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When her ruthless, passionate husband reappeardiadét years to ask her
for a divorce, Tara is willing to give it to himhe thinks Mac Simmonsen
chose money and success over her. But she musiaell about what
happened after he left.

Mac is stunned that Tara has carried her secreedtn so long, and Tara is
amazed that he's as consumed with desire for Hex eger was. But is their
intense physical attraction a strong enough basiwich to renew their
marriage vows?



CHAPTER ONE

THE baby had distracted her. The beautiful, tow-haidedoling baby, who
had sat opposite her on his mother's lap, his gugmmytying Tara's heart
into knots and consigning all her well-intentior@dns to enjoy a carefree,
happy day off to oblivionAll because his name was GabriBl the time
she got off the train at Liverpool Street, teard baen welling like a dam
about to burst, and she'd had to dig franticaligdlgh her purse for change
for the ladies' toilet.

Staring at her reflection in the mirror, Tara dablet her streaked
mascara, reapplied some blusher and sucked insdelesp breaths to calm
herself.It was five years ago...five yeafso why hadn't she got over it? It
had just been bad luck that the baby on the trathdihared his name with
another beautiful baby boy... She was tired, thed all. Long overdue for a
holiday. Back at her aunt's antique shop, she hdchwaer full of glossy
brochures promising the destinations of a lifetirf@arefree, sun-kissed
vistas that, if she ever got round to booking anight remind her that she
was just thirty years old, with a lot of life inofnt of her yet to have fun.

‘The V&A,' she said out loud into the mirror, apiftting her resolve into
words might give her the will and the desire totpetre. She delved into her
shoulder bag for a brush, quickly dragged it thiobgr shoulder-length
blonde hair, noted for the second time that day hlea fringe was in dire
need of a trim, then, straightening her shouldexged through a turnstile
out into the familiar melee that was Liverpool $8treéStation. Twenty
minutes later, revived by a take-away cafe laetan she was once more
steering the ship, she headed determinedly doventive underground to
board a tube and continue her journey to South iKgte.

Inside the museum it was almost unbearably claséally trying to
shrug off the heat, Tara tried hard to concentvaterhat she was looking at.
Browsing some of the impressive historical-dreséection that spanned
four centuries of European fashion—always her fat@place to start on a
visit—she paused to remove her light denim jacket @omb her fingers
through her hair. Her hand came away damp fromfétvehead. Then,
worryingly, the room started to spin.



'Oh, my God.' Resting her head against one ofdhg blass cabinets,
blinking at the blur of green and yellow that wasme diminutive
aristocrat's ballgown, Tara prayed hard for thersipig sensation to stop. If
only she'd roused herself a few minutes earliet tharning then she
wouldn't have had to fly out of the house to catehearly train—and she
wouldn't have left the house on an empty stomachip®d with the shock
of hearing a name that haunted her from the pasteiant that her
equilibrium was now paying the price.

‘Are you all right, dear?' An elderly lady with skihat resembled soft,
crumpled parchment delicately laid her hand on $ashoulder. The
faintest drift of lavender 'wafted beneath her ndseiched by the kindness
of a stranger, the younger woman opened her mauipeak, to tell her
concerned enquirer that she was perfectly finesladl needed was to sit
down for a couple of minutes then she'd be rightaas again— but the
words just wouldn't come. Inside her head Tara frastically trying to
assimilate the frightening sensation of hurtlingvdods the ground in a
high-rise lift when suddenly her whole world tiltadd she felt herself slide
inelegantly to the floor.

‘Tara...Tara, wake up. Can you hear me?'

She knew that voice. Knew it intimately. It wasdithe stroke of velvet
whispering over her skin or the first seductive lfova of good French
brandy on an icy cold day. All her nerve endingpleded into vibrancy.
First the baby—now thishis voice when she hadn't heard it in over five
long years... It had to be over-work, that wasahky explanation.

Her heart was racing as her eyelids fluttered ofddm high vaulted
ceiling seemed miles away but that wasn't the slgittconsumed her body
and soul. It was the intense blue gaze beneatidicalously long sweep of
thick blond lashes staring down at her that hadrilreted. Not to mention
the deep indentation in the centre of a hard, 8bsgaw and the perfectly
defined cheekbones in a masculine face so captyameone ought to
paint it—just to prove for posterity that male biadlike this existed...

‘Macsen.'



There was the briefest flinch in the side of hig ja acknowledgement of
his name but other than that Tara detected no rdikde response.
Disappointment, hurt, then confusion temporarigllet! her brain.

'Do you know this young woman?' It was the lady léngeof lavender.
She was staring at the impressively built blond #iddeaning over Tara as
if she was going to demand some ID.

'Yes, | know her," he replied in clipped tones dédgwith the slightest
Scandinavian accent. 'She happens to be my wife.'

'Oh. Well, 1 don't think it was wise to let her vt around alone. She
looks very peaky to me. Is she all right? Why dgall help her sit up and
give her some of this water?' The woman helpfutlydpiced a small bottle
of mineral water from her voluminous bag.

'I'm all right. Really." Struggling to a sitting gition, Tara marvelled at
her ability to be coherent when her heart was mgsagainst her ribcage as
if it was about to burst. She'd fainted. That muas obvious. But where
had Mac appeared from and what was he doing iV&#? And of all the
people who could have witnessed her embarrassimgemiy why, oh, why
did it have to be him? Apart from her elderly frdesmelling of lavender,
that was.

'Have you eaten?' Mac was already unscrewing thdebof water,
sliding his hand round the back of her head andiggiher lips towards it.
Tara spluttered a little as the water filled hemutcand slid down her throat
but it instantly made her feel better, more likesed.

'What do you mean, have | eaten?' Wiping her harmka her mouth, she
was resigned to the fact that her lilac-colourpdtick had probably been all
but obliterated. Just because Mac's impossibly él@s were mesmerising
her as they had always had the power to do, shieltbueally expect to
look her best when she'd just passed out in fromira. But seeing him
again was sweet agony to her beleaguered soul...

'She has a habit of forgetting to eat,’” Mac confiddoud with what
sounded suspiciously like resignation. 'This idretfirst time she's fainted.’



'She needs taking care of.' The woman acceptedbiieonsumed bottle
of water, screwed the top back on and returneahet bag. "Why don't you
take her to the cafeteria and get her a sandwich?’

‘Thank you. | was just about to do that very tHiklis tone deceptively
charming, Mac bestowed one of his killer smilestba older woman,
which Tara knew just had to make her day, thenggnbhis gaze slowly but
deliberately back to her. As she swallowed hard hieart skipped another
beat.

'l don't want a sandwich." Old resentment surfaoed] scrambling to her
feet, Tara dusted down her long denim skirt, greygs shooting defiant,
angry little sparks that couldn't fail to tell hishe didn't welcome his
intervention—no matter how apparently kind. He waking charge
again...just as he had always done. How dared lael?hid forgotten they
hadn't seen each other for five years? Did he thenkould just walk back
into her life and take up where he'd left off?

Of course he didn't. Her heart sank. She was belitegly foolish and
stupid. If he'd wanted to take up where they'd &dft he would have
contacted her long before this. Long before sheitt bn impenetrable
fortress round her heart to stave off further lourdisappointment.

'Well, take care, then...both of you." With a dgtismile—the kind
reserved for beloved grandchildren— the elderly liedt them.

Tara ran her tongue round the seam of her lipsdtaa a furtive glance
at Mac. He towered over her, tall, broad-shouldeathletically lean and
commanding in that impossibly arrogant way he hadlthade her feel very
much ‘the little woman,' no matter how emancipatlee told herself she
was. He was wearing his hair a little longer thia@ emembered but it was
still straight, blond and unbelievably sexy. Tactilust begging for her to
run her fingers through it...

A small trickle of perspiration slid down her baok&tween her shoulder
blades.



'What are you doing here?' Caught off-balanceksbe her voice lacked
the strength it had normally. It made her stiffen fesolve to somehow stay
immune to this man.

A beguiling dimple appeared at the corner of hisith@s he straightened
the cuffs of his suit jacket— his very expensivé gacket. 'Looking for
you. What else?’

Mac watched her reluctantly eat her sandwich. Sldetimat look on her face
that said she was eating it under duress—not bedtwss good for her or
becausdethought she should. She was just as stubborn estembered,

stubborn and...gorgeous. Simply ravishing in thegl-faced English way,
with her softly mussed blonde hair, milkmaid conypd@ and pretty green
eyes like emeralds washed beneath a crystal-deatdin.

He'd missed her. An odd little jump in the pit & ktomach attested to
that. Suddenly unclear about his own intentionsidi@é himself to get a
grip. All he had to do was tell her what he waraed go. After which, he
needed never set eyes on her again. Somethingiibduilked at that.

'My aunt had no business telling you where to fimel' Tara pouted, her
plump lower lip sulky but undeniably appealing. Yway, how did you
know where to look?'

Stirring his coffee, Mac took a careful sip befoeplying. "You always
used to come here first, remember? You loved lapkirthe clothes.’

She did. And more often than not she'd dragged Maaod with her,
promising she'd go to one of his boring businesaelis with him if he'd just
humour her in this, her favourite pastime.

Another bite of sandwich found its way to her mouilhe tuna and
mayonnaise filling could have been wallpaper pé&stall she knew. Her
tastebuds had ceased to function while her stomash mimicking the
on-off cycle of a tumble-drier, all because Mac—then she'd given her
heart to all those years ago—was sitting opposteal if he'd never been



away. But there was no warmth in his expressiothas gazes locked.
Instead, he was unsmiling and detached, like oribasfe beautiful marble
statues that graced some of these very hallssgantlifrom her now as he'd
been during the last painful six months they'd bexgether. They were
some of the longest, loneliest, hardest monthseoflifie, she recalled.
Months when they were barely even speaking to e#twér, when they'd
both sought relief and refuge elsewhere. Mac inwagsk—which was
all-consuming at the best of times—and Tara indagicing.

'Well, seeing as how you've gone to so much trotdoéeek me out, you'd
better tell me what you want." He wasn't the ontg evho could project
'detached’, she thought defiantly. The last thimgwanted him to conclude
was that she was still missing him. But just sediing again had brought so
many long-buried emotions to the surface. Lovery,fdatterness and
regret—feelings she'd tried so very hard to putrmeher...and obviously
failed miserably.

'What do | want?' A muscle ticked briefly in thesiof a lean, clean-shaven
jaw that Tara remembered felt like rough velvet whie pressed her cheek
to it. He also wore the same aftershave, she nétédieless, classic, sexy
male fragrance that she always associated with Maant a divorce, Tara.
That's what | want.’

Her musings were roughly halted.

"You mean you want to get married again?' She cthidk of no other
reason he'd finally got round to asking for the timeg they'd both avoided
for the past five years. She steeled herself. ida'dreply straight away
and, feeling her heartbeat throb loudly in her gBasa glanced round at the
trickle of people moving in and out of the cafetenust to gain some
precious time. Time when she could pretend he hadmie the demand
she'd never wanted to hear.

'I've met someone.’
Of course he had. Women were always drawn to Maae—the

proverbial bees to a honeypot. But he had alwalsentagreat pains to
reassure Tara he only had eyes for her.



'I'm just surprised you haven't asked before nBushing away her plate
with the barely touched sandwich on it, she bit hprto stem the
threatening onrush of tears. There was no way alis@peen earth that she
was going to break down in front of him. He'd séen at her lowest ebb
and he'd walked awayalked away...

Mac saw the colour drain from her face and wondesy. Their
marriage had been over a long time ago, so she tautlly be shocked that
he was finally drawing a line under it after akksie years. In fact, he'd been
more surprised that she hadn't contacted him Histwvas so sure that some
nice young man would snap her up the moment sleegld free of him that
almost every day for the first year after they'dedhe'd dreaded the phone
ringing or picking up his mail. Just in case it wiera asking him for a
divorce.

‘There didn't seem much point until now.' He dreés\fimgers through his
hair and Tara stared in shock at the slim platitnamd he was still wearing.
Why on earth hadn't he taken it offhen she glanced down at its twin
glinting up at her from her own slender finger ajickly folded her hands
in her lap.

'So what's she like®on't do this, Tara... don't torture yourselY.our
intended? Some single-minded career woman, no deedpaally addicted
to work with a designer wardrobe?"'

"You should finish your sandwich. You don't wantrisk passing out
again. | won't be around next time to help you up.’'

'‘Wasn't that the whole problem, Mac? You never wamind when |
needed you. Work always came first. Well, | hope ltrought all the
success you dreamed of. Clearly it has if that goitre wearing is any
indication.’

'l never denied | was ambitious. You knew that frtme first. But |
worked hard for both of us, Tara. I'm not the sélfbastard you seem so
eager to tag me as.'



'‘No. You were always generous, Macsen. With youneyoand your
expensive gifts but not your time, as | recall.’

Silently he acknowledged the truth of her statem&ud knew he'd
regretted it when time after time he'd had to k&t dlown—whether it was
cancelling a dinner date, missing a long-planneattie trip or sending her
off on holiday alone because something importadtdame up at the last
minute. That was the way of it in the advertisingrid. Everybody wanting
something yesterday and unwilling to wait, becatlsere was always
another agency who would do it quicker or chealderhad worked hard to
make his agency one of the best and most successhe business. But
he'd paid a high price. Some might $ag high.

'Why did you move out of London to live with yowrra?'
‘That's none of your damn business!

Mac's gaze was steady. 'She told me you'd giveeaghing to help her in
the shop. It's a shame; you were always so pagsiabaut your dancing.’'

'‘Aunt Beth told you too much. And it's typical thatu instantly infer any
decision | make about my life must naturally berarvg one.’

'Do | do that?' Looking genuinely puzzled, Mac dipwhook his head.
‘That's not what | meant to imply at all. | wastjssrprised you'd given up
something you so clearly loved.’

‘Yes, well, you'd know all about that, wouldn't Yo&o tell me, what
made you decide to try again? At marriage, | mdaa&t time we were
together you yelled at me that it was the biggastake of your life.'

The pain in Tara's throat was making it difficdtdpeak. He'd wounded
her deeply with his cruel, angry words then wal&atlwithout giving her a
chance to make things right. The following day heidg to say he was
leaving. He'd come home that night to pack, thérhker in pieces while he
walked calmly out the door. A few days later heditsher a cheque for
some outrageously large amount in a card with aé¥@ainting on the



front—the one with the waterlilies— and she'd tdrap along with the
cheque and thrown it in the bin.

'l lost my father last year to cancer." Mac's wokgere hesitant,
measured, and Tara's foolish heart turned ovdneaflash of pain in his
deep blue eyes, but she'd never met his parents hist always been too
busy to arrange it. Another casualty of his driveucceed. 'Something like
that...the death of a parent...makes you think &jpour own mortality. I'm
thirty-eight years old, Tara, and | want a childvdnt the chance to be a
father.'

'Is that right?' Her words were barely above a p#riand Mac could see
that she was visibly shaken. He frowned. A memetyrmed that jolted
him. Clearly he should have chosen his words marefally.

''ve got to go.' Gathering up her jacket from #pare chair between
them, Tara got hurriedly to her feet. 'I've jusheenbered I've got several
things to do today. | can't stay here chatting. ¥an have your divorce,
Mac. You know where | live, so send the papersettaard I'll sign them.
Good luck.'

"Taral'

He pursued her from the cafeteria into a long, exhaorridor with
marble busts of grave historical dignitaries logkon and a shiny parquet
floor. When he caught up with her, urgently spigniver round to face him,
it distressed him intensely that she was cryingo Blew wet tracks trickled
down her face onto her chin. Impatiently she sceakihem away. 'What is
it? You've got what you wanted, haven't you? Whatendo you want?’

'l want to know why you're crying.' He held onto aem when she would
have tugged it free and felt it suddenly grow limgis hand. 'You said you
wanted a child, that you wanted to be a father@d8anly weary and angry
and beyond caring that she was about to lay hetbswoe for him to trample
all over it, Tara lifted her head and looked himaight in the eye. 'l begged
you to let me have a baby... do you remember that?'



Mac did. He remembered a night of the sweetestt arotic lovemaking
known to man—a night that had come about afterteardiitter argument,
when their mutual desire and attraction was strotiggn the anger that
raged between them—and his beautiful green-eyesllaying her head on
his chest and asking him if he could guess whatvelngted more than
anything else in the world. Suddenly his chest s@tght he could hardly
breathe.

'l remember." Hot colour crept up his neck andetgd of her arm.
'When we broke up | was pregnant.’'

Her words sliced through him, knocking his world it$ axis.

'l didn't— Why didn't you tell me?"

'Why should | have? You left. Our marriage was oYeu didn't want a
baby anyway. You didn't know if you were cut oubtoa father, wasn't that
what you said at the time? Work was too demandyog, were busy
building up the business... "safeguarding” our reitahat's what you said.
Didn't that just turn out to be the biggest jokealb?’

‘Tara, I..." Loosening his tie, Mac dragged higérs shakily through the
blunt-cut ends of his thick blond hair. 'What hapgd?"

Fear clouded his impossibly blue eyes and jusafaroment or two Tara
considered softening the blow.

She didn't know how, but she would have done shefcould. Cruelty just
wasn't in her nature.

'What happened?' Her even white teeth bit briafly iher quivering
lower lip. 'The baby died in my womb at six months.

'‘Dear God!" Mac's exclamation was like a hissedthreHe moved away,
shaking his head, staring down at the floor aitllidn't want to hear any
more. Couldn't handle hearing any more.



‘The baby was a boy.' Tara's sorrowful green gaaglg him out, made
him look at her. 'We had a son, Macsen. A littleyohoy." And with that,
she ran down the shiny corridor, the heels of laals echoing like
cannon fire in her ears as she frantically souglittbe exit, her heart
beating fit to burst.

'Where shall we eat tonight, darling?' Amelie Du¥alished putting the

final careful touches to her makeup, took a briefentory of her

appearance in her classic 'little black dress'nie of the two mirrored
wardrobes that banked the big scroll bed, thenheshanside her black
sequinned purse for some perfume. Spraying itdibebehind her ears,
her knees, then behind her wrists, she returnetidtike to her purse then
threw it onto the bed.

'Macsen? | asked you a question. Were you evaanligj?' Barefooted,
the French girl padded out into the living roommoiog to an abrupt halt
when she saw Mac seated on the sofa, hunched aylass of what she
immediately guessed to be brandy. He'd removedidjshis hair was
dishevelled—as if he'd been ceaselessly runningfihgers through
it—and the expression on his stunningly handsoroe ¥#as nothing short
of grim.

'‘But you are not even ready to go out." Amelie donbt mask her
disappointment. She loved the opportunity to degsand go out to dinner
with her handsome escort—knew without doubt thatytmmade an
eyecatching pair, her own dark beauty a perfec¢tféoihis blond Viking
good looks. Whatever had brought on this dark mafdais Amelie saw it
as her mission to shake him out of it.

'l don't feel like going out to dinner tonight." Banally looked up at her,
his gaze cursory—without pleasure—as if all hissesnwere deadened to
her svelte Gallic beauty, then, tipping back hiasg| drank down the
remaining contents in one deep draught.

'‘But you said on the phone—'



'Forget what | said!" Rising to his feet, he restlg paced the room then
went to stare out of the panoramic window at tgbth of London winking
all around him in the darkened sky.

'Darling, what is the matter? Did something badpespat work? A deal
fell through, perhaps? Please put it behind yberi, tomorrow is another
day. You will do better then.'

Sensing her moving behind him, Mac was unaccouneraged. All of
a sudden her expensive French perfume was toongeyoppressive
almost— and he wanted to tell her to just leave thienhell alone. But he
wouldn't do that. He wouldn't resort to anger windrat he needed to do
was just come clean. Be honest. Stop this charagle before another
relationship went to hell in a handbasket. It wad lBnough that he was
going to call the whole thing off. Since the momdmd seen Tara
today—even before she'd told him about the baisysor—he knew in his
heart he didn't want to marry Ameli€ouldn'tmarry her.

'Look...I know we talked about the possibility af getting married, but
all things considered—I honestly don't think it idwork.'

"You mean your wife would not agree to the divorce?

It was typical of Amelie that she would immediatkly the blame for his
decision on someone else.

Sighing, Mac continued to stare out of the windbl®.thought about the
baby—the son he'd never known—about Tara willinéatee a pregnancy
she thought he wanted no part of, then losing thiél dn the most
horrendous way... His stomach knotted painfullyhvaickness and regret.
'My decision has nothing to do with that. I'd doytéuing to prevent you
feeling hurt and disappointed, Amelie, but it'séethat we end things now
than go through with a marriage that would be amets fiction. I'm sure if
you're absolutely honest with yourself you dondllsewant to marry me
either.’ Slowly he turned away from the window d@ad her.



Her pretty elfin face with her wide doe-like browges stared back at
him as if he'd suddenly been inflicted with somepgate malady. 'Of
course | want to marry you. Are you crazy? | loeelly

‘Do you?'

She had the grace to colour a little. Mac responddda sardonic little
smile.

You love my moneycherie.You love what | can buy for you; clothes,
jewellery, perfume..." His nostrils flared a liftle memory coming out of
nowhere that almost floored him. Tara's scent—atlesuldlowery,
honeysuckle and vanilla whisper that had driven &imost mindless with
need. He had sensed it today, even as he toldeherahted a divorce, and
hadn't been able to ignore it. His body had hardeti@ost instantly. 'This
proposed marriage of ours wouldn't really suit esitbf us. You are too
young and too pretty to tie yourself down to onenraad I...well, up until
now my work has been my life. | don't deny it's orant but now I'm ready
for a family. | want to have children. I'm not inésted in dining out at the
best restaurants every night or flying out to Nearkyor Paris on a whim
just so that my girlfriend can shop. | want a hdifee A properhome life.'

The French girl sniffed, prettily, with elegance-ethway she did
everything else. 'You make me sound so shallow getacl am deeply hurt
you do not want to marry me. | would give you babidots of them.' But
even as she said the words there was a discestitiéning of her slender,
gamine frame that spoke volumes to Mac. She detd¢iséeidea. He hadn't
brought up the subject before but now he knew witldmubt he was doing
the right thing by bringing the relationship toemd.

'l understand you better than you think | do." Réled again, pulling her
into his arms, but the kiss he bestowed at theeroafi her perfectly
made-up mouth was nothing short of paternal. 'Deoity, cherie.l won't
let you leave empty-handed. | will give you morarttkenough to tide you
over until your next wealthy suitor comes along...'



CHAPTER TWO
"TARA? What are you doing sitting here with all the tegbut?'

Blinking at the sudden brightness that flooded likieng room, Tara
guiltily uncurled her legs from beneath her on gdoeich and pasted an
automatic smile across her face. The slightestdlifhe controlled mask
she'd so carefully constructed to prevent Beth kngwow she really felt
inside and her aunt would pounce on her weaknkssalilion on a raw
steak, demanding to know what she could do tolgags right. Her help
would be well-meaning, of course, but ultimatelyeless. This was one
situation her ever- practical aunt definit@puldn'tbe able to fix.

'l drifted off," she lied in answer to the olderman's question. 'l locked
up downstairs, fixed dinner, then came in herelax:’

'Did you see Mac?' Her aunt threw her keys dowrhenlittle antique
table just inside the door and stood, arms akinmbitnat brisk, no-nonsense,
'I'm in charge' way she had that reminded Taranef of those TV cops
about to conduct an interrogation.

'l saw him," she replied carefully, tucking someagtblonde strands
behind her ear. 'Why did you tell him where to fme?"

'‘Because he was charming and polite and conceameldbecause in my
opinion it's about time you two got some dialogeeng—even if most of
the blame lies squarely at his feet.' Beth Delatadly,slim, fifty-something
redhead with Irish temper to match, slipped off thitored navy jacket of
her suit and arranged it carefully on the back pblished Edwardian chair.

'l haven't heard from him in five years, Beth, ghihk you must have
misinterpreted the "concerned" part. And as folodjae, don't you think it's
a little late for that?'

'It's nevertoo late to talk, my darling. Your situation isfuoo ridiculous
for words. Married but not married ... in the usuaahabiting sense, of
course. The pair of you need to sort it out.'



Tara took a deep breath and pushed herself toeleér'ft's sorted. He's
asked me for a divorce.’

'Oh." For a moment or two Beth looked simply stuhi&hich had to be
afirst as far as Tara was concerned. No onendoneever caught her aunt
off-guard. Sharp as a tack from the age of two—hsofamily mythology
went. 'And what did you say to that?' Back in cleaBgeth absently fingered
the single strand of exquisite pearls round heknec

Emotion tightened Tara's throat. In her mind—theefed jumble of
thoughts that passed for logic—she told herselag only natural Mac had
found someone else. But a stubborn, hopeful, defynilogical part of her
had always clung to the tenuous belief that onehdgagight come back to
her. As of today that belief had been cruelly swaapay, like a lone leaf in
the path of a cyclone.

'l agreed, of course. What more was there to say?'
'What more was there to...? | take it you told lainout the baby?"

Dogged in the pursuit of truth, Beth didn't flinfrom asking the tough
guestions.

'He's met someone. He wants to get married agairst@mt a family. In
answer to your question, yes...I told him aboutliaby. In some respects |
wish | hadn't.'

Tearing her anguished gaze away from her aunt, Jwegpt past her to
the door. Some might call her a coward but rigihwsbe couldn't take any
more interrogation. All she wanted to do was unwimd long, hot, scented
bath and break her heart over Mac in private.

'Why not? He deserves to know the agony he putly@mugh!

'He was devastated, Beth. | saw it in his eyes.tWHlktze point of us both
being in agony?’



For once, Beth did not know how to answer her nidtaking a little
'tsking' noise with her tongue, she retrieved hekét then reached out a
hand to gently smooth Tara's fringe from her eyes.

'You're such a beautiful girl, my darling, you dodeserve to be so
dreadfully unhappy. At your tender age you showddhhving the time of
your life instead of being stuck working in a fustgl antique shop with an
old bird like me!’

Tara smiled, her heart swelling with affection tbe aunt who hadn't
hesitated to offer her a place of refuge when Matked out on her. An
aunt who'd given her not simply a home but a jabitshe wanted it; who'd
stood by her when times were at their toughestatdiher hand all through
that dreadful night in the hospital—weeping with tivaen Tara finally lost
her precious babe.

"You're not old, Beth. Not in any way, shape onfoAnd as for having
the time of my life, well..." Colouring helplessiyara momentarily forgot
her deep sorrow at unhappy memories she'd rathewell on.

'l think 1 had that for the first two and a halfays | was with Mac.’

"The man's a fool!" the older woman declared iguks. 'l said it then and
I'll say it again now. | wonder if he has even #fightest clue just what he
walked away from?’

Mac pulled over into a lay-by to study the map oagain. Satisfied he was
on the right track, he wound down his window todbne in some fresh
country air. It was nearly autumn and the Indiamser that had lasted well
into the first week of September was at last shgweal signs of abating.
Leaves were already scattered beneath the hedgenodvshere was the
scent of wood-smoke in the air. There was alsofresieing drop in the
temperature that right now Mac found he welcomdae €ool air helped
him think straight and God knew he'd done somekthghover the past
three nights. He had the bags under his eyes teeptoFlipping open the
glove compartment, he delved inside for a photdyrap dog-eared colour



print of Tara standing outside the Tower of Londaat he'd snapped years
ago when they'd first met. Laughing back at hino ints camera lens, she
looked completely ravishing with her soft blondérhsparkling green eyes
and pretty summer dress that moulded itself tdither, slim body. Mac had
hardly been able to take his eyes off her and $iezd so sweet, insisting on
paying for lunch and treating him when they botlewrhe was easily the
more solvent of the two. But he had soon discov@ra was like that:
generous and loving to a fault. And Mac had lappeg, the attention and
the loving, like a man who'd been living undergroat his days until he'd
met her.

She'd brought light and joy and humour into his,ldénd the day he'd walked
away from her had been the darkest of his lifeilldhe'd told him about the
baby, that was...

The pain of that thought was like a knife rippirtgaugh his chest.
Releasing a harsh, dizzying breath, Mac droppeghtimeograph onto the
passenger seat beside him and started the ignitiere was a deep frown
between his dark blond brows as he checked hiomntinen navigated the
silver Mercedes out onto the country road to catihis journey. If he'd
calculated the distance just right, he should arfiv Tara's little market
town round about lunch-time. He'd check into hiseh@et some directions
from the desk clerk and go in search of Beth Defanantique shop,
Memories are Made. Whether she liked it or notaTand he had some
talking to do. He just hoped that she or her aumtildn't simply slam the
door shut in his face and deny him the opportunity.

'You can badger me all you like, Mac Simmonsen | hatve absolutely no
intention of telling you where Tara is. | made thistake of doing that only
a few days ago and she's been a different girlesyou and she met up
again. She took a long time to get over you...lpsihe baby—'

'‘God dammit, Beth! Why didn't someone tell me slas wregnant? As her
husband, | had a right to know!" Glad that thdeitaintique shop was
helpfully empty of customers, Mac knew his tempeaswn a dangerously
short rein. He could accept he'd been in the wrbteggwasn't so arrogant
that he blamed Tara for keeping her pregnancy teelfe-not when he'd
walked out—not when he'd been the one who'd asske@vasn't ready for



fatherhood. But he did hold her family responsitae being so damned
self- righteous that they couldn't even contact bimher behalf...especially
in her hour of need.

Beth Delaney bristled. Her long topaz earrings &halarmingly as she
crossed her arms in front of her thin chest andamssu up to the
impressively built male in his perfect designert suith blue eyes that
would dazzle a less immune woman at twenty paces.Bgth prided
herself on being stronger than that. Her belovedeis well-being was her
priority and no amount of hectoring or pleading Vdoshake her conviction
that right now Tara should keep well away from thian. Not that she could
imagine the proud, self-contained, Mac Simmonseadgihg for anything.

'‘Let me remind you that you relinquished all yoights as a husband
when you coldly and unfeelingly walked out on mgae as if she was less
than nothing to you! You put your business and yambition way above
your relationship, and that's a fact. It's jusharse you deceived Tara by
marrying her in the first place!

'‘Deceived her?' His handsome brow furrowing, Md@srt thudded
heavily inside his chest.

'Yes, deceived her!" Beth reiterated angrily. "dodn't want a wife! You
must have known you weren't interested in a reatiagle when your work
so obviously came first. You deceived Tara bynellner you were doing it
for her. She's a trusting soul, Mac. She beliewedyeword you told her. No
matter how many times you let her down—and beliexe | knowthere
were many because she cried on the phone to mewlid still end up
giving you the benefit of the doubt. "One day henivénave to work so
hard," she'd tell me. "One day Mac and | will béeab have a real holiday
together somewhere wonderful." She worshippedthergl you walked on
and what did you do to her?' Beth paused to inhdkeeply outraged breath.
"You walked away without so much as giving her aarde at a
reconciliation. I'm not privy to all the details what went wrong between
you both, but the fact is you broke her heart. Arfgbn she lost that much
loved, much longed-for baby of hers.. .you brokalliover again. | really
think it's best for all concerned that you jushtaround and leave. After all,
it is what you do best, isn't it?'



He told himself he deserved the tongue-lashing Bathgiven him but,
even so, anger welled up inside his chest becawesd siade his walking
out on Tara seem so premeditated and cold wherrditle was it was
anything but. He'd anguished over his decisiordfys and days, unable to
bear the sight of his lovely wife looking so desgely unhappy. At the
time, Mac hadn't had a clue how to put things riggttveen them—they had
seemed to want different things and the gap betwesn had grown wider.
The demands of his business had swallowed up nfdsisadime— too
much—a fact he now bitterly regretted. He shoulgehaaid more attention
to his wife; shouldn't have left her alone for moséttheir married life.
Somehow he'd fooled himself that she'd wait urgidhsecured them the
future he wanted for them; fooled himself that dhehderstand why it
wasn't practical for them to have children riglgrthOne day he'd make it
up to her, he'd promised himself. One day he'd gereeverything she ever
wanted... Well, he'd made his fortune but he'd k& woman he'd
loved—Ilost her long before he finally walked thrbuidpe door and never
looked back.

'Marriage doesn't come with an instruction manyaili know?" Sighing
deeply, Mac glanced at Beth and speared his firfgggsgatedly through his
hair. 'l made a mess of things. | know that. Treu...we stopped
communicating.” A self-deprecating little creaseegred between his
brows. Something inside Beth melted a little.

1 stopped listening," he continued. 'lt's just a snthat Tara stayed
around as long as she did. As for the baby...' @ldegp blue eyes of his that
could be as icy as a Scandinavian winter shimmesigtda vivid flash of
pain. 'Did she think I'd abandon her when | foundshe was pregnant?'

Beth examined the two gold rings on her fingers sahdok her head.
'Perhaps she worried you might think she was trftimgrap you into
staying. | don't know, Mac, but, knowing Tara adol I'd say that had
something to do with it. She tells me you wantwedie— that you're going
to remarry?'

'‘No." Mac stared past Beth at the row of grandfatthecks that were
unanimously chiming the hour in a cacophony ofsdalid gongs. 'Amelie
and | broke up.'



'l see.
'She wasn't the right woman for me.'
'So what are you doing here, Mac? Why do you waset Tara?"

'Is she seeing anyone right now?' He couldn't hehself. He just had to
ask the one question that had been bothering moe die'd seen her at the
museum. There was no way a beautiful girl like Twaoauld have spent the
last five years alone—but it still made him feekswith jealousy to think of
her with someone else.

‘There's never been a shortage of interested ymerglining up at the
door to ask her out. What gouthink, Mac?'

He was afraid to think, truth to tell. There wasmsoch he didn't know
about the girl he'd married. So much water underkihdge that stood
between them. He could only guess at the kind fqreshe was now. All
he had to go on was memory—and hope...there wasyallnope. A dimple
appearing at the corner of his attractive mouthall®ved himself a brief
smile before replying. 'l think the male populatmirthis town would have
to be blindnot to be interested in Tara. But you haven't answengd
guestion, Beth. Is she in a serious relationship?'

'Is that why you're here, Mac? To try and win heek?' Cocking her head
to one side, Beth considered the silent tussleggoimbehind those riveting
blue eyes.

He laid his hand on the smooth, burnished surfdcea ponderous
Victorian dining table just to his left, in front Beth's desk. "You have some
nice things here,' he commented, glancing aroungtas amazing to him
just how many antiques one could cram into suatiaively small space.
Then he thought of Tara working here, in that samall space, day after
day— when she should be dancing, maybe teachiagamool of her own.
Once upon a time that had been her dream and Mikedweed to himself he
would help manifest it. He frowned as he rememhe@ need to talk.
That much Ido know. What time will she be back?’



Beth flipped open the big red diary on her desk- gaze was deliberately

vague. 'She won't be back until this evening. Si@e out for the day. Said
she wasn't sure what time she'd be home. Perhapsordd come back
another day?'

'‘No." He was unequivocal about that. What he hayato Tara couldn't
wait. It was already five years overdue. 'Here'semghlI'm staying.'
Retrieving a small business card from his jackekpgq he laid it on top of
the diary. 'l've taken a month's leave. I'm n@& hurry to go back to London
if that's what you're wondering. Please tell Tacalled and I'd like to see
her. Will you do that for me, Beth?'

He seemed so sincere, in earnest, that the olderawaelented. She
prayed she was doing the right thing.

'l tell her, Mac—»but | can't promise she'll betouch. You might just
have to live with the fact that she might not ewant to speak to you again.'

‘Just give her the message—that's all | ask.d'lséeing you Beth...and
thanks.'

With a little jangle of the doorbell, he closed thaor behind him and
strode away down the street. Beth picked up thd-goibossed business
card he'd left on the desk with the name of thé¢ betel in town on it and
for a moment or two clutched it speculatively tao beest. 'Oh, Tara," she
sighed.

'It was a great movie, wasn't it?'

Hating to burst his bubble, though action movieshwuildings and
people being blown up at every turn reallgren'ther thing, Tara grinned
ruefully at the handsome young man who'd takenttnéhe cinema. Raj
Singh was the adored son of Sanjay and Binnie—rf@tmps of her local
newsagents—and from time to time Tara and he wdald, although their
association was on a unanimous friendship-onlyirfiget-which suited
them both. After Mac, Tara just didn't do deep, negful relationships



any more, and Raj was promised to a girl of hispi choosing in an
arranged marriage. The wedding would take pladkrge months' time at
Christmas, when the whole family would decamp toak&eon the Indian
subcontinent for a traditional Indian ceremony. Foryoung man as
westernised as Raj, Tara was enormously impressgdvhen it came to
the question of marriage, he was willing to bowthe more traditional
wishes of his family.

'It wasn't in the same league@sne with the Wintshe teased, 'but it was
OK.'

'‘Gone with the windZompletely bewildered, Raj scratched his head.

"Frankly, my dear—I don't give a damn." Ring dw®fls?' Tara's mouth
quirked in a smile. '‘Obviously not. It was my matkdavourite film. | was
named after the house that featured in the story.'

‘Tara was the name of a house?'

'Forget it. Let's go and get a pizza, shall we?'

'Why do you get to choose what we eat? You knowrider a burger!

'l let you choose the film, didn't I?' she shouetiim over her shoulder.

"You are one bossy woman, you know that?' Raj &ddrio keep up with
the slender blonde spitfire as she pushed herkvaygh the busy throng of
humanity spilling into Leicester Square and hoge@aod that his promised
new wife would have just half as much spark. Tis¢ thing he wanted was
some submissive little wallflower with no opinionsgther than her
husband's.

'Pizza, then home," he said firmly, knowing Taraidaompletely ignore
the assumed authority in his voice. 'l promisedryaunt | wouldn't get you
back too late.'

Tara stopped dead in her tracks and swung roufacehim, hands on
hips. 'Well, more fool you, Raj Singh, because hirta go dancing!



'You do?'

'l do." And, although she was smiling and deterhitoehave a good time,
inside Tara's heart was aching because Mac hadr-rex¢ even
once—taken her to a nightclub to dance.

'l think that just about covers everything. If yoan think of anything else,
call me. You've got my number.' His business casetly Mac replaced the
receiver on its rest and swung his long legs onh#lted. Picking up the
hardbacked book beside him on the nightstand,itietl to the page he'd
turned down at the corner then, adjusting the stdgkillows behind his
head, proceeded to read where he'd left off earlier

Five minutes later, having read the same two sesateat least ten times,
Mac dropped the book beside him on the countergaugewith a harsh
sound of exasperation dragged both hands backeatidthrough his thick
blond hair. Unused to having time on his handsetimihen he should be
relaxing and enjoying himself, he concluded it vaasad state of affairs
when a man didn't even remember how to participagither of those two
very necessary states. He was so used to workielgewto fourteen-hour
days, his body seemed to have lost the abilitgkaxrwhen he wanted it to.
Getting up, he strode over to the old-fashioned sasdow, lifted the
forest-green drape and glanced out at the dessireet below. The row of
Tudor- fronted shops reminded him how historica tittle town was. How
appealing to the out-of-town visitor or tourist fmoabroad. But it was
mid-afternoon and as quiet as the grave...too gdetv did Tara stand it?
Wasn't there anything about London she missed?tAgan the Victoria
and Albert Museum and Sadler's Wells, that was?cBipéal city could be
an unforgiving mistress with its noise, traffic jamnd pollution, but Mac
had to admit he loved it—missed it when he wastd. In the early days
of their marriage, Tara had often talked about wanto move to the
country and Mac had put her off, promising to dgscit 'some time in the
future' when he wasn't so busy—when the demants atteadily growing
business were perhaps less. He'd get someoneun tbe agency for him,
he'd told her—then it wouldn't matter that he dithaé close by; he could
keep in touch by phone or fax, just show up for ithportant stuff. His



ambition had been like a drug, he acknowledged stvame churning his

insides. He'd let it blind him to the fact that e had needs too, and more
often than not he wasn't meeting them. He shueyes at the memory. On
the nightstand, the trill of the telephone merdyflted him.

'Yes?'

‘Mr Simmonsen? | have a Mrs Simmonsen down hetleeiiobby to see
you.'

A vein throbbed in his temple. For a moment he ‘tikimow what to say.
He'd begun to think she wasn't going to get in hhoafter all, as Beth had
speculated she might not. All day he'd resistedrtimilse to make his way
back to the shop and see if she was there—findf st was deliberately
avoiding con-tact. Not that he'd let a little olettalike that get in his
way—there was far too much at stake for that...

‘Tell her I'll be right down."’

As he descended the thickly carpeted staircasketdlaor below, Mac
straightened his tie, rubbed a hand round his thcehaven jaw, and
mused that it was surely a good sign that Tarastithsising his name when
she could have so easily reverted to her maideren&wven though they
weren't actually divorced, who could have blamed heder the
circumstances? But, that aside, he couldn't deayhtob of pleasure that
pulsed through him at the sight of her sitting ba big cream sofa in the
lobby. She was wearing light blue jeans with agcnsnite blouse and she'd
folded her tan-coloured jacket across her lap. I8bked fresh-faced and
pretty and when she trained her wary green gazevaysMac knew an
almost irresistible desire to get her alone, inrtlast intimate situation he
could think of.

She got to her feet as he drew level, and her sirited round him,
stirring memories strictly of the bedroom variety.

'l got your message. | can't stay long—I'm helpBegh with a stock
inventory. What is it, Mac? What was so urgent yfoat couldn't just tell me
on the phone?'



Going for broke, he squared his shoulders. 'I'v@d#el | don't want a
divorce after all," he replied evenly.

"You don't?' Big as saucers, Tara's green eyeswishbdy apprehensive.
‘Then...then whado you want?'

'l wantyou, Tara...back in my life. | want us to have a proparriage.’



CHAPTER THREE

TARA heard what Mac said but wondered crazily if sih@dgined it. All
the way to his hotel she'd been frantic with nertesified but excited at
the thought of seeing him again—acknowledging thair unexpected
encounter in the museum had stirred up so manyshenpe dreams that she
really should have let go of long ago. Especiattgravhat had happened...
But now, staring up into a fathomless blue gazedlearly had no intention
of letting her off the hook—not even for a secondhe-slutched her jacket
to her chest and remembered that the only feefhgshould have towards
him were ambivalent at best—hostile at worst.

'Is this some kind of bad joke? Because if it igdlly don't appreciate it.
One minute you're telling me you've met someoneyaundvant a divorce,
the next... What's going on, Mac?'

He told himself to take it easy, not to push sall@rhe'd more than likely
frighten her away for good. His insides clenchethatthought. Now that
he'd seen her again he knew what he was doingigls It was actually a
shock to him that he'd survived so long without. iMaybe not so much
survived asexisted.How could he have contemplated for even a second
marrying someone like Amelie? The French girl diégwven let her guard
down in bed; she was far too obsessed with heraappee, too controlled to
get low down and dirty, too...too cold. Mac onlydha glance at the hectic
colour seeping into Tara's cheeks to remember haunvinis wife had been

in that department—an erotic revelation of passiod fire.

'It's not a joke, Tara. Amelie and | broke up."'

A sharp spasm of jealousy coiled through her atrttemtion of his
girlfriend’'s name. Before she had a name the woheh been a hazy
nothing in her mind. '‘Amelie’ made her flesh anabll, real, and that hurt.

'So what am I? Any port in a storm?"

'Of course not.' He looked offended. Too bad, Tacaight wildly, when
he didn't seem to care what he did to hurt her.



'We got along once upon a time," Mac continuedijrgli a hand into a
pocket of his dark blue suit. 'Is it so crazy taagme we might get along
again?'

'You're serious about this, aren't you?' Insidediest, Tara's heart was
beating double time. Of all the reasons Mac cowadehgiven for why he
wanted to meet up with her, a reconciliation wasftiithest— théastthing
in the whole wide world she could have imagined.aihas behind it, she
wondered, and why was he torturing her like thiewthe mere sight of him
was tying her insides into some kind of intricatecrame?

'So serious I've taken a month's leave of absence.'

'Well, that must be a first! Are you sure they spare you, Mac? | always
thought you were so indispensable.’

To her surprise, a self-deprecating little grirabked his perfect mouth.
'So did I. Obviously that's not the case. Fortugdtieave some good people
working for me—people | can trust to do a good jakeally have no worries
about being absent for a month.’

'‘And--what will you do with all that free time, Mac

Tara asked, tucking a stray blonde strand behindebe ‘Maybe some
therapy might be a good idea?"

‘Therapy?'
'For your workaholism...or are you still in denial?

He could hear the hurt in her voice, the angerrigktiie bitter accusation,
and regret twisted through Mac at the pain he rhase caused her when
time after time he'd put his working commitment$obe his relationship.
Sighing heavily, he glanced round at the receptiesk, at the interested
glances they were getting from the smartly dre®sadette who sat behind
it, who suddenly pretended to be looking at sonpepaork.

'We can't talk here. Can we go somewhere?'



'Where do you suggest? Aunt Beth's shop? Your hooeh perhaps?' Her
green-eyed gaze disdainful, Tara unfolded heraaket and slipped it on.
Flipping her hair out from behind the collar, shtedown on her lip to stop it
from quivering. "You'll get over your break-up wighur girlfriend. I'm sure
you could charm her into patching things up—youaaisvdid have a way
with women, didn't you, Mac?"

'What the hell is that supposed to mean?

'Perhaps you weren't always working when you said were. Perhaps
you were seeing someone else when you walked onmeotiat night...'

Mac saw red. He had never cheated on Tara, noarigltesire to. Sure,
women came on to him, he wasn't blind—but neithas Ywe promiscuous,
and when he'd told Tara he had to work late atoffiee, well, that was
exactly what he was doing.

'First you accuse me of workaholism—a label I'mteuwilling to
entertain, by the way, because it's probably truet—jmwu go too far
accusing me of having affairs with other women. Whauld have been my
motive? You were always more than enough womamier Tara—don't
pretend you can't remember...'

Coupled with his words, one glance from that sutidbeeated blue gaze
made Tara feel a surge of desire so strong thakmess nearly buckled
beneath her. 'Well, I've changed! I'm not—I'm mdérested in that side of
things anymore.' She blushed furiously, wanting the floooopen up and
swallow her when Mac grinned knowingly and noddetdave other more
important things to think about," she blustered 'bhave a fulfilling job
working for Aunt Beth, | have—'

'Why did you give up your dancing, by the way?'

Because right then the answer seemed to mysteyieuside her, Tara
folded her arms across her chest and fixed Mac avitangry glare.

‘That's none of your damn business! I'm a free tagew, remember? |
don't have to explain anything to you. After fiveays |I—'



‘You're still my wife." His voice was deadly serssdpossessive, almost.
Tara felt a little shiver dance down her spine.

'Well, we can soon remedy that. You've got some tifft—why don't we
find ourselves a solicitor and get some papers drap? Unless you've
already done so, that is?'

'l told you before, Tara, and my assertion stifinsis. | don't want a
divorce. | want a reconciliation. Understandablguyt want some time to
consider my wishes, but, as you rightly say, I'e€ glenty of time on my
hands at the moment so | can give you my full, videéd attention. Why
don't we start by having dinner together tonight?'

'l can't. I've got a date.' As she tossed her HeEa@'s green eyes sparkled
with triumph.

‘A date?'
'With a man.'

'You're seeing someone?' The muscle in the sid®axf's impossibly
beautiful cheekbone twitched tellingly.

'Is that so hard to believe?'
Mac glanced down at his watch, straightened hid tén smiled
beguilingly. Tara held her breath as every celién body seemed to throb

and tingle.

'I'm not even going to dignify that with an answ@ancel your date. Tell
your "friend" that you're having dinner with younsband.'

'l will not!*
‘Then give me his telephone number—I'll do it fouy

'Don't be ridiculous!'



‘Then I'll talk to Beth—perhaps she'll supply it foe?’

'‘Beth wouldn't do that. Look, Mac, this whole thilsgcompletely crazy!
We've been apart for too long. We're not the saeople we were when we
broke up—' Anguished, Tara breathed deeply, stategperately down at
the soft green carpet beneath their feet. Whemsisenore composed, she
lifted her head to look at him pleadingly. 'Go béck ondon. Ring Amelie.
Believe me, Mac, a reconciliation between us justibn’t work.'

'What if | said | wanted us to try for another baby

With a gasp of disbelief, Tara turned and stumiokedof the hotel.

Mac got into his Mercedes and drove. He didn't kmdvere he was going,
nor did he particularly careu ne knew was that he needed to breathe,

needed to think, needed to get his head straighttatara. He should never
have said what he had about the baby—that muchcleas. Besides, he'd
gone at it like a bull at a gate and, unprepareda had turned tail and run.
Blaming her wasn't even an option, Mac thought asnbgotiated a
suddenly sharp curve in the road—he was the one haldoacted like a
selfish idiot. Right now she was probably wondenvigat the hell he was
playing at. 'All right," he said out loud, pressiadgutton on the dash for
some music. 'l want her back. | don't care whatvehto do to get her back.
| want to make babies—Iots of them. | want usyte happily ever after in a
place of her choice... | want—' The words of thagsthat was playing on
the radio suddenly penetrated his brain and h#fiecdager flow of words
with bittersweet irony. 'It's too late, baby,’ cned the singer. Mac eased his
foot off the accelerator and cursed harshly benkeiatbreath.

Switching off the offending record, he stared tlgiowhe windscreen at
the surrounding countryside with little pleasurévechim the city any day,
he thought irritably. At least he knew how to operan the city. The
countryside was too quiet, too...green, too—welhade him introspective
and right now Mac didn't know if that was a partaely good thing. He
couldn't honestly say he liked what he was findmg about himself.
Thirty-eight years old, owner and director of onk Lwndon's most



successful advertising agencies, it was true—lattilas where the success
story ended. In every other respect he felt likdadure. He was a
self-confessed workaholic who up until now liveditork. He'd walked out
on his wife of three years because he'd put ammbitegore love and in five
years had made no contact with her because hetkia¢walking out on her
when she had desperately wanted to make a goragjsthiwhen she had
needechim most—was pretty damn unforgivable. Even moreisoe he'd
found out about the baby...

Half an hour later, emotionally drained and weaihis own incessant
thoughts, Mac pulled over into a place signpostedraarea of outstanding
natural beauty, got out of the car and walked. Atbhim there was an
infinite sea of rolling green, to his left a deryselooded area that with the
sun glinting off it looked like a sentinel in thesthnce, and above him the
bluest sky known to man. As he walked, his expen#izlian-made shoes
cutting a swathe through the grass, the sun omdtk, Mac surprisingly
sensed some kind of peace descending on him. Stguoki his jacket and
pulling off his tie, he continued to walk withowtdking back. A reluctant
country-lover at best, he had to admit a grudgileggure at this impromptu
little foray into unknown territory.

‘Any messages?'

The dark-haired receptionist glanced up at the gymrg blond Viking
who'd strolled through the doors of the seledtlitiotel and almost choked
on her biscuit. Flushing scarlet with embarrassism blinked wide-eyed
into Mac's amused blue gaze.

'I'm sorry, Mr Simmonsen, | was just having my tBaen enjoying the
fresh air, have you?'

His immaculate white shirt was undone casuallyhat ¢ollar, his suit
jacket thrown loosely across his arm, and intriglyrthere were a couple of
blades of grass in his mussed hair. Eileen Dunheofe of her tropical
moments coming on. With the back of her hand shedd herself.



'It really is beautiful around here," Mac replisdjiling, the dimple in his
chin devastatingly in evidence.

Slack-jawed, Eileen cleared her throat. 'We halg af visitors who just
come for the peace and quiet,' she managed bdtaieitg furiously again.

'l can see why. So...n0 messages, then?' Preparimgpve towards the
staircase, Mac doubted there were but thought thex® no harm in
checking.

‘There is one." Eileen turned round to the rowttié lboxes behind her on
the wall to retrieve a folded piece of paper frone @f them. 'It's from
someone named Tara. | hope you can read my wrifingt, | can tell you
what she said.'

Staring at the opened scrap of paper, Mac felaayckeap of hope in his
chest at what he read.

Mac.
If your offer of dinner still stands, I'll meet yatiyour hotel at eight.
Tara.
‘Thanks.' Slipping the note into his back pockettideated the awestruck
Eileen to another drop-dead gorgeous smile thenttuostaircase up to his

room two steps at a time.

‘Thankyou..."Eileen grinned at his back before taking anoth&enous
bite of her biscuit.

'Hey! What's all this, then? Going somewhere spigciRopping her head
round the door of her niece's bedroom at just altgen that evening, Beth
Delaney smileat the colourful heap of clothing on the bed.



Tara was standing in front of an open wardrobess#é in one of those
floaty Indian cotton summer dresses that made ¢@k s if she'd just
stepped out of the pagesAMidsummer Night's Dreamespecially as her
feet were bare. Her soft blonde hair was newly wedsind dried and her
pretty face was flushed from the recent heat ohtie-dryer.

'I'm meeting Mac for dinner." Thinking it was besit to turn around just
then to gauge her aunt's expression, Tara gazeeimgty at the contents of
her wardrobe, not certain about the dress she ihagkao.

'You are?'
am.'

'What's brought all this on? | thought you swore y@&re never going to
see him again when you ran into the shop thisradta? Did he or did he
not make you cry?'

Tara turned slowly to face her aunt. The older wosaxpression was
bewildered and concerned. She sighed. Right now Was feeling more
stunned than if a brick had been dropped on het frean a great height. 'l
want us to try for another baby,’ Mac had said, ca®l as a
cucumber—while in contrast she'd felt as if herheauld pound clear out
of her chest.

'I'm feeling very emotional right now. | don't rigyrknow what's going
on with me and Mac. If nothing else, we have som@ished business to
discuss. That's why we're having dinner together.'

'Does this "unfinished business” concern the pdiryau getting a
divorce?' Beth asked.

Turning back to her vague perusal of the contehteeowardrobe, Tara
sighed again. 'Probably.’

'Probably?



"You may as well say it, Beth. You think I'm a fdot agreeing to see him
again. You think he's up to no good. You think lgesg to break my heart.
Well, I've got news for you—he can't do it agaircdngse it hasn't been
mended in the interim, so I'm perfectly safe fravattparticular affliction!"
Her eyes filling with tears, Tara dashed them ingpeity away with the heel
of her hand. It was probably a huge mistake tad@eagain but she had to
know what was going on with him—why he was profegso want to take
up where they'd left off; why he had said what lael lmbout trying for
another baby. Until she knew, the turmoil in headhevould give her no
peace.

‘The man's already caused you more hurt than bean. You gave up
everything when he walked out, your dancing, sara, living, for God's
sake! Everyday things that gave you pleasure. Yame g all up because of
Mac—because you were in pain and hurting. I'm rayting he's a bad
person, Tara. He clearly isn't. But lsea driven man. A man addicted to
work. A man like Mac doesn't know how to make aatiehship
work—more to the point, he doesn't have tiheeto make it work. Go and
have dinner with him. Tell him you want a divoraedayou want it now,
then let him go and get on with your life! Andliigt means leaving here and
going somewhere you can teach dance—then so be it!

Her normally pale cheeks flushed with the passibhey words, Beth
abruptly turned and exited the room.

Heart pounding, Tara dropped down onto the beehttyl acknowledging
the truth of what her aunt had said. When all vead and done, she trusted
Beth. When her mother had died ten years ago ani@ther had remarried
and moved away, Beth had willingly taken over tbles of mother, sister
and friend. Clearly, Beth's affection for her raed. As far as Tara knew
she couldn't make the same claim for Mac.

She hadn't eaten a thing. For several excruciadggpnds more Mac
watched her push her food round her plate, theanihg forward,

deliberately stilled the hand that held her forkhwhis own. 'l think you're
meant to put the food onto the fork then put ibipbur mouth.’



Startled by his touch, by his bold blue eyes bugmirio hers, Tara felt her
mouth drop open. Needing no more reaction than Mat stabbed some
mange-tout with her fork and lifted it to her lips.

‘You've got it," he said softly as she helplesggdn to chew. 'Now, tell
me why you're not eating. | hope you're not doimgilaing stupid like trying
to lose weight.'

She flinched at his censure and the ache in heathmade it almost
impossible to swallow the meagre mouthful Mac hadpded into her
mouth. Glancing round at the other diners in thémiately lit French
restaurant, Tara wished she could feel as carafrédappy as most of them
appeared to be. Laughing and talking with their panions, clearly out to
enjoy themselves, they were all a million miles gweom the tense,
apprehensive little picture she knew she must rsékeg opposite Mac.

'Of course I'm not dieting. The meal is deliciolrs, just—'

‘Just?’ A golden eyebrow quirked up towards thieydobck of hair that
flopped sexily onto his forehead.

'l find it difficult to eat when I'm not relaxed—weh I'm worried or tense."

'l remember.' He said it as though the memory @hbse pain. Touching
his pristine white napkin to his lips, Mac leantkan his seat to study her.
'I'm sorry I've contributed to you not being reldxeut I'm not playing
games here, Tara. | want us to get back togettzen aand this time to make
it work.'

"You make it sound like a project you've got in diiis that going to be
your approach, Mac? Treat me as if I'm one of yym@ounts? What are you
going to do—allot me a certain amount of time thiace the goal that you
want? | might have guessed work would come intoeipgation at some
point." Bitterly, she pushed her plate away, raisedglass of wine to her
lips and drank deeply. As the alcohol shot to maimh she felt vindicated in
her anger. Why should he sit there looking so dahuw®l and arrogant
while her emotions were swirling around inside hidte some



mini-cyclone? Did he really expect her to welcome fback with open
arms after what he'd done?

Fiddling with the little pearl pendant around heck, Tara narrowed her
gaze. 'There's no question of us getting back begeMac. You walked out
on me, remember? Just a couple of days ago you twafimel me to ask for
a divorce. Now you tell me your relationship withist Emily, or whatever
her name is, is over and you've decided you wanaftee all. Next week
you'll probably change your mind again. | havendiiee what's going on
inside your head and | don't much care becauseadirthe simple little
country bumpkin you seem to think | am! Leave nanal Mac. Just leave
me alone and go back to London, will you?'

His reactions like lightning when she would hav&n from the table,
Mac leant forward and caught hold of her hand.

'Sit down, Tara. This isn't finished yet.'

'Yes, it is!" Uncaring how many heads turned tdk|obara wrenched her
hand free and dropped back down into her seats 'iBhcruel,’ she said
quietly, green eyes huge and shimmering. 'We shbale got a divorce
when the marriage ended—made a clean break. Wédsttduave dragged
it out for five years...what were we thinking of?'

Slowly resuming his own seat, Mac stared at heosacthe table. A
soft-footed waiter stopped beside them to engdireverything was all
right. 'We're fine," Mac responded tersely, notren®mmentarily pulling his
gaze from Tara.

'Perhaps that's a question we both need to explaseffe examined her
lovely features one by one, drawn like a magnéietosoftly parted mouth,
those full, naturally pouting lips moist with wingesire slid hot and heavy
into his limbs. That was the thing about Tara. 8&eer had to do or say
anything special to turn him on. Everything aboat was inexplicably
erotic. From her slow, sweet smile to the way sbead her body with such
effortless grace that heads turned to look, toxtag she cried at a sad song
or movie. Even when she was furious with him, hgmuivering and her



gorgeous big eyes shooting little warning sparksiptling green fire—it
all made Mac crazy with want.

'What are you saying?' Smoothing her hair back flen face—those
impossibly soft blonde strands that he'd loved tm rhis fingers
through—her voice turned unwittingly husky.

'I'm saying we probably have a lot more goisigs than you think. There

was always one area of our marriage where we dsgx@m to have any
problems. Far from it, in fact.'

It was hard to believe he was smiling. Tara mightéeling weak-kneed
and hot because looking at him made her ache forimithe most carnal
way, but she still couldn't believe his arrogankest because he knew she
was no more immune to the sexual chemistry betwesm than he was, he
had no right to think he was playing some kindrahtp card. Good God,
she'd been celibate since he'd walked out the debe‘d remain celibate
for another five years before she succumbed to kimat of temptation
without a scruple.

'Sex isn't a particularly sound reason on whiclhdee a marriage,' she
said huffily, wishing she didn't sound like someggrsh little virgin.

'l agree." He flashed a deeply bone-melting snaleyeapon clearly
designed to elicit the most devastating response, Taara clenched her
thighs tightly together beneath her dress to dtemtfrom shaking.

'‘But great sex—mind-blowing, knee-trembling, alight-long "we don't
need to sleep” sex—now, that's another thing alb@ye Wouldn't you
agree?'

'If that's all you want from a marriage, you cophy a call-girl. I'm sure
you could afford it. What could be better? No gismttached and no
demands on your precious time—except when you wadhte

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Tamaddiately regretted
them. She wasn't a bitch and had no aspiratioesd¢obe one. But if she'd



offended Mac, he gave her no indication; not sohmag a twitch of an
eyebrow.

'l told you what | want, Tara. | want a wife, chiéth;| want us to be a
proper family. Don't you want that too? Once updime you did.'

'‘But you were the one who wasn't interested inrigai family. You were
the one who left when | was pregnant! Remember?’

'You should have told me.'

'Oh, and | suppose you would have stayed becaube dlaby? Even if |
had to raise him more or less on my own, becaussnwould you have
played father? It was dark when you left the hangee morning and when
you came home it was dark again—not to mentioriabieyou also worked
most weekends. When would you have seen our diigd;? When he was
twenty-one?'

Twisting his hands together on the table-top, Mased his deep blue
gaze to Tara's and she was shocked to see thensbié@éness in his eyes.
‘Tell me about him. About the baby.’



CHAPTER FOUR

'HE was beautiful...perfect...even though he was so fiimey wrapped him

in a blanket and let me hold him. He just lookedfasas if he was asleep.’
Reaching for her wine glass, Tara took a deep tndp wiped the back of
her hand across her mouth. Mac saw her hands shakeyes swim with

tears, and he wished they were alone so that He take her in his arms
and comfort her. Maybe she'd find it in her heartdmfort him as well,

because he was hurting too. He'd honestly thoughtds doing the best
thing for them both when he left. All he'd beenmdpivas making Tara more
and more unhappy with each passing day. Underdtindshe'd resented
the huge amount of time he dedicated to his wodkhenwas frustrated and
angry that she would never see his point of viewe—nmatter how many

times he'd told her he was working hard for bottheim. But it was strange
how those very words now sounded so hollow.

'How long did they keep you in hospital?' God, @&sahot in here. Hadn't
they ever heard of air- conditioning? With a slightinsteady hand he
pulled the knot of his tie away from his collar apopped open the top
button of his shirt.

‘A night and a day. Look, Mac, | really don't wamtalk about this right
now.' Sniffing, Tara forked some more vegetable imér mouth and made
herself eat it. So many times she'd imagined tellmm about the
baby—Gabriel, she'd named him, after the arch-andpe had a strong
connection with pregnancy and childbirth, whose @aneant 'God is my
strength’. She'd needed plenty of that particubanroodity after Mac left.
Night after night she'd cried herself to sleep, denng what he was doing,
who he was with; whether he had found someone sls@eone who
wouldn't give him such a hard time about his wadmeone who would
appreciate him more. The only thing that had helpac keep it together
was the fact she was carrying Mac's baby. Whend dbst that baby one
terrible night nearly five years ago, she'd wonddrew she was going to
get through the rest of her life and stay sanéwésn't for the love and care
she'd received in abundance from Beth, she redallytdknow if she'd still
be around today to talk about that dreadful time.

'l want to make it up to you, Tara. Will you let rmg?’



"You can't bring our baby back.’

'‘No." Not flinching from the stark accusation irr leyes, Mac stoically
clenched his jaw and took his punishment. After diliin't he deserve it?
He'd read somewhere that for pregnant women amdbtigies to flourish it
was best if they had a stable emotional environmé&ata had been
distraught when he'd left—nowhere near stable emaliy. Was it his fault
she'd miscarried their son?

'We should just let bygones be bygones. Put ibetlind us. That's what
I've been trying to do."' Feigning a brightness glagnly didn't feel, Tara
somehow dredged up a smile then got to her feayir®) the blame game
wasn't a road she wanted to go down any morequiired too much energy
and actually made her feel ill. Also, she wasriidto the fact that Mac
appeared slightly under par himself. His looks wsti#t to die for—no
guestion—but he'd aged visibly since they'd partady little grooves at the
sides of those amazing blue eyes and faint signstrain around his
beautiful mouth attested to that.

'Where are you going?"

'I'm tired. I've been on my feet all day at worklidmeally need some rest.
Do you mind?'

"You sure you're not rushing off to see someorne?eldac hardly trusted
himself to look at her he felt so angry.

'‘Someone else?' Her brows drew together in germuinelement.

"You said earlier you had a date.’

'‘And | told you when we met up that he cancellethatlast minute.'

'l don't believe you.’

Tara sighed. He had every right not to, becausenstselying. There'd

been no other date and even contemplating usingfahandy excuse was
unthinkable.



'l didn't really have a date at all, Mac. | wasyainying to put off meeting
with you. I'm sorry.’

‘Let me pay the bill and I'll take you home.'
‘That's not necessary, it's only just a little—'

'l said I'll take you home. Just wait a second| you?' Reaching for his
wallet, Mac signalled the waiter, his expressionttdred and cold. With a
heavy heart, Tara collected her jacket and bagnsend to the door of the
restaurant to wait for him.

Was it possible for a day to be much greyer tha?thara pondered glumly
as she paused from polishing a grand old Victosaleboard to stare
forlornly out of the shop-front window. Rain waglifag so heavily that it

was thumping against the pavement like someonekkmpseven bells out
of a punch-bag. An intrepid shopper or two hurbgdumbrellas wavering,
faces pinched as they scattered to get out ofdime and Peter Trent—the
serious-faced bookseller across the road—had quwstred his outside book
display with a tarpaulin. The poor man barely madeugh to cover his
costs as it was; it wasn't likely he'd get manyt@umers today in this
downpour. Especially not now the holiday season ovas.

Rubbing her fingers against the side of her termblere the glimmerings
of a headache was threatening, Tara ached to ki@t Mac was doing. It
had been two days since they'd had dinner togatiteshe'd had no contact
from him since. 'I'll see you soon,' he'd said whetd dropped her home
that evening, but his distant expression hardlyt@avconfidence and he'd
stridden off into the night as though he had theri@s of the world upon his
powerful shoulders. Secretly, she would have gamything to help soothe
those worries away, maybe massaging those very pamerful shoulders
as she'd used to do for him when he was tiredresstd. He worked too
hard and it was beginning to show. It was sometinhgn a man like Mac
thought that relaxing meant going to the gym anginpling the treadmill or
lifting weights. She'd tried to introduce him teettestorative powers of the
countryside, but he had been moody and unrespormsiveearly every



single attempt so in the end Tara used to windaipggon her own. Just as
she'd done most things in their married life..nalo

Staring bleakly out at the teeming rain, Tara woadef Mac had already
gone back to London. Perhaps trying for a recamtailin between them no
longer held such appeal? Her heart turned over.

It would be for the best, she told herself sterflizey couldn't make
things work the first time round— what made himnththey'd be any better
at it this time? And she certainly wasn't goingkiaato a situation similar to
what they'd had before, with Mac working all theil®God sent and herself
at home alone and unhappy. Not that their rentteé%tf-the- art apartment
in Docklands had ever felt like home. No. She washrbetter off here with
Aunt Beth. Their little town might be a tad on tipgiet side in comparison
to what London had to offer but Mac could keepth&ming, polluted city
where they'd never even got the chance to know tieghbours because
they were working all the hours God sent too.

'What ghastly weather!" The heavy oak door at thé ef the room
creaked open and Beth appeared, carrying a sragMith two large purple
mugs on it. Detecting the delicious aroma of Frerast coffee, Tara left
her duster on top of the sideboard she'd beendaalidly polishing and
went to retrieve one. 'Thanks for this. You musteheead my mind.’

‘It won't help your headache.’

'How did you know I've got a headache?'

Depositing the empty tray on a nearby chair, Batbhgd aside some
papers on her desk then perched herself on thedddigdéler long teardrop
pearl earrings dangling against the burnished ueld of her hair, she took a
sip of coffee then smiled knowingly at her niece.

'‘Because you've got that little frown between yoaws that you always
get when you're trying hard to focus. Why don't ymyp into the kitchen
and get some aspirin?'

Tara shrugged. 'I'll be fine. Don't you worry abme.'



'‘But | do worry about you, darling, and you know why. Haweiyheard
from Mac?'

'‘No." Nursing her mug of coffee in both hands, Tsirave to keep her
expression as carefully bland as possible. 'Fdrkadbw, he's gone back to
London.’

‘That's hardly likely, sweetheart—not when | knoamhsingle-minded
your husband can be when he wants something. Rearethht big
confectionery account that everyone was vying s six years ago? Mac
beat all the competition hands down to get it, &ivdasn't just because of
that handsome face of his either. He worked nightday to—'

'l know that, Beth. | was there, remember?' A ditdtab of hurt
reverberated through Tara. There were nights whaa hdn't come home
at all during that particular campaign. He'd tat@sleeping on the couch in
his office just so that he could be '‘on hand' at phess of a telephone
keypad, and if Tara had wanted to see him at &ldshad to practically
make an appointment with his secretary—the ice-éowhnda, who always
managed to make her feel as if she was somehowetooghMac or
distracting him from something important.

Her memory of that particular time was an apt retlamof why her
getting back together with Mac was a total impasigib He might have
professed to have taken a month's leave to purse@aciliation but as far
as Tara could see there were no signs that wdrkvan't a priority where
he was concerned.

'‘And he's not my husband...at least not in thetvaymatters.' Irked, Tara
rubbed at her temple, her headache suddenly demglapto something
much more bothersome. 'l think | will go and getttaspirin after all.'

'l wouldn't rush off just yet if | were you," Betlemarked, nodding
towards the glass door that was the entrance tcshbe. Crowding the
narrow doorway, filling it with his broad shouldeasd impressive height,
was Mac. He was wearing a stylish grey mackintogh & damp patch on
the chest, and rain rolled off the big black umlarbke shook out then stood
carefully against the outside wall. His light-coted hair curled into the



back of his collar, the rain glistening on his tiag, clean-cut features,
making his blue eyes seem even blugectricblue. For Tara, time seemed
to stand still. She barely even realised she wédirfgpher breath until it
expelled suddenly on a deeply heartfelt sigh. @inig her coffee mug
tightly as though it were some kind of life raftarsea of great uncertainty,
she wiped her free hand nervously down her jeans.

'‘Good morning,' Beth said cheerfullyee cheerfully for Tara's liking.
"You're just in time for some coffee. Black, no aygvasn't it?'

Negotiating his way past the ponderous Victori@elsoard, some chairs
and a stately red and gold chaise longue that efasi@ly in the market for
some loving restoration, Mac frowned in surpridan 'flattered you
remember.’

'l remember a lot of things about you, Mac Simmons&ome
good...some not so good." And with that Beth disapgpd behind the
creaking oak door, leaving Tara alone with Mac.

For several seconds neither of them spoke. Fqudris Mac just drank in
the view. Dressed in light blue denim jeans andiat-green cashmere
sweater, a pair of small gold studs at her earsa T@oked young and
pretty—her appeal all the more potent on this raimgimnal day when Mac
had wondered gloomily if he was on a lost causedryo win her back.

'So...how are you feeling today?' he asked.

'I'm fine," she lied, wishing the incessant throigpbin her head would go
away. 'l thought maybe you'd gone back to London.’

'Now, why would | do a thing like that?'
'Withdrawal symptoms from not being at work?' laifjione eyebrow,
Tara was disconcerted to see him smile. Mac nolirggnivas unsettling.

Mac smilingwas even more so.

"You wound me to the core.'



'l doubt it." For some insane reason, she founsitfesmiling back at him.
Blinking in disbelief, Mac felt as if he'd been wligd. Seeing her smile was
like a chink of ice breaking away from a frozendaSuddenly there was
hope for better days to come. A flash of warmtHezbinside him like a
wisp of smoke.

'l came in the hope of enticing you away for therfoon.'

'Where to?' Tara's hand curled even more tightiypdothe bright purple
mug. She should have just told him a straight 'bot' the rain outside
continued to fall like the onset of Noah's flooddasomething inside her
ached for something good to happen. The fact thatvgas willing to
associate Mac with something good didn't bear ematian right then.

'‘Apparently there's a very good health club andregaten miles from
here. | thought | might go use the gym and get asaige afterwards. You
game”h, my...There was something highly erotic about the idelslac
getting a massage. And what was it about the verg that made her tingle
all over in sensual anticipation? "You certainlykth@w how to tempt a girl,’
she responded, trying hard to keep her tone ligltt-easy when Mac's
heated examination of her face and figure was ngaker feel as if she
could melt right into the floor.

'l usedto,” he replied, his voice pitched huskily low,dafara's
mesmerised gaze locked hungrily with his, her hatotiéng to divest him
of his expensive, stylish raincoat and whatever bbshad on underneath it.

'So...are you going to join me?'

'I'll have to check with Beth first.'

'What's that, darling?' The lady in question sudidappeared, another
steaming mug of coffee transported carefully betwéer flawlessly

manicured hands.

'Mac's invited me out for the afternoon...to a treapa. Can you spare
me?'



Beth rolled her eyes. 'Does it look as if the costcs are falling over each
other to come in the door? Of course | can spane@o and enjoy yourself.
A health spa, you say? You'd be stark, raving bataepass up that kind of
invitation!'

‘Thanks, Beth.'

‘It might help you get rid of that headache."
'Headache?' Mac's interested gaze swung from Bekara.
'It's practically gone,’ she insisted, flushinglijyi

His expression suddenly stern, Mac jerked his thivards the door that
Beth had just appeared from. 'Take some aspiriorbefe go. | take it you
have eaten something this morning?'

'She said she wasn't hungry.' Beth frowned.

Mac's answering gaze was relentless. 'We're natgganywhere until
you have a sandwich at least, and I'm going tthsite with you and make
sure you eat it!'

For once, Beth could only agree with him. Her nie@es looking a little
thinner lately and she certainly didn't want helose any more weight. She
herself was definitely not a supporter of the mpalported adage 'thin is
beautiful." A woman with curves was much more ative and, if Beth
knew anything about men, the majority of them aelyavent along with
that.

'Let's go into the kitchen,' she suggested, smilldgre, take your coffee,
Mac, and I'll just lock up the shop for half an hou

A couple of hours later, wrapped in a soft whiteyieloth robe after one of
the most sumptuous, thorough and relaxing masdagmsn to woman,
Tara sat in the communal seating area for guestse—"TParadise



Connection'—sipping an exotic organic cocktail e¥eral different fruit
juices and wondering what on earth she'd doneyldteldeserve such
mind-blowing bliss. Mac still hadn't appeared froie own massage and so
Tara could happily just let her mind wander, admiver heavenly
surroundings with their sky-blue walls and varieustic shrubs and let the
glorious mingled scents of essential oils wash tneerike a balm.

Reaching over to a little rattan table, she calefdéposited her drink
then scooped up a magazine and immersed hersetligt of high fashion,
mouthwatering food and glossy profiles of some ilegdHollywood
actresses. 'Mind candy', but fun just the same Wilaga hardly ever spent
time sitting down to relax. She was nearly alway$er feet. Her particular
favourite way of relaxing was tramping through tdoeintryside, rucksack
on her back, a map and a compass to guide heharldxury of taking her
own sweet time to get to wherever she was headedwikg only too well
that it was the journey and not the destinatiom wes the important thing.
If only she had been able to persuade Mac of thaspires that could unfold
on such a trip, but she'd never been able to prirseaway from work for
long enough. All she knew was that half an houn imér walk and all her
troubles blew away—even the worst ones. It was thag¢ nature was a
wonderful healer and, living where she did, jus¢wa minutes away from
the most breathtaking scenery and landscape, Teew khe would never
again opt to live in a city.

'How's the headache?'

Green eyes widening in surprise, she glanced dmdoMac grinning
down at her. He too wore a white terry robe andpllaees where his skin
was inadvertently exposed glistened with traceth®fsensual oils that had
been used in his massage. With his thick blond $iaked back from his
face, and worry lines melted away, he suddenly amue years
younger—boyish almost. Something tugged at Taraathand emotion
welled in her chest.

'What headache?' she breathed.

'So it was worth the trip out here?'



‘Ten out of ten. It's got my vote.’

'‘Good.' Pulling a nearby rattan chair closer armgpding-down into it, he
smiled deeply into her eyes. "You clearly don'tetanough time out to
pamper yourself.'

'‘Look who's talking.'

Her suddenly shy green eyes were provoking all «indl delicious
responses in Mac's newly relaxed body. He wondédretie was naked
beneath her robe and thought he would very muahtbksee his wife as
nature intended once more. Well...not just onceentr ever and ever till
death us do partjust as he had promised in their marriage vows.dHdest
tightened with sudden longing. No amount of succassvork could
compare with how he felt when he was with Tara. &vhile there when
they were first together, she'd made him feel dikeetter man. oodman.
How had he so hopelessly lost sight of everythiveyd had in preference
for forging ahead in his career? In the advertifinginess they called him
‘The Magician' because he had a reputation for mgekisuccess of even the
most difficult accounts. The advertising campaigagook charge of were
innovative and thought-provoking as well as clevéforks of art,’ one
impressed business analyst in a national newseoecommented. But as
far as his marriage was concerned, Mac was nowteznebeing a magician.
More like the kiss of death, he thought, pained.

He'd gone very quiet and Tara was curious to kndw.Wet again she
thought she saw agitation in his eyes, and befoeecould consider the
wisdom of such an action she put her hand on he® land squeezed it a
little. "You're frowning," she told him. 'What i§ Mac? What's on your
mind?’

Glancing down at her pale, slender hand on his,kdee swallowed hard.

She couldn't know that her touch was burning hirakimg him ache as

though he would never stop—not until she touched some more; not

until they could be naked together in bed. Notlingid assuaged himself of
five years' worth of dreadful separation—then anly then would he feel

whole again..healed.



'I've been thinking about going away for a whilekihg a holiday.’

'Oh." Abruptly withdrawing her hand, Tara reactedl@ough she'd been
scalded. Disappointment and hurt brought a lunfgetdhroat. To cover her
confusion, she flicked through the magazine orldggrthe colours melding
and blurring in front of her eyes.

So much for getting back together...
'I'd like you to come with me.'
Her heart thudded as if she'd just missed a $Depholiday? Where?'

'Ireland. A friend of mine has a holiday home thét's only a few yards
from the sea. | can't guarantee warm weather @ skies, but we'll have
plenty of time to talk and stroll on the beach ged to know each other
again.'

His intense blue eyes became the sole focus ofsTswaprised, hungry
gaze. 'When were you thinking of going?"

Inwardly Mac breathed a sigh of relief. She hasia'dl an out-and-out 'no’
so there had to be hope.

‘Tomorrow or the day after." The sooner the bedterfar as he was
concerned.

'‘And how long for?' Tara twisted a strand of silkgnde hair round her
finger and let it go again.

'As long as we like. The house will be empty u@tilristmas.’

'Oh, Mac.' Suddenly agitated, Tara rose to her, f@atked across the
room then turned to face him, her back to a bankiofature palm trees in
huge ceramic tubs, the smooth wooden floor blegseabl beneath her
tingling bare soles. 'Why don't we just put oursslwout of our misery and
get a divorce? We're fooling ourselves if we thus can make it work
between us again!



Now it was Mac's turn to get to his feet. 'How amknow until we give
it a proper chance? | still care for you, Tara. Vétse would | want to try
again?'

Crossing her arms in front of her chest, Tara ve&en aback by the
sincerity in his captivating voice.

'‘But you were going to marry someone else," shenead him softly,
unable to keep the hurt from her voice.

His nostrils flared a little. 'No. | believe | walihave come to my senses
before | did anything as serious as that. Ameladlyavasn't the marrying
kind.'

'‘And you are?'

Her question hung suspended between them, likeapased to split a
log in two. Briefly, Mac dipped his head. 'l screlugp, Tara. | made a mess
of things. Aren't people allowed to make mistakethat perfect little world
you inhabit?'

Shamefaced, she nodded. Of course they were. Ged khe'd made
enough of them herself. She lifted her chin.

‘All right. I'll come to Ireland. We'll talk, spergbme time together...but
I'm making no promises about anything and I'm gdambave to insist on
separate bedrooms.'

‘That's your only stipulation?' Mac tried, but heuldn't in all honesty
prevent the grin that started to hijack his motté'd persuaded her to go to
Ireland with him—uwould it really be so much of aetth to believe that he
could persuade her into his bed once they got ?h&he was fooling herself
if she thought there was no chemistry between thieyrmore. If the sexual
sparks flying between them were visible, he knewyth be glowing
red-hot.



'I must need my head testing!" With a disparagiageg at Mac, she spun
round on her heel and pushed through the doubtsityle doors that led
back into the women's changing area.



CHAPTER FIVE
'TARA! You're going away...why didn't you tell me?"

Having sprinted the last hundred yards down the wlaen he'd spotted
his friend outside her aunt's shop. Raj descendsatlidessly on Tara as she
heaved her suitcase into the back of Mac's silvercedes. Mac himself
was checking out of his hotel and would be joirtieg any minute now with
his own luggage.

Frowning, she pushed a drifting lock of blonde it of her face and
regarded the tall, handsome Asian with concern.y™lis anything the
matter?'

'‘Nothing's the matter with me. I'm just upset yadnd tell me about your
trip. I wouldn't have known about it at all if yoaunt Beth hadn't mentioned
it to my father. She said you are going to Irelanth a friend. Who is it?
What "friend" are you going away with?"

It took a moment or two for his surprisingly posses tone to sink in.
When it did, Tara felt a distinct spurt of annoyantt was taking all her
courage as it was to risk two weeks in an isol&eagse with Mac on the
Irish coast; the last thing she needed was foitdrapund annoyed about it.

'‘As a matter of fact he wass-my husband. I'm sorry | didn't let you
know before but | only found out about the trip ®iy$wo days ago. | was
going to send you a postcard—a couple if you'redgoo

For once, Raj didn't appreciate the pretty blondemour. He was feeling
undeniably disgruntled that she was going away \tlother man. Of
course he knew he was getting married himself sbonhe'd been hoping
to enjoy at least another couple of months of $atampany before he
assumed the responsibilities of wedlock and atl ¢indailed.

'Why are you going away with the man who desertadso long ago? |
didn't know you were seeing him again.’



Taking a moment to compose herself, Tara mentalynted to ten and
slammed down the lid of the boot. The day promisetie unseasonably
warm and she slipped the sunglasses on her head a\®v her eyes. '‘My
private business is just that, Rpjivate.| don't feel the need to explain
myself to anyone. Please respect that.'

'‘Now you've hurt my feelings." He did a good imgres of being
mortally offended. 'l thought we were friends. €au understand that |
care about you? And | don't trust this "sometimesSband of yours—I
don't trust him one little bit. If anything goesomg while you're away he
will have me to answer to when you get back!

'Oh, Raj!" Laughing out loud at the unaccustomedhuastance he had
unconsciously taken up, Tara threw her arms rowardriend and hugged
him tight. 'What would | do without you? You're &mny and sweet. You
help keep me sane, you know.'

As Raj helplessly succumbed to her endearing marm&rown arms
sweeping affectionately round her small, slendeistyvaeither of them
noticed the tall, fair-haired man in the tailoreldik trousers and black
polo-necked sweater who walked up beside the epqsited his two smart
suitcases on the pavement then regarded them lbtlswgpicion in his icy
blue eyes.

Raj saw him first and, sensing his withdrawal, Tpo&ed him playfully
in the ribs. 'And let that be a lesson to you! Yewot going to get rid of me
so easily.'

'When you're quite finished, Tara, we have a ptarmatch.’

At the sound of Mac's chilly tones, she let go af &1d spun round, her
normally pale cheeks bright with two hectic spdtsalour.

'Mac! | didn't hear you come up.'
'‘Obviously." A muscle jerked in the side of his jamd Tara didn't need to

be a fully paid-up member of Mensa to deduce tleaivhs annoyed. Very
annoyed.



'‘Let me introduce you,' she said quickly, wiping Imands nervously
down her jeans. 'This is Raj—Raj Singh. He andet-aare friends.' Why
did the plain, unadulterated truth suddenly sountesble? She didn't have
a damn thing to feel guilty about where Raj wasceoned but the way Mac
was looking at her, he could have just walked irtteem in bed together.
Her stomach clenched angrily. He had no right—nwehatsoever—to turn
something that was perfectly innocent and good sumething more
guestionable.

'How do you do?' Plain good manners overridingsesse of outrage,
Mac extended his hand to the other man. Their halehehed briefly then
quickly dropped away—neither man exactly keen tolqg the tense
exchange. 'I'm Macsen Simmonsen. Tara's husbaedkndw why he'd
added that last and didn't much care that he waisadly staking his claim.
His gut had felt sucker-punched when he'd crodseddad and seen Tara
embracing the other man. Was he the date she'dsegly not had the
other night when they'd gone to dinner?

"You'd better take great care of her when you gayaB8he's very precious
to me, you know," Raj stated proudly, puffing oig bhest a little. Tara
would have laughed if the whole scenario werenihmsely awkward but,
with Mac's broad shoulders also visibly straightgnbeneath his black
cashmere sweater and his eyes sufficiently warjpéorto be on her guard,
the less she said right now, the better.

'She's very precious to me too," he said pointdataking his gaze from
the other man's to stare at Tara. She was gratb&ihad her sunglasses
shielding her eyes because his words had electhiee with their sincerity.
Surprised and elated all at the same time, sheswddenly excited at the
previously anxious prospect of spending two weekenea with
him—'getting to know each other again.’

'‘Anyway, we'd better be on our way." Glancing daatrthe gold watch
encircling his wrist, Mac opened the boot to staesuitcases inside. 'We
really do have a plane to catch. Ready, Tara?'

'l just need to say goodbye to Aunt Beth. Bye, Rapeally will send you
a postcard.’



'Hurry back," he said meaningfully, uncaring thar husband was
looking on.

‘Take care of yourself too," she murmured softéfple opening the door
of Memories are Made and disappearing inside.

"So...is he the guy who cancelled your date therotiight?' He'd waited
until they'd boarded the plane and were seateddéfac returned to the
subject that he'd been brooding on all throughr théve to the airport. Head
lowered, intent on fastening her seat belt, Tamaggd up at him in surprise.
She'd guessed he'd been ruminating on somethimggdilveir car journey
but surely he didn't really think that she and k&g some kind of romantic
attachment? By the grave look in his electric leyes, Tara deduced that he
did.

'l told you. | didn't really have a date at all. dAfor your information—'
she yanked at the seat belt to loosen it a ligfere fastening it and blew out
an irritated breath '—it's as | said—Raj and | &rends. Is that such a
difficult concept for you to embrace, Mac?'

‘The way he was looking at you was a little moranthfriendly”, Tara.'
Mac tore his gaze away, his stomach muscles clegdttithe very idea of
another man desiring her. When they'd been apdradt been such an
abstract idea that he was able to fool himselfithditin't matter if she was
seeing somebody else because he'd had no contadhevi If he couldn't
see her then it couldn't hurt. But now, having deem—having inhaled her
scent, her beguiling personal fragrance infusel thie warmth of her body;
having seen the myriad different greens that mguehe colour of her
beautiful eyes; having witnessed her smile, shyuniielievably sexy—he
just couldn't conceive of even allowing another rtaoome within six feet
of her without his say-so. But he also knew she ldi@tiwelcome such
unwarranted possessiveness when he'd been the omak out on their
marriage in the first place.

"You're totally imagining things. In the first piacRaj isn't interested in
me that way, and in the second...’



Mac met her mutinous green eyes and couldn't halpng. Even if he
was feeling jealous as hell.

'‘And in the second," she reiterated, pausing tev dreeath, 'he's getting
married at Christmas to a beautiful Indian girkierala.'

‘Then exactly whais your relationship with him? And don't tell me yau'
just "friends" again. You're a beautiful girl, whwpuldn't he be interested in
you? Even if he is engaged to someone else.’

'Don't you believe that men and women can be jiestds?'

'In a word? No." Shaking his head, Mac retrieveal glossy in-flight
magazine from its designated pocket and beganctotfirough it. 'Sooner
or later, sex always comes into it.’

A roar of blood thundered in Tara's ears. To prewgc witnessing the
heat that suddenly flooded her cheeks at his neferto sex, she stared out
of the small cabin window, thinking it wasn't otlhe fact that the plane was
about to take flight that made her feel a longglaray from terra firma.

Mac woke up in a sweat, the last vestiges of attezating dream tearing
him apart—making his chest hurt, his heart pound'dHheard a baby
crying, a baby in distres3ara's baby? His sonnd he was inconsolable
with grief because he was too late to save it...

Jackknifing up into a sitting position, he dragdes hands through his
hair, faintly shocked at the sweat standing ouhisrforehead, the dryness
of his mouth, the pain in his throat. He blinkeddh@nce, twice, then stared
towards the window where the misty morning lighsviétering in through
the unshielded glass because he'd forgotten to tih@weavy velvet drapes
closed last night. Slowly, he came to. When histhesd stopped pounding,
he reached for the small bottle of mineral watertlo® nightstand and,
opening it, drank thirstily. Glancing at the brogdld watch that still
encircled his wrist, he registered that it was pestt seven in the morning.
He must have slept pretty deeply because he hetaretd all night since his



head had touched the pillow around eleven. Thegtda@the house quite
late because they'd stopped in a nearby town fomediand by the time
they'd arrived—negotiating potentially treacherausding roads in the
dark to find the place—both he and Tara were t@uitio do much else but
find their respective rooms and go to bed.

Now, as he struggled to break the ties of sleepveakk properly, he
inhaled a deep, steadying breath to ground himse#t dream had cut him
to the quick and the feelings it had engenderddcéting to him like the
sticky gossamer of a spider's web. He just hopeautidn't return to haunt
him later on in the day because he didn't thinkdwdd look Tara in the eye
if it did.

Gazing round the room, he took stock of his newasurdings. Apart
from his generously proportioned double bed walgitaintly old-fashioned
patchwork quilt, there were two stately old wardrslmade of dark wood
either side of the door, a matching dressing tabtea rather appealing love
seat upholstered with plush red velvet beneatihtige bare window.

Swinging his long, muscular legs onto the thicldypeted floor, Mac got
up, stretched and padded across to the windowsjgeot the view. His
friend Mitch had promised that it was pretty spectar and, as Mac's
sleepy blue eyes focused on the ocean lappingygamtib a wide expanse of
white sandy beach as far as the eye could seené&e ke hadn't lied.
Sighing deeply, he folded his arms across his hatgcled chest, silently
acknowledging if he couldn't make his case to Tara reconciliation here,
then surely he wouldn't be able to make it anywhere

She felt like a child again, light and easy an@ frienhindered by pain and
regret and deep unhappiness. Kicking off her sandat turning up the
hems of her jeans, she ran barefoot into the vibaming surf, exclaiming

out loud when the icy water washed over her fedtraade her shudder. It
was the most wonderful place she'd ever been ® tlsbught, glancing

round herself in awe. There were green rollingshihl her back, with Mac's
friend's lovely whitewashed house nestling amotigsn, a cobalt-blue sky
above and the vast Atlantic Ocean with its panotawhite sandy beach



stretching for miles alongside it. Bliss. Brieflyjosing her eyes, Tara
breathed deeply, inhaling the tangy salt sea airtha sound of seagulls
squawking above, and knew she could never regreingphere—not even
if there was no prospect of a happy ending for et her in sight. Her eyes
flew open at that. Mac. How were they going to cepth their sudden

enforced 'togetherness' when they hadn't beentaldepe all those years
ago, when their feelings for each other still ragep? Until Mac had

abandoned her, of course... Had she been wrontprietl him about the

baby? Could things have been different between ihshe had?

"Taral'

She pivoted at the sound of her name, her hearpimgnagainst her ribs
at the sight of Mac, striding down the beach towdrelr, dressed casually in
light blue jeans and a white T-shirt. The sun pgedhage to his tall blond
good looks, glinting off the rich gold strands o hair and highlighting the
firm set of his jaw and shoulders. Feeling suddesdif-conscious, Tara
crossed her arms in front of her chest becausd sh&d not to wear a bra
under her faded denim shirt.

'‘Good morning. How did you sleep?

Smiling at the surprising formality of her greetimMdac stood back from
the lapping surf, an odd little burst of pleasurenis chest at the sight of
Tara barefooted in the water, her bright hair ae-egtching halo round her
pretty face as she turned to face him.

'l slept well." Apart from the dream... 'How abgau?’

‘After a fashion. Strange house and all—it takeghde to settle in. But
this is fantastic, isn't it? It's so clear, likgstal'' She kicked at the water,
laughing joyfully with childlike pleasure when iplashed up her legs,
risking vulnerability because she momentarily far¢joat Mac and she
weren't close any more. Catching the sudden dargewii his deeply blue
eyes, she stopped splashing, then turned backtbateand to put some
distance between them.



'What's the matter?' His voice rough with concitac followed, digging
his hands deep into his jean pockets.

‘Nothing.'
‘Tell me.’
‘All right, then. | feel—I feel awkward with you.'

'Why? We were together for three years. We share@partment, a
home... dife together. We did all the intimate everyday thittgst married
people do.'

'‘And what about the five intervening years wherweeen't together, Mac?'
Impatiently shoving her hair back where the wind dipped it into her
eyes, Tara stared back at him, a small frown betviree pale brows. 'Are
we supposed to forget about that so easily?’

'No." His expression was sombre. 'Isn't that whyeveere now?’

'l don't know why I'm here. Put it down to a momehtmadness. We've
got nothing left to resolve, Mac. This is just &fpy distraction when what
we really need to do is sign the divorce papersgghdn with our respective
lives.'

'‘No." Something inside him baulked at her cynicidde refused to
countenance it and didn't like it one little bisgecially not when he thought
he might be responsible for its existence. Oncenuptime she'd been the
hopeful one. The one who'd always insisted thesgheass half full and not
half empty.

'No?' There was a little catch in her throat ancaTaought she might cry.
Instead of giving vent to her resentment all sladlyevanted to do was beg
him to hold her. To just once more give herselhussion to experience the
magic of being in his arms, to lay her head orhligl, warm chest and feel
his heart beaDh, Mac, how did things get so bad with us?



'I've said it before and I'll say it again. | dowant a divorce. | want to
show you that we can be good together again.’

'Of course. You have a reputation to keep, doni?yblac Simmonsen,
"the Magician". The man who can turn a lost caumse & going concern.
Forgive me if | think you've got your work cut oon this particular "lost
cause".' She jogged to where she'd left her sarglgdped them on her feet,
then started to jog away from him across the sand.

Mac swore softly beneath his breath. 'Where are gmng?' he called
after her.

'I'm starving!" she shouted back. 'I'm going bacthe house to see if | can
find some food."'

Tension easing out of his shoulders, Mac turne#t bmthe ocean to stare
broodingly out at the horizon. At least she hadaitl she was catching the
next plane home...

'Hmm...generous friend.' Her green eyes wide astheked contents of the
ample fridge, Tara withdrew a packet of bacon abdxaof eggs. Rolling up
her sleeves, she washed her hands beneath thegalried them on a
handy tea towel, then dropped down onto her hawntbesearch the
cupboards below for a frying pan.

Pausing in the doorway to the big family kitcherthwits red checked
curtains and gleaming stone- flagged floor, Maodtand watched as she
clattered about with pots and pans until she fouhdt she was looking for.
As she stood up—for the moment unaware of his gddae-concluded it
was certainly no hardship watching her slender sfetpely little body
bustling round the cooker. And when she reachealsado the window sill
to grab a box of matches to light the stove, he gavsoft swell of her
creamy breast press against the rough denim ofthgrand the heat in his
body suddenly shifted urgently to his groin.



'Mitch said he'd have the fridge stocked for uswHabout we cook
breakfast together?’

Turning with the frying pan gripped firmly in heahd, Tara blinked at
the arresting picture he made. Leaning againsidloe jamb, his tight jeans
riding low on his masculine hips, the sleeves efiinite T-shirt hugging his
lean, hard biceps, his blond hair in sexy disarreywas a million miles
away from the impeccably tailored, successful wdssleading advertising
agency, which was the picture he generally presgotéhe world. And with
a little pang of regret, Tara wished she had sé@ndok so at ease and at
home when they'd lived together.

'It's all right. | can do it myself. And we mustypgour friend for the food.
If you tell me how much, I'll make sure and givaiyay half.'

Mac checked his anger. She was so damn set on Iseinfgercely
independent it was beginning to seriously bother. hi

'It's all been taken care of. And you're not payioaga damn thing! |
wanted you to come with me so don't even think aliotlow do you like
your eggs? Poached, fried or scrambled?' He camigesjple her at the
cooker, his blue eyes challenging her to come bhabkn with an argument.

Pathetically overwhelmed by his nearness, his sexysky cologne
undoing her in every sense, Tara shoved the frgang into his surprised
hand and quickly moved away to the other side @fkitchen.

"You're the one with the incredible powers of deauc Work it out, why
don't you?'

They endured an uneasy truce as they ate bredkfpther but at least
Taraate, and Mac felt as relieved about that as a mothesifig over a
recalcitrant child who didn't eat properly. Aftbey'd vacated the table and
stacked the dishwasher together, Mac caught Taaad as she folded the
tea towel over a wooden rail and turned to exitkitehen.

'Why don't we go for a drive?'



Staring down at his big hand covering her smalkmpane, she felt as if a
hundred volts of electricity had just shot up hena

'My preference is for a walk," she replied croakilisconcerted to see his
lips form a smile. A very sexy 'I'm still hungryinkl of a smile, and she
stared at the deep little groove in the centreiothin and hoped she didn't
look as terrified as she felt.

'Well...if that's your preference,’ he drawled, dewvitly amused at
something.

'‘But you hate walking!" she burst out, trembling emhhe didn't
immediately let go of her hand. 'What's the poyot) used to say—when
you can take the car and get there so much quicker?

'l said that?' Mac's brows drew together in moakdro'Clearly 1 wasn't
in my right mind. | must have been in work mode.rifling to get
somewhere.’

'A big meeting on the other side of town," Taraatied, blood roaring in
her ears when Mac still didn't release her handu"élways had "big"
meetings. Never little ones or medium-sized ones] averything, but
everythingwas "urgent”. You led a crazy life, Mac.'

'l guess | can't deny it." Scowling, he droppedhaard as if it were a hot
potato.

Tara sighed. 'If you really want to go walking yboeed some proper
footwear. Did you bring anything?'

'What? You think I'm incapable of organising theger equipment for a
stay in the country?'

'‘And | don't want to look at the time or have targuback. You haven't
arranged to go anywhere else, have you? Or meeemwf' Flushed,
because his smile hadn't yet returned, Tara h&af¢e herself to stand her
ground. Mac might not like what she was saying last,far as she was
concerned, he needed to hear it. She still wasn¥ioced he wasn't the



same work-obsessed man he'd been all those yearsvhgn he'd driven
her to such despair.

‘Look." Without further preamble he removed hischaind set it on the
table. 'I'll even leave this here. We'll walk adlydf you want to and | won't
complain. And in answer to your questions, no,n'tlbave to be anywhere
else and neither have | arranged to meet anybodyné else even knows
I'm here, Tara. We can do what the hell we likbenwe like.'

Wishing he could prove the validity of his statetand make mad,
passionate love to her where she stood, Mac svespther out of the room
before sexual frustration drove him crazy.

'Mac?' Concerned that she might have offended harg's heart thudded
inside her chest.

'I'm going to get my walking boots!" he shoutedkbaad she couldn't
prevent the smile of joy that bubbled up insidedred made her bite her lip
in secret delight.



CHAPTER SIX

'DON'T you just feel so much better being out in the dpgenthis?' Pausing

with one leg hoisted onto a stile, her cheeks gtgva healthy pink and her
eyes as enthusiastic as a child's on a treasute Tana grinned happily at
Mac, who'd been following her trail up hill and dowale—silently now for

the past forty minutes at least.

Wiping away the thin sheen of sweat on his foreheistdl the back of his
hand, he halted in the thick, tussocky grass vighsun warming his back
and just looked at her. If there existed a sexsemreter, more desirable
woman in all the land you wouldn't be able to pravey him, he thought
longingly. Talk about a honey trap. He'd been watghhe swaying of her
hips and that sexy rear end of hers encased imefigugging denim for
miles now and he still wasn't tiring of the viewvda if his brand-new
walking boots were giving him hell and he had atklito end all blisters on
the back of one heel.

'‘Give me a new pair of feet and I'd be on top efwlorld.’

'Is it your new boots?' Letting go of the stilerd &ramped towards him,
her expression concerned.

Things are looking up, Mac mused hopefully. Thiswee first time on the

whole trip she was actually looking at him and tha& scenery. He'd never
had to compete with grass or trees before for a amsnattention and his
male pride was taking just a little bit of a battgr 'Perhaps we could stop
here and rest a while?'

'Don't you know better than to wear new boots dorg hike before
breaking them in?'

'Hey,' he replied in protest, 'I'm a city guy. iti® who needs breaking in,
not my boots.’

Trying not to display her frustration at havingsimp when she was so
enjoying herself, Tara considered Mac's plight aodded slowly. This was



a whole new experience for her, she realised—hb#iagne in charge of a
situation—and something in her heart twanged atidea of a fit male
specimen like Mac being in distress, even if it waby his feet!

'You'd better take them off and let me have a loow bad it is.'

Mac took a wary step away from her. 'No way! No waay | going to let
you loose on my sore feet. | remember once whentyed to remove a
splinter for me—you damn near killed me! As gerdgeyou might look,
Tara—when it comes to tending to the sick and tbantled, you're more
King Kong than Florence Nightingale!

Mortified at first by his less than complimentamfarence to a giant
gorilla, Tara nevertheless suddenly saw the fuig af the situation. Mac
looked genuinely horrified at the idea that shehhtgnd to his wounds and,
knowing that she did have a propensity for beirlgtle heavy-handed at
times, she clutched her stomach and let the laugiét was bubbling up
inside her have free rein.

And suddenly Mac was joining in, their mingled hia piercing the
haunting stillness of the beautiful autumn day.lees their laughter died,
Tara was suddenly conscious of a new kind of s#nsurrounding them; a
stillness threaded with a more profound, elementdning. Endeavouring
to keep her eyes on the khaki buttons of his feadk¢t and failing almost
immediately, she knew she ought to break the spell move, put some
distance between them before she did something rsight regret.
Something that could only bring her pain afterwasdten she had time to
consider such foolishness. But their shared laudtegd made her drop her
guard and now Mac was standing there looking lileeanswer to a needy
woman's prayer with his gorgeous blond hair, stogrblue eyes and
to-die-for physique. Not to mention a look on lasd that was promising to
give her anything she asked foranything.Her gaze didn't stay on the
buttons—it couldn't. When it drifted back up to msuth then fell into that
mesmerising sea of blue, her stomach felt as was tied in tight little
intricate knots that she had no hope of unraveliing time soon and she
ached in a way she hadn't ached since they'd laderove, all that long
time ago.



'It's probably best not to take your boots off aaywForcing herself to
turn away, Tara tramped determinedly back to tike, segret in every step
and beset by a delicious kind of shivering she ddtiseem to still. 'It will
be too hard to get them back on again. Best jukertracks.’

'‘Anyone ever suggest you join the SAS for commaimdming?' Mac
quipped behind her.

'l really don't think the uniform would flatter mehe bandied back then
vaulted the stile into the field on the other side.

'It's such beautiful countryside...breathtakingtfd&was musing out loud
as she continued to walk at a fair pace acrosgyatbmeadow, Mac trailing
after her, his handsome face intensely concentraedthe task in
hand—getting back to Mitch's house with some skih d¢n his feet. 'No
wonder it inspired so many writers and poets.'

'I'm glad you're enjoying it." Stopping to draw &tte, Mac watched Tara
continue to walk and knew that he could summon gpramet or two after
observing the graceful rhythm of her body for foresix miles. He was a fit
man—regular use of the mini-gym he'd set up at himole care of that, plus
a couple of long swims a week at his local hedltl gvhen he could find
the time—nbut Tara had stamina that had to be sebe believed. Idly, he
wondered if her ballet training had been respoesiHe knew she used to
do her exercises religiously before leaving for kveach day. Her amazing
suppleness had always turned him on—especiallyeth.bHe uttered a
quiet but passionate expletive and stared dowrhatttissocky grass,
gathering his thoughts, trying to compose himself.

'Why have you stopped? Feet hurting?' she callexbado him, absently
lifting the weight of her soft blonde hair off thack of her neck.

'How much further is it?' he shouted back crossly.

‘Time-wise | calculate about another twenty minit&rawing the
crumpled map of the area out of her jacket pocketa peered at it,
oblivious to the fact that Mac was having some mw®rable trouble in
keeping his frustrations at bay. She appreciatatiith was suffering some



discomfort from his new walking boots, but otheartlthat she was hoping
he was getting some pleasure out of their long.hieany rate, being
outdoors certainly helped her cope with the astongsreality of her being
alone with Mac—on holiday together after such ggltime apart—like a
real husband and wife.

‘Twenty minutes, hmm? Every one's going to feel enbke ten.’
Muttering irritably to himself, Mac rubbed his haraind a chiselled jaw he
hadn't bothered to shave that morning, an occuerthvat happened rarely, if
ever, and flexed his toes inside the confining baat if to test his agony.

"You can do it! Don't tell me a man who can queltsle boardroom of
advertising executives with just one withering glarirom those icy blue
eyes can't cope with a couple of little blistei&Rygling out loud, Tara
shoved the map back into her pocket and was jusitadb move off again
when, ignoring the hot burst of pain from the bathkis heel, Mac put on a
sprint and headed right for her, like a runnerrggprig from the starting
block.

Too astounded to react swiftly enough, Tara jusest at him in disbelief,
all the air punching from her lungs when Mac badecelinto her then,
catching her firmly before she fell, urged her dovemefully onto her back
on the soft, sweet-smelling grass.

Straddling her with his long, muscular legs, hisrwebreath drifting
across her face, he pinned her arms high abovendad and smiled
wickedly, the sort of smile that a pirate mightidet to his female captive...
before ravishing her. Her face burning with a migtof indignation and
desire at such caveman antics, Tara lifted her knéédried to retaliate in a
most sensitive place, but Mac was too agile andjtock for her and merely
tightened his grip with his own strong thighs.

'So...you take delight in torturing me, do you?'

'l did not torture anybody! Is it my fault that yevere stupid enough to
wear brand-new walking boots?' Green eyes shoatiridittle shards of
emerald fury, Tara tried to buck but her attempisfree herself were
ineffectual at best and, she quickly realised |dutMac was wall-to-wall



muscle and the sheer physical strength of the maamwhelmed her.
Overwhelmed her andrew her, despite her vows never to let this man play
with her heart—or her body—again. 'All that deskkwmust be making you
soft, Mac," she taunted and wondered at her owprisurg ability to be such

a masochist because suddenly the smile had goneNtac's compelling
features and that tell-tale muscle in the sideisfshadowed cheek jerked
warningly.

'‘No, baby," he said quietly, so quietly she thoughe might have
imagined the old endearment—an endearment he sswedfically for
when they made love. Goosebumps ran riot over bay.BYou're the one
who's soft. Soft like satin." When he laid his hagehtly on her breast
beneath her denim shirt, desire jackknifed likeerof fire from her breast
to her womb. The violence of it made her catch Imeath. He hadn't
touched her in so longo long.and now she thought she might die if he
stopped.

Easing out a button from its opening, he smoothedaugh denim aside
and slid his hand seductively onto her perfect padast with its exact pink

tip.
'Don't.'

The word came out when she didn't mean it but doimgtinside must
have been trying to save her from further heartaichmake her see sense.
Dammit...Slowly Mac withdrew his hand, then his body, ad carefully
to his feet. Disappointment was like a fever bugnhrer up. For a few
moments Tara just lay there in the soft green grassing up at the
perfectly blue sky, wanting to die. Then, as thghgly inclement breeze
drifted across her exposed flesh, she pulled thmsef her shirt together,
hastily did up the offending button and pushed &léte her feet.

Risking a quick glance at Mac, she shrugged antesté# walk again.
'We'd better get back," she threw over her shoultérink there's a good
chance of rain.'

'So you're a meteorologist now as well?' he shck rlam behind.



The corners of Tara's mouth eased up into a relieudle. At least Mac
hadn't lost his sense of humour. And, thinkinghait tpotentially explosive
little encounter just now in the grass—at leastlide't bear a grudge either.

Tara was in the shower. Knowing that fact and feglinable to cope
with just the thought of that curvy, slender bo@yeath the warm, reviving
spray of which he'd so recently taken advantagsdlimMac made his way
into the generous-sized living room to stare odlh@tawe-inspiring vista of
sea, sand and sky. The view was truly somethiregg €lse sight of it seemed
to reach right inside him to the place where n@nelve sometimes dared to
dwell, swirling round emotional wounds and scacpds and dreams, like a
cleansing wind challenging him to dream some méi@ding his arms
across his black cashmere sweater, he couldn'thlgigh. Was he a fool
to hope for more than this? This short time togethgng to right past
wrongs? To hope that Tara might find it in her héarmive him a second
chance? They'd made a baby together—didn't thabtcfour anything?
Thinking about the baby—the son who had grown msigds womb for six

short months then died—Mac reluctantly rememberedieam. The sound
of the infant crying so mournfully came back iniastant and the pain that
swelled up inside him was unrelenting and totallyfougiving. Mac
thumped his chest to release the breath that wddesly trapped there,
alarmed to find that his eyes were stinging witirse

Angered by the emotion that washed over him, atrability to control
it—a skill he'd once prized so highly—he walked ¢ door onto the
rectangular patio. Leaning against the waist-higine wall that separated
the house from the rolling panorama of green thagtetl down to the sand
then the sea, he took several deep breaths tolgatself, glancing up in
surprise when he felt a few droplets of rain onfate. Just a few minutes
ago there hadn't been a cloud in the sky. Now thwere several little ones
and one large grey mass moving ever so slowly et so purposefully
overhead. She'd been right, the little minx. Asthreught about Tara and
their eventful morning's hike, Mac felt his skirogting warm. Throwing
off the feeling of despair that had so suddenlgsdped him, he turned and
walked back into the house for shelter. Even asitveed the rain started to
descend in big, fat drops. It splattered onto tagopand the potted plants



that had a home there and he shivered as he steypeel the living room,
thankful that Mitch had also arranged for a baskdbgs and some turf to
be left in the utility room to light the fire. Thelycertainly need it tonight.

'How are your feet?' Her blonde hair swathed tw$tgle in a big white
towel, and dressed in white jeans and a light lcli@mbray shirt, Tara
sauntered in, a becoming dimple at the side ofus&ious pink mouth.

'Massacred, thanks to you.' Mac glanced down abais feet, at the
matching set of blisters on his toes and heelspamhised himself that his
boots would be well broken in before he ever evenstlered hiking a
similar distance again.

Following his gaze, Tara strolled up beside himniag over a little to
inspect the damage for herself.

‘They don't look too bad. You'll live," she annoeadrightly, then moved
across the room to the big, inviting sofa with myriad patterned and
coloured cushions and its crocheted throw acrasddck. Making herself
comfortable, she proceeded to unwrap the towelraltver head and shake
her damp hair loose.

'Is that all the sympathy I'm going to get?'

'Oh, for goodness' sake!" Exasperated, Tara spéarefingers through
the heavy, damp strands of her hair and shookheutowel. ‘Men are such
little boys! If you had to endure half the thinge women have to put up
with you might have some grounds for receiving seyrapathy!

For some reason, her words didn't just glance ioff in the way she'd
obviously intended. She was right. Tara had endtire@dgonising loss of a
baby— something that had been an integral paréobbdy, her psyche, for
six whole months then was suddenly gone. On tothaff she'd had to
endure the physical agony of giving birth, knowthgt at the end of it she
wouldn't have a living child...

'‘Mac?' Dropping the towel onto the arm of the sdtaa frowned. 'What's
the matter?'



He looked as if he'd seen a ghost, either thahexpectedly delved into a
place in his mind where he didn't really want tolger heartbeat skittered a
little.

'Did you have a funeral for the baby?' he askealajrvoiced.

Shock rolled over Tara. Her throat threateningdse, she stared down at
her hands, focusing on her slim platinum weddingpdbas if compelled.

'l named him Gabriel," she told him, glancing #md yes, | did have a
small ceremony, just me and Aunt Beth and a coapfeends. He has a
headstone too...with all his details on.’

‘That's good. Perhaps | can visit some time?' & amazing he was able
to get the words out without cracking, Mac thoudésolately. Moving to
the fireplace, he put out a hand to lean agairstrthrble mantel. 'I'm sorry
things couldn't have been different. | hadn't idish to walk out, you
know...but things were a little crazy back then.’

Picking up the damp towel, Tara folded it acrossdren and got to her
feet. Her features appeared very pale.

'‘Crazy? It was hell! You know it and | know it. Sething had to give.
You probably did the right thing. | was the foolisime...the dreamer,
holding on to nothing. We were both so unhappyymdtook steps to put
an end to our misery.'

'Only the misery didn't end there, did it, Tara?uYiere pregnant and
alone. Then the baby died." Moving away from thepliace, Mac paced the
room, feeling as if his legs were suddenly leadgis that didn't want to
carry him. Stopping at the huge window, he staredumseeingly at the
view, taking no pleasure in it, his expression klea

‘Things weren't easier for you when you left?"
Her question shocked him to his bones. Did shdyréalieve that they

were? He'd missed her with every cell in his baddight-time was the
worst. Used to having her beside him in bed, wakipgand seeing her



there, he felt as if he'd been bereaved when skhe'twv@®nce a good sleeper,
he'd become a total insomniac, resorting to slegpilis to try and get some

rest at night to face the long, demanding daysaekwHe'd looked and felt

like hell.

'No." Gritting his teeth, he moved his head sloWlym side to side.
'Things weren't easier.’

His expression said it all. Her chest feeling aswas trapped in a vice,
Tara clutched the damp towel to her shirt and woedievhy people who
once professed to love each other more than $iédfitould so easily let that
love be destroyed. Mac's reply was a revelatiomén Somehow she'd
convinced herself that he had got his life backraok pretty much straight
away after leaving her. She'd died a hundred sohediths every day,
imagining all the women that would now feel freetmne on to him. Would
he welcome them? Would he forget the long, passamghts they'd spent
in each other's arms so easily at the sight oflemqgtretty face? Another
warm body? Now he seemed to be telling her thdtawesuffered too. He
hadn't left her for someone else—he'd simply begnd to find a way to
end a situation that had become close to intolerfslboth of them.

'I'm going to the bedroom to dry my hair. Perhagsaan think about
doing something tonight? Maybe find a place wheey have some music?
What do you think?'

Mac turned round fully to face her. It was only &ese he knew her so well
that he noticed thagnt quiver Of her lower lip that told him she was nervous.
Was she afraid the olive branch she was tentatiwelging out would be
rejected? Didn't she know the fact that she wadihglit out at all, and not
catching the next flight home, gave him a tremesdsaurge of hope that he
probably had no right to feel?

'l think that sounds good. The nearest villagd fan'away. They're bound
to have a pub or two...this is Ireland, right?'

'‘Good. That's settled, then.' Feeling a delicioasmth spreading right
through her body because she had his smiling agmegmara tentatively
smiled back then hurried from the room.



With a fine fire roaring in the grate and two gkesf creamy smooth
Guinness placed squarely in front of them on ttike wooden table, Tara
and Mac made themselves at home in the unasharnrediyional Irish
tavern and let the foot-tapping music of the flated fiddle happily wash
over them. When they'd entered the small, cosyiortef Paddy's Bar, the
glances from the locals had been curious but rtaisive and the famous
Irish reputation for warmth and friendliness hadisappointed either. The
large, florid-faced barman—'call me Mike'—had baedeand joked with
Mac and thrown several appreciative smiles Taralslvefore leaving them
to settle in by the fire and enjoy the night's eaiament. The two male
musicians, one young, one old, the older one witjremt bushy beard,
played their respective instruments with a passiot a relish that made
Tara think longingly of her dancing.

Hearing her sigh, Mac glanced across the tableeatwith concern.
'What's the matter?’

To Tara, observing him sitting there in his navblegknit sweater and
snug black jeans, his newly washed hair gleaminghéfirelight, Mac
looked yummy enough to eat. In three years of agerishe'd hardly ever
seen him so casually attired. Because he was nahlwlyys at work, he
mostly wore immaculately tailored suits, and with pristine shirts, silk ties
and expensive Italian shoes, Tara had often felttbthes defined the man
because somehow they seemed to put up a barrieedetthem that she
often felt too unconfident to transgress. How ofted she just longed to
ruffle his feathers a little? To muss his hair befbe left the flat in the
morning, to loosen his tie and maybe leave a didittle love-bite on his
neck? To make him lose that rigid control he ndlyiesssumed for himself.
The only place she'd succeeded in doing that weds dred when she had
she'd been more than gratified by the result...

Colouring slightly at the direction of her thoughgke took a brief sip of
her drink before answering him.

'‘Nothing's the matter. This is great. The musit jnade me think about
dancing, that's all.’



'Why did you give it up? Was it because you weregpant? That
wouldn't have stopped you teaching, would it? Atehge don't tell me to
mind my own business because | want to know.'

'l lost my concentration." As she tussled with atitude of emotions,
Tara's expression was torn. 'My nerve. You needrjseige you to dance,
you know? And | felt empty, drained. Even more #eravhat happened to
Gabriel... Working for Aunt Beth seemed a much isafgion, plus | didn't
want to stay in London.'

'‘And now?' Mac raised his glass, took a sip ofdnisk and put it down
again, his blue eyes watchful as a cat's.

'‘Now? | wouldn't go back to London if you gave mmidlion pounds.'
He'd expected as much. Now he knew for sure. '‘Arddgaching?’

''ve been thinking about looking for a post logalThere are a lot of
private schools in the locality with lots of nicdbyought-up young "gels”
whose parents want them to learn ballet. It shduloe too much of a
problem finding something.’

'What about the school you wanted? Your own school?

‘That takes time and money to organise. As you kedw.' She rubbed
her hands up and down her arms in the dusky pilagr she wore as if she
was uncomfortable with the subject, which she was.

'Why didn't you cash the cheques | sent you?' Hdeftt two cheques
because after six months had passed he'd reatigad bewilderment that
she hadn't bothered to cash the first one. The shimg happened to the
second.

'l didn't want yourconsciencamoney, that's why!" The heat of the fire
making her scarlet cheeks even redder, Tara swadlayown her sudden
spurt of anger and shook her head. 'I'm sorryoukin't have said that. You
were probably just trying to do the right thing.'



‘Yeah, Mac agreed soberly. 'Likalivaysknow how to do the right thing.
If 1 had done the right thing in the first place weuldn't be in this
God-awful mess!'

His pain and frustration tore at Tara's heartstiridhe man was clearly
doing his best to make amends for what had happiensd own way and
she wasn't even meeting him halfway. If she realy tired of playing the
blame game then her words and her actions hadflextr¢hat. The man
deserved a break, if nothing else. Once upon alienead been her whole
world. She hadn't forgotten that, even if he had.

'Why don't we just sit back and enjoy the music@eBestill, why don't we
dance?' Her mouth trembled a little as she finisdmzhking but she stood
up before he could register his surprise and Macstil in shock when she
slipped her hand into his and urged him to his. feet

'Don't look so worried," she whispered next todaisas she led him to the
small area where one other couple had bravely takéhne floor. 'I'm not
expecting you to be one of the cast members ofrRaree.’

Unable to hold back the grin that tugged at his,INac pulled her gently
and expertly into his arms as if he'd been doireyéry day of his life. His
heart was beating too hard, too fast, becauseblee'd longing to hold her
like this ever since he'd seen her at the museww. tNat he had her, her
blonde hair soft beneath his chin, her supple d&daody pressed
intimately next to his, Mac reflected that this msarely be one of those
perfect moments that the universe conspired tgbriimans every now and
then..if they were lucky.

'‘Not bad,” Tara murmured softly as he led her rotiedroom, to the
slightly mournful tune "The Maid of Culmore,' 'fardesk-bound city guy.'

The look he gave her in return was pure fire, mg@d, and, tightening his
arms possessively round her slender waist, he iguigs to her ear and
whispered, 'There are other things this desk-batitydguy can do even
better...if you'll just give him the chance.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

MAc stood in front of the fire, gazing deeply into fiiekering, crackling
flames. Outside the wind roared in gusts and tlaeeseroached onto the
shore, waves licking greedily at the undisturbedtevkand, although he'd
drawn the curtains against the evidence, to shuthainight. From the
kitchen he heard Tara humming as she went abouhgbkt chocolate and
for the first time since he couldn't remember whdag felt oddly at peace.
Even though he knew the feeling wouldn't last—thatroad to a possible
reconciliation with his lovely wife was paved withcks—he told himself to
just enjoy the moment. Life, after all, was jussuccession of moments
when all was said and done and there were no gigasr-even though he
might wish there were...

"You look very reflective standing there, like aotud, brooding
Heathclif—what's up?'

Her footfall was so soft Mac hadn't heard her com&azing at her now
as she carefully carried their drinks, he felt pale, innocent beauty give
him a little jolt inside. Their unexpected dancgether in the tavern had
only fuelled his desire for further contact and Wwas having trouble
tempering the raw need inside him with the undadigtenore sensible
demand to proceed more cautiously.

But her comment made him smile. 'You always did ehav wild
imagination.'

Tara handed him his drink then turned away befersdw the heat in her
face. His words made her think of the hot nighdagted sheets and sweet,
erotic loving that they had once shared; loving #iee still craved despite
her vow not to cave in to the powerful attractidre harboured for her
husband.

Beneath her sweater, her breasts ached at the melhbad to have
something to while away the long, lonely eveningiemwyou weren't home,'
she replied, then, placing her mug on the coffééetadropped down onto
the sofa, drawing her jean-clad legs gracefullypapeath her.



'Do you really think | preferred being at work teithg with you?' Leaving
his drink on the mantelpiece, Mac dropped his haods hips and sighed
deeply. 'There were a lot of major things going downeeded to be there.
My clients expected it...so did my staff. It's atmthat when you're the boss
you don't have to work as hard—you have to wiakder because people
are relying on you. Anyway, things are a lot easi@w. As | said, | have
good people working for me. People | can rely otate care of things. |
don't have to show up every day if | don't want to.

'Lucky you.' Reading between the lines, Tara thosbh could still detect
a heavy commitment to his job. There was no waydstensider going back
to him if that was still the case. Her heart greavy at the thought.

'Is this the line you're going to take the whoted®? Antagonism?'

'Of course not.' Chided, she pushed her fingersatagily through her
hair. 'But if you're serious about us getting bimgether, what compromises
are you willing to make, Mac? The hours you putivork were always the
main bone of contention between us. What's thet poiseing married if we
hardly ever see each other?'

'I'd work a lot fewer hours." His reply was immediaAnd I'd be more
flexible. We could take more holidays—'

'We only took one in three years of marriage," Trerainded him, 'and
even then you flew back to London after only thdags. | was in Bali, one
of the most beautiful places in the world...on own.’

'l wish you knew how much | regretted that.' Shgknms head, he stared
back at the fire. He picked up the heavy poker@odded the charred logs,
watching the flames hiss and brighten in the gtatan only promise you |
wouldn't ever let that happen again.' Replacingpibleer in its brass stand,
he turned back to Tara. 'l want to be a good huslaryou, Tara...and a
good father to our children.’

Her throat tightened. 'lt's too soon to talk altbat.’

Why?'



'‘Because it's hard enough coping with the ideasajaiting back together
again, never mind thinking about having children.’

'‘Are you scared?' he asked gently.

'Of what?' But Tara's heartbeat had acceleratetlynalk the idea of being
pregnant with Mac's child again. Sudden longing enaer dizzy.

'Of being pregnant.’

What had happened to their first-born son remainmegpoken between
them, like an indelible hurt that would never goagwout would always
exist to haunt them with what could have been.

Restless and on edge, Tara got to her feet. Whgbd think?'

"This time I'd be there for you. All the way.' SligMMac approached her, a
tender smile etched seductively on his beautifaefais blue eyes dark.
'We'll get you the best doctors, the best care. Won't lack for anything.’

She was aching for him to hold her but she wouldiake the first move.
The fact that he'd left her once already loomeddan her mind and
rejection was like a hundred tiny scores in herthé&omehow, some way,
Tara needed him to prove he meant what he said a@miing them to try
again; that it wasn't just some whim of his fuel®dguilt about the baby
they'd lost. And so far he hadn't mentioned anglaibout love.

'l couldn't move back to London. You know that?pBhing a softly
anxious breath, she gazed up at him with wide geses.

His smile remained. He reached out and fingerdrthad of her hair. Heat
swirled in her stomach.

'I'm not averse to moving to where you live nowhét's what you want.
When | do need to go into the office | can commbte could look for a
house, somewhere with a decent-sized garden sdhildeen have space to
run around.’



Oh, Mac.. His words fell like soft rain on her dry soul. Siwayed a little
towards him, her lip quivering as she tried withthalr might not to give way
to tears.

'Will you let me hold you?' he asked, his voice ldlust hold you?'

Tara moved into his arms without a word. Urging deep into his chest,
Mac cupped the back of her head with one hand aoléd her waist with
the other. She smelled of flowers and sunshineraimg all the things that
nature manifested so freely and magically, and Mamembered the
slightly overpowering, heady scent that Amelie lfeabured and knew in
an instant the one that beguiled him more. Likewlenan he held in his
arms. Free of artifice, Tara had always had thegodw beguile him from
the very first moment he'd set eyes on her, sittimgpsite him on a crowded
London tube train, supposedly engrossed in a daragazine. Only she
wasn't. Not really— because she'd been stealiniydurttle glances at him
all the way from Oxford Circus to Victoria. When'¢héllowed her out onto
the platform and waylaid her with 'What's your fakite food?' she'd
automatically come back at him with ‘ltalian. Whg@d he'd proceeded to
persuade her to have dinner with him that niglatest Italian restaurant
he knew in London. When she'd accepted, he'd dieernis business card
just so she could check he was who he said hetheswalked back down
the platform with such a feeling of elation in Hisart because he knew
without doubt that she'd be there at the restawattite allotted time. The
electricity between them had been all but humming.

But right now Mac had no hope of proceeding cawtipas he'd so often
admonished himself since seeing her again, not vileiody had other
more urgent ideas. Pressing his lips against higrieamoved his hands up
and down her back, loving the perfect fit she mades arms, relishing the
sexy, firm contours of her body, wishing he couldtjstrip her of every
stitch and take her here now on the Arran rugontfof the fire...

He heard her little heartfelt sigh then felt hemble. Helpless to act in
any other way, Mac tilted her chin up towards hinstiare hungrily into her
depthless green eyes with their pretty dark-bldadkees.



'l never stopped wanting you,' he said huskily dach had the evidence
to prove it pressing into her pelvis.

'Sex would only cloud the issue.' She shiveredralgai made no attempt
to move out of his embrace. 'Nothing's been decyaed still—I still need
time.’

'‘But I'm not suggesting we have sex,' Mac repledguingly and a spark
of something like fire flashed in his eyes. 'I'nggasting we make love.
You'll agree there's a difference?’ As he had admtén the meadow earlier
on in the day, he slid his hand possessively oatdoheast shielded by her
soft wool sweater and cupped it. As he teased ipgia) she felt it bead
beneath his touch into an exquisitely tight, achmgph. Tara's womb
responded with a deep contraction. Hot little rggpdf need pulsed through
her body. The sensual pull of his fascinating magémed to lure her lips
closer. With a hungry little groan she put her hapdo his face and brought
that same sexy mouth down to hers. The touch sfatded her and she
parted her lips almost instantly, letting the sah&eat of his tongue invade
her. The taste of him brought an avalanche of paag¢ memories and she
willingly gave herself up to the eroticism of theND other man tasted like
Mac. Not that she'd had vast experienceamy other experience for that
matter—Mac had been her one and only lover—butcsiuddn't imagine
any other man setting her alight so completely. &elegs, she had mused
in fright when her gaze had collided with his thist time on the tube—and
her instincts had all been right.

Behind her back his hand slid down further to catesr shapely bottom.
Naked, that particular part of her anatomy felelikelvet, he remembered.
Deepening the kiss, he urged her hips flush against parting her thighs
with his knee, his sex hardening to the point afpa

'Did you make love to Amelie or was it just sex?'
The question was like being stripped naked and edinkto a pool of

freezing ice. His heart pounding, Mac let Taralgmtstepped back, his face
a barely controlled mask of raw fury.



"You really know how to kill a mood, don't you? Ydo that to all the
men in your life or is that particular torture ressd purely for me?’

Pained, Tara tunnelled her fingers through her aad looked at him
aghast. 'There haven't been any other men in mgilifce you—' Choked,
she broke off, trying desperately to reassembledrabled defences. The
guestion about his ex-girlfriend had come out oivhere, taking her by
surprise—but she must have wanted to ask it oottldn't have been in her
consciousness. Now she couldn't help wondering.tWhd this Amelie
been like? Had she been shattered when thingstiwaamhied out with Mac?
The way Tara had been shattered when he'd left?

Even though he was furious with her, Mac felt diedi by her answer. He
didn't quite know how he would have coped with ithea that she'd slept
with other men—even though she had every right utigecircumstances.

'She lived with me for six months. We were intimgperadically at best,
at worst—hardly at all. Amelie was a very fastiddomoman—she didn't
exactly like to get herself in a sweat, if you knavat | mean?"

Tara did...only too clearly. His base reference enlaer hot all over and
she cursed herself for breaking the mood. Whatshadeen thinking of?

'I'm sorry... | had to ask.’

'Sorry that my love life wasn't all it could havedn or sorry that she
didn't enjoy it?'

Her cheeks flamed red. Suddenly she felt as iflaomiflashing cameras
were trained on her. She could barely bring hetsatfieet his glance.

‘You're angry.’

"Yeah, I'm angry. Go the top of the class!' Hipoese was like whiplash.
"You have every right to feel aggrieved by whaid @ you, Tara, but you
don't have to try and emasculate me to make a.pidnetfire's burning low.
I'll wait until it's nearly out then I'm going tarn in. In the meantime, | think
| need something a little stronger than this.'ddtg away from her, he took



his untouched drink out into the kitchen, leavingrd standing there
wishing she could roll back time to the moment befehe had so
thoughtlessly blurted out her crass question abisuex.

She wanted him. The need was a physical ache #thhér twisting and
writhing in the big double bed where she slept. &dw erotic dreams of
Mac had tormented her for hours, making her maaa fbst a little hot and
bothered. Pushing back the bunched-up patchwoltk gie swung her long
legs to the floor, dragging her hands feverishigtigh her hair as she stared
at the grey, misty dawn that was seeping throughhbi-drawn curtains.
Reaching for her silky aquamarine robe, she puitedn then padded
barefoot into the corridor. Somewhere a clock titked at the end of the
hallway glowed a soft red light in front of apoitraf Jesus Christ—the
famous 'Sacred Heart' that Beth had once toldimresin practically every
home in Ireland.

Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Tara tried tcereber which room
was Mac's. There were four doors down the coriniduding her own, two
on the left and two on the right. Gathering herrage in both hands, she
peeked into three of them, her heart in her moutanmMac was not to be
found anywhere.

Had he been so mad at her that he'd decided baély to the UK without
her? He wouldn't do that... would he? Momentardyabtysed by fear and
self- doubt, she gave herself a little shake thatked slowly into the living
room. She came to an immediate standstill whersatehis long, muscular
physique draped awkwardly along the couch. He'dicalsly fetched a
counterpane from his room and some time in thetnigtad covered him,
but now it lay in a colourful heap on the floorfiont of him. Tara shivered
violently and not just from the chill in the rooi@oft- footed, she moved
towards him.

He was still wearing his sweater and jeans. Gagowgn at his handsome
sleeping face, his light hair swept back from lnieehead, she studied the
faint little ridges on his brow and the new linessige his eyes. It made her
hurt inside to think of him working so hard and®iog without a break and



she wished— not for the first time—that he wouldinive himself so hard.
The man needed to cut himself a little slack. He &auccessful, thriving
business—he didn't have to prove anything to anyoeast of all her... All
she had ever been of his hard work and ambitionintakerant. Funny how
she could see that so clearly now, as if someodaWw#ched on a light bulb
in her brain.

Hands shaking a little, she clutched at the sillatemial of her robe as if to
prevent herself from reaching out to touch him. 8t how she wanted to
touch him. The need was consuming her. She mighkblieon the outside
but inside she was burning up.

Finally, her pulse racing wildly, she reached aud &id her hand on his
chest. Mac opened his eyes. Without a word hisefimgurled around the
fine bones of her wrist and tugged her towards hiosing her balance,
Tara tumbled on top of him, her breath shootingabtier in a shocked little
whoosh. Then he was kissing her, making love toalir his mouth while
his hands roamed her body, stroking, pressingssarg, until she was too
weak to fight the matching need that throbbed thholoer and surrendered
instead to the powerful conflagration that was comsg them both. She
drew back momentarily to look at him, her hair Boftlishevelled,
shimmering green eyes glazed with desire, and wieepprotested Tara
placed her finger across his lips as if silentlgdiag him not to speak, just
to feel. Dropping his head back onto the tassaieshion behind him, Mac
held his breath as her hands moved down to hisspediroked across the
hard, aching ridge behind his fly, then slowly eagdewn his zipper. He
groaned and would have reached for her again leutvals working his jeans
down to his knees and then doing the same witblak silk boxers. Heat
slammed into Mac like a force of nature. His mownt dry as she
straddled him with her long, pale thighs and slowiy deftly took him
inside herself. Deeper and deeper she took himaarmshe began to rock
herself gently back and forth Mac seriously thoubht scorching heat
would set him on fire. Then she bent towards hiih liesed him and Mac
reached for her, his hands stroking across thd, ngilvet tips of her breasts
through her thin nightshirt, squeezing and cuppiven she sat back to
give him greater access, he covered them hungrtly mis mouth so that
she cried out, releasing his name in soft, brekititey gasps that had all the
nerve endings on the surface of his hot, awakeked exploding with
pleasure.



Memories Tara had held in her heart came floodiagkbArousing
memories. There wasn't a surface in their apartriiettthey hadn't made
love on at one time or another. They'd always bs®rhungry for one
another—as if they could never get enough. Bringieg concentration
firmly back to the present, Tara sighed, fiercaaplee shuddering through
her like an electrical current on high voltage—sbald practically hear it
hum. With every rocking movement of her pelvis, Maast into her more
deeply, until finally the intensity of the pleasurecame just too much to
bear. Exquisite little sensations of heat eruptsae her, eliciting a ragged
cry from her soul as her soft, moist walls clasped unclasped his hardness
in a primal rhythm all of their own, until she fetis own powerful
capitulation as he bucked against her. Breathimd, tree held her hips firm
beneath his hands—right where he wanted her—besfowely letting her
go. When he opened his gorgeous blue eyes, hipdipsg in a devastating
smile that made Tara feel as if she was drowningaonlight and passion,
she dared to smile back, her heartbeat wild irchest.

'l remembered that's how you like to be woken tel voice was
unconsciously silky.

‘Ten out of ten for effort, Mrs Simmonsen,” he wgped huskily,
knowing that calling her that made him believe lsel®nged to him and him
alone—or would do again soon if there was anyjtestice in the world. To
his absolute delight she blushed like a schooblyid the blood in Mac's
veins heated and throbbed anew. In an instant ikedder again. When
she would have moved away, he stilled her withhlisds, pulling her back
down, his eyes darkening as desire stirred once agais loins.

Tara bit her lip in shock but obediently stayed mhehe was, allowing
Mac to push her robe off her shoulders, then tavigiand deliberately
unbutton her nightshirt until she was naked befone

"You're so beautiful, baby.' His voice was hoarsi w@dmiration as he
skimmed his fingers round her perfect, sexy littel then proceeded to do
the same to her breasts. 'And if you think youwirening away from me any
time soon...think again, because | have plansdar'y

'Plans?' Her pulse skittered as she stared dowrhistmelting blue gaze.



'Yes, plans,' he teased. 'And they may just kedyptishere all morning."'
Removing his sweater, his broad, magnificent sherslcand flat, hard
stomach exposed to her hungry gaze, Mac deftly gadplaces so that
Tara ended up flat on her back beneath him, herdeldair a bright, silky
mass on the red tasselled cushion behind her IMedsucked in a deep,
satisfying breath. 'Now I've got you right whenednt you and, barring an
earthquake or other acts of God, that's where gataying until I've proven
to you we're making love and not just having sexhat understood?

Sliding her hand round his back, loving the feelhadse strong, rippling
muscles slick beneath her fingers, Tara managectfiyliremulous smile.
'Do | look as if I'm about to run away?' she asked.

Later, Tara walked down to the beach. She'd left Mading a recipe book
of all things—one of many lining the bookshelf hetkitchen—surprised
and intrigued when he insisted he was going toeusimething up for
lunch. Wrapping her arms tightly round the oversihenky-knit sweater
she wore—one of Mac's that she'd borrowed—she eshifft the sexy
masculine fragrance emanating from the material ahovered with
pleasure. There wasn't a single place on her boalynadn't received her
husband's passionate and loving ministrations hadhad the aftershocks to
prove it. Her limbs had the consistency of semadind her breasts throbbed
from the insatiable demands of his mouth. It haghbelong time since her
body had been so thoroughly loved. Mac was rigiig:donflagration they'd
ignited between them hadn't just been about sexy-+ihd really and truly
made love. Even if he hadn't exactly professedve her.

Turning her head, Tara gazed up at the house dmlthieer heart racing a
little when she thought about living with Mac agaitad he meant it when
he said they could look for a house in her homenfbWould the quaint
little market town be enough for her cosmopolitaity-bred husband?
Would he soon tire of the lack of urban culture?rdtm the point—would
he soon tire of her?



And could she risk getting her heart broken allragain if he left? Even
if she had announced to Beth that that was an igilpitisy because it was
still broken from the last time.

A seagull squawked loudly overhead, stealing hiengbon. Shading her
eyes, Tara glanced skywards, feeling a deep lortgimigshe couldn't begin
to explain, except maybe to realise it was somgthimout freedom. What
was that saying? 'If you love somebody set them'fMac's devotion to his
work had played a big part in their break-up bwt iara had the right to try
and curtail his ambition? His passion? If she'tytloved him she wouldn't
have tried to restrain his desire to make his lmssira success. True, there'd
been many times when he hadn't been there fordoause he was needed at
work, but equally she hadn't always been therdiforwhen he wanted her
to be. There'd been countless functions and dirmleese she'd been invited
to accompany her husband, including two black-tienés when Mac's
company had won prestigious awards, yet Tara Haded to go with him,
preferring to sulk in their apartment alone, feglihard-done-by and
aggrieved. And Mac hadn't even given her a hard about it.

She dropped her gaze to stare down at the matohlats sand beneath
her feet. A strong sea breeze gusted in, tossingaie Pushing it out of her
eyes, she reflected that right now she was confabedt a lot of things. All
she could do was just take one small step at a time

She twisted the plain platinum band on her finehether this holiday
together would lead to a more permanent arrangesmendidn't know, but
one thing she was sure of—her love for Mac hadmitrdshed one jot since
their break-up. It was the sole and only reasorhsio®'t sought him out for
a divorce.



CHAPTER EIGHT

MAc was having a hard time staying awake and it wasstthe heat from
the fire that was making him drowsy. Years of sldeprivation due to his
work, nights when he'd burned the midnight oil wetb the early hours
poring over ad campaigns, trying to come up witmsamriginal idea that
would blow the client away, plus the usual assontnoé staff problems and
headaches that came with running your own busingssf-added up to a
constant feeling of being below par. He was onbt jueginning to realise
that he'd been running on empty for such a long timaw that he almost
believed that drained, tired feeling was normal.

Stifling another yawn, he stretched out his loranjeclad legs towards
the fire, then put his hands behind his head amuklé back against the sofa.
From somewhere in the house came the comfortirggnstrof a tinkling
piano. He didn't recognise the composer but he Khawa was using the
music as an accompaniment to her ballet exerci$isslips curved into a
smile when he thought about how indignant she'd lbdeen he asked if he
could stay and watch. They both knew it wasn't adgoea. The fact that
she was wearing tight black leggings and a skiniidg bodice thing that
was like a second skin, and would be stretchingokautiful, supple body
into all kinds of impossible positions to give tedsained muscles of hers a
workout, would simply be more temptation than Maald take. But there
wasn't anything to stop him imagining, was therb@yld whiled the whole
morning away making love; 'making up for lost timas Mac had
joked—and yet his body seemed to be in a permastate of arousal
whenever she was around. How he could have bestupml as to believe
that a woman like Amelie Duvall could come clossatisfying raw passion
like his—passion that only someone like Tara cagdal—he didn't know.
If his father hadn't passed away so unexpectediy,Mac had not had a
kind of thirty-something panic about not having kitothing but nothing
would have possessed him to suggest the possibfilityarriage to such a
woman. True, she'd impressed the hell out of nentd when they'd gone to
dinner together, but then some of them had beengsissuperficial as
Amelie herself—valuing status, careers, cars, lguskwthes more than
they valued some of the more important thingsfe liike a loving partner,
a welcoming home and children. Things that Mac moaved with all his
heart. Idly, he wondered if Tara would fall preghaoon. He told himself



the chances must be good since they'd both cled@dndoned the whole
notion of using contraception.

When the telephone on the heavy oak sideboardgauddenly into the
silence, Mac stared at it in shock as if it wetEldng bomb. Uttering a few
choice Anglo-Saxon phrases, he reluctantly goigdeet to answer it.

Glowing after her workout, her skin glistening withthin sheen of
perspiration and her muscles nicely aching, Tagppd her head into the
living room on the way to her shower to suggedi&m they open a bottle of
wine when she returned. A fresh white towel thrasasually around her
shoulders, she pushed open the door, only to hisardice raised in
conversation. It took a few heart-stopping momémtéer to realise he was
talking on the phone. He'd told her that no one &sew he was here.
Beneath the damp strands of her fringe, Tara's loreased into a frown.
Perhaps it was simply a wrong number? As she a@édahather into the
room, Mac turned at her entrance and the slighdlygd expression on his
handsome features confirmed that it was not.

For a moment after replacing the receiver, Mac satthing. He simply
stood by the sideboard, rubbing the back of hi& asdf it was causing him
pain. All the muscles in Tara's stomach clenchet umnease.

'Who was that?' she asked, her voice soundingotioa ih the big, silent
room.

‘Mitch Williams."'
‘The chap who owns this house?'
‘That's right.'

Then of course he would know that Mac was here—uldvbe familiar
with the telephone number. Tara's shoulders droppidrelief.

‘Mitch is my second in command,’ Mac continued—he



'You mean he works with you?' Immediately suspisjoliara glared
accusingly at her husband. 'lIt used to be GrahamleRa.whatever
happened to him?'

'Emigrated. To Spain.’

'‘Couldn't stand the pace, huh?'

'‘Something like that.'

'It's about work, isn't it? Do they want you to lupck?'

‘There's a problem." Unable to keep the strain flus voice, Mac
levelled his troubled blue eyes straight at Tasang) not to pay too much
attention to the fact that she looked tousled am@y@pus in her exercise
gear, the tight, stretchy clothing concealing naghof the lithe, fit shape
underneath.

'One of our biggest clients is screaming "lawsuitiless | personally
show up to placate him. If it were anything elsktéll Mitch to handle it, |
swear. All | need is an afternoon to meet him athatel... If | catch a flight
in the morning | can be back by tomorrow night."'

'‘But we've only just got here!" Duelling with angerd disappointment at
their holiday being interrupted as well as her rwi understanding of
Mac's commitment to his job, Tara tugged the tdnah around her neck
and pressed it against her forehead.

"You'd better get on the phone to the airline, thehe said airily,
pretending a nonchalance she clearly didn't fikelasn't fair! she cried
inside. Already she was missing him. Already worliswsabotaging any
chance they might have at a future together. 't @eghower. Excuse me.’

‘Tara, wait!'

Ignoring him, she hurried from the room.



Huddled into her ivory sheepskin jacket the follogiimorning, Tara
watched Mac collect his boarding pass from thenaidiesk, willing herself
not to let her guard down. She was expecting tdibappointed, and her
personal defence mechanism was kicking in big tiroe.all she knew he
might be gone more than just a day as he so carifydassured her. For all
she knew he might not come back at all.

''ve got ten minutes before | have to go to thardmg gate. Let's sit
down.'

Tara could hardly bring herself to look at him lasyt sat—instead her gaze
fluttered back and forth to theflickering televisiscreens announcing flight
departures.

Tara.'

'What?' Giving him an impatient glance, she felt heart turn over at
those chiselled Scandinavian features of his, tliset cobalt-blue eyes
that left her with nowhere to go. Why did she htovaotice the long, lavish
lashes that fringed those beautiful eyes at tlaigestn the game? Why did
those powerful, broad shoulders beneath his blackleé-breasted jacket
give her goose pimples just because they had imehily brushed against
her as they sat?

'Everything's going to be all right. Trust me.’

'Is it?' Tears perilously close, Tara quickly agdrher gaze. 'Do you think
that someone up there doesn't like us?’

'l think that someone up there is giving us evemgnce to put things
right.' Drawing her hand into his lap, he smilafhat happened to that
famous optimism of yours?'

Her expression raw, Tara stared at him hard. tlitabe night you left.
Didn't you know?"



It took Mac a moment or two to absorb the sudden pahis chest. His
fingers curled tightly around her small, pale hahdidn't mean to hurt you.
It was probably one of the worst decisions I'verenade. | know that now.'

‘Just come back soon.. .please." A single teakdthdown her face and
she impatiently wiped it away lest anyone shoull se

‘That's something I'm only too happy to promidermieet with the client,
get things straightened out then jump on a plamck pest as soon as | can.
I've got Mitch's number so I'll ring you as soonl &sow when. Will you
come and meet me at the airport?’

She nodded as she pulled the hire-car keys outopbcket, jangling
them in front of him. "You'll have to walk if | dinTwenty-five miles in the
dark—-you might just make it back to the house hyi€tmas.'

He grinned and Tara felt the force of his smile l&physical blow to her
solar plexus. God, the things that man could dwetowith just a smile...

She spent most of the day around the house. Tumitogthe local radio for
company, she listened with pleasure to an assottofid¢rish chat and song,
feeling somehow comforted by the famously lyricalas of the voices and
the music. Of course, Mac was on her mind modi@fime but Tara tried to
intersperse her desperate longing to see him witthid of activity and
house-cleaning. Once she'd vacuumed every roonshedl every surface
and had the kitchen gleaming like the proverbial meén, she turned her
attentions to some cooking. Concocting her own owised version of Irish
stew, she left the huge pot simmering on the stavite she baked a batch
of fruit scones. By the time her culinary pursuitsere completed, the
washing-up done and the kitchen floor swept forstbeond time that day, it
was still only three in the afternoon and she ballin't heard from Mac.

Moving across to the huge window in the living rqgofara stared edgily
past the expanse of rolling green to the crystatemiaves lapping onto the
shore in the distance. Folding her arms acrosstest, she turned briefly to
consider the silent telephone. Mind made up, sbatéal her waterproof in



the utility room, stuck her feet determinedly irter walking boots then
made her way down to the beach. As soon as thhk, fgesty air hit her

lungs, she felt the day's tension ease out of bdy.bShe'd only be gone
about an hour, she promised herself, her feet rginklightly in the soft,

impacted sand as she walked. Mac would be suiaddy then.

But by eight o'clock that evening Tara still hadreard from him. Her
heart heavy, she forced herself to eat a small lndwhe stew she'd made,
then switched on the small television in a bid tstrdct herself from
thoughts that dragged her along a road of gloomdgih@t want to travel
down. Finally, losing patience with the programnie f1ad selected to
watch—a very dull, too intellectual discussion twe arts—and weary of
her own company, she picked up the phone and diake aunt's number
back home.

'l was wondering when I'd hear from you,' Beth veadl cautiously after
her niece had greeted her. 'How's it all going? &iodi Mac getting along all
right?'

Recalling their morning of impromptu passion yeddgr followed by
more of the same last night, Tara couldn't helpbtugh profusely.

'We're getting along just fine, thank you very muttls just the most
beautiful country; so green it hurts your eyes. Arelhouse we're in has the
most amazing view of the sea.’

'l know, darling. Your grandparents came from Cgudork, remember?
| still have cousins in the village where they gregv But, that aside, I'm
really much more interested in you and Mac. I'mswe how | feel about
you being out there alone with him. Right now theyjis out as far as I'm
concerned.’

Tara didn't see the point in adding to her aurdfscerns by sharing the
news that Mac had had to rush back to London tacsbasiness. She didn't
pause to consider why she suddenly felt so pretect him either. Tucking
her hair behind her ears, she sighed wistfully thereceiver.



'You were the one who said we needed to talk, rdmeetWell, we're
talking." Amongst other things.

'So what exactly are you talking about? Does thgest of divorce still
feature in the frame?'

"You would have made a good recruit to the Gestama know that?'

'Darling, the fact that you're being so close-medtlabout the whole
thing makes me think you're still confused. DoettMac railroad you into
making any decisions you're not ready for, you meaP?'

'l hear you, Aunt." Tara rolled her eyes heavensiard

'‘And don't call me "Aunt" like that. It makes mefdéke some crusty old
thing well past her sell-by date!

'When are you going to get it through your thicladhéhat you're not old!
Smiling affectionately, Tara turned her attentian the still flickering
television screen, where the tedious discussiold gfrewn impatient with
was coming to a thankful close. Feeling increasimgl edge in case Mac
was trying to get through to her, she was suddankyous to bring the call
to an end. 'Anyway, I've got to go now; | only weahta brief chat and | think
| can hear Mac calling," she fibbed, crossing iregefrs.

'Well, ring me as soon as you know when you're ogrhiome. | miss not
having you around.’

'If you need company, why don't you ask Peter Toset the road to come
over for coffee? | know he has a soft spot for wod you might just find
you have more in common than you think.’

'‘Antique books and antique furniture—we'd makeeagpair, wouldn't we?
Darling, when | get that desperate it'll be time fiee to go into a home!
Anyway, give me your number just in case | feetlékchat. Willingly, Tara
did so.



'Take care, now," her aunt instructed, 'speak saod.if you're in the area
don't forget to kiss the blarney stone for me!'

Two hours later there'd been no phone call from fellad Tara had to
resign herself to the stark fact that there propal@sn't going to be. Not
tonight, anyway. Her emotions veering from angerdesperation, she
switched off all the lamps in the living room andrgly made her way to
bed.

Was she a fool to trust him again after he hadhéetdown so badly? It
was the last thought she forlornly remembered thoplkbefore her eyelids
drooped helplessly and she fell off into a deegyhited sleep.

Never again! Never again would Mac put himself tlglo such hoops for
the sake of smoothing a petulant rich client'sledfffeathers—no matter
how important that particular client deemed himddd was only glad that
at the end of an aggravating, completely tiresome-eapart from the fact

that he'd managed to rescue the account and aleestsait—he was now

back at the house where he should have been alj alith Tara. At least

he'd had the gratification of telling his clienatimext time he should take
his business elsewhere because Mac really cobiefbing with the hassle.
To his surprise, his client had quickly backpedgllassuring him he

wouldn't even consider using another agency bedagidead always been
very satisfied in the past.

Seeing the loquacious cab-driver off with a mowrmtlgenerous tip, Mac
lifted the small navy-blue holdall he had takenhwitim then wearily
climbed the steps to the house. All the lights ve#feave for the porch light
and, searching for the spare house key— which Muatli assured him
would be under the mat outside the door—Mac quietiyimself inside.

Anxious to return, he hadn't bothered to telephbae first. Besides, it
was just after three in the morning and he hadaitted to wake her. Most
of all he hadn't wanted her to make that long, Iipdeve to the airport in
the dark to meet him. Getting a cab had been thst semsible move, after
all.



Dropping his jacket onto a hall chair, Mac left hiag there too, then,
kicking off his shoes, made his way along the latig) corridor to Tara's
bedroom. The heavy drapes in her room hadn't beseandand moonlight
drifted in, making everything in the room appearsoft focus. She was
lying on her front, her long, slim arms stretchad on the plump white
pillow beneath her head. Mac felt a hitch in hiatat the sight of all that
tousled blonde hair.

Bending down to her level on the bed, he brushe# bar hair, feeling
the warm, whispery softness of her breath traibsgris wrist. He didn't
intend to wake her, only indulge himself in thehdigf her for a little while.
Although he'd only been gone less than twenty-faaurs, he'd had plenty
of time to miss her.

'Mac?' Stirring, she turned over then wriggled irdosemi-sitting
position—sleepy green eyes squinting then focusmayis face.

'I'm back, sweetheart.'
'You bastard!'

For a moment Mac was so taken aback by the bldwstshoulder that he
didn't bother to defend himself. But when Tara almra@other blow, then
another, he grabbed her wrists to deflect any éurétitack, then stared in
stunned bewilderment at her angry, flushed facdalihe hell was that
for?' he demanded, furious.

‘You lied to me!

'l didn't lie to you, I—'

it doesn't matter how you dress it up, Mac. Youndi@ven have the
courtesy to ring me and let me know you'd be |&k& yanked at her wrists
but Mac held on to them with fingers of steel, éxpression grim.

'Listen to me! The meeting took longer than | tHoLend the client was a

couple of hours late. | had to wine and dine thg tihen put him in a cab
home. By the time | did all that, caught up withtdhi then rang the airline to



book a flight back, it was getting on for nine hetevening. The earliest
flight I could get on wasn't till after midnight.didn't ring you because |
didn't want you driving out to the airport latengght to meet me. | thought it
would be easier to just jump in a cab and arriwert of surprise you,' he
added wryly, thinking that he'd certainly achievledt—but not in the way
he'd intended. The unwanted realisation that hebleadme just a littléoo
absorbed in his work sent a wave of guilt eddyingagh him and he
shoved it impatiently away to the back of his mind.

Still struggling against his iron-like hold on hesrists, Tara pouted
angrily, her pulse racing. 'lt's just like old tispésn't it, Mac? You make me
a promise then you don't keep it. Nothing's chariged

The despondency in her voice completely undid Mvarring with the
rage he felt at being misunderstood when he wasdmihg what he thought
was right, as well as being desperate to holdMac, swore softly beneath
his breath and released her.

'‘Everything'schanged, Tara. Despite what you think, | no lonmérmy
work first. This was a unique situation that neededexpertise to sort it
out. Whether you like it or not, I still have apessibility to the people who
work for me. Their jobs are dependent on my agdraiyg a success. |
couldn't just leave them in the lurch.’

‘No. That's not something you'd ever do, Mac." Aievaf shame washed
over her as she rubbed at her throbbing wrists féses had run away with
her. When Mac hadn't telephoned earlier she'd amduhe worst. She'd
assumed that she wasn't important enough for hiwvatd to fly back at the
earliest opportunity to be with her. Now she hahedfrustration and pain in
his voice as he'd explained what had happened hadfedt chastised
because she knew he was a man of integrity whodmauknowingly let
people down if he could help it. That included her.

'I'm sorry.'

‘There's nothing to be sorry for. I'm the one whouwdd apologise. Next
time I'll make sure | ring you first." Rising toshfeet, he rubbed a hand



across his eyes and Tara felt a pang at the suddariness etched into
those incredibly handsome features. '‘Go back &psiéoodnight, Tara.'

Panicked, she pushed a shaky hand through her "W4iere are you
going?'

His gaze seemed worryingly distant. 'To bed. I'ecpcally dead on my
feet.'

'Don't you want a drink? Something to eat?' Shengwher legs to the
floor and stood up. She was wearing a plain pirghtie with shoestring
straps that didn't come close to disguising theaable curves beneath it.

As attracted as he was, plain fatigue still gotlibtter of Mac. 'I'm fine,’
he shrugged. 'l had a sandwich and some coffeieeadl | want now is my
bed.'

A brief smile that was more like a grimace on hps,| he left Tara
standing there, closing the door firmly shut beHund.

When she walked into the kitchen the next mornheyd was no sign of
him. Instead she found a note propped up agaimsikgug on the table. It
told her he'd gone for a walk on the beach andaamlgead and have
breakfast without him.

The thought of food made her stomach roil. How dalle eat when her
whole system was in turmoil? Chewing down heavity leer lip, Tara
hurried into the utility room, grabbed her wategdfr@and ran out of the
house to make her way down to the beach.

She found him skimming pebbles into the sea. "Yogt to learn to trust
me, Tara. This isn't going to work otherwise.' Afaebrief glance her way,
he continued to skim stones.

Swallowing hard, she jammed her hands into thghatgh pockets of her
jacket. Last night she'd been distraught at tha idkelosing him again.



When he hadn't telephoned to say when he woul@ddble Bhe'd been frantic
with worry. All manner of crazy thoughts had flovimrough her mind;
including what if the plane crashed and he wagdilbefore she'd had the
chance to tell him that she loved him? Had alwayed him—even when
they were apart? That was why her reaction, whémbly showed up, had
been so wild.

‘Trust is a big leap for me," she confessed quietly

' know." Wiping his hands down the front of hiafs, Mac closed the gap
between them, considering her slowly with a loregthd glance that made
her toes tingle nicely in her boots. 'That's why djiving you all the time in
the world to make it. Right now all | want to ddois with you. I'm in this for
the long haul, Tara. I'll do whatever | have totd@ain your trust. That's a
promise.’

Something settled inside her. Something light anddg like someone
shining a torch in pitch-black darkness. Withowt@ad she moved into his
arms, savouring the sharp, cold scent of the saadiing to him and
mingled with the warm, indefinable essence of tla@ immself. Burying her
face in the thick, soft wool of his sweater, shedbned him in like oxygen,
drank him in like wine.

‘Are you hungry?' Green eyes bright, she regardedwith a teasing,
happy expression on her face.

'For you...not for food," Mac replied, his voicaeigh with need, his hands
settling possessively on her hips.

'‘Well, maybe | can tempt you with a little of botShe slid her palms up
his chest as he angled his head towards her fmsahen playfully pushed
him away and started to run down the beach. 'Butvgogot to catch me
first! Think you can do it?'

Mac grinned wolfishly. '‘Sweetheart, with you as pineze | could take on
the whole British Olympic relay team and win!



Moving into a long-legged sprint, he charged after, closing the gap
between them even more quickly than he'd expettédebn Tara turned to
gauge his progress and saw him gaining on hertostkea fit of the giggles
and ground to a halt, holding her side where atstiad begun.

"Wow!" Her eyes were shining when he drew up almiggser. "You must
have been in training. That was impressive!'

‘Not half as impressive as I'm going to be in thedrbom, Mrs
Simmonsen.'

Jaw determined, Mac swept her up into his armsemsmpcing the
inevitable blood rush to his loins when she sliddrens happily around him
and teased, 'Promises, promises.’

'What? You think | can't rise to the challenge?'
Ignoring the innuendo, Tara couldn't help but saghshe gazed into his

resolutely handsome face. 'l think you can risartg damn thing you put
your mind to, Mac...l really do.'



CHAPTER NINE

AFTER they'd been driving for some time, Mac stopped ¢he in a
breathtaking area composed of desolate rocky plateaneath a sharp blue
sky with the chill of winter in it, known locallysathe Burren. After
considering the view for several long, satisfyiegands he turned abruptly
to Tara. 'OK, give me the map.'

'‘No! | can read it.'
'‘Be a good girl and give me the map, Tara."

'l said no! And please don't patronise me in tiatsm-reasonable tone of
voice you obviously reserve for air-head secresatignow what I'm doing.
I've been reading maps since | was a child.'

‘Then can you explain to me why we're lost?' Hisuthawudging into a
smile, Mac would never have believed himself capabl this much
patience in any driving situation—but the fact loé tmatter was, Tara was
so damned determined to take charge of their hitieng that all he could
do was sit back in admiration and enjoy himselingdost simply added to
the flavour.

Irritated that she couldn't seem to locate on tla@ exactly where they
were in relation to where they were headed, Taratdted her head then
glared at the big, handsome man beside her. 'teltbavork for you, you
know that?'

'I'd hate you to work for me too.’

When her forehead creased into a hurt little frdwhac laughed, stroking his
finger down her cheek. 'You'd be a constant distac I'd never get
anything done.’

Mellowing, Tara leaned towards him, sliding her dhaeliberately along
a hard-muscled thigh encased in dark blue denimuli/that be a good
thing or a bad thing, do you think?'



'l think..." he dropped several little kisses om &eftly parted lips, each
one engendering the explosive heat of a small |amel/m .that right now
you'd better reserve all your employable skillsréading that map and
getting us out of here...before | have to resorthifirst rule of survival
when lost in unknown terrain.’

'Oh?' Her breath quickening beneath the hot, dngggisses that were
becoming increasingly more demanding at every tpd&ra's aroused
green gaze regarded Mac in tremulous anticipaW@hat's that, then?'

'‘Check for injuries," he said huskily as his halqgpgd under her sweater
and found the soft, womanly swell of her breastdadim her bra.

'‘But...neither of us is injured.’

'Don't teeth-marks count?' With a low growl, Madlgd away from her
mouth, dragging his teeth along the side of hekn&be felt the sharp
pleasure-pain when he nipped the sensitive flashijigers squeezing her
nipple at the same time. Her blood sang in hersvéhe slid her hand along
his jawline, luxuriating in her ability to just refa out and touch, to savour,
to sample his honed, hard flesh when for five lgagrs she'd been denied
such hungry pleasures. How had she lived withoot ail that time, let
alone breathed? Emotion jammed in her throat anddueral staggering
moments Tara was blinded by hot, stinging tearse itensity of her
feelings, her overwhelming Ilove for this driven, rdvavorking,
single-minded, beautiful man, whose baby she hadeband lost without
his even knowing—it all came at her like a huge &agngulfing her
without mercy.

Mac knew the very moment when her mind was on somgtelse,
something other than this white-hot electric hdwtytwere generating
between them as easily as looking at each othgrefally he moved his
hand from the silky touch of her breast then ealk®ah her sweater. Then
he removed her far enough away from him to regiter shimmering
evidence of tears in her beautiful green eyesgtislenched. It devastated
him to see her cry.



'What's all this about, hmm?' Tilting her chin, é&sed the pad of his
thumb back and forth across her delicate jaw.

'I'm sorry | didn't tell you about the baby, Maor& | believed you
wouldn't care. Can you ever forgive me?"

Swallowing with difficulty at the mention of theson, Mac took a second
or two to compose himself. In his heart he was ktiyp&orking on coming
to terms with their loss, easing it by vowing tifaheir union was blessed
with other children he would be there every stephef way. Tara would
never have any cause to doubt his commitment agaat.in this life.

'Of course | forgive you. We both made mistakefon't think either one
of us set out to deliberately hurt the other. Adbtvater has gone under the
bridge, Tara; we can't get back what we had, butavestart anew.'

'l still don't know, Mac.' Linking her hands withsh she managed an
endearingly lopsided little smile. 'What | wantnean. | mean, | want you
but..." I'm terrified, she acknowledged silentbrrified it will all go wrong,
terrified that 1 won't be able to bear the paigati walk out again...

'It's all right, baby. You don't have to make aegidions right now. We'll
just take one day at a time and see how it gddslidd him to put on such a
show of calm when inside his heart felt as if isvgming to climb out of his
chest. Some way, somehow, he was going to win aek br die in the
attempt. Planting a sizzling little kiss on herwrpied mouth, Mac sat back a
little to enjoy the effect—dewy eyes, rosy cheeks aoist lips, not to
mention tremulously rising and falling milk-whitedasts in her V-necked
sweater. Her response did wonders for his confielenmt to mention his
libido.

'If you consider the fact that I've hardly beeneaid keep my hands off
you since we came on this little holiday and youdmet banished me to the
nearest dungeon yet, I'd say we had a pretty gbadoe of making a go of
things, wouldn't you?'

Lifting her shoulders, Tara sighed. The man wastydamn irresistible
and the fact of the matter was she really didnhtwa resist him at all.



Suddenly embarrassed by his searching gaze, she mdalg fuss of
straightening out the much perused map, then, sggidown, prodded it
triumphantly with her finger. 'l found it! We paskthat place five minutes
ago. | reckon we must be just a couple of milesyafn@n the caves. If we
drive along this road a little bit further, it'suad to be signposted.’

Feigning disappointment, Mac yawned and stretctveni mean I've got
to start driving again?'

Squirming beneath that lazily hot look that had\weggling in her seat,
Tara diverted her attention to the stunning vielvaraund them. 'Of course
you've got to start driving! There's a lot to s&ed after we've visited the
Ailwee caves | want to go and see the Cliffs of Miekit's supposed to be
the most spectacular sight and I've got loadslof ifn the camera | want to
use up.'

'‘And after that?' he asked, hands curving roundstBering wheel in a
way that made Tara wish they were on her body.

'‘And after that..." There was a slight hitch in bezathing as she stole a
greedy glance, silently acknowledging that if thegre in bed together right
now it would be seriously wild—clawing at the sksdtolding on to the
bedpost wild... Clearing her throat, she gazeddsdditely ahead. 'We'll find
something to keep us both out of mischief.'

As he switched on the ignition, a sweep of heatwad Mac's jaw. 'God,
| love it when you talk dirty," he said hoarselyldhe car lurched a little as it
started to move.

Standing on a narrow iron bridge with a dizzyingmlbelow, Tara clung
on to Mac's arm, daring herself to look down agrtbleeerful Irish guide
knowledge- ably explained the difference betweealagmites and
stalactites. The two-million-year-old caves werektlaspectacular and the
dimly lit interior and the dense, dank smell thatse from the ancient rocks
seemed to transport them into a world undergrohatiwas hard to imagine
even existed when you were walking on terra firmatsiole.



'Isn't this amazing?' Mac whispered as they movedlawly behind the
single line of tourists following the guide.

‘There's one thing about me you might need arithender of,' Tara
whispered back, keeping a firm hold on the muscatar beneath his soft
suede jacket.

'What's that?'

'I'm not very good with heights. | get vertigo jugiing up a couple of
rungs on a ladder.’

He chuckled, the deeply sensuous sound makingitnglet 'Now you
mention it, | do recall you refusing to go up irtflass elevator at Lloyd's
when we were invited for cocktails one time. Remerfib

'l remember being thankful | already had such welleloped calf
muscles because walking up all those stairs wadhiiking up K2

Fifteen minutes later, after the guide had dutyfwkrned them, the cave
was plunged into absolute darkness, to demongtiatenky blackness of
the caves without light—a condition that their digerer had had to contend
with. Tara was glad of Mac's warm fingers linkireassuringly with hers,
because being in the dark was another phobia thatied her.

Beside her, he moved in closer, his free hand ogpper cheek. 'You
OK? | know you don't like the dark.’

'‘Brave, aren't I?' Tara replied with a self-deptiecglittle shrug.

'‘Bravest woman 1 know,' Mac whispered next to faer @nd was it her
imagination or did he just drop the briefest okkis on her sensitive lobe? A
butterfly's wing couldn't have been softer—or faltre delicious.

Her insides were zinging with joy—not to mentiostluf they didn't get
out of here soon and into the daylight she woulba'twalking straight!
Feeling relieved when the light came back on, ilhating all the dark



corners where water trickled down, transforming ¢hees into some kind
of magical fairy grotto,

Tara smiled up at Mac. She was suddenly thrilleth@idea that they were
getting to know each other all over again—like lewvers anticipating each
other's next little touch or smile and longing iteand wondered if he felt
like that too.

'Penny for them." Squeezing her hand, Mac led tag as they trailed
more slowly behind the chatting line of touristeéwds the exit.

'I'm feeling good," she confessed, astonishechtbthat she really meant
it.

'Me too." He stopped to touch the tip of her ngsening. ‘Now, let's play
tourist and go raid the souvenir shop.'

From an array of soft toys of all shapes and sihespought her a
charming black cat with emerald eyes and ribbom#tch, as well as an
oversized T-shirt with an advertising slogan embieed on the front,
which, he boldly stated in front of the smiling iassnt, she could wear in
bed.

In turn, Tara purchased a beautiful hardbacked albkf glossy colour
photographs of the county, presenting it to Macmiiney were back in the
car ready to make their way to the majestic Chff$1oher.

Visibly moved, he turned it over in his hands, éalg separating the
pages to interestedly study the pictures. 'Will g@n it for me?' Taking an
expensive- looking gold fountain pen out of hisidiesjacket pocket, he
handed it to her along with the book.

'Sure." Suddenly embarrassed, Tara opened thegaget and wrote with
a slightly shaky hand:

'Mac—thanks for a wonderful day. Love, Tara.’



Automatically about to add several 'X's' to repnés@sses, she stopped
herself just in time, blushed, closed the book tletarned it and the pen to
Mac.

‘Thank you.'

"You're welcome.' She stared straight ahead, nstitig herself to look at
him right then because it was taking all her selfitool not to throw herself
into his arms.

'Want to go home?'

'Why?' Her head spun round, and she was shoclssktthe raw desire in
slumberous blue eyes that were consuming her wimale by inch.

'Do you really need to ask?"
'‘But what about the Cliffs of Moher?"

To Tara's surprise he threw back his head and &lgbut loud.
'‘Sweetheart, they've been around for thousandsasky—I think they'll still
be around tomorrow or the next day if we want tmedack then.’

Embarrassed colour made her cheeks burn. 'Veryfuim glad you—'
But her words stopped midstream when Mac suddéméwt open the car
door and hurried across the tarmac towards atdtdling child wandering
across the car park. The child was clearly dist@ssid, gathering him up in
his arms, Mac held the toddler concernedly to hiest talking to him,
offering comfort. Tara's heart stalled. Life wasusdair. He clearly would
have made the most wonderful father. Maybe hewstillld. She was out of
the car in less than a minute, heart racing atitbeght, her mouth curving
in a sympathetic smile as the child's distraughtheoreached Mac and
threw her arms around him and the child.

'l was in the gift shop,' she was crying, 'l ordydjo of his hand for just a
second. Oh, my God! What can | say? Thank you kilyan.' Hugging the
child to her, she pulled him deep into her chasgcting a wobbly smile at



Mac. 'Bless you. | don't know what | would have édinhe'd wandered off
and got lost—"

'It's OK.' Mac squeezed the woman's arm reassyritngin ruffled the
toddler's curly blond hair. 'He's all right now. pl@bably just wanted to go
exploring and didn't even realise he'd lost youl anninute ago. Look, he's
smiling." And he was. The child turned his heattéam at Mac as though
he'd known him all his life. Tara drew level, henike still in place. Mac
took one look at her and hauled her hard agaissthest.

'My wife," he told the woman with the child, making effort to conceal
the pride and possession he clearly felt.

'Pleased to meet you. Do you have children youes&lv

'‘No."' Tara heard the heavy throb of Mac's heartbexst to her ear as he
answered gravel-voiced, felt his torso stiffenfas fend off a blow. 'No, we
don't have children.’

Lifting her head, Tara held Mac's suddenly tortugade. 'But we're
hoping to," she said clearly, 'very soon.’

‘They change your life for ever but you wouldn'tveghout them.' The
woman fussed over her small son, her relieved shrigaking free like
sunshine.

'So I've heard.' His hand reaching for hers, Mdegurara to his side as
if eager to be going, the expression on his fase futl of hope and need
and longing that he couldn't hide.

'Well, good luck to you both. You make a lovely ptai.. I'm sure you'll
be wonderful parents too. Come on, Michael, letts i Mummy can find
you a nice sweetie in the shop.’

‘Take care!' Tara called after the woman as she lef

'Home?' Mac suggested beside her.



'Home,' she agreed, tugging him urgently in thealion of their car.

They didn't make it to the bedroom. The distanoenfthe front door to the
nearest available bed was just too far. During ltmg drive home the
tension between them had built and built and thiegidly spoken a word to
each other because the slightest, most infinitdgimrag could so easily tip
the balance between civility and sheer animal n@eda squealed when
Mac slammed the door behind them then pushed hagaipst the entrance
wall, his expression almost brutal with want. Alefence at restraint gone,
his hard, hungry kiss knocked her for six. Reefirmgn the clash of teeth
and tongues, intoxicated by the seductive masculisee of his clever,
mobile mouth, Tara melted into the wall as he upether jeans, wrenched
them down to her knees then wordlessly helped teofdhem. Even as she
kicked off her shoes, he had both hands on her gipsg the same rough
treatment to her underwear, yanking down her parteher feet then
parting her thighs—plunging into her wetness witls fingers before
claiming her lips in another primal, passionate kisat made her blood roar
and her thoughts tumble crazily.

'Oh, God...Mac.' Blindly her hands reached forzipper on his jeans; she
was weak with want, she couldn't wait much longke couldn't wait even a
second more before—

Releasing himself into her hands, he let her cangssbriefly before
guiding himself surely and expertly inside her. Bteing clenched at that
first deep thrust of possession and she was bavedye of his hands lifting
her buttocks to position himself more deeply. Ihkhl've dreamt of this
every night since we've been apart,’ he breatlggkdly against her mouth,
blue eyes dark as midnight. 'Tell me...tell me wy@i want and you can
have it... any thing.'

Threading her fingers through the thick blond sileaof his hair, Tara
closed her eyes, gasping as Mac plunged again gaid, aleeper, harder,
until she lost all sense of time and space and stteowas. Nothing else
seemed to matter. Passion transported her to awlioér world and all she



could do was yield to the most profoundly intenseapure she'd ever
experienced in her life.

You, Mac. | wantyou.. all of you. Don't stop, please don't stoplbdié.’

In answer, he shoved up her sweater, releasedldve#tsts from her bra,
then took one of them deep into his mouth. Her bipsked against his as
wave after wave of deep, swirling gratification gvever her, leaving her
body shaking, her mind suspended in a place whergyhts and intentions
and past hurts had no consequence. As she samistitfe@ hard-muscled
strength of his chest, she almost felt Mac swaiide her. She registered the
tangible tension in his body just a split-seconfibleehe spilled himself into
her most feminine core with a grated groan, redtiisghead momentarily
between her breasts while he recovered himseliir Thheng had been hot,
hard and fast...just the way she'd so wantonlyextatv

When he eased her back down, tipping her chin wsvamm so that he
could fasten his gaze on her eyes, he deliveresitkiest, most smouldering
smile known to woman and almost brought Tara tdkhees with the power
of it.

"You may well smile,’ she said quietly, her voiceaschy. 'You were a
very naughty boy.'

Sliding his fingers between her legs, making hespgaut loud with the
audacity of it, Mac grinned roguishly with the shimg confidence of a
virile male who knew he could supply whatever hsnvan wanted—and
then some. 'Want me to do it again?' he asked.

Propped up on one elbow, his free hand driftingyas and down Tara's
naked spine, Mac wondered how long it would taketth@vake. The hours
after midnight had not seen much sleeping. Althoglwas tired his body
was still restless and thrumming from their lovemgkand God help him
but he wanted more. No matter how often his bodtethwith hers, it never
seemed to be enough. For three days now they'd ireemd out of

bed—only deviating to eat and shower and maybe walthe beach—and
if love- making were an Olympic sport they'd surbly lead contenders.



Had it always been this intense between them? gdosl? Or had the time
they'd been apart merely intensified the need?hdat throbbed a little

when Tara mumbled something into her pillow andédrher head to gaze
sleepily up at him.

His hand slipped lower down her spine to rest mmssgely on the
undulating curve of her bottom. 'What did you say?'

She pushed her softly tousled blonde fringe outhef eyes, her
expression drowsily concerned. 'l asked if you'drb® sleep at all?’

'‘Not so that you'd notice." Grinning, Mac let hisgers drift onto the
backs of her thighs beneath the cool white sheakimg deliberate and
delicious little inroads to the softer flesh betwéleem.

'Ma-a-a-c.' Groaning out loud, she rolled abrupttyo her back, taking
most of the sheet with her.

'‘What?'

'I'm determined to get outside and get some exetoday, that's what.
You're turning me into a thoroughly decadent amg l@oman!" Wriggling
into a sitting position, she yanked the sheet &rthp to cover her breasts
and bit her lip to stop herself from laughing ootid when Mac tried to
relieve her of it.

‘Just one kiss,' he pleaded huskily, blue eyeklangnat the corners, ‘one
little kiss and I'll let you go...if that's what yavant.'

They both knew it wouldn't stop at 'one little kisslready Tara's body
was tingling with anticipation, the place betwean thighs throbbing and
damp with need, her lush mouth swollen from thedneds of kisses she'd
received the night before...

God, he was wonderful. Her heart swelled with lémehim. Spending
time together, free from the demands and considesaf their normal
lives, Tara had discovered a whole new side to Maicat least one she'd
almost forgotten existed. He was playful and loyitegder and passionate,



considerate and strong—all the qualities that wauletly break the resolve
of even the world's most resilient woman.

‘All right, then," she said, teasing, one hand mesgrout to push the sexy
lock of gold hair away from his forehead. 'I'll ggu have one kiss—only if
you promise to cook me breakfast.'

Blue eyes going dark, Mac tugged at the sheet posx the beautiful,
creamy fullness of her naked breasts. 'It's a'deal.

'‘And I'm not talking' cornflakes and a piece of diodhere, Mac
Simmonsen!" she scolded, even as he slid his Hamids/ up the sides of
her ribcage. 'l want the full works...eggs, bacsaisages and tomatoes
and...and..." Her voice died as Mac bent his headaim her breast. Hot,
languid need coiled from her nipple to her womleakhg her thoughts
away like the most light-fingered pickpocket.

Tunnelling her fingers through his hair, she letské sink into the
pillows behind her. 'Oh, God, Mac...no wonder thesll you "the
Magician".'

The telephone rang suddenly, the sound stillingitheth as its unwanted
purring reverberated down the hall.

'Don't answer it." Green eyes dived pleadingly bitce.

With a slight shake of his head, Mac smiled. 'l éano intention of
answering it," he assured her lazily. 'It's propabrong number anyway.'
His mouth descended on hers in a swift, demandisg. lAs her bones
started to melt all over again, Tara twisted heuth@way.

'What if it's not a wrong number?' The ringing j&esd, suddenly
seeming even louder. 'What if Mitch is ringing yahout work?'

‘Then Mitch can go fly a kite because I'm not angwgit.'

'Let me get it.’



'What the—? Tara...what the hell do you think y@doing?'

But she was gone from under him before he hadtintleink, hauling the
sheet with her as she went, giving him a tantajigiiimpse of a perfectly
pert and rounded derriere as she ran out the door.

Just a couple of minutes later she returned, arfrbetween her pale
brows, expression concerned.

Mac's stomach rolled over. 'Who was it? Mitch?'itlfwas another
problem at work, this time his second in commandldgust have to bite
the bullet and deal with it himself. There was ncayw-none
whatsoever—that Mac was breaking up this holidagirmgDammit, he'd
sell the business first!

'‘Not Mitch," Tara mumbled, touching her hand dtiedly to her lips.
'‘Aunt Beth. She's had an accident and I've gobtbhame.’



CHAPTER TEN

'WHAT do you mean, it would be better if | stayed at io¢el?' Hardly
believing what he was hearing, Mac followed Taraadafithe car, frowning
fiercely as she fumbled with keys to open the sthogr. Her hand shook a
little, and she wouldn't look at him.

'‘Aunt Beth needs me right now and | don't think iityht for you to just
move in as soon as her back is turned.' The logk,ghe pushed open the
door and stepped into the dim interior filled alttzs bursting point with
venerable antiques and variaugets d'artMac was close on her heels.

'Do you mind running that by me again?'

Turning wearily, Tara tried to shake off the tireda that had crept up on
her after several hours' travelling and told héisebuldn't hurt to engender
a little sane distance between herself and Mac-a-few more days at least.
In Ireland it was easier to convince herself treatould keep his promise of
not being so work- obsessed—back on their homengrdiara still wasn't
so sure. Beth's accident would take precedenceamaps give her a little
more time to play with until she felt more certain.

'l said—'

'l knowwhat you said." Anger rippled off him and engulfegt. 'l just
wanted to make sure | heard you right. Did | jusagine the last few days,
Tara, or was it some kind of a dream? After allttiiags we said, now you
try and throw me off like some pesky school-boyifasur time together
meant nothing! | thought we'd agreed that our i@tship was firmly back
on a permanent basis? How do you square that \aitisbing me to some
quaint little hotel while you live here alone?"

‘Just until | sort Aunt Beth out.' Huffing a sigiine threw her keys onto her
aunt's desk and automatically unbuttoned her €bagre's going to be a lot
to do around here. She has to be the priority.'

'No!" Furious didn't even come close to what he f#akng, Mac realised.
Before they'd returned to the UK, they'd talked,dmdove and talked



again...long into the night and through it. Theyddh agreed they wanted to
be together for good. Now, as far as Mac was coeckrTara was reneging
on their agreement—again keeping him dangling wduilether convenient
excuse presented itself for her to maintain heradee. He'd sacrificed a
whole month away from his business to woo her agaioonvince her they
were meant to be together. He wasn't slinking away with his tail
between his legs until she came to her senses.

'I've been patient with you, Tara. It was never intgntion to push you
into making a decision either way, but I've giv@rauot to be here with you.
| just want you to know that I've done that becams®e than anything |
want us to make our marriage work again. You waniroitment—you've
got commitment! The least we can do now is liveetbgr. | don't care
whether it's here or at the hotel but to makewltigk we need to be acting as
one.’'

Feeling for the desk behind her, Tara lowered Iebsek onto it, her
stomach taking a slow dive to her shoes.

‘You've "given up a lot" to be here with me?' Sipwshe shook her head.
"You mean your work, don't you?'

As he realised his error and mentally kicked hirfng®l it, Mac's gaze
swept the room to buy some time before returninggtt to Tara. 'l didn't
mean that. It was just a figure of speech.’

"You might fool yourself, Mac, but you don't fookemYou're just itching
to get back to your agency, aren't you? You've gibbbthought of nothing
else the whole time you've been here!"

"That's not true!'

'Isn't it?" She walked right up to him and pokeu Im the chest. Her eyes
were spitting icy shards of green and Mac suddftias if his whole world
had come crashing down around his eBenmit..she was right. It wasn't
true work had occupied most of his thoughts, bexausen he was with
Tara he thought of nothing else but her, but anynemts he found himself
at a loose end work undoubtedly crept into his saobcious. He hadn't



totally been able to leave it alone, and she vggg about that. She was right
and he was the biggest bloody fool that had evedli

'Don't look at me as if you're about to burst itears!" Beth scolded her
niece. I'm the one who should be crying. | was just abowgeibthat damn

chaise longue at long last and what do | do? Tpipwer a chair and fracture
my damn knee!" Clearly furious, she helped herselbne of the plump

black grapes Tara had arranged in the pretty diasd on the hospital

locker then chewed it with no apparent enjoymeraitatbever.

'Oh, Aunt.’ Sighing, Tara took the older womansdim her own, patting
it gently on top of the bed as she would a smaltish Although her vitality
wasn't dimmed, the accident had visibly taken @i on her usually
exuberant aunt. There were soft grey smudges bemeateyes, and her
face—for once devoid of make-up—was the colouhefgalest ivory. Even
the eye-catching cerise bed-jacket she wore faddating a warmer hue to
her complexion. A tug of love welling inside hegr@'s fingers curled more
possessively round Beth's hand as if willing hdtdoe

'Please don't worry. Everything's going to be fifra.going to look after
the shop and all | want you to do is give yourgédinty of time to rest and
heal. You'll be out of here in a few days but theegaing to be no rushing
about like you're used to. You're going to be whaelchair for a little while
then on crutches, so there'll be nothing for ittbuget used to the inactivity.
The sooner you comply the sooner you'll be up @aliaagain, like your
old self.’

'Since when did the pretty little niece who usetryamn my make-up and
dress up in my clothes get to be such a wise olshan?’ Sniffling, Beth
yanked a small lace hankie from beneath her slaeteressed it carefully
to her nose. Green eyes betrayingly bright, Taxe gae hand she held a
brief affectionate squeeze.

'Oh, probably since | made a complete hash of myiage and ran away
to lick my wounds instead of staying and tryingvark out what | could do
to get my husband back.’



'‘And whereis your husband right now? | take it he is still ytwasband?
You didn't succumb to a quickie divorce while yoere/away?'

Two bright spots of pink shaded Tara's cheekboMeac and | are still
married, and before you ask, | don't know if igsrpanent—we still have a
few things to work out. Right now I'm just takingeoday at a time. As to
your first question, Mac is back at the shop, kegpn eye on things.
Knowing what a charmer he can be when he trie},gnebably have most
of the contents sold before | get back...includimgr damnchaise longue.'

That brought a smile to Beth's melancholy facell\Wehat's the case I'll
have to sort out a percentage for him. Serioustyigh, won't he have to go
back to London at some point?’

And what are you going to do them@ra heard the unspoken question and
shrugged. 'He's got a couple of weeks yet befogohe back. Plenty of time
to help me run the shop and do all we can to maikgs nice and comfy for
you when you get out of here.'

'Darling girl, but to be honest I'm more concerabdut your welfare than
mine. | suppose | have to trust that you know wioatre doing as far as that
charming husband of yours is concerned. Plainlyeteanothing | can do to
help right now anyway. And by the way, | do appaéeiyou cutting short
your holiday to come back at such short noticeh&es Mac's friend will let
you have the house again some time soon?"

As she thought of the long, lazy days they had tsfpgiether making love
and walking on that gorgeous, deserted beach wititewcrystal waves
lapping on the shore, Tara's inadvertent sigh wasd with hope and
longing. But the memory of their row when they'dureaed home still
featured large in her mind, marring any chanceapipmess. 'Who knows?'
Smiling briefly, she reached across to the attvactilass bowl to help
herself to a handful of grapes.

Skimming through the small, neat pages in her didara stared at the
circled letter 'P' that had been surpassed by itiele days and all the
strength seemed to drain from her limbs. Supprgsbmurge to scream, cry
or tear out her hair, instead she dropped, sturored,the toilet seat with its



fluffy pink cover and laid her hands wonderingly@ss her stomach. She
hadn't got it wrong as she'd imagined she had. eTteuld be no

mistake-—even in her heightened state of emoti@r.ge¢riod was a week
overdue and, if that wasn't evidence enough thatwss more than likely
pregnant, then the slightly spacey feeling she imatier head and her
stomach merely confirmed it.

'Great,' she muttered vehemently beneath her hraaibr timing is
perfect, Tara. Just bloody well perfect...' But Werds belied her secret joy
because inside everything was jumping around asniére Christmas. To
think that Mac and she were going to have anotiaance to be
parents—well, it was an impossible dream come W&sn't it?

Placing her hand on her right temple, she masstgegain that had
started to throb there. To give him his due, Magrttaraised the subject of
their reconciliation again. Not since they'd rowadd he'd reluctantly
booked himself back into the town's best hotelvdis as though he was
biding his time, intuitively waiting for Tara's warg emotions to reach
some kind of resolution within herself. But sinbey'd been back he'd taken
charge of practically everything to do with the ghble'd checked Beth's
diary, got in touch with customers and tradespetplet them know what
had happened, rescheduled delivery dates, toolotardes in the shop and
even attended a trade fair that Beth had penditiezh her behalf. Of her
own volition Tara had relegated herself to the lgagknd, cleaning the flat,
doing the laundry, ironing and shopping and gehepakparing things for
Beth's return. She didn't want her aunt to havevemyies to return to, so
she'd been glad of the extra help Mac had providaud-t had helped keep
their own problems at bay. They'd been skirtingtplyl round each other for
days now like skaters dancing around a crack ini¢ke-both of them
reticent for their own reasons to broach the suljp¢@ more permanent
arrangement. The fact that Tara was now more tkatyIpregnant would
change all that. Now they would have to talk, aadl seriously.

Returning downstairs to the shop, she was sturoald the room almost
full of customers—femalecustomers. His back to her, Mac was seated on
the edge of Beth's desk, holding court. Dressed mavy polo- necked
sweater and tailored black trousers, the man wgsuamet meal on legs.



The four women gathered round him gazed at hinf #sey'd just been
served up the feast of their dreams. Immediateta Telt irritable.

One of the women, a slim, attractive, fortyish lett@ in country tweeds
and flats, laughed girlishly at something Mac haid eind touched his knee.
Tara recognised her as the wife of their local GPwesnan not widely
known for her spontaneous sense of humour. A stakomething she
hesitated to identify as jealousy shot throughchesst, making her ears burn
and her heart thump.

'Mac? Can | have a word?'

As she was about a hundred miles up the road pdabie, her words
sounded more like a command than a request. Discamgly he swivelled
towards her and smiled. She felt the impact dké & grenade landing at her
feet.

'What is it, sweetheart?'

SweetheartTara sensed the tenuous threads of her good husnapr
like dry spaghetti strands. It didn't help that hsw fan club were all
gawking at him like adoring teenagers at a boy-bzontert.

'I'd like a wordin private if you don't mind." Swinging out the door, she
stepped into the small, dimly lit hallway that ledhe store room at the back
of the shop as well as the stairs to Beth's flad, &aited.

'What's up?' An amused glint in his devastating leyes, he dropped his
hands to his hips and grinned.

'What the hell do you think you're doing?'

'Out there?' He thumbed behind his back, frowniisg:t it obvious? I'm
dealing with the customers.'

'‘And "dealing with the customers" is a euphemismafbat? Entertaining
sex-starved women who ought to know better?'



He shook his head in disbelief. 'I'm not even gdamgignify that with a
reply. What's the matter, Tara? Getting a littledly in that single bed of
yours upstairs? | told you I've got a double roaunkbat my hotel.’

Mac knew he'd gone straight for the jugular butbeldn't help it. For six
whole days now since their return from Ireland dlgen keeping him at a
deliberate distance, as if all the loving that gade on between them when
they were away had been some kind of weakness ropahethat she now
regretted. Inside he was furious but so far halieckin his temper out of
respect for Beth. He knew Tara was worried aboutabet, knew too that
she was afraid—nderrified—to commit to him again in case they had a
repeat of what had happened before, so wiselydegled not to push her,
to give her more time. But as far as patience waserned his was suddenly
in short supply. What the hell was it going to taeonvince her he meant
every word he'd said about being totally dedicatedmaking their
relationship a success? He knew he'd almost ruhliads by inadvertently
indicating that work was still a big priority in shilife but he'd already
promised to look for a house near by, as well astdrally cutting down his
working hours so they could spend more time togethat more did the
woman want?

'Don't flatter yourself!" Fists inadvertently cléved by her sides, Tara
glared at him with enraged green eyes. 'If I'm lpngou're not the only fish
in the sea, Mac Simmonsen!'

'Insinuating what? That there's someone else ornstleee?' Jealousy
knifing through him, Mac grabbed her upper arm laald her fast when she
would have turned away.

'Of course not!" Biting her lip, Tara cursed hemdwolish temper. Trying
to make Mac jealous was not the best idea andaetabetween them—for
the last few days anyway—were strained enoughofH sudden she felt
frightened and vulnerable, like a small animal teed gone to ground after a
trauma. She was going to have to share her nesashmt soon because the
implications of it were too great for her to bekme, but first she needed a
little more time to shore up her defences. 'I'ntifgea little tired, that's all. |
don't want an argument even though you think I'mlsmw for.one. | think



I'l go and lie down. Do you mind taking care ofnidps in the shop until
closing time?'

Releasing her arm, Mac glanced down at his wabth.groblem. But
when closing time comes, I'm coming upstairs toysee There are a few
things we need to get clear on and I'm not leauimd they're dealt with to
my complete satisfaction. Is that understood?'

Biting back a resentful retort, Tara corralled eitation and nodded.
'You can stay for dinner if you like." As concessovent it was pretty
poorly offered and a sense of shame swept oveathtegr churlishness. 'It's
just pasta with a homemade sauce. Nothing fancy.'

Rubbing his hand round his jaw, Mac released a,lshagyv breath. A
resignedbreath that told Tara his patience was wearingeely thin and
not to push him too far or no more Mr Nice Guy. éflla sudden she longed
for those few happy days in Ireland when the ordgision they'd had to
make was whether or not to get out of bed. Sinee dtoming home, life had
quickly got far too serious again.

'‘Go and lie down." He briefly touched her hair, thleisper of a smile
about his lips. 'l agree you do look tired. Why letme cook dinner?'

'OK." At that moment she had neither the will nog strength to disagree.

"You've hardly eaten a thing.'

'Who are you? My mother?' Pushing away from thendiiable, Tara
threw down her linen napkin then fled into theriyiroom. Mac found her
staring out the window, the room softly illuminategla small antique lamp
in the corner. Not for the first time that evenimg longed to have some
insight into what was going on in her head. Sh&dnbas jumpy and as
restless as a cat all through dinner, her lovegseshying away from direct
confrontation whenever he addressed her. He conlg jpray that her
touchiness wasn't because she was trying to fwwdyato tell him that she
couldn't bring herself to reconcile. He had no idéat he'd do if she hit him



with that—not when his hopes had been allowed tesgdigh. Right now
he just didn't want to even go there.

'‘Can | get you anything? Glass of wine? Some braedlaps?’

She spun round to regard him, arms crossed pregédetn front of her
chest in the pale blue denim dress she wore. hémktyou.'

Mac scowled. He might have been a waiter askihgiifmeal had been to
her satisfaction for all the interest in her voice.

'OK. Something's going on with you, Tara, and unkssu tell me what it
is I'm going to get the mother of all headachemgryo fathom it out. What
is it? And don't tell me now isn't the right tineeatsk because I'm not leaving
here until I get some answers." As if to qualifg btatement, he dropped
down onto the sofa and planted himself there.

If now wasn't the right time to reveal her conditibien Tara didn't know
when the time would be more right. In a couple @fsi time Beth would be
home and Tara would need to devote most of her tinteoking after her
welfare as well as running the shop. She couldstime for even a second
that Mac would want to continue taking care of ttzesk indefinitely. She
was only surprised that he had stuck it out thigldEvery day that passed
she lived in fear of him telling her he had to gakto work, and once back
in London—once back in the hub of his busy, sudoésmency—who
knew when he would make time to see her again?

Her heart feeling as though it were wearing a leadeercoat, she
swallowed down the emotion blocking her throatdlease a quivery little
sigh.

'‘Well...I'm not a hundred per cent sure—I meamudn't done a proper
test yet, but I think I might be... pregnant.’

There, she'd said it and the world hadn't comenterad. Not yet at any
rate. Even if Mac had gone awfully quiet and lookedhough someone had
put him in a trance.



Then he smiled and that drop-dead gorgeous, brmgraan-to
-her-knees smile just kept on getting wider andewidntil Tara almost
forgot to breathe.

'l don't know what to say.' After the delivery bat stunning smile of his,
his words hit Tara like a smack in the face. Thasmit what she wanted to
hear. In her experience, 'don't know' meant doabt doubt wasn't
reassuring, and dammit! She needed to be reassueegthing was going to
be all right. Wasn't that what every new motheb¢oionged to know?
Especially considering her circumstances, with pevious pregnancy
ending in such tragedy.

Engrossed in swirling grey thoughts that were litee of those
pea-souper fogs London had been famous for in lyglalys, Tara barely
registered the fact that Mac had got to his fedtwaas currently standing in
front of her, easing her folded arms down slowlyhiey sides.

The sensual drift of his cologne registered lowaén belly. Desire kindled
like a dying camp-fire being stoked back to lifell Aer senses shifted
startlingly into super-alertness. Her eyes stingisge stared into his
beautiful face, anxiety almost choking her. 'Wewtithave used something.
It's my fault. 1 should have insisted you—we—' Sl@n't finish what she
was saying because all of a sudden she found hprested hard into Mac's
chest and the sensation of that warm, supple gstresfchis eased into her
bones like some soporific herb—stealing away ham,gveloping her in
almost unspeakable tenderness.

'l didn't know what to say because | was overwhdlhiac was crooning
against her ear, his warm breath instigating déligittle shock waves all
along her lobe. 'lt's wonderful news, Tara. | fidled a kid who's just got
everything he wanted for Christmas!'

Her arms slipped round his waist and held on tiBlaising her head, she
gazed questioningly up at him.

‘Then you don't mind?'



'Mind? Woman, are you completely mad?' Laughindjftezl her off her
feet and swung her round.

'Stop, Mac! You're making me dizzy." Her heart mgcwith myriad
different emotions, Tara clung to him a little tetdher bearings before
gently breaking away. 'In light of what's happen&d,not going to pretend
that | can manage on my own. Although Gabriel ditve, | was perfectly
aware all through my pregnancy that a child needs garents. It wasn't
easy being on my own and faced with the realithahg a single mother.
This time | want to do things right but | can owmly that if I'm sure you're
going to stay the course. | know we can only take d@ay at a time... I'm not
looking for cast-iron guarantees. But | need tovkiyou really mean it when
you say that the baby and | are what you wantnltdeant your work to take
over when you go back and for you to gradually ébrthe promises you
made.'

Contemplating her sad, lovely face, Mac mused algewm he could have
walked out on her that first time. It scared himréaember how he'd
allowed his work to get such a hold on his lifeac® taking this extended
leave, he'd slowly begun to realise the alternatieeliving such a crazy,
frenetic existence—even if he'd still been resgsthrem. Life in the fast lane
might sound glamorous to some but Mac knew it wedlsdm your emotions
and your health, so no more. When he went back d® going to start
handing over the reins to Mitch. He didn't just wém be there for Tara
when she had the baby, he wanted to be there fstr oiber pregnancy—to
watch over her and look out for her and make shieeget the best possible
care that his hard-earned money could buy.

'l swear I'm going to keep every promise | ever entakyou from now on,’
he told her, his voice husky. 'l might not haverb#ee best husband in the
past but you won't be able to fault me in the feitiWell...not most of the
time anyway.' Grinning sheepishly, he coaxed hértsidy into his arms.
'We're going to be the best parents. Our baby'sgootg to want for
anything.'

And what about me, MacPara longed to ask hin¥our love is all | want.
Am | going to go on wanting for that? What my balnyl | need the most is
love and it's the one thing that all the moneyhimmworld can't buy.



'‘Anyway.' Wriggling out of his arms, willing thedes not to flow, she
forced a wobbly little smile. 'l want to ring thegpital, see how Beth's
doing. Thanks for cooking dinner...even if | didz#t it.'

His frown made the slight ridges in his foreheademvident. 'And that's
something that's also going to change around hgyet. eating habits.
They're atrocious. You don't eat enough to keejrch dive. Tomorrow
morning I'm going to find a good nutritionist aslinas a good obstetrician
and book you in for some appointments.' Grabbisgauket off the arm of a
chair where he'd left it, Mac shrugged it on, rakesifingers through his
hair and smiled. 'I'll be here first thing to ogha shop but we'll close for the
afternoon. There's a lot to do—including a visithe estate agents to look
for a house. Goodnight, Tara. Sleep well. You kndvere | am if you need
me.'

Feeling dazed, she was still looking at the dodd kosed behind him
long after he'd left.

Her feet hurt. Lord knew she should have resistedrimg strappy little
sandals with killer heels but nothing else wentwite beautiful pink and
silver knit dress that Mac had surprised her witd asked her to wear to
dinner. Now she surreptitiously slipped them oftlenthe table and prayed
she'd be able to put them on again when it was tiimteave. He'd brought
her to London, to one of the most expensive anlisBtyestaurants in the
capital, where thenaitre d'had addressed him like a long-lost friend. 'To
celebrate,’ he'd told Tara—adding that it had l@elemg time since he'd felt
like celebrating anything.

During the afternoon beforehand they'd visiteceanlusive homes' estate
agent and now Mac had a file of beautiful homesécounty to visit just as
soon as they had picked out the ones that sounntadble and could arrange
viewing. In Tara's diary she had two new appointsemne with a
recommended nutritionist locally and the other vathop obstetrician in
Harley Street. Every time she glanced at the lagetummy would flip into
a perfect somersault and the whole day she'd $dft she'd wandered into
someone else's dream. Now she sat opposite Mgueatesct oval table with



beautiful place settings and silver candelabraa secluded alcove away
from the main hub of the restaurant—attentive wsitg their beck and a
bottle of crystal champagne on ice. If she wersn'averse to pain she'd
pinch herself.

'l don't think I've ever seen you look more bealitiRaising his glass
thoughtfully to his lips, Mac took a sip of wineeth placed the glass
carefully back down on the table.

'It's the dress."' Feeling herself blush, Tara fiadehe plunging neckline,
wishing fervently that it didn't plunge quite sevMoHer breasts weren't large
by any means but she still felt like Nell Gwyn w&t much creamy flesh on
show—flesh that she would rather have kept hiddiewas obvious that
Mac didn't share her opinion because his highlyepative blue eyes kept
dipping to her cleavage as though the Koh-i-noamind resided there.
She didn't dare imagine what he was thinking. Huoe that he looked pretty
gorgeous himself didn't help. In his impeccablekdaey suit, maroon shirt
and black tie, his golden hair swept back almdsashdy from his handsome
face, he was one potent, sexy male and Tara waersdlf to go easy on the
alcohol because her senses were already closagatgm meltdown.

'No." A flicker of a knowing smile briefly raisetié corners of his mouth.
'It's thewomanin the dress. No question.’

"You don't scrub up too badly yourself.'

He laughed out loud, the inadvertently sensual rEmintruding
disconcertingly on her ability to think, to strioge or two words together
coherently. Anybody would think she was a lovede&nager out on her
first proper date.

'I've been thinking of renting a house near yount'as—just until we can
buy a place of our own. As comfortable as my hoteloubtedly is, | don't
want to stay there indefinitely. More to the poindon't want us to be apart
any more. It's time we were together again... paenty.'

She knew he was right but it didn't stop her h&arh almost thudding
right out of her chest. She loved him so much shatjust couldn't bear it if,



when they finally moved in together, things didmirk out. To soothe her
scattered nerves, she took a deep gulp of dryg champagne.

'Easy on the alcohol, baby.' There was a brooditansity to his gaze that
made Tara curl her toes in her stockinged feet. WHeelooked at her like
that she forgot those last few doubts and felt tieatruly did love her. That
he didn't just want her because he was tryinggtat past wrongs, or because
she was once again having his baby. Gazing undgeipast his
impressively broad shoulders, she twirled the feagiem of her wine glass
between her fingers.

'l know what I'm doing.'

'l want you to stay healthy during this pregnaricknow we're having
wine and champagne, but after tonight | don't wemt to have any more
alcohol.’

She stiffened her spine, her green eyes flashiing.quite capable of
judging when | can or can't dr—'

'Mac, darling! | thought it was you! Patrice and Remember my sister,
Patrice? We were just talking about you. We weradeoing if you had
managed to persuade that stubborn little wife ofrydo give you a divorce
so that you could finally be free. Oh, I'm sorryditin't see your lovely
companion there—aren't you going to introduce us¢™



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE French girl was a dead ringer for a young Audreplsuirn. Exquisitely
attired in an aubergine-coloured little satin dribsd skimmed her virtually
non-existent hips, and smelling of some almost paeringly gorgeous
fragrance, she made Tara feel like some ill- cowatdid blowsy blonde in
comparison. But more than that her senses wermgeslth the impact of
the woman's deliberately insulting phraseologyb8orn little wife'? Was
that how Mac had referred to her?

Her startled gaze froze into his. She heard thedbbteath he suddenly
released and knew he was discomfited by the appearaf his
ex-girlfriend, because as sure as hens hatcheddbadis this had to be the
famous Amelie.

He didn't bother to rise to his feet as politerdistated. Instead, he coolly
looked the French girl over as though it was bdnéan even to deign a
reply. Tara saw the faint flush of scarlet bengbathother woman's perfect
make-up and actually felt sorry for her.

‘It would have been nice to be able to say | wasl g¢b see you again,
Amelie, but under the circumstances that wouldtbetching the bounds of
credibility too far. Why don't you just go on baahkd find your sister and
allow Tara and myself to enjoy our dinner in peace?

'So | was right? This is your wife. Have you marthggeget her pregnant
yet, Mac? You were in suehhurry to embrace fatherhood. She certainly has
a healthy "bloom" about her that makes one thin& ofother-to-be.' Dark,
flashing eyes skimmed scathingly down to Tara'awdge and back up to
her face. 'All that creamy white flesh. Makes dmak of a serving wench. |
am not sure | would want to sacrifice my figureéo®in the same position.'

‘Call that a figure?' Throwing her napkin down be table, Tara got to
her feet. 'I've seen telegraph poles with moreesirif you'll excuse me, |
suddenly feel the urge for a change of air. Nicgaaf to drop by and chat to
my husband and me... sorry, whedsyour name?' And with a dismissive
toss of her head and a sexy little shimmy as sheqoh Tara wound her way
past tables and waiters in her stockinged feeint the ladies' room, and



practically every male head in the restaurant wirner way to mark her
progress.

Mac didn't even bother to try and disguise his ament. Furious,
Amelie murmured an insult in the expressive languaicher homeland then
stalked away as regally as her anger allowed hece®@e was alone again,
Mac leaned back in his seat, loosened his tie,ldteyut a long, slow breath.
If he could have spared Tara Amelie's insult he ldidwave—Dbut then his
pretty blonde wife had more than bested his exwidg both surprised and
turned on by her unexpected display of chutzpale. @iH he had married
had blossomed from the shy twenty-two-year-old He&t met into an
assertive, confident young woman who didn't just tuieads because of her
looks—but also because there was an almost comnglgdorthright air
about her that made people pay attention. He reramdlihat she'd told him
how she'd lost confidence after the loss of thaim and felt a deep surge of
gratitude that she'd obviously started to regaifitrling his fingers round
the stem of his wine glass, Mac knew that he wasl loever heels in love
with her. A future without Tara in it just wasn'fidaure worth contemplating
as far as he was concerned. And now they were doitigcome parents.
Silently blessing the fates for giving him thissed chance at happiness, he
made a vow that whatever happened he wasn't goisgréw it up.

Ten minutes later, he considered his watch witlceam Catching the eye
of a passing waiter, he asked if someone couldhgocheck on his wife in
the ladies' room because she hadn't returned totdide. In an effort to
stem the anxiety clenching his gut, Mac took anosie of wine and told
himself to relax.

In the scented powder room with its gleaming baamg shiny mirrors,
Tara yanked several more tissues out of the flwrallike a conjuror pulling
handkerchiefs out of his sleeve, and handed themmdagpretty brunette
sobbing in the wicker chair in front of her. Sniff§, the young woman
gratefully took hold of the wodge of tissue theisitg blew her nose. 'l said
some awful things,' she murmured, big brown eyesrsiering up at Tara. 'l
said if he loved work so much, why didn't he justvain there? I'd be better
off with a flatmate—at least I'd have someone tagbwith now and then.
He just glared at me and said | should be more nstafeding, that he was



working so hard for me—for us—to give our baby #dyefuture. Then he
w-walked out of the restaurant and 1-left me here.’

‘You're pregnant?"

The young woman nodded miserably. 'l was so hagpgrw found out
but now 1 just w-want to d-die." Collapsing into osimer bout of
uncontrollable sobbing, she covered her face wahhands, her mascara
caking her eyelashes in a way that made her Idakdi sad little circus
clown.

Dropping down onto her haunches in front of heralamoothed back the
girl's softly disarrayed brown hair then gentlysed her hands away from
her face. 'What's your name?' she asked.

'Sinead.'

'‘Well, Sinead, I'm Tara and I'm pregnant too.'sfény consolation | know
what you're going through. | also had a lot of gisements with my
husband about his dedication to his work and imstglabeing open to
compromise | moped around feeling hard-done-bysamdy for myself. In
some ways | was right to get on his case but iargthwasn't. The point is...'
She paused to realise just how far she'd come dlogvroad from misery to
happiness and could have hugged herself with thghtef it—despite the
French girl's bitchy insinuations that Mac only wexh Tara because he
wanted to become a father. That wasn't even ctofeettruth. The truth was
that whenever Mac looked her way these days the thevfelt for her was
shin- ingly obvious, even if he hadn't actuallydshie words yet. 'The point
is that you have to keep talking. Keep the lineca@hmunication open.
Don't let resentment and anger make you do songefon might live to
regret. Your baby needs two parents—two parentslad®each other and
will give him the best home he could wish for. Troee—if you both calm
down a little and celebrate the things that até@gtou to each other in the
first place, you'll be just fine. | promise.’

Sinead had stopped crying. Patting the crumpled¢i®eneath her eyes, she
managed a tremulousie. Pau—that's my husband—he's got a great sense of
humour, you know? Always making me laugh. We'rdlyegood together



when we're not arguing.' She gave a sad littlegshnd for a moment looked
lost in thought. 'We came out tonight to celebth&éenews of my pregnancy.
He brought his mobile phone with him and when intweff a few minutes
ago—it was someone from work wanting him to comeanly tomorrow.
Well, I'm afraid I just flipped. That's when | s&ié should move his things
into work so he wouldn't have to come home at#dls never walked out on
me before. He was so angry...what if he never cdraek?’

Seeing the tears welling again in those huge breyas, Tara squeezed
Sinead's hand and smiled. 'Of course he'll comek,bashe said
confidently—secretly praying she was right. 'He/llk up and down a bit
and get his knickers in a twist but then he'll a@ivn again and come back.
Do you really think he'd want to miss a slap-up hneaelebration of your
baby?'

Sinead shook her head, sighing heavily.

'Look, why don't you come back with me to my table® can sit with me
and Mac and chat to us until Paul comes back. Hmwtit?'

'Mac's your husband?’
‘Stands for Macsen. His father was Norwegian.'

. 'Are you sure he w-won't mind?' Slowly Sineadstap, glancing in the
mirror to attend to her disarrayed hair.

'Of course he won't mind.'

Waiting until Sinead had tidied her hair and reaplher smudged
make-up, Tara was about to lead the way out oflabies' room when a
smartly attired waitress popped her head rounditioe and asked if either
of them went by the name of Mrs Simmonsen, becausk Simmonsen
was getting rather anxious about her welfare aatt theal was about to be
served.

‘Nice young couple." As he glanced at Tara snuggieid the passenger seat
beside him, Mac's gaze slipped appreciatively déavthe shapely thigh



lovingly outlined by the pink and silver knit dremsd couldn't prevent the
low throb of heat in his groin. His fingers autoroally tightened round the
steering wheel as he forced himself to concentratthe dark strip of road
ahead.

‘Lovely," Tara murmured, turning to regard hinwds so glad Paul didn't
leave her stranded. Sinead was breaking her heartham in the ladies'.'

Mac said nothing for several long seconds. Shifimder seat, Tara
prompted hesitantly, 'Mac? Is everything all right?

'‘Shades of you and me five years ago, huh? Funmlibtening to what
Paul had to say about his work made me realise avfadl | was then.'

'It was good of you to talk to him the way you dithink it really helped
him to see things in a different light, to makeopities—remind him that his
wife needed some of his time too. | really thinkgé two will work it out,
don't you?'

'Hope so. | was worried about you, you know? Whet were faking so
long to come out of the ladies’, | mean. | thowggithething might be wrong.'

Registering the sudden tension in the line of lieng shoulders, Tara
scooted up into a proper sitting position. Her hgave a little jolt when she
realised what he was referringyou mean with the baby?' She hurried to
reassur@im. 'Everything's fine. I'm feeling good. | dide@nfthose proper
tests this morning—I got a kit from tieBemist's just to confirm things and
I'm definitelypregnant and I'm definitely OK. Any day now tmerning
sickness should kick in but, having béerough it once before, | know what
to expect, so I'mot too worried.’

For answer, Mac reached out and laid his harftkoknee. 'l don't want you
to worry about anythingYou're seeing Dr Chamberlain on Monday
morningthe car towards home, and he'll give you a compihexk-up. If
you haveany particular concerns you can discuss it with.him



'Mac?'

'What is it?" He withdrew his hand to concent@temanoeuvring the car
round a sudden sharp bendhe road.

‘Just because—because Gabriel died the way hat didesn't mean the
same thing's going to happenthds baby...you know that, don't you? The
obstetricianat the hospital told me the odds of it happeningcdwere
practically nil.'

Anxiety and regret clutched at Mac's chest, makirmjmost difficult to
breathe. 'That's good to kna8till, I'm going to make sure that you have the
bestcare possible—we won't be taking any chances—teareé'll definitely
be no shifting heavy stuff aroundthre antique shop. If Beth needs help, she

can ask meBy the way, tomorrow I've got a possible houserdéot to go
and view. | thought you might like to come.’

You haven't forgotten Beth's coming home inafiernoon?’
'Seeing as I'm going to pick her up, why wouldrget?"
‘Just checking.'

‘Tara?'

'Hmm?' Snuggling back down in the luxurideather seat, she glanced at
him with a sleepy gaze

‘I'm sorry about Amelie showing up at the restauli&e that. I'm even
sorrier for the things she said. Yknow she only said them because she was
mad at me?"

'l worked that out for myself, Mac. Anywaycduld handle it.'

'‘Damn right." Mac was still smiling as he poinigehr towards home.



Mac strolled into the living room of their new redhouse to find his wife
reaching up to the topmost shefifa bookcase, diligently polishing it with a
duster, hehips wiggling delightfully. She was wearing a shtght black
skirt, a hot-pink blouse, black hosiery gnanps, and as soon as he set eyes
on the tempting littlpackage she made Mac's famed ability to think sen hi
feet vanished in less than a second. Catchingtiusand musk tones of her
fragrance, he paused to tak&aeadying breath before walking up behind her
and sliding his arms possessively round her waist,

"You smell gorgeous, you know that?' Nuzzling iheck, he felt himself
hardening the instant she leddck against him, pressing her bottom
provocativelyinto his groin.

'Hmm...so do you.' With a breathless little siGara pivoted in his arms, her
clear green eyes gazihgngrily up at the sensually lazy smile hijackiig
delectable lips. Unable to resist such temptatgirgstood on tiptoe to
deliver several small, well-aim&ikses, her teeth tugging playfully on his
lower lip, encouraging him to open for her so steld delvent his heat. Put

it down to hormones or just healthy ald—Tara didn't care which—all she

knew was that since she had moved back in with $i@ccouldn't leave the
man alone. Not that he seemed to be complaining.

‘Take off your clothes." With a predatory littleogrl she settled her small
hands on his lapels, starting to ease his jackemndover his shoulders,
surprised and disappointed when his hand suddeaigped her wrist to
stop her.

'Hey...I thought it wasny antecedents who were famed for pillaging and
ravishing?' he teased, blue eyes dancing. Therpitis words conjured up
in her mind had Tara's nipples aching and her bteotgerature soaring off
the scale.

'‘Well, then..." Sliding her free hand into his halme deliberately lowered
her voice to a seductive purr. 'Why don't you potirymoney where your
mouth is and show me how it's done?"

He groaned, kissed her hard then abruptly relebsed'This won't do,
Tara.'



'Mac? What's wrong?' Had she overstepped the nvahdét wouldn't do?
she fretted. Did sexually assertive females tum bff? Since they'd got
back together she'd been slowly but surely lettiegguard down, revealing
sides to her personality previously kept under wraglling herself to trust
him, believe in him. He was a good man. Mac wotldutt her the way he
had before—he cared about her too much for thatteveappen again. But,
that aside, she felt herself retreating behinddaen wave of doubt, terrified
she'd done or said something wrong to make himdnath. Crossing her
arms protectively across her chest, she' waitetasby for him to explain.

She heard him swear softly beneath his breatteastishe thought he was
swearing—it was difficult to tell when the languad¢e'd used was
Norwegian. 'l think we need to lay down some grounks,’ he said,
scratching his head, as if desperately searching flution to whatever
was bothering him.

'‘Ground rules?' Even more puzzled, Tara uncrossedrins and dropped
her hands to her hips instead.

'l don't think it's good for you to get too ovetinsulated,' he replied,
expression torn. 'Too much sexual activity probadist good for the baby.'

Tara would have laughed out loud if he didn't Isokdamned in earnest.
'‘And where did you hear that?' she asked, stritimgkeep her voice
light—not an easy feat when rising hysteria wasdtening.

'It makes sense, doesn'tit?' Doubt flitted achistiandsome features and
something warm and precious sneaked into Taralt Aed made a home
there.

'Does it?' A bubble of mirth had her biting hertigokeep from smiling.

'‘Anyway, Dr Chamberlain said it was important thati get plenty of rest
for the first three months. | don't want you tiripmurself out with household
chores or things like that. I've already been oa ttomestic agency to hire
someone to come in once a day and do a little lajgeining and some
ironing. Now, why don't you just put your feet updal'll make you one of
those nice fruit teas we bought at the health shop?



'‘Dammit, Mac, don't patronise me! | don't want ffitea! | absolutely loathe

the stuff. Give me a proper brew any day in prefeego that scented water!
And anyway, tea's not the issue here, is it?' Wagntd her subject, Tara
strode up and down as if thevity somehow helped to release all the frustrating

thoughts that were backing up in her brain.

'You've been treating me like spun glass ever sintdd you | was
pregnant. It's lovely of you but really | don't deefuss. Being pregnant isn't
the same as being ill, Mac, and | do know how ke tzare of myself. We've
got a cupboard full of all kinds of weird and worfdéitems from the health
shop that | wouldn't even eat if | were strandecaesert island for a year!
I'm longing for some proper food...fish and chigeisages and mash, curry
and rice. And if this healthy regime you've put oreisn't bad enough—
now you're trying to curtail the one thing that raslkne really happyhat's
what won't do, Mac! Got it?'

God, but she was beautiful when she was angryin§tat his wife with
all the intense concentration of a child gazingtigh a sweet-shop window,
Mac endeavoured to get his rapid breathing undetralbo No matter how
much he desired her, he thought fiercely, no mditev many ice-cold
showers he had to endure over the next couple othme-it would be a
small price to pay for him to know that Tara wasabtely healthy and out
of any potential danger. No matter how persuasereahguments—and he
thrilled to the fact that she seemed to desiredsmrmuch as he did her— he
wouldn't jeopardise the baby just because he cttdep his lust under
control. This wasn't a first pregnancy for Tarar kst one had ended in the
worst tragedy a mother could imagine. It was fihattthe doctors had
reassured her that the likelihood of it happenmige was rare indeed, but
even a half-percent chance that it could happem agas greater odds than
Mac wanted to contemplate.

'We both have to be sensible, Tara...that's als#gng. Now, if you don't
want tea, how about a drive over to Beth's to seedhe's doing? | don't like
the idea of her being on her own in the shop irhaeichair. | know Peter
Trent said he'd keep an eye on things but I'm shee could use some
familiar company, aren't you?'



Swallowing down her frustration, Tara swept past Imesband to the
door. 'l just hate it when you're so damned thdudjlaind reasonable!" she
uttered and Mac heard her stomp up the stairsiwas his head she'd like
to be stomping on. Shaking his head with amusenhentused in wonder
at the complexities of living with a woman ruled bgr hormones and
decided that—apart from making love—the experienwes the most fun
he'd had in a very long time.

'He's been such a sweetie, | can't tell you.' Bgiped her scented cup of
Earl Grey tea, her smile guarded as she viewed ti@macross her desk,
her gaze occasionally meandering distractedly bet window to the
bookshop across the road. A small spurt of amazemade Tara lift her
brows and look searchingly at Mac. He merely grthard shrugged those
powerful shoulders of his as if to say 'your gussss good as mine.'

'We aretalking about Peter Trent here? ' ‘Mr-boring- hesd- a - book -
needing - a - personality - transplant - wouldiobk - twice - if - a - woman
- walked - into - his - shop-nakedYdburwords, not mine, let me hasten to
remind you.'

Blushing as delicately as a young girl, Beth plalsedcup carefully in its
decorative porcelain saucer and noisily clearedtlerat. 'Did | say that?
Just goes to show, one should never judge a bodts mover—if you'll
pardon the pun. Anyway, let's just say we thadopportunity to get to know
each other a little better during his visits to Huespital. | don't mind being
the first to confess that | grossly misjudged ttemNe've got quite a lot in
common, if you really want to know...we like thersakind of films, we
both love the theatre and of course the balktewe share a love of Thai
cuisine. In fact, tomorrow evening Peter is taking out to my favourite
Thai restaurant in St Edmunds for dinner—so the paiyou can stop
worrying unnecessarily about me and get on withr poun lives. Peter's just
across the road and he checks in regularly tofdewed anything.'

'Are you sure you're ready to go out? You've noglgot out of hospital.'
Glancing doubtfully at the thick plaster cast pegpout from beneath her
aunt's mid-calf-length dress, Tara had her resemnst



'Peter says we shall manage quite nicely. If youamame over about an
hour beforehand and help me into my best frodkyd'labsolutely fine.'

'Of course I'll come and help you.'
'‘Good. That's settled, then.’

'‘Well, great. That's great, Beth. But if you shoakkd anything in the
meantime, anything at all—you know where we affeunicertainty crept
into her voice, Tara couldn't help it. Things sedne be changing so
fast—things that a mere month ago she could nexee kreamed. A girl
needed a little time to acclimatise at least.

'l notice you're using the term "we" quite a IBeth's eyes twinkled. 'Do |
take it all's well in the Simmonsen household?'

'‘Apart from Mac fussing over me like a mother hgou mean?'
Endeavouring to sound nonchalant, Tara neverthslesber gaze tenderly
across to Mac as he stood beside her. As he grivexeddat her, she felt that
familiar ‘where's my parachute?' drop in her stdmakben his electric blue
eyes collided warmly with hers.

'I'm glad to hear it. That's just what every motherbe needs—a good
man.' She looked pointedly at Mac and a kind ofpoken agreement
flowed between them that Tara wasn't privy to. 'Doomplain, darling.
And by the way, | hope you're taking all your viiasiand things and eating
sensibly. Is she, Mac?'

"You know that old saying? You can lead a horsedter but you can't
make it drink? | think that just about sums up therent situation.'
Smoothing back a drifting strand of gold from hesghead, he smiled wryly
at both women.

'l know she can be terrifically stubborn when shants to be," Beth
remarked fondly. 'But now the baby's coming | thehle'll agree she needs
to be sensible.’



Tara grimaced. 'Sensible? Do you know how much d&ginning to
loathe that word? I'm going to have a baby—not goimunnery!"

'‘Amen to that." Absorbing his wife's indignant glamMac was gratified that
he had a strong ally in her aunt. Maybe betweervbeof them they could
get Tara to see that they were only acting in lest interests? Stealing a
glance at her peeved expression, he could seenthieyseriously going to
have their work cut out.



CHAPTER TWELVE

'Stop scowling at me! You know it will give you major iwkles when
you're older? Come on and dance. | haven't draggedp to town to spend
the night propping up the bar.’

'l should never have listened to you,' Raj repliad,expression strained
as he surveyed the packed dance floor in the Galmetimes you persuade
me to act against my better judgement and thiefmitely one of those
times. What's your husband going to think wheropdyou home later?’

Squashing down the niggling spurt of anxiety thed been dogging her
ever since she'd got the notion to ask Raj to h@k&lancing, Tara tossed her
head dismissively, telling herself that Mac wouldtjhave to like it or lump
it because she wasn't going to curtail her verynabtand natural impulses
for anybody. OK, so she'd taken the coward's waynd told him she was
popping round a friend's for a girly night in, waittg a video or two. But
sometimes a woman had to do what a woman had tandibthe mood Mac
had been in lately he would only read her the Rictt— especiallyif he
found out she'd gone out with Raj. It didn't matteat their friendship was
strictly on the level. Mac simply didn't believeatrmen and women could
just be friends.

'Why don't you just letneworry about Mac?' Pulling him to his feet, Tara
urged Raj onto the dance floor. As the compulsasshkof one of the latest
dance records throbbed loudly around the roomsshendered to her need
to move her body, conveniently banishing anythilsg € the far regions of
her mind.

Raj switched off the car engine then swivelled is $eat to look at Tara.
She'd slept pretty much most of the way home, dedggp in the passenger
seat beside him like a child, her soft blonde haissed and the skirt of her
short black embroidered dress crinkled mid- thigbt for the first time Raj

noticed that she had very good legs—the kind of thgt could make a man
seriously hot under the collar. Without a doubtdheen the prettiest girl at
the club, eliciting a fiercely protective feeling him whenever he spied an
interested male homing in. Sighing deeply, he lmmddmit he was more



than a little jealous of Mac. Perhaps that was wayhad gone against his
own better judgement and agreed to take her oughbrwithout her
husband's knowledge? His father, Sanjay, wouldhkii if he ever found
out, but not before his mother's fierce tirade bhis eardrums.

‘Tara? Tara, wake up! We're home.' He shook hittleadesperately, his
heart racing when she peeled open those mesmerismgrlashed green
eyes and smiled.

'Hmm.' Stretching and yawning at the same time pstieoeuvred herself
upright, peering through the windscreen at thedaegl-bricked house at the
end of the gravel drive, Mac's gleaming sedan phdedately outside.
Anxiety settled like a bowling ball in the pit oEhstomach. Now she was
for it. Unless, of course, Mac had gone to bed wad hopefully sound
asleep. Yeah, and Queen Elizabeth would abdicatertow ...

‘Thank you, Raj. | had the best time. You are agehhLeaning towards
him, she gave him a generous peck on the cheek.

Her companion retreated as if he'd been stung.'tlxm that! Your
husband might see.’ He craned his neck to seedfvixa looking out of one
of several leaded windows. The house was largarapcessive—the kind
of house that he intended to have afn@ufeif and his new wife.

'What's to see?' she asked, shrugging. 'He knowes ey friends.’

'‘Sometimes, Tara, you take too much for granteereth his smooth
dark skin, heat shaded Raj's jaw.

'What? You're saying you'reotmy friend?'

'Don't twist my words!" Clearly frustrated, he slaed the centre of the
steering wheel with the flat of his hand. 'What $aying is you make too
familiar with me sometimes. I'm only a man whenigbaid and done and
you're an extremely attractive woman. Such faniijiacan lead to
dangerous situations if people aren't careful.'



She knew what he was saying and even felt sligtgshamed that she had
put him in a potentially compromising position, fiust of all she heard his
clear admonishment for restraint and she saw tdthd been over a week
now since her husband had made love to her andisixatration and pure
driving need for more intimate contact was slowhvitig her round the
bend. Now her best friend and supposed ally wagesimng even more
self-control. Tara decided she just couldn't hasmaig of it.

"You know something, Raj? Sometimes in life you Jusve to take risks.
Would Ellen MacArthur have sailed salound the globe if she'd been
"careful"?Would Edmund Hillary have got to the top of Mountefest?
Would | be having another baby with Mac if | didngk my heart and my
pride? Think about it. Thanks for bringing me horfiebe seeing you.'

Standing outside the oak front door, Tara waveRa&sulled away and
drove through the black and gold railings back dh&road, her mouth dry
and trepidation knotting her spine. It was onedtbring boldhat boldness.
Especially when she now had deep reservations dsowctions. Mac was
only trying to do what was best for her. He waslieliberately trying to
make life difficult because he suggested she slownda little. He was
thinking about her and the baby. The least he dedewas the truth about
where she'd been. 'So much for bravado.' Muttetisigaragingly to herself,
she slid her key into the lock and let herself in.

The house was in silence except for the comfottiicigof the Victorian
mantel clock that Beth had given them as a houseimgr present
emanating from the front room. Leaving her purseadmandy side-table,
Tara kicked off her shoes, deposited her coat estiircase balustrade then
ventured slowly towards the sound.

'So you finally decided to come home?'

His deceptively velvet tones announced Mac's preses surely as if
someone had come up to her and rung a bell indreHeart thudding, Tara
threaded her fingers through her already tousledydr staring in shocked
disbelief at his seated figure in one of the wingedchairs by the fireplace.
Back-lit by the glowing embers of the fire, hisrskippeared almost golden,
his eyes a spellbindingly sapphire blue. He wass#ré in faded blue denims



and a dove-grey Tmt mat highlighted the steely cords of muscle in his

biceps; he looked arrogantly, fiercely male, andaTe@ouldn't prevent the
small shiver of purely female appreciation thapséid like golden syrup
down her spine.

"You didn't have to wait up." Was that her voice?h@d Minnie Mouse
taken possession of her vocal cords?

'No?' Rising to his feet, he stood in front of tine, jeans riding low on his
lean, tight hips, expression inexorably austerell he... did you have a
good time with your...friend?"

Her aching feet could easily attest to that, TRought, grimacing. She'd
all but danced her legs off. Even Raj had comptastee'd hardly sat down
all night. But that was what music did for hertatiched her soul, made her
want to move to its beat—once a dancer, alwaysnaeata'Yeah, | had a
good time. But now I'm tired, so if you don't mihthink I'll go to bed.’

'Not so fast.'

As she moved towards the door Mac sprung like géheanreaching her in
an instant, his hand locking onto her arm and spgher back round. Tell
me where you really were, Tara, because | know dagihyou didn't wear
that dress to spend the evening in front of argerifd's TV, watching
videos.'

If he had seen the dress before she'd left Tarddwmaver have left the
house. As it was she'd had the foresight to slip@mong black coat when
she'd bid him goodbye for the evening.

Knowing lying wasn't an option and despising hdrsielr even
considering it, she pulled angrily at her captiwe, scowling fiercely at
Mac when he wouldn't let go. 'l don't know why yeunaking such a big
deal out of this! | was with Raj, OK? My friend.n8e I've become pregnant
you won't let me do a damn thing and I've hadhadl pent-up energy | didn't
know what to do with so | asked Raj to take medadon to a nightclub. All
| wanted to do was listen to some music and ddsdbat such a crime?’



"You lied to me.'
‘Not deliberately. | just didn't want you to getsep.’

'‘And I'm not upset now?' His question was remankaftgstrained,
considering the muscle that ticked in his jaw. Taesn't so foolish as to
underestimate him. She knew underneath that deegptialmeac.de he was

seething...and rightly so.

'l can see you're not happy.' Her arm was tinghthgre he held it—little
sparks of electricity shooting into her bloodstreamaking her feel slightly
giddy. Blast! What a time to feel aroused.

'Damn right I'm not happy. You're pregnant, TarauYeed to take care
of yourself, to rest. Going to a nightclub and dagahe night away flouts
everything the doctor said about taking thingsexadust what the devil got
into you? And to get another man to take you... Wahell did he think he
was playing at?' Her 'friend," she'd called hind Bfac's heart had gone wild
with jealousy. What exactly did that mean? He didate if it was true the
guy had some arranged marriage in India—if he leatbsterone pumping
through his veins he had every chance of beinga#d to Tara. In that sexy
little black dress she was wearing with its gensrdeneck front and back,
the woman looked like an angelic blonde siren. fia@ who didn't find her
appealing would have to be dead.

'Don't go blaming Raj.’

"You seem pretty eager to jump to his defence. ida m his right mind
would even contemplate taking another man's witedancing without his
knowledge! Does your "friendship” extend to sharimg bed? Or maybe
you made out in the car? Answer me, Tara! | wakniow.'

She went very quiet. Inside her mind was racindoti't believe you just
said that. How can you turn something so innocettt something so...so
dirty? | despise you for that!"

"You don't wriggle out of it so easily," he repliatice deadly calm.
'‘Answer the question.'



The force of her emotions made her tremble. 'Ndb Inot sleep—and
have never slept—with Raj Singhin the fool who's been celibate for five
years—I know for a fact you can't attest to the saelf-restraint! But this
isn't about blaming and accusations, is it, Maci3 &habout trust—or lack
of it. I've trusted you enough to move in with yagain, to believe we can
have a real marriage. How can we ever expect teaelthat when you
clearly don't even trust me to leave the house gnomn? And to even
entertain such a crass notion as Raj and me skpépgether! Didn't you
hear what | said about hipa being engaged to beeadarlt all points to the
fact that you don't even trust me to take careysdati! You've been treating
me like a child since | told you about the baby.yoo really believe I'd do
something reckless that might endanger this pregrtanknow how to take
care of things, Mac. What do you think I've beeinddor the past five
years? Did you think I'd just stop living because yvalked out the door?
My life may not seem terribfy exciting to you btrhlthe one who makes the
choices in it. I'm a grown woman—not a little dirl.

A muscle pulsed in the side of Mac's temple. Regisfj her passionate
words, he knew he'd made a gross error. She'd gexer him the slightest
reason to mistrust her. The Tara he knew had allvega delightfully open
and honest—even if sometimes he didn't like heanthgt she had to say
because he knew it reflected badly on him. The tzat she'd lied to him
tonight about where she was going must mean heldgouher into such a
corner that she'd had no alternative but to ashaddid.

'Raj only took me because | begged him. If danonagges me happy, how
can it hurt anything? It's part of who | am, MacoWldl you want me to
change that? | can't just sit at home and playitihe woman. | did that to
some extent the first time round, sitting at honggnafter night—giving up
my social life in deference to your work. | domitend to do that a second
time. | have to burn off some of this excess ensmye way.'

‘Then why the hell couldn't you ask me to take gancing?’
'Would you have?'

''d take you anywhere you wanted so long as | kpewwere safe.'



'Right." She bit her lip, her eyes sliding awaynirthe full force of his
penetrating gaze. 'Maybe next time | will. But waugot to trust me. You've
got to stop being so damn controlling!’

‘Controlling, am 1?' Mac released her arm, watchiegflex it a little to
get the blood pumping properly again. Instantlyrégretted holding on to
her so tightly.

'If the cap fits..."
'So be it." Blue eyes pinning her to the spot, kleed his jaw towards her.

Why couldn't she have just kept quiet? Tara thougtitappily. But it
wasn't right that men thought they had the monopalgexual frustration.
Her breathing shallow, she raised her gaze defianthis. "What the hell is
that supposed to mean?"

‘That's for me to know and you to find out." Givimgr no warning, Mac
reached for her, lifted her into his arms and edrher towards the stairs.
Tara felt his steely strength enfold her and was b@tween tearing him off
a strip for his high-handedness and simply acquiggo myriad deliciously
seductive sensations that were rippling throughbloely.

'Put me down!' she ordered, but even to her ows lear demand lacked
conviction.

Blue eyes glinting, Mac laughed deep in his thrddbu think I'm
controlling? Sweetheart, I'thowyou controlling!'

‘This is a game, baby, just a game. You can freesglf any time you want
to.. .see?' With deft movements Mac demonstrateddasy it was to loosen
the silk scarves he'd tied her wrists to the bedpith. Eyes wide, almost
luminous, Tara nodded. Her whole body burned far Bind he was being
deliberately slow, languid, taunting her with siagl little glances from

beneath those outrageous golden lashes of his.sttgdged off his T-shirt

and the sight of that muscular, lean torso withgaserful shoulders and



slightly bulging biceps made her clench her thighungry anticipation.
Already she was damp for him, more than ready..Bi Mac's seduction
wasn't going to be hard and fast. Tonight he wapqaefully taking his
time, drawing out the tension between them withrgwvelvet stroke of his
fingers, every hot touch of his mouth against heatéd flesh. Sliding her
dress up to her thighs, he eased down the silkgkidarap of underwear
along with her tights and discarded them. TherTaa strove to keep her
legs together, he coaxed them apart with sensittiesnips of his teeth up
the inside of her thigh. Finally, when she relaxieel,opened her with his
finger, sliding in and out of her wetness as shied on the bed and tugged
on her binds as if to free herself. But she didmint to be free. Right now
she wanted this slow, sweet torment more than sireed her next breath.
Gasping with pleasure, she felt herself dissolveerwiMac positioned
himself right between her legs and kissed her iat#ty. The ceiling spun,
her head throbbed and the blood in her veins simdwith scorching heat.
The air around them grew cloying and damp, muskly thie scent of desire.
Tara cried out his name when the tension reaches fatch and finally
spilt over in a heated rush all through her bodynilsing, she felt herself
grow limp, her skin moist and her heart beating Idome wild bird's
suddenly rescued from captivity.

Inexplicably her eyes filled with tears. As theyillsd hotly onto her
cheeks, Mac was immediately at her side. Reachintp wntie the scarves
that held her willing prisoner, he gathered hereutty into his arms. 'What
is it, baby? What's wrong?'

'Oh, Mac," she cried against his bare shoulderreigcloving the
sensation of clean, smooth, taut flesh, breathmdpis deliciously sexy
masculine scent until every sense she possessdileasvith it. ‘'That was
wonderful.’

Her words broke down the last barrier Mac had eckot his heart. Blue
eyes crinkling, he pushed back her hair from hezHead to gaze tenderly
into her face—the face he loved more than any otné¢he whole wide
world. 'l love that | can give you pleasure. | loxau, Tara. | don't think I've
told you that since | came back. It's the reasmarited us to try again. As
soon as | saw you at the museum it was like turbauk the clock. My heart
was beating so fast | swear | thought | was hawisgizure.'



'l felt the same," she admitted urgently, joy smijl over at the final
confirmation that Mac really did love her; that hadn't just wanted a
reconciliation to make up for past mistakes. 'l erestopped loving you,
Mac, not in all the years we were apart. | knovelpled to drive you away
with my constant complaints about you working b# time. | should have
been more understanding but all | knew was thatweren't there when |
wanted you to be. In future we'll talk about thigjs that are important to us
both, | promise. Do you know that in all the time were apart | couldn't
even look at another man, let alone contemplatéhanoelationship?'

Her husband heard her passionate statement andthkeswvere no more
recriminations. The slate was well and truly cledow they could have the
kind of marriage that they'd both dreamed aboutnathey first met and the
coming baby would make things just about as pedsdhey could get. He
would never forget the baby they had lost—Gabrielttheir son hadn't
been born in vain because learning of his existéacehelped Mac realise
that he didn't want to lose Tara ever again. Agttrnow a brighter future
than he could possibly have envisaged for himseif f mere month ago
was more than possible. Together, he and Tara woale it a reality.

'l can't say I'm not happy about that part. Justtttought of you with
someone else...'

"You shouldn't be so jealous. | would never beymay.'
'l know that now. | guess I've always known ithé truth be told.'

‘A little jealousy can be OK but | don't want yaugdive Raj a hard time
when you see him next. He's a good friend andlidabhim into taking me
dancing. He spent the whole night utterly miserdlgleause he was worried
about what you might say if you found out.’

‘Then as long as | know he was miserable | canghigbafford to be
magnanimous towards him." Grinning, Mac pinched aBarcheek
affectionately.

'‘Anyway," she dropped an experimental little kisshis shoulder, eyeing
him teasingly beneath her lashes, 'l think we sishioneed to take another



look at those "ground rules" of yours and this tifFnegoing to have some
input.’

‘Never let it be said I'm not open to compromise.'

'‘Can't prove it by me.'

'So...we really are "home", Mrs Simmonsen?' Mac wasing up the
duvet around them both as he spoke. 'Which is wiwmdeecause we do
have some unfinished business we need to takeotare

Her eyes widening, Tara sucked in an anticipatoeath. "We do?’
Manoeuvring her onto her back, her silky blonde bpread out behind her

on the plump satin pillow, Mac helped her out of Heess then boldly
cupped her naked breast. 'We do, sweetheart, atid #hfact.’



EPILOGUE

FLINGING open the twin doors to the boardroom, Mitch Wiitiedid a quick
scan of the faces seated round the long, polishigdld before bringing his
gaze attentively to the immaculately dressed masitipoed at its head
doing the presentation.

'What is it, Mitch?' Knowing it had to be somethimgetty important for
his chief colleague to interrupt a meeting withadeptially very lucrative
client and his staff, Mac slipped his hand intojatket pocket to check his
mobile phone was in reach. He would never normakye it switched on
during a meeting but, circumstances being what thene, he wasn't taking
any chances.

'It's Tara," was all Mitch got out before Mac s&othe length of the
boardroom to reach his side, his handsome face stidr concern.

'What's happened?’ Blood roared in his ears andulsed himself for
listening to his wife's admonishments of the mognikvhen she had all but
ordered him to go to work because she couldn'tistésprowling round the
house like a cat on a hot tin roof. She would kréepdy fine, she'd assured
him, and he mustn't worry because the baby waae'tfar at least another
week yet. And anyway she'd be spending the day Beth in the shop, so
she'd have help if she needed it.

'She's in Reception. Said she's been having soggéng pains.' Frowning,
Mitch almost looked as Hiewas the anxious father-to-be and not Mac.

'Reception?' Mac echoed loudly and every face m rbom turned
interestedly towards him. 'What the hell is shendon Reception?’

She was helping herself to some water from theerpd flotilla of
shopping bags at her feet—which incidentally weagebbecause she'd
characteristically kicked off her shoes—and shealt smiled at Mac as
he hurried towards her into the swish receptiom,aas if it were the most
natural thing in the world for her to be theran'Borry | interrupted your
meeting but I'm afraid | was taken by surprise whemas out shopping.'



Mac shook his head as if to make sure he had @fialculties about him.
He was having trouble grasping the fact that hesvie pregnant wife had
apparently decided to travel up to London on a phmgpspree when she was
going to give birth any day now.

‘Are you all right? What the hell are you playirigara? You're meant to
be at home, resting. Good God, woman! When areey@u going to do
what's best for you?'

His words seemed to roll over her like water ovex proverbial duck’s
back. Shrugging casually, she took a sip of harkdbefore answering. 'l
suddenly felt restless. | just had to get out eflbuse.’

"You were supposed to be going to Beth's. Doe&iste you came up to
London alone?’

'Don't blame Beth for this. Peter asked her to huaed | said of course
she must go. Anyway, rather than wait for her tmedpack | thought I'd pop
on the train and come to London. | got some loWeiygs for the baby but
then I—' Her pretty face contorting suddenly, sbelded over, clutching
her very pregnant stomach beneath the floaty surdness she wore. Mac's
heart nearly jumped straight out of his chest. Rgsto her side, he slipped
one arm behind her to give support and brushetdieout of her eyes with
the other.

‘Tara! Tell me what's wrong! For God's sake, talkie!"

'l think the baby's coming.'

'‘What?'

'l said | think the baby's...coming. Phew!" Recowgrherself, she
straightened, unbelievably regarding Mac with apyalitle smile playing
around her lips. Bereft of words, her husband dtateher as if he'd been

poleaxed.

'Don't panic. My contractions are about twenty ne@suapart so we have
some time to spare before things really start haipge



Hardly registering the humour in her voice, Mac sguound to the
attractive redhead on the reception desk. 'Asfed on the telephone to the
emergency services. | want an ambul—'

'‘Can't we take your car?' Tara interrupted. 'I'mKaal into the Portland,
which is only five minutes up the road—hardly worbothering the
ambulance people for.'

"You're crazy, you know that?' Cupping her faceveen his hands, Mac
stared into her laughing green eyes and thoug@od blessed him with a
hundred lifetimes with this woman, he would nevetr gnough of her.

"You think this is crazy?' she teased back. "Whaitdu see me in a couple
of hours' time, screaming my head off and verbatlging you to shreds.’

%k %

At nine o'clock on a balmy summer's evening atethe of June, Tara and
Mac Simmonsen became the proud parents of a belabgiby girl. They
called her Brigid after the Irish saint who wasoasasted with healing,
poetry and learning because already they had Isiginadions for their child.
Brigid's mother said she would probably grow ubé&a prima ballerina
because her legs were long and she already hadpsrious air about her
which spoke of great things to come, while herdathher father just took
one look at her sublime infant perfection and krinvhad met the second
female in his life who would keep his heart captiVéhatever she did,
whatever she became, as long as she was happyld Wwe all right with
him.



