Did you cry for me, Autumn?' There was a razoarphedge to his
voice.

'‘No.' It was the truth. She hadn't shed a single téer grief had been
too deep, too frozen by a glacial despair.

After a moment he asked curtly, 'So, why did yonniv@ see me
again?'

'l don't know,' she cried, a shade wildly. 'l jdst.'

Dissatisfied, he persisted, '"You must have had smessing reason
to take such a risk.'

'l thought once I'd seen you | might be able totbetties with the
past. Leave it behind me...'

'Instead, it's caught up with you.' Hearing herraveh breath, he
gueried softly, 'Are you afraid?’

Lifting her chin proudly, she lied, 'No.’

‘Then you should be.’



CHAPTER SIX

THERE wasn't the slightest doubt about the cold triumgie
purposeful implacability of those words.

Autumn's blood turned to ice.

Taking a steadying breath, she tried desperatekeép her voice
from wobbling. "You can't know how bitterly sorryam for what
happened. I'd make amends if | could, but I—I diomdw what | can
do-'

*You'll do anything and everything | want you to'do

Suddenly the microwave buzzed, shattering the tsifesgce that had
succeeded Saul's remark, and making Autumn jumpntig.

‘That sounds as though our meal's ready.' Hisudétitvas relaxed
now, almost pleasant.

Too worked up to think of food, she shook her hé&ad.really not
hungry. I'd rather-'

'‘We'll eat first and talk later.' His voice brookeaol argument.
‘Very well,' she agreed stiffly.

When she would have struggled up, he ordered gri§iay there. I'll
getit.

Rising to his feet, Saul checked the Braille wakeh wore, and
remarked, 'lIt must be nearly dark?'

'Yes.'



He turned on the standard-lamp, bathing her inch gilight, while
the rest of the room stayed shadowy. 'It isn't phyour punishment
to have to sit in the dark,' he told her sardoiycal

Trays on their knees, they ate in front of the ef@®aul with his usual
healthy appetite, Autumn having to force down eveouthful.

She was scared, her throat tight with nervous &gmson, but she
refused to let him see that, and she refused ®\gay to it.

After all, what could heloto her? No matter how angry and hostil
he was, he wouldn't hurt her physically; she walscgtrtain of that.
Well, almost certain.

The old Saul would never have hurt anyone or angtineaker than
himself, but this new, embittered man was still etiimg of an
enigma. He might be capable of anything.

No, no...she couldn't believe he would change dwadly. She was
safe from physical harm, and he could only getatiother ways if
she allowed him to. Her best defence was to stalyarwd composed
until he decided that enough was enough.

Although that was easier said than done...

When their plates were empty, he asked, 'Would lj@uanything
else to eat?'

'‘No, nothing, thank you.'

He returned their trays to the kitchen area, remgrKl'll make some
coffee.’

'l don't want any coffee,' she said raggedly.

'Sure?"



'‘Quite sure.’
‘Then | suggest we go back to the parlour and youptay for me.'

Catching her breath, she stammered, 'l—I don't ligel playing
tonight.' Thinking he might insist, she added ismkration, 'l can't
use the pedals properly because of my ankle.’

His voice holding a kind of smooth menace, he sidhat case I'll
have to devise some other form of entertainment.’

With a feeling of sick horror she realised she'chped out of the
frying-pan into the fire. Whatever other form oftemainment he
came up with, she wasn't going to like it, to dag/ least.

Before she could make any further protest, he svhangup into his
arms and carried her through to the parlour, nowmand cosy, lit
by the fire.

‘You're shivering,' he observed, with what soundadarkably like
satisfaction. Having shouldered the door shut lmethem, he settled
her in one of the chairs by the blazing hearth, baae feet on the
thick sheepskin, and touched her cheek with a fieger. 'Yet you
don't feel cold.’

He smiled like a tiger when she flinched away.

She must get a hold on herself, Autumn thoughtticalty. It was
playing into his hands to let him rattle her solpad

Once she knew what he had in mind, not only far éviening, but for
the rest of the time, she would feel better ableojme, she told herself
shakily. It was the unknown that terrified her.



Taking the chair opposite, he leaned back, relaxedeasy, long legs
stretched negligently in front of him, while silen€lled the firelit
room.

On the surface it was a scene of cosy domestigity tension, like
strands of barbed wire, held her trapped and rigid.

Watching flames flicker on a face made inscrutdyl@lark glasses,
she asked, as levelly as possible, '"How long danytend to keep me
at Farthing Beck?'

*You know the terms of our agreement.’
'So you do want me as a secretary?’
'‘Among other things.'

Something about the way he spoke made her lickliydips and ask
unsteadily, 'What other things?’

'‘As chauffeur and cook, and to provide any othenfoots | might
need..

The unmistakable implication in the words madetittnehairs on her
arms rise.

'l know you went away with your ex-fiancé, so lmoking forward to
finding out how much he managed to teach you aliweitart of
pleasing a man.' Saul spoke with distant mockery.

Feeling as though every drop of blood had drain@ah her body, she
protested, '"You're just trying to frighten me.’

Those cynical, unseeing eyes seemed to bore aimdier. '"Why
should that frighten you? There was a time youddtivait to jump
into bed with me.'



'l was young and incredibly foolish."' Agitatedljaesadded, 'And you
weren't married then.'

'I'm not married now.'
‘Not married!" she whispered. 'But | heard...'
He gave a wintry smile. 'At the last minute Joacimanged her mind.'

Oh, dear God, Autumn thought, as the realisationecthat all this
time he'd been alone. Her picture of him as at leagng someone to
love and support him had been a false one.

And the fact that Joanna had left him had beeragether thing to
add to the score agairtstr,to fuel his anger and hated, his desire fc
revenge.

'I'm sorry," she whispered, only too aware how @tpdhte that
sounded. 'l didn't know.'

'l believe she loved me as much as she was capfloeng anyone,
otherwise she wouldn't have been so insanely jsalwar you... But
when it came to the crunch, she couldn't face thegect of being
tied for life to a blind man.’

Smoothly, he went on, 'So your scruples about megaa wife are
guite unnecessary.'

He came to lean over her, making her mouth go tdederand her
heart start to race. As she sat, motionless astatye, he took her
head between his palms and ran his fingers intb&ier playing with
the thick, silky strands.

She saw the glint of his eyes behind the tinteddsras he murmured,
'In some respects it's a pity your hair is so IoRge night of your
eighteenth birthday | remember it was cut very gHike a shining



cap. It made your eyes look enormous and your hkela swan's.’
One hand freed itself to stroke lightly up and ddwven throat.

She shuddered, and his white teeth gleamed in toless smile,
before he went on, 'I've often thought about thghth and now |
intend to-' A series of sharp barks cut throughaosds.

Saul straightened with a sigh. 'That's Beth wantinge let out. I'd
better take her for a walk before we go any further

Autumn released the breath she'd been unconscibosiyng, and
swallowed hard.

A glance at the window showed snowflakes beinglsdiagainst the
dark glass. Fearful for his safety in the appalloanditions, she
asked quickly, "You won't be too long?'

'l hadn't realised you were so eager for my compamny said
sardonically. Then, with a wry twist to his lipslo, | won't be too
long.'

A moment later the latch clicked behind him.

Grateful for the reprieve, however temporary, Autustared after his
tall figure. There was a hollow feeling in the pfther stomach and
her mind was in a turmoil.

Saul had used the phrase, 'before we go any furthdow much
further did he mean to go? she wondered anxioWlys he just
trying to scare her? Or was he really intendintake her to bed?

Remembering his kiss in the dark, the flame that sarung up
between them, she shivered.



Last time she had believed that deep down he dardter. Now she
knew he hated her, that all he wanted was to seldeicér his own
satisfaction.

No, no, she couldn't, wouldn't, stay and chanceé kzgopening.
Jumping to her feet, she began to struggle to tloe. Somehow she
had to get away before he came back.

She had pulled it open and stepped into the padszigee common
sense called a halt. Though the cold compress luakled wonders
and her ankle felt a great deal better, it stillulgdo't bear her full
weight and, even if it had, to try and cross theoramn foot on a
night like this was tantamount to suicide.

Closing the door again, she stood shaking, bregithith lungs that
felt as though they were full of broken glass, wishe conquered her
panic and came to terms with her own helplessness.

When a few minutes had elapsed, having acceptetathe¢hat she

had to stay and face whatever was in store fordhmer felt an almost
fatalistic calm. It seemed this call to accouns tieckoning, had been
meant.

After all he'd suffered, perhaps Saul needed acgham take his
revenge, and perhapheneeded to feel she'd paid at least part of h
debt.

In some strange way it might set them both fre@bknthem to
slough off some of the bitterness and get on viaglirtlives. Sever the
ties. Strong ties that, in spite of four long yeatdl bound them to
the past. And to each other.

Sighing, she brushed back a tendril of hair th&nopy the door had
wafted across her cheek. As she did so she recdlebdsaying, 'It's a
pity your hair is so long... | remember it was eety short...'



Well, if that was how he wanted it... And wasnageing one's hair a
sign of penitence... ?

Without giving herself time to think, she took theissors from the
windowsill and began to hack at her thick, silkyrhthe gleaming
russet locks falling around her bare feet like eutueaves.

She had only just finished, her hair standing ugoift spikes all over
her head, the scissors still in her hand, wheltioe opened and Saul
came in.

There was a striped towel slung around his neclkhanslas using one
end to dry his dark head.

Autumn watched him silently: a lean, well-muscledmwith wide
shoulders, a trim waist and supple hips, whose hteafded
symmetry and masculine grace.

When he discarded the towel and turned towards dier,saw he
wasn't wearing his glasses and he appeared tookmdpstraight at
her.

He took a single step and, with a harsh exclamasimpped abruptly,
his look scorching her like a white- hot blast fr@arfurnace. But
those burning eyes held not only fury, lamtareness.

As the incredible fact sank in, Autumn stood rodiedhe spot, her
eyes great dark pools in a face totally drainedobdur.

‘What in hell's name have you done to yourself2il S@manded
savagely. 'Why have you cut your hair?’

She saw his lips move without hearing his wordghasscissors fell
from her nerveless fingers, a roaring filled herseand blackness
rose up to meet her.



When she opened her eyes it was to find herséffararmchair with
Saul bending over her. For a moment or two sheddakp at him,
dazed, before recollection came flooding back.

‘You can see,' she breathed. 'Oh, Saul, yoseanThank God... Oh,
thank God,"' she whispered, while tears began tanireeded down
her cheeks.

His hard face didn't soften. 'If you imagine thatspeverything right,
think again.’

'l don't...of course | don't, but I-'

An arm each side of her, trapping her there, hik tiece only inches
away from hers, he sliced through her faltering dgowith barely
contained fury. 'Why have you cut your hair?'

'l thought you wanted it short—wanted me to cut ithen, with a
flash of spirit, ‘Surely you approve of an act ehpnce?’

‘You silly little fool,” he snarled, and, his faa®ntorted with
something akin to anguish, stroked his hand overshern head. 'l
could cheerfully put you across my knee for ruinyayr beautiful
hair.'

Staggered by the violence of his reaction, she rsemed, 'lt—it
doesn't matter.. .it'll grow again.'

''ve a good mind to beat you every day until ieslo." Almost to
himself, he added, 'Since | saw you in Baber'sceffi've been
wanting to play with it, wanting to spread its penied silk over my
pillow and bury my face in it until | was as dizag a bee drunk on
nectar...'

His grey eyes had darkened and grown sensuoudd)eld withdrawn
to some secret place where imagination was moté¢haa reality.



After a few moments he shook himself, banishingiti®spection,
before allowing his hand to slide down the creakig sf her throat,
his index finger coming to rest lightly against fhdse at the base.

As it began to race betrayingly, he proposed, witlet intent, Time
for a glass of wine, don't you think?'

Thrown completely off-balance, distrusting thatded suggestion
and the little smile which accompanied it, she fa¢sd before
agreeing reluctantly, 'lf you like.'

‘That's my girl.' Picking up her hand, he liftedathis lips and kissed
the palm, then, turning it a little, bit the mouwifcher thumb just hard
enough to make her give a choking gasp beforesielga.

Pausing on his way to the door, he picked up thlesaeis and, tossing
them back into the windowsill, drew the curtainsiagt the snowy
night.

Using her fingers to wipe cheeks stiff with dryitegrs, she watched
him disappear into the passage, while all the amaous conjectures
tore holes in the flimsy fabric of her self-possass

Only seconds later, as though everything had beshyrand waiting
in the wings like stage props, he returned witlotldé of champagne
and two glasses and put them on the low table.

Easing out the cork with a pop, he poured the stifloking wine and
handed her a glass.

Since the night of her eighteenth birthday she hasdiduously
avoided drinking champagne. It brought back fam@my disturbing
memories.

Now, with a nerve-racking feeling dija vu,she watched the golden
bubbles slowly rising to the surface, and listeteethe soft fizz.



‘Aren't you going to drink it?' he prompted.

Unwillingly, yet as though compelled, she begasipo The wine was
deliriously cool and crisp, with just a hint of ssteess. Her
suspicions were making her on edge and wary; itdchave been
vinegar.

As soon as her glass was empty he leaned forwaediliat. Shaking
her head, she protested, 'No more, thank you.'

He raised a dark, mocking brow. 'Don't tell me yeubst your taste
for champagne? | remember on your eighteenth laxtlydu couldn't
get enough of it.'

When, head down, she stayed silent, he replacedadtits, and
remarking, 'l've been keeping this for you,' tossaedhall flat box into
her lap.

Autumn froze into immobility, knowing now that hemspicions had
been correct. This was a deliberate and careftalyesl re-enactment
of that night four years ago.

When she continued to sit and gaze blindly atdtshid, 'Open it." It
was an order, curt and unequivocal.

Pressing the catch with her thumb-nail, she opehedlid with
unsteady fingers. Though it was what she had egddotsee, shock
still exploded inside her.

'Would you like me to fasten it for you?"
'‘No!" she exclaimed hoarsely. 'l don't want it on.'
'Oh, but I insist. | had it mended especially.'

Stricken, she begged, 'Please, Saul, don't makeaaeit.'



'‘When | first gave it to you, you said that it wasautiful, that you
loved it.'

'Yousaid, "There's a superstition that opals are kwyluc'
'‘But | don't believe in superstition,' he said adatty.

Taking the opal from its box, he moved behind W¥hen he'd
fastened the fine gold chain around her neck, argdrslid beneath
her chin and forced her head back, so that shedfberself looking
into his dark face, intriguingly inverted.

‘Aren't you going to thank me? Give me a kiss asdid last time?'

'‘Why are you doing this?' she choked. 'Why do yamtveverything
to be exactly the same? Tell me why.'

He released her abruptly and went to sit in ther@dpposite. With a
grimace of self-contempt at his own weakness, hattetl, 'All these
years the memory of that night has haunted mes kay | think you
owe me a re-run, if only to dispel the ghosts.’

'‘But HOw you've got your sight back...'

‘That doesn't wipe the slate clean,' he statedycdld fact, getting
my sight back is what's made the time right foeekoning... And
you've a great deal to answer for. Almost four gegpent in total
darkness is a long while.'

Having suffered vicariously, she didn't need totdld. Striving to
keep her voice level, dispassionate, she askedy Iblog have you
been able to see?’

For a moment she thought he was going to ignorejtiestion, then
he said abruptly, '‘Almost three months. | had #&sesf operations



and, just when I'd almost given up hope, the las¢ proved
successful.'

He turned his head slightly and fire-glow lit thdesof his face. For
the first time she noticed on his temple a netwalfrkcars like pale
threads of cotton. Huskily she asked, 'Will youdh&®wear glasses
permanently?’

He shook his head. 'Only for a limited period, aviten the light is
fairly strong.’

‘Saul.. .why did you pretend to be still blind?'

'For obvious reasons it was necessary at first.thWierce
satisfaction, he added, 'l was enjoying playingtbig charade, and
I'd intended to keep up the pretence a little longet then | had
second thoughts.

'You see, the last time you took your clothes offalsn't in the right
frame of mind to appreciate it. So when | decidediake you strip
again for my pleasure, it occurred to me that k& g lot more
satisfaction out of it if you knew you were stripgifor a sighted man
rather than a blind one.’

Green eyes lifted to meet grey with an unspokea.leey met only
cold mockery.

His deep, attractive voice became lower, slightlysky. 'What
happened that night seemed branded into my braatained a vivid
picture of how you looked standing naked in therday with just
that pendant lying above your breasts...'

What she read in his dark face made her swallow. Hastantly his
eyes fell to the smooth column of her throat befdtieg again to
meet hers. She went hot at the hunger she sawtesflen that sensual
gaze.



'‘Desire and hatred make a potent and disturbingbow@hon,' he
continued softly. 'lI'd lie awake for hours in trerkhess and imagine
all the things I'd like to do to you...'

A kind of panic brought her to her feet.
'Sit down.' Though quietly spoken it was an order.

Ignoring his command, she attempted to run. Inktdet was by her
side, lightly encircling her wrist.

When she tried to jerk free his long fingers tigiee around the
slender, deceptively fragile bones. They went oght&ning
relentlessly until the pain made her gasp, andstbgped struggling
and sat down abruptly.

'‘Now you're showing sense,' he murmured mildly.

He was teaching her a lesson, she realised, mélalegr that he was
the master and it would pay to obey him.

Releasing her wrist, he ran a hand over her down-bhead. A
strange note in his voice, he said, "You look jik&t a kitten whose
fur has been stroked the wrong way.'

With a touch of grim humour, she muttered, 'Keeg th mind. I've
never known you to be unkind to dumb animals.’

He laughed and remarked approvingly, 'l much prgberwith spirit.
It will make subduing you a great deal more... gaieing.’

‘You- must be-' The choked words stopped abruptly.

‘Mad?' he supplied. Then, thoughtfully, 'Not quitgugh | may well
have got close to it at times.'



And she couldn't blame him. All too clearly she ldosee how anger
and bitterness, pain and frustration, must havesimiriven him out
of his mind.

Seeing her shiver, he added with a ruthless st@ileer the past four
years the thought of having you at my mercy, tovith as | pleased,
has become something of an obsession...'

Though the years hadn't been easy for her, whatathsuffered was
nothing compared with the problems he'd had to.fAoel was still
facing.

He might be able to see again, but it was cledy liedore he could be
free of the past and really start living once mbe=had somehow to
get this obsession out of his system.

As though reading her thoughts, he asked, 'Do yowkhe best way
to rid oneself of an obsession, Autumn?"'

When she stayed silent, he went on, 'As quite angochild |
developed a passion for cake and chocolate ande@fto eat
anything else. Instead of smacking me, my mothetngba woman of
Initiative, fed me chocolate at every meal for dagsend until | was
sickened of it...'

She stared at him, her eyes wide and dark, herpf@ger-white.

His smile was mocking. 'In your case, | don't knmaw long it will
take to sate myself...' Seeing her shudder, he dad@at the
knowledge that you're hating every minute of it lwadd
Immeasurably to my pleasure...'

For a moment she thought she was going to losemushess again.
Head bent, the blood pounding in her ears, she Ittt an abject
plea only with an effort of will so strong she cdwoncentrate on
nothing else.



If she'd hated him it would have been bad enougt,ltiving him as
she did, how could she bear to have him seducertigto throw her
aside when he tired of her?

But if it would set him free, then surely she ovwah that much...

Lifting her bright head, she looked him in the faEagid grey eyes
read her acquiescence and gleamed with cold triumph

'‘Don't look so martyred," he mocked. 'Once you wexeessively
eager to take Joanna's place. Now I'm giving yelctiance... though
| rather doubt if you've learnt enough to be ablexcite a man the
way she could.’

'l doubt it too," Autumn informed him, with a flasihtemper.

He raised a dark brow. 'Well, well... So my kittess claws. Were
you thinking of using them on me?"

She shook her head. 'l leave that kind of thilfgamen like Joanna.'
His lips twisted in a grim smile. 'Still jealoussée.’

'No," Autumn said tiredly, 'just angry at the wag deft you.' It wasn't
completely true. Deep in her heart, she would asnagl a painful
envy that it was Joanna he had loved and wantettoy rather than
her.

'You were jealous once, when you imagined you laned
'l didn't imagine it.'

'‘Oh, come now! You were too young and green to kmdwat love
was all about. Apart from jealousy, all you feltsacombination of
hero-worship and sexual curiosity, wasn't it?'



'‘No,' she denied simply. 'l loved you.'

A strange glitter in his eyes, he pointed outwHat you felt had
really been love, it would have lasted.’

Unable to argue against that simple logic, sheitait.

With the speed of a striking cobra, he asked, I8o/au saying you
still love me?'

She bit her soft inner lip until a trickle of bloodn into her mouth,
warm and salty. To admit the truth would give hinvlap to flay her
with. Mutely she shook her head.

Cynically, he observed, 'l hardly thought so. lietfa know your
so-called love died a very swift death. Thoughréfte accident your
conscience apparently troubled you, you didn't esrgrfor me, and
when |-' His white teeth snapped together, bitirf§ tbe bitter,
condemnatory words. 'However," he went on more ézaiply, 'it
Isn't your love | want, it's your delectable bodyust for the record,
Autumn, how many other men have enjoyed it?'

'‘Don't tell me your detective didn't keep you im@d?' she asked
mockingly.

"Your ex-fiancé was the only one he seemed to kaloowut.'
With truth, she said, 'l guess I'm just a one-maman.'
'‘Did you love him, Autumn?'

'‘Why else would | have been going to marry him?"
‘There are other reasons. Why did you break up?'

‘We weren't really suited.’



'Did you go to bed with him?'
'You asked that before.'

'‘And you refused to tell me, so I'm asking agaid #ms time | want
an answer.’

Lifting her chin, she lied coolly, 'Yes, of cours&s you yourself
pointed out, it's practically the norm these days.'

His face was impassive, and she was unable to juthg¢her or not
that had been the answer he'd wanted. Curtly, baeaq) '"How many
times?'

'I'm afraid | didn't keep count,' she said sweébyt as often as we
could. Richard was a very sexy man.'

Saul scowled. 'In that case, | don't have to watrput you being
inexperienced.’

‘You didn't worry about it last time.' The wordsre@ut before she
could prevent them.

A second later he was looming over her, and fordseadful moment
she thought he was going to strike her.

As she watched him clenching and unclenching higdgavisibly
fighting for self-control, she felt a fierce sa#istion. He might be
stronger physically, but he wasn't going to havegs all his own
way.

‘You'd better watch your tongue,' he said tightifhile a muscle
jerked in his jaw. 'If | lose my temper you may neigt.'

'l regret a lot of things,' she told him wearily.



'So you should. You owe me, Autumn, and you're gompay your
debt. It shouldn't be too hard. | don't want lovafbection, all | want
Is the use of your body.’

'You can have it, if it gives you any satisfacti@ut that's all you'll
get. | won't let you break me.'

At the bitter, desperate words, some powerful eonagiittered in the
implacable gaze he bent on her, but all he said Waéesll see. After a
while you may not be quite so confident... Now,®ge you start by
undressing for me.'

‘Well, of course, if you need titillation...'

She saw the flash of his eyes, then he tauntethr&8gou provide it,
perhaps you'd like some more champagne?"'

About to refuse, she thought better of it. If shasva little drunk it
might help to make the ordeal easier.

Reading her expressive face, he filled a glasshanded it to her.
Her eyes on the other glass, she asked, 'Aren'hgoumg any?'

He smiled derisively. "You may need more. And Fdfer to keep a
clear head.’

Wanting to get the whole thing over, knowing thatprevaricate
would only make things worse, she swallowed theevda fast that
she choked, and for a few seconds coughed andespldihelplessly.

When the glass was empty he refilled it, suggessaglonically,
‘Take it a little slower this time. | don't wantwyto pass out on me.’

If only she could... But she knew quite well ther@s no escape that
way.



Resuming his seat, he leaned back comfortablysergdis legs at
the ankle. Waiting.

Having swallowed the last of her wine, she replabedylass and got
up carefully, her weight on her good foot.

It was the work of a moment to pull her jumper olier head and
discard her skirt. Standing in her delicate, seamgparent ivory
undies, a flag of bright colour flying in each ckeghe hesitated.

‘Take your time,' he said, looking her over withtlaé insolence of a
sultan visiting a slave-market. 'l prefer to take pleasures slowly...
savour them.’

She had been hoping against hope that he would tallt, but it was
painfully clear that he intended to have his poahfiesh.

Hoarsely, she asked, 'Do you hate me so much?’
'‘What do you think?'

Teeth clenched until her jaws ached, and rementpéhnat long-ago
night with a burning sense of shame, she took eff ¢lip, and,
unfastening her bra with icy- cold fingers, tosgeabide.

The opal caught the firelight and gleamed agaiasfdultless skin.

She heard Saul release his breath in a sigh, tieeayes fixed on her
breasts, he said slowly, 'The years have improwad YAutumn.
You're even more beautiful than | remember.’

Though her cheeks were scarlet as Judas-flowettsthg stony calm
of despair she stood straight and proud while bkdd her over, her
hands by her sides, her head held high.



Tall and slender, with elegant lines, her body rwd a lithe and
graceful rather than a voluptuous sensuousnesdakiehad always
held a rare and haunting beauty and the interveygiags had added
character and strength. Only her mouth showed ahtog
vulnerability.

When, his leisurely inspection finished, she maml&nther move, he
asked, 'Were you intending to stop there?'

Somehow she found her voice. 'No... But you saud geeferred to
savour your pleasures slowly.'

With a gleam of respect in those grey eyes, haeshler spirit.

Using her will-power as a whip, she was about v@slk herself of her
dainty panties when he said abruptly, 'Leave thadding in a lighter
tone, 'l need something to take off.'

As she turned slightly and the firelight gilded ls&m, he jumped to
his feet and came closer. Lifting her right arnexamine her ribs, he
demanded, '"Where the hell did you get all thosesbs?'

'‘My ankle gave way and | fell on the cobbles.’
‘Then I'll have to be careful how I handle you.'
The words held a deliberate arrogance, and hensmfth tightened.

His glance dropping to her bandaged foot, he skadlys'And you've
been standing on that long enough. | suggest yaittee weight off
it. The rug's nice and thick and you'll be a greaal more
comfortable lying down.'



CHAPTER SEVEN

As EVERY trace of colour drained from Autumn's face, legvih
white and pinched, Saul said abruptly, 'You doe&dto worry. I've
no intention of hurting you.'

Not physically, perhaps. And if she'd hated him sleld have
somehow coped with being used against her will, Bwing him as
she did, even if he was gentle with her body, h@dcarucify her
mentally and emotionally.

Thinking how different it might have been if onlg'tl loved her, she
closed her eyes against the pain.

Abruptly, hoarsely, he said, 'For God's sake, dook like that!'

Slowly, with an effort of will that left her limpshe smoothed the
lines of anguish into a blank mask.

Lifting a hand, he tilted her chin. She looked dowa that all he
could see were thick dark lashes lying like fanfiencheeks, and the
line of her hps pressed tightly together to stagthrembling.

With an incoherent murmur, he bent his head andhied his mouth
to hers, the tip of his tongue brushing her lippad them.

The sensation was so startlingly erotic that, skudd, she jerked
away, crying, 'Don't.'

‘Then co-operate...' He drew her back into his arms

Though she wanted to pay her debt, she couldn ihverself to do it
willingly, generously, to abandon herself to hinmeSlidn't want to
lose her pride or her self- control. Didn't want leave herself
defenceless.



And because he didn't love her, his lovemaking exaglisite torture.
If he would be satisfied with jusakingher...

Feeling her rigidity, he coaxed, 'It won't be llkst time, you know. |
won't rush you. We'll take it slowly, wait until ytve ready-'

"'l never be ready,' she broke in hoarsely. 'Addn't want to "take it
slowly". I'll suffer it, but | want to get the whskhing over as quickly
as possible...'

Angrily, he said, 'If you imagine I'm going to aloyou merely to
"suffer” it...'

'How can you stop me? | know it would boost youp eyl did
respond, but | won't. Nor will | actively resist.lIfought tooth and
nail, you might feel justified in raping me, andel'no intention of
making things easy for you...'

'‘And I've no intention of raping you. Nor do | metmnlet you lie
beneath me like some wax doll. | made a mistakkinking that all |
wanted was your body. Even if | don't get activetipgation, |
want—intend to have—a response. Open your mouth nfier
Autumn.’

Mutely she shook her head.

Holding on to his patience, he said, 'lI've no idét kind of lover
your ex-filance was, but, if you stop this foolisea@nd let yourself
respond, you might find you enjoy my lovemaking.'

'l don't want to enjoy it,' she announced tighthnd | don't know
how you can use the terilovemakinglLust is all if is." Bitterly, she
added, 'l just wish I'd stayed on the other sididefAtlantic.’

‘Autumn-' he began.



'It's all right," she broke in, her voice politedadistant now, under
control. 'l know | owe you, and | intend to pay egbt. But | won't
take an active role and | won't pretend to enjoy it

Lifting her head, she looked him in the face. "Y@on't get much
pleasure from a reluctant partner.’

‘Then I'll have to make quite sure you don't seluatant,’ he said
grimly. '‘Make sure you give-'

‘The only thing I'm prepared to give,' she intetegpcoldly, 'is a
dutiful passivity.'

She was deliberately trying to rile him, preferrlig anger to his lust,
Innocently unaware that one could be expressetddypther.

But instead of angry, he sounded wryly amused asehmarked, 'l
think | prefer open rebellion to "dutiful passivityRebellion | can
cope with-'

She laughed bitterly. 'Oh, I'm sure you can. A &igpgng man like
you. But can you cope with making love to a statue?

‘We'll have to see, won't we? So why don't youdbgn? Practise a

spot of this "dutiful passivity".

Infuriated by his mockery, wishing she'd never usede words, she
knew there was no way she could spread-eagle heaetd at his
feet.

Perhaps if he weren't fully clothed she wouldrdl f& quite such a
disadvantage, she thought resentfully.

Catching her glance, and reading her expressive fee suggested,
‘You're quite at liberty to take them off," addimgth a wicked grin, 'l
promise | won't struggle.'



He took a step towards her and when, involuntahni&r, hands went
behind her back, he laughed.

‘You're enjoying this,' she accused unsteadily.

'Of course. That was the whole idea... Ah, wellyolu refuse to
co-operate...'

With a sudden movement that took her by surprisedatly hooked
her good foot from under her, and she found hergatiminiously
flat on her back.

Standing tall and arrogantly male, he strippedtiodf black sweater.
Her eyes were irresistibly drawn to the smoothlapygd muscles and
the sprinkle of crisp dark hair that arrowed toveands flat stomach.

His shoulders and chest were broad, his waist gl farrow; his
clear, healthy skin gleamed like oiled silk in theelight. As his
hands dropped to the waistband of his trousers, |sb&ed
everywhere but at him her mouth suddenly dry.

When he joined her on the rug she shut her eyetiytignd turned her
face away.

'‘Would you be more comfortable with a cushion unaer head?' he
asked solicitously.

'‘No,' she answered through gritted teeth.

The moment he touched her, although the rug wak #md fleecy
and her skin was warmed by the fire, she begahiveis

He covered her face and throat with soft baby kispeessing them
on her closed eyelids and temples, following theegine of cheek
and jaw.



His touch light as thistledown, he brushed her imouth his own,
pausing to stroke the hollow beneath her lower fip tMs tongue.
The novel caress made her heart lurch crazily.

Warm on her nape, his hand cradled the back ohéad while he
teased her tightly closed lips until they partdittia and the tip of his
tongue was able to explore the moist, sensitive siside her short

upper lip.

Though her very bones seemed to melt, she strudggleesist his
skilled lovemaking.

While he kissed her persuasively, he slid the gigmainties over her
hips and discarded them before stroking and lighidyging the silky
nest of russet curls.

She gave a choking gasp and went rigid.
‘Still determined to fight?' he asked softly.

Lifting himself away, he sat down behind her, a oulsr leg each
side of her hips, and, pulling her against his thvh one arm, used
the other hand to tip her head back so that iedesh the juncture of
his bare shoulder and upper arm.

With the advantage of surprise he forced openipsrdnd, making
her tilt her head to accommodate his wishes, eggdloer mouth with
a slow, sensuous appreciation which, despite alleferts to stay
cool, sent her heart racing wildly and heated lhaodc

While her stomach clenched and every nerve in bdylsang into
life, he kissed her with consummate skill, forcimgr mouth open
more fully as the provocative seconds passed.

She thought nothing could be more erotic, untiliasds found her
breasts, stroking them with his fingers, weighingm in his palms.



The dusky-pink nipples firmed beneath his touchl,\@hen he began
gently to tease them between his fingers and thuhdy<ody jerked
betrayingly.

Making a soft, satisfied sound in his throat, leett her mouth and,
his dark head close to her bright one, his lipsshing her ear,
whispered, 'You like that, don't you, Autumn?'

She refused to answer.

As punishment, he nipped her lobe with his whitghebringing a
small cry of protest.

Alternating kisses with a tantalising sucking antbfing, which
made her gasp and squirm, his mouth travelled tnesmooth skin
of her neck and shoulders, the slight rasp of séutly adding to the
stimulation.

Then, holding her upper arms, he traced the hotibher spine, his
tongue following the slight bumps and indentatiahmost down to
her buttocks, then back up again.

Her entire body seemed nothing but a tingling nodsgerve-endings
when his hands slid over her ribs once more ancedamest on her
diaphragm.

Gripped by the most intense excitement she'd evawh, she found
herself holding her breath, waiting for him to tbuber breasts,
longing to feel those piercingly sweet sensatiayara

Aware of her tension, he leaned forward and, pgtiims cheek
against hers, asked softly, 'What is it, Autumn?a¥\io you want?
You'll have to tell me.'

'I-l don't..."



When he suddenly took his hands away, she madeah snoked
sound in her throat.

'‘Disappointed?’
‘Saul..." It was a plea.

He moved suddenly and, laying her down again, danséretch full
length beside her. This time, when he bent his dadd to kiss her
mouth, it opened under his like a flower openedtiiersun.

While he kissed her with a sensuous sweetnes$sahid teased and
tantalised, moving over her body with a leisurdiprbughness,
measuring her slim waist, following the curve of Ingp, stroking
across her flat stomach, discovering the softysslkin of her inner
thighs.

Once again she tensed, finding herself waitinggilog...

But, making her wait, intensifying that ache ofieipiation, his hand
stilled and his mouth began to make the same gamimmey, down
and back.

When it reached her breasts, his tongue found &nebg with first
one hard nipple, then the other. She gave a kirghsping sob, and
her hands came up to hold his dark head again$irbast.

He began to suckle, softly, sweetly, tugging é&elitstroking with his
tongue. The sensations he was causing were So0Ss@teso
needle-sharp, that she wondered how much she stand of such
delightful torture.

One hand had moved downwards, seeking and findimg his long,
lean fingers were bestowing a rhythmic stimulation.



While his mouth and hand kept up their sensualawggit, he used
the fingers of his free hand to pleasure her dihesist, sending shafts
of fire to meet the melting fire deep in the pithafr stomach.

The excitement and the feeling intensified untiinatess, lost to
everything but what he was doing to her, she bégarmimper softly
in her throat.

He kissed her then, taking the little sounds insonmouth with all the
pleasure of a conqueror, before lifting his headayp, "Tell me you
want me, Autumn.’

Through half-closed lids she glimpsed the passmhlainger in his
dark face, and breathed, 'Yes... Yes, | want you.'

Though the words were barely audible, he seemesfisdt

When he lowered himself into the cradle of her hipstumn,
forgetting everything but her overwhelming love fom, accepted
his weight gladly, glorying in it.

There was none of the shame or humiliation shefeaced. They
weren't master and slave. For that moment, at, ldest mutual need
made them equals, and somehow that made everyigimg

She gasped at his first hard thrust, and for a mére tensed and
seemed to hesitate.

Terribly afraid he was going to pull away and le&eg, she put her
arms around his neck and lifted her hips in a wesginct told her
would incite him.

He groaned her name and began to move again, ioary and with
care. She sighed raggedly and, her eyes shut hghtlips pressed
against the strong column of his throat, moved vhitim, blindly,
instinctively.



The spiralling sensations grew and intensified|dig up like a
relentless crescendo, focusing all her concentratiatil her whole
being seemed to explode in a glorious sunbursblauc. Then she
was tumbling into blackness, gasping and sobbiregpbdy racked
by an ecstasy so far beyond anything she could ima&gined that
she thought she might die.

Only then did he relax his iron control and allonnbelf to fall with
her into the abyss.

As the mists cleared a little, Autumn became awdi®aul's weight
still pinning her down. He lay motionless, his egtssed, his breath
coming fast, his heart pounding so hard it seemoethake her body.

Silently crying, Oh, | love you... | love you, sbedled his dark head
against her breast while the euphoria induced Byldwemaking
lapped around her like a warm tide.

Gradually, both his and her heartbeat and breathehgned to a
more normal rate and Autumn's euphoria faded, teepkaced by a
deep melancholy tinged with shock. So that wathé,'little death'’
that no amount of words seemed able to describguadiely .

She had never expected to know it, nor had shecexgb¢o feel this
overwhelming sadness after the most shatteringhautiel
experience of her life.

But, no matter what the future held, Saul had givena gift beyond
price. Tears crept beneath her closed lids anklédadown her face,
leaving shiny tracks of wetness.

Perhaps she made some sound, because he raigezhtijshen his
weight lifted from her. There were sounds of movetnas though he
was pulling on his clothes. A moment or two latee sieard the door
open and close.



Surely he hadn't gone?

She sat up and looked around the shadowy roomast empty. In
spite of all they had just shared he'd left hehuuit a single word.

Drained, emotionally spent, she sat where she kveees drawn up,
forenead resting against them, her skin warmedhieyfire-glow
while a paralysing coldness spread inside.

This was what it would feel like when he eventuadit her, only
much, much worse.

The knowledge that she could respond so intensaly av mixed
blessing. On one hand, her doubts as to whethexxhe ever have a
satisfactory sexual relationship had been dispethedthe other, it
made her feel even more vulnerable.

While only too aware that it would crucify her emootally, she had
thought she could let Saul make love to her ancamemhysically
unmoved, safe from the extremes of sexual excitemen

Now she knew she could not. If she stayed with liynthe time his
obsession was over, she would be a burnt- out.shell

But she'd promised him recompense, agreed, in iplncto do
whatever he asked. So what option had she? Urtiessosild appeal
to his-

Without warning the door opened and Saul cameairtying a round
tray which held two glasses a quarter full of amugrid.

For a moment she sat paralysed, the firelight ngrrher eyes to
emeralds and making the opal glow with a wondegnge of colours
against her gilded skin.



As he put the tray down on the table, Autumn, 8ustl because she
was still naked, scrambled to her feet and reaébreder clothes.

'‘Don't bother getting dressed. Put these on.' @Gearm he had her
night-things.

‘Thank you.' She pulled the nightdress over hed ngth undignified
haste and struggled into the dressing- gown, tthedelt, knotting it
twice.

He watched the hurried movements with sardonic amest.

When she was settled in her chair he offered lggass, remarking,
‘You looked as if you could use a brandy.’

Hating spirits, she accepted it nevertheless, ngesthmething to do
with her hands, something to hide behind.

Saul sat down opposite and, though she avoidedngai him while
she sipped, coughing a little as the raw liqguombiner throat, she
was nerve-rackingly aware of his steady, unwaveraggrd.

As soon as her glass was empty she replaced iherray and,
desperate to get away from that too-searching oigpe said as
steadily as possible, 'If you don't mind, I'd ltkego to bed.’

'Of course | don't mind." Eyes gleaming, he addethink it's an
excellent idea. Now the ice has well and truly el don't want to
give it time to re-form.’

‘Saul, please...I can't go on with tHigan't...Please don't make me.’
He sighed. "You certainly pay your debts none tdingly.'

She heard the edge of contempt in his voice arsthéd.



'You didn't really mean to go through with it at, alid you?' he
accused her.

'l did mean to... but then I...’
'‘Decided to try freezing me off.'

She sat head down, the firelight casting the shadofvher long
lashes on to her cheeks, her shorn hair makinglduk oddly
vulnerable.

'‘Why so reluctant, Autumn? What happened to thgeegirt who
couldn't wait to jump into bed with me?"

‘Then | thought... | really thought...'
*You thought you loved me.'

The derision in his voice brought her head uphoughtyou loved
me...'

Momentarily he looked jolted, then he said flatlylidn't believe you
then and | don't believe you now. You knew all &by relationship
with Joanna.’

'Of course | knew, but..." Vainly, she tried to kmp. 'l believed that
what you felt for Joanna was just- just physic&hfatuation rather
than love.'

She hesitated, then, swallowing hard, went orrush, ‘| know now |
was hopelessly wrong, but at the time | had thipigtconviction that
you and | belonged together. | wanted you to reatitoo...'

Perhaps it was the effects of the alcohol she'dldwhich loosened
her tongue and made her say aloud something shi/deit deep



inside. 'And somehow it seemed right that our b®dleuld do what
our souls had already done.’

Instantly regretting the awkwardly phrased, emalyncharged
words, and expecting a scornful response, she thitaeeself, but he
sat without moving a muscle, his face set intocanbe mask.

After a taut silence, he asked abruptly, 'Whenydid first meet your
ex-fiance?’

Thrown by the sudden change of subject, she bliakeidstammered,
‘A-about nine months ago.’

'‘Were there any other men in your life before hinattl didn't get to
know about?'

'‘No.'
'‘Why? You were a beautiful and very desirable yowoghan.'

Rushing, aware that the words were an indictmetiterathan a
compliment, she said sharply, 'l don't know whyefgéjust weren't.’

But she did know why. After the trauma of her egghrith birthday,
and the dreadful days that had followed, all hama warmth, her
natural feelings and reactions, had been frozelondred beneath a
glacial despair.

Trying to put the past behind her and rebuild hés, Ishe'd
concentrated on her work and music, withdrawing imér shell if
any man so much as looked at her.

Saul lifted a dark brow, 'So what did Mallard hakat made him so
special?'



'‘Determination,’ she said, with a wry touch of huma\nd by that

time she'd been almost ready to try out a newioglstiip. She had
been lonely and, not at heart a career-woman, Wanteisband and
children before it was too late.

'So when did you begin to sleep with him?"
She was flustered. 'l—I don't remember exactly. Dioenatter?'

'Oh, yes, it matters. And surely that's not thellohthing any woman
would forget?"

'‘Well, I... Fairly soon, | suppose.' Rallying &lét she added, 'As |
said, he was very sexy.'

Thoughtfully, Saul remarked, 'When we made love jusw, if |
hadn't known you weren't, | would have sworn youewstill a
virgin.'

Watching the colour flood into her face, he went smoothly,
‘Mallard might have been as sexy as hell, butd finvery hard to
believe that you and he were ever lovers.'

'‘Why should | have said we were if we weren't?’

'‘Why, indeed? Unless it was to hide the fact thlatryonly sexual
experience had been the somewhat traumatic oneslyared with
me.'

Hands clenched into fists, she fought back. "YoovkiRichard and |
went away together. Your detective told you.'

'He also told me that Mallard drove back to NewRrtire next day,
alone, and that you were left to settle the bil &nd your own way
home.'



'Did he have the room bugged too?' she askedlpitter
'If he had, what would he have heard, Autumn?"'

At the end of her tether, she cried, 'He would h&eard us
qguarrelling...' Then, with a kind of dull despd&itichard had expected
me to—to take precautions. He was furious wherobed | hadn't.’
Swallowing, she went on, 'He said I'd had no intentof going
through with it, that | was a frigid little bitcH..

He'd thrown the accusation at her as though it nitevorthless,
destroying any last trace of confidence in heraslt woman. 'And
that was one of the kinder things he called meawMare you
satisfied?'

‘More satisfied than he was, apparently. | tak@it had intended to
sleep with him?'

'Yes,' she admitted wearily. 'He'd been pressingonher a long time,
but somehow I couldn't. | guess | was scared. mdst have thought
| was holding out until I had a wedding-ring on fmger, because he
suggested bringing our wedding-date forward. Bkridw | couldn't
marry him until | was sure | wasn't... Until | waisre Icouldrespond
to him. | wanted a warm, loving relationship..."

‘And did you?'

'Did | what?'

'‘Love him.'

'He was very attractive and | liked him a lot.'

'Is that all?' Saul made no attempt to hide hissaar.



With a wry smile, she said, 'Don't knock it. It se® to be a
breakthrough, a good start. After more than threary of being
alone...’

Only she hadn't been alone. Though separated ésetlears, she
and Saul had never really been apart; he'd alwags khere at the
back of her head...

Scathingly, he remarked, 'If your feelings for Natl were so
lukewarm, I'm surprised you agreed to marry him.'

'l was fed up with living alone in a furnished apaent. | thought |
was ready to make a real home, to have a husbahdhéldren. But
when it came to the crunch...'

She rubbed a hand over her eyes as if trying te aspay a disturbing
memory. 'Perhaps I'm not cut out to be a wife anther.’

'‘Don't talk such rubbish,' he said roughly. 'Orsadirous experience
might have put you off sex for a while, but yowestainly not frigid.
I've just proved that to you.'

Getting to his feet, he slid one arm behind heklaud the other
under her knees and lifted her high in his armswome to bed and
let me prove it all over again.’

Those cool, intelligent grey eyes were fixed on fagre, curious,
watchful, calculating the effect of what he'd jsatd.

She made no protest, partly because she knew idwall on deaf
ears, and partly because she was choked by a kaickexcitement.

But couldhe again? So soon?

As though reading her thoughts, he grinned brié@iglibacy doesn't
come easy to me, and for a long time circumstanaes forced me to



be celibate. Now, to paraphrase a distinguished, pdend myself
with not only the maximum temptation, but the maxm
opportunity to indulge myself.’

Outside the parlour, which was still partially by the dying fire, it
seemed pitch-black. Shakily, Autumn suggested, ‘B@u think we
should have a lamp?'

‘There's no need. I'm quite used to making my wahe dark," Saul
answered, as he crossed the hall and mountedsingewsith complete
confidence. Smoothly he added, 'Thanks to you, & a lot of
practice.'

She winced at the intentional cruelty.

Without warning he set her on her feet, steadyirg Wwhen she
swayed. 'Wait here a minute.'

Standing in the darkness, her heart thumping, Aotwas utterly
disorientated; it seemed an age before she heaftbtirboard creak,
and then the scrape of a match.

A moment later yellow lamplight illuminated the badanding and
she realised she was standing just outside thedmaithdoor.

‘Take this with you-' he handed her the lamp '—&hijo and settle
Beth down for the night. When | get back I'll expex find you in
bed.' Then, as though to eliminate any possiblétddy bed.'

Like a robot she cleaned her teeth, then, havikgntaoff her
dressing-gown and nightdress and unwound the cbamelage,
stepped under the shower.

Disregarding the vagaries of the pump, she stoodaftong time
letting the hot water cascade over her while stease in clouds,
swirling like smoke in the lamplight.



While her mind seemed dazed, stupefied, her body sfeek,
satisfied, somehow different, as though it hadlfineome alive in
the fullest sense of the word.

Someone had once described love as the gift ofiéehaps lovers
gave each other life. Maybe that was what, forvhgt majority of
people, made having someone to love so irresissbleecessary.

As soon as she turned off the water, cold air wedppund her.
Shivering, she towelled herself vigorously beforariedly getting
back into her night-things.

Well aware that if she didn't obey Saul's ordersvbald only come
and fetch her, she hobbled into his room.

Anxiety, anticipation, and a kind of feverish ercitent mingling,
she felt at the same time both weary and wakeful.

Putting the lamp on the bedside cabinet, she sawhtr case and
other belongings had been brought up and placeal carved chest
beneath the window.

The curtains were open and, looking through thicéd panes, she
saw that the snow had stopped falling and the nigdg still and
tranquil.

Though the sky was moonless, in the snowy lightcslubd make out
the moors stretching away, remote and desolatelytiial, beneath
their white blanket.

Outlined against the blackness, a craggy outcrapedahe top of a
rise, and beneath the tumbled rocks stretched @warlateau of
smooth snow. Her imagination peopled it with twakdhgures, a
man wearing breeches and a woman in a cloak, lglthnds...

She gave a little shriek when fingers brushed ok lof her neck.



‘My, but you are jumpy.' Saul sounded amused.

'‘No wonder, when you creep up on me like that,'ret@ted crossly.
‘You were standing so still. What were you thinkaigput?'

After a moment's hesitation, she pointed. 'Seertekly ridge... ?'
‘Whinsill Crag."'

'l was just thinking that it's the kind of place avh the ghosts of
Cathy and Heathcliff might walk.'

Half expecting him to scoff, she was surprised wherasked quite
seriously, 'Would you say we could be the modenmterparts of
that famous pair?"

'I—I don't understand what you mean,' she stamm@énduat you're
getting at.’

'No one could call Cathy and Heathcliff romantienily created
savage lovers who wrecked each others' lives, ar@dach other
apart. Yet she made Cathy say, "Whatever our soalsnade of, his
and mine are the same..."

With a touch of wry mockery, he went on, 'Earlieuyimplied that
you once believed our souls were as one... andney well have
been right.'

Unsure whether or not he was joshing, Autumn stpotk still while
her green-gold eyes lifted to his face.

'‘However, at the moment it isn't your soul I'm meted in, just your
body. | want you naked on your back beneath mee' [@mplight
caught his little twisted smile, and she saw hagufees were taut with
desire.



'On the surface, what | feel is simple male lustmfive need,
elemental hunger, which any woman could assuad#s.'voice
dropped to a murmur. 'But for some strange reasonaye the only
woman who will do.'

Suddenly distrusting the ironic note that had cnefat his voice, she
said, 'Don't you mean I'm the only one available?'

He clicked his tongue at her reprovingly. 'Now yeuspoilt the
atmosphere.'

‘How do you mean?' she asked shortly.

He shrugged. 'l decided if you were in the rightbéonal frame of

mind, and you believed we both thought our relaiop had an

added dimension, | might get an immediate and paag response,
instead of having to work for a reluctant one.’

"You swine!' she choked.

Laughing at her fury, he queried, '‘Can you make ihe bed or shall
| carry you?'

'‘Keep your hands off me," she choked, bitterly had angry that he'd
taken her deepest feelings and mocked and ridi¢hksd.

Head high, she stalked to the bed and, takingefidnessing-gown,
was about to climb in when, indicating her nighsdrehe said
trenchantly, "You won't be needing that.’

Tight-lipped, she discarded it.

This time, she swore, no matter what he did to therpnly response
he was going to get was cold indifference.



Against her bare skin the bed felt like the icy t#af Antarctica, so
the cold part should be easy, she thought withterbquirk of

humour, assiduously looking the other way whilestvtly stripped
off his clothes.

But it was when he got in beside her and drew lesecagainst his
warm, strong body, that once again she began vershi



CHAPTER EIGHT

NEXT morning, when Autumn stirred and opened her etas,
gleams of watery sunlight were fingering the room.

A quick, wary glance confirmed what she'd alreaegrbsure of; she
was alone in the high, old-fashioned bed.

It had been almost dawn before she'd fallen aslesgng lain for
hours listening to Saul's quiet, even breathing.

Her body spent, her weary mind had refused to oigtrning out
jumbled thoughts and images like a malfunctionimdee she was
unable to switch off.

Now, with the return of consciousness, it startgdim memory
re-running the tape, making her relive every searitle time spent
in his arms.

Knowing she couldn't deflect him from his purpoaed determined
not to give him the satisfaction of a response f&ttestoked the fires
of anger and resentment and for a short while nmeshag remain

outwardly unmoved.

With nothing but his own desire to satisfy, she haged he would
lose patience fairly quickly and just take her, butirmuring
mockingly, 'It will be interesting to see how loypgu can keep it up,'
he had laid siege.

Showing himself even more determined than she hafad set to
with leisurely thoroughness to use all his sedecskill and expertise
to coax a response from her rigid body.

Whispering how beautiful she was, how desirablay Mmafinitely
pleasurable he found it to have her in his bedjisarms, he had
fondled her with obvious enjoyment.



His lips against the warm hollow at the base of theoat, he had
murmured, 'I've been deprived of my sight for soldhat I'd like to
throw back the duvet and see my opal lying justvabgur breasts,
watch your body react to the touch of my hands...'

Feeling her shiver, he had added regretfully, Hatair's too chilly,
so I'll just have to imagine how your nipples wolddk dusky-pink
and velvety and your skin glow golden as honeyelamplight.'

In spite of all her attempts to the contrary, thetie words and his
unhurried, passionate caresses began to melt theshe had
surrounded herself with, causing an insidious warmtaking her
body quiver into life and play the traitor to heillw

And of course he knew.

Though she lay with her eyes shut tightly and leetht clenched
together, it was impossible to hide the racing @uike taut nipples,
and the liquid heat which his remorseless handsredgyed as they
touched and stroked and explored.

Expecting swift, triumphant possession, she waprmad when he
began to kiss her gently, tantalisingly, brushieg tlosed lips with
the tip of his tongue, making her long to openrheuth and respond
with sweet passion...

Suddenly assailed by a mixture of self-reproachtandiliation, she
jerked her head away and, opening her eyes, st@ratthim stonily.

A muscle flicked by his hard, beautiful mouth. Sigh he instructed,
'Stop fighting me, Autumn, and kiss me back. Yoawryou want to.
You're deliberately suppressing your own feelingd-a

'l don't want to kiss you back.' She spat out iéh€llhave no feelings
for you. All I want is that you should get on with Satisfy yourself
and then leave me alone.’



She heard the sharp hiss of his breath befordydmds gripping her
shoulders, he muttered, 'When you say things hiat it makes you
sound little better than a whore.'

Coldly, she said, '‘But that's all I am. That's whati've made me.
Except that I'm using my body not to earn moneytbupay off a
debt.’

Fury flashed in his silvery eyes.

For an instant she thought he was going to strékeahd instinctively
flinched away from the expected blow.

It didn't come. Despite the wilful provocation, lsislf- control held
good.

In a queer twisted way she would have welcomefdheihad struck
her. Shavantedto hate him, and a blow would have provided furth
justification.

‘Very well..." His voice sounded icily composetlybu're determined
to act like a whore, then that's how I'll treat you

A cruel hand took her chin and forced her head dolweoking up
into a dark face from which all emotion had beepesi save lust, she
shuddered. 'There's one good thing about a whuoeeddded with
silky contempt, 'she's always available.'

His body effortlessly dominating hers, he took eth a fierce,
primitive passion, arousing an answering passioiclwblwept her
along like a tidal wave, leaving her spent and gung in his arms.

Stroking a hand lightly down her smooth cheek amét, he
taunted, 'Try telling me you didn't enjoy that, faye.’



'‘Don't call me your love,' she flared. 'Dogtter call me that." She
couldn't bear it.

A white line appeared round his mouth and the Hgimd) on her
throat tightened a little. When she swallowed cdsively, he said
with dangerous softness, 7 give the orders aro@md. fbon't ever
forget that, my love.'

There was a taut silence, then, reaching to tufrthaf lamp, he
informed her with cold disdain, 'I've had enouglyad for one night.
You can go to sleep now.'

But it was he who had slept while she had lain vadeke, confused
and agitated thoughts milling about in her head.

So much had happened since her visit to Mr Balodfise, shock
following on shock so rapidly that her mind feltrgd, incapable of
coherent thought.

But amid all the turmoil, the conflicting emotionsne thing she
could be truly happy and thankful for was that bd finally regained
his sight. That in itself was so wonderful it magerything else
bearable.

Holding on to that thought like a lifeline, Autungot out of bed, not
yet ready to face the coming day, but knowing shetm

She was relieved to find that her ankle was nodorsgvollen and, if
she moved with care, only slightly painful.

Beyond the beck the moors stretched away, coldoteak beneath
their blanket of white, but drops of water werepgding from the
eaves and running down the diamond-leaded pandgatmng a
thaw.



As she looked through the casement a movement tdggheye.
Saul, Beth by his side, was returning from an earyning walk. He
was bare-headed, but wearing his tinted glassesnsigshe
snow-glare.

Man and dog had started to cross the bridge whehdbanced up
and saw her. He lifted his hand in an ironic salute

Oddly flustered, she turned away and, as the caitlgoose-fleshed
her bare skin, reached hurriedly for her fleecyerathich had been
hung behind the door.

A hot, refreshing shower took away some of hefr&gs and soothed
the slight aches and pains, the tenderness, wiadhrdsulted from
Saul's passionate lovemaking.

When she'd dried herself, rubbing a head whichcigliously light,
she put on clean undies, a wool skirt patterneshades of brown,
gold and burnt ochre, and a fine, oatmeal-colosted-blouse.

Not wanting to face Saul with dark shadows benbatheyes and a
tell-tale pallor, she put on some makeup, applhdmgsy blusher to
her cheeks.

Somehow it only served to emphasise her paleness.

Thinking with dissatisfaction that the spiky hamdathe coins of
colour made her look a cross between a pathetwncland some
French waif, she scrubbed most of it off with &uis, and, having
tried unsuccessfully to flatten her hair, felt agaf regret for her ill-
considered action.

Telling herself sternly that it was much too labe fegrets, she went
downstairs, an outward composure belying the ituranoil.



Beth greeted her at the kitchen door, plume ofilantaving, and
enjoyed a fondle before returning to her placehayfire.

His dark hair slightly dishevelled, as though hdriafound time to
comb it since his walk, Saul was standing by thevestcooking
breakfast while he listened to the radio.

He was wearing olive-green trousers and a closiegfiblack sweater
which threw his facial bone-structure into sharefeand added to
the impact of that lean, devilishly handsome face.

Switching off the radio, he asked pleasantly, 'Hewour ankle this
morning?'

'It's fine.' Though she tried to echo his agreetdsie, even in her own
ears her voice sounded stilted.

'‘Bacon and egg suit you?' Without waiting for arsveer, he
congratulated, "Your timing is impeccable. Sit dowis just about
ready.’

‘Thank you, but I'm not-'
‘Autumn..." he said warningly.

He had discarded his glasses, and seeing thenghilétermination in
his grey eyes she sat down and, without furthetegtpaccepted the
plate he set in front of her.

By the time she'd forced down the first couple ajuthfuls her
appetite had stirred into life.

Hungry now, she would have found the rest of thealme
comparatively easy to cope with if, while they dte hadn't watched

her with a penetrating scrutiny that made herlfkelsome specimen

under a microscope and made her want to squirm.



When both plates were empty, he reached for tHeeqfot and filled
their cups, remarking casually, 'As soon as wehisifed our coffee
I'd like you to pack so we can get off.'

'Get off?' she echoed. 'You mean leave here?’
'Yes.'

Shock loosening her tongue, she blurted out, 'Btliought you
intended to stay at Farthing Beck until your boasvinished?"

'l did. However, my plans have changed.' Carelebglyadded, 'l can
write it just as well at home.'

Trying to lasso her scattered wits, she asked, Boy go so
suddenly?'

'‘Despite a temporary thaw, the Met. Office foredassthis area is for
heavy and prolonged snow. Having no desire to apptd here,
maybe for several weeks, I'd like to get away befine weather
worsens.'

'Oh,"she said hollowly.

His eyes on her face, he raised a dark, winged .bAmwone would
think you didn't want to go.'

Somehow she gathered herself, and scoffed, 'Nowlysyou know
better than that?'

But even as she spoke she realised that he wds righ
Her palms clammy, her heart thudding against s, she observed

as levelly as possible, 'You said your plans haanged... In what
way?'



He answered obliquely, "Though you agreed to..lskalsay, pay
your debt, I'm not happy with things as they are.’

‘Then you intend to let me go?'

Eyes glinting, he advised her mockingly, 'Precigbly opposite. |
intend to alter your status. Tie you to me morselp.’

Her beautiful heart-shaped face pale and tensestied at him
while her labouring brain struggled to take in thié implications.
‘Surely you don't mean... ?'

‘Joanna was going to be my wife. | told you laghbithat | intended
you to take her place. The only thing that's chdngé¢he timing.'

Smoothly, he went on, 'l had thought we'd marrghi@ new year,
after my book was finished. But your remarks laghhhave made
me revise that decision. Rather than having a ta&htievhore in my
bed, | want a willing wife... and soon.'

To be his wife was what she'd always wanted. Heamrcome true.
But not like this. Not hating and despising hert Nist to gratify an
obsession. Not for revenge...

'‘No,' she whispered, white to the lips.

As though she hadn't spoken, he went on, 'But igmet the only
reason for haste. When I first brought you henegpmed that in this
day and age a woman of twenty-two would have hadessexual
experience, and would almost certainly be protected

Painful colour flooded into her face, but she Kegthead high.

'‘As | was wrong on both counts, and there's a ahémt you might
already be pregnant, it presents an even moreipgessason to get
married without delay...'



Oh, but it would be wonderful to be with him on @manent basis,
his companion by day and his lover by night. Toridis arms and
find passion and excitement and sweet ecstasy.there

But knowing he didn't love her would make the adftste as bitter as
gall.

Huskily, she said, 'l don't want to be your wife.’

‘Afraid it would mean emotional involvement? Scayed'd have to
make a commitment?'

Leaning forward, his brilliant eyes on her facephabed, 'Didn't you
once dream of marrying me? Dream of us living togehappily ever
after?'

She winced, his words painful as a scalpel opeapgn old wound.
"That was a long time ago.’

'Do dreams ever die?'

'l don't want to be your wife,' she repeated thiosiff lips.
‘Ah, but it's what want that counts.'

She couldn't bear it. She couldn't!

Jumping up so clumsily that her chair toppled ogskg backed away
until she was brought up short by the draining-doar

He got to his feet and came to loom over her, logklown into her
flushed face.

‘You can't make me marry you,' she whispered thra@udry throat.



‘That's quite true.' His hands slid up her armscamde to rest with his
thumbs pressing against her breasts, sending aofijoilectricity
through her. 'But if you look at it logically I'nuse you'll see it's for
the best.'

'How can it be for the best when we hate each ®tlske choked.
‘Do you hate me, Autumn?'

She wanted to cry yes, but she couldn't bring Ifetsdell such a
monstrous lie. Mutely she shook her head.

‘Then there's hope for us yet," he said sardogicdlince you've
stopped fighting me and learnt how to be an amenkile wife,
though our marriage may not come up to your gidizpectations, |
dare say we'll get along well enough.’

A surge of pain closed her eyes, and a giant #stmed to tighten
around her heart. With calculated cruelty he'd neddker, taken her
precious dreams and trampled them underfoot.

'‘Don't look so stricken.' There was a razor-shaigeeto his voice.
'‘When you get used to the idea you'll find theeeenty of things in
its favour. Plenty of reasons why it should succeed

Gathering the tattered shreds of her pride aroendike a defensive
cloak, she looked him in the face and said cotfiynny, but I can't
think of one.’

‘Then I'll list them for you,' he told her crisply.ou want a husband
and a family, you've admitted that, but what hagolenhen you were
eighteen has given you a complex. Made you scdmen, scared of
sex, of being frigid...



'‘Well, I've proved that as far as we are concertiede's no real
problem. Even when your will is fighting me | caetgour body to
respond.

‘As for me, I've lost any taste | might have haddasual affairs. |
want a permanent relationship, the same woman inbed/ each
night. You.'

'It would never work,' she cried desperately. "Yald me that all you
wanted was sex, to—to sate yourself with me.’

'‘Not all. | want an attractive wife—what man wouldn't?—yet n
matter how beautiful she was or how good in begloman who was
shallow and empty- headed would soon bore me te-tea

Recalling past bitterness, she broke in, "You'rgdtiing one thing.
I'm not in your class and never will be.’

'‘Class be damned," he said shortly. '"You've goinbras well as
beauty, you're gifted and intelligent, you have tdepnd intrinsic
worth as well as a sense of humour...'

She gave him a look that clearly indicated he wastiwg his breath.

'‘And when you get through being defiant you'll aiitinat we have a
lot in common, we share the same interests, andexe good friends
once..."

We were good friends once...

But that Saul had been a different man. Thoughanymways tough
and formidable, with her he'd always— or at |leail oanna came
along—proved to be kind, considerate, and even-¢eatp.. nothing
like this ruthless, hard-eyed stranger.

'‘We could be again. Don't you think so, Autumn?"'



Having admitted that he couldn't force her to maing, he seemed to
be taking a great deal of trouble to persuade &lee, thought,

suddenly afraid of weakening. If she agreed, sheldvbe leaving

herself wide open to pain, living with the knowledthat he didn't
love her...

But he was going on. 'As well as a wife to warm loeg, | want a
stimulating companion, someone to enjoy day-toiodyg with...'

'‘Don't you mean a whipping-boy?' she asked talgmeone to
punish for your past suffering? Someone to ventrypresent
bitterness on?'

His hands tightened until she winced, then, asghauaking, a great
effort at self-control, he slackened his grip agtchler go.

'‘No, | don't mean a whipping-boy,' he said eveltilm. prepared to try
and look forward, not back... and, mixed with aetdd amount of
honey, bitterness can be turned into sweetness.'

She was torn. If only he meant it. If only they [tbboth put the past
behind them... Thinking aloud, she whispered, duld be taking a
terrible risk.'

'I've no intention of letting you go, so it's &rngu're going to have to
take... and it's largely in your own hands.'

A shade drily, she queried, "You mean it's up totmerovide the
honey?'

Showing healthy white teeth in a mocking smile,da&d, 'That's
exactly what | mean... Now, if you'll tidy away thesakfast things,
I'll pack the cases and bring them down.'

He seemed to have taken it for granted that théemats settled.



Unable, at that moment, to fight any more, not esare if she
wanted to, Autumn set about clearing the table.

Some half an hour later, when they were readyaedeSaul opened
the front door, and she found that the weathercksehad been
accurate. Already the sun had gone from a skyygbearl and the air
held a chill bleakness which suggested the ovetnigaw was
already over and more snow was imminent.

Like the result of some conjuring trick, his Rowsas standing
exactly where it had been before it vanished. Watchim toss their
cases into the boot, though it no longer seemexatber overmuch,
Autumn was moved to ask, 'Where did you put it?"

'Round the back in one of the old barns.'
'I'm surprised | didn't hear the engine.’

‘The house has comparatively small windows andthiek walls
deaden sound,' he answered prosaically.

Seeing he'd replaced his glasses, and unsure whibiie were
suitable for driving, she asked, 'Do you want meate® the wheel?'

She was relieved when he shook his head. "You tioet, and until
we get further south conditions are bound to loyrl

He helped her into the front passenger seat anthdumside her. A
few seconds later, a little frown of concentratlmetween his dark
brows, he was coaxing the car over the slippenplesband across
the hump-backed bridge.

As they turned down the track towards Feldon, gfepback at the
grey stone house, Autumn experienced nothing bustrange
emptiness.



So much had happened there that she knew she dogteel
something on leaving it—regret, relishmething . But over the past
forty-eight hours she'd run through the gamut obeoms, and for the
present she was totally drained.

When they reached the Green Man, Saul drew updajtsemarking,
'‘Won't be a minute. I'm just going to let the S&i¥ know we're
leaving, and give my housekeeper a call to tell wkat time we
expect to be home.’

Before getting out, he removed the keys from thaitigh and,
slanting a glance at her, said with brittle humduwilpn't want to put
ideas into your head.'

'You don't need to,' she retorted, and saw hisdacken.

But, watching his tall figure disappear round tle f the pub, she
admitted to herself that, even if he'd left the keghe wouldn't,
couldn't, have driven away without him.

Stunned, off-balance, her mind suspended in a &mnkimbo, she
could only wait until she'd recovered both her meahd emotional
equilibrium before deciding whether to make a ranit or take a
chance on marriage.

Saul was back quite quickly, his feet scrunchingtbe rapidly
freezing slush. Taking his seat behind the whetiauit a word and
with barely a glance, he drove the few yards tcsthgle petrol pump
and had the car filled up before starting homeward.

It was a slow journey, and long before they hattled snow behind
them and were running into better weather, Auturas fast asleep.

Apart from a short lunchtime stop at a Midlands paibcoffee and
sandwiches which, dazed and disorientated, she likee a
somnambulist, she slept all the way.



Her name being repeated disturbed her. Openingyleaas, she sat
up to find they were in Godsend, on Riverside Drithee quiet,
residential road which ran by the Thames.

This far south it was dry and bright, the late mit®n sun gilding the
water and edging with gold the drifts of brown leawstill lying
beneath the skeletal trees.

Making an attempt to pull herself together, she tolech 'Then you
still live at The Rowans."

It had been a statement rather than a questionstamevas taken by
surprise when he answered shortly, 'No," and, rigrninto a
well-known drive, stopped in front of the black amwhite
half-timbered cottage.

When Saul came round and put a hand beneath hew,efutumn
got out of the car as though in a dream. A monaet he had opened
the studded oak door and was ushering her intmallpd hall.

Seeming to be held in a kind of time-warp, Cedl@tage was just as
she remembered it. It even smelt the same, a gastambination of
beeswax and lavender and the sharper scent of pine.

Wandering through the picturesque, low-ceilingeaims, a familiar
ghost revisiting past haunts, she saw that evearttique furniture,
with its softly glowing patina of age, was the saiffee bow-fronted
sideboard, the grandfather clock, the rosewoodopian

Logs and pine-cones had been piled in the stoeplfices and bowls
of bronze chrysanthemums glowed against the darglinag.

No fires were lit, but the air was comfortably wamamnd the old place
had the contented feel of a house that was wedldand cared for.



Apart from anen suitebathroom added to the master bedroor
upstairs too was unaltered. Her own room had theesa
cottage-garden curtains, the same faded, yetostutiful rugs, the
same narrow white bed that she'd slept in as d.chil

How many times had she lain in that bed and, btegbpsg and
awake, dreamt of Saul? Dreamt of the time he'dhazlthey belonged
together and ask her to be his wife... dreamt afihg his children
and spending the rest of her life just loving hiroving him...

Moons away, caught up in the past, she became ahatrdne was
standing silently in the gathering dusk, watchieg. h

Seventeen again, filled with the purest, sweetesttien, she looked
at him with huge, dazed eyes, and said his nantly,sebnderingly,
a query in her voice.

As though in response he came up close, his thieklyed, silvery
eyes on her face.

Like someone in a trance she put out a hand arghéouhis cheek,
feeling the slight roughness beneath her palm.

When he continued to stand quite still, she trabedoutline of his
beautifully chiselled lips with her fingertips theas if impelled, put
her hands flat against his chest and stood oretigtéouch her mouth
to his, the contact warm and light and curioushoicent.

Beneath her palms she felt his heart pick up amghlte race. His
arms went round her, pressing her against himilaa#liss took fire.

One of his hands moved down her slender curvesingover hip
and buttock, while the other cupped the back ofieaxd, supporting
it against the increasingly passionate demandsoimaiuth.



Answering that demand, she gave him kiss for kigh womplete
abandon, meeting and matching his passion witmgémthat was at
once fierce and tender, sending them both up mdta

His hands suddenly urgent, he stripped off firstdlethes and then
his own, and when, having lifted her on to the oarbed, he joined
her there, naked flesh against naked flesh, she dely an
overwhelming gladness.

Lost in a sensual world of wonder and delight, shehed him as
she'd always wanted to touch him, stroking his gimsboulders and
the strong column of his throat, caressing the wharaf his nape,
running her fingers into his thick dark hair.

Eyes closed, absorbed in the sheer pleasure itgwasg her, she
explored further, finding the powerful chest muscléeling the
sprinkle of crisp body-hair beneath her fingertipsljowing his
ribcage down to lean hips and a firm abdomen, gigrin his potent
maleness.

She felt his body clench at her light touch andkiaeheady sense of
power as she squeezed and fondled.

He allowed her to have the initiative and play dowhile, then, his
own hands and mouth busy, he took control again.

When it finally came, their union was an ecstatiplesion of heat
and light, a magical, mystical conflagration, tweparate beings
joining on all levels to make one shining whole.

This time, when the elation, the euphoria fadedsiaftermath came
a quiet peace. A peace that lingered when, ingtEladving her, Saul
pulled the covers over them and remained by hey, sodbse-limbed
and relaxed.



He offered no tender words, no lover's embrace dmly too grateful
that he waghere,she felt his warmth and listened to his light,reve
breathing until she fell asleep.



CHAPTER NINE

WHEN, still half asleep, Autumn opened her eyes, it daak and she
was alone in the narrow bed. Immediately she waswdvelmed by a
kind of sick panic, convinced that Saul had gonevier and she
would never see him again.

Her heart racing, her breath coming in ragged gasips sat bolt
upright.

It was a few seconds before she was able to pushwiking
nightmare away and make a positive effort to cadmagitation.

Gradually her heartbeat slowed, her breathing eas®il common
sense reasserted itself.

She was just wondering what time it was when ther dgpened,
spilling a rectangle of light from the landing.

'So you're awake." Saul walked in, carrying a ctipea. He was
wearing grey trousers and a striped shirt opeheahéck, the sleeves
rolled up to his elbows.

'It's almost eight o'clock-' he answered her unspajuestion as he
stooped to switch on the bedside lamp '—and dismeady.'

Putting her tea down on the cabinet, he sat oedige of her bed.

Becoming aware that she was naked, in sudden eassarent she
tried to pull the covers higher.

'Shy?' he queried with a hint of mockery. 'Suredy

Suddenly recalling her earlier uninhibited behawiocghe felt the
same kind of shame she'd felt after her eighteleintihday.



Scalding colour pouring into her face and throlag lsent her head.
He cursed softly, expressively, and a cool handedher chin up.

Sounding annoyed, impatient, he said, 'Don't loké that. There's
absolutely no need to feel ashamed. Nothing thapipened between
us is wrong or degrading ..." His hands gripping $teoulders, he
shook her slightly. "You do believe that, don't You

She believed there should be no shame in happlul jsgx between
two people who cared about each other. But Salrl't care about
her, and the memory of her own shameful behavibuhase years
ago, the fear of repeating it, had thrown up a bturg-block...

When she failed to answer, he sighed. 'You woelttfeat way when
you're my wife." Then, seriously, 'l was intendimgwait until we
were married-' his lips twisted with wry self-mociké—but I'm only
human... Now, come on, drink your tea. And no regré was
fantastic...'

His last comment was spreading a healing balm whsing to his
feet, he added trenchantly, 'A bit more practiog dmanna will have
nothing on you.'

Watching her flinch, he smiled mirthlessly, thendsaith easy
authority, 'The meal's waiting. Don't be long.’

Watching his broad back disappear through the déotumn,
though not usually a violent person, felt a fiedesire to throw the
tea at him.

Instead, her hand shaking, she picked it up cdyedald drank it.

His words, 'until we were married," danced in ha@ndn.'But if the
breathtaking experience they'd shared had movedadiiitle that he
could still taunt her about Joanna, what chanceahgdnarriage got?



Though if Saul's barbs reached their mark, wasien own fault?
She shouldn't allow herself to be so wide- opergasily wounded.

She was no longer a foolish, vulnerable girl, sy Wihave like one?
A woman now, she had hard-won reserves of inwakhgth and
outward composure.

The years spent in New York had helped to toughandiven her
some degree of self-confidence, a surface glos$#tbscarcely been
scratched until that disastrous weekend with Rathar

Even that had been swiftly varnished over untigeth with the
prospect of seeing Saul once more, she'd instgatig to pieces.

But surely, after all that had happened, the wofshe trauma was
behind her? Now it was time to pull herself togethed put that
smooth, impenetrable armour back in place.

Getting out of bed, she ignored the voice thatfedpfat chance! and
told herself firmly that she would at legstetendto be cool and
impervious.

If she was able to convince Saul that he couldongér hurt her, he
might stop trying.

Her clothes, she found, had been collected and heatly over a
chair, and her case and other belongings had bEmedoon a
blanket-chest.

Though an intensely masculine man, and in no wayigeety, Saul
had a liking for order.

He also had a liking for giving orders and havihgrn obeyed, she
reminded herself with dry humour, and he'd saidn'Dbe long'.



But, refusing to hurry, she found her wash-bagmade a leisurely
toilet before making her way downstairs, her hagt,her face cool
and composed.

As she passed the kitchen door, Beth, ears prid&kelled up from
her place in front of the Aga and waved her pluina @il by way of
greeting.

In the adjoining dining-room Saul had just placezhaserole dish on
the table and was wearing an oven mitt pattertedslicrocodile with
gaping jaws.

‘Very macho," Autumn commented with deliberate asmt

Pulling out a chair for her, he grinned, unrufflddts Hawkins chose
it especially.’

Her heart turning over in her breast at that suddémost boyish
smile, Autumn managed to say casually, "'Then stié'svith you?"

Maggie Hawkins, hard-working and cheerful, had bemsnparents’
housekeeper, and after their deaths had stayeullook after him.

'‘Oh, yes.' He helped Autumn to a generous amoughicken and

vegetables. 'When | bought this place, she anchbsiband moved
from their terraced house into The Rowans. Bob Hasvkas been an
invalid for years, so a bungalow right next dooswdeal, especially
as George lodges with them and lends them a hand.’

'‘George acted as your chauffeur?’

'‘And my secretary. Though it really wasn't his afigea, he proved
invaluable while | was blind. He's semi- retiredwathough he lends
Bob a hand and takes care of both gardens.'



An odd lump in her throat, Autumn asked, "Why daodiyouy Cecilia
Cottage?"

His expression guarded, Saul shrugged. 'I'd alwiagd it.;
'‘How long have you lived here?'

'l moved in as soon as | came out of hospitatolh@ empty after you
and your parents left. The old lady who owned is wkanning to go
abroad and didn't want to re-let it, so | bouglet pace, lock, stock
and barrel.'

A trifle unevenly, she remarked, 'And you havehdrmged a thing.'

‘Apart from putting in a second bathroom and somebtrusive
central heating.'

‘A great improvement,’ she admitted.

With no change of tone, he asked, 'Then you'lllbeegontent to live
here when we're married?'

Suddenly the ball was in her court and she hadea how to play it.

Ducking the bigger issue in favour of the smallee,oshe answered
his question with a question of her own. 'If | shaidn't want to live
here, what would you do?'

'‘As I've always considered that it's the woman wiakes the home,
I'd allow you a free hand to choose somewhere.elsghin certain
limits, that is.’

'Oh..." She failed to hide her surprise.

'l regard marriage as a partnership. Or were y@eeing complete
subjugation?' he queried sardonically.



Without having thought about it in depth, as thingere, thatwas
what she'd been expecting.

'‘Not exactly,’ she lied, 'but I...’

'‘Would feel a lot more confident if you could change back into the
man | was?'

It was so close to what she'd been thinking that #8bshed
uncomfortably. 'As I'm largely responsible for ybeing as you are
now, | have no right to-'

Levelly, he broke in, "You have any rights you darelaim... So, do
you want to start looking for another house?' Omgmin the
important question was disguised by the lesser one.

Looking up, she met grey eyes gone dark and smo#iysaw he was
waiting for her reply with fixed intensity. For wiewer reason, it
matteredto him.

She remembered his words: 'I'm prepared to try@idforward, not
back...and, mixed with a liberal amount of honaftelmess can be
turned into sweetness ...'

He was willing to do his best, and in return shal@daive him the
sweetness of love. It would be her secret giftito, land maybe in
time it might help to turn his bitter animositynibt into love, then at
least into liking and forgiveness.

If they were ever able to recapture their old happypanionship it
would be all that, and more than, she dared haope fo

‘Well, do you?' He was growing impatient.

Steadily, she answered, 'No, I'll be quite conteritre here.’



Some powerful emotion crossed his face, but, be&ire could
decipher what it was, it had gone, replaced by amdlmask of
indifference.

They were at the coffee stage before he spoke attpin, his voice
markedly casual, he asked, 'Would you like a chuveldding or a
civil ceremony?"

‘Do youhave any preference?’

'l do,’ he admitted. Then he added smoothly butkarebly,
'‘However, in the circumstances, I'd like you toidec

They were talking as though they were polite steasgshe thought
in dismay, not like two people who were intenditogspend the rest
of their lives together.

His handsome, thickly lashed eyes held a watchfaiting look, but
she was unable to tell what answer he was hoping fo

Would he 'in the circumstances' prefer a shortjnasslike civil
ceremony? Well, if he would he should have saigke,thought, and
announced firmly, 'lI'd like to get married in Storhas's Church.'

‘Then I'll see about getting a special licencenelfwas put out by her
answer, he hid it well.

After a moment, his face expressionless, he askedatly, 'More
coffee?’

'‘No, thanks.' She rose to clear the table, neesbngething to occupy
her.

‘Leave it,' he instructed, getting to his feet.s\awkins will see to
everything in the morning.'



Hands falling to her sides, Autumn hovered a lik&plessly until,
with ironic courtesy, he ushered her through to likimg-room,
where earlier he'd put a match to the fire.

A long, low-beamed room, it looked homely and atixee, with twin
standard-lamps shedding pools of light, the logzibly merrily, and
chintz curtains shutting out the November night.

When she took a seat by the fire, he dropped ictaa opposite and
regarded her steadily.

In the past, the time they had spent together vealya been relaxed
and happy, their talk stimulating, their silencemtortable. Now, in

spite of the cosy room, there was discomfort, dirfgeof tension.

Sexual tension.

Restless, on edge, she wondered how on earth theygoing to get
through the rest of the evening.

Divining her thoughts with unnerving accuracy, heggested
ironically, 'We could always watch television...'

Neither had ever liked television, preferring reagimusic, chess, or
just talking.

‘Unless you'd care to play for me?'

Silently she shook her head. She didn't want tg foiahim tonight. It
was too emotive. Too revealing. Like baring hersou

'‘No?' His grey eyes glinted. "'Then what about aly eaght?'
'I—I'm not tired yet,' she stammered, taken unasgvare

‘That's good.' He smiled wolfishly. 'l wasn't thimis of sleeping.'



Watching her grow pink and flustered, he stretcbeda hand and
said softly, 'Come here.'

As though under a spell, she got up and put hed hato his,
allowing him to pull her down on his knee.

She'd never sat on his lap before. Not once. Now wias
overwhelmed by diverse and exciting sensations.céb&l hear the
guickening beat of his heart and, beneath her tkaideel his firm
flesh, solid bone and muscle. His breath was feeghsweet against
her lips and, too close to focus on, his grey eye® a silvery blur.

One hand resting just below her breast, he dippsdnéad and
touched his mouth to the side of her neck in algmns caress.

Taking a shaky breath, she wondered how it washtatould heat
her blood and make every nerve-ending sing in®With just the
lightest touch.

She had always loved him, but never expected tiawni carnality
that had flared into life between them. Picturing her girlish
daydreams a gentle, contented, almost passiordesséking, she
had never, ever imagined how fiercely her body wdaulrn for his.

He had lifted his head and was studying her expregace. When
his gaze dropped to her breasts, enticingly ouwtlibg the soft
material of her blouse, she shivered, the sensatroast as palpable
as a physical touch.

With the pressure of a single finger against her, die turned her
face to his.

Green-gold eyes wide and dazed, she lifted her kaddouched his
jaw, watching her fingertips follow the slight diefieeling the rasp of
stubble beneath them.



As though there was no help for it, her gaze maxetb his clean-cut
mouth and lingered there. Oh, but it was beautifid,top lip thin and
firm, the lower fuller, a turn-on combination of stereness and
sensuality.

'Kiss me," he urged softly. "You know you want to.'

Though his lips parted seductively beneath hersahquite still and
passive, making no move to take the initiative @epen the kiss. His
mouth was like sleek satin in contrast to the rawags of his jaw.

While she kissed him, learning the exciting tastd texture of his
lips, without her conscious volition, her hands bled to undo the
buttons of his shirt, pulling aside the thin cottorslip inside.

His skin was warm and slightly moist, the sprinéfedark body-hair
crisp beneath her palms.

An involuntary shiver shook her and, her face agjds throat now,
she swallowed, the ache of anticipation intensgyin

His hands moved to cover her breasts, feelingapelrise and fall,
the nipples firming beneath that light, sure touch.

Then, more skilful than hers, his fingers dealtwiite buttons of her
blouse and the front fastening of her bra. Brushimegnm both aside,
he bent his head and began to kiss the creamyleawlesh he'd
exposed.

*Your skin is so enticing,' he murmured. ‘It smelifssun and spring
and apple-blossom...'

His lips travelling appreciatively over her warmgftscurves, he
continued huskily, "Your breasts are a delight—fismapely, just the
right size to fill my hands... and your nipples pegfect, dusky pink
and like velvet on my tongue...'



Every erotic word fuelled her libido.

When his hands cupped her breasts and his thungas lgently to
tease the peaks, she gave a strangled gasp.

One hand continued its torment while the other spdher thigh to
find, and slip beneath, the lacy edge of her briefs

Almost at once she was transfixed, a quivering nessensations,
held in thrall by those exciting, experienced handands that
tantalised and tormented without satisfying.

While she wondered how long she could endure thisnwa of
expectation, this pleasure that was so exquisitast almost pain, he
kept her delicately poised on the brink, denyingaeelease, refusing
to gratify the need he'd aroused.

Without realising it, she was making little inattiate sounds in her
throat, wordless pleas.

Against her ear, he whispered, 'Talk to me, Autuntall me what
you want.'

'You know,"' she managed hoarsely.

His hands stilled. 'Ah, but | want you to tell nfiell me exactly what
I'm doing to you. How | make you feel...'

'—I. ..can't..
'‘Frustrated? Impatient?'
‘Yes... impatient...'

'l felt like that for a long time... almost fourams. I'd lie awake in the
darkness, picturing you naked with my opal lyingtjabove your



breasts, aching with frustration .. .waiting foe thay I'd get you back,
waiting to make you feel just some of the thingglt...'

Like a cold wind, his words dispersed the heatestswf passion, and
abruptly the sexual excitement died, leaving heilleth and
shivering.

Pushing his hand away, she struggled to her feetwath shaking
fingers pulled her bra together and fastened fareee-buttoning her
blouse.

Watching her through narrowed eyes, he went on mgbk 'But
don't worry, it's no part of my plan to keep yousfirated. Rather, |
want you hooked on sex, hopelessly addicted, atdewsho needs
the excitement like a drug-taker needs a fix...

'‘Coming back?' He patted his knee invitingly.

Clenching her teeth against the bitter words thatld’have betrayed
her humiliation, she shook her head. 'I'm goinged.’

Rising to his feet, he held out his hand. 'Thenedobed with me.'

'I'd rather not," she refused coolly, adding witdrisive politeness,
‘Apart from the fact that I've had enough excitetrfen one day, |
should end up despising myself if | were to becdimepelessly
addicted".’

Grimacing, he said ruefully, 'Hoist with my own a@et. Ah, well...'

Though he spoke lightly, she sensed that his regastgenuine, and
keen. Intent on arousing her, he'd become arouseskH.

Having put the fireguard in place, he followed &eross the hall and
up the stairs.



With every step she took she was conscious ofy@s boring into
her back, aware of his desire beating againstikeal sirocco.

When she would have walked straight past the masroom, his
hand shot out and encircled her wrist in a stegfy. §Sure you won't
change your mind?'

'‘Quite sure.’

'l could make you.'

Boldly, she stated, 'l don't believe you'll try.'
'‘What makes you so sure?"

'‘Because earlier you said you'd been prepared itowwal we were
married.’'

‘Tonight | seem to be saying a damn sight too mudé.used the
hand he was still holding to jerk her into his arms

She would have pulled away, but he held her theamd, said with
great deliberation, "You can hardly refuse me adgaht kiss.'

Telling herself she would be safe if she kept iehrshe reluctantly
lifted her face, and tried not to tremble when leatbto cover her
mouth with his.

At first the pressure was light, almost diffidegtying her a false
feeling of safety. Then, softly, seductively, hepened the kiss until
all at once his mouth was ravishing hers and she Mst in a

whirlpool of delight.

Body melting, head spinning, she clung to him, mevanting it to
end.



Under the fierce onslaught of his lips, she didotice that he was
once more undoing her blouse. Deftly, without fuimip| he freed the
small pearl buttons and slipped his hand insidestife material to
cup her breast.

She felt not only the wild beating of her own heaut the rapid
pounding of his, and a movement of his body whietrdyed that she
had a power over him scarcely less than his over he

Against her lips, he whispered, 'Of course if yom'twantto wait...'

If he'd just picked her up and carried her intodedroom she would
have offered little or no resistance. But the warsg words broke
the spell.

Somehow she managed to croak, 'l do," and pulledeliefree,
staggering as though she were drunk.

She wondered fleetingly if he would try to dissudeée and knew he
could do it all too easily.

He made a slight move and she flinched away, axalg hoarsely,
'‘Leave me alone... | dontantto sleep with you tonight.’

His face set, the olive skin stretched taut oveargly defined
bone-structure, he said with a self-control she feased to marvel
at, 'There's no need to sound so desperate. lytaldyou had any
rights you cared to claim, and that includes tghtrto say no...only |
didn't believe you really wanted to. Goodnight, éuan. Sleep well.'

Though still relatively inexperienced, she realid&t, no matter how
controlled he might sound, inwardly he must begghng to batten
down urges which, once aroused, were not easypiarsss.

He disappeared into his room and the door closathbdéim with a
decisive click, leaving her staring blankly at trenels.



That ironic 'Sleep well' echoing in her ears, slaglenher way blindly
down the landing to her own bedroom.

Moving like an automaton, she rummaged in her easkfound a
fine lawn nightdress with a demure neckline andts$ieeves, before
cleaning her teeth in the adjoining bathroom andlaohg into bed.

She knew Saul had wanted her badly, so why hadvea dper the
chance to walk away?

Unless he believed she was too much under histgpelke it.

Well, she had confounded him. She had managed ltoamay. Not
because she didn't want him, she admitted, butusecshe had been
intent on punishing him for what he'd done to hemlier, intent on
getting her own back.

And she had succeeded, so why didn't she feel Gagpout it? More
elated?

Because she'd cut off her nose to spite her faeealse she was
lying alone in her own narrow bed when she coulcehzeen lying in
his arms.

Despite everything, she wanted to be with him.dswnly her fear of
being humiliated further, her pride that had madeviralk away.

And what did her pride matter?

Instead of thinking of herself, she should havenidéeking of him.
Irrespective of what he'd done to her, shaedhim.

Through her bitter jealousy, her wilful refusabiglieve the truth, she
had caused him untold physical and mental angeshsed him to
suffer nearly four years of hell, locked away imkiteess; caused him
to be humiliated, his pride dragged in the dustised him to lose



both his chosen career and the woman he had |dvagbe still
loved.

It was a damning indictment. And, knowing how mustte owed
him, she had promised him recompense— herself—by wfa
compensation.

But when it came to the crunch she hadn't giveglyfréovingly. She
had been reluctant, afraid of the power he had beer concerned
more about her own pain than his.

In a few days, for better or worse, they would Enmand wife. So
wasn't it time she put aside her own feelings amsidered Saul's?

On a wave of emotion she was out of bed and halfaagss the
room when an unpalatable thought stopped her iriraeks. If she
went to him now she'd been leaving herself widendpescorn and
ridicule...

Coward.It hadn't taken her long to chicken out.

But what if he jeered, taunted her with going jicstease her own
frustrations?

So what if he did?

If things were ever going to get any better betwiéem she would
have to sink her pride, stop worrying about her é@atings, and start
spreading a little of that honey Saul had talkenuab

Trying not to think any more, to worry about heception, she got
out of bed and, without switching on the light, dad barefoot along
the landing.

At his door, she hesitated, her pride surfacindigbt a rearguard
action.



To go in now would mean conceding him victory arftéring a
complete and abject surrender.

But hadn't some philosopher once said there werestiyou had to be
prepared to lose in order to win?

He might be asleep.

In the circumstances that was unlikely, and if las whe would wake
him.

He might reject her.

Biting her Up, she scuttled her pride. That washance she would
have to take.

Without knocking, she opened the door and walked in

There was no moon but the sky was clear, and is¢h@-darkness
she could see he was standing by the window, fatilly dressed,
looking out over the Thames to the intricate pattdrlights beyond.

Though he must have heard the latch click, he gat¢he slightest
sign that he knew she was there.

Subduing a craven impulse to turn on her heel andshe closed the
door resolutely behind her and went over to him.

He stood so motionless that he could have beeatwesthe gleam of
his eyes the only thing about him that seemed alive

When she was barefoot, her head barely reacheaxdhimsPutting her
palms flat against the fine cotton of his unbuttbakirt, she stood on
tiptoe to touch her mouth to his.



For an endless moment Saul remained still and porssve, then he
stepped back and, showing he understood exactlyt i@ was
offering, asked coolly, 'Sure you want to burn ybaats?'

Though shaken by his apparent indifference, shevenesl steadily,
‘Quite sure,’ and, moving closer, kissed him again.

After what seemed an age his arms went round reervalmile relief
surged through her, he returned her kiss withrg fiassion that set
them both alight.

Lifting her high in his arms he carried her to thed and laid her
down. 'Then we'll make it a glorious blaze.'

And it was glorious, so glorious that she had &nch her teeth to
prevent the words of love from pouring out, worddove she was
longing to say. But Saul had never believed indwz, she knew, and
she couldn't bear it now if he mocked.

Next morning Autumn awakened slowly, languorousigr world
piecing itself together a little at a time. She vaagre of a glow of
gladness and contentment, a sense of well-being.

Stirring, she found her body nestling against simofxm flesh, and
her head pillowed in the comfortable junction bedwechest and
shoulder, while the weight of an arm across herkbaeld her
securely.

Beneath her cheek was solid bone and muscle andslitlet
roughness of body-hair. Finest velvet couldn't hde# more
wonderful, and happiness lapped round her like @niale.



One hand was lying, palm down, on his chest bds&idace. Eyes
still closed, she flexed her fingers slightly, faglthe sprinkle of
short springy hair with pleasure.

Her surrender the previous night had been ampham®d. Once
again he'd proved himself a marvellous lover, exgjtskilful and
passionate.

And afterwards, instead of just lifting himself axv&ae'd rolled over,
taking her with him, so that her body had been $atiported by his.
He had kissed her and held her in his arms, cradiier with an
emotion that could have been mistaken for tendernes

Happier than she'd ever been in her life beforegumm had fallen
asleep with the strong, steady beat of his heasedo her ear.

During those years of physical separation, oneeofrhost piercing

regrets had been that she would die without eveingeknown the

delight of falling asleep in his arms and wakinghaher head on his
shoulder.

Now, like some rare and priceless jewel, thatlygil been bestowed
on her.

Sighing, she tilted her head to glance up at lis &and found he was
looking down at her, a strange expression in ey gyes.

Satisfaction? Triumph?

No, the emotion was a great deal more complex thah She
realised with a sudden frisson of alarm that, dbasea kind of anger,
it held more than a trace of mingled sadness asgaile It was the
look of someone who had longed for the moon and bgaen merely
a beautiful balloon.



As she stared at him that fleeting impression @fearand sadness
vanished, to be replaced by an impassive calmmtiage her wonder
if she'd only imagined it.

Dropping a light kiss on her upturned mouth, hehetd them both
into a sitting position, and, holding her so thatdould look directly
into her face, asked, 'Why did you come to meragtt, Autumn?'

Because | love you. Because | couldn't see thet pbiwithholding
my body when you already have my heart. Becauseadifoo short
for us to be apart when we could be together.

No matter what she'd told herself then, the basasans were that
simple. But they were not reasons she could gire hi

Aloud she answered carefully, 'Because | didn't tw@ngo on
fighting. In a few days we'll be man and wife, dnd Put into words
at last, the concept was so charged with emotiainsite faltered to a
stop.

He glanced at her sharply, then, with his facetshed, giving no
clue to his feelings, he said, 'Speaking of whigbuld you mind a
short honeymoon, say ten days? | don't want tgpost starting my
book for too long.'

'‘No, no, of course not. | hadn't expected-' Sebdisgsudden scowl,
she stopped speaking abruptly.

‘A honeymoon?' he asked brusquely. 'Why not? liteqisual.’

All at once the mood of happiness and contentmead gone,
banished as though it had never been.

'Yes, | know,' she agreed uneasily, 'but our mgeria hardly usual...
| mean, it's not exactly a-' Once again she brdke o



‘A love-match? No, it's hardly that.' His face vea$ and there was a
white line round his mouth. 'But you did say youme to be
married in church, so | rather presumed you wefavaur of keeping
up the old traditions.’

'I—I am,' she stammered. 'But, things being as #rey! didn't think
you would be.’

Coldly, he said, 'As | only plan to marry onceully intend to make
the most of it.’

With his free hand he threw back the duvet.
In the long mirror she saw, and was fascinatedhgyr reflections.
He followed her gaze.

Beneath winged brows, the eyes looking back aweze clear and
silvery, beautiful long-lashed eyes in a tough yvweasculine face.
His jaw darkened with morning stubble and his alrtdack hair
rumpled into unruly curls, he looked hard and oderfit and
dangerously attractive.

While she had the appearance of a waif, she thangtsmay, her
short spiky hair throwing her bone- structure sttarp relief, making
her green eyes too big for her face and givingeéhaunting, lost
look.

Shy,-embarrassed, she wanted to turn away fromrhbkedness, but
her eyes were helplessly drawn down.

His olive skin had kept its tan, and beside hid-welscled body she
looked pale and deceptively delicate.



One strong, dark-fuzzed leg was trapping the slegalelen length of
hers, and his arm lay, bronzed and muscular, actiesssoft
creaminess of her breasts.

His eyes holding hers through the mirror, with stddnsolence he
took a pink nipple and rolled it between his fingad thumb, his lips
twisting into a cruel little smile when it firmed his touch.

She sat quite still, letting him do as he wantad, ler face flamed
with painful colour. Perhaps it was the contrasieen now and the
happiness she'd felt earlier that, unexpectedlyenteer green eyes
fill with tears.

Trying desperately not to, she blinked, and twgltrdrops spilt over
and ran down her cheeks. One of them plopped onistchand.
Mortified, she clumsily wiped it away.

He muttered an oath under his breath and, pullingsélf clear,
jumped out of bed and headed for #mesuitebathroom.

At the door he glanced back and, seeing her gtihg there, head
bent, said roughly, 'For God's sake don't cry.d laave something
done about your hair. You look like Little Orphanrie.’



CHAPTER TEN

As sooN as Saul disappeared into the bathroom, Autumn ldadn
out of bed and, blinded by tears, fled to her oaon. She felt sick
and shaken.

As she showered, the hot water failing to stenflthe of tears, she
wondered despairingly what had brought about tlaagé in Saul.

On waking, she had believed that things might yeatbrk out and
happiness might be blossoming. Then, without anyning, the
vision of happiness had vanished like some miragethey were
back to arid desert, with Saul setting out to famt humiliate her
again.

It was almost as if, having expected too much, bieiched her for his
disappointment. But she'd given him all she hadgit@, absolute
surrender. So what had he wanted thathelth'tbeen able to give?

Reluctant to face him with pink, puffy lids, shetheed her eyes in
cold water and, having applied make-up with caeejadkd she'd pass
muster. But even then she lingered over her drgssitil she had no
possible excuse for further procrastination.

When she got to the kitchen, Saul, his movementsauical and
controlled, was making coffee. He was dressed dark well-cut
business suit.

Glancing up, he said with cool courtesy, 'A litttaile ago | had a call
from my agent. Some urgent business has croppeatchigh means
that later on this morning | have to go to townn@au be ready to
come with me?'

It was phrased as a question but she guessedthedlity she had
little choice. 'Well, I-' she began.



'‘Don't sound too eager.' The words had an edge.

She sighed. 'It's migair. How can | go to London looking like Little
Orphan Annie?'

Crisply, he told her, 'l've things to do in thdagle first, arrangements
to make for our wedding, and you have a nine-thagipointment at
the hairdresser. We'll go straight on from there.'

Handing her a cup of coffee, he continued eveiMgu'll need an
overnight case. | intend to stay in town for a deugf days. It will
give you an opportunity to choose a wedding-dresk shop for a
trousseau... Mrs Hawkins will take care of Beth.'

Everything went smoothly and they were in Londonl veefore

lunchtime. Autumn had presumed they would be stagina hotel,
but Saul drove to the underground car park of Maydale Court, a
modern apartment block not far from Piccadilly.

Having let them into the fifth-floor service fldie gave her a spare
key. "You'd better have this, then you'll be freedame and go as you
please.’

The small flat was nicely furnished but impersotigt really only a
pied-a-terre' he told her as he showed her round, 'but | vehnt
somewhere to stay when | had to be in town ovetniglarshly, he
added, 'l hated the thought of hotels.’

Being blind, he would have.

Not daring to make any comment, Autumn swallowéainap in her
throat and, peering into the tiny kitchen, got dawrpracticalities.
'‘Will I need to do any shopping?'



He shook his head. 'Not the kind you're thinking\Wg'll eat out...
And speaking of eating, having had nothing mora thalice of toast
for breakfast, you must be ready for lunch?'

' am, rather.’
‘Come on, then... We've one stop to make first.'

They took a taxi to Bond Street, but only when tdesgw up outside
an exclusive jeweller's shop did Autumn realise w&aul had in
mind.

After a low-toned conversation between Saul andgies-haired,
dignified manager, she found herself staring atag of rings that
took her breath away. They looked so quietly magenit, that, afraid
to choose, she glanced helplessly at Saul.

Without hesitation, he picked out an exquisite exftem a simple
gold setting. 'This one, | think." When he slippeohn to her finger it
was a perfect fit. 'Like it?'

Unable to speak, she nodded.

If he'd kissed her then, her joy would have beanpdete. But with a
casual, 'Keep it on," he turned away, pulling asitdmeque-book.

Half an hour later they were being shown to a table fashionable
restaurant close by. Glancing at the well- dressethen present,
Autumn was thankful that her appearance at leastdmt disgrace
Saul.

She was wearing a dark brown Figuero suit she'dgjttoan Fifth
Avenue, and after skilful cutting her hair now hadg her
well-shaped head like a cap of smooth bronze festhe



They Were drinking their pre-lunch sherry when &, tstriking
woman in the wake of a waiter suddenly stoppedhby table. "Well,
if it isn't Saul!'

Rising to his feet, he inclined his head politélpanna.’
Never taking her eyes from his face, she said,gltone no see.’

'‘How very true,' Saul agreed smoothly, and Autumevk the words
had been carefully chosen.

Stunning as ever, Joanna was dressed in a goldnuand a
flamboyant gold-mesh tunic with a matching miniskiand
thigh-length boots.

Looking at her, Autumn immediately felt old- fashexl and dowdy.
Without even a glance at the fair, slimly built yguman hovering by
her elbow, Joanna remarked, 'l see you have af@ableur. May we

join you?'

His dark face inscrutable, Saul answered, 'Please d

When the waiter, having seated them and providddiadal menus,
moved away, Joanna, her eyes still fixed on Said, lsriefly, 'This is
David Gish—he's with the modelling agency. DaviduSCresswell.'

Plainly thrown by the course of events, David Gigf rose and,
reaching across the table to shake hands, mutteted,do you do?'

'How do you do?' Saul returned civilly. 'May | iotluce you to
Autumn Milski?'

When Autumn had smiled and shaken the extended Bauditurned
to her and said casually, "You remember Joannét ylmun darling?'



Still reeling from the shock of Joanna's suddereapgnce, Autumn
replied with as much composure as she could mu¥ts, of course.
How are you?'

Forced to acknowledge the younger woman's preseimana
ignored the civilities. 'l thought you were livingp the States
somewhere.'

'l was, but when my parents died | decided to cbaek to England.'

The news appeared to be anything but welcome. Aingpaf
saccharine barely disguising the venom, Joannaeguio Saul's
taken little Autumn under his wing again."'

With a cool smile, Autumn demurred, 'Hardly littlen at least as tall
as you are.’

‘Perhaps | meantoung.’
And insignificant was left unspoken but hung on aire

I'm twenty-two," Autumn said, adding sweetly, 'Noarticularly
young, unless of course one's looking at it from Wrong side of
thirty.'

Watching Joanna's carmine hps tighten, Autumn kstestd held her
own in that little skirmish.

Saul glanced her way, and, though his face wagbktrahe caught a
gleam of surprised amusement in his grey eyes.

At that moment the waiter returned with a pad aswaicp.

When the newcomers had ordered, Saul turned todutone dark
brow raised interrogatively.



'l can't make up my mind what to have,' she saidaneyed tones.
'‘Won't you order for me, darling?' And she metdtisting look with
a guileless face.

'I'm sure you'll enjoy theoles aux crepgde said smoothly.

As the waiter moved away, Joanna returned hertadteto Saul. 'l
could hardly believe it when | heard you had yaghsback.'

‘How did you hear?’

'‘Quite by chance. I live in London now, so I'm ot fait with the
Godsend gossip, but only a day or two ago | rao iah old
school-friend of mine who was in town. She told rnhavas so
pleased.’

'How kind,' Saul murmured.

Ignoring the cool disdain in the words, she went'btried to get in
touch with you, but that housekeeper of yours wakelp—she just
said you were away— and neither your agent nor ynlisher
seemed willing to tell me where you were...'

Sounding unconcerned, Saul asked, 'Why did you w@rget in
touch with me?'

She pouted at his tone. 'l thought it would be tocgee yougheri,to
have dinner together and talk over old times. Adilerwe were once
very close.' And could be again, her intimateditmile suggested.

Autumn began to feel sick. She knew the techniduddo But surely
Saul wouldn't be fool enough to fall for it a sedame? Or would
he? If he was still in love with Joanna...



His face showing only polite interest, he askechthhg 'If we did
meet to talk over old times, were you thinking ainging your
husband?'

Just for a second Joanna looked disconcerted, thinng, she said
lightly, 'Oh, Carl and | have been divorced for afhsix months
now.'

'l hear the Carlton Danning finance company gab.irdifficulties,
and he was made bankrupt?"

Her face suddenly hardening, Joanna said scathiitgywas always
a fool.'

'‘But a rich one? At least, when you met him.'
She shrugged. 'On paper.’

Their food came, and while Joanna and Saul cawiedalking,
Autumn began to eat the fish and pancakes shengeichad any
stomach for.

Since his muttered, 'How do you do?' David Gish hader once
opened his mouth. Looking gloomy, ill at ease, res wbviously
wishing himself anywhere but where he was.

Glancing up, she caught his eye and, feeling dorrsim, was about
to engage him in conversation when he looked lyagtiay. Head
down, concentrating on his meal, clearly all he tedrwas for lunch
to be over.

‘Then you'reboth staying in town?' Joanna's voice was raised, sh:
with jealous anger.

'For a couple of days.'



‘At your flat?"
'‘Who told you | had a flat?'
‘Your agent.'

‘Ah, yes, Gerald..." Flicking back his cuff, Saldrgced at the thin
gold Rolex that had replaced the Braille watch he'dn wearing. 'l
ought to get moving. He and | have a meeting shortl

He signalled to the waiter and, waving away Davigh@ awkward
offer to split the bill, paid for the four of thenthen, turning to
Autumn, who was about to rise, he said, '‘No needrush,
darling—stay and have some coffee before you gtart shopping
spree. If you take a taxi to Knightsbridge, I'veaamcount at Harrods
which I've cleared for you to use. But in case peed some ready
cash..." With a careless generosity that was liklea in the face, he
took a wad of notes from his wallet and droppedrtleto her lap,
before touching his lips lightly to hers.

David Gish was already on his feet, waiting fomlta when, sharply
dismissive, she said, 'I've a job lined up'for "#fternoon. I'll ring you
later.’

His ears going red, his eyes fixed on no one iniqdar, he
mumbled, 'Thanks for the lunch," and bolted.

Slipping a possessive hand through Saul's armnpdcaurggested, 'I'm
going in your direction—perhaps we can share &taxi

'‘Why not?' he agreed lazily. Then, to Autumn, "Téarening Gerald's
having a cocktail party for some film producer. Awgt my better
judgment I've agreed to be there, so | doubtlib&l back at the flat
until after seven. If you get hungry before théeré's a restaurant on
the ground floor. Have something sent up.’



Sitting with her head high, Autumn watched them kwalway
together and died a little.

Though she was wearing his ring, Saul hadn't intced her as his
flancee, nor had he mentioned their forthcomingriage.

If it still was forthcoming.

It couldn't have taken him long to realise thatym® could see again,
Joanna was more than willing to pick up where thégft off, so
perhaps he'd changed his plans and didn't integd through with
the wedding?

But in that case why had he encouraged her to &lrop trousseau
she wouldn't need?

Not that she had any intention of using his accoanspending a
penny of the money he'd almost thrown at her...

Agitation threatening her veneer of calm, Autumuffed the wad of
notes into her bag and rose to go, shaking her &igthe coffee which
was just arriving.

Outside it was dull and cold, a chilly wind flapgithe gold and blue
awning and chasing several discarded pamphletg éh@engultter.

Instead of taking a taxi to Harrods, feeling onlkiad of leaden
emptiness, she walked the streets for hours,loolohgdly in
shop-windows filled with Christmas goods and gtitte

Even when dusk fell and it started to rain, theiagytights gleaming
on black roads and wet pavements, she kept walkinglly, soaked
to the skin and shivering, her ankle throbbing fudiyy, hardly

knowing how she had got there, she found herselfSiae
Morningdale Court.



A hot shower and a change of clothes brought biekbnto her limbs
but did nothing to warm the cold misery inside.

Finding some tea-bags in the kitchen, she hadyaste and drunk a
cup of milkless tea when the doorbell rang.

Wondering if it was one of the service staff, sperwed the door.

Without waiting for an invitation, Joanna, dressedthe evening,
walked straight in.

‘Saul isn't back yet," Autumn said flatly.
'I'm quite aware of that. | came to talk to you.'

The last thing she wanted was a tete-a-tete wiind® but, making
an effort to behave in a civilised manner, she ésk&ould you like
to sit down?'

The blonde shook her head. '"What | have to saytwake long.'

Her attention focused on Autumn's left hand, anel slared at-the
ring through narrowed eyes. 'When | noticed iuathtime | thought
a stone that size must only be costume jewelleSpitefully, she
added, 'l don't care for emeralds myself;, they ldé&k bits of

coloured glass. I'd have chosen a diamond solitaire

Autumn took a deep breath. 'Did Saul tell you wejoeng to be
married?'

'‘He told me he'd bought you a ring. However, | titmhk you'll be
keeping it long.' Viciously, Joanna added, 'You trlusve thought
you were very clever to hook him finally, but yoeitost out, sweetie.
I'm back in his life, and apparently just in theknof time.'



Through a tight throat, Autumn said, "You've wallked on him once.
What makes you think he wants you back?'

'He's always been mad about me, and | feel the saya@bout him. |
was a fool to leave him. But how did | know he wgasng to regain
his sight... ?'

'If you didn't want him when he was blind you caedlly love him.’
‘And you do?"
‘Yes.'

Joanna's beautiful lips twisted. '"Well, don't yell mehelovesyou.

| know perfectly well why he wants to marry you. Was hurt and
angry when | married someone else, and he's detedto get back
at me... But it won't take me long to soften him.ufo I'm warning
you, don't try and hold on to him. It won't workellThim you've

changed your mind, before he tells you. At leasilitsalvage a bit of
your pride.' She turned to the door.

Autumn lifted her chin. 'When he gets back-'

'l doubt very much if he'lbe back tonight." The blonde fired her
parting shot triumphantly. 'After he leaves thatktail party he's
having dinner with me.. .at my place.’

Watching the door close behind the model's ta#ndér figure,
Autumn knew with dreadful certainty that Joanna theaen right
about why Saul had decided to marry her.

It explained everything, fitted far too well nothe the truth. He had
wanted to get his own back, not only on her, bul@mnna as well.



Now, knowing Joanna was free again, he was almedtinly
regretting it, and when he eventually got home loald/ no doubt
make it clear that the wedding was off.

But she couldn't bear to wait around just to hawedonfirm that, for
the second time, Joanna had won. Better to go now.

Icy cold, filled with a terrible numbing ache of sair, Autumn
bundled her few belongings back into the casesarmkd her bag and
mac.

Unfastening the opal, which she'd worn since thghiniSaul had
returned it to her, she left that, her ring, theneywhe'd given her and
the key to the flat on the coffee-table, and sheatdoor behind her.

Head down, she was stepping from the lift into fihyeer, when she
found her way blocked by a tall, broad- shoulddigare.

'‘Running out on me?' Saul enquired silkily.

Her heart thudding against her ribs, she said sbblj 'l wasn't
expecting you.'

'‘Obviously not." His face was so bleak and set ithaightened her.
Taking the case from her nerveless fingers, hgpgdger upper arm
and hustled her back into the lift.

'l could have saved you the trouble of packingdiitbme up at once,
but | arrived to find Joanna just leaving, and gau® put her straight
on a few things.'

Once in the flat he tossed aside the case andidnated his tie and
jacket, propelled Autumn into the bedroom, closing door. 'Now
it's time you got something straight. You still ome.’



His back to the panels, he discarded his shoes@sk$ and began to
unbutton his shirt, ordering with a kind of ragiteym, 'Take off your
clothes.’

'Wh-what?' she stammered.

'‘Get your clothes off before I'm tempted to teanthoff. I'm going to
collect on the debt.' His shirt and trousers wereghed, to be swiftly
followed by his silk briefs.

Catching her breath, she cried, 'No... | won'ytat use and humiliate
me any more. If you touch me, I'll scream.’

‘Scream away,' he invited, advancing on her.

Unwilling, as well he'd known, to cause a distudenshe resisted
silently but furiously while, ruthlessly, he strggb her.

Even when she was naked she continued to strufigféing tooth
and nail, until, muttering, '"You little hellcat,ehthrew her on to the
bed and used his weight to pin her there.

One flailing fist caught him hard on the cheekbar&] at his sharp
exclamation, suddenly terrified she might have egdaed his sight,
she froze.

Gripping her wrists, he pressed her hands intopthews, one on
each side of her head, and, breathing hard, stened at her.

Her eyes tightly closed, she whispered, 'Sauk.yau all right?'
‘Am | all right?' He sounded startled.

‘Your eyes...'



Suddenly comprehending, he said huskily, 'Oh, AuumThen,
‘Yes, quite all right.'

Relief brought tears that forced themselves beneatthclosed lids
and ran down her cheeks.

'‘Don't cry,’ he said almost fiercely, but, oncatstd unable to stop
the flood of built-up tension and emotion from gagrout, she began
to sob.

Rolling over, he gathered her shaking body intoanms and pulled
the bedclothes over them.

She cried until she had no tears left, then layrafjdim, spent and
hiccuping.

After a while, when the hiccups had stopped, hedskiietly, "Why
were you leaving me?'

She sniffed dismally. 'l realised Joanna was right.

'‘When she said what?"

"That you were marrying me just to get your ownkoag her.'

'‘She was wrong. What else did she say?'

‘That after the cocktail party you were going to place for dinner.’
'It shows how little she knows me.'

‘Then you weren't...?'

'‘She asked me to go. She seemed to think she adlioHift her little
finger to get me back.'

'‘Even though she ran out on you when you needethbst?'



'So did you.' The quietly spoken words shook her.

Pushing herself up on one elbow, Autumn looked iat. HBut
you—youtold me to run,' she protested helplessly.

He sat up too, his face hardening. 'And you dkk k& frightened
rabbit, all the way to America.'

‘You told me to get out of your life and stay ovou said, "If | ever
set eyes on you again we might both be sorry"...'

With £f short, sharp sigh, he admitted, 'l wasdusly angry then...
But later, when | wanted you, though you'd swora laved me, you
wouldn't come.' He laughed harshly. 'It's funnylyeaneither of the
women who pretended to love me could bear to lobdra man.
Though, | have to say, Joanna tried harder thardyaht

Blankly, Autumn said, 'l don't understand what yoean...'

'You understand perfectly well. As soon as | wds &bhave visitors,
| asked for you. But you never came... And whemalfy got out of
hospital, | heard you'd left for the States...'

'You asked for me?' Her voice was barely above iapeih.

'‘Oh, come on, Autumn,' he said wearily. '"What'sube of pretending
you didn't know?'

‘But | didn't know..." Then, sharply, '‘And | dob&lieve it. You were
the one who refused to see me.'

'‘Don't give me that,' he said harshly. 'It was iygsgght | lost, not my
reason.'

'‘But that's what the ward sister told me."



'‘Don't lie to me, Autumn. | know quite well you resvcame within a
mile of the hospital. That's the thing | can't fegg..'

‘But |-

'You admitted you didn't shed a single tear whean eard | was
blind, so why lie about this?'

'I'm not lying." When he would have interruptede giut her hand to
his lips. 'Please, Sauistento me.’

‘Very well.' Narrowed eyes on her face, he waited.

She spoke quietly, but with passionate truth. #ssas | heard about
the accident from Joanna | went straight to theaRayfirmary, but
the doctor wouldn't let me see you...'

Saul's expression was still sceptical. Knowing khd to convince
him, she went on, "You were on the third floorled East Wing, in the
Intensive care unit... For the next seventy-tworbdunever left the
hospital. All the nurses were very nice to me, bk of the staff
nurses was particularly kind. She was plump an#-daaired and
spoke with a Scottish accent. Her name was Ruth.

'She arranged for me to have a folding bed in dnth® empty
cubicles and told me | could eat in the staff canteand borrow the
visitors' bathroom. She even loaned me some clediest

‘When you came out of Intensive Care you were feares] to a room
that was part of Harry Duncton Ward. At least, tivats the official
name, but the nurses all called it Harry's.

'l asked to be allowed to see you. The ward sr&tiised.’ With a
little mirthless smile, Autumn went on, 'She walechSister Mercy,
but she didn't live up to her name. When | beggkd,just gave me a



disapproving look and said you didn't want me th&ieen | asked
how you were and she told me you'd lost your sight.

'l didn't cry. Some grief is too deep for teargudt stood there and
wanted to die...'

Though his hand, lying on the counterpane, clenchecluntarily,
Saul made no attempt to touch her.

‘Later that afternoon, | tried again to see youl theught you might
be alone, but Sister Mercy said, "I can only sugges go home; you
look like a ghost. And, for your information, Mr€xswell isn't alone.
His fiancee is by his side"...'

'Oh, she was," Saul agreed grimly, ‘and she magestie stayed by
my side until she'd got rid of you.'

'You mean... ?'

'l mean she played a very clever game. | wasnttieevho asked for
you to be kept out. Just the opposite, in fastahtedto talk to you, to

tell you how sorry | was for what I'd done to yéatell you... oh, all

kinds of things...

‘Joanna swore that she'd been to see you, and galdmit come
anywhere near the hospital... | see now that itpuaie malice on her
part.'

Softly, lethally, he added, 'It's a good thingdrmlt know this when |

spoke to her a little while ago. | might have beampted to break her
beautiful neck. Most of my pain and anger, my nieedevenge, was
because | thought you'd run out on me..

For a moment Autumn was filled with a fierce raggaiast the
woman who had caused them both so much sufferingn Tt died,



leaving only a kind of weary calm. 'lf she was stedmined to have
you herself, | don't understand why she ever letty

‘To be fair to Joanna, one of the reasons wast®aalmost certainly
realised | was obsessed by you... After | cameobutospital, our
relationship never got back on the same footingekiVh thought
about making love to her, your face always came/déen us.'

Horrified, Autumn exclaimed, 'All because of my @tlity that
night...'

'Oh, no.' He shook his head. 'Although | tried teoadmit it even to
myself, I'd wanted you since you were about fiftesnd the strength
of that desire frightened me to death. It seemedst indecent. | was
nearly ten years older and a trusted friend.

'You were so damned young and innocent, with yoigeveyed
hero-worship. | could imagine how horrified you'dl ibyou realised
my true feelings, so | did my best to bury them.

‘Then | met Joanna. Despite her faults she's guisoman, and |
transferred all my sexual frustration to her uthié night of your
eighteenth birthday.

‘After that, nothing was the same again, and wghoaving bitterness
| almost came to blame you for everything...evanJfanna leaving
me... Though with hindsight | realise | should batgful that she did.’

Still needing a final reassurance, needing to lmar put it into
words, Autumn asked, 'So you don't intend to gk lhadier?’

‘No, | do not." A shade bitterly, he added, '"Yoe #re only woman
who's ever had me on a string. The only woman Itwan

She sighed, relief running through her like a gi@e. 'Then our
wedding is still on?’



'‘No.' He spoke harshly. 'As from now you're fregto so there's no
need to sigh.’

'Oh, but |-

'If you ever did owe me anything it's been paiduh. There are
plenty of men who-'

Though he'd never said he loved her, he had saihheed her. That
was enough. It had to be. Prepared to fight now, sioke in with
crisp finality, 'I'm through with men.’

'‘Don't be foolish, Autumn. You said yourself younva home and
family. Now you're no longer afraid of being frigigou should find
yourself a man you can really love.'

'I've found a man | can really love. A man I'veddvsince | was
thirteen..." Ignoring the sudden blaze of hopeithahinated his dark
face, she ploughed on, 'And where has it got méfedl admit to is
an obsession, and he's so thick that-'

She stopped with a squeak as Saul grabbed holdrarid, pulling
her across his lap, demanded threateningly, "Wieoyau calling
thick?'

Her arms slid round his neck and, her face pressdtie tanned
column of his throat, she whispered, "The man whauldn't
recognise real love if it came up and bit him ia tieck.'

'‘God knows MWwantto believe you love me,' he said huskily. '‘Bueaft
all I've put you through...'

After a moment, his cheek against her short, fegthair, he went
on, 'When you plumped for a church wedding, it gaechope. Then,
last night, when you came to me, | waited for yowsay you loved



me, but you didn't. You gave me everything excaptdne thing |
really wanted.'

'l gave you that, only you didn't know it.'

‘That night at Farthing Beck, when | asked indisei€tyou still loved
me, you shook your head."'

‘How could | admit to loving you when | thought stiu wanted was
revenge?'

'I've been the worst kind of fool. Caused you aigpain.'

‘That's over and done with. The only thing thatdstdl grieve me is
that all those years when you were blind and alaoaild have been
with you...'

'‘Perhaps it's better that you weren't. Even thdufgbught Cecilia
Cottage to try to feel close to you, for a longdiinwas so bitter at
losing my sight that | might have killed your love.

As she began to shake her head, he said, 'l bdliaeeded those
years alone to sort myself out... I've always ¥elty strongly that,
"To every thing there is a season, and a time #&oyepurpose under
the heaven"...and now-'

'It's high time you made an honest woman of me2't8th her emotion
beneath flippancy.

He laughed. 'How right you are, my love...'
Greatly daring, she aské®o you love me?"

'Haven't | told you?'She shook her head." "Want's wlae only
four-letter word you used.’



Cradling ho- against him, he said, 'Well, if whdeél for you isn't
love, it's a dead ringer for it.’

Her heart overflowing with joy, she informed himtbély, 'I'll settle
for that, and an end to all our problems.’

Thoughtfully, he murmured, 'l still have a problem.
Secure in his love, she asked serenely, 'What?g'tha

''m going to have to rewrite my book...make itagopy aiding. And |
shall have to think of a new titldhe Tamarind Treés no longer
appropriate: the tamarind has bitter fruit.'

‘Then call itThe Singing Treeshe suggested. 'In the legend, anyoil
who finds the singing tree finds true happinesslittle shyly, she
added, 'The kind we're going to share when we'neiec

Having kissed her until she was dizzy with pleasbeeasked, 'Does
that mean you want to wait until we're man and Wwe#ére we make
love again?'

She pretended to consider, then remarked mischséydlve always
been told there's an added excitement to stoléndnd as if s one of
my few remaining chances to go to bed with a mannibt married
to...'

'I'd better make sure you enjoy it... Before oeaétinner?'
'‘Both,' she replied promptly.

When he'd finished laughing, he said, 'Darling Aoty and began to
kiss her again.



