
	
		
			[image: frontcover.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			[image: TitlePage.png]

		

	


	
		
			Copyright

			Copyright © 1986, 2010 by Barbara Erskine

			Cover and internal design © 2010 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

			Cover design by Kelly Eismann/Eismann Design

			Cover images © Stuart Brill/Trevillion Images; Steve Peet/Trevillion Images

			Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

			The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious and used fictitiously. Apart from well-known historical figures, any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

			Published by Sourcebooks Landmark, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

			(630) 961-3900

			Fax: (630) 961-2168

			www.sourcebooks.com

			Originally published in Great Britain in 1986 by Michael Joseph Ltd.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Erskine, Barbara.

			 Lady of Hay : two women, eight hundred years, and the destiny they share / by Barbara Erskine.

			 p. cm.

			 1. Reincarnation—Fiction. 2. Hypnosis—Fiction. 3. Women journalists—Fiction. 4. Women—Great Britain—History—To 1500—Fiction. 5. Nobility—Great Britain—Fiction. 6. Wales—History—1063–1284—Fiction. 7. Great Britain—History—John, 1199-1216—Fiction. I. Title. 

			 PR6055.R7L3 2010

			 823’.914—dc22

			2010014368

		

	


	
		
			Table of Contents

            Front Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Prologue

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

Epilogue One

Epilogue Two

Historical Note

Principal Dates

Note on Names

Acknowledgments

Reading Group Guide

About the Author

Back Cover

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			Edinburgh 1970

			It was snowing. Idly Sam Franklyn stared out of the dirty window up at the sky wondering if the leaden cloud would provide enough depth to ski by the weekend.

			“Tape on now, Dr. Franklyn, if you please.” Professor Cohen’s quiet voice interrupted his thoughts. Sam turned, glancing at the young woman lying so calmly on the couch, and switched on the recorder. She was an attractive girl, slender and dark, with vivacious gray-green eyes, closed now beneath long curved lashes. He grinned to himself. When the session was over he intended to offer her a lift back into town.

			The psychology labs were cold. As he picked up his notebook and began a new page, he leaned across and touched the grotesquely large cream radiator and grimaced. It was barely warm.

			Cohen’s office was small and cluttered, furnished with a huge desk buried beneath books and papers, some half-dozen chairs crowded together to accommodate tutorial students, when there were any, and the couch, covered by a bright tartan blanket, where most of his volunteers chose to lie while they were under hypnosis, “as if they are afraid they will fall down” he had commented once to Sam as yet another woman had lain nervously down as if on a sacrificial altar. The walls of the room were painted a light cold blue that did nothing to improve the temperature. Anyone who could relax comfortably in Michael Cohen’s office, Sam used to think wryly, was halfway to being mesmerized already. Next to him the radiator let out a subterranean gurgle, but it grew no hotter.

			Professor Cohen seated himself next to the couch and took the girl’s hand in his. He had not bothered to do that for his last two victims, Sam noticed, and once more he grinned.

			He picked up his pen and began to write:

			Hypnotic Regression: Clinical Therapy Trials

			Subject 224 Joanna Clifford 2nd year arts (English)

			Age: 19

			Attitude:

			He chewed the end of the pen and glanced at her again. Then he put “enthusiastic but open minded” in the column.

			Historical aptitude:

			Again he paused. She had shrugged when they asked her the routine questions to determine roughly her predisposition to accurate invention.

			“Average, I suppose,” she had replied with a smile. “O-level history. Boring old Disraeli and people like that. Not much else. It’s the present I’m interested in, not the past.”

			He eyed her sweater and figure-hugging jeans and wrote as he had written on so many other record sheets: Probably average.

			Professor Cohen had finished his preliminary tests. He turned to Sam. “The girl’s a good subject. There’s a deep trance established already. I shall begin regressing her now.”

			Sam turned back to the window. At the beginning of the series of tests he had waited expectantly at this stage, wondering what would be revealed. Some subjects produced nothing, no memories, no inventions; some emerged as colorful characters who enthralled and amazed him. But for days now they had been working with routine ill-defined personalities who replied in dull monosyllables to all the questions put to them and who did little to further their research. The only different thing about this girl—as far as he knew—were her looks: those put her in a class by herself.

			The snow was thickening, whirling sideways, blotting out the buildings on the far side of the street, muffling the sound of the car tires moving north toward the city. He did not bother to listen to the girl’s words. Her soft English voice sounded tired and blurred under hypnosis, and he would have to listen again and again to the tape anyway as Cohen transcribed it and tried to fathom where her comments, if there were any, came from.

			“And now, Joanna”—the professor’s voice rose slightly as he shifted on the high stool to make himself more comfortable. “We’ll go back again, if you please, back before the darkness, back before the dreams, back to when you were on this earth before.” He is getting bored too, Sam thought dryly, catching sight of his boss glancing at his watch.

			The girl suddenly flung out her arm, catching a pile of books on the table beside the couch and sending them crashing to the floor. Sam jumped, but she seemed not to have noticed. She was pushing herself up onto her elbow, her eyes open, staring in front of her.

			Cohen was all attention. Quickly he slid from the stool, and as she stood up he moved it out of her way.

			Sam recovered from his surprise and wrote hastily: subject somnambulant; moved from couch. Eyes open; pupils dilated. Face pale and drawn.

			“Joanna.” Cohen spoke softly. “Would you not like to sit down again, lassie, and tell us your name and where you are.”

			She swung around, but not to face him. Her eyes were fixed on some point in the middle of the room. She opened her mouth as if trying to speak and they saw her run her tongue across her lips. Then she drew herself up with a shudder, clutching at the neck of her sweater.

			“William?” she whispered at last. Her voice was husky, barely audible. She took a step forward, her eyes still fixed on the same point. Sam felt the skin on the back of his neck prickle as he found himself looking at it too, half expecting someone or something to appear.

			His notebook forgotten, he waited, holding his breath, for her to speak again, but she stayed silent, swaying slightly, her face drained of color as she began to stare around the room. Disconcerted, he saw that huge tears had begun to run slowly down her cheeks.

			“Tell us where you are and why you are crying.” The quiet insistent voice of Professor Cohen seemed to Sam a terrible intrusion on her grief, but to his surprise she turned and looked straight at him. Her face had become haggard and old. “William,” she said again, and then gave a long desperate cry that tore through Sam, turning his guts to water. “William!” Slowly she raised her hands and stared at them. Sam dragged his eyes from her face and looked too. As he did so he heard a gasp and realized with a shock that the sound had come from his own throat.

			Her hands had begun to bleed.

			Electrified, he pushed himself away from the window and reached out toward her, but a sharp word from Cohen stopped him.

			“Don’t touch her. Don’t do anything. It’s incredible. Incredible,” the older man breathed. “It’s autosuggestion, the stigmata of religious fanatics. I’ve never seen it before. Incredible!”

			Sam stood only feet from her as she swayed once again, cradling her hands against her chest as if to ease their pain. Then, shivering uncontrollably, she fell to her knees. “William, don’t leave me. Oh, God, save my child,” she whispered brokenly. “Let someone come. Please…bring us…bring him…food. Please…I’m so cold…so cold…” Her voice trailed away to a sob and slowly she subsided onto the floor. “Oh, God…have mercy on…me.” Her fingers grasped convulsively at the rush matting that carpeted the room, and Sam stared in horror as the blood seeped from her hands onto the sisal, soaking into the fibers, congealing as she lay there emitting dry, convulsive sobs.

			“Joanna? Joanna!” Cohen knelt awkwardly beside her, and, defying his own instructions, he laid his hand on her shoulder. “Joanna, lass, I want you to listen to me.” His face was compassionate as he touched her, lifting a strand of her heavy dark hair, gently stroking her cheek. “I want you to stop crying, do you hear me? Stop crying now and sit up, there’s a good girl.” His voice was calm, professionally confident as the two men watched her, but there was growing anxiety in his eyes. Slowly her sobs grew quieter and she lay still, the harsh rasping in her throat dying away. Cohen bent closer, his hand still on her shoulder. “Joanna.” Gently he shook her. “Joanna, are you hearing me? I want you to wake up. When I count three. Are you ready? One…two…three…”

			Under his hand her head rolled sideways on the matting. Her eyes were open and unblinking, the pupils dilated. “Joanna, do you hear me? One, two, three.” As he counted Cohen took her by the shoulders and half lifted her from the floor. “Joanna, for the love of God, hear me…”

			The panic in the man’s voice galvanized Sam into action. He dropped on his knees beside them, his fingers feeling rapidly for a pulse in the girl’s throat.

			“Christ! There’s nothing there!”

			“Joanna!” Cohen was shaking her now, his own face ashen. “Joanna! You must wake up, girl!” He calmed himself with a visible effort. “Listen to me. You are going to start to breathe now, slowly and calmly. Do you hear me? You are breathing now, slowly, and you are with William and you have both eaten. You are happy. You are warm. You are alive, Joanna! You are alive!”

			Sam felt his throat constrict with panic. The girl’s wrist, limp between his fingers, had begun to grow cold. Her face had taken on a deathly pallor, her lips were turning gray.

			“I’ll call for an ambulance.” Cohen’s voice had lost all its command. He sounded like an old man as he scrambled to his feet.

			“No time.” Sam pushed the professor aside. “Kneel here, by her head, and give her mouth to mouth. Now! When I say so!” Crouched over the girl, he laid his ear to her chest. Then, the heel of one hand over the other, he began to massage her heart, counting methodically as he did so. For a moment Cohen did not move. Then he bent toward her mouth. Just as his lips touched hers Joanna drew an agonizing, gasping breath. Sam sat back, his fingers once more to her pulse, his eyes fixed on her face as her eyelids flickered. “Go on talking to her,” he said urgently under his breath, not taking his eyes from her face. Her color was beginning to return. His hands were once more on her ribs, gently feeling the slight flutter of returning life. One breath, then another; labored painful gulps of air. Gently Sam chafed her ice-cold hand, feeling the stickiness of her blood where it had dried on her fingers and over her palms. He stared down at the wounds. The cuts and grazes were real: lesions all around the fingernails and on the pads of the fingers, blisters and cuts on her palms, and a raw graze across one knuckle.

			Cohen, making a supreme effort to sound calm, began to talk her slowly out of her trance. “That’s great, Joanna, good girl. You’re relaxed now and warm and happy. As soon as you feel strong enough I want you to open your eyes and look at me…That’s lovely…Good girl.”

			Sam watched as she slowly opened her eyes. She seemed not to see the room nor the anxious men kneeling beside her on the floor. Her gaze was focused on the middle distance, her expression wiped smooth and blank. Cohen smiled with relief. “That’s it. Now, do you feel well enough to sit up?”

			Gently he took her shoulders and raised her. “I am going to help you stand up so you can sit on the couch again.” He glanced at Sam, who nodded. Carefully the two men helped her to her feet and guided her across the room; as she lay down obediently Cohen covered her with the blanket. Her face was still drawn and pale as she laid her head on the pillow. She curled up defensively, but her breathing had become normal.

			Cohen hooked his stool toward him with his toe, and, perching himself on it, he leaned forward and took one of her hands in his. “Now, Joanna, I want you to listen carefully. I am going to wake you up in a moment and when I do you will remember nothing of what has happened to you here today, do you understand? Nothing, until we come and ask you if you would like to be regressed another time. Then you will allow us to hypnotize you once more. Once you are in a trance again, you will begin to relive all the events leading up to this terrible time when you died. Do you understand me, Joanna?”

			“You can’t do that.” Sam stared at him in horror. “Christ! You’re planting a time bomb in that girl’s mind!”

			Cohen glared back. “We have to know who she is and what happened to her. We have to try to document it. We don’t even have a datefix—”

			“Does that matter?” Sam tried to keep his voice calm. “For God’s sake! She nearly died!”

			Cohen smiled gently. “She did die. For a moment. What a subject! I can build a whole new program around her. Those hands! I wonder what the poor woman can have been doing to injure her hands like that. No, Dr. Franklyn, I can’t leave it at that. I have to know what was happening to her, don’t you see? Hers could be the case that proves everything!” He stared down at her again, putting his hands lightly on her face, ignoring Sam’s protests. “Now, Joanna, my dear, you will wake up when I have counted to three and you will feel refreshed and happy and you will not think about what happened here today at all.” He glanced up at Sam. “Is her pulse normal now, Dr. Franklyn?” he asked coldly.

			Sam stared at him. Then he took her hand, his fingers on her wrist. “Absolutely normal, Professor,” he said formally. “And her color is returning.”

			“We’ll send her home now, then,” Cohen said. “I don’t want to risk any further trauma. You go with her and make sure she is all right. Her roommate is a technician at the labs here, that’s how we got her name for the tests. I’ll ask her to keep an eye on things too, to make sure there are no after-effects, though I’m sure there won’t be any.”

			Sam walked over to the window, staring out at the snow as he tried to control his anger.

			“There could well be after-effects. Death is a fairly debilitating experience physically,” he said with quiet sarcasm.

			It was lost on Cohen, who shook his head. “The lass won’t remember a thing about it. We’ll give her a couple of days to rest, then I’ll have her back here.” His eyes gleamed with excitement behind the thick lenses. “Under more controlled conditions we’ll take her back to the same personality in the period prior to her death.” He pursed his lips, took a handkerchief out of his pocket, and wiped his forehead with it. “All right. Here we go. Joanna, do you hear me? One…two…three.”

			Joanna lay still, looking from one to the other, dazed. Then she smiled shakily. “Sorry. Didn’t hypnosis work on me? In my heart of hearts I thought it probably wouldn’t.” She sat up and pushed back the blanket, swinging her feet to the floor. Abruptly she stopped and put her hands to her head.

			Sam swallowed. “You did fine. Every result is an interesting result to us, remember.” He forced himself to smile, shuffling the papers on the table so that her notes were lost out of sight beneath the pile. The tape recorder caught his eye, the spools still turning, and he switched it off, unplugging it and coiling up the wire, not taking his eyes off her.

			She stood up with an effort, her face still very pale, looking suddenly rather lost. “Don’t I get a cup of tea or anything, like a blood donor?” She laughed. She sounded strained; her voice was hoarse.

			Cohen smiled. “You do indeed. I think Dr. Franklyn has it in mind to take you out to tea in style, my dear. It’s all part of the service here. To encourage you to return.” He stood up and went over to the door, lifting her anorak down from the hook. “We ask our volunteers to come to a second session, if they can, to establish the consistency of the results,” he said firmly.

			“I see.” She looked doubtful as she slipped into the warm jacket and pulled the scarf around her neck. As she groped in the pocket for her gloves, she gave a sudden cry of pain. “My hands! What’s happened to them? There’s blood on my scarf—there’s blood everywhere!” Her voice rose in terror.

			Cohen did not blink. “It must be the cold. You’ve been a naughty girl and not worn your gloves, that’s nasty chapping.”

			“But—” She looked confused. “My hands weren’t cold. I wore gloves. I don’t even get chilblains. I don’t understand…”

			Sam reached for his raincoat. He suddenly felt very sick. “It’s the heavy snow coming so soon on top of a warm spell,” he said as reassuringly as he could. “I’ll prescribe something for you if you like. But I suggest scones and cream and hot tea might be the best medicines to start with, don’t you think?” He took her arm. “Come on. My car is out back.”

			As he closed the door of the room behind them he knew that he would personally see to it that she did not return.

		

	


	
		
			1

			London—1985

			Basically I like the idea,” Bet Gunning leaned across the table, her eyes, as they focused on Jo’s face, intense behind the large square lenses of her glasses.

			Jo was watching her intently, admiring Bet’s professionalism after the relaxed lunch at Wheeler’s.

			Their eyes met and both women smiled appreciatively. They had been friends for five years, ever since Bet had taken over as editor of Women in Action. Jo had been on the staff then, learning the trade of journalism. She learned fast. When she left to go freelance it was because she could name her figure for the articles she was producing.

			“‘Anything Ethnic,’ ‘Medieval Medicine,’ ‘Cosmic Consciousness’—my God, what’s that?—‘Meditation and Religion’—you’ll have to keep that light—” Bet was going through the list in her head. “‘Regression: Is history still alive?’ That’s the reincarnation one, yes? I read an article about it somewhere quite recently. It was by an American woman, if I remember, and totally credulous. I must try to look it up. You will, of course, be approaching it from quite the opposite standpoint.”

			Jo smiled. “They tried it on me once, at the university. That’s what gave me the idea. The world authority on the subject, Michael Cohen, tried to put me under—and failed. He gave me the creeps! The whole thing is rubbish.”

			Bet gave a mock sigh. “Okay, Jo, show me the outlines. I’m thinking in terms of a New Year or spring slot so you’ve got plenty of time. Now, what about illustrations? Are you fixed up or do you want them done in house?”

			“I want Tim Heacham.”

			“You’ll be lucky! He’s booked solid these days. And he’d cost.”

			“He’ll do it for me.”

			Bet raised an eyebrow. “Does he know that?”

			“He will soon.”

			“And what will Nick say?”

			Jo’s face tightened for a moment. “Nick Franklyn can go take a running jump, Bet.”

			“I see. That bad?”

			“That bad.”

			“He’s moved out?”

			“He’s moved out. With cream, please.” Jo smiled up at the waiter who had approached with the coffeepot.

			Bet waited until he had withdrawn. “Permanently?”

			“That’s right. I threw his camera across the room when I found out he’d been sleeping with Judy Curzon.”

			Bet laughed. “You cow.” She sounded admiring.

			“It was insured. But my nerves aren’t. I’m not possessive, Bet, but he’s not going to mess me about like that. If it’s off it’s off. I don’t run a boardinghouse. What do you think about the title of the series?”

			“Nostalgia Dissected?” Bet looked up, her head a little to one side. “Not bad. I’m not totally convinced, but it certainly puts the finger on your approach.” She beckoned to the waiter for the bill. “Aren’t you going to tell me any more about Nick?”

			Jo put down her coffee cup and pushed it away. She stared down at her hand, extending it over the tablecloth, flexing her fingers as if amazed they still worked. “It is three years, four months, and eight days since I met Sam again and he introduced me to his brother. Doesn’t that surprise you?”

			“It surprises me that you counted, lovie,” Bet said slightly acidly, tossing her American Express card down on the waiter’s tray.

			“I worked it out last night in the bath. It’s too long, Bet. Too long to live in someone’s pocket, however well one gets on. And, as you know, we don’t all that often!”

			“Bullshit. You’re made for each other.”

			Jo picked up her coffee spoon and idly drew a cross in the surface of the sugar in the earthenware bowl in the center of the table, watching the crystals impact and crumble with a concentrated frown.

			“Perhaps that’s it. We’re so awfully alike in a lot of ways. And we are competitive. That’s bad in a relationship.” She stood up, the drab olive of her dress emphasizing her tanned arms with their thin gold bangles as she unslung the canvas satchel from the back of the chair and swung it onto her shoulder.

			“Tim said he’d be at his studio this afternoon so I’m going up to see him now. Are you going straight back across the river?”

			“’Fraid so. I’ve got a meeting at three.” Bet was tucking the credit card back in her wallet. “I won’t give you any good advice, Jo, because I know you won’t listen, but don’t hop straight into bed with Tim out of revenge, will you. He’s a nice guy. Too nice to be used.”

			Jo smiled. “I didn’t hear that, Miss Gunning. Besides, I’m a nice guy too, sometimes. Remember?”

			***

			She walked slowly, threading her way through the crowded streets, the June sun shining relentlessly on the exposed pavements. Here and there a restaurant had spilled umbrella-shaded tables out onto the pavement, where people dawdled over their coffee. In England, she thought affectionately, the sun makes people smile; that was good. In a hot climate it drove them to commit murder.

			She ran up the dark uncarpeted staircase to Tim’s studio in an old warehouse off Long Acre and let herself in without knocking. The studio was deserted, the lines of spots cold and dark as she walked in. She glanced around, wondering if Tim had forgotten, but he was there, alone, in shirt sleeves, reclining on the velvet chaise longue that was one of his favorite photographic props. There was a can of Long Life in his hand. Above him the sun, freed from the usual heavy blinds, streamed through huge open skylights. “Jo! How’s life?” He managed to lever himself upright, a painfully thin man, six foot four in his bare feet, with wispy fair hair. His unbuttoned shirt swung open, revealing a heavy silver chain on which hung an engraved amulet.

			“Beer or coffee, sweetheart? I’m right out of champagne.”

			Jo threw her bag on the floor and headed for the kitchenette next to one of the dark rooms. “Coffee, thanks. I’ll make it. Are you sober, Tim?”

			He raised his eyebrows, hurt. “When am I not?”

			“Frequently. I’ve got a job for you. Six to be precise, and I want to talk about them. Then we’ll go and see Bet Gunning in a week or two if you agree.”

			Jo reappeared with two mugs of black Nescafé, handing one to Tim. Then she pulled a sheaf of notes from her bag and peeled a copy off for him. “Take a look at the subjects, just to give you an idea.”

			He read down the page slowly, nodding critically, as she sipped her coffee. “Presumably it’s the approach that’s going to be new, sweetie? When’s the deadline?”

			“I’ve got months. There’s quite a lot of research involved. Will you do them for me?”

			He glanced up at her, his clear light-green eyes intense. “Of course. Some nice posed ones, some studio stuff—whole foods and weaving—the vox pops in chiaroscuro. Great. I like this one especially. Reincarnation. I can photograph a suburban mum under hypnosis who thinks she’s Cleopatra as she has an orgasm with Antony, only Antony will be missing.” He threw the notes to the floor and sipped his coffee thoughtfully. “I saw someone being hypnotized a few months back, you know. It was weird. He was talking baby talk and crying all over his suit. Then they took him back to this so-called previous life and he spouted German, fluent as a native.”

			Jo’s eyes narrowed. “Faked, of course.”

			“Uh-uh. I don’t think so. The guy swore he’d never learned German at all, and there’s no doubt he was speaking fluently. Really fluently. I just wish there had been someone there who knew anything about Germany in the 1880s, which is when he said it was, who could have cross-questioned him. It was someone in the audience who spoke German to him. The hypnotist couldn’t manage more than a few words of schoolboy stuff himself.”

			Jo said, “Do you think it’ll make a good article?”

			“More like a book, love. Don’t be too ready to belittle it, will you. I personally think there’s a lot in it. Do you want me to introduce you to Bill Walton? That’s the hypnotist.”

			Jo nodded. “Please, Tim. I have a lot of information on the subject from books and articles, but I certainly must sit in on a session or two. It’s incredible that people really believe that it’s regression into the past. It’s not, you know.” She was frowning at the wall in front of her where Tim had pinned a spread of huge black-and-white shots of a beautiful blonde nude in silhouette. “Is that who I think it is?”

			He grinned. “Who else? Like them?”

			“Does her husband?”

			“I’m sure he will. It’s the back lighting. Shows her hair and hides the tits. They really are a bit much in real life. I’d say she was the proverbial milch cow in a previous existence.”

			Jo looked back at him and laughed. “Okay, Tim. You tell your Mr. Walton he’s got to convince me. Right?” She got up to examine the photos. “It’s something called cryptomnesia. Memories that are completely buried and hidden. You’ll probably find your man had a German au pair when he was three months old. He’s genuinely forgotten he ever heard her talk, but he learned all the same and his subconscious can be persuaded to spit it all out. These are awfully good. You’ve made her look really beautiful.”

			“That’s what they pay me for, Jo.” He was watching her closely. “I was talking to Judy Curzon last week. She has an exhibition at the Beaufort Gallery, did you know?”

			“I know.” She turned. “So you know about it.”

			“About you and Nick? I thought he was fooling about. I’m surprised you took it seriously.”

			She picked up her cup again and began to walk up and down. “It’s happened too often, Tim. And it’s getting to hurt too much.” She looked at him with a small grimace. “I’m not going to let myself get that involved. I just can’t afford to. When a man starts causing me to lose sleep I begin to resent him and that’s not a good way to nurture a relationship. So better to cut him off quickly.” She drew a finger across her throat expressively.

			Tim hauled himself to his feet. “Ruthless lady. I’m glad I’m not one of your lovers.” He took her cup from her and carried it through to the kitchen. “And you really can be grown up about it and not mind if I ask him and Judy to the party?”

			“Not if I can bring someone too.”

			He turned from the sink where he had dumped the cups and spoons. “Someone?”

			“I’ll think of someone.”

			“Oh, that kind of someone. A spit-in-Nick’s-eye someone.” He laughed. “Course you can.” He put his hands on her shoulders and stared at her for a moment. “It could always be me, you know, Jo.”

			She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “It couldn’t, Tim. I like you too much.”

			He groaned. “The most damning thing a woman can say to a man, a real castrating remark. ‘I like you too much,’” he mimicked her, his voice sliding up into an uncomfortable falsetto. He burst out laughing. “At least you didn’t say I was too old though. Now scram. I’ve got work to do. Consider yourself on for the photos, but let me know when as soon as you can.”

			***

			Nick Franklyn walked into Bet Gunning’s office. She was standing at the window of her office, staring down at the river eleven stories below as she lit a cigarette. A pleasure steamer was plodding up the center of the tideway, its bows creaming against the full force of water as it plied from Westminster Pier toward the Tower.

			“What can I do for you, Nick?” She turned, drawing on the cigarette, and looked him up and down. He was dressed in jeans with a denim jacket, immaculately cut, which showed off his tall spare figure and tanned face.

			He grinned. “You’re looking great, Bet. So much hard work suits you.”

			“Meaning why the hell couldn’t I see you three days ago when you called?”

			“Meaning editor ladies are obviously busy if they can’t see the guy who handles one of their largest advertising accounts.” He sat down unasked opposite her desk and drew up one foot to rest across his knee.

			She smiled. “Don’t give me that, Nick. You’re not here about the Wonda account.”

			“You’re right. I’ve come to ask you a favor. As a friend.”

			She narrowed her eyes against the glare off the water and said, without turning around, “About?”

			“Jo.”

			She waited in silence, conscious of his gaze on her back. Then slowly she turned. He was watching her closely and he saw the guarded look in her eyes.

			“Does Jo need any favors from me?” she asked.

			“She’s going to bring some ideas to you, Bet. I want you to kill one of them.”

			He saw the flash of anger in her face, swiftly hidden, as she sat down at her desk. Leaning forward, she glared at him. “I think you’d better explain, Nick.”

			“She’s planning a series of articles that she’s going to offer Women in Action. One of them is about hypnosis. I don’t want her to write it.”

			“And who the hell are you to say what she writes or doesn’t write?” Bet’s voice was dangerously quiet. She kept her eyes fixed on Nick’s face.

			A muscle flickered slightly in his cheek. “I care about her, Bet.”

			Bet stood up. “Not from what I’ve been hearing. Your interests have veered to the artistic suddenly, the grapevine tells me, and that no longer qualifies you to interfere in Jo’s life. If you ever had that right.” She stubbed out her cigarette half smoked. “Sorry, Nick. No deal. Why the hell should you want to stop the article anyway?”

			Nick rose to his feet. “I have good reasons, Bet. I don’t know who the hell has been talking to you about me, but just because I’m seeing someone else doesn’t mean I no longer care about Jo.” He was pacing up and down the carpet. “She’s a bloody good journalist, Bet. She’ll research the article thoroughly…” He paused, running his fingers through his thatch of fair hair.

			“And why shouldn’t she?” Bet sat on the corner of her desk, watching him intently.

			He reached the end of his trajectory across her carpet, and, turning to face her, he leaned against the wall, arms folded, his face worried. “If I tell you, I’m betraying a confidence.”

			“If you don’t tell me, there’s no way I’d ever consider stopping the article.”

			He shrugged. “You’re a hard bitch, Bet. Okay. But keep this under your hat or you’ll make it far worse for Jo. I happen to know that she is what is called a deep trance subject—that means if she gets hypnotized herself she’s likely to get into trouble. She volunteered in the psychology lab at the university when she was a student. My brother Sam was doing a PhD there and witnessed it. They were researching regression techniques as part of a medical program. She completely flipped. Jo doesn’t know anything about it—they did that business of ‘you won’t remember when you wake up’ on her, but Sam told me the professor in charge of the project had never seen such a dramatic reaction. Only very few people are quite that susceptible. She nearly died, Bet.”

			Bet picked up a pencil and began to chew the end of it, her eyes fixed on his face. “Are you serious?”

			“Never more so.”

			“But that’s fantastic, Nick! Think of the article she’ll produce!”

			“Christ, Bet!” Nick flung himself away from the wall and slammed his fist on the desk in front of her. “Can’t you see, she mustn’t do it?”

			“No, I don’t see. Jo’s no fool, Nick. She won’t take any risks. If she knows—”

			“But she doesn’t know.” His voice had risen angrily. “I’ve asked her about it and she remembers nothing. Nothing. I’ve told her I think it’s dangerous to meddle with hypnosis—which it is—but she laughs at me. Being her, if she thinks I’m against it she’s keener to do it than ever. She thinks everything I say is hokum. Please, Bet. Just this once, take my word for it. When she brings the idea to you, squash it.”

			“I’ll think about it.” Bet reached for another cigarette. “Now if you’ll forgive me I should be at a meeting downstairs.” She smiled at him sweetly. “Did you know we were running a review of Judy Curzon’s exhibition, by the way? She’ll be pleased with it, I think. Pete Leveson wrote it, so the publicity should be good.”

			He glared at her. “It’s a damn good exhibition.” He reached out for the doorknob. “Bet—”

			“I said I’d think about it, Nick.”

			She sat gazing at the desk in front of her for several minutes after he had left. Then she reached down to the bag that lay on the carpet at her feet and brought out Jo’s sheaf of notes. The paragraph on hypnotic regression was right on top. Glancing through it, she smiled. Then she put the notes into the top drawer of her desk and locked it.
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			As Jo let herself into her flat she automatically stopped and listened. Then, throwing down her bag, she turned and closed the door behind her, slipping the deadlock into place; she had not really thought Nick might be there.

			She went into the kitchen and plugged in the kettle. It was only for those few minutes when she first came in that she missed him: the clutter that surrounded him of cast-off jackets, papers, half-smoked cigarettes, and the endlessly playing radio. She shook her head, reaching into the refrigerator for the coffee beans. “No way, Nicholas,” she said out loud. “You just get out from under my skin!”

			On the table in the living room was a heap of books and papers. She pushed them aside to make room for her coffee cup and went to throw open the tall French windows that led onto the balcony which overlooked Cornwall Gardens. The scent of honeysuckle flooded the room from the plant, which trailed over the stone balustrade.

			When the phone rang she actually jumped.

			It was Tim Heacham. “Jo? I’ve fixed up for us to go and see my friend Bill Walton.”

			“Tim, you’re an angel. When and where?” She groped for the pad and pencil.

			“Six-fifteen Thursday, at Church Road, Richmond. I’m coming with you and I’ll bring my Brownie.”

			She laughed. “Thanks. I’ll see you at your party first.”

			“You and someone. Okay, Jo. Must go.”

			Tim always hurried on the phone. No time for preliminaries or good-byes.

			A broad strip of sunlight lay across the fawn carpet in front of the window, bringing with it the sounds of the London afternoon—the hum of traffic, the shouts of children playing in the gardens, the grinding monotony of a cement mixer somewhere. Reaching for her cup, Jo sank onto the carpet, stretching out her long legs in front of her as she flipped through the address book she had taken from the table and brought the phone down to rest on her knee as she dialed Pete Leveson’s number.

			“Pete? It’s Jo.”

			“Well, well.” The laconic voice at the other end of the wire feigned astonishment. “And how is the beautiful Joanna?”

			“Partnerless for a party. Do you want to come?”

			“Whose?”

			“Tim Heacham.”

			There was a pause at the other end of the line. “I would be honored, of course. Do I gather that Nick is once more out of favor?”

			“That’s right.”

			Pete laughed. “Okay, Jo. But let me take you out to dinner first. How is work going?”

			“Interesting. Have you heard of a guy called Bill Walton, Pete?” Her glance had fallen to the notepad in front of her.

			“I don’t think so. Should I?”

			“He hypnotizes people and regresses them into their past lives.” She kept her voice carefully neutral. To her surprise he didn’t laugh.

			“Therapeutically or for fun?”

			“Therapeutically?” she echoed incredulously. “Don’t tell me it’s considered good for you!” She glanced across at the heap of books and articles that formed the basis of her researches. Half of them were still unread.

			“As a matter of fact it is. Fascinating topic.” Pete’s voice faded a moment as if he had looked away from the phone, then it came back strongly. “This is work, I take it? I was just looking for a phone number. You remember David Simmons? His sister works for a hypnotherapist who uses regression techniques to cure people’s phobias. I’ll tell you about it if you’re interested.”

			***

			It was one-thirty in the morning when the phone rang, the bell echoing through the empty studio. Judy Curzon sat up in bed with a start, her red hair tousled. “Dear God, who is it at this hour?”

			Nick groaned and rolled over, reaching for her. “Ignore it. It’s a wrong number.”

			But she was already pulling herself out of bed. Standing up with a yawn, she snatched the sheet off him and, wrapping it around her, fumbled her way to the lamp. “It never is a wrong number at this hour of the morning. I expect someone is dead.” She pushed through the bedroom door and into the studio.

			Nick lay back, running his fingers through his hair, listening. He could hear the distant murmur of her voice. Then there was silence. She appeared in the doorway. “It’s your bloody brother from Edinburgh. He says you left a message for him to call, however late.”

			Nick groaned again. “I spent most of yesterday trying to reach him. Sorry, Judy. I’ll go into the sitting room. I’ve got to speak to him now.”

			He shut the door and picked up the receiver. “Sam? Can you hear me? It’s about Jo. I need your advice.”

			There was a chuckle from the other end. “In bed with one and in love with the other. I’d say you need my advice badly.”

			“Sam, this is serious. Jo’s set on writing an article on hypnotic regression. Can I tell her what happened to her last time?”

			“No. No, Nick, it’s too risky. I could do it perhaps, but not you. Hell! I can’t postpone this trip. Can you get her to wait until I get back? It’s only a week, then I’ll fly direct to London and have a chat with her about it. Stall her till then, okay? Don’t let her do it.”

			“I’ll try to stop her.” Nick grimaced to himself. “But you know Jo. Once she gets the bit between her teeth…”

			“Nick, it’s important.” Sam’s voice was very serious. “I may be wrong, but I suspect that there is a whole volcano simmering away in her unconscious. I discussed it with Michael Cohen dozens of times—he always wanted to get her back, you know, but I persuaded him in the end that it was too dangerous. The fact remains that her heart and breathing stopped—stopped, Nick. If that happened again and someone didn’t know how to handle it—well, I don’t have to spell it out, do I? It must not happen again. And just warning her is no good. If you were to tell her about it, cold, after posthypnotic suggestion that she forget the episode, she either won’t believe you—that’s the most likely—or, and this is the risk, she may suffer some kind of trauma or relapse or find she can’t cope with the memory. You must make her wait, Nick, till I get there.”

			“Okay, Sam. Thanks for the advice. I’ll do my best. The trouble is, she’s not talking to me.”

			Sam laughed. “I’m not surprised when you’re in another woman’s bed.”

			Nick put down the receiver.

			“So. Why do you have to discuss Jo Clifford with your brother for half an hour in the middle of the night?”

			He turned guiltily to see Judy, wearing a tightly belted bathrobe, standing in the doorway.

			“Judy—”

			“Yes. Judy! Judy’s bed. Judy’s apartment. Judy’s fucking phone!”

			“Honey.” Nick went to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “It’s nothing to do with you—with us. It’s just…well.” He groped for words. “Sam’s a doctor.”

			“Sam’s a psychiatrist.” She drew in her breath sharply. “You mean there is something wrong with Jo?”

			Nick grinned as casually as he could. “Not like that. Not so’s you’d notice, anyway. Look, Judy. Sam is going to come and have a chat with her, that’s all. Hell, he’s known her for about fifteen years—Sam introduced her to me in the first place. She likes Sam and she trusts him. I had to talk to him tonight because he’s going to Switzerland tomorrow. There is no more to it than that. He’s going to help her with an article she’s working on.”

			She looked doubtful. “What has this got to do with you, then?”

			“Nothing. Except he’s my brother and I’d like to think she is still a friend.”

			Something in his expression made her bite back the sarcastic retort that hovered in the air. She gave a small, lost smile.

			Nick resisted the impulse to take her in his arms.

			***

			The next morning he drove over to Jo’s apartment. Swinging her keys, he made for the pillared porch that supported her balcony. He glanced up to see the window open wide beneath its curtain of honeysuckle as he let himself in.

			“Jo?” As the apartment door swung open he stuck his head around it and looked in. “Jo, are you there?”

			She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, the typewriter on the low coffee table in front of her, dressed in jeans and a floppy turquoise sweater, her long dark hair caught back with a silk scarf. She did not appear to hear him.

			He studied her face for a moment, the slim arched brows, the dark lashes that hid her eyes as she looked down at the page before her, the high planes of the cheekbones, and the delicately shaped mouth set off by the severe lines of the scarf—the face of a beautiful woman who would grow more beautiful as she grew older—and he found he was comparing it with Judy’s girlish prettiness. He pushed the door shut behind him with a click.

			“I’ll have that key back before you go,” she said without looking up.

			He slipped it into his breast pocket with a grin. “You’ll have to take it off me. Did you know your phone was out of order?”

			“It’s switched off. I’m working.”

			He picked up the top book on the pile by her typewriter and glanced at the title: The Facts Behind Reincarnation. He frowned.

			“Jo, I want to talk to you about your article.”

			“Good. Discussing topics is always helpful.”

			“You know my views about this hypnotism business.”

			“And you know mine.”

			“Jo, will you promise me not to let yourself be hypnotized?”

			She leaned forward. “I’ll promise you nothing, Nick. Nothing at all.”

			“Christ, Jo! Don’t you know how dangerous hypnosis can be? You hear awful stories of people permanently damaged by playing with something they don’t understand.”

			“I’m not playing, Nick,” she replied icily. “I’m working. Working, not playing, on a series of articles. If I were a war correspondent I’d go to war. If I find my field of research is hypnotism I get hypnotized. If necessary.” Furious, she got up and walked up and down the room a couple of times. “But if it worries you so much, perhaps you’d be consoled if I tell you that I can’t be hypnotized. Some people can’t. They tried it on me once at the university.”

			Nick sat up abruptly, his eyes on her face. “Sam told me about that time,” he said with caution.

			“So why the hell do you keep on then?” She turned on him. “Call up your brother and ask him all about it. Samuel Franklyn, MD, DPM, et cetera! He will spell it out for you.”

			“Jo, Sam will be in London next week. Just hold on till then. Promise me. Once he’s seen you—”

			“Seen me?” she echoed. “For God’s sake, Nick. What’s the matter with you? I need to see your brother about as much as I need you at the moment, and that is not a lot!”

			“Jo, it’s important,” he said desperately. “There is something you don’t know. Something you don’t remember—”

			“What do you mean, I don’t remember? I remember every bit of that session in Edinburgh. Better than Sam does obviously. Oh, I’m sure he doesn’t want me to investigate the subject of regression. It’s one of his pet theories, isn’t it, and he doesn’t want me to debunk it in the press. That wouldn’t suit him at all! If your brother wants to see me, let him come and see me. I’ll deal with him myself. You and I have nothing else to say to each other. Nothing!”

			“Then I’d best leave,” said Nick. Jo closed the door behind him.

			***

			That same evening Pete Leveson called with the name of the hypnotherapist: Carl Bennet. Devonshire Place. Jo scribbled it down on the notepad on her desk. She stared at it thoughtfully for a while after she had hung up the phone, then she tore off the page and put it on top of her typewriter.

			***

			The night of the party the huge photography studio was already full of people when Jo and Pete arrived. They paused for a moment on the threshold to survey the crowd, the women colorfully glittering, the men in shirt sleeves, the noise already crescendoing wildly to drown the plaintive whine of a lone violin somewhere in the street below.

			Someone pressed glasses of champagne into their hands.

			Jo saw Nick almost at once, standing in front of Tim’s photos, studying them. She recognized the set of his shoulders, the angle of his head. So he was angry. She wondered briefly who with, this time.

			“You look wistful, Jo.” Tim Heacham’s voice came from immediately behind her. “And it does not suit you.”

			She turned to face him. “Wistful? Never. Happy birthday, Tim. I’m afraid I haven’t brought you a present.”

			“Who has?” He laughed. “But I’ve got one for you. Judy’s not here.”

			“Should I care?” She noticed suddenly that Pete was at the other end of the room.

			“I don’t think you should.” He took the glass from her hand, sipped from it, and gave it back. “You and Nick are bad news for each other at the moment, Jo. You told me so yourself.”

			“And I haven’t changed my mind.”

			“Nor about tomorrow, I hope?”

			“Tomorrow?”

			“Our visit to Bill Walton. He’s going to arrange something special for us. We’re going to see Cleopatra and her Antony! I find it all just the smallest bit weird.”

			She laughed. “I hope you won’t be disappointed this time, Tim. It’ll only be as good as the imagination of the people there, you know.”

			He held up his hand in mock horror. “No. No, you’re not to spoil it for me. I believe.”

			“Jo?” The quiet voice behind her made her jump, slopping her champagne onto the floor. “Jo, I want to talk to you.”

			She spun around and found that Nick was standing behind them. Quickly she slipped her arm through Tim’s. “Nick. I didn’t expect to see you. Did you bring Judy? Or Sam? Perhaps Sam is here ready to psych me out. Is he?” Rudely she turned her back on him.

			“Tim, will you dance with me?” She dragged her surprised host away, leaving Nick standing by himself looking after her.

			“Jo, love, you’re shaking.” Tim put his arm around her and pulled her against him. “Come on. It’s not like you to show your claws like that. Let’s get another drink—most of yours went on the floor, and the rest is down my neck.” He took her hand firmly. Then he made a rueful face. “You’re in love with Nick, you know, Jo. The real thing.”

			She laughed. “No. No, Tim, you dear old-fashioned thing. I’m not in love with anyone. I’m fancy free and fully available. But you are right about one thing, I need another drink.”

			There was no way she would ever admit to herself or to anyone else that she loved Nick.

			Behind her Tim glanced toward the door. He frowned. Judy Curzon stood there, dressed in a floor-length white dress embroidered with tiny flame and amber colored beads, her red hair brushed close to her head like a shining cap. Her huge eyes were fixed on Nick’s face.

			Tim shook his head slowly, then firmly he guided Jo into the most crowded part of the room.

			***

			It was the following evening.

			“Why did you do it, Judy?” Nick pushed open the door of the studio and slammed it against the wall.

			She was standing in front of the easel, once more dressed in her shirt and jeans, a brush in her hand. She did not turn around.

			“You know why. How come it’s taken you nineteen hours to come and ask?”

			“Because, Judy, I have been at work today, and because I wasn’t sure if I was going to come here ever again. I didn’t realize you were such a bitch.”

			“Born and bred.” She gave him a cold smile. “So now you know. I suppose you hate me.”

			Her face crumpled suddenly and she flung down the brush. “Oh, Nick, I’m so miserable.”

			“And so you should be. Telling Jo in front of all those people what Sam and I had talked about in confidence. Telling her at all was spiteful, but to do it like that, at a party—that was really vicious.”

			“She didn’t turn a hair, Nick. She’s so confident, so conceited. And she didn’t believe it anyway. No one did. They all thought it was just me being bitchy.”

			She put her arms around his neck and nuzzled him. “Don’t be angry. Please.”

			He disengaged himself. “I am angry. Very angry indeed.”

			“And I suppose you followed her last night?” Her voice was trembling slightly.

			“No. She told me to go to hell, as you well know.” He turned away from her, taking off his jacket and throwing it down on a chair. “Is there anything to drink?”

			“You know damn well there is.” She retrieved her paintbrush angrily and went back to her painting. “And get me one.”

			He glared at her. “The perfect hostess as ever.”

			“Better than Jo anyway!” she flashed back. She jabbed at the painting with a palette knife, laying on a thick impasto of vermilion.

			“Leave Jo alone, Judy,” Nick said quietly. “I’m not going to tell you again. You are beginning to bore me.”

			There was a long silence. Defiantly she laid on some more paint.

			Nick sighed. He turned and went into the kitchen. There was wine in the refrigerator. He took it out and found two glasses. He had not told Judy the truth. Last night, at midnight, he had gone to Cornwall Gardens and, finding Jo’s apartment in darkness, had cautiously let himself in. He had listened, then, realizing that there was still a light on in the kitchen, he had quietly pushed open the door. The room had been empty, the draining board piled high with clean, rinsed dishes, the sink spotless, the lids on all the jars, and the bread in the bin, when he had looked, new and crusty.

			“What are you doing here?” Jo had appeared behind him silently, wearing a white bathrobe.

			He had slammed down the lid of the bread bin. “Jo, I had to talk to you—”

			“No, Nick, there is nothing to talk about.” She had not smiled.

			Staring at her, he had realized suddenly that he wanted to take her in his arms. “Oh, Jo, love. I’m sorry—”

			“So am I, Nick. Very. Is it true what Judy said? Am I likely to go crazy?”

			“That’s not what she said, Jo.”

			“Is that what Sam said?”

			“No, and you know it isn’t. All he said was that you should be very careful.” He had kept his voice deliberately light.

			“How come Judy knows so much about it? Did you discuss it with her?”

			“Of course I didn’t. She listened to a private phone call. She had no business to. And she didn’t hear very much, I promise. She made a lot of it up.”

			“But you had no business to make that call, Nick.” Suddenly she had been blazingly angry with him. “Christ! I wish you would keep out of my affairs. I don’t want you to meddle. I don’t want your brother to meddle! I don’t want anything to do with either of the Franklyns ever again. Now, get out!”

			“No, Jo. Not till I know you’re all right.”

			“I’m all right. Now, get out.” Her voice had been shaking. “Get out, get out, get out!”

			“Jo, for God’s sake be quiet.” Nick had backed away from her as her voice rose. “I’m going. But please promise me something—”

			“Get out!”

			He had gone.

			***

			Nick took a couple of gulps from his glass and topped it up again before going back into the studio.

			Pete Leveson was standing next to Judy, staring at the canvas.

			Nick groaned as Pete raised a hand. “I thought I’d find you here. Has anyone told you yet that you are five kinds of shit?”

			Nick handed him one of the glasses. “You can’t call me anything I haven’t called myself already,” he said dryly.

			Judy whirled around. “All right, you guys. Stop being so bloody patronizing. I’m the one who said it all, I’m the one who told her, not Nick. If you’ve come here to reproach anyone, it should be me, not him.” She put her hands on her hips defiantly.

			Pete gave a small grin. “Right. It was you.”

			“Was Jo very upset later?” she was unable to resist asking after a moment.

			“A little. Of course she was. She didn’t believe anything you said, but you chose a pretty public place to make some very provocative statements.”

			“No one heard them—”

			“Judy.” Pete gave her a withering look. “You were heard by virtually every person in that party, including Nigel Dempster. I’ve been on the phone to him, but unfortunately he feels it was too juicy a tidbit to miss his column. After all, he’s got a job to do, much like mine when you think about it. ‘Well-known columnist accused of being a nut case by redheaded painter at Heacham party…’ How could he resist a story like that? And he was there in person! It’ll be in Friday’s Mail.”

			“Hell!” Nick hit his forehead with the flat of his hand. “They’ll crucify Jo. She’s trodden on too many toes in her time.”

			“She’ll be okay,” Judy broke in. “She’s tough.”

			“She’s not half as tough as she makes out,” Nick replied slowly. “Underneath she’s very vulnerable.”

			Judy looked away. “And I’m not, I suppose?”

			“We are not talking about you, Judy. It is not your sanity that is going to be questioned in the press.”

			“She can always sue them.”

			“If she sues anyone, it would be you. For defamation or slander. And it would serve you right.”

			Judy blanched. Without a word she took the glass out of Nick’s hand and walked with it to the far end of the studio where she stood looking out of the window to the bare earth and washing lines of the garden below.

			Pete frowned. “Just how much truth is there in any of this story?” he asked in a low voice.

			“None at all. Judy misunderstood completely.” Nick compressed his lips angrily. “Squash the story if you can, Pete. It’s all rubbish anyway, but if it wasn’t”—he paused fractionally—“if it wasn’t, think how much damage it could do.”

			Pete nodded. “I had a reason for asking. You are sure that hypnosis can’t hurt her in any way?”

			“Of course not.” Nick gave an uncomfortable little laugh. Then he looked at him sharply. “Why do you ask?”

			“No reason. No reason at all…”
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			While Tim locked the car, Jo stared up at the front of the house. It was a tall, shabby building in the center of a long terrace of once-elegant Edwardian town houses.

			“Jo, about last night—” Tim was pocketing his car keys.

			“I don’t want to talk about it.” Jo hunched her shoulders. “It was a great party for some. Now please forget about it.”

			“But the way Judy behaved was appalling—”

			“She’s a jealous lady, Tim, fighting for a man. Women are like that. Primeval!”

			“And aren’t you going to fight too?”

			“For Nick? No.” She gave him a bleak smile. “Come on, Tim. Let’s go and see some regression!”

			Tim glanced at her warningly. “Jo, love. Can you bear in mind that this chap is a friend of a friend? Go easy on the put-downs.”

			“I’m not going to put anyone down, Tim.” She hitched her thumb through the strap of the bag on her shoulder. “I’m going strictly as an observer, I shan’t say a word. Promise.”

			The front door was opened by a woman in a long Laura Ashley dress, her fair hair caught back in an untidy ponytail. She had a clipboard in her hand.

			“Mr. Heacham and Miss Clifford?” she confirmed. “The others are all here. Follow me, please.”

			The dark hallway was carpeted wall to wall with a thick brown carpet that muffled their footsteps as they followed her past several closed doors and up a flight of stairs to the second floor. There, in a large room, facing onto the long narrow gardens that backed the houses, they found Bill Walton and some dozen other people, already seated on a semicircle of upright chairs.

			Walton held out his hand to them. “How are you? As you requested, Tim, I’ve told everyone that a lady and gentleman of the press will be here. No one objects.” He was a small, wizened man of about fifty, his sandy hair standing out in wisps around his head. Jo looked apprehensively into his prominent green eyes as she shook hands.

			Somewhere outside children were playing in the evening sunlight. She could hear their excited shouting and the dull thud as a foot connected with a ball. In the room there was a muted expectant silence. She could see two girls seated side by side at the end of the row. Both now looked distinctly frightened. Next to them a man in a turtleneck sweater whispered to his companion and laughed quietly.

			The room was a study—a large, comfortable, untidy room, one end of the wall lined with books, the opposite one hung with a group of Japanese prints mounted on broad strips of fawn linen. Jo took her place on one of the remaining chairs while Tim slipped unobtrusively behind her, perching on the arm of a chair by the fire. He removed the lens cap from his camera and put it quietly down on the seat beside him.

			Walton moved to the windows and half drew the curtains, shutting out the soft golden glow of the evening. Then he switched on a desk lamp. He grinned at the small audience before him.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, first let me welcome you all. I hope you are going to find this evening instructive and entertaining. Let me say at the outset that there is nothing whatsoever to be afraid of. No one can be hypnotized who does not wish it.” He glanced at Jo as, quietly, she slipped a notebook out of her bag. She rested it, still shut, on her knee. “My usual procedure is to make a few simple tests initially to find out how many of you are good hypnotic subjects, then from among those who seem to be suitable I shall ask for volunteers to be put into deep hypnosis and regressed if possible. I should emphasize that it does not always happen, and there have been occasions when I have found no one at all suitable among my audience.” He laughed happily. “That is why I prefer to have a dozen or so people present. It gives us a better choice.”

			Jo shifted uncomfortably on the wooden chair and crossed her legs. Beside her the others were all staring at him, half hypnotized already, she suspected, by the quiet smoothness of his voice.

			“Now,” he continued, hitching himself up onto the desk so that he was sitting facing them, his legs swinging loosely, crossed at the ankle. “Perhaps you would all look at my finger.” He raised it slowly until it was level with his eyes. “Now, as I raise my hand you will find that your own right hand rises into the air of its own accord.”

			Jo felt her fingers close convulsively around her pencil. Her hands remained firmly in her lap. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the hand of the man next to her as it twitched slightly and moved, then it too fell back onto his knee. She noticed his Adam’s apple jump sharply as he swallowed. She looked back at Walton, who was watching them all with apparent lack of interest. “Fine. Now I want you all to sit back and relax against the back of your chairs. Perhaps you would fix your eyes on the light behind me here on the desk. The light is bright and hard on the eyes. Perhaps if you were to close your eyes for a few moments and rest them.” His voice had taken on a monotonous gentle tone that soothed the ears. “Fine. Now it may be that when you try to open them you will find that you can’t. Your lids are sealed. The light is too bright to look at. The darkness is preferable.” Jo could feel the nails of her hands biting into her palms. She leaned forward and stared down the line of seated people. Two were blinking at the light almost defiantly. The others all sat quietly, their eyes closed. Walton was smiling. Quietly he stood up and padded forward over the thick carpet. “Now I am going to touch your hands, one by one, and when I pick them up you will find that you cannot put them down.” His voice had taken on a peremptory tone of command. He approached the man next to Jo, ignoring her completely. The man’s eyes were open and he watched almost frightened as Walton caught his wrist and lifted the limp hand. He let go and to Jo’s surprise the arm stayed where it was, uncomfortably suspended in midair. Walton made no comment. He passed on to the next person in the line. Behind her Jo heard the faint click of the camera shutter.

			A moment later it was all over. Gently, almost casually, Walton spoke over his shoulder as he returned to his desk. “Fine, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you. You may lower your hands and open your eyes. And may I suggest that we all have some coffee at this stage while we consider what is going to happen next.”

			Jo licked her lips nervously. Her mouth had gone dry as she sat watching the man next to her. His hand had returned slowly to his lap, completely naturally, without any effort of will on his part, as far as she could see. She glanced over her shoulder at Tim. He winked and gave a thumbs-up sign. Then he sank back into his chair. As if at a signal the door had opened behind them and the young woman reappeared wheeling a cart on which sat two large earthenware coffeepots. Unobtrusively she moved up the line of chairs, never speaking, not raising her eyes to meet those of anyone in the room. Jo watched her and found herself wondering suddenly whether it was to stop herself from laughing at their solemn faces.

			When they had all had their coffee, Walton sat down once more. He was looking preoccupied as he stirred the cup before him on the desk. Only when the woman had left the room did he speak.

			“Now, I’m glad to say that several of you tonight have demonstrated that you are susceptible to hypnosis. What I intend to do is to ask if any one of those people would like to volunteer to come and sit over here.” He indicated a deep leather armchair near the desk. “Bring your coffee with you, of course, and we’ll discuss what is going to happen.”

			It was several minutes before anyone could be prevailed upon to move, but at last one stout, middle-aged woman rose to her feet. She looked flustered and clutched her cup tightly as she approached the chair and perched on the edge of it.

			Walton rose from his desk. “It’s Mrs. Potter, isn’t it? Sarah Potter. Now, my dear, please make yourself comfortable.” His voice had dropped once more and Jo again found herself sitting upright, consciously resisting the beguilement of the man’s tone as she watched the woman lean back and close her eyes. Walton gently took the cup from her and without any preliminary comments began to talk her back into her childhood. After only a slight hesitancy she began to answer him, describing scenes from her early schooldays; they could all plainly hear the change in the quality of her voice as it rose and thinned girlishly. Tim stood up and, creeping forward, dropped on one knee before the woman with his camera raised. Walton ignored him. “Now, my dear, we are going back to the time before you were born. Tell me what you see.”

			There was a long silence. “Back, farther back into the time you were little Sarah Fairly. Before, long before. You were on this earth before. Sarah. Tell me who you were.”

			“Betsy.” The word came out slowly, puzzled, half hesitating, and Jo heard a sharp intake of breath from the people around her. She gripped the notepad on her knee and watched the woman’s face intently.

			“Betsy who?” Walton did not take his eyes from her face.

			“Dunno. Just Betsy…”

			***

			“You were lucky this evening.” Walton looked from Jo to Tim and back with a grin. “Here, let me offer you a drink.”

			The others had gone, leaving Tim packing his cameras and Jo still sitting on her wooden chair, lost in thought. “Three subjects who all produced more or less convincing past lives. That’s not bad.”

			Jo looked up sharply. “More or less convincing? Are you saying you don’t believe in this yourself?”

			She saw Tim frown but Walton merely shrugged. He had poured three glasses of Scotch and he handed her one. “I am saying, as would any colleague, Miss Clifford, that the hypnosis is genuine. The response of the subject is genuine, in that it is not prompted by me, but where the personalities come from I have no idea. It is the people who come to these sessions who like to think they are reincarnated souls.” His eyes twinkled roguishly.

			Tim set his camera case on a chair and picked up his own glass. “It really is most intriguing. That Betsy woman. A respectable middle-aged housewife of unqualified boringness and she produces all those glorious words out of the gutter! I can’t help wondering if that was merely her repressed self trying to get out.” He chortled.

			Walton nodded. “I find myself wondering that frequently. But there are occasions—and these are the ones of course that you as reporters should witness—when the character comes out with stuff which they could in no way have prepared, consciously or unconsciously. I have had people speaking languages they have never learned or revealing historical detail that is unimpeachable.” He shook his head. “Very, very interesting.”

			Jo had stood up at last. She went to stand by the bookcase, still frowning slightly.

			Walton watched her.

			“Did you know, Miss Clifford, that you are potentially a good hypnotic subject yourself?”

			She swung round. “Me? Oh, no. After all, none of your tests worked on me.”

			“No. Because you fought them. Did it not cross your mind that the fact that you had to resist so strenuously might mean something? I was watching you carefully and I suspect you were probably one of the most susceptible people here tonight.”

			Jo stared at him. She felt suddenly cold in spite of the warmth of the room. “I don’t think so. Someone tried to hypnotize me once, at the university. It didn’t work.”

			She looked into her glass, suddenly silent, aware that Walton was still watching her closely.

			He shook his head. “You surprise me. Perhaps the person wasn’t an experienced hypnotist. Although, of course, if you resisted as you did today, no one could—”

			“Oh, but I didn’t resist them. I wanted it to happen.” She remembered suddenly the excitement and awe she had felt on her way to Professor Cohen’s rooms, the abandon with which she had thrown herself into answering all his questions before the session started, the calm relaxation as she lay back on his couch watching Sam standing in the corner fighting with his notepad while outside the snow had started to fall…

			She frowned. How strange that the details of that afternoon had slipped her mind until this moment. She could picture Sam now—he had been wearing a brown turtleneck sweater under a deplorably baggy sports jacket. When they had been introduced she had liked him at once. His calm relaxed manner had counteracted Cohen’s stiff academic formality, putting her at ease. She had trusted Sam.

			So why now did she have this sudden image of his tense face, his eyes wide with horror, peering at her out of the darkness, and with it the memory of pain…

			She shrugged off a little shiver, sipping from her glass as she glanced back at Walton. “It was about fifteen years ago now—I’ve probably forgotten most of what happened.”

			He nodded slowly without taking his eyes from her face. Then he turned away. “Well, it might be interesting to try again,” he said thoughtfully. “Would you like to?”

			“No!” She answered more sharply than she intended. “At least, not yet. Perhaps when my research is a bit further advanced…” Warning bells were ringing in her mind; Sam’s face was there again before her eyes, and with it she heard Nick’s voice: “There is something you don’t know, something you don’t remember…”

			Shakily she put down her glass, aware of Tim’s puzzled eyes upon her. Furiously she tried to get a grip on herself as she realized suddenly that Bill Walton was addressing her while he straightened some papers on his desk.

			“And were you pleased overall with what you saw this evening, Miss Clifford?”

			She swallowed hard. “It was fascinating. Very interesting.”

			“But I suspect that you are going to debunk the reincarnation theory in your articles? My wife is a great fan of yours and she tells me your style of journalism can be quite sharp.”

			Jo grimaced. “She’s right. If she told you that it’s very brave of you to be so open with me.”

			“Why not? I’ve nothing to hide. As I told you, the hypnotism is real. The responses are real. I do not seek to explain them. Perhaps you will be able to do that.”

			He grinned.

			Jo found herself smiling back. “I doubt it,” she said as she picked up her bag, “but I daresay I’ll give it a try.”

			***

			“Come on, Jo. There’s something wrong, isn’t there?”

			Tim put a double Scotch on the table in front of her and sat himself down in the chair facing her.

			Jo summoned up a tired smile. “I’m exhausted, Tim, that’s all. This’ll put me right.” She picked up her glass. “Thanks for arranging everything this evening.”

			“But Walton worried you, didn’t he, and not just because you thought he was a fake.”

			She shook her head slowly. “He wasn’t a fake. At least, I don’t think so. A telepath perhaps—I don’t know—” She was silent for a minute. “Yes, he did worry me, Tim. The stupid thing is, I don’t know why. But it’s something deep inside me. Something I can’t put my finger on, floating at the edge of my mind. Every minute I think I’m going to remember what it is, but I can’t quite catch it.” She took a sip from her glass and grinned suddenly, her face animated. “Makes me sound pretty neurotic, doesn’t it? No, Tim, I’m okay. I think I’ve been letting Nick get to me more than I realize, with his fearsome warnings. He’s a bit paranoid about hypnosis. He told me once that he has this fear of losing consciousness—even on the edge of ordinary sleep. I think he thinks hypnosis is the same—like an anesthetic.”

			“And it is true he’s been on to his brother about you?” Tim asked gently after a pause.

			She drew a ring on the table with her finger in some spilled beer. “I could kill Judy.” She looked up at him again and gave a rueful grimace. “I wouldn’t be surprised if what she said was true. Nick told me he’d been in touch with Sam.”

			“You knew Sam well, of course.”

			She nodded. “He became a friend after—” She hesitated. “After they tried to hypnotize me, he and his boss, in Edinburgh, that first time. But we were never lovers or anything. The coup de foudre came with his kid brother.”

			Tim raised an eyebrow. “And the foudre has not yet run to earth, has it?”

			“Oh, yes. After last night it has. Finished. Caput. Finis. Bye-bye Nicholas.” She bit her lip hard.

			Reaching over, Tim touched her hand lightly. “Poor Jo. Have another drink.” He stood up and picked up her glass without waiting for her reply.

			She watched him work his way to the bar, his tall, lanky frame moving easily between the crowded drinkers. She frowned. Tim reminded her of someone she had known when she was a child, but she could not quite remember who. Someone she had liked. She gave a rueful grin. Was that why she could never love him?

			She held out her hand for her glass as he returned. “I’ve just thought of who it is you remind me.” She gave a quick gurgle of laughter. “It’s not someone from one of my previous lives. It’s my Uncle James’s Afghan hound. His name was Zarathustra!”

			***

			Tim poured himself another whisky as soon as he got in. He had dropped Jo off at her apartment, declining her offer of coffee. Throwing himself down in one of his low-sprung easy chairs, he reached for the phone.

			“Hi, Nick. Can you talk?”

			He shifted the receiver to his other hand and picked up his drink. “Listen, have you seen Pete Leveson?”

			“He was here earlier.” Nick sounded cautious.

			“Did he manage to call off the press?”

			“Apparently not. Have you warned Jo?”

			Tim took a long drink from his glass. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to. Shit, if he can’t do it, no one can. And I don’t think Jo has a clue what is in store for her. She doesn’t seem to realize anyone else heard at all. As far as she was concerned there were only two people in that room at that moment—Judy and herself. I hope that dolly of yours is really proud of herself. Listen, Nick, what is this about Jo and hypnotism? Is it serious?”

			“Yes. It’s serious. So if you’ve any influence with her, keep her away from it.”

			“We went to see a hypnotist tonight.”

			“Christ!”

			“No, no. Not for Jo. Or at least only for her to watch other people being regressed. It was fascinating, but the fact is that Jo did behave a bit oddly. She didn’t seem to be the least bit susceptible herself when he did his tests on everyone at the beginning, but afterward Walton said she was really, but she had been fighting it, and it upset her.”

			“It would.” Nick’s voice was grim. “Look, Tim, is she going to see him again? Or anyone else, do you know?”

			“I don’t think so. She did say that maybe she’d got enough material to be going on with.”

			“Thank God. Just pray she doesn’t feel she needs to pursue any of this further. Sorry, Tim. Judy’s just coming in. I’ve got to go.” His voice had dropped suddenly to a whisper.

			Tim grinned as he hung up. The henpecked Lothario role did not suit Nick Franklyn one bit.

		

	


	
		
			4

			Jo wanted to call Sam.

			For hours she had lain tossing and turning thinking about Bill Walton and Sarah Potter, who had once been a street girl called Betsy; and about Tim and Judy Curzon; but her mind refused to focus. Instead again and again she saw images of Cohen’s little Edinburgh study, with the huge antiquated radiator against which Sam had leaned, then the snow, whirling past the window, blotting out the sky, then her hands. Somehow her hands had been hurt; she remembered her fingers, blistered and bleeding, and Michael Cohen, his face pale and embarrassed talking about chilblains, and suddenly with startling clarity she remembered the bloodstains on the floor. How had the blood, her blood, come to be smeared all over the floor of his study?

			She sat up abruptly, her body pouring with sweat, staring at the half-drawn curtains of her bedroom. The sheets were tangled and her pillow had fallen to the floor. Outside she could just see the faint light of dawn beginning to lighten the sky. Somewhere a bird had begun to sing, its whistle echoing mournfully between the tall houses. With her head aching she got up and staggered to the kitchen, turning on the light and staring around; automatically she reached for the kettle.

			She found Sam’s number in her old address book. After carrying a cup of black coffee through to the sitting room, she sat on the floor and picked up the phone. It was four thirty-two a.m. as she began to dial Edinburgh.

			There was no reply.

			She let the phone ring for five minutes before she gave up. Only then did she remember that Sam had gone abroad. She drank the coffee slowly, then she called Nick’s apartment. There was no answer from his phone either and she slammed down the receiver.

			“Goddamn you, Nick Franklyn!” she swore under her breath. She stood up and went to throw back the curtains, staring out over the sleeping square. On the coffee table behind her lay a scrap of paper. On it was written in Pete Leveson’s neat italic script:

			Dr. Carl Bennet, hypnotherapist. (Secretary Sarah Simmons: sister of David who you rather liked if I remember when he came to W I A as a features writer in ’76.) Have made an appointment for you Friday, three p.m. to sit in on a session. Don’t miss it; I had to grovel to fix it for you.

			Jo turned and picked up the piece of paper yet again. She did not want to go.

			***

			It was two forty-five as she walked slowly up Devonshire Place, peering at the numbers and stopping at last outside one with a cream front door. Four brass plates were displayed on the elegantly washed paneling.

			The door was opened by a white-coated receptionist. “Dr. Bennet?” she said in response to Jo’s inquiry. “Just one minute and I’ll call upstairs.” The place smelled of antiseptic and jasmine. Jo waited in the hall, staring at herself in a huge gilt-framed mirror. Her eyes were shadowed from lack of sleep and she could see the strain in her face as she watched the woman on the telephone in the reflection behind her.

			“You can go up, Miss Clifford,” the woman said after a moment. “The second floor. His secretary will meet you.”

			Jo walked up slowly, aware of a figure waiting for her on the half landing at the head of the flight of stairs. Sarah Simmons was a tall fair-haired woman in a sweater and shirt, and Jo found herself sighing with relief. She had been afraid of another white coat.

			“Jo Clifford?” Sarah extended her hand with a pleasant smile. “Pete Leveson spoke to us about you. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

			Jo grinned “Did he warn you I’m the world’s most violent skeptic?”

			She laughed. “He did, but Carl is very tolerant. Come and meet him.”

			Carl Bennet was sitting at a desk in a room that looked out over the street. It was a pleasant book-lined study, furnished with several deep armchairs and a sofa, all with discreet but expensive upholstery; the carpet was scattered with Afghan rugs—sufficiently worn to emphasize their antiquity. It was a comfortable room; a man’s room, Jo thought with sudden amusement, the sort of room that should smell of cigars. It didn’t. There was only the faintest suspicion of cologne.

			Carl Bennet rose to greet her with a half-hesitant smile. “Miss Clifford. Please, come and sit down. Sarah will bring us some coffee—unless you would prefer tea?” He spoke with a barely perceptible mid-European accent. He nodded at Sarah, who disappeared through a door in the far wall, then he looked back at Jo. “I find my kitchen is the most important part of my office here,” he said gently. “Now tell me, exactly how can I help you?”

			Jo took out her notebook and, balancing it on her knee, sat down on one of the chairs. It was half turned with its back to the window. Her mouth had gone suddenly dry.

			“As I believe Pete Leveson told you, I am writing an article on hypnotic regression. I’d like to ask you about it and if possible see how you work.” She was watching his face intently. “Yesterday I attended a session with Bill Walton in Richmond. I wonder whether you know him?”

			Bennet frowned. “I’ve heard of him, of course—”

			“And you don’t approve?”

			“On the contrary. He has published some interesting papers. But we practice in very different ways.”

			“Can you tell me how your approach differs?” Jo kept her eyes fixed on his face as Sarah came in with a tray.

			“Of course. Mr. Walton is an amateur, Miss Clifford. He does not, I believe, ever claim medical benefits from his work. I am a psychologist and I use this form of hypnosis in the treatment of specific conditions. I use it primarily in a medical context, and as such it is not something to be debunked by cheap journalism. If that is what you have in mind, then I would ask you to leave now.”

			Jo flushed angrily. “I feel sure, Dr. Bennet, that you will convince me so thoroughly that I will have no cause to debunk—as you put it—anything,” she said a little sharply. She took a cup from Sarah.

			“Good.” He smiled disarmingly. He took off his glasses and polished them with the cloth from the eyeglass case that lay on his desk.

			“Are you really going to allow me to sit in on a session with a patient?” Jo asked cautiously.

			Bennet nodded. “She has agreed, with one proviso. That you do not mention her name.”

			“I’ll give you a written guarantee if you wish,” Jo said grimly. “Would you explain a little of what is going to happen before she gets here?”

			“Of course.” He stood up and, walking over to the sofa, sat down again. “It has been found that unexplained and hitherto incurable phobias frequently have their explanation in events that have occurred to a subject either in very early infancy or childhood, or in a previous existence. It is my job to regress the patient to that time, take them once more through the trauma involved—which is often, I may say, a deeply disturbing experience—to discover what it is that has led to the terror which has persisted into later life or even into another incarnation.”

			Jo strove to keep the disbelief out of her voice as she said, “Of course, this presupposes your absolute belief in reincarnation?”

			“Of course.”

			She could feel his eyes steady on her face. She glanced away. “I am afraid you will have to convince me, Dr. Bennet. I must admit to being very dubious. If you were to affirm to me your belief in reincarnation as part of a religious philosophy, I should not presume to question it. It is this quasi-medical context—” She indicated the consulting room couch. “Are you saying therefore that everyone has lived before?”

			He gave a tolerant smile. “In my experience, no. Some have lived on this earth many times, others are new souls.”

			She stared at him, swallowing with difficulty the bubble of laughter that threatened to overwhelm her as he stood up again, a solid graying man in his sixties, and walked over to her chair. “I can see you are derisive, Miss Clifford,” he said severely, his eyes on hers, magnified a little by the thick lenses of his glasses. “One grows used to it as an initial, perhaps defensive response. All I ask is that you keep an open mind while you are here. Are you objective enough to be able to do that?”

			Jo looked away. “I am sorry, I really am. I pride myself on my objectivity and I will try. In fact”—she set her cup down at her feet—“you have aroused my curiosity intensely. Can you tell before you start whether people have lived before?”

			He smiled. “In some cases, yes. Sometimes it is harder.”

			Jo took a deep breath. “Can you tell by looking at me?”

			He stared at her, holding her gaze for a while, until she dropped her eyes and looked away.

			“I think you have been on this earth before, yes.”

			She felt her skin creep. “How can you tell?”

			He shrugged. “I might be wrong. It is an instinct I have developed after years of studying the subject.” He frowned. “I have a suspicion that the patient you are about to meet may not in fact have done so,” he said with a grimace. “I can’t promise anything from her that will necessarily help you with your article. I have had one preliminary interview with the lady—we shall just call her Adele. She is a good hypnotic subject. She has a very strong and illogical fear of water that can be explained by nothing that she can remember. I shall try to regress her, and it may be that we need go no farther than her own childhood to discover the cause.” He walked thoughtfully back to his desk, glancing at his watch. “She is late, I fear. Sarah!” He called toward the side room from where they could hear the sound of a typewriter. It stopped and Sarah appeared in the doorway. “Call Mrs. Noble and make sure she has remembered her appointment.”

			He scowled at the blotter on his desk, tracing the ornate gold tooling of the leather with a neatly manicured finger. “This lady is both vague and a hysteric,” he said almost to himself. “It would not entirely surprise me if she did not turn up.” He picked up the file on his desk and turned back the cover.

			Jo felt a sharp stab of disappointment. “Are people usually apprehensive about your treatment?” she asked after a moment’s pause.

			He looked at her thoughtfully. “It would be strange if they were not.”

			Sarah appeared in the doorway. “Sorry, Carl, she’s not coming. She says her daughter is ill and she has to go to see her. I told her she’d have to pay for the appointment anyway—”

			Bennet gave a sharp gesture of dismissal. He stood up abruptly. “I am sorry, Miss Clifford. I was looking forward to proving my case to you. I am afraid this visit has wasted your time.”

			“Not necessarily surely.” Sarah had picked up the folder on the desk. “Have you ever considered undergoing hypnotic regression yourself, Joanna? After all, Carl now has an afternoon free—at your disposal.”

			Jo swallowed. “I suppose I should try it myself,” she said hesitantly. “Do you think I could be regressed, Dr. Bennet?”

			He spread his fingers in the air and shrugged. “We could try. People of strong personality tend to make good subjects, but of course they must allow themselves to be hypnotized. No one can be against their will, you know. If you are prepared to set aside your reservations completely I would be prepared to try.”

			“I have no phobias to speak of.” She managed a little smile. “Hobby horses, yes. Of such are my columns made, but phobias, I don’t think so.”

			“Then we could regard it merely as an interesting experiment.” He bowed with old-fashioned courtesy.

			Jo found she was breathing rather fast. The palms of her hands were sweating. “I’m afraid I would be a difficult subject even if I cooperate as hard as I can. I did take part in a survey at the university under Professor Cohen. He didn’t manage to get anywhere with me.”

			Bennet sat down on the edge of the desk and looked at her thoughtfully. “Michael Cohen was one of the great authorities on the subject. I wish I had met him before he died,” he said a little wistfully. “I’m surprised to find you so hostile to the theories behind hypnotic regression if you were involved in any of his clinical trials. When you say nothing happened, do you mean he was not able to regress you at all?”

			Jo shook her head. “He couldn’t hypnotize me. I didn’t know why. I didn’t fight it. I wanted it to happen.”

			Bells were ringing in her mind once more, full of warning. Almost in panic she turned away from him, not wanting him to see the struggle going on inside her; she crossed the carpet to look out of the window into the busy street below, shivering in spite of the humid warmth of the afternoon. The sun was reflecting on a window opposite, dazzling as she stared at it. She turned back to Bennet.

			“I have a small tape recorder in my bag. Would you object if I used it while you try?”

			He shook his head and gestured toward a table by the far wall. “As you see, I use one too, for various reasons. I also always insist that Miss Simmons is present to act as a chaperone.” He did not smile. “I should explain, however, that often one needs a preliminary session to establish a rapport between hypnotist and patient. It is a far more delicate relationship than that implied by music-hall acts or sensational fiction. So you should not expect too much on this occasion.” He grinned suddenly. “Or too little either, Miss Clifford. You may indeed be a hard subject—I’m sure with your cooperation, though, I can achieve something. And I have a feeling you would be an interesting case.” He smiled boyishly. “Quite a challenge, in fact. But I don’t wish to talk you into this if you still have any reservations. I think you should take a little time to consider—”

			“No!” Jo surprised herself with the vehemence of her reply. “No, let’s do it. I’d like to.”

			“You are quite sure?”

			“Quite.” She reached for her bag and pulled the recorder out of it. “What shall I do?”

			He walked toward the window and half pulled one of the curtains across, shading the room. Above the roof of the opposite building a huge purple cloud had appeared, threatening the sun. He glanced at it as he went back to Jo.

			“Just relax. You are very tense, my dear. Why don’t we have a cup of tea or some more coffee perhaps while we talk about what is to happen.”

			Jo shook her head. “I’ll be okay. I suppose it’s natural to want to resist giving your mind to someone else.” She bit her lip. “Can I just ask you to promise one thing? If anything happens, you’ll do nothing to stop me remembering it later. That’s important.”

			“Of course. It will all in any case be on tape.” He watched as she set the tape recorder on the floor next to his couch.

			“Shall I lie down?” she asked, eyeing it nervously.

			“If you wish. Wherever you feel most comfortable and relaxed.” He glanced at Sarah, who had quietly seated herself at the table in the corner before the tape deck. Then he turned back to Jo. “Now, Joanna—may I call you Joanna?”

			“Jo,” Jo whispered.

			“Very well, Jo. I want you to relax completely and close your eyes.”

			Jo felt the panic overtaking her. Her eyes flew open and she sat upright. “Oh, God, I’m sorry. I don’t think I can do it.”

			“Just as you like. Try leaning back against those cushions. Why don’t we try a light trance first, just to make you feel more relaxed, shall we? There’s nothing to worry about. Just something to make you feel good. You may have seen Bill Walton do it. It’s a very usual way of testing people’s reactions.”

			Behind him Sarah smiled grimly, recognizing the tone of his voice as she saw Jo make herself comfortable against the cushions, her ankles crossed on the soft hide of the sofa. Jo closed her eyes once more and visibly tried to make herself relax.

			“That’s fine.” Bennet moved toward her on silent feet. “Now, the sun is filling the room once more, so I’m going to ask Sarah to pull down the blinds, but meanwhile I want you to keep your eyes tightly closed.” He glanced at the window. The sun had gone. The narrow strip of sky visible from the room was a livid bruise of cloud. There was a low rumble of thunder as he began speaking again. “That’s right. You can feel the light burning your eyes. Keep them tightly closed. That’s fine.” He touched her face lightly. “Now you want to open them but you can’t. The light is too bright.”

			Jo did not move. She could hear him clearly and she knew she could open her eyes if she wanted to, but she could sense the glare behind her lids. There seemed no point in moving until Sarah had shut out the sun, the dazzling white shape that had appeared over the rim of the house on the other side of Devonshire Place, shining directly into the room.

			Bennet took her hand gently. “Jo, can you hear me? Good. Now I’m going to tickle your hand slightly, just enough to make you smile. Can you feel me do it?”

			Sarah gasped. He had taken a small pin from his lapel and driven it deeply into her palm. Jo smiled, her eyes still closed, still wondering why he didn’t shut out the sun.

			Bennet glanced at Sarah. Then he turned back to Jo. “Now, my dear, I want you to go back to when you were a little girl…”

			Some ten minutes later Sarah’s whisper broke into his concentration. “Carl, she’s the best subject I’ve ever seen.”

			He frowned at her, his whole attention fixed on the figure lying back against the cushions in front of him. “I had a feeling she might be,” he replied in an undertone. “I can’t understand why Cohen couldn’t reach her, unless—” He broke off and looked at her thoughtfully.

			“Unless what?”

			“Unless he gave her a posthypnotic suggestion that she should not remember for some reason.” He turned back to Jo. “Now, Jo, my dear, I want you to go back, back to the time before you were born, to the dark time, when you were floating free…”

			Jo stirred uneasily, moving her head from side to side. Then she lay still again, completely relaxed as she listened to him.

			“Now, Jo. Before the darkness. When you lived before. Do you remember? You are another person, in another time. Do you remember? Can you tell me? What do you see?”

			Jo opened her eyes and stared hard in front of her at the arm of the sofa. “It’s getting dark,” she said uncertainly. “Dark and cold.”

			“Are you indoors or out, can you see?” Bennet frowned at the window, which showed that it was indeed getting dark and that a torrential summer rain had begun to fall, streaming down the windows, gurgling from a broken gutter. There was another deep roll of thunder.

			Jo spoke hesitantly. “It’s the trees. They’re so thick here. I don’t like the forest.”

			“Do you know which forest it is?” Bennet was watching her intently.

			“No.”

			“Can you tell me your name?”

			She frowned, puzzled. “I don’t know. Some call me—they call me Matilda—No, Moll…I don’t know.”

			“Can you tell me something about yourself, Matilda? Where do you live?”

			Slowly Jo pushed herself up from the cushions till she was sitting bolt upright, staring into space. “I live,” she said firmly. “I live far away from here. In the mountains.” Then she shook her head, perplexed. “The mountains fill my eyes. Black and misty, not like at home.” She began to rub her eyes with her knuckles, like a child. She looked bewildered. “I don’t know. I don’t remember. I want to sleep.” She lay back and closed her eyes.

			“Tell me something else then, Matilda,” Bennet prompted gently. “What are you doing?”

			There was no answer.

			“Are you walking in the forest, or riding perhaps?”

			Jo hunched her shoulders rebelliously and said nothing. Bennet sighed. “Come now, my dear. Tell me what are you wearing? Are you dressed in your prettiest clothes?” He was coaxing now. He glanced at his watch and then looked at Sarah. “Pity. I thought we were going to get something interesting. We might try again another time—” He broke off as Jo let out an exclamation.

			“They told me to forget. How can I forget? It is happening now…”

			Bennet had not taken his eyes off her face. He leaned forward, every nerve ending suddenly tense.

			Slowly Jo was standing up. She took a couple of paces from the sofa and stood looking at the wall, her eyes wide open. “When is it going to stop snowing?” she asked distinctly. She wrapped her arms around herself as if trying to enfold herself more warmly in her thin linen dress and he saw her shiver violently.

			“It is snowing hard,” Bennet agreed cautiously.

			She frowned. “I had hoped it would hold off until we reached the castle. I don’t like the snow. It makes the forest so dark.”

			“Can you tell me what the date is, my dear?”

			“It is nearly Yule.” She smiled. “Time for feasting.”

			“And which year, do you know?” Bennet reached for a notepad and pen. He watched Jo’s face carefully. Her eyes were normal and focusing, but not on him. Her hand, when he reached gently and touched it, was ice cold.

			“It is the twentieth year of the reign of our lord King Henry,” she said clearly. “What a foolish question.” She took another step. “Oh, Holy Mother of God, we’re nearly there.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “I am going to William.”

			“Who is William?” Totally absorbed, Bennet stopped writing and looked up, waiting for an answer.

			But Jo did not answer. Her whole attention was fixed on something she could see distinctly lying on the road in front of her in the snow. It was the bloody body of a man.
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			The melting snow was red with blood. Richard, the young Earl of Clare and Hertford, pulled his horse to a rearing halt, struggling to control the animal as it plunged sideways in fear, its ears flat against its head. It had smelled the carcass and the wolves at the same moment, and it snorted with terror as Richard tried to force it around the deserted kill at the edge of the track. A buzzard flew up at the riders’ approach, leaving all that remained of the mangled corpse in the slush-threaded mud. A few rags of clothing were the only sign that it had once been human.

			“What is it? What’s happened?” The slim red-haired girl swathed in a fox fur mantle who had been cantering fast behind him was concentrating so hard on catching him up that his sudden halt nearly unseated her. Behind her, at a more sedate pace, rode a second young woman and Richard’s twelve knights, wearing on their surcoats the gold and scarlet chevrons of Clare.

			The riders formed a semicircle in the cold sleet and gazed down at the torn limbs. One or two of the men crossed themselves fervently and the red-haired girl found herself swallowing hard. She pulled her veil across her face hastily. “Poor man,” she whispered. “Who could have done such a thing?”

			“Wolves.” Richard steadied his horse with difficulty. “Don’t look, Matilda. There’s nothing we can do for the miserable bastard. No doubt the men of the village will come and bury what the buzzards and kites leave.” He turned his horse and kicked it on, forcing it past the body, and the other riders slowly followed him, averting their eyes. Two or three had their hands nervously on the hilts of their swords.

			All around them the bleak Welsh forest seemed deserted. Oak and ash and silver-limbed beech, bare of leaves, their trunks wet and shining from the sleet, crowded to the edge of the track. Save for the ringing of the horses’ hooves on the outcrops of rock and the squeak and chink of harness it was eerily silent.

			Richard gazed around apprehensively. He had been shaken more than he liked to admit by the sight of the slaughtered man. It was an ill omen so near the end of their journey. He noticed Matilda edging her horse surreptitiously closer to his and he grinned in sympathy, silently cursing the need for an armed escort, which prevented him from taking her before him on his saddle and holding her in the safety of his arms.

			But escort there had to be. He scanned the lengthening shadows once more and tightened his grip on his sword.

			Wales was a savage place; its dark glowering mountains, black forests, and wild people filled him with misgivings. That Matilda should want to come here of her own free will, to join William de Braose when she did not have to, filled him with perplexed anger.

			“We should never have left Raglan,” he said tersely. “Walter Bloet was right. These forests are no place for a woman without a proper escort.”

			“I have a proper escort!” He saw the angle of her chin rise a fraction. “You.”

			Far away, echoing from the lonely hills, came the cry of a wolf. The horses tensed, ears flat, and Matilda felt the small hairs on the back of her neck stir with fear.

			“How much farther until we get there?” she whispered.

			Richard shrugged. “A few miles. Pray God we reach there before dark.” He turned in his saddle, standing up in the stirrups to see his men better. “Make all speed,” he shouted, then spurred his horse on toward the north.

			Matilda pounded after him, clinging low over her horse’s neck, determined not to drop behind, and their thundering hooves threw up clods of mud where the ice-rimmed puddles were melting slowly in the rain. The track was growing increasingly treacherous and slippery.

			She quickly drew level with him again, her white veil blowing for a moment across her face from beneath her fur hood. “Richard,” she called, “wait. Slow down. This will be our last chance to talk…”

			He slowed fractionally, wiping the sleet from his eyes. “We have had time enough to talk,” he said abruptly. “You have chosen to tell me very little. I have no idea, even, why you are here, which will make it hard for me to face your no doubt irate husband with a satisfactory explanation as to why I have brought you to him.”

			He saw her flush. “Just tell him the truth,” she retaliated defensively.

			“Very well.” He lashed his reins across the horse’s neck. “I shall tell him how I was quietly riding, minding my own business, from home in Tonbridge to Gloucester when I met his baggage of a wife, completely unescorted except for one trembling female, hell-bent on riding the breadth of England to his side in midwinter. I shall tell him that I saw it as my chivalrous duty to escort you myself. And I shall tell him that any man who leaves a young, beautiful, newlywed bride alone in Sussex with her mother-in-law, while he travels to his farthest lands, is a mutton-headed goat.” He managed a wry grin, ducking the wet slap of a low-hanging branch in his path. If Matilda had been his wife he would not have left her. He clenched the reins fiercely; no man would accuse Richard de Clare of lusting after another man’s wife. He admired her daring and her humor and her spirit, so unusual in a woman, no more than that. He glanced across at her and saw that she was smiling. “Why did you choose to come to Wales?” he asked suddenly.

			She looked down at her hands. “Because I have nowhere else to go but to my husband,” she said simply. “With him I am a baron’s lady, mistress of a dozen castles, a woman of some importance.” Her mouth twitched imperceptibly. “At Bramber with his mother I am merely another female with the sole distinction of being hated by her twice as much as anyone else. Besides,” she added disarmingly, “it’s boring there.”

			He stared at her in disbelief. William de Braose was a vicious, ill-bred man at least twice her age, with a reputation few men would envy. Even the thought of the brute’s hands touching her made the blood pound in Richard’s temples. “And you would prefer your husband’s company to being bored?” he echoed incredulously.

			She raised her chin a fraction, a mannerism he was beginning to know well. “I did not ask your opinion of him, just as I did not ask you to escort me to him.”

			“No, I offered.” He took a deep breath. “So—I shall tell him also,” he went on, “that an invitation to this Christmas banquet we hear he is to give for Prince Seisyll tomorrow is the only reward I shall ask for all my trouble. I shall wave aside the gold and jewels he is bound to press on me for my services in escorting you. I shall nobly ignore his passionate outpourings of gratitude and praise.”

			Matilda made a small grimace, all too well aware of her husband’s reputation for tight-fistedness. She frowned, glancing at Richard sideways. “Supposing he’s furious with me for coming?”

			“So you have considered that possibility at last!” Richard squinted into the wind. “He’ll probably beat you and send you back to Bramber. It’s what you deserve.”

			A racing shadow in the trees distracted him for a moment. He scanned the surrounding forest, his face set. They were passing through a clump of junipers, thick and impenetrable: the ideal hiding place for an ambush. Secretly he suspected that his men, however well armed, would be no match for the leaping, yelling Welsh should they choose to attack. He had heard that they could sweep down, cut a throat, rip open a horse’s belly, and be away again before a man ever had the chance to draw his sword. He shuddered every time he thought of the dangers on the route that Matilda had so confidently decided she and Nell could ride on their own.

			“Is that what you’d do to your wife?” She peered at him, wiping the rain from her eyes as they trotted on again, side by side.

			“What?”

			“Beat her and send her home.”

			“Of course. Especially if she turned up with a good-looking fellow like me.” He forced a smile, his eyes still narrowed as he gazed through the icy sleet.

			Matilda glanced at him, then changed the subject, turning in her saddle. “Poor Nell. She’s still keeping up.” The girl was white-faced and rode slumped in the saddle, her eyes fixed determinedly on her shiny knuckles as they clutched the cold, wet reins. She was obviously near to tears, oblivious to the halfhearted banter of the knights around her or the tired baggage animals who jostled her horse constantly with their cumbersome packs. Matilda grimaced ruefully. “She started this adventure so well with me, but she’s regretting every step now. Ever since we crossed out of Sussex, even with you there to protect us, she’s been scared and weepy. Seeing that poor man will be the last straw. She’ll spend the night having the vapors.”

			“Don’t tease her.” Richard leaned forward to slap his horse’s steaming neck. “She had a lot of courage to come with you. You didn’t feel so brave yourself when you saw that corpse. And don’t forget, no one else would come with you at all.”

			She frowned, and dug her mare indignantly with her heels, making it leap forward so that she had to cling to the saddle. “Most of the others were Lady Bertha’s women anyway, not mine,” she said defensively. “I didn’t want them to come. I shall ask William for my own attendants as soon as we get to Abergavenny.”

			Richard suppressed a smile. “That’s a good idea. Go and ride with Nell now. I’m going to scout ahead and check all is quiet.” He did not give her the chance to argue, spurring his horse to a gallop.

			The very stillness of the forest worried him. Where were the woodsmen, the charcoal burners, the swineherds, the usual people of the woods? And if not theirs, then whose were the eyes he could feel watching him from the undergrowth?

			Sulkily Matilda reined in and waited for Nell to draw level. The girl’s china-blue eyes were red-rimmed from the cold. “Are we nearly there, my lady?” She made an effort at smiling. “My hands are aching so from the cold, I’m drenched through to my shift, and I’m so exhausted. I never imagined it would be so many days’ ride from Bramber.” Her voice had taken on an unaccustomed whining note that immediately irritated her mistress.

			“We’re almost there, Nell.” Matilda made no effort to hide her impatience. She was straining her eyes ahead up the track after Richard as the trees thinned and they crossed a windswept ridge covered in sodden bracken, flattened by the rain. There was a movement in some holly bushes on the hillside to the right of them, and she peered at them, trying to see through the glossy greenery. Her heart began to pound. Something was hidden there, waiting.

			Two deer burst out of the thicket and raced away out of sight up the hill. Richard cantered back to her side. He was smiling, but there was a drawn sword in his hand. “I thought we were in for trouble for a moment,” he called. “Did you see? Shall I send a couple of men after them? Then we can make our own contribution to the feast.”

			They plunged into the thickness of the forest again, their horses’ feet padding in the soft wet leaf mold beneath the bare trunks of ash and beech. From time to time the cold waters of the Usk appeared in the distance on their left, pitted gray with raindrops. Sometimes the track ran straight, keeping to the line of the old Roman road, then it would wander away over the curving contours that followed, among the trees, the gently sloping hills. Slowly dusk was coming on them through the trees, up from the river valley, and with it came menace.

			The escort closed more tightly around them and, at a command from Richard, the men drew their swords. Matilda saw his face was concentrated and grim and she felt a sudden shiver of fear.

			They rode on in silence through the darkening forest until at last in the distance through the trees they glimpsed the tall white keep of Abergavenny Castle, swimming in the mist that had gathered over the river.

			Richard’s face grew more taut as he saw it. The castle meant sanctuary from the threatening forest. But it also meant facing de Braose and relinquishing to his care the beautiful child-woman who was his wife.

			They rode as fast as they could through the half-light across the deserted fields that clustered around a small township, past the church, and up the track that led to the drawbridge and the high curtain walls of the castle. It seemed that they were expected, for the drawbridge was down and the guard stood to attention, allowing them to clatter through into the castle ward unchallenged. There, shadowed by the towering walls, darkness had already come and torches flared in high sconces, lighting the faces of the men of the garrison with a warm unreal glow.

			As soon as they were across it the drawbridge began to move, the cumbersome clank of the rolling chains signaling the disappearance of the cold forest as the gates closed and the castle was sealed for the night.

			William de Braose was waiting for them on the steps of the great hall. He was a short man of stocky build with a ruddy complexion set off by his tawny mantle, his dark-gold hair and beard catching fiery lights from the torches in the wall sconces behind him. He watched the men and horses milling round for a moment, then he slowly descended the steps and approached his wife, his hand outstretched to help her dismount. His face was thunderous.

			Swinging off his own horse, Richard saw with a quick glance that for the first time Matilda looked afraid.

			“In the name of Christ and all His saints, what are you doing here?” William roared. He reached up and pulled her violently from the saddle. When standing she was several inches taller than he, a fact of which he was obviously painfully conscious. “I couldn’t believe it when my scouts said that you were coming through the forest. I thought I forbade you to leave Bramber till the spring.”

			“You did, my husband.” Matilda tried to sound contrite as she pulled the furs more closely around her in the chill wind. “But the weather seemed so good this winter and the roads were passable, so I thought there wouldn’t be any danger. I hoped you’d be glad to see me…” Her voice trailed away to silence and she could feel her heart beginning to thump uncomfortably beneath her ribs. How could she have forgotten what he was like? The hostility with which he always treated her, the cruelty in which he took such pleasure, the rank smell of debauchery that hung over him? In spite of herself she shrank from him and abruptly he released her arm.

			He swung around on the circle of men that had formed around them, listening with open interest to the exchange. His face flushed a degree deeper in color. “What are you staring at?” he bellowed. “See to your horses and get out of my sight!”

			Matilda turned, blindly searching for Richard among the men. He was standing immediately behind her. Gently he took her arm. “Let me help you in, Lady Matilda,” he said quietly. “You must be tired.”

			William swung around, his head thrust forward, his fists clenched. “Leave her, Lord Clare,” he shouted. “My God, you’d better have a good reason for bringing my wife here.” He swung on his heel and strode toward the flight of steps that led up to the main door of the keep, his spurs clanking on the hollow wood. Halfway up he stopped and turned, looking down on them. “You are not welcome here, either of you.” His face was puce in the flickering torchlight. “Why did you come?”

			Matilda followed him, her cloak flying open in the wind to reveal her slim, tall figure in a deep-blue surcoat.

			“I came because I wanted to be with my husband,” she said, her voice clear above the hissing of the torch beside her. “My Lord de Clare was only going as far as Gloucester, but he insisted that it was his duty not to let me travel on my own. We owe him much thanks, my lord.”

			Her husband snorted. He turned back up the steps, walking into the great hall of the keep and throwing his cloak down on the rushes where a page ran to pick it up.

			“His duty, was it?” He stared at Richard as he followed him in, his eyes stony with suspicion. “Then you will perform the double duty of escorting her back to Gloucester at first light.”

			Matilda gasped. “You’re not going to let me stay?”

			“Indeed I am not, madam.”

			“But…why? May we not at least stay for the feast tomorrow?” She had followed him toward the central hearth in the crowded hall. “Why shouldn’t we attend? It is not my right as your wife to be there?”

			“No, it is not your right,” he roared. “And how in the name of Christ’s bones did you learn of it anyway?” He turned on her and, catching her arms, gripped her with a sudden ferocity. “Who told you about it?”

			“Walter Bloet at Raglan. Stop it, my lord, you’re hurting me!” She struggled to free herself from his hold. “We stopped there to rest the horses and they told us all about it. He was very angry that you had not invited him.”

			She glanced around, suddenly conscious of the busy figures all around them. Only those closest to their lord and his lady seemed to realize that there was something amiss between them and had paused to eavesdrop with unashamed curiosity. The rest were too absorbed in their tasks. Smoke from the fire filtered upward to the blackened shadows of the high vaulted ceiling.

			“Damn him for an interfering fool! If you had waited only another two days, all might have been well.” He stood for a moment gazing at her. Then he smacked his fist into the palm of his hand. “Go on up.” He turned away. “Go to my bedchamber and rest. You are leaving tomorrow at dawn. That is my last word on the subject.”

			Matilda looked around desperately. The evening meal was obviously not long over and the servants had only just started clearing away the trestles to make room for the sleepers around the fire. Two clerks had come forward, hovering with a roll of parchment, trying to catch William’s eye, and the shoemaker, a pair of soft leather boots in his hand, was trying to attract his lord’s attention behind them. Her husband’s knights, men-at-arms, guests, servants, crowded around them. On the dais at the end of the hall a boy sprawled, his back against a pillar, softly playing on a viol.

			Richard touched her softly on the arm. “Go up, my lady. You need to rest.”

			She nodded sadly. “What about you? Your welcome is as cold as mine.”

			“No matter.” He smiled at her. “I’ll take you back to Gloucester as he commands, first thing tomorrow. It is for the best.”

			He escorted her toward the flight of steps at the end of the hall that William had indicated, cut into the angle of the new stone wall, and at the bottom of the stair he kissed her hand.

			***

			A single rush taper burned weakly in the vaulted chamber above. A tapestry hung on one side of the shadowy room, and a fireplace was opposite. Matilda was trying to hold back her tears. “Go and find the women’s quarters, Nell,” she said sharply as the girl dragged in after her, still sniffing. “I suppose I’ll”—she hesitated for only a second—“I’ll be sleeping with Sir William in here tonight. I won’t need you.” She shivered suddenly and bit her lip. “I misjudged our welcome, it seems. I’m sorry.”

			She watched as Nell disappeared up the stairs that led to the upper stories of the tower, then with a sigh she turned to the fire. She stood for a long time before the glowing embers, warming her hands. All around her her husband’s clothes spilled from the coffers against the walls, and on a perch set in the stonework a sleepy falcon, hooded against the dim light, shifted its weight from one foot to the other and cocked its head inquiringly in her direction as it heard the sound of her step. Wearily she began to unfasten her mantle.

			In the hall below a Welsh boy slipped unnoticed to the kitchens and collected a cup of red Bordeaux wine from one of the casks that were mounted there. Onto a pewter platter he piled some of the pasties and cakes that were being prepared for the next day’s feasting and, dark as a shadow, he slipped up the stairs to his lord’s chamber. He was sorry for the beautiful girl in the blue dress. He too had been sworn at by de Braose and he too did not like it.

			She was standing by the fire, the glowing embers reflecting the red glint in her massed dark hair. Her veil lay discarded on the bed with her wet mantle, and she was fingering an ivory comb.

			The boy watched breathlessly from the shadows for a moment, but he must have moved, for she turned and saw him. He was surprised to see that there were no tears in her eyes. He had thought to find her crying.

			“What is it, boy?” Her voice was very tired.

			He stood still, abashed suddenly at what he had dared to do, forgetting the cup and plate in his hands.

			“Have you brought me some food?” She smiled at him kindly.

			Still he did not move, and, seeing his ragged clothes and dark face, she wondered suddenly if he had yet learned the tongue of his Norman masters.

			“Beth yw eich enw?” she asked carefully, groping for the words Meredith, the steward at Raglan, had taught her, laughing at her quick interest. It meant, What is your name?

			The boy came forward and shyly went down on one knee, set the wine and cakes on one of the chests beside the bed, then turned and fled back to the hall.

			Matilda gazed after him for a moment, perplexed, and then, throwing back her hair, she sat down on the bed and began to eat. She was ravenously hungry and she had to think.

			She sat for a long time over her cup of wine, as the rush burned lower. Then in the last flickering light she stood up and began to take off her clothes.

			The sound of talk and laughter had begun to lessen in the hall below and now an occasional snore was beginning to echo up the stairs. To her relief there was no sign of William.

			She slipped naked under the heavy bed coverings and, her plans quite made up for the morning, was soon asleep.
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			On the sofa Jo stirred uneasily. Beneath her lids her eyes moved rapidly from side to side and her breathing quickened.

			“I was tired after the days of endless riding,” she said slowly. “And I slept heavily. It is first light now. The room is gray and shadowy and the fire has sunk to a heap of white ash. I am sleepy…trying to remember where I am…” There was a long pause. “I am not alone anymore…There is someone here with me in the room…”

			***

			“So you are awake at last!” William leaned over the bed and dragged the covers down to her waist. His breath stank of stale wine. “My beautiful wife, so eager for her husband’s company. I’m flattered, my dear, that you should have missed me so much.” He laughed and Matilda felt herself shudder. She lay still for a moment, afraid to move, as his calloused hands gripped her breasts, then she reached down desperately for the bedcovers, trying to drag them over her once more, remembering the charm she had recited to herself in the dark, the charm that would protect her from him for months to come.

			She forced herself to lie still and looked up at him, her clear eyes steady on his. He immediately looked away, as always uncomfortable beneath her gaze.

			“You must not touch me, my lord.”

			His mouth widened into a sneer. “Oh, no? And why not, pray?” He grabbed her wrist, twisting it painfully until she wanted to scream, but she managed to keep her voice calm as she spoke. “Because I am with child. And my nurse Jeanne says if you lie with me again while he is in my belly he will be stillborn.”

			She held her breath, watching his face. Cruelty turned to anger, then disbelief, then to superstitious fear. Abruptly he released her and he crossed himself as he straightened, moving away from the bed.

			“That witch! If she has put the evil eye on my child…”

			“She casts no evil eye, my lord.” Matilda sat up, drawing the fur bedcover over her breasts and clutching it tightly. “She wants to protect him. That is why she sent me to you, while I was still able to travel. Your son must be born in Wales, in your lands in the Border March. You cannot send me back to Bramber.”

			She watched him, hugging herself in triumph as he stood with his back to her, staring down at the dead ash in the hearth. Then he swung around. “How does she know all this?”

			Matilda shrugged. “She has the gift of seeing.”

			“And she sees that I will have a son?”

			“A strong, brave son, my lord.” She saw the look of triumph on his face as he stared at her.

			“Very well,” he said. “But you may not stay here. I shall order a litter to take you on to Brecknock. You will be safe there.”

			She lay back on the pillows and closed her eyes with a sigh. “You are kind, my lord. I will try to obey you. I just pray to the Blessed Virgin that the extra journey will not harm the child. I am so tired.” She put her hand on her stomach dramatically. “Please. May I not rest a day or two more? For your son’s sake?”

			She glanced up through her eyelashes to see what reaction her words provoked. William seemed nonplussed. He strode back and forth across the room a couple of times, kicking viciously at the hay that was strewn on the floor, obviously struggling with himself. Seeing his preoccupation, she felt a wave of something that was almost affection for this stocky, broad-shouldered man, still almost a stranger to her. He looked so uncertain.

			“Are you pleased, William?” she asked after a moment. “About the baby?”

			“Of course I’m pleased.” His voice was gruff. “But I don’t want you here. Not today.”

			“But why not? I shan’t be in your way, I promise.” She raised herself on her elbow, her hair cascading about her bare shoulders, dark auburn in the pale sunlight. “You won’t even know I’m here, and in a day or two when I’m rested I shall go to Brecknock if you think that’s really best.”

			William straightened his shoulders, frowning reluctantly. “If I allow you to stay,” he blustered, “and I’m only saying if, you would have to promise on no account to leave this room. Not for any reason. It would not be safe. You would have to give me your oath.”

			“I promise, my lord.” She crossed her fingers beneath the covers.

			“You do understand me. You are not to move from here all day, no matter what happens.” He glared down at her. “In fact, you would have to stay in bed. The feast is not for you. It’s no ordinary Christmas junketing but a gathering of local Welsh princes and dignitaries for political discussions. I have to read them an ordinance from King Henry. That’s why the Bloets weren’t asked. It’s no place for them, and it’s no place for women. Do you understand?”

			He turned away from her and strode over to the perch where his falcon sat. Picking up the gauntlet that lay on the coffer nearby, he pulled it over his knuckles. Gently he freed the bird’s jesses and eased it onto his fist, whispering affectionately as he slipped the hood from its head. The creature looked at him with baleful eyes. “If you are going to be here, I’ll take this beauty back to the mews,” he said grudgingly. “Remember, you are not to leave that bed. If you try, I shall have you locked up.” He turned on his heel sharply and left the room.

			Matilda waited until his footsteps had died away. Then she slipped triumphantly from the bed and pulled a fur-lined dressing gown around her shoulders. She ran to the high window and peered out, feeling the cold wind lift her hair, listening to the sounds of life that were beginning to stir in the bailey below. It was a gray morning. The watery sun above the hills to the east was so shrouded in mist and cloud that it gave off as little heat as the waning moon.

			Shivering a little, she glanced around the room. It did not look so comfortable in the cold light but she hugged herself excitedly. Her plan had worked. She was free of Bertha, was mistress of her own large household, or would be very soon, and had ensured that she was free of her husband’s loathsome attentions until her baby was born. She gave a wistful smile. She had never felt better nor stronger than in the last two months, and she knew there was no risk. She was strong and healthy and had had no premonitions for the baby or for herself. She frowned suddenly as she gazed from the window, for premonitions she had certainly had, strange formless terrors that had plagued her for the last three nights in her dreams. She shrugged away the thought. Whatever they meant, she was not going to let them spoil today’s excitement.

			She wondered where Richard was this morning, then abruptly she put him out of her mind. To think about Richard de Clare was dangerous. She must forget him and remember that she was another man’s wife.

			She dragged her thoughts back to the day’s feasting. She had no intention of keeping her promise to William and staying in bed. She meant to be there at his side.

			There were about five hours to wait until it began, she judged, squinting up at the sun. Many of the guests were probably already at the castle or camped around its walls, others would be riding down from the Welsh hills and from Prince Seisyll’s court, wherever it was, with their attendants and their bards and their entertainers. She felt a tremor of excitement.

			At the sound of a step on the stairs she turned from the drafty window and ran back to the bed, shivering. A small woman entered, her hair gray beneath a large white veil. She was bearing a tray and she smiled at Matilda a little shyly. “Good morning, my lady. I’ve brought you some milk and some bread.”

			“Milk!” Matilda was disgusted. “I never drink milk. I’d much rather have wine.”

			“Milk is better for you, madam.” The older woman’s voice with the gentle lilt of the hills was surprisingly firm. “You try it and see, why don’t you?”

			Matilda pulled herself up on the pillows and allowed the woman to feed her broken pieces of the fine wastel bread. She found she was very hungry.

			“Did I see you in the hall last night?” she asked between mouthfuls.

			The woman smiled, showing rotten teeth. “No, madam, I was in the kitchens most of yesterday, helping to prepare for the feasting.”

			Matilda sat up, her eyes shining with excitement. “Do you know how many people are coming? Was there much food being brought in? Are the guests already arriving?”

			Laughing, the woman spread her strong, work-worn hands. Her nails were badly broken. “Oh, enough for two armies, madam, at least. They seem to have been at work for days, ever since Sir William even hinted at a feast. But yesterday and the day before, I have been helping too with a lot of the women, to see that all is ready in time.”

			Matilda lay back, stretching luxuriously beneath the rugs. “I wish I were coming,” she commented cautiously. “Sir William feels that I should rest because of my condition, and not attend.” She glanced at the other woman and saw with satisfaction that she looked astonished.

			“Surely you’ll feel better by then, madam, if you rest now.” The woman smiled kindly and twitched one of the coverlets straight. “It would never do to miss such a fine occasion as this one, indeed.”

			Matilda smiled. “That’s what I’ve been thinking. I feel much better already.” She noticed that the plate was empty and smiled. It was no use pretending that she felt too ill to eat. She tried to compose her face. “Where’s Nell, the lady I brought with me?” she demanded, suddenly remembering. “She should have come to look after me. I want her to arrange some maids. I brought no other attendants.”

			The woman concealed a smile. “Your lady, madam, is talking to Sybella, the constable’s wife. I felt you needed food first, attendants later. I’m thinking you’d have waited all day indeed if it had been up to those two.” Without comment she took the plate and cup and put them aside, then bent to pick up the mantle that Matilda had left trailing from the end of the bed.

			“Tell me your name.” Matilda was watching closely out of half-shut eyes.

			“Megan, madam. My husband is one of Sir William’s stewards.”

			“Well, Megan, I want you to see that my clothes chests are brought up here and then later, if I do feel better, will you help me to dress for the feast?”

			“Of course I will, gladly indeed.” Megan’s face lit up with pleasure.

			“And listen.” Matilda raised herself on an elbow and put her finger to her lips. “We won’t let Sir William know that I might be coming. I don’t want him to forbid me, thinking I am more tired than I am.”

			She lay back on her pillows again after Megan had gone, well pleased with the little Welshwoman’s conspiratorial smile of understanding.

			Below in the courtyard the morning sounds were reaching a crescendo of excitement and down the winding stairs to the hall she could hear a hubbub of shouting and laughter and the crashing of the boards onto the trestles as the tables were set up. It was hard to lie idle with so much going on about her but she was content to rest for the moment. The time to get up would come later.

			She watched as a boy staggered in with a basket of logs and proceeded to light a new fire, and then a man humped in her boxes of clothes. There was still no sign of Nell, but Megan was close on his heels. After throwing back the lids under Matilda’s instructions, she began to pull out the gowns and surcoats, crying out with delight as she fingered the scarlets and greens of silks, fine linens and soft-dyed wools, laying them on the bed one by one.

			Matilda looked at each garment critically, considering which she should wear. Ever since she had heard about the feast she had thought about the gold-embroidered surcoat brought to her from London by William for her name day. It had come from the east and smelled of sandalwood and allspice.

			“Oh, my lady, you must wear this.” Megan held up her green velvet gown trimmed with silver. “This is perfect for you. It is beautiful, so it is.”

			Matilda took it from her and rubbed her face in the soft stuff. “William thinks that green is unlucky,” she said wistfully. She loved that dress and she knew it suited her coloring. It would go well below the gold.

			Nell appeared at last, fully recovered from the journey and in high spirits, as Megan was hanging up the last of the gowns in the garderobe. She had brought a message.

			“From one of Lord Clare’s knights,” she whispered, full of importance. “He wants to see you in the solar, now, while Sir William is out in the mews with his hawks.”

			She helped Megan dress Matilda hastily in a blue wool gown and wrapped her in a thick mantle against the drafts. Then, her finger to her lips, she led the way out of the bedchamber.

			Richard was waiting in the deep window embrasure, half hidden behind a screen. He was dressed for traveling.

			“Richard?” Matilda stared at him as Nell withdrew.

			“I am leaving. Your husband demands it.” He put out his hand toward her, then let it fall. He shrugged. “My men are waiting. I return to Gloucester.”

			“No,” she whispered in anguish. “I thought he would change his mind and let you stay…I thought you would be here…”

			He reached out and touched her hand. “This is your household, lady,” he said sadly. “This is where you wished to be, at your husband’s side. There is no place for me here. Better I go now.”

			“But I thought it would be different—I thought it would be all right.” She looked away from him, her bravery and excitement forgotten. “I had forgotten what he is like.” She put her hands to her face, trying not to cry. “And I have to stay with him for the rest of my life!”

			Richard felt the sweat start on the palms of his hands. “You are his wife,” he said harshly. “In God’s eyes you belong to him.”

			They stood for a moment in silence. She wanted to cling to him. Firmly she put her hands behind her. “I am carrying his child,” she said at last with an effort. “So he is going to let me stay. Not here, but at Brecknock. He is not going to send me back to Bramber after all.” She gave a faint smile.

			Richard stiffened. The pain in his face was hidden in a moment, but she had seen it. She clenched her fists in the folds of her long skirts. “Are you not going to congratulate me on fulfilling my wifely duty?”

			He bowed slightly. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

			“I couldn’t…” she whispered. “I couldn’t…”

			Outside the wind was rising, funneling down the valley, turning the melted slush back to crisp whiteness. It rattled the shutters and screens and stirred the hay that covered the floors, releasing the smell of stale woodruff, tossing the firesmoke back down into the rooms.

			“You said your men were waiting,” she said at last. The words caught in her throat.

			“So. God be with you.” He took her hand and raised it to his lips. Then he left her. She heard him walk across the room and slowly down the long winding stairs, his sword catching on the stone wall as he went until the sound died away and she was alone.

			She sat for a long time on the stone seat in the embrasure, then, stiff with cold, she returned to her room and crept back beneath the covers of the bed.

			***

			Some time later Megan reappeared. She was bubbling with excitement. Prince Seisyll had arrived with his eldest son, Geoffrey, and his retinue, his harper, and his chief councillors.

			“Handsome he is,” Megan reported breathlessly, her eyes sparkling. “A real prince to look at, and tall…”

			Matilda dried her eyes, pushed back the covers, and slipped out of bed.

			She was standing in the middle of the floor in her shift with Megan braiding her long hair to go beneath her veil when she heard William’s unmistakable step on the stairs. She glanced around wildly, looking for somewhere to hide, not wanting him to see her preparations.

			“Quick, madam.” Megan threw a warm dressing gown around her shoulders. “Wait in the garderobe and I’ll tell him you’re busy.” She giggled nervously as Matilda fled for the little archway in the corner of the room.

			Standing motionless among the hanging clothes just inside the doorway behind the leather curtain, shivering in the draft from the open closet hole, Matilda held her breath and listened. There was a moment’s silence, and then she heard William’s irritated exclamation as he saw that the bed was empty.

			“Your lady will be back in a moment.” Megan’s voice was as firm as ever, Matilda heard, and she imagined Megan gesturing modestly toward the doorway where she was hidden. To her surprise William made no comment. There was a pause as he fumbled with the lid of a coffer, then she heard his loud step as he left the bedchamber and the squeak and clatter of his chain mail as he ran down the spiral stairs again. She emerged to find Megan pulling her gown from beneath a cover on the bed.

			“Lucky I thought to hide it, madam, isn’t it?”

			“What was my husband wearing, Megan?” Matilda was puzzled. “Surely he wasn’t armed for a feast?” She held up her arms as the other woman slipped the fine green cloth over her head and began to lace it up the back.

			“He was wearing a hauberk, madam, then he took his tunic and mantle from over there”—she indicated the rail on the far side of the room—“and put them on over it. I suppose he can’t bring himself to trust his guest quite, even when by custom our people always leave their arms by the door when they accept a man’s hospitality.” She smiled a little ruefully. “And Prince Seisyll is the Lord Rhys’s brother-in-law, and he’s the ruler of all south Wales and at peace with your King Henry, so there would be no danger and, besides, I’ve always heard that Seisyll is a good man, and chivalrous, with honor better than many at King Henry’s court.” The color rose a little in her cheeks as she spoke.

			Matilda smiled and touched her arm gently. “Of course he is, Megan. I expect William is just being careful, that’s all, out of habit.”

			She bit her lips hard to bring out the red in them, and lifted a small coffer onto the table to find her jewelry and her rouge. “Are you going to attend at the back of the hall?”

			“Oh, yes, indeed, as soon as you’ve gone down. I want to see all the finery and hear the music.” Megan deftly twisted Matilda’s hair up and around her head and helped Nell adjust the veil and the barbette that framed her face.

			They were pulling the folds of her surcoat of scarlet and golden thread into place and tying the heavy girdle when they heard the trumpet summons to the banquet from the great hall below. Megan looked up in excitement as the notes rose to the high rafters and echoed around the castle. Matilda met her gaze for a moment, holding her breath, then impatiently she gestured at the woman to go down the stairs and peep at the scene. She wanted to time her entrance exactly.

			Nell had secured herself a place at the feast by cajoling the chataleine, and she glanced at Matilda for permission to go as Megan returned, her soft shoes making no sound on the stone.

			“They are seated, madam. They have washed their hands and wine has been called for. They’re bringing in the boars’ heads now. You must hurry.” She was breathless with excitement.

			Without a word Matilda crossed to the top of the stairs and, taking a deep breath, began to tiptoe down. She was scared now the moment had come, but she refused to let herself think about what would happen if William sent her away in front of everyone. She was too excited to turn back.

			At the foot of the stairs she waited, her back pressed against the stone wall, just out of sight of the noisy hall. It was lit with torches and hundreds of candles, although it was full day outside, and a haze of smoky heat was already drifting in the rafters and up the stairs past her toward the cooler upper floors of the tower. The noise was deafening. Cautiously she edged a step or two farther and peered around the corner.

			The archway where she stood was slightly behind her husband and his guests at the high table, and in the deep shadow she was satisfied that she would not be seen.

			The prince, she could see, was seated at William’s right hand. He was clean shaven and his dark hair was cut in a neat fringe across his eyes. He was finely arrayed in a sweeping yellow cloak and tunic and she could see a ring sparkling on his hand as he raised it for a moment. He had thrown back his head with laughter at some remark from a man on his right.

			Then, as she was plucking up the courage to slip from her hiding place and go to his side, William rose to his feet, and she saw him produce a roll of parchment. He knocked on the table for silence with the jeweled handle of his dagger and then, with it still clutched in his hand, looked around at the expectant hall.

			Matilda stayed hidden, scanning the crowded tables, trying to recognize faces she knew. There was Ranulph Poer, one of the king’s advisers for the March, with his foxy face and drooping eye, who had visited them on numerous occasions in the summer at Bramber. And there too at the high table was plump, white-haired Philip de Braose, her husband’s uncle, and between them a youth of about fifteen, not much younger than she. That must be the prince’s son, she thought, and as he turned for a moment to lean back in his chair and look at his father she saw his sparkling eyes and flushed face. He is as excited as I am, she realized suddenly, and she envied the boy who was sitting there by right while she had to resort to subterfuge. To her surprise there were no other faces that she recognized. And there were no women at the high table at all, just as William had said. She had expected him to have invited many of the men whom she knew to be neighbors on the Welsh March, but as Walter Bloet had complained, none of them was present.

			William was scrutinizing the parchment in his hand as if he had never seen it before. She could see the ugly blue vein in his neck beginning to throb above his high collar. His mail corselet was entirely hidden by his robe.

			“My lords, gentlemen,” William began, his voice unnaturally high. “I have asked you here that you may hear a command from the high and mighty King Henry regarding the Welshmen in Gwent.” He paused and, raising his goblet, took a gulp of wine. Matilda could see his hand shaking. The attention of everyone in the hall was fixed on him now, and there was silence, except for some subdued chatter among the servants at the back and the growling of two dogs in anticipation of the shower of scraps that they knew was about to begin. Matilda thought she could see Megan leaning against one of the serving men at the far end of the hall, and briefly she wondered why the woman wasn’t seated at one of the lower tables if her husband was a steward. Nell, she had seen at once, had found herself a place immediately below the dais.

			Prince Seisyll had leaned back in his carved chair and was looking up at William beside him, a good-natured smile on his weathered face.

			“This is an ordinance concerning the bearing of arms in this territory,” William went on. “The king has decreed that in future this shall no longer be permitted to the Welsh peoples, under…” He broke off as Prince Seisyll sat abruptly upright, slamming his fist on the table.

			“What!” he roared. “What does Henry of England dare to decree for Gwent?”

			William paused for a moment, looking down at the other man, his face expressionless, and then slowly and deliberately he laid the parchment down on the table, raised the hand that still held his dagger, and brought the glinting blade down directly into the prince’s throat.

			Seisyll half rose, grasping feebly at William’s fingers, gurgled horribly, and then collapsed across the table, blood spewing from his mouth over the white linen tablecloth. There was a moment’s total silence and then the hall was in an uproar. From beneath their cloaks William’s followers produced swords and daggers, and as Matilda stood motionless in the doorway, transfixed with horror, they proceeded to cut down the unarmed Welsh. She saw Philip de Braose lift his knife and stab the young prince in the back as the boy rose to try to reach his father, then Philip and Ranulph together left the table and ran for the door, hacking with their swords as they went. William was standing motionless as he watched the slaughter all around him, the blood of his victim spattered all over his sleeve. His face was stony.

			Above the screams and yells a weird and somehow more terrible sound echoed suddenly through the vaulted wooden roof of the hall. A man-at-arms had plunged his sword through the heart of the old harper, who, seated with his instrument, had been waiting to serenade his prince’s host. The old man fell forward, clutching wildly at the strings so that they sang in a frightening last chord and then, as he sprawled to the floor, Matilda saw the soldier slice through the strings of the harp, the blade of his sword still drenched with its owner’s blood.
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