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Neve was used to difficult assignments, but ineimng millionaire Rob Stowe was
her toughest yet! Her first challenge was Rob'smis/dislike of talking about himself.
Her second was far worse: Rob was incredibly goo#ihg and Neve was shocked by
her attraction to this strong-willed, difficult man

Even more shocking was Rob's sudden declaratidrhéhevanted their relationship to
be more than professional. He wanted marriage!



CHAPTER ONE

RoB Stowe glanced out of his study window and whistled saftl himself.
There was a woman walking up the pavement towarsishbuse and,
somewhat to his surprise, the mere sight of hiedfihim with spontaneous
appreciation.

She was about five feet eight, he judged, in hentigs, with long dark hair
and as she strode up the pavement, there was sogatiout the way she
walked that led him to speculate about her bodyatdnher coat. That long,
fluid stride and her slim outline definitely seemta suggest a lithe,
beautiful figure, and the way she tossed her spiriair as she pulled
something from her pocket, was more than enoughritty a smile of
admiration to his lips.

Independent, he'd like to bet, as well as rathegemus, he thought, then
stopped smiling as she stopped outside his houas.this Brent Madison's
replacement, he wondered, and swore beneath tathbre

It was three o'clock in the afternoon but the Ibmavy clouds seemed to
have robbed the streets of any colour and a cimitlwvas blowing.

Neve Williams pulled her long camel coat closer gtahced at the slip of
paper she held in her gloved hand. This was it.ofh but beautifully
restored two-storied house in the fashionable inBgtdney suburb of
Woollahra, it was the home of Rob Stowe who, atakeminute, she'd been
asked to interview for the magazine section ofpiager she worked on.

Last minute wasn't quite accurate, she'd had atragd a morning to
research her subject when her much more famousagple had discovered
he had glandular fever.

She hesitated briefly then opened the wrought-gate, stepped up two
steps to the burgundy front door and pressed tigatidsrass bell.



There was a wait of about a minute as she shivardde doorstep, and she
was about to press again when the door openedédalra woman who was
so attractive and so famous, Neve's jaw droppedhamdeyes widened
incredulously.

'‘Ah," Molly Condren, star of film and televisionaid, 'you must be the
person the newspaper was sending around in pla@eeaf Madison?'

Neve closed her mouth and thought swiftly. '"Yest it to interview you,
Miss Condren, much to my great regret!’

Molly Condren smiled her famous three-cornered sraihd tossed her
equally famous red gold hair. 'That's sweet of yshe said warmly,
however. 'But you're going to have enough on ydategnterviewing Rob.
He's having second thoughts about it. Probably ungeto do with them
having to send someone else—he knows Brent quite ym see,' she
added in an undertone. 'But come in! You must beZing.’

The hallway was papered in chilli-bright red amgetl with paintings. Molly

indicated a rack and Neve hung her coat on itherfingers through her
loose, long dark hair and looked down at hersédffljr She wore a yellow

polo-necked jumper tucked into caramel suede @dp#nd long, polished
brown boots. She picked up her capacious shouldgramd prepared to
follow Molly again.

But Molly was gazing at her thoughtfully. "You loakore like a model than
a journalist,’ she said with a faint frown. 'l ddhink that will appeal to him,
either.’

‘Thank you! But looks can be deceiving, Miss Condtdnderneath I'm a
journalist through and through and I'm quite usedl¢aling with—uh—
difficult interviewees."

'Oh, well," Molly shrugged, ‘just thought I'd warau.’

'Warn her about what?' a deep and irritated vaad@. $~or heaven's sake,
bring her in, Molly.’



Molly surged through a doorway, saying, 'Darlinguyof course! You may
be Rob Stowe, the dynamo behind so many succeak@ibvers, but you're
not in a very good mood today.’

Neve paused in the doorway and looked around.dtanlarge, lovely room,
full of colour and there was a cheerful fire bugiat one end. Sitting in
front of the fire with his back turned to them ,sMRob Stowe. He was
sitting in a wheelchair.

He made no effort to turn the chair and Molly lodkeeavenwards as she
led Neve around it. 'This is the journalist who bame to do the interview
you agreedto, Rob. And it's not her fault Brent got glandutver,' she said

pointedly.

'I'm well aware of that.'

'‘Good. Then I'll go and make some coffee.' She naafigile little gesture
and left Neve to her fate.

But Neve had not been joking about her capacitgttodgh interviews and
she looked into Rob Stowe's sardonic dark eyeslgalm

He was obviously a tall man despite being confiteé wheelchair, his
thick dark hair was ruffled and touching the codiathe back of the football
jumper he wore with blue jeans. His face was angst

It was a lean, angular face with lines beside tbatmand shadows beneath
those damning dark eyes—marks of adversity and, paorne and
conquered. His mouth was hard, at the moment &'l seen photos of him
laughing and the humour and vitality in his expi@sshad been quite
stunning.

Could she bring that humour and vitality back, slumdered, at the same
time as she discovered herself to be determinetbnogke the first move,
determined because he was taking his time aboukingoher over
comprehensively.



She grimaced inwardly as his gaze rested squarelyeo breasts beneath
die fine yellow wool, before examining her trim wtat some length then
her hips and the length of her legs. At the same thowever, she couldn't
deny that a little frisson was running through har this insolent,
undressing-her- with-his-eyes inspection, and thisthiocked her as well as
annoyed her.

Shocked her because she wasn't used to men sHekdidw having that
effect on her and annoyed her sufficiently, shenéhuo toss her hair, put
her hands on her hips and gaze coolly back at him.

'‘Well, well," he said softly, 'you're rather arragaaren't you, Miss...I've
forgotten your name?' He raised his eyebrows atrtoekingly.

'Williams,' she replied. ‘Neve Williams. No, notpeularly, Mr. Stowe, but
| don't really mind if you'd like to think so. Anfl you are having second
thoughts about this interview, do please tell m& lhtake myself off.'

As she said this, an image of her editor swam tjindwer mind and his last
words to her printed themselves on her brBion't come back without this
interview, Neve. It's the first one he's giventyaw years so it's a real scoop.
Oh, well, she thought with a little shrug, whatvaé will be!

'What's that supposed to mean?' Rob Stowe inquired.

A faint smile curved her lips. 'l was just remembeithat | could get fired if
| don't get your interview, Mr. Stowe.'

'So what would you do if | did tell you take youfsaf?' His sardonic gaze
drifted over her again.

'I'd go. | don't grovel to anyone, sorry. Perhajpsnl a touch arrogant,’ she
said humorously.

'Or are you a rather good psychologist, Miss Wills®' he suggested after a
little pause.

'Perish the thought,' she murmured, but her eyes dancing.



'Violet eyes,' he mused. 'l don't think I've eveers true violet eyes before.
Oh, well, you might as well sit down.’

‘Thank you.' Neve sank onto a two-seater couchreavi fuschia pink
linen, set at right angles to the wheelchair.

As she opened her shoulder bag, he added, 'Whichtito say you still
won't have to front your editor without this inteaw.'

'l quite understand.’ She took a pad, a pencil andal tape recorder out of
her bag. "You have no objection to me taping wiatgay, Mr. Stowe?"

'Provided | can edit the tape.’

Neve shot him a straight little look from her vibéges. 'If you wish to, by
all means. | believe the deal was that you wouliehthe right to edit the
whole interview?'

'Yes,' he agreed and looked at her thoughtfullyatidoesn't upset you? It
generally does upset journalists to have theirnofteccurate version of
things tampered with.’

'l look upon it as a challenge,’ she replied cooRychallenge to get things
right to our mutual satisfaction.’

They gazed at each other for a long moment untsrhéded slightly and
said, 'One has to wonder what kind of challenges lijee in bed, Miss
Williams. With that figure I'm sure you'd be quisought after in
that—arena, but, let us begin.’

Don't respond, Neve warned herself. She did, howe@ne wonders
whether you're capable of it, Mr. Stowe?"

To her amazement, he started to laugh. 'Got yewsald softly. 'l knew you
couldn't be as cool, calm and collected as all. tBat few women are,
especially when one resorts to the low, dreaded dadivinistic sexual
innuendo.'



Neve bit her lip. 'Could we consider ourselves sgtiaen, Mr. Stowe?'

'We could indeed, Miss Williams. How long it lagts another matter.
Where do you want to start?"

Neve looked around and tried to gather her thoug¥liseditor suggested a
bit of background although a lot of people knowwatheu but we need to...'
She paused and spread her hands. '—Interface haiveycoped with

this—an accident that left you a paraplegic who te&she may never walk
again but beat the odds and will walk | believe—thwhe kind of man you
are.'

'‘Coped? Very badly for the most part,” Rob Stowd. sAs Molly will no
doubt be able to testify. Won't you, Mol?' he add#g as Molly arrived
with a tray.

'‘No | won't You've been brilliant, Rob! You're anspiration to many
people. Don't let him deceive you!" she added teeNe

'l only see two cups,’ Rob observed somewhat dryly.

'I'm going to the hairdresser, darling. I'm alsttigg my nails done and my
legs waxed. | should be gone for hours! But I'mesyou two will have
plenty to talk about. 'Bye!" She waved her fingers.

'‘Bye," Neve said quietly whilst Rob said nothingkht

The pause lengthened until Neve said ruefullyalieha little formula, Mr.
Stowe. What woulgoulike to talk about?'

"You mean—anything?'
'‘Anything under the sun. And we can record it af, it up to you.'

He considered then smiled a little maliciously.ll'fTee about yourself,
Neve. And you can record it or not as you see fit.'



'OK." She didn't turn the tape on but she didraklat all put out. 'I'm
twenty-six. | was born in Western Queensland, aheep station. | did a
Bachelor of Arts majoring in English at Queensldhd and | was a cub
reporter then parliamentary reporter for @aurier Mail. | came to Sydney
three months ago, determined to escape politics Wdrile,' she looked wry,
'but didn't achieve it immediately. Until this bkeeame up in the weekend
magazine of the paper.'

'Mmm," he said reflectively. 'I've read a coupleyofir in-depth interviews
in the magazine. They were good.’

She looked surprised. 'Thanks. It's no hardshiprigwing interesting
people.’

A tinge of amusement lit his eyes. 'Married?'

'No. Nor engaged, nor in any way entangled at toment,’ she said.
'Why not?'

She lifted her shoulders. "Too busy perhaps. Havutou?'

'l should have thought the evidence of it was obsio

'If you mean Miss Condren—'

'Of course | mean Molly," he said impatiently.

'Can | use that?'

'‘No.'

'Very well," she said equitably. 'Is there anyth&lge you'd like to know
about me?’

'Yes. You should be on television. You look goodouwgh, you can
obviously handle yourself—ever thought of it?'



Neve smiled. 'Of course. But those jobs don'tifdath one's lap. Besides, |
like writing. I'd love to write a book one day.’

'What did your parents do?"

'My mother? Nothing much other than being a wifel @aamother." She
paused and grimaced. 'But there were six of uswad a full-time job. My
father was the station mechanic.’

Rob Stowe sat forward and looked at her closetyy@&i've done well for
yourself, Neve Williams? It's a fair haul from aeslp station to interviewing
the rich and famous.’

"You did well for yourself, | believe,' she saieatlily.
He looked quizzical. ‘Are we two of a kind?"

She shook her head. 'I've got a long way to gorbdfget to your level of
achievement.'

'All the same | feel we might be. Would you mindupag the coffee?’
Neve rose. 'Not at all. How do you like yours?'
'‘Black with one sugar.'

She lifted her head and her eyes were dancing adaien again, perhaps
we are. That's how | like mine." She placed a cupoffee on the table
beside him. But only a moment later, a large, exkigolden Labrador dog
raced into the room and jumped up on her to bebiendly greetings in the
form of enthusiastic licks on her face, which shedt to avoid in a
convulsive movement, but on top of the sheer ssef the encounter, she
only managed to trip.

The consequences were disastrous. She knockedttm/eéable with the
coffee cup on it, hot coffee gushed onto Rob Staive bellowed in pain,
and she and the dog collapsed in a heap on thetcarp



At the same time a girl of about twelve with loregdrhair stood in the
doorway with a hand to her mouth, and said mute@ly, golly gosh!'

'Portia!" Rob thundered. 'Don't golly gosh me—tit's feeblest saying I've
ever heard and how manytimes have | told you négtt®liver in! By the
way, I'm scalded! And—'

'Rob, I'm so sorry.' Portia rushed into the roord an the way from the
door, twitched a large linen mat from beneath allmfflowers then applied
it to Rob wherever she could see any sign of ligid for golly gosh, the
last time | swore, you threatened me with all softenpleasant things so
I'm only trying to reform. Oliver! Will you get upHow do you do?' she
added charmingly to Neve. 'l do hope he didn't aci!’

Neve sat up, observed the girl dressed in tartggirlgs, a forest green
jumper and her red hair, and she said a littleihakKou wouldn't be Portia
Condren, by any chance?' Then she felt her ankéugh her boot, and
added, 'I'm sure he didn't mean it but | may hagvaised my ankle.'

'As a matter of fact | am Portia Condren,’ the igiglied. 'How clever of you
but... Rob—' She turned large dark eyes to him appgy. ‘What do | do
next?'

‘Take her boot off—no, take the damn dog away.fifeen come straight
back.'

'Yes, Rob.' She scampered off, dragging the umgiliinimal.

'‘Bloody hell," he muttered and to Neve's const@natstarted to lever
himself out of the chair.

'Don't! Look, I'll be fine."

But he took no notice of her and with the aid @fatch she hadn't noticed
leaning against the chair, swung himself uprighgntHowered himself

carefully to the floor beside her. The effort lleiitn pale but he immediately
ran his hands up her boot, located the zip aneégutidown.



He said, 'I'll pull the boot if you can, very gimbe pull your foot.'
'l wish you hadn't—there was no need to get up,'sstid anxiously. 'I—'

'Will you just shut up and do as you're told?' laedsbut there was
something curiously gentle in his eyes.

Neve swallowed, and between them they got her éoattof the boot.
Beneath a yellow sock, her ankle was visibly swolded when he pulled
the sock off gently, it was also starting to goebl®When he touched it
lightly, she flinched.

It could be broken-Rortia!" he called.

'I'm back, I'm back. Oh, g-goodness me!" Portialtkoe the floor beside
them and eyed the ankle.

‘That's as bad as golly gosh," Rob said acidly.

'Well, what would you like me to say?' Portia retedt offendedly and put a
loving arm around Neve. "You poor thing!'

'What | would like you to do, is ring the doctoryhobile is in the chair.’
Portia jumped up and found his mobile. "Your dogtshe asked.
'Yes, but on second thoughts, give it to me ahdd'lit’

'‘No, | can. | know his mobile number is programmedin case of an
emergency—'

'Look," Neve said, 'if you could just call me aitadxcan get to my own
doctor, I'm sure it's not broken...'

But Portia was already talking excitedly into thpe. 'The thing is, Doctor
Berry, by the way it's Portia here. No, no Robimngfwell, he may be bit
burnt but it's this lady, this lovely lady, and &k-cause of me, Oliver



knocked her over and we think she's broken hereard§f the way, Rob is
out of his chair and knowhe shouldn't be—'

'Portia, give me that phone,’ Rob Stowe orderealiin his teeth.

But she ended the call, handed him the dead phodesaid almost
maternally, 'He's on his way.'

'What the hell happened to you?'

Neve leant her crutch against her editor's deskntw morning and sat
down carefully. 'l sprained my ankle.'

'‘Oh. How did the interview go?"
Neve paused. 'It didn't.’

'‘Neve! | warned you. | also told you that he migatdifficult—don't tell me
you walked out on him!

'‘George,' she said steadily, ‘thank you for yourceon about my ankle, but
no, | did not walk out on him. | had almost to la@red out as a matter of
fact—do you think that means | could claim workedsnpensation?"

George Maitland blinked. 'You better tell me," b&sa shade uneasily.

'Well, | could have walked out on him. He certaimgsn't above using
sexual innuendo to put me in my place, he gaveaumderstand he didn't
think much of journalists and their oftemaccurateversions of things and
he asked me some very personal questions.'

"You didn't—you didn't get into a fight with himBeorge said tentatively. 'l
mean, | know you have your pride but a man in aeMeir, Neve!'

'‘George, have you ever known me to get into a figtit anyone?' she asked
ominously.



He shrugged. 'No. No, but | can't help knowing g@wa mighty cool

customer at times, Neve. That's why you're so gmallyou don't go around
buttering people up, so, well, | just wondered auyprovoked him into

wanting to take a swing at you or something. Yadi €Ay you had to be
carried out!'

Neve dropped her face into her hands and startedigdn. 'Oh, golly gosh,’
she said at last and looked into her editor's bedhéemce. 'No—here's what
happened, George.'

'So it's still on?' George looked intent, even tdtiat the end of Neve's
recital. She hadn't made any mention of Molly aad skated over Portia. 'l
mean, you must have got closer to him during &l #ven become friends!

Neve looked away. At the same time someone knookethe door and
George called impatiently for them to come in. Wiiaterged through the
doorway first was a huge basket of flowers with $gsretary staggering
beneath it. She put the basket on the floor bésele and said laconically,
'For you.'

'Rob Stowe—want to bet?' George sat up eagerlat Would have set him
back a couple of hundred bucks at least—rosegstuilies, orchids and all
out of a hothouse no doubt.’

Neve sighed inwardly and reached for the note mirinethe ribbon. Then
her lips curved into a smile. 'As a matter of fats,from the dog.’

George's eyebrows shot up but he did say withra @mnd does the dog say
anything about going back to finish the interview?'

'No, the dog does not. George, you have the mastrack mind I've ever
encountered!" Neve protested.

George shrugged. 'Rather thought you suffered fitwahy too, Neve. So.
Want to tell me why you've gone cold on the Stomteriview?' He eyed her
narrowly and intuitively.

Neve sighed again.



' mean, if it's only your ankle killing you or satiing like that, if it's only
sprained, in a couple of days—'

'It's not that. | don't think he wants to do thgerview, George.’

'‘But he agreed!

'He might have, but | think he wishes he hadn't Apgarently he knows
Brent so whereas he would have felt comfortablda wim, | could be a
different matter.'

'‘Neve, he's been giving interviews all his damne,lifuntil the
accident—Ilook, do you know why he agreed in thet fplace? Because
there was a strong chance he was going to be plpgig that he'd never
walk again, but against all the odds, he will anat's why he agreed. So
other people confined to wheelchairs might get sorggiration.’

Neve was silent.

‘Neve?'

'‘But did he actually suggest it or did you con o it George? Play on his
finer feelings and so on?’

George blinked. 'This is an extremely tough businem we're talking
about, Neve.'

'He may not be quite so tough now.'

"Tough enough to set your back up before his dagked you over—Ilook,
there's only one way to resolve this.' He reacbedhie phone.

'‘Don't—"' Neve started to say but he ignored hdreatold his secretary to
get Rob Stowe for him.

She formed her hands into a steeple and askedlfhetse she had gone
cold on the interview as George had so astutelynel



Her mind roamed back to the day before. The regshefafternoon had
become almost like a party. Rob's Doctor Berrytuaded out to be a jovial
giant and he'd helped Rob back into his chair leeftgaling with Neve's
ankle swiftly and competently as well as giving aarouple of pain-killers.
Portia had made fresh coffee, and they'd all satrat the fire chatting.

There was no doubting Portia Condren was a veghbahild. She'd asked
Neve lots of questions about her job, surprisingtglligent questions, and
told her that English was her favourite subjecdhtool.

It had also become obvious to Neve that Rob Stoasattually very fond
of Portia Condren despite her capacity for caushmps—they'd described
another couple of hilarious debacles she and thg @diver had
wrought—and that Portia hero- worshipped him imiufhere was also
something about the girl's dark eyes that had dagsguestion marie in
Neve's mind—was she actually his daughter?

Then Molly had come home and joined the party Wigh unique form of

delicious liveliness... 'l can't turn my back oruytwo for a moment' she'd
said, 'without heaven alone knows what kind of stisahappening. | can't
believethisthough...'

She'd been opening a bottle of champagne as saedtshowever, of
which Portia was allowed half a glass and DoctorrBé¢old Neve she
couldhave one glass but no more on top of her kilars, provided she
went straight home to bed.

But the most unique part of it all had been Rowstbimself, Neve mused
while George waited impatiently for his connectiorhat vitality and
humour she'd seen in a newsprint picture had biéémeamore dynamic in
the flesh—until, that was, he'd clearly tired anel lines of pain had become
more deeply etched in his face.

They'd all seen it and Molly and Portia had dralase to the chair while
Doctor Berry had looked at him professionally aradea discreet sign.

Neve had immediately pulled her own mobile phorenfrher bag and
ordered a taxi. They'd all farewelled her warmlyg @pologized yet again



but as she'd left, assisted by the doctor, shekklb back at the group they
made by the fire, and swallowed suddenly.

How could you know a man for half an afternoon,eesqlly after a rather
disastrous start, she wondered, coming back tptasent, and know it
would only be dangerous to see him again?

'Rob? George Maitland, here," George said intpkiome. 'How are you, old
son? Fine? That's great... Yes, she's fine, tol, sthe's hobbling around on
a crutch but it's only sprained so she tells me ¥es, the flowers have just
arrived, she says to thank you so much! They'vghbtened her day
immensely!

Neve raised her violet eyes to George and they seathing.

George ignored her look. 'Thing is, Rob, we wer@aeing whether you
want to go ahead and do the interview? Neve'sawostire about it now but
Brent could be off for months and | had it slottegvith another story about
a girl jockey who broke her neck and is a quadgigl@t the moment but
she's determined to walk again...'

There was about half a minute's silence during weorge looked tense,
then, "You will? Great. Yep, Yep.' He wrote someghdown on a pad and
after exchanging farewells, put the phone down &uked at Neve
triumphantly.

'Friday morning, eleven o'clock—it's Tuesday now réckons you should
be more mobile by then. I'll have to reschedulerithe following week but

it's definitely a goer, Neve. By, the way, take tiext few days off until

Friday.'

'Did you have to tell him 1 wasn't too sure abo®it i

'l only spoke the truth," George said virtuoudyt'l know you can do this,
Neve, and, just between you, me and the gatepadtaply a lot better than
Brent. He's getting a bit hackneyed. It's alsorapartant interview, Neve,
it's nottrivia— don't forget that.'



By Friday morning Neve was a lot more mobile. Sbela@ dispense with
the crutch although she still walked with a slitymp and her ankle was still
slightly swollen although nothing to what it hacebe

All the same it meant wearing a pair of loose, flattshoes and the only
pair she had were bright blue suede that she &ctuakd as slippers
although they didn't look like slippers. She satenbed and tried to work
out what to wear with them. Eventually shechosaiagf blue jeans and a
rather elegant, long line, pewter jumper.

She still looked ridiculous, she reflected, as staed at herself in the
mirror and asked herself why she had ever bougbhtblue suede in the
first place?

Because they'd been fun, they'd been comfortaldeshe'd been several
years younger, she answered herself and sat doler dressing table.

She'd washed her hair when she got up, and sheedet@ confine its full
dark bounciness in a knot. It looked better, sleight, as she lowered her
arms and studied her face. More serious and piofess looking despite
the shoes. And on a sudden impulse, she removexhtact lenses and put
her glasses on instead. Very professional, shegtitpbut sighed.

Because nothing could mask for long, the deep sehsmease she felt
about the forthcoming encounter with Rob Stowe.

She glanced over at the table she used as a déskbedroom of her small,
rented flat, and all the papers that littered rtg ayot up to walk to the
window.

Although the flat was small, it was comfortablezely furnished and above
all, had lovely views of Sydney Harbour. It wagh# harbour she had on
her mind as she stared at the view, it was the otsigqm, during her time
off, to do as much research as she could abouBStwe, to add to the store
of information she'd found in the paper's archigad Brent's somewhat
meagre notes.



It hadn't been difficult. His meteoric rise to fambad been
well-documented. One of four children born to sdtemxher parents, his
grasp of trade, commerce and the stock market &l Isim buy his first
company at the tender age of twenty-three.

And he'd turned a run-down clothing manufacturéw ennational icon for
Australian sportswear. He'd sold the company follions and moved
on—everything he'd touched had been the same ®otywhat had kept
him in the public focus, had been two things. Hisemturous nature for
one.

He'd whitewater-rafted down terrifying rapids iretmflatable dinghy he
was, at that time, manufacturing, wearing the spegair he still promoted.
He'd driven around Australia on a motorbike antdis crocodile-infested
waters with the fishing rods he made. He'd riddéorge in the Quilty, the
National Championship endurance ride of a hundaed-sixty kilometres
in a day, on a saddle one of his companies had . made

So he not only had a flair for trade and commelocé an outstanding skill
for promotion. The other thing that had kept himfacus had been his
philanthropy. Every year he sponsored a nationalpeiition with science
and arts awards for children. He also sponsoredisgandeavours.

Then, two years ago, not as a result of any datésgl but a motor collision
in which the other driver had been drunk, he'dikezkthe injuries that had
made it unlikely he would ever walk again. And hgdohe into obscurity.

But what frustrated Neve was that the more she thegmore she realized
that while Rob Stowe might have had a very highlipyfrofile in some
respects, his private life was another matter. Attyt-six, if he'd ever
married, there appeared to be no evidence of grdfwvas no gossip of
affairs or relationships—nothing. Which was no drfest if he was living
with Molly Condren and, just possibly, their daugt

A very private man, she mused, still looking ureisgly at the view, then
amended the thought— when he wants to be.



She glanced at her watch and decided it was tincalt@ taxi. But on the

short trip to Woollahra, she was still preoccupadthough on two fronts

now. She was beginning to make a name for hersedfjaurnalist because
of her quiet ability to dig deep and present theerese of her subject, not
just the outer shell. To find fascinating facetegde had not known about.
Usually this involved extensive research as wethasknack of asking the
right questions.

She now saw that she'd gone to the first interweth Rob Stowe more
under-prepared than she'd realized, not her fauhe circumstances, but
she nowknewshe was asking for trouble if she did her jobwadl, because
the man already fascinated her.

She sat up suddenly and asked herself irritablyt wha thought had come
over her? She was not an impressionable girl, gh@tdall in love at the
drop of a hat, she was a dedicated journalist, wabe? So why had she
experienced that undeniable frisson when he'd kbbke over as they'd first
met?

It was a question she discovered she was afraadswser.

This time the burgundy front door was opened byeg-fpaired woman in a
pale blue overall. She was the housekeeper shaieggdl and yes, Neve
was expected but Mr. Stowe was all tied up jugt@imoment so would she
mind waiting?

Neve said no, she wouldn't, and once again hungdreel coat up in the

chilli-red hall. She was led into the same room satddown in front of the

fire on the same fuschia linen settee. A cup ofesofvas presented and,
twenty minutes after her arrival, the housekeepenecto get her and took
her into a book-lined study with a view of the stre

Rob Stowe was in his chair behind the desk, ana wall table behind him
was an impressive array of computer-ware, fax nmeshand the like.



He had a navy blue ribbed jumper on with militatyles patches, jeans
again, and he said immediately, 'I'm sorry to hieejet you waiting, Neve.
How is the ankle?’

'‘Almost back to normal, thank you. I'm sorry abowt blue suede shoes.
They're comfortable, though.' What made her salggthad no idea, as Rob
gestured for her to back a few paces so he coaltheeshoes over the desk,
and a glint of amusement came to his dark eyes.

Then it came to her—she'd said it to change thé lmaginessman persona
he'd adopted that was so different from how heehbafter the dog had

knocked her over. Come to that even sardonic amdted, she thought,

even being insulting would be better than this kjgmofessional wall.

But perhaps she was being too sensitive? Perhapsdm& had time to take
his mind off whatever had been tying him up. Whye svondered though,
did she have the feeling that wasn't the case?

'Very bright,’ he said, 'and not quite what onewlod@xpect of an
up-and-coming, serious journalist although, the@égbu does qualify.' He
raised his eyebrows at her glasses and pinned-upbhbg his look of

amusement faded swiftly. 'Sit down, Neve. If youndm't mind, I'd like to

get this out of way fairly quickly. There's all 8oof turmoil going on in the
business world with this Asian currency crisis.'

She hadn't been wrong, she told herself and sat dibnmking quickly. "We
could start with that, if you like.'

He raised an eyebrow. 'What do you mean?'

'Well—' she pulled her notepad, pencil and tapensar out of her bag
'—what you think of the causes and effects of¢hiss, how it might affect
your business, for example." She flicked her pagihognd picked up her
pencil.

'You're not serious?' He looked at her with a frown

'Why not? It could be an even greater part of yid@mow.'



'‘Neve," he said with controlled patience, 'all Inivéo do is give people
struggling to walk again some hope—not set mysglas a consultant on
international crises.'

'I'm not asking you to do that, but you must hasme theories on it and
people would be interested, as a background tontre’

'My background is well documented." He subjectedr He a
I-don't-tolerate-fools-gladly look.

Neve remained unruffled. 'Not all your backgroukld, Stowe. There seem
to be some significant gaps.'

There was a short, tense silence.

'Look,' he said softly but with that impatience ddgrmasked now, ‘heaven
alone knows why | allowed myself to be conned ithig in the first place,
but if you think you're going to get the scoop oshieave tried to for years,
and get it under the guise of a do-good kind atlartyou're mistaken.’

"You mean, the details of your love life?' Neveliepcoolly. 'l can't deny
that would be a scoop, and would be powerfully regéng to a lot of
readers—'

'‘Not to mention yourself.’

Tll ignore that, Mr. Stowe,' she said steadiBecause I'm on record of
offering you an alternative as a background to #nigle. Unless all you
really want to put on public record is how you'wéfared and how you've
risen above it.'

She closed her eyes as soon as she closed her,raadthvaited for the
explosion. Truth to tell, she couldn't believe dhgaid it but then she'd
known this man got to her, just not how much...

None came. When she opened her eyes, he was statinger
expressionlessly. But he said, "There's a namehierlikes of you. A
scavenger just about sums it up.'



'‘And there's a name for you, Rob Stowe," she saigtlyg. 'A name a lot of
Australians respect and admire. But if you wankéep your private life
private, that's fine with me. If this article is have the maximum impact,
however, we need to make it interesting to every®iw only para and
quadriplegics but the rest of society so that ey be persuaded to help

with the cause.’



CHAPTER TWO

'‘AH, sowe've now progressed to flattery—what is it?' agkbd as someone
tapped on the door.

His housekeeper put her head round it. 'Mr. Stoslee' said diffidently,
'you've got visitors. They've come for lunch.’

'‘Lunch?' he repeated blankly. 'What are you talkdhgut, Judy? | haven't
invited anyone and it's not even lunchtime yet.'

Judy came fully into the room looking anxiouswks Miss Condren. She
must have forgotten about it when she and Portra we north. Apparently
she told them to come at eleven-thirty and it's treet now.'

Rob Stowe swore. 'Who the hell are they?"

'Well, Mends of yours, too," Judy said soothindgnd | can whip up
something quick smart—Mr. and Mrs. Fanshawe and Niai Simpson.'

'‘And | suppose you told them | was in?' Rob saith&ringly.

Judy drew herself up but he added immediately rySdude, didn't mean
that. Oh, well, you better come to lunch, Neve. Vkhows what kind of

interesting background material you might find?"

‘Thank you very much but I'd rather not," Neve said

'Why not?'

She looked at him. 'l should have thought it wag@ls.'

'‘No, not to me, it isn't," he replied blandly. d'mucked up your morning,
your schedule, whatever, so the least | can davis gou lunch. And if

you're worried about your blue suede shoes, Buramslfawe is the most
uncoordinated dresser I've ever seen. That's fius,alude.' He transferred



his dark gaze to his housekeeper. 'l would apoéofyrz the inconvenience
but | know how much you love whipping up culinarasterpieces at short
notice.’

Judy withdrew having bestowed a fond smile uponemeployer as well as
telling him he shouldn't exaggerate.

Neve simply continued to look at him steadily.

He smiled slightly. 'Do you normally wear contaanses or have you, in the
space of three days, suffered a sudden downtuyouneyesight? They're
still the most beautiful colour, | must tell—'

'Mr. Stowe, five minutes ago you called me a scgeer-'
'Which you refuted most eloquently, Miss Williantsg' murmured.

'All the same, you then started to accuse me tiEflayet now you expect
me to want to have lunch with you—I find that dditncomprehensible.’

'I'm like that," he said ingenuously. 'Subject t@ational mood swings,
something to do with being in a wheelchair, no dpabd you can use that if
you want to,' he added humorously.

‘The thing is, I'mot subject to irrational mood swings, Mr. Stowe, #nd
only here to do a job.’

'One that involves getting to know me rather wiejlau believe your own
eloquence, Neve," he pointed out with subtle satire

She bit her Up. 'However—"Look, if you put youwédy hair up and wore
your glasses in case | was tempted to make a pgsa,aNeve, only a verbal
pass of course,' he said with irony, 'l am alsoraved the dangers of our
getting to know each other better. So. Have lungh ws now, observe
another side of me if you like—and let's hammes finterview out this

afternoon and get it over and done with."’

Neve's eyes widened and a faint tinge of pink cemteer cheeks.



'‘Good. | see we understand each other,’ he saklyprand started to wheel
his chair round the desk. 'After you, Miss Williams

The table was round and set in a glassed-in coat®gat the back of the
house with a grapevine and lemon trees in tubswigm inside. The
conservatory overlooked a lovely garden with a haogago tree and a
pool—the work, it crossed her mind to think, of imspired landscape
gardener.

On the table there were linen placemats and napkirgs bright yellow,
green and white floral design, the china was wRitsenthal, the cutlery
had clear yellow acrylic handles and the wine aatewglasses were heavy
and green-tinted.

The whole effect was stylish and bright despite ¢lear though wintry
weather outside. The soup Judy served as theditsse was pumpkin soup
with sour cream swirled artfully through it and plped parsley sprinkled on
it.

The company was lively. Bill and Bunny Fanshaweenmiddle-aged, he
owned an art gallery and she painted. He was plamapstocky with a rich
laugh, whilst Bunny was tall, thin and intense, dnalped in an amazingly
garish selection of flowing clothes with lots ohgding jewelry.

Antonia Simpson—'Call me Toni,' she'd said immezljato Neve—was,
by her own description, idle and very rich. She ak® a very upmarket
blonde in her early thirties, she spoke with arectH#d accent, she was
beautifully dressed and very attractive.

They'd all laughed heartily at Molly's forgetfuke$s and accepted Neve into
their midst with warmth and interest. It was imnaédiy obvious to Neve
that they were all very good friends of Rob Stowe's

Unfortunately, it had taken Neve a while to recofrem their host's last
remarks to her before they'd left his study, sddsheen a little quiet during



the pre-lunch aperitif session. She'd also beesaouns of Toni's blink of
surprise at her blue suede shoes.

But Rob had chosen to explain why she was weahi@gtand everyone had
laughed again.

It was Toni who said, during the soup, 'So why hgwe banished Molly
and Portia up to Queensland, Rob?"

'l haven't banished them at all. You know how Moahigtes this cold
weather.'

'Poor thing," Bunny said understandingly. 'She b@® in Townsville, you
know. That gives you thin blood, it's so hot upréhe

'‘Neve was born in Western Queensland as it hapgeois murmured. They
were sitting next to each other and he glancedaah he spoke. 'Do you
think you have thin blood?'

'l don't enjoy the cold,’ Neve replied, choosinggtwore the double entendre
which might just as well have sapu obviously have a thick skiBut out
west where we lived was a lot cooler than Townevill the winter.'

'So you'renterviewingRob?' Toni frowned.
"Trying to," Neve responded with a glimmer of alemi

'First of all, Oliver had different ideas, then yiot descended on us,' Rob
said as Judy cleared the soup plates. 'Bill, wordd mind doing the
honours with the wine?'

'‘But...' Toni paused. 'Do you really want to bemtewed, darling?' she said
to Rob. 'l thought you'd—sort of—given all that awa

'So did I. But Neve's editor—I'm sure you know hpersuasive George
Maitland can be when he sets his mind to it—twistgdarm in a manner of
speaking. It's all to do with helping people walkae.' He stopped and
grimaced. 'Supposedly, anyway.'



It is," Neve said quietly.
' mean, I'm not sure | can say anything that faglp," he amended.

'Of course you can!' Bunny said bracingly. 'Dowtiyet him walk all over
you, Neve,' she added.

‘Now that," Rob drawled, 'is something | doubt mamuld be able to do.
She'sveryquick on the draw. And when do | walk all over p®?' he asked
injuredly.

‘All the time," his friends answered to a man, drey broke up laughing.

'As if you didn't know it," Toni added languidly.

He shot her a wicked look but said to Neve, 'Peshau'd care to defend
yourself, Miss Williams?'

Neve sipped some wine. 'Of the "quick on the drahdrge? Let me see,’
she mused. 'l think it may have started when ltva®nly girl in the family
with five brothers—'

'Five!" Bill blinked at her. "You poor thing.’

'Well, it had its compensations. They were verytgotve—when they
weren't teasing the life out of me. They were aésponsible for me being
able to ride, shoot, play rugby and do a lot afigisimost girls don't do.’
'‘And where are they all now?' Toni asked.

'All married and spread about the country," Nevd. skwas the youngest.'

'Do youplay rugby?' Bunny asked wide-eyed.

Neve laughed. 'No, not now. But | have a fairly famnderstanding of both
codes.'



'Like to have a bet on the outcome of this Stat®mdin series?' Rob said
lightly. The annual rugby league series of thremgmwas played between
Queensland and New South Wales with all the playerspective of where
they currently played and lived, reverting to playthe state of their origin.

'Of course. Queensland will win it.'

'Oh, now!" All the New South Welshmen at the tabtamprising everyone
else in the party, looked scandalized.

'l don't know why you're so surprised,’ Neve saithbrously. '‘Queensland
have already won one game.’

'‘And got trounced in the second!" Rob contributed.

‘Neve, would you like to put your money where ymouth is?' Toni asked
sweetly. 'I'm having a party next Friday night, thight of the final game.
We're going to watch it on television, and | wopktsonally like to bet you
that Queensland doesn't win the series! Will yome®@Neve hesitated.
'‘Uh—thank you so much but—'

'Oh, do come, Neve!' Bunny said intensely. "ToS8tate of Origin parties
are such fun.’

'She's hesitating because she thinks she needsmmyspion,' Rob drawled
as a little silence developed.

'What on earth for?"

Neve shot Rob Stowe a deadly little look from bénéer lashes, and said,
before he could speak, 'Mr.—that is, Rob—doesrritwze to get too close
to him. I'd like this interview to have some...newights on the kind of

person he is but he has, to put it mildly, somemeions about that. So,
thank you very much, Toni, but in a sense, I'm @easnon grata, really.’'

'I've never heard of anything so ridiculous!" Burdogked outraged. 'Rob,
I've said it before and I'll say it again—therets meed for you to be a
recluse.’



'‘Bunny, if there's one thing | reserve the rightite my privacy and I'm not
a recluse.’

'‘Well, | agree,’ Toni said.

Bill leant forward. 'But have you thought that ymight have put Neve in a
difficult position, Rob? If you agreed to it?"

'l didn't agree to Neve. Brent was going to dbért he got glandular fever.'

'If you ask me—' Bunny looked down her long, thiose at him '—I
wouldn't want the pap Brent has been turning detyd@o have anything to
do with me. No, | think you're on the wrong traBlqb dear, much as | love

you. | think it will do you the world of good to gi all off your chest'

'‘Bunny, much as | lovgou; Rob said with a trace of bleakness, ‘don't tell m
what | should and shouldn't do.’

'Oh, well." Bunny shrugged and looked not in thghséést put out. 'Are you
saying if Neve comes to the party, you won't?'

'l wouldn't be so juvenile. Well, Neve, another ogipnity to observe the
rich and famous—this time at play—has come your ,wéne said
maliciously.

'‘May | let you know, Toi?' Neveasked steadily and turned to Bunny. 'I'm
sorry, you must think I'm quite dense, but I'vet jwsrked out that you're
Albina Fanshawe and you were short-listed for threh#bald Prize last
year.'

Bunny looked delighted and the conversation waslgafteered towards
portrait painting in general, and the ArchibaldzBrin particular during the
next course.

By the time dessert was served it was two o'clockvahen they'd finished,
Rob said, 'Much as I'd love to linger over coffathwou, I'm afraid it's just
not possible. Business calls—not to mention Nektar interview.'



'‘Dear me," Toni said. 'Chucked out, are we? NevadnBill and Bunny, |
will shout you coffee. You do intend to give Newaree, | presume, Rob?
You're not that much of a slave driver, are you?'

'‘Black and one sugar," he said with a faint gMes, | do intend for Neve to
have some if she wants it Toni. And | really dahihk any of you need to
worry on Neve's behalf, believe me, she can take o herself.'Judy
brought a tray of coffee into the study not longeafards.

Rob, who was on the phone, gestured for Neve tihneldionours.

She poured two cups and pushed his over to the ste of the desk
carefully. Then she sat back, staring at her owmand trying to imagine
how she was going to cope with the next assault.

He put the phone down, made some notes on a pattht@wd his pen down.
'So.'

She looked up into his dark eyes. 'Are you sure gonit need to rest or
something?' she asked.

'Quite sure,’ he said briskly, 'but as a mattemudrest, what makes you
think so?'

'l, well, the other day, | saw that you got tiredher suddenly,’ she said a
trace awkwardly.

He waved a hand. 'I'd had a stint of physiothetagdgre you arrived. Today
is an off day."'

'Oh. Look, perhaps that's the opening we need, ssi slowly. ‘Is it
physiotherapy that's achieved the miracle of yaindp able to walk again
eventually?'

'Hydrotherapy, physiotherapy, occupational therapye waved a hand
wearily. "Therapy I'd never even heard of—plus @pd® of titanium rods in
my back.'



She blinked and made a note, then switched oragieerecorder. When he
made no comment, she said, 'What about willpower?'

He shrugged.

'Did you, for example,’ she persisted, 'vow to gelirthat you would walk
again?'

'l certainly didn't enjoy the prospect of a lifevilmeelchair but who would?’

'So you don't think your state of mind had anythingdo with your
recovery?'

‘Neve, I'd like to take some of the credit, but llb@'s share of it goes to
medical science,' he said flatly.

'So—' she chewed the end of her pencil for a morkeitts not also a
guestion of willing yourself to stand the pain afdiess exercises, a
snail-like progress or what looks like no prograsall, the frustration of all
the things you can't do, a drastically diminishedhliy of life, the
operations—'

He held up a hand and said irritably, 'Of courses.itBut there's still no
magic password. Saying to yourselfwll walk again—is not going to do
it alone—'

'‘But you did say that to yourself?' she interrupiacetly.

'Yes," he said through his teeth. 'l said it, Iigkd it, | cried it like a bloody
baby, but if you really want to know what got meotngh apart from

medical science, it was the people who wouldn'trletgive up. The people
who...lived through my rage and despair even whevas turned towards
them, and never gave up hope themselves.'

'Medical people?’

'Some but also people like Bill and Bunny, Tongdumy driver Jeff who's
also a male nurse, and above all, Molly and Portia.



Neve was silent for a moment. She looked aroundtaidy, absorbing on
one level of her mind that it was a lovely roompitsall the electronic

hardware. The walls were panelled, there were af lbboks, the carpet was
Persian and she saw that he was an admirer of ¢éidelerg School of

Australian artists. A McCubbin and a Streeton handnis walls.

She looked back at him steadily. 'Miss Condren rmoaetl the other day
that you'd coped brilliantly.'

"Miss Condren" has a conveniently short memory said with irony.

'She also said you'd been an inspiration to so m&ioyld you tell me what
she meant?"

He sighed suddenly. 'Each week | spend some tirtte peiople in similar
circumstances, that's all.’'

'All? | wish you'd told me this earlier." Neve gdrat him.
'What would that have achieved?'

'l mightn't have accused you of—some of the thingscused you of." She
blinked and took off her glasses. 'Then, we argéednabout one thing at
least, | gather?’

'What would that be?"
"That this article could do some good.'

He picked up the pen, put it down and sipped hiteeo Then he said
slowly, 'It's...let me put it this way, Neve. Yés$ope it may, but one's own
agony and how one copes with it, is not that eagydadcast to the rest of
the world. I would love to think that | was stoiecBbrave and manly and all
the rest, but | know damn well there were timesmwheasn't. And that's
why | don't want to be represented as some here.'tye lifted his
shoulders.



'How would it be if | quoted you verbatim therd?esaid after a short pause
during which she'd thought deeply. ‘And how woulde if | said, quite
honestly," her eyes danced for a moment, ‘thauldcquite believe there
must have been times when you made everyoneartfend you a misery?"

Nothing disturbed his expression for a long momiran a glint of laughter
came to his eyes. 'Give me an example.’

She tapped her pencil on her chin. 'Something ftke—Rob Stowe,
renowned entrepreneur and millionaire, is a handfilave no doubt. |
experienced his arrogance at first hand and it Wésmd to believe his
admission that during his convalescence, he mésexceedingly difficult
for those around him...'

"Thank you," he said, but with a trace of humour.

It is all true, though,' she pointed out. 'Nottjosy inaccurate version of
things.'

'l didn't think | wasthatarrogant.’
'If you'd been standing in my shoes you would Have.
He grimaced.

'Of course I'll go on to temper things,' she saidosisly. 'So you don't come
across as a complete monster.'

'‘Neve.' He watched her narrowly for a moment. h ¢all when you're
laughing at me despite your expression.’

"You can?' She looked at him innocently.
'Yes. Your eyes dance.'

It was her turn to grimace.



Before she could speak, however, he said, 'And dowou propose to
rescue my image having thoroughly demolished me?’

'l can point to the loyalty of your friends, how agb you are with
children—Portia obviously adores you although | Wwaonention her by
name. | can tell them how gentle and concernedwene with a wounded
journalist." She raised her eyebrows. 'Ican...'lsedstated, then looked into
his eyes. 'Tell them that | was moved by your htones

He was silent.

Neve said after a long pause, 'And we can slantdsieof it towards how
crucial the support you got from others, was.'

‘All right,’ he said abruptly. 'Go ahead.'

An hour later she switched the tape off and sarddrously, 'l may not have
lost my job after all.’

‘George is being heavy-handed, | take it?’
'‘George—well, he has a job to do and that's topsgders.’

Rob sat back and studied her. 'l would imagineghiget quite lively
between you and my old pal George Maitland, franmetio time.'

"You could put it that way," Neve responded witljria.

'So when do | see the finished article?’

Neve thought for a moment. 'Monday probably. I'briw on it over the
weekend, and then it will go into next weekend'gyazine. Provided that

you approve, of course.'

'Is that what you normally do on your weekends?'



She glanced at him. 'No. But this one happens foeleeand my ankle could
do with some more rest anyway.'

'So what do you normally do with your weekends, &@illiams?' he asked
idly.

'‘Go to the beach in summer, play tennis.' She gj@digAt this time of the
year, take in a movie, a concert or an exhibitamsome housework, read,
cook—all quite normal things, really.’

'l wasn't suggesting otherwise but do you do &l #one?’

‘Not necessarily. | have some friends—'

'‘But no boyfriends.’

‘No, I've told you that.'

Their gazes locked and she could see the curisiiiys eyes even before he
said, 'l find that quite strange.’

‘Join the club,’ she murmured dryly.

He raised an eyebrow at her and said ruefullym®@h who find that quite
strange about you?'

She merely nodded.

His lips twisted. 'l see. But you are attractiveelligent and so on. Is it not
rather natural to wonder why?"

She pursed her hps then said honestly, This id géid me if you must
know. What is so unnatural about being only twesikyand happy and
content despite having no man in one’'s life?"

He looked amused in a way that disturbed her far t@asons. The
amusement was so like a man, she thought bitt8dperior and quizzical
as if she were a rare kind of bird indeed. On ttneiohand, even being all



those things, he was undeniably attractive, vital ®ery masculine, damn
him!

'Have there been any men in your life?' he asked tith a wryly raised
eyebrow—a question that didn't improve her framewofd.

'A couple,’ she said evenly. 'Things didn't work lowt | was also to blame. |
am passionate about my career. | did see my muitteally buried beneath
children and housework and saw how hard it wakéoiso...' She broke off.
"You vowed not to let it happen to you,' he supplie

'l certainly vowed to think twice before | got mad and started a family.'
He was silent for a moment. 'Perhaps one of theoreaone wonders is
because you sound very mature and you're obviotsty and clever
but—that doesn't rule out a relationship,' he comexfinally.

'Well, no, but the other thing you might like todw about me is that—' she
grimaced '—shades of the country girl | once was laought up to a very
strict moral code, not to mention the way my brathissued deep dark
warnings about what men want, still linger in mygse.’

He blinked. 'A bit of a puritan, Neve?'

'I'm afraid so.’

He frowned. 'But surely not still a virgin?'

She paused then her eyes began to dance. 'I'mtalnhg you this, Rob
Stowe, because of the things you've told me tha¢ weknow, not easy for
you to say but—surely yes.'

'I'm speechless," he said.

She smiled at him. 'Takes all kinds, | guess.’



‘No, | didn't mean that. I'm full of admiration, b@ honest.' His dark eyes
rested on her thoughtfully. ‘As to what | said befave went to lunch—'

'‘Ah," she broke in, 'yes. | must admit you—surptisee.’

'l think we may have surprised each other, Neve,tlsuthe kind of thing
that happens sometimes.'

‘Not for me, in this context,’ she said very guyietl

‘Nor for me, but that doesn't stop it happening,' responded a little
impatiently.

She opened her bag and started to pack her tmtm4.i
'Is that why you didn't want to come back?"
His question hung in the air for a moment or two.

Neve had replaced her glasses but she took theagaii, rubbed her eyes
and said briefly, 'Yes.'

'‘Despite being so arrogant and—unable to walk pigpé&et.’

"You weren't arrogant all the time.' She stood\When do Molly and Portia
get back?'

He laid his head back and drawled, 'If ever I'vens& case of covering up a
left hook with a right jab, that was it'

'If ever I've seen a ducking of the issthegtwas it' Neve countered.
"You're right.' He sat up looking amused. 'OK, biva stop sparring?’
Neve blinked at him. 'By afll means but—'

'‘Because I'm proposing to farewell you, Miss Witig, and get back to
work. But in light of your feelings and my—commitnts, perhaps it would



be a good idea if our paths didn't cross again?stdeed at her, and his
meaning was plain.

'l..." She swallowed. 'Yes, | agree, Mr. Stowe. Uhey won't have to. Any
amendments you'd like to make to the article youdmthrough George. |
believe he's sending a photographer around, tdd,dmun't have to be here.’

'So." He held his hand out across the desk. 'Lhilkgsspassing in the night
Neve, goodbye. Take care of your ankle.'

'l will," she said, and looked at him fully for oheef moment. 'Take care of
your back.'lt occurred to Rob Stowe as he watchedeNvalk away down
the street through his study window, that even whiegd been accusing her
of being a scavenger, he'd been preoccupied enwilighher not to notice
Bill, Bunny and Toni arriving.

And a nerve flickered in his jawline as she turttesl corner with that free,
wonderful walk that was such an invitation to horirhagine her unclothed
and in his arms...

He clenched his teeth, reached for the phone, @amgl Townsville in North
Queensland, to say, when he got through, 'For meagake, Molly, when
are you coming home!'

On Monday afternoon Neve sat in George Maitlandfceo again and
waited tensely while George spoke on the phonepy of the article she'd
written had been faxed to Rob Stowe that morning,lee and George were
discussing it across the airwaves.

Finally, George, whom Neve thought had been unilsuabnosyllabic
during the conversation so she had no idea whatheras getting approval
or the otherwise, put the phone down and staréibe¢ broodingly.

'He doesn't like it," she said flatly. 'l warnediye'

'He likes it very much," George broke in. 'He'seginthe go-ahead for it.'



'So why were you looking all doom and gloom?' Nasked exasperatedly.

George's features creased and a twinkle came t&yhisEver heard of the
Walkley Award, Neve?'

'Of course I've heard of it. It's every journaéistream to win me.’
'Well, | was pondering the fact that | may just @&alkley Award material

in you. You did a damn good job with Rob Stowe—Iswasure whether
he'd like you to be so honest about him but he, $§&8ide got me, warts and

all".

Neve sat back but the usual glow of achievement'dicbme. Only a
slightly hollow feeling seemed to be inhabiting.H8p, that's that,' she said.

'‘And nothing else came of it?' George inquired simgo

‘Came of what?'

"Your encounter with Rob Stowe.' George said eamtu\deliberately.
'No. What did you expect?'

George cocked his head and pursed his lips. 'Ya@ugeod-looking girl,
Neve. He is not a married man.’

'He's a committed man, however,' Neve said betoeecsuld stop herself.

'l see. You mean Molly?' George waved a hand. "Tkedgnown each other
for years.'

'‘George.' Neve stared at him ominously. 'Do youmtedell me you know a
lot about Rob Stowe's private fife?"

'Known him for years. Didn't think he'd want his private liéxploited
somehow, though. So Molly's still hanging around?"



'l...yes. No," Neve contradicted herself. 'l mesdng's been a significant part
of his recovery, so hanging around is hardly thg tegput it.’

'Wondered if that's who you meant. | guess youngid@onust be—ten
now?"'

Twelve...'
'Oh, well, that explains it.'

'Is she..." Neve stopped herself sharply. 'I metes a lovely kid. So.
What's next on the agenda, George?'

George didn't reply immediately as he subjectedeN&v a thoroughly
unnerving scrutiny that seemed to see right thrdweghThen he said, 'A bit
of fun.'

Neve raised her eyebrows but secretly breathegheosirelief.

'l don't know if you've heard of one, Antonia Sirap8 Goes by the name of
Toni, inherited a hell of a lot of money from hatter as well as a lovely
pad on the harbour and gives great parties. Weea mvited to do a piece
on one of her bashes."

Neve could only stare at him speechlessly. As smoshe'd got home from
Woollahra the previous Friday, she'd rung Toni Siorpand left a message
on her answering machine to the effect that mughagreatly appreciated
the invitation to the State of Origin party, shie&unable to attend.

'Not..." She cleared her throat. 'Not the rugbgleaparty?'
'‘Ah, so you've heard of it?' George said genidBy.the way, she doesn't
expect you to actually work all the time, she'é&li)ou to do the piece from

the perspective of a guest.'

'With a cameraman at my side? Yosemeonehas got to be joking,
George!'



‘Neve, you know damn well that we try to balance ittegazine so it's not
too heavy—our readers love a bit of the social sideur high-fliers. You
could make it humorous, you could—'

‘This isn't exactly Walkley Award material we'rékiag here, George,' she
broke in.

"You haven't got there yet, kid"

'l didn't mean that' She broke off frustratedhyhdl I'm above it or anything
like that.'

'What did you mean?' he queried ingeniously.

"This kind of things is Brent's forte, not mine—'

'Don't | know it. Brent is the ultimate social cler, that's why he's so good
on the party scene, but it may have escaped ydigenitat he is not here
and we're all having to double up a bit.’

Neve frowned and opened her hands. 'How did thmsecabout, though?'
'Rang me this morning out of the blue, she did.gésted it herself. | told
her that Brent had glandular fever which she alelew—you said
something?' He eyed her as she muttered beneakindsh.

'It's nothing. Go on.’

'Which she already knew, but. she said she'd meayd been impressed so
why not send you along?'

‘But it doesn't make sense!"
George raised his eyebrows and waited.

'Is there no one else you could send?’



'‘Neve.' He looked injured. 'I've said it beforet yyou knowhow shorthanded
we are with Brent off.’

'l just hope Brent realizes what his glandular fegeresponsible for," she
said sotto voce. 'So | have no choice?’

'In a word, Neve, no. And it will be a change foouy Something
light-hearted and fun. Don't forget you've got JaStone, the Booker Prize
man and the article you're researching on thest@map market. So far as
the pics go, she's agreed to us only getting tipesple who want to be
photographed as they arrive.'

***To say that she was restless all week, wagsubit mildly, Neve realized
as Friday approached.

Restless and plagued by unanswerable questionsildSkbe ring Rob
Stowe and tell him what had happened? Why had Tdm,d appeared to
agree with his desire for privacy, done this? Sthehle have just said no to
George? What did one wear to a party, albeit oneetebrate rugby, at a
harbour- side mansion on the North Shore?

The only thing she'd sorted out in her mind by &yichfternoon was a
decision on what to wear. A long, slim grey denkimtghat buttoned up the
front, a violet blouse that matched her eyes asillvary grey mohair vest
over it.

Which was just as well because Friday afternoon ehastic at work with
the weekend magazine deadline zooming in, andstawash to get ready in
time. And the traffic was horrendous and she wesdthe was going to be
late. In fact she wasn't and she and the photograglceived a gratifying
number of approvals from guests willing to be sedghe social pages of the
magazine.

Then the flow dried up, she breathed a sigh oéfrélecause Rob Stowe had
not been amongst the arriving guests, the photbgrapft and it was time
for her to go to the party.



At the same time though, a big silver Range Rovewdip at the front door
of Antonia Simpson's splendid house and the drgarout, opened the
tailgate and drew out a folded-up wheelchair.

Neve was tempted for one unthinking moment to synffde, then she
steeled herself, and waited as Rob Stowe was heljgenf the Range Rover
and into his chair.

He didn't seem to notice her at first, she washerother side of the vehicle,
but as his driver pushed him round, he looked upthe sheer scorn that
came to his expression was searingly visible.



CHAPTER THREE

'THIS is not what you think," she heard herself say.

'No?' He looked up at her ironically. "What do ybink I'm thinking?'
'I...well, it wasn't my idea that our paths shatrdoss again,’ she said quietly.

'It wasn't? Forgive me, but | don't see any sigfoafe around—Jeff, could
you ring the bell?' he said irritably to his drivér hate loitering on
doorsteps.’

Jeff did as he was bid and Neve got annoyed. i$hisrk actually, and for
some reason or reasons unknown to me, Mr. Stowe, fyiend Antonia

asked formeto cover her party—were you aware she'd decidagetonto

the social pages?’

'l was not—ah, there you are, Toni!" he said asdib@ swung open and
their hostess was revealed. 'What's this | heautajmur going public with
your State of Origin parties? If I'd known | woutdhnave come.’

'Darling, I'm sure Neve will leave you out of itydu prefer but | have a little

cause of my own that I'd like to promote. But camecome in!" She stood

aside.

They all hesitated then at an abrupt gesture froim Beff the driver, got the

chair up the steps and surrendered it to Neveheie hacked away towards
the Range Rover murmuring that he'd be on call.

'Follow me, Neve,' Toni said graciously.

Neve hesitated again, and put her hands on thddsarmiit Rob Stowe said
in a furious undertone, 'l can do it, leave me alon

'Of course,' she murmured shakily.



The hall and the passage they went down openeaila@e veranda room
with stunning views, a huge television screen geatuone end and about
fifty people in it. And Rob was immediately besidgso that it was not

difficult for Neve to move away.

It was a moment before she realized that Toni bdwed her. Indeed she
put her arm through Neve's and said charmingly, rhe get you a drink
first, then I'll introduce you. | hope you don't mdi me doing this,
commandeering you so to speak—I gather Rob's not ttwilled
about—something?'

'Me," Neve said flatly.

'‘Ah." Toni was wearing the blue and white colourdlew South Wales but
in the very elegant form of a pale blue angora jengver a long, flowing
white skirt. She had pearls at her throat and imeles and silver shoes on.
She looked essentially chic and very monied. Thesee also blue and
white ribbons and balloons festooned around thg table upon which a
delicious supper was laid out.

'What is it between you two?' she added, scoopimg glasses of
champagne from a tray and handing Neve one.

Neve gazed silently across the room for a long nmamehe fifty-odd
revellers invited to this State of Origin party geul, laughed and chatted,
obviously in a festive mood and there were eveouple of people dressed
in maroon, which told Neve she wasn't the only @stad supporter
amongst them.

She turned to the view of the harbour, fabulousgded in lights, and said,
'‘Nothing. Well, it was a difficult thing for Rob tdo, the interview, and
although we got it right in the end, | suppose besm't want a continual
reminder of it.'

"You know, | changed my mind about that," Toni ghimughtfully.

Neve blinked at her.



'Yes, | think Bunny was right,’ Toni continued. 'l$en danger of becoming
arecluse. Well, not exactly that so much, but yetset in...certain ways. It
seemed to me,' she added, looking Neve straigheieye, 'that you might
have the intelligence and the spunk to shake hinobhimself.'

Neve shook her head slightly as if to clear herdnifhen she glanced
pointedly over to where Rob's chair was surrouraldebugh she could see
through a gap in the throng that he was laughinbeemmated, and she said
with irony, 'He certainly doesn't look too reclusigr set in his ways at the
moment.’

Toni turned. 'When you know Rob as well as | daj koow what to look
for," she murmured.

'How well is that?' Neve asked after a pause béggnow between them.

'We were lovers once although in fact we were yeaily good friends. But
he rescued me from a disastrous marriage, youasekemanaged in that
way," Toni said softly, 'to give me back my seléteem. For a while |
wanted to wish it into more but he was always righen he said that what
we were best at, was being there to pick up theegiéor each other.’

'Well..." Neve groped for something to say that ldodraw together the
strands of the messages she thought she was gettingpuldn't be sure.
'‘Molly is there for him now, surely?' She stared Taini with deep
uncertainty in her eyes.

'Of course. And Portia.' Toni smiled. 'All the sanden't take too much
notice of his moods. Oh, there's Bill and Bunnyhtgoand say hello to them
and | will get this party going.'

Bill and Bunny were delighted to see Neve althotigly were amongst the
few who had declined to have their photos takereyTdven commented on
it humorously.

'How conniving of Toni!" Bunny enthused. 'She ddestuch like people
interfering with her plans.’



Neve raised an inquiring eyebrow.

'Well, she obviously wanted you to come to thistypaBill put in. 'So she
got you here by hook or by crook.’

'She said something about a cause she wants topom

But although Bill looked blank, Bunny looked oddtyysterious although
she shrugged her shoulders and said, ‘No idea tvhaimight be. Now,
Neve, who can we introduce you to? Let's start.with

An hour later, the game was due to start, the idekcsupper had been
consumed and Neve had fended off several unattaciesy and several
women who had given her to understand they woulchdee than happy to
feature in her article.

She'd just politely declined an offer from one slaty to visit her home and

take in its wonders, perhaps even do an articli, evhen a deep, sarcastic
voice said at her elbow, "You should have acce@eent would have, he

never misses an opportunity to social climb.’

Neve looked down into Rob Stowe's scathing darkseyasd sighed
suddenly. 'l really didn't want to do this," sh&sguietly. 'l have no idea
howto do it, come to that'

‘A bit of froth and bubble?' he suggested with deafire and added, 'For
heaven's sake, sit down. | loath being towered,@sgrecially by women.'

Neve hesitated then sank onto a wicker chair retxirh. At the same time a
cheer went up as the kick- off whistle blew and ihvescreen came alive
with rugby league in all its glory.

'So George wouldn't take no for an answer agaioB'fid.

She nodded, her eyes following the game.

'Do you get the feeling we're being set up, NehieZsked then.



Although Queensland was approaching the try- leg,eyes jerked to his.
'What do you mean?' she whispered.

''ve got the feeling someone has decided you migghtgood for me.
Someone who feels she owes me something. If neayoat leasthree
people are in on it.'

Neve's eyes widened and her mouth fell open. Héedmnaliciously and
murmured, 'By the way, they scored. Queensland.’

Neve swallowed and looked at the screen but it avég a jumble of blue
and maroon jerseys to her.

'I'm surprised at Bill, though," Rob went on. 'Heedn't usually meddle in
things he oughtn't to.'

'l don't think Bill knows anything—' Neve stoppeoraptly.
'‘Ah, so the thought did occur to you?'

She licked her lips. 'Only just and I'm still, wedtunned by it,'’ she said
barely audibly.

'Perhaps that's one thing we should have put imdoiriterview,' he said
dryly. 'How one's friends can also be a perfectawerwhen they think they
know what's good for you and decide to gang upan'y

'‘But..." Neve hesitated bewilderedly.

"You think they might have at least consulted ydig?suggested.

'Well, no, | hadn't got around to thinking that, yeiit you have a point.’

'Should we—give them a run for their money?' hel seith a suddenly
wicked little sparkle in his eyes.

'How?'



'We could disappear—Dby the way, New South Waleg Isaered now.'

Once more Neve stared at the screen as the rogtedrunto delight. She
shook her head frustratedly. 'l can't concentrate.’

'‘Does it mean so much to you?'
'No, it's only a game.' She shrugged.

‘All right, let's separate inconspicuously, now'gcd time for it, and I'll
meet you at the front door in five minutes.'

'l..." She stopped helplessly then made hersadhgt don't think that would
be a very good idea.’'

'Possibly not," he drawled. 'But there's nothingyvauch | can do to you,
Neve, other than talk. Unless we've we talked dweseout? Or you're
repelled by this bloody chair?' And all the eargrger—and frustration,
she wondered suddenly—was back in his eyes.

'No—no, of course not,’' she denied hastily. 'l mean

‘Then 1 think you should just humour me for a whildiss Williams," he
murmured dryly.

Ten minutes later, they were in the Range Rovengodriven by Jeff to
Woollahra. Neve, sitting alone in the back, fekelipinching herself.
Another consideration was the deep feeling thassloaldn't be doing this.

But once inside the burgundy front door, anothapisse came. Rob,
having thanked Jeff courteously, levered himsetfaiuhe chair and with
the aid of two crutches walked into the living raom

The fire was burning cheerfully, lamps were on trede was a covered tray
on a warming trolley.



‘Jude,’ he said, stopping beside the trolley. @hays leaves me a snack
and a nightcap. What would you like?' He removedidbwver.

There was a flask of coffee, two cups and a plasaondwiches.

'Did Jude know | was coming?' Neve asked in a viliaedidn't sound like
her own.

He propped himself on his crutches and regardecimerisedly. 'Hardly. |
didn't know myself that I'd be seeing you tonigkt, she always leaves
enough in case | bring someone home. But if yoatder have a brandy?'
He raised an eyebrow at her.

'No, thanks. Coffee would be lovely.’

'Well, once again, would you care to do the hordlim going to do a few
rounds of the room." And he discarded the crutclred did just that.

Neve watched for a moment, absorbing several thifigat he was taller
than she'd suspected, and lean with it. That eghvgas carefully taken
with a look of intense concentration, and there wakew of sweat on his
temples as he passed her.

Then she drew her gaze away and poured two cupsffife, selected a
sandwich and sat down on the fuschia settee.

He circled the room six times then sat down cahgfnlan armchair. "That
should get the juices going,' he murmured, andHeadhead back suddenly.

She waited for about a minute then got up and bivbhig cup over, putting
it on a side table, and offered him a sandwich.

‘Thanks.' He Lifted his head, smiled at her ancatiwed deeply. ‘Can't
imagine why | went to Toni's party in the first péa'

'It doesn't..." Neve paused then started agaidpdsn't seem to fit in with
being a recluse.’



'I'm far from being a recluse actually, they jushill seem to realize it. But
let's forget about me for a while. How has your kveeen?

'Frantic." She smiled faintly.

‘Tell me.’

So she told him about the extra load of work she garying while Brent
was off. Then the conversation became generalizbdy talked politics
and her time as a parliamentary reporter enableddheontribute some
funny anecdotes and some surprisingly mature viésy talked travel
and she told him of some of the places she'd alweayged to visit and he
told her about some of the more out of the way dreelsad seen.

They were not for a moment lost for anything tdk tabout, sometimes
teasingly, sometimes seriously, they laughed t@gettand when she
finally lookedat her watch, she was amazed tolsasattwas eleven o'clock.

They smiled at each other ruefully after her ihittek of shock. He said,
‘The game will be well and truly over.'

"'l still back Queensland.’

'Would you like a nightcap now?'

‘No, thank you. | should go.’

'It's Saturday tomorrow," he pointed out.

‘All the same—'

'‘Any plans for the weekend?' he interrupted.

'No." She grimaced. 'You must think I'm a reallyll qaerson but this is

definitely a housekeeping weekend. I'm so far beftla not true what with
all the extra work.'



'Does it take a lot to keep one single girl all é®ukept, neat and tidy?' he
asked idly.

Her eyes danced for a moment. 'You'd be surpri3éere's washing,
ironing—my oven is a disaster area! My shoes ams baed polishing, my
hair and nails need attention.' She looked at his wryly.

'l can't see anything wrong with them. Or your hair

‘But | can.’

'So you're a neat, fastidious person, Neve? Isdhather side effect of
being a country girl?"

She laid her head back and laughed. 'l don't krmwtethat, but my mother
was so delighted to have a girl after five boyg dlrove me mad trying to
keep me neat and sweet and feminine. Some of ibobly rubbed off.'

His dark gaze ranged over her and her eyes damgeaa. £Don't say it,' she
warned.

'How do you know what | was going to say?"

'Something in your expression told me thaweetwasn't exactly a
description you'd apply to me.’

"You're right." He looked amused. 'Far too clewerthat, Neve Williams,
although perhaps not as sophisticated as you appefirst impressions.
Now, Molly, for example..." He paused. 'Is swedtdlgo sophisticated.’

Neve looked away, and came back to earth with apbtvihen does she
come home?'

'l don't know," he said thoughtfully. 'We've haslight disagreement’

She turned back to him wide-eyed. 'So you did lbahes to Queensland?’



''ve never banished anyone anywhere in my ernife¢ he denied with a
frown. 'Why the hell—'

'l wasn't the first to accuse you of it' Neve daddtily.

'No." The look he cast her was suddenly broodMg.dear friend Antonia
Simpson was, if | rightly recall.’

'‘Look—' Neve went to stand up '—it's nothing towiith me and | wish |
hadn't come, | shouldn't have—'

‘There's no reason for you not to have come. f¥$ause and we've done
nothing but talk.’

Neve sank back and to her utter consternationfaghrel her mind suddenly
flooded with images of her and this man doing ntbaa just talking.

And, as their gazes caught and held, she had ttdeaiwconviction that his
own words had opened the floodgates of his imaginathat it wasn't only
she who was achingly conscious of a need to fedidunds on her breasts, it
wasn't only she who was wondering what it wouldikeif they made love,
slowly and gently, and fused not only their minds their bodies...

She did stand up abruptly and she looked aroundotredy room with a
terrible sense of misgiving. 'All the same, | feleé an intruder, | feel as if
I'm..." She shook her head.

'Poaching?' he suggested quietly.

"You brought Molly up,’ she said defensively. "Ywoeare the one who didn't
want our paths to cross again—'

'‘And you were the one who made sure they did— nloe-gestured '—I'm
not blaming you for what happened, but you coukkehaarned me, Neve.’

'If only you knew how many times | picked up theopb," she said with real
distress in her voice. 'But each time | put it ddvecause | said to myself, it



can't be that real or that serious. I...even began tadeo whether I'd
imagined it.'

'Sit down," he said.
'If you don't mind, I'll just go," she said hoassel

'Don't be a fool," he replied sharply. 'You careinder around on your own
at this time of night, I'll get Jeff—'

'‘No, please.' She paused frustratedly. 'I'll riagd cab to meet me at the
corner." And she left.

By late Saturday afternoon, due to a punishing lbbdliousework, her unit
was sparkling, all her other chores were donenads manicured and her
hair was washed and shining.

It was a wet, cold day and as she looked out ofatimelow at the dusky
gloom, she couldn't believe it when tears prickeddyelids and a sense of
deep loneliness overtook her.

How could the fabric of her life suddenly rip apashe asked herself.
Because of one man she was no longer happy aneintedt no longer filled

with a sense of achievement, no longer even atwdbkeherself. Instead,

she mused painfully, she was filled with swirlirg@ions, strange longings
and it was as if her centre of gravity had shifkghtly so that she might fall
over if she wasn't careful.

A man already committed, she reminded herself. A maa wheelchair, a
man who could be diabolical when he chose but thgain, painfully

honest. A man, who, just to sit with and talk aboothing very much as
they'd done last night, had made her...

What? she asked herself. Happy, just happy, sheesed herself, but in a
unique sort of way. With no tensions, no..wast it? she wondered
suddenly. The absence of any physical tensions?s8hed painfully.



Some veryphysical sensations but—perhaps no fears of being seducec
willingly or unwillingly even, although she couldelp thinking about it?

She put her hands over her eyes and wiped the da®grom beneath
them, and shook her head. Useless to dwell oheti@d herself, so what to
do? Work, that's it.

She turned up the reverse-cycle air-conditioningdpe with the growing
chill, and because she felt sad, confused and tereitl, poured herself a
glass of white wine and went to sit in front of lkemputer.

Yes, work, she thought savagely. Some froth andleuin other words, to
describe a party she should never have attendetiahdnly seen half of
any-way. And it suddenly struck her as pathetichltlicrous that she still
didn't know the outcome of the game—she'd boughtaper, watched no
television nor listened to the radio during henfraday of housework.

Then the front doorbell rang. She frowned, pickpdhar glass of wine and
went to answer it, which was to say, to open ihwite chain still on and
peer round it.

'‘Ah, a cautious girl,’ Rob Stowe said. 'l know wend actually define the
bet but since Queensland won and you backed thesyrought us dinner.'

Neve blinked several times as she squinted roundadlor.

"You're not going to make me loiter on the doorstepyou, Neve?' he said
plaintively.

'Uh..." She made a sound that was a mixture of ldemment and
exasperation and undid the chain. As the door swaen, Rob was
revealed in his chair with Jeff behind him. On Rdhp were several white
boxes and in Jeff's hand, a wine cooler.

'Is that a yea or a nay, Miss Williams?' Rob askedely. 'I'm getting fairly
warm in the lap area, in a manner of speaking—wibyhiell did | say that?'
he asked himself gloomily.



A bubble of laughter rose in Neve's throat dedpateself. 'l guess you better
come in.'

Five minutes later, Jeff had departed, taking thairc which Rob had
exchanged for a pair of crutches. Rob was instafl@sh armchair and Neve
was examining the contents of the boxes on thengitable. There was a

homemade vegetable quiche, a cooked chicken, wanown and crisp in
its foil wrapping, a dish of potatoes Anna, crustys and a lemon meringue

pie.

‘Jude?' Neve asked, lifting her head at last.

‘Jude,’ he agreed. 'She said to tell you sheassafdueensland supporter—a
scab in my own household!

'l didn't even know they'd won.' Neve bit her Ipsoon as she'd said it.
He looked at her consideringly. 'They won by twoerted tries.’

Neve raised her glass wryly, 'Go the maroons! B&he paused. 'How did
you find me? I'm not listed in the telephone book.’

'‘George is.'
'‘George!’
'Don't blame him. | twisted his arm,' he said ghave

'I'd like to believe that but I'm sure it didn'keamuch twisting. What did
you tell him?'

He was stretched out in the chair and she regéstitr@ he was casually
dressed in a tweed jacket a round-necked navy iT-ahi jeans. She also
registered that his dark eyes were faintly wickedha said, ‘Nothing, other
than that I'd like to get in touch.’

'He'll be positively agog,’ she murmured dismally.



‘Just ignore hint' Rob advised.
'It's not that easy to ignore your boss—oh, wetiuld you like a drink?'
‘Love one but | brought—'

'I've already opened a bottle of wine, it is a mabée wet Saturday,' she said
ruefully, and picking up the boxes, made for thtehen.

'What were you doing?' he asked a little later,

when she'd given him a glass of wine, closed thtairis and turned the
lamps on.

She sat down opposite him. 'Trying to bend my telicmind to a bit of
froth and bubble.'

His gaze drifted over her, taking in her shiningr,haer neat oval nails
painted with a barely pink enamel, her navy-blaekrsuit and pink socks
and sand shoes. And he found himself wonderinggfread any idea of how
attractive she was. Had that strictly moral uphbnggdespite her mother's
attempts to render her sweet, neat and feminineedanough of a hold so
she simply didn't set much store by her looks?

Or was she seriously serious by nature? Yet theheayovely violet eyes
danced at times didn't go with being serious &l tilme. And her figure,
even beneath a track suit, was good enough to tengst men. Me
included, he thought dryly.

'Perhaps | could help, always wanted to try my hetrjdurnalism,’ he said,
and grimaced inwardly because of how abrupt it é@aghded. 'Uh—Ilet's
see." He paused and thought for a good minute. Heesaid, 'l have
absolutely no ideas!

He stared at her, so thoroughly surprised at lois ¢ creative talent, Neve
could only start to laugh.

'‘Don't worry about it," she advised.



'‘But | do," he insisted. 'lt can't be that hard!

'Hard enough for me to have to look through sonek lsapies to see how
it's done. | could always start with Toni," she ediSA New South Wales
representative in pale blue angora, white silk aedrls. You know, I
thought the upper classes, in Australia anywayepred Rugby Union? Itis
a private school, university sport here.’

‘That's a rather damning assessment but, not dhliad ¥now it, Toni doesn't
hale from the upper classes. Her father was a fisiger who had the nous
to start a frozen food empire.'

Neve nearly choked on a sip of wine.

'Yes, it's amazing, isn't it?" he agreed humorou$tye only sign of it that
you'd ever see, is an absolute aversion to fishtfathct that when she gets
really upset, she can swear like a fishwife.’

'So...so how did she get so...so...'

'Polished? Finishing school. And—' he looked calddenly '—marriage to
an absolute upper class bastard who tried to ddenimer by continually
reminding her of her origins.'

Neve gazed at him wide-eyed. 'She told me how yoelpedd her to get over
it."

He looked surprised. 'Why would she do that?
Neve swallowed. 'l don't really know—"'

'‘Come on, Neve.' He looked impatient.

'She," Neve sighed, 'thinks | might be good for.you

'So itwasall a set-up! To get us together?'



'Well, | did decline her invitation but | imaginewlill still have to do the
piece," Neve said dryly.

‘Let's not split hairs.' He raised a sardonic eyetbr

Neve studied the glass in her hand then she life¥ceyes to his and there
was a trace of bewilderment in them. 'You told rae were committed. But
you've done this—' she gestured towards the kittheand last night," she
said helplessly.

He looked at her bleakly for a long moment. 'l tjoithe least | could do is
explain things to you.That's why | brought the sgbjof Molly up last
night.'

'Should—' Her voice seemed to want to stick intheoat. 'Should we eat
while you do it?'

'Neve...'

'No," she said huskily and stood up. Til be finamoment. Would you like
to eat there or at the table?'

'I'm sure | can manage the table.’'

'‘Good. Won't be long. I'll turn the television @ fou.’

They were halfway through the meal before she sa@id;—but can | just
say this?'

'‘Be my guest.’
'‘Before you came this afternoon, | was really dowthe dumps. I-it's the
first time since | came to Sydney that I've feltéty and not sure | was on
the right track.’

He twirled his wineglass and frowned at her. 'Wd@ayou mean?'



'Well..." She paused and looked around. Althoughai$ a furnished unit,
she'd added some personal touches to it. A bookitedewas already
threatening to overflow. Framed photos of all hamily, a few lovely
pottery jars grouped together with a variety oédrgrasses in them. And on
the table between them, her own colourful dinnevise with a big floral
design, set on rush placemats.

She started again. 'It's all given me a great sehaehievement. My job,
being able to afford a nice place, the feeling tmatin the centre of things
and by that | mean news, culture, excitement—asosgh to a sheep
station.’

'‘But this afternoon you felt different?’

'Yes, and | guess it comes down to having no oshaoe it with. It's never
bothered me before. Our house at home was so ceoivalas hard to have
any privacy, then when | went to uni it was a hioatel even when | started
work, | shared an old house with four other girls.’

She hesitated then went on, less positively. 'Qfrg® it's not that |

suddenly want to be sharing digs again, it's the having anyone to

really...talk to. For some reason you and I...talla way that makes me
unusually happy,' she finished gruffly, and sipgethe wine. 'Even when
you were insulting me | enjoyed the challenge.’

'Even when you were insulting me back, so didd,rurmured.

She grimaced then said slowly, 'It's not that ¢asylk to men. Sooner or
later—'

'They get a certain look in their eye?' he guessed.
She shrugged.

'‘Goon.'



"This is a little hard to say.' She pushed hereptatvay. 'But | couldn't help
wondering whether..." She stopped, closed her aydsvished dearly that
she'd never tried to explain.

'Hie fact that I'm harmless has anything to do wizh

He said it gravely but there was such a wicked lookis dark eyes, she
caught her breath and stared at him with colouningsinto her cheeks.

'l didn't want to, well, hurt your feelings,' shtammered.

He laughed softly. 'My dear Neve, when you've seflfeas many physical
and mental indignities as | have, being thouglaharmless is quite mild,
believe me.'

She closed her eyes and breathed relievedly. 'Thaakens!

‘Although | may not be quite as harmless as youwing' he added, 'but
you're right, | certainly couldn't leap on you amckstle you to the floor.'

The phone rang before she could think of anythingay. Neve stood up
with a frown and went to the table in the hallwis George Maitland.

'‘Neve,' he said genially, 'how did it go?"

"...What?' she asked confusedly.

‘The party! What else?' he said down the line. 'Ni@now it's not your cup
of tea, Neve, so | just thought I'd see how youenggzing. I'd hate to think of
you sitting in a sea of crumpled-up bits of pag@ashing your teeth.’
‘George, that doesn't happen these days. Remeeuters?'

'Don't be nasty, Neve. Uh, did Rob Stowe get irth®u

'Oh, yes. Thanks tgou,| believe.'



George chuckled heartily. 'He's a hard man to saphWell, give him my
regards. See you on Monday!" He put the phone down.

Neve did grit her teeth, at least, and she cam& tmathe table looking
annoyed.

'‘George checking up on you?' Rob suggested witina g

'I'm not sure. George being impossibly nosy is mike it. Where were
we?'

Rob laughed at her expression. 'l had just assuredhat | couldn't leap on
you and wrestle you to the floor.'

Neve rubbed her face. 'I've lost the thread—theeetimes when George
Maitland drives me crazy!

'Oh, I think he has your best interests at hdaofy drawled. 'He told me not
to do anything to upset you.'

Neve's violet eyes almost crossed as she triethagine her boss going in
to bat for her—but why?

'As in how?' she asked bewilderedly.

'Well, he's no fool, George, whatever else he negyRpb murmured. 'So he
could have divined our interest in each other. 8ipgeof which, were you
trying to tell me that what you feel for me is aetieg of minds?'

'It...." Neve stopped and took a breath. 'Yes.'

He looked at her searchingly for a long momentpsag that she wondered
if he could see that part of what she'd said wasvasion. Then he moved

restlessly and murmured, 'l wish | could say theea

His words hung in the air and she stirred uneasibn reached for the wine
bottle to top up their glasses.



He pushed his plate away and looked at her irdgic®o you honestly
think I'd have been so— furious last night if thal it was?'

She recalled his fury when she'd put her handssoHair at Toni's house
and shivered slightly. 'l...don't know what to say.

‘Then I'll say it for you.' He paused and narrowedeyes. 'Why does one
beautiful woman leave you cold whereas another do&€3 Don't answer.’

His hps twisted. 'I'm theorizing. | don't know, dubm the moment you

walked into my house—as a matterof fdeforeyou walked into my house
and virtually told me | could go to hell—'

'What do you mean?' She frowned bewilderedly.

He moved his shoulders. 'l happened to be lookiigpbmy study window
and | saw you walking up the pavement. | was mdweadstant admiration.'

She gazed at him incredulously.

'‘Believe me, although much to my surprise, thatacty how it happened.
Until | realized who you must be.’

"You...thought | was...just a passer-by you wowdder see again?' she said
haltingly.

'Yes.' He looked momentarily grim. 'Then when yatually told me to go
to hell—'

'l didn't' But she still looked dazed.
‘Neve, perhaps we'tthmore arrogant than we realize.'

They gazed at each other until she made a reluittangh agreeing gesture
with her hands.

'Right. But from that moment on | was struck nolydoy your manner but
your beautiful violet eyes, the smoothness of \wkim and the arrangement
of your figure in a way that was both mental and/\yghysical.'



Neve sat very still for a moment looking down, tiem lashes lifted and she
said shakenly, 'Thank you. l...shouldn't be, buait tiso makes me very
happy, not sure why, well, yes | am.' She pauséunk | would very much
like to be in love with you—if I let myself thinkoaut it but Ican't’

He said nothing but slid his hand across the tabtver hers. She stared
down at it lean, long- fingered and surprisinglsoeg-looking and knew
suddenly that you could even fall in love with amsehands.

Then he sat back and rubbed his temples.

'‘Are you all right?' she asked concernedly.

‘Yep. If  don't go back and tell Jude that youradicher lemon meringue, I'll
be in trouble.’

'l get it," she said.

In fact they ate Judy's delicious dessert, disagd$iat good lady and what a
treasure she was. Then Rob made a suggestion.

'l know a coffee bar at The Rocks that specializéise stuff—you could get
addicted to their Vienna coffee."’

Neve frowned. 'lt's raining, how would we get toeTRocks, and | make
nice coffee, too.'

'l just thought a change of scene might...' Heghed. "We could take a taxi,
| could cope with that and, it's not pouring. | tguiike wet streets and
reflected lights.'

Neve looked down at herself.
He grinned wickedly. 'It's not posh. All you'd hawedo is throw a coat on.

In every other respect...' His gaze flickered frbar shining hair to her
freshly painted nails. "You're stunning,' he samclpdy.



She looked at him with a tinge of colour creepintpiher cheeks, but it
crossed her mind that explaining about Molly Conds&s not going to be
easy for him. 'All right' she said slowly. 'If yoeally want to.'

"Trust me, Neve.'

It was only raining gently but was cold and crisghwit as they drove to the
The Rocks, a historic area across Circular Quam fthe Sydney Opera
House, below the Harbour Bridge. And the refledigtuts on the wet streets
gave the city a fairy-tale look.

Rob managed die taxi although he needed his craitichevalk but before
long they were seated in a dim, almost cavelike darhfortable cafe
surrounded by a marvellous aroma of coffee, withradle flickering on the
table between them.

Even the short contact with the cold night air haable them both sparkle,
Neve thought, as she unwound her scarf and laid¢derover the back of
her chair.

There were raindrops in his thick dark hair andr@nshoulders of his tweed
jacket. But above all he looked intensely alived &ie explained why as he
looked around and sniffed appreciatively. 'Foraswll couldn't do this kind
of thing, it's...it's like being let out of jail.’

She smiled at him with such warmth and understaydie caught his breath
and reached for her hand under the table. Thelkeathat for a couple of

minutes, then he sighed, released her hand andllgidrior a waiter to take

their order.

It was as if Neve had taken a blow in the regiomaf heart, to remember
what still had to be said...



'Molly," he said as they were sipping their coffamd | had an affair years
ago—don't say it," he warned as her eyes widemebha added with a faint
grin, 'If you can read my mind, I'm not too badestding yours. No, Sydney
is not Uttered with women I've had affairs withjuist so happens that Molly
and Toni are good friends despite it.'

Neve raised an eyebrow and stirred the cream thrbeg Vienna coffee.
"You don't seem to be too bad at staying good dsemith old flames, if |
may say so.'

He looked at her wryly. 'lt so happens it was aualdecision to part. Molly
fell in love with another man, she desperately wdnb go overseas to make
her name internationally and he happened to begygoternational, while |
needed to stay put." He paused and thought fdr &br was it—how can |
put it? It was a relationship we drifted into anddn't honestly thinkve
gave much thought to getting married.’

'l see.’
He eyed her.
'I'm not being judgmental,’ she said.

'‘Anyway," he continued after a moment, ‘about tlyese's ago Molly came
back with Portia in tow, and her only explanatioaswthat things hadn't
worked out with Portia's father. She also came Haokous and the old
crowd of Bill, Bunny, Toni and so on took her baeto their bosom and so
did I, as a friend.’

He paused, then said, 'Well, | also helped her ub her affairs in
order—Molly is hopeless at that kind of thing, $fegjuently hasn't got two
brass farthings to rub together—so | saw a lohefrt. And | don't have to
tell you how bewitching Portia can be.'

'‘No," Neve agreed.



‘Then | had the accident and—' He stopped and thaka point on the wall
above Neve's head. 'l was in hospital for six merghd Molly—simply
moved in.'Neve blinked at him.

'l know, but | wasn't in the position to do mucloabit. | was pretty sure
she'd blown her current lot of cash and then ofrsmul was desperately
grateful.’

‘Tell me," Neve said quietly.

He smiled. 'She's unique,’ he said, 'despite b&ingopeless with money.
She used to come to the hospital every day wheéthanted her or not and
in the dark days when | didn't think | wanted angoshe used to go around
the place, signing autographs, cheering peoplébtipging them flowers
and chocolates, ringing their relatives for thersle stopped and shook his
head. 'And of course Portia.'

'She came, too?"

'Oh, yes. She used to bring me jigsaw puzzles, pugeles with tiny pieces
that drove me round tHeenduntil we'd got them finished. She used to read
to me and play Scrabble. Then, when | got homey there there and
between them they managed to give my life some megahittle things like
choosing a good school for Portia, getting herrarad dog because she'd
always wanted one.'

'Youwere responsible for Oliver?' Neve asked with iakle.

'For my sins, yes," he said ruefully, 'And thindgie Ihelping Molly to make
the right financial decisions again as well as eadecisions—she didn't
take any work while | was in hospital.'

He stopped, steepled his fingers under his chin sagkded. "There was
always life and movement in the place, warmth arldur, and suddenly it
was a home where I'd never needed one before thsiodihen. They never
ever turned their backs on me even when | was ticaho

'l think | know what's coming,’ Neve whispered.



He looked at her expressionlessly. 'lt's Molly's/éat desire that we get
married. | couldn't be so ungrateful as to not ghem that.'

Neve wiped a solitary tear from her cheek and thenkeaven for the
dimness. The cafe was about half full, mostly wittuples engrossed in
each other. It struck her that she'd gone alonp Wi suggestion to come
out for coffee because she'd thought it would midleasier for him to

explain about Molly on neutral territory.

The irony was, though, if it had, it certainly h&dmade it easier for her.
Because she would have loved for them to have hestras engrossed in
each other as the other couples were...

Rob waited until she'd regained her composure hieesaid with an effort, 'l
could never rest easy to think of the mess she tnmgtke of her life, and
Portia's, who doesn't even appear to know who didef is, without me
there. I—' He broke off and grimaced. 'This is @ely, generous woman
who's seen a side of me, and done things for mewieuld want to see or
do.’

'‘Look, | understand.' Neve looked around, at thelkabetween them then,
reluctantly, into his eyes again. 'But you're moloive with her?"

'l love Molly, | thought I could even bia love with her again until—' He
stopped abruptly.

'Would she want that? To be married out of grag®idNeve asked slowly.

'l may have some faults but letting her know thatldn't be one of them,
Neve.'

'So you think you could fool her?’
'I've—already done that.'

Their gazes met. 'What have you disagreed abar?tiNeve asked out of a
dry throat.



'She doesn't want to wait until I'm walking progeabain.’
'Is...is she that easy to fool?"

'‘Normally not, but it's all been helped along bscemstance. | think she
thinks I'm still traumatized and possibly alwaydl we.'

Neve opened her mouth but closed it immediatelyvidould she ask him if
he'd ever thought that Portia wais daughter when he obviously had not?
He must have good reason not to think it, althosigtely others had seen
the resemblance in their eyes, or had it beercla ofi her imagination? But
then there was the rapport they shared, he anthPohere was more than
gratitude between them, one would have thought.

'What are you thinking?' he asked.

She smiled meaninglessly. 'That if | wasn't in tleiguation, I'd say
something like, it could be a recipe for disaster.’

'Sometimes marriages of convenience turn out singty well.’

'Until someone else crosses your path," she sagybaudibly.

He smiled without humour. 'Should it look like tf@ntest possibility, I'll
obey my first instincts and get out fast. As wehbsitould have done.' He
stopped and sighed.

'l guess so,' she murmured. "This might be the toriake our own advice.’
They stared at each other.

'‘But may | give you some advice before—we go?'di@ guietly. 'If anyone
was in danger of becoming a recluse, | think youewsore in danger of it

than | was.'

She moved restlessly. 'I've only been in town fteva months.'



'Even so, live a little. I'm not saying rush outigmmp into bed with the first
man who comes your way, but don't let your puriiackground put you off
completely.’

‘You...would be happy to see me with someone ede™aid, and there was
an incredulous glint in her violet eyes.

‘No. But I'd be happy to see you happy. Becausektyou might have been
more right than you knew when you said it wasstlya meeting of minds
from your point of view—for one thing, I'm suresitiard to get too excited
about an old crock like me.' He smiled crookedtis OK, you don't have to
reassure me to the contrary.’

Neve couldn't find any words to say, but it seerheddidn't expect any
because he added, 'And of course, from a pureigisgoint of view, then |
would really know | couldn't have you.'



CHAPTER FOUR

A MONTH later Neve stopped what she was doing suddenlychwivas
writing a weekly column on the latest movies torbleased—another of
Brent Madison's tasks she'd had to take over—to @eorge Maitland
breathing down her neck and staring at the scréémeaomputer she was
working on.

"You wanted something, George?"

'‘No, no! Well, just to congratulate you since ymoK over the movie
column, Neve. You certainly have an original eyeitd

'I've seen more movies in the last few weeks thavhole lifetime,' she said
with a grin.

'‘And you're about to see one more, kid, but getyout glad rags this time.
This is no preview but a full-blown premiere in aficharity on Saturday
night, and you're invited to it.'

'‘As a working journalist | have no doubt,' Neve mured.

"You can still dress up! I'm planning a full page it with your review of the
movie as well as pics of the cream of Sydney spaudto will no doubt be
attending, and their comments afterwards. It's thgtbudget adventure
movie there's been so much hoo-haa about.’'

IOK_I

'‘And | do mean dress up, Neve. | want you in sogtlong and glamorous
because I'm planning to include you in the pics.’

'l haven't got—all right, George,' Neve said laugjty as her editor donned
his most mulish look.



'How's the Stone interview coming along?' he asklason Stone had
recently won the Booker Prize for literature.

'Well, no problem getting him to talk," Neve repleryly. "The opposite, if
anything. Sorting the dross from the gold is anothatter.’

'l always thought he was too full of himself for ms. | imagine he'll be
impossible now. So, when can | expect the finishrtidle?"

Neve sighed. 'As soon as | can do it, George. dsetlany word of Brent
coming back?'

‘Glandular fever can take months.'
'It's already been over a month.’

'He's convalescing in the Seychelles.’
Neve's mouth dropped open.

George laughed. 'He had some leave accumulates al$e' bringing back
all the gen on the place.’

'Half his luck," Neve said bitterly. "When do | getdo travel?'

'l might think about it when Brent does come ba¥ks, | will. In the
meantime, keep up the good work, Neve.' He hesditideked at her with a
strange intensity as if he was dying to ask heretbimg but he, in the end,
only patted her on her shoulder. He had no ideadenw her gaze was as it
rested on his departing back.

But it wasn't until that night that Neve got thepoptunity to reflect that
even if she'd wanted to confide in someone, it ¥otilbbe George. And to
reflect that, even if she'd wanted to take Rob $tevadvice, given just
before they'd parted to take separate taxis hoorma ffhe Rocks without
saying much more at all, she'd scarcely had anfrieate to do so.



She got home late from work, dropped her bag oatdobd and went to take
a shower. Spring was coming to Sydney in a burshakually warm, sticky
weather. She'd been warned not to take this gesdrorst of warmth too
seriously, there was sure to be more cold weatiema the corner, they
said, but wrapped in a cool seersucker robe atteslower, she leant out of
her bedroom window and enjoyed the balmy night.

Until, that was, something drew her gaze to theueaglirection of
Woollahra, and as they had the habit of doing wdtenwas least expecting
it, thoughts of Rob Stowe flooded her mind.

She retreated from the window, poured herself asgtd pineapple juice,
and relaxed in an armchair with the familiar dileenshe still had not
solved.

Had he really meant what he'd said about her beiage right than she
knew? That for her it was only a meeting of min@shad he said it to make
it easier for her?

She'd never know, she reflected. Although, desaitgthing he'd said,
despite describing himself as an 'old crock'—soimgtkhe'd never thought
of him—she was pretty sure she'd fallen in lovehwitm.

There wouldn't be this lonely, aching place withiar, she reasoned,
otherwise. There wouldn't be a genuine aversiorddomg what he'd
suggested whereas before it had not been somethiid bothered much
about one way or the other.

She wouldn't be feeling astonishment, she museld aislight grimace,
when she remembered the couple of times she'd hihalge was in love
before. Because those men had never entered h¢mahdasoul as he had.

She drained her glass and set it down beside Imer féxced herself to think
along different lines— ones that would heal hemgwally, she hoped. Even
at the time she was meeting Rob, it had had a dileaquality to it. To fall
in love with a man in the space of only four megsinlidn't seem rational,
did it? And how much had his unattainability cooiied to it? How
enchanted, now, was distance making the view look?



'‘Absence making the heart grow fonder, all thoséitpdes,' she murmured
with distaste, 'but could they be true? | sincelalpe so.’'

She laid her head back and wondered whether they married yet. Had

Molly got her way? She had no doubt it wouldn't dndoeen a broadcast
event. Would that make it easier for her, she woedleand echoed his
words—Then I'd know | couldn't have you.

But no answer came to her, and with a sigh shetbherself to go over her
notes on the Stone interview.

On Saturday morning she rushed out to buy a loagdr

On Saturday evening as they waited outside thdrheéhe cameraman she
was with said admiringly,'Neve, you should do tmere often. You look
stunning.’'

"Thank you, Will. You don't look too bad yourselfhey'd worked together
a lot, she and Will Gibson, and she'd always folind easy, pleasant and
more than happy to discuss his four children wigh FThank heavens it's
not cold,’ she added as she squinted down at hersel

The dress was silk organza over a taffeta under§hg organza was a
creamy colour with big, shadowy violet blue flowarsd the style was slim
about her figure with one shoulder bare and a fobtbrganza where it was
caught up on the other shoulder.

Her hair was drawn back at the sides and fasteint doack with a violet
blue bow. Her shoes were cream kid with very highlé. If it hadn't been
for the tape recorder in her hands, she could baea a bona fide guest at
this premiere in aid of charity.

'Here we go!" Will said. 'First limo arriving.'

'l hope you know who they all are," Neve remarKbdcause | certainly
don't.’



'It's always the same old crowd,' he responded adwaiecynically.

‘All right, I'm just going to chat my impressionsto the tape, if you could
tell me who they are. It's when they come outnéded to collar some of
them.'

For half an hour a stream of limos deposited the and famous on the
red-carpeted pavement Then there was a lull anldsSAid, 'Looks like that's

it! Hang on."' And he whistled softly. 'Now thera'scoop, Neve! Rob Stowe
in company with, of all people, Molly Condren ankiiéd. Neve?' He looked

around. 'You hiding or something?'

'Yes,' she said desperately, uncaring of what hst tiink. 'Just stand in
front of me. | don't want them to see me.’

He looked at her for an instant as if she'd goneddhe bend then moved so
that he was blocking her more effectively. Fortehahe was a tall, well-
built man.

But although she may not have been visible, and, Raily and Portia
passed into the theatre obviously unaware thatvsisethere, she had been
able to peep out from behind Will and see them.

Rob in a dark dinner suit and white shirt, walkingh only the aid of a
stick. Molly, with a complicated upswept hairstyésolutely glowing in
rich chartreuse silk. And Portia wore a pearly whitigh- necked,
long-sleeved dress with a green sash, white tighitste patent-leather
shoes and green ribbons in her loose hair.

'Want to tell me about it?'

Neve started.

‘Thought you knew him? Didn't you do the intervielvd the pics. He was
really easy to work with.'

‘Unfortunately, Will," Neve said, 'we...clashedi' b



'Must have been a lot to provoke that reactionon, Weve,' Will said. 'OK.
Shall we go and watch this movie? It's not oftgeetl a free ticket.'

Three hours later Neve said to Will as the craddsed, 'l don't know about
you but I'm exhausted— talk about action!

The lights came on and the audience rose applalmwliiy.

'l thought it was great," Will said enthusiastigalOh, well, back to work.
I'll get my camera and meet you in the foyer.'

‘Just do me a favour, Will. Stay away from Rob Stafnyou see him, them.'

He looked at her quizzically but nodded.

"...May | quote you?' Neve asked for about thehdime, this time of a
raddled, elderly woman dripping in the finest diards she'd ever seen.

'Yes, yes!' the woman answered. 'Damn fine mowiethen I've always had
a yen for—' She named the male lead in the film.

'Is that so—I beg your pardon.’' She turned as someaid her name, to find
Portia standing behind her smiling widely.

'‘Neve! I'm so glad to see you! You do look stunnidgw's your ankle? Did
you enjoy the movie? | thought it was simply smagHi

'‘Darling—there you are! You shouldn't go off on yawn—why, Neve!
Molly Condren said delightedly as she loomed upirmkhPortia. 'How
wonderful to see you again. You know, | always \ednto tell you that |
thought the interview you did with Rob was excdlleéfou got it so right
and you got him so right—didn't she, darling?' atlded mischievously as
Rob appeared at her side.



Neve made a gesture to Will, a negative gestuthariowered his camera
immediately. 'Thank you, Molly," she said. 'It'saito see you again. And
you, Portia—"'

'‘Are you working?' Portia asked excitedly.

'Uh—yes, I'm supposed to be asking people whatttimyght of the movie.
The magazine is going to do an article on it—'

'Oh, do ask me! | can, can't |, Rob?"'

For the first time Neve looked directly at Robm'lI'sorry," she said
helplessly. 'I—'

'How are you, Neve?' he broke in easily. 'You ddémitk as if you're
working.'

'This is George's idea—I'm supposed to featurberatticle myself.'

'Well, you look good enough to come on to the pargyre giving, Neve,'
Molly put in. 'Why don't you, we'd love to have yawuldn't we, Rob?"

This was like a nightmare, Neve thought. "'Thank goumuch but I'm...I'm
actually going out to dinner myselWeare, aren't we, Will?'

'Er..." Will flinched slightly as Neve stood on ha®. 'Yes. Yes!'

Molly looked genuinely disappointed and so did RofBut could you still
interview me, Neve?' Portia said. 'As a kid | couldve a different
perspective.'

'l don't see why not," Molly said gaily, but Nevaswvatching Rob.

"Then I'll leave you two to it,' he only murmuredyy and moved away.
So Neve got both Molly's and Portia's commentshenrovie, and they

both were photographed. Then they chatted for anfigmutes until Molly
said she better go and rescue Rob, and they sadbge.



'Don't,’ Neve said to Will. 'l mean, don't ask fory explanations, it's just
one of those things. I'm sorry." She smiled rugfatl him.

'It's OK, but much as I'd like to take you to dinheve, | am a married man
and it does so happen to be my wife's birthdayytoli'a getting late, so—'

'Will,  made all that up on the spur of the mom'estie confessed. 'You go.
I'll grab a cab.’

'Sure? | can drop you off somewhere—""

No, I think we live in opposite directions, but tika all the same, Will," she
said sincerely.

Still he hesitated. 'You don't want to go troopiaigpund on your own
looking like that, Neve.'

'l left my coat and bag with the manager, | reallly be fine, Will!"

It took her five minutes to locate the manager eetdeve her things by
which time the red carpet was rolled up and allgl@norous guests had
left. Neve stood on the pavement as they lockeditioes behind her, with
her mobile phone in her hand, only to sigh in sheestration as she
suddenly became aware why it wasn't responding-b#ttery was dead
and she'd forgotten to bring a spare.

Then, to her amazement, a limo that had been drpast, stopped abruptly
and reversed into the kerb opposite her, and Mibked out of the
window.

‘Neve, are you all right? What happened to youo3t

'He...he got called away, a...an emergency,' N&raraered, 'but—'

Portia popped her head out. 'Then you can conteetparty—yippee!'



'Yes, do get in, Neve, we've got plenty of roomgliylenthused.

Toni was at the party in a slinky black gown with Fair hair like a polished
helmet. Bill and Bunny Fanshawe were there, Bunayirg adopted a
layered look with none of the improbable garmeh&sddonned matching,
and there were about twenty other people who'd tedre premiere.

Judy served a delicious finger supper and champ@mwed.

'It's not possible to ignore each other all eveniRgb Stowe said quietly to
her at one stage.

She looked up into his dark eyes. 'No. I'm sormyulthis, though.’

'l think you were simply outgunned by fate tonight.

'Perhaps,’ she murmured, and took a sip of changpdts good to see you
so mobile," she added. He was on his feet althpogpped against the back
of a chair with his stick in reach.

''ve made some giant strides in the last montkoof~unnily enough, they
told me | was getting towards the end of a lond batl didn't quite believe
them.' He grimaced.

'Does that mean you'll soon be able to do all hivegs you used to do?’

‘Not quite,’ he said wryly. 'But at least I'm nonéined to that damned chair
or crutches anymore.’

'Have you taken the other giant step?’

Their gazes locked and he didn't pretend to misustaled. ‘Not yet, but the
date has been set.’

'She looks so lovely and so happy, they both deveNsaid.



He made no comment on that. He said instead, 'Dudrgally have a date
with the photographer?’

Neve felt the warmth that tinged her cheeks faipihhk and knew it was
useless to he. 'He's a married man with four obidand it's his wife's
birthday— no, | made it up on the spur of the momen

He looked briefly amused. 'Is there anyone?’
'Rob, what difference does it make?' She lookddnatsteadily.

He gave her one swift but nevertheless, comprebemgance that took in
the velvety skin of her bare shoulder, the slimruggger figure beneath the
lovely dress then the look in her violet eyes befoe said, "You're right,
none. Well, shall we circulate?'

'‘By all means,' she agreed.

After that the evening seemed interminable althotingine was one bright
spot when Molly drew her aside and asked her ifisménd having a look at
Portia's essay book. Portia was standing besidirseon one foot then the
other.

'‘Uh—of course. Are you interested in writing, Pa®i
'Immensely," Portia responded. 'lt's my ambitiobequst like you.'

As they left the room, Neve was conscious of Repés on her back, so she
was feeling not only uneasy but surprised as wétaatia's statement when
they reached her room. Then there was the rooiy Md@ch was luxurious
to say the least.

Portia had a single bed with a white coverlet andraped hanging
suspended from the wall behind it in folds of &esiyy gossamer fabric. The
carpet was cyclamen pink, the walls jade greenjrande corner there sat a
wonderful, soft harlequin doll that was as big las was.

There was also a lovely teak desk and chair.



'l like your room," Neve said.

‘Thanks—Mum did it. | thought she'd gone a bit ovlee top for a

twelve-year-old, to be honest, but I've got usei tmw. Rob gave me the
doll, isn't he gorgeous?' She picked up the hamegod hugged him then
sat him back and led Neve by the hand to the d&sis is my last one. | got
an A+ for it.'

Neve read the two-page essay in Portia's big, rdwardl with growing
respect.

'What do you think?'

'l think you've got a way with words, Portia." Ngv&ged through the book
reading excerpts from other essays. 'Does yourobttave a magazine?'

'Yes, but it's only the older girls who contribute.

'If you want to be a writer," Neve said slowlygta are two things you have
to do. Assess the market and keep sending thing®igive it a try. Also,
most papers have children's pages, | know we dbenSunday edition.
They publish letters, poems and stories. Why damittry that?"

Portia jumped up and down excitedly then she sabéfbe only thing is,
when you've got an essay to write, it's easy. Yogt a subject. Otherwise,
| don't seem to know where to start.'

'How about starting with Oliver? You could almositera book about him.
Or the movie you saw today and what impressiondatdenon you. Then
there's your lovely harlequin doll, the kind of ¢bgou like—or hate. The
clothes you like to wear, the clothes you thinkvgneups look silly in,

perhaps.’'

Neve stopped as Portia stared at her wide-eyed guitiving excitement,
and said, 'Why didn't | think of that?"You cand& bxpected to think of
everything when you're only twelve!'

Portia sighed. 'l do like you so much, Neve.'



When the party at last began to break up, Mollkémbaround and asked
Toni if she'd mind giving Neve a lift home.

'Oh, | can get a taxi,' Neve protested, but neithelty nor Tony would hear
of it. And Rob said goodbye to her quite casudityaugh still with that hint
of something narrow and assessing in his eyesdgreated her when she'd
come back downstairs with Portia.

‘They've set the date," Toni said as she drovgdiw Porsche through the
streets of Sydney.

'l know."'
Toni raised an eyebrow at her. 'l didn't think &sapublic knowledge.’

'Rob told me this evening,' Neve said quietly. 'tthet date, just—that it was
happening.'

'So nothing came about between you two?'
'‘No.'
'Pity—I don't think he's doing the right thing.’

Neve looked out of the window and tried to soungensonal as she said,
'He may feel that it's the best thing for all oéni’

‘Strange how blind men can be," Toni murmured aspstied up outside
Neve's block of flats.

"You mean...do you mean...?' Neve broke off antditip.

'l mean Portia,’ Toni said flatly. "You only haed®ok at them, don't tell me
it didn't strike you?'



'Yes,"' Neve confessed, 'as soon as | saw themhigetell, it didn'tstrike
me but it made me wonder. But if she is his chidtly hasn't Molly told
him? Why doesn't he suspect?’

'Molly—don't get me wrong, | love her—but she isighly disorganized

person. Perhaps it's that star quality, but sh&'sonly hopeless with her
finances but also her emotions and, until recefhity, love life. So while

Robcouldhave been the father, she was quite sure it veasdn she went
overseas with all those years ago, with whom sbeght she was madly in
love, but who then dropped her like a ton of brigken he found out about
the baby.'

'l...how did she cope?' Neve asked.

'Her parents. They flew over and helped pick up pilezes. Then they
looked after Portia while Molly got her career gpigain.’

'So, does Molly still not know whose child Portsa+she must by now!'

'She said it came like the kick of a mule one dgoyuntil then Portia had so
much resembled her—but that might have been dubetoed hair. She
said...' Toni paused and looked heavenwards. ‘Glid only ever tell Rob

if he married her of his own free will.'

Neve stared at her speechlessly.

'You have to make allowances for Molly, Neve. Shs&t doesn't seem to
work on the same wavelengths that more rationaplpedo. But she's so
loving and generous and lovely..." Toni stopped rdgged.

‘Well, she obviously thinks he's marrying her of mwn free will—I
mean—'

'‘And not out of gratitude and because he can'tt@aself away from Portia
anyway? Precisely.Strange, isn't it? Especiallymthe rest of us can see it
so clearly.’



Neve took a breath. '"You could all be quite wradmgexpecting it to fail, |
mean. Because it's not only Portia he can't teasdlif away from. He can't
bear to think of Molly muddling through as she'viobsly so renowned
for.'

'Is that why you've retired from the lists?"

Neve swallowed. 'Yes. And if fate should at lastate to be kind to me, |
won't have to go through this kind of thing again.’

Toni patted her hand. 'l believe dear Brent is tude returned to our
midst?’

Neve grimaced. 'You know more than | do! | thoudjet was in the
Seychelles.’

'He was. He came back yesterday, panting to getlet swing of things.'
‘Thank heavens—I might be relieved of the sociglgsaat least.’
'‘Are you working on anything else?' Toni asked ausly.

'Several things but the one that's giving me hdasacs an article on rare
stamps.'

'My dear Neve—did you know my father collected ti?ehihave, to put it
mildly, a rare old collection of rare stamps. Whond you come and have
lunch with me—let's see, how about Monday?'

On Sunday afternoon, her doorbell rang and oncem digaas Rob but this
time under his own steam and standing.

'What—why?' she stammered.
‘Just let me in, Neve,' he said impatiently.

She hesitated then fumbled with the chain.



'Not still housekeeping?' he queried dryly as leweed her into the lounge.
'If you've come here to insult me, Rob Stowe—'

'On the contrary,' he said curtly, 'I've come tbyteu that I've been a blind,
absolute bloody fool, but did you have to?"

Neve blinked. 'l don't know what you're talking abb

He looked her up and down. The warm weather hagigted and she wore a
calf-length floral cotton skirt, a pink knit shiwtith a scoop neckline and
short sleeves, sandals and her hair was tied Inaglpo- nytail. He himself

was casually dressed in khaki cotton trousers guidia blue shirt, but she

thought he looked pale.

'Don't you? Who else would have speculated onahef/you didn't put it
into the interview? None of my friends | can assyoe, although why none
of them tried to tell me—' He broke off and swor@ently. 'Then there was
the way you disappeared with her last night.'

Neve's hps parted as a glimmer of understandinge danmer. "You don't
mean...you mean Portia?'

'Of course | mean Portia,' he said scathingly. téid it struck you as soon
as you saw us together. And now," he added merggilits common
knowledge.’

Neve put her hand on the back of a chair for thgk reason that for the
first time in her life she felt like fainting. '"Yothink | did that?' she said
barely audibly.

'Why else would | get a call from a journalist frgqour bloody paper this
morning, asking me if I'd like to comment on thenaur that Portia was my
daughter?’

'It's not my..." She swallowed and started agahme only person | havever
spoken to about this is Toni. And she brought ilagb night when she drove
me home.’



'So it didn't strike you as soon as you saw ustteg®’' He was still pale,
with suppressed fury, she realized.

'Yes,' she cried. '‘But it was Toni, not me, who omented on howlind men
can be. Is that why you're so angry, Rob? And logkor a scapegoat?’

For a moment she thought he was going to strikeTiean he leant his stick
against die chair, shot out a hand and pulledrtertis arms. 'I've wanted to
do this since | first saw you, Neve, but don't tékas a compliment, will
you?' he murmured, and started to kiss her.

She didn't respond but she didn't fight, eithecaose one small part of her
mind, she was amazed to discover, was more corcteritle the damage he
could do if he lost his balance.

But when he raised his head abruptly, she saigplfve quite finished, |
think you should go.’

He kept her in his arms, however, with surprisitigrggth, although he
swivelled round so that he had the wall to leanregaHe also said with
supreme irony, 'lIs that why you're still a virgiNeve? Because you're
basically cold?'

She kept her temper with difficulty. 'No. Did yoar®usly expect me to
respond to brute force and insults? Nor should take too much for
granted, Mr. Stowe. It's only because of your feagpack that | haven't
adopted a course of action my brothers recommenttedthese
circumstances.’

He laughed. 'Ah—some complicated karate move?akarded.

'Much cruder than that.’

'Makes the eyes water to think of it," he said ghav

You haven't let me go,' Neve pointed out.



'My back is still as fragile as it was two minuggg. And I'm not too easy to
restore to my feet once | fall flat, | should wawou.'

'Stop it!" Neve ordered, now as pale as he had.B¥en come here and
accuse me of terrible things, think you can kissima way that is only
demeaning and—'

'Kissing you, even in a rage, Neve, is quite aneeepce. As is holding
you—so you deny the charge?' His dark eyes welenuer violently angry
or scathing, but quite serious and probing.

Neve, however, got even angrier. 'Damn it,' she abugh her teeth. 'Who
do you think you are! I don't propose to have ang lof a conversation with
you in this situation, and | don't propose to gtdeeyou with explanations
of why it wasn't me. If you could believe it in thiest place, you can go to
hell, Rob Stowe.’

‘You're trembling," he said quietly, and moved hands on her back,
although still giving her no chance to escape.

‘Not from anything other than a desire to flattew yf | could!
'What if | said | was sorry?'
"You can still go to hell." She stared at him pigud

He considered for a moment then he said barelybiydi'm in hell
anyway."' And started to kiss her again.



CHAPTER FIVE
‘No...!

It was a whispered protest but this was no angmpilating kiss, this was

something else all together she soon found. Heledzke soft curve of her
neck where it joined her shoulder, then he crossetiands over her back,
spreading his fingers and drawing her into the kadin length of him.

And she suddenly went boneless in his arms asinees were assaulted by
the touch, the feel and the taste of him. There avamstant of respite as
they looked into each other's eyes but the semsafigheer intimacy she

had with this man was heightened because she seelditter absorption

with her in their dark, heavy-lidded depths.

And she could feel her body responding to his asiands were gentle on it,
feel her breasts starting to ache with desire faeldher hands as if they had
a life of their own, longing to trace the line a$ shoulders beneath the blue
cotton, to smooth the skirt away as a flush of meatthrough her. And a
lovely languorous excitement made her move aghinsand make a small,
husky sound in her throat.

He kissed her deeply and she responded until shalfieost dizzy with
rapture, as well as dizzy with the knowledge tharé could be only one
satisfactory end to this delight, and that woulddogo to bed with him.

They drew apart at last and with a sigh, his haindpped to his side. Neve
laid her head on his chest for one bittersweet nmbrawed he slid his fingers
through hers and raised them to his lips. Then fagted completely, she to
walk over to the window with her arms wrapped aldwrtas if for comfort,
he to limp over to a chair.

'I'm sorry," he said finally. 'For everything, fuspecting you of—I've been
in such a state of shock since it happened.’

Neve turned. 'l can imagine. Was it only—shock?'



'It was—no, it wasn't only shock. It was like onkeRwrtia's own jigsaw
puzzles. As if I'd been searching for the missingc@ without even
realizing it How could | have been such a fool?' Idiel his head back
wearily.

'My mother used to say she had six children andérafrihem looked like
her, but of course most of us do to varying degreles just can't see it.'

He looked at her sombrely. 'Why the hell didn't ssleme—don't answer.
Toni—I rang Toni immediately, because | thought'dla least be honest
with me however belatedly—and she was.’

'So that's how you thought it was me?"

'She said, in the course of the conversation thetd even made a complete
stranger like you stop and think.’

'l didn't say a word to anyone apart from Toni,v&lsaid intensely.

'l believe you. It just seemed such a coincidemeeiog from—how the hell
do you think it did...come about?’

'Have you ever been out and about with Portia amdly\efore?' Neve
asked slowly.

'Yes, of course, but not—do you mean occasions asithe premiere? No,’'
he answered, 'and that wasn't my idea, but Mollg @ging to go. So |
thought, well, everyone's accused me of becomirgglase.' He grimaced.
'Do you think someone noticed it and contactedotqeer or...?"

Neve spread her hands. 'If you tell me who ramgnlfind out for you.'

He shrugged. 'lt's not going to make much diffeeemaw.’

'It would clear my name.’

'l told you, | believe you.'



There was a long silence then Neve sat down ompbsit. 'How have they
taken it?'

'Molly and Portia? They don't know. They've gonéht® school fete.'

"You must—I know how fond you are of her— you miostdelighted too,’
she said sincerely.

He raised those dark eyes to hea,'he said intensely. 'l had this pang of
pure joy before all die rest of it hit me. I...alygadid love her as if she were
my own kid. I'd do anything for Portia." He paus&lt I'm also more
trapped now than ever.' He smiled but with no hum@o you know why |
fell so easily into the trap of believiyguhad spilt the beans?’

Neve stared at him with a frown in her eyes.

'So | could say to myself—OK, that's it! If she @wbdo this then there can
never be anything of value between us and I'm btéoionagine | still want
her.'

Neve's lips twisted and she stood up again. 'Havenyade love to a woman
since the accident, Rob?'

'No." 'Can..." She stopped and bit her lip.

'‘Can 1?' He lay back in the chair again and watdmedwith that narrow
glance she knew well. 'Yes | can. In a restrairtiaf way.'

"Then, not even with...?" Again she stopped awklyard

'‘No, Neve, not even with Molly." His eyes were sewlgt sardonic. 'What's
your point?'

'l think you may be a dangerously frustrated mash.R
He sat up abruptly and swore.

'Perhaps even worried about how it will go aftef@w," she said steadily.



He gazed at her incredulously.

She swallowed but made herself go on. 'l do kndwt about it, | didn't only
researchyou for the interview but all sorts of problems asat&il with
paraplegia even when it's temporary, and thatjgeaial area that can be
very tricky.'

'‘Are you saying—' he eyed her dangerously '—I'msooé I'm quite up to it
and I'm using you to...' He stopped dead and stipan tower over her.

She winced inwardly but went on. 'I'm saying thatiyand Molly go way
back and have everything to ¢mrward for. Just let her...deal with it. I'm
sure she can, with love and laughter. And thenliyeahder what you ever
saw in me.'

‘Neve,' he said through his teeth, 'that wasn'ttwioa were saying ten
minutes ago.’

She shrugged delicately. 'When you're accusedingbggid, you tend to
want to prove you aren't.'

'‘Are you serious?'

'‘Deadly serious,’ she responded. 'You see, you mgdreabout me. | would
love to spend my life talking to you, but living twiyou—no. And | think
I'm right about you. You not only need Molly, yowve her but
you're—wary about taking the final step. And ddalget...'" She smiled
quietly although her heart felt as if it was breaki There's a lot of Molly in
Portia, too. Go home, Rob, and marry her, and daket no for an answer.'

"You seem to be very sure of what you're doingsdid grimly.

She turned away briefly but when she turned baekyiolet eyes were dry
and steady. 'l am.’

He walked out without a word.



"You know, | thought there'd have been some mertion in the gossip
columns,’ Toni said over lunch the next day.

'‘George killed it,” Neve said as she ate gingeckdm on a bed of rice in
Toni's veranda room with the harbour spread ounsegy at their feet.

The warm weather had abated as predicted and a westerly was
whipping up the waters of the harbour.

'‘George Maitland—how did he know?' Toni asked.

'l told him. He's a friend of Rob's, as you prolydiaiow.'

Toni sipped her wine and said, 'l couldn't beli@éwehen Rob rang me in
this absolute state and asked whether | knew ivas true. Then he
proceeded to verbally pulverise me for not telliign. Men! Heaven alone
knows what will happen now.'

'Oh, I think it will all go ahead as planned.’

Toni glanced at her intently. But she said, 'Yoa'tlknow Molly. Not that
well,  mean. And even if George has canned itppeare out there talking
about it. It has to become common knowledge s®ml Ries to pretend he
doesn't know..." She shrugged.

'I'm sure he wouldn't do that."

'l always told Molly she should have come cleas@m as she realized, you
know.'

‘Toni." Neve pushed away her plate. 'Thank youafdelicious lunch. Tell
me how your father got into stamp collecting?’

'l see," Toni murmured. 'End of subject—sorry, atwiously a bit painful
for you.'

Neve said nothing.



'My father—' Toni touched a napkin to her mouth hen he made a lot of
money looked around for a hobby that would be "lgemanly." He was
actually addicted to all sorts of less than uppas<pursuits, gambling on
the dogs, pub darts, beer drinking and rugby lealglyemother suggested
stamps, but it was only when he realized how vdtuedye stamps were that
he became seriously interested. Once that happérgéw to be a mania
with him. Let me show you.'

Neve got home much later that afternoon silentdgbing Antonia Simpson
because she now had more than enough materiaéfarticle, plus, Toni
had allowed her to photograph some of her fatiséai®ps.

She'd also agreed to Neve using him as backgroumithé article and had
told her about one of his great rivals, now dead, They'd conducted
legendary bidding battles when rare stamps had egnfer auction and it
had brought each of them personal pain to thintkefother owning a rarer
stamp.

She made herself a light meal then took a cup titedo her desk and

turned her computer on. Three hours later, sheedibler neck and her eyes
but was satisfied with what she'd hammered out. stmelwent to bed and

fell asleep immediately.

The next morning George scanned her copy leisuhedy he sat up and
said, not in a leisurely way at all, "You didn't"

Neve raised an eyebrow at him.

'How the hell did you get access to the Simpsotectbn?' he asked
excitedly.

'‘Well, I didn't break in, if that's what you thouglshe said with an imp of
humour dancing in her eyes.



'‘Neve, don't joke about it. I've been trying to— j@ars I've been trying
to—is this legit? | mean, she did give her permisgio

'Of course she did, George.'

'‘Why?'

It was a question Neve had asked herself and geearshe'd come up with
had been slightly discomforting—did Toni feel guithbout bringing her
and Rob together again? 'Uh, | think she's justrtakliking to me, George.
By the way," she added swiftly, 'l believe Brenback?'

'Yes, starts work next Monday," George said disdédlg then he looked up
at her. 'Why?'

‘Just wondered.'

He gazed at her thoughtfully. 'How's the Stoneriiésv going?”

'I'll have it on your desk tomorrow morning.'

'‘Beauty! By the way, | rang Rob Stowe and apoladjizeld him how it had
happened, an anonymous call to the social pagéxfribe mag, but the
main paper. Of course, the crazy part about ialispf us who know him
have been wondering for the last three years!

'So—I believe.'

'How did you get to know about it, Neve?' Geordeedswith an intent little
frown. 'l mean—to be able to tip me off the way ybd?'

'He—' Neve thought quickly ‘—he wondered whethead...anything to do
with it. You know, noticed it when | met Portia tay the dog knocked me
over.'

'Did you?'



'‘George, yes, it did make me stop and think, but had nothing to do with
it.'

'I'm not accusing you of it, Neve.' George lookedth
She shrugged.

'l see,' George said, apropos of absolutely nothing
Neve lost her patiencBVhat?'

‘That you need a break, my dear Neve, and | projmogere you one! Take
next week off. To be perfectly honest, Brent lotks picture of health, so
much so, one is forced to wonder whether he wasalt, making the best
of his glandular fever. No.' He held up his handNase started to protest. 'l
insist. Why don't you take yourself to the SeyasM Marvellously

efficacious kind of place | would say.'

When she got home that night, Neve went straighteio dressing table
mirror and stared at herself critically. Did sheKall or particularly stressed
out, she wondered. Haggard? Not that she couldasgéhing amiss,

although, on further consideration, there weretfaloe shadows beneath
her eyes and she hadn't needed George to telhheshe'd lost a bit of
weight.

She sat down on the end of the bed and wrappedrirer around herself.
And now George, who could be an absolute slaveedatvtimes, had taken
away her one prop—work. The one thing she'd radiedio get her through
this awful time of knowing that she'd deliberategd to Rob Stowe. That
she'd done the one thing most calculated to diiveitito Molly Condren's

arms.

She'd had no choice, she reminded herself. Shd cewker have lived with
the thought of separating him from Portia. And gf@sn't a hundred per
cent sure that she hadn't hit the nail on the labadt Rob himself anyway,
she mused.



It occurred to her suddenly to wonder more abouliyMdondren. The real
substance of this woman everyone loved—when thegmnttetearing their
hair out over her. The woman who had walked ouRoh Stowe for another
man, virtually going from one bed to the other Be souldn't be sure who
was the father of her child.

But she obviously hadn't been planning a child, etbing must have gone
wrong with her contraception or was ghatdisorganized?

But why was she even thinking this, Neve askeddtigrand jumped as
someone knocked on the front door.

It couldn't be, she told herself. Not Rob again.

It wasn't—it was his daughter.

'Portia! What are you doing here? Does...do...?'

Neve's eyes widened further as they fell on a bhdpdia's feet. The girl
was dressed in her tartan leggings and green julmpieshe also had a coat

over her arm.

'Please let me in, Neve," Portia begged. 'Theresne else | can go to, not
anyone sensible, at least.'

'‘But...all right." Neve opened the door and Pquittked up her bag and came
in. '‘But | have to let your...I have to let your ther and Rob know you're
here, you do understand that, don't you, Portia@yThbe out of their
minds.’

'‘No they won't, not yet at least. I'm supposedeg@bmy drama class until
eight-thirty.’

'‘But your drama teacher—'
'Oh, she'll be reading Shakespeare, once shengethat she loses all sense

of reality. | like your flat." Portia looked aroun®Vhen I'm a journalist I'll
have one just like it.'



Neve closed the front door dazedly. 'How did yoowwhere | lived?'

'l looked in Rob's directory. | was going to ringuy paper,' she confided,
'‘because | couldn't find you in the phone book/lloidn't have to. The thing
is, Neve, | need to talk to someone. My whole wohlas changed
dramatically—you're not going to believe this bitéaall these years | now
have a father.'

Neve stared into her glowing dark eyes and felstireg of tears in her own.
She blinked them away and said, 'Portia, congriduis!’ She held out her
hand and Portia shook it gravely.

‘The funny thing is," Portia continued, 'l sometimdreaded meeting my
father because | knew | could never love him av&IRob and now...isn't it
amazing?'

'I'm very happy for you. As fathers go, | doubydu could have a better
one.'

Portia glowed again. Then she sobered. 'Theretsva gide to it, though.
Grown-ups are really strange sometimes. They'n@rggbout who did the
right thing and who didn't, whether they should getrried or not, and all
sorts of things.'

'In front of you?' Neve asked incredulously.

'‘No, of course not but..." Portia looked slighthary, 'I'm very good at
listening at doors.’

'l see.' Neve's lips trembled. "You shouldn't, tjiau

'How else does a twelve-year-old get into the p&2u Portia asked
aggrievedly.

‘There are some pictures you might be too yourzetm,' Neve suggested
carefully.



'l've been taking care of my mother for quite alevhow, Neve,' Portia said
levelly. 'Believe me, she needs it. That's whyaswsuch a relief to have Rob
take over, | can tell you.'

Neve blinked at her but Portia was in deadly edrnes
'Uh, look, let's sit down and I'll get us... soneth

'Great. By the way, | also brought one of my swm&er to show you.'
Portia sat in the same chair her father had tws dgp and opened her bag.

Whereas Neve, feeling as if she should pinch hieesstaped to the kitchen.
What on earth should she do, she wondered fralytid&lell, there was no
question of what she should do, but how could deenshe flow of
confidences the child was so ready to bestow ugo®d h

Five minutes later she took two glasses of pineappte and a plate of
buttered gingerbread into the lounge.

"Yummy! Thanks," Portia said enthusiastically. 'So—

'Portia.’ Neve sat down. '‘Before we go any furthéel | have to say this.
Your parents would be aghast not only if they kiyew were here instead of
at your drama class— How did you get here by thg2va

‘Took a cab with my pocket money," Portia said ihathently.

'OK. But they would also be horrified to think thetu were spilling all the
family secrets to a relative stranger.'

'Well, that's one thing | heard Rob say to Mum—ahé&y two people who
didn't know the secret were he and I! Apparently whole world knew |
was his daughter.’

Neve decided not to comment on this. '‘Couldn'tlyave gone to...someone
else? Close to the family, | mean?"



'l wanted an unbiased opinion, Neve,' Portia saidl®rnly. 'l once heard
Mum say to Rob—I haven't got used to calling hindQat'—anyway, |
once heard her say your brand of journalism wagrtbst unbiased she'd
read for a long time. And you're not a stranger.'

'‘But what about Toni or Bill and Bunny or your gdgarents?’

'My grandparents live in Townsville but | just wadtto talk it over with
you, Neve.' Portia looked distinctly mutinous. 'Téighe other thing Mum
said, how well you must have understood Rob toevihie article you did.’

Neve flinched inwardly.

'‘But the thing is," Portia went on, 'they don't @&w get married because of
me.'

Shock widened Neve's eyes. '...They don't?' slefaably.

'Of course not! No one can take Rob away from nve, and if you've got to
argue about getting married, how many arguments aregang to have
when you do get married?’

The logic of this, to a child anyway, must seensaapable, Neve mused
silently and sighed. 'So you'd be quite happy i@ to go on as before?
But they were getting married anyway.'

'‘Well, | didn't think it was a very good idea," Rarsaid flatly. 'Mum needs
people to need her. Otherwise she feels—there'srd for it but | can't
think of it.’

'Inadequate?' Neve suggested. 'But you just saidstsuch a relief to have
Rob looking after her.’

"Yes—but she really felt needed so it didn't loskfd&rob was looking after
her! Now Rob's over the worst, he's not going tednker as he has, so...'
She shrugged.



'‘But you must enjoy having them in the same housle you, especially
now?'

‘Not if they're going to fight all the time.’

'Portia, they won't,’” Neve said gently. 'This mhsive come as a big
surprise, it's natural that things are a bit tuebt—'

‘That's the other thing," Portia said glumly, 'Inlovant to have to take
sides—'

"You don't have to do that.'
'‘But why did she keep it as a secret? Why did@tesren tell me?"

'Perhaps she hasn't had a chance to explain ttongsu yet Portia, I'm
going to ring them now. | must.' Neve stood up.

'So what do you think | should do, Neve?'

'Let them work it out,” Neve advised. Then she dotlhelp herself, she
went over and gave Portia a hug. The child respobigdatefully.

'‘But until they get here, | would love to read ystory,' Neve added.

She got Rob on the phone as she knew she wouldet&k or whatever
hadn't been on her side since she'd met Rob Stowe.

'‘Neve?' he said incredulously down the line.
'Yes, Rob, I'm just ringing to let you know thatr®ais here with me.’

There was a thunderstruck silence on the othewoéttk line, then, 'What
the hell are you talking about?'

Neve swallowed and tried to explain as calmly assjie.



'‘But why?' he asked incredulously.

Neve lowered her voice, she was making the calnfrieer bedroom
extension, and tried to explain further, briefly.

"You're joking," he said flatly.

'‘Believe me | am not and if you think for one mmiditured her here—'

'l didn't say that—'

'Will you come and fetch her?' Neve broke in.

'I've sent Jeff and the car home and Molly is out—

she was going to pick Portia up—Neve, could yoadher home in a taxi?
I'll ring the drama class and tell them to tell Wothere's nothing to be
frantic about. Will you?'

'l...oh, all right.'

‘Thanks. See you soon,' he said briefly and puptfeme down.

For once in her life, Portia looked faintly apprebige as they walked up to
the burgundy front door.

But it was Rob himself who opened it and Rob whd,sRortia, don't you
dare do anything like that again! Now I'm your fathcan not only tell you
what to do and what not to do, but | can also gey pairs over you.'

But he was reaching for her as he spoke and thegdbgether.

Neve backed away silently. She'd asked the tawiaib and told Portia that
she would go back in it. The child had protestetshe'd said that this was
between her and her dad and mum now, and any gaaagllist knew when

to fade into the background.



On Friday afternoon, Rob Stowe leant against thdguard of his Range
Rover and watched as Neve came out of the buikiegworked in.

She stopped on the bottom step, patted her puistaswas in two minds
about having forgotten something, then she lookeatuhe building in a
rueful sort of way.

It was warm again and she wore a short beige lehegveless dress, sheer
stockings on her long legs and smart brown suedesstHer hair was
gathered back in a bright saffron bow and althosigh looked essentially
chic, she also looked pale and tired, he thought.

He watched for a moment longer as she started tk awaay with her
long-legged stride and wondered why one woman'k slabuld have the
effect it did on him. Then he straightened, follalweer and tapped her on
the shoulder.

She turned convulsively and dropped her purse vehensaw who it was.
Fortunately it didn't spill open but there wastédiflush in her cheeks as she
bent to retrieve it and said, 'l don't know whyefatways seems to put us in
each other's path—'

'‘Not fate this time, Neve,' he interrupted.

She straightened with a wary look in her violetey&/hat do you mean?
Have you...what have you done?"

He shrugged. 'Nothing, but I'm taking you out torgir.'

'‘No..." She swallowed something in her throat. ikhgou very much but
l...that is to say..."

'Surely we can be friends," he murmured. 'That'atwbu decided you felt
for me, didn't you?' His dark eyes were slightlynic. 'So it's not as if it
would be painful for you or anything like that, newould it?'



'l..." She gazed at him helplessly. He wore a darsuit and a pale grey
shirt with a green and blue striped tie.

'If you're worried about me, I'm a lot tougher tHaook," he said with a
quirk of humour in his eyes.

1.
He waited a moment but she couldn't go on. He aditlle dryly, 'We're
creating a bit of a traffic jam, Neve. It is fiviElmck and people are starting

to stream home.'

She looked around to see that they were creatsrgadl island in a sea of
people, and he put a hand on her arm and led hbketBange Rover.

'So you can drive now,' she said foolishly as heirgo the driver's seat.
'As you see. Before long I'll be able to dance.’
'How about riding, whitewater rafting and so on?'

'‘No. Don't think I'll risk it." He steered the R@Bover out into the traffic.
'‘By the way, | wanted to say thank you for handiagtia so well.'

'l didn't do much at all. I got such a surprise.’
He glanced at her. 'She admires you tremendously.’

"Young girls do tend to...pick role models, | suppol'm sure it won't last.
Someone else will come along.’

He didn't comment on that. 'l believe you're onda)?'
'Who told you that?'
'‘George."

'How did you come to be discussing me with Georgle€'asked frostily.



'‘Can't remember,’ he drawled. 'But | believe Bisriitack and dying to get
into the swing of things."

Neve stared at him levelly but he simply drove ocancernedly. 'Yes, |
am on holiday,' she said at last.

'‘Got anything planned?’
‘Yes.'
His lips twisted. "You're very uncommunicative, [dév

'I'm not sure what I'm doing here with you let aatiscussing any plans |
have with you—it could be that," she elucidated.

'Or it could be that you don't have any,' he slaakb

'Rob," she said wearily, ‘it's got nothing to dthwiou how I live my life, but
as a matter of fact, | have. I've booked a holidiaiy at Byron Bay, | go up
by train tomorrow and return the following Sundaylan to soak up the
sun, swim, walk and relax.'

'‘Alone?’

'Yes,' she said dangerously. 'Please don't mak#iagyof it, | feel like
being alone..." She stopped abruptly and bit her Up

'‘We're here,' he said quietly.

Neve looked out of the window as he pulled up amfrof a very famous fish
restaurant at Watson's Bay. 'Isn't it too earlydioner?'

‘Not really. We can have a drink first, soak up ldms of this lovely sunny
Sydney day then eat leisurely.’

Neve looked out at the beach beyond the terradbeofestaurant, at the
boats on the harbour and the diamonds the settingvas creating on the
water. 'OK,' she said, helplessly again.



They didn't talk at all until he'd ordered a beer iimself and a gin and
tonic for her. Then he said, 'You may not beligvs,tbut | was extremely
grateful for the things you said to Portia. Andrertely mortified to think
of what Molly and | had put her through.' .

Neve glanced at him through her lashes. 'She mahawe been meant to
overhear the things you said.’

'What kid wouldn't be tempted to listen at doors?'
Neve smiled faintly. 'l wouldn't blame yourself towch.’

'‘But | do," he said harshly. 'l handled the whbieg so badly. Well, not at
first.'" He looked thoughtful. 'l took Molly asidehen they got home from
the fete and told her what had happened. She waiidw then intensely

relieved and she started to cry and Portia caraadnasked what was going
on so we told her.'

He paused and looked out over the harbour, theh '$aithe joyfulness of
that moment, | truly thought everything would taeze of itself, which just
goes to show how naive you can be.’

'When did you all start to tumble down from clouthe?' Neve asked
quietly.

‘The very next day. Molly took it into her headéd me that she now felt as
if she was forcing me to marry her and it didrt'esisily with her. I lost my

temper and told her she'd never had a better réasoarry me, but what the
hell had she thought she was doing hiding it froenfar so long and did she
realize what a fool she'd made of me?' He grimaced.

'l guess it was inevitable—to come back to eartimelan. | hope you
persuaded her that once you'd got it off your chiegt—'

‘No, | wasn't able to persuade her," he brokd-or. bne thing, when Molly

sets a course in her mind, very little can chamg&ar another, she was
devastated to think of Portia being upset. Anditifirvhen Portia gave it as
her considered opinion that we shouldn't marry,lielupped stakes.'



Neve stared at him wide-eyed. "You mean... walkg@'o

He nodded. 'But only back to her parents in Towlevit's not as if she's
run off with Portia.’

‘Thank heavens!" Neve breathed relievedly. 'But yeally shouldn't
have—I mean she's only twelve, she's so thrillekhimwy you're her father
and she's..she'shorrified at the thought of having to take sides.’

He looked at her sombrely.

'I'm sorry,’ she said after a moment. 'lt's so g¢asyound righteous when
you're not involved.' She sighed and sipped hakdiActually, it all sounds
very human and the kinds of things families arenprto.’

'It doesn't make it any less difficult...’" He stedpand shrugged. 'But one
thing has come out of it, and it has nothing whexso to do with you,
Neve.'

'I'm glad," she said barely audibly.
"You don't know what I'm going to say.' He eyed her

'‘Whatever it is, there's no place for me in anyhid, Rob. | thought we'd
sorted that out.'

He leant back in his chair and studied the ambeirdiin his glass. ‘Do you
mean—' he raised his dark eyes to hers and they svgaremely sardonic
'—when you gave me to understand that you didmityfame in the

slightest?"

Neve choked on a sip of gin and tonic. She pugtass down and with her
eyes watering, spluttered, 'I...1..."

'‘Neve, Neve,' he marvelled. "You're not usuallyt fos a word. It's your
career, isn't it? Nor are you usually less tharpaderesponding to a right
jab with a left hook.'



‘All right, go on,' she said with more spirit.

He smiled lethally and played with his coasterigmlong fingers. "You also
gave me to understand,’ he said reminiscentlyt Ithgas a dangerously
frustrated man who was very much afraid he mighbeaapable of making
love to a woman—did | get that bit right?’

'So?!

'l just wanted to be sure that's how we'd workedgth out, that's all. Or
rather, you did.'

She was silent, breathing a little raggedly andutesvhere all this was
leading, as her violet eyes demonstrated.

But he drained his beer and put the glass dowrigaigdn the centre of the
coaster before he continued. 'l wanted to be sutleag when | tell you that |
now know | could no more marry and live with MoBondren than | could
fly, you won't be tempted to thinkou'vecome between us, Neve Williams.'



CHAPTER SIX
"YOU'RE joking!" Neve said incredulously.

'‘No, I'm not.' He raised an eyebrow at her and aadhgly, 'Would | joke
about something like that?'

'‘But why?' she said hoarsely.
'We wouldn't suit.'
"You suited fine for two years,' she protested.

'This is different—' He broke off as the waiter @ato take their order. 'Do
try the lobster, Neve,' he suggested, 'and howtadmue oysters to start?'

'l hate oysters,' Neve said flatly, causing both Réowe and the waiter to
look amused.

'May | suggest the calamari then, ma'am?' the weitgmured. 'lt's very
fresh.’

‘Calamatri is tasteless and rubbery to my palateafraid.’

'Perhaps | brought you to the wrong restaurant®'dtawled. 'Unless you're
being deliberately recalcitrant?’

She raised her violet eyes to his and they wereudsr But before she could
open her mouth to say anything, he grinned andrsteaairy glinted in his
eyes. 'That's more my Neve—have you anything agairemall Caesar
salad? They do it very well here with anchoviesgsl parmesan, real bacon
not rubbery bits of—'

'Yes, thank you, that will do fine. And I'll haveet John Dory fillets in a
light batter." She closed the menu decisively aiollga up her drink. But
her eyes were still stormy as she stared out tnewhter.



'What are we fighting about?' Rob remarked aftpaase. He had ordered
oysters and lobster, and a bottle of wine.

"Your bloody-mindedness at times," she rejoineth witmething of a snap.
'‘Ah. | apologize for calling you recalcitrant—"'

"You'd be better advised to stop and think befane say these things.’
'Yes, ma'am, sorry, ma‘'am,' he said meekly.

'‘And don't think that fools me for a moment, either

'What would you like me to do?' he inquired wryly.

'Stop fooling around anekll me why you won't marry Molly!"

He took his time. He studied her for a long montéen he shrugged. 'l
would drive her mad and she would drive me mad,eNé&s as simple as
that. You yourself have just told me how bloody-ded | can be.’

'‘But you must have realized this before... befoi®he stopped frustratedly.
‘No, not really. It took the full force of her fashness in certain respects to
bring it home to me, you see. Now, I'm quite sinere is a man out there
who could balance all the rash things she does ualitther wonderful
gualities and love the whole, but it's not me.'

‘A man,' Neve said slowly, 'who would be Portidépather.’

'Perhaps,' he conceded with a nerve flickeringsndw. 'But | know myself
well enough now to know that | would make Mollyfe la nightmare.’

'What Portia would really like is for your lives ¢ on as it has been.' Neve
made a little gesture.

'‘But it can't,’ he said slowly. 'And Portia—thenats way we can lose each
other now even if we can't live together all thedias a family.’



'She said that, too," Neve murmured involuntariy &dded immediately,
"You'd miss her.'

'Do you think I don't know that?' His gaze was srdg harsh. 'But at least
the time | have with her will be happy and peacéful

‘All right," Neve said at last. 'lt's your decisidncan't approve but..." She
shrugged.

'Are these your puritan instincts coming to theefdhe asked cynically.
She looked at him through her lashes then awagsiBly.'

'‘And how would they affect us?’

'Us?' She blinked at him—and the waiter delivetesrtfirst courses.

'Yes, us,' Rob Stowe said when they were alonenabsve confronting a
Caesar salad and he a platter of oysters Kilpatficku and |, Neve
Williams, journalist and Rob Stowe—"

'Don't start again!' she warned tightly.

'Well, 1 didn't think you were obtuse, Neve," heldenpatiently.

You...you told me this had nothing whatsoever t with me," she
protested. 'Amongst other things,' she added swiftl

He smiled coolly. 'Ah, those other things,' he mured. 'We'll get to them.
But the rest of itdoesn'thave anything to do with you. And perhaps you
should bear in mind thgbutold me that to marry a woman out of gratitude
was a recipe for disaster.'

Neve swallowed a crouton and a bit of bacon andhe for the glass of
wine that had materialized in front of her. 'ThatsAbefore...that was...'

'Beforel knew about Portia?'



L.Yes!'
'‘But not the rest of the world," he said dryly.

‘That obviously irks you, Rob, and | can understashg,’ she said quietly,
‘but it's trivial really.'

He pushed his oyster platter away. 'This isn't, éx@v. | have not the
slightest desire to make love to Molly althoughdlivayslove her in a way,

and always be grateful to her. But it took a—combon of things to make
me realize that the greatest disservice | coultbdwer, would be to marry
her. Now—' he fiddled with the stem of his wineglasd continued almost
clinically, 'l told you that had nothing to do wijlou.’

'Yes,"' Neve agreed a little pointedly.

He looked at her ruefully but went on. 'You're tiegé reason | can't make
myself love Molly properly, although you are onetloé reasons I've been
able to see it at last. But the real reason | cdo'tit has another
name—~Portia.'

'l would have thought—"

'So did | at first. The best reason in the worldaat. But we would only end
up tearing Portia apart—as my friends could hale mee apparently,’ he
said a shade darkly, then grimaced. 'People whdkrmsv me when
I'm...normal, though. As in health-wise.'

A fleeting look of humour came to his eyes and héed for a moment as if
to give her time to contest this.

She said nothing.

'So it is a separate issue, Neve, the fact tHatoluld take you somewhere
private now, and if we were to kiss each other asdid once before, it
would take an almost inhuman effort of will, notrtake love to you.'

"You..." She licked her lips. "You don't believeavhtold you?"



'‘No. Well, at the time | was suitably crushed. Amehas furious to think that
a slip of a girl—' his gaze roamed over her '—ngetah years younger than
me could demolish me so effectively. And | am, leahelp me...' He
paused, looking grim.

Neve found she was holding her breath.

'l am as bloody nervous about taking this particsiap as if | were a virgin
myself,' he said with his own brand of painful hstyehat she'd so admired
when she'd finally got him to talk about himselfidg the interview. 'But
the only woman in the world | want to try it withappens to be you.'

Her eyes softened.

He sat back looking suddenly exhausted. 'Woulé iido much to hope that
you did it,saidwhat you did—because of your scruples, your mosaiar
concern for Portia and Molly and no other reasoceye?’

She suddenly realized that her Caesar salad haslagaha plate of golden
John Dory fillets in batter sat before her.

‘Neve?'

'Rob, no, it wouldn't be too much to hope,’ shenaned barely audibly. 'l
was intensely affected by you, too. But—'

'Don't,’ he said. 'This may be a very wounded adjang but could | just
savour the moment?'

They gazed at each other and she could see thershddger in his eyes as
they ranged over her, and feel a correspondingatidiesire surge through
her veins. It was as if they were alone on the gilaamd it was the most
intensely physical sensation that had ever contestavithout even being

touched by a man.

So much so that her cheeks reddened and she mdwegbtlg in
bewilderment and shock.



'Eat, Neve,' he said gently. 'But don't for one reatrimagine that you're
alone in feeling like this.’

She picked up her knife and fork distractedly bigind begin to eat. 'lt's
never happened to me before.’

He smiled faintly. 'l have to say I'm glad.’

A moment of humour came to her. 'I'd hate to thiflat you could do to me
if I was in your arms."

He stared at her wordlessly then said simply, "Kean
'‘But—'

"You told me once that it made you very happy tovkrthat | desired you.
What you just said has done the same for me.’

Neve did start to eat. And as she did, she examaledorts of new
phenomena. How unusually delicious her fish fillgese, how exquisite the
sunset was. How she couldn't think of anywhereastheshe'd rather be but
sitting on a terrace beside the beach with this.rhanv happy she was that
she'd worn one of her favourite dresses to workrttaning...'Could | come
to Byron Bay with you?'

Her lashes lifted abruptly and she gazed at hineveiged.

He looked rueful. 'Did break the moment?"

'‘No. No...well..." She swallowed.Hadn'tthought beyond it yet.'

'l couldn't tell what you were thinking—sometimesdn, mostly when
you're laughing at me but at other times it's agoth can conceal your
innermost thoughts with an impenetrable reserve thiatls part of the

fascination.'

She sipped some wine. 'l was just—amazed at howythmeg—tasted
better, looked better, felt better.’



'It could be the same at Byron Bay,' he said quietl
'Rob—for the whole week?"

'‘Maybe not. | have to go up to Townsville—' He keaKf and slid his hand
across the table to cover hers. 'You do understiondt you, Neve?'

'l..." She paused and felt some of the enchantwietite moment fade. 'l
can't think straight to be honest, Rob. But | dowrit would upset me to
think... to think of Molly and Portia on their onand you and I..." She
stopped confusedly.

'Happy and in love?' he supplied.

'Well, yes. It's so soon.' She sighed.

He thought for a moment, then, '‘Could | come todByBay to tell you how
things have been settled?'

‘Do you mean—

'l mean, no pressure to sleep with me unless ybajpey to.'

Their eyes locked. 'It has come to that, hasritetye?' he queried.
She was silent.

'‘As well as to decide if you're going to marry me.'

Still she was silent.

'‘Because we can't work any of those things outssniee're together,” he
added.

"...You're right,’ she said at last.

‘Then in the meantime, should we do one of thettwmys we do best—so
far, that is?' A glint of devilry lit his dark eyes



"You'll have to be more specific, Rob,' she saalgly.

He sat back looking relieved. "You're laughing atagain, Neve Williams.
Uh—specific? Well, we kiss really well, specificalWe also talk together
well, and seeing this is a rather public spot—duked around wryly '—I
think we should opt for that.'

A gurgle of laughter rose in her throat. 'I'd ldeé

So they did. Until about nine o'clock. Unspecifiki in that they made no
mention of their feelings for each other but thewledge was there, just
under the surface.

'l think | better take you home,' he said at |&8hat time does your train go
in the morning?"

She told him and they left soon afterwards. Toealimome slowly. 'Can |
take you to the station?' he asked. 'You don't deednve.’

'l do. | was driving tractors almost before | couldlk, but | don't have a car
in Sydney.'

He pulled up in front of her block of units. 'Soail?
'If you like," she said softly. 'Would you...woujdu like to come up?'
'I'd love to but—it might not be a good idea. Walbt tonight.'

'l think 1 know what you mean,’ she said softlytlasy couldn't seem to tear
their eyes from each other.

'Which is not to say | can't do this.' He put am @around her shoulders and
their mouths rested lightly together then they drapart, laughed and
hugged each other.

'l think | better go,’ she teased. 'l think youtbetSee you tomorrow!



She found it hard to sleep that night.

Not only because of the way he'd kissed her gotdneggway that had left
her trembling and aroused, but because, of couwfs¢he momentous
decisions that lay ahead of her.

She had a bath when she got home and finishedaoking, then she put
some music on the CD player, made herself a copfédée and curled up on
the settee. And as John Williams played his clasgiaitar, two words
seemed to print themselves on her mind—Neve Stowe.

A wife, living in Woollahra, no longer a careerlgimarried to a man she
barely knew. Stepmother to Portia—that would beesrbat... She sighed
suddenly. It was true, he was a man she barely knegh as she might be
physically affected by him. But physical attracsamotoriously didn't take
into account such things as lifestyle expectatibiosy he would feel about
her working, for example, how she would feel abdmetoming a mother.

On the other hand, she mused, she'd felt dreadfahwhe'd sent him back
to Molly.

So, did love take care of all those things? Or \wawiser to have a
relationship with a man before you made a decision?

She had to smile to herself although painfully,shese this went so against
the grain of her upbringing, it was hard to belistae could think it. But the
thing was, she thought then, how hard was it gtonige not to sleep with
him while she did get to know him better? And thieere was the spectre of
Molly Condren—did she really love Rob Stowe?

She eventually took herself to bed with nothingohesd but filled with a
longing for the magic of being with him. Was shetjtoo cautious, she
wondered. Was that why her lifevas pretty solitary—or she had
unwittingly allowed it to get that way, at least?

He was even able to carry her bag on to the taihér the next morning.



Prompting her to say, as they sat in the compartmigh about ten minutes
to spare, 'Rob, you've improved so dramaticallyr die last two months,
it's amazing.'

'l know. I think it's something to do with—well, oathings. All the work on
those muscles that had lain idle finally takesaffénd once you can take
one small step, it's a hell of an incentive.'

‘Are you in pain at all now?"

He grimaced. 'Sometimes. My own fault, though, whewerdo things. As
a matter of fact that was why | was back in theroben we first met, | tore
a muscle lifting weights and set myself back a gtew weeks—by the
way, these are for you.' He handed her a carrigr ba

She opened it to find fruit, chocolates and a si®le©f magazines. She was
so touched she leaned across and kissed him lightignk you.'

They held hands for a moment then she dragged imer uimwillingly from
the physical sensations filling her just to beirsiftopposite him holding
hands. 'Uh—so you had been walking before then?'

He let her hand go and sat back looking wry. "t that easily, but | had.'

'Maybe that's why you were in such a bad mood tist day?' she
suggested with a grin.

A smile lit his dark eyes. 'l certainly didn't appiate being chair-bound in
front of a tall, slim girl who alternately laughatime and told me to do my
damnedest. You know, Neve, there's something @ahewtay you walk that
compounded my—Dblues with that bloody wheelchair.'

She looked surprised. 'l don't think | walk anyfetiéntly from any other
girl.'

'Oh, yes, you do,' he contradicted. 'And I've hadhyna long dark night to
wonder about it. Like to know what conclusion | @ata?"



'Well, yes, if it's a complimentary conclusion.’

He grinned. 'Anything about the way you walk thamh &eep a man awake
and in torment at night has to be complimentary!

‘Tell me," she invited.

‘The thing is, you don't teeter, you don't takersbteps, you have a lovely
fluid stride that is a joy to behold especiallyfrioehind—and my theory on
it is that it comes from having five brothers aaymg rugby with them.’

Neve blinked then started to laugh.

'It's no laughing matter.' He looked pained. 'Yeucgive a man desperately
short of sleep!

'l wasn't laughing about that. Having a rugby- pigystride doesn't sound
essentially feminine to me, that's all." But shes sl laughing.

'‘Believe me, it's wonderful,' he said simply.

She sobered at last and once again, as they stasztth other, they were
caught in the grip of their desire for each other.

'l think we're about to go,’ she said at last.
'l think you're right.' He stood up. 'Look afteryyself, Neve Williams.'

'l will. You, too!" But they stared at each other & long moment, before he
finally stepped off the train.

And she waved foolishly from the window even whae sould no longer
see him.

She had three days at Byron Bay on her own.



Lovely days with beautiful sunny weather, wondesgiwimming conditions
and nothing to do but please herself. The holigeytanent she'd rented was
just across the road from the beach and the bea®yran Bay was
something special.

Protected from the prevailing south-easterlieshgyliulk of Cape Byron,

the most easterly point of Australia, and prote@sdew other beaches on
the east coast are, it was a haven of warmth arelhter. Julian Rocks,
out in the bay, shimmered, on those three days giittering blue sea.

She walked for miles, along the beach, up the tmathe lighthouse with its

sheer drop on the other side of the headland dowihd sea. She even
spotted a whale making its northward migrationhe warmer waters of

Hervey Bay in Queensland to spawn.

Byron was also a hive of little restaurants and @ota a laid-back
community with an alternative lifestyle flavour. iFgears it had resisted
high-rise development so although it was very matioliday town, it was
also quaint with some strange people in strange wandering around yet
still delightful.

She wondered once what the mega-rich might makié athough Paul
Hogan ofCrocodile Dunde¢ame and his partner John Cornell had homes
in the area. But she wondered specifically abogintlan she was expecting.
Because Byron Bay was not essentially sophisticated

Then he was on her doorstep, having rung her ombeile to tell her when
to expect him. On her doorstep in khaki shortsielaand a green T-shirt
and looking like a Rob Stowe she had never seemger and light-hearted.
He had no luggage but the first thing he said setnhind to rest on one
score.

He said with a grin, 'Don't know why but Byron algadoes this to me,
makes me feel good.’

She sighed with relief then he took her in his aams added, 'But not nearly
as good as being able to do this does.’



'How are you? How are they?' she asked sometiraedéter they'd kissed
with a passionate intensity that had made her digayn. And he'd been the
one to suggest they have a drink and producedtke lmbtwine in a brown
paper packet.

They were out on the veranda of the apartment,wagahe sun set. Neve
wore a pair of denim shorts with a blue knit toiokier bikini and had her
pink sand shoes on.

He set the two glasses of wine on the table betwesn and eased himself
into a lounger.

'Things have happened,’ he said slowly. 'Molly gameeto understand as
soon as | arrived that she hadn't changed her mhwouldn't feel right
about marrying me now—this was before | had a ohatw say
anything—and anyway, she's been offered the skara television series
and she's accepted.’

"That's...' But Neve was lost for words.

‘That's the way things can happen with Molly, Newe, said slowly and
grimaced. 'Even I'd forgotten how, all those yeays, she was with me one
day then gone the next'

"You don't think it's her way of coping with lovingou but...perhaps
knowing you don't love her?'

He looked at her steadily. 'I'll tell you what elde&e said—she said that as
soon as we'd started to argue, she'd realized sloe'ded herself into
believing, for Portia's sake, that | had changedl thiat | still needed her.
She told me that one of the reasons she'd lefintigei first place, all those
years ago, was becausditin't need her and I'd had a way of dominating
her—'

Neve made a small sound.



He looked at her sombrely. 'Not physically, butinmposing my...way of
doing things on her, she said. It made her feeltatigrflattened, she said.
And she suggested that whoever | did marry woulddnthe particular
strength of character she'd lacked, to cope with me

'Did you feel that at the time?' Neve asked withoan.

'l..." He paused and looked out to sea. 'l am reeoywas my friends didn't
hesitate to tellyou one day, for walking all over people. But no, dmlt
realize that's what | was doing to Molly. | seenthimk you and | won't have
that problem, though.'

He looked back at her and a curious sensation caeNeve during the
long, sober gaze they exchanged, making her awatdrt any kind of a
relationship with this man, there would always inees when they would
clash...

'If you're thinking what I'm thinking," he said le&r audibly.

‘That I'll resist being walked all over to the bitend?' she murmured.

'Precisely.’

'It doesn't sound like a recipe for...ease and oamEhe raised an eyebrow
at him.

'‘But then, we're not talking about slippers. W&alking about the fact that
an integral part of how we affect each other, iddavith our independence,
intellectual and otherwise, wouldn't you agree?'

She stared at him steadily. ‘Can you combine the?tWarriage and
independence of whatever kind?'

'l think so. | think it will provide the groundsrfais never to get bored with
each other.'

Neve looked away at last. 'So—what other plans ddyMnd Portia have?'



He sat back. 'This TV series is being shot on thelscoast of New South
Wales. For the next three months Molly will be ondtion there during the
week and back in Sydney for the weekends. Portisstaly with me during
the week.' He paused. 'I'm going to buy Molly adeas close to mine as |
can find so that Portia will be able come and gaovben us easily.'

‘That still doesn't tell me anything about the@tstof mind," Neve said
slowly.

‘Then perhaps this will. It's as if a great weigas been lifted from all of us.
Molly is as excited as a child about getting baefobe the cameras. She and
| are back on our old footing, always friends bafeao laugh together now,
and Portia is intensely relieved.’

Neve blinked away some tears. 'Are you sure?’

‘Neve,' he said deliberately, 'do you honestlykhimouldn't do absolutely
all in my power to take care of these two people wiean so much to me in
one way or another?'

‘No, | don't believe...that.'

‘Then—will you marry me?'

Her violet eyes jerked to his. 'Rob, I...1...ddmibw yet,' she stammered.
He smiled suddenly. 'l wasn't going to do that, knaw. Many a horse has
come a cropper from rushing its fences but—forréword, don't forget |
said it By the way, | booked into the Byron Bay &lot

Confusion lit her eyes. 'l wondered why you hadugmage. I...'

‘Thought | ought to make good my promise of no gues,' he said wryly.
'Like to have a wander down to the beach?'

'Yes, | mean, if you're up to it. I..." Again stiegped uncertainly.



His eyes softened. 'Finish your drink, Neve,' heisetl. 'Then we'll take a
gentle stroll and let time just take care of uthim meanwhile.’

They walked and sat on the beach until darkneksTtetn they strolled into
town and bought fish and chips and went back td#zeh to sit on the sand
against a grassy bank and eat their supper with firgers.

'I'm looking forward to a swim tomorrow," Rob saulty.

‘The water has been superb. Byron at its best,eMawmured. "What we
should do is have an early swim tomorrow, the i&dgood then, and have
breakfast at that café at Clark's Beach.' She stbgmd listened to the
rhythmic crash of the surf on the beach and sniffed salty air
appreciatively.

"You're on. What time is early?"

'Six o'clock?"

He groaned. 'Don't tell me you're an early birds®Williams?'

‘You forget, | grew up in the country,' she saiomby.

'Up at dawn kind of thing.' He grimaced. 'Don't teé you're an early to bed
type, too!

'l do like my sleep.’ This time she sounded virsiou

He swore softly beneath his breath.

'l gather you're the opposite?' she said seriously.

"You gather right, a real night owl.' He rolledittfesh and chip papers into a
neat ball, and taking her with him, leant back agathe bank of grass.

'We'll need to make some adjustments,’ he saichsigher cheek as he
cradled her in his arms.



'l don't go to bed that early,’ Neve replied, rélem

'l know that," he responded. 'You were teasing me.'

'‘Not about early morning swims, | wasn't,’ she dérand relaxed against
him. 'Look at the stars,' she added dreamily. "Koow, | wasn't looking
forward to this holiday but, if nothing else, I'tt®ught a lot about...me.’ She
grimaced.

He kissed her cheek. 'And what did you decide?'

'One of the problems of being a journalist is, ywedin be, that you tend to
become an observer, not a participant.’

'Do you think that's what's happened to you?'

'I'm wondering. | think | may also have been boantous by nature.’

"You don't kiss me cautiously.’

"You...may just be a hard perstarkiss cautiously, Rob Stowe!

'l know | have a few reputations but that hasrérbene of them.’

'‘Really? There must have been other women in yfeuapart from Molly.'
‘There have been.' She felt him shrug. 'None thatdsked to marry me,
however. And, while | may not have lived like a rkpri'm not a
womaniser.'

‘That's easy to say.’

He gathered her closer. '‘Neve, I'm strictly a owmeman-at-a-time man,
there were two relationships that lasted some énteboth times | thought |

was in love. It turned out not to be the case.'

'l see.’



'l know what you're going to ask me next," he ggavely. 'How can | know
I'm in love with you then?'

Neve thought for a bit. "You're not offended bysthguestions?'

‘Nope.'

'Why not?' she asked, still staring up at the stars

'‘Because I'm about to prove several things to yewyou're shortly to
become very much a participant. B—you're also abmbecome the exact
opposite of cautious and C—so am |. And | thinkladise things may speak
for themselves.' 'Oh.’

'‘Any further objections?' he asked wickedly.

A slight tremor ran down her body as his hands rdareher.

‘After all, this is a public beach," he murmured.

She tensed but partly because that hadn't evesedtdser mind and he
started to laugh softly in the moment before heabdg kiss her.

‘You're...impossible," she did manage to say.

'l know. But you're impossibly beautiful and debleto me, Neve. If you
must blame anything, blame that.'

It went further, this kiss, than any of his othétig slid his hands beneath
her blue knit top and unclasped her bikini top. Tde of his hands on her
breasts was powerfully arousing and sent quivesen$ation through her.
She buried her head in his shoulder and breathggedly but when he

immediately withdrew his hands she whispered, thdm't stop.'

'It's not that | want to, | didn't want to hurt ydhat's all.'



'I'm not sure that you aren't,’ she gasped asipptes peaked beneath his
fingers. 'No, | mean, you're not, it's just that #o—' She broke off and bit
her lip.

'l know what you mean—how to go no further?'

'Yes,' she breathed and added helplessly, 'l Hedliag this would happen
to me.'

He did withdraw his hands and he pulled her ingoanms again, and waited
until her breathing had steadied before he saith am effort, ‘One small
step at a time. If anyone should know that, | stioul

She lay against him, feeling suddenly warm andished and with her
heart beating with sheer love for him. Almost te goint, she realized with
a jolt, of saying,Yes, Rob, I will marry you...

And the shock of it made her go suddenly rigidigdrms.

'What?' He leant up on one elbow and looked dowreatat the same time
as he played with a strand of her hair.

'l... nothing.’
‘Neve,' he said quietly but insistently.

She sat up and brushed herself down and he mageveto stop her. This
is...this," she said at last. '‘But it's not the stimes deadly, daily routine of
living together. It doesn't tell me how you wouldpe with the fact that |
may never want to give up my career. Or how | waadge with Rob Stowe,
millionaire businessman.’

He went to say something but she stopped him wahfimgers gently
against his mouth. 'Let me finish. If | take angpshow, | think it would
have to be a relationship. | never thought | wanatould but, I just don't
know you well enough, Rob, to plunge into marriage.



‘That's a pity," he said after an age. '‘Because+olily prepared to do this
the right and proper way.'

'What?' She stared at him stunned.

His lips twisted. 'Bit of role reversal, | agreautBwell, that's it.'
She tried to speak a couple of times but nothimgecaut.
"You're amazed?' he suggested with some irony.

She said something uncomplimentary beneath hethbeead he grinned
fleetingly.

He also said, 'Women obviously regard that paricultimatum as their
prerogative.'

Neve choked this time on a combination of disbealiad ire.
He patted her on the back obligingly.

'Don't,’ she warned, regaining some composure.vimeh he looked at her
inquiringly, she added angrily, 'Joke about itrpaise me or pat me on the
back.Why!'

His gaze was suddenly steady. 'That's the way |l dbeut you, Neve
Williams. As simple as that.’

'It can't possibly be...simple. We barely—'

'‘Barely know each other,' he parodied. 'l certakipw enough to know
what | want to do. | know you're beautiful, unusyiahature, that you ignite
me and I'm miserable—and hell to live with—withouwiuy And, dear
Neve,' he said, 'what do you think a relationslsiggoing to throw up?
Surely we can overcome the little things like wieaves the lid off the
toothpaste or squeezes the tube from the top?'

Once again she stared at him speechlessly.



'Whereas,' he went on solemnly, 'any other majfierginces should still

surface before we tie the knot and sleep with eaitter—you don't

seriously think there's going to be a problem whidt, do you? Or are you
still worried about my abilities in that regard?’

'‘No," she said hastily. 'Oh, hell! | can't belidwe having this conversation
with you.'

'It is normally held the other way around, as Iped out before," he said
softly but with such a wealth of ironic amusemetig flinched visibly.

He waited.

'So,' she said at last, 'your ultimatum to me iggrgnme or...let's leave it at
that?'

'‘Something like that," he murmured. 'l don't expemt to rush to the altar
with me tomorrow or—'

'This is a change of heart, Rob," she interrug@uly four nights ago, next

to another beach, you said something to me abdutas come to that,

hasn't it, Neve?In relation to us sleeping together, Rob," sheeddd
warningly, so there could be no misunderstanding.

He smiled, and leant forward to kiss her lightlytba lips. 'I'm a wiser man,
now, Neve. That's all.’

'‘But why? I still don't understand.’
"You should. It's the way you would, in your heafrhearts, rather do it.'

She stared at him wordlessly. And in the light lbtlze stars above them,
she could see nothing amused or patronising ordiiarhis eyes now.

He said then, "You may like to think you barely wnme, Neve. But there
are things | know instinctively about you. Justtlasre are things I've told
you about me | hadn't ever intended to tell a sbodit's what's between us.’



'l..." She shook her head as if to clear it.

But he stood up and held his hand out to her. Ahdnashe got to her feet,
he said, 'Think about it. In the meantime, I'm gadiowalk you to your door
then retire to my hotel.’

He started to walk with her hand in his. And aldhg way, as they wove
their way beneath the giant hoop pines that litediteach and scrunched
pine needles beneath their feet, he said, 'lI'vesgote of Portia's creative
genius with me. She asked me if | could show theyou. Did you realize
what a floodgate you opened when you gave herdhieayou did?’

Neve grimaced. 'No. But I'm glad. And she's veryodjofor a
twelve-year-old." She stopped walking. 'She dodsrow about us—that
you're here and—'

'No. No one does, yet. She thought | might seeiy&@ydney.'

'Oh.’

'We're here,' he said quietly, and gestured athesoad to her holiday unit.
'Is this a good place to meet you at six o'clochdoow morning?"

'Uh.. .yes, but we could make it seven if you likéeve answered a bit
dazedly.

'l don't think getting up early is going to be algem, tomorrow.' He looked
at her gravely.

You're the one—' Neve stopped as his hand tigdtenéehers briefly.
‘Tell me this honestly, Neve. Would you have sigjph me tonight?’

'l don't know. In sound mind | may not have,' shigl $iuskily. '‘But then, as
you know, | can sometimes throw caution to the wihd

They were standing beneath a streetlight so theydcsee each other's
expressions clearly. His eyes were enigmatic, ilstieght, and some demon



prompted her to wish to be mysterious herself. @s w not a wish to be
mysterious, she mused, but a genuine sense ottvedfit? Or a question
mark in her mind as to whether he was serious?

Whatever it was, she suddenly decided, she wagygoirleave the lists
temporarily, and in a way that might cadse some bafflement. If not to
say, seriously frustrated...

'‘Goodnight, Rob,' she murmured. And she slippedihes around his neck
and kissed him in a way that was a serious invitadis well as a sore test of
her own willpower.

Then, when he moved convulsively, she freed hersel€hed her fingers to
his lips, and slipped away across the road.



CHAPTER SEVEN

AT siIx o'clock the next morning, Neve was sitting moodily a wooden
picnic table cemented into the ground beneath thap lpines across the
road from her flat.

She had her bikini on beneath a jumper, and sharsjrt and towel in a
straw bag beside her. However, if she'd hopedv® Bbb Stowe a sleepless
night, the plan had rebounded mercilessly on hecaBse she'd no sooner
got inside after kissing him so—almost wantonly,ottcurred to her
now—than she'd been consumed by feelings of guifgir play and a few
other things, yet all things that had made sleegemely difficult...

But how else to deal with a man who refused topsigih you before he
married you, she asked herself. Who would not—nowt of the
blue—entertain the idea of a relationship, a maweds just not sure about?

Of course the dreadful irony of it was that if angavas puritan by instinct
she was. Which placed her in an invidious posit@say the least but...

'Morning, Neve.'
She turned with a start to see him standing beherdwearing dark green
board shorts, a white sloppy joe, with his hainigeyes, unshaven and still

looking half asleep.

'Morning,' she responded, and for the life of hmsldn't help the smile that
came to her lips. 'Oh, dear. What have | done tg'yo

'‘Dragged me out of bed at an ungodly hour," he lsi¢tierly. And he hitched
himself up to sit on the table beside her, to copiate the sea darkly.

'Mind you,' he went on, 'l didn't think you look#tht chipper yourself.'

"You could only see my back—were you watching me?"'



'For about a minute, yes,' he said in a tone thegdiher to take issue with
this.

'l see. And my back could tell you | was—'

'It was a brooding back, believe me. Could it bet §ou're not feeling so
good about the revenge you took last night, inligjet of this yet to be
lovely day?"

An unwitting chuckle broke from her lips this tinigut she sobered swiftly
to see him gazing at her narrowly and not the laagisedly. 'Um...well, it
wasn't a very nice thing to do, probably. But itswi nothing else..." She
paused and thought for a bit. 'Something | justai@tihelp doing.’

'Are you saying | goaded you into it?'

Neve bit her lip and discovered that it might beefto castigate herself for
her misdemeanours, it was another matter to hasentén sitting beside her
and being critical.

She shrugged. 'Who knows? I'm going for a swimslsmuld you, it might
put you in a better mood.’

She jumped off the table and strode towards theth&he didn't stop to see
if he was following and when she reached the bashehdumped her bag
down, pulled her jumper off and ran into the surf.

The sun was up, giving promise of another cloueke figlorious day but the
water was freezing at first. He'll want to kill mew, she thought as she
dived under a wave.

But it seemed Rob Stowe had other ideas. Wet haathed for her from
behind and they both came up spluttering in wateuawaist deep.

'Let me go,' she gasped.

'‘No." He turned her to face him with surprisingstyth, stared down for one
long moment at her body in its violet bikini thaatohed her eyes, then bent



his head and kissed her urgently. But not only, thatslipped his hand
beneath her bikini pants and cupped her hips. And#dpt kissing her as
wave after wave broke around them until she waatbkess and helpless
and begged him to stop.

He did. And said, '‘Good morning, Neve.'

‘That was...far more revenge than | took,' shettgrked.

'Was it?' he asked with a smile at the back oéfes and his hands moving
on her slippery body. 'How about I tell you thatiyook wonderful and you

feel absolutely marvellous?’

'I'm sure | look like a drowned rat!"

'‘No." He drew her into his arms. 'Like a beautsukn, quite capable of
leading men to shipwreck themselves on the rockst hight wasn't that far
off it for me.

She quietened in his arms and laid her cheek adgasehest. ‘Nor me. | felt
dreadful.’

'Let me make a suggestion, then. Should we firighswim, go and have a
good breakfast and see how things look after that?'

Neve raised her head. 'l think that's exactly wiashould do.’

He kissed her lightly and let her go, and sideillg they dived into the surf
again.

He was a powerful swimmer she soon saw and thesndaaabout an hour,
to come out of the water glowing and invigorated.

"You swim really well," she commented as they téecethemselves down
briskly.

I'm a much better swimmer than | ever was befoecaiccident.'



'‘Ah! Of course." She pulled her shirt out of heg lzs well as her brush,
sunglasses and a hat, and prepared to put theostbrt he said, 'Why don't
we dry off more as we walk up the beach?’

She followed the line of his dark gaze as it slahf the hollows at the base
of her throat, to her breasts beneath the violerd,ythen her waist, her
hips—she was flooded with the memory of his hanudshem beneath her
bikini—and her legs, and she opened her mouth yoseaething but he
intervened.

'It hasn't been my pleasure to walk along a beawhewhere with a
gorgeous girl in a bikini for—two years now.'

Neve closed her mouth and studied him candidlgtarn. His skin was pale
but with a definite olive tint and there was a nwdttark hair on his chest,
but other than that pale skin on a man with a cemiph that would tan
readily, there was no other sign that he'd beemalid. His muscles were
sleek and toned, his legs long and strong andiagghchgm taut.

She took a sudden deep breath and looked up akyhen out to sea and
gave herself up to the pure pleasure of being With Of being happy with

herself in her bikini, conscious of his admiratifun her body and very

much aware of him in a way that made her skin éngl|

‘Neve?'

She looked up at him to see a question in his eyes.

'What are you thinking?'

‘All sorts of things,' she replied mysteriously.h8l¥ a lovely day it is. How
nice the scenery is—'

'‘Neve, you're laughing at me!'

She relented. 'Not really. | was thinking that ylaun't look too bad yourself,
Mr. Stowe," she murmured.



He did absolutely nothing but allow his dark gazedam over her again,
and perhaps it had something to do with how lgtle was wearing but it
was almost as if he was running his hands downélezd body and she was
conscious of the urge to do the same to him, asipptes peaked beneath
the violet Lycra and a rush of sensuous delightectrher.

So much so, she was quite unconscious of anythimdrbb Stowe. The
other early morning swimmers, joggers and walkeghtmot have existed
as they stood, separated by a foot of white sahdidivious to anything but
the physical effect they had on each other.

And when at last he drew his gaze from the longatmgolden length of
her legs to her eyes, they found themselves smaliregach other ruefully.

'‘Byron Bay obviously does affect people,’ she saigy. 'l feel as if I'm on
another planet.'

'So do | but, much as | love Byron," he drawlethithk you have to take the
credit for it.’

She looked around then, with a faint smile of diglheand she brushed her
hair out, stuck her glasses and peaked cap ompwnelerything else back
into her straw bag. 'Let's go.'

He took her hand and that's how they went alongotrech to breakfast,
hand in hand.

'Mmm..." Neve patted her stomach about an hour. |&tkat was probably
quite decadent but lovely.’

She'd had grapefruit to start with, garnished wtterries and mint, then
bacon and eggs with fried tomato and banana, affideca/as on its way.

The restaurant had a wooden terrace right abovedheh and there were
birds singing and hopping in the foliage around d.the east, Cape Byron
rose grandly with its sentinel lighthouse.



'We'll have to do some more exercise to get rithese calories,' he said.

'‘Are you up to a walk up to the lighthouse thigafbon? It's wonderful up
there,’ she said enthusiastically and told him abdwmiwhale she'd seen.

'Regretfully, not today, Neve.'
She stared at him anxiously. '‘Are you all right¥él&—'

"You've done nothing | didn't want to do, and I'imef We could always
drive up to the lighthouse, though.’

She sat back. 'Of course. So what will we do withtane in between?'

'‘Unfortunately | have to spend a few hours on theng and fax. But what
say | pick you up around five, we drive up and wétte sun set then | take
you to dinner?'

She started to say something then thought bettigr ‘dhat sounds lovely.
Where will we go to dinner?”

‘The restaurant at the hotel is very good.’

It occurred to Neve that they were having this @sation in a rather stilted
manner. Or, she amended to herself, that he wag back in his chair with

his dark eyes curiously watchful of her every resctThen she realized
that he also looked tired and her heart startdxkéd heavily with concern.

'Where's your car, Rob?"

Why?'

'l thought | could run back and get it and—come pinit you up. Would
you...mind if | did that?"

He smiled briefly. 'That's very kind of you but arc make it back to the
hotel.'



"You should have told me." She put a hand to hartmo

‘There was nothing to tell. Other—' he shruggedhastthat it's going to
take a few more months until I'm fighting fit.’

'‘Now | feel really dreadful,’ she said hollowly.
He raised a wry eyebrow at her.
'For giving you a sleepless night on top of all-seell

He laughed softly. 'l think I might have done thayway, all off my own
bat. OK. Shall we start the trek home?'

It wasn't far from her flat to his hotel but Newesisted on accompanying
him all the way. 'If you conked out or somethirid,riever forgive myself.’

'Look, I'm sorry about this," he said as they stondhe pavement.

'Don't be." Her eyes danced suddenly. "You wetka'only one to have a
sleepless night. And— | also need a bit of time.’

'For what?'
'Oh, this and that," she said alirily.

He looked down at her and the lines beside his meased a bit. Then he
kissed the tip of her nose. 'OK. See you around.'fide walked away
stiffly.

Neve watched him until he disappeared. Then somgibhwompted her to
cross the road towards the beach and find a ptabie to sit down at, and
think deeply. But all that presented itself at tfitgere the myriad of
conflicting emotions within her.



One moment she felt like a young girl in love fioe first time, she mused. A
girl who wanted to go out and buy a new dress lmxabe hadn't brought
anything dressy with her and the restaurant atdtisl was one of the best in
town. A girl who wanted time to do her hair andisi@nd savour every
delicious moment of anticipation.

A girl, she thought dryly, who had acted purelyimpulse last night, and
had surprised the fife out of herself.

But at the same time, she reflected, her more matwenty-six-year-old
self was still deeply puzzled by Rolo'garry me or nothingproposal. Then
there was the side of her that hurt to think of hiunting— and embedded
through it all, the feeling that there was mor&tb Stowe than she knew,
and might ever know.

She sighed, buried her chin in her hands and stauedo sea. Then she
shook her head, jumped up and went to buy a dress.

She slipped into a different Range Rover, a hiresl parked outside her flat
at exactly five o'clock. And neither of them spd&ea long moment.

Until she suddenly said nervously, 'Too much?’

‘Not at all. Perfect," he murmured.

She relaxed. The dress was the colour of old ro& and very simple. A
silk georgette bias-cut slip over a figure-hugdimgjc with slender shoulder
straps. She wore high gold sandals and a silk; qus& rose in her hair

where it was swept back on one side, the otherfalliieg loose and shining.

Her nails and lips were painted a matching bronal pnd just the slightest
hint of her favourite perfume lingered on the air.

She smiled at him as he made not the slightesttefiodrive off. 'May |
compliment you on your appearance, as well, M8



His dark gaze fingered on the smooth, lightly tahskin of her bare neck
and shoulders then he drew his gaze from her tatas looked down at
himself ruefully. He had pressed khaki trousers anwhite linen,
long-sleeved shirt, his dark hair was damp and taraed he was
freshly-shaved, she guessed.

He said, 'Thank you.'
'Is something wrong, Rob?'

He turned the key on. 'Well—you had me lost foragorHe drove off. 'Did
you have that knockout dress in your bag for aecsp reason?'

'l..." She paused. 'l would love to be able toytell that I'm always prepared
for anything but sadly, it isn't so.'

You...bought it, today?' he hazarded.

'l did indeed,' she agreed with a quiver of dedysfs&tion in her voice.
"There are some lovely shops in Byron Bay.'

"You didn't have to do that,' he said softly.

'‘Believe me, Rob, when the urge is upon you todugs it's irresistible. If
you're a woman.'

He said nothing for a couple of miles, then, 'ORJI,hNeve, this is
extraordinarily difficult.'

'What is?' She heard the sudden wariness in heeyvoi

'l have to fly back to Sydney tonight. At eightlotk. A crisis has come up
with one of our companies. They're about to go énoét to put too fine a
point on it,' he said flatly. 'To make matters vegrihe managing director
has been embezzling funds and now he's been caughie's threatening
suicide, there are a lot of jobs at risk—'



'Rob," she broke in, 'why didn't you just tell mestwhen | first got into the
car? Or why,' she heard her voice rise and swatlpwéhy didn't you ring
me?' she finished more composedly.

'l only knew myself half an hour ago. Neve—'
'How can you fly out of Byron Bay at such shortioe?' she protested.

'‘Coolangatta is only an hour away and—the companigjcoming to pick
me up.'

'‘Ah. The company jet,’ she marvelled. 'What it nhestto be so rich." She
laid her head back and clenched her teeth to stogeli from any further
gibes arising from unbelievably bitter, black digamtment. But she
couldn't stop herself from adding, 'So why are wimg this? Shouldn't you
be gone?'

He pulled the Range Rover up in the lighthousepeak. 'Because we still
have time to do this, Neve,' he said levelly arathed over to an esky she
hadn't noticed on the back seat.

And from it he pulled a frosted bottle of champagnd two crystal glasses.
'l got them to whip up a snack for us at the h@ek should we get out and
sample the view first?’

'Why not," she whispered and opened her door.

She was leaning back against the mudguard of thielee staring towards
the sunset over the beautiful curve of Byron Bag @8 beaches below
them, with the lighthouse standing tall and freghdynted a sparkling white
behind them, when he joined her a few minutes.|&&ring at the patches
of light on the water that turned the sea to pewtet the swell that was
lifting but not breaking the surface of the wateritacame round the cape.

He put a glass of champagne into her hand andssarely, 'I'm most
abjectly sorry.'



She looked at her champagne through a mist of tears took a sip to
steady herself. 'Don't be. | probably did go owertop, anyway.'

'No." He put an arm round her shoulder. 'It shdnalde occurred to me. | just
didn't think you worried about your appearance tyea

'l don't—qgreatly.’

‘That's not to say you don't look smashing alltiime.'
She grimaced. 'Smashing? That's a very boyish'term.
'l still meant it.'

Neve stared down at her pink toenails in her strambd sandals. 'Does this
kind of thing happen often?

'No more than if | were a doctor, a fireman or dgemnan.’
'Clever,' she murmured.

You're still angry with me, Neve.'

She bit her lip.

‘There's an alternative.' He scanned the view fong moment. "You could
come with me.’

'Oh, '

'‘Because if you're so angry and so disappointddnk it might be an idea
for us to giveseriousthought now to getting married.’

She looked up at him incredulously but his eyesewssber. She said
hesitatingly, 'l...Iook, one of the things | do lfeea bit of a fool and that's
probably made me...that's why I'm angry.’



'Is that—by the way, I'm also bitterly disappointethe only reason do you
think, though?'

She moved restlessly. 'l still can't rush into miawg you, Rob.'
' may not be able to get back before the end @thek.’

They were both silent. Until Neve said unsteadilydon't react well to
ultimatums.'

To her utter surprise, he laughed softly and kiskedop of her head. 'Just
testing, Miss Williams. OK. Let's see what the hbgs whipped up.’

There was a small tablecloth which he laid overlibanet. There were
smoked salmon sandwiches, homemade cheese strdwpiay meat balls,
delicious little sausage rolls as well as a plaitdruit; pineapple, kiwi fruit,
strawberries, big luscious black grapes and atsetecf cheese and biscuits
to go with it. There were plates and silver cut|diye linen napkins. There
were even two folding canvas chairs.

'l..." Neve said as she sat and sipped her charepadretween nibbling on
the goodies, and a golden light enveloped them el a8 a marvellous
feeling of space, 'l...this is...I'm sorry | was wogracious. This is rather
special." She raised her glass to him.

'I'm glad,' he said simply. 'l didn't want us totpa anger. And I'm also glad
you're wearing your beautiful new dress and looksog—can | say it
again?—smashing."'

She smiled faintly. 'We could well be an advertisatrfor Byron Bay.' This
time she raised her glass to the lighthouse anabtired rocky dome of Cape
Byron.

‘There's only one thing I could think of that woblel nicer," he said quietly.

She raised an eyebrow at him.



‘To be in bed with you, Neve.'

'l...don't think we should do that to each otherbR

‘Not even think about it?" A glint of wry humout hiis eyes.
"You know what difficulties we get ourselves intihat way.'

‘Too well," he replied softly. 'Sleepless nights, humour, a desire for
revenge to name a few.'

'I'm tempted to say it's all your doing but theaves me in a position—I
never thought I'd be in," she murmured.

The golden light was fading and a violet blue slaswow promising dusky
shadows. 'What will you do?' he asked.

'For the rest of my holiday? What | did before yzame. Swim, walk,
read...all the rest of it. And think.' She lookeeful.

'May | wish your thoughts firmly in the directiori bow right we are for
each other?' he said, and drained his glass.

They stared at each other. He at the curves ofigpere beneath the rose
gold dress, her lovely bare legs and gold santt@syay her hair fell—and
found himself wondering if she knew that very féwngs he'd wanted in his
life had eluded him. But that he'd also surprisgdself at the lengths he
was prepared to go to, to secure her in his béiksasife.

So that she can no longer hide her innermost thswagid feelings from me
behind those beautiful eyes, he asked himselfalogte walk away from me
with that long, free stride. But how is she goinge¢act when she realizes
I'm like that—all or nothing and, heaven help mgte&capable of mounting
a campaign as if | were taking over another busines

He didn't know that Neve was suddenly thinking glsmilar lines as she
gazed at him. Was this, she wondered, not so mbobtavhether they
should sleep together before they married or nbalsimple clash of wills?



As the thought came to her, it produced a curigassscurrent of emotion
in her. An odd little ripple of excitement to thik testing herself against
this man, and a realization of having unlocked ra paRob Stowe that she
hadn't known but had dimly worried about. What ksgvould he go to, to
get his own way?

None of their separate but similar thoughts chamgecthing, however. Nor
did it need to be spoken.

He simply took her glass from her, stood up angédxther to her feet and
took her in his arms. 'Sorry," he murmured bareilgilaly, 'but | can't go
without...doing this to us whatever reactions d@darces.' And he buried his
face in her hair and ran his, hands down her biack her shoulders to her
hips.

Neve stood stock-still for a moment, then withttelisigh, she slipped her
arms around his neck and offered him her mouth.

It was dark when they drew apart, and it was imipssshe found, to
speak. Because her emotions might be in turmoihbubody was singing.
All her senses were alive with a response to tekedehim against her. She
felt vibrant and alive as never before, it wasyatmfeel his hands on her
breasts, it was wonderful to run her own hands dioaiback, to lay her lips
on his skin where his shirt opened at the thragpréss herself against him
and be crushed in his arms.

And it was cruelly cold and almost unbearable tpé@ded from him.
They packed up in silence, and he drove her bablet@partment without
saying anything, although he did once put his havel hers as they lay

entwined, with her knuckles showing white, in hegy.|

Then he pulled up and reached into his trousergtotkou're not the only
one who went shopping today.'

She turned to him wide-eyed as he put a small,tifebyiwrapped parcel in
her lap.



'‘No, don't open it now,' he added. 'And ring mes@sn as you get home.
Goodbye, for now.'

He put his long fingers under her chin and kissedlightly.

Neve hesitated then kissed him back and slippedfaiie car.

It was a ring, a square sapphire with two diamamdsither side and it was
exquisite. There was also a very brief note.

My dear Neveshe readwith this ring, may we get engaged?

For a long while she simply stared at the ring.nmher hand hovered over it
a couple of times but each time she stopped hdreeiftouching it. Finally
she put the little box on the table and wanderddato her balcony to do
battle with her strange thoughts.

How could she possibly be committing herself to odwe just by putting
on his ring? He wasn't even there, he couldn't kmbether she'd tried it on
or not. It was only a ring not any kind of a boretvileen them unless she
wanted it to be. Shouldriiebe the one to put it on anyway—shouldn't he be
therewith her now!

And she suddenly saw the nature of her dilemmap®Dathin she was still
angry at being forced to play second fiddle tobhisiness empire, and no
ring, lovely as it was, was going to take away that and anger.

All of which, she told herself, is a recipe for @ter—another one. Not that
she visualized herself as a possessive wife bstwhs a special time for
them if they were thinking of spending the resthair lives together—there
had to be some sacred times when business coululude, surely?

Which brought her other things back to mind, sheeduSuch as a clash of
wills with a man who liked to get his own way—sloaildn't rid her mind of
the thought that had crept into it up on Cape Bywere, although they'd



been utterly absorbed in one another, she had deige shadow of
something else between them.

She sighed and turned to go back inside. And agabed down at his ring
again, Molly Condren came to mind. Who, by her admission, had not
had the particular strength of mind required nobé&oflattened by Rob
Stowe. Was she, Neve Williams, any more capabtesiéting it?

Then sheer human nature got the better of herplbicked the ring from its
bed of white velvet and slipped it on. It fittetlsuited the shape of her hand
and had she seen it first, she would probably ltdnvesen it herself. But
none of that made her any more sure that she slyatiléngaged to Rob
Stowe, let alone marry him. She took it off and ipatvay in its box.

'‘Neve, you look wonderful!" George Maitland saidhersiastically the next
Monday morning.

‘Thank you!" She smiled at him.
'‘Where did you go?'
‘Not the Seychelles, George, just Byron Bay.'

'‘Ah, good old Byron,"” George marvelled. 'You cdrdat it! Anything
interesting happen to you up there?'

Neve started to say, quite untruthfully, that nathing had happened to her
but she stopped suddenly and looked at her editwe wiosely. 'What do
you mean, George?"

"Your love life, for example? | just happened togmse to my wife on
Clarks Beach in the moonlight then we went for msik-dip—long time
ago now, though, but that's what Byron Bay canodgou.’

Neve relaxed at the same time as she thoughtgyootrwrong! And an imp
of humour made her eyes dance. 'How very daringrgaé



'Well, people do skinny-dip a lot at Byron but isvnearly a disaster—we
couldn't find our clothes when we came out—the mbad disappeared
behind some clouds.’

Neve burst out laughing. Truly?"

'Not for at least forty-five minutes. My wife wasttjng hysterical. So, you
didn't bump into Rob Stowe by any chance?'

Neve stopped laughing abruptly. 'What do you mean?'

'‘Brent picked up a whisper that he was up theré sameone whavasn't
Molly Condren. And talking of our beloved Molly, V& you heard that
she's going to star in the new TV series the AB@&ing?"

'Yes. Brent isn't.. .you're not going to let hir?:.Neve ran out of words.
'Run with an unsubstantiated bit of gossip? Nohiatstage, no, Neve.'
She sat back, unable to suppress the sigh of telkélescaped her.

'‘No," George repeated thoughtfully as he eyed vavslly. '‘But we're not
the only paper in town, remember that. Now, I'vé this assignment for
you—a big one. She could be the next leader oftlralian Labour Party
and she's been interviewed many a time before'thuike a...woman-to-
woman slant, Neve.'

Neve wrested her mind from his previous remark$ wlitficulty. Had it
been a warning that she and Rob were about tolashgal over the pages

of another paper? 'Uh...you mean...?'

'‘None other. Go to it, Neve. She's in Sydney fa Week and she's agreed
to spend a morning with you.'

'Yes, George,' Neve said feebly.

He smiled down at her, patted her on the back aalkled away.



When Neve got home that night, the message lighh@nanswering
machine was blinking. Rob, she thought. What waggsling to say to him?
Her remaining days at Byron had not yielded angtsuof inspiration. But
something told her it would be futile to ignore him

She showered and changed into something cool §tshmer had come to
Sydney with a vengeance. Then she picked up theegpho

'Hi,' she said when she got through to him. 'Hoevyaou?'

'As lonely as hell and correspondingly cross," éydied. 'Why don't you
come over and have a swim? Or were you planningtare me?'

'Strange you should say that. Something told ni@ukin't’

There was a moment of silence as if he was fedliagvay around this.
Then he said, 'Put yourself in a taxi, Jude hasendiher for us. See you
soon.' And he put the phone down.

Neve took the receiver from her ear and staretliatiedulously. Then she
reminded herself that she was carrying his engagenrgy in her purse,

afraid to let it out of her sight, and—she dreweapl breath—somehow or
other she had to find the words to tell him thewida't suit.

Judy let her in and told her she looked lovely anthmery. 'Rob's waiting
for you outside—it's a beaut evening for a swirh@ligh dinner isn't thdar
away,' she added.

As a matter of fact, Rob Stowe was gardening whewveNstepped outside.
He had a hose in one hand and a pair of secatethlie bther and he didn't
appear to hear her immediately. He wore a paitchavy boards shorts, no
shoes and a faded yellow shirt—and it was thethasg she'd expected to
see him doing.



Then he turned and his dark gaze wandered ovecdwr apple-green
cotton, halter-neck dress and her matching greeenpanules. He turned
the hose off, dumped the secateurs on a cane Ioandéheld out his hand.

Neve stirred, and as if in a dream, walked towaids

'Hi,' he said softly as their hands touched. thissed you.'

'l...me, too,' she said huskily, because she had.

He raised her hand to his mouth and kissed herdtesithen looked at it—it
was her left hand, and it was quite bare. But alldid was raise a wry

eyebrow at her then he told her to sit down whdegbt them a drink.

It was almost dark when he came back with twoglaéses and put one in
her hand.

‘A mint julep,” he murmured. He picked up what ledklike a remote
control from the table between them, pressed abudind underwater lights
came on in die pool making it look wonderfully itimg.

‘That's impressive,' she said. 'l didn't know yi&ad to garden.’

'It's my hobby," he replied, sitting down. 'l desd it and did the
work—and | can't tell you how nice it is not to leato do it from a
wheelchair now.'

She looked around. And realized she'd been suardstape gardener had
been hired to create this fragrant, leafy littlagoise in the middle of
Sydney as well as to maintain it, which made heel feuddenly
uncomfortable.

'What?' he asked with a wicked little glint in biges. '‘No, don't tell me. You
thought only money had been expended to createamieg?’

'l...yes, | did," she confessed. 'Sorry.'



'Does that mean | might be more likeable than yalsd thought?' he
drawled.

Shock made her gaze jerk to his, then away abrupily some colour
flowed into her cheeks. 'l...have | ever said hditlke you?' she countered,
however.

'‘No, but something's in the air. You're not weatting ring, you didn't call
me although you've been home since yesterday afierrhow was the rest
of your stay in Byron, by the way?'

'Fine.' She shook her head as if to make the ad@rgtto a rather startling
switch of topics, then she wondered if it was geallswitch of topics, or if
he knew by some mysterious process that the rdstraftay in Byron Bay
had been haunted by memories of him.

'If you're going to have a quick dip,” Judy saidming out of the
conservatory, 'l just thought I'd let you know tldatner will be ready to be
served in about a quarter of an hour. | wouldn&skeayou like this," she
added anxiously, 'but I've arranged to go to a mexth my sister.’

‘Thanks, Jude—no problem, we'll be ready when yeu Are we going to
swim?' he said to Neve when Judy had retired.

'l didn't...1 didn't bring my togs. Rob, | don'tdaw how to tell you this but |
can't do it' And she searched her purse for theetddox, and put it on the
table between them.

He looked at it then raised his eyebrows at heshig nothing.

Neve bit her lip. 'Look, Rob, | get the feeling megfust too strong-minded
for each other. |1 have,’ she paused then looketiirat levelly, 'this
premonition that it's all very well to talk of ourdependence causing us
never to be bored with each other but, well, yoa'nean who likes to get his
own way. | may have the same problem.’

'What if," he said slowly, 'what we want happenbédhe same thing?"



She frowned and grasped one implication of his tijpres'You don't mind
admitting you like to get your own way?"

'No. Nor do you by the sound of it. This could lgger than our individual
wills, though.'

Something made her smile faintly.
‘Tell me?' he murmured.

'It's nothing."'

'So what do you suggest we do?'
His question hung in the air.

Neve sipped her mint julep. 'l don't know. Please'tthink | didn't like the
ring, it's beautiful. But—' She shrugged.

'‘May | see it on?'

'‘No, Rob." Tension claimed her suddenly and shénguglass down with a
little clatter and stood up.

He didn't move. 'Are you about to run away, Neve?'

Something in the tone of his voice caused her legdkl rise.

'What's the point of staying?'

‘Jude has made us a special dinner—if for no oteson," he said dryly.
Neve breathed exasperatedly.

'Perhaps we could discuss how to stay—just friends?

"You know very well how impossible that would bégve stopped abruptly.



'Precisely,' he said quite coolly.

And the long-suffering Judy reappeared to tell thieat dinner was served,
sealing Neve's fate.

There was a prawn cocktail to start with. And tadllow candles on the
table casting a gentle glow over them.

'Where's Oliver?' Neve asked, as she sat down.
'In Townsville with Portia. He's a seasoned traarell
Neve picked up her fork. 'Have you found them asleGu

'Yes, | have. A couple of blocks away in this strde needs a bit of
renovation and redecorating but Molly's good at.tha

'So when does Portia come home to you?'

'In a couple of weeks.' He finished his cocktaitl damid down his fork. 'l
never got around to showing you her work.’

Neve patted her mouth with a napkin and smiledtuludy as she appeared
to take their plates. 'That was delicious. Than.yovould love to know
how you made that sauce.’

Judy's face lit up. 'I'll write it out for you!'

She bustled out and reappeared with a steamingroéssa dish of rice and
a dish of vegetables.

‘Thanks, Jude,' Rob said as he opened a bottlenef WWhy don't you hop
off now?’

'Oh, but there's dessert and—



'We can help ourselves and | promise not to leal®gamess for you
tomorrow. I'm sure Neve and | can handle a few alishHe raised an
eyebrow at Neve.

'Of...of course we can.'

'Well, if you're sure you don't mind, it is—' Judpnsulted her watch
'—qgetting just a little bit late.'

'Off you go," Rob said affectionately. 'Enjoy thewvie and say hi to your
sister for me.’

Judy beamed at him then at Neve, and left.

'So," he remarked as he poured the wine then sat dgain, ‘we're on our
own.'

'As you so carefully engineered,’ she said witlitke Iglint of anger in her
eyes.

He looked at her quizzically. "You begrudge Judeetio go to the movies
without having to rush around madly?'

"You know very well | don't! It has nothing to datlwit!" she protested.
"Then what is your problem, Neve?' He looked atcoetly.

"Your machinations. The way you plot and plan tkinghe way,' she said
deliberately, 'you've ensured that | don't leawe la¢ least until I've done the
dishes because you know damn well | wouldn't dotthdudy!"

'Oh, that,” he said casually although the way he watching her was
anything but casual. 'Now you mention it, it doeseém any worse to me to
do a bit of sensible planning rather than the haptthway you go about
things.'

'Hap...what are yotalking about?’



'‘Well, you kiss me with extreme passion yet you Wwomarry me. You
refuse to be friends with me becayselknow damn well we can't keep our
hands off each other, and now,' he said with sidadly satire, 'you don't
even want to talk about it. Which leads me to wondgat you would call it,
Neve?'



CHAPTER EIGHT
NEVE controlled her anger by a sheer effort of will.

He waited for a moment then lifted the lid of tlesserole and the delicious
aroma of beef in burgundy assailed their nostAlls. One of my favourites,'
he murmured. 'l hope beef doesn't affect you atecyyand calamari do?"

‘Not normally," Neve replied sweetly. 'Tonight ibwd stick in my throat,
however.'

"You know, if you married me, you wouldn't have afythese problems.
Does any of this go back to me having to leave smsuddenly in Byron
Bay?' he queried, and began to dish up the beefiaadtwo plates, she
noticed.

'Yes, as a matter of fact it does.' She stareaegplate he put in front of her.
'‘And not because | made a fool of myself—'

'l told you that wasn't the case.’

‘Thank you,' she said with irony. 'But what gotte was the feeling that
although I might be an unfinished bit of businésgrtainly wasn't the most
important bit of business—that night was specialb R felt special, | tried

to look special and | was on the verge of puttirdigl @n all my doubts and
taking the plunge.’

Neither of them had started to eat as he starbdratteadily. Then he said,
'So tell me more about your doubts.'

She picked up her wineglass and studied the retthslephen her shoulders
slumped suddenly. 'I'm afraid of you, | guess. Afrdhat I'll be no better
than Molly at—surviving you.'

'Do you really think I'd want to marry you, Neve| had any fears on that
score?' he asked quietly.



'‘But you may not know me—as | know me,' she whisgefAnd you are
pressuring me.' She gestured wearily.

‘All right. Let's take another tack. Let's see vagv/go without each other for
a while. Eat your dinner," he added gently.

She started to eat automatically. Then she saaly ldng did you have in
mind?'

'As long as you like.'
Her eyes widened. 'No...contact at all?’
'If that's what you want."'

‘That wouldn't help me to get to know you any béttghe said with a
helpless kind of confusion.

‘Then—" he lay back and looked at her with amusérmrewe may have to
surround ourselves with people.’

'Rob, this isn't funny!’

'‘No,' he agreed. 'Well, actually | think it doevda funny side to it but I'm
sure 1 won't be laughing for long." And his gazeptover her in a way that
left her in no doubt as to his meaning.

She trembled suddenly and she saw his eyes registiénough he didn't

comment. Then she was surprised to find she'dhigaisher beef and she
picked up her wineglass again. But in the end sitét plown untasted and
start to laugh.

He raised his eyebrows at her.
'I'm just wondering whether I'm mad—most women wlogive their eye

teeth to be in this position with you, I'm sure.tBt think it would be a
good idea if we did have a little break.’



'Surrounded by others or not?'
'I don't know where or how we could do that—'

''ve been invited to dinner on Friday night. Wowytol care to come with
me?"'

'In aid of anything particular?' she asked.

'It's Bunny's fiftieth birthday.' He named an extue restaurant. "Toni will
be there, naturally.’

'What about—Molly?"
'No, she's staying in Townsville for another week.'
Neve grimaced. That's...sort of...making it ragmablic, isn't it?'

‘Not really. | promise not to canoodle with you idgrthe event. And you do
know the Fanshawes, as well as Toni.'

'‘Canoodle?' Her eyes danced for a moment.

'Kiss, cuddle, appear to be absolutely obsessddywit,’ he said gravely.
‘That kind of thing."

‘All right," Neve said slowly.
'I'm sure it would be a fitting event to wear yd@autiful new dress to.'

Neve smiled faintly and said, 'It was beautifultbpre—oh, hell. | honestly
don't know what to do!

'Let's just give it a rest for a while," he murndiréAnd feast ourselves on
Jude's dessert."'



He was as good as his word for the rest of theiagen

They ate homemade apple pie with cream then slstadson clearing up
and he insisted on helping, but he kept it alltlighd easy. She made coffee
and they drank it outside, talking about nothing/rauch although she told
him about her next assignment.

'‘Ah. Now she might be even harder to interview thass,' he drawled.
"You know her?'

'Yes, very well, as a matter of fact.' He grinnaddenly.

'So what could be so difficult about her?'

'Getting a word in edgeways. She's a powerful tadkel she's an extremely
hard person to say no to. All the same, give hebest regards.’

'l...all right.'
He stretched suddenly and yawned then looked seqbri

Neve got up. 'Must be all that gardening,’ she, said kissed him lightly on
the forehead. 'No, don't get up. | can let mysatf &nd thank you for—
understanding. I'll see you on Friday night.'

She walked away and was not to see how Rob Stosidesly clenched his
hands around the arms of his chair. Nor was sHeneev that he cursed
himself fluently for persistently pressing all theong keys. What was it
that was stopping him from simply telling her theras no way he could
live without her? The fear of failure, he thouguddenly.

'Have | met you before somewhere?' Lucy Camerolitiggan and who,
some believed, could be the next leader of the uaParty, said to Neve
with a frown.



They were in her hotel suite and had just met.
'I don't think so, Mrs. Cameron. I'm sure | wouli/b remembered.’

'I've the feeling I've seen your face somewherat'shall." Lucy Cameron
was in her fifties, and she was a tall, strikingmam but renowned for her
warmth and her ‘common touch.’

'l believe we do have an acquaintance in commamugh,’ Neve murmured
and immediately wondered why she'd said it. Shad ho intention of
mentioning Rob. 'Uh—Rob Stowe asked me to passorebards.’

Lucy clapped her forehead. "That's it! So you're thystery woman in
Rob's life!" 'Oh, n—'

But Lucy was up and rifling frantically through aper. 'There,' she said
triumphantly and handed Neve a page.

There could be no mistaking either of them in ticupe, captured as they
were walking hand in hand along a beach, and sipilimto each other's
eyes. And the caption saillillionaire businessman Rob Stowe appears to have
come out of seclusion at last after a near-fatadi@wt two years ago. Captured here
at beautiful Byron Bay with a mystery lady althoungit that long ago he was seen
squiring Molly Condren abouit.

Neve dropped the paper and put a hand to her maaothshe said foolishly,
'‘George did warn me but I—forgot.'

'‘Well, | want to hear all about it," Lucy insistélve known Rob for years,
you see.’

And that's how the tables were turned on Neve wdtbdome to interview
Lucy Cameron, only to find herself being given thied degree and unable
to resist although that may also have had somethidg with sheer shock...

'I'll give you a little tip,' Lucy said after sheitested a lot more from Neve
than she would have dreamt she could have told remy®&ou have to



handle men, you see. It's no good expecting theomtterstand us, poor
things, without a good bit of help along the way.'

A smile trembled on Neve's lips.

'However, Rob is a particularly determined man #oedthought of failure
doesn't come easily to him—he would never havewgwre he is today
otherwise, and he might just never have walkedrefgaithat matter.’

'I...I know," Neve said slowly.

"Then try laying down your arms, my dear. I'm pyetértain that once he
doesn't feel threatened by failure—and he knewactlywhat its like to
stare that in the face after his accident—you migge¢ a much more
reasonable man.'

Neve stared at her with widening eyes. 'Oh," sltk $aever thought of that
but—he won't let me until we're married.’

‘Neve,' Lucy reproved, 'surely a beautiful girldikyourself must have
some...way of overcoming that.’

Neve gazed at Lucy Cameron and a tinge of pink darher cheeks.

Lucy patted her hand. 'l see we understand eadr.dfhe other thing is,
much as | love her, Molly would have sent him cra&iell, what would you
like to know about me?"

'Where do you get your wisdom regarding men fron&Ve asked with
suddenly dancing eyes.

But of course what might have sounded sane ar@hadtat the time, despite
coming as an absolute surprise, was a differentemathen she thought
about it on her own.

What if he wasn't haunted by the spectre of fajliiiewasn't the reason for
the pressure he'd applied? Then aga#had suggested this break. Was he
feeling as lonely and miserable?



Damn, she said to herself, what does one do itlyok you may not be able
to live with a man but living without him is a vesa of hell?

Then there was George she had to deal with.

‘Told you,' he said when she got to work the nextmmg. 'Although may |
say you might have told me!'

‘There's nothing to tell. It...we...look, Georgeg nomment," she said
frustratedly.

George looked amused. He also said with a fattarlyNeve, | suspected
this was in the air from the day you sat there @iiprained ankle and didn't
want to go back to interview him. Can | give yobitof advice—I will
anyway," he continued when she moved restlessly.

'No, just listen," he said, "'When two planets dellihere's a lot of fireworks.
Don't forget you can be a cool, tough customer.y®utve got to make the
guy some allowances. He's come back on a long,rbadi—he may not be
quite as rational as you are about some things.’

Once again Neve stared at someone with widening. éjlew do you...I
mean,' she stammered and couldn't go on.

'Know that you two are giving each other a tougtet? I'd say it was almost
inevitable, knowing you both. But just go a litdasy on him, you could be
surprised.’

She didn't believe she was hearing this—if anyoas thie unconfident one,
wasn't it her? But it stayed with her and woultet'her go. All through that
uncomfortable week of fielding comments from helleagues and other
journalists as word seeped out. But she stuck samgple but firmno
commentand she didn't hear a thing from Rob until he céor@ck her up
on Friday night.



'‘Well, well," he murmured as he came though herway, 'does this give
you a feeling ofleja vy Neve?'

His dark gaze drifted over her lovely rose goldsdrghe same sandals, the
same flower in her hair.

'Yes." She studied him in return in his dark suitl dad difficulty in
suppressing the tremor that ran through her. 'Algihd can't help wishing |
was at Cape Byron with you—not that Byron Bay taroeit to be a very
private spot'’

'You saw the picture in the paper?' He shruggedwvgie nodded. 'That's
the price of fame, sometimes.’

'So it didn't upset you?'
'No. How about you?'

'l...well, 1 was just worried about Molly and Pertand what they would
think.'

'Molly rang me. She said she didn't know why it mia@ccurred to her
before but she thought you might be perfect for me.

Neve stared up into his eyes. 'Are you serious@drmwas she serious?'
He took her hand. "Yes. And Portia thinks it cotltitiave worked out better.
| had a long chat with her. She said Molly was Bkeew person. She said,
"You have to understand Mum. She really thoughtgee doing what would be
best for me by giving me my father and mother but she knows how blind she
was being.™

‘That—' Neve closed her eyes briefly '—is such gylateoff my mind.’

He kissed her knuckles then let go of her handrySthat wasn't supposed
to be on the agenda but—'

'No, come in,' she invited.



He glanced at his watch. 'We don't have much time.'

She didn't answer but led the way into her liviagm. There was a bottle of
champagne on ice and a tray of snacks on her diailg but only two
glasses. The overhead lights were off but thereeviwo lamps on and a
gold candle in a candle glass, and the lilt of \@vaoming from her CD
player.

He frowned and looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
'We're not going to the party, Rob," she said tyiet
'‘But—isn't it a little late to cancel out?'

'l did that this morning. Bunny quite understandsie-there are fifty other
people going.’

'So...?'

She moistened her lips. '"You told me that gettimgrirad before | slept with
you was the way | would rather do things. It's nbt#tnot because | don't
want to marry you. It's also what I'd like to doapdonight.’

'‘Why?'But he reached for her hand again.

'‘Because | love you, Rob. There may be all sorgif6€ulties but nothing
can change that," she said simply. ‘And even affhduwas still unsure
about Molly and Portia, they couldn't change ithei.'

'‘Neve..." He said her name on a breath but thesestilaa frown in his eyes.

"You see,' she said, ‘it suddenly came to me ¢hia¢ &afraid of failure before
you even give something a chance, is faint-heafeslyou ever afraid of
failure, Rob?"

He put his hands on her shoulders. 'How did koow?'he said intensely.
'l...watched you walk away from me on Monday nigimgdl it all came home
to me, that it was a desperate fear of failure thas stopping me from



saying—I can't live without you, Neve. I'm...I loyeu more than | thought
was possible yet | didn't even see that was weft ibu in Byron, a fear of
failure. But—' He stopped abruptly.

'‘Go on,' she whispered.
'How do you know it's the same for you?'

'‘Because I've been living without you for monthsvn®ob. And it's been
lonelier than I'd thought possible. It's been kkeontinual ache and is if |
was hollow, somehow.'

He closed his eyes and took her into his armspt khinking, deep down,
that I'd beaten the odds quite a bit in my lifggesally lately, and was my
luck about to run out? Over the one thing that eratt more to me than all
the others. Neve, I...I can be blind and stupidllditt honestly think you

would be happier to wait.'

'Shush. | know all the things you can be.' Sheédakto his eyes. 'l can be
a few things, too. And thank you for wanting to tthings the way you
thought | might want to do them. The thing is, h'tavait—I'm...all waited
out.'

But his eyes were suddenly sombre. 'l have tytellthat the other reason |
wanted to wait was—all tied up with my male egthdught, at least if she's
married to me, if | am no bloody good in bed, wedlable to...work on it.'

'Oh, Rob,"' she said on a breath, but he wouldrftdego on.

'‘Unfortunately, when you've been through..." Heseauthen said with a
sigh, 'Things like a complete lack of control ofuydunctions, when your
nervous system just doesn't respond to signals ymambrain, when—well,
you know all the gory details— you can't help @lsfilack of confidence.
Although, when you're in my arms like this—'

'Should we just concentrate on that?' she brokgently. "You know, Rob,
we're two of a kind in this. Had you forgotten thatight need help, too?'



He held her so tight that for a moment she coulshe’athe.

Much later he brought them each a glass of chamgagn

There was a bedside lamp on and it cast a soft gleev Neve, lying
beneath a blue and sea green sheet with her maadsput on the pillow.

He looked down at her for a long moment before Uttebpth glasses down
and sat on the side of the bed. She turned ovetadimy the sheet with her
moved to rest on her elbows beside him. He slidrallthrough her hair and
she moved again, this time to curl her legs upsitngp across his lap resting
on her hands. He spread his fingers across herdvatkhe lifted her face to
his and closed her eyes.

Their mouths touched, just touched but it was ale@nd in that static
moment, there seemed to flow between all that veasstatingly sensual,
all the joy, the wonder and rapturous intimacyt@it union. He kissed her
then cast the sheet aside and ran his hand dowautie of her hips and up
to stroke her breasts. "You're so beautiful," e Isaskily.

'Rob,’ she breathed against his mouth, 'there seebgsa new dimension to
me, | feel so different.’

Tell me,' he invited.

'l don't think | really believed joy and sheer ragt like that, actually
existed.'

‘Not even when you insisted on sleeping with meifted his head and his
dark eyes were suddenly wicked.

'Put it this way, the scale of it was more thanebgbected in my wildest
dreams.’

He said nothing for a long moment. Then, "You'ghti It was like nothing
else I've known.'



'l love it when you do that.'

He plucked her nipple and she arched her backh&ael him take a deep,
unsteady breath and his hands were momentarily ¢varder body as he
moved her so he could lie beside her. Then he aeesssing her with his
fingertips and she felt the sensations of deswe flhrough her, and the
loveliness of being ready to receive him again,shigsfaction of knowing

that he was experiencing as much as she was.

'Now?' he said into her hair.

'Yes, please, now or | might die.’

He took her and once again brought her the joyraptdire she hadn't known
could exist on such a scale, and he himself sheddier the grip of their
climax.

And when it finally subsided and they were ablsfeak again, they pushed
their pillows up against the bed head so they csitldp and lean back and,
holding hands, sipped their champagne.

'l thought once before that you made my body ssigg'said. ‘Now | know it
was only a faint chorus to what you can do whenrgailly set your mind to
it.'

"You say the nicest things," he murmured then |dakieher with wicked
little glints in his eyes again. 'However, | haodell you that | feel...like the
cat who's got the cream.’

'Don't think you're alone in that, Mr. Stowe," staéd gravely.

'Very much satisfied?' he queried with a faintdigmile.

'Oh, more than that," Neve replied grandly. 'Pesigt smug!

He laughed and kissed her. 'l was hesitating tatstymyself but the truth is
| feel like a new man andwerysmug one. | also, | have to warn you, Miss



Williams, am now, well, I didn't think it was pob to be more in love
with you but I am." His hand tightened on hers.

'I know—'

"You do?' He glinted a laughing little look at ladthough there was
something else in his eyes, as well.

'l was going to say—' she looked injured '—thahow the feeling. What
are we going to do?'

‘This minute or...?"
' mean,’ she said a little helplessly, 'l've dat teeling it's going to be really
difficult to hide from everyone that I'm no longeuch a cool, tough

character.’ She grimaced.

'Will you feel you need to hide it?' he asked.ohdlintend to hide this new
me from anyone.’

"You may not show it as much as | do,' she saiddraasly.

'‘And you may have trouble getting me out of thid ke alone this flat,' he
responded.

'‘No—after-effects?' She looked at him with suddexiety.

He touched her cheek. 'None. Just a wonderfulfgeif peace.’

She relaxed. 'lt is the weekend. | don't have tamygwhere.'

He removed her empty glass from her hand and phiédclose to him.
‘Neither do I, Neve. Just think of that. Never ag#o | have to do battle with

the cold, empty spaces that don't hold you.'

"You're not too bad with words yourself," she whiggl.



In the event, they did go out, but not until Sundégrnoon.

They went to see Toni, who took one look at theandihg on her doorstep
and said, 'l knew it! You two were made for eacheot When's the
wedding?'

‘This wedding,' Rob said that evening.

They were in his house sitting with their arms abwach other on the
fuschia settee.

Neve kissed his throat. 'My mother will be verygded with you, Rob
Stowe. Do you mind a white wedding with all thertmings?'

He stroked her hair. 'No. Why should 1?'

'‘But would you mind—I've drifted away from my famih bit since | came
down here—could we have it up there? Then theyahkhdo love them
even although | got a bit carried away about baimgreer girl—you made
me see that," she added with a tinge of wondeeiirvbice.

'‘Neve,' he tilted her chin then kissed her lipskiiig the last point first, |
would never stop you from being a journalist.’

‘Thanks,' she said huskily, ‘and I've thought alitolidon't honestly think |
could ever stop myself from writing but now I've estahkd a bit of a
reputation, and now I'm about to be a married ladizer lips curved '—I
think freelancing is the way to go. A lot of joulisan is done on that basis
anyway and | wouldn't be tied down to a nine-teefjgb—'

You don't have to—'
'Yes | do. And gladly. | look upon it as a challengnd I'm sure

George—well, he's given me enough advice to—thiat $sy..." She trailed
off.



'What has George given you advice about?' he asictdlly.

'This and that," Neve said airily. 'It turned oothie very good advice it so
happens—

‘Not to do with you and 1?'
'l think I'll preserve a mysterious silence on skdject.’
But Rob laid his head back and laughed. 'My olden@eorge!’

'‘Not only your old mate George,' she said wrylyod¥ old mate Lucy
Cameron.'

'Have | been handled?' he asked ominously, bugyas were still laughing.

'l think we've both been handled all the way thifouges. Do you mind?'
she asked, suddenly serious. 'Because | can oahktheavens someone
was able to get it through my dense head what |abagit to walk away
from.'

He didn't tell her what he thought but showed her.
They drew apart and it took some time for theiatheng to steady.

'l love you,' he said. 'It started out with youesynd the way you walk, how
cool and clever you were, but now it's the way faugh, the way you sleep,
it's like watching a flower open and finding joyamnth and so much more.’
He touched her face with his fingertips. 'You taige that you hadn't
believed the scale of certain things that couldoeapbetween a man and a
woman. | have to tell you I've only seen the swefata woman before.’

'Rob," she said barely audibly.
'‘Let me finish. Of course there were times whemas good but never like

this. Never to have and hold an enchanted creamdenot know what
words to say to her.'



'Yes you have...'

'Not really. You've done most of the talking.'

She bit her lip and he smiled faintly and brushesith his thumb.

'‘But that's because in my heart I've been struckldbecause you had the
faith and the courage to see through the ridicuttefences | was building
and cut through them," he said softly.

'l did have some help.’

'All the help in the world wouldn't have made ityagasier. Do you think |
don't know that, Neve?'

They gazed at each other. 'Right up until therasute | wasn't sure," she
confessed. 'But then, suddenly, it didn't seem #&bten whether I'd got it
right or wrong. | just knew | needed you. I...cautde whole without you.

'l wonder if you have any idea how much | need sod always will?'

‘Thank heavens,' she said fervently and clungrto hi

‘This wedding...'

This time Neve said it. She went on, 'There isvalpold wooden church in
the town nearest to the station—it's where | wasstdned and confirmed.
And there's a church hall—Rob—' she sat up anxyousit's a long, long
way from Woollahra.'

‘That's perfectly fine with me.'

'‘But your family, your friends—'

'‘Would there be any motels or hotels in the town?"



'Yes, four but—'

‘Then we have accommodation, what else is theveotoy about? By the
way, have | told you | love you lately?"

She subsided with a grin. 'So you really don't faiind

He kissed her. 'l think it's very right that yowshd be married in the church
where you were confirmed and christened, and wiaue family can beat

home on such a wonderful day and be in command #&ble to do it as they
would like to.'

A month later there was not a room to be had in omback Western
Queensland town and the church was packed to ¢g@acNeve started to
walk down the aisle on the arm of her father.

A murmur ran through the throng because she'd Hewked more lovely
or radiant and did they but know it, secretly astted out how well this
blending of some of the cream of Sydney society thiedcountry people
she'd known all her life and grown up with, wasngpi

She did know that she had to thank Rob for it, ¢fioud-rom the moment
he'd met her parents and her brothers, he'd someboinved to let them

know what he felt for her, he'd been respectfuhwier father, had charmed
her mother and been accepted by her brothers, meat, she thought

wryly.

And there was no doubting that they were all exé&lgrhappy for her and
bursting with pride, her mother especially. Andrtks&to her, there was a
marvellous feast laid out in the church hall.

There were also some extremely elegant women indhgregation, Rob's
own mother in the palest green, Molly Condren lagkidivine in
delphinium blue with a cartwheel hat that wouldtdlked about for years,
Antonia Simpson in caramel Thai silk. Even Bunny$tawe, for once in
her life, was coordinated in a simple, stylish gasuit.



And then there was Portia, walking in front of Nenenher first long dress
and radiating both excitement and happiness.

Neve looked down at her own dress as she drew sthwethe family pew,

then looked into her mother's eyes and saw shegpifess. Because
throughout all her years of maternity and domestiand her sometime
dissatisfaction with her life, Mary Williams hadegserved her slim white
satin wedding dress and clouds of veil perfectiygl Beve wore them today.

Thank you, Neve mouthed silently to her mothertees gassed, and could
only thank God herself, that she had passed othtatfzone where she'd
distanced herself from her mother, especially, aod could love and

understand her.

Then she was standing beside the tall, silent miam was to become her
husband and one glance at him told her he wasrrpdie and she could
sense how tense he was.

And as her father put her hand on Rob's arm, shegtit she knew why and
it brought sudden tears to her eyes. But it way amien the bulk of the
service was over and the minister told Rob Stowelie may kiss the bride,
that she was able to put it into words.

He lifted her veil and stared into her violet eyes.

'Don't ever doubt me again, Rob," she whisperedh wears again but
laughter in her eyes.

'How did you know?"

'l just knew. But now I'm not only yours, I'm ofifiadly and legally yours.’
He took her in his arms and you could have heaid drop. ‘Neve,' he said,
quite audibly to the whole church, 'l was despéyadéraid you'd change

your mind at the last minute because, as | toldgrmee but now I'd like to
tell the whole world, | just couldn't live withoybu, my darling.'



The congregation erupted into a cheer of deligat threatened to raise the
roof, and he started to kiss her.

George Maitland also said proudly to his wife, "Yaww, | started all this.’



