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CHAPTER ONE

WHAT ON EARTH WAS SHE DOING HERE?

The helicopter swooped low over the trees and Grace felt her stomach roll.

Beneath her lay acres and acres of lush tropical rainforest, the canopy forming a dense green umbrella that sheltered and concealed the exotic mysteries of the forest floor. At any other time she would have been captivated by the wild, breathtaking beauty of her surroundings, but she was far too tense to think about anything except the meeting that lay ahead of her. The meeting and the man.

What on earth was she doing dressed in this ridiculously hot, scratchy suit, flying over the top of the Brazilian rainforest to throw herself at the mercy of a man who apparently didn’t know the meaning of the word?

Rafael Cordeiro.

Brilliant, dangerous, damaged. So many words came to mind when thinking of him, none of them tame or soothing. Shockingly wealthy and wielding more power than kings and presidents, he was reputedly so clever with figures that the financial press had likened him to a walking computer. Which didn’t bode well, Grace thought gloomily as she clutched at her seat, given her allergy to technology.

Beneath her, the trees parted and a swollen river snaked through a deep gorge and plunged over rocks in an explosion of white froth. ‘He has properties all over the world—’ she turned to the pilot, seeking answers to the questions bubbling in her mind ‘—so why is he living all the way out here?’

The pilot kept his eyes on the treetops. ‘Because the world won’t leave the man alone. He likes his privacy.’

Which fitted with what she’d heard about him. Ruthless, unemotional, unsentimental—the list of unflattering adjectives went on and on. Considering the man never gave interviews, there was no shortage of information on him. ‘He’s a loner?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t exactly call him soft and cuddly, if that’s what you’re asking, not that women seem to mind. Being bad and dangerous just seems to bring them flocking. That and the power. Women can sniff out power from a hundred paces. Power and money.’ The pilot fingered the controls and then glanced towards her. ‘You don’t look like his usual type.’

His usual type?

Wondering how anyone could possibly mistake her for a billionaire’s girlfriend, Grace almost laughed. ‘I have a meeting with Mr Cordeiro. His company put up the original investment for my business.’ And that investment had changed her life. ‘He’s what they call a business angel, but I expect you know that, given that you work for him.’

‘Angel?’ The pilot convulsed with laughter and the helicopter swooped alarmingly close to the treetops. ‘Rafael Cordeiro—angel?’

‘It’s an expression. It means that he invests in small businesses that interest him.’ And he’d been interested in hers. Until recently. The sick feeling in her stomach was suddenly back and Grace lifted her briefcase onto her lap and stroked the surface, trying to solder her fractured confidence.

The pilot was still laughing. ‘Angel. I don’t know what he does to make his money but I can tell you one thing,’ he fixed his gaze on the horizon and fiddled with the controls, ‘the man is no angel.’

Refusing to let him frighten her, Grace straightened in her seat. ‘I don’t believe everything I read in the papers.’

‘Obviously—’ he glanced towards her and the smile on his craggy, weathered face was faintly pitying ‘—or you wouldn’t be here. I can see you’re a gutsy girl with a mind of your own and that’s good, it will get you a long way out here in the jungle.’

‘There’s nothing gutsy about attending a business meeting.’

‘That would depend on who you’re doing business with.’ The mountains rose and dipped and the helicopter swooped through a green-clad valley. ‘And where. Not many people have the courage to visit the wolf in his lair.’

Despite her determination to keep an open mind, Grace felt her mouth dry. ‘You call him the wolf?’

‘Not me. That’s what everyone else calls him. I just call him the boss.’ His hands shifted on the controls and the helicopter lost height.

Losing her stomach and her nerve, Grace closed her eyes briefly and tried not to also lose her lunch. She’d never been any good on roller coasters. ‘I’m sure Mr Cordeiro is a very reasonable man.’

‘Are you?’ He fixed his eyes on a spot far below them. ‘Then you’ve obviously never met him. Hold on. We’re going down.’

‘Going down?’ Grace stared at him in alarm, her worries about sickness and the dangers of Rafael Cordeiro momentarily eclipsed by that less than reassuring statement. ‘Do you mean we’re landing or we’re crashing?’

But the pilot didn’t answer. His eyes were narrowed and his jaw clenched as he played with the controls. For a moment it looked as though they were going to plunge into the trees and then, at the last minute, a small landing pad revealed itself and he lowered the machine down, landing like a giant insect in what seemed like a ridiculously small gap between the trees.

‘Not crashing, then.’ Grace gave a wobbly smile and let out the breath she’d been holding. ‘I had a mental image of carnage.’

‘If you’re meeting with Cordeiro then there’s going to be carnage.’ The pilot flicked a switch in front of him. ‘I’ve seen grown men in tears after five minutes with him. Take my advice and fight your corner. If there’s one thing the boss hates, it’s wimps. Welcome to the Atlantic rainforest, Miss Thacker. One of the most endangered little ecosystems on our planet.’

‘You’re leaving me? Here? In the middle of nowhere?’ Grace turned her head and looked out of the window and only then did she see the lodge—a building that seemed to consist of nothing but glass domes and smooth, weathered wood, it blended into the forest so cleverly that it seemed almost to have grown naturally amongst the trees. ‘Oh.’ She looked at the walkways suspended high above the forest floor. ‘It’s stunning. Amazing.’

The pilot was laughing to himself. ‘Rafael Cordeiro—angel.’ Still chortling, he wiped a hand over his forehead and removed the beads of sweat. ‘Out you get and keep your head down until you’re clear of the blades. I’m flying back to Rio to pick up a package and then back to São Paulo.’

Grace sat glued to her seat, unwilling to abandon her last link with civilisation. ‘You’re not waiting? He said I could only have ten minutes …’

And it was completely ridiculous to have travelled all this way just for ten minutes, but what choice did she have? It was that or give up and there was no way she was giving up. Her one hope was that he’d agree to give her more time because she knew that ten minutes was never going to be enough time to dig herself out of the hole she’d fallen into.

‘If there’s anything left of you when he’s finished, I’ll come back and pick up the pieces. Take the walkway over there to the left and, whatever you do, don’t stray off the path. This is the jungle, not a theme park. Watch out for the wildlife.’

‘Wildlife?’ She’d been too busy worrying about the meeting to even think about wildlife. She glanced dubiously into the dense forest that surrounded them. Some parts were in total shade whereas in others the sun penetrated the thick canopy of trees and was channelled onto the forest floor like spotlights. Was it her imagination or was it all moving? ‘You mean insects?’

He gave a wicked smile. ‘Over two thousand different species at the last estimation. And they’re just the ones we know about.’

Trying not to think about all those legs scurrying towards her, Grace smoothed her skirt over her knees and wished she’d worn trousers. ‘And snakes?’

‘Oh, yes, there are snakes—’ his grin widened as he glanced towards her thoroughly inadequate shoes ‘—and then there are the giant anteaters, jaguars and the—’

‘OK, I think I’ve heard enough,’ she said breathlessly, interrupting him with a shaky smile. Any moment now she’d be clinging to his arm and begging him to fly her home. ‘I’m sure Mr Cordeiro wouldn’t live here if it were that dangerous.’

The pilot threw back his head and laughed. ‘You obviously don’t know the first thing about him. He lives here because it’s that dangerous, baby doll. He has a low boredom threshold. Likes to live life on the edge, so to speak.’

Baby doll? The careless way he’d diminished her to nothing irritated Grace sufficiently for her to forget her nerves. All her life she’d been patronised and underestimated. All her life people had doubted and dismissed her. And she’d proved them wrong, over and over again. She’d fought against the odds and she’d succeeded.

Until now.

Now she was in danger of losing everything she’d worked for.

And she wasn’t going to let that happen.

This was probably the most important fight of her life and she was going to win. She had to win. And to win she had to forget that she was probably the worst person in the world to be given the responsibility of talking numbers with the Brazilian billionaire with the computer brain. She had to forget everything except the consequences of losing. And the people depending on her. If she failed then they lost their jobs, it was as simple as that.

If Rafael Cordeiro called in his loan, then it was all over.

The humid, oppressive heat wrapped itself around her like a thick, suffocating cloak and she pushed a damp strand of hair away from her face, her eyes drawn upwards, following the straight lines of the trees that rose to such impressive heights. It was like being in a remote, exotic paradise and it was hard to remember that cities like London and Rio de Janeiro even existed. ‘Isn’t he afraid, living out here?’

‘Cordeiro?’ The pilot chewed on a piece of gum and gave a grim smile. ‘He isn’t afraid of anything.’

Knowing that if she heard any more about the man she wouldn’t have the courage to face him, let alone fight her corner, Grace stumbled out of the helicopter and discovered that her legs were shaking. At that precise moment she would have been hard pressed to say whether she was more afraid of the jungle or Rafael Cordeiro.

In a world obsessed with celebrity and image, he treated the notion of both with something approaching contempt, rejecting every invitation to talk about himself. And he didn’t need to, because everyone else did the talking for him. The papers were full of curvaceous blondes who’d been persuaded to ‘tell all’ for the right amount of money. And so the whole world knew about his relentless pursuit of his billions, his prowess as a lover and his determined refusal to indulge in ‘happy ever after'.

Once. Once he’d done that and the news of his glamorous wife’s departure from his life after less than three months of wedded bliss had filled the newspapers with stories that had lasted longer than the marriage.

He’d been impossible to live with.

He’d ended their relationship by email.

He was only interested in making money. And more money.

The speculation had been endless but if any of it was to be believed then Rafael Cordeiro was little more than a machine and she knew, she just knew, even before she had to fight for her business, that he was going to be just the sort of man that brought out the worst in her.

She wouldn’t look at him, she promised herself. If she didn’t look at him she wouldn’t become tongue-tied or stammer. She’d just pretend that she was in her small sitting room at home, talking to the mirror as she always did when she had an important presentation to memorise.

Grace felt her stomach lurch again and this time the feeling of sickness that enveloped her had nothing to do with the helicopter and everything to do with her past. At times like this—times that really mattered—the memories rolled up behind her like a giant wave, waiting to engulf her.

For her this was the ultimate test. And she wouldn’t fail. She just couldn’t.

Too much was at stake.

There was no reason to be afraid of Rafael Cordeiro, she assured herself as she stroked a hand over her straight, formal skirt and forced herself to move forward onto the wooden walkway that was suspended above the forest floor.

His personal life, no matter how dark, wasn’t her concern. This meeting was about business and, whatever murk hovered around the man, he was a businessman, like her father. When she showed him her plans for taking the business into profit, he’d be positive. He’d change his mind about calling in the loan. She would save everyone’s job and then she could fly home and leave the jaguars, the snakes and the billionaire Brazilian businessman to their jungle hideaway.

The tropical heat made her suit stick to her body and suddenly she realised just how woefully ill-prepared she was to meet this man. She wasn’t even comfortable in her clothes. Stooping to free the spindly heel of her shoe from the careless bite of the wooden planks beneath her feet, Grace clutched the briefcase in her hand and suddenly wished she’d gone over the figures one more time in the helicopter.

But what difference would that have made? With the help of her father, she’d committed them to memory. There was nothing in her briefcase that wasn’t already fixed in her mind.

Jerking her shoe from the jaws of the walkway, she regained her balance and straightened.

And saw him.

He stood directly in front of her, as dark and dangerous as anything that might have prowled out of the jungle, his body completely still, his eyes watchful.

And he was watching her.

Entirely unprepared for the physical impact of the man, Grace ceased to breathe. The helicopter, the rainforest and all her problems just seemed to melt into the background and she was conscious only of him.

His tarnished reputation had caused her mind to conjure up physical images that were so far removed from reality that for a moment Grace couldn’t do anything except stare, as hundreds of women had undoubtedly stared before her.

His eyes locked on hers with the lethal accuracy of a deadly weapon and the breath left her body and every thought was sucked from her mind. For a wildly unsettling moment she couldn’t remember anything about herself. She couldn’t remember what she was doing here. Her body felt strangely lethargic and warmth as thick as treacle spread slowly through her limbs.

‘Miss Thacker?’ The hard bite of his deep, masculine voice was sufficient to wake her from her dreamy contemplation of his manly attributes and she gave a little start, desperately hoping that he hadn’t noticed her embarrassing reaction.

So much for being cool and businesslike, she thought. And so much for her plan not to look at him. His physical presence and his film-star looks demanded attention. As she stood there gaping, it was a struggle to remind herself that this man was said to be ruthless and cold-hearted. For her, that wasn’t a winning combination of character traits.

Looking into his deep-set, cynical eyes, she decided that there was something about his cool scrutiny that made him more menacing and intimidating than all the jungle predators put together and she knew in an instant that his pilot had been telling the truth about one thing—this man was no angel.

Forcing her legs to move, she walked towards him, her briefcase in one hand, the other seeking the reassurance of the rough rope handrail.

Even without the benefit of billions of dollars, Rafael Cordeiro would have attracted women. His hair was blue-black and swept back from a face that was as hard as it was handsome. The golden sheen of his bronzed skin betrayed his Brazilian heritage and the soft fabric of his casual shirt clung to shoulders that were wide and powerful.

She watched for his reaction to her arrival but he revealed nothing. His mouth didn’t shift into a smile and his eyes, so dark and brooding, showed no sign of welcome. It seemed that he was as unfriendly as he was handsome and the way he was looking at her made her want to sprint back up the walkway and leap into the departing helicopter.

If she hadn’t known better she would have thought she’d upset him in some way but she knew that wasn’t possible. How could she possibly have upset him? He’d never even met her before. His animosity was a reflection of his personality, rather than their relationship. He just wasn’t a people person. And clearly he wasn’t about to make an exception for her.

And it didn’t matter, she told herself firmly.

She didn’t need him to like her. She just needed him to agree not to withdraw his finance. Keeping that in mind, she took the last few steps until she was standing directly in front of him. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Cordeiro.’

His mouth tightened and his eyes gleamed with impatience. ‘This isn’t a social visit or a children’s party, Miss Thacker. I don’t want or expect polite. I don’t do small talk or pleasantries. I don’t care about the weather or the nature of your journey. If you find that approach to business challenging, then you’d better leave now.’

And a good afternoon to you, too, she thought, trying to hide her mounting dismay.

Suddenly she wanted to do precisely as he suggested. Staring into those deadly, dark eyes, she really, really wanted to leave. But the helicopter was already far above them and the reason for her visit was still safely stowed away in her briefcase. She couldn’t leave. She had a job to do.

People depending on her.

‘I can do facts and figures,’ she said quickly, hoping that he couldn’t see that her legs were shaking. ‘I have all the documents in my briefcase. Everything you’ll need to help you make a decision.’

‘I’ve already made a decision. My answer is no.’ His jaw was roughened by dark stubble and she watched as a muscle flickered in his lean cheek.

‘But you made that decision before you had a chance to talk to me.’ She wiped a damp hand over her skirt, refusing to allow him to squash her natural optimism. ‘I’m hoping that once I’ve explained what’s happening, you might rethink.’ ‘Why would I do that?’

Unease blossomed to life inside her. ‘Once you see the figures and our plans for the future, I thought you might change your mind about withdrawing the finance.’ She watched his face hopefully, searching for something—anything—that might indicate that he was receptive to further negotiation on the topic. Anything that might indicate that she hadn’t wasted her time coming here.

But he didn’t answer. He gave her no reassurance or encouragement. No hope at all. He just watched her and from behind her in the trees came a sharp wail, followed by what sounded like maniacal laughter.

Grace turned her head and squinted into the dense forest that surrounded them. With the helicopter gone she was suddenly aware of the constant background noise that enveloped them. Jungle sounds. Yelps, calls, shrieks, chirping and warbling. It was as if the whole forest was alive. ‘It sounds as though someone is being murdered out there.’ Laughter in her eyes, she looked back at him, seeking to build an emotional connection and falling at the first hurdle.

There was no connection. No answering smile. And it was impossible to know what he was thinking because his face revealed none of his thoughts.

‘You’re afraid of the jungle, Miss Thacker?’ His tone was less than encouraging. ‘Or is it something else that is making you nervous?’

Something else? Like the fact that her whole life was on the verge of being ground into the dust, perhaps, or the fact that she was alone in the rainforest with a man who obviously disliked the entire human race?

There were so many things to make her nervous she wouldn’t have known where to begin her list, but he wasn’t exactly a man who invited confidences so Grace pushed away the mental image of the jaguars, snakes and two thousand species of insect. ‘I’m not nervous—’

‘Is that right?’ He watched her for a few moments and then narrowed his eyes. ‘Then let me give you a few more hints on how to do business with me. Don’t waste my time, don’t lie to me and most of all, don’t cheat. They’re the three things guaranteed to irritate me and I never say yes to anything when I’m irritated.’

What did women see in him? He was wrapped in a cloak of cynicism so thick that it didn’t allow even the faintest chink of light to pass through and his eyes shimmered with an impatience that he didn’t bother to mask with the usual social pleasantries.

‘I won’t lie to you. I don’t lie to anyone.’

But she hadn’t been absolutely honest with him either, had she? She hadn’t revealed everything about herself when she’d taken up his loan. Discomfort and guilt slithered down her spine and she quickly reminded herself that there was nothing in the contract that stipulated that she tell everything about herself. And none of her personal history had any relevance to her ability to run her company—she’d made sure of it. Nevertheless she felt betraying colour touch her cheeks and saw him smile.

Just a flicker and not a particularly nice smile, but a definite indication that he’d seen her blush and filed it away as a point against her. ‘You’re a woman, Miss Thacker. Lying and cheating is welded into your DNA and you can’t change that. The best we can hope for is that you endeavour to fight against thousands of years of evolution when you’re in my company.’ He pulled open the door and stood to one side so that she could pass through.

For a moment she just stood there, looking at him. ‘Don’t bully me, Mr Cordeiro.’ Her voice was husky and shook slightly but she forced herself to carry on speaking. ‘My business isn’t doing well and I know we have things to discuss, but don’t try and intimidate me.’

Never again was she allowing that to happen. ‘Do I intimidate you?’

She was willing to bet he scared everyone he met. ‘I think you could at least try to be a little more friendly.’

‘Friendly?’ His voice was faintly mocking. ‘You want me to be friendly?’

She forced herself to hold his gaze. ‘I just don’t see why a business meeting always has to be cold and impersonal.’

He moved towards her and she took an instinctive step backwards. ‘You want to get personal with me, Miss Thacker?’ His lashes lowered, his eyes grazed hers and the heat and the humidity in the air rose to stifling proportions. ‘How personal?’ He moved closer still and she found it suddenly hard to breathe.

He wasn’t touching her and yet her body was overwhelmingly conscious of every inch of his, as if it had been sleeping for the past twenty-three years and had suddenly been brought to life. ‘I’m just trying to say that I’ve always felt that business can be fun as well as hard work.’

‘Is that right?’ He studied her for a long moment. ‘Well, your attitude explains a great deal about the current state of your company accounts.’

He moved away but it took a few moments for her breathing to normalise and her heart rate to slow to something approximating its normal rhythm.

She wanted to respond to his less than flattering comment about her company, but he didn’t give her the opportunity. Instead he strolled through the open door, leaving her to follow.

No wonder his wife left him, she thought miserably as she followed him, carefully closing the door between her and the jungle. Or was he arrogant and cynical because his wife had left?

As she pondered that question, it took her a moment to be aware of her surroundings but when she finally glanced around her she realised with a jolt of surprise that they hadn’t left the rainforest outside at all. It was part of the lodge.

Following him through a huge glass dome, she glanced left and right, her attention caught by the profusion of huge, exotic plants that turned his home from amazing to spectacular. And through the glass, the rainforest, so close that inside and outside appeared to merge in perfect harmony.

At any other time she would have been fascinated, but it was obvious from his less than encouraging body language that Rafael Cordeiro had absolutely no interest in her opinion on his choice of home.

Making no attempt to put her at her ease, he led her into another large room and waved a hand towards a large round table that housed a state-of-the-art computer and several screens. Two phones were ringing but they both suddenly stopped, as if they’d been answered elsewhere. ‘Sit down.’

Technology, Grace thought, eyeing the phones. He clearly wasn’t as alone as he appeared to be.

She sank onto the nearest chair and glanced around her in awe. Through giant hexagonal panes of glass, the lush, dense greenery of the jungle pressed in on them.

‘It’s amazing,’ she breathed, genuinely taken aback by the unusual nature of their surroundings. ‘It’s like sitting in a greenhouse in the middle of the forest.’ Her eyes slid to a patch of fern that she saw moving. ‘Do the animals come close? Do they know you’re here?’

‘Predators always sense their prey, Miss Thacker.’ Rafael Cordeiro spoke in a low drawl, his accent so faint that it was barely detectable. He lounged back in his seat and lifted an eyebrow in expectation. ‘I agreed to give you ten minutes. The clock starts now.’

Unprepared for such an unsympathetic approach, she gaped at him. ‘You were serious? You really meant it when you said I could only have ten minutes?’

‘I’m a busy man. And I never say anything I don’t mean.’

He obviously wasn’t going to make this easy for her.

Flustered by his total indifference to her dire predicament, she took a moment to gather her thoughts. ‘All right. Well, you know why I’m here. Five years ago your company lent me the money to start up my business. Now you want to foreclose on the loan.’

‘Don’t waste time stating irrefutable facts,’ he advised in a silky tone, his eyes flickering to the clock in an explicit reminder of his terms. ‘You now have nine minutes remaining.’

She felt a flicker of panic. He was completely unreceptive. She was wasting her time. ‘The business is important to me. It’s everything.’ Immediately she regretted that impulsive confession. Why would he be interested in the emotional stake that she had in the business?

Clearly he was wondering the same thing because his bold brows drew together in a discouraging frown. ‘I’m interested in facts and figures. And you now have eight minutes remaining.’

She flushed and forced herself to plough on. Don’t get emotional, Grace. Don’t get emotional. ‘As you know, I started a chain of coffee shops with your investment, but they’re not just coffee shops.’ She dropped her hands into her lap so that he couldn’t see them shaking. ‘We don’t just sell a cup of coffee, we sell a whole Brazilian experience.’

‘And just what constitutes a “Brazilian experience”, Miss Thacker?’ He lingered over the words and she bit her lip, refusing to allow him to intimidate her.

This was her baby, she reminded herself. She had all the answers she was going to need. ‘People who come into our cafés are given far more than a shot of caffeine. For as long as it takes them to drink their coffee or eat their lunch, they’re transported to Brazil. With your initial investment we opened twenty coffee shops across London. We’re ready to open more, but not if you withdraw your support …’ She broke off and rose to her feet, needing to pace. She couldn’t sit across the table looking at that handsome face. She couldn’t concentrate. ‘Do you mind if I walk around? I’m not great at sitting at tables and if I only have a short time I have to be comfortable or I won’t be able to make the most of it.’

His sardonic gaze slid to her feet. ‘Frankly I’m amazed you can stand, let alone walk around. I see you gave careful thought to the footwear that would be most appropriate for a visit to the rainforest.’

Trying to keep her thoughts together, she refused to allow his sarcasm to unsettle her. ‘This is a business meeting, Mr Cordeiro,’ she said defensively, ‘so I chose my clothing accordingly. I didn’t think you’d take me seriously if I was wearing a pair of combat trousers.’ Pride prevented her from confessing that both the shoes and the suit had been purchased specifically for this meeting.

Suddenly she felt like an idiot for thinking that what she wore would make a difference to a man like him.

Clearly she should have saved her money.

He was watching her closely. ‘You mean you thought that a pair of sexy heels might make me change my mind about pulling out of the investment.’ His voice was soft and deadly. ‘You may have misunderstood my reputation, Miss Thacker. I keep my women and my business separate.’ His gaze shifted to hers and she stared at him, unable to speak or move, caught in the dangerous heat of his gaze. Her body felt as though it had turned to liquid and a strange and unfamiliar warmth spread across her pelvis.

His women.

A clear vision filled her head and she saw Rafael Cordeiro lying naked and bronzed on white silk sheets, his body damp after an excess of physical activity, an exhausted and deliriously grateful girl lying limp and sated by his side.

The vision shocked and unsettled her and she looked away for a moment, concentrating on the lush green of the jungle instead of the diamond-hard glint of his eyes.

‘Miss Thacker?’ His sharp prompt made her start and she turned her head and gave him a desperate look, hating herself for wondering how those long, bronzed fingers would feel on her flesh. What was the matter with her? She wasn’t the sort of woman who mentally undressed men the moment she met them.

Especially not men like him.

He wasn’t going to yield or compromise, she could see that. There was no softening, no gentleness and not a trace of warmth or humanity. For a terrifying moment she felt her confidence begin to crumble. The horribly familiar waves of panic began to engulf her and she dug her nails hard into her palms and looked away from him, staring at the trees for a moment while she struggled for composure.

You can do this, Grace, she told herself desperately. You don’t need him to make it easy for you.

Since when had anyone ever made it easy for her?

Her entire life had been a struggle to prove herself and she wasn’t expecting this encounter to be any different.

She used a precious thirty seconds of her time in calming herself and then she spoke. ‘I wore the heels because they seemed right with the suit,’ she said calmly, fighting against the sudden tension in the atmosphere. ‘And you owe me another minute of time.’

He leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowed. ‘I do?’

‘Yes, because that’s how much time you just wasted talking about women’s clothing.’

There was a long, pulsing silence and then he inclined his head. ‘You still have eight minutes remaining.’

Grace started to breathe again. ‘Good. The only thing I want from you is an opportunity to present the facts. I came here because I want to change your mind.’

She wished, desperately, that he wouldn’t look at her but his gaze was unrelenting and she found it almost impossible to concentrate. The connection between them was electrically charged.

Did he feel it too? Did he feel the heat and the rising tension?

‘I’ve already told you that I don’t change my mind.’

‘You also told me that you wanted facts and you haven’t had them yet.’ Her heart was thudding so hard she was certain that he must be able to hear it. ‘You promised me ten minutes, Mr Cordeiro. My ten minutes isn’t up.’ And she was blowing the whole thing, she knew she was. It was all very well pretending to be confident but her knees were shaking, her hands were shaking, she was saying all the wrong things, letting one superior glance from those dark eyes turn her into a stuttering wreck. And he obviously recognised the effect he was having on her because he gave a silky smile.

‘Nervous, Miss Thacker?’

‘Of course I’m nervous …’ She spread her hands in a gesture that pleaded for understanding—some concession on his part. ‘In the circumstances, that’s understandable, don’t you think?’

At that precise moment, he was in the driving seat and she was standing in the road waiting to be run over.

‘Absolutely.’ His voice was as hard as his gaze was unsympathetic. ‘In your position I’d be quaking in my boots and I’d be using every trick in the book to try and save myself, even down to the high heels, the innocent smile and the shiny hair. Go for it, I say.’

‘I don’t understand what you’re implying.’ Did he realise how uncomfortable she was in the shoes and the heels? Did he know that she’d been trying to impress him?

‘I’m saying that your business is in serious trouble, Miss Thacker, and I’m the only one who can save it so I don’t blame you for using every trick at your disposal to try and turn the tide. But I ought to warn you that it won’t make any difference. I won’t extend my investment and as far as I’m concerned you deserve everything that’s coming to you.’

His callous lack of sentiment was like a vicious punch in the stomach.

‘How can you say that? How can you be so uncaring?’ She forgot her resolution not to get emotional. ‘This isn’t just about me. If Café Brazil goes under then lots of people are going to lose their jobs.’

‘And you’re terribly concerned about other people’s welfare, are you not?’

There was something in his tone that increased her feeling of unease. Why did she have the sense that there were two conversations going on here? One above the surface and one below. ‘Yes, actually. I think being an employer is a big responsibility. You can’t just hire and fire people. I’ve been very careful about not recruiting more staff until we were sure that the business could support them.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Very laudable, I’m sure. So what went wrong, Miss Thacker? If you’re so careful, then why are you here? Why isn’t your little business raking in the cash as we speak?’

‘Our operating costs were higher than we’d estimated,’ she said honestly, frowning slightly as she caught the cynical gleam in his eyes. ‘Among other things, refurbishing ten of the coffee shops cost more than we planned. But we’ve addressed that and I have lots of ideas for the future.’

He watched her for a moment and the atmosphere thickened between them. ‘You’re very determined,’ he said softly. ‘Just how desperate are you?’

Grace stared at him, her mouth dry. What did he mean by that? ‘I care, Mr Cordeiro, if that’s what you mean.’ Refusing to be daunted, she took a deep breath and gave a shaky smile. ‘I still have five minutes left to persuade you.’

She reached for her briefcase and removed the papers that she’d stowed carefully inside. Rafael Cordeiro was a man incapable of emotion so she had to appeal to a different part of him. He was a figures man so she’d give him figures. ‘You won’t continue your investment because, so far, you haven’t seen a profit. But the cafés are doing well. Speculate to accumulate, isn’t that what they say?’

‘Do they?’

She flushed and forced herself to carry on and not be put off by his bored tone or the dangerous glint in his eyes. ‘We’re breaking even now and we’ll soon be making money.’

‘Is that right?’

Something in the way he was looking at her caused her feeling of unease to rocket. ‘Once we start making money you’ll also start making money …’ Her voice tailed off as she saw the grim set of his mouth. What did it take to make the man smile? ‘I’m going to be completely honest here. It’s taken longer than I thought it would and the figures aren’t what they should be. The cafés are all so busy that I can’t understand why we’re not already in profit.’

‘Can you not?’

Faintly encouraged by his smooth tone, she decided to be completely open. ‘I probably made a few mistakes at the beginning. Our operating costs were too high. Much higher than I planned. I paid more for things than I should have done. Now that we’re expanding, it’s easier to negotiate good deals. Give me a bit longer. You won’t regret it.’

‘I already regret it. I don’t like the way you do business, Miss Thacker.’

Shocked, she stared at him. ‘You mean, because the business has been slow to take off? All right, I accept that, but give me a little longer. I have loads of ideas that I want to talk to you about. I know that I can make Café Brazil profitable.’

‘But at whose expense, Miss Thacker?’ His softly spoken question made her frown.

He was a billionaire. Surely the fact that she hadn’t yet given him a financial return on his investment couldn’t be that much of a problem? ‘I realise that you’ve given us an enormous sum of money but we will pay it back with interest as the business grows. I’d really appreciate an opportunity to go through the figures with you and show you our plans. I really hope that when I’ve given you a full picture of where we’re going with Café Brazil, you’ll agree to extend your investment.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘Because you’ll see that it’s worth it for you.’ She lifted her briefcase onto the table. ‘If you withdraw your investment then the company goes under, it’s as simple as that. And if the company goes under—’

‘You lose your enviable lifestyle.’

She frowned slightly, thinking of the fourteen-hour days she’d been putting into the business. Was that what he meant? ‘I’m certainly lucky to have a business that I love,’ she said, venturing a smile and then withdrawing it instantly as she saw the chill in his eyes.

He held out a hand. ‘Show me the accounts.’

Her heart lifted. There was hope, after all. Why would he want to see the accounts if he wasn’t considering extending the loan? She hastily opened the case, hating the fact that her hands were shaking slightly. She was on the spot and he was trying to catch her out. It was like being back at school again. Back in that hideous torture chamber where everyone was just waiting for her to fail.

You’re stupid, Grace Thacker. Thick. Concentrate, you brainless girl.

Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that she wasn’t in school now and that she’d come a long way since those awful days.

And she wasn’t going to fail.

Reaching into the case, she pulled out the neat pile of papers that her father had carefully collated and handed them to him.

He flicked through the pages with lean, bronzed fingers. ‘This is still your five minutes, Miss Thacker. Keep talking.’

Didn’t he need a moment to concentrate?

Envying the ease with which his eyes skimmed the figures, taking them all in at a glance, she looked away and tried to forget he was there as she outlined her plans for the future. She told him about the new sites she’d found, about her plans to extend each café.

Revealed her dream.

And received no reaction from him. He picked up a pen, made a few notes, flicked over the page and then finally lifted his gaze. ‘I admire you, Miss Thacker.’

From the ashes of disappointment she felt a warm glow of hope. ‘You do?’

‘Yes. I always admire people with nerve.’ He fingered the papers in front of him and she could see the strength in his hands. ‘In the circumstances I would have expected you to be hiding on the opposite side of the globe.’

Grace pressed her shaking knees together. ‘Hiding?’

‘I’m not a very nice person when I’m crossed.’

She had the distinct feeling that she was missing something. ‘Then I won’t cross you,’ she said lamely, the friendly smile dying on her face under his cold gaze. ‘The accounts should show you that the business has huge potential.’

‘These accounts show me that you’re very busy.’

‘Very.’

‘But not making a profit.’

She pulled a face. ‘Not yet.’

‘Interesting, don’t you think, that you’re busy and yet you’re not making a profit?’

Grace stared at him. ‘I suppose that’s the nature of business. It sometimes takes longer than you think to get off the ground. If you look at the figures you’ll see that we’ll soon be in profit.’

‘I’m well-acquainted with the figures, Miss Thacker.’ He dropped the accounts on the table. ‘And I only have one question.’

One question?

Grace straightened in her chair, feeling a wave of relief. She’d braced herself for hundreds of questions all exploring the company accounts in minute detail. And she’d been dreading it. ‘Please ask your question.’ She gave him a sunny smile and he watched her for a moment, his eyes fixed on her face.

‘Tell me, Miss Thacker, how do you sleep at night?’





CHAPTER TWO

THE sunlight poured through the windows and Rafael Cordeiro watched as the colour fled from her cheeks.

Your game’s up, beauty, he said to himself, wondering how she could have been so naïve as to think that he wouldn’t discover what was going on in her company. Not that she hadn’t been clever, because she had. The numbers added up. Most people wouldn’t have spotted what he had.

Most people didn’t have his lack of faith in human nature.

At first glance her accounts appeared to reveal nothing more than a business that was slow to get off the ground. And her apparent desire to be friendly and chatty was a strategy that might well have succeeded with a man less cynical and experienced with her sex than him. Grace Thacker came across as engaging, enthusiastic and refreshingly open.

A different man could have been impressed by her admission of disappointment that her business should have been in profit by now.

A different man might have allowed himself to believe in her innocence.

It was fortunate for him, and unfortunate for her, that his speciality was greedy, unscrupulous women. Had that not been the case, his suspicions wouldn’t have been roused and he would never have discovered that Café Brazil wasn’t what it claimed to be and that Grace Thacker was a long way from being the caring, magnanimous employer that she pretended to be.

The fact that she had the nerve to turn up here and beg him to keep pouring money into her little scam was yet another testament to her greed and lack of conscience.

In normal circumstances he would have allocated one of his staff to sort out the problem, but in Grace Thacker’s case he’d decided that he was going to deal with her personally.

Looking at her polished nails and shiny hair, he felt a slow, burning anger build inside him. She looked pampered and secure and it was quite obvious that she didn’t know the meaning of the word hardship. Did she have any idea how it felt to be cold and hungry? Did she know what it felt like to try and sleep without a roof over her pretty little head?

No, of course she didn’t. Why would she?

He was willing to bet that the biggest struggle in her life so far had been deciding which heels to wear with which outfit.

When she’d contacted him, requesting a meeting, his initial reaction had been to refuse. Why waste his time on her? But then he’d decided on a different approach.

Retribution.

Grace Thacker had shattered lives and was about to shatter more.

She should be made to face the consequences of her unscrupulous behaviour. She should be made to suffer. He hadn’t decided how yet, but he was working on it.

And looking at her now, dressed in a suit that had undoubtedly cost an obscene amount of money, wearing shoes that shrieked of sex, expecting him to extend his loan in her business, he knew he’d made the right decision.

Just how far, he wondered idly as he admired her slender ankles and the soft curve of her calf, was she prepared to go in her attempts to persuade him? It was a pity for her that he never allowed his sex life and his business life to overlap because the chemistry between them had been live and electric from the moment she’d caught her heel on the walkway. She’d stooped to release her shoe and that action had allowed him a tempting vision of lacy white bra and creamy cleavage. Her silky sheet of blonde hair had swung forward over her face and her lips had parted in a soft gasp as she’d struggled not to lose her balance.

For a moment the anger simmering to life inside him had been overwhelmed by a surge of masculine lust so intense that it had bordered on the painful.

And then she’d noticed him. And had clutched at her briefcase like a lifebelt. That gesture alone had been sufficient to quench his libido and remind him of the reason she was here.

Money.

Aside from the shiny hair, the tempting cleavage and the long legs, Grace Thacker was no different from any other greedy woman.

Dark memories swirled up from the recesses of his mind but he pushed them away with ruthless determination, instead turning the full force of his anger onto Grace Thacker.

No wonder her father hadn’t come, he thought bitterly. They obviously hadn’t wanted anything to dilute the pure, virginal image she presented in her white shirt and her clean, shiny hair. If she’d been standing in front of a judge and jury, they’d have cleared her of murder.

She stood, frozen to the spot, her expression suitably confused as she considered his question. ‘Why would I have trouble sleeping at night?’ Her expression was innocent, her complexion as pure and English as clotted cream.

He was willing to bet she’d had a traditional English upbringing. She’d probably attended one of those starched girls’ boarding-schools that taught the essential rule for surviving in life—namely how to part a man from his wallet.

The usual technique was to marry a rich guy and then divorce and take him to the cleaners. The three Rs of female money-making—Reel in a wealthy guy, Rip him off and Retire.

He wondered why Grace Thacker hadn’t taken that route. Perhaps she considered it too much bother.

He suppressed his natural inclination to confront her with the information in his possession and conclude the meeting as swiftly as possible.

That approach made it all a bit too easy for her, didn’t it? She’d protest a bit at first, probably bluster and deny everything until she realised just how much he knew, then she’d probably use tears or sex to persuade him not to prosecute. Either way, she’d fly back to London without her loan and that would be the end of that.

And he didn’t want it to be the end.

She was going to suffer. He wanted her to feel some of the worry and uncertainty that she’d inflicted on others. And she was worried, he could see it in her eyes. Despite the act, Grace Thacker was nervous.

‘Why would you think I might not be able to sleep at night?’ Her blue eyes were wide. ‘You mean, because I’m worrying about how we’ll pay off our debts if you call in your loan?’

No, he hadn’t meant that, but he decided to go along with her. ‘Are you worried?’

‘Of course.’ She gave him a shy smile that faltered under his grim stare. ‘So many people are depending on me but you just have to push that out of your head, don’t you, or you’d go nuts?’

He leaned back in his chair and watched her, searching for cracks, flaws. Any sign that she had a human streak. Any sign of remorse. But there was nothing. Just a flicker of wariness that suggested that he was the one who was being unreasonable. ‘So you don’t think about other people?’

She frowned slightly. ‘Well, it’s hard not to, when you’re responsible for their income, but it’s important that you don’t let emotion affect what needs to be done or everyone suffers.’

Memories, vile and deadly, slid into his brain and this time there was no holding them back.

Suddenly he was eight years old again. Eight years old and totally alone. Starving hungry. Frightened. Lost in the dark. Surrounded by menacing and unfamiliar sounds that all meant danger. Freezing sweat bathed his body and he rose to his feet and paced across to the window, struggling to free himself from the dark tentacles of his past.

For a moment he stood still, steadying his breathing, and then he turned to face her, nothing of his feelings showing on his face. ‘So would you describe yourself as ruthless?’

‘Honestly?’ The corners of her soft mouth lifted. ‘No, I’m not. But I don’t think you necessarily have to be ruthless to succeed in business.’

‘What about deceitful and manipulative?’ Rafael kept his tone neutral. ‘Are those qualities that you consider necessary for corporate advancement?’

She stared at him. ‘I don’t understand where this conversation is going.’

‘No?’ But she was wondering, she had to be.

And suddenly he decided on a course of action.

He was going to show her the consequences of her actions. Personally. And, in doing so, he was going to make sure that she suffered. Really suffered. His eyes rested on the neat little suit and the sexy shoes with the thin, tall heel. Oh, yes, she was going to suffer.

Generally speaking his interest in women’s clothing was only sparked by the removal process, but he did know that four-inch heels and the jungle were a less than promising combination. ‘Did you pack a bag, Miss Thacker?’

‘For what?’

‘I want you to stay for a few days, as my guest.’ He pushed away a disturbingly clear image of her naked body reclining in his sumptuous guest bedroom and instead imagined her picking her way along a rough jungle path in a pair of heels designed for a short stroll round a glittery shopping mall. ‘You’ve come all this way. There are a few things I’d like to show you, while you’re here.’

Like snakes, spiders and more jungle than you’ve ever dreamed of.

The wariness in her eyes grew. ‘A moment ago you were telling me that I only had ten minutes. Why would you suddenly invite me to stay?’

Because he was going to drive her tension levels into outer space. And then he was going to make her sorry. Really, really sorry.

‘I’m always impressed by determination, Miss Thacker,’ he drawled, suppressing the irony in his tone. ‘You’ve earned yourself extra time.’

There was a flicker of hope in her eyes. ‘You’re prepared to give me more time?’

‘Providing you agree to let me show you the magic of our rainforest.’ His silky tone didn’t appear to ring any alarm bells because she gave him a warm, trusting smile.

‘Thank you so much.’ She clasped her hands in front of her. ‘You won’t regret it. We can chat on the journey.’

Chat? Wondering whether to point out that the word didn’t actually exist in his vocabulary, Rafael shot her an incredulous glance and then realised that she truly had absolutely no concept of what lay in store for her.

By the time he’d finished with her she was more likely to be screaming than chatting.

‘I look forward to showing you some of the rare and beautiful sights of my country,’ he purred. ‘I would relish the opportunity to take you to certain parts which I think would be of interest.’

One of which might well be his bedroom, he thought idly, watching the colour that touched her cheeks. It was true that he preferred to keep his business life and his sex life separate, but Grace Thacker couldn’t really be counted as business because he was going to see to it personally that her business was finished. Which meant that he could legitimately turn his attention to pleasure.

‘I hadn’t planned on sightseeing.’

‘I’m talking about visiting the fazenda. The coffee farm that supplies your chain. It’s right that you should know more about the product you sell.’ He watched her carefully but she simply smiled and the smile put dimples in her cheeks and made her seem even younger.

‘I couldn’t agree more. I’d love to visit the coffee growers. My father insisted on doing that bit when we originally set up the deal. What a great idea.’

Ignoring the dimples and the sudden heat in his loins, Rafael suddenly wanted to laugh.

For sheer bald front, you couldn’t fault her. By now she had to be wondering just how much he knew about her and yet there wasn’t even a flicker of guilt in her eyes. Or concern about his proposal to take her deep into the jungle. She just stood there in her perfectly cut Armani suit, balancing on four-inch heels, as if tramping through the Brazilian rainforest was something she’d packed for and which she frequently did in her spare time.

She clearly had no idea what it took to walk through the jungle in the heat and humidity.

Five minutes, he said to himself with grim satisfaction. Five minutes was all it was going to take to have her shrieking about snakes and insects and clinging to him.

Without the heels, the suit and the lip-gloss she’d be lost and vulnerable.

And she’d turn to him.

And then he’d move in for the kill.

‘Then I will arrange it for tomorrow.’ He rose to his feet. ‘In the meantime one of the staff will escort you to a room so that you can change into something more comfortable.’

‘Staff?’

‘Of course, staff.’ He raised an eyebrow in mockery. ‘You thought this was a one-man band? You think I swing through the trees in a loincloth and eat pineapples?’

‘Pineapples don’t grow in the Atlantic rainforest.’

She knew that much, then. Which was more than the previous female he’d brought here, who had clearly been painting her nails through all her geography lessons.

‘I keep a team of staff in all my houses. It makes my working life more efficient. Your bag has already been taken up. I’ll see you at dinner. Maria will prepare some local delicacies.’ He waited for her shiver of apprehension but she merely smiled.

‘Delicious. Thank you. You’re very kind.’

Kind?

Over the years women had called him many things but never that. Rafael searched her face for irony but saw nothing except a frank, ingenuous smile.

The smile raked at his nerves. If she was worried then she wasn’t letting it show and suddenly he was even more determined to put a serious dent in her composure.

By the time he’d finished with her, she wouldn’t be smiling. She’d be wet and uncomfortable, her feet would be blistered, her skin covered in insect bites and she’d think twice before she ripped anyone off again.

But if she played her cards right, he just might be prepared to offer some physical consolation.

Satisfied that he was well in control of the situation, he turned his attention back to the string of phone calls that were awaiting him.

Feeling slightly shaky after her meeting, Grace followed Maria, the housekeeper, up the winding wooden stairs to her bedroom. She didn’t know whether to be relieved that her ten-minute deadline had been extended or worried that she’d be spending more time in the company of Rafael Cordeiro.

She’d expected him to be tough and ruthless. After all, that was his reputation, wasn’t it? It was just that she hadn’t expected him to be quite so cold and intimidating.

But it was probably her fault, she thought gloomily. After all, there was no arguing that her company accounts were less than impressive. And he wasn’t a man who made allowances for naïvety and inexperience. He wasn’t a man who made allowances for anything.

Grace glanced upwards, wondering how far up the staircase went. To her right were windows, offering tempting views of the forest from different heights, to her left a carved wooden handrail. They seemed to be climbing up to the sky.

At least more time would help her plead her case, she thought as she walked upwards. She’d have a chance to elaborate on all her plans for the business. Given time, she was sure that she could show him that, whatever she lacked in experience, she made up for with sheer determination and hard work.

She’d been expecting ten minutes in which to present her case and now it seemed that she’d have considerably longer.

She should be happy, shouldn’t she? Not nervous.

Wondering why he’d suddenly changed his mind, she suddenly realised that they’d reached the top of the staircase. It opened straight into a large room, two sides of which were open to the forest.

Realising that they were level with the treetops, Grace walked across to the carved wooden balcony, which prevented any occupants of the room plunging down to the forest floor. Thoroughly enchanted, she turned to the housekeeper with a smile. ‘It’s really beautiful. Like being in a tree-house.’

A seven-star tree-house.

Even though it had been designed to blend in with nature and provide an enviable peep into the mysteries of the rainforest, no luxury had been spared. The room was dominated by a large bed with an intricately carved headboard that demanded closer scrutiny. The cream silk sheets were topped with a velvety throw and softened by piles of cushions in myriad shades of green, which blended with the trees around. A large woven rug almost covered the wooden floor and a gentle breeze played with the filmy gauze curtains that hung in the corners of the room, more for decoration than utility.

The woman said something in a language that Grace assumed to be Portuguese and she gave an apologetic smile, feeling thoroughly embarrassed. ‘I’m so sorry, I don’t speak a word of Portuguese.’

‘I said that your clothes have already been unpacked. If you need anything else, you only have to ask.’ Her voice was soft, her English heavily accented, and Grace nodded.

‘Thank you.’ She cast a rueful glance down at herself. ‘I’m going to change.’ She felt sticky and uncomfortable and desperate to get out of her clothes. Not that she’d brought much with her. She’d packed for two nights in Rio de Janeiro. Just long enough for her to fly out to Forest Lodge and back before catching her return flight to London.

It hadn’t entered her head that he’d invite her to remain as his guest in the rainforest.

She felt a burst of optimism. Wasn’t this what she’d hoped for? More time in which to persuade him to extend the loan? Well, now she had that time.

‘Dinner is served in two hours, on the terrace. If you would like to swim then you can use the forest pool. Take the path on your right and walk for about five minutes. When it forks, go right again.’ Maria gave her an uncertain smile. ‘If you need anything else, please call me.’

Thinking that all she really needed was an extra dose of courage to go another round with Rafael Cordeiro, Grace smiled. ‘I’m sure I’ll be fine. Thank you.’

Deciding that the privacy of her bedroom was preferable to a pool that might have other occupants, Grace chose to ignore the offer of a swim.

Relieved to be able to strip off the suit, she showered and washed her hair. Fortunately the potential problem of what to wear for dinner was instantly solved by the fact that, apart from a red swimming costume packed in case there was a chance to swim in the hotel pool, she only had three items at her disposal. The scratchy formal suit, which she’d taken off with a sigh of relief, the combat trousers she’d worn for the long plane journey from London to Rio and a simple linen dress, packed to give her something to wear around the hotel in Rio. Three outfits and three pairs of shoes. Remembering his comments about sex, she immediately dismissed the idea of wearing her heels. Obviously the lightweight hiking boots that she’d worn on the plane were completely unsuitable, which just left the flat ballet pumps.

Reminding herself that she wasn’t dressing to impress the billionaire Brazilian, she slipped her feet into the pumps and reached for the dress.

It felt wonderfully comfortable after the heavy suit and by the time she walked through the main glass atrium of Forest Lodge and onto the shaded terrace, her confidence was slightly restored. She’d cooled down and had time to think about the situation.

Everything would be fine. She simply had to let him see her passion for the business. If he saw just how much she was prepared to give, then he’d extend the loan.

Her confidence lasted as long as it took her to join him at the table.

He’d changed into a dark shirt and a pair of lightweight trousers. In the fading evening light he looked masculine, sexy and totally unnerving.

‘Sit down. Drink? Caipirinha?’

She looked at the fresh, exotic-looking cocktail he was drinking. ‘I’d better not.’ She smiled at Maria, who was hovering. ‘Something non-alcoholic? Juice would be lovely.’

Rafael gave a faint smile. ‘Keeping your wits about you?’

Grace waited until the drink was in front of her and they were alone before she replied. ‘You’re very angry with me, aren’t you?’ Hating tense atmospheres, she decided on the direct approach. ‘I know I’ve made mistakes but everyone does when they start in business.’

‘Do they?’ He was relaxed and in control, his handsome features displaying not a flicker of emotion, and she watched with a growing feeling of helplessness.

How did you communicate with someone like him? Someone who lived his life through facts and numbers? Did he really feel nothing? And then she remembered his acrimonious divorce and knew that the man had to have scars. When life attacked you, it left wounds. She knew that. Is that what had happened with him? Had he learned to bear his scars and keep on walking? Had his wife’s abrupt departure stopped him feeling or had that happened long before his marriage had ended?

‘You’ve never made a mistake, Mr Cordeiro?’

His mouth twisted into a cynical smile and everything about his face was suddenly brutally hard—his aggressive jaw, the glint in his eyes and the set of his shoulders. ‘Yes.’

Grace looked at him closely, wondering.

He’d spoken just one word and yet why did she have the feeling that the brevity of his response concealed a weight of suffering? Why did she feel that, when there was nothing about this man that suggested weakness or vulnerability? She sensed him wrestling with something deep and dark. Something he refused to surrender to. Because this man would never surrender, she knew that. He was a bare-knuckle fighter.

‘Well, I made mistakes, I admit that—’ she broke off and hesitated, finding it difficult to voice the truth ‘—I was foolish. Naïve. Inexperienced. Call it what you like.’

He studied her for a long moment. ‘Naïve, foolish and inexperienced. Are those words you’re using supposed to describe yourself?’

‘If I did that then there’d be no chance that you’d carry on lending me the money,’ she said lightly, her eyes drawn to the strength of his forearms. ‘But they’re a fair description of the way I was five years ago when you first gave me the loan.’

‘How old were you?’

‘Eighteen. Fresh out of school.’ She said the word lightly, careful to betray nothing of the misery of her school days. ‘Why didn’t you go to university?’

All sorts of reasons.

Grace dropped her eyes to her plate, seeing the food for the first time. When had that arrived? It occurred to her with an uncomfortable jolt that when she was with him she didn’t actually notice anything but the man. ‘University wasn’t for me.’ Her heart rate increased as they grazed over a topic that she hated. ‘I wanted to set up the business.’ She’d needed to prove herself.

His fingers played with the stem of his wine glass. ‘You mean you wanted to start making money.’

Money? Grace frowned. She wanted to tell him that it wasn’t about the money. Even now, she hardly took much of a salary, choosing instead to plough her share back into the business. For her, it had never been about the money, but that sort of honest admission was unlikely to get her far with a man whose driving force was financial gain. ‘I wanted something that was mine,’ she said finally, allowing him a small slice of the truth.

He paused as Maria added more bowls of food to the table. ‘But the business was your father’s.’

She shook her head. ‘Not the cafés. He was importing the coffee and selling it on, but the cafés were my idea. When I left school I worked in a café for a while and I enjoyed it but there were so many things I would have done differently. I had friends at university in London who had nowhere nice to meet up during the day and that’s when I had the idea of setting up on my own. I did some research, found a run-down café that was in receivership and I bought it with a loan from the bank. I spent day and night doing it up myself because I didn’t have enough money to pay anyone else to help.’ She reached forward and helped herself to some food. ‘There were cracks in the walls that paint wouldn’t cover so I decided to cover them with huge photographs of the rainforest. The effect was amazing. Everyone used to come in and ask “where’s that?” I probably could have started up a second business as a travel agent.’ Things had seemed so uncomplicated then. She’d started off with just one objective—to impress her father.

‘Brazil is a beautiful country.’

‘Yes. And the photos made me think about the whole experience I wanted to offer. It’s quite a crowded market but most of the coffee shops in existence were targeting young mothers with children and businessmen dashing in for a quick shot of caffeine.’ She picked up her fork and frowned. ‘I wanted to create a place where students could meet up with their friends and enjoy conversation and fantastic music in a lively environment. The atmosphere was young and vibrant. We played samba music, sold Brazilian snacks. We had internet points so that the students could work while they drank their coffee.’ ‘And it was a success.’

‘Yes. The place was packed and our profit was amazing. It was incredibly exciting.’ ‘Making money always is.’

Roused out of her memories by his slightly abrasive tone, she glanced at him, wondering if there was something more behind his comment, but his handsome face revealed nothing of his thoughts. Was she being over-sensitive? ‘Yes, well, that’s when I decided that we could do the same thing in other places. The bank wouldn’t lend me any more money because I was so inexperienced and they didn’t want to give too much money to an eighteen-year-old, which was when I approached your company. Because you were offering business loans to initiatives that supported Brazilian enterprise, I thought you might help us.’ And the loan his company had given her had changed her life.

He reached for his wine glass. ‘Your first café made you a profit, no?’

‘Yes.’

‘But now you are not in profit.’ His tone was conversational. ‘That must be very—disappointing.’

‘We spent too much on the refurbishment.’ Grace watched as he drank, unconsciously following the movement of his throat with her eyes. ‘I paid a building company to do what I did myself in the first café. They cost more than I’d budgeted. It was a mistake but it isn’t one I’ll make again.’

‘No.’ His gaze lingered on her face. ‘You won’t.’

The tension in the atmosphere overwhelmed her and she put her fork down. ‘You’re going to say no, aren’t you? And it’s just because I haven’t increased your investment yet.’ Emotion bubbled up inside her. ‘I haven’t lost your money, either. You haven’t lost anything. You’re a billionaire—this investment is nothing to you. But it’s everything to me and the people who work for me.’ She pushed her plate away, suddenly feeling too sick to even contemplate eating. ‘Why invite me to stay and visit the coffee farm if you’re just going to say no?’

He didn’t smile. ‘You still have time to change my mind, Miss Thacker. And I know that the family who own the fazenda would like to meet you and hear what you have to say.’

‘Hear what I have to say about what?’

She stared at him, her expression blank and uncomprehending. He made it sound as though she were going to stand up and give evidence.

‘Your business, Miss Thacker. As they are your sole supplier, your business is their business. Your fortunes are inextricably linked.’

‘That’s true.’

This man held her future in his hands and at that moment the future looked precarious. She should have been using every last ounce of brainpower to try and understand him so that she could find ways to change his mind.

And yet she was finding it almost impossible to concentrate. Instead of being crisp and businesslike, all she could do was notice tiny irrelevant details. Like the tangle of dark chest hair just visible at the open neck of his shirt, the movement of his hands—decisive and confident. And then there was his mouth. There was something about the sensual lines of his mouth that constantly drew her attention—something wholly masculine that hinted at an extremely physical nature. Grace suddenly remembered the pilot telling her that women flocked around him.

At the time she’d dismissed his assessment as a natural consequence of wealth and power, but now she realised that it was something else entirely, something to do with the very essence of the man.

Rafael Cordeiro was full-blooded Brazilian male. He throbbed with concentrated, full-on sex appeal and masculine supremacy. If he’d been penniless, women would still have flocked. And sharing the same space as him made her immediately aware of their differences. Aware of her femininity.

She was so mesmerised by him that it was only when a cup of coffee was put in front of her that she realised that her plate had been discreetly removed.

Forcing herself to concentrate on something other than him, she lifted the cup to her lips, sniffed and gave an appreciative sigh. No matter what the stresses, coffee always soothed her. ‘That has to be the best smell in the world.’

‘I’m glad you think so. That coffee comes from the local fazenda that supplies your business.’

She sipped. ‘It’s delicious.’ Perhaps the owners of the fazenda would add their plea to hers because if her business closed down then they’d have to find a new buyer for their coffee. ‘I’m really looking forward to my visit.’

‘Good.’

‘Well—’ she placed the cup back down on the table ‘—we seem to have spent the entire evening talking about me, which is very boring. What about you? Were you born and bred in Brazil?’

‘I don’t understand what possible relevance my heritage can have on the survival of your business,’ he said softly, his accent strangely thickened. ‘Take my advice and concentrate on the things that matter.’

‘I just wondered about you, that’s all.’

‘I never talk about myself. Remember that.’ He rose to his feet in a lithe movement and she had the distinct impression that her simple question had troubled and unsettled him.

‘Why? Because if I find something out you’d have to kill me and then eat me?’ She made the joke in a pathetic attempt to raise a smile from him but there was nothing in his face that wasn’t bleak, dark and cynical and Grace allowed her own smile to die. ‘I’m not a journalist or a gossip, Mr Cordeiro. And I don’t think any of the tabloid newspapers would be interested in my visit to your lodge.’

His powerful body was taut, as if she was treading on a subject that he loathed. ‘Be ready early, wear something that dries easily because this is a rainforest and you’re likely to get wet. Extremely wet.’

‘No four-inch heels, then.’ Noting the forbidding, rigid lines of his mouth, she sighed.

His body language was stating clearly that nothing had changed between them, despite the fact that they’d spent an evening in one another’s company. There was no softening and no reassurance.

She might have been given an extension on the ten minutes but it was clear that she wasn’t expected to interpret the gesture as encouragement.

But if he had no intention of extending her loan, why bother taking her to see the fazenda?

Looking at the grim set of his lean, handsome face, she felt her insides lurch. She didn’t know what was going on in his mind but she was willing to bet that it was nothing good or gentle.

Wound up by the conversation, Grace slept badly and all around her the rainforest intruded. It was alive with sounds, squawks, howls, chirps and the occasional growl that made her wish there was glass between her and the treetops. And when she did doze, she slept lightly, her head full of images of an arrogant Brazilian billionaire with a tormented past and a dark, controlling personality.

At one point she gave up on sleep and wandered over to the window, discovering that it overlooked the smooth glass dome that housed his office. And he was there. Even in the darkness of the night he was at his computer, the phone trapped between his cheek and his shoulder, eyes fixed on the screen. He sprawled in the chair, the sleeves of his now rumpled shirt pushed up past the elbows and his jaw dark with stubble.

So being in the rainforest didn’t stop him working, then? Didn’t stop him steering his slick, impressive corporation to still more dizzying heights.

He might be hidden away in the jungle but he was still well and truly connected to civilisation.

Why couldn’t he sleep?

What was the cause of the hardness she saw in his eyes?

The questions mounted as she stood there watching and then finally she withdrew, feeling as though she was intruding on a private part of his life. After all, if he didn’t choose to go to bed and rest, that wasn’t her business, was it?

He wasn’t exactly the sort of man who would welcome the offer of a listening ear.

She slid back into bed, pushing aside images of glossy black hair and an arrogant male profile.

When she finally woke from the fitful doze that had replaced sleep, it was raining. A steady downpour soaked the trees outside her room and dampened the sounds but the air was still muggy and oppressively warm.

Wondering whether one ever became accustomed to the suffocating heat, she dressed in her light combat trousers and a simple white shirt, slipped her feet into her hiking boots and tied her hair back.

What would he say, she wondered, if he knew that she was far more comfortable in the boots and trousers than she’d been in the suit and heels?

He probably wouldn’t believe her. Clearly he had strongly felt prejudices about women. Where had they come from? And would his unfavourable judgement of her sex reflect on her?

Determined to think positive, she stared into the mirror and gave herself a pep talk.

It was a new day. Yesterday was gone and she had this one, whole day in which to change his mind about extending her loan.

One more day to persuade him that maintaining his investment in her business was a good thing for everyone. Although why he was so concerned about what must be for him a minuscule amount of money, she didn’t understand.

Was it really all about money for him? Or was there something else lurking in those dark, brooding shadows? Something that he didn’t share with strangers.

Something that kept him awake deep into the night.

He was talking on the phone again when Maria showed her into his office and she stood in tense, salient anticipation as he concluded what was obviously a business conversation. He spoke in short, clipped tones, delivering orders in an authoritative style that made her feel sorry for the person on the other end of the phone.

Did anyone like working with him? Or did they all spend their lives in a state of nervous tension?

When she had meetings with her team they slipped off their shoes and curled up on sofas with mugs of tea. Everyone gave their opinion and argued loudly.

She gave a wry smile.

But her business wasn’t exactly thriving, was it? Perhaps she ought to go to her room and practise developing a more autocratic style.

He ended the call and looked at her. ‘What—no suit? No heels?’

He obviously thought she was some sort of fashion clothes-horse and his comment confirmed her suspicion that he was probably used to women who shopped and never dropped. She decided to keep the conversation businesslike. ‘You told me to dress for the jungle. When does the helicopter arrive?’

‘We’re not using the helicopter, Grace.’ His voice was silky smooth. ‘We’re walking. I hope those boots of yours aren’t for show because you’re about to be tested.’

Was that supposed to frighten her? She almost laughed. What he didn’t know was that her whole life had been spent being tested. Why, she wondered, did everyone in the world always expect her to fail? Making a mental note not to utter a single word of complaint, she lifted her chin. ‘Fine. Test away. If you’re waiting for me to collapse then you’re going to be waiting a long time.’

‘Good, because I have no desire to scrape you off the jungle floor or drag you from the coils of an anaconda.’

‘What is your problem?’ She looked at him in genuine bewilderment. ‘You want me to fail, don’t you? You want me to make a fool of myself. Why? Just because my company hasn’t made you enough money? Is it really that important?’

He studied her for a moment and then bent and retrieved two rucksacks from the floor. ‘It’s a two-hour walk, providing the rain doesn’t cover the path.’ He thrust a rucksack into her hands. ‘Let’s go. We’ll eat breakfast on the way.’

He hadn’t answered her question but she was left with a horrible sinking feeling that she was going to discover the answer soon enough.





CHAPTER THREE

THE RAIN FELL STEADILY and Rafael trudged up the path, occasionally casting a glance over his shoulder to check that Grace was with him. A reluctant smile touched his mouth as he saw her plodding behind him, her blonde hair now soaked and sleek against her head, the rain turning it from bright summer wheat to rich, old gold. Her clothes were saturated and clung to her body, revealing every line and contour of her slender frame.

Slender but with curves in all the right places.

He should have put her in front, he thought idly, so that he could at least have admired the view while they walked.

Instead of which, she was the one looking at him. Occasionally he intercepted a curious glance, as if she couldn’t quite work out what he had planned for her. As if she couldn’t work him out and he found her frank, appraising stare profoundly irritating.

And he was feeling something else as well. Something a thousand times more powerful than curiosity or irritation.

Chemistry. Electric, fiery chemistry that snapped the air taut and made his body throb in a vicious response that was entirely sexual.

Which all went to prove that the male libido was no judge of character, a fact that he’d learned a long time before.

With a shake of his head and a cynical smile, he continued to walk, relying on hard physical exercise to dampen the almost painful reaction of his body.

And to her credit, at least she wasn’t a moaner. So far he hadn’t heard a single comment about blisters or broken nails, wet hair or insect bites. He’d expected her to crack or at least show signs of nerves or exhaustion but she just kept on going, planting her feet firmly in front of her. And on the few occasions when she’d slipped on the increasingly muddy path, she’d regained her balance and glared at him, as if daring him to patronise her with an offer of help that they both knew would be delivered with condescension.

Even when they’d had to cross the river and she’d slipped on the glassy boulders and fallen neck-deep in the water, she’d ignored his outstretched hand. Instead she’d dragged herself bodily over the rocks until she’d reached the other side. Watching her brush an insect away from her neck with an impatient flick of her hand, he suddenly had a strong feeling that her performance was driven by something far stronger, deeper and more powerful than a reaction to his comment about her suit and high heels. Something that came from deep inside her.

What was she trying to prove? And to whom?

He already knew everything that he needed to know about her.

All the figures pointed to the fact that she was a liar, a cheat and a fraud.

So why did he keep turning his head to glance at her?

Why was he so fiercely aware of her?

She was bedraggled, messy and horribly uncomfortable, but still she walked. Occasionally she paused to squint into the trees but it wasn’t fear he saw in her eyes, but interest.

‘What’s that?’

He paused and followed her gaze, looking through the tangled vines wrapped around tall, dignified trees that stood straight as soldiers. ‘What?’

‘Up there.’ She brushed damp hair out of her eyes and pointed. ‘That red bird. It’s beautiful.’

He studied her face, wondering if this was all part of her act. But her blue eyes were fixed on the blur of red feathers in the branches above and when she turned to him there was a smile on her mouth.

‘You don’t know, do you?’ Her eyes teased and mocked as she adjusted the rucksack on her back. ‘This is virtually your back garden and you can’t name it.’

‘This isn’t a nature tour,’ he said roughly, glancing up as a crack of thunder splintered the air above them and the rain intensified. ‘We’ll shelter for a moment.’

He pulled her under the shelter of the nearest tree and she pushed her soaking hair away from her face, her eyes gleaming with laughter, and he had a powerful feeling that she was actually enjoying herself.

‘What’s the point in sheltering?’ Drops of water clung to her lashes and spilled down her cheeks like tears. ‘Once you’ve fallen in the river, you can’t get any wetter. I’ve reached saturation point.’ As if to prove it, she twisted the edges of her shirt between her hands and chuckled as the water dripped to the ground. ‘See what I mean?’

They’d been walking for over an hour. She had to be tired but she hadn’t once complained and Rafael felt a flicker of reluctant admiration. Greedy and deceitful she undoubtedly was, but you had to give her credit for being tough. Offhand, he didn’t know another woman who would have cheerfully discarded their high heels in favour of boots and then coped with the rainforest without a word of complaint.

But she didn’t dare complain, he reminded himself, determinedly reining in the almost vicious reaction of his body. She was still hoping that she could talk him out of his money.

Angry with his own response, Rafael turned to look down the path but in only a matter of seconds his gaze was drawn back to the girl.

What was it about her?

What was it about her that stirred him, even though she had absolutely no qualities that he admired? What did she have, this golden-haired English girl who was so lacking in morals?

She was leaning with her back against the tree. Her eyes had drifted shut as she breathed in the scent of the rainforest and there was something almost shockingly sensual about her transformation from city girl to forest dryad. Her flushed cheeks were damp and drops of water clung to the soft curve of her mouth and she seemed to blend with the nature that surrounded her. It was as if she were part of the forest, put there to tempt man.

And tempt she did.

Hot waves of lust engulfed him as he dragged his eyes away from her mouth and allowed his gaze to travel lower.

The rain had rendered her white shirt virtually see-through and he was given a tempting view of firm, high breasts and nipples clearly defined as they strained against the wet fabric. The heat inside him grew and his eyes slid lower still, past her narrow waist and down to the point at which her trousers settled on the wholly feminine curve of her hips. Her trousers were muddy and there was a tear in one of the legs, her boots were battered, but he couldn’t ever remember being so hot for a woman.

Something dangerous stirred inside him and he stood for a moment, in the grip of a lust so powerful and basic that it bordered on the primitive.

All around them were sounds of the forest and falling rain but here, in the shelter of the tree, it was just the two of them.

And perhaps she felt his gaze because her eyes opened slowly and she looked at him. Wariness gave way to curiosity and then to something else entirely—something that they both felt and shared.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

The air heated and crackled and that same chemistry that had been present from their first meeting sparked into life, sizzling the air like a high-voltage cable.

His resolve to wait until their business was concluded before shifting their relationship on to a more intimate level evaporated in a flash of primal heat.

Acting on the most basic of instincts, Rafael stepped forward and brought his mouth down on hers. The sexual connection was instant and he met her gasp of shock with the demands of his mouth. His body pressed her back against the rough bark of the tree and he felt her lips part under the pressure of his. She made a strange sound in her throat and then her arms were around his neck, clasping, holding on.

His hands were on her hips, on that narrow band of flesh that bridged the gap between her trousers and her shirt. Her clothes were damp but he could feel the heat of her flesh burning against his as he stroked a hand over her narrow waist and then lifted it upwards to find her breast.

Through the wet fabric he felt the hard jut of her nipple against his seeking fingers and felt her body shiver in a response that matched the intensity of his. Impatient to be closer still, he slid his fingers inside the flimsy fabric and touched warm, silky skin.

The heat between them reached flashpoint and she cried out, her mouth leaving his for a moment as her body strained closer. And then her lips were under his again and her hands moved to his chest, her fingers sliding and fumbling as she wrenched at the buttons on his shirt, parted the soaking fabric and touched him properly for the first time.

Sounds of rain and jungle life enveloped them but he heard nothing but her soft gasps and his own rough breathing as they kissed, creating magic that isolated them from their surroundings.

His tongue explored the intimate secrets of her mouth and Rafael dropped his hands to the zip of her trousers, ready and prepared to strip her naked. Sexual hunger flared through his body, but just when he thought he might explode with the sheer intensity of that primitive urge, her hands closed over his.

‘No.’ The word was barely audible as her mouth slid from his and she paused for a moment as if seeking both the breath and energy to speak. ‘No. We can’t. We have to stop.’

Dizzy with lust and devoured by a hormonal drive for immediate satisfaction, Rafael took a moment to comply with her request. Then he stepped back, slightly shaken by the ferocity of his own response and even more surprised by her apparent desire to stop.

Why would she want to stop?

His entire body aching, Rafael glanced over his shoulder towards the path which had all but disappeared under the torrential rain. ‘Trust me, no one is going to walk past, if that’s what’s worrying you.’

‘It’s not about anyone else. It’s about us.’

‘Us?’ The word had intimate connotations that chilled him to the bone and dampened his libido more effectively than any rainstorm. ‘There is no us.’

She brushed her hair out of her eyes with a shaking hand. ‘A moment ago you were kissing me and your hands were—everywhere.’

‘And?’ He stared at her blankly and she shook her head.

‘Well—if you kiss someone, it generally means that there’s something between you.’

The air around them throbbed with the heat that they’d created and he jabbed his fingers through his hair to stop him reaching for her again. ‘There’s chemistry. That’s what’s between us.’

‘But why did you kiss me?’

Because he’d wanted to? Because his body throbbed and ached every time he looked at her?

Despite his experience with women, Rafael surveyed her with something approaching incredulity. How was she managing to turn elemental sex into a conversation topic? He spread his hands in a gesture of mounting exasperation, trying to rein in the ferocious surge of animal lust that still threatened to engulf him. ‘Isn’t it obvious? I find you sexy.’

She tilted her head back and fastened him with her gaze. ‘But you don’t like me, do you?’

Rafael clenched his jaw. Never, if he lived a million years, would he understand a woman’s drive to question the blindingly obvious. ‘And how is that relevant?’

‘I can’t believe you just asked me that.’ She rubbed a hand over her face to remove the raindrops that still clung. ‘You were kissing me.’

‘And you were kissing me back.’

‘Yes.’ She met his gaze without flinching. ‘But then I stopped you. I can’t have a relationship with someone who doesn’t like me. It doesn’t feel right.’

Remembering the heat of her mouth against his, Rafael was about to assure her that it had felt perfectly right, but thought better of it. ‘I wasn’t offering a relationship.’

‘But you would have made love to me.’

His laugh held no trace of humour. Love? Sooner or later that word had to raise its ugly head and its appearance effectively dampened his libido and cleared the red mist from his brain. ‘It was love that made you strip off my shirt?’

The colour poured into her cheeks. ‘I admit I was—it was—I’d never felt anything like that before.’ She moved away from him, as if she didn’t trust herself to stand close to him and not touch him. ‘But there are lots of reasons why it isn’t a good idea. One of which is, like it or not, that you are responsible for my loan. It wouldn’t be right.’

‘You want me to guarantee your loan before we have sex?’

Well, of course she did. Furious with himself for breaking his rule and complicating the situation, Rafael felt his mouth tighten, but she shook her head.

‘Of course not. I want you to extend my loan, yes, but not because of—of—anything else that happens to be between us. But if anything did happen then it’s inevitable that you’d question my reasons for sleeping with you.’

No, he wouldn’t. He’d sleep with her and forget her. Because that was the way he chose to live his life. He’d long since abandoned self-delusion. ‘I’m not into analysis. When you sleep with me, I can guarantee you that there won’t be post-mortem.’ He ran a hand over his face to clear the water from his vision. ‘Frankly, I don’t care if we don’t talk at all.’

Her lips parted. ‘Oh, well, that’s romantic.’

He leaned forward and planted an arm against the tree, bringing his body close to hers again. ‘It wasn’t supposed to be romantic.’ He lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. ‘Romantic is the lies people tell to soften the fall into bed. And I don’t tell lies. Is that what you’re going to do, Grace? Are you going to tell all the lies that women always tell? Because if you are, then this is the moment that you share with me that you love me. And we both know that you don’t. That’s not what this is about. This is about physical chemistry. The sort you don’t think about.’

Something flickered in her blue eyes. ‘You’re very confusing.’

‘No.’ The irony of her statement brought a smile to his lips. ‘I’m very straightforward. It’s everyone around me who plays the games, Miss Thacker.’

Her chin lifted. ‘I’m not playing games, but I don’t sleep with men I don’t know. And especially not with men who are careless about emotions.’

‘I’m not careless. Not at all.’ He took great care. He played by one set of rules. His own. And he’d made them for a reason. ‘Sex is sex. It doesn’t have to be complicated.’

She stared at him. ‘You’re telling me that you’d make love to me on the forest floor today, and then withdraw my loan tomorrow?’

‘Love?’ Just saying the word brought a bad taste to his mouth. ‘Not love. I didn’t say anything about love.’

Something flickered in her eyes. ‘Emotionless sex, then.’

‘Sex … ‘He stepped closer to her and felt the chemistry spark again like a live thing. ‘It’s an appetite, like hunger or thirst. An urge to be satisfied.’

‘You don’t truly mean that.’ She made a distressed sound and paced back towards the path, rubbing her damp arms with her hands. ‘I’ve been giving you the benefit of the doubt. I told myself that you couldn’t possibly be as cold as everyone said you were. That you’ve had a hard time in your life and that’s bound to make things difficult.’

Rafael ground his teeth with frustration. Why did women always do that?

Why did they always try and dissect every situation down to the bone?

‘If there’s one thing that dampens my libido more than a liar, it’s an amateur psychologist,’ he said, swinging the rucksack onto his back and striding past her onto the path. ‘Sex is sex, minha paixao, it’s just that very few women have the courage to acknowledge that fact. They prefer to dress it up in woolly emotion, bind a man with commitment and then whine when the appetite is satisfied and the whole thing falls apart. Which is why the divorce rate remains high.’

Now who was dissecting things down to the bone? Aggravated with her for driving him on to topics he made a point of avoiding and astonished with himself for not cutting her dead earlier in the conversation, Rafael tightened his mouth and started up the path.

‘Is that what happened to you?’ Her voice came from behind him and he turned, a growl of frustration bursting from his throat.

‘ What did you say?’

She was standing on the rain-soaked path, her blue eyes bright and intent on his, no trace of a smile on her face, and her simple, straightforward scrutiny disturbed him more than he could have imagined possible.

Without understanding why, Rafael strode back to her, the anger mounting inside him, although whether that anger was directed at himself or the girl he couldn’t be sure.

All he knew was that he’d had enough of the conversation. And he’d had enough of Grace Thacker. From now on he was going to block out her curves, her dimples and her sleek, silky blonde hair because some women were just too much effort and she was one of those.

And now she was looking at him in the way women did when they wanted you to open up and spill all sorts of deep, innermost secrets that they could sell to the papers for an indecent amount of money.

Rafael almost laughed. What would she say, he wondered, if she knew that the truth about him could have been sold for a small fortune?

‘I asked,’ she said slowly, ‘whether that was what happened to you. There has to be some reason why you feel and behave the way you do.’

He swallowed a bitter laugh. Oh, there was.

But what would a woman like Grace Thacker do with the information? No doubt use it to secure the loan she needed to continue with her corrupt little business.

Suddenly transported back to his childhood, he glanced around the forest but it held no fears for him now. No dark memories. In fact, it had been his sanctuary. He’d made it that way.

‘Why do I behave the way I do? Because I’m a man, and that’s the way men think.’ Infuriated by her determination to suck information out of him, Rafael couldn’t keep the impatience out of his voice and heard her sharp intake of breath.

‘I just can’t believe that you’re as cold and insensitive as they say you are.’

‘Well, I am.’ His tone simmered with raw aggression as a black rage descended on him. ‘Remember that before you ask personal questions that I have no intention of answering.’

Wondering what had possessed him to consider walking through the rainforest with Grace for company, Rafael ground his teeth and turned away from her but not before he saw the silent question in her eyes.

Women, he thought as he strode up the ancient path at a punishing pace.

The sooner they reached the fazenda, the sooner he could expose the game she’d been playing and end this farce. And then he’d send her home.

Grace walked in silence, keeping her eyes on the path so that she didn’t miss her step in the rough, slippery terrain.

But her mind wasn’t on the physical challenge that the rainforest presented. It was on the kiss—that amazing, astonishing kiss that had awakened her previously dormant body from sleep to a state of almost overwhelming excitement. But the confusion caused by that steamy, erotic encounter in the humid, leafy jungle was eclipsed by the conversation that had followed.

And now she wished—how desperately she wished—that she’d kept her mouth shut.

Perhaps he was right that sex was better without conversation because words had tainted the fragile perfection of the moment.

Words—the most deadly weapon given to human beings.

She, of all people, knew the damage that words could do and yet she’d thrown them out carelessly, with no thought to the wounds they might cause.

And now she was filled with nothing but regret and self-recrimination.

She wished she hadn’t asked if he was going to extend the loan because he’d obviously interpreted her question as a signal that she’d sleep with him if he gave a positive answer.

But most of all she wished she hadn’t asked the question about his marriage. It had been personal and inappropriate, she could see that now, but there had been something about his bitter remarks and the rigid tension in those broad shoulders that had made it impossible for her not to ask. Impossible for her not to reach out to him as she would have reached out to any human being in such intense pain.

And the pain was there, she was sure of it.

When he’d stridden back down the path towards her and the expression on his face had been so black and threatening that, for a wild, panicky moment, she’d known she’d gone too far. And she’d been afraid.

Afraid for herself.

Afraid for him.

And then she’d seen his eyes. And what she’d seen there wasn’t violence but bitterness, pain and cynicism and her fear had turned back into concern and compassion.

What had caused the darkness that she so clearly saw in him?

What memories haunted his nights and kept him locked to the safe, inanimate computer screen?

And why had he kissed her?

No matter what derisive comment he made about women’s attitude to sex, she wasn’t so naïve and foolish that she’d interpreted their hot jungle encounter as anything other than physical lust. She knew that chemistry existed, even though she’d never experienced its explosive force before today. She understood that sex could happen without love. She understood all those things. But that didn’t mean that she didn’t believe in love.

Never having found it didn’t mean that it wasn’t there.

And never having found it didn’t mean she didn’t yearn for it.

Maybe it would never come her way, but that didn’t stop her hoping because what sort of life was it without hope?

What sort of life was it without love?

And suddenly she understood the acres of dark emptiness that she’d seen in his eyes. Rafael Cordeiro was a man living a life without love.

Why?

Why had he made that choice? And why did she even care?





CHAPTER FOUR

THEY walked without speaking, but were spared an awkward silence by the chorus of birds and frogs chirping and monkeys chattering, the now familiar rainforest sounds that provided a constant accompaniment to their physical efforts.

Occasionally Rafael glanced over his shoulder and looked at her but his gaze didn’t linger and she wasn’t even sure why he was checking on her because she had the distinct impression that he wouldn’t have minded if she’d fallen head first into the river that now bubbled cheerfully alongside the path.

Clearly he was wishing himself alone in his rainforest hideaway.

She’d made the mistake of trying to reach out and touch his deep, dark secrets and, like an injured predator, he’d given her a warning.

Keep your distance.

Don’t come too close.

So keep her distance she would and she wouldn’t go too close.

They’d visit the fazenda as planned, walk back to his lodge and then he’d give her his answer about her business. And whatever that answer was, she’d leave.

And Rafael Cordeiro with his dark secrets and his cynical view of love and life would be part of her past.

Which was a good thing, she told herself as she balanced on a log and avoided a deep, muddy pool of water, because she wasn’t ever going to be the sort of woman who indulged in emotionless sex and if they pursued this physical connection then that was what she’d be offered.

And emotionless sex meant giving up on a dream of something more.

And she wasn’t ready to stop dreaming.

She was so wrapped up in her own thoughts that she didn’t even realise that he’d stopped until she walked straight into him.

‘Sorry.’ Moving away from his steadying hand, she stepped back and stared into the trees. ‘Why have we stopped?’

‘This is the beginning of the fazenda.’

They were the first words he’d spoken since his response to her ill-timed question and there was no warmth. No emotion at all. Just a statement of fact. Like a tour guide, trained to impart the required information.

She glanced around herself in surprise, seeing dense jungle either side of the path. ‘We’re still in the rainforest.’

‘The coffee is grown in the forest. The owners maintain the land around them. They run their business in perfect harmony with nature. Ecologically sound.’ His mouth tightened. ‘And you care about things like that, don’t you, Grace?’

So they were back to that, then.

The hard glances and the sarcastic comments loaded with a meaning that she had yet to interpret. Gone was the heat and the passion that they’d shared in the pulsing heat of a rain-soaked forest. Gone was the intimacy, however shallow.

And she made no reference to it. Why would she, when she knew that what they’d shared had been fleeting and ephemeral? A transient lighting of the senses which had been quickly quenched by words, both his and hers. Something less than honest because neither knew the other, so how could anything built on such superficial grounds ever be deeply felt?

Moving away from such dangerous and unsettling thoughts, she played his game. ‘Yes, I do care.’ She refused to let his tone unsettle her. ‘And I know the history of the fazenda. The reason we’re prepared to pay the price we pay for the coffee is because it’s grown in an environmentally-friendly way. If we’d used cheaper coffee then you might be seeing a return on your investment now.’ And perhaps he wouldn’t be so angry. It all seemed to be about money for him. Money seemed to be the only thing that mattered. And she suddenly found herself wondering about his wife, although this time she did her wondering quietly, with her mouth firmly shut.

Was that why his glamorous, high-maintenance wife had left him? Because his focus was all on dollars, cents and profit?

‘You care deeply, don’t you, Grace?’ He was watching her and she saw the now familiar cynical gleam return to his eyes. ‘I suggest we postpone this particular conversation until you’ve looked round the fazenda.’

They walked onwards past creeks and streams that had been dammed to preserve the water. Goats grazed, chickens ran loose and a group of young children were playing a riotous game in the dust outside.

As they walked towards some buildings, a man and a woman emerged to meet them. Their simple clothes were dusty from the soil and worn from years of hard use. Physical toil in the harsh Brazilian sunshine had weathered the skin on their faces and hands so that it was impossible to be sure of their age. Grace would have guessed them to be in their late sixties but they could have been younger.

Holding out both hands, the woman greeted Rafael with warmth and respect and he spoke in rapid Portuguese, his gaze occasionally sliding to Grace, leaving her in no doubt that she was the topic of conversation.

Conscious of her bedraggled appearance, Grace smoothed her hair away from her face and hoped they didn’t mind the fact that she was such a mess. But they didn’t seem to even notice her wet clothes. They didn’t seem interested.

Instead they listened to Rafael and cast anxious glances in her direction, their smiles of welcome apparently frozen by whatever it was he was saying.

Grace sighed. Whatever it was, if the words leaving his mouth related to her, then the one thing that she could guarantee was that it wouldn’t be anything flattering.

Although she didn’t fully understand his animosity towards her, she could hardly fail to be aware that he wasn’t exactly her biggest fan.

Except in the sex department, she reminded herself ruefully. On that level, at least, she’d apparently scored points with him.

As he talked, she sensed a change in the couple and they looked at her with a mixture of anxiety, trepidation and a touch of—anger?

Gaining the distinct impression that her unannounced arrival was less than welcome, Grace suddenly felt awkward and touched Rafael’s arm. ‘Does it put them out, me visiting like this? Because if it does we can just turn straight round and go home.’

‘Home?’ The mockery in his voice reminded her that, however beautiful his rainforest lodge, she had no claim on it.

She was an outsider.

And she’d never felt more alienated from others than she did at that moment.

‘I mean to your lodge, of course,’ she murmured, correcting her mistake swiftly and wondering why every verbal exchange between them felt like negotiating a minefield.

He studied her for a moment, his gaze direct and unsympathetic.

‘Your visit doesn’t put them out. But naturally it’s distressing for them. And worrying.’

‘Why would it be distressing? Do they know that my business is in trouble?’

But Rafael ignored her question and instead switched back to Portuguese to continue his conversation with the couple. And although she couldn’t understand what he was saying, he appeared to be reassuring them about something. His reassurance appeared to have an effect because the woman reached for his hand and gave him a grateful look.

Mesmerised by the unexpected softening she saw in his dark eyes, Grace watched as his strong male fingers closed over the work-roughened hand of the old lady. Although hers wasn’t the hand being squeezed, she knew instinctively that there would be pressure from those long, strong fingers and she took comfort from that surprising fact.

So he wasn’t entirely incapable of emotional connection, then. Not entirely incapable of showing feeling. Not love, maybe, but something.

And not for some Hollywood ‘A’ list actress but for an old lady who lived in the forest. Someone whose means were quite obviously entirely different from his own.

And then he released the old lady’s hand and switched back to English with an ease and fluency that Grace could only envy. Pushing aside the sense of inferiority that other people’s effortless competence always induced in her, she stepped forward with a smile as he introduced them.

‘Carlos and Filomena,’ he said quietly. ‘They farm the land along with their extended family and a few workers who come in from the nearest town.’

Grace glanced towards the children playing with the water barrel. ‘Those are their children?’

‘Grandchildren. Their children are out on the farm working.’

‘A real family business, then.’ Grace sensed a sudden stiffness in the couple and then Filomena stepped forward and said something in Portuguese.

‘She says that they are pleased you’ve come here so that they have the opportunity to show you what they’re doing.’ There was something in his tone that made her faintly uneasy but she’d had enough of word games to last her the entire visit so she simply nodded and smiled to indicate that she was equally pleased.

They led her towards the trees, talking rapidly and waving their hands and she glanced towards Rafael for a translation, trying not to notice the way his still damp shirt clung to the width of his shoulders and the hard muscle of his torso.

‘What are they saying?’

‘They’re telling you that the coffee is grown in shade in the forest. In that way none of the forest is destroyed and the trees fix nitrogen in the soil which helps the coffee bushes grow.’ He broke off as Filomena spoke to them. ‘She says that keeping the trees prevents erosion and protects the coffee from the harsh weather. The natural sugars increase and enhance the flavour of the coffee.’

‘And the fallen leaves provide nutrients and help prevent moisture loss from the soil.’ Grace smiled and nodded. ‘Please tell them that I understand the benefits of shade-grown coffee. Every café has a wall devoted to telling that story. People enjoy their coffee knowing that they’re preserving a small part of the rainforest.’

‘A marketing goldmine, I’m sure.’ A flicker of contempt in his eyes, Rafael studied her for a moment and then turned and spoke quietly to the woman. She responded immediately with lots of hand-waving and glances towards her husband. Voices were raised and then the woman covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head, tears welling in her eyes.

Deeply concerned, Grace stepped forward and then turned to Rafael for a translation. ‘What’s wrong? What are they saying? What’s going on here?’

With a determined glance towards her husband, Filomena stepped forward. ‘Você toma um cafezinho?’

Understanding that cafezinho was the word for coffee, Grace gave an enthusiastic nod before glancing at Rafael for confirmation. ‘She’s inviting me to sample the coffee?’

‘She’s offering you hospitality.’ The sunlight gleamed on his dark head and his mouth was set in a hard line. ‘In the circumstances it’s more than you deserve. Accept.’

More than she deserved? ‘What circumstances? Why is she upset?’

‘They’d like to offer you their hospitality and in return they hope you will repay them with honesty.’ His eyes shimmered with barely contained anger. ‘The game is up, Miss Thacker.’

Game? What game? But she didn’t have time to ask him to elaborate because he was accompanying Carlos and Filomena to the nearest house, leaving her to follow along the narrow path that traced the line of the river and then curved up a terraced slope towards the buildings that clustered against the dense, lush backdrop of the rainforest.

Drained by her abortive attempts to interpret Rafael’s caustic comments, Grace glanced in surprise at the fruit trees, flowers and the wide variety of different plants. ‘It’s so beautiful. Do they grow other things as well as the coffee?’ If she’d hoped that her interest would endear her to him then she was instantly disappointed because his reply was brief and discouraging.

‘They grow a variety of crops. It’s a way of minimising pests and diseases.’

‘It must be hard for them, so much depending on their environment.’

They’d reached the house and Rafael stood to one side and allowed her to follow the family through, his eyes reflecting his anger. ‘Not all the threats to their way of life come from the environment.’

They sat down and Grace gratefully accepted the cup of coffee she was handed. She sipped slowly and gave a low moan of appreciation as the aroma and flavour teased her senses. It was strong and sweet. ‘It’s delicious. It tastes even better here than it does at home.’

There was a long silence and then Filomena started to speak and there was such passion in her voice that her husband reached out and put a hand on her arm, as if trying to silence her.

Grace put her coffee-cup down on the table, suddenly aware of the atmosphere in the room. ‘What’s the matter?’ She turned to Rafael. ‘What’s she saying?’

His eyes held hers. ‘She wants to know why, if you like the coffee so much, you’re not prepared to pay a fair price for it.’

Grace was silent for a moment as she digested his words. Was this what it was all about? He didn’t think she was paying enough for the coffee? ‘We pay a fair price. We sell organic, shade-grown coffee. It’s part of what makes our business special. The quality of the product.’

‘But quality costs, doesn’t it, Grace, and it’s hard to make a profit if you’re paying top dollar?’

She frowned. ‘You’re suggesting that we don’t pay a fair price for our coffee, but we pay well above the market rate. You can check the numbers.’

His gaze hardened. ‘I have checked the numbers. Why do you think I refused to extend the loan I made to your company?’

‘Because I hadn’t made you a profit. Because …’ she broke off as his words sank in. ‘Are you telling me that your decision not to extend the loan was based on the price we’re paying for the coffee? If that’s the case then you’ve made a mistake. I believe in paying a good price for quality goods.’

‘But to whom?’

She stared at him. ‘I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

‘Over the past few years Café Brazil has gradually squeezed the price down until this fazenda can barely afford to operate. Without subsidy this farm would no longer be a viable business and as it is it can no longer sustain the needs of this whole family.’ His voice had an explosive edge. ‘They’ve reached the point where the children will have to move away to try and find work. On what you pay, Carlos can’t afford to feed his children and grandchildren. You’re looking at the consequences of your greed, minha paixao. Do you understand what I’m saying now?’

Grace sat, frozen in stillness.

Greed?

As she looked at the lined, worried faces of the couple sitting in front of her, Grace’s heart started banging hard against her chest. She didn’t understand what she’d done wrong but it was obvious from the grim set of his features that he truly believed her guilty of a serious misdemeanour. And these people believed it too. ‘We pay a great deal for the coffee,’ she said hoarsely, stating one of the few things she knew to be fact. ‘It’s one of the reasons it’s taken us so long to see a profit from the business.’

‘Your company accounts would suggest otherwise.’ Rafael turned his attention back to Filomena, who was speaking again. ‘She says that they can no longer afford to sell to you at the price you pay. They are searching for an alternative buyer.’

‘No! She mustn’t do that. The coffee is really special, I know that and so do the customers. Wait a minute …’ Trying to think on her feet, Grace leaned forward and stretched her hand out to the woman in a gesture of conciliation. Then she let it fall back into her lap. The woman didn’t want conciliation, she wanted money and clearly she wasn’t receiving it. ‘Please tell her that there’s been some mistake. I don’t know all the facts yet but I will, I promise. I’ll look into it. I’ll find out what’s gone wrong. But don’t stop supplying us.’

‘You’ll look into it?’ His voice was loaded with sarcasm. ‘What is there to look into?’

‘You’ve seen the accounts. You know that we pay a great deal of money for the coffee.’ Her palms were sweating and she rubbed her hands over her trousers. ‘It’s one of the reasons that our overheads are so high.’

‘I’ve seen that you pay a great deal of money to the dealer who imports the coffee for you.’

She stared at him. ‘You’re suggesting that our money isn’t getting through? That the dealer my father uses is overcharging? That he’s dishonest?’

He gave a faint smile. ‘Oh, I don’t think the dealer is the only dishonest one here. The money you’re paying is grossly inflated. Far beyond the price of the coffee. I’m sure there are several beneficiaries. Unfortunately, this fazenda isn’t one of them.’

Her mouth was suddenly dry. ‘You think we have some sort of shady agreement with the importer? That he charges us too much and then we split the difference?’

‘It looks that way.’

‘You’re accusing me of fraud.’

‘That’s right.’ His tone was silky smooth and he seemed entirely unperturbed by her growing tension. ‘I am.’

She stared at him, trying to get to grips with the enormity of his accusation. ‘And it doesn’t occur to you that there might be another explanation for the figures?’

‘Offer me one.’

She bit her lip. ‘I can’t. Not yet. But I will.’

‘When you’ve had a chance to think one up?’

‘No. Not that.’ She rounded on him angrily, panic pricking her usually even temper. ‘When I’ve discovered what’s been happening.’

‘Perhaps you’re just incredibly fond of the dealer.’ His eyes dropped to her mouth and then to her breasts and his implication was obvious.

His barely veiled reference to their steamy encounter in the forest brought the colour flooding into her cheeks but she didn’t respond. She opened her mouth to defend herself and then closed it again. What was the point? What was the point of telling him that she didn’t normally behave with such a complete lack of restraint? It would merely flatter his already overdeveloped ego and anyway, he wouldn’t believe her. And she could hardly blame him for that in the circumstances. Her response to him had been every bit as hot and uninhibited as his. ‘There’s obviously something going on, I agree. And I don’t blame you for thinking that I’m involved because all the evidence would suggest that I am. I need to make some calls.’ She muttered the words, almost talking to herself as she ran through her options. ‘I need some information.’

‘Don’t bother with the calls. Your business is finished but you needn’t worry. I’m sure you could make a reasonable living as an actress. You’re very convincing.’ Rafael stifled a yawn and rose to his feet. ‘We need to get back to the lodge before dark. And it gets dark very quickly in the rainforest.’

She didn’t care about the dark and she didn’t care about the dangers lurking in the rainforest. Her demons were much closer and more real than that.

Something had gone wrong with her business. If he was right, and she had no reason to doubt him, then someone had been fiddling the books to make money.

But how could they have got away with that? And who was responsible?

She intended to find an answer to both questions just as soon as she’d persuaded Rafael Cordeiro that she was innocent.

But did it really matter what he thought of her?

What really mattered more than anything was that these people, these gentle, hospitable people, thought her guilty.

And perhaps, in a way, she was guilty, she thought miserably as she sifted through the sparse facts at her disposal.

True, she hadn’t taken the money but it was her business, her accounts, and she hadn’t noticed that anything was amiss.

Racked with contrition for the fact that they’d suffered because of her, she tried to work out what she could do to make amends. Impulsively she dropped to her knees and took Filomena’s hand in hers.

‘I will find out what’s happened and I will repay the money we owe to you. Your family will not suffer,’ she promised, her voice shaking with emotion. She turned her head and spoke to Rafael, her voice fierce. ‘Translate for me.’

His eyes were cold. ‘I don’t believe in giving false hope.’

‘Translate for me!’ The emotion in her voice clearly had some effect because he studied her for a long moment and then gave a faint shrug and said something in Portuguese to the woman.

Filomena hesitated and then put a hand on Grace’s shoulder and nodded.

‘There we are,’ Rafael’s voice held a sharp edge, ‘you’ve convinced her that you’re as innocent as the dawn. Happy now? Is that your motto? Why let someone down once if you can let them down twice?’

Still racked by self-reproach, she stood up, her fingers biting into her palms. ‘No. I’m not at all happy. I’m not happy that they’ve been hurt and that they’re struggling because of me. And I’m not happy that someone is using my business for personal gain. This is my life you’re talking about. Café Brazil means something to me. We were helping people. Helping people who were struggling.’ And she knew all about how it felt to struggle.

‘I’m sure you were.’ His faint smile was derisory. ‘You’re just a saint, Grace Thacker. A saint in high heels.’

Her mouth tightened. ‘Obviously there’s something going on and, in the circumstances, I can’t blame you for thinking that I’m involved. But I’m not. And you obviously have no idea how upset I am.’ What an enormous blow it was. Everything she’d built was collapsing around her and she had none of the answers. How? How?

For a moment she felt old familiar feelings of helplessness roll over her and she just wanted to curl up into a ball and hide from her life.

And then she looked at Filomena’s craggy, anxious features and heard the children playing outside, shrieking and laughing, with no idea that their future was in jeopardy. She couldn’t curl into a ball and there was no hiding.

People were relying on her.

She lifted her chin and looked him in the eye. ‘I find your assumption that I had something to do with this really offensive.’

‘I find fraud offensive, particularly when the victims are innocent Brazilians.’

She took a deep breath. ‘Given what you’ve told me, you have a perfect right to be angry and I understand now why you refused to extend the loan on the business.’

‘Good. Then we won’t need to waste any more of each other’s time.’

‘Don’t say that.’ She reached out and put a hand on his arm, the message in her eyes suggesting that this was the most important thing that had ever happened to her. ‘If you pull the loan on my business then I can’t put this right. I can’t fix things. And I want to.’

His gaze was blisteringly unsympathetic. ‘I’m sure you do. It can’t be easy to see such a large part of your income about to vanish in smoke.’

‘I don’t care about my income. This isn’t about my money. Why can’t you believe that? If something has happened then it’s happened without my knowledge.’

The expression in his eyes was as hard as the tone of his voice. ‘You’re a director of the company and you have access to the company accounts. It would be impossible for you not to know.’

Grace stared at him in mounting horror as something occurred to her. Would it be impossible?

No, it wouldn’t be impossible. It wouldn’t be impossible at all.

Suddenly the pieces started to slot together like a jigsaw and the black, murky picture that began to emerge sickened her. Things that Rafael Cordeiro had said since she’d arrived came back to her, things that she hadn’t understood at the time. I don’t know how you can sleep at night.

It could have happened.

And now she knew how it could have happened. She knew how, but not who.

Horrified and more than a little panicked, Grace was suddenly tempted to blurt out the truth but the grim set of his mouth prevented her from speaking. It was too late for the truth. You didn’t have to be a genius with people to see that he’d already tried her and found her guilty. She could see the anger, raw and elemental, flickering deep in his eyes and suddenly she bitterly regretted not being honest at the beginning.

She should have told his business team all about her limitations from the start. She should have been open and honest. But if she’d told them, they never would have invested. Rafael Cordeiro would have written her off, the way everyone did.

Everyone, including her father.

And she was so used to covering up—so used to finding her own way round her problem—that she’d kept it a secret.

And she still couldn’t quite believe what was facing her. Unwilling to accept what he was saying, she searched for alternative explanations and came up with nothing.

She swayed slightly and then felt strong male hands on her arms as Rafael forced her back into her seat.

‘Sit down,’ he said roughly, ‘and try to get a grip. If you commit fraud you take your chances and deserve to be found out. These people are entirely innocent and your actions have brought them close to ruin.’

Grace licked dry lips, desperately trying to think straight. ‘We buy our coffee from a company and we pay generously. Obviously they’re not passing that on to the producer. They must be doing something with the money. They must be splitting it with someone in my company.’

Rafael gave a contemptuous smile. ‘And I wonder who that could be? The owner, perhaps?’

She shook her head, too shocked and numb to muster a spirited defence. ‘No. Not me.’ But who?

What she really needed to do was go back through the company accounts in minute detail, but how could she do that?

Whom could she trust?

She almost laughed at the irony of the situation.

It was ironic that the one man who had the skills to help her was watching her with grim distaste. How much greater would his disapproval be when he knew the truth about her? To clear her name she had to tell him everything about herself and yet even as the thought entered her head, she dismissed it.

She’d never made excuses for herself and she didn’t intend to start now. And anyway, the fact that she wasn’t directly to blame didn’t absolve her of responsibility.

Café Brazil was her business.

She’d been too trusting—and that misplaced trust had had disastrous consequences.

No, she couldn’t ask Rafael Cordeiro for help any more than she could blame him for not agreeing to extend the loan. It was over. She’d go home, back to England, and somehow discover the answers she needed. And then she’d look somewhere else for the finance she needed to pull her company out of trouble.





CHAPTER FIVE

THE walk back through the rainforest to Forest Lodge was charged with tension, the atmosphere between them snapped taut after the outpouring of emotion at the fazenda.

And that was hardly surprising, Rafael said to himself as his long legs swallowed up the distance. Women were never at their best when they’d been found out. And Grace Thacker had been well and truly found out. There was no more hiding. Her fraud was exposed, the consequences of her actions thrust in her face. With him standing over her shoulder and Filomena crying, she’d had little choice but to express guilt and remorse and she’d done it most convincingly.

In fact, she’d been extremely convincing. If he hadn’t known it to be impossible, he would have thought that the accusations levelled at her had come as a surprise. Indeed, her shocked response and her almost remarkable display of self-condemnation had both been sufficiently compelling to have him on the verge of reaching out with words of comfort and support.

He’d even run through the facts in his head one more time, just to be absolutely sure he couldn’t have made a mistake. Was there any way she could be innocent of the fraud he’d uncovered?

The answer was no. There was no way. She had access to the accounts. She knew the company figures. In addition to that, the person in charge of finances at her company was her own father. So obviously it was a family job.

Glancing behind him, Rafael was surprised to see her right on his heels. He was walking fast but she, despite her lesser height and build, was keeping up.

And then he saw the emotion in her eyes and knew that she wasn’t even aware of her surroundings.

Was it simply anger and frustration he was seeing? Probably. After all, her fraudulent money-making scheme had been exposed and terminated.

He had no doubt that her convincing display of regret at the fazenda had been played out for the benefit of Filomena and Carlos. Why was he impressed when he, better than anyone, knew just how well a woman could perform when she found herself in a tight spot?

Didn’t he know better than anyone just how low a woman could stoop in order to yank herself from poverty to riches?

Grace Thacker’s business was about to fold and, despite her impassioned request, he had no intention of throwing her the lifeline she so desperately wanted.

Rafael frowned and concentrated his attentions on the path ahead.

He’d arranged for the helicopter to collect her the following morning and fly her back to Rio de Janeiro so that she could catch a commercial flight to London.

Which meant that she had one more night in the rainforest to stew in her guilt.

Only he had no doubt that once she reached the privacy of her room she wouldn’t be wasting time on emotional demonstrations of regret and remorse. Why bother if she didn’t have an audience?

They arrived at the lodge and Rafael turned to her. ‘You have two hours until dinner. I expect you’ll want to rest.’

She didn’t look as though she’d even heard him so he repeated the words and this time she glanced at him in shock as if she’d forgotten his existence. ‘Sorry?’ She blinked several times, clearly forcing herself to concentrate. ‘Yes. Thank you.’

He still had a feeling she hadn’t heard anything he’d said and he found himself noting the pallor of her skin and the dark shadows under her eyes. She looked stricken. Exhausted.

Rafael frowned. They’d walked miles in challenging conditions and she hadn’t once complained but the physical challenge had to be taking its toll.

‘You need to take a shower and lie down for a while.’ Even as he spoke the words he wondered why he was bothering to show such solicitude and she must have wondered the same thing because her eyes widened.

‘I’m sorry to inconvenience you by staying another night.’ She was back to sounding like a polite child taking leave of a party and he found himself wishing she’d come back at him with the fighting spirit he’d grown accustomed to during their walk through the forest.

The woman was a mass of contradictions and almost impossible to read. She was a strange mix of humour and seriousness. Innocence mingled with an intense sexuality that seemed entirely unconscious. She didn’t flirt and yet every movement of her body seemed to seduce.

Birds swooped over the lodge in a kaleidoscope of bright rainbow colours but this time their antics drew no gasp of delight from her. No acknowledgement and no questions. In fact she didn’t seem to notice.

It was as if she was in shock.

‘I’ll meet you at dinner.’ Up until that moment he’d had no intention of eating dinner with her and the flicker of surprise in her eyes told him that she was equally astonished by his invitation.

Why did he want to spend another evening with her? Why not just walk away from her, relieved that the whole sordid matter had finally been cleared up? By the morning she’d be gone from his life.

Only he knew that shaking her off wasn’t going to be that easy.

There’d been more to that kiss in the forest than just a steamy encounter between consenting adults. Far more.

Even now it was between them, shimmering like an invisible force, pulling them together. And she must have felt it too because she made a nervous gesture and backed away. ‘Perhaps I should have dinner in my room. But I’d be grateful for the use of a phone. I’ll reimburse you, of course.’

Given the sick state of her finances, he wanted to ask ‘what with?’ but he held the words back. ‘There’s a phone in your room. Use it, but you’ll eat dinner with me.’

She didn’t argue, apparently compliant, but he wondered whether she was just too worn out and ground down to argue. She seemed—defeated?

Which was a good thing, he reminded himself firmly, running a hand over the back of his neck to prevent himself from putting a hand on her arm. If her remorse and regret were genuine then she might even be put off doing a similar thing again.

Grace dropped the phone down into its stand and flopped back on the bed.

Nothing.

No one.

Her father was away on business and so was the manager she’d appointed to help with her business-expansion plan. She’d even tried ringing the dealer herself but had got no further than a message service.

The answers to the desperate questions that had formed in her mind were obviously not going to come easily. Especially not when she was thousands of miles away in the rainforest. Right now she needed to be back in London, tracking down the person who was so cleverly defrauding her company.

But London was an eleven-hour flight from Rio and she was still in the jungle. And she still had a whole evening to get through. An evening with a man who had every reason to think that she was a nasty piece of work.

It was ironic, she thought helplessly, that the action which had finally confirmed to her that Rafael Cordeiro wasn’t the cold-hearted man he was reputed to be was the very one that was going to deprive her of her beloved business.

He was going to withdraw his loan because he thought she’d hurt Carlos and Filomena. It hadn’t been because he was determined to squeeze the last bit of profit out of her. It had been because he hadn’t liked seeing her cheat those straightforward, honest people who were struggling to survive alongside nature.

And how could she blame him for that decision, given the facts at his disposal?

If he was right—and she had no reason to doubt him—then her company had cheated those people and the fact that she’d known nothing about it didn’t excuse her. It was obvious that he cared about them deeply and the knowledge pleased her. So he wasn’t so damaged that he couldn’t feel, was he? There was good in him, if you bothered to look deep enough.

But that didn’t help her business.

Everything she’d built was about to disintegrate into dust. People were going to lose their jobs and it was all her fault. She should have known. She should have noticed. Except that she knew that there was no way she ever could have noticed. She knew that.

Should she tell Rafael the truth?

But what was the point of that? Anything she said now was just going to look like an excuse. It was too late for explanations. Far, far too late.

She wanted to cry but the tears wouldn’t come. Instead she lay there, numb, staring at the ceiling and trying to work out her next step, but lying still was impossible when she had so much pent-up emotion inside her.

She felt angry, confused, lost, afraid—but most of all she wanted answers. She wanted to know who had done this to her.

Unable to lie there when her life was falling apart, she sprang off the bed and paced across the bedroom, listening to the calls of birds and monkeys high up in the trees.

Suddenly she wanted to be out there too, back in the soothing, verdant rainforest where city life and corporate problems seemed so far away.

And then she remembered what Maria had said about the forest pool. Didn’t they always say that exercise was good for relieving tension? Well, she’d swim and then maybe she’d be calm enough to sustain a conversation during an evening with Rafael Cordeiro.

If they didn’t stray on to the subject of business, sex, love or marriage, they just might be able to keep the evening civil.

She slipped into her red bathing costume and pulled on the linen dress, reminding herself to be careful with it because it was all she had to wear for dinner.

Taking a towel from the bathroom, she pushed her feet into her shoes, carefully wrote something on her hands and made her way downstairs. Not trusting her directional skills, she wandered through the lodge to find Maria.

The housekeeper was in the kitchen, chopping a variety of exotic vegetables, but she willingly stopped when Grace asked to be reminded of the way to the pool.

She led her out through the glass atrium and onto a path that led away from the fazenda and into a different part of the rainforest.

Grace glanced to her left and right, delight mingling with trepidation. It was the wildest and yet the most beautiful place she’d ever seen. Huge, exotic leaves rose upwards towards the light like spears while others nestled closer to the forest floor, so large that it was like taking a stroll through a giant’s garden. Climbers scrambled up tree trunks and orchids and ferns clustered around the branches.

A flash of movement caught her eye and she paused, watching as a brightly coloured frog, tiny and delicate, clung to the tree trunk, and then there was a loud squawk from above her and a bird swooped up into the trees, its feathers a flash of red.

Parrot? Toucan? Assessing bird life as a suitably neutral topic for the dinner table, Grace made a mental note to steer the subject round to the wildlife over dinner. Then she concentrated on the route, noticing that they’d turned off the main path and were now walking along a narrow trail. Trees and ferns brushed against her arms and legs and in the background there was a rushing noise that grew louder as they walked.

Glancing over her shoulder, Grace tried to memorise the way back to the lodge.

And then the trees seemed to open up and the path widened. And there, in front of them, was the pool. Grace caught her breath in surprise and delight.

The frothy white waterfall poured over the rocks above and spilled into a large pool bordered by huge boulders and tall ferns. Surrounded by trees, exotic plants and birds and butterflies of every conceivable colour, the pool water gathered up the evening light and sparkled as though a million precious jewels lurked beneath the surface.

‘It’s beautiful.’ She glanced around her and Maria nodded.

‘It’s safe, but not at night-time. And be careful walking back to the lodge. It’s very easy to take the wrong path. Turn left and then right.’

Grace was looking at the pool. The walk through the jungle and the shocking revelations about her business had left her feeling drained and exhausted. It would be a relief to strip off, cool down and relax. Then, perhaps, she’d be able to cope with the looming pressure of dinner.

And, after that, she’d work out what she was going to do, what exactly had gone wrong and how she was going to repay those people.

Rafael strode purposefully up the path that wound through the jungle to the forest pool.

Maria had interrupted his non-stop round of phone calls to inform him that Grace was swimming and he’d felt an immediate rush of irritation that she’d chosen that moment to wander off. His New York office was spearheading the negotiations for an extremely complicated deal and they were constantly clamouring for his input.

He could have left her on her own, of course. It was unusual for the local wildlife to explore that particular pool, but still …

He quickened his pace, noticing with an upward glance that it would soon be dark.

As if confirming his thought the lights by the side of the path suddenly gleamed and fireflies darted across his line of vision.

He came to the fork in the path and moments later he heard the rushing sound of the waterfall and pressed on through ferns, over huge, shiny boulders until he saw a flash of brilliant red. Like an exotic creature she slid through the pool, lithe and fit, her body slim and graceful, her blonde hair trailing loose in the water.

Hot molten lust erupted through his body and Rafael tucked his hands in his trousers and cursed softly, fighting against the impulse to join her because he knew that to join her would be to invite complications that he didn’t need.

What he did need was uncomplicated sex, and he knew that he wasn’t going to enjoy that with a woman like Grace Thacker. She was the very worst sort of woman. It wasn’t the greed that bothered him, he was used to that and he’d never found female greed to be a barrier to enjoyable sex.

He was even prepared to play their game, up to a point, which was why he was on good terms with most of the top jewellers in the world. No, it wasn’t the greed that held him back. It was something else entirely. Grace was the sort of woman who not only expected you to hand out diamonds, but also wanted fake words of love and affection. She was the sort who dug and analysed and thought that there was an answer for everything if you only searched hard enough for it.

She wasn’t the sort of woman to simply allow a relationship to be superficial.

Even now, floating in the pool, she appeared to be thinking. And then she opened her eyes and saw him. ‘Am I late for dinner?’ She swam across to him. ‘Is it time to get out?’ The late-evening sunshine bathed her body in a warm glow and the water clung to her hair like tiny beads of crystal.

Consumed by an attack of sexual hunger so intense that his body was ablaze with it, Rafael instantly redrafted his personal rules about women.

So she talked too much and was far too interested in what made him tick. So what?

He just needed to distract her and teach her that superficial could be good.

‘It gets dark quickly in the jungle and the paths can be confusing. And the animals sometimes come and drink from the pool.’ Until that moment he hadn’t believed he could be so unsubtle. What was he hoping? That she’d leap screaming out of the pool and dive into his arms for protection?

Well, yes, actually. It would save her the bother of dressing just so that he could undress her again. And he was going to undress her. He’d made his decision. ‘You never quite know what might be lurking in the pool. Piranha, anaconda, alligators …’ He lingered over the words but she simply looked at him.

‘Nothing more dangerous than that?’ Her tone was weary and he was left with the distinct impression that she would have welcomed the arrival of something dangerous and deadly to distract her from her problems. Not only was she still in the pool, but she was positively luxuriating in the water as if she was indulging in some sort of private fantasy that she had no wish to abandon.

He frowned and worked a little harder. ‘The occasional jaguar—’

‘I like cats.’

He frowned. ‘You’re not going to get out?’

She gave a humourless laugh. ‘What for? So that you can simmer and boil and intimidate me?’

‘I don’t simmer and boil and intimidate.’

‘Yes, you do. But I don’t blame you. I’d probably do the same in your position. It’s nice to know that you care about something.’

Rafael gritted his teeth. She was doing it again. Worming her way into his mind when the only place he wanted her was flat on her back in his bed. ‘You know nothing about me.’

‘Well, that’s true.’ She floated on her back and her eyes drifted shut. ‘You keep yourself shut away. Presumably you’re afraid that someone might discover that you’re actually a good person and that would damage your bad, dangerous image.’

‘You talk too much,’ he informed her in a driven tone and she opened her eyes.

‘And you don’t talk enough.’ There was a faint smile on her lips. ‘You know, if you just learned not to judge on appearances, you’d be almost human.’ The dimple was back, he noticed, just above her mouth on the left-hand side. He stared at it, transfixed, and then decided that the conversation had gone far enough.

‘Aren’t you going to get out of the water?’

‘I suppose so.’ She pulled herself out of the pool, scooping her wet hair away from her face as she reached for her towel. ‘Are you trying to frighten me with all this talk of animals, Rafael? Because you’re wasting your time.’

He’d noticed. She’d tramped through the rainforest, fallen in rivers and walked past spiders the size of her hand, all without a word of complaint.

‘You need to stay alert in the rainforest. There are plenty of hazards.’

‘A bit like working in the commercial world, then,’ she quipped, rubbing the towel over her limbs. ‘Drop your guard for a moment and someone is waiting to eat you up in a mouthful and swallow your dreams whole.’

He found himself watching her every movement, the flow of her arms as smooth and graceful as a dancer’s. The red swimming costume was moulded to every curve and the vivid colour seemed almost to be part of her, as if she were a jungle creature every bit as exotic as those that surrounded her. He might have thought she was relaxed and carefree if he hadn’t seen the shadows in her eyes and the tension in her narrow shoulders.

Not so relaxed.

‘Did you make your calls?’

‘Yes.’ She kept her smile bright as she swung the towel over her shoulders, concealing her high, firm breasts from his view. ‘It seems that no one is in when the conversation topic is fraud. At least being in the jungle should give me a crash course in dealing with predators. Obviously, I need it.’

There was self-mockery in her tone, which he didn’t understand. So she’d been found out? What was the problem? Weary of the act and wishing she’d just admit guilt so that they could get down to the important things in life, Rafael gritted his teeth.

‘Who were you hoping to talk to?’

‘Just about anyone, really.’ She slid her feet into her shoes. ‘My father. The dealer who sold us the coffee. But everyone has conveniently vanished. I suppose you could say that the rats are leaving the sinking ship.’ She stared into the jungle and he thought he caught the sparkle of tears in her eyes. But then she turned to look at him and her smile was bright. ‘My fault for being so trusting.’

She just wouldn’t let it drop.

He stared at her with exasperation, wondering whether she really thought he believed any of her elaborate excuses. Not for one moment did he think she’d even tried to phone anyone. Why would she, when she was already in possession of all the answers? ‘They could just be out.’

She nodded, apparently not picking up on the irony in his voice. ‘I expect that’s it.’ Her eyes were tired and her tone formal, designed to keep him at a distance. For some reason that he couldn’t identify, that distance annoyed him.

Suddenly he didn’t care whether she was innocent or guilty. He just wanted her in his bed. As far as he was concerned, the rest of it was irrelevant.

So she was greedy and self-seeking—what woman wasn’t?

‘Shall we just change the subject?’ he suggested helpfully, giving her permission to drop the act. He felt nothing but relief when she nodded.

‘Yes. We’re not going to discuss this again.’ Her voice was firm and her chin was held at an angle that he was beginning to recognise signalled determination. ‘The problem is no longer yours. I think that’s one fact that we have managed to confirm.’

Finally, they were getting somewhere. ‘Forget your business,’ he purred, deciding that some reinforcement wouldn’t go amiss. ‘Move on in life. Do something else.’

‘Oh, no—I couldn’t possibly do that. It wouldn’t be right. There are too many people depending on me and if I just give up, they’re affected too.’ She tilted her head to one side and shook it slightly, allowing her hair to fall in a damp mass over her shoulder. Then she twisted it into a thick rope, squeezing out the water with her hands. ‘So I’m not going to give up. I’m going to find out who is guilty and try and recover the money. After that I’m going to apply for another loan, pay back Carlos and Filomena and carry on with my business.’

Frustrated that she was still trying to shift the blame onto someone else and totally bored by all talk of cafés and coffee when what he really wanted to do was drag her against him and taste her mouth again, Rafael decided that there was only one way to move the conversation forward to his satisfaction. ‘I’ll extend the loan,’ he said smoothly. ‘That way you can carry on playing cafés as long as you like.’

She paused but then shook her head. ‘No, but thank you. It’s a very generous offer.’

Not generous, Rafael thought, gritting his teeth. Selfish. He wanted her mind off her wretched business and onto something more worthy. Him. His eyes lingered on her mouth and he struggled to concentrate. ‘It’s my money. Giving it away is my choice.’

‘And refusing is mine.’ Her voice was soft. ‘I don’t want your money. In the circumstances it wouldn’t feel right.’

As far as he was concerned there was only one thing that would feel right at that particular moment and it involved both of them naked on silk sheets. The reason for her presence here, the fraud, the deception, all of it had ceased to matter to him.

‘In that case, let’s agree to just drop the whole subject,’ he agreed, glancing upwards with a frown. ‘It will be dark in about ten minutes. We need to get back. You’ll need time to change for dinner.’

‘Oh, no—’ With a cry of anxiety she bent down and picked up the dress that she’d laid on the rock. ‘It’s muddy. I must have splashed it when I was swimming.’

Rafael stared at her with a distinct lack of comprehension.

‘And?’

‘And it’s all I have to wear!’ She gave the dress a little shake and sighed. ‘My combat trousers are wet and muddy, this is wet and muddy—’

‘So it’s naked, then,’ Rafael suggested in a slow drawl, watching as the colour bloomed in her cheeks. ‘I’ll have to wear my suit …’

Struggling against the temptation to point out that clothes were largely irrelevant because he didn’t intend her to stay dressed for long, Rafael took her arm and urged her down the path. ‘Maria will find you a dress. Now move, or you might find that you’re someone else’s dinner.’

Grace sat on the edge of her bed, trying to stop worrying long enough to dress for dinner.

Had she been wrong to turn down his offer of financial help?

It was all very well having high standards, but what if no one else would loan her the money she needed? Those standards of hers would cost people their jobs.

Trying to rouse herself from her state of anxiety, Grace stared at the dress that Maria had delivered moments earlier.

It shimmered and shone, changing colour with the light, one moment pale turquoise and the next silver. It was, quite simply, the most exotic, beautiful dress she’d ever seen.

Not even wanting to think about the person it had originally belonged to, she slid it over her head, grimacing slightly as it clung to her hips.

Whoever had chosen this dress had been skinnier than she was, she thought ruefully, sliding the fabric over her hips and wondering whether it was actually going to be too tight. Assuring herself that it was a style that was supposed to cling, she turned sideways to look at herself in the mirror.

It was a dress designed to turn an ordinary woman into a film star, a dress designed for sin and seduction, and just wearing it put a smile on her lips.

Just for tonight she’d forget, she told herself, slipping her feet into her high-heel shoes and picking up her bag.

This one night in the jungle she was going to be the sort of woman who wore this sort of dress. She was going to forget about all her problems because despite empty assurances from Rafael Cordeiro she knew that there was no way she could solve them tonight. Tomorrow, along with reality, would come soon enough.

Tomorrow she’d be back in London. She’d track down the people who were so carefully avoiding her and she’d find out exactly what had gone wrong with her business. And her life.

Which meant that she had one more night in paradise.





CHAPTER SIX

RAFAEL WAS ALREADY seated at the table when she arrived on the terrace. He had a drink in his hand and his blue shirt was open at the neck and revealed just enough bronzed male flesh to draw her eyes for longer than she would have liked. Even dressed casually he looked cool, sophisticated and way out of her league.

She scanned his handsome features and her heart bumped crazily against her chest. What was it about him that had such a powerful impact on her?

She didn’t know and she didn’t understand it. But she knew that whatever had scarred him in the past, however bad his experiences had been, she didn’t want him to think her guilty of fraud.

She hadn’t intended to bring the subject up again but how could she not? No matter how hard she tried to push the whole thing away until tomorrow, the guilt kept intruding. ‘You must think I’m awful,’ she said impulsively as she slid into her chair, ‘taking money from those people. I know that I’m sort of guilty because it’s my company but I want you to know that I didn’t know anything about it. I need you to believe that.’

He was still, his eyes on her face. He reminded her of a jungle animal, watching. Waiting for exactly the right moment to pounce. ‘I believe you.’ His low, smooth male voice flowed over her tattered nerves like healing honey.

‘You do?’ It wasn’t the answer she’d been expecting and she couldn’t hide her surprise or relief. ‘You really mean that? I still don’t know exactly who is responsible but I’ll find out and change things. And I’ll keep a firmer control on the figures. I should have noticed, I know, but—’ She badly wanted to tell him the truth but she didn’t want to sound as though she was making excuses.

‘But when you’re involved in the day-to-day running of the business, it’s very easy to lose grip on the numbers.’ He finished her sentence, his dark eyes velvety warm and surprisingly sympathetic.

‘Yes.’ That wasn’t exactly what had happened, but it was close enough. And he seemed to understand. Which was a massive relief to her because for one horrible moment in the fazenda she’d thought that she was never going to be able to convince him that she hadn’t deliberately taken money from anyone.

She still didn’t know what it was that had made him so cynical and sceptical about people’s motives but she was thoroughly relieved that at least he seemed to have absolved her of blame.

He’d obviously had time to think about everything she’d told him.

He was watching her now with a lazy, slumberous gaze and she felt herself relax.

‘I should have been more careful,’ she admitted, ‘but I’m relieved you no longer think I was guilty of fraud.’

‘I think we should now put the entire episode behind us.’ His voice was molten sexuality, the gentle curve of his perfectly shaped mouth drawing her gaze. And it was impossible to look at his lips and not remember the kiss. The hot, fevered burn of his mouth on hers, the erotic stroke of his tongue and the firm, deliberate touch of his hands on her body.

As her body flared to life, she blinked with embarrassment and tried to shake off the memory.

Why was she suddenly thinking of nothing but that kiss? She should be worrying about her business and thinking about the future and instead her head was filled with memories of uncontrolled passion in the hot, humid rainforest.

Her life was now a mess of tangled problems and her brain should have been filled with numbers and solutions to those problems. Instead it was full of the wonder of that kiss and the sounds of love echoed in her head; gasps, soft moans of encouragement, his voice, thrillingly deep and unfamiliar, urging her on …

She shook her head to clear the vision. There was no point in remembering the kiss. No point at all. And no point in indulging in silly, girlish fantasies, she told herself firmly. He wasn’t the right man for her and a little hot passion in the steamy jungle didn’t change that fact.

Her world and his world didn’t coincide.

‘I haven’t even thanked you for the dress. It’s beautiful and it even fits—just.’ She kept her tone light and smiled her thanks as Maria placed a drink in front of her. ‘The owner was obviously a size smaller than me.’

‘It looks better on you.’ He lifted his glass in her direction and delivered a slow, appreciative smile that was unmistakably masculine. ‘Much better.’

His careless dismissal of the owner of the dress was completely in character and yet questions throbbed in her head and she bit her lip to hold them back.

Whose was it?

Did you love her?

Did you hurt her?

Did you look at her the way you’re looking at me now?

Conscious of his gaze, Grace slid a hand over the shimmering fabric. ‘I can’t imagine why anyone would leave it behind.’ It was the sort of dress that made a girl feel beautiful.

‘The owner was in rather a hurry to leave. I seem to recall that jungle life didn’t suit her.’ His voice was a soft accented drawl and revealed nothing about his feelings or emotions but she knew—sensed without a shadow of doubt—that it wasn’t jungle life that hadn’t suited the owner of the dress but life with Rafael Cordeiro.

So he had hurt her. Clearly the girl had walked away without even pausing to pick up her belongings.

And knowing that, why was she still sitting here, allowing the atmosphere to pull her in? Why was she allowing him to draw her into the intimacy of his gaze? Knowing what she knew, just how much was she prepared to risk?

Her self-esteem?

A lifetime of pain for a moment’s pleasure? Her heart?

She pushed the question away. ‘You’re a very complicated man, Rafael.’ Her voice was husky and she gave him a shy smile as she lifted her glass to her lips and sipped the wine. ‘Cold and hot at the same time. You claim to not like people and yet there’s kindness in you, I know there is.’

‘Don’t turn me into something soft and cuddly, Grace.’ There was a warning in his voice and she smiled at the image that his words created because they were so far removed from reality.

‘No, never that.’ His steady gaze unsettled her. ‘But you treated Carlos and Filomena with kindness and respect. And you clearly care about them or you wouldn’t have been so angry with me.’

His eyes mocked. ‘I’m a saint. I’m sure you’ve heard that about me.’

‘I don’t listen to gossip. I prefer to make my own judgements.’ ‘A woman who doesn’t gossip?’ He raised his glass in a silent toast. ‘Are you a betrayer of your sex, Grace?’

‘No. But I know that appearances can be deceptive. People make judgements based on their own experiences. Isn’t that what you did with me? When I arrived you made that comment about lying and cheating being part of a woman’s genes. But you weren’t born thinking that. Who made you think that, Rafael?’

He studied her for a long moment, his eyes lingering on hers as he considered her question. ‘Perhaps you have escaped the lying and cheating gene but you seem to have more than your fair share of the psychology one. Why do you want to know about me, Grace?’

‘Because I want to help.’

He gave a sardonic smile. ‘Do I look as though I need help?’ He leaned back in his chair and glanced around his surroundings and she understood the message in his gaze. Yes, they were in the jungle but that didn’t for one moment detract from the luxury of his home or the abundant evidence of his extreme wealth. The clues were everywhere.

‘I wasn’t talking about money. Obviously you don’t need money.’

‘Then what do I need, Grace?’ His soft tone bordered on the dangerous and his eyes warned her to drop the subject.

‘Love.’ She stumbled over the word. ‘You need love. I don’t believe your reputation or the image you portray. I’ve seen kindness and when it’s anything to do with Brazil, your own country, you’re passionate.’

He leaned forward, his eyes on her mouth. ‘I’m not arguing that I’m passionate. I’m even prepared to demonstrate how passionate. And I’m more than happy to allow women to love me in any way they choose.’

She looked at the arrogantly arched brows, the roughness darkening his aggressive jaw and knew that he wasn’t ever going to be an easy man to love.

Physically, yes, that would be no problem. Even if she hadn’t heard the rumours she would have known that he was a hot-blooded, physical man. But nothing more than that. Nothing deeper. The barriers were up and he wasn’t allowing her even a peep into his soul.

No one was allowed too close.

Flustered by how much she wanted to get close, she chose to change the subject. ‘Do you often bring people here?’

‘That depends on who they are and their purpose for visiting. The activities on offer here—’ he smiled slightly as his eyes dropped to her mouth ‘—are limited.’

Her whole body heated under his lazy scrutiny and she shifted in her chair and reached for her wine. ‘Did you build it?’ Keeping the conversation moving and neutral was hard because she had the distinct feeling that he didn’t want to talk at all. And he was looking at her in that way and all she really wanted to do was lean across the table and beg him to kiss her, touch her, the way he had in the forest.

And that impulse shocked her because she’d never felt that way about anyone before. Especially not anyone as hugely unsuitable as Rafael Cordeiro.

If there was ever a man designed to break a woman’s heart, it was he.

‘The lodge?’ He was still looking at her mouth. ‘Yes. I wanted somewhere that was inaccessible and private.’

‘Because people bother you. Do you have family?’

‘I don’t give interviews, Grace. Not to colleagues, journalists—or lovers.’ He lingered over the word as if testing the sound of it and her heart gave a little jump.

‘But you can’t live your whole life having nothing to do with people.’

‘I have plenty to do with people,’ his eyes lifted to hers, ‘if they happen to interest me.’

Which basically meant anyone who made him money or warmed his bed.

That was what he was saying, wasn’t it? Was he trying to shock her? Or was he making a proposition?

The heat pulsed through her and a dull ache spread across her pelvis. ‘It must be nice to be able to escape. But you don’t stop working, even here away from the city, bright lights and offices.’

The smooth lift of his eyebrows drew attention to the fact that she’d just revealed that she’d been watching him work.

‘I couldn’t sleep that well last night,’ she confessed hastily, ‘and I was looking out of my window. I saw you. Working on the computer. Talking on the phone.’ Sleepless. Driven. What were you thinking of down there in the dark with only a flickering screen for company? What demons robbed you of sleep?

‘I had work to do.’ But the cold brevity of his statement didn’t convince her and she sensed his withdrawal. Not physically. Physically he hadn’t moved. But emotionally, something had shifted. The simmering connection between them was damped down by something cold and remote and she knew for sure that he lived with darkness. Something dark and painful that haunted him and she knew that his wakeful night had nothing to do with work and everything to do with his own personal demons.

Who had twisted his view of life?

Was it his wife or was it more?

She felt a flash of sympathy that she could neither prevent nor understand and it didn’t make sense because if there was ever a man less demanding of sympathy then it was this one. But the desire to help in some way, to soothe and heal, was almost overwhelming.

She put her hands in her lap to prevent herself from touching him. ‘Night-time is always the worse time,’ she murmured. ‘If there’s a problem then it’s magnified. There’s no distraction.’

‘Are you offering to provide me with distraction?’ The demons were gone and now there was only the devil lurking in his eyes. A dangerous, wicked devil that danced and seduced and for a moment she couldn’t breathe.

‘I don’t know you.’ She was telling herself as much as him and he watched her, as if reading her thoughts.

‘You know all you need to know.’

And what he meant by that, of course, was that she knew everything he wanted her to know.

And she realised that, for her, it wasn’t nearly enough. She wanted more. She wanted to know more, everything there was to know.

How had that happened in just two short days?

How had she come to care for this man? Because she did.

Oh, yes, she did. ‘You’re a difficult man to understand, Rafael.’ Difficult. Dangerous. Deadly?

‘I don’t need you to understand me, Grace.’ He smiled at her and there was something about that smile that robbed her of her ability to think clearly. It wasn’t the smile of acquaintances or even friends. It was the smile of a lover. Intimate. Secretive. A smile that said ‘I know what you’re thinking'.

And she truly hoped that he didn’t because her thoughts were shocking.

She was stripping him naked again, as she had the day before, only this time the fantasy was fuelled by reality. This time she had some knowledge. She’d felt those skilled, purposeful hands on her flesh. She’d felt his hard mouth demanding submission. And she’d stroked her hands over the hard, honed flesh and muscle, now concealed by his shirt.

She shifted in her seat and the faint narrowing of his eyes told her that he’d observed the movement. And understood it.

He leaned forward and took her hand in his, his fingers toying with hers. ‘It’s almost painful, isn’t it, this thing between us?’

She inhaled deeply and gave up on the food. There was too much fluttering in her stomach to even contemplate eating. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘No?’ He turned her hand, stroking her palm with his thumb, and the gentle, insistent pressure simply increased the tension inside her.

She had to look at him and immediately regretted the indulgence because once her gaze locked with his there was no looking away. His eyes demanded that she give up all her secrets and she obviously did because he gave a slow smile of satisfaction that was entirely masculine.

Trapped by that look, she tried to snatch her hand away. ‘Don’t look at me like that.’

‘Like what?’ His voice sounded impossible sexy and he held her hand firmly in his.

‘As if you—’

‘As if I want to strip that glittering dress from your body and carry on where we left off in the rainforest?’ He leaned forward. ‘I do, minha paixao, and so do you.’

There was no hiding from his meaning and she didn’t even attempt to try. ‘It would be ridiculous.’ She breathed the words to herself but they seemed abstract, irrelevant because what was between them was out there, pulsing like a living force. To deny its existence would have been as futile as resisting and she discovered for the first time in her life that there were some forces that couldn’t be resisted. ‘Yesterday you thought I was a liar and a cheat.’

‘Yesterday I thought you were beautiful and sexy. And I still think that today.’ His voice stroked her like a lover’s touch and she suddenly found it hard to breathe.

‘I’m really glad you believe that I knew nothing about it. But it still doesn’t mean—’ she licked her lips ‘—I’ve never—’

‘Acted on impulse? Followed your instincts? Why not?’

‘Because the world doesn’t work that way.’

His smile was derisive. ‘And you care what the world thinks?’ ‘Yes, I suppose I do.’

His soft laugh indicated that her answer hadn’t surprised him. ‘Even if you do it can hardly matter out here. Tonight you’re deep in the rainforest and the rest of the world is in another place altogether.’

It was true. She tilted her head back and listened to the sounds of the night that serenaded their intimate dinner for two. She felt as though nothing existed outside this jungle paradise with its bright rainbow birds, the dense greenery and the lush, exotic plants. And there was something about the closeness to nature that deepened the intimacy that was closing in on them.

‘I’ve never followed an instinct that I don’t understand. I don’t know you and you don’t even talk about yourself.’

He didn’t contradict her. ‘And that matters?’

‘I don’t feel safe with you.’

The humour in his eyes mingled with something much, much more dangerous. ‘And is that what you demand from life,

Grace Thacker? Safety?’

The pulse throbbed in the base of her throat and her voice was hoarse. ‘Not right now.’ Right now she wasn’t thinking about safety. All she was thinking about was him. And the way he made her feel.

‘If you want to choose safe then you’d better leave. I want you to be sure.’

Sure about what?

But she didn’t even need to ask the question because the air was thick with the answer. It throbbed between them like a living force, drawing them together.

‘I’m sure.’ Her lips formed the words by themselves but strangely enough she had no wish to retract them. She’d never been so sure of anything in her life. And perhaps it was just being here, in the rainforest, so far removed from reality. But deep down she knew that it was nothing to do with her surroundings and everything to do with the man watching her.

He stood up and tugged her to her feet in a purposeful movement, not roughly but in such a way as to leave her in no doubt as to his intention. ‘If you want to stop me, Grace, it has to be now.’

He was giving her a choice, then. Or was he?

Perhaps he knew that for her there had never been any choice. From the moment she’d seen him, standing with arrogant assurance in the doorway of the lodge, she’d been lost.

Could he see that? Could he see the effect he had on her? ‘I want you.’ The words were out before she could bite them back but she wasn’t even sure that she would have done because something was driving her that she didn’t really understand. A basic human instinct that being in this raw jungle had exposed?

He led her back through the glass dome and up a different set of stairs that opened into a bedroom not unlike hers. Only this one had a view of the waterfall and the forest pool, illuminated by tiny lights. She could hear the rush of the water punctuated by the insistent sounds of the forest that were becoming so familiar.

‘It’s amazing. It must be beautiful in daylight.’

‘You’ll have to tell me in the morning.’ He closed the door so that it was just the two of them and the rainforest. ‘It can be the second thing you see after you wake up.’

‘The second?’

He drew her towards him, his fingers gently smoothing her hair away from her cheeks. ‘The first, minha paixao, is going to be me.’

The breath caught in her throat and she lifted her face to his, waiting for his kiss, but he simply gave a slow, lazy smile and trailed his hand downwards to her neck, his fingers lingering on the tiny pulse that beat in her throat. ‘Not yet. Nothing as good as this should ever be rushed.’

His touch soothed and seduced by equal measure and gradually the insistent rush of the waterfall and the night-time call of the rainforest faded to nothing. There was only him and the hot, swirling atmosphere sucking them both in.

Grace felt her eyes drift shut as time and thought were suspended. Her heart was thundering and her insides were melting and he’d barely touched her.

‘You’re beautiful.’ He murmured the words against her throat and his fingers slid the glittering strap of her dress over her arm, exposing the curve of her shoulder. He smoothed a hand over her creamy skin, taking his time, savouring every millimetre of her flesh with the tips of his fingers. Her body hummed in response and her lips parted in a silent plea but still he didn’t touch her mouth with his.

Instead she felt the nip of his teeth and the flicker of his tongue against her shoulder and then lower, to the soft hint of flesh that he’d exposed for himself by lowering her dress. His hands, so firm and confident, slid up her body and settled just above her waist and she gave a soft gasp as he dragged both thumbs over the tips of her breasts. Her nipples strained, seeking his attention, and he gave a low laugh of satisfaction and slid his fingers inside the clinging fabric, just as he had in the forest. Only this time it was different.

This time nothing was stopping them.

The atmosphere pulsed with a heat that was almost unbearable and she gave a low moan as the burning in her body intensified to almost unbearable proportions.

‘You feel so hot,’ he groaned, desire thickening his words and his accent, ‘so beautiful.’

She hadn’t even felt his hands on the zip of her dress but they must have been there because a slither of silk descending from her body to the floor announced to her fevered brain that she was now wearing only her lace panties.

‘Rafael …’ Consumed by an excitement so intense that it was almost terrifying, she lifted a hand to his cheek and he turned his head to kiss her hand, his eyes holding hers.

And then his mouth finally claimed hers.

His kiss was hot and passionate and without moving his mouth from hers he lifted her in his arms and placed her in the centre of the bed. He came down on top of her, his movements swift and possessive as he slid over her hips and shifted her under him.

She felt his weight, the pressure of his body on hers and her excitement increased because she was suddenly so aware of his physical strength. He lifted his head and rolled away from her, placing his hand on her quivering abdomen in a gesture that was unquestionably possessive.

As if to ensure that there was no mistake, he gave a slow smile. ‘Mine,’ he murmured softly as he moved his hand downwards in a purposeful movement. ‘All mine.’

And she couldn’t have argued with him even if she wanted to because she felt the hot, skilful slide of his fingers over her warm flesh—felt them move downwards in a remorselessly sensual exploration until they finally came to rest on the almost transparent wisp of silk that still protected her. His hand lingered for a moment, teasing, prolonging the agony, and then, just when she thought he was never going to touch her where she wanted him to touch her, his fingers moved and he removed the wisp of silk protecting her feminine secrets. The last barrier.

She gave a shiver and a gasp as a burst of almost agonising anticipation engulfed her.

He looked at her and then his gaze moved slowly downwards as he studied every part of her, his attention lingering on the golden shadows revealed by his fingers.

‘Rafael …’ She gasped his name and he shifted his body and lowered his mouth to her breast, his tongue and teeth grazing that sensitive part of her. Sensation shot through her body and she slid her fingers through his hair, wanting and needing to touch him, too.

With a low growl he turned his attention to her other breast, his tongue tasting and teasing until her pelvis burned and her hips wouldn’t stay still, so desperate was she for satisfaction.

‘You’re incredibly sexy and responsive,’ he groaned, moving slightly so that he could kiss her again. His mouth was hot and demanding and she felt the rough strength of his body pressing her back against the bed. Dizzy from his kiss, engulfed by sensation, Grace slid her hand down his back, feeling smooth flesh and hard male muscle.

She couldn’t wait.

She didn’t want to wait.

But he shifted his weight again, just slightly, and slid a hand downwards to the core of her femininity. She felt the skilled and gentle exploration of his fingers, his touch so sure and knowing that excitement ripped through her. Oblivious to everything except his control over her responses, she lay in a state of dazed excitement as he drove her to a peak of such delicious arousal that she was just desperate for release. Her hips moved and shifted, her back arched in silent invitation and she moaned his name in a plea for gratification.

And he gave a low groan of acknowledgement and slid his fingers deep. ‘You are incredible, minha paixao. And I want you more than I’ve ever wanted a woman.’

She wasn’t even listening. It was as if nothing could penetrate her brain except sensation and she couldn’t concentrate on anything except the movement of his hands on her body.

And then the gentle, almost lazy, seduction ended and he shifted again. She felt his weight pressing her down onto the bed, his movements increasingly urgent as he repositioned her and parted her legs with his hand. The rough hairs on his thighs brushed against her skin and then she briefly felt the sensation of his velvety smooth erection brushing against her before he lifted her hips and entered her with a purposeful thrust.

Shocked by the sudden splinter of pain that stabbed her, she parted her lips in a gasp but his mouth silenced her and he kissed her, capturing every cry and every breath as he drove deep into her body, sending waves of frantic excitement rippling through her as he introduced her to an intimacy that was as alien as it was intoxicating. The pain was already a distant memory and she was aware only of throbbing masculinity, delicious sensations and an electrifying pleasure, as the initial discomfort was replaced by a burning fire that bloomed white-hot. She felt something deliciously unfamiliar build inside her, driven by the pulsing heat of masculine thrusts. He moved in a seemingly perfect rhythm, his body urging hers to respond, and she did.

Even without the slide of his hand encouraging her response, she found herself wrapping her thighs around his body, offering herself. And he took what she offered with an almost violent hunger, his sexual demands so great that she felt the room spinning and her heart pounding. It was electrifying, rousing and totally all-consuming and she held on, unsure where he was taking her but trusting him not to let her fall. Sensation devoured her like a greedy animal and she felt her body throb and sing until she was blind with need.

And he took her higher still, winding her body tighter and tighter until she teetered on the edge of something deliciously dangerous and unfamiliar from which there was no going back.

And with a sudden increase in tempo he sent her over the edge into a thrilling and terrifying vortex that consumed her body and threatened to engulf her forever. Her body contracted around his and she saw flashes of light, heard him mutter something in harsh tones and then felt the hot liquid burst of his own release. And then there was nothing but sensation, so agonisingly prolonged that if he hadn’t been holding her she would have been terrified.

She clung to his shoulders and eventually the world around her calmed. She felt the pounding of his heart and the slick warmth of his skin against hers as they both struggled to recover sufficiently to move.

But he didn’t move far. Instead he just rolled onto his back, pulling her with him so that she was still wrapped around him.

Still dazed and shocked by the intensity of the experience, Grace lay unsure what to say. And it soon became clear that speech wasn’t necessary because he clearly had no desire to indulge in conversation.

Instead he closed his hands over her hips and moved her so that she straddled him. Her hair flowed onto his chest and he gave a slow smile and lifted his hands to her face.

‘That was amazing, minha paixao.’

They were surrounded by the heat, sounds and rhythms of the jungle but all she could focus on was the hardness of his body, the touch of his hands and her own, burning excitement driving her on.

She couldn’t get enough of him.

The connection between them was so intense, so perfect, that it was as if nothing outside the rainforest existed for either of them.





CHAPTER SEVEN

GRACE awoke to the sounds of the rainforest all around her and opened her eyes with a smile on her lips.

Was there any better place to wake up?

She was on her side and Rafael was lying next to her in a careless sprawl, one of his legs trapping her to the bed, as if to prevent her escape. But she had no plans for escape. At that moment she knew that there was nowhere else she’d rather be. No other man she’d rather be with.

Perhaps it was because they were both a little damaged, she thought, unable to resist stroking a hand over his shoulder. His skin was bronzed, a legacy of the sun and his Brazilian heritage, the muscle clearly defined and unmistakably masculine.

He had an incredible body and it was obvious to anyone fortunate enough to look at him that he was a very physical man. A man with strength who pushed and tested himself.

‘You’re staring at me.’

She hadn’t even realised that he was awake. She moved her gaze from his shoulders to his face and saw that he was looking at her. His eyelashes, so thick and dark, all but concealed his expression and suddenly she felt impossibly shy.

‘It must be late. We ought to get up. Your pilot will be here soon and I still have to gather up all my things.’

‘My pilot is in Rio. Your things are all here. Maria brought them over last night.’ He gave a lazy, satisfied smile. ‘This is your bedroom now.’

What was he talking about? The night was over.

And somehow in broad daylight she felt so much more self-conscious than she had last night in the mysterious dark.

As if sensing her confusion, he pushed her onto her back and slid his hand over her abdomen and on to the curve of her hip in a gesture that was unmistakably possessive. ‘I cancelled the helicopter. There’s nothing to get up for.’

She felt a flicker of disquiet. ‘You cancelled it?’

‘Of course.’ He delivered that confirmation in a tone of arrogant assurance. ‘Did you really think that I was going to let you just fly home?’

Her heart banged crazily against her chest. ‘It didn’t occur to me that you’d want me to stay.’

‘How could you doubt it?’ With his customary decisiveness, he rose over her and lowered his mouth to hers, coaxing her lips apart with his. His kiss was demanding, hotly sexual and an explicit reminder of everything they’d shared the night before. And she kissed him back, her head spinning and her body bursting into flame in an instinctive and uncontrollable response to his touch.

The chemistry between them flared into something violent and powerful and he muttered something in Portuguese and parted her thighs with a firm and deliberate movement of his hands.

‘Fly home? I don’t think so. I want you,’ he breathed against her mouth, ‘isn’t it obvious? Can you feel what you do to me?’

She felt what she did to him—felt him, hard and ready, and she gave a soft moan of excitement as she felt the blunt tip of his erection touching her intimately. She lifted her hips and felt him slide full-length inside her, his body taking instant possession of hers in a smooth, confident movement.

‘Rafael …’ She moaned his name as he drove into her with bold, sure strokes that sent frantic waves of excitement pounding through her quivering body. She couldn’t think or breathe and she wrapped her legs around him and clutched the slick, hard muscle of his shoulders, trying to hold on. Trying to stop herself from falling.

He gave a low laugh and nipped at her neck with his teeth. ‘You would leave me, minha paixao? You want me to invite the helicopter to come?’ His voice was rough with his own arousal and he slid an arm beneath her hips and altered the rhythm.

Hard and fast became slow and sensual and her body trembled and throbbed under the demanding pressure of his.

‘No.’ She couldn’t think about that now. She couldn’t think about anything except the hard, insistent demands of his body inside hers. ‘No helicopter.’

He controlled her utterly, until she could no longer speak, until she wasn’t even sure who she was any more.

And then he changed the rhythm again, dragging her upwards to a place so shockingly high that the fall back to earth could only be terrifying. Stars flashed in her head, bright and distant, and she dug her nails into smooth male flesh, holding on. Afraid to let go.

But he drove her to the very edge of that precipitous drop with a series of demanding, masculine thrusts that rode over her feeble resistance until she was aware of nothing but sensation. It was fast, desperate and primal and for a moment she hovered on the edge of ecstasy, clinging to the last threads of sanity. And then he urged her past the point of safety and there was an explosion of bright lights as her body splintered into a million glorious pieces. She held him, feeling the violent shudders of his body that signalled his own release. And for endless moments they clung together, locked in a volatile intimacy that devoured both of them.

Finally the storm receded and she was aware of his weight, of the slick warmth of his flesh against hers. Of his masculine strength.

The frantic pounding of her heart slowed and she opened her eyes to find him looking down at her with those brooding dark eyes that always made her think of danger.

‘You’re mine,’ he said thickly, shifting slightly so that his mouth hovered just a breath away from hers. ‘Remember that.’

He dropped his forehead onto her shoulder and then rolled onto his back, taking her with him. His breathing was unsteady. ‘Not only are you not leaving the rainforest,’ he murmured, stroking her damp hair away from her face with a gentle hand, ‘but you’re not leaving my bed. I’m keeping you here. Naked.’

Dizzy with happiness, her body still humming from the skill of his seduction, she gave a weak smile. ‘You’re talking like a caveman.’ But she didn’t even care. It felt so good to be held. ‘I don’t have any clothes anyway. A suit that you hate, a dress that’s ruined and a pair of combat trousers that look as though they’ve been worn through the middle of the jungle. I can’t think why.’

‘You were amazing yesterday, have I told you that?’ He shifted his weight slightly. ‘I don’t know any other woman who would have done what you did without complaining. Even when you fell in the river you refused my help. In fact you glared at me.’

‘I didn’t dare complain when you were already so angry with me.’ The memory put a slight scratch in the perfection of the day and he frowned slightly, as if he, too, was resenting the reminder of their differences.

‘That’s behind us now.’

‘Well, not exactly. We can’t just forget it.’ Reality intruded along with the sun’s reminder that it was a new day. ‘Whether we like it or not, it’s morning. I have things to sort out. Important things. I feel very responsible.’

‘I will make some calls,’ Rafael assured her with his usual confidence. ‘The dealer who sold you the coffee won’t be in business after today. I’m sure you would never have agreed to this deception had he not pushed you.’

Grace lay still for a moment, digesting his words. ‘But I didn’t agree to it. You say that he’s overcharging and keeping the profit and I have no reason not to believe you, but if he’s splitting that profit with someone then it certainly isn’t me.’

Rafael hesitated and something close to anger flickered in his eyes. Then he gave a faint shrug and slid his hand down her body in a possessive gesture. ‘Let’s not have this conversation again, minha paixao. It isn’t relevant any more. It’s in the past. Over. As you said to me, everyone makes mistakes.’ He gave her what she presumed was supposed to be an understanding smile. ‘I’m sure you’ve learned your lesson. Don’t cheat unless you’re prepared to be caught.’

Grace felt as though she’d been showered with cold water.

He still thought she was guilty. He’d slept with her thinking she was a liar and a cheat.

‘I don’t believe this.’ She sat up in bed and pushed his hand away, her breathing suddenly rapid and her heart pounding against her chest as the implication of his words sank in. ‘You still think I’m guilty, don’t you?’

His gaze was wary. ‘Grace—’

‘You still think I stole money from the company.’

His driven sigh made it clear that this topic of conversation was not of his choosing. ‘You admitted your guilt.’

Had she? Had she ever said that? She rewound the conversations that they’d had on the topic. ‘I said I felt responsible and I do, but not because I took the money myself. Because it’s my company, so I’m ultimately responsible for everything that happens within it.’

He waved a hand in a dismissive gesture designed to silence her. ‘It really doesn’t matter.’

‘It does matter because I have to go home and sort it out.’ She tried to swing her legs out of the bed but he caught her in his arms and flattened her to the bed with his body. His weight and his powerful frame made sure that she had no option but to lie there.

‘You’re not leaving. I don’t care what you did or didn’t do. Can’t you understand that?’ His tone was harsh and impatient. ‘None of this makes any difference whatsoever to the way I feel about you. It has absolutely no impact on what we share.’

‘How can you say that?’ She stared up at him, appalled and just hating herself for the immediate flare of heat that erupted in her pelvis. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that you could just as soon sleep with a liar and a cheat as you could a decent, honest woman? Don’t you have any morals?’

One bronzed shoulder lifted in a careless dismissal of her question. ‘It is sex, minha paixao. Sex. I am only interested in what you do in my bed. What you do in your own time is really no concern of mine.’ He frowned slightly. ‘Providing, that is, you don’t defraud Carlos and Filomena. But we both know that won’t happen again.’

Appalled and horrified, she closed her eyes briefly, her fleeting happiness brutally punctured by his cynical attitude. ‘I thought you trusted me.’

‘Why would I need to trust you?’ He seemed genuinely astonished by the question, the incredulity in his dark eyes betraying the fact that trust was an entirely alien concept to him. ‘I was sharing hot sex with you, not giving you my investments to manage.’

She gave a soft gasp of pain and shook her head in disbelief. What insane magic had overtaken her in this enchanted forest? At what point had she lost her mind? What arrogance had led her to believe that she understood this man?

‘Who did this to you?’ Blinking back tears, she stared up at him, searching for some sign of softening or gentleness. But his face was all hard, strong lines. ‘Who made you feel this way about people? About women?’

The sudden tension in his powerful shoulders betrayed his less than enthusiastic response to her question. ‘Why do women always want to discuss the competition? You’re the one lying naked next to me at the moment. That should be enough for you.’

For some unfathomable reason she felt a lump lodge in her throat. ‘I feel sorry for you. You expect so little.’

‘I’m extremely realistic about women. I don’t expect more and I don’t want more.’

‘Well, I do.’ She pushed at him, her fingers tangling with the rough dark hair on his chest. ‘I do, Rafael. I need a great deal more than that.’

He didn’t budge. ‘What woman doesn’t? And you will have it,’ he promised, his voice low and seductive. ‘Everything you want. I think you’ll find me an incredibly generous lover.’

His words were like a caress but this time she tried to ignore the immediate response of her body. ‘Generous? Do you really think I’m talking about money?’

‘Not just money,’ he purred, his lingering kiss on her shoulder leaving her in no doubt as to what form his other expression of generosity was going to take.

Thoroughly agitated now, she wriggled away from him. ‘I don’t want your money! I want you to trust me. I want you to believe that I’m innocent. There must be some way of proving that I wasn’t involved—that the money wasn’t paid out to me. I want you to look at the figures again.’

Bored and visibly irritated, he gritted his teeth. ‘The only figure I’m interested in is yours, minha paixao, naked and underneath me.’ As if to emphasise his point, he slid a leisurely hand down her body from waist to thigh. ‘None of the rest of it matters.’

‘It matters to me.’

‘Forget your business,’ he ordered, leaning forward to drop a kiss on her mouth. ‘You don’t need it any more.’

‘Of course I need it.’ The business was her life. Her future. He had no idea what it meant to her. ‘How can you even say that? Why would I just give it up?’

Rafael gave a slow smile, his mouth tantalisingly close to hers. ‘Because you now have an alternative, and far more lucrative, source of wealth.’

She stared at him, her mouth falling open as she digested his words. ‘You think I’d take your money? Do you think I even care about your money? Do you think that’s the sort of person I am?’ Did he know so little about her? And then she closed her eyes, realising just how little he did know about her.

And was that really his fault?

Wasn’t that one of the risks you took when you allowed blind, furious passion to overwhelm rational thought? The truth was that common sense had been devoured by the pounding heat of the rainforest and an irresistible chemistry.

And yet for her it was more than chemistry. So much more.

She knew now that somehow, however improbable, she loved him—this hard, damaged, unsuitable man living in this remote jungle paradise. Unbelievable. And yet it had happened. She’d managed to fall in love with him.

Not with the cold, ruthless face he presented to the world. That face, no matter how handsome, didn’t appeal to her. No, she was interested in something much deeper. She was interested in the man she saw beneath the barriers he’d erected. She’d only been afforded glimpses but it had been enough.

And if he never revealed more of himself then that was fine. She accepted him as he was. Loved him as he was.

Perhaps because she herself hid so much inside, she’d sensed a pain deep within him.

She’d felt a connection.

And somehow, she’d tumbled deeply in love with a man who didn’t want her love.

He didn’t want anyone’s love.

Even when he’d been cold and ruthless, however, part of her had reached out to him.

His careless shrug betrayed his lack of insight into her feelings. ‘I may be a cynic about love but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand what women need. You’re amazing in bed. Last night really blew me away. For the foreseeable future I don’t want you focusing your attention on anything but me.’

Knowing what needed to be done, she shook her head. ‘That isn’t going to be possible.’ Last night was over and the magic of the rainforest was coming to an end. ‘I need to sort out this problem. I have to sort it out. I promised Filomena and Carlos.’

How could she have been so stupid?

How could she have been so naïve, so egotistical, as to think that she could change this man whose entire reputation was based on his inability to feel a single thing for anyone?

She’d thought that there was hope for him—that there was a chink of kindness.

She’d even been arrogant enough to believe that she’d made a connection with him that no other woman had ever made.

Which made her nothing short of stupid and because of that she probably deserved all the pain she was feeling now.

There was a frown in his eyes, as if he didn’t understand her. And he didn’t, she thought, biting back hysterical laughter. Despite what she’d thought last night, he didn’t even come close.

His eyes glittered dark with growing irritation. ‘I’m merely making the point that you won’t find yourself short of money.’

‘So you’re going to pay me for sleeping with you, is that what you’re saying?’

Sensing danger, he narrowed his eyes and finally rolled away from her. ‘No, that isn’t what I’m saying.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Dizzy from the speed with which the atmosphere had changed from loving to recriminatory, she sat up, trying to ignore the rising sickness in her stomach. ‘But aren’t you offering me an income? Gifts? More money than I can possibly spend in normal opening hours?’ Her sarcasm seemed lost on him. He lay sprawled on the bed, watching her through heavy-lidded eyes, a faintly derisive smile touching his mouth.

Gone was the warmth and the lazy atmosphere of seduction. He was cold with her. Remote. Even a little—bored?

‘Of course. Feel free to allow your most avaricious fantasies to envelop you.’

Anger shot through her, the emotion intensified by her own frustration with herself. ‘My fantasies at the moment involve dropping you naked into a pool of extremely hungry piranha!’ Flinging words like stones, she jumped out of bed and reached for her combat trousers. She dragged them on, ignoring the muddy stains in her haste to dress. Suddenly being naked and in the same room as him seemed completely inappropriate. ‘I really thought that there was hope for you! I thought that underneath that hard outer shell you present to the world there lay a decent human being. Damaged, maybe. But buried there somewhere. And now I discover that you’re just as cold and empty as you appear.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘You are behaving like a child in a tantrum and it’s unnecessary. I say again, I really don’t care that you took the money. It’s in the past and I never dwell on the past.’

‘Yes, you do! It’s dwelling on the past that makes you so cynical and suspicious.’ She reached for her shirt, which lay discarded over the back of a chair. ‘I did not take the money.’ She spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness and frustration. ‘Why am I even bothering saying that to you when it’s so obvious that you just can’t see good in anyone? Well, I’m sorry for you, Rafael. Really sorry for you. I don’t know what she did to you but she obviously did it well.’

The sudden flash of anger in his eyes made her freeze to the spot and for a moment they just stared at each other, the tension simmering between them like a living, breathing force. And then she saw the now familiar glitter in his eyes and felt the colour touch her cheeks.

Heat mingled with pain and it was a physical effort not to step towards him.

‘How can you do that?’ Her voice was soft, but her hand shook as she quickly jammed her arms into the sleeves, concealing her body from his appreciative gaze. ‘How can you look at me like that when you think I’m guilty of stealing? Don’t you have any standards? If you truly believed that of me you should have thrown me out, not taken me to your bed.’

His gaze was hard. ‘Since I have no wish to live the life of a monk, my standards are realistic. As I said when you arrived, you’re a woman. All women practise deception of one form or another. It really doesn’t bother me,’ he assured her in a confident drawl. ‘I expect it.’

‘You expect women to deceive you?’

‘Women are greedy.’ He shrugged. ‘And manipulative. And very upset when things don’t go their way, as you obviously are now.’

‘You know what?’ Her voice was so clogged with tears that she could hardly form the words. ‘You’re right that I’m upset. I’m very upset. Because last night was special for me. Really special. And now I discover that I was nothing more than a convenient female body in a slinky dress.’

He lounged back against the pillow, watching her as though she were a floorshow laid on for his entertainment. ‘You’re stunning when you’re angry, minha paixao. ‘

‘Then prepare yourself to be knocked flat by my beauty—’ she jammed her feet into her shoes ‘—because I haven’t even started. And what does that mean, anyway? You keep calling me that—’

‘Minha paixao?’ He shrugged, looking every inch the arrogant Brazilian billionaire. ‘My passion.’

Great, she thought. Passion. Not ‘love’ or ‘darling’ or even ‘sweetheart'. Not even in the throes of abandoned sex did Rafael Cordeiro make a mistake about the nature of the relationship.

Evidently bored with the direction of the conversation, he ran a hand over his face and stifled a yawn. ‘I probably should have warned you,’ he said softly, ‘but I hate emotional scenes.’

She yanked her suit from the hanger and stuffed it into her bag. ‘I just bet you do. In fact you hate everything that has a breath of emotion connected to it because emotions make you uncomfortable, don’t they, Rafael?’ She grabbed the linen dress and stuffed it into the bag after the suit, uncaring about the future state of either of them. ‘You can walk through a jungle full of predators and it won’t raise a sweat or a kick in your pulse rate, but stick an emotion in your path and all of a sudden you’re on full alert in case it jumps up and bites you.’ She yanked the zip of the bag so violently that it was a wonder it didn’t object by breaking. Then she snapped the bag shut and slung it over her shoulder, glaring at him. She was so upset that she felt as though her whole body was on the verge of explosion. She didn’t know whether to sob or scream but she wasn’t going to do either with him watching. ‘You’re a snake, Rafael. Worse than anything the rainforest has to offer. And do you know something else? You may be an incredible lover but you’re emotionally sterile. You’re not capable of feeling anything, are you? Well, you’d better call that helicopter back, because our passion is well and truly over.’

She left the room without glancing back at him, wondering where to go while she waited for the helicopter to arrive. And it would arrive, she knew that. Now that their fragile relationship had been torn to shreds, it wouldn’t be long before she heard the sound of an engine overhead.

He’d want her out of here, away from his private hideaway, so that he could get back to licking his wounds in private.

But she couldn’t even focus on his wounds at the moment because her own were so deep.

One thing she knew, she didn’t want to be anywhere near him while she waited.

Rafael lay on top of the rumpled bed, his eyes fixed on the trees that provided the view from his bedroom as he tried to identify the unfamiliar feelings inside him.

Completely unaccustomed to reflection or self-analysis, he gave up almost instantly.

She was right, he told himself. He was emotionally sterile. Completely unable to feel anything. But why did she think that was a bad thing? As far as he was concerned, it was fine. That was the way he wanted it. In fact, he’d worked really hard to achieve that state of equilibrium.

And last night had been amazing.

The sex had been incredible. Mind-blowing. And surprising. One moment she was shy, the next gloriously uninhibited.

He gave a brief frown. There’d been a moment when he’d actually wondered whether she was a virgin but her response had been so hot and passionate that he’d dismissed the thought almost instantly. No virgin would have responded to him the way she had and he’d simply made a mental note to take things a little slower the next time.

The sexual explosion that had consumed them had been every bit as powerful as he’d anticipated and he’d found himself looking forward to a feast of endless hot sex that would continue until he grew bored with her.

Looking at the door, which she’d closed firmly behind her—so firmly that the entire building had rattled—he wondered with weary resignation what had possessed him to think that life could be that simple.

When, with a woman, was life ever simple?

And despite the fact that Grace Thacker was surprising in many ways, deep down she was the same as the others.

Not just because her goal in life was clearly financial gain without any degree of effort, but because she played the usual games that women always did when going to bed with a man. Why weren’t they ever just straightforward? Why couldn’t chemistry just be chemistry and not have to be twisted into a Happy-Ever-After?

Driven by frustration, he sprang out of bed and prowled around the bedroom, trying to sort out his thoughts.

She’d accused him of emotional sterility but couldn’t he also accuse her of emotional dishonesty?

What they shared was sex and nothing more.

So why couldn’t she admit that instead of making everything so complicated?

What possible relevance did his emotions have in the context of their relationship? Her only interest in him should be in his physical stamina and the size of his wallet and, as far as he was concerned, he excelled at both. So why did she persist in her tiresome crusade to persuade him of her innocence?

Surely taking her to bed had more than proved that he didn’t care about her intrinsic greed? That he was more than willing to accept her as she was.

What was her obsession with innocence?

Unless she was, quite genuinely, sorry for what she’d done.

Either way, as far as he was concerned, it was finished.

Today he was going to make it his personal mission to ensure that the dealer’s career in greed and deception was abruptly ended.

Like a man on a mission, he strode off to his office to make some phone calls.





CHAPTER EIGHT

DESPERATELY upset by their confrontation, Grace walked quickly into the forest, following the path to the waterfall and pool that had proved so tranquil the evening before.

What right did she have to be upset?

What right?

Had he made her promises? No, he hadn’t.

So why did she feel so let down, so completely disappointed?

Because she’d thought she’d seen something in him.

She’d never felt so confused in her life. Her newly awakened body was humming and part of her wanted to rush back to the lodge, crawl into bed beside Rafael and forget the complications of her life. He was able to see their relationship in simple, straightforward terms—so why couldn’t she?

The answer to that lay in the fact that there was one fundamental difference between them.

Despite everything that had happened in her life, she’d never lost hope, whereas Rafael.

She felt something sad inside her as she finally acknowledged the truth about him. Rafael appeared entirely disillusioned with women and life in general. Somewhere in his past, he’d lost all hope.

She walked on, her vision blurred, and it took about twenty minutes for her to realise that there was no sign of the forest pool. Nor could she hear the waterfall. Which meant that somehow, somewhere, she’d taken the wrong path.

Ignoring the flicker of unease that sprang to life inside her, she stopped and looked around her, searching for something, anything, that she recognised, but it was all horribly unfamiliar.

Had they come this way the day before?

Had she passed the forest pool without even realising?

Deciding that her best option was to turn round and retrace her steps, she plodded back along the path, suddenly aware of all the shrieks, calls and sounds that filled the air around her. The leaves and branches beside her feet seemed to rustle and above her she saw a large spider, clinging to its web.

Yesterday, with Rafael’s powerful body striding ahead of her, she’d felt strangely secure. Now, totally alone in the dense, almost oppressive rainforest, she felt a flicker of fear that she struggled hard to contain.

Panicking would get her nowhere, she reminded herself firmly, but then stopped in despair as the path forked. Left or right? She didn’t remember even seeing a fork in the path on the way. And now it was almost impossible not to panic.

She couldn’t be that far from the lodge, she reasoned, giving the spider a wide berth. She’d been walking for less than half an hour. Which meant that sooner or later someone would come and find her.

Or would they?

Was Rafael tucked up in front of his computer screen, working, oblivious to the fact that she was even missing?

It didn’t make sense.

With mounting frustration, Rafael dropped the phone back onto his desk and stared out of the window, his mouth set in a grim line.

Now what?

He’d spent an hour on the phone and it had proved to be the most exasperating and perplexing hour of his life. And, far from being answered, the questions had multiplied. The manipulation of the figures went deeper than he’d first imagined.

But one thing had come through loud and clear. At no time had Grace Thacker been a beneficiary of the money that had been removed from the company.

Which meant that she’d been telling him the truth all along.

He ran a hand over his face and cursed softly as he forced himself to face facts.

She hadn’t stolen anything, nor was she guilty of fraud and deception.

Which made her not dishonest, but quite astonishingly naïve.

He found it impossible to comprehend that she hadn’t noticed the discrepancies in the company accounts. She was young, yes, but she was running a business. How could she not have suspected? Hadn’t she looked?

Trying to curb his mounting frustration, he leaned forward, jabbed a button on his phone with an impatient finger and simmered at his desk until Maria appeared.

‘Ask Miss Thacker to join me.’ He spoke in Portuguese, his voice silky smooth, and his fingers drummed a steady rhythm on the table. She had the answers he needed, he was sure of it. It was simply a case of asking the right questions and, up until now, he clearly hadn’t been doing that.

‘Miss Thacker has gone into the forest.’

Little Red Riding Hood, escaping from the wolf.

Rafael’s hand stilled and a frown touched his brows. ‘She’s gone for a swim again?’

Maria shook her head. ‘I don’t think she had a costume with her.’ The housekeeper hesitated. ‘And she looked a little upset.’

Not pausing to question why the opinion of his housekeeper should suddenly matter to him, Rafael shot to his feet, cursing softly. ‘How long ago?’ ‘Maybe half an hour?’

Long enough for her to have got into serious trouble. What had possessed her? Why had she just wandered off like that?

But he knew the answer to that, of course. She’d repeatedly pleaded her innocence and he hadn’t believed her. She’d wandered off because she was upset and he was the one who’d upset her.

By not trusting her.

But why would he have trusted her, he asked himself savagely, when he’d never had reason to trust a single woman in the past?

Without wasting time indulging in the type of analysis and reflection that he considered to be a complete waste of time, Rafael strode out of the lodge and followed the ancient path that led deep into the rainforest. In parts it was barely passable and the tension in his shoulders increased as he contemplated what might have happened to a woman with no experience of the jungle. A woman who was upset and not concentrating.

He called her name but there was no response and he felt something uncomfortable shift inside him as he thought of the dangers of the rainforest.

Venomous spiders, snakes—

And then he gave a silent, self-deprecating laugh as the truth stared him in the face. She’d chosen to face all those rather than risk bumping into him again. So what did that say about him?

That he was a man any decent, honest woman would do well to avoid, and he knew, now, that Grace Thacker was a decent, honest woman. Naïve? Hopeless with figures? Too young and inexperienced to be running a business? Stupid?

Maybe one, if not all, of those things, but dishonest—no.

And this time, when she talked, he was going to listen. Properly. He was going to treat her carefully because clearly she was completely ill-equipped for surviving in the corporate jungle.

Guilt, uncomfortable and unfamiliar, scraped over his nerve-endings and he quickened his pace in the hope that exercise might relieve his growing tension.

He’d warned her, hadn’t he? He’d revealed the man he was right from the start. There was no way she could accuse him of deception or even insincerity.

She’d come to him of her own free will and he wasn’t to blame if she’d imagined something deep inside him that he knew just wasn’t there. Was he responsible for the fact that she’d credited him with a depth of feeling when he knew that there was only emptiness inside him?

Whose fault was that?

His for allowing cynicism to blind him, or hers for allowing naivety to let her imagine qualities that he didn’t possess?

He was so lost in the darkness of his own thoughts that he almost didn’t notice her, sitting on a fallen tree trunk, her face pale.

He gave a low growl. ‘What the hell were you thinking of, walking into the rainforest?’ Anger erupted inside him with explosive force, all his promises to treat her carefully vanishing in his relief at finding her apparently unharmed.

‘Rafael …’ Visibly startled, she began to stand up but then his gaze flickered to something moving above her and he froze, his hand sliding to the stick that he carried in his belt.

‘Stay still!’

He saw her narrow shoulders tense but she did as he ordered and he stepped forward and used the stick to carefully move the black and yellow snake away from her shoulder.

She turned her head slowly, her eyes widening as she focused on the thick, exotically coloured snake that slowly climbed the tree next to her. ‘Is it poisonous?’

‘No. But I didn’t think you’d appreciate a three-metre-long snake snuggling into your lap.’ The glassy pallor of her skin fuelled his temper. ‘It could have been poisonous, Grace.’ More unsettled by that thought than he would have believed possible, he reached down and yanked her to her feet, his eyes blazing into hers.

‘What did you think you were doing? This is the rainforest, not Bond Street. You don’t just go for a gentle stroll!’

‘I know that.’

‘Then what the hell were you doing walking along this path?’ He’d just removed a snake from within inches of her neck. Why wasn’t she clinging to him or screaming hysterically? It occurred to him that she was the most unpredictable woman he’d ever met. ‘It’s impossible to understand you! You just don’t behave the way every other woman would behave!’

‘Given your views on women, I’ll take that as a compliment.’ Her eyes flickered around her and she licked her lips and moved closer to him, clearly unsettled by the sudden presence of the snake. ‘I took a wrong turning.’

‘A wrong turning?’ His fingers bit into her upper arms and he gave her a little shake, incredulity mixing with exasperation. ‘How could you possibly have taken a wrong turning? It isn’t a complex route.’

Colour tinged her cheeks. ‘I—I wasn’t concentrating and I mixed up my left and my right.’

‘You did what?’ He shook his head, not even bothering to conceal his frustration with her. ‘Out here, that sort of mistake can mean the difference between life and death. Don’t you realise that? Are you stupid?’ He felt her tense in his arms and then she pulled away from him and lifted her head to look at him.

Something shone in her eyes. Tears? Anger? He wasn’t sure.

‘Don’t ever call me stupid.’ Her voice was hoarse. Raw with hurt and pain. ‘I accept that I took the wrong path and I realise that getting lost in the rainforest could have had disastrous consequences, but I’m not stupid. Don’t call me that, ever again.’

He spread his hands, baffled as to why a single word should trigger a greater emotional response than an enormous snake. ‘Then why did you allow yourself to get lost?’

She hesitated for a moment before answering, her chest rising and falling as she sucked the air into her lungs. ‘Because I always confuse left and right.’

‘Why would you confuse left and right?’ He looked at her, uncomprehending, and she swallowed hard.

‘Because I’m dyslexic.’

He stared at her. ‘You’re dyslexic?’

‘That’s right.’

Dyslexic? Rafael spent a moment or two sifting through the archives of his brain. ‘You mean that you have problems reading?’

‘Actually no, I’m not too bad at reading, but I’m hopeless at directions, I always mix up my left and right and I’m terrible at numbers.’ She looked away from him, the heat burning in her cheeks. ‘Absolutely appalling at numbers. But I suppose you already know that.’

He did?

Stunned by her confession and still trying to grasp the implications of her reluctant confession, he frowned. ‘You didn’t get lost yesterday on your way to the forest pool.’

‘I asked Maria for directions and wrote left and right on my hands. It washed off in the pool, otherwise I wouldn’t have got lost today.’

He let out a long breath. ‘You’re telling me that you can’t read figures and yet you’re running your own business?’

‘It shouldn’t matter. Plenty of dyslexics are extremely successful in business. My father is responsible for everything to do with the numbers. I can do everything else as long as I don’t have to look at the figures. Figures confuse me.’ Her tone was stiff and suddenly it all fell into place.

Not naïvety, not stupidity—dyslexia.

His expression suddenly grim, he reached down and closed a hand round her slender wrist. ‘Come on.’ ‘Where are we going?’

‘Back to the lodge, where I can ask you the questions that need to be asked. And this time I want the truth, Grace. No holding back.’

‘My dyslexia isn’t important and I don’t want you to treat me differently because—’

‘Grace—’ he hauled her against him and glared down at her as anger, as intense as it was inexplicable, bubbled up inside him, ‘do me a favour and let me decide what’s important. This time I want to know everything. And I mean everything. If there’s something in that head of yours that you don’t think I need or want to know, then I especially want to know about that.’

Grace stood in his office again, listening to the interminable buzz of the phone. It was like an annoying insect, she thought numbly. He might be hiding out in the rainforest but people still didn’t leave him alone.

Only he clearly had no intention of talking to anyone. He lifted the receiver, instructed someone to filter his calls until further notice, his tone short and clipped. Then he dropped the phone back into its cradle and turned his attention to her.

‘All right.’ He lounged in his chair, his eyes watchful. ‘I’m listening.’

She straightened her shoulders. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Everything.’ His tone silky smooth, he leaned forward. ‘I want to know everything, Grace. And don’t leave anything out.’

She took a deep breath. ‘I’ve already told you most of it. I had this idea for the coffee shop, and—’

‘I’m not interested in your business. At this point in time I probably know more about your business than you do. I want to know about you. Go back further.’ His eyes didn’t shift from her face but his fingers drummed an impatient rhythm on the table. ‘Back to your childhood. When did you realise that you were dyslexic?’

The breath hitched in her throat and she was suddenly swamped by feelings that she’d kept carefully hidden for years. ‘It really isn’t relevant, and—’

‘Not relevant?’ His fingers stilled and his voice was dangerously soft. ‘Grace, someone is ripping off your business.’

She drew in a shaky breath. ‘I know that.’

‘And the reason they’re able to rip off your business is clearly because they think you won’t be any the wiser. You don’t check the figures, do you?’

Mortified, she felt her face burn. It was like being back in a maths lesson, she thought miserably, when every other child was able to understand except her. ‘No,’ she said huskily, ‘I don’t check the figures. Not on the computer and not on paper.’

‘So how do you know how the business is doing? How do you keep on top of what’s happening with your business financially, if you can’t make sense of the numbers?’

‘Verbally. I just work with people that I trust and I rely on them to tell me what I need to know …’ her voice tailed off and she shook her head as she realised the appalling naïvety of that statement ‘… or what they want me to know. It isn’t the same thing, is it?’

His mouth tightened. ‘It didn’t occur to you that they might be taking advantage?’

She blinked several times to clear her vision. ‘Why would it?’

He stared at her with naked exasperation. ‘Because that’s what people do, Grace. This is the real world and it’s a harsh, unfriendly place. In the real world people lie and cheat and take advantage of each other.’

‘Not all people,’ she said quietly, forcing the words past the lump in her throat. ‘There are plenty of people with good in them.’

‘Stop being so generous.’ He thumped his fist on the table and rose to his feet, visibly aggravated by her statement. ‘That attitude is the reason that people were able to take advantage of you. You need to stop seeing good in everyone and toughen up. Otherwise you’ll never succeed.’

The words were difficult to say but somehow she managed it. ‘I haven’t succeeded. I’ve lost money.’

‘No. Someone else has done that for you.’ He frowned. ‘Your instincts told you that you should have been in profit, isn’t that right?’

‘I knew that the cafés were busy and that we were taking lots of money. I thought we should have been in profit, but our costs seemed high.’

‘And you didn’t question those figures?’

‘No.’

‘Well, I have,’ he growled, raking his fingers through his hair and pacing across the room towards the huge glass window. ‘I’ve spent all morning questioning those figures. Do you want to know the answers?’

Did she want to know? Her legs suddenly shook and the sickness rose in her stomach because she knew instinctively that what he was going to say wasn’t going to be easy to hear. But since when had life been easy? When had she ever shied away from the hard and difficult? ‘Of course I want to know the answers.’ If wrong had been done then she wanted to put it right.

He turned to face her, his eyes dark, his hair gleaming blue-black in the strong light. ‘Your father has been splitting the money with the dealer. Together they’ve driven up the price for the coffee while paying the bare minimum to Carlos and Filomena at the fazenda.’

Her father.

The sick feeling inside her intensified and she shook her head in an instinctive denial. ‘There must be some mistake.’ But even as she said the words she knew that there wasn’t. And that knowledge tasted like poison in her mouth.

‘It was your father.’ His voice was brutally harsh, as if he was afraid that showing sympathy might somehow dilute the impact of his announcement. ‘And that’s not all.’

There was more?

What more could there possibly be?

How much deeper could the pain go?

Battling against a sense of bitter failure, she looked at him expectantly. ‘Please go on,’ she said quietly. ‘Don’t hold back.’

His mouth tightened. ‘You mentioned that the refurbishment of the cafés cost more than you’d anticipated and I found out the reason for that, too. Your father agreed a cost with the builder that was far more than the going rate. Again, they split the difference. Are you following me?’

Oh, yes, she was following him.

She licked her lips. ‘Go on.’

‘Director’s payments.’ His voice was clipped and he thrust his hands in his pockets and paced again, this time back to his desk. ‘Did they ever discuss those with you, Grace? Consultancy fees? Did you know about that figure?’

She nodded. ‘My father told me that there were going to be some one-off payments to the consultant who did the design work for the new cafés. Did he overcharge?’

‘To the tune of a quarter of a million pounds. Take all those figures together, and you have your profit. Except that someone took it out of the company and left you with a business that was just breaking even. They were clever enough not to let you go under because then they would have lost their source of income.’ Rafael let out a long breath and picked up a set of papers from his desk. They were covered in circles and lines of red ink. ‘Your father has stitched you up, Grace. He’s the reason your business isn’t in profit.’

Feeling faint and shaky, she nodded. ‘Yes.’ ‘Why would he do that?’

‘Oh,’ she managed a smile, even though the effort was almost painful, ‘I expect he was driven to it by having a daughter like me. I wasn’t exactly a rewarding child to have around. I was never top in anything, you know, and I had two left feet when it came to sport. For a guy like my father, I must have been a bitter disappointment.’ And it hurt. It still hurt.

‘But he went into business with you.’

‘Yes. At school I spent my whole time dreaming. I was full of ideas and I just knew I could do something good and useful with my life, even if I didn’t take a conventional route. My father said he’d help me.’ She turned away from him and walked to the window, staring into the rainforest without seeing anything. ‘I suppose he saw a way of finally turning me from a disappointment to an advantage. I was never going to be able to check, was I?’

‘So now what do you want to do?’

Scream? Cry? Thump someone? Slink into a deep hole and never emerge? ‘I don’t know. Let them know that I know.’ She straightened her shoulders. ‘I’ve basically been very stupid.’

‘No.’ His voice was fierce. ‘You haven’t been stupid. I see now that you have amazing vision and a huge capacity for hard work. The salary that you pay yourself is nothing.’

She frowned, not understanding the relevance of that statement. ‘I wasn’t ever interested in money, I’ve told you that.’

He inhaled sharply and dropped the papers on his desk. ‘What were you interested in, Grace? Tell me.’

‘Proving myself.’ She wrapped her arms round her waist. ‘I grew up with everyone telling me that I’d never make anything of myself. That I was never going to be anything or anyone.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Everyone. My teachers. My father. Have you any idea how it feels to be told that you’re nothing? To be told that you’ll never achieve anything?’ She looked at him, her eyes lingering on the hard lines of his handsome face. Then she thought of the autocratic way he ran his business and realised that this man wouldn’t have a clue what she was talking about. ‘Never mind.’

‘Why did they let you think you were nothing? Because of your dyslexia?’ He frowned, his expression uncomprehending. ‘Why was it such an issue? Why didn’t they just help you? Schools are geared up to handle things like that these days.’

‘Not mine.’ She gave a laugh and turned away so that she didn’t have to look at the question in his eyes. ‘To start with they thought I was just naughty, unruly and stupid.’ Stupid. Stupid. She tilted her head back and blinked back the tears. It always came back to that word. ‘I hate talking about this.’

‘Tough.’ He stood up and paced towards her, his hands turning her to face him. ‘This time you’re going to keep talking until I’ve heard everything I need to hear.’

‘Why do you need to hear any more?’ Didn’t he know enough?’

His fingers tightened on her arms and he gave her a little shake. ‘Talk.’

Why not? How much worse could she feel? ‘At school I was slower than everyone else. The class idiot.’ She hated saying it and had to force herself to remember that he’d already formed his opinion of her. ‘The teachers used to be really impatient with me. My father—’ She broke off and his mouth tightened.

‘Your father?’

‘It was difficult for him,’ she said quietly, moving away from him and wrapping her arms around her waist in an unconscious gesture of comfort. ‘He always wanted a son to follow him into business and what he got was a girl who couldn’t even add up basic numbers.’

Rafael watched her. ‘It didn’t occur to him that you had a problem?’

‘Oh, he knew I had a problem. He thought I was slow, lazy—’ she chewed her lip ‘—stupid. Once or twice he tried to help me but I just couldn’t understand him so he gave up.’

‘So how were you diagnosed? What happened?’ There was anger in his tone and Grace glanced at him miserably, knowing that he had reason to be angry.

She hadn’t told him the truth about herself, had she?

She’d taken the loan without being entirely honest about her skills—or lack of them.

‘A new teacher started at the school. She was much more progressive and had some experience with dyslexic students. She had her suspicions immediately and arranged for me to be tested. The results really shocked her. I was severely affected and she couldn’t quite believe that no one had helped me before.’ Grace shrugged. ‘She saved my life. She spent hours with me, hours of her own time, helping me. And she taught me ways of coping. She showed me all the things that I could do really well and she taught me that I wasn’t stupid. But most of all she taught me never to give up.’

Rafael ran a hand over the back of his neck and closed his eyes briefly. ‘And you didn’t think this was worth mentioning to me before?’

‘You only gave me ten minutes.’ Her pathetic attempt at a joke fell flat under his stare and she sighed. ‘No, because I’ve never made excuses for myself. And I just wanted to live my life by the same rules as everyone else.’

‘You didn’t mention it when you were given the loan?’

‘If I’d told you then you wouldn’t have given me the loan.’

He frowned. ‘That’s not true.’

‘Yes, it is true. You would have said that I wasn’t the sort of person to be running a business—’ she swallowed painfully ‘—and you would have been right. I see that now. I thought I could run a business providing I had people to help me, but if you can’t trust your own family, who can you trust?’

‘That is a question that I’m not qualified to answer because in my experience no one is to be trusted, least of all family.’

‘Oh.’ She gave a painful smile. ‘Does your family lie and cheat and try and rip you off? It’s enough to shatter all your illusions, isn’t it?’

‘I don’t have a family, Grace,’ a muscle worked in his lean, aggressive jaw and the sudden flicker in his eyes discouraged any further questioning on that subject, ‘and nor do I have any illusions about people.’

‘Well, that makes you the sensible one, doesn’t it?’ She let out a long breath and studied the floor, wondering where to go from here. ‘Look, I’m very grateful to you for trying to sort out the mess and find out what is going on. It’s more than I managed to do. And you must be very angry with me.’

‘You’re right that I’m angry.’ He prowled across the room towards her, his tempestuous mood sizzling the air around them. ‘I’m livid.’

‘Yes.’ She forced herself to face his anger even though her knees shook and her palms were damp. ‘You have every right to be angry. I lost Filomena and Carlos a significant amount of money.’

His dark brows met in a frown. ‘That isn’t why I’m angry. Obviously I intend to give them all the money they need, although I’ll have to be subtle because they’re very proud. No, I’m angry because you didn’t give me all the information. I’m angry because you didn’t tell me any of this sooner.’

‘But I did tell you that I hadn’t stolen money,’ she muttered in a feeble attempt at self-defence but the words subsided in her throat as he delivered her a furious glare that told her everything she needed to know about the current state of his extremely volatile temperament.

‘Given that you withheld the one vital piece of information that would have actually allowed me to believe you, you’ll agree that the evidence wasn’t exactly stacked in your favour?’

She chewed her lip. ‘I suppose I just expected you to trust me.’

‘And why would I do a thing like that?’ His voice was soft and he moved close to her, something dangerous lighting his dark eyes. ‘I’m not like you, Grace. I don’t trust people I don’t know. I don’t trust the people I do know. The truth is that I don’t trust anyone at all, and especially not when all the evidence points to guilt. I don’t give people the benefit of the doubt. Haven’t you heard that about me?’ The atmosphere throbbed with suppressed emotion. His anger, her misery and something far, far more powerful than either.

Sexual chemistry. It simmered between them, providing an undercurrent that heated the atmosphere.

‘I heard that about you,’ she said hoarsely, struggling to ignore the sudden rush of heat that engulfed her body. ‘It’s hard not to. The papers are full of what a bad boy you are.’

A humourless smile touched his firm mouth. ‘And yet, even knowing that about me, you chose to fly all the way out here to try and persuade me to extend your loan.’ He was standing close to her now. Incredibly close. ‘You must have known I’d ask you difficult questions involving numbers.’

She gave a wan smile. ‘I just hoped they’d be questions that I’d memorised the answers to.’

He shook his head and raked his fingers through his hair. ‘Senior businessmen with decades of experience think twice before discussing numbers with me and yet you walked into the lion’s den like a baby deer offering itself up as a sacrifice.’

Her heart bumping against her chest, she shook her head. ‘No,’ she said breathlessly, ‘I didn’t do that. I knew from the first moment I saw you that there was good in you. I knew that the papers were lying.’

He stepped back from her and she sensed his immediate withdrawal. She sensed the depth of his cynicism and something close to distaste.

‘Don’t do that, Grace.’ His voice was rough, almost aggressive, as if he were determined to keep her at a distance, and perhaps he was because he turned away, leaving her only a glimpse of the hard lines of his profile. ‘Don’t give me virtues that don’t exist. Don’t trust in people that don’t deserve your trust. You made that mistake with your father and his little band of accomplices. And you made it with me.’

‘No.’

‘Yes.’ His tone was savage and when he turned to face her again his eyes blazed dark. ‘You made that mistake with me, last night.’

It was the first reference to the night of stormy passion and she felt her whole body heat at the memory. ‘I don’t consider last night to be a mistake.’

‘No?’ He looked at her then, his dark eyes hard and his mouth set as he forced her to confront the truth. ‘And yet you didn’t hear the words you wanted to hear, did you? You didn’t hear love or gentleness. You didn’t hear promises or talk of a future together. Last night was all about sex, Grace. Hot, primitive sex. Are you willing to admit that?’

Her heart was hammering against her chest. ‘Yes.’ What other answer could she give? She wasn’t going to admit it was about love, was she? Even she didn’t understand these feelings that had rushed up and engulfed her. How could she expect him to—this man who didn’t even think that such things as love existed? This man who was so damaged that he expected the worst from every woman he met.

He stepped closer to her and this time his arms gripped hers as if he wanted to be completely sure that she was paying attention. ‘I thought you were guilty, Grace. I thought you were guilty as hell, but I didn’t even care because all I was interested in was your body under mine and your unquestioning surrender.’

And that was what she’d given him, of course. Her unquestioning surrender. She’d given him everything he’d demanded from her.

She didn’t flinch under his gaze. ‘Are you trying to shock me?’

‘No.’ His fingers bit into the soft flesh of her arms. ‘I’m trying to remind you who I am so that there’s no mistake.’

‘There’s no mistake, Rafael.’ Grace said the words softly. ‘It’s true that I’ve made mistakes but last night wasn’t one of them.’

‘You’re deluding yourself.’

‘No.’ And she wasn’t. Even if he sent her home within the hour, she’d have no regrets about what they’d shared. How could she, when the night they’d spent together was the closest to perfect that her life had ever become? And suddenly the heat pulsing between them and the wicked pull of temptation drew her onto her toes and she dragged her lips over the roughness of his jaw.

‘No.’ He tried to step back from her but she slid her arms round his neck and pressed her body against the hardness of his.

‘I want you, Rafael.’ She whispered the words against the warmth of his neck, feeling the strength and power of his shoulders under her seeking hands. ‘If last night was a mistake, then it was a mistake that I intend to repeat.’

With a soft curse he curled his fingers round both her wrists, clearly intending to remove her arms from his neck, but then he seemed to think better of it, his hands sliding down her body and settling in the centre of her back. ‘A better man than I would probably stop you, but I’m not that man.’ He hauled her roughly against him and there was a fire in his eyes hot enough to burn both of them. Suddenly she found that she could hardly breathe.

‘I’m glad you’re not that man.’

His mouth hovered tantalisingly close to hers. ‘I’m not a good person.’

‘You’re the only person I want.’ And she wanted him now. She wanted him so badly that she was afraid her entire body might melt under the intense heat of her sexual longing. ‘Can’t you feel it?’

He hesitated for a moment longer and then, with a low growl, he brought his mouth down on hers.

Intoxicating excitement immediately engulfed her and she clutched at his shoulders, knowing that without the support of his firm hands holding her she would certainly fall.

He drove her backwards with his powerful frame, until she felt the edge of his desk pressing against the backs of her thighs.

In a decisive movement he lifted her, pushing her thighs apart and then sliding his hands over the curve of her bottom with a groan of masculine appreciation. His mouth devoured hers and he yanked her against him so that her soft feminine core was pressed against the hard ridge of his manhood.

Shockingly aroused and unaware of anything except the touch of his hands and the erotic slide of his tongue in her mouth, she reached for his shirt, ripping at the buttons in her attempt to get closer to him. His shirt fell open and her fingers encountered silky male chest hair and hard male muscle.

And then his hand was between her thighs, and his clever, seeking fingers dispensed with the totally inadequate barrier of her panties and slid into the hot, moist warmth that awaited him.

Grace felt her body explode in an instantaneous reaction that was as shocking as it was powerful and she cried out his name as her body pulsed around the determined stroke of his fingers. But somehow that glorious release didn’t give her the satisfaction that her body craved and she moaned in desperation, her trembling hands reaching urgently for the zip of his trousers.

Without lifting his mouth from hers, he covered her hand with his, speeding the task, and she gave a soft whimper as she felt the velvety brush of his arousal against her inner thigh.

He pushed up her thighs, positioned her to his satisfaction and then thrust hard into her sweet, welcoming warmth.

Excitement rocketed to unbearable proportions and he drove into her again and again with almost explosive force. She strained against him, completely swept away by his primal possession, his ferocious sexual hunger, and then her body erupted in a climax so intense that for a moment she lost all sense of time.

As the world splintered around her, she heard him mutter something harsh against her neck, felt his hands anchoring her hips, and then he powered into her for a final time, his fingers digging hard into the curve of her bottom as he reached his own completion and his body emptied itself into hers.





CHAPTER NINE

SHATTERED and stunned, Rafael steadied his breathing and gradually became aware of his surroundings. His face was still buried in her neck and the sweet, tempting scent of her hair and skin teased his senses and created a dull haze over his usually acute brain.

Forced to acknowledge that he couldn’t concentrate on anything at all when she was this close, he reluctantly moved his hands from her hips.

Without his hands supporting her she flopped forward, her head against his chest, her blonde hair soft and tangled. Her breathing was unsteady and she rubbed her fingers over his chest and gently pressed her lips to his skin.

The affectionate gesture took him by surprise and for endless seconds Rafael stood still, his hands suspended in the air while he decided what to do with them. What he wanted to do was to drag her back into his arms and just hug her, and the impulse shocked and spooked him because he’d never before felt a desire to express affection following sex.

Reminding himself that gestures of affection could easily be misconstrued, he gritted his teeth and let his hands fall to his sides. So far he’d been entirely honest with her, and that wasn’t going to change.

But something had changed, hadn’t it?

Since when had he ever been tempted to have sex with a woman on his desk in his glass office?

No one would have described the encounter as romantic. Hot, yes. Sizzling, yes. Incredibly powerful, definitely. But it had been a primitive act of lust that had bordered on the sordid and if there was one thing that Grace Thacker definitely didn’t deserve, it was sordid.

Gritting his teeth to resist the temptation to sample her for a second time, Rafael gently eased away from her and made some rapid adjustments to their clothing.

For a moment she didn’t speak. And then she slid off the desk cautiously, as if she wasn’t entirely sure that her legs were going to support her.

‘There are things we need to sort out.’ His voice was rough and he thought he saw her flinch slightly when she lifted her head to look at him.

‘Absolutely.’ Her voice was unsteady and her smile was a little too bright. ‘I should be going.’

‘Going?’ His dark brows met in a frown. ‘Going where?’

‘Home, of course.’ She slipped her feet into her shoes, which had somehow become dislodged from her feet during their frantic encounter. ‘I have things to work out. And you need to get on with your life.’

He stared at her with blank incredulity. ‘That’s it? We have phenomenal sex and you just walk out on me?’

She smoothed her dress with hands that shook. ‘I thought that was what you wanted, Rafael. No commitment.’

In the grip of an escalating tension that he didn’t entirely understand, Rafael strode across to her. ‘There’s no way I’m letting you go,’ her look of astonishment matched his own feelings and he quickly added, ‘yet. I mean, I’m not letting you go, yet.’ Eventually, yes, of course.

Her eyes lingered on his mouth and then she looked away. ‘I have to go home. You know I do. I have a million things to sort out.’

‘What things?’ What could possibly take priority over him?

‘How can you ask me that? My life is in crisis. My business is going under and my own father has cheated me. I need to confront him about it and then I need to find someone to help me make sense of the figures …’ The dark shadows under her eyes and the unmistakable shake in her voice racked his already soaring tension levels several notches higher. Surveying her slim, delicate frame, he felt a burst of almost volcanic anger at her father for causing her pain.

‘You’re not dealing with this on your own.’

‘It’s fine. Really. I’m tougher than I look.’

His eyes raked her pale features with no small degree of irony. ‘I sincerely hope so,’ he said with sardonic bite, ‘because you look as though you’d be blown over by a small gust of wind. If I hadn’t actually seen you in action in the jungle I’d think that you were fragile.’

‘I’m not fragile, Rafael. I think I’ve proved that to you.’ Her eyes met his boldly and he knew that she was remembering the rampant, almost aggressive nature of their last steamy encounter.

For a brief, disconcerting moment he wondered whether he’d hurt her but the look shimmering in her blue eyes assured him of the opposite and, remembering her soft cries, urging him on, he knew that she’d been as desperate as him.

‘Maybe not fragile, but how do you intend to deal with your father?’

‘I don’t know yet. I have a long flight ahead. That should give me time to think about it.’

He frowned. ‘You have no idea who in your company you can trust.’

‘That’s right.’ She gave a shrug. ‘I’ll just have to develop a suspicious nature as fast as possible.’

‘We both know you don’t have a suspicious bone in your body. You trust everyone,‘ Rafael growled, just appalled by the thought that someone else might still take advantage of her. Driven as he was by emotions that he didn’t even bother trying to understand, it suddenly became imperative that she stayed, but she was shaking her head.

‘This time I’ll employ a stranger. Someone with good references.’

The thought of a total stranger sitting across a desk from her, giving her advice that might be completely useless, made him cold. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Stay here with me and I’ll help you with your finances. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. It’s the perfect solution.’ Satisfied that he was now back in control, he was more than a little disconcerted to see her shake her head again.

‘No. Definitely not. I don’t need your help.’

He looked at her with naked incredulity. ‘You’re refusing me?’

She flushed slightly. ‘I can do it by myself. I don’t need your help.’

‘Offhand I can’t think of anyone who needs it more.’

She lifted her chin and he saw the flash of determination in her eyes. ‘I need to do it by myself. I should do it by myself. And anyway, why would you be able to do a better job than me?’

‘Because I have extensive experience with liars and cheats and you have none,’ he slotted in helpfully, wondering why they were even having this conversation. ‘It’s perfectly obvious that I should help you.’

‘It’s not obvious to me.’ There was a stubborn note in his voice and he decided that perhaps she simply hadn’t understood him correctly.

‘Let me just spell out what I’m trying to say here. I’m proposing to give you all the money you could possibly need to keep your business solvent, straighten up your accounts and then appoint someone from my team to look after your finances from now on.’

‘That’s very generous of you.’

Confident that he was now in familiar territory, he smiled. ‘It’s the least I can do.’

‘But I don’t want you to do it.’

The smile froze on his face. ‘You don’t?’

‘No.’ She frowned thoughtfully. ‘Well, actually I’d be silly to turn down the offer of someone from your team to help me in the future because at least then I know that I have someone I can trust, so yes to that, thank you, but I don’t want anything else from you.’

‘I’m offering you money.’

‘I know. I don’t want your money. And I’m sure you have better things to do with your time than help me understand the figures. You’d find it horribly frustrating.’

Never having encountered a woman who didn’t want money from him, Rafael found himself at a loss. ‘I want to help you,’ he said quickly, surprised to find that he actually did. He couldn’t stand the thought of anyone taking advantage of her. ‘In order to shift your father from the business you’re going to need your facts straight.’

‘Yes, that’s true.’ She bit her lip and looked at him. ‘You’d help me with the figures? Really? But you must be horribly busy with your own business. You’re always glued to your computer screen.’

‘My work isn’t particularly demanding at the moment,’ he lied swiftly, ‘so I’d be more than happy to go through your accounts with you.’ And he’d make sure that she took his money, too, although he was prepared to postpone the inevitable argument about that subject.

‘I’m infuriating to teach. I’m terrible with numbers.’

Unable to conceive of a single situation in which he’d find her infuriating, Rafael shrugged dismissively. ‘I’m brilliant with numbers, so that’s fine. Although you’ll have to tell me the best way to go through them so that you understand what I’m saying.’

‘Oh.’ Her cheeks were pink. ‘My father never cared whether I understood or not. He just told me the figures.’

‘And they were the wrong ones.’ Resisting the temptation to punch his fist through something to relieve his mounting tension, Rafael urged her towards the table that only moments earlier had been the scene of their passionate encounter. ‘Sit down. I’m going to teach you to handle numbers.’

She hesitated. ‘My flight leaves Rio in four hours.’

‘You won’t be on it,’ he informed her immediately. ‘I don’t want you to leave.’

She gave a faint smile. ‘Because the sex between us is so amazing?’

Her honesty surprised him. ‘That’s one reason, yes,’ Rafael replied with an equal amount of honesty. ‘But I also don’t want to see your father get away with stripping money from your company.’

‘No.’ Her eyes lingered on his, warm and admiring. ‘Of course you don’t. You care a great deal about Carlos and Filomena.’

Rafael found himself so captivated by the look of approval in her amazing blue eyes that for a moment he didn’t answer. ‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘Carlos and Filomena.’

‘You really love them and they love you, too, I could see that instantly. I’m so sorry they’ve been hurt because of me.’ There was a choked note to her voice that halted the instinctive denial that her mention of love had brought rushing to his lips.

She wasn’t going to cry, was she?

So far she held the record for being the only female never to resort to feminine tantrums while in his company.

And, considering everything she’d been through in the past forty-eight hours, he was more and more astonished by her composure.

‘I’m very fond of them, that’s certainly true, and you don’t need to worry about it any more because it will all be sorted out,’ he told her hastily. ‘And when it’s time to leave you can use one of my private jets.’ But as he focused on the tiny dimple that played alongside the corner of her mouth, he promised himself that it wasn’t going to be any time soon.

‘It’s incredibly kind of you to help me.’

‘Not kind,’ he said immediately, frowning slightly as he corrected her altogether inaccurate description of him. ‘I have all sorts of thoroughly selfish reasons for keeping you here.’

‘Like sex?’ The sudden flare of heat in her eyes astonished him.

‘That’s certainly part of it.’

She gave a soft smile. ‘Yes. The sex is pretty amazing.’

Stunned by her direct approach, and feeling an uncomfortable flare of lust, Rafael ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Let’s get on with these numbers while I’m still able to concentrate.’

Three hours later Grace sat back in her chair and let out a long breath. ‘Well.’ She smiled at him. ‘You’re right about one thing. You are brilliant at numbers. And you’re brilliant at teaching.’

For the first time in her life after a session on finance, her head wasn’t bursting and her brain wasn’t twisting itself into knots. Nor did she feel like a complete failure.

Rafael put down the red pen he’d been using to illustrate a certain point. ‘I can see how hard it is for you and that makes the whole thing even more amazing.’

‘What’s amazing?’

He shook his head and leaned back in his chair. His hair gleamed blue-black in the late-evening sun and the usual chill in his eyes had been replaced by something significantly warmer. ‘The fact that you’ve managed to run a successful business despite your problems with numbers. I’m staggered. And impressed.’

‘How can you say that? I didn’t make you a profit and, because of me, Carlos and Filomena lost money.’

The chill was back in his eyes. ‘Not because of you, but the people around you.’ The dark frown cleared from his brow. ‘But that’s history. From now on your advisors are going to be hand-picked by me.’ He glanced back at her company accounts and flicked through the pages with a disbelieving shake of his head. ‘Your takings in the cafés are amazing. If your father hadn’t been draining the money away you would have had a hugely profitable business.’

She couldn’t resist teasing him. ‘Would I have made you rich?’

He glanced up, a strange expression on his handsome face. ‘If I had more people like you working for me then my life would be a great deal simpler, meu amorzinho. How do you manage to keep the cafés so busy?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m good at ideas. I’m hopeless at financial detail and probably always will be, but I see the bigger picture. I know what people want and what is likely to work. I was good at pulling in the customers.’

‘Don’t put it in the past tense.’ He dropped the accounts onto the table and looked at her thoughtfully. ‘How would you feel about extending Café Brazil?’

Her eyes widened. ‘You mean across the country?’

‘Actually I meant across the world,’ he said drily, the faint smile that touched his mouth telling her how amused he was by her provincial ambitions. ‘I think it’s an idea that could become a global phenomenon.’

‘There are already lots of very successful chains of coffee shops.’

‘True, but none of them have you at the helm. You have an astonishing flare for innovation.’

She couldn’t prevent the warm glow of happiness that suddenly filled her. ‘You’ve just spent hours going through numbers with me and yet you still make me sound like an asset, not a hindrance.’

He looked at her with ill-concealed impatience. ‘You are an asset. Forget the numbers. Adding up the numbers is the easy bit—anyone trained in accountancy can do that.’ The dismissive wave of his hand told her everything she needed to know on his opinion of accountants. ‘The hard bit is coming up with the business idea and making it work. Making it original. And you’ve done that.’

‘But I’m very hands-on. I mean,’ she bit her lip, trying not to be daunted by the fact that she was discussing her small business with a billionaire who made more money in an hour than she would in a lifetime, ‘I know everyone working in all the cafés and we all meet up regularly. I can’t imagine handling anything bigger.’

‘And if you turned your business into a global enterprise then you wouldn’t have time to linger in the rainforest with me.’ He gave her a wolfish smile and she felt her heart perform a frantic dance in her chest. ‘No, meu amorzinho, you’re right. That’s not a good plan. If we go global, then I’ll do it for you.’

‘I think I ought to concentrate on sorting out the mess I’ve made of the business I’ve got,’ she croaked, ‘without taking on any more responsibility.’

‘There is no mess and it is sorted out. The dealer is no longer in business.’

‘Seriously?’ Grace was visibly startled by that piece of information, her eyes widening. ‘How can you be sure?’

‘Because I’m the one who helped persuade him that seeking an alternative form of employment as an immediate priority would be advisable for his general health,’ Rafael drawled, his tone leaving her with the distinct impression that the dealer was probably now an extremely unhappy man. ‘Which just leaves my father.’

‘Indeed.’ Rafael sat back in his chair. ‘I still have to deal with him, but everything else is sorted out. The guy now in charge of your finances is clever and approachable. You can ask him anything. And if he shoots one impatient glance in your direction then tell me and I will fire him.’

Touched by the sentiment behind his characteristically arrogant statement, she smiled. ‘Thank you.’

‘He’ll sort out the purchase of your coffee.’

‘I had a couple of ideas about that.’

‘Go on.’

‘I want to stop going through a third party and deal directly with Carlos and Filomena at the fazenda, so that the money goes directly to them. I’m going to deal with them myself so that I build a relationship. That way, if there are any problems with production then I’m the first to know and if they have any concerns with the way I’m doing business, they can tell me.’

‘All right.’

Suddenly horribly self-conscious and not really understanding why, she stood up and paced across the room. ‘I’m going to donate a percentage of our profits to a charity protecting the rainforest. I know that means lowering our profit,’ she said quickly, ‘but the move isn’t entirely altruistic. These days many consumers have a conscience so I think they’ll like the idea that the coffee they drink supports the rainforest. And perhaps we can use our photo boards to show them exactly what their money is supporting.’

There was a long silence. ‘Why do you always walk around when you’re nervous? You did it on that first day when you were trying to persuade me to extend your loan.’

‘I just find sitting still too stressful. Maybe it reminds me of school. So what do you think?’

‘About your charity donation?’ He gave a tolerant smile. ‘I think you’ll never be a billionaire if you’re prepared to throw away money so flagrantly but that doesn’t matter because I have enough money for both of us.’

Her smile faded. ‘I don’t want your money.’

‘I’m starting to realise that.’ He leaned forward, a hint of wry humour in his eyes. ‘You’re the first woman who has never expected me to give her anything.’

‘You’ve given me loads,’ she muttered. ‘You’ve sat and helped me understand numbers, which is something that no one else has ever bothered to do. You were amazingly patient with me and you went over it again and again without once sounding irritated or annoyed. And you’ve sorted out the dealer for me and I would have hated doing that because it’s so easy for people to tie me in knots.’

‘I was talking about money.’

‘Yes.’ She gave a slight frown. ‘Well, money isn’t always what’s important, is it?’

‘Maybe not. You’re a very unusual woman.’ His lingering gaze unsettled her and she moved from one foot to the other.

‘You mean because I can’t add up?’

‘No, I don’t mean that.’ He rose to his feet and strode across to her, laughter in his eyes. ‘I really couldn’t care less whether you can add up and I’ve had enough of talking about your business, numbers and your father. We’ve just about got time for a swim before Maria serves dinner.’

They walked down the path and Grace stopped as she saw the bright red ribbon tied to the trees. ‘What are those for?’

‘You,’ Rafael said gruffly, urging her along. ‘I instructed my staff to mark the path to the pool so that there’s no chance you can get lost again. You follow the ribbons.’

The lump built in her throat. ‘You did that for me?’

He looked at her for a moment and then shrugged. ‘It seemed less trouble than tracking you through the rainforest.’

But even his casual answer wasn’t enough to dampen the happiness inside her. He’d thought about what she needed. About what might help her.

The pool was deliciously cool and refreshing and Grace slid into the water with an appreciative moan. ‘I wish I could transport this pool back to London with me.’

‘Why would you need to do that?’ In a series of swift movements, Rafael removed all his clothes and stood for a moment, watching her, completely unselfconscious.

Confronted by such a blatant display of potent masculinity, she felt her cheeks heat. ‘Because I love it.’

‘Then stay in the rainforest.’ With a shrug that indicated that he considered the problem solved, Rafael plunged head first into the water in a smooth, athletic dive.

She gave a gasp of shock as he surfaced right next to her. There was a dangerous glint in his eyes.

‘There are all sorts of potentially lethal predators in this pool, minha paixao,‘ he said huskily, sliding his hand behind her back and urging her against his hard, powerful body. ‘You need to be careful.’

Engulfed by a sexual excitement that shocked her, she pushed against him and lifted her mouth to his. ‘Is that right?’

It was crazy to allow herself to become this involved with him, but how could she stop herself? It was as if her mind and her body were outside her control and she gave a low moan of encouragement as she felt his hands slide down her body, removing her costume in the process. In a matter of seconds she was naked but she didn’t even care because all she could think about was what he did to her.

‘Rafael …’ She moaned his name against the slick muscle of his shoulder and felt the hot, hard throb of his arousal brush against her.

He clamped a hand behind her head and captured her mouth, his tongue creating an explosion of sensations that sent her whole body into meltdown.

She wriggled and writhed against him in an attempt to get closer still, her body slippery and lithe in the water, and she heard him mutter something in Portuguese and then he held her firmly and entered her with a smooth, sliding thrust.

The contrast between the cool of the pool and the incredible, pulsing heat of his body made her cry out and her head fell backwards, her hair trailing in the water as he thrust into her with a rhythm so exquisitely perfect that she almost immediately lost control. Her body exploded around his and she heard his answering groan and felt the sudden increase in masculine thrust that heralded his own completion.

Drained, sated and more than a little dazed, Grace closed her eyes and clung to his wide shoulders, relieved that he was still holding her, otherwise she had a strong suspicion that she would have drowned and died happy.

‘Not leaving Brazil any time soon,’ he purred, stroking her damp hair away from her face with a gentle hand.

Barely able to focus, she opened her eyes and looked at him. Did he care about her? Surely he had to care in order to respond like that? And he’d changed towards her, she felt it. He’d softened in his attitude. They shared a bond that wasn’t just sexual.

Did they, just possibly, have some sort of future?

Watching Grace sip cautiously at a glass of wine, Rafael wondered why it was that everything about her fascinated him.

And why, he wondered with a faint frown, had repeated sex done nothing to dampen his ravenous libido?

He was rapidly coming to the conclusion that he just might be addicted to Grace Thacker’s incredibly lithe, seductive body.

He noticed the faint shadows under her eyes with a frown. ‘You’re tired?’

‘A little.’ She put her glass down and picked up her fork, taking a small mouthful of the dish that Maria had put in front of her. ‘More worried than tired, if I’m honest.’

‘Worried?’ Discovering that he absolutely didn’t want her to feel worried, Rafael leaned forward. ‘What’s worrying you? Tell me and I’ll solve the problem.’

‘My father.’

‘I’ll deal with him.’

‘I don’t want you to. It isn’t your problem. And it isn’t the thought of dealing with him that bothers me. It’s everything else.’ She toyed with her food. ‘I suppose I’m just very upset.’

‘Why? Your business is going to be fine.’

‘But it isn’t just about the business, is it?’

‘Isn’t it?’ Rafael stared at her blankly, trying to see what he’d missed, and she gave a twisted smile.

‘This is going to sound really crazy but I feel as though I’ve lost my father.’ She swallowed. ‘And I know it’s mad to feel that way because obviously he’s never cared about me but that’s a really hard thing to accept. I’ve spent my entire life trying to please him and make him proud of me but it’s obvious that my father didn’t ever want me to succeed. That’s pretty hard to take.’

‘Why?’ He frowned at her. ‘That says everything about your father and nothing about you.’

‘I know that’s the theory,’ she said in a small voice, poking at the food on her plate, ‘but it isn’t that easy in practise.’

Rafael sighed. ‘Having children is a massive responsibility which the majority of people get hideously wrong,’ he said in his usual cynical drawl. ‘Which just goes to show that you should never put your faith in people. Better to rely on yourself.’

‘And I do. I always have done.’ Her eyes slid away from his. ‘But what sort of life is it, without love?’

‘A simple one?’ Seriously disconcerted by the direction of the conversation, Rafael reached across the table and piled some food on her plate, noting that she didn’t eat anywhere near enough. ‘Forget it, now. You need to toughen up and learn to be less trusting.’

‘Don’t give me any more.’ she held up a hand to stop him filling her plate ‘.I’m not really hungry. And I’m not sure that I really want to toughen up. I don’t really want to live the sort of life where I don’t feel anything.’

‘Believe me, it’s much simpler that way,’ Rafael assured her and she lifted her eyes to his.

‘Did she really hurt you? Your ex-wife?’

Everything about him tensed in an instinctive rejection of her intimate question but then he told himself that a short reminder of other people’s failings might help her build that shell she so badly needed. ‘No. She didn’t hurt me.’ It was a long time since he’d let a woman hurt him but he had no intention of revealing that much about himself.

‘Were you in love with her?’

Sliding his mind back into the present, he raised an eyebrow in silent mockery. ‘What do you think?’

‘Well, I know you claim not to believe in love, but you did marry her. And your reputation is for avoiding commitment so there must have been a reason.’

‘There was a reason.’ Emotion, dark and deadly, rushed towards him and he forced it away. ‘She told me that she was pregnant.’

‘Oh.’ She put her fork down on her plate. ‘You married her for that reason?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what happened? Or would you rather not talk about it? I mean, I know you don’t have a child so.’ she hesitated, stumbling over the words, clearly anxious to protect his feelings ‘… if it makes you sad then let’s change the subject. I’m so sorry. I should never have asked.’

‘I’m not sitting here pining, Grace.’ His tone was rougher than he’d intended. ‘There was no baby.’

Her eyes misted. ‘She lost it?’

He studied her with a mixture of disbelief and fascination. Her emotions were so incredibly close to the surface. Everything she felt was reflected on her face. She was designed to go through life being severely bruised.

‘There was never a baby to lose.’ His tone was harsher than he intended and his knuckles whitened on his wine glass. Forcing himself to slacken his grip, he studied her shocked face with a faint smile. ‘So you see, Grace Thacker, even the most cynical of us can be duped.’

‘She lied to you in order to persuade you to marry her?’ Her eyes were bright with sympathy and something much, much softer that flowed over his ragged nerve-endings and soothed like a balm. ‘She loved you that much?’

Rapidly coming to the conclusion that Grace Thacker’s mind worked in a completely different way from the rest of the population’s, Rafael felt his muscles clench. ‘She didn’t love me at all.’

‘But if she—’

‘Being married to a billionaire comes with certain compensations,’ Rafael drawled lightly, resigning himself to the reality of pointing out what, to him, was totally obvious, ‘not least of all a guaranteed income for life.’

‘You think she married you for your money?’

‘I know that she married me for my money.’ He watched her across the table. Was she really that naïve? ‘What else?’

‘Is that all you think you have to offer a woman? Money?’ She sounded genuinely shocked and he heard the bitterness in his laugh.

‘No. Apparently I excel in the bedroom, as well.’ He watched as the colour bloomed in her cheeks. ‘After I ended the relationship and gave her the settlement she’d worked so hard for, she was keen to make it really clear that she was more than prepared to continue with that element of our relationship. After she’d sold her story to the tabloids, of course.’

‘She talked to the papers—’

‘They all talk to the papers,’ Rafael said, not even bothering to keep the bitterness out of his tone. ‘It’s another lucrative source of income for my ex-girlfriends and my ex-wife. I suppose you could call it lateral thinking. Once they’ve finished fleecing me in person, they carry on milking the relationship in print.’

There was a moment of silence and then she put her fork down, apparently giving up on her food. ‘Well—’ her tone was deceptively light ‘—your ex-wife sounds like a very special person. Perhaps we should introduce her to my father. At least they’d understand each other. But that was just one relationship, Rafael. Haven’t you ever been tempted to try again?’

‘Marriage, no. Sex—’ he raised his glass towards her ‘—yes. Quite frequently actually.’

She blushed sweetly. ‘Well, I know that you’ve been very busy in that department, according to the papers, anyway. But I wasn’t really talking about sex or marriage. I was talking about love.’

‘Don’t talk to me about love, Grace. Don’t ever talk to me about love.’ He watched her flinch. ‘All relationships are based on mutual greed. One person has what another person wants.’

‘Not everyone is like your ex-wife.’

‘The world is full of people like my ex-wife.’

‘Do you truly believe that?’ Her voice was suddenly spirited and her eyes flashed with something that came close to annoyance.

‘You’re an incredibly intelligent man. Are you really going to let a few greedy girlfriends ruin your view of women?’ Not just a few greedy girlfriends.

Something dark and uncomfortable churned inside him and he tensed as he was forced to contemplate the murky depths of his soul that he so rigorously ignored.

Finding himself on the receiving end of her faintly accusing blue gaze, he was suddenly tempted to reveal all those things about himself that he kept hidden, just to reinstate himself in her good books. Shaken by the powerful and uncharacteristic urge to confide when confiding was as alien to him as running a business by consensus, he clamped his mouth shut.

And why did he care what she thought of him when the good opinion of others was a matter of complete indifference to him?

He suddenly realised that she was staring at him again and something powerful throbbed between them. Refusing to be drawn into something more than physical intimacy, he gave a faint smile.

‘What was the question again? Am I going to let a few greedy girlfriends affect my view of the whole human race? The answer is yes, Grace.’ He raised his glass in her direction, unable to keep the mockery out of his gaze. ‘I think I probably am. And don’t feel sorry for me because I’m as bad as they are. I keep women around for as long as they’re useful to me. Perhaps you’d better remember that and run while you can.’

Her lips parted and he saw her breathing quicken. ‘I’m not running anywhere. And I think you’re completely wrong about who you are. There’s so much more to you than that.’

She was such a ridiculous optimist, he thought savagely, and it was no wonder she’d been so hurt in her life when she laboured so hard to find good in people.

‘No, Grace, there isn’t. Why do you think I choose to spend a large amount of my time in the rainforest?’

‘Well it’s very beautiful and if I had a place like this I’d never go near a city—’ She broke off and sighed. ‘I’m trying to understand you …’

And she would try, of course, because Grace Thacker was a woman who had to get under everyone’s skin. ‘I don’t require you to understand me. I thought I’d made that clear.’

‘But I do understand, well, part of it, at least. You’ve never met anyone who just wanted you for yourself. For who you are. And I know the feeling because I haven’t either. Not that I exactly worry about someone wanting me for my money.’ she let out a long breath and smiled. ‘I suppose it’s easier for me.’

‘It’s easy for me too,’ he said softly, watching her face. ‘I just set my expectations accordingly. And you need to do the same. Just use people for what they can give you.’

She hesitated for a moment and then she straightened her shoulders. ‘I can’t do that. No matter what happens in life, you can’t really change the person you are, can you? All my life I’ve wanted to be loved the way I am. All my life I struggled to please people—my teachers, my father—but it never worked. I’ve just disappointed people. They get impatient and frustrated with me. Do you want to know something funny?’

Hating the thought that they’d all made her life so unhappy and finding the whole conversation just about as far from amusing as it was possible to get, Rafael frowned. ‘What?’

‘You think you’re such a hard, bad person but you’re the first and only person who has ever taken the time to go through numbers with me without getting horribly impatient. You spent a whole afternoon teaching maths to someone who just doesn’t get it and not once did you drum your fingers on the table, glare at me or tug at your hair. So stop pretending that you’re just this cold, ruthless money-making machine.’

Startled by her interpretation of his actions, Rafael thought for a moment. ‘I need you to understand the figures. It’s the only way you’ll be able to have a conversation with your father.’

‘Right. Well, you did it in a very nice way, so thank you. You’re a good and patient teacher.’

A good and patient teacher? Wondering what his staff would make of that entirely inaccurate assessment of his qualities, Rafael ran a hand over the back of his neck, suddenly determined to make sure that she knew exactly who she was. ‘You’re making a mistake, Grace. I am a cold, ruthless money-making machine.’

‘No. You’re nothing like that. You have great humanity but you don’t even recognise it yourself any more, because you’ve spent your life with people attached to you like leeches, wanting something from you.’

Wondering why he was still sitting opposite her when the conversation topic was so hugely distant from his comfort zone, Rafael tapped his fingers on the table. ‘You’re talking nonsense because you’re upset about your father.’

‘Maybe. And it’s time I faced up to what needs to be done. Will you arrange for your plane to fly me back to London tomorrow?’

Appalled at the prospect of her leaving, Rafael frowned. ‘I need to be in London in two weeks’ time on business; you can come with me then. We’ll see your father together.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘This is something that I need to do by myself. And I have to do it now. I don’t want to wait any longer. I won’t be able to sleep, worrying.’

Rafael drummed his fingers on the table, wondering why he found her request so disturbing. Never in his life had he felt remotely protective about a woman. ‘You’re not seeing your father on your own.’

‘I have to.’ Her chin lifted and he gritted his teeth, contemplating the amount of work that awaited him.

Work that he’d ignored since the moment Grace Thacker had landed in the rainforest with her high heels and her shiny blonde hair.

‘All right.’ Reluctantly he agreed. ‘You can go home to London. But my plane is going to wait for you at the airport. You see your father, have the conversation you need to have and then come straight back here.’

Surprise lit her eyes. ‘You mean that?’

‘Yes. I want you to come back.’ Why was she looking at him like that? Why wouldn’t he want her to come back when the sex was so incredible?





CHAPTER TEN

TRYING not to be overawed by the luxury that surrounded her, Grace settled into her seat on Rafael’s private jet for the long flight from Rio de Janeiro.

Once the staff had settled her onto the comfortable leather sofa, they presented her with a glass of champagne and a small package, elaborately wrapped, together with a note.

Her hands shaking, she opened the note first. ‘You won’t take gifts or money from me, but I hope you’ll accept this. R.’

“This” turned out to be a tiny tape recorder, small enough to fit into her pocket and with an earpiece. Intrigued and more than a little baffled by his choice of present, she switched it on and heard Rafael’s voice summarising every nuance of the accounts. He covered everything they’d discussed, everything she needed to know and she felt the hot sting of tears behind her eyes as she realised just how long it must have taken him to record it and what such a gesture meant.

Maybe he didn’t love her, but he certainly cared. He had to care, otherwise why would he go to so much trouble to help her?

Resolving to see her father so that she could return to the rainforest as soon as possible, she memorised everything on the tape and then slept for the remainder of the flight.

When they finally landed in London it was dark and drizzly and she immediately wished she could climb straight back on the plane and return to the colour and richness of the rainforest.

Leaving the protection of his jet, she was ushered through a private section of the terminal reserved for VIPs and was enjoying the novelty of not having to elbow her way through throngs of stressed-out passengers, when something caught her attention.

Her face.

Staring out of the front of a newspaper.

For a moment she just stood, staring in silence at the picture of herself, and then she gave a soft moan of disbelief.

Appalled, she grabbed at it, reading the caption ‘Cordeiro’s new jungle love—see page 4 for full story.’

Full story? What full story?

Her heart thudding against her chest, she rifled through the pages until she came to the page she wanted.


Brazilian bad boy and billionaire Rafael Cordeiro has been playing jungle games with busty blonde businesswoman Grace Thacker, owner of Café Brazil, a chain of coffee shops with outlets across London and the South East. A recluse since his costly divorce from actress Amber Naverin, Cordeiro was once quoted as saying that women were like garlic: ‘nice at the time but left a bad taste in your mouth the day after.’ Now he seems to be eating his words as he gets close and personal with yet another shapely blonde. According to her father, Patrick Thacker, Grace’s small business is struggling so she’s probably hoping for a generous cash injection from her new lover.



Unable to read any more, Grace stood for a moment, horror engulfing her in great, greedy waves.

Her father had sold the story to the Press. But what story? There was no story. She’d visited Rafael in the rainforest. What else was there to say, what else could they possibly know? Nothing. They’d been on their own, away from everyone. Wasn’t that why he lived there, to escape this sort of thing?

Feeling sick, she forced herself to read the whole article and dropped the paper. Knowing nothing hadn’t stopped them making wildly inaccurate claims designed to sell papers. But since when did anyone care about that?

A hot burst of anger gave way to horror and anxiety. Poor, poor Rafael. Would he think she’d been part of it? Maybe, maybe not, but it was exactly the sort of thing that he hated—part of the reason that he was so disillusioned. The thought that she’d been part of hurting him, even inadvertently, sickened her.

Functioning on automatic, she walked out of the airport towards the taxi rank, forgetting that she was supposed to meet up with Rafael’s chauffeur in London.

Numb with misery and not thinking straight, she slipped into the back of a cab, trying to come to terms with the fact that yet again her father had done his best to hurt her.

Only this time he’d succeeded far better than he’d ever dreamed.

Because she knew that her relationship with Rafael was over. It had to be. What choice did she have? How could she expose him to this sort of scrutiny, knowing how fiercely he guarded his privacy?

Because of her, his name was all over the papers. Again.

And she’d never be able to control that, would she? If she continued her relationship with him, her father would always find some way of making money out of it. That was the sort of person he was.

And she loved Rafael far too much to let that happen.

Three days later, Rafael was pacing the length of the drawing room in his gated mansion, located in the most exclusive part of London.

Normally only a serious crisis in his business would have dragged him from the rainforest before he was ready to leave, but on this occasion he wasn’t thinking about business. He was thinking about Grace.

The moment she’d left, he’d realised that he’d made a mistake letting her go. There was no way she should be confronting her father on her own.

He’d put in a call to his team in London, instructing them to keep her safely at his house until he arrived.

And that was when he’d discovered that she hadn’t been seen since her arrival in London.

Trying to control his mounting temper, he turned again to the man standing nervously by the desk. ‘Are you seriously telling me that she vanished?’

The man licked his lips. ‘That’s right, sir.’

‘But she flew out of Rio on my plane,’ Rafael pointed out in soft, deadly tones, ‘so at what point, exactly, did you manage to lose her?’

The man swallowed. ‘We’re not honestly sure, sir. She was walking through the airport and then suddenly she wasn’t there any more. She vanished.’

Cursing fluently in English and then reverting to his native Portuguese, Rafael thumped his fist onto the table and looked up with exasperation as another of his staff sidled into the room with a newspaper.’ Now what?’

‘We thought you ought to see this, sir.’

Rafael’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t read tabloid newspapers.’

‘I’m aware of that, sir.’ The girl cleared her throat and stepped forward and thrust the newspaper towards him. ‘But I think you’ll want to read this one.’

Grace sat in the little park that was directly opposite the mews house that her father owned.

A week had passed since she’d read the story about herself in the paper and she’d spent the entire time thinking about what she could possibly do or say to make it up to Rafael.

In the end she’d sent a short note of apology and tried not to think of the luxurious private jet that had by now flown back to Rio without her.

Too upset to see her father as she’d planned, she’d checked herself into an anonymous bed and breakfast in an unfashionable part of London instead of returning to her flat. And she’d spent the whole of the last week staring up at the cream-painted ceiling of the small room, trying to work out what to do.

Trying to pull herself together.

It was over. And of course that was disappointing but it had always been going to finish at some point, hadn’t it? Rafael didn’t love her. He didn’t love anyone, so their romantic interlude would have had a limited shelf life.

But none of the phrases going round in her head had offered even the smallest bit of comfort.

And finally the misery had faded and anger had taken its place.

Anger at her father for hurting Rafael.

It was funny, she thought numbly as she sat on the bench in the park, watching a mother strap a toddler into a pushchair, that two weeks ago she’d never even met the man and now here she was, struggling to work out a way of living her life without him.

And she would. Of course she would. She’d move on.

But she wasn’t moving on until she’d spoken to her father.

For the first time in her life she was going to speak up and tell him how she felt. She had to. She had so much anger and hurt boiling up inside her that she didn’t know what to do with it.

With a sigh that held both dread and resignation because she just hated confrontation, Grace stood up, walked across the park and then crossed the road to her father’s house.

Daisy, her father’s cleaner, opened the door. ‘Oh, Miss Thacker, where have you been?’ She looked flustered. ‘Your father’s been so worried …’

Worried about what? That he’d finally been found out? Grace felt a dull ache bloom inside her. ‘Is he in?’

‘Well, yes, he is, but he has a visitor.’ Daisy glanced nervously over her shoulder towards the study. ‘Perhaps you should wait here and I’ll tell him you’re here.’

Grace heard raised voices and her stomach churned with nerves. And then she remembered that newspaper article and the anger rose inside her again. It was time to confront her father and she didn’t care if she did it in public.

It had taken her a week to pluck up courage to come here. If she went away now, she’d never come back.

Ignoring Daisy’s feeble attempts to stop her, Grace walked across the hall and walked straight into her father’s study without bothering to knock.

Registering her father’s white face and blustering attitude, she reflected idly that whoever he was talking to clearly had the upper hand. And then she turned and saw Rafael standing by the fireplace. His dark eyes bright with anger, every inch of his powerful frame simmering with a volcanic fury that heated the room.

What was he doing here?

Concern for him gave way to hideous embarrassment as she remembered the newspaper article and suddenly she wanted to turn and run. And maybe he detected that impulse because he crossed the room in two strides and grabbed her hands in his, holding them in an iron grip.

‘You’re not going anywhere—I know you hate confrontation but this is one situation that you’re going to have to face because there are things that need to be said.’

How could she tell him that it wasn’t the confrontation that was scaring her away, it was her guilt and embarrassment at seeing him after everything her father had done? ‘I can understand that you’re angry, but—’

‘You’re right that I’m angry. Never have I been so furious like this and the reason is entirely you.’

Wondering why his English suddenly seemed less than fluent when he was always so enviably eloquent in her language, Grace studied him, thinking that he looked incredibly tired. Had he been working through the night again? ‘You’ve seen it, haven’t you? That awful article. I was upset by it too and—’

‘I’m not talking about the article. Do you really think I care about that? I’m angry because you completely disappeared from the face of the planet for an entire week and no one in the world seemed to know where you were! I’m on the verge of firing my entire London security team for being so inept!’

Her eyes widened. ‘Rafael—’

‘They lost you! I imagined you dead in a gutter somewhere, murdered by some lowlife that you trusted and saw good in …’ His bronzed, handsome face had turned several shades paler and his hands tightened on her arms. ‘Where have you been?’

Still recovering from the shock of seeing him there, Grace didn’t answer for a moment and he gave her a little shake.

‘Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been? Any idea at all? I’ve had my entire security team pacing the streets of London looking for you for the past week.’

His blistering anger stunned her. ‘You have?’

‘Where were you? My flight crew assured me that you were safely delivered to the airport and then you just vanished. Why?’

Her mouth was dry. ‘I saw the newspaper.’

‘And?’

‘And I just felt dreadful for you,’ she muttered. ‘I was so embarrassed. And so angry with my dad. I just couldn’t face him until I’d had a chance to calm down a bit.’

‘So why didn’t you just fly straight back to Rio and calm down in my forest?’

Wasn’t it obvious? ‘Because there have been enough people in your life willing to sell their story to the papers. You don’t need anyone else like that.’

His incredulous gaze raked her face. ‘You had nothing to do with that story.’

‘You believe that?’ Ridiculously pleased, she gave a wobbly smile. ‘Are you suddenly learning to trust, Rafael?’

His fingers tightened on her arms. ‘No. Well, possibly, but only you,’ he added hastily, drawing her against him. ‘I know that story had nothing to do with you so why on earth did you suddenly go into hiding?’

‘Because you don’t need a man like my dad in your life!’

‘That’s enough from you, young lady!’ Speaking for the first time, her father stepped forward, a scowl on his face. ‘I’ll have some respect when you speak about me. You both seem to have forgotten I’m here!’

She heard Rafael’s sharp intake of breath but she pulled away from him and stepped towards her father. ‘We haven’t forgotten, Dad. Hardly. And as for giving you respect—’ her voice shook as she looked at him, seeing for the first time the mean lines that pulled at his mouth, the coldness of his eyes ‘—respect is something that has to be earned. And you’ve never done that. You’ve never done a single thing in your life to warrant my respect.’

Her father gave a grunt of anger and his shoulders hunched. ‘You watch your mouth, girl! No one talks back to me, especially not my own daughter. You’re not too old for me to put my hand across your backside!’

Rafael stepped forward with a low growl of warning. ‘Lay one finger on her and I’ll send you somewhere you’ll never need money again,’ he promised in thickened tones and Grace put a hand on his arm in an instinctive gesture of restraint.

‘You’re not going to stop me from saying what needs to be said, Dad. I won’t let you threaten me. I’ve had all week to prepare for this meeting and I’ve got things to say to you. And you’re going to listen.’

Her father sneered. ‘Oh, you’re all very big and brave with your Brazilian bodyguard there, aren’t you?’

Grace felt the mounting tension in Rafael’s frame and kept her hand on his arm. ‘You won’t intimidate me. Not this time. Nor will you make me feel guilty. You’ve made a fortune from me. I know exactly how much, to the last penny. You stole from me—your own daughter,’ just saying the words made her want to cry but she forced herself to plough on and say what needed to be said, knowing that if she didn’t say it now then she might never have the courage again, ‘and I’ve finally allowed myself to acknowledge the truth. You are not a good father and you never have been.’

Her father took a step towards her but must have caught something in Rafael’s eyes because he suddenly stopped and simply glared. ‘I did my best for you, Grace. You’ve always been difficult and ungrateful.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘I was neither of those things and you did not do your best for me. You did the best for you. You only ever thought about you. At school you didn’t care about helping me, you just cared about your image. About what people would think about you having a daughter who couldn’t even add up. And then when I started the business and I was doing so well, you weren’t proud of me because you didn’t care enough to be proud. You just exploited my weakness and you stripped my business bare. How could you do that, Daddy? How could you?’

Her father looked about to bluster his way out of it and then seemed to think better of it because he shrugged and then glanced at Rafael, a glint in his eyes. ‘Well, I’m proud of you now. You’ve hit the jackpot, that’s for sure. And good for you, Gracie, that’s what I say.’ He gave an unpleasant smile. ‘We’ll all benefit.’

Anger exploded inside her. ‘No, you will not benefit from anything! How dare you take money from those innocent people? We were doing something good with Café Brazil, Dad. And you tainted it. You took food from the mouths of innocent people.’

Her father made an impatient sound. ‘You always were a drama queen! Well, you’ve had your say so you can go now.’

‘I haven’t finished.’ Her knees were shaking and she wasn’t even aware that her fingers were digging into Rafael’s arm. ‘You stole from me, your daughter, and that’s terrible, but the final straw for me, the final straw, was when you made money by talking about Rafael in the papers. How could you stoop so low?’

Her father shrugged dismissively. ‘If the papers are willing to pay, let’s give them a story, that’s what I say.’

Grace turned away, distaste almost choking her. ‘You have no morals. You are a greedy, sad little man who isn’t even prepared to put the effort into making an honest living.’

‘And you’re so high and mighty!’ Her father’s temper finally exploded and he stepped towards her, his expression ugly. ‘Why should I take a lesson on manners from a thick, stupid girl who can’t even add up?’

In one stride Rafael reached him and punched him so hard that Patrick Thacker hit the wall with a sickening thud that made Grace gasp.

‘Rafael, no! You mustn’t.’ She grabbed his arm, frightened by the volcanic fury she saw in his face, and he turned to her with disbelief, barely contained anger shimmering in his dark eyes.

‘After everything he’s done to you, you still care about him?’

‘No.’ She shook her head quickly and then hesitated and her narrow shoulders slumped. ‘Well, yes, I suppose I do. He’s still my father. His behaviour has been awful and that’s really hard to come to terms with but he’s family and—’ she broke off and looked at her father, tears misting her gaze ‘—maybe I wasn’t the easiest of daughters.’

‘You’re doing it again, making excuses for people,’ Rafael growled, a frown on his face as he rubbed his bruised knuckles. ‘You always do that. People throw bad at you and you sift through it looking for the one grain of good that might be lying at the bottom.’

‘Yes—’ her voice was choked ‘—well, that’s who I am, Rafael. Sorry. Can’t change the person inside, wasn’t that what you told me? And anyway, if you hit him again you might seriously hurt him and I don’t want you in trouble because of me.’

A faint smile touched his mouth. ‘I’m already in trouble because of you, meu amorzinho,’ he said softly, his accent suddenly very pronounced. ‘Big trouble.’

Was he talking about seeing his name in the papers again? Unsure what he meant, Grace hesitated for a moment and then turned to her father, who was staggering to his feet, his hand pressed to his jaw. She stepped forward, blinking back tears. ‘Don’t even think about telling anyone about that punch or I’ll come after you myself and punch you harder. And then I’ll report you to the police for fraud.’

Her father moved his jaw gingerly. ‘You’d never be able to prove it.’

‘Why? Because I’m thick, stupid and I can’t add up?’ Her voice shook as she faced up to her father again. ‘I can prove it, Dad. Print one story about Rafael and I will prove it.’

Her father stared at her. ‘You wouldn’t do that to your dad.’

‘Actually I would.’ She straightened her shoulders. ‘You’re still my dad and I love you, but I don’t like you and I don’t respect you. Somebody told me recently that I should toughen up and I’ve discovered that they’re right. So I’m staying away from you until you’ve had time to think about what you’ve done. When you’re ready to apologise, you can start with Rafael. Oh, and one more thing—’ she lifted her chin ‘—the money that you made from that newspaper story. I want you to donate it to a charity for preserving the Brazilian rainforest.’

And then she felt Rafael’s fingers close around her wrist and allowed him to lead her from the room.

Curled up on the sofa in Rafael’s luxurious home in Mayfair, Grace stared sightlessly at the painting on the wall.

After her confrontation with her father, Rafael had virtually dragged her into the comfort of his limousine and instructed the driver to take them to his house. And now she’d been sitting on her own for ten minutes while he answered a pressing phone call.

‘I’m sorry to leave you like that …’ Rafael strode back into the room and cursed softly as he saw her sitting so still. ‘Stop thinking about him! He isn’t worth it.’

She stirred and looked at him. ‘How did you know I was thinking about him?’

‘Because it’s obvious. Knowing you, you’re sitting there trying to make excuses for your father’s appalling behaviour.’ He spread his hands in a gesture of exasperation and strode across to her, sitting on the edge of the sofa and taking her hand in his. ‘There is no excuse. You should have let me punch him again and then you should have told him that he was out of your life.’

Grace shook her head. ‘I couldn’t do that,’ she muttered. ‘He’s still my dad.’

Rafael let out a stream of unintelligible Portuguese and eventually switched to English. ‘You are incredible, no? Your father tries to destroy you and what do you do? You tell him that you love him! He doesn’t deserve your love!’

‘Everyone deserves to be loved.’ Grace wiped the tears away with the tips of her fingers and Rafael cursed softly and sat down on the sofa next to her.

‘You’re very upset, but now you must forget him for the time being.’

‘Yes.’ She managed a smile. ‘Sorry about this. You hate emotions and you’ve been subjected to a bucketload today. Newspaper stores, arguments with my father, emotional scenes. It must be your worst nightmare. How’s your hand?’

‘It’s fine and none of that amounts to anything when compared with the stress of the last week,’ he assured her, reaching across and pulling her onto his lap. ‘The moment you left I realised that I shouldn’t have let you go. There was no way you should have had to face your father on your own.’

‘It was my fight, Rafael.’ But she didn’t feel like fighting now and she snuggled on his lap, taking the comfort that he offered.

‘You’re not built for fighting. You don’t have an aggressive bone in your body. The moment you left I knew I’d made a mistake letting you go alone.’

‘Is that why you came after me?’

‘Yes.’ Rafael slipped his fingers under her chin and lifted her face to his. ‘I couldn’t stand the thought of you facing your father and then I discovered that you’d disappeared.’

‘When I saw that newspaper, I was terribly upset.’ She bit her lip. ‘Sorry. I know you don’t like emotional discussions, but you have no idea what it feels like to be completely let down by the only family you have.’ There was a long, throbbing silence and she felt him tense against her.

‘Actually, I do,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I know exactly what it’s like.’

She sat up straight on his lap so that she could see his face. ‘I thought you didn’t have a family? Are you telling me that your father let you down?’

‘My father let me down before I was born by leaving my mother to bring me up alone.’ He shifted her off his lap and rose to his feet, his shoulders tense as he strode across the room to the window. ‘Until I was eight years old she raised me on her own.’

Sensing instinctively that those demons were finally about to reveal their shape, Grace watched as he stared down into the street below. ‘You’ve never mentioned your mother before. You lived in Rio?’ Her gentle prompt made him turn.

‘Yes.’ His eyes glittered hard and cold. ‘In one tiny room, with barely enough space for one person to live, let alone two. It was a miserable existence. And then my mother met a new man.’

‘She fell in love?’

He gave a faint smile and there was mockery in his eyes as they lingered on her face. ‘Always the romantic, aren’t you? No, meu amorzinho, it wasn’t love. But he was very wealthy and she saw how marriage to him would significantly improve her lifestyle. There was only one problem. He wasn’t prepared to take on someone else’s child.’

Shocked, Grace stared at him. ‘He told you that?’

‘I overheard them talking.’ He stuffed his hands in his pockets. ‘They were in the process of arranging for me to go into a local children’s home.’

Grace shook her head in an instinctive denial of what was coming. ‘She didn’t mean that, surely,’ she said softly. ‘Perhaps she thought if she said that then he’d come round and make you a family.’

‘He didn’t want a family, Grace. Or at least, not someone else’s.’

‘Your mother put you in a children’s home?’

‘No. I didn’t let them do that. I left home.’ He gave a smile of self-mockery. ‘You see? Even at the tender age of eight, I was determined to be in control of my own destiny. There was no way I was just going to let life happen to me.’

‘But you were eight years old.’ She lifted both hands to her face and shook her head, unable to bear the thought of him alone at such a young age. ‘How can you take charge of your destiny at eight years old? What did you do? Where did you go?’

‘I stole money from his wallet and then I packed a bag and climbed on a bus. I went as far as the money would take me.’ His tone was flat and without a trace of emotion. ‘I climbed off the bus and I stood by the side of the road, wondering what on earth I’d done. I suddenly realised I had nothing to eat or drink and nowhere to sleep.’

Grace’s eyes filled. ‘You must have been so afraid and so lonely.’

‘Well, I realised that if I stayed by the side of the road then someone might well pick me up and return me to Rio. So I walked into the rainforest.’

‘The rainforest?’ She stared at him, appalled, remembering her own experience in similar surroundings. ‘You wandered into the rainforest on your own and you were only eight? But that’s so dangerous. Snakes, spiders—’

‘I was never bothered about snakes and spiders but I hated the ants and the noises bothered me at first.’

‘At first? How long did you stay in the rainforest?’

‘A month.’

She rose to her feet. ‘You lived in the forest on your own for a whole month? But you were just a child, Rafael; how did you do it? What did you eat, drink?’

He shrugged. ‘I ate fruit. Berries. Drank water that I probably shouldn’t have drunk but it didn’t do me any harm. It’s true that I was a great deal thinner by the time they eventually found me.’

‘Your mother found you?’

He gave a twisted smile. ‘Oh, no. I doubt she ever bothered looking. She was, I’m sure, extremely relieved to have had the problem removed from her life.’

‘So if your mother didn’t find you, then who did?’

‘Carlos.’

‘Carlos who owns the fazenda?’

‘That’s right. I’d strayed onto his land. He took me home to Filomena. They fed me, gave me some clean clothes because mine were pretty filthy by then and gradually drew the story out of me.’

‘But they didn’t send you away?’

‘Oh, no, they didn’t do that. They took me in and I never left.’

It explained so much about him. ‘So that’s why you love them so much,’ she whispered and he gave a faint frown as if he hadn’t considered the nature of the bond before.

‘I owe them everything. They gave me a home and security.’

‘But they couldn’t make up for what your mother had done.’ Grace walked towards him, her hands outstretched. ‘It’s no wonder you don’t trust women. It isn’t just about your ex-wife, is it? It started a long, long time before that. And you were so, so young.’

He hesitated and then took her hands. ‘I suppose at a very young, impressionable age I was given the message that a woman will do just about anything if the price is right. Even give away her child. Amber’s behaviour was simply more of the same; she used pregnancy as a lever to get me to marry her. I never had any reason to change my view of women.’ His eyes found hers. ‘Until I met you. I owe you an apology.’

Her eyes widened. ‘For what?’

‘For not believing that you were innocent.’ His fingers tightened on her hands. ‘The thing is, Grace, I’d never actually come across truth and innocence before, so when I finally did I didn’t recognise it.’

‘You have nothing to apologise for.’

‘I hurt you by not believing in you. And I hurt you by not using romantic words when I took you to bed.’ He cursed softly and hauled her against him. ‘I’m useless with emotions, Grace. It’s like another language. I just don’t know any of the right words. You’re going to have to teach me.’

Her heart thudded against her chest and she shook her head and covered his lips with her fingers. ‘Don’t. Don’t say that,’ she urged softly. ‘It’s fine. It doesn’t matter. I know you can’t say the words and I know you don’t do commitment but I’m yours for as long as you want me. We don’t have to talk at all if you don’t want to.’

His eyes glittered. ‘You’d do that? You’d stay with me without any sort of commitment?’

‘Of course. How can you doubt it?’ She brushed her fingers over his brow. ‘I just want to be with you. I love you, Rafael. And I don’t expect you to love me back, but I want the chance to make you happy for as long as you’ll let me.’

He was still. ‘You love me?’

‘Of course. How can you even ask that?’

‘But you didn’t come back to Rio. You vanished for a week. If I hadn’t tracked you down you would have been out of my life.’

‘Because that’s what I thought was best for you. My father will always cause problems between us.’

‘Forget about your father.’ He studied her face. ‘Why would you stay with me? What do you get from me in return?’

She smiled. ‘I get to see parrots and butterflies, I get to swim in a forest pool but most of all I get to sleep alongside a man who makes me feel like a woman for the first time in my life.’

His eyes were full of dark shadows. ‘I ought to be telling you to run. I ought to be telling you that I won’t be good for you because I’ve never been good for anyone in my life. But I’m too selfish for any of that. I want you. And I always go after what I want.’

‘And I’m glad you do. Telling me to run wouldn’t make a difference, anyway. I’m not leaving until you’ve had enough of me. And I know you haven’t.’

‘I’ll never have enough of you.’ He took her face in his hands and stood looking at her for so long that she started to feel nervous.

‘What? What’s the matter?’

He didn’t reply and his breathing was unsteady, as if he was dragging something out from deep inside himself.

She frowned. ‘Rafael? What’s wrong?’

‘I love you, too.’ He spoke the words hesitantly, with none of his usual confidence. And she felt her heart perform a series of elaborate acrobatics in her chest. ‘I never thought I’d say those words to anyone. I never thought I was capable of feeling love. But I am. With you.’

She opened her mouth but he shook his head.

‘Don’t interrupt me,’ he said hoarsely, a flash of humour in his eyes. ‘I’ve never done this before so I might get it wrong if you interrupt me.’

Grace didn’t feel capable of speaking so she just stood, trapped in a bubble of happiness as she listened.

‘You arrived in my forest and you were so gutsy and optimistic. You were prepared to fly all that way to try and talk me into saving your business and no matter what I did or said, how horrid I was, you seemed to find it impossible to see bad in me.’

‘I didn’t see bad in you,’ she said quietly. ‘I saw pain and disillusionment. But nothing bad.’

‘You tramped through the rainforest without a word of complaint—’

‘I loved it—’

‘And then you came to my bed.’ He looked her direct in the eye and let his hands drop to his sides. ‘You were a virgin, weren’t you?’

Colour bloomed in her cheeks and she opened her mouth and closed it again.

He rubbed his fingers over the bridge of his nose and gave a soft curse. ‘I thought so. It took a few days for it to sink in but then it did. Why did you do it, Grace? Why did you give so much?’

That was easy to answer. ‘Because I wanted to. I think I fell in love with you almost immediately even though I knew that didn’t make sense. I just wanted to be with you. In every way possible. I didn’t care about the consequences.’

‘I’ve never met anyone like you before,’ he muttered, sliding his arms round her again and hauling her against him. ‘You are so incredibly generous and you take nothing back.’

‘Yes, I do.’ There was humour in her eyes as she looked up at him. ‘I made you sit with me for hours going through numbers. For most people that would have been torture.’

‘Not for me,’ he assured her, lowering his head and capturing her mouth with his in a brief but devastating kiss. ‘You do realise, don’t you, that I’m not going to let you go?’

‘You’re not?’

‘No.’ He lifted her hands and she felt him slide something onto her finger.

‘What’s that? Oh—’ She stared in amazement at the huge diamond that now adorned her hand and tears filled her eyes. ‘I told you, I didn’t want jewellery.’

‘It isn’t jewellery,’ he informed her in a tone that sounded more like himself, ‘it’s a statement of possession. My corporate branding. It tells the world that you’re mine. Don’t ever take it off.’

She touched it in awe, confused by what it meant. ‘You’re asking me to wear your ring?’

‘I’m asking you to marry me,’ he said softly. ‘You’ve given me so much already, but I want more and I want it forever.’

She felt the hot sting of tears behind her eyes. ‘What have I ever given you? Thanks to my father I don’t have any money and I can’t even add up—’

‘I can add up for both of us and I have more money than we will ever possibly need.’ He brushed a stray tear away from her cheek with his thumb. ‘You seriously don’t know what you’ve given me? Then let me tell you, Grace. You gave me your trust when I didn’t deserve it and unconditional love, which is something that no one has ever given me before. You saw good in me when I only showed you the bad. And you’ve given me hope.’ She swallowed. ‘Rafael—’

‘I love you …’ He gave a wolfish smile. ‘There; it’s getting easier to say all the time with practice. I love you.’

She smiled through her tears. ‘I love you too. So much.’

‘Good.’ He lowered his mouth to hers. ‘How would you feel about an extended honeymoon in the rainforest?’
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CHAPTER ONE

ALEXANDRA HILL arrived home in Brisbane on a particularly chilly May morning.

She’d been on a skiing holiday in the Southern Alps with a group of friends. And while it had been freezing in Canberra when she’d boarded the flight muffled up in a scarf and ski jacket, she hadn’t expected to be grateful for these items of clothing in sub-tropical Brisbane even in winter.

But as it went on to be the coldest May day on record, she was still wearing her coat when she stepped out of the taxi she’d taken from the airport—to find her boss waiting for her on the doorstep of her small terrace house in Spring Hill.

Simon Wellford, ginger-haired and chubby and whose brainchild Wellford Interpreting Services was, threw his arms around her. ‘Thank heavens! Your neighbour wasn’t sure if you were due home today or tomorrow. I need you, Alex. I really need you,’ he said passionately.

Alex, who happened to know Simon was happily married, removed herself from his clutches and said prosaically, ‘I’m still on holiday, Simon, so—’

‘I know,’ he interrupted, ‘but I’ll make it up, I promise!’

Alex sighed. She worked for Simon as an interpreter and had come to know him as somewhat impulsive. ‘What emergency this time?’ she enquired.

‘I wouldn’t call it an emergency, definitely not,’ he denied. ‘Would you call Goodwin Minerals anything but an absolute coup?’

‘I don’t know anything about Goodwin Minerals and I don’t know what you’re talking about, Simon!’

He clicked his tongue. ‘It’s huge, it’s a blue-chip mining company and it’s going into China. Well—’ he waved a hand ‘—they’re about to embark on negotiations here in Brisbane with a Chinese consortium, but one of their Mandarin interpreters has fallen sick and they need a replacement. Almost immediately,’ he added.

Alex dropped her tote bag onto her roller suitcase. ‘On-site interpreting?’ she queried.

Simon hesitated. ‘Look, I know you’ve only done document and telephone work for me, Alex, but you’re damn good at it!’

Alex put her hands on her hips. ‘If we’re talking mining here, are we also talking technical terms?’

Simon glanced at her keenly as he thought, I wish we were—then said, ‘No. It’s for the social events they need you. They …’ he hesitated ‘… wanted to be assured you’d be comfortable in formal social circumstances.’

‘So you told them I don’t eat my peas with my knife,’ Alex remarked, then started to laugh at his injured expression.

‘I told them you came from a diplomatic background. That seemed to reassure them,’ he said a little stiffly because, if the truth be told, he did have one reservation about Alex and this job and it was neither her manners nor her fluency in Mandarin … it was the way she dressed.

He’d never seen her in anything but jeans, although she did have a variety of long scarves she liked to wind round her neck—and her hair was obviously a bit of a trial to her. She also wore glasses.

A classic bluestocking, one could be forgiven for thinking. Not that it had ever mattered how she dressed, because telephone interpreting and document translation were all behind-the-scenes stuff. In fact she did a lot of it from home. You would expect no less than a high social scene from the prominent Goodwin Minerals, though.

He broke his thoughts off with a jerk of his chin. He could sort that out later; getting the job was the important thing and he was running out of time.

‘Hop in the car, Alex,’ he instructed. ‘We’ve got an interview with Goodwins in about twenty minutes.’

She gazed at him. ‘Simon—you’re joking! I’ve just arrived home. I need to shower and change at least and I’m not even sure I want to do this!’

‘Alex …’ he strode across the pavement and opened the passenger door of his car ‘.please.’

‘No, hang on, Simon. Do you mean to tell me you committed me to an interview and you committed Wellford’s to this job with Goodwin Minerals when you weren’t even sure I was coming home today?’

‘I know it sounds a bit, well.’ He shrugged.

‘It sounds exactly like you, Simon Wellford,’ she told him wearily.

‘Great men seize the moment,’ he responded. ‘This could lead to an awful lot of work coming our way from Goodwins, Alex. It could be the making of Wellfords—and,’ he paused suddenly before saying, ‘Rosanna’s pregnant.’

Alex blinked at her boss. Rosanna was Simon’s wife and this would be their first child so the future of the interpreting service would be especially important now.

‘Why didn’t you say so at the beginning?’ she demanded, then her gaze softened and she beamed at him. ‘Oh, Simon, that’s wonderful news!’

Once in the car, some of the difficulties associated with this mission came back to her, however.

‘How am I going to explain the way I’m dressed?’

Simon glanced at her. ‘Tell ‘em the truth. You’ve just arrived back from a skiing holiday. We’ll be dealing with a Margaret Winston, by the way. She’s Max Goodwin’s principal private secretary.’

‘Max Goodwin?’

‘The driving force behind Goodwin Minerals—don’t tell me you haven’t heard of him either?’

‘Well, I haven’t. Simon—’ Alex clutched the arm rest as he wove his way through the city traffic ‘—do you have to drive so fast?’

‘I don’t want to be late. He’s a very powerful man, Max Goodwin, and—’

‘Simon!’ Alex interrupted urgently, but it was too late. A delivery truck pulled out unexpectedly in front of them and, despite a liberal application of the brakes, they bumped into the back of it.

Simon Wellford clutched the steering wheel and groaned heavily as he stared at the crumpled tip of his bonnet. Then he turned his head to Alex. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Fine, slightly jolted, that’s all. How about you?’

‘The same.’ He flinched as the driver of the truck, a burly annoyed-looking man, hove into view. ‘But this just about wrecks it all.’

‘How far away are we?’ Alex asked.

‘Only a block but—’

‘Why can’t I go on my own? You won’t be able to leave the scene for a while but I can go, can’t I? What’s her name again?’

Simon sat up. ‘Margaret Winston, and it’s Goodwin House, next block on the left, fifteenth floor. Alex, I’ll really owe you if we get this,’ he said intensely.

‘I’ll do my best!’ She got out of the car, but before she closed the door Simon said, ‘If all else fails, dazzle ‘em with your Mandarin!’

She laughed.

In the event it wasn’t only Margaret Winston Alex found herself confronting, it was Max Goodwin as well, and a Chinese gentleman, Mr Li, all of which contributed to her rather breathless disarray on top of having run the last block to Goodwin House.

But it was Margaret Winston, middle-aged, her brown hair exquisitely coiffured and wearing a tailored olive-green suit, who showed Alex into Max Goodwin’s impressive office.

A wall of windows looked down on the Brisbane River as it flowed around leafy Kangaroo Point beneath the Storey Bridge. A sea of royal-blue carpet covered the floor. There was a vast desk at one end and some fascinating etchings of Brisbane, in its early days, framed in gold on the walls. At the other end there was a brown leather buttoned three-piece lounge suite set about a coffee table.

And Max Goodwin himself was impressive.

For some reason Simon’s brief summing-up had led Alex to expect a tough, rugged man, even perhaps leathery, as the billionaire mining magnate who headed the company.

Max Goodwin was anything but that. In his middle thirties, she judged, he was the most intriguing-looking man she’d seen for years. Not only was he a fine physical specimen beneath the faultless tailoring of his navy-blue suit, he also had rather remarkable dense blue eyes. His hair was dark and the planes and angles of his face were sculpted finely and his mouth was thin and chiselled.

There was absolutely nothing gnarled and leathery about him, although he could well be mentally tough, she thought, even downright dangerous. There was a kind of eagle intensity to those dark blue eyes that gave every intimation of a man who knew what he wanted—and got it.

Her next thought was that she wasn’t what he wanted at all.

It was a feeling he confirmed when, following the introductions and after a lingering assessment of her, he rubbed his jaw irritably and said, ‘Oh, for crying out loud! Margaret—’

‘Mr Goodwin,’ Margaret Winston broke in purposefully, ‘I have not been able to get anyone else, tomorrow afternoon is approaching fast and Mr Wellford assured me Ms Hill here is extremely competent and has a comprehensive command of the language.’

‘That may be so,’ Max Goodwin stated, ‘but she looks about eighteen and as if she’s run away from her convent school.’

Alex cleared her throat. ‘I can assure you I’m twenty-one, sir. And forgive me for suggesting this but is it wise to judge a book by its cover?’ She paused, then bowed and said it all over again, in Mandarin.

Mr Li stepped forward at this point and introduced himself as one of the interpreting team. He engaged Alex in a detailed conversation, then bowed to her and said to Max Goodwin, ‘Very fluent, Mr Goodwin, very correct and respectful.’

The silence that followed was filled with tension as Max Goodwin locked gazes with her, and then he studied her comprehensively from head to toe again.

Maybe not eighteen, he decided. But without any trace of make-up, with her slippery, shiny mass of mousey hair coming loose in all directions from the knot she’d tied it in, with her steel-rimmed spectacles, her tracksuit and sheepskin boots—she’d taken off a bulky jacket on arrival but there was still hardly any shape to her—she did not look soignée and that was what he needed!

Unless—he had another look at Ms Hill—well, it mightn’t be impossible. She was fairly tall, always a plus when you were a little on the dumpy side, figure-wise. Her hands were actually slim and elegant, her skin was actually rather creamy, and her eyes.

He narrowed his own and made a request. ‘Would you take your glasses off for a moment?’

Alex blinked, then did as requested and Max Goodwin nodded. Her eyes were a clear, fascinating tawny hazel.

‘Uh,’ he said, ‘thanks, Margaret, I’ll handle this for the moment. Thank you, Mr Li. Please sit down, Miss Hill.’ He gestured to a brown leather armchair.

Alex took a seat and he sat down opposite and laid his arm along the back of the settee. ‘Tell me about your background,’ he went on, ‘and how you come to speak Mandarin.’

‘My father was in the Diplomatic Corps. I had—’ she smiled ‘—what you could call a globe-trotting childhood and languages seem to come easily to me. I picked up Mandarin when we lived in Beijing for five years.’

‘A diplomatic background,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘So, do you see yourself working as an interpreter as your career?’

‘Not really, but it is a good way of keeping up my skills, and keeping the wolf from the door,’ she added humorously. ‘But I’m thinking of aiming for the Diplomatic Corps myself. I haven’t long been out of university, where I majored in languages.’

He ruffled his dark hair. Then he said abruptly, ‘Would you object to a makeover?’

She stared at him and the silence lengthened during which she, quite ridiculously, noted his pale grey tie with navy polka dots and the fact that he had a small scar at the outward end of his left eyebrow.

She cleared her throat. ‘You obviously don’t think I look the part. I—’

‘Do you think you’d feel the part?’ he broke in. And he reeled off a list of functions that made Alex blink: cocktail parties, a luncheon, a golf day, a river cruise, a dinner dance amongst them.

‘Look,’ she interrupted in turn, ‘I think we may be wasting each other’s time, Mr Goodwin. I simply don’t have the wardrobe to cater for all that and I may not have the—what’s the word?—elan for it either. Straight interpreting is one thing, this is quite another.’

‘I’d provide the wardrobe. You could keep it.’

‘Oh. No. I couldn’t,’ she said awkwardly. ‘It’s kind of you but, no, thank you.’

‘It’s not kind at all,’ he replied impatiently. ‘It would be a legitimate expense in this instance, therefore tax deductible. And it’s not as if it would be part of me “keeping” you in return for specific favours.’

Alex’s lips parted. ‘Definitely,’ she said tartly.

He grinned suddenly, his eyes alight with wicked amusement. ‘Why not, then?’

Alex wriggled in her chair, then folded her hands in her lap. ‘I would feel—I would feel uncomfortable. I would feel bought even if not for the usual reasons.’

Max Goodwin eyed the ceiling. ‘Give ‘em all back to me, then. I’m sure I could find someone who’d appreciate them.’

‘That would be more appropriate,’ she mused, ‘but there’s something else. To be perfectly honest, I would feel a certain amount of chagrin that you don’t consider the real me good enough.’

‘It’s not that,’ he said through his teeth. ‘I just don’t want you to feel like Cinderella. OK, yes—’ he raised his hand ‘—I also need the other side to take you seriously, therefore a slightly more sophisticated aura would be a help.’

Alex chewed her lip. Part of her would like to decline, she decided. There was plenty about Max Goodwin that rubbed her up the wrong way—sheer arrogance, for one thing. How pleasant would it be to turn the tables on him, though? To prove to him she would not be an embarrassment to him, something he’d barely, just barely, stopped short of saying?

She looked down at herself rather ruefully at that point. She’d had no opportunity to explain why she looked rather dishevelled or why she was dressed the way she was—on a point of pride she wouldn’t deign to do so now anyway.

But it was a challenge and it could be really interesting.

And there was Simon and his company to consider, not to mention the coming baby …

‘I guess I could give it a go,’ she said, ‘although—’ she shrugged ‘—I didn’t that long ago leave my convent, for what it’s worth, Mr Goodwin, only about a year ago.’

Something like amazement touched his eyes. ‘You were a nun?’

‘Oh, no. But my parents died when I was seventeen and a boarder at the convent, so I stayed on. The Mother Superior was related to my father—my only living relative. And I boarded with them during my time at university. She died last year.’

‘I—see. Well, I was going to say that explains it, but what does it explain?’ he asked himself rhetorically and smiled whimsically.

‘It probably explains why I’m a bit of a plain Jane, why I’m used to a simple, useful life,’ she told him gravely. ‘It doesn’t mean to say I can be imposed upon.’

He stared at her. ‘You’re worried that I might be tempted to take advantage of you, Miss Hill?’

‘Sexually? Not in the least,’ she returned serenely. ‘I would imagine I’m quite out of your league, there, Mr Goodwin. Anyway, for all I know you could be married with a dozen kids.’ She paused, as for some reason not clear to her Max Goodwin appeared to flinch.

Then he said, ‘I’m not married.’ He frowned. ‘What, just as a matter of interest, would you imagine my “league” to be?’

‘Oh—’ Alex waved a hand ‘—glamorous, sophisticated women of the world.’

He grimaced, but didn’t deny the charge. And he said, ‘If you’re not worried about being imposed upon in that way, what are you worried about?’

‘I get the feeling you’re a master at getting your own way whatever the cost,’ Alex said candidly, and took her glasses off to polish them on her scarf. ‘I wouldn’t take kindly to that,’ she said calmly, but quite definitely, and repositioned her glasses.

But it seemed as if Max Goodwin suddenly had his mind on other things. And, indeed, he had, as it occurred to him he’d never seen such remarkable eyes and was it his imagination or—was he unable to resist them?

Of course not, he reassured himself. It was her very correct, fluent Mandarin, obviously. All the same.

‘Have you ever tried contact lenses?’ he found himself asking.

Alex blinked behind her glasses at the abrupt change of topic but, not only that, at the impression she’d got that Max Goodwin had gone from businesslike to personal somehow—but surely that was ridiculous?

‘Yes, I do have a pair, but I prefer my glasses,’ she said slowly and with a slight frown.

‘You should persevere with your lenses,’ he told her and stood up. ‘OK, let’s get this show on the road.’ He strode over to his desk and buzzed for Margaret Winston.

Margaret, when she came, didn’t see a problem in the making over of Alex Hill; she looked relieved instead. Then she became practical.

She named a leading department store and told them they had a customer-service department that assisted in putting together wardrobes, co-ordinating cosmetics and even had their own hair salon. She would get right onto the phone to them, she said, and organize a consultation immediately.

‘Thank you, Margaret, that’s excellent news. By the way, am I running late again?’

‘Yes, Mr Goodwin, you are—I’m just about to ring ahead and advise them.’

‘Thanks. Uh—I’d really like to brief Miss Hill. When am I going to have time to do that?’

Margaret thought for a moment. ‘I’m afraid it’s going to have to be after hours,’ she said a little helplessly. ‘Six o’clock this evening, for an hour, is about all the free time you have left.’

‘That OK with you, Miss Hill?’ He swung back to Alex.

She frowned. ‘Where?’

‘Here. I have a penthouse on the top floor. Just use the penthouse buzzer and give your name—Margaret will pass it on to the staff up there.’ He held out his hand to Alex.

She didn’t offer him her hand. She said instead, ‘Brief me?’

Max Goodwin dropped his hand. ‘Yes, brief you on these negotiations,’ he said and added precisely, ‘that is all. And for the simple reason that it may not only be social chit-chat you’ll be translating, because many a meaningful conversation has been held outside a conference room. So I’d like you to be aware of some of the nuances behind these talks.’ He raised a satirical eyebrow at her. ‘All clear?’

Alex shrugged. ‘I only asked.’

‘Because, despite what you said to the contrary, you couldn’t help wondering if I had something else in mind?’

Alex smiled suddenly. ‘If you had known my Mother Superior, you would also know that “penthouses” and “after hours” are all things sensible girls should avoid like the plague. I guess that habit of suspicion becomes a bit engrained. I really am over it now, though—I’ll come.’ She held out her hand, quite unaware of the startled look in Margaret Winston’s eyes, then the small smile of approval that good lady allowed herself before she left.

But it was when he took her hand and shook it that Alex discovered something curiously mesmerizing about Max Goodwin. Was it pure animal magnetism? she wondered. A heady assault on the senses because, even if he was arrogant and incredibly high-handed, he was also good-looking and impressive with those broad shoulders and narrow hips so that he wore his beautifully tailored suit to perfection?

Was it the sneaking suspicion that, despite those blue eyes and the suit, he’d be quite capable of throwing you across the back of his horse like a disobedient squaw and cantering off with you?

Don’t be ridiculous, Alex, she chided herself immediately.

But it wasn’t only that tantalizingly dangerous appeal to him, she reflected. There was a vitality to him that was hard to resist. There was the fact that she might despise his ways and means, but she found him an interesting, worthy opponent to cross swords with.

There was that wary little feeling she’d experienced earlier that he’d crossed some boundary into the personal with her—was that really why she’d been a bit dubious about this after-hours meeting in the penthouse?

On the other hand—and this took her by surprise and shook her a little as she reclaimed her hand—there was the curiously fascinating detail that she came up to just above his shoulder height.





CHAPTER TWO

AT FIVE minutes to six that evening, Alex barrelled into the foyer of Goodwin House with her hair and scarf flying and a variety of shopping bags hanging from her arms.

She looked around breathlessly for the penthouse buzzer and was intercepted by the commissionaire. She gave him her name and told him who she needed to see. He looked doubtful for a moment but led her to the penthouse lift—he had the grace to look apologetic when her name was received in the affirmative and the lift doors opened on cue.

‘Thirty-fifth floor is what you need, ma’am. Have a good evening!’

Alex pressed thirty-five and prepared to part company with her stomach—she didn’t like lifts, but this one turned out to be painless. And on the thirty-fifth floor it opened directly into Max Goodwin’s penthouse.

It wasn’t Max who greeted her, however, it was a man of about forty who said pleasantly, ‘Miss Hill, I believe? I’m Max’s domestic co-ordinator, Jake Frost. I’m afraid he’s running a few minutes late. Would you care to come through to the lounge and may I get you a drink? Oh—I’ll take the shopping bags.’

‘Thank you, thank you.’ She also divested herself of her jacket and scarf. ‘And just a soft drink would be nice—shopping can be exhausting and thirst-making.’

‘It would appear you’ve done quite a bit of it,’ Jake remarked as he relieved her of the carrier bags.

‘It’s not for me,’ Alex assured him. ‘I mean, it is, but I’ll be giving it all back. It’s not as if I’m ruinously spendthrift or anything like that.’ Her eyes twinkled suddenly behind her glasses. ‘Oh, dear. Does it really matter what people think of me?’

Jake Frost took a moment to take a more personal, less professional look at the new interpreter. He’d been told about her and not thought much one way or the other about it. Now he decided she was charming even if she was not at all the kind of woman Max Goodwin usually …

But what am I thinking? he wondered. This is business.

All the same it was with a genuine smile that he said, ‘I think it would be a shame not to enjoy it just a little bit, even if you are giving them all back.’

A few minutes later, Alex had a tall, frosted glass in her hand as she admired the view from Max Goodwin’s penthouse. It was a beautiful view over the river and the city in the last of the daylight as lights started to twinkle on and she identified some of the landmarks.

The lounge behind her was spacious and absolutely eye-catching. The carpet was sea green, the couches were covered in apricot cut velvet with poppy-red cushions and the occasional tables were enamelled black.

A magnificent Chinese cabinet in black-and-gold lacquer dominated one wall and on another a marvellous, almost full-length abstract painting took pride of place and brought a bouquet of beautiful, swirling colours to the room.

‘Hello, Alex,’ a voice said behind her, and she turned to see Max Goodwin stroll into the lounge.

He’d obviously just showered, his hair was still damp, and he was now wearing jeans and a sweater. He walked over to the bar and poured himself a drink.

‘Do sit down,’ he invited.

Jake came in as she took a seat. ‘I’ve rung ahead to say you might be a little late, Max. I’ve put the wine in a cooler bag for you—’ he indicated the bag on the bar ‘—and here are the flowers.’ He picked up a bunch and laid them back again. ‘So I’ll get going, if you don’t mind.’

‘Sure. Cheers!’ Max Goodwin saluted his domestic co-ordinator and sat down opposite Alex. ‘Well, how did you get on this afternoon?’

‘Fine,’ Alex said. ‘I think. But look, Mr Goodwin, if you’re running late again maybe we could find some other time for this?’

‘No, it doesn’t matter if I’m a bit late, there is no other time, and I’m determined to enjoy this drink.’

Alex shrugged. ‘I just wouldn’t like to make you late for your date.’

He looked amused. ‘My date, as you put it with a certain amount of disapproval, Miss Hill, is with my grandmother. She’s in a nursing home at the moment so the wine and the flowers are to cheer her up.’

‘Oh.’ Alex took her glasses off and polished them. Had she sounded disapproving and if so why? Had the subconscious impression been growing in her that Max Goodwin was something of a playboy? Helped along no doubt by the wine and the flowers, those good looks and that impressive physique and the fact that he wasn’t married. Along with, of course, that unexplained little trill of wariness she’d experienced at the interview this morning.

But assuming she’d misread that, wasn’t all the rest of it akin to judging a book by its cover?

‘I’m sorry,’ she said and smiled suddenly at him, ‘if I sounded disapproving. I, well, it seems one of my impressions of you is that you could be a bit of a playboy but I don’t really have any concrete evidence so I shall discard it.’

For a long moment he was speechless.

Alex glanced at her watch. ‘Should we begin the briefing?’ she suggested, her eyes a serious hazel behind her repositioned glasses, but with her lips still quirking.

Max Goodwin recovered himself. ‘Thank you,’ he said gravely, ‘for being prepared to revise your opinions. Naturally, I don’t see myself as a playboy, although our definitions could vary—’ he grimaced ‘—but perhaps it’s not a good idea to go into that. And—’ a lightning look of wicked amusement flew Alex’s way ‘—to be honest, disapproval of any kind doesn’t often come my way so I’ll look upon it as a salutary experience. OK, on to the briefing.’

When he stopped talking Alex had a fair idea of the gist of the negotiations he was undertaking as well as a familiarity with the territories they covered. It would be a huge coup for Goodwin Minerals if they scored this breakthrough into the Chinese market, she realized.

Then he glanced at his watch and drained his beer. ‘I should get going. Thank you for your time, though.’ He stood up and retrieved the cooler bag from the bar and a colourful bunch of gerberas, white daisies and asparagus fern wrapped in cellophane.

It was when they got to the foyer and she collected her bags and jacket that he said humorously, ‘I hope you haven’t parked too far away, Alex?’ He ushered her into the lift.

‘I don’t have a car.’

He frowned and hesitated before pushing a button. ‘What do you mean?’ ‘I don’t drive.’

He looked at her for a moment as if she might have escaped a lunar landscape, and Alex had a secret desire to laugh.

‘So how do you get about?’

‘Buses,’ she said gravely. ‘I also have a bicycle. And, very occasionally, taxis.’

‘Where do you live?’

She told him.

‘That’s on my way.’ He pushed the basement button and the doors closed. ‘I’ll give you a lift.’

‘You really don’t need to do that, Mr Goodwin,’ she protested. ‘I’m quite used—’

‘Alex,’ he said with his eyes glinting, ‘a piece of advice, don’t argue with me. Especially not when I’m being at my best because it may not last that long.’

The lift came to rest at the basement floor and the doors slid open.

‘Well—’ She temporized.

‘Besides which,’ he added, eyeing her carrier bags, ‘you’ve got an awful lot of loot on you by the look of it, all paid for with my money—you could get robbed, mobbed, anything, and I wouldn’t appreciate that.’

‘Are you saying so long as the “loot” was OK, you wouldn’t mind what happened to me?’ she demanded.

‘Now that is putting words into my mouth,’ he drawled. ‘But enough of this chit-chat, let’s go!’

Alex had no choice but to follow him as he strode across the garage towards a gleaming navy-blue Bentley that looked brand-spanking new.

‘Wow!’ She pulled up and couldn’t help gazing at the car admiringly, her ire dissolving somewhat. ‘I don’t know much about cars but this is something else!’

‘Yes, a beauty, isn’t she? So damn classy—if she were a girl I could marry her.’

Alex had to laugh as he unlocked the boot and they deposited her bags, the flowers and the wine in it, then he unlocked the doors and she climbed into the cream leather and walnut interior. It even smelt beautiful inside.

‘Is it a conscious decision not to drive?’ he queried as he nosed the car up the garage ramp and onto the street. ‘A “greenie” decision?’

Alex wrinkled her nose. ‘I would love to say so, and I do think too many of them are wrong, but it’s a practical decision. I don’t have a garage and I’m so used to taking buses and so on.’ She waved a hand.

‘What is your economic situation?’ he asked with a sudden frown.

Alex watched the city street slide beneath the bonnet of the Bentley. It had rained while she’d been upstairs and the slick surface was reflecting myriad lights as the tyres hissed over them.

‘My parents did have a nest egg that came to me,’ she told him. ‘After—’ she stopped for a moment and swallowed ‘—after the accident they died in, my Mother Superior was appointed my trustee. My school fees were paid out of it, and my university expenses et cetera, and there was enough left for me to buy a terrace house, so I’m actually a woman of some substance even if I don’t have a car!’ She turned to him with a cheery grin.

But Max Goodwin noticed the added sparkle to her eyes behind her glasses, tears, he suspected, and felt a spark of pity for this orphan.

He said only, though, ‘Good on you! Is this it?’ He pulled the Bentley up outside a row of terrace houses in the inner suburb of Spring Hill.

‘Yes. Thank you very much for this. I suppose I’ll see you again at …’ Alex glanced at him enquiringly ‘… well, the cocktail party tomorrow afternoon?’

‘Yes.’ He paused. ‘What have you got on tomorrow morning? I just thought you might be interested in the state-of-the-art conference room and meeting the other interpreters.’

‘I would, normally, but it seems I have all sorts of other appointments tomorrow morning. Hair, nails, facials.’ She grimaced.

Max Goodwin frowned and turned to study her. He’d opened his door to retrieve her stuff from the boot so the overhead light was on.

‘You don’t—you don’t,’ he said as his dark blue gaze roamed over the very au naturel girl he’d hired as an interpreter—actually rather refreshingly natural, he found himself thinking suddenly, ‘need to go overboard.’

Alex hid a smile. ‘Mr Goodwin, since I have it on good authority I would feel like Cinderella otherwise, I intend to do what is necessary not to feel that way. But I don’t intend to go overboard. If anything, I was a restraining influence.’

It dawned on Max that this girl had turned the tables on him, that, far from being crushed by his makeover request, she was even laughing at him. ‘How so?’ he queried with a tinge of foreboding.

‘I kept reminding your Mrs Winston, who is a dear actually, and the wardrobe co-ordinator, that, while I didn’t need to look like Cinderella, I didn’t need to outshine the guests either. And it’s only the clothes you’re paying for.’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘That’s not necessary, Alex.’

She shrugged. ‘It is to me. That side of it is rather personal and it’s not a question of it would probably be like a drop in the ocean for you—it’s my pride. So please don’t you argue with me, Mr Goodwin.’

Max found himself laughing involuntarily as Alex put up her chin and stared haughtily at him. ‘Very well, ma’am,’ he replied with his lips twitching. ‘Let’s get your things.’

He not only got them out of the boot for her, he carried some of them up the short path from the pavement to her front door.

‘Give me your key. I’ll open the door for you.’

‘I—it’s probably under that flowerpot,’ she said unthinkingly and pointed to a pot bearing lavender.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he said as he deposited the bags he was carrying onto the garden bench and lifted the pot. ‘This is the first place a would-be thief would look! Not that,’ he added, ‘it would do him much good tonight because it’s not there.’

He straightened, dusted his hands and eyed the eleven other pots grouped around her front door ominously then somewhat bemusedly. ‘What is this? They’re all herbs if I’m not mistaken.’

‘Yes. I like to use them in cooking.’

He turned his attention back to her. ‘That’s fine, but it’s insanity to hide your door key like that. So where should I look next? The basil, I recognize that one and the mint of course, also the parsley—’

‘I do make a random choice every day,’ she broke in nervously, ‘and I only do it in the first place because I have a horrible habit of losing keys. Hang on!’ She banged her forehead with the heel of her hand. ‘I’ve been away, haven’t I? So it must be in my bag. Let’s see.’

She started to rummage through her bag, then clicked her tongue exasperatedly and upended the tote onto the bench seat.

‘How many times a day do you have to do this?’ he enquired.

‘Not that often,’ she told him. ‘What’s more, it’s all your fault. Ah! Here it is.’

His eyebrows shot up. ‘My fault? I don’t see—’ So she interrupted him to tell him how her day had panned out thanks to his urgent need of a Mandarin speaker.

‘Is it any wonder I’m not quite as organized as I should be?’ she finished severely, only to realize he was shaking with silent laughter.

‘It’s not funny,’ she said as he opened the door for her.

‘It is funny,’ he disagreed. ‘Where’s the light?’

‘Just round the corner but you don’t need to—’

‘I have no intention of coming in, Alex,’ he said somewhat dryly, ‘just in case your Mother Superior is issuing all kinds of red alerts or clear-and-present-danger signals from up above—I’m sorry,’ he said abruptly as her expression changed. ‘Strike that. All right—’ he looked down at her ‘—I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon. Thank you for putting up with—all the difficulties of the day.’

But for a moment, before he left, his eyes roamed over her in a rather narrowed, probing way that puzzled her.

Then, with a light, quick flick of his fingers on her cheek, he was gone.

She was not to know that as he drove off Max Goodwin was surprised to find himself thinking that, were he free, he would enjoy taking his new interpreter out for a meal. He had a favourite little seafood restaurant that something told him she would enjoy; it was unpretentious but comfortable and the food was the work of a chef who really understood his sauces and combined them with whatever was the fresh catch of the day.

Come to think of it—he steered the Bentley round a roundabout—he hadn’t taken a female companion there for ages, although it had not been so much the lack of females to escort around. No, there had been a plethora of upmarket social events on his calendar, and several perfectly groomed, expensively dressed, perfumed women on his arm, one at a time naturally, to share them with him, but looking back had it all seemed curiously—empty?

Which raised the question—was the way that Alexandra Hill seemed to be beckoning him an indication he was tired of the high life or perhaps specifically ‘glamorous, sophisticated women of the world'—to quote Miss Hill herself.

He frowned suddenly because that, of course, led him straight back to the thorny question of one particular sophisticated, glamorous woman of the world …

But although Alex was not privy to Max Goodwin’s rather surprising train of thought, she was still puzzled as she closed her front door on the wet night.

What had she sensed in the moment when he’d studied her so carefully? Some sort of a frisson between them?

She touched her cheek with her fingertips where he had touched it, and found herself breathing deeply as she recalled the tall, exciting essence of her new employer; the deep blue of his eyes, how they crinkled when he laughed, his broad shoulders, his hands.

She stared into space, then shook her head as she warned herself not to get fanciful.

She’d redecorated the house herself gradually, using white for the walls to show off the interesting artefacts and pictures gathered from all over the world in her earlier life.

There was a lovely kelim rug hanging on one wall of the lounge and she’d made the covers of her scatter cushions for her ruby settee from songket, hand-woven Malay fabric threaded with silver and gold, that she’d bought in a market in Kuantan.

It had been a wonderful life, her earlier life. Not only had her father achieved consul status in the diplomatic service, but she’d grown up sharing both her parents’ interest in scholarly pursuits. She’d also inherited their talent for languages.

Then it had all come crashing down.

Her parents had been killed in a train crash a long way from home. She probably would have been on the train herself if it hadn’t been decided she should complete her last couple of years of schooling in Australia. It had been a life-saving decision, although it had been hard to handle at the time; it had also been a wise one. She’d made some long-term friends close to home who had been denied to her in her globe-trotting childhood.

So she hadn’t been entirely alone and, of course, there’d been her father’s cousin, the Mother Superior of her convent.

But as the only child of only-child parents, whose own parents had all passed away, it had been a crushing blow. And although out of the tragedy a habit of fortitude and independence had grown, she still, in her innermost moments, suffered from it. She told herself it was foolish to fear getting too close to anyone in case they too were wrenched from her, but that cold little fear persisted.

And she knew it was why she was fancy-free at twenty-one, and wondered if she’d always be the same.

But she had been fortunate to inherit that fairly substantial nest egg and to be able to put herself through university and, later, acquire her house and finally put her convent days behind her. Not that she’d found them a trial.

When she’d finished school and gone straight on to university, she’d been taken on as a lay member of the staff and in return had helped out with the younger boarders. She was handy with kids, especially tearful, a-long-way-from-home ones, probably because she’d been through a lot of school changes and scene changes herself.

And it had been quite a change, moving into her flat after convent life even as a lay member of the community where one could never be lonely or idle. But after the first sense of disorientation, she’d grown to value her very own space and the things she could do with it.

She was also fortunate to have a congenial neighbour. Patti Smith was an energetic widow in her late fifties and she was fun to be with. They looked after each other’s gardens, mail and so on when either of them were away. Patti, a former nurse, was now retired.

Alex put her keys down on the dining-room table, her bags on the settee and moved around, switching on a couple of lamps.

In the warm soft light the room looked peaceful and inviting, and it brought her a special pleasure to know that she’d bought some of the furniture second-hand and restored it herself.

She slipped her boots and several layers of clothing off, although she’d reduced some of what she’d been wearing while shopping, and took a shower. Then she padded through to the kitchen, which was possibly her greatest triumph.

She’d transformed it from a dark and dingy nightmare to light and white with open-fronted shelves to show off her colourful crockery and basket containers.

She made herself a cup of tea and a sandwich, and carried it all through to the bedroom where she emptied her carrier bags onto her bed.

She looked down at the pile and thought with a tinge of irony that she might have been a restraining influence but the clothes were lovely all the same. Margaret Winston might have accepted her suggestion that she shouldn’t outshine the guests, that perhaps dark colours and simple lines would be the most suitable, but she’d insisted on the best quality available.

Alex had quailed inwardly at the prices, but Margaret had confided that they’d be but a drop in the ocean for Max Goodwin.

The result was beautiful materials, linen, silks, fine wools and crêpes. There were three pairs of new shoes and sets of exquisite underwear.

But a frown grew in her eyes as she stared down at it all. Very lovely, but quite different from her normal attire. Would the flair to wear them come from them? she wondered.

Then a strange little thought struck her. How would Max Goodwin view her in these elegant clothes?

To her amazement she felt her pulse beat a little heavily at the thought, and she had to take several deep breaths. She had also to remind herself that she needed to be very, very professional in her dealings with him …

The next day seemed to fly past.

The cocktail party was to be held in the penthouse, starting at six p.m. but Margaret Winston had asked her to be there by five-thirty. In the meantime, she did have a bevy of appointments and there’d been a message from Simon on her answering machine requesting her to pop in and see him.

But before she went anywhere, her neighbour Patti popped in for a few minutes.

‘Knock, knock! I peeked, I cannot deny it, although I wasn’t going to admit it,’ she said dramatically, ‘but I’m dying of curiosity! Who was the gorgeous man who brought you home in a Bentley, no less, last night?’

Alex had to laugh. ‘My new boss,’ she explained. ‘My very temporary boss, so don’t get your hopes up.

Patti sighed regretfully, then she brightened. ‘You never know!’

At midday, Alex stared at herself in something like disbelief.

The foils had come out of her hair, it had been trimmed, washed and blow-dried and the result was rather incredible. Not only that, her eyebrows had been neatened, her lashes had been tinted and her nails manicured.

But most of all it was her hair that amazed her. No longer mousey and unmanageable, wheat-fair highlights had lifted the colour, it now had body, bounce and shape as its slight tendency to curl had been taken advantage of.

‘Like it?’ Mr Roger, the hairdresser, enquired.

Alex swung her head and watched her hair sway elegantly. ‘It’s—I can’t believe it. But—’ she turned to him urgently ‘—I won’t be able to keep it looking like this!’

‘Of course you will!’ he replied, looking a little hurt. ‘It’s all in the cut and what I cut stays cut until the next cut, believe me. And you can still tie it back, put it in bunches, whatever! Mary,’ he called to the make-up girl over his shoulder, ‘let’s do her face. Really go for the eyes, talk about amazing, they are!’ He turned back to Alex. ‘And please don’t tell me you’re going to wear those glasses, lovey, because I couldn’t bear it!’

‘I won’t,’ Alex promised with a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t dare—I’ve brought my contacts.’

He patted her shoulder. ‘Anyway, come in and get it combed before any of your big “do’s” if you’d like to.’

‘Oh, my goodness!’ Simon Wellford said and dropped his pen as Alex slid into a chair across his desk. ‘I mean—’

‘It’s OK!’ Alex smiled at him sympathetically and explained rather humorously about the makeover she’d undergone. ‘I got a bit of a shock myself,’ she added. ‘To think, I’ve been battling with my hair for as long as I can remember and all it needed was one man to cut it, style it, and colour it. Mind you,’ she confided, ‘it cost an arm and a leg.’

‘It’s not only your hair.’ Simon’s gaze took in her carefully made-up face. ‘It’s your face and—no glasses now. It’s amazing. Although—’ his gaze dropped lower ‘—same kind of clothes.’

‘Ah. Not this afternoon, though. So what did you want to see me about?’

Simon reached for a folder. ‘Goodwin Minerals faxed through a confidentiality clause. I’ve had our lawyer have a look at it and he sees no problems, but it means that anything you learn during these negotiations has to stay confidential.’ He handed her a pen.

Alex signed the document with a flourish. ‘Of course.’

‘And they faxed through the programme of engagements you’ll be required to attend.’ He pushed another piece of paper across the desk to her.

‘Cocktail party tonight, lunch tomorrow at the Sovereign Islands, then a three-day break until a golf day at Sanctuary Cove, a day out on a boat on the river, a day at the races and finally a dinner dance—Sovereign Island again,’ Alex read and ticked off her fingers.

Simon looked a question at her.

‘I have seen this—Mrs Winston went through it with me. I was just going through the outfits we got for each occasion,’ she explained and added, ‘I think I’m going to enjoy the three-day break after tomorrow’s lunch. But what’s at Sovereign Island?’ she asked.

‘It’s on the Gold Coast. He has a house down there—make that a mansion.’ Simon looked wry, then opened a drawer and produced a gold badge with her name in navy enamel letters and the company logo artfully inscribed on it. ‘What do you think? Quite classy.’

Alex ran her fingers across the surface. ‘Yes.’ She put it in her bag.

‘So—’ Simon sat back and looked at her narrowly ‘—you reckon you can handle this, Alex?’

‘Have I ever let you down, Simon?’

‘No, but telephone interpreting and document translation is not the pressure thing on-site interpreting is.’

‘I know,’ she agreed. ‘But I spent a couple of hours last night immersing myself in a Mandarin DVD—I feel quite ready.’

He gazed at her. ‘Well, it’ll be mostly small talk, I imagine, but—good luck! You do realize this could bring us a lot of work?’

Alex rose. ‘Simon, that must be the sixth time you’ve told me that—I do. And if you don’t mind I’m off to smell the roses, metaphorically speaking, so—’

‘What’s he like? Max Goodwin?’

Alex turned back to him and searched her mind. ‘Very—clever, I would say. Very used to getting his own way. Very rich.’ She turned towards the door.

‘That I never doubted,’ Simon said dryly. ‘It’s an old family and there’s been a lot of wealth in it for a long time. His grandmother was the daughter of an Italian count and his sister is married to an English baronet. Still, there’s a rumour going round town that a son he never knew existed has made an unexpected appearance in his life.’

Alex turned back again and blinked at her boss. Simon Wellford had a sister, Cilla, who had married rather spectacularly and he often shared titbits of celebrity gossip with his staff.

‘Never knew existed?’ she repeated. ‘How on earth can that happen?’

Simon shrugged. ‘Who knows? There’ve been a few women in Max Goodwin’s life. But word has it, he was, to put it mildly, not amused.’

Alex sat down again. ‘How could you be “not amused” about your own child?’

Simon drummed his fingers on the table. ‘Don’t ask me, Alex. Cilla is a bit piqued because she hasn’t, to date, got any further details.’ He pulled a face as if struck by a sudden thought. ‘And if I were you I wouldn’t put the question to him either.’

Alex sat back. ‘As if I would,’ she said tartly.

‘Well, I don’t know about that. I’ve got the feeling you’re something of a—’ Simon Wellford hesitated ‘—a “do-gooder”.’

‘I’m not. I am,’ Alex corrected herself, ‘but in a strictly non-meddling way. And this has nothing to do with me, although I still can’t understand it.’ She frowned.

Simon sat up and pushed his fingers through his gingery hair. ‘I’m sorry I ever told you! Look, don’t let it affect your dealings with Goodwin,’ he requested urgently.

‘Of course I won’t. I intend to be entirely professional about this, Simon,’ she told her boss, ‘believe me.’

‘Good.’

At five-thirty, as the autumn dusk was gathering, Alex arrived at the penthouse and her jaw dropped at what she saw.

The last time she’d visited the curtains had been closed on the side of the lounge that led to a pool deck. Now they were open and the pool sparkled with underwater lighting. Not only that, the deck had been screened from the cool night air and bore a startling resemblance to what could be a set of the musical South Pacific.

There was a dugout canoe bobbing on the pool, there was a small sandy beach, tropical foliage—real palm trees and hibiscus bushes. There were waiters and waitresses wearing leis, sarongs and grass skirts, there was the lovely music playing softly in the background. The tables that bore the canapés and drinks were covered in palm thatch and strewn with frangipani blooms.

It was all so professionally done, so real, you could imagine yourself on an island in the South Pacific.

Alex closed her mouth and turned to find Margaret Winston at her elbow. ‘This is just brilliant,’ she breathed.

Margaret smiled. ‘We do our best. Now, let me look at you.’

Alex looked down at herself. She wore a filmy black blouse dotted with coin spots of pale grey over a black camisole and a fitted black skirt that came to just above her knees. Her legs gleamed smooth and long beneath sheer stockings and she wore black suede pumps.

It was a restrainedly elegant outfit, she felt, and, although she’d been amazed at her hair, she had no real idea of the remarkable transformation she’d undergone.

But before Margaret got a chance to comment, Max Goodwin came up to them.

He made a fleeting but comprehensive study of Alex, stifled an expletive and said instead with obvious dissatisfaction as he turned to his secretary, ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Margaret! What’s this?’





CHAPTER THREE

IT WAS Margaret Winston who saw Alex freeze with a trapped look in her eyes like a deer caught in headlights.

It was Margaret who protested, ‘But, Mr Goodwin, she looks wonderful!’

‘Wonderful?’ Max Goodwin grated. ‘She looks—’

He didn’t get to finish because Alex came alive and whirled on her heel and ran for the lift.

He caught her with her finger on the button and took hold of her elbow. ‘If you’ll allow me to finish, Alex,’ he said tersely, ‘I was about to say you look drop-dead gorgeous.’

Alex’s head came up and she looked at him incredulously. ‘You’ve just made that up,’ she accused huskily. ‘Please let me go.’

‘No. Come with me.’ The pressure on her elbow increased and he steered her out of the foyer into a side room, a smaller, more informal sitting room with comfortable armchairs done in restful shades of green. He closed the door behind them. ‘I meant it,’ he said.

‘But that doesn’t make sense.’ Alex clasped her hands in front of her and prayed she wouldn’t burst into tears. ‘Why would you be angry about that?’

He shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘Because it’s the last thing I need at the moment, an interpreter who’s going to steal the show. Not only that, I can’t allow for anyone to believe that we are on more intimate terms as well.’

Alex’s colour fluctuated, but she said steadfastly, ‘I don’t think there is the slightest chance of that!’

‘My dear …’ Max Goodwin stood back from her and allowed his dark blue gaze to sweep her from head to toe again ‘.believe me, it would occur to me if I saw you with someone else. You look wonderfully slim and elegant, black obviously suits you, it makes your skin look like cream velvet, your eyes are stunning, they look green today—and why the hell didn’t you tell me you had legs to die for?’ he added irritably.

‘Because it’s none of your business,’ she flashed back, then blushed. ‘I mean, they’re just, well, legs.’

‘No, they’re not,’ he contradicted. ‘They’re the best pair of legs I’ve seen for years. For that matter how did you manage to look … like you did yesterday morning?’

Alex plaited her fingers. ‘It was the clothes. I also had thermal undies on.’ She paused.

‘Go on, this is absolutely fascinating,’ he drawled.

Alex grimaced. ‘You did ask.’

For a moment Max Goodwin exhibited no expression at all, then his lips twisted into a faint smile. ‘You were lucky it was such a cold day up here.’

‘I was,’ she agreed, then looked perturbed. ‘I still don’t know whether to believe you.’

‘I’m not in the habit of lying.’

‘But—’ she shook her head a little dazedly ‘—you were the one who wanted me to look more—more with it. I actually was rather convinced you were afraid I might be an embarrassment to you.’

‘For my sins, so I was.’ He smiled austerely. ‘You know, even if you were expecting me to make some crushing remark about your appearance, I wouldn’t have thought it would have bothered you a lot.’

Alex blinked at this disclosure.

He shrugged. ‘I was pretty much convinced you didn’t give two hoots about what I thought.’

She thought through this and a slow tide of pink coloured her cheeks again as she wished fervently she could assure him she didn’t. But of course it was too late for that. She bit her lip.

‘I—’ she began tentatively. ‘That is … look—’ she gestured frustratedly ‘—it must be a “girl” thing. I mean, it must be the one area where I really don’t know what I’m doing.’ She paused and gathered composure. ‘I couldn’t help wondering if I’d ended up looking completely wrong,’ she told him tentatively.

‘No. The opposite.’

Alex gazed at him wordlessly for a long moment. She’d never thought much about men’s tailoring before and was not to know his suit was made from the finest wool/cashmere blend, but anyone could see it fitted perfectly. The smooth charcoal-grey fabric was beautifully stitched along the lapels and he wore a white shirt with a broad stone stripe and a tie with tiny emerald hexagon motifs. Gold cufflinks glinted at his wrists.

His shoes simply looked as if they had cost a fortune. And add to the whole his dark good looks.

Talk about stealing the show, she thought suddenly. Max Goodwin could be the one to do it. So why wasn’t he married? Why had he eluded it until his middle thirties and why was he not amused to discover he had a son? ‘Ms Hill?’

Alex came out of her thoughts with a little start. ‘Sorry. You said?’

‘I said nothing. You were looking at me as if I were—I’m not quite sure.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘Reprehensible? Or some kind of specimen that was completely foreign to you?’

Alex chuckled involuntarily, a little breath of sound. ‘That could be it. But—look, do you want me to race home and change?’

He took his time about replying, studying her a little askance as if he was going to take issue with what she’d said first, then he glanced at his watch and shook his head. ‘We don’t have the time anyway. We shall have to make do. Just ignore any excessive adulation that comes your way and—’

Alex broke in, ‘I am not a silly, impressionable young girl, Mr Goodwin!’

‘No. But you may never have appeared in public as if you could grace the cover of Vogue. Plus, it is only human nature for people to wonder if I’m bedding you as well as employing you!’ He looked irritated again. ‘What was I saying? Ah. Just ignore the adulation and don’t leave my side. By the way—’ he frowned as if at a sudden thought ‘—did you say you were a restraining influence?’

Alex nodded after a moment with just the hint of a smile in her eyes. ‘There was a much shorter skirt I could have had with this top.’

‘And Margaret would have been happy with it?’

Alex narrowed her eyes, suddenly sensing dangerous ground for some reason. ‘I can’t remember. I did try on an awful lot of clothes. Does it matter?’

‘No,’ Max Goodwin said somewhat grimly at the same time as he thought, I don’t believe you, Ms Hill. And what game is Margaret playing at? Pairing me off with this girl?

He paused his thoughts as it suddenly struck him that this Alex Hill was not only drop-dead gorgeous, she was refreshingly different and unusually engaging and in any other circumstances he would be intrigued by her on a different level altogether. A physical, personal level that had much more to do with those stunning legs and eyes, that lovely slim body rather than her fluency in Mandarin.

He shook his head and broke off that train of thought abruptly.

‘Oh.’ Alex swung her small bag on its long chain off her shoulder and opened it to produce Simon’s badge. ‘This should help.’ She pinned it onto her blouse. ‘Surely I look like part of the staff now?’

Max didn’t reply.

The cocktail party lasted for two hours.

Alex didn’t once leave Max Goodwin’s side and was happy not to do so because, as he’d predicted, she did attract some attention.

People, mostly men at first, were anxious to be introduced to her and were taken aback to discover she was actually working. Then, as she spoke her fluent Mandarin, many of the wives were also intrigued and struck up conversations with her.

After the first shock of it, she managed to handle it as briefly and courteously as possible and for the most part she clung stringently to her role and concentrated fiercely.

The one occasion that nearly tripped her up was, gallingly for Alex, exactly what Max had predicted might happen.

Paul O’Hara was introduced to her as an intern working in Max Goodwin’s office as part of his pursuit of a Master’s degree in Business Management. And, Max Goodwin had revealed with a grin, he was a cousin. He was about twenty-five, fair and pleasant-looking with humorous grey eyes. He also took one look at her and the stunned admiration that gripped him was all too clear to see.

But then—Max Goodwin had turned away by this time—a frown filled those grey eyes as Paul O’Hara looked from Alex to Max’s back, and his gaze came back to her with a clear question along the lines of, Are you his property?

Alex blushed and her lips parted, but how could you refute something like that in the middle of a cocktail party when you were working? What had it to do with a man she’d just been introduced to anyway?

So she tilted her chin imperiously and turned away.

It took an effort of will, though, to gather her concentration, but, fortunately, this first social event was less formal than what was to come and there were no welcome speeches, no ‘meaningful conversations outside the conference room’ for her to deal with.

It was mostly introductions as the South Pacific back-ground enchanted many of the guests and obviously melted a lot of constraints. So it was a success, the opening cocktail party, a lively throng that was a blend of Chinese businessmen and the top management echelon from Goodwin Minerals, also, in many cases, accompanied by their stylish wives.

But as the last guests departed Alex looked wordlessly at Max Goodwin and drew a deep breath she let out very, very slowly.

His eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘That was quite a performance, Ms Hill. I salute you. But would I be right in thinking you’re exhausted?’

‘I feel as if I’ve been through a wringer,’ she said candidly.

‘Then go through to the green room,’ he instructed. ‘I’ll bring a restorative.’

Alex hesitated. ‘I should be going home.’

‘In a while. Here we go.’ He scooped two glasses of champagne from a passing waitress. ‘After you.’

She hesitated a moment longer, then did as she was told. This time, her second visit to the green room, she sat down on a settee and removed her shoes with a genuine sigh of relief. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured as she arched her feet and accepted her glass from him. ‘New shoes.’ She studied her feet, then lifted her head to him. ‘That was quite a party. I guess it’s going to take some deconstructing.’

‘Margaret and Jake are experts at it—they’re like generals in the field,’ he said with a glimmer of a smile. ‘They’ll both stay the night downstairs and by tomorrow morning you’d never know the South Pacific had come to town.’

He sat down opposite in an armchair and sipped his champagne. He’d only had one glass during the party, and she, of course, hadn’t drunk at all.

Alex took a sip herself and smiled suddenly. ‘Now that is nice.’

‘It should be—it’s very expensive champagne. Your convent didn’t warn you off alcohol and all the darker things it could lead to?’ he queried rather dryly.

Alex made herself more comfortable. ‘Naturally they didn’t approve of it and I very rarely indulge in it, but thanks to my father I can distinguish between the good and the bad.’

Max Goodwin watched her with a frown in his eyes. ‘You have—’ he paused ‘—an innate composure about you, Alex. I guess that comes from living in a Diplomatic Corps environment.’

She shrugged. ‘It could.’ She looked at him with a mischievous sparkle in her eyes. ‘Does that mean I passed more than one test tonight?’ she teased.

Max Goodwin rubbed his jaw. ‘You certainly did.’ He got up and pulled his jacket off, loosened his tie and stretched.

‘So,’ he said, ‘we have the formal luncheon tomorrow, down on the Gold Coast—I have a house there—and then you’ll have a three-day break as the negotiations get going in earnest. I—’ He looked down at her. ‘What’s wrong?’

Alex swallowed and told herself fiercely she’d never speak to herself again if she blushed like a schoolgirl. Because the fact of the matter was, the sight of Max Goodwin stretching had affected her rather drastically.

The lean, compact muscles of his chest were etched beneath the fine cotton of his shirt. His diaphragm was as flat as a board and she’d been assaulted by the aroma of pure man, and found it heady and delicious. Not only that, she’d been assaulted by a mental vision of Max Goodwin naked and powerful, tanned and with springy dark hair …

‘Nothing,’ she said, but it came out as an indistinct sound and she had to clear her throat. ‘Nothing. Uh—I hadn’t thought about how I’d get to the Gold Coast tomorrow.’ She stood up herself, still horrified and a little desperate to get away.

‘You’re coming with me and I’ll bring you home after it. Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?’ He frowned at her.

‘Quite sure.’ She was still clutching her champagne glass so she took a fortifying sip of champagne, praying she wouldn’t choke on it. But as she looked up their gazes clashed and she felt trapped, unable to tear herself away from that deep blue of his eyes and unable to still the beating of her pulses.

You’re lying again, Ms Hill, Max Goodwin thought as he stared at her, at the pulse beating rapidly at the base of her creamy throat. Then his gaze moved down the slim, lovely length of her that had come as such a surprise to him and he found himself stirred physically against all expectations.

But why against all expectations? he asked himself. She was drop-dead gorgeous, like a beautiful butterfly who’d emerged from her chrysalis. She was enough to make any man want to run his fingers through her hair and drink in the perfume of her skin, but she was also different from the usual glamorous, socialite types that caught his eye.

He had no doubt she was a rather amazing mix of talent, intelligence, but also humour. She was independent and not above pointing out the error of his ways to him.

All of which intrigued him as well as awakening a tremor of desire in him, the desire to take her by surprise and take her in his arms. The desire to stop any protests by kissing her, the desire to know how she’d react because he couldn’t predict it.

An enigma, he mused as he pushed his hands into his pockets to be on the safe side. There was no way he could allow himself to touch her at this point in time. What was he even thinking? Sheer insanity?

But what had upset her out of the blue moments ago? And why was she looking up at him now with her lips parted and a little pulse still beating rapidly at the base of her throat, those clear, lovely hazel eyes wide and startled and something else, almost as if she shared this highly unexpected attraction, almost as if it was a two-way thing sizzling between them—

There was a soft rap on the door and Margaret put her head around it.

‘Mr Goodwin,’ she said, ‘a rather urgent matter has come up.’

Alex came to life and said hastily, ‘I’ll go.’

‘No,’ he said decisively. ‘Finish your drink and in the meantime we’ll organize a lift for you. Lead on, Margaret.’ He went out and closed the door behind him.

Alex breathed heavily in relief, then she did blush as she sank back onto the settee. She could feel the amazing heat of it as she put a hand to her cheek and she touched her glass to both cheeks to cool them down.

What had got into her? she wondered chaotically.

She’d never mentally undressed a man in her life before! It was enough to make you blush hectically, just the thought of it—and she swallowed nearly two thirds of a glass of champagne in one long mouthful as she thought of it again.

Then she breathed deeply, put the empty glass down and laid her head back. Max Goodwin got to her, she acknowledged. He sent her senses reeling in a very physical way and he destabilized her peace of mind.

She lifted her head suddenly. She could not afford to let this get out of control, she reflected. On one hand, could a man who’d regarded her legs as a cause for annoyance be attracted to her?

But on the other hand, what had been going through his mind while he’d stared at her so intently? Almost as if they’d both been caught in a sensual little moment that had blotted out the rest of the world—or had it been her imagination?

She stared unseeingly across the room for a long moment, then shook herself. Most likely, she decided, but with a frown of confusion. Then it occurred to her to ask herself whether, even if she couldn’t be sure it hadn’t been a mutual sensual little moment, it made any difference to the fact that she was basically a loner?

She looked down at her hands and thought of her parents, whom she hadn’t even had the opportunity to farewell. She also thought of her father’s cousin, her Mother Superior, and how that stern, prickly but lovable woman had also been taken from her, and felt tears on her lashes.

She thought of the few occasions she’d got to know men she’d admired, men it might have been possible to fall in love with—only to withdraw.

She thought suddenly of Paul O’Hara, the intern, who had looked rather nice and had displayed consternation in his expression at the thought of her with Max Goodwin. Why? she wondered.

She closed her eyes and wondered what was happening to her lift. It was definitely time for her to go home.

Perhaps it was the champagne she’d drunk so quickly on an empty stomach—she hadn’t partaken of any of the delicious canapés—on top of two hours on her feet, two hours of severe mental concentration. Whatever, she fell asleep.

When she woke, after some moments of utter confusion, her watch told her she’d slept for a couple of hours. She was also stretched out on the settee with a pillow under her head, a light but warm cashmere rug over her, and one soft lamp was on revealing the “green” room of Max Goodwin’s penthouse.

She sat up with a gasp of horror. Who’d covered her up and brought her a pillow? Who’d decided to let her sleep rather than go home?

She ran her hands through her hair and felt around for her purse as she decided her next course of action. She opened her purse for her mobile phone—she’d ring for a taxi and steal away quietly.

She got up and, with her shoes in her hand, left the green room quietly. The foyer was dimly lit and there were no sounds coming from the rest of the apartment, no other lights she could see as she approached the lift with her phone in hand.

She pushed the lift button, and started to dial for a taxi, but nothing happened.

She cancelled the call and pushed the lift button again. Again nothing happened and she realized the lift was locked—you needed some kind of master key or key card to operate it.

She took a frustrated little breath. What to do now? If Max Goodwin had gone to bed the last thing she wanted to do was find him and wake him. What about

Jake?

Then she remembered Max saying something about both Jake and Margaret Winston staying the night downstairs—were there two floors to the penthouse? Maybe the sleeping quarters or the staff quarters were downstairs, but how was she to get to them? Was there an internal staircase? Or a service elevator?

There were no more doors in the foyer.

She tiptoed into the main lounge, but it was in darkness. She hesitated, then turned back to the foyer as it slowly dawned on her that she might have to spend the rest of the night in the green room.

Ten minutes later she was back on the settee, her head resting on the pillow and the cashmere rug over her. But now she was wide awake.

She tossed the rug aside and got up to turn the lamp off, thinking darkness might help her to sleep in this ridiculous situation.

It didn’t, and she’d almost convinced herself she would have to find some way to end her imprisonment in Max Goodwin’s penthouse when she heard what sounded like the lift open, and voices.

She froze. She’d left the door slightly ajar and she could hear every word of what Max Goodwin was saying …

‘Listen, Cathy—’ his voice was harsh ‘—a month ago you chose to inform me I had a six-year-old son I knew nothing about—’

‘Max, look,’ a woman’s voice broke in, ‘I tried to explain at the time how that came about.’

‘Oh, yes,’ he said sardonically. ‘You couldn’t be sure whose son he was to start with.’ He paused briefly. ‘But then, when you began to suspect he was mine, you made the absolutely arbitrary decision that, since we wouldn’t suit, you’d bring him up on your own and not even tell me.’

The woman he’d called Cathy raised her voice in emotional frustration. ‘Max, you know as well as I do, if there’s anything we like to do better than love each other, it’s hate each other.’

‘That didn’t alter my right to know,’ he said savagely. ‘And now you want to leave him with me, a complete stranger! How’s that going to affect him? Surely you must have some other back-up!’

‘My mother’s always been my back-up, she’s been wonderful, but she’s going into hospital so I need to be with her and my nanny’s walked out on me. But, Max—’ Cathy’s voice changed again, to husky with strain ‘—somehow—somehow—we had to break the ice, you had to meet him. And Nicky’s, well, he’s a very well-adjusted child and I’ve always told him his father is a wonderful person. Anyway, he’s got Nemo.’

Alex shook her head as she absorbed all this and the words started to make sense. Then she flew up as she heard Max Goodwin swear graphically, and, without bothering about her shoes, ran out of the green room to make her presence known.

The effect was electric. The two people in the foyer moved convulsively.

‘I—I’m so s-sorry,’ she started to stammer.

But Max Goodwin said murderously, ‘What the hell are you still doing here?’

And Cathy, probably one of the most heartbreakingly beautiful women Alex had ever seen, murmured, ‘Without her shoes? I wonder. But you always did have good taste in women, Max.’

That was when, as Alex stared at the other woman incredulously, a very harassed-looking Margaret stepped out of the lift.

‘He’s fine, he’s asleep,’ she said immediately to Max, ‘but I just remembered Miss Hill. She looked so peaceful I let her sleep, but I didn’t get a chance to tell anyone and when you and Ms Spencer—’ she gestured towards Cathy ‘—decided to come upstairs to—well, discuss things, I suddenly thought I should do something …’ She trailed off awkwardly.

At eleven o’clock the next morning, Alex waited nervously in Max Goodwin’s outer office.

It had been Margaret who’d called a taxi for her last night. A perturbed-enough Margaret to lose some of her infinite discretion and even murmur distractedly, ‘How could she just turn up with him? I couldn’t believe it. And he won’t be parted from Nemo.’ Margaret’s expression as she’d said the last bit had been full of a sort of helpless, horrified apprehension.

Alex had not asked for clarification; most of the dramatic events of the evening had become clear to her anyway. She did think that if the boy refused to be parted from his pet fish, that was not so serious, but everything else she’d overheard caused her to share Margaret’s sentiments. How could a mother behave like that?

She had no idea what else had transpired overnight, but she’d half expected a call this morning, terminating her services. Not that she felt she was in any way to blame for overhearing what she had, but it did place her and Max Goodwin in an awkward situation.

Nor was she too sure he didn’t blame her for eavesdropping. He hadn’t said much to her before she’d left, but he’d still looked and sounded murderous.

She looked down at herself. She was wearing a cocoa-brown linen trouser suit over a fawn silk blouse with a Chinese collar, and fawn leather high heels. Her badge was pinned to her suit collar. Her hair was perfect—she’d taken advantage of Mr Roger’s offer to comb it for her and since Mary, the make-up girl, had been free, she’d done her make-up.

It had been rather relaxing, Alex had thought, to be pampered, and she’d realized that she needed relaxing. The events of the night before had left her feeling tense and she’d had trouble sleeping. Cathy Spencer’s lovely face had been hard to get out of her mind.

She would be in her late twenties or early thirties, Alex had decided, with long dark hair and a heart-shaped face with a wide, smooth forehead. She had blue eyes herself, although not as dark as Max Goodwin’s, but with sweeping dark lashes, a full, provocative mouth and a long, slender neck.

You would not have known she was a mother—her waist was narrow, the curves above and below highlighted beneath a fitted oyster satin blouse tucked into a short, straight biscuit linen skirt. A pair of very high heels had emphasized her slender ankles.

But no amount of describing her shape and her colouring could capture the—what was the right word?—passion, the spark, the living, breathing warmth and vitality of Cathy Spencer, Alex had decided during her wakeful night.

The other thing that had kept her awake had been her own confusion. Could one day have produced more issues for her, in fact?

There’d been the physical impact of Max Goodwin, the width of his shoulders, the strength of his tall, elegant body, that difficult-to-read but so interesting face—all of it, together with the rather mind-blowing, sexy force you sensed in him, had slammed into her consciousness during their second encounter in the green room.

And that moment when she’d almost believed he’d been as captivated by her.

How could she believe it now, though? How was it possible for any woman to compete with Cathy Spencer even if theirs was a love-hate relationship? And not only that, she was the mother of his son.

She came back to the present from all these disturbing thoughts as the door to the inner sanctum clicked open and Max Goodwin stood in the doorway with a boy by his side.

Alex’s lips parted. You couldn’t doubt whose son this was, the same dark, dark hair, the same dense blue eyes. He was also quite tall for a six-year-old. He wore corduroy navy trousers, a blue sweater and in one hand he carried a backpack. In his other hand he held a lead that was attached to a bundle of grey with black points—a Blue Heeler puppy, probably three or four months old. It pricked its ears, advanced towards Alex and barked.

‘Nemo,’ the boy said, ‘don’t. It’s not polite.’

So this was Nemo, Alex thought, with an inward gurgle of laughter. A lively bundle of pure mischief, no doubt. No wonder Margaret had looked so apprehensive last night.

She stood up and put her head to one side. ‘How do you do, Nemo?’ she said down to the dog. ‘I must say you don’t look at all like a clown fish to me.’ She bent down to pat the puppy and was rewarded with several enthusiastic licks that made her laugh and tell the boy she thought his dog was lovely.

‘He never did look like a clown fish,’ the boy confided. ‘I just wanted him to have a different kind of name. How do you do?’ he added. ‘I’m Nicholas. Are you my new nanny?’

Alex’s eyes flew to Max Goodwin. He hadn’t said a word, just absorbed the little play of boy, dog and Alex, but now he stirred.

‘No, Nicky,’ he said. ‘This is my interpreter. I told you about the lunch today?’ The boy nodded. ‘Well, she’s driving down with us. This is Alex.’

Margaret came out from behind her desk carrying a padded dog basket. ‘I got this, Mr Goodwin. For Nemo. In the car. It’s also waterproof just in case …’ She stopped and shrugged.

Max Goodwin, who looked, Alex suddenly detected, a bit less vital than usual, shuddered slightly.

‘So where is my new nanny?’ Nicky enquired.

‘Well, for the time being we have a housekeeper down at the house and she’s happy to look after you. Jake will also be there—remember Jake from last night?’

‘Yes,’ Nicky said tonelessly and he blinked several times, then he said in a high, tight little voice. ‘Did my mummy say when she would be coming back?’

‘As soon as possible, Nicky,’ Max said. ‘I—’

But the boy interrupted him. ‘Couldn’t you please be my nanny, Alex? At least you like my dog and he likes you.’ A single tear stole down his cheek.

There was silence and as Alex straightened slowly she found her thoughts on the subject of mothers who did this to their children to be highly uncharitable.

‘Nicky,’ she said quietly, and slipped her hand into the boy’s, ‘I would love to, but I have another job to do, you see, so—’

‘We could—merge jobs,’ Max said. ‘You do have three days off from tomorrow,’ he reminded her. ‘Anything on that you can’t cancel?’

‘Well, no, but—’

‘Would it be impossible to spend three days at Sovereign Island with Nicky? It’s very pleasant down there.’

Alex shook her head rather helplessly and opened her mouth, but Max Goodwin looked at his watch. ‘Then we just have time to stop off at your place, Alex, so you could pack a bag.’ He turned to Nicky. ‘She won’t be able to be with you all the time, but quite a bit. How’s that?’

‘Brilliant!’ Nicky carolled and Nemo barked in joyful agreement.

Alex stood stock-still and stared at Max Goodwin incredulously.

‘You couldn’t disappoint them, now, could you, Miss

Hill?’ he drawled.

Alex almost bit her tongue on words like ‘blackmail’ and phrases such as ‘taking unfair advantage'. ‘No,’ she said in a stifled sort of way, instead.





CHAPTER FOUR

THE Sovereign Islands sat in the Gold Coast Broadwater and were, Alex knew, arguably one of its most prestigious addresses. Houses that weren’t mansions only fell short of it by a small margin; the rest were. All of them had waterfront access either directly onto the Broadwater or linked to it by a series of canals.

The Broadwater itself was protected from the might of the ocean by South Stradbroke Island and was a boating paradise. It shared its bounty, its white beaches, its slate-green mangroves and darker casuarinas, not only with sailors and fishermen, but a rich tapestry of bird life from pelicans and oystercatchers to migratory whimbrels. To Brahminy kites, sea eagles and even, although rarely, the black and white, long red-legged jabiru, big birds that looked as if they were dancing through the shallows as they fished.

There were dolphins in the waters and wild wallabies on shore on South Stradbroke.

The City of the Gold Coast to the south was a high-rise Mecca of sophisticated shopping and dining, but out in a dinghy for a day’s fishing north of the Sovereign Islands, in a mangrove inlet, you could feel you were a million miles from anywhere.

It had been a swift, fifty-minute drive in the Bentley down the motorway after Alex had thrown some things into a bag. Because of the presence of Nicky, the conversation had been limited to the mundane or to do with the upcoming lunch. Nemo, thankfully, had slept most of the way.

Nicky had imparted the information that Nemo still chewed things and occasionally forgot his toilet training, but he was improving all the time. It also made sense of Nicky’s wanting her as his nanny. Nemo, if Alex was any judge, would be a trial to many, whereas she genuinely loved dogs.

Max Goodwin had absorbed this information without comment, but the little glance he’d flicked Alex, sitting next to him in the front seat, had made her want to laugh.

It was the only thing she felt like laughing about, though. She was still annoyed and curiously apprehensive about the situation she’d been landed in.

The Goodwin mansion faced north and occupied three blocks. It was Tuscan in design, two-storeyed with terracotta roof tiles and soft apricot plastered walls. The studded double front door was flanked by unfluted columns. It stood open as Max brought the Bentley to a smooth halt on the semi-circular driveway. A car jockey in a red jacket and black trousers sprang into action.

He opened the door for Alex and bowed her out of the car. Max got out and tossed him the keys, greeting him by name: Stan.

Stan saluted and returned the greeting. He also assured Max that he’d put the Bentley in the garage with the utmost care. And he was quite unfazed by the presence of one small boy plus dog, so Alex guessed the news had filtered down.

She took a deep breath and climbed the front steps carefully in her unfamiliar high heels with Max Goodwin and his son following her.

The hall was cool and dim, but it led through the width of the house to a vast stone-flagged terrace that was bright and colourful and overlooked the sparkling waters of the Broadwater.

There were no guests present on the terrace, but there was a woman directing several waiters. And Jake Frost was in attendance.

Two long tables were set for lunch, set so beautifully Alex’s eyes widened. Apart from a magnificent dinner service and crystal glassware, the table appointments consisted of long narrow gilded planter boxes crammed with real live pansies and violets.

The cutlery handles were ebony inlaid with gold. The cloths and napkins were linen and the same soft apricot of the walls. The water pitchers were encased in delicate gold filigree.

It was a work of art, Alex concluded, and when you added the lemon and orange trees in terracotta tubs dotted about and the view beyond, it was a magic setting.

In fact it was Nicky who summed it all up in one word.

‘Wow!’ he said, and Nemo added his approval.

‘Well, young man,’ Jake said to Nicky, ‘do we have a treat in store for you! Your favourite DVD, I believe, and hamburgers for lunch. Hello, Miss Hill! Now, Nemo, having seen what you can do, a word in your ear.’ And he walked away taking Nicky and the dog with him, but Nicky turned back and waved at Alex. ‘Don’t forget, you’re my real nanny!’

Jake stopped and looked over his shoulder at his employer with a faint frown.

‘Slight change of plan, Jake,’ Max said. ‘I didn’t get a chance to let you know. Alex will—help out. By the way, she’s staying down here for a few nights—her bag’s in the boot. I forgot.’

‘Alex!’ Nicky called.

‘I won’t forget,’ Alex promised. They disappeared indoors and she turned to Max Goodwin.

‘I really appreciate you doing this out of the goodness of your heart, Alex,’ he got in first.

‘I’m only doing it because you gave me no choice,’ she responded tartly. ‘Without being cruel to kids and animals!’ she added with some satire. ‘Look, I appreciate your—’ she gestured as she sought for an appropriate word ‘—dilemma—’

‘For want of a better word?’ he broke in. ‘My disastrous domestic situation could say it better.’

‘Whatever. It’s none of my business, but I don’t appreciate being manipulated like that. What?’ she queried as he looked over her shoulder.

‘The guests are arriving.’

It was a lunch she was to remember with an air of unreality.

Max Goodwin commanded one table with Alex at his side and his vice-president the other with Mr Li next to him. Paul O’Hara was at Max’s table seated opposite Alex and once again he couldn’t conceal the admiration in his eyes when he caught Alex’s gaze.

The fare was on a par with the setting: smoked salmon with lemon juice and capers on wholemeal toast to start and washed down with champagne. The staff, discreetly commanded, were expert. Rack of lamb sprinkled with rosemary followed and individual very Australian pavlovas garnished with passion fruit and cream followed the cheese boards.

The speeches were quite short and had been pre-prepared and distributed in both languages so, again, it was conversation Alex had to deal with. She did so with only a slight stammer or two to start with as she tried to push everything that had happened out of her mind.

And finally it was over and the guests started to depart.

She stood beside Max but a step behind as they bowed their farewells. But as the last of the guests left and Paul O’Hara approached she went to turn away rather precipitously, but her unfamiliar high heels betrayed her and she tripped. She gave a gasp of pain as her ankle twisted.

Whereupon Max Goodwin strode up to her and picked her up in his arms. ‘I’ll catch up with you later, Paul,’ he said over his shoulder

But while Max didn’t see it, Alex saw that frown of concern again in Paul O’Hara’s eyes and again she wondered why—before she turned her head away.

‘I don’t need—’ she began.

‘Don’t say a word,’ Max advised and carried her into a small sitting room, chintzy and comfortable with the blinds half drawn against the afternoon sun. It was a cool, soothing room with a bowl of pink roses delicately scenting the air.

He put her down in an armchair, closed the door and pulled up a padded footstool. He pulled off his jacket, loosened his tie, then he sat down on the footstool and lifted the ankle she’d twisted onto his lap and pulled off her shoe, all with careful consideration.

He felt her ankle. ‘We need to talk, anyway, Alex. It would be fair to say I’ve been literally sandbagged, which doesn’t happen to me often,’ he said dryly. ‘So I need all the help I can get.’ He started to massage her ankle, then he said, ‘Does this come off? Your stocking?’

‘Of course.’

‘I mean on its own or are you wearing tights?’

She grimaced. ‘On its own.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I wouldn’t have taken you for a suspender-belt girl, but there you go.’

‘You would have been right,’ she replied, but with a scowl. ‘I’m wearing knee-highs.’ She sat up and rolled up her trouser leg to reveal a stocking that ended above her knee.

‘Oh. Well, I’m sure they’re very practical but—’

‘Not essentially seductive? No, they’re not. Ouch,’ she added as he rolled the offending stocking down over her ankle, but said immediately, ‘Why would you be so sandbagged if you’ve known about Nicky for a month?’ She stared at him. ‘I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing and—’ She paused. She’d been about to say it was actually common knowledge anyway, but decided not to.

He didn’t reply immediately. His fingers were cool on her skin as he started to massage again and there was something curiously mesmerizing about it, Alex found, as the pain began to subside.

There was also something entirely unreal about the situation, it suddenly occurred to her. Here she was, extremely annoyed with a man she found diabolically arrogant, but not at all annoyed with his handling of her. She was sitting back with her ankle in his hands being restored by the pressure of his long, strong fingers.

It didn’t take a great leap of imagination to imagine those same fingers exploring her body and imparting a sense of well-being if not to say sizzling sensuality—she went hot and cold at the thought.

‘I didn’t want to believe it at first,’ he said eventually. ‘And even when it proved to be true I—I just couldn’t visualize it. I hadn’t seen Cathy for over six years. She moved to Perth, which is a hell of a long way away. It’s almost like a different country, WA, and my headquarters are up here.’ He grimaced.

He stopped massaging and looked into Alex’s eyes. ‘I couldn’t believe it was true at first but I couldn’t argue with the tests. And I was still furious with Cathy but I kept thinking—a son. So I was set to fly to Perth immediately but Cathy asked me not to. She said she needed a bit more time to get Nicky used to the idea.’ He paused and shrugged. ‘I’ve been living on tenterhooks ever since.’

Alex absorbed this and thought a little more charitably about Nicky’s mother. ‘And … now?’ she queried quietly.

‘Now? It was like being punched in the guts. The first words he said to me last night were, “Are you really my father? I didn’t actually believe I had one.” Now?’ he repeated with a nerve flickering in his jaw. ‘I won’t rest until he knows he has a father he can rely on.’

It had all been said quietly, but Alex could see the intensity behind it and the resolution. She looked away and blinked back a tear.

‘So that’s why,’ Max Goodwin said as he resumed massaging her ankle, ‘I’m prepared to go to quite some lengths to make this work out. And you—’ he gazed at her thoughtfully for a moment ‘—seem to have an intrinsic way with kids. How come?’

She explained. ‘We used to get kids from way out west, boarders from Dirranbandi, Thargomindah and so on who were terribly homesick at first—it just seemed to come naturally to me.’

‘Would it be so difficult for you to help me out at least with Nicky?’ he queried. ‘Would you feel it was an awful comedown from your position as interpreter, perhaps?’ He smiled faintly.

Alex shook her head. ‘No, of course not. It was just the way you did it.’

‘I had to think fast and on my feet,’ he murmured, ‘but I apologize.’

‘The only thing is—’ Alex looked uneasy ‘—it’s no good letting him come to rely on me.’

‘No. But by the time this is over, his grandmother should be out of hospital, his mother available and he and I will have got to know each other better.’

Alex reclaimed her foot. ‘Thank you. That feels better and I think an ice pack will fix it. Uh—no, I don’t mind helping out with Nicky for a few days. So long as you understand it—it can’t be more than that.’

Max Goodwin stared at her narrowly and thoughtfully. ‘You say that with more conviction than seems necessary. Why, I wonder?’ he queried.

Alex drew a discreet breath and made a little gesture. ‘It’s just that these things can … balloon. That’s all.’

He stood up and walked over to the window with his hands shoved in his pockets. ‘I guess you’re wondering how this could have happened in the first place.’

‘Not really.’ She had no intention of going into the obviously tortured relationship that had existed between Max Goodwin and Nicky’s mother, although … ‘Is there no hope of you putting your differences behind you—for Nicky’s sake?’

He turned away from the window and his face was set in harsh lines. ‘She was right. It was either heaven or hell and very little in between. Anyway—’ he lifted his shoulders ‘—it’s quite conceivable I may never have got to know about him. Would you find that easy to forgive?’

Alex stood up and put some weight on her foot. It didn’t seem to be too bad. ‘Uh—I don’t think it’s a question of that now, it’s a question of what’s best for your son. But, look, it has nothing to do with me. So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and find him.’

She got to the door before he spoke, and it was a question that caused her maximum discomfort.

‘What are you running away from, Alex?’

She turned back very slowly and her surprise, although it was surprise that he should have guessed her emotions, not surprise at the question, was not feigned. ‘What do you mean?’

He rubbed his jaw and frowned. ‘I don’t know. I just get the feeling you can’t wait to get away.’

‘No.’ She swallowed. ‘I’m not—I’m fine—I mean I’d just like to get changed, maybe have a cup of tea, that’s all.’

He studied her remorselessly, from head to toe. The amazingly transformed lovely cloud of fair, curly hair, the smart but discreet trouser suit, her shoes in her hand and her expression. That of someone caught between the devil and the deep blue sea, he decided.

Why? A moral sense of disgust? Not so unexpected, perhaps, from a girl with a very religious background. And yet, although he’d mistaken her for eighteen at first sight, she was a very mature twenty-one most of the time. She’d handled herself exceptionally well as an interpreter; he had no doubt there was an excellent intellect there. Matters of the flesh might be—another matter, however, he conceded.

Had she ever responded to a man, given herself in love or lust? Had those lovely eyes ever widened and her lips parted as she’d reached a pinnacle of rapture with a man?

Why was he wondering these things, though? Human nature for a red-blooded male, or a genuine desire to know what made his interpreter tick?

‘All right,’ he said abruptly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll have the housekeeper show you to your room. I’ve got a couple of free hours to spend with Nicky. I think I’ll take him, and the dog—’ he grimaced ‘—to the beach, so you can relax and put your foot up.’

Not only did the housekeeper show Alex to her room, she brought her tea and an ice pack for her ankle.

It was a delightful guest room. The walls were saffron and the three tall windows had cream wooden frames and calico roman blinds. The floor was wooden and pale smooth beech had been used for the double bed and bedside tables. There were two thick taupe rugs on either side of the bed, and a glass vase crammed with creamy pink-edged tulips on a dresser.

The bedspread was slightly darker than the walls, closer to sandalwood, and the bed was heaped with silk-covered cushions in the pale bluish green of beryl, and lavender.

The en-suite bathroom was a highly polished affair of marble, glass and chrome.

There was an inter-leading door to another bedroom. She looked through it to see Nicky’s things in place.

She took a quick shower. Her clothes were already unpacked for her, and she changed into jeans and a jumper. She took her contact lenses out and breathed a sigh of relief as she slipped on her glasses. Then she sank into a linen-covered wing-backed armchair that looked out to a view of an area of the Broadwater known as the Aldershots.

She could see a curve of green channel markers and a yacht travelling north keeping them to its starboard side, which must mean shallow water and sand banks on the starboard side of the markers. The water was glassy and there was little breeze so the yacht was having to tack. Where were they headed? she wondered.

She stirred and poured her tea. There was a selection of petit fours to go with it.

But it wasn’t the question of which delicious pastry to select that exercised her mind—she ignored them completely—it was the question of how Max Goodwin had read her so accurately.

She was running, in her mind. Running away from a powerful attraction to him that was threatening to overwhelm her, threatening to explode like wild fire through her veins.

She sipped her fragrant tea, then laid her head back. How could it have happened in such a short time, though? She barely knew him—but a part of her mind mocked her as she thought that. Because the fact of the matter was, she apparently absorbed the essence of Max Goodwin through her pores.

And it wasn’t only his physique or those austere good looks either. She enjoyed his company. Sitting beside him at lunch today had seen her, surprisingly, forget all about her feelings of ill-use. Even as she’d had to concentrate, it had been an experience to savour. She’d appreciated his quick wit and she had to acknowledge he had a charismatic side to him that was fascinating and not only to her.

But the physical had touched her too: his hands, the way he put his head on one side and propped his jaw on his fingers when he was in contemplation mode—why should that affect her physically? she wondered. Give her a little frisson down the length of her spine? Yet it had …

Then the curious encounter she’d just left behind her, when the feel of his fingers on her ankle had brought her a bouquet of sensations, a flowering of feelings that gave every intimation of heart-stopping delight.

It had never happened to her before, partly, no doubt, because she’d never let any man get really close to her, but had that lulled her into a false sense of security, so to speak? Had she come to doubt her capacity for these feelings?

She rubbed her forehead and thought suddenly of Paul O’Hara. It was hard not to feel vaguely complimented by his unspoken admiration, she mused. And he’d been a pleasant lunch companion, well spoken, well read, witty at times, and there was obviously a rapport between him and Max, but it had drawn no similar response from her other than rather liking him. Paul’s almost instantaneous attraction to her had reminded her of her father, though, she realized with her lips curving into a smile. He’d always claimed he’d seen her mother’s profile at a crowded New Year’s Eve party and fallen in love with her before he’d even been able to battle his way to her side.

But there was also the concern she’d seen twice now in Paul O’Hara’s gaze; something seemed to tell her it was concern for her. Yes, possibly over a twisted ankle today, but yesterday there’d been that question mark, the definite question mark, about her relationship with Max Goodwin.

She went still as it occurred to her that, as part of the family, Max’s cousin probably knew better than most that Max and Cathy would never get over each other.

But they’d been apart for six years, hadn’t they? And not that long ago he’d claimed he hadn’t even thought about her for a long time.

She stared out of the window unseeingly. On the other hand, he hadn’t married anyone else in six years and, surely, if there was a significant woman in his life she’d be part of these social functions for the Chinese consortium delegation?

She shook her head and forced herself to concentrate on what was the crux of the matter for her—if Max Goodwin was not for her, she’d learnt one thing in life painfully well and it was that losing people you loved could be agonizing.

Even four years on she remembered all too well the sudden void in her life brought on by the loss of her parents. The disbelief, the certainty that it was a nightmare, and the way she’d expected them to walk through the door for months and months. The loneliness, the panic attacks because you were so alone.

Her Mother Superior’s passing had not been so completely unexpected, but it hadn’t been a long illness, and then that terrible void again that had reminded her so much of the first one.

And surely Max Goodwin had all the hallmarks of not being for her.

She moved restlessly and thought, It’s not only that.

Apart from those few fleeting moments when she’d thought she’d sensed something between them, he’d given no other sign he’d been struck by this strange fever, this unquenchable thirst.

She had to smile slightly at her flowery imagery, but it was a wistful little smile all the same. And she found herself wondering if there was a current woman in his life, perhaps not significant but …?

She sat up and put her cup down as she heard sounds indicating that Nicky and Nemo had returned from the beach. She would have to be very careful there. Bad enough to have his father clutch her heartstrings, but both of them!

So, yes, it could be well and truly said that she was running away. She’d just have to be less obvious about it. She’d have to be on guard, but at least for the next three days she could also be her practical, down-to-earth self.

She didn’t meet Max again until dinner.

She hadn’t planned on eating alone with him, but when she’d suggested to the housekeeper that she might eat with the rest of the staff, the idea had been knocked smartly on the head.

She was told that Mr Goodwin had ordered dinner for seven-thirty, with Miss Hill.

They were seated on the terrace at a small table. The larger tables had been cleared away and the clear plastic blinds had been lowered to keep out the cool night air. The lights on the jetty were reflecting in the indigo waters beyond and two flaming braziers lit the steps down to it.

They were consuming another elegant meal, seafood chowder followed by a veal and mushroom casserole—Alex had the feeling that nothing less than elegant and delicious was ever served in this house.

‘How did you get on with Nicky after I brought him back from the beach?’ Max queried and looked around with a grimace. ‘It’s very quiet and peaceful.’ Max’s hair still looked wind-ruffled, Alex noted.

‘Fine. We drew and coloured in—he’s very artistic. We played Snakes and Ladders and Snap and that took us up to his supper time.’ She smiled suddenly. ‘He requested fish fingers, to the horror of your housekeeper—she didn’t have any—but in the end he was perfectly happy with fresh fish and home-made chips.’

Alex paused and laid down her knife and fork to raise her wine glass to her lips. After she’d sipped the golden liquid, she added, ‘His previous nanny, if not his grandmother or his mother, seems to have instilled a good routine. By seven o’clock, after we took Nemo for a walk, he was ready for bed with no fuss, no bother.’ She paused again. ‘He calls you Max.’

Max Goodwin studied her thoughtfully. Gone were the elegant outfits—she was back to ultra-casual: jeans and a jumper. Gone also was any semblance of make-up, although she hadn’t been able to restore her hair to its former unmanageable, mousey knot. And her glasses were back on. But without the layers of extra clothing she’d worn the first time he’d met her, her lean, slim lines were evident and easy on the eye. He even caught himself on the thought that it was a pity those long, slim, gorgeous legs were covered up.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘There seemed to be a bit of difficulty with Dad, so I suggested it.’

Alex glanced at him, then resumed eating her veal. ‘How did you get on with him?’ she asked presently.

Max Goodwin pushed his plate away. ‘He’s disconcertingly like me in some ways.’

‘That’s not so surprising,’ she said with a humorous little look and couldn’t help herself asking, ‘What way, particularly?’

Max stared towards the braziers and Alex followed the line of his gaze to watch their pale smoke wreath against the navy sky and to see the hearts of the orange flames resemble molten gold. ‘He doesn’t take much on trust.’

‘Do you think she, his mother—?’ She stopped and looked down at her plate.

‘What?’ he queried, returning his gaze to her.

‘Nothing,’ she murmured, and pushed her own plate away. ‘That was delicious. Would it be too much to hope one isn’t about to be tempted by a dessert you simply can’t refuse?’

‘Do I think his mother—what, Alex?’

‘Look, it’s none of my business.’

‘You’ve told me that before, but you are virtually replacing her and we have spent several hours now, you and I, virtually joined at the hip.’

She looked up to see him watching her with a noticeable spark of irony in his eyes.

She took a little breath. ‘That doesn’t mean to say—’

‘Oh, for crying out aloud! You wouldn’t be human if you weren’t curious.’ He thumped his empty glass down on the tablecloth.

She scowled suddenly. ‘All right! I was just wondering how she explained your absence at the same time as telling him you were wonderful!’

‘I have no idea,’ he said moodily. Then he closed his eyes briefly. ‘Cathy was, probably still is, like Scheherazade. She’s an artist, she paints, and if there’s such a thing as an artistic temperament she has it in spades. She’s quixotic, she can turn life with her into an Aladdin’s cave of delight or the opposite. She comes and goes between you and her art—or whatever takes her fancy. She’s impossible to pin down but she can be irresistible. She’d have spun Nicky some tale. What she may not have taken into account is—’ He stopped and shrugged.

‘Just as there was a threshold over and above which you couldn’t suspend disbelief, Nicky has his own thresholds?’

The only sound for a long moment was the water lapping against the jetty. Then the soft chink of crockery came from the direction of the kitchen and the lovely aroma of fresh coffee wafted on the air.

And Max Goodwin said, ‘You’re extraordinarily perceptive for a twenty-one-year-old with such a convent background. How come?’

Alex pushed her wine glass away and looked at him with the slightest hint of hauteur. ‘I wouldn’t put too much emphasis on my convent background. I was reading widely, and discussing it with my parents, from an early age. You could say they gave me a classic education. Enough to know, anyway, that relationships come in all shapes and sizes. Besides which you only have to look at her to see the allure she possesses and you only have to listen to her to know there’s a passion, a fire in her, whether it’s misdirected or not.’

She paused for a moment. ‘And if you’ll forgive me for saying so, Mr Goodwin, one doesn’t have to know you for long to realize that if you don’t get what you want, your tolerance threshold is quite limited.’

‘Thank you,’ he said courteously. ‘You say that as if it’s something you’ve been dying to get off your chest. So that’s it,’ he added.

‘That’s what?’ She looked puzzled.

‘Feminine solidarity. You have me well and truly figured for the villain of the piece despite your wide and classical education.’

Alex was forced to wait as the housekeeper appeared to clear their dishes and bring a fruit bowl together with the coffee and some hot biscuits.

As she waited she reflected that it was not a judgement she would make, that he was the villain of the piece—she was fairly sure there were two sides to the story, and feminine solidarity was not something she indulged in mindlessly. But it also occurred to her that to have him think this might provide her with some camouflage.

She couldn’t quite bring herself to say it, though, so as she plucked a bloomy purple grape from the fruit bowl she simply shrugged.

‘So be it,’ he murmured, and raked his hand through his hair in a gesture of savage impatience.

For some reason Alex felt a smile tremble on her lips.

‘I don’t see anything amusing,’ he remarked cuttingly.

‘No. It’s just—’ she hesitated ‘—well, if you thought I’d been dying to get something off my chest, I thought I detected a heartfelt urge in you to say—women!’

He stared at her expressionlessly, his eyes dark and moody. Then the ghost of a smile touched them. ‘You were right.’ But the smile disappeared and any common amusement they might have shared was stillborn.

Alex laid her napkin on the table and wondered how to excuse herself.

‘Have you ever been in love?’ he said out of the blue and his sombre gaze captured hers.

‘No.’ She looked away as soon as she said the word and blinked. Why had it come out sounding curiously forlorn?

‘Or anywhere close to it?’ he persisted.

Unwillingly she returned her gaze to his. ‘Not really, but why do you want to know?’

He watched her narrowly, in silence, for a long moment. ‘Perhaps you should take into consideration, then, that even a classical education doesn’t quite prepare you for—’ he paused ‘—for the highs and the lows, not to mention the mysteries of it.’

She could think of nothing to say and it was he who excused himself.

He stood up. ‘I’m going to do some work, but please make use of the den—there’s a television in there as well as books—if you’d like. Goodnight.’

He turned and walked away to disappear inside.

Alex stared after him and found herself close to tears. His words, before he’d excused himself, had been even and quiet, but the lines of his face and the shadows in his eyes had revealed an inner tension, a torment even, that had to lead straight back to Cathy Spencer, and her heart bled for him.

It wouldn’t have been much consolation for Alex to know that she was right but also quite wrong.

Max Goodwin poured himself a brandy and closed himself into his study after he walked away from her. He sat down at his desk, threaded two fingers around the stem of the balloon glass and mentally examined several points that had arisen out of his conversation with Alex.

He thought of the highs and lows he’d experienced with Cathy Spencer and the scars they’d left him with. In the six years since he and Cathy had parted ways he’d allowed no woman to get really close to him despite telling himself time and again he was over it.

How ironic that proof of it should come in the form of a girl one would never have thought was his type yet, within a matter of days, a girl who had slipped under his radar and taken a position in his life—in his heart, even?

Why else would he be perfectly content to have her in his home? Why else would he appreciate so much how she was with Nicky, the little boy who had so quickly captured his heart? And there was no doubt he’d looked forward to having her company for dinner, no doubt he wanted to know everything there was to know about her, and he couldn’t deny being physically stirred by her.

He took a sip of brandy and crossed his hands behind his head. Why else would he find it annoying to think she sided with Cathy …?

But that was just one example of why Alexandra Hill was not for him, or, more precisely, why he was not for her; this girl who’d only just stepped out of a most sheltered background, who found his past history somewhat distasteful.

A girl who’d never even fallen in love—did she deserve someone as world-weary as he was or did she deserve some nice young man with a clean record, in a manner of speaking? A chance to spread her wings and have some fun?

He frowned suddenly as that thought seemed to strike a chord, but he couldn’t place it, and his thoughts wandered on.

Why, he asked himself, had it happened at a time when there was the distinct possibility the only way to work through the Nicky problem was to marry his mother?





CHAPTER FIVE

THE next three days were mostly peaceful.

Both Jake Frost and Max had gone back to Brisbane and the household relaxed a little.

Alex and Nicky explored the islands with Nemo, they swam, they walked to the nearest shopping village of Paradise Point with its pleasant beach and they fished off the jetty.

The pool area of the Tuscan villa was especially beautiful. Enclosed in a walled garden, the pool was surrounded by thick emerald lawn and the walls were smothered in a variety of creepers; honeysuckle and jasmine scented the air and the starry little flowers of port-wine magnolia studded the dark green of its foliage. There were beds of creamy-white gardenias and glossy-leaved camellia bushes.

In one corner sat a quaint gazebo with a cupola roof. It looked faintly oriental or, Alex thought, like someone’s ‘folly', but Nicky loved it. He had a toy gun and it gave him a lot of pleasure to clamber around the gazebo or hide under its benches or behind its lattice screens and ambush imaginary villains. Nemo always assisted in these operations, pressing his belly to the ground and creeping forward, then erupting into action with a volley of barks.

A very normal little boy and his dog, Alex thought for the most part, although just occasionally Nicky’s refusal to be parted from Nemo under any circumstances caused even her to think once: Yes, you are a lot like your father, Nicky. He always gets his own way too.

Fortunately, the housekeeper, Mrs Mills, as well as being superb at her job, was also good with both dogs and kids. Between them, she and Alex, they managed to establish some rules for Nemo and Nicky, some absolutely no-go zones and some rituals, frequent walks being one of them. Mrs Mills also had a grandson of Nicky’s age who lived close by, and the two boys had taken to each other.

Max came home around four in the afternoon but for the first two evenings he drove back to Brisbane as soon as Nicky had gone to sleep.

On the third day, though, he arrived early afternoon, told them he’d be staying overnight and that Alex would be working with him the next day. He sweetened that news with an offer to take them out on the water.

There was a sleek, fast-looking little boat pulled up on a concrete slipway at one end of the waterfront.

Stan, who was not only car jockey on social occasions but gardener and boat wrangler, released it into the water and brought it up to the jetty.

Alex had been very tempted to leave Nicky and Max alone on this expedition, but when Nicky inevitably refused to leave Nemo behind, then made it plain he wouldn’t go without Alex either, she had no choice.

‘This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen,’ she murmured to Max as she climbed into the boat.

‘I think he may be nervous,’ Max replied and turned to Nicky. ‘Have you ever been in a boat before?’

‘No,’ the little boy replied. ‘Is it going to tip over if I move to the side?’

‘No. Look.’ Max moved to the side himself, and Nicky relaxed after a moment. ‘But we will wear life jackets because that’s the law for kids and it’s not a bad idea for adults,’ Max added.

‘What about Nemo?’ Nicky enquired.

‘Haven’t got one for him.’ Max grinned. ‘So we’ll leave his lead on and tie it to this bar.’

A few minutes later they cruised away from the jetty at a sedate speed. Half an hour later, Nicky had released his vice-like grip of Alex’s hand and was standing beside Max in front of the centre console, thoroughly enjoying himself as he steered the boat and the spray divided under the bow and wind whistled through their hair.

Alex patted Nemo, who was quite overwhelmed for once in his life, and watched father and son. She could only approve of Max’s approach to Nicky. He didn’t make a fuss of the boy, but he’d obviously awakened Nicky’s interest.

In fact she’d seen Nicky look at him with a tinge of awe last afternoon when Max had come home and had spent the couple of hours before Nicky’s dinnertime showing him how to fly a kite.

He’d brought the kite home with him and they’d gone to the beach, all bundled up, to take advantage of a stiffish breeze.

It was not only Nicky who’d studied Max with a tinge of awe as he’d effortlessly managed to get the kite soaring; she herself had, although for very different reasons.

Nicky had made his sentiments plain when he’d asked Max if he would one day be big and strong and able to fly kites.

‘Sure,’ Max had replied easily and ruffled the little boy’s hair. ‘But you’ll be able to fly kites sooner than that. Here, have a go.’

Whereas she’d had to acknowledge that the sight of his tall, athletic body had sent a shiver down her spine, not of cold or fear, but desire …

When they got home from their spin in the boat, a glowing Nicky was to find another treat in store: an early barbecue dinner for them all.

Stan had lit the barbecue on the lawn and Mrs Mills had set all the ingredients out. There were comfortable, cushioned basket chairs around a wooden table, and two more braziers, identical to the ones that lit the steps down to the jetty, had been lit.

‘Steak, sausages, seafood—take your pick,’ Max said.

‘Sausages!’ Nicky chose immediately. ‘On bread with tomato sauce. Yippee!’

‘You’re easy to please,’ Max said and grinned. ‘Alex?’

She chose steak and some fish and they talked desultorily as he cooked the food with Nicky playing happily around them as the stars came out and the wind dropped.

Mrs Mills might have thoughtfully provided a typical small boy’s favourite fare, but she’d also provided a green salad and new potatoes drizzled with garlic butter for the adults as well as warm, crusty rolls.

And when Nicky showed signs of flagging, a bit earlier than usual and before Alex and Max had finished their meals, she came to take him to bed.

‘Thanks, that was nice,’ he said to Max.

‘My pleasure, Nicky. Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight …’ Nicky hesitated and Alex held her breath as she got the feeling he was toying with what to call Max, but in the end he just said goodnight again.

Alex watched him go off with Mrs Mills, then turned to Max. ‘I don’t think calling you Dad is far off,’ she said quietly.

He raised his eyebrows. ‘It hasn’t been that long.’

No, Alex found herself thinking, but then it doesn’t take long—less than a week in my case.

She moved a little restlessly in her chair. ‘No, but I get the feeling he’s impressed.’ She helped herself to some more of Mrs Mills’ delicious green bean salad. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Back at the ranch, as they say?’ He smiled a shade grimly. ‘Some tough wheeling and dealing is taking place, all couched in impeccably polite terms. But tomorrow should be relaxing. It’s the golf day here on the Coast at Sanctuary Cove.’

Alex wondered why he sounded sceptical about the beneficial aspects of a day’s golf, but she said nothing.

‘Do you play golf?’ he queried.

‘Yes. My father was quite a—well, a mad keen golfer. Not that I’ve played for ages.’ She looked at him warily all of a sudden. ‘I’m not expected to actually play tomorrow?’

‘No. You can drive the buggy. It’s only men—playing, that is.’ He pushed his plate away and stretched. ‘I can’t think of anything worse.’

‘Don’t you play golf?’ Alex enquired with a frown. ‘If not, why—?’

‘I play off a three handicap; like your father I can be quite mad and quite keen on my golf, but for some reason I’m not looking forward to tomorrow. What I really like is to be able to concentrate exclusively on my game.’

Alex studied him. He was dressed casually again and his hair was ruffled. He looked anything but a highflying executive at the moment, but she could picture him on a golf course, driving the ball with flair and putting with precision.

Her lips quirked as she said, ‘How did it get onto the agenda, then?’

‘It was requested, that’s how. And it didn’t seem a bad idea at the time.’

‘Would it be impossible to withdraw?’

He cast her a speaking look. ‘No, but I won’t be withdrawing.’

‘You could be tired,’ she suggested. ‘It’s been—hectic.’

He stretched out his legs and clasped his hands behind his head. ‘Hectic,’ he repeated. ‘Not easy to relax, certainly.’

‘How do you relax?’ Alex asked.

‘Wine, women and song,’ he replied flippantly and turned his head to study her reaction.

She looked away awkwardly and he laughed with—not that she was to know it—self-directed irony. ‘You’re quite safe with me, Alex.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t say that—’ she scowled, suddenly fired from awkward to annoyed ‘—with quite so much conviction!’

‘I thought it would be reassuring.’

‘It’s more than that,’ she stated. ‘I mean, I don’t mind being reassured, but I do object to being made to feel like the last woman on the planet you would find desirable.’

‘I didn’t mean to make you feel like that. Come to think of it, I’ve paid you some extravagant compliments and made it clear you looked sexy enough for most men—’

‘In the most backhanded way,’ Alex broke in.

He sat up. ‘Well, what would you like me to do?’

Alex stared at him, her outrage still plain to be seen, but it was also slipping away fast.

‘Oh, dear,’ she said, looking down the barrel of having made a fool of herself, not to mention quite possibly giving herself away. ‘That may not have come out quite right. Is there any possibility you could understand it was nothing personal?’

‘Nothing?’ he queried.

‘Maybe just my vanity,’ she conceded, after accusing herself mentally of being a liar as well as a fool.

He smiled and watched her for a moment, and thought how young, troubled and essentially innocent she looked. She was also probably the least vain female he knew, yet it was only human to resent being told she was ‘quite safe’ in that context, and curiously lovable.

As for wine, women and song, not that she’d ever know it, but it might not have been so far off the mark. Well, a nightcap maybe, some favourite music in the den, a girl in his arms on the wide, comfortable settee, to relax him from his high-pressure business life.

This girl?

Especially this girl, he thought with an indrawn breath. How sweet would it be to initiate her into the rituals of love-making? To make her gasp with desire and focus those beautiful eyes solely on him, to very slowly bring alive all her most sensitive erogenous zones. To possess that slender figure, those stunning legs and to be the one to meld the different elements of her personality, her sense of humour, that keen intellect and the scholarly side of her into warm, lovely womanhood.

He gritted his teeth suddenly and forced his mind back to her last remark. ‘Uh—yes, I understand perfectly. I’m sorry—’ a smile appeared fleetingly in his eyes ‘—I didn’t realize I was making you feel like that. Actually, going back to what led up to this, one thing I really like to do to relax is fish. I even have a favourite spot that I go up to a couple of times a year. Seisia, but not many people have heard of it.’

Alex, who had listened to his apology and deliberate change of subject with an inward sigh of relief, sat up alertly. ‘The port of Bamaga? On Cape York?’

‘The same,’ he agreed with a quizzical look. ‘You know it?’

She nodded. ‘I spent a holiday there with my parents. My father was also—talk about a mad, keen golfer, he was a fanatical fisherman. Oh! I loved it. We drove up in a four-wheel drive we’d hired and we camped at the holiday park, then we went back to Cairns on a cargo ship, the Trinity Bay.’

‘I know it well.’

‘But …’ She looked puzzled, for there was little at Seisia she could associate Max Goodwin with, unless … ‘Oh, I get it. You probably hire one of those extremely expensive fishing boats that go out into the Gulf of Carpentaria from Seisia for weeks at a time. Or do you own your own?’

‘I deny that charge. But, yes, I hire one, although I usually only manage a week at the most. How did you fish?’

Alex smiled. ‘Off the jetty—it’s supposed to be the best fishing jetty in Australia—and the beach. And we took a dinghy trip up the Jardine River. It was so beautiful and so remote.’ She closed her eyes. ‘I’ll never forget the colours of twilight.’

‘Blue on blue?’

Her lashes fluttered up. ‘Yes. Violet, wisteria, slate-blue. So beautiful!’

There was a discreet cough behind them and Alex had no idea that a man had been standing there for about a minute with his eyes fixed on her glowing expression directed at Max Goodwin—Paul O’Hara.

Then they both turned and he came forward. ‘Hi, Max! Mrs Mills let me in and told me I’d find you out here. Hello, Miss Hill!’

‘Paul,’ Max said pleasantly, ‘come and join us. What are you doing down here?’

Paul pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘I booked into the Hyatt at Sanctuary Cove for the night rather than driving down tomorrow morning for the golf. So I thought I’d toddle over and fill you in on the afternoon’s proceedings. I didn’t expect to—’ He stopped.

‘Expect to find Alex here? She’s taken on another job for me,’ Max said unexpansively. ‘How did it go?’

Alex pushed herself upright. ‘If you’ll excuse me I’ll leave you to it,’ she said.

‘You don’t have to go on my account, Miss Hill,’ Paul O’Hara said eagerly, and didn’t see the sudden, narrowed glance his cousin cast him.

For a moment Alex was subject to a lunatic urge to tell him that she thought he was probably very nice and in any other circumstances she’d like to know him better.

All she said, however, was, ‘Thanks, but I’ve got a good book calling to me. Goodnight.’ And she walked away.

Nicky was fast asleep with a night light on and with Nemo snuggled up beside him.

Alex grimaced. Somehow Nicky was going to have to learn to be parted from the dog but how, she didn’t know.

And she wandered over to a painting that hung on the wall, a small but vibrant canvas of a seashore with two black oyster catchers with their red beaks in the foreground. It was signed in one corner—Cathy Spencer.

When she’d first noticed it she’d asked Mrs Mills about it.

‘Oh, I rescued it from a cupboard,’ Mrs Mills had told her. ‘I remember when she gave it to Mr Goodwin—she told him not to part with it because one day it would be worth a lot of money. He laughed and promised.’ Mrs Mills had broken off with a sigh. ‘They were lovely together then. Perhaps I only saw the good side of them, but I can’t help hoping, well, especially now with Nicky, they could come together again. I think they should. Anyway, I thought Nicky might like to have something of his mum with him.’

Alex came back to the present and turned from the painting to the sleeping boy. Although he was so like Max, she did sometimes see his mother in him, and it tore at her heartstrings suddenly to think of him being shuttled backwards and forwards between his father and mother.

They should put aside their differences, she thought, and brushed away a solitary tear. They really should.

She showered and changed into her pyjamas and climbed into bed with her book, only to find it not nearly as gripping as she’d hoped although she persevered, rather grimly, until she felt sleepy. Then she switched off the bedside lamp, and was immediately wide awake but, not only that, in the grip of some sad memories. And she realized it was the memories of Seisia.

No, don’t go down that road, she warned herself. Think of the here and now.

But the house was quiet and there was nothing to distract her. She jumped out of bed as it got harder to breathe. Action or exercise was what she needed—Can’t lie down and let it trap me, she thought chaotically.

She grabbed her glasses, slipped out of her bedroom and ran lightly downstairs to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. But she couldn’t find the light and what she really needed was a paper bag to breathe into, but she had no idea where to find that; she could only stand in the middle of the floor, flapping her arms as she fought to breathe.

The central light flicked on revealing the state-of-the-art kitchen in all its glory: black marble counters and floor, cream cabinets, stainless steel appliances—and Max stood there, still fully dressed.

‘Alex?’ he said incredulously. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Can’t breathe,’ she panted. ‘Can’t—a paper—need a paper bag,’ she gasped.

‘Asthma?’ he queried as he strode forward.

‘No. P-panic.’

‘A panic attack? What—? Never mind.’ He gathered her into his arms. ‘Shush—no one is going to hurt you, I promise. Calm down—no—’ he resisted as she fought to free herself ‘—do as I say, Alex. Relax. You can do it.’

‘A b-bag,’ she stammered.

‘I have no idea where they are, if there are any.’

Her chest rose and fell erratically as she tried to fill her lungs with air, but he started to massage her back and, gradually, her breathing steadied as she felt the warmth and the safe haven of his arms, and after some minutes it slowed to normal.

She closed her eyes in sheer relief, and when she opened them it was to see Max Goodwin watching her with a mixture of relief himself, and amazement.

‘All right?’

She nodded but sagged a little against him. ‘Thanks,’ she whispered.

He picked her up. ‘I think we both need a brandy.’ And he carried her through to the den.

‘What brought that on?’

The den was definitely a masculine room with mocha walls, fishing trophies, a wall of books and an impressive entertainment centre.

Alex sighed and studied her balloon glass, then took another grateful sip. ‘Remembering Seisia,’ she said a little raggedly. ‘It was the last holiday I had with my parents. They died a couple of weeks later.’

He stirred. ‘And you still get panic attacks about—about losing them?’

‘Yes. But I haven’t had one for ages,’ she confessed.

‘I’ve never met anyone who knew Seisia, so that must have triggered it.’

‘Hmm …’ He stood lost in thought for a moment, but didn’t share them with her. He sat down beside her instead and laced his fingers through hers. ‘Do you have any friends, Alex?’

‘Of course,’ she assured him. ‘I went skiing with six of them not so long ago—mind you, that does seem a long time ago now!’ she marvelled. ‘And there’s my neighbour. She’s a widow and a lot older than me, but we get along really well together. We’ve even thought about getting a joint dog.’

He looked askance. ‘A joint dog?’

Alex grinned. ‘A dog to share between us. She loves them, I love them; she doesn’t work during the day, but I do, so it seems like a good idea, but we’ve never got around to it. So—’ she sobered ‘—look, don’t worry about me—’

‘How can I not worry about you?’ he said a shade irritably. ‘I’ve never seen anyone have a panic attack. It’s—it’s bloody scary. And what has a paper bag got to do with it?’

She explained that when you hyperventilated as she had been, you were actually taking in too much oxygen rather than too little, and you became short of carbon dioxide, which made you feel short of air. If you breathed into a paper bag, you breathed in your own carbon dioxide, which helped.

‘You live and learn,’ Max Goodwin commented. ‘But I would have thought, if anything would do it, it would be a fright.’

‘It can be, or it can be underlying stress or it can have nothing to do with what’s going on around you at the time,’ she told him.

‘So you’ve taken medical advice, Alex?’

‘Yes.’ She swallowed. ‘I really thought I was over them,’ she said again and added unthinkingly, ‘I guess there’s more stress in my life at the moment than I’m accustomed to.’

He let go of her hand and turned to look at her with his elbow propped on the back of the settee. ‘Why? Interpreting?’

She looked into his eyes and could have kicked herself because interpreting was a breeze compared to what she was going through on his account. But he was not to know that.

‘Uh—it’s not as easy as it looks.’

His lips twisted. ‘I never for one moment imagined it was. So that’s all?’ He raised his eyebrows and she noticed the little scar at the outer edge of his left eyebrow again.

She looked away and didn’t answer immediately.

‘Alex?’ he said quietly. ‘Tell me.’

‘I think it’s just—I think it’s—’ She stopped. Although the attack was over, she didn’t feel well enough to be inventive or clever or anything. ‘That’s all.’

He watched her intently, then smiled at her. ‘OK. Finish your brandy. Do you think you’ll be able to sleep? Would you like to stay down here? We could fix you up a bed on the settee.’

‘No. Thank you, but I’ll be fine upstairs now.’

‘Not that there’s any hurry.’ He reached for the remote on the coffee table in front of the settee and flicked the television on. ‘Sit down and relax for a little while. Let’s see what we’ve got—ah, movies. Are you a fan?’

‘Sometimes,’ she admitted. ‘Now that is one of my favourites,’ she said about an Audrey Hepburn and Cary Grant classic.

‘Let’s watch it. Comfortable? Curl up if you feel like it. What we need is popcorn, which I’m pretty sure we don’t have, but another small tot of brandy won’t go amiss.’

In the end, Alex did fall asleep on the settee in the den although this time it was Max Goodwin not Margaret Winston who slid a pillow under her head and covered her with a warm rug.

She’d been enjoying the movie, and his company, but two thirds of the way through the emotional excesses of the evening got to her and she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

She was not to know that her temporary employer stood looking down at her for a long time after he’d covered her up, then found himself doing some serious thinking. Nothing could have prepared her for the consequences of it.

To complicate matters, Nicky woke up with a fever the next morning.

‘I think it’s chicken pox,’ Alex said to Max in the breakfast room. She was already showered and ready for the golf day—she’d done all that before Nicky had woken—wearing three-quarter khaki trousers and an Argyle sweater, Margaret’s choice, not hers.

Max was also already dressed for golf in navy trousers and a pale blue polo T-shirt. He’d just come down for breakfast.

He paused in the act of pouring his coffee. ‘Think?’

‘Mrs Mills has sent for the doctor, but we both think that’s what it is. He’s running a temperature, he’s got a couple of itchy spots and it explains the way he suddenly got tired before I would have expected him to, last night.’

Max stirred and she could see him thinking back.

‘The other thing is, he doesn’t want to let me out of his sight.’ She stared at Max Goodwin, her expression concerned and anxious. ‘Six-year-olds are not essentially sensible when they don’t feel well. They usually want their mothers pretty badly.’

‘I’ll come up and see him now. How are you?’

‘I’m fine, thank you. I apologize for falling asleep on your settee, yet again,’ she said ruefully. ‘But I don’t quite know how we’re going to handle this.’

He took in her tied-back hair and the delicate blue shadows beneath her eyes, then he looked away abruptly and squared his shoulders. But all he said was, ‘Let’s go and see him.’

‘Just a moment—have you had chicken pox?’

That brought him up short. He narrowed his eyes. ‘If I did, I can’t remember it.’

‘Is there any way of checking up? Your mother, maybe? Although, if you haven’t had it you are most likely going to get it now, but at least you’ll be forewarned.’

Max Goodwin folded his arms and looked down at her somewhat grimly. ‘Have you got any more good news for me, Miss Hill?’

Alex chuckled. ‘I’m sorry, but it is better to be prepared.’

‘As they say in the Boy Scouts.’ He pulled his mobile out of his shirt pocket. ‘My sister Olivia will know—my mother passed away last year.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Thank you—Livvy, Max,’ he said into the phone. ‘Did I have chicken pox as a kid?’

He ended the call a few minutes later. ‘You’ll be glad to know, well, I’m certainly glad to know, that I did have them. We had them at the same time actually, but, whereas my sister Olivia was a model patient, I was a shocker. Same old story.’ He looked at her expressionlessly except for the wicked little glint in his eyes. ‘It’s amazing I didn’t grow up with some serious complexes brought on by my saintly sister.’

‘Maybe you did. Maybe,’ Alex said gravely, ‘your desire to get your own way is an inverse reaction to a subliminal inferiority complex bestowed on you by your sibling?’

He put his head to one side. ‘Say that again?’

‘I couldn’t,’ she confessed with a grin. ‘It just rolled off my tongue. Well—’

‘What about you?’ he broke in to query. ‘Have you had chicken pox?’

‘Yes.’

He relaxed.

‘Actually I was a model patient too—maybe it’s just girls?’ she added.

‘Maybe. They certainly know how to dent your ego. After you, Miss Hill.’

‘Thank you, Mr Goodwin.’ She led the way to the stairs.

Nicky perked up a bit at the sight of his father.

An hour later Alex joined Max in his study at his request.

Nicky was dozing and the doctor had confirmed the diagnosis.

The study was a mini oval office with tall windows overlooking the water. The oak desk was highly polished, and the wooden-framed chairs were upholstered in a striped fabric, amber on aubergine. The rug was a handmade silk Persian from Isfahan—Mrs Mills had taken her on a tour of the house and pointed out many of the treasures it contained.

‘Sit down, Alex. I’ve pulled out of the golf, which—’ he smiled a lightning smile at her ‘—as you know I wasn’t that keen on anyway. I’ve also found a replacement for you so far as interpreting goes for the rest of the negotiations.’

Alex’s eyes widened. ‘For all the other functions too?’ He nodded.

‘Simon will kill me!’ She looked bewildered and even more anxious as she stopped.

‘Simon?’ he queried with his eyebrows raised.

‘Simon Wellford of the agency I work for. My boss, in other words. He was over the moon about getting this assignment because he thought it could lead to a lot more work.’

‘It can. It will,’ Max said decisively. ‘And it could have happened anyway—it was always written into the contract he signed that you were a temporary replacement. It so happens the interpreter who got sick, whose place you took, has got better a lot sooner than was anticipated. He’s ready to come back to work. But, listen, I’ve got a proposition to make. Come and work for me, Alex.’





CHAPTER SIX

‘AS A nanny?’ Alex stared at Max, totally bemused.

‘As my PA, which may—’ he looked humorous ‘—cover mainly child-minding duties over the near future, but from then on will have a much broader scope.’

‘I don’t understand.’

He sat forward. ‘These negotiations are going to be successful, Alex—’

‘I thought you said there was some hard bargaining—and so on?’

‘There is, but I wouldn’t have undertaken them if I hadn’t done my homework and if I hadn’t thought they’d succeed.’ For a moment the tough, successful high-flier he was was very evident in the set of his face. Then he relaxed and continued, ‘Once this is over, I’ll be spending quite a bit of time going backwards and forwards to China so a permanent interpreter, as well as a quick wit, will be an asset to me.’

Alex’s eyes nearly fell out on stalks. ‘M-me?’ she hazarded raggedly.

He looked amused as he nodded. ‘What’s so surprising about that?’

She blinked a couple of times. ‘It … I … I just didn’t expect it.’

‘You’d be part of the household,’ he went on and took particular stock of her reaction to that, but he couldn’t decide if it was shock or relief he saw in her eyes. ‘Not only because of Nicky, but because I’ll be spending a lot more time down here so—it would kill two birds with one stone,’ he added.

She took a breath. ‘But Nicky will be going back to his mother. Or—won’t he?’ she asked experimentally.

Max Goodwin took his time about replying and he looked entirely inscrutable at the same time. ‘His mother rang last night, it so happens. Her mother’s operation was a success but she needs a couple more days with her. Until then negotiations have been put on hold, but Nicky will spend time with me whatever happens.’

‘How long would you want me for?’ Alex asked into the silence that had developed after his last words.

He smiled faintly. ‘For as long as you wanted to stay with me.’ He paused, then named a remuneration package that made Alex blink at its generosity.

All the same she licked her lips and tried to concentrate on the other aspects of this development. ‘Does this have anything to do with what happened last night?’ she queried straightly, at last.

Max Goodwin rubbed his jaw and wondered what she’d say if he told her that it did. That he now not only felt responsible for a six-year-old son he’d just met, but a girl who suffered panic attacks, a girl, alone in the world, he simply couldn’t bring himself to abandon.

And he wondered what she’d say if he told her that he’d firmly convinced himself that once he got back on a professional footing with her—and since he was not going to receive any encouragement to do otherwise—he would kill stone-dead any passing attraction to her. That was what it had to be anyway.

Of course what would be the wisest thing to do, in other circumstances, would be simply to cut the connection, but he couldn’t do it—not after what he’d seen last night.

He answered obliquely, ‘I wouldn’t like to see that happen to you again, Alex, but, you know, it would be a good step along the road for you. If you do want to go into the Diplomatic Corps, a background in the mining industry, trade experience, the contacts you might make could all be invaluable to you.’

Alex felt her eyes widen as she could only agree with him. It would certainly be an impressive item on her CV. It could open all sorts of doors for her, far more than behind-the-scenes interpreting for Simon … But here she grimaced.

‘I … Simon—’ She looked worried. ‘I—’

‘I will make it up to Simon in return for losing you,’ he said.

‘Part of the household, though—what exactly does that mean?’ she said slowly.

He said casually, ‘Much the same as the last three days, when Nicky’s here, at least, but because I’ll be working from down here much more it’ll be like a semipermanent abode. Whenever you feel you need to go home, though, that’ll be fine.’

Alex relaxed a little and couldn’t control an impulse to smile suddenly.

‘What?’

‘It’s a job that sort of defies description, doesn’t it?’

His lips twisted, then he gave a jolt of laughter. ‘I wouldn’t like to have to advertise it.’ He sobered. ‘But from the moment you made such a hit with Nicky—’

‘My fate was sealed,’ she supplied. ‘Part of my fate was sealed. But you are serious about the other side of it?’

‘Perfectly,’ he assured her.

Alex heard herself say swiftly, ‘Then I’ll do it,’ as if getting it out fast was the only way to do it because once she stopped to let herself think, she’d be tempted to run away and hide. But she couldn’t spend her life running and hiding. She’d decided that only this morning, hadn’t she?

‘Good girl,’ he said briskly. ‘But if we are to have Nicky for extended periods, we’re going to need some back-up for when we’re not here. Any thoughts there?’

Alex chewed her lip before she offered her thoughts. ‘Mrs Mills’ daughter is virtually a single mum—her husband’s in the army and overseas on an extended tour of duty. It’s her son Bradley that Nicky has played with and they get on really well together. I’m just wondering if Bradley’s mum could stand in for me. She seems pretty sensible, she’s nice, she’s young, it would be good for Nicky to have company, it would take the pressure off Mrs Mills—’

‘Don’t go on,’ he murmured. ‘You’ve convinced me. Would you like to go home and collect some more of your things?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Now? How? And what about

Nicky?’

‘Mrs Mills and I can cope for a couple of hours. Stan could drive you.’ He stood up.

Alex hesitated, then she said candidly, ‘I feel like pinching myself.’

He smiled, but said nothing.

‘I’ll go now, then. Thank you for thinking of me and offering me this job.’ She rose.

‘My pleasure, Alex,’ he murmured.

She hesitated, then made her way to the door.

He watched her go and sat down again behind the desk, leaning his chin on his fingers, his elbow on the desk with his brow furrowed.

He’d handled that rather well, he thought, but something was puzzling him. The fact that he felt strange in a way he couldn’t put his finger on—not strange so much, but different, or was that splitting hairs?

Was it because he really did have a household now? For a long time everything had revolved about him exclusively, but now he was doing the revolving.

Then his eyes fell on the blotter on the desk, and Cathy’s name. He’d taken her call in the study last night after Paul O’Hara had left, and he’d written her name on the blotter with slashing strokes, then drawn a bolt of lightning through the letters.

He sat up, then lay back in his chair with his hands shoved into his pockets. What needed to be done, what needed to be sorted out, was an amicable arrangement whereby Nicky got the best of both his parents. What was paramount now was Nicky’s well-being.

And he had to acknowledge he was astonished by the depth of his feeling for a little boy he barely knew. That had actually slammed into his consciousness from the moment he’d laid eyes on Nicky and he’d seen something pretty close to a mirror image of himself. This is my flesh and blood, he’d thought, this child who doesn’t know me from a bar of soap and is trying so desperately to look brave about it!

Was it any wonder he felt different? he reflected.

And what about all the problems he could foresee there? What if Cathy married? How was he going to feel about another man being involved in the upbringing of his son? And there was Nicky’s inheritance to think about, and his safety.

He sat up and ripped the top layer out of his blotter and threw it in the waste-paper basket.

Of course the solution to that was simply to ensure it couldn’t happen by marrying her himself.

Alex sat in the back, not of the Bentley, but a Mercedes on the way to Brisbane a little while later.

She and Stan had conversed for a time, but now he was concentrating on his driving and she was thinking her thoughts.

She’d woken early on the settee in the den, and clicked her tongue in exasperation at yet again having fallen asleep thus in one of Max Goodwin’s homes.

She’d made herself a cup of tea and stolen upstairs with it. No one had stirred.

She’d opened her blinds to admit pre-dawn light, then watched the sun rim the horizon above the casuarinas on South Stradbroke Island across the Broadwater as she’d sipped her tea.

But her thoughts hadn’t been on the fresh, early morning scene, they’d been focused on the state of her life. She’d allowed it to get out of control. She’d allowed herself to imagine she’d fallen in love with Max Goodwin; she’d got all sad and sorry for herself on that account and because of some memories. And it wouldn’t do.

What was more, she knew how to counteract these feelings, didn’t she?

In times like these she’d always gone to her Mother Superior and her advice had always been the same. Stop thinking only of yourself, Alex. Think about others instead and, for yourself, establish goals. Think forward, not backwards.

It might have sounded harsh, but it had worked, and because that dear friend and mentor was no longer with her didn’t mean it would no longer work.

So far as thinking forwards, unfortunately, she wouldn’t be able to distance herself physically from Max Goodwin for the time being, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t practise mental apartheid, she’d thought with a dry little smile.

But—and it had struck her that the lack of real goals might have created the vacuum in her life that had precipitated this crisis—she needed more of a challenge in her life than she had at present. Well, not the immediate present, she’d amended her thoughts rather ruefully, but going back to working for Simon was not enough. She really needed to aspire to something higher.

She hadn’t been able to establish that ‘something’ as she’d showered and dressed for the golf day, but at least she’d established the need to do it. And she’d taken a few quiet minutes to think of her Mother Superior, really and deeply. It had brought her a sense of peace.

Then Nicky had woken, hot and fretful and itchy, and that had set in motion the most amazing train of events …

She stared out of the window as the Pacific Motorway flashed past. The traffic was fast and heavy, with that familiar hum of its concrete surface, and the sky was overcast now.

That amazing train of events, she thought, would be the perfect answer to her new resolution, her determination to shape her life differently, to set goals and accept challenges—if only it hadn’t come from Max Goodwin.

But was that not simply a challenge too? It was absolutely no good hungering for a man you couldn’t have, a man you firmly believed should build a life with the mother of his son, anyway, so you nipped all that in the bud. It just took will-power.

Fortunately, Patti was home when Alex got to Spring Hill, so she was able to ask her to water her plants and collect her mail for her. She also gave her her new contact details, then started to pack, this time more than the basics including some books and favourite CDs.

She hesitated over her new clothes, the ones she’d been going to give back, then decided she could need them in her capacity as PA to Max Goodwin.

She stopped what she was doing at that point and stared across the room unseeingly. It was hard to believe—it was a bit like a dream, she decided. It was also the answer to one set of prayers, but …

She squared her shoulders resolutely and chided herself, No buts, Alexandra Hill. Just make the best of it.

On the way back she got Stan to stop at a variety store where she made a few purchases.

When she got back to the Sovereign Islands about three hours later, she was greeted with open arms, metaphorically, by her employer and his housekeeper.

Nicky did more. He threw his arms around her neck and greeted her like a long-lost friend. Even Nemo looked joyful.

‘OK! OK,’ she laughed as she fended the puppy off. ‘And I did bring some goodies back. We’ve got a new jigsaw puzzle, some Play-Doh and a book about boats. What shall we do first? Oh, and I got a plastic bone for Nemo. It squeaks when it’s chewed.’

‘Was he difficult?’ Alex asked as she and Max sat down to a late lunch a little later. Nicky was asleep again.

He reached for a roll and crumbled it. Mrs Mills had provided a chicken casserole and rice. ‘Not difficult—lost. And sad.’ He picked up his butter knife, but stared at the curls of butter in their fluted silver dish moodily. ‘I was obviously no substitute.’ He dipped his knife in the butter.

‘He’s sick,’ Alex said practically. ‘And Rome wasn’t built in a day.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Another gem of wisdom? You’re full of them.’

‘I know,’ she agreed cheerfully.

He frowned at her. ‘But in your case it happened in a matter of moments, the way he took to you.’

‘I would say—’ Alex sipped her water from a cut-glass tumbler, then picked up her knife and fork again ‘—he’s not much used to men if he’s lived with his mother and his grandmother. And I do have experience with kids of that age. Don’t worry, it will happen, it just takes time,’ she assured him.

His frown deepened. ‘You’re also—like a new person, Miss Hill, if I may say so. Why’s that?’

Alex considered, then told him part of the truth. ‘I took myself to task this morning. Look forward, not backward, seek new challenges and goals and—lo and behold!—what should fall into my lap shortly afterwards but your offer. So I’m feeling really positive, you could say.’

She’d changed her Argyle sweater for a cotton-knit top and hadn’t noticed the streak of Play-Doh on her sleeve. Her hair was in bunches and she wore her glasses. She looked young but very alive and vital. It was hard to compare her with the girl of the night before who couldn’t breathe.

‘Have I said something wrong?’ Alex enquired a little nervously as she put her knife and fork together and pushed away her plate.

His attention came back to her as if from a distance. ‘No. Why?’

‘You were looking at me as if—as if—I don’t know, but it was a little worrying,’ she confessed.

He finished his meal and reached for the coffee pot. ‘Uh—no, nothing momentous.’ He grimaced. ‘But you and Nicky won’t be seeing much of me for the next few days. In fact, probably not at all. I’ve taken more time off than I should have anyway.’

‘That’s fine with me,’ she replied serenely, and didn’t know that Max Goodwin was struck by a replica of the feeling that had struck her last evening—when she’d requested him not to tell her she was quite safe with him with quite such conviction … Did she have to be quite so comfortable about his absence, in other words?

‘Well, in that case,’ he said—rather tersely, it struck Alex, ‘I might get going now.’

Alex blinked. ‘Isn’t the golf still on?’ She looked at her watch.

‘I can get there in time to present the trophy. Would you excuse me, Alex?’ he asked with rather elaborate courtesy and stood up.

‘Of course, but—are you annoyed?’ she queried.

His eyes were particularly dense and blue; his expression was particularly hard to read as he looked down at her. ‘Why would I be annoyed? We have everything under control, don’t we?’

‘Yes. I don’t know. I just got that impression.’ She shrugged. ‘I—’

But Mrs Mills intervened. ‘Excuse me, Mr Goodwin, but Nicky’s awake and asking for Alex.’

Alex jumped up. ‘I’ll come.’ She turned back to Max. ‘I’ll look after him, don’t worry,’ she said reassuringly.

His expression softened a fraction. ‘Thank you.’

But Alex was still concerned as she climbed the stairs to Nicky’s bedroom. What had been going through his mind? What subtle interplay had she missed?

Then she stopped outside Nicky’s door and took a deep breath. Her employer’s personal feelings were no concern of hers.

Not much later, as Max Goodwin steered his Bentley over the Sovereign Islands bridge and towards Sanctuary Cove, he was asking himself why the hell he was annoyed. Because he didn’t have things under complete control yet?

He gritted his teeth. And obviously annoyed, at that.

Nor was he able to shake off that distinctly disenchanted, annoyed feeling and in consequence he was short with his staff over minute details of the golf tournament that really didn’t matter now it was over.

It wasn’t an easy few days for Alex.

Keeping Nicky cool, keeping him from scratching, keeping him occupied took quite some ingenuity, but at least it gave her little time to herself.

Fortunately Bradley, Mrs Mills’ grandson, also had had chicken pox, so when Nicky wasn’t feeling quite so sick he came to help with the jigsaw and similar activities. And Alex got to know his mother, Peta, better. And the more she got to know her, the better she liked her.

Peta had also accepted Max’s offer of a job as a back-up for Alex. ‘It’s perfect,’ she’d confided to Alex. ‘I’m with Mum, Brad loves playing with Nicky, he adores Nemo and it not only gives me something to do while my hubby is away, it’s going to earn me some very nice pocket money.’

But it wasn’t until Jake Frost arrived that Alex recalled that the last social event of the negotiations, the farewell, was to take the form of a dinner dance at the Tuscan villa.

Jake came down the day before and Alex sat in on the briefing he shared with Mrs Mills and Stan.

‘Item,’ he said, putting his forefinger on a clipboard as they sat around the kitchen table, ‘a cleaning firm is coming in first thing tomorrow morning. They’ll do windows, floors, furniture, everything, but if there’s any silver or glassware you want polished—’ he looked over the top of his glasses at Mrs Mills ‘—could you get it out, please? Item: the florist and decorator and their teams will arrive at midday. Item: the caterers will move in early afternoon. Item: we need a room for the band to retire to. I thought we’d use the pink sitting room …’

And so it went on until Jake looked across at Alex. ‘Item: children and dogs.’

They all smiled.

It was Mrs Mills who answered. ‘As you know, Jake, we can close the guest wing off. Which is how we’ve managed to corral Nemo out of the rest of the house anyway and Nicky is usually asleep by seven—the guests don’t arrive until seven-thirty.’

‘Anyway, I’ll be on hand just in case,’ Alex supplied.

But it was her turn to be looked at over the top of his glasses. ‘Item,’ Jake said, ‘Mr Goodwin has requested your presence at the dinner dance, Miss Hill.’

Alex stared at him as her jaw dropped and her eyes widened. ‘Why? Is he short of an interpreter again?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’ Jake shook his head.

‘But—I don’t understand. And I don’t want to—’

‘Perhaps he thought it would be a nice break for you after all you’ve done for Nicky?’ Mrs Mills suggested. ‘And I can get Peta and Brad to sleep over so you wouldn’t have to worry about Nicky.’

‘I still don’t want to—’

It was Jake who interrupted her this time. ‘Miss Hill, Alex, if I may …’ he hesitated ‘… it would not be a good time to oppose Mr Goodwin.’

‘Uh-oh!’ Stan remarked. ‘In one of those moods, is he? Then I guess we all need to be on our toes.’

Jake looked forbiddingly at Stan. ‘If you knew the kind of pressure he’s been under, mate.’

‘Plus,’ Mrs Hill put in delicately, ‘there’s, well, there’s Nicky.’

Stan raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ he protested. ‘He’s a great employer ninety-nine per cent of the time. I wouldn’t want to work for anybody else. But you have to admit that that other one per cent of the time he can cut you down to size with only a couple of well-chosen words—sometimes it only takes a look to do it.’

‘Don’t you have anything to wear, dear?’ Mrs Mills put into the silence that followed Stan’s obviously accurate summing-up, Alex guessed.

‘I do, actually,’ she replied slowly. ‘I was supposed to be at this function as an interpreter. And I brought all those clothes back with me when I went home a few days ago. I just don’t understand why, though.’

‘“Ours not to reason why, ours but to do and die,”’ Jake quoted, somewhat surprisingly, ‘but, it could have something to do with your new PA job, Alex.’

She looked surprised. ‘So that’s all been set up?’

‘I believe so. Margaret told me about it, anyway.’

‘Oh.’ She sat back with a frown. She hadn’t expected it to be set in stone so soon and she hadn’t contacted Simon, herself, which she should have done. ‘Well, I guess that’s it,’ she said a little helplessly.

‘And one last footnote.’ Jake pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Lady Olivia McPherson will be in attendance, with Sir Michael, naturally, tomorrow night.’

It was a moment before Alex made the connection, as both Stan and Mrs Mills snapped upright in their chairs.

‘His sister?’ she hazarded.

‘His sister,’ Jake said gently. ‘So—’ he scanned them in turn ‘—let’s all pull together and produce a perfect evening.’

‘What’s she like? His sister,’ Alex enquired of Mrs Mills after the briefing had broken up.

‘She’s—she can be a bit exacting,’ Mrs Mills said carefully. ‘Oh, she’s very attractive, very vibrant, but—just not the easiest person to please.’

‘Sounds a lot like her brother,’ Alex commented with a grin. Then she sobered and sighed. ‘I wish I didn’t have to go to this function. I’m not that used to them.’

‘You’ll do fine, Alex,’ Mrs Mills said encouragingly. ‘In fact you’re like a breath of fresh air compared to—’ She broke off and shrugged.

Alex glanced at her. ‘Compared to what?’

‘Some of the spoilt socialites we get to see around here. OK. I need to start making lists. Some people seem to be able to carry it all around in their heads—I need lists.’

Alex gave her a quick hug. ‘You’re a treasure, actually.’

At six o’clock the next evening, Alex started to get ready.

The dress was beautiful even though it was discreet and black. It had a ruched, strapless bodice in a fine silk crêpe and a long fitted skirt with a small slit up one side. A cropped, short-sleeved bolero with a stand-up collar completed the outfit.

Alex stared at herself once she was in the dress, and remembered Margaret Winston’s enthusiasm for it.

‘You don’t think it’s—too dressy for an interpreter?’ she’d asked Margaret at the time.

‘I think it’s perfect for—for you, my dear. And it’s going to be a very dressy occasion, believe me.’

Alex came back to the present with a grimace. At the time she’d had no idea just how glamorous, expensive and sophisticated a world she was about to enter. She did now and she was grateful for this dress.

Also, black did suit her, she decided. It did make her skin look creamy. And the style made her waist look reed-slim. With it she wore sheer black tights and, thankfully, medium-heel black suede shoes.

But as she stared at herself with her hands on her hips something seemed to be missing.

Her make-up was nearly as good as Mary’s efforts. Her nails were not painted—dogs and kids didn’t seem to go well with painted nails—but they were smooth, neat ovals and a healthy pink.

Her hair might not have quite the extra—what was the word?—zip it had had after Mr Roger had combed it, but she was happy with the fair, tamed curls.

‘It just needs something to lift it—I know, I need a flower. Maybe Mrs Mills or Stan could help me out?’ she said to her reflection.

They both helped out.

Stan found a perfect white gardenia for her and Mrs Mills pinned it into her hair with a tiny pearl clip.

‘There.’ Mrs Mills stood back. ‘You look lovely, Alex! Doesn’t she, Stan?’

‘She looks beaut!’ Stan concurred.

She thanked them laughingly, but Nicky was of the same opinion when she went to see him.

‘Wow!’ he said. ‘Can’t I come to this party with you?’

Alex chuckled. Nicky was beginning to feel much better. His temperature was normal and, although he still looked somewhat battle-scarred and had patches of calamine lotion all over him, he also looked a lot better.

‘No, Nicky, sorry,’ she said affectionately and paused. ‘But would you like to have a look at the decorations and so on?’

He would, he told her.





CHAPTER SEVEN

THE transformation of the house for the dinner dance was breathtaking—considering that the place was rather breathtakingly beautiful even in normal mode.

Once again the vast, stone-flagged terrace was the main venue, but this time, instead of two long tables, many smaller round tables were grouped around an imported wooden dance floor.

There were flowers everywhere, on the tables and in standard wrought-iron vases. A canopy of magenta ribbons was looped above the dance floor and electric candles in tall sconces shed soft light.

A cascade of tiny flickering lights pricked the night as they outlined the jetty.

The band, more accurately a string quartet, its four members dressed in dinner suits with magenta velvet bow ties, was tuning up softly.

Alex gave Nicky a tour, then they sat on the staircase for a while, where they could look through the hall to the terrace.

‘It looks like an enchanted castle,’ Nicky said. ‘Will my dad be here tonight?’

‘Indeed he will, but I’m not sure what time he’s arriving.’

She turned at a sound above her. It was Peta and she told them she was in residence with Brad and ready to take over.

‘Seen enough, Nicky?’ Alex asked. ‘I think Peta’s got a DVD for you and Brad to watch.’

‘Oh, boy!’ Nicky jumped up. ‘Goodnight, Alex.’ He gave her a quick hug and turned to go, then turned back. ‘Will you say goodnight to my dad for me?’

‘Of course,’ Alex said through a sudden lump in her throat.

She stayed where she was as Nicky pattered out of sight and earshot, then she jumped as Max Goodwin walked from the shadows beside the staircase into the pool of light at the bottom of it.

‘You!’ she gasped. ‘I didn’t know you were there.’

He inclined his head. ‘No, I gathered that.’

‘But—’ Alex stopped and took an unexpected breath, because this was a Max Goodwin she’d never seen, and not only because he was impeccably dressed in a dinner suit and snowy shirt front, not because he wore his evening clothes to perfection, not even because she’d never seen him look irritated or impatient—she certainly had.

But what Stan had said flashed through her mind—he could cut you down to size with a few well-chosen words, sometimes with just a look. That summed up this Max Goodwin.

There was a harshness in his eyes and the lines of his face, a forbidding aura about him that also summed up what Jake Frost had said—this would not be a good time to oppose Mr Goodwin.

And it caused Alex to tremble inwardly and feel like creeping away. But surely …

‘Didn’t you hear?’ she asked. ‘He called you Dad.’

‘I heard. Have you been coaching him, Alex?’

‘No. Oh, no! I think Brad, Mrs Mills’ grandson, may have helped, though. He doesn’t get to see a lot of his father either, but he talks about him a lot. I have to say, in the father stakes, Brad’s dad is a hard act to follow since he gets to drive around in tanks and has a real gun.’

She stopped her light-hearted attempt to defuse the situation and the hasty smile she’d pinned on faded from her lips.

But it seemed it might have worked.

He stirred and the harshness relaxed a little. ‘I’ll go and say goodnight to him now.’

Alex heaved a sigh of relief and she stood up to allow him to pass, only to find she simply couldn’t help herself as he drew abreast of her.

‘What made you think I might have coached him? I would have thought I’d made it perfectly clear these things can’t be rushed.’

He stopped one step below her so their eyes were almost level. And she saw something else she’d missed in her earlier summation of him—he might be hiding it well, but he was tired.

A smile flickered in his eyes as he said, ‘Yes, ma’am, you did impart that pearl of wisdom to me, amongst a few others. Uh—why? I’m not in a good mood, to put it mildly. I haven’t been for days and when I get like this I tend to be—cynical, suspicious, even downright bloody-minded.’

‘So they told me—’ She broke off and bit her lip.

‘Told you that, did they? My staff?’ he drawled. ‘They’re right.’

‘But have things fallen through?’ She looked concerned. ‘Has it all collapsed, the negotiations?’

‘No, it’s all signed and sealed.’

‘Then why do you feel like this?’ Her eyes, without her glasses, were wide and bemused.

Max Goodwin studied her from head to toe. The gardenia in her hair, the absence of any jewellery but her almost jewel-bright hazel eyes, the points of her stand-up collar against her slender, creamy neck. Then that dense blue gaze swept down her décolletage, her tiny waist, the fall of her skirt and the slit in it.

‘Oh, no!’ she said, with deep foreboding. ‘Don’t tell me I’m not dressed right again. But this is what I would have worn if I was working and I didn’t know—I didn’t know in what capacity I was coming to this party, anyway! I wasn’t expecting to come, you see.’

‘Miss Hill,’ he said formally, ‘you’re dressed fine.’ He said it with patent irony, however, because, in fact, the way she was dressed had induced a sudden desire in him to undress her, item by item in some quiet place, to release that lovely body from her clothes purely for his pleasure but in a way that brought her the same pleasure …

‘Uh …’ he forced his mind to the present ‘… and please do come to the party as a guest, although I did think an extra Mandarin speaker wouldn’t go amiss so if you see the need for any interpreting I’d be grateful if you could help out.’

‘Of course.’

‘As for the rest of it—’ he looked into her eyes ‘—to be perfectly honest I’m not a hundred per cent sure why I am the way I am, but even if I were you’d be the last person I’d tell.’

He continued up the stairs leaving Alex feeling dumbfounded, smarting and wounded.

She was not to know that Max Goodwin hesitated for a few moments before he went in to say goodnight to his son; nor was she to know that he’d travelled down from Brisbane with his intern and cousin, Paul O’Hara. And she had no idea that this had reminded him that Paul had given every impression of being smitten by Alex Hill when he’d come to call a few nights ago—even much earlier than that, of course—but he, Max, had had too much on his mind to digest it at the time.

But Paul’s patent disappointment a few nights ago when Alex had left them, the way his gaze had lingered on her back as she’d walked away, the way he’d been distracted from then on had all told their own tale.

Paul was thoroughly nice, though, and probably highly suitable for a girl who’d led a sheltered life; they were closer in age, they had no dark backdrops to their love lives as he had.

So, why, Max Goodwin wondered, with his hand poised to open Nicky’s door, was it a bit like the proverbial thorn in the flesh to think of Alex with Paul?

It was a long night.

Margaret Winston had also come down and she greeted Alex warmly, then faded into the background.

Alex discovered herself seated next to Sir Michael McPherson and opposite his wife, Lady Olivia. Those introductions would have appealed to her sense of humour, had she been feeling at all humorous.

Olivia Goodwin, now Lady McPherson, was, as Mrs Mills had described, attractive and vibrant. She was slender with her brother’s blue eyes but coppery hair and a light dusting of freckles. She was forthright.

She said, as she unfolded her napkin and took up her champagne glass in a hand upon which a fabulous sapphire ring surrounded by diamonds resided, ‘I don’t believe we’ve met. Are you a friend of Max’s?’

‘No. I work for him.’

Well-bred surprise beamed her way. ‘In what capacity?’

‘I’m Nicky’s nanny and, because I speak Mandarin, Max’s personal interpreter and PA.’

‘Heaven’s above!’ Sir Michael intoned. ‘That’s a mouthful.’

‘It can certainly be a handful,’ Alex replied austerely, and sipped her champagne.

Lady Olivia leant forward. ‘Is this some kind of joke?’

‘Oh, it’s no joking matter.’ Alex put her glass down as her first course was served: oysters Kilpatrick.

‘But he hasn’t said anything to me about it!’

‘Come off it, Livvy,’ her husband entreated. ‘When does Max ever consult, well—’ he obviously changed tack a little as his wife looked daggers at him ‘—anyone? He’s always been a law unto himself, you know that!’

Olivia subsided a bit and glanced around at the other guests sharing their table, but they were all Chinese, a man and two couples. ‘Still,’ she said, ‘you’d have thought he would have at least asked for my advice over Nicky, but I haven’t even been allowed to meet him yet.’

‘He’s only just met him himself,’ Sir Michael pointed out.

‘Well, if you ask me, the obvious thing to do in the circumstances is to marry Cathy. You have to admit they were extremely close and—’

‘Olivia,’ Sir Michael warned.

Yes, Olivia, Alex echoed in her mind, surely this is very private stuff even if they can’t speak a word of English?

But as she watched Max’s sister she saw that she was in the grip of genuine emotion, as if she was deeply concerned about her brother and his new-found son.

All the same it was not a dinner-dance conversation and Alex turned to her neighbour, bowed, and with quite some skill managed to get the whole table conversing.

And during the course of it, she learnt that the McPhersons had two children and divided their time between Australia and England. They’d also been to China, and through Alex were able to exchange some warm reminiscences of their visit as the quartet played Mozart, Strauss and other light classics in the background.

And it was soon obvious that, unlike their host, who’d claimed to be feeling bloody-minded—not that he was showing it now—the guests were in a relaxed, even letting-their-hair-down mode now the negotiations had been successfully concluded.

So it was a light-hearted, happy throng that dined on oysters and champagne followed by the finest Australian beef washed down with superb Hunter Valley red wines. Crème brulée was served for dessert, its custard satiny and chilled under a caramelized sugar top.

And there were gifts for each guest. Australian opal pendants on fine gold chains for the ladies and gold and opal cufflinks for the men. Even the individual gift boxes they came in were works of art: tooled leather embossed with tiny kangaroos, kookaburras, koalas, emus and frilled-neck lizards.

Alex left hers unopened once she realized what it was all about.

The meal was cleared and more champagne poured—it was time for the speeches and toasts.

If you didn’t know him, Alex thought as she watched Max Goodwin perform his part, you would think there was nothing wrong with him. But she noticed that his sister was watching him intently with a frown in her eyes.

Then all the formalities were over and the string quartet demonstrated their versatility, and couples took to the dance floor to a lively beat.

Alex decided to slip away. She had the beginnings of a headache and a few minutes alone in a nice quiet spot seemed like a good idea.

She had no idea that two men saw her go: Max—and his cousin, Paul O’Hara.

She went out onto the lawn and took the path that led to the swimming-pool garden but stopped at a sound behind her, a footstep. She took a deep breath and turned—it was Paul O’Hara.

He too wore his dinner suit well, his fair hair was smooth and his nice grey eyes were serious and concerned again. ‘Please don’t run away, Alex—may I call you that?’ he requested.

‘Well, yes, but—’ She stopped awkwardly.

‘I apologize if I’ve embarrassed you, but it was a bit like being hit in the solar plexus when I first met you. I didn’t believe in love at first sight but—’ He gestured and looked younger—younger and confused but very genuine.

‘It happened to my father,’ Alex heard herself say, and told him the story of the New Year’s Eve party. ‘But—’ she swallowed ‘—I—I—’

‘Don’t reciprocate? I know. I wasn’t sure at first but when I came over a few nights ago and I saw you with Max, I—’ He hesitated and shrugged.

Alex froze as she cast her mind back to his unannounced arrival that night and thought how it must have looked. She’d certainly been glowing at the time with her memories of Seisia, but would it be true to say it was only that?

She looked down and bit her lip.

Paul O’Hara watched her downcast lids, her carefully darkened lashes, and felt his heart go out to her. ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘Max—well, put it this way, Nicky is no ordinary kid. He’s the sole heir to a billion-dollar fortune and that could create all sorts of problems.’

‘What—what do you mean?’

Paul shrugged. ‘Custody problems if Cathy marries someone else, how vulnerable Nicky could be to the wrong kind of manipulation, security problems, amongst many others.’

‘Security …?’ Alex stared at him with her lips parted.

‘Stan isn’t just a gardener-cum-chauffeur.’

The scales fell from Alex’s eyes as she recalled that wherever they went Stan had contrived for some reason or other not to be far away.

But she wrenched her mind away from that. ‘I know what you’re trying to say. The obvious thing for them to do is to marry. I’ve known that almost from the beginning,’ she said starkly, ‘but if it’s not going to work that’ll hurt Nicky—’ She stopped and made a futile little gesture.

‘They were magic together once,’ Paul O’Hara said quietly. ‘But—’ he looked away embarrassedly ‘—that’s up to them. I just wanted to say to you—’ his grey gaze came back to seek hers ‘—if you need a friend who really cares about you, I’m here.’

Alex felt a rush of warmth and she quite spontaneously stood on her toes and kissed him lightly. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much,’ she breathed, but stepped away as his hands came up to circle her waist. And she took flight down the path towards the pool garden.

Once there she breathed in the night air, deliciously perfumed with jasmine and honeysuckle but very fresh, and she stood quite still to catch her breath.

Then the gate clicked open behind her and she whirled on her heel, afraid it was Paul again, but it was Max …

Instead of steadying, her breathing grew more ragged and her heart started to pound, he looked so tall, so good-looking, but with that entirely unapproachable aura again.

‘You shouldn’t have run away from Paul, Alex.’

She stared up at him, her eyes huge. ‘You … you heard?’

He shook his head. ‘Only the last bit when he offered you his friendship. But you’d have to be blind not to know there’s a whole lot more he’d like to offer you. He’s also thoroughly nice—what have you got against him?’

Alex felt a spike of sheer annoyance surge through her veins that was as unexpected as it was irrational. But, at that moment, she felt Max Goodwin was the last person she needed advice from on her—non-existent but all the same—love life. Anyway, whose fault was it Paul O’Hara didn’t affect her at all?

She opened her mouth, tried to caution herself against doing anything silly, but days of turmoil and trying to hide the truth from him and herself saw her suddenly snap.

She said huskily, ‘What have I got against him? He’s not you.’

She paused with her lips parted as his eyes changed, went from bleak to incredulous, then her fingers flew to her mouth in a telling little gesture that shouted her thoughts—What on earth have I done?

She also couldn’t help the blush that burned her cheeks and she lurched into speech to attempt, at least, to ground her statement in reality. ‘Not that I mean to burden you with it! I fully realize there’s probably light years between us in—in that kind of context,’ she stammered.

He said nothing but his eyes were hooded and heavy, then, ‘Light years?’ he repeated. ‘No. And perhaps this will make you understand how highly desirable you are, Alex, for once and for all. Certainly not the last woman on the planet …’ And he put his arms around her.

She stood frozen in the circle of them as his heavy blue gaze followed the line of her throat down to the rise and fall of her breasts so intently—so intently that her nipples flowered spontaneously. It drew a tingling response that spread down the length of her body and made her feel soft and satiny even though she was fully clothed.

It did more. It made her yearn for the feel of his body on hers, taut and hard against her curves, and she was possessed by the image of them undressing each other item by item until there were no barriers between them. Until she was compliant and melting inwardly at his every touch.

She noticed the little scar on his left eyebrow and she badly wanted to touch it lightly with her fingertips. She wanted, urgently, to be kissed and to be able to kiss him back.

She couldn’t help herself. She reached up and touched that little scar with her fingertip—and the flow of static between them rose dramatically as his hands tightened on her waist. And, in the moment before he bent his head to kiss her, she experienced the sensation she thought she’d misread once before. It was as if they were alone on the planet, drinking each other in.

It was everything she’d dreamt about, their kiss. The feel of his mouth on hers, his hand on her breast, fired her to revel in their closeness, to marvel at what she’d had tantalizing glimpses of, but not guessed the full wonder of—the magic of being in the arms of the man you loved. The taste, the feel, the joy at the sheer fineness of Max Goodwin in all his tall, beautifully built splendour thrilled her and filled her with exquisite sensations, but, not only that, the feeling that to be in his arms was like no other place on earth.

And all the complications of loving Max Goodwin melted away as if they’d never existed …

There also came the sudden confidence that there might not be light years between them and she could match that mind-blowing sexy force in him. In fact when he raised his head abruptly she thought it was so he could say something personal and intimate that would put the perfect seal on their togetherness.

He didn’t. He stared down at her and she could see his tortured expression before he closed his eyes briefly, then put her away from him.

Alex had a blinding, momentary sensation that she’d been left alone on a high, icy plateau. That she’d been left exposed and vulnerable and rejected.

She put her fingers to her lips and stared at him out of huge shadowed eyes again.

He lifted his hands, then, as if on second thoughts, shoved them in his pockets. And the look in his eyes was brooding and sombre. ‘I should never have done that. I’m sorry.’

‘Please don’t say that,’ she whispered.

He gritted his teeth. ‘Alex, I must. I’ve got a lot of baggage, you’re probably aware of that more than most, and some pretty unpleasant water has passed under my bridge. Those are the only light years between us, but they’re crucial factors and they’d be more of a burden than any man in his right mind would want to place on you.’

He paused and his expression softened. ‘Whereas you’ve got it all in front of you, my dear. You can do it right, you will do it right, and once you find someone to love, someone to have children with, you need never be alone again.’

‘But—’

‘No, Alex.’ He shook his head. ‘You will always have my affection and I’ll never forget what you did for Nicky.’ He smiled but not with his eyes. ‘The other thing is, you look so lovely tonight, I wouldn’t have been the only man who wanted to kiss you.’

If she’d been rejected once tonight, Alex thought, this was even more comprehensive, and the shock of it saw silent tears well and stream down her cheeks.

Max Goodwin moved abruptly, but before he could do or say anything that was how Margaret Winston found them.

‘Oh, there you are, Mr Goodwin!’ Her expression was distressed as she came through the gate. ‘I’ve been searching high and low. Your absence is becoming noticeable—’ She broke off. ‘Why, Alex! What’s happened to you?’

‘Margaret, could you take care of Alex for me?’ Max said. ‘She’s—she needs a bit of help. In the meantime I’ll get back.’ He turned back to Alex and added gently, ‘Don’t go anywhere, don’t do anything, I’ll fix everything.’ He paused as he captured Alex’s gaze briefly. ‘Goodnight, my dear.’ And he turned and strode out.

‘Alex, are you sure you’re OK?’

It was morning-tea time the next day and they were having it on the terrace, when Margaret Winston asked that question.

There was little left to do to restore the Tuscan villa to its pre-dinner-dance spick and span and that was not surprising. A small army of cleaners had descended on the house almost from sun-up.

Alex sighed inwardly. She’d answered that question a few times already. ‘I’m fine, I promise you. I don’t know what got into me last night, but it’s over, really. And I’ve got Mrs Hill, I’ve got Nicky, I’ve got Nemo!’ she added with a spark of humour.

Margaret looked uncharacteristically severe. ‘I still can’t get over that woman doing this to Mr Goodwin.’

Alex poured a cup of fragrant herb tea into a delicate porcelain cup and watched it swirl before she put the silver teapot down as it occurred to her that Margaret Winston was one person who didn’t seem to have fond memories of Cathy Spencer. She shrugged. ‘Anyway, don’t feel guilty about going back to Brisbane. I’m sure Mr Goodwin needs you more than I do.’

‘Well …’ Margaret hesitated ‘.there are inevitably some loose ends to be tied up. He’s personally farewelling the delegation at the airport this afternoon, and he has a couple of press conferences scheduled for tomorrow.’ She stood up but hesitated. ‘If you’re really sure?’

Alex stood up too and hugged her impulsively. ‘Thank you. You’ve been so kind.’

Alex finished her tea on her own after Margaret’s departure.

Nicky and Brad, with Stan’s help, were constructing a cubby house and didn’t seem to need her at all.

She thought back to last night. Margaret had come up to her room with her and, after Alex had taken a shower, she’d brought her a cup of Milo.

Whether Margaret had formed her own conclusions about why she was in the state she was, Alex didn’t know, but, beyond reassuring herself it wasn’t a health issue, Margaret had probed no further.

She probably guessed, Alex thought as she sipped her tea and curled her feet up under her in the basket chair. It had to have been fairly obvious. She’d not only been weeping, she’d probably been looking shell-shocked and she had just been comprehensively kissed.

What she’d managed to hide from Margaret this morning was the fact that she still felt shell-shocked. She could never forget that kiss. Just thinking about it made her pulses hammer and reminded her of how she’d felt during it, and not only the physical thrills, but the reaching-for-the-stars joy it had brought her.

Then that terrible plunge back to earth.

There was also the burning question of what happened now. He’d said he’d fix everything, he’d obviously driven back to Brisbane last night, but was there any point in her not taking matters into her own hands?

Should she stay? If she stayed she would somehow have to contain her feelings for Max Goodwin, but she’d made that decision once before, only to have it rebound on her in a matter of days. And what would she get out of staying?

She moved restlessly. Just to be near him, just to be there for him, perhaps a backstop for Nicky—no. That wouldn’t be going forward, it would be standing still, it would be inviting all sorts of trauma, but.

She drank her tea and pushed the cup and saucer away.

Would he want her to stay now he’d fallen prey to a momentary lapse of the senses? And now that he’d had to issue a warning that he wasn’t for her? Probably not.

So how, if she made the decision to leave rather than the agony of being pushed, could she do it?

It would be so much easier to do nothing, she thought unhappily. On the other hand, how was she going to cope with seeing him again, the memories of being kissed, the pain of that rejection?

But—I need three hands, she thought miserably. I can’t just abandon Nicky.

‘Alex,’ Mrs Mills said anxiously as she shook her awake very early the next morning, ‘Miss Spencer is here and I’m afraid she wants to take Nicky away with her. Stan is trying to track down Mr Goodwin in Brisbane but no one seems to be able to find him at the moment. Will you come and speak to her, please?’

Alex sat up and rubbed her knuckles across her eyes. ‘Say that again,’ she requested huskily and incredulously, then, ‘No, I got it, but—but what can I say to her? And there’s no way we can stop her. He’s her son.’

‘But don’t you think—’ Mrs Mills lowered her voice a notch ‘—that for Nicky’s sake, some negotiations, or whatever, need to be made between Miss Spencer and Mr Goodwin—and Nicky should at least be able to say goodbye to his father if that’s the way it’s going to be? He’s still asleep, by the way.’

Alex rubbed her face and combed her fingers through her hair. ‘Um—yes.’

‘And you are his personal assistant, aren’t you? Mr Goodwin’s.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve put her in the pink sitting room. I’ve persuaded her to let Nicky sleep. And I’m going down now to make some coffee for her, for you both. Please, Alex,’ Mrs Mills pleaded. ‘This is a very awkward situation for me!’

Alex sighed, then she hugged Mrs Mills quickly and pushed aside the bedclothes. ‘I’ll be down in a few minutes. I’ll just have a quick shower and get dressed.’

Cathy Spencer turned from the window as Alex entered the pink sitting room. Her eyes narrowed and hardened as they fell on Alex wearing jeans, a soft green track top and with her damp hair hastily tied back.

‘Personal Assistant, according to Mrs Mills,’ she said bitterly. ‘I should have expected it to be very personal, Miss—Hill, isn’t it?’

Alex stared at her. Cathy Spencer looked like a different person from the one she’d met in the penthouse foyer. Gone was the fire and the passion, gone also was the gloss. She looked tired and strained. Even her clothes were sombre, a black polo-neck sweater over indigo jeans, a buff trench coat and high-heeled boots. Her river of dark hair—it didn’t seem to possess the life it had had—was clasped at her neck.

‘Miss Spencer,’ she said and gazed at her levelly, ‘it’s not personal at all. And this—’ she gestured to take in the surroundings ‘—has only come about because Nicky took a completely unexpected shine to me after you left him with a father he’d never met.’

Alex stopped, then attempted to articulate her next thoughts. ‘Please believe me, I don’t—I know it’s not my place to make judgements so I’m simply stating the facts. And that is all there is to it.’

To her amazement, she saw Cathy Spencer put her hands to her face, and she saw tears dripping through her fingers.

‘Oh,’ Alex said. ‘Oh, please don’t—I didn’t mean to make you cry!’ She looked around a little desperately and spied the tray Mrs Mills must have delivered while she was showering. ‘Let’s—let’s have some coffee.’

Cathy took her hands from her face and sniffed. ‘Sorry,’ she said huskily and blew her nose, ‘but the reason I’m here is because my mother died yesterday.’

Alex looked horrified. ‘Oh, no! How? I thought the operation had been a success. Look, please sit down.’

Cathy sat after a moment’s hesitation. ‘It was a success but she had a heart attack out of the blue.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ Alex took her a cup of coffee, then sat down opposite with her own. ‘I lost my own mother, and father, a few years ago, so I know what it’s like. I’m so sorry.’

‘Thank you. Nicky also loved her dearly and she was wonderful with him.’ She grimaced. ‘Better than I was, actually. She had so much patience. I don’t know what I’m going to do without her. Of course, that’s not why I’m so sad.’

‘No,’ Alex agreed, and waited.

‘I feel guilty that I may not have let her know how much I loved and appreciated her. I feel terrible because she was too young. I can’t help wondering if she had some sort of presentiment and that’s why she insisted I must tell Max about Nicky.’

She stopped and shook her head. ‘She always said I should, but I don’t take kindly to people telling me what to do even when I know they’re right. Then a month or so ago she said she would if I didn’t—that’s what’s made me wonder if she had a premonition … But I don’t think anyone could understand how hard it was to do.’ She stopped helplessly. ‘Then I didn’t know how Max and I would react to each other and whether Nicky would sense it.’

She broke off and closed her eyes, then looked across at Alex. ‘How are Nicky and Max getting along?’

‘Pretty well.’

‘And you say he took a shine to you?’

Alex smiled faintly. ‘I made a bit of a hit with Nemo. From then on I was in, but he’s a great little boy.’

Cathy Spencer sipped her coffee, then put her cup down with something like decision. Alex held her breath, expecting to have to somehow fend off Cathy claiming Nicky and taking him away, but she got a surprise.

‘Have you any idea how I got myself into this mess—what is your name?’

‘Alex, but—’

‘Alex, then, I need to talk to someone,’ Cathy said with just a glint of her former fire. ‘I need to try to make someone believe I’m not quite the hard-hearted person I’m painted. I honestly didn’t believe it was Max’s child! Without going into too many details of my love life, I’d gone off the pill, it wasn’t agreeing with me, but I hadn’t told Max.’

She paused and Alex was forcibly reminded of Max’s Scheherazade remark because she sensed she was going to get drawn into this tale whether she liked it or not.

‘We were coming to the bitter end of our relationship,’ Cathy continued. ‘We weren’t communicating other than rowing. He wanted us to get married, he wanted a conventional wife who was like the jewel of his household, who would never embarrass him, who would always be there, who would always do the right thing. I’m not like that. I’m a free spirit at heart and I had no desire to be drawn into the Goodwin machine—and it is a machine. We had one last tempestuous night, then I walked away and fell into the arms of a friend for a couple of weeks.’

She closed her eyes. ‘I wasn’t thinking too straight, but I did have at the back of my mind that it can take some time to conceive after you’ve come off the pill.’ Her dark lashes swept up. ‘Then I realized I had conceived, but whereas with—with my friend, it could have been the right time of the month, with Max it should not have been. I just didn’t,’ Cathy Spencer said sadly, ‘take into consideration that my cycle had gone quite haywire.’

‘Your friend,’ Alex said, and hesitated.

‘He never knew. Oh, he was sweet enough and he helped me to pick up the pieces, but I had no more desire to be tied to him than I’d had to be tied to this empire.’ She looked around, then she grimaced. ‘Funnily enough, given the circumstances, I just couldn’t bring myself to have a termination.’

She looked down and pleated the hem of her jumper. ‘I think,’ she said with a frown, ‘it was because I’m such a believer in life and in creating things rather than destroying them. And it was also a part of me.’ Cathy raised her hands to point inwards to her chest, then she sighed. ‘Of course the irony that Nicky should turn out to be a mini-Max hasn’t failed to strike me.’

‘There’s one area he’s very like you,’ Alex said. ‘He adores drawing and painting. He’s the most artistic six-year-old I’ve ever met.’

For a moment Cathy Spencer’s long-lashed blue eyes glowed.

‘So when did you find out whose baby he was?’

The glow in Cathy’s eyes diminished and she smiled wearily. ‘At first Nicky looked like my father, according to my mother—I didn’t know my father, he died before I was born. Then, if anything, he looked like me, and there was always going to be the possibility he’d be blue-eyed with dark hair so it wasn’t a pointer, necessarily, to Max. But by the time he was walking and talking, he was growing more and more like Max. Now, they even have the same shape feet.’

‘So why didn’t you tell Mr Goodwin then?’

Cathy gripped her hands together. ‘I could not lose the feeling that it would be like handing Max a tool to—to control me, but not only that, I love Nicky and I do want what’s best for him. I did think it would be best to go it alone with him rather than subject him to—’ she closed her eyes ‘—a father and mother who—’ Cathy gestured eloquently and shook her head with a question mark in her eyes.

Alex sat back. The house was quiet. Both Nicky and Nemo obviously slept on.

What could she say? she wondered. Was she expected to answer that unspoken question? What would she say if she had no trauma to do with Max Goodwin herself?

Her next thought was to take herself to task immediately. She had no place in all this. If Max felt anything for her it was a small spark, that was all. How it had come about, if it really existed, she didn’t know; she could only theorize. He’d been under immense strain; he’d shown concern for her; she had fallen into his lifestyle with Nicky almost as if she’d been made for it.

So alongside that small spark, or perhaps it had grown out of it, there was gratitude on his side and affection—how could it ever be more? Above all, she was only a bit player in this drama, and if she had any sense at all she would cease even to be that.

There was only one way to answer the implied question Cathy Spencer was posing—the answer she would have given if she’d truly been an unbiased outsider.

‘I think you’ll find Mr Goodwin also has Nicky’s best interests at heart and very much so,’ she said quietly. She drew a deep breath and went on, ‘And, forgive me, but to be honest, if two people can’t find some road to travel that gives the child they’ve created an even, loving passage, they would not only be foolish, they’d be, to my mind, incredibly self-centred.’





CHAPTER EIGHT

MONTHS later, Alex could remember word for word what she’d said to Cathy Spencer, her stunned reaction to it, and how the rest of that fateful morning had panned out.

Cathy had still been staring at her, wide-eyed and with an expression of growing guilt, when Mrs Mills had come in with a remote phone.

‘Mr Goodwin would like to speak to you, Miss Spencer,’ she said, and handed the phone to her.

Alex got up. ‘We’ll leave you alone,’ she murmured.

‘Thanks.’ Cathy stared at the phone for a moment as if she were afraid it was going to bite her, then she put it to her ear. ‘Max?’

‘Where was he?’ Alex asked Mrs Mills as they retreated to the kitchen.

‘Out jogging, apparently. He hadn’t told anyone and he hadn’t taken his phone. Does she want to take Nicky?’

Alex hesitated. ‘I don’t think so. I think she seriously wants to do what’s best for Nicky. She’s also just lost her mother so she’s pretty fragile.’

Mrs Mills heaved a heartfelt sigh. ‘They were good together, you know. Maybe they hid their warring side from the staff—’ she made a small moue ‘—which is not to say they didn’t have the odd disagreement, but if they both want what’s best for Nicky now, perhaps they’ll tie the knot, who knows? It’s what they should do.’

If I hear that once more, Alex thought with a feeling of suppressed savagery that took her completely by surprise, I’ll scream. If they were so good together how did it all descend into this and how on earth could a marriage survive all this?

But she immediately took herself to task again. It was what they should do. Surely it wasn’t too much to ask that they reshape their relationship for Nicky’s sake? Not only that, they were different now, they had to be. Cathy was alone and bereft—

‘Alex?’

She looked over her shoulder to see that Cathy had come into the kitchen and was holding the phone out to her.

‘Max wants to talk to you.’

And if that isn’t just the last straw, I don’t know what is, was Alex’s next thought as she took the phone with a completely deadpan expression. ‘Hello.’

‘Alex …’ he paused ‘… how are you?’

‘Fine. Thank you.’

‘Alex, Cathy is going to stay for a few days while we sort things out. I’ll be down this afternoon and—’

‘Mr Goodwin,’ she broke in, ‘in that case may I go home? You won’t need me and I’d really like to—to have a bit of time to myself.’

He hesitated, then he said abruptly, ‘All right. Put me on to Mrs Mills and I’ll organize it. I’ll keep in touch—and, Alex?’

‘Yes?’

‘Thanks for everything.’

‘That’s—that’s OK,’ she said awkwardly, and handed the phone to Mrs Mills.

‘Nicky,’ Alex said half an hour later, just after she’d heard the boy stirring in the next room, ‘how do you feel?’

‘Good.’ He sat up. ‘What are we going to do today?’

‘Well, I’m going home for—’

‘Why? Please don’t, Alex! Pretty please! Nemo doesn’t want you to go either.’

Alex smiled through the lump in her throat as she watched the boy and dog. ‘Nicky, I would love to stay,’ she said honestly, ‘but I have to go. And, anyway, I have a surprise for you, it’s someone you really, really—’

‘My dad’s home! Yippee!’ He and Nemo jumped up and down on the bed.

Alex flinched inwardly as she wondered what Cathy Spencer, standing just beyond the inter-leading door, would make of this—she’d agreed to Alex’s request that she say goodbye to Nicky first.

‘He will be later, Nicky,’ she said. ‘Actually, it’s your mum—see?’ She turned to the doorway and Cathy came through. There was utter silence, then, like a whirlwind, Nicky flew into his mother’s arms.

It wasn’t Stan who drove her home—was Max concerned that Cathy might succumb to an urge to flee with Nicky so Stan needed to stay on at the Tuscan villa just in case? she wondered.

Whatever, a Goodwin Minerals’ driver picked her up not much later, and, after exchanging pleasantries, once again she was left to her thoughts as she travelled the Pacific Motorway north to Brisbane on another grey day with dark, swollen clouds above.

But her thoughts were curiously paralysed, she found. She could think of Nicky and his mother, she could think of the breakfast they’d eaten together, she could picture them waving goodbye to her as she’d been driven away. She could think of Mrs Mills’ surprisingly emotional farewell … You’re a dear, dear girl, Alex …

What she couldn’t direct her thoughts towards was what she was going to do now—not, that was, without her mind turning in circles so much so that she didn’t immediately realize she was home.

‘Is this it, ma’am?’ the driver enquired.

‘Oh! Yes. Thanks very much!’

‘Do you need me to carry your luggage in for you, ma’am?’ he asked as he opened the car door for her.

‘No, just up to the front door will be fine. I can manage from there.’

‘If you’re sure, ma’am?’

‘Quite sure, thank you, there’s not so much of it.’

But ten minutes later, after he’d driven away, Alex was sitting on the garden bench beside the front door with the contents of her purse spread out on the seat but no sign of her front-door key. All her pot plants looked as if they’d been moved, which they had, but none had yielded a key underneath them and Patti, who had a spare key, was out.

The only small consolation was that it wasn’t raining, although it was still threatening to do so.

So it was that when a familiar navy-blue Bentley nosed into the kerb in front of the house, an accumulation of frustration and over-taxed emotions saw Alex Hill sitting upright on her garden bench with tears running down her cheeks she was in no way attempting to staunch.

In fact she didn’t even notice the Bentley and it was only when Max Goodwin stood in front of her that she suddenly realized she was not alone.

She looked up with a gasp, grabbed for a hanky from her pocket and launched into speech. ‘Mr Goodwin! What are you doing here?’ She stopped and blew her nose, then jumped up. ‘I was going to say you’re not going to believe this but you probably will—I can’t find my key! And my neighbour, who has a spare, is out.’

Max Goodwin reached into the pocket of the same navy-blue suit he’d been wearing when she’d first met him and produced his mobile phone. He flicked a few buttons, then said, ‘Margaret, I need a locksmith on the double.’ And he gave the Spring Hill address, then he added his thanks, folded the phone and put it away.

‘Th-thank you,’ Alex stammered, ‘but I still don’t understand why you’re here.’

‘Don’t you?’ He looked her up and down, her jeans, her caramel velour jacket and the pretty paisley scarf she’d wound round her neck. She wore no make-up but her hair was loose and riotous enough to drive any man to want to run his hands through it, he thought with some irony. ‘We need to talk, Alex.’

‘I don’t think we need to talk at all. I mean—’ she attempted a smile, but it came off as a sketchy affair at best ‘—I have nothing against talking to you—’ She stopped and her eyes widened as a smart little yellow van with ‘The Travelling Locksmith’ stencilled in red letters on it pulled in behind the Bentley.

‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘I know you only have to snap your fingers for people to come running, but this is—amazing!’

He turned and raised his eyebrows at the van. ‘It’s not a case of snapping my fingers, it’s all Margaret’s wizardry, but—’ he smiled wryly ‘—that’s fast, even for her.’

In the event, as the locksmith explained, he’d just finished a job a block away when the call had come through. And it didn’t take him long at all to unlock Alex’s front door.

‘I—’ she began as the locksmith left. ‘Shouldn’t you be on your way to the Coast? They’re expecting you.’

‘I will be. After you, Alex.’ He picked up her two bags. She’d shovelled her possessions into her purse in the meantime.

She hesitated, then preceded him into her flat—just as the heavens opened.

He put her bags down inside the front door and closed it. ‘It’s been threatening to do that all morning.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed as she switched some lamps on, making the room come invitingly alive against the cacophony of the rain outside.

He looked around at the rug on the wall, the songket cushions, the mementoes and the pot plants, and he reached out to smooth his fingers along the back of a Verdite elephant on the bookcase. ‘Very you, Alex,’ he said as he studied a lovely little watercolour of Table Mountain, Cape Town.

‘Thank you.’ She put her purse down on the settee and shrugged. ‘I’m not sure what that means, but it sounded like a compliment so I’ll take it as one.’

‘It was a compliment—to a special girl. But.’ He paused.

Alex squared her shoulders. ‘It’s not going to work, is it? I mean, if you marry her, you won’t need me and—’

‘Who said I was going to marry her?’

‘Just about everyone I’ve spoken to in the last—’ she gestured ‘—forty-eight hours.’

‘Who?’ he insisted.

Alex heaved a sigh, ‘That’s a bit of an exaggeration, but your sister, your cousin, your housekeeper.’

He grimaced. ‘I’m sure my secretary put in her vote too.’

Alex thought for a moment with a slight frown in her eyes. ‘Funnily enough, she didn’t.’ She put her hands on the back of the settee and studied them for a moment, then looked up to see him watching her narrowly. ‘Are you?’

‘Going to marry Cathy?’ He paused and she thought she’d never seen his features so finely sculpted, his mouth so chiselled—or his emotions so firmly locked down. ‘I don’t know yet, but you can rest assured I fully intend to create a road of some kind that’s an even, loving passage for Nicky.’

Alex felt her cheeks grow warm. ‘She—she told you?’

He nodded.

‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have said it.’ Her voice was barely audible as she put her hands to her hot cheeks.

This time he shook his head. ‘Someone needed to say it. And, for what it’s worth, I’ve been as self-centred as—anyone.’

Alex cleared her throat. ‘Well, good luck. I—I really wish you all the best. But.’ she hesitated ‘.the job as your personal interpreter is not going to work, either, is it?’ She glanced briefly at him, then glanced away.

‘Alex, look at me,’ he said quietly.

Do I have to? something cried in her head. Please don’t make this any worse than it is already!

But she did raise her eyes to his.

‘No, it’s not going to work,’ he said evenly. ‘In fact it was a bit thoughtless of me in the first place, but I have an alternative suggestion.’

Her eyebrows rose unwittingly.

‘The Chinese Consul in Brisbane is looking for an Australian citizen and resident who is fluent in Mandarin. Mr Li has connections with the consulate and he was most impressed with you. It sounds like an interesting job, much more hands-on than what you did for Wellford’s, much more people orientated. And, of course, all grist for the mill of someone with the Diplomatic Corps in mind.’

Alex opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, then said something quite inane. ‘How on earth have you had time to work all that out?’

He smiled rather dryly. ‘I had a brainstorming session early yesterday morning and I happened to be with Mr Li later.’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve had a day and a half to get it all together.’

‘So it was before Cathy came that you decided.?’ She stopped with the question left up in the air, and she couldn’t hide the torture in her eyes.

‘Yes, before Cathy,’ he said. ‘Alex, it would never work for us.’ Although his words were level and quiet, they were quite definite even though the look in his eyes told her he hated to say them.

Because he felt sorry for her? she wondered, and flinched visibly.

‘Alex?’ This time his voice was a little harsh. ‘Would you be interested?’

She turned away and forced herself to breathe deeply and to choke the tears back. She swallowed several times, then she turned back, came round the settee and sat down.

‘It does sound interesting. I—I—could I think about it?’ she said a little unsteadily.

He didn’t answer directly. ‘Did you have anything else in mind?’

She rubbed her face. ‘I suppose I could always go back to Simon.’

‘Simon Wellford will be doing a lot of work for us.’

His words seemed to drop like pebbles into a pool, creating ever-widening ripples, and it didn’t take long for her to grasp the implications of those ripples—too close to him for comfort for her, in other words.

‘I see,’ she said carefully. ‘Well, I’m glad he hasn’t lost out because of me, although he’s probably tearing his hair out trying to find another Mandarin speaker. Uh—no, I haven’t got anything else in mind at the moment, so, thank you very much, I will consider it.’

He drew an envelope out of his jacket pocket and placed it on the bookcase. ‘All the details are in there.’ He tapped the envelope. ‘There’s something else, arriving shortly.’ He looked at his watch.

Her eyes widened. ‘You don’t need to do any more for me. I’d rather you didn’t, actually.’

‘Wait and see,’ he advised.

She tried to say it firmly but her lips quivered so she stammered slightly. ‘N-no.’ She clasped her hands and went on all the same. ‘I need to handle this on my own,’ she added barely audibly. ‘It’s also a matter of pride. Don’t ask me why, but it is.’ She gestured, then was struck by a horrifying possibility. ‘Not—not Paul,’ she stammered. ‘I couldn’t—I couldn’t …’

He moved abruptly and for one electrifying moment Alex thought he was going to fold her into his arms, to comfort her if nothing else, to stave off a panic attack, perhaps, but he stilled almost immediately.

‘No, not Paul,’ he said. ‘Actually Paul has left me. He was due to go to America—Harvard—for a semester anyway to further his business studies. He—’ he paused and searched her face ‘—he’s brought it forward a bit, that’s all.’

Alex released a long quivering sigh.

‘But it is a companion, Alex,’ he went on. ‘And—’

‘No,’ she repeated as someone knocked on the door.

Max swore beneath his breath, then he opened the door to reveal the driver who’d brought Alex up from the Coast.

‘Sorry, sir,’ the driver said, ‘but the rain held up the traffic a bit. Here she is.’ And he put a bundle of curly white fur down on the floor. ‘Lady McPherson said to say many, many thanks, her name is Josie and—’ he looked down at a bag he held in his other hand ‘—this is all her gear.’

‘Thanks, mate. Appreciate that. I’ll take it.’

The driver handed the bag over and left. Max closed the door as it started to rain again—and Alex stood transfixed.

‘A dog?’ she said incredulously then, and sat down unexpectedly.

Max nodded and looked at her dryly. ‘What did you expect?’

‘I—I don’t know,’ she stammered, ‘but not this.’

The little dog looked around, eyed Max rather suspiciously, then spied Alex and trotted towards her.

‘She’s a Bichon Frise. They used to be favourites of French Royalty, trust Olivia,’ he said wryly. ‘But they’re a gentle, cheerful, non-hair-shedding breed. She’s about nine months old and well trained.’

Josie sat down in front of Alex and looked up at her out of beautiful melting brown eyes—eyes that would melt a heart of stone.

‘But—but how come?’ Alex had difficulty with her voice as she raised her eyes to his. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Livvy and Michael usually divide their time between here and the UK, but this time they’re going back to the UK for two years at least. Livvy just happened to mention to me a week or so ago that they were looking for a good home for Josie, therefore.’

‘And—and you thought of me?’

‘I was afraid she might have already been placed but Livvy is particularly fussy.’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve seen for myself how much you love dogs, and you told me you and your neighbour had talked about sharing one, so, yes, I did think of you. She apparently prefers women to men.’

If Alex had felt the pressure to keep her emotions in check before, it was nothing to the surge of love and misery that welled up in her now. Love because Max Goodwin could be so nice as well as setting her alight; misery because he never could be for her …

Josie raised her paw at that point and put it delicately on Alex’s knee, and Alex could have sworn there was a pleading look in those liquid brown eyes.

‘Well—well, sweetheart, in that case how can I say no?’ And she bent down to run her fingers through the little dog’s curly white coat. Josie shut her eyes in sheer ecstasy.

And, although Alex didn’t see it, Max Goodwin watched the girl and dog, and his shoulders visibly relaxed.

‘Th-thank you,’ Alex said tremulously. ‘You’ve really taken me by surprise. She’s gorgeous. I could end up like Nicky and Nemo if I’m not careful.’ She got up.

He smiled perfunctorily and didn’t say anything.

Alex swallowed and knew instinctively what she had to do. ‘So, unless you have any more surprises up your sleeve, I guess it’s time to say goodbye, Mr Goodwin.’ She held out her hand.

He didn’t take it. He studied the brave face she was putting on, the lovely hair, the figure that had so surprised him, her stunning eyes behind her glasses, the fact that she was pale with the effort of being brave and composed.

‘Alex,’ he said on a harsh breath, then forced himself to relax, ‘you will get over this. You’re so young, you’re lovely and fresh—believe me, this will go. You’re also far too sensible not to be able to put it behind you.’

Her lips parted. ‘Am I?’ she said, but immediately shook her head. ‘Don’t answer that. Look, thank you for everything—and I’m sure I will. I just wish—’ She stopped and bit her lip.

‘What?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘Alex,’ he said ominously, ‘you know that never works with me.’

She closed her eyes in sudden frustration. ‘All right!’ Her lashes flew up. ‘I just wish I had something to give you. There, that sounds incredibly silly, no doubt.’ She shrugged.

His eyes softened. ‘No, it doesn’t, but you have. You’ve given me … wisdom where I least expected it.’ He paused, then pulled his car keys out. ‘Take care, Alexandra Hill,’ he said very quietly.

‘You too, Mr Goodwin.’ She couldn’t help the tears that welled in her eyes and slid down her cheeks beneath her glasses. ‘You too.’

He hesitated one short moment longer, then turned and let himself out.

Alex stood where she was and swayed like a young tree in a gale as the door closed behind him. She put her hands up and removed her glasses and wept until Josie came to stand beside her and she rubbed her head on Alex’s leg.

Alex bent down and picked her up, and cried into her fur. Then she took her over to the settee and apologized.

‘Sorry, sweetheart,’ she said as she dried her eyes and blew her nose. ‘I don’t think I ever believed I would feel like this about a man. I hope he’s right, about it passing.’

She laid her head back and Josie curled up beside her.

‘I hope he’s right,’ Alex repeated as she stared at the ceiling with a terrible, lurking fear in her heart.





CHAPTER NINE

FOUR months later Alex had a busy and fulfilling lifestyle.

Her job at the Chinese Consulate as assistant to the Liaison Officer had proved to be a treasure. Whereas at Wellford’s she’d worked alone and often from home, in this job she was required to be out and about and to deal with the public.

She’d had to acquire a working wardrobe and, while it didn’t equal the wardrobe Max Goodwin had provided her with—she’d left all those clothes behind—she bore little resemblance to the girl who’d looked like a bluestocking and dressed that way. She’d also made friends at work.

At home, as she’d foreseen, Patti had been delighted with Josie, and Josie had taken to her new lifestyle of having two homes, two mistresses, with aplomb.

She’d also been a lifesaver. Coming home to the little dog rather than an empty flat had made a difference. Riding around with her in her bike basket on the weekends was fun.

Knowing she had someone to leave her with during working hours was a relief.

Not that it had been easy at first. The gap Max Goodwin had left in her life had felt like losing a part of herself. It still amazed her that so much feeling had been generated within her in such a short time, a matter of weeks. And she’d had to admit it wasn’t only Max she missed. It was Nicky, Mrs Mills, Margaret, even Stan and Jake—they’d all felt like family in the incredibly short time she’d spent with them.

But it was Max who haunted her dreams, Max who brought her heart-stopping moments. Like the day when she thought she was doing really well, had been for a while, until she thought she saw him going down an escalator ahead of her, a tall, dark man who caused her heart to start to pound, her mouth to go dry and her pulses to hammer.

And although she had no idea what she would say to him if she caught him, she pushed her way past people to get to him because all of a sudden she wasn’t going well at all. Life was like a desert without him, and just to see him, just to say, ‘Hi!’ would be like coming to an oasis, coming to a rich, meaningful landscape. Like coming in from the cold, she thought dizzily without even noticing how she’d mixed her metaphors …

It wasn’t him.

And she’d been lonely and depressed for days before, once again, she’d pulled herself out of it.

As the weeks had slipped by she’d braced herself to read that Max Goodwin had married Cathy Spencer, but if he had done so there’d been no publicity. She’d thought once that Simon would probably know, via his sister, then thought immediately that it made no difference.

Unless she was trying to persuade herself that he’d killed any feelings he had had for her stone-dead because he was going to have to marry Cathy?

Don’t go down that road, Alex, she’d warned herself. It will kill you if you ever find out he didn’t marry her but he never comes back to you.

Much better to accept, here, now and for ever that, while you fell in love, he may have fallen a little in lust, that’s all.

It did get easier as the months slid by and winter turned to summer.

It even got to the stage where she thought of it all rarely and mainly when she was over-tired and couldn’t keep her guard up. Or when some man made advances and she could barely control her distaste.

Otherwise, she kept herself busy, everyone at work thought she was bright and bubbly and didn’t realize, because they hadn’t known her long, that it was somewhat manufactured. And when it was discovered at the consulate that she didn’t drive, which would be an asset in the job and give her the use of a consulate car, she started driving lessons.

It was supremely ironic that the first person she bumped into, literally, was Simon Wellford during one of her lessons after work. She reversed out of a parking spot, slammed on the brake at a sharp warning from the instructor sitting beside her, but it was too late.

The car she hadn’t seen collided with the rear end of the driving-school car.

An hour later she was sitting with Simon in a bar having a brandy to settle her jangled nerves.

‘Look, don’t worry about it,’ Simon said. ‘They’ve got insurance, I’ve got insurance, no one was hurt and there’s not much damage anyway.’

‘Except to my reputation.’ She grimaced. ‘Will any instructor take me on again?’

Simon grinned. ‘If you recall I had a wee accident getting you to the Goodwin interview, and I’d had my licence for years.’

Alex perked up. ‘I do remember! What a day that was!’

‘See anything of Max Goodwin?’ he queried.

She shook her head and sipped her brandy.

‘He was pretty good about putting a lot of work my way,’ Simon reminisced. ‘Still is, but I was a little piqued he steered you to the Chinese Consulate rather than back to me,’ he confessed ruefully. ‘Didn’t he have some plans for you to work for him?’ He looked at her curiously.

‘It fell through,’ Alex murmured.

Simon stretched and regarded her for a couple of moments. She wore a plain, straight, round-necked beige linen dress with a cropped corn-gold short-sleeved jacket.

She looked smart and pretty, he thought. She’d maintained her new hairstyle and her make-up was discreet and expertly done. No glasses either, so her eyes were stunning. But did she look—older? he wondered. Not quite the humorous, candid girl he’d employed? Almost as if she might have grown up in a hurry. Why? he wondered.

‘Do you? Have any contact with him?’ Alex heard herself asking.

‘No. It’s all done through staff. Matter of fact, he seems to have been off the scene for a while. Cilla hasn’t had any news lately. She was expecting him to marry the artist, Cathy Spencer. You’ve probably heard of her—she’s making a bit of a name for herself. She’s also apparently the mother of the son I told you about, but it didn’t happen.’

Alex’s heart knocked a couple of times, then settled back into its rhythm.

‘But guess what? Rosanna is expecting, not one baby, but twins!’ Simon added.

Alex was disproportionately delighted with this news. Not that she wasn’t happy for Simon, as she asked for all the details, but it was a change of subject she desperately needed. And it got her through the rest of their time together until he gave her a lift home.

‘Josie,’ she murmured, after collecting her from Patti when she got home, ‘I may not be the best company tonight, sweetheart. I don’t know why, I always knew he wasn’t for me, but when is it going to stop hurting so much?’ she asked with a break in her voice.

Three weeks later, it was a glorious Saturday morning and Alex took Josie to New Farm Park beside the Brisbane River. She also took a picnic lunch and she found a bench under a tree after Josie had had a fine old time chasing seagulls.

The blue sky, the mown grass, the flower beds, the river traffic, the children enjoying the park all contributed to a feeling of well-being for Alex. She’d brought a book to read later.

She was wearing short denim shorts, sneakers and a hot pink halter top. Her hair was in a bunch.

She unwrapped her sandwiches and poured herself a cool drink. Josie had a bone that would keep her occupied for a while and her own bowl of water.

Alex was choosing between an egg and lettuce sandwich or ham and tomato, when a pair of jean-clad legs ending in brown deck shoes hove into view.

She looked upwards and gasped. ‘Y-you?’ she stammered.

‘Yes,’ Max Goodwin agreed as he dropped down on the bench beside her, and Josie was momentarily distracted. She curled her lip at him, revealing her sharp white teeth, then went back to her bone.

‘I see nothing has changed there,’ he said with a grin. ‘She’s still anti-men. How are you, Alex?’

Alex stared at the choice of sandwiches in her hands for a second, then put them back into the plastic container, and for a moment wondered, in a panic-stricken kind of way, if she’d been struck dumb.

She swallowed and blinked, then looked at him at last. ‘I’m fine, thank you! What a coincidence, meeting you here in the park. Is Nicky—?’ She broke off as the thought struck her and she looked around.

‘No. He’s with his mother at the moment. You’ll be pleased to hear he divides his time between us quite happily.’

‘You didn’t—’ She hesitated.

‘No, I didn’t marry Cathy.’ He paused and waited, but Alex was unable to do more than moisten her lips. ‘We came to an agreement,’ he said then. ‘If there’s one thing that’s sacrosanct between us, it’s Nicky.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s amazing how everything else seems to have fallen into place. Oh, we go our own way, but on that we’re united.’

‘I’m so glad,’ Alex said. ‘I’m so very glad. Would you like a sandwich?’ She proffered the plastic container. ‘There’s egg and lettuce or ham and tomato.’

‘Thank you.’ His long fingers hovered, then he made his choice. ‘But I’d really like to know how you’re going, Alex.’

She chose her sandwich blindly as her mind raced, and her senses reeled. Nearly five months had seen some changes in Max Goodwin. Still as tall, of course; still with that elegant physique, but some of his vitality seemed to be missing. His night-dark hair was shorter and those dense blue eyes were—what? Uncharacteristically weary? As if he was under some kind of pressure again, as she’d seen him once before …

None of it made the slightest difference to his impact on her, however. It was like reaching an oasis in the desert just to be with him, talking to him, breathing him in. It was like coming in from the cold, as she’d suspected it would be when she’d followed a stranger who’d looked like him down an escalator.

But what could this turn out to be? she suddenly asked herself. A chance meeting in the park and then, for her, a whole new battle to wage with herself? That was going to happen anyway, but what could he do if she showed him how affected she still was by him?

What would it do to her if she allowed herself to hope there was more to it than met the eye and those hopes were dashed again? In the five months that he hadn’t married Cathy Spencer, he’d made no effort to contact her.

So, it stood to reason she was going to be alone, again, and the sooner she came to terms with it, the better.

‘Alex?’

She looked up at last and smiled suddenly. ‘Sorry, I was just looking back, but you were right, you know. I’m fine. I think falling prey to something like that—’ she looked rueful ‘—for the first time at the fine old age of twenty-one made it feel worse, perhaps.’

‘A crush?’ he suggested.

She nodded. ‘But I’m all together again,’ she assured him blithely and stopped, to look serious. ‘Although I have to say thank you. You were amazingly tactful, and giving me Josie, and my job, was inspired.’

‘Is there someone in your life, Alex?’ he queried.

‘Well, I haven’t quite got that far,’ she conceded. ‘But while twenty-one might be a fine old age to suffer your first crush, it’s not exactly old—it’ll come. In the meantime, I’m off to Beijing for a holiday in a month, and I’m preparing my CV for the Diplomatic Corps. I’m also taking driving lessons, or I was.’ She looked comically put out for a moment.

‘What happened?’ He glanced at her bicycle leaning against the tree.

‘I had an accident. I bumped into Simon, of all people. By the way, thanks also for all the work you’ve given him. He really appreciates it. But tell me—’ she looked at him warmly ‘—how is everyone? Margaret? And Mrs Mills? I do miss them.’

‘Everyone’s fine.’

‘And the Chinese venture?’

‘It’s all on track. So, no more panic attacks?’ His eyes were narrowed and watchful. He’d finished his sandwich and he stretched his long legs out.

She shook her head and managed to look completely carefree. ‘I really am fine.’

‘You look it,’ he murmured, taking in her skimpy outfit and the smooth creamy skin of her shoulders and arms and her legs. ‘Still the best pair of legs in town.’

Alex laughed. ‘You were very annoyed with my legs, if I recall.’ She shrugged. ‘But it’s good to be able to laugh about it in hindsight.’

‘Yes. Well—’ he pushed his fingers through his hair ‘—I can’t offer you a lift home because of the bike, but it’s been really good to see you, Alex.’

‘You too!’ she said enthusiastically.

‘Don’t get up.’ He heaved himself upright. ‘Thanks for the sandwich,’ he said down to her with a grin. ‘It’s years since I had egg and lettuce. Uh—by the way, Nicky sends his love. He said if ever I bumped into you to tell you that.’

‘Oh, please give him my love,’ Alex responded affectionately. ‘Goodbye then, Mr Goodwin.’

Max Goodwin touched the top of her head with his fingertips. ‘Bye, Miss Hill.’

Alex watched him walk away and felt like fainting. It had been a bravura performance, all lies, she thought dizzily, and where had she acquired the acting ability from to see it through?

She put her hand over her heart because it seemed to be beating lightly but raggedly somewhere up near her throat. And she watched Max Goodwin until he was out of sight. But there was a slightly puzzled look in her eyes, because there was something different about him, something she couldn’t put her finger on …

Then he was gone and the whole picnic idea had palled so she packed up and rode home. Josie looked almost humanly worried all the way back.

‘Knock, knock!’ Patti came through the front door to find Alex and Josie watching television that evening. ‘Did he find you?’

Alex reached for the remote and flicked the TV off. ‘Did who find me?’

‘Your ex-employer. The guy with the Bentley—Max Goodwin.’

Alex frowned, her hand still poised in the air with the remote in it. ‘I didn’t know he was looking for me.’

‘Well, he was. I told him you were going to New Farm Park. Didn’t he find you?’

‘Yes, he did,’ Alex said in a voice that didn’t sound like her own. ‘But I thought it was by accident, a coincidence. He didn’t say otherwise.’

Patti gestured and sat down at the dining table. ‘Doesn’t look the type you’d find in the park unless he had a kid or a dog. And he doesn’t look the type who’d have to exercise his own kids or dogs.’

‘No,’ Alex said slowly. ‘Why didn’t I think of that? Well, I did at first but.’ She trailed off.

‘Has he been ill?’

Alex’s eyes widened. ‘He also looked different to me but—what makes you say that?’

Patti shrugged. ‘I was a nurse. Sometimes you get a sixth sense.’

When Patti left, Alex was plunged into deep thought.

Along the lines of, metaphorically she could run, she could hide from Max Goodwin, she could think of herself or—she could think more of him.

Why had he sought her out? She might have had no direct contact with him, but she’d learnt that Mr Li still did translating work for Goodwin Minerals, and Mr Li still maintained his contacts with the consulate, so he would have been fully up to date with her progress.

If Max had wanted to keep tabs on her just to make sure she was all right, that would have been the perfect channel.

So why seek her out when he’d done his best to make it a clean break for her?

It didn’t seem to make sense, unless.

But why wait nearly five months?

She frowned suddenly. Over and above all that—what was wrong with him? She knew in her heart of hearts all was not right.

That was when it occurred to her that the biggest question she faced was to do with herself and it was the question of her own—what was the right word for it?—valour.

It sounded melodramatic, she thought, but did it mean that the time had come for her to accept there was no future for her with him, but that didn’t alter the fact that she cared deeply for him so that her concern for him was real and almost overwhelming? And running away from that to save herself from further hurt was cowardly.

The disembodied voice that issued from the speaker above the penthouse buzzer—Jake’s, she recognized—informed her that Mr Goodwin was not in residence and any enquiries should be directed to his office.

That wasn’t possible on a Sunday morning.

What was possible was to put herself on a train to the Gold Coast—Helensvale would be the nearest station—and take a bus to the Sovereign Islands, or a taxi if there were no buses. But what if he wasn’t there either? And what if Mrs Mills or Stan, or both, were having Sunday off? Of course she had had the number of the Tuscan villa, but she’d also learnt from her stay there that all incoming calls were screened.

Ignore the ‘what if?'s, Alex, she instructed herself, otherwise you’ll end up doing nothing.

The train journey from Central to Helensvale took over an hour and then there were no buses. So she took a taxi to Paradise Point and decided to walk over the bridge from there. She and Nicky had done it a few times; it was a pleasant walk. But she stopped and bought herself lunch first and ate it in the park, feeding the seagulls the scraps of her fish and chips.

She stopped again at the top of the bridge and looked down at the waters swirling below.

Because it was a fine Sunday there were plenty of water craft about from jet skis to houseboats. There were fishermen on the beach and picnickers in the park. Looking south towards Surfers Paradise, and west towards the hinterland, though, there were dark clouds building, giving warning that this magic day could also bring storms.

Looking north, she had a view very similar to the one she’d had from her guest bedroom, a view of water and mangroves and casuarinas.

She stirred and took a deep breath. Sweat was trickling down between her shoulder blades beneath the white blouse she wore with khaki shorts and yellow sandals. She started to walk.

Half an hour later she was walking back over the bridge. There had been no sign of life at the house and no one had answered the doorbell.

She couldn’t say exactly what her uppermost feeling was. There was a mixture of tearful and frustrated, foolish and downhearted, and—something new—apprehensive as she walked westward into the arms of what looked to be a ferocious thunderstorm.

The clouds were boiling and black, she could see lightning and the storm seemed to be racing towards her.

She quickened her footsteps. The little shopping centre at Paradise Point would afford her cover, but would she reach it in time?

So intent was she on the storm, she didn’t really notice what make of car flashed past her across the bridge as the first raindrop fell, until she heard a squeal of tyres and turned to see it reversing towards her.

It was a navy-blue Bentley; it was Max Goodwin wearing light trousers and a black shirt and leaning across to open the door for her.

Her heart leapt into her mouth and, despite the hours she’d had to think things through, she was suddenly quite unprepared for this encounter. She even seemed to be planted to the pavement as the rain grew heavier.

‘Alex, get in,’ he commanded. ‘It’s about to hail if I’m not mistaken.’

That brought her to life. ‘Oh, your car!’ she breathed and got in hastily.

‘Damn the car—what are you doing out in this?’ He put the motor in gear and drove off.

‘I—well, I—oh!’ she said as the heavens opened and he growled something indecipherable because, for a moment, he couldn’t see a thing. Then the windscreen wipers adjusted themselves and shortly afterwards they turned into the driveway and he activated the garage doors with a remote control from the car.

They drove into the garage just as the hail began. The noise was almost deafening as he led the way into the kitchen, and they stood side by side at the kitchen window and watched golf-ball-size hailstones bounce around on the exposed parts of the garden, the jetty and the Broadwater beyond.

Then, after about five minutes, as precipitously as the hail had come, it was gone, although the rain still fell steadily. Some parts of the lawn were covered in white.

He turned to her. ‘You were lucky not to get caught in that.’ He walked over and switched on the kitchen lights. Its black and cream interior was spotless and shining, but softened by Mrs Mills’ favourite herbs on the window sill and a bunch of daisies on the kitchen table.

‘Yes,’ she agreed fervently. ‘Thanks for stopping.’

He eyed her, her slightly damp presence, her hair that was curling riotously, her pretty yellow sandals. ‘What else would you have expected me to do?’

Alex clasped her fingers together. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Why are you here, Alex?’ he asked quietly.

For one mad moment, probably because it was impossible to persuade herself he was pleased to see her, she was tempted to tell him it was pure coincidence that she happened to be walking over the Sovereign Islands bridge, but of course there was no way she could support that.

She stared at him for a long moment and that indefinable difference in him was there again. But perhaps, it struck her, it wasn’t a health issue. Could it be a mental burden? Could it be that while he might not be able to live with Cathy Spencer—or she couldn’t live with him—he could never stop loving her?

Did that make any difference to her resolve, though? It had always been a possibility.

She swallowed. ‘I was worried about you.’

He didn’t move and he didn’t respond immediately. He folded his arms and leant back against a cupboard, and then he didn’t respond directly. ‘How did you get here?’

She shrugged. ‘Train, taxi, Shanks’s pony. I tried the penthouse first, but you weren’t in residence.’

‘Why were you worried?’

Alex recalled that once before she’d thought she’d never seen him with his emotions so controlled but, if anything, they were even more locked down now. His face might have been carved in stone and his eyes were giving nothing away.

‘Because I can sense something’s wrong.’

‘Yesterday …’ he said and hesitated.

‘Yesterday …’ she paused and lifted her slim shoulders ‘.yesterday—it seemed important to prove to you that I was fine and I’m not here to—to reverse that. I know there’s no future for us, I’ve accepted that. I just thought—maybe there was some way I could help?’

‘Help?’ he repeated.

‘It probably sounds silly.’ Her eyes were dark with anxiety.

‘If only you knew.’ His tone was clipped and harsh.

Alex froze as she was transported back to the night of the dinner dance and their encounter on the staircase, so relatively close by, when he’d said to her that she’d be the last person he’d tell if he knew what was wrong with him … with the same cadence.

She lost her nerve completely. She whirled on her heel and ran to the door. She wrenched it open and ran out into the garden, uncaring of the rain, uncaring of anything but the fact that she was not proof against this kind of hurt.

He caught her as she’d almost made it around the side of the house towards the road.

‘Alex, don’t—what the hell are you doing?’ he rasped as she slipped through his fingers. He made another lunge at her and fastened his hands around her waist, but at the same time she heard him give a gasp of what sounded like pain.

She froze again and turned to look at him.

His face was white and his teeth were set, and the rain poured down on them. It was so heavy it was like a grey curtain around them obliterating the landscape.

‘What?’ she asked huskily. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s my back—it’s my whole bloody life.’

‘Your b-back? What’s happened to it?’ she stammered.

‘Will you come in out of the rain and let me explain?’

‘But I thought you were angry!’ she protested as raindrops beaded her eyelashes and streamed down her fresh cheeks. ‘I still think so—’ her voice was raw with emotion ‘—and—’

‘Alex,’ he interrupted, ‘no, and we’re now soaked to the skin, it’s thundering and lightning above us—we need to go inside.’

‘Mrs Mills will kill us if we make puddles everywhere!’

‘We’ll go through the laundry, towel off, then go upstairs and change,’ he said practically and took her hand.

‘But I don’t have anything to change into.’

‘Yes, you do.’ He led her towards the laundry door. ‘Your clothes are still here.’

Alex stopped. ‘I thought you’d have given them to someone.’

He shook his head. ‘No chance of that.’

She was still trying to work out that remark as she showered and changed in her old bedroom. She’d looked through the inter-leading door to see Nicky’s room was much as she’d left it: toys, games, clothes—two sets of everything to make travelling between his mother and father easier, she guessed.

There was one thing that was new, however: a framed photo of the three of them—rather the four of them. Max, Cathy, Nicky and Nemo. It was a happy photo; Nicky looked carefree and excited, whereas his parents were looking at him with smiles on their faces.

And back in her room, there, indeed, were all the clothes purchased for her ‘makeover', as she’d left them five months ago, including the underwear she’d never used.

She flicked through the clothes hanging up—at least half of them she’d never worn—and hesitated over the least formal outfit, the one she and Margaret Winston had decided on for the river cruise Alex had never gone on.

Slim navy trousers with a sea-green blouse and matching espadrilles. Funnily enough, she reflected, it was the most colourful outfit of the lot and Margaret, she remembered, had insisted on it.

Was now the time to be thinking about clothes, though? she mused as she dressed with hands that were slightly unsteady. But she had no idea what was to come, did she?

Max was already in the kitchen when she came down and he’d opened a bottle of wine and poured two glasses. There was also a tray of canapés on the kitchen table that Mrs Mills must have left for him. Tiny cucumber sandwiches, cheese straws, a little bowl of olives, vol-au-vents with savoury fillings, nuts and dried fruits.

He looked up as she came into the kitchen. ‘We could go through to the den.’

‘Here is fine,’ she murmured and pulled out a chair.

He’d changed his jeans and shirt for grey sweat pants and a blue T-shirt. His feet were bare and his dark hair was tousled and damp.

He sat down opposite her and moved the glass bowl of daisies to one side. ‘I had an accident,’ he said, ‘about three months ago. It was one of those stupid, bizarre things. I fell off a ladder and ruptured a disc, amongst other things.’

Alex blinked at him. ‘That’s awful—but what were you doing up a ladder?’

He smiled with considerable irony. ‘I was playing cricket with Nicky. I hit a six that ended up in a gutter. Nemo—’ he grimaced ‘—charged round the corner just as I was about to come down. He bumped into the ladder and rocked it and I fell off.’

He sipped his wine and chose an olive. ‘Several operations followed, and some doubt that I’d get back to full mobility.’

‘Wasn’t—surely—why didn’t I read about it in the papers?’ she asked, wide-eyed.

‘I kept it as quiet as possible for business reasons. I was still fully functioning mentally for the most part and sometimes just the hint that whoever is supposed to be in charge is not all there can destabilize markets and cause all sorts of rumours and trauma.’

Alex was about to say, So that’s why Simon’s sister thought you were off the scene—but changed her mind.

‘I’m really sorry.’ She looked at him with patent concern. ‘But you can walk although you’re still in pain—is it just a matter of time for the pain to go too?’

‘So I’m told now. In six weeks I should be pain-free and back to normal.’

‘Well, that explains it. I knew there was something different about you. I could tell by your eyes you were under some sort of intense pressure. I actually thought it might be to do with Cathy Spencer.’

He sprawled back in his chair and watched her intently. ‘How so?’

Alex spread her hands, then sipped her wine, and wished heartily she hadn’t brought it up. She also remembered she never got away with not answering his questions.

She studied the canapés intently, then shook her head. ‘Uh … because you hadn’t been able to persuade her to marry you but you still loved her?’

The silence that followed as her words died away was almost complete. It had stopped raining but the gutters were still dripping; it was still grey and overcast outside although the storm had passed over.

‘I could have married her. It was what she wanted in the end, funnily enough.’

Alex spluttered on another sip of wine. ‘I—I don’t understand,’ she whispered.

‘Don’t you?’ He heaved a sudden sigh. ‘I can’t blame you. I didn’t understand myself until it was too late. But I discovered I couldn’t marry anyone—unless it was you.’

Alex went white with shock. And the sea-green blouse made her tawny hazel eyes look more green and darker against her pallor.

‘But—’ she licked her lips ‘—you went out of your way to distance yourself. You made sure there could be no delusions for me. You—’

‘Alex,’ he intervened, ‘I convinced myself I wasn’t for you. I did know that it would have been all too easy to drown my sorrows, my burdens in you—’ He broke off and shook his head.

Her lips formed a perfect O.

‘Don’t look so surprised. I did kiss you.’

‘I know,’ she breathed, ‘but that was heat-of-the-moment stuff. That was probably gratitude and affection that got a little out of hand, that’s all.’

He smiled dryly. ‘It wasn’t, and it wasn’t the first time I’d thought of you in that way either. Oh—’ he grimaced ‘—I told myself the same thing then. I also told myself—’ He stopped and got up and came round her side of the table.

He pulled out a chair, turned it and sat down facing her. ‘Alex, I kissed you because I couldn’t help myself, but then I knew I had to end it before you got seriously hurt. That’s why I did what I did. I didn’t know,’ he said intensely, ‘how I was going to handle Cathy and Nicky, most particularly Nicky, without marrying Cathy and somehow trying to make a go of it. I didn’t know then,’ he added barely audibly, ‘how, once you were gone, I was going to feel.’ ‘How did you feel?’

He sat forward with his hands on his knees. ‘I woke up one morning and thought—if I don’t ever see her smile at me again, suddenly and when I’m least expecting it, my life’s not going to be worth living.’

Alex looked astonished.

‘It took me by surprise too,’ he said ruefully. ‘It also opened the floodgates. I think I recalled with perfect clarity just about every word you ever said to me. I remembered the couple of times I’d held you in my arms, and, not only the lovely feel of you, but every time I remembered them, I got worried in case you were having panic attacks and I wasn’t there to help you.

‘I couldn’t walk into the green room in Brisbane without picturing you; same for the pink room here, same for the barbecue and the den. Mrs Mills asked me what to do with the clothes you’d left behind. I told her to leave them where they were—I sometimes went in and looked at them.’ He lifted his shoulders. ‘Every time I touched the first outfit you wore to the cocktail party, I thought of your legs—although, actually, it was your eyes that got me in first.’

Alex blinked.

‘Remember the first interview?’ She nodded.

‘When I asked you to take off your glasses? That’s what changed my mind about you, Alex, those beautiful eyes. They exerted a strange power over me then and have done so ever since. So—’ he sat back and folded his arms ‘—after working things out so neatly, like distancing myself from you, like organizing things to help you over it, what should happen?’

He let a beat go by, then answered his question with obvious irony. ‘I couldn’t get you out of my mind. I was restless and edgy—someone actually called me a difficult, dangerous bastard to my face—but not over the things everyone thought I was restless and edgy about.’ He shrugged. ‘I was lonely, so damn lonely.’

Their gazes locked and Alex felt a tremor of hope run through her, but there were still questions on her mind.

‘But … but Cathy,’ she said, then couldn’t go on.

‘Cathy was at a low ebb when she suggested we get married. Not only was her mother a real prop—and losing her father before she was born had to contribute to that—but, unlike you, it was Cathy’s first close-up brush with mortality. I think all of that made her rethink things like our core differences and convince herself we could overcome them and—and made her try to rekindle the spark.’

Alex’s eyes widened.

‘It didn’t work,’ he said. ‘And she worked out why.’

Alex looked a question at him.

‘Yes, you,’ he replied. ‘Cathy’s no fool. She was also—gallant. She said how fortunate it was someone Nicky seemed to love. And she’s been very generous over the practicalities of bringing up Nicky. She’s moved to Brisbane—I know it’s to her advantage as well, but it means I won’t have to fly to Perth for school sports days, birthdays and so on.’

‘I hope she finds someone,’ Alex said.

‘Yes. And Nicky, well, he may question things when he gets older, but he seems to love me and he seems to trust me now. We got to do a lot of things together before the accident, and even after it he brought me jigsaw puzzles and books and we took up model-making. He even offered me Nemo for company when he couldn’t be there.’

‘I wish I’d known,’ Alex said involuntarily. ‘About the accident.’

He sat forward again. ‘I nearly sent for you so many times but I was gripped by all sorts of doubts. Would I ever be able to walk again? Was I the right person for you, anyway? Had it been a fleeting crush? According to Mr Li you were doing just fine.’

‘I wondered about that,’ she murmured.

‘If I was keeping tabs on you? I was.’ He looked grim for a moment. ‘If I was expecting to hear you’d gone into a decline, that wasn’t the news I got. But …’ he paused ‘.Alex, my biggest doubt the more I thought about it was—even if it had happened for you, you hadn’t wanted to fall in love with me.’ He frowned. ‘I know circumstances made it a highly questionable thing to do at the time, but—was there more to it?’

A deep tremor ran through Alex, a feeling of having been understood that was extraordinarily precious. ‘Yes. After my parents and my Mother Superior died I couldn’t bring myself to get too close to anyone. So I was petrified over what I felt for you. Even up until yesterday, I think the last remnants of that fear made me say the things I did, but afterwards I realized I was only thinking of me, and that was cowardly.’

She saw him take an uneven breath.

‘Yesterday,’ he said, ‘my worst nightmare seemed to come true. That it was all over for you.’

‘Yesterday I didn’t know what I know now,’ she said quietly. ‘Yesterday, and so many yesterdays, have been like a living nightmare, without you.’

He stared into her eyes as if he couldn’t quite believe his ears. ‘Are you very sure, Alex?’

‘Quite sure, although I do have one last concern,’ she said gravely.

‘What?’

She smiled unexpectedly. ‘You seem to be able to keep your hands off me with the greatest of ease.’

She saw the little flare of shock in his eyes, then they changed and this time, when he said it, it was with love and laughter. ‘If only you knew …’ Before he swept her into his arms.

‘Comfortable?’

‘Yes.’ They’d moved to the den and they’d brought the wine and canapés with them. They had their arms wrapped around each other and Alex had just been deeply and most satisfyingly kissed. ‘Oh, yes.’ She moved her cheek on his shoulder, then, ‘Tell me something—why yesterday?’

‘It was my birthday. It suddenly seemed a matter of incredible urgency to find out if my life could be made worth living again or.’ He shook his head.

‘Happy birthday for yesterday,’ she said softly, ‘but will today do for the first day of the rest of our lives?’

He rubbed his chin on the top of her head. ‘Yes, oh, yes. When will you marry me? Damn.’

She looked up and laughed into his eyes. ‘Damn what?’

‘I’m not fit to be married for six weeks.’ He looked thoroughly annoyed with himself.

‘Never mind. Perhaps these things should be taken slowly anyway.’

He cupped her cheek. ‘Promise me one thing?’ ‘Of course. What?’

‘Tell me if ever I’m going too fast for you.’ ‘Ah, if you’re worried about my convent background—’

‘Yes, I have wondered,’ he broke in. ‘I thought maybe matters of the flesh—that’s how I put it to myself for some reason—were a bit daunting for you.’

Alex thought for a moment, then chuckled suddenly.

‘I actually mentally undressed you only the third time I met you—that was my green-room drama. Believe me—’ she looked into his eyes, her amazement still showing in hers as she remembered ‘—it came as quite a shock.’

‘I wish I’d known.’

‘It was hard enough to handle without you knowing. So, yes, I’m inexperienced, but not exactly daunted. And if you had problems with the pink room, I came out of it after I twisted my ankle conscious of the fact that what you did to me filled me with desire that was running like wildfire through my veins.’

He hugged her suddenly and fiercely. ‘How could I have been such a fool?’ he marvelled.

‘But I was also convinced you weren’t moved by me at all, that I must have imagined it.’

‘On the contrary. I’ve had an enduring fantasy about you.’ He ran his fingers through her hair. ‘Well, several. Finding myself wanting to run my hands through your hair was one.’

‘And the others?’

He paused and looked at her reflectively. ‘I think I might wait until just the right moment before I tell you that.’ He bent his head and kissed her lightly. ‘So, how are we going to cope for the next six weeks?’

‘Plenty of this?’ she suggested and snuggled up to him. ‘I could quite happily stay like this for hours.’

‘Alex,’ he said in a suddenly different voice, pressing and a little rough.

She drew away and looked at him anxiously. ‘What’s wrong?’

He shook his head. ‘I just can’t seem to believe it. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it.’

Alex couldn’t doubt the urgency about him. She slipped out of his arms, but only to kneel in front of the settee. ‘Max,’ she said with her heart in her eyes, ‘believe it. I do and I never thought I would say that to anyone. Besides which—’ her lips trembled, then she smiled that unexpected smile that enchanted him so much ‘—I’ve finally called you Max, Mr Goodwin! That’s got to mean something.’

He growled her name, then pulled her back into his arms as if he’d never let her go.





CHAPTER TEN

THEY got married eight weeks later.

Some cameos of those eight weeks as she prepared for her wedding, Alex knew she would never forget.

Margaret Winston’s delight was one.

‘I knew you were the right one for him, Alex,’ she said joyfully when presented with the news. ‘I knew it right from the start!’

Alex blinked at her, but Max did more.

‘I thought so,’ he said. ‘I got the distinct feeling that when she turned up at the cocktail party looking so drop-dead gorgeous you might have had a hand in it, Margaret!’

‘I did. The minute I saw those legs and that lovely figure I decided to make the best of it. Actually Alex was a bit of a hindrance there,’ she admitted. ‘But what impressed me first was the way she stood up to you at that interview.’ She hugged Alex and kissed her warmly. ‘Of course, that’s how I handle Mr Goodwin myself—I wish!’ she added humorously.

‘Mr Goodwin’ looked slightly put out. ‘I’m not that hard to handle, am I?’

‘Yes,’ his fiancée and his principal private secretary chorused.

‘I’m not really,’ he said to Alex that evening.

He’d taken her to dinner at Sanctuary Cove and they were leaning on a railing watching the million-dollar boats in the marina.

Alex was wearing her cocktail-party outfit and while she didn’t know if she looked a million dollars, she felt it. And the diamond on her engagement finger sparkled with a mysterious blue fire beneath the overhead lights of the walkway.

She turned to him. ‘Hard to handle? I’ll tell you, in ten years I’ll either be worn to a shadow or blooming.’

He cupped her face and kissed her lightly. ‘You’re blooming now, Alex.’ He studied her. The lovely hair, her eyes, the figure he was little by little coming to know beneath Margaret’s inspired choice of clothes.

‘I feel as if I am,’ she told him and dropped her voice. ‘Thanks to you, Max.’

He was assaulted by a powerful urge to lean her back over his encircling arms and to kiss her witless. In deference to his back, and the good citizens of Sanctuary Cove, he resorted to humour instead. ‘Well, I can’t be so bad, then.’

‘You can be awful,’ she contradicted. ‘The trouble is you can also be awfully nice—Margaret would lay down her life for you. Should we go home?’

He raised an eyebrow at her. ‘That sounds like a rather pointed—suggestion.’

‘It is,’ she said gravely. ‘I’d like very much to be kissed but—in private.’

‘My thoughts, entirely, Miss Hill,’ he replied seriously, but he grinned then and kissed her, lightly, but all the same.

His sister Olivia provided another cameo, or rather his reaction to his sister Olivia.

He snapped his mobile shut after talking to her in the UK, and swore.

Alex, curled up in a basket chair on the lawn after a lazy Sunday-morning breakfast, looked a question at him.

‘She’s all set to fly out and take over. Considering the fact that not so long ago she told me I was mad not to be marrying Cathy, I find that incredible.’

‘Take over?’

‘The wedding. You don’t know my sister Olivia.’ He stared moodily out over the Broadwater.

‘I do. As a matter of fact I had the pleasure of her company at the dinner dance.’

‘Oh. I forgot. What did you think of her?’

‘Well, she didn’t intimidate me, if that’s what you’re wondering.’

‘Did she have a go?’

‘Not really, but she was a bit surprised and put out to find out who I was, Nicky’s nanny, your PA, et cetera. But one thing I did notice about her, Max. She seemed to be genuinely concerned about you. She seemed to read—do you remember what kind of mood you were in that night?’ He nodded after a moment. ‘Well, she seemed to read it and I’m sure she was really worried for you.’

He said nothing as he watched a bay cruiser steam past, then, ‘Why do I get the feeling you’ll even be able to handle Livvy?’

‘I don’t know.’

He reached over and took her hand. ‘I do. You really think about other people, don’t you?’

‘I guess I do.’

‘It’s one of the things I love about you.’

Meeting Nicky again had been delightful.

He’d greeted her like a long-lost friend and told her please not to go away again, he didn’t like it and neither did Nemo.

‘Well, look at you, Nemo! Goodness me! You’ve grown!’ she enthused.

‘And he does tricks now. Watch this!’

Nicky made an imaginary gun of his hand and pointed it at the dog saying, ‘Bang! Bang!’

Nemo keeled over and played dead.

‘I’m just so impressed,’ Alex said through her laughter. ‘Did you teach him that all on your own?’

‘No. My dad did it. He used to have a dog when he was a kid like me,’ Nicky said with unmistakable pride.

Alex had expected that meeting Cathy again for the first time would be difficult, but it had proved easier than expected.

‘I should probably feel like scratching your eyes out,’ Cathy said, ‘but some people are just so damn genuine you can’t be annoyed with them. What made him finally admit he couldn’t live without you?’ she asked curiously.

‘It was his birthday,’ Alex replied, then looked a little embarrassed. ‘That doesn’t make much sense, probably.’

Cathy shrugged. ‘So long as it does to you.’

Alex hesitated. ‘How are you? I hope you’ll forgive me for laying down the law the way I did the last time we met?’

‘Yes,’ Cathy said briefly, then sighed. ‘Between you and my mother’s passing away, I got a wake-up call. I think I’ve got my priorities sorted out now. And I have to say Max has—well, he’s shown no desire to use Nicky like a tool between us or to alienate him from me. Above all, Nicky is happy, he’s happy with me, he’s happy with Max.’ But she looked faintly troubled.

‘Cathy, I will never try to take your place with Nicky, I swear,’ Alex said quietly.

Cathy Spencer showed her own moment’s hesitation, then she put her hand over Alex’s. ‘Thanks.’

But the next cameo was harder to handle.

Since they’d found each other, Alex had resigned her job because the thought of being apart was intolerable, but living together in the same house, or the penthouse, while not sharing a bed, had its own strains.

And one evening when they’d been lying in each other’s arms in the den, listening to music, Alex detected tension in the air between them. It was hard not to when he got up rather abruptly and said he was going out for a breath of air.

If he was sharing the same level of wildfire in his veins as she was, she reasoned, if he was tingling with desire too, under normal circumstances it wouldn’t be unreasonable to make love. They were engaged, it was three weeks to the wedding but, as it was, he was still wearing a brace and had been specifically warned not to do certain things. Sex was one of them.

But there would be ways, she thought, and wished suddenly she weren’t so completely inexperienced, ways to provide relief for him at least.

She got up slowly and went to find him.

He was standing on the jetty staring out over the dark waters and the rhythmically flashing green lights of the Aldershots channel.

She hesitated, then went up to him and slipped her arm around his waist. ‘Max—’ her voice was husky and a little uncertain but she persevered ‘—is there anything I could do to help? I know how you must be feeling.’

She felt him stiffen in surprise, then he put his arm round her shoulders. ‘I can’t thank you enough for that, Alex,’ he said, ‘but no. It wouldn’t do anything for you and we’re in this together. I can wait.’ He dropped a light kiss on her hair.

And even after he was able to cope without the brace and he was pronounced back to normal and was experiencing no more back pain, and there were still two weeks to go the wedding, he was content to wait.

‘Has it occurred to you we might be the most old-fashioned couple around, Alex?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘Are you happy about that?’

She looked into his dark blue eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said honestly. ‘I’ve loved our engagement. I’ve loved really getting to know you. I’m not saying I wouldn’t love to go to bed with you, but—it will be something very special when it’s on our wedding night.’

‘So be it.’

Finally, the day dawned.

Once again the Tuscan villa was the venue and it went through another of its amazing transformations.

The theme colour was ecru and the soft sage-green of wattle leaves dotted with tiny yellow powder-puff flowers filled the standard vases and transformed the terrace into a bower.

The cake was three-tiered and decorated with icing wattle leaves and flowers.

The bride wore a long, slim, strapless white dress with a filmy overdress exquisitely self-embroidered. Her veil was antique lace and had been handed down to Goodwin brides from Max’s grandmother, the daughter of the Italian count.

The old lady was present at the wedding. Alex had already met her, and been told not to delay starting a family because the younger you were, the better it was!

Mrs Mills was there, as well as Jake and Stan, all having been relieved of their usual duties. Margaret was there, beaming with happiness. Simon had brought his wife, Rosanna, but left his three-week-old twin sons with his in-laws. He still looked stunned by the news of Alex’s marriage. Even Mr Li was there, along with many distinguished guests.

Patti was there and she’d brought Josie. Alex had given her the little dog, although with a lump in her throat. But Patti had been almost tearfully grateful, since, as she’d said, she was losing Alex.

Cathy and Nicky were there.

Only family and closest friends and staff had attended the church service, which had been deeply moving.

Alex had been attended by Olivia’s son and daughter, and Nicky, and she’d entered the church on Sir Michael’s arm. She’d never forget, she knew, the moment when Max had turned and seen her walking down the aisle towards him, never forget the slightly stunned look in his eyes.

Nor would she forget the moment when he’d put back her veil and she’d seen so much love in his blue eyes in the moment before he’d bent his head to kiss her.

And many guests, Olivia, Mrs Mills, Margaret and Patti quite openly, had been dabbing their eyes as they’d walked down the aisle as man and wife.

The reception passed in something of a blur with cutting the cake, throwing her bouquet being amongst the highlights, and everyone agreeing it was a lovely, lovely wedding.

They spent their wedding night in the penthouse; they were due to fly out on an extended honeymoon the next morning.

They were lying side by side on a sumptuous bed in the master bedroom, all cream on the colour of rose gold.

They’d behaved with conspicuous decorum on the trip up from the Coast in the Bentley—after they’d stopped to brush off most of the rose petals and confetti that had been thrown over the car as they’d driven off.

They’d taken the lift and not said a word to each other as they’d ascended to the thirty-fifth floor. They’d stepped into the foyer, looked into each other’s eyes for a long, burning moment, and decorum had fled from them.

Alex stirred on the bed, and smiled.

‘What, my love?’ he enquired, and drew his fingers down her slim, sated body.

‘I think we may have left a trail of clothing almost from the lift.’

‘I think we may have,’ he agreed. ‘It doesn’t matter—we’re alone. How was that?’ He propped his head on his elbow and watched her.

Alex looked back at their love-making and trembled inwardly. ‘Honestly?’

‘Honestly.’ But he looked faintly alarmed.

‘It was—almost indescribable. It was hot and sweet and gentle, then astonishingly beautiful …’ She was lost for words for a moment. ‘It was everything I’ve thought it would be but didn’t really know, it was more, it was very, very special.’ She turned to face him and for a moment her eyes gleamed with unshed tears at the power of her emotions. ‘Thank you.’

He relaxed and pulled her close. ‘Don’t thank me. It was us. You’re so lovely, my sweet Alex, and, not only that, I can now die a happy man.’

Alex lifted her head. ‘Don’t you dare!’ she remonstrated and they both subsided laughing. ‘What do you mean, though?’ she asked.

‘I had this fantasy that one day I would make you gasp with a desire you’d never known, and focus those beautiful eyes solely on me. It happened just now.’

Then he added, ‘Know something?’ He didn’t wait for her to answer. ‘I’ve never felt like this before in my entire life. I always assumed I was pretty much OK, but now I know I’ve never felt so much peace, so much pure pleasure and pride, so much—’ he paused and looked deeply into her eyes ‘—confidence in the future, so much love.’

‘It’s been like a miracle for me too,’ she murmured and held him close. ‘I love you.’
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CHAPTER ONE

‘HAVE you heard who your next registrar is yet?’ David Lucas asked as he came into the doctors’ room late on Tuesday afternoon.

Ben Blackwood looked up from the newspaper he’d been reading. ‘No. I’ve been seeing private patients in my rooms all day. Anyone we know?’

The anaesthetist gave him a glad-it’s-you-and-not-me look. ‘Professor Willoughby’s daughter,’ he said, and seeing his colleague’s grim expression added, ‘I thought that might make your day.’

Ben tossed the paper to one side. ‘So Daddy’s little girl is trying her hand at neurosurgery, is she?’ he asked with a little curl of his lip.

‘Looks like it,’ David answered as he poured himself a coffee. ‘You’d better behave yourself, Ben. I know you don’t like the man but his only child is on the training scheme and you have a responsibility to train her just as you would any other registrar.’

Ben got to his feet and gave his workmate a confident smile. ‘You know me, Davo, I will remain professional at all times,’ he said, pushing in his chair. ‘It shouldn’t be too hard. I bet she’s short and dumpy and wears thick glasses, just like her pompous, overbearing father.’

David turned from the coffee-machine with a twinkling smile. ‘She must take after her mother, then,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard she’s a bit of a stunner.’

Ben rolled his eyes. ‘Please, God, spare me from another female registrar who is more interested in how they look than how they learn. That girl before Matthew Chan was hopeless. I caught her checking her reflection in a bedpan, for goodness’ sake.’

‘Don’t tell me the notoriously easygoing Ben Blackwood is starting to get a little tough on his registrars,’ David said with a speculative smile. ‘Or is it just female registrars you have a problem with?’

Ben gave him a quelling glance. ‘Look, I couldn’t help it if Phoebe Tatterton developed a ridiculous crush on me. God knows, I did nothing whatsoever to encourage it. She followed me around like a lovesick puppy. It was embarrassing.’

David gave a chuckle of laughter. ‘What you need is another steady girlfriend, mate. What happened to what’s-her-name?’

Ben frowned as he refolded the newspaper. ‘Leila Ingham.’ He brought his nearly empty coffee-cup up to his mouth and added, ‘She decided it was time to find a nine-to-five playmate. I think she’s seeing a schoolteacher now.’

‘Oh, well, you know how it goes—one door shuts and another one opens.’

Ben looked back down at the headlines. ‘Maybe….’

‘Go easy on the registrars, Ben,’ David said into the little silence. ‘They’re still learning. You were the same. Heaven knows, I was.’

‘Yeah, well, my learning experience wasn’t the same, actually,’ Ben said in a weighted tone. ‘I had to work hard to get where I’ve got. I hate it when these young people come in here and expect to be hand-fed all the time and get positive feedback on everything they do, including their stuff-ups. We’re dealing with real people, not computer simulations you can reboot if you knock them off. Why the hell can’t I get someone dedicated working beside me, instead of someone trying to prove something to her father?’

‘You think that’s what this is about?’ David asked.

Ben ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘I don’t know … probably,’ he said. ‘Bevis Willoughby always had it in for me. He was a bastard from the word go. He used to single me out in tutorials, criticise me in front of patients and nurses—he even rejected my thesis research proposal. It was as if he was just hanging out for the boy from the bush to make a mistake.’

‘Yeah, well, we all know what he was like around here,’ David said. ‘Thank God he’s retired. I hated working with him, even though he was a damned good neurosurgeon, technically at least. But you really shouldn’t judge the daughter on his track record. She might be completely different.’

Ben gave a little snort as he picked up his mobile phone from the table. ‘Let’s wait and see,’ he said. Attaching it to his belt, he asked, ‘Are we still on for a cycle in the morning?’

David shook his head. ‘Sorry, mate. I promised I’d get the kids ready for school so Kate can go to her aqua-aerobics class. Do another twenty kilometres for me.’

Ben shouldered open the door with a grin. ‘I’ll do that.’

Georgie rushed back to her car from her early morning gym session, her hair swinging from its high ponytail as she threw her gym bag on the back seat. She glanced at her watch—if the traffic was kind to her she had forty-five minutes to grab a low-fat protein shake and get to the hospital in time for her first list with Mr Blackwood at Sydney Metropolitan Hospital. She was excited and nervous at the same time about her neurological term. It was a busy public hospital but she had heard nothing but positive comments about the staff and cutting-edge facilities.

She drove out of the car park and then realised she had left her mobile phone with the gym receptionist due to the new regulation restricting camera phones in the change rooms.

She parked again in the nearest space on the street and, turning off the engine, flung open the car door. But before she could even swing her legs out there was a loud Thwack and a very rude swear word cut through the air as a cyclist went sprawling from his bike right in front of her.

‘Oh, my God!’ she gasped, and jumped out to his aid. ‘Are you all right?’

The man looked dazed and his arms and legs were bleeding from the scratches he’d received from his fall onto the rough bitumen.

Georgie mentally rehearsed the techniques learnt at the Emergency Management of Severe Trauma course she’d completed the month before. ‘ABCDE—Airway, Breathing, Circulation, Disability, Exposure.’ She mouthed the words as she mentally ran through her priorities. ‘First establish his airway with cervical spine control, then check his respiratory movements, then pulse and BP and stop external haemorrhage, then AVPU neuro assessment, then undress him …’

Yep, airway clear, and he was breathing, she quickly assured herself. She unbuckled and pulled his helmet off and began inspecting the rest of him for injuries.

Ben opened his eyes wide as a touch as light as a feather skated over him. ‘What the hell—?’

‘Remain calm,’ Georgie said reassuringly. ‘I’m a doctor. Don’t you dare move. I’m calling an ambulance.’

‘I don’t need a bloody ambulance, I’m a—’ He frowned even harder. ‘Hey, what are you doing?’

Georgie had already spied the mobile phone on his water-bottle belt, so she quickly took it off, dialled 000 and gave the operator exact instructions as to their location as she went to the boot of her car.

Ben shook his head, trying to get the school of silverfish that were floating past his eyes to disappear. In all the years he’d been cycling he had never once been knocked off by someone opening a car door on him, and it was a Porsche no less. The silly woman hadn’t even looked!

‘The ambulance is two minutes away,’ she said, dropping to her knees beside him with what looked like a doctor’s bag.

He watched as she began to rummage inside it, his eyes widening again as she brought out a hard cervical collar.

‘Hey, I don’t need that!’ he said, trying to back away.

‘It’s a safety precaution,’ she told him. ‘You might have sustained a cervical fracture. You hit the road pretty hard.’

‘Look,’ he began again. ‘I’m fine. I just—’

The sound of a screeching siren cut off the rest of Ben’s words, not to mention the stricture of the collar around his neck. He lay back and grimaced as the young woman rapidly bandaged his scraped knees and elbows with enough bandages to make him feel like an Egyptian mummy instead of one of Sydney’s leading neurosurgeons.

Georgie shone a bright light into his pupils, relieved to find they were both equal and reactive. She couldn’t help noticing what dark blue eyes he had, fringed by long sooty lashes. He had a chiselled leanness to his features, his body toned and tanned, his unshaven jaw adding to his overwhelming maleness.

Focus, she reminded herself sternly. He might be super-fit and super-attractive but right at this moment he was a patient.

She took his arm, applied a tourniquet, and before he could protest through the choking cervical collar she warned him,

‘This will sting a bit,’ and had an IV line into his antecubital fossa just as the ambulance pulled up.

Once the paramedics joined in, Ben gave up protesting. He was placed on a spinal board with a sandbag either side of his neck, had a litre of normal saline running into his arm and an oxygen mask shoved over his face, pouring rubbery dry oxygen into his mouth and nose. After a final feeble attempt at freeing himself, he was loaded into the back of the ambulance, just as the police arrived.

‘It was all my fault,’ he heard the young woman tearfully confess to the officers, as the back door of the ambulance was slammed shut and the siren turned on.

‘Yep, it certainly was’ Ben mumbled to himself as the vehicle accelerated towards his own hospital.





CHAPTER TWO

‘NOT your usual mode of transport to work,’ Rob Athol, the accident and emergency doctor, remarked dryly as Ben was unloaded from the ambulance. ‘They phoned through and told us you got knocked off your bike. How are you feeling?’

Ben gave him a scowl as he ripped off the oxygen mask and collar. ‘I’m perfectly fine, thank you,’ he said. ‘Some stupid girl flung her car door open on me. I was lucky another car wasn’t coming.’

‘You were lucky she was a doctor,’ Rob commented, as his gaze ran over the bandages on Ben’s arms and legs. ‘It looks like she did a pretty good job on you.’

Ben gave him another furious scowl as he struggled out of the bandages, tossing them in the bin as he went. ‘I’m more than half an hour late for Theatre,’ he growled. ‘And it couldn’t have happened on a worse day. I’ve got a new registrar to train.’

‘You sure you’ll be OK to operate?’ Rob asked, reaching for his ophthalmoscope.

‘Don’t you start,’ Ben said. ‘Besides, I’ve got a full list today. Too many public lists get cancelled as it is, without me adding to them. I’ve got ten patients fasted and all keyed up for their surgery—it’s not right to turn them away just because I took a tumble.’

‘If you’re not up to—’

‘I’m fine, for pity’s sake,’ Ben insisted. ‘I’ve got a bit of gravel rash, that’s all. I bet that girl was straight out of med school, brandishing her new skills on whoever she could. Pity she didn’t think to brush up on her driving skills while she was at it, especially since she was driving a Porsche.’

‘It could have been much worse, Ben,’ Rob said with a sober cast to his expression. ‘At least she stopped to help you. A lot of people these days would have driven off without a backward glance. Remember that teenage patient three weeks ago? I still have nightmares about telling his parents he didn’t make it. It made their ordeal all the harder, having no one stepping up to the plate to take the blame.’

Ben blew out a breath as he finger-combed his hair. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I guess that’s why this morning rattled me so much. Not only did she stop, this girl was OK to look at, which is some sort of compensation, I suppose.’

Rob’s eyes began to twinkle. ‘So if you met her again, all would be forgiven?’ he asked.

Ben shouldered open the swing doors. ‘She was cute but not that cute,’ he said as he left.

‘Where’s the new registrar?’ Ben asked as he came into Theatre a few minutes later.

‘Not here yet,’ Linda Reynolds, the scrub nurse, said as she set out the instrument tray.

Ben gave cynical grunt. ‘No doubt she’s touching up her make-up.’

Linda raised her brows. ‘You are in a fine mood this morning, Ben. Did you get out of the wrong side of bed or something?’

‘Sorry Lindy,’ he said gruffly. ‘I had a run-in with a car door this morning.’

‘That’s what you get for cycling to work,’ Linda said with a hint of maternal chastisement. ‘Why don’t you drive a BMW or a Mercedes, like all the other neurosurgeons in

Sydney?’

‘You sound like my mother,’ he said with an easy smile. ‘It so happens I wasn’t actually cycling to work. I planned to go home and shower and shave and drive back in my ute but I ran out of time.’

The patient was wheeled in and he continued, ‘Come on, we’d better get started. I’m not going to wait around for the registrar to turn up.’ He looked up at the anaesthetist assigned to his list that morning. ‘Things OK your end, Matt?’

‘Yes, Ben. I’ve got all the lines in, and we’re ready to induce.’

Ben took the hand of the thirty-five-year-old woman as she was transferred from the trolley to the operating table.

‘Hello, Mrs Patonis. You’ve had a long wait to get into hospital but here you are now. Everything should be fine—we’ll resect that meningioma, and hopefully stop those headaches and improve that weakness,’ he reassured her.

‘Thanks, Mr Blackwood. I’ve waited nearly a year to get in,’ Maria Patonis said. ‘Do you think I’ll be able to take up my golf again?’

‘Maybe,’ he said, touching her arm briefly. ‘Let’s just stop the damage first, and take things a step at a time. I’ll see you after the surgery in Recovery.’

Georgie could feel her stomach churning and twisting with nerves as she ran up the stairs to the operating theatre floor. Turning up late was a no-no in any workplace, but in a busy public hospital, where every minute was so precious, it was not going to win her any favours with the staff. To make things worse, this was her first list on her new term of neurosurgery. Although from what she’d heard, Ben Blackwood was a very approachable and supportive neurosurgeon, she didn’t want to push her luck by getting off to a bad start with him.

She did the preliminary scrub and then gowned and entered the theatre just as the consultant neurosurgeon looked up from the now anaesthetised patient, his dark blue eyes meeting hers.

‘Oh my … God,’ she gulped, her stomach dropping.

‘You must be Georgiana Willoughby,’ Linda said, when Ben didn’t say a word. ‘Welcome to the unit.’

‘Er … thank you.’ Georgie mumbled. Grimacing, she added weakly, ‘Sorry I—I’m late … I had a bit of an accident …’

‘How nice that you could make it to join us in spite of your … er … little accident,’ Ben said with an unreadable look. ‘How about you come over here and draw out where you think the skull flap should be made.’

Georgie bit her lip as she shuffled over. ‘I—I can’t say I’m totally sure, Mr Blackwood. This is my first neurosurgical term.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Ben said. ‘But the best way to learn is on-the-job experience. So just draw where you think it should go, and we’ll correct it if it’s a bit off.’

Georgie drew a curved line over the right parietotemporal region of the shaved scalp with a purple marking pen, trying to keep her hands steady under the watchful midnight-blue gaze trained on her.

Wasn’t he going to say something? she wondered. Surely he wasn’t going to let such an incident pass without a comment or two. As coincidences went, it was up there with the spookiest, which no doubt her flatmate would insist was the celestial forces at work.

Georgie concentrated on the purple line she was drawing and thought about how relieved she was to see he was all right. More than relieved actually. She had been preparing herself for a jail term for negligent driving, although strictly speaking she hadn’t been driving so—

‘That’s pretty good really,’ he interrupted her wandering thoughts. ‘We just need to make it a bit bigger to make access easier, but the shape and position are fine.’

Georgie felt her shoulders go down in relief. ‘Thanks …’

‘I’ll show you how I like to position, prep and drape for a parietal craniotomy. From then on, I’d like you to set the patient up,’ he said.

She watched as he showed her how to position the skull in a head ring and stabilise it in position with braces attached to the sides of the operating table.

Once they had both re-scrubbed and gowned for surgery, Ben showed her how to prep the scalp with Betadine and then drape the skull with adhesive drapes, leaving the operating area exposed.

‘Now, if you can make the incision, Dr Willoughby, I’ll show you how to control the scalp bleeding with clips. Make the incision down to the periosteum,’ he directed.

Georgie made the incision along the pre-marked line, and Ben showed her how to apply stainless-steel clips along the length of the incision to control the bleeding.

‘I’ll make the first burr-hole,’ Ben said as he was handed the air-powered burr, ‘and you can do the second, but I’ll guide your hand to prevent you from inadvertently pushing too hard.’

Georgie held her breath as his gloved hands came over hers, the strength in his fingers making her stomach and legs go all wobbly. She could smell the warmth of his body, the hint of musky perspiration, not unpleasant but instead disturbingly attractive.

He was not as old as she’d been expecting. It was daft of her really but she was so used to her father’s generation of neurosurgical colleagues that she hadn’t factored in the possibility that she would be working alongside a man in his early to mid-thirties. It was hard to tell his exact age but she reasoned he’d have to be at least thirty-four or -five to have completed his training and developed the reputation he had for research.

Georgie also hadn’t realised that morning, when he’d been sprawled on the road, how very tall he was. She had vaguely registered his long legs and arms as she had tended to his injuries earlier, but standing so close to him now she could feel his broad chest against her shoulder, which meant he must be more than six feet, possibly three or four inches over, at the very least.

She had, however, noticed his jet-black hair when she’d taken his helmet off and the olive tan of his skin, not to mention the toned muscles of his lean body that suggested he was more than a casual exerciser, which was impressive really when she considered the long hours he worked.

Georgie still couldn’t quite believe he hadn’t yet referred to their accidental meeting that morning. She had seen some speculative looks coming from the scrub nurse from time to time, but he had remained totally focussed on the patient, his movements steady and controlled, his voice and manner giving no clue as to what had transpired between them a little over an hour ago.

She gave herself a quick mental shake and brought her attention back to the operation where Ben was showing her how to incise the dura without damaging the underlying brain, and within a few minutes the meningioma was exposed.

Removal of the benign tumour seemed very straightforward, although Georgie could see that this was because of Ben’s skill and experience, not because the procedure was easy—he just seemed to make it look that way. Within an hour the skull flap had been turned back, the scalp stapled and the head dressed.

Ben stripped off his gloves and tossed them into the bin as he turned to face the new registrar once the rest of the routine list was over. ‘I would like a few words with you in my office.’

She ran the tip of her tongue across her full, shapely lips. ‘N-now?’ she asked in a squeaky voice.

‘Yes, now,’ he said with a hint of mockery in his eyes as they held hers. ‘Or do you have something else you need to do right this minute?’

She shifted from foot to foot, her creamy cheeks faintly coloured with a rosy hue. ‘Um … I was just going to go to the bathroom to … to freshen up …’

Ben had to fight the urge not to roll his eyes. ‘Well, once you’ve touched up your lipstick or whatever it is you’re going to do, perhaps you’d care to join me so we can discuss the details of your research project for this year.’

She straightened her shoulders and sent him a toffee-brown glare. ‘I’m not wearing lipstick, Mr Blackwood,’ she said a little tightly.

Ben felt the corners of his mouth turn up at her little show of defiance. Maybe she had a bit of the old guy in her after all, he thought, although she certainly didn’t look anything like him. Her slender frame was athletic but utterly feminine, her lightly tanned skin smooth and her light brown hair with its natural-looking golden highlights a perfect foil for those big brown Bambi-like eyes of hers. Her mouth was pulled a little tight right now, but earlier he’d noticed the soft plumpness of her lips when her small white but perfect teeth had sunk into them.

Yep, she was cute all right but she damned well could have killed him and he wasn’t going to let her off that easily.

‘Right, then,’ he said as he moved past, ‘I’ll be waiting for you in my office.’

‘Don’t worry about Mr Blackwood,’ Linda said to Georgie in the theatre change room a short time later. ‘He’s had a bit of a rough start to the day. He’s normally very affable. He’s everyone’s favourite. There’s actually a staff waiting list to work in his theatre. That’s very unusual for a neurosurgical theatre, I can tell you.’ She bundled her theatre scrubs and tossed them in the laundry bin as she went on, ‘Apparently some crazy woman knocked him off his bike this morning. It was a miracle he wasn’t badly injured.’

Georgie swallowed and concentrated fiercely on washing her hands. ‘That’s … er … awful,’ she said.

‘I’ve been warning him for years about cycling on city streets,’ Linda said as she stretched her lips to apply lipstick. She recapped the tube and added, ‘We had a hit-and-run death a few weeks back. The paramedics did all they could to save him but he died in A and E from his head injuries. One of the nurses went on stress leave as a result. Her son was the same age.’

Georgie ran her tongue over her dry-as-dust lips. ‘Mr Blackwood’s … er … accident wasn’t a hit and run, though, was it?’

‘No, thank God,’ Linda said, and, picking up her bag, gave Georgie a friendly smile. ‘Ben’s a real softie. And you wear all the lipstick you like, my girl. What that boy needs is to take his mind off work for a change. A hospital romance is just what this place needs to liven things up a bit.’

Georgie tossed her head as she turned from the basin. ‘I’m not interested in anything but my career,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I’ve taken a temporary no-dating pact with my flatmate Rhiannon. If either one of us breaks, we have to pay the other a thousand dollars.’

Linda pushed open the door. ‘Then you’d better start saving, Dr Willoughby,’ she said with a gleaming smile. ‘I don’t like your chances.’

Georgie turned to look at her reflection in the mirror once the scrub nurse had left. ‘We’ll see about that,’ she said, and, giving her head another toss, walked out to where she had seen Mr Blackwood’s name on a door down the corridor.

The door was ajar but she knocked anyway and waited for his command to come in.

‘You can close the door after you,’ he said as she entered the small office.

Georgie closed the door with a little click and walked the short distance to his desk where he was sitting with some papers in front of him. She noticed his dark blue gaze dip to her mouth and her resentment rose like a flash flood inside her. So he thought she was an empty-headed bimbo who had nothing better to do that paint her mouth with lipstick, did he?

‘So,’ he drawled, leaning back in his chair in an indolent manner. ‘Who taught you to drive? Your mother or your father?’

Georgie drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t all that impressive without her heels, her mouth tight with barely controlled anger. ‘I know it was technically my fault but you were riding far too close to the row of parked cars,’ she said. ‘There was no need to be that close. If it hadn’t been me opening my door on you, it could just have easily been someone else.’

A flare of something diamond-hard lit his gaze as it collided with hers. ‘But it was you, Dr Willoughby,’ he said. ‘And as a doctor—not to mention a neurosurgical registrar—you should know the dangers of such reckless disregard for other road users.’

‘I wasn’t disregarding anyone,’ Georgie shot back quickly, annoyed at the way he seemed to be over-emphasising her responsibility as a trained medico. ‘I accidentally left my mobile phone in the gym so I pulled over and opened my door without thinking.’

His expression was full of cynicism as he held her defensive look. ‘You. Didn’t. Think,’ he said with a sardonic curl of his top lip. ‘That’s not exactly a quality I want in a registrar, Dr Willoughby. I would have thought someone from your distinctive medical family would have picked up that skill along the way.’

Georgie tightened her hands into fists by her sides. ‘I came here to apologise but I can see now it’s going to be pointless,’ she bit out. ‘You’re obviously going to make me pay by giving me a bad report at the end of my term with you. That’s totally unfair. I should be treated just like anyone else, in spite of what happened this morning.’

He got to his feet, the sound of his chair rolling along the floor shattering the stiff silence. ‘You could have killed me,’ he said through taut lips. ‘I could be lying under a sheet with a tag on my toe in the morgue right now because you didn’t think. Have you thought about that, Dr Willoughby?’

Georgie had and it had churned her stomach all morning, but something about his overbearing attitude made her reluctant to admit it. ‘You’re blowing this all out of proportion,’ she said. ‘You weren’t even injured.’

‘Which shows how unobservant you were at the time,’ he returned. ‘You were too keen to show off your roadside retrieval skills, weren’t you, Dr Willoughby?’

She straightened her spine even further. ‘I did what any EMST-trained medico would have done.’

His top lip curled again. ‘You have a lot to learn. And unfortunately I am the one who is assigned to teach you. I hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for.’

She sent him a sharp glare. ‘I can handle whatever you dish out, Mr Blackwood,’ she said. ‘My father warned me about men like you.’

‘Did he now?’ Ben asked with a slant of one dark brow.

‘Yes,’ she said, putting up her chin. ‘You’ve obviously got a chip on your shoulder about my background but I’ve worked damned hard to earn a place on the training scheme and I’m not going to let someone like you sabotage my career.’

‘I don’t give a flying fig about your background but I do care about the standard of care my patients are exposed to,’ he clipped out. ‘If you put one foot wrong I’m going to have to pull you into line. Do you understand?’

‘Perfectly,’ she said, her brown eyes flashing with fury. ‘Will that be all, Mr Blackwood?’

Don’t look at her mouth, Ben told himself sternly as he gripped the edge of his desk, his groin tightening in spite of everything he tried to do to stop it. He could feel the crackling energy of her body coming towards him, his nostrils flaring as the flowery fragrance of her perfume drifted his way.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That is all—for now. We’ll talk about your research project later.’

He watched as she spun around and stalked out with her head held high, her neat little bottom outlined by the scrubs she was still wearing, the legs far too long for her with her feet still in theatre clogs.

Uh-oh. He inwardly winced as the door shut abruptly behind her.

He raked a hand through his hair and blew out a whooshing breath as he listened to her stomping footsteps fade into the distance.

Double uh-oh.





CHAPTER THREE

‘SO HOW was your first day?’ Rhiannon asked as Georgie came home later that evening.

Georgie tossed her bag on the sofa and clamped her hands to the sides of her head above her ears. ‘Arrrggghhhh!’

Rhiannon winced. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said. ‘That doesn’t sound so good.’

‘I cannot believe everyone thinks that man is God’s gift to the public health system,’ Georgie ranted. ‘He was insufferable!’

‘Insufferable, huh?’ Rhiannon curled up on the sofa and, tucking a cushion against her middle, waited patiently to hear the rest.

‘Yes,’ Georgie said, still pacing the floor in agitation. ‘Insufferable, arrogant, rude and … and …’

‘Nice-looking?’ Rhiannon offered helpfully.

Georgie turned to face her with an irritated expression on her face. ‘That’s completely irrelevant.’

Rhiannon’s finely arched brows lifted. ‘Is it?’

‘Of course it is,’ Georgie said. ‘You know what we said. No dating until after Easter.’

‘Just checking,’ Rhiannon said with a little grin. ‘So what did he do to get you so hot under the collar?’

‘Well …’ Georgie nibbled at her lip for a moment. ‘I guess it was sort of my fault …’ she said, and gave her friend a quick overview of the morning’s events.

When she had finished Rhiannon gave her a wide-eyed look. ‘That’s really spooky,’ she said. Tapping her chin thoughtfully, she added, ‘I wonder what Madame Celestia would make of that.’

Georgie rolled her eyes. ‘Madame Celestia is a fraudulent charlatan,’ she said. ‘Besides, how come she had to cancel your last appointment due to unforeseen circumstances? And if she’s such a great fortune-teller why does she need an appointment book anyway? She should know exactly who’s coming and when.’

Rhiannon tossed the cushion to one side as she got to her feet. ‘I know you’re a sceptic but don’t forget she predicted my sister’s pregnancy and she predicted it was going to be a girl before Caitlin had even had an ultrasound.’

‘She had a fifty-fifty chance of being right, for heaven’s sake,’ Georgie pointed out. ‘Anyway, Caitlin probably gave off a thousand clues the first time she went. It’s called cold-reading, Rhiannon.’

‘Madame Celestia told me you were going to marry a doctor,’ Rhiannon said authoritatively. ‘And she said he was blond.’

‘What?’ Georgie stared at her. ‘You mean you consulted her about me?’

Rhiannon gave a little offhand shrug. ‘I didn’t see any harm in it, especially as you don’t even believe in any of it anyway.’

‘But that’s not the point,’ Georgie protested. ‘I don’t like the thought of someone speculating about me. It doesn’t seem right. I want to forge my own destiny, not have it thrust on me by the power of suggestion.’

Rhiannon folded her arms. ‘What colour hair does Mr Blackwood have?’

‘Oh, for pity’s sake!’ Georgie said. ‘You surely don’t for a moment think I would be interested in that … that arrogant, stuck-up, I’m-your-boss-and-you-will-do-what-I-say jerk, do you?’

Rhiannon tilted her head. ‘What colour?’

‘Black as the ace of spades,’ Georgie informed her. ‘And not a grey hair in sight, in case Madame Celestia got her wires crossed.’

‘Oh, well, that’s settled, then,’ Rhiannon said. ‘He’s not the one for you.’

Georgie rolled her eyes again. ‘Thank God.’

The supermarket was crowded at that time of the evening, professional people rushing in on their way home, all jostling to get last-minute items for dinner. Georgie wandered up and down the aisles with her basket as she waited for the queues to ease down a bit.

Shopping for herself was still a bit of a novelty for her, having only just moved away from home. She knew twenty-seven was rather old to be leaving the nest but she’d been perfectly happy living with her parents up until her father had retired a few weeks before Christmas. Ever since then both he and her mother had started to butt in on her life, as if theirs had come to a sudden end. Georgie recognised the very great adjustment her father had yet to make in moving from a demanding and stressful surgical and teaching career to being a retiree with no pressing commitments other than a few casual rounds of golf. Many retiring medical specialists suffered the same doubts and insecurities once their career identity was removed. And she also recognised the changes her mother was undergoing in having twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week access to a husband she had rarely seen in the past thirty years of their marriage.

Her father’s generous offer to buy an apartment for her had precipitated Georgie into deciding it was time to move out and leave them to it. Besides, she had to study, and study hard, to get through four years of neurosurgical training. Although after today’s ignominious beginning she was starting to suffer doubts and insecurities of her own.

She looked up to check the condition of the queues and locked gazes with a midnight-blue one. Her mouth went dry and her heart started to thump, her hand on the basket handle moistening.

She turned away and feigned an avid interest in the confectionary display in front of her, hoping he would just ignore her and move on.

‘Good evening, Dr Willoughby.’

No such luck, Georgie thought sourly as she slowly turned around to face him. ‘Good evening, Mr Blackwood,’ she said in a distinctly cool tone.

Ben’s eyes went to the basket she was carrying. His mother always said you could tell a lot about a person from how they shopped. Fresh fruit, low-fat yoghurt, wholegrain bread and … two chocolate bars. Somehow that made him smile inwardly. His younger sister Hannah was exactly the same—perhaps it was a girl thing.

He had been feeling a little bit guilty about reading the Riot Act to Georgie the way he had. She was young and inexperienced but clearly eager to learn, and the accident after all had been exactly that: an accident. She had probably been nervous and preoccupied on her first day, which every registrar, including himself, had experienced.

His eyes did a quick scan of her stiff little figure, standing with her basket like a shield against her, those big brown eyes of hers unwavering as they held his, and he felt his groin tighten another notch.

Yep, she was cute all right.

‘Doing your shopping?’ he asked, in an attempt to ease the tense atmosphere.

‘Yes,’ she said with a little lift of her chin. ‘You?’

He indicated the basket in his hand and gave her a rueful smile in spite of the hostile glare she was sending his way. ‘Yes. I always seem to be missing the most important ingredient when I start to cook.’

She made to move past. ‘I’d better not keep you, then.’

‘It’s all right,’ he said, touching her on the arm. He saw her flinch and dropped his hand from the satin softness of her bare skin, his fingers still tingling from the contact. Her brown eyes were still fixed on his, unblinking.

‘Do you live around here?’ he asked into the tight silence.

‘Yes.’

‘Where exactly?’

‘Beachside Apartments, on the promenade,’ she answered.

No doubt Daddy’s bought his little girl a penthouse, Ben thought cynically. The real estate on that Bondi Beach block was phenomenally expensive. He’d bought three streets back and was still wondering how he was going to pay it off before he retired.

‘Look, Georgina—’ he began.

‘Georgiana,’ she said with cutting emphasis.

‘Oh, well, then,’ he said, deliberately dragging out the syllables, ‘Geor-gi-a-na.’

She lifted her chin even higher, her toffee-brown eyes sending off sparks. ‘But I prefer Georgie.’

‘Georgie.’ He tasted her name on his lips, wondering how his would sound on hers. He put out his free hand, his eyes still holding hers. ‘I’m Ben, by the way.’

She ignored his hand. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I have someone waiting for me.’

Ben let his hand fall back to his side as she strode over to the checkouts, her back rigid with haughtiness. She didn’t even look his way when she’d paid for her items. She simply gave the checkout attendant an on-off smile, picked up her bag and left.

Ben rolled his lips together, a tiny kernel of anger hardening inside him at her stuck-up rudeness as he snatched up three chocolate bars and moved towards the checkouts.

‘So how’s your new registrar working out?’ Madeleine Brothers, Associate Professor of Neurosurgery, asked in the doctors’ room the next morning. ‘I heard she ran you down yesterday.’

Ben stopped stirring his coffee to look at her. ‘Amazing how much the story gets changed during transmission,’ he remarked wryly. ‘She didn’t run me down—she opened her car door on me.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘Of course I’m all right.’

‘If you want to swap her to our unit, that could be organised,’ Madeleine offered.

Ben frowned as he examined the contents of his cup. ‘No, that won’t be necessary, I’m sure we’ll get along fine after she’s settled in a little.’

‘I heard she’s very beautiful,’ Madeleine commented in a laid-back, mildly interested tone.

His head came up at that. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

One of Madeleine’s brows rose. ‘Even the comatose patients have noticed it, Ben,’ she responded dryly. ‘But you know my rules on fraternising with junior staff.’

Ben sat up straighter in his chair, his frown taking on a brooding edge. ‘Come on, Madeleine, there’s no law against it. This isn’t senior high school. We’re all mature adults.’

She folded her arms and gave him a contemplative look. ‘So you have noticed her, huh?’

‘Yes, but don’t worry. I’m not interested.’ Liar! Of course you’re interested—what man wouldn’t be? He scowled darkly and added, ‘She’s got the same imperious everyone-is-beneath-me air as her father.’

‘Yes, well, I reckon Bevis Willoughby would be the father-in-law from hell,’ Madeleine said with grimace. ‘No one, and I mean no one, is going to be good enough for his precious princess.’

Ben rolled his eyes as he got to his feet. ‘Tell me about it,’ he said. ‘I pity the guy who gets the job of asking for his daughter’s hand in marriage.’

Madeleine lifted her brows again. ‘Do men still do that these days?’ she asked, reaching for the coffee-pot.

‘My late father did,’ Ben said. ‘And even my stepfather asked for a private meeting with my grandfather. I guess eventually I’ll have to follow their example.’

‘So in spite of public opinion, country-bred men are much more sophisticated and refined than they are given credit for,’ Madeleine mused.

‘Try telling that to Professor Willoughby,’ Ben said as he shouldered open the door. ‘He used to glance at my shoes during every Monday morning tutorial to check for cow manure.’

Madeleine laughed. ‘Did you bring some in to annoy him?’ Ben grinned. ‘What do you think?’ he said, and, winking at her, left.

The accident happened right in front of her. Georgie slammed on the brakes as the car in front of her ran into the one in front of it, the sound of metal crunching against metal sickening to say the least.

She pulled slightly towards the centre of the road to prevent more cars from ramming up the back of the already crashed vehicles, and turned on her hazard lights. There had been a case recently of a good Samaritan rescue gone wrong when another car had severely injured a rescuer. She’d resolved in a similar situation to put her car between herself and any rescue mission she undertook. She approached the car in front where a woman in her early thirties was looking pale and upset, her small infant crying volubly in the babyseat in the back.

An older man was getting out of the first car, his face puce with anger as he strode over to the young mother. ‘What the hell you do think you’re doing, you stupid idiot?’ he stormed. ‘Didn’t you see the red light or are you just plain dumb?’

‘Excuse me, sir,’ Georgie said, as she placed her doctor’s bag on the road. ‘I’m a doctor. Are you hurt in any way?’

The man peered down at her. ‘No, but I want to press charges for—’

‘Never mind that now,’ Georgie interrupted firmly. ‘Step back and out of the way. I need to see to this young woman’s baby. You can sort your grievances out later. Go and wait by your car until the police arrive.’

The man looked as if he was going to argue the point but Georgie had already opened her bag and slung her stethoscope around her neck to drive home her professional advantage.

She turned to the mother and smiled reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll soon cool down. Now, let’s have a look at you both.’

‘I’m fine,’ the young mother said, wiping away tears of distress. ‘But Jasmine …’

‘Is that your name, sweetie?’ Georgie crooned as she expertly examined the baby girl, who looked about eight months old. ‘Did you get a big nasty shock when Mummy’s car suddenly stopped?’

‘Is she all right?’ the mother asked with a wobble in her voice.

‘I can’t see anything wrong with her,’ Georgie said as she did a hasty primary survey up to ABCD, missing out on E. As she listened to the little girl’s chest with her stethoscope, she wasn’t sure whether she’d heard a faint murmur. When she listened again she couldn’t definitely pick it up. She pulled the baby’s top back down and tickled her under the chin before addressing the mother.

‘It seems like all is OK,’ Georgie said, ‘but she needs to be checked over properly at Accident and Emergency just to make sure everything is fine. I’ve already called an ambulance. It’s possible the restraints on her baby seat may have bruised her when the car stopped.’

‘I didn’t see the man’s brake lights,’ the young mother began to cry again.

‘Try not to upset yourself,’ Georgie said, putting a consoling hand on the woman’s shoulder. ‘Jasmine is probably crying because you are, aren’t you, poppet?’

The little baby gave her a toothless smile, two fat crystal tears still clinging to her blonde eyelashes, but thankfully her wailing had stopped.

Within a few moments a police car arrived, closely followed by the ambulance, the paramedics agreeing with Georgie’s advice to transport the baby to A and E for assessment. While the paramedics extracted the child from her seat with neck support, and onto a trolley, Georgie wrote basic notes and obs onto a paper pad from her car, and gave it to the ambulance driver to add to their own hospital notes.

After the ambulance had left, Georgie stopped to have a quick chat with the policewoman attending the accident. She knew her from the gym and had often exchanged an early-morning greeting with her in the change room in the past. ‘Hi, Belinda,’ she said. ‘Fancy meeting you here.’

Belinda Bronson smiled. ‘I didn’t see you at the fit ball class this morning.’

‘I was on call last night and slept through my alarm.’

Belinda ran her gaze over Georgie’s neat skirt and top and mid-height heels. ‘You know, I almost didn’t recognise you with your clothes on.’

Georgie grinned. ‘No wonder they’ve banned camera phones in the gym.’

‘You’d be amazed at what people get up to,’ Belinda said, with a fleeting but totally cynical cop-like expression. ‘You off to work now?’

Georgie glanced at her watch and grimaced. ‘Hell! I’m going to be late for my first ward round on the neurosurgical unit.’

‘Thanks for helping here this morning,’ Belinda said. ‘That little baby was a cutie, wasn’t she?’

‘Don’t tell me you’re a bit clucky.’

‘I’m over thirty now so, yes, I’m hearing the clock tick a little louder than before.’

Georgie smiled at her friend’s rueful expression. ‘You doing body combat tomorrow morning?’

Belinda gave her a twinkling look as she pointed to the tall, good-looking police officer who was inspecting the brake lights of the male driver’s car. ‘I’m hoping to be doing body combat tonight. What do you think of my new partner?’

Georgie ran her gaze over the fit-looking, brown-haired man. ‘Not bad,’ she said.

‘What about you? Got any options going at that new hospital of yours?’ Belinda asked.

Georgie had to forcibly remove the image of Ben Blackwood from her mind. ‘I’m on a three-month no-dating pact,’ she said. ‘My flatmate and I decided after our last relationship disasters we were going to bail out for a while. I’m so over men at the moment.’

‘No wonder you’re hitting the gym every morning,’ Belinda said, reaching for her phone when it started to buzz. ‘Catch you later, Georgie.’

‘See you,’ Georgie answered. Glancing at her watch again, she raced back to her car.





CHAPTER FOUR

‘SO WHERE is the registrar this morning?’ Ben asked Irene Clark, the unit head nurse on duty.

‘She called the unit a few minutes ago. She’s going to be a few minutes late,’ Irene said. ‘She said something about an accident.’

Ben gave a grunt and turned to the four medical students and the intern hovering in the background. ‘Just for the record if you need to make up an excuse for being absent or late, make sure it’s an original each time,’ he said. ‘I will be keeping a mental record of how many grandmothers’ funerals, toothaches or minor traffic accidents occur.’

There was a snigger from the group just as Georgie burst onto the ward. ‘Sorry I’m so late,’ she said a little breathlessly. ‘I was caught up in an accident and—’

Ben hooked one brow upwards. ‘Another one, Dr

Willoughby?’

Georgie stopped in her tracks, her eyes taking in the interested stares from the medical students and Jules Littlemore the intern. She drew her shoulders back and met Ben’s dark satirical gaze with an equanimity fuelled by anger. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, Mr Blackwood,’ she said in a clipped tone. ‘And this time it wasn’t my fault.’

The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk. ‘I’m very glad to hear it. Now, if you’d like to join us, we’re about to do a ward round. You do know what that is, don’t you,

Dr Willoughby?’

Georgie silently seethed as he led the way to the first patient. So that’s the way he was going to play it, was he? She ground her teeth as she took her place beside Jeffrey Neale’s bed.

‘Dr Willoughby, can you summarise Mr Neale’s admission from last night for us, please?’ Ben asked as he glanced through the patient’s notes. ‘Mr DeBurgh has asked me to include his patients on the ward round for him as he’s doing a list in the private hospital this morning.’

‘Yes, Mr Blackwood,’ Georgie answered tightly. ‘Mr Neale came in through A and E after a high-speed MVA. He was resussed and investigated by the A and E staff before I was called. Apart from some minor soft-tissue injuries and a couple of fractured ribs, his main problem was a closed head injury, and his GCS was 9 on arrival. He was intubated and CT’d. He’s got diffuse oedema and scattered cerebral petechial haemorrhages but no localising lesion. Last night Mr DeBurgh put in an ICP monitor. He’s been on mannitol, steroids and phenobarb overnight. ICP has remained normal, and pCO2 and oximetry have been closely monitored.’

‘Nicely summarised, Georgie,’ Jules said with an encouraging smile.

‘Yes, not bad,’ Ben agreed. ‘But you haven’t gone on to the management plan.’

Georgie set her mouth. ‘I thought you just wanted the summary up to now.’

Ben held her pointed look. ‘The summary is fine. But you need to spell out a plan of management. You can’t just stop there.’

Her eyes shifted away from his. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.

Ben could tell she wasn’t the least bit sorry. She had a pout on her mouth and her chin was a little too high for his liking.

He forced his attention back to the matter in hand and said, ‘Maybe the students can help us out, then. Karen, what do you think we should be doing with Mr Neale today?

‘Well, I think we should maybe re-CT him to make sure no focal bleed has occurred, because we can’t do a clinical neurological assessment. Then maybe start to withdraw the sedation and see what sort of GCS and peripheral neuro activity we get,’ Karen answered. ‘Oh, and maybe an EEG, too.’

‘That’s not bad for a medical student,’ Ben said. ‘Karen, why don’t you work with Dr Willoughby and write down a management plan, and we’ll review it later this morning?’

‘Gee, thanks, Mr Blackwood. I’d be glad to help out,’ Karen gushed.

Georgie caught Jules’s amused gaze and rolled her eyes.

The next patient was a woman in her early fifties who had undergone a microdiscectomy a few days previously. Georgie gave the students a quick rundown on Mrs Walters’s progress before addressing the patient. ‘So how is the physiotherapy going, Mrs Walters?’

‘I’m not very good on the stairs yet,’ Margaret Walters confessed. ‘And the pain is keeping me awake at night.’

‘It takes time for things to settle down,’ Ben said, his shoulder brushing Georgie’s as he reached past her to inspect the IV fluid chart. ‘We’ll write up some more pain relief for you but I’d like to see you walking down the corridor tomorrow. I don’t expect you to do a marathon but it’s important to get moving. And don’t forget—no sitting for two weeks and no lifting or bending for six.’

‘I don’t know how I’ll manage,’ Margaret said with a worried frown. ‘My husband’s not well and we’ve got our disabled son to care for. Who’s going to do the washing and cooking?’

Ben put the chart back, noticing how Georgie had put some distance between them. ‘I’ll send one of the social workers in to chat to you about home help,’ he said. ‘And perhaps you’d better have a few extra days in hospital to give yourself a bit more of a break.’

Georgie fell back as the ward round came to an end to chat with Jules, who had attended the same university as herself and Rhiannon. He had briefly dated a friend of hers and while he and Emma had since broken up, Georgie and Rhiannon had maintained occasional contact with him.

‘So what’s going on with you and Ben Blackwood?’ Jules asked with a teasing smile. ‘I’ve never seen him act like that before. He’s normally so laid back and easygoing.’

Georgie checked to see if anyone could hear them before answering with a scowl, ‘I disliked him the moment I met him. He’s a pain in the you-know-where.’

‘Uh-oh,’ Jules said.

‘What do you mean, “Uh-oh”?’ Georgie asked, frowning at him darkly.

He gave her another grin. ‘You don’t stand a chance, Georgie,’ he said. ‘Pay Rhiannon the thousand bucks and get it over with.’

She gave him a surprised glance. ‘She told you about that?’

‘Yeah,’ he said, not quite meeting her eyes. ‘I ran into her the other night.’

‘Funny she didn’t mention anything to me,’ Georgie said with a smile and a glint in her eye.

‘Dr Willoughby.’ Ben Blackwood’s voice cut through the air like a switchblade. ‘If you have finished flirting with the intern, I would like to see you in my office to discuss your research project.’

Georgie turned around but he was already striding away.

She turned back to Jules and said in an undertone, ‘See what I mean? A total pain in the rear end.’ Jules just smiled.

This time his office door was closed and Georgie stood outside it for a moment, trying to control her bubbling anger. She took a couple of calming breaths and clenched and unclenched her fists.

‘Are you to going to knock on it or kick it in?’ Ben asked from just behind her.

She spun around, her colour rising as she met his mocking eyes. ‘I suppose you think it’s hilariously funny, making a laughing stock of me in front of the medical students, do you?’ she said.

He reached past her to open the door, his arm brushing against her waist. Georgie stepped away but her body felt hot and tingly and her nostrils began to flare as the tantalising scent of his aftershave drifted towards her. She fought against her reaction and not just for the sake of a thousand dollars. He was quite clearly enjoying every moment of her discomfiture if the look in his bluer-than-blue gaze was to be believed.

‘Would you like a coffee or something?’ he asked as he took the chair behind his desk.

‘No, thank you,’ she said, still standing.

‘Would you like to sit down or are you enjoying the height advantage for a change?’

‘You really are the most annoying man I’ve ever met,’ she bit out. ‘You’ve done nothing but ridicule me from the word go. Just where do you get off?’

A hint of steel entered his voice. ‘Sit down, Dr

Willoughby.’

She stamped her foot on the floor. ‘No, I will not sit down.’

A flash of anger appeared in his eyes as they duelled with hers. ‘Do you want to stay on this unit or not, Dr Willoughby?’ Her eyes burned into his. ‘Are you threatening me, Mr

Blackwood?’

He got to his feet in one slow movement, his increase in height making her feel tiny as he towered over her with only the desk between them. Her stomach did a funny little birdlike flutter as he leant forward with his hands resting on the desk, his eyes pinning hers.

‘You have been late two mornings in a row,’ he said in a cold, hard tone. ‘I do not usually like to run the unit like a drill sergeant but if you keep not turning up on time we’ll have to look at whether you’re suitable for the neurosurgical training scheme.’

‘If you do that I will report you to the CEO. My father and he are golf buddies.’ As soon as Georgie had said the words she regretted them. She was not normally a name-dropper and she positively loathed hospital politics, but something about Ben’s manner towards her provoked her into totally uncharacteristic behaviour.

His eyes glittered like sapphires, his jaw white with anger. ‘You really take the cake, don’t you, Dr Willoughby?’ he said. ‘You come flouncing into my unit like a princess, expecting everyone to worship the very ground you walk on just because you happen to have a professor for a father.’

‘I do not flounce,’ she said, only just managing to resist a toss of her head.

His lip curled. ‘I’m not impressed with anything I’ve seen from you so far,’ he said. ‘You came to that ward round unprepared and then had the audacity to flirt with the intern.’

‘The intern and I are friends,’ she said in her defence, her cheeks glowing with rage. ‘And I do not flirt.’

‘Is there anything else you do not do?’ he asked with another curl of his lip.

Georgie had had enough. She leaned forward on the desk, the tips of her splayed fingers touching his, her eyes like twin fires as she met him eye to eye. ‘I do not normally feel like slapping my boss’s face but let me tell you right now I am sorely tempted.’

‘Go right ahead,’ he said, eyeballing her back. ‘But perhaps I should warn you of the consequences first.’

Georgie disguised a little swallow as her gaze dipped to his mouth. She was so close to him she could see the pepper of dark stubble on his face as if he had skipped shaving that morning. It gave him an arrantly masculine look that was devastatingly attractive. She tried to edge her fingers away from his but somehow one of his hands had come down over both of hers, trapping them beneath his.

‘W-what consequences?’ she croaked as her eyes returned to his.

Long seconds seemed to pass before he spoke.

‘I’m not going to tolerate this sort of performance, Dr Willoughby. If there is any more slacking off, you’ll be out on your ear. Understood?’

‘Perfectly,’ she said through tight lips.

He released her hands as he straightened, his hands going to his trouser pockets, the deep thrust of them drawing her eyes like a magnet. He had such long, strong legs, toned by hours of hard exercise, his waist lean and his stomach flat and ridged with muscle that was clearly visible through the lightweight cotton of his shirt. His sleeves were rolled back past his wrists, the dark masculine hair reminding her all over again of his potency as a full-blooded male in his prime.

She brought her gaze back to his, her colour rising again at the hint of mockery still lurking in his expression.

‘Everything to your liking, Dr Willoughby?’ he asked. ‘Or are you just checking to see if I need another bandage or two?’

She sent him a fulminating glare without answering but she could feel the heat of her embarrassment crawling like flames all over her face.

‘So who was the lucky recipient of your expert roadside help this morning?’ he asked with another taunting smile. ‘Or did you just make that up to get a few extra minutes in your boyfriend’s bed?’

Georgie clenched her hands by her sides. ‘I do not have a boyfriend and the person I attended to was brought into A and E by ambulance. For your information, I’m going down there right now to check on her progress.’

Ben suppressed a frown as she swung away, her high ponytail swishing from side to side as she wrenched open the door and left.

He removed his hands from his trouser pockets and dragged one through his hair as he sat back down at his desk and began mentally rehearsing his apology.

‘How did things go with little Jasmine?’ Georgie asked Jennifer Patterson, the doctor on duty in A and E.

‘She was fine in terms of the accident,’ Jennifer answered. ‘But you did the right thing sending her in about that suspected heart murmur. I don’t know why it wasn’t picked up earlier. We’ve organised an appointment with Cardiology for an echo.’

‘Gosh,’ Georgie said on an expelled breath. ‘That was lucky. I guess some accidents are meant to happen.’

Jennifer’s green eyes began to twinkle. ‘Everyone’s talking about your little accident yesterday with Ben Blackwood,’ she said. ‘That was a spooky coincidence, wasn’t it?’

Georgie started to scowl. ‘Who told you about it? I was under the impression Mr Blackwood wasn’t going to mention it but apparently he has, no doubt to rub salt in the wound.’

‘Actually, I heard it from one of the paramedics,’ Jennifer said. ‘He recognised you from your term at RPA.’ ‘Oh …’

‘So has Ben forgiven you yet?’ Jennifer asked.

‘No, and I don’t think he’s going to,’ she said with a worried frown. ‘He’s threatening to pull me out of the training scheme.’

Jennifer’s neat brows lifted. ‘That doesn’t sound like Ben,’ she said. ‘Mind you, with what happened to his sister, I guess he would be feeling a bit touchy.’

‘What happened to his sister?’

‘She was knocked off her bike when she was seven years old,’ she said. ‘Hit and run from what I’ve heard.’

‘Was she …?’ Georgie gulped over the word. ‘Killed?’

Jennifer shook her head. ‘No, but she suffered quite serious head injuries. She’s OK now, or so I’ve been told. Ben doesn’t talk about it and we know better than to ask. We had another hit and run in here just recently. The poor lad didn’t make it so I guess it would have been on Ben’s mind when you tipped him off his bike.’

‘Oh, my God,’ Georgie said, her chest feeling prickly and tight. ‘I feel so awful …’

‘It can happen to anyone,’ Jennifer said. ‘This place is full of people who get struck down by the hand of fate. It’s called life.’

‘I’ll have to apologise,’ Georgie said, biting her lip.

‘You mean you haven’t already?’

‘I did, but he didn’t listen,’ she answered, fighting back another scowl.

Jennifer gave her a musing look. ‘Uh-oh,’ she said.

Georgie’s scowl turned into a frown. ‘Is that some sort of secret Sydney Metropolitan language?’ she asked. ‘Jules Littlemore said the very same thing a short time ago.’

Jennifer just smiled.

Georgie was on her way back to Ben’s office when she was paged by Richard DeBurgh, one of the other neurosurgeons. She had covered his on-call the night before and had been looking forward to meeting him after his positive comments on how she had handled things during the night.

She knocked on his office door and entered at his command to come in.

‘Ah, Georgie, come in and make yourself comfortable,’ Richard said. ‘How is your father enjoying his retirement?’

Georgie took the chair opposite and sent him a friendly smile. ‘He’s finding it a bit difficult adjusting to a quieter pace,’ she confessed. ‘But he’s lost some weight since Christmas, which is a good thing.’

‘We miss him here,’ he said. ‘His work for the research foundation was brilliant. Is he continuing his role as chief patron?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Georgie said. ‘I think my mother is hoping he will put himself back on some committees or boards. He’s starting to get under her feet.’

Richard chuckled. ‘My wife has already warned me to ease into retirement gradually rather than come to a complete stop. So how have your first two days been?’

Her face fell a little. ‘OK, I guess …’

‘Come on, tell me what’s happened, my dear,’ he said. ‘Have you had some trouble?’

Georgie decided it wouldn’t hurt to get an ally on board, especially a senior clinician. ‘Ben Blackwood and I got off to a very bad start,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to put things right between us.’

‘It’s probably more to do with your father than you, Georgie,’ he said in response. ‘I suppose you know Ben failed his fellowship first time around.’

She felt a frown tug at her forehead. ‘No … I didn’t know that.’

‘Your father was the examiner who failed him.’

The pennies were starting to drop rather loudly in Georgie’s head. ‘Oh … I didn’t know that either.’

‘Petty of him, if you ask me,’ Richard said. ‘Ben, I mean, not your father, of course,’ he added with a little smile. ‘Just do your best, my dear, and I’ll make sure my report on you more than makes up for anything Ben Blackwood might say against you.’

‘Thank you, Mr DeBurgh. That’s very kind of you.’

‘Please, call me Richard,’ he said as he got to his feet. ‘Unlike some others around here, I don’t stand on ceremony.’ He offered her his hand across the desk. ‘Welcome to the unit, Georgie. It’s a pleasure to have you on board.’

Georgie smiled as she shook his hand. ‘Thank you, Richard. I’m looking forward to working with you.’





CHAPTER FIVE

‘HAS anyone seen Dr Willoughby about?’ Ben asked in the unit later that day.

‘I think she’s left for the day,’ the afternoon shift nurse Carla Yates informed him. ‘She was on call last night so I expect she was feeling a bit tired. It was a busy night. Do you want me to get her on the line for you?’

‘No,’ he said, reaching for his phone. ‘I’ll call her myself. It’s not urgent.’

‘She’s nothing like her father, is she?’ Carla asked after a little pause.

Ben looked at her with as little animation as possible. ‘What?’

‘Georgie Willoughby,’ she said. ‘She’s rather a sweetie, don’t you think?’

He gave the nurse a noncommittal shrug. ‘She’s OK, I guess.’

‘Jennifer Patterson was telling me Georgie quite possibly saved a young baby’s life this morning,’ she carried on.

Ben felt another wave of remorse begin to tighten his stomach. ‘Oh, really?’

‘Yes, she was first on the scene at a minor accident but insisted on the baby being brought in for observation. It turns out the little girl had an undiagnosed cardiac murmur. She was echoed this afternoon and has mitral incompetence.’

‘That was a lucky pick-up,’ he said, mentally escalating his apology. ‘Sure was.’

‘Well, then,’ he said giving the nurse a quick smile, ‘I’ll be off.’

‘Doing anything special this evening, Ben?’ she asked. ‘Not really. A quick session in the gym and then dinner and bed.’

‘Sounds a bit boring to me,’ Carla said. ‘Isn’t it time you put Leila behind you and went on a date?’

‘My lack of dating recently has nothing whatsoever to do with my break-up with Leila,’ he said with a brooding frown. ‘I just haven’t had the time.’

Carla patted his arm as she moved to answer the ringing phone. ‘You should make the time.’

I might just do that, Ben thought as he pressed the button for the lift.

Georgie hated going to the gym in the evenings. She was a morning person and liked the feeling of having put her exercise behind her for the day so she could concentrate on work and study. But being on call two nights a week and every third weekend was going to disrupt her routine and she decided she’d better try and be a bit more flexible.

She didn’t recognise any of the faces in the cardio room, which meant no chatting to the person beside her on the step machine or cross-trainer.

She was half way through her warm-up when she saw Ben come in. He was dressed in a dry-skin workout top and bicycle shorts, every muscle pumped and glowing from lifting weights in the next room.

She put her head down and upped the speed on the cross-trainer, hoping he wouldn’t recognise her.

She felt him rather than saw him. Every tiny hair on the back of her neck lifted when she picked up that totally intoxicating intermingled scent of his body and aftershave.

‘Hi,’ he said, taking the treadmill machine beside her.

‘Oh … hi …’ She blinked the perspiration out of her eyes and brushed her hair back with her hand.

‘I haven’t seen you in here before,’ he said as he selected a programme.

Georgie concentrated on the calorie readout rather than meet his eyes. What? Only forty-eight? An apple was at least eighty! ‘I usually come in the mornings,’ she said. ‘But I overslept this morning.’

‘But not because of a boyfriend.’

She swivelled her head his way. ‘Er … no …’

‘I’ve never actually apologised on a treadmill before so, please, excuse me if it’s a little rough around the edges,’ he said. ‘I was out of line this morning.’

Georgie turned back to concentrate on her heart rate readout this time. One hundred and eighty! Surely that couldn’t be right? ‘It’s fine, really,’ she said, trying not to pant too loudly. ‘I was out of line, too.’

‘I don’t know what got into me,’ he went on. ‘I’ve been acting like an idiot.’

‘It’s OK,’ she puffed. ‘I’m not normally so hot-headed either.’

The silence was measured by the sound of his feet running on the treadmill.

‘What time are you finishing here?’ he asked.

Georgie looked at the digital time readout. Seven minutes! Was that all she’d done? ‘Um … in about fifty-three minutes,’ she answered.

‘Do you want to grab a quick bite of dinner somewhere?’ She turned and looked at him, her arms and legs coming to a halt on the machine. ‘You mean on a date?’ she squeaked.

He frowned at her bug-eyed expression. ‘Well, sort of, I guess. Is that going to be a problem for you?’

She blew out her pink cheeks and restarted her programme, surreptitiously upping her level. ‘I’m supposed to be on a dating fast,’ she confessed. ‘I made a promise to my flatmate, Rhiannon.’

‘You don’t have to tell her,’ he suggested. ‘Anyway, it’s just dinner. It’s not as if I’m going to go down on bended knee or something. I often have a meal with my registrars.’

Georgie mulled it over in her mind. Dinner with a colleague wasn’t really a date, was it? It was more of a professional face to face. ‘OK,’ she said, sending him a tiny half-smile. ‘But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone at the hospital. I wouldn’t want anyone to jump to conclusions.’

‘They won’t hear about it from me,’ Ben said, and upped his level.

Georgie sneaked a look at the level he’d chosen. Twenty! Surely he wasn’t that fit? She blew out a breath and soldiered on, her legs and arms feeling like lead weights as each minute crawled by.

Ben hardly broke a sweat, she noticed with a twinge of resentment. No doubt all that testosterone gave him an edge. Life certainly wasn’t fair when it came to femininity and fitness, she thought with another quick glance at his readout details.

‘I’m off for a quick shower,’ he said as the last few seconds of her programme were counting down. ‘Shall I meet you in Reception or the car park?’

‘Reception,’ she said, stepping off the machine. ‘I jogged down this evening.’

A frown brought his dark brows together. ‘Is that safe?’ he asked.

‘It’s only a few blocks from my apartment,’ she pointed out.

‘Yes, but you can’t be too careful,’ he said, ‘especially at night.’

‘You’re starting to sound like my father,’ she said with a rueful twist to her mouth. ‘He thinks I need a bodyguard and has even offered to pay for one.’

A brief flash of annoyance passed over his features at her comment. ‘I’ll see you in about ten minutes,’ he said. ‘Or do you need longer?’

Georgie gave him a pert look. ‘It takes time to put on lipstick, Mr Blackwood.’

His eyes held hers for a pulsating moment.

‘Right, then,’ he said, heading towards the male change rooms. ‘I’ll give you twelve minutes.’

Georgie dived into the shower, quickly shampooing her hair and combing through some conditioner. She dried herself off and dressed in the fresh casual clothes she’d brought in her backpack. She didn’t have any make-up with her but she did have a little tub of strawberry flavoured lip-gloss which she dabbed on her lips. She gave her hair a quick blast with the hairdryer on the wall and, finger-combing it into place, walked out to reception.

Ben looked up as she approached, his stomach giving a short, sharp kick of reaction at the sight of her glossy mid-length hair lying loosely about her shoulders. His fingers started to twitch with the impulse to run through the shiny strands and he had to clench his hands to deaden the urge. She was wearing white cotton drawstring trousers and a low-cut T-shirt that hugged her small but firm breasts lovingly. Her waist was tiny and her arms slim and toned, the hint of a golden tan giving her skin a healthy glow. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d seen a more naturally beautiful woman.

Desire, hot and urgent, pulsed through him as his gaze dropped to her mouth. Her lips were plump and glossy, just begging to be kissed.

God, it had been so long since he’d felt a woman’s soft touch. He could almost feel the gentle glide of Georgie’s smooth hands over his body, touching him, her soft pouting mouth tasting him.

‘Everything OK?’ she asked, looking up at him.

Ben gave himself a mental shake and smiled. ‘Yeah, sorry, I was thinking about something else.’

She fell into step beside him as he led the way outside. ‘It’s like that, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Work plays on your mind so much you don’t have room for anything else.’

He glanced down at her, breathing in the sweet fresh fragrance of her shampoo, her shoulder brushing against his arm as she moved past him in the doorway. ‘Yes, it’s amazing how any of us turn out normal when you think about the punishing hours we have to put in,’ he said.

He opened the passenger side of his utility for her and wondered if she’d turn up her nose at the faint smell of lucerne hay from his weekend down at the farm.

‘Hang on a tick,’ he said, reaching past her to shove some feed bills aside. ‘There you go.’

‘Thank you,’ Georgie said as she got in. ‘Wow, this is cool. Do you have a farm?’

He got in the driver’s side before he answered. ‘My mother and stepfather run a property at Mudgee. Cattle mostly, although they’ve got a few vines in for a wine-maker further up the road. Normally they’d be growing feed crops but the drought has hit them hard.’

She turned to look at him. ‘Did you grow up in the bush?’

‘Yep.’

‘How often do you go out to the property?’

‘I try to get out there once a month at least,’ he answered.

‘Sometimes I manage twice a month but that’s not always possible with private practice commitments.’

‘Are you going to continue as a staff neurosurgeon or make a total move to the private sector?’ she asked.

He changed gear as he headed out into the stream of traffic. ‘The financial rewards of private practice are very tempting, but I can’t help feeling the public system deserves support. I juggle both with the hours I have available. I enjoy working in a large teaching hospital and, to me, research is a high priority.’

‘What’s the focus of your research?’ Georgie asked, her gaze drifting to his hands, her stomach giving a little kick of reaction as he changed gear again.

‘Improving outcomes in cerebral aneurysm,’ he answered. ‘I’m looking at a couple of different methods of reducing cerebral metabolic requirements in patients with leaking aneurysms, pre-, peri- and post-operatively, to look at outcome improvements. I have some suggestions for a research project for you if you haven’t already thought of anything.’

‘I have a few ideas,’ she said, dragging her eyes away from those long, tanned fingers. ‘Ultimately I’m interested in paediatric neurosurgery, but one of my ideas might tie in with your project.’

He flicked a sideways glance her way. ‘Is that where you intend to eventually end up—paediatrics?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I love kids, I always have. I guess it’s because I’m an only child. I would have loved brothers and sisters.’

‘What was your research idea?’ he asked.

‘Once, when I was an intern, I saw a kid brought in from a yacht. He’d gone overboard, had had a life-jacket on, but had been in the water nearly an hour before he could be retrieved. He’d been bashed in the back of the head, and had been unconscious when he’d gone overboard, and was seriously hypothermic when they had eventually pulled him out.

His CT had shown severe cerebral oedema and his ICPs were through the roof—although he had a pulse, there was no blood pressure and everyone thought he was brain dead, and he actually had a flat EEG. It was forty-eight hours after the accident by the time he was hooked up to a ventilator in ICU. Anyway, he was warmed up, and everyone was expecting a brain-dead organ donor but to everyone’s amazement he woke up and eventually was extubated with no subsequent neurologic deficit. It got me to thinking about how the hypothermia may have protected his brain from the neuro insult.’

‘That’s very interesting,’ he said, glancing at her again. ‘One of my proposals is to randomly assign leaking aneurysm patients to standard therapy, or induction of hypothermia on admission, prior to, during and for forty-eight hours after aneurysm, clipping, and looking at a range of outcome parameters. Would you be interested in helping to run that project?’

‘Yes, I would,’ she said, sending him a small smile.

‘Great,’ he said, and returned to concentrating on finding a parking spot. ‘Perhaps we can get together during the next couple of days to fine-tune the details. But for now I’m starving. Is Italian food OK with you?’

‘I’m easy,’ Georgie said, and then realising what she’d inadvertently inferred, gave a little grimace and added hastily, ‘Er … I mean, that’s great.’

Ben just smiled as he came around to open her door.





CHAPTER SIX

THE Italian restaurant he had chosen was small but full of the delicious aromas of garlic and basil and home-cooked pasta. It was run by an Italian couple in their late fifties, Gina and Roberto, who greeted Ben warmly as he came in with Georgie a step or two behind.

‘Buona sera, Dottore Blackwood. Is this your new lady friend? And about time, too. We have been waiting for this for months. Leila Ingham was not pretty enough for you. This one magnifico!’

‘She’s my new registrar, actually,’ Ben said, clearly bursting the restaurateur’s bubble. ‘Georgie, this is Roberto and Gina Di Copella.’

‘Piacare di conoscerla,’ Georgie said with a friendly smile.

‘Parlate Italiano!’

Georgie rocked her hand back and forth in a gesture of modesty. ‘A little.’

Ben waited until they were seated and drinks ordered before he said, ‘I didn’t realise you were a bit of a linguist. That must come in handy at times.’

‘My parents paid for me to go on a six-week holiday to Italy when I finished high school,’ she said. ‘Then I went to France for a month after I finished medical school. Dad’s promised me a month in Switzerland once I finish neurosurgery.’

Ben thought of how he’d had to juggle three part-time jobs just to keep himself enrolled at university. There had been no all-expenses-paid holidays, he hadn’t really had a day off the whole time he had been studying. He’d barely had time to sleep. Did she have any idea how the other half lived? he wondered.

‘I suppose you went to a private school, huh?’ he asked. Georgie searched his face for a moment. ‘Yes, I did,’ she answered. ‘What about you?’ ‘No.’

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ she asked after a little pause.

‘How am I looking at you?’

‘Is it my fault I was born into a wealthy background?’ she asked with a little frown.

‘No, but you need to be aware that others haven’t had it as easy as you,’ he said. ‘In your father’s day university was free—anybody could go as long as they had the academic ability, even those from poorer backgrounds. The graduates of today from every faculty are left with massive debts even before they get started in their chosen career. It more or less rules out a tertiary education for people from less affluent backgrounds.’

‘I’m quite aware of how hard it is for other people,’ she said. ‘But my parents have made a lot of sacrifices to give me the things they want to give me, things they didn’t have when they were my age.’

He gave a little grunt of cynicism and muttered under his breath, but still loud enough for her to hear it, ‘Yeah, like a Porsche and a penthouse.’

Georgie pointedly ignored his comment to ask, ‘Who is

Leila?’

His blue eyes showed no hint of emotion but Georgie could see how his jaw visibly tightened, a tiny jackhammer of tension tapping beneath the skin near his mouth. ‘No one important,’ he answered as he turned his attention to the menu in his hands.

‘You were in love with her?’ The question was out before she could pull it back.

His eyes met hers, a flicker of warning lurking in the dark blue depths. ‘I make it a habit to refrain from discussing my love life or lack thereof with my registrars,’ he said.

‘I didn’t mean to pry,’ she said with a little pout. ‘I just thought you might like to talk about it … you know, to help you get over it.’

He put the menu to one side and, leaning his forearms on the table, pinned her gaze with his. ‘I am over it, Dr Willoughby. Thank you for your concern but it is not needed or indeed welcome.’

She screwed up her mouth at him. ‘I thought we’d progressed past the formality of official titles or are you trying to intimidate me just because I hit on a raw nerve?’

‘I don’t have any raw nerves, and if I refer to you formally it’s only to remind you of our professional relationship in case you get any ideas of stepping over the boundaries.’

Her eyes widened in affront. ‘You think that I’m coming on to you?’

His brows hooked upwards wryly. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Of course not!’ she said, hot colour staining her cheeks. ‘I wouldn’t dream of getting involved with someone like you.’

‘Too country for your tastes, Geor-gi-a-na?’ he asked with a curl of his lip.

She frowned heavily at his mocking pronunciation of her name. ‘That’s not what I meant at all.’

He picked up the wine list and turned slightly in his chair, which afforded her a view of his broad shoulder instead of his face. ‘I expect your father’s approval would have to be factored in when choosing a potential partner.’ He put the wine list down again and added, ‘It wouldn’t do to upset him in case he took it on himself to take back his Porsche or penthouse, not to mention the business-class, all-expenses-paid overseas holidays, now, would it?’

Georgie was almost speechless with anger. ‘Careful, Mr Blackwood, your country bumpkin complex is showing,’ she bit out through tight lips.

His dark eyes flared with anger at her jibe. ‘It’s true though, isn’t it? He would have a coronary if you got involved with someone like me.’

‘That’s not true,’ Georgie said, but without the strength of conviction necessary to convince him. She saw the scepticism in his expression but before she could say anything else Gina came over to take their orders.

‘Would you like some wine?’ Roberto came over to ask once his wife had left. ‘I have a cabernet shiraz that is eccellente.’

‘Just one glass for me,’ Georgie said with a smile.

‘And you, Dottore Blackwood?’ Roberto addressed Ben.

‘The same, thanks, Roberto,’ he answered, adding, once Roberto had joined his wife in the kitchen, ‘I had better keep a clear head in case I run into trouble on the road tomorrow.’

Georgie sent him a reproachful look. ‘Do you have to refer to that incident at every opportunity?’

‘I figure that since you’re now living in the same vicinity it wouldn’t hurt for me to be hyper-vigilant in future,’ he said breaking off a piece of garlic bread and popping it into his mouth.

She glared at him heatedly. ‘For your information I have a perfect driving record. I haven’t even got a parking ticket.’

‘None that you would have paid for yourself in any case,’ he said as he broke off another piece of bread.

Georgie flashed her eyes at him again. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

He made her wait for his answer by taking his time chewing and swallowing. ‘You drive a top-model Porsche and you live in a penthouse. I know registrars earn a heck of a lot in overtime but not enough to fund the sort of lifestyle you’re living.’

‘You know nothing about my lifestyle,’ she shot back.

‘Did you pay for your car yourself?’

Georgie set her mouth. ‘It was a birthday present but that’s none of your—’

‘What about the apartment?’ he cut her off with a mocking tone. ‘Was that a birthday present, too?’

Georgie could feel her fingers on the stem of her glass tightening and lowering her voice so the Italian couple wouldn’t hear, ground out through clenched teeth, ‘You don’t know how close you are to wearing a full glass of red wine.’

His eyes clashed with hers, one edge of his mouth tilting in a you-wouldn’t-dare smile. ‘That’s hardly the sort of behaviour a professor’s daughter should display in public, now, is it?’

‘Your behaviour is the problem, not mine,’ she returned. ‘You seem intent on deliberately picking a fight at every opportunity which I can only assume is because of a puerile attempt on your part to vicariously get back at my father for failing you in your fellowship.’

Ben’s brows snapped together. ‘I suppose you’ve discussed me at length with him, have you?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I haven’t even told him yet you’re my boss.’

‘I know exactly what he’ll say if and when you do,’ he said. ‘He’ll tell you I’m a country hick with hay stuck between my teeth and a slack attitude to study.’

‘If my father failed you, he would have only done so because he believed you weren’t up to the required standard at the time,’ Georgie said.

Ben leaned forward with his elbows on the table. ‘He failed me because he was a bigoted snob who didn’t like the fact that I had the guts to stand up to him, instead of simpering about in his exalted presence like the rest of my peers.’

Georgie had to clamp her mouth over her stinging retort when Gina appeared with their food. She gave the Italian woman a smile that stretched her mouth uncomfortably.

Once Gina had bustled away again Ben broke the brittle silence. ‘If your father didn’t tell you about my history with him, who did?’

‘Richard DeBurgh,’ she answered, as she picked up her cutlery. ‘And, like me, he thinks you’re being petty and childish about harping on about it.’

Ben’s lip lifted. ‘Oh, does he, now?’

‘Yes.’

‘So you’re pretty chummy with him, are you?’

‘I only met him for the first time today so I’d hardly call us best friends but, unlike you, he was nothing but helpful and encouraging towards me.’

‘I hate to burst your feminine ego bubble but he’s helpful and encouraging to all the female registrars,’ he said. ‘The only trouble, of course, is he’s married, so if you are thinking of upping your chances of a good report from him by sleeping with him, you’d better think again.’

Georgie put down her cutlery with a noisy clatter. ‘That’s a disgusting assumption to make, not only about him but me as well.’

His held her challenging glare. ‘So you’re pretty choosy, huh?’ he asked.

She picked up her fork and gave her ravioli a little jab. ‘I have certain standards, yes,’ she answered.

‘Lots of money being one of them, I take it.’

Georgie pursed her mouth as she met his taunting look. ‘You have a rather poor opinion of women, don’t you? Money is not an issue for me, neither is it for a lot of women. What women want in this day and age is a man who is reliable, faithful and not afraid of showing how much he cares for her. If I found a man like that, I wouldn’t care if he earned half my wage or even a quarter.’

‘You wouldn’t have to, given your wealthy background,’ he pointed out cynically. ‘Your father could top up the bank account for you any time you asked.’

She put down her cutlery again and this time got to her feet as well. ‘I can see this is going to be a complete waste of time and food, sitting here with you,’ she said. ‘I thought the last man I went on a date with was bad but you’ve taken dates from hell down to a whole new level.’

He leaned back in his chair indolently. ‘If you recall, we aren’t technically on a date,’ he reminded her coolly.

Georgie was momentarily stuck for a retort.

‘Are you going to sit down and eat that or not?’ he asked, indicating her barely touched food.

She put her hand on her hip and glared at him. ‘I suppose this is the part where you give me the boy from the poor background lecture on wasting perfectly good food, is it?’

‘No,’ Ben said. ‘This is the part where I tell you that unless you sit down and finish that meal, Gina and Roberto will feel incredibly insulted. They’re nice people and have worked hard to build up this restaurant and will take it personally if you walk out without doing justice to what they prepared for you.’

A battle seemed to be playing out on her face but in the end she blew out a breath and sat down again, her expression stormy as she resumed eating almost mechanically, as if she couldn’t wait to get away from his presence.

He watched her as she chomped and chewed, her toffee-brown gaze clashing with his from time to time, twin pools of pink on her cheeks.

He let the silence throb for a few more minutes before he broke it with, ‘Tell me more about this dating embargo you’re on. How did that come about?’

She gave a little grimace as she dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her napkin. ‘My flatmate and I have had the most appallingly bad luck with men,’ she said. ‘We decided to make a pact to see if we could stay the distance. Three months with no official dates. If one of us breaks the deal we have to pay one thousand dollars.’

‘Have you found it hard so far?’

She gave him an ironic look. ‘It’s only the second week of January so, no, not at all.’

‘Will that be the longest you’ve been without male company?’ he asked.

Georgie tried to read his expression but could make little of it. ‘I’m not a serial dater if that’s what you’re implying,’ she said. ‘For one thing I’ve been studying for the last nine years so that has been my main focus. What about you? How long has it been since you broke up with Leila?’

‘I can’t really remember,’ he said, shifting his gaze from hers. ‘Nine months or so, I guess.’

‘Have you dated anyone since?’

His eyes moved back to meet hers. ‘You’re the first,’ he said with a rueful look, ‘although technically this isn’t a date.’

‘No … of course it isn’t,’ Georgie said, trying not to stare at his well-shaped mouth for too long.

‘So, Dr Willoughby,’ he said with a hint of a smile, ‘your thousand dollars is still safe.’

Not as safe as I’d like it to be, Georgie thought. God, he was so gorgeous when he smiled like that. His midnight-blue eyes crinkled up at the corners and his features relaxed, giving him a laid-back, devil-may-care demeanour that was totally irresistible.

Her stomach did a rapid tumble turn when she thought of how it would feel to have those firm lips pressed to hers, the stroke and glide of his tongue parting the shield of her lips to hunt down and mate with hers. Desire began to crawl over her skin, making it lift and tighten all over. The tender spot between her thighs began to pulse with longing to feel the thick invasion of his male presence, his rock-hard abdomen slick with sweat as it pinned hers beneath him in the most intimate way possible …

‘Have I got spinach in my teeth or something?’ he asked jerking her away from her traitorous thoughts.

‘Er … no.’ she said, desperately trying to control the steady creep of colour in her cheeks.

‘You were staring at my mouth.’

She feigned a guileless look. ‘Was I?’

‘Yes.’

Georgie forced her gaze to hold his teasing one. ‘I guess you’re pretty used to having women stare at you all the time but, let me assure you, in this case it had nothing whatsoever to do with your physical attributes. I was thinking about something else entirely.’

‘What were you thinking about?’

She looked at him for a moment while her brain hunted for a lie. ‘Um … dessert,’ she said, mentally congratulating herself for finding something that was at least partially true. ‘I was thinking of what I could have for dessert.’

His eyes dipped to her mouth before returning to hers, a cryptic little smile turning up the edges of his mouth. ‘So was I,’ he said, and handed her the menu, his fingers brushing against hers.





CHAPTER SEVEN

GEORGIE buried her head in the menu, her fingers still tingling where Ben’s had touched hers. She was ashamed at her weakness. She had been so confident she would win the bet with Rhiannon but she could see that things were going to get tricky if she didn’t put a stop to this right now. She couldn’t remember a time when she had been so instantly attracted to a man. Sure, she’d had a few boyfriends, and Andrew McNally, the last one, had been relatively serious. She had even considered herself in love enough to contemplate marriage until she had found out his previous girlfriend hadn’t quite moved out of his life.

Georgie realised that it had been her pride that had taken the beating, not her heart. But falling in love with Ben Blackwood was not just going to lose her a thousand dollars. He had a chip on his shoulder that was going to take quite some shifting and she wasn’t sure she was up to the task of doing it.

Besides, she was supposed to be focusing on her career, not marriage and babies, although the thought of a baby with dark blue eyes was certainly very tempting. So, too, was the method of conceiving one.

‘What have you decided?’

Georgie looked at him blankly. ‘What?’

He indicated the menu in her hands. ‘Dessert,’ he said. ‘Are you a gelato girl or a cheesecake chick?’

She looked back at the menu, this time actually reading what was printed there. ‘It’s a toss-up between the cheesecake and the chocolate mousse,’ she said, suddenly feeling self-conscious under his steady gaze.

‘We could get both and share,’ he suggested.

She closed the menu and met his eyes across the table. Sharing a dessert seemed a little bit intimate but, then, so too did the fact that they were now the only people in the restaurant. The lights were low, the background music soft and romantic—even the single red rose on the table added to the atmosphere of courtship.

‘Maybe I’ll just have coffee,’ she said. ‘I’m on call again tomorrow from eight in the morning so I might have to cut my gym class short.’

‘I hardly think you’d need to bother about excess calories,’ he said as he closed the menu. ‘You’ve got a BMI of about nineteen.’

‘I hope you’re not implying I’m too thin,’ she said with a quelling glance. ‘I’m in the normal weight range for my height.’

His eyes went to the slight swell of her breasts before coming back to mesh with hers. ‘It’s an addiction, you know.’

‘What?’ she asked with a pert tilt of her head. ‘Looking at women leeringly?’

His dark blue eyes glinted. ‘Exercise,’ he said. ‘People get high on the endorphins. They can’t go a day without working out or they get agitated and edgy.’

‘I can assure you I have no such addiction,’ she said with a little toss of her head. ‘I just enjoy the thinking time it gives me, as well as the cardiovascular fitness. Anyway, what about you?’ Her eyes ran over his toned upper body. ‘Your body mass index is probably just as low and your percentage body fat percentage is certainly below mine.’

‘That’s true, but I try and keep a healthy balance between work commitments and exercise,’ he said. ‘Pushing your body to the limits all the time is damaging in the long term. Besides, the hours we work are punishing enough, without overloading the body with even more stress.’

‘Thank you for the advice but I am not a gym junkie with no respect for my own well-being,’ she said. ‘I do actually know how to look after myself. I am a doctor, remember.’

‘Was it your choice to do neurosurgery or something your father expected you to do?’ he asked a few moments later when Roberto had brought them their coffees.

‘It was my choice,’ she said. ‘From when I was young I loved hearing about my father’s work. I was fascinated with neurosurgery, the delicacy of it, the skill and dedication it takes to become highly competent. I never considered anything other than following in his footsteps, although, as I said earlier, I see myself in paediatrics eventually.’

‘So what about marriage and babies?’ he asked as he stirred his coffee. ‘Is that part of your overall plan?’

She toyed with the handle of her cup with her fingers, her eyes shifting away from his. ‘Like every other career-woman, I’m a little worried I might end up childless because of circumstances beyond my control.’

‘Circumstances such as what?’

Her eyes met his briefly. ‘Well, I’ve got another four years of study, meaning I’ll be thirty-one when I finish. So if I haven’t found a partner by my mid-thirties who is also keen to have children straight away, fertility issues might be a problem.’

‘It’s certainly a problem most professional women have to face,’ he agreed. ‘But you could always suspend your training if you wanted to. That’s at least one option female trainees in years past didn’t have the opportunity to do. The Australasian College of Surgeons has become one of the most progressive in the world for facilitating surgical training for women.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘And I would do it if the right man came along but I don’t see that happening any time soon.’

‘Ah such cynicism in one so young,’ he drawled. ‘Maybe your standards are a little too high. Have you considered that possibility?’

She gave him an arctic look. ‘No, and I have no intention of lowering them. I don’t think it’s unreasonable to expect a man to treat me with respect and deep and abiding love for the term of our natural lives.’

‘So you’re a romantic, are you?’ he asked.

‘No more than the average woman.’

‘Are your parents happily married?’

Georgie hesitated for a fraction of a second before she answered him. Her mother gave the appearance of being perfectly content with the luxurious life her position as the non-working wife of a very successful man afforded her, but Georgie often wondered if she filled her days with bridge games and book club meetings in an effort to make up for the loneliness of enduring a marriage that had not been an overtly affectionate one. She couldn’t remember a single time when her parents had kissed in front of her, apart from a rather formal peck on the cheek whenever her father had left on one of his overseas conferences. She hadn’t even seen them hold hands in public. They shared a bedroom but that, of course, didn’t necessarily mean their relationship was still a physical one.

‘They’re still together after thirty years,’ she finally said.

‘You didn’t really answer my question.’

‘That’s because it’s none of your business.’

He smiled at her pert expression. ‘You don’t need to get all prickly, Georgie,’ he said. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m a bit of a romantic myself. I’m a great believer in the institution of marriage. My mother has been married twice, and very happily, too.’

‘You mentioned you have a stepfather,’ Georgie said. ‘Does that mean your own father died?’

A shadow flitted over his face but disappeared just as quickly. ‘Yeah,’ he said, shifting his gaze a fraction. ‘I was six years old.’

‘What happened?’ she asked softly.

His eyes came back to hers, the flicker of pain in their bluer than blue depths striking at the tender core of Georgie’s heart. ‘Tractor accident,’ he said in an emotionless tone that she instinctively knew was a facade. ‘It rolled when a part of the bank he was driving on collapsed.’

‘That must have been truly devastating for you and your mother and your sister,’ she said.

He looked at her, his eyes narrowing slightly. ‘I don’t recall telling you I had a sister,’ he said. ‘Have you been discussing me with the staff?’

Georgie felt her face start to heat. ‘Jennifer Patterson in A and E mentioned you had a sister who’d been injured in an accident,’ she explained. ‘I wasn’t searching for information, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘She’s my half-sister,’ he said after a small but taut silence.

‘How old is she?’

‘She turned sixteen a few weeks ago.’

Georgie ran her tongue over the dryness of her lips. ‘Is she OK now?’

His eyes met hers again. ‘Yes. She made a complete recovery. She’s a good kid, works hard at school and loves horses and the usual girl stuff. She’s coming to stay with me this weekend. It’s my mother and stepfather’s anniversary so I thought I’d offer to take Hannah to the beach and do some shopping.’

Georgie felt her antagonism towards him melt like ice cream under the force of a blowtorch. He sounded like the perfect big brother, adoring, supportive and affectionate. She could hear it in his voice, the love he had for his sister, and it made her wonder if she had been a little too hasty in her judgement of him.

She fidgeted with her coffee-cup again, her eyes not quite managing to meet his. ‘I … I feel very bad about what happened yesterday,’ she began awkwardly, ‘you know, me knocking you off your bike like that. I didn’t really apologise properly and when I heard what had happened to your sister and the patient you had three weeks ago I started to understand why you had been so … so …’

‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘No lasting damage was done.’

She bit her lip as she lifted his gaze back to his. ‘You’re being very gracious about it. You have a perfect right to be annoyed. I should have looked before I opened the door but I was in a hurry to get to the hospital and … well, you know the rest.’

‘It’s fine, Georgie,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have treated you the way I did. I can assure you it’s not my usual style at all.’

She smiled at him tentatively. ‘So you really are the laid-back nice guy everyone told me you were?’

He smiled back at her, the whiteness of his teeth against the tan of his face making her realise all over again how very attractive he was. ‘I’m not an overbearing ogre,’ he said. ‘But I do have high standards when it comes to the care of patients. I have a responsibility to train you and as long as you are prepared to work hard, I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.’

‘In spite of who my father is?’ she asked with a little arch of one brow.

He held her look for a lengthy moment, his smile slowly fading. ‘I realise that it’s often hard for a family member to understand or even recognise the issues other people have with the ones they love. Your father is what I would consider a difficult personality, but that’s not to say he isn’t a good father. After all, even the world’s most murderous dictators still went home and hugged their own children.’

Georgie felt her hackles begin to rise all over again. ‘I’m not sure I like the idea of my father being compared to a murderous dictator.’

‘Would you agree he is at times a difficult person to deal with?’

‘No, of course not,’ she said. ‘My father has always been wonderfully supportive and easy to get along with.’

‘That’s probably because you’ve got him wrapped around your little finger,’ he said. ‘You only have to speak to a few of the theatre staff who’ve worked with him in the past to find out he was an arrogant, bombastic, instrument-throwing tyrant when things didn’t go his way. I certainly hope you’re not going to follow suit for I will not tolerate it.’

She gritted her teeth, fighting the urge to toss the contents of her coffee-cup in his face. ‘You really can’t help yourself, can you?’ she asked.

His eyes went to the white-knuckled grip she had on her cup before returning to her flashing brown eyes. ‘Rule number one, Dr Willoughby,’ he said. ‘If you throw that coffee in my face, you will be off the training scheme so fast you won’t know what hit you.’

Georgie got to her feet so abruptly her thighs bumped the edge of the table, sending the contents of her cup straight into his lap. She swallowed in horror as the dark stain spread, her heart thumping irregularly as the silence began to thicken the air until breathing became difficult.

He slowly got to his feet, his expression rigid with anger as he mopped up the spillage with his napkin.

‘I—I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to do that.’

His eyes cut to hers. ‘Didn’t you?’

‘Of course not. It was an accident.’

He tossed the soiled napkin on the table. ‘You seem very good at attracting accidents, don’t you, Dr Willoughby?’

‘Is everything all right?’ Gina asked as she came back in.

Ben turned to face the Italian woman with a reassuring smile. ‘It’s OK, Gina,’ he said, ‘just a little accident. I’ll settle the bill and take Dr Willoughby home before we do any more damage.’

‘You are both tired from working all day,’ Gina said as she cleared the table. ‘You doctors are all the same. Working, working, working.’

Georgie waited until Gina had gone to fetch the bill before saying, ‘I’d like to pay my share.’

‘No.’

She frowned at him. ‘What do you mean, no?’

‘I asked you out for a meal so I pay. That’s rule number two.’

She folded her arms and waited while he paid the bill. After saying their goodbyes to Gina and Roberto, he escorted her out to his car, his hand at her elbow a little too forceful for her liking. She tried to edge away but he was having none of it. His fingers tightened as he swung her round to face him.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked as his pelvis brushed against hers.

His dark brooding gaze locked down on hers. ‘You’re rather attached to the stuck-up-little-princess role, aren’t you?’ he asked.

She tossed her hair back with a flicking movement of her head. ‘I am nothing of the sort. You, on the other hand, are performing rather brilliantly the role of the overbearing boss.’

His mouth lifted in a smirk. ‘I bet you’re expecting me to kiss you right now. I can see it in your eyes. That’s how it goes, isn’t it, Georgie? Seduce the difficult boss so he gives you a glowing report at the end of your term.’

She looked at him in outrage, her face flaming with colour. ‘I’d rather kiss a cane toad,’ she bit out.

He laughed and pulled her even closer, the dampness of his coffee-soaked groin seeping through the thin cotton of her drawstring trousers. ‘Have you ever kissed a cane toad?’ he asked.

Georgie felt her heart begin to leap about in her chest. She had to get out of his arms before she was tempted to press even closer to his hard warmth. ‘Let me go.’

Ben’s eyes went to her mouth, the temptation to lower his to cover its soft pouting contours almost overwhelming. He could feel his body stirring, the hot surge of pulsing blood making him feel like throwing caution to the winds and offering her a brief fling just for the heck of it. He didn’t think it would take too much to convince her to sleep with him. She was clearly fighting her attraction to him, as he was to her. He could feel it every time they touched, the current of sexual energy like the zap of a laser gun. Her body was so close to his he could feel the outline of her feminine mound, the thought of cupping it in his hand and exploring her with his fingers almost tipping him out of the bounds of self-control.

‘If you do not let me go this instant, I will open my mouth and scream so loudly the police will hear it out at Parramatta,’ she threatened, with flashing eyes.

Ben had no reason to believe she wouldn’t do it. She was a feisty little thing and the last thing he needed was a trumped-up assault charge thrown at him to ruin his reputation. He dropped his hands from her arms and stepped back from her.

‘I’ll make my own way home,’ she said with an imperious hitch of her chin.

‘Rule number three is I make sure you return home safely.’ He opened the car door and nodded his head towards the passenger seat. ‘Get in.’

Georgie stood her ground. ‘Get lost,’ she shot back, and then added insultingly, ‘Anyway, I don’t want to get dirty in that stupid farm car of yours with its bits of hay and smell of cows. I’m going to get a cab.’

His jaw locked with anger as he watched her stalk to a cab parked a short distance away. Stuck-up, little city-girl snob, he thought. Slamming the passenger door of his utility, he strode around to the driver’s side, still muttering under his breath as he arrived at his apartment block ten minutes later.





CHAPTER EIGHT

‘GOSH, whatever happened to your brand new trousers?’ Rhiannon asked as soon as Georgie came in later that night.

Georgie looked down at the brown stain on the front of her white cotton drawstring trousers, a funny sensation passing deep and low through her belly at the thought of how it had got there. ‘Um … I spilt my coffee.’

Rhiannon’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘Who’d you have coffee with?’

Georgie avoided her friend’s piercing gaze by making a show of emptying her gym bag. ‘It wasn’t a date so stop looking at me like that,’ she said.

‘So who was it? Someone from the gym?’

‘It was my boss.’

‘That’s all right, then,’ Rhiannon said, folding her arms. ‘He doesn’t count.’

Georgie turned to look at her. ‘What do you mean, he doesn’t count?’

‘He’s not your soul mate.’

This time is was Georgie who narrowed her eyes. ‘Have you been talking to Madame Celestia about me again?’

Rhiannon gave her a sheepish look. ‘I happened to run into her buying a book on anger management at Bondi Junction Plaza.’

‘So she’s not a happy medium, then?’ Georgie quipped.

Rhiannon pursed her mouth. ‘Joke all you like, Georgie. Anyway, I mentioned how you’d had an accident yesterday and she warned me that with the current alignment of the planets in your star sign you could very well have another one, and soon.’

Georgie would have rolled her eyes but she suddenly remembered what had happened that morning on the way to work. ‘I was at the scene of an accident this morning but it was nothing but a coincidence,’ she said. ‘That strip of road is notorious for minor prangs, especially during peak hour.’

Rhiannon’s eyes went wide. ‘You see? I told you it’s not a joking matter. Madame Celestia does have special powers.’

Georgie flopped down on the sofa, laid her head back on the cushioned softness and closed her eyes wearily. ‘I wish she did, then I could ask her to make my life a little easier by making Ben Blackwood less prejudiced against me.’

Rhiannon sat next to her on the sofa, her legs tucked beneath her. ‘Is he still giving you a hard time?’

‘I can’t quite make him out,’ Georgie said as she sat back upright and opened her eyes to look at her friend. ‘He turned up at the gym this evening and apologised for a misunderstanding we’d had earlier, but then all the way through dinner he kept chipping away at me about my background. He thinks I’m a rich snob, I know he does.’

‘Yeah, well, you do drive a Porsche and live in a beach-side penthouse paid for by your father,’ Rhiannon pointed out.

‘I know, but what’s the point of having a child if you don’t share your wealth with them?’ Georgie argued. ‘Besides, I wanted to move out to give Mum a chance to rebalance her relationship with Dad.’

‘So, this dinner you had with your boss,’ Rhiannon said with a probing look. ‘Are you sure that wasn’t a date by any chance?’

‘Very definitely not,’ Georgie insisted. Her flatmate leaned a little closer. ‘Did he kiss you?’ she asked.

Georgie felt her cheeks storming with colour. ‘For God’s sake, Rhiannon, surely you don’t think I would consider having a fling with my boss.’ Oh, yes, you would! a little voice piped up in her head, but she quickly shut it out.

‘Is he nice-looking?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘And he’s not gay?’

Georgie recalled the hardened probe of Ben’s body as he’d held her close. ‘Er … no, very definitely not gay.’

Rhiannon inspected her crimson-painted fingernails for a moment. ‘You know, Georgie, we could always call off the anti-dating deal, if that’s what you want.’

Georgie stared at her. ‘Have you found someone?’ she asked.

‘Of course not!’ Rhiannon said, flushing slightly. ‘I just thought we should have thought about the possibility that someone truly decent might come along and if we didn’t respond to their interest we might miss out on our only chance at happiness.’

‘I guess you’re right,’ Georgie said, releasing another little sigh. ‘But so far I haven’t met anyone I want to spend the rest of the year with, let alone the rest of my life.’

‘You have to spend a year with this Ben Blackwood guy though, don’t you?’

Georgie gave a groan. ‘Don’t remind me.’

Rhiannon just smiled.

Georgie was just coming out of the gym at seven-fifty-nine the next morning when her mobile phoned beeped, indicating an incoming message. She checked the screen and saw that she had a missed call from A and E. She quickly called the number and the registrar on duty answered. ‘Dr Willoughby, we’ve got an MVA down here. Two victims, husband and wife, both middle-aged. The husband’s got some bumps and bruises, but I think the wife’s got an extradural. She had a GCS of 12 on arrival, with equal pupils, but she’s gone off to GCS 9 over a matter of minutes and her left pupil’s blown up. Can you get down here now and look at her?’

‘I’m on my way, Drew,’ she said. ‘Can you get Anaesthetics down now? I’ll phone Theatre on my mobile while I’m coming down.’

‘Right.’

Georgie raced to her car and, pushing aside all thoughts of Madame Celestia’s predictions, drove with care but haste to the hospital.

When she arrived in A and E, Drew Yaxley, the registrar, quickly filled her in on the patients’ conditions.

‘The wife’s pulse and BP have just hit the floor, Dr Willoughby. The anaesthetics registrar has intubated her. The general surgical registrar is just about through the secondary survey now but it looks like it’s pretty much an isolated head injury. Husband’s got minor general surgical trauma—no neuro injury.’

Georgie came over to where a middle-aged blonde woman was lying on the emergency trolley, intubated, with Kevin Chase, the general surgical registrar, completing his examination.

‘Georgie, this looks like a neuro emergency,’ Kevin informed her. ‘She’s got a clinical left skull fracture, and very little else. ABCs were pretty good when she got here, but her GCS went off in front of my eyes when I was doing the primary survey, and she’s blown up her left pupil. They were equal when she first got here. Jane has intubated her, but she’s become bradycardic and hypotensive. I’m pretty sure she’s got an extradural.’

‘Dr Willoughby, if this is an extradural, you’re going to have to do something now,’ Jane said, looking stressed as the beeps on the ECG showed a slowing pulse, now down to 40. ‘She’ll arrest before we get her anywhere near Theatre, let alone CT.’

Georgie examined the patient, noting the boggy haematoma over the left scalp, the dilated left pupil, the hypotension and bradycardia. ‘Are you sure she’s not hypovolaemic, Kevin? Are there other injuries?’ she asked.

‘A bit of bruising, but nothing serious, Dr Willoughby. Like I said, she seems to have an isolated left head injury. The ambos said the car ran into a tree on her side.’

‘Georgie, if you can do anything here, you’d better do it now. Her pulse is 25 and no BP,’ Jane said.

‘Kevin, get Ben Blackwood on the phone, tell him what’s happening and ask him to come in straight away. Tell him I’m doing an emergency burr-hole in A and E. Drew, get your staff to bring the emergency neuro tray, gown and gloves.’ She turned to the hovering nurse and instructed, ‘Get me some gloves, goggles and a couple of razors to shave the scalp.’

Quickly Georgie turned the woman’s head to the right a little and shaved the left scalp. While nursing staff opened up the emergency neuro tray, she quickly gowned and gloved and injected 1 percent xylocaine with adrenaline into the scalp over the left parietal region. She then prepped the scalp with Betadine and used a section drape to isolate the area. She made a 5 cm incision over the scalp down to the periosteum and inserted a self-retaining retractor. She then took the hand-brace with attached skull bit and started drilling into bone at the site of the now visible skull fracture.

Georgie could feel her skin breaking out in fine beads of perspiration, her tension levels rocketing second by second as she concentrated on the boring. After two or three minutes the centre of the bit breached the inner layer of the skull. She continued to drill for a few more turns to enlarge the hole and then removed the brace. From the hole in the centre of the conical skull defect she had created, fresh arterial blood rapidly flowed out under pressure. She took bone nibblers and enlarged the burr-hole, from which at least 100 ml fresh blood emerged under pressure, slowing to a continuous ooze and revealing the depressed dura underneath.

‘You’ve certainly done something, Dr Willoughby,’ Jane said. ‘Her pulse has come up to 100 and her BP’s now recordable at least.’

Just then the emergency room doors burst open as Ben came in.

‘Dr Willoughby, what the hell’s going on in here? What the hell are you doing, drilling burr-holes in A and E?’ he asked.

Georgie refused to be put off by his overbearing manner. She had done what she had done in the best interests of keeping the patient alive, and so far her actions had worked. ‘She was about to arrest, Mr Blackwood,’ she said a little coolly. ‘She would never have survived a CAT scan or the transfer to Theatre.’

‘She’s right, Ben,’ Jane said. ‘Dr Willoughby had to do something there and then or we would have lost the patient. As it is, there’s been an instant rebound in her parameters. At least now you’ve got a live patient to take to Theatre, thanks to your registrar.’

Ben inspected the patient over Georgie’s shoulder, his body touching hers from behind. ‘It’s very uncommon to have to do burr-holes this urgently. But it looks like a good call in this case, Georgie,’ he said after a momentary pause. ‘That’s a decent-looking emergency burr-hole, too. Have you ever done one before?’

‘The first burr-hole I’ve done was in my first theatre list with you two days ago,’ Georgie replied, stepping away from the heat of his body.

‘Well done, then. That was not only a good call but a brave piece of rare emergency neurosurgery,’ he said. Turning to Jane, he asked, ‘How are her obs now, Jane?’

‘Pulse 100 and BP now 120 over 90. A vast improvement. Her left pupil has come down a bit, but it’s still dilated,’ Jane answered.

‘Georgie, you need to put a suction drain over the burr-hole and staple the scalp closed, get the wound dressed, and get a CT stat so we know what else we’re dealing with, then straight up to Theatre,’ Ben instructed.

‘Theatre’s ready—I called them half an hour ago—and CT has been cleared and is waiting for us,’ Georgie informed him, still glowing inside from his unexpected praise.

‘Well, then, there’s nothing left for me to do here. Seems you pretty well have things under control. I’ll go and get changed and come down to CT in fifteen minutes. When we take her to Theatre, I want you to do the decompressing flap and I’ll assist.’

Georgie opened her mouth to say she wasn’t ready to be the primary surgeon but he’d already pushed through the swing doors.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Jane said as she cleared away the used instruments. ‘You have to start somewhere, and you’ve done a good job so far.’

‘Thanks,’ Georgie said with a weak smile.

She accompanied the patient a short time later to CT Scanning and once the scans were done Ben came in to look at them. He stood at Georgie’s shoulder as he inspected each one, now and again brushing against her with his arm as he lifted it to place another scan on the X-ray board. She could smell his lemony aftershave and her gaze drifted to his tanned forearm, the sleeves of his shirt rolled back casually, the dusting of black hair making her skin lift in a tiny shiver as she thought about those arms touching her flesh.

‘What do you think the scans show?’ he asked as the last one was illuminated.

Georgie moistened her lips and began, ‘Um … she’s got a depressed left skull fracture and still some extradural clot despite the burr-hole … And there’s underlying cerebral contusion.’

‘Yeah, I agree. So where do we go from here?’

She stared at the scan until it blurred in front of her eyes. ‘She needs the rest of that clot evacuated,’ she said.

She waited for him to respond but when she sent her gaze towards him he was looking at the first scan again, a frown drawing his dark brows together.

‘Was this the driver?’ he asked.

‘No, the husband was.’

He looked down at her, still frowning. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive,’ she answered. ‘It’s in the notes.’

He looked back at the scan and rubbed at his chin for a moment. ‘What sort of car was it?’ he asked. ‘Modern? Fitted with airbags, do you know?’

‘I’m not sure about that,’ she said. ‘Why? Do you think there’s something fishy about this?’

He turned to look at her again, the frown now smoothed out. ‘If there is, no doubt the police will sort it out. But I would prefer it if you didn’t mention this to anyone until we have the accident investigation angle on things. Let’s get her down to Theatre and clean out that clot.’

After they had scrubbed Ben assisted Georgie through the procedure, raising a temporo-parietal flap, sucking out the residual haematoma and inserting an intracranial pressure monitor.

Even though she was incredibly nervous, Georgie could see why Ben had a reputation for being calm and in control during surgery. He stood by her side, speaking only when necessary and in an encouraging tone in spite of how they had left each other’s company the previous evening.

Whenever she met his gaze she felt again the incredible intimacy of working with him in Theatre. The only part of his face she could see was his dark blue eyes, their silent message of reassurance one that made her anger towards him soften around the edges.

He was clearly far too professional to bring petty personal issues into Theatre where patients relied on his skill and dedication. The patient came first and always would, which was something she wouldn’t dream of arguing with.

Finally the last staple was in and the patient was transferred to neurosurgical ICU for post-operative monitoring.

‘Good job, Georgie,’ Ben said as he stripped off his gloves and tossed them in the bin. ‘Do you fancy a quick coffee before you hit the ward?’

Georgie searched his face to see if he was mocking her but as far as she could tell his offer seemed genuine. She couldn’t, however, help the slip of her gaze to his pelvis, for the first time wondering if the hot liquid had burned him. She decided against asking him in front of the theatre staff, who were cleaning up behind them, and instead moved through to the female change rooms after telling him she would meet him in his office in five minutes.

She pushed open the doors of the change room and came face to face with a woman in her early forties who was dressed in theatre gear.

‘Hello, Georgiana,’ the woman said. ‘I’m Madeleine Brothers, Associate Professor of Neurosurgery. I’ve been waiting for you to come to my office and introduce yourself to me.’

Georgie did her best to ignore the hint of censure in the woman’s tone and offered her hand. ‘Hello, Professor Brothers. I’m sorry but I’ve had a bit of a hectic start to my term. You were next on my list.’

Madeleine briefly shook her hand and gave her a smile that Georgie couldn’t help feeling was a little forced. ‘How are you getting along with Ben Blackwood?’ she asked.

Georgie’s tiny hesitation in replying was obviously noted by the older woman, who arched one thin brow speculatively.

‘Fine. He’s seems … er … very competent.’

‘He is,’ Madeleine said. ‘But, then, he was trained by one of the best—your father.’

‘You worked with my father?’ Georgie asked.

Madeleine nodded. ‘Before I came here I worked at one of the private hospitals your father operated at twice weekly. How is he enjoying being a man of leisure?’

‘Like most doctors, he’s finding it hard to fill in all the spare time he now has,’ Georgie said.

‘He could always do a locum in the country or overseas,’ Madeleine said. ‘It seems a shame to deprive the community of all that talent when he’s still perfectly capable of working, even if for fewer hours.’

Georgie decided to see if what Ben had said about her father the night before had any substance to it. ‘Did you enjoy working with my father?’ she asked.

‘Yes, I did,’ Madeleine answered without hesitation. ‘He was a hard taskmaster certainly, and he didn’t suffer fools gladly. But he was a damned good neurosurgeon. I learned a lot from him. I’ll always be immensely grateful. He was the one who encouraged me to pursue an academic career. I would never have published as many research papers as I have without his support and direction.’

‘I’ve heard it said he was difficult to work with.’

‘Who isn’t on a bad day?’ Madeleine said. ‘Even the notoriously easygoing Ben Blackwood can be like a bear with a sore head if someone rubs him up the wrong way.’

Georgie’s mouth formed a little moue. ‘Yes, I have sort of noticed that.’

Madeleine moved closer, her voice lowering slightly. ‘Look, Georgiana, I know you’ll probably think I’m speaking out of turn but I wouldn’t want to see you jeopardise your first neurosurgical term here by having an improper relationship with a senior colleague.’

Georgie looked at the older woman in surprise. ‘Surely a relationship between two unattached adults is not considered improper?’

‘No, you’re right. Perhaps I could have rephrased that a little better. But I think I should warn you Ben is still getting over a rather nasty break-up,’ Madeleine said. Stretching her lips into another tight little smile, she added, ‘I wouldn’t like to see the daughter of a man I admire very much get hurt.’

Georgie wondered if Madeleine Brothers’s concern had an entirely different motive. She was after all only five or six years older than Ben and as far as she’d heard not married. ‘Thank you for your warning me,’ she said. ‘But I can assure you I have no intention of getting involved with Mr Blackwood.’

‘Good,’ Madeleine said, as she moved past her to push open the door. ‘That would indeed be very wise. He’s a bit of a heartbreaker is our Ben. Enjoy your stay with us, Georgiana. No doubt I’ll see you in my theatre soon.’

Georgie didn’t get the chance to answer as the door swung shut in her face. She turned and looked at her reflection in the mirror. ‘Heartbreaker, is he?’ she said out loud. ‘Well, not with me, Mr Break-your-heart Blackwood.’





CHAPTER NINE

BEN was on the phone when Georgie knocked on his office door and he called out for her to come in before continuing his conversation with the person on the line. ‘I told you it’s fine, Mum,’ he said. ‘I haven’t got any commitments this weekend. I’m not on call and the weather’s going to be good so just relax and enjoy yourselves.’

Georgie felt a little uncomfortable listening in on what was clearly a private family conversation. She stood shifting from one foot to the other, pretending an interest in the books on the shelves running alongside his desk.

‘If it will make you feel a little better, I’ll rustle up some female company for Hannah in case she gets sick of her boring older brother,’ he said. ‘Shopping is not exactly my strong point but I’m sure I can find someone who will show her where all the best shops are.’

Georgie felt the point between her shoulder blades begin to prickle as if his dark blue gaze had centred there. She reached for a heavy textbook on emergency neurosurgery and flicked through the step-by-step diagrams.

‘Right, then,’ he said. ‘That’s settled. I’ll be at the station to meet her at seven on Friday evening. And for pity’s sake stop worrying. It’s about time you and Jack got some time to yourselves.’ There was a little pause and he added affectionately, ‘Love you, too.’

‘Sorry about that,’ he said to Georgie as he flipped his mobile shut. ‘My mother is having cold feet about leaving me in charge of my little sister in the big bad city of Sydney.’

‘I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job of chaperoning her,’ Georgie offered. ‘Is she … er, a bit of a rebel or something?’

‘No, she’s not a rebel. She’s more of an extrovert. All mouth, if you know what I mean.’

‘If you want some help over the weekend I’d be happy to help,’ she said on an impulse she could neither explain nor retract in time. ‘I mean … with shopping and stuff … that’s if you haven’t got anyone else to call on …’

He sat back in his chair, his expression thoughtful as his eyes caught and held hers. ‘That’s rather generous of you, considering how we spoke to each other last night,’ he commented wryly.

Georgie gave him a shamefaced look. ‘I’m really sorry about the coffee incident,’ she said. ‘I could have scalded your … er … you.’ She moistened her dry lips and added tentatively, ‘Are you … urn … all right?’

His eyes began to twinkle. ‘My abdomen was pretty red last night, not blistered, though, probably just first degree. Why don’t you give me the once-over and see for yourself?’

Her face erupted with heat and so too did her lower body at the thought of examining him intimately. She had seen plenty of male bodies in the nine years of her training but somehow she suspected his would be something else entirely. She wouldn’t have a hope of maintaining clinical distance—she was having a hard enough time reminding herself he was her superior.

‘I thought women of your generation didn’t know how to blush,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘You have examined men’s groins before, I take it?’

Georgie felt her colour go to an all-time high. ‘I thought I was here for a cup of coffee, not a discussion about my history of men’s nether regions,’ she said in a clipped tone.

He shifted his mouth from side to side in a contemplative manner. ‘Leaving my burnt groin aside for the moment, is your offer to help my sister shop a genuine one?’

She was momentarily nudged off course by his rapid change of subject. ‘Yes, of course it was,’ she answered. ‘I love shopping and would be glad to help.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘What about we meet Saturday morning in the city at the Market Street entrance to the Queen Victoria Building, say, at ten?’

‘That would be fine,’ she said. ‘I’m not on call and I was going shopping anyway.’

‘Right, then,’ he said as he got to his feet. ‘Let’s go and chase down a cup of coffee. There’s a café just outside the hospital grounds. I don’t know about you, but I hate the cafeteria stuff.’

‘So only the designer blend will do, huh?’ Georgie said with a pert look. ‘Don’t tell me you’re a bit of coffee snob?’

He held her gaze for a couple of beats. ‘A cup of decent coffee now and again isn’t going to break my budget,’ he returned as he held the door open.

Georgie brushed past him in the door, her nostrils widening to take in the clean male scent of him, her stomach clenching and unclenching at the thought of him holding her close as he had last night. Her body could still feel the hard imprint of his. She had lain awake for hours thinking about him, wondering how she was going to cope with working alongside him for a whole year without falling in love with him. She even wondered if she was starting to do so now. Overhearing his conversation with his mother and witnessing the tender concern he had for his sister was enough to melt any hardened female heart.

The café he took her to was a popular coffee chain, one that had opened up recently. It was buzzing with the second-wave morning crowd but they still managed to find a small table at the back once their coffees were ready.

Georgie kept the lid on her latte and the risk of another spill. No doubt second degree burns would be next and an examination mandatory, so she sipped her coffee through the tiny spout instead.

‘About last night.’ they said in unison.

‘You go first,’ they said, again in unison.

Georgie looked at him and smiled at exactly the same time as he did. ‘I really didn’t mean to toss my coffee in your lap like that,’ she said. ‘I admit I was tempted to throw it in your face but I wouldn’t have done it no matter how provocative you were being.’

‘Was I being provocative?’ he asked with an all-too-innocent look.

She gave him a mock frown. ‘You know you were.’

His mouth stretched into a guilty-as-charged grin. ‘All right, I admit it. Sorry, but I can’t seem to help it. You press all my buttons for some reason.’

Georgie examined the plastic lid of her coffee cup. ‘I guess we didn’t exactly meet under the best of circumstances,’ she said, running the tip of her index finger over the brand name embellished there.

‘No, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a good working relationship,’ he said. ‘You did a good job this morning, especially considering your lack of experience.’

Georgie could feel herself glowing again under the warmth of his praise. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I was really nervous.’

‘You didn’t show it.’

‘I was shaking in my shoes.’

‘As long as your hands are steady I don’t care what your legs are doing,’ he said, and then after a tiny pause added, ‘I’ve been thinking about that patient we operated on this morning, Mrs Tander. I can’t help thinking her injuries were inconsistent with the details we were given about the accident.’ ‘Have you spoken to the police?’

He drummed his fingers on the table for a moment before he answered. ‘Not yet. But I’m considering it. I don’t want to create suspicion unnecessarily—it would cause a lot of distress to the family. But the husband escaped with minor bruising—strange, considering he was the driver. That sort of head injury can be caused by hitting the steering-wheel if airbags aren’t fitted or didn’t inflate.’

‘Her side hit the tree,’ Georgie pointed out. ‘It’s not unreasonable that she would take the brunt of the impact.’

‘I know, but I have a gut feeling about this.’

She raised her brows at him. ‘You’re starting to sound like Rhiannon,’ she told him. ‘She’s into feeling and intuition and other things heading towards the paranormal. She even consults a clairvoyant regularly.’

‘No kidding?’ he said with a crooked smile as he casually hooked one arm over the back of the vacant chair beside him.

Georgie had to tear her eyes away from the bunching of his biceps. ‘Yes, her name is Madame Celestia,’ she said trying not to stare at the sexy tilt of his mouth. ‘Rhiannon is totally convinced the woman has special powers. She even had the gall to consult this woman on my behalf. I would have been really angry if I believed for a minute any of it was true.’

‘What did this clairvoyant say about you?’ he asked.

‘She said I was going to marry a blonde doctor,’ she answered with a can-you-believe-it roll of her eyes.

His right shoulder went up and down in a little shrug of assent. ‘It could happen.’

She looked at him in surprise. ‘You surely don’t believe in any of that nonsense, do you?’

‘No, of course not, but you are a doctor and spend a large proportion of your time with other medicos so it’s not unreasonable to assume you’ll end up in a relationship with one at some point. Most of my medical friends are hooked up with colleagues. Besides, who’s got the time to go anywhere else to meet someone?’

She gave him an embittered look. ‘I’ve had two relationships with doctors and both of them were disasters. My last one had an ex-girlfriend he was still seeing while he was dating me.’

‘Yeah, well, I know that feeling,’ he admitted ruefully. ‘Leila was seeing someone else on the nights I was on call. It had been going on for a couple of months before I found out about it.’

‘That’s terrible!’ Georgie said. ‘You must have been devastated.’

He gave a dismissive shrug. ‘I should have known she wasn’t the right one. My sister hated her on sight and so did my mother.’

‘You’re really close to your family, aren’t you?’ she asked.

His eyes met hers across the table. ‘When you’ve been through the sort of stuff we’ve been through as a family you either pull together or pull apart. We were lucky enough to pull together. My stepfather is a great man who has been a fabulous father figure to me, even though no one could ever really replace my real father. I have enormous respect for Jack as it’s the hardest job in the world to love someone else’s kid.’

Georgie felt another tight gear shift in her chest. ‘You are lucky as I have several friends who positively loathe their stepparents,’ she said. ‘It’s made their relationships with their real parents very strained, which is terribly sad.’

‘As I said, it’s not easy taking on the responsibility of someone else’s children, but Jack has done so without complaint,’ Ben said. ‘In fact, if you hadn’t been told you’d never guess I wasn’t his biological child. He treats me exactly the same as he treats Hannah.’

‘I’m looking forward to meeting her,’ Georgie said.

‘Thanks for coming to the rescue,’ he said. ‘I was starting to panic about helping her choose underwear and things like that. There’s eighteen years between us so she’s always been a little girl to me, but now she’s thinking about boys and dating. It’s scary stuff.’

‘It’s hard, being a girl,’ she said, ‘especially at that age. You’re sort of stuck with a foot in both camps. Not quite an adult, not quite a child.’

He picked up his coffee again. ‘Was it hard for you, growing up as an only child?’

She ran her finger over the raised logo again. ‘I had my moments of wishing I had less of my parents’ company but on the whole I think I’ve been lucky. Although I’ve often wondered what it would have been like to have a brother or sister, especially now as my parents seem a bit lost and vulnerable.’

‘I can’t imagine your father ever allowing himself to be vulnerable,’ he commented. ‘He’s the archetypal control freak.’

‘Not according to Madeleine Brothers,’ she put in with a tilt of her chin. ‘She spoke of him with nothing but praise, so your attempt to discredit him in my eyes failed. No one I’ve spoken to thus far has said a bad word about him.’

‘That’s because you’ve been speaking to the wrong people,’ he countered. ‘Madeleine worked with him for a short time in a private hospital, not a cash-strapped public one with overworked staff.’

‘She warned me about you,’ Georgie said. ‘She said you were a heartbreaker.’

His brows lifted slightly. ‘Did she?’

‘Yes.’

‘I can assure you I am nothing of the sort,’ he said. ‘For one thing I don’t have the time to date indiscriminately, and secondly I’m starting to feel the need to settle down.’

Georgie couldn’t help feeling surprised by his open admission. Most men his age were reluctant to date monogamously, one-night stands and short-term casual hook-ups being the preferred choice of dealing with their sexual needs.

‘You look as if I’ve suddenly grown two heads,’ he commented. ‘Isn’t it de rigueur for an almost thirty-five-year-old man to admit to wanting a wife and family?’

‘It’s not all that common these days,’ she said. ‘Most of the men I’ve met are commitment-shy. The mere mention of a baby sends them running faster than a greyhound on steroids.’

He smiled at the cynical twist to her mouth. ‘You’ve obviously been meeting the wrong men, Georgie. I know about twenty farmers who are desperately looking for a good woman to settle down with. Perhaps it’s just city men who don’t want the whole deal.’

She lowered her gaze from the deep blue intensity of his. ‘Perhaps …’

‘Come on,’ he said after a tiny pause. ‘We’d better get back to work. You’re working on Richard DeBurgh’s theatre list with him this afternoon, aren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Georgie said as she followed him out of the café, her forehead beginning to furrow in a frown of apprehension.

He looked down at her as they waited for the pedestrian lights to change. ‘Don’t be nervous, Georgie,’ he said. ‘You’re doing just fine.’

She gave him a little lopsided smile. ‘Thanks, it’s kind of you to say so.’

He led the way as the ‘walk’ sign appeared, his long strides making her almost skip to keep up. ‘We need to get together some time in the next week or so to work on your research proposal,’ he said as they went through the front entrance. ‘I’m seeing public patients in the clinic this afternoon and I’m operating at Greenfield Private tomorrow, so how about Friday afternoon, say, five?’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Shall I meet you in your office?’

‘Yes, that would be good. I have to pick up Hannah at Central Station at seven so that should give us enough time to get the outline down on paper.’

He reached for his mobile as it started to ring. ‘Ben Blackwood,’ he said, and frowned as he listened to the caller. ‘All right. I’ll be there in ten minutes.’

‘An emergency?’ Georgie asked.

‘Not here,’ he answered. ‘One of my private patients has developed pneumonia. I’d better go and have a look at him before I start my public clinic. If anything comes in while I’m away, get Madeleine to cover for me. I’ll give her a call now to warn her.’ He opened his phone again and added before he pressed rapid dial, ‘Don’t forget what I said about my suspicions about Mrs Tander. Gut feelings aside, I haven’t heard anything from the police and until I do, let’s keep a lid on it.’

‘Good idea,’ Georgie said and watched as he strode back out of the hospital entrance, the phone pressed to his ear as he chatted to his colleague, his long legs making short work of the distance to where his utility was parked in the hospital car park.

She let out a shaky little sigh and turned towards the lifts. A girl could get kind of used to having that heartbreakingly handsome smile bestowed on her every day of her life.





CHAPTER TEN

GEORGIE was totally exhausted by the time her list with Richard DeBurgh ended and she still had three more hours of on call before she could finally relax. Richard had been encouraging towards her but he was nothing like Ben in Theatre. Richard had a tendency to snap at the nursing staff if instruments weren’t handed to him quickly enough, and when a patient with a meningioma had a major venous bleed from the sagittal sinus he swore as his tension level rose, which made everyone feel on edge. At one point he bellowed at Georgie for bumping the microscope while he was suturing the sagittal sinus bleed, and although he had moved it himself, she knew there was no point in trying to defend herself.

Linda Reynolds, the scrub nurse Georgie had met in Ben’s theatre on her first day, caught up with her in the female change rooms once the list was over.

‘See what I mean about there being a waiting list to work on Ben’s lists?’ she said as she stripped off her theatre scrubs. ‘Richard is fine unless things go awry. Don’t take it too personally if he occasionally shouts at you. He’s not the first and he probably won’t be the last.’

‘I know,’ Georgie said. ‘I hate it when surgeons do that though. It doesn’t help things at all to lose your cool. I get so flustered when people shout at me and that’s when mistakes get made. Why don’t they offer compulsory anger management courses at the college?’

Linda smiled as she untied her bandana. ‘Tell me about it,’ she said. ‘Mind you, your father had a bit of a temper at times.’

Georgie met the scrub nurse’s gaze in the mirror. ‘I’ve heard both good and bad reports about my father,’ she said. ‘It makes me feel a bit confused. He’s never raised his voice to me once in the whole of my life. He’s one of the most placid people I know.’

Linda bent down to pull off her paper overshoes. ‘Yeah, well, stressful jobs have a habit of extracting different facets of personality from all of us, I guess. The angel at home, the devil at work scenario is very common,’ she offered. ‘Take me, for instance. I’m fanatical about cleanliness in Theatre and yet you should see my kitchen at home. It drives my husband nuts. He’s forever coming after me with antibacterial spray and paper wipes when I’m cooking.’

Georgie smiled. ‘I guess you’re right.’

Linda straightened and turned to look at her directly. ‘How are you and Ben getting along after your rough start?’ she asked.

Georgie wondered if anyone had seen them have coffee that morning or dinner the night before. The hospital community was a small one and many staff members lived locally. Gossiping about colleagues was an occupational hazard—one she wanted to avoid if she could. ‘Fine,’ she answered, shifting her gaze. ‘He’s been very gracious about it all.’

‘He’s a gorgeous guy and I don’t just mean in looks,’ Linda said. ‘He’s got such a heart for patients. I reckon half of the time he spends advocating for patients against ridiculous decisions made by hospital management in their splendid isolation from the actual people they are meant to listen to. He works too hard, of course, but, then, most of us around here do. It’s part of the profession, but he always seems to go that extra mile. I guess it’s the country boy in him. You know what they say—you can take the boy out of the country but you can’t take the country out of the boy.’

Georgie grimaced inwardly at how insulting she had been when she’d refused his offer of a lift home the previous evening. She had come across as a toffee-nosed brat, born to wealth and privilege and overbearingly proud of it.

‘Well, I’m off,’ Linda said as she went to the door. ‘What are you planning for this evening?’

‘Once my on-call is over I’m going to the gym, have some dinner and then fall into bed.’

Linda’s green eyes began to sparkle. ‘You sound exactly like someone else I know,’ she said. Patting her tubby belly, she added, ‘Do a couple of hundred abdominal crunches for me, OK?’

Belinda Bronson was in the cardio room when Georgie arrived so she took the treadmill next to her. ‘How’s it going, Belinda?’ she asked as she started her warm-up. ‘Is it your day off?’

‘Yep, thank God,’ the policewoman said, wiping her forehead with her wristband. ‘I’ve got four days off. I tell you, the way I’m feeling after the last few days, if I have to face another drunken, drugged-up dropout, I’ll scream.’

‘I don’t know how you do it,’ Georgie said. ‘It must be so hard dealing with violent people, not to mention being first on the scene at horrific accidents and murders.’

‘You get used to most of it after a while—sometimes unexpected things can get under your guard,’ Belinda said. ‘My mother thinks I’ve toughened up too much. She reckons I scare men off. But you have to toughen up, don’t you? You’d be the same dealing with sick people. I mean they don’t all get better, do they?’

‘No, they certainly don’t,’ Georgie agreed, thinking of Marianne Tander, who was still in a coma and unlikely to recover.

They chatted about other things for a while before Georgie decided to discuss the Tanders’ accident with her. She reasoned Belinda was a cop so Ben’s instructions to keep things quiet didn’t include talking to a member of the police force. She gave Belinda the details of the accident and the injuries the wife had sustained and expressed her own and Ben’s concerns that the left-side head injury seemed unusual in a motor vehicle accident unless air bags hadn’t been fitted to the car.

‘I’ll have a look into the accident report for you,’ Belinda said. ‘It could well have been an old-model car. If there’s anything suspicious about it the accident investigation team will get onto it pretty quickly, if they haven’t already.’

‘Thanks, Belinda,’ Georgie said, then looked down at the readout on the treadmill. ‘Gosh, I’ve been running for thirty minutes. It’s so much more fun when you’ve got someone to talk to. An MP3 player isn’t the same at all.’

‘I saw you talking to a guy last night,’ Belinda said. ‘I was in the pilates room upstairs. I’ve seen him in here before. He’s totally hot. I wouldn’t mind washing his sweaty gym socks, I can tell you.’

Georgie knew she was blushing but hoped Belinda would assume it was from the speed she had selected on the treadmill. ‘He’s actually my boss,’ she confessed.

‘Gosh, you lucky thing, you. You should see my boss. He’s fat, bald as a crystal ball and smokes like a chimney.’

Georgie laughed and reached for her water bottle. ‘You could always ask for a transfer,’ she said. ‘You might get lucky next time.’

Belinda snorted and slowed down the treadmill. ‘I’ll give you a call when I have some information for you. Have a good night, Georgie.’

Georgie lifted her hand in a wave. ‘You, too.’

‘What is the meaning of this?’ Graham Manning, the CEO, stormed as he thrust a letter in Ben’s face on Friday morning. ‘If the press gets wind of this we’ll never live it down. I want that registrar of yours taken off the training scheme immediately. I don’t care whose daughter she is. She’s causing an absolute furore, practically accusing Jonathon Tander of attempted murder. He’s a high court judge, for God’s sake!’

Ben frowned as he scanned the letter from one of Sydney’s leading barristers. He hadn’t spoken to Georgie since they’d had coffee on Wednesday but it appeared she had made some accusations against the husband of Marianne Tander that the police were now investigating. The husband was threatening to sue and as supervisor of surgical training, Ben was ultimately responsible for certifying his registrar’s progress and suitability for training.

He looked back at the puce-faced CEO. ‘Registrars get taken off training schemes because of their unsuitability for training, Graham,’ he said. ‘Georgiana Willoughby is one of the best first-year trainees I’ve seen. I certainly will not suspend her training because of some as yet unsubstantiated claim that actually has nothing to do with her capacity for training. I’ll discuss this letter with her and get her comments.’

Graham pushed a hand through his thinning hair. ‘This could blow up in our faces, Ben. It could be a disaster for the hospital, and my position here. We ‘re trying to maintain a reputation as a cutting-edge training hospital. With the budget restraints that have been handed out I’m having to cut services left, right and centre. This could bring litigation on us that could come to millions and we’re self-indemnified, which means any payout or legal costs come out of our budget, meaning less money for patient services.’

‘I know all that, Graham,’ Ben said calmly. ‘But this sort of situation is going be increasingly frequent. Mr Tander, QC is obviously upset, and rightly so. His wife is still in a coma and is likely to have significant brain damage if or when she wakes up. Emotions are running pretty high at the moment. I’ll have a word with him when I next see him.’

‘What’s this girl like?’ Graham asked. ‘I’ve been told she looks more like a catwalk model than a neurosurgeon.’

‘She’s just like any other first-year registrar, Graham,’ he said. ‘A little nervous and lacking experience, but I’m sure in time she’ll make a very fine neurosurgeon.’

‘I’m not giving any favours to her just because of who her father is,’ the CEO insisted. ‘She has to prove herself on her own merit, not stand on the shoulders of her old man. And I’m telling you, if this thing blows up in her face, her old man won’t be able to save her.’

‘This is her first week, for God’s sake,’ Ben said, struggling to hold back his frustration. ‘Besides, she’s not the only one who was suspicious about the injuries Mrs Tander sustained. I discussed my own concerns with her when we viewed the CT scans.’

‘Oh, ah, I see. So you’re the one behind this outrageous accusation?’ he blustered. With narrowed eyes he went on, ‘Or are you taking the rap for her because you’re sleeping with her, like everyone around here is already suggesting?’

Ben rose to his feet, his whole body tightening with anger. ‘My relationship with Dr Willoughby is not relevant to this discussion. But as it happens, I am not sleeping with her.’

Although I’m seriously tempted, he added silently as he held the CEO’s look with steely purpose. ‘As far as I’m concerned, she is my current registrar and that’s all.’

‘Better keep it that way,’ Graham said as he stepped towards the door. ‘I have a feeling that girl is going to be nothing but trouble.’

Tell me something I don’t already know, Ben thought as he sank back to his chair and shoved a hand through his hair.

‘Georgie, Mr Blackwood wants to see you in his office—immediately,’ Jennifer Patterson informed her once she had finished examining a neck injury from a football game. ‘He said he tried your mobile but you didn’t answer.’

Georgie grimaced as she looked down at it clipped on the waistband of her skirt. ‘Damn,’ she said. ‘Battery’s flat. I was just about to charge it when I was called down here.’

‘He sounded pretty uptight,’ Jennifer warned her. ‘What’s going on between you two?’

Georgie stripped off her gloves and carefully avoided Jennifer’s gaze. ‘Nothing’s going on.’

‘Are you aware that people around here are speculating on whether or not you’re dating him?’ Jennifer asked.

Georgie stared at her in wide-eyed alarm. ‘Has someone been spying on me or something?’

Jennifer’s neat brows lifted. ‘So it’s true, then. One of the cleaning staff works part time at a gym in Bondi. She said she saw you working out together, looking pretty chummy. She even said you left together.’

‘That doesn’t mean a thing,’ Georgie said. ‘We happen to be members of the same gym and work at the same hospital and we live in the same suburb. End of story.’

‘He was pretty cut up over his last girlfriend,’ Jennifer said. ‘She was a hospital physiotherapist. She used to work for the group practice responsible for Ben’s post-operative patients. I don’t think he’s dated anyone since.’

‘I’m sorry to hear he had his heart broken but, really, it’s nothing to do with me,’ Georgie insisted.

Jennifer looked up at the clock on the wall. ‘You’d better get down and see what he wants. In the whole time I’ve worked with him I’ve never heard him so impatient to see someone.’ Her eyes twinkled as she added, ‘Maybe he’s falling for you, Georgie.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Georgie said, although her stomach felt like a thousand tiny wings were flapping inside her as she made her way to his office.

Ben’s office door burst open before she could even raise her hand to knock on it. ‘You have a heck of a lot of explaining to do, young lady,’ he growled as he practically dragged her into his office and slammed the door behind her. ‘I’ve had the CEO breathing down my neck all morning about Jonathon Tander’s threats to sue you, me and the entire hospital. What have you done?’

Georgie blinked at him in shock. ‘I—I didn’t do anything.’

He scooped a letter off his desk and thrust it into her hands. ‘Have a look at this. Maybe this will jog your memory.’

She read the wordy legal document, her stomach folding over in alarm, her throat drying up completely as she returned her worried gaze to his furious one. ‘I mentioned what we discussed to a police officer friend of mine. I thought that would be OK as it wasn’t like I was talking to just anyone. She said she’d look into the accident report. I had no idea it would go this far. I haven’t even heard from her about it. The case must have been handed on to someone else.’

His frown was so heavy his eyebrows were almost touching. ‘I told you not to speak to anyone about this. If you wanted to mention it to this cop friend of yours, you should have discussed that with me first. You had no right to talk casually to a friend about a patient under my care. It’s totally unprofessional for a start, not to mention the damage it could do to a high-profile man’s reputation. He’s a high court judge, for pity’s sake! He is clearly devoted to his wife. He has barely left her bedside. What do have to say for yourself?’

Georgie could feel herself shrinking under the blaze of his anger. She struggled to keep the tears back, her chin wobbling dangerously and her teeth digging into her bottom lip to stop it from trembling. ‘I’m sorry …’ she gulped. ‘I didn’t mean this to happen. I thought it would be all right. I had no idea it would come to this.’

‘The CEO has asked me to remove you from the training scheme.’

She brushed at her eyes and swallowed back a sob. ‘I’m so sorry … but I understand you have to do what you have to do.’

His gaze meshed with hers. ‘Well, I’m not going to do it,’ he said after a small silence.

She blinked up at him again. ‘Y-you’re not?’

He scraped a hand through his hair before stuffing both of his hands in his trouser pockets. ‘No, because I had the very same concerns about Marianne Tander myself. It hardly seems fair to dismiss you for what could well turn out to be a real case of attempted murder.’

‘But you said the husband is devoted to her,’ she said, quickly disguising a little watery sniff.

‘I know. But that doesn’t mean it couldn’t all be an act.’

‘I don’t know what to say …’ She twisted her hands in front of her. ‘I feel so stupid. Belinda is a friend from the gym. She was at the accident with little Jasmine, you know … the baby with the heart defect? I trusted her to be discreet in her enquiries. I didn’t for a moment think it would go any further than a covert look at the record of the accident. The investigating officer must have mentioned my name in the report …’

Ben let out a sigh and, taking his hands out of his pockets, touched her on the shoulder with one of his hands. ‘It’s all right, Georgie,’ he said reassuringly. ‘We’ll no doubt have to weather a storm for the next few days, but I’m not going to remove you from the training scheme for at least three reasons. Firstly, I couldn’t bear the fallout from your father, secondly, you’re proving to be a darn good trainee.’

She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, her eyes still locked on the dark blue depths of his. ‘You mentioned three things,’ she said in a scratchy whisper.

Ben looked down at her mouth, the slight tremble of her glistening lips making his groin instantly swell with desire. He longed to taste her, to see if she was as soft and sweet as she looked. What would it hurt? he wondered. One kiss was hardly an affair. Besides, it had been months since he’d felt a woman’s mouth on his. It was surely time to get back into the water, even if it turned out he was swimming with a shark. She certainly didn’t look like it with her big brown eyes. She looked tiny and feminine and adorably trusting and vulnerable, as if he held her future in his hands, which to some degree he did.

He felt his upper body tilting towards her, slowly, as if under some invisible entity was pushing him from behind. His mouth was within a breath of hers, her soft breath wafted over his lips, and then the tip of her tongue peeked out again and he was totally lost.

He crushed her mouth beneath his in a kiss that was both hard but tender at the same time, the softness of her lips a perfect bed for the insistent pressure of his. He drove his tongue through her softly parted lips and his lower body leapt in response as her tongue began to dance and play with his. Heat coursed through him, the burning lava-hot need filling him to bursting point as he held her closer to deepen the kiss. She tasted of strawberries and desire, each stroke and glide of his tongue against hers making him realise how in tune their bodies were. It was like nothing he had ever experienced before. He had the normal needs of any full-blooded male and had had his share of fulfilling sexual relationships, but somehow he suspected that with Georgie everything he had experienced in the past was going to pale into insignificance.

One of his hands cupped her face while the other went to the gentle curve of her breast, his palm feeling the tight bud of her nipple pressing into it. Her tongue flicked against his, her soft mouth hot and sweet and her body pressing against his with increasing need.

He sucked and nibbled on her fuller lower lip, the one she had stuck out at him numerous times in a pout, and his skin lifted all over at the thought of driving into her silky warmth. She was unbelievably responsive. Her body seemed to come alive under the brush and stroke of his hands and mouth and it made him wonder if she had experienced desire at this level before.

Her small white teeth nibbled back at his bottom lip, the tugging sensation sending his senses into overdrive. He was going to explode if he didn’t call a halt soon. He felt like a teenager who hadn’t yet learnt how to control the trigger on his release. He wanted her so badly he could feel his body preparing for it, the ache unbearable as she brushed against him in increasing urgency.

‘OK …’ he said, finally managing to drag his mouth off hers, his breathing ragged as he put her from him. ‘This might be a good time to stop.’

Georgie looked up at him in a combination of bewilderment and shame. ‘I’m sorry … I don’t know how that happened.’

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ he said, his body still pulsing with need. ‘I shouldn’t have touched you on the shoulder.’ He dragged a hand through his hair again, making it stand on end. ‘I guess it’s been too long since I touched a woman other than a patient. My mother and sister are right. I need to get out more.’

‘It’s all right,’ she said, trying to breathe evenly while her heart was still jumping all over the place. ‘I understand.’

He put the desk between them and sat down heavily. ‘I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong idea,’ he said. ‘That was a momentary lapse and it won’t be repeated.’

‘I understand,’ she said again. Shifting from foot to foot in a nervous schoolgirl manner, she asked, ‘Um … do you want to discuss my research project now or shall I come back some other time?’

Ben ran a hand over the rough shadow peppering his jaw. He wasn’t sure he had the self-control necessary to get through an hour of planning out a research proposal with her, locked away in his office. The only thing he wanted to research was her body, and the only thing he wanted to propose was a redhot affair. ‘I’ll organise another time early next week,’ he said. ‘I have some paperwork to see to that’s urgent.’

She shifted her feet again. ‘Can I go now?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow morning, if you haven’t changed your mind about helping me with Hannah.’

Her tongue came out and did a nervous little flick over her lips. ‘I haven’t changed my mind.’

‘Right, then,’ he said, pulling his eyes away from her mouth. ‘If you have any problems with the press, call me. Don’t say a thing to anyone other than me. OK?’

‘Yes.’

He held her gaze for a fraction longer than necessary. ‘It could have happened to anyone, Georgie,’ he said. ‘Don’t blame yourself.’

Georgie wasn’t sure what he was referring to, the kiss or the letter from Jonathon Tander’s barrister. She didn’t stop to find out. She gave him a wobbly smile and left before she was tempted to reach over the desk and pull his mouth back to hers.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

BELINDA BRONSON was coming out of the gym on Friday evening as Georgie was going in. ‘Just the person I wanted to see,’ she said, pulling Georgie to one side away from the cluster of members near the front door.

‘I was going to say the very same thing to you,’ Georgie said with a little frown. ‘I got into heaps of trouble over talking to you about the Tanders’ accident.’

Belinda’s expression turned cynical. ‘That kind of figures,’ she said. ‘I spoke to a mate of mine in Traffic—he must have pressed a few too many sensitive buttons. He told me Mr Tander is a legal eagle. Lawyers always think they’re above suspicion and that the legal system they represent and defend so volubly in court doesn’t apply to them outside it.’

‘Yeah, well, he’s not just any old legal eagle,’ Georgie said. ‘He’s a high court judge. If he’s serious about going ahead with this, my career is over.’

Belinda tapped her top lip for a moment. ‘You know, it might be worth having a deeper look into this,’ she said. ‘Off the record, if you know what I mean.’

‘I don’t want any more trouble,’ Georgie insisted. ‘My boss bawled me out this afternoon over it.’ He also kissed me senseless, and I still can’t think straight as a result. ‘It’s hard enough handling him without this sort of complication to make things worse.’

‘As far as I recall from what Ewan McGuire in Traffic told me, Mr Tander was driving a Mercedes. I can’t think of the model number offhand, but I do know it had air bags and they were activated on both the driver and front passenger sides.’

Georgie’s eyes went wide. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, but apparently Mrs Tander wasn’t wearing a seat belt. The tree had a branch right at the point of impact, the windscreen was smashed and the air bag got punctured as well.’

‘I guess that more or less accounts for the severity of the injury, then,’ Georgie said with a musing frown.

Belinda nodded. ‘Also, Mr Tander was all clear as far as drinks and drugs are concerned,’ she said. ‘In fact, he’s got a squeaky-clean driving record, not bad for nearly forty years of driving.’

‘What was the cause of the accident?’ Georgie asked. ‘Did your friend find out?’

‘Mr Tander said a car swerved to his side of the road and he took evasive action and by doing so lost control of his own car and hit the tree,’ Belinda said. ‘Of course, there were no witnesses and he couldn’t recall the make or model of the other car so it’s not going to be easy to prove him wrong if he is, in fact, lying. The accident investigation guys are checking out tyre marks on the road—you know, to see if there are any skid marks to verify what Mr Tander said happened—although, if it was wet, which apparently it was in that suburb the morning of the accident, there won’t be any skid marks. It could be a few days before the results come in.’

Georgie nibbled at her bottom lip in agitation. ‘I wish I’d never mentioned it now,’ she said. ‘It’s probably just one of those out-of-the-blue accidents that no one has any control over.’

‘Doesn’t hurt to check these things out,’ Belinda reassured her. ‘Have you met the husband?’

‘Not officially but I’ve seen him by his wife’s bed in ICU when I’ve been passing through,’ Georgie answered. ‘My boss told me he’s a very devoted husband and very upset about his wife’s serious condition.’

Belinda gave another cynical twist to her mouth. ‘It might be an idea to look at his wife’s life insurance policy. It’s amazing how devoted husbands can be when several thousand dollars are going to fall into their laps on the death of their partners.’

‘You’re not going to do that, are you?’ Georgie asked with a worried look.

‘I’ll be very discreet,’ Belinda said. ‘What’s the wife’s condition? Is she likely to recover fully?’

‘Her head injury was pretty severe,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s likely if she does wake up from the coma she’s in, there will be some sort of permanent brain damage.’

Belinda grimaced. ‘Sad all round, isn’t it? I had a mate in Special Operations who fell from a building on a stake-out. He’s not the same person—he doesn’t even know who his wife and kids are now. He sits in a wheelchair in a care facility, staring into space.’ She blew out a world-weary sigh and added, ‘It totally sucks, what life dishes up sometimes.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Georgie said with another little frown. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I’m doing the right thing, pursuing a career in neurosurgery. There aren’t always happy endings. Maybe I should have been a dermatologist after all.’

‘And stare at ghastly pimples and weeping eczema all day? No way,’ Belinda said with a grin. ‘Get on with you, Georgie. Neurosurgery is in your blood. You’ll be fine once you get over this rough patch. Don’t worry about Mr Tander’s threats. We’ll sort it out our end and see if we come up with anything. But my bet is he’s just upset about his role in injuring his wife and is looking for a scapegoat. I’ve seen it so many times. He probably blames himself for not checking his wife was wearing her seat belt. The guilt he would be feeling would be overwhelming. He’ll let it go as soon as he comes to terms with how things are.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Georgie said. ‘I would hate anything else to go wrong in my life. I’m starting to think someone’s put a curse on me or something.’

‘You don’t believe in curses, do you?’

‘No, of course not, but ever since I started at Sydney Met my life has spun out of control.’

Belinda winked at her as she hitched her gym bag back on her shoulder. ‘That wouldn’t have anything to do with that seriously gorgeous boss of yours, would it?’

Georgie tried to roll her eyes but she could see Belinda wasn’t buying it. ‘He’s gorgeous but still getting over a bad break-up,’ she said. ‘The very last thing I need is another man in my life who isn’t over his last love. I hate playing second fiddle. It’s so ego-crushing to realise you’re not the one he really wants.’

‘Has he made a move on you?’

Georgie could feel her colour rising. ‘Sort of …’

Belinda’s brows lifted expressively. ‘Gosh, he’s quick off the mark, isn’t he? You’ve only been working there—what is it?—five days?’

‘Don’t remind me,’ Georgie groaned. ‘I have the rest of the year to get through and I’m in over my head as it is.’

Belinda gave her a probing look. ‘You mean you’re a little bit attracted to him?’

‘I’m a big bit attracted to him,’ Georgie confessed. ‘He’s the sort of guy who says “Love you” to his mum, and he adores his kid sister and he wants nothing more than to settle down and have a brood of kids. How rare is that these days?’

‘Uh-oh,’ Belinda said, her expression turning serious. ‘He sounds like the dream guy. If I were you I’d be going for it, boss or no boss.’

Georgie whooshed out a sigh. ‘I’m going to do an hour on the cross-trainer to stop myself from thinking about him.’

‘I hate to remind you, honey, but there’s a twenty-minute time limit on the cross-trainers at this time of the evening,’ Belinda said.

‘Then I’ll have to jump machines until he’s exercised out of my brain,’ Georgie said.

‘Don’t you mean exorcised?’ Belinda asked with a twinkling smile.

Georgie rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t you start,’ she said, and, pushing open the door, headed into the change rooms.

‘Can you see her yet?’ Hannah asked Ben as she peered up and down Market Street. ‘What does she look like?’

Ben scanned the bustling January sales crowd for a sun-kissed brown head but so far he couldn’t see any sign of her. ‘She’s about this tall,’ he said, holding his hand against his pectoral muscles, ‘and she’s got blonde highlights in her brown hair. I’m not sure but I think they’re natural.’

Hannah looked up at him impishly. ‘And what colour eyes does she have?’

He gave her a frown. ‘What’s with all these questions? She’s just my registrar, nothing else.’

‘I hope they’re not ice-blue, like you know who’s were,’ she said with a cheeky grin.

Ben shifted his eyes to search the crowd again. ‘No, they’re not,’ he said somewhat absently as he saw a slim figure weaving her way through the crowd on the George and Market Street intersection, the brilliant white slash of her apologetic smile as she bumped into someone seeming to light up the entire street. ‘They’re the colour of caramel … or toffee … a soft brown.’

‘Uh-oh,’ Hannah said, as she saw who her brother was zeroing in on.

Ben opened his mouth to say something in return but closed it as soon as a flowery perfume invaded his nostrils.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ Georgie rushed up to them, her unfettered hair blowing across her face in the hot breeze.

‘Not another accident, Dr Willoughby?’ Ben asked with an inscrutable look.

‘No,’ she said, tucking her hair behind her ear. She turned to the petite dark-haired figure beside Ben and put out her hand. ‘Hi, you must be Hannah. I’m Georgie.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Georgie,’ Hannah said with a friendly smile. ‘Ben’s told me all about you.’

‘Oh, dear,’ Georgie said, flicking him a quick reproving glance. ‘I hope you won’t hold it against me.’

Hannah’s eyes were dancing as she looked between her brother and his new registrar. ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘Anyway, you’re a whole lot nicer than his last girlfriend. She was—’

‘Hannah!’ Ben warned.

Hannah gave him a guileless look. ‘What?’

‘Georgie doesn’t want to hear about my private life,’ he said. ‘Besides, I need a caffeine hit. I hardly slept last night.’

‘Were you called in?’ Georgie asked as she walked alongside him with his sister on the other.

‘Er … no,’ he said. ‘Hannah was snoring.’

Hannah swung around in mock affront and jabbed him playfully in the chest. ‘I was not! You were the one keeping me awake.’

‘Don’t tell me you snore, Mr Blackwood?’ Georgie said with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

He gave her a glowering look from beneath his dark brows. ‘I haven’t had any complaints in the past,’ he said.

‘He talks in his sleep,’ Hannah piped up authoritatively. ‘He’s done it since he was a little kid. Mum told me.’

‘Shut up or I won’t buy you those outrageously expensive running shoes you wanted,’ he said with a laugh, feigning outrage. ‘I’ll make you go home and do your homework instead.’

Hannah leaned around the front of her brother to speak to Georgie. ‘He doesn’t mean it,’ she said. ‘He’s always teasing me.’

Georgie couldn’t help smiling at the playful interchange between older brother and much younger sister. She could see the deep affection they had for each other, the banter and mock glares not able to hide the rock-solid relationship they shared.

Hannah now had her arm tucked through his and was beaming up at him adoringly. His dark blue eyes were soft and a half-smile was playing at the edges of his mouth as he looked down at her.

Georgie felt her stomach tilt sideways at the thought of having him look at her with such love shining in his eyes. He was certainly attracted to her if that kiss was anything to go on but, then, it had obviously been a while since he’d played the field so perhaps she was a convenient diversion. Maybe even the fact that she’d said she was in a no-dating phase had made her all the more alluring to him: a case of wanting what he couldn’t have. She even wondered if that was why she couldn’t stop thinking about him—because he was technically off limits.

‘Is here OK?’ Ben asked.

‘Sorry?’ Georgie blinked up at him vacantly. ‘What did you say?’

His gaze dipped to her mouth, watching as her tongue flicked over the soft shiny lips, removing a fine trace of lip-gloss. He felt the sudden hard kick of desire deep and low in his belly again and wondered if he had been in his right mind to accept her offer of accompanying him and his sister. How on earth was he going to keep his hands off her? She was temptation from the top of her silky hair to her fuchsia-pink painted toenails peeking out from the high-heeled sandals she was wearing with her sexily tight jeans. Her close-fitting pink top had a scooped neckline which showed a hint of her luscious cleavage, and there was a red cherry emblem just above her right breast, which kept drawing his gaze like a powerful magnet.

Hannah gave him a nudge with her elbow. ‘What is it with you guys?’ she asked.

‘What?’ Ben and Georgie said in unison.

Hannah put her hands on her hips in schoolmistress fashion. ‘Now, sit down, both of you, and behave yourselves,’ she said. ‘We’re here to have a coffee and there’s to be no playing legs and toes under the table either.’

‘Surely you don’t think—’ Georgie began hastily, but she was cut off by Ben’s deep voice coming over the top of her lighter one.

‘Cool it, Hannah. You’re embarrassing Georgie. She’s not interested in me any more than I am her. Besides, she’s having a bet with a friend that could lose her a thousand bucks if she goes on a date with a man before Easter,’ he said. ‘Think of how many pairs of shoes you could buy with a thousand big ones.’

‘Not all that many,’ his sister put in with a little mock pout. Georgie stared at the beverage menu, hoping her colour wasn’t as high as it was feeling from the inside.

Thankfully the waiter approached and took their orders for coffee. She couldn’t help noticing how protective Ben was of his sister when the young male waiter gave Hannah a second look of male appraisal. Ben shuffled his chair a little closer and draped an arm over the back of his sister’s chair.

‘Don’t even think about it, kiddo,’ he said when the waiter had moved on. ‘You’re practically still jailbait and he’s not tall enough for you anyway.’

Hannah gave him a little shove. ‘That’s a horrible thing to say. He can’t help it if he’s not very tall. Besides, he looks like a film star.’

He grinned at her and ruffled her hair. ‘Hollywood stars are OK but you’re too young.’

She screwed up her face at him before turning to Georgie. ‘Do you have an annoying big brother who screens all your potential boyfriends for you?’ she asked.

Georgie smiled. ‘No, I don’t, but I’m thinking I might have missed out on something pretty special.’

‘You haven’t,’ Hannah said, but her smile belied her tone. She leaned forward with her chin propped by her hands and asked, ‘So what is it you look for in a boyfriend?’

Georgie blinked once or twice. ‘Um …’

‘Hannah, please,’ Ben said, rolling his eyes.

She slapped him on the arm and, turning back, tilted her head and fixed her expectant gaze on Georgie. ‘You were saying?’

Georgie suppressed a giggle at the look on Ben’s face. ‘Um … let me see now …’ She twirled a strand of her hair around her finger in an idle manner. ‘A sense of humour is very important,’ she said. ‘And I hate to sound prejudiced against short men, but I like a man I can look up to, not just in height but in intellect as well.’

‘So far so good,’ Hannah said with a cheeky smile in her brother’s direction.

‘And …’ Georgie tapped her lips with the tip of her index finger for a moment. ‘I like a man who’s not afraid of being in the wrong occasionally.’ ‘Uh-oh,’ Hannah said.

Ben swung his gaze his sister’s way and frowned. ‘Uh-oh? What do you mean, “Uh oh”?’

She gave him a surely-you-know-what-I’m-talking-about look. ‘Come on, Ben,’ she said. ‘You hate apologising. It’s your one bad point. You’re too proud to admit when you’ve made a mistake.’

‘That’s complete and utter rubbish.’

‘What about Leila, huh?’ she said with a pointed look. ‘You knew she was all wrong for you the moment you got involved with her, but you wouldn’t admit it. Mum and I told you it was going to end in tears, and it did.’

‘Yeah, well, not with mine, it didn’t,’ he growled.

Hannah exchanged looks with Georgie. ‘He’s lying,’ she said. ‘He was depressed for months. We were so worried about him we—’

‘That’s it,’ Ben said, getting to his feet. ‘I’m not going to sit here listening to you rabbit on about me as if I’m some sort of broken-hearted loser who doesn’t know how to pull a decent date. For God’s sake, Hannah, no wonder Mum was worried about you being let loose in the city. You’re out of control.’

Hannah pouted at him. ‘It’s true, Ben,’ she said. ‘You’ve been moping about for months. It’s time to put it behind you.’

An incoming call on Ben’s phone caused a momentary diversion. He strode out of the hearing of the other café patrons and Georgie watched him frown and speak in turn. He came back to the table but didn’t sit down. ‘I’m sorry but I have to leave you to it for a while,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a private patient who needs an urgent consultation.’

He turned to Georgie and asked, ‘Would you mind hanging around with my sister for an hour or so? I’ll call you when I’m finished.’

Georgie gave him a wide smile. ‘I can think of nothing better.’

Ben clipped his phone back on his belt and strode away. I just knew she was going to say that, he thought as he headed to where his car was parked.





CHAPTER TWELVE

BEN had seen Emma Stanley’s MRI scans two weeks ago but there had been considerable change in her condition since then. The young sixteen-year-old track and field star had a tumour on her lumbar spine, which thankfully was benign, but that didn’t mean she was out of the woods by any means. The tumour was pressing against the cauda equina, causing numbness in her buttocks and weakness in her legs.

Surgery was the only option but there were huge risks involved, especially as imaging had shown the tumour was extensive and its removal had the potential to cause damage to multiple nerve roots. She had fallen several times over the last few days and her parents had panicked and contacted him directly rather than wait until Monday to see him in his public clinic, as he had advised them to do.

Ben sat Emma and her parents down in his office. Taking his own chair, he began to run through the risks. ‘I know we’ve talked through all this before but as Emma’s symptoms have worsened it won’t hurt to go over them again,’ he said. ‘The tumour is growing rapidly—far more rapidly than I expected. So it’s important we get in there and remove it to minimise the risk of permanent damage to the spinal nerves.’

Glenda and James Stanley each gripped one of their wide-eyed daughter’s hands. ‘We understand, Mr Blackwood,’ the father said. ‘We just want her to get well and be able to run again.’

Here comes the difficult part, Ben thought as he mentally prepared himself. ‘Surgery of any sort has risks,’ he began, ‘even routine operations. We have to go into surgery understanding what these are.’

‘We don’t want to frighten Emma, Mr Blackwood. Is it absolutely necessary to go through these in front of her now?’ Emma’s father spoke with emotion.

‘It’s hard, I know,’ Ben said, before shifting to speak primarily to Emma. ‘Emma, you have to have a basic understanding of the potential problems we face, and you have to ask me any questions about specific concerns you as an individual might have, things that might not be such a concern to, say, non-sportspeople.’

‘I understand, Mr Blackwood, and I want to know everything,’ the young girl insisted. ‘It’s all right, Dad, Mum,’ she addressed her parents. ‘I need to know what’s ahead of me.’

‘So, the risks …’ Ben began once the parents had both nodded their agreement. ‘We divide them into two groups. First are risks that could occur with any operation—such as infection, bleeding, clots in the legs. For someone of your age and fitness, Emma, these risks are going to be very small.’

‘That’s good, Mr Blackwood,’ Emma said. ‘See, Mum? He said the risks are small.’ She turned back to Ben. ‘So I should be OK, right?’

‘We all hope so, Emma. But there’s a second category of risks—risks specific to a particular operation. This is where I really want everyone to understand what the possibilities are here,’ Ben explained. ‘Emma, your tumour is fairly big, and many of the spinal nerves coming off the last few centimetres of the spinal cord look as though they are trapped in the tumour. In order to get rid of every bit of the tumour so it won’t come back, I am going to have to peel each nerve root off the tumour. It is possible that some of the nerve roots might be damaged, possibly permanently.’

‘What would that mean, Mr Blackwood?’ Emma asked, with a worried glance at her parents.

‘It would depend which nerve root was damaged,’ Ben said. ‘The least might be a patch of numbness or weakness. The worst could be those, plus loss of control of bowels and bladder.’

It was Emma’s mother who spoke this time. ‘Do what you have to do, Mr Blackwood,’ she urged. ‘She’s suffered enough. We just want her to be without pain.’

But what about without mobility? Ben thought as he looked into that concerned maternal gaze that so reminded him of his mother’s when Hannah’s life had hung in the balance all those years ago. The same haunted shadows were in Glenda Stanley’s eyes and those of her husband’s. How could he possibly prepare them adequately for what was ahead?

He pulled himself into line with an effort and continued, addressing just Emma this time. ‘Emma, we have a huge task in front of us but I’m thinking that with your experience at track and field training you’re no slouch when it comes to hard work. Am I right?’

Emma smiled a tentative smile. ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘I like a challenge.’

‘Good, because that’s what this is going to be,’ he said, ‘and quite possibly the biggest challenge of your life so far. I can’t promise you miracles, you’re old enough to understand that, but I can promise you I will do my best to remove that tumour and relieve the pressure on your spinal nerves, but you need to be aware of the risks.’

‘Go on,’ Emma said, when he paused momentarily.

Ben glanced at the parents, who were now leaning forward slightly in their chairs. His heart contracted in pain for them.

No parent wanted to watch their child’s dreams be snatched away from them but he had a responsibility to inform them of the possible outcomes of such invasive surgery. He took a deep breath and sat forward in his own chair, his forearms leaning on the desk. ‘I cannot promise you a hundred per cent return to full function,’ he said. ‘Emma’s nerves may already be permanently damaged.’

‘You mean …?’ It was Glenda who spoke but Ben could see that both Emma and her father knew exactly what she was referring to.

‘Yes,’ he said heavily. ‘There’s a chance Emma will never walk again.’

The silence was so heavy he could have reached out and touched it. He waited for the fallout. It always happened. It usually took about five to ten seconds.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

‘B-but I’m an athlete …’ Emma’s thin voice cracked the silence. ‘Running is my life. I’ve got sponsors queuing up.’

Ben ached for her. She was the same age as Hannah. He knew all about teenage passion and how focussed they could be on one thing and one thing only, be it boyfriends or fashion or sport. ‘I know, Emma,’ he said gently. ‘I will do the best I can, but you need to know the risks. You have a rare condition. You did nothing to cause it—it’s just there and has to be taken care of. That’s my job. Your job is to trust me to do what I can to give you a good outcome, but as I said there are no guarantees.’

He waited for a moment to add, ‘I always advise patients to get a second opinion in cases such as these. It doesn’t reflect on my judgement so, please, don’t think I would be in the least offended by you seeking someone else’s opinion. In fact, I would prefer it.’

‘No,’ the father said after exchanging another quick glance with his wife and daughter. ‘We’ve heard you are the best and we want you to look after Emma. You were the one who diagnosed the tumour in the first place after she’d been shuffled from doctor to doctor for months.’

Precious, precious months, Ben thought with anguish as he opened his drawer for the necessary consent and admission forms. God, there were times when he really hated his job.

‘So what do you think of my big brother?’ Hannah asked as they finished their coffee. ‘Isn’t he gorgeous?’

‘Er … yes …’ Georgie said. ‘But I don’t want you to think that there’s anything going—’

‘A thousand bucks, huh?’ Hannah cut her off musingly. ‘Don’t you think he’s worth the payout of your bet?’

Very definitely, Georgie thought, but she wasn’t going to admit it to Ben’s sister. She was only starting to admit to herself that the attraction she felt for him was moving fast beyond the physical.

Hannah didn’t wait for an answer and plunged in again. ‘He got terribly hurt by Leila Ingram. She was sleeping around behind his back. I was glad when they broke up because I never liked her in the first place, but I feel bad for him as he’s not dated since. He’s nearly thirty-five. He should be married with a baby on the way by now. I’m dying for a niece or nephew and Mum and Dad would love a bunch of grandkids.’

Georgie blinked at her helplessly, not sure she was supposed to contribute to the conversation or simply be a sounding-board. In the end Hannah took the matter out of her hands and rattled on some more.

‘I’m not sure if you know this but my dad is not Ben’s real father. His dad died when he was six in a tractor accident.’ She gave a little shudder and continued, ‘I still can’t look at the bank of that dam without thinking of how dreadful it must have been for Ben to have his father ruffle his hair at breakfast that morning, only to be killed half an hour later.’

Georgie swallowed a thick lump of empathy in her throat for what Ben and his mother had been through. Life was so fragile sometimes—she saw it all the time at work. It was one of the things that challenged her and frustrated her at the same time. Fate laid a heavy hand on some people and a lighter one on others.

‘My dad was the owner of the neighbouring property,’ Hannah went on. ‘He had secretly loved my mum for years. He helped Mum get back on her feet; he did all the farm labour and helped pay for feed, just like Ben is doing now, on account of the drought. My parents would have lost the farm without his help.’

Georgie recalled the pile of invoices she’d seen in his utility that night after the gym and grimaced again at how rude she had been towards him. ‘Your brother is a very nice man,’ she said. ‘It’s no wonder you adore him.’

Hannah grinned. ‘So you like him a little bit, then, do you?’ she asked.

‘He’s my boss, Hannah,’ she said, more to remind herself more than the young girl. ‘We have to work together for the next twelve months. Things can get tricky when workplace romances run off the rails. We have to deal with life-and-death situations—there’s no room for ill feeling and resentment as it could compromise patient care.’

‘Well, I think he likes you,’ Hannah said with sisterly authority. ‘He keeps looking at you all the time. Haven’t you noticed?’

Georgie was beginning to think Ben’s kid sister was a little too observant. If Hannah had already perceived Ben’s interest, what on earth was she making of her pathetic attempt to disguise hers? ‘Um … sort of,’ she said at last. ‘But it’s just because we got off to a bad start. Did he tell you what I did to him?’

‘No,’ Hannah said, leaning forward. ‘Tell me what happened.’

Georgie told her the details of that fateful morning, watching as the young teenager’s blue-green eyes went wide at first, and then her face falling as reality began to sink home.

‘No wonder he didn’t tell me or Mum,’ Hannah said, nibbling her bottom lip. ‘He might have been killed.’

‘I’m so sorry. I feel so bad about it. I’m normally so careful but I was nervous about my first day at the hospital …’

A frown was still wrinkling Hannah’s forehead. ‘I had a terrible accident on my bike when I was seven,’ she said in a subdued tone. ‘I nearly died. I had to be resuscitated three times on the way to hospital in the ambulance. We don’t talk about it much at home. It upsets everyone too much.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s why Ben chose to do neurosurgery,’ Hannah continued. ‘He hadn’t long qualified as a doctor when I was hit by a car on the road leading to our property. When I came out of a three-week coma with all my faculties working normally, he decided to specialise in neurosurgery.’

‘There are lots of patients who are very glad he did,’ Georgie put in.

‘Yes, I know,’ Hannah said. ‘So I guess you could say something good came out of something bad. I nearly lost my life but it gave the world a wonderful neurosurgeon as a result.’

‘Do you remember anything about the accident?’ Georgie asked.

‘No, and to tell you the truth I’m kind of glad,’ Hannah said. ‘All I know is they never caught the driver.’

‘Does that make it harder for you?’

‘No, not really,’ Hannah replied. ‘What’s the point in being bitter? I have a shunt in my head and a few titanium screws but, hey, I’m alive. I kind of figure the person who knocked me down has suffered more in the long run. Every day he or she has to live with the fact they were too cowardly to stop and help. I couldn’t live with myself if it was me.’

Georgie captured her lip again. ‘No, neither could I.’

‘I’m sure Ben won’t hold it against you,’ Hannah said at Georgie’s worried frown. ‘He’s not the sort to hold a grudge.’

‘Except when it comes to my father,’ Georgie said with a rueful twist to her mouth.

‘Your father?’ Hannah looked at her blankly. ‘What’s your father got to do with any of this?’

Georgie blew out a little sigh. ‘I’m Professor Willoughby’s daughter. I’m sure Ben’s told you about him.’

‘Oh, that Professor Willoughby,’ Hannah said. ‘I’ve only seen Ben truly angry twice in my life. The first time was when I woke up from the coma. He threatened to tear limb from limb the person who had run me down, and the second was when he failed his fellowship. He’d worked three jobs to get himself through medical school. He was doing extra shifts prior to the exam to pay off the rest of the debt, so it was a bit of a blow when he failed. He hadn’t had a holiday or even a night off in years. He was so ready to toss it all in but somehow he pulled himself back into line and went for it with even more determination. But, hey, success is the best revenge, right?’

‘I guess so,’ Georgie said, frowning slightly.

No wonder Ben had been a bit prickly over dinner the other night, she thought. Her life couldn’t have been more different from his. She had been brought up with designer clothing; her very expensive education and holidays had been paid for without lifting a single one of her fingers.

Ben, on the other hand, had lost his father at a young age and had had to grow up rather quickly as a result, taking on more and more responsibility for his family. It would have been a truly devastating blow to fail his fellowship but she couldn’t for the life of her agree with him that her father had done it out of spite or prejudice.

The waiter came over to collect their empty cups which gave Georgie an opportunity to divert her conversation with Hannah to safer ground. She reached for her bag and slipped it over one shoulder as she got to her feet. ‘We’d better get a move on,’ she said with a smile. ‘What would you like to look at first?’

Hannah was delightful company, Georgie decided an hour or so later when they had both tried on shoes and separates in various boutiques. She talked about her life on the farm and how she wanted to become a kindergarten teacher once she left school. She also talked almost constantly about her big brother, making it even harder for Georgie to control her snowballing feelings towards him.

He wasn’t shallow and selfish, like most of the men she had dated in the past, and his core values resonated with her in a way no one else’s had done before. He was dedicated and treated his patients as if they were important, not just names on a waiting list. He was devoted to his family and his colleagues adored him. What was not to like about him?

‘Do you think my bottom looks big in these jeans?’ Hannah asked her at one point, swivelling her head around to check out her rear in the change-room mirror.

‘You look fantastic in them,’ Georgie said. ‘And I think that top we bought earlier will go with them beautifully.’

Hannah put her hands on her on hips and tilted her head from side to side as she looked at her reflection. ‘I wish I was a bit taller,’ she said. ‘It’s not fair that Ben’s six foot four and a half and I’m only five two. He could have spared a couple of inches for me, don’t you think?’

‘I know what you mean,’ Georgie commented wryly as she hitched up the legs of her jeans to show Hannah the height of her heels. ‘I’m probably doing irreparable damage to my ankles and knees in an attempt to look him in the eye occasionally.’

Hannah’s eyes twinkled. ‘As long as you can reach his mouth to kiss him, that’s the main thing.’

Georgie had no way of hiding the red-hot flush that stole over her features.

‘Oh, my God!’ Hannah crowed. ‘You’ve already done it! I knew it! Wait till I tell Mum. She’ll be over the moon.’

‘Hannah, please.’

‘There’s no point in denying it,’ Hannah said, as she unzipped the jeans and busied herself with getting back into her old ones. ‘I could see it the moment I saw you together. It’s kismet or destiny or something. What’s your star sign?’

Georgie mentally rolled her eyes. ‘It’s not my birthday for months.’

‘That reminds me,’ Hannah said turning to face her. ‘It’s Ben’s birthday in a couple of weeks. I’ve already got something in my bag that I made for him especially, but I’d like to get him some new aftershave. Want to help me choose it?’

What could she say? Georgie thought as she was dragged by the hand out of the boutique a short time later and led to the nearest department store.

Hannah was like her brother—totally irresistible.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

BEN called Hannah on her mobile to arrange a meeting place and half an hour later caught sight of her and Georgie sitting on the grass near the Hyde Park fountain, a pair of ibis coming closer and closer for the crumbs Georgie was tempting them with.

‘Even the animal kingdom isn’t safe from her natural beauty and charm,’ he muttered under his breath as he made his way towards them.

‘Hi, Ben, look what I bought,’ Hannah said, leaping to her feet and showing him her jeans and top inside the boutique bags she had in her possession.

‘Mmm, very nice,’ he said. Swinging his gaze to Georgie, who was still sitting cross-legged on the grass, he asked, ‘What did you get?’

‘Sore feet,’ Georgie said wryly, as she made to get up.

He smiled and offered her a hand, pulling her up so strongly she tumbled forward into his arms.

‘Ooh!’ she said breathlessly, her hands flat against the hard wall of his chest.

‘That’ll teach you to wear those ridiculously high heels all the time,’ he admonished her playfully, his hands sliding down the length of her arms as she found her balance.

‘She only does it so she can reach your—’ ‘Hannah!’ Georgie gasped, her face exploding with colour. Ben chuckled as he tugged on his sister’s ponytail. ‘What have you been up to? Teasing my poor little registrar?’ Hannah just smiled.

The heat of the afternoon lured Ben’s little sister away from the shops and off to the beach.

‘Why don’t you come with us, Georgie?’ she asked.

Georgie glanced self-consciously at Ben and began, ‘I don’t think I—’

‘Oh, come on,’ Hannah pleaded. ‘It will be no fun by myself. Ben will go off surfing for hours and I’ll probably drown under the first tiny wave.’

‘Don’t listen to her, Georgie,’ Ben interjected. ‘She can swim like a fish and I haven’t been on my board since before Christmas, but, please, feel free to join us. It’s turning out to be a scorcher and at least you can always head home when you’ve had enough of us.’

I don’t think I could ever have enough of you. Georgie heard that little voice in her head again. ‘I was thinking about going for a swim anyway,’ she said before she could stop herself. ‘I’d be glad of some company.’

A little while later she joined Hannah on the stretched-out beach towels on the sand on Bondi Beach as Ben headed for the rolling waves.

‘Can you surf?’ Hannah asked as she handed Georgie the sunscreen she’d borrowed from her earlier.

‘I’ve never tried,’ she answered. ‘I’ve thought of having lessons but I never seem to find the time.’

‘Ben could teach you,’ Hannah said. ‘Look at him.’ She pointed to his tanned, muscular body paddling out to where the waves were forming. ‘There he goes. That’s not bad for a boy born and bred in the bush, now, is it? Isn’t he cool?’

I don’t know about cool but he’s certainly hot, Georgie thought as she watched him carving his way through and along the wave until it finally crashed. He picked up the board and paddled out strongly again, his rippling muscles glistening and his black hair gleaming in the bright summer sunshine.

‘How about a swim?’ she asked, hoping to skirt away from the subject of Ben for a while to give her heart rate a chance to settle back to somewhere near normal.

Hannah jumped to her feet. ‘Race you to the water!’

Georgie let her win but by only the narrowest margin. The water was refreshingly cool after the heat of the sun and she swam out beyond the breakers, reassured once she had checked that, like Ben had said, his sister could swim very well indeed.

They body-surfed among the other swimmers, which was difficult at times as the section between the flags was crowded, but when Hannah suggested they move outside the patrolled area, Georgie insisted they stay.

‘It’s not worth it, Hannah,’ she said. ‘I know you’re a great swimmer but the rips can be treacherous at times and there are sometimes sandbars. I saw a patient with a permanent neck injury at my last hospital. He dived under a wave and broke two of his vertebrae on a sandbar. He was supposed to be getting married the following week. His fiancée eventually left him. It was so sad.’

Hannah brushed her wet hair out of her eyes as they waded through the shallows back to their towels. ‘How do you cope with all the unhappy endings, Georgie?’ she asked. ‘Mum is always worrying about Ben and what he has to face each day. I guess because of my accident she is more aware of what the doctors and nurses go through, as well as the patients and their families.’

‘It’s really hard at times,’ Georgie answered with honesty. ‘We’re trained to maintain a clinical distance but at times certain patients slip under your guard.’ Not to mention certain doctors!

‘I couldn’t do it,’ Hannah said as she flopped down on her towel. ‘That’s why I want to work with kids. I’m figuring the most I’ll have to deal with is a nosebleed or wet pants.’

‘I’m planning on working with kids, too.’

‘You mean in paediatrics?’

‘Yes,’ Georgie said. ‘I’m a bit of a soft touch when it comes to little kids.’

‘So you want to have some of your own?’

Georgie poked her painted toenails into the sand. ‘Yes, but I want to finish my fellowship first.’

‘But that’s four years away and Ben will be nearly forty!’ Hannah gasped.

Georgie swung her gaze to Hannah’s. ‘I’m your brother’s current registrar, not the future mother of his children,’ she said with as much force as she could muster. ‘Besides,’ she added for effect, ‘I’ve been told by a clairvoyant I’m going to marry a blond man.’

Hannah gave her a scathing look. ‘You don’t believe in all that nonsense, do you?’

Georgie hitched up one brow. ‘Who was asking me what my star sign was an hour or so ago?’

Hannah gave her a sheepish smile. ‘Sorry, but I really like you and I want Ben to find someone who won’t let him down, like Leila did. You’d make a fantastic sister-in-law, and think of the fun we could have, shopping and doing our hair and make-up.’

Georgie smiled back. ‘You’re a real sweetie, Hannah. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up when life might have other plans.’

A tall shadow blocked out the glare of the sun and some droplets of sea water landed on Georgie’s shoulders. She looked up into Ben’s dark blue gaze and her stomach did a funny little dance-like shuffle that sent aftershocks down her legs to her toes.

‘Have you both got sunscreen on?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ Georgie and Hannah answered in unison.

‘Good,’ he said. He reached for the bottle and handed it to his sister. ‘Can you do my back, Hannah?’

‘I’m just off to the loo,’ she said, leaping to her feet and thrusting the bottle into Georgie’s hands. ‘Georgie will do it, won’t you, Georgie?’

Georgie took the bottle. ‘Er … yes …’

‘You don’t have to if you don’t want to,’ Ben said when Hannah had scampered off.

‘It’s fine,’ she said with a tight little smile. ‘I wouldn’t want you to blame me some time in the future for getting a melanoma.’

Ben could hardly concentrate on her words as her soft little hands began to smooth the lotion over his back. He could feel his whole body spring to life under her exquisite touch, the stroke and glide of her hands and fingers making his blood surge away from his brain where he most needed it to remind himself of how dumb it would be to get involved with her. She had only been on the unit a week and the rumours were already flying. And now Hannah was actively encouraging a liaison between them. Sure, it felt good to have his kid sister’s instant approval but that didn’t mean he had to dive head first into a relationship with the daughter of a man who had done his best to sabotage his career before it had even got off the ground.

He suppressed a sigh of pleasure as her hands skated over his shoulder blades. He wanted her to do his front and not just his chest but lower where he was aching to feel the satin softness of her fingers.

Georgie couldn’t believe the way Ben felt under her fingertips. She had been dreaming of doing this, running her hands over him, feeling the hard-muscled smoothness of his skin, sensing the inherent strength and power of him just beneath the surface. She wished she had the courage to push him down on the towel on his back and do his front, lingering over his taut pectoral muscles, circling the indentation of his belly button before going lower where a trail of dark masculine hair disappeared tantalisingly into his board shorts, over a well-formed six-pack.

She had hung around gyms ever since her late teenage years but in all that time she hadn’t seen anyone with the spectacular build he had. It wasn’t grotesquely overdone, as some male gym junkies aspired to. Instead, it spoke of a man who loved his sport but knew how to maximise its benefits without compromising his health and vigour.

‘Do you want me to do yours?’ Ben asked into the silence.

‘I—I’m fine …’

He took the bottle from her hands and squirted some of the contents out into the palm of his hand. ‘Turn around,’ he commanded. ‘You’ve been in the water so what you put on earlier would have washed off by now.’

She wriggled away from the temptation of his touch. ‘It’s waterproof for four hours.’

His eyes clashed with hers. ‘You rubbed my back so it’s only fair that I rub yours, right?’

Georgie turned around rather than have that blue gaze see too much. ‘Um … right …’

She tried to disguise her sucked-in breath as his hands ran over her in long slow movements that sent a shockwave of reaction across the floor of her belly. Her traitorous thoughts started to drift away from her control. How would it be to have his hands on her in other more intimate places? Her body was already tingling with sensations she had never felt before. It was as if he had cast a spell on her or something. He had only to look at her with those dark eyes of his and she felt like rolling over and playing bed.

‘Ben! Georgie! Come quickly.’ Hannah rushed up to them, her feet kicking sand in all directions in her haste. ‘Someone’s been injured by a surfboard.’

Ben dropped the bottle of sunscreen and sprang to his feet as he saw the lifeguards bringing in a surfer with blood seeping from a gash on his forehead. As far as he could tell, the young man was unconscious as the lifeguards placed him on the mat under the shade of the surf club tent and rolled him onto his side into the coma position.

Ben quickly informed them he and Georgie were doctors before he took control. ‘Georgie, stabilise his neck while I check his airway.’

Georgie placed a hand onto each side of the surfer’s head to prevent further neck movements while Ben applied a jaw thrust to open the airway. The lifesavers had opened their resuscitation kit, which included a mask and bag and a small oxygen supply. Ben fitted the mask and turned on the oxygen. Fortunately the patient was breathing spontaneously, and his colour looked good.

‘Is there a hard collar in that kit?’ Georgie asked.

One of the lifeguards passed her a universal hard collar, which Georgie adjusted to fit the patient and applied to his neck.

Ben donned a pair of gloves and examined the head wound. There was no bony crepitus or palpable fracture, just a large gash in the scalp, which was bleeding profusely. He applied a couple of gauze dressing pads and held them in place while Georgie firmly bandaged the skull to control the bleeding. He then checked the surfer’s pulse and blood pressure while Georgie listened to the patient’s chest.

‘Sounds like he’s aspirated some water,’ she said. ‘We’ve already called an ambulance,’ one of the lifeguards said.

‘Good,’ Ben responded. ‘He’ll need full A and E assessment.’

He checked the swimmer’s pupils, finding them equal and reactive, and did a GCS, assessing it at about 11 or 12. There were no other obvious injuries. The main problem appeared to be the scalp laceration and concussion, as the surfer was now showing signs of regaining consciousness.

‘The ambulance is here,’ the senior lifeguard informed them.

‘W-what happened?’ The patient opened his eyes, his expression confused and disoriented. ‘What’s going on?’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Ben reassured him. ‘You hit your head on your board and briefly lost consciousness. We’re sending you to hospital for further assessment.’

The still groggy patient was soon bundled into the back of an ambulance, with a hand-written note from Ben, outlining his and Georgie’s assessment and treatment.

‘I’m not so sure I’ll give surfing a go after all,’ Georgie said as they made their way back to their towels. ‘It looks far too dangerous.’

‘I offered her lessons with you,’ Hannah explained to Ben. ‘Oh …’ he said, grimacing slightly. ‘You’d be OK with that, wouldn’t you?’ Hannah asked, looking up at him with appeal. ‘Sure.’

‘I’m not sure I want to—’ Georgie began.

‘You’d be great at it, Georgie,’ Hannah insisted. ‘You’re a natural, isn’t she, Ben? She’s fit and supple and a good swimmer.’

And she’s bloody heart-stoppingly gorgeous in that pink and orange bikini, he added mentally. Just how did she keep her breasts inside those tiny triangles?

‘I’m starving,’ Hannah announced. ‘Where are we going for dinner?’

‘I have to get home,’ Georgie said, not wanting to intrude any further.

‘Oh, no, you must come with us, mustn’t she, Ben?’ Hannah asked. Swinging her gaze back to Georgie, she added, ‘Ben will only talk about boring work stuff unless you’re there.’

‘I don’t think I should.’

‘Save me from her, Georgie,’ Ben said with a crooked smile. ‘If you don’t come, all I’ll hear all night is stuff about totally unsuitable boyfriends. It drives me nuts.’

She bit her lip and then released it. ‘If you’re sure …’

‘We’re sure,’ he and Hannah said in unison.

Georgie just smiled.

‘Dinner?’ Rhiannon looked at Georgie with suspicion. ‘That’s a date, isn’t it?’

‘Not when there’s a sixteen-year-old chaperone,’ she said with a speaking glance. ‘His kid sister is coming, too.’

‘Yeah, right.’ Her flatmate rolled her eyes. ‘That’s what they all say.’

‘It’s true,’ Georgie said as she inserted a dangly earring into her left ear lobe. ‘Her name is Hannah and she’s lovely. She talks way too much about her brother, of course, but that’s to be expected, I guess, as he’s eighteen years older than her and a bit of a hero figure to her.’

‘And what about you?’ Rhiannon asked with a probing look. ‘Is he hero material?’

Georgie sent her eyes heavenwards. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing in agreeing to this stupid bet. It’s like tempting fate to say you won’t do something, for all of a sudden the very thing you’ve sworn not to do is dangled in front of your nose until you can’t think straight.’

Rhiannon put out her hand palm upwards. ‘Pay up, sister. You’re going to have to anyway so why not get it over with?’

Georgie set her shoulders. ‘No,’ she said. ‘After Andrew I said I wouldn’t even dip my toes into the dating swamp for three months minimum and I meant it.’

‘That was before you met Ben Blackwood,’ Rhiannon reminded her.

‘I can be strong,’ Georgie said as she inserted the other earring. ‘I can do this, I know I can. So what if he’s good-looking and loves his little sister and keeps his family’s farm afloat by paying all the bills for them.’

Rhiannon’s eyes bulged. ‘He does all that?’

‘Yes, and he loves his stepfather.’

‘Uh-oh,’ Rhiannon said, handing Georgie her lipstick.

Georgie stared at the slim tube for a moment.

‘What’s wrong?’ Rhiannon asked. ‘Don’t you think it’s the right colour? I think it goes brilliantly with your outfit. That dress looks sensational on you by the way. I wish I had your figure. Maybe I’ll join the gym after all.’

‘I think I’ll just wear lip-gloss,’ Georgie said with a tiny frown creasing her brow. ‘I don’t want to overdo it.’

‘Believe me, Georgie, you could turn up dressed in a garbage bag and you’d be overdoing it,’ Rhiannon said wryly. ‘One look into those big brown eyes of yours and he’s going to be lost, if he’s not already.’

Georgie gave her flat mate a big squishy hug. ‘You’re so good for my ego,’ she said. Putting Rhiannon from her, she asked earnestly, ‘You won’t be too lonely here all by yourself, will you?’

‘I’m not going to be … I mean … er … not at all,’ Rhiannon said quickly. ‘I’ve got some work to do on my PhD philosophy paper. I’m going to the university library for a couple of hours.’

‘As long as you’re sure?’

‘Totally.’

Georgie took a deep breath and inspected her ensemble in the full-length mirror. ‘Well, then …’

The doorbell rang and Rhiannon handed her the tiny evening purse she’d selected to wear with her cerise dress and high-heeled sandals.

‘If you’re going to blow a thousand mackeroos, make sure it’s worth it,’ she said with a cheeky grin.

It will certainly be worth it, Georgie thought as she answered the door.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

BEN had to force his eyes to stay fixed on Georgie’s face as she opened the door at his summons. She was dressed in a knock-out pink dress that skimmed her slight curves and highlighted the healthy glow of her skin. Her hair was loose about her shoulders, its sun-kissed light waves full of body and bounce, making his fingers twitch yet again to reach out and thread through its silkiness. Her perfume drifted towards him, a different one this time. It was a subtle but totally intoxicating scent that reminded him of sun-warmed honeysuckle.

‘Hannah is waiting in the car,’ he said by way of greeting, not able to think of anything else on the spot. ‘She had a good day today. Thank you.’

Georgie followed him towards the lifts. ‘I had fun, too,’ she said. ‘She’s a lovely girl and great company.’

He stabbed at the lift button without looking at her. ‘I can’t help worrying about her,’ he confessed with a small frown. ‘She’s lived in the country all her life. She’s not as street smart as city kids.’

‘She’s fine, Ben,’ Georgie reassured him. ‘I thought she was very mature for her age.’

He sighed and held the lift doors open with his arm as it arrived, waiting until she stepped inside before joining her. ‘She had to grow up pretty fast,’ he said, still frowning. ‘She spent months in rehab, regaining her mobility. I still get nightmares thinking about it, you know.’ He paused momentarily. ‘What could have happened …’

She couldn’t stop herself from reaching out to touch him on the arm, her fingers curling into the solid warmth of his flesh. ‘It didn’t happen, Ben,’ she said softly. ‘She’s fine.’

Ben looked down at the slim fingers curled around his forearm and, almost without knowing he was doing it, rested his on top. ‘I have a patient the same age as Hannah booked in for Monday’s list,’ he said. ‘That was who I had to see earlier today. She’s the same age, the same height—she even looks like her.’

Georgie drew in a tight little breath as she met his haunted gaze. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ she asked.

‘She has cauda equina syndrome, from a nerve sheath tumour. It’s large, and it’s wrapped around most of the lumbosacral nerve roots. There’s a reasonable risk of permanent damage. She could end up with lower limb weakness or urinary or faecal incontinence.’

‘What do you think the risk is of leaving permanent dysfunction?’ she asked.

He sighed again. ‘Pretty high I’m afraid. The literature suggests no better than 50 per cent chance of avoiding nerve-root compromise.’

Georgie bit her lip. ‘That’s not good.’

The lift doors opened and, placing his hand on her elbow, Ben led her outside. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s at times like these that I sometimes I wonder if I should have been a dermatologist.’

She looked at him in surprise. ‘That’s totally weird,’ she said, and gave her head a little shake.

‘What’s weird?’ he asked. ‘The thought of being a dermatologist?

Think of it—no on-call, no eighty- to ninety-hour weeks and no weekends stuck in Theatre while everyone else is at the beach.’

‘I know what you mean,’ she said thinking of how much she had enjoyed being in the warm summer sunshine all afternoon. ‘But I meant it was weird you said that because I said the very same thing to my policewoman friend the other day.’

‘Have you spoken to her since then?’ he asked.

She couldn’t quite read his expression. ‘No.’

He blew out a tiny breath. ‘I think I should warn you things might be pretty uncomfortable for you in ICU just now. It might be best to keep your visits to a minimum until this thing with Mr Tander settles down a bit.’

‘Has he said anything to you lately?’

Ben decided against telling her of the interaction he’d had with Marianne Tander’s husband as he’d been leaving his office after seeing Emma Stanley and her parents that morning. Jonathon Tander had cornered him, demanding to know why he hadn’t yet sacked the registrar who had cast such wicked aspersions on his impeccable character. The man’s heated tirade had gone on for so long Ben had begun to wonder if Mr Tander was protesting rather too much. Ben understood the volatility of emotions, especially in ICU where lives so often hung in the balance, but something about Jonathon Tander was a little too self-righteous for his liking.

‘Not lately,’ he lied, as he opened the car door.

‘Hi, Georgie,’ Hannah said as she wriggled out of the car to make room for her on the bench seat. ‘Gosh, you look fabulous, doesn’t she, Ben?’

‘Er … yeah … she does,’ Ben answered, dragging his eyes away from the shadow of Georgie’s cleavage as she slid along the seat.

‘I love your perfume,’ Hannah said, sniffing the air vigorously as she got in beside Georgie. ‘It’s so subtle, not like the woman’s whose name I’ve been forbidden to mention. She smelt like one of those cheap toilet air fresheners,’ she pinched her nose and added, ‘Eeeuw.’

Georgie glanced at Ben’s expression and saw him frowning darkly as he shifted the car into gear. She hadn’t realised until now how terribly hurt a man could be about a break-up. She had assumed they quickly moved on to the next relationship as a couple of her ex-partners had done, but it was clear Ben hadn’t really come to terms with Leila’s betrayal. It was also very clear his sister was doing her best to matchmake them, which was rather sweet, but Georgie had a feeling Hannah’s attempt to marry her off to her big brother was likely to fail. He was undoubtedly attracted to her, as she was to him, but their backgrounds were so different and his prejudice against her father would surely cause trouble if their relationship did become a permanent one. She could just imagine the friction it would cause—maintaining a successful relationship was hard enough without other factors coming into play.

‘Have you got enough room?’ Hannah asked.

‘Um … yes …’ Georgie answered, trying to ignore the rock-hard thigh brushing against hers. She sucked in a breath to keep her upper body away from his but it was almost impossible as Hannah seemed to be leaning against her, she could only assume deliberately.

‘Is Thai food all right with you?’ Ben asked into the little silence.

‘Of course,’ Georgie answered. ‘I love Thai food.’

‘There’s a fabulous Thai restaurant in The Rocks,’ he said. ‘It’s right next to Cadman’s cottage.’

‘I know the one,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s won numerous awards.’

A short time later they were seated in the busy restaurant, with drinks in front of them, while Hannah monopolised the conversation.

‘So when are you going to bring Georgie home to meet Mum and Dad?’ she asked her brother. Before waiting for an answer, she tacked on, ‘How about next weekend?’

‘I really don’t think—’ Ben and Georgie spoke in unison.

‘Why not?’ Hannah asked. ‘Georgie would love it, wouldn’t you, Georgie?’

‘Um … I …’

‘I bet you’d love to have a ride on one of our horses,’ Hannah said. ‘And Ben could show you around some of the vineyards in the area.’

‘It sounds lovely but—’

‘It’s not like it’s a date or anything,’ Hannah said. ‘Anyway, it’s me inviting you, not Ben, so how about it?’

‘It’s a lovely offer, Hannah,’ Georgie said, ‘but I think I’m on call next weekend.’

‘What about the one after that?’ Hannah asked hopefully.

‘I’m sure Georgie has a hectic social life in the city. No doubt a weekend in the country would be far too boring for her,’ Ben put in as he examined the menu.

‘On the contrary, I can think of nothing better than a weekend in the country,’ Georgie said, sending a reproachful look in his direction.

‘Well, that’s settled, then,’ Hannah said dusting her hands as if a particularly difficult mission had just been accomplished. ‘The weekend after next it is.’

‘Thank you for dinner,’ Georgie said later that evening as Ben walked her to the entrance to her apartment while Hannah waited in the car, busily texting a friend on her mobile phone. ‘I had a wonderful time.’

He gave her a wry smile. ‘Thank you for putting up with my sister’s not-too-subtle attempts to find me a wife. I hope you weren’t too embarrassed.’

‘Not at all,’ she said, feeling her cheeks grow warm as his dark blue gaze rested on her face.

The silence began to stretch, second by second, the air starting to crackle with tension as Georgie found her eyes slowly but inexorably drifting towards his mouth. His lips were so tempting she wanted to stand on tiptoe and press her mouth against them, to stroke the tip of her tongue across the seam of his mouth, to push in and find the sexy rasp of his. She felt her heels start to come up off the floor, her body tilting towards him, her eyelashes starting to come down.

The first brush of her mouth against his sent shooting sparks of heat right through Ben’s body. He felt it in every limb, vein and artery. His groin leapt to attention, his heart ramming against his chest as his tongue met hers as he took over the kiss.

He had kissed a lot of women in his time but never had he kissed a woman with as much passion as Georgie. She didn’t just kiss with her mouth—she kissed with her whole body. He could feel it pressed up against him, her breasts crushed to his chest, her legs between the brace of his, her arms flung around his neck to keep his mouth on hers, her hot, dancing little tongue duelling with his. He relished the taste and feel of her, the energy of her body awakening the sleeping dragon of need he had suppressed for so long. Hot tongues of flame licked through him, scorching him inside and out, making him so hard he couldn’t think about anything but getting her to the nearest flat surface so he could drive himself into her honeyed warmth.

‘I shouldn’t be doing this,’ he groaned as he pulled his mouth off hers to nibble on the soft skin of her neck.

‘Neither should I,’ she whispered back huskily as she gently nipped at his bottom lip, her tongue flicking where her teeth had caught him. ‘I’m not supposed to dating.’

‘This wasn’t a date,’ he said returning to her mouth to press a series of kisses to its cushioned surface. ‘We just went out to dinner with my kid sister as chaperone.’

Georgie kissed his lips once, twice, three times. ‘Maybe we should stop now.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, and, smothering a groan, crushed her mouth beneath his again.

‘Ahem.’ The sound of someone clearing their throat came from the front door of the apartment block.

Georgie sprang out of Ben’s arms, her cheeks going pink when she saw Rhiannon looking at her with her arms folded reprovingly.

‘It’s not what you think,’ Georgie began.

Rhiannon ignored her to introduce herself to the tall, silent figure standing to one side. ‘Hi, I’m Georgie’s flatmate, Rhiannon Taylor.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Rhiannon,’ he said politely, offering her a hand. ‘Ben Blackwood.’

‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ Rhiannon said with a cryptic smile.

‘I hope it wasn’t all bad,’ Ben said with a little glance in Georgie’s direction.

‘On the contrary, it was all good,’ Rhiannon said. ‘Jules Littlemore, your intern, is a friend of mine, and Georgie’s, too, actually. Jules has told me how much he enjoys working with you.’

‘It was kind of him to say so,’ Ben answered. ‘He’s a hard worker.’ He pushed a hand through his hair and added, ‘I’d better be going. Hannah’s probably run out of friends to text by now. Nice to meet you, Rhiannon.’

He turned to Georgie. ‘I’ll see you in Theatre tomorrow at eight-thirty. Goodnight.’ ‘Goodnight …’

Rhiannon waited until Ben’s car had driven away before turning to face Georgie with a victorious look on her face. ‘I knew it! I just knew you couldn’t do it. You’re hopeless when it comes to handsome men.’

‘I told you before, it wasn’t really a date,’ Georgie growled as she stomped towards the lift.

‘Yeah, and I bet you’re going to say that wasn’t really a kiss either,’ Rhiannon said with a teasing grin. ‘Come on, pay up, Georgie. You owe me one thousand dollars.’

The lift doors opened and they stepped in together.

‘I don’t mind paying you the money but I’m not officially involved with Ben Blackwood,’ Georgie insisted. ‘Besides, he’s not over his last girlfriend.’

‘He didn’t look like he was missing her too much back there when he was kissing you,’ Rhiannon pointed out wryly.

Georgie rolled her eyes. ‘You know what men are like,’ she said. ‘Look at what Andrew was getting up to with me while he was supposedly getting over his ex.’

‘Good point,’ Rhiannon said, chewing at her lip for a moment. ‘What say we wait and see what happens before you pay me?’

Georgie whooshed out a despondent breath as the lift doors opened on their floor. ‘Nothing’s going to happen,’ she said.

Rhiannon just smiled.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

GEORGIE didn’t leave anything to chance the next morning and left extra early so she could turn up on time in Theatre for Emma Stanley’s case. She had found it hard to sleep the previous night, thinking about the young girl who had so much at stake, not to mention Ben, who as Emma’s neurosurgeon had so much pressure on him to perform a miracle when the chance of one was not very likely.

Linda greeted her as she came into the change room. ‘Tough morning this one,’ she said. ‘Ben’s really feeling it. He hides it pretty well but I’ve worked with him long enough to know the signs.’

‘He told me about the case yesterday,’ Georgie said as she put her bag into one of the lockers. ‘It’s hard, what life tosses up, isn’t it?’

‘Sure is,’ Linda agreed. ‘The parents are such lovely people who would move heaven and earth to get their daughter back to full health. I only hope Ben can pull this one off. Mind you, if anyone can, he can. He’s got that steely determination to succeed where others would have given up long ago. I have a feeling your father saw that quality in him right from the start.’

Georgie frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

Linda hung up her blouse before turning to face her. ‘Your father would never have failed someone unless he thought they weren’t quite ready to face the responsibility of being the one to make life-and-death decisions, as neurosurgeons sometimes have to do. I reckon your father thought Ben needed that extra six months of study to further develop his patience and skill.’

‘I wish Ben could see it that way,’ Georgie said as she reached for a coat hanger.

Linda gave her a confident smile. ‘He will eventually,’ she said. ‘Especially now.’

Georgie could feel Ben’s tension as soon as she walked into Theatre. His eyes looked tired as if he hadn’t slept well and he kept cracking his knuckles as he waited for David Lucas, the anaesthetist, to finish preparing Emma for surgery.

Georgie met Ben’s gaze, holding it for a beat or two, hoping he could feel her support coming from deep within her.

The young girl was finally anaesthetised, catheterised and placed in the prone position on the operating table, supported by padded rests and sandbags. Needle electrodes were placed into the major muscles of each leg and attached to an EMG monitor.

‘I will be using a nerve stimulator during the surgery to assist with identifying and preserving the spinal nerve roots as they are dissected free of the tumour,’ Ben explained in a calm, even tone.

Georgie stood by his side and watched with bated breath as he prepped Emma’s back with alcohol and chlorhexidine and draped the area, leaving the lumbar region exposed and placing a steridrape on the operative area. He made a midline incision over the L2 to L5 regions and carried it down with diathermy to the spinous processes of the lumbar spine, inserting two self-retraining retractors.

‘On each side I’m cutting through the spinal pedicles,’ he said, removing the spinous processes of L3 and L4 to reveal the bulge in the dura caused by the tumour.

Georgie could see the tangle of nerve roots and tumour and felt her heart sink again at how tough a call this was going to be for both Emma and Ben.

She thought again about her conversation with Linda in the change rooms. Ben certainly had an edge when it came to gritty determination. He had worked long and hard to get through medical school and his specialist training. Obstacles had been put in his way right from the word go but he had soldiered on regardless.

He was doing it now, she realised as she saw the way his hands worked with meticulous precision, his concentration fierce, but his manner professionally calm and controlled.

Three and a half hours later, using a combination of painstaking dissection, wearing magnifying loops and using the nerve stimulator, Ben peeled away the tumour from each nerve root, eventually freeing the whole mass. The motor function to the lower limbs seemed intact, according to the positive spikes on the EMG monitor, but Georgie knew that there was no way of effectively monitoring nerves to the bowels, bladder or sensation. Only in the post-operative period would it become clear if Emma had suffered any neurological deficit. Not only that, it could take a year or more to be certain whether any deficit was temporary or permanent.

Ben put on two titanium plates and screws, one on each side of the remaining pedicles, to replace the strength lost when the laminae and spinous processes were removed, and he then assisted Georgie in placing a small closed suction drain into the wound before closing it.

The relief when it was all over was palpable.

Georgie met his eyes over his mask and shield, the flicker of doubt and hope fighting it out in those dark blue depths making her heart suddenly contract.

‘You did a good job assisting,’ he said as Emma was wheeled out to Recovery.

‘Thanks,’ she said softly. ‘You were amazingly patient. I couldn’t believe how difficult it would be to preserve every nerve root.’

He stripped off his mask and gave her a tired smile. ‘I had a good teacher,’ he said. ‘My father, you mean?’ ‘You sound surprised.’

‘I am, considering what you’ve said about him being difficult to work with,’ she admitted.

‘He was a nightmare to work with at times but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t a fine neurosurgeon,’ he said, tossing his gloves in the bin. ‘He may have thrown a few instruments in his time but as far as patience with a patient went, he was hard to beat. I’ve seen him stand in one spot for ten hours to remove a spinal tumour.’

‘Emma’s parents are waiting to speak to you,’ Linda informed him from the door.

‘Right,’ he said, and left Georgie standing there with her mouth open.

She met Jules coming out of the lift as she was heading up to the high-dependency unit to check on Emma, who had been transferred there from Recovery.

‘I hear you’ve lost the bet,’ he said with a grin, ‘and with the boss, no less. Way to go, girl.’

She gave him a withering look. ‘I am not dating Ben,’ she said with cutting emphasis.

‘Better announce it on the hospital loudspeaker, then,’ he advised. ‘It was the hot topic in the doctors’ room this morning. Everyone seems to think you are.’

‘Oh, no!’ she groaned.

‘Madeleine Brothers wasn’t too happy about it,’ he went on. ‘She thinks it’s going to cause more trouble with Mr Tander.’

‘How is Mrs Tander?’ Georgie asked. ‘Mr Blackwood advised me to stay out of ICU until things settle down a bit.’

‘She’s not doing too well,’ Jules said. ‘Mr Blackwood ordered a whole-body CT scan but she’s too unstable to take down to X-Ray. The police have been in to talk to Mr Tander once or twice. He’s pretty annoyed about it so you’d better do as the boss says and keep your head down.’

‘Does Ben … er … I mean Mr Blackwood think there’s something else wrong with Mrs Tander?’ Georgie asked. ‘Something we might have missed in the initial assessment?’

‘I guess he must if he wants a full scan done,’ he said. Glancing at his watch, he added, ‘I’ve got to dash. See you around some time.’

‘Yeah.’ Georgie answered absently. ‘See you.’

‘Dr Willoughby!’ an irate male voice thundered from down the corridor. ‘Just the person I want to see. How dare you insinuate that I tried to kill my wife?’

Georgie felt her stomach go hollow. Jonathon Tander was livid, his whole body pulsating as he cornered her.

‘The police have been on my back all morning, thanks to you,’ he railed. ‘I’m going to sue you. Do you hear me? I am going to have you dismissed from this hospital for the specious rumours you’ve circulated about me. You will never work again in any hospital.’

‘Mr Tander, I—’

‘I love my wife,’ he cut her off, tears suddenly brimming in his bloodshot eyes. ‘She’s everything to me. I love her. I would never allow her to suffer …’

Georgie felt as if her heart was being squeezed as the man’s broken sobs sounded from deep within his chest. His whole body shook with the force of them, his legs trembling so much she was sure he was going to fall in a heap on the floor.

‘Mr Tander,’ she said, putting a gentle hand on his arm in order to lead him to a chair, ‘please, sit down and let me try to explain.’

He wrenched his arm away from her and glared at her through his tears. ‘Don’t try and butter me up. You’re making things so much worse, don’t you realise that? So much worse! She’s suffered enough. I can’t take any more. Oh, God, I can’t take any more.’

‘It’s all right, Georgie.’ Ben’s deep voice spoke from behind her. ‘Wait for me in my office. I’ll deal with this.’

Georgie backed away, her emotions see-sawing as she heard him deal gently with the older man.

‘Come on, Mr Tander,’ he said. ‘Let’s get you a hot cup of tea and some time to yourself in one of the lounges.’

‘I love her,’ Mr Tander said as he walked with Ben back towards the lifts, his voice a wobbly whisper. ‘I would do anything for her …. anything …’

‘I know you would,’ Ben answered softly as he pushed the lift call button. ‘That’s what life is all about—loving people. And it hurts at times.’

Georgie was on her way to Ben’s office when she was intercepted by Richard DeBurgh.

‘Ah, Georgie, my dear,’ he said, ‘I’ve been meaning to have a little chat with you about something. Have you got a minute?’

‘Sure,’ she said, ‘but I haven’t got much time. I have to meet Mr Blackwood in a few minutes.’

Richard opened his office door and waved her through. ‘Come in and make yourself comfortable. Ben won’t mind waiting.’

Georgie took the chair opposite his desk but, instead of sitting in his own chair, he perched on the edge of his desk. She tried to edge away but the chair’s legs wouldn’t slide on the thick carpet.

‘Word is circulating that you and Ben are an item,’ he said, running his gaze over her. ‘Is it true?’

She moistened her suddenly dry lips. ‘Not really …’

He arched one brow. ‘Define what you mean by “not really”,’ he said.

‘I’d rather not discuss my personal life as it’s—’

He gave a chuckle that somehow wasn’t reflected in his eyes. ‘None of my business, right?’

Georgie couldn’t even crack a smile in return. ‘That’s right,’ she said a little stiffly.

He leaned closer. ‘Listen to me, Georgie. You’re making a big mistake, getting involved with Ben. What will your father say?’

She put her chin up but her confidence was already starting to sag. ‘He’ll be happy if I am happy.’

Richard shook his head at her. ‘Somehow I can’t see your father accepting Ben Blackwood as a future son-in-law,’ he said. ‘Have you told him about your relationship with the man he thought would never make it as a neurosurgeon?’

She gritted her teeth and said, ‘I am not having a relationship with Mr Blackwood and I think my father did think he would make it. He just wanted Ben to have a few more months to hone his skills.’

‘You seem like a sensible girl, Georgie,’ he said. ‘Don’t waste yourself on someone like Ben Blackwood. If you’re after a quick little affair to boost your career prospects, come and see me. I’d be more than happy to oblige.’

Georgie stared at him in shock, wondering if she had heard correctly. ‘Excuse me?’ she said, narrowing her eyes slightly.

His smile was smooth but again didn’t involve his eyes. ‘I met your ex-partner, Andrew McNally, at an old boys’ function from the cathedral school we both attended. He told me all about you.’ He paused as his gaze slid over her before adding, ‘About how much fun you were.’

She felt her throat go dry as she scrambled to her feet. ‘I think you’ve got the wrong idea, Mr DeBurgh,’ she said, and headed for the door.

‘Think about it, Georgie,’ he called out after her. ‘I’ll leave the offer open if you change your mind.’

She answered by closing the door firmly behind her.

‘What’s wrong?’ Rhiannon asked as soon as Georgie came into the apartment that evening. ‘You look like you’re about to throttle someone.’

Georgie began to pace the room. ‘I am so angry I could scream,’ she ground out furiously. ‘That obnoxious creep! How could I have got it so wrong about him? He’s nothing but a sleazy silver-tongued snake.’

‘So what did Ben do now?’ Rhiannon asked.

Georgie stopped pacing, her face draining of colour when she suddenly remembered she was supposed to have been waiting in Ben’s office for him. ‘Oh, no!’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I was supposed to meet Ben in his office and I completely forgot when one of the senior surgeons came on to me.’ She gave a little shudder and added, ‘Ben warned me about him but I thought he had it completely wrong.’

‘Eeuw, gross!’ Rhiannon said with feeling. ‘Why don’t you report him for sexual harassment?’

‘I might just do that,’ Georgie said as she reached for her mobile and dialled Ben’s number, but it went straight to the message service. She put the phone back in her bag and let out a frustrated sigh. ‘I wish I could see him face to face to explain.’

‘Do you know which apartment block he lives in?’ Rhiannon asked.

‘No, but I’ll ask the hospital switchboard,’ Georgie answered, and reached for her phone again.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

BEN answered the door with a towel hitched around his hips, his hair still dripping from his shower.

‘Oh … sorry …’ Georgie bit her lip and tried to keep her eyes north of the border. ‘Um … I picked a bad time to drop in on you.’

‘Not at all,’ he said, stepping aside to let her in. ‘I just got back from the gym.’ He closed the door and added, ‘I thought I might have seen you there. You didn’t hang around at the hospital so I thought you’d gone straight there.’

‘I’m so sorry I didn’t keep our appointment,’ she said. ‘I got a bit distracted by … by something that happened just after I left you with Mr Tander.’

He frowned as he looked down at her. ‘Jonathan Tander didn’t have another go at you, did he? I left him with the hospital chaplain in the relatives’ lounge. Did he somehow track you down again?’

She shook her head and cupped her elbows with her crossed-over hands. ‘I had a bit of a run-in with Richard DeBurgh … well, not exactly a run-in, more of a misunderstanding … of sorts …’

‘What sort of misunderstanding?’

Georgie stared at the droplets of water trickling down his muscular chest, her stomach tilting with the desire to follow each one with the tip of her tongue. How would he taste? She wondered. Salty or tangy or. ‘Georgie?’ he prompted.

She dragged her eyes up to his. ‘He offered me an affair,’ she told him bluntly.

His frown deepened. ‘He what?’

‘He seemed to think I would be interested in giving my career a bit of a boost by sleeping with him,’ she said.

‘You should report him.’

‘I’m still thinking about it.’

‘You have enough to deal with right now without unwanted attention from men who should know better,’ he said, raking a hand through his damp hair, leaving deep finger grooves in the jet-black strands.

‘It’s all right, Ben. I can handle men like Richard. Heaven knows, I’ve met plenty of them before.’

His eyes caught and held hers. ‘I suppose you know the rumours are flying thick and fast about us at the hospital?’

She drew in a fluttering breath. ‘Yes … I had heard something along those lines.’

‘What do you think we should do about it?’

‘I don’t know …’ She captured her bottom lip once more. ‘What do you think we should do?’

‘We could deny it strenuously,’ he said, looking down at her mouth.

‘I guess that could work …’

‘Of course, it didn’t help that we were seen by your flatmate, who has no doubt told my intern.’

‘No,’ she said, rolling her lips together for a moment. ‘You’re right. That wouldn’t have helped at all.’

‘Or we could go along with it,’ he suggested. ‘You know, pretend we really are having an affair.’

She looked at him, unable to think of anything to say.

‘When you think about it, it could solve your problem with Richard DeBurgh,’ he said. ‘He’ll back off once he hears we’re officially seeing each other.’

‘So …’ She ran her tongue over her dry lips before continuing. ‘What you’re suggesting is we pretend to be dating, right?’

‘Yeah, why not?’ he said. ‘You can let your flatmate in on the secret so you don’t lose the bet, but to all intents and purposes everyone else will believe we’re having a bit of a fling.’

She frowned at him. ‘And you don’t have a problem with that?’

‘Why should I have a problem with it? We’re both adults. The fact that you’re my registrar is neither here nor there. Work is work and play is play.’

‘But we’re not really playing,’ she pointed out. ‘We’re just pretending.’

‘Is that disappointment I hear in your tone?’

‘Of course not!’ she insisted. ‘Why on earth would I be disappointed?’

He stepped closer, his warm, damp body almost touching hers. ‘We could be pretty hot together, don’t you think, Georgie?’ he said in a low sexy rumble. ‘When we kissed last night I was so close to—’

She blocked his next word with her fingertip. ‘No,’ she said quickly and huskily. ‘Don’t say it … it’s like tempting fate.’

He captured her finger and sucked on it—hard—his eyes holding hers in the magnetic force field of his. ‘We can pretend or we can do it for real. Right now I’m thinking real would be good.’

‘No …’ she said, her stomach somersaulting as his tongue rolled over her fingertip. ‘No, it wouldn’t be good. We’re not right for each other. You know we’re not. You said it yourself—we come from completely different backgrounds.’

He blew his hot breath into the shell of her ear, his tongue snaking out to trace its delicate contours until her spine threatened to dissolve. ‘Haven’t you heard of the expression “opposites attract”?’

‘Yes …’ She shivered as his mouth hovered just above hers. ‘But it doesn’t mean it will last.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said, trailing a pathway of kisses down the side of her neck. ‘We could make it last.’

‘F-for how long?’ she asked, as her whole body shivered in reaction.

His hands skated over the swell of her breasts, his eyes burning into hers. ‘How long do you want it to last?’ he asked. ‘I … I don’t want to waste time on going-nowhere relationships,’ she said, running her hands over his chest, her fingertips relishing the hard contours of his body. ‘I’m twenty-seven years old. I have four years of study ahead of me. It’s … complicated …’

He planted a hot-as-fire kiss on her mouth. ‘We could take it one step at a time,’ he said.

‘I’m not ready for big steps …’

‘Baby steps, then,’ he said, capturing her bottom lip between his teeth and tugging gently. ‘Little tiny baby steps.’

Georgie could feel herself melting inside and out. Her legs were like two soggy noodles and her spine loosened to the point of collapse. ‘This is very tempting …’ she breathed.

She felt his smile like an imprint on her lips. ‘It’s supposed to be tempting,’ he said. ‘I want to sleep with you. I think I’ve wanted it from the moment you put that hard collar on me when you knocked me down. You’ve been keeping me awake more than my most difficult patients, do you realise that?’

She raised her mouth just enough to secure contact with his, lifting them off only long enough to say, ‘I think I’ve wanted you from the moment you called me Georgiana.’

He looked at her quizzically. ‘I thought you didn’t like being called by your full name?’

‘I don’t, but the way you said it made me want to grab you and shake you. I was so angry.’

‘But you’re not angry at me now?’

She looked at the sensual curve of his mouth. ‘No, I’m not angry.’

‘So what are you feeling?’ he asked after a two-beat pause.

‘I’m feeling like I’m sinking in over my head,’ she confessed as his breath caressed her face. ‘I want to step forward but I’m scared I’m going to make another big mistake.’

‘Don’t be scared, sweetheart,’ he said, cupping her face with his hand. ‘Let’s just take things slowly.’

‘Slowly sounds good,’ Georgie said as he kissed her neck again, each whisper-soft press of his lips making her shiver all over again.

‘Is this slow enough for you?’ he asked, as he began a leisurely exploration of her bottom lip with the tip of his tongue.

Her belly exploded with desire at the exquisite touch, her legs sagging beneath her. ‘Maybe we could speed it up a tiny bit,’ she said as her tongue brushed against his.

‘How much?’ he asked, pulling on her top lip this time with his mouth, in a tug and release action that sent a hot river of sensation rushing down her spine.

She pressed herself closer, the heated trajectory of his erection sending her into a tailspin. She opened her mouth as his came down, whimpering softly as his tongue swept hers up into a toe-curling duel that left her totally breathless.

His hands cupped her bottom and pulled her into his hardness, the pulsing urgency of his body making her wonder how she had resisted him this long. Was it possible to fall in love so rapidly? she wondered. She had made the mistake before of allowing physical attraction to take precedence, but somehow with Ben she knew her feelings for him were not just physical. He was everything she most admired in a man. He might come from a completely different background from hers but he had qualities that made every other man she’d dated seem shallow and self-serving in comparison.

‘Am I going too fast?’ Ben asked as he cupped her breast with the warmth of his palm.

‘No,’ she said, looking dreamily into his smouldering gaze. ‘Not fast enough.’

He rubbed his thumb over the tight point of her nipple, back and forth in a caressing movement that made her ache to feel his hand on her without the barrier of clothes. ‘If I speed up, I might not be able to stop,’ he warned. ‘You have this amazing effect on me, Dr Willoughby. I can’t seem to control myself around you.’

She smiled as she nestled closer to him. ‘You have the same effect on me. I feel like ripping that towel off your body and kissing you all over.’

‘Don’t let me stop you,’ he said, holding his hands up in surrender. ‘Go ahead, make my day.’

She trailed her fingers down his chest, lingering over each dark brown pebbly nipple, pressing her mouth to each one, rolling her tongue over them in turn, her stomach kicking in excitement when she heard his groan of pleasure rumble from deep within his chest.

‘Am I going too fast for you, Mr Blackwood?’ she asked playfully, tiptoeing her fingertips to the trail of dark hair that went from his navel to beneath the precariously hung towel.

‘Not fast enough,’ he growled, and, picking her up in his arms, he carried her to his bedroom, knocking over a lamp in his haste.

Georgie helped him remove her clothes with fumbling fingers that shook in anticipation. She gasped when his hands found her naked skin, the feel of his palms on her breasts as he explored them making her breath catch in her throat. His touch was gentle but determined, tender and yet urgent.

‘God, I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ he groaned as he brought his mouth to her breast, his hot breath dancing over the aching point of her nipple. ‘You should be pushing me away.’

She arched her body as his mouth closed over her nipple. ‘Do you want me to push you away?’

‘No,’ he groaned, as he moved to her other breast. ‘You’ve got the most beautiful body. I’ve been lying awake at night, thinking of how you looked in that barely there bikini of yours. Just as well my sister was there otherwise I would have been doing this then.’

She gasped as his hands moved to the final lacy barrier that shielded her femininity from his burning gaze. He hooked one finger in the elastic of her knickers and pulled them down, his hand cupping her gently as she pulsed with longing against him.

She gasped again when he slowly inserted one of his long fingers into her silky warmth, the tantalising movement mimicking what he longed to do with his aroused length. She reached down between them to pull away the towel that was still covering him, her stomach tilting in delight when she felt his naked body pressing against her skin. Her hands skated over him, touching him, exploring his hard contours, her fingertip encountering the bead of moisture that signalled how very aroused he was.

He pulled her hand away and covered her mouth with his, the weight of his body on hers making her feel utterly feminine and totally desirable as his hard thighs wrapped around hers. She could feel his body probing for entry but he kept control, his kiss deepening until she was writhing beneath him.

He tore his mouth off hers long enough to reach across her to the bedside drawer in search of a condom. He rustled around the drawer for ages before he finally found one, holding it up with a victorious grin. ‘For a moment there I thought we were going to have to suspend proceedings while I dashed out to the pharmacy down the road for supplies.’

Georgie was somehow touched that she was the first woman he had considered making love with since his break-up. It was a nice feeling to know he hadn’t been bedding every woman he could in the past nine months. It made her feel incredibly special.

She ran her hands over his flat stomach as she watched him put on the condom, her belly flip-flopping all over again at the sight of him fully aroused.

He kissed her again, his mouth full of sensual promise as it moved down her body, until he came to her tender folds hidden behind a tiny landing strip of dark curls. She drew in a sharp little breath when his tongue parted her, the sensation of his mouth on her most secret place sending her heart rate way out of her training zone. She clutched at his silky dark head as he subjected her to a passionate assault on her senses, every nerve jangling and screaming for release. The tension built and built until with a cut-off cry she came, her body arching and jerking beneath his exquisite caress.

‘Good?’ he asked as he moved over her to settle between her still trembling thighs.

‘The best …'she breathed in wonder as her eyes locked with his. ‘I’ve never been able to … you know … do it that way …’

His dark eyes glinted with satisfaction. ‘Like I said before, Georgie, you press my buttons so it’s only fair I press yours.’

She let out a rapturous gasp as he entered her in a single thrust, her body grabbing at him greedily, wanting all of him to fill her aching need. ‘Oh … wow …’

‘Too fast?’ he asked, his breathing becoming rapid.

‘No … It’s just you feel so … so … so good.’

‘It’s feeling pretty good from my side, too,’ he said, trying to hold back. ‘I’m going to come too soon if you don’t stop wriggling like that against me.’

‘I want you to come,’ she said, grabbing at his buttocks and digging her fingers in.

‘We’re supposed to be taking things slowly,’ he said, speeding up.

‘I know …’ she panted, as she began to climb the summit again.

‘Whose idea was that anyway?’ he said, as he felt himself teetering on the edge.

‘I can’t remember,’ she gasped as he surged deeply, filling her completely. ‘I think it might have been mine. Dumb, huh?’

‘You’re not dumb, baby, you’re gorgeous.’ He sucked in a harsh breath. ‘And I think I’m losing control here.’

She arched up to meet his next downward thrust, her whole world splintering into a thousand pieces, her cry of release just a couple of seconds ahead of his. She felt the shudders of his release reverberate through his body where it was pressed against hers, the pumping action of his pelvis so deliciously male she shivered all over with delight.

She held him close, her fingers caressing his hair, his neck and his shoulders, her heart rate struggling to return to normal.

So this was what being in love felt like, she thought in amazement. No wonder she’d got it so wrong with Andrew. She mentally cringed as she thought about the few times they had made love, almost mechanically, as if following a manual. There had been no emotional connection, no meeting on a level that was beyond the physical.

Ben eased himself up on his elbows to look down at her. He tucked a wayward strand of her hair behind her ear with a touch so gentle Georgie felt tears prickling at the backs of her eyes. ‘A guy could get pretty used to having you look at him like that,’ he said.

She smiled as she traced her fingertip over the curve of his top lip. ‘A girl could get pretty used to having a guy look at her the way you do at me,’ she responded softly.

He pressed a soft-as-a-feather kiss to each of her eyelids before asking, ‘So that crazy idea of mine of pretending we’re having an affair is off, then, huh?’

‘What’s a thousand dollars anyway?’ she said with a smile. ‘It was worth it.’

He grinned as he brought his mouth back down to within a breath of hers. ‘How many condoms do you think you could buy with a thousand dollars?’

‘I don’t know. How many do you think?’

‘Let’s start counting,’ he said and took her to paradise once more.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

‘ONE hundred, two hundred, three hundred—’

‘Stop,’ Rhiannon said as Georgie counted out the hundred-dollar bills the following morning. ‘I have something to confess.’

Georgie let the next note flutter to the table. ‘What?’

Rhiannon bit her lip. ‘I’ve been seeing someone.’

Georgie’s eyes went out on stalks. ‘You have?’

Rhiannon nodded. ‘I was going to tell you a couple of days ago but I wasn’t sure if the guy felt the same way about me. We weren’t really dating …. sort of catching up.’ She gave a little grimace and added, ‘Sorry.’

‘Who is it?’ Georgie asked. ‘Anyone I know?’

‘Jules Littlemore.’

Georgie gaped at her. ‘Jules?’

‘Why are you so surprised? He’s a really decent man. I know he’s a couple of years younger than me but I’ve always liked him and when he kissed me I sort of … fell in love with him.’

‘I’m really glad for you, Rhiannon,’ Georgie said. ‘Jules is a great guy and perfect for you when I think about it.’

‘So you’re not angry at me?’

‘No,’ she said, smiling at her flatmate. ‘It was a stupid bet in the first place.’

‘So this relationship you’re having with Ben Blackwood is serious?’ Rhiannon asked.

Georgie had to wait until her belly stopped quivering in reaction to the very mention of his name. ‘We’re taking it one day at a time,’ she said. ‘We’re going to keep it quiet at the hospital for as long as we can. It will be difficult but we want to enjoy getting to know one another before we announce it to all and sundry.’

‘You’ve got that look on your face.’

‘What look?’

‘That dreamy I’m-in-love sort of look.’

‘I am in love,’ Georgie answered. ‘But this time I know it’s for real.’

Rhiannon frowned. ‘But he’s not blond.’

Georgie rolled her eyes. ‘That’s a truckload of nonsense, and you know it.’

‘It’s not!’ Rhiannon insisted. ‘Madame Celestia told me I would fall in love with someone I had known for years. She said I wouldn’t recognise him until Jupiter was in Venus … or was it Mars? I can’t quite remember. All I know is she has—’

‘Totally ripped you off,’ Georgie said, taking the money off the table.

‘Mock me all you like but I think she’s onto something,’ Rhiannon said with a little pout.

Georgie glanced at her watch. ‘I’ve got to fly,’ she said. ‘I’m meeting Ben in his office before I go to Theatre with Mr Vinay, one of the other neurosurgeons.’

The traffic was like a clogged artery all the way to the hospital. Georgie sat drumming her fingers on the steering-wheel impatiently as she waited for the traffic lights to go through yet another change without a single car moving forward. She hated the thought of wasting a minute when she could be in Ben’s arms again. He had made her feel so wonderful last night, so feminine and desirable. He had held her so tenderly, his breath feathering through her hair as he’d talked to her of his plans for the future. She had snuggled up close, breathing in the scent of their love-making, wondering if he felt even a fraction of what she felt for him. She certainly hoped so. He was so perfect for her in spite of what Rhiannon’s clairvoyant said, she thought with a wry smile.

His office door was closed when she finally got there and her hand stopped mid-air as she went to knock when she heard voices inside.

Male and female voices.

‘I love you, Ben,’ the female voice was saying. ‘I’ve always loved you. I made a terrible mistake in betraying you with my stupid little affair with Cain Osborne. You were so busy all the time and I felt neglected. I only got involved with him because he was so insistent and available and you were so distant. I know it was wrong but I felt so lonely waiting for you night after night.’

‘Leila, please—’

‘No,’ Leila said. ‘You have to listen to me, darling. Cain left me. It’s over, well and truly. I don’t love him like I love you. I never did. I want us to try again.’

Georgie felt her heart come to a clunking stop in her chest. She broke out in a cold sweat as the silence in the room lengthened.

Why was Ben taking so long to answer?

‘We were great together, Ben,’ Leila went on. ‘Surely you can’t deny it? Let’s start again but this time let’s do it properly.’

Another too-long silence.

‘So what you’re saying is you want to get married?’ Ben finally asked.

Georgie felt her knees give way and had to hold onto the wall to keep herself upright, the sound of her blood roaring in her ears.

‘Yes, Ben,’ Leila said softly. ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. Let’s get married and have the family you’ve always wanted.’

Georgie had heard enough. Why hadn’t Ben told Leila he was involved with someone else? She stumbled away with her heart in tatters, her stomach rolling with nausea at how stupid she had been to fall in love with yet another man who had unfinished business with an ex-partner.

‘What’s taking Mr Blackwood so long this morning?’ the nurse on duty, Loretta Harold, asked Georgie as she joined the rest of the neurosurgical team for the first post-operative day ward round.

‘I’m sure he’ll be here as soon as he can,’ Georgie said, as she looked towards the bed where Emma was lying, dozing, her small figure looking pale and heart-wrenchingly vulnerable.

‘Here he is now,’ one of the medical students said as Ben walked in through the door.

Georgie concentrated on Emma’s chart before handing it back to Loretta, who was already filling in Ben on the details.

‘Emma had a restless night, finally getting to sleep in the early hours of the morning after enough morphine to knock out a footballer. She’s one tough kid.’

‘Emma, are you awake?’ Ben asked as he touched the young girl on the arm.

Emma stirred and groaned and then half opened her eyes to take in the three doctors, three students and a nurse standing around the end of her bed. ‘Am I OK?’ she asked.

‘Emma, the operation went very well,’ Ben said. ‘I’ve spoken to your parents. They’ve been sitting by your bed most of the night, and have only just gone home to get some sleep themselves. They’ll be back in this afternoon.’

Emma tried to sit up, but winced in pain and slumped back down on the pillows. ‘Did you get all of the tumour out, Dr Blackwood?’ she asked in a scratchy voice.

‘I think so, Emma. We took a long time, nearly four hours, looking for every spot of the tumour and trying not to damage any of the spinal nerves. But we have to see if there is any damage by testing the power and sensation in your lower limbs and trunk,’ he explained.

‘Will I be able to run and compete again?’

In spite of her anger towards him, Georgie felt for Ben at that moment. There was no way of knowing at this point whether Emma would even walk, let alone run. She could see the tension on his face, even though he did his best to conceal it. No specialist liked being the harbinger of bad news and certainly not to a young active person.

‘I hope so, Emma,’ he said. ‘Now, can we see if you can wiggle your toes on both feet?’

Emma concentrated, looking hard at the feet as she tried to move them, but the toes remained immobile. ‘Nothing’s happening, Mr Blackwood,’ she said, clearly starting to panic as her eyes widened with fear. ‘I’m trying to move my toes but it’s as if the message isn’t getting through.’

‘OK, let’s try tensing your thigh muscles,’ Ben said calmly.

Emma concentrated again, and this time there was a tiny flicker of movement in the quadriceps.

‘That’s good, Emma,’ Ben said with visible relief. ‘Your upper leg muscles are moving. The more peripheral nerves are hopefully intact but they may take a bit longer to recover. I want you to try several times today to move each muscle in both legs, and I’ll see you again tomorrow. It might take several weeks for full recovery and then some physiotherapy to regain your muscle strength. When we’ve finished our ward round today, my registrar Georgie Willoughby is going to come back and document muscle movements more fully and map out the sensation in the legs. But from what I can see at the moment, we have at least a good chance that the nerves are functioning.’

He smiled at the young patient and added, ‘You might make the national athletics team yet, Emma.’

‘I’ll make it, Dr Blackwood,’ Emma said with a fiery glint of determination in her eyes. ‘Even if I have to compete in a wheelchair, I’m going to make it.’

He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. ‘That’s the spirit. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Georgie followed him out of the room and tagged along for the rest of the ward round, maintaining a low profile as he discussed each patient’s care with the medical students and the intern. He barely addressed a single question her way, which suited her perfectly. She caught his glance once or twice but quickly looked away again and concentrated on the patient being reviewed instead.

When the ward round came to an end she slipped away to prepare for theatre with Sankil Vinay, one of the other neurosurgeons.

Linda met up with Georgia in the change rooms after the routine list. ‘I was hoping to have a quiet word with you,’ she said. ‘Are you OK? You seemed a little upset when you came into Mr Vinay’s theatre earlier.’

‘I’m fine,’ Georgie answered with forced brightness in her tone. ‘We had a tough day in Theatre yesterday. The young track-and-field girl, Emma Stanley, really got to me, but I’m feeling a little better now that she’s got some muscle movement.’

‘Yes, I heard about her,’ Linda said. ‘Ben is amazing, isn’t he?’

Georgie averted her gaze to concentrate on folding her theatre scrubs into a neat little pile. ‘Yes … he is.’

‘Is it true you’re seeing him?’ Linda asked after a moment’s hesitation.

Georgie turned and looked at the theatre nurse eye to eye. ‘No, it’s not true,’ she said. ‘I’m actually seeing someone else.’

Linda looked surprised. ‘Who?’

‘Jules Littlemore,’ she answered, mentally asking Rhiannon to forgive her, not to mention Jules, whose eye she had been trying to catch on the ward round that morning. He had looked at her quizzically once or twice but she hadn’t been able to take him to one side to discuss her situation with him. She only hoped she could track him down before the hospital grapevine did.

‘Oh …’ Linda looked a little bewildered. ‘I must have got my wires crossed or something. I was sure I heard you and Ben were having a relationship.’

‘It happens all the time in hospitals,’ Georgie said. ‘Stories get twisted.’ She felt guilty for lying, but she wasn’t really thinking straight. Her emotions were in tatters.

‘Yes …’ Linda said, frowning as she took off her paper overshoes. ‘That must have been what happened.’

‘Jules, quick,’ Georgie said, grabbing at the intern’s shirt front outside A and E a short time later. ‘You have to help me.’

‘What’s wrong, Georgie?’ Jules asked. He could see she’d been crying. ‘You’ve been acting weird all morning with all that eye-flickering stuff. What’s going on?’

She led him to a storage room off the corridor and quickly explained her dilemma. ‘So, you see, I need you to pretend we’re having a hot affair, just for a day or so, please?’

Jules looked doubtful. ‘I don’t know …’

‘I’ll pay you the thousand dollars Rhiannon’s not getting, and I’ll clear it with her first.’

His cheeks went a dull shade of red. ‘I guess she told you, huh?’

‘Yes. So will you help me out?’

‘A thousand bucks will come in really handy,’ he said. ‘I just bought Rhiannon an engagement ring and my credit card is maxed out.’ He took the ring out of his pocket and showed it to her. ‘Do you think she’ll like it?’

Georgie’s happiness for her friends was spoilt by her own misery, but she didn’t let it show. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘Have you asked her yet?’

‘I was going to do it tonight,’ he said. Looking worried, he added, ‘Do you think she’ll say yes?’

She smiled and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. ‘Of course she will,’ she said. ‘She’s probably written it into the stars.’

‘Have you seen Georgie?’ Ben asked Linda outside his operating theatre close to lunchtime.

‘Yes, she was doing a list of minor cases with Sankil Vinay earlier,’ she answered. ‘I was just talking to her in the change rooms.’

‘I have to see her about Emma Stanley’s follow-up. Do you know where she is now?’

‘Probably canoodling in some corridor somewhere with Jules Littlemore,’ she said.

Ben’s brows snapped together. ‘What?’

Linda folded her arms. ‘She’s having a fling with your intern,’ she said. ‘She told me about fifteen minutes ago. And here everyone was thinking she was dating you. It just goes to show the danger of listening to idle gossip, doesn’t it?’

Ben felt his gut begin to tighten but he forced himself to relax. Surely Georgie had only said that to put Linda off. They’d agreed to keep their relationship quiet for a few weeks—that had to be the explanation. It had to be.

It wasn’t, he realised less than ten minutes later when he walked into the doctors’ room and found his intern and his registrar in an embrace next to the coffee-machine. Anger rose in him so swiftly he had trouble containing his reaction. He closed the door with a sharp click and asked in a cool tone, ‘Is there any coffee left for anyone else, or have you two taken the lot?’

Ben watched as Georgie stepped out of Jules’s arms, her chin at that imperious angle he found so irritating, her expression showing not even a hint of remorse.

‘Oops,’ she said with a coy smile. ‘It looks like our secret is out, Jules.’

‘Er … yes.’ Jules said, flushing slightly.

Ben ground his teeth behind his cold smile. ‘If you want to keep your relationship a secret, you should pretend to be involved with someone else. Believe me, it works like a charm.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Jules said, wincing as the door snapped shut on Ben’s exit.

Georgie blew out a breath and flopped into the nearest chair. ‘I think I’m going to cry, but if I start I’m not sure I’m going to be able to stop.’

Jules patted her on the shoulder. ‘You’ll find someone else, Georgie.’

‘I don’t want anyone else.’ She choked back a sob. ‘Why do all the men I fall in love with have to already belong to someone else?’

‘I hear Jules Littlemore is going out with Georgie Willoughby,’ Madeleine said to Ben the following day. Ben got to his feet and paced his office, which was difficult to do in the limited space. It only took two strides and he had to turn back. ‘I want her off my unit,’ he bit out. ‘I can’t work with her.’

Madeleine’s thin brows lifted. ‘She’s really got under your skin, hasn’t she?’

He turned to face her, his expression dark with brooding anger. ‘She had the audacity to sleep with me the night before she came out about her relationship with him. Can you believe that?’

‘That’s young women of today for you,’ Madeleine said. ‘They’re sexually aggressive and have the morals of alley cats.’

He shoved a hand through his hair. ‘I bet her father thinks she’s an angel. God, I wish I could tell him what a little tart he has for a daughter.’

‘She’s not worth it, Ben,’ she said. ‘Look at the trouble she’s already caused. Mr Tander is close to a nervous breakdown over her accusations, poor man.’

Ben frowned as he sat down. ‘I organised for Marianne Tander to have a whole body CAT scan,’ he said. ‘But she’s not well enough to be moved to X-Ray.’

‘Have you got access to her medical records?’

‘I’m working on it as we speak,’ he said. ‘I’ve got my secretary doing a ring around of the three major pathology labs to see if any bloods have been done on her in the last few months. The results should be faxed through in the next day or so, if not sooner.’

‘I saw Leila earlier today,’ Madeleine said after a small silence. ‘She looked pretty upset. She didn’t even acknowledge me on the way past.’

‘She came to see me about getting back together,’ he said, frowning slightly. ‘The guy she was seeing left her.’

Madeleine’s brows lifted again. ‘So are you going to resume your relationship with her?’

He sat back in his chair. ‘If anyone had asked me that even two weeks ago I would have probably given it some thought,’ he admitted.

‘Do you still feel anything for her?’

He let out a long-winded sigh. ‘I don’t understand the women of today,’ he said, knowing he wasn’t really answering her question. ‘They blow hot and cold until you don’t know what they want or feel.’

‘Not all women are like that,’ Madeleine said with a meaningful look.

Ben tried to let her down gently with a polite but distant smile. ‘I’m off dating,’ he said. ‘No dates for three months minimum … no, make that six months. I swear to God if I go on a date with a woman before June I will donate five thousand dollars to the hospital research foundation.’

Madeleine smiled wistfully as she got to her feet. ‘That sounds like a very good idea,’ she said.

‘Yeah …’ Ben said once she’d left. Dragging a hand through his hair yet again, he added, ‘It is. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier.’





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

‘AREN’T you going to the gym any more?’ Rhiannon asked two days later. ‘This is the third day in a row you’ve missed.’

Georgie scrubbed at her red eyes. ‘I don’t want to run into Ben-Break-Your-Heart Blackwood,’ she said. ‘I’m going to switch my membership to another gym.’

‘Poor you,’ Rhiannon said, as she stroked Georgie’s head. ‘He really did a good job on you, didn’t he?’

Georgie blew her nose and tucked the sodden tissue into her bra, joining the others for a lumpy potato effect. ‘I’m so dumb when it comes to dating,’ she said. ‘I’m not going on another date for six months, I swear it.’

‘That’s a long time, Georgie.’

‘I don’t care,’ she said as she got to her feet. ‘If I so much as look at a man with a view to dating him, I’m going to donate a thousand dollars to the hospital research foundation … no, make that five thousand dollars. That should make me think twice before I fall into the same trap again.’

‘Wow, that’s a lot of money,’ Rhiannon said.

Georgie set her shoulders determinedly. ‘I know, but it’ll be worth it to prove to myself that I can do it. I’m also going to pay my father back for the apartment.’

‘But why? I mean, it was a present, wasn’t it?’ Rhiannon asked.

‘That’s not the point,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s time I stood on my own two feet. It won’t hurt me to pay my own way for once.’

Irene Clark, the head nurse on the unit, pulled Georgie to one side when she came to the ward the next morning. ‘Ben asked me to tell you to meet him in his office,’ she said. ‘I think it’s about you being transferred to another unit.’

Georgie had been expecting it so it didn’t really come as much of a shock. She had considered asking for it herself but didn’t want him to think she had any qualms about working with him. ‘I’ll go down now,’ she said.

Ben picked up the thick wad of faxed results he had received and subsequently copied and sent to the police working on the investigation into Marianne Tander’s accident. He’d not long finished speaking to the investigating officer who had filled him in on the background.

As much as Ben didn’t want to see Georgie face to face, he thought she should be the first to know her suspicions had been correct after all.

Her heard her knock and called for her to come in, getting to his feet as she entered the room.

‘You wanted to see me?’ she said, nervously shifting from one foot to the other.

He frowned and noticed for the first time how red and bloodshot her eyes were. ‘Have you been crying?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she answered as her eyes moved away from his.

‘I thought you should know you were right about Marianne Tander’s injury,’ he said into the tight silence.

Her eyes came back to his. ‘Oh?’

‘I researched her medical history,’ he informed her. ‘She has metastastic disease. She’s been having chemotherapy for ovarian cancer. I confronted the husband this morning. It appears she and Jonathon made a pact. She made him promise that if she lived past Christmas, he was to help her die.’

Georgie put her hand to her throat. ‘What?’

He gave her a grim look. ‘The plan was for her to take a dose of Valium and he would place a pillow over her face, but at the last minute he couldn’t go through with it. I suspect the only reason he agreed to do it in the first place was that he didn’t think she would last past Christmas, but she did and her suffering intensified to the point where she took matters into her own hands.’

Georgie’s brow furrowed even further. ‘So what happened?’

‘Marianne Tander couldn’t walk without assistance but the morning of the accident she somehow dragged herself to the staircase in their house and threw herself down just as Mr Tander was coming out of the bathroom. He couldn’t get to her in time to stop her.’

‘Oh, my God … the head wound was from the fall, right?’

He nodded. ‘Mr Tander carried her out to his car and was on his way to the nearest hospital when due to his distraught state and the slippery conditions he briefly lost concentration and ran into the tree. When the police and ambulance arrived he panicked, wondering if they would accuse him of pushing her down the stairs, so on the spur of the moment made up the story about the other car. And, of course, luck was on his side as the roads were wet that morning and the police had been inundated with callouts to other accidents. There were no skid marks to verify his version of events. Apparently single-vehicle accidents are not always investigated unless there are concerns over injuries or death.’

Georgie sank to the chair opposite his desk. ‘So what will happen to him? Mr Tander, I mean. Will he be charged?’

He let out a sigh as he pushed the results to one side. ‘I’m not sure what charges if any will be laid,’ he said. ‘Marianne is going downhill fast. I don’t think she’ll see the week out. The cancer is so widespread I’m surprised she hasn’t already gone into organ failure.’

Georgie chewed at her bottom lip for a moment. ‘He really loves her.’

‘Yes, he really does.’

‘I was thinking about what he said when he cornered me that day,’ she said. ‘He said she’d suffered enough. Do you remember?’

He nodded. ‘That’s why I thought I’d run a check through the labs.’

Another silence tightened the air.

Georgie ran her tongue across her lips. ‘Ben, I think I should tell you I overheard you and Leila discussing your relationship the other morning. I know I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping at such a private moment but—’

‘What?’

She winced at his sharp tone. ‘I was just about to knock when I heard you both talking about putting the past aside and getting married.’

Ben stared at her. ‘You heard that?’

She winced again. ‘All of it. Sorry …’

Ben was starting to put two and two together, hope rising in his chest. ‘So that little clinch in the doctors’ room with Jules Littlemore? What was that all about?’

She bit her lip again. ‘I’m not dating Jules. I was so upset. I felt so used and wanted you think I was involved with Jules to hurt you. It was just like a replay of my relationship with Andrew, my ex. He was still in love with his previous girlfriend and when push came to shove that’s who he chose to be with.’

Another little silence measured the seconds ticking by.

‘About that transfer …’ they said in unison.

‘I’m OK about the transfer to the other unit,’ Georgie said, lowering her gaze to stare at her hands twisting in her lap. ‘I understand you don’t want to work with me since … since we …. you know …’

Ben got up from behind his desk and came to stand next to her chair. ‘Georgie, look at me.’

She dragged her gaze upwards, two big tears already making their way down her cheeks, several others following their crystal pathway.

He reached out with the pad of his thumb and blotted them one by one. ‘Why are you crying?’ he asked, his voice sounding as if it had been scraped across a gravel road.

‘B-because I stupidly fell in love with you,’ she sobbed. ‘Dumb, huh? I always do it. I fall in love with unavailable men. I never seem—’

‘I’m not unavailable.’

‘To learn from my past mist—’ She stopped and blinked at him again. ‘What did you say?’

‘I’m not for a moment thinking of going back to Leila.’

Georgie swallowed the aching lump in her throat. ‘You mean you’re … you’re not going to marry her?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t love her. I don’t think I ever did, to tell you the truth.’

She opened and closed her mouth, her toffee-brown eyes still looking up at him dazedly.

He pulled her to her feet and wrapping his arms around her brought her close. ‘I want to be with you, Georgie, and only you,’ he said. ‘I knew I was in trouble the first day I met you which, when you think about it, was only nine or ten days ago, but as my mother always told me—when you meet the right person you just know.’

Georgie’s heart began to race and her breathing halted as she looked up into his earnest dark blue gaze. ‘Do you mean the right person as in the right person?’ she asked.

Ben smiled down at her. ‘Yes. My father was the same when he met my mother. It must be genetic or something. I want you to be my wife. I love you. I fell for you when you knocked me off my bike, and I don’t mean just onto the road. One look into those big brown eyes of yours and I was all wrapped up, but not just with bandages.’

‘You really mean it?’ she asked, her voice squeaking in surprise and joy.

‘I adore you,’ he said. ‘I love everything about you. Your smile, that cute little nose of yours that tips up when you toss your head at me, your beautiful skin that felt so good next to mine. I could go on and on.’

‘Go on,’ she said, pressing herself closer to his hot, hard body.

His smile widened. ‘I could go on all day but I want you to promise to be my wife first. I know I should really be asking your father first, and there are lots of other issues we have to deal with, but will you do it? Will you make me the happiest man alive by agreeing to marry me?’

She threw her arms around his neck and standing on tiptoe kissed him passionately all over his face. ‘Yes, yes, yes, a thousand times …’ Her face suddenly fell and she lowered her heels back to the floor. ‘Uh-oh …’

He lifted one brow quizzically. ‘Uh-oh?’

‘Five thousand times uh-oh actually,’ she amended with a rueful grimace.

‘Five thousand, huh?’ he said rubbing at his jaw. ‘Now, that’s totally spooky.’

Her eyes widened. ‘It is?’

‘Yep,’ he said. ‘I made this promise to Madeleine Brothers that if I dated another woman in the next six months I would donate five thousand dollars to the hospital research foundation.’

Georgie’s eyes went even wider. ‘I made the same promise to Rhiannon! Oh, my gosh, maybe Madame Celestia is the real deal after all.’

‘You’re surely not serious, sweetheart?’ he asked with a tender look. ‘You told me you didn’t believe in all that stuff.’

She gave herself a mental shake and smiled up at him blissfully. ‘The only thing I’m serious about is you, even if you’re not blond.’

His eyes started to twinkle. ‘Uh-oh.’

‘Uh-oh here comes another uh-oh,’ she said with a wry smile. ‘What do you mean uh-oh?’

He released her for a moment to retrieve a family photograph sitting on his desk. He handed it to her without speaking.

Georgie looked down at the slightly faded photograph of a tall, dark-haired man who looked exactly like Ben, a petite woman who resembled Hannah standing by his side with a little baby boy with blond hair cradled in her arms.

Georgie looked up at Ben, a smile slowly spreading across her face. ‘You were blond!’ she said.

He grinned back at her. ‘Yes, but only until I was six months old.’

She nestled closer to him again, her eyes shining with delight. ‘So does this mean that any babies we have in the future will be the same?’ she asked.

He pressed a kiss to the end of her uptilted nose. ‘I guess we’ll just have to wait and see,’ he said, and smiled.





EPILOGUE

‘SO how’s the morning sickness going?’ Rhiannon asked as Georgie sank into Rhiannon’s leather sofa.

It had been a trying day, but had ended in joy. Not only were Georgie’s final exams over but Emma Stanley had returned to the hospital with baskets of chocolates for the staff to announce that she had qualified for the national athletics squad. She had recovered from Ben’s surgery with minimal neurological deficit, and had been able to start training again within a couple of months. After four years at the Institute of sport, her career now looked promising, her dreams and hopes restored.

‘I’m feeling a bit better now my fellowship exams are over,’ Georgie answered. ‘What a relief. Now I can concentrate on being barefoot and pregnant for a while. Ben’s been so good about holding off starting a family until I got my exams finished. My dad thinks he’s wonderful for being so patient and supportive.’

‘Wow, I never thought I’d hear you say that,’ Rhiannon said. ‘I thought it was going to be daggers drawn at dawn between them for the rest of your married life.’

Georgie smiled as she recalled Ben’s first awkward visit to her parents’ home and how it had taken a few months to melt the ice. ‘I can’t believe how well they get on these days,’ she said. ‘Dad told Ben he always knew he was going to be a brilliant neurosurgeon but he felt Ben needed to sharpen his focus a little. It took a while for him to admit it but now Ben agrees with him. It was failing that exam that made him really hone his skills so that he would never doubt his ability in a crisis.’

‘And, of course, your mum thinks her son-in-law is not only an extremely gifted neurosurgeon but the most romantic, gorgeous husband in the world,’ Rhiannon commented.

Georgie smiled again and, placing her hand on her slightly rounded abdomen, moved it around in a gentle stroking motion. ‘Mum’s so excited about the baby,’ she said. ‘She’s been knitting for four years in anticipation of this event and Hannah is already choosing names and laying bets on which one we’ll use. We’re down to her short list but it will be touch and go on who wins in the end.’

‘Do you want to know the sex?’ Rhiannon asked hopefully. ‘I can always get Madame Celestia to do a prenatal reading for you.’

Georgie shook her head. ‘I think I’ll wait until our ultrasound tomorrow,’ she said with another dreamy smile. ‘I just love surprises.’

The next morning Ben and Georgie looked at the screen showing them the tiny heartbeat of their baby.

‘Uh-oh,’ they said in unison.

‘That’s not one baby,’ the sonographer said somewhat unnecessarily. ‘That’s two. Congratulations. You’re having twins.’

Ben and Georgie just looked at each other and smiled.
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