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Dark secrets, forbidden desires, scandalous disiesve

Welcome to a glittering new six-part saga set irstfalia. This, and every
novel to come, features a gripping romance thatdstaby itself, as the
passions, scandals and hopes that exist betwedalwimusly rich families
are revealed. But you'll also find yourself hookkerbughout the series as
Gemma Smith searches for the secret of her trugtitgeand fights for
ruthless seducer Nathan Whitmore's love....

Everyone warned Gemma about Nathan, but she bdliéve wasn't

heartless--just heartbroken. Clearly he was stillove with his ex-wife,

Lenore, so Gemma tried to hide her attraction to.hi However, Lenore
knew loving a woman wasn't one of Nathan's taleNtst. like Zachary

Marsden--loyal, handsome, protective, he was théegehusband, and
Lenore had secretly loved him for years. Only, alse knew that her ideal
man would never leave his wife....



Dear Reader

Welcome to a new and totally compelling family saggt in the glamorous,
cut-throat world of opal-dealing in Australia.

Laden with dark secrets, forbidden loves and hapmings, HEARTS OF
FIRE unfolds over a series of six books, as bealutihnocent Gemma
Smith goes in search of a new life, and fate intted her to Nathan
Whitmore, the ruthless, talented and utterly cdlgdoplaywright and acting
head of Whitmore Opals.

Throughout the series, Gemma will discover thehtrabout Nathan,
seduction, her real mother and the priceless lwpek the Heart of Fire. But
at the same time, in each novel you'll find a sagarfully developed
romance revealing the passion, scandal and hopdalsaexisted between
two fabulously rich clans over fifty tempestuousigge

HEARTS OF FIRE has been especially written by dn@mantic fiction's
rising stars for you to enjoy. We're sure you will.

The Editor



PRINCIPAL CHARACTERSIN THISBOOK

GEMMA SMITH: On her father's death. Gemma discovers a magnifice
black opal worth a small fortune and an old phatpyrwhich casts doubt
about her real. identity. In quest of the truth andew life, she goes to
Sydney.

NATHAN WHITMORE: Adopted son of Byron Whitmore, Nathan is
acting head of Whitmore Opals and a talented pleywr After a troubled
childhood and a divorce, he is ruthless and utiemhptionally controlled.

LENORE LANGTRY: Talented stage actress, ex-wife of Nathan
Whitmore and mother of Kirsty, Lenore hides hereguited love for
successful solicitor Zachary Marsden behind a taaidhrior.

ZACHARY MARSDEN: Married with two sons, Zachary has always been
attracted to Lenore but has so far stayed faitioftilis wife.

KIRSTY WHITMORE: The wayward fourteen-year-old daughter of
Nathan and Lenore, who has never come to termstiagih divorce.

JADE WHITMORE: The spoilt and wilful daughter of Byron and theela
Irene Whitmore, Jade can't have the one man shéswaher adopted
brother, Nathan.

BYRON WHITMORE: Recently widowed, Byron is the patriarch of the
Whitmore family, and a stranger to love.

MELANIE LLOYD: Housekeeper to the Whitmores, Melanie is
emotionally dead since the tragic deaths of heb&wod and only child.

AVA WHITMORE: Byron's much younger sister, Ava struggles with he
weight, her spinsterhood and her fear of failure.



Miranda L eeis Australian, living near Sydney. Born and raisethe bush,

she was boarding-school educated and briefly pdrsuelassical music
career before moving to Sydney and embracing theédwaf computers.
Happily married, with three daughters, she begaitingr when family

commitments kept her at home. She likes to cretdeies that are
believable, " modern, fast-paced and sexy. Hemasts include reading
meaty sagas, doing word puzzles, gambling and goitige movies.

A Noteto the Reader:

This novel is one of a series of six novels sethi glamorous, cut-throat

world of Australian opal dealing. Each novel isepdndent and can be read
on its own. It is the author's suggestion, howetreat they be read in the

order written.






CHAPTER ONE
SHE didn't cry. Neither did anyone else attendingfh#rer's funeral.

Not that there were many mourners standing rouadytave-side that hot
February morning at the Lightning Ridge Cemetenyly@he minister, Mr
Gunther, Ma, and Gemma herself. The undertakerdfads soon as he'd
dropped off the deceased. If you stretched a pthetgrave-digger made
five.

Admittedly, it was forty degrees in the shade, thetsort of day one would
want to stand out in the sun for more than a femuteis unless compelled to
do so out of duty. Gemma watched the coffin beavgered into the ground,
but still she couldn't cry.

The minister didn't take long to scuttle off, slaiced bleakly, nor did Mr
Gunther, leaving her to listen to that awful soasdhe clods of dirt struck
the lid of the coffin.

Why can't | cry? she asked herself once more.

She jumped when Ma touched her on the shouldeméGm, love. Time to
go home.'

Home. ..

Gemma dragged in then expelled a shuddering sigti SHe ever thought of
that ghastly dugout with its primitive dunny andtdlioors as home? Yet it
had been. for as long as she could remember.

'Do you want me to drive?' Ma asked as they appexhche rusted-out
utility truck that had belonged to Jon Smith andchitwas now the property
of his one and only child.

Gemma smiled at Ma, who was about the worst drefee had ever
encountered. Her- real name was Mrs Madge Waltairste was known as
Ma to the locals. She and her husband had conmg todir luck in the opal
fields at Lightning Ridge more than thirty year®a@/hen Bill Walton died,



Ma had stayed on. living in a caravan and supplémgrher widow's
pension by fossicking for opals and selling hedsino tourists.

She was Gemma's neighbour and had often given Gesanwuary when
her father had been in one of his foul moods. Sa® tlve closest thing to a
mother Gemma had had, her own mother having dibdrabirth.

'No, Ma,' she said. 'I'll drive.’

They climbed into the cabin, which was stifling pi¢s the windows being
down. Bushflies crawled all over the windscreen.

'What are you going to do now, love?' Ma asked aheg were under way.
'l dare say you won't stay in Lightning Ridge. Yalways fancied livin' in
the city, didn't you?"'

There was no use lying to Ma. She knew Gemma betéer anybody. 'l
might to go Sydney,' she said.

'l came from Sydney, originally. Nasty place.’'

'In what way?'

‘Too big and too noisy.'

'l could take a bit of noise after living out hé@emma muttered.

'What will you do with Blue?'

Blue was Gemma's pet cattle-dog. Her father hadjfitobim a few years
back, fully grown, because he was a fierce guagl-Hie'd chained him up
outside the entrance to the dugout and God helpaayywho went near
him. Gemma had rather enjoyed the challenge of mgakiends with the
dog and had astounded both her father and Ma hytesiéy winning the
animal's total loyalty and devotion. The dog addéeinma and she adored

him. She didn't have to think long over her anstwévia's question.

"Take him with me, of course.'



'He won't like the city, love.'
'He'll like wherever | am," Gemma said stubbornly.

'‘Aye, that he probably will. Never seen a dog sudtached to a person. He
still frightens the dickens out of me, though.’

'He's as gentle as a lamb.’

'Only with you, love. Only with you.'

Gemma laughed.

‘That's better," Ma said. 'It's good to hear yagkaagain.'

Gemma fell silent. But | still haven't cried, sheught. It bothered her, very
much. A daughter should cry when her father died.

She frowned and fell silent. They swept back iotert and out along Three
Mile Road.

Both Ma and Gemma lived a few miles out of LightniRidge, on the
opposite side to the cemetery, near a spot catlagl tHollow. It wasn't much
different from most places around the Ridge. The dicky lunar landscape
was pretty much the same wherever the ground hew decimated by mine
shaft after mine shaft. Picturesque it was not. §feen. The predominant
colour was greyish-white.

Ma's caravan was parked under a fairly large ald-vark tree, but the lack
of rainfall meant a meagre leafage which didn'tvmte much shade from
the searing summer sun. Gemma's dugout; by conepargs cool.

'‘Come and sit in my place for a while,” Gemma @ffieas they approached
Ma's caravan. 'We'll have a cool drink together."

‘That's kind of you, love. Yes, I'd like that.’



Gemma drove on past the caravan, quickly covereg ghort distance
between it and her father's claim. She began trfrohen Blue didn't come
charging down the dirt road towards her as he awdiy. Scrunching up her
eyes against the glare of the sun, she peered ahdatiought she made out
a dark shape lying in the dust in front of the dutgdt looked ominously
still.

'Oh, no," she cried, and, slamming on the brakesds/ed out of the utility
practically before it was stopped. 'Blue!" she sbduand ran, falling to her
knees in the dirt before him and scooping his nmdéiss form into her lap.
His head lolled to one side, a dried froth aroursdips.

'He'sdead!"she gasped, and lifted horrified eyes to Ma, wias Yooking
down at the sorry sight with pity in her big redéa

‘Yes, love. It seems so.'

'‘But how?' she moaned. 'Why?'

'Poisoned, by the look of it.’

'Poisoned! But who would poison my Blue?'

'He wasn't a well-loved dog around here," Ma remihgently. 'There, there.
.." She laid a kind hand on Gemma's shaking skoulderhaps it's all for
the best. You couldn't have taken him to Sydneh witu. you know. With

everyone but you he used to bite first and asktoqpresafterwards.’

'‘But he was my friend," Gemma wailed, her eyesdilog with tears. ‘'loved
him!'

'Yes. . .yes, | know you did. I'm so sorry, love.'
The dam began to break, the one she'd been habding since the police

came and told her that her father had fallen domwalEsandoned mine shaft
and broken his stupid damned drunken neck.



"Oh, Blue," she sobbed, and buried her head imldlges dusty coat. 'Don't
leave me. Please don't leave me. I'll be all alorie.

'‘We'reall all alone. Gemma,' was Ma's weary advice.

Gemma's head shot up, brown eyes bright with téarstear-stained face
showing a depth of emotion she hadn't inheritethfher father. 'Don't say
that, Ma. That's terrible. Not everyone is like father was. Most people
need other people. | know | do. And you do too. @ag, I'm going to find
some really nice man and marry him and have a wbblef children. Not
one or two, but half a dozen, and I'm going to hetiem that the most
joyous wonderful thing in this world is loving oaaother and caring for one
another, openly, with hugs and kisses and lotawgjtter. Because I'm tired
of loneliness and misery and meanness. I've hadfal @f hateful people
who would poison my dog and. . .and. . .’

She couldn't go on, everything inside her cheskialgaand shaking. Once
again, she buried her face in her pet's alreadyndutoat and cried and
cried.

Ma plonked down in the dirt beside her and keptimpgher on the shoulder.
"You're right, love. You're right. Have a good ciiyere's a good girl. You
deserve it.'

When Gemma was done crying, she stood up, fouhdwetand dug Blue a
grave. Wrapping him in an old sheet, she placedihithe bottom of the

dusty trench and filled it in. patting the dirt dowith an odd feeling of

finality. A chapter had closed in her life. Anotheas about to begin. She
would not look back. She would go forward. These tieaths had set her
free of the past, a past that had not always bappyh The future was hers
to create. And by God, she hoped to make a betteof it than her father

had of the last eighteen years.

'‘Well, Ma," she said when she returned to the abtile dugout, 'that's done.’

'Yes, love.'



‘Time to make plans,’ she said, and pulled up & dmposite Ma at the
wooden slab that served as a table.

'Plans?"

'Yes, plans. How would you like to buy my ute anc lhere while I'm
away?'

'Well, | —er— How long are you going for?"'
'I'm not sure. A while. Maybe forever. I'll keepwposted.’

'I'll miss you,' Ma sighed. '‘But | understand. Wimatst be must be. Besides.
.. She grinned her old toothless grin. 'l alwhgd a hankerin' to live here,
especially in the summer.'

"You could have your caravan moved here as welle @ou the best of both
worlds. I won't sell you Dad's claim but you're eahe to anything you can
find while I'm gone.’

'Sounds good to me.'
Let's have a beer to celebrate our deal.’
'Soundsverygood to me."

Gemma spoke and acted with positive confidenceafs resence, but once
she was gone, Gemma slumped across the tableaberbiried in her
hands. But she'd cried all the tears she was doiagy, it seemed, and soon
her mind was ticking away on what money she coclldpse together for her
big adventure of going to Sydney.

Though a country girl of limited experience, Gemwees far from dumb or
ignorant. Television at school and her classmabese regular homes in
town had given her a pretty good idea of the wanldside of Lightning
Ridge. She might be a slightly rough product of dlback of Australia,
living all her life with a bunch of misfits and dmmers, but she had a sharp



mind and a lot of common sense. Money meant saftg.would need as
much as she could get her hands on if she wantgd to Sydney.

There were nearly three hundred dollars in her lzackunt, saved from her
casual waitressing job, the only employment she@nbable to get since
leaving school three months ago. She'd been luzkjet even that. Times
were very bad around the Ridge, despite severatmnireportedly having
struck it rich at some new rushes out around Ca@ocbaeke.

Then there was Ma's agreed five hundred dollarthimute. That made just
on eight hundred. But Gemma needed more to embaduoh a journey.
There would be her bus and train fare to pay fentaccommodation and
food till she could find work. And she'd need sooi@hes. Eight hundred
wasn't enough.

Gemma's head inevitably turned towards her fathmts against the far
wall. She'd long known about the battered old btdoy hidden in a hole in

the dirty wall behind the headboard, but had nelaeed take it out to see
what was in it. She'd always suspected it contamenhall hoard of opals,
the ones her father cashed in whenever he wangal da a drinking binge.

It took Gemma a few moments to accept that nothimyno one could stop
her now from seeing what the failed miner had cedeb secretly.

Her heart began to pound as she drew the tin ftenhiding place and

brought it back to the table. Pulling up her rigkehair once more, she sat
down and simply stared at it for a few moments.itdgld Gemma there

couldn't be anything of great value lying withinetyher hands were

trembling slightly as they forced the metal lid wgras.

What she saw in the bottom of the tin stopped leartifor a few seconds.
Could it really be what it looked like? Or was utsf a worthless piece of
potch?

But surely her father would not hide away somethuogthless!
Her hand reached into the tin to curve around tbg,gval-shaped stone. It

filled her palm, its size and weight making herrhéaud more heavily. My
God, if this was what she thought it was. . .



Feeling a smooth surface underneath, she drewaibiegyrout and turned it

over, her eyes flinging wide. A section of the rbuguter layer had been
sliced away to reveal the opal beneath. As Gemmdygmlled the stone

back and forth to see the play of colour, she sedlishe was looking at a
small fortune. There had to be a thousand carats &eleast! And the

pattern was a pinfire, if she wasn't mistaken. Qrare.

She blinked as the burst of red lights flashed atuher a second time,
dazzling in their fiery beauty before changing o) then violet, then
green, then back to that vivid glowing red.

My God. I'm rich, she thought.
But any shock or excitement quickly changed to asiain.

Her father had never made any decent strikes ds fim the various claims
he'd worked over the years here at Lightning Rideat least. . .that was
what he'd always told her. Clearly, however, he tninave at some time
uncovered this treasure, this pot of gold.

A fierce resentment welled up inside Gemma. Thaet lbeen no need for
them to live in this primitive dugout all these y&®ano need to be reduced to
charity, as had often happened, no need to bel@td talked about.

Shaking her head in dismay and bewilderment, shéhgustone down on

the table and stared blankly back into the tin.rélremained maybe twenty
or thirty small chunks of opals scattered in theneos, nothing worth more
than ten, or maybe twenty dollars each at mostfatker's drinking money,

as she'd suspected.

It was when she began idly scooping the stonesiat@one corner to pick
them up that she noticed the photograph lying umekgh. It was faded and
yellowed, its edges and corners very worn as thaulghd been handled a
lot. Momentarily distracted from her ragged emasioshe picked up the
small photo to frown at the man and woman in itthB@ere strangers.

But as Gemma's big brown eyes narrowed to stdlhe aban some more, her
stomach contracted fiercely. The. handsome bloadtgtaring back at her



bore little resemblance to the bald, bedraggledr-bellied man she'd
buried today. But his eyes were the eyes of JortlSwiher father. They
were unforgettable eyes, a very light blue, as @rld hard as arctic ice.
Gemma shivered as they seemed to lock on to hers.

Her father had been a cold, hard man. She'd todubta good daughter to
him, doing all the cooking and cleaning, puttinghito bed when he came
home rolling drunk, listening to his tales of misemd woe. Drink had
always made him maudlin.

There were times, however, when Gemma had suspieetedn't love that
kept her tied to her father. It was probably fée'd slapped her more times
than she could count, as well as having a way afifeg at her sometimes
that chilled her right through. She recalled besnghe end of one of those
looks a few weeks back when she'd mentioned goilgalgett to try to find
work. He'd forbidden her from going anywhere, anel $teely glint in his
eyes had made her comply in obedient silence.

A long, shuddering sigh puffed from Gemma's lumgaking her aware how
tightly she had been holding her breath. Her gawaided back on the
photograph, moving across to the woman her fatteexr holding firm!)' to
his side.

Gemma caught her breath once more. For the youmgawappearing to
resent her father's hold looked pregnant. Aboutrgixiths.

My God, she realised, it had to be her mother!

Gemma's heart started to race as she stareddslibate dark-haired young
woman whose body language bespoke an unwillingtedse held so
closely, whose tanned slender arms were wrappddgineely around her
bulging stomach, whose fingers were entwined actiessmound of her
unborn baby with a white-knuckled intensity.

So this was the 'slut’ her father refused to spgakho had died giving birth
but who still lived within her daughter's genesntgea'’s father had told her
once that she took after her mother, but other thahone snarled comment
she knew nothing about the woman who'd borne hey. @uriosity about



her had long been forcibly suppressed, only to tbiardife now with a
vengeance.

Gemma avidly studied the photograph, anxious ta $pe similarities
between mother and daughter. But she was disagabtot find no great
resemblance, other than the dark wavy hair. Ofsmiirwas impossible to
tell with the woman in the photograph wearing sasgés. She supposed
their faces were a similar shape, both being @ral,yes, they had the same
pointy chin. But Gemma was taller, and much moagpsly. Other than her
being pregnant, this young woman had the body diil. Or was it the
shapelessness of the cheap floral dress that neadedk as if she had no
bust or hips?

"Mary," Gemma whispered aloud, then frowned. Oduk &idn't look like a
Mary. But that had been her name on Gemma's lertificate. Her maiden
name had been Bell and she'd been born in Sydney.

A sudden thought struck and Gemma flipped the mgrafh over. Written
in the top left hand corner were some words. '&tefed Mary. Christmas,
1973

The date sent Gemma's head into a spin. If that veasmother in the
photograph, pregnant wither, then she'd been born early in 1974, not
September 1975! She was nearly twenty in that cedegighteen. . .

Gemma was stunned, yet not for a moment did hed nefute her new age.
It explained so much, really. Her shooting up ilghebefore any other girl
in her class. Her getting her periods so early, lerdoreasts. Then later, in
high school, the way she'd always felt differemnirher classmates. She
hadn't been different at all. She'd simply beemridld

Distress enveloped Gemma as she stared, not onlgeatlate on the
photograph, but at the Stefan part. Stefan hacdtheb father's real name,
not Jon. Lies, she realised. He'd told her notlinglies. Why? What lay
behind it all?

Gemma conceded she'd always suspected her fatiaens of Jon Smith
might be an alias. He'd been a Swede through adigh, with Nordic



colouring and a thick accent. But the opal fielflsutback Australia was a
well-known haven for runaways, mostly criminalsmarried men who'd
deserted their wives and families, all seeking @ahenymity and relative
safety of isolated places. People did not ask tamymguestions around
Lightning Ridge, not even daughters.

But the questions were very definitely tumblingotngh Gemma's mind
now. What other lies had her father told her? Mayemothehadn'tdied.
Maybe she was out there somewhere, alive and Melbe her father had
stolen her as a baby, changed his name and liagd Aboage to hide them
both from anyone searching for them. Maybe he —

Gemma pulled herself up short. She was graspistgrats, trying to make
her life fit some romantic scenario like you saw tetevision, where a
long-lost daughter found her mother after twentgrgeLife was rarely like
that. There was probably a host of reasons whydtkeer had changed his
name, as well as her age. He'd been a secretiveawnarell as a controlling
one. Maybe he'd thought he could keep his dauginiger his thumb longer
if she believed she was younger. Or maybe he'dlgiligul to authorities
about her age that time when they'd tackled hinutdby he hadn't sent her
to school yet.

Gemma could still remember the welfare lady conong here to see her
father. Despite her being a little girl at the tiraad dreadfully shy, the visit
had stuck in I her mind because the lady had begetty and smelled so
good. It was shortly after the social worker'stvisat Gemma had been sent
to school. Her 'birth certificate' had surface@wa fears later when she had
wanted to join a local netball team.

Gemma was totally absorbed in her thoughts whedenlg the sunlight
that was streaming in and on to the table vanishéakge silhouette filling
the open doorway of the dugout. She froze for arsgaa¢hen quickly shoved
the photo and opal back and snapped the lid diinhghut.

'‘Anyone home?' a familiar voice asked.

'Oh, it's only you. Ma," Gemma said, sighing as sto®d up and walked
forward across the dirt floor.



Her relief was unnervingly intense. For a splitset; she'd been afraid her
unexpected visitor might have been someone elselMmas silly, really. It
had been six years and he hadn't come near her} leadn spoken to her
when they'd passed on the street. There againfatieer was no longer
around to act as a deterrent. And neither was Blbe, realised with a
sickening lurch in her stomach. Oh, my God, was\iteo had poisoned her
dog?

'‘Come in and sit down, Ma," Gemma offered, trymgeep her steady voice
while her insides were churning. "You're just tleespn | need to see.'

'Really? What about?' Ma bulldozed her bulk ovathetable and plonked
down in a chair, which protested naisily.

'l was wondering if you'd mind if | slept in youamravan tonight. | feel a bit
nervous staying here on my own.' Which was a hugierstatement at this
moment.

'Do you know, that's exactly what | came over hersee you about? | was
thinking to myself that Gemma's too good-lookingii to be stayin' way
out here on her own. There are some none too dowgpmen living around
these parts.’

Gemma shuddered, her mind whisking to one particnémn, a big brute of a
miner who had large gnarled hands and had alwagdesof body odour
and cheap whisky.

'‘Well, | wouldn't say I'm God's gift to men, Ma,dahcould certainly lose a
pound or two, but, as you say, some men arenyfuss

'‘Lose a pound or two?' Ma spluttered. 'Why, givé you looked at

yourself in the mirror lately? Maybe a few montlge §ou might have had a
layer of puppy fat on you, but you've trimmed dotkis summer to a fine
figure of a woman, believe me. And you've alwayd tze prettiest face,
though you should start usin' some sunscreen dfedliterranean brown is
all right for legs and arms but not for faces. Yamn't want to wrinkle up

that lovely clear skin of yours, do you?'



Gemma didn't know how to take this welter of cormants. It wasn't like
Ma to rave on so.

"You make it sound like I'm beautiful or somethirghe protested with an
embarrassed laugh.

Or somethingust about describes it,’” Ma muttered. "You'll @@ watch
yourself when you get to Sydney, my girl. City mage vultures.'

"I'm not much interested in men at the moment," Gameplied stiffly. God,
she'd thought she'd got over that other businasgssiiee hadn't at all. It had
been there lurking in the depths of her mind, wgito be dragged up to the
surface again, just ds had been lurking, waiting for the opportunity to
assault her again.

Ma reached out to pat her on the wrist. 'Stop ihirkbout him, dear. He
isn't worth thinkin' about, you know. Men like himever are.’'

Gemma gaped a moment before the penny dropped.adiaitalking about
him. She was taking about her father. "'What doryean by men like him?'

'Cruel. Selfish. Mean.'

The word 'mean’ struck a chord with Gemma. Wasvthgther father hadn't
sold the opal? Because he was a miser, like Scfadgd he gained pleasure
by bringing the stone out late at night to droctiois beauty all by himself
in secret?

She would never know now. That she was certaiddaf. Smith had not
shared the existence of the opal with anyone, dusndaughter. He'd
dressed her in second-hand clothes and acceptddéom-outs rather than
ran with his precious prize.

Oh, yes, he'd been a mean man.
Suddenly, she was sorely tempted to show Ma theasjmhask her advice,

but people had long stopped showing valuable fiadsund Lightning
Ridge. Greed and envy did strange things to everclttsest of friends. So



she kept her own counsel and said, 'Yes, he wan.rBeiahe was my father
and he could have been worse.'

"You'd find excuses for Hitler," Ma scoffed. 'Hoveaou set for money?’

Once again. Gemma resisted the temptation to comieso Ma. 'There's a
small parcel of opals Dad saved that | can sak,'aimitted. 'Other than that
I've got about twenty dollars left out of the hdkessping, three hundred
dollars savings in the bank, and the money yowreggto give me for the

truck.'

'"Which | brought over with me,' Ma said, and puléesbll of money from the
pocket of her dress. 'Don't tell the taxman butdl @ther well with my
fossicking this year.'

Gemma laughed. 'l won't breathe a word.'
'So when are you off to Sydney?"

A nervous lump immediately formed in Gemma's thrddy God, the
furthest she'd been from Lightning Ridge was WaJgetvhole forty or so
miles away. Sydney was another world, a big frigitg exciting world!
But wild horses wouldn't keep her away. Not nowdr&y held even more
attractions than ever. Her mother had been bo8ydney. Maybe she had
relatives there. Maybe she could find them.

'‘As soon as | can get myself organised, | suppadee”said, her resolve
deepening.

'Mr Whitmore's due in town day after tomorrow ifwyavant to sell those
opals. He'll give you a fairer price than most. Ddake his first offer,
though, haggle a little.’

Gemma frowned. Her father hadn't liked Mr Whitmfmesome reason, had
refused to have anything to do with him, sayingkstiity buyers couldn't be
trusted.

'Dad used to sell his opals to Mr Gunther,' shd kasitantly.



That old skinflint? Look, | know he came to the éual today and Jon might
have been able to bully a fair price out of himt be'll try to fleeceyou
blind. You listen to me, love, and try Byron Whitreo A fairer man never
drew breath. Just go along to the Ridge Motel ang hext Friday and ask
for his room.’

‘All right. Ma. I'll do that.’
'‘Good. Now you can get me a beer, love. It's bldoatytoday.'

Gemma rose to get her visitor a beer. There wdtesaveral cans in the
small gas fridge and a full carton leaning up asjdime far wall. If there was
one thing her father never stinted himself on,asweer.

'So tell me," Gemma said on returning to the tabhlhanding the beer over,
‘what's this Mr Whitmore like?'

Ma snapped back the ring top on the can and gutpessply before
answering. "Byron?' She wiped her mouth with theklaf her hand. 'A big
man. Around fifty, I'd say, but he looks youngehick wavy black hair
sprinkled with grey and the most wonderful bluesyery handsome. Too
old for you, though, love. He's married as well; that that seems to bother
some men once their wives are out of sight.'

Gemma's eyes rounded and Ma gave a dry laugh. &¥®wan innocent,
aren't you? Better wise up before you go to Syd@#y. men live fast and
play fast, and they have an insatiable appetitéofeely young things with
big brown eyes and bodies like yours. Still, | ddhink you need worry
about Byron Whitmore. He's a man of honour. A @emodity indeed!

Ma made Sydney sound like a huge dark forest fulbig bad wolves.
Surely it couldn't be as bad as that! Besides, an would get to first base
with her unless he was good and decent and kinglb®ao man wouléver
get to first base with her, she worried anew.

That experience years ago had scarred her morestiamealised. She'd
thought she'd shunned boys up till now because bloegd her. Now she
interpreted her lack of interest in the opposite @& a very real wariness.



But was it a wariness of the boys themselves, ordwven inner self,
incapable perhaps of responding to a man in a dpmatural way? Dear
God, she hoped that wasn't so. For if it was, h@s she ever going to be
happily married and have children of her own?

'‘Don't you believe me, love?' Ma said. '‘About Mr itftore?’
'What? Oh, yes, Ma, | believe you. I'm sorry. 1 wa®l-gathering.'

‘You've had a long, trying day. Look, come overuaeh six and I'll have a
nice dinner ready for you. And bring your nightie.'

Gemma's eyes blurred. 'You're so good to me.'
'What rubbish! What are neighbours for?'

But Ma's faded blue eyes were a little teary toslas stood up. Gemma
vowed to write to the dear old thing as often as&buld from Sydney. And

she would come back to visit. Often. It was thesteshe could do. If that

black opal was worth what she thought it was wattke'd be able to fly back
in style!



CHAPTER TWO

MRWHITMORE, Gemma was told, was in room twenty- three, andhadad
no one with him at that time.

The Ridge Motel was the newest in Lightning Ridge, ochre-coloured
assortment of buildings, with reception and a restat separate from the
forty units which stood at rectangular attentiorhibd a kidney- shaped
pool. Room twenty-three was on the second of tleestioreys.

Gemma's stomach was churning as she climbed thie, gamething that
would have surprised many people, including Ma, whad often
commented on how confident she was for a girl af ingbringing and
background. Gemma knew better, recognising heraagmp assurance as
little more than a desperate weapon to combataikef's volatile and often
violent nature. She'd found over the years thahd weretoo docile and
subservient he treated her even worse. So sheft teastand up for herself
to a degree, sometimes to her sorrow.

But none of that meant she had the soitadoir- faireto deal confidently

with a city opal trader like Byron Whitmore. Lorshe was shaking in her
boots, or she would have been if she'd been weaonts! Gemma's only
consolation was that she'd decided not to try ictse big opal today, only

the smaller ones.

A couple of nights' sensible thinking since heroaghing find had
formulated a plan to take the prize to Sydney angeht valued by a couple
of experts before she sold it. It had come to lsdate as half an hour ago
that it might bring more money if she put it up farction as a collector's
piece. Six-figure amounts kept dancing around mnhied. She'd be able to
buy herself a house, pretty clothes, a dog. . .

Her heart contracted fiercely. No, she wouldn't lanpther dog. Not yet.
Maybe some day, but not yet. The pain of Blue'shdeas still too raw, too
fresh.

Gemma dragged her mind back to the problems at.h@eling these
infernal opals. By this time she was standing anfrof room twenty-three



but she couldn't bring herself to knock, gnawingapvat her bottom lip
instead and trying to find a good reason to abankisridea entirely.

But that wouldn't get her any money, would it? 8lafeady booked tickets
for the bus leaving tomorrow night for Dubbo, ahé train from there to
Sydney.

If only her father had let her go with him whencdhgold opals, she groaned
silently. If only she'd met this Mr Whitmore befoida said he was OK but
it was hard totally to dismiss her father's warsiagpout him.

Oh, get on with it, you stupid girl! Gemma berakeuiself. God knows how
you're going to cope in the big bad city if you ‘tawven do this small thing.
Stop being such a wimp!

Taking a deep steadying breath. Gemma curled hgeffs into a tight fist
and knocked on the door.

'Oh!" she exclaimed when it was wrenched open tigedly from under her

knuckles. 'Oh!" she cried gain, once she'd fulketain the man who'd
opened it. He was nowhere near fifty, neither cdchave black hair or blue
eyes. At most he was thirty-five. His hair was &ga wheat colour and his
eyes were grey. He was, however, very handsome imaervingly sleek,

citified sort of way.

'I. . .I'm sorry, | must have the wrong room," Sladbled. 'l was wanting Mr
Whitmore.'

Lazy grey eyes swept down her body and down hey bawe tanned legs,
one eyebrow arching by the time his gaze liftedkldacher face. Gemma
stiffened, not sure if his scrutiny was flatterimginsulting.

Surely he couldn't be surprised by how she wassddesNo one wore
anything other than shorts in Lightning Ridge ia stummer, no one except
visitors like this chapHe was all togged up in tailored grey trousers and a
long-sleeved white shirt. There was even a darktiedt his throat. A
travelling salesman, Gemma decided. On his figgtdutback, probably. It



wouldn't be long before that tie was disposed af #rose shirt-sleeves
rolled up.

A small smile tugged at his mouth, as though heevaenused at something.
"Now | know why Byron always looked forward to higps out here,' he
said drily.

Gemma frowned. Byron? That was Mr Whitmore's firgdine, wasn't it?

'I'm Nathan Whitmore,' the man elaborated before she could hmrt
confusion into words. 'I'm standing in for Byroristlrip, a fact that seems to
have gotten around. You're my first client thisafbon, and only my third
for the day. Youare a client, aren't you?' he asked, amusement isthis
voice.

Gemma was unsure now what to do. Ma had recommemjgedn
Whitmore, not his brother.

'You look concerned, Miss —er. . ." 'Smith,’ shoimed him. 'Gemma
Smith.'

'‘Aah. . .and have you had dealings with my fatledoite, Miss Smith?'

'No, I. . .yourfather?” Rounded eyes stared into Nathan Whitmore's face,
seeing the age lines around his eyes and moutterBtyron Whitmore was
older than Ma thought or his son had been living tifie of a rake.
Handsome he might be, biltat young he wasn't. "I. . .I thought you were
his brother.’

'l understand your confusion. Byron adopted me wheas seventeen and
he was thirty-two. Ware more like brothers than like father and son.’

'Oh. . .oh, I see.' She didn't actually. Seventegs rather old to be adopted.
Still, it wasn't any of her business. Her busingas getting a good price for
the opals in her pocket.



'Let me assure you, Miss Smith," Nathan Whitmore, Sthat | know opals,
and | won't cheat you. Byron would have my hidedifd anything to ruin his
reputation for honesty and fairness.'

'He certainly comes highly recommended.’

'Whitmore Opals has a reputation second to nonall & go inside, then,
and get down to business?’

Gemma hesitated, her eyes darting over Nathan V@héis shoulder and
into the motel room. It was an oddly personal plazedo business in.
Intimate, even. Now her eyes darted back to that gy gaze.

"Dear Miss Smith," he said in a rather droll tdhbave not come this far to
compromise young women, however beautiful they triogh’

Beautiful? He found hdveautiful?
My God, I'm blushing, she realised, feeling thetheder face.

Hoping it wouldn't show underneath her tan, she kep chin up and her
eyes steady. He was probably only flattering hbg decided. Hoping,
perhaps, to compliment his way into giving her lesmey than her opals
were worth. Ma had warned her about city busineasi@anning, ruthless
devils, she'd called them only this morning.

But this one didn't look like a devil. More like angel with that golden hair
and that lovely full-lipped mouth.

'Shall we sit down at the table?' he suggeste@psig back to wave her
inside.

One swift, all-encompassing glance took in a tylproatel room with a
king-sized bed in one corner, a built- in teleunsmpposite, an extra divan
and a round table and two chairs, over the baekhi¢h was draped a grey
suit jacket.



Gemma chose the other chair and sat down, feebngaious of her bare
legs now, especially since the room was air-com&d and much cooler
than outside. She could appreciate now why its paetuwas over-dressed.
She clasped her hands together between her kndegaga a little shiver.
Even her neck felt cool. If she could have takenHaer down out of its
pony-tail she would have.

"The air-conditioning too cold for you? Shall Ihut down?"
'If you would, please, Mr Whitmore.'

How attentive he was, she thought. And how obsérida was right. City
men were clever. Gemma determined to be on hedguar

The air-conditioning unit hissed when he turnedibt off.

'Please call me Nathan,' he said suavely as oogat, a lock of blond hair
falling across his forehead. He swept it asidesanded at her. 'And may |
call you Gemma?"

Despite her earlier resolve not to be distractedldayery or false charm,

Gemma found herself smiling fatuously back at tlerapposite her. She
nodded, her tongue seemingly thick in her mouthigt tangy pine smell

was walfting across the table from him which shentbboth pleasant and
perturbing. Did all city men smell like that?

'‘Well, Gemma?' he interrupted her agitated daydimegml presume you
have some opals with you?"

"Oh. . .oh, yes." Squirming both physically and ta#y, she pulled the
small canvas pouch out of her shorts pocket. Furglidecause her fingers
were shaking, she finally undid the drawstring podred the stones out on
to the table, then watched with heart pounding evMir Whitmore put a
jeweller's glass to his eye and started examirhiegt

'Mmm," he said once. 'Yes, very nice,' another time



Finally, he put the glass down and looked overeatwith a slight frown.
'Did you mine these yourself?'

'‘No, my father did."
"And you have his permission to sell them?"

'He died a few days ago,' she said, so bluntly the@tman opposite her
blinked with astonishment.

'I'm sorry," he murmured politely.
Then you'd be the only one, Gemma thought.
"You couldn't have known," she returned, her vilete

It brought another sharp glance. 'Do you want iitial prices, or are you
selling these as a parcel?"Which will get me nmomey?"

He smiled. Gemma noticed that when he smiled hevetidovely white
teeth, and a dimple in his right cheek. That wasabse his smile-was
slightly lopsided. There was no doubt that he wafbthe most attractive
man she had ever met, despite his age.

‘There are twenty-seven stones here,’ he resumest, worth no more than
ten dollars. But this one 1 particularly like." Heinted to the largest. 'It has
a vivid green colour that appeals to me person&lty.I'll offer you two
hundred and sixty dollars for the rest and one heohdollars for this one.
That's three hundred and sixty in all.’

Gemma remembered what Ma had said about not asgepie first price.
'Four hundred," she countered with surprising fiesm

He leant back in his char, breathing in and outeqdeeply. Gemma was
fascinated by the play of muscles beneath his ahdthis surprisingly broad
shoulders. He would look something with that jac&et 'l was already
being over-generous with the three hundred ang,5he said.



Why?'

Gemma's forthright question seemed to startle lmimafmoment. Then he
smiled. 'Well you might ask. Very well. Four hundr®o you want cash or
cheque?’

'‘Cash.’
'Somehow | knew you were going to say that.”

Extracting a well-stuffed wallet from the breastket of the jacket beside
him, he counted out four one-hundred-dollar note®re returning the
wallet.

They rose simultaneously. Gemma folding the notad jplacing them
carefully into her back pocket.

"Thank you, Mr Whitmore,' she said, and extendedhiaad.
He shook it. saying, "I thought we agreed on Nathan

"Sorry.' she grinned. 'l find it hard to call mydets their first name." Now
that the business end of proceedings was over anah@ had her money
safely tucked away, she was feeling more relaxed.

"Elders,' he repeated, a grimace twisting his mdlMlow that's putting me
in my place. Might | ask how old you are?’

'Eigh — Gemma broke off. She'd been going to sgiyteen, but of course
she wasn't. 'I'll be twenty next month,' she gugsse

He looked surprised, and, for a moment, starecahhard. She gained the
impression he was about to say something but cladmgemind, shaking his
head instead and walking over to open the doohdor

She walked past him out on to the balcony, buthasveent to turn to say
thank you one last time, she saw something outetorner of her eye that
made her heart leap and her stomach flip overtharehe was, standing



down by the pool, looking huge and menacing, waitgtand waiting for
her.

Panic-stricken, she bolted back into the room, atmgending Nathan
Whitmore flying. 'Close the door," she said in aky frightened whisper.

‘What?'

'Close the door!" she hissed, backing up till erds were against the bed.
He did as she asked, then turned slowly to viewrbar-filled face with
concern in his. 'What is it? What's out-there ghfriiyhtened you so much?
Is it a man?' he asked sharply. "Is that it?'

'Yes,' she squeaked, appalled with herself thatdsk&rted to shake
uncontrollably. Dear God, she'd always thoughtdi€esbrave person. But
she wasn't brave at all. Not even a little bit.

"Your boyfriend?"

She shook her head vigorously.

'Who. then? Dear God, what did he do to you to nyakereact like this?'

He was standing in front of her now, holding hebling shoulders with
firm but gentle hands.

Memories of other male hands surfaced from the watde of her mind,
large calloused hands that pinched and poked avixkgr . .

A strangled sob broke from her lips, haunted ely@ésg to warm grey ones.
'It's all right,’ the owner of those eyes sooth¥édu're safe here with me.'
Another sob welled up within her and all of a suddshe was wrapping her
arms around him and hugging him for dear life, @Mhorrent of emotions

cascading through her, leaving her awash withradlg instinctive need to
hold and be held.



After a momentary hesitation, Nathan Whitmore anmsdethat need,
holding her tightly against him. stroking her neakd back with fatherly
tenderness, whispering soothing words as one wouifrightened child.
But there was nothing fatherly in the effect suchiatensely intimate
embrace eventually had on his male body, nothitigeféy at all.

Nathan abruptly held her away from him, pressingdwavn into a sitting

position on the bed. 'T'll get you a drink," hedsaurtly, and turned away
before the situation became embarrassing. 'Andybaie going to tell me
what the problem is," he called back over his sl

Gemma stared after him as he crossed the roonmeaer whirling with an
alien confusion. Who would have thought she wouler ¢ind a safe haven
in the solid warmth of a man's chest, or enjoy tbel of male arms
encircling her?

She was still looking up at Nathan with startledpsise when he returned
with a glass of brandy. For a moment their eyekddand she could have
sworn his were as puzzled as her own.

'Here.' He pressed the glass into her hands. 'Emiskup. Then start talking.'
In a way it was a relief to tell someone after kegpt to herself all these
years. But she'd been so ashamed at the time. fatiegb dirty. Yet the

words did not come easily. She stumbled over thHaltering occasionally,

and finding it hard to explain exactly what had jheped.

'So he didn't actually rape you,' Nathan said wélef in his voice after
listening to her tortured tale.

'He. . .he tried," she explained huskily, 'but hdwe. . .couldn't d-do it. He
was very drunk.’

'‘And where were your parents while this was happgeti

'My mother's dead,' she explained. 'My father hasspd out. He'd been
drinking. Hecame home with him. When Dad fell asleep he clibto my



bed. When | screamed, he put one hand over my mwchité he. . .he. . .you
know what he did,' she finished in a raw whisper.

'And does this bastard have a name?"

Gemma shuddered and shook her head. 'l never fmutrahd | never asked.
l. . .1 see him in town sometimes, watching me.'

'‘But he hasn't come near you since.'

"No, but now that my father's dead, I. . .I'm sddre
'How did your father die?

'He fell down a mine shatft.'

'‘Are you sure he fell?"

Gemma blinked her astonishment.

'l think we should go to the police and tell theboat this creep,’ Nathan
decided.

Gemma gasped and jumped to her feet. '‘No! | doar'ttwo do that. | can't
tell them what I've just told you. | simply canBesides, I. . .I'm leaving
Lightning Ridge tomorrow, on the bus.’

‘To go where?'

‘To Sydney.'

He stared at her for a long moment. 'Sydney's ghtdawn for someone
alone," he said. 'Do you have any relatives there?'

'I'm not sure.’

'‘Don't youknow?'



She shrugged. 'My mother was born in Sydney batenknew her folks. I.
. .I'was hoping | might be able to track them d@seme time.'

'How much money do you have?'

'Enough.’

His smile was sardonic. 'Independent, aren't yooGkLI'll give you my
card. If you find yourself in a hole when you get $ydney, or you're
desperate for a job, look me up, OK?" Striding baadr to his suit jacket, he
drew a small white card from another of the pocketd brought it back to
her.

‘Tell me what | can do to help right now," he add#eér she'd slipped the
card into the breast pocket of her blue checked. dbid you drive yourself
here? Can | walk you to your car?'

'Yes, I'd appreciate that.'

'‘And what about when you get home?'

‘That'll be all right. Ma will be there."

Nathan frowned at her. 'But | thought you said ymather was dead.'
'She is. Ma's not my mother. She's a friend.’

He sighed. 'Something tells me you're a very corapd girl.’

Gemma laughed. 'Ma says | have hidden qualitiehalsthe same thing as
complicated?"

'‘Could very well be. But | don't think | should ttg find out." Having
uttered this rather cryptic remark, he picked tgprbbm key, took Gemma's
elbow and ushered her outside. 'Can you still s§@@'the asked.

Gemma's heart pounded as she looked around. i¢osighed.



'Right, well, let's get you safely home.’



CHAPTER THREE

'SHE'S become impossible, Nathan. Simply impossible!" drenglared at
her ex-husband as he sat behind that damned ddsk,dboking not the
slightest bit perturbed.

'Kirsty is a typical teenager. You shouldn't let bpset you so.'

‘That's easy for you to say. You don't have to\Wwt her.' Lenore slumped
down into a chair and sighed heavily. 'I'm at mysiviend. They're
threatening to expel her from school. She's smoé@mthe sly, swears like a
trooper and dresses like a trollop. I. . .I've b#enking of sending her to
boarding-school,’ she finished, flicking a nervglence at Nathan through
her long lashes.

Lenore knew what he thought of boarding-schooljdwbbeen dumped into
different ones by his drug- crazed mother whenaveew man came on to
the scene, only to be dragged out once she wag algain and wanting
company. By the time he was sixteen a totally secewp Nathan had run
away from the latest five-star school, just in titoefind his mother, dead
from a heroin overdose.

With such a history, it was no wonder Lenore feltithe edgy about
suggesting boarding-school for their daughter.

Nathan reacted just as she'd feared.

'She won't be going to bloody boarding-schoolbiheut, snapping forward
on his chair. 'She can come live with me for a ahil

Lenore's lovely green eyes widened with genuinerge, then narrowed
into a frown. 'Where? Not at that beach-house offyoWho would mind
her till you got home from work?"

'I'm living at Belleview till Byron gets out of hpgal and on his feet again.

'Oh, yes, | forgot. Poor Byron. How's his leg?"



"On the mend. He might have to use a cane for &ewthiough.’
'He'll hate that.'

'‘Better than being dead, like Irene. Though maybed's death isn't such a
tragedy. She was a miserable bitch, and she mad® Byiserable too.'

'For heaven's sake, Nathan, don't you ever havpignfor anyone?' Lenore
snapped, irritated with this hard man whom shéd tio love, but failed. He
just wouldn't meet her halfway. Or even a quartay.w

'l have pity for a daughter whose mother doesnfitvaar around,’ he said
coldly.

‘That's not true and you know it! Oh, Nathan, yan be so cruel sometimes.
Cruel and heartless." Tears flooded her eyes amdr@inmaged in her
handbag for a tissue.

Nathan watched her mop up her tears without turaihgir.

'Let's get back to the point, shall we?' he sai@mwkhe was sufficiently
composed. 'l suggest you go home, get Kirsty td jpae things and bring
her round tonight after dinner. But if she come$ue with me. she comes
for a whole term at least. No chopping and changirdystream.’

Lenore felt as though a huge weight had been liftech her shoulders.
Maybe Nathan would straighten the girl out a biirsky loved her father.
And Nathan loved her too. His daughter was the déahgale who'd ever
been able to get past the steely cover Nathandtepnd his heart.

Kirsty was the main reason Nathan had married leen®hat, and his

mistaken belief that she would be the sort of wafsuit him: an independent
woman who wouldn't lean or demand, who would beetla¢ his side when

he needed a social partner, and there, in hisvideel) he needed sex.

Well, Lenore had needed more than that. Much n®weafter twelve years
of the loneliest marriage she could ever imagireedstalled it quits. People
had condemned her for their divorce, saying shetchpr acting career in



front of her husband. And maybe there was a biuph in that. But she had
to havesomething.

A depressing sigh wafted from Lenore's lips. If yotlhings had been
different with Zachary all those years ago. If ohb/hadn't been married. If
only he'd loved her as intensely as she'd loved asishe still loved him.

'If you've finished daydreaming. . ." Nathan drai@ustically.
Lenore blinked and looked up.

'‘Maybe you'd like to tell me what or who is bringithat wistful look into
your eyes. Surely not Kirsty. It wouldn't be Zagh®&tarsden, would it?"

'‘And if it is?' she retorted, piqued by his sarcadbon't tell me you're
jealous, Nathan. Jealousy is an emotion reserve@dople in love. You
never loved me any more than | loved you so daetepd now, thank you
very much.'

'l never pretended a thing with you, Lenore. It was who seduced me in
the first place, you who usedy body, not the other way around, you who
pretended | meant more to you than | ever couldmea

'‘Are you saying youwanted me to be in love with you?' she asked,
disbelieving.

'I'm saying no man likes to be had on the reboWwelcould have had a good
marriage, if it hadn't been for Zachary MarsdeRihg around in your heart.
We could still have had a good marriage if you Hadmdulged in
sentimental rubbish and deliberately kept your sgpgd love for him alive.
Do you think | didn't notice how often you contrivéo put yourself in
Zachary's company? The poor bastard. You've dottengobut tease him
for years. You know he's a decent sort of man.hkatants to stay faithful
to his wife and family. Give him a break and fimamhgeone else to try out
your femme fataléalents on.’

'Oh!" Lenore jumped to her feet. "Oh, you're juspossible! You don't
understand true love. But one day, Nathan, oneydayre going to really



fall in love and then you'll know what it's like. M knows? Maybe it'll
make you human, like the rest of us. Maybe | meydn learn to like you, as
| once mistakenly thought I did.’

Gemma was sitting in a deep leather two-seatéeiplush reception area of
Whitmore Opals when the most stunning-looking worsbha'd ever seen
stormed out of Nathan's office, masses of gorgeedshair flying out
behind a face so arrestingly beautiful that ondccouly stare. She banged
the door shut behind her before covering her lusuart green eyes with
sunglasses and striding across the grey-blue carptte way towards the
exit.

"Bye, Moira,"” she threw at the Receptionist on keay past. 'My
commiserations that you have to work for that nkéeis impossible!'

'‘Goodbye, Mrs Whitmore,' the middle-aged recepsibaalled after her.

Gemma's head snapped round to stare after the agdi@n! Nathan
Whitmore was matrried.

She shook her head, smiling ruefully at her owpislity. Of course a man
like him would be married.

Gemma almost laughed at the silly thoughts thatidgssh tumbling through
her head since she'd parted company with Natharmghtning Ridge three
days before. It had been crazy of her to imagind been genuinely
attracted to her, that he'd been loath to let beiHg'd simply been kind to
her, that was all. Nothing more.

I'm as naive as Ma said. Gemma realised with saemeay.

When she'd told Ma about what happened at the ptbtebld woman had
been aghast.

'‘Good God, girl, and there | was thinkin' you'd gotur head screwed on
where men were concerned. But you're just asasliye rest. Fancy huggin’



a stranger like that in his motel room. And acagpi drink as well. The
danger wasn't from that ugly old bugger outsideedut the handsome one
inside!’

Gemma didn't agree with Ma about that. She was Natean Whitmore

was a good man. But she had to agree about he@elrly, she was as
vulnerable to a handsome face as the next girl,tark as silly as most.
Her actions in that motel room had been increditdwe and foolish. If

Nathan hadn't been an honourable man, God knew wihgit have

happened, for there was no doubting she'd beennbdavay by how she'd
felt when in his arms. Her only consolation wast ttlee incident had
eliminated her worry that a man's touch would réysel

The receptionist stood up from behind her deskvagot over to knock on
the door that Mrs Whitmore had slammed shut. Adtbrusque command to
enter, she went inside, exiting a few seconds latttr a polite smile on her
face. 'Mr Whitmore will see you straight away. MB&siith. Please go right
in.'

Gemma stood up, feeling suddenly fat and frumpisher new pink cotton
sundress with its tight bodice constraining herlfutasts. Yet that morning,
she had thought she looked. . .inviting. But seeNwhan's wife, so
sophisticated and slim in a green silk suit, hatl guent in Gemma's
confidence over her appearance. She should hawvddefhair out, she
thought unhappily, not tied it up into a childisbny-tail with an even more
childish pink ribbon.

A dampening dismay was beginning to invade when iGamhecked her
self-pity with a stern hand. What did it matter wishe looked like? The
man was married. Decent girls did not try to attraarried men. And she
was a decent girl. Or so she hoped.

Clutching the straw handbag in which she'd placadonecious legacy that
morning, Gemma lifted her chin and strode purpdbeiioto the office. But
the moment her gaze rested once more on that hawedstmnd head and
those fascinating grey eyes, she was lost.



Was she imagining things or was he looking at hemtay some of the male
customers at the cafe back at the Ridge had staxkuhg at her? As though
they'd like to havéeron their plate and not a hamburger and chips. Gemm
was quietly appalled that for the first time in fiér she liked being looked
at like that.

His hunger was fleeting, however, if that was wétag'd glimpsed, Nathan
Whitmore getting to his feet and coming round tak&hher hand with a cool
andsimpersonal politeness. 'Miss Smith," he said mattdactly. 'How nice
to see you again. Would you like to sit down whilget the door?' And he
indicated an j upright wooden-backed chair thairs&ont of the desk.

Gemma sat down, trying not to look as depressedhassuddenly felt.
Couldn't he at least have called her Gemma?

She watched him walk back round behind his impvessiesk, equally
impressive in a dark blue suit which fitted his o perfection and

highlighted his golden hair. He'd had it cut sirgtee last saw him, she
realised, for when he bent forward slightly onisgtdown no wayward lock
fell in boyish disarray across his forehead. Thels| ultra-groomed look
gave him a crisp, no- nonsense, almost forbiddingvlaich she still found

disturbingly attractive.

Her mind flew to his wife and her dramatic exit. &¢had he said or done to
upset her so much? Why had she called him imp&ssibl

The man who'd been so kind to her out at the Ridgeas far from
impossible. He'd been sweet. Sweet and warm aiacatill, it appeared
that man had been left behind in the outback oftralia. The pragmatic
individual sitting behind his city desk in his pkusity office seemed like a
different person.

'So, how can | help you?' he opened up.
Gemma stared at him. No questions about how sheovasw was her trip

to Sydney, or where was she staying, just straightn to brass tacks. Her
disappointment was sharp, but she gathered héosatfswer coolly.



'l have an opal | would like valued.' If he wasngpto be all business, then
so was she. 'You do valuations here, don't you?

'We do.'

'l realise they aren't free. I'm quite preparedayg whatever the going price
is.'

He waived her offer with a dismissive gesture & hand. 'That won't be
necessary. Do you have this opal with you?'

'Yes.'

'l could give you a reasonable estimate immediatkiyou like.' He smiled,
and she felt a lurch in her stomach.

‘Thank you. I'd appreciate that." Gemma was ordyglad to drag her eyes
away from that handsome smiling face to dig thd opafrom the depths of
her handbag. She'd wrapped it in an old checkedweh As she stood up to
place her treasure on the desk before him, budsrfrowded her stomach.
What if it wasn't worth as much as she hoped? Wiséie'd been mistaken
about its rarity? Maybe it would prove to be flawedome way. She didn't
have any experience with opals of this size anditgualathan leant over
and picked the stone up, turning it over in hisdsas she had done.

'My God," was the first thing he said, his voicehacked whisper.
He peered down at the black opal for a long timening it this way and that
to catch the brilliant and glowing flashes of lightnally, his gaze snapped

up to hers. 'Where did you get this?' he demana&ddw.

Gemma was startled by the accusation in his quedtifiustered her. 'I. . .1.
. .my father left it to me.’

‘And where dicheget it?’

She blinked. 'l suppose he found it. In one ofdasms."'



'l doubt that very much," he said slowly.

Gemma's mind was racing. What was he thinking? Dhaltstoleit?

This solution to her father's possessing suchastre had not occurred to
Gemma before. The ramifications of it being trueict a severe blow.
Ashen-faced, she stared across at the man pe¢rinay with steely eyes.
"You think he stole it, don't you?' she cried.

When Nathan didn't deny it, she groaned, and sldrbpek into her chair.
'Oh, my God. . ." Her head dropped into her haaltlber dreams crumbling
on the spot. She should have known, should havesgdeHer father would
have sold that opal if he'd had a legal right t8itit he hadn't. . . And neither
did she. ..

‘Gemma. . .

She glanced up through soggy lashes to see Nathaiting beside her
chair. His face had softened to a semblance datteeshe remembered from
the motel and her heart turned over.

'l have no proof at this moment that your opal stat¢en,' he said gently, 'but
it resembles a stone that disappeared over twestnsyago. If you like, | can
have it looked at by the man who owned it befoneaitished. Believe me
when | say you will not get into trouble, no matidrat happens.'

'Who. . .who is the rightful owner?’

'If it is the opal | think it is, then it's Byron.my father.'

Gemma gasped. 'But how incredible!

'‘Not so incredible. There was a time when Whitmopals was one of the

only two opal-trading companies in New South Waldsey owned many
precious opals, this one included.’



A thought struck Gemma and she frowned. 'How dodvk you're telling
me the truth?"

Nathan stood up, his eyes cooling. 'The theft wegsstered with the police
at the time, as was a detailed description of ffa.orou can check it out if
you like.'

Gemma felt small for having doubted him. 'No," shembled. 'l believe
you.'

'If you like | will have a photograph taken of thpal and give you a receipt
for it, then if it turns out not to be the opalgnestion it will be returned to
you. Of course, if this happens, we would like dipportunity to buy it from

you. An opal of this beauty and rarity does not earp for sale very often.’

Gemma decided it would be foolish to be too trgstso she accepted this
offer, at the same time agreeing to give Whitmongal® first right of
purchase. But intuition told her this would neveme about. The opal had
not legally been her father's, and it would newgyally be hers. All her
dreams had been dashed. Suddenly, she was heyene\5, staying in a
cheap hotel, with just under a thousand dollar&en purse, no job, no
friends and no opal.

A deep depression settled on her, making her skaukhg.

'I'll have Moira get you a cup of coffee while yauait,’ Nathan said. 'Or
would you prefer tea?"

'‘No, coffee," she said limply.

'Black or white?"

"White with one sugar.’

Moira brought her a couple of biscuits with thefeef which Gemma ate
gratefully, knowing she would have to conserve iheney now. She was

thinking about what her next move would be wherhidatreturned with the
photo and receipt, and a black leather briefcase.



'Ill take the opal to the hospital for Byron twloat this afternoon,’ he said,
patting the briefcase.

‘The hospital?'
'‘Byron was in a boating accident a few weeks biekwas lucky to survive.

His wife and a couple of friends were killedl:Oh, how awful! The poor
man.'

'Yes.'

Gemma interpreted Nathan's curt tone as griefesByron's wife would
have been his adopted mother. But his closed fab®t cllow gushes of
sympathy and she fell silent.

'l can understand this opal business has come gigad shock to you,’
Nathan resumed. 'You were probably relying on tlomey. But I'm sure
Byron will give you a substantial monetary rewandifs return.’

Gemma brightened. 'Do you think so?'

'l guarantee it. Call back in the morning andHhdlve either the reward for
you, or your opal back again. Where are you stayoagghe way?'

‘The Central Hotel for the present.’

A dark frown scrunched up his high forehead.

‘That's no place for a young girl like you to baysg. Look, you'd better
come home with me. We've plenty of rooms, then toavo we'll see if we
can't find you a decent flat." He glanced at hiscvaCome on, I'll take you
to your hotel right now and get your things, thdhdrive you home to
Belleview.'

Gemma scrambled to her feet. 'Oh, but I. . .1 ¢eitou do that. What will
your wife say?'

'‘My wife?'



'Yes. Mrs Whitmore.'

His smile was ironic. 'l dare say Mrs Whitmore niiglave plenty to say.
But it won't make a blind bit of difference. Lendrangtry ceased to be my
legal spouse two years ago. Does that put yourtaweel at rest?”

No, Gemma thought as he swept her out of his offidet at all, she
reaffirmed once she found herself being settled thée most luxurious car
she'd ever seen. Most definitely not, when Nathiayesl leaning over her
for a second longer than necessary, peering dowaolé&vage then up into
her eyes with an expression no female could mistadecond time.

Ma's warnings came back to haunt her. What wagystieng herself into
here? This was no schoolboy she was going home Witly wereeasyto
ward off. Neither was he a safely married man witthaperoning wife in
tow. He was a mature man, a divorced man, acityanan. And she was
letting her take him home for the night. Ma woulel llaving apoplexy by
now if she knew!

But no sooner were they under way than Natharestafiatting away with
her quite naturally, putting her at ease, makingfeel very relaxed in his
company. Soon she began wondering if Ma's warnimgyd$ made her
paranoid about city men. So he'd glanced at heuple of times. What did
she expect after wearing this type of bare-neckeds® She'd bought it
specifically with Nathan Whitmore in mind after.a@h, she'd denied it to
Ma at the time, but there was no point in denyirtg herself. She'd wanted
him to look at her and he had. But looking was dolyking. Nothing to
work up a head of steam about.

Finally, the questions came about her trip down had impressions of
Sydney, Nathan listening with gentlemanly politenes she babbled on
about how- large and intimidating she found evenghhow she hadn't
been able to sleep the night before because ofrdfffec noise, how she
thought everything was awfully expensive, eventheradingy hotel room.

'l don't think I'll ever get used to a sandwichtowgover three dollars,’ she
said, with awe in her voice.



‘Yes, you will," he returned drily, then smiled@s at her. 'But not too soon,
| hope. I like you just the way you are.’

Gemma flushed with pleasure at what she saw asehisof approval. He
liked her. He really liked her. How exciting. Notes thinking about Ma or
her warnings could still her dancing heart.

It must have taken them over an hour to get froarcity office block which
housed Whitmore Opals down to the hotel then baek ¢he Harbour
Bridge. But Gemma didn't really mind. Her eyes waarerywhere, admiring
what she had only ever seen on television. Theseengadoubt that, despite
the claustrophobic feeling the city gave her, d bee most beautiful setting
in the world.

Her mouth remained open as they drove across tiggdrThere was so
much to see with Darling Harbour and the Opera daumsl the Quay and all
that lovely blue water. How different from the ddysty, grey crater-filled
landscape that had been her world for eighteersyear

No, twenty, she corrected herself again, a frowmfog as she remembered
her other mission in coming to Sydney. Would shealtde to find out more
about her mother? A trip to the registry of Birtiaths and Marriages
would be a start. Hopefully, she'd be able to gebpy of her parents’
marriage certificate, which she hadn't located agnber father's things.
Then there were electoral rolls to check. Motorstey lists, maybe. Driving
licences, perhaps.

But would the authorities give her such informaticgely? If not, maybe the
missing-persons division of the police could hddpcause she certainly
couldn't afford a private detective. Not now. She ko be very careful with
her money. And she simply had to get a job.

"Mr Whitmore. Nathan. . .'

'Mmm?'

'Do. . .do you think there might be a job for m@vhttmore Opals? I've
learnt a lot about opals over the years, you know.'



'I'm sure you have. What would you like to do?’

'l don't know. | could serve behind the counteguéss. Do you have shops
like that, ones that sell opals to the public? ®ydu just make jewellery?’

'We have two retail outlets. One down at the Roaksl, one in the foyer of
Regency Hotel. Yes, I'm sure we could use someatieywur knowledge
behind the counter, though you'd be required ta dourse in Japanese first.
A lot of our customers are Japanese businessmetoansts."

'How long would it take me to learn Japanese?asked, concerned about
her money situation, not to mention her abilityléarn another language.
She'd only been average at school.

'With intensive lessons, most people are able tangonicate on a basic
level after a couple of months.’

‘A couple of months! But I'll have run out of money then.'

'l doubt that. I'm sure Byron will be very generouth his reward. That opal
is conservatively worth over a million dollars.’

"You're joking!" Gemma gasped.

‘Not at all. Prices are on the rise again.’

‘A million dollars. . .'

'‘Are you upset that you're probably not going tahenstant millionaire?’
‘Yes,' she admitted. 'l am.'

'Money doesn't always make you happy, Gemma.’

She laughed. 'Neither does being poor.’

Now helaughed. "You could be right there. Well, at least have a better
chance than most poor people of ending up rich.'



'How do you figure that out?'

His head turned to rake over her once more. Arckaygain, Gemma was
shocked. Not so much by what she saw behind th@seayes, but by the
way they could make her feel. All hot and heady laelpless.

'A beautiful young girl like yourself should have trouble ensnaring a rich
husband. Who knows? | might even marry you myself.’

Gemma sat there, stunned. Till he bestowed a il #imile on her and she
realised he was only teasing. ~'You shouldn't nfakeof me,’ she said with
reproach in her voice, but turmoil in her heart: §lwe would marry himin a
flash if he asked her, this man she'd only metéwbeit who already had her
in the palm of his hand. It was a shocking realbsatand one which
underlined her own foolishness where Nathan Whignveais concerned.

Gemma had often wondered why women made fools eshselves over
men, not having ever understood the strange poWwrab alien emotion,
love. She'd also scorned girls who claimed to Hallen in love at first
sight. What rubbish! she had used to think.

Now, as she wallowed beneath the onslaught ofahfiidce of longing, she
had to accept she'd been wrong. This had to be tbigedreadful drowning
feeling, this mad desire to go along with anythamgl everything this man
suggested, even something as insane as marrying him

But of course he hadn't meant it. She had to keepnding herself of that.
No doubt city men couldn't resist teasing sillyjveacountry girls. She
simply had to pull herself together.

He was smiling at her again, amusement in his éy#® says | was making
fun of you?'

A very real resentment began to simmer inside Genwh& was not a
person to simmer in silence. 'l can just see youryimmegy someone like me,'
she countered indignantly. '‘People would think g@one mad after having
someone like Mrs Whitmore as your wife. Nefwve'swhat | call beautiful!



'Is she now?' he drawled. 'Yes, well, Lenore ilpvo look at, no one

would deny. But there are all kinds of beauty, regrdGemma, and all kinds
of wives. Speaking of which, you'll be meeting Lendonight. She's

bringing my daughter over to stay for a while. Apgdly, the little minx has

been creating merry hell at home and is in needfom hand.’

'How old is she?' Gemma asked, picturing a recatluitsix-year-old.
'Fourteen.’
Her head snapped round before she could stop it.

'Yes, | know," he said drily. 'l was a child groohwenty-one years young
the day before my wedding. And yes, it was a shotftair.’

Gemma caught his bitter tone and wondered if harfimge had been under
duress right from the start. Marriage simply beeatise woman was
pregnant seemed fraught with danger. The coupleadbd in love as well.
Still, it was hard to imagine a man not being indavith Lenore Whitmore.
Maybe Nathan's bitterness came from her not beihgve with him.

'Kirsty's basically a good kid," Nathan went on.utBhe divorce hit her
hard. She just can't seem to come to terms witlhat.that | blame her.'

"You. . .you shouldn't be bothering with me, théyou've got your daughter
coming.’'

'Why not? As | said, there's plenty of room. Besjdeu're not that much
older than Kirsty. She might relate to you bettem Melanie or Ava.'

'Melanie and Ava?' Gemma must have sounded aseperphs she felt, for
Nathan chuckled.

'Don't worry. | haven't got a harem installed. Mdés Byron's housekeeper.
She's not that old — thirtyish, | guess —but unfodtely projects a
personality that would make Mrs Danvers seem warm.'

'Who's Mrs Danvers? The previous housekeeper?’



Nathan smiled. A housekeeper certainly, but orthefictional kind. I'll tell
you about her one day.’

'Perhaps you should tell me who Ava is first.'

'‘Ah, Ava. She's Byron's kid sister. A change-of-lihaby. As scatty as
anything and young at heart, but as old as Melahie | think Kirsty'll get
along best with you. In fact, | might hire you a3 Iminder while you learn
Japanese. What do you say? Bed and board for mixdnange for keeping
an eye on the little devil before and after school?

Gemma's head was whirling. Everything seemed tgoligg so fast. In the
beginning, she'd only been going to stay the night..I'll have to think
about it.'

"Will you? Pity. | was hoping you'd just say yeswould have been the
perfect solution." His sideways glance carried dd bttle smile which
Gemma found quite unnerving. It was as thoughditsoime secret plan only
he was privy to.

'P-perfect solution?' she found herself stammering.

'Yes. You would be safely accommodated till you find youetfeand |
wouldn't have to worry about my wayward daughteitl, $ have to warn
you, Gemma, | don't take no for an answer ligHtgan be a very stubborn
man when | want something."'

Gemma gulped. She didn't doubt him for a momentv8hat, exactly, was
he wanting?

Oh, Ma. . . I'm trying to keep my head. | really.a@But it's hard. It's really
hard. If only he weren't so. . . so. ..

'How long before we get to your place?' she bludat her stomach in
knots.

‘Not far now. But it's not my home. It's Byron'®s talled Belleview Manor.
But mostly we just call it Belleview.'



CHAPTER FOUR

For a girl who had spent her entire life living in atdwalled dugout,
Gemma's introduction to Belleview was an overwhelreéxperience.

'My God!" she gasped when Nathan swung his dark Bkdan into a
driveway, stopping in front of high iron gates whidhad the name
‘Belleview' carved into one of the sandstone gatgs They'd been
travelling along a quiet, tree-lined avenue for sdime, in a suburb called
St Ives, where Gemma had already glimpsed somedidi@omes behind
high security walls, but this. . .this this was sbining else.

'l agree. Itis rather ostentatious,” Nathan said, pressing soone of
remote-control unit so that the gates began opealiriyy themselves.

'Oh, no,' Gemma denied, embarrassed that he nhigitshe was criticising
his home. 'lt's the most beautiful house I've eeamn. Why, it's even more
beautiful than Tara ilGone With The Windn fact, it looks a bit like Tara.'

'l suppose it does, superficially. All those wHitslumns. But it's a lot more
modern inside. More | modern than Tara, that isttaddy not all that
modern by today's standard. It was built by Byrdetser in 1947, just after
the war. Byron has made some renovations overdgbhesyhowever. Put in
air-conditioning and a pool.’

The gates now properly open, the car purred forsyefallowing the curve
of the red gravel driveway to stop in front of thege two-storey white
mansion. Gemma couldn't stop admiring the housegandens. There was
so much colour. And the lawns were so green. Buag the pond complete
with lilies in the centre of the circular drivewthat entranced her the most,
perhaps because water had been such a sparse ciynoubcit Lightning
Ridge.

'This is like something out of a fairy-tale," steeds and beamed across at
Nathan.



The corner of his mouth lifted in one of those dreatdonic smiles which
Gemma wasn't sure she liked any more. Did he alwigys the world with
that air of wryly amused cynicism?

'‘And who are you in this fairy-tale?' he askednt@rella?'

Gemma's face fell with his mocking tone. She turaedy so that he
wouldn't see how hurt she was. When she went togebdf the car, he
stopped her with a hand on her arm.

'I'm sorry, Gemma.'

His gentle apology moved her so much that she dllmost into tears. With
great difficulty Gemma controlled herself and twr®ack to face him. A
foolish move. He was very close, having leant agggrab her arm; so close
that she could smell that pine- scented aftershav@ways wore.

She stared into his eyes and a trembling started d&hin. His hand lifted
to lay against her cheek. Amazingly, it too wasffam steady.

'‘God, but you're lovely,' he muttered thickly, andyling his hand around
the back of her neck, he slowly began to pull heuth to his.

She gasped back from him, brown eyes wide likedhadsa startled fawn.
‘No!'

Her rejection clearly shocked him. Or was it hilhéel was shocked at? 'l
was only going to kiss you. Gemma.' he said shapdy ravish you. Do you
think | would try to force myself on you like thiatute you told me about?’

'No," she admitted shakily. "You're nothing likenhiYou're nothing like any
man I've ever met! But | hardly know you, after &hd I. . . I. . ." Her words
trailed into a dazed silence, her thoughts a mess.

"What you're saying is that you're not that typgiof Do you think | don't
already know that. Gemma? You're the sweetestsingid I've ever met.
Do you honestly think I invited you home tonighthwthe sole intention of
having my wicked way with you?"'



Her blush was fierce, her embarrassment total. WiAeeactually put it into
words she felt a fool.

'If you're having second thoughts," he said coltilyen we can turn round
right now and find you a hotel near by.'

'‘No!" Gemma burst out. The thought that she migiviehoffended Nathan,
who'd been so good to her, was unthinkable. 'I'mysdlathan. Truly. I. . .1
know you're a gentleman.’

'l like to think 1 am, though you do have a waynedking me do things on
the spur of the moment, like that kiss. You musiw how lovely you are,
Gemma. Lovely and desirable and very very tempgting.

‘Tempting?'

'Yes, tempting. Damn it all, perhapsHouldtake you to a hotel!" He might
have driven off too, if a white sports car hadalteered into the driveway at
that moment, screaming round to screech to a gsorahching halt right in
front of them. The driver's door was flung open and/oung woman
unfolded herself from behind the wheel, a wild-loakcreature with very
short, impossibly white hair and kohl-rimmed ey&hjch flashed curiosity
at Nathan once she spied Gemma in the car besite hi

Gemma stared as the girl strode over, her talleathlbody looking
extremely sexy in tight white jeans slung low om hi@s and a man's white
shirt tied around her tanned midriff. Outlandistdgoops dangled from her
ears, and she had to be wearing a dozen gold btaceihich jingled and
jangled as she walked. They weren't the only thithgd moved as she
walked, her generous breasts clearly braless detieashirt.

'Hi, there, darls. I'm back,’ she said, poutindjuik lips at Nathan through
the driver's window.

'So | see,' he returned drily. 'l thought you waending your grief-stricken
heart with Roberto in Fiji."

'‘Nah. He turned out to be a drag. No fun at all.’



"You mean he wouldn't jump when you said jump.”

The girl pulled a face at him then cocked her headne side as she
surveyed Gemma, who must have been still staritig ndér mouth open.

'Who's this, brother, dear? Some stray you pickedfiithe streets?’
'Watch your mouth, Jade,"' Nathan snapped.

'‘Ooh, you've gone all masterly and protective." §aee Gemma a more
thorough once-over. 'Mmm. Not your usual style, Hdat dear. And it's
bordering on cradle-snatching.’

‘Jade,' he warned darkly.

‘All right, all right, I'll behave. You do have theffect on me, don't you? So,
are you going to introduce us? No, | suppose yen'adi'm Jade Whitmore,
darls. . ." And, leaning into the car through thedew so that one of her
breasts was practically stuffed into Nathan's fahe,shook Gemma's hand.
'My, you are pretty. I'm Nathan's adopted sister, by the waly daughter
of Byron and his dear recently departed wife, Irene

‘Jade, for God's sake!" Nathan finally lost his pemand shoved her back
out through the window. 'Don't take any damnedagodf her, Gemma. She
has this tasteless sense of humour and no talktt at a

'Which makes me just the opposite to you, Nathaayr,dJade countered
airily. 'You have no sense of humour and all thet ta the world. So it's
Gemma, is it?'

She bent over, showing ample cleavage as she pesvdlle car from a safe
distance. 'Well, Gemma, watch yourself with thiscatied brother of mine.
He has the habit of making silly women like us faldly in love with him,

but he doesn't ever love them back. Oh, he'll Make to you. And very

well too, for a machine. But when it comes to nrattd the heart, you'll find
out he just hasn't got one.'



By this time Nathan was getting out of the car, &igpression coldly
threatening.

'‘Now don't get mad, Nathan," Jade laughed, waggifigger at him. I'm
going. I've decided even Roberto is better thahingt And that's all I've
ever got from this place. Nothing!

Gemma glimpsed a flash of the most crushing palhéngirl's face before
she whirled away and dashed back into her car. ébrélying, she
accelerated away, leaving a furious-looking Nattlaning after her.

Heaving a frustrated sigh, he turned to face Genwf, was sitting in
stunned silence in the passenger seat. Nathan dvedtked and wrenched
the door open.

"You might as well get out and come inside. Dordtrny. You'll be safe
enough now. Jade has a sobering effect on mosteqyexgpecially me.’

Gemma climbed out, her mind still on the vivid Jadd that shattered look.
'l think she's very unhappy,' she murmured.

'If she is, it's her own damned stupid fault,’ Netlstated. 'She would have to
be the most selfish, spoilt, wilful woman I've el#own. No, she's not a
woman. She's a child, with a typical child's wayoafy wanting what she
can't have.'

Namely you, Gemma guessed, her thoughts flying bmdkde's astonishing
hint that Nathan had once taken her to bed. Hadshewondered. She
didn't dare ask but she rather suspected he mayl& INathan pretended to
be a cool, controlled man, but Gemma knew bettéding behind that

urbane manner lay a man whose hand could trembén wthtouched a

woman's cheek, and whose voice could grow thickhvdesire in a

split-second. What had Jade said about him?

'He'll make love to you. . .and very well too. ®@machine. But when it
comes to matters of the heart, you'll find he hestn't got one. . .’



Gemma's mind whirled over those words as she sindlde flagstone patio,

waiting while Nathan lifted her old black suitcdsem the boot of the car.

Jade was wrong about that last part, she decidattaN did have a heart. He
just didn't like to wear it on his sleeve. But titber part about his making
love toher. . .Such a thought sent a shiver rippling down Gemsalse.

'Don't let anything Jade said worry you," Nathawisetl on joining her.
"She's an incorrigible liar and a troublemakerhef first order. As if | would
ever make love to someone like her.' He shudderadwvulsion. 'I'm just
thankful she decided to leave again. The longessthes away, the better!

Lenore bundled a sulky Kirsty into the car straigfier dinner, and set out
for the relatively short drive from her villa homa Turramurra to
Belleview.

'l keep telling you, | dontvantto go live in that ghastly old mausoleum!’
Kirsty complained. 'It's not as though Dad'll eber there. Not in spirit,
anyway. He works at Whitmore Opals all day, writesse boring old plays
of his all night, then goes down to the beach- bdaswrite all weekend!

Lenore resisted arguing with her daughter. Setheg lips firmly, she
simply kept on driving.

'Why can't you and Dad get back together again8tKresumed in a whiny
voice. "He didn't want a divorce. He told me s@.ybur fault. You and your
stupid bloody career!

'If you keep using that disgusting language,” Lendhreatened her
daughter, 'I'll wash your mouth out with soap.’

"You and whose army?"
‘Wait till | tell your father the way you're speagito me!'

'I'm shaking in my boots."'



Lenore shot a truly pained look across at her d@ugiwho looked sorry for
a second, before she lifted her nose in a disdasniéf and turned her face
away. But not before Lenore saw tears prickingiedti{s eyes.

Lenore felt like crying herself. Maybe Kirsty waght. Maybe itwasall her
fault. Did she expect too much from life? Shoul@ $tave settled for a
lonely, loveless marriage? Struggled on regardless?

She hadn't really been happy since the divorceidebaving a lot more
success on the stage. Already, she'd secured alhoas/ meaty part in a
play this year, rehearsals to start next week.oA®é&ing lonely. . .well, she
was still lonely. She hadn't been with a man in ywars for one thing, yet
she enjoyed sex. Nathan had been an expert lomewikkg exactly what
buttons to push to turn her on even when she wiastiie mood. But their
lovemaking had never been anything but a meetimgdies in bed, often in
the dark. She could have been any woman and itdmtitlave mattered to
Nathan.

But men were like that, weren't they? That was lgstitution was the
oldest profession. They could separate love andidexrouble.

Maybe some women could too, but in the end Lenackriot been one of
them. Slowly but surely, she hadn't been ableandsthe way she felt after
Nathan rolled from her and invariably fell into ausd sleep. She had
always lain there, wide awake, thinking about whatould be like if it had
been Zachary in bed with her.

Nathan's taunts that morning about her teasing atgcll these years still
stung, maybe because they were patrtially true. Seshad lived for the

times she ran into Zachary at social functions,easonably frequent
occurrence since he was the Whitmores' solicitar angood friend of
Byron's. She and Nathan had lived at Belleview rdurpart of their

marriage, and Zachary and his wife had come thitea éor dinner parties
and other celebrations.

Lenore might have taken extra trouble with her apgece on those
occasions. But she had never deliberately teasezshaZya Her only
deliberate action was the one time she'd gonedafiice, ostensibly to



employ him in his professional capacity as a swlaivith one of her acting
contracts. All she had wanted was to see him, aduse him. Zachary,
however, had treated her with such cool propriéigt she hadn't gone
through with that idea. He'd made her feel vagashamed, as though it had
been beneath her.

Yet she did so love him. He was more of a man #ranman she'd ever
known. Strong and gallant and good, and so handsem@ade her go weak
at the knees. He might be over forty now, but agel Hent a
broad-shouldered maturity to his super-tall framd a dignity to his lean,
angular face. He stood head and shoulders abovemmessin statureand
character, in Lenore's opinion. Felicity didn't inbow lucky she was to
have such a man as her husband.

Felicity. . .

Lenore suppressed a sigh. If only Felicity wersa'ttamned pretty. And so
damned delicate. Lenore sensed Zachary wasn'venath his wife, but
she could imagine a man's ego being constantlkexdrby all that blonde,
blue-eyed fragility. A lot of men liked the clingyulnerable variety of
woman. Clearly, Zachary did.

"You've just driven straight past Belleview,' Kyrsaid scornfully.

Lenore swore under her breath.

'Such language!" her daughter mocked.

Lenore's head snapped round to find her daughtanigg at her. When she
grinned back, Kirsty's face began to crumple.

'l. .. I'm sorry, Mum,' she said in a strangledeo’l know I've been acting
like a bitch. | don't know what's wrong with me.’

Lenore patted her daughter's bejeaned knee. lIt'sigat, sweetie. |
understand. | haven't been the best mother ladglyer. Perhaps we both
need some breathing space.'



"Il try to be good for Dad.’

'l think that would be a wise idea. It was goodhiof to have you, you know.
He's very busy at the moment with Byron still irspital. If it hadn't been
for the accident, he would have given up his posiat Whitmore Opals to
write full-time. For your information, Hollywood kgust bought the rights
to one of his boring old plays, so | wouldn't knabkm if | were you. Your
Dad happens to be a creative genius, my girl, Batime you realised it.'

'Wow, Mum, do you realise you just stuck up for Rabu still love him,
don't you?'

Lenore sighed. 'Let's not get back to that, plelaseuldn't stand it.'
By this time Lenore had negotiated a U-turn and twere approaching
Belleview from the other direction. The clock oretdashboard showed

eight, and the sun had just set.

'Do try to be pleasant to Melanie,’ Lenore saiégiegly as they swung into
the driveway. 'And don't make fun of Ava.'

'Melanie's a wet blanket and Ava's a dill. $is&sto be made fun of.'
Lenore heaved another sigh and pointed the renootieat at the gates.
'‘But I'll do my best," Kirsty promised.

'‘Good. Oh, and one last thingo more smoking!'

Kirsty turned an innocent-looking face towards tmather. 'Of course not.
Smoking's bad for your health.’

'So's trying to con your father!

Melanie came to greet them at the door, lookinguseral prim and proper
self with her black hair scraped back into a tigiit no make-up on, and her
figure disguised in a black shirtwaister unifornes one size too large for
her. Ghastly beige-coloured stockings and chunkglbflatties completed



the quite erroneous picture of a stodgy, boringless woman the wrong
side of thirty.

But there was no pretence in the dullness of heakbéyes as she smiled her
dead smile at both of them before taking Kirstyagid 'Hello, Kirsty. . .
Lenore. . . I'll take these upstairs to your usteam, Kirsty. Nathan's
waiting for you both in the billiard room, Lenore.’

Kirsty started walking ahead across the marbleyeninder the huge
semi-circular staircase and down the hallway thed down to the
entertainment rooms.

'He —er —has someone with him," Melanie told Leroreetly as she went
to follow her daughter.

The odd note in Melanie's voice stopped Lenoreeinttacks. 'Wait a sec,
Kirsty," she called to her daughter. 'Who?' shedskunning her mind over
Nathan's very few male friends and not coming ugh wnyone who would
be playing billiards with him at eight o'clock orMenday night.

'Her name's Gemma Smith,’ the housekeeper saalyitig Lenore a look
that was overly bland even for Melanie. It suggeéstemething was up
which was highly unusual.

Nathan had been seen around town with several wamnee his divorce.
But he hadn't brought one home. Not to Belleviemyveay. This Gemma
person had to be someone quite special.

But if Nathan was getting tangled up with some womeéy hadn't he
mentioned her this morning? And why had he invikaty to live here
with him if he had some female in tow? No way woukhore condone
Kirsty living here while her father was having ff with some blonde bimbo
down the hall.

Lenore was shocked at her crude thoughts, and rideniable stab of
jealousy that had inspired them.

'Is there anything I should know about this Gemmnsh&'asked.



'Seeing is worth a thousand words," Melanie salg.dr

Lenore hurried on after Kirsty lest the girl getasty shock. Not that Lenore
really thought Nathan would be making love to t8smma on the billiard
table when he wis expecting his ex-wife and daughdearrive at any
moment. But it was better to be safe than sorry.

The billiard -room was the very last room on the leenore caught up with
Kirsty just as she reached the heavy wooden doachamvasn't properly
shut. The sounds of laughter came floating throtlgh gap: light and
musical and very, very young.

Lenore's eyes widened. Kirsty frowned over at hetirer.

Unaccountably infuriated, Lenore pushed the do@nopithout knocking,
only to reveal the most astonishing sight.

Nathan was trying to teach a young woman in a @ukdress to play

billiards. He was standing behind herelesebehind her —and they were
both bending over the table. Nathan's broad shoaldere wrapped around
the girl's slender ones, his long arms extendingitere he was showing her
how to aim the cue stick.

'No, not like that," he was saying. 'Slowly. . .@&thly. . . You don't jab!

TIl never get the hang of it, Nathan. I'm a duff©h!" she gasped,
straightening abruptly when she saw Lenore stanidirige open doorway.
Nathan grunted from behind her.

Lenore's gaze swept over the girl, her alreadyrgeses even greener with
envy. What a beauty this gorgeous young creatus? Waose eyes! And
that figure! Why, her breasts were having troubdgisag within the confines
of that dress, yet her waist was so tiny a manNi&gan could put his hands
right round it.

Her own eyes darted to her ex-husband, reproadhciag shock on her
face. What, in God's name, was he doing with suchild? Why, the girl



could be no more than seventeen or eighteen, oatginally older than his
daughter. It was disgusting!

"And good evening to you too, Lenore,’ Nathan deslyvicoming out from
behind the girl at long last. Come in, Kirsty," Heected over Lenore's
shoulder. "l want you both to meet Gemma. She ffraita Lightning Ridge

and has just been employed as Whitmore Opals' nesaesgirl.

Unfortunately, Byron won't let her start till she¥one the mandatory
Japanese course, but while she's doing that gbe'lstaying here at
Belleview.'

'What?' Lenore exclaimed. But before she could launch antcargument
with Nathan he cut her off.

'I've offered her a live-in position, keeping ar ey madam here before and
after schoolandat the weekend.'

'l don't need a babysitter!" Kirsty protested.

‘Not a babysitter," her father refuted. 'More ofiader. Which youwlo need,
according to your mother. From what | hear, youi& doing your
homework, you're being cheeky and you're smoking.'

Kirsty glared at her mother. "Traitor,' she whisukfiercely.

'If this is an example of your manners, young lalgthan said sternly, 'then
| can see your mother was not exaggerating. Nowhellg and goodbye to
Gemma in one breath, then skedaddle off to youmrdon sure you have
some unpacking to do and your mother and | haveesbimgs to discuss
with Gemma.'

Kirsty flounced off, muttering something about hetelooked older than

her minder. Which she almost did. At fourteen Kinsas fully grown and

developed, though her figure had a layer of pugpyo¥er it. By contrast.

Gemma's face and body had fined down to thosevainaan. It was only the

way she was dressed and the way she did her laaiwts trapping her age
as an adolescent in other people's minds.



Nathan walked over and closed the door after Ksggygumbling departure.
'l see exactly what you mean,' he remarked toxugite. '‘But | still think
it's a stage she's going through, nothing seri®bat do you think,
Gemma? You're closer to her in age than we are."'

'Which would have to be the understatement of #a,{yLenore muttered.
Nathan's look was scathing. '‘Gemma happens to d@yw

'‘No, Nathan," Gemma corrected, blushing prettigarly twenty.'

'How nearly?' Lenore snapped. 'The year 20007

'Oh, for pity's sake," Nathan muttered.

Lenore rounded on him. 'Don't you "for pity's sak&, Nathan Whitmore,'
she spat at him. 'You come home with some straigedpn't know from
Eve and expect me to let her mimydaughter!

'‘Our daughter, and I'll have you know that —'

'Please don't argue about me,' the girl interruptedquiet but surprisingly
forceful dignity that Lenore had to admire. 'l.Mts Whitmore is probably
right, Nathan. This wasn't a good idea. Thank yomsch for all your help
but I think 1 should go to that motel you spoke of.

"You will not!" Nathan pronounced with a passion that stunnedreeno

Good God. if she didn't know better she might thivekd finally done the
unthinkable —fallen in love.

‘Lenore, I'm disappointed in you," he swept on. ti'Y® usually a sensible
clear-thinking woman. Do you honestly think | wolddng someone into
this home who wasn't above board? Besides, whgrefsChristian charity?
The girl's mother is dead, her father's died rdgemtd she's all alone in the
world. | met Gemma when | went to Lightning Ridgéew days back and
promised to help her get on her feet if and whencgime to Sydney. And |



aim to do just that. If she can help us with Kirstyeturn then so much the
better.'

Lenore bit her tongue to stop herself from snapgiagk that since she
wasn't a mind-reader she couldn't have been expéeztenow all that. She
bestowed a less emotional, more assessing gazdein visitor from
Lightning Ridge and had to admit she liked the weeygirl stood up straight
and was studying her in return with unwavering eyéere was integrity in
her stance and honesty in her face. It was todthzdace was so lovely and
that Nathan was obviously so susceptible to it.

'I'm sorry, Gemma,' she apologised drily. 'But yshd come as rather a
shock.'

"l understand, Mrs Whitmore. | have been rathewvsbon to you without
warning.' The girl smiled a softly sweet, but irdildy sensual smile that
worried the hell out of Lenore. What man could setiat? She resolved to
speak to Nathan privately, tell him that she waubd tolerate Kirsty being
exposed to any kind of Shenanigans. If he hadye ttas girl, then he could
do so Somewhere else!

The thought of her ex-husband actually sleeping tiis innocent began to
bother the life out of Lenore, yet it didn't feidd jealousy any more. More
like concern for the girl. What was it about thisature that made one warm
to her on sight, made one want to protect her?

Perhaps she was misjudging Nathan. Maybe that viea$ ke felt too, an
urge to protect.

And I'm Mahatma Gandhi, she told herself with rliefnicism.

Lenore addressed both her ex-husband and his rfewhd friend with a
politeness she wasn't feeling.

'Maybe Gemma could go upstairs and get to knowtKishile | have a few
words with you, Nathan.'



His sardonically arched eyebrow suggested he wimi&d for a moment
by Lenore's saccharine tone.

'Would that be all right with you, Gemma?' he askeftly. 'Kirsty will be in
the room right next to the one | put you in.'

The girl smiled nervously up at him. ‘Are. . .amysure about this, Nathan?
| would hate to think I've caused you any trouMeu've been so kind. . .’

Nathan actually took the girl's hands in his. 'Demuble your pretty little
head about a thing. It's time you went upstairsaayy You must be tired.
You've had quite a day.'

'Yes. .. Yes. 1 have.'
"I'm sorry about the opal, Gemma, but | was faglye as soon as | saw it.'

Her sigh carried a weary resignation. 'l shouldehlawown it was too good
to be true.'

'I'll ask Byron again tomorrow about the rewarditlhadn't been for that
physiotherapist arriving, | would have settled thatter this afternoon.’

‘Tomorrow will do just as well,' the girl assurednh their conversation
totally confusing Lenore.

But she watched the interchange with growing irgiefdathan was different
with this girl than any person she had ever seem With, even his own
daughter. Anyone not knowing Nathan might think vis@s acting in a
fatherly fashion, but Lenore suspected it was mgtlof the kind.

He coveted this girl, as one would a rare jewel.opal, maybe, in its raw
state. There was a glittering of suppressed pagsidns eyes when he
looked at her, as though he couldn't wait to getHands on her, to strip
away the superficial rough edges, to fashion arligtpder till she was a
priceless piece of art that all the world could setonly he could touch.



Lenore gave herself a mental shake. She was géttnignciful for words.
First thinking Nathan was in love, then this. Shd ko be going crazy. The
Nathan she knew did not fall in love, or blindlyves, but he did have strong
male needs. Which brought her right back to thélera at hand.

'It was nice meeting you, Mrs Whitmore,' the gidsvsaying and holding
out her hand.

'‘And you, dear." She briefly shook the profferechcha’But | think you
should call me Lenore. Nathan gets peeved whenl@eml me Mrs
Whitmore these days.'

'l do not," he growled.
"You do too.'

'‘Goodnight, Gemma,' he said curtly. Tell Kirstyde up to see her after her
mother has left.'

*All right. Goodnight again.’

'No wonder I'm having trouble with Kirsty's mannéfsathan remarked
testily once the sound of Gemma's departing fopssteceded.

Lenore was determined not to be side-tracked. yaresleeping with that
girl?"

She had never seen Nathan's eyes grow so cold. woold think that,

wouldn't you?' He came forward to place a fingeutigler her chin, tipping
her face till her wide green eyes were staring theowintry depths of his.
‘Just because you can be had quite easily, Ledorgt think every other
woman is like that.'

Lenore gasped her hurt and would have spun awaydtaNathan grasped
her whole chin with his hand.

'What's the matter, darling?' he taunted in a lawg&rous voice. 'Are you
worried I'm getting something you're not? What's thatter, haven't you



been able to seduce Zachary yet? Isn't your |ld@sting man coming
across?'

"You're disgusting!" she exclaimed, and slappedhaisl away.

Her action sent a wild fury into his face. Grabbivey by the shoulders, he
yanked her hard against him, his mouth plummebrigke hers in a kiss of
sheer spite and anger. Lenore struggled benealinutal onslaught but he
seemed beside himself with an uncontrollable neepunhish her for she

knew not what. One of his hands slid round to ¢up hair and he began
pulling her head back so hard she thought her neekd break. Using her

brains, she abruptly surrendered to his kiss, gryindefuse the situation by
sighing and melting into him, opening her mouthatxept the violent

thrusts of his tongue.

Neither of them saw the wide-eyed Gemma, standisggutside the open
door, staring. She'd returned to get her cardigam fvhere she'd left it on a
chair, only to be confronted with an oblivious Nattkissing his ex-wife.

With a tortured groan, Gemma fled, her second depargoing totally
unnoticed.



CHAPTER FIVE

GEMMA ran blindly along the dimly lit hallway, tearsrsiing her eyes. God,
what a fool she was. What a stupid, stupid fool!

Up the sweeping marble staircase she raced, integetting to her room

where she could hide or cry or whatever. But adwsimed right at the top of

the stairs for the short dash down the hall toginest bedroom Nathan had
put her in, she crashed headlong into Ava.

Gemma had met Byron's "kid' sister earlier that,dayd she was the
loveliest lady. They'd had afternoon tea togetheralong chat, after which
Gemma had happily accepted Nathan's offer of a-ifivposition at
Belleview.

But the dear woman was carrying far too many podiodker small-boned
frame. So it was Ava who fell when Gemma collidegthvher, landing on

her plump bottom and sliding across the marblerédchallway to crash
into the wall with a loud thud. A picture hanging e wall above the point
of impact was dislodged from its mounting and fallst missing Ava's

Head. The corner of the gilt frame shattered a# the hard floor.

'Oh, dear," Ava groaned, seemingly more concernyethé broken frame
than her own physical condition. Gemma rushed dier.so sorry, Ava.
Are you all right? | shouldn't have been runnirigy hot usually so silly and
clumsy. Here, let me help you up.’

It was a struggle to get Ava up on to her slippdesd which kept shooting
out from under her. 'lt's not you who's the clurosye around here," Ava
said with an unhappy sigh. 'l fall over on averagee a week. I'm just too
fat!'

'You're not fat,’ Gemma said kindly. 'You're plaaaplump. And much as
| think these marble floors are magnificent, theylso very slippery.'

Ava laughed, her bright blue eyes lighting up.dme to Gemma as she
looked into Ava's round but pretty face that sheuldobe extremely
attractive if she lost a little weight and let Hexir go back to the brown



colour of her dark roots. That ginger frizz woutdhave flattered any
woman.

'How sweet of you to make excuses for me, bamlclumsy, and | also
recently crossed the line from plump to fat. Whyyda think | wear black
pants and tent tops all the time? To hide the lslilge

'What's happened?' came a sharp voice from behamd.t

Gemma and Ava turned to see the housekeeper dasgeavith a frown on
her face. When they'd been introduced earlierdagf the woman had told
Gemma to call her Melanie, but she preferred Mgydll Melanie was far
too warm a name for this frosty- faced martinee $las a childless widow,
Nathan had informed Gemma, who wondered again wiaat would ever
marry such a coldly forbidding woman. No doubt ficBonal Mrs Danvers
Nathan had compared her with wasn't exactly a lmuofdlaughs, either.

. .. I'm afraid I've broken the frame of thisfre, Melanie,’ Ava said
haltingly.

'Yes, so | see,' the woman answered in that moerotoice of hers, and
picked the painting up from the floor. It was adacape, reminiscent of the
beautiful bush valley visible from the back windowfsBelleview. St Ilves
was apparently on the fringes of Sydney —so Avadrdijhtened Gemma
—with a lot of national parks and reserves enhantiie much sought after
locale.

'Please. . .don't tell Byron," Ava said worriedlyl have it fixed before he
comes home.’

'‘But it was allmyfault,” Gemma protested. 'l was running up thesstand |
knocked into Aval should be the one to have the picture fixed.'

Melanie turned her deeply set black eyes Gemmays aval Gemma could
have sworn she saw surprise and respect in thaallysexpressionless
depths.

'‘No, no," Ava denied. 'lt was clumsy me, as usual.’



'If Gemma says it was her fault then | believe 'h&telanie Lloyd
pronounced firmly, then floored Gemma by smilingpet. It wasn't much of
smile, admittedly, a slight lifting of the cornews that thin-lipped mouth.
But oh, the transformation to her face. Why, thenaa was quite beautiful!
And she didn't have thin lips at all!

'‘Byron makes adequate provision in the housekeemiogey for simple
breakages,' she advised. 'I'll see it's fixed amdjimg back up well before he
comes home from the hospital.'

You're so efficient,” Ava praised with an enviogsunding sigh. 'l never
seem to get anything done. | started a waterc@dew weeks ago and it's
only halfway finished."

'Speaking of getting things done, Ava,' the houspke said, 'do you think
you could come downstairs and help me plan theedinrenus for the next
week?'

"You wantmyhelp?' Ava looked shocked, but delighted.

'l certainly do. You have creative talent and hihthe meals around here
have become a little bland lately. | would valueilysuggestions.’

Ava fairly beamed, and Gemma smiled approval ahthesekeeper. For a
second their eyes locked, and a silent messagegdmstween the two

women. It bespoke an understanding that Ava wasasatrong as they

were, that she was a gentle creature who needszldtroked and cosseted.
All of a sudden, Gemma knew she would not thinkhef housekeeper as
Mrs Lloyd any more. She would be Melanie from timatment on.

'l go and see how Kirsty is doing," Gemma said.

'Yes,"' Melanie agreed. 'l think that might be adgymtea. Come along, Ava. .
. We have work to do."'

Ava went off with Melanie quite happily, and Gemtnaned to continue up
the hall, the incident having provided a welcomeerniruption to the
emotional breakdown she might have indulged inve menutes before.



Now, it seemed silly to burst into tears. Her mysgas no less acute but her
common sense had come to the rescue, making hénateewas a misery
of her own making.

She'd been getting carried away all evening witthhla's feeling towards
her, misinterpreting his gallantry, mistaking higteations in the
billiard-room as the attentions of a man as smiteéh her as she was with
him. As if he would be!

The man was way out of her league, for heaven®s. s&kars older in both
age and experience. A man of the world. She'd besy to start thinking
she could mean anything to him other than an argusstraction. He would
never fall in love with her. How could he? He wa# & love with his
ex-wife!

Gemma's stomach curled just thinking about that ie'd withessed. She'd
never seen anything like it. Such passion. Sucénsity. Much as the
memory pained her, she couldn't stop thinking abgutouldn't stop
wondering why they had divorced if there was &lilth passion between
them.

Gemma recalled Lenore's fury that morning as stteluned out of Nathan's
office, how she'd called him impossible. Maybe thest hadn't been able to
live together in harmony, maybe their personalitiesd not proved
compatible. But it seemed there was one matterhitiwthey were still
highly compatible.

Tears hovered again, but Gemma steadfastly pusleed a@side.

| wasn't really in love with him, she reasoned lefgvl was only infatuated.
I'm not used to men like him with their city poliahd their smooth charm. |
lost my head for a minute, Ma, but it's back onimgaw, and I'm not about
to lose it again in a hurry.

Gemma squared her shoulders and was continuing #henhallway when
another thought had her grinding to a startled. Walis a kiss —however
passionate — proof of love?



Maybe not on Nathan's part, if Jade was to be \sdi@bout her adopted
brother's cavalier treatment of women. Nathan lasdirsot to believe a word
Jade said, but what if she'd been telling the &rMithat if. . .?

The possibility that her knight in shining armouasvfar from a saint in
sexual matters crashed through Gemma, bringing aisrbut also a
disturbing quickening of breath. She flushed tonkhof his supposed
'spur-of-the-moment' impulse to kiss her in the &re had believed his
excuse at the time.

But what if he'd been lying? What if hadbrought her to Belleview to have
his wicked way with her. Maybe not straight awayt éventually. . .

Gemma's head began to whirl, her pulse-rate pickmgven further. She
kept remembering how it had felt when Nathan hadpwed his body
around hers at the billiard-table. At the same tshe'd laughed in a vain
attempt to relieve her blistering awareness ohhirsl flesh pressing into her
soft buttocks, but in truth, she wouldn't —or could—have stopped him
from going further if he'd wanted to. Lenore andsr had arrived in the
nick of time.

But she couldn't always rely on someone arrivintheanick of time, could
she?

Maybe she should clear right out. Leave Belleview.

Gemma frowned. But that would mean falling backh@m own meagre
resources in this enormous and extremely dauniiyg $he'd have to be
insane to do that, to turn her back on this beautdme, on a good job, and
on the reward Nathan said Byron would give her. Ahd wasn't insane.
Silly, maybe. And susceptible to a handsome fasd/la had said. But she
was learning, wasn't she? And now that her eyes mere open, she would
be on the alert against being taken advantageasfyrway. Given time, this
infatuation or sexual attraction or whatever it vgag felt for Nathan was
sure to wane. Soon, she probably wouldn't evenaunair when he came
into the room!



Feeling slightly better. Gemma took the remainitggs that brought her to
Kirsty's bedroom door, deciding she'd better gewith what she was being
employed to do and break the ice with the girl. Wtkeere was no answer to
her knock, she slowly turned the handle and peapaahd the door. Kirsty

was sitting, cross-legged, on her bed, puffing awayp cigarette.

The bold little hussy!

But neither Kirsty's defiant behaviour nor her singfazed Gemma. She'd
been there, done that. Adopting an indifferent feste walked right in,

shutting the door behind her, then strode acrassdbm where she flung
open the window. 'Better get some air in here,'sstié "Your dad will be up

shortly and | don't think he'll want to smell smoke

Turning, she leant against the window-sill and ksblaround the room. It
was a delight of femininity. All pink and white, thipink walls, off-white
shag carpet, a white four-poster bed with a piok lguilt and matching pink
and white curtains at the windows. It was the gbbedroom Gemma would
have given her eye-teeth for while growing uparybedroom would have
done. But she suspected Kirsty hated its littlégiettiness.

'‘God, this is frightful, isn't it?' Gemma remarked.
Kirsty blinked. 'Huh?'

‘The room. It's frightful. We'll have to see whae wan do to make it
liveable-in." Gemma levered herself away from thedaw and came over
to take the cigarette out of Kirsty's suddenly lslanouth, taking a couple of
puffs herself—to check for grass —before walkingkband tossing it out of
the window. 'Heck, Kirsty,' she said to the gagng 'the least you could do
is smoke a decent brand. That sucked.’

Kirsty was still staring at her when there was ja tap on the door and
Nathan strode in. Gemma was pleased to find shetdjd to mush, though
her eyes did fly to his mouth. The bottom lip lodk&ven fuller than usual
—sort of soft and swollen and appallingly sexy. Gearstiffened, her hands
curling over the window-sill.



Nathan immediately sniffed the air. 'Do | smell &®dn here?' he growled.
Kirsty looked at Gemma, who shrugged, i can't saejthing.’

Nathan gave her a dry look. Gemma was now findirigard to look him
straight in the face without thinking about the l®e she'd seen him, with
a moaning Lenore in his arms.

Yanking her mind back from that path, she lifted ¢l@n and launched into
another minefield —winning Kirsty over. 'One thihgvanted to ask you,
Nathan,” she said in an amazingly steady vofee she told herself.
Progress already.

'Yes?' Nathan said curtly.

'Would Kirsty and | be able to redecorate this r@dPink and white lace is
rather babyish for a fourteen- year-old. | do saathis is Byron's home, but.
'Oh, please,Dad,’ Kirsty joined in. 'l won't change it too niucdust a few

posters and stuff.'

He sighed. 'All right, provided you clear it withel&nie. She's in charge of
the house.’

Kirsty's face fell. "That miserable bitch.'

'Kirsty!" both Nathan and Gemma chorused at once.

'Well, she is," Kirsty insisted sulkily.

"You wouldn't feel like laughing all the time if yosaw your husband and
only child incinerated in a car accident," Nathanalbed his daughter. 'It's a
wonder the woman's still sane, let alone a funatigihuman being. '

Both Kirsty and Gemma gaped at him in shock.

'‘Gee,’ Kirsty said at last. "That sucks.’



Nathan gave his daughter another reproachful ldd&ybe you'll look for
the reason behind a person's behaviour before yake @ judgement next
time, madam. And please don't use that expreskford it offensive.'

'What? Sucks? Gemma said it earlier, so why can't |

Nathan swung surprised eyes her way.

Gemma cringed inside but kept her chin up.

'Has Mum gone home?' Kirsty said. 'Why didn't shae and say goodbye?’
'She said she'd call you as soon as she got home.’

The telephone beside the bed started ringing atlgxtiat moment.

‘That'll be your mother now.’

Kirsty snatched up the receiver. 'Mum? Hi there, il® OK. | didn't mind.
Gemma and | have been getting to know each otreaahY! think so. She's
real cool. . ." And she flashed Gemma a wide smile.

Gemma smiled back, feeling pleased with herselft ®bhen Nathan
gestured brusquely for her to come out into thé Wweh him, everything
inside her tensed. No doubt he was only going td her over the coals for
encouraging his daughter to use such languagshieuttill didn't want to be
alone with him. Her susceptibility hadn't waned, yett even a little bit.

'l don't know how you've managed it so quickly,tiNa started once the
bedroom door was safely closed, 'but Melanie spbakdy of you, Ava
thinks you're a darling and my difficult daughtetually seems ttike you.

Care to tell me your secret?’

"l don't think | have any secret," she returnedlyatMostly, | just try to be
myself.'

His smile was wry. 'How come | don't think the Gean8mith I've come to
know and respect would use an expression suchnastisimg "sucks"?'



Gemma felt a smile tugging at her lips. 'When imfepdo as the Romans
do.’

‘Aah. . .and are you going to take up smoking dt?we

Now she laughed, her tension easing. 'Maybe,' dhetteed. 'For a while.'
'‘And the room? Will | have to gird myself the néixte | dare to enter?’
'Definitely.’

'Should | accept anything and everything with peleeed indifference?’

'‘Good heavens, no. Kirsty would be disappointgaif did that. You have
to cringe and say how simply ghastly it all is. Wivauld be the fun if your
parents accepted the way you did up your room?"'

'‘Oh? And didyour father cringe at the way you did up your room wiien
were a teenager?"

Gemma flinched at the mention of her father. 'Indithave a room of my
own, for starters,"” came her bleak reply. 'And $till a teenager,’ she
reminded him pointedly.

Nathan frowned. 'So you are, Gemma. So you are.daggeperhaps, you
might like to tell me all about your life at Lightry Ridge, and your father. |
realise that with his death being so recent youhimgt want to talk about
him right now, but | would like to know what eventgade you into the
woman you are today. And before you say differeryibyiare a woman, not
a teenager. You're as far removed from Kirsty ghtris from day.’

Gemma felt uncomfortable with his saying such éaitty things about her.
She was also uncomfortable with the way his eyasest travelling down
her face and neck to where her breasts were raiddalling in an uneven
rhythm.

Fear curled her stomach. Not so much of him, baeoself. All of a sudden,
she wanted to be in his arms as Lenore had beerneavhim to do what she



had stopped him doing in the car. She couldn't stoking at his mouth, his
lovely full-lipped mouth. The yearning to have tmaduth on hers was so
sharp she almost moaned.

'l. .. I must be going to bed,' she blurted ostead. 'I'm very tired.’'

His eyes lifted, and while they looked cool enoughe suspected their
owner wasn't. There was a stillness about himrttate her hold her breath,
that sent her eyes "flaring with wide apprehensibime air around them
seemed to crackle with a dark electricity whicht febth ominous and
threatening.

Don't, she screamed silently at him with an internalipalose to hysteria.
Pleasedon't. . .

"Did Melanie tell you the arrangements we have l@réreakfast?' he said,
his voice clipped.

Gemma nodded, unable to find her voice.

'Fine. Would seven-thirty be too early for you toeeh me in the
morning-room?"'

'No,' she croaked.

'‘Good. I'd like to discuss a few things with yoddve I go to work. I'll see
you at seven-thirty, then. Goodnight, Gemma. Swesdms.'

She watched him walk away, aware that she hadedtaot shake. Sweet
dreams? The man was mad, or bad, or both!

When Gemma presented herself in the morning- robsewen-thirty the
following morning, Nathan was sitting at the ovhhped breakfast table, an
empty coffee-cup in front of him, his face buriedihe morning paper. Any
other time, Gemma would have turned to admire dwenr with its cool
green walls, attractive cane furniture and widetysee windows through
which the morning sun was streaming. But her atiarwas riveted on the



top of that gleaming golden head as she waiteathless, for the moment
those grey eyes would lift and notice her standiage.

But it was Melanie, gliding in to top up Nathandéfee, who spied her first

and said good morning. Only then did Nathan glamgéis gaze unreadable
as it rapidly surveyed her from top to toe thenkagain. Her simple floral

dress with its dropped waist and tiny white buttolmsvn the front was

cheap, price-wise, as were all her clothes, bwii fairly new, the cotton

material still crisp, the cream and apricot colosuging her dark hair and

olive complexion. The brown leather sandals on lbeme feet were real

leather, a gift from Ma at Christmas.

It was her hair, however, that seemed to hold Neshayes for an extra
moment or two, her thick dark wavy hair which sHeftldown this time to
curl gently around her face and shoulders.

'‘Good morning, Gemma,' he said, folding the newspapsply and placing
it on the table beside his now full coffee-cup.u¥e looking refreshed this
morning. | trust you slept well?"

She had, surprisingly, maybe from sheer exhaustiobpecause her bed was
so comfortable.

'l did,’ she said stiffly, and came forward, detiered to conquer this spell he
seemed to have cast over her. It wasn't love, sba&bned again on waking.
But it waspowerfully disturbing.

When she hesitated over which chair to sit in, Batmade up her mind for
her by pulling out the one nearest his right. Sitedewn, noting ruefully
that not all the common sense resolutions in thddavoould control her
wildly beating heart in his presence, nor stop éléfsom staring at him all
the time.

But he was just so handsome. And sleek. And palishad clean!
She was used to men stinking of stale sweat ang ddalr, their hands and

nails thick with grime, their clothes looking aghky hadn't been washed in
a month. Which they probably hadn't.



Nathan sat there, his freshly shampooed hair glegnmthe sunlight, no
stubble on his just-shaven jaw, his broad-shouttlbogly elegantly encased
in a pale grey three-piece suit that didn't knoevword 'crease’.

Gemma could have sat there forever, drinking ind@auty, her nostrils
being pleasantly teased by his pine- scented htiees had Melanie not
asked, "What would you like for breakfast. Gemma?"

Now, Gemma had never in her life had anyone askhatmquestion before.
Last night at dinner she'd been in awe of Melamietse-made celery soup,
mouth-watering steak and salad, and custard caievedrds. But that meal
had simply been placed in front of her. She hauakeéin required to make a
choice.

"Bring her the same as | had,’ Nathan intervened;hnto Gemma's relief.

"Coming right up,” Melanie said briskly, and degaltl through a sliding
door which Gemma presumed led into | the kitcheva Aad given her a
tour of the house | yesterday but they'd missedessections when Ava |
had suddenly decided to take Gemma back upstaitd ahow their new
visitor her watercolours.

"You must be a little nonplussed over all that®ppened to you this past
week," Nathan remarked | thoughtfully as he lifted coffee-cup to his
mouth.

Gemma didn't know what to say to that. What didptassed mean? 'Er —
yes, | am," she agreed. When in doubt, always agiéeone's elders or
betters. Another one of Ma's pearls of wisdom.

'l just realised this morning | hadn't even encuiiadout what you've been
doing with yourself since you left school.’

‘Not a lot," she admitted. 'The only work | coulddf | around Lightning
Ridge was some part-time waitressing in a caferted to go to Walgett to
find work but my father wouldn't let me.’

'l see. .. And what were you like at school?'



'‘Average, | suppose. | didn't set the world on ffineth my HSC marks but |
was sick with glandular fever at the time of thams.'

"Ah. . .the kissing disease. . .'
‘The what?'

'‘Glandular fever is sometimes called the kissirggase. It races through
high school and colleges because it's easily passég kissing.'

'Well, it wasn't passed on toethat way.'

Gemma found herself on the end of an intense looi fNathan which
might have truly flustered her if Kirsty hadn't tad into the room at that
moment. She was still in her dressing-gown and ddo&s if she'd just
jumped out of bed.

'‘Gosh, Dad, I'm running late. Nobody got me up hhdven't even had a
shower yet. Can you drive me to school when I'ndy@a

'Firstly, madam,' her father returned sternly, tabparound here is going to
get you up of a morning. You're old enough to tasme responsibility for
your own life. You have a radio beside your bedhaitbuilt-in alarm. Set it
before you go to sleep in future and when it gdggyet up! Secondly, | am
not driving you to school. | have to leave for dffice in a couple of minutes
or I'll be late. Gemma will drive you to schoand pick you up this
afternoon. And one last thing before you go. | thaant to hear you weren't
wearing your proper uniform, which also means neejeery and no
make-up. Is that clear?'

"You're worse than Mum!" Kirsty wailed as she floed out.

'I'm bigger too,' he called after her, then turnedyrin at Gemma before
seeing how pale and panicky she looked.

'‘What have | said?' he asked, frowning. "You degrdon't you? You did
out at Lightning Ridge. Ava has said you can borhmw car. It's small and
automatic. Very easy to handle.'



'It's not the driving part that worries me," Gemenaaked. 'It's the traffic!'

'Oh. you don't have to take her into the city," hdat said dismissively.
'Kirsty's school is only a few miles up the roaatXar at all. The traffic's
light around here. Look, | have to away.'

‘But. . .but. . .what will | do for the rest of tday?"

He frowned. "Never had the problem of telling a veanhow to spend her
day. | have no idea. Read a book. Watch televisganshopping. Keep Ava
company. | don't know. Ask Melanie. She'll know wiau can do. Perhaps
you could start planning what horrors you're goiagoerpetrate on that
bedroom. You've probably only got this week toiitt Come next Monday
you'll be fully occupied learning Japanese.’

He stood up, reminding Gemma how tall he was. Hekrcrinked as she
looked up at him.

'Will Ava be up before it's time for me to take $ty?' she asked worriedly.
'Should be. If not, Melanie keeps a spare set yé ke all the cars. Ask her.
Oh. and there's a Gregory's Guide in the glovedidle car in case you get
lost.’

Gemma couldn't help a small groan.

Nathan's hand curved over her shoulder in what sipposed was a
comforting gesture, but Gemma's immediate readtdns touch was not
comfort. Everything tightened inside her and shepped her eyes away
from his, lest he see her instant tension.

"You'll be all right," he said. 'l have every calgnce in your abilities to cope
with anything life can throw at you.’

Something in his voice drew her to glance up.

It was a mistake. For his eyes fastened on to &edsin no time she was
drowning. . .drowning. . .



Through a swirling haze she heard him mutter somgtltsaw his eyes
darken and narrow, saw his head begin to desceedlip$ gasped softly
apart in anticipation of feeling his mouth on hdmst at the last moment he
didn't kiss her. He straightened, lancing her wathsavage look while
adjusting his tie and doing up his suit jacket.

'Let me give you a little bit of advice, Gemma,'warned darkly. "If it's

your intention to keep me at a distance, then ddawok at me like you did

just then. Take a leaf out of Melanie's book! Sheastered the art of
freezing any man's desire at a single glance.’

He exited the room with long, angry strides, legvidemma to stare after
him with a flushed face and madly thudding heahnt 8idn't hear Melanie
come in with her breakfast, so she almost jumpedbber skin when the
woman spoke.

‘Nathan's a very handsome man, isn't he?' she cotacheoolly as she
placed the plate of scrambled eggs before Gemnaa. wbmen throwing
themselves at him all the time.’

Gemma looked up into Melanie's intelligent darkey@/atch yourself with
him,' the housekeeper said in a hard voice. 'Healbte.'



CHAPTER SIX

LENORE couldn't believe any of it. First, that Kirsty hexvited her to come
over and see what she had been allowed to do tbddroom, then that
Melanie had actuallpllowedher and Gemma to turn the previously pretty
room into such an eye-popping horror.

Kirsty stood there, giggling, while Lenore's widezg took in the
never-ending posters, all of them seemingly ofdihe male pop singer who
had sleepy dark eyes and a perpetually sulky m&@itice the name 'Johnny’
appeared with regularly monotony, she assumedrasathis name.

The black and white poster wallpaper was only périt, however, the
lovely lace bedspread having been replaced byck lalad white geometric
print throw- over that made one's eyes water joskihg at it. The only
consolation was that they hadn't hung matchingamstat the window.
There wereno curtains at the window, she suddenly realised.

'Get real. Mum," Kirsty said when Lenore mentiotieid. ‘Curtains suck.’

Lenore groaned and threw an anguished look at Gewineamouthed for
her to 'stay cool'.

'Melanie and | put the curtains and quilt carefudlyay,” she whispered
when Kirsty was preoccupied raving over her faveuposter. 'The posters
are attached with a special glue-tack that comesasiily. Nothing's been
done that can't be undone in a day.’

Lenore was beginning to feel a grudging respecttia girl. She'd been
surprised when she arrived at Belleview todayrd that Nathan had taken
himself off for the weekend to his beach-house aboa — alone.
Apparently, he'd extended an invitation for the tyids to go with him, but
Gemma, it seemed, had been the one to talk Kindtystaying behind to
finish redecorating the room. This was hardly tbgoa of a girl with her
eye on snaring the highly eligible Nathan Whitmfmeherself.

Still, Lenore was in no doubt that Gemma found Hathery very attractive.
It had been in her eyes the other night whenevetabked at him. Nathan



hadn't been much better. He'd been drooling wiglirdethough he tried not
to show it.

Not that he would have any intentionrofrryingthe girl. He'd vowed after
their divorce that he would never marry or havedetbn again. No, Nathan
would have a less permanent position in mind far bineathtakingly lovely
creature. God, just look at her! How many girlsilddook a million dollars
in that cheap little dress she was weariAg®@ without a scrap of makeup.
What she could look like in the right clothes arithihe right make-up was
anyone's guess.

But perhaps it was her very ingenuousness thatheastching Nathan.
Maybe, like a lot of men. he harboured the fantasyaking a beautiful but
innocent virgin and moulding her into the perfestwal partner for himself.
He would teach her how to please him in every wag, she could imagine
that fantasy appealing to Nathan very much. He'tarid a high opinion of
women in general, especially ones of the more éxpesd kind. A virgin

would suit him very well. And Gemma, unless she s@gerely mistaken,
was just that!

A wry smile hovered round Lenore's lips as sheetgded to look at the

various posters. She could well imagine Nathantsiiion that his plans for

Gemma were being side-lined by the girl herselhdre didn't believe his

angry assertions the other night that his helpieghad been a gesture of
Christian charity. If it was, it was the first timidathan had played Good
Samaritan.

No, there had to be another reason for his sudaenest in the girl, and
Lenore knew exactly what that reason was. His ltotahexpected but
explosive kiss the other night was very tellingiiiNe, it seemed, was in a
state of high sexual frustration. Thank God he'tcldy got a hold of
himself on that occasion or she might eventualliyehlaeen forced to kick
him.

Hopefully, for Gemma's sake, he would pick up samiéng little floozy

this weekend up at Avoca and rid himself of alltttemsion. There were
always plenty of beach bunnies hanging around enwikekends, and
Nathan, in swimming-trunks, was an enticing sighblden Greek gods



never had any trouble finding women to satisfy rtheexual needs,
especially when they didn't have a conscience tingbe way.

Lenore's mind drifted inevitably to Zachary Marsdenl she sighed.

'l know this isn't your style, Mum," Kirsty saiditgihappily, "but I think it's
awesome.'

Lenore turned to her daughter and smiled. 'I'm fappyou're happy,
Sweetie.'

'‘Are you? Great. Then can | have twenty dollargddo a blue-light disco
tonight? It's at the school hall and I'll keal happy if | can go.’

Lenore frowned. She'd grounded Kirsty for a momtsslthan two weeks
ago. Would her daughter think her weak if she gavddamn it all, this was
the kind of problem she'd hoped Nathan could stive while. That man
hadn't changed. He was still as selfish as evehddeno business going off
for the weekend and leaving Kirsty behind. He stddwdveinsistedshe go
with him.

'l think not, Kirsty,' she said.

'‘Oh, Mum!'

"You know you're grounded for another two weeks.'

‘Yes, but that wabefore. . .’

'‘Before what?'

'‘Before | came to live here. Before Gemma. Shekiétme and pick me up,
right outside the door. She knows her way aroumd, ri€irsty laughed. 'She

got lost last Tuesday, though, didn't you Gemma?'

Suppressing a jab of very real jealousy, Lenoneddito face Gemma, who
gave her an understanding smile.



'l think, Kirsty," Gemma said in her melodic butmusingly mature voice,
'that if you've been grounded, you shouldn't ben@skour mother to go
back on her word. We can just as easily get soawogi and enjoy ourselves
here at home.'

‘Yeah, | suppose that would be just as good, pealige can get some funny
ones. None of that serious stuff.'

'Do you think | could stay and watch them with you@nore asked, not
happy with feeling left out of her daughter's lifeghich was crazy since a
couple of days ago she'd been happy to get rigtiofdn a while.

'Sure thing, Mum." Kirsty beamed and gave her a Mig'll have a ladies'
night. We'll even invite Ava.'

'What about Melanie?' Gemma suggested.

Lenore frowned. 'l don't think Kirsty likes Melameuch."”

'‘No, Mum, | was wrong about Melanie. She's notliad.'

Lenore blinked over at her daughter.

"Did you know about what happened to her family,nviul suppose you
must have since Dad knew. He told Gemma and met éband boy, were

we shocked!

'It wasa shocking thing,' Lenore agreed, 'but for heavwsaike don't mention
it in front of Melanie. She's trying to forget it.'

'She must be a very brave lady,” Gemma murmured.

'Yes, | think so,' Lenore agreed. 'But even thevéstof us have breaking
points. . ." Once again, her mind drifted to Zaghamd she felt the most
awful pain in her heart. How long, she thought,obemy breaking point

comes, how long before | go to him and make am tdt# of myself again?

Tears pricked at her eyes and she just manageoltoheem gathering force.



"'l tell you what," she said with false brightse$4ow about we go and visit
Byron in hospital this afternoon, then we can pipkthe videos on the way
home? | haven't been to visit him since just dfisraccident and I've been
feeling guilty. Have you met Byron yet, Gemma?'

The girl looked startled and a fraction worriedthg suggestion. 'N. . .no.
But surely he won't want to see me from his hospgd. I'm not family.'

‘Neither am |, strictly." What do you call an exidater-in-law of an
adopted father?"

‘A right pain in the bum,' Kirsty giggled. 'Now Muyrdon't deny it. That
what Pops said you were when you wanted to go baeicting and Dad
'didn’'t want you to.'

Lenore sighed. 'Byron's a dear man,' she explam&@ktmma, 'but he thinks
a woman's place is firmly in the home. But | wdmild that against him
today. He's got his own problems now and I'm sugetmg you would give
him a lift. You must know a lot about opals, comfngm Lightning Ridge,
and opals are his greatest passion!

Gemma stayed just inside the door, feeling awkveaudl embarrassed. The
man propped up in the big white bed in the privaepital room was a
formidable figure, and exactly as Ma had describ&sty handsome for a
man of his age, with thick black hair going greytet temples, piercing blue
eyes which missed nothing and a mouth that stooddamonsense.

'What are you doing skulking over there, girl?'dagd in his deep rumbly
voice. 'Come over here where | can get a good kiokou; have to see
what's impressed my family so much. All | heardhirdva this past week
was "Gemma this" and "Gemma that".'

Gemma didn't miss the slight raising of his eyelwaw she walked forward,
nor the way those incisive blue eyes encompassethtughly with one
sweeping glance. "You're certainly a good-looking gll say that for you.
And you're twenty, Nathan tells me?'



'‘Nearly twenty,' Lenore corrected in a tone that brougbbharp look from
Byron.

'l wasn't talking to you, Lenore.’

'Pardon me for breathing,' she said without turrartgair. Gemma received
the impression that these two rather enjoyed smarwith each other.
There'd already been several caustic interchanges they'd arrived.

'It's been sweet of you to come and visit me, Lenbut why don't you take
yourself and Kirsty down to the cafeteria for afee?’ he suggested. 'lt's
down the end of the corridor. | have some busihegish to discuss with
Gemma here. In private.'

Gemma felt awful at Lenore and Kirsty being sumigalismissed like that,
though they didn't seem to mind. Kirsty especialyg been clearly bored by
the visit. But seeing them disappear down the dorriincreased the
butterflies in her stomach. Byron Whitmore was tmmidating man who,
despite Ma's glowing reference, radiated an aureutbfless power. She
admired Lenore for the way she stood up to him.

'Right," he began sternly straight away. 'Nowrtedl how you think the Heart
of Fire came to be in your father's possession?’

"The. . .the Heart of Fire?'

‘The black opal, girl. It was named that by my é&atbver fifty years ago.
What do you think I'm talking about, a romance n@wow there's no need
to look like that. My bark's worse than my biten hot accusing your father
of anything criminal. He might have been an inndakipe in all this. Just
tell me what you know."

Gemma stared at Byron, her mind ticking over wighwvords. An innocent
dupe. . . Maybe her father hadn't been a thieflaMaybe someone gave
him the opal. Or maybe he simply found it somewhere

'‘Well, girl? Speak up. If you're to work behind tbeunter of one of my
stores you'd better get rid of that shyness of siour



Gemma's eyes flashed and her chin shot up. 'I'mmgtshe denied. 'l was
thinking.'

'‘By gum, she has spirit as well. Nathan can cdytaick them. Tell me what
you were thinking.'

His reference to Nathan distracted her for a sedomidwith those blue eyes
boring into her Gemma quickly regrouped her thosiginid told him the
little she knew.

'So, in fact, you know nothing!" Byron announcdédady disappointed.
'I'm afraid so.’

'‘Ah, well, maybe it's all for the best," he grunthléThat opal's brought
nothing but bad luck. I think I'll have it cut uptd several smaller stones and
be done with the damned thing.’

'What?'Gemma saw red, and when she saw red, she sags thiat perhaps
were better left unsaid. But she never thoughhaf till afterwards. 'l would

have expected more from an opal man than to hdlu that old wives' tale

about opals bringing bad luck,' she burst out. "Yfaust know that garbage
was put around by diamond traders because theysgared people would
start buying opals instead of diamonds. And why ldotithey? They're far
more beautiful. As for cutting up that magnificetdne. . .’

She drew herself up straight with righteous indigma 'l can't think of a

worse travesty against mother nature. An opaltlie¢ doesn't come along
very often and its beauty should be protected &mtqrity, not desecrated.
Now | see that my father had the right idea, kegginch a precious prize
hidden away like that. Maybe he knew once he sdeed it to someone
like you it would be gone forever!

Her tirade finished. Gemma found that, as was lstia case, her anger
dissipated quickly, to be replaced with horror tsla¢ had spoken in such a
way to her employer.

'Oh,' she said, her face crumpling with remorsh, @ar. . .'



Byron's laughter was a surprise and a relief. ‘Dsiap now,' he chuckled. 'l
haven't had such a good dressing-down in years!dYmake even the
matron around here sit up and take notice when lyload is up, girl. You'll
make a damned good seller of opals, I'll warraru Yiave a passion for
them that's truly rare. Yes, rare. . .' He seerndzetmulling something over
in his mind before saying unexpectedly, "You'reogrhan, is that right?'

Y. ..yes.

'Mmm. The reward. . . You thought it fair?"

Gemma recalled her shock when Nathan told her Bwas giving her a
hundred thousand dollars, invested for her in argebank account till she
decided what she wanted to do with it. She stillldo't comprehend the
amount.

‘"You've been more than generous,’ she said.

'It'll provide a deposit for a roof over your haaglou ever need it.'

She frowned. 'Only a deposit?' That amount woulcehmought her a whole
house and land out at the Ridge.

‘This is Sydney, my dear, the dearest place inraligtto live. But you don't
have to worry about where to live for now. You'taysng at Belleview for
the time being, aren't you?'

'Yes.'

'It'll be good for Kirsty to have someone nearardwen age around.'

'She's a nice kid.'

'Yes, | think so too. Still upset, though, over Iparents' divorce. A bad
thing, divorce. . .'

'Maybe Nathan and Lenore will get back togetherrgg@emma said.



Byron gave her an odd look. 'No, | don't think ot now. . .'
‘That's a shame."

'Oh, I don't know about that. Lenore never wagitdiet woman for Nathan.
Too ambitious. He needs a girl who will devote kbH#r® him and his needs,
not crave for her own moon and stars all the tiGadl me old-fashioned, but
| think most men want that. If more women stayethband looked after
their families there would be fewer divorces.'

Gemma refrained from making comment. She'd alresaig enough, she
thought. But she didn't agree with Byron. Womenenlsgtter educated now
and there was no way they could live the livesrtgeandmothers had led
and not feel bored and unfulfilled. Sure, they haidigations to their

families, if they had them, but they had obligatidn themselves as well.
They were people too, weren't they, with needs dexgires of their own?
They had a right to careers if that was what thepted and, if husbands
understood and supported them in thi@@nthere would be fewer divorces.

But Gemma resisted saying so. Instead she studésthén in the bed and
wondered if his poor dead wife had stayed homeifasle'd been happy.
Privately, Gemma didn't think being married to ByMyhitmore would be a
recipe for happiness, despite all his money. He faasoo bossy, not to
mention chauvinistic. As for his opinion on Lenared Nathan getting back
together again. . .well, maybe she knew somethirgrdidn't know. . .

'We've finished our coffee,’ Lenore announced fthendoorway. 'Have you
finished talking business yet, Byron? Because if gave, we must away."'

'Yes, we're finished." Byron bestowed a softer, encnarming goodbye
smile on Gemma which showed another side to hisopatity. She
suspected he'd been quite a one with the ladiesloegears. ‘Nice meeting
you at last, Gemma. And good luck with your Japamessons. | want to see
you behind that counter selling opals for Whitn®ges soon as possible. Er
— could I have a very quick word with you, Lendoefore you goAlone.’

Lenore frowned, then handed Kirsty her car keys @itesigned sigh. "You
and Gemma wait for me at the car. I'll try not &lbng.



'Well, what is it?' she asked as soon as the otlers out of earshot. 'If
you're going to go on about Nathan and me agaifrgyaasting your time.'

'l realise that. | have a favour to ask of you.'

"Oh. yes?' Lenore's tone was wary. She didn't tBygsbn, whom she

considered a tyrant of the first order. He mearik e he liked trying to run

other people’s lives because he thought he knetwBétshis standards were
impossibly high and no one could live up to thetwvds no wonder that his
own daughter, Jade, had gone wild after she canagefind inherited her
own money. She'd had twenty-one years of stristidiine and stupidly

old-fashioned ideas shoved down her throat. Only Aad completely
given in to Byron's tyranny, and just look at e poor thing. Stripped of
every ounce of confidence and self-esteem, waitorgsome mythical

Prince Charming to sweep into her life and makehagpy. As if any man
could make Ava happy. Didn't she know she had tbdmy with herself

first?

'l want you to help that Gemma girl with her wataegd' Byron said. 'Get her
to buy some decent suits and blouses that wouklibable for work. And

some other clothes as well. Casual, as well asyrésnd do something
with her hair. Have it cut. Not short, but shapedperly around her face.
And teach her to apply make-up without it seemimgrdone. You know

what | mean. Give her some class."'

'l think Nathan likes Gemma the way she is,' Lersaie drily.

Byron's eyes snapped to hers. 'So! You've seeatttaction for yourself,
have you? What is this, Lenore? You don't want Alathut you don't want
anyone else to have him?'

'She's only a child,’ Lenore muttered, still stduggwith how she felt when
she thought of Nathan really wanting another womdaybe he hadn't
loved her,but he had desired her. Often.

'Only in superficial ways,' Byron argued, 'and yeujoing to fix one of
those.'



'What makes you think I'll do what you ask? And do, what makes you
sure | won't deliberately make her look awful?' @ys smile was smug.
'‘Because I'm going to bribe you not to.’

'How?' she scoffed. 'l have enough money of my d&nom the divorce
settlement.’

'Have you read Nathan's new play?'

Lenore frowned. What was the conniving devil geftat now? 'Nathan
doesn't show me his work any more,' she said coldly

'It's very good.'

'I'm sure it is.'

'I'm going to invest in it. In fact, I'll be the lyninvestor.’
'So?'

'It has a marvellous part in it for a woman. A kdalwoman of around
your age. . .'

Lenore tried to contain her excitement. A lead iolene of Nathan's plays
would set her on the road to real success. Butasatiould never give her
the part. 'You. . .you'd suggest me for the role?'

'I'd insist you have it.’

'You're a wicked man.'

'l want Nathan to be happy, and, contrary to papogénion, | want you to
be happy too. Well, what do you say?"

'A makeover takes money, Byron. | might have endugh'm not spending
my own money tarting up a new girlfriend for my lexsband.’

‘The girl has plenty of money herself.'



'Does she? How come?’
'l gave it to her for an opal that had come intogwssession.’

'Well, well. OK, Byron, it's a deal. But has it eacoed to you that Nathan
won't marry this girl? He might just want her f@xs

'Yes,' he surprised her by saying. "But that'sight with me, if it makes
him happy.’'

"You shock me, Byron.'

'l almost died a few weeks ago, Lenore. Irene dgd Beath has a way of
making one reassess one's life and attitudesbéea a fool in more ways
than one but | mean to be different from now on.’

'How? By bribing me and poking your nose into Natbarivate life? You

haven't really changed, Byron. You've merely chang®ir objectives. But
no sweat. I'll do what you ask and God help yoyoii don't come through
with your promise of that part. But I'll be givingemma some subtle
warnings along the way. Because Nathan hasn't eldaedher. | have no
intention of leading another lamb to the slaughter!

Lenore spun on her high heels and strode quitelgrigrm the room. She
marched down the highly polished hall, thumpeddbe/n' arrow of the lifts
and was waiting there, fuming in silence, whenlifteloors shot open and
Zachary Marsden stepped out.



CHAPTER SEVEN

LENORE stared at him for a long, excruciatingly hearthing moment,
seeing nothing but the glittering lights of pleasuhat danced in his
midnight-blue eyes before he could stop them.

He's glad to see me, she thought with a wild rdstverwhelming joy.

But no sooner had she thought that than Zachargoseth his face once
again into the mask of cool politeness he alwaygptatl whenever he met
her.

‘Lenore,’ he said with a small incline of his haadking no attempt to shake
her hand in any way, or give her a kiss on thekhéet it had been over two
years since they'd seen each other, Lenore's @voorm Nathan having cut
their social ties.

'Zachary,' she returned, ignoring the lift behirad, twhich eventually shut
its doors and moved on.

How marvellous he looks, she was thinking as shadsthere, his very male
body encased in dark blue trousers and a pale d#lad-sleeved golfing
shirt. She was used to seeing him in businessroredisuits, not casual
clothes, but it was clear that Zachary had keptdntg-five-year-old body in
great shape. Perhaps he'd come to the hospitiglhgtieom the golf-course,
because his normally neat and tidy thick brown kas windblown, and
there was a faint sheen of sweat on his high faehleat bespoke physical
activity.

I've come to see Byron,' he said brusquely.

'I've just left him.'

'Really? I'm surprised. You and he were never trat bf friends.’

Lenore shrugged, her earlier fury with Byron segmitonsequential now.

All that mattered at this moment was finding someuse to stay and talk to
Zachary. Yet the girls were waiting for her in ta and it was so hot out in



the open-air car park. She hoped they'd thougtirtoon the engine and the
air- conditioning!

"You're looking well, Lenore," Zachary remarkeds Byes sweeping down
over her own very casual outfit of apricot bermwt@rts and matching
T-shirt. 'Divorce obviously agrees with you. HowKsrsty?" he added

pointedly. 'I'd be surprised if she's as happy whthsituation.'

Hurt by his sarcasm — and perhaps stung by guat Busty — Lenore lied
outrageously. 'Kirsty's fine. She's not a littlel giny more, Zachary. She's
fourteen. Quite old enough to understand that h#ref and | were not
happy together. Besides, it wasn't a bitter divozghan and | are still good
friends. She's living with him at the moment intfaat Belleview.'

"How very civilised of you," Zachary drawled. 'Péajl} people can't get over
the pain of divorce so easily.’

Lenore looked away from his brittle blue eyes. Hpickly her pleasure at
seeing Zachary again had vanished. He was stillsdrae man. Still
inflexible in matters of morals and marriage, stitolerant of human
failings. Didn't he know that not everyone wastasrg as he was?

The lift doors opened again and people stepped out.
Zachary and Lenore moved to one side to let thesa pbong the corridor.

i haven't seen your name up in lights lately," Zaighiesumed. 'Are you still
acting?'

'Yes. | start rehearsal next week for a new playalcomedy of manners. A
real farce.’

"You usually go in for drama, don't you, not farce?

Lenore shrugged. Her whole life felt like a farght at that moment. Why
was she making chillingly polite conversation witiis man when what she
wanted was to throw herself into his arms andhiefi how much he meant
to her, had always meant to her? For all she khewnight think she'tbved



Nathan when she married him, that she'd forgotiemas quickly as her
actions had made it seem.

But she'd never forgotten him, never stopped loting, right from the first

moment she'd seen him nearly fifteen years ago,nwétee'd been a
nineteen-year-old fledgeling actress, and he'd laetmirty-year-old rising

star of a solicitor.

Lenore had just won a small role in the first pldgthan had written.
Zachary, as a friend and business colleague ofrByrbad put up some of
the money for the production, and had dropped irela¢arsals one day to
see how his investment was faring. Lenore coultirstnember glancing
down from the stage and seeing Zachary staring bpralt had been like a
scene from the movies. Their eyes had met and kehad known,
instinctively, that this was the man she wantedpend the rest of her life
with.

Zachary must have been similarly smitten with drether he admitted it to
himself or not, for he'd made a bee-line for hetrdya break and it was over
a polystyrene mug of coffee and a quite intimatielchat —mostly about
herself—that she fell even more deeply and hoplgiesslove. After
Zachary left that day, the memory of him had filket thoughts and dreams,
blocking out even her ambition to be a famous astréll she wanted was
Zachary. . .

That night, Lenore broke off with her current bagiid, after which she had
settled down to wait impatiently for the handsonodicgor to visit the
theatre once more. And it was during this harrowimgit that she'd
accidentally found out he was a married man with young sons.

She'd been devastated. And shocked. And angryhsldd have told her,
she reasoned irrationally.

When Zachary finally returned to the theatre durthg last week of

rehearsals, she'd done her best to remain coatlisteht, especially when
he'd singled her out for his attentions a secome.tiAnd she'd managed
quite well, yet when he finally left she'd felt ertty wretched, so much so
that when rehearsals were over and she realisdthBabadn't left at all, but



had merely retreated into the dark recesses ofhisatre to watch, she'd
been overcome with a delighted relief.

The upshot was she had stayed chatting with hirfafdoo long and missed
her bus home. After a momentary hesitation, Zachad, offered to drive
her, which was rather out of his way since she exhar small flat with

another girl at Maroubra and he lived somewherghenNorth Side of

Sydney.

Lenore had known at the time that she should hefused the ride, but wild
horses wouldn't have stopped her at that stageertfmless, Zachary hadn't
touched her or kissed her or said anything ouinef dn the way home, but
she knew and he knew what was happening betwean fftee atmosphere
in the car had been thick with tension and whenthecar had stopped at a
set of lights she'd been hotly aware of his eyastisig her way, coveting
her, wanting her. She'd been more sexually arosi$tag there in that car
with just Zachary's eyes on her than she'd bedredhwith her boyfriend.
Lenore had known, without a doubt, that if and wlEachary ever made
love to her she would be transported to the heavens

But Zachary didn't make love to her. He let her @iuthe car with a rather
curt farewell and accelerated away as though tlhmd® of hell were after
him. And maybe they had been, Lenore recogniseé. I[&d certainly

reached the state where right and wrong had céa$ede meaning, and the
devil himself had been whispering his wicked tertiptes in her ear.

She hadn't seen Zachary again till the party afteropening night of the
play, thrown by Byron at Belleview. Zachary haceatted —as he had the
play— with his wife. Felicity. He'd studiously adgid Lenore all night,
though she did catch him once looking her way,dyss darkening with
undoubted desire when they roved over the admyttddiing little black
dress she was almost wearing.

Petticoat in style, it had had tiny shoestringmrholding up a short sheath
of satin that slithered over the curves of herntalbwy figure, ending a few
meagre inches past her buttocks, exposing a widanse of firm creamy
thighs. Her hair, which had been even longer thad,completed her highly



sensual image by tumbling halfway down her backiiot of bronzed curls.
Outrageous gold earrings had reached from her lablesr bare shoulders.

Lenore's unrequited love for Zachary —along witlvesal glasses of
champagne — had sparked a wild recklessness ithaenight, and when
she'd seen his lone figure stroll out on to thekhzatio she couldn't resist
following him. One part of her had still been angvith him for having
played with her feelings, the rest had been ontéiree with him, no matter
what.

But before she'd reached him, he continued dowpdkie steps, wandering
off into the extensive gardens at the side of thesk so that by the time
Lenore caught up with him they were quite removedfthe house and the
other partygoers. In fact, they'd moved into thadsiws of the trees, and
were as alone as they would have been in the miestg of bedrooms.

'‘Zachary!" she called out breathlessly from belfimal.

He spun round, his eyes flinging wide with momeyntsinock before he
could successfully gather himself. 'Good God, Lenarhat are you doing
out here?' he said with cold anger. '‘Go back in'side

'No," she panted, her small braless breasts watih ¢hect nipples rising and
falling in a ragged, unrehearsed rhythm. 'l won'tbgck inside and | won't
keep pretending. I. . .1 love you, Zachary. You nkm®w that. And | think
you love me. D —don't you?'

She was very close to him now, green eyes fillethwi very enticing
confusion as she gazed up into his face. 'Oh, Zgcdan't torture me so,'
she burst out. "Tell me if you don't love me, fay'p sake.'

'For pity's sake?' His laughter was hard and bitiéthat do you know of
pity, you green-eyed temptress?’

And with a sudden groan he swept her against hidnkéssed her till they
were both struggling for breath. He might have drdack then but Lenore
was like a hunting tigress who had finally broudbtvn her prey. She dug
her claws in deep and drew him back into her dedesire, her mouth



finding his again, her tongue inviting him with arotic dance that sent a
low growl of passion rumbling in his throat.

His mouth never lifted from hers as shaking fingaushed the straps from
her shoulders and the dress concertinaed at herHeehands were quite
rough as they raked down her arms, and when traheel her thighs they
gripped the soft flesh there with something likg@nfor a second before
sliding upwards till they found her aching swollbreasts. She moaned
softly as his thumbs rubbed roughly over her nippieaking them harden
ever further. Her head was whirling madly, her oirsce thoroughly

routed, when suddenly, abruptly, he abandoned her.

She could not understand what had happened famoadas she stood there,
limbs still trembling, eyes wildly dilated, till Zhary picked up her dress
and practically threw it to her. 'No, Lenore," lagdsharshly. 'No.’'

'‘But. . .but youoveme!

'Yes, | love you," he ground out. '‘God forgive foet, | do. And perhaps you
think you love me back. But you'll get over me, Lendfré)et you. You're
only nineteen. You'll soon fall in love with someoelse if | have enough
courage to turn my back on what you've just offéceche. God, but you're
such an innocent, despite your womanly wiles! Yeufwobably been
thinking | might divorce Felicity and marry you.'

She clutched her dress in front of her and blinkpdat him in disbelief.
Surely, if he loved her, h@oulddivorce Felicity and marry her! How could
he go back to his wife's bed, when it was heterore— that he loved and
wanted?

'l won't leave my wife and my sons for you," he ammced with a brutal
frankness. 'l won'evermarry you. Oh, | could set you up somewhere and
visit your bed on a regular basis. | could treat yoth cool disregard when
we run into each other in public, then ravish yahibhd closed doors.
Believe me, I'm sorely tempted to do just that, dngbu think you could
stop me, then you don't know yourself very wellt Buentually you'd grow

to hate me as | would grow to hate myself. So fetget we've ever said
these things to each other, let's forget theseerstadloments. Grow up,



Lenore. Put your dress back on and we'll retuthégarty, where I'll dance
with my wife and you'll dance with our handsome iygplaywright and we
won't mention this incident ever again.’

Lenore had stood there in utter shock when Zachadydone just that. The
pain when she'd seen him later in Felicity's arensi)ing into her eyes as
though nothing had happened rething— had sent a crazed need for
vengeance stampeding through her veins. Oh, ye'si ganced with Nathan
all right, danced and drunk champagne, danced latedfand generally
been as irresistibly alluring as an up-and-comingng actress could be
when she set her mind to it.

Nathan, in return, had danced her right home irgdbd where he'd made
love to her with a devastating thoroughness thdtdtanned and horrified
her, for she had found herself responding to hiazangly expert caresses
with a quivering pleasure which she'd been suré@calone could evoke.
When Nathan's body had finally fused with hers,d hbtought her
inexorably to a climax she'd found shattering imrewways than one.

Lenore had woken the next morning, physically sabed mentally
confused. Maybe she hadn't loved Zachary after all.

But shehad\

It wasn't till after she'd been married to Nathana while that she learnt to
her misery the difference between sex and love. iitieut the other left

her feeling emotionally desolate. It had taken ancke meeting with

Zachary soon after Kirsty was born to make her theeempty nature of her
relationship with Nathan and make her realise Zachauld always have

her heart.

And it had takerthis chance meeting, today, to ram this fact home om@m
crushing time.

'Zachary!" she blurted out, determined to say shimgt Anything!

'Yes?'



'I...I. . .how's Felicity and the boys?' shedimed, hating herself for her lack
of courage.

‘They're fine. Emery's at university now, in hissfiyear of law. Clark's
doing his HSC this year. Would you believe he waotgo into the airforce
and become a pilot? | knew | shouldn't have let iiatchTop Guna few
years back when he was only an impressionableémrt

Lenore noticed he hadn't said anything specifiaziabelicity and she wasn't
about to ask.

An awkward silence descended between them and eemas about to say
she had to go when Zachary spoke.

'Have you seen the new play at the Royal?"

'Women at Work Yes, | have. It's very good.'

"You wouldn't like to see it again, would you?'

Lenore stared at him.

'Felicity and | had tickets for tonight but shegeh called away. Her sister is
going through a divorce and breaks down with reguatnotony and
Felicity feels compelled to dash off and give sigtsuccour. She told me to
take someone else to the play but really, therengasne | could ask at the
last moment, so | wasn't going to bother to gdlabat. . .’

'I'd love to,' Lenore said quickly, and held hezdih.

He gave her a long look which could have meantrangt 'Just as friends,
Lenore," he warned curtly. "Nothing more.’

'Of course. What shall | wear?"
His smile carried a wealth of self-mockery. 'Saoktland ashes?'

She laughed. 'Sackcloth and ashes coming up.'



'‘And you might leave off that tantalising damnedfp®e you always used
to wear. The thought of sitting next to you in ak#sed theatre witthaton
would-'be more than any man could bear.’

Lenore stared up into his blazing blue eyes and thanblistering desire
hiding behind the harshly delivered humour. Heatrzed into her cheeks
and a quivering started deep within.

Perhaps he saw her arousal, for a very real weaptlinto his face, though
it was quickly hidden by a sardonic smile. 'l suppgou wouldn't let me
take that invitation back, would you?"

'Never,'she said with far too much emotion.

‘That's what | thought. Ah, well, perhaps it wikve its pluses. There've
been quite a few things I've wanted to know ovengiars, Lenore, my love,
things that have eaten into me, things | couldetywvell ask in front of
Felicity.'

'What things?'

‘They can wait till tonight," he bit out. "I musgigalong to see Byron now.'
He actually went to leave her.

'‘But. . .but. . .we haven't made proper arrangesfemttonight. Don't you
want my address? What time do you want me to layreg?’

He turned back to face her, his smile bitter. 'MyadLenore, | have no
intention of picking you up at your home. Do | loakfool? I'm already
walking a dangerous tightrope taking you to thigypat all, a tightrope
which you will undoubtedly enjoy rocking at everyadable opportunity.

That's the nature of the beast." He reached outrandd a quivering finger
down her cheek and across her mouth, his voiceingmgehard but his eyes
like the craters of an exploding volcano.

'l have you taped, Lenore. | understand you egtidsdfiter all these years of
cold common sense, I'll not play with fire nows Ione thing to sit together



at a play, quite another to be alone with you saaand have to drop you
home afterwards.’

Her eyes widened with the understanding of how demg he would find
that, how dangerous he found being with her excette most public of
places. She grabbed his hand in both of hers addth&r/ou still love me,
don't you?' she whispered breathlessly.

Her open accusation startled him, his shock findsoace in a harsh
rephrasing. 'l stillvantyou. That's hardly the same."

'You're a liar,' she said, and, opening the palim®hand, she lifted it to her
mouth.

Zachary stared, wide-eyed, as her lips pressetind passion to his flesh.
Abruptly, he snatched his hand away. 'Stop it, ken&ood God, you
haven't changed, have you? When are you goingoie gp?'

Though shaken by her own actions of a moment dgdo®ked him straight
in the eye. 'I'm grown up enough to know what tiightis and to say it out
loud. You love me and | love you. It can't be wrdadell the truth, Zachary.'

'It canbe wrong to tell the truth, Lenore,’ he said fyc'lt can cause much
more pain than lies. Always remember that." He dreght back then,
shaking his head at her with a rueful smile orfée. 'All these years and a
moment's weakness could ruin everything. But | tdseém to have the
courage to deny myself one miserable evening ofr yandoubtedly
stimulating company. But do try to behave tonigke¢nore,’ he warned
bitterly. 'Give a man a break. That's all | ask. .

She nodded in silent acquiescence, totally unabkpeak. Zachary loved
her. Nothing else mattered.

"'l meet you in the foyer of the theatre arourden-thirty," he said. The
play starts at eight." And then he was spinningistheels and striding away
down the hospital corridor, not looking back, nel@king back.



Lenore stared after him, her heart racing, her hédaiding. And then his
last words sank in. Behave, he'd said. She'd alwagstrouble behaving
around Zachary. Would tonight be any different?

'Where on earth have you been, Mum?' Kirsty complhiwhen Lenore
hurried over to her car, her face flushed.

'l ran into an old friend at the lifts," she admmitt ‘'and | simply couldn't get
away. I'm sorry. At least you had the foresight pot on the
air-conditioning.’

"Oh, that wasn't me, that was Gemma's doing. Natt ghefelt hot. She
reckons compared to Lightning Ridge this is cool!"

It is," Gemma laughed. 'Anything under forty ie summer is cool.’

'My God, how did you stand it?' Lenore said, hawdifjculty concentrating
on anything but where she would be in three hdimg.

'We didn't wear too many clothes, for starters.'

The mention of clothes reminded Lenore of her rmarssirom Byron

regarding Gemma's wardrobe, but it didn't seenrigtg moment to say
anything about that. Nathan was away for the weskamd most of the
shops were shut so it could wait till Monday, atste

'What videos are we going to get?' Kirsty pipechappily.

Lenore frowned. She hated having to back out ofr therangements
regarding tonight and hoped Kirsty wouldn't mintieSvould stick almost
to the truth, though giving the impression that'tie friend' she'd bumped
into was a woman and that she'd been talked intoggo the theatre with
her tonight.

Kirsty didn't mind at all, which gave Lenore anatheinge of jealousy
regarding Gemma's growing place in her daughié'ill she realised she
was being silly.



Of course Kirsty preferred Gemma's company to hather's. The girl was
more her age!

Thinking of Gemma shifted Lenore's mind back tohdat and her belief
that he was going to seduce that girl. He mightaooisciously know it yet
but it was as inevitable as the sun rising in th&t @nd setting in the west.
Gemma's only salvation would be if he got wrapppdruwriting another
play. Hopefully, he'd finished that play Byron haentioned a while back,
so that he'd be itching to start on another.

Nathan wrote an average of one play a year, theepsoinvolving him
intensely for up to six months. During this creatperiod his need for sex
was greatly diminished. Hopefully, Nathan was upréhat Avoca this
weekend, furiously writing away. Creating a newydad having to work at
Whitmore Opals at the same time should really hire out. Still, the last
thing he needed was a revamped Gemma swanning caiBelteview.
Lenore vowed to hold back on her makeover promiseaf little while
longer, giving Gemma's undoubted virtue a fightthgnce. She was far too
nice a girl to be wasted on a unfeeling bastarel Niathan.

'Mum!" Kirsty complained with a disgruntled sigh¥ou've just driven
straight past the video shop. Truly, you're becanaimeal daydreamer when
you drive these days.'

'Sorry. My mind was elsewhere, | admit.'
'What on?'
'Oh, nothing important. . .’

Lenore's stomach was beginning to churn with faterdexcitement by the

time she dropped the girls off and headed for hdhwveas no use. She could
tell herself a million times that this was justlatpnic date with Zachary but

she didn't believe it. Not after what he'd saide 8hew that she would sit

there beside him in the darkened theatre, fantesthie same things he was
fantasising.



Thunder rumbled overhead and Lenore peered upghrie windscreen. A
summer storm was threatening, white thunderheagedwith the grey of
more ominous-looking clouds. It looked like being @ectrical storm, a
regular happening after such a hot sultry day.

Lenore wasn't frightened of the storm gatherintheasky, however. It was
the storm gathering in her own body that was trogpher. She could feel
the tingle of nerve-endings suddenly alert, fee warm heat of desire
igniting the blood in her veins. It had been a lamme since she'd
experienced the release of sexual satisfaction.|dmgp perhaps.

Zachary didn't know the full extent of the dangemmas placing himself in
tonight. But Lenore was not about to tell him. Sheén't appreciate the
extent of it herself.



CHAPTER EIGHT

LENOREparked her car in the underground car park berteatbuilding that
housed the Royal Theatre. By seven-twenty on ar&awnight all levels
were filling rapidly but she managed to find a si&ie kept repeating the
'vellow' colour-code of the level in the lift aftesrds to imprint it on her
mind. The last time she'd parked down there, she&h distracted and
forgotten what level she was parked on and it ke her nearly an hour to
find her car.

The lift doors shot open and she joined the pasbgm the curving arcade
that went in all directions, one of them to the dine Royal. Anyone not
knowing where they were heading could easily gst, Ishe thought, but
she'd been to the Royal more times than she coolehtc She'd even
performed there a few times, though only in minartg

Most of her acting career had been relegated to miol@srso far. Not
because she wasn't a good actress, she beliewdibdawse she didn't curry
favour with the right people. Acting was the samseaay other showbiz
industry. You had to be part of the 'in' crowd tieceed. If you were 'in' you
were at the head of the table, given first choi€eammything on offer.
Everyone else scrambled for the crumbs.

Sleeping with the right people might have helpdw; supposed. But that
just wasn't her style. Which was ironic, reallye$hslept with Australia's
rising star of a playwright for years and it hadi@tned her a single decent
role. But that had been deliberate sabotage onaNatipart, in her opinion.
He'd always said she wasn't suited to the womerrdeged, but she knew
he'd hated her not being home at night when ane decided he needed her
body.

God, but that man was a selfish chauvinist of ih&t brder! She must
enlighten Gemma of his true nature before it wadate.

Lenore gave herself a mental shake, astonishegheatould be thinking of
anyone other than Zachary at this point in timet Biaybe she'd been
deliberately diverting her mind from him in an effto keep her emotions
under control tonight. Right from the moment shd¥obped the girls off at



Belleview she'd been fighting herself and the itee excitement growing
within her.

When she'd arrived home, she'd been positivelyeasdbr a while, pacing
mindlessly through the various rooms, unable to @adble even to think
about what she would wear. Several times she'deoguiited ringing
Zachary and telling him she had changed her mindiould be the right
thing to do.

Lenore knew that she wasn't as strong as Zachanmally. But from what
she'd witnessed that afternoon, he was going tfrawgjage where he wasn't
so strong either. Maybe Felicity was neglecting lsexually. Maybe she
was just neglecting him all round. He'd soundedyressl to her going off at
all hours to be with her sister. Maybe the marriags in trouble at long last.

Did Lenore want that? Did she want Zachary to torher chiefly because
of his wife's neglect? Did she want him in a monwhweakness?

The answers to those questions had obliterateatdrescience. Yes, yes,
yes! She didn't give a damn what the reason was.d&m't care. All she
knew was she wanted Zachary to take her in her atthesist one more time,
have him tell her he loved her, hold her, kiss tearch her. It didn't matter if
they didn't go to bed. She was willing to settledaything, for the crumbs.

Lenore had ground to a halt in front of the largenige-room window and
gazed up at the darkening sky.

I'm wicked, she had told the sky as it spat withining and rolled with
thunder. I'm just plain wicked.

Yet | don'tfeelwicked, she puzzled now as she hurried acrodsateefloor
of the arcade, her high heels clacking noisilyedlflike a young girl going
off on her first date, like a virgin bride on heeading- night, like a person
going to a reunion with their best friend after seting them for many,
many years.

If only Zachary could have been all of those thjrgfge thought with a lump
in her throat. Her first lover, her husband, hestligend. . .



| must not cry, came the swift edict, and she ldahknadly, I've spent an
hour doing this thirty-four-year- old face up twlolike a rosy innocent
young thing and I'm not going to mess it up!

Zachary was there waiting for her, as she'd hopedvbuld be, looking
devastatingly handsome in a black dinner suit. @b, she thought as she
walked across the carpeted foyer of the theatvehtere he was standing at
one end of the bar, two glasses of champagne a¢#Huy .

He watched her come towards him like a starved imareyes hungry upon
her, his jaw and shoulders squaring in an effagthaps, to stop himself
from rushing forward. She herself was finding #fidult not to run into his
arms, though a sudden jelliness in her thighs wbale made running a
highly risky mode of movement at that moment. Aigdast, she was before
him, a tremulous smile on her coral-painted mouth.

‘Lenore," he said with superb control, yet his gaas still drinking in every
inch of her slender form, encased that night iream suit with gold buttons
which revealed nothing and hinted at everythingr Hair was up, tiny
Titian tendrils curling around her face and neckefe were pearls in her
earlobes and Arpege perfume drenched all ovelSherd remembered what
he'd said aboutotwanting to smell her in the darkness of the tleeatr

Now she shivered slightly at the thought. It washever of the most sexual
kind.

'Zachary,' she returned, and on impulse held aub&wed to be kissed.

A wry smile touched Zachary's mouth, a mouth sorenen might have
thought hard and uncompromising. But it was a mahiét had fascinated
Lenore for years. Oh, to have that mouth on hersate it rove at will over
her body. . .

She watched, dry-mouthed, as he lifted her handigdips, swallowing
convulsively at the point of contact. She'd alwkgewn his lips would be
warm, not cold. Soft, not hard.



'Is this an example of you behaving, Lenore?' hekad as he let go her
hand. 'First you arrive looking like the first btleaf spring, then you have
me kiss you before I've had a chance to recoveeaaylibrium.’

Green eyes glittering with arousal”, Lenore fouraisklf already on that
merry-go-round to nowhere which Zachary put her without any
conscious effort. But she could have endured thiibgly if it hadn't been
for this unexpected shift in manner. His eyes hadiéned with that kiss to a
brittle blue, his expression becoming cold. Whead the desire-charged
Zachary of a few moments ago gone to all of a su@de

'l seem to remember you like champagne,’ he sdidalr he handed her a
glass and picked the other up for himself.

'Do 1?' She frowned for a second before realisihgtvhe was referring to.
The night of the party at Belleview. A flush of gukeinforced her already
high colour.

"Ah, | see you've remembered the occasion to whiefer. Move over here
a little, Lenore.' Taking her elbow, he guided iméo a more private corner.

Lenore's thoughts stayed with that most unfair lodutiis and she could not
remain silent. 'l needed to get drunk that nighachary,” she defended
shakily. 'Surely you must appreciate that.'

'Did you need to jump into Nathan's bed as wel&?'drawled. Tell me,
Lenore, how do you think | felt when | received tmwitation to your
wedding less than three months later, when youy s born nine months
to the day from that night?’

Lenore paled. 'You mean you. . .?"

'‘Counted back?' He laughed, his mouth lifting iinaaesty of a smile. 'Oh,
yes, Lenore, | counted, and | found ittelling. ..that the night you told me
you loved me you gave yourself to another man.d8gburse | appreciated
in the end that you hadn't really been in love wimiga A lot of young women
become infatuated with older married men. It's gbing to do with such
men being a challenge.



‘The young women in gquestion —who are invariablytdalsingly lovely
—Ilike to prove that they're irresistible. One swebman took my father
away from my mother, and subsequently from hisetloteldren. I, being the
eldest, witnessed most of my mother's pain, andchately my father's as
well. His charming new wife decided after a memgh&en months that he
was, after all, too old for her. She left a trdidestruction behind, | can tell
you.'

Lenore wasn't sure if she felt sorry for Zachanfuoious with him. She was
sympathetic with the hell he'd gone through asila,cand she understood
now why he was so strong on sticking with his nzayei through thick and
thin. But if he was placing her on a par with theman who had destroyed
his parents' marriage, if he thought her shallod @mel. . .

'l wasnotone of those young women,' she insisted fiercely.
'Weren't you? Can you say that if | left my wife f@u you wouldn't have
grown tired of me after a while, that you wouldhdve felt the need

eventually to flex your feminine power on some otlvesuspecting male?"

Lenore's anger flared even further. 'You were newmsuspecting, Zachary.
You soughtmeout in the beginning, not the other way around.’

A guilty colour slashed across his high cheekbohesuldn't seem to keep
away,' he muttered.

‘Then blame yourself," she snapped. 'Not me."'

They glared at each other.

Suddenly, the hardness around Zachary's mouthngoftéo a sardonic
smile. "You are so right, Lenore. So very rightwias my fault in the
beginning. | knew you were forbidden fruit. | wagchyou on that stage, so
beautiful and clever and fiery. And | told mysetfrily wanted to talk to you,
that | could control what | was feeling. | playedtwfire and | got burnt.’

'l. . 1 got burnt too, Zachary," she choked out.



'Did you, Lenore? Or were you just scorched aefttl think perhaps |
ignited you just enough for some other man to caloeg and quench your
fire. That's what kills me the most, to think itsyayfault you went to bed
with Nathan. My God,' he groaned. "I virtually peshyou at him.’

'Stop it, Zachary,' Lenore hissed. 'Just stop i@nBng ourselves or each
other for what happened is futile. What happengigbbiaed. But be assured
| never loved Nathan. I slept with him, | marriedhhl had a child by him.
But | never loved him. I divorced him, god-damrbgcause | couldn't stand
another night of lying in his bed and wishing itregou beside me!’

Zachary's face grew ashen as he stared at herttétedia brief obscenity
then swept the champagne glass to his lips, gulgeeply. His hand was
shaking and his eyes, when they lifted, lookeddadiiand haunted.

Lenore felt dreadful. Why, oh, why hadn't she Ke@t stupid mouth shut?
Zachary had enough to bear without her burdenimg With her own
self-inflicted miseries. But at least he now knéw'd genuinely loved him.
He hadn't been some passing fancy. For him to kepeon believing that
was the case would have been intolerable!

They kept staring at each other in the most ghaskiynce, and Lenore
accepted that once again their love for each atlasrproving to be a highly
destructive force. Its chemistry sizzled across space between them,
tormenting and tantalising, making them dissatikfigith their present
existences, making them want what they shouldnitwioth of them knew
that to give in to their desires would ultimatender them wretched with
guilt.

The buzzer announcing that it was time to be segikdtered the appalling
atmosphere just in time. Zachary took the glassft@nore's hands with a
tight little smile and placed it with his on therlmefore returning to take her
elbow.

'Let's try and enjoy the play, shall we?' he saidly. 'l expect it might be the
last thing either of us enjoys for quite some time.



Zachary behaved impeccably over the next threeshoot touching Lenore
in the darkened theatre, not whispering anythirgpestive in her ear, not
putting a foot out of place. He played the role pdéitonic friend to
perfection, making trite conversation when requirescorting her to the
foyer at intermission where he secured her anoghess of champagne
before taking her back inside to see the secorfdbhalhat was probably a
riveting performance, if Lenore had been in the chtwobe riveted.

She could not remember a single moment of eithiértha she had seen the
play before so could make suitable comments aalsleitmoments, such as
when the curtain finally fell.

"It truly is a wonderful play," she sighed.

'If you say so.’'

Her sideways glance revealed a face like stone.pldnewas over and so
was the night. He looked as grim as she felt.

'Where are you parked?' he asked as they madepsimyvess out of the
theatre. The session had been packed.

'Underneath. Level Yellow.'

'I'm on Blue. I'll walk you to your car. | don'ke these car parks much. Ideal
places for women to be raped.’

'Really?' Lenore couldn't help it. She raised lyebeows in black humour at
Zachary, who tried to look reproachful but failed.

A rueful smile smoothed the frown from his forehe#d did, you'd scream
bloody murder.’

'Probably," she laughed softly.

His eyes dropped briefly to her parted lips betoegeefed them away, that
steely mask clanging back into place.



Lenore sighed.

Several people exited from the lift on Level Yellew that they were not
strictly alone as Zachary walked her to her casetmed a very short walk
to Lenore, she imagined as short as the walk fromu@erer's cell down the
corridor of death to the electric chair. LeavingcHary's company was as
horrifying a prospect as dying. In factvasa little like dying.

Fumbling in her gold evening bag, she extractedcheikeys and was just
fitting them into the lock of the driver's door whehe noticed the front
right-hand tyre. It was as flat as a tack.

'Oh, no," she groaned. 'Look at that.'

Zachary looked, and shrugged. 'It happens. | presgou have a spare? I'll
change it for you.'

'Yes,' she said, a ghastly curl of guilt flutterindner stomach as she recalled
something. 'But. . . | —er —it's flat too."

Zachary gave her a sharp, narrow-eyed glare.
'l. . .meant to get it fixed. . .'
'‘And how long has it been flat?' he asked curtly.

'‘Ages, I'm afraid. l-er-keep forgetting. Besidesditin't think | could
possibly have two flat tyres in the one year. Befibrat I'd never hadne!'

Lenore knew she sounded irresponsible, which wabkgoher at all, but in
matters relating to cars she'd been more than h&ppiathan to take
charge. Since the divorce, she'd been letting thglige where her car was
concerned and she really would have to get hetogether.

'I'm sorry, Zachary. . .’

‘Are you? | doubt that, Lenore. 1 doubt that verych I'll have to drive you
home now, | suppose.'



'l could take a taxi. . .'

'So you could. Is that what you want to do?'

'‘No.'

'l didn't think so. Come along, then. We'll pickting spare tyre as we drive

past, drop it in at a garage on the way home antedmack to pick up your
car tomorrow morning.'

‘Tomorrow? But. . .but. . .’
'Felicity won't be returning till tomorrow evening.
We're in no danger of being caught, if that's wioat're afraid of.’

Something in Zachary's tone sparked a flash of raimgeenore. 'We're not
doing anything reallyvrong! she insisted.

Zachary laughed. The laugh was bad enough, bwtitbeglitter in his eyes
unnerved Lenore completely. Was he in danger ohgaver some
indefinable edge?

'Let's go, Lenore,' he said brusquely, and gralbleedipper arm.
He practically dragged her over to the lift, digfe a side of his nature
she'd never encountered before. Or had she? HelW &epretty tough

character the night of that party.

'Hey! Cut out the rough stuff,’ she complained asshoved her into the
thankfully empty lift. 'l happen to bruise easily.’

Savage blue eyes lanced the fair, faintly freckled of her bare arm which
was already showing fingermarks on the softer wider 'How
inconvenient for you,' he drawled, 'especiallynia summer.’

'Meaning?'



'Meaning you must own some good body make-up, $ine@ever seen any
marks on you. Or was Nathan an exceptionally tetmar? Somehow. |
can't imagine you liking tenderness, Lenore. Yoidre¢oo tempestuous by
nature."

She crossed her arms and fell sulkily silent. SHa'dlike Zachary in this
mood. It wasn'herfault the tyre had been flat. Yet he was cleaulyous at
having to spend more time with her. Did he think &lad planned it? That
this was some devious ploy to get him to take loendf?

Yes, of course that was what he thought!

She grabbed the sleeve of his dinner-jacket. fi'tiglan this, Zachary. You
must believe me!'

His sidewards glance was cold. 'Just leave it fov,n Lenore.’
'No, | —'

‘Leave it!" he spat out.

She left it.

Zachary's dark maroon Jaguar was a sheer deliglitetan but Lenore was
beyond noticing, or caring. They swept in wretckéence up the ramp of
the car park and into the night, only to find ateedy squall had blown in
after the electrical storm, heavy rain lashing wiadscreen and making
driving hazardous. It took all of Zachary's concativn to negotiate the still
busy city streets and get them safely over the élarBridge and on to the
Pacific Highway, heading for home.

A brief stopover to drop the tyre at a garage anwlay brought Zachary
back behind the driving wheel with water-spattesbdulders and damp
hair. Lenore automatically glanced at him, her tipaarning for him to look
back at her with some warmth, but he jerked hig faway with a shudder
and turned the key in the ignition.



Lenore fell into the deepest depression. He hatedHte despised her. He
thought her manipulative and scheming and evil.

It wasn't till Zachary turned down a side-stread ald the car into the kerb
right outside her villa home in Turramurra —withauty directions from
her —that Lenore snapped back to reality.

'How did you know where | lived?' she asked.

'Don't ask," was his succinct reply."But | wanktow.'

'Shut up, Lenore. Shut up and get out of this car.”

Oddly enough, he was already climbing out himselfich made nonsense
of his attitude towards her. What was going on here

"Lock the passenger door," he ordered testilyoti'dwant to come out here
tomorrow morning and find the damned thing stolen.”

She locked the door before his words sank in. Sulgidber eyes snapped
up, wide with shock and bewilderment.

'l can fight myself, Lenore,’ he said with a rawtds passion. "l can even
fight you. But | can't fight fate. Yes, I'm going $pend the night with you.
And if you say one word of protest, if you find osiagle solitary excuse
why | can't, | swear to God | won't be responsiblethe consequences!’



CHAPTER NINE

LENORE felt the blood begin to drain from her face. Bbesvasn't, and

never had been, a fainting sort of female. So siiegpherself together and
walked, with her whirling head held high, up thevga pathway that led
round to the side-entrance of her quite luxuriood beautifully furnished

two-bedroom town house.

Zachary followed.

She didn't look at him as she unlocked the doorséepped inside, keeping
her eyes averted as Zachary brushed past herde alread across the small
entry hall and through the archway that led straigto the living-room.
Although the room was in darkness, he found, asghdy instinct, the
lamps on the side- tables at each end of the switghing them on to flood
the room with their soft apricot light.

Lenore trailed after him to remain just inside tbem to the right of the

archway, watching with horrified fascination as Haxy discarded his

bow-tie, stripped off his jacket, then started lom buttons of his white dress
shirt.

'What. . .what do you think you're doing?'

His eyes mocked her from beneath their dark brbkms.getting undressed,
Lenore. | would have thought that was pretty obsidelease don't be coy. |
won't like you coy.'

A choked sound flew from her throat. 'l don't thydu like me at all! Why
must you reduce what we feel for each other td?ttske cried. 'It. . .it's
disgusting. | won't have it, do you hear?'

"You won't have it?' He laughed and with a few dpmgy quick strides
grabbed her stunned body by the upper arms ane d@vback against the
wall. 'You'll have it any way | choose to giveatyou,' he threatened. '‘And
you'll love it!"



She gaped into his passion-dark face and feltcatfhim for the first time
in her life. Her fear must have been mirrored in éges for suddenly he
groaned and drew her shocked body to his, cradierghead against his
shoulder, and doing his best to stop the uncoatstdl tremors that were
racking her slender frame.

'I'm sorry,' he rasped. 'l didn't mean that. Dead G didn't mean it.'

Lenore finally began to cry, sobs tearing from tleest with dry, gasping
sounds.

'l. ..l love you," she blurted out. 'You mustbelieve me.’

'Yes, yes,' he crooned, and continued to soothavhée pulling the pins
from her hair, stroking the gold- red waves downbeek till her sobs were
reduced to the occasional whimper and she wasigirtg him.

'Yes," he said at last with a return to steely Ike&scand stepped back to
rapidly undo the buttons of her jacket and dratpiwn off her shoulders till
it fell into a crumpled heap on the carpet.

Her bra was nothing but a wisp of cream lace atid si@signed to allure
rather than support, for her small, firm breastgineed no such foundation.
Naked, they stood high and beautifully shaped,rthaig pink nipples

invitingly tipped up as though soliciting a man'suth.

When Zachary removed her bra he groaned and bertpkito do their
silent bidding.

Lenore gasped, her heart racing behind the breasvds so deliciously
savouring. 'Oh, God," she cried when, his fingeasted plucking at her
other nipple at the same time, her desire flaritgod control.

She braced her palms against the wall beside behér knees give way
entirely, giving herself up to Zachary's will wighblind, impassioned need
that years of denial had created. The man she asdinally making love
to her and it was everything she envisaged. Ancemor



It was wild.

His mouth moved across to that other breast, sgckinously now, his
hand dropping to the waistband of her skirt, armhsbtoo joined the jacket
and bra on the floor. Now only her panties, tightsl shoes prevented her
from being totally naked before him, and already finst two were being
peeled down her body.

He gasped away from her breast to hurriedly corailet stripping away of
her clothes, leaving her panting and nude agahestmall. When he had
scooped all her clothes out of their way, he shigiged to stare at her. hot
eyes feasting on her body for several arousing mtsnieefore lifting to
meet her own wide, desire-filled gaze.

'I've thought about this moment for so long,' hid kaarsely. 'I've pictured it
in my mind, imagined what | would do, how | woulkekf. But the reality is
so different from my fantasies. | should have knowrHell, | should have
known. . .

His eyes held her in thrall as he ripped his shsitle then proceeded to
discard the rest of his clothes, never once lettilsghypnotic gaze move
from hers. And when he too was naked, he pressearbused body against
hers, taking her hands in his, entwining their @rggand lifting them high
above her head, squeezing tightly while he tooknn@uth in a kiss that was
deceptively tender at first. But it built and buiitpower and passion till they
were both beside themselves with longing to be one.

There was no question of going elsewhere, of figdimme soft bed for their
first union. Their need for each other was toorgjrand immediate for any
further delay. Was it her own shaking hands thatepihim inside, or was it
his around hers? Lenore wasn't sure. She only leheveried out as she felt
his flesh fill hers and everything began to swirla black haze within her
head. She felt hot and breathless and her hands meav miraculously

gripping his shoulders and he was driving up irgo \With an impassioned
rhythm that gave no thought to anything but acimgwature's objective.

Lenore was catapulted to a climax with amazing @pdwer pleasure
propelling Zachary into an equally tumultuous rekatunning Lenore with



the sheer number of his shuddering gasps, anetigehl of time it took for
his body to rest quietly within her. She'd nevepemienced anything like it.

'Off, Zachary. . .darling. . ." she whispered whelast his head lifted and he
started smoothing her damp hair back from her face.

'l know,' he groaned. 'l know. . .'

She laid her head on his chest and wrapped hertayintly around him. 'Just
hold me, Zachary. Hold me and never let me go.'

They were embracing each other in a state of minlisd when she felt his
chest lift in a startled gasp. '‘Dear God!" he exetal, very much shaken.
'You can't get pregnant, can you? | just didnitkhiHis hands lifted to rake
back his tousled hair in deep agitation. 'Hell, tave | done? I'm a bloody
fool!'

She lifted a gentle hand to lay against his chieeksmile rueful. 'No need to
worry, dearest. Do you think | would let such anthhappen to me twice?"

He frowned down at her. "You mean you came to tag tonight, prepared
for this eventuality? Dear lord, yes, of course gali Now I'm being naive.'

A decided chill ran through Lenore. 'No," she dénig did not come
prepared. | happen to be on the Pill. | have beem since shortly after
Kirsty was born. | kept taking it after the divorgecause it gave me mental
peace.’

"You've had other lovers since the divorce, | sppse,’ he muttered.

'‘No!" she denied again, more forcefully this tirfichave not. And | don't
think of you as a lover, Zachary. You're my love;, oame and only love.’

There was reproach in her voice and hurt in hes.e¥achary said nothing
for a moment and when Lenore went to walk away fhom he grabbed her
and spun her back against him. 'l believe youyadseed. 'l must. Oh, my
lovely Lenore, my beautiful, irresistible Lenore: His hands were roving
over her once more and she was powerless to stapetkcitement. "Don't



let's argue. | want to make love to you all nightiant to put a lifetime of
pleasure into a few hours. | want to do everythwvith you I've always
wanted to do. . .’

Lenore groaned with a type of dismay when he swueptup into his arms
and made for the bedroom. Logic demanded Zachagisls held no

promise of a future together. But her love for mMmakened any resolve to
make an issue of his lack of commitment. She alshed aside the worry
that his feelings for her might be nothing but ausé thing, easily burnt out
now that he'd crossed the line which had kept tapart these many years.

But these doubts were quickly forgotten when she imahis arms once
more. He must love her to want her so much, sheoresl. He must!

They lay in bed shortly after dawn, watching thén rbeat against the
window. The curtains were pulled back, their vidaattof an enclosed and
very private courtyard, full of palms and otheregrery.

'Did you know Turramurra has the highest rainfatuoy suburb in Sydney?'
Zachary remarked softly.

'Yes, | had heard that somewhere. It's good fogtrden, though.' Lenore
sighed the sigh of a sated woman, her body exhduSiee might have
drifted off to sleep at long last if that same bbadyin't felt the call of nature.
'l have to go to the bathroom,' she said. 'I'llgadaly have a shower while I'm
there.Alone,this time,' she threw back over her shoulder.

He laughed and she pulled a face at him. But wherfigally made it under
the hot jets of water, she found herself recalldaghary's insistence on
having a shower with her earlier in the night,daled by his insistence on
several other activities while in there. It realtgrried Lenore that this last
night had been reduced to nothing more than arhdfit of all Zachary's
fantasies where she was concerned.

Lenore was fully awake by the time she snappedheffshower and dried
herself, blow-drying her hair till it fluffed outodvn her back in a riot of



waves. Inspecting her face in the mirror, she fohadskin glowing, he*
eyes bright and her mouth a deep purple. Bruisedi tikely, she decided.

She groaned when she looked at the rest of her. Addynk the lord it was

raining. It would be long sleeves for her today.apfring a towel around

herself sarong- style, Lenore left the bathroomtaidiZachary that she was
hungry and she might as well make some breakfagsh&m both, so what
did he want?

He yawned and stretched, bringing her eyes toigmding muscles in his
broad chest and lean hard stomach. For a man tytffee he still had an
incredible body. "You mean you're going to feedasevell?' he drawled.

'‘As well as what?' she retorted.

He totally ignored her, his eyes narrowing withttheaw familiar look as it
raked over her. 'Take off that towel," he saidklyic

'‘No. I'm making breakfast.'
‘Then make it in the nude. | want you naked, Lenore

'‘Well, if that's all you want then | want you odtheere!" she lashed back with
such unexpected venom she shocked them both.

But reality had suddenly crashed through Lenoresiedhadn't liked what
she'd seen, either in Zachary or herself. All theseounters, those
positions, those torrid matings. They'd been ngthont sex, she realised
with dawning horror.

Oh, she'd deluded herself by calling them love tbey didn't feel like love
at this moment. They felt like lust. All of a suagdshe felt cheap and sordid
and far, far worse than she had ever felt with BatlAt least he'd been her
husbandThisman. . ..why, he didn't love her either. Not tbe sf love she
craved. She could see that now.

"You don't mean that,' he rasped, clearly shocked.



'l most certainly do. Go back to your wife, Zachadrgon't want you any
more. I. . . I.. ."Her voice broke, as did herrheaobbing, she turned to drop
her head into shaking hands and cry tears of déspair.

He was beside her in an instant, taking her inahmss, saying and doing
anything to soothe her. But she would not be sabthe

"You don't 1. . .love me," she wailed. "You jusiwedl to. . .to. . .

'‘No," he groaned. 'No!" he repeated in a painedtsisthaking her a little.
‘That's not true. Maybe | was trying to exorcise wbfirst, when | took you
up against the wall. But you'd sent me crazy widlsige over the years,
Lenore, whether you meant to or not. Then lasttpnighen your tyre was
flat, | couldn't believe that was an accident.dught. . .the bitch has played
me for a sucker. Old tapes went off in my mind atitbught you'd decided
to win me through fair means or foul and yes, t lny temper. Brother, |
was so infuriated with you | thought | would exptbodBut my anger was
simply another face of my love for you, just as losst is another face of my
love for you. | wallowed in both last night, Lenphkecause they're far safer
emotions than love. They can be controlled or digelty satisfied. Love
can't. Love goes on and on and on and nothing wanfié the empty place
in my heart that yearns for you and you alone."’

'‘But you can have me, Zachary," she burst fortbu"¢an get a divorce.
Marry me.'

'l can't.’

She stared at him. "You mean ywan't.'

‘That's right," he said firmly. 'l mean | won't.'

Lenore knew there was no point in arguing with hifis mind was made
up. He was the same inflexible Zachary he'd alwbgen, the same

stubborn, proud, noble, decent man she'd falléovie with.

'| see,’ she said.



Shrugging his hands from her shoulders, she wadiealy, both to put a
physical distance between them and to give heogportunity to gather
herself for what she was about to say. Finally,tah@ed, only to find that it
might have been better to have remained where st®e Wo see him
standing there in all his naked glory, clearly viagther again, was hard on
her resolve.

Swallowing, she embarked on the most importantdpske had ever made
in all her life. For she was fighting for her lovfghting for her future and
her happiness. 'Yes, | really do see, Zachary. Yaue a code of standards
or beliefs which demand that your marriage musséeed regardless of
your feelings or mine. Your first loyalty —and prity —is to your wife and
children. A very laudable commitment, and one whiclppreciate and
understand, especially now that you've told me aldat happened with
your parents.

'l admire you for your stance, Zachary. | alwaysehdn the past, | would
have said you did the right thing. Without questiBat now. . .today. . .
believe you might be making a mistake to keep oovting yourself on the
sacrificial pyre of a marriage that can't posslidymaking you happy. Your
boys are nearly men. Your wife seems more intetldstber sister's welfare
than yours. Don't your own feelings rate here? @ef

'‘No," he said sternly. 'They don't. | made a voendre. | mean to keep that
vow."

"You broke it last night,’ she pointed out, mored@speration than a desire to
hurt him. But he looked pained all the same.

‘That's my guilt to carry around. But Felicity wiléver know if we never tell
her. Our marriage can go on as before.'

"You honestly believe that?"

'l do. As | said to you once, the truth can huat, hore than lies. | would
only hurt her by confessing our affair. Fd certgimlirt her if | divorced her.
You don't know Felicity, Lenore. She's a sweettlgesoul who needs a man
to look after her. Oh, I admit she wasn't the rigiaitch for me all along, but



| didn't know that till after she was pregnant wiimery and then it was too
late. But she's been a good wife, and she's a dhigoed mother to my
sons. | can't find happiness over her misery, Lenadnd | won't destroy my
sons' good opinion of me.'

'‘But how can you go from my bed back to hers?' kenailed.

'With great difficulty.’

'‘But you'll do it?' she gasped.

'Yes.'

'‘My God. . .

'l could stand it, Lenore, if | knew | could seeuyfoom time to time.’

When he came towards her, she backed away in hé¥irdon't you touch
me. Don't you touch me ever again." Tears begaarsing down her face,
tears of frustration and desolation. 'l. . .1 wsmil to go. And | don't want

you ever to come back.'

His face was grim, his eyes hollow and hauntedu'Would condemn me to
that, Lenore? | thought you loved me. . .

It was too much. His face. His words. The emptine$ss voice. With a cry
of torment Lenore threw herself, weeping, back marms.



CHAPTER TEN

'How intriguing. Gemma,' Ava said as she staradexbld photograph, then
at Gemma's birth certificate. 'What do you thinlelihie?’

'l think Gemma's assumption about her real agedbgbly correct,” was
Melanie's considered opinion. 'But thesea slim possibility this is your
mother pregnant with a child befoyeu, Gemma, a child that might not
have lived.’

Gemma frowned at this possibility, which had neaagurred to her. It was a
logical thought, yet everything inside her rejedte&he was convinced she
was older than her birth certificate stated. Thasterselfher mother was
pregnant with, not a dead brother or sister. Sheesumge of it.

'‘And | suppose there is also a slim possibilityt rur mother is still alive,’
Melanie went on matter-of- factly, 'but | wouldiike you to get your hopes
up. On top of that, this birth certificate could deomplete forgery, full of
all sorts of lies.’

Dismay filled Gemma as she picked up the documgaihaand stared at it
more closely. A forgery. Her heart sank even furthe

‘It would also be foolish to presume your parenésenmarried at all. You
said you didn't find any marriage certificate iruydather's papers.’

'Do you have to keep saying horrible things?' Kitairst out crossly. 'Can't
you see you're making Gemma unhappy?'

'‘No, no, Kirsty," Gemma refuted. 'l wanted to talbout this. | appreciate
hearing Melanie's thoughts. It's better | haveisgal expectations rather
than go round with my head in the clouds.’

'l can't imagine anyone less likely to have herdhieathe clouds than you.
Gemma. What's this all about?’

All four female faces jerked round and up to statetheir unexpected
intruder. They'd thought they were alone in thedeotlnat Sunday morning.



Heavy rain had kept them indoors so they'd deomteal game of Monopoly
on the living-room floor, and it was while playiriat Ava had started
guestioning Gemma about her life in Lightning Ridgel soon Gemma had
been telling her new friends about the mysteryesflhirth and her mother.
The game had been temporarily abandoned while Geproduced the

photo and her birth certificate for the othersowkd at and comment on. Now
it looked like she would have to show them to artloyperson. Nathan

Whitmore.

'‘Dad!" Kirsty exclaimed with delight on her facé&/Hat are you doing here?’
'It's not much fun at the beach, sweetie, whemattsing cats and dogs.'

'Oh, Dad," his daughter said with laughter and reproach imvbee. 'As if
you ever go down to the beach much anyway. Onekdlifg and you're
back, sitting at that computer of yours, creatingaw like someone
possessed. You should see him, Gemma. Totallyno#niother world. 1
could go in and confess to murder and he'd sayat'd hice, sweetie".'

Ava laughed. 'That does sound like you, Nathan,jast admit.'

Melanie climbed gracefully to her feet. 'I'll makeu some coffee and a
sandwich, Nathan.'

‘Thanks, Melanie. | could do with something to'eat.

‘That's another thing he forgets to do when hessyiGemma. Eat! He used
to drive Mum up the wall once he got his nose mtew play. So how's it
going, Dad? Another ripper for Hollywood to buydikhe last one?'

‘The only thing ripper about the play I'm working at the moment,’ he
countered drily, 'is the amount of paper I'm rigpup. | don't know what's
wrong with me. | can't seem to concentrate.’

He came forward, his eyes returning to Gemma wlibdmee again failed
miserably not to stare at him. But Nathan in tigle jeans and a navy blue
sweatshirt looked less formidable yet more devigfyt attractive than
ever. He sat down in a nearby armchair and leantsia to pick up both the



old photograph and the birth certificate which he&n dropped back into
the middle of the Monopoly board.

'Has Gemma told you about her mysterious histoathBn?' Ava asked as
his eyes went from the certificate to the photthecertificate again.

Steely grey eyes lifted to lock with Gemma's nes/btown ones. 'No,' he
said. 'She also seems to have made a small mitaouabout her age.
According to this. . ." he waved the birth ceritie '. . .she's only eighteen.’

‘That's probably a forgery,' Kirsty piped up bef@emma could fashion her
own defence. 'lf you turn that photo over, Dad, 'Yosee it's dated

Christmas, 1973. Gemma believes that's her mottegmant with her so

that means she was born early in 1974 which mag&esdarly twenty.'

Nathan stared at Gemma, then down at the photmnfetongated time, then
up at Gemma once again. 'What do you mean, baievethis is your
mother? Don't yoknow?'

She shook her head. 'My father refused to spealeiobther than to tell me
she died when | was born and to say | took aftey teugh whether he
meant in looks or something else I'm not sure. tAffiie died, | found this
photograph hidden in his things.hasto be my mother. She has the same
name. Who else could it be?’

'Who else indeed? Stefan and Mary. . ." He fronaratiglanced at the birth
certificate again. 'lt says here your father's n&n#on, yet the photo says
Stefan. Which one's right, Stefan or Jon?"

‘Stefan, | think. He was definitely Swedish. | thihe Jon is an alias. As far
as the Smith part is concerned. . .it's likely'thah alias as well.'

'Mmm." Nathan studied the photograph again. 'Yans¢o have similar

colouring to your mother, and a similar shapedfaceit's hard to compare
you properly with her wearing sunglasses. You dsee®im to take after your
father at all, except perhaps in your build. Yo@renuch bigger girl than
your mother.’



Gemma flushed when Nathan's eyes flicked to hérbigasts which lay
braless beneath her thin white top. Thinking hedabsent from the house
that day, she'd dressed very informally in jeand @m old T- shirt. Quite
frankly, her bras were of a very cheap variety they didn't fit all that well.
She left them off whenever she could but in trugh breasts were the kind
that needed some restraint. Left free, they jiggatmingly when she
walked. Even when she sat as breathlessly stilh@swas sitting at that
moment, they were an eyeful.

Nathan seemed to have difficulty draggimg eyes away from them, a fact
which had the most embarrassing effect. Gemma khsiae looked down
she would find her nipples poking at the thin mateiThe sensation was so
alien to her —and so shameful —that she desperatahyted to cover
herself with her hands. But how could she do thahout looking
ridiculous? All she could think of was to draw keees up and lean forward
to wrap her arms around them so that her breagsts dden against her
thighs.

Melanie's re-entrance with a small tray of food waassery welcome
distraction. 'l see Gemma has shown you the phatdar birth certificate,’
the housekeeper said as she placed the tray dowre@mall table beside
the armchair. 'Perhaps you could make some engabeut her mother for
her, Nathan. She's anxious to find out if the ladght be still alive, or,
barring that, if some of her family are.'

'Do you want me to do that, Gemma?"

Now she was forced to look back up at him agaies,Ydo, but. . .won't that
cost a lot of money?'

'Only if you hire a private investigator. But 1 dothink that's necessary to
begin with. | could get Moira to pop down to thetls, deaths and
marriages department during her lunch hour. AnaMehan acquaintance in
the police department who could give me some partimformation. But
what makes you think your mother might be stiva@# Do you have reason
to believe your father lied to you about that?'



'l think my father lied to me about a lot of thifigshe murmured, and
dropped her eyes again.

'l suppose you're referring to the black opal,datsaid on a rueful note.
'What black opal?' Kirsty asked.

'Yes, what black opal, Gemma?' Ava joined in.

She told them about the opal.

'‘Good grief, Nathan,' Ava burst out after Gemmashied her tale. 'That has
to be the opal that disappeared the day Byron gthtrene!”

'Yes,' he admitted. 'The Heart of Fire.'

'What a passionate name for a mere opal,’ Melagmarked in her
passionless voice. She hadn't rejoined them orfldlbe, having perched
herself instead on the arm of an empty lounge-chibar be honest, I've
always thought opals rather cold-looking stones.’

'Not this one,' Nathan said.

'No, certainly not," Gemma insisted warmly. 'lie most beautiful thing I've
ever seen.’

'I'll bet you were spitting chips when you found gwasn't yours, Gemma,'
Kirsty sympathised. 'l know | would have been.'

Gemma smiled. 'l wasn't too happy. But Byron's giuge a lovely reward
for bringing it back safe and sound.’

'‘But how did your father get his hands on the dpal/a re-entered the
conversation, frowning. 'We always thought it hachave been stolen by
one of the guests at the wedding. Or possibly drkeohired helps. Byron
was planning to present it to Irene as a gift atridception,’ she told her
intrigued audience. 'The opal was to be a tokemugego symbolise the
healing of the rift between our two families. Frarhat | can vaguely recall,



the opal had something to do with the original feativeen Byron's and my
father and Irene's father, but | never did know twbaactly. Do you know
what actually happened, Nathan?'

'No, | don't.'

'Well, | suppose it isn't too hard to guess,' Awast on excitedly, clearly in
her element. 'l do know David Whitmore and Stew@ampbell were
prospecting partners and best friends once, béfae fell out, that is. It
seems reasonable to presume their argument waalpyobver the opal.
Maybe my father found it and refused to share th\@&tewart Campbell."

She heaved a melodramatic sigh. "Whatever, they their separate ways
and became rivals in business, setting up oppagdadrtrading companies
here in Sydney, though Campbell's eventually bradcbut into other
jewellery as well. Even when the original enemiessed away, their
children were left a legacy of hatred and bittesnesspecially on the
Campbell side, which Byron has always claimed heedoto heal by his
marriage to Irene. But | still think —well. | find hard to believe that —I
mean. . .um —er. . .'

Her voice trailed away and Kirsty immediately jurdpe. "Don't stop there,
Ava! We're all dying of curiosity. Dad, why havewiu told me any of this
fascinating stuff before? Gosh, it's just like Ranaad Juliet!"

Ava slid worried eyes in the direction of NathamonNooked resigned. 'You
might as well complete the saga now, Ava. | wailtByron, but don't paint
him too blackly. I'm sure he meant well, and th&easn't a man in the world
who could have made Irene happy.'

"Byron always means well," Ava muttered. 'Stilll.dare say he suffered
enough for his greed. Everyone knew Byron asketklte marry him, not

because he loved her, but because he wanted theotwpanies to merge.
Campbell's marketing strategies with their new chgpe stores had been
putting a big dent in Whitmore Opals' profits fanitg a few years. We

couldn't compete, especially when Campbell's kapgeting opals as the
one gemstone they sold cheaply.



'‘Unfortunately for Byron, he didn't find out tillftar the wedding that
Campbell's would never belong to Irene. She'd npdeglhim think that. In
reality, when Stewart Campbell died the previows yeontrol had passed to
his second wife, who was not fond of her husbafidsborn daughter.
Irene's mother had died when she was a baby anthther had quickly
married again, a wealthy socialite named Adele wad two children by
him —a daughter, Celeste, and a son, Damian. Aeledmtually handed
over control of Campbell's to her daughter, Celeste®'s proved to be one
of the toughest, meanest, cleverest businesswowsgnadraw breath.'

'‘Beautiful, though," Nathan inserted.

'Yes, but bad through and through. She has twasptea in life, it seems.
Scoring victories over Whitmore Opals and sleepwith younger and
younger men as she gets older and older.’

'l don't think the young men mind, Ava,' Nathanakiad drily. 'Would that
all women looked as good as Celeste Campbell! Bssghe's not that old. |
doubt she's even turned forty yet.'

Gemma told herself it wasn't jealousy that madedivect the conversation
to other matters than this detest- able-soundinghavowhom Nathan felt
compelled tocompliment. '‘But what happened bacBybn's wedding,
Ava?' she asked abruptly. 'l want to know how thal evas stolen and what
happened afterwards.’

'Didn't I tell you that? | didn't? Sorry.' She sedll 'l get muddled sometimes.
Well, | was a flower-girl at the wedding, and ncediold me anything but

when you're a little kid in a mostly grown-up holslel you learn to keep

your ears and eyes open. The reception, for soas®ne was being held at
Belleview —I think the second Mrs Campbell refusetiave it at Campbell

Court.

'‘Anyway, if | recall rightly, Byron went into thablrary just before the
sit-down part of the meal started and the wall seds wide open and the
opal gone. Boy, was there a to-do. The police waled and people were
searched but the opal was never found. It tot@éjlsthe reception. People
say it was the opal that caused the marriage teogo, that it brought bad



luck, which is hog-wash. Even if Byron had adoneshé and kissed her feet
every day, that woman would never have been h&ipy.was totally —

'Oh, my goodness, Gemma!' Ava broke off abrupityrfrwhat she'd been
saying. 'An astonishing thought has just occurceché. Maybe your father
was an international jewel-thief who came here fiemope and somehow
wangled an invitation to the wedding, stole thelofieen spent the rest of
his life hiding out at Lightning Ridge so that Irgel couldn't find him.'

'For pity's sake, spare us your romantic solutidws,' Nathan reprimanded
impatiently. 'If Gemma's father had been an inteonal jewel-thief, he'd

have sold the damned thing to a fence and provadeetter life for his

daughter than the back-blocks of Lightning Ridgdouibt very much if he
had anything to do with the original theft. Perdbnathink he came across
the opal quite accidentally and was too afraiddib is or even show it to

anyone. He knew it had to be stolen property.'

‘That's as much supposition as what | said," Agaex, though feebly.

'‘Maybe," he admitted, 'but since the original thefppened so long ago, it
would be almost impossible to uncover the truth mow way or the other.
Besides, Byron doesn't want it all dragged up adaimould only open old
wounds between the Whitmores and the CampbellsCaheste Campbell
has enough knives ready for our backs already.’

Nathan returned to eating his snack and Ava subside chastened silence.
Gemma felt sorry for her. She was such a dealiduack self-confidence.

She allowed people to ride roughshod over heofmmuch. Her barb about
Byron always meaning well was very telling, howe\&iill, maybe she had
herself to blame if she allowed others to interierber life. She was thirty

years old and should not be living in her brothbosne off her brother's
charity. What she needed was a job and a life nbiva!

Thinking of jobs reminded Gemma of her own emplogtret Whitmore
Opals. She was to begin Japanese lessons at elmiakss college in the
morning, attending lectures every Monday, Wednesaal Friday for the
next four weeks after which she was supposed table at least to make
herself understood by a Japanese client. She Isailth'so to Nathan but she



found the prospect daunting. If only she'd takdanguage at school. But
her father had steered her away from what he'dideresi high-falutin’
subjects.

'Ill keep this birth certificate with me," Nathasaid on finishing his
sandwich and coffee. He handed her back the pla:t expect miracles,'
he warned.

'I'm grateful for anything you can find out,’ sledswith sincerity, meeting
his eyes now with far more ease. She'd grown ugdust presence and
thought her breasts were back to normal. Not thats risking anything.
Her knees would remain up till he left the room.

'l don't want to put you to any trouble for dinnemight, Melanie," he went
on when she came over to pick up the empty trdybiy us all some
Chinese takeaway.'

'Oh, goodie,' Ava said, clapping her hands delidjiyte
"Yum,' Kirsty agreed.

Gemma said nothing. She'd never had Chinese takedWatakeaway
anything other than the hamburgers and chips $lee'd given free from the
cafe. The housekeeping money had never stretchedcto luxuries. She
wasn't even sure if she liked Chinese food, thaslgtid always liked the
smells emanating from the Chinese restaurant morden the cafe she'd
worked in.

'Not for me, Nathan, thank you." Melanie said. gjong to visit my brother
and his family tonight for dinner." Everyone watdles she carried the tray
from the room with a quiet dignity. Gemma was bagig to admire her
more and more.

‘Then it's just the four of us,"” Nathan said, sngjlias his eyes travelled
around the remaining three women to finally landné-atay —on Gemma.
'Do you like Chinese food?'



She found his gentle tone and direct gaze bothrdisg and disturbing.
God, she hoped she wasn't blushing. I. . . I'm bui#.'

He blinked disbelief at her. 'You've never had inéke food before?"

Her laughter was self-conscious. 'l think, if lysteere long enough, you'll
find out I haven't had a lot of things before.’

'‘Really." Those lazy grey eyes glittered with dmusement. 'I'll look
forward to introducing you, then, to all those dbts as yet untasted.’

Gemma stared at him. Was he laughing at her n&eteely, he couldn't
mean. . . No, no, he couldn@ould he!lHeat zoomed into her cheeks. 'I'm
sure you'll find my reactions quite amusing,' se®nted, feeling flushed
and flustered.

'‘Amusing?' His laugh was low and dark, seeminglyrating with hidden
meaning. 'Oh, no. . .not amusing. Refreshinglyedént, perhaps. And
delightful, I'm sure. Our Gemma is delightful, tsst\e, Ava?'

'Most assuredly.'

'Oh, my God, | just remembered!" Kirsty squealed pmmped to her feet.
'Dad hasn't seen my room yet."' She hurdled Gemuohgrafbed her father's
hand, dragging him out of his chair. 'Come on. B@oine on, Gemma.'

'Oh, no, you go ahead," Gemma said, her attentgdasusing on her breasts
once again. If her nipples were anything to go Bthan's cryptic
comments had excited, rather than appalled her. Ged, if he ever made a
move on her would she have the strength to resist?ll stay here and help
Ava put this Monopoly away.'

‘No, don't put it away," Nathan called back overgtioulder. "I'll challenge
you all to a game this afternoon. I've given upittea of writing anything
this weekend.'

'Fantastic!" Kirsty exclaimed happily.



Gemma tried not to groan. She wondered if she cdash up and change
without it looking odd. Yes, she would have to. Simply would. She
could drag on a sweater of some sort. She wouldlsayvas getting cold.

'‘Gemma. . .
'Yes, Ava?'

'I'm sorry if | upset you over what | said aboutuydather being a
jewel-thief.’

'‘But you didn't!"
'l must have. | can see it in your face.'

Gemma had to laugh. What Ava was seeing was comsanher swollen
breasts and nipples. 'I'm not upset, Ava. But Icaid.’

'‘Cold?' She was clearly amazed.

'I'm from Lightning Ridge, remember? Anything unttarty-five is chilly. |
won't be a sec.'

She dashed away.

What a pity Nathan and Kirsty had made slow pragrgsthe stairs. They
were just strolling along the corridor when Gemiaiiger taking the stairs
two at a time, careered around the corner, hests@afull voluptuous sway
beneath her thin white top.

She saw Nathan turn, saw the direction of his éyles.immediately skidded
to a halt, but the rapid expulsion of air from tengs did not help the
situation.

'So you decided to join us after all,' he said wittool composure she could
only envy. 'I'm so glad. I've a feeling I'm goirmgrieed support once | enter
this chamber of darkness.’



Kirsty laughed by his side. 'Chamber of darknessaw¥unny things you
say, Dad. It's a gorgeous room!" And she flung dperdoor. 'Enter all who
dare.' And she stood back against the door to \wavéather inside.

'Shall we dare, Gemma?' he said, walking ovemtiodirms with her before
she could stop him.

'l don't think you're going to give me a choicég seturned, a slight tremor
in her voice.

'‘No," he said, his tone as hard as his narrow-gged. 'l don't think | am.’



CHAPTER ELEVEN

GEMMA would never have believed she could be so grateffirsty's
room.

'‘Good God!" Nathan exclaimed on entering, his alippsgg out of
Gemma's as his handsome and horrified face suriagedalls.

"What do you think, Dad?' Kirsty asked, giggling.

it's ghastly," he said, and threw Gemma a reproldng. She didn't mind.
Reproving looks were a welcome change from hargl ears, and shocked
exclamations infinitely preferable to muttered coemts which sounded
suspiciously like sexual threats.

'Mum thought so too," Kirsty agreed happily.

'Melanie let you do this?' he directed more at Gantiman his daughter.
'She even helped,” Gemma told him.

'‘Good God,' he repeated.

'Don't get your knickers in a knot, Dad," Kirstyassured blithely. 'The
posters come off the walls easily enough, whicjuss as well. | can take
them all home with me when | go."

He swung round at this. 'Oh? You planning on dexgthe ship already?'
' might. . .after the Easter break. Gemma wilgbéng to work by then and
Pops is sure to be home. You know what he's liké t@enage girls. He
drove poor Jade out of the house."

'Only after Jade drove poor Byron right up the Wall

her father countered caustically. "That girl wotridthe patience of a saint.

And for your information, madam, Jade left this é®of her own accord. As
for your going home. . .1 think your mother might needtéelimore peace



and quiet before you inflighis on her.' His hand made a sweeping gesture
around the room, encompassing the eye-popping aatlded.

'‘Nah. Mum misses me. | can tell. She misses youDad," Kirsty added, a
catch in her voice.

'Let's not get into one of those arguments againstK It's a no-win
situation. Unlike Monopoly," he swept on, his monaey grimness replaced
by a teasing grin. 'l aim to whip your butt thiseahoon, madam.’

"You and whose army?' Kirsty laughed, and ran ftbenroom. Her father
dashed after her.

'‘Coming, Gemma?' he threw back over his shoulder.

Tll be with you shortly," she hedged. 'l haveget something from my
room.'

Five minutes later, with her traitorous body enpeld in a huge grey sloppy
Joe, Gemma went down to the living-room where Natiwad Kirsty and
Ava were all ready to play. Melanie had opted ontes she had to leave
mid-afternoon for her visit to her family. Gemmal tlier best to concentrate
on the game, but after a while, whenever it wdsar'tturn to throw the dice,
her mind started drifting to thoughts of Nathan.

Was he still in love with his ex-wife? she puzzleleg'd certainly spoken of
her with care and consideration up in Kirsty's roand clearly been
frustrated when Kirsty said her mother missed @amma had wondered
more than once since seeing Nathan kissing Lemotiee billiard-room if
they were still sleeping with each other.Probalalty she now decided, since
he was showing such a sexual interesten Gemma might have allowed
her own feelings for him full rein, if everyone métdwarned her about him.
First there had been Ma, then Jade, then Melawvien Kirsty's recurring
theme that her father was still in love with herthes was a type of warning.

She didn't want to become involved with a man stilbve with his ex-wife,
whose only feelings for her were lust. The thoughat Nathan would try to
seduce her merely for sexual gratification brougylth a stab of pain to her



heart that she was shocked. Could she still beeremough to be falling in
love with him? Dear God, she hoped not. She'd deerg her best all week
to behave like a good, sensible girl. She'd headlagdarnings, kept out of
his way and avoided staring when he came intodber

Till today. . .

Today she'd stared at him again like an infatuated, making him hotly

aware of how attractive she found him, making hen dody respond in a
way she'd never felt before. But she could not démeye was a fierce
underlying excitement in the feel of her flesh afbused and a-tingle
beneath her clothes.

She'd seen a video movie once where a man haddsatkevoman's breast.
She'd found it repulsive at the time, thinking ttla¢ woman could not
possibly have been enjoying such an activity. Nehe knew it would
probably be very exciting.

"Your turn. Gemma.'

Her eyes gradually focused through the haze hekitig had evoked to find
Nathan looking at her closely. Her heart, she sedliwas racing madly, her
lips parted slightly to let her softly panting bitemescape. His eyes fastened
on those lips before lifting to narrow on her widaplinking gaze. It was
impossible to look away, impossible to stop thet ltleat accompanied the
mental image of Nathan bent over her bare brettis,g one of the aching
tips deep into those beautifully shaped lips of his

His smile was slow, his voice wry. 'The dice, Genima

She gulped then threw the dice, flustered withdi€esd furious with him.
He knew. Maybe not exactly what she was thinking,tbat she had been
thinking of him, thinking of him and sex.

He had no right to know what she was thinking, steemed internally,
anger her only salvation from total shame. Withtatgd movements she
hopped her token along the board on to Mayfaircihkvas not only owned
by Nathan but had two hotels on it.



Her groan echoed a lot of things.
'Methinks Madam Smith here is in a spot of troulNethan drawled.

Gemma refused to look at him, bending her headat® sounting out the
remainder of her money.

"You haven't got enough money to pay him," Kirstiglsvith the satisfaction
of a child glad to see one more opposing playebgokrupt. Ava had
already gone broke and was merely watching.

'‘Never mind. Gemma,' Ava said sympathetically. Yoam help me make
afternoon tea.'

'What a good idea!" Gemma plonked all her moneymngerties down in
front of Nathan and jumped to her feet.

By the time they returned with a pot of tea andepla biscuits, Kirsty and
Nathan were in the throes of Nathan's death ra&texd, Gemma thought
venge- fully when she saw he couldn't possibly \Winally, he surrendered
and started helping Kirsty pack the game away.

'l might pop down to the hospital to visit Byrohg¢ commented over tea.
'What time do you folks want Chinese tonight? Setry do?'

'Yes,' Ava agreed. 'That way we'll be finished betbhe Sunday night movie
comes on. There's quite a good one tonipbuble TroubleHave you seen
it, Gemma?'

'No, | don't think so. | —er —haven't seen all theny movies, actually.
We didn't have a television at home." And goingthe movies was
expensive.

'Didn't have a TV?' Kirsty gaped at her.

'Don't get me wrong," Gemma explained. 'l saw plehfTV over the years
at school and at friends' houses. And there wa®oribe wall of the cafe |



worked in, but Dad and | lived rather —er —rouglhdyt in the opal fields.
In a dugout, actually.’

‘A dugout?' Ava looked perplexed. 'You mean yoediun a hole in the
ground?'

'In a way. It was dug out of the side of a hill.'
'How big was it, Gemma?' Nathan enquired, lookiaeguinely interested.

‘Not big at all. One large room about twenty by, leguess. One end was the
kitchen, the middle was where we ate, and our bexte down the other
end.’

'‘But didn't you have your own rooms and bathrooKifsty asked, still
looking horrified.

Gemma smiled. 'Afraid not. We had a pit toilet imaoden shed outside,
and a water tank with a sort of shower rigged ugeunrit. When it failed to
rain we collected artesian water in drums andditlee tank that way.'

Gemma gradually realised they were all staringeatds if she was a little
green man from Mars. Nathan's face was the firshtmge from shock to
admiration. Gemma tried not to respond to his aithgpilook but she found
it impossible to stop the wave of melting warmthttilooded through her
under his appreciative gaze.

God, but this was more weakening than his dedmerealised, for it left her
totally defenceless and quite limp. If he touchest how, she would
definitely dissolve into mush.

Fortunately, that couldn't happen at the momeniniGa vowed to always
keep people around her when Nathan was home, angwah a bit of luck,
this infernal infatuation would die a natural death

'l don't know how you stood it," Ava said, awe &t Roice.



Gemma shrugged, the action feeling oddly heavydidh't know any
different, then later you get used to it. You ca&h gsed to anything after a
while.'

'l can't imagine any of the females | know evetiggtused to living in such
primitive conditions,’ Nathan said testily. ‘Mayjau'll appreciate what you
have more now, madam," he directed at Kirsty.

She pulled a face at him. "You always have to éwerything into a lecture.’
"True. Which reminds me, time for your homework.’

'l should get back to my painting too, | suppo&ga sighed.

'‘And | have some ironing to do," Gemma said, stamdp. No way was she
going to stay here so that Nathan could suggesast@mpany him to the
hospital. Not only did she not want to encounter ithtimidating Byron
again so soon, but the thought of being alonecar avith Nathan was highly

unnerving.

'Ironing?’ Nathan's frown was dark. 'What ironing? We laalagly comes in
to do the ironing.’

‘Not mine," she countered crisply. 'I'll do my omaming, thank youAndmy
own washing.'

‘Then you can do it some other time. Come with onaé hospital. I'm sure
Byron would like to meet you.'

'Oh, but I met him yesterday,' she quickly preated. 'Lenore took Kirsty
and me to visit him, didn't she, Kirsty?'

'Sure did. Dad, and Pops is still the biggest bolsegts in the entire world.
Heaven help us when he comes home here. Whencsnhiag home here,
by the way?'

‘Next Friday, | think.’



Kirsty groaned. 'Can we go to Avoca with you negekend then?'

'If you like. . ." His eyes slid slowly across tefBma. "You probably haven't
seen the sea. Gemma, have you?'

‘No. . .no.

'‘Gosh!" Kirsty exclaimed. 'How exciting to be alile show someone
something like the sea for the first time. | caveiit!'

'Oh, but I. . .’

'‘Can't wait either, I'll warrant," he finished fioer, his eyes and voice firm.
"You'll love the sea, Gemma. And you'll love Avotguarantee it.'

His steady gaze held hers a moment longer tharssaoebefore he turned
away to begin striding purposefully from the rooihen Kirsty ran after

her father, asking him to pick up something forthem home while he was
on the road. Gemma wasn't really listening. She, wasead, staring after
Nathan with a throat and tongue suddenly gone dry.

Gemma kept telling herself that he couldn't harghat moment, made up
his mind to show her something far more intimatntthe sea up at Avoca.
No man could be that presumptuous or that arrogantifident of his own
sex appeal, she reasoned agitatedly. No man ceuldalh. . .wicked.

For it was wicked to deliberately plan a seductiwasn't it? Wicked for a
man of his age and experience to take advantaga gbung girl's
infatuation. Wicked to make her want him to do jinst.

Totally besieged now by moral confusion. Gemma'adrturned to the
down-to-earth advice Ma had given her in the lettex'd received on Friday
in answer tdher hurried, worried letter posted the previous Tugs@he'd
penned in a dripping Biro:

| did warn you about them city men, didn't I, lovEf?ey can be powerful
attractive, especially the rich handsome ones.tBey don't marry poor
little misses from Lightning Ridge. Go to bed witim if you must, love, by



all means, but keep that loving heart of yours liyrm your chest and don't
forget the condoms!

But would she keep her heart firmly in her chesthié allowed Nathan to
make love to her? He only had to look at her aedolbod starting rushing
around her body like a cyclist pedalling furiousbyind one ofthose circular
tracks. Round and round they went, faster andrfatsiiehey had to be as
giddy as she was feeling.

Suddenly, Gemma realised she was standing in virgg{room all alone.

Sighing, she turned to walk out through the enorsriotchen and down the
corridor to the equally enormous laundry area, detepwith automatic

washers and driers and a sewing-machine and irdooagds all set up. The
first time she'd seen this set-up. Gemma had b@ecksdumb, but it was
amazing how quickly one got used to luxuries, amgtiow quickly one

became corrupted by money.

And other things. . .

Nathan's return from the hospital showed a totdiffgrent Nathan from the
one who'd left Belleview a couple of hours previguble was taciturn and
preoccupied, snapping at Kirsty when she complalimed forgotten to pick
up the book she'd asked him to get from her mother.

"You'll just have to do without," he said sharplyl. get it tomorrow on my
way home from work.'

'What about when you go to pick up the Chinese?dddm's place is only
a couple of miles down the road.’

His jaw clenched down hard. 'Kirsty. Can you or gannotdo without this
book tomorrow?'

'l suppose | can do without it,' she mutteredabiy. 'But you'd better write
me a note saying why | haven't got it with me!’



'My pleasure.' And he stalked off.

"Brother, what's got into him?' she complained ethbGemma and Ava.
The three girls had regathered in the family-roevhich had the biggest
television Gemma had ever seen, not to mentioriy@anfortable squashy
sofas just made to curl up in. It was the mostabasiom in the house -and
the most modern —with one totally glass wall oveking the pool and
tennis court. At the moment, however, the verticlhds were drawn,
shutting out the view and the never-ending rain.

'He's probably in a bad mood because he's suffeviitgr's block,” Ava
suggested.

"Yeah, that's probably it," Kirsty concurred. "W&rg! Never marry a writer,
Gemma. They're impossible!

'‘Maybe Mr Whitmore said something to upset him," nG&a
counter-suggested.

'Possibly," Ava replied, 'though Nathan doesn'ailguet Byron or anyone
else for that matter get under his skin.'

'Mum gets under his skin," Kirsty volunteered. "Sla@ get him mad as a
hatter. There again, that's only natural. He'kistlbve with her.’

"Kirsty, dear,’ Ava said with a sigh in her voicgou really must start
accepting that your mother and father are no lomgdove. You're lucky
they've remained such good friends. Some divoneeseay bitter. But their
marriage is over. There won't be any reconciliation

'Fat lot you know!" Kirsty jumped to her feet, fattashed, green eyes
glistening. "They're going to get back togetheriagieknow they are. Soon
as Mum gets lonely she'll come and beg Dad to gk Bad we'll be a family
again. You just wait and see. You're just jealceisalnse you've never had a
man at all, let alone a family of your own, and weant everyone to be as
miserable and lonely as you are!’



So saying, Kirsty burst into tears and ran fromrbam. Gemma was torn
between going after the noisily distraught Kirstystaying with the silently
distraught Ava. Finally, she stayed with Ava, bessauhe poor darling
looked so crushed.

'I'm so sorry, Ava,' she apologised for Kirsty.€Shdn't mean it, you know.
Especially that last part. .

Ava nodded, her face pale and sad. 'She's a vexgdauip little girl. But
she's wrong, about a lot of things. . .’

'What things?' Gemma probed gently.

'About her father for one. He's not in love withnbee. He'sneverbeen in
love with Lenore.'

Gemma blinked her shock at this remark.

‘Nathan's incapable of loving like that," Ava sthteith chilling certainty.
'‘According to Byron, who knows him far better tremyone, Nathan was so
damaged by his mother's irrational and destrudteleaviour that he simply
refuses to relate to any woman on an emotionall.l&db, he makes a
charming dinner guest, and, from what I've gathesestunning lover. But
as someone to have a close relationship with,areabject failure. That's
why Lenore divorced him. She wanted more than hidcgive. Naturally,
Kirsty isn't old enough to appreciate the finer nieiof what makes a
marriage work.'

'What. . .what did his mother do to him?' Gemmadshakily.

‘The woman was deplorably irresponsible! Spoiltcadirse. And beautiful,

naturally. She came from a very wealthy family gotlinto drugs when she
was only a teenager. Left home at eighteen, fagpant with Nathan at
nineteen, and generally lived a very fast life.d.of men and parties and
drug-taking. She had quite a bit of money of hen®e she could support
this lifestyle without any trouble. Nathan was oelght when she first put
him into boarding-school so that she could tripuaidthe world with her

new lover.'



'Dear heaven." Gemma murmured.

'l don't think there was too much heaven in Nathapbringing,’ Ava said

drily. 'Every time his mother was dumped by heegdatlover, she'd take
Nathan out of boarding-school so she would havepamy. Then, later on,

back he would go, often to a different school. Thappened so many times
his formal education was a disaster. In some wWagsyas far behind the
others in his class. In other ways he was far beéybam. He was always a
voracious reader. But he refused to cooperateseefto sit exams, refused
to do anything. He was expelled from so many schdos mother actually

ran out of available establishments. When he wdses, she managed to
find one more —in a different state —but he ranyawdhin days and came

home, only to find her dead of a heroin overdose.'

'Oh, my God"'

'‘Byron came across Nathan a few months later a'&i@ross, living a life
that would have made your hair curl. Not that Hd tae directly. | only
know as much as | do because Irene liked to gdssip.

'Was Byron a family friend? How come he adoptedisia®’

'‘No. He didn't know Nathan's family at all. Byromasva founding member of
a charity organisation begun in the Seventies ljp $teeet kids. He'd helped
lots of troubled boys before but something in Nath@auched a personal
chord with him and he brought him home here. | a&ay at school myself
at the time so this is all second-hand, I'm afraid.

'As far as the adoption is concerned. . . Who knetwg Byron adopted him?
Maybe he was the son he'd never had. Irene refisskdve any children
after Jade was born. Whatever, by the time | caomeehon my next school
holiday, Nathan was very much installed, withditflade running after him
everywhere like an adoring puppy. | expected Irenebject to him, since
she seemed to object to everyone and everythirig\athan was the one
person she never crossed. | think she was haldadfehim. He was quite
frightening in those days.'

'In what way?' She couldn't imagine Nathan beingpssly frightening.



'It's hard to explain. He had a lot of surface nhand was always gorgeous
to look at. Goodness,' she laughed, 'l had quaish on him myself for a
little while. But he could look right through yoormetimes. Or you could
look into his eyes and see nothing, just a cold emptiness.' ukldsr
convulsed her. "1 felt sorry for Lenore when sheriad him. | knew he'd
make a rotten husband. He had no warmth in him.’

'‘But he's not like thatow!" Gemma protested, perhaps far too vehemently,
for Ava looked at her with surprise in her eyes.

'He hasimproved, | admit. Kirsty improved him.’

Gemma looked away, fearful that she had betray@diach, fearful of what
her automatic defence of Nathan kept telling her.

'‘Gemma. . ." Ava began hesitantly.

Her eyes jerked back. 'Don't say it,' she snappedsick of people warning
me against Nathan. Sick of people telling me hats bdon't want to hear it
any more, | tell you!"

Ava blinked at her, her sweet face quite shockemd. Ho. .1 was only going
to suggest you come upstairs with me. I've got scotbes that don't fit me
any more which | think would be very pretty on you.

A fierce flush of embarrassment invaded Gemma'skh€Oh.' she said,
then, 'Oh, God.' And she dropped her face intdhbeds.

A silence descended on the room.

'l know you don't want me to say this, dear,’ Az gently at last, her hand
on her shoulder. 'But | feel | must, in the circtamees. | didn't realise how
you felt, which was very stupid of me. Aside fromything else I've just

said, Nathan's way to old for you dear. Way tod ahd way too

experienced and way too. . . too. . .

When Ava couldn't finish what she wanted to sayn@a was compelled to
look up. 'Way toovhat?'she demanded to know.



'l can't seem to find the right word. But somethamgul happened to Nathan
either while he was growing up or after his mottlesd, something that
twisted his ideas where women are concerned. Hedssires them but
basically he doesnike them, let alone love them. That's not the kinthah
for you, Gemma. You're warm and sweet and givindj you need a man
who will appreciate you, who will love you back twihis whole heart and
soul. Nathan is not that sort of man.'

Gemma frowned. Every instinct inside her screanesdad of what Ava was
saying. You'ravrong,she wanted to argue. Nathan can love as strongly a
deeply as any other man. He just hasn't foundigfne woman yet.

But if Ava was wrong, then so was every other worwéw knew Nathan.
They were all of the same opinion. She was the ong/out of step.

'l do realise, Gemma," Ava went on sadly, 'thathidatmust seem quite a
glamorous, romantic figure to a young girl like ydut please. . .listen to

what I'm telling you. | wouldn't like to see yourhwecause | like you, dear.
| like you very much.'

Gemma was almost moved to tears by her concero'ré&¥eery kind, Ava. |
won't forget what you've said, and | will try to t&reful. But | can't promise
not to find Nathan attractive. It's too late foath

Ava tut-tutted. 'That man has bewitched every womataBelleview at some
time or other. But who knows? Maybe he'll do thead thingthis time,’
she bit out, 'and leave you alone.’

Gemma blinked. Who was she thinking about whersaltethat? Who were
the women Nathahadn'tleft alone?

Melanie? Jade, perhaps? Ava herself?

Gemma's blue eyes widened when her mind eventoallyed to the one
woman who had lived at Belleview, till recently.i®n's dead wife. . . Irene.



No, no, she instinctively rejected. He couldn'téawne that. He wouldn't.
Not her Nathan!

It was at that precise moment that Gemma acceptedves not merely
infatuated with Nathan Whitmore any more. She waslly, blindly,
irrevocably, in love with him.



CHAPTER TWELVE

By THE end of that week, Lenore knew she would neverdteoat for the
role of the 'other woman'. She and Zachary hadcckedthalf an hour for a
brief lunch together in the city on the Wednesday,the whole time they
were together she'd been in a highly nervous sjgdacing around, afraid
some mutual acquaintance would see them togetlety.ovi the Saturday
night previously at the Royal, she hadn't worriedd moment over such an
occurrence.

Of course. . .they hadn't been illicit lovers then.

The same guilt poisoned any pleasure for her whenedephoned Zachary
at his office. She'd agreed to ring him there, beeahe couldn't very well
ring him at home and it was too awkward for hincdatact her at the theatre
during rehearsals. But by the third call she wae she heard a sly, knowing
tone in the secretary's voice once she gave hee ndachary said she was
imagining it, but nothing he could say soothedghastly squirming feeling
in the pit of her stomach. She felt like a scaweiman, a pariah, an evil
scheming bitch who was trying to take a good maayafsfom a virtuous
wife and their innocent children.

Friday came and went without her calling ZacharglkatShe simply hadn't
been able to face the guilt. She drove home franittbatre, her spirits low,
her depression deep. For she could see no happioedserself with
Zachary. Their relationship was as doomed as itghadys been. One night
of passion had not changed thdathingwould ever change that.

She turned into her street, and there was Zacheay, parked at the kerb.
And there was Zachary behind the wheel, waitindhéar, a grim look on his

face. That would have been bad enough, but a glartbe rear- view mirror

before she slid her own car into the driveway réagt&lathan's sleek navy
blue Mercedes coming round the corner.

Lenore was almost sick on the spot.



Lurching to an unsteady halt, she sat in the carafdew seconds, her
stomach churning. Not all the acting ability in therld was going to
extricate her from this mess. There was nothingolef to brazen it out.

Lenore's mouth curved into a rueful smile as slmbed out of the car.
Well, that was what Nathan had always thought she Brazen!

By the time she walked back down the driveway, Bathad parked his car
behind Zachary's and both men were standing opatiement, facing each
other like duellists at dawn. All that was missivgs the pistols. Nathan
caught the tail-end of Lenore's smile as he glased Zachary's shoulder
at her and gave her a look that should have kHiedat a hundred paces,
pistol or no pistol.

But Lenore was used to Nathan's glares.

'l presume you've come for Kirsty's book at lasié said with a blase
boldness that even astounded herself. "She rantashaight to say you
keep forgetting to pick it up.'

'l came by last Sunday for it," he returned coldyt you were otherwise
occupied. Which reminds me. . ." Those cold greasesjid back to Zachary.
if you intend sleeping with my ex-wife on a regubasis these days,' he said
in the most insulting tone, 'then get yourself asleoticeable car. Or
alternatively, go and do it in a sleazy motel rddw most adulterers.”

Lenore's sharp intake of breath could be heard thheesudden stark silence.
Her eyes swivelled to Zachary who, as always, wen iespect and
admiration with his unshakable composure under fire

'| appreciate your concern, Nathan," he returnstigs coldly, 'but | think
the operative word isxwife. Who Lenore sleeps with these days is none of
your concern. She's not your wife any more.'

‘Neither is she yours,” Nathan counter-attackedh wite thrust of a
rapier-like tongue. 'As for Lenore's moral habitd# being my concern. .
.then you're very much mistaken. Unfortunately, slappens to be the
mother of my fourteen-year-old daughter, who yoll agree is at a very



vulnerable age. If her mother must screw aroundh \@other woman's
husband, then | would appreciate she do so wiittiernore discretion.

'l will not have my daughter exposed to depravity, you hear me?' he
lashed out suddenly, stunning Lenore with the savagotion that blazed
momentarily in those normally implacable grey eyes.

But, as always, Nathan was quickly under contraimgonly the shrugging
of his shoulders under his suit jacket showingekeruciating tension that
had momentarily seized him.

'l would have thought your own sons' welfare matleto you as much,
Zachary,' he continued, his voice returning to iglatClearly, | was wrong.
There again, you do have my pity. When Lenore decglhe wants a man he
just doesn't stand a chance. Fortunately formehabg't really wanted me
in years. | can only hope she grows bored with g®quickly. But | doubt
she will while you're married to another woman. & nothing so
stimulating as someone society dictates you shduidre."

Zachary's punch was conceived with his heart ratiaar his head, so that
Nathan saw it coming and ducked sideways. But Zgchkall landed a
glancing blow on one ear. Nathan's fists clenchetifeew up in defence,
death in his eyes.

"No!" Lenore cried, and jumped between them, fadiethan. "Please
don't,’ she begged, tears filling her eye&ase. . .'

He stared at her for a few seconds, then frownieehaldered frown. "You
really love him, Lenore?'

She nodded.

'‘And | love her,' Zachary declared, taking her by shoulders and moving
her to his side. 'We love each other.’

You'll divorce Felicity, then?'

‘No.'



'Why not?'
'l don't want to hurt her.'

Nathan's laugh was harsh and bitter. "You thinKrgaoot hurting her now,
you bloody fool?"

Nathan laughed again and whirled to leave.
‘The book,' Lenore called after him. "You've fotgatKirsty's book.'

Nathan turned back, a mocking smile on his facewNhat's getting your
priorities right, Lenore. Just don't forget youudhterafter I'm gone, that's
all I ask. And don't let Zachary forgets sons. They have feelings too, you
know. The day you forget children are human bewigis feelings is the day
you condemn them to a living hell"

Lenore stared at the man who had been her hushérntipse years and
glimpsed, for the first time, the man he might haeen, if he hadn't been
warped and twisted by his childhood. He'd neveeaéad the horrors of his
existence with his mother, her very basic knowledfehis upbringing
coming from Ava via Byron. Whenever she'd trietting the subject up,
he'd simply refused to discuss it, saying he preteto forget a past that had
little to recommend it in terms of the future.

Now she saw the depth of the damage, and was ntoved| sympathy. Oh,
Nathan. . .if only you'd let someone in, reallytlmere might be hope for you
yet.

With an unhappy sigh, she turned and went to getbibok. When she
returned it was to find Nathan and Zachary tallgnge civilly about some
whizkid Byron was thinking of hiring to help himvamp Whitmore Opals.
Nathan, it seemed, was intent on returning totfale writing once Byron
was back on his feet.

"Here's the book, Nathan.'



"Thanks, Lenore. At least now Kirsty will get offyjncase.” He turned back
to Zachary. 'l dare say Byron will be in touch. Waues your advice.’

'What do you personally think?"

'l think it's time for some new blood. And it's #nByron learnt to delegate
more. He can't do everything himself. It's onlyceit've taken the reins for
him that I've realised how much he used to do. miaa's a workaholic. |

know hewantsto change, but it's hard to change at his agal téacthange at

anyage,' he added drily.

Lenore stood by, listening to this interchange vwgtiowing irritation. It
never ceased to. amaze her the way men could keefatious parts of their
lives separate. Work was work. Home was home. Affaiere affairs. Each
had its own compartment and their own emotiond) Vifites firmly drawn
between.

Women, by comparison, were not so capable of stgpeverything from
overlapping. This last week had been a perfect plariier performance at
rehearsals had been pathetic. There was no other faoit. Lenore knew
the director was worried and if she kept up hesaist standard of acting he
would fire her and replace her with the understudy.

But her mind had simply not been on the play. . .

‘Lenore,’ Zachary said brusquely. 'Nathan's goae.\We go inside, please?
| have to talk to you."

Lenore blinked back to reality, knowing that Zaghlaad shifted gears from
‘work' to ‘affairs’, with its accompanying shift emotions. His polite

pragmatic face of a moment ago now mirrored a dpi@akness that made
her shrink back in fear. "You. . .you shouldn'tdaloo much notice of

Nathan,' she tried in vain. 'He doesn't understowel’

'He understands children,’ came the bitter replgd’'lie's right about my
hurting Felicity."

'F. . .Felicity?’



'She knows, Lenore,' he said in a tortured vofgiee 'knows. . .'

Nausea rose in Lenore's throat but she gulpedihdmd somehow made it
inside where she staggered out to the kitchen andeg herself a bracing
drink before facing the subject of Felicity's knedtje once more.

"You want one, Zachary?' she called out as sh@stbfar too much gin into
a glass.

‘No. | have to drive home shortly.’

She topped the gin up with ice and bitter lemomttdeank quickly and
deeply, returning to the living area to find Zaghpacing agitatedly up and
down.

'How does she know?' she asked.

'l have no idea. Maybe | gave myself away unwitiirgpmehow. Maybe |
was too keyed up when she came home from her'sikist Sunday night.
Maybe I've been acting like a guilty man all wekkll, Lenore, | probably
did a million things wrong. I've never had an affaefore. Perhaps | tried
too hard to act normally with her. God knows. | dohthought 1 was
playing the role of innocent husband quite wellt 8he's been giving me the
strangest looks ever since Sunday.’

"You never mentioned this on Wednesday,' Lenorenaea him curtly.
Her sharp tone brought him to a halt. 'Do you tHinkmaking this up?'
She shook her head in abject misery. 'No. . .’

'She hasn't accused me, but a couple of times, iWdane home from work,
| knew she'd been crying. I've been avoiding hdrdad, you see, not going
upstairs till | thought she was asleep. Last nididwever, she came
downstairs dressed in one of her prettiest nightied she actually tried to
be. . .seductive. She probably thought she wasgditia right thing but
Felicity has never been an aggressive woman, dgxaat I'm afraid | must
have looked shocked, or something because suddéelyurned and ran



from the room. When | followed her, she was soblinghe bed. When |
tried to take her in my arms she pushed me awgingthat it was hopeless,
that it wouldn't be any good anyway and she woelen lower herself like

that again.”

"Oh, Zachary. . .
'Yes, Lenore, that's exactly how | feel. Lower thia@ lowest.’

'‘But she doesnknow,my darling,’ she tried to soothe. 'Maybe she sttspe
but she doesn't really know.'

"l can't live with her suspicion, or her pain. hddive with myself if | do to
her what was done to my own mother. | can't be happr another person's
misery."

What. . .what are you trying to tell me?'

'It's over, Lenore. | won't be coming to see yoy arore. Don't ring me.
Don't drop into the office. And don't, for God'skeaeven contemplate
trying to force my hand by confronting Felicity acohfessing all. If you do,
I'll never speak to you again as long as you live.'

Shock and hurt rooted Lenore to the spot. She cooldoelieve Zachary
would think she would do such a thing.

'Oh, don't give me that injured innocent look, Lendrou and | both know
we crossed a line last Saturday night and it walldamned difficult for
either of us to step back behind that line agam.doing it voluntarily, but
I'm forcing you to do it. So it's quite likely that you'll cenout fighting once
you feel the bitter corner of loneliness again. Biogg you, Lenore, don't. .
.don't take your pain out on my family."

'I'd never do that, Zachary," she said brokenlprdmise you, I'd never do
that. . .’

| didn't really think you would," came his strarajieply before hanging his
head a moment, his shoulders- sagging as thouglya Weight had been



dropped on them. 'God, Lenore, | thought it washefiore, but now. . ."' He
looked up and took a halting step towards her, ttteetked himself. 'If |
touch you. . . I won't be able to go through wiitst. .'

Tears flooded her eyes, but her chin lifted. 'THen't touch me, Zachary.'
Her voice was surprisingly steady. And quite hard.

'So be it," he pronounced bitterly, and with ragtiddes carried himself out
of the room, out of the house, and out of herdifee more.

"You remembered at last!" Kirsty exclaimed deligiyewhen Nathan
handed her the book. 'Only took you a week,' sldedadheekily.

Gemma refused to look up from where she was sitinthe table in the
family-room, pretending to study her Japanese. fiist awareness that
Nathan was standing at her shoulder was that fanmine smell teasing her
nostrils, then she glimpsed a dark grey trouseolggof the corner of her
eye.

'Say something for me in Japanese,’ he said.
She looked up, surprising herself with being ablstare into that handsome
face and betray not a flicker of emotion. Stilleshbeen practising hard all
week. Clearly, practice did make perfect, she thbudespite still being
bitterly aware that her pulse-rate had quickenadhahgly.

'O genki desu kahe said.
'Hai O genki desu, O geriki desu ka. Gemma san?'
Shegaped at him. 'You never told me you spoke Japanese
He smiled, pulling out an adjacent chair to sit doat the table with her.
'Saying that I'm -fine and being able to ask hopeeson is won't make me

fit to be ambassador to Japan. But | can hold & lwasversation. Byron,
however, can chat away like a native."



'l don't think I'll ever be able to do that," Gemsighed.
'Ill give you a hand, if you're ever stuck."

Gemma stiffened slightly. 'Thank you very much, buott sure I'll get the
hang of it shortly. I've got little else to do dugithe day. Frankly, I'm not
used to being so. . .useless.”

'Did she say she was being useless?' Ava called tine lounge where she
was sitting, watching the television and eatingpshiDon't you believe her,
Nathan. She runs around here doing things all d¢iasists on helping
Melanie with the housework, bullies me into finispimy paintings, does
her own lessons and homework. She even found him@ast week to alter
a whole lot of clothes | gave her. She makes ned fuist watching her!

Kirsty coming over to plonk down in another chairthe table was a

welcome distraction. 'At least the rain has finallgpped,’ she said. "What
time are we leaving for Avoca in the morning?'

'Early,” Nathan pronounced crisply.

'How early is early?' Kirsty asked.

'Six.'

'Six! I'm not even conscious at six.'

‘Then stay behind. Gemma and | will go alone."

'‘Not on your life! I've been looking forward to $hall week. It's going to be
such a ball, showing Gemma the beach and the esukgverything. I'd get

up even earlier if | had to!

Gemma found her knuckles going white as she clehbbeBiro harder and

harder. She'd hoped to find some excuse all wettorgn. But nothing had

come to mind and now the moment was almost at Iaeeing there was no

way out of it, her only thought was to have thedbehouse filled with as
many people as possible.



"What about you coming too, Ava?' she suggestadstire Nathan wouldn't
mind, would you?'

This presumption on her part simply had to be agamied by a polite
glance his way, where she found to her constermdhat he didn'took
annoyed.

Yet there was something in his eyes —somethinghfialte—that made her
feel like a hunted animal who was slowly being &mrdénto a smaller and
smaller space where a net lay in waiting. Or a¥#s, she felt like she was
balancing on the edge of deep dark pit, where gosttake awaited at the
bottom ready to pierce her heart.

'Yes, do come, Ava,' Nathan further surprised Gerysaying. 'We'd love
to have you. We could play Monopoly again on thei®@kay night and have
some more Chinese.'

‘Thanks for the offer, Nathan, dear, but the beauth | are not on good
terms. All that sun and sand.” She shuddered delicadBesides, | don't
have a swimming costume that fits me. No, I'll stayne here and keep
Byron company.'

"Where is Byron, by the way?' Nathan asked Ava.

'Doing his leg exercises. He hasn't stopped sinoebyought him home this
afternoon. The man's mad.'

'If it keeps Pops out of our hair, Ava," Kirstyagaithen don't complain.’
'‘Believe me, | won't, dear. By the way, Natharg been meaning to ask, did
you find out anything about Gemma's mother? I'venbalying of curiosity

all week.'

Gemma looked up, startled. She'd forgotten all aheumother, her mind
consumed with none other than the man sitting teeker.

‘The news is not good, I'm afraid." he sighed,vaige full of sympathy.
"Your birth certificate isn't a forgery. Gemma.'



'‘What?'everyone exclaimed.

'l. .. Idon't believe it," Gemma rasped. 'l wagsesl was older than eighteen.
| was sure that was my mother in the photo.’

"You may very well be," Nathan consoled. ‘Legalsdoet necessarily mean
accurate. Your father could still have suppliedéaletails to the registry. In
fact, it seems highly likely he did, since ther@dsbirth, marriage or death
certificate for a Mary Bell of about the right agethe whole of Australia.
According to the records, your mother does nottexis

‘That's crazy! Kirsty scoffed.

'It's also impossible," Nathan said drily. 'So pgest you give me that
photograph you have, Gemma, and I'll have a goeesiigator look into it.
And before you say anything, I'll pick up the tab.’

She stared at him and wished with all her heait hleadidn't have some
ulterior motive in doing such a thing.

'Poor Gemma,' he drawled, his hand reaching torcbees. "You look
stressed. A couple of days relaxing up at Avogasswhat you need.’

‘Same here. Dad," Kirsty piped up with the innoeeoica child. ‘'School has
been hell this week. | hope you've got a swimmiogteume. Gemma. We're
going to hit the beach as soon as we get there.’

'Yes, she has,' Ava answered for her. 'l gave herldought at a sale a
couple of years ago in anticipation of my latesttdactually working.
Needless to say, the poor costume has never sedigtihof day.'

Kirsty gave Ava a worried look. 'What's it likeslhot —er— matronly, is
it?'

Gemma almost laughed. There was nothing even rénoteronly about
the shiny slinky purple maillot Ava had pressedmper. If it hadn't had a
roomy matching shirt to wear as a cover-up, sheldvprobably never have
the courage to wear it at all!



Her brown eyes stared deeply into Nathan's cooy gi&ze, her throat
turning dry at what she saw in its determined depithere would be no
hiding from him this weekend, she realised. Time i out. She'd avoided
him all week, keeping her eyes averted, her bodleua tight control.

But the moment had come, the moment when he walldel advantage of
her love for him, when he would show her what shé hever seen before,
when he would invite her to taste the delightsisd never tasted.

IT WAS JUST A QUESTION OF WHEN



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

LENORESat in the living-room in the dark, dressed inhimgg but a robe and
drinking her fifth gin —or was it her sixth? — whikhe contemplated the
future.

If Kirsty had been younger, she might have resignextelf to dedicating
the rest of her life to her child. But in less tHaar years Kirsty would leave
school and embark on her own journey through I#e.smothering

over-possessive mother would be the last thing dperited stubborn
daughter would want.

Which left Lenore nothing but her acting.

She sucked in then let out an emotionally exhaustgd Acting had lost its
magic for her. Life had lost its magic for her. Witt Zachary by her side,
she might as well be dead.

Could one die from drinking too much gin? she waoadduzzily. It would
be good if you could. What a way to go! People nmakes about men who
had heart attacks while having sex, but Lenoreghtpassing away in a
haze of gin was infinitely preferable.

She ~stood up unsteadily and went to pour herseitheer, but most of the
gin missed the glass.

'I'm drunk,' she told the ice-cube tray just befgine dropped it. ‘'Damn,’ she
muttered and was trying to rescue the slippery stitmen the kitchen floor
when someone rang the doorbell.

Lenore muttered another less ladylike word, abaeddhe ice-cubes and
weaved her way to the door.

'Who ish it?' she called out. Even drunk, she wasfgol. It was ten o'clock
at night and one didn't simply open one's doorauttknowing who was on
the other side. 'If it's you, Nathan, get loshed.'

'It's me. Lenore. Zachary.'



'Z. . .Zachary?'

Fumbling, Lenore opened the door and promptly bimtst tears. Zachary
stepped inside, closed the door and gathered her in

'Oh, Zachary, Zachary," she sobbed, clinging wildhd pressing moist
kisses to his neck. 'You came back. . . You canck.ba’

Suddenly, she pushed him away and slapped him &araind the face. 'You
barshtard!'

By this time, Lenore's emotional state was veryifeaindeed. She was
crying, angry, confused, despairing.

'‘Lenore,’ Zachary said firmly, taking both of hanks in his. "You're drunk.'
As if to underline this, she hiccuped.

I'll put some coffee on.' he said, 'and before gime me any more trouble,
you crazy adorable woman, then let me tell you tmatnot a bastard. |
haven't come back here simply to go to bed withagain, although 1 won't
say no to that. . .eventually. But because evergtts going to be all right.’

She gulped. "AlL . .right?'

'Yes. All right. Felicity and | have agreed to a divorce, thoughGtark's
sake we've also agreed to keep it under our Helte's finished his HSC.'

‘A divorce. . . Lenore's knees went from under BEachary scooped her up
and laid her gently down on the sofa, tenderly jgsher hair back from
her face and bending to kiss her several timesetfs.

'You. . .you wouldn't lie to an intoxicated persamuld you, Zachary?' she
whispered shakily.

‘That depends,' he smiled, and bent to kiss henmre time. 'Must be gin. |
can't taste a thing.'



'Don't tease.'

'With you? | wouldn't dare.' He stood up, still 8ng. 'You just lie there and
sober up while | get you some coffee.”

'Zachary, no!" She reached out her right hand, etasp fingers imploring
him to come back to her. 'Don't go. I'm fine. Copaek and sit beside me.
Tell me what happened.”

He did as she asked, leaning over and kissing hee anore before
straightening. 'Very well. I'll start from the montel arrived home after
leaving you earlier this evening. | have to admitas very distraught after
our — er — parting, and had not managed to get tlhgsirely under
control, so that when 1 walked in to find Felidiyfloods of tears | was not
at my most patient.’

'What did you do?' Lenore asked, finding it hargitcture Zachary losing
his temper with Felicity.

i guess | exploded. God, Lenore. I'd just made riest monumental
sacrifice for that woman and there £he was, weepntglooking at me like
| was a monster of something worse. I. . . | denednid know what was
wrong with her. Guilt and rage made me totallytioaal. 1 ranted and
raved, told her | had been the best husband a waoahl ask for. |
demanded to know what more she wanted of me."

'‘And?’

'She broke down and confessed that she'd falléovaawith another man,
had started having an affair with him and now wdrtemarry him."

Lenore sat bolt upright. 'My God, Zachary! And ymever suspected?"
‘Not for a second. The symptoms were there, ofsmbut | was so caught
up with my own feelings for you, Lenore, not to rtien my own guilt, that

| didn't see them.'

What symptoms? You said she was tryingeduceyou the other night.”



'Ah, yes. . .the famous, or should | say now infamseduction? You know
those times she's been dashing off to see herXiste

'Uh-huh.’

'She was seeing her lover and her sister was cayér her. Not sleeping
with him. mind. Apparently that didn't happen kst Saturday night.’

Lenore's eyes widened. 'You mean the same nighivéha .we. . .'

He nodded. The very same. Ironic, isn't it? It seellke me, she was so
stricken with guilt by the end of the next day teae told her lover that she
could never see him again and came home to tryateerthe best of things.'

‘The poor love. . . But whig this mysterious boyfriend? Anyone you know?'

‘Not at all. Apparently he met Felicity in a musiwop when they were both
enquiring about the same album. Felicity has alwagen large on music.
Well, anyway they got talking, found they had aitotommon, he asked her
for coffee and one thing led to another. He's aowigr, apparently, with a
grown family. Quite well off. Would you believe katy told me that she's

always felt inadequate as my wife, but that Errdhat's his name, by the
way —that this Errol makes her feel smart and né@d2o you know how

that madanefeel? To think I've crushed her self-esteem akéhyears. To

think I'd made her feel. . .unwanted.'

Lenore said nothing because she could see somke imutFelicity's
accusation. Zachary would not have meant to crishviie's self-esteem,
but he was an exceptionally clever, self-sufficiantl strong-minded man.
Any woman of Felicity's hothouse-flower make-up Wbhave withered
under the crushing force of his tough, slightlyeinsitive personality,
whereas Lenore was not the easily crushable typsidBs, after Nathan's
chilling idea of a relationship, she found Zachagsitively warm and
responsive.

When he continued to look bleak she leant forwand lassed him on the
cheek. 'Don't start being hard on yourself, Zachdop're a good man. The
best. And don't you ever forget it.'



His smile touched her. "You say the sweetest theogsetimes."'

'Oh, go on with you. Now tell me the rest, and tforget the bit about the
night Felicity tried to seduce you.'

His smile widened. 'You would want to know abouwt gexy bits. Well, it
seems that despite Felicity's best intentionsitk stith our marriage she'd
been trying to avoid having sex with me, going td kextra early and
pretending she was sound asleep when | came iat@tm. Another irony,
considering | was staying up later and later fentbry same reason. Finally,
guilt got the better of her and she decided to thkebull by the horns.'

'Darling, what an evocative phrase!' Lenore saihhély. She couldn't help
it. Happiness was making her saucy and bold. Ekergtwas going to be all
right! "'You don't have to go on,’ she said into his rejpigpface, all the while
doing her best to keep a straight one. 'l get itieie.'

'l can see you need a strong man to keep you wadérol,’ he rebuked.

"Am | going to get a physical demonstration of yoantrolling abilities?'

He groaned, sandwiching her face between tremiblamgls and taking her
mouth in a kiss that just stopped short of an asahult.

'‘Good lord!" she gasped when his head finallydiftd think you'd better
stop that and finish your confession before wecgetied away.'

'Finish my confession?"

"You did tell Felicity about us, didn't you?"

‘Yes, of course.’

‘And?’

'l think she was relieved, though naturally, | diday I'd been in love with

you all these years. That would have been cruek ter think I'd always
found you attractive but that it wasn't till | ramo you last Saturday and



asked you to go to the play with me that | realis#domehow fallen in love
with you. | think she was so happy that | wouldr&tdevastated by her own
defection that she didn't stop to think we hadveineseen each other in the
last two years.'

'So we're to keep our relationship a secret tdléhd of the year, is that it?'

He reached out and picked up a stray curl and dapeack over her ear.
"Do you mind very much, my darling?' he said, couitng to smooth back
her hair from her flushed face. 'We could go awary Wieekends, have
discreet dinners. | could stay the night sometimbgn Clark is at his
friends’ places, which is often. Look, | know m'isideal but it will come to
an end and it's a small price to pay to secureyemers happiness. Emery's
mature enough to cope but Clark's desperate to ptaand he needs a
good pass in his HSC for that. Neither Felicity h@rould be able to live
with ourselves if we thought we'd somehow ruined tihances by our
behaviour. Our divorce will still upset him, butaahe's on his feet he's sure
to be able to cope better.’

'l have a child too. Zachary,' she reminded hirne '8iight be coming home
to live next school term, which could put a stouty nocturnal stayovers. |
doubt Kirsty and Clark will be so so-operative ago to friends' places on
the same nights,’ she finished a touch curtly leefealising she was being
both stroppy and selfish.

What was the matter with her? She'd gone fifteearsyaithout Zachary at
all' What did one miserable year of small sacrgiceatter in the long run? It
wasn't as though they wouldn't be able to see etar at all. Where there
was a will there was a way!

Smiling softly, she smoothed the frown from hisfadth gentle hands, her
lips following her fingers. "I'm sorry," she apoisgd. 'I'm being silly and
selfish. . . We'll work it out. . . Oh, 1 do so #you, Zachary. . ." She kissed
him full on the mouth.

He quickly took control of the kiss, pushing herclbaon the sofa and
effortlessly reducing her to a trembling mess. &yethere in a daze of
desire when he stood up and started tossing hithedoaside like a



sex-crazed adolescent. His last sock flung aselbght over to reef the sash
on her ivory silk robe undone, pushing the mateoaghly aside. When he

ran his hands quite roughly down her quivering dalkss she arched her
body in response and gave a voluptuous shudder.

'Women like you should be prohibited," he groamed,, without any further
foreplay, joined her on the sofa and fused hishfi@gh hers. 'l don't think
this is going to be one of my better demonstratiohsny controlling
abilities," he rasped on setting up a desperawndrrhythm.

'Mmm," was all Lenore could manage before tumbfiegdfirst into a wildly
shuddering climax which precipitated Zachary's aséeeven earlier than
he'd anticipated.

After the storm had passed, they lay together isshll peace, Zachary
having pulled Lenore on top of him so that theylddit more comfortably
on the sofa. He was happily playing with her bac#l Auttocks under her
silk robe, which slithered around their nakednesgh va whispery
Sensuousness.

‘Talk to me," he said softly.
Lenore's head liftedTalk to you?'

He stroked her head back down on to his bare, fmighed chest. 'Yes, talk
to me, tell me everything about yourself that yeuever had a chance to
tell me. | want to know it all, warts and all. | mtato know what you were
like when you were a little girl. | want to know @ you decided to become
an actress, | want to know. . .oh. 1 want to knbevdamned lot. Hey!"He
suddenly jerked upwards and stared down his vergpdahest. 'You're
crying!

Cupping her face, he stared into her blurred ekles,own bewildered.
"What did | say wrong? What did | do wrong?'

'‘Nothing,' she sobbed. 'You do everything so riblat | can't stop crying
with happiness.'



'‘God, you had me worried for a second," Zacharg. séim not used to a
woman crying with happiness. I'm not used to a woiyig naked with me
on a sofa, either,' he added thickly, a slightdifthis hips making Lenore
hotly aware that things were on the move in his@etegion. 'Do you —er
—think we might leave our deep and meaningful dis@an for just a few
minutes?’

Lenore wiped her eyes, laughed and sat up.
'‘Now that's better," Zachary growled. Then a fewosds later. ‘God, yes,

that's definitely better. Oh, you gorgeous bealtifid creature. . . | do so
love you. . .'



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

GEMMA didn't wait for seats to be assigned in Nathan&rceldes the
following morning. She immediately climbed in thack and belted up,
leaving Kirsty happily to occupy the front passengeat. Nathan made no
comment on the arrangement, though his eyes did Bemma's in the
rear-view mirror as he went to reverse out of #uage, and their expression
suggested a dark amusement over her actions. Stidygtore her eyes
away, annoyed to find her heart was beating madly.

A look, she thought despairingly. One miserabléloo

'Well, we're almost away on time," Kirsty said Itig. The clock built into
the dashboard showed six twenty-five.

The dark blue sedan swung back in an arc onceofréee huge garage door
—it was a six-car garage — Nathan closing the dporemote control
before he guided the car along the side-path antb dhe circular drive
which would lead them round to the front gates.

'‘Good God, Dad!" Kirsty burst out. 'That's Jadais sn't it? Look where
she's parked it. It's almost in the fish pond!

And sure enough, the white sports car Gemma hadtkeeday she arrived
at Belleview had its bumper bar over the edge efgbnd surrounds, skid
marks on the grass where its driver had careemedathe front lawn before
coming to a precarious halt.

Nathan braked and just glared at the car. Evergthbout his very still body
suggested sheer fury.

'l hope she'll still be here when we get back,5&iadded. 'Jade’s fun.’

Nathan threw her a withering look. "You've got arfy idea of fun, then,
madam,' he ground out. 'If she's thinking of stgyany longer than a day or
two, then you'll be going back to your mother fadteen the Bluebird
crossed Lake Eyre. I'm not having you anywhere tiedrcrazy female on a
permanent basis.’



'Oh, Dad!" Kirsty wailed.

'What the hell's she doing back here anyway? Sjut'fier own damned
place up at Avalon now. Why doesn't she stay in it?

"Maybe she's come home to visit her father," Gersunggested quietly from
the back seat.

Kirsty spluttered into hysterics and Nathan mutlesemething marginal.
'l take it Jade doesn't get along with Byron?' Genaisked, curious now.

'You take it correctly,’” was Nathan's very dry coemtp and continued
driving round towards the gates, which were alreagiyning.

"Why not?'

‘To put it bluntly, she and he have different m@taindards. He can't abide
hers and she can't abide his.’

in regard to what?"

'l don't think | care to discuss this any furthight at this moment," he said
stiffly, and, turning the car into the main streatcelerated away with a
sudden burst of speed.

'Oh, Dad, don't be silly," Kirsty said in that bdrtone teenagers liked to
adopt when patronising their parents. 'l alreadgvkmll there is to know
about Jade. What Mum hasn't told me, Ava has. $h&s mad, Gemma.
That's all. Dear old Pops just can't handle hiklprincess always having
the hots for a different guy every week. She'shaat, she's just kinda wild
and groovy!'

‘Kirsty!" her father reproved. '‘Does your motheryeu go around talking
like that?'

Kirsty shrugged. 'What did | say that was so bad?'



Nathan sighed. 'For one thing it is not healthjp¢oman-mad. Aside from
the moral angle, it's downright dangerous. Whaade ends up with AIDS?
Have you thought of that?'

'She won't end up with AIDS, Dad. She's too smart.’

'‘Good God," he muttered irritably. 'Can you talknessense to her. Gemma?
Maybe she'll listen to you.'

'l think what your father is trying to say, Kirstgzemma said carefully, 'is
that there is no fool-proof protection for the rigkolved in having casual
sex with a lot of different partners.'

'What about condoms?"

"They minimise the risk," Nathan rejoined the dgsian. "They don't
eliminate it. And who's to say a girl like Jadelwaiways be in a fit state to
think of protection? She drinks like a fish. Anceshalready been arrested
once for possession of drugs.'

'Oh, Dad, it was only grass. That's nothing nowatay

‘That comment perfectly demonstrates your immatunity girl, in matters
of drugs as well as sex. Do you think people duetth one night and wake up
a heroinaddict? They have to start somewhere gondtity well always starts
with marijuana. So don't understate its corruppogvers.’ He slid a sharp
glance over his daughter's way. 'You haven't beparamenting with drugs,
have you?'

'Of course not!" Kirsty denied, but she was alssbing fiercely.

"You'd better not be. You're not to old to be takear my knee and given a
good paddle on the backside, and I'll do just thafind you've been so
foolish. Gemma, has Kirsty said or done anythingni@ke you think she
might be taking drugs?’

'No, Nathan, she hasn't.’



‘Just as well.'
'See!" Kirsty pouted.

'Yes, | do see,' her father said very serious$gd, and have seen, far more
than you'll ever see!"

A tense, brooding silence descended on the canglusihich Gemma
realised that not once in that brief discussioruaBade had her mother been
mentioned. It was almost as though she had newvkerahmaother, yet Irene
had only been dead a few weeks. It was all verglng. But she supposed
she would find out all about the Whitmore familyeothe coming weeks if
Ava kept up her level of gossiping. That woman meshaut up. Privately,
Gemma thought she was a very lonely soul, fillieg life with meaningless
chatter and little else. Which was a pity, becaBsenma believed she had
real talent as a painter. Her watercolours weréedowvely, and would be
even lovelier if she ever finished them!

It was hard, too, to think unkindly about Ava whetalsweetly given her all
those lovely clothes. Admittedly, most had stilleheslightly too large,
thought not the cream linen bermuda shorts shengasing, nor the purple
silk shirt that she'd teamed with it.

Thinking about Jade and Ava must have passed qulié of time for
suddenly Gemma saw they'd left the suburbs farnbehnd were flying
along a busy multi-laned highway with little onhat side except stark,
scrub-covered hills through which the road had megnvith bold disregard
for the rocky terrain. A railway line followed ansilar route, with Nathan's
powerful car streaking ahead of the occasionaéstiiain they momentarily
drew parallel with.

The atmosphere in the Mercedes remained silerslagidly strained till the
road angled down a steep incline and they burgban big bridge which
crossed the most beautiful stretch of water Gemadbelver seen.

'Oh, how lovely," she gasped in delight, swivellirey head from one side to
the other. She didn't know which view she prefer@d the left, the river
curved magnificently into the distance, an islandthe middle, houses



dotting the shore. Or on the right, where more tbae vista boggled her
eyes. Straight ahead, the already wide river gneawm evider into a hugely
impressive body of water, more islands and andthege in the distance.
But if she twisted around she could see the clitdstbay, full of boats, a
tiny village hugging the hills that rose up behind.

'I've never seen such a pretty place,' she adm®educh a beautiful river!'

it's the Hawkesbury," Nathan informed her. 'Andt'h8rooklyn you're
looking at back there, where all the boats are muhoYou can hire cruisers
or houseboats down there for trips up the river ¥an go for a day for a
weekend, or longer, if you wish.'

'‘Can you? Oh, I'd love to do that one day!"

‘Then we will." Again he caught her eye in the re@ew mirror and this

time, he was smiling at her without any hidden newgkor sardonic

knowingness. Gemma felt a rush of such pure joytdes pricked at her
eyes, tears of the sharpest happiness. They blneredsion slightly but she
could not look away, and in that moment of bittexetvpleasure, that
moment of mutual enjoyment, she pushed aside afelaes where this man
was concerned.

He couldn't mean her any harm, she decided. Halotbydossibly be bad.
Not the man who'd comforted her so kindly out ahthing Ridge. Not the
man who'd so generously looked after her sinceah@ral in Sydney. Not
the man who obviously cared so deeply for the mavalfare of his
daughter.

Such a man could not be a callous seducer.

The ice and her fears broken, the rest of thettripvoca was happy and
cheerful, Kirsty busily pointing out the variousosp of interest while

Nathan concentrated on the driving. Despite thaityestart, the freeway
was very busy in Gemma's opinion, though she weddghe traffic was light

for a summer weekend.



"That's where you turn off to go to Old Sydney ToWwnKirsty prattled
away, rarely expecting an answer, though Gemmagdidto pop in a
comment or a question occasionally. "It's likevanly museum of the olden
days. . . We'll have to take Gemma there one dag, D. And now we're
going down the hill to Gosford. . . Isn't it a gyetown. . .? There's the
League's Club. . . That big sheet of water? Itteddhe Brisbane Water,
though God knows why, we're a long way from Brishan Yes, it's very
green up this way, and the bush is real thicKigh rainfall, isn't that right.
Dad?. . . Sorta like a rainforest. . . Listen te thell-birds. . .some bloke
wrote a poem about them once. . . Dad will probabbd it to you some
time. . .he's a poem and play nut. . .a book mut.to Mrs Danvers? Never
heard of her. . . Who's Mrs Danvers, Dad?"'

‘A housekeeper in a book callB&ébeccaThe house was called Manderley.’
'Who was Rebecca?' Gemma asked.

‘The master of Manderley's first wife. She died tagsusly but was so
powerful a personality that when the master maraiesstcond time —to a
quiet, shy girl —his new wife felt her marriage wesinted by the memory
of the first wife. The housekeeper, Mrs DanversgtbRebecca and hated
the second wife. She made her life hell.’

Gemma shuddered. 'Poor thing.'

'I've got a copy of the book at the beach-houseL &&m read it if you like.'

'She hasn't come up here to read. Dad. She's gwigg to the beach with
me!’

‘Not all day, she isn't. She'll get burnt.
'‘Gemma? Burnt? She's already got a fantastic tan.’

"The sun at the beach can be very deceiving. lecesf off the sand,
doubling the exposure. And we don't have an undfell

‘Just as well." Kirsty said. '1 wouldn't be seeaddesing an umbrella!’



"You might be dead in a few years if you don'ttsi@ging one. Haven't you
been listening to the ads on television about s&imcer?’

'Oh, not another lecture, Dad. | couldn't starid it.

Nathan laughed, then grinned in .the mirror at Gam®hall we give her a
reprieve for the weekend?"

'Only if she promises to wear the sun-screen | hbygsterday.’

'‘Done!" Kirsty agreed. 'Anything but the dreadedoweiia. Oh, look, we're
here! The sea is over there, to the left, Gemrga Ibit hard to see from the
road but you can just glimpse it occasionally bemvéhe buildings and the
trees. Slow right down to a crawl. Dad. Now you saa it!'

Gemma looked left where Kirsty was pointing acragsark. 'lt's so blue!
she exclaimed.

'‘And very rough,’ Nathan added ruefully. 'No watknound the rocks today,
Kirsty. And before you object, remember what haggeto those poor
people last year."

'What happened?' Gemma asked.

‘A family of foreign tourists were up here on halyd and couldn't read the
warning signs. There's a very interesting walk adbthe rocks, you see.

near the base of the cliffs, which on normal dayguite safe, but when the
tide is high and the sea's whipped up by a strbngd the waves crash over
the rocks. Mostly, that isn't really dangerousaesitlif you're not standing too

close to the edge, but every now and then a biggwames that takes people
by surprise and washes them into the sea.”

'What happened to the family?'

‘They drowned. Mother, father, and two childreD&ar God. . . You won't
get me going on those rocks, then, even in calntheea

'I'll take you when it's safe," Nathan offered.



By this time they'd driven slowly past a funny dlarn-like building which
Kirsty astonished Gemma by pointing out as thellpicture theatre. It
looked like something out of the ark. more fittitegLightning Ridge than
the tourist mecca of the Central Coast.

She laughed her astonishment.

'Don't laugh. It's real interesting inside, ish'Dad, with all sorts of quaint
old posters and pictures? It's not as bad as iksloeither. There's
air-conditioning and free tea and coffee and ondiojhat, it's real cheap.'

‘The seats are a bit hard on the derriere aftenikeywNathan admitted, 'but
the kids love it. On Saturday nights in the sumniiehas an all-night
session."

'Which | haven't been allowed to go to so far,'sKirpointed out drily.

'Maybe this year, if you've got someone to go wibtki. And don't look at
me. My days of going to the pictures on a Saturdglgt with a mob of noisy
teenagers are long gone.’

Kirsty twisted round and gave Gemma a hopeful look.
'Don't look at me either," she laughed, i cany sigake after ten-thirty.'

'Maybe Cathy's up here with her parents. . ." Kirfiiowned, then
brightened. 'I'll find someone, never you fear. fiot going to let a chance
like this go by."

Nathan groaned. 'Me and my big mouth. Well, hereawee folks. Everyone
out."

The beach-house was not Belleview. But it wasn'infda’s idea of a
beach-house either. Weren't they supposed to lgghfand-ready affairs?
She should have known that any family used to ¢jwimBelleview wouldn't
rough it. Hadn't Nathan said as much when shed tioém about the
dugout?



It was up on the side of the hill that looked doan to the antique
movie-house, cream brick and split-level with anfrdalcony that was
larger than her dugout back at Frog Hollow and aekblalcony that
overlooked a private pool. The block was boundedatlythick trees on
three sides, giving them privacy from the neighlsouhile not impeding the
magnificent view of the Pacific Ocean. Though niotcanditioned, each
room had its own ceiling fans. The decor was moderd casual, with
polished floors, cane furniture and assorted regssvarmth and comfort.
The kitchen was a dream and there were two bathsptbmee if you counted
the shower and toilet downstairs near the pool.

Gemma finally shut her gaping mouth, trying noskake her head as she
wandered out on to the front decking a second tihesly Ma could see her
now! Fancy clothes. Fancy cars. Fancy houses.

Glancing down over the railing, she spotted Nathgame strode down the
steep driveway and round to the back of the camagacollect a second
load of luggage. He was wearing crisp bone-colowaavas jeans and a
caramel-coloured shirt which had an open collakraed a sailboat logo on
its single breast pocket. Sometime since arriviagl Islipped on a pair of
expensive-looking sunglasses, the effect beingakenmim seem even more
glamorous to her than ever.

A wistful sigh escaped her lips and she turned &dkviback through the
sliding doors into the large living area.

'‘Come on. Gemma.' Kirsty called out as she dasbachdhe hallway that
led to the bedrooms. 'Get your cossie on. Them'ssnmoment to waste. |
have to get down to that beach and find someoge with me to the movies
tonight.'

Gemma walked down to stand in the doorway of thenrdirsty was
proceeding to turn from tidiness into a tip. Clatheere being pulled out of
her bag and thrown everywhere.

"Don't tell me I've forgotten my own cossie. Olgrthit is!" she sighed, and
glanced up. "Shake a leg, Gemma. Oh, you're wafongour luggage. |



suppose. Still, don't wait for Dad to come with Hs. might pop down later
but he's sure to hole up in his den, writing fa tiext few hours.’

'‘Are you bad-mouthing me again, young lady?" Natgaowled from just
behind Gemma's shoulder.

'Who, me?'

'Yes, you. I've put your things in your room, Gemrg the way, there's
plenty of beach towels in the linen press and d's®@hungry the kitchen is
kept well stocked. You look after Gemma, Kirsty.tByou're right. |
probably won't be down the beach till later. | h#ivags to do.’

Gemma watched him walk down the hall and disappearthe furthest
room which she'd peeped into only a minute or tefote. It was clearly the
room he wrote in, a combination of study, librasifice and sitting-room. It
was the only room in the house Gemma hadn't likée windows were
covered with heavy curtains which blocked out thatiral light and gave the
room a dark claustrophobic feel. It had been cotbere too. She recalled
shivering a little and quickly shutting the door.

The door shut behind Nathan with a definite click.

'Well, that takes care of Dad for today," Kirstynged. ‘Come on, Gemma,
time for your introduction to the wide blue Padific



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

GEMMA hated the sea. Well, not exacthatedit. But it frightened her,
especially when she waded in and felt its poweshmg her towards the
shore on top and sucking her back out underneatstykkept telling her it
was extra rough that day, that the waves werepaliliie dumpers, that there
was an awful rip and that she shouldn't judge as finst unfortunate
meeting, but Gemma knew she would never like ptaberself at its mercy.
The die had been cast.

In the end she begged off staying and Kirsty walkedback to the house
where they made some toasted sandwiches. Gemmaghawiup of tea
while Kirsty drank a couple of the long-life milkidks in the fridge. They
each polished off an ice-cream from the freezeofeeirsty announced she
was going back to the beach in search of some sthders for the movie
marathon that night. The aforementioned Cathy heshldound, but they
were both keen to gather a large group.

'Why don't you read that book Dad was telling usuaPRache] wasn't it?'
'‘No, Rebecca.’

'Yeah, that's the one. I'll go ask him where it is.

'Do. . .do you think you should interrupt him?'

'Probably not. But if | don't, he'll forget to éat.

Nathan emerged from the den with a scowl on his fa frustration in his
body language. Finding the book in the book-shelmdate general living
area, he tossed it on the kitchen counter and wakng back down the
corridor when Gemma asked him if he'd like her ttkenhim some lunch.
He swung round, that tight, tense look still in &éy®s. She held her breath,
aware that though the purple shirt was coveringcestume from neck to
thigh the buttons weren't done up and the gap lestwree free- falling sides

revealed not only her substantial cleavage buthilgly cut purple V
between her thighs. When his eyes travelled fronidee down her scantily



clad body to focus on this spot, a wave of embaimgsheat swept right
through her like a flash flood, making her suck anstartled breath.
Suddenly, her throat felt as if it had been scrapiia sandpaper.

His voice sound raw too, when it came. "It can'tlrehtime yet, surely.’
'Well and truly,’ Kirsty informed him. fortunatehot having witnessed their
searing visual exchange. She'd walked out on tbdlmny to hang the wet
towels over the railing, coming back in time to hk&s comment about the
time. 'lt's one-thirty.’'

'‘Good God,' he muttered.

‘The writing going well, | take it?' Kirsty teased.

'No, it bloody well isn't," he snarled.

"Tch tch. Dad. Such language.'

'Why don't you do something useful like help Gemmake me some lunch,
there's a good girl?’

'Oh, Gemma won't mind doing that by herself. I'e¢ @ go back down the
beach. See yuh!" She was waving and tripping dfftieidoor and down the
front steps before Gemma could drag some air iatdhbrsting lungs.

She looked at Nathan, eyes wide. He looked atdyeis narrow.
Not a word was spoken. Not a breath breathed.

Slowly, and almost resignedly, she imagined, he edawwards her, grey
eyes darkened to slate, one of those appallingesrigging at his gorgeous
mouth.

'l thought 1 told you not to look at me like thag' said at last, his right hand
reaching to tip up her chin, his gaze droppingdo doftly parted lips. His
smile faded as his thumb rubbed over her bottom'Yipu should have
listened to me. . .'



That tantalising hand drifted down the column of thgoat, moving closer
and closer to her aching, straining breasts withirtlaching, straining
nipples.

'I'm sorry | wasn't able to give you good news d@byamur mother," he said,
his matter-of-fact tone mocking what was happeiuetyveen them. 'l was
as surprised as you were that that birth certdicafs legit. | could have
sworn you were more than eighteen. Or maybe Ivjastted you to be. Do
you really want me to take it further, make morguenes?’

She blinked up at him, baffled by his choice ofvensation. How could he
coolly talk about her mother and her age whilel@ads were tracing the
curves of her breasts, stroking the undersides,jmgasioser and closer to
those tight aching tips pressing hard against troed?

Somehow, she managed to nod a blank assent, hdrféelang terribly
heavy, her eyelashes drooping. Yet when his fiigefinally reached and
brushed over her nipples, her head jerked uprighthaugh she'd been
stung. Wide brown eyes lanced his and she haditisfaction of seeing that
he was no longer looking so cool or controlled.

"I've been wanting to touch you like this sincetthary first day," he
whispered in a voice vibrating with passion. 'Yaubeen wanting the same
thing, haven't you?'

She nodded again, her tongue thick in her moutl.v&uld have admitted
to anything to keep those hands on her breasiedp him doing what he
was doing.

His eyes narrowed till they were dark slits of thest incredible desire.
'‘God, but you're the loveliest thing I've ever selemrasped, and, parting the
shirt further, he pushed it back from her shoulddragging it down her
arms and letting it flutter away to the floor.

‘You're a virgin, aren't you?' he asked, and pet#tleccostume down to her
waist, baring her breasts to his smouldering gaze.

She swallowed, and nodded again.



Maybe if he'd groped or pawed her, memories froat tther experience
might have risen to spoil things, bringing revutsend fear. But his touch
was so incredibly light and sensual that her miraks woon filled with
nothing but the most heavenly haze.

Yes, run your fingertips over them again. Yes, mdoydur hands around
them like that again. Yes, oh, yes, please kismthe

A startled gasp fluttered from her parted lips whendid, and she swayed
backwards. He caught her, lifted her and carrieddbevn the hall and into
his bedroom, laying her on the double bed andmtrgpher naked with firm
but gentle hands. She watched, dazed, while hewednbis own clothes,
stunned by his smooth golden beauty, awed by thepof his desire.

Her head reeled when she felt his nude hard bodgrdeers, pressing her
down into the mattress. His expression intensstro&ed back her dark hair
on to the white pillows, then held her face analfi finally, kissed her full
on the mouth.

It was everything and more than she could havenagaringing with it a
dazzling explosion of desire that had her lips apgrwide, inviting the
most intimate of kisses. His groan as he filled \w&h his tongue was as
arousing as the kiss itself, making her twist essily beneath him, making
her wind her arms around his back and scrape ms &ker so lightly, with
her nails.

He broke off the kiss, his breathing heavy. Onceasbe felt the thrill of his
lips on her breasts, though this time they weresoogentle. There was no
more tender licking. He suckled at her like a gyeedant, drawing her
nipples deep into his mouth, grazing them with isgi@ened teeth then
tonguing them to an excruciating level of sendyivi

A sigh of ragged relief burst from her lips whendi@ndoned her breasts to
slide further down her body, burying his face ia oftness of her stomach.
Gemma was astonished at how sensual it felt to hawvaavel licked, and it
was while she was marvelling at this highly eretiperience that his hand
slid between her thighs.



From that moment on, she was delirious with pleas@h, God, yes, she
thought. Yes, please. Oh, don't stop. Oh, pleas®{ stop. Oh, God. . .

'Oh!" she cried aloud, and shuddered convulsiveherwher body was
racked by a series of the sharpest. most elegtaisrss. But just as suddenly
it was over, and a 'draining exhaustion washedititdner, leaving her limp
and heavy.

When she sighed, he immediately retreated and alkdeft experiencing a
bewildering emotion that both puzzled and upset Tieere was peace, yet
emptiness. Satisfaction, yet resentment. This veashow it was meant to
be, surely?

Her eyelids fluttered open from where she'd bearesging them tightly
shut only to find Nathan stretched out beside Inethe bed. his chest rising
and falling as he dragged in a series of deep,ddruty breaths.

"Nathan?" she said, her voice oddly husky. Shel tiaelift her hand but it
was heavy and languid, falling across his stilivireg chest.

He picked it up and pressed it to his lips, stagtlher back to sexual
awareness by sucking one of her fingers into hisitmowhen her head
rolled sideways on the pillow to stare at him, hecked her even further by
taking her hand and carrying it down his bodyh#l enclosed her fingers
intimately around him. With his hand still imprisog hers, he forced her to
caress him, pressing her fingers tight, makingskeleeze as well as stroke.

He groaned with a raw animal pleasure and withsivend of his own
mindless pleasure any hint of revulsion vanishethfGemma. She became
enthralled, her head spinning with the intoxicatmisexual power, her
mind thrilling to the way she could make him shudaled cry out. Soon, his
hand dropped away from hers and he lay there gasgiishe propelled him
to a climax that left him shaking uncontrollably.

'‘God," he muttered, and, shuddering one last tnoieed off the bed and
strode into then suite shutting the door firmly behind him. There carne t
sounds of a tap running, then a cupboard openidglasing.



Gemma lay there, feeling suddenly awkward arid enalsaed, but within

seconds the bathroom door was reefed open andiNatsback on the bed
with her, slipping something under the pillow thgathering her back into
the warmth and security of his arms.

'Sorry about that," he said ruefully. '‘But it's sotime since I've been with a
woman, and | wouldn't have lasted long enough engiou to give you a
hope of satisfaction.” His eyes glittered as thegkéd deeply into hers,
inside you. . .good God. even saying those wor@n@igh to turn me on
again."

And it was, her eyes rounding as she felt his desipbbing hard against her
thigh.

'Don't worry," he said. 'l keep a good supply ofidams in the medicine
cabinet.'

Now her eyes widened further and he laughed sdfthere's no obligation
on our part to use them all. But | think one isini&fly in order.’

She watched, half curious, half shy, as he retdevemall plastic envelope
from under the pillow and, with obviously expemders, extracted then
drew on the seemingly inadequate protection. Intime he was back,
cupping her face and kissing her hungrily. 'Nowar ¢éove you properly, my
darling. | can concentrate on givingpu pleasure, beautiful unselfish
gorgeous sexy creature that you are.’

Gemma was dazzled by his words, by his calling herdarling, by his
overwhelmingly confident sexuality. There were mmbling moves, no
furtive actions, no feeble excuses for what heledearlier. He'd had a plan
in mind and he'd executed it boldly.

'l don't think you know how irresistible you are¢ went on. 'How you've
tormented me these past two weeks. | tried to putout of mind,” but | see
now that was an insane solution to what you've donae. There is only
one solution. Only one. . .’



He was kissing her again, and the explorationshaf érotic, demanding

tongue excited her unbearably. Soon, she was wgthéneath him, panting

and pressing her flesh into his, her lush, nulmleng body arching upwards
in a driving need for closer contact. When he dldvn her body to suckle

her breast, her arousal flared to frustration. Slo@aned, shaking her head
from side to side on the pillow.

'No," she cried huskily. This was not what she wdnShe wanted whae
wanted. Him, inside her. "Do it," she urged. 'Hostt!

His head lifted. 'Patience," he exhorted gentigoh't want to hurt you.'
'l don't care if you do," she insisted wildly.

His smile was dark. "Oh, yes, you would. . .ifddNow just lie here and be
still," he ordered, '‘and leave this up to me."

Be still! Was he mad? She wanted to move. to.todieh him, to. . .

She froze. For he had slipped a pillow under hétobks and was pushing
her knees right up, opening her body to his gazs.féece flamed and she
might have shut her legs but already he was betWeethighs and God. he
was rubbing himself against her and. . .andfeltiso heavenly, sglorious
that any protest, verbal or physical, died in hafdenly dry throat.

Gemma swallowed, closed her eyes and gave herpetb uvhat was
happening to her. And once she surrendered thehastls of her defences,
her mind spiralled out into a dark erotic wastel&modh which there seemed
to be no returning.

'Yes,' she moaned in agreement when he stoppéuctteasingly frustrating
rubbing to probe the velvet depths of her stunyirggbused flesh. Only a
shallow penetration at first, but steadily more amake, till he was filling
her completely.

'Oh, yes,' she groaned, and blindly reached ouaimas for him.



He came to her. They clung together, and for ageeonds Gemma was
overwhelmed by a feeling of intense emotional loBet when Nathan
braced his body with his elbows on either sideefdnd started a deep and
powerful rhythm she was spun back into that wastklavhere nothing
existed but a black haze and what was happeningidsigle her.

There was a gathering of heat and tension and plkedkat wasn't really

pleasure. It was a yearning, a longing where eliergttwisted tighter and

tighter, and only seconds before she thought stst sawely disintegrate she
did, her flesh shattering around his in a seriestofning sensations that
scorned her first climax as nothing but a sip atabp from which she was
now drinking her fill.

'Oh, Nathan," she cried out beneath his own shudgbody. 'l love you so
much.’'

Finally, he collapsed upon her and they clutchesbah other, gasping and
still trembling with the ebb-tide of their pleasuferadually their breathing
guietened and Nathan left her to make a brief todiihe bathroom. When he
came back to lie down beside her on his back, thiduiggrey eyes on the
ceiling, a quite appalling silence descended on rtdmn and Gemma
suddenly found herself down in that pit, that stdkeugh her heart.

He doesn't love you, you fool, came the cruel vaiteeality. He's one of
those handsome city devils Ma warned you aboutwhiged you and now
he's had you. End of story.

'‘Gemma. . ." he said at long last, sounding worried

'It's all right," she rushed in. 'l. . . | shouldmave said | loved you. It was
silly. I don't expect anything from you. | know yocouldn't possibly be in
love with me. | understand. You still love Lenoreda. .'

His head and shoulders shot up then, his eyes eslua® he turned to her.
‘Lenore!" he exclaimed. 'l don't love Lenore. G&mtl, whatever made you
think such a stupid thing?' Abruptly, he draggediht® his arms. 'It's you |

want, you silly little ninny. Why do you think | kkan't been able to write?



You've been obsessing my mind and my body. Alln daink about is
having you, and God forgive me. I'm going to.'

‘You. , .you are?'
'Yes,damn it, | am." he muttered. 'I'm going to have youny bed every
night, and at my breakfast table every morning,iamdy life every damned

day."

Abruptly, he rolled over and pulled her on top mhh'Gemma,' he said with
steely eyes.

Yes?'

'We're going to be married. As soon as possible.”

Gemma could not believe what she was hearing.

‘You. . .you can't be serious.’

'l am. Deadly serious. What's the matter? Don'twaunt to marry me?'

'Yes, of course, it's what | want more than anyghmthe world, but. . .but
what is everyone going to say?'

‘A lot, | would imagine. But we won't tell themltit's afait accompli.’
‘Nathan, I. . . I'm not sure that —'

He pulled her mouth down on his. Just say yesgrbe/led a minute later.
‘Just say yes and let me worry about the rest.’

She just said yes and he kissed her again, andnewdread was back in the
clouds. Nathan loved her and wanted to marry herdidn't love Lenore.
He wasn't a callous seducer. He was her hero, tecePCharming who
promised to fix all her problems.

It all seemed a little incredible.



But as he carried her further into the abyss ofasgs Gemma became
blissfully certain that she would be happy with iNat for the rest of her life.
He filled her mind and her heart and her body.he énd, nothing else
mattered, not the possible problems back at Beleyvor her lost heritage,
or even the mysterious black opal that had firsppled her into Nathan's
life. They were trivial and insignificant at thatoment. They were
consigned either to the past or the far distaniréutAll that mattered for her
was the moment, and the moment was, indeed, maasul

She sighed, and surrendered to its pleasure.



