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SWEET BETRAYAL

Helen Brooks



“I'm sure you'll do exactly what you want regardled anyone's
feelings, Mr Stythe. You did ten years ago, aneé@ard doesn't
change its spots."”

Nothing could fade the bitter memories Candice Bakad of

Cameron Strythe. How could he had been so callodsleft her

pregnant sister in the lurch all those years agefupting their quite
lives in the Devonshire village, Cameron had madge dynamic

presence felt but he was a man who could neveubktet. The man
had betrayed her sister and Candy vowed. It waaltsylute duty to
exact a full and meaningful revenge- at any cost!



CHAPTER ONE

'If that crazy animal isn't off my property in thext thirty seconds I'll
shoot it!"

Candy couldn't stop a startled gasp escaping peras she swung
round so sharply that she almost overbalanced haffdrumbling
stone wall where she had been sitting in the weakch sunshine
that had no warmth. The man behind her matcheddice: big, hard
and uncompromisingly severe.

'l beg your pardon?' Indignation swamped the few laer brown
eyes narrowed furiously. 'l have every right toheee! Just who do
you think--?"

'l am?' The tall figure clicked his fingers to hosvn two black
Labradors, who sat immediately by his side like twell trained
statues. 'l know who | am; the point is—who are 3dAnd the
statement stands: you have exactly four secontitlesll that thing
to order.'

She looked from the dark brown, bearded face tbd#asy shotgun in
his gloved hands and her stomach turned over. Hatit He really
would shoot Jasper.

‘Jasper!" Her voice held a note of terror, and idhately Jasper
stopped his gambolling to look towards his belonesktress, leaping
up the grassy slope in two bounds and jumping &éf&sly over the
wall to land by her side, his brown eyes enquiang his long tongue
lolling in its usual ridiculous manner.

The two black Labradors didn't even flick an eyedsl he sniffed
interestedly in their direction.



She bent to fasten the lead round his neck andobkedl up

reproachfully as the heavy chain slipped over bisen head. It had
been years since he had suffered such an indigmitiin front of two

other dogs too!

'‘Don't you realise that there are sheep aboutnib lia that pasture?’
The deep, gravelly voice was familiar somehow, $hug couldn't
place it, and now was not the time to reflect.upse you're a
townie out for the day?' The last was said witthstantempt that she
reared up furiously with a muttered oath, causiagpér to growl
deep in his throat. He wasn't sure what was hapgebut, if there
was any defending to do, those two black sentinatsbetter know
he meant business! No one was touching his mistegs he was
around.

'l have lived in Downdale all my life, as it hapgérHer voice was
shaking with suppressed anger and hurt. 'l knovetgxavhat is in

that field and all the others round here. Jaspsride®n brought up
with farm animals and would no more chase a shbkep.t' She
couldn't think of an appropriate simile and flouretk helplessly.
'‘And we have permission to be on this land!" Tis® Veas said with
such conviction that the icy blue eyes watching ber coldly

narrowed into two chips of glittering glass.

'Really?' His voice was mockingly arrogant. 'l thmot. | would have
known if | had given permission for someone so obsiy
irresponsible to walk my fields.’

‘They aren'yourfields!" She pushed back the hood of the heawgk th
duffel coat that was protection against the bitivigd that scoured
the hillside and immediately her hair was whippatbia mad

scramble of tangled red silk. 'They belong to Celo&trythe and

he...'



'‘Colonel Strythe is dead.' The statement was cdeiglevithout
feeling.

'l know that,"' she snapped back abruptly, furida this obnoxious
stranger could talk about her father's old friamdo had been like a
member of her own family, so coldly. 'l was at thmeral last
Wednesday, but until they can contact the son ter@l's old rules
apply..." Her voice trailed off in horrified reaison as she stared into
the only recognisable feature in that dark, beafdee. His eyes. She
should have recognised his eyes! Only Cameronttattyad eyes that
were as piercing as a razor-sharp sword and as amlite. She
remembered those eyes! How could she have forgotéerd the
voice, distinct with its strange, gravelly textuhat in the throes of
adolescence she had thought so attractive.

'l see | need not introduce myself, but, neverggl€ameron Strythe
at your service... Miss... ?'

She ignored the implied question and stared atlsithough he were
the devil himself. He was so different! She remeratia tall, smiling
young man with the charm of a thousand Irish tosgaed fair,
cleanshaven skin. This man's face was as dark Asaf's with long
hair bleached almost blond at the ends. He resehaleild gypsy
rather than the cool, university-educated young srenrecalled.

'When did you get back?' Her voice was a horrifrdusper and
iImmediately lost in the wind as it swirled roune@mtmwith increasing
force, the sunlight racing dark shadows acroswétley below. She
repeatedthe question more loudly and he lookedeatiritently,

searching her face with those deadly eyes.

'Do | know you?' Did he know her? She could haugled if the
circumstances had been different. She remembeecthsh time he
had visited the house to see Michelle, her sisteey had been
engaged to be married and the wedding date wasvaediks away.



Candy already had her bridesmaid's dress, a fraitiik/ creation in

tulle and taffeta. The dress was suddenly thererbdier, clear in
detail to the last tiny rosebud on the hem. Heilutexgear-old heart
had been thrilled with such finery, but then thieael been a terrible
scene that night and Cameron had gone away. Aad lafew weeks
later, Michelle's shape had begun to change taiidadly to disguise

any more, and six months later Jamie was bornwiftede affair had

broken Michelle's heart and made her parents dioté¢heir time...

and this man was responsible for all the misery!

'‘What's the matter?' The perpetrator of all thathesak, which had
dulled over the passage of time, but was awakeseéwa as if it had
all happened yesterday, took a step towards reemab at the pallor
of her face and the wide, staring eyes.

'‘Get away from me!" It was a snarl of hate anddedgnised it as
such, stopping in his tracks with an expressioralafost comical
amazement stretching his chiselled features. 'Yrem'@afit to be
called your father's son.’

As the words registered his expression froze, heitigas gone before
he could form a reply, running down the hillside legs that flew

over the rough, coarse grass, her long hair streginehind her like

dancing red ribbons, and Jasper bounding by her siathralled by
the new game.

She didn't stop till she reached home, burstingtim drawing-room,
where her parents were sitting in front of a rogitoy fire, enjoying a
Sunday afternoon snooze with just the cat for campa

‘Candy!" Her mother had almost leapt from the chaiher fright.
'‘What on earth is the matter? You've frightenechaléto death!



'Sorry.' She stood panting in the middle of themmo@ith such a
hunted expression on her face that her parentsrbethas one and
reached her side in the same instant.

‘What's the matter?' It was her father speaking, hiswoice worried.
'‘Has there been an accident? Are you all right?'

'l saw him." She wouldn't have believed she coedd like this about
something that had happened so long ago. It murbgears since
that terrible time, and Michelle was happily madrigow, with two

more children to keep Jamie company and a husbaodwas crazy
about her, but every so often she caught a gliraptet old haunted
expression in her sister's eyes and knew she wakirth about

Cameron Strythe, the man who had taken her innecand then let
her down so badly. She didn't know if MichelleIdtiited him, but
she knew she did, more than ever!

'Him?' Her father shook her slightly in his concéwiho, for crying
out loud?'

‘Cameron Strythe.' Her voice was flat now and sltettie rage seep
out of her as the urge to cry became paramoundl henwas so awful
about Uncle Charles, Dad; he spoke as though Imt dire.'

'‘Perhaps he doesn't." Her mother sighed deeplyshodk her grey
head slowly. 'Ten years is a long time to be avwizandy; people
change. But it's no concern of ours one way oother, is it?'

'‘How can you say that?' She stared into her matigeritle blue eyes
in horrified denial. 'After what he did to MicheMe

‘What happened between your sister and Cameroth&tmas a long
time ago and only they know the real facts," hdrdiasaid stiffly as
he left her side and returned to his chair by the flt hurt us all,
especially Charles, but the past is the past addnlt want old



wounds reopened now. Michelle is happy— you knowat tfor
yourself—and if Cameron chooses to come back lweled that is
his prerogative. He has inherited a vast estata, rpw—Uncle
Charles was very wealthy.'

'I'm surprised he left it all to him," Candy saittdrly as she flung her
heavy duffel coat, scarf and mittens on a nearlayrcemerging as a
slender, tall young woman with a cascade of wawMyy sair almost
to her waist.

‘Don't be ridiculous,' her father said sharply.d@&s loved his son;
he was all he had. Don't let old memories sour poigs; you're too
sweet for that.'

'‘Huh!" She eyed her father balefully as she bewindo remove some
tiny sticky balls that had got embedded in Jaspe&sfrom the dense
undergrowth on the hillside. 'That was said tonigueheek.’

‘Maybe.' Her father allowed himself a small smieha surveyed his
volatile younger daughter. 'But Cameron may welhkee to stay,
and, in a small village like this, open war will keslife very difficult
for a number of people. You must let the past stdlge past, Candy.
| mean it.'

'‘Dad, I'm a matronly schoolteacher of twenty-twshe answered
drily. 'l think | can decide for myself how | tre@ameron Strythe if |
happen to see him again.'

'Oh, you'll see him again.' Her mother's voice vesigned. 'We all
will. You might as well get used to the idea. Hewmwvns most of the
village, remember, and, like it or not, both yoattier's job and this
house are under his control.'

'Oh, Dad." She stared, stricken-faced, at her fath® manager of
Charles's huge farm, her father had always enjayddse friendship



with his employer, the two having grown up togetheand it had
never occurred to her before that their very livetid was tied up
with their relationship with the Strythes. Even heb, as village
schoolteacher, could be said to rely on 'the bigskf as the farm was
called in the village. She knew Uncle Charles hagdtkhe school
going for years after the council had wanted tseld and transfer
the thirty or so pupils to a bigger school a bds away.

Her stomach turned over. This was something she reacer
foreseen, never imagined in her wildest dreams. Elowld she have
been so naive? Cameron's name had never been neshifa years,
by unspoken consent on the part of all concerngicshie should have
realised he would inherit, being the only chilched father. It was an
Impossible situation to be reliant on him for theery existence,
unimaginable!

'I'm going to get changed. Don't forget David iskpng us up at six,'
she said miserably as she walked slowly from themyaheerful

room into the colder hall. That was another thimat tvas grating on
her nerves these days. She had known David sineecshld

toddle—all the village children enjoyed close fdships, being such
a small community—but lately his feelings for heesied to have
undergone a subtle change which was becoming nimiews each
time they met. She liked him—of course she did;rgwee liked

David—but anything romantic... She grimaced assstielown at her
dressing-table in her small bedroom, her eyes ngowiconsciously
to the window and the panoramic view over the Devountryside

outside that never ceased to thrill her. When Mlehead left to get
married her parents had offered her the bigger rdmum she had
preferred to stay in her own, where every mornimgfirst sight that
met her eyes was rolling meadows dotted with grpeattle, and the
faint outline of gently undulating hills beyond.

Unlike her sister, who had revelled in the brighghts and longed to
escape from what she considered 'a dead worldjyJ@ad ached for



the sound of ancient church bells pealing out amaam summer
evening when she was in London at university, gnfor the
atmosphere of serenity and the timelessness that
sixteenth-century village offered. Most of the bduilgs were
buff-washed, nestling beneath the traditional ciogerof heavy
thatch, from which quaint little semi-dormer lead@dndows
emerged. Now, when she visited Michelle in her $rt@wn house
with a-H mod cons and the best that money could buy only
emotion she felt was one of faint depression andease of
confirmation that she had made the right decisidmeir own life. She
had been offered a couple of prime career moveslearing
university with a first-class degree, but had pmef@ to come home
and take over the village school, enabling theentrschoolteacher,
Mrs Jacobs, to take a long-delayed world cruisd \Wwetr husband.
Mrs Jacobs had made no secret of her desire fahQarstep into her
shoes for years.

Altogether life had been good, apart from the atidn of David's
growing affection. Until today. When she had rheh. She gazed
vacantly into the dressing-table mirror, blindhe heart-shaped face
with its huge, beautiful, heavily lashed eyes amticdtely shaped
mouth that gazed back at her from the misty rafiact

They were all ready and waiting when David calleoihptly at six,
and the short journey to his parents' home tooknooe than two
minutes in his lovingly nurtured old banger. He reed a trifle
subdued, but that suited Candy, lost as she wasriown thoughts,
and her parents were more than capable of keepenganversation
chugging along.

‘Mother has invited an old friend of yours, app#senDavid's voice
was sheepish as he helped them off with their coatthe hall
preparatory to going through to the spacious oakHzs
sitting-room at the back of the house.



'Oh, yes?' Candy was instantly suspicious. Mrs Kelavas the
biggest gossip in the village, besides being thetmohappy, restless
woman Candy had ever met. She adored intrigue, @ddrng the
most innocent of happenings in a way that coulg beldescribed as
malicious, and inventing what was lacking. Her pgs&new David's
parents on a social level, exchanging dinner itions like the one
tonight now and again, but she could never havedadrthem friends
of the family.

As she stepped through the living-room door anduthmistakable
deep, throaty voice met her ears she had the insgndse to turn
and run for a shaming, fleeting moment, beforech@r came up and
her face set in what her father often called tlatlédo zone'. That
woman! She had invited Cameron Strythe here. Jusiee the
reaction of them all.

'Vivien, Ernest and dear Candice.' Mrs Clarke mol@dard in a

theatrical pose like an actress in a third-rate imoklier pointed,
narrow face alive with hard curiosity. 'How lovety see you, and |
think you know dear Cameron.' She indicated thie $dént figure

behind her with an affected wave of her hand. Camhred him a
fleeting glance and, catching the stunned expressidhose blue
eyes, assumed correctly that he had had no ideagh&htinner guests
were either. She also noticed the beard had geaging a faintly

paler skin underneath to the rest of the hard,ddrface, and that
some time in the afternoon he had had a haircwg.shhart, indolent
man standing to one side of their little throng wase recognisable
as the old Cameron. It made it even easier tothate

'He only got back last night,” Mrs Clarke continuetb the growing
silence, her small black eyes flashing from onethe other in
satisfied spite, 'and we couldn't leave him toadate on his first day
back on English soil, could we?' She gave theitigkialse laugh that
always caused Candy's teeth to grate. 'l don'tcagopou realised he
was home.' The last was said to her mother, whoreated to the



spot just inside the door, and Candy came immdgitdaéher rescue,
forcing a light laugh as she took her mother'samchguided her to an
easy-seat near by.

'I met Cameron this afternoon, as it happens.'

'You did?' The harsh voice was quizzical, and asd@aurned to
meet his eyes she saw there was a frankly appxecgieam on his
face as he took in her slim, full-breasted figurd heavy fall of silky
red hair. 'l obviously was too far away to see you.

‘Not at all.' Her big brown eyes were tight onflaise now and no one
present could fail to read their expression of caldmitigated
dislike. 'You threatened to shoot my dog, if yomesnber.’

The words hung for a moment in the breathlessc¢imat had fallen
on the assembled company, and then Mrs Clarkedritier false
laugh into the tense stillness. 'Oh, Candice, yaxelsuch a strange
sense of humour, always so contrary.'

'You don't believe me?' She shot round on the tunfiate Mrs Clarke
as though she had jet- propelled heels. 'Ask Hiem).tAsk him what
he did with his afternoon.’

‘That was you?' He stared at the tall, beautifglyomed woman in
front of him with something like disbelief on hiade. 'But you
looked so different...'

'l was muffled from head to foot in a duffel caatarf and Wellington
boots, if you remember,' she said icily, 'but yesas me. And yes,
that was my dog you threatened to destroy." Hes eg&ed him
slowly from head to foot and she allowed a smadhtemptuous
smile to play round her mouth for a moment. 'Yoerseto have
smartened up a little too.'



He stared at her for a long moment as his face ¢toothe texture of
cold granite and his eyes became glacial. 'Well]. wEhere was
savage derision in thegrim voice now. 'So thisitite | carrot-tops.
You sure have changed, sweetheart.’

'You bet your sweet life!" She came back with theent like a pistol

shot, and for a moment their eyes clashed andimaldbitter battle of

wills, with neither giving an inch. It was her fathwho defused the
situation, taking Cameron's arm in a light hold hes turned the
younger man to face him.

'It's been a long time, Cam.' He spoke the nicknaitle no false
friendliness, merely the unaffected respect he slddw all his fellow
human beings, and Candy saw Cameron take a lomgp, bieeath
before his body relaxed and a careful smile tou¢hedirm mouth.

‘Too long.' He included her mother in his glanag, ®andy noticed
the cold blue eyes didn't rest on her for a secbmehs going to give
you a call early tomorrow morning. | shall need rybalp in picking
up some of the strings.’

'‘No problem," her father returned easily. She dtaat him in a
mixture of anger and disappointment. Don't talkhtm, Dad, she
wanted to scream. Hit him and walk out. Her fattliek neither of
these things and there was obvious annoyance oiCMrke's face a
few minutes later as she ushered them to the t&bie.had clearly
been hoping for fireworks, Candy reflected bittergtancing at
David as she sat down and noticing he studiousbydad catching
her eye. Why hadn't he warned them that Cameronhses? He
must have known how painful the first meeting wolodg especially
with a crowd of onlookers. It was a stupid questisime knew the
answer. Mummy's little boy would do as he was t&8de suddenly
realised why his amorous attentions had irritateddo badly. There
had been something almost apologetic in their cinteolding the



same meekness he displayed with his mother. Hesidecforceful
nature had rebelled instinctively.

‘And where have you been hiding yourself for th&t l@n years,
Cameron?' Mrs Clarke asked with artificial sweetnas they all
began on their prawn cocktails.

'l never hide, Mrs Clarke.' He looked his hostesdisii the face as he
spoke and there was something in the dark, harsle tbat must
have warned her he would stand no nonsense. Steetithotly and
bent to retrieve her napkin, which had fallen oe tloor, her thin

mouth tight with irritated annoyance.

‘Your father told me you worked on the oil-rigs fwme time and
then bought a farm in Australia.' Again it was faher who stepped
into the breach. 'l understand you were on the wwayaking your
fortune out there?'

‘Things went well," Cameron answered shortly. d s@ame good men
working for me.' He obviously had no intention asalssing his
private affairs at the dinner table, and Candy toaadmit she didn't
blame him. She was trying to assimilate the knogdeithat her father
and Uncle Charles had discussed Cameron now aird agparently

with no animosity. She was beginning to feel shen'diknow her

father at all.

‘What are your plans for the future?' her moth&edguietly, and as
Cameron turned to her he smiled his first genuimgles of the
evening. Candy felt her heart give a strange lititeh as the cold
blue eyes softened and the years seemed to fayl fmarm him. She
recalled how often he had taken the time to talkeowhen he was
courting her sister, often letting her tag alongicmto Michelle's
disgust, and always referring to her affectionadelycarrot-tops'. Her
hair had been more ginger than red then and shevbiadit, much to
her parents' horror, in a spiky, short tomboy Elgéthad been the only



one who had said it suited her and she had newwikinis eyes be
anything but soft when they looked at her, althotigdre had been
several occasions, even before the split, when ltheybeen as cold
as ice with Michelle. She shook herself mentallg.Wwhs a swine and
a heartless seducer and all the rest had beema 3ha& passage of
time had borne that out.

'I'm not sure yet, Vivien.' He let his gaze roamemothem all now and
Candy fancied it turned glacial as it passed oeerdéd head. 'l shall
make some changes; apart from that | haven't hagltt consider.’

'‘Changes?' Her mother sounded anxious, and Camlylcave killed
him for putting that frown of worry on her mothefiege.

‘My father was a good man, but too easily persuadé¢dnes.' There
was iron in the voice now. 'The school, for instarerom what I've
seen of the business accounts a good deal of nsaeeyed to find its
way in that direction and with Chitten School a fewes away it

seems ridiculous to continue to subsidise what Ssemtially a
decaying building. The council won't spend a pewnyit; they

obviously want it closed.'

He knew! He knew she was the schoolmistress; sulel ¢eel it in
her bones. He was playing with her, like a cat aittnouse. Losing
her job was going to be payment for the way she tbeated him
today.

'‘Oh, but Candy is the teacher there,' her mothdrcggackly, ‘and the
children so love her.’

'You're the teacher?' He turned to face her nowaarshe met the full
force of his cold blue stare her suspicions werdigned. Yes, he
had known. It was written in every line of his pdowarrogant face,
and the small, menacing twist to his mouth woulgeh@onvinced her
If nothing else had. 'Dear, dear." He raked baskhair, so dark a



brown as to be almost black now the bleached eadggbne. 'Well,
we'll have to confer about this, won't we?"

She glared back at him, too angry to consider whatsaid. 'I'm sure
you'll do exactly what you want to regardless olyare else's
feelings, Mr Strythe.' His eyebrows rose mockingtyshe gave him
his full title. "You did ten years ago, and a lempdoesn't change its
spots.'

Her last words had wiped away the small smile hiaal played round
his mouth in satirical contempt as he had listetoeder passionate
outburst and now, as her face turned white withrdadisation of
what she had said in front of everyone, he slowbved his gaze
from hers after one searing glance of utter scorn.

‘This is excellent, Mrs Clarke. My compliments teetchef." The
smooth, controlled voice was like a slap in theefand she sank back
in her seat feeling quite mortified, like a smahlild who had
unwittingly made a serious social blunder.

She kept her eyes on her plate for the next fewutes) looking
neither to left nor right while her hot anger cabknd she gained
control, and when she heard Cameron deep in caatuarswith his
host, a small, meek man normally dwarfed by hisstof a wife, she
raised them slowly and looked his way.

The years had added to his appeal, she admitteldjiggly—if you
liked cold, unfeeling robots, that was! He had alsvaeen tall and
lean, but now his shoulders were powerfully devetbpvith the
muscled strength of a prime athlete. His hair heehlcut short, very
short, which accentuated the chiselled, hard featand steel-blue
eyes with their surprisingly thick lashes. Not @kagood-looking in
the usual mode, she reflected musingly, but shéddmagine the
ladies just falling into those strong arms, wantiegchange the
indifference in those sharp eyes into something. els



There was something about him—a detachment, arfnge® that
would draw some women like a powerful amulet. H®dtout from
the crowd. He always had.

She flushed scarlet suddenly as she became awhig adrk, raised
eyebrows, his eyes tight on her face. He had caughstaring and
she was furious with herself. Whatever would hak#i

'l would like to discuss the school's financesHart Candice.' She
noticed he gave her her full name, and he must reaaembered how
much she hated it! 'Could you call at the houser afbrk tomorrow?'

'l suppose so,' she said bitterly, her expressmtraying that she
thought it was a fruitless exercise. 'lt takes wmetime to clear up,
so I'll be there about five. OK?"'

'Fi«e," he returned easily. 'I'll have some teding

'‘Please don't bother." This polite conversation ndisulous after
what had gone before, she thought irritably. Eveeyoould feel the
undercurrents swirling like a heavy black flood.

'It's no bother." His eyes had narrowed and sheeseagain that
brooding ruthlessness that seemed at the very @ssdrhim now.
‘Mrs Baines is an excellent housekeeper, as I'@ wom know.' She
couldn't bring herself to smile and merely noddediptly, her eyes
cold. 'I'm sure Candice will bring you up to datéwvhat we decide,’
he said now to her father.

'She's her own boss, Cam," her father said quitgilys been for
years.'

'l don't doubt it." There was a cutting note in @aom's voice that
everyone seemed to miss apart from her, Candy tidadefully. He
thought he was so powerful, so omnipotent. Welg siould show



him! If he expected her to grovel to keep the sthopen he had
another think coming. Nothing, nothing on this kavbuld persuade
her to do that. If she had to get another job,esib. BHer qualifications
were good enough to get her in anywhere.

The rest of the evening was fairly uneventful, @liph the discord
between Candy and Cameron fairly reverberated draoi@ room
and everyone was glad when it was time to leave.

As the others milled into the hall, selecting thewats from the
fashionable antique hallstand, Cameron caught Caiadyn, forcing
her to stand still. 'At five, then. I'm looking feard to it." The
arrogantly threatening note irritated her and sheed her huge
brown eyes to his lowered face, her expressiorosard

'Of such is life's little pleasures made.' The sadorher voice was
unmistakable.

‘Exactly." Now his voice was chilling. 'lI've waitedong time to see
you all again.’

'‘We didn't go anywhere,' she bit back furiouslyd dre allowed
himself a small, cold smile.

'So you didn't. My, you've changed. Quite unrecsaglie.' It wasn't
meant as a compliment and she didn't pretend @b itras such.

'You, unfortunately, are just the same.' She wamyad to find her

senses were registering the fact that he smeltide# and a strange
little quiver was causing her stomach muscleseaodatt in protest. He
was so very.. .male. She couldn't think of anydse &ho wore their

masculinity so aggressively.



'l seem to remember we got on all right in the d&ys,' he said
mockingly, and she felt an almost overwhelming ifeputo smack
that imperious face hard!

'l was a child then,' she answered shortly, 'antirem are very
trusting. Then they grow up.'

'l gather that little dig is meant for me?' Theveeof the man! After
all that had happened, to stand there looking réatingly pleased
with himself!

‘Candy! Are you coming?' David's voice soundedthaipossessive,
and she caught the contemplative look in Camemyes as David
walked in with her coat, helping her into it with annecessary air of
ownership.

As they made their goodbyes she was vitally awarhetall dark
figure looking on just behind his hosts, and oncethe car she
maintained a cool silence until David pulled upsig their house.
'‘Go on in, you two; | just want a word with Davidhere was
something in her tone that caught her mother'sitate

'It's been a long day, dear; why don't you--?'

'‘Mum, please. | won't be a minute." Her tone wastepdout
uncompromising and her mother bowed to the inelataGandy
guessed her mother had sensed what she was alsaytaad wanted
to talk her out of it. She had been hoping for soime that she and
David would become more than friends, but had knbetter than to
come straight out with her matchmaking.

Once they were alone she turned to David with dahe$ were
uncharacteristically hard. "What have you got tofeayourself?'



'‘What about?' He couldn't hold her gaze. His eyepmkd to the
dashboard and he fiddled with the radio, settlimyaoloud pop
programme that grated round the car.

*You knew he would be there tonight, didn't you?s\Wia there when
you left to fetch us?'

'‘No, of course not.' She knew he was lying; it wesvery weak line
of his face.

‘Well, as far as I'm concerned you've let me doadiya | don't trust
you." She spoke in a quiet, reasonable tone, and faoment the
impact of her words didn't strike home, and thestace turned a dull
red.

‘Now look here, Candy--'

'‘No, you look here.' She still was speaking qujdilyt now there was
a throbbing anger in her voice that made him shftomfortably in

his seat. 'l happen to think that friendship ismportant thing and |
expect my friends to support me as | do them. Yoevkthat man
would be there tonight and you also knew all thetany. | don't

happen to consider myself or my family entertaintienone of your

mother's sick schemes. What she did tonight wascioas and

spiteful and you backed her all the way.'

‘This is ridiculous..." His voice faded as she @ukthe car door
jerkily.

'‘Goodbye, David.' She banged the car door with $eictity that it
bounced open again, but she entered the houseuwvighbackward
glance.

What an evening! As she lay in bed, gazing up endarkness to the
pale glow of the ceiling, she could have almosghad if it weren't



all so tragic. She had lost her job and David i dall swoop,

although the latter she was well rid of, and itked as though her
little band of children, more like family than ahyig else, were
going to be turned out of their school and foraedtke the journey
to Chitten. Her heart gave a little wrench as sbeiped them one by
one in her mind. Little Ann Cartwright was doingwell, in spite of

her severe speech impediment, but she would justeshup in the

anonymity of a big school, and Kevin... Now sheldali stop the hot
tears from seeping out of her eyes. He had logather recently in a
farming accident and was still at the stage wherevas clinging to

her all day long. He would never cope with a chamigechools.

How she hated Cameron Strythe! She sat up in beddesily and
clenched her fists in helpless frustration. The mwas a monster, a
cold, unfeeling monster. Well, he couldn't just eoback and wreck
all their lives for the second time. She bit on lyuntil she tasted
blood. She would stop him. She didn't know how,dhe would stop
him, if it was the last thing she ever did. She ldali rest until he was
crushed and broken... as Michelle had been omtghat so long ago
when he had left the house with his head held drghshe had raced
into the sitting-room to hear her sister moaninge lan animal,
crouched on her knees on the carpet.

She would wait until either fate or opportunity @utveapon in her
hands and then she would use it, without pity ard no regard for
his feelings.

He would find that the younger Baker sister wasmdh a push-over
as her big sister. She would play him at his owme&a-and win!



CHAPTER TWO

IN THE cold light of day Candy woke up to the knowledpatt
Cameron Strythe was holding all the aces and shted Hdonday
mornings! The school was always freezing owing teiny
unoccupied all weekend, and the huge, unsightliatad that were
so inefficient always took all day to get the plagam.

After fixing a light breakfast of toast and coffglee sat curled up on
the sitting-room window-seat watching the rain pdawn outside.
‘Come down to earth, girl,’ she muttered to hersgléhe sipped the
hot liquid slowly. "You haven't got an earthly agsihim." It would
be the easiest thing in the world to close dowrstieol; the council
had been angling for it for years. It had only b&mtonel Strythe's
influence on the various committees he attendads fiie big, fat
allowance he made the school each year, that ha#dtlgoen this far,
and obviously all that had come to an end.

'Oh, Jasper..." She allowed herself the brief igeln¢e of wallowing
in self-pity for a few moments, her head buriethia warm, thick fur
of the golden retriever, then squared her shouldetserminedly.
Well, "She might not be able to fight him with reddo the school,
but she wouldn't leave a stone unturned to makeittisry as empty
as possible.

* k% %

‘Good morning, Miss Baker.' For the second timeesihis return

Cameron forced her to give an exclamation of ssepais she swung
round from the blackboard mid-morning to see hianding just

inside the classroom door. 'l hope I'm not intrg@nHis eyes dared
her to speak her mind with the children watchingl &xpressed
malicious satisfaction when she forced herselp&agk pleasantly.

‘Not at all, Mr Strythe. What can | do for you?'



'l just thought | would pop in and see you at wohe answered
coolly. 'l trust you have no objection.'

‘What a pity.' Her eyes darted black fire, but imeuth was smiling

for the little onlookers surveying them so inteeedy. 'It's time for

the children's playtime." As she provided eachdchith a carton of
milk and an apple, another of Colonel Strythe'ssilggs, she was
aware of Cameron taking note of the crumbling plaabd creaking
floorboards, but ignored him pointedly. 'It's stedpaining, children,
All out into the playground. Mrs Harris has justiaed.’

When the last child had left the room and she Hemtked that they
were all safely in the small playground with Katéarris, one of the
mother-helpers, she turned to Cameron with a frartkbstile
expression on her face. 'Well?'

"You know, you really do have the most charming waéth you,' he
drawled slowly as he walked over to the empty midmsket and
flicked the lid with one finger. 'And who provid#ss little service
each day? And don't tell me the council, because glave free milk
up years ago.'

'It was never given up at this school,’ Candy amsd/eoldly. "Your
father always saw to it that the required numbecartons of milk
and apples were delivered each morning.’

‘And who twisted his arm for that little act of geasity?' His voice
was purposely insulting.

'l have no idea,' she returned acidly, 'considerings merely a child
myself at the time. Does it matter? Your fatheedlichildren, unlike
some men.' She didn't even try to hide the medmhind her barbed
words.

'‘Meaning | don't?' There was an element of bewntagrt in his face.



‘Jamie is nearly ten years old now.' She had gléast him along the
way; she could see it in the narrowing puzzleménhaose piercing
blue eyes. 'Jamie, Michelle's child." His face bamstl at the
explanation and his mouth straightened into a trnel line.

'S0?' He was looking down at her in spite of hersaderable height.
He must be at least six feet four, she thoughtevently, and then
returned to the attack, annoyed that her mind cowddder at a
moment like this.

‘507" She could feel the colour of her cheeks watsimmg the red of
her hair but she didn't care. This man was inctedibsolutely
incredible! 'Aren't you even interested in seeimg

‘Any particular reason why | should be?' he saitillgp his face
thundery.

She was saved the necessity of a reply by a timidking at the door
that led into the playground. 'Please, miss..tld_itulie Roberts was
standing on the threshold with one arm supportivelynd Kevin's
thin, trembling shoulders. 'He wants you.'

'‘What's wrong, Kevin?' She went down on her heelgant of the
small, woebegone figure, who lifted a grubby, ts@ined face up to
her with a loud sniff.

' want me mam.'

'You know she's coming for you later, after workdaGrandma is
picking you up for lunch, isn't she?' He noddeddiy, a wealth of
sadness in his large blue eyes. She rose up withrhher arms and
carried him over to her chair, ignoring Cameroriresigh he didn't
exist.



'It's your birthday soon, isn't it?' She had foumthe last few weeks
since his father had died that distraction was blest policy,

combined with a close cuddle. He nodded again,ithgpkp at her
quickly.

‘How old will you be?’

‘You know, miss.' He wriggled delightedly at hekiag.

'Oh, yes.' She pretended to consider a momentnfivane, isn't it?'
'Six.'

'Six?' She clapped a hand over her mouth in moalohdBut you're
enormous! You aren't kidding me, are you?' He shuskead, but
she noticed that the tears had dried up and a sm#i was playing
round the milk-stained mouth.

'l bet you'll get lots of presents.' She knew fdiaet that half the
village had already bought the small lad a gifinsed and horrified
as they all were at the tragic accident.

'l can't have a party.' He turned his great eyetouper again. 'Me
mam hasn't got enough pennies this year.' He waslglgoing to
follow the train of thought that would lead himwdy and his father's
death, so she cut in quickly, her voice bright.

'‘Oh, we're having a party here for you,' she imm@&d rapidly. ‘A big
cake and streamers and everything.'

‘And balloons?' His face had suddenly become ahghktshe smiled
as she nodded vigorously.

'‘Of course, lots of balloons. Do you want to go ael the other
children now and then you can all start lookingvard to it.'



‘Me tell them?' This was clearly the icing on tlaé&e and he slid off
her lap and marched to the door, his thin shouldqrsared with
importance.

‘What was all that about?' She had almost forgg@iameron was
there, but now he moved round to her side from wier had been
standing leaning quietly against the wall. 'Do y@ve parties for all
the children?’

She felt it was another criticism on needless edjpere and glared at
him angrily, her face burning. 'Of course not, Kevin has lost his

father recently and there's only him and his mothiee grandparents
help, but she's finding it hard and the pair oftheren't over the first
shock yet.'

'Is that Mike Wilson's son?' His voice was hardie 8odded slowly.

'l read the report on that yesterday. It happenedny father's
property, didn't it? The man pulled down-a loadstzcked logs on
himself when he was drunk.’

'He'd been drinking the night before, yes," Canaigwaered tightly,
'but | understand the accident was just one ofettioisigs.'

‘Hardly." Cameron's voice was cold. 'The insuracm@pany don't
want to know. There was no negligence on my faghpatt, just sheer
stupidity on Wilson's side. From the amount of htwostill in his
system I'm amazed he could have stood up. I'mdatre family
won't get a penny in damages.'

‘They already know that,' she answered shortlpuasted by his lack
of compassion. 'And don't worry, they have no ihtenof trying to
get you to pay anything.' She almost spat the watdsm. He was
worse than ever she had imagined. She would neer believed a
human being could be so devoid of even the moshesitary



tenderness. There had been no sympathy in his,yostecold, harsh
censure and biting condemnation.

'I'm aware of that,' he answered abruptly, his der&d tilted to one
side as he considered her furious face. 'You'reroheted to cast me
in the role of wicked black baron, aren't you? Da yalways make
such snap judgements? | wouldn't have thought wr yme of
profession that was very wise." There it was ag#iat subtle
criticism of her capabilities!

'It's no snap judgement where you are concernéd, answered
bitingly. 'I've had ten years to make up my mindwathyou.’

‘And hating me for every one of them?' he askedkmggy.

'‘Dead right." She turned and looked him full in thee. 'To me you
are the lowest thing that ever walked this earme€ron Strythe; a
fly-blown maggot is more appealing than you.'

‘A doubtful comparison, but | think | get the megsaThe man was
so infuriatingly in control, she thought wildly, && moved lazily
towards the door from which he had entered. Heetiran the
threshold and held her with his icy blue gaze. [Dake it | am the
heartless villain and your sister is thepure winitecent in this vivid
Imagination of yours?"

‘She was pregnant with your child and you walkeidoouher,” Candy
answered baldly. 'Those are the facts; you caahgh them.’

'‘And if | denied that?'
'l wouldn't believe you.'

'l thought so: The light from the window was tumiher hair into
glowing fire as she stood looking at him, her eyesat black pools of



pain in her chalk- white face. He shook his heanvil, his face
closed against her.

'Oh, what a tangled web we weave...'

'‘What?' Her voice was sharp and he shook his hgaith,ahis face
clearing.

'Five tonight at the house, Candy.'

'"You still want me to come?' She stared at himuirpgse. She had
thought after this little exchange there would b¢éhmg left to say.
She wouldn't have been surprised if he had comk &ad pinned a
notice on the door stating the school was closeitlfurther notice!

He nodded abruptly as he left, leaving her stanmgerably at the
empty doorway. What a mess! What a hopeless, intgessiess.
She wondered how long it would be before he colbdecthem
down. There would' be official channels to go tlylo@and such like,
but with Colonel Strythe gone their only supportl vanished, and
the council would be quick to point that out. Shomths, nine
months, certainly no more. The council had beentimgaifor an

opportunity like this for years.

The first faint fingers of dusk were touching tHedagrey sky as she
made her way towards the farm later that day. Ntynshe would
have enjoyed the walk to the Strythe house, takiegsure in the
small hump-backed bridge below which the crystakclwaters of
the gurgling stream were forded by stepping- stoaed the huge,
sweeping drive lined with evergreen yews, oakslae®th trees, but
today the beauty around her was wasted. Her whelegbwas
concentrated on the confrontation ahead and shelrgasing it. She
wished Charles Strythe hadn't died; she wished @amfeadn't come
back; she wished so many things...



'Hello, Miss Candy." Mrs Baines ushered her int@ twide

wood-panelled hall with a beaming smile. 'lt's lgvéo see you
again, makes it seem more like old times." The dored-cheeked
face took on a sober expression that didn't sit @vethe plump little
woman. Mrs Baines had been with Colonel Strythéoag as she
could remember, Candy mused; she must be missngltgadfully.

'‘Come to see Mr Cameron, | understand? You gotimadrawing-
room and I'll tell him you're here.’

Candy made her way to the drawing-room, lookinghtbthis room

she had always loved as she entered. The Strytheehoas built

more in the style of a country mansion than ofaberage farmhouse
seen scattered through the county. The rooms \aege land high,
with beautifully sculptured ceilings and vast wimdeeats, thick,

deep carpets and long velvet curtains.

The grounds around the house were lovingly caredrid the stables
situated some distance away were always in pristioedition,
housing some fine mounts. According to her fatlibe Strythe
family had diversified into many other areas besi@geming,creating
enormous wealth, although the family home withaitses of prime
Devonshire cattle and sheep had always been CaRinghe's first
love.

She glanced at his portrait now as she stood b#femnmaring log fire
waiting for Cameron's arrival, noting the light eleyes, the firm
mouth and that small dimple in his chin that Camenad inherited
too. She missed him. She really did. The beautifom, with its rich

deep red curtains and upholstery and fine antiqusttire, seemed
empty without his benign presence.

'I'm sorry to have kept you waiting." She hadn'ticenl Cameron
come in, lost as she was in the past, and stardéehtly for the third

time since his homecoming. 'Do you suffer with yaerves?' From
anyone else the question, asked as it was in quoaterned tones,



might have been genuine, but as she looked inteyais she saw dark
devilment gleaming out at her.

‘No, | do not," she returned sharply, flushing yotl

'Do | make you nervous, then?' He had moved clusérer as he
spoke and for the second time she became awahabfantalising

smell that was a part of him. It stirred somethdegp inside her that
she would prefer not to be stirred.

'‘No." As she spoke the denial she realised it wigs He'did make her
nervous, horribly nervous, and that in turn madeangry.

'‘Good,' he said lazily. He had changed since thatnimg and,
looking at him in casual trousers and a heavy Agsameater, she
became aware that he really was quite devastataigigctive. She
caught her wandering thoughts savagely. She hadalty just
thought that... had she?

'You wanted to see me?' She kept her voice coobasimesslike and
walked with studied calm from the comforting warnaththe fire to
the big easy- chair near by, perching on the entasfd crossing her
hands on her lap.

'‘Now | can almost believe you are a schoolteacltmemwou look like
that,' he said mockingly as he took in her stéihse. 'Although with
that hair and those eyes it's almost impossibt®toprehend.’

'‘What do you mean?' she asked furiously. 'Schadiera are people;
we come in all shapes and sizes.'

‘There aren't many with a shape like yours," hentsyed quickly.
‘You can't tell me you were short of male admikehen you were at
university. I've been there; | know what a femdte lyou about the
place would do to the male population.’ There wameselement in



his voice she couldn't place and she stared atunicertainly for a
moment.

'I've had boyfriends, yes,' she said slowly, dislikthe way the
conversation was going. 'No more and no less thgmother girl, |
suppose.’

‘Anyone special?' His voice was casual.

'‘Look, | really don't think that's any of your boess,’ she said
sharply. 'I'm here to discuss the school's futuredack of it,'’ she
added bitterly. 'Shall we get on with it?'

‘Impatient little puss, aren't you?' he said mogkinsmiling slightly
as she glared back at him. 'But | suppose you destined to be
prickly and bad- tempered with hair the colouriod.f

‘I am not prickly or bad-tempered—usually,’ she estighointedly,
‘and please cut the chit-chat. You won't charm ke Strythe, so
don't try.'

'l wouldn't dream of it," he said cryptically.

It was some time later when Mrs Baines broughtbétéa-trolley and
by then Candy had to admit that putting money the school in a
business sense was like pouring it down the d&he.couldn't justify
Cameron's continuing his father's patronage in dimancial
argument, but then Colonel Strythe hadn't looked itoras an
investment in any other sense but a human one ad&mmown how
much the villagers wanted their children taughtl he had seen
how happy their offspring were in familiar surroumgk, and once he
had satisfied himself that the academic standasigead enough he
had been more than prepared to be magnanimouswit afford it,
he had once told Candy, and the amount he spaeedctiool and



village was lost in the Strythe finances. Obviousiy son thought
differently!

She glared at him now as he gravely thanked Mred®aand took the
heavy trolley from her, opening the door for heletave. He could be
so sickeningly pleasant when he pleased, but h&tdabl her for a
minute. She had seen what loving him had done tcsiséer, and
Colonel Strythe had never been the same againfoas®n had left.
This man left devastation and havoc wherever he.\&e wondered
how many broken hearts were scattered across Aastra

'l won't say, "a penny for your thoughts", becatraekly | think |
would be better not knowing,' the deep, husky vaiael cynically.
She focused her eyes sharply, aware she had beieg g& him with
her thoughts far away. 'Help yourself to sandwiched cake and
please try to force yourself to eat, whatever yookt of the present
company. Mrs Baines will be most upset if most o tdoesn't
disappear.'

Candy had always been blessed with a particulathyst appetite
that rarely faltered whatever the circumstanced,the selection of
wafer-thin sandwiches, temptingly filled rolls, yimdividual pork
pies and mouth-watering homemade cakes was too gooekist.
Cameron had pulled two easy-chairs closer to tkeeébffore bringing
the trolley to her side, switching on the teleuwsis he sat down. It
was too cosy, too companionable, but she was huragmg by
concentrating on the flickering screen she foureltsdd demolished
a good proportion of the food by the time she witls $he looked up
to find a pair of amused steel-blue eyes fixed enface.

‘Good grief, girl, do you always eat like that?5kaze roved down
her slender figure in wonder.

'"Ypu did say to eat.. .whatever | think of the pregscompany.’' The
last was added with wry defiance and she swung backeavy fold



of rich silky hair from her shoulders. 'l had betb® going now.
You've made your point about the school; | reatin'tthink--'

'l haven't made any point as far as I'm aware amenast certainly
have not finished this discussion,' he said cadiye rang the bell by
the side of the fireplace. When Mrs Baines hadrelbéhe remains of
the meal, exclaiming in pleasure at the appreciatioher cooking,
he closed the door behind her and moved back thiais, turning off
the television as he did so.

‘There is another point | want to discuss with y8andy, so forget
the school problem for a moment.' She resentedruglaer nickname
on his lips almost as much as she had done whémadhealled her
Candice. The poor man can't win, she thought wigkgept that no
one in their right mind would ever describe Camegtrythe as a
poor man.

‘Your father is the same age as mine, | underst&@ia?stared at him
blankly. What on earth had her father's age to iflo anything?

‘'ve no idea. | suppose they must be close in #g®y grew up
together, after all.’

'‘Well, at sixty I think your father deserves someans without having
the responsibility of what is a very taxing joblue shoulders. If Dad
had taken it easier he might still be here now.'

She stared at him as the meaning of his wordsddt¢hrough to her
brain. "You aren't going to sack him? You cant¥& $ose abruptly to
her feet, her eyes tragic.

'‘Don't be so ridiculous, woman.' His voice cut tigb her like a
razor. 'I'm talking about retirement.’



'Retirement?' she mumbled. 'But he doesn't wamgtie. The cottage
and everything—where would they live?' This laskthad taken her
by surprise and for a moment she couldn't get hed o function
properly, and then, as hot, blinding rage took pgbe took a step
towards him, drawing him to his feet by her fury.

'You swine; you total, absolute swine!" She wasdomaged to see
how white his face had gone and how those cold bgesbecome
positively arctic. "You come back here after aié tme and what do
you do?' She was almost incoherent in her angest {ou are going
to close down the school and | don't know what Kewill do..." She
gave a gasping sob as she took breath. '‘And thdnyda're going to
take out your spite on Dad as well. And what haeedane to you? It
was you who messed up our lives; you've had a oltetime...
making your fortune in Australia, and now everythis yours--'

'Stop it.' He had reached her side in one stridg@ok her arms in his
hands, shaking her slightly as her voice rose aoetiige of hysteria.
‘Control yourself.'

‘Control myself?' Her voice was a shriek, but sbealdn't have
stopped the avalanche if she had wanted to andidh&want to. She
wanted to scream and yell at him, wanted to clasvféace with her
hands. She hated him, oh, she did, so much.

As his hand came across her face in a sharp stagutiprise of it cut

off her voice as though with a knife and then teg&tmiminute he had
pulled her into his arms, holding her shaking fegalose as he talked
In quiet, reasonable tones. 'I'm sorry, Candy/ vaid to do that; you

were going to make yourself ill." She wanted togite, wanted to

fight him, but suddenly the adrenalin had all gand it was only his

hands on her body keeping her upright.

'You haven't given me a chance to explain, to nyakeunderstand.’
He was speaking into the soft silk of her hair, lhead pressed into



the front of his chest, and now he lifted her fath one hand, gazing
down into the tear-drenched huge eyes. 'How caarango beautiful
be so obstinate?' There was a note in his voicealisimd dare dwell
on, but it made her want to cry even more. 'Whait isith you,
carrot-tops?"

As his mouth came down on hers she knew she oaghksist. This
was Cameron, who had used her sister so badly@mdvas ripping
her safe little world apart, but with a sense afrtwoshe realised she
had been waiting for this since the first time Bad seen him again.
He was so different to any other man she had eeérsu...

As the kiss deepened his probing lips opened hérs effortless
ease, speaking of his practised seduction, budwtihshe recognised
his expertise she was powerless to stop him. Itanlass, only a kiss,
and yet he had her whole body trembling and acasthough they
had been making love for hours. She had alwayshkdigit those
books that spoke of the heroine becoming helplesemuthe hero's
passion, but she was experiencing it now!

'S0 sweet, so very, very sweet..." His breath vedshd clean as his
mouth moved to her throat, kissing the pulse bgatm frantically

until she thought she would faint with the thrifi ib. He had her

pressed close into his body, moulding her shapgasoand as she
became aware of his arousal she knew a moment&r-fiveet

satisfaction that he wanted her; he wanted heharabuldn't hide the
fact.

As his tongue ravaged the secret places of herhmshg knew a
sensual pleasure she had never experienced ble&wddy conscious
that he was moving down her throat and still dowvthe soft swell of
her breasts, moving aside her blouse with pracesse. His hands
and mouth were both tender and forceful and shewessnerised by
it all, by this delicious intoxication that had &k over her whole
body.



Somewhere, dimly, she heard a telephone ringingthat was in
another world. Her world was here in this room,hwé growing,
whirling crescendo of feeling, and the soft, craakiglow of the fire
red against her closed eyelids.

The tap on the door and Mrs Baines's voice ackeddidraught of
cold water. She jerked violently out of Cameronmsi\sy glancing

wildly at the closed door, and then became fullyaeanof the state of
her undress as she stood swaying and dazed in ittdlenof the

room.

‘Just a moment, Mrs Baines.' Cameron's voice wasgiaably cool,
and she knew a second's intense, burning humiliatche waited for
her to fasten the tiny silver buttons of her bloasd straighten her
tumbled hair before moving across the room. Shedhdas Baines's
voice, but couldn't distinguish what she said tiglothe drumming in
her ears. What had she don&Pat had she dofieTo fall into his
arms like that! After everything she had said, radteerything he had
done!

She glanced frantically at the closed door anddh€ameron's voice,
low and controlled, talking to someone in the Hd#é. must be on the
telephone. How was she going to face him again? Wasvshe going
to endure the cool, sardonic mockery that thoseblge eyes

managed so well?

She looked towards the window hidden behind thickvet
full-length curtains. She knew the dining-room vwomg led on to the
bowling-green-smooth lawns at the back of the hods&v often she
had played there as a young child while the resheftwo families
socialised inside, running in and out with garladsdaisies and
handfuls of buttercups picked from the small cdpsgond the lawns,
and later she had often sat in the shade of thedlgoordering the
lawns with Uncle Charles while Mrs Baines servednthtea.She
didn't think about her actions; she just knew sie to escape before



Cameron returned. It was easy to slip out through full-length
windows, shutting them carefully behind her, arehtshe ran like a
young deer across the lawns until she reachedrie, dnly feeling
safe once she was on the road that skirted thageill She was
halfway home, keeping to the shadows, before shieseel she had
left her bag with its mass of homework correctisitisng by the side
of her chair in the dining-room. 'Damn, damn, darh&he ground
her teeth angrily. Well, she couldn't go back ndhere was no way
she was facing him again tonight. She would ratvedk through fire
backwards.

There was only Jasper to greet her when she redcmee, for which
she was supremely thankful. After fixing hersetfup of coffee, she
carried it with her into her bedroom, drinking @wi in hot, reviving
gulps as she ran a warm, scented bath. She neededk, soak away
the seductive memory of his hands and mouth ofidwr, the sense
of burning betrayal of Michelle she was feelingtthad her gazing
wide- eyed at her reflection in the mirror as thougjaring at a
stranger.

‘How could you, Candy? How could you do that?' Wiete-faced
girl looking back at her could give her no answer.

As she stepped into the bath she heard the phagestridently
downstairs and her stomach jumped into her modté . faused, with
one leg in the water, relaxing only when it stopped all was quiet
again. Within minutes she heard Jasper barkinglokeldly and her
father's voice, and then seconds later, as shemasking her hair,
digging her fingers into her scalp until it huhtetphone rang again.

'‘Candy?' Her mother's voice sounded outside therd@n door.
‘Cam's on the phone. Can you take it?'

'‘No, sorry.' Her voice sounded amazingly normade ‘Just got in the
bath.’



'Oh, right." Her mother's voice sounded faintly gpexed but she
heard footsteps padding downstairs and she wais lpftace again.

As she lay in the thick, scented water, the bubbde®ring her arms
and legs, hot resentment took the place of thehargshumiliation
that had had her in its grip. He had tried th#ielseduction scene on
purpose; he must think she was crazy! How low ca@uldan .get?
She sat up straight in her anger, the water runinidgamond rivulets
down her back. He was going to close the schookanHt her father,
however he wanted to dress it up. That was whahdunted to, and
he thought that bit of cheap lovemaking could e¢asélow. Maybe
he thought that having got one sister twisted rdurdittle finger so
many years ago he would have no trouble with tinerobne. She
ground her teeth in helpless frustration. And saéntt exactly led
him to believe differently, had she? She groanetisdid under the
water for a few seconds, holding her breath ashttevater washed
across her face.

What else was he going to do now he was back apdwerful? He
had virtually written poor Kevin's mother off withba penny; he
obviously didn't care about the village, the peppleything. There
was no reason why he should, but surely a litttagassion wouldn't
hurt too much? As she came up for air she realmrdmind was
going round in circles and climbed wearily out ln¢ tath.

She would fight him—more than ever now she woutitfhim—but
one thing she had learnt tonight. He fought dirtgl & she wanted to
win she had to fight dirtier still. She squared Sleoulders under the
thick, fleecy towelling-robe as her eyes glintedhnihe light of
battle. 'So be it, Cameron Strythe," she mutter¢éd ithe steamy,
damp room. 'No holds barred, just the way you vitant



CHAPTER THREE

'‘AND where the hell did you get to last night?' Canedd lexpected

mockery or cool indifference, but nothing had prepaher for the

furious, rapier-sharp voice that speared her asahat her desk at
lunchtime with the sound of the children's laugtgehnoing in from

the playground.

'l beg your pardon?' She rounded indignantly ta fldameron
standing in the doorway like before, but this time face was dark
with anger and his eyes were as cold as ice.

"You will beg; before I'm finished with you | cassare you you will
beg!" His voice was a low snarl and if she hadeérbseated she was
sure her legs would have given way at the savagdns face as he
flung her bag on the floor.

'l searched the grounds for you and then the lldglidn't know
where you'd gone, you little idiot!"

'Home, of course.'" She glared at him angrily. "“fihwoned, didn't
you? You know that.'

‘You've got a nerve. You Baker sisters take sonatirg for sheer,
cold-blooded nerve.' She realised with a startigigse that his voice
was fairly shaking with anger and something else sbuldn't
fathom.

'What?' He'd lost her here.

‘Nothing." He waved away her question with a wegegture of
contempt. 'l don't believe this; | don't believa Hctually bothering to
talk to you instead of taking you over my knee gndng you the
thrashing of your life.'



'You just try it!"" She reared up like a small tiggeand his eyes
narrowed with hated amusement.

‘Don't tempt me, just don't tempt me."

She had been wondering all morning how she woudd fFam again
after the travesty of the night before, but attii¢last hurdle was over,
she reflected wryly as she watched him pace thenrdbd was

comforting somehow that he wasn't his normal ceatdonic self,
although she couldn't have explained why. His amges preferable
to that mocking coldness that chilled her blood.

'If you ever, ever do anything like that again Inkde responsible for
my actions.' He had come to stand in front of remkdand she stared
at him from behind its comforting bulk.

'l don't think that sort of situation will ever s again, so you needn'’
worry yourself on that score,' she said tightlyydu will go around
leaping on women you should expect--'

‘Leaping on you?' He stared at her astounded moorment and then
she was furious to see him throw back his headbaiidw a peal of

laughter that echoed round the high ceiling. 'lat twhat you've

decided happened in that busy little brain of y8uke had stopped
laughing now, but there was a cruel twist to hisutho 'Listen,

sweetheart, | was there; | know what happened artbsyou.' His

voice was punishingly hard. 'lI've no intention abduring the point,
but you enjoyed it as much as | did—and | did.'éyed her up and
down in insulting slowness. 'Yes, | sure did. Y@ack quite a punch
after that touch-me-not act.’

She felt the hot colour start in her toes and wikards. She'd asked
for this, but how he was enjoying it! She maintdira icy silence,

staring him straight in the eye, and he shook k&dhslowly as he
turned away and walked to the door.



'l haven't worked all this out yet, but | will," Baid coolly. 'And if it's
as | think then some people have got a hell ot @fi@xplaining to
do.'

‘What?' She stared after him, baffled. 'l don't wnwhat you're
talking about.’'

'‘And in the meantime,' he continued as though stdn'h spoken,
'vyou'll keep a civil tongue in your head, youngylad

‘You can't tell me what to do," she fired back glyicher brown eyes
glowing with rage.

'‘No?' He paused in the doorway with a cynical smeileching his lips.
‘Think again. You want the school to stay open wmal want your
father to keep his job?'

'You..." Words failed her, but the message in esavas piercingly
eloquent.

‘Exactly. I'm the lowest thing that ever drew bheab just remember
that when you feel like defying me.' She had thasgle couldn't hate
him any more, but she was finding new boundaridsetoemotions

every day.

'I'm having a small dinner party at the end ofwleek to break the ice
with old friends and you'll be there.' He lookedhat unsmilingly.
'You'll be sweet and you'll be charming and abstyudlelighted to
have me home. Understand?’

‘That's blackmail.' Her voice was a disgusted wdrisp

‘Not quite the word | would have chosen, but | gee get my drift,’
he said caustically. "You have done nothing butgke and insult me
since | got back and one thing you need to learly fapidly is that |



won't tolerate it. This can be learnt relativelynbassly or the hard
way, and frankly | don't care which way you chodzé, Candy...' he
eyed her coldly "... yowill learn it.'

'You can't make me--'

‘Careful, Candy; think before you speak,' he sgidoally. "You have

a habit of rushing in where angels fear to treatlathough you're a
very independent and determined young woman I'seostered your
Achilles' heel. You care, really care about thilage and its

inhabitants and you love your family.'

'‘And you're going to use that against me?' Sheedtat him,
white-faced and stony-eyed.

'If that's the way you want to put it, yes.' Hiseeywere hard and
penetrating without a trace of mercy in their btepths. 'I've had
quite enough of your rudeness over the last twos gayd | don't
intend it to continue. Right?’

She stood up slowly, her burning cheeks in stamktrest to the
paleness of before. 'Why can't you just leave ualahe? Why did
you have to come back anyway? We don't need yaej geu're an
outsider now.’

If it had been anyone else she would have thoughias pain that
seared the chiselled features as he stared bdwl &b grimly, but
Cameron Strythe feeling pain... never!

'‘Be that as it may, | stand by what | say,' he saldly. 'I've got more
than enough to do over the next few weeks withaaricerning
myself with trivialities.'



Trivialities! She glared at him furiously as shewnd her teeth to
keep the flood of hot words from tumbling out. Hdared he refer to
them all as trivialities? She swallowed audibly.

‘That's it; you're learning.' There was somethmthe drawling voice
that didn't ring true and for a brief moment shielie was enjoying
this as little as she was, but one glance at théagl face convinced
her differently. How could someone change so mucthé passage
of a few years? The old Cameron, bad as he waddviave been
incapable of such cold-blooded cruelty. But thee Badn't really
knownhimin those golden years of childhood. Her romardeai of
a dark, shining knight in white armour had beertdilyiground into
the dust that summer evening so long ago and stisae with a
small dart of surprise that she still bore the scdithat night deep in
the secret recesses of her heart. He had left @émwithout a
backward glance, left her...

She forced her mind away from the path it was ksuddenly
horrified by her thoughts. 'l think you are totadlgspicable.'

'I know.' There was no emotion in his voice.

She got through the rest of the day working on rmatec, and by
evening a dull, persistent headache had settladdbékr eyes and all
she wanted was a bath and bed. Dark clouds wedeliscuacross the
sky as she walked home and the wind was ferocwhgping the

bare, groaning branches of the trees with its iicgefrs as it roared
by, almost carrying her along in its path. She radlyrioved walking

back through the village, but found herself regmgttshe hadn't
driven to work that morning in her cheerful litded Mini. She felt

cold and irritable and tired, and the fifteen-mawalk felt like an

hour's by the time she reached home.

As she turned into the driveway she was surpriseskeé a dark red
sports car sitting patiently outside the doubleagar A Lamborghini,



no less. Her gaze roved over the long, sleek lm®@der mind
considered whom they knew who could possibly affeueth a
flamboyant showpiece of a car. No one, unless...

It was with a feeling of resigned doom that shesesdt the house,
expecting the low, deep, distinct voice that met &éars, but still
unprepared for its effect as her stomach gave d,gmatesting jerk.

'Hi."' Her polite smile and nod included both Canmeand her mother
In its sweeping neutrality, but as she took intéecups and empty
plates she had to force her face to remain bladdeapressionless.

'‘We've been waiting for you," her mother said chelgr her eyes
bright and her cheeks flushed. 'l told Cam youweags ready for a
cup of tea when you get home.'

‘Yes...' She couldn't keep the smile in place angér. How dared he
ingratiate himself into her home like this whentha# time he planned
to stab her father in the' back? 'Sorry, but l'eeagwicked headache.
Could | take mine upstairs with a couple of asg@irin

'Oh." Her mother looked extremely flustered as Qadd/ested
herself of her coat and scarf and poured theneallpicking up her
cup immediately and making for the door. 'Did yee ££am's car?'
she asked brightly as Candy reached the doorvemt it a beauty?'

'l could hardly miss it,’” Candy answered drily &g surned to meet
Cameron's tight, watchful gaze, which held morath#&ouch of steel
in its depths. 'And it's very in keeping with whatvould have
expected you to drive,' she added directly.

'Is that so?' He was looking dangerously attractibe bronzed
darkness of his skin accentuated by the light cré@mmsers and
sweater he was wearing, making his hair black mtrest. ‘'How so?'



It was a challenge, and one Candy would have leoextcept, but
she contented herself with a scornful smile andsaal wave of her
hand. 'Oh, you know, long, sleek, powerful...! @&&ous,

pretentious, conspicuous... The unsaid words huairtigel air and she
knew he had read her mind. It was there in the mgusarrowing of

his eyes and the hard set of his jaw.

‘Your father would have loved a car like that onmgt, it's a young
man's machine," her mother prattled on happilyjvmhis to the
tension.

'‘Or a young woman's,' Cameron said slowly, his stiton Candy's
face. 'Have you ever driven a sports car?'

She shook her head reluctantly, wishing she coalk surprised
him.

‘Would you like to?' She stared at him, unsureeifWas serious, but
the cold face was closed and still.

'l suppose so.' She shrugged lightly. 'l like speed

'I'll call round for you tomorrow night—when youeadache's better,’
he added sardonically. 'A friend of mine owns aeraack a few

miles away; you can have a try there. If you lipeexd | don't want
you tempted on the narrow country lanes round here.

'I'm not a complete idiot,’ she said sharply, 'arel all right; |
wouldn't be insured and things...' She waved vaguel

'l see to all that." He fixed her with his pierg blue eyes. 'Not
frightened, are you?'

'‘No." She responded immediately and saw a smitkeiti for a
moment at the edge of the firm mouth.



'Five o'clock, then.'

She nodded silently, aware that her mother was tlems ecstatic
about the turn the conversation had taken. As sti¢hle room she
heard his low, husky voice speak reassuringly, gueksed he was
pouring oil on troubled waters. What was he doiege@ She sat on
the edge of her bed, sipping the hot tea, and toedscertain his
motives. He didn't need their approval for any demnhe planned to
make and she was sure he was the last persontbn@aare about
what people thought, so why this apparent culthgadf her parents'

friendship and, more importantly still, why were parents allowing
it?

She frowned as the ache behind her eyes worseretald up to
something—she could feel it—and, whatever it waspuldn't bode
well for her. She didn't trust him an inch and sfes amazed and
desperately disappointed that her parents seeméithgwio let
bygones be bygones. Couldn't they see that he wesewf anything,
than before?

She was still in this uneasy state of mind when €am rang the
doorbell promptly at five the next evening. 'Allagy?' He grinned
down at her on the doorstep, his dark leather jaake bulky jumper
making him even more intimidating.

Once in the car he turned to her before startimgethgine. 'l was
expecting a phone call all day to say you had chdrygur mind,' he
said easily, 'but then as | was driving here liseal you'd rather die
than have me suspect you were nervous. Am | right?'

'‘Not at all,’ she lied firmly, her eyes hooded. t¥Yopinion of me is
the last thing | would worry about.’

‘Maybe.' He was smiling as the powerful engine gaiinto life and
unconsciously she chewed at her bottom lip asah@owled out of



the drive. She didn't like his easy reading of inérd and she liked
the tense excitement she was feeling even leg&dh't so much the
proposed drive on the race-track that was causndndart to pound
and making her palms wet as the big body sittingiaxed ease next
to her. Her eyes slid to his muscled thighs andy legs and her
stomach fluttered nervously. Physical attractidnwas just one of
those things. It could happen any time and anyepkaad it didn't

mean anything. It was almost inevitable in the @négircumstances,
she told herself reasonably, with Cameron retursmgnexpectedly
with his air of mystery and coldness and his sengo@d looks. He

was probably perfectly aware where his appealhayhad probably
even contrived it over the years. Well, this was eloman who could
and would resist him; the other night was defigitelone-off. She

was on her guard now.

'‘Could you stop frowning quite so determinedly?efehwas more
than a touch of amusement in the deep voice. #thgaing to make
you do anything you don't want to." Coming from htimat was the
joke of the year, Candy thought furiously, her ediseyebrows
speaking for themselves. 'Not on the racetrackwagy he amended
with an infuriating grin.'l still don't know whymi here." She spoke
her thoughts out loud and he glanced at her flghtimis blue eyes
glinting oddly.

'‘Because you can't resist a challenge, carrot-tapsnever could.’

'Don't call me that!" She knew her voice had beenenm the tone of
a bark, but hearing that old nickname now in viewhe present
circumstances was too much.

'Why not? You didn't used to object," he murmurecty.

‘That was a different time in a different worldyessaid bitterly, '‘and
you know it.'



‘Maybe,' he admitted slowly. 'And this David? Howuah of a
"friend" is he?"

The change in tack completely threw her and shedtat him for a
moment in complete amazement before shutting hartimaith a
little snap. ‘My relationship with David is--'

'‘Nothing to do with me?' He finished her senterarehier, his tone
wry. 'Perhaps not, but | wouldn't like to see yoakm the biggest
mistake of your life without saying anything.' Heifsed position

slightly and she tensed instinctively. Help, shesltined silently. If his
motive in getting this automobile had been to addhis sexual
charisma she had news for him—it had worked! Tkels|powerful

car was like a projection of his own personalitydathe two

combined were dynamite. 'The man is a rat; canitsge that?'

She totally agreed with his analysis, but there m@asvay she was
going to give him the satisfaction of telling hira. sSShe shrugged
nonchalantly, flicking back her heavy fold of has she spoke. 'l
think I'm old enough to make up my own mind abobaifriends |
choose, don't you?'

'l think you're old enough for a lot of things, ®tleeart; that's what
worries me." It was said with humour, but she glaa¢ the hard
profile balefully.

‘You aren't that much older than me, Cameron Strydb don't talk
like my grandfather.’

'Your grandfather?' She was disconcerted to firsdbmilliant blue
eyes fixed on her for a second and then he swungahoff the road
on to the grass verge and cut the engine with ageajerk. ‘Let's get
one thing straight, Candy,' he said slowly, alt&r@f amusement or
mockery gone from his face. 'My feelings for yoerdt in the least
paternal, and I'm sorry to say "brotherly" doefibh'the bill either.



The little kitten | left behind me ten years aga iwlly grown cat and

those claws are sharp. | know; I've felt them.'édies dropped to her
mouth for a moment and then returned to meet hez.g#ou are a

very beautiful woman and | appreciate you as sDcles that satisfy

you?'

'Oh, you..." He was twisting this all round as thlowshe had been
fishing for compliments, and she hadn't.

‘Added to which you have a good mind and an exaegliy good
body. The only thing that mars perfection is thite'tapped her head
gently. 'l don't think I've ever met such a fordgfoung woman and,
believe me, I've met plenty.’

'l don't doubt it,’ she said bitingly, although sdmng in her
shrivelled at the thought of the women he had had.

‘Added to which,' he continued as though she haghgken, 'you
have a very definite vendetta against me, whichol ndt find
attractive, considering there is no cause.'

'No cause?' She repeated his words in blank amazeatehis
audacity, and he nodded slowly as he lifted hen ghih one finger.

'‘Absolutely no cause, as one day you will realise.’

'‘Never.' There was such a wealth of bitterneserfdce that he drew
back slightly, his head at a slight angle. 'I'veeforgive you for
what you did to Michelle, Cameron, and since yoween home
you've been... awful.' There wasn't a word to diesadt all. 'And your
father missed you so much for years.’

‘Now | knowyou're fantasising.' This time the savage derisias on
his face and he turned from her, starting the enggana his eyes
chips of blue glass. 'Cut out the hearts and flsp€andy. If you're



trying to make me feel guilty you are on the wrdragk.' He swung
the car sharply into the road after checking hisrars. 'l know
exactly where | stood with my father and | dongre¢ a thing.'

'l don't understand.' She stared at him, sick stchllousness. 'You
left in the first place because you didn't havedberage to stay and
face up to your responsibilities, and then you edlaggway because
you were having too good a time to come home. Youdhis heart.’

He swore, softly and vehemently, and Candy's hess¢ in her

mouth as the car was swung again off the road.rBetoe had time to
register what was happening he had cut the engidepalled her

roughly against him, his mouth hard against hedshasihands brutal
on her arms. The kiss was ruthless and menacingcamgletely

without a shred of tenderness, and when finallythtew her from

him she sank into the corner of her seat, her égeed and hurt and
her mouth bruised. 'Does that satisfy you?' hedaskiterly. '‘Does

that come into line with how you think of me?' Sioaildn't answer,
shocked to the core at his harsh mastery over &gewral feminine

weakness. He had used brute strength and shelnatddr it, hated

him!

‘You don't know the first thing about life, do yot said furiously,

his voice cutting through her like a knife. 'liled listening to a child

prattling about a fairy story they've read. Whewak born | cost my
father the one thing he had ever loved: his wife ndver forgave me
for it." The words hung in the air, stark, and unpoomising, and his
eyes raked her white face grimly. 'l had a nanriy the age of seven,
who had strict instructions to keep me out of mhéa's way, and
then | was packed off to boarding-school and altbvweme, on

occasion, at holiday time. For every achievemantidined, more was
expected. | lived my life trying to justify my exence for years, until
| realised | didn't have to. | didn't owe my fatlaething, not a thing.'
There was dark anger in his face and something stéeething that
tore at Candy's heart in spite of all he had dtveas a raw, hurt kind



of misery that she had never imagined seeing otthanduman
being's face.

'‘For what it's worth, | didn't leave here like aipged dog.' The
strange look had gone, replaced by fierce pridee ‘tlone a few
things in my life that I'm not too proud of, bualeng your sister was
not one of them.'Every vestige of pity fled herdas the shock of his
words took hold. 'And Jamie?' she asked throughonlips.

'Forget it, Candy. Emotional blackmail is lost op,hhe said slowly
and deliberately. 'Michelle has been dead to mm fitee night | left
and if you hadn't been such a child you might hawderstood why.'

'l understood all right,' she said acidly. 'It wasxactly something
that could be hidden, was it?'

He shook his head quietly, his face grim. "Yowdliéve exactly what

you want to believe, won't you?' he said softlyo @tey, just black

and white, good and bad. | don't know if | envy yat stubbornness
or pity you for it. | know one thing: it's going toake you suffer one
day.’

'It's people who make other people suffer,’ she bdterly, and he
nodded slowly, his eyes bleak.

'‘How right you are.' They sat in silence for someutes and she felt
the raw emotion that had vibrated round the car dféected him
more than he would care to admit, although his fata&ined its cold
remoteness and his big body was relaxed. Theres@rasthing here
she didn't understand, a niggling doubt that wasegsing each time
she met him, but as yet it hadn't solidified inbmscious thought. She
just knew he had the power to turn her upside-domantally,
physically, every which way, and she bitterly resent.



As they drove off again she risked a quick glaridasaset face from
under her eyelashes. He didn't expect her stdritee this thing, did
he? Her nerves were in ribbons, but within ten nasuhey turned
into a long, narrow lane that led down to a hugsused airfield
which she saw had been converted into a rathermlisable
race-track.

'Kirk is into stock-car racing,’ Cameron said slyoss he drew on to
the massive enclosure, raising a hand to somedhe listance, who
waved back. 'Are you ready?'

She passed a tongue over her dry lips and forbeidlstness she was
far from feeling into her voice. 'Yes, great.' Not all the world
would she let him know that this last confrontatieith its searing
revelations and brutality had caused a tremblirepdeside that was
making her feel physically ill. She would drivegigreat beast of a
machine and drive it well!

As he got out of the car and walked round to theseager side she
slid over into his seat, which was still warm frbm body heat. What
was she doing; whatasshe doing?

'I'll'just run through the basics with you and thes over to you,'
Cameron said quietly as he settled himself besdebon't try to get
too familiar with her on the first day; just takenice and steady and
you'll find you'll enjoy yourself." She looked atrhsharply, but his
eyes were on the controls as he began to talk.ddeckearly sensed
her nervousness and was trying to reassure herstasagely, for
once, his actions didn't grate on her.

An hour later and she was feeling immensely pleagiu herself,
having to bite back the grin that was threateningpread across her
face every few seconds. She had managed the péwarfwell and
thoroughly enjoyed herself in the process, mucheo surprise.
Cameron had been less than effusive about her diéipapbut she



felt he had approved of her handling of the cad aaw, as they
drove home with Candy back in the passenger-seat,a&he couldn't
resist a sly little glance in his direction. 'l tuenjoyed that," she said
airily, and as he spared her a quick glance shehsswyes crinkle
slightly at the corners.

'Fishing for compliments, carrot-tops?' he said kiragly.

'‘No," she said stoutly and then flushed as his mautled into a
teasing grin. 'Well, perhaps yes. It wouldn't lyarti to say | did OK,’
she added aggressively.

'You did more than OK; | was quite impressed,'did guietly, 'but it
was only what | expected.'

'‘Was it?' She felt the glow of satisfaction spread then checked
herself quickly. Clever, very clever, Cameron, gimight uneasily.
Not the usual charm technique, but then that hadked too well,
had it? She wondered how many women he had alléavddve his
car, how many he had wooed...

‘None.'

'‘What?' She eyed him cautiously, a pink flush stgirher cheeks.
She hadn't spoken out loud; she knew she hadn't!

'You were wondering how many females have drivendar before.’
It was a cool statement and she longed to debytthe lie hesitated
on her tongue.

She contented herself with a cold shrug insteagniieg sarcasm.
‘You go in for mind-reading too?'

'l go in for all sorts of things, Candy; | thougittu knew that.' There
was a touch of bitterness in his voice and she éymdagain from



under her thick lashes. He changed moods quiclegr éimyone she
had ever met.

‘You should have turned off there.' She went teldus arm as they
passed the crossroads leading into the villagewaned vaguely at
the air instead.

'Hungry?' It seemed an answer as far as he wascwt and she
stared at him uncertainly. '‘Are you hungry?' he saain, a brusque
note entering his voice at her hesitation.

‘A bit,' she answered warily.

‘Then we'll stop at a nice little pub | know dowretroad,' he said
calmly, 'and you can tell me what you've been daiith yourself for
the last ten years.'

She opened her mouth to make an objection, calglzrd set of his
profile and the narrowed eyes, and changed her,mmettding back in
her seat without a word. It would be too ridiculdosprotest and
somehow she didn't want to. The scene in the achtlanrevelations
about his father had upset her more than she laidae and she
didn't have the strength to oppose him, for the Br@mShe didn't
doubt for an instant that he had spoken the talthpugh she found
the facts hard to equate with the mild, generotisefafigure she had
always known.

The pub was situated on a lonely stretch of rohdltered by low,
rolling hills behind and two enormous old gnarledk® either side. It
looked like a huge, sprawling cottage, roofed witlossy and
lichened slates, diamond-leaded windows winkinthendusk of the
dying day. 'The Old Man'. She looked at the cregldign over the
arched front door. 'He doesn't look very happy sdue?'



Cameron glanced up at the wizened, dour old masig¢imeportrayed.
'‘Perhaps he had woman trouble too,' he said dsilyeatook her arm
and ushered her into the warmth. The interior weasrechanting as
only an English country inn could be. A huge, clagklog fire with
a massive dark oak mantelpiece took up most ofvaalk the dark
wood beams overhead and the copper and brass gangjleaming
and careless profusion adding to the dateless cbhtine place.

'‘Good evening, sir...' The innkeeper's voice faaketlie peered closer
in the dim light. 'Good grief, it's Cameron, ist?t Cameron Strythe.’

'Hello, George.' Cameron shook the preferred haaranly. 'It's been
a long time; | wondered if you'd still be here.’

‘You know me, Cam; they'll carry me out feet-firte middle-aged
plump man returned cheerfully. 'lIt must be ten gesamce | saw you
last.'

‘About that," Cameron returned easily, turning &m@y and drawing
her forward. 'Meet Candy, George, and we'd lovelalwes of your
draught cider. Best in the country,' he added iasatie to Candy. She
stared at him, too surprised by yet another fa¢ehi® complex
personality to speak. For the first time the harghicism that was
etched into each line of his hard, good-lookingefaad faded and she
could almost imagine it was the old Cameron who stasding there.
He seemed inordinately pleased that.the publicahremembered
him and, despite her misgivings, Candy couldn'p stdittle dart of
sympathy from softening her eyes.

'‘Did you miss England very much, Cam?' It was itst fime she had
used his nickname and she was unaware she hadsdamatil his
steel-blue eyes shot to hers, narrowing for a marhe expression
on her face.



'Feeling sorry for me, carrot-tops?' he asked lmatly, raising a
taunting eyebrow as the hardness she was useditoed to his face.
‘There's no need; I'm a big boy now, or perhapshamn't noticed?’
He was being deliberately hostile and she sensdd th

pity was repugnant to him and this was his wayowiecing it up, but
in spite of that a small flame of anger swept tigtoher, turning her
brown eyes black.

'l can't imagine anyone feeling sorry for you,' sbtirned smartly,
her eyes shooting daggers. 'You are the most usgoiéandividual--'

‘That's better.' He was smiling with acid mockesythe publican
gave them two foaming glasses of the light-colowieeér, his eyes
grey in the subdued lighting. 'Do you still do thatnderful steak and
kidney pie, George?' he asked as he paid for timdr'l've tasted
that in my dreams for years.'

‘There's not much changes round here, Cam," thenhig replied
easily. 'For two, is it?'

'‘Candy?' Cameron turned an enquiring eyebrow to'Wésuld you
like to see the menu?'

‘Steak and kidney pie will do me fine, thanks.' Shiled at George,
and as the innkeeper made to move away he stoppgueared at her
more closely. 'I'm sorry, miss, but you remind meameone and |
can't quite make out who,' he said slowly. 'This'tdae the lady who
used to come--'

He had been speaking to Cameron, who interruptedyfi his eyes
cool. 'The lady who used to accompany me was Csarglgter,
George, her big sister.' He smiled without it reaghis eyes. 'We
never got married after all.'



'Oh, | see." The publican looked acutely uncomideta'l hope |
didn't put my foot in it, Cam; | didn't mean--'

‘No problem." Cameron moved off the bar stool ardlicated a table
for two in the corner by the fire. 'We'll eat theréhink, George, and
two more ciders with the meal.’

As Candy followed him across the room she was cgouascthat
although her legs were moving her mind remainedrsd in
overdrive. This had been his local with Michelldiely had clearly
been favourites with the landlord and he had kndhey were
engaged, and in spite of all that Cameron had lieelcto bring her
here! He must have known the landlord would makeesoomment;
he had done it on purpose to embarrass her.

The turmoil inside her was reflected in her eyeslas sat down,
spilling her drink as she slammed it abruptly oa tidble.

'l didn't think he would remember.' Cameron didhytto pretend as
he looked at her white face. 'lt was a long time, adter all.'

'It seems like yesterday to me," she said quiathyarsh brittleness in
her voice as she forced herself to remain calm.

'‘Well, that's your problem, Candy, isn't it?' H@ce was soft and for
a moment the impact of his words didn't reach hattered defences,
and then as the realisation hit home she raised, laigcken eyes to
his watchful face.

'You just don't care, do you?' She was beyondrfgethge or anger,
but there was a slow, painful ache that made breatdifficult
tightening her chest. "You don't care about anyoramything. You're
a dead man, Cameron, a walking dead man, withowstaof normal
compassion or tenderness. | don't know why | tholidgtated you,
because there is nothing there to hate.' She hatedao hurt him,



wanted to lash out and pay him back for his coldnlest nothing had
prepared her for the shock that met her eyes asafdrief,
imperceptible moment the mask was ripped asidesshedaw the real
man staring out with raw, naked hurt turning hisprilliant. It was
gone in an instant, but she felt sick with reactistumbling to her
feet with a muttered excuse about the ladies' room.

Once in the tiny room she leant against the coldeaashed wall

with a small exclamation of pain. What had he tdrher into? She
didn't recognise herself any more. She had nevesatously tried to

hurt anyone in her life and she couldn't believe Isad just been so
cruel. She raised a weary hand to her brow, pusbawy her hair

from her forehead. This whole thing was beyonddoenprehension

and she was sick of feeling so confused, so vuiierao angry...

When she walked back into the main room her eya® weawn
immediately to Cameron's bowed dark head as hstganhg down
into his drink, and the knot in her stomach tigletkrAs she reached
his side he looked up, his face expressionlessshadank into her
seat quickly. 'I'm sorry, Cam,' she said slowhhafwas cruel and
unnecessary.'

He stared at her for a full minute without speakimg piercing blue
eyes shuttered and distant, and then nodded quigtity a small

smile. 'Stop looking so tragic, Candy; I've surdveorse." She
blinked away the tears that were hovering at tlok lod her eyes and
he suddenly reached forward, touching her cheek Wwis hand

before leaning back again in his seat. 'It's ghtiireally.'

The moment of tenderness, so unexpected and sagyngas nearly
her undoing, and she gulped at her drink frangcdihishing the

glass before she realised what she had done,gustarge brought
two steaming plates to their table.



Let me just get through the rest of this evenind gat home, she
prayed silently as they ate, concentrating despigrah her food. He
had awakened emotions in her that she didn't detenwas capable
of feeling, and one thing was certain: she musenput herself in the
position of being alone with him again. She diglikem, she was
mistrustful of him, but there was something elsavwgng away at her
and she wouldn't take the lid off that particulan&ora's box and
peer inside. She suddenly knew, with deep and atteviction, that

if she valued her peace of mind she would lock bloatup and throw
away the key for all time.



CHAPTER FOUR

'‘CAM's on the phone. He said something about a dinngyPafer
mother popped her head round the kitchen door, eviandy was
busy loading the washing-machine with muddy, wethas. She had
been on a long, exhilarating walk with Jasper ie thlls until
darkness had driven them home, both covered inanddvet to the
skin. There had been total silence from Cameroritferlast three
days and, try as she might, he hadn't been ouémthHoughts for a
more than a minute until at last, utterly infurthteith herself, she
had called Jasper and determined to walk thetiotiaand anger out
of her system. It had worked—that was, until shetln@ard the phone
ring.

'Oh, yes?' She kept her voice purposely casudleaslssed the round
glass door with a click, pressing the start butbonthe automatic
machine and washing her dirty hands before follgwiar mother out
into the hall. 'Hello?' She was pleased her voias firm and strong
as she spoke into the receiver, despite her legadndeveloped the
consistency of melted jelly.

'‘Candy?' The quiet voice was deep and penetratiddaa a moment
it was as though Cameron were in the room with Naru haven't
forgotten | need you at the house tomorrow evening?

That was just like him, she thought furiously. Netending, no ‘how
are you?' or any time wasted on good manners sfasght in with
the curt orders again as though she were a sewsvaonimething. 'No,
but | was hoping you had.' She didn't try to ma&e\Joice pleasant
and there was screaming silence for a few seconds.

‘'l ignore that," he barked tightly. 'Be ready f@ven.’



'Yes, sirl' She answered in military style and agtiere was a
pregnant pause before his voice sounded once mtgase irritation
throbbing in its dark depths.

‘Give it a rest, Candy,' he said wearily. 'lIt'sli& confrontation with
an armed missile every time we talk.’

'Oh, that's what we're doing, are we?' she answardly. 'Funny,
but | had the impression you were giving the or@es | was waiting
in line to receive them.’

'l see.' She heard him sigh audibly. 'And will gke any difference if
| ask you to come?'

‘You could try.'

‘Yes, | could," he answered wryly, ‘and get toldytoto hell for my
pains? Am | right?'

‘Dead right,' she said coolly.

'l thought so.' There was that grating qualityiswoice now that told
her he was hanging on to his temper with extrerffecalty. 'As |
said, I'll call for you at seven.'

'l would prefer to make my own way, thank you.'

He swore, softly and vehemently, although the sowad muffled
and she guessed he had his hand over the rec@iraawl if you want
to." Now his voice held the texture of polishedektdBut be there!
She heard the receiver slammed into place anduwathher stomach
was churning as she quietly hung up, she felt a emb'sisatisfaction
that she had got under his skin. That was oneeblaélhadn't won;
now on with the war!



‘You look absolutely gorgeous.' Her mother sighgpreciatively at
the slender, tall figure swathed in green silk andy collected her
car keys from the coffee-table where she had shinegn when
arriving home from work. 'Doesn't she, Ernest?’

‘Very nice.' Her father dismissed the beautifulegreocktail dress
that had cost two weeks' salary and the carefulljivated hair-do

and looked at her pale, strained face insteadngdukrceptively, 'A
lamb to the slaughter?' He had always been abéatbher mind ever
since she was an infant on his knee. '‘Cam'’s fristiligerform the

normal functions the rest of us do, love; they'exaly a bit better off
than most.'

'l know."' She nodded quickly, averting her eyebeved her parents
had mistaken the anxiety she hadn't been ablede tor simple
nerves. If they had been curious about her acceptahCameron's
'invitation' they hadn't mentioned it, for whichesiwas supremely
grateful. She never found it easy to lie and is taise she would have
to have made a very good job of it.

The night was clear and cold and for once heeli#ini behaved
perfectly, starting first time. The short journegvg her time to
marshall her defences and gain much-needed congasdrshe was
glad she had arranged to drive herself. Drivingaglsvgave her a
sense of her own worth: there was something imnhgissgisfying
about being in sole charge of whatwas essentialbaded weapon
and handling it properly.

'‘Oh, Miss Candy, you do look lovely." Mrs Baineepel at her from
the lighted hallway. 'l hardly recognised you." @antook the
backhanded compliment as it was meant and smiteshite of the
enormous butterflies that had raced about her stbroa catching
sight of the huge array of large and very expensars parked in the
drive. Her little Mini had looked quite incongruousked between a
stately Bentley and long, sleek Ferrari, and foranent the impulse



to turn and creep away had been paramount. Thain affyery sharp
and cold blue eyes had flashed into her mind archald squared her
shoulders resignedly. She would never give him Haisfaction,
never!

'‘Good evening, Candy.' The deep, cool voice behedmade her
swing round as she went to enter the drawing-rcddameron was
standing at the foot of the stairs, having judthes study, the ice-blue
of his eyes in stark contrast to the darkly tansliad. 'You're late.’

She felt the familiar anger sweep over her at listone and flushed
hotly. 'Yes, | know.' She made no effort to exchseself; it had been
deliberate and he knew it.

'l had thought in view of the fact that you knowanee it would have
been easier to be here when they all arrived, bmatter.' He waved
a hand dismissively, his eyes hard on her face.

'Oh, | see,’ she said sarcastically. 'The sevdact'command was
for my benefit?" She moved slightly and the green sikkt tvas
moulding her body like a second skin gleamed inattiicial light.
Cameron's mouth tightened as his eyes narrowedthamd was an
expression on his face that she couldn't read aghed away, taking
her arm in his.

'It's a pity that David isn't here to see you tbighe said blandly as
they walked through the open doorway into the tgrohpeople that
seemed to fill the large room. 'You look stunnirf@hé glanced up at
him quickly, detecting what was almost a note ofstee in his voice.
'‘Not at all like the windswept maiden of our fiseeting.'

'l hardly think a duffel coat and Wellington bootgould be
appropriate tonight, do you?' she answered dAlgd'please leave
David out of this.'



‘Gladly.

She stopped suddenly and Cameron stepped bacled@pin her,

his face expressing the annoyance that was alnabstiulal when he
looked at her. 'Now what?' he asked resignedlyeasalv her gazing
across the room.

Isn't that Katherine Hamilton?' she asked in ammerd. 'The
actress?'

‘Yes,' he answered shortly, his gaze flickeringpto hers on the tall,
willowy, beautiful blonde. 'She's an old friend.’

'‘She is?' Candy knew her voice was a squeak, leucshldn't hide
her amazement. 'She's one person | admire tremsiyddine work
she's done for the wildlife trust is magnificent.’

‘Kate is certainly more than a pretty face,’ Cameaid slowly, 'but
If you scratch beneath the surface most peopldiiezent from what
you would expect.'" He looked down at her with ashbr cynical
twist to his mouth. 'Me, for instance.'

She wanted to make a tart, throw-away commentthmre was a
strangely speculative quality in his face that eaulker to drop her
eyes instead, unsure of her ground.

‘What? No quick, biting repartee?' he said softly.

‘Now is not the time for childish indulgences,' st@éd swiftly and
then flushed angrily as he gave a low, deep chuoklgenuine
amusement.

'You'll be the death of me yet, Candy,' he saidvilaas his eyes
stroked over her hot face, his expression changiaga tall,



beautifully dressed woman appeared at his sidedhgt eyes in
striking contrast to her exquisitely coiffured giesir.

‘Now how do | know this is Candy?' The woman wasén late
fifties, but still quite remarkably attractive, Witthe sort of bone
structure that was ageless. 'You are, aren't wh?added urgently as
neither Cameron nor Candy replied.

'It's all right, Monica, you haven't dropped one yafur famous
clangers,’ Cameron said with quiet amusement as stlemce
lengthened. 'Monica Hardwick, meet Candy Baker.'

'Hi.' There was something very warm and naturéhébeautiful face
looking into hers and Candy found herself smilingch just as
warmly. 'I've been dying to meet you.'

'‘Meet me?' Candy shook her head slightly. 'l thih&re's some
mistake; you must have the wrong--'

'‘Monica is the family solicitor, Candy; I've memigd the school
situation to her,' Cameron said smoothly as heapwrm round both
their waists, effectively separating them from It conversation.
‘Now, I'm sure both you ladies are in need of &takbefore dinner;
shall we... ?'

The rest of the evening progressed in a confused & racy
chit-chat, 'in' jokes and somewhat dubious gosdipef which left
Candy with an aching jaw at having to keep herdigmile in place.
Dinner proved to be an oasis in the desert, semsatie was between
Monica and her husband, with Cameron directly opp@o$he three
were obviously old friends and Candy found thesyelaanter restful
to listen to, besides being immensely entertainBige discovered
Cameron had a dry, roguish sense of humour thagestretly had to
admit was very like her own, frequently holding betf up to
deliberate ridicule and laughing uproariously whéanica or Bill



came in with a sly gibe. This slant on the manwae determined to
hate was as unwelcome as it was confusing ancefiitbe table with
her mind buzzing and her head whirling.

'‘Come and talk to me," Monica invited cheerfully aasong, slim

redhead entwined herself round Bill and draggeddfinto the other
side of the room. Candy caught the despairing dppé&ae glance he
threw over his shoulder at his wife and couldrfiress a delighted
giggle escaping her lips. 'Serves him right,” Marsaid comfortably
as she drew Candy over towards the wide window-gedting the

space beside her as she pulled the curtain rouadsgmi- arc. 'He
hates these sort of dos, always leaves me to dloeatiblking. We can
be quiet here for a minute; all that lot are togybtrying to impress
each other to notice we're missing.'

Candy stared at the elegant, beautiful woman Iagplah her so
interestedly and smiled uncertainly. 'You're natlaas you look, are
you, Monica? You seem quite different from the mfsthe people
here.'

‘Thank goodness for that." Monica breathed thahkful | thought |

had settled into their mould I'd seriously consi@@shing it all." She
paused. 'Although one or two are good types—KatleeHamilton,
for instance, and that little Pete Bales. He wath vidam on the
oil-rigs, you know.'

'‘Was he?' Candy didn't quite know if she wantedisouss Cameron
with anyone and certainly not with someone who obsty held him
in such esteem. 'You're very fond of Cameron, aiyexni?'

‘Yes, | am.' Monica looked her straight in the facd her expression
was deadly serious now. 'He's the son Bill andJenéad, and
besides that he's a very good man, Candy.'



Now it was Candy's turn to be direct. She couldirétend to approve
of Cameron and she suddenly felt that Monica wotiElpect her to
be anything less than honest. 'Perhaps you'veasddferent side to
him from the one | have,' she answered quietlya@ress that the
other woman noticed immediately coming into herseye

'‘Maybe.' Monica shrugged without taking her eyd€Gaindy's face.
'‘But | know the real Cam, the one underneath thekmd#éou were
very fond of Charles, weren't you?' The questiamiag out of
nowhere, surprised Candy, and for a second shedstdrMdriica,
sensing the quietly spoken words held more thafeite content.

'He was very good to me and my family," Candy spicktly, and
Monica nodded slowly, her face troubled.

'Yes, he could be generous and kind, but thereavgade to him that |
suspect you never saw. He was very like Cam; hg sidwed you
what he wanted you to see." She shook her heaeroptatively.
‘When | took over from my father as the Strytheifasolicitor a lot
of things fell into place that had puzzled me feass. | had only
known Charles as my father's friend till then." $3beked hard at
Candy now. 'l said Cam was like his father and'sltatie except for
one thing. Charles showed his good side to thednsortl he could be
a devil in private. More often than not it's théaetway round with
Cam.'

'‘Look, | don't think--' Candy shifted uneasily a®ica cut her off
with a raised hand.

‘I'm not trying to be unpleasant for the sake pCi&ndy, but if you
want to understand Cam there are things you shubav.' Candy
looked at her in horror. The last thing she waniedlo was to
understand.Cameron! Monica seemed to have quite the wro
impression of their relationship.



'‘From when he was a very small child Cam'’s life wasle a misery
by his father,” Monica said quietly. ‘Not in anyypltal sense, and
perhaps Charles never intended to be cruel, but Wasngnored at
best and often ridiculed unmercifully. | remembeiirasstance when |
was here with my father when Cam was about ten.’

'Please, Monica..." Candy made to stand up, butiddoraught her
hand urgently, her face unflinchingly determined.

'‘Cam had found a rabbit in the woods that was laubt,oken leg or
some such thing. He asked Charles if he coulditakehe vet's.' She
shook her head, her eyes going inward, and Camdkylsasck into her
seat in spite of herself. She knew she wasn't gmiridke what she
heard, but there was an invisible cord holding imeplace now.
'‘Cam's always been crazy about animals; | thinkdresferred all the
love he couldn't give to them.' Monica looked ugfrher murmuring
and held Candy's wide brown gaze with her own.ri@balisposed of
the rabbit— I'm not sure how; | didn't want to kndwankly— but
then he gave Cam a real dressing down in frontsoélu Said he
would never be a farmer, that he wasn't fit to thia place when he
was older, that he was weak and spineless and.'so on

‘What did Cam do?' Candy whispered faintly, her gimation
feeding her a picture that was vivid in its painfss.

'He took it as always,' Monica said slowly. 'Stdbdre until Charles
had finished and then left without a word. He wamemof a man at
ten than Charles ever was. Charles mistook congas&r
weakness. | confess | didn't like the man.’

'‘But Cam was going to shoot my dog." She staredManica
distractedly. 'He had a gun; he was going to shasper.’

'‘Cam, shoot anything? Never!" Monica looked atihelisgust. 'Don't
you know him better than that? He does what hetdvas keep the



vermin down and such like, but to actually kill ssone's pet?' She
peered closer into Candy's white face. 'He's agé&anan,. | admit,

and difficult to get close to, but if anyone evet the rewards would

be phenomenal. Do you know how he feels about--?'

'l wondered where you'd got to." As Cameron's despe? cut off
Monica's whisper like a sharp axe both women stanid to see him
standing to one side of the curtain, his eyes pighg cold. 'Having a
little tete-a-tete, Monica?' His icy blue gaze saminething to the
other woman that Candy couldn't read and Monica resiftly,
patting Candy's hand as she left.

'l must rescue Bill from that redhead...'" She waisegbefore Candy
could react. Candy stiffened noticeably as Camerased himself
down beside her, drawing the heavy velvet curtahtracross the
alcove, effectively shutting them off in their ownvate little world.

‘And what were you and Monica talking about in sacbtosy little
huddle?' His voice was cold and tight and after glaece at his set
face Candy kept her eyes on the carpet.

'‘Nothing much.' Her heart was jerking so badly thla¢ felt quite
light-headed. He looked fiercely handsome in theckldinner suit
and snow-white shirt; his big, powerful body acceted by the
formal clothes and a fatal charm emanating from thiat was all the
more insidious for being totally natural. She sudgdelt he was as
deep and unfathomable as one of space's black &etea thousand
times more dangerous. What did she really know aboa? Very

little, except that he was capable of great cruelsythe affair with
Michelle had borne out. That much was certain;rédst was a huge
guestion mark.

'‘Nothing much.' He repeated her words in cold mogkkis face
sardonic. 'l take it you have no intention of tedlime the details of

this "nothing much".



‘There's nothing to tell." She looked him straighthe face now, her
eyes shadowed. 'l told you, it was--'

‘Nothing much. Yes, so you did." His cool affrogteombined with
an air of arrogant dominance hit the fire button ahe stood up,
anger bringing flaring colour into her face.

'‘Now look here, you, | didn't come here to be craggestioned on
everything | talk about, and if you think--'

‘Look here, you?' He pulled her back down on tla gbruptly before
she could move and kept one firm hand on her arimeaspoke. 'Is
that the sort of English you teach the infants, dy&nPoor little
kiddies..." His voice was low and taunting and ¢hevas dark
satisfaction in his face as she spluttered for worder rage
effectively robbing her of coherent speech. '"Yaaklguite beautiful
tonight.' Now her lack of breath was caused byfiemdint sensation
as she was held by his eyes, devoid now of any ergckQuite
beautiful...’

‘Don't..." Her voice was lost against his lips asdhew her into him,
one hand tangling in the upswept silk of her haiha leant over her
on the broad seat. 'No..."

As his mouth opened above hers he took her lipkiss that began a
fire in her very bones, the intoxicating smell ofhHilling her nostrils
and sending her pulse racing in an orgy of deli§he felt as though
she were melting into nothing as his hands movedhdo her hips,
travelling over her body in light,-'sensual exptawa before
returning to hold her face as he took her mouth deeper, probing
caress that seemed to draw the very core of hehint.

As before, the will to resist had disappeared tbenent his flesh had
touched hers, but this time a small, untouched @ianer remained



lucid, aware that the physical sensations she wasyiag would
soon be replaced by bitter, self-recriminating dgtg

‘Leave me alone!" The sudden fierce push caught tbtally by
surprise and he would have fallen, perched as kewé#he very edge
of the seat, but for the animal-sharp reflexes sleagimed an integral
part of him. 'Get away from me!" Her voice, low draid, hissed with
furious outrage, and he caught her wrists in d btid as she twisted
and turned against him.

‘Calm down, you little wildcat.' His eyes were liiht with anger and
there was controlled violence in his hands as meetb her to sit
quietly on the soft, padded seat. 'What's the maitid you, girl? |
was only kissing you. Anyone would think--'

'l don't want you to kiss me; | don't even want yotiouch me. You
disgust me, Cameron Strythe; | find you repugnant--

‘Will you shut up, for crying out loud? You're ggito be the cabaret
for the evening at this rate.' He cast a glance biseshoulder at a
sudden crescendo of sound behind the curtain,ingiagkghtly as the

noise continued at an almost deafening level.

As she sank back against the seat, her fury sperghook his head
slowly. 'You can't fool me, you know, Candy.'

'‘What?' She stared at him, her velvet brown eyegeha her
heart-shaped face.

'You respond to me like a beautifully trained dogisamaster's call.
You might not like it, but you can't help it.'

‘You arrogant, conceited--'



‘Do you want me to tell you how | know? Apart frahe obvious
signs, of course..." His mocking gaze swept overamel she was
mortified to find the thin silk of her dress hach@aothing to hide the
results of his lovemaking, her breasts strainingiregl the flimsy
cloth, their points hard. 'Because | feel the sa®ke looked up
sharply then, her eyes narrowed. 'In the linedhefdld saying, "We
could make beautiful music together”, Candy.'

'‘And after the musicians have put away their imagnts?' She glared
at him, her voice tight with bitterness. 'I've séew you treat women
who are stupid enough to fall in love with you, Gaon, and
Michelle is living proof, isn't she? You might nidte it, but Jamie
exists. He is a person; you can't pretend he rfeMgpened.’

'Oh, | know what happened all right.' There wasagkdjrimness to
his face now that sent a flicker of fear down h@ns. She thought
she had seen him in all his moods, but this exjmesgas new to her;
pure, cold, hard hatred. 'If anyone does, | daglelme, Candy.' He
stood up abruptly, his eyes like ice. 'One thingrysister did for me
was to teach me that if you want something you tgkbat number
one comes first. | learnt the lesson well and lived the last ten
years by its rules. | probably have a lot to thaikhelle for." He
paused and looked at her white, puzzled face wiitter twist to his
mouth. 'It's made me what | am today, after all-kand successful.
What more could you ask a woman for?'

'You talk as though you were the injured party h@asaid faintly,
the venom in his eyes piercing her anger and tgititnickle away, to
be replaced by confused darkness. 'What about Meche

‘Michelle?' The name curled on his lips. ‘Michall@esn't exist.' He
wrenched the curtain aside and left without anotved, leaving her
pale and shaking on the seat as she tried to bange sense to what
had transpired. The deeper she got into thisggseshe understood it,
and she bitterly resented the doubts he was putitodher mind. He



was ruthless and selfish and hard and she wouldistt a word he
said, or the insinuations he left unsaid. He wasail, too clever by
half. She shook her head slowly. But could someacteso well?
There had been something in his face when he hadioned her
sister's name that had chilled her blood.

'You aren't still sitting here?' Monica's brightie® brought her head
up with a little jerk and she saw Bill was firmljtached to her arm.
‘Come and join the party; if we have to suffercaa you.'

The next few hours sped by, helped along by segtaakes of wine
and a long chat with Katherine Hamilton that wasdhe bright spot
In otherwise meaningless chatter. As one or twihefguests began
to drift away Cameron beckoned her abruptly todne from the

other side of the room. He had summoned her in adakhion more

than once as the night had progressed and her tenger slow to

rise, had been kept at simmering temperature ahieg.

‘You stay with me now until they've all gone," haittared in an
undertone as she reached his side, his voice bEusfw you
understand?'

'Yes, master.' The enraged sparkle in her eyesh#ie flatness of
her voice and he glanced down at her as she positiberself a few
inches from his side.

‘And at least look as though you want to be herd. y@ur arm
through mine.’

'‘We aren't fooling anyone, you know," she saidelgras she obeyed
him reluctantly, the feel of the hard, firm bodyh& hers causing a
little shiver tosnake down her back. 'We aren'tcdydove's young
dream.’



‘The crowd here tonight aren't exactly connoissetirmiman nature,

Candy, or hadn't you noticed?' he asked drily akbblkeed down at

her with that strange look in his eyes. 'You haamvad a purpose and
kept the more predatory females away at the same ds acting as
my hostess. That was all | required of you.'

'I'd have thought a man like you would want--'

She stopped as he raised her chin with one handhensiaw the look
In his eyes. 'A man like me? What do you know ohan like me?'
His voice was calm, almost conversational, but lehew he was
annoyed by the metallic glitter in those windowsite soul. ‘Do you
think we had a harem on the oil-rigs for the ussdbf or that there
was an abundance of female company on my ranchustrélia?

Wrong on both counts.' He dropped his hand to ides and looked
straight ahead as he continued talking. 'I'm nettiginal Don Juan,
whatever you may think.'

‘And | suppose you haven't messed around in thhédag/ears?’ she
asked acidly, directing her gaze across the rooshaspoke.

'I've been with men who work hard and play hard &reldone the
same,' he said shortly. 'If you are asking mevd had women then
the answer is yes. "Messed around" is not quite hawuld have

described it, but, nevertheless, yes.'

'Oh." She suddenly felt as though she had beerhpdnicard in the
stomach and something must have registered indiee because he
glanced down at her, his face sombre.

'I'm a man, Candy, not a monk. | don't supposerg@xactly a Vestal
virgin.' She made no comment and his gaze sharpenéé took in
the sudden flush in her cheeks. 'Hell, | didn't mézat the way it
sounded; it's nothing to do with me. Your love ligeyour own
business--'



'It's kind of you to notice,' she said with deepcaam. 'If | had slept
with half the men in Devon it's entirely my own cem.'

'‘With a surname like Baker that wouldn't surpriseimthe least,’ he
returned coldly, his bitter expression fading ashi€éane Hamilton
reached their side, saying her goodbyes in thatatiiy sensual voice
that had captivated half of America. Candy answdfex lovely
actress automatically, her brain dissecting Cameiast words, but
the opportunity to ask him to explain himself wastlas more and
more guests followed Katherine until only Monical &ill were left.

'It's been lovely, Cam.' Monica placed a light lassCameron's lips,
touching his cheek gently as she did so. 'And bnpleased we've
met you, Candy.'

‘Thank you." Candy smiled bewilderedly, surprisedd & little

dismayed at the older woman's enthusiasm. Sheyrealist set
Monica right as soon as she could regarding hatiogiship with

Cameron, but then she might never meet her aghat.tfiought was
soon shattered.

'‘Candy and | would like you to join us for Sundaydh, if that's
convenient?' Cameron kept his eyes on Monica aspb&e, but
Candy's arm was suddenly pressed into his side inoa lock and
she recognised the silent warning, biting her ipan effort to stop
the exclamation that was hovering from escapings 'Baines would
like the opportunity to cook for more than one &ahdy would hate
me to eat alone on only my second Sunday home. dktuou,

sweetheart?' The last word was said lightly, bubhwinmistakable
possessiveness, and for a moment the temptatibitedack was
almost overwhelming. Then Kevin's small face shefolke her and
she remembered the threat hanging over the schobtp mention
her father's livelihood.



‘We'd love you to come.' Candy looked directly abriita as she
spoke, ignoring the tall figure at her side. 'ltulb make all the
difference.’

‘Would it?" Monica looked somewhat surprised at dyan
vehemence, but Candy sensed the insult had beegnised and
accepted by Cameron's slight stiffening. 'That \«wdae lovely, then,
about twelve?'

'Fine.' Candy was annoyed to hear a slight throamfisement in
Cameron's dark voice as he made his farewellseSbdught all this
was an entertaining game, did he?

'l thought tonight was going to be a one-off." Sfent straight into
the attack as Monica and Bill's little sports ceagpeared down the
drive.

'Did you?' He turned to look at her at the same prdmas the moon
scudded out from behind black clouds, turning hjisseto silver.
'‘Why ever did you think that?"

'‘Probably because | thought even you wouldn't s surat as to
continue what is essentially blackmail." She hadidea how the
moonlight was stroking the dark rfed of her hatoiglorious life,
catching the little tendrils that had come adriftidg the night and
softening the deep velvety blackness of her eyeshduld have
known, shouldn't I"'

‘Yes, you should have, but then there is so muahythu close your
eyes to, isn't there? And such beautiful eyes; ioe jerked away
from him angrily as he went to touch her hair, airgdface tightened,
the faint smile on his lips dying. 'l haven't gotiafectious disease,
Candy.'



‘That could only be an improvement on what yawegot,' she said
bitterly. 'l hate you, Cameron Strythe, | really'do

‘Now I'm beginning to find that refrain a littleihg,' he said slowly,
and as a sudden gust of wind made her shiver keheroarm and led
her back into the wide hall, shutting the heavy daér quietly. '‘Can
we just take it as read that | appreciate yourlstem and leave it at
that?' He was so infuriatingly cool, so untouchgaiby emotion that
she could have screamed from pure frustration.

'‘As long as you do," she flashed violently.

'Oh, | do."' He stood looking down at her, his faoeously remote.
‘You're a constant little thing, aren't you, bus isad when such
loyalty is misplaced.’

'‘Look, Cameron--'

'l am looking.' There was a thickness to his vaioes and this time
the shiver that snaked down her spine had notloilg twith the chill
outside. He seemed overpoweringly large in the glionv from the
one light burning at the end of the hall, large afahgerously
handsome. The dark, aloof aura that surroundedrhiime day was
more pronounced now, his eyes glittering and thendad face
imperturbable. She wondered what had happenee ilashten years
to make him into the man he was now. He frightehed The
thought hit her consciousness and caused her eyd#ate with
shock. But not in the normalway. In a way that sbaldn't even
begin to understand herself, except that it toudoedething so deep
inside her that she felt he reached her very core.

'I'm going.' She looked round wildly for her coatdahe moved into
the small cloakroom without speaking, returning ieaately with it
draped over his arm, his eyes hooded.



‘Would you like me to drive you?' he asked coolly.

'‘No!" She recognised the note of panic in her vaicd took a deep
breath, forcing her voice into calm, modulated snio, thank you.
| came in the Mini; it's somewhere out there..e §bstured vacantly,
and a small smile touched the severe line of higtmo

'I'm aware of that, but you had several glassewiné during the
evening.' She hadn't realised he had been wattieingo closely and
the knowledge brought hot colour into her cheeks.d responsible
schoolteacher who needs to set an example, | riatlly you should
let me take you home.'

She knew he was mocking her and yet his words radyht a stab of
guilt. She despised the casual drinker who igntiredlrink and drive
laws and yet here she was contemplating doingehgesame thing. It
just hadn't occurred to her, and now he was tagnegt satisfaction
in pointing out her lack of thought.

‘Thank you," she said tightly. 'l presume you're ©OKirive.'

‘Two glasses of wine during the whole evening,tdtarned easily.
‘Alcohol has never been a source of stimulatiomwe.' There was
something wicked in his eyes that caused the cohathad subsided
to leap into furious life again, and as she turioedhim to help her on
with her coat she realised she was trembling. Was ridiculous!

She gritted her teeth angrily. She had always bbegintly irritated by

women who suffered from 'nerves’, and here sheastisg like the

original neurotic female of a million and one m@kes. It had to

stop! No way was she going to countenance this.

There was the crystal-clear bite of frost in threagithey walked over
to Cameron's Lamborghini, which was waiting to amge of the
sweeping drive like a crouching animal under tla-studded sky.
Some distance away her Mini, tiny and forlorn, ledKkike a small,



abandoned puppy, and as she sank into the softeleatf the
beautifully upholstered car she felt for a moméat it was symbolic
of everything that had happened since Cameronigpabeturn into
her life. She pulled her coat tightly around hed dastened her
seatbelt silently, her face grim. Wealth and powere terrible
weapons.

You'll have lines before you're thirty." As thegere purred into life
she glanced at him by her side, his firm brown aordthe wheel and
his eyes intent on the view ahead.

'‘What?'

'Frowning like that. You are the most disagree&deale I've met in
a long time. Don't you ever try to charm the man'gwith? You

can take honesty too far, you know." His voice wmasckingly

sardonic and as always he touched a raw spot,ntphgr eyes to
sparkle and her mouth to straighten into a tigte.li

'l wouldn't try to charm you if you were the lasamon earth,' she
said furiously. 'You're--'

'‘Don't start that again.' He sighed with mockingesgy. 'l thought
we had agreed that I'm fully acquainted with yaelihgs about me.'
His voice was deep with hidden amusement.

'‘Oh, shut up!" She settled into her seat with lyesdlazing and her
body taut, hearing his small chuckle of laughtethvanixed feelings.
He was impossible, absolutely impossible!

She was home in a matter of minutes and as thk séeecruised to a
halt at the top of the short drive she made to dpeioor. '"Hang on a
moment, | don't want you accusing me of ungentldynaehaviour,

do I?' He was out of the car before she could vitieescathing reply



hovering on her lips, opening the car door with exaggerated
flourish that added to her irritation.

‘Sunday at twelve, then?' He took a step bacleyes cool.

She looked up into his waiting face, her dark epesinous. 'l have
no choice, do I?" She paused and then couldn$tresicing her
displeasure. "You had no right to put me in suchemnbarrassing
position, Cameron. You knew if you asked Monica Bildike that |
would have no option but to go along with it.'

‘Exactly.' He was quite unrepentant, leaning cégaglainst the side
of the car, the gleaming metal shining darkly ie thoonlight.

‘There must be hundreds of girls you could askaweehunch with
you; why pick on me?' There was puzzlement as aghage in her
voice and his eyes narrowed as he looked intorhal sangry face.

'Oh, hundreds..."' he agreed lightly, pausing asXpsession changed
and a shadow darkened the piercing cold eyes. 'BMayelt lonely
for the old days—who knows?' It wasn't the wholehy she could
sense it, but suddenly the aura of icy remoterfegsiung about him
was lifted for a second and she knew instinctitiegt the first part of
the sentence was true. He was lonely! He was nom@y than any
human being should be; there was a dark fortresswsuding him,
hard and strong.

‘Yes... well..." She was out of her depth as thwelation touched
something painful inside her. "You should have dskshe finished
weakly.

'‘We both know what the answer would have been,tdoa?' he
replied slowly as a smile touched his mouth wigkefing irony. He
thrust his hands deep into his pockets and turreed her, his eyes



hard and iceberg-blue, leaving her standing unicgytat the bottom
of the steps leading to the front door.

‘Cameron!" He turned by the door of the car, hie faxpressionless.
‘What did you mean when you said you wouldn't bprssed what I'd
done with a surname like Baker?' The gibe had heenting her
every moment since it was uttered.

He stood absolutely still, tall and big and darkha dim light as the
trees overhanging the drive waved their bare breschthe wind and
somewhere in the distance a solitary dog barked mfiglly into the
blackness. 'You're a big girl now, Candy; you wirkut.' His gaze
was searingly sharp as they stood with their egekeld over the
distance separating them and she could no more $@EMan than
flown.

She shivered convulsively and pulled her coat @églaround her,
knowing all the time that the chill came from withinot without.
‘Look into yourself, Candy, be brave.' His voiceswaiiet and steady,
but there was something throbbing in its deep ssfrhat was more
menacingly unsettling than anything that had gogferie. 'To really
understand who you are you have to understandsodnerthat means
taking the rose-coloured glasses off at times, hewepainful.
Loving someonén spiteof what they are is true greatness and few
us rise to it; it's more comfortable not to.'

'l don't wear rose-coloured glasses." The proteas without
conviction and he shifted slightly, opening the doicthe car with his
eyes remaining locked on hers.

‘That's for you to decide." There was a flatnessigvoice that
frightened her; it was more of a challenge than@mgn accusation.
He eased himself into the car and drove slowly ddias drive

without looking at her again, and she stood incibled darkness until
the sound of the engine had faded into the night.



The dog was still barking, the sound changing &petroated howls
that matched an ache deep inside her chest, amhsheoved when
the biting cold of the March night penetrated heatcand the thin
material of the cocktail dress, reminding her gta was half frozen.

'Why did you have to come back, Cameron Strythe®'asked the
emptiness around her as she climbed the stepg tooiise wearily,
her high heels tapping an echoing blankness inldénke neutrality of

the night. He was making her feel things she didattt to feel, begin
to question long-buried doubts that had no plagesnrrection if she
valued her peace of mind. And then there was teneed that she
had sensed in him more than once, however muchdukto hide it.

That hurt her. She didn't know why it hurt, budid, badly.

'l won't think about all this; | can't.' Even agsioiced the protest into
the cold darkness her mind acknowledged that she mvarely
postponing the inevitable, but she shook her hestérchinedly,
refusing to accept the insight in Cameron's wo8ke wouldn't let
him intrude into her safe little world with his @gof candour and the
searing monster of honesty. She didn't realise wetks later, when
it was too late, that in her heart of hearts shiealeeady admitted the
truth.



CHAPTER FIVE

'WHAT made you decide to become a solicitor, Monica?iddy
lunch had been a somewhat subdued affair, despidy efforts to
pretend that she was there by choice, and, ashthéyelaxed with
coffee in the luxury of the drawing-room, Camerauggestion that
they go for a walk had been eagerly approved bgralent.

'l don't think | ever had any choice, really," Mcmianswered with a
wry twist to her mouth. 'Dad had hoped for a sorcday on the
family business when | was born and when it becapparent there
would be no more children and he was stuck withhemdegan an
indoctrination programme to further his own end#idh't mind.' She
smiled at Candy, pausing to stroke one of Camerttesk
Labradors, which had come bounding to their sigeséright and
black fur gleaming in the mild sunlight. As the daged off to join
the two men several yards in front Monica slippadaam casually
through Candy's as they began to walk on agalovd my job—I
can't imagine doing anything else—and as we caveé [children |
suppose it's become something of my baby, too.dZarodded
slowly, but didn't question the last statementssenthat although
Monica had spoken quite -naturally the subject paisful.

"lo, Miss.' She had almost stepped on Kevin, hidakethe small boy
was in the thick, spiky, coarse grass that covéredolling valley.

‘Kevin!" She looked down at the little grubby faoesurprise. "You
aren't here by yourself, are you?'

‘No, miss.' He stood up reluctantly and immediatilgre was a
whoop of delight from some thick undergrowth a fewds away and
three more children sprang into view.

'Seen ya, Kev, seen ya. Ya didn't make the chenkpoi



‘We're playing armies, miss,' Kevin explained resdjy. ‘It was my
turn to get to the enemy camp without being seah,.bHis voice
trailed away and Candy smiled understandingly.

'‘But | spoilt it? Sorry, Kevin, | didn't know.'

‘That's all right, miss,' the small boy said chekyf returning her
smile brightly. 'l don't mind.’

'Hello, Miss Baker.' Julie Roberts appeared ayg ihlagic by Candy's
side now and Monica looked round with an exclanmatibsurprise.

‘How many more of these little imps are there?'
'I've no idea.' Candy laughed. 'They do have aatagultiplying.'

'You needn't worry about Kevin, miss; I'm lookinfgea him," Julie

said importantly, drawing herself up to her fulted and a half feet,
her thin, short plaits bobbing. 'He's had dinnemgthouse today,
haven't you, Kevin?' She always spoke to Kevinhasigh he were
years younger than herself instead of a few wdmksKevin seemed
to like it, drawing from Julie's over-abundant $taxf confidence

gratefully. The two were inseparable and Candy bhadn very

thankful for Julie's devotion since the accident.

‘That's all right, then, Julie,' she replied warnggiling down at the
small rosy-cheeked girl as she patted the top ofirke head. 'If
Kevin's with you | know he's fine.’

The two ran off to join the other older childrerarsing some
distance away, Julie's high, shrill voice filteripgck on the crisp air.
'Isn't Miss Baker lovely, Kevin, and didn't shekadce today?'

Candy's cheeks were pink as she turned to Monidadahe older
woman looking at her thoughtfully.



‘They love you, don't they?'

‘Well, Kevin's been going through something of agto patch over
the last few weeks and I've put in more time with than usual, and
as Julie is his other half | guess it's inevitakgve got close.' The
men had stopped some hundred yards or so in frahCameron's
deep voice cut through the air authoritatively.

‘Come on, you two! You're making hard work of this.

Monica waved the two of them on as she and Caradtest walking
again, and now her brow wrinkled as she spoke.ifiRels that the
little boy who lost his father recently?’

‘Yes." Candy's voice was tight, partly with irritet at Cameron's
autocratic command and partly with the pity thataals consumed
her when she saw the child. He seemed even mdretatoday, his
face-alight at being included in such a grown-upmegawith the

others, and his thin little legs with their knoblkgpees ending in
enormous boots that were at least a couple of smebig for him,

Candy knew his mother was struggling to clothe faed them both
and her anger boiled hot against Cameron. He cbale made
things better financially without even noticing it.

'l bet his mother thanks her lucky stars that she&n dealing with
Cameron and not some stiff, white- collared empiayleo couldn't
care less.'

'‘What?' Candy turned sharply to the other womak@sica's words
penetrated her own bitter thoughts. 'What do yoanfie

‘Well, it's not everyone who would have been soegaus, is it?'
Monica's easy expression died as she saw the blaiazement on
Candy's face. 'Oh, hell, you don't know," she §aitly. "This is the
second time I've put my foot in it with you; Came'sogoing to look



for a new solicitor if I'm not careful. | just thght because you are sc
involved in the situation ..." Her voice died awayd she shook her
head slowly. '‘Oh, Monica, you never learn, do you?'

‘Monica, if you don't tell me what you're talkingat I'm going to
scream,’ Candy said urgently. The two men were mggiar the little
pub in the next village just visible over the figldnd had obviously
given up on the women, striding ahead now withdibgs leaping by
their sides.

'l shouldn't have said anything," Monica began Wwedbut Candy
wasn't going to let her off the hook that easily.

‘Well, you did, didn't you?' She put a comfortingnd on Monica's
arm. 'l promise | won't say anything to Cam, butaint to know.' It
was strange, but in Monica's company the old niclen&ell easily'
from her lips.

Monica nodded uneasily. 'Well..." She glanced acrttee wide
expanse in front of them to where the two men werenore than
small doll-type figures now in the distance. 'Caame to see me
when he first got back, before he even came thdhise. He wanted
to know how things stood and so on. | don't thialeRpected Charles
to leave everything to him, you know..." Candy nedithoughtfully.
She was beginning to.

‘Anyway, he sat looking through the sheaves of papd so on, and
he came to the business about Kevin's father. €hadd instructed
me to pay the family off with a small goodwill subyt Cam wasn't
having any of that. Apparently he had known Mike tather, said he
was amazed he had reached the age he did in vidwsadrink

problem." She glanced at Candy, listening intesttlyer side. 'He said
Meg, the mother, had had a rotten deal out olliféar and he didn't
see why the boy should inherit the sins of thediatHe instructed me
to make an immediate lump-sum payment to covededts and set



them up with a nice healthy bank balance, and &dsorganise a
monthly allowance until either Meg marries agairkevin reaches
the age of sixteen. That's it." She looked at Canslyicken face
thoughtfully. 'Aren't you pleased?’

‘Yes,' said Candy weakly, staring at Monica witleyihorrified eyes.

'You don't look it." Monica's voice held a notecohcern. 'What's the
matter, Candy?'

'l accused Cam of writing Kevin and his mother'affandy admitted
slowly, 'in no uncertain terms, too.’

'Oh..." Monica expelled a deep, long breath. 'l icaagine how that
went down.' Candy looked at her miserably, hethgada mass of fire
in the light from the dying sun, making her whigeé¢ even paler in
comparison. 'Well, it's his fault,’ the older womaomtinued firmly.

‘Don't look so tragic. He should have told you,ezsally when he
thinks so much..." She stopped abruptly. 'Anyway,should have
told you.'

'He didn't have to," Candy said quietly. 'l shotldave jumped to
conclusions, should 1? But he seemed so cold wietalked about
them.'

‘Cam is the last person to wear his heart on lesvsl you should
know that," Monica said mildly. 'But perhaps th#tie trouble,' she
continued thoughtfully. 'You don't know that, doupoYou really
don't know Cam at all.'

Candy stopped and stared at her silently, her bey@s enormous in
her pale face. 'l don't, do 1?' She was speakingj @sherself and
Monica was wise enough not to press the momenkimgabn slowly
until Candy joined her.



By the time they reached the quaint timber-frame
seventeenth-century pub Candy had recovered botledheur and
her voice, keeping up bright conversation with Marand Bill while
her mind raced and her eyes avoided Cameron's fubtgaze.

It was dusk when they emerged from the warmth efpihb into the
sharply cold air, and Cameron suggested they ta&kedute home
through the village and on to the main road in®nkxt village, the
dogs falling into their place two steps behind Without needing to
be told.

Lights were already glowing behind closed curtaisshey wandered
down the wide main street of colourwashed and trebbouses, past
a row of pollarded trees and on to a smaller napath that led into

the main unlit road connecting the two villagessiAgle solitary star

shone in the brilliantly clear skyabove and thenas spicy with the

tang of frost and the faint smell of woodsmoke.

'l should think you're exhausted." Cameron had @dcker arm
through his, his sheepskin jacket making him seeem ¢arger than
normal, having let the other two walk on some wayront. 'This
wonderful act that you've put on all evening hasamely worn me
out, anyway.'

'l don't know what you mean,' she said in the lrighttle voice she
had used all evening, her facial muscles aching thi¢ effort it had
taken to keep smiling when she had never felt rkeecrying in all

her life. 'lI've had a lovely time.’

‘You've had a lovely time?' he murmured disbeliglin with a
suspicion of laughter in his voice. 'Now that camf it if nothing
else.’



'‘Confirms what?' She forgot to pretend and glaredim angrily,
noting as she did so that small laughter- linestcied fan-wise from
his eyes and that his mouth was curiously tender.

‘Confirms that somewhere on that walk Monica saithething that
touched that soft heart of yours. What was it? §aleme as a poor
little lost infant frightened of the bogeyman? Wéadr it was, you've
avoided my eyes all night and been less than youmal vitriolic
self.’

'You cheeky hound!" She tried to wrench her arnmfias, but his
touch tightened into hard steel as he looked dotines, open
laughter in his face now.

‘That's better,' he said comfortably as they coethwalking along
the narrow footpath bordering the road on one ardkdark fields on
the other. 'l know where | am when you're sendings&s in my
direction. You had me worried back there for a time

There was an element in the deep voice she couéldt something
important, but as the two in front called backiterh the moment was
lost and she concentrated on the walk home antréh®ors in her
stomach his nearness was causing. There was soge@ttoxicating
in walking with him like this, surrounded by intiteadarkness and
close to his side, and even as she tried to makeimel a blank and
ignore the messages her body was sending in hasishe knew she
was fighting a losing battle. She had never meta mho attracted
her like this one and she hated herself and himm ewere for
exposing her weakness.

'‘Candy?' The deep voice intruding into her thougtds soft and she
raised reluctant eyes to meet his piercing bluegaz

‘Yes?' Her voice was wary.



'It doesn't have to be like this, you know. We werends once; we
could be again.’

‘Never,' she said flatly, her voice firm. 'Thosgslare gone for ever.'

'‘Maybe you're right," he said slowly as his eyegaveed and his
mouth took on the cynical twist she was used tou™aren't the
lovable little kid sister any more and I'm not tevoted fiance. We're
both older and wiser.'

The moon was a bright white ball in the blue-bla&ly and now a
million tiny stars had joined that first solitarydder, their sparkling,
magical display catching Candy's heart as she thajgsvards into
the crisp, frosty air. She wanted something, somgtmdefinable,
with a hard, painful ache that had grown over dst few days but
had been there, muteddown and silent, for a lamg time. Ten long
years, in fact.

She had missed him! The revelation was shockintsiabruptness
and caused her steps to falter as she shiverecerslyddNo! She
hadn't, she hadn't! She wouldn't let it be true.

'‘Cold?" He had mistaken her shudder for somethisag and she
nodded quickly, pulling her arm from his and strakiner hands in
the deep fur-lined pockets of her coat.

‘A little." She kept her eyes straight ahead.

'‘We'll soon be home and a nice hot toddy will sai o rights.' He
put a casual arm around her shoulders and shedftwaself not to
jerk away. Control, control, Candy, she thoughtheely; it's all a
matter of control.

'l thought I might as well drop off home on the wagtually," she said
quietly. 'We pass my door walking this way.'



'‘No way, sweetheart.' There was granite in the glege now and the
arm round her shoulders became a subtle warnirgu'llYsee it
through to the bitter end."

‘As you like.' She was pleased her voice soundedsoal; he would
never know the effort it involved. 'l just thought-

'l., know exactly what you thought.' They had restthe outskirts of
the village now and Monica and Bill were waiting them at one
side of the widening path. 'You are nothing if transparent.'

She glared at him angrily, her eyes stormy, andgrhiéed coldly.
‘You don't like that? Sorry, kiddo.' He was beirgjiloerately cruel
and it took all her willpower to school her fac#itblandness as they
reached the others. 'Candy's longing for a hotypddw about you
two?'

She saw Monica cast a shrewd glance at her setdat8&ill smiled

amiably, his rotund face beaming. 'Don't mind afd, Cam! Not for
Monica, though. She lost the toss; she's driviMighica's attention
was switched back to her husband as she stuckeodwbhgue at his
smiling face with a childish gesture of irritation.

'‘Always the same,' she said resignedly as theypeanthe last few
hundred yards home. 'Men have a way of always cgpmmtrumps,
don't they?' But her eyes were loving on Bill'srpjuface.

'‘And how!" Candy's exclamation had more fervoumtttact and
although Cameron passed the moment off with somghiag
comment she knew Monica's eyes were tight on hamaas they
reached the long windswept drive, and that Camegarze had more
than a touch of ice in its blue depths.

Well, so what? she thought defiantly. I'm blowedtiefs having it all
his own way!



After a game of cards that should have been hiarend probably
was for everyone else but Candy, and two round3amheron's hot,
steaming punch, Monica and Bill finally stood upleave. ‘Can we
give you a lift, Candy? You didn't come in your,a#id you?' Monica

asked as the four of them walked into the widegfled hallway, the

rosy glow from an old antique oil lamp the onlwrtination in the

shadowed darkness. Cameron had explained earsieotte of the

concessions to modern living that grated on him wees harsh

brightness of electric light and, although in tagkeement, Candy
would rather have died than admit it. Now she wasl @f the dim

light as she replied to Monica's offer.

'I've got my old bike outside, actually, so no,nks a spot of
exercise will take off a few of that punch's cadari

"You came on your bike?' Monica's voice was a siilidek of delight
and she cast an amused glance at Cameron, whosacaiie
features were giving nothing away.

‘Nothing to do with me, Monica.' His voice was ayarawl, but
Candy knew he was displeased as his eyes swepthevdiushed
face in one piercing glance. 'l offered to pick @amp, but she
assured me she was making her own way here. ladust the mode
of transport has surprised me too." After a few entaughing,
bantering comments that Candy did her best to edfie Monica
and Bill left, and immediately their car disappebhdown the drive
Candy turned and stepped into the hall, flickingduat off a chair by
the entrance, where she had left it earlier.

"'l be off, then." She didn't look up as she spdbut was aware of
every muscle in his big body as he moved to staledtly by her
side.



‘Very clever, Candy.' To anyone else the quietndwae would have
been deceptive, but she caught the thread of teéd @nd forced her
eyes to meet his, her face defiant.

‘What?' She faced him, her hair a deep, glowingtc-red in the
soft light and her eyes pools of blackness.

‘The little manoeuvre with the bike. In view oftldisne you weren't
risking driving, were you?'

'l don't know what you mean," she said coldly as $temach
trembled. 'l fancied a bike ride; is that a crime?'

'‘Rubbish.' He eyed her cynically. "Too bad you diknow Monica
and Bill would offer you a lift, but | can understhyou couldn't rely
on that eventuality. The risk was too great, wash'You might have
had, horror of horrors, to allow me to take you lecagain.’

‘Now it's you who's talking rubbish," she declaesdfirmly as her
clenched stomach muscles would allow. 'You readlyehno idea--'

'On the contrary, my fiery little vixen, | have ary good idea.' He
lifted a strand of silky hair as he spoke andtlstawly drift through
his fingers, his eyes thoughtful. 'l have the ittest you daren't trust
yourself to let me drive you home. That you danist yourself to be
alone with me.’

‘Well, full marks for conceit, Cameron,' she sailty as hot anger
quenched the trembling and turned her eyes blaZatgto the top of
the class.’

'l intend to.' He smiled slowly, although it didrdach those deadly
blue eyes. 'You didn't want a quiet tete-a-tete hesst the two of us,
alone, did you?' There was a biting contempt invhise now, along
with something else, a derision that licked aloeg &nger, igniting



fresh fires. 'Do you really think I'm going to leap you like some
demented animal? Is that what you think?'

'l wouldn't put anything past you, Cameron,' shapped furiously.
‘Anything at all.’

‘That is perfectly obvious.' He folded his arms &aht back against
the wall and now she couldn't define the look anface. 'You can't
run from me forever, Candy; there's nowhere to.hide

‘The rest of my life wouldn't be long enough,’ sh&l bitterly as their
eyes locked. "You might have a certain basic ap@aheron, but as
far as I'm concerned it's skin-deep.’

Now she knew she had got through to him as the redllcolour
searing his high cheekbones turned his eyes ottilliaut when he
spoke his voice was controlled and quiet, his bstil relaxed. 'A
certain basic appeal?' He let his eyes run ingllftiover her slight
figure in cynical appraisal. 'Well, that's a stan't it?"

‘Not from where I'm standing.' She glared at himgrdy and his face
had a cruel chill as he moved towards her.

'‘Maybe you're standing in the wrong place.' As biéeg her towards
him her mind registered that there was no gentkemesis actions
like before, and that, humiliatingly, in spite bat her body thrilled at
his touch as he crushed her against him. Therdeaasand anger in
her stiffness as she fought against betraying tigrssr lips firmly
closed against his and her arms limp by her side v®uld rather die
than let him guess how much his touch meant to her.

The pressure of the hard, punishing kiss slackersedshe didn't
respond, and now his lips were gentle, teasing inessch a sweet,
tantalising caress that she found her hands weneleéd fists by her



sides as his hands moved in a slow, rhythmic massegr her. back
that was incredibly sensual. 'Relax... don't fight

Almost of their own volition her hands moved slowdg, over his
taut, muscled arms and on to the broad masculimgldérs to rest in
the warm hollow of his neck. 'Don't..." They bothelw she didn't
mean it and as he kept on kissing her, strokingdiex knew with a
feeling of total panic that she was lost.

‘There.! Amazingly, shockingly, he had moved henfrhim, and
now he was standing in his original position, héedn body pressed
nonchalantly against the wall as his cool blue gaked her hot face
in calm, insolent scrutiny. 'A certain basic apfekcan live with
that.'

For a moment Candy felt that the punishment for hegr furious
words was more than she could bear and then hér@macame up
in unconscious pride. He had broken her sister,shet would die
before he broke her!

'‘Have you quite finished?' Her eyes were coal-blaitk hate as she
stared into his hard face, and he looked at hea fong, still moment
before he shook his head slightly, his expressioeadable.

'For now.’
'l can go, then?' she said tersely, with savageasa.

'Of course.' He waved a casual hand towards the Whenever you
like." She had reached the door before he spokie agd his voice
was still bland and calm. 'l suppose it wouldn'tathy good at all to
say | don't like the idea of you cycling home al@atehis time of
night, especially in view of the icy roads?’

She turned slowly, her eyes withering. 'No goodlkit



'l thought not.' He smiled slowly. "You really afee most amazing
female."If that's supposed to be a compliment gau keep it,' she
snapped furiously. 'l don't want--'

'‘Enough.' He raised a laconic hand, but the exjoresa his eyes
halted her words. 'Just one thing, Candy. TonigjHet it go, but in
future | will collect you and take you home. Isttbaderstood?’

'In future?' She stared at him in absolute amazenm¥éau don't
seriously think for one minute that I'm coming hagain, do you?
You might have got some sort of strange kick outheftravesty of
the last few days, but | sure haven't. There isvag I'm becoming a
doormat for you, Cameron Strythe, school or no sthéou can take
your threats and--'

'l think | get the message without any embroideringspite of your
eloguent way with words.' He was laughing at hair@gShe could
see it in the darkness of those piercing eyeslad/ay he was trying
to keep his mouth straight. He was actually lauglanhher!

'‘Goodnight!" She flung herself down the steps, inganis mocking
chuckle as her teeth gritted helplessly. She wimviel to be a man for
just sixty seconds and give him a good punch omts®. The man
was insufferable.

She knew he was standing watching her as she wailkesl battered
old bike, dropping her handbag into the small widkasket fixed on
to the handlebars with a small sigh as she turded heavy,
cumbersome frame round slowly.

‘That looks more suitable for a museum than angtkise,' the hated
voice drawled slowly from the doorway. 'Can youuadly ride that
thing?'



She ignored him with magnificent disdain, wheelthg bike along
the side of the house and on to the gravelled daseghough he
weren't there. Just as she passed him she raisbdduewith a biting
retort hovering on her lips, only for it to diegtse saw the unguardec
expression on his face seconds before a shuttexr damn and wiped
it away.

They stared at each other for a long moment irstaek, cold beauty
of the frosty night, and then she continued onkay without a
backward glance at the tall, silent figure at tbp of the steps
silhouetted in the lighted doorway.

Once out of sight of the house in a curve in theedshe leant against
the solid, comforting trunk of an old oak tree, head spinning. She
must have been mistaken! For a moment she hadhhthgye was a
raw hunger in that dark gaze that had matchedeharngy hurt that
night in the pub after she had driven his carall been a trick of the
light! As though to confirm that thought, the momuddenly
disappeared behind a solitary cloud, plunging tgatnnto a mass of
dancing shadows. Yes, she'd imagined it, imagihegain.

'‘Come on, Candy, home, girl." At the bottom of dnee she climbed
on the bike carefully, aware that the roads wepepvely dark with

black ice. Concentrating on getting home in onegiealmed her
racing heart and stilled the trembling in her ldgg,once in the warm
comfort of her bed she lay staring at the starry gkough her

window for hours as sleep remained irritatinglysale.

‘This is ridiculous!" At three o'clock, wide awaka&d thoroughly
exasperated, she flung back the covers and mardbeastairs,
jerking the belt of her long, fluffy dressing-gowround her
impatiently.

Slightly mollified by Jasper's ecstatic reactionato unaccustomed
night-time companion, she put a pot of coffee operolate, having



totally given up on the idea of sleep. Jasper Idakeher adoringly,
his deep brown eyes as bright as buttons and hismsmniling when
she curled up on the settee with a mug in her heamdi, as she patted
the sofa beside her, normally forbidden territdrg,leapt up beside
her quickly before she changed her mind.

'Oh, Jasper..." As his warm, soft body snugglednagaer, his head
resting puppy-fashion in her lap, she had an ovelmimg urge to
cry and cry against the silky fur. Everything hamhg so wrong, but
there was more to it than that... The image of &klgaanned,
brilliantly blue-eyed face swam before her andlahker lip until she
tasted blood. She would not allow herself to thin&ny thing. She
shook her head in the darkness. He was turningvoed upside-
down and it had to stop. No more blackmail, no mdireners, no
more sly innuendos for her mind to toy with. 'That, Cameron
Strythe." Jasper looked up enquiringly as she spmk@ at the
surprised look on his face she felt the glimmeaamile touch her
lips. He must think she was mad, and maybe shééaa for a while.
But no more. Enough was enough.

She was on tenterhooks the next day, expectingagtall, a knock
on the door, but there was nothing. As one dap¥adld another in an
easy pattern she began to relax, hoping against tiet the cruel
game was over and she would be left alone.

'‘Cam called today,' her mother said casually asgiheed home from
work on Friday night, her arms stacked with grubkgrcise books to
mark. 'Wondered if you'd like to repeat last Sundagl have lunch
with him again?'

'‘No can do.' Candy kept her face averted as shéhefoom. ‘Masses
to do. Be an angel and give him a ring for me aqudlaén, would you?
Thanks..." The invitation was repeated the follayvweek after
another seven days of silence and this time Cahdggd him herself



to refuse, putting down the phone immediately adtéw curt words
before he had time to reply.

She couldn't quite understand why Cameron had ccalleen he
knew she would be at the school, but that evenargriother let slip
that he was in the habit of popping in for a cupes on the odd
afternoon. 'He just mentioned you might like toé&wch with him,’
Vivien said uncomfortably as she stared at her kimutg glowering
face, 'while he was here.'

‘Am | the only normal one in this family?' They hlden sitting in
companionable silence in the lounge, her parentshivay an old
movie on television and Candy marking books indbwner, but now
the air crackled with tension.

'‘What does that mean?' her father asked quietitgyan wrinkling his
brow at her tone.

‘We're talking about Cameron, for goodness' s&ted' stared across
the room at her parents in amazement. '‘Cameronh8trAnyone
would think he was the prodigal son instead oflilggest rat that
ever drew breath. | don't understand you two, llyefon't. You've
welcomed him back with open arms after all he'seddébon't be
intolerant about what you don't know.' For a secsimel thought she
had misheard her father's quiet voice, but themtwher put a hand
on his arm, her voice anxious.

'‘Ernest.’

'‘Don't know?' She was beginning to feel that thtesedear people
whom she had been so close to for so long weragsra. 'l know
enough. The man hasn't got a grain of natural hudesmency and
nothing has been quite right since he came batle' Sood up
quickly. 'l don't want to have a row with you, s1'$ leave it, shall
we? Jasper needs a walk. | won't be long.'



When she came back an hour later everything sebawdto normal,
but the conversation had left a question mark inrnmd that she
found hard to ignore. There were too many things ¢idn't add up,
suddenly, and of all people she should know thatdawd two made
four.

She purposely filled her weekend with a round divag, spending
the Saturday with an old friend in the next villaged going to the
cinema at night in the midst of a laughing, noisgwd. Sunday
morning dawned bright and warm, a quirk of natarefsen found in
English weather, producing a summer's day at tideo¢ra bitingly
cold, blustery March, and on a whim she loadedelaapd a hastily
prepared picnic in the back of her Mini and took fof the hills,
travelling miles to find a small lake lost in swraling, rolling
countryside, where she spent a wonderful day withwmeting a soul,
tramping miles with Jasper at her side, returnmghe car as dusk
sent warning mauve shadows over the skyline.

It was only on the way home, as she felt an unfamilread as they
neared the village, that she was forced to admitaiself that she
hadn't wanted to stay around in the one place shally loved. She
wouldn't let the phrase 'running away' remain inmexd for more
than a second, banishing it along with all the deubut as she drew
into the small drive and saw her home, silhouetigainst a blazing
sky of red, yellow and deep, fiery orange, she tiad strangest
feeling that maybe she wouldn't be seeing it focimonger. Because
one thing was certain; the whole of Devon, let aldheir small
village, wouldn't be big enough to house Camerahlaarself. If she
lost this fight, unthinkable though it was, thee stould be the one to
have to leave.



CHAPTER SIX

'‘GooD evening, Candy.' As she locked the heavy, arch&dloor of
the old school on Monday evening she knew she bkad bxpecting
this. It had been too much to hope that he woulddeher alone.
Fairytales were for children, after all.

She turned round slowly, her smile tight and hewor eyes wary.
‘Hello, Cameron, what brings you this way?' If blael hoped to keep
things casual that hope died as she saw the exupress his face.

'Oh, | just thought I'd have a wander through titlage as it's such a
wonderful evening,' he said sarcastically as the slrizzle that had
replaced yesterday's warmth intensified. 'Whatlse

'If you're going to be unpleasant I've got betténds to do than
listen--" As she made to brush past him he seieeditm in a cruel
grip, swinging her round to face him with such ftbat her words
were cut off in mid-stream. 'Now look here--'

''ve no intention of looking anywhere but straighto your lovely,
stubborn, obstinate face, Miss Baker.' His voics waol and firm,
but she sensed there was a fire burning somewhsicke] and he was
hanging on to his temper with difficulty in spitdf outward
appearances. 'You are going to talk to me, whethedike it or not,
and now!'

'‘And | suppose you're going to make me?' she askechstically,
jerking her arm free of his hand and flinging badkrand of silky red
hair that had blown across her face.

'If | have to.' His voice was grim now and thereswep vestige of
softness in his face. 'I'm sick of you treating asethe village leper.
You're making things difficult for everyone concedn can't you see
that?'



She stared at him in the dull light, the overcaslygky above and
misty, fine rain throwing the piercing blue of l@ges into dazzling
prominence. They caught and held her, their powpnatic. 'Look,
Cameron--'

'‘No, you look, Candy! The words were like pistehots and she
jumped slightly, her eyes widening. 'I've had ath bbout to take
from you so just, for once in your life, shut uaget into my car.'

'‘No way.'" She shook her head, the tiny dropletswater like
diamonds in the glowing red. 'lI've no intentiongaing anywhere
with you.'

'l just want to talk, damn it." He glowered at hatously. 'We can do
it here, standing in the rain until we're both cdetgy wet through,
or we can behave like sensible, mature adults &noh she dry.

Obviously for one of us such an action would be gletely out of
character,' he finished with heavy sarcasm.

She hesitated, chewing her bottom lip uncomfortabity was
ridiculous when he put it like that, and alreadg sbuld feel globules
of cold water beginning to trickle down her neckl @he chill of the
evening penetrating her coat.

'‘Come on.' He took her silence as agreement ampgegti her arm
again, pulling her down the old stone steps and tive narrow
country road to where the Lamborghini sat withediatlisregard for
the weather. 'Get in.' His tone was autocratigydiher quick temper,
but she bit back the retort that sprang to mingkisg into the car's
luxurious interior with a guilty feeling of pleasurShe hadn't been
looking forward to the walk home, short though iaswy Bright
sunshine had bathed the lanes and meadows whéadheken that
morning and foolishly she had thought it would |agiciding to leave
the Mini tucked up in the garage.



‘What do you want to talk about?' They had drivansbme minutes
In tense silence and Candy felt her nerves strdtthbreaking-point,
although Cameron seemed quite oblivious to herepies

‘In a moment.! He didn't look at her as he spokehia attention

concentrated on the wet, winding road and haiirrgi®ends. Just
when she thought she could bear it no longer heetuoff the main
road into a tiny, overgrown lane, bringing the twaa halt after a few
yards in front of a ancient, dilapidated stile sunded by dripping
wet greenery.

‘There's a wonderful walk down there on a sumnualgs' he said
conversationally as he cut the engine and settéatk Im his seat,
indicating the rolling meadows and wooded hillsdo&y the car with
a sweep of his hand.

She..didn't answer for a long moment. It was rgnmearnest now,
the sound vibrating on the roof and a torrent ofewaffectively
closing them in from the world outside. 'Well?' Sbeked at him
coldly, her senses-registering how good he lookédewher mind
warned her not to betray her thoughts for a secofwl'd better get
on with it; I've got a lot to do tonight.’

‘That's an invitation no man could refuse.' Befsine could gauge
what he was about to do he had leaned across dtisnsene swift
movement, folding her into his arms with an expertthat was
unmistakable, a wicked gleam in his eyes that spokéward

amusement at her predicament.

‘Let me go!" When she tried to pull away his armghtened around
her, crushing her even further into his hard baglire@ half lay across
her. 'Let me go now!" Her eyes were blazing as 8tayed into his
and now there was no vestige of humour in his dyetsa dark, hot
passion that met something deep inside her eveheasied to block
what was happening out of her mind.



'‘Not yet." His voice was a thick, husky whisper am&l his lips
travelled down the graceful curve of her neck ® ltleating pulse in
the base of her throat she gave a long, soft moapite of herself.
Desire was racing through her, white-hot and fieared she was
helpless in the grip of an excitement that wasalie

His mouth searched for hers, claiming her lips ifolag, deep,
penetrating kiss that made her toes curl and g teemble, the
blood singing in her ears in a wild frenzy. She lld strangest
feeling that she had never been truly alive ti tmoment, that from
this second on nothing would ever be the same a§amwas aware
that his hands were moving over her shaking bodygentle caress,
but she was beyond rational thought, each nerveglemmusly alive
and proving that she was tuned in to his need @sgth they were
one.

‘You see, you can't pretend...' There was a thngpbbote of triumph

In his voice that caught at the delirium that hamsgessed her,
washing away the layers of madness until it wad daly again. 'You

can't deny what's between us--'

She reared up so violently that she caught hinllyolbg surprise,
forcing him upwards in spite of his superior weiginid size as she
scrambled into an undignified kneeling positiorhen seat, her small
face as white as a sheet except for two furioussspiocolour on the
top of her cheekbones. 'There's nothing betweerlCas)eron,’ she
hissed savagely. 'Nothing except years of betrayal hate and
misery. Do you really think | would be so insanéplish as to let
myself be persuaded to be another Michelle?'

He was frozen into a menacingly crouching positaenhe stared
unblinkingly into her dark eyes, and as she watt¢hedolour slowly
drain from his face at her words she wondered, flusta fleeting

moment of time, what she had done.



'‘By that you mean... ?' he asked slowly, his vexjgressionless.

'‘Pregnant and abandoned,' she said recklessly, #ubkb of colour
staining her cheeks vivid pink.

'Pregnant and abandoned,' he repeated coldly sstthed back into
his seat without taking his eyes from hers. 'Toughvery touching.
Was that Michelle's version of the story?' His libad curled
scornfully over her sister's name and that fachalgave" her the
courage to continue.

''ve never asked Michelle about that awful tirsag said tightly, her
eyes fiery. 'She was going through hell and sha'diteed her kid
sister asking stupid questions, but everyone sedaméalget | was
old enough to understand the birds and the beea. Xed her,
Cameron, and then walked away when things got to Ihshall

never forgive you, never.' There had been a todidtysteria in the
last words, but by comparison he was icy-cold,dyiss a glittering
grey- blue as he looked her over from head to foist,expression
sardonic. 'What you did was unforgivable.’

'You have no idea what | did, just as you havedaa iwhat Michelle
was,' he said scathingly. "You don't know her.’

'She's my sister!" she shot back wildly.

'‘She was a tramp.' His voice was cold with haterone was the
innocent, | was. Your beloved sister was runninguad with half
of--'

As her hand made contact with the hard skin ofdse she saw the
blow register in the pearly blue of his eyes, biteonvise he was
iImmobile, the bitter twist to his mouth and narroveyes seemingly
frozen in time. She sank back in her seat, herthm@ming in tiny,



sobbing gasps, and for a moment all was quiet éXoephe steady
beat of the rain outside.

‘You're a fool, Candy.' Something had died in lukg as he stared at
her, the misted windows drawing his face even cldSeu've been
blind for years. Go and see Michelle if you doeliéve me. Talk to
her, ask her what happened all those years agahandace the truth
with the same guts you used to face me.’

‘Never.' Her eyes were wide with the shock oftat had happened. 'l
can't rake up all the pain for Michelle now; sheppy at last with a
husband who adores her and a lovely home. Besligg would be

no point to it. | know what | know and nothing wdbnvince me

otherwise.'

A veil had come down over his face as she had §eeaking, turning
it into the hard, cynical mask he had been weahagfirst day when
she had met him again. There was no warmth, ncetaeds in his
eyes now, just a weary, resigned bitterness thamed to have
suddenly aged him ten years. 'You've made yourcehohink what
you like," he said flatly as he started the engigan. 'Live in the past
if the past is so precious to you, but I've finaglised | have to let it
go. We're in different worlds, Candy, aeons ap&tie¢ wanted to
fight against what he was saying, to smash that texk in his eyes,
but there were no words she could use to reachldeoguse she was
lost herself, lost in a confusion of searing mee®m@nd harsh pain
that made her eyes blank and her mouth straight.

'‘Goodbye, Candy.' As he drew up outside her holededt that the
simple words were a portent for the future, butetyenodded a reply
as she stumbled from the car, the falling rainirtgtther face in
pinpricks of icy numbness, bringing pain to heif $&atures. He had
turned the car and roared off before she had ensarted her key in
the door, and for a moment she felt completely fbeas though
deprived of something essential to her existence.



‘You're late." Her mother was busy in the kitchenshe divested
herself of her coat and shoes, going on her kmefesnt of the fire to

give Jasper a cuddle, hiding her face in the ptioieof his thick fur

as-she heard her mother's padding footsteps caméhimroom.

'Sorry." Her voice was muffled in the golden-whsiék. '‘Cameron
picked me up; we needed to discuss a few thingss¢hool and so
on..." She sat up slowly, her hair a bright redjlamound her damp
face. 'lI've got a raging headache, actually; Iktihhave a lie- down
for a bit. Don't keep dinner for me.'

‘Candy?' She stopped in the doorway to the rootheatsound of
anxiety in her mother's voice. 'Is everything ght?'

'Fine.' She didn't turn round. Mothers were motlibesworld over
and she had never been able to fool hers for atmi@ne look at her
face and there would be a host of questions sheincapable of
answering, especially right now. 'I'll probably d@wn later.'

After a hot, reviving shower she sat drying her laifront of the

window, dressed in her old dressing- gown, watclinegstory-book
view in front of her shrouded in its deep, mistyl wath unseeing

eyes. Why was she feeling like this? As thoughelvesis something
inside her that had been ripped out by the roots?

After a time she switched on her little portable, Dyt was unable to
concentrate, lying back on her bed with the heaglasie had
professed fast becoming a reality.

'‘Candy?' She woke to a room filled with darknekg, television
flickering its pictures into the blackness, theoces muted. 'l brought
you a hot drink. How's the headache?'



‘Better, | think." She struggled into a sitting pios as her mother
switched on the bedside lamp, bathing the roomviraen rosy glow
that was restful to the eyes. 'Thanks, you shauidve bothered.’

‘No bother.' Her mother sat down on the side oflibe, her gentle
eyes thoughtful as she peered into Candy's haaytesl 'Is it Cam?
Have you fallen for him?'

The unexpected challenge took Candy completelybyrise, giving
her no time to marshall her defences, and, astahedsaghast into the
lined face watching her with such concern, it wastl@ough the
bottom of her world had just fallen out. Fallen fom? She hadn't
fallen for him. She loved him with a consuming passthat had
grown from childish, adolescent puppy love into fiéblown adult
variety that would last a lifetime. Why hadn't steeognised it
before? How could she have ignored what her heartdeen telling
her all along?

‘No, of course not." She realised she was staramantly at her
mother as though she were an apparition and trigdak smile that
failed dismally. 'How could 1? After what he did Michelle and
everything.'

'Forget Michelle!" her mother said impatiently aan@y stared at her
In amazement. 'The past is past and you are theefutVhat's the
matter with you, girl?' It was a watered-down vemsiof her

conversation with Cameron earlier, and for a secoaddy felt she
was going mad. 'You were only a child in those d&@andy," her
mother continued more gently. 'There were thingd touldn't be

explained at first and then it was too late. Léenever black and
white, but all different shades of grey; thingseafiaren't what they
seem.’

'‘What are you saying?' Her mother's eyes droppkeddthe intensity
of Candy's and she shook her head slowly.



'It's not for me to betray a confidence, and yoovkme better than to
ask. Go and see Michelle, Candy, if Cameron meaythiang at all to
you. Talk to hef. Explain things to her. She's ymir enemy.’

'l never thought she was,' Candy said in surptigest didn't want to
upset her, after all this time--'

'‘Candy, just think of yourself for once," her mathkaid irritably. 'I've
got one daughter who does nothing but that andtties one can't see
the wood for the trees.' The conversation was bagpmore like
Alice in Wonderland every moment to Candy, and sheok her
head slowly as her mother left the room with atligat on her
shoulder. The headache had returned with renewgalri which
wasn't surprising in the circumstances.

She had never felt so totally confused and los$teinlife. What was
the matter with everyone? If anyone else told hergs were not
always as they seemed she would explode. And CamEler heart
stopped and then pounded painfully as she fekttiemgth drain from
her limbs. How could she? How could she love himf ghe did,
totally, irrevocably and for ever. He was her pjube axis on which
the world turned, fixed in the very centre of heatt and life.

'‘What am | going to do?' The empty room held ndyrapd she felt a
sense of panic so severe that its violence maddeleérsick. She
loved a man who had left her sister expecting laisybwithout a
backward glance, stayed away from his father anchbime for ten
years without a shred of remorse, and seemed ty &gckmailing
her into a position of subservience every time thest to satisfy
some weird whim of his own. And still she loved him

After a restless night of tossing and turning sb&eaheavy-eyed and
weary to face a damp, cold Tuesday morning in klimg where the
heating had broken down. She stuck it out till mmdrning, but when
she noticed some of the children's fingers turbing she made a few



phone calls and arranged for everyone to be piakgdfinding
willing babysitters for those children whose pasentre at work.

‘Maybe Cameron's right after all?' she mutterethlyrio herself as
she kicked the old boiler viciously. ‘Maybe thisagg should be
closed down.'

Walking home through the village, her heart sudggmmnped into

her mouth as she noticed a dark red car in thardist It had to be
him. The average daily wage around here couldreéheieep that
monster in petrol.

'‘Hello, Candy. No school?' The car had been pankkside the local
village shop that sold everything from hammers aradls to
ice-cream, and as she walked gingerly into thehbyrigjean interior
the familiar smell of home-cured bacon teased bstrits. The small,
elderly shopkeeper had greeted her loudly, buttahedark figure
standing with his back towards her, apparently esggd in choosing
a box of chocolates from the small display in frofthim, didn't
move a muscle.

'‘No.' Her eyes flickered to the stiff, taut backl@hen returned to Mr
Miller's round red face. 'The boiler's broken dowmagain." Turn
round, Cameron, please, she thought painfully.

'‘Oh, well." The shopkeeper smiled cheerfully. ‘bsose the bairns
didn't object to an unexpected day's holiday. \Waat| get you?"

'Oh..." She glanced round quickly. 'A quarter aihhalease, off the
bone.' She realised the palms of her hands werp.dam

'Right you are.’



As Mr Miller went into the back of the shop, whére kept the cold
meats and dairy produce, she took a deep breathvemdred to
Cameron's side, rubbing her hands against her coat.

'Hello." He turned at her voice and looked dowrhat, his eyes
remote and his face unsmiling.

'‘Good morning, Candy.' She could have been a vaggeaintance
who necessitated the minimum degree of politeness.

'l didn't know you liked chocolates." Good grieftl,gshe thought
disgustedly, how pathetic; you can do better that! t

‘They're for Mrs Baines. | discovered this mornitg her birthday.'
He paused, his face set in austere lines. 'I'Egeteone to call and fix
the boiler this afternoon; the appropriate authesitwill no doubt
take forever.'

‘Thank you.' She stared at him helplessly, seeathimg but distant
civility in the cold blue eyes. What could she s&yf?at was there to
say? Nothing had altered really, except that sk daamitted her
madness to herself.

As Mr Miller returned with the ham Cameron drop@edote on the
counter, tucking the box of chocolates he had anhaséer his arm. 'l
think that covers it; put anything left over intoet Sunday school
outing fund for the kids.' He had gone before eitiféehem could say
a word, the door swinging shut behind him as theéraag madly

overhead, his face grim and strained.

‘He's in a hurry," Mr Miller remarked contentedly lae rang up the
purchase on the huge, battered old till. 'Seems emough, though,
but a bit aloof. Still, he always was a lonely ks, | suppose that's
inevitable.'



Candy heard the old man's words in the back ofrhied, but all her
senses were honed in on Cameron as he walked tath&he saw
him pause as he reached the long, low machine magtdgen his

shoulders wearily, as though the weight of some\é&airden was
too much for him. The gesture hurt her unbeardhlythen the next
instant he had unlocked the car and dropped theotdues into the
back seat, folding himself into the vehicle andrithg off without a

glance in the direction of the shop.

'Here you are, then, Candy.' She turned slowly,dyes vague and
dazed as they glanced at the shopkeeper, and Ipiression
straightened as he saw her pale face. 'Are younteall right, love?
Want to sit down a minute? It's that school; thie'saot into you.'

'‘No, I'm fine, really." She paid for the ham anertheft without
picking it up, retracing her steps with a wan srageMr Miller called
to her from behind his counter.

'‘Best go home and have a hot drink,' he advisedfartingly.
‘Nothing like a hot mug of milk with a touch of lody in it for
warming you up, | always say.'

She smiled without answering and left the shopttyiknowing the
coldness inside her could never be warmed by amytkixternal.
Something had crystallised in her in the last femutes and now she
knew with absolute certainty what she must do, whatshould have
done weeks ago.

She was relieved to find the house was empty winenreached
home—her mother had obviously taken Jasper forlk-wand she
wasted no time, not stopping even to divest heoddier coat before
reaching for the phone.

'Hi, this is 496738.'



'‘Mellie?' For a moment Candy's courage almost tesd@er and then
she took a deep breath and carried on. 'lt's Cavidilie; how are
things?'

‘Hi, Candy.' Her sister sounded delighted to heamfher, which
made Candy feel thoroughly uncomfortable. 'What yare doing
ringing at this time of the day?'

‘The boiler again.' She heard her sister give @ c&gh and knew
what was coming next.

'‘Why don't you leave that ghastly hole and get@edejob up here,
for goodness' sake? You know you could live withunsl you found

a place, and Tim says your qualifications would geti a job

anywhere. You're crazy, Candy, absolutely crazy.'

‘Yes, well, be that as it may.' This was the saomersation that they
had had a hundred times over, but today, heightegesimotion, it
grated unbearably.

'You won't listen to reason, will you?' She coultm@st see
Michelle's rosebud mouth pull tight and the longh@hd-shaped
brown eyes harden. She knew her sister thoughtstseburying
herself alive with her refusal to leave the villaget they had always
wanted such different things out of life. She coualccept that.
Michelle couldn't.

'‘Look, can | come down and stay for a few daysaat&?' She spoke
quickly before she changed her mind.

‘Great!" There was a delighted shriek at the athdrof the phone and
she had to smile to herself at Michelle's enthusidser sister had
notched this upas a small victory, a step in tgétrdirection. She
knew just how Michelle's mind worked.



They talked for another five minutes, Michelle ddsog in great
detail her recent trip to Paris with Tim and the@w car, and then
Candy rang off, her mind whirling. Had she donertgbt thing? Was
she going to stir up a hornet's nest and get lsdhg in the process?
She sighed wearily. She had to ask Michelle whad heally
happened all those years ago. She hahdoov.

Maybe it wouldn't do her any good. She ran a trérglthand across
her brow and sighed deeply. Cameron had obviowsdlyrhore than
enough of her, as his attitude today had clearbywsh so why was
she pursuing this? Why ask questions that by tteir content would
disturb and hurt Michelle when it was all pastdngf dead and gone?
But it wasn't. She remembered the stoop to Cansestwwulders and
the downward curve of his head and her heart tdiggain.

Her parents knew the truth. She suddenly felt ithwabsolute
conviction. They knew something that enabled thematcept
Cameron back into their lives without any recrintioas or
bitterness.

She shut her eyes tightly for a moment and bit barber bottom lip.
For better or worse, in ten days' time she woulokkithe truth.



CHAPTER SEVEN
'You really have got the most beautiful home, Mglli

'l know.' Her sister's voice held immense satigbacas she glanced
round the immaculate kitchen with a small smileeylwere sitting
having morning coffee, perched on two breakfastolstahat
overlooked the pretty London garden, all shrubsy@rs and cane
garden furniture with not a bird in sight. Micheliéscouraged the
birds in her garden. Messy things, she had tolddganth a small
yawn.

‘Don't you ever long for wide open spaces?' Carsked quietly,
glancing at the high brick walls surrounding theairgarden.

‘Me?' Michelle looked at her in horror. "You mustjbking. If | ever
see another cow or horse in my life it will be smon. | love city life.
You would too if you gave it half a chance." Shekid back her
heavy blonde hair that boasted of a wickedly expensut and
slanted her heavily lashed eyes at Candy. 'Whayalidreally come
up for, Candy?'

'‘What?' Candy had forgotten those rare flashesaok fionesty that
made up part of Michelle's complex personality. Mafghe time her
sister led her life on a very superficial levelkefal never to delve too
deep, but she was capable of great and surprigptis, as her utter
devotion to her children showed. She adored eaehobthem, but
Candy had noticed that there was a tendernessriddatings with
Jamie that was missing with the other two, as thaslte needed to
make something up to him.

'"You loathe it here, you know you do. It's lovetyttave you, but |
normally have to nag and nag for you to come. Aod'we been so
withdrawn.'



'‘Have 1?' Candy looked startled. Her sister wasenp@rceptive than
she would like at times. 'Sorry.'

'l get the awful feeling my time of reckoning hasre. Am | right?'
Michelle asked lightly with a wry grimace, but Candoticed her
eyes were dark with emotion. 'Cameron's back, h&?t

'Yes,' Candy admitted as hot colour seared herkbtlees, 'he's
back.'

‘And you like him." It was said flatly with no ennah, more a
statement of fact than a question.

‘Look, Mellie, you don't have to discuss--'

'‘Oh, but | do, don't I?" Michelle's eyes had a Igdiak in them now.
'‘What's he been saying about me?’

'‘Nothing much.' Candy looked hard at her sister.riBwt | owe it to
him to ask you the truth, not just for him, Mellmyt for me. | want to
know, to know..." She stopped and took a deep Ibreaicertain of
how to continue.

'‘He hasn't told you, then?' Michelle's face wag palw and her eyes
shadowed. 'Really?'

'He's intimated things..." Candy gestured uncorabdyt 'Nothing

definite, but he seems to bear you a grudge whehauld be the
other way round. Nothing seems to make sense.'g8hed at her
sister appealingly. 'I'm not asking just for th&kesaf it, Mellie,

believe me.'

‘You love him?' There was an edge of pain in Milg'lvoice that
rasped against Candy's heart, and for a momenwshdered what
on earth she was doing here, opening up old wouhdsvas



unforgivable. She should have known better. 'Do, yGandy?'
Michelle was holding her now with her slanted egesl Candy
looked at her for a long moment before nodding BtpWwver cheeks
flushed.

'Yes, | love him,' she said painfully. 'He's thstlperson on this earth
| should love, but | do.’

Michelle subsided on her stool, her taut body relguas she touched
Candy's face lightly with her hand. 'Well, | thittk better make some
fresh coffee; we've got a lot of talking to do.tJuse thing, Candy...'
Candy looked up, surprised at the note of pleadmndlichelle's
voice; she had never heard it before. 'Don't hate wmll you? |
couldn't bear it if you did." The slanted eyes wkn@inous with
unshed tears.

‘Don't be so silly." Candy reached across and pavsister's slender
body a swift hug. 'l could never do that.’

‘Jamie isn't Cameron's son.' They had taken theshfcup of coffee
into Michelle's sparkling white- and-honey-colourlednge, where
lace curtains were moving gently in the breeze fritra open
windows, the beautifully warm April day filteringnto the
immaculate room carefully.

'He isn't?" Candy knew a moment's indescribablesfrelBut |
thought--'

'I know what you thought." Michelle dropped her £ye the cup

clasped in her hands, her heavy fold of hair fgllatross flushed
cheeks. '"You were meant to think that, everyone Wesuldn't bear

for anyone to know the truth then, to know..." Stagped and raised
her eyes to Candy's intent face. 'There weresewsal who could

have been Jamie's father," she said simply.



‘Mellie, what are you saying?' Candy asked sofiiihy?'

'l wanted it all,” Michelle said quietly. 'l love@ameron, in my
fashion Idid love him, but | wanted more. | was only just twetwo,
Candy; I felt I hadn't lived." She moved restlessliger seat and stood
up, walking over to the window and gazing through e&xpensive
lace. 'l needed excitement, intrigue; | wantedrovk | could attract
any man | desired.’

‘And did you?' Candy wanted to go over and hugsthiefigure, but
sat where she was.

‘Too true," Michelle said bitterly. 'l was suchoalf They only wanted
one thing, but | was too caught up in myself to the.'

‘But if you don't know who the father was, how aaknow it wasn't
Cameron?' Candy asked slowly, her mind whirling.

'‘Because Cameron was the one man who didn't agk sleep with
him," Michelle said painfully. 'We were engagedbéomarried and he
was content to wait. He respected me,' she saidlyweble didn't
want to pressurise me into doing anything | migigret. He..."' Her
voice broke and she moved back to the-chair, wipi@geyes with
the back of her hand.

‘Don't go on, Mellie,' Candy said quickly. 'lt do&smatter--'

'Of course it matters,' Michelle said fiercely. &y time I've thought
of him in the last ten years I've seen his face ldst night. He was
devastated and yet | made him suffer still mordebyng everyone
think he was the father, just to cover my own baskirprise myself,
you know, Candy,' she said with a note of bewild&rtin her voice,
'l really do." She stared at Candy miserably. "Thght when | told
him | was so brash, so confident. | told him ifreally loved me he
would stand by me and support me and the baby anywsaid |



didn't know who the father was, that it could hdeen one of
several, that they didn't mean a thing and it waslHoved.’

‘What did he say?' Candy whispered, her eyes orsibtar's white
face.

'He told me to go to hell," Michelle said slowknd then | threatened
him. | said | would ruin his reputation, that eveng would believe
me, that his father would make him marry me. AnctldrCharles
tried." She looked at Candy forlornly. 'He didrstén to a word Cam
said and they had a terrible row. That's when Gdm |

'Oh, Mellie..." Candy looked at this sister she lhglays loved in
spite of herself, and found she hadn't got thetlteamondemn her out
of hand. Michelle had suffered from her wildness ghe felt the
burden of guilt Michelle had carried over the ydaas been a heavy
one.

‘Do Mum and Dad know the truth?' Candy asked quidilo they
know Cameron isn't the father?'

'Yes, they know.' Michelle looked at her wretchediyhen Jamie
was born, when | first saw his tiny face and hefd,h knew | had to
come clean. I'd been given such a gift, Candy,tthislittle person
perfectly formed with all his toes and fingers ttheouldn't start off a
new life without clearing things with the family. Knew it'd be
difficult and it was—' her eyes narrowed in remeamme '—but |
somehow felt that if | didn't try to put things nigJamie might be
taken away from me. Silly, but that's how [ felt.'

‘And so?' Candy prompted softly.
'So | told Mum and Dad and Uncle Charles.'

‘Uncle Charles? He knew? What did he say?' Carldydaa surprise.



'He wouldn't believe me at first.'" Michelle's fateisted with
remembered puzzlement. 'l couldn't understand hishijl don't. It
was almost as though he wanted Cam to be guiltthasgh it was
important to him that Cam took the blame. Maybegust wanted
Jamie to be his grandchild, | don't know.'

'l don't think it was that," Candy said slowly, texart chilling at her
sister's words.

‘And it was Uncle Charles who insisted as few pedp told as

possible. He said they wouldn't believe it anyway as | was

leaving the district it was better just to let tpgndie a natural death,
not to rake it all up again. | have to admit | veay too pleased to
agree with him at the time. Maybe that was wrorapn't know,' she

finished miserably.

'Did he tell Cameron you'd told the truth?'

‘Yes.' Michelle nodded her blonde head definitivéDad made sure
of that. He and Uncle Charles actually went toGam, but Dad said
it was a disaster. Uncle Charles was so weird, aaltl unbending,
and Cam seemed as though he had had enough lof s@bpose he
had,' she added reflectively.

'‘Poor Cameron..." Candy whispered sadly. 'He dmive a soul in the
world, did he?' Michelle twisted uncomfortably oerhseat and
fiddled awkwardly with her coffee-cup, her eyes éved. 'Why
didn't you tell me, though?' As the thought ocadirre Candy she
raised troubled brown eyes to Michelle's face. 'Wagp me in the
dark?'

‘You were only just thirteen when Jamie was bdvhichelle said
defensively, 'and we weren't sure how much of it had taken in,
anyway. Uncle Charles said he didn't want you tmkand Mum and



Dad weren't sure; they said they'd leave it up éoame way or the
other.'

‘And you didn't want to tell me,' Candy said blgakl

'‘Don't look like that, Candy," Michelle said urggraéis she saw the
hurt in her sister's eyes. 'lt wasn't like thagllse | suppose if you

want the truth | just wanted someone in the famiho was on my
side. You'd always been such a pet to me and sefand protective
once | was pregnant. Mum and Dad tried to pretdrad they'd

forgiven me, but | knew they hadn't really, notrsach for getting

pregnant, but for involving Cam, and then the cssifen about the
other lads. Well, it was all too much for them,uegs. Things have
never been the same again, anyway.'

'l see." Candy rose and walked over to the windgagzing with
unseeing eyes at the smart London street outssdegat, clean paths
and carefully planted trees in pristine order can@nting the chic,
elegant houses and modish cars parked strategesadly few yards.
She noticed the number of BMWs with wry cynicisnesythis whole
scene was made for Michelle; it suited her peryeciboes Tim
know?'

'Of course.' Michelle rose gracefully and joinech@gat the window.

‘Things are different up here, Candy. Tim did'bta hair; he'd seen
it all before. Anyway, he could hardly have objeicteonsidering the
number of women he's had, and still has, if my ®isps are right.'

‘And you don't mind?' Candy was appalled and itngtbin every
stretched feature of her face.

‘Not really." Michelle gave a laconic shrug to fs#m shoulders.
'‘While the cat's away, you know... Tim has his fuhave mine. It
doesn't mean anything.'



'‘Mellie!" Candy stepped back a pace and starechiatsister's lovely
face. 'Are you serious?'

'l told you, things are different here,’ Michellaid irritably. '‘Don't
look at me like that! If it suits us both, so wHat?

The return of the children from the park with Timtow abruptly
ended further revelations, but that night, as Cdagytossing and
turning in the strange bed, she went over and theeconversation in
her mind, becoming conscious of the inevitabilityy Michelle's
words as she pondered them through the dark h8heshad known
since that night after the dinner party! She sathagrply in bed with a
gesture of repudiation, but the truth was not tbéeished so easily.
She had known then, in her heart of hearts, thaefan wasn't
capable of the cruelty she had accused him ofshethad been too
cowardly to face the consequences of following thatight through.
He had been right. Taking off the rose-colouredgga was painful,
but not as painful as thinking about the tortuefather had put him
through from childhood right through to manhood.dAvichelle's
heartless betrayal would have hit him doubly hartbnely, loveless
childhood and then such treachery by the one pdredmad pinned
his hopes of the future on. How could he ever tarstone again,
believe in anyone?

The soft pink fingers of dawn were beginning tdten the night sky
when at last she fell into restless sleep, her miade up. As soon as
she got back home she would go and see Camerorihavhiee
wanted to see her or not. She owed it to him tdogpse for how
wrong she had been, how obstinately blind. It amdzer how he
could bear to have anything to do with any of thaltrthe village and
its inhabitants held for him were cold, dark merasrof a time he
would obviously prefer to forget. When she thoubbtv she had
treated him, the things she had said, she writbedtahe bed in hot
misery. He must hate her. He must really hate her.



‘Candy! What are you doing here?' Surprise warndia wariness on
Cameron's face as he stared down at her from thesteép, and for a
moment the surprise of seeing him when she hadcegheMrs

Baines to open the door robbed her of coherentchpdiedidn't help

that he was looking devastatingly attractive, heskdhair slicked
back from his forehead, accentuating the vivid bdyes, and his
denim jeans hugging his hips in a way that brogghten warmth to
her cheeks. 'Is everything all right?' he askeenilyg when she still
didn't speak. "There's nothing wrong with your éatar Vivien?'

'‘No, no..." She waved her hand in a way that cdwdlde meant
anything. 'Nothing's wrong, at least not like th&hat | mean to say
is..." She stopped abruptly. She had rehearsetittl@speech every
long minute of every long day she had spent at Bliets, and now it
had deserted her. He just looked so.. .good. Hawdche have been
So stupid, so stubborn?

'‘Well, this is a first." Amazingly he was smilingdashe noticed for
the first time, with a piercing pang to her hedrow his smile
softened the harsh contours of his face and gagbtdo his eyes that
brought the young Cameron of ten years ago poignalive.

‘A first?' She stared at him, bewildered.

‘To see you lost for words. Normally | can't stau yalking.' He took
her arm, drawing her into the house. 'And usuéliipesn't bode well
for me.'

'No." She paused as they stood in the hall. "Whedl;s what | want to
talk to you about. You see...' Her words trailecdgpwas she heard the
low murmur of voices from the drawing-room. '‘Om I5orry. You
have visitors?'



‘Unfortunately, yes." He was looking at her keerdpd she was
suddenly very conscious of her flushed face andiswirept hair. 'Pete
Bales came down for a few days over Easter wihwaffiends. You
remember Pete?'

'He worked with you on the oil-rigs?' Somethingwgrd hard inside
her as she wondered if any females were includdaeiparty.

‘Yes.' He raked his hand through his hair and tbeament made her
hotly aware of his broad, muscled shoulders asiti@yed under the
thin cotton of his shirt. 'There were a few of ueonhad always
planned to meet up again and now seemed as gooe as any.'

'Oh." It didn't sound as if any women were invohattd she felt
immensely relieved. 'I'll leave you to it, then.'

'‘Hang on a minute, Candy.' He took her arm agaishasturned to
leave and the warmth of his firm flesh seemed to Ier. He was so
male. Every tissue, every fibre, dominantly malhey're going
home today, as it happens. Have you got anythiagnad for this
evening?'

'No.' She looked up into his dark face and wasa@ouns that she was
holding her breath with anticipation. That lastéishe had seen him,
two weeks ago now, he had been so cold and withdraw icily
polite, but maybe he had missed her just a litfleRly for the sparks
they struck off each other?

‘Would you like to go out for a meal?' He was tragdaarefully, very
carefully, she could sense it.

'I'd love to,' she said simply and caught the flaisurprise that flared
in his eyes for a second before he nodded withefutbnchalance.



'‘Good.' He smiled again and she caught her brésihv. could she
have not seen him for the man he was all those svag&? She had
been such a fool. 'I'll pick you up at eight o'&élpOK?'

'‘OK." She turned quickly towards the front doottessound of men's
laughter rose from the drawing- room and there thassound of
someone calling Cameron's name.

'Hey, Candy.' He stopped her for the second timeé @ow wry
humour was twisting that firm mouth and crinklinfgetvivid blue
eyes. 'l said'll pickyou up at eight.’

'l heard you.' She knew what he meant, but wasmeted not to rise
to the bait.

‘My, my." He leant back against the wall, folding larms as he
looked at her sardonically, a shaft of warm Aputhlsght picking out
the faintest trace ofblond highlights the severehadn't completely
been able to banish. 'Now | know there are fairf@s!maybe the
magic of Easter has been able to soothe the sévagst?'

‘Shut up, Cam,' she said flatly, and although sh&wnaware she had
spoken the old nickname a quick narrowing of hiessapld her of her
mistake.

‘Do | detect a slight mellowing?' There was no laegin his face
now, just a tight intentness that unnerved her rtiwae a little.

She was saved from having to make a reply as #wing-room door
opened with a swift flourish and Pete Bales stuskhead out, his
expression changing as he saw the look on Camdem@s

‘Sorry, mate.' He raised an embarrassed hand tyGand she raised
her own in response. 'l thought you were talkiniylts Baines.'



'‘She's out shopping,' Cameron said shortly witkeakihg his eyes off
Candy's hot face. 'I'll be back in a minute.’

'Fine, take your time, no hurry..." Pete's goodureal face was a
bright shade of red as he closed the door, hisuainaturally bright.

'I've really got to be going.' This time Candy malle door without
further delay, closing it behind her quickly, coiosis that Cameron
was still standing pressed against the wall, elreeyof his big, long
body still, as though he was waiting for something.

She walked down the sunlit drive in a daze, telhegself with every
step that the invitation meant nothing, that he yus$ lonely and
being kind, that she was any port in a storm, batmatter how she
tried, the swell of hope wouldn't be denied. Sivedbhim! In spite of
the ridiculousness of the old cliche she was awaaethe grass was
greener, the clear sky overhead bluer, the wotidgather more
beautiful since when she had walked this same rad&v minutes
before. He was taking her out tonight! She gavtla skip and then
looked around quickly, her cheeks scarlet.

'‘Calm down, Candy, calm down.' She had never tal&dterself so
much as she had done in the last few weeks! Herevals, a mature
schoolteacher approaching the age of twenty-tlanee acting like a
schoolgirl with a crush on the head teacher. Bwagn't a crush. And
she wasn't a schoolgirl.

Her parents, bless them, had made no comment whah she had
told them of her dinner date, but when she disagoleapstairs at five
o'clock with a muttered explanation that she lookedness and
needed a bath, her mother had raised musing eysbidalf an hour
and you're usually ready," she said calmly. 'Stdly know best.’

Candy answered her with a weak smile and beatty retseat to the
bathroom, locking the door and subsiding into agldmot, relaxing



bath for nearly an hour. Her body and mind felif #sey belonged to
her again as she stepped out of the soothing caféiss silky water
some time later, and as she dried her hair andeghghreful make-up
she found herself humming in a way she hadn't doneeeks.

She opted for a look of smart casualness, teamorgam cashmere
dress with high-heeled shoes of the same shadkavidg her hair

loose to soften the plainness of the dress, leitingjlky red mass of
burnished copper be her only adornment. She waly teag before

eight, sitting at her window and watching the sisagiedusk slowly

turn the sky pewter-dark, purposely emptying hendnof any

thought beyond that of appreciating the panorarmew\spread out
before her. She was going to be composed tonigimposed and
tranquil, even if it killed her!

'‘Candy! Cam's here!" As her mother's voice filteopgtairs Candy
took a deep breath and stood up slowly on legswkat annoyingly
wobbly. She had heard his car purr scrunchily talh on the drive
outside, heard the car door slam and the frontllonng, and then
the deep, mellow tones of his dark voice spealongetr mother, but
had been unable to move, a mixture of fear, wildehand crippling
shyness keeping her in her seat.

‘You look.. .breathtakingly lovely.' He was starglin the hall at the
bottom of the stairs as she left her bedroom, argha walked down
the stairs his eyes never left her for a secorel|dbk on his face
bringing the blood pounding in her ears and makiaghands damp.

‘Thank you. You look pretty good yourself," sheddahtly, willing
her voice not to betray her. It was the second sheshad seen him in
a suit, the first being at the disastrous dinnetypaeeks before, and
like then he looked stunning, the dark, tannedanatdeep blue eyes
making her breath catch in her throat.



'‘Here.' She looked down in surprise and he preasadall package
into her hands, her eyes lighting up with pleasisrehe saw the dark,
exotic petals of the orchid through the transpates. 'The red
matches your hair,' he said softly as he took tbedr from her,
carefully fixing it on to the front of her dresshare it lay in
magnificent contrast to the soft cream material.

'It's gorgeous, Cam, thank you." Her mother hacchet the little
exchange with a studiously blank expression, but acsmall smile
clung to her lips as she handed Candy her jacket.

‘Your father brought me a bunch of lupins he hdckriafrom his

mother's garden without her knowing on our firstl idate,’ she said
blithely, regardless of the innuendo. 'Carefullyapped in the
morning's newspaper. They were lovely, thoughheé Smiled at
them both as her husband's voice sounded fronotira beyond.

‘You never told me you knew that!'

She smiled at them both warmly. 'You'd better gfoigel let any
more cats out of the bag."'

The night was cool with just a slight bite in thie, @nd once in
Cameron's car it was deliciously warm. 'Your paseate nice
people.' His voice was quiet as he swung the palveaf out into the
road after checking his mirrors and she noddedesaggeat.

' know.'

‘You're very lucky.' There was no bitterness orcoam in his voice,
but, knowing what she did, her heart went out to.hi can see why
you are so well- rounded as a person.'

'‘Well-rounded?' She pretended annoyance as sheeglalown at her
curves. 'Not too well-rounded, | hope?'



'You know what | mean.' A slight smile touched fleeere line of his
mouth. 'l wouldn't presume to criticise your figults perfect, as I'm
sure you've been told before?'

'‘Hundreds of times,' she agreed wickedly."How miamydreds?' He
wasn't fooling now and she recognised instantlyginestion he was
asking.

'I've never slept with a man before, Cam.' Thesgarved slightly,
but apart from that he betrayed no reaction tajoest, steady voice,
his eyes still intent on the dark, winding roaddvsefhim, his hands
gripping the wheel tightly. 'That's what you wergkiag, weren't
you?' It was a calm, serene statement and he dieni it, his face
impossible to read. Knowing what she did about lsihe had sensed
total honesty was vitally important. He could talke truth, whatever
it had been; there was nothing small about this.iDaplicity was the
only thing he couldn't handle.

‘Unfortunately | have slept with several women, @ahHis voice
was devoid of emotion. 'In my defence | can onlytbat it was right
at the time.'

‘Then why "unfortunately"?' she asked softly, fogcthe pain from
her voice with sheer will-power.

'‘Because now, at this moment in time, | realiseokttheir bodies
without being prepared to make any real commitrtetitem. | never
realised that before. Not until..." He stopped sundigl

‘Until?' she asked quietly.

‘Later.' He had withdrawn from her again; she caddse it. 'We're
nearly there.'



‘There' turned out to be a perfectly wonderfulaesint attached to a
sumptuous hotel nestling in its own magnificentupds complete
with a cascading waterfall that was carefully flbbtb be on view
from the dining-room. Cameron's Lamborghini fitigerfectly into
its surroundings and the young liveried attendamb @rove it away
to park it tried, unsuccessfully, to hide his detigt being in charge
of such a superbly regal machine.

'You've made his day," Candy remarked with a sasl¢hey entered
the huge, thickly carpeted foyer, the combined kmiekxpensive
perfume and hothouse flowers rich in the scented ai

‘Magnanimity is my second name," Cameron said ,drdiking her
arm as he led her towards the restaurant, wheie ¢bats were
whisked away by one waitress as another showed théheir table
in a discreet little alcove for two overlooking theautiful gardens
and silently flowing water. 'They open the doorsthe summer,
weather permitting; | understand it's quite a spaet' Cameron
remarked as he looked up from his contemplatioth@fwine list to
find her engrossed in the magical picture outsideu haven't been
here before?'

'‘Hardly." She looked at him wryly, her expressiandid. ‘'It's not the
usual haunt of the average schoolteacher, is it?'

'l guess not.' He smiled slowly. 'But then the agerschoolteacher
doesn't have hair like liquid fire and skin likéksi

'‘No?' She was mesmerised by the look in his eyessésw flicker of
excitement shivered down her spine.

'‘No." He leant across the table, touching her cligbiy with the tip

of one finger. 'Or the courage and tenacity of aeno day Boadicea.
| used to wonder about that queen of the Iceni wh&as younger,
attacking the Roman settlements, reducing Londomstwes, and



then, rather than falling into the hands of heetdanemies, putting
an end to her own lifeby poison. Yes, | used to adesnf such a
woman could have existed. But now | know.'

'‘Don't make me into something I'm not, Cam,' slkeagéd quietly.

'I've no need to do that.' He smiled sardonic&glieve me, Candy, |
have enough trouble coping with what you are tharytand imagine
more.'

‘Cam--' The waitress interrupted her and as shledétack in her seat
after giving her order she felt maybe it was ad.v8#e had just been
about to reveal how she felt about him and, lookiow at his hard,
handsome face as he gazed over the small dancedlone side of
them, she doubted if he had meant his words asihegounded. He
was enormously wealthy, handsome and with a speudl of
charisma that would ensure he was never shornadifecompany if
he so desired it. She was an ordinary schoolteatber a small
village and her sister had been the means of dritim from his
home and country under a cloud as well as beingahbse of the final
estrangement from his father. She didn't reallykimam at all; she
was only just beginning to understand him a littlet she loved him
with all her heart. It was hopeless.

'‘Why the sad face?' He gestured the wine waiteyand poured the
wine he had chosen himself, offering-her her giass$ watching in
evident satisfaction as she relished the tasteouple of glasses of
that and you'll pass the evening in a happy daeesaid teasingly.
'"You aren't allowed to drink this stuff with a nriable expression.’

'l don't want to be in a daze, happy or otherwiske¢ answered
spontaneously with more truth than tact. 'l wantesamember every
minute of this evening.'



His eyes narrowed at her words, but he said notlsietgling back in
his seat with that curious waiting expression anface that always
made her feel slightly uncomfortable.

The food was delicious, but she had known it wdodd and she
relaxed as the meal progressed and they kepthbdigall talk. She
would have to tell him why she had gone to seetbhaay, but that
could wait. For the moment it was too intoxicatiogoe sitting here
like this, laughing and talking, to do anythingsgmoil the mood.

It was as they were having coffee that she raisesgtuibject. Several
couples were already dancing and she felt Cameridnask her
once their coffee was finished. She really coultace being in his
arms until she had spoken, confessed how wronpathdeen.

'l suppose you're wondering why | came to see pday?' she said
slowly, as they sat watching a particularly sm@ilymp man of well

past middle-age whisk a young blonde about ther #fsothough he
were twenty-one.

'His daughter?' Cameron raised laughing, cynicabeyws as he
turned to her and then his expression straighteasedher words
registered. 'Not particularly.’ He looked up at barefully. 'Should |
be?'

‘You know I've been away for Easter?' This wasoih@ to be easy
and he wasn't helping at all, whether by desigacoident she wasn't
sure.

'‘No." Now the old familiar shutter came down, tagithe brilliant
eyes grey-blue and hardening his classical featntesstone. 'l told
you; | had guests.'



'l went to see Michelle." For a moment she wasmé & he had heard
her. There was no movement in the cold face wadclnar so
intently, no flicker in the piercing eyes.

'‘And?’ It was only one word, but it made Candy shiv
‘And she told me the truth.’

‘Which version?' There was a dark anger in the e\es and she felt
it was directed solely against her, although sta'tlunderstand why.

‘The real version.' Her voice was tight now. 'Thms thing she told
your father all those years ago and my parents #fte baby was
born.’

'l see.' He settled back in his seat and she ssymbuth was a thin
white line. 'And | thought you came out with me igit because
you'd been thinking about things yourself, everhaps beginning to
believe and trust me a little. But you'd been te kg sister, who'd
started you on a guilt trip, if I'm not mistaken.'

'It's not like that,' she protested faintly, haed at his reaction.

'‘No? Stop fooling yourself, Candy. When Michell&tgou the truth

you felt a heavy dose of remorse about me. | cantsk's written in

every beautiful, vulnerable line of your face.' ¢lared at her angrily.
'l can do without your pity. There might be a lbtlungs.! want from

you, but, rest assured, pity sure isn't one of them

'‘Cam, listen; | need to explain--" She stopped, evagled and
white-faced, as he raised an imperious hand, hes #gshing blue
fire.

'l don't want to discuss it any further tonight,n@g. You're here,
whatever your motive. Let's leave it like that, lshae?'



'‘No, we won't!" she spat furiously as, in spite af her good
intentions, her temper rose to match his. 'Whytcami just stop
talking and listen for once?'

‘Me stop talking and listen?' He glowered at hés, dxpression a
subtle blend of amazement and fury. 'Well, thatls, coming from

you. Since that first time we met up on the hilgiye done nothing
but jJump to conclusions, most of them blatantly mgo The waitress
who was coming to replenish their coffee- cups toon& look at their
faces and disappeared in the opposite directiaréeed lowered.

'‘Really?' She scowled at him angrily. 'And | suppbsnagined those
first words you spoke to me, threatening to shaespér? That sure
beat any "How nice to meet you" or "How do you do?& heard
recently. Talk about how to win friends and inflaerpeople!

He had the grace to look slightly discomfited aittla dull red searing
momentarily under his cheekbones. "You know | wotilldarm a hair
on Jasper's head.'

'l do now,"' she retorted quickly. 'But when somarbded stranger
leaps out with a loaded gun looking like the wildmof Borneo one
tends to do what he says and ask questions later.'

'‘Oh, for crying out loud." He ran his hand throughk hair in the

gesture she was beginning to know so well anduingrat her heart,
dissolving her anger and turning her eyes brilliaith unshed tears.
How could she reach him? It was as though there waédrigh, solid

wall round him, and she had to admit quite a feieksrhad been put
in place by herself.

'‘Look, Cam,' she began quietly, wanting to reachamd touch his
hand, but not quite having the courage. 'l didafhe here tonight
because | feel guilty or sorry for you or anythaige like that.’



'‘No?' He looked at her hard. "You were coming ®ltbuse today to
apologise for misjudging me, right?’

‘Yes,' she admitted carefully.

'‘And after I'd opened my big mouth and told youttel about my
father | can imagine Monica and Michelle addedrtlersion too.
Right again?' His eyes didn't leave her face aedcshldn't lie.

'Yes, but--'

‘That's all 1 need to know." She stared at him vatimixture of

exasperation and helplessness. She didn't feefquitlyim, couldn't
he see that? Love, desire, need—these had thegia her heart,
but pity? Never. He was mistaking tenderness amdpession for
something he found abhorrent. She admired the veapad risen
above obstacles that would have crushed a lesgkibsih in doing so
he had built a defence that she was beginning & feas

impenetrable.

'‘Let me make one thing plain, Candy."' All emoti@dHheft his face
now and as she stared into his cold blue eyes & khe had lost.
'‘Compared to some, my start in life wasn't too laadl, once grown,
we're responsible for our own destiny. Life owesathing; it's up
for grabs and to cry for the moon just gives oser& throat.'

‘That sounds... hard.' She kept her voice calncant]

‘Life is hard," he said soberly.

‘And you never cry for the moon?"

'l didn't say | was perfect." There was that steaegpression on his

face again and she felt she was missing somethialiyvimportant.
‘But I'm learning.'



She felt as though she were playing a part in aabracplay for the
rest of the evening. They danced, they talked,darmeron was far
from her, holding himself in some sort of iron rastt that was
terrifying for the strength of character it revehle

It was late when they left the hotel, driving hotheough the quiet,
deserted countryside in silence, each lost in them thoughts. The
final cataclysm to the evening began innocentlyugiho but its shock
waves were to stretch into the weeks ahead, disgonthatever they
touched.

'‘Oh, my flower!" As they drew into Candy's driveestiutched the top
of her dress in panic. 'l've lost my flower, Caltnwas the only thing
he had ever given her and now it was gone.

'‘Not to worry."' He seemed quite impervious to histrdss, his male
mind working on logic. 'It served its purpose foe tevening.'

'‘But | wanted to keep it." The loss had assumed embous
proportions suddenly. 'Don't you see?' She realdtztwards that
she had been asking him more than a surface goneshiout the
flower, the strain of the last few weeks spillingeo around the
orchid.

‘Well, it's gone.' He looked at her in the darkndssan always get
you another if it means so much.'

'‘But | wantthatone!" That was the one he had given her at thieofioo
the stairs with a soft light in his eyes; that wasone he had fixed on
her dress with such gentleness. Couldn't he uraaet3t

He shrugged lightly. 'I'll get you a basketful tomaav.'



'l told you, | don't want another one; it was tloae that meant
something. Forget it; it's not important.' The lawk her face belied
her words as she glared at him angrily.

'What on earth have | done now?' he asked softiytasd glint lit the
blue eyes.

'l said forget it.' Her voice was a bark, but hardeghe anger only, not
recognising the hurt in its brittle depths.

'Forget it?' he said with a harsh laugh. 'l wisbuld forget it, Candy,
forget this place, forget the ties holding me hé&gget you.'

‘Well, what's stopping you?' she asked in a volgehbing with
emotion.

‘This!" He had moved across her like before, bist tilme there was
no gentle persuasion in his movements, just fieco& anger and
furious passion. She realised with a feeling ofipahat the tight
control he had been showing all evening had finaligpped, as he
took her lips in a cruel punishment of a kiss, ama round her waist
and the other holding her head against his mouité.sBuggled even
as she knew the futility of it, his superior weigimid strength holding
her immobile with effortless ease. The kiss wenaod on, hard and
searing and vital, and when at last he raised &&l o stare down
into her dazed, shocked eyes the look on his fagleténed her more
than the violence of what had gone before.

'‘Look what you're doing to me.' His face was stiliclose to hers that
she could see the upward curl of his eyelasheseatiw/ narrowed
eyes filled with self- contempt. ‘Do you know | wao take you now,
here, even knowing it's against your will and @i hate me? | want
to possess you, to make it impossible for you &véorget me, to be
the first. | want you, Candy.' Her name was a Igr@gan and then she



was free as he jerked away, opening his door andngaoound the
car to open her door and almost drag her out meacold blackness.

As the car screeched down the drive and roarenhtffthe distance
she stood completely still, unable to move, hedhganning and a
feeling of utter disorientation gripping her miMihat had happened
had taken place so quickly she could almost haWtesfee had
imagined it if it weren't for her swollen, bruiskgas and aching body.
She touched her mouth gingerly with a trembling chahalf
expecting to see blood on her fingers. She shaalliédling enraged,
frightened, but there had been something in hig gawagery,, his
helpless capitulation to his feelings, that hadléd her even as she
had fought him. She shook her head in disgust. \Whatheturning
him into? Ha! What wabketurning her into?

But she lovechim. She didn't even feel the chill of the night as st
stood, swaying slightly, in the darkness. That wexy his touch,
even in anger, could stir her heart and her body.

And Cameron? Her eyes were bleak as she gazednmsganto the
black sky alive with millions of tiny, twinkling ats. He wanted her.
Simple animal lust. He had told her as much.

'Oh, help me."' She hadn't prayed with such veheensince she was
a child. 'Please help me; | can't bear this." Sthe&'tcknow if it was for
him or herself that she felt such desolation, sumbelessness, but as
she stood in the cold darkness with her face raséue sky the tears
ran down her face in a hot, scalding torrent; hetwasn't even aware
she was weeping.



CHAPTER EIGHT

‘Hi! I'm home!" Candy called automatically as she edténe house
the next evening after her first day at work after Easter holidays.
The day had been a trying one, whether due to thklren's

exuberance after two weeks of running wild or hewno
preoccupation with her thoughts she wasn't surg vituatever, she
had been immensely relieved when the old clockhenwall had

chimed the hour. Even Kevin had seemed difficudttigg the same
sum wrong over and over again in spite of her lgagione through it
with him several times, and she had finally snapgteaim, much to
his chagrin, and earned a furiously disapprovi@nge from Julie in
the process. They had parted friends after a qoucidle, but the
small incident had upset her and added to the teighw pressing
down on her head.

‘Mum?' She came to a halt in the doorway to thehkib to find her
mother clasped tightly in her father's arms, hezdiface awash with
tears, and Jasper sitting in woebegone silencldiy side without a
wag left in his tail. 'Mum, what is it?'

A helpless wave of the hand was the only answerastaved and
she turned quickly to her father, her dark eyesausx 'Dad?'

'It's OK, it's OK.' Her father gave a dazed smidna kissed the top of
her mother's head. 'lt's just that I've taken esglyrement; it all
happened a bit suddenly today and--'

‘Cam'’s finished you?' Her eyes stretched widereagdther nodded.
‘The dirty swine!" She was out of the kitchen l&kemall whirlwind,
the slam of the front door drowning the sound affather's voice as
he called her back. She had used the Mini for vaoidk the keys were
still in the ignition—a practice her father higldisapproved of—and
she reached thirty mph in the blink of an eye as jared off,



disappearing in a whirl of exhaust fumes as heemgarreached the
drive.

‘You did it. You really did it, Cam,' she mutterdidbelievingly as she
took a corner almost on two wheels, her tyres yglai harsh protest.
This was her punishment for offending him; he wasng out his
spite on two dear people who had shown him onlyetstdnding and
compassion. 'How could you?' she ground out betwsenched
teeth, feeling a murderous rage sweeping her bedpa hurled into
his drive, scattering gravel in a whirling arc be srought the car to a
very professional emergency stop.

Mrs Baines answered the door almost immediatelyGantly forced
herself to speak politely to the surprised littieman, who took in her
flushed face and blazing eyes with a little ‘ohapprehension.

'Where is he, Mrs Baines?"

'In the study, dear, but | don't think..." WhateMas Baines thought
Candy would never know because she was througrhalieand
outside the door before the small housekeeper diinkl. She didn't
knock, opening the door with a violence that forgdzhck at such a
speed it almost shut again.

‘What the hell... ?* Cameron had been working l@ehis desk, but
leapt to his feet at her entrance, his dark fanadkrous. 'Have you
gone mad?'

‘Yes, I've gone mad!" She was aware of Mrs Baiha#tiag the door
behind her and that they were alone, but that wouildive made any
difference to the furious tirade anyway. 'l wentdtiae day you came
back here and | haven't been sane since.’

‘Charming.' He glared at her furiously. 'Am | suped to know what
this latest little witch-hunt is all about?'



'‘Are you supposed to know?' she shrieked as thevisige of
control slipped. 'You've just got rid of my fatharho's worked for
your rotten family since he left school, just thgbusheer spite, and
you ask me if you are supposed to know!" He wasiigaover one
side of his desk and she over the other, theirsfawehes apart. 'l
know Michelle played a filthy trick on you and I"een less than
welcoming since you came home, but to sack someadaés given
your estate the best years of his life to satiefyies twisted desire for
revenge ... it's... it's immoral.'

'‘Have you quite finished?' he asked icily as haigitened into a
standing position before seating himself once nabtbe desk.

'Finished? | haven't even started,' she answered/wner eyes huge
in her white face and her red hair tumbling rourd $houlders in
glorious disarray. 'You're--'

‘That's enough.' Something in his face, combindd thie snarl of a

voice, brought her voice to a halt. 'In fact thattsre than enough.' He
leant back in his chair, his eyes splintered géasthis face stony. 'l

presume you haven't discussed this properly withr parents?'

'‘When | came home from work it was to see Mum @yamd Dad
trying to comfort her,' she said angrily.

‘It doesn't take the Brain of Britain to put twodamvo together and
reach four.'

'Or, in this case, five.' The first deadly trickiedoubt crept down her
spine.

'Five?'

'I stand corrected. Nine or ten.' He rose now aonded round the
desk towards her and it took all the will-power glossessed not to



back away. She had never seen such undiluted ffigrdy it was
almost tangible. 'What's this?' He picked up anciaif looking
document from the desk and thrust it into her nessfingers. 'Read
it.

She stared at the paper, but the black figuresedhaod waved in
front of her eyes and she looked up helplesstanit.’

"You damn well will! Sit down and look at it.' Heighed her into the
seat facing the desk and walked back to his owtmgdown without

another word and waiting silently while she reaavds like her own
epitaph, a fitting memorial to all her doubts andtrast.

‘You've given them the house?' She looked up iaze d

'‘And a pension for life at the same rate as yothefs salary.
Combined with his own pension, that should endi@entto live very
nicely and do some of the things they've alwaystedmo. | take it
you didn't wait to find all this out?' She shook ead vacantly.
‘Well, why should you?' His voice was dripping vendThere is
nothing, absolutely nothing you think me incapabfe "Sacking"
your father would almost rate as one of my finexde would it not?'

‘Cameron--"I care for your father, Candy, beliégvar not. | wanted
him to have some time with Vivien, free of finardqwessure, while
they were both still young enough to enjoy it. Yhunk | won't miss
him? He knows this place and all its warts and pasifike the back
of his hand. It will be impossible to replace hfamd | shall mishim,
his genuine, unaffected friendship and desire toadinmy path.'

‘Cam--'

‘Get out, Candy.' It was a stranger in front of &ed she stared at
him, horrified, as he faced her, his eyes as c®ideaand his mouth a
thin line in the stark whiteness of his face.



'Please, Cam--'

'Please, Cam?' He repeated her words in biting exgcki hat's what
Michelle said that night ten years ago. "PleasenQalease." I've
heard of lightning striking twice..." He stoppedidanly. 'Get out,
Candy, get out before | do something | will regmetthe rest of my
life.’

She moved slowly, like an old, old woman, stumbksghe made for
the door, but he made no move to help her. His temamce could
have been set in stone for all the emotion he sofe tried once
more as she reached the doorway, turning in amtéffiaeach him,
but the passionate words in her heart died oniperak she saw his
eyes. They were deadly, full of-'cold savagery arkind of bitter
contempt that pierced her through. And it was atlfault! Her tears
blinded her as she left the house, and she redlbhednctuary of her
little faithful Mini with something akin to hystexisweeping over her
body. How could she have been so foolish? To dgstven the little
they had in one fell swoop!

* * %

The next few days felt like years. Life was reduteeéxistence and
she became little more than an automaton as shiealvenat her daily
tasks, a vacant, self-acting machine merely sirmgaflesh and
blood.

Her parents had been discretion itself when sheréianined home
after her abortive visit to Cameron, their anxitages reaching out to
her in spite of her misery. 'Don't worry, it's OBhie had said quietly,
a blessed numbness taking over her mind. '‘Cam iegplabout the
pension and so on.'

'‘Before you had your say or after?' her father aglexceptively.



‘After.' She looked at them with blank eyes.

'‘Oh, Candy." Her mother sighed softly. 'We triedstop you, but
you'd already gone. | can see how it must havedddk you, but |
was so overcome with his generosity; it's a dreamectrue. They
were tears of joy, do you see?'

'Yes, | see.' She threw a despairing glance atateer. 'Well, you
always said my temper would cause me to catch mgne day, Dad.
In this case | think it was the whole foot.’

‘That bad?' her father asked softly.

‘You'd better believe it." She tried a weak smihel anade for the
stairs. 'Bed, | think. Tomorrow is a new day, ortlsey say.' And it
had been, dismal and joyless and bleak like the tret followed.

‘Sue's on the phone, Candy.' She gave a sighief asl she left the
self-imposed task of weeding the flowerbeds, pgllioff her
gardening gloves as she walked towards the houneelaBt few days
had been bad enough, caught as she was in an eonptyrat seemed
to stretch on and on, but she had been dreadingebkend without
even the children to distract her from her morhmlyard-looking
thoughts.

'‘Candy, baby!" Sue's cheerful voice rattled dowa lihe. 'Doing
anything tonight?'

‘Not that | know of,’ Candy answered slowly. SHesdi Sue; she
always had. Her old schoolfriend was totally withguile and as
open as the day was long. An evening in her compas/ always
uncomplicated and easy, which was just what sheletkat the
moment.



‘The gang's meeting at the Cross Keys at eighe;,58idl brightly. 'See
you there?'

‘Maybe.' She would have preferred it with just Shet Saturday
night was Saturday night.

'‘Not "maybe”," Sue returned firmly. 'Everyone'sisgythey haven't
seen you in weeks, Candy; what gives?'

'I've just been busy.' There was no way she wasisisng Cameron
with anyone.

"Too busy.' Sue's voice took on a note of conc¥wu looked awful
when | saw you in the post office the other daym@mut for a drink,
Candy; you needn't stay all night. Say yes, go on.’

'OK." She hadn't the interest or the energy to@rguad besides, the
thought of another night with her mind performingrelentless
post-mortem on her last conversation with Cameras anything but
appealing.

‘Great, see you at eight, then.'

It took her exactly five minutes to get ready lafeat day, merely
changing one pair of jeans for another and pulanfyjesh sweater
over her head after she had washed her hands ariibed her nails
free of garden dirt. She looped her hair into &kjpony- tail without
even glancing in the mirror and, picking up her lxagn the chair,
called goodbye to her parents as she walked doimsst&ee you
later, won't be late.' They had been immersedawvetrbrochures and
had found it hard to even look up as she pausatidiounge door.
Only Jasper was pleased to see her, giving heigaohiais tail as he
lay stretched out in front of the roaring coal fire doggy bliss,
toasting first one side and then the other withlyagrin on his face.



It was only a five-minute walk to the Cross Keysldhe attractive
little pub, with its white-washed, ivy-clad stonalg and beautifully
thatched roof was full to bursting when she enteéhediow, arched
door nearly an hour late.

'‘Candy!" Immediately Sue was by her side and shvensast of their
friends were grouped round the huge old woodeplae on carved
wooden benches either side of the crackling log fitve got you a
drink in; come and sit down." She hesitated sligh# she noticed
David was in the party and then followed Sue oveding her
annoyance as David made a great show of providsjgaae next to
him. They had only met once, by chance, sincerigdit at his house,
followed by a telephone call by him the next dayewlshe had made
it very plain she considered their somewhat tendonesdship well
and truly over. He had been first indignant andhtabrasively rude
and the parting had been a sour one. Now, howéeeseemed all
smiles and jollity, his good-looking, weak facewing, and not just
with the heat of the fire, she suspected.'What hyaxebeen doing
with yourself, Candy?' one of the others asked algni'We've
missed you.'

'‘Oh, this and that.' Candy smiled dismissively, lhen her
expression froze as David's voice sounded innocégther side.

‘Maybe you ought to askhoshe's been doing it with.' His tone wa:
jocular and she suspected no one else caught tieadthof
maliciousness.

'‘What's this? A mystery?' Sue took up the remadghangly, her
good-natured face merry. 'l love a good mystery.'

'‘No mystery, Sue." Now one or two of the otherssedrthe barbed
content of David's words and she noticed his vauees slightly

slurred. She was right; he had been drinking toolmtie never had
been able to hold his liquor. 'Our little Candy lyas herself a suitor;



isn't that right, lovely?' He smiled at her witls Imhouth as his eyes
flashed bitterly over her face. 'Flying high, ateve?’

'l don't think Candy wants to discuss this anytfari David.' Martin,
the doctor's son, spoke firmly and cuttingly, aravid immediately
subsided into hurt silence, sensing the unitedpgisaval of those
present as Candy's face turned a bright shadelof re

'Only having a joke..." he mumbled to no one irtipalar, earning a
measured glance of disgust from Sue in the protdgsiound, eh?’
By the time he returned with the tray of drinks #iemosphere had
cleared and after the pointed rebuff by Martin laal lobviously
decided to behave himself, joining in the generahversation
carefully. If he was sitting a little too close @andy she decided to
ignore it to avoid a scene, although the feel sfdoft, warm thigh
next to hers was making her feel a little sick. Aadhink she had
once counted this creep as one of her friends!

She was aware of the door behind her opening amtirglpa number
of times and then, to her annoyance, she felt Daaion snake along
the back of the bench behind her to rest in linth Wwer shoulders, his
hand hanging over her arm. Damn, damn, damn. Skdedethis
aggravation like a hole in the head! She glancddmtcarefully to
find him smiling at her with a strange gleam in Ipale eyes.
‘Anything wrong?' he murmured softly, and she fdraeool smile to
her lips as she shook her head slowly. There wagayde was going
to engineer a scene here in front of everyonehdt tvas his little
game she could stick this farce for another howoand then make a
quick getaway. There was little he could do in frohall the others.

‘My round, | think?' She stood up gratefully afeefew minutes,
thankful to get the feel of him off her flesh, he stood up quickly
too, his face smiling.



'I'l'help you." It would have been churlish tousé and she could
escape in a while anyway, so she nodded curtlyrzame her way to
the bar, conscious of him a step behind her. Agyshe the order to
the barman David slid his arms either side of haistvso she was
pinned between the counter and his body in whadtddpto anyone
watching, like an intimate embrace.

'‘David, I've just about had enough of this," steséd quietly, turning
at an angle to look into his face.

'Of what?' He was grinning inanely and she wouldehgiven the
world to slap the silliness out of his face.

'Of you mauling me about,' she murmured angrilyy'Anore and |
don't care about the others, so help me. I'll bit where you stand!'

‘Nownonow." The drink was telling and his words eveslurring
together unintelligibly. 'Why be 1' this? | thoughé were friends?
Can't w' be friends?'

'If you want to be friends get your arms off mée said quietly. 'l
mean it, David, now!"

‘Jus’ one littl' kiss, then. Jus' for ole time&esand then Davey will
be a good boy.' She glanced at him in exasperdatlogre was no way
he was going to move until she gave him a peck.cehé tell that

note of belligerence in his voice meant the drinksvgiving him

Dutch courage, but, false or not, he meant to phas@oint.

‘Just one, then, and that's it." She moved roukdssohis cheek, but,
with a dexterity that made her suspect he wasndllrask as he
seemed, he brought his arms up to hold her tomiangreat bear-hug
at the same time as his moist lips clamped on leertim She was too
surprised at his audacity to react for a momentthad, as hot rage



flooded her stiff body, she went to lash out, awlind herself free
and a cool, indolent voice speaking to one sideeothead.

‘Good evening, Candy. | trust you are enjoying geli?' She turned
to find Cameron's hard, cold eyes a few inches fiens, Monica and
Bill's unhappy faces in the background.

'‘Cam..." The shock of seeing him again momentaohbed her of
speech and then she was conscious of him noddibg\al, his eyes

icy.
'‘Hello again. David, isn't it?'

‘Yeh, that's right." David sounded immensely pldasgh himself
and now Candy knew why. He had obviously noticeth€@an come
in some time ago and had planned this little cheafadhis benefit!

Cameron's next words confirmed her suspicions.ré\est off, only
called in for a quick one.' He nodded to them mh$tantly. 'See you
around, then.'

‘Seems as if it's hello and goodbye.' Monica hadaddo Cameron's
side and as she took Candy's arm Cameron was ftoreegit for her.
‘We must meet up again soon.’

''d like that," Candy answered weakly as the batsn@ice sounded
in her ear.

‘Eleven pounds twenty, miss.'

'l get it." David jumped in before she had timeeopen her mouth.
'‘Can't have my girl paying for the drinks, can wi# voice was
perfectly clear and distinct now, and as she werdrgue Monica
tapped her lightly on the shoulder.



'‘Bye, then, Candy, I'll be in touch.' The thredhe@m turned away in
one movement and she was left with David and #nedf drinks and
a great void where her stomach should have beersh@svatched
Cameron's dark head disappear out of the door ah&ed to cry and
scream and shout and throw things, but insteadwshed back to
David with a bitter, cold smile twisting her mouth.

'‘Well done, David.' He looked slightly startledthé direct assault,
but said nothing. 'What have | ever done to yodeserve this?'

‘All's fair in love and war, sweetheart,' he saighuly, his light blue
eyes with their pale lashes resembling those ahaless goldfish in
a bowl. 'l did see you first, remember?"

‘David, | wouldn't have you gift-wrapped,' she saidkingly, leaving
him at the bar as she walked overto the othersalhelcted her coat
and bag. 'David's bringing the drinks and I'm @i said quietly to
Sue.

‘Everything all right?' Sue followed her to the deay, her eyes dark
with concern.

'Far from it, but I'll give you a ring and expldimngs,’ Candy said
tightly. 'Suffice to say if | have to stay here anere minute in the
company of that gormless moron there'll be murdeed

'‘Right." Sue took a step backwards at the savagetandy's voice.
'‘Right, then.’

There was no sign of Cameron outside, but thermatdlknown there
wouldn't be. He would be long since gone, no dtlibking she was
wrapped in David's arms and enjoying his compasy ljke maybe
her sister would have been? She clasped her aghtbytround her
waist and groaned out loud. There was no way shklgeach him



now, nothing she could do. The die had been casigars ago and all
the love in the world couldn't change things now.

She walked home slowly, blind to the mellow charnd &erene
beauty around her, passing the tiny church witlpéscil-slim spire
with unseeing eyes. She had lost, completely amsacably, and
now the only path left open to her was to leavevilage and all its
inhabitants as quickly as she could.



CHAPTER NINE

CANDY could never remember much about the following weeks,
but on May the first, with new life bursting outoand her, vibrant
and pulsating in the new leaves on the trees agdtidding flowers,
she suddenly came to herself. What was she doing&t Was she
doing? This wasn't like her, to give in miseraldtyaccept defeat, to
creep away into a hole and die. She had always Rrexactly what
she wanted out of life and she still did, excepatt thow it had all
changed. Now it began and ended with a tall dank wizo had eyes
the colour of blue ice and a heart to match.

Monica hadn't contacted her, but that didn't ssgohier. She had seer
something change in the warmth of the older womapés when
David had spoken, insinuating she was 'his girlshe wanted to
speak to Monica she realised she would have to rtinekérst move
and she had the feeling she would desperately aredlly in the
enemy camp before she was through.

She rang Monica at lunchtime the next day andhadad expected,
there was a definite element of reserve in theratltanan's voice.
'‘Candy, this is a nice surprise.' Candy smiledeisd&f grimly. From

the cool note in Monica's voice she gathered theitsw was not one

for hiding her feelings.

'l don't suppose itis, really.' There was a blsitdnce at the other end
of the phone and then Monica spoke again, her vivastionally
warmer.

‘Well, a surprise, anyway. | must confess | didrftect to hear from
you again after the other night. |1 gather that ypunan is your
boyfriend?'

'‘No, he is not," Candy said vehemently. 'He's tlggdst creep this
side of the sun and quite loathsome.'



The silence was a little longer this time. 'Do kdat you've fallen
out?' Monica asked coolly.

‘Monica, we were never "in"," Candy said sharplie whole thing
was contrived by David for Cameron's benefit. Sem of pathetic
"hands off" idea, | think.'

'It's worked.

Candy bit on her lip anxiously. This was going ®Harder than she
had thought. 'Let me make one thing clear, Moriibave never been
out with David in that way, whatever impressionikes to give, and

if he was the last man on this earth | would stilh a mile. Is that

plain enough?'

'It's not me you want to convince, is it?' Theres\vadong pause and
then Monica spoke again. 'I'm sorry, Candy, buavento say | don't
understand you, | really don't.' That makes twafCandy thought
grimly. 'I'm not sure if you want to have your caked eat it, but if

you do | can assure you it won't work, not with Cam

'l know that and nothing is further from my min@andy said
quickly. 'Please, Monica, | need your help.’

'l can't help you, Candy.' There was a great deptiveariness in
Monica's voice. 'He's going to Australia and thttat. Nothing will
change his mind now.'

'‘He's doing what?' Candy almost dropped the phoher shock.

'He's going to Australia,” Monica repeated in siggr'Didn't you
know? | thought that's why you'd rung. I'd haveuiiat you'd be
clapping your hands with joy; it's what you've atfor all along,
Isn't it?'



'Yes... no... well, at first | wanted him to ledav€andy stammered
miserably. 'But that was before...' Her voice @aidway. 'Why is he
going, Monica?' she asked in a small, flat voice.

‘Candy, you are enough of a woman to know the answéhat one,
especially after that night in the pub,’ Monicaveesed firmly. 'The
estate is up for sale and most of his businessesiiein this country
are being wound up. He means it, child; he iswlifg.’

'l see." She could hear the sound of another phiogeng in the
background and men's voices rising and falling eme sort of
discussion. 'I'm sorry, Monica; you're obviouslyywéusy. I'll call
back some other time.'

'‘OK." There was a pause. 'Candy?'
'Yes.'

'Oh, nothing. I've said enough. Keep in touch.'tAs phone was
replaced at the other end Candy stood in frozenaiility, her mind

reeling. What had Monica meant about her being ginafia woman
to know why he was leaving? She couldn't have medér heart
began to pound so hard that she felt quite ill. Hiidva man like him
show love? Even his acts of compassion and undelista were

done silently; she would never have found out alhmikindness to
Kevin and his mother if Monica hadn't told her. Ammiv her parents.
Oh, Cam...

He wanted her; she knew that much. Even if he hadmitted it the
other night she knew beyond doubt that her body pdlysical
attraction for him. Right from the first it had ethere in his eyes,
his every expression, but love... ? Men could sdpdove and desire
into neat compartments, unlike most women. Esdgaaman like
him, experienced and worldly wise with a fierce senof



iIndependence that had been cultivated since cloltilmcompensate
for a lifetime of crippling, arid loneliness.

Her mind jolted at the last thought. He had no tveenever really had
anyone. How could shaottell him how she felt? This faint, tentative
hope she had might be wrong—it might just be plahysical
attraction he felt for her—but with this man, tpigcious man, there
was no room for false pride. She had to make hiaerstand she
loved him and then, if he had nothing to give Imeraturn, leave as
his friend. But he might, he just might, feel sohmeg for her? The
wild surge of painful joy swept over her in an ovkelming flood
before she dampened it down. Don't, don't think abw, she told
herself firmly. Just do what you've got to do.

The" afternoon crawled by, but eventually the clticked the last
minute away and she emptied the school in recand,tlocking the
heavy old door behind her with a feeling of pampng her throat
until she could hardly breathe. This was madnessptete and utter
madness, a crazy gamble that was going to leavdobking the
biggest fool on earth! And the alternative? her dnesked her
logically. A lifetime of regret, of not knowing, diitter anger that she
hadn't had the courage to follow a dream.

‘Mrs Baines?' As she stood at the top of the wsdeeping steps she
saw the little housekeeper's customary smile wasing, and that

convinced her like nothing else that this nightmaas a reality. 'Can

| have a word with Cam, please?'

'l don't know if he'll see you.' Mrs Baines lookacher sadly. 'He left
word he wasn't to be disturbed. He's been workiingoairs trying to
get everything to rights before he leaves.'

'He's going soon?' Candy whispered softly.



'In three days, dear. | don't know, what a tosllos Baines shook her
head despondently. 'And here was me thinking l'adse for life. Not
that he hasn't been generous—oh, no, more tharraenrebut |
want to stay here. You know what | mean, dear?’

'Yes, | know." Candy looked towards the closed ytuidor. 'Could
you just see... ?'

‘Come on in and sit down a minute,' Mrs Baines,sgicetly opening
the front door wide and gesturing to the drawingrano 'I'll try, but

I'm not promising anything, mind. Funny mood h&sibin for days.'
She was back within minutes, her face apologdto. luck, I'm

afraid. Can | take a message? He definitely waoeet gou, Miss
Candy.'

‘Mrs Baines, it's essential | see him," Candy sagently. ‘Let me go
in, please.’

'I can't do that--'

'l take all the blame, | promise. I'll say | lgad past you or
something, but | have to see him, | just have kease, Mrs Baines.'

'Oh, | don't know.' Mrs Baines shook her head infgsion. 'I'm too
old for these sorts of goings-on.

Mr Charles would turn in his grave.' She looke€ahdy's pleading
face and shook her head again. 'Go on with yow.tBait don't
outstay your welcome, mind.'

Welcome? What welcome? Candy thought wryly as shtes
swiftly out of the room. She knocked once on therdand then
opened it gingerly, stepping inside as her stomaatthed
alarmingly. He was sitting at his desk, his elbawsthe gleaming
dark wood and his head in his hands.



'Has she gone, Mrs Baines?'

She tried to speak, but her mind had gone blank e thrill of

seeing him again. The dark, shining hair, his bigad shoulders,
hunched now and curiously defenceless. And he lead lgoing to
leave without a word and she would never have baaragain. Oh,
Cameron.

'l said..." As he raised his head and saw her stgridere he rose so
quickly that the chair shot out from under his legysicochet against
the wall and skid halfway across the room. In tetond of stark
surprise his face was naked and she saw somettahgave her the
strength to continue.

' had to come, Cam. Please listen to me.' At tang of her voice
the mask settled instantly over his face, clothing) features with
cold remoteness.

‘There's something wrong?' he asked harshly, baitnsticed the
hand that raked back his hair was shaking slightbu do care, Cam,
she prayed silently; | know you do.

''ve been wrong; you're wrong now." She took apdeesath and
spoke straight from the heart. 'l didn't understahdn you first came
back, Cam, | was too tied up with things in thetpasee the truth,
even though it was staring me right in the fademdw you affected
me, but | wouldn't let myself probe any deeper ttiet. | pretended
it was just a physical thing between us.’

'Pretended?' His voice was cruel.

‘Yes, pretended!" She took a step towards himhegave her such a
glance of withering scorn that she stopped uncdgytdlLook, | know
how it looked with David the other night, but thaas just him
being... being--'



'‘Being protective of his property?" He was beindibeéeately
insulting, but she quenched the spurt of angercbld insolence
awoke with iron determination. If she lost her tempow it was the
end, really the end.

'Being' pathetic.' She looked at him hard. 'He thoughioitild get to
you even though he knew by then there was no hiops ever going
out with him.'

'‘And why should he think that?' He eyed her coldly.

'‘Because he feels you like me and he knows...psluised for the
fraction of a second '... he knows | love you.'

'You expect me to believe that?' She could havieved there was
liquid ice flowing in his veins from the chill thatas emanating from
him, but shéhadseen something in his face before he had recove
himself sufficiently to don the mask. It had beeerde hunger,
blazing need and some other element she dareduhatname to.

'Yes, | do." She looked him full in the face. "Yslould know one
thing about me by now: | do speak the truth.'

‘And why have you decided to.. ."speak the trutithes moment in
time?' he asked flatly. "What little birdie has beéispering in your
ear?'

She took another step towards him and then gesairdee chair in
front of her facing the desk. 'Can | sit down a m&?"'

‘There's no point,' he said evenly as his eyetegdid like blue glass.
‘You're leaving in a moment. Now, why this amaziieglaration and
why now?'



'‘Because you're going back to Australia in thregs'di@me,' she said
quietly.

‘Now we're beginning to get somewhere.' He foldedanms and
leant back against the wall. 'l suspect that'sfits¢ honest thing
you've said since you came. What have you doneMighBaines, by
the way? Tied her to a chair?'

‘Don't be ridiculous." She knew he was trying toveke her into
losing her temper, but she was determined notéo Bind I've meant
every word I've said, Cam.’

'‘Have you?' The pose he had taken up was casuablenbut she
could feel his body was as tight as a coiled sprifig sorry, Candy,
but that's too big a pill to swallow. You've fouadt I'm leaving and
persuaded yourself it's something to do with ydwgt tyou are
somehow responsible. Is that approaching the truth?

Her eyes flickered under his steel gaze. It wadrit®, but not the
whole story, and certainly not the way he was regméng it. 'Partly,
but--'

'l thought so.' He laughed harshly. 'Hasn't anytotteyou that blood
sacrifices finished nearly two thousand years afbat do you think
you're offering me, a nice, friendly affair? Holdirhands in the
moonlight and a chaste kiss on the cheek? I'd wsan¢, much more;
you have no idea--'

'I'm not a child, Cam." She glared at him as havworose in her
cheeks. 'l know--'

‘You know nothing, absolutely nothing.' He rakedkhis hair again
and this time his hand was rocksteady. 'You atanlt for casual
affairs, Candy. Some women can handle it, but oat }fter the first
time I'd taken your body you'd feel regret andresseof betrayal. The



next time disgust would begin to emerge. Oh, I'msaying you'd
dislike the physical sensations,' he added quiaklghe opened her
mouth to speak. 'In fact, | can guarantee that sigdeld be
pleasurable for both of us." A fire blazed to likehind his eyes for a
second and then was quenched ruthlessly. '‘But safter, a few
weeks, a few months, you'd hate me. The sensellofygu feel now
would be replaced by loathing and self- disgustom't want that,
Candy. I've done a lot of things in my life I'm na#rticularly proud
of, but I've never knowingly wrecked someone else's

‘It wouldn't be like that.' She held out her haimda pleading gesture,
her eyes liquid. 'l've told you, | love you--'

'‘What you feel for me is pity mixed with a heavysdamf misplaced
guilt and sexual attraction,' he said coldly. Tin&t two | don't need
and the latter would be an encumbrance | would ¢liogling after a
time.' He was being deliberately cruel, she kneviouit it still hurt
unbearably. 'If | want my physical needs satisfylipgefer to do the
choosing at a time to suit me. Have | made mydeHre' She stared
at him dumbly with huge brown eyes. 'And the womemould
choose are experienced coquettes who can pleaas mach as | do
them. | don't need you round my neck like a miligtoCandy, and
that's the end of this conversation.'

He turned away so his back was towards her, leabatly hands
against the window-sill, his body taut and stibobdbye, Candy.'
She stood for a long moment, too shocked to crg,then his voice
came as a bark. 'l said goodbye, Candy.'

She backed to the door, her hand to her mouththerdwrenched it
open with nerveless fingers, racing across theamallfumbling with
the front door as a stream of hot tears blinded$iee heard the study
door bang behind her and froze for a moment, beitettwere no
footsteps coming towards her, no tall dark figusnding watching
her.



'‘Miss Candy? Are you all right?' As she finally ¢iegl the door open
Mrs Baines appeared from the drawing-room, herdopiump face
lined with concern as she saw Candy's wet, hotksh&&'hat on earth
happened?’

'‘Nothing, it's nothing..." Candy gasped as shepsigputside into the
warm, mellow sunlight of the May evening. Nothirfgfhe had just
lost the one thing she wanted in all the world aheé called it
'nothing'!

'Is it Mr Cameron? He's upset you?' Mrs Bainefodd her out on
to the top of the steps, her cheeks shaking widigimation. "Well, |
won't have this. Young master or not, | shall bh!'

'Please, Mrs Baines.'" Candy fought to control herder chest
heaving with the effort. 'It's not Cam. I've jusitha shock.'

‘Well, | don't know." Mrs Baines took a step closeher, her bright
small black eyes anxious. 'lIf you say so, Miss Gabdt I'm worried
about him, I really am. He's not eating and | kieendoesn't go to bed
till three or four in the morning and then he'sagiain at six. He can't
go on like this; the weight is just dropping offrhi

'Is it?' Candy scrubbed at her face with her haratkef and blew her
nose loudly.

'‘He walks those poor dogs until their legs are lgehppping off and
comes back with a face like thunder and a temperaizh. | tell you,
Miss Candy, no one knows what I've had to suffedaist two weeks.'

‘Two weeks?' Candy seized on the little woman'dw/dike a terrier
with a bone. 'Did you say he's been like this Yoo tiveeks?'



‘That's right," said Mrs Baines confidingly. '"Yought to see the
meals I've cooked to tempt him, Miss Candy—worksadf they
are—but no, back they come, untouched.'

‘Mrs Baines, I've got to go." She backed away friv@a small
housekeeper, who was now in full gossip mode. jliseremembered
an appointment, I'm sorry..."

‘All right, dear, all right." Mrs Baines looked giitly affronted as
Candy took off at a gallop across the lawns, reagthe curve of the
drive in seconds and leaning back against the gamink of an old
oak tree once she was hidden from the house.

Two weeks. Two weeks! She wanted to dance and slrmithen
checked herself suddenly. It might not mean angthih could be
something quite different from seeing her with RbEWiat had caused
this torment, some business pressure that she ko#vng about.
She shook her head, her eyes shining. No, she wobklieve that. It
had to be because he lovedher; it had to! He hadytht today he was
protecting her from herself, that was it.

On the walk home cold, bleak reality set in. Whetheloved her or
not he was never going to admit it while he belgevehat he did.
Three days. How could she perform little less thaniracle in three
days?

It was in the middle of the night that the idea eamher. She sat bolt
upright in bed, unsure whether she had been aalegplreaming or

awake and thinking, but, whatever, she knew whatsid to do now.

It was going to take some organising and she resdthan three days
to pull it off, but pull it off she must.

The rest of the night was spent making lists, wgitietters and
sorting clothes, and when her mother came dowssthiseven the
next morning it was to find Candy in the midst opige of papers,



triumphantly holding her passport aloft. 'FountSthe gave Vivien a
beaming smile. 'I'm going to Australia in two days.

By nine o'clock she had both given in her notice amranged a
supply teacher for the school as well as havingg@done suitcase.
At ten she phoned Monica.

'l need to know exactly when and where Cam's flytogAustralia
from,' she stated with no preliminaries as Monigalse came warily
on the line.

'You do?' Monica hesitated. '‘Can | ask why?'
'If you promise to keep it to yourself.'
‘Will it hurt Cam if | say yes?'

'l can only say | believe it will hurt him a lot m®if you say no,’
Candy answered quietly with her fingers crossed.

'l promise." She thought she detected a hopefié notMonica's
voice.

'I'm going to catch the same flight; it's the onlgty | can convince
him | really do love him and I'm serious, but evieen | might fail.'

There was a long, pregnant pause and then, '‘Gaogofq girl!
Monica had obviously made a decision and was gfong. 'Get a
pen and notebook ready; there's a few other thing8l need to see
to besides a ticket. You'll need a visa, for oneghReady?'

At the end of the conversation Candy's head wdsgeand a few
pages of the notebook were full of her scribbleke Blessed
Monica's efficiency. Every eventuality on the meuba was
covered. If only the emotional side were as simple!



'‘Candy?' It was the old Monica now, warm and apipigpvDon't take
no for an answer. He needs you, desperately.'

"I'll try, but you know Cam,' Candy answered quyietl
‘Exactly.’

The next day she went to London to get a visa.dih&t sleep at all

that night, except for an hour or so due to tothkeistion in the early
morning. She couldn't have explained how she teliriyone. Her

head was throbbing, her stomach was a law untlh, itsel nervous

excitement had the adrenalin pumping so vigorotistpugh her

body that she felt positively hyperactive. If tifigsled she had lost
everything— her job, her savings, but, most impdiya the chance
to ever have children and share her life with orm@.nBecause one
thing was for sure; if she couldn't have Camer@antbhe wouldn't
have anyone.

She cried once when she said goodbye to Jaspéedha his warm,

loving body snuggling into her arms and his bigasguhead resting
adoringly on her sleeve causing a momentary lossmfol. But then

the will-power that was an integral part of her ea came to her aid
and she blinked the weakness away, sniffing lousihe didn't know

when she would see him again and he wasn't a ydogg. She

forced her mind away from depressing thoughts.

Her father had wanted to drive her to the airdmst,she had insisted
on a taxi, wanting to say goodbye to her parentheir own home

and leave them together in familiar surroundingenvehe left. They
were still stunned by the suddenness of her degibigt had made no
move to dissuade her from her decision, for whiehwas grateful. It
wouldn't have made any difference if they had, ibwas good to

know she had their support, if not their full ungtanding.



As the taxi drove her away she looked back thrabhghwindow one
last time to see them hugging each other close nfather's face
awash with tears. It hadn't helped that she caub@specific on how
long she was going to be away, talking vaguely eéks or possibly
months. She felt they knew, like her, that, whatelie outcome of
this endeavour, she could never come back andthawgs the way
they were. If Cameron didn't want her, if she haérbhideously
wrong, then it would mean a new life somewhere. dlkere were too
many memories tied up in these familiar surrounsling

The airport was a hive of activity when she finalijreeled her
loaded trolley into the terminal. She was threerbaarly, having
been gripped by a fear that something would go granthe last
minute, but it didn't matter. She could wait. Eveily her luggage
was checked in, she passed through Customs, amdltieevas in the
departure lounge—and still no Cameron.

She picked up a magazine and flicked idly throdgshglossy pages.
Perhaps she was wrong? Perhaps one of these ginishair the
colour of ripe corn and an hourglass figure would Bim better, all
long legs, beautiful clothes and practised sedo@tidOr how about
this one, a sultry brunette with come-to- bed ey@s?

'l don't believe it." She looked up into a pairbtdzing blue eyes as
hard as liquid steel. 'l really don't believe it.’

'Hello, Cameron.' He sat down beside her on théiconed seat,
abruptly pushing the magazines into a discarded bedhe floor, his
face as black as thunder and his breathing harsh.

'‘Candy!" He shook his head and took a deep brstattiing again in a
more moderate tone. 'What are you doing here, Candy

'I'd have thought it was obvious." She looked at barefully. He
smelt delicious and looked even better, but theneewnarked lines of



strain round his mouth and eyes, and Mrs Bainesrigas he had
lost weight.

He ran a hand over his eyes and leant back ingheveth a small
sigh. 'Indulge me.'

'I'm going to Australia,’ she said brightly.

‘You're what?' Several passengers sitting near dsf mterested
glances in their direction and he moved a littlaree to her, taking
another deep, calming breath."You are not.'

"You can't stop me.' She looked him full in thegfa€m twenty-two,
Cameron. | can go where | like.'

‘Twenty-two..." He groaned slightly and shook readh 'l know how
old you are, Candy; if anyone knows, | do! It'soadifferent from
thirty-four.'

‘Twelve years, to be exact,' she said, still inlthght voice. 'I'm a
schoolteacher; | know about these things.'

‘You know about these things,' he repeated slo@lrrot-tops, you
don't know a thing. The real world out there woedd you alive.'

'‘Not with you to look after me." He froze, but skent on
determinedly, her eyes tight on his still facelo¥e you, Cam; |
always have, but | never knew it. | hated it whew yvent all those
years ago and | hated you for leaving me. Not Miehene. Probably
if you'd married her my puppy love would have died-would have
had to. But you didn't marry her and then you chaek. I'd been fed
lies and | believed them at first, but mainly taf@ct myself from
something | couldn't face: that it wasn't what yeere supposed to
have done to Michelle that hurt so much, but tloat k2ft me without
a word. You never even said goodbye.'



‘Candy--'

'‘No! You always interrupt me, but not this time,n€d'm going to
have to have my say this time.' He sank back id®s&at, lowering
the hand he had raised in protest. 'At first yoensed to do
everything to confirm all my worst fears, but eveen | couldn't let it
alone. If youhad got Michelle pregnant and left her, if ydad
thrown Kevin and his mother out and sacked Dadenef all that
were true | would still love you. Not respect yailado, but I'd still
love you. You couldn't do anything to kill that.'

‘You don't know what you're saying.' The colour demined from his
face, leaving it as white as a sheet, but thereatask in his eyes that
caused her heart to leap.

'l do." There was a thread of the old antagonisrhanvoice. 'I'll
follow you wherever you go, Cam, if that's whataies to convince
you | love you. Until you can tell me, looking nteasght in the face,
that there is no chance at all for us, that yotges't care for me in
that way, I'll carry on following you. I've got mide where you're
concerned, Cam, just love.'

‘This is madness, Candy,' he said painfully. 'Thlage—you can't
leave the village and all the children; you knowyan't. And you're
SO young. You can't throw your life away on a whim.

'I've already given in my notice at work.' She Ipeit hand on his arm,
feeling his body tense at her touch. 'And thisoisuimim. As for being
young, | suppose | am in some ways, but therether®where it will
take you years to catch up with me. Learning tetiro be part of a
real family, catching up on all the things you'vissed out on. And
Cam--' she paused as his eyes darkened '—I'mlkmiga@ut of pity.
You misunderstood the other day and you're doiagain. | love you
with all my heart and part of that love wants tokenaip for all the
hurt. Can't you understand that?"



'| dare not understand it.' The words were pulletod him.

‘Cam, | want to be with you wherever you are. Yoountry will be
my country and your friends my friends. | want yatildren, to see
them grow with two parents who love them and eabkrpto--'

'‘Don't.' He pulled her to him so violently that nerad snapped back
on her shoulders. "We've got to get out of heoanlt talk to you in
here." 'We can't.'" She looked at him in amazemnmi&he plane is
leaving soon; all our luggage--'

‘Let it go; | don't care. Let the whole world gde had pulled her to
her feet and she was following him now at a trat,tbrough the door
into the red tape of officialdom that took long mmies to clear and
then through the huge glass doors into the sprnglsne. 'My car's
still here; I'd arranged for someone to collecthe said dazedly,
looking down at her with a look of wonder in hiseey'Come on.’

As they drove out of the airport she was awarébdy was rigid and
his face tense, but there was a growing convictidrer mind that she
had won. He might not love her as she loved hin,sbe could be
patient, and it was enough for now that he hadnistl to her, that he
was beginning to trust her a little. She wishedwwmaild kiss her,

touch her, do anything to reassure the hope imbairt.

Some miles from the airport he swung the car off tbad and
through a convenient gateway marked 'private’, ohgqto a halt in a
freshly ploughed field. 'Cam?' She looked at himckjy. 'We
shouldn't be here; the farmer--'

'Stop talking,” he said gruffly, resting both hana® the

steering-wheel before turning abruptly to face hex eyes narrowed
and his face filled with such raw emotion that sesuddenly shy.
'Have you any idea, any idea at all how often Kreamed of
something like this over the last few months?’



‘You don't have to say that to be kind.' She toddtie tanned cheek
with the palm of her hand gently, and he gave @ dbeidder as her
fingers caressed a slow path to his mouth.

'‘Kind?' His eyes opened wide with amazement asabght her hand
in his, his face strained. 'Who the hell is beimgdR You've turned
my world upside- down, reduced me to a quiveringokrof my
former self, and you think I'd be kind to you?' Teavas black
humour in the dry words, but she looked at him ansly, her eyes
wide.

'You don't hate me?"

'‘Hate you?' he said hoarsely. He shook his heaglkaoed her hand
in her lap firmly, stopping her when she made ke tais hand again.
‘Listen to me for a minute and don't touch me. ¥oplaying with

fire, Candy, and my control is at zero. OK?' Shddsal slowly. 'l've
never loved anyone before and I'm finding it temg; that's the
truth.' He cast a wry glance at her flushed faceu've got all the
power of the world in those tiny hands and | cda'anything about
it." He shook his head again, an almost comicalresgion of

bewilderment softening the harsh features.

'‘From the first moment | saw you again | wanted.yadidn't know
who you were, but | wanted you so badly. Therewete, a little slip
of a thing in a duffel coat and Wellington bootsthahair the colour
of molten copper and eyes that were blazing mélkoion, and all |
could think was | wanted you.'

‘You had a funny way of showing it,’ she said wgalihd he gave a
harsh bark of a laugh.

'I'm a funny man, Candy. You might find you've tal@ more than
you can chew.' She shook her head in denial, lcerléving, and he
smiled sardonically.



'‘When | found out who you were | couldn't belietatifirst. It was as
though fate had done me the ultimate dirty dezduld see you didn't
know the true facts about Michelle, but, even ftiigg that, you
seemed to detest the very ground | walked on.'

'l told you,' she said quickly, 'l was fighting n@ysas much as you
and--'

'It's my turn now.' He touched her mouth with oraning finger and
then traced her lips with his eyes. 'l never hadiatention of closing
the school down, Candy, but it was the only waguld think of to
keep you coming back for more. Cruel, maybe, but kgt me no
choice, and | was desperate. Man, was | despeYaie.were so
proud, so fierce, so loyal to Michelle. | could digrbelieve you were
her sister; you're the very antithesis of her, yaww. You're
everything I'd tried to convince myself all thossays ago Michelle
was, closing my eyes to the things that didn't agdike the fool |
was in those days.' He turned away to look thraighwindscreen,
his mouth grim. 'When she told me that night thchbken played for
the biggest sucker since time began | wasn't yosaliprised. There
had always been a hardness, a falseness...' Hedaikher tightly.
'‘Beside-you, even at twelve, with your hair likeoa brush, she was
just a garishly painted doll.'

‘Cam--'

'‘And the others.' He moved his head in violent-sghtempt. "You
wouldn't have liked me in those days, Candy. | tmaeg to convince
myself that | didn't need love, that it was justlarsion, something in
the minds of weak people who needed a crutch. Tivoseen were
just a momentary ease of frustration and thenthing. | used them
and then | discarded them. Not very pretty, ish&'asked grimly.
‘But that's how it was. The only thing | can sayny defence is that
each of them knew the score.' He shrugged as meeglaat her
watching face. 'Life won't be a bed of roses with @andy. | know



I'm a difficult man to live with, but if you wantethen | can promise
you one thing: I'll never look at another womarnoeg as | live. This
Is your last chance to cut your losses and runy@ostill say you
love me?'

'‘More than life." As she looked at him his wholedaand body
seemed to lighten as though a great weight had lifésoh from his
shoulders.

‘Say that again,' he said huskily, ‘and again giagha.' And then she
was in his arms, pressed close to his heartbeatysinm, tantalising
male smell of him filling her nostrils and seepintp the very pores
of her skin until she felt she could drown in tbadh and feel of him.

'l love you, carrot-tops..." His kisses were segdier liquid with a
mixture of blazing desire and overwhelming relibftt he had
admitted it at last, his warm, firm hands on hedy®sending
flickering sensual waves of delight right down & koes. 'l shall love
you every day of your life until you can't thinlgrct feel, can't know
anything in the world except me.'

She was shaking uncontrollably when at last heedalss head, her
clothing dishevelled and her silky hair spreadiowglorious, ruffled
disarray, a red, gleaming mass framing her flushetiface.

'‘How soon will you marry me?' he asked softly, aklof fierce
triumph on his dark face at her utter, helplesstakgtion.

'‘As soon as we can,' she whispered tremblingly. ¢Areget one of
those special licence things, can't we?"

‘Don't you want a white wedding with bridesmaidsl flowers and

all the women crying?' He was nibbling at her eimleen words and
she moaned softly in reply. 'They'll all expecinitthe village, you

know. It's only fitting for the "squire's" wife.'



He was teasing her, but the import of his wordsdeuty reached
through the sensual daze and she sat up suddenlgyés wide. 'The
village? But | thought you wanted to live in Augi@& You're selling
the house and--'

'‘We'll be living in England,’ he said firmly. 'l ©é& take you away
from the village, but maybe a world cruise for boneymoon, with a
few months showing you off properly in Australia?'

‘Anything you say,' she said weakly as his handtdirmoed to work
their magic, 'but no white wedding. | just wanth® your wife. No
fuss, no bother, just us, and maybe Mum and Dad. 1An serious
about the special licence. I've waited long endagtyou, Cameron
Strythe; I'm not about to let you change your mind.

'‘Likewise, Miss Baker." His hands were tracing theve of her
breasts and her breathing was ragged. 'You knoauld give your
sister a big kiss right now,' He added wickedlyilsim in satisfaction
as she reared up in protest.

'You could?' She glared at him. '‘Well, isn't thiaet

'‘But | thought you wanted me to forgive her, sweatt?' he asked in
mock surprise.

'‘Forgiving her is one thing; kissing her is anothehe said tartly.
‘You try anything like that and you'll find out wihiéis like to come
into contact with a saucepan. Anyway, she did lpegma, after all.
I'm not sure | can forgive her the hurt she caused.

‘You can, you have,' he whispered lovingly, 'andvéds a sweet
betrayal." He touched the edge of her mouth witly, tpulsating
kisses. 'lt's given me you, after all.’



She tried to reply, but his hands and mouth werevong more

insistent and she couldn't think any more. A slmscious, rich ache
was beginning to take charge of her body, and didealy made
words wonderfully and deliciously unimportant.



