Bridget looked up at him. “You really don’t trust women, @y’ she said quietly.

He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked down at her nvedijtet don’t
trust anyone—on face value.’

Then you're just as likely not to believe this is yourysaibhe thought ran through
Bridget’s mind—and that would be the final insult.
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CHAPTER ONE

IT WAS a filthy night in the Gold Coast hinterland.
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It hadn’t started out as such, but severe summer staere not unknown in the
area and this series had sped across the escarpmend,da&n the weather bureau
by surprise. Rain was teeming down, and gusts of winctadfBridget Tully-
Smith’s car. The ribbon of winding, narrow road betwdendark peaks of the
Numinbah Valley disappeared regularly as the windscreerrsvgopielched back
and forth, revealing and concealing.

She’d been staying with a married friend who had a hobloy #ard was breeding,
of all things, llamas. It had been an enjoyable weekeadfri¢nd had a young
baby, a devoted husband, and their particular patch of the Numdlkey was
wonderfully rural.

It should have been only an hour’s drive back to the GoldtClatsas the
darkness drew in and the storms hit, somehow or otherashest) Somehow or
other she found herself on a secondary road, little nhared track, just as the rain
became torrential—as if the heavens above had opened amditesaily hell-bent
on deluging the area.

Then she came round a bend to a concrete causewaystyge, lmidvhat had
probably been one but was now a raging torrent, cuttingotee in two. It came
upon her so suddenly she had no choice but to brake sharpiythatrvery nearly
proved to be her undoing.

The back of her car fishtailed, and she felt the tugp@tcreek water on it, more
powerful than the brakes or the handbrake. In perhaps tbkegtithinking
moment of her life, she leapt out of the car as tlk b&it was slowly pushed to
midstream, and scrabbled with all her might to attain higheund.

She found a gravelly hillock supporting a young gum tree, and tdumh@s she
watched in horrified disbelief. Her car straightenedhw# nose pointing
upstream and its headlights illuminating the scene, tbateti backwards
downstream until it was obscured from view.

‘I don’t believe this,” she whispered shakily to herselfe $#nsed as above the
wind and the drumming rain she heard an engine, and reahsddcie was
coming from the opposite direction—and coming fast.

Did they know the road? Did they think speed would get themtbeebridge? Did
they have a four-wheel drive? All these questioash&d through her mind, but
she knew she couldn’t take a risk on any or all of tlias®rs. She must warn
them.
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She abandoned her tree and ran out into the middle of thguoging up and
down and waving her arms. She was wearing a red-and-wietgihgham blouse,
and she prayed it would stand out—though she knew her loagethese-quarter-
length pedal-pushers would not; they were plastered with mud.

Perhaps nothing, she thought later, would have averted trstedifizat then took
place. The vehicle was coming too fast. It didn’t evelkdar8ut as it hit the
torrent raging over the bridge, just as had happened to héhedack fishtailed,
the stream got it, and it too was swept away at a dangengle.

Bridget winced and put a hand to her mouth, becauseosii@ ee faces at the
windows of the vehicle, some of them children, and tivane childish cries as
windows were wound down, one piercing scream. Then thesapmeared from
sight.

She sobbed once and forced herself to examine her optionseputehe pitifully
few—actually she had none, she conceded, other thayttmrieach the car on
foot. Her mobile phone was sitting in her car...

But another vehicle suddenly appeared around the bend behinddhénisaone
managed to stop without skidding, well clear of the torrent

‘Oh, thank heavens,’ she breathed as she started towands it, slipping and
slithering up the muddy road.

A man jumped out before she got to it, tall, in jeans and l@atsain jacket.

He got the first words in. ‘What the hell’'s going on? Wéua you doing out in
this?’

Bridget tried to catch her breath, but it was a panengptional explanation she
gave. She finished by saying passionately, ‘There weldrehiin the car! They'd
have no hope against a torrent that can wash awayHars.you got a phone?
Mine’s in the car. We need to alert—'

He shook his head.

‘What kind of a person doesn’t have a mobile phone tdags?’ Bridget
demanded thinly. She was feeling thoroughly overwrought by now.

‘I've got a phone. I've got no signal, though. The cousttgo rugged.’
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‘Then—' she wiped the rain out of her eyes ‘—should | dyigar car back to get
help while you see what you can do here?’

He shook his head.

She jumped up and down in exasperation. ‘Don’t keep knockimgyal
suggestions on the head—why not?’

The stranger took a very brief moment to examine her sotdgrly emotional
presence. ‘I'm not—' he began.

‘Yes, you are!’

“You wouldn’t get through,’ he said precisely. ‘There’'sogk fall, and a
washaway over the road a couple of kilometres backpfdraed just after |
passed.’

He stopped to open the back of the rather elderly Land Rewerh driving. ‘So
I'll go and see what | can do.” He pulled out a hank of ragaife in a leather
holder that he clipped to his belt, a small axe and a watsrforch.

‘Oh, thank heavens—I'll come.’
‘Nope. You stay here.’
‘Mister!’

He turned to her impatiently. ‘The last thing | need Ig/sterical slip of a girl to
worry about. | only have one waterproof, that | happen todming—

‘What does that matter?’ she interrupted. ‘I could hardtyngster! And—
Bridget drew herself up to her full height: five feet tiwel’'m not a hysterical slip
of a girl! Let's go!

Had it been doomed from the start, their rescue misSbesometimes wondered.
They certainly gave it their all. But climbing theway downstream beside the
swollen creek, in pouring rain, with bushes and smadlsiwhipping in the sudden
gusts of wind, was not only heartbreakingly slow, it wasaeshing.

It was also bruising and scraping, and before long, withnetilign of the car or
any of its occupants, all her muscles ached.
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That might have accounted for her slipping suddenly anchgdtgrself caught up
on an old piece of fence line at the edge of the ci®@eknehow a piece of wire
slipped into the belt loop of her pants, and she couldn’tfeeself however much
she wriggled.

‘Take them off!" the man yelled, and flashed his torch belmner. She looked
backwards over her shoulder, and nearly died to see a diltpfwater coming
down towards her.

She didn't give it a second thought. She squirmed out gbdoas, but the water
caught her and she’d have been washed downstream ifrnpan@mn hadn’t leapt
in beside her, managed to tie the rope around her waist arehew drag and
half-carry her to relative safety.

‘Oh, thank you! You probably saved my life,” she panted.
He didn’t reply to that. ‘We’'ve got to get higher. Keegrgy,” he ordered.

She kept going. They both kept going—until, when her lungs antdart felt like
bursting, he finally called a halt.

‘Here—In here,’ he said, and flashed the torch arourmabKs like a cave.’

It was a cave, with rocky walls, a dirt floor and ardhang overgrown with
dripping bushes and grass. Bridget collapsed on the floor.

When her panting had subsided a bit, she said with irkwwks like the rescuers
will have to be rescued.’

‘It's often the way,’ he replied, and set the torchadedge of rock.

Bridget sat up and looked around tentatively. She wasrthatlkeen on small
spaces, but the thought of what lay outside outweighed heriey towards
claustrophobia.

For the first time her partially unclothed state struek &he looked down at her
bare legs, then realised her blouse was torn and shpargof her blameless
pink lace and silk bra. It was also muddy and torn.
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She looked up and discovered her rescuer on his knees, lookimgadithe
dripping, twisted, half-clad length of her with a littlenglof admiration in his
amazing blue eyes—it was the first time she’d noticeththe

But just as she felt like squirming in embarrassmerbbieed away abruptly and
started to undress himself.

She watched him in startled suspended animation as he offdad waterproof
jacket, then his longsleeved plaid shirt, revealing a tarmadg¢ular chest
sprinkled with dark hairs and a pair of powerful shouldersaFooment her eyes
rounded in admiration of her own, then she swallowed agtrange little squawk
of sound—a squawk of unwitting apprehension.

He said, matter-of-factly, ‘I'm Adam, by the way. Whyrtkoyou take your blouse
off and put my shirt on? It's relatively dry. I'll lookehother way.’ He tossed the
shirt into her lap and did as he’d promised.

Bridget fingered the shirt. It was mostly dry, and it el a reassuringly
masculine odour of sweat and cotton. It would be heaven—nipts a cover for
the deficiencies of her attire, but also because she aimigtto shiver with cold.

She pulled her blouse off, and her soaked bra, and slippekiisrgirt as quickly
as possible, buttoning it with shaky fingers. It was veayliig for her, but
although the sleeves hung over her hands, the length mafiehat least halfway
decent. ‘“Thank you. Thank you! But will you be all rightthldecent,
incidentally.’

He turned back and pulled his rain jacket on again. ‘I'lfibe.” He sat down. ‘Not
going to return the compliment namewise?’

‘Oh, yes! I'm Bridget Smith.” She often used only 8exond half of her famous
double-barrelled surname. ‘Oh, no! She put her hand tonoerth and her eyes
darkened with concern as, for the first time sincectrewith the children had been
washed away, she thought suddenly of her own plight. ‘MY car

“Your car will be found,’ he said. ‘I'm not sure in what cbtion, but once the
waters recede—and they will—it will be somewhere.’

‘Do you really think so? My windows were all closed but | didrdve time to lock
it—my whole life is in my car!’ she said, on a suddenlyeautittle note.
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He raised an eyebrow at her.

‘My phone, my credit cards, my driver’s licence, my kayy Medicare card, not
to mention the car itself.” She stopped helplessly.

‘They can all be replaced or, in the case of credds;astopped.’
Bridget subsided, but her expression remained doomed.

‘| take it it's Miss Smith?’ he queried.

She shrugged. ‘Not necessarily.” Her thoughts returned toaner
‘You're not wearing a wedding ring,” he pointed out.

Bridget hesitated, and stopped looking down the barrel of do@san her life if
she didn’t retrieve her car to look rather intentlyhet man she was trapped in a
cave with.

Then she fished beneath his plaid shirt and pulled out tldecain she wore
around her neck. There was a plain gold wedding ring threadedt.

‘I see—but why don’t you wear it on your finger?’ he dedr

Bridget blinked, and wondered how she could assess thisBeaause, however
good-looking, beautifully built and strong he was, the faotained that she didn’t
know him—and one could never be too careful, could one? Sglittni be a bad
idea to have a husband in the wings...

‘I've lost a bit of weight and it’s just a little bigThe last part was true enough.
‘So what's he like? Mr Smith?’

Was it just a casual query? Bridget wondered. To takenive off the traumatic
events surrounding them? Or had he doubted her?

‘Actually, he’s rather lovely, as Mr Smiths go,’ séa&id lightly, and it was the
invention flowing off her tongue so smoothly that caused hemite apprecia-
tively—not, she thought swiftly, that he would know it. ‘Bi¢all, probably even a
bit taller than you,’ she continued. ‘And he strips to geetantage.” She stopped
and asked herself where the hell that particular phlradesprung to her mind
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from? A Regency novel? ‘Uh..."” She soldiered on. ‘And airse he’s devoted to
me.’

‘Of course.” A smile appeared fleetingly in those smokyel#yes—a smile of
genuine amusement that, all the same, made her uneasynierreason. ‘Does
that mean to say,’ he went on, ‘he’s waiting for yoahédme, perhaps?’

‘Oh, definitely,” Bridget lied with abandon.

‘That’s comforting to know. So when you don’t show up, and gon’t ring, he’s
liable to call the police, who in turn are liable td gato the Emergency Services
when they realise you're liable to be caught up in thisason?’

‘Ah.” A tinge of pink coloured Bridget's dirty cheeks. ‘Weno. Not exactly. | was
speaking more generally. He’s—he’s out of town at the eaminBut only on a
business trip—and—and—nhe’ll be home tomorrow. Definit®lymaybe the next
day.’

Adam studied her. Her short cap of hair was a coppery ér@amz not even an
extremely arduous hike through rocky, sodden terrain had deitoadim her
sparkling green eyes, he reflected, and smiled inwafdhkgy were also very
revealing eyes, and from the turmoil they'd revealed @ariety of emotions had
chased through them he was fairly sure she was lying. Bbeitl chosen to invent
a husband, why had she?

He narrowed his eyes on the obvious answer. Never trasge men. Of course.
So Bridget Smith was a cautious girl, even on a nigbkttibnight. Well, he’'d go
along with it if it made her feel safer...

‘But hang on!" Bridget stopped looking guilty. ‘The friends Isastaying with—
they’ll probably worry and try to ring me. They wanted ma&tay overnight, but
I've got an early start tomorrow so...” She looked rueful.€y¥imight alert
someone when they can’t get me.’

‘OK.” He shrugged and got to his knees. ‘I'm going outdoconnoitre. If the
water’s still rising we may have to move again.’

The water was still rising, but not quite as fast.

‘| think we can relax for a bit,” he said as he crawledkbato the cave. ‘The fact
that it's not rising so fast may mean it's going tatsalling soon.’
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Bridget heaved a relieved sigh, but her relief was tehuest-lived because there
was an almighty crack of sound and something—a tree, thégaé moments
later—fell down the hillside from above, blocking the ent&to the cave.

She turned convulsively to Adam, her eyes wide and dark eadth \We're
trapped,’ she whispered.

‘Trapped? Me?’ he replied with a ghost of a smile. ‘Dyo'ti believe it, Mrs
Smith.’

‘But all you have is a small axe and a knife!’ she obpbcte
‘You'd be amazed at what | can do with 'em.’

‘Are you—are you an axeman?’ Bridget asked. ‘Like thosedvchopping men
you see at country shows?’

For some reason this question seemed to take him byssurphen his wide-eyed
look was replaced by one of ironic amusement, and he résgawith a question
of his own. ‘Do | look like one?’

‘Not really. You look like—well, you could be anything.” Shaiked anxiously. ‘|
didn’t mean to be of-fensive—I think I'll just shut up.’

‘Might be a good idea to save our breath,” he murmured, ‘fot Wdwmahead. But,
really, you have no need to worry about me. Nor would Mr I&mit

‘Thank you,’ she said, but there was a question matkase green eyes. As if she
suspected she was being teased.

He waited for her to retaliate, but she dropped her |lasidenly and folded her
hands primly in her lap.

He was tempted to laugh, but reminded himself in time tlespite his assurance
to the contrary, they were actually trapped in a cgve tree at the moment.

An hour later they were free.

An hour during which Adam had used a combination of puesgth, some
chopping, some manipulation with his rope, some propping wiksrand the
sturdy axe to move the tree.
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‘I don’t know how you did it!" Bridget gasped as the treeadlaway. ‘You're
actually amazing!

‘Leverage,’ he replied, ‘is what's amazing. One shaldays have a good
understanding of levers and leverage.’

‘I'll certainly put that on my list of things to learn—ohHe’d swung the torch
over the view from the mouth of the cave, and it waam&assuring sight.

‘Yes,” he agreed grimly. ‘“The water’s still rising. QRridget, we need to get out
and up as fast as we can. Put the rope around your Waagtway we’ll stay
together. I'll go first. Ready?’

She nodded.

The next interlude, and Bridget had no idea how long it toals, stheer torture.
The land above the cave rose steeply and was strewnoeks. It was also
slippery, but she followed Adam up the hillside doggedly, aljfnoat times it was
a one step forward, two steps back kind of progress.

At one point she had to stop because of a burning stitchr sideg and she fell
over once. Only the rope stopped her from cartwheeling dosvimtiine.

Fortunately they were level with each other, and shgltasight out of the corner
of her eye, during the regular sweep of his torch, of la hecdidn’t see. A rock
that looked to be teetering dangerously, directly above.tiéith a high-pitched
yell, she cannoned into him, catching him off-balance antipgsim with all her
might. They rolled away only inches from where the roclspdon its deadly way
down the hillside.

Just as she felt she could go no further, they reaadrad fat ground, a grassy
little plateau, and another sweep of the torch reveasded below the hillside, at
the far end of it.

‘Oh, thank heavens,’ she breathed, but sank to her kmegter exhaustion. ‘I just
need—a—Ilittle break, though. Not long,” she assured her aoiommaher voice
coming in great gasps.

He came to stand over her and shone the torch downro8hecouldn’t read his
expression. She couldn’t actually think straight, shedigsas she was told.
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‘You hold this,” he said, and gave her the torch. She th@nd was completely
unprepared to be hoisted to her feet and then up into his arms

‘But—but—what are you doing?’ she stammered as he startgdlko‘l really—

‘Shut up, Mrs Smith,” he recommended. ‘You've actuallyrbesgther amazing
yourself, and you probably saved my life. It's the léastn do. Would you mind
directing the torchlight forward?’

Bridget hastily repositioned the torch so he could seeaMmemwas going, and
unwittingly began to relax. More than that, she had to atintierself that it was
heaven. His arms felt amazingly strong; she felt amazsafly. And she had
seriously to doubt she could have covered the remaining gauhdr own two
feet, because she felt as weak as a kitten.

They reached the shed.

‘It's locked,” he said as he put her down. ‘But on a nidte tonight, and since
we’re not here to rob anyone, | don’'t suppose they’'d mineifier this.” And with
a single stroke of the axe, pulled from his belt, he broke@alkock.

‘Yes, well.” Bridget blinked a little dazedly. ‘You're probly right. And we can
always replace things.’

He looked down at her with a faint smile. ‘We can, indédtér you, ma’am.’

Bridget shuffled into the shed and made a sound of heartfelhad@t what she
saw. In fact she discovered herself to be feeling ke$st sandbagged as she looked
around.

It was an old shed, and didn’t look particularly solid, buteheere bales of straw
stacked high against one wall, a double bed against andtieze were some
paraffin lamps, hanging on hooks, a kettle and a primus,stonee chipped mugs
and a tea caddy standing on an upturned tea chest. Teereagks of neatly
sorted horse gear: headstalls, bridles, saddles and hriiines old thin towels
hung on a railing, along with two light horse rugs.

There was also a wood-burning stove, with a chimney goiegdghr the roof. It
was packed with paper and billets of wood.
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‘Glory be,” Adam remarked. He raised his voice againstthenming of rain on
the tin roof. ‘In these conditions you could call thlace the Numinbah Hilton.’

Bridget chuckled. Then she sobered. ‘Those children—' sharbe

‘Bridget.” He turned to look down at her. ‘We did our bét$.a small miracle we
weren’'t drowned in the process. They will be fine, ridingut somehow. Just hold
onto that thought.’

‘But | was wondering—there must be a road to here, and maylsewie: go for
help.’

‘I had the same thought,” he said. ‘Do you have any idezxrewve are?’
‘Well, no, but—'

‘Neither do I,” he broke in. ‘In fact I'm thoroughly disorieted after all the twists
and turns that creek took. We could get even more hopelesslyvhereas in the
daylight this could be a good point of reference. We may evablbdo flag a
passing helicopter. There’s bound to be some State EmergenggeS scouting
the area after a storm like this. But, listen, justase there’s a house attached to
this paddock and shed, | am going to scout around a bit. As tierybe scanned
the dirty, sopping length of her ‘—first of all, do yoave any sprains, strains,
fractures or the like?’

Her eyes widened. ‘No, | don’t think so. Just a few bruisessampes.’

‘OK—now, you may not approve of this suggestion, butatisorder, actually, and
you can hold it against me as much as you like.’@&oroment there was a rather
mercilessly teasing glint in his eyes.

She stiffened her spine against that glint. ‘What orddr@ asked with hauteur.

He studied her tilted chin and smiled briefly. ‘I don'oknif you noticed a tank at
the corner of the shed, collecting rainwater from te?

She shook her head.

‘Well, it's there, and it's overflowing. After I've ga go out, take your clothes
off, and stand under the overflow pipe. Wash all the mushdond whatever off
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yourself, then stand under the water for a couple of nsniite your bruises a
world of good. But I'll get the fire going first.” He tued away.

‘I—" she started to say mutinously.
‘Bridget,’ he returned dangerously over his shoulder, ‘dargue.’
‘But I've got nothing to wear?!’

‘Yes, you have.’ He pointed to one of the railings. ‘Youn waap yourself in one
of those horse rugs.’

He did get the fire and three paraffin lamps going beferkefh.

‘Take care,” she said. ‘I—I'm not too keen about being lefimynown here.
Naturally | wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, eith8he grimaced. ‘That
sounds like an afterthought if ever | heard one! But | do nitéan

He inclined his head and hid the smile in his eyes. ‘Thawk ywon’t be going
too far. Not only because | don’'t want to get lost, but aleabse | don’t want the
torch to run out on me.’” He touched her casually orchezk with his fingertips.
‘You take care too.’

She watched him walk out of the shed into the rainswigphit and swallowed back
the cry that rose in her throat—the urge to tell himdlge' with him. Swallowed it
because she knew that her brief resurgence of enaigyas it was, would not
survive.

So she forced herself to examine his suggestion—or ordeto&tedd down at
herself. She was a mess of mud, his shirt was cakedtwathd below her legs
were liberally streaked with it.

It made sense, in other words, to get clean. If onlyhsldesomething else to wear
afterwards other than a horse rug...

It was like the answer to a prayer. Some instinct ptechper to look under the
pillows on the bed, and she discovered a clean pair lmhy@bannelette pyjamas
patterned with blue teddy bears.

Under the second pillow was a pair of men’s tracksuit pamtsa white T-shirt.
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‘You beauty! she breathed. ‘Not only can | be comfortalernight, but | won't
have to be rescued wearing a horse rug. And not only tydellow traveller can
be decent and dry too—which is important, I'm sure. OK. Onwarletshower,
Mrs Smith!" And she marched out of the shed.

It was a weird experience, showering beneath an overflpgvipithe middle of the
night, in the middle of a deluge, in the altogether, éliengh there was a brief lull
in the rain.

She took a lamp with her, and found a hook on the shed wail foilluminated
the scene, and she could see a huge gum tree on the mll bledished, plus the
ruins of some old stone structure.

Definitely weird, she decided as the water streamed dowbduy, and freezing

as well. But at least the tank stood on a concrete padharelwas a concrete path
to it from the shed door. She’d also discovered a bucketdumileind the tank,
with a piece of soap and a nailbrush in it.

Did someone make a habit of showering from the rainwaté? she wondered.
Not that it would always be overflowing, but it had a tagybk they filled the
bucket from the tap and poured it over themselves?

She didn’'t stay around much longer to ponder the mystefribe cainwater tank,
but skipped inside and dried herself off in front of the. fileen she examined
herself, and, satisfied she would find no serious cuts, diotingeteddy bear
pyjamas.

‘Sorry,” she murmured to the owner of the pyjamas. ‘I'li geu a new pair!

And then she turned her attention to the primus stogter@npossibility—the
heavenly possibility—of making a cup of tea.

Adam came back just as she was sipping strong black teaofie of the chipped
mugs.

‘I've just made some tea. I'll get you some. Any lack

He peeled off his waterproof. ‘No—where did you get those?ekkd the yellow
pyjamas patterned with blue teddy bears.
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She explained, and pointed out the track pants and T-stod. Know, | can’t help
wondering if someone lives here at times.’ She poured mgoater onto a
teabag in the second mug and handed it to him.

‘| think you could be right—thanks. There’s no house nearbltHaue’s evidence
of some foundations. They're probably using the shed wing build the house.
The driveway leads to a dirt road—it's now deep mud—with a bgete.’

‘There may be horses out there—maybe fenced in.’

‘I hope there are, so long as they're safe. The ownaysanme to check them
out.” He put his cup down. “You obviously took up my suggestionnisigected
her clean, shiny face.

‘| thought it was an order.’

His lips twisted. ‘What was it like?’

‘Weird,” she said with feeling. ‘But if | could do it, so cdufou.’
‘Just going, Mrs Smith,” he murmured.

Bridget watched the shed door close behind him and found hetiesadiing in the
same spot, still staring at the door a good minute lateshesgisualised the man
called Adam showering as she had done beneath the rainamteyverflow. It
was not hard to visualise his powerful body naked, that fineiguysleek with
water...

She blushed suddenly, and moved precipitately—only to trip.righted herself
and castigated herself mentally. Anyone would think sheansldy, starstruck
schoolgirl! All right, yes, she might have come out in sudgeosebumps, but at
twenty-three surely she had the maturity to recogniseat urely physical
reaction to a dangerously attractive man? Besides wéiehwas allergic to
dangerously attractive men who turned out to be less itkeable—wasn’t she?

All the same, when Adam came back from showering wrappadawel, and she
turned away while he dried himself in front of the firel@onned the track pants
and T-shirt, she was aware of him again in her mind’s leya way that again
raised goosebumps on her skin and caused her to feéd aditt

Stop it, Bridget, she commanded herself.
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An hour or so later another heavy storm broke overhead.
It was close to midnight.

Adam and Bridget were dozing side by side on the double bed Iightning
iluminated the shed and a boom of thunder reverberatedigioa®rhead, or so it
seemed. Bridget woke and rolled towards Adam with a &Gtifeof fear. He put his
arms around her, but she started to shake with barely sapgresbs.

‘It's only another storm,” he said, and stroked her hair.

‘I know,” she wept, ‘but haven’t we been through enough? Asahit stop
thinking about those kids out there in this!’

‘Hush...Listen, I'm going to put some more wood on the flileen I'll be right
back.’

He was as good as his word, and when he came back, as# the most natural
thing in the world, he piled the pillows up behind them and plil&doosely into
his arms. ‘Tell me about yourself, Bridget. What do yo@ Where were you
born? What do your parents do?’

‘I work in a television newsroom. At the moment I'm ex@mne’s gofer, but I'm
hoping for better things.’

She shuddered as another crack of thunder tore the night bietsdldn.

‘I was born in Brisbane. My father died in an accidefdva years ago, and my
mother has remarried. She lives overseas at the ntoiraid a BA at Queensland
University, majoring in journalism. My father was a jourstaso | guess that's
where | get it from.” She paused to consider for a nmame

She did enjoy her job, but had she inherited her fathessigafor journalism?
She sometimes stopped to wonder whether it had been heaaoimfor her father
that had moved her to pursue the same career rathea theap, abiding feel for it.
She often found herself feeling restless, and as iflgivefer to be doing
something else—but what?

Adam broke the silence and the train of her thoughts.

‘Now for the question of Mr Smith.” He looked at her v#tuspicious gravity.
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Bridget bit her lip. ‘There is no Mr Smith. The ring.. h&fingered the chain
around her neck. ‘It's my mother’s, but since | didn’'t kngow, it seemed a good
idea to invent a husband.’

‘I wondered about that.’

‘Why? | mean how could you tell | was lying?’

He considered. ‘You have very revealing eyes. It alsmded like pure invention.’
Bridget blushed faintly.

He traced the outline of her chin lightly. ‘So, no ronnaimvolvement at the
moment?’

Perhaps it was the storm raging overhead, perhaps iheasdssuring warmth of
his proximity, but for whatever reason Bridget found hétsding Adam things
she’d not told another soul. Things to do with how she hacdhfaiiedly in love at
twenty-one, how it had led to an affair—a first for her—and ftdvad been a
disaster.

‘He changed,’ she said sadly. ‘He became possessivgeand she paused
‘...oddly critical of me. But that was probably because | didavell—I didn’t
seem to be very good at sex. | think a lot of that was to tlothe fact that |
would really rather have waited—until we'd got engage@astl’

She heaved a heartfelt sigh and continued. ‘|—it didketthat long for me to
discover I'd gone to bed with a man | didn’t seem to fikech. Oh, he was good-
looking, and fun to be with, but...” She trailed off. ‘He becaather scary when |
broke it off.” She shrugged. ‘All of which amounts to the theit | haven't tried
again—I don’t know why I'm telling you all this.” She looketto Adam’s blue
eyes, now thoroughly red-faced.

‘Maybe it needed to be told?’ he suggested, and stroked heChadp, he thought
at the same time, but didn’'t say it. He did say, ‘Thiogsld be quite different with
the right man.’

Bridget looked unconvinced, but didn’t pursue it. ‘Why did | talkgbbnow,
though?’
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He stretched out his legs and pulled the one blanket arband tit's been quite a
night. Fear, stress, physical exertion, highs and lowsnawdan almighty
electrical storm.”’

It's more than that, Bridget thought. There’s somethimguathis man that really
appeals to me. He not only makes me feel safe, he mak&shieterested in him,
as if | really want to get to know him and—

She stopped her thoughts there. And what? She was vegiassf him
physically, she answered herself, and she just coulderh $e help herself. Alive
to all sorts of little things—Ilike his hands. | love hisitla, she decided suddenly.
And the way his eyes can laugh, the way his hair fallss eyes sometimes.

‘Not only that,” he went on, and took his hand from her t@anub his jaw ruefully,
‘what it makes you, Mrs Smith, is simply very human. sleanake mistakes and
some dodgy judgements.’

Bridget thought for a moment, then said, ‘I guess so.’

He grimaced at the lack of conviction in her voice.t‘Biere must be more to
Bridget Smith.” He raised his voice as the thunder growlethead. ‘Tell me
about your likes and dislikes. What makes you tick?’

‘I'm very ordinary.” She paused and cast him a suddensgcihmevous little look.
‘Well, 1 do a lot of things fairly competently, but to dawething outstand-ingly—
although I'm living in hope that my true forte is stdl inake itself known.’

He laughed. ‘What about all the things you do fairly well?’

‘Let’s see. | paint—at one stage | thought | might be the kkargaret Olley, as |
love painting flowers, but not so. | also like doing landscapaay the piano, but
any hopes | would be the next Eileen Joyce were dashedogam§ind you, | still
enjoy doing both. | once thought I'd like to be a landscape gardilyegparents
had a few acres and | loved pottering around the garden.’

She paused and thought. ‘And | ride—I love horses. | don’t Aayef my own,
although I did have a couple of ponies as a kid, and | he¢lat@uriding school for
disabled children. | seem to have a rapport with kids. Uread all the time, |
enjoy cooking, | enjoy being at home and pottering—oh, amgl’si

‘Professionally?’ he queried.
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She shook her head, her eyes dancing. ‘No. | did believgHtrbe the next Sarah
Brightman, but again not so. That doesn’t stop me from singitifge shower and
anywhere else | can manage it.’

‘Sing for me.’
‘Now?’
‘Why not?’

So she sang a couple of bars of ‘Memory’, from Catéerr light, sweet soprano.
When she’d finished she confessed she was mad about musical

‘You sound like a pretty well-rounded girl to me,’ he said, vaithhost of a smile
still lurking on his lips. ‘In days gone by you would hawatall the qualifications
to be a genteel wife and mother.’

‘That sounds really—unexciting,” she said with a gurgl&aaghter. ‘But it's
probably in line with what one of my teachers told me. &thé to me, “You're not
going to set the world on fire academically, Bridget,yau are a thoroughly nice
girl.” She looked comically heavenwards. ‘Unexciting, orath

‘Oh, I don't know.” He grinned, and dropped a kiss on her feaeh’It's nice to be
nice, and | think you are nice.’

Bridget smiled back at him, unexpectedly warmed. Thenrkigvof humour lit
her eyes. ‘I showed her | wasn’'t such a disaster aciadély when | got to uni,
and | got honours in a couple of subjects, but enough ab®uttell me about
you?’

His chiselled lips twisted. ‘I wouldn’t know where to begin.’

‘Well, how old are you and where were you born? What dodgsuThat kind of
thing.’

‘I'm thirty-one—whereas you would be...twenty-two?’

‘Twenty-three.’
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‘Twenty-three,’ he repeated. ‘I was born in Sydney. beme many things. I'm
also pretty keen on horses, but—' he raised his eyebrowméte-gou ask, I'm
something of a rolling stone.’

‘You mean—no ties?’ she hazarded.
‘No ties,” he agreed.
‘Did you get your fingers burnt by a woman once?’

For some reason that quiet question, uttered with aasfiisdom and
compassion, caught his attention fairly and squarely, ancemarkable blue gaze
rested on Bridget thoughtfully for a long moment. ‘You cowly so.’

‘Would you like to tell me?’
A little jolt of laughter shook him. ‘No.’

Bridget faced him expressionlessly. Her hair had driedsitkg cap of copper-
gold, brought to life by the firelight. Her eyes were greemé¢hat same firelight.
And, while the teddy bear pyjamas made her look about sixiieere was, as the
man called Adam knew, a perfect little figure beneagmthwith high breasts, hips
like perfect fruit and a slender waist.

She was also, he reflected, brave.

And no fool, he discovered, when she said, repeating Rddtsaid to her, ‘But
maybe it needs to be told?’

He pushed the blanket away and sat up beside her. The thweslstill growling,
but it seemed to be moving away. The rain was still fallng it was much lighter
now. How did | get myself into this? he found himself wonalgrand looked
around somewhat ruefully, then down at the borrowed track padt3-shirt he
was wearing.

‘I don’t shock easily,” Bridget murmured. ‘Did she run awath another man?’

He stared at her, and a muscle flickered in his jawnTgesmiled, a wry little
smile that didn’t touch his eyes. ‘How did you guess?’
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‘Well, with a woman involved, that's often how it goesowever...’ Bridget
paused, and wrinkled her brow. ‘He must have had a lot rhareyiou to offer
materially, otherwise she must have been crazy!

“Why?’

Bridget blinked and blushed. Then she grimaced inwamtlyaeknowledged that
she’d allowed her tongue to run away with her. So, how tevetthe situation
with minimum embarrassment? Maybe just the truth...?

‘You're pretty good-looking, you know. Not only that, you'maazingly
resourceful, you're strong, and | couldn’t think of anyoneouid feel safer with.’

‘Thank you,” Adam said gravely. ‘None of that was enot@hold her, however.
Although | have to admit the competition was quite Stiff.

Bridget frowned. ‘But that makes her somewhat suspeatuld say, and maybe
not worthy of too much regret?’

He waited impassively, and she tilted her head to one sglerengly at him. Then
he said, ‘Have you quite finished, Mrs Smith?’

Bridget immediately looked immensely contrite. ‘I'm swry,” she said softly. ‘It
still hurts a lot, | guess? Shall we change the subject?’

Adam swore as he rolled off the bed and went to put ttike lan the stove.

Bridget watched from the bed as he rinsed the mugs ickeburhe paraffin
lamplight softened the outlines of the piled-high balegrafrs but didn’t pierce
all the shadows in the shed. At least the worst oftben had definitely moved
away.

He spooned instant coffee into the cups and poured thadpaikter in. ‘Sugar?’

‘One, thank you.” She hesitated. ‘Look, | am sorry. | hinas/e sounded
unforgivably nosy.’

He shrugged and handed her a mug, then sat down on the flade tesbed so
he could lean back against it. ‘At least it took your miffdiee storm.’
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‘Yes. And | did tell you my life story, so | suppose | wagpecting something in
return. We also saved each other’s lives.’

There was silence, apart from the crackle of theesemd the now faraway
thunder.

‘She threw me over for my older brother,” he said. ‘Yeuight. She’s not worth
it. But she—' He broke off. ‘My brother is another matiend one day he’ll get his
come-uppance.’ He took a sip of coffee. ‘Just a matténding the right lever.’

Bridget stared at his profile, her eyes wide and hed##it looked as if it was
carved in stone. She swallowed and said the only thing she ttonik of. “You're
hot on levers, aren’t you?’ Then, ‘I don't think that'sexy good idea. Much better
for you to move on and—'

‘Leave it, Bridget,” he warned, and flicked her a moothelglance. ‘Finish your
coffee.’

‘OK, I'm sorry,” she said contritely, and drank her e&fin silence.

He took the cup from her and placed it along with his @dge beside the bed.
Then he climbed back in and took her in his arms againtoGeeep,’ he said, not
unkindly.

Bridget relaxed and thought how good it felt. How reassuring, hamnvand
comfortable and natural, and she started to doze off.

Adam, on the other hand, found himself watching her ifitekght and
wondering what it was about this girl that had prompted himlitbee things he’'d
never told anyone else.

Because she was entirely unthreatening? Because she fdhrwho he was?
Yes, but there was more to it than that. Rather, thvasemore to his feelings on
the subject of Bridget Smith, spinster, he thought wryly.

He felt protective of her, and he had to admire the viaydsslogged through
everything nature had thrown at them, but, again, thesemeae.

As he watched her, he found himself wondering what uld/be like to make love
to her. To part those pretty pink lips that were twitchiritfla as she dozed—what
was she dreaming of?—and kiss her. What expressionslwbate through her
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green eyes if he, very slowly and gently, initiatedih&r the pleasures of sex and
wiped out the memories some oaf had left her with?

It would be no penance, he realised, and he felt his bodytstiould be the
opposite. She felt as if she’d been made to fit into his aasd,that tender little
body should be his property...

Then her eyelashes lifted, taking him by surprise, and fong frozen moment
they stared into each other’s eyes. He held his bredtieaxpression in those
green eyes became an incredulous query, as if she’aédinis thoughts.

But it was gone almost immediately, that expressiismissed with the faintest
shake of her head, as if she’d banished it to the reatheampossible or as if it
was a dream, and she fell asleep again.

He released his breath slowly and smiled dryly.

No, it would not be impossible, Bridget Smith, he thoughd, rmor was it a dream.
But it was not going to happen. For a whole host of resason

He lay for a while, listening to the rain on the roof,loelately concentrating on it,
and on the fact that it seemed to be getting lighterirBfaict the night hadn’t
finished with them...

CHAPTER TWO

AT ABOUT three o’clock Bridget woke, and this time Adam veagep. She was
still loosely cuddled in his arms, and there was a fglmt of firelight coming
from the stove.

He looked younger, more approachable, but she paused and fronstetldrank
his features in. A memory came to her. Could this man pgdsive been
watching her with desire in his eyes while he'd held hdmns arms?

In this bed? In this shed, perhaps?

A little tremor ran through her. Had she imagined ihad she dreamt it? Even if
she had, it filled her with a dizzying sense of delightitok of it.

But she put her hand to her mouth in a sudden gestwe@ncern. How could she
feel this way so out of the blue, and about a man she darely?
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Not only that, but a man who had made no bones about himseifada rolling
stone, he was anticommitment, and he had a score [ ®at a woman.

Her eyes widened as she realized it didn’t seem to mhekslightest difference.
She still got goosebumps, she still felt those delicimemars just to think that he
might want her...

But would she be any good at it? she wondered. She’drdgriaaver felt like this
before.

Half an hour later she knew she had to pay a visit totiede toilet, much as she
wished otherwise.

It was raining again, so she put on Adam’s rain jackkich covered her
voluminously, and unhooked a lamp.

It was when her mission was accomplished and shesewaisying back to the shed
that she came to grief—courtesy the mud and Adam’s jackettripped on the
edge of the jacket at the same time as there wamsmoos crack—the kind of
crack she’d heard before, earlier in the night. Sheofedt in the mud and the
source of the crack—a branch of the gum tree from thédllind the shed—
rolled down on top of her, bringing with it a smothering shrofudiedris.

She got such a fright she blacked out for a couple ohemis, and when she came
to she couldn’t see anything. The tentacles of hysteartestto claim her, and
claustrophobia kicked in.

‘Bridget, are you all right?” Adam called urgently. ‘Bget, answer me!’

She wriggled a bit. Nothing seemed to hurt desperately but.efhde be pinned
around my waist. | can move my legs, but | can’t get-ealt, no,’ she cried, as
there was another crack and more rubble cascaded down siehill

‘Bridget—Bridget, listen to me,’ he instructed. ‘Protgour head with your arms,
if you can, while | get you out. Try not to move. | wjkt you out, believe me.’

But she didn’t believe him, even as she heard choppidgawing noises, even
though she knew there would be more tools in the shed he useil@ven though
she’d seen what he’d done to another tree. That onbdeadmuch smaller...
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There was something about being trapped that seemed to cohginslee was
going to die under the weight of all the rubble the hillsadeld rain down on
her—including, she suddenly remembered, the ruins of thewlding she'd seen
while showering under the rainwater tank.

For a terrible moment even her legs wouldn’t move,cehdn’t feel them, and

she all but convinced herself she must have broken her baiek.she was to
realise it was hysterical paralysis, but at the timelife started to unfold itself in
front of her. During the half-hour it took Adam to reledeer she became more and
more convinced this dreadful night was finally going to claan h

Her ridiculously short life, with no goals achieved]edlbefore her eyes. Nothing
much of importance to report at all, she thought groggilgt,taars flowed down
her cheeks.

She didn’t immediately believe she was free, until Adamwoped her up in his
arms and carried her into the shed.

‘Am | dreaming? Is this heaven? Or the other place?’ skedagazedly.

He didn’t answer, but put her gently down on the bed. Teesaid, ‘I'm going to
undress you and assess any damage there may be. Toynmake a fuss.’

Bridget heard herself laugh huskily. ‘I don’t think I'm cép@of making a fuss. |
got such a fright—I thought | was going to die.’

Adam turned away and put the kettle on the stove. Then hedtitwack and pulled
off the rain jacket and the sodden, torn pyjamas withuashralinical precision as
he was capable of. He tested her limbs and her ribs. Awet Wwe was assured
nothing was broken or twisted he told her she extremelyluck

Bridget bore it all in silence, even when he filleduzket with warm water and
washed her. She was still grappling with the horriblérfgehat she’d been about
to die.

She hadn’t noticed that he’d warmed one of the toweflomt of the stove until he
wrapped her in it and put her under the blanket.

She slipped her hand under her cheek and stared unseeingly ishadusvs.
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Adam gazed down at her for a long moment, then turned swlagd the last of
the wood into the stove. She had been extremely luckydught to himself.

The strong PVC material of the rain jacket, even wihitead actually become
impaled on a sharp piece of wood and trapped her as mtioch bisanch had, had
also protected her from the debris. And the branch tlthtbme down on her had
had a slight bow in it, which had landed above her waist—tlgrgiming her, but
not crushing her. All the rocks that had come with it ha@ealously missed her,
although the other debris—leaves, twigs, grass and earith-aHmst smothered
her.

He looked down at himself. Once again he was a torn muddy, s@$e stripped,

washed himself economically, then wound a towel round histwde doused the

lamps, as the fire in the stove still roared and providetedght, and climbed into
the bed beside her.

She didn't resist when he pulled her gently into his athanything she sighed
with relief, and he felt her relax slowly.

Finally she said, as their bodies touched, ‘Thank youwsthrh

‘It was my pleasure,” he answered, with a wry twashis lips. ‘Go to sleep if you
can.’

She did drift into an uneasy slumber for a while, but themstie, shaking and
obviously distressed, and suffering a reaction.

‘Bridget—Bridget,’ he said softly. ‘You're safe.’
But she moved jerkily in his arms.
‘Hey,’” he added, ‘it's me—Adam. Your axeman and wood-choppemdinber?’

Her green eyes focused slowly and she started to relaxth@hk heavens,’ she
breathed. ‘I thought | was out there again, with thindstadown on me and
suffocating me.’

‘No. | have you in my arms. We're in bed in the shed—egter the shed?—and

although the elements are playing havoc outside—' he pausguitace as
another storm cell erupted overhead ‘—we’re warm and dry.’
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But she grew anxious again. ‘Is that more thunder and liglfe¥Vhen is it going
to stop?’ she asked tearfully.

Adam studied her face in the dim light and felt that mtdte urge run through
him again. She’d been through so much, and had borne mostitf & wixture of
composure and humour, he thought. But how to comfort her Mwe talk?

It came to him that there was only one way he wantedndart her—and the
thought translated itself instinctively. He pulled hexser and ran his hands over
her body.

She stilled, and her lips parted as her eyes grew untemaroring all her doubts.
Was she dreaming again? And, if she wasn’t, was she golmgany good at this?

And Adam discovered he couldn’t help himself. He lowered&a&d to kiss her,
with the express intention of not only comforting hat &t the same time chasing
away that look of uncertainty, proving to her she was infiidelsirable.

Bridget remained quite still in his arms for a long mot#ren she seemed to melt
against him and her lips parted softly beneath his.

Not only did she accept his kiss, but her senses flowekbdranght her to a
tingling awareness of his body against hers. And as tnatlated to a wave of
desire for him, up and down the length of her, she felt sdfjpdiant. She felt as if
none of her bruises or scrapes even existed, as if idvbeuthe most natural,
lovely thing in the world to open her legs and receive him.

And as all hell broke loose above them again, as thunasheted around the
ether and lightning flashed sparks of light through the old shdys high
windows, they came together in the timeless act of IBeeause, as both were to
think later, they just didn’t seem to have much sayeratter.

If anyone had told her how exquisite the act of love couldfteg her unhappy
experience of it she would not have believed them. Nen @hen she’d felt
herself come alive in that particular way in his atrad she expected such rapture.

The way he touched her breasts and teased her nippleswwedy thrilling. The
way his fingers sought her warm, silken, most erotic spotesdltook her breath
away. And because he was extra-gentle, not only in defeterteer scrapes and
bruises, his final claiming of her and their subsequemias{ was so different from
what she’d known it was the most amazing, joyfilled revehat
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Most of all, the knowledge that she’d brought him equaedglire was the cause of
deep, deep satisfaction to her.

She was just about to tell him this when another huge toaekhe night air and
the big old gum outside gave up its struggle to stay upmgthe rain-sodden
earth. With a crash, it cannoned down the hillside intithe of the shed.

They both moved convulsively, and Adam wrapped her securéig exms. But
although everything rattled, and a few things fell down, tleel stithstood the
impact.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked, after they’'d waited with bategathr for more
mayhem and none had come.

‘Wonderful,” she said softly. ‘I've never felt like thhefore. | can’t believe it.’
Little lines of laughter creased beside her eyes. ‘| méé®he hesitated and
changed tack. ‘How about you?’

An expression she couldn’t identify crossed his eyesitBuds with his lips
qguirking that he said, ‘Wonderful.” He sobered. ‘Bridget—'

‘No.” She put a finger to his lips. ‘I don’t want to disséct just want to go on
feeling wonderful.’

‘Then let's see if we can get a bit of sleep. Conaflole?’
‘Mmm..." she murmured drowsily.

They fell asleep in each other’'s arms, until dawnréethrough the grimy shed
windows and they heard a helicopter’s rotors beating overhead.

‘Bridget—' Adam said, and stopped.

Here it comes, Bridget thought, the parting of the wHysthing that had been on
her mind ever since she’d woken in his arms and been flood#gk e mory of
their lovemaking.

She wore—they both wore—State Emergency Services orangeatlevHers
were way too big for her—but far better to be hoisted irteleopter in
something that nearly smothered her rather than an okl.tow

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



And they did have to be hoisted into the helicopter, becthesground was too
soft and waterlogged for it to land. By contrast, howeit@vas a bright sunny day,
the sky was a clear blue, and the drenching rain, howlingsaand pyrotechnics
of the night before were like a dream—of the nightmare warie

They were still sitting in the helicopter. It had landedactarmac driveway, and
they were waiting for an ambulance to transport BridgédtéaGold Coast Hospital
for a check-up.

She’'d strenuously objected to this, saying she was quitebiineéddam had sided
with the paramedic on the helicopter and she’d been mi#égcbutvoted. She had
been uplifted by the news that the family in the cat tad been washed away
after hers had also been rescued.

‘Bridget,” Adam said for the third time, and put his hanerhers. ‘I'm not for
you, and that's—'

‘Not my fault but yours?’ she murmured huskily, in a parodthefold ‘it's not
you, it's me’ explanation.

He grimaced. ‘Trite, but unfortunately true.” He pauseadn lousy lover material,
and I'd be terrible husband material.’

‘Lousy lover material?’ she whispered. ‘I have to begitied’

He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles. ‘You're swadtjt was just one of
those things.’

Bridget considered. It had seemed to her, from the mbthey'd woken to the
sound of the rotors and both leapt out of bed, covering theasseith whatever
they could find and racing out to flag down the helicopteat they’'d been tied to
each other by an invisible string.

She reconsidered. As if they belonged to each other! Bid slkertainly felt that,
and could she have been so wrong?

She recalled the way he’d taken her back inside the sliekdedymed her into the
voluminous coveralls, how they’'d laughed a little togetseshe’d all but drowned
in them. How he’d kissed her and told her it had to be anoiwement on a horse
rug.
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Then they'd used a double harness to winch them up—hsdeaded to know all
about it, and also to know one of the crew—and she’d gone hip arms.

He’'d kissed her again when they were safely insiddéieopter, and she’d sat
squashed up against him as it had risen and flown, squasthéal fais arms, so her
erratic heartbeats had normalised and she’d felt safe $=taey were his arms.

‘Will you ever get over the woman who left you fayur brother?’

He looked down at her, and there was something like compasdimeyes that
hurt her very much.

‘I have got over her. It's my brother—but it's more thaat. I'm far too old for
you.’ He stilled her sudden movement. ‘In experiencehe kind of life I've lived,
and in the far too many women I've loved. What you neesbmeone with no
murky past, who can share an optimistic future with you.’

‘And if | don't want—?’

‘Bridget,’ he cut in, and released her hand to wipe athaytears that sparkled on
her lashes with his thumbs. ‘If there’s one thing youtee away with you, it's
this: you were gorgeous in bed, and don't let any guy antbversize ego tell you
otherwise. You be selective, now, and make sure you givedhenho are not
good enough for you the flick.” He brushed away anotlerdad picked up her
hand as his lips quirked. ‘Incidentally, I'm one of those.’

‘But | loved being in bed with you,’ she whispered brokenly.

‘There’s a lot more to it than that.” He turned his hemdmambulance drove up
and parked beside the helicopter. ‘“Your limo has arrived,3viigh.’ He raised
her hand and kissed her knuckles again. ‘So it’s tinsayogoodbye. Take this
with you.’

He rummaged in a seat pocket until he came up with al@entpiece of paper,
upon which he wrote a telephone number.

‘If you need me, Bridget—' his eyes were completelyae now ‘—in case of
any unplanned...consequences, this number will always getsaget me.’
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Bridget took the piece of paper, but she couldn’t see whatwritten on it. Her
eyes were blurred with tears. Then it came to herttiese were two ways she
could do this. As a tearful wreck, or...

‘And if you need me,’ she said, dashing at her eyesasas$ed her hand beneath
his to kiss his knuckles, ‘you know where to find me.’

They stared into each other’s eyes until he said, vestlguiGo, Bridget.” His
expression changed to harsh and controlled as a nekerd¢d in his jaw, and he
added, ‘Before you live to regret it.’

Several hours later Adam Beaumont let himself into a Ipaethouse suite on the
Gold Coast, and strode into the bathroom to divest himseleadrdnge SES
coveralls which had raised a few eyebrows in the hotel.

He took a brisk shower, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, and péduidegtt to the
lounge.

But with his hand on the telephone he paused and thoughit Bbdget. Was she
still undergoing examination for any unseen injuries? Orshasat home now?

It annoyed him momentarily to realise he couldn'’t pictune'@iehome’ because he
had no idea where she lived. And it worried him obscuretiitik of her at home,
wherever that was, and alone. Not only after her amadglangerous adventure,
but after their spontaneous lovemaking.

What had possessed him? he wondered rather grimly.

She couldn’t have been less like the women he usuakyldabignée,
sophisticated girls, well able to take care of themsedves when they discovered
that he had no intention of marrying them. Not thatver &ied to hide it.

As to why he had no intention of marrying them, was it @nbase of once bitten,
twice shy? Once betrayed by a woman, in other words?, Wete was also the
disillusionment of his parents’ marriage at the back ofrfird, but even that,
painful as it had been as he grew up, did not equal his diskkék raw hurt, the
anger and cynicism, the desire for revenge his now sislaniis defection had
provoked in him.

Strangely, though, he hadn’t thought about it in recemédi—until a copper-
headed girl with green eyes had winkled it out of himnagtt. And, yes, he
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thought harshly, it did still hurt, so it was better packedyawalong with the
whole thorny question of whether he would ever trusbenan again.

But to get back to Bridget Smith—why had he done it?

To comfort her? Yes. To prove to her that her one prewagpsrience had been no
more than a case of the wrong man? Yes.

Because he hadn’t been able to help himself?

Well, yes, he conceded. And that had been due to a comnidithose green
eyes, that lovely, tender little body, her freshnesd,the simplicity and
naturalness of her reactions. Yes, all of that. Rtireiration—because she had
been brave and humorous, and those little touches of hdnatd wecretly amused
him. Even her outrageous lies on the subject of timexistent Mr Smith had
amused him.

It came to him from nowhere. Perhaps, if he was evekodaa—how to put it?—
convenient wife, Bridget Smith was the kind of girl hedex?

He stared out at the view from the penthouse as hegicitl Mrs Bridget
Beaumont. Then a frown came to his eyes and reality kickdde was better off
steering clear of any commitment to a woman. Far better

He shrugged and lifted the receiver to organise the retioéVvaes Land Rover and
the possessions in it. He was about to put the phone downheghtéought that
there was one thing he could do for Mrs Smith. He couldaat Racilitate the
retrieval of her possessions, if not her car...

Bridget had had to get a locksmith to let her into hey dithough not much
later—after she too had showered and changed out of heatisvea knock on
her door had revealed yet another SES officer, bearingveenight bag and her
purse, both retrieved from her car.

She was immensely grateful, even though the news aboaoahesas not good. It
was going to have to be taken out of its final restiage@lpiece by piece.

She closed the door on the officer and bore her purse thriing room table as if
it were precious booty. Once she’d checked everything and fibafi there she
sat back and looked around, feeling suddenly sandbagged aseadétiis of the
previous twenty-four hours kicked in.
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It was small, but comfortable, her flat: two bedrooms, gpan lounge, dining
room, kitchen and a pleasant veranda, on the second flaomotiern two-
storeyed building in a quiet suburb not far from the beach.

Although she could have owned it—her father had divided his guibstantial
estate between her and her mother—she’d decided to keep teggdéom her
father intact in case she ever really needed it.

She’d put quite some effort into decorating her flat, tho&gie’'d used a cool
green for the walls, with a white trim, and cool bluestlf@ furnishings and rugs.

Cool was the way to go on the sub-tropical Gold Coast.lguetwere splashes of
yellow and pink. Some fluffy yellow chrysanthemums in a peWésk vase on
her dining table—the vase had been a present from héemaetho lived in
Indonesia these days. And some pink cushions on hee settechsia lampshade
atop a pretty porcelain lamp.

There were also some of her own paintings on the watllstiRgs of flowers that
flourished in the tropics—orchids, frangipani and hibiscus. @ddbugh, despite
her assertion to Adam that she wasn’t much good, she’'dceerdgeme of her
paintings in a local art show, and the owner of an intelesign firm that
specialised in decorating motels, rental apartments dicgé®had bought all six.
He’d also told her that he’d take as many more as she could @ad no matter if
she repeated herself.

So far she hadn’t done any more. She wasn't quite sureshevielt about her
work gracing the walls of impersonal motel bedrooms, regattments and
offices. Did that make her a real artist, or somethinglmmore commercial?

But now, as she looked around, art—commercial or otherwiseteia’'t have
been further from her mind. Why wouldn’t it be when she'st gone through a
unique experience and then had it torn away from her?

But as she thought of the man called Adam she had to ackahgevthat from the
moment he’d so reluctantly revealed his past history sh@avn he was bitter
about women. He'd told her himself he was a rolling steaet shouldn’t have
come as such a shock that he would walk away from kesthat.

But it had, she conceded, and wiped away a ridiculousBeaause their intimacy,
for her, had been so perfect and such a revelation.
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Had she unwittingly translated that into the belief thatustthave been the same
for him?

She grimaced sadly. That was exactly what she had Bong@erhaps the bigger
guestion now was—What was she left with?

A memory, to be pressed between the pages of a book untildtadreelost colour
like a forgotten rose? A memory that evoked a bittersvesding in her breast that
faded with time? Or a raging torrent of disbelief and atiggt he could have made
love to her so beautifully she suspected she would nevet foegel then simply
walked away?

CHAPTER THREE

‘WHQO'S this?’ Bridget Tully-Smith was holding a newspapad staring at a
picture of a man on the front page. Her expressionceagletely bemused. ‘I
don’'t believe it...’

Julia Nixon, her colleague and friend, put her red high reetke dull
commercial-grade carpet of the busy TV newsroom ancletenerself in her
office chair from her cubicle to Bridget's cubiclext door. She scanned the
picture and caption, scanned Bridget in turn, then saidutlgtéWhat part of
Adam Beaumont don’t you believe?’

‘But that can’'t be Adam Beaumont!
‘Oh, it is,” Julia murmured. ‘In all his glory.” She frowthe’'Why can't it?’

Bridget put the paper down and turned to her friend. ‘Bechoset him.” She
paused, and thought how inadequately that covered her encatthtdnris man
roughly three weeks ago.

‘He was—' She stopped, then went on. ‘He wasn’'t part@Beaumont empire! If
anything he was very much a rolling-stone-that-gathers-n igps.’

‘Well, he may be, but that doesn’t stop him from being gaugew the real thing.’
Julia stared at the picture with a pensive look in hey gyes. ‘Has he taken over
from Henry Beaumont, his brother?’

Bridget perused the opening paragraph of the article aceconmggthe picture.
‘There’s a rumour, but that's all at this stage. Howyaid know?’
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‘High society is my department these days, darling,’” Jelminded her. ‘You'd be
amazed how many strange rumours | hear about the rich andgamien they
party.” She smoothed her pale gilt hair and studied herredgails with an
expression Bridget couldn’t identify.

Julia was in her thirties, an experienced journaligh @wipenchant for red shoes,
tailored grey suits and red nails to match her lips. Sieextremely attractive,
although she often exhibited a world-weary streak. She wasrtadhbhut, talking
of rumours, was said to have had—still had, for all Betdghew—a series of
highprofile lovers.

‘For example,’ Julia continued, ‘Adam Beaumont is supposdettestranged from
the fabulous Beaumont mining family. He’s certainly mhggeown fortune—out
of construction rather than minerals.’ Julia gestuffégither rumour has it that
there’s a blood feud between Adam and Henry Beaumont. And twoble
surprised if Adam has finally found the lever to unseat fHénr

Bridget’s mouth fell open.
Julia raised a thinly arched eyebrow at her.
Bridget closed her mouth hastily. ‘Nothing.’

‘And | also wouldn’t be surprised,’ Julia went on, ‘if leesn’'t do as good if not a
better job than his brother. | always had Adam Beaumont &padcool, tough
customer who would be equally at home in a boardroom adradrme—he’s as
sexy as hell. Where did you meet him? It has to be himould say. You couldn’t
confuse that face easily.’

Bridget blinked at the picture in the paper and thoughtyNo,couldn’t. ‘Beside a
swollen creek in a flash flood, trying to rescue a carlogukople.’

Julia pursed her lips as she summed Bridget up fromhloer sap of coppery hair,
her delicate features and her sparkling green eyeslemeles figure in a
whitedotted voile blouse and khaki cargo pants to her asszte pumps. ‘You
may have been lucky if you looked like a drowned rat.’

‘Oh, | did.” Bridget paused with a grimace that turned foown. ‘But—is he
really a playboy?’
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‘He has escorted some of the loveliest, most exotic @voimm the land, but not one
of them has been able to pin him down. Uh-oh.’

Julia wheeled herself back to her domain to answer l@rgptAnd it occurred to
Bridget as Julia did so that there was something icbkrague’s demeanour that
was a little puzzling. But she couldn’t put her fingeritpiso she turned her
attention back to the picture in the paper.

Adam Beaumont was thirty-one, and good-looking. In the mEctue was wearing
a suit and a tie, and he’d been captured on the movetheitinont flap of his
jacket flying open—not at all how she remembered him.

Despite his being soaked and unshaven that tempestuous nayht,jeans and
boots, the two things she would always remember about himmeditdhe same,
however. It was the same tall, elegant physique betieatheautiful suit, and the
same haunting eyes—those often brooding or moody, sometimeidessyc
teasing, occasionally genuinely amused blue eyes.

It all came flooding back to her, as it had in the mombetsre she’d made the
exclamation that had grabbed Julia’s attention.

But for the time being she was to be denied the opportunibyrik back to that
memorable encounter with Adam Beaumont, whom she’d knownasndam. It
was an hour before the six o’clock news. The main bultdtthe day was to go to
air, and the usual tension was rising in the newsroom

She heard her name called from several directionssladblded the newspaper
with a sigh, then took a deep breath, grabbed her clipboargaptdnto the fray.

When she got home, she made herself a cup of tea ameldstined newspaper
again, at the same time asking herself what she laf®ut the Beaumonts.

What most people knew, she decided. That they were uéiadityy and ultra-
exclusive. Adam and Henry’s grandfather had started thastlyas a mineral
prospector, looking for copper but stumbling on nickel, and theasshey said,
was history.

What she hadn’t known was that the family was plagyed feud, until Julia had
mentioned it. The moment Julia had remarked on the possililAdam finding

the lever to unseat his brother, Henry, it had takenidgjet back to the shed, the
paraffin lamps and the storm, and that hard, closed expness Adam’s face. If
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she’d had any doubts that they were one and the samehagid, been swept
away.

Her next set of thoughts was that Adam Beaumont had progahbé/ out of his
way not to reveal his identity—because, to put it bluntly, be way out of her
league.

Surely that was enough, on top of what he himself hat] sakill any lingering
crazy longing stone-dead? she reflected—and wrapped heasvarsd herself in a
protective little gesture.

Three weeks had seen her go through a maelstrom of ealatlwaos. Her bruises
and scrapes might have healed, but her mental turmoil hadcbasiderable. And,
as she’d postulated to herself the day she’d been both remcde@andoned, she
felt torn between a bittersweet it was never meant ebsation and a tart
resentment that left her feeling hot and cold. If he’dvikin he wasn’t for her, why
had he done it?

Of course she’d been more than happy to participate, binasimeét had a cast-in-
concrete conviction that she was a loner, had she? Mareshaetly before it had
happened, she had thought she was going to die. Had that atteantewhat for
her willingness in his arms?

But most of all, in these three weeks, she’d felt Ipaeld sad. She couldn’t
believe she could miss someone so much when she’d onlynkiniowso briefly,
but she did.

She sniffed a couple of times, then told herself not twdsek and weepy, and
turned her attention to the newspaper again.

She reread the article, but there was not a lot to bealefaom it. It was simply
speculation, really, to the effect that there could beean@foot on the Beaumont
board, plus some of the company’s impressive mining achieusmen

It also detailed some of Adam Beaumont’'s achievements otk&deld of
mining, and in their own way they were impressive. He @@asously a billionaire
in his own right.

So what was it really about, this article? she wondetetid Idetail that Adam was
not a major shareholder in Beaumonts, whereas HenryAmaishow did that line
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up with what she knew? The fact that Adam had sworenge against his brother
and was looking for a lever to unseat him?

She shook her head, a little mystified. She stared ghtb® of Adam Beaumont
and suffered an intensely physical moment. It was sf®eifwere right back in his
arms, with that chiselled mouth resting on hers, hisif@m her body thrilling and
delighting her.

What a pity there was never any future for us, shaght, and blinked away a
solitary tear. It was no good telling herself again ndte¢aveak and weepy,
because the fact remained there seemed to have been amitikarher a chilly,
lonely little feeling she couldn’t dispel, and—she stopaed frowned—a strange
little echo she couldn’t place.

Of course there was also the fear that she might hlge faegnant continually at
the back of her mind. A state which came under the headlicgnsequences, no
doubt, she thought dryly. Statistically, she had decided—tiee @f the month, it
only happening once—it was unlikely. Although she was reakstough to know
it was a statistic not to be relied upon.

But now there was a new feeling added to all her woegesitised as she laid her
head back and stared unseeingly across the room. And it certued ahe fact
that he’d allowed her to think he was ordinary when in figctvas a billionaire.

What difference does it make? she wondered.

She sat up suddenly. It makes me feel like a golddiggess drthat would have
been his automatic assumption as soon as | found outinsiweered herself.

And that outraged her, she found. Although a little niggling thocghte to her—
perhaps that was the way a lot of women reacted wiegndikcovered who he
was? Perhaps that had added to his cynicism about women?

She heaved a huge sigh and deliberately folded up the papemsctire was
inside, not visible. She forced herself to concentrateesrupcoming weekend.
She, several others and a party of disabled children speneding the weekend on
a farm. It was going to be arduous, and she would give #&lheéShe would not
allow Adam Beaumont to intrude. And her period would coméemttural
course of events when it was due, on Sunday.
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But her period didn’'t come in the natural course of evemtd by the following
Sunday it still hadn't.

It would be fair to say that Bridget had held out un# st moment in her belief
that her cycle had gone a bit haywire, but when a hoegnancy test proved
positive she had to face the cold, hard truth.

She was pregnant after a one-night stand with a man skl kaew—a man who
had told her unequivocally that he wasn’t for her...

It was a shattering thought.
Two days after she had made the discovery there wasisiorthe newsroom.

Megan Winslow, who was doing the news on her own because aiday, her
co-presenter, had the flu, fainted half an hour beforenadr.

Out of the chaos, Bridget was chosen to replace hénel normal course of events
it would most likely have been Julia chosen to do it, but it measday off. There
were several reasons to choose Bridget. She spoke wéligend modulation—
she’d belonged to her university dramatic society—and sheamaiar with the
autocue as she’d occasionally filled in for the weaginesenter.

‘You've also proofed a lot of the stuff, so you're familiaitimit. We can find you
something more formal to wear,” Megan’s producer said to‘kkake-up!” he
yelled.

It was a miracle Bridget managed to speak at all, consgléhe emotion-charged
atmosphere of the newsroom. Even more than that, herower turmoil was
mind-boggling. She hadn’t been able to come to grips in agywith the fact that
she was carrying Adam Beaumont's baby. If anyone shouldrtefy she
should...

But she actually got through reading the news with arfgw stumbles. And she
had no idea who would be in the unseen audience for thatyartbroadcast...

Adam Beaumont unlocked the door to his suite in the luxury Gold Go&stand
threw the keycard onto the hall table. He walked throughadaunge, shrugging
off his jacket and tie, and switched on one table lamp.
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The view through the filmy curtains was fabulous. The bmger known as
Surfers Paradise stretched before and below him likeydafad of lights, bordered
by a faint line of white breakers on the beach and thmigint-blue of the Pacific
Ocean, with a silver moon hanging in the sky.

He didn’t give it more than a cursory glance as he dp&teat from the bar and
poured it into a frosted glass. He'd been overseas, and heeliag jet-lagged
and annoyed. One of his PAs had met him at the airporgi@ad him a run-down
of events that had occurred in his absence. One ofwasa newspaper article
described by his PA as a ‘fishing expedition’, to do withlibard of directors at
Beaumonts and a carefully worded suggestion that there wasswest on the
board.

Where the hell had that come from? he’d asked, but hago®itved a satisfactory
answer.

The Beaumont board, he thought, standing in the middleedbtinge, staring at
nothing in particular. Ever since he could remember thdyanncumstances that
had contributed to his distance from the board had galtacahmost unbearably.
And that had contributed, along with his faithless sistdaw, to his
determination to unseat his brother, Henry. But it so hagbba hadn’t done
anything to create the rumours.

He put his beer on a side-table and looked around for theefdte before he
sank down into an armchair.

He was flicking through the channels when his finger weestad, and he sat up
with an unexpectedly indrawn breath as he stared ag@&rideading the news.

She was wearing an elegant lime-green linen jackdthancoppery hair was still
short but obviously styled. Her eye make-up emphasisedé&en gyes, and her
lips were painted a lustrous pink.

She looked, in two words, extremely attractive, he thougyitwhat the hell was
this?

She paused, then launched into a piece she happened not pydeied. Of all
things, she stumbled on the Beaumont name. But she edllbetself and went on
to detail the fact that the rumours circulating were saggg Henry Beaumont
was about to be ousted from the Beaumont board by his brotlzebitter power
struggle.
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It was the last item before a commercial break, arithddeen agreed, to save
viewers any confusion, Bridget said, ‘I'm Bridget TuBmith, filling in for
Megan Winslow tonight. Please stay with us for all thestasporting news.’

Adam Beaumont stared at the television long after anrasement had replaced
Bridget’s image. Tully-Smith, he thought incredulousMypu didn’t tell me that,
Mrs Smith. His mind ranged back. Although you did mention yatlner was a
journalist and was killed in an accident. So it's moamnthkely that your father
was Graham Tully-Smith, famous investigative journalist notorious, if you
happened to be on the receiving end of it.

And it just so happens, his thoughts ran on, you're the merson I've ever told
about finding the right lever to unseat Henry. Is therermection between these
rumours that have sprung up out of nowhere and you, Bridget?

Bridget was exhausted when she got home.

Although she’d been heartily congratulated on how she’d bdritlings, doing the
news had been a huge drain. And on top of that the Beaunemet lpad deeply
perturbed her.

It had taken her back again to that night, to the evertsished, back to Adam
Beaumont again, and to what he’d revealed to her. Butmigtthat. Adam
Beaumont was where an awful lot of inner turmoil residedhérnow...

She had come straight home, only to find she didn't feeldbing to bed.

Then she got a phone call from the TV station, fromacptionist named Sally
whom she happened to know, with the news that Adam Beatusmould like to
get in touch with her. Could they pass on her number?

She took an incredulous breath. ‘What for?’

Sally replied, ‘I don’'t know, Bridge. He didn’t say.

It wasn’t actually him, anyway, it was his PA. Do you kniovm?’
‘I—I've met him.’

‘Well, maybe he wants to congratulate you on the news!
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‘Uh..." Bridget thought swiftly. ‘I really doubt it. | e, I'd rather not.’

‘That’'s OK. Although personally | would never say no to Adaeaumont,” Sally
remarked with a chuckle. ‘I'll just say you're unavaila for personal calls. I've
got it down to a fine art. Night, Bridget?

Bridget put the phone down slowly, her eyes wide aril@ $tunned.
Why did he want to get in touch now? she wondered.

It must have something to do with the item about the Beaubwant she’d read
on the news tonight. It couldn’t be any other reason. tBwdd nothing to do with
her. She hadn’'t even proofed the copy, let alone @tgththe item.

And there were several reasons why she didn't wargegdsn. Not yet, at least.
Sheer panic was one of them. How was she to tell hinrvakgregnant? How
would he react?

She wasn't at all sure of her reaction, other thanred disbelief, so...

She hardly slept at all that night, but it didn’t occur tothat Adam Beaumont
wouldn’t take no for an answer.

The next morning was Saturday, so she was off work. It maday after she’'d
read the news for Megan Winslow and refused to talk to AdeauBont.

So what she was doing was strolling down the beach atrSubfeathing the fresh
salty air, hoping it would help her to clear her mind.

The tide was in, tracing silvery patterns on the sand tlae gulls were in full
working mode as they swooped over the shallows, fishingtfier lhait fish. It was
a clear, sunny day. There were swimmers and an armylkérsa

There were also families on the beach, with childreallcfizes and ages, and for
the first time she stopped and sat on a dune to studydiesely. The crawlers,
the toddlers, the paddlers, as well as a couple of pregmathers nearby. It
occurred to her that in the company of her friends’ childitee thought loosely
about having a family herself, but with one striking ingeatlimissing—a suitable
father—it had never been more than that. She’'d nevagined herself pregnant.
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She was conscious again of that little echo she’d aetewithin herself but been
unable to explain, and for the first time since dislhalre panic had gripped her it
came to her that there was another life in her cadeuader her guardianship. In
the normal course of events she would grow like tlreegregnant women on the
beach, and then that new life would be born and would carryripgint.

But what about her life in the meantime? she wondered.

Would a reluctant father, even if he gave her and parecularly the baby
material support, be better than no father at all? Ordvshe chafe at the fact that
she’d never been good enough for her baby’s father? If dhé@alv would a child
react to that? Was she better off being a single mothastpm other words?

How did you bear the burden of single-motherhood amongst yemd&iand in
your workplace, though? It probably wasn't so unusual, butsulken’t think of
anyone she knew who was pregnant and without a partner.

It was at this point in her musings that someone tappedrre shoulder.

‘Yes?' she said, with extreme surprise. She didn‘ogaze the man and couldn’t
imagine what a formally dressed middle-aged man in aaditie was a: doing on
the beach, and b: wanting with her.

‘It is Miss Smith, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Miss Bridg&tully-Smith?’

Bridget opened her mouth to say yes, but then said instatfida faint narrowing
of her eyes, ‘Who wants to know?’

‘Mr Beaumont, Mr Adam Beaumont, would like a word with yousMiully-
Smith. I'm Peter Clarke. | work for him, and | just mids@u coming out of your
building a little while ago. | was trying to park. | was fedcto follow you on foot,
and—

‘Please tell Mr Beaumont | have nothing to say to himatmoment,” Bridget
interjected. ‘And please tell him | don’t appreciate bewitpived.’

She turned away and marched off, with her heart beagiagill.

She’d calmed down somewhat by the time she got home,sandea herself that if
Adam Beaumont hadn’t taken the hint before he would sd@Bo now.

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



Famous last thoughts...

She answered her doorbell late that afternoon to find hjpenson on her
doorstep.

‘You! she gasped, and she tried to slam the door.

But he simply put his hands around her waist and pickedfheo deposit her
inside the doorway.

‘I'll scream!” she threatened, more out of frustratiban fear.

‘Scream away,’ he invited. ‘But | don’t intend to close tlwor. | don't intend to
deprive you of your liberty or harm you in any way, @psyou using your phone.
| do intend to tell you this, though. The more you run awamfme, Mrs Smith,
the guiltier you look.’

This stopped Bridget dead.

She stared at him wide-eyed and with her mouth open. Heveasng the same
suit he’'d been photographed in, navy blue pinstripe, wittagching waistcoat, but
today it was a pale blue shirt he wore, with a burgundy tie.

That dark hair was the same, though. So were the alisesef his face and
mouth. It was the same pair of broad shoulders beneatauthtiess tailoring, the
same narrow waist and long legs. The same blue eyesteday they were
accusing and insolent...

‘G-qguilty?’ she stammered. ‘| haven't done anything!
‘How about failing to give me your full name, Bridget?’

‘Th-that wasn't—I often don’'t use my full name,’ sharsimered. ‘People always
ask me if—if I'm—’ She stopped and pleated her fingers tageth

‘If you're Graham Tully-Smith’s daughter?’ he finished far. ‘Graham Tully-
Smith, investigative journalist extraordinaire. Butréie more, isn’t there? You
work in the news department of a television station. Ye@ven climbed the
ladder a bit to read the news. All of which places you p#yf¢o pass on a juicy
titbit you picked up one wet, stormy night in the Numinbahsddet?’
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‘What do you mean?’

‘Bridget,’ he said deliberately, ‘you’re the only perdtve ever told about my
ambition to unseat my brother. Yet now it appears to be amknowledge.’

Bridget breathed confusedly. ‘I didn't tell a soul,” gfretested. ‘There’s no way |
could have used it, anyway. I'm just a very junior gofdrafis all.’

He raised a cynical eyebrow at her. ‘Is that how you canfre reading the news
last night? Look—' he turned back to the open door ‘—we can contmsient
public if you prefer, or...?’

‘Oh. Close it,’ Bridget said, distraught, and when he sld, went on, ‘We had a
crisis in the newsroom last night. Megan fainted. That\s | came to do it. And
reading the news doesn’'t mean | had anything to do with diowgppt’

‘Is that s0o?’ He came back to stand in front of her, d&edcould see the suspicion
in his eyes. ‘Are you sure you didn’t mention it, Bwi passing, to someone who
may have been able to use it?’

‘No. | mean, yes, I'm sure!” she cried, her eyes wadd shocked. ‘Anyway, it was
common knowledge before | found out who you were.” And slteitim about
Julia’s reaction to the first newspaper article, althosigd didn’'t mention her
name. ‘She, my colleague, even used the same word getadever,” she went
on. ‘But up until that moment | had no idea who you wes@e closed her eyes
and swayed suddenly.

‘Bridget?’ he said, on a different note as he scaneechbw ashen face. ‘Are you
all right?’

‘I—I'm, yes,” she murmured, but sank down on the setiée. rubbed her face and
commanded herself to think clearly.

He hesitated, then sat down opposite her. ‘Have you anyhaealestabilising
these kind of rumours can be? How shareholders can béeafeand share
prices?’ he added significantly.

‘Of course.” She gestured. ‘I mean, if | stop to thinkwlig of course. But |
didn’t. | haven't.’ She grimaced as she thought that shattimore than enough of
an entirely different nature to think about recently. ifted her lashes. ‘Have you
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taken shareholders and share prices into consideratian@ditfdell me it was only
a matter of time before you found the right lever to ungeat brother.’

He sat back. ‘So | did. It so happens | haven’t found &.dtlittle complicated. But
that’'s why | need to know exactly how these rumours starte

He paused and studied her. She was wearing a whitebloiuse and khaki cargo
pants. Her feet were bare and her coppery hair was tottde@yes were darker,
and there was something about her that was different.

He removed his gaze from her as he pondered this, and laodead. It was
pleasant, her flat, but very much exhibiting the singd&asures of a home
decorator. And rather reminiscent, for some curious redsothought suddenly,
of the simple pleasure of making love to her.

In fact he had to confess that memories of that lovemgakad come back and
taken him by surprise at some inappropriate moments...

Such as right now, he thought dryly. He could picture that, Hieek little body
moving in his arms, unfettered by any clothes. He could alraestttie lovely
peachy curves of her hips beneath his hands, and he couldsfesin body
stirring in response. He suddenly realised she was starimgn with widening
eyes, almost as if she could read his mind, and there tirageaof colour
mounting in her cheeks.

He looked away abruptly, but it crossed his mind to wonder abheyidwer of the
connection they’d made that night over four weeks ago. Ofeatircumstances
had contributed to make it a unique occasion, but...

He deliberately stilled his thoughts there. It would newehworked then, and it
certainly couldn’t work now. If she had nothing to hide, why &lael tried to evade
him?

He sat forward. ‘If I'm to get to the bottom of this, lemkto know the absolute
truth from you, Bridget,’” he said. ‘I'm prepared to wihe slate clean if you had
any involvement, if you agree to drop the matter.’

She took a deep breath. ‘I had none,” she said simply.

He frowned. ‘Why were you running away, then?’
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Bridget stared at him. How could she tell this harsmggawho believed the
worst of her that she was carrying his baby? It had beehdmough to
contemplate telling the Adam she’d known and made love taydw...

She tilted her chin. ‘| was told to stay away, if you esniber,” she said with quiet
dignity.

He stared at her with several expressions chasingghrbis eyes—one of them a
certain scepticism.

It was that scepticism that made her blood boil and hengrges flash. ‘But if
you're imagining | spilt your secrets out of pique on @atount, you're dead
wrong, Adam Beaumont. Would you mind letting yourself o&f® came swiftly
to her feet.

He stood up. And surprised her. ‘Have you still got my ghommber?’
She could only nod.

‘If you have any other thoughts on the matter, give me@ In the meantime, |
apologise if | misread you.’

‘But you're not convinced?’ she queried, barely audibly.

He shrugged and turned away, and she watched him walk oeit B&thand close
the door behind him.

Bridget stared at the door, then dropped her head into hds hih was all so
surreal, and she couldn’t believe it was happening tolliere seemed to be no
link between the events of that stormy night and the presemts. It was as if
they’d happened to another person.

Come to that, it was as if there were two Adam Beaumadihies man she’d felt so
safe with, the man she’d loved making love to, and tmsé&l stranger who'd just
walked out on her.

Yet for a moment there it had been as if the maskiftad k little. A moment
when he’d concentrated on her figure and she would almostdvearn he’'d been
thinking about their time in each other's arms.
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She rubbed her hands together as an extraordinarilyrokatal picture came to
her of his lean, strong hand on her breasts, her vii@istips, of his mouth on hers
and the way her curves had fitted into the hard planesdifddy. It hadn’t lasted,
though, that moment when she’d thought he might have beemiiokthem
together that night. Perhaps she’d got it wrong?

As for his baby—she lifted her head and her eyes dilated+udn® she going to
do about that?

CHAPTER FOUR

ADAM BEAUMONT drove to his next appointment in a preoc&gpframe of
mind. There had been something about Bridget Tully-Smitlobklo’t put his
finger on—something that was puzzling him.

He’'d been determined to see her because he’d been convincedstheerthe
source of the rumours sweeping the business world alirigtability of the
Beaumont board. And he’d been mentally kicking himself for atigva slip of a
girl to corner him into admitting what he had.

He hadn’t thought he was going to die, he reflected imnitheasing irony, even if
she had.

But if it hadn’t been Bridget, who had it been?

He parked his BMW below a high-rise apartment building at Nareckand took
the elevator to the penthouse, where his great-unclesJivied.

Now in his eighties, Julius Beaumont, his grandfather’s yaumgeher, was
confined to a wheelchair, but he still possessed a sharpamadjrat times, a
cutting tongue.

The red velour drapes were pulled against the rainy dogikdaaps gleamed on
the polished surfaces of the heavy furniture. The buildirgtie an ultramodern
tower, but Julius Beaumont was surrounded by antiques. Esdxtuei velvet
smoking jacket belonged to another age.

And his chosen form of art—his passion in life, as it hapgde—adorned the walls:
paintings of horses.
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He inclined his white head as Adam came in, and by wayeefimpg said,
‘Welcome, my boy, and what the hell is going on?’

Adam was under no illusions as to what he meant, andpohedaccordingly, ‘I
don’'t know, Uncle Julius. How are you?’

‘As well as can be expected,’ Julius said testily. ‘Hgdprself, and pour me one at
the same time.” He gestured towards the cocktail cabinet.

Adam poured two single malt Scotches into heavy crystadggaand carried one
over to his uncle. His own he took to an armchair.

‘So you didn’t decide to seize the bull by the horns atehsgit to unseat Henry?’
‘No.’
‘Then who? And why?’

Adam sipped his Scotch. ‘I'm somewhat at a loss. It coulglgitme shareholder
uneasiness, but I've done nothing to promote that.’

‘Hmm..."” Julius swirled the amber liquid in his glass. “You knany boy, I've
never meddled much in Beaumont affairs. It was Sambaby, not mine. But |
do have a fairly significant holding. And | suppose | washdatmeddle in the
natural order of things. Your father taking over from SHienry taking over from
Kevin when he died from all his excesses. Now I'm nadise—did it ever occur
to you that you were lucky, by the way?’

Adam smiled faintly. ‘Frequently, but what particulapact do you have in
mind?’

‘Both Kevin and Henry suffered from “rich man’s son” synderthat’'s what,’
Julius barked. ‘Everything fell into their laps, and that ddd=snld strong
characters. But because they contrived to hold you away Beaumonts, other
than what you inherited from your mother, you went aut proved yourself in
another direction. Did you the world of good.’ Julius brokeand sighed. ‘I'm
getting on, and thinking of getting out.’

‘Only out of Beaumonts, | hope you mean?’ Adam murmured.
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Julius thumped the padded arm of his wheelchair. “The fétss @ot much fun,
and when your time comes it comes.’ He grimaced. ‘Bed’s still something |
want to accomplish. | want to see you settle down, Adaynboy!

‘Thank you, but | am settled and—

‘No, you're not,” Julius contradicted him querulously. fleme thing, you're still
single.’

Adam shrugged. ‘In the normal course of events | do hdsw gears up my
sleeve.’

‘In the normal course of events you wouldn’t still bekexing for Marie-Claire,
your brother’s wife,” Julius shot at him.

Adam put his glass down. ‘Uncle Julius,” he said coolly, ‘don’t

‘You can’t stop me!" Julius Beaumont had the family blyes old and rheumy
now, but for a moment they flashed fire. ‘l may nelave married, but | know all
about these heartbreak girls: all eyes, all legs, talse ly@ath away just to look at
them. It's because of one of 'em | never did maifrypu must know.” He looked
at Adam aggressively. ‘Never told anyone that, and | dexpect you to repeat it.’

‘I won’t. She—broke your heart?’ Adam hazarded.

‘Damn near to it,” Julius agreed. ‘And they may not mdideeliest wives,
necessarily. My nemesis married three times and rdéigleget it right. Although in
Marie-Claire’s case she did marry Henry and give him two, kidgitever may—’
He stopped rather abruptly.

Adam frowned, and waited as he wondered what Julius hacebeeihto say.
When his uncle didn’'t go on, he said briefly, ‘That poias lheen made. And I'm
getting a little tired of all this.” He picked up his glasgitain it.

‘Then how about this?’ Julius said sharply. ‘If you show you've consigned
Marie-Claire and all that baggage to the past I'll havelr any proxies to you, so if
there is uneasiness amongst the shareholders—and | vidaddsurprised,
because Henry’s a fool—between us we would have the baddiposver.’
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Adam Beaumont found himself staring not at his great-uncletlautreagnificent
grandfather clock that had fascinated him for almost asdsrige could remember.
The long gold pendulum swung backwards and forwards behind $&s dyber.

He forced his gaze back to Julius. ‘Why?’

‘I want to see Beaumonts back to its former glory forbrgther Samuel’s sake.
And | don’t want to see you drift down the years liked,di confirmed bachelor
until you find yourself in a wheelchair, with no one paid employees to care
about your welfare.’

‘Uncle Julius,” Adam said firmly, ‘that is a gross exaggem.’

‘Well, maybe,” Julius conceded. ‘You've been very good to mmeg boy, | must
say.’ He looked fretful. ‘I've also got no sons to leaveantate to. So? What do
you think?’

‘How am | supposed to prove anything to you?’ Adam asked carefully.
‘One surefire way.’ The old man smiled almost demonycallake a wife!
‘I can’t just go out and take a wife.’

‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised if you could take your pakdozens of potential
wives. But I'll tell you something: what you need to look ia thoroughly nice
girl. They're the ones who won't break your heart.’

‘Even if | were to find “a thoroughly nice girl”,” Adam saithen paused and
narrowed his eyes as the phrase struck a chord in his mirchuHtn’t place it. ‘It
could take time—and I'm not saying | will,” he added, with glglibarb in his
voice.

‘It's six months to the next shareholders meeting—urtlesyg force one earlier.’

Adam stood up. ‘Look, I'm sorry, | have to go. But I'll cormed have dinner with
you on Thursday.’

‘But you'll think about it?’ Julius stared up at him.
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Adam paused. ‘It's not that I'm not grateful, but if | do eget Beaumonts I'd
rather do it on my own. | mean that, Uncle Julius. I'hmant to inherit it, in other
words.’

Julius Beaumont watched Adam leave and shook his head. ‘Aridgead for his
grandfather,” he muttered. ‘As stubborn as a mule, yet pdiaintial.’

But Adam didn’t leave until he’d spoken to Mervyn, in thietken. Mervyn
fulfilled the role of housekeeper and valet for Juliugl aas a devoted employee
as well as having had some medical training.

‘How is he at the moment?’ Adam helped himself to a slfgarosciutto that was
destined to be part of the salad entrée for his uncle’s dinner

Mervyn removed the plate from his reach. ‘We’re adlittp and down, Adam.” He
often used the royal ‘we’ when discussing his employérad the doctor over
yesterday, but he didn’t think it would do any good to sendthihospital. He was
of the opinion it would upset him more than help him. But keeping a close
watch.’

‘Thank you,” Adam said. ‘Actually, | can’t thank you ergh for the wonderful
care you take of him. Oh, and I'll come for dinner on Thuysda

‘I know he’ll look forward to that!

Adam drove away even more preoccupied than he’d beerebefodt pondered his
great-uncle Julius’s health. Was he nearing the end?tiii&aconcern he was
showing an indication that he could feel the sands & timning out for him?

Funnily enough, he conceded, a chilly little image had canmeind, of himself
drifting down the years and ending up alone with no sonsate lais estate to. But
for the rest of it...take a wife and get Beaumonts...?

Not so simple, he thought, and recalled with a dry smileifide’s remark about
how lucky he’d been. Yes, of course he had been luclotsrof respects, but
growing up with an older brother who'd been the apple of hiefat eye had not
been easy. And had been made no easier when his grandi@th=ken it upon
himself to favour his grandson Adam over his grandson H&mrysome reason
that had infuriated his father. Or perhaps there was ncemytst it, really.

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



There’d always been deep tensions between his father sagdaimdfather. But,
whatever the ebbs and flows of disapproval between SaneaeinBont and his son
Kevin, there’d been nothing unseen about Kevin’'s prefertarddenry. Not only
that, they'd even looked alike—whereas Adam had favoured Saameethey’d
had the same interests.

Nor had it all ended there. Grace Beaumont, Kevin’s auifé the boys’ mother,
had bitterly resented Kevin’s indifference to his secantdand it had affected
their marriage. They'd ended up virtual strangers.

If I did ever have sons, if | did ever have children, /dBeaumont thought, |
would never favour one above the other. Come to that, dmmake them feel
not wanted.

As for marriage—was it enough to marry even a thoroughlygirt& ensure you
didn’'t grow old and sad and lonely and ensure that you éas?h

It was from that thought that he recalled where he’ddh#a thoroughly nice girl
phrase. The drenched Numinbah Valley via Bridget Tully-Bnait course. The
irony was that he’d even agreed with her at the timetrbw...?

Bridget’s mother rang her that night, and when she askdddrf anything was
the matter it shot through Bridget's mind to tell Heattshe’'d got herself pregnant
by Adam Beaumont when she’d had no idea who he was. Indeeamazing
circumstances, granted, but that didn’t absolve lwen fnaving acted incredibly
foolishly. And, on top of all that, he now viewed her wattireme suspicion.

But common sense prevailed. The enormity of it all woulénl to hit her mother
and hit her hard. Probably enough to make her come racing dnod would be
a pity. Her mother had been heartbroken at her fathea'th dand full of
incredulity and anxiety when love had come to her again.

It had taken quite some power of persuasion on Bridgatisto get her mother to
believe in this new love, and not to feel guilty about leaWi@gonly child alone in
Australia. Her mother’s new husband, Richard Baxter, aveacademic, and he’'d
accepted a year’s fellowship at a Jakarta University.

He had a grown-up family of his own: a son who'd followed infbxgsteps and a
married daughter who lived in Perth. Even more importahtywas the perfect
partner for her mostly delightfully, sometimes maddeningly vagueunworldly
mother. He really looked after her and cared for her tlaeyl had lots in common.
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The last thing she, Bridget, wanted to do was spoil that.

That was why she reassured her mother again thatahequite fine before she put
the phone down. But, sitting alone in her flat latext #vening, after the call, she
knew that she wasn’t fine. There were all sorts ofahand ethical dilemmas in
front of her, not to mention getting her mind around a baby...

This is probably where you finally grow up, she told hdér$eist of all, you can’t
go on not believing it. And you probably shouldn’'t go on beratingsalf. It's
done now, and what is more important is that you don’t naaemore dodgy
decisions...

She paused in her reflections as the word dodgy raisechanreher mind—and
that raised the other Adam in her mind’s eye. The unshawenthe man who’d
saved her life, whose hands on her body had been sueélatien to her and
brought her so much joy. How could she not want this balst®ldenly occurred
to her. Not to want it would be like negating something pérfec

She swallowed suddenly. But that perfection had been brokenolsl herself. He
didn’t trust her, and there was no indication he could eaee for her...

She breathed in, distraught, and got up to get herself adflasder.

If she decided to have this baby, she had to concede thatighiehave to do it on
her own. Even if she did tell Adam Beaumont she was behisnchild, it would
not necessarily lead to marriage—although she couldni&veehe would not offer
some support. If she didn’t tell him...Well, that had taleught through
thoroughly. It might, for example, suit her in some ways what about raising a
fatherless child? What would that do to it?

She drifted over to the glass doors leading to the verandaaket out at the
night-time scene: the street lights, the garden insidevéitithat protected it from
the road, the cars, the wet slick on the road from dieeahower. But she didn’t
see it at all as she grappled with what came to her suydds crucial part of her
problem. Whatever she did, she could not go on featuring aslitia of the
piece.

She pulled a face at her turn of phrase, but it did glénihgs for her. However
she had this baby—whether there was a future or otherarigeef with Adam
Beaumont—she had to clear herself of this stigma she’d racui
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It was supremely important—because it affected her gignwbt only in his eyes
but in her own.

How, though?

No answer came to her immediately, but in the midfitb® night she sat up with
a name on her lips— Julia. Why not start with her? Sthe@kem to know
something about the Beaumonts. Maybe Julia could at leesth@w in the right
direction...

‘Going away?’ Julia asked on Monday morning, during their edfieeak in the
TV station’s bright, bustling, impersonal cafeteria.

‘Away?’ Bridget looked at her, mystified.
Julia frowned. ‘Don’t you have three weeks’ leave comipgamorrow?’

Bridget could have kicked herself. How could she have fegg8tBut, come to
think of it, how fortuitous?

‘Yes. No,’ she said, and bit her lip. ‘I mean, yes, laaj, no, I'm not going away.
| was—that is, I'm planning to potter.’

‘Are you all right?’ Julia queried.

‘Fine,” Bridget lied. ‘Julia, tell me more about thea@enont brothers.’
‘Why?’

‘Just interested. It seems to be a fairly topical suljexse days.’

Julia cut her blueberry muffin in half and buttered fobe she responded. ‘They
were probably destined to feud from day one. Henry was althayapple of his
father Kevin's eye, but the fact is neither Henry narfather had the approval of
Samuel Beaumont, Henry's grandfather. He was the fowfdeall. And, while
he didn’'t approve of his son or his eldest grandson, hmclidasingly approve of
Adam and see him as a more suitable heir. But Samukldexpectedly, and
Adam got pushed more and more into the background. He wasa@ity when
Samuel died.’

‘l...see,” Bridget said slowly. ‘That wouldn’t make for apmy family, precisely.’
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Julia shrugged. ‘No. Mind you, Adam branched out on his owriianéd a
medium-sized construction company into a billion-dollar gmtse. So he did
justify his grandfather’s approval, you could say.’

Bridget's lips parted. ‘So why does he still—?’ She stopped.

‘Hanker for Beaumonts?’ Julia supplied with a world-wddtke smile. ‘That’'s
probably men for you. Power is important. He is a Beanim®nd Henry is seen
by some as not doing a great job with the company. But'thalso more, a
woman—’

Julia broke off rather abruptly, and Bridget had it ontip@f her tongue to say
His brother’s wife? But she stopped herself on the tholgittshe had not yet
revealed one word of what he’d said that night, despite wtiam Beaumont
might like to think, and she wasn’t about to start.

‘Are the brothers alike?’ she asked instead.

‘On the surface, in some ways.’ Julia paused thoughtfidgnry’s very good-
looking, and quite charismatic, but...” She put her cappuccino émdrpatted her
lips with a serviette. ‘Why do you want to know all thisidge?’ she asked rather
intently.

Bridget shrugged. ‘Just interested,’ she repeated.

Julia Nixon looked at Bridget closely and noted the faint bhaows beneath her
eyes, testament to several sleepless nights. And chkereBridget’'s earlier
confusion on the subject of her upcoming leave.

‘Uh-oh,’” she said. ‘“You fell for him, didn’t you? Look, I'probably wasting my
time, but don’t go there, sweetie. It's a no-go zone. Bothem are—as | know to
my cost.’

Bridget blinked at her. ‘What do you mean? How do you kre@wour cost? And
what?’

Julia shrugged. ‘I was Henry Beaumont’'s mistress.’

That evening Bridget, still reeling with shock at Jglimcredible revelations,
dialled the number Adam Beaumont had given her with a sh&kigey.
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A disembodied male voice she didn’t recognise said, ‘ABaaumont’s line.’
‘Could | speak to Mr Beaumont, please?’

‘I'll just check, ma’am. Who may | say is calling?’

‘It s—it's—Mrs Smith from Numinbah.’

‘Please hold on for a moment, Mrs—uh—Smith.’

Bridget held on until the voice came back.

‘Adam can’t leave his guests at the moment, Mrs Srhithhe’d be able to see
you tomorrow morning at nine o'clock at the Marriott. Jult ®r him by name.
Thank you for your call.” The line went dead.

Bridget took the phone from her ear and stared affiugtration. She’d been about
to say that she didn’'t need to see Adam, she’d only likalkad him, but the
knowledge sank in that she might only ever be able to getssage to him—it
was what he himself had said in the helicopter, althasigfd had no idea why he
would go to those lengths to protect his privacy at the time.

Now she did, and it ignited a spark of rebellion in her. Howla he treat her like
this? Even if he didn't know she was to be the mothdri€hild, it irked her
tremendously.

It also prompted her to review her situation and make sdams.pAnd she looked
up pregnancy on the internet, so she would have a cleaaof what she was in
for.

Yes, she would see Adam Beaumont tomorrow—nbut only to cleardmee...

She dressed with special care the next morning, iragtrgreen linen dress that
matched her eyes, teamed with a cream jersey jackdtigimdtheels. It was one of
her more sophisticated outfits, suitable not only for tizeridtt but for the
Beaumonts. Then she had second thoughts. She looked as dsheing to a
lunch, the races, or a job interview.

She took it all off and donned pressed jeans, a loose knit tapldier of
raspberries and flat shoes. She cleaned off all the makkelgh put on, but then
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her face looked pale and there were shadows under her egt® started again
using the barest minimum.

She’d washed her hair, so it was bouncy and shining with ggidigiints. She
regretted she’d not thought to get her fringe cut, but it a@asate for that—and
anyway, what did it matter?

And anyway, again, she would be running late if she waan&fal, after all this
dressing and undressing.

She threw her keys into her purse and raced downstaies teetv second-hand
car.

She walked across the Marriott foyer at two minutes past fwo minutes later
she was being ushered into Adam Beaumont’s suite.

He was standing at the windows in the lounge, looking dawh® view of
Surfers Paradise—not a sparkling view today, but cl@mtlywith showers
scudding past. He turned as his assistant, a bright youngmsaowner of the
disembodied voice Bridget had heard the night before, annoueced h

‘Adam—Mrs Smith. Could | bring some coffee?’

Adam Beaumont raised an eyebrow at Bridget, who said¢umiausly heartfelt
way, ‘No. That is, no, thank you.’

The assistant withdrew, and they were left starirgpah other. He wore a blue
shirt with a white pinstripe, and navy trousers.

There were no blue shadows on his jaw, no other remindi¢ghe way he’d been
on that stormy night in the Numinbah. He was groomed and attyne
businesslike, and he was alarmingly tall, but Bridget'sthaid a somersault in her
breast all the same.

How not to remember she’'d been in his arms and loved iusth P she wondered
forlornly. Then she took some deep breaths and spoke.

‘I've found out who started those rumours.’

He blinked.
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‘It was my colleague. | mentioned her to you the oter. She—she’s authorised
me to tell you all this: she was your brother Henmyistress until recently, when
he dropped her.’ Bridget hesitated, then went on, ‘Droppeddther brutally, |
gather. So she looked around for a way to get even with him.’

‘Are you—?" Adam Beaumont frowned. ‘Is this for real, Bygd?’ he asked with
supreme skepticism, and added dryly, ‘You're going to have to tter ltean that
if—

‘No, please listen to me,’ Bridget broke in. ‘She said thaing their affair she
formed the impression that your brother, Henry, had ydwead the fear that you
were going to try and oust him. It seemed...’ Bridget pduseseemed to her that
if she planted this rumour judiciously it might open up way for you to take
advantage of it, thereby gaining her some revenge. Andiéyeu didn’'t manage
to take advantage of it, it would make your brother’s liigéejcomplicated and
difficult.’

She did not add that Julia had also given it as her considemadrothat neither
Beaumont brother would ever get over Henry’s wife.

He looked incredulous. ‘Who is she? And has she no fear akepeycussions?’

‘Julia Nixon.” Bridget waited until she saw the recogmitcome to him. He
narrowed his eyes and his mouth hardened. Then she weBherhas no fears
because she’s advised your brother that if there areepeyaussions she’ll reveal
that she was his mistress. She wasn’t the first avgt hkely won't be the last, and
she’ll reveal that to the whole world, so his wife, amdreually his children, will
have to know.’ Bridget swayed a little where she stobkhow it sounds awful,
but | do believe it's true and | do believe he hurt her ydadldly.’

‘So...” Adam continued to gaze at her with a myriad of expo@sschasing
through his eyes.

‘So it had nothing to do with me.” She swallowed severalgirti¢othing at all. It
was pure coincidence that it came out not long after weergbu told me—after
we—' Bridget broke off desperately, and then added in a sneattsenrt of rush,
‘Oh, please, is there a bathroom handy? | feel very—sick.’

She was very sick, in the powder room of the penthouse SMhat was worse,
she had no hope of hiding it from Adam Beaumont, becausa$evaiting for her
outside the door. He took one look at her and led her to thebedmom, where
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he sat her on the double bed and fetched a couple oélaand a towel from the
en-suite bathroom.

He started to wipe her face until she protested.
‘You don’t have to! Thanks, but I'm quite able to—'

‘Bridget,” he broke in sternly. ‘I've done much more rtitais to you before, so
will you desist?’

She desisted in a feeble way, as she was swept by argnefithe things this man
had done for her, and how he'd made her feel so safehédame, she had to
protest. ‘But—' she began.

He folded the second flannel and put it to her foreheahdtblessedly cool and
soothing. ‘Don’t say anything,” he ordered. Then, a couplrintites later, when
her breathing had returned to normal, he added. ‘Somethingtg@u

‘Probably.’ But, since | have a cast-iron stomach, menore likely to be morning
sickness, she thought.

He took the flannel away and frowned at her. ‘Are you3ure

She moved her shoulders slightly. ‘Maybe nerves as welsih’'t sure whether
you would believe me, but it is all true.’

‘| do believe it's quite possible, although I'll certainly ckéde said dryly. ‘I

don’'t know her well, but | would imagine Julia Nixon is contlaclever, and
women scorned...” He shrugged and got to his feet. “‘Which means ou an
apology, Bridget. | hope you can see that it was the thimtyg that seemed to make
sense.’

Bridget looked up at him. *You really don’t trust women, d@ay’ she said quietly.

He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked down at her nvedijtet don’t
trust anyone on face value.’

The thought ran through Bridget’s mind Then you're juditkady to believe this is
not your baby—and that would be the final insult.
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‘Oh, well.” She stood up. ‘I'm sorry this happened.” Shetgesl to the flannels
and the towel. ‘I'll go now.’

He made an abrupt movement. ‘Stay until you're sure yduree’

‘No, thank you. | am sure.” She ran her fingers throughhae and straightened
her raspberry top.

‘I hope | haven't made you late for work, but I'm flat @itthe moment.’

‘No. I'm on holiday for a few weeks, and—' But she didim&ve time to finish
what she’d been going to say because his PA knocked on thamtboalled
through that he was so sorry but Adam’s next appointmentrnaddc

Adam Beaumont swore softly beneath his breath, but Bretg#¢d at him briefly
and said, ‘Adios’!

And she left, gathering her purse on the way.

Fortunately, because she’d forgotten about it, she wasna¢ when her friend
Sandra from Numinbah arrived, with her baby, to spend thenatiarwith her.

The baby girl, Daisy, was three months old now, and kel through most of the
afternoon. It was just before Sandra was due to leav®#iay, in her cot, opened
her eyes, saw Bridget looking down at her and smiledndibly toothless smile as
she wriggled joyfully.

Bridget couldn’t resist it. She asked permission to piaksy up, and as the tiny
girl snuggled into her shoulder a primitive age-old instineroame Bridget. For
the first time the baby growing within her became aiprecreality rather than a
burden, and her options narrowed.

She thought of herself and Adam. Not the new, hard Adam, éuham she’d
trusted and loved to be with. Joined for ever in a littis@e who was the result of
their rapture and passion. Be it a boy or girl, there wbaldome of its father,
some of the features she’d loved linked with hers. Andy evere than that, it was
a part of her, and as such it could only be a joy to her.

After Sandra had left, Bridget took a long, hard look attiewle life. It occurred
to her that all the things she did well enough, if notiantly, while they might not
fit her out to be a cutting-edge journalist might be usa$uh mother. And she
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suddenly discerned that she’d lacked a goal in life—couldniate provided her
with one in the form of this baby?

It was a discovery that caused the path that stretcHeckeld®er to look a lot less
rocky.

CHAPTER FIVE

A LESS rocky path didn’t have any effect on morning sadg; however, as she
discovered the next morning.

To complicate matters, she’d just started to feel mausebut thought she was
holding it at bay, when her doorbell rang.

She hesitated, then went to answer it. It was Adam.

They simply stared at each other for a long moment lieesaid, ‘May | come in?
| want to apologise. I've spoken to Julia Nixon and she’sigoefl everything you
told me.’

Bridget put a hand to her mouth, then took it away. Sy, it's not very
convenient.” She took a step backwards, then whirled on heahdehced for the
bathroom.

When she came back, she was pale but composed—and hemdéisgin the
middle of her lounge with his hands shoved into his jeankgt®@nd a frown in
his eyes.

He took a long moment to scan her from head to toe. She vilwosva summery
dress patterned with white dots, in a clinging crépe matértzad a scooped
neckline and came to just above her knees. With itv&lie brown backless
moccasins with white laces. Her face had obviously just beashed; it was free
of any make-up and there were damp strands in her fringdo&ked younger
than her years, though, and somehow vulnerable.

‘Bridget,’ he said abruptly, ‘is this morning sickness?’
She looked away as she wondered how to deny it.

“Two mornings in a row?’ he said, as he scanned her pede fa
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Her shoulders slumped. ‘Yes. But | wasn’t sure how toytall, or even if |
would.’

‘You weren’t going to tell me?’

She winced at the way he said it, then soldiered drerd didn’t seem to be much
point, since there’s no future for us. Besides which uildw't be at all surprised if
you don't believe it's yours. But | absolutely refusegb through any DNA
testing.” Her eyes suddenly glinted green fire at hirkndw whose baby this is,
and that's enough for me.’

A long, fraught pause developed as he digested this. She daeldd’his
expression, but she saw that nerve flickering indwsand knew what it boded—
Adam Beaumont at his most controlled and harsh.

‘You're not its only parent,’” he said.

She shrugged. ‘I may not be, but I'm its crucial parente@ttoment, and to my
mind that gives me the right to call the shots.’

As she said it tears ran down her cheeks, and she licked#itiness from her lips
and wondered why she should be crying when she felt so dhgayne to her that
all her anger and hurt had boiled over at last—anger thatiid have loved her
and walked away from her; hurt that he could have beliskiedvould spread
rumours about him because it was in her blood, inherited frorfatrer, or
because she was silly and thoughtless.

He had also automatically assumed she would pursue hiva gwer discovered he
was who he was, so he’d let her go on thinking he wasjusn-of-the-mill guy
who was wary of any attachment...

She licked her lips and dashed at her eyes. ‘You see, Béanmont, not only am
| its crucial parent, but | know you don’t want me.uaon’t trust me, you
couldn’t have made it clearer. So I've made my own pl#os. can stay and listen
to them or you can walk away again, but this baby is fiarand will be quite
safe with me.’

“Why?’

The one word seemed to echo around the room.
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‘What do you mean?’ she asked at last.
‘Why do you even want it if you hold such a list of griewas against me?’

Bridget put her hands on her belly. ‘Because it's parhe,’ she said, quietly but
quite definitely. ‘And because it's part of you—the part thatienane feel as I'd
never felt before. | know now that was not the whole god never could be, but
on that one night it was special to me,’ she said with phidnesty.

‘Sit down,’ he said, and gestured to the settee.

‘Look, this is my apartment,’ she flashed back. ‘I can yibu to sit down if |
want to, but you can’'t order me around!

He grimaced. ‘Would it be possible for both of us to sit downah @discuss this
rationally?’

She hesitated.
‘Perhaps we could even have a cup of coffee—?’

‘Don’t mention coffee,’” Bridget broke in with a shudder'sivhat set me off
yesterday morning.’

‘Tea, then?’

‘Black tea would be nice,’ she said slowly, and moved towdnel&itchen.
‘I'd offer to make it, but | wouldn’t want to upset you.’

‘Sit down.” Bridget pointed to the dining table.

‘And shut up?’ he offered softly.

She had to smile—the most fleeting of smiles, gone albefstre it was formed,
but somehow the tension between them was reduced.

‘So tell me about these plans,’ he said when she’d ntedea.

‘| thought I'd keep working for a while,” she said. ‘But it'sédsedawning on me
slowly that | may have taken up journalism as a triboiteny father’'s memory
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rather than because it was something | was passionaie &oao leave it is not
going to be devastating.’

She nibbled a dry biscuit and went on. ‘Naturally | would tilkénave a career, but
until one recommends itself to me, and while I'm pregnantiaen looking after a
new baby, | intend to start painting again.’

She pointed to one of her pictures on the wall, a efacktluster of frangipani
blooms on a heritagegreen background, and told him aboutf¢neghat had been
made to her. ‘I think it would be a rather perfect occupdtiothe time being—
and I'm actually looking forward to it. Financially I'miféy secure in any event,
until the baby is about two. Then | will need to earn samebr other.’

Adam Beaumont sipped his tea. ‘I take it you've thought allabtsn the context
of me not knowing about the baby?’

‘Well, yes,’” she conceded.
‘And now?’
Their gazes clashed.

‘l...” Bridget stopped and started again. ‘| don’t really knowatto think now. |
mean—do you want to have anything to do with it?’ she askedtraimed voice.

He closed his eyes briefly, in obvious disbelief. ‘Briddehay have let you down
and not trusted you, but do you honestly believe I'd be cotidat a child of
mine go through life never knowing me?’

‘But those are the things | don’'t know about you,” she baatsely. ‘And | don’t
know how it would work—"

He interrupted her in a hard voice. ‘Then I'll tellyabout me. | grew up virtually
without a father. He hated me because | reminded hinsaivian father, who was
a cruel man. But Henry could do no wrong. From my eanteshories nothing |
ever did was good enough for my father. He and my mother fawghtt. They
didn’t speak to each other for years. | left home whead sixteen because |
didn’t think | was wanted and | never went back. And the botioe to it all is
this,” he went on. ‘No, | wasn't planning to have childreat now it's happened,
and if you think I will allow any child of mine to suffer theck of a proper father,
you're wrong, Bridget.’

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



Bridget closed her mouth. It had fallen open not onlylathe’d revealed but at
the bitter intensity he’d shown.

And although his expression was wiped clean and unreadalderass he’'d
finished speaking, he got up and walked over to the window,lrendmuild see the
tension in the lines of his back as he stared out atteet.

She was not to know that Adam Beaumont had surprised hiwisiekthe depth of
feeling this news had provoked in him. Nor was she to knowltkanbre he
thought about it, the more he was struck by the irony o$ithation. His uncle
causing him to look at his life and his future so recently arze of those ironies.

A certain rumour associated with his sister-in-law, altffohe didn’t know if it
was true, was another. But his mouth hardened at the thotighand the
bittersweet revenge he could exact with this news...

There was also, though, the fact that even if he waigiciaus of or impatient with
this baby’s mother, he still felt protective towards. her

In fact, he discovered, not only could he offer his owitdca proper father, and
that was paramount, but the more he thought about isbéhall the belief that
there was only one solution, and it was growing in hynthe moment...

‘I—I'm sorry,” she said, barely audibly. ‘I had heard...auliid mention the
divisions in your family, but I didn’t realize—'

He turned back to her abruptly. ‘It's over and done with how.

‘But what are we going to do?’ she queried. ‘Of courseuldn’'t stop you from
having access to it.’

Access... The word seemed to rebound on Adam, and he pictuaechitd with
two homes, a child never quite sure where its allegiahoeld lie, a child possibly
with a stepfather whose influence he, its real fatheuld have no control over.

‘I don’t want access when and where it suits you, Briddne said harshly.
“There’s only one thing to do. We need to get married.’

It took a moment or two for this to get through to Bridgetl aihen it did she
stared at him incredulously. ‘You can't be serious!
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‘am.’

‘But we don't love each other. We hardly know each othddn’t even think we
like each other now, and you certainly don’t trust me—hawwe?’

‘Bridget.” He came back to the table and towered over‘Neu can’t have it both
ways.’

She looked up at him uncomprehendingly. ‘I don’t know what yoarmme

‘You've laid a few serious charges at my door, but dffering to redress the let-
downs and the hurt to the best of my ability. Don’t youehaia child deserves
both its parents?’

She moistened her lips. ‘Yes, of course—although it diske&m to work very well
for your parents, and that's what we would have to bedadfa—marrying then
falling out badly,” she couldn’t help but add. And thee #ought of more
objections. ‘How come you're not accusing me of all softsrimes?’ She waved
a hand. ‘Like trying to trap you or foist someone elselsyln you?’

‘I was the one,’ he said slowly, ‘who initiated what hapxkthat night. You were
the one who got yourself clobbered by a falling branceally don’t think you
were in a fit state to set about trapping me.’

‘| have to agree,’ Bridget said dryly. ‘But, to be scriqusly honest, | didn’t do
anything to stop you either.’

He grimaced. ‘Also, | was wrong about you and those blooohpuus. That's why
I’'m here. And | can’t mistake your determination to galdne. None of it fits in
with a girl on the make. The other thing is, you'rerailie liar.’

She moved convulsively but he took her hand. ‘No, just lidterean that as a
compliment—not that you lie really frequently or welk in the case of Mr
Smith.’

Bridget subsided somewhat.

‘And—" he studied her narrowly ‘—you’re deadly serious n@anen’t you,
Bridget?’ He waited.
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She nodded at last. ‘But I'm not going to do anything | mésr leegret,’ she
murmured. ‘And, forgive me—I do appreciate your feelings now | kiem—
but marrying you could fall into that category. We just—wae ¢les1't know each
other.’

A fleeting look that was so grim touched his eyes as fazes locked. She
shivered involuntarily, but she didn’t look away.

His lips twisted. ‘I should have known there was a toafcsteel in you.’
Bridget raised her eyebrows.

‘Yes,” he went on. ‘A lot of girls would have been contensit and wring their
hands rather than put themselves at risk, struggling ddieonded creek in a
Godalmighty storm to save some children.” He shrugged. ‘Thitkisfthough.
This child is going to be with us for the rest of our liidswever it happened,
we’ve forged that link and it can’t be broken. But—and forgivefar saying
this—' a wry little gleam lit his eyes ‘—the way it hapgenwas quite amazing, |
thought.’

Bridget's gaze fell before his at last, and a little pudtarted to beat at the base of
her throat. At the same time some pink coursed intoesles. If all that wasn't
enough of a give-away of the power of her memories ofrtigdt in his arms, a
little tremor ran through her.

He said nothing, but when she looked up she knew her didzachbeen noted and
filed away, probably for future reference.

She licked her lips. ‘Are you not even a little surpdislet alone reeling from
shock like | was?’ she queried huskily.

He let her hand go, but pushed her hair out of herwitsone long finger as a
smile twisted his lips. ‘Of course. But then nothingdweis simple and
straightforward. It's always been one thing out of the bluer afhother.’

She had to concede this with a slight smile of her owladid as a sudden thought
came to her. ‘Does this have anything to do with your bratheife?’

He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
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Bridget thought back to Julia’s other revelation—her consilepinion that
neither Adam nor Henry Beaumont would ever get Henry’s aiifeof their
system.

She said slowly, ‘If you can’t have her you’ll haerhake do with second best,
and this second best—' she patted her flat stomach ‘—hasitlaentage of coming
as a package deal?’

‘On the contrary,’ he said, looking very directly at H&his has nothing
whatsoever to do with my brother’s wife. You never diddBet.’

‘I wish | could believe you,” she murmured.

‘Why don’t you let me show you?’

She blinked at him and said a little warily, ‘H-how?’

‘Well, first things first. Come and see my place. Hisout an hour’s flight away.’
She lifted her eyebrows at him. ‘Fly? Just like that?’

‘I have my own helicopter.’

He not only had his own helicopter, he piloted it himseffd Ahe speed with
which he organised the day almost took Bridget's breath away.

He called his bright young assistant, Trent, and they Weaugh all his
appointments for the day and rescheduled them.

‘Uh, by the way,” Adam added, when his diary had been soud&dl forgot to tell
you, but I'm having dinner with my great-uncle Julius—et see—tomorrow
night. Ring up his housekeeper and tell him I'm bringing a guésinks, Trent.’
He clicked off his phone and turned to her. ‘Ready, Bildlge

She was only able to nod dazedly.

He piloted her towards his property in the Rathdowney Besutlarea, over the
Great Dividing Range from the Gold Coast. They flew ougged country and he
actually circled the creek they’'d followed that tempessuaight, and the grassy
plateau that had been their saving.
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The shed looked smaller than she remembered. The tree drademeoved, but the
scar where it had uprooted itself on the hillside wakastiw gash.

‘I never did get around to replacing those pyjamas,’ aitersiefully into her mike,
above the noise of the rotors.

‘Don’t worry. | compensated the owners. They're a young@lple, and they do
use the shed on weekends while they build their hougethBdoundations there?’

She nodded as she followed the line of his finger, thenstrack by an
unanswered question she had.

‘What were you doing driving around the Numinbah Valley in &ldérly Land
Rover that night? Especially if you can fly in this?’

He patted the control panel. ‘This bird had mechanicallenad, but | needed to

get back to the Coast so | took one of the property vehiclemahkda back road.

It's hard to imagine being worse off that night, but if lfovin into those storms |
might have been.’

Bridget shivered.

Half an hour later he landed the helicopter on a conpeteand said, ‘Welcome
to Mount Grace, Mrs Smith.’

Bridget stared around with parted lips. ‘Oh,’ she saitdlafik you. It's—so
beautiful.’

She was even more impressed after a guided tour.

Being over the Range was like being in a different wivddh the sub-tropical
coastal plain. Here there were great golden, grassy plesldamad there was little
humidity in the air. It was still hot, but it was a éffént kind of heat, and you
could imagine cold, frosty winters and roaring fires.

Nor did the vegetation resemble the tropical profusibtine Coast. There wasn't a
palm tree in sight, but the gardens were magnificenhalsame—even if not
tropical—and the homestead, sheltered in the lee of a wdultlesas a delight.

White walls, steep thatched roofs, French doors leadirgapaved terrace, and
an unusual design of circular rooms. And the whole lengtheoterrace was
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dotted with terracotta tubs holding every coloured floweringgamvillaea you
could imagine.

The occupants of the great grassy paddocks were mostly hoeses, and foals,
although deep rich red cattle were to be seen too.

‘So—you breed horses?’ she turned to ask Adam.

‘It's my hobby. My uncle Julius—he’s my great-uncle,uadly—is my partner. He
lives for horses. It's his greatest ambition to bredtetbourne Cup winner. He
used to go down for the race every year. He’s not welligih these days, but he’s
a mine of information on the Cup.’

Bridget smiled to herself, but didn’t explain why. Ireleshe turned back to the
house. ‘It's—it’s very unusual.’

‘It's a South African design. Thatched roofs and ron-davebund rooms—are
traditional and common over there. My mother was Séffitican. Her name was
Grace.’

‘So she’s no longer alive?’ Bridget queried.

‘No. She and my father were killed in a car accideng’gdused, then decided not
to tell Bridget that his father had been drunk at the tieme inside and have a
look, then we’ll have lunch. Do you feel up to lunch?’

‘| feel...” Bridget drew some deep breaths of the cleat.adangerously hungry,
as it happens. | would kill for some lunch, in other words.’

He grinned.

Mount Grace homestead was vast and cool. There werelmgs¢o hide the
soaring thatch roof, the floors were polished wood, and there stone fireplaces
in all the rooms.

The main lounge-dining area was exquisitely furnished. Suafrttee furniture was
in woods she didn’'t recognise, and looked very old. Thereavzabra skin on one
wall, and a Zulu shield that reminded her of the movidefsame name.

‘All in all,” she said, breaking her rather awestrudkrzce, ‘there’s one phrase that
springs to my mind—out of Africa.’
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‘Yes—ah, there you are.” Adam turned at a sound behind tligdget, this is
Fay Mortimer—housekeeper extraordinaire.’

‘No such thing,’ the middle-aged woman who stood before tlegred. ‘I'm
sorry | wasn’'t here to meet you, but | had my hands Hdlv do you do, Bridget?’

They shook hands.

Fay Mortimer might be middle-aged, but she was slim andy+ovoking, with a
shining bob of greystreaked brown hair.

‘Hands full?” Adam queried.

‘I'm babysitting my granddaughter today. She’s only three nghgie said to
Bridget. ‘But | have got lunch ready, and | thought ightibe nice for you to eat
on the terrace?’ She raised an eyebrow at Adam.

‘Sounds good to me. We’'re ready when you are. Bridget umbygistarving.’
‘Right-oh! You sit down. I'll bring it out.’

Lunch was delicious: a light consommé followed by a Caedad $aden with
smoked salmon, anchovies, and crispy bacon pieces. Weeeevarm rolls to go
with it, and it was followed by a cheese platter, biscand fruit.

As they ate, and Bridget sipped iced water while he Haekg he told her about
the stud and the stallions he had. He told her thatfayimer’'s son-in-law was
stud master, and lived there with her daughter—the mothaedhtee-month-old
baby she’d been looking after. He also told her that tHdiwedl in apparent
harmony, although in separate cottages on the property.

It was utterly peaceful as they ate, with bees hummirgqgh the flowerbeds and
dragonflies hovering, their transparent wings catchingtimight. And the view
was spread before them like a lovely sunlit tapestry underea blue sky.

But when she’d finished Bridget laid down her linen naad said, ‘I can'’t just
walk into all this.’

Adam plucked a grape from the cheese platter and toyedtwnthis long fingers.
‘Why not?’
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She hesitated, then swept her hair out of her eysomk a sip of water. ‘All
this—it doesn’'t seem right.’

He ate the grape and plucked another, but it must have hagarfection
because after he’'d studied it he tossed it into the shrybbeon’t really
understand what “all this” has to do with it. Are you trytogsay if I'd been a
wood-chopper at a country show you'd have married me?’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Bridget replied coldly.
‘Why?' He stared at her derisively.

‘Because—well, apart from anything else it is obviouslyangbod idea to marry
anyone you don’t really know! she said through her teetti,falt so frustrated
she picked up the last few grapes on the stem and theelottinto the shrubbery.

‘Temper, temper,” he admonished softly.
‘You started itV

‘Well, before we denude the table, may | point out thatlw&now each other
pretty well in one way—the way they euphemisticallyereb as the biblical way.’

Bridget had gone from angry to feeling slightly embarrasséxr rather childish
display, but this taunt brought a tide of bright scarleteiodineeks. She said, with
as much dignity as she could muster, ‘It's not the only y@ayneed to know
someone.’

‘No, but it helps greatly if all is well in that diregh,’ he said wryly.

It was Bridget’s turn to stare at him, and then to draleep breath and say, ‘I
appreciate your offer, but I'm of a mind to do this on my own.’

He swore under his breath.

‘As for all this,” she continued, with a sweep of herdhdit's a bit like a carrot
being dangled in front of me.’

‘I wouldn'’t put it like that.” He eyed her narrowly. ‘Blwould see it as an apt
setting for a girl who's told me she loves horses, gardepaigting. It could be a
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landscape painter or a gardener’'s dream—and there’s é gearo in the music
room we didn’t get to see, as well as a harp, contlein& of it.’

Bridget was silent.
‘You don't think that would make life enjoyable for you® fueried.

She looked around, and had to smile involuntarily as a mara &rsky young

foal wandered up to the fence on the other side of the gaBdkshe sighed as she
said, ‘You don’'t understand, do you? Or—and this could be anotheeprebl
you're so used to getting your own way you don’'t want to tstdad how | feel.’

‘I have to admit | would have understood better if you'd judhpethe chance—
not so much of marrying me but of getting my money.’

‘Ah. Well, I'm glad | surprised you.” Her words were aogmanied by a lethal little
look.

It was his turn to stay silent. Then he pushed his @k and changed the
subject completely. ‘Come and say hello.” He indicabedfoal.

She got up and followed him to the fence. On the way shedoup a dandelion,
which she offered to the foal. The dark bay colt sniffelibped it, then chomped
it greedily.

She laughed and rubbed his nose.

Adam Beaumont smiled and turned to lean back against tbe.fele said quietly,
‘I've had cause to think | should rewrite my life receritly

Bridget turned to him in some surprise. ‘You have?’

He nodded and stretched his arms along the fence. And ¢hefdher something
of his last encounter with his great-uncle Julius.

‘I don’t want his proxies,” he said. ‘If | do ever get taagtthe board of Beaumonts
| want to do it on my own. | don’t want anyone ever to be abkay | rode there
on my uncle’s coattails. But for the rest—' he shrugged ‘s-itme to bury the
past. Including Marie-Claire.’

Marie-Claire, Bridget thought. Just her name say8.it a
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‘And | can’t get this bleak little image of ending up on awn like Julius out of
my mind,” he said with obvious frustration. He looked flegly wry. ‘Perhaps
that's why we need each other.’

Bridget opened her mouth, but he waved her to silence.

‘| played God that night in the shed,” he said. ‘I shouldehavown better. | did.
But it was a page we wrote together, Bridget. Ififeught more than you
bargained for, the same goes for me. Even so, you obyidaalt feel like tearing
it up and throwing it away, and neither do |.” He pauseésitite everything,
there’s a right feeling to it.’

Bridget stared at him with her lips parted.

He had been looking into the blue yonder over her headhdwbrought his gaze
down to her. ‘Il know it's not a declaration of undying lovat that's the truth.
And, contrary to what you said earlier this morning, lile you.’ His lips twisted.
‘A lot.’

He reached out and brushed her hair out of her eyden't like to think of you
alone, and even if you have decided it's your brave nevidwand I'm sure it
will be that from time to time—it doesn’'t need to be.’

CHAPTER SIX

IT WAS the sound of a car driving away that broke the speBfidget—that
long, long moment when she was mesmerised by what aeldwghat he'd
admitted, and the impact it had had on her.

‘Who...?" she whispered.

He looked across at the departing plume of dust on the diywegrand the house.
‘Fay. If we have no dinner guests she takes the aftarafio

‘Oh.’
He looked at her wryly.

‘I'm just a little speechless,’ she confessed.

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



‘You've offered me advice yourself,” he reminded her. filove on,” he
elucidated.

‘I know, but | didn’t expect to—" She couldn’t go on.
‘To feature so prominently in it?’ he suggested, humour glinhrgs eyes.

‘No.” She took a shaky little breath. ‘But when you fidike that, it's terribly
tempting. It sounds like a partnership. It sounds—sensiblethBtis what it is,
isn’t it?’

He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘It's...” She sought for the right words. ‘It's a marriagéconvenience, really.’

He didn’t speak for a long time, then said, ‘But thegras to recommend itself to
you?’

She shrugged.

‘Bridget,’ he said slowly, ‘| made some of the worstidems of my life in a rush
of—of passion, | suppose you could say. But respect,taife@nd something to
build on like a child, our child, recommends itself to mes.'ye

‘I—I still need to think about it,’ she murmured in some caidu—because his
words, while so sane, seemed to strike a little chill thrdwegh‘You must see
that—well, it's the last thing | expected, and—'

‘No, | don'’t think you need to think about it,” he contradict&there can’'t be any
reason why it isn’t the best solution. You've told me yiife—career-wise,
anyway—is probably due for an overhaul. Is there anyoneun lyfe it could
make the slightest difference to?’

‘No,’ she denied. ‘There’s no one. Apart from my mothed whatever | do is
going to take her by surprise.’

‘Then is there any reason to deny this baby both its pareatsecure home? Is
there any reason not to put its welfare before everyeisef?’

Bridget turned away suddenly as his gaze bored into hersWéathinking only of
herself now? Was the fact that Adam had so much to offdlienaire status, in
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other words—irrelevant really? She’d accused him of dangliragratdoefore her,
but perhaps that was immaterial. So what was behind hetaate? Her own
feelings?

Or a secret, inner suspicion that she was far befterithout an Adam Beaumont
who didn’t really love her, even though he respectedi@ihdome affection for
her?

How selfish was that, though?

‘Bridget?’

She turned back at last. ‘l—maybe you're right.’
‘Should we do it, then?’

Bridget discovered that she couldn’'t speak, because @arémbling had started
within her and had spread so that she was shaking frodntbhéae, shaking and
feeling quite incapable of coherence.

She was unaware that she was also paper-pale and bevexgeas dark as
emeralds.

Adam Beaumont cursed beneath his breath as he read agctiratehormous
strain she'd been under, was still under, and did the only Hargpuld. He put his
arms around her.

She didn't resist, but she didn’'t respond either—npafoage, at least. But
gradually his warmth and the solid, secure feel of imssayot through to her, and
she laid her cheek on his shoulder.

‘I'm sorry,” he said, barely audibly. ‘But you will beaf& now.’

Bridget rested against him as all sorts of thoughts raugfr her mind. One
seemed to stand out. It was his child she was carrying and heudt it. Surely
she owed that to the new life within her?

Her thoughts ran on. Did that not transcend any doubtlaghéhat he might never
have her in his heart the way he did the mysterioagéMClaire?
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Here her thoughts performed a little jig, so much so tassiddenly found herself
wishing she’d never heard that name—because it seemedutulgror her an
allure and a magnetism no man could resist.

I'll have to get over that, she cautioned herselfdib this.

‘Bridget?’ He slipped his fingers beneath her chin andititso he could see into
her eyes.

Her lips parted. ‘All right. Yes, | will marry you. Thiryou,” she whispered.

He hesitated, as if about to say something, then changexir and lowered his
mouth to hers.

She stood quite still in his arms, waiting for the magidaa $o race through her,
but nothing happened.

He lifted his head. ‘Still worried, Mrs Smith?’ he quekie
‘| think | must be.’

He looked pensive. ‘You don’t suppose | need to conjure up astaitch and an
old shed?’

Bridget's eyes widened.

He traced the outline of her mouth. “You may not ssathis, and | certainly have
not given you cause to, but I've thought of us togetheenwhwas the last thing |
should have been thinking of.’

‘You have?’ She blinked at him.

‘Yes. For instance, | happened to be in a business mestithgyfound myself
doodling something most—unusual for the kind of meeting it was—eatbtdy
bear, of all things. And that led to all sorts of inappropriateights about you—
and us. It wasn't my best meeting.’

Bridget smiled faintly and leant against him. ‘“That'senithough. | don’t mind
being associated with blue teddy bears.’

His lips twisted and his hands moved on her hips. ‘It waatwas under them that
caused me more embarrassment.’
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She looked into his eyes. ‘Really?’
‘Oh, yes.’

She studied the rueful look in his blue eyes, the darkoidss wind-ruffled hair,
and a little inner tremor ran through her that was dglifferent from the panicky
tremors she’d experienced before. Not, she found herselirtgintkhat he looked
as he had that night in the shed. He was clean-shaverandvalthough he’d
discarded his tie, and his shirt was open at the throat,eddadlled up his
sleeves, he was still Adam Beaumont—not just a mdeccaldam...

Or was he?

Had the way he’d recalled memories of that night broughbther Adam to
mind? Something had. Something about him was awakening feassesenses
that she had begun to think had been bludgeoned to death undeigheof all
the trauma. Something was causing her fingertips to timglethe longing to be
able to touch him and her body to thrill at his closeness.

Perhaps it was something quite simple—he’d bewitchedlhmsa from the first
moment.

She took a breath that was a little sigh of relief. “Yedback,’ she murmured.

‘Back?’ he queried, barely audibly, his breath stirrimg fringe on her forehead, a
guestion in his eyes.

‘I—I've thought there were two of you. The man in thedshead Adam Beaumont.
Sometimes,’ she explained, ‘I had these wonderful memaiegher times they
were so sad because you were so different.’

‘I'm sorry.” He kissed her forehead and then, afteytihstared deeply into each
other’'s eyes, he sought her lips and they kissed deeply.

Bridget realised she was lost not much later. Juktsasis she’d been the night
they'd first made love—only this time she was standingdees paddock fence,
with a couple of horses as spectators. But she dudotest when he released her,
only to take her hand and lead her back to the house.

Nor did she protest when she found herself in a round bedtieat might have
been modelled on a traditional rondavel but was a sympbibsiyeer luxury.
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Beneath the soaring thatch roof, on the rich timbex pblished floor, stood a
wooden four-poster bed with sheer white drapes. The covaatetmam and the
pillows lime-green. There were two beautiful sofas alsoréam, with lime
cushions, and wrought-iron candle sconces on the wallslaity@s were also
fashioned of wrought-iron. The room felt exotic and sliglfdkeign, but it was
breathtaking.

Even more breathtaking was the current that seemed tovedl between her and
Adam. She’d wondered at the back of her mind if the chahgenue would stifle
her urgent need of him—she was amazed at how urgent grbaah, when not
that long ago she’d felt nothing but a sense of a partnerskiye iname of her
baby.

Now, though, as he closed the door and took her in his arrims #galonging and
thirst for him she’d escaped for a time in that strande kitbcoon she’d inhabited
became alive and vital. She breathed in the essence e¥ithma burgeoning
feeling of joy.

She came alive beneath his wandering hands, and as hesgwlher she returned
the compliment. She undid his shirt buttons and slippedrnes around his waist.

‘Mmm..." It was a sound of pure appreciation she made asesfedled in the long,
lean, strong lines of him, and the feel of his shouldeeath her cheek. But it
wasn’t only appreciation of the finer physical points diaf Beaumont that
prompted her appreciation. It wasn’'t only her growing desicetae waves of
pleasure he was arousing in her. It was that warra,feafing he’'d given her once
before, coming back...

‘Not a scratch or a bruise,’ he said as he ran his firdpss between her breasts.
They were lying on the bed, their clothes were lying enflibor, and he’d drawn
the bed’s curtains, so they were isolated from theafet$ie room—the rest of the
world almost, she felt.

‘No, all healed,” she agreed with an effort as his fingetsrned to her nipples.
‘That’s too nice.’

He grinned—a sudden, wicked little grin. Then he sobered aad hit head to
rest it on his arm so he could look down at her. ‘Too soon@sked, although his
wandering hand drifted lower.
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‘Oh, no,’ Bridget gasped, and clung to him suddenly. ‘I mighifdieu
don’t...don’t...’

‘So might I, Mrs Smith. Shall we do it together?’ Heledlonto her, and the lovely
rhythm of two bodies as one commenced and grew to fevdr-mituch he
sustained for longer than she would ever have believedbfmsEhen the slow

drift back to reality came, but the closeness remained.

‘That was—s0—so0..." She tried to talk when she was able to seark, dut she
couldn’t put it into words.

He pulled the linen sheet up over them and took her bdak @rms. ‘It was.” He
paused, then said with suspicious gravity, ‘| can’tklohthe right word either.’

She laughed softly and ran her hand over his shoulder thargthhis tousled
hair, and finally laid it on his cheek. ‘One of my fearone of my many fears,” she
said, and looked askance, ‘has been laid to rest.’

‘Only one?’ he queried.

‘Well, probably a lot of them,” she amended. ‘But this \aagally awkward one. |
don’t know if that's the right word—but I'll tell you athe same.’

His lips twisted. ‘Go ahead.’
‘Why are you laughing at me?’ She took her hand away and looked hur

‘If | am,’ he replied, ‘it's because it seems that, from striking you speechless,
I've had the opposite effect on you.’

‘Oh.’ Bridget digested this. ‘Is it not the right etidtesto be talkative after sex—
glorious sex?’ She lowered her lashes so that he wowdda’the glint of humour
in her eyes.

‘Now, that puts it in a nutshell—why didn’t | think of puttintdike that?’ he asked
wryly. ‘Anyway, you may talk to your heart’s content. llistening.’

Bridget suddenly grew quite serious, ‘| was afraid tithbhly be able to do it if
I’d thought | was going to die—like before. | know it soundsatilous, but there
you go.’
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‘You did happen to mention something about dying,” he reminéed h

She looked rueful. ‘Not that kind of dying—that's a differkimd of death. You
know what | mean.’

He studied the serious green depths of her eyes, apetfeet skin of her neck
and shoulders, then stirred. ‘Precisely, as it happans $iwas in the same boat.
But | think you're right. Can we lay the other fears td resv?’

Bridget opened her mouth and closed it.
‘What?’ He kissed her forehead. ‘You might as well e all of them.’

She grimaced. ‘I thought...” she began, and hesitated, theggd on, ‘I thought
that you would insist on all kinds of tests before yocepted this baby—if you
accepted it, if you even wanted it.’

He shrugged. ‘“You can go through life being cynical and skepboathere comes
a day when...I don't know...to have faith seems more rewarditeglooked at
her penetratingly.

‘You can trust me on this one,’ she said steadily.

He kissed her and ran his fingers through her hair, théked/ghem down her arm
to her waist.

Bridget took a breath, but he grinned and kissed her agaiforiunately we need
to go. Do you mind? Otherwise we’ll be flying in the dark.’

‘Is it that late? No, of course not.’

But he took his time to kiss her and hug her thoroughly, béethdrew back the
sheet and they got up to have a shower.

As he was driving her back to her flat, he said, ‘Will ysume and have dinner
with my uncle Julius tomorrow night?’

Bridget, who'd been in her own private little world, and spiritually seemed to
be at Mount Grace, came back to the present with an éffed. If you like. Will
you tell him?’

‘That we’re getting married? Yes. About the baby? Thap'$o you.’
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‘| think,” she said slowly, ‘I'd like to keep that private farwhile. It's still very
early.’

‘Fair enough. Look—' he brought his BMW to a halt ‘—I'd love fmesd the
evening with you, but I'm going to be playing catch up thisveéwgand tomorrow
as it is. Will you be OK?’

‘I'll be fine,” she assured him. ‘It has—it did turn dotbe a lovely day,’ she
added quietly. ‘It did.” He closed his fingers around herd.pigk you up
tomorrow, around six-thirty.’

Bridget spent that night feeling a bit like Alice in Worlded.

One thing had caused her to sigh with relief: there wasssage on her answering
machine from her mother. She'd be incommunicado for a few, @esythey were
going up country for a break.

But it did cause Bridget to wonder whether, evenfevadays, she’'d be able to
explain things coherently to her mother.

It had all—finally—made sense to her at the time, anddam's presence, but her
mother could be a different matter.

She broke off her thoughts to bite her lip, and felt iyt at the memory of
being in Adam’s presence. Then she realised that being alder apartment was
another matter.

Alone in her apartment she was able to examine theswuétite previous day in
detail. Such as how she’d gone from anger, disbelieharnd—from the
conviction that she’d be far better off having her babyemolwn—to allowing
him to make love to her and loving every minute of it.

Would the Adam she remembered from the shed always ha®ter to seduce
her?

And always be able to make her feel lonely and as if Hangeprecious was
missing from her life when he wasn’t there?

The other thing that perturbed her was the fact thatdbeen able to take an
impartial view of a woman Adam’s brother had stolen flum—even offer
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advice on the subject—but now she could only think of her avlittle bubble of
dread.

She was ready when Adam pressed her doorbell.

She’'d been to the hairdresser and had her hair styled. &8i@sdn a cropped
jacket in a fine wool plaid, black on blue-green, ovehart fitted black dress.
With it she wore sheer black stockings and black suede.shoes

When she stared at herself in the mirror and thoughdisim look right—smart,
yes, but too formal—she sternly took herself to task andedfismply refused, to
indulge in an orgy of redressing. Which was just as weltause Adam arrived
early, bearing a bottle of French champagne.

His reaction was satisfying and vindicated that decision.

‘How utterly elegant, Mrs Smith,” he murmured in the namts before he kissed
her. ‘And how wise to have waited to apply your lipsticle’ddded, as he lifted
his head with points of laugher dancing in his eyes.

‘It's not that | waited. | just hadn’t got around to ghe denied. ‘Truly! You're
early.’

‘I know,” he murmured, and pulled a long, slim box from the pookéiis
beautiful grey suit, worn with a navy shirt. ‘But | thouglg might need a few
minutes to sort this out.” He put the box and the bottle odithieg room table.
‘Glasses?’

‘Oh. I'll get them—~but | shouldn’t drink.’
He raised an eyebrow. ‘Not even half a glass?’

Bridget moved into the kitchen and took two glasses outcaploard. She
brought them back to the table as he expertly removed thenfibpopped the
cork. ‘As a toast to us?’ he added.

‘Half a glass, then. Thank you.’
She accepted the champagne from him and they solemsdgrtieir glasses.

‘To us,’ he said.
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“To us,’ Bridget agreed, and took a sip.
‘Open the box.’

Bridget hesitated. It couldn’t be a ring box, it was taaglobut it was obviously a
jewellery box. Did she want jewellery from him? sharfd herself wondering.

She put her glass down and picked up the box. And she caudirehd#r as she
flicked the catch. It wasn’t a single ring box. Thereeviaur rings in it, all
emeralds in different settings.

‘| thought you might like to choose,’ he said as she raisedtbhaned eyes to his.
‘With those eyes | couldn’t go past emeralds,” he murchuiut for the rest of it,
it's up to you.’

Bridget dropped her gaze to the rings and licked her liggeyFthey're all
beautiful,” she said huskily. ‘But I'm not sure | deseareengagement ring like
this—like these.’

‘Why ever not?’ he countered with a faint frown.

‘I don’t know,” she was forced to concede. ‘| guess—perhapst Wasn't
expecting it.’

‘Bridget.” He put his glass down on the table. ‘We haweagreement. We have
more than an agreement, don’'t we?’

She looked up at him to find him studying her intently. ‘Whaydo mean?’

‘We not only went through all the pros and cons yesterdalseesealed it, |
would have thought, in a way that was essentially roméntic.

‘Well, yes, it was...” She trailed off and blushed as hilgaze seemed to strip
away her smart outfit and expose the slender curves tiolaky.

‘So what's wrong with the next step being an engagenmegtand shortly a
wedding ring?’ he asked quietly, but with a glint of sheereeshvhat? she
wondered. Sheer determination?

Her shoulders sagged suddenly, because it felt as if stadkedvinto a battering
ram and didn’'t know how to deal with it at all. Why shibahe feel there was
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anything to deal with over this issue? It was only an engagermg. The much
more telling circumstance was going to be whether dowead him to put a
wedding ring on her finger. But hadn’t she banished thatrdila yesterday?

‘More fears, Bridget?’ he said.

‘No. No. Uh..."” she scanned the rings, and her fingers hovaredthem. For
some reason—because it might have been the least exgggnsiwas the smallest
she was drawn to: a baguette-cut central emerald flank&gidosmaller round
diamonds on a gold band. She took it out and slipped it ontongefinger. It

fitted perfectly, and seemed to be just right for the smeshape of her hand.

She studied it, holding it up to the light, admiring theegrdepths of the central
stone and the fire of the two diamonds. ‘This one, shé.

‘Don’'t you want to try the others?’
‘No, thank you. This is—very lovely.’

‘And very discerning of you, Mrs Smith,” he murmured a<losed the box on the
other rings. ‘It's the best emerald, and the diamondslandefss.’

Bridget took a frustrated breath. ‘Well, maybe | will the others.’
‘Why?’

‘They may not be as expensive.’

He looked at her wryly. ‘Too late—but take the ring off fanament.’
Bridget did so, and handed it to him.

He picked up her hand. ‘Bridget Tully-Smith, will you mame?’ He held the
ring, poised to slip it back on her finger. ‘I know | hawesXorcised all your
fears,” he added. ‘But | do believe it's what we should do, dra/é your welfare
very much at heart.’

It was the last thing Bridget had expected to burst intorlied at this point, but it
did, and it articulated her deepest fear: she didn’t veabetmarried for her
welfare, she wanted to be married because he was deepliedstpen love with
her—as she was with him.
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Her lips parted and her eyes darkened as the knowledge sttimiméer heart,
almost taking her breath away. How had this happened tshen®ondered a
little desperately. In such a short time? Was itvtbaderful sex? The fact that
he'd saved her life a couple of times? No, not only ttag, acknowledged. Love
was the simple factor that explained why she wanted twithehim, why she felt
lonely without him even when she felt like fighting him—tbrowing grapes
around because he frustrated her at times—it made moetitfe.

It was why she’d been restless and edgy all day, why sheskthAdam
Beaumont as she would always miss him when he was gomehzr—and why it
might be more than she could bear if she ever lost him...Skd lnwn with all her
heart.

‘Bridget?’

He was frowning down at her, and she was forced to hidmiher amazement at
what had happened to her, the storm of incredible self-lautge that was so
much more powerful than anything she’d ever experienced.

‘Yes...” she said. What else could she say? ‘| mean—yes.’

He slid the ring onto her finger and kissed her lightlyhanlips. ‘Then why don’t
you put your lipstick on and we’ll go and see my uncle 3@liu

She was quiet in the car, but he didn’t seem to notice.
He did say, as he parked the car, ‘Don’t take any nondgeareemy uncle.’
She looked at him, wide-eyed. ‘What kind of nonsense?’

‘He can be a pretty straight shooter. And this—' he swdabfe the engine and
reached for her left hand to toy with the ring ‘—hasne as a bit of a surprise to
him.’

‘Not only to him,” Bridget murmured.
“You mean your mother? Have you told her?’

‘No.’ Bridget explained about the message she’d receized.| was actually
thinking of me. | feel a little shell-shocked. And I'm rsafre if | feel like facing—
anyone.’
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‘He’s not well, Bridget. His doctors reckon he’s living borrowed time. But he’s
important to me, and | know this will mean a lot to him—theutitd of me being

settled.” He grimaced and released her hand, but tookhireirchis fingers so he

could look into her eyes.

‘What if he doesn't like me?’

‘What's not to like?’ he queried, his lips twisting. ‘Ttuse, he’ll like you. Just be
yourself.’

Julius Beaumont stared at Bridget, then at Adam in tusrhushy white eyebrows
almost up to his hairline. ‘Well, well, well,” he said@:His is an unexpected
pleasure, young lady. Sit down and tell me about yoursdlf. gt from Adam
were the bare facts.’

Bridget relaxed a little, and she exchanged a littleagamith Adam that Julius
correctly interpreted as containing relief on her part acdwagement on his.

So, Julius found himself thinking, there is a bond of some lk@dbeen them. Not
that | really believed he went out and chose the firsthgrtould find—or did 1?
Adam was a mixture of inspired long-term insight and the oddptetely off-the-
cuff, out-of-the-blue action...

‘Thank you,’ Bridget said, mercifully unaware of theeeughts, but warming to
the old man. She sank onto a settee next to the wheedetthaccepted a glass of
juice from Adam, who handed his great-uncle the one Scetetak allowed.

‘Tell me how you met?’ Julius continued.

Bridget did so, leaving out the finer points. ‘He savedlifey—not once but
twice,” she finished simply.

Julius Beaumont sipped his Scotch as his internal musingiamot a bad
beginning. In fact a whole lot better than he’d hoped for! ‘Go lmencouraged.
‘Tell me about yourself,” he repeated.

And then Bridget surprised him even further—but she algarised herself, as his
horse paintings caught her eye and dredged something uphiedmadk of her
mind, something she could share with this old man.

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



She said whimsically, ‘I haven’t done a whole lot with hfiy yet, although that
could be about to change, but | believe we might have somethaagnmon. | can
tell you the last twenty Melbourne Cup winners in chiogral order.’

Not only Julius but Adam Beaumont stared at her in surprise.

‘My father was fanatical about thoroughbreds,’ Bridgehixan. ‘It was his hobby.
Not that he was much of a gambler. Ten dollars eashwas his maximum bet,
but it was impossible to live in the same house with dmah not imbibe some of
that fanaticism.” She paused and her lips curved into ke s¥nd because my
birthday is in the first week of November—Cup time—wedukestudy the Cup
form together and he’d put an extra ten dollars on ouceHor me, for my
birthday present.’

‘How often did you win?’ Adam asked with a chuckle.
‘Not always, of course, but over the years | totalledegainice, tidy sum.’

‘Then you'd better come and study the form with me'iukitemarked
enthusiastically. ‘My record has been abysmal latéte 'turned to Adam. ‘Did
you know this about this girl?’ he barked.

‘No,” Adam confessed. ‘She keeps surprising me.’
Better and better! Julius thought, as Mervyn came toloathtto dinner.

Before they sat down to eat, there was a surprisengdir Bridget in the dining
room. A wall of pictures that might have been gold-feanand artistically placed
but weren't actually paintings. They were photos of Melbe@np winners.

And Julius Beaumont wasn'’t content to start his meal shéld pinpointed all the
ones she’d won on!

The meal flowed smoothly, and the conversation didn't flag

But Bridget did look a little tired at the end of it, asdam asked her in a quiet
aside if she was all right.

She nodded, but he slipped her hand into his as they stoodtteegafarewells,
and promised to come back soon.
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Julius saw that little gesture, and it was on his miter afiey'd left. Although
there had been no other lover-like gestures, Adam didadereat her welfare, he
thought. And the absence of anything else lover-like mightjagé been a matter
of good taste, he mused. In fact there had been & dmitodl taste about Bridget
Tully-Smith, he reflected. No pretensions, no bravado, Wwer mails, no excessive
make-up. In all probability a thoroughly nice girl.

So what could go wrong?

A face swam into his mind’s eye: Marie-Claire Beaumot'flawlessly beautiful
face, he had to admit, even although he didn'’t likegtHe

And it frustrated him unbearably for a moment to think thatdlwas no way he
could keep Adam and Marie-Claire apart if they chose otherwis

But there is something | can do, he said to himself. uftyank I'm going to
tamely accept all your dictates, Adam Beaumont, think agsrrang the bell for
Mervyn.

‘You called?’ Mervyn stuck his head around the lounge dooradRdor bed?’

‘No, | am not, Merv.’ Julius was the only one who hadtdmaerity to shorten
Mervyn's name. ‘Get me my solicitor.’

Mervyn came fully into the room. “You want to speak to him?’

‘No, | want to dance the Irish Jig with him—of coursgdnt to speak to him,’
Julius said testily. ‘Here. In person.’

Mervyn consulted the grandfather clock. ‘It's ten o’clock.rhizy be in bed.’
‘Then get him out of bed! And don’t you go anywhere. | magdngou.’

‘| do live here,” Mervyn pointed out. ‘And | don’t think it's agd idea to get
worked up over anything. We could regret it, you know.’

‘Just do as you're told, Merv!" Julius ordered. ‘And stopinglime we. It drives
me insane. Pour me a Scotch while you're about it.’

‘No,” Mervyn said. ‘That | do refuse to do.’

CHAPTER SEVEN
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BRIDGET stirred the next morning and discovered herediktloosely wrapped
in Adam’s arms in her own bed.

‘That's brilliant,” she murmured as she revelled in it.
He opened one eye. ‘| haven’'t done anything.’

‘You don't have to. You did enough last night. I'm enjoyinghds just as they
are.’

He touched his forefinger to her mouth. ‘You're easy tagde’ He hugged her,
then hitched the pillows up and sat back against them. Wasy both naked
beneath the sheet and coverlet. She snuggled up agairstdhirasted her cheek
on his chest.

He stroked her hair. “You were inspired last night with mglein

‘That was pure fluke. Seeing his horse paintings reminded mvbatfyou’d told
me about his passion for the Melbourne Cup.’” She pauseked! thim.’

‘He liked you.’

‘You could tell?” she queried.

‘Yes. What do you want to do today?’

Bridget sat up. ‘You have a day off?’ she asked, on aafa&citement.

He fluffed her fringe up with his fingers. ‘Yes. Wellpt’'taking one anyway. |
thought we could—'

‘Why did you ask me what | wanted to do if you've alregdy something in
mind?’ she broke in, and eyed him sternly.

‘l...” He paused and rubbed the blue shadows on his jaw, tiregged. ‘You go
ahead. | must tell you that you look like a disapproving gme&s, though.’ His
lips quirked.

‘And I'll tell you about my parents. My father used to drimy mother mad doing
something very similar.’

‘He did?’
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She nodded solemnly.
‘What?’ he asked, with an expression of mock fear.

‘He used to say to her “We can do A or B. It's up to ydthén, when she chose
B, say, he would agree, but add the rider that on the b#ret A would be the
more sensible choice, leaving her in no doubt that A west ve'd always wanted
to do. “Why didn’t you just come out and say so?” she wontdn frustration.’

‘Ah. All right. What would you like to do today, Bridget?’' lasked with elaborate
courtesy.

Bridget pretended to mull over the possibilities. ‘Tharene thing,’ she said at
last. ‘I'd just like to spend the day with you. That's’all

‘You're a tease, Mrs Smith,” he said ruefully. ‘Welhad this thought. Since |
spend all my spare time up at Mount Grace, | don’t actuailg laaghouse on the
Coast. | stay in hotels. So | thought we might look aroonehe—a house, not a
hotel. Somewhere you'd be happy to call home while wadteup there. The
guestion is, though, would you like a house or an apartinent?

‘If by an apartment you mean a penthouse in the gqdget said thoughtfully, ‘|
think I'd rather have a house. Seems more appropriatectufch and I'm not a
fan of having to get into a lift every time you want togut. It's also nice to have
grass beneath your feet—I can’t believe I'm saying tidke looked conscience-
struck.

‘Why not? It makes sense.’

‘Yes, but it's—well, I'm sure there’s going to be an awlfatlof money involved—
your money—and it's going to be such a change of lifestylenfai Her eyes
widened at the thought.

‘Talking about a change of lifestyle...” He put his hand tyeoih her tummy
beneath the sheet. ‘When is this baby due?’

She told him a date in December. ‘But that’'s by my reakpni haven't seen a
doctor yet.’

‘OK. That's something else we can do today.’
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‘Oh, but we might not get an appointment!
‘With my doctor, we will,” he said with a lurking grin.

‘Life is so much simpler when you're a millionairshe responded with a faint
frown. ‘Nothing ever seems to stand in your way.’

‘Things do, believe me.’
‘Large things, maybe, but not small things?’ she suggested.

He shrugged, but didn't comment on that. He said instééel also have to set a
wedding date.’

‘Not today, we don't,’ Bridget heard herself say. ‘We éalenty of time for that.’

‘But since we are getting married we may as well—etlbxt few days at least,’
he replied.

She was silent as she grappled with a feeling she’'diexiged before in relation
to Adam Beaumont—the feeling that she was up againstexibgttam. Yet since
she had agreed to marry him, and since she was pregnantyagthe point in
delaying it?

But it was a lot more than that, wasn't it? Last nigfiet’d been struck by the
knowledge that she’d fallen deeply in love with himstaight she’d gone to bed
with him willingly and loved every minute of it. Especiadijnce she had been
tired and a bit strung-up, so had really appreciated theygeatin experience
he’d made it rather than the fireworks of the last tihes/'d slept together.

She articulated the thought that had been at the back afihdrever since all this
had come up. ‘Let me tell my mother first.’

‘Is she liable to change your mind?’
Bridget hesitated. ‘She’s liable to preach caution.’
He sat up abruptly and eased her up beside him. ‘It's todolatkat, Bridget.’

She said nothing, but pleated the sheet between her fingers.
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‘I know it's all a huge change for you...” He paused and stlithe top of her
head. ‘But the sooner we get it under way, the soongil get used to it and the
easier it's going to be for you.’

She looked up at last, but he couldn’t read her eyes.
‘You don'’t rewrite your life without some upheavalsg said quietly.

‘| suppose not.’ But she didn’'t sound entirely convincedit ‘@t going to be a
rather huge upheaval for you too?’

‘Of course. But I'm looking forward to it more and more.ddour own place—our
very own, one you can fit out to your heart’s contenti-elp.’

She looked around and thought of Mount Grace. She had to bigresother’s
shadow seemed to hover over her in this flat; his motighidst—much as she’d
fallen in love with Mount Grace—had to linger there.

She came to a sudden decision. ‘All right. I'll look at resuwith you, and I'll see
your doctor today. But I'd still like to speak to my mother—rshé said as he
moved restlessly. ‘I'm not going to let her change my mimd,| would like her to
be here for the wedding, so any date needs to be one sheicavith.’

‘So long as it's not too far away.’

Bridget temporized, but he took her in his arms and lay b#tkher, fitting the
curves of her body into the lean planes and angles of hosv tight does that
feel?’ he queried, with a wicked little glint in his ey@she cupped her breast.

‘That feels like pure blackmail,” she replied, buitte breathlessly.

‘It is,” he agreed. ‘You seem to have brought out a @ifike streak in me, Mrs
Smith. Is that the right word?’ he mused.

‘Pirate-like? Well, devious also springs to mind.’
He kissed the tip of her nose.

‘| give up,’ she said on a gurgle of laughter. ‘You're achaan to say no to, Mr
Beaumont.’

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



A little later, far from feeling drowsy, Adam got enetigally out of bed and
announced that he was starving.

‘Ah,” she said, curling up in his space. ‘Yesterday | experited with black tea
and dry toast, and | didn’t have any morning sicknessttgal | may stick to that.
| don’t think | should even think about cooking breakfast.’

‘Don’'t worry, I'll take care of it all—including the btk tea.” He headed for the
shower.

‘You cook?’ Bridget asked with a tinge of surprise.

He turned back to her. ‘In a limited sort of way. | spegear after school
jackerooing on a cattle station in the Northern Teryit Bacon and eggs is one of
my strengths. Damper is another, but I'll make do with bteasdmorning. Do you
have any plum jam?’

‘Er—no. Do you like it?’

‘I became addicted to it on damper. We used to get it inifsgand, apart from
sugar, it was just about the only sweet thing we got.’

‘How about strawberry jam?’ she asked gravely.
He grinned. ‘That’ll do.’

‘So that's where you got your expertise with ropes and axel so on?
Jackerooing?’ she hazarded.

‘Yes.” He grimaced. ‘Such as it is.’

On his way to the shower he stopped and studied a paintitige avall—one of
hers. A delicate study of some coral-pink ixora bloomsa oalvety midnight
background.

He turned back to her. ‘I thought you said you weren’t any good?

‘I'm average,” she answered.

‘| disagree. In fact, | would be surprised if your neweea isn’t based on art. Have
you started painting yet?’
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She shook her head. ‘I haven't had time.’
He squinted at the tiny initials in the corner—B T-S—tla@mt to take his shower.

Bridget stayed cuddled up in bed and listened to him singinghasatf a sea
shanty in a pleasant, husky voice.

It brought her a feeling of real contentment, althoughsshiéed to herself to think
of him as a closet shower singer. But he must be feetintpoted, at least, she
reasoned, even if she wasn’t the love of his life...

She saw his doctor later in the day, and had her pregdinaglly confirmed.
She also saw a number of houses, and fell in love wehbdthem.

It was on the Nerang River, behind Surfers Paradise w&sipeaceful but central.
It had a lovely garden and a jetty, but it needed son@Fmostly only cosmetic,
so it wouldn't be a time-consuming exercise. She spatlifiasked not to be told
how much it cost, although she knew that its positionelwould guarantee a
hefty price tag.

Inwardly, she discerned that she was a little unebswytahis house—to the extent
that she did say to Adam that they had months up tleswvsland didn’t need to
rush into anything.

He simply shrugged—and told her the next day that it wagdignd sealed.

The next evidence she got of his determination to get hisnaynwas over her
job. She still had nearly two weeks’ leave in front ef,lbut happened casually to
mention when she’d be going back to work.

Why not quit now and get it over with? had been his resp&bg.not start
painting now?

She’d hesitated, and he’d reminded her that she’'d been hsagogd thoughts
about it anyway. He’'d also let drop that Julia had moved oagsrse

‘Did you have anything to do with that?’

They were dining out at a chic Italian café. The telokas were red, with green
over-cloths, the glassware sparkled, the air was redeléntantalising aromas,
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and the menu offered a delicious variety of pastal fadéd into the background,
though, as Bridget was unable to mask her surprise atdis.

He toyed with his wine glass. ‘Yes.’

‘How so?’

‘I managed to get her a job in Singapore.’
‘Why didn’t you tell me? Did you coerce her?’

He rubbed his jaw. ‘To a certain extent. | pointed out talmsrspreading
unsubstantiated rumours was not something to be viewed lightly.’

‘They were true,” Bridget said.
‘Not at the time, they weren’t,’ he said flatly.
‘Your brother—' Bridget began, but he broke in.

‘Look, Bridget, Henry is a married man with two childrefe gestured. ‘I'm not
making excuses for him, but Julia was always on shakyngrthere. Don’t you
agree?’ And he raised an eyebrow at her.

‘| suppose so,” she said slowly. ‘Is she all right? Youtmawe threatened her
with—something.’

‘We did a deal. Materially, she drove a fairly hard bargBut it's actually a much
more challenging job there than doing the social rounds’here

Bridget digested this for a long moment. They were boshiady dressed, she in
jeans and a blouse that matched her eyes, he in jeduassports jacket over a
round-necked T-shirt. But it crossed her mind to think that evesthe wore these
days, and even if his hair was wind-ruffled from theidieastroll on the beach,
there was no disguising that he was a powerful man. Cap&ale®t more than
railroading Julia Nixon out of town—and he had railroadedénen if he had got
her a better job.

And not only powerful, she thought, as something Julia had @de&lout him
popped into her mind—he was as sexy as hell. She’d been soAgint from her
own intimate knowledge of him, Bridget couldn’t fail to $tyuck by the reaction
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of women who came in contact with him—or were simpityrsy a few tables
away from him, as one was now. She couldn’t keep heraydaan...

And it all caused her unease to surface again. Whateldid she have of fighting
him if he ever became minded to use his power against her?

‘Did she mention me?’

‘Yes.” He paused, looking completely unamused. ‘She toldonget out of your
life. It was advice | declined.’

‘Do you still want to gain control of Beaumonts?’ Bredgaid slowly.
‘Oh, yes.’ He twirled some pasta round his fork. ‘But nohksato Julia Nixon.’
‘So—so0 you've done nothing to take advantage of these rumaoeispstad?’

He smiled lethally. ‘I've been sitting on my hands, ymuld say, other than
persuading her to leave town. But the right moment witheo

Bridget said no more on the subject, but it occurred taHae Beaumont Minerals
was a factor she shouldn’t discount in her relationsiitip Adam Beaumont, for
the simple reason that it might mean more to him timgthang.

The next day she sat down and wrote a long e-mail to bgvem who still had not
returned from her ‘few days’ little break. She didménd it, though.

She was aware that her mother had a rather vagueptaidene. She
remembered that both her mother and her new husband werarkagur
archaeologists, and she could imagine them on some &g, fnom anywhere,
quite oblivious of the passage of time.

But, although she wanted particularly to speak to her matheome ways it was
easier to lay the facts out in an e-mail, and shd filen her ‘drafts’ folder, so as to
have it on hand when she did speak to her. At the samedeeing those facts laid
out did make her stop and ponder her new life. And ponder, Epdlgifthe speed
with which it was all happening to her. Not only that, slaes still unsure what to
do about her job.
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From a couple of remarks he’d let fall she knew Adaas getting more and more
impatient about setting a wedding date. In fact, indyetitey would have their
first serious falling-out over it...

He rang her one morning and invited her to a dinner that night...
‘What kind of dinner?’

‘Formal, black tie,” he said down the line, and namedex$tar restaurant she'd
heard of but never been to, which happened to be in thewintee he was
staying. ‘It's a business dinner, and most of the other guglitbe Korean. I'm
working with a Korean consortium at the moment on a cocistm project.’

‘That doesn’t give me a lot of time,” she said slowly.

‘Doing anything else today?’

She bit her lip. ‘No. When you say formal, do you meang ldress?’
‘Yes. Is that a problem?’

Bridget came to the decision that she wouldn’t be bdstedwardrobe deficiency.
‘Not at all.’

‘That's my girl. Look, if | don’t get there myself, Trewill pick you up at seven
and deliver you to me. See you!" And he rang off.

So, she thought, that's how high-flying businessmen do thivgsndéler who he
would have taken if it wasn’'t me? | wonder if it's somedkof test to see how |
stack up against his high-flying business associates?

She stopped as this thought crossed her mind, and shortly teeif lséwopping.

It was Trent who was standing outside her door when theglng at seven, and he
did the most gratifying double-take.

‘Oh, do forgive me, Miss Tully-Smith,” he said ruefullput you look absolutely
stunning’

Bridget looked down at herself. Rather than an evening dslbssyore fitted slim-
line ivory taffeta pants, very high latest-fashion silskoes and a silver spangled
loose top over an ivory camisole. Her coppery hair wdedstand bouffant, her
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nails were painted to match her glossy lips—she’d toyedtiwéhdea of black nalil
varnish but decided against it—and the only jewellerysbie was her
engagement ring. Her eyes were a clear, sparkling green

‘Thank you, Trent,” she said. ‘But will it be appropriade, you think? | wasn'’t
quite sure.’

‘Ma’am, you'll blow them away,’ Trent assured her.

It was a view Adam seemed to share when she arrivieid atiite. He was wearing
black trousers, a white dress shirt and an undone black bcantidhis dinner
jacket was hanging over the back of a chair. His dark hesrtamed and tidy.

He put the phone down as she came in, and whistldg.soft

‘Oh, thank you! She beamed at him. ‘Every dress | taacdeemed to make me
look—portly.’

His eyebrows shot up. ‘Portly?’

She nodded gravely. ‘I can’'t see any difference in igyré, but there must be
some because that's how they made me feel.’

‘| could give you my considered opinion,’ he offered, ‘but thauld involve a
minute inspection—and, of course, undressing you.’

A tide of pink rose into Bridget's cheeks as his blue geaedered up and down
her. ‘Er—thank you, but | don'’t think I'll...need that.’

He glanced at his watch. ‘We have half an hour.’
Her colour deepened. ‘You're not serious?’
‘| couldn’t think of anything I'd rather do at this moment imé&.’

Their gazes clashed, and Bridget was assailed by a windd of his hands on her
body as he undressed her item by item; by a breathtakirggiofahe tall, lean
length of him also unclothed and intent on reducing her to arugvstate of
desire. Not playfully, as he sometimes did it, but silerathd with all the erotic
force he could bring to it.
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‘Adam...” She took a shaky little breath. ‘If you mean whttink you mean,
that—that—' she looked down at herself and gestured eloqueitkiyooth hands
‘—that would wreck me!

There was a suspended moment when she felt she mighgtadat the tide of
suspense laced with longing that flowed between.

Then he grinned wickedly and held out his hand. ‘Comehere.
She went reluctantly, unsure of what to expect.

‘May | make a date to...if not wreck you, definitely undrges and make love to
you after this dinner, Mrs Smith?’

She laughed in relief and leant against him. ‘You mayBklRumont.’
The dinner was a success.

Bridget held her own amongst the fifty or so guests, aasl much complimented
on her appearance—often in broken English, but the sensmamé obviously
genuine. Any surprise that Adam Beaumont had acquired @ééganas well
hidden, but many of the guests were only business acquaastand came from
the other side of the world anyway. They might not even baderstood the
situation.

When they returned to his suite she was happy with thethiags had gone, and a
little surprised to realise how nervous she’d been abaiethant.

He poured himself a nightcap, and she had a cup of blackdehen yawned
prodigiously. ‘I should think about going home.’

He looked at her askance. ‘What's wrong with staying here?’

She hesitated. ‘I don't think I'd feel right about that.’

‘Bridget.” He put his glass down and pulled off his bow ‘tfée are engaged.’
‘I know, but—well, | didn’t bring anything with me.’

‘What does that matter? There are enough toiletriespsbas, robes, and heaven
knows what here for six people, let alone two.’
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Bridget mulled over this. ‘But you see,’ she said dt, fhsvould have to go home
tomorrow wearing this.” She looked down at herself, at pangled evening top,
taffeta pants and high-heeled shoes. ‘That would look—funny.’

‘Nonsense. No one would give two hoots.’
She tilted her chin at him. ‘I would.’

His lips twitched, then a tinge of impatience came teges. “You could get into
the lift and go straight down to the car park.’

‘Who knows who else could get into the lift?’

His nostrils flared as he took an irritated breath.

‘Then | could send out for some clothes for you tomornoarning.’
‘Send who? Trent? No, thank you.’

He made a gruff little sound in his throat. ‘Bridget, if {dagree to move in with
me—come to that, if you'd stop fluffing around and marry me—radribis would
happen. Besides which, you promised.’ He looked her up and sigwificantly.

She turned pink. “You could come home with me,’ she sugdest

‘It is one o’clock in the morning. We're halfway across towie looked at her
derisively.

Bridget rose and picked up her silver-beaded purse. ‘Thegolalone.
Incidentally, I'm not fluffing around, and I'm not even thsure that | will marry
you, Adam!

And she marched towards the door.

He caught her before she reached it, and detained hehitiands around her
waist. ‘I had no idea you were such a puritan,” he murchuAdthough | should
have known you had a temper.’

‘Not only that,” she responded, her eyes flashing, ‘but Ibg¢ the mood—so
please let me go.’
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‘I haven’t. Lost the mood,’ he elucidated. ‘But here'sugigestion. What say that
tomorrow morning | call down to the boutique in the foyedt gat them to send up
a selection of clothes for you? They don’'t even needdysa—you can leave
here dressed as you see fit. | really don’'t understand diffiatence it makes,
leaving in daytime clothes, but since it's so dear to yourth€a

He stopped and caught her wrist as she went to slap his face.
‘Don’t, Bridget,” he warned, on a cool, dangerous note.

‘I'll tell you what difference it makes,’ she saiddligh her teeth. ‘I wouldn’t look
so highly conspicuous. | wouldn’t look like some good-time gterad one-night
stand. I'd look ordinary and un-noteworthy.’

He shrugged. ‘Then we’re agreed on this course of action?’
‘Yes. No! | really don't like you for not understanding, and

But he pulled her into his arms and started to kiss herf@&lght him briefly but it
was a losing battle, especially when he lifted his headlyto say, ‘I'm sorry. |
should have understood. | will try to be more understanditiggifuture.’

Despite the little glint of sheer devilry in his eyess &it herself melting...
‘Was | silly?’

Bridget asked the question about an hour later, whewakdying beside him on
the bed in a pool of golden lamplight, having been exquisitelgie love to.

‘Don’'t answer,” she went on, and smoothed her fingersuirdnis hair. ‘I'm
talking to myself. I'm just trying to judge how legitimate mgaction was. In light
of the fact that | will still be leaving here tomorremorning—this morning—
having spent the night with you.’

He kissed the bare curve of her shoulder. ‘I wouldn’t wabout it.’

‘But | do. | mean, | like to have things clear in my own mikglust...” She paused
and thought for a moment. ‘It just occurred to me thabutiat be really
embarrassing—especially if | met anyone | know.’

‘| can see that. Now,” he said gravely.
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‘Is it going to be any less embarrassing wearing jeans andger, though?’ she
mused.

‘Bridget.” He sat up, and couldn’'t go on for a moment beeehe was laughing.
Then, ‘If we make it a respectable time of the daypif hold on to the thought
that we are engaged, it should be a breeze. And | agregauthyou would have
looked rather conspicuous in evening dress. Happy now?’

She snuggled up to him. ‘Yes.’

‘Now, | still have something to do—an inspection to make fdminded her.
‘Although you don't feel at all portly to me.’

She bore his ‘inspection’ with equanimity at first. Buten he announced that
there was only one change he could see, and his fingéed stil her nipples, she
had to draw several breaths to maintain her composure.

‘These are different,’” he said, stroking and plucking.rkea But it's a very fine
difference.’

‘It's a very short time. Out of nine months, | meashe said with an effort.

‘Still, time marches on,” he murmured, and she held heathrthis time, quite sure
he was going to make some remark about them getting charrie

He didn’t. He drew her close to him and kissed the topeohkad, and started to
make love to her again. She responded to the warmth amdtg@d his arms and
his body, to the pleasure he brought her, with a warmttadmestowing of
pleasure of her own. And she wondered, at the sameuimeshe didn’t just
marry him as soon as he wanted?

It is the one thing | can hold out about, she answeresklielt is the one thing—
even although I've agreed to it—I can choose to do wheeal réady. And | know
| don’t want to keel over like a pack of cards over everything

The next few days seemed to fly by.

They ate out a lot—once even going up to Mount Tamborineufahl, in a
fabulous garden restaurant. He also took her, wearingdahafiand a fluorescent
green overshirt, up one of his buildings in progress, @abthiside construction
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lift. She gasped at the view from the top, and stopped to thimktdaow highly
successful he was.

She hadn’t reversed her decision to not move into hid-khateother small
holding-out against Adam Beaumont—so he’d moved some afdtises and gear
to her flat, although he still occasionally spent the naglitis hotel.

When he did stay with her she discovered that herveest to bed before
midnight, yet was always up by six. And he always wentafbody surf or, if there
was no surf, swam or jogged. And if she thought he was beladitefssed in a
tailored suit, he was even more so when he came backliimsa early-morning
excursions, with his hair all ruffled, his jaw blue watubble and his body cold
and fresh.

‘That's my axeman,’ she said to him one morning, whesat@own on the side of
the bed and pulled her into his arms hungrily.

‘That's my essential Mrs Smith,” he replied. ‘Not sodke the skin, but with no
make up, et cetera, and quite au naturel.’

One morning he came home with a dog.

‘What's this?’ she enquired, as the woolly, curly, oneand quite large dog
followed him into the flat and sat down composedly.

‘This is Rupert, according to his collar, although there’'sther information. |
found him on the beach, alone and possibly lost. | have eotdlgle to detach him
from my side since then.’

‘But—well—' Bridget started to laugh. ‘What are you goiogdo with him?’

‘I was hoping you would offer to ring up the RSPCA and ask tteeaome and
deal with him. He could be micro-chipped. Unfortunately—' he cdeduiis
watch ‘—I'm running really late for a meeting now, so | vitdre able to be of
much assistance.’

Rupert had other ideas, however. He positioned himself outsdeathroom door
while Adam showered, and Bridget tried to get hold oRB&LCA. But it was too
early for them except in cases of dire emergency, esofth Adam.
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He knotted his tie and scooped his keys into his pocket. ‘This cowd be
emergency,’ he said. ‘Would you be a darling and look afterumtih they can
take over?’

Bridget eyed the dog, now sitting at Adam’s feet. ‘YiEke agrees.’
‘He’s only a dog.’
‘I know, but | just have a feeling he’s attached himgzljou.’

In the event, Rupert had. Because when Adam lefatbeside the front door and
emitted ear-piercing yowls of complete devastation.

Adam came back in.

‘What are we going to do?’ Bridget asked helplessly. ‘fiéghbours...Anyway, |
don'’t think you're allowed to have dogs in this building.’

Adam shrugged. ‘I'll take him with me. Trent can look aftenfand sort things
out.’

They left together, Adam and the dog, and Bridget waslsby a fit of giggles as
she watched from the window as Adam loaded the dog into Hsepger seat of
his shiny BMW. Rupert accepted his status as number onerggsswith aplomb
and sat upright, staring ahead.

She was subject to similar fits of laughter on and ofttierrest of the day. And
never more so than when they returned, together, at ab®at clock.

‘What's this?’ she asked, as another gust of laughter sheiok

Adam glanced at the dog. ‘Well may you ask—and it's no laugmatger. He
tried to bite Trent, and he refused to have anything to dothetRSPCA. | drew
the line at a containment net and a tranquilising dart.’

‘So?’

Adam threw his car keys onto the dining table and shrugged bug fcket. ‘So |
took him to my meeting. | took him to three meetings. He waegiyfwell-
behaved so long as he could sit at my feet and get takanafalk now and then—
| need a drink.’
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‘I'm not surprised,’ she managed to say, having extremecdiffi in keeping a
straight face.

‘I know you're still laughing,” he accused, ‘but have you &wsa how traumatised
my whole office is? | had the girls crying because thiely't want to see him hurt.
| thought Trent was going to give notice on the spot. And | oaw gifts pressed
on me by those same girls: a dog basket, a set of bowls, daggd dog
biscuits.’

Bridget handed him a Scotch. ‘There, there,’ she saichsgby, and the front
doorbell rang.

It was an RSPCA officer, together with a couple ahdaof about ten.

Rupert barked joyously and jumped up to lick the boy’s fabe.boy buried his
face in the curly cream fur.

‘So that's all sorted,’ the officer said. ‘They don’t knimw he came to get lost,
but they're new to the area so that probably explains it.’

Before he left, Rupert came back to Adam and sat dowwoim @f him.

Adam scratched the fur beneath his chin. ‘I have to dagsib’t all been a breeze,
mate, but you're a very fine dog.’

And, almost as if he understood every word, Rupert lickedamsd khen bounded
over to his young master’s side.

Bridget closed the door on them all, and Adam, witlgh,ssank down onto her
settee. ‘| must be a laughingstock,’ he said ruefully.

Bridget sat down beside him and snuggled up to him. ‘On theazgnT here’s
obviously something very, very loveable about you.’

He put his arm round her shoulders and glanced at her wittkad little glint.
‘So you've noticed?’

‘In the face of such canine devotion | could hardly tiau
‘When are you going to marry me, then?’

Bridget sobered. ‘I still haven’t heard from my mother.
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‘If we were to set the date for a fortnight from todayesushe’d be able to make
it?’

‘—I guess so.’
‘Well, why don’t you start thinking about dresses and yom@ons and the like?’

Was that when it all started to tumble down like the baafscards it really was?
Bridget was to wonder later.

She’'d agreed to the fortnight time limit, and she’d asked kihdtof wedding it
would be. He'd told her with a lurking grin that it was up to, feeit how did quiet,
simple and very private sound?

‘There you go again,” she’'d accused. ‘Giving me no clsdic&ut she’d almost
immediately confessed that quiet, simple and private soumaketbfher.

She had, she saw later, still been caught up in thentkaand amusement of that
day. She’d been convinced she loved Adam Beaumont—espéhmlgery human
side of him she’d witnessed that day.

She’d smothered the deep-seated reservations she hadraogihg him, about
rushing into things—or being rushed into things as if she weeeranaway train.
She’d buried the instinct that had told her to hold backalin’'t something she
fully understood, anyway.

But the very next day it had become clearer.

Marie-Claire Beaumont announced her separation from her idisHanry, citing
irreconcilable differences. The couple’s two childriErur and two, had moved out
of the family home with their mother, so it was reportethe paper.

It was noted in the same article that some Beaumongisbiaers were calling for
an immediate meeting of the company’s troubled board. Atiehumyh no parallel
was drawn to deserting a sinking ship, if you read betweelmtésyou could
make the inference that the timing of this separation niighé wider implications
than two people who'd fallen out of love.

Since Adam had gone to Adelaide on a business trip, Bndg® unable to judge
what kind of turmoil this announcement might have brought Bu.she was in
no doubt about the kind of turmoil it brought to her.
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That hidden, mysterious little instinct buried in hergisy/stood up well and truly
now to be counted. What did this woman really mean to Adéoo”couldn’t love
a man and not wonder about it, she saw. She might havebketo mostly ignore
the question while Marie-Claire was safely marrie@tisobrother—or so she’d
thought—Dbut if she divorced Henry and was free...?

Had this been on the cards anyway? Did they have irreabieitiifferences,
Henry and Marie-Claire? Or was she deserting a sinking dtaa Julia
contributed, with all her bitterness?

And when Adam did come home, two days later, it was isipesto gauge his
real state of mind on the issue. She might not have dd@erto anyway, she
acknowledged. She was quite sure he was a master at hislifegglings.

But what brought him home was traumatic anyway: the d&dtis great-uncle
Julius, who had passed away peacefully in his sleep.

‘I'm so sorry,” Bridget said down the line to Adam whenrarg her with the
news. ‘I'm so sorry. | know he meant a lot to you.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied briefly. ‘The funeral is the dafyer tomorrow. Will you
come?’

‘Yes, of course. If you want me to.’
‘Why wouldn’t I?” he countered, rather harshly.

Bridget took a breath. ‘I wasn’t sure whether anyone kabout us—apart from
your uncle, of course. And some Korean businessmen. Amd. Tre

‘My uncle was the only one of the rest who matteredjtlsutime everyone knew,’
he said. ‘Bridget, I'll be back tomorrow morning.’ His veisoftened. ‘Take care
of yourself in the meantime.’

‘I will,” she promised, but she was disturbed when sheadputn the phone.

Did she want to go on show to the whole world at such @sait? Who would be
there? Surely there would be no wedding preparations now? Nongeddme to
that, so soon after his uncle’s passing? Not that she hacadgtieng yet...
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Marie-Claire Beaumont was at the funeral, surprisinglyeathusband’s side, and
she was impossible to ignore—she was that kind of woman.

She was tall, with long fair hair and exquisite gregs\Black became her
beautifully, and her designer suit with its short skirtageher sleek figure and
long legs.

No surprises there, Bridget thought. She’d already knitvgnvoman was
something special, but had she anticipated that her loekgldgance, her
composure—not to mention, of course, her history—would fberegaze to return
to her again and again?

When she realised this was happening, Bridget took heosel§k and thought
instead of Melbourne Cup winners. She herself had choseadr the same outfit
she’d worn to dinner with Julius Beaumont, and that helpéding back the only
time she’d met the old man.

But she couldn’t help also studying Henry Beaumont. Julisbkad right. He was
as tall and good-looking as Adam, but there was a diftexdhtook some time for
Bridget to put her finger on it, and then it came tothat, while Adam Beaumont
had an inner stillness that translated to a harnessdakpower, Henry looked
discontented. He had a curious unfulfilled quality about hina, he looked older
than the four years older than Adam she knew him to be.

The wake was held in Julius’s apartment, with Mervynommand of a discreet
army of caterers. Champagne flowed, and the red velveticsitvere swept aside
on the stunning view of the ocean from Narrowneck at its babkh and blue and
stretching for ever.

The wake started out quietly, but soon the hubbub of coniergate and the
temperature grew too, as many, many people came to celébliates life now
they’d mourned his death. And there were plenty of raisetdrews as Adam
introduced Bridget as his fiancée.

But perhaps the sheer press of people would shield her d@much attention—
and anyway, there was Marie-Claire.

Had she always been such a scene-stealer? Bridgdevesh Or did it just come
naturally? It might even be a form of bravado—it was to bechtitat she and
Henry were always on opposite sides of the room...
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But when she was presented to Bridget there was rnareliravado to Marie-
Claire. She raised her eyebrows and smiled quite gexgbrt from a murmured
‘How do you do?’ she said nothing to Bridget at all, but duk Ishe bestowed on
Adam was a clear challenge, and what she said next elaaranvitation.

She said, in a fascinating, lilting voice, ‘Despite todasolidarity for Julius’s sake,
you probably didn’t think I'd do it, did you, Adam? But | hadarling—oh, |
have—and now I'm on my own.’

And she moved away, but Bridget could literally feeltd®@sion in the man
standing at her side...

Those words might have meant anything, but to Bridget tbatamed a clear
message. She must believe | don’t know anything aboutheetheught in a
stunned kind of way as new arrivals presented themseaekeshe shook several
hands and said she knew not what.

Not only that, her incredulous thoughts ran on, but shemalink I'm any
threat, anything to take seriously, even although Adam andeingiaged...

Her thoughts ran along these lines for another twenty nsrartso, until she knew
she couldn’t go on any longer. She asked Adam if he’d miskiefwent home.

He immediately looked concerned. ‘What’'s wrong? Feeling sick?’

‘No—not yet, anyway. But I'm hot, and | know—I know you cale‘ave, but |
could get a taxi. Please?’ she added.

He frowned. ‘You could rest here in one of the bedroomerd&a the will to be
read after—

‘No,’ Bridget broke in urgently. ‘I really want to go hopso | can get changed
and comfortable,” she insisted, and tried to smile. bdlfine.’

She must have convinced him, but even so he came dowratdiput her into a
taxi himself, and promised to be with her as soon as he amdd,the will had
been read. Neither of them was to know that that wollel langer than
anticipated...

CHAPTER EIGHT
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‘HOW the hell did this happen?’ Adam asked Julius Beaumanlisitor, Mark
Levy. ‘I told him | didn’t want it.’

They were alone in the library—apart from Mervyn, thearavalone in the
apartment.

All the guests had gone, as well as the caterers. Haalyleparted mouthing
threats and obscenities. Marie-Claire had just departed; Addrbeen unable to
decipher her expression.

As for Mervyn, he was sitting at the kitchen table m $hirtsleeves, not quite in
command of himself as he drank champagne and contemplatedmazement,
the size of the bequest he’d received.

‘Julius called me out in the middle of the night a weekamago,” Mark Levy
began. ‘Well, not quite the middle of the night, but l&te.wanted to change his
will. 1 tried to talk him out of doing it there and thdwt he was adamant.’

‘So you gave in and let him do it?” Adam suggested, withessoorn in his voice.

‘Adam.” Mark rubbed his brow. ‘He was entitled to leave lsgte as he saw fit.
And, although | let him do it, | returned several days latet assured myself he
was of sound mind. He was calm and alert. He was not on guayattering
medication. Not only did | judge him of sound mind, he wisound mind. He
insisted he wanted the new will to stand.’

‘So it's watertight?’
Mark Levy rubbed his hands. ‘I deem it to be so.’
Bridget was wearing a navy tracksuit and socks when Adame @ack to her flat.

It was getting dark, and she’d turned the lamps on. Tohakenind off all her
demons, she’d also concocted a snow pea, prawn and chilliciegu&he couldn’t
imagine that he would be starving, and had thought that antigat would serve
best. But even as she’d cooked she’d been mentally devasta¢ecialised. She
couldn’t get out of her mind that little scene playedaiuhe wake between Adam
and Marie-Claire.

She couldn’t get over the conviction that had come tdhagrthey were made for
each other. In all their turmoil, in all their conflithere was still a matching
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between them that seemed unmistakable. And she couldn’t theutetnsion she’d
sensed in Adam.

Some of her mental uncertainties showed in her facewals a little pale, and her
eyes looked huge. But that was nothing to the leaden feelimgy ineart...

‘Hi,” she said when he came in. ‘All settled?’

He took his time about replying. He shrugged out of the jaddeis@ark suit,
undid his black tie and opened the top couple of buttons amhiie shirt. He

crossed over to the stove and lifted the lid on the caleseish containing the
fettuccine. He sniffed the aroma of garlic, cloved ahilli, then looked at her
rather penetratingly.

‘More or less,” he said at last, as he walked back intdotlvege and threw himself
down in an armchair.

Bridget hesitated, suddenly aware of how different he ldoke was also pale,
and there were new lines scored beside his mouth—atlleastshe’d seen only
once before. In a storm-battered shed in the Numinbah, adidrtold her some of
his history...

She swallowed and poured herself a glass of water, theedweer fingers towards
the fridge in unspoken query as to whether he’d like seimgto drink. She
noticed at the same time that her engagement ring'washer finger, and
remembered that she’d taken it off and left it on theheih windowsill when she’d
started to cook.

He shook his head at the drink offer, so she put her ring baakatook her water
to the settee, where she sat down opposite him, with éetuigked under her, and
waited for him to go on.

‘He left you,” he said, and dragged his fingers through i His collection of
Melbourne Cup photos.’

Bridget raised her eyebrows in genuine surprise. ‘Thatsmaeet of him.’
‘Yes. He left me his entire holding in Beaumont Minsral

Bridget didn’t look surprised. ‘“You would have expected,thatuldn’t you?’
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‘No. | told him | didn’'t want it.’

‘But it had to go somewhere, and if he disapproved of Hérsgems to make
sense.’” She shrugged, then frowned. ‘Why didn’t you wa&rBBé&cause you didn’t
want anyone to think you'd been handed Beaumonts on a platiez¥ that's
irrelevant now? Your uncle must have wanted you to hidve

‘It's not irrelevant,’ he said irritably. ‘| wanted to &eHenry fair and square.
That's why.’

Bridget took a sudden breath as a kind of understanding tcanae. ‘Because of
Marie-Claire?’ she asked huskily. ‘To prove to her youenmstter, smarter,
cleverer, more powerful—whatever—than Henry?’

He raked a hand through his hair. ‘Of course not.” But shelsmé that the
tension she’d diagnosed in him in Marie-Claire’s presevere still with him.

She swallowed several times, and took some deep breaths.,'Rliiaei you the
reason | came home this afternoon. Because your sisk&w laid down a clear
challenge to you, that's why. She’s free and availabteshe will be.’

He stood up and towered over her. ‘Do you think | want hex3hot back. ‘Do
you think | admire her for leaving Henry when he’s fightiog lis business life?’

‘She could be leaving him because he’s chronically unfaithfuktpldy the sound
of it’ Bridget returned, with some fire of her own.

They stared at each other.

Until Bridget went on, ‘Anyway, those are all sideuss. | think the way you want
someone is printed on your heart, maybe your soul, not oreaafjwros and cons.
But that—that’s not the only problem.’

‘Go on,’ he said dryly, and with a touch of wearinesbkigneyes—as if the last
thing he needed at the moment was more homespun wisdonméto™/hat he
wasn’'t to know was how all her uncertainties and fears hadadlised.

‘| think,” she persevered, ‘that the real problem is—abkviays suspected, funnily
enough—the terrible cynicism she left you with, everoif gan’t get her out of
your heart and soul.’
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‘Bridget—"

‘No.’” She raised her hand to stop him. ‘That's why | hdveeen sure about
marrying you. Yes, it obviously seemed like a good idea fartganarry me at the
time.” She put her hands on her stomach. ‘When tippér@ed. And you haven't
stopped pushing me into it from the day you found out, but..." St
helplessly and wiped away an errant tear. ‘Is it ttpst answer for you now?’

‘If I'm pushing you into anything—' his tone was clipped and loues‘—it’s
because it is a good idea. It's the best idea availahis.t

Bridget put her hands together and prayed for some fartéude. She looked
across at him, and something struck her that seemed toterakée sense. ‘Had
you heard the rumours too, Adam? About your brother and his Rdefid about
the time | came back into your life?’

‘What—"?' He broke off. Then, ‘What difference does itkm@’

‘It could explain a lot,” she said, out of a suddenly dry thrsacould explain why
you were So insistent about marrying me—so surprisinglgtest. Because if you
hadn’t forgiven her, hadn’t stopped punishing her for leaving-yo

‘Bridget.” His blue gaze was supremely mocking as to&d in. ‘I know you find
all that water under the bridge fascinating. | knewat thight when you started to
offer me advice, although you didn’t know me at all,’daed moodily. ‘But you're
wrong.’

She raised her chin, and hauteur replaced her tearfulhdes:t think | am—and
don’t patronise me, Adam Beaumont. | think we—this baby arghé&’said,
‘appealed to you as a shield, just in case you were tenmptergive Marie-Claire
and love her again.’

He brought his fist down on the arm of the chair. ‘Thatfs:onsense, Bridget,’ he
said shortly.

‘You may see it as such, you may believe it as sliehl don’t think it is.” She got
up at last and went to the window. ‘There’s been sometiofding me back,
something | didn’t fully understand, but now it's all clei's what you feel for
another woman and what she still means to you. Andhteato affect us.’
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‘Nothing can affect us,’ he said brusquely. ‘Except tldgulous shillyshallying.
So let’s get it over and done with, Bridget. Let's dmiorrow—in fact | won't
take no for an answer.’

She gasped. ‘You can’'t make me!

‘You're right. But | can mention the child you're carryingh@se best interests you
should be taking into consideration.” He ground his teeth.

Bridget took a shuddery little breath, but she said tafhaybe someone should
take an overall view, Adam. Marie-Claire is going to teef For whatever reason,
she’s admitting she made a mistake. So you won’'t haveda e on your own in a
wheelchair,” she added, and couldn’t hide the bitternelsrivoice. She turned to
stare out of the window and stiffened incredulously. ‘@, don’t believe it"

He frowned. ‘What?’

‘M-my mother,” she stammered. ‘She’s just walked itt® building. With a
suitcase. And a taxi is driving off.” She turned back fromwiredow, with her
eyes wide and horrified and her hand to her mouth.

CHAPTER NINE

‘DARLING, you mustn’t upset yourself any more,” MaBaxter, formerly Tully-
Smith, said soothingly. ‘This is not the end of the world.’

Bridget raised her tear-streaked face to her mothew ‘ehn you say that? All
I've ever done is be in the wrong place at the wromg tiand that’s led me into
getting caught up in an absolute maelstrom of—I can’t talllyow much | wish
I’d never heard of the Beaumont family!’

‘If only | hadn’t left you to go overseas!

‘Mum, this could have happened to me if you'd lived in—in thms street.’
Bridget wiped her eyes with her fingers.

‘What are you going to do?’ Mary asked cautiously.

Bridget propped her chin on her hands and licked some salty off her lips.
She’d probably never forget the awkward little scenetibdtensued when she’d
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opened the door to her mother and received her embracédegplagcited
explanation that she had a whole week to spend witlg8tid

Then Mary had noticed Adam, and she’d started to apologideafging in on
anything, but Bridget had seen her mother’s quick summingfégam
Beaumont as she’d introduced him, and how impressed Mdrpden.

In fact she’d said as much—'What a pleasure to meetAdam! May | call you
Adam?’

Then her eyes had fallen on Bridget's engagementfongotten in all the trauma
and still sitting on her daughter’s left hand, and Mary haevdra deep, deep
breath.

Her next words had been, ‘Is this what | think it is? YAui’'ve been so secretive,
darling! Mind you, | have been away—oh, congratulations!

Adam had been the one to find the right words.

He’d said quietly that they were engaged, but that thinggbed little
complicated between himself and her daughter and he knegeBwanted to
speak to her alone. So he would leave them together butheaade’d turned to
Bridget with an unmistakable warning in his eyes—he’d beuch tomorrow
morning. And he’d left the flat, leaving her mother openithed.

That was when Bridget had sunk down at the dining talfleadls of tears, until
she’d finally found some composure and told her mother tiwdenstory.

‘What am | going to do? | have no idea.’” She sniffed and lbler nose, then
reached out and pressed her mother’'s hand. ‘Thank you foeadihg me the riot
act. | know you must be thinking I'm insane or something.’

‘Oh, my dear.” Mary returned the pressure. ‘Of course Tihese things happen.’

Bridget closed her eyes. ‘He doesn’t love me. Adam. W&hew that, but | didn’t
know what he felt for her—not really. She was a backgrdige, and as such |
could ignore her—more or less. Now | can't.’

‘No,” Mary agreed, and surprised her daughter as she addey, fifinerefore the
last thing you want to do is marry him.’
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Bridget opened her mouth but closed it again. ‘| am pregreh@ said at last, a
little forlornly.

‘Well,” her mother replied, ‘that’'s going to take a bittbinking about—but you
have got me, darling! I'll be with you every step of theyw

Uh-oh, Bridget heard herself say to herself.

She lay in bed that night and couldn’t recall when shdtdviere lonely or
miserable.

Yes, it was reassuring up to a point to know that her matharknew it all, and
was asleep in the spare bedroom. But how she was going eovegord, what she
was going to say to Adam, were the kind of questionsrés&mbled a secret form
of torture.

Then there was the problem of her mother, evenwb# reassuring to have her
close by. Vague and unworldly Mary Baxter might be atsinbeit she could also
be particularly stubborn once she set her mind on a course.

This could ruin her marriage, Bridget thought. It wouldétso bad if they lived
here, but Jakarta was a long way away, and Richardtheasa nine months of his
fellowship to go. What was she going to do?

If these thoughts weren’t bad enough, after she did fallan uneasy sleep she
woke and reached instinctively for Adam—and cried teacsthe pillow as every
time he’d made love to her came back to her. But he wdwmre. He wasn't there
physically, and he wasn’t there for her in any sense &h& couldn’t allow him to
be. Not now.

And nothing can change that, she thought. Nothing...
‘Mum, | need to do this. Please believe me.’

It was early, about six o’clock, and cloudy, so it wasygryutside and not a hopeful
kind of day—which was in tune with Bridget's mood.

She’d got up to make a cup of tea, and her mother had agdarest
immediately in her favourite violet candlewick dressgagvn.
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‘Well, I know | advised you not to marry him last night,” Masaid, ‘and | stand
by that. But to just disappear?’ She stared at Bridgetegnwiritten in her eyes.

‘I need some time on my own, otherwise | might find mygetting married for
entirely the wrong reasons,’ Bridget said firmly—althosdje was feeling far
from firm. She felt like a jelly inside, to be precise.

‘So—what'’s he like? Apart from all this?’ Mary queried.

Bridget stared out of the kitchen window. They wettng with their tea at the
kitchen table. ‘That’s the problem,’ she said at l&#. can be—" Her voice broke,
but she took control. ‘He can be lovely. But he can alslikbe force that's
impossible to resist.’

‘Come with me, then,” Mary suggested. ‘We’ll go to Pefithat's where Richard
is, with his daughter. We can both go to Perth. | know Rithall understand
completely. And you can think things out there.’

‘No. Thank you, Mum,’Bridget said warmly, ‘but | just wiato be alone for a bit.
I’'m not even going to tell you where I'm going, althoughill e in touch, |
promise. | don’t really know where, but | need to go soon.’

‘How soon?’

‘In the next half-hour. I'm so sorry to leave you, liig the best thing to do. Once
he comes—if he comes—' She broke off.

Mary Baxter straightened. ‘Let him come! I'll deal whim! No, Bridget, | simply
cannot allow you to go off on your own. If you want to, wgdl now—we’ll go
wherever you want—but we’ll go together!’

Bridget opened her mouth, but her mother simply saidyu*re not the only one
with a mind of your own, you know.” She stood up and addedVvéh't even
unpacked, so it will only take me a moment to get ready.’

Bridget spent two weeks in Perth with her mother anthda Baxter, at his
daughter’s house.

The only person she’d contacted was her boss, to ask étamsion to her leave,
but she hadn’t given him her whereabouts.
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Every time a phone rang—although she’d left her mobileenflat—and every
time someone knocked on the door of the pleasant beachsideRiohard’s
daughter and her husband lived in, she expected it to be Adan.r@ver was.

At the same time as she cursed herself for living ifigbhdope, she couldn’t
believe it would have been that difficult to trace hevements—if he’d been so
inclined.

But then she re-examined her assumption that he couddttaced her easily.
Maybe not. He didn’'t know her mother’'s surname, and évesid found that out,
and found they’d flown to Perth, once they’'d arrived thémnight be like looking
for a needle in a haystack, without any idea of Richatdigghter's married name,
mightn’t it?

As the days slid by, her warring state of mind tookats if anything she lost
weight, and she would have given anything for the peace and geheniiaby
within her must surely need.

On one hand, she was sure she was doing the right tmrige@ther, there were
days when she felt so alone it was frightening. And tiwiesn she was filled with
a raw, yearning ache for him there seemed to be no cure for.

There was also a looming decision to be made about wherefrongé&erth. And
what to do about her mother?

Feeling traitor-like, now they’'d been in Perth for two weedkee prompted her
mother and Richard to talk about their life in Jakanal, they gave glowing
reports of it. Yes, it was a big, teeming city, but tiaeye growing accustomed to
the local customs, and the whole thing was a splendidradre, her mother said
enthusiastically.

Bridget gathered herself to say that there was n@nefas them not to return to
Jakarta, that she was quite able to take care of herself.

But no sooner had she shown that enthusiasm than Madratdeep breath. She
reached for Richard’s hand and said, ‘Darling, | think—aiek—you need to go
back, and you need to see Adam Beaumont and talk this throtlghimi Or at
least communicate with him somehow. I'll come with ybyou decide to see him,
and Richard will advise you if you decide to do it throudéwvayer.’
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Bridget could only blink several times. Then she foundvoae. ‘But you told me
not to—’

‘I know,” Mary interrupted. ‘But | was extremely annoyetiew | first said that. To
put it mildly, | could have killed him for...” Mary paused and dot elaborate.
‘I'm not suggesting you marry him. But it is his baby, so herbsome
responsibility for it, and for you.’

Richard Baxter cleared his throat. ‘I do feel it's the lvemy, Bridget. And we just
want you to know that, wherever you decide to be whilehae this baby, we’ll
be there too.’

Tears misted Bridget's eyes. ‘Look, that's so—so wonderfybof but what
would make me happiest is for you both to go on being happyunnew life
together. Anyway, there’s the fellowship and so on.’

They looked at each other, Mary and her husband, and theisowasch love and
confidence in the mutual decision shining in their eyabeg shrugged almost
identically, as if to say that's a minor detail, Bridgetld hardly bear the pain that
slammed into her heart.

If only she and Adam had that...

‘Bridget,” her mother said quietly, ‘you can’t only thiok yourself now,
sweetheart. You need some kind of stability. It's intpot:’

Two days later she flew back to the Gold Coast. On her twias the one small
victory she’d achieved, although she’d promised her life omiduer of staying in
touch with her mother.

It was a bright day, lovely in the sun, but with a lmhwinter in the air out of it.

She looked round her flat when she got in, and found shéaygs to be home.
Amongst her mail there was a letter from Levy, Levy &t@right, who proved to
be Julius Beaumont'’s solicitors. They were holdingldegyuest for her, and
required her to collect it and sign for it.

She picked up her mobile phone, lying exactly where de&'d, but of course it
needed charging. She hadn’t left her landline answenexchine on, so her mobile
was the only way Adam might have tried to contact her.aBighe carried it
towards the charger it slipped out of her hand and crastthé tiled floor.
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She cursed herself for being unbelievably clumsy, and bemtk up the pieces,
but the phone was now history.

Since it was late afternoon, she decided she would spenmdghof the day laying
her plans and working on what she would say, both to Lewy &eCartwright,
and to Adam Beaumont, should she be unable to avoid him.

She went into the bedroom to unpack, and her gaze fell qralging of the coral
ixora flowers that Adam had admired, and she stopped whatashdoing as
memories came crowding back.

There was something else about pregnancy she was distpwueat often took her
by surprise. She could and did sometimes fall asleepeogpiot, and it had been a
four-hour flight from Perth, with all the attendant#edling to and from airports on
top of that.

Stopping only to pull her shoes off and wrap the doona aroundgheeslept
through until early the next morning.

Anyone checking her flat for a presence, via some ligbtsexample, would have
had no idea she was home...

‘Miss Tully-Smith,” Mark Levy said the next morning in toffice. ‘I'm delighted
to see you.’

‘Thank you. Please call me Bridget. I've come to atllmy pictures, and also to
ask a favour of you.’

‘I'm happy to help if | can, Bridget. Your pictures are bdxand ready for you. All
| need is a signature.’

Bridget signed the form, then withdrew a package from besep ‘Do you act for
Adam?’ she asked.

Mark Levy nodded. ‘At times, but I'm not the only one. Is it—slmess?’ he asked
a shade cautiously.

‘No. | just wanted this delivered to him, if you wouldn'tnd.” She handed over
the package. ‘There’s an explanatory note inside.’

PDF Created with deskPDF PDF Writer - Trial :: http://www.docudesk.com



Mark Levy studied her thoughtfully. He noted that althougtotiig other time
he’d met Bridget Tully-Smith she’d been wearing an engageémng, this was no
longer the case. It seemed, therefore, not unlikely tlmsaad Adam had parted
ways. In fact it wouldn’t surprise him at all, he decidétier engagement ring
was in this package. Nor did she look well.

‘I'll do my best, Bridget,’ he said. ‘But Adam is a léthard to pin down at the
moment, so if it's urgent...?’ He raised an eyebrow at he

‘No. Hard to pin down?’ Bridget just couldn’t help herself.

‘| think he might be taking some time off,” Mark said. Wil be common
knowledge in the next day or two—he has ceded all higrigddn Beaumont
Minerals to his brother, Henry, and since then he hasait heound a lot.’

Bridget blinked, then stared at the solicitor, wide-ey8drely that's quite
contrary to his uncle’s wishes?’

Mark Levy shrugged. ‘This is only my personal opinion, Bridget,| think it's
foolish to want to rule from the grave.’

‘So do |, now | come to think of it,” Bridget murmured. ‘Buldn’t understand,’
she said helplessly. ‘Has something happened in the family?’

Mark took his time. It was a known fact in the legal wohdttAdam had
relinquished all his interests in Beaumont Mineralfia¥\he did not know was
why.

He stirred at last. ‘I'm afraid | can’t help you theMou haven't been in touch with
Adam himself?’

Bridget cleared her throat. ‘No. | was hoping...” She pauBétlit need to be a
secret? ‘I was hoping not to have to. Do you—would you kiidwarie-Claire has
gone back to Henry?’

Mark felt a pang of regret for this girl as he thought, Soghehat’s at the bottom
of it all—for her, at least. But he could only tell iiee truth. ‘I believe not.’

Bridget didn’t go home. She went to the beach.
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She sat on a sand dune, her favourite spot, in the sdisjraply let the waves, the
sunlight, the birds, and the clear blue sky soak into hehpsigr a long time.

And gradually she realised why she was sitting so Btalathing it all in. It was in
the hope that, just as the sea on the beach was sctheisgnd clean, her dreadful
confusion would be wiped away.

She put her hand on her stomach and let it lie thesaathought deeply about the
baby she was carrying. Was it a boy or a girl? Would it HaedBeaumont blue
eyes, or green, like her own? Whatever, she reflectedhahy was her absolute
priority now. And, whatever, nothing could change who this =father was.
And, since they couldn’t live together in harmony, sdimd of arrangement had
to be made. Not in anger, though.

But what had happened to make Adam relinquish his desirkga@tatrol of
Beaumont Minerals? Yes, he hadn’'t wanted to get theresoumncle’s coattails, so
to speak, or on anyone’s. But a legitimate bequest, his’silng wish, had to
be another matter, surely?

And as she thought about it, she realised she’d believetdehabuld see it that
way eventually. She’d believed that over and above hardlthe baby, even over
and above Marie-Claire, that was what meant most to ABeaumont: control of
Beaumont Minerals. It was the only thing that would rednesonly Marie-
Claire’s defection and Henry’s perfidy, but his fatkdreatment of him.

So what to make of this news?

She picked up a handful of sand and let it drift througHihgers. It could have
no bearing on her, though. And she thought of the note shetnvaihd put into
the package with his engagement ring.

I’'m happy to make some arrangement, not marriage,rbatrangement, whereby
we live our separate lives but your child has your gtaie and love.

She’d penned a final line:
This is not negotiable.

Tears blurred her eyes and a song came into her heart.dllgeP@rton song
Whitney Houston had made even more famous—'I Will Alwhgse You'...
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Her tears had dried, and she was staring out to sea foll@awaght sailing south
when she decided it was time to go home.

She got up and brushed herself off, but she was stikitig of Adam Beaumont
as she came to the road and stepped off the pavement—almasthend@eels of
a car.

Someone saved her. Someone with a strong pair of arltesl per away in the
nick of time. And that someone was furiously angry.

Adam, who'd never looked taller, in jeans and a navy sweatenore threatening.

‘How can you just step onto a road without checking tagi¢f?’ he ground out.
‘How can you be so foolish? Don’t you know I've scoured timgie and breadth
of the country looking for you? And the moment | find you, yewbout to wipe
yourself out”

His eyes blazed down at her and his mouth worked, then feighgl into his
arms and held her so tight she could barely breathe. Notlatlyshe could feel
the heavy, slamming beat of his heart, and she couldnfitdoere was fear as
well as anger driving him.

‘Adam—Adam...” she whispered. ‘I didn’t think you cared—'
‘Cared! He held her a little away from him and staa¢dher.
‘No.’

‘Well, you're wrong,” he said shortly, then visibly tookld@f himself. ‘I'm sorry.
You gave me a fright.’

Bridget swallowed. ‘Who...how did you find me? Or is it jasincidence?’
‘Yes and no.’ He released her, but took her hand. ‘Cagon@ack to the beach?’
She nodded after a moment.

He said no more until they’'d reached the beach. ‘| cafied see Mark Levy, so |
knew you were back in town, and | got your note. You wetearhe, so [—We
used to come here together sometimes, remember?’
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‘Y-yes,’ she stammered. ‘Adam—' she couldn’t help hersefivhy did you let
Beaumonts go? | thought it meant more to you than anything.’

“To prove to you | could live without anything, but not withgou.’
Bridget stared at him with her lips parted and her eyes. huge

He rubbed his jaw. ‘I know you may find it hard to believelaftur last encounter,
but when | discovered that | might never find you, théidh’'t even know where to
start looking, sanity kicked in—and | couldn’t believe I'd beseich a bloody fool.
| couldn’t believe | hadn’t realised until then how mudbved you, and hadn’t
made you believe it.’

She tried to speak, but no words came.
‘Where were you, incidentally?’
‘Perth.” She explained about her mother.

He grimaced. ‘You may not realise it, but there are private detective agencies
trying to track you down.’” He sketched a smile, but it didegach his eyes.
‘Because once that revelation hit me | knew | hadetioygu back.’

‘So...” She had trouble making her voice work. ‘But to walk afram
Beaumonts...?’

He took her hand. ‘Sit down.’
They sat down, side by side.

‘I have no regrets,’ he said, and paused, almost aswbldooking back down the
path of his life. ‘Beaumonts has been a torment, a reahth my flesh, ever since
| can remember,’ he said slowly, and stared out to sea Adéurned back to her.
‘Not only that, but it led me into making the worst mistakeny life.’

‘Marie-Claire?’ she hazarded, and held her breath.

‘Yes. She epitomises all the blunders I've made in Hraenof believing | had
some right to the company.’

He hesitated and seemed to gather his thoughts. ‘It wagg'that she left me for
Henry, it was the fact that she really left me f@aBmonts that made me so bitter
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and so hellbent on revenge. You were right about the cynsienteft me with—
He broke off and looked tortured. ‘And you were right again. iod our baby
did seem like a good way to keep her at bay, keep on punishingwas. only
looking back after you'd gone, when | remembered all mgaayhe sun with
you.’ He stopped. ‘Anyway, it was only then that | saw whihbeen too blind to
see—too wrapped up in my own ambitions, too wrapped up in allarscars,
going way back to my father. Marie-Claire meant nothingnéoany more, and
neither did Beaumonts. | loved you.’

Bridget moved her hands and discovered she had teang diwn her cheeks.
‘| didn’t mean to make you sad.’

‘I—I—I'm still amazed, though,” she confessed. ‘You believead sour uncle
Julius believed, Henry wasn’t doing a good job.’

Adam heaved a sigh. ‘Henry,’ he said, ‘has his own denmd&’s. had me
breathing down the back of his neck for years, watching evepyhe made. And
he’s had Marie-Claire manipulating him—I know he’s been mat $&that
direction but, well, things could change now. Anyway, fiisconcern of mine.
I've been a basket case since you left,” he wentlarar't seem to function
without you. My staff are in despair because I'm ndtiere, and | never know
where I'm liable to be either.’

Bridget smiled a trembling little smile. ‘Where haveubeen?’

‘Chasing up leads on you, Mrs Smith. Hang on! | drove yast apartment last
night but there wasn't a single, solitary light—when did getthome?’

She told him, and explained about the lack of lights too.

‘Well, at least you got my demented messages on yobilenphone. Or—did
you?’

Bridget shook her head. ‘I didn't. | dropped my phone and keths before |
could charge it.’

He swore under his breath, but there was a glint of humdus ieyes. He was
silent for a long moment, then, ‘Do you believe medBeit?’ He stared deep into
her eyes. ‘“You once said to me that if | needed yotelhkwhere to find you—I
need you with every fibre of my being.’
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Bridget thought of what he’d given away, how he’'d changedifbior her. She
thought of his reaction to her all but stepping in the patncar. ‘Yes.’

‘And—am | forgiven?’
She breathed in the very essence of him and felt hees@ome alive. ‘Oh, yes...’

He hesitated, as if he couldn’'t quite believe her sadtna, then he swept her into
his arms.

Some minutes later they became aware of a little b@poiit six, standing nearby
and watching them closely.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

Bridget released herself from Adam’s arms and pattesetatown self-
consciously.

‘| was kissing this lady,” Adam said gravely.
‘Is she your mother?’

Bridget made a strangled sort of noise.
‘No, but she’s going to be my wife.’

‘Oh. I only kiss my mother,’ the boy asserted. ‘My dad astdke hands. Well,
sometimes | kiss my grandmother, but she hugs me almdsatb so | don't
really like it.’

‘I don’t blame you. Uh—are you on your own, young man?’ Adaoguaed.

The boy swung round and pointed to a couple at the water’'s ‘edgmse | better
go back. They don't like me to wander away. Bye!' He réin o

‘Do I look like your mother?’ Bridget enquired.

He smiled down into her eyes. ‘No, you don’t, Mrs SmithdA also have to tell
you that this beach is far too public for us.’

‘And | have to tell you—' her lips curved ‘—I agree withwyb
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‘Your place or mine?’ he asked quizzically.

‘Mine is closer,’” she said demurely.

‘So be it. Race you?’' he teased.

‘No, you can drive me.’

But they were serious again as they lay in eachr'sthems in her bed.

‘| can’t quite believe | deserve this.” He ran his hand doembody, then rested it
on her belly.

She looked into his eyes and saw they were sombre. ‘| thialalways loved

you,’ she said quietly. ‘One of the reasons | was soignabout marrying you was
because | didn’t just want respect, care and affedtan you. | wanted you to
love me the way | love you.’

He closed his eyes. ‘I can't believe | was such a fool.’

‘Hush,” she recommended. ‘We’ve got a whole new liféramt of us. And I'm
dying that special kind of death again. Are you?’

He groaned, and everything he did to her from then on shawequivocally that
he was...

They were married two weeks later.

It was small, simple and private, but the bride glowedstrapless cream silk
dress, and wore an emerald pendant to match her engagemgent r

The bride’s mother, who had forgiven Adam Beaumont, was atiant.

And in the fullness of time Adam and Bridget were blessigll avdaughter they
named Grace Mary. She had her mother’'s coppery hair aridther’s blue eyes.
This called for another celebration—a christening.

When the guests had departed, and Mount Grace was quiettded for the
night, Bridget said to Adam, ‘Your daughter requires yous@mnee.’
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He looked up. He was sitting on the chintzy settee in tinege with his feet up,
surrounded by the weekend papers. ‘Since my daughter is oaéytionths old
and cannot talk, how did she indicate this to you?’

‘| can tell.” Bridget had changed from her christeningefy into slim cream pants
and a green blouse, which she happened to be buttoning up.

‘Here.’” He got up. ‘Let me—you’ve got them crooked.’

She accepted his ministrations, and her lips curved patted her down and
murmured, ‘All present and correct. For the moment.’

She looked into his blue eyes and deduced, correctly, éhabhld be undressing
her in the not too distant future. And she was shakenrdiyvhy how much she
loved Adam Beaumont; how, after all the trauma, the jdyesng married to him
never left her.

She was still, at times, amazed at the change in himeugit by freeing himself
from the yoke of his bitterness, and helped by their cesenThere were no
longer two men in her life, just the one Adam Beaumont-etieshe’d loved
right from the start.

She slipped her arms around his neck. ‘Do you ever thinlkabhight in the
Numinbah?’

‘Yes. Do you?’

‘I do,” she concurred gravely. ‘I used to think that it vilas most foolish act of my
life, to sleep with a man I'd never met before becaukeught | was going to die.
But | don’t think it's turned out to be such a bad thing adiet

‘Ah. One could even say you showed not only great judgemérgreat taste,” he
offered, with a perfectly straight face.

Bridget looked at him in mock disapproval, then had to laugbn’t get too
swollen a head,” she warned, all the same.

‘Why would | do that?’

‘Since you have not one but two adoring females in yiteyrit's quite possible.
Now, Grace won't go to sleep until she sees you. Trust krew this.’
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He laughed and kissed her lightly. ‘I don‘t believe you fon@ment, but I'll
come—in a moment.’

She raised her eyebrows at him.

‘It's simple,” he said. ‘All | want to say is—I love yo@rhe only problem is | keep
on wanting to say it, over and over.’ His blue eyes weiree serious.

Bridget melted against him. ‘It's not a problem,’ sheussd him.
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