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				Suddenly—shockingly—Tallie   became aware that she was no longer   alone. She felt the gush of cooler air   as the sliding doors of the shower   were wrenched open, and someone— a total stranger—was standing there,   staring in at her. 

				Tallie had a horrified impression of black tousled  hair and dark brows snapping together in  furious astonishment as ice-cold green eyes  swept over her. 

				‘Sweetheart, you have precisely one minute to  explain who you are, and what the hell you’re  doing in my flat…’ 

				His voice was low-pitched and well-modulated,  but grim as an Arctic wind. 

				‘I’m waiting.’ 

				He took a towel from the rail, and threw it towards  her, and she snatched at it, huddling it almost  gratefully round her body. 

				‘Although maybe finding a naked, pretty girl in  my shower is immaculate timing. A hint that a  few hours of mindless enjoyment could be just  what I most need.’ 

				He began to unbutton his shirt. ‘So put the  water on again, darling, and I’ll join you…’ 
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					PROLOGUE 

				

				HE’D had, he decided, more than enough. First, there’d been that  burning nightmare of a journey, wondering if each moment would  be their last, then the flight in the Hercules, and now this damned  farce of a press conference with its endless questions. 

				When all he really wanted was complete solitude, an opportunity  to get out of clothes that stank and felt as if they were  crawling, and a torrent of hot water to rid him of the dirt and the  fear and make him human again. And God help anyone who got  in his way. 

				But now the idiot female reporter in the front row was batting  her eyelashes at him once more. She’d been behaving as if she  knew him, he thought wearily. And what was that all about? 

				‘So,’ she said, ‘can you describe for my readers how you felt?’ 

				‘I was running for my life,’ he said tersely. ‘What do you think?’ 

				‘But you were the leader,’ she went on. ‘You got everyone to  safety. What’s it like, finding you’re a hero?’ 

				‘Madam,’ he said curtly, ‘I’m tired and filthy, and no one’s  bloody hero. Not now. Not ever. I simply did my job. And, if  you’ve nothing more sensible to ask, I’m out of here.’ 

				They’d laid on a car to take him home, and he was thankful,  knowing he wouldn’t have been fit to drive himself. He was also  grateful that, by some miracle, he still had his wallet and his keys  and that soon he’d be able to find sanctuary and the peace he craved. 

				Yet as soon as he walked into the flat and closed the door behind him, his senses, honed by the dangers of the past few days and  nights, told him that something was wrong. That he was not alone. 

				
				He stood, listening intently for a moment, recognising that it  was the sound of a shower he could hear, then went soft-footed  down the hallway towards his bedroom. 

				If he’s still here, invading my space, he thought, I may well kill  him. 

				He strode into the bathroom and halted, his furious gaze fixed  incredulously on the slender shape clearly visible behind the glass  walls of the shower cabinet. 

				‘God in heaven,’ he spat under his breath, ‘I don’t believe this.’ 

				And he stepped forward and wrenched open the doors of the  shower to reveal a naked, beautiful and terrified girl. 

			
			




    
				 

				
					CHAPTER ONE 

				

				A week earlier 

				‘IT SEEMS almost too good to be true,’ Tallie Paget said with a sigh. 

				‘In which case, it probably is,’ her friend Lorna cautioned  dourly. ‘You hardly know this guy. For heaven’s sake, take care.’ 

				Tallie gave her a reassuring smile. ‘But that’s exactly what I  shall be doing, don’t you see? Taking care of Kit Benedict’s flat  while he’s in Australia. Living rent-free, with just the electricity  and heating bills to pick up, which I shall naturally be keeping to  an absolute minimum. 

				‘That has to be better than starving in a garret while I get the  book finished—even if I found a garret I could afford.’ 

				She paused. ‘There’s a word for this kind of thing.’ 

				‘I know there is,’ said Lorna. ‘Insanity.’ 

				‘Serendipity, actually,’ Tallie informed her. ‘Making happy and  accidental discoveries, according to the dictionary. Just think—if  I hadn’t had an evening job in one of the wine bars which Kit’s  company supplies, and he hadn’t seen me scouring the evening  paper for a shed in someone’s garden at less than a thousand  pounds a month, none of this would have happened.’ 

				‘And moving out of your present flat,’ Lorna asked dryly. ‘Is  that another happy accident?’ 

				‘No, of course not.’ Tallie looked down at her empty coffee cup.  ‘But I can’t stay there, not under the circumstances. You must see that. And Josie made it quite clear she wasn’t planning to move  out and live…with him.’ 

				
				‘God, she’s a charmer, your cousin,’ said Lorna. ‘It wouldn’t  surprise me if she asked you to be her bridesmaid.’ 

				‘Nor me.’ Tallie bit her lip. ‘I can hear her now. “But Natalie,  Mother will be mortified if you refuse. And it isn’t as if you and  Gareth were ever really involved.”’ 

				‘No,’ said Lorna. ‘And just as well, under the circumstances.’ 

				Tallie sighed. ‘I know. And I also know I’ll come to see that  myself one day.’ Her voice wobbled slightly. ‘But not quite yet.’ 

				Lorna gave her a searching look. ‘And this Kit Benedict— promise me you’re not falling for him on the rebound.’ 

				‘Heavens, no,’ Tallie said, aghast. ‘I’ve told you. He’s off to  Australia touring vineyards to learn more about the business.  Besides, he’s not my type in the slightest.’ 

				Her type, she thought with a pang, was tall, with blond hair  falling across his forehead, blue eyes and a lazy smile. Kit  Benedict, on the other hand, was medium height, dark, and rather  too full of himself. 

				‘He needs a house-sitter,’ she went on. ‘I need somewhere to  live. Done deal.’ 

				‘So what’s it like, this place of his? The usual bachelor pad,  overflowing with empty bottles and take-away cartons?’ 

				‘The total opposite,’ Tallie assured her more cheerfully. ‘It’s on  the top floor of this Edwardian block, with an utterly fabulous living  room—wonderful squashy sofas and chairs, mixed in with genuine  antiques, plus views all over London. There’s a kitchen to die for,  and two massive bedrooms. Kit said I could use whichever I wanted,  so I’m having his—the master with its own gorgeous bathroom.’ 

				Her room at Josie’s was like a shoe box, she thought. One  narrow single bed, with a zip-up plastic storage container underneath  it for her limited wardrobe. No cupboard, so the rest of her  clothes were hanging from two hooks on the back of the door. One  tiny table, fortunately just large enough for her laptop, and a stool. 

				But then her cousin had never really wanted her there in the first place. Her offer of accommodation had been grudgingly made  after family pressure, but neither she nor her flatmate Amanda,  who occupied the two decent-sized bedrooms, had ever made  Tallie feel welcome. 

				
				But the rent was cheap, so she’d have put up and shut up for as  long as it took—if it hadn’t been for Gareth. 

				Wincing inwardly, she hurried on. ‘In fact, the whole flat is absolutely  immaculate because there’s a cleaner, Mrs Medland, who  comes in twice a week. Kit says she’s a dragon with a heart of gold,  and I don’t even have to pay for her. Apparently, some legal firm  sees to all that. And I send the mail on to them too.’ 

				She took a deep breath. ‘And, from tomorrow, it will be all mine.’ 

				‘Hmm,’ said Lorna. ‘What I can’t figure altogether is how it can  possibly be all his—unless he actually owns this wine importing  concern he works for.’ 

				Tallie shook her head. ‘Far from it. Apparently the flat is part  of some family inheritance.’ She paused. ‘There’s even a room that  Kit uses as an office, and he says I can work in there and use the  printer. I’m spoiled for space.’ 

				Lorna sighed. ‘Well, I suppose I have to accept that the whole  situation’s above board and you’ve actually fallen on your feet at  last. I just wish you could have moved into Hallmount Road with  us but, since Nina’s boyfriend arrived, we’re practically hanging  from the light fittings as it is.’ 

				‘Honestly,’ Tallie told her, ‘everything’s going to be fine.’ 

				And I only wish I felt as upbeat as I sound, she thought as she  walked back to the advertising agency where she’d been temping  for the past three weeks, filling in for a secretary who’d been laid  low by a vicious bout of chickenpox. She’d soon adapted to the  strenuous pace of life at the agency, proving, as she’d done in her  other placements, that she was conscientious, efficient and highly  computer-literate. At the same time she’d revelled in the stimulation  of its creative atmosphere. 

				In fact, it had been one of the nicest jobs she’d had all year and  she was sorry it had come to an end, especially when her immediate boss had hinted that it could become a permanency. That she  might even become a copywriter in due course. 

				
				And maybe Lorna was right and she was insane to throw away  that level of security for a dream. On the other hand, she knew that  she’d been given a heaven-sent opportunity to be a writer and if  she didn’t grasp it she might regret it for the rest of her life. 

				Everything she’d done that year had been with that aim in  mind. All her earnings from the wine bar, and as much as she could  spare from her daytime salary, had gone into a savings account to  support her while she wrote. She’d be living at subsistence level,  but she was prepared for that. 

				And all because she’d entered a competition in a magazine to  find new young writers under the age of twenty-five. Entrants had  been required to produce the first ten thousand words of a novel and  Tallie, eighteen years old and bored as she’d waited for her A level  exam results, had embarked on a story about a spirited girl who’d  disguised herself as a man and undertaken a dangerous, adventure- strewn odyssey across Europe to find the young army captain she  loved and who was fighting in Wellington’s Peninsular Army. 

				She hadn’t won, or even been placed, but one of the judges was  a literary agent who’d contacted her afterwards and asked her to  lunch in London. 

				Tallie had accepted the invitation with slight trepidation, but  Alice Morgan had turned out to be a brisk middle-aged woman  with children of her own who’d been through the school and university  system, and who seemed to understand why career choices  were not always cut and dried. 

				‘My brother Guy always knew he wanted to be a vet like Dad,’  Tallie had confided over the wonders of sea bass followed by  strawberry meringue at the most expensive restaurant she’d ever  visited. ‘And at school they think I should go on to university and  read English or History, before training as a teacher. But I’m really  not sure, especially when I’ll have a student loan to pay off once  I qualify. So I’m taking a gap year while I decide.’ 

				‘Have you never considered writing as a career?’ 

				
				Tallie flushed a little. ‘Oh, yes, for as long as I can remember,  but at some time in the future. I always thought I’d have to get an  ordinary job first.’ 

				‘And this gap year—how will you spend that?’ 

				Tallie reflected. ‘Well, Dad always needs help in the practice.  And I’ve done a fairly intensive computer course, so I could find  office work locally.’ 

				Mrs Morgan leaned back in her chair. ‘And what happens to  Mariana, now in the hands of smugglers? Does she get consigned  to a file marked “might have been”? Or are you going to finish  her story?’ 

				‘I hadn’t really thought about it,’ Tallie confessed. ‘To be  honest, I only wrote that first bit for fun.’ 

				‘And it shows.’ Alice Morgan smiled at her. ‘It’s not perfect, but  it’s a good rip-roaring adventure told with real exuberance by a  fresh young voice, and from the female angle. If you can sustain  the storyline and the excitement at the same level, I think I could  find more than one publisher who might be interested.’ 

				‘Goodness,’ Tallie said blankly. ‘In that case, maybe I should  give it some serious thought.’ 

				‘That’s what I like to hear,’ the older woman told her cheerfully.  ‘One aspect you might consider is your hero, the dashing William.  Is he based on anyone in particular—a boyfriend, perhaps?’ 

				Tallie flushed. ‘Oh, no,’ she denied hurriedly. ‘Nothing like that.  Just—someone I see around the village sometimes. His parents have  a cottage they use at weekends, but I…I hardly know him at all.’ 

				Although I know his name—Gareth Hampton. 

				Mrs Morgan nodded. ‘I rather got that impression because, as  a hero, I couldn’t get a handle on him either. And if Mariana is  going to risk so much for love of him, you must make him worth  the trouble. And there are one or two other things…’ 

				Tallie caught the train home two hours later in something of a  daze, the back of her diary filled with notes about those ‘other  things’, but by the end of the journey any indecision about the immediate  future was over and she had A Plan. 

				
				Her parents were astounded and a little dubious when she  outlined it. 

				‘But why can’t you write at home?’ her mother queried. 

				Because I’d never get anything done, thought Tallie with rueful  affection. Between helping Dad when one of his assistants is sick,  walking the dogs, giving a hand in the house and getting stuck into  loads of batch baking for the WI or some do at the village hall, I’d  always be on call for something. 

				She said, ‘Mrs Morgan emphasised that I need to get my research  right, and living in the city is just so convenient for that. I’m going  to spend my Christmas and birthday money on a subscription to the  London Library. Then I’ll do what Lorna’s done and find a flat-share  with two or three other girls. Live as cheaply as I can.’ 

				Mrs Paget said nothing, but pursed her lips, and a few days later  she announced she’d been talking to Uncle Freddie and he’d agreed  that living with strangers was unthinkable, and insisted that Tallie  move in with her cousin Josie. 

				‘He says her flat has a spare room, and she’ll be able to help  you find your feet in London,’ she added. 

				Tallie groaned. ‘Push me off the Embankment more likely.  Mum, Josie’s three years older than me and we haven’t a thought  in common. Besides, she and Aunt Val have always looked on us  as the poor relations, you know that.’ 

				‘Well, I suppose we are in material terms,’ said her mother. ‘But  not in any other way. Anyway,’ she continued with cheerful  optimism, ‘I expect working for a living has smoothed off some  of Josie’s edges.’ 

				Not so you’d notice, Tallie thought now as she rode up in the  lift to the agency floor. At least, not where I’m concerned. And  waiting on tables in the evening as well as holding down a day job  may have been tough, but at least it’s kept me out of the flat and  away from her. 

				And, more recently, by dint of working until closing time and  beyond at the wine bar, and leaving very early each morning,  buying coffee and a croissant en route to work, she’d managed to remain in comparative ignorance about whether or not Gareth was  now spending all his nights in Josie’s room. Although the nagging  pain deep within her told her the probable truth. 

				
				Stupid—stupid, she berated herself, to have built so much on  a few lunches and a couple of weekend walks. But Gareth had been  her ‘bright particular star’ for almost as long as she could  remember, and simply spending time with him had seemed like a  promise of paradise. 

				Until the moment when she’d had to stand there numbly,  watching her star go out and paradise disappear, she thought  bracing herself against the inevitable pain. 

				However, it was her last day as a member of the employed, and  she wasn’t going to break her self-imposed rule of never taking  her personal problems into the workplace. So she straightened her  shoulders, nailed on a smile and marched through the double glass  doors into the open plan office beyond. 

				In the event, it turned out to be a much shorter afternoon than  she’d expected. Before it was half over, her boss called the other  staff together, champagne was produced and the managing director  made a brief speech about what a valuable team member she’d  been and how much she’d be missed. 

				‘And if the next job doesn’t work out as planned, we’re only a  phone call away,’ he added, and Tallie heard a wobble in her voice  as she thanked him. 

				When she called at the temps bureau later to collect her  money, the manageress there also made it clear she was loath to  lose her services. 

				‘You’ve always been so reliable, Natalie,’ she mourned. ‘Isn’t  there a number where I can reach you in case of emergency?’ 

				‘I’m afraid not,’ Tallie said firmly. Apart from her family and  Lorna, no one was having the contact number at Albion House.  Kit had made it clear she was not to hand it out to all and sundry,  and she was happy to go along with that. 

				Besides, she was going to need every ounce of concentration  she possessed for her book, which completely ruled out being at the beck and call of The Relief Force, as the bureau titled itself.  They would just have to manage without her, she thought, although  she had to admit it was nice to be needed, if only in a work sense. 

				
				Meanwhile, finishing early today meant she would have the flat  to herself when she got back, and she could do her packing before  she set off for her final stint at the wine bar. So many doors closing,  she thought, but another massive one about to open in front of her,  and who knew what might lie beyond it. 

				At the flat, she made herself some coffee from what little was  left in the jar. In theory, they all bought their own groceries. In  practice, Josie and Amanda were always too busy for a regular  supermarket shop, and they used whatever was available. 

				The prospect of living on her own for the first time was fairly  daunting, but at least there would be fewer minor irritations to cope  with, Tallie told herself as she unzipped the storage box. She didn’t  have many clothes—just the plain black skirts she wore for work  with an assortment of blouses and a grey checked jacket, the three  pairs of jeans that constituted leisurewear, a few T-shirts, a couple  of sweaters and a handful of cheap and cheerful chain store undies. 

				And right at the bottom of the box, neatly folded, was the shirt.  Almost, but not quite, forgotten. Slowly, she took it out, letting  the ivory silk slide through her hands, watching the shimmer of  the mother-of-pearl buttons. Allowing herself the pain of this one  last memory. 

				She’d been working for a firm of City accountants, she recalled,  and had been sent to fetch a tray of coffee for a clients’ meeting from  the machine in the reception area. As she’d been on her way back,  going past the lift, the doors had opened and someone had emerged  in a hurry, cannoning into her and spilling the coffee everywhere. 

				‘Oh, God.’ A man’s voice, appalled. ‘Are you all right—not  scalded?’ 

				‘The drinks are never hot enough for that.’ But there was a  hideous mess on the carpet and her once-crisp white shirt was  splashed and stained across the front and down one sleeve, plus  damp patches on her skirt too, she realised ruefully. 

				
				She knelt swiftly, reaching for the scattered paper cups. Aware,  as she did so, that her assailant had also gone down on one knee  to help her, but that he’d paused and was staring at her rather than  the job in hand. 

				Looking up in turn, she recognised him instantly, her lips  parting in a shocked gasp. ‘Gareth,’ she said unsteadily. ‘I mean— Mr Hampton.’ 

				‘Gareth will do.’ His sudden smile dazzled her like the sun  breaking through clouds. ‘And you’re Guy Paget’s little sister.  What on earth are you doing here, miles from Cranscombe? Apart  from being drowned in coffee, that is?’ 

				‘I live in London now,’ she said quickly. ‘Mr Groves’s assistant  is on holiday. I’m the temp. Or the ex-temp unless I get this mess  cleared up quickly,’ she added, seeing Mr Groves himself approaching,  his face a mask of disapproval. 

				‘All my fault, I’m afraid.’ Gareth rose to meet him, spreading  his hands in charming apology. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was  going and nearly knocked poor little Natalie for six.’ 

				‘Oh, please don’t concern yourself, my dear boy.’ The look he  sent Tallie was rather less gracious. ‘Bring another tray to the conference  room, Miss Paget, then call maintenance. This carpet will  need to be properly cleaned. And tidy yourself too, please.’ 

				The last instruction proved the most difficult to follow. Tallie did  her best in the cloakroom with a handful of damp tissues but felt  she’d only made matters worse. And the most sickening thing of  all was the knowledge that Susie Johnson was in the meeting in her  place, taking notes and feasting her eyes on Gareth at the same time. 

				I had no idea he was a client, she thought wistfully, wishing that  she’d put on eye make-up that morning and was now wearing  something other than a coffee-stained rag. Something that would  have made him see her as rather more than Guy’s kid sister. 

				Yet that was hardly likely, she acknowledged with a soundless  sigh, remembering some of the girls he’d brought down to the  cottage over the years. Slender creatures with endless legs,  designer tans and artfully tousled hair. 

				
				Tallie’s hair was the same light mouse-brown she’d been born  with and it hung, straight as rainwater, to her shoulders. And while  her mother loyally told her she had ‘a pretty figure’, she knew she  was an unfashionable version of thin. Her creamy skin and hazel  eyes, with their fringe of long lashes, were probably her best  features, she thought judiciously, but her nose and mouth hadn’t  come out of any box marked ‘Alpha Female’. 

				In a way, it was astonishing that Gareth should have remembered  her at all, particularly as natural shyness combined with inexplicable  adolescent yearnings had invariably made her vanish  into any convenient doorway at his approach. She wasn’t aware  that he’d ever favoured her with a first glance, let alone a second. 

				And she’d now blown any chance she had of appearing cool,  composed and efficient. A pillar of young serenity in the staid adult  world of accountancy. 

				‘Oh, Miss Paget’s wonderful,’ she imagined Mr Groves saying.  ‘I don’t know how we ever managed without her.’ 

				And pigs might take flight, she told herself, turning away from  the mirror with another sigh. 

				But if she’d hoped to catch another glimpse of Gareth, she was  to be disappointed. Instead, she was immediately waylaid by Mrs  Watson, the office manager, who looked her over, compressed her  lips and sent her off to the cubby-hole where the photocopier was  housed with a pile of paperwork to be replicated. 

				And, by the time she emerged, Gareth was long gone and Susie  Johnson was smiling smugly and reporting that he hadn’t been able  to take his eyes off her legs during the meeting. 

				She was about to leave for her coffee and sandwich lunch, buttoning  her jacket to conceal the worst of her stained shirt, when  Sylvia, the receptionist, called her over. ‘This was delivered for  you a few minutes ago.’ 

				‘This’ was a flat package wrapped in violet and gold paper. And,  inside, enclosed in tissue, was a silk shirt—soft, fragile and quite  the most expensive garment she’d ever had the chance to own. 

				The accompanying card said: 

				 

				
					To make amends for the one I ruined. I’ll be waiting to  hear if it’s the right size from one o’clock onwards in the  Caffe Rosso. G. 

				

				As she fastened the small buttons, the silk seemed to shiver  against her warm body, clinging to her slender curves as if it loved  them. A perfect fit, she thought. As if it was some kind of omen. 

				Against the ivory tone, her skin looked almost translucent and  even her hair had acquired an added sheen. While her eyes were  enormous—luminous with astonished pleasure. 

				Lunch, she thought with disbelief. I’m having lunch with  Gareth Hampton, which is almost—a date. Isn’t it? 

				Well, the answer to that was—no, as she now knew. As it had  been brought home to her with a stinging emphasis that had almost  flayed the flesh from her bones. 

				Like the false bride in the fairy tale, she thought, who’d put  on a wedding dress that didn’t belong to her and been destroyed  as a result. 

				And kneeling there in her tiny room with that lovely, betraying  thing in her hands, she shivered. 

				She folded it over and over again, her hands almost feverish,  until it was reduced to a tiny ball of fabric, then wrapped it tightly  in a sheet from a discarded newspaper and buried it deep in the  kitchen bin on her way out to the wine bar. 

				Wishing, as she did so, that her emotions could be so easily  dealt with—could be rolled up and discarded without a trace.  Only it didn’t work like that, and she would have to wait patiently  until the healing process was over—however long it  might take. 

				It will be better, she told herself fiercely, when I’m away from here. 

				Everything is going to be better. It—has to be… 

				And when, the following evening, she found herself in sole occupation  of her new domain, her belongings unpacked and her laptop set up in the study, she began to feel her new-found optimism could  be justified. 

				
				It hadn’t all been plain sailing. There’d been a final confrontation  with her cousin that she’d have preferred to avoid. 

				‘Quite apart from the inconvenience of having to find someone  else for your room, do you realise the stick I’m going to get from  Dad when he finds you’ve moved out?’ Josie demanded shrilly.  ‘And that I don’t even know where you’ve gone?’ 

				Tallie shrugged. ‘You’re not my babysitter,’ she countered.  ‘Besides, I thought you’d be glad to see the back of me.’ 

				‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ Josie glared at her. ‘You’re not still obsessing  about Gareth, surely? Isn’t it time you started to grow up?’ 

				‘More than time,’ Tallie returned crisply. ‘Consider this the  first step.’ 

				As a consequence, she’d arrived at Albion House, bag and  baggage, much earlier than arranged, only to find Kit Benedict  clearly impatient to be off, as if she’d kept him waiting. 

				‘Now, you do remember everything I’ve told you?’ he said,  hovering. ‘The fuse-box, the alarm system, and how to work the  television. And you won’t forget to forward any post to Grayston  and Windsor? That’s pretty vital.’ 

				‘Of course,’ she said. She smiled at him, trying to look confident.  ‘I am fairly efficient, you know. I could have supplied references.’ 

				‘Well, I didn’t really have time for that. Besides, Andy at the  wine bar reckoned you were all right, and he’s a shrewd judge.’  He paused. ‘My friends all know I’m going to be away, so you  shouldn’t have to fend off many phone calls. But if anyone should  ring, just say Mr Benedict is away for an indefinite period.’ He  paused. ‘And if they ask, save yourself a lot of hassle and tell them  you’re the cleaner.’ 

				Why not the truth? Tallie wondered, but decided it was not  worth pursuing as the problem was unlikely to arise. 

				‘There’s stuff in the fridge to finish up,’ he added over his  shoulder as he headed into the hall where his designer luggage was  stacked. ‘Clean bedding in both the rooms, and the laundry calls each Wednesday. Also, move whatever you need to out of the  closets and drawers to make room for your things. Any emergencies,  talk to the lawyers. They’ll sort everything out.’ 

				
				And he departed in a waft of the rather heavy aftershave he  affected, leaving Tallie staring after him in vague unease. What  emergencies did he have in mind? she asked herself wryly. Fire,  flood, bubonic plague? 

				Although he was probably just trying to cover all eventualities,  assure her there was back-up in place if necessary, she thought as  she began to look round in earnest. Starting with the kitchen. 

				The ‘stuff in the fridge’ he’d mentioned was already finished  and then some, she thought, eyeing it with disfavour. There were  a few wizened tomatoes, some eggs well past their sell-by date, a  hard piece of cheese busily developing its own penicillin and a  salad drawer that made her stomach squirm. 

				Cleaning out the refrigerator and then restocking it at the  nearest supermarket would be her first priority. 

				And her next, lying down on one of those enormous sofas and  relaxing completely. Listening to the peace of this lovely place and  letting herself soak up its ambience. 

				It was, she thought with faint bewilderment, the last kind of environment  she’d have expected Kit Benedict to inhabit. Where he  was concerned, the contents of the fridge seemed to make far  more sense than the elegant furniture and Persian rugs. 

				It was a background that would have suited Gareth perfectly,  she mused, her face suddenly wistful, imagining him lounging on  the opposite sofa, glass of wine in hand, his hair gleaming against  the dark cushions. Smiling at her… 

				Stop torturing yourself, she ordered silently. There’s no future  in that kind of thinking and you know it. 

				She managed to distance any other might-have-beens by  keeping determinedly busy for the rest of the day. Settling  herself in so that the real work could start in the morning. And  the blues remained at bay during the evening, thanks to the  plasma screen television that only appeared when a button was pressed in a section of panelling, but seemed to have every  channel known to the mind of man available at a flourish of the  remote control. 

				
				How entirely different from the TV set at the other flat, which  seemed permanently stuck on BBC One, she thought. Although  not everything had changed for the better, of course. The news still  seemed uniformly depressing, with no sign of peace in the Middle  East, another rise in the price of petrol, which would cost her  father dear with all the miles he had to travel to visit sick animals,  and a breaking story about an attempted military coup in some  remote African state. 

				Sighing, Tallie restored the screen to its hiding place and  went to bed. 

				And what a bed, she thought, stretching luxuriously. Quite the  biggest she’d ever occupied, with the most heavenly mattress and  pure linen sheets and pillowcases. And great piles of towels in the  bathroom too, and a snowy bathrobe hanging on the back of the door. 

				She was almost asleep when the phone rang. She rolled across  the bed, reaching blearily for the receiver. The caller started  speaking at once, a woman’s voice, low-pitched and husky, saying  a man’s name, then, in a swift rush of words, ‘Darling, you’re  there—what a relief. I’ve been so worried. Are you all right?’ 

				Tallie swallowed, remembering Kit’s suggested formula. ‘I’m  sorry,’ she said politely. ‘Mr Benedict is away for an indefinite period.’ 

				She heard a sharp intake of breath at the other end and the voice  changed—became clipped, imperious. ‘And who precisely are  you, may I ask?’ 

				There was no point in saying she was the cleaner—not at this  ridiculous time of night, thought Tallie. Besides, that rather hectoring  tone—the phrasing of the question—sounded just like Josie,  and it riled her. 

				‘Just a friend,’ she said brightly and rang off. 

				She was half-expecting the caller to ring back, but the phone  remained silent. 

				And just as she was drifting off again, it occurred to her that the name the unknown woman had said at the start of the conversation  had not sounded like Kit at all, but something completely different. 

				
				I must be wrong, she told herself drowsily. After all, I was half  asleep. Anyway, it’s too late to worry about that now—much too late. 

				And, turning over with a sigh, she closed her eyes. 
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