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Sarah Rossiter has been in love with rugged cattleher Reid McKinnon
for years. They were happy together until Reid smtidbroke things off,
leaving Sarah puzzled and heartbroken.

In fact Reid had discovered something that made dvimar never to be a
husband or father. But when Sarah decides - raitigtato start a new life
away from Star Valley, Reid knows he must act sk fosing her forever.



CHAPTER ONE
SARAH RossITERIoved Southern Cross.

She was never happier than when she was ridingragered plains on a
strong and beautiful horse. She loved to look upatoobalt-blue sky
billowing above her like an enormous mainsail aodhéar the thud of
thousands of hooves pounding through thick creaolg-gangaroo grass.

Most of all she loved to be on a cattle muster \W#id McKinnon, working
the mob with him, steering the cattle out of thends of black-trunked
ironbarks and pushing them across the Star Vabieyatds the holding
yards.

And yet, working with Reid was exactly what shewgba't be doing.

This year she'd actually made a solemn pledge t¢tingepolitely if he

invited her to join in another muster. Heaven krsh& had plenty of good
excuses. As the sole teacher in charge of all sewsar levels at
Mirrabrook's tiny primary school, she had enoughhem plate without
giving up precious weekends to help out with cattle

But Reid had driven into town late one afternoast ps she was closing up
the classroom. With his thumbs hooked through dles of his jeans, he'd
hitched a lean hip against the railing of theditlchool's wooden veranda
and he'd flashed that shiver- gorgeous smile obhis had asked ever so
casually if she would be free for a muster theofelhg weekend. And she'd
said yes.

Just like that. No hesitation. She'd looked int® dilver-grey eyes and her
brain had gone straight into meltdowkgain.

'Yes, Reid, sure | can help. I'd love to.'
Fool.

Later, she'd tried to justify her weakness. Shd hadrself that she'd only
agreed to help Reid because his sister Annie vilhawsay in Italy and his



brother Kane had moved over to Lacey Downs witmless English bride,
which left Southern Cross short- handed. But shekjolly well that Reid
could manage without her. He would almost certalmyhiring contract
musterers to make up the numbers.

Reid had suggested that Sarah was invaluable beshaknew the country
so well; she could comb the bush for stray catikaout getting lost. But
that wasn't why she'd come. Truth was, it didrétlyematter what reasons
he offered, she would have agreed to help out uadgrcircumstances.
Sarah was weak as water where Reid was concerhedhad been that way
for the past ten years.

Ten yearsOuch! It was so scary to think that she'd wasted a decatier
life, from the age of seventeen to twenty-seven—yiss when a young
woman was supposed to be at her most beautifulunehg—waiting for
Reid McKinnon to come to his senses and acknowléuiggehe loved her.

Although...if she was fair and completely hones$ie svould admit that
those ten years hadn't been a total waste of timere like a very long,
progressively steep learning curve.

But the end result was her painful realisation tivaat had begun as a
wonderful friendship and had blossomed into a beaubmance between
herself and Reid hadn't stood the test of time.

Something had gone wrong. Something irrevocablme®ioing that seemed
to have hurt Reid terribly.

Whatever had happened, it was so deeply painfulhid never been able
to explain it to her, even though there had bepresi when she'd been
certain he wanted to tell her. She hadn't pushedfbr answers because
she'd sensed that challenging him would have maidggs worse and be
distressing for them both. Her strategy had beenatoept second
best—Reid's friendship instead of his love—in thpdnthat he just needed
time.

And here she was, taking part in yet another cattlster on Southern
Cross, simply because Reid had invited her.



A sudden shout ahead caught her attention. Reigigaalling with a wave
of his Akubra hat that it was time to close in be herd and to keep them
compact. This meant that the leading cattle mustitien sight of the yards
now.

Panicking cattle often tried to break away as thegred the gate, so it was
time to forget her foolish heartache and to conmegaton the job at hand.
Time for the cattle dogs to show their mettle, vilogkextra hard as they
edged the mob forward.

Reid would man the gate, while the two ringers fpmsed themselves on
either side. Sarah's role was to stay at the fehederd, ready to round up
any breakaways.

Over the backs of the sea of cattle, she watchecetiortless grace with
which Reid dismounted, an action as natural asttreafor a man of the
outback. Once he was on the ground she could @dyasshoulder-high
view of him—of his battered Akubra and his bluerslsitraining over

hard-packed muscles as he tethered his horse. sShiieeheard the rattle of
the gate being opened.

Keeping her horse on the move, she weaved bacKoathd nudging the
stragglers to stay with the mob. Only when evenghseemed to be
proceeding smoothly did she let her thoughts mtard to what would
happen next, after this muster.

Reid would invite her up to the homestead to jom &and the ringers for an
evening meal. But should she accept this time adiall every other time?

It was always pleasant to stop off at the homesieéake a shower and rid
herself of layers of dust before heading back toten to her own little
house. And it was more than pleasant to spend pleatd hours in Reid's
company, sharing a meal and conversation, a dnirtkve and a laugh or
three. But these days it was bittersweet tormemt to

Surely she'd put herself through that kind of nyis@re time too many. At
some point very soon she would have to—



A flash of tan to her right cut through her thougg beast had turned and
bolted and now others were following. And she'drbegught napping.

To Sarah's shame her mount, Jenny, a well-traitack horse, reacted
before she didDarn. Once again she'd let Reid McKinnon mess with her
head and now her pride was at stake. No jillaroottwber salt let cattle
escape at this final stage of a muster.

Precious seconds late, she pressed her knees enty/'d flanks and
crouched low in the saddle as the horse took téf &éie escapees.

More by good luck than good management she cayghtitln the leader

before the breakaways reached the heavy timbeen iflwas a matter of
thinking and acting quickly. Turning her horse miastant, she drew on all
her riding skills to change direction often and fastil at last she'd rounded
them up.

To her relief the cattle gave in and trotted obetliygback towards the main
mob. And Sarah refused to give Reid McKinnon anothement's thought
until the last beast was fenced in.

The sun was slipping westward by the time the jals @Wone. The ringers
stayed down at the yards, making sure the cattte sam and, as the last of
the coppery light lingered, Sarah and Reid walkedfbur horses up to the
saddling enclosure.

There they removed the saddles and washed theshbesiks and gave them
a small feed of grain. Sarah concentrated on githegnimals the very best
attention and she tried hard not to take any spaotice of Reid working
nearby.

Tried not to watch the neat way his well-worn fageaths hugged his behind
as he bent down to examine one of the horses' siioesl not to steal

glimpses of his muscular forearms or his strongh¢anhands as they
stroked a horse's neck. Especially, she tried moemember how those
hands had once caressed her intimately, bringimgthee piercing sweet
pleasure of a lover's touch.



No! she chastised herself. She had to get over igahdver him!

Shaking her head at her own hopelessness, shedhtorstow the saddles in
the tack room. Why couldn't she just accept thatl Reasn't interested in
her?

For him, their past had never happened; they hadrrgeen uninhibited,
ecstatic, totally smitten lovers.

Under the guise of friendship, he'd continued tdr@a her to local balls and
charity dos that raised money for the Flying Dostar the School of the
Air. Every so often he would amble in to town to/lher a coffee at Beryl's
cafe, or a drink at the pub. And on odd occasi@nedtied in at her place on
the way home from a day's fishing on the river dalivered a fish or two.

He'd even filleted them and cooked them for her.

And she had been pathetically grateful for whatevembs of friendship he
threw her way.

Problem was—and for Sarah it watageproblem—her major stumbling
block—there were other times when she was jusedsin that Reid was
still attracted to her—deeply.

There were times when he'd taken her home frontl alaparty and they'd
said goodnight and she'd sensed a terrible terisétnveen them. Times
when Reid had looked at heteeked at her—with a breath- robbing
mixture of despair and longing that was impossiblmisinterpret-

But he hadn't kissed her. He'd always coveredwhavard moment with a
joke and then turned quickly and hurried back svghicle.

Those moments had caused her too many sleepldgs.nig
Now, as she stepped back through the tack roomnadgoReid turned and
he looked straight towards her and he seemed éadrdHe stood rock still

in the middle of the yard, staring at her.

It was happening again.



That hunger in his eyes wasn't a fantasy conjungddr overwrought
imagination. The feverish heat and dark longingemeral. And her poor
heart felt as if it had taken off for the moon.

Deep colour stained Reid's cheekbones. His chest aad fell as if he'd
suddenly run out of breath and his face was a mwofathe same deep
yearning she felt for him.

The sight of it unleashed a terrible tumult indn@e. The usual tumult. Each
time this happened it trapped her afresh. Each simeehoped thahis time
Reid would haul her into his arms and show her with body what he
couldn't tell her. Show her the truth...that hesldwher still.

Thistime...

It had to happen. Had to be this time.

They couldn't go on like this. It was hopeless.

Hopeless...

Hopeless. The hollow, desolate word echoed andyethin her head.

Perhaps it was that empty echo or perhaps it wasftact of the afternoon
sunlight, gilding Reid with a bronzed glow that reddm more unbearably
handsome than ever. Whatever the reason, Saralkerdyddew that this
had to be a turning point.

A man who looked at a woman with that kind of hungigould push her

against a wall and kiss her for a week. He shordt ger and haul her down
into the hay bales in the corner of the yard. Sbeldn't allow Reid to look

at her as if he wanted to make love to her and idsithe moment with

another grin, another joke.

If he did... she had no choice; she would walk afay him today and not
come back. She would leave the district—apply fdraasfer and take a
teaching post in another part of the state. Reclaniife.



Her heart thumped painfully as she watched himpstogick up his saddle.
She didn't move as he began to stride across tidetgaards her and she
couldn't help running her tongue over her lipsidaimem of dust.

His eyes followed the movement and hungry shadaavkethed his silver
irises. He drew close and she held her breath.

Just toss that saddle aside and kiss me, Reidyduns. You know I've
always been yours.

A breathless hush seemed to fall over the busle asdpped in front of her.
It was so quiet she could hear the pounding rhythirer blood drumming
in her veins.

He stopped so close in front of her that she cseddthe individual grains of
skin on his strong jaw and the tiny pinprick begmys of his dark beard.

This is your last chance, Reid.
Behind him, one of the horses made a soft snuffimayt.

The sound seemed to break the spell. Reid's mdtet into a lopsided
smile.

And Sarah's heart sank straight through the haadked dirt of the horse
yard.

'You've got a leaf caught in your hair," he sag@ahing with his free hand to
pluck something from a dark strand that hung oegrshoulder.

She closed her eyes and her chest squeezed thie fooea her lungs as his
hand brushed close to her cheek without quite togcishe felt the flick of
his fingers against her hair and the brush of histwon her shoulder, but
when she dared to open her eyes again he was mpastder to set the
saddle inside the tack room.

She knew that when he returned the dark emotiomisreyes would be
replaced by a milder light and he would be smikgily.



But no.

When he stepped outside he paused again, staneidether, staring with
an intensity that made her tremble. She felt ilit didn't happen now, it
never would.

Muscles in his throat worked and he looked awag'd/Metter go up to the
homestead.’

Beside him Sarah had to reach for the door franstetady herself. She felt
so drained she couldn't even cry.

Reid frowned. "You're coming up to the house, aseni, Sarah?'

She tried to swallow the clump of awful emotiorhigr throat. 'l don't think
| will today, thanks.'

His eyes pierced her with a sharp, searching wssin®on't you want to
sample our new cook's fare? He's very good.’

She shrugged in an effort to hide the storm brepkiside her. 'l still have
some marking to do and lessons to prepare forwmegk.' Before she could
weaken, she set off across the yard. 'Catch yeu IBeid.’

He didn't respond.

She told herself that it was a good sign; she'dlsta him. But when she
reached the gate and turned to wave goodbye shyhtcalglimpse of his
stricken face as he stared at the ground, andéuas disappointment gave
her no sense of satisfaction. None at all.

'You're leaving town?' Ned Dyson, the editor of mdbrook's tiny
newspaper, couldn't have looked more appalled iatfs&ad announced
she'd contracted smallpox.



'I'm afraid so, Ned. I've applied to the Educatid@partment for a transfer
to the coast. I'm well overdue for a change, s@letty confident they'll let
me go.'

Ned groaned and threw his arms into the air in bbdnamatic gesture of
despair. Next moment he launched himself out oWwisel chair, circuited

his paper-strewn desk and came to a halt in fréravah. Pushing his
glasses back up his ski slope nose, he stared ashthe needed to look
into her eyes before he'd believe her.

'Do you really want to go? After all this time?'
She nodded. She was determined to go through igh$he had to.

Ned let out a noisy sigh and propped his handsisrips. 'The town's
going to take this hard, Sarah.'

'l suppose they might, but that's only becausebkken here for too long and
everyone's so used to me.'

'It's more than that. We'll never get another teaetho loves the kids the
way you do.’

'Of course you will.'

'‘And what about your agony aunt column?' Ned rakpddgy hand over his
bald patch and his eyes bulged with horror. 'G&zzah, I've Buckley's
chance of finding anyone who can hand out advieeny you do. You've
got such a knack. The whole district hangs on wr ywvery word.'

But now it's time for me to take my own advice.

'‘What | write is just common sense, Ned. You knbat.t

'‘But you always manage to make people feel so gabdut

themselves—even when they've made stupid mistaked.flung out his
arms. 'You're a flaming genius. Most people arotwede think | hire



someone from down south to answer their letteraedaotshot psychologist
in the big smoke.’

‘That's not because I'm any kind of genius; itsalige they want to believe
the advice is coming from an expert. We both knbayd be devastated if
they discovered the woman who taught their kids AsglsAuntie.'

'‘Doesn't matter. You're damn good.'

Sarah dropped her gaze to avoid the pleading irsNses. Nothing about
her move away was going to be easy. For startieesdisin't really want to
go. It would be a wrench to turn her back on h#elschool; she would miss
her seventeen pupils terribly. She loved every ohehem—even the
naughty ones-especiallythe naughty ones.

And she knew the Mirrabrook townsfolk would be gaw lose her; she'd
become so much a part of their lives, but if she g@ng to reclaim her life
she had to make a clean break from Reid.

'It's time for me to go, Ned. It's been a hard sleaqi, but in the end 1—I
don't have much choice.’

He frowned and looked as if he was waiting for apl@nation. When she
didn't offer any he asked, 'What about Reid? Winat'sad to say?'

It was weird the way people who knew her well shibught of Reid as her
boyfriend. In this town they were still Sarah-andidR—a proper courting
couple who were probably going to be married sorag. ¢How could
anyone miss the glaringly obvious truth?

She managed a half-hearted smile and shrugged'sRebl.' Then, before
Ned could comment, she rushed to ask, 'Did youtigetAsk Auntie
responses | emailed through to you for this week?'

"Yeah, thanks. | haven't had a chance to read tfenbut I'm sure they're
okay.' He cast an eye over the mess of paperssatekk, then grimaced and
patted his paunch as if he had indigestion. Theeps circulation is going
to drop when you go.’



'Don't panic just yet, Ned. You've time to thinloaba replacement. | won't
be going till the end of the school term.’

He brightened a little. "'That means you'll stilliege for Annie McKinnon's
wedding?'

'Yes." Flinching inwardly, Sarah forced a smilesi®® remembered the
excited phone call she'd received a couple of nwa#ilier from Annie in
Rome. She summoned a deep, calming breath tth&tilwful jealousy she
felt every time she thought about Annie's weddifgy had both Kane and
Annie McKinnon taken to the idea of marriage likeckls to the Star River,
while Reid... ?

No, she wouldn't waste another thought in thatctima. 'Annie's asked me
to be a bridesmaid.’

Ned grinned. 'That's great. You'll be a terrificdesmaid.’

'l won't be the only bridesmaid, of course. Annges la couple of friends in
Brisbane she's asked to do the honours, too.’'

Ned beamed. "Better and better. I'll bet they'redgsorts.' He rubbed his
hands together as if he'd just been struck by laabti idea. 'l reckon a
McKinnon wedding is a big enough stir in this &tilalley to make the front
page of theMirrabrook Star,don't you?"

'l reckon it is, Ned.' Sarah tried for another enilit couldn't quite manage
it.

Later that evening, Sarah took a pad and penaiutiir to her study, a
converted back bedroom in her little house beside school in
Mirrabrook's main street. It was a little old Quskamder cottage, the
standard design built forty years ago by the Edonddepartment and she'd
made it her own little haven.



Over the years she'd collected a modest assorivhamntiques, handicrafts
and artwork, including a handmade quilt on a wallher lounge room,
North Queensland pottery vases filled with natil@vers, a bed with
antique brass ends covered by a white hand- cred¢Hstdspread, and a
couple of original paintings.

Sarah loved to surround herself with beautiful glsinThey lifted her spirits.
Most of the time.

She doubted anything would cheer her tonight. K time to make a list of
all the things she wanted to take with her whenmbeed.

But she'd barely started before she found herselbsnded by memories,
and suddenly the task seemed much harder thawoutcshave been. Just
looking at the cork board above her desk brougimfplavaves of nostalgia.

Every photo, every memo or scrap of paper withslifrem a song was a
poignant link to a significant memory. Good gridiere was even the
programme from the last Speech Night she'd atteatlbdarding school.

That was the night she'd met Reid. When she was@vgnteen.

Reaching up now, she pulled out the drawing pint tbecured the
programme to the board. It had been there so kdeff a rusty ring around
the pinprick. She should have taken it down agessagourse. The fact that
it was still there was a very obvious symptom af p&thetic reluctance to
let go of hopeless dreams.

Bending down to toss it in the basket under hek,dslse hesitated. Big
mistake. In spite of her resolve to forget, mensrieshed back.

And, heaven help her, she let them... Suddenlynsiréed to remember it
all...just one more time.

Sinking into her deep swivel chair, she let the roges come.



CHAPTER TWO

SARAH met Reid in the School Hall where everybody gatidor supper
after the Speech Night presentations. Because akeSahool Captain and
had delivered a farewell speech to her fellow sttgléhat evening, she was
kept busy for ages while everyone from the localyonao the school
gardener congratulated her.

Which was all very nice, but by the time she esdagpethe long trestle
tables where tea and coffee and cakes were sdneegl Wwas nothing left.
Boarding school girls were piranhas around food.

Draining a heavy teapot, she managed half a cuqgpaif brewed tea and
found a dubiously thin slice of very boring spomgée, minus its icing.

'It's a grim turnout when the most important girthe school can't even find
a cup of tea,' a male voice said close behind her.

Even before she turned around she knew the spe@sesmiling; she could
hear it in the warmth in his voice. Just the sawlgen she turned to look
over her shoulder she wasn't prepared for theeftékt of that smile.

Oh, wow! Talk about gorgeous!

He had to be in his mid-twenties, which immediatgy him apart from the
schoolboys of her acquaintance. Tall, dark and, y@smy looking too—
he had the bronzed, outdoorsy skin and athletisighg of a man of the
land. And the most wonderful, iridescent, silveeygeyes.

The moment she looked into them Sarah felt asiistoomed straight into
the stratospherd=ar out! If only she wasn't wearing her school uniform!
What a bummer to meet such a scrumptious guy whemss stuck in a
crummy blazer, shapeless white blouse and tie,eédamith a too-long ugly
grey pleated skirt.

Not that the clothes seemed to put him off.

'We should be able to find someone to make yoeshfpot of tea," he said.



She dragged her eyes from him to cast a quick glamcund the supper
tables. 'l can't see any of the kitchen staff here.

Without hesitation he picked up one of the hugeainitapots. His eyes
sparkled with merriment and she fancied she catighghost of a wink.
‘Let's go and hunt them down then. Which way iskitehen?'

She gasped—not because there was anything partycaleocking about
the stranger's suggestion, but because she watusoed that he was
obviously using the lack of tea as an excuse tt¢ lsbaup. But heavens,
why not let him? Here she was, on the brink of leggchool, on the eve of
womanhood, and she'd just looked into his eyessaeth a glimpse of a
beckoning, enticing new world.

"The kitchen's this way,' she said, pointing toamrdvay in the opposite
wall.

Holding the teapot under one arm, he placed a Wang lightly at her
elbow. 'Let's go then.’

'Right.' Feeling just a little breathless, she tearwith him across the hall,
making sure she avoided the gaze of anyone eldeiroom. It would be
too bad to be called away now by a teacher or qumisitive girlfriend.

Once they reached the relative safety of the corrdigldding to the kitchen
she felt more relaxed. 'Do you have a sister ab@dhere?' she asked him.

'Yes, Annie McKinnon. Sorry, | should have introddc myself.'" He
switched the teapot to his other arm and offeradhieehand. 'My name's
Reid. Reid McKinnon.'

'Hi, Reid." In an effort to suppress her mountirgiment her voice came
out rather husky and low. 'Annie's a great kid. $arah Rossiter by the
way.'

'Yes, | know. You're the famous and fabulous Schoaptain. My little
sister idolises you.'



'‘Annie's a bright spark. I've been coaching hetabating.'

'She's in excellent hands then. | must congratylateon the speech you
gave tonight. It was very, very good.'

‘Thank you." She'd been told this many times thvisnang, but to her
annoyance she felt her cheeks heat. No doubt tleey lright pink.

'Such inspiring words of wisdom from one so young.'
She rolled her eyes at him.
He grinned. 'l mean it, Sarah. You were very impings'

When they reached the kitchen, Ellen Sparks, tloé&,golonked her hands
on her hips and scowled at them. 'Do they expediomeake more tea?"

Reid beat Sarah to an answer. 'If you could maoagemore pot we'd be
extremely grateful.’

He seemed to have the same effect on Ellen théithiael on Sarah. Instant
charm. The cook pouted at him for less than fiveosds before her
resistance gave way to a cheerful smile. 'No weriieve,' she said, taking
the pot. 'It'll be ready in half a tick.’

The kitchen hands scrubbing pots at the sink smigkel giggled.

Just outside the kitchen there was a small walkeden where the cook
grew a few herbs. There were gardenia bushes tdowdnite jasmine

climbing a rickety trellis and a slatted timber tsedere the kitchen staff
liked to rest their weary legs and sneak cigarettkeen they thought the
teachers weren't looking.

'Why don't we park ourselves out here while we'agting?' Reid suggested.
Sarah could hardly believe that within scant miauté their meeting she

was sitting out here with him—in the romantic ddokneath a starry sky
and surrounded by the heady fragrance of jasmidegardenias.



In no time at all she was telling him about hersethat she was an only
child and came from a cattle property called Woang on the banks of the
Burdekin River not far out of Charters Towers-—tht played guitar,
planned to become a primary school teacher anddasiully at university
in Townsville.

And once the tea was ready Reid suggested it mead 0 drink it out in
the garden rather than lugging the heavy pot alMhy back into the hall.
Sarah hesitated, momentarily struggling againstibeal tendency to worry
about what others might expect of her. Were hegrmiaror teachers looking
for her?

But another glimpse into Reid's eyes and she tloawtion to the wind.
They poured their cups of tea and helped themsetvesilk, sugar and
biscuits from the big kitchen pantry, and took tHieast back outside to sit
for a little longer in the starlight.

Reid told her about his own boarding school days the year he'd spent
adventuring overseas in Scotland and Europe. Antbldeher about his
family's property, Southern Cross, over to themartthe Star Valley.

The conversation was exceedingly proper and safealite, but for Sarah
it was incredibly thrilling. It was more than alk flattering to receive what
appeared to be sincere and rapt attention froml@er,osuper-attractive
man.

She feared he might try to crack unfunny jokes shatwould have to laugh
at, or that he would spoil things by getting sleatgying something
on—nbut he didn't. Not once.

‘Sarah Rossiter, is that you?'

A shrill, all too familiar voice split the nightr@behind them.

Startled, Sarah spun around to see the bulky slidpthe Deputy
Headmistress silhouetted in the light of the kitckdeorway.

Oh, crumbsShe sprang guiltily to her feet. 'Yes, Miss Gresha



'‘Good heavens, girl. What on earth—?' The Depus$ped and huffed and
made a fair imitation of frothing at the mouth. "s¥hare youdoing out
here?’

Damn.Sarah knew she was about to blacken her exemgtaigol record.
Now, at the eleventh hour.

But, before she could stammer an inadequate rBelyl stepped forward.

'Miss Gresham, this is my fault. | have to confesturing Miss Rossiter
away from the hall for a well- earned cup of tea.’

'‘But—but—' the Deputy spluttered.

'‘And please allow me to congratulate you on yolgrsgid Speech Night. |
know you were entirely responsible for organisingtiran without a hitch.’

Talk about smooth¥Vithin moments Reid had enchanted Miss Gresham the
way he'd enchanted Ellen, the cook.

And, starry-eyed, Sarah tumbled heart-first in laxth him.

She saw him often over the next four years, while was at university.
They wrote to each other and they got together eten they
could—during her holidays, or whenever Reid founcgacuse to get away
from Southern Cross and to come down to Townsville.

Every time Sarah saw him she fell a little morewigan love. And she
suspected that Reid was in love with her too. Thexe plenty of evidence
of attraction whenever he kissed her. They didakenove, but things got
pretty steamy at times.

She knew why they hadn't ‘gone the whole way'. Raldl her more than

once that she was talented and had so much totb#evorld that he didn't

want to tie her down or hold her back. It was rshlmf course, but it didn't
matter how many times she protested, he insisegostie should be free to
fully enjoy university life—which included datingtter guys.



Reluctantly she accepted that there was some wisddhis and she went
out with several nice enough fellows. It was altywpleasant, but none of
the other men ever measured up to Reid.

Then, in her final year, when she came home forJilg break, Reid
telephoned to say that he was coming over to Vingathe next day, to visit
her.

In a fever of excitement, she dressed in a new plaie linen shirt and

hipster jeans and she stood waiting on the froepssof the homestead,
watching for the first cloud of dust that markee frogress of his vehicle
along the bush track.

It was a beautiful day—North Queensland at its gniest—a day of high,
wide blue skies and air as clear and sparklinghasnpagne.

When Reid drew close Sarah tore across the lawnaitéd at the front
gate, then swung it open for him. Through the dustyscreen she saw the
white flash of his smile.Oh, gosh.She was so smitten her insides
somersaulted with excitement.

He parked beneath a tamarind tree and her heattoreezy as he climbed
out. They hadn't seen each other since Easter @amndhey stood grinning
like kids on their first trip to the circus.

Reid seemed taller than she remembered—more g@gean ever. He
was wearing a dark blue T-shirt and blue jeans. ddik hair probably
needed cutting, but she rather liked it curlingitielat the ends. He looked
S0, so handsome. So sexy.

'Hi," he said, and his smile lit up his eyes, hiwie face.

Hi.'

'I'm not too late, am I? | hope | haven't held wipch.’

She shook her head. 'Mum and Dad have already,daietive packed a
picnic lunch for us to take up the river.'



'A picnic?' He looked surprised—nbut pleasantly so.

'‘Are you hungry?'

'‘Ravenous.’

'I'm afraid it will be a little while before we gétere.’

He grinned. '‘Cancel the ravenous remark. | caryeasit.'

'‘Good." She drew a hasty breath. 'Everything'syréad

She was rather proud of the way she handled hieerfatold utility truck
through the difficult terrain of Anvil Gully and Reat Creek. If Reid was
impressed by her driving he didn't say so, butdsrsed relaxed.

About half an hour later they emerged on top oigh bank on the edge of
the Burdekin River.

She felt a little nervous again as they got out BRedd stood beside her.
Would he wonder why she'd brought him so far?

Tall, broad-shouldered, strong limbed, Reid seepastiof the rugged wild
beauty of the outback. He stood with his thumbskddoosely through his
belt, looking out at the view of the wide full rivend the tall limestone cliffs
that guarded it.

From up here it was like looking out from a cak#éep. 'What do you think,
Reid?'

'It's fantastic. I've never seen this stretch efrikier before.’
Satisfied, she turned to get the picnic things ftbmback of the ute, but he
reached out with one hand and caught her waidinguier in to him. Her

heart thundered wildly as he kissed her. Then leased her and smiled.

'I've missed you, Sarah.’



'Yeah, me too.'

An exquisite shiver trembled through her as hedifa hand to touch her
face, and his eyes feasted on every detail ofdaufes. His thumb brushed
her brow, her cheek, her chin.

And then she heard a soft throaty growl and hissamere around her again,
hauling her closer, kissing her hungrily now. Backup against the side of
the ute, he pulled her against him so that heldédgthe ground and the hard
evidence of his desire jutted into her. Electrifisthe wound her arms
around his neck, returning his kisses as she cdusbeeager body against
his. A tight coil of longing wound low inside hemdher breasts grew tight
as heat pooled between her thighs.

Would this be the long awaited day? The day Reigmstd thinking of her
as a talented girl and saw that she was a passiamanhan, desperately in
love?

When he let her go her face was flushed and hesdrsilf-consciously.
'Hmm, | must have been hungrier than | thoughth&es you'd better show
me this lunch of yours.’

They were both sizzling with the heady bliss ohigealone together for the
first time in ages. Sarah could feel the chemianging between them as
they spread her tartan rug in the shade of lea®grgrquinine trees and
Burdekin plums.

She felt excited and breathlessly on edge as gbecked thick sandwiches
filled with marinated roast beef and then a macadane, mandarins and
grapes. A bottle of wine and two glasses.

'This is a feast,' Reid declared. "You've goneltd af trouble.’
'Yes." She smiled. 'I'm all out to impress you.'efhto cover her

embarrassment at being so obvious, she thrust the wottle and a
corkscrew at him. 'Here, make yourself useful.’



While they picnicked they talked about safe tofilasthe cattle muster that
Reid, his brother Kane and their father had jugsfied on Southern Cross,
about beef prices and the lasting effects of thieseason.

Alone in their remote haven of wilderness, they, lagting back on their
elbows and watching rafts of black ducks, teal pelkicans drift down the
river. The water was so clear that even from tigh bank they were able to
see the darting shadows of black bream swimming.

"You're lucky to have a spot as beautiful as thiyaur property,' Reid told
her.

'l imagine you must have some pretty views on SamatiCross, especially
from the ranges looking back across the valley.'

‘They're not bad. You should come out to our Catiledave. The view
from there is stunning.’

'I'd like that."

When they'd eaten as much as they could, Saramlegaack the picnic
things away, but before she finished she paused sadl somewhat
obliquely, 'l like Mirrabrook.'

Surprised, he stared at her.
'I'm thinking of applying for the teaching post tbeext year." She knew
Reid had been expecting her to go off to teacmmaf the big city schools

to the south.

He quickly swallowed a last mouthful of pie. 'Arewsure you want to hide
yourself away in a little one teacher school inadbéack?'

'I'm an outback girl, why shouldn't | want to gigemething back? Too
many young people are leaving the bush for the'city

'Yes, but—you—you'd have to deal with all thosdedént year levels and
there'd be no other teacher to help you find yeaet.f



Biting her lip, she looked down at the inch of wimeher glass. Was he
trying to put her off? 'It'll be a challenge, buhink | could handle it. I'm
going to be a good teacher.’

'I'll just bet you are.’

She downed the wine quickly, set the glass badkerpicnic basket, then
looked up and saw the dark colour in Reid's fate gtrong emotion in his
eyes stole her breath.

'What are your chances of getting that post if gemuested it?' he asked.
‘Nothing's guaranteed, but my good grades shoujd Been if they don't, |
can't imagine many people will be breaking theickseto teach in.
Mirrabrook.'

'l don't suppose so.'

Bravely she added, 'But | am.’

'‘Breaking your neck to be in Mirrabrook?'

She nodded shyly.

'Sarah, it would be wonderful to have you closé by.

Her heart leapt in a quicksilver of joy. 'Well.gal can hope.'

'‘And so can a guy,' he said softly.

The look in his eyes made her skin feel too tigitt ier body. "Would
you—um—Ilike something else to eat?"

'I'd like another taste of that delicious mouttyofrrs.’

'‘Come and get it,’ she said softly.



A cloud of heat rose through her, making her bddgyné with outrageous
longing. Slowly, Reid leaned towards her, suppgrtins weight on his
hands and knees. His movements were so measuredirtiseemed to
tremble with tension.

In a sensuous daze, Sarah let herself loll backsvidlicshe lay on the rug.
She tipped her head back and saw his face registgrise then a slow smile
as he lowered his mouth over hers in an upside-dos&

She had never imagined anything quite so sexy. @ly mouths touched
as they adjusted lips, teeth and tongues to ttalymew angle. They kissed
in a series of sips and nibbles and sweeping strokéheir tongues. It was
fun and yet, oh man, incredibly intimate. Their gagnmounted quickly.

Reid moved from her mouth to sample her chin. Withknees near her
head he leaned over her, kissing her throat, tedarailed on, down into the
V of her shirt opening.

Sarah's fingers flew to undo her buttons. This what she had to have.
Reid's loving. She was his. Body and soul. Shemeadly in love with him.

No other man would ever mean what he meant to iheérsae had never
given herself this way to anyone else. She wantethet Reid's. Now.
Always.

An astonishing kind of dark wildness overcame &ére needed him. And
she felt a sense of panic that perhaps what shieedamst mightn't happen.
He might stop too soon.

Perhaps Reid sensed her need, or perhaps, beedibedn waiting as long
as she had, he was desperate too. They foughetbdbthes, helped each
other to be rid of anything that prevented thenmfimeing together skin to
skin. Burning skin to burning skin.

Their kisses were fast, hot, hard. Their caresssarhe greedy, their
movements almost savage, their bodies possessad bygency that was
skyrocketing out of control.

Then, without warning, Reid pulled away, and hekembupset.



'What?' she whispered, fighting panic. "What'sittadter?"
‘This is wrong. It's too wild.'
She felt suddenly cold. 'l—I don't mind.’

'‘No, Sarah.' His face was flushed. Angry? He wagging in deep breaths
as if struggling for control. 'If we keep on likag I'll hurt you.'

'‘But | don't want you to stop. |—I want you to mdkee to me.'

Propped on one elbow beside her, he lifted her darkaway from her eyes
and traced a hand down the side of her face. His gyere heavy-lidded
with desire but he smiled just a little sadly.

He nuzzled her ear. 'Sweetheart, there's no want w stop, but let's take
this a little easier. We've got all afternoon.' @grhe pressed his lips to the
curve of her throat. 'It'll be even better slowe kissed the dip above her
collarbone. 'l want this to be special for you. Blgou any idea how special
you are, Sarah?’

She felt tears spill on to her cheeks. 'They'rephgapars,’ she hastened to
assure him. 'It's just that I've been wanting tbisso long.’

'Darling girl, so have I.' He gave a rueful litthugh. 'That's another reason
why | want to take it slowly, otherwise it'll bd alver before we get properly
started.’ With the pad of his thumb he wiped thiegah of her tears.

And then he began to kiss her again, slowly, loyinghile his hands traced
her skin with a feather- light touch.

Later, she knew that he'd given her a beautiftl Giery girl deserved to be
made love to for the first time the way Reid madeel on that sweet
afternoon, with the background hum of bees in neavhttle and mild
winter sunshine spilling through overhead tree tnas.

She cried whenever she thought about it.



She was crying now, all these years later, curfeshuner chair in the study,
clasping the old school programme to her heart.

Oh, Reid, what went wrong?

Tears streamed down her cheeks as she thoughtavthat followed—that
wonderful first year after she'd come to teach irdbrook, when she and
Reid were blissfully in love and her world had bgenfect.

Throw the programme away. You've got to move onv&got to forget.

But she couldn't do it. Not yet. She'd throw it snahthe end of term when it
was time to leave. It would be easier then to igedireverything in one fell
SWoop.

Without bothering to dry her damp cheeks, she piake the drawing pin,
stuck it through the hole in the paper and pinthedck on the wall. And felt
guilty for being so weak.



CHAPTER THREE

WHEN Annie McKinnon came home to Southern Cross to gneefior her
wedding she brought her best friend, Melissa, whould/ be her chief
bridesmaid.

For Reid it was like a breath of fresh air to hhisesister home again. He'd
been rattling about Southern Cross on his own dorlong and he was
looking forward to having Annie dashing about, @mepg for her wedding.

And he knew he would enjoy having a house full edding guests. This
homestead was built to take a crowd.

Nevertheless, after months of solitary bachelorhdddok a little adjusting
to get used to having two excited young women ehiatj non-stop.

'l wonder who wrote this?' Melissa asked one ewgrsaoon after they
arrived.

Reid looked up from th€attlemen's Journdie was reading. 'Wrote what?"
She held up the latest edition of t@rabrook Starthat had come that day
with the mail drop. 'Someone who calls herself Egdhas sent a Dear

Auntie letter to your local paper.’

'What's it about?' asked Annie, who was curledhmngofa with a bridal
magazine.

‘Listen," said Melissa. 'I'll read it to you.'

Reid groaned. 'Do you have to?'

'Of course she does, Reid.'

He should have known he'd get no sympathy from &nAiter spending

several months in Italy with her fiance his sistad changed in many ways,
but she was as interested in local gossip as skeldbeen. Trying to guess



which of the locals had submitted letters to therggaunt column had
always been one of her favourite pastimes.

Now she rolled her eyes at him. 'Don't be a spoitsp
Melissa looked from sister to brother, waiting éodecision.
Reid relented. 'Oh, go on then. Read the lettgouf must.’

'‘Okay, this is Fed Up's problem.' Melissa clearedthroat. "'I've been in
love with a man for many years, and although | kii@nvonce had strong
feelings for me, he only offers me friendship nd¥e's a wonderful man
and has been a very good friend, a best friendyrdalit | can't remain
content with friendship alone.

"He never told me why he changed his mind. As fat know he doesn't
have another woman, but do you agree that 'mdbdb hang around year
after year hoping he might fall in love with me ad’

Melissa grinned as she looked up at them. 'Doesesdily need to ask?
What a loser. Anyone you know fit that description?

Silent seconds later, Melissa frowned. '‘Annie, véhiie matter?"

Reid didn't hear Annie's reply. He'd jumped tofeist so quickly his chair
made a sharp scrape on the polished timber floodso&8ut he did hear
Annie's worried question. 'Reid, are you okay?'

Of course he wasn't okay. His chest was squeezrtgglktly he couldn't
breathe. 'l—I just remembered |I—I forgot sometHingnoring his little
sister's sweet look of concern, he turned abruptlystrode out of the room
and down the passage to the back veranda. Outedgdammed the back
door and sagged back against it, his heart thumgleri

Sarah must have written that letter. It couldn'abgone else. He dragged in
a deep breath, trying to calm down. Maybe it wasert She wouldn't want
to expose her problem in a public forum, would she?



But it was pointless to speculate. Deep down hevithe writer was Sarah.
The poor girl had been driven to consult an agomyt @and Annie had
guessed. After his pathetic reaction Melissa wputtbably guess too. How
many others in the district would guess?

Heaving away from the door, he lurched across #randa to the railing
and stood with his hands thrust in his pocketsjingaout at the horse
paddock. He should have found a way to set Saeshlding before this.

Horrified, he sank on to the back step and stargdnio the silent bush.
Clouds drifted across a new moon, a thin fingerogdilver, and above the
ragged black silhouette of gumtrees the night $&gmged a cool gunmetal
grey. Down by the creek a curlew called a long mauddament.

And Reid wrestled with his despair.

The inevitable day had arrived. The day he'd beeaing and dreading.
The day Sarah reached the end of her patience.séeryshe would want to
end their friendship completely. And she had eveglyt to do so. For her
own sake, she should have done it long ago.

But, God help him, how could he bear to lose her?

To his horror, he felt his lips tremble. Tears #temed. He shook himself,

trying to get a grip, but he felt as lost and winett now as he had when this
nightmare situation had first begun, when he'd Heesed to abdicate his

role as her lover.

It had damn near killed him to hurt the woman heeth but in the black
days after his father died everything in his wdrédl turned upside-down. It
had been the worst, the very worst time of hisifes dark night of the
soul.

As he sat in the dark now, Reid wished as he'dedsdo many times in the
past six years that he could turn to Cob McKinnamaldvice. The man had
been so much more than simply his father. Reiddwaiced up to Cob as his
hero and he'd loved him as a very special friefny¥ been best mates.



Cob had been a strong man, a tough Scot moulded tewgher by the
unforgiving Australian outback.

Among the cattlemen in the Star Valley he had lzbnired as a leader and
Reid had grown up idolising him.

No one in his family had realised quite how devasté&reid was when Cob
McKinnon died suddenly.

Reid had been away on a muster in the back coantiywhen word came
through that his father was gravely ill he'd madeckless dash for home,
riding hard through the night, but he'd been tee.la

The worst of it had been that he couldn't give wathe pain that ravaged
him; his family had needed him to be strong. Higshreohad turned to him
for help to organize the funeral and to deal wit $olicitors and the will.

And Annie and Kane had looked to him for strengih. tAlthough he and
Kane were twins, his brother had always deferrddeml's leadership. And
so a huge burden had seemed to fall on him at é¢hg moment he most
longed for his father's guidance.

Somehow he had got through it.
But then, things had got worse.

One evening, about a week after his father's funkeimmother had found
him sitting out here on this veranda.

Everything from that night was etched into Reidam He could remember
each detail—the oppressive heat that had beenihgifdl day; the storm

threatening but never quite breaking; the smellisfmother's favourite tea
rose oil, cloying on such a hot night; the creakhefold timber floorboards
as she crossed the veranda to stand beside him.

'Mind if | join you?' she asked.



'‘No, of course not." He jumped up and offered herrmore comfortable
squatter's chair while he dragged a cane chaiecfos himself.

Once she was settled, she said, 'There's somdthe®y to explain to you,
Reid.' She paused, as if it was difficult to con&n'Cob was hoping to talk
to you before he died. Poor man, he tried to hangde was most anxious
to tell you this. But he—he ran out of time."

Reid thought his father had wanted to explain hHosirtcattle business was
to be organised now— whether he and Kane wouldnbeisted with the
running of it, or whether Cob had wanted to appaintanager from outside
the family.

But when Jessie paused again, for an even longer he felt a twinge of
anxiety. She leaned forward, her elbows restingarknees and her hands
clasped together, her head bowed.

Good Lord, was she praying?

Alarm tightened his guts. 'Mum, are you okay?"

'‘Not really." She stared straight ahead. 'Oh hegvReid, I'm so sorry. We
should have told you this years ago.’

"Told mewhat?'

He stared at her and saw the tension in her prefiler tightly drawn in
mouth, her hunched body. 'For God's sake, Mum, vght?'

'It's—about when you were born.'

The blast of shock hit him in the face as surelif he'd received a king hit.
His heart lurched painfully. Fine hairs rose onlibek of his neck. What the
hell was this about? His mind raced, trying to drupnpossibilities, when
Jessie spoke again.



She shifted uneasily. 'I'm sure I've mentioned teefloat my sister Flora and
| both lived in Mirrabrook before | was married. \Werked in the bank and
we had a little house in town.'

He nodded, wanting to yell at her to stop beatimgua the bushGet on with
it. What happened when | was born?

She sighed. 'As you know, | fell pregnant very safiar | was married.’
‘Yeah. With twins. Kane and me.’

'No, darling.' Her voice was excessively careful.

Reid stared at her.

'l wasn't carrying twins.'

Oh, God, Mum, no.

In the moonlight her distressed face gleamed whitébr the first time in
his life he wanted to shake her.

'What are you saying?'

As if she hadn't heard him, or because she coudtbptnow, Jessie hurried
on. 'Flora went away to Brisbane soon after | wasrimd and she didn't
come back until | was almost ready to give birttheit she did, she brought
a little baby with her.'

'No." Reid collapsed forward, clasping his healdisthands. This was crazy,
like some kind of stupid daytime soap opera. HeAkméat was coming as

surely as if he'd written the script. Jerking headtl upright again, he dragged
in a huge gulping breath. "You're telling me | wlaes baby, aren't you?"

'Yes, dear.'

Oh, God. His parents weren't his parents. Thisw@se than anything he
could have imagined. An awful sense of alienatiescgénded. He felt cut



off from the woman beside him. He stared at higlsas if he'd never seen
them before. Who the hell was he?

How was a man supposed to come to grips with timd kf news. Why

now? Why hadn't Cob and Jessie told him this wheewds little? Couldn't
they have fed him that stuff people dole out topaeld kids about what a
special guy he was and how they picked him out imxaéhey loved him?
At least he would have known all along that he waheirs.

Hell, his whole life had been a lie. As a kid hewhned himself into
thinking he looked like his father. And he and Kdrael spent their whole
lives thinking they were twins.

The fact that he wasn't even a McKinnon was maaa tie could bear.
He rounded on Jessie. 'Why did you leave it so demgto tell me?’
'We—I was worried that you would want to ask toongnguestions.’

‘Sure as hell | have questions. Starting with hadvicend up here? With
you?'He hurled the question at her and the venom iejentito'you’ was
intentional. He was angry. Bloody angry. He warttethsh out.

Her hand fluttered to her mouth and she pressaghiinst her lips as if she
wished she could keep them closed for ever. 'Pwakvas in a terrible
state, Reid, on the verge of a nervous breakdomthshe begged me to take
her baby.'

Poor Flora...He didn't want another mother. He most definithn't want
her to be the Aunt Flora he'd visited briefly ino8and during his year
abroad. His time with her had been uncomfortablgfland strained and
he'd come away with the distinct impression thatdshesented his intrusion
into her life. 'What was the matter wigloor Flora?'

Jessie's response was a sharp intake of breath.



Reid glared at her without sympathy. 'You'd bet&édr me. You've done
enough damage keeping these choice bits of newsuiself for so long.
No need to spare me now. | want the lot.’

"You won't like it, Reid.’

'Don't let that stop you.'

'‘Darling, I'm so sorry. 1 know this is terrible fgou. | didn't want to tell you
any of this. I—I've chosen the wrong time.'

Damn right she had. They were both too raw witlefgto handle this
encounter in a civilised manner, but it was toe latstop now.

Reid's jaw clenched. 'What was the matter with myth\Wlora? Why did
she have to give me away?'

'She'd been raped.’
Raped?

Jessie said the word so quietly he almost didmit heabove the turmoil of
his own thoughts.

But he did hear itRapedt hit him like a sniper's bullet, scorching thgtu
his blood till it found its mark, smack in the cenof his heart. He couldn't
think. Just heard that one word screaming overamt and over in his
head.Raped, raped, raped.

He was the son of a rapist.

A dreadful wailing groan spilled into the night awith a shock he realised
the noise was coming from him.

Cursing violently, he sprang out of the chair atmairaed down the veranda.
He was the son of a rapist. He smashed his figtanteranda post.



Hell. No wonder Flora hadn't wanted to see him. @hkst have taken one
look at him and seen the image of the man who'lhtéd her.

'Reid, darling.’

Dimly he was aware of the voice trailing somewhee@ind him. Jessie's
voice. The mother who wasn't his mother. But whathell? It didn't matter
much who his mother was when he carried the bldoa m@pist. He had
tainted blood in his veins. In his heart. In hisgg His seed.

Oh, God—

'Sarah.'

Her name broke from his lips on a tortured sobiston of her swam before
him and he felt suddenly filthy inside. He saw ®a&dovely oval face
framed by her long black hair, saw her warm, fudiutin, her light blue eyes,
shining with love for himFor him.He saw her slender long-limbed body,
her divine tip- tilted breasts.

His girl. His gaze dropped to his hands. He'd tedcher with these hands.
Unworthy hands. He'd done more than that.

For four years he'd been courting her. She wasidaal of womanly
perfection. He adored her.

On his last trip to the city, just before his fathadeath, he'd bought an
engagement ring and very soon, when his family wes® overwhelmed
with grief, he was planning to propose to her.

But now...The father he'd loved and buried and grieved fasnit his father.
Had never been his father.

His father was a rapist.
Reid carried bad seed.

How in God's name could he ever marry Sarah now?



No! This had to be a nightmare. 'Tell me this isni¢frhe cried, slamming
his hand into the post again.

'Oh, Reid, if only I could.’

Tears blinded him. Angrily he dragged an arm overféce.
'‘Can | get you something? Would you like a drinkjd?"
'‘No, | don't want a drink."

'Hush, dear, don't wake the others.’

'l want facts," he hissed. 'l want to know thehriwhere did this happen?
Who was this mongrel and where is he now?’

She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. 'fanaf can't tell you much.
Flora would never talk about it. It was as if stael bblocked it all from her
mind. But we've always assumed that the—um—culpas an itinerant
stockman who'd been hanging around town.’

She paused and let out a long sigh. 'He was a hgsty'm afraid. He tried

twice to break into our cottage. Eventually the slirook police sergeant
ran him out of town, but later he was convictedrafing a woman in

Quilpie.!

A wave of nausea rose from Reid's stomach to higtiméie wiped his lips
with the back of his hand. 'Is he still in jail?’

'‘Apparently he died in prison a couple of years.'ago
He exhaled slowly.

For a long, black stretch of silence they stoodristy out into the night.
Then, 'Reid, | don't think we should tell Kane arme about this.’

'Of course we shouldn't.'



'Flora didn't want anyone to know.'
'‘Believe me, I'm not planning to spread the goodsie
'So | can trust you to keep it a secret?"

'Hell, yeah.' He let out a deeply unhappy sigh. étbran ever he missed
Cob McKinnon. Somehow he was sure this news woalg lbroken over
him more easily coming from the old man.

As if reading his mind, Jessie said, '‘Darling, Cmled you. He loved you
like—'

'Don't!! Tears came again, breaking up his voickeashouted at her. 'Don't
you dare try to tell me Cob McKinnon loved me lkeson. Damn it, Was
his son.'

The tears coursed down his face as he stumbled tlosvaeranda, away
from her, consumed by grief and black-hearted hmorro

In the weeks that followed he'd longed to talk dbbwith Sarah. God
knew, it would have been helpful to share the homdth someone,
especially if that someone was the woman he loted. he'd promised
Jessie he'd keep quiet and, besides, he knew hal &auld react.

She would insist that his bad blood didn't mattieat she would love him
anyway. But he couldn't ask her to marry him.

Not now that he knew the evil he carried within hifhere was no way he
would ever permit himself to father a child anddoaildn't ask a lovely,
healthy, almost certainly fertile young woman twegiup her right to
motherhood. Sarah loved children.

She was a wonderful teacher and she would be aniagnanother. If he'd
asked her to make such a sacrifice, she might tame so willingly in the
first flush of young love and then come to resent &fter a time.



Which wouldn't be much different from how she falfout him now, he
admitted with a soft despairing sigh.

But he'd had another, less noble reason for rem@asilent. He'd never been
able to bring himself to tell her the truth becahsecouldn't bear to see the
shocked revulsion in her lovely eyes.

But now he knew he'd been selfish. He should hazdema cleaner break
with her years ago. It would have been kinder teehaeen cruel then. He
should have told her lies, hurt her, said somethamythingthat sent her
packing.

Most certainly he should never have come back tg bHering her
friendship, and knowing damn well there was evemgance she would
accept it.

Poor girl. How desperate she must be feeling teehawmed to an agony
aunt—although he had to admit that on the odd dacase'd read the
column he'd always found her advice surprisinglyesand balanced.
What had she advised Sarah?

Curious suddenly, and feeling calmer now, he too#leap breath and
headed back into the house to check the paper.

There was no sign of Annie or Melissa in the loungem or the kitchen.
They'd finished their coffee and had washed theaigsnand left them to
drain.

His half-finished drink had been placed in the mveave.

There was no sign of the newspaper.

Frowning, he scanned the kitchen, searching tdaf #gead been folded and

put somewhere—on a kitchen bench perhaps, or ooftibye refrigerator—
in the waste paper basket. But it wasn't there.



It wasn't in the lounge room either. He lifted gveushion, went right
through the magazine rack and even got down onshand knees to look
under the sofa.

Damn it, Annie had probably wanted to spare him dnyther
embarrassment. No doubt she'd discreetly hiddempaper away, but he
needed to know what the agony aunt had said. Hechiadow what Sarah

would do next.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE office of theMirrabrook Starwas only four doors from Sarah's school
and she sometimes dropped in to visit Ned in tte@dons to share coffee
and gossip. A couple of years ago she'd convingedhat he should print a
monthly ‘school column' in th8tar, showcasing writing by her pupils—a
poem or a little story or a book review.

It had paid off all round. Not only had there baesmall but pleasing bump
in Ned's sales in the first week of every montht, the lure of being a
published writer had worked like a charm on herilsugEven the most

reluctant little wordsmiths now strove to produbeit very best work.

There was nothing quite so exciting for the chitdocé Mirrabrook as the

glory of seeing their work printed in tistar.

Today, as Sarah pushed open the door to the timyngraoom outside
Ned's office, she planned to drop off this mondifering but there was
someone inside, talking to Ned.

'l was wondering if | could grab a spare copy @ theek'sStar?'she heard
a familiar voice say. 'The newsagents have solcandtAnnie burned our
copy at home.'

Her heart began a fretful tattoo. The mere souriRleddi's voice sent flashes
shooting through heFool. She mustn't let him affect her this way.

She should leave now. Go home, so she avoidedgskiEm
Fat chance. Her feet were glued to the floor.

'Don't tell me Annie's tossed the paper out alr@ablied's voice sounded
affronted.

'It was an accident. She put it in the rubbish lstake.'

Ned chuckled. 'l must say I'm chuffed to think tha little rag is such
prime reading that you had to come all the way taten especially, Reid.’



'l—er—had other business.'

Sarah recognised the squeak of Ned's chair. SHd pature him moving
away from his desk to a bundle of papers on ther fio the corner of the
office and extracting one for Reid. 'Here you gaten Was there anything
in there you were particularly keen to see?'

'‘Ah—the cattle sale prices.'

Sarah knew he was lying. Her mind whirled. Was Reidting down this
week's paper because of her letter? She'd beenchbpiwouldn't read the
column.

After years of handing out advice to others, sh@nhaeen able to resist
putting her own dilemma down on paper. And shehdbthe process
helpful. It put a little distance between herselfl adhe whole situation with
Reid.

At first, she'd had no intention of actually publigg her letter and her reply.
But then it occurred to her that it might providsemse of closure on her life
with Reid. With luck, after taking her own good &y she would be
completely free.

But now...

Why was Reid here? Why was he so anxious to reapaper? And what on
earth was she doing, waiting here? Any moment newyduld—

'Sarah!'

Oh, help! She came to her senses too late. Reichingady striding out of
Ned's office and he looked startled to see heupset as she felt.

Her heart took off the way it always did when she $iim. 'R-Reid, fancy
meeting you here.’



He seemed flustered and folded the paper in haftacked it under one
arm, as if he hoped she couldn't guess what it \Masv are you?' he asked
and he stared at her anxiously.

Struggling for control, she waved an A4 page. fim. | was just dropping
off this month's literary masterpiece.’

'Right." A corner of his mouth quirked as if heettito smile but couldn't
quite manage it. 'ls that something written by ohgour pupils?’

'Yes—a poem by Danny Tait.'
He nodded and his eyes gleamed with a puzzlinghfitess.

She considered challenging him about his reasaorfaing into town, but
Ned's voice boomed through the wall. 'Is that youtbere, Sarah?

Reid stepped out of the office doorway to allow hecess.

'Excuse me, Reid. Grateful for the reprieve, sigpst past him, holding
her breath in an unsuccessful effort to preventtitigling awareness that
always pinpricked her skin when she was this clogem.

Ned grinned when he saw her. 'Hi, what literary deme you brought me
this month?’

She handed him the sheet. 'A rather cute littlarpoe

He glanced at the page and read the titlevish | had a decent dog.'
Chuckling, he read further and gave a hoot of léerghit's a little ripper.
You've sure got a knack with these kids, Saraheel sorry for your
replacement. It'll be damn hard to fill your shoes.

'‘Ned," she whispered, cocking her heard towardsatiteroom where she
feared Reid had lingered. 'That was confidenti&drmation." She hadn't
wanted word that she was leaving to leak out tnatilofficial transfer came
through and she could be quite certain she waslacgoing.



'‘Oops, sorry love.'

She glanced towards the doorway and saw the eledigitadow of Reid's
head and shoulders.

'Reid won't tell anyone, will you. Reid?' calledd\ieaising his voice.
Grim-faced, Reid reappeared in the doorway. 'What'wl tell anyone?'
Oh, good grief, thought Sarah. This was ridiculous.

'Nothing," she snapped. "Bye, Ned. Gotta dash.' fdhveed out of the
office.

Once again Reid had to step out of her way.

"Bye, Reid.'

'Not so fast.' Reid's hand shot out to captureshmw. His touch electrified
her. What was wrong with her? She was supposec tover this man.
Without meeting his gaze, she stood very still aneld to ignore the
pressure of his hand on her arm.

'Let's go outside,' he said.

Mutely she allowed him to usher her on to the fatt@nd then she risked a
glance his way and saw stark tension in his eydsratine tight, hard line of
his mouth.

‘Are you really leaving town?' he asked her.

'l hope so. I've applied for a transfer.’

He looked away and she saw a small spasm in heka®ea muscle jerked.

Her vision misted. Damn. She blinked hard. 'ltisetil moved on.'

'Yes, | suppose itis.’



This conversation was always going to be hard,tbunis even harder on
the footpath with people who knew them driving past waving. 'Would
you like to come to my place for a cuppa?' shechbk®.

He seemed to be concentrating way off in the dtstaand took an
uncomfortably long time to respond, but then heegaMittle shake and
turned back to her with a small smile. Thanksapgpreciate that.'

It was only a short walk to her cottage. Reid setode absorbed with his
own thoughts as she opened the door and he foll®wedhrough to the
kitchen where she boiled water in a jug, scoopaddaves into a pot and
found two mugs. His silence was a blessing realg wasn't sure how she
would handle this conversation.

When the tea was ready they took their mugs othddittle back veranda
overlooking the grassy schoolyard and as theyeskitl deep cane chairs
Reid's attention seemed to be captured once agdhirtys in the distance.

Then he said without looking at her, "You wrotetdr to the agony aunt.’

'Yes." There seemed to be no point in denyinglihoagh she had no
intention of telling him that she'd also writteretAnswer to that letter.

'‘And what did she advise you? To leave town?'

'Haven't you read the reply?' Sarah glanced baoklire house. Through an
open window she could see the kitchen table anébttled newspaper he'd
left there.

'Not yet. | was about to, but you showed up.' Hizegseemed to be focused
on the row of wattle trees at the far end of tHeostyard. "What did she tell
you, Sarah?'

She took a deep breath. 'lIt was exactly as yolready guessed. She said |
should go away." Emotion filled her throat and stvallowed. 'l think her
actual words were—if the situation | described basn dragging on for so
many years it's time to do myself and the man estjan a favour. | should
get out of the picture.’



Had he nodded? She couldn't be sure. But at leasth listening. 'She also
said that if this man really loved me, my absendéghimstartle him into
action.'

To her horror Reid winced and closed his eyes. Tteestood abruptly and
crossed to the veranda rail.

Sarah pressed her lips together and drew anothetingadeep breath
through her nose. 'Don't worry," she said. 'l kribat isn't going to happen.’

He stood sphinx still with his back to her, staraigead with long distance
eyes. 'Anything else?' he asked so faintly shedcbatdly hear it.

This was so scary. Like tiptoeing through a fiefchimlden landmines. She
and Reid were not making progress. They were shiliting around the

edges of a painful conversation that should haen lmver and done with
years ago. Reid was as remote and unreachablecased Sarah wasn't
sure she was brave enough to continue this terchdeade.

But it was the only way. Distressing as it was, sb@ldn't back down now.
She drank some tea, then set the cup down, rosdysio her feet and
stepped towards the veranda railing.

In the sky high above the schoolyard squawking nesgwere mobbing a
wedgetail eagle, chasing it away from their nestd their harsh cries
corrupted the peacefulness of the afternoon.

Watching them, Sarah said, 'The agony aunt madeenyegood point. She
said there's a chance that this man is well awhew | feel but has been
too kind to tell me straight out that he's not iested.'

When he didn't respond she wanted to shake hire. &&o suggested the
possibility that he might be gay.’

'‘Gay?' His head jerked sideways and he stared rathiiee expression
incredulous.

'Yes, well, | didn't take much notice of that.'



Reid grimaced. 'At least this aunt gave you healgwrough analysis.'

She nodded. 'She wrapped up with a gentle inquirpavhether the man
was my first lover because— because—because iS&e-stopped and bit
her lip. 'Because it's always hardest to get ovestlove.'

She couldn't tell if the soft sound that broke frtwm was a groan of
impatience or of despair, but she rushed on. 'Shkitss time to move on
and to start a new life. Once I'm away from Stalté¥d'll make new friends
and meet new men. She's confident that in no tiileelheart whole again.’

A little breeze rushed towards them, rustling tlgtouhe treetops and
skimming over the grassy schoolyard. It played @#trah's long dark hair
and lifted Reid's shirt collar, making it flap agsii his neck.

'She's given you good advice, hasn't she?'

'Sure,’ she said flatly. 'It's the same advice gaxe me.’

'Me?' He looked startled.

'You told me once before that | should stretch nrygs, remember?’

'‘Ah, yes.' He nodded. 'When you went to Canadaaitéaching exchange.'
'Yes.' Three years ago he'd suggested she shaviel @nd discover the
world beyond North Queensland. At the time she&hlterribly upset that
he could be so casual about sending her away. Altoaspite Reid, she'd
gone away for a whole year.

And in her attempt to forget him she'd flirted wittarming young Canadian
men and she'd even had one serious boyfriend} iue &nd of twelve long
months abroad she'd come rushing back to Mirrabr@ulity to discover
that nothing had changed, except that her pupile weyear older, or had

moved on to high school.

'l should have stayed away then,' she said. 'ltavasstake to come back
here.'



He grasped the veranda rail so fiercely his knigcldeowed white. His
throat worked, and he seemed to be waging an ipeitle. He turned and
his eyes met hers. At the sight of the bleak déisolan those silvery depths
she almost wept.

'I'm so sorry, Sarah.’
Oh, Reid.
His confession broke her heart.

' know I've let you down badly." His eyes shimneeneith a hint of
moisture; his voice was rough with tension. 'Yoseatged so much more.’

He looked so desolate she wanted to fling her aamaand him, but she
didn't dare. Nevertheless she felt compelled tsaot@him. "'You can't help
it if you— you fell out of love with me." She wa®mbling. 'In my head |

knew that people fall out of love, but | guess—in neart | never accepted
it.'

Heaven help her, even as she said this she wiafostish enough to hope
that Reid might deny it. She still clung to theigilon that her instincts had
been right, that hdid love her.

Now was his chance to be honest.

He turned to her and she saw pain in his eyes tankl @guish twisting his
features. 'You understand now, don't you, Sarah?PkRnow that | can't love
you?'

Oh, God, there it was. The end of her wollatan't love youReid had
actually said the terrible words.

Her knees almost buckled beneath her. Her eyeedfilvith hot,
embarrassing tears. No, she didn't understand.iVgassible to die? Right
then?



The afternoon seemed to grow suddenly dark andvdhexl the earth to
crack open and to swallow her whole. Anything woblel better than
standing here while Reid McKinnon finally admittét he did not, could
never love her.

How could he do this to her? Why had she set Hemgefor this ultimate
humiliation? How silly to have remained here, damgbn a fragile lifeline
of hope for so long.

At this very moment she hated him.

As if to justify his cruelty, Reid said, 'l told yoyears ago that we shouldn't
be more than friends. You know there can't beaticgiship, Sarah.’

Struggling for dignity, she felt an urge to figladk. 'Oh, yes, that was what
you said, Reid. But how can | be sure you're speptie truth when | see
the way you look at me—when—when y-your guard's mi@w

He stood rock-still before her. His face paled andremor shuddered
through him as if something deep inside had fractuBut when he spoke
his voice was ice-cool and certain. 'It's the tr@&arah. You've been wasting
your time here. I'm sorry if you thought | was dabie.’

Wasting her time? A terrible anger took hold of.iéow dared he speak to
her this way? Now, after all this time.

She was livid. Furious. She wanted to beat him wahfists and yell at him
like a shrew.

But somehow, from some inner strength she hadmwwhknshe had, she
managed to rein in her anger and to speak withssecg dignity. 'l certainly
haven't wasted my time. I've had a rewarding arfilling career. If
anyone's wasted time, Reid McKinnon, it's you.'

Now his eyes were cold. They flickered over hereorieerhaps we've said
enough.’



Then, while she watched in breathless disbeli&f,ity changeling who'd
replaced the warm Reid McKinnon she knew strodeyawan her across
the veranda and back through her house. Obtudebhecould think was
that he hadn't thanked her for the tea. Reid waaya excessively polite.

She was so distraught she felt mercifully numb. &hedn't bring herself to
follow him. She leaned against the railing, listento the hard ring of his
riding boots on the timber floor as he marchedugtoher little house.

It was only after she heard the front door open thed close behind him
that she moved. In a daze of horror she flew thnahg house to the front
room. Fool that she was, she still wanted to tertoerself by watching
through the window as Reid walked away—down theestto his parked
utility truck.

But her poor heart shattered when she saw hirti.asther front steps, his
face buried in his hands...his shoulders hunchddshaking.

Oh, dear heaver®h, dear GodSurely he wasn't crying?

Her hands flew to cover her mouth. Agonised sobs o her throat and she
almost ran to the door. But suddenly Reid straiggdeabruptly. Jumping

down the few remaining steps, he hurried down twetgath, vaulted her

front gate and strode off down the street.

Drowning in a whirlpool of confusion and despaiheswatched as he
reached his truck, hauled the driver's door opehsavung his long body
inside. Then the door slammed shut and, withouackWward glance, he
drove away.

Reid couldn't sleep.

Desolation rampaged through him and gnawed ankides. Whenever he
closed his eyes he saw Sarah.



And he didn't have the strength to hold tormentifayights of her at bay. He
was powerless to stop the flood of images...

Images that that had never left him...of Sarahisnanms...in his bed. She
haunted him with maddening, teasing fantasies. dgtddcremember every
intimate detail of the precious days and nighty'thehared in that halcyon
time before Jessie McKinnon's shocking revelations.

Now he burned as memories stormed him. He neededt® Sarah's sweet
pink mouth again, needed to run his tongue overstiay, pouting lower lip
of hers. He ached with the memory of her slendelybble longed to feel
the weight of her breasts in his hands, to crushust and lovely curves
beneath him, to lose himself in her.

Instead, she was lost to him...because of theafins father.
And she'd been such an innocent, trusting girl wthey had met.

He'd had no warning that at the ripe age of twefmg- his world would be
rocked by a schoolgirl, but from the moment Saratl Walked on to that
Speech Night stage to deliver her School Captaiitkess she'd captured
his rapt attention.

He'd been electrified. His boredom had vanishezhimstant. He'd stopped
leafing through the programme and watched herstoead.

Afterwards, he'd tried to pinpoint exactly what hadgered that first
emotional wallop that deprived him of oxygen. Heaver experienced such
a reaction to a girl.

The way she'd looked had been part of it—tall dadder with sleek black
hair and dancing light blue eyes and the most kissaouth he'd ever seen.

But right from the first he'd detected her innediaace too, a natural
confidence that seemed to shine from within whem shiled out at her
audience.



And then she'd begun her speech and his interdsivinshe'd looked had
been eclipsed by his fascination with her voice laedmessage.

He could still remember parts of that speech, hbaidsissued a word of
warning to her fellow students who, like her, wab®ut to head off into the
world full of bright hope.

'l don't pretend to be wise,' she'd told them. 'Bo¢ thing I've learned
during the seventeen years I've been on this plarteiat we must expect
pitfalls along the way. There will be times whenrogoals seem
unreachable.’

Oh, God, how prophetic her words had been.

What had he done to that bright young woman? Haldheever have given
in to his urge to meet her that night. He shouldehat her go then.

Instead he'd become her major pitfall.

Instead of letting her march away from him, instedending her out into
the world where she could make her mark and forgelleant career, he'd
lured her into the outback with promises he'd né&eem able to keep.

At the time she'd reminded her fellow schoolgifisiow gutsy they'd been
when they were very young—when they were firstriesg to walk.

'If we could get up, dust ourselves off and stgdiawhen we were only one
year old, we will be able to do it now as we stuenblir way through the
challenges of adulthood,' she'd told them.

But he'd given the poor woman one stumbling bl@ckrhany.

With an angry cry he leapt from the bed and staadirgy through the
window into the dark, brooding, silent bush. Thess so much about Sarah
that he would miss. Once she left Mirrabrook alteat would be cut off.
He would lose touch with her kind and courageousrthder quick and
clever mind, her calm and wise spirit.



He damn near worshipped the woman.

And today he'd looked into her soft blue eyes and her what he should
have told her years ago, that he could never leve h

But the lie had cost him dearly. Damn it, he migéver sleep again.

He had to remember that his task now was to focuSarah's happiness.
Once she left she would be free of him. She woaldlie to marry and have
a child of her own. She would be the perfect methafra child he could
never father.

Enough! He began to prowl restlessly through the midnidgut<
homestead. Clouds covered the moon, but the hoaseavfamiliar to him
that he could find his way easily in the inky blaeks. His bare feet made no
sound.

When he reached the kitchen he decided againsg uke electric light

which might wake Annie and Melissa and found theofange candle that
the girls had left sitting in a saucer on the table lit it and by its gentle
light he made a cup of tea.

According to Annie, the aroma of citrus and vaniMafting from the candle
was supposed to be calming. Not tonight. In hidiftsand boxer shorts, he
paced the room, taking fretful gulps of tea. Andtbkel himself for the
thousandth time that he'd done the right thingyoétehad been vital to tell
Sarah that he couldn't love her. He had to helptthv@nake that absolute
break.

Once she got over her hurt she would be able termayto make a new life.
He had absolutely no right to hold her back froat thie. She deserved and
needed a good and steady man, a man who would tmargnd make her
happy and become the father of her children.

A groan escaped him. How could he bear it? Whenefhle would still be
here, forever missing her.



He'd thought he'd come to terms with a passionéegstence and an
essentially lonely life, but until now Sarah hawvays been there in the
background.

Now he saw a picture of himself growing old hertar®. Hell, he was only
in his mid thirties, so he had a long time to guing out the empty decades
through his forties and fifties and sixties... vwang Kane and Charity and
Annie and Theo all happily married and raising fizesi

Just yesterday a jubilant Kane had rung from Ldaewns with the news
that he and Charity were expecting their first baby

Another groan burst from him and he knew he haddp thinking this way,
had to get a grip. He hated feeling maudlin; he matime for people who
moped around feeling sorry for themselves, butmghwv he couldn't get his
head past the scary desolation and emptiness inside

'l thought | heard noises out here.'

Reid whirled around to find Annie coming into tle@m, wearing amazing
lime silk pyjamas.

She peered at him in the subdued light. '‘Are yaaypReid?'

‘Yeah, I'm fine.'

"You don't look fine." Flopping on to a kitchen chahe ran her hands
through her sleep-tumbled hair, then hooked oné dpoon the chair and
hugged her knee. By candlelight she appeared inippssoung, like the
little sister he used to tease.

"You looked dreadful at dinner this evening,' shie.s

When he shrugged she smiled at him. 'This conversapunds like a

reversal of the one you had with me last summemwheas breaking my
heart over Theo.'



'‘Course it's not. | don't have a broken heart. Oget' carried away, Annie. |
don't need counselling from my baby sister.’

'‘But you can't pretend that you're not upset.’'

He grimaced. 'I'm fine. Forget it and go back td.béou're going to be a
bride in a few weeks' time and you need your besleigp.'

Ignoring this she said, 'l know that agony aurielah yesterday's paper was
from Sarah Rossiter.'

At the sound of Sarah's name he stiffened. 'Whatwias?'
‘This man she talked about. He was you, wasn't he?"
Without answering he resumed pacing.

'l know it's upsetting you, Reid. You were so maadna for burning that
paper and you went tearing off into town.'

‘The two things aren't connected. You're jumpingdoclusions.’

'l don't think so, big brother." Annie's voice vgadt, laced with concern. 'It's
always been obvious that there was something betwea and Sarah.
You've pretended to be "just friends" but, well—wniv's clear that Sarah
has wanted a whole lot more and I—I can't helpkiiig you do too.'

He stopped pacing to glare at her. 'Give it a nAssiie.'
'I'm not sure that | should give it a miss. Actyall think I've been
overlooking too much. Both Kane and | have beencaoght up with

ourselves we haven't been looking after you.'

He slammed the mug down on the kitchen benchn’t deed looking after.
| don't want anyone fussing over me.'

'‘But Reid, | know something's wrong." Annie threyw ber hands in a
melodramatic gesture of despair. 'This situati@isféke a tragedy to me.’



Her words cut into him like a knife thrust. She wigkt. This was a flaming
tragedy. Nevertheless, he leaned back against laoaugh and crossed his
arms over his chest with a deliberately casual™ou're getting fanciful,
kiddo. Theo's been taking you to too many Italiperas.’

Jumping out of the chair, she hurried around théetand slipped her arms
around his waist. His throat grew tight as her gjy)ddonde hair brushed his
cheek and she pressed her face into his shouldennDt, he didn't want
displays of affection. He was having enough troutadling his own

emotions.

She said, 'This is a tragedy because Sarah's @fbeparson and you're an
amazingly wonderful man and the two of you are nfadeach other.’

'For God's sake, Annie, leave it alone.' Reid jeéra@ay sharply, breaking
free of her embrace. 'Give me some space. Jus$ foewour wedding.'
When she opened her mouth to protest, he sileneedith a raised hand.
"You really do jump in at times when you're not veal little sister. Andhis
is one of those times.'

Venting his despair with a savage sweep of his hhadnjected his words
with uncharacteristic menace. 'l don't want younsing off about this ever
again.'

She gasped. 'Sounding off?’
He was already storming out of the room. Over hisutder he caught a
glimpse of Annie's white, stunned face. In the ¢elight her eyes were

dark pools of hurt shock.

And wasn't that jusgreat. Now he'd brutally wounded another woman he
loved.



CHAPTER FIVE
"WHAT do you think, Sarah?’

Annie lifted a rose-pink gown from folds of tisspaper and held it up for
inspection. She'd bought her wedding dress and difesses for the
bridesmaids from a bridal shop in Rome and nowSaturday afternoon,
Sarah had come out to Southern Cross for a fitting.

'It's a lovely silk and a beautiful colour.’

'l chose deep pink for you to go with your gorgeblask hair,' said Annie.
'Mel's wearing a—"

‘A medium shade of pink to go with my medium brdwair,’ cut in Melissa
with a self-conscious grin.

Annie waggled a finger at her friend. 'lt's calleldish and it suits you
beautifully and you know it, Melissa Browne.'

Sarah looked at Melissa's dress, which was harmirttpe front of Annie's
wardrobe. 'It looks lovely too.’

'My other bridesmaid, Victoria, has red-gold haw, she'll be wearing the
palest of pale pinks," Annie added.

Sarah smiled. 'We'll look like a bouquet.’

'I'll call you my rosebuds,’ Annie said with a l&udhen she grew impatient.
'Hurry up and try this on, Sar, | can't wait to gea in it.'

Sarah obliged, slipping out of her skirt and topl #fting her arms while
Annie guided the silken gown up and over her.t'loesn't fit perfectly,
Vera Jones is a whiz with alterations.’

But even before Sarah looked into Annie's bedrodmomshe knew there
would be no need to bother Vera Jones. As sooheafirty buttons were
closed she could sense that the dress fitted keemnldream.



'Oh, boy! Oh, wow! Sarah, you look absolutely gange'

Sarah turned to look in the full-length mirror aher breath caught with
surprise as she saw her reflection. With the spdeia that comes with
Italian design, the neckline of the slim-fittingeleless gown was cut into a
flattering low cowl at the front, with a deep Vthae back. The dark rose of
the silk was the perfect foil for her dark hair grade skin.

'‘All my bridesmaids are going to look so lovelydics Annie, her eyes
dancing with excitement.

'‘And Sarah and Reid are both tall and dark. Ydodk fantastic together,’
added Melissa.

Sarah and Reid?

Frozen with shock, Sarah watched her reflectidmimor as a tide of colour,
as deep pink as her dress, rose from her chestrtthfoat and into her
cheeks.

She turned to Melissa. 'What did you say?'

In the mirror she saw Annie behind her, madly si@aker head and
frowning a warning to Melissa.

'Why would | be together with Reid?' Sarah asked.

Both girls looked suspiciously sheepish.

She challenged Annie. 'My partner for the weddiny ae one of the
groomsmen, won't he? One of Theo's friends. Reit v giving you
away.'

Annie looked anxious and chewed her lip.

Sarah's heart began to pound. '‘Annie?’



'Kane's going to give me away,' she said. '‘Bec@tse has asked Reid to
be a groomsman.'

This time Sarah could feel herself going pale. §leced towards the
mirror. Yes, sure enough, at the thought of walkilogvn the aisle with

Reid her colour was draining quickly. 'l—I don'tderstand.’ What perverse
kind of irony was this? 'How can Reid be a groomsPhthought Theo

would ask his friends from—from Brisbane.'

'Yes, Theo has asked two friends from Brisbane. @rtbem will be the
best man and he'll be Mel's partner, but Theo'ssdadReid to be a
groomsman too. You see, Theo came out to Southess@t the end of last
year and he and Reid hit it off. The two of thenvédhaecome quite good
friends." Annie smiled cautiously. 'Reid was kirfdnstrumental in getting
us together.’

'—I see.’

Annie let out a short sigh. 'Sarah, | could do agw guess, but the other
groomsman is rather short, like Victoria, and ightilook a little odd if |
teamed him with you.'

Melissa eyed both Annie and Sarah with a look ohglete puzzlement. 'l
apologise in advance for being really thick, butywtouldn't you want
Annie's brother as a partner? | think he's a darhfery hot looking too.'

Sarah drew a deep breath. 'Of course he's nicestSpped and struggled to
think how she could justify her reaction, but Anteapt to her aid.

'Mel, life in the bush might look simple but thinggn get just as
complicated here as they do in the office in Bigha

Mel grimaced. 'Sorry if I've put my foot in it.'

'I'm the one who should be apologising,’ proteSarhh, feeling sorry for
the poor girl.



'Maybe | should make myself useful with afternoea,t Mel suggested
tactfully.

Annie threw an arm around her friend's should&tsanks, hon. Why don't
you go and set the glasses and the jug and evegythit on the cane table
on the veranda? We'll be out in a minute.’

'Yes, of course.

''ve embarrassed your friend," Sarah said as Bllrurried out of the
room.

'Don't worry about Mel. I'll square things with h&m more worried about
you, Sarah.'

‘I'm all right really. It's just that | was a biblgsmacked to hear that Reid's in
the wedding party. | had no idea he'd met your Ti®&we turned back to the
mirror and tried to change the direction of heruijlits as she eyed her
reflection thoughtfully.

You've done well to find a ready-made dress titsisb beautifully.’

'I'm lucky you have such a well-proportioned figure

'Mmm. Help me out of this again, Annie.’

As Annie carefully eased the dress back over Sateddd she said, 'l saw
your letter to the agony aunt.’

Sarah wasn't surprised that Annie had guessedh#&usame, mention of the
letter caused a queer little twist in her heare ®fas quiet till the dress had
been hung safely on a padded satin hanger thersade 'Don't start
worrying about that letter, Annie.

Reid and | have discussed it. Everything's sortéd o

Annie eyed her doubtfully. 'Are you sure about Zhat



'‘Absolutely.’ Sarah pulled her T-shirt back overlmead and reached for her
denim skirt. 'I'm going away. I've applied for arisfer and I'm expecting to
hear any day that I've been posted to a schodi@ndast.’

'Yes, | know.'

'Who told you?'

'Rhonda at the Post Office.’

Sarah rolled her eyes. 'Great. That means the widisteict knows I'm
going.'

‘That's country towns for you.'
'l wonder how she found out? Probably from Ned etii¢or of theStar.'

Sighing, Annie shrugged. 'Sarah, I'm not so suat ylou and Reid have
everything sorted out. I'm worried about my bigthes.'

Sarah's heart seemed to trip and her fingers fuimbith the button on the
waistband of her skirt.

'Why? What's wrong with him?'

For a moment Annie didn't answer. She sank dowio ¢time edge of her bed
and patted the space beside her. 'Sit down fonatei

Sarah remained standing. 'Annie, | don't thinkr cape with a deep and
meaningful about this.'

Annie looked even more worried. 'Are things thabhd?"

‘They're not too chipper.’ Sarah blinked. 'But gtleng will be fine once
I'm out of Star Valley.'

'I hope | haven't created problems for you by te@nyou with Reid, Sarah.
| had it all planned before—before | saw the leitethe Star.'



'‘Does he know I'm going to be his partner?'

Annie nodded.

'‘And he doesn't mind?’

She shrugged. 'Hgayshe's cool.’

"Then everything's okay, isn't it?" Sarah forcexjvéit smile then bit her lip
when she saw the doubt in Annie's eyes. 'Why do ook there's

something the matter with Reid?'

'l was hoping you might be able to give me a clue.

Sarah lifted her hands in a gesture of helplessriedsn't know, Annie. |
really don't.'

Giving in, she dropped on to the bed beside AnReid told me that he
doesn't love me. He said that we have no futurefbat that | am, | still
can't bring myself to believe him.'

With the knuckle of her little finger she wipedeat from the corner of her
eye. 'lt's ridiculous to still be hoping after #iis time. | must be a total
basket case, because even though Reid looked tine @ye and said that he
doesn't love me | still have this feeling that Heing something.’

'So do I’

Sarah stared at her. 'Do you? Really?'

Annie took time to think about her answer. 'l retlsomething happened to
Reid back around the time that our father died. &aber how he became
all withdrawn and brooding? I'm sure it was morantigrief for Dad.'

'Yes, that was about the same time that everytheng wrong between us.'



Annie nodded. She sat very still as if lost in thlot) then gave her friend a
swift hug. 'Don't lose heart, Sarah. You know, Véa feeling that my
mother might hold the answer to this problem.’

"Your mother?'

'She's been living in Scotland since our fathed doeit she's coming out for
the wedding. She'll be here next week and—'

She broke off as the clomp of hurried footstepg thnough the house. Reid
charged into the room and came to an abrupt hahwile saw Sarah sitting
on Annie's bed.

Both girls leapt to their feet.

'What's the matter?' Annie asked him.

For a moment he looked dazed as he stared at Sdrah.he gave a little
shake as if to gather his wits. 'l—I've just hadavisom Orion Station that
little Danny Tait's gone missing.'

'‘Danny?’ cried Sarah. 'Where is he missing?’

'Is he one of your pupils?' asked Annie.

'Yes.'

‘They think he's still somewhere on his family'operty,' said Reid.
‘Apparently he took off early this morning befonedkfast and he hasn't
been seen since.’

Sarah glanced at her watch. It was three-thirtyhéafternoon. Danny had
been missing for nearly ten hours and Orion Statvas almost as big as

Southern Cross—thousands of hectares of rugged bush

‘Do you know if he took food or water with him?"



Reid shook his head. 'His mother isn't sure. Thexe&hance he didn't. As
far as Diane can tell there are no water bottlessimg. Danny certainly
hasn't had a proper meal today.'

'Diane will be beside herself." Sarah frowned. Uegg the family have
already been searching for him.’

‘Yeah. For most of the day. Now they've calledpbkce sergeant and he's
sending out a call for local volunteers.'

'Right." Sarah looked towards Annie. 'I'll havegm, Annie. Next to his
parents | probably know Danny best of anyone indisérict. He's a very
highly strung kid. He has Asperger's syndrome andduld be frightened
by strangers, so the more searchers who know rerbetter.’

'‘Goodness. Poor kid.'

'I'm heading off now," Reid told her.

Sarah didn't hesitate. 'I'll come with you.'

When he nodded she ignored thesonthat shimmied through her.
‘Should | come?' asked Annie.

'‘No." Reid was decisive. 'Theo would never forgiae if | let you go
scrambling about in the scrub. You don't want to tup for your wedding
covered in scratches. Besides, you should stay hetle your city

girlfriend.’

Sarah was already thinking ahead. 'We should takeesvater and warm
clothes in case the search extends into the night.’

‘Sarah, you might want to borrow a pair of my jeand a jacket,” Annie
volunteered. She eyed Sarah's sandals. 'Try my lboiosize too.'



"Il be packing the other things we need intoute' Reid's eyes were steady
as they rested on Sarah. 'I'll park the ute ardbadront of the house. See
you there in five.'



CHAPTER SIX

IN LESsthan five minutes Sarah and Reid were heading &waySouthern
Cross, bouncing down the dusty dirt track thatdedbss the Star Valley to
Orion Station. Reid knew the road well and was dblelodge ruts and
potholes as he drove quickly and expertly. At firstdidn't speak and Sarah
sat beside him quietly contemplating the bizarrstsof fate that seemed to
be throwing her into contact with this man despite best efforts to leave
and forget him.

His voice broke into her thoughts. 'l hate to thaila little kid lost in this
rough country. There's so much thick scrub andygghlies.'

She looked out at the rugged bushland rushing thesh, at the rocky

ground, the clumps of tall spear grass and theessdirees—ironbarks,
bloodwoods, quinine and brigalow, and every soofitver-leafed wattles.

It would be so easy for a small boy to disappeasragat them and never be
found.

There were so many awful things that might havepkapd to Danny. He
could have been bitten by a snake, or he might fedle down a gully and
injured himself. Perhaps he hadn't been able td fwvater and was
dehydrated and disoriented.

She turned to Reid. 'A child lost in the bush isoatback mother's worst
nightmare.’'

He nodded grimly. 'l hope this new police sergsagt what it takes to
coordinate a proper search.'

'Heath Drayton? Why shouldn't he be good at hig8'job

'He's only been in Mirrabrook a month or so. Helsng and green and fresh
from the city; he mightn't know how to cope in thesh.’

'He seems very switched on to me.'



'‘Switched on to you?' His mouth thinned into a gremg smile. 'Well, yes,
he would, wouldn't he?'

'What do you mean?"'

‘A young copper, all bright and bushy-tailed frdre big smoke, would take
a shine to a pretty young country schoolteacher.'

Good heavens. Was this a touch of jealousy from niaen who'd so
decisively cast her aside? 'Hmm... I'll have to ensilire | smile at him very
nicely then, won't I?'

She wasn't surprised when Reid didn't reply. Bigrad stretch of silence he
asked, 'What can you tell me about Danny Taitvehd had much to do
with him since he was an ankle biter. You said las Bome kind of

problem.’

'He has Asperger's syndrome, which means he'dlgligitistic.'
He frowned. 'How does that affect his behaviour?"

'On the surface he's perfectly normal. Danny'sedoiiight, actually. He's an
obsessive reader and he writes some wonderfd ptiems, but his social
skills are poor. In the classroom he comes acressldtle odd. He makes
inappropriate remarks at times and he's hopelespimihg in group
activities. He's not very popular with the otherdgnts, poor lamb.’

After a bit she added, 'When he's older he'll pbbpaet along fine in
Internet chat rooms."’

'‘But is he the type of kid who'd take off into twash?"

'l suppose he might. He's a loner. He might havedeeed off looking for a
quiet place to read. Or perhaps something upsettéprobably wouldn't
give any thought to the anguish he'd cause hispale

Sarah thought about the boy's behaviour over teevpeek. 'l didn't notice
anything unusual about Danny at school. But | nsastI'm surprised he's



skipped his meals. He's a great stickler for raytooesn't like change, or
anything that disrupts the pattern of his day."

Reid sent her a quick smile. 'Don't worry too muéhth luck they'll have
found him before we get to Orion.’

She returned his smile and, despite her fears &omi, she thought how
good it was to be having a straightforward conv@eavith Reid. It made a
refreshing change to put their personal issuesdsidonce and to join
forces to tackle someone else's problem.

Staring ahead, Reid said, 'Danny's been lucky @ lyau as his teacher.'
Then he directed another glance her way. 'You knaen't think I've ever
heard you say a bad word about any one of thoseykd teach.'

'Oh, there are plenty of times when they make meé.n&he couldn't help
adding, "You don't know me as well as you think dou

Reid flinched and kept his eyes strictly on thedrdas face hard. They were
approaching a rattling cattle grid bridge which uegd extra
concentration—a good excuse to lapse back intacgle

Perhaps that was just as well, she decided. Ifweren't discussing Danny
there weren't a lot of safe topics left for them.

They didn't talk again till they reached the Tatsperty. A good collection
of people had already arrived. People from the ghwmnof Mirrabrook and
from the surrounding properties had dropped whay twere doing and
rushed to join in the search.

Heath Drayton, the police sergeant, had set upnar@nd centre on the
homestead's front veranda. Maps were spread orrmmh®f a long trestle
table and there was a pile of CB radios on therothe

'I've had one chopper diverted from a muster taadair search,’ Heath
explained to the group. 'There's a party includdanny's parents out on
horseback, working in pairs, and there are alseetlrail bikes out there.



But the quicker we can cover the ground the bettemce we have of
finding this little bloke.’

With a pencil the sergeant drew a circle on the toagefine the search.

He looked directly at Reid. 'I'd like you to havelaser look at this area near
the cattle yards down towards the creek, Reid. Befgdre you got here |
picked up footprints. They could be Danny's and Been told you're our
best bet for tracking him until | can get an Abara) tracker down from
Greenvale.'

Reid nodded thoughtfully. 'l can't promise I'll &le to find tracks if they
leave the sandy country and move on to rocky ground

'Give it your best shot.' Heath signalled for tlestrof the volunteer
searchers to come closer. Sarah had been waylagbing of the other
women, but now she joined Reid as everyone formseha-circle in front
of Heath.

'‘Okay, folks, listen up. We can't afford to waitydaonger. You've all been
given an area to cover. Danny's mother is prettg fie's wearing a red
T-shirt, which is handy because it should showagilg. Now, as you comb
the area you've been allocated | want you to paageently to look ahead,
to the back and from side to side, and call outriyanname.’

Reid turned to Sarah and muttered out of the ditssanouth. This young
copper's shaping up pretty well.'

She smiled wryly. 'Maybe he's not such a greenhtiar all?’
'One last thing,' said the sergeant. 'If you fing af the boy's belongings
don't touch them or move them. Just note the positarefully and then

report it. We want to leave it in place and notutis any tracks.’

"You've been teamed with me,’ Reid told Sarah é&hdwgh his mouth was
grim there was the faintest hint of a smile indyss.



Sarah nodded calmly enough, but she pulled theshneltd borrowed from

Annie lower over her face to shield her eyes fram This was the way it

always was. Their friends and the broader commumety never stopped
thinking of Reid and Sarah as partners. They dg#@n to notice that there
was nothing there, that the relationship was antgsiell.

Well, the people of the Star Valley were in forreosk when the Reid 'n
Sarah charade was exposed.

But she couldn't think about that now. As theydéishe thanked heaven
that she had something definite to focus on instfathe crazy tug of
distressing attraction she always felt when shewitisthis man.

The section of country they were given began withlatively flat sweep of
semi-open bushland heading down to the creek. Relded up the small
footprints quite easily and while they kept to sagtbund Sarah found that
she could follow them too.

But as Reid continued at a brisk pace the traidbezless and less visible to
Sarah and it disappeared completely when they eshdhe grassy,
rock-strewn creek bank.

'‘Can you really still see tracks here?' she askad h

He smiled. 'I'm not actually looking for a trackwal'm looking ahead to
see what's been disturbed.’

She peered at the ground and shook her head. &@s must be a jolly
sight better than mine.’

'It's not so much a matter of superior eyesightu'Yejust got to know what
to look for. Things like grass pushed aside, ortawaed rocks or displaced
pebbles.’

'Who taught you how to do this?'



'‘My father. He learned it from Mick Wungundin, amdiginal stockman
who worked on Southern Cross years ago.' He gririfibd way Dad told it,
Mick could track a fish through water.'

Sarah laughed.
'‘But don't expect anything like that from me."

It wasn't too much longer before he stopped. Wighhlands resting lightly
on his hips he looked around him, his eyes narrcageanst the low angled
glare of the afternoon sun and he surveyed thetopwith a thoughtful
frown.

Sarah followed his gaze, not sure what he was ihgpkir. She thought how
lovely the bush was at this time of day when therabon sun turned the
pink feathery tops of the grasses into a shimmeseggof colour.

It's my guess that if Danny took off because hgiset, he probably
followed this creek," said Reid. 'There's no realson for him to try to cut
across country unless he's trying to get somewdpzeific.'

'So we'll push on along here?’

‘Actually, | think the best thing we can do is gack and get the four-wheel
drive and follow this creek out for about ten kiletres or so. | don't think a
little bloke would have gone much further than that

She nodded. It was a sensible decision given hiea¢ twvasn't much daylight
left. Even as they turned back for the homesteambliect the ute, the sun
was beginning its descent towards the western rim.

The quiet afternoon was pierced by the raucouss @fesulphur crested
cockatoos, chasing each other into the ti-treetherfar side of the creek.
Reid radioed their change of plan through to H&athyton.

'Sounds like a good idea,' Heath agreed. 'Just susdeeyou keep in touch.’

'Sure.'



He was about to disconnect when Heath said, 'Reidu don't find Danny
in the next hour or so, I'd like you to stay owrétonight. Set up a camp-
fire that Danny might see.'

Hearing this, Sarah bit her lip. She hadn't allolwedmind to consider the
possibility that she might need to spend this nabnhe in the bush with
Reid. Could her nerves stand the strain?

Her eyes sought his and to her dismay he was wagdter with a carefully
cool, almost impersonal air of detachment.

Heath's voice crackled into the awkward silensethat a problem?’

'Is it a problem, Sarah?' Reid asked quietly.

‘Sarah can stay back at the homestead if she wistesth added.

Reid's face was a blank mask. "You don't haveap with me.’

His lack of emotion hurt her more than she couldrbéut in an act of
sudden defiance she rushed to assure him, 'Nouo$e it's not a problem. |

need to be out here looking for Danny tonight. iHews me and trusts me.’

Reid nodded. "You won't be too uncomfortable. Ttaeetwo swags in the
back of the ute and I've plenty of water.’

Surely he must know it wasn't the lack of physamahfort that bothered her.
'l be fine," she said.

He spoke into the radio again. 'Heath, we can dmight stint.'

'‘Great. Make sure you grab a Thermos of tea andespatkets of
sandwiches from the women at the homestead.'

'Will do.!

'‘And, when you set up camp, try to have plentygiftlaround you. It might
attract Danny in.’



After picking up the ute and food supplies, they loaly travelled a short
distance before Reid slowed the truck and turn&htah. 'Are you sure you
wouldn't rather stay back at the homestead?’

She sighed. 'l have to come. Especially now.'

He frowned. 'Why especially now? What's happened?’

'I've just heard that I'm responsible for what'sgened to Danny.’

'For the kid's disappearance?'

‘Yes.'

'How on earth could it be your fault?'

'‘Apparently he's upset because he's heard thé¢dwng.'

A dark red tinge stained his cheekbones. 'Whoyoldthat?"

‘Linda Hill, Danny's aunt. She told me just now whevent inside to get our
sandwiches.'

Reid cursed softly. 'Why can't people mind theindsloody business?"

The intensity of his reaction surprised her. 'lmnesit's true. Danny hates
change. It's not that he's particularly attacheth& Kids with Asperger's
don't often form close attachments, but he wouldiiet about getting a
new teacher because he'd hate the disruption.’

Reid gritted his teeth as he depressed the actmlerad edged the vehicle
forward again. 'Who told Danny you were leaving3 Ihot public
knowledge, is it?"

'‘Apparently the bus driver told all the kids on thay home from school
yesterday afternoon.'



‘Thebusdriver?' Reid's fist thumped the steering whé&slety man and his
dog are in on this.'

She sighed. 'l know.’
'I'm surprised you've been so public about ourgraakaffairs.’'

Sarah gasped, astonished that Reid still saw hirasglart of her life—part
of her problem. 'l haven't been broadcasting tbetfeat I'm leaving. Be fair,
Reid. You know what gossip's like around here. fvee's private affairs
become public property. It's impossible to keeptlaing a secret.’

'No, it's not." He snapped this so fiercely he mighve bitten her head off.

Shocked, Sarah struggled for breath and her clyesteged tight as she
stared at him. This was the very first time Reid hdmitted something that
deep in her bones she'd suspected for a long #resyou telling me you've
been keeping secrets?'

His knuckles turned white as he gripped the stgesineel. 'l was speaking
hypothetically.'

Rubbish.He'd been speaking the truth. But she could séradelready he
regretted his mistake. Just the same, his admissidrprovided a possible
clue to his perplexing behaviour. Was there a dadret in his life that
prevented him from loving her?

She sighed. If there was a secret he hadn't bdencbhare it with her and
what did that say about the depth of their relaiop? Surely if Reid had
ever loved her he would turn to her in times otible, not away from her?

His voice broke into her wretched thoughts. 'Do kaow when you'll be
leaving Mirrabrook?'

'No." She lifted her shoulders in an exaggeratedgstiThe transfer hasn't
come through yet. That's why these rumours arensmyang. There's
nothing official and unless | get something on pap&on't be going
anywhere.'



He shot a quick glance in her direction and sheiéhshe saw a flicker of
hope in his eyes, but it was so fleeting she wabairsly mistaken. He jerked
his gaze back to the front. Too quickly. His threatrked rapidly as if he
were struggling with inner turmoil.

Her stomach plunged. This night alone in the buak going to be difficult
for both of them.

The journey was rough and as they bounced and tasbie way through
the scrub Sarah kept her eyes peeled for a flastololur or anything
different, but the task was made more difficulttbg diminished light and
the deep shadows that striped the undergrowth.

Every hundred metres or so they stopped to lookrat@arefully and to get
out of the ute to call Danny's name. But the oefsponse was the hushed
silence of the bush and the occasional bird call.

They didn't find him before it grew dark, but theyshed on, stopping to
toot the horn and to call out. Sarah didn't wangite up, but eventually,
when they reached a clearing, Reid stopped theckeehi don't think it's

worth going much further,’ he said.

Feeling more than a little dejected, they builtaanpfire and sat on their
rolled out swags drinking tea from the Thermos. fideefirelight lit up their
faces and the trunks and branches of the trees@tbem, but beyond that
small circle of light the bush was pitch black.

'l wonder if Danny's afraid of the dark," museddRei

Sarah frowned. 'I'm not sure. I've taught all thédren how to make fires
and I've told them to always carry a pocket knifatches and water when
they're in the bush, but he may have been too updéink of things like
that.'

They lapsed back into silence and Sarah triedmthibk too much about
Danny, alone out there in the black, lonely sciBbt when she stopped
thinking about the little lost boy her thoughtsnied to her conversation in
Annie's bedroom this afternoon— what Annie had salmbut Reid's



reaction to his father's death—that something rttaae grief had taken hold
of Reid.

It wasn't sensible to think about that either, he couldn't help herself. It
might hold the clue to the secret he'd hinted atheioyears of heartbreak.

What could have happened? She'd never really leeli¢gvat grief alone
could have caused Reid to fall out of love with.Hewas such a difficult
guestion to put to a man, but she should have pukira for a proper
answer years ago, when he'd first begun to distameself from her.

Tipping her head back, she stared up at the skhepatch of inky heaven
directly above their clearing, the Milky Way mearete like a river of
stardust. She sighed as she dropped her gazeaghstared into the fire.

There was something very mesmerising about firekgid after a minute
or two she wasn't really seeing it. She was sethat) fateful Friday
evening, about a fortnight after his father's fahexhen Reid had come to
visit her.

She'd noted his preoccupied air of sadness asasooe'd arrived and she'd
assumed that it was a natural expression of hés,@d she hadn't minded
when he didn't pull her in close to kiss her as$ieally did the moment he
entered her house.

In the past their passions had run so high thdtesh eushed straight to her
bedroom. Later they would join the locals at thé far a counter tea, or
they'd prepare dinner together, sharing storiesitati®ir week, sharing
laughter and kisses as they peeled and choppedabége happy in the
knowledge that a long night of loving stretchedaahe

On this particular Friday night she had tried tbyjoReid out of his bleak
mood by reciting all the amusing anecdotes andigase could think of
while she bustled about preparing dinner. But heeda on a stool in her
kitchen, gazing through the window, hardly showamy reaction—even
when she had told him about Suzy Meyers bringingdrandmother's
false teeth to school for show and tell—and howndghJohnson had
stolen them at lunch time and tried to use thesatdis lunch.



Finally, when their dinner was in the oven, she tiadsed the kitchen and
slipped her arms around Reid and kissed him lightlythe mouth. For the
first time ever, he hadn't returned her kiss.

Puzzled and more than a little scared, she hadrdbaek so that she could
look into his eyes. And what she had seen had fridiptened her. The
loving warmth had gone. It was as if the Reid shevkhad been replaced
by an alien.

'Reid, what's happened? There's something temitiyg, isn't there? What
is it?'

Dragging in a deep, tortured breath, he closeé@yes as if he couldn't bear
to look at her. 'Everything.'

'Everything?' Truly frightened now, she plagued mitth questions. 'What
do you mean? Are you sick? In trouble? | know ye&giieving—'

Lurching to his feet, he strode away from her. @nfar side of the room he
turned, and with his hands at his hips and hisgguared, he watched her
through cruelly narrowed eyes. 'Sarah, this istiobgt I'm going to have to

ask you to back off. | need space.’

She almost collapsed beneath the shock. Reid wasking any kind of
sense. How could a man who had always been sodsyate and thoughtful
suddenly behave in such an uncaring manner? Hold emerything have
gone so terribly wrong? Surely she deserved somekddi explanation?

But it hadn't come, not then or in the years sif®d had walked away that
night without staying for dinner and he'd completdilsappeared from her
life for a month or two. And then, ever so gradydile'd reinvented himself
as her friend, a big brother—a boy next door tyjred, fool that she was,
she'd accepted these small crumbs.

She'd hung on because by then her love for him ssadeep-seated and
enduring that she had little choice but to go amnlg him—from a distance.

‘A penny for your thoughts.'



His voice startled her, pulling her back from tlasipto the fire, to the dark
bush and the wind rustling through the treetopssatéhalf in shadow, half
in ruddy firelight, but she could see that he wasching her carefully.

'l was thinking about you, Reid.’'

His response was a scowl as he stretched out lzeleladot and kicked a
smouldering log back into the heart of the fire.

'l was thinking of all the questions | should haeenanded answers to years
ago.'

Even in the half-light she could see his suddesiten He stood quickly and
walked to the ute, returning with their packetsanhdwiches. 'Time to eat,’
he said.

This was how it would always be. More evasions.

She refused to take the packet he held out tdlmemot hungry.’

"You'll need strength to continue the search om fothe morning.'

The masculine logic of his words and his complasdility to sense what
was upsetting her broke the limits of her patiefiageed strength to put up
with your company for a whole night,’ she snapf®dt food won't help. It
would make me sick.’

To her dismay Reid didn't protest. He nodded sloWlan't blame you,' he
said as he placed the packet of sandwiches on Wwag.sThen he
straightened. 'I'll take a look around the area laagte you in peace for a
while.’

Turning abruptly, he walked quickly away from hetol the black night.

Aghast, Sarah jumped to her feet, but already disappeared.



CHAPTER SEVEN
REID plunged into the night.

He thrashed his way through the undergrowth, gdppe a sense of wild
desperation. What a fool he'd been to try to kiddslf that he and Sarah
could spend a night alone—especially out here whegestars, the silent
darkness and the campfire's glow seduced themtedtsing memories of
their passionate past.

His mind was tormented by self-recrimination as rharched in wide
circles, keeping a discreet distance from her withasing sight of her fire.

Hadn't he put her through enough pain? He showe aked her into
staying back at the homestead tonight—in Heath Drég tender care. He
should have moved heaven and earth to facilitateségaration from his
own bad company.

And now he'd made things worse by storming off wBanah was trying to
get an honest answer from him. What a bastard!

The knowledge that he'd hurt her too many timelsbstd him like a knife
thrust. He'd been a fool to think that his suffgnim noble silence had spared
Sarah pain. In reality his silence had caused haless anguish.

He had to put an end to it. He had to tell Sarahtthth about his father
tonight. In fact he would do it now, this very mamebefore he came up
with another crazy reason to back down.

I'm not worthy of you. I'm the son of a rapist. 98 why you have to turn
your back on me and leave the valley.

His insides churned as he swung to the left tostxatight back to their
campfire. But in the same instant something inpleispheral vision caught
his attention. Had he imagined it, or was therdfardaint light glowing in
the opposite direction?



Standing very still, he studied the dark bush aokea up the glimmer of a
fire about half a kilometre away. Could it be tlegy/®

Cupping his hands to his mouth, he shouted, 'Daisgtat you?'
The night was very still and as he listened cahgtod fancied he heard a
faint reply. Excited now, he took a quick checktba position of the other

fire before hurrying back to Sarah.

She was standing with her back to the fire, waitordhim. 'l heard you call.
Have you seen Danny?"

'I'm not sure, but there's another fire furtherroltecould be other searchers,
but there's a chance it's him.'

'It's got to be him. | couldn't bear it if it's ridh the fire's light he could see
the tension in her eyes.

‘Sarah, there's something | need to tell you.'

'‘About Danny?'

'‘No... about... the past.’

'Oh." Her eyes widened further, showing a mixtdriear and curiosity, but
then she sighed and gave an impatient shake didsat. 'Not now, Reid.

We've got to find Danny. Let's get going.'

He winced at the bad timing. 'Are you sure you wlatilprefer to stay here
while |1 go?'

'‘No way. I'm coming with you."'

She'd already collected a torch from the ute anitheg plunged back into
the dark bush she switched it on.

'It might be easier to pick up the glow of the otfie without that,' he told
her.



'‘But I've been staring into the fire and | can& sedarn thing out here.' Just
the same, she flicked the torch off again.

'Here—take hold of my hand.’
He expected a snapping retort but he offered rsehdund anyhow.

In the stillness of the night her silence seemeddafen him. And then,
'‘Okay, just till I get my night vision.'

She slipped her hand inside his and a jolt of seatched through him,
stealing his breath. It had been so damn long $iettkheld hands with this
woman; he wanted to keep her hand linked withdrig¥er. Her hands were
slim and finely boned, soft and feminine. So mamnyes they had driven
him wild.

Stop it, man. Don't let your mind go there.

'Should we call Danny again?' she asked.

'Good idea. '

Together they yelled Danny's name several times, paused to listen. This
time there was a faint but definite response.

Sarah clasped Reid's hand tightly. 'Did you heat?thhope it's him. It's got
to be him.'

"You can see the other fire directly ahead.’

By now her eyes were adjusting to the darknessshrdet go of his hand
and began to jog. He ran beside her, ducking beng&adergrowth and
weaving between trees.

'‘Danny! she called. 'Danny, are you there?'

As they neared the fire they saw a small huddleghslsilhouetted against
the flickering red backdrop.



'‘Danny?' Sarah called, rushing forward. 'lt's messMRossiter.'

The shape rose. Reid saw thin arms and legs andtbmall frightened face
before the boy was enveloped in Sarah's arms.

She hugged him tight. '‘Oh, Danny, I'm so glad wentbyou. Everyone's
been so worried.'

The boy clung to her, but there were no tearsa$ wying to find you,' he
said in a rather matter-of- fact little voice.

'Find me? Why would you look for me out here?'
'l was walking into Mirrabrook.'
'Heavens, Danny. You couldn't possibly walk alkthay. It's too far.'

With his cheek pressed into her shoulder, he SBimy said you're going
away.'

'I'm not going anywhere just yet," Sarah reasshied 'And I'm here now,
SO you must stop worrying." She hugged him ag&ifow, look at the
beautiful fire you've made.’

'I brought matches and water and a pocket knifelikes you told us to.'
'I'm proud of you, Danny.'

Reid's throat constricted as he watched the twothein—the slim,

dark-haired woman with the small boy. He was memaérby the sight of
her soft white hand lovingly stroking Danny's hdinis was how she would
be with her own children. She would be the perfeother of a cute little
boy or girl—that he could never father.

Oh, hell. How on earth could he tell Sarah theht?ulf ever there was a
woman who deserved to be a mother, Sarah did, bat vas so
compassionate that she would be prepared to gitkaipight. She would



offer to marry him in spite of his dark inheritan&t how could he do that
to her? Instead of setting her free, the truth wdnihd her to him.

How could he think, even for a moment, that he &hburden her with his
terrible secret? He had to step right back from f@autiful young woman's
Me.

Oh, God. For a harrowing instant he doubted hisitalo carry on in a

world without Sarah. He'd been shouldering an urdi#e burden on his
own for too, too long. But he had to. He had tagalone. It was the only
fair thing to do.

Suppressing a groan, he turned away from themwandhed on the radio
so he could relay their good news to Heath Drayton.

They drove to Orion. Danny rode huddled besidelSaral for most of the
journey she remained silent. Before long, the mlyasleep with his head
on Sarah's lap, but the adults didn't talk. Theyevedmost at the homestead
when she turned to him.

"You said you had something you needed to tell me.'

"1 did?'

'When you came back to tell me about Danny's fire.'

He shook his head. 'I've forgotten now.'

With a huff of irritation she closed her eyes aitdhler lip. Then he heard
her sigh. 'Are you sure, Reid? It seemed impodatite time.'

He pretended to give the matter some thought amdshrugged. 'No, sorry,
whatever it was, it's gone.’

She released a longer sigh which managed to caheesnessage that she
didn't believe him, but Danny stirred in her armosske didn't pursue the
matter.



And as soon as Reid had delivered them both dtdhmestead he left Sarah
to sleep at Orion while he pushed on, driving tigtothe night, back to
Southern Cross, where he could avoid further contéh her.

* % %

A week later Jessie McKinnon came home to SoutBeoss and, to Reid's
utter dismay, she brought her sister Flora with her

'Why didn't you tell me Flora was coming?' he haisaeAnnie when the two
women had gone to their room to freshen up aftgr tng journey.

'l thought you knew,' she snapped back.
'You never mentioned it, Annie. | had no idea.’

'So what? Why make a big deal of it? Flora's fanfifze's our aunt. I'm
really thrilled that she's come all this way for mgdding."

'‘But it would have—would have beé&elpfulto know these things.'

Annie let out an irritated huff. 'Give me a breRleid. You'd soon tell me to
get lost if | tried to share every tiny detail abthis wedding with you. I've

had so much to think about—hiring the marqueectterers, the musicians
and the photographer—finding accommodation for @l guests and

getting everything ready for the ones who'll beisig here.’

Reid nodded and let out a weary sigh. 'l know lshpulling my weight."'

‘That's not what | meant," protested Annie. 'Yogjgta cattle station to run.
Besides, you've always shouldered the respongilhiéte, ever since Dad
died. You have plenty on your plate." Cocking headhto one side, Annie
eyed him shrewdly. 'But there's something the mage't there? For the
past week or so you've been edgier than a razdebla

He avoided her gaze, not prepared to answer tlestign.



'‘Well... I guess I'm getting edgy too," Annie saldwan smile flickered at
the corners of her mouth. 'l seem to be missingThere than | thought |
would.'

Her face softened when she said Theo's name arttrRaivelled at the
miracle that love had worked on his tearaway tonmbdysister. ‘It won't be
long now,' he said gently. 'And then Theo will lmgs for a lifetime.’

'Yes.' Looking down at her engagement ring, she g little twist so that

the diamonds flashed and her smile grew warm amstfuki Reid thought

she'd never looked prettier. But when she lookeatupm again her eyes
grew momentarily thoughtful and then unmistakalalgl.sReid, | wish you

could be as happy as | am. Kane has Charity aravé fheo and you
deserve to be just as happy.'

To his horror he felt as if he might cry. 'I'm pasfly happy.'

'l wish | could believe you.'

'For God's sake, Annie, you're looking at the wahidbugh rose-coloured
glasses. Believe me, not everyone needs to be edatoi be happy. |
certainly don't. I'm not marriage material.’

'What makes you say that?'

The sound of footsteps in the hallway saved hirssi@eand Flora came into
the room.

'‘Now we've shaken off the dust and we're readyafdion,” Jessie said,
smiling.

'l go and see if afternoon tea is ready,’ Artnid them. 'Reid has found an
absolutely fantastic cook, so I'm totally spoilégge days. Wait till you

taste Rob's tea cake.' As she hurried off in tiection of the kitchen she
called over her shoulder, 'Reid will look after you

Reid took a deep breath as he faced his two mgttier®ne who'd adopted
him and was so dear to him and the stranger wheghdpirth to him.



The sisters were very alike, both attractive, witir that had once been
blonde but had turned to silver, and with lightébkyes like Annie's. Flora
was taller and slimmer than Jessie and, becau&katlg spent a short time
in Australia, her face had fewer lines.

No doubt she had been very attractive when she ywoagag, but Reid

couldn't allow himself to think about that. He'@eded his mind to block
thoughts of what had happened to her all thosesyago when she was
young and pretty.

'Please, make yourselves comfortable.' With a eghsweep of his arm he
indicated the deeply upholstered armchairs andgihichow strange it felt to
treat Jessie McKinnon like a guest when she'd bee&itress of this

household for over a quarter of a century.

But it was even more unnerving to have Flora gttaere in the Southern
Cross lounge room, her hands twisting nervouslizganlap as she smiled
just a little too brightly, while she expressed ecessarily lavish admiration
for the antique furniture, the landscape paintingre wall and the cut glass
bowl of home grown roses that Vic the gardenergiekled that morning.

Her Scottish accent seemed to accentuate heretfitferand her eyes darted
about the room, apparently delighted by everytlshg saw. Everything
except Reid. Whenever she looked at him her eyek ¢m a kind of
troubled wariness, as if she needed to study himvls afraid of him.

And Reid, who had always prided himself on hisigbtio put people at

their ease, found it a struggle to discuss evemibst banal topics like the
weather. He was relieved when Annie and Melissaecarto the room

carrying trays. At the same moment the telephong.ra

'‘Can you get that, Reid?' Annie asked.

'Sure.' There was a phone on a small side tablé@wdossed the room and
picked up the receiver. 'Southern Cross. Reid spgak

His greeting was met by silence and then, 'Oh.’



'Hello.' He said it again, more loudly, 'Hello?'

'Reid.’

'Is that Sarah?' The unexpected sound of her waigea spike of electricity

streaking through him. He hadn't seen her or spdkeher since he'd

returned from Orion a week ago, but there'd haoelgn a moment when he
hadn't thought of her.

'l—I was hoping to speak to Annie,' Sarah said.

'No problem. Annie's right here. I'll get her fauw'

'‘But | may as well tell you,' she said quickly.

'‘Okay.' He struggled to keep his voice casual. ¥§lle message?’

‘My transfer's come through.’

Her news shouldn't have surprised him, but hestedidenly winded, as if a
fist had thumped him in his solar plexus. 'l—I sEeat—that's good news.
Where are they sending you?'

"To Alexandra Headlands on the Sunshine Coast.'

'Well, that's great news, isn'tit? You'll be ngawr parents.' Sarah's parents
had sold their property and retired to the coastelyears ago.

Yes. Mum's thrilled. I'll—I'll be leaving Mirrabk at the end of term.’
He swallowed. 'When—-when does the term end?'

‘A week after Annie's wedding.'

So...in just two short weeks she would be gone.

'So, you're—ah—qgoing to live at the beach?' Reelmda quick breath.
‘That's great. It'll make a nice change. You'lldhavon of fun there.'



Yep.'
'I'll pass on the good news to Annie.’
'What good news?' asked Annie in the middle of pguea.

Reid looked back over his shoulder to find everynaa in the room—his
sister, Melissa, Jessie and Flora—watching hintl.tiiching the receiver,
he willed his facial muscles to dredge up a snfidarah’s transfer has come
through.’

'Oh, Reid," Annie said softly.

Hell, the last thing he wanted was his little gisteaympathy. Especially not
now in front of Jessie and Flora. He hoped theydidusee the fine tremor
in his hand as he held out the receiver to AnHiere, you come and talk to
her.'

To his relief, she handed a cup of tea to Floracamde to the phone.

'Here's Annie,' he told Sarah. Then he turned ¢oathher women. 'Please
excuse me.'

Melissa, having taken over Annie's role as hostaaged at him. 'Wouldn't
you like some tea?'

'No, thank you." Reid cleared his throat. 'l havga and check the levels in
some of the water troughs.' He hurried out of tham as if the hounds of
hell were at his heels.

Sarah, on the other end of the phone line, felThle simple act of telling
Reid that she was definitely leaving had been sehhworse than she'd
expected. Her nerves were as tormented as the glooteshe was twisting
between anxious fingers.

'Hi, Sarah,’ came Annie's voice and it was gootear her friend's warm
cheeriness. 'Can you hang on a tick? I'm goingake this call from the
study.’



'Sure.'

Twenty seconds later she heard Annie's voice agdare | am. This is
better. We can talk properly now.'

‘| was just ringing to pass on the news that I'eerbtransferred to the
Sunshine Coast.'

'‘Lucky you. It's a gorgeous part of the world. #ibse beaches and cute
surfing guys.'

'l know. It's really beautiful there.'

There was silence on the other end of the lineSardh's nerves tightened a
notch. Raking her free hand through her long hshie sifted the silky
strands anxiously. In her experience there wasrrsvmuch as a moment's
silence during a conversation with Annie McKinndvihat was her friend
thinking?

'‘Are you absolutely sure that this is the righbg#' Annie asked at last.
Sarah drew a deep breath. 'Annie, I'm certain ehawdo this.'

'l suppose you must be convinced, or you wouldavehwritten the letter
andthat answer to your own agony aunt letter.’

Sarah couldn't hold back her gasp of surprise. o know | wrote the
answer?'

'l didn't know it at the time, but | worked it olNed Dyson told me he was
hunting for someone new to answer the letters,|aadlised that both you
and Ask Auntie were leaving town at the same tsoeknowing how clever
you are, it wasn't hard to put two and two together

'Oh, crumbs. | wonder who else Ned's spoken to. Nédsoping you'd take
over from me?’



'Heavens, no. But Sarah, couldn't you keep writirggcolumn? Ned could
emalil the letters to you.'

'‘No, I'm bowing out of that job.'

'‘But you've been so good at it. | even wrote to goge for advice, you
know.'

Sarah smiled. 'l know.'
'Really? You guessed it was me?’
'You asked for advice about an Internet date.'

There was a stunned silence and then Annie sadt jist goes to show
how wise you are, Sarah. | wouldn't have met Thgou hadn't encouraged
me to go to Brisbane.'

'I'm glad it worked out well for you, Annie. Buvé& had enough of that job.
How can | go on pretending to be wise when I've ensuch a hash of my
own life?"

'‘But is running away the answer?'

Sarah flinched. It wasn't the answer she wantetwbat choice did she
have? Deep down she longed for advice from somelsee someone wise,
someone who could look at her problem from a frestspective. She'd
shouldered her lonely heartache for so long now ghe couldn't see the
wood for the trees.

'l don't know, Annie," she admitted. 'l supposeniog away is a bit of a
gamble, but then life's one big gamble, isn't it?'



CHAPTER EIGHT

WORD of Sarah's transfer spread quickly. The Mirrabr&ekool Parents'

Committee decided to host a big farewell functionifer, but there was also
a flood of invitations to dinner in the homes ofmies throughout the

district.

In the schoolroom she spent a lot of time talkipghe new teacher, urging
her little brood to look on the change-over as mpdrtant learning
experience, a part of growing up. It must have wdrkecause over the next
week even Danny Tait became less agitated.

At home she kept herself busy, either packing eery of her life into boxes
or fielding questions from her mother when shepieteed.

'I'm so excited," her mother kept saying. 'It'll Ibeely to have you living
nearby.'

This was an improvement on her earlier calls. Untiéw days ago Judith
Rossiter had been trying to persuade Sarah to nhaek into their

apartment. But Sarah had been independent forotmp Her parents had
been in their forties when she was born and, aghober arrival had
apparently been a delightful surprise, they'd neyaite adjusted their
thinking to understand the younger generation.

'I've never understood why you wanted to bury yelfiesvay in Mirrabrook
for so long," Judith said now.

'For the same reason you lived on Wirralong fortyhyears.'
'‘But | was married, dear.’

Strained silence followed, and then her mother disk&hat about Reid?
How does he feel about your transfer?'

'l don't know. | haven't really discussed it wiimti



There was a dramatic sigh on the other end ofitiee 'So you've wrecked
your chances with that lovely man?’

‘Mmm.'
"Young people these days have such a throw-awiydstto relationships.’
Now it was Sarah's turn to sigh. 'l guess we domMu

Right up till the day of Annie's wedding Sarah maglee she kept
super-busy. She didn't want to let her mind beciiieecven for a moment.
She'd done all the thinking she could bear andihexs a matter of getting
on with the next chapter in her life.

On the morning of the wedding she woke early amdisoed packing crates
with textbooks and knick- knacks until it was tinreehave a bath and to
shampoo her hair.

Lunch was a hurried sandwich while she packed arnmoght bag with
make-up and the brand new lacy pink underwear sfmeidht to wear with
her bridesmaid's dress, along with pyjamas ancaagaof clothes.

It was an hour's drive from Mirrabrook to South@moss and, like many of
the guests, she would be spending the night ahtmeestead after the
reception. There would be a dozen or more foldstrnettichers set up on the
verandas to cope with the overflow.

It was a beautiful day, perfect for a wedding, wethol and crisp air and
high, clear, cloudless, cerulean skies. As Saratiedshe tried to focus on
Annie's happiness and not on the fact that soonvsid be back in close,
torturous contact with Reid. Just thinking aboutvhHtandsome he would
look in his dark groomsman's suit brought her aw told sweat.

If her mind dwelt for even a second on a picturéheftwo of them walking
arm in arm, sitting at the head table togetherasrcthg, she felt a surge of
sheer panic.



But, heaven help her, underlying the terror washgnetic pull of helpless
attraction, the insatiable hunger for Reid that heder faded. By the end of
Annie's wedding she would be a mess of shreddegser

When she arrived at Southern Cross the paddodsgkid as a car park was
already cluttered with vehicles and the gardensveehive of activity. A
huge white marquee had been set up on the front &avd hired waiters
were setting the tables with starched white tablbel rose-pink serviettes
and shining silver, china and glassware.

Down the centres of the tables fragrant deep piakdipani flowers and
tealight candles floated in shallow glass bowlsvater. Vic, the Southern
Cross gardener, was busy draping trails of whitegbovillea, pretty as
bridal veils, around the marquee's support colunBysdusk the setting
would be as enchanting as a fairy tale.

Sarah climbed the steps of the homestead's froahda and was greeted by
Annie's flushed and excited mother.

'We've banished the men in the wedding party to eme of the house,’
Jessie told her. 'Annie and the bridesmaids ateeadther end.'

She quickly hustled Sarah to Annie's crowded bedradhere she was
immediately caught up in the high-octane excitement

The blissful bride and Melissa were having theiir Istyled by Victoria,
another bridesmaid, one of Annie's city girlfrienaéo’'d come armed with
the very latest fashion tips from Brisbane.

Victoria took one look at Sarah and decided thaldreg dark hair must be
fashioned into an elegant twist, with deep pinlboibs and white orchids
positioned just so. And, when she'd finished, Sérath to admit she was
very impressed. Victoria had created a sophistich&erstyle that managed
to look careless and glamorous at once—and sumghsifeminine and
Sexy.

So of course she immediately wondered what Reidavitnnk of it. Idiot.



The afternoon continued in a happy blur as the gidinted their nails with
matching polish, applied make-up more carefullynttieey ever had before
and then slipped into their beautiful dresses nying shades of pink, while
Jessie and Flora fussed over Annie.

Sarah gasped when she saw her friend in her dretwgr veil and her
exquisite bridal gown of white Italian lace. 'Ohnie, what a truly
gorgeous dress. You look absolutely radiant—théepebride. Poor Theo's
heart will burst with pride when he sees you.’

'I'm the one who's bursting,' bubbled Annie. 'hthl might die if | have to
wait another minute to see Theo.'

But Annie didn't have to wait because her brothan& appeared at her
bedroom doorway to announce that it was time. Tioné\nnie to link her
arm through his and to process with her bridesnmalmisy the veranda to the
side garden where a string quartet was playinglamavedding guests were
seated and ready. Sarah's heart began a quickstep.

Concentrate on Annie and Theo. This is their daygBt about you know
who.

But the lecture she gave herself was of little uder bouquet of pink

stargazer lilies began to tremble as soon as sh&heahree men standing in
line with Theo. Her hapless eyes flew straight ®dRand a river of sweet
longing flooded through her.

He looked breathtaking. So tall and darkly handsdtie broad shoulders
and tapered waist showed his beautifully cut supdrfection and she was
awash with emotion as she walked behind Melisghadloral arbour that

Vic had spent months preparing for Annie's spestagl

She tried not to look Reid's way again, but with fikelpless compulsion of a
sunflower following the sun her eyes kept seekiimg but. She was an
instrument tuned perfectly to his pitch. And thkeait gazes met...

Oh, heavens. From beneath spiky black lashes Ihiergigrey eyes
shimmered and for a harrowing moment Sarah thoslghsaw the flash of



tears. She felt a jolt in her chest as if her hkad fallen from a high place
and smashed on to the ground like fragile glass.

How would she ever get through this? At the besinodés weddings brought
tears to women's eyes. Everything conspired tohtdbe emotions—the
heavenly music, the beautiful flowers and romagtevns, the blinding
love shining from the bride and groom.

Concentrate on Annie and Theo. Pray for their happs. This is their day.
Fill your heart with love and good wishes for them.

To her relief, she found that when the ceremonyabhefnnie's radiant joy
and Theo's unmistakable devotion eclipsed her dlyrfesars. She was able
to focus completely on their moving declarationsook and their exchange
of vows and, to her everlasting relief, she didmt. If she'd started she
mightn't have been able to stop.

But afterwards, when she had to link her arm thhoRgid's and walk back
with him through the rows of seated guests, herodigosure returned with
a vengeance.

She'd expected that he would break the tensionrbgtigg her with a

humorous comment or a joke as he took her armhdéitvery least, she'd
thought he might smile. But he said nothing andmie looked at her she
was startled by the banked desire in his eyes.

A new wave of longing swept through her and quickig dropped her gaze.
In a week she would be gone from the valley, andféelings for Reid,
keenly sharpened by the poignancy of the occasiere more foolish than
ever.

It helped that the wedding reception was a veryrmbl, relaxed,
country-style affair. The musicians switched toypig popular tunes and
the guests mingled, happily chatting, while photgdps of the bridal party
were taken in the garden and on the front steps.



Luckily Sarah didn't have to spend the whole tiniida \Reid. Lots of people
wanted to talk with her, to wish her well for heowe to the coast, and she
welcomed their distraction.

Dusk approached, accompanied by a background cladribérdcalls as

corellas and parrots winged their way homewardssacthe reddening sky.
Down by the creek crickets cheeped. And under litadfit marquee the
floating tealight candles flickered romantically.hd sweet scent of
frangipani and the tinkling laughter of happy gaditated on the evening
air as a delicious meal was served with a minimfifuss.

Sarah, who was seated beside Reid for the supest,to tell herself that
this evening was no different from the countlessiadooccasions she'd
attended as his partner. Except...

Except that this was the last time. And this tirhe was acutely aware of
Reid's tension. He was as tightly wound as theedaprings inside a clock
and his talent for putting other people at easensdeto have vanished
completely.

They were fortunate that Victoria was sitting oe tither side of him; she
was talkative enough to keep everyone at theircéride table entertained.
But, too soon, the dinner and the speeches wereaodethe dancing began.

Fine tremors vibrated all over Sarah as she st@sitle Reid within the
semicircle of guests and watched a beaming Anrdeh@&n gorgeous Theo
perform the bridal waltz on the timber floor laidwh at one end of the
marquee.

'My little sister looks very happy, doesn't she?

She turned towards Reid and almost sobbed whesashthe dark emotion
storming his face.

'I've never seen a happier bride,’ she said, heewhoking with suppressed
tears.



As the best man and chief bridesmaid joined Annig Bheo, Reid tapped
Sarah gently on the shoulder. "You will dance wiith, won't you?'

She gulped and nodded. It would be sweet torturédmv could she refuse
with so many people looking on? And how could stfese when, despite
the dangers, it was what she wanted to do more ahgthing else in the
world?

She glanced at the smiling guests and saw Reidlsemwatching them.

'Let's go,’ she murmured and she hooked her fittiger with his and
together they walked on to the dance floor.

Her heart began to pound wildly and her body thr@dras she turned to

face him. His eyes smouldered with sexy heat aedxsindered, God help

her, if she would ever find a way to stop lovinghhHis touch scorched her
as they took up a dancing position with one otaisds at her waist and the
other enfolding her fingers as if they were fragiikasure.

A corner of his mouth quirked into the faintestnginer of a smile, but it
flickered then vanished like a small candle flamgnguished by a gust of
wind.

This should have been easy. They had danced togatey times in the
past and they were used to each other's rhythmfodies, but this evening
they were both stiff and awkward as they tried twvento the music.

Other guests were joining the dancers now, sowwerg no longer quite so
obviously in the spotlight, but none of Sarah'ssien eased. Instead, a
thousand sweet memories and a dreadful, agonisgthlp assailed her.

Here she was in Reid McKinnon's arms for the laset breathing the
familiar scent of his skin and his aftershave. #dr life she would never
forget that special woodsy smell. She was breathteshes from his broad
chest, his lean hips, his powerful loins.



She could remember in vivid detail every muscutahiof his long, hard
body and she was forced to close her eyes asdrstsring the backs of her
eyelids.

As they continued to dance she felt his hand bansat chin, and her eyes
flashed open as he tipped her face so that he ¢ooikdinto her eyes. For
five long heart-stopping seconds they gazed at edr—and Sarah felt a
chill from head to toe. She knew she was lookimgight into Reid's heart,
stripped of the protective shield he'd worn for koag.

She could see his love for her and his gut- wrencliespair and—oh,
help—his silver glittering tears. Oh, God, she dotilbear it. Deep in her
heart she'd always known that Reid loved her, b wvas the evidence in
his eyes.

She'd hung around all these years because ofShes.knew that despite
Reid's withdrawal from her they shared powerful 8oms, a deep-seated,
enduring love.

No matter how hard they'd tried to label their iiegs as respect and
friendship, they still took great joy from settieges on each other, from
talking to each other and from just being in eatieds company. No matter
how often they'd pretended to deny it, the passeghanger still burned.

But now it was all going to end.

Helpless tears slipped down her cheeks and whehder them he emitted
a strangled groan before gathering her close agaimpounding chest. And
Sarah clung to him, weeping silently, letting hesken heart have its way,
while happy wedding guests waltzed around them.

'Who's that young woman dancing with Reid?' Flaled as she and Jessie
sat in a corner of the marquee enjoying coffee wadding cake as they
watched the dancers.



Jessie eyed her sister thoughtfully. She and Ha@ always found it
difficult to talk about Reid. Since they'd arrivatl Southern Cross she'd
wondered when Flora would finally pluck up the cuye to raise the subject
of her son. Instead it had been Annie who'd watdetiscuss him.

Despite being caught up with wedding plans, Anrad plied her mother
with questions. To Jessie's dismay, Annie had dedfithat she thought
Reid had been covering up a deep unhappinessiecerGob's death.

It was disturbing to realise that she'd been guftpegligence towards the
dear boy. She'd blithely assumed that she couldiréd Scotland confident
that he'd adjusted to the news of his adoptionrBut she feared she'd been
hiding her head in the sand by staying away fdoag.

That's Sarah Rossiter,’ she told her sister nd®he's the local
schoolteacher.'

Flora nodded. 'She seems very nice.' After a bé,aslded wistfully, 'Reid's
a fine young man, isn't he?"

'He's the best there is, Flora.'

'He and Sarah seem very close.’

'Yes,' Jessie agreed as she watched the youngecdapting very slowly.
Indeed, Reid and Sarah seemed lost in a worldedf twn, dancing with
their eyes closed while Sarah's head nestled ada@eid's shoulder and his
cheek pressed against her hair.

She let out a deep sigh. 'Those two have beengaad friends for years,
but nothing's ever come of it and now Sarah's aggbr a transfer and she's
moving away, so | suppose whatever they've hagdas'o

"You wouldn't think so to look at them now.’

'‘No," Jessie agreed solemnly.

'Do you know why Sarah's leaving?'



'l can guess.'

Flora looked puzzled. 'Can you tell me? Have thag hn argument? Is
there a problem?’

Jessie frowned at her sister. 'l suspect Reidistreg marriage. | think he'll
always remain a bachelor, don't you?'

'Why should he? He seems perfectly wonderful mgerimaterial to me.’

'‘But Flora, surely you can understand his dilemma&®en her sister
continued to look puzzled Jessie's patience snappedldn't you agree he
must be worried about passing on his father's leag s’

Flora gasped and her face turned chalk-white.

Jessie leaned close, speaking softly, urgentlyassoot to be overheard by
people sitting nearby. 'Are you all right? You |laekrible.’

'Oh, dear," whispered Flora and her eyes staretklglan a kind of dazed
horror. 'What have | done?’

'What do you mean?' Jessie struggled to fight offoainting irritation with
her sister. 'You haven't done anything. What hapg@dn you wasn't your
fault. You were a helpless victim.’

'But if Reid thinks—'

Flora covered her face with shaking hands ande&essivery still, watching
her with bewildered concern. After a minute or tth® other woman
seemed to recover a little and she picked up héeecup and took a deep

sip.

'l don't want to spoil this lovely evening,' shédsaBut | need to speak to
Reid some time soon.’



'I'm very pleased to hear that,' said Jessie quigtbu and Reid haven't
even acknowledged your relationship, let alone ctoterms with it. While
you're here, you need to make your peace.’

'Yes,' Flora said, but then she looked frightengadiraand her coffee cup
rattled against its saucer.

Jessie tried to reassure her. 'Don't worry, FIRead knows the worst about
his father, and he's handled it in his own way.’

Her sister's mouth trembled. 'But he doesn't krieawtituth, Jessie.’
'What on earth do you mean?'
'He doesn't know what really happened.’ Flora IdakeShe dropped her

gaze to her lap where her hands were twistingxmais knots. '‘And, Jessie,
I'm afraid you don't know the real story either."



CHAPTER NINE

SARAH'S tears had made a damp patch on the front of Re&hifsand she
was sure her eye make-up had smudged. How embagassy minute

now the music would stop, the dancing would fingsitd everyone would
see her face.

'Do you have a handkerchief?' she asked Reid gsctir@tinued dancing
close.

'Yes." He patted his trouser pocket. 'Flora brouggatan-trimmed
handkerchiefs from Scotland for all the men inwlezlding party.'

'‘Bless Aunt Flora. | think I'm going to need to tmyw yours.'

Tipping his head to an angle that allowed him te ker face, he smiled
gently. 'Perhaps we'd better go outside.’

'Good idea.'

They left the marquee with her head resting ag&tead's chest and his arm
around her so that his bulky shoulder shieldedroen curious eyes. When
they reached the shadowy garden he turned herdsvieim and tilted her

face so he could see it in the moonlight.

'How am | doing?' she asked in a voice that wa$ deed husky with
emotion.

His mouth twisted into a rueful smile as he triediab at the skin around her
eyes with his handkerchief. 'I'm afraid you're tadbia mess.'

She bit her lip. 'Sorry.’

'Don't apologise, Sarah.' His voice sounded cho#ed shaking and
suddenly he was pulling her close again, wrappia@tms around her as if
he feared she might disappear into the night. "Ylaue no reason to
apologise.’



Oh, God, his whole body was shaking. Crushed aghins, Sarah could
feel violent tremors shuddering through him, as ilam was bursting,
releasing all the emotions he'd held back for tow|

A shiver that had nothing to do with the nightfemthered her skin and she
reached trembling fingers to touch his cheek. 'Reifte whispered. "You
know I still love you.'

A terrible groaning sob broke from him. 'Oh, Sanahat am | going to do?"

Dear God. Surely his heart-rending plea confirmedfears; whatever had
come between them was beyond his control. Butdh'timatter. Nothing
could matter now, not if they both acknowledgedrtfezlings.

'Kiss me,' she murmured and she pressed her lipg tanderside of his jaw.
'Kiss me, Reid. Kiss me.' She trailed franticdittisses over his chin, all the
way to his mouth.

But, to her dismay, there was a sudden burst eenoeside them and a loud
party of laughing guests streamed out of the marquel into the garden.

'Hey, Sarah. Annie and Theo are about to leave.’

A desperate low curse broke from Reid and Sarah ssaswash with
emotion she feared her legs might collapse berfeath

From the home paddock came the chugging soundiei@pter landing to
whisk Annie and Theo away on their honeymoon. Reldased a shaky
sigh as he took Sarah's hand. 'We'd better saybgedd the happy couple.’

'Of course.’
More guests were spilling out of the marquee nod Beid kept holding
Sarah's hand as they joined the crowd of well-wssigathering around the

newly- weds.

'Do you know where Theo's taking Annie for theinegmoon?' she asked
him.



'l believe this chopper's taking them straightriasdand resort on the Great
Barrier Reef.’

'Lucky things.'

"Yeah.' He glanced her way and through the darkyes flashed silver heat.
Another shiver shimmied over Sarah's skin—a shiggered by thoughts
of honeymoons—and the electric current arcing bebtweerself and Reid.
Minutes earlier, he'd been a heartbeat from kiskerg

Or had he? Perhaps she was getting carried away?

No doubt her imagination had been overexcited byrtimance of Annie's
wedding.

Steadied by these thoughts, she hurried forwarkig® Annie and Theo
goodbye and she made a big show of joining in a&ingucheer when
Melissa caught Annie's bouquet. And she cheerddualty as anyone else
when they waved the happy couple on their way.

But, as the chopper lifted off, she turned to fiteid standing close behind
her and she was certain he'd been watching hewlioée time. Her chest
tightened, squeezing the breath from her lungs.

'‘Okay, let's party on!" shouted one of the groomsme

Happy voices filled the night as the other guesfted back to the brightly
lit marquee.

Melissa, who was arm in arm with the policeman Hdatayton, called,
'‘Are you coming, Sarah?'

Sarah looked back to where Reid was standing ibldek shadows cast by
a row of casuarinas. She fancied he shook his aehdr, but perhaps that
had been a trick of her imagination.

‘| should go back," she said to him, but her vates low and shaky.



‘Stay.'

The command was so abrupt it should have beentimgwut, given her
helpless obsession with him, she had little chdige to obey. A quick
glance at the marquee showed her that Victorideltssa and their escorts
had already disappeared. No one seemed at allrbdttieat she and Reid
had remained behind.

He reached for her hand and his thumb rode ovebdbks of her fingers.
"Before we were interrupted, we were having a venyportant
conversation.'

Sarah's face flamed.
"You were making a rather important request,’ e sa
She'd been begging him to kiss her. 'Reid, dorkenfian of me.'

'‘Why would | make fun of you?' He sounded so shddker heart jumped
and, before she could respond, he hauled her ¢&sd, Sarah, you have no
idea." His hands framed her face. 'l can't remstany longer,' he groaned
into her mouth.

She wanted to tell him that he mustn't try to itebist her answer was cut off
as his lips sealed over hers—and at last, at lastg-+his mouth claimed her.

There was nothing gentle about his kiss. Nothirgs Was unleashed desire
at its hottest and fiercest. Reid took her as ivhs staking a possession too
long denied and Sarah was powerless beneath haulas8ut she
surrendered gladly, welcoming the bruising pressfréis lips and the
urgency of his tongue.

She understood his need; she shared it. Her baugdwvith wanting him.
As the black night enshrouded them she returnedckisses with equal
hunger. They devoured each other.

Never had she experienced a passion like this. didswvere needed. Their
kiss communicated a message as old as time ardawiady, thrilling rush



of insight, Sarah suddenly knew that tonight themild be no stopping
them. There would be no holding back.

This night would be theirs, stolen back from thekdate that had kept them
apart. They would pay no heed to whether this lgpwiras right or wrong,
prudent or sensible. They'd been practising regtfar too long and now
this deep, elemental need had to prevail.

When kisses were no longer enough they turned amdholding hands as
they rushed across the unlit lawn to the house.

Sarah's heart beat wildly as she slipped off hgin hieels and carried them
so that her footsteps were soundless as she huitiedReid to his bedroom
at the far end of the long central passage.

Once inside, he shoved the door shut and her shodsed to the floor as
he hauled her to him, taking her mouth in anotle&pdand greedy kiss.

Winding her arms around his neck, she pressed feasts against him,
anxious for the seduction of his teasing hands.H&s rocked against his
and she pushed into his arousal in an act of bigt@vocation. She might
have been shocked by her wantonness if she wasaflesne, so compelled
by a wild, obsessive longing.

There were no whispered endearments, no tenderadsoivlove. Perhaps
it was fear that kept them quiet, as if spoken wanight break the powerful
spell that held them in its thrall.

All Sarah heard was Reid's ragged breathing andhtilshed swish of
expensive suiting as he removed his coat and tith §iet efficiency, she
took off her bridesmaid's gown and turned to hinesded only in her new
lacy pink bra and panties. And her heart almogitleat of her chest when
Reid sank to his knees in front of her.

Shirtless, he knelt at her feet and his silver eglzed through the
moon-washed darkness as he touched her barerskimg the curves of her
waist with reverent fingers.



Then he bowed his dark head and kissed her.
Oh...

His lips touched her skin in an intimate caress Hest exquisite shivers
trembling through her. She felt such a wellingaMd for Reid that her eyes
filled with fresh tears. His tongue touched haging tender circles and she
felt so overcome with emotion and longing she thsie might collapse.

A soft, whimpering sound broke from her as sheatieel needy fingers
through his hair.

An answering growl sounded low in Reid's throat anddenly he was
bearing her upwards and on to his bed.

Together they tumbled, and Sarah savoured atHaspttecious luxury of
Reid's body pressing close in a joyous full-lengtibrace. Oh, the bliss of
his weight upon her, the giddy exhilaration of &kén, naked against hers.
How she'd missed him.

They'd been cruelly apart for too long and now télegred a kind of panicky
desperation as they helped each other out of #teofetheir clothes. No
more barriers.

Now...they were home.

Now...their hands and lips could take breathledgylitein a rapturous
journey of rediscovery.

This was her man, just as she'd remembered himthasidvas where she
was meant to be—sharing silken touches with himingi and receiving
kisses, daring kisses that knew no boundaries—nagevith him to the

very limits of passion, and wanting the pleasurattment to last and last.

Until...just when she reached the point where hedybcried out for
release... Reid rolled away from her and begarbbtirey about in a drawer
in his bedside table.



'What are you doing?"

'We need to use protection.’

A dark look crossed his face, torment behind hesey

'Don't worry. It doesn't matter.’

'Of course it matters. I've got to protect you.'

No doubt it was an irrational thought, but tonigit like a night for taking
risks. At that moment Sarah felt so reckless shieomged an unplanned
pregnancy. If she could carry Reid's child she Wdé linked to the man
she loved, body and soul, for ever.

But he found what he was looking for and when lierned to the bed she
had no choice but to cling to him as he took hehwensuous, passionate
ardour. Together they soared high till their clirmaxlaimed them, shocking
them with their shattering force.

And then they fell back to earth. Together.

They lay in the darkness and her head rested oohleist as she snuggled
against him.

'‘Are you sleepy?' Reid asked, watching the waelges drifted closed as he
dropped warm kisses on to her cheek.

'Only a little.’

He saw her drowsy smile and felt happiness rolbugh him like a hot

wave, enticing his mind to play with the crazy fsyt that they were the
bride and groom who'd been married today. This tvas wedding night

and now a long and happy future awaited them.

| love you, Sarah.



If only he could tell her. The thought burned imhHe'd loved her for so, so
long.

This woman was so much a part of his soul he eift lae'd loved her all his
life—since a time long before they met.

Now...after tonight, he couldn't let her go withexplaining that.

Without explaining everything...

‘Sarah, we need to talk.'

Her eyes blinked open and she rolled a little afwamn him, as if she were
trying to read his expression in the darkness.|'t&liking spoil what's just
happened?'

Yes.

Heaven help him. That single syllable felt likeraf& thrust twisting deep
into his guts.

Yes..Telling Sarah the truth about his past, aboutdtiser, would spoil this
beautiful night. After just a few words she woukhlise that this passion
they'd shared could never be more than a partihg gi

How could he tell her that now, while she lay tmugtand hopeful in his
arms? Especially when, rising on to one elbow,lsared towards him and
kissed him gently on the mouth.

'l guess you're right,’ she said. 'We should tdkit she spoke with her
mouth against his, and her lips wandered overdus fn a soft invitation,
mesmerising in its slowness. 'But maybe we shoal#t tater,’ she
whispered.

'l don't know—'

‘Let me make your mind up for you.' Her voice sdbsdito a low, seductive
rumble as she moved over him and her silky softesimade his blood



pound as they brushed against his bare skin. 'Reidjuite sure we should
definitely leave the talking till later.’

He hadn't the heart or the will to argue with hdut then, later...after they
made love again... Sarah fell swiftly and soundiigep.

She woke at sunrise to find that Reid had leftib@ and was standing at the
window. His back was to her and he was holdingdintain aside as he
stared at something in the distance.

She allowed herself a few moments just to lie thadeiring the godlike
proportions of his powerful body, honed to tauesgth by hard physical
work. Her eyes lingered over the massive breadthi®fshoulders, the
smooth, sleek line of his back, the sexy curve isf buttocks and the
muscular vigour of his long legs.

Oh, man. Last night this splendid creature hadslaad her with his tender
love and his magnificent passion. The way Reid miade to her had been
physical and emotional evidence that her instihets been right all along.
He still loved her.

A ripple of happy warmth spooled through her anelfelt quietly confident
that at last, from this morning on, they would wdinkngs out. Surely last
night was perfect proof that they were meant farheather. Everything
between them was going to be okay.

She smiled possessively. 'Morning, gorgeous.'

He turned and his eyes gleamed when he saw heretdeed her smile
slowly. 'Morning." Crossing the room, he sat on #uge of the bed and
reached for her hand. 'Did you sleep well?'

'‘Amazingly well. How about you?'

He shrugged and smiled again, but this time shegioshe saw a shadow

of sadness darken his eyes, like a cloud driftwgr ahe moon. And, in a
surprisingly modest gesture, he looped a corngre$heet around his hips.



An unnerving shiver crept down her spine as sheenebered that he'd
wanted to talk to her last night.

'l fell asleep before we could have that talk,' shid and she propped up the
pillows and patted the empty space in the bed bds&. ‘Do you want to
talk now?"'

He remained on the edge of the bed, sitting sostamte away from her,
and his chest rose and fell as he sighed deeplgn't really know where to
start.’

She told herself that she mustn't panic.

Drawing on the courage she'd gained from the bieduatght they'd shared,
she offered him a brave smile. 'You could starabynitting that you love
me.’

‘Sarah, I'm not sure it's wise to talk about love.'

'It's not wise to be honest? | think it's very intpat.'

'Wait till you hear what I have to tell you.'

'‘Okay.' She drew a quick breath, reminding heragdin that it was vital to
stay calm. If Reid sensed her fear he might reirgatsilence again. 'I'm

waiting.'

She tried to send him an encouraging smile, butob&ed away and
muscles worked in his throat as he swallowed.

'Perhaps you should have written a letter to tl@gagunt,’ she prompted
gently.

"Yeah, perhaps | should have.’
'What would you have told her?'Again he swallowed,avithout looking at

her, he said, 'That | have a terrible secret thtprevent me from ever
marrying the woman | love.’



Her hand flew to cover her mouth, but it was tde k& stop the horrified
gasp that broke from her. Thank heavens Reid wiasking her way. She
must have turned as pale as these bed sheets.

Taking another deeper breath she tried to stomivet from racing ahead to
imagine some terrible disease he might have caetiaor a secret wife and
child hidden away.

'Reid," she said, forcing her voice to stay caluo secret could be that
terrible.'

He turned to face her and his eyes were hard mhtfestones. 'What if |
were to tell you that I'm not Cob McKinnon's son?"

Her jaw dropped. Whatever she'd expected, she cmydr have predicted
this. Reid was such an essential pillar in the Mcidn family; it was
impossible to think of him as anyone but Cob's skm—I'm not sure |
understand.’

'It's true, Sarah. Cob was never my father.’

At first she couldn't respond. All she could do w#aghere, mutely shaking
her head. 'When did you find this out?'

‘Just after he died.' His face contorted with pain.

'It must have been a terrible shock.'

'Don't worry, it gets worse.'

He jumped from the bed, crossed the room and jeakeardrobe door open.
Finding jeans, he dragged them on, and Sarah's baak. By getting
dressed he was signalling the end of their intimdey was deliberately

distancing himself from her.

With his hands on his hips, he stood scowling erthiddle of the room. 'l
shouldn't bear the McKinnon name,' he said throgigtted teeth. 'Jessie



isn't my mother, Annie's not my sister and Kanesmy brother.' His face
twisted into a terrible parody of a smile. 'l ddmlong here.’

‘Are you telling me you're adopted?’

‘Yes.'

She frowned. The news that Reid was adopted whsaksbut surely this
wasn't his terrible secret? Lots of people wergeeth Something like that
couldn't have been what had kept them apart adetlyears. It didn't make
sense. She wanted to leap out of bed and throwarhes around him, but in
the face of his renewed tension her nakednesw/feftg.

Tugging at the top sheet, she wrapped it aroungtbga-style, and crawled
on her knees to the edge of the bed. 'So whatufrgadopted? You still
belong here on Southern Cross. And—and we belayegher.’

He shook his head. 'I'm afraid | haven't told yloe worst of it.'

She couldn't bear to see his distress. Her heambled as she clutched the
sheet over her breasts and waited for him to coatin

'l carry bad blood, Sarah.'

She kept her voice completely calm. 'What does the&n? Whose bad
blood?'

'‘My father's,’ he said without looking at her. 'Mgal father, that is.
He—he—was a rapist.’

She knew Reid was waiting for her reaction butrsieained absolutely still
and quiet, and eventually he continued.

'My father raped my mother and then she gave meydwesause she
couldn't stand the sight of me."

Oh, God.Sarah's heart broke for him. This was the newtshdd hurt him so
terribly. If only she could ease his pain.



She wanted to clasp him to her, to hold him withdlentleness of a mother.
She yearned to comfort him as if he were a littig, tbo rock him and soothe
him until he lost the appalling cold hardness thigd him now.

Still gripping the sheet in place, she wriggledtb# bed, but Reid jerked as
if she'd already touched him and he whirled awaynfher.

‘| can imagine how hurt you must feel," she saitlisoback. 'Reid, | don't
know much about the background of rapists, butdime the cause isn't
genetic. There must have been factors in this negavsonment...'

He didn't seem to hear her. 'Can you imagine wisatike to know that
every time my mother sees me she's reminded ofhtireor of my
conception?'

It was too much. Launching across the room, shewthrer arms around
him. 'My poor darling. What an unbearable burdernyfou.'

To her dismay he rejected her efforts to hug him.hidld himself stiffly in
her embrace and eventually she had little choi¢édorelease him.

'I'm sorry.' He spoke gruffly, punctuating his wendith a shrug.
'It's okay,' she said. 'You have every right td &egry.’

His jaw clenched as he bit off an irritated grufitey stood in silence as
long seconds ticked by.

'Reid, | can understand why you're so upset, bsitdiesn't have to be such
a terrible problem. If it's any help, none of timakes any difference to how
| feel about you.'

His eyes widened as he stared at her.

'l love you,' she reminded him gently.

He shook his head. 'You mustn't.'



A shatft of panic speared her. 'Reid, you're nothikeythat man.’

'How can you be so sure? Last night | dragged ywayafrom Annie's
wedding. | lost my mind.’'

'No more than | lost mine.' She tried to forceayfil laugh. 'We were both
a little wild.'

When he didn't answer she stepped in front of lgairg waiting for him to
make eye contact. At last he looked directly at hexface almost devoid of
expression, like the grey stone visage of a statue.

'‘Anyway, last night wasn't the only time you've mddve to me, Reid.
Think about all the other times.'

He closed his eyes quickly, but not before shetbaflash of anguish. She
prayed for the wisdom to find a way to force himfage reality—not the
crazy fiction his mind had invented. 'You've alwég®en a considerate man,
Reid. Passionate, yes, but never violent.'

He didn't respond but she knew he was listeningst'lnight | wanted
everything you had to give me. | even wanted yaimy

'‘No!" He lurched away from her to the window, anidew he spun back to
face her his face was dark with pain. 'Can't yog, Sarah? That's the
problem. | can never give you a child. God knows litamight turn out.’
‘There's every chance it would be the sweetels btby ever born.’
‘There's also a chance it might be a criminal.’

'l doubt that." When he didn't reply, she askedl y@i want to play it safe?’
His hands clenched into angry fists. 'Where yotorecerned, yes. Always.'

'‘But Reid, life doesn't come with a safety net. omes we've got to take
risks.'



'l can't ask you to take this risk, Sarah. It's tfog best that you're going
away. Then you can forget about me.’

She stared at him in horror. 'You don't mean that.'

'Of course | do. You have to leave for the new stlad the coast just the
way you planned.’

'‘But last night—'

'Forget last night. It was a mistake. It should erekiave happened.’ A
muscle jerked in his cheek. 'I'm sorry. My behavieas unforgivable. I've

been weak and I've let you down, but you still hievgo.'

'Reid, I love you.'

A raw, tortured look of pain racked his face andntlne jerked his gaze
sharply away and she knew he was fighting tearsl, Go was she. Inside
she was crying rivers. But she was too scareddwdlerself the luxury of

breaking down.

This was war and she had to win it.

'l can't marry you, Sarah.' His voice grated witlrightening edge of
finality. 'l won't marry you. | won't burden you thimy genes.’

You're so wrong, Reid. | love you,' she repeated.

There was no answer.

'Reid, we don't have to have children. We can lesagh other.’

‘No!" He raked a hand through his hair and draggedbwn over his
agonised face. 'l knew you'd want to be noble atiost That's exactly why
I've never told you before. You're the kind of womaho's made for

motherhood.'

‘Not if it means losing you.’



He glared at her. 'I'm never going to ask you twiiee your right to be a
mother. Somewhere in thefuture there'll be luckyskivho'll have you as
their mum. That's the way it's got to be."’

Her stomach lurched then dropped as if she'd stepffethe end of a
gangplank. 'Can't you get it through your thick dhéfaat | wantyou more
than your baby?’

For a brief astonished moment hope shone in his a&yd Sarah thought he
was going to give in, but then he shook his headnagYou can say that
now, but in the future you will regret it.’

She felt faint. She was losing this battle. No eratthat she said, Reid was
determined to reject her.

Lifting her chin, she squared her shoulders. Sh# dw@e last piece of
ammunition. 'Are you still trying to pretend thaiwydon't love me?'

He lifted his hands in a gesture of vexed helplessnThis isn't a time to be
talking of love.’

'‘Really?’ She was surprised by how cold and inrobshe sounded. Inside
she was falling apart. 'l can't imagine a situatdrere love would be more
relevant.’

But he could be just as cool and controlled. 'Sdgrah, you'll just have to
accept that the topic is closed.’

'Reid, this isn't an Oxford debate. Our lives drstake. Our happiness.’

'My point exactly." Crossing the room, he showednmtion as he opened
his wardrobe door again and selected a shirt, geitkeff its hanger and held
it out to her. "You look uncomfortable in that shd@ut this on while | go

and fetch your things.'



CHAPTER TEN

REID rode like a man possessed. It wasn't his haldarte a horse to the
limits of its endurance, but despair pushed himaials that barrier.

Today, as he galloped away from the homestead @amdrdls the distant
hills, he was on a quest for speed and danger @nd Ipit were feasible he
would ride straight off the edge of the earth.

He longed for oblivion, but that wasn't possibl&éeTeast he could hope
was that the pounding of his stallion's hoovesherhiard earth would drown
out the memory of Sarah's voice telling him shestbfaim.

If he was lucky the cloud of white dust stirringnleath him would clog his
nose and mouth and block out the smell and the tddter.

But there was little he could do about the picturekis head. He'd spent
years trying to erase images of Sarah naked arelyl@nd wanting him.
But after last night they were scorched indelibltpihis senses. They would
always be with him, forever driving him beyond taige of reason.

And he had been unreasonable with Jessie. She'dsbeeked when he'd
announced that he was heading off into the bush few days.'But we have
a house full of visitors," she protested. 'Mantheim are your friends. What
will | tell them?"

'Make something up,' he growled. 'Tell them theesfances down. A bore's
broken. Half the herd has escaped.'

'Reid, this is because of Sarah, isn't it?"

He refused to answer her, but he knew that thé twds obvious. This
morning Sarah had left Southern Cross without Spgakto anyone or
waiting for breakfast. And, within half an hour loér leaving, he'd been
filling a backpack with supplies and saddling adeor

'l wish you wouldn't go," Jessie implored him. f@levas hoping to have a
word with you.'



'Flora?' It was difficult to keep the scorn frons koice.

'Yes. She has something she wants to tell you—Htadeboth, actually. It's
about your father.'

‘No, thanks. That's an information overload | camathout.’
"You never know, Reid. It might be important.’

He actually laughed at her then. 'If Aunt Flora—'

"Your mother," Jessie corrected gently.

'If she had important news, why would she waitdeer thirty years to pass
it on?'

That stumped poor Jessie. Her face crumpled ameltiée a prize heel.

'‘Look, I'm sorry," he said, 'but | really have tetcgaway for a day or
two—maybe longer.’

'Until Sarah Rossiter's left Mirrabrook?'

He nodded. 'l have to keep my distance from her.'
'‘Unlike last night?"

Reid flinched.

"You didn't dance with anyone else," Jessie said, she felt compelled to
defend her observation.

He let out a long, tired sigh and looked away.

'l thought when | saw you dancing last night that ynd Sarah might have
sorted everything out.'

'Yeah, we did.'



'‘But poor Sarah has taken off and you're lookirgywlorst I've ever seen
you. Whatever you sorted out, it can't have beewn satisfactory.’

'Life doesn't come with a satisfaction guarantée'he said this he
recognised that he was putting his own twist ora®arwordsLife doesn't
come with a safety net.

Jessie placed a hand on his arm. Once, she woutd thegged him, but
these days she was more cautious. He couldn't bi@me

'Reid, I'm so worried about you. What's happenediaty/ gone wrong?
You used to be such fun. Remember all the prank&yget up to with
Kane? This house was always so full of fun andhéerg | can't bear to see
you so unhappy.'

'‘Nothing's wrong.' He sighed. 'Nothing that cae'tfized by a few days in
the bush. Please don't worry about me. | just neggt away.'

And he walked away from her then, marching off he horse paddock
without looking back.

* % %

There was a mountain of last minute paperwork fmaB to sort through
before she could leave. Semester reports stiltdhvbe written, and the next
term's budget had to be prepared. She needed te leackground
information on each pupil too for the new teaclaed there was a stack of
departmental paperwork to file or to send awayrisk&ne.

Luckily her employers recognised that as both pomcand classroom
teacher she would need relief and a supply teaghgisent to take over her
class for two days while she closeted herself moffiece.

Actually, the title of office was too grandiosesar for the tiny airless room
at the back of the schoolhouse. It was so smallthéour p.m. on Monday
afternoon there was hardly a surface that hadrsapgeared under
mountains of A4 paper or manila folders.



But Sarah was grateful for the tedium of paperwdkrting through
administrative minutiae kept her mind busy. Forgl@tretches of time she
could blank out thoughts of Reid.

And she'd made good progress on the first daynbwtthat it was almost
over she felt dead tired. Sleepless nights, bugg,ddress, stress, stress. By
the time she reached the coast she'd be a wreck.

If only she could crawl home, nuke a quick snacthemmicrowave and try
for an early night, but this evening she had anotlewell dinner—with

Ned Dyson this time. It was a blessing not to havecook, but these
farewell dinners weren't easy. Ned and his wife acbme like family to
her and saying goodbye wouldn't be much fun at all.

As she filed yet another folder she heard footstggmsoaching through the
schoolroom and then a woman's voice.

'Oh, dear, I'm afraid we're disturbing you.'

Turning, she was shocked to see Jessie McKinnorhandgister peering
around the doorway. Her silly heart clattered.

'H-hello," she stammered, unable to cover her mapShe struggled to
smile. 'Excuse the mess. My— my office isn't alwhis this.'

From the doorway Jessie said, 'We knew you'd b, [8&ah, so we waited
until school was finished, but it looks as if yauatill snowed under.’

Sarah was too flustered by their sudden appeatarareswer with anything
but the truth. 'Actually, all these files make no®K much busier than |
really am. I'm nearly done for the day.’

Clearly heartened by this, Jessie took a tentatee into the room. 'If
you're not too busy then, would you mind if we laadord with you?'

Yes. Of course she minded. She needed to put ab tisiance between
herself and the McKinnon family as she could. Arxpected visit from



these women had to include news of Reid and shejuitessure she hadn't
the strength to deal with it.

'No, of course | don't mind," she said, and sheemiinwardly. Here she
was, once again letting her weakness for Reidfgremwith common sense.

Jumping to her feet, she made a sweeping gestunelitate the mess and
she forced a smile. 'There's no room in here. Wetter go through to the
schoolroom."

Nervous flutters danced in her stomach as shéhkedvay. She wondered if
she should have invited the women next door tachdage, but her house
was littered with storage boxes and she sensedhlsatvasn't exactly a
social call. She hoped it would be over quickly.

They sat facing each other in a triangle of adsilted chairs that loomed
extra large in comparison with the low chairs aadks$ of her small pupils.
Sarah wished she was still behind her own deskeatst then she would be
able to wipe her nervous hands on her skirt. ‘Nww can | help you?'

She addressed her question to Jessie and, asdske,dhe realised that
neither of her visitors looked any calmer thanfette Jessie leaned forward,
hands clasped tightly in her lap, and her faceddgbale and strained, her
eyes tired and underlined by shadows.

Flora looked on with anxious blue eyes that wepedect match for her
sister's.

'Sarah,' Jessie began, 'there's no point in beabingt the bush. I'm afraid
we have rather a demanding request. You see, Rsididden off into the
back blocks. I think he's camping out in that cewvtne hills.'

Sarah swallowed. 'The Cathedral Cave?'

'Yes, I'd say so. Our problem is that Flora anduehsomething extremely
important to tell him, but we can't reach him.'

'What about Kane? Can't he fetch Reid for you?'



'‘No, he and Charity needed to go back to Lacey Bostraight after the
wedding. And I'm afraid Vic's too old to drive #ie way out to the cave and
our new cook's not familiar with the territory.'

Sarah tried again to clear the lump in her thréaid won't be out there for
long. He'll be back soon, won't he?'

‘It might not be soon enough,’ Jessie said withrarssingly dramatic air.
Sarah frowned. 'Is this an emergency?'

'More or less.' Jessie bit her lip and her shosldigted in a self-conscious
shrug. 'It's important that we speak to him bejare leave.’

Sarah's heart gave an almighty thump and shedeftle flood with colour.
What on earth did this mean?

' know it's a lot to ask," Jessie added hurrie@yt Flora and | were hoping
that you could go out to the cave. You're such@ldwmrsewoman and you
know the way. You could reach Reid in a few hours.'

Oh, God.Sarah's stomach tightened so fast she thoughngiie be sick.
What were these women up to? Surely they wergmrtgito matchmake?
'I'm sorry, Jessie. | can't.

'l know you're busy.'

'Yes, I'm very busy, but even if | wasn't | coutdyo out there. | don't want
to see Reid and he wouldn't welcome me." She Wirgveay the threat of
tears. 'He and | have said our goodbyes.'

Heavens, this was too much. She'd had enough o) la¢ithis community's
beck and call. She'd gone the extra yard for th&iktwon family. Couldn't
people give her a break?

Reaching out, Jessie squeezed her hand. 'Saraljeary Reid hasn't
confided in me, so | can only guess why you andreéboth so upset, but |
believe Flora's news could set things right betwtbertwo of you.'



Flora's news? Sarah frowned. What on earth did'Reicht have to do with
any of this? She shook her head. 'No, I'm sors/niit possible.'

‘Sarah, | wouldn't be asking this of you if | didmave your interests at heart.
We'd both be so relieved and grateful if you'dttryeach Reid.’

'l havetried, Jessie. I've been trying to reach Reidygars. It's no good.
I—I know when I'm beaten. I've had enough.’

She couldn't handle this. She'd been coping tiw.n@kay, maybe she
wasn't eating or sleeping, but at least she'd nexhgkeep her tears at bay
until after dark. But now she felt as if she mightak down completely in
front of Reid's mother and his aunt.

Jumping to her feet, she began to pace the floorshe had to take several
calming breaths before she could speak. 'Honektiign't think there's
anything else | can do. Reid's told me about hisfdther.’

She glanced back at the sisters and they were footiming but she
continued anyway. 'lIt doesn't matter how much ltoryeassure him that |
still love him, he won't listen. He's being incitglgi stubborn. He's taken the
high moral ground and he thinks he's doing me awrmeous favour by
turning me loose.'

Jessie sighed. 'He might change his tune if he khewruth.'

The truth? Sarah's brow furrowed as she considéried Knowing the
rapist's identity wouldn't help Reid now. She dedbanything would reach
him. He was too full of the hurt that was wreakirayoc inside him.

'He probably wouldn't listen to you. He's tearimgnéelf apart emotionally,
but | can't do anything. Every time | try to help suffers more." Sarah's
mouth trembled. 'And I'm left devastated.’

Now Jessie was on her feet too. 'I'm sure Reidslgyee, Sarah.’

Fighting tears, Sarah ploughed her hands throughdie Don't cry. Don't
you dare cry:That's the problem. I've clung for ages to thebéhat Reid



loved me—and he does.' With a brief despairing stghlet her hands drop
back to her sides. 'But at last | understand that Isn't enough.’

'Oh, no, my dear, you must be mistaken.’

Sarah shook her head. 'Love isn't everything. Roicsgrsee love as a
cure-all, but sometimes it takes more. It takes—alon't know—a leap of
faith.'

There was a loud gasp which seemed to come froma.Flo

'I'm sorry, Jessie. | can't help you with this.’

Reid's mother stared at her for a long moment &ed ther shoulders
slumped and her blue eyes took on an air of defeat.

It was almost dusk now and the dull light in théd@aroom seemed to
magnify the bleakness of their conversation. Trewwmen both looked so
depressed, so bitterly disappointed, that Saralafsfab of alarm. Had she
missed something here? When Jessie spoke abotruthewhat exactly
had she meant?

Could she be making a big mistake? Her mind whindds the universe
offering her one last chance?

'‘What on earth can | tell Reid that will change msd now?' she asked
suddenly. '‘Can you give me one good reason wheguldghgo to the cave?'

To her surprise it was Flora who responded.

Reid's aunt actually smiled, although it was a weopbly smile and her
eyes shone damply. 'l can do better than give ymugmod reason, Sarah. |
have two.'

"Two?' she repeated in a shocked whisper.

Flora nodded and took a deep breath. "You seejrstyréason is that I'm
Reid's mother.’



Sarah's jaw dropped. She couldn't have felt mooelksd if Flora had
announced she was an escapee from a faraway g8layglanced at Jessie,
who smiled awkwardly and gave a barely perceptible.

Flora continued. 'And the second thing is thatryveuch want him to know
the truth about his father.'

‘The man who—who raped you?"
Flora shook her head. 'l wasn't raped.’

Pow! Sarah felt as if she'd been slugged by an uneagdidt. Her head
spun and she reached out to a nearby windowsstdady herself. 'Reid
believes you were—goodness, p-perhaps we'd bdttwen again.'

‘Thank you, dear. I'd like to explain.’

Sarah nodded. 'Yes, of course.' Her legs werejdilkg as she crossed the
room and turned on lights before they resumed Heits.

Flora, anxious now to tell her story, began withiowttation. 'It's been very
wrong of me to keep silent for so long," she saillar softly lilting Scottish
voice. 'l could offer excuses, but | won't takeyqur time with them. The
truth is that Reids Cob McKinnon's son."'

'‘Good heavens.' Sarah couldn't help glancing agalassie, who was sitting
very stiffly, her face carefully masked by a gersthaile.

"You see,’ continued Flora, 'l always loved Colr. $@mme time he courted
me—Dbefore he met Jessie.' She and her sister eyethantelling glance. 'l
was very—very fond of him, but he chose Jessienbirproud of what | did
next, but | was so upset that a couple of weeksrbeheir wedding | made
sure that | had Cob for one final night—alone.’

Flora lowered her gaze and stared at the floohagsntinued. '‘Cob had too
much to drink that night. It was his buck’s panmy &—we—I'm afraid we
had a final—fling before—before | lost him for ever." After a bihessaid,
‘The—night—well it resulted in a pregnancy.’



'Reid," Sarah said softly, and she sat very stilhar mind absorbed the
deeply emotional family secret that was unravelbedpre her.

'Yes.'

Sarah turned to Jessie, who smiled carefully. '8y does Reid think his
mother was raped?' she asked gently.

Jessie sighed. 'Actually, that was my fault. Fimauldn't speak about the
baby's father.’

And for very good reasons, thought Sarah.

'Poor Flora was on the verge of a nervous breakd®aid Jessie. 'l knew
there'd been a rapist in the district and | jumfmedonclusions. The whole
family did.'

It made sense. Thirty-odd years ago a pregnancyobuwtedlock was
considered shameful. Jessie would have been eadefdnd her sister and
happy to discover a simple explanation for her domd

'I'm to blame for not having the courage to teisie the truth,’ admitted
Flora. 'By being silent, | let her assume | wagspervictim. It was a way
out— better than hurting my sister."

'What about Cob? How did he handle all this?"

Flora chewed her lower lip and her eyes shimmerabr Cob—I felt so
guilty. 1 begged him to swear he would never reueal truth about my
pregnancy. And you know a McKinnon—once he's givisnword. It was a
burden he carried for the rest of his life.'

Reaching into her pocket, she took out a handketamd wiped her eyes. 'l
was sure | couldn't offer my son any kind of hapgs' she said sadly. 'So |
asked Jessie if she would adopt him. We let everybimk he was Kane's
twin brother.’



For a minute Flora looked as if she might breakmawd Sarah's heart went
out to her, but then she gave a little shake allidda

'It seemed the best thing | could do for Cob amdhy little boy,' she said.
'Reid could stay with his father to grow up in gifgy family. | went back to
Scotland and let everyone here get on with theasli

'How sad. You sacrificed your own happiness.’

Flora nodded. 'lIt was the hardest thing I've ewered but it seemed the right
thing to do at the time. Righting a wrong.' Shekkeaup suddenly. Her eyes
were dry now, but they were haunted by shadows.

Sarah sat very still, trying to get her head arainslastonishing revelation.
After a while she turned to Jessie. 'So you nevewk'Jessie shook her
head. 'l knew Cob wanted to tell Reid somethingartgnt before he died.

He was waiting for Reid to get back from a mustert, he— he ran out of

time." She smiled bravely. 'l must admit I'm gratéfnever knew the truth

until yesterday. | might have allowed it to wreck marriage.’

But if only poor Reid had known...

As if reading Sarah's thoughts, Jessie said, '®sdrved to know long ago.
| thought I did the right thing by telling him whhbelieved to be the truth
about his mother, but I'm ever so sorry | told kabout the rapist. But |
thought it was the truth and he deserved to know.'

'Yes, indeed.' Sarah couldn't quite keep the bigtes from her voice.
"You can see why we wanted to contact Reid befotelgft town.' Leaning

forward, Jessie's eyes implored Sarah. 'It's timmkriew the truth. The real
truth. You will go to him, Sarah, won't you?'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

REID woke, shaking with the vividness of his dream. @all been right
beside him, looking tanned and healthy, streakdid sweat and dust, just as
he always had when he came back from a hard ddneistockyards.

In the dream he'd walked straight up to Reid amndl $éou're a damn fool,
son.'

The vision had been so clear and the voice sdhvetReid half-expected to
find Cob standing beside him now, tall and stros@wer.

It took several moments before his eyes adjustdtidadarkness and the
reality that he was lying in his swag on the safholgr of a cave in the side
of a mountain. Alone.

He shivered and saw that his fire had almost gahend as he stared into
the faint glow of the few remaining coals his heamlldn't let go of his
dream.

'I'm damn angry with you, son,’ Cob had said. "Twemnne years | put into
bringing you up, but as far as you're concernetidbants for nothing.’

Reid frowned as he thought about that. What hadotdeman meant?
Shaking his head, he reached for a stick to pokesdide into the coals and
he tried to forget the dream. Those words hadmtectsom Cob. For Pete's
sake, dreams came from your own subconscious. Aey never made a
lick of sense.

Sparks shot up as he stirred the coals. In a et §me the fire rekindled
and he added more wood. Soon flames were leapgig bending orange
light dancing over the walls of the cave. He thdwout boiling a billy for
tea, but knew that if he wanted to get back toslesid be better taking a
slug or two of the rum he'd brought with him.

There was a small hip flask in his saddle-bag anfibtand it and took a deep
swig, noting with a kind of detached interest thaywhe fiery liquid spread



down and through him. He drank some more, settéatt on his swag and
willed his mind to relax, to stop thinking.

But the words from the dream returnédventy- nine years | put into
bringing you up, but as far as you 're concernedt ttounts for nothing.

Releasing a deep sigh, he rolled on to his siddraedito forget the dream,
but the thing was, dreaming about Cob had givendionief respite from
dreaming about Sarah.

Asleep or awake, he knew he would never be fréenfcouldn't be free of
the sight of her lovely face, or of her eyes aredabony that had filled them
when he'd finally convinced her that there was opehfor them.

Those beautiful blue eyes kept haunting him, aocgusim. And now Cob's
voice accused him too. Hell. Why couldn't they dum alone? Why
should he still feel so damn guilty? He'd donertgkt thing by Sarah. He'd
ensured that the sins of his father could not bese on to another
generation.

If only Cob... No! There was no point in thinkingatif only. That led to
madness.

Reid swore aloud and the rough oaths echoed bdtkitérom the depths of
the cave. Grimacing, he closed his eyes and saw&gam. Had those
twenty- nine years counted for nothing?

He sat bolt upright.

With the kind of clarity that came like a bolt fraime blue, the words from
the dream unravelled a knot in his thinkiktell!! How had he missed it?

Cob might not have been his biological father, betd overseen his
upbringing. That did count for something. It couhter a great deal.

Twenty-nine years | put into bringing you up...



As head of the McKinnon household Cob had gonedatdengths to make
sure that Kane and Reid had grown into sons heddoeillproud of. He'd
always figured in their lives as a large and poulgsfesence, someone the
boys could count on—a strict but loving father,ding by example.

Cob had moulded their characters, teaching theht figm wrong. From
him they'd learned loyalty, old-fashioned honoud arlf-respect. Cob had
helped to mould his thoughts...his speech patté&te& had been told he
even walked like Cob.

Reid shoved the swag aside and leapt to his fe@tas so obvious. He
couldn't believe he'd been soblinded. He'd beeatdtk by the horror of
having a rapist for a father and yet his childhdadl been filled with
happiness and stability. He'd been surrounded lgitip® images of
manhood.

How could he have overlooked the powerful legacZob McKinnon?

Rushing to the mouth of the cave, he stared owatsadhe dark valley below
and dragged in huge gulps of cool night air asdmecto grips with this.

He'd thrown away his one chance at happiness vaitaiSand he'd broken
his darling girl's brave heart because he wasfremrby the thought of his
father.

But what if Sarah was right? What if environmenumied for more than
DNA?

No wonder she thought he was a coward. He'd rejéwteoffer to carry his

child, to raise it and love it. And yet Jessie @udb had knowingly taken on
a potentially problem child, fathered by a crimireatd they had raised him
with the same love they'd bestowed on their owidom.

They'd taken the risk. For him.
Oh, God. Poor Sarah. She'd been willing to takendas risk, but he'd been

too afraid. He'd been such a fool. And now, throbghown stupidity, he
was losing her.



What the hell was he doing hiding out here? Moping?
Bloody hell! He had to find her.

Racing back into the cave, he bundled up his seaigkly doused the fire
with water and covered it with sand. Then he tare/d the mountain to
where his horse was tethered. With the last ointbenlight to guide him
and with a sure-footed horse beneath him he caald sow and reach
Southern Cross soon after breakfast. Then he grakll a truck and be in
Mirrabrook before Sarah had to begin teaching schoo

When Sarah reached Southern Cross very early ttteanmaning she didn't
stop at the homestead; she went straight to theehmaddock to saddle up
Jenny, her favourite mount.

She felt terrible. It was all very well for Jesaied Flora. They were certain
that as soon as she reached the cave everythinigd vb@urosy. They
expected that the minute she told Reid the goodieat Cob was his father
he would ask her to marry him and they would lie@gily ever after.

But Jessie and Flora didn't know how many timedRwid rejected her
recently. She'd spent another sleepless night batetbdy doubts.

Now that she was actually on Southern Cross shé toi draw a little inner
peace from the beautiful morning and the stillnafsthe bush. In the past
the tranquillity of the outback had always workedmagic on her.

The Southern Cross saddling enclosure was butheatop of a rise and
from there she could see a wreath of pretty whit imgering in the little
dip where the creek ran. Soon the mist would beathaway by the sun that
was rising now like a dazzling globe in the east.

The lemon light of the sun slanted through thedsanf the big old gum tree,
bathing the sheds and the yards with its warmttl,aanSarah adjusted the
stirrups on Jenny a butcher bird called a sweenmgrwelcome from a
branch above her.



She took a deep breath of clear morning air ankkaviherself to relax. Fat
chance. She was terrified that telling Reid théhtmbout his father might
not be enough. If, knowing that, he still wanted teego away, her heart
would shatter into a thousand pieces.

Once she had the saddle and bridle in place shkestithe mare's neck,
hoping the action would soothe her own nerves dkasgethe horse. But
Jenny was placid; there was no excuse to linger.

She flipped the reins over Jenny's head and wast abawing up into the
saddle when she heard a new sound in the distdiee.drumming of
hooves.

All thoughts of staying calm vanished. Sarah abaeddenny and rushed to
the fence. Leaning over the sliprail, she squisigainst the sun.

At first the horse and rider coming out of the mistre no more than a black
silhouette against the blaze of light, but as tteaye nearer she recognised
Reid.

A force like lightning jolted through her.

Astride a black stallion, he came galloping up tinassy slope from the
creek at a reckless pace and he looked so wildvwaorterful that she
wanted to weep.

Almost immediately her heart began to race asdadtis horse. She was
suddenly terrified. Why had he come back? Whédidf made a mess of this
meeting?

As he reached the yards Reid saw her. His horse t@msudden standstill
and he froze in the saddle, staring at her, andhéart seemed to jump and
hang suspended in mid-air.

'Sarah.'



His eyes were shaded by his wide-brimmed hat, socslildn't read his
mood, but his mouth was unsmiling, almost grim. 8fed to say good
morning, but no sound came out. Oh, help. Her tanaias unbearable.

‘This is a surprise,’ he said. 'Why have you sabidésmny? What's going on?"

He seemed unhappy to see her. Her fists clenchsldeasteeled herself for
the worst. 'Jessie needed me to ride out to the wafind you.'

‘Jessie?' His chest rose and fell as he digesigdhéiws, but there was no
smile—nothing to give her hope. 'Why did she botjwr?’

'Don't be angry with her, Reid. It's okay. |—I votaered to find you for
her.'

He shook his head. 'She shouldn't have interfétetd her I'd be fine.'

'She—' Sarah gulped. 'She has some very imporeams.nActually, Flora
has the news.’

He dismounted and looped the reins around a feonsg pll the while
watching her with a dark, unreadable expression.

His shirt was rumpled as if he'd slept in it. Hiafgs were old and threadbare,
streaked with red dust and torn at the knees am¢hhi was covered with
two days' growth of black stubble. To Sarah he'gendooked more
desirable.

But heavens, this was going to be even harder shafd imagined. She'd
pictured meeting Reid out at the cave—the two efrthsitting beside a
remote rock pool and surrounded by silent wildesnghile she told him

Flora's story. Now that he was home it would maleensense just to send
him up to the homestead where Flora could tell mnews firsthand.

Perhaps she should just turn around and go backva?



Reid walked towards her and his mouth twitched theofaintest suspicion
of a smile. Taking off his Akubra hat, he set itafence post and with an
unconscious sweep of his hand he ruffled his fhettiehair.

"You've saved me a trip into town,' he said.

'Have 1?'

He nodded slowly and for long seconds his eyesineisl. They stood either
side of the post and rail fence, staring at eablerofThere was something
different about him, something shimmering in tHeesly depths of his eyes
that she couldn't quite pinpoint. His gaze seeroduktdrinking her in.

'‘Well,' she began and then she had to stop antleutongue over her dry
lips. 'You've saved me a long ride out to the cave.

He nodded and the threat of a smile lingered ieys and about his mouth.
'Don't move,' he ordered suddenly, and with antgdfiat left her breathless
he vaulted the fence to land neatly beside heranit believe you're still
here," he said, taking her hand in his. 'Aftet"adl done to you, Sarah.’

His unexpected words and his gentle touch eleettifier. 'I—I can't quite
believe I'm here either. Call me stubborn.’

'Oh, Sarah.'
She looked into his eyes and saw an emotion so fhahmitestole her breath.

I'm the one who's been stubborn.' He reached dorother hand. 'l was
coming to town to find you, to tejlousomething important.’

She gulped and felt so tense and scared and cordnskin love she feared
she might fall apart at any moment.

'Flora's message can wait," he said.

'‘Are—are you sure? It's w-wonderful news about—



'It can wait, Sarah. | need to tell you my newstfir

The authority in his voice silenced her. He claspeddhands and held them
to his chest and she could feel his heart pounalnigard as her own.

'What did you want to tell me?"

'How much I love you.'

Oh, Reid.

She'd waited so long to hear those words and niosh@lcould do was cling
to him, bunching his shirt in her trembling hanahjle her eyes and throat

filled with tears.

'l love you, Sarah. I've been deeply in love witlu yor so long | can hardly
remember a time when | didn't love you.'

She was so rocked by her rioting emotions she odidgeak. She wanted to
tell him how happy he'd made her, but all she cdolevas nod and smile at
him as tears welled in her eyes and spilled oretacheeks.

'‘Can you ever forgive me for being such a pigheddel] for denying my
love?'

She nodded again.

‘Can you understand how horrified | was that | vdaialint you?'

He looked so terribly upset she had to reassure 'Bieep down | knew,
Reid," she whispered as her tears fell. 'That's imyng around. All this

time, | was sure you still wanted me.'

'I can't believe I've been such a stubborn foek Wasted so much of our
lives.'

Weeping openly, she nodded again and pressedgsetdgether to hold
back noisy sobs.



Reid gathered her close and kissed her wet chd#ekso sorry, Sarah. We
should have been together all these years, ragsfagily.’

A family? A little cry broke from her. Heavens, she had & gontrol.
Taking a deep breath, she willed herself to calmrdé&he rubbed her damp
face against his shirt and looked up at him witdeaaty smile.- 'l can't believe
I'm spoiling this lovely romantic moment by cryirigdlon't want to cry.’

His face was creased by a crooked grin. 'Believe sweetheart, having
your lovely body shaking all over me is perfectyrmantic. You can cry all
over me any time you like.' He pulled her closemagdaust so long as you're
with me, Sarah. Hell, when | think of the needlgssn I've caused
you—how close | came to losing you—I want to crg.to

He pulled back suddenly and his eyes looked warried you have to
leave? | know I've put you through so much misenave no right to ask,
but I don't think | could bear it if you went awdydon't think | can let you
go, Sarah.’

She lifted her face to him and her mouth trembkedlze smiled. How on
earth did Reid think she could go now? Just theesaime couldn't resist a
tiny tease. 'I'm not sure how the department vaéict if | tell them I've
changed my mind because my boyfriend won't leteagd the district.'
'Perhaps you'd better tell them your husband vetwtou out of his sight.'
'My husband?'

"You will marry me, won't you?"

'Is this really happening, Reid? | feel as if | dw pinch myself.'

His face broke into a beautiful grin. 'l promisauyd's for real, Sarah.’
'‘Could you just say it again, please, so | canure?

'On my knees?"'



'Oh, no. Heavens, no. Just tell me again aboutimgumd be married and
having a family. Did | really hear that too? Abdatbies?"

'‘Absolutely. | want hordes of our babies and tlsenething | want more in
this world than to have you as their mother.' His&d her tenderly. 'And as
my wife.’

'I'd be honoured, Reid."

'Oh, sweetheart.' Wrapping his arms more tightbpad her, he hugged her
in an iron grasp that thrilled her in its fiercenes

When he relaxed she looked up to see his ruefukesftititook a while to
sink into my thick skull, but I know now that it den't matter that my father
was violent, because our kids will have the swegbeavest, wisest mother
in the world.'

His hands slid down her back. Fingers splayed,da&ed her hips against
him and his eyes burned with a smoky fire that etetier bones, and then
his lips brushed hers in a gentle caress. 'Andéltheir dad and together
we'll be the very best parents we can be.'

'‘Absolutely.’

'l love you so much, Sarah.' He scattered kisses loer face.

She remembered that she still hadn't told him esvsn ‘Reid, you don't
have to worry about your father."'

'I'm not worrying about him. | only want to thinbaut you.'

'Flora—'

Before she could tell him Flora's story, his mountercepted her. His lips
sought hers and there was no way she would coniteErupting him.

Happiness rained through her as he kissed heryddepingly, binding her
close again.



Savouring the powerful strength of his body, haghiast hers, she
remembered the day they'd stood in this very yadishe'd wanted him to
do this, to haul her into his arms and to admit ih@aelt about her.

Now she submitted joyously, thrilled by the knowgdedthat at last Reid
understood; their love was enough. He wanted toyniear, even though he
still thought there were risks involved.

Just the same, when he'd finished kissing her tlgiiy and when she'd
taken her time to kiss him back just as thorougbhge would take great
pleasure in being at his side when he learneddbbtMcKinnon, the father
he'd loved, was indeed his own flesh and blood.

A month later the tiny wooden church in Mirrabroekas filled to
overflowing.

Almost everyone in the community, whether theywewited guests or not,

wanted to witness the wedding of Star Valley's betbteacher to one of
their most respected cattlemen. They all agree tt@uld never be a more
fitting bride for Southern Cross.

People who couldn't find a seat in the church gathen the footpath
outside, or lined the streets to cheer Sarah aarsived.

Wearing a dreamy fly-away veil and a simple fittedite silk gown and
carrying a bouquet of exquisite white orchids, 8greocessed arm in arm
with her father down the short stretch of the nsdreet from her cottage to
the church.

Annie, her matron of honour, walked on the othde sf her, wearing a
lovely gown in Sarah's favourite misty-blue.

No bridegroom was more keyed up than Reid as hiegvat the front of the
church and listened to the rousing cheers fromstheet. With him stood
Kane, his best man, and the travelling bush padne;d made a special trip
into Mirrabrook for this very important occasion.



Glancing behind him to the front pew, his eyes destsie's. He owed this
woman so much. She'd mothered him with a genenmodisoaing heart and,

together with Cob, she'd made him the man he wis/tcShe smiled at him
now, but her mouth wobbled and he knew she wa® ¢tm$ears. Then he
caught Flora's eye. Over the past few weeks heFéord had begun the
delicate process of getting to know each otherahen and son. He thought
they'd done rather well.

To his surprise, she seemed very composed todaysi8led happily now
and sent him a wink. He'd discovered that she wasraan of unexpected
inner strength—Ilike Sarah—and, sustained by thaight, he managed to
smile as he returned her wink.

Through a side window he could see the churchyaddh& thought of Cob
lying out there. The news that he was Cob's s@vany sense had brought
him incredible joy and had taken an enormous wefigimh his shoulders,
but there'd been bitterness too when he thougtiiteofears of unnecessary
heartbreak he'd suffered. However, with Sarahsasidie, he was too happy
to let anything cloud his joy for long.

Today, at Sarah's suggestion, they would leavét@al bouquet on Cob's
grave before they headed off to the Community Halltheir wedding
breakfast.

A bell rang loudly. Danny Tait was in the front pbrpulling the ropes to
announce that Sarah had arrived. Kane placed asuwag hand on his
brother's shoulder. 'This is it," he said. 'Tumwuaid, mate. Here's your bride.
She looks absolutely beautiful.'

Reid turned and a surge of emotion tightened higathas he caught a
glimpse of Sarah framed in the church's doorwayg. W$ion misted. He
couldn't help it. Here was Sarah. His life. Hisderi Looking so lovely he
couldn't breathe.

The congregation stood as the opening bars of gding march pealed
from the wheezy old electric organ. Sarah had lbaking to Annie, who
was checking that the veil and gown were in ortat,now she lifted her



head, took her father's arm once more, and lookedchdhe aisle clear to
Reid.

Her blue eyes sparkled as she smiled. And his haaued over.
He marvelled at how serene she was, and he remecdhtyex first time he'd
seen her, walking on to the school stage to makpeach. What a very

special woman—this graceful, confident, darlind gialking to him now
down the mercifully short aisle.

The picture of her blurred and he had to blink take& deep breaths.

Then at last Sarah was at his side. At last hedcemlell her perfume, hear
the soft whispering rustle of her gown and sedd, looking lovelier than
ever beneath the sheer veil.

'Hi there, handsome,' she whispered.
And finally Reid felt her touch as she slipped &en through his.

"You look so beautiful,’ he told her and he squddaer hand as it rested
against his coat sleeve.

They smiled into each other's eyes and Reid sawdéwp love for this
woman mirrored in her radiant smile—a beautifuld@ng love that had
already been tested by time and trial and fourigkttasting and true.

And his heart was filled with a sense of perfeqigiaess and promise as
they turned to face the padre.



EPILOGUE

THE air rang with excited shrieks and peals of laughtechildren played
hide and seek in the dusky Southern Cross garderth® veranda their
parents sat in easy chairs, drinking sundownerdarghing, sharing jokes
and generally catching up on all the news that wdly important to no

one but other family members.

Sarah looked around her and released a long, udlissfontented sigh.
She'd never had brothers or sisters of her owrshadespecially cherished
these times when the McKinnons got together.

None of them would have missed Reid's birthday.e<and Charity and
their three boys had driven over from Lacey Dowasdyethis morning to

help Reid and Sarah spruce up the homestead addngso that Southern
Cross was looking its festive best for the big ypatanned for tomorrow.

Inside the house, the furniture and timber flodreng, the windows and
mirrors sparkled and, thanks to the children's rdomtion, every doorknob
was polished to a golden glow. Beyond the veratiua,newly trimmed

lawns looked as green and smooth as city parkland.

Annie and Theo, who lived way to the south inMellh&uthese days, had
arrived late in the afternoon, absolutely glowingwvpride and desperately
keen to show off their brand new baby, their fiostb

‘Trust you two to wait till most of the work is d@hKane had joked as soon
as everyone had duly admired sweet baby Thomas.

'Give me a break.' Annie wrinkled her nose at hethzr, who still took
every opportunity to tease her. 'Producing a Gexirepn and heir is the
hardest work I've ever done.'

'‘And that's coming from a woman who's just earnexd €lass honours at
university," Charity reminded Kane.

Theo nodded vehemently. 'l was there in the dejiveom and I'm in doubt
about which was harder work.'



Annie cuddled her baby close and her face glovizad. Thomas was worth
it, weren't you, little man?'

Now, as they sat on the veranda, Sarah smiled eheald her youngest

nephew. She touched a fingertip to one of hispink hands and watched it

flutter like a flower in the wind. She feasted bges on his perfect little ears
and the fuzz of his soft hair, and enjoyed the tvagnuggled against her, so
warm and soft and tiny.

Watching her, Charity smiled. 'Don't you feel clyakhen you hold a dear
little newborn babe?"'

Sarah laughed and her eyes caught Reid's. Thisevasthing they'd been
talking about recently and now he smiled and sen@lsly wink, stirring a
happy coil of anticipation deep inside her.

"You might have a boy next time," suggested Annie.

'If we have another baby, Reid will be hoping fapther daughter,’ Sarah
told them. "You're absolutely smitten with yourgjilaren't you, Reid?’

At that moment there was a scream from the garfemee-year-old Lucy's
hiding place had been found and now she was fleatigss the lawn,
squealing as she tried to escape her cousin Beng Kad Charity's
youngest.

Reid grinned. 'l guess | must be smitten to contata@another child after
Lucy.'

Lucy, their younger daughter, had been a gorgeaugdmanding handful
from birth, and she'd developed a recent passiohdby animals that kept
her parents shaking their heads. They'd found @spioi her bed, kittens
dressed in dolls' clothes and chickens peeping fhenpockets of her jeans.
Heaven knew what would happen next time there \wedsly calves that
needed bottle-feeding.

Now, out on the lawn, cousin Ben was too fast facy.and, as he closed in
on her, she squealed shrilly at the indignity ahgecaught.



‘Time to restore the peace.' Reid jumped to his d4eel loped down the
steps.

'l think this is our cue to bring the children s}’ said Charity. ‘Otherwise
they'll be overexcited and won't be able to sleswpght.'

'l bribe them in with hot chocolate and toassahdwiches.' Sarah was
already on her feet and handing Thomas back toéArivie don't want them
to be tired and cranky for the party tomorrow.’

The party was scheduled to begin late on Saturétaynaon and by four
p.m. Southern Cross was ready and waiting.

All the vases in the house were filled with brigiowers from the
garden—red and pink flowering ginger, purple bouoggliea, deep apricot
frangipani and bright orange heliconias—a glorigasof tropical colours.

French doors were opened wide to provide easy afoeguests to wander
between the lounge and dining rooms and on to #nandas, which had
been made festive with bright streamers, balloows sirings of Chinese
lanterns.

Extended tables were covered with pristine star¢hbtkcloths and set at
one end of the long lounge room to serve as adrahé guests. In pride of
place amidst the rows of polished champagne flanelswineglasses stood a
magnificent cutglass punchbowl that had been ondeskie and Cob's
wedding presents.

Now it was filled with rosy-gold punch and was lggkept cold by a ring of
ice set with pieces of pineapple, cherries and temtes.

In the kitchen Rob, the cook, was putting the fimg touches to the party
fare.

And in her bedroom Sarah, having dressed her dargyint their new party
frocks, was putting the finishing touches to hekexap. Nearby, in thein
suitebathroom, Reid was standing shirtless before tineomshaving.



With a final flourish of her mascara brush, Saradsvgatisfied and she
walked through to the bathroom to check on Reidigness.

Watching her reflection as she came into the robis,eyes took on an
especially iridescent shimmer and he smiled at Wdow, you look
gorgeous.'

She was wearing an off-the-shoulder silk sheathisnfavourite shade of
blue—one that deepened the blue of her eyes—anrd atided glamorous
dangling blue and silver earrings.

"You don't look so bad yourself, birthday boy, ewdough you're half
covered with shaving soap.'

Standing behind him, she reached her arms aroundahd hugged his
middle, which was as trim and taut as ever. Imtireor they shared a smile,
a private, intimate smile, full of sexual promigeripple of joy bubbled
through her as she thought about later tonight whey would be alone at
last.

"You look so good | want to muss you up a litthe'looked down at her, still
smiling. 'When are these guests due to arrive?’

'‘Any minute now.'
'Pity.'

Releasing him, she leaned back against the towehmd watched as he
finished shaving, wiped the last traces of soamfhis face and slapped on
aftershave. And as the familiar scent filled thebmoom, she remembered
a time when she'd feared that the smell of thisdraf aftershave would

always bring terrible memories, reminding her oérgthing she'd lost.

Yet here she was, happier than she could havevbdlipossible. She
watched the play of his muscles as he reache#&shirt hanging on the
door, and thought how amazing it was that her gmrgdnusband loved her
more with each year of their marriage.



After seven years of hard work running Southerns€rafter the ups and
downs that had included the disappointment of aanigage followed by
the joyous births of Jane and then Lucy, they sharpassion that always
left her breathless.

Dressed now, Reid turned to her, drew her closekesed her forehead. 'l
don't dare kiss you anywhere else or I'll compjetkdstroy your make-up.'
He cupped her face and smiled into her eyes. lliyrda appreciate all the
trouble you go to every year for my birthday.'

'It's fun. It never feels like trouble.’

Dropping a feather-light kiss on the tip of heredse said, 'l know why you
do it.’

'l want your birthdays to be special.’

'‘Because | grew up never knowing the correct datas born and having to
share Kane's birthday?'

She nodded.

His gaze held hers. 'l love you, Sarah McKinnonuY®the finest woman |
know.'

‘The finest?'

'‘And the loveliest.andthe sexiest.'

‘That's better.' She kissed him lightly on the jawove you, Reid.’

No longer caring about smudging lipstick, he lovdehgs lips to hers, and
who knew what damage might have occurred if a sudchy hadn't

interrupted them.

‘Mummy! Daddy! Come quickly!



‘That sounds like Jane." Sarah sighed softly.bétder go and see what's
happened.’

'‘Daddy! called their daughter again, sounding ewene urgent. ‘Hurry!

This last cry was a quivering shriek that might dndoeen excitement or
terror.

They found Jane dancing a nervous jig in the midtitae lounge room, her
eyes huge as she pointed with a shaking hand. ‘Look

'Oh, no!' cried Sarah.
Reid let out a hoot of laughter.

Two black ducklings were swimming in the McKinnanfily's heirloom
bowl of fruit punch.

Sarah gave his arm a swift thump. 'Don't you datghh. The punch is
ruined!

'Oh, | don't know. Two little wild ducks cruising a bowl of punch looks
pretty artistic to me. We could start a new fashion

'Reid!" Sarah felt as if she wanted to strangle esmm. 'This is Lucy's
handiwork, isn't it?"

He was fighting an urge to smile. 'Probably.’

As they watched, one of the ducklings flippedaittowards the ceiling and
dived to the bottom of the bowl, while the otheapiped its wings with
excitement. Rosy-gold liquid splashed high and gseof chopped fruit
slopped over the edge of the bowl and soaked quickb the starched
white tablecloth.

'‘Now that's really artistic!" groaned Sarah. 'L@dkhe mess.’

'l only wanted to give the duckies a swim.'



At the sound of the small voice behind them, thdyrid around to see
Lucy marching into the room. Smudges of mud spditedront of her party
dress and her sash had come undone and was tizglmgd her.

'Oh, look at you!' cried Sarah. 'You've been vayghty.' She added this in
her best ex-schoolteacher's voice.

'I'm sorry," said Lucy, not sounding very repentainéll. She looked up at
Reid and managed to squeeze one tear out of hétusgyes.

'‘Where did you find these ducklings?' he asked her.
'In the dogs' water bowl.'
‘That young Labrador pup must have brought therftam the creek.’

Sarah's hands lifted in a dramatic gesture of eetasipn, but as she caught
the merriment in Reid's eyes her sense of humalekiin and she dropped
them to cover her mouth as a chuckle threatenéx].d€ar, the poor things
will be drunk if we don't get them out of there."

'l take them through to the bathroom and wagmtloff with fresh water,'
Reid volunteered.

Rolling back the sleeves of his white dinner slhietscooped up a duckling
in each hand, extracting them swiftly and with aimum of squeaks and
splashing.

"You'd better come and help me, Lucy.’

Sarah watched him hurry away, with Lucy scampetangeep up with him,

and she shook her head and sighed. Mad as shebaaistae mess, it was
hard to stay angry. Lucy's naughtiness was nevécimas and...well...she
looked so much like Reid.

She lifted the punch bowl and, as she turned ty ¢aback to the kitchen,
she heard a car door slamming outside.



Charity came into the room, looking lovely in atsgifeen trouser suit that
matched her eyes. 'l think the first of your gudsise arrived.' Her eyes
widened as she took in the mess on the table anbawl in Sarah's hands.

'Lucy's handiwork." Sarah raised her eyebrows. Kugs in the fruit
punch. A new party trick.'

'‘Goodness.' After staring at it for several secor@isarity grinned and
shrugged. 'l can sympathise. Life's never dull wizea're the mother of
McKinnon kids, is it?'Still smiling, she hurried take the bowl from Sarah.
'I'll look after this. You've put in a huge effdor this party. | can have fresh
punch made in a jiff. You go and greet your guésts.

'‘Bless you, Charity. You're a darling.’

‘That's what | tell her every day,' said a maseulinice from the doorway.
Kane entered the room and a quick smile flashedd®st him and his wife.

"You can make yourself useful, Kane," Charity toilgh. 'Find a clean white
sheet from the linen press.'

That settled, Sarah took a deep breath.

From the bathroom came a sharp quack and a ddlighigek from Lucy,
followed by Reid's low voice, calm and stern, yat bf love. And from
along the veranda rippled the bell-like tones ohifs laughter as Jane gave
her an excited report about the ducklings.

From the kitchen wafted the enticing aroma of binesta and tiny pizzas
and, as she walked to the front door to greet hestg, she heard the clink of
glassware as Kane and Charity went into damageatont

And Sarah knew that life was good. Her heart wgistliThe McKinnons
were ready to party.



