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  Chapter 1




  The shutters shook, rattled, and clattered. Branches from the huge tree outside scratched along the warped wood, sounding like the unnaturally long nails of a vampire.




  There was noise everywhere. Terrifying. A creak of the stairs. Groaning furniture. Somehow the wind had found a way in and whistled along nooks and crannies.




  Crouched in her bed, she folded herself up as if this would make her disappear. She burrowed in the duvet and then cast it off. Someone was in the house; she could hear their footsteps as they climbed the stairs.




  It was no good being vulnerable like this; a weapon of some sort was needed. Being frozen in terror here on the bed, she knew, made her more of a victim. Her courage had fled and she wanted it back. Would she really have to die for him to be truly at peace?




  Something rolled and clattered down. Whoever was in the house had knocked something over. The lights had gone out hours ago. At first she had assumed it was power lines down; this was one ferocious storm. Now she was certain that the power had been purposely cut off.




  “You will never hide from me. I can always find you.”




  Why had she not minded her own business? Interfering in his life had brought him back into hers! Now she would have to face the consequences.




  Stealthily, she slid off the bed. Pain shot up her leg; it was hard to straighten her body; having held herself in so cramped a position had made her limbs stiff. Still draped in the duvet, she dragged herself towards the door. Falling to her knees, she peered through the keyhole. A gust of wind blasted her eye; jerking back she blinked away the wetness.




  With care, she wrapped a hand around the doorknob, turned it, and opened it just a little.




  A sliver of moonbeam danced across the corridor; it came from the skylight. A quick glance in the brief illumination showed her the corridor at least was empty. Sneaking around the door, she sped bare footed along the corridor, slid into the bathroom, easing the door closed behind her. The benevolent moon was here too, it snaked in through the patterned windowpane. It was all too brief; a black cloud came scudding across and in seconds she was once more in darkness.




  Fumbling under the sink, she felt the cool plastic container against her hand. Gripping it, she dragged it out, managing to ease off the top. Bleach. Half full. If she chucked that on him it would give her a chance to get away. She was not defenseless after all.




  Shrugging herself out of the duvet, she thought for one mad moment she should sneak back to her room for shoes and a jacket. How sensible, yet how idiotic. She had to get away while she could.




  Urgently she flew from the bathroom, raced towards the stairs. Aware the stairs creaked, she went down at the far side rather than the centre. But with the noise of the wind and the rattling shutters, the creaking furniture, it would hardly matter. A little bleach sloshed out as she moved swiftly down the stairs. She thought of the lovely green and gold carpet, it would be ruined—but it did not matter. Carpets could be replaced.




  The backdoor was locked. Frantically her hands ran over the panels; the key was there; she turned it. It made a kind of gurgling noise; the door swung open, pushed by the ferocious wind. The wind hit her face; it was coated with salt and dampness from the sea.




  Under her feet the gravel cut into the soft flesh but she ran, leaving the door swinging backwards and forwards until eventually she heard it slam shut.




  In the garage there was just her little car. The garage was small, just room for two cars, and there was an empty space next to hers. He would not park here. He would park on the drive, or beyond in the lane.




  For once she was glad she had left the keys in the ignition. She turned on the engine, relieved at the satisfying purr. Before closing the door she threw down the bottle of bleach and then, pulling the door close, she released the handbrake.




  There was no rain, just wetness from the sea in the air. There were no lights on anywhere. From the end of the short drive she could look down on the village, but not a light glowed in the blackness. It was a power-out then.




  “Where to?” Her mind rapped out the question. “Where can you go now?”




  * * * *




  “I have to sell the house,” she said. The redhead pursed her lips. She could hear her next words before she uttered them, a bad time, market slow, it will take ages. Importantly of course, you won’t get the price you imagine.




  “Just put it on the market,” Viola spoke up before the agent could utter her words of misery.




  “It’s a lovely house but it looks like it needs updating.”




  “Yes, well that will be reflected in the price.”




  “If you were prepared to…”




  “No, I’m not going to spend money updating.”




  Finely penciled pale brown eyebrows rose, the orange tinted lips made a round 0.




  “I’ve been in the business I know all the arguments,” Viola muttered, wanting to speed things up.




  “Then you know it’s the right thing to do.”




  “I haven’t the time.”




  “Very well. When can I go and see the house, take photos?”




  Dropping the keys on the desk, she murmured, “Anytime, I won’t be there. I’ll e-mail you when I get where I’m going.”




  “Do you have a solicitor?”




  “Yes, I’ll email you the details. I have to go now.”




  The girl was suspicious; she could see that and it was understandable too. The estate agent was new to town, which was why Viola had chosen her. It could be that a few good people knew her from long ago; there would be questions and talk. She looked different than she had years ago but not that different.




  “The deeds are in a bank, not around here. I can have them mailed to you. I do own the property outright. There’s no mortgage or anything like that. Check me out if you like with the Land Registry. I like your caution.”




  “I know the house was owned by the Dean family for a hundred years,” the Estate Agent said and smiled at last. “I read a lot of local history; it pays in my job. Very well…” Thin hands with French manicured nails clasped the keys. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you, Miss Dean.”




  She longed to say that Dean was no longer her name. She was an idiot for coming here and imagining that no one would remember her, or know about her.




  The storm had blown itself out. It was a calm albeit dull and chilly day. Dejected holidaymakers trudged the streets looking for something to do. Brightly coloured buckets and spades hung outside shops alongside fishing nets and garish balls, all the kinds of things for a day at the beach, but it wasn’t that kind of day, and in Plumpton on Sea there was little else but the beach and a sad looking penny arcade. Even the local cinema had ceased to exist and the museum only opened in the afternoon.




  It was a different town now from what it had been when she had been growing up. Then it had been a hive of activity. A happy place but now it had somehow lost its way. On fine weekends it thrived, but the row of bed and breakfasts turned into flats showed that as a holiday destination it could not compete with the Costas. It had passed its best, rather, she reflected, like me.




  Chapter 2




  Fresh start. New job, new home, and new hairstyle with a dye job. Now she was a redhead. It went with her light hazel eyes. It made her look younger too; the previous jet-black had given her a rather hard look. A young Elizabeth Taylor she was not.




  The job was going to be the more difficult task. She had had two careers and both had brought her into contact with the public. She worked as an Estate Agent and at one time managed an office. Being an excellent cook, she switched careers and went into catering. Here she had catered mainly small parties for people, corporate and private. Both were now too risky. The easiest way to find someone was to look at what they had to do to make money.




  Feeling despondent, only viewing the apartment cheered her up somewhat. It was just what she needed. One bedroom in a building in a well lit street. Double security door, if you hadn’t a key for the outer door you could not get in. Of course you could try to persuade another tenant to let you in, but the agent showing the flat said most people were reluctant to do so as there had been a spate of burglaries a year ago; they had learned the hard way.




  The rent was affordable; even while looking for a job she could manage it. “I like it,” she said, coming from the bathroom. Small but adequate, there was a shower rather than a bathtub. She preferred to shower anyway. References were no problem; she had those in a file. The big thing was her having no job.




  “What do you do?” The agent, a tall gangling man with slightly balding mousy hair, lacked a certain amount of charm. There was something the matter with his suit jacket; the sleeves were too long, reaching the end of his hand where the fingertips began. Those fingers she noted were very thin; on one hand the nails were bitten. Whatever turns you on, she thought, wondering at the same time how he kept his job as a letting agent. Then again, she mused, the town was hardly Mayfair.




  Realizing he was staring at her, Viola shrugged and discounted telling him about her being an estate agent. Catering was a possibility; it was feasible she might get a job cooking at a pub. The thought instantly drove away the good feelings she had about the apartment.




  “Secretarial,” she muttered.




  “Really? That’s interesting.”




  “It is?” Dull as ditch water, Viola thought.




  “My wife’s going on maternity leave; they’re looking for someone. Ever worked for a solicitor?” Suddenly the bitten fingernails and ill-fitting suit made sense to Viola. He must have been saving up for the baby. Sweet.




  Viola wanted to say no, but I have dealt with plenty. But then she remembered she had, while she was at college she had done some temp work. Deciding to be truthful, she said she had but only on a temporary basis; however she did have a working knowledge of conveyance.




  “It’s not conveyance, its criminal law. Well, not really much of that, mostly divorce and probate, a little criminal but this is a quiet town.”




  That’s why I chose it, she thought, quiet, a little dull, not a hub of excitement.




  “Do you think I have a chance?”




  He smiled smugly. “My wife’s doing the interviews,” he looked around at the flat, “and business is slow, and if you really are interested in this flat…”




  Ah this character was not above making a deal but she could understand that. In this climate everyone had to be finding it hard. “Sounds good.” She smiled up at him.




  * * * *




  It was too easy. Viola knew she was not used to life being easy. But after three weeks she had an apartment, a temporary job, and a good if boring lifestyle.




  Looking in the mirror, she pondered whether it was the right kind of life for a twenty-seven-year-old who had once taken a wrong turn. Not even that. Made a bad decision was more like it.




  Time and again she questioned herself on why she didn’t just run away and go abroad. There had still to be that spirit of adventure inside her but somehow it was being submerged by fear. She would be safer abroad. Even the police said that. Not that they were much use. Having called her to tell her that he was out of prison, having had his sentence reduced, there was little else they seemed able to do. “Why don’t you emigrate?” the policeman had asked her.




  “Why should I? Aren’t I the victim? Why do I have to leave a country I enjoy living in?” But he meant it kindly and if she had been the girl she was at twenty-two before her life imploded, then she would have given it due consideration. But somehow her confidence had gone and she was afraid to do that. Settling into a different town was difficult enough without going abroad, even if she went where English was a first language!




  Briskly she pushed open the door to her office, saw she was not alone, and came to a dead stop. She hoped her mouth had not dropped open too wide. A big man was sitting on her desk, his head turned away, dark curling hair, faintly tanned neck; for one moment she imagined he was him. When he turned to look at her, she met dark, chocolate coloured warm eyes instead of those as cold as frost-covered steel.




  “Good morning,” he said, lazily pulling himself off the desk and standing upright.




  “Can I help you?” She kept her tone cool but it was difficult. This guy was one gorgeous specimen. But hadn’t she given up gorgeous specimens, preferring a life of uncomplicated celibacy? I still have feelings, she admitted, and just because she wasn’t in the market to buy, it did not mean she did not long for something….delicious and hot…and this man fitted the bill totally.




  “I’m Jed Lowe.”




  You’re Jed High as far as I am concerned; in a scale of ten out of ten you zoom way up to fifty, flying past George Clooney and leaving Johnny Depp swimming against the tide! she thought.




  “And?” She tried to sound pert and thought she succeeded.




  “I do work for your boss now and then. You’re Olivia Green?”




  Actually, she longed to say, my name is Viola, Viola Dean. But I am pretty clever at covering my back. Choose a name that has connections, she had read. So she could not be Viola, she could be Olivia, Twelfth Night by Shakespeare; if she had to change again she might go for Malvolio, which would be fun. Then there was her last name, Green, sort of rhymes with Dean. She shook her head, sending the irrational thoughts on their merry way.




  “Yes.”




  He held out his hand; his smile was a little crooked. And who could blame him for that; she was taking seconds to confirm his questions.




  “I’m the owner of Lowe’s Detective Agency.”




  Oh my God; she felt herself slipping away, clouds descending down on her. He’s looking for me, the animal has sent him to find me and it has taken only weeks!




  He raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “I don’t usually get such a stunned reaction. Do you think private detectives are as crooked as those in the films are? I’m quite respectable. I wasn’t even a policeman who was kicked off the force. I’m ex-army.”




  He seemed to have that way some people have of putting you at your ease. Snap out of it, girl, he seems genuine. But then again so had the animal when she first met him.




  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I suppose I didn’t expect anyone to be here so early. Would you like some coffee? I’m just going to make some.”




  “I think you’ll find I already did it; it should be brewed now and how about I fetch you a cup.”




  “Okay, fine…”




  He walked quietly, for such a big man; tall and well muscled, he moved like an athlete. Smooth. Sliding behind the desk, she turned on the computer, brushed imaginary dirt off her hands, and tried to settle.




  Jed Lowe was soon back. He thoughtfully brought the tray, asked her about sugar and milk, and when she asked just for sugar, spooned some into her cup, stirring it before handing it to her. After pouring one for himself, he went into Nick’s office; peering around the desk, she saw he’d put the coffee things down on the small table by the seating arrangement, just where Nick liked it to be. He was then no stranger. He really was who he said he was.




  Starting to relax a little, she was dismayed when he came from the office and settled himself on the chair by the side of her desk, sipping his coffee while at the same time really studying her. He was wearing pale jeans, a check shirt, and a brown suede jacket, hardly the uniform of a businessman, but then again if he were on an assignment maybe it was all part of his disguise. The outfit, however, suited him. He carried clothes well. He was probably about thirty-three, she surmised. Five years younger than the animal.




  Disliking the scrutiny, she pretended to look for something in the drawer. He made her feel uncomfortable and for a second she thought of telling him so.




  “He can be a pain but he’s married to my sister. She gives me an ear ache if I don’t help him out.”




  Looking up, she tried a smile, sensing it came out more like a grimace. He is a pain, she thought to say. Nick Browning was not the nicest man in the world. He was vain and she guessed pretty stupid. Her boss was one of those men who thought himself God’s gift to women but who were completely lacking in any charm. A good head of hair and rather nice blue eyes were not enough to attract her to him. She also guessed he cheated on his wife, judging by the calls he got from the odd girl or two. They always said, when she asked who was calling, it’s a personal call. That started the alarm bells ringing.




  Did Jed Lowe know about his brother in law’s lack of fidelity? She somehow thought he would not let him get away with it.




  “So where you from?” he asked, relaxing back into the chair and crossing his legs.




  “Here and there,” she murmured. Have a good cover story, she had been told, a background. Make it vague but truthful sounding. Saying she came from here and there sounded too suspicious.




  “What I mean is, my father travelled; we moved a good deal. I went to work eventually in London. I suppose London was my home…” A half-truth. “But unlike Doctor Johnson, I got tired of London.”




  “Me too. I was there for a while but I prefer town to city. So you’re settling in all right. Any problems?”




  “None whatsoever.”




  He reached into his top pocket and pulled out a small card. “My card, if you do have problems you can always give me a call.”




  “Ah, Jed, here early I see?”




  Nick Browning swept into the room, bringing a strong scent of after-shave. Pleasant but a little overpowering, Viola thought. He gave her a cursory nod but did not stop moving; Jed slid off his chair and followed him, closing the door behind him.




  Had he been interrogating her? There was just a little frisson of caution. Jed Lowe seemed friendly and warm but that could be all part of his game plan. Damn this fear!




  He can’t find you, he won’t even try. She half convinced herself of the truth of it when raised voices brought her back to the reality of the office.




  Trying not to listen, Viola concentrated on typing the letter. The earphones of the Dictaphone muted the sound.




  In spite of the raised voices, when Jed Lowe came through the door he came quietly, closing the door behind him softly.




  “Would you like to go for a drink one night?” he asked.




  “No, thank you but…”




  He cut her off. “No problem. Your loss…”




  Well, of all the barefaced arrogance, she thought, he was just as full of himself as Nick Browning was.




  Chapter 3




  It was the brown suede jacket that caught her eye. Friday night she had a routine. Call into Marks and Sparks or Debenhams, buy an evening paper, and head for the coffee shop in the small mall. She did not like Fridays. Fridays signaled a long and lonely weekend with nothing exciting to do. She never went to the movies on the weekend; it was always full of young people who would talk over the film and eat fast food. She hated what the movies had become, and always found it better to go to the early showing mid-week.




  She had the paper spread on the table before her, the table she liked, near the door with a comfy chair instead of one of the wooden seats. There was a queue now at the till and from the corner of her eye she saw the jacket. Looking up, she recognized Jed Lowe right away. Thinking to scurry away, she quickly folded up the newspaper and at the same time knocked her cup over. Thick dark coffee spilled over the table, dripping off the sides.




  “Damn.” Flustered and aware of her cheeks turning crimson, she grabbed a paper napkin and started to mop up the mess. Sensing the calamity had drawn everyone’s attention to her, she did not look up. The sodden napkin was not going to do the trick and she half thought she would bolt but that seemed worse. Plucking up courage to lunge towards the counter for more napkins, she was half out of her chair when several napkins were dropped over the mess.




  Looking up, she met the hot chocolate coloured eyes of Jed Lowe.




  “Thank you…” and then as an after thought, “Oh it’s you!”




  His look said, as if you didn’t know, but he had the grace not to say so and nodded. “Let me get you another coffee,” he said, the mess miraculously cleaned away.




  “No, it’s fine. I really should be going?”




  “Got a date?”




  “No.”




  “Then let me get you a coffee, and then you can tell me why you’re so cagey.”




  “I’m not, I’m…” But he had sauntered back to the counter. The queue had gone and he was back quickly. The girl who served the coffees came too, and wiped the table with a damp cloth, taking away her cup and saucer and the soggy napkins.




  “That fine for you, Jed?”




  “Sure, Priscilla, you’re an angel.”




  The girl blushed and smiled. Instinctively, Viola knew if she had asked for the table to be cleaned it would have been met with a clicking of the girl’s tongue and a frown.




  Jed eased himself into the wooden chair opposite her. He seemed to tower over her and she wished she too was sitting on a wooden chair rather than sunk low on the comfortable but hardly practical armchair.




  “So, how are you doing?” he asked.




  “All right.”




  “Where do you live?”




  The colour ran up into her cheeks. She was about to say that’s for me to know but thought it just a little brusque. Better to be vague. “Five minutes from town, it’s convenient.”




  “Yes, I suppose it is. East or west?”




  East or west, home’s best, the thought clattered into her mind. She could not stop the smile from escaping. “South.”




  “Oh,” he said meaningfully.




  “And oh because?”




  “I live south too. Severn Road actually.”




  Severn Road, she lived on Mersey…it was all rivers round there; Kent, Lune, Thames, and Severn was the road where she caught a bus into town. Damn!




  He grinned at her. “I confess. I saw you at the bus stop But I wasn’t sure you actually lived down there or were just visiting.”




  “You did?” What was with him? Was he stalking her? No, far too dramatic but somehow she had aroused his curiosity, or he was looking for a girl like her for someone who was looking for a girl like her. You are crazy, her mind screamed.




  “I live in the block of apartments opposite the bus stop. I opened my blinds and there you were.”




  “Then why didn’t you say so.”




  “Because I wasn’t sure you wanted me to know. You seem rather cagey.”




  “You said that before. But I just like to be private; surely there’s nothing wrong with that.”




  Half-truths was the advice she had been given. Here was a man whose job it was to ferret things out. He was obviously very good at his job. She had looked up his firm in the phone book and he had a large impressive ad. He was not a small time operator.




  Used to thinking on her feet, she added, “I know it seems that way. I’m a little nervous. I wouldn’t say I had a stalker exactly but there was a person who used to bother me a bit. Nothing sinister, you understand, but it’s unnerving.”




  “Certainly it is,” he said, serious now, frowning at her. “Someone bothering you can totally wreck you. Is that why you came to live here?”




  “Oh no,” she shrugged, “it was a while ago. In London. It was all sorted out; no I came here as I said because I wanted to live in a small town. As simple as that.”




  “Then you see me as the stalking type?”




  “Of course not!”




  “Good. I always call in here on my way home. I’m not following you. In fact I’ve never seen you here before.”




  “I only come on Friday.”




  “Okay.” Raising his black coffee, he took a slow sip. She did the same. When he had taken enough he put down the cup and said, “Now I see why I make you so nervous. I know I ask a lot of questions, it’s my job; somehow I can’t seem to shake the habit. I’m sorry if I frightened you.”




  “You didn’t, not really. I mean you are not the scary type; it’s just that I’m not good at opening up.”




  “I can see that. You should try though. It can be lonely, even in a small town, if you don’t make friends.”




  “I like my own company.” She was pathetic; she wanted to grab the words back. It was a lie anyway.




  He raised his arm, putting his hand behind his neck, and massaged the flesh. It was an unselfconscious gesture but drew her eyes to his chest where she watched, fascinated, as a button slid from its hole on his shirt. A warm feeling gushed through her; she felt her pulse race a little. No, no, no, her mind screamed but for a moment she was deaf to its warning, and gave herself over to the flood of sensual feelings that erupted deep inside her. It had been a long time since she had felt this way. Fear when it came to her had driven away the sensuality; she had been looking over her shoulder for far too long.




  “You know, I have a feeling I know you; do you feel the same way?” His question knocked the pleasure out of her.




  “No, I’m sure we’ve never met.”




  “Not met exactly but been in the same place.” He snapped his fingers. “No, could have been we were on the same plane, or train, or passing in the street. Faces tend to stay with me. I think I have what they call a photographic memory. People tell me I’d be brilliant on Mastermind.” He laughed a little deprecatingly. “But I can never think what would be my main subject. Besides I think it would be boring to know everything about one or two subjects.”




  “Someone once told me that the mark of a true intellectual was someone who knew everything about two subjects, rather than lots about different things. I think they were wrong. It might be great for a profession but it would make you pretty boring. I like to chat about lots of things.”




  “That’s the first time I’ve seen you animated,” he said.




  But of course she would be; she had successfully stirred him away from thinking too deeply about where he could have known her. And would he have known her? Her picture had never been in a newspaper; at the trial she had made sure she wore a disguise. Sure there were sketches but nothing really like her. Besides, the press had been good about that. They knew she had made a dangerous enemy. Even the press had a heart…sometimes.




  “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?” she asked, tucking the hair that had fallen over her face behind her ear.




  “I was going to the Italian eventually. Rossini’s, ever been there?”




  She shook her head. “It’s good food, your basic pasta, but Mama Rossini makes the best pasta ever. Why don’t you come with me? Not on a date, just for company.”




  “You need company?”




  He laughed. “Not me, but maybe you do.”




  She blushed and wanted to say something tart. He was spot on about her but then again in his job he had to be good at sizing people up.




  “If we go Dutch I would.”




  “Fair enough.”




  It was busy in the restaurant but they had a quiet table set against the wall. The nearest table was also for two. A couple were sitting, holding hands and gazing at one another. On the other side was a table for six but no one was sitting there.




  “You want to share a bottle of Chianti?” he asked. “Or something else?”




  “Chianti’s fine.”




  They perused their menus in silence. She saw linguine, next to lasagna which was her favourite; she debated which she would have. Jed had closed his menu and was pouring the wine the waiter had brought.




  “Which is best do you think, linguine or lasagna?”




  “In Mama’s everything’s great,” he said absent-mindedly. It looked as though something had come into his mind; for a second he looked troubled. Then snapping out of it, he smiled at her. “The lasagna has the edge, the cheese sauce is delicious.”




  “Okay, I’ll go for that. What are you having?”




  “I think I’ll have the same.”




  “I thought you’d decided.”




  “I had, more or less. I was debating on the vegetarian pizza, believe it or not. When I bring my nephews here we always have the pizza.”




  “Do you mean Nick’s children? I didn’t know he had any children.”




  “No…I have a brother as well as a sister. James, he has two boys ten and twelve. Great kids.”




  “You haven’t any?”




  He shook his head. “I never married.”




  “That isn’t necessary these days, to be married I mean.”
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