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Dark secrets, forbidden desires, scandalous disiesve

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

Melanie was intensely attracted to Royce Granth@amtoment he set his
blue eyes upon her--which shocked her! She'd beeui® after the tragic
end to her marriage that she could never feel amytfor a man again.
Would her determination not to repeat past mistgkege stronger than the
emotions that were aroused in her whenever shawtlaskoyce?

Elsewhere in the Whitmore household, Gemma, Nahaasting young
bride, had already been seduced--by passion. Newvals discovering the
difference between Nathan's lust, and her love....



PRINCIPAL CHARACTERSIN THISBOOK

GEMMA SMITH: On her father's death. Gemma discodeae magnificent black opal
worth a small fortune, and an old photograph wisists doubt on her real identity. In quest
of the truth and a new life, she goes to Sydneyr&vbbe is seduced by and then married to
Nathan Whitmore.

NATHAN WHITMORE: Adopted son of Byron Whitmore, N®&n is a talented
playwright. After a troubled childhood and a diverdNathan is ruthless and utterly
controlled. Will he ever be the loving caring husthaf whom Gemma has dreamed?

MELANIE LLOYD: Housekeeper at Belleview, Melanie &motionally dead after the
tragic deaths of her husband and only child. Shes e house with cold efficiency,
downplaying her striking looks so that no man wake an interest in her. . .until Royce
Grantham strides into her life!

ROYCE GRANTHAM: A recently-retired world Formula ®nracing champion from
Britain, he is travelling the world collecting rambjects of beauty and value. When he sets
eyes on Melanie Lloyd, he has to have her, too —@alising her traumatic past, and the
battle he has to win her love and trust. . .

AVA WHITMORE: Byron Whitmore's much younger sistehe struggles with her weight,
spinsterhood and fear of failure.

BYRON WHITMORE: Recently widowed, he is the patdaiof the Whitmore household,
and a stranger to love.

JADE WHITMORE: Jade, the only daughter of Byron #&mthe (nee Campbell) Whitmore,
used to be a wild child, until she joined Whitmdpals and became assistant to Kyle
Armstrong, the company's marketing head. Now sliekayie are engaged to be married,
and she is expecting his baby.

KYLE ARMSTRONG (Gainsford): The head of marketingVehitmore Opals, Kyle has
revealed himself to be the Tasmanian heir to Aliatsdargest fortune.

CELESTE CAMPBELL: The head of the Campbell Jewatpiee. Celeste is not to be
toyed with. Beautiful and predatory, with a heh#tthides an old love that has twisted her
vision. . .

DAMIAN CAMPBELL: Younger brother of Celeste, hetlse sales and marketing manager
for the Campbell Jewels empire. Interested onbgiffrgratification and sexual pleasure, he
doesn't care whom he hurts in pursuit of love.



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. Her isterenclude reading
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A Noteto the Reader:

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

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

order written.



THE STORY SO FAR. ..

After her father's death. Gemma Smith found a #swlblack opal —which
she sensed could be worth a fortune —and an oltbgraph which made
her realise that she could be almost two years ¢hdan her father had led
her to believe.

Gemma left the opal fields of the Outback for Sydiwefind out more about
her mother, who had died when Gemma was born,aadrtroduced her to
Nathan Whitmore, a successful playwright and thmghead of Whitmore
Opals. Highly attracted to Gemma and struck byviedmerability, Nathan
offered her a reward for the black opal, which kd hn inkling was stolen
from Byron Whitmore, his adoptive father, twentyay® ago, and a home
and a job, first as 'minder’ to his wayward teerdaggghter, Kirsty, and then
—when Gemma had mastered Japanese —on the salesofdWhitmore
Opals. Gemma found herself falling for her new ectar, though various
members of the Whitmore household warned her ta#idh was a heartless
seducer. Then, to her delight, Nathan proposedgihde insisted that their
engagement be kept a secret. Gemma had doubts -whlbdid she know
her husband-to-be, and would their marriage leatiecsame kind of love
and happiness that Nathan's adoptive sister, Jatk,found with Kyle
Gainsford, who had hidden his real- life wealth i@hhe worked as
Whitmore's marketing manager? And still Gemma was nearer to
unravelling the secrets of her real origins, ot pr&celess black opal. . .






CHAPTER ONE

RoYcE took one look at the huge black opal on displaheéshop window,
and wanted it.

He'd always been like that. Swift and sure abouctdileg what he wanted,
and obsessive about gratifying those wants. Asnayéar-old boy he'd
wanted to be go-cart champion of the English MidiamBy fourteen, he
was. Nineteen saw him coveting the world champigngh formula-one
motor racing.

This time, however, it had taken him thirteen yaarachieve his ambition.
Thirteen long, hard, dangerous years. He'd subsdgiugone on to win the
championship in back-to-back years, then stunnedrtbtor- racing world
by announcing his retirement. But what had beemdthet of going on? The
challenge had been met, the wanting satisfied. Tarmaove on and find a
new goal.

That had been eighteen months ago, during whicé kiexd been travelling

the world, seeing all those places he'd neveryeaen from behind the

wheel of a racing car. He'd also developed a pernidbacollecting antiques

and art and artefacts. Already, he'd sent homeloeds of treasures to help
fill the sixty rooms of the eighteenth-century Yshire mansion he'd

purchased two years ago, and to which he would setom.

Now that he was no longer risking his neck evergkvey hurtling round a
track at two hundred miles an hour, friends thoughimight contemplate
marriage and a family. But marriage had ever baed,never would be, on
Royce's 'most wanted' list.

His gaze returned to the opal in the window, whikemind drifted off on a
tangent. He started wondering what Australian womvenld be like. Not
that he'd had time to meet any yet.

He'd only landed in Sydney the previous afterndloa hire car bringing him
straight from Mascot Airport to the Regency Hotélere he'd flaked out till
late this morning. He'd just been for an after-lstustroll, and had been



wandering past the shops in the foyer of the hatehis way back to his
suite when the opal in the window had caught hés ey

His eyes refocused on the sign sitting on top efdlcurity glass box that
housed the large chunk of gemstone. It said:

The Heart of Fire. A rare and precious pinfire klapal of 1260
carats, to be auctioned as an uncut collectorteméthe Whitmore
Opals Annual Ball to be held in the Regency Hotallrbom on

Friday night, July 21st. Tickets for the ball magy/furchased within
or at the Whitmore Opals store on the Rocks. Thie lo¢ the ball

will be presented with a magnificent solid opal gent valued at ten
thousand dollars.

An auction, Royce mused. On the twenty-first ofyJdlhat was over a
month away, well after he'd have moved on to MetheuStill, from his
experience, an item being auctioned did not preclad interested party
making a bid beforehand. He would simply make dardhat the head of
Whitmore Opals could not refuse.

Royce was wondering who the head of Whitmore Opalks and how much
money it would take to get what he wanted wheratiention was captured
by a woman standing at one of the counters insielslhhop —a black-haired,
black-eyed woman with skin like porcelain and aefétat belonged to an
Italian master's painting. She was talking to ohé&e salesgirls, showing
her something in a plastic bag.

Royce was entranced by her lovely but rather seriimce. Her eyes,
especially, reflected an inner sadness. A remoterrds was thinking he'd
never seen such an odd combination of beauty amdkbéss, when

suddenly she smiled, a smile so vibrant and stginsensual that he was
powerless to stop the automatic response of his b@dy. Royce's wanting
the opal immediately took second place behind aemomediate and

primitive want.

With a surge of adrenalin setting his blood racimgwatched her covertly
through the window, his mind searching for some w@aymeet her, his
narrowed eyes roving over her now with a more is¢eawareness of her



physical beauty. Never had he seen a face so peafeeck so elegant, a
mouth so lush. He felt irritated that what she waesaring hid her body
completely. Why would a woman so beautiful dresséléin such awful
clothes? That drab green trench- coat was awfid.bléick dress underneath
looked almost as bad as her chunky black shoes.

The only black Royce liked to see on a woman washe underwear
department, and then only in passing. If she viesg&voman, he'd dress her
in a deep red, or emerald-green, or peacock-bluel e'd adorn those
gorgeous slender ankles of hers with the highespgtest sexiest shoes he
could find.

Hell, she was leaving!

Not one to be slow off the mark, Royce leapt irttiaa, contriving to bump
into the woman as she exited the shop.

"I am so sorry," he apologised, gripping her elbhowsteady her. 'Are you all
right?'

'Perfectly, thank you,' she said crisply.

Up close she was even more exquisite, he thougstdésire for her
increasing with each second. God, if only they weaek in the caveman
days. . .he'd knock her on the head and drag red thahis lair where he
wouldn't let her see the light of day for weeks!

'l should have been watching where | was goinggsdid, relieved to find
that her hands were ringless. He always steeredtl cedr of married
women. 'Could | offer you a cup of coffee, perhdpsway of apology?'

Those incredible black eyes of hers blinked wid¢hay lifted to his face,
fear immediately shooting into their inky depths.

Royce was shocked. What had she seen in his faceke her react like
this? He thought he was being all smooth charnt:litgacarnal intentions
were well hidden behind a suitably suave facade.



'‘No, thank you," she whispered shakily. 'l. . .Vé&do go.' And before he
could blink, she bolted across the foyer and otugh the glass doors,
diving into one of the-taxis waiting there. She \yase before Royce could
gather his wits enough even to note the numbenaaic of the cab.

'Damn," he muttered, hating to lose, even in somgths transitory as a
passing fancy.

A passing fancy?

That didn't do justice to the passion that had @&sed him on looking into
that dark, tempestuous gaze.

What he wouldn't give to see them fling wide witistasy, not fear!

An idea leapt into his belatedly clearing braind amwhirling, he strode into
Whitmore Opals.

Gemma was standing there, thinking about Melaniesxpected visit,
when someone coughed. Startled, she looked updcafiman on the other
side of the counter, a tough-looking man with isteblue eyes and a five
o'clock shadow on his chin.

"Excuse me, miss," he said in a Michael Caine atEmat lady you were just
talking to. The lady with the black hair. I'm sur&now her. Was she
English, by any chance?'

'‘Melanie? Oh, no, she's Australian. At least, hikhshe is. . .' Gemma

frowned, realising she knew nothing much about Miel&xcept that she'd

been the housekeeper at Belleview for a couplearfsy and had an unhappy
past, her husband and baby having been killedcer accident some years
ago.

"You mean you know the lagyersonally' the English tourist was asking.

She smiled at him. "Yes, | do. She works for mhdatin-law."



"Your father-in-law," he repeated, giving her acisive look. 'But you look
far too young to be married.’

"Well, married she is,’ announced another maleeroic

‘Nathan!" Gemma exclaimed, delight quickly changtogconsternation
when she saw how her handsome husband was scawling Englishman.
Surely he didn't think the man had been flirtinghaher!

‘This is my — er — husband," she said, feelingtéresd with Nathan's
display of jealousy. It wasn't the first time heidde things awkward when
he thought a man was paying attention to her. Bt,fishe'd found his
possessiveness flattering, but not so much any.more

‘Nathan Whitmore," Nathan said coldly, and heldlesithand.
The Englishman shook it. 'How do you do? Royce Giam.'

'l thought | recognised you," Nathan remarked, stainding overly happy
about this man's identity. 'So what is the one anly Royce Grantham
doing in our small corner of the world?"

Gemma stared hard at the man but was none the. Wisemame and face
meant nothing to her. Which wasn't surprising. &henly begun to
appreciate her ignorance of the world at largeessie'd started work in this
store two months ago. The Regency Hotel was a mwxcaelebrities
passing through Sydney. They often browsed thralgitimore Opals, the
rest of the staff teasing her over how she alwaisd to recognise them.

'I'm holidaying,” Mr Grantham said. 'l've just &gd in your beautiful city
and have been admiring the sights.’

'So | noticed.’
Gemma cringed at her husband's dry tone.

Their visitor, however, was undeterred. 'l saw thagnificent opal in the
window and thought I'd come in and ask about it.'



Gemma's eyes flew to the man's. That was a lieatQeast, a twisting of the
truth. He'd come in primarily to ask about Melanie.

'I'm afraid | won't still be here for the auction the twenty-first," he went
on. 'l take it, Mr Whitmore, that you are the owonéiVhitmore Opals?'

'No, | am not.'

When Nathan wasn't forthcoming with further infotroa, Gemma stepped
in. 'Whitmore Opals belongs to my husband's fatlsée volunteered, her
stomach tight with agitation. Why did Nathan haweatt like this? She
hated it. Thank the lord Mr Grantham didn't seeferafed. He looked very
tough indeed.

‘The father-in-law you mentioned?' he asked, ordrw lifting.
'Yes, that's right. Mr Byron Whitmore.'
'‘And where would | be able to contact him?'

Gemma picked up and handed over one of their bssiocards which had
the head office address and telephone number kstedell as the two city
stores. 'The head office is not far from here,'tsiie him, hoping the smile
mitigated her husband's rudeness. 'Byron shouttidye till five at least. If
he's not in, you could ask to speak to his dauglitede, or to a Mr Kyle
Armstrong. He's head of marketing.'

The Englishman smiled at her. 'Thank you for aliryleelp, Mrs Whitmore.
You've been most kind. Mr Whitmore," he noddedIguend strode from
the shop.

Now that Mr Grantham was gone Gemma couldn't |adkathan. She knew
if she did she wouldn't be able to keep the exasioer out of her eyes.

'l thought I'd drop in and take you out for a siggrlunch,’ he said, then
added drily, 'It looks as though | arrived justime.’'

Now her eyes snapped up. 'And what does that mean?"



Nathan flashed her a frustrated look. 'Just get yoat, Gemma. | don't
want to argue with you in front of people.’

Gemma glanced around the store and noticed thauple of customers
were throwing curious glances their way. The rektthe staff were
diplomatically ignoring them. Feeling disconcert€&mma hurried into the
back room where she dragged her coat down frorodaestand and picked
up her handbag.

'I'm going to lunch now,' she said as she walkest {he other two salesgirls.
'l should be back by two.’

They murmured their assent and soon Nathan wasgui@kemma from the
hotel entrance and out into the city street.

‘There was no need for you to be so rude to that iathan,' she blurted out
at last.

‘There was every need," he bit out, his fingergidigjinto her arm through
the coat. 'l suppose you're going to tell me you'tdenow who Royce

Grantham is.’

'No, I don't. All I know about the gentleman isttha's English.’

'He's no gentleman. Not even remotely.'

"You know him, do you?’

'I've read about him.’

'What is he, then? A movie star or something?'

Nathan's laughter was harsh. '@methingjust about describes him, |
would think. He won the Formula One world champlopgwo years on the
trot, and has a reputation for being the most letgéat ruthless driver that

ever drew breath.'

'So? What has that got to do with me, or what hapggust now?"



'He also has a reputation for being just as rushiggh women. The man's a
predator of the worst kind, and | won't have himdiag aroundny wife.'

Oh, how Gemma was beginning to hate the way Nahahthat!His wife.
She had a name, didn't she? She was a personpossession.

‘You've got it all wrong, Nathan," she sighed. \M&sn't the slightest bit
interested in me. If you must know, he came insfoa@bout Melanie.’

'Melanie?

'Yes. She'd just been in to show me what she'dhlidogJade and Kyle for
an engagement present, and to make sure we hadydtten about the
dinner Byron is having for them tonight. Mr Grantinéhad apparently
glimpsed her through the window and thought he khew

'‘Good God, Gemma, don't you know that's the olttest in the book? It's
you he wanted to meet. As if a man would look twatéMelanie when he
had someone as breathtakingly lovely as you isilgist. Lord!"

Nathan ground to a halt and turned Gemma to facge his expression

reflecting frustration and concern. "When are yoing to realise what this

world is really like, darling? It's rotten throughd through, and most of the
people in it.’

Gemma groaned. 'l hate it when you talk like tiNgthan. I've always
believed that most people were good and | wanegpkholding on to that
belief. Please don't try to change me."

His face softened as love filled his gaze. Now Gammelted. When he
looked at her like that she forgave him anythingrehis persistent jealousy
and world- weary cynicism. 'As if | would ever watot change you, my
darling," he whispered, cupping her face and kgsbier gently on the lips.
When his mouth lifted, then returned for a fierkisss, she drew back.

'‘Nathan, we're in the street!'

'So?



Do you like embarrassing me?"

'Maybe | like checking that you can stile embarrassed,' he said darkly.
‘Come on, let's go and have some lunch and youetiame what Melanie
was doing in the city anyway. Never known that want@set foot outside
of Belleview except to visit her brother every Sayd

Melanie paid off the taxi and dashed inside, retto be safely home at
Belleview.

That awful man, she thought breathlessly. Tryingitk me up like that.
Did he think she didn't know what he wanted, ot g hadn't met the likes
of him before?

But that wasn't the worst of it. The worst waswey he'd madéer feel for
one mad moment. As though she actually wanted twitohim!

Melanie had been struggling to keep that appal@adjsation at bay all the
way home in the taxi. And she'd managed fairly vagllconcentrating on
feelings like outrage and indignation. But now tsla¢ was alone, she could
no longer find the will to deny the truth.

Yes, she'd found him instantly attractive. Yes,'¢lmeen flattered by his
obvious pass. Yes, she'd been momentarily tempteave coffee with him.
And maybe more. . .

Her moan of bewilderment and dismay came from a@dpn her soul.

She'd been ssureno man could ever make her feel like that agairsuse
that that part of her life was dead, as her hushandbaby were dead. After
what happened with Joel, she wanted to have nothorg to do with men
and, quite frankly, there hadn't been one inciderthe past few years to
shake her belief that she would live the rest oflifiein a sexless void.

Till today. . .



A memory of the man's ruggedly handsome face andl lsaxy blue eyes
flashed into her mind and she shuddered. Maybastawone-off thing, came
the clutched-at hope, an aberration never to beateq, if it was, then she
was safe. After all, she would never see him agaydney had four million
people in it and, given her tendency to leave Badl® only rarely, the odds
of running into that individual again were not wortvorrying about.
Besides, he had sounded English. No doubt he waesarst, just passing
through.

Her logical thoughts having soothed her near paéanie levered herself
away from the front door to make her way shakilyoas the wide marble
foyer. But as she passed the huge Italian giltanttrat hung on the wall, her
reflection halted her, a gasp of shock flying frber lips.

Was that her, that flushed impassioned-lookingtareawith pink cheeks
and eyes like glittering black coals?

A cry of torment flew from her lips and she dropgest handbag on the
marble console beneath the mirror, leaning on lath white-knuckled
intensity.

"Melanie! Are you all right?’

Gathering herself with great difficulty, Melanieugiint for the impassive
face she usually found comfort behind, but it tdskime in coming. Only
by the greatest effort of will did she turn a corsgd face to the plump
woman sweeping down the marble staircase.

'It's that time of the month, I'm afraid," she lwgiantly. 'I'll be fine in an
hour or two.'

"You shouldn't have gone out shopping,” Ava saitlki ‘I could have
bought whatever it was you had to buy. Oops. . .'

Melanie froze when Ava's foot slipped on the bottstep and she almost
went flying. Luckily, she was able to grab the aarof the balustrade to
right herself and Melanie heaved a ragged sighebéfr Thirtyish and

overweight, Ava Whitmore was the most accidentnprperson she had



ever known. Hardly a day went by without her eitlfi@iting over, or
crashing into someone, or breaking something.

Melanie felt sorry for her employer's younger amtiysister. What sort of
life did she have, spending all her days paintiagencolour landscapes that
she never finished, then filling her evenings watghendless movies on
television and video? Ava had never had a reabjabreal boyfriend in her
life. Apparently, Byron had routed a few malestwd gold-digging variety
in her earlier days, leaving the woman with liédf- esteem and a tendency
to cocoon herself from real life.

Yet she was a warm, motherly woman with a lot ferothe right man. Not
bad-looking either, with lovely blue eyes and afgreouth. All she needed
to look presentable was to lose a few pounds anthgeawful ginger hair
dyed back to its original brown.

Melanie found it ironic that she would want for Awat bitter experience
told her was a hazardous path to happiness. WAsa's self-imposed
seclusion a safer option to her going forth inte world and putting her
future into the hands of a member of the opposte? Melanie was not
nearly as vulnerable a type as Ava, yet the staidtrusted and loved had
ultimately destroyed her life, along with her capaeither to trust or to love
a man ever again.

She'd thought Joel had also destroyed her cagacigspond iranyway to
a man again. But it seemed she'd been wrong abatjtshe realised with a
shudder of self-disgust.

'l think you should come with me to the kitchenvafsuggested, taking her
elbow with uncharacteristic firmness, 'where yon sé& down while | make
you a cup of tea.'

Melanie gave in gracefully and was soon seatetieabteakfast bar while
Ava busied herself making the tea, during whichvigtshe first spilt the
sugar, then dropped a mug which, luckily, didn&dix:

'l must have the dropsy today,' she said breatlfless



Finally, the tea was safely made and Ava hoisteddhieup on to a stool to
devour her own, along with several chocolate btschielanie wished she
wouldn't eat so many sweet things but didn't sagtamg.

'What do you think of Jade and Kyle Armstrong bermmengaged so
quickly?' she said instead. 'Not to mention her imgn with him.’

Ava shrugged. "Young people don't know how to v@ithings these days.
Still. . .1 would never begrudge Jade any happirigss's had a hard time of
it lately, what with her mother dying in that baegiaccident and all.’

"That's true,’ was Melanie's non-committal remark.

Privately, she though Jade was better off with@utrhother, who'd been an
atrocious neurotic who'd thankfully spent more timesanatoriums than
home with her husband and daughter at Belleview:d3teen in one such
place when Melanie had originally accepted the tmrsias Byron's
housekeeper. She might not have come to BellevieW & Mrs Whitmore
had been in residence at the time, for it had iatadMelanie to watch a
mother being so emotionally abusive of her daugi&mn't she know how
lucky she was tdvavea child? Luckily, Jade was a girl of some spiit.
more timid person would have withered under Irenitiore's constant
criticism arid sarcasm.

As for Jade's father. . .Byron Whitmore was a path of the old-fashioned
type, overbearing, bossy and chauvinistic. Cledmyd found his daughter's
rebellious teenage years a bewildering experiefakng to understand
what lay behind her outrageous escapades. FromM#lanie herself had
witnessed, Irene had been very clever and sly mpheental tyranny and
Byron never saw first-hand what his daughter haggutoup with. It was no
wonder the girl had sought love outside the honte'dreceived little
enough within its walls.

Jade deserved a break in Melanie's opinion, andréek had come along in
the guise of Kyle Armstrong. The new marketing nggrafor Whitmore
Opals was just what that girl needed, a strong laemada loving heart. Best
of all, he seemed to have cured the girl of her-tome infatuation for
Nathan, who was not the man for any young girl.



Which brought Melanie to thinking about Nathan'serg marriage to
Gemma.

She frowned. From the moment Nathan had brought m@erhome to
Belleview a few months ago, it had been obviousgihienvas smitten with
him. And why not? Nathan was incredibly handsomehim golden- boy
style of a young Robert Redford. At only twenty &odintry-naive, Gemma
was no match for a thirty-five-year-old sophistecéiell-bent on sampling
her glorious innocence.

What Melanie —and quite a few others —had not etqubeas that Nathan
would marry the girl. His ex- wife had been as stoh by the union as
everyone else, because Nathan had vowed nevensrme his divorce only
having come through two years ago. His daughtestiKihad been very
upset, because she'd hoped that her parents whinchtely reconcile. A

foolish hope, given that the pair had never bedova. Or so Ava had told
Melanie when Lenore and Nathan had called theiriage quits some time
back.

''d give Kyle's and Jade's marriage a far betteance of success than
Nathan and Gemma's," Ava suddenly said, as thoeghmimd had been
going along the same track as Melanie's.

'l have to agree with you on the age-differenca@ldvielanie commented.
'Fifteen years as opposed to what? Six or sevem?dtbis Kyle, exactly?'

‘Twenty-eight, | think.'

'Still," Melanie mused, 'Gemma seemed happy eneugn | saw her in
town today.'

'It's only been a few weeks. Wait till the honeymaweears off and Nathan
shows his true colours.’

Ava's tartness surprised Melanie. Was it possilble bad once been
infatuated with Nathan herself? Though herself imento his brand of sex
appeal, Melanie had seen it in action plenty ofeBmYet as a person he



remained an enigma to her. What lay behind the glavhorous mask he
wore? What kind of man was he really?

"Tell me about Nathan, Ava,' she asked carefuippiag her tea in a casual
fashion. 'He was only sixteen when Byron adopted, wvasn't he?'

"He'd turned seventeen by then,' the other womarected, an acid tone in
her voice. 'Seventeen, going on thirty. Understalgaonsidering the kind
of life he was living.'

'What kind of life was that?"

‘The kind a lot of street kids fall into up at tBeoss, | suppose. Living off
his wits.Andhis-body."'

Melanie sat bolt upright. 'Are you saying Nathaagpituted himself?"

Ava shrugged. 'Not exactly. But | overheard Byretling Irene about
finding him living with a woman of forty! If that'sot a form of prostitution
| don't know what is!

'‘But he was only a boy then, Ava. If that was wlias going on, surely the
woman was the one to blame, not Nathan! Besidesnlt see Byron
bringing anyone basically bad into his own home."

'My brother can be very blind sometimes. All he Vddoave seen was a boy
in need, a soul in danger of being lost, and helavbave been compelled to
save him. To give him credit, Nathan has done Bypooud in most
respects. He worked hard to learn the opal buseragsis plays have taken
the world by storm. Though God knows why. | thihky're over the top.’

'I've never seen one. What's over the top aboutzhe

‘The way the characters behave. They're so emétiana frightening,
out-of-control way. The stories are cruel and vibkes well. His plays don't
entertain you. They disturb you. | only went to arel one was enough,
thank you.'



'Yet Nathan is a very controlled person himselfl&hie murmured
thoughtfully.

‘Yes. Odd, isn't it?'
'‘Maybe. . .’
Ava sighed. 'He's a puzzle all right, I'll give ythat.

Still, he's always been a good father to Kirsty andeast he did marry
Gemma. Though | wonder if he only did that becaafdgyron.’

'Why because of Byron?'

"You know what a stickler Byron is for doing thght thing, and Nathan

does like to keep in Byron's good books. Byronkkithe sun shines out of
him. Of course, there have been certain inciderntseertain females in the
past that Byron never saw and which | for one wadder enlighten him

on. But who knows? Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe Nathahanged. Maybe he
genuinely loves Gemma. We can only hope, | suppBsg. as they say,

leopards don't change their spots.’

A pensive silence developed, broken when the teleplon the kitchen wall
rang.

'l get it," Melanie said immediately, fearfulahany hurried movement of
Ava's might result in another accident.

'‘Belleview,' she answered.

'‘Byron here, Melanie. There'll be another person dmner tonight. A
gentleman. | hope that will be all right.’

'Yes, of course.'

'Sorry to give you such late notice. Must go. [dh\@@me important business
to finish up and | don't want to be late home.’



The line went dead and Melanie rolled her eyes.

'What is it?' Ava asked. 'ls there anything wrong?'

'No. Just Byron adding another head to the dinagygonight.’
'‘Oh? Who?'

"l don't know. A gentleman. Look, if | don't gefreove on there won't keny
dinner party tonight. At least, not one with food.’

‘Can | help?'

'Oh — er — no, | don't think so, but thanks foresiitg. Rita will be here
later to set the table and help serve. You go aakkenyourself pretty. Who
knows? The gentleman Byron's bringing home might ape eligible
bachelor.'

'Even if he is, he won't look at the likes of nfeya said bleakly.

'Don't sell yourself short, Ava. You've got a lotdffer a man.'

'Only my money.'

That's not true. You're a very attractive woman.'

'I'm too fat. Most men only want slim and sensaion

'More fool them.’

Ava was startled by the bitter tone in Melanie'&goShe had never heard
the other woman sound so vehement. Come to thiitkid&lanie wasn't her
usual self today. She seemed. . .agitated. Anddtriothing to do with the
time of the month. Something had happened duringshepping trip,

something that had upset her.

Ava wished she could ask her about it but Melanighinthink she was
prying. Byron's housekeeper was a very privateqrevgho kept her own



counsel and clearly liked it that way. Ava sighed alipped from the stool,
her heavy landing reminding her of her weight.

No man is ever going to look at me, she thoughtrilye&Vhy | bothered to
go and buy that new outfit | have no idea. Stithight as well go and try to
make a silk purse out of a sow's ear. I've gotingtklse to do.



CHAPTER TWO

By SIX-THIRTY that evening Melanie was grateful she'd choseneaum
which was deceptively easy to prepare, becauseewhe had had dropsy
earlier,shehad now developed a severe case of distraction.

The reason did not elude her. It was crystal-cleatatingly so. She could
not get the incident with that man out of her mind.

'Damn him,' she muttered, banging the cutlery draket.
'l hope you're not talking about me.’

Melanie swung round as her employer strode intokitehen from the
direction of the garages.

"You're early home for a Friday,' she said, siggstegy Byron's comment.

'l wanted to be showered and changed by the tinyedRarrived. | told him
seven, which means if he's on time I'll have hirmigself for a while. The
others aren't due till seven-thirty." He was takeifjhis tie as he hurried
through the room. 'Make sure both ice- bucketeedrawing-room are full,
will you, Melanie?’

Byron was gone before she could do more than draath. Ever since his
shattered leg had finally mended, he'd been a winidl of energy, his mind

going as fast as his body. Though fifty next biethhdhe was by no means
middle-aged, either in looks or manner. An excepily handsome man,
with thick wavy black hair, elegantly grey at tlemiples, he propelled his
impressively proportioned body around with a dyreamthat a man twenty
years his junior would envy.

A thought suddenly crossed Melanie's mind.
| wonder what Byron does for sex these days?

Instant irritation sent her winged black brows draytogether. There she
was again, thinking thoughts that wouldn't normaltgur to her these days!



It was all that damned man's fault. Him and hisazsjelooks and filthy
desires.

Filthy?

Now Melanie brought herself up short. She'd newvegnbone of those
women who'd thought sex dirty or filthy. She'd aj@@&njoyed making love,
even those first nervous attempts with her higlestbweetheart.

A smile of wry remembrance pulled at her generoaatim What a hopeless
pair they had been! His name had been Grant, dddbaen rather sweet and
shy, even at eighteen. They'd been going togetirea fcouple of years
before he'd drummed up the courage to ask her tallgthe way. His
lovemaking had been very basic and fumbling, ardleAMelanie could not
say she'd ever seen stars, she had loved theffae bands on her body,
loved the warmth and intimacy of it all.

Grant had lasted all during her year at secretaolége, right up till she
secured a job as a secretary- receptionist fordsaiytivertising Agency, an
American company with a highly successful branc8ydney. There, she'd
caught the eye of an up-and- coming advertisingciatkee named Joel
Lloyd. From the moment Joel LIoyd decided Melamstér was the woman
for him, poor Grant didn't stand a chance.

A bitter taste invaded Melanie's mouth as she thbwj the difference
between her two lovers. Two years it had taken Goawork up the courage
to consummate their relationship. Joel had sedinszdin the company
store-room two weeks after they'd been introduckdd she'd very
definitely seen stars!

But that had been typical of Joel. He was one a$¢hmen who took risks,
who dared while other men dithered. He'd beentdess man, there was no
doubt about that. What a shame she hadn't reaigletfrom the start just
how ruthless he was, then maybe her baby wouldbstidlive. . .

Melanie shuddered before giving herself a mentakehl'm not going to
think about the past any more. If | do, I'll go m#oh going to concentrate
on the here and now of my life, which is that dllaosudden a man has



sparked an unexpected and unwanted sexual responsa With a bit of
luck, that spark will snuff out again, quite quigkl'm certainly going to
work on it, because sex can make a woman vulnetatdeman, and | am
never going to be vulnerable to a man again. Never!

Melanie set about the final preparations for thengwg meal, annoyed to
find that her train of thought had made her uncotafdy aware of her
woman's body beneath her simple black skirt andeaAfibuse. Her breasts
felt tight against her bra, and when she walkedvgag conscious of her
stockings brushing together at the tops of hehthigod, but it was proving
hard to concentrate on doing even the simplest task

What a pity that tonight of all nights Rita couldtome to lend a hand. Rita's
teenage son had come down with the chicken poxéthcher husband not

due home from work till late she felt she had #ydtome. Melanie could

have rung round the assortmentof casual helperbath@n her books, but
that would have taken as long as just doing heidself. Normally, she could

have handled a dinner party for seven standingeoméad, but tonight she
was not her usual efficient self.

Now what was it Byron had asked her to do? Oh, thesice-buckets in the
drawing-room. Melanie hurried to collect the buskahd was filling them

with ice-cubes from the freezer when the front tetirrang. The clock on

the wall said five to seven, which meant Byronscsg guest was early —a
most uncommon occurrence these days. Mutteringaiekped back to the
drawing-room, replaced the buckets in the drinksireet and dashed to
answer the door, smoothing any stray hairs backbdter ears as she went.

Feeling quite harried, she couldn't even drum ppliée smile as she opened
the door.

Even if she had, it would have frozen on her face.
"You!' she exclaimed, black eyes rounding. "Whatwhat are you doing

here?' she cried, quickly followed by an outrageiw dare you follow
me?"



Too late it occurred to Melanie that the unwantedspnage on the front
doorstep was wearing a dinner suit. This afternd@y] been dressed in
faded blue jeans and a brown leather jacket. Wawlauld-be pursuer put
on formal dress simply to chase after a female pryd would he have
waited till evening to knock at her door? Not vekely.

Reality returned with crashing embarrassment.

'You're Byron's extra guest,’ she realised alougirgng silently. This was
fate at its most wicked! 'Royce Something-or-otheine added in a raw
whisper.

To her mortification, he laughed. 'That's me alighti Royce
Something-or-other.'

Her temper rose at his obvious amusement, and aHdetd fight for
composure. '‘Byron didn't tell me your full namég said agitatedly.

'He didn't tell me yours, either. Melanie what?"

Those sharp blue eyes locked on to hers and imtbatent it came to her in
a swamping wave of shock that she'd been rightfitee time. He had
followed her. Somehow. This was no fickle fingerfate. This was man at
his most dangerous and predatory. She didn't know he'd found out
where she lived or how he'd wangled an invitatmdihner tonight, but she
knew, without a shadow of doubt, that he had. He amother Joel, this
Royce Something-or-other. She recognised the tgpémefully as her
subconscious had recognised it earlier in the day.

Unfortunately, she still seemed to find this typsidiously attractive.

Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes swagtlom once more. The
dinner suit lent an urbane elegance to his hardbealy. His thatch of thick

straight brown hair had been tamed with some gelsavept back from his
high forehead. The five o'clock shadow he'd beemtsy earlier in the day

was gone, replaced by an aftershave that wasdresbangy. But despite his
superb grooming there was still something unciedisabout him which

made her heart leap and ner senses spring toiattent



It was his eyes, she realised, that gave him afawytneir expressive blue
depths were the windows to his sc And his soul thassoul of a dark and
dangerous man. a man who didn't know how to lobey€s, she recognised
the type, only too well.

But forewarned was forearmed and be damned if shddnalet him know
her susceptibility to such men.

'My name is Melanie Lloyd,' she said coolly. 'l #me housekeeper here at
Belleview. | am thirty-two years old and a widowdd not dateEver.Do |
make myself clear, Mr Royce Something-or-other?’

'Perfectly. For the record, my name is Royce Giamthl am thirty-six.
Single. And | do date. A lot. On top of that | tkiryou are the most
exquisitely beautiful woman | have ever seen.’

Her mocking smile would have put off most men, asil the acid tone of
her words. 'How very original of you, Mr Granthabo come in. Byron is
looking forward to your no doubt entertaining comypaBut might | give

you a word of warning? He's not a man who likestdlg so try not to
indulge your obvious tendency for flamboyant exagtien.'

"You know Byron well, do you?' his guest drawlechadollowed the wave
of her hand inside.

For a second Melanie's nostrils flared, her eyashihg with fury at the
implication behind his words. But she refused teedhis horrid creature the
satisfaction of an angry retort. Gathering hersd#ié dredged up one of her
frostiest faces and turned its chill upon him fblast. 'I've been Mr
Whitmore's housekeeper for Jwo years, during wtirde | have come to
appreciate the genuine gentleman he is. Now ifwitlicome this way, Mr
Grantham, I'll settle you in the drawing-room amifout what is keeping
your host.'

Melanie was sure she didn't breathe till she keftdrawing-room. Her head
was whirling and she had to stop on the first sibfhe staircase to pull
herself together. Their visitor had not said anogfesonal word to her, but
she had felt the magnetic pull of his eyes, eveshadeft the room.



Why he should be as interested in her as he smo$lyiwas, amazed her.
She'd long passed the days when her looks hadestappn in their tracks.
Oh, yes, there had been a time, in the early yefah®r marriage to Joel,
when that had happened. Joel had been a man dfggelaistication and
taste, and known exactly how to make her over ftloenpretty teenager he
had married into a very striking woman. He'd drdgser in vivid colours,
and in simple but daring styles which more ofteantmot required a
minimum of underwear. And of course her long blaak had always been
worn loose then.

B at Melanie was under no illusion about her appeee these days. She
mostly wore black and in unbecoming styles. Shel meemake-up and her
hair was always pulled back in a severe knot dr ifdhat wasn't enough to
deter a man, her aloof manner usually polishedffburgeoning interest.

Yet something —some perverse appeal —had madentars fancy her
enough to pursue her. And he didn't mean to givelfupelanie knew

anything about this type of male, it was the stubbess of his ego. He
would be merciless in the chase. And bold.

It was the boldness that bothered her the most.

Because boldness had once excited her. Very much.

'Did | hear the doorbell ring just now?'

Melanie glanced up to see Byron hurrying down thestowards her. Also
dressed in black dinner suit, he was much mordtimadlly handsome than
the man seated in the brocade armchair in the dgpvaom. Why didn't
Byron excite her? Why didn'his sexy blue eyes send her blood
racing?'Melanie?' Byron stopped to touch her onsti@ulder, concern on
his face. "Are you all right, my dear?'

She stiffened under his touch, for left her coklhe eyes left her cold.

Her covering smile was born of panic, for she colildear for Byron to get
a hint of what was troubling her. "Sorry. Just wgathering. Yes, that was



the doorbell. | put your Mr Grantham in the drawinogm. He said he'd wait
for you to join him before he had a drink.'

'‘Good." Byron reached up to give his black bowtlasa straightening. "So
what did you think of the famous Royce Grantham Mélanie?'

'Famous?' she repeated blankly.

'You mean you don't know who he is?" Byron seenmadsed. "Isn't that
just like a woman? [I'll bet Ava doesn't recognigm,heither. Royce
Grantham happens to have won the Formula One wbddpionship not
once, but twice! He retired at the height of hiseea a couple of years back.’

"What's he doing here?' Melanie asked, her throat d

'He's passing through Sydney on a world tour aayirg at the Regency.
Apparently he's become quite a collector duringtrasels, and when he
saw our Heart of Fire opal in the hotel shop heetmsee me, thinking he
could persuade me to sell it to him before theiancHe's got Buckley's,
I'm afraid. But he insisted on a further chanc@eosuade me so | invited
him along tonight. Who knows? Maybe we'll be ablgét him to buy some
of our other opals instead. He's damned rich entnigfford a swag.’

Byron moved on, leaving Melanie to stare after iitth a sinking feeling in
her stomach. A world champion racing driver. . e Should have guessed
he'd be something like that. A risk-taker of thestfiorder. A thrill-seeker
extraordinaire. A raving lunatic!

When her heart began to beat even faster, she egaarew. Turning, she
fled back to her kitchen, determined to hide tHékreircumstances forced
her to leave.

The first circumstance was the front doorbell mgpiat twenty to eight.
Muttering to herself, she hurried to answer it. timgea nervous-looking
Ava in the foyer. Melanie was taken aback to seether woman wearing a
surprisingly elegant royal-blue silk trouser suihage simple long-line
jacket and loose-legged trousers hid her plumpwesswell.



"My, don't you look nice!" she complimented warmiyhat's new, isn't it?'

Ava flushed with pleasure. 'You really like it? oumht it at a boutique
Lenore told me about which specialises in makirggsomen look better.
I'm thinking | might go back and splurge on someenautfits.'

"Why don't you? That one looks great.'
The doorbell rang again.

'Do you think that's Byron's gentleman guest?' Awaspered, looking a
little more confident now.

Melanie's insides contracted at this reminder oydeoGrantham. ‘No, he
arrived half an hour ago.'

"He did? Goodness, he was early. What's he like?tDell me he's an old
fogy!

'Hardly. He's one of those crazy Formula One radirgers,’ Melanie bit
out. 'Byron says he was once world champion.’

Ava's eyes lit up. 'You mean he's Italian?'

Quite clearly, Italian men figured largely in Avatsnantic fantasies. 'Sorry.
British. A Mr Royce Grantham. | must answer the lédwa," she excused
herself. 'Why don't you go along to the drawingm@ Byron and Mr
Grantham are having pre-dinner drinks in there.’

'l think I'll wait and go along with whoever is aing.'

Melanie opened the door to find both couples stamdhere, waiting.
Nathan and Gemma. Kyle and Jade.

What a striking foursome they were, she thought:thlia coolly

resplendent in a white dinner-jacket; Gemma, lashine-coloured velvet;
Kyle, wickedly handsome in black and Jade, dazzimg red wool dress
that showed every curve of her spectacular figure.



Melanie began to appreciate how Ava must feel sonest having to
compete with her glamorous family, though at l@asight Byron's sister
could hold her own. She really did look very attnae in that blue.
Melanie's compliment seemed to have done wonderseioconfidence as
well, for she came sashaying forwards without pgtta foot wrong and
proceeded to shower everyone with warm kisses, ngddiearty
congratulations to the newly engaged Kyle and Jade.

Melanie extended her own best wishes as she hungnpus overcoats,
and, when she got the chance, drew Jade over tooimele in the hall
where she had placed the present she had boughietdier that evening.

'l saw this and couldn't resist,’ she explainedamding the prettily wrapped
package to a startled Jade.

'Oh, how kind of you! Wasn't it kind of Melanie,rtiag, to buy us a gift?'
she directed at Kyle, who joined them, smiling.

'Very kind,' he agreed.
Melanie was pleased that both of them seemed toirgely like her present
—an antique photograph frame made in real silvéh & scrolly edge that

was both intricate and romantic-looking.

'l thought you could put one of your wedding pho&mps in it,’ she
suggested. 'When is the big day to be? Have yoa date yet?'

Jade flashed her fiance a surprisingly coy lookot | think," she
murmured.

'Very soon," Kyle insisted.

Jade laughed, her eyes still on the man she |avechaps we'll elope, like
Nathan and Gemma here.'

'l think Byron might appreciate the privilege olvigig his only daughter
away, don't you?' Kyle advised gently.



'‘Speaking of Byron,' Ava piped up, 'you'll neveregsi who he has in the
drawing-room." She glanced around the group, lapkind sounding like a
little girl, dying to tell a secret.

‘You're quite right, Ava,' Nathan said drily. 'Weutdn't guess, so just tell
us. But if you say Celeste Campbell then | for moa't believe you.'

‘Neither will I," Jade laughed.

Now if there was one thing Melanie would have likedind out about her
employer it was what lay behind the feud betweem l@ind Celeste
Campbell. But she doubted she ever would. Byroatseld of his half-

sister-in-law and main business rival was only exlegl by his reluctance
ever to discuss her. She wasbotenn this household!

'Don't be ridiculous, you two," Ava said reproadlyfuHell will freeze over
before Byron invites Celeste Campbell to BellevieMo, it's Royce
Grantham. You know. . .the champion British racaay driver'Really?'
Jade exclaimed, the only one of the foursome tk fWeased by the news.
Kyle was frowning, and Nathan exchanged a glandd Wemma that
bespoke more than a passing irritation at the rafves) additional guest.
Privately, Melanie agreed that Byron shouldn't hawposed a virtual
stranger —no matter who or what he was —on whatesasntially a family
occasion. But Byron was not large on sensitivitgfdstunately.

Oblivious of the sudden atmosphere, Jade breezadifd and slipped an
arm through Ava's elbow. "I've read about him. Heipposed to be a one
with the ladies, if | recall. You'd better watchuyseelf, Auntie. You're
looking rather scrumptious tonight in that bluetstiave you been on a
diet?’

‘Not really.

'Well, you're looking fab, so I'm going to stay stoand ward off Mr
Grantham's passes. Or do you want him to make g2%sss, of course you
do. How silly of me!" She was off and propelling &Awown to the
drawing-room before any of the others could stapMathan urged Gemma
after them, Kyle dragging the chain, his frown deed dark.



Melanie could only assume that Kyle had met Royc#/hitmore Opals
head office today, and either didn't like him, adr like his trying to
persuade Byron to sell the Heart of Fire beforelblé Why else would he
be perturbed by the Englishman's presence? It tvasrihough Jade was
upset by her father's inviting an extra guest, e/Blathan was.

Whatever, it seemed Melanie wasn't the only pevgomdidn't want Royce
Grantham's presence here this evening. Still, raottwg him here wasn't
going to change anything. Heas here. Neither could she do what she
would dearly love to do, which was vanish herseifthe next few hours.
She had to serve dinner, from the hors-d'oeuvrésettast cup of coffee. All
she could do to cope was hide her agitation behirabolly controlled
facade.

Everyone else would probably think she was in dinkep remote moods.
But tonight, it would all be acting. Melanie felirffrom remote when she
thought about being in the same room as Royce BaentAnd far from
coolly controlled.



CHAPTER THREE
GEMMA couldn't believe it!
Nathan could, of course.

Even as they'd been driving through the gates dedew a few minutes
before, he'd made another pointed remark aboutdieete over men. She'd
scorned his opinion that Royce Grantham would shipwto bother her
again, and what happened? Her supposed admirexdtupihere as a dinner
guest tonight.

Coincidence was impossible. That infernal man heldberately wangled an

invitation from Byron so that he could see Melaajmin. But since Nathan
hadn't believed her assertion the first time thatas Byron's housekeeper
the Englishman was interested in, then he wasiriggo the second time

either.

Even if Royce Grantharadtaken a fancy to her, Gemma would still have
been upset with Nathan's attitude. It took twaattgb, didn't it? Where was
his faith in her love, his trust? Did he hones#yjiéve she would go off with
some stranger? She loved Nathan to death and eom#mn interested her.
Yet her husband was looking daggers at her astthgsed after Jade and
Ava. Anyone would think, by the expression in higeg that she had
planned this all herself!

'Ah, there you are," Byron boomed as they entdreditawing-room. ‘Come
and meet Royce. I'm sure the men will recognise Hinot the ladies.'

Gemma, for one, almost didn&gain. What had the man done to himself
since lunchtime? Where had the rough and toughendégappeared to?

In its place was a suave, elegant, almost handsosagure who looked like
he'd stepped out of one of those fashion magazitissblack dinner suit
fitted like a glove, its satin lapels as sleek ahiohy as his hair. Amazing!

She stiffened as those sharp blue eyes of higdtarhning over their group,
seemingly searching for something — or someone.



Melanie, Gemma hoped, and held her breath. Shdwbtklp sighing with
relief when his gaze slid right over her withoubpgiing, a fact which
Nathan couldn't have failed to notice.

'Clever bastard," Nathan muttered in her ear. 'Hesad't want to look
obvious.'

Gemma could have screamed. Only by clenching let¢h teard in her jaw
did she stop her frustration from finding voice ttBe not to say anything,
she decided. Arguing with irrational people wasasi® of time.

A disturbing thought jumped into her mind as sh&odtthere, seething
silently. This was exactly the tack she'd beenddro use with her father in
the weeks leading up to his death. For some rea$ten she left school, he'd
become extra paranoid and possessive about haesjngfto let her leave
Lightning Ridge to find work, and often losing hemper if she was five
minutes late home. At first she'd stood up to Hiat,when he retaliated with
violence she'd begun to handle his irrational orgtsuwith silence. And

while this was physically safer, she'd hated thertph in his eyes when he
thought she'd been cowed into submission.

Gemma slid a frowning glance up a her husband.lBter relationship
with Nathan wasn't going to develop the same mafdsias her relationship
with her father? She didn't want to have to tippg-around his moods for
fear of potential outbursts, didn't want to feek stouldn'ttalk to him,
couldn't discuss things in a sane, logical fashion.

Once again, she was struck by how little they diialy talk. This lack of
communication had raised its ugly head on theirelyoroon at Avoca, but
she hadn't noticed it so much since they'd retutneBlydney to live and
she'd started working. Maybe she'd been too busyg, Nathan did make an
effort to stop his writing as soon as she came hoina@ evening, but more
often than not they went out — first to dinner d@hdn to the theatre or a
movie. It was hard to have meaningful chit-chataimestaurant, or in a
crowded theatre. Then, when they finally returreethe flat, Nathan would
take her to bed and make beautiful love to heerafthich he would
promptly fall asleep.



Still, most women would have thought Gemma hadatien She lived in a
glamorous unit overlooking Elizabeth Bay, had argleous job working in
a ritzy opal store, wore glamorous clothes whicst coore than most people
earned in a year, and had a glamorous husband whonad about her. In a
way, she felt impatient with herself. What more slet want?

The answer was crystal-clear. To have a truly cletstionship with her
husband, where they knew and understood each désply, intimately,

where their love was expressed in other ways besdrually, where she
was his friend and confidante, not just his lover.

Gemma dragged herself back to the present to hatraN explaining to
Byron that they had already met Mr Grantham eatiiat day.

'‘Really? Where?"
‘At the Regency shop.’

'Ah, yes, of course. Royce said he'd been theo&jrig at the Heart of Fire.
But what were you doing there, Nathan? | thouglitwere well into a new

play.'
Nathan shrugged. 'I've had to put it aside for dewltt's not working out.’
In that case you should consider my other offer.’

'What other offer?" Gemma joined in, frowning. Wiadn't he toldher his
writing wasn't going well?

'I'm having trouble finding the right director fbre play of Nathan's that I'm
producing. I've asked Nathan to consider doingnitself. He'd be perfect.
Still, we'll talk about that later. Jade, come olere. Kyle, where are you?
Why are you lurking back there near the door? Caneejoin Jade so that
we can finish these introductions and then breadndpe champagne to
toast your engagement.’

Kyle came forward, a wry smile on his face. 'Mr @heam and | are also
previously acquainted,’ he said, slipping an arouad Jade's waist and



kissing her on the cheek. 'There's nothing fodatrling. We'll have to tell
everyone the truth before your father's guesttheicat out of the bag.’

‘The truth?' Ava said, blue eyes blinking wide wdthriosity. 'What truth?"

Kyle cleared his throat. 'My last name is not Ammasy, but Gainsford. I've
been going under an alias since coming to live hre&ydney.'

Byron was truly taken aback, an angry flush slantoross his high
cheekbones. 'Why the devil would you do that? God;re not some kind
of con-man, are you?'

Royce's dry chuckle sent everyone's eyes his wayoudldn't worry about

your future son-in-law, Byron, if | were you. Theason Kyle and | know
each other is because he was one of my financ@eba during my last
years on the track. | suspect he could buy younaamtboth out and still have
the odd billion or two left over.'

This news brought an assortment of gasps and statessa mischievous
giggle from Jade. 'See the trouble you've got yalfiiato?' she told her
fiance. 'l told you we should have told everyonmtes but no, you said you
were enjoying your anonymity too much. Next timaullolisten to me,
won't you? Ah, here's Melanie with some much needffdshments. | think
we need something to pop into all the goldfish rheutround the room.
Melanie, did you hear Kyle's little confession? A&s, | can see by the look
on your face that you did. Well, go on, darlingg svent on, jabbing Kyle in
the ribs. 'Trot out the reason behind your deceptiouly, everyone, it's
better than Zorro. | haven't heard it nearly ofemmough yet. It's so
wonderfully romantic. And then, when you're finigheve'll drop our other
bombshell, shall we?'

Kyle groaned. 'l can see there'll be no stopping'yo
‘There never has been any stopping my daughtagnBsaid drily.

AYou're right about that, Byron,' Kyle agreed, giyiJade a look of such
love and approval and understanding that Gemmats tuened over. If only



Nathan would look aterlike that. Passion was all very well, but somesme
it wasn't enough.

'If you don't tell us the story soon, Kyle," Avaliggered, 'I'm going to
explode!

'I'm rather curious myself," Mr Grantham said.
amusement glittering in those expressive blue eyéss.

Kyle sighed. 'This will probably sound hopelesslgnsmental and

melodramatic, but here goes. The fact is. . .Ilimegs found my inherited

fortune a huge barrier when it came to relatiorsHigbrought me plenty of
attention from the opposite sex, but experienceally taught me that it
was very difficult for a man as rich as myself itadfa woman to truly love
him. I was reaching the age where | wanted to mamg/have a family, so |
decided to move interstate and assume a falsdtigletttere | could look for

a wife as an ordinary chap with an ordinary joknéw Jade was the girl for
me the first day | saw her, and luckily she fe# game.'

'l always thought there was something fishy abouwt,yNathan said with an
ironic chuckle.

'‘Well. | didn't!" Byron muttered crossly.

'I'm sorry | had to deceive you, Byron,' Kyle wemt '‘But I've tried to do a

good job at Whitmore's and I'd like to continuéhaad of marketing. To be

honest I'm enjoying the challenge. There's no tieethy secret to go any

further than this room for a while yet, is thera@deland | plan to have a very
private garden wedding with only her immediate fgnpresent so there

shouldn't be any problem with publicity.'

'‘But what about your family, Kyle?' Gemma askedofiDyou want to invite
them to your wedding?'

'l don't have any family here in Australia. My patewere killed in a bush
fire when | was only a tot. | am. . ." he smiledwioat his fiancee . .the
classic poor little rich boy who's been lucky enoug find a woman who



loves him for himself."And who's going to have baby,' Jade murmured
before throwing her father a slightly worried look.

She needn't have worried. Byron's initial shocknsgave way to a wide
beam of delight. 'A baby! My first grandchild! Howonderful!' He came
forward to hug his daughter and shake Kyle's harte wedding will be
soon, | hope.'

'‘As soon as it can be arranged.’

'Well, this does call for champagne. Lucky we pabapleof bottles on ice,
eh, Royce? We have two reasons to celebrate nowat Whight this has
turned out to be!’

Amen to that, Melanie thought ruefully as she moaeound the room,
serving a silver tray of hors-d'oeuvres while Byand Royce handed out
glasses of champagne. She lingered with NatharGamidma, exchanging
pleasantries, then chatting to Jade till she satRloyce had moved away to
take a glass of champagne to Ava. Melanie filled little more time telling
Byron about Rita's inability to help tonight, butdlly had no option but to
approach the enemy. By this time, he was standinfyjont of the fire,
leaning a casual elbow on the mantelpiece whilsipyged champagne and
listened attentively to a highly animated Ava.

'l really shouldn't,” Ava murmured when presentéith the tray.

'l don't see why not," her companion said, manatprigestow a charming
smile upon her while his eyes were all for Melamier black gaze bored
back into his, conveying an icy contempt for what¥as doing, bewitching
poor Ava while secretly lusting after the househwddp.

Did he think such tactics would make her jealoushbld a lot to learn about
Melanie Lloyd if he thought he could manipulate.i@h, he could set her
heart beating with those sexy eyes and that haitd tiody of his but never

would she let him know it. She'd rather die thare@ man — especially a
carbon copy of Joel — the slightest power overdgain.



'Will you stay and have a glass of champagne wstiMelanie?' Ava asked
innocently.

'‘Can't, I'm afraid, Ava. Rita couldn't make it tghi so I'm all alone in the
kitchen.'

'I'm pretty good in a kitchen," Royce drawled. "Warmand?'

Thank you for the kind offer," she said with fatsgeetness, 'but I'm sure
Byron wouldn't appreciate a dinner guest spendhg évening in his
kitchen.'

Her smile was pure acid before she turned awaynbalecided to leave the
food behind as self-serve and escape this cortagieesence post-haste.
But when she bent over to lower the tray on tortbarby coffee-table, her
straight black skirt rode up slightly at the baokser legs, as well as pulled
tight across her hips and buttocks. Despite hek bamg to Royce, the hairs
on the nape of her neck suddenly stood up on eddla@ just knew he was
watching her intently, not only watching her butdwessing her with his
eyes.

Appalled at the persistent sexual nature of harghts —not to mention the
undeniable heat coursing through her veins —shdtlgvatraightened,

wiping sweaty palms down the sides of her skirfhéWdo you want me to
serve dinner, Byron?' she asked, amazed to hethénavoice sounded
steady.

‘Not for another half-hour, Melanie," her employgbrmed her. 'The food
won't spoil, will it?’

‘Not at all." The smoked salmon entree was alreadyts serving plates

under cling-film and would keep indefinitely. Théndi pork main course

was an easy stir-fry with all the ingredients pregared, and the coconut
caramel pudding was sitting in the refrigeratotyareeding to be popped in
the microwave for a couple of minutes.

Melanie had found through experience that dinnetigg went more
smoothly if as much of the menu as possible coelgtepared or cooked



beforehand. That way, delays posed no real prodteatso eliminated the
possibility of last-minute cooking disasters.

Of course no amount of 'being prepared’ could hmepared her for the
perturbing influence of Mr Royce Grantham.

"Before | go, Byron,' she said, still marvelling the coolness she was
superficially exhibiting, 'l took the liberty of cosing the table wines for
you. | hope you don't mind, but the whites did havee chilled. The reds,
of course, can easily be changed, if they don't nwék your approval.’

'‘Melanie, my dear, your ability to choose wines domplement your
excellent cooking is only exceeded by your unfldplist under fire. | was

telling Royce earlier what a treasure you are. eknged to think that my
inviting him home to dinner at the last minute miglause a stir, but |
assured him you were rarely rattled by anything.'

'‘And | told Byron," Royce said from beside her ddeu 'that if he didn't
watch it, | might steal you away from him. | amnieed of a housekeeper of
your calibre for my home back in England.’

'My God. did you hear that, everyone?' Byron lauteée's trying to seduce
Melanie away from us. You've got Buckley's, Roydelanie's practically

one of the family. Besides, she knows I'd be lagtout her. Ava, my dear,
your glass is nearly empty. Come over here antbpllit up.’

'l double your salary," Royce offered quietlyfiwe Melanie could escape
his insidious presence.

She glanced up over her shoulder at him, only tehhose wicked blue
eyes clamp on to hers with a resolve that was tieighg.

'I'll give you anything you want,' he stated boldifyyou come with me.’

'What | want, Mr Grantham,' she returned shaki$/fdr you to leave me
alone.’

'Liar.'



Melanie turned fully to stare at him. 'How dare 9oshe whispered fiercely
under her breath.

'‘Are you Byron's mistress? Is that it?'

Now her eyes and nostrils flared wide, and a ssralle pulled at his hard
mouth. 'Don't bother to answer. | can see that g@n't. Just as well. |
wouldn't have liked that. No, | wouldn't have likéxt at all.’

His voice was low and hushed, so that the otharklamt overhear. But for
all its softness, it was no less commanding, antkderrifyingly hypnotic.
'Sorry to be this crass —it's not normally my st#éut | have so little time.
I've always found that if you want something bagipugh, then sometimes
the only way to get it is to go after it, boots al | want you, Melanie
Lloyd. It's as simple as that. | find you breathkibgly beautiful and
incredibly intriguing and so damned sexy I'll haeéhave ten cold showers
when | get back to my hotel room tonight. Unledscaurse, you're there
with me. . .

Melanie caught her breath. My God, did he honestpect her to do such an
outrageous thing? Had other silly females comeingwhen he clicked his
fingers at them?

Yes, she realised with a chilling acceptance of than's success rate with
women.

Fortunately, she had previous experience with daiman which spelt out
for her the danger inherent in surrendering onélsman individual whose
only concern was self.

Melanie summoned up what she considered her masemvig look.

'| take it that's a no?' he drawled.

Without lowering herself even to give him an ansvgée whirled away and
strode rapidly from the drawing- room, hoping that haste was construed

by the others as need to hurry back to the kitadrehnot the fleeing of a
panic-stricken woman.



For underneath her very real fury at Royce foranisgant presumption lay
a startling susceptibility to his compliments.

It wasn't often that a woman was told she was btakingly beautiful and
incredibly intriguing. Nor that she was so sexytthar pursuer would do
anything to have her. Such talk could turn the hefaghy woman, let alone
one as intrinsically lonely and possibly as frustdeas Melanie.

She had to constantly remind herself over the hakthour of the type of
man she was dealing with here. He was a daredéwalwould employ any
audacious tactics to get what he wanted. And theluded flattery and
outright lies. Next, he'd be telling her lowedher!

Still, it was damned hard not to imagine what spegdhe night in Royce
Grantham's bed would be like.

It was all Joel's fault, she decided savagely ag sliged around the kitchen.
He had taught her how exciting sex could be withman like him: how
addictive even. She'd thought she'd been cureduoh sieeds by his
treachery, but it seemed she hadn't. Obviouslywateestill a woman in its
most basic sense, still a female animal, compdijeshother nature to mate
with the male of her species.

| am not an animal, she argued as she set abowviegithe film on the
entrees and arranging them on a tray. | am a hureeng. | do not have to
give in to my baser instincts. | have will-powedasride to protect me from
that marauding male in the drawing- room.

Ah, yes, pride. I've always been big on pride. Mayin much so.
But not this time. This time pride will serve me livéo | want to be
reduced to nothing more than another sexual saalRa@yce Grantham's

belt, another notch on his gun, another trophyhfsrmemoirs?

"Over my dead body,' she muttered angrily.



Melanie glanced at the clock and felt her stomagititén. Time to summon
the guests to the dining-room and start servingntleal. Time to test her
pride.

She did surprisingly well, she thought afterwattisugh grateful that there
was no soup on the menu. She probably would haypet it everywhere,
especially that first time their eyes met and he the gall to smile at her.

Ten o'clock found her removing the plates from thain course and
checking that everyone wanted dessert, and wh#tbgrwanted cream or
not.

"Only a small helping for me, please, Melanie," Asad, smiling coyly.
"And no cream.’

"l thought you said you weren't dieting, Aunti@dé piped up.Ava blushed.
‘I'm not.'

'She certainly doesn't need to," Royce put in dyalldike a woman with a
bit of meat on her.’

This comment was accompanied by a-direct glance Mafanie's
well-rounded bust. When an embarrassing heat zoom@dher cheeks she
wanted to curl up and die. Gemma, for one, wasitap&t her curiously, as
was Nathan. They know what's going on, she realised blushed all the
more.

'Same here, Royce," Byron was saying, totally ignbrof the by-play
between his housekeeper and his guest. 'Once am@aehes a certain age
she looks better with her bones well covered.’

'l think that depends on the woman," Jade saidestie Campbell must be
pushing forty and she's reed-thin. | saw a photchef in a women's
magazine the other day, hosting some harbour partyer yacht. She was
dressed in a bikini and looked sensational. I'd tiklook half as good when
I'm her age."'

'She probably does a lot of exercise,’ Ava saith wisigh.



'Yes,' Byron snapped. 'All in her bedroom! For jgisake. Jade, what is your
fascination for that atrocious woman? You're alwarysging her up.’

'‘Well, she is my aunt, you know," Jade defendedt tbl mention Whitmore
Opals' main competition.'

'Maybe not for much longer.' Byron's smile was \afnfly smug. 'l hear
their sales are suffering since those reports apgean television about
their bribing Japanese tour companies to bypasgladr duty-free stores in
favour of theirs. | was wondering if you had sonmeghto do with those
stories, Kyle. Not that I'm objecting, mind.’

' may have dropped the right word in the rightaarhile back,' he admitted
coolly. 'l happen to own a part-share in the tiegvision station to run that
particular expose.'

Byron laughed. 'l can see you're an invaluable tadrave on our side. But
surely, you're not going to continue being Whitn®marketing manager
indefinitely, are you?'

'‘No, I'm grooming Jade to take over next yearallyewill have to get back
to overseeing my own interests by then.'

'‘But surely Jade's too young and inexperienced!'féwher argued. '‘And
she's going to have a baby. Her place is in theghmot in business!'

‘Jade's place is where she's happiest," Kyle detefidnly. 'Most women
can combine a family and career these days ifsthdiat they want. As for
her being young and inexperienced. . .she's agtbatter qualified than |
am. Most of the new ideas Whitmore's have beenesséally putting into
practice over the past few weeks have been heavd great faith in her and
| suggest you should too.'

'Enough of that, darling,” Jade intervened, laughith appreciate your
support but | can fight my own battles. Pops, sipuand drink up. Melanie,
I'll have a double helping of dessert, since I'tinggfor two!'



Melanie suddenly realised she was still standirgethagonising over her
earlier embarrassment, instead of getting the des’iee'd even forgotten
who wanted cream and who didn't. All she could neper was that Ava
only wanted a small helping. Flustered, she fledrtstom, deciding to put
the cream in a jug so that people could serve takmes.

She waited as long as she could before puttingléssert plates on a tray
and making her way back to the dining-room. Theveosation around the
table had moved on to the opal Royce supposedlyedan buy, with both
Jade and Kyle strongly vetoing any sale beforeotike

Melanie put the tray on the sideboard, placed ulyeof cream in the centre
of the table, then started placing a serving imtfrof each person, the
smallest going to Ava, the largest to Jade.

"You'll have to stay on in Sydney for the auctibyou want the Heart of Fire
that badly,’ Byron was saying to Royce as she gavemployer his slice of
pudding. 'What's another fortnight to secure somgtlso unique and
precious? You won't get another opportunity, yoawnThanks. Melanie.'

Once again, Royce managed to catch her eye asoke,gpcouldn't agree
more. Yes, | think | will stay till the ball, aftevhich I'm going to take my
unique and precious find straight back to Engléimd.a mind to see it adorn
my home there. | have just the spot —in the mdstdroom."

Melanie reefed her eyes away. Was he really talkingut the opal? Or
herself? Despite all her earlier resolves, she dobher mind filled with
images of herself in that master bedroom. HerselfRoyce.

Help me, pride, she prayed. Help me. . .

'‘But what if someone bids higher?' Gemma asked.

'l doubt they will. I've always been prepared tergphas much money as is
necessary to get something | really want.'

Now Melanie's black eyes flashed his way again frehere she was
standing behind Byron's shoulder. So that wasthasegyy, was it? If all else



fails, bring out the cheque-book. My God, did heéstly think he could
buyher?

"You really want our pride and joy that much, éy#'on said.
'| certainly do.’
‘Then we'll see you at the ball?'

'Most assuredly. I'll pop down to the shop and pigktickets tomorrow
morning. You'll be there, will you, Mrs Whitmord® directed at Gemma.

'Yes, of course,’ she smiled, thinking to herskétthe really was quite
charming. And obviously very taken with Melanie. Wihe couldn't take
his eyes off her every time she came into the room.

'No, I'm afraid you won't be, darling,' Nathan sadtonishing her. She sat
there stunned for a second, while he spoke diréctBoyce. ‘Gemma and |
will be spending the day with my daughter. My exewhas an —er
—appointment she can't get out of.'

"But. . .but. . ."Gemma finally started stammering.

He took her hand and patted it. 'l forgot to teliyabout it, darling. But not
to worry. I'll telephone the store manager perdgraaid smooth things over
for you. They can call in one of the casuals. Rettllere's no big problem, is
there Byron?'

"Of course not. You're only working there as aldithobby, after all,
Gemma.'



CHAPTER FOUR

GEMMA's annoyance with Nathan was momentarily exceedemibyge at
Byron for speaking so patronisingly about her job.

Why, her sales figures were better than any obther girls'! And she spoke

Japanese much more fluently than anyone in the, dtecause she'd worked
very hard at mastering the difficult language. Neitdid she shy away from

using it as some of the others did. In fact, steldn so successful with

Japanese tourists that they often asked espefoalher.

'l don't think of my job as a hobby, Byron,' sh&s#&ying not to sound as
hurt as she felt.

'l should say not!" Jade jumped to her defencealeh old chauvinist you
are, Pops. Take no notice of him, Gemma. | don't.'

'So I've noticed,' her father retorted drily. 'igiad Kyle's taken over your
reins, daughter, dear. It'll be good to let someelse worry about you in
future.’

'Why should | worry about Jade?' Kyle shruggede"Ska grown woman
with a mind of her own and more nous than most higrow. As for taking
over her reins. . .my God, if | started telling dadhat to do or how to
behave, she'd have me for breakfast.’

'"You'd better believe it,' she said with a deteedinsounding laugh. 'You're
going to marry a liberated lady here and don't éweyet it!"

'‘Better you than me, Kyle," her father pronounc¢&dere again, to each his
own. | have to admit that | prefer the old-fashidkend of wife.'

'Amen to that,' Nathan muttered under his breath.

Gemma closed her eyes momentarily against the gagiseof a headache.
Jade had just put her finger on the root causeiofihhappiness, and Nathan
had just verified it. He didn't want the sort oftp@rship Kyle and Jade had,
where they shared everything on an equal footingrears included. He



wanted a wife of the old brigade, one who alwayemed to her husband's
opinion, one whose needs and ambitions were nosidered or taken
seriously, one whose only job was to keep her hiiappy — especially in
the bedroom.

No doubt, at the appropriate time and when it suiten, Nathan would
make her pregnant, after which she would be exgeotgive up her 'hobby’
and retire to become an old-fashioned mother.

Gemma found it incredible that the thought of hgviathan's baby no
longer gave her the pleasure it once would havar Deaven, hadn't she
told Ma just before leaving Lightning Ridge thar loearest dream was to
marry a nice man and have loads of babies? Andtretdnwritten to her old

friend after marrying Nathan and told Ma she cotildkit to have that big

family she'd always wanted? Now here she was, lshgrirom even having

onebaby.

But how could she look forward to a pregnancyt heant she would have
to leave a job she enjoyed, only to be imprisoridwae with no one to talk
to and nothing to do? Nathan would probably algo ter doing any of the
housework and cooking, just as he'd carted vetoihgr things he thought
weren't good :or her, such as seeing Royce again.

The bottom line was he was treating her like ad;hitaking decisions for
her, not trusting her judgement, acting like aroerdtic father rather than
the caring, loving husband she'd mistakenly thobghivould be.

'Coffee, Gemma?"

Gemma opened her eyes and smiled a wan smile @reshoulder at
Melanie. 'Yes, please.’

Melanie's returning smile as she placed the cumfiée on the table had a
sisterly understanding behind it that made Gemnea better, and oddly
stronger. In the absence of Ma, Gemma consideridgcdlelanie some
time in the near future and asking her for adviocenow best to tackle her
problem. After all, she'd been married once. Mayletdanie could advise if



a new bride should fight openly for what she wantght from the start, or
try to achieve change in more subtle manipulatiagsy

Take the problem she was faced with tomorrow. Gemiaated to go to
work. She suspected that Nathan's excuse abouthheing to take out
Kirsty was probably a lie. Even if it was true, #mew darned well that the
last person Kirsty wanted to spend the day with heself. The girl still
hadn't really forgiven her for marrying her fathend thereby smashing her
dream of her father getting back with her motheot Mnce since their
marriage had Kirsty visited them, or wanted Gemrita er father when he
took her out. Even on her recent birthday, shelohth} told Nathan that
Gemma wasn't welcome at her party.

Gemma believed if she didn't go to work tomorrove stould end up
spending the day in the unit alone, just becaugbdxehad some weird idea
in his brain that Royce Grantham was interestedein What was wrong
with her husband? Hadn't he seen for himself theowa looks the
Englishman had given Melanie all evening? He'd lyagiven hera glance,
or directed more than polite conversation her way.

Gemma suspected that this was one problem thatlicodle solved with
subtle methods. She would have to stand up foritjlets and make Nathan
understand how she felt about his treating her sikme silly girl with no
mind of her own.

Yet the thought of an argument later than night \masupsetting and
daunting one. Things had already been straineddsgtvthem since their
confrontation over Royce earlier in the day. Maghe should just give in to
Nathan's wishes this once. Gemma supposed it wageiy day that a
champion racing car driver would cross her pathwdis probably his
reputation with women that was bothering Nathan.

This thought started her thinking about what sucham would want from

Melanie. Was he only looking for a holiday flingrnse woman to show him
a good time while he was here in Sydney? Or wasatthaction deeper than
that? Maybe he was on the lookout for a wife, nloat he'd retired from his
dangerous sport. Though, somehow, Gemma doubt&byce Grantham

didn't look the marrying kind. Which only left affar.



But Melanie was not the sort of woman to indulgecasual sex, of that

Gemma felt certain. Frankly, in the months Gemmea kreown her, she'd

shown no interest in men whatsoever. At first, Gentvad believed this had
been due to her husband and baby being killedanatcident, but as she'd
got to know her better Gemma wondered if her mgeriaad been a happy
one. Sometimes, Melanie showed an icy con-tempghfomale sex that the
tragedy alone could not explain.

Before tonight, Gemma would have thought any memesices of attracting
Melanie were less than zero, but there was no dayBRoyce Grantham had
made an impression on the normally indifferent letlegper. A couple of
times, Gemma had caught them exchanging highlygeldaiooks, and once
Melanie had actually blushed. This in itself wasustike the other woman
that Gemma had to revise her thinking on what Melaright and might not

do. Gemma herself knew how vulnerable a femaledcbelwhen a man had
set his sights on her seduction.

When she sighed, Nathan turned to her. 'You hadeunttk your coffee,
darling. Is there anything wrong with it?"

'What? Oh. . .no. . .no, | was just daydreaming.’
‘About what?'
'‘Nothing really. I'm tired, | guess.’

‘Then perhaps we should go home. Byron, Gemmatsa kthe weary side.
Would you mind if we left as soon as we've finistoed coffee?’

'‘But it's only eleven,' he complained. '‘And | wasng to talk to you about
the play.'

‘There's no need. I've already made up my mindtabat: I'll do it.’
'You will? Even with Lenore in the leading role?' Clearlyrdh was

astonished. So was Gemma. She simply stared ahusdyand, totally
speechless.



'l don't see why that should present a problemgdragvled dismissively.
'Our divorce was quite amicable, no matter whaethbelieve. To be
honest, now that Lenore and | are no longer liviogether, we're better
friends than ever.'

Gemma's whole insides contracted as a past incgielttenly jumped into
her mind. It had happened the very first day Natieoh brought her here to
Belleview to be his daughter's minder, at a timemvbhe had already fallen
under his spell, and when he'd subsequently claimedas already smitten
with her. Yet that night she'd stumbled across kissing Lenore in the
billiard-room, their embrace so passionate thateeiof them had seen her
standing in the doorway. She'd always meant toNagkan about that kiss,
but had never seemed able to drum up the courdmggn, Tvhen he'd asked
her to marry him, scorning any feelings for hisvefe, she'd driven any
worry about that kiss —or his still being in lovélwlLenore —to the back of
her mind.

Now the worries resurfaced. She didn't want hineating Lenore in that
play, didn't want him spending that much time wigr. The woman was
exquisitely beautiful, her elegance and sophistoatalways making
Gemma feel a little gauche by comparison. No dshbtknew exactly how
to please a man sexually, whereas Gemma still ladents of shyness and
inhibition in that department.

Gemma's stomach churned when she thought of Lemapeily having
pleasured Nathan in all sorts of erotic ways duthegr marriage. Feelings
of inadequacy and jealousy burnt within her, and sfsolved that she
would be more daring in the bedroom in future, aatpull back from some
of Nathan's more adventurous suggestions like swodish virgin. Usually
he laughed gently at her embarrassed reactions,singly moved on to
some other more acceptable activity or positiort Baw soon before his
outer patience waned and he began to find her gdrin

With these new concerns revolving round in her mBemma decided not
to make an issue of going to work tomorrow. Beketthe line of least
resistance this time. She didn't want Nathan angty her when he started
directing Lenore in that play. . .



But all her good intentions went out the window wha few minutes into
their silent drive home, Nathan said crossly, h'tike it when you sulk.'

Indignation and a sudden flaring of temper sentdyes snapping his way.
'I'm not sulking. But even if | were, then you shin't be too surprised. |
would just be acting the way you've been treatimgathnight. Like a child!

'Don't be ridiculous, Gemma. I've done no suchghin

'What do you call it then when you tell me I'm going to work tomorrow,
simply because you think Royce Grantham might naelikee for me? Blind
Freddie could see that the woman Royce has ssighits on is Melanie, not
me. Good grief, Nathan, didn't you see the wayb&dd at her tonight?’

I saw. But | know Melanie. She won't come acrashjch means Mr
Grantham will be left with a severe case of frustrawhich he will seek to
ease with the next available female. Namely you!

Gemma threw her hands in the air. 'l don't belitnge Anyone would think
| didn't have any say in who | chose to go to béth.\WWhy would | want
Royce Grantham when itiou | want, you | love? Or don't you believe |
truly love you, Nathan?'

There was an electric silence till they pulled up &ed light, where Nathan
slowly turned his head her way. His face was itingly unreadable, those
grey eyes of his both cool and steady. 'All I'mirtgyto do is protect my wife
from the sort of man most women have few defengasnat, let alone a
young inexperienced girl like you. This is not aegtion of love, Gemma,
but a question of lust. Believe it or not, a wonean love one man and still
be made to feel lust for another.’

'l don't believe that.'

'Of course you don't, but there again, you're dwnignty years old. Your
opinion might change in a few years. To give yoesample, however, my
erstwhile ex-wife loved another man during our ntnarriage. But she
thoroughly enjoyed going to bed with me, | can asswou.’



Gemma gasped her shock. 'l don't believe you.'
His mouth twisted into a sardonic smile. 'Whichtgkim't you believe?'

Gemma's thoughts whirled. She could hardly refbtg tenore enjoyed

Nathan making love to her. She'd seen the evideeimze her own eyes. As
for Lenore's being in love with someone elsef Ndthan said that was so
she supposed it was. It would certainly explain theorce, and his

bitterness. Despite what he'd said tonight at dinhe hadn't been happy
about the divorce. Was that becausewss still in love with Lenore?

Maybe, when he spoke of being able to love oneopeend lust after

another, he was talking about himself.

A grim bleakness swept into Gemma's heart. Mayliadsehad married her
simply because he lusted after her. Maybe he'drieved her. Now that
she thought about it, he'd never actually saidithettk'd said he wanted her
and adored her but he never used the word ‘love'.

"Do you love me, Nathan?' she asked shakily.

Now, his steely composure broke. 'What kind of stuwjuestion is that? Of
course | do. Good God, why do you think | marriedy/

'I'm not sure,’ she said, bewildered and unhapplgy'don't you tell me?'

' married you because | love you, dammit! Surely'ye not going to be one
of those women who want to be told that every dag,you?'

Gemma shook her head. Why did admitting that hedolwer make him
angry? Or was it her forcing him talk that made him angry?

'No," she sighed, still not at all sure that he dtidbrought her mind back to
the woman at the core of her doubts. 'Who is Lenmoteve with?"

‘I'm not at liberty to say.'

'Why not?'



‘The man's married and still living with his wifacafamily.'
Gemma gasped. 'And Lenore's sleeping with him?"'

"You don't think she's living the life of a nun, gou? Who do you think
she's spending tomorrow with?'

'‘My God. . .

'Does that shock you?' His laughter was harsh apnd@ood. Maybe now
your rose-coloured glasses about people might degmear a little.’

Gemma fell silent, her mind fighting to separataitg from Nathan's cruel
cynicism. He wasn't above trying to paint Lenorerasally and sexually
loose, simply to persuade her to his point of vilkat most people were like
that —orcouldbe like that, given the right circumstances.

Gemma's natural aversion to such cynicism hadrligrgtto put aside her
natural jealousy of Lenore and see her as sheyrea$. Past memories
provided a picture, not of a Jezebel, but a stnmgded woman of good
character and strength. Lenore was a decent woB&nma decided, not a
scarlet one.

'‘Are you suggesting Lenore slept with this man wislhe was married to
you?' she asked, disbelief in her voice.

'How should | know? Maybe she did and maybe she'tdi@hesaysshe
didn't. But as I've already said, Lenore wasn'tappy in my bed, which
proves my point that love and lust can coexishengame person.’

'Maybe with Lenore but not with me,’ she stateohfyr ‘And not with a lot
of other people, I'll warrant.'

"You say that because you're young, and inexpeztehc

'| thought yodikedthe fact that | was young and inexperienced,asbeed,
her frustration acute.



'l do,' he insisted.

'Maybe you'd rather | was more like Lenore?' shadlat him, stung by a
mental image of Lenore doing those things shefstilinhibited about.

'‘Good God, no! Why ever would you say such a tHing?

'Perhaps because | saw you kissing Lenore one aightoth of you were
certainly enjoying it, not just your ex-wife!'

Thank God they were stationary, the way Nathanél hehipped round.
'What in God's name are you talking about?'

She told him, watching as his frown smoothed insaedonic smile. 'Oh,
yes, | remember.' He laughed then. 'l suppose ymit\Welieve me when |
say that wasn't Lenore | was kissing that nightwdis a certain young
woman in a sexy pink sundress who'd aroused méeteea pitch of desire.
Lenore said something that touched a nerve anddoekmew it | was taking
my frustration out on her. Being the mature, sdasimman that she is, she
went along with it for a diplomatic minute or twaefbre kicking me
delicately in the shins and thereby bringing menjosenses.'

His self-mocking tone did not entirely soothe Gersntkoubts. 'So you're
not still in love with her?'

'Heaven forbid! But your wording suggests | onceswh never loved
Lenore, nor she me. She flirted with me one niglatn attempt to get back at
her beloved who would have none of her, and | teekup on the unspoken
invitation. We went to bed and she got pregnant Witsty. She refused to
have an abortion and | refused to spawn a bastardje got married and
tried to make the best of it.’

The light turned green and the Mercedes purreddais: Nathan's smile
was relaxed now as he looked over at her. 'Havebgen harbouring these
silly doubts all the time?'

She nodded, indeed feeling silly. But none of émsrely eliminated the fact
that Nathan clearly had no faith or trust in a wate#ve, hers included. No



doubt Lenore's behaviour was responsible for thiseemed incredible to
Gemma that a woman could love one man and enjeypisig with another.

Though she had to concede that if that man was adathere were

extenuating circumstances.-Not only was he inctgdiandsome with a
beautiful body, but he was a superb lover, verywkedgeable about a
woman body's and how to give it pleasure. He seegeadinely to adore
female flesh. The feel of it, and the taste. Hetdidgs to her with his hands
and mouth that made her quiver all over just tmglkabout them.

She jumped when his hand came over and coverddber

'Wait till 1 get you home and I'll show you justwanuch | love you,' he
rasped.

Gemma tried not to tense. Was this his only waghafwing her he loved
her?

For the rest of the drive home, Gemma couldn't halgling over what he'd
said about lust and love. Could people always difigate between the two?
Might someone think they were genuinely in love whefact they were in
the grip of lust? If so, what happened when thest began to wane, when
suddenly there was nothing left to base a relafipns-or marriage — on?

Gemma arrived back at their unit, tense and affidhd.last thing she wanted
now was for her husband to make love to her.



CHAPTER FIVE

MELANIE was stacking the dishwasher when Royce walkedl&itchen,
a brandy balloon in one hand and a cigar in theroftielanie didn't say a
word, eyeing him coldly as he walked over and sidon to one of the
breakfast bar stools. He eyed her back with anuicisot smile, giving the
amber liquid a couple of swirls before lifting @ his lips.

'‘Good cognac, this," he said, putting the drink l@avtake a deep drag on
the cigar.

'l don't allow smoking in my kitchen," she saidshity, and slid a small
souvenir ashtray on to the counter in front of him.

‘No trouble." Stubbing the end of the cigar inte thicture of the Opera
House, he left its smouldering remains there amdrmed to a leisurely
sipping of the cognac.

Melanie folded her arms and glared at him. 'If y@going to offer me a job
as your housekeeper again, then forget it. Thefeesough money in the
world to induce me to work for you.'

'Not to worry. I've given up on that idea.'

'‘But you haven't given up ane,have you? If you had, you wouldn't be here
now."' Her hands unfolded to rest on her hips, bgressive stance allowing
her simmering fury better expression. 'What exclidgou give Byron for a
trip to the kitchen? Or is this a detour from tloevder-room?

'‘Carrying cognac and a cigar? Hardly. No, | tolah lihe truth.’

"You told him you wanted to chat up the cook?'

'‘Chat upthe cook?' His expression was one of mock innaeeiNow why
would | want to chat up a woman who's made it mifeclear she's not

interested in me? Or am | mistaken. . .?' His eys@sowed upon her face
and its undeniably high colour. 'Perhaps you alwalgy this game with



men who are as passionately attracted to you a=s.|Rerhaps it adds
something to your eventual capitulation to giventteehard time first." -

‘You're mad!' she gasped.

'Yes," he agreed smoothly. ‘About you. And | dtmfik you're as indifferent
as you pretend to be. Your body language is a de@dway, Melanie, as is
the intensity of your so-called outrage. | thinkuyjast might want me as
much as | want you.'

Melanie achieved composure with a supreme efforwvitif Her gaping
mouth snapped shut, her lips pursing in a parogyiainess. She consoled
herself with the fact that Royce couldn't possé#g into her mind, into the
awful fantasy that was video-playing there in fdihemaScope.

'What a ghastly man you are!" she snapped, angiierherself than with
him. 'And you couldn't be more wrong. | detest riles you. Detestthem, |
tell you!'

"The lady doth protest *too much methinks,™ hawled, and drained the
brandy.

Much to Melanie's consternation, he put down the empty balloon, slid
off the stool and began making his way around teretshe was virtually
imprisoned in the galley-style kitchen, her onlgase quickly blocked by
Royce's approaching body.

She shrank back into the far corner, eyes wideit lemting wildly in her
chest. 'If you touch me, I'll scream!’

He stopped an arm's length away from her, his alimsdsome face tipping
to one side as he surveyed her own stricken featuite curiosity and dark
puzzlement. 'l think, perhaps, you mean it.’

'l do!’



For several tormenting seconds he just stood thetshing her, narrowed
eyes raking over the rise and fall of her breastsrie lifting once again to
her flushed face.

'‘No," he denied at last with a confidence thatlfpothrew her. 'You don't.'

If he'd grabbed her roughly, she might still hameeamed. But he didn't. He
drew her trembling body to his quite slowly, tipgiher chin up even more
slowly, holding her wide black eyes with his haftdebeyes for ages before
his mouth descended.

Melanie hated herself for standing there and algwhim to kiss her. She
especially hated that it waeer lips which parted first. Inmediately, Royce
deepened the kiss, shattering any illusion Melamght have been holding
that she could resist this man. Her bones wenatembeneath the onslaught
of his mouth and tongue and soon she was clingingirh, clinging and
moaning softly,

'Oh, God, Melanie,’ Royce groaned, breaking the tdgpress impassioned
lips to her throat. '‘Come back to the hotel withtoraght. I've already asked
Byron if you could have tomorrow off. | said | wgsing to ask you to show
me around Sydney but he seemed to think you wdudmnee.' His mouth
covered her ear, making her shiver uncontrollalbiigmvhis tonguetip traced
the shell-like opening then dipped inside. 'He dtddsnow the real you,
does he?

The real you. . .

Royce's words cut through the haze of her aroiksaélknife, stabbing deep
into her heart.

The real you. . .

She wrenched back out of his arms and might hapgpseld him across the
face if she'd been quicker. But he easily grablezdnmists, holding them in

front of her heaving chest while he shook his headry reproach. 'Don't,

Melanie. It's not necessarylike the real you.'



"You don't know what you're talking about,’ shedrihumiliation sparking a
defiant anger. "You don't know the real me. Yagiver know the real me!

‘Then I'll settle for the Melanie | just kisseddawho kissed me back with
such passion. That's the Melahmant to know.'

'Oh, | don't doubt it," she scorned, yanking herdsaout of his grasp. "The
trouble is, | don't want you to knoany Melanie. | don't like you, Royce
Grantham.'

His laughter was dry. 'Then you have a funny waghmwing it.'

'Has it occurred to you that you might have stroekat a weak moment?”
she flung at him, determined to dent his ego k& hthile finding an escape
for herself. 'Maybe I'm simply in need of a m&myman. You know what

widows are like," she jeered. 'They can get quepdrate.’

'‘And is that what you are, Melanie?' he tauntetysdDesperate?’

'‘Not so desperate that | would go to bed with tkesl of you!'

His eyes darkened, his face hardening. 'I'm gettiregyl of this game,
Melanie. You're going to spend the weekend withame that's that!'

'l most certainly am not!"

She could see the muscles clenched hard in his'[zan't be so bloody
stupid.’

'‘And don't you be so bloody arrogant!

'Melanie, for pity's sake. . .'

She laughed, a hard, bitter sound. '‘Don't you talkne of pity, Royce
Grantham. That word isn't in your vocabulary. Now agvay. | have no

intention of going back to your hotel with you tght or of showing you
around Sydney this weekend.'



He slanted her a long, thoughtful look. 'lIs thaurydinal word on the
matter?'

tis.’

'l could kiss you again, you know, and show youfapthe hypocrite you
are.'

Fear zoomed into her eyes, bringing irritation aeodfusion to Royce's face.

'l don't understand you, Melanie Lloyd. If you weteattracted to me, |
could accept being rejected. If you were involvethwnother man, | might
even back off in gracious defeat. But there is tlteoman, is there? |
wonder what it is that frightens you so much abuat . .'

"You don't frighten me," she defended, but lamely.

"Oh yes, | do. | terrify the life out of you. Andaim to find out why. I'll
accept your right to say no tonight, but this iimt end of us. Not by a long
shot. I'll be calling you tomorrow, and the nextydand the next. And
sooner or later you'll either tell me the truthyou'll give in and go out with
me.'

Whirling on his heels, he strode back around timg loounter and stalked
from the room. Melanie was left to stare blanklyeafhim, her panic
receding once he disappeared from view, quicklYaega by outrage. The
hide of the man, the utter gall! He needed to bighalessons in humility
andrejection. And by God, she was going to teach tteeiim.

Oh, really? came a darkly mocking voice from deepde. Easy to say but
not so easy to do. What happens if he kisses yainagan you honestly
say that he couldn't make you want him as you wexeting him a little
while ago? What if he'd pushed that encountettla farther, touched your
breasts for instance?

Melanie shuddered as just thinking about Roycehmgcher like that had
her nipples hardening inside her bra. God, butrbeably could have had
her here tonight, in the kitchen, if he'd beenm@aenough.



She groaned her dismay. Had he known that? Had emsed her
vulnerability to daring men? Was that why he'd &sser even after she'd
warned him not to?

She sincerely hoped not. What hope did she haveaading him off if he
realised her response to that kiss had resultedfite being bold, if he knew
she found his ruthless resolve to pursue her bathieg and arousing? Her
only salvation was making him believe she'd beewpbi suffering from a
momentary frustration tonight. Sheasa widow, after all. A widow who
didn't date. Ever.

The noise of footsteps had Melanie's eyes jerkingpd in the direction of
the open doorway. But it was only Byron, undoing bufflinks as he
walked in.

'Well, that's it," he pronounced. Everyone's gammad Kyle offered Royce a
lift back to town and he went. | dare say | have yo thank for his early
exit.'

'‘Me?'

Byron chuckled. 'He seemed most put out afterittiis Visit to the kitchen. |
did warn Royce that you wouldn't go out with hinaf be simply wouldn't
listen. Our Melanie never goes out with men, | saidu're wasting your
time.'

Melanie stiffened. For some reason, Byron's amusenagkled. 'How do
you know that?' she challenged.

Byron looked up from his cufflinks. '‘Know what?'

‘That | don't go out with men.’

Byron looked startled before a frown settled on e dsome features.
'What are you trying to tell me, Melanie? That yanl I'm afraid | don't

believe that. You've made your feelings quite céayut men, my dear. And
| understand. Truly.'



You understanaothing,Byron, she thought bitterly. Ydknownothing.
'Did Royce do or say something to upset you?' Bysked abruptly.
'No, of course not," she sighed.

His glance was thoughtful. ‘Maybe you should haseegout with him.
Maybe it's time. . .’

Her chin shot up. 'Time for what, Byron?'

‘Time you started living again,' he said. 'You'Vemged lately, my dear.
Haven't you noticed? You're taking more of an egém things around you
instead of just going about your work like someatiWhen | told Royce
you'd become like one of the family, then you hafdate.'

Melanie was taken aback by Byron's observatioshi realised it was true.
The change had probably started with Nathan braqndioth Kirsty and
Gemma home to Belleview to live some weeks badkadtbeen impossible
to maintain a remote distance from two such engpgioung people.
Suddenly, the household had been full of laughtdrfan. Melanie's coldly
bitter heart had started to thaw, there was no it that. She'd begun to
care about people again. Why, when Nathan and Gemah@loped, she'd
really worried about that girl. That was why shghe to town today to visit
Gemma and to reassure herself that the girl wagyhap

She frowned when the thought came that Gemma hselrbhed too happy
tonight at dinner. . .

Melanie jumped when Byron suddenly touched herhenshoulder. 'Go to
bed, my dear. You look tired. Don't worry aboutdifast for me in the
morning. I'll be up early going to golf. I'll getyself something at the
club-house. Thanks again for that splendid meabtdnYou do spoil us,
you know. Lord knows what we'll do if you ever d#eito leave us.' With a
warm smile, he turned and left the room.



Melanie sighed and turned away to finish clearipghe kitchen. Yes, she
mused as she worked, she had changed. Her emairmesgead, had stirred
to life. Byron was right. Time to live again. Irfashion. . .

She would never be the same person she'd beereb&ébet. That was
impossible. The one emotion she could never recaptas the ability to
love and trust a man. Which meant marriage wasAsutor having another
baby. . . She could never face motherhood agaimereiEven looking at a
baby sometimes brought so much pain that she avevdenen with prams.

So, if she was going to live again, what was shagyto do differently in
future?

Melanie hated the way her mind automatically flelRbyce Grantham. But
it very definitely did. And it stayed on him. Stalyand stayed and stayed.

'‘Damn the man!" she muttered, and, with the laty @iate cleared away,
she marched down to her bedroom which was opptb&taundry.

She undressed quickly and angrily, throwing hert siid blouse across her
chair and stuffing, her stockings and underwear the small cane linen
basket in the corner. But as she went to snatchitjitie out from under the
pillow she caught a glimpse of her naked body & ¢heval-glass in the
corner. Her breath caught, her heart thudding estred at herself.

As though compelled, she turned and walked oveuteey her nude body,
her hands lifting to cover herself in an oddly defge gesture, as though by
doing so she wouldn't see the evidence of her aounsal. Slowly, shakily,
her hands slid down from her hard- tipped breastdr tensely held
stomach, and finally, finally, she accepted thersir possibility of her
having an affair with Royce. He'd been so righte 8fanted him probably
more than he wanted her, wanted him so much itanahe deep inside her
body.

A shudder ripped through her with this acceptaaceave of heat following
in its path. Reaching up, she took the pins fromhaé and let it tumble in
blue- black waves around her shoulders. She imdgwfet it would feel



like to stand like this in front of Royce, to watittose sexy blue eyes of his
take her in, watch them glitter with desire.

The-intensity of her response to such thinking &hoer. God, but she had
no hope of resisting him, no hope at all!

And why should you resist him? suggested a wicked voice she tdidn'
recognise as her own. Why shouldn't you have wtet like Royce have
been having for years? An exciting sex life withamty strings attached,
without consequences, without commitment? Let's fa¢here's no chance
of you falling in love with a man like him. You'ieeen down that path
before and have no intention of going down it agaihyou have to do is
protect yourself. . .

Melanie stared at herself in the mirror, appallest intrigued. Being

appalled won in the end and she spun away, draggih¢per nightie and
pulling it down over her head. She dived into bed huried her face in the
pillow, doing a good imitation of pretending to tgosleep.

But that insidious idea wouldn't let go. It keptdag back, as ruthless as the
man who'd inspired it. Desire invaded her mind,doudlid a strange strength
of will, a new sense of herself as a living breaghiemale. Apparently, the
shell she'd cocooned her sexuality within for yderd been smashed with a
vengeance today, and a new woman was emergingigheq harder, but
highly sensual creature who would have what shetedawithout putting
herself at risk of the sort of pain she'd endurethe past. It was love that
brought pain, she decided, not passion. She woalck fone without
succumbing to the other. She would have Roycepbterterms, not his.

Coming to such a scandalous decision rocked Mel&igs this the woman

who had allowed Joel to control every aspect af tife together, who had

always had difficulty making decisions of any mdagde? The one time she
had made a big decision had resulted in tragedy. Malglsewould have a

similar outcome. . .

Don't be ridiculous, the new Melanie argued. Woydd rather become a
wimpy victim, waiting anxiously for Royce to caWorrying over when he
was going to seduce you, seemingly against you? Wihere's the pride in



that, let alone the self-respect? You're a growmaio, with normal healthy
needs and desires. Who better to satisfy thosesraatidesires temporarily
but a man like Royce who is just passing through?

Do it, that wicked voice tempted. But do it yourylva

Before she could think better of it, Melanie jumpmd of bed and hurried
out into the corridor and along to the kitchen vehgie wrenched open the
cupboard that housed the telephone directoriesfir@ing the number of
the Regency Hotel, she jotted it down on the natefize kept near the
phone, ripped off the page, shoved the directorgkbalammed the
cupboard door and returned to her room with its pvwate line.

Her hands were shaking as she dialled but she atasndined not to back
out. The receptionist at the hotel put her stratghwugh to Royce's room,
despite the hour —it was after one. Her nerve belyan to fail when no one
answered for ages. At last, the receiver was drsected and Royce
shapped hello.

'Royce?’ she said, nerves making her voice curt.

'Yes," he grunted. 'Who is this?'

'It's Melanie.’

The line fell silent.

Melanie gulped, then plunged on. 'I've decided &ixema counter-suggestion
for tomorrow, if you're still interested.’

Again, all she got was dead silence.
'Well, are you?' she snhapped.

'I'm getting over my shock, if you don't mind."'



Her laugh was harsh. 'What shock? You were prathfident of success
with me, weren't you? I've decided to simply prepégour next move and
go straight to the heart of the matter."

'Which is?'

'‘Our going to bed together.'

She had to smile over his sharply indrawn breath.

'What's the problem, Royce? Did | read you wrong® you saying all you
wanted me for was as a tour guide after all?"

'For God's sake, Melanie, stop talking like thigsih't you at all"

Again she laughed. 'As | told you before, Royceay gon't know the real
me.'

'‘Are you saying this is the real you?'

'‘Could be. It's certainly the only one you're goiogyet. Take it or leave it.'
He startled her with another elongated silence.

'I'll take it," he said at last, his words brusque.

i thought you might. Do you have a pen and papedyia

i think so. . ." She heard the sound of a drawenom and shutting. 'What
am | supposed to be writing down?"

'‘An address where you can pick me up tomorrow rlight
'Why not at Belleview?"
'Oh, no, | can't have that. What would Byron think?

"Who gives a stuff what Byron thinks?'



'l do. Can you get a car? | have an aversion te,tagpecially on a Saturday
night. They drive like lunatics.'

'l can hire one, | suppose.'

"Good. Here's the address. . ." He repeated it tuabkr after he'd written it
down. 'If you get a map you should be able to firgsily enough. After all,
you've got all day.'

"What time do you want me to pick you up?"

'Eight. On the dot. Oh, and Royce. . ."Yes?'

'Don't come in. Blow the horn and I'll come out.’

She hung up, her heart pounding in her chest goerflushed and her hands
shaking. Yet when she'd spoken, she'd soundedapsmocontrolled. Had
she developed a split personality? Was that it?olth&lelanie and the new.
If so, it was the old Melanie that resurfaced oslce realised what she had
done.

Oh, God, she groaned inwardly. God. . .

Her head dropped into her hands but there was mg ¢p@ck, no changing

her mind. The new Melanie would not have allowedt.ttshe'd set both
Melanies on a course that had no turning. It waaight to hell!



CHAPTER SIX

'GEMMA!" Melanie exclaimed on opening the front door #iyobefore
eleven on the Saturday morning. 'What are you doarg?’

'l came to see you.'
‘Me?'

'Yes. Can we go somewhere private to talk? WhasdtAva, | suppose.
What about Byron?'

'‘Byron’s at golf and Ava, surprisingly, has goné dthink she's shopping
and having her hair done.’

'So we're alone?'
'Yes, if you don't count the gardener out the Back.

Gemma sighed and stepped inside. 'That's a réligbn't have to smile
sweetly and pretend everything's fine.’

Gemma avoided Melanie's sharp look, turning awatake off her brown

suede jacket and hang it up in the coat closet. ganeof her wished she
hadn't come — it was hard to admit to anyone aeBigw that her marriage
to Nathan was already in trouble —but common séwiseher she needed
advice, preferably from an intelligent, level-heddeoman of experience.
Who better than Melanie?

Turning back, Melanie was still looking at her wilconcerned expression
on her face.

"You haven't left Nathan, have you?'

Gemma closed her eyes for a second. How odd thiainiéés question didn't
produce the shock that it would have a few week&.b&/hen Nathan had
assumed, after their first little spat on their &pmoon, that she was leaving
him, she'd been appalled. Huer, marriage was for life, not till divorce us



do part. Now, she had to admit that leaving Nathat crossed her mind.
Especially this morning. . .

'‘Gemma?' Melanie repeated, sounding really worraal.
Sighing, she opened her eyes. 'No. | haven't lathah. Not yet, anyway.'

‘That sounds ominous. Look, let's go sit togetberesvhere and you can tell
me what's troubling you. Where shall we go?"

'How about the family-room? | always liked that mavhen | stayed here.
It's not quite as intimidating as the rest of tbade. No antiques or treasures
to worry about knocking into.'

Melanie smiled a typical Melanie smile, Gemma thHdud/ery dry. She
looked extra drab today too, her face devoid af@llbur, her hair even more
savagely scraped back than ever.

As she followed Melanie into the family-room. Gemmanceded that
Royce Grantham wasn't going to succeed with hethdfahad been right
about that. Pity. It might have solved one of hengroblems.

Sighing heavily, Gemma settled into one of the shyabrown leather
armchairs facing the huge television-set, a longdoffee-table in front of
her.

'Shall | get coffee?' Melanie offered. 'l was jabbut to have a cup myself.'
‘That would be nice. Thanks.'

'I'll also bring some of Ava's store of chocolaischits. She says she's not
going to eat any more and you look as if you calddwith some energy
food.’

'l didn't sleep much last night.'

Gemma was taken aback by the odd expression #shigltl across Melanie's
normally expressionless black eyes. It was almedttae other woman had



beenamusedby something she'd said. Did she perhaps thinkaahad
kept her awake all night making wonderfully satiséylove to her?

Gemma groaned silently. Maybe if that had beercése, she wouldn't be
sitting here this morning. Oh, he'd wanted to miake, as usual, but the
tension of the evening had taken its toll and lierfirst time she hadn't been
able to respond to Nathan's kisses and caress#sarNlaad become quite
frustrated by her lack of response. His lovemalkiad finally turned rough,
as though he thought he could make her feel songethine kissed her more
savagely, touched her more forcefully.

But his semi-violent attentions set off memoriesirthe past that Gemma
thought she'd forgotten. Suddenly, Nathan's moathllecoméhis mouth,
Nathan's handsys hands. She'd frozen beneath him, as she had zenf
beneath that vile brute. But whene'dbeen unable to do more than touch,
Nathan was not similarly impotent.

When her husband drove his impassioned body dseteiGGemma, and set
up a relentless rhythm, she was shocked out otatonic state. Guilt
consumed her as she realised this was the manoskd, Inot some pig
assaulting her. Just to lie there under him, froaed unresponsive, was a
dreadful thing to do.

So Gemma set about doing the one thing she tha@hgid never have to do.
Fake her pleasure. And she'd done it very wellyet) that Nathan had
groaned in triumph, his own climax seemingly mongemse than ever
before.

"You're still mine,’ he'd muttered into her hamspessive hands keeping her
joined to him for a long, long time. When finallg'tl fallen asleep, she'd
eased her aching body away from under his andtheire, staring at the
ceiling for hours. She'd felt empty and cold antearably depressed. She
hadn't succumbed to sleep till shortly before dawn.

Nathan had woken her around nine with a breakfagtdand the message
that he'd already rung her work to say she woulam'in. He'd kissed her,
then stunned her by ordering her to stay home astdtan answer the

telephone or the door. When she'd gone to argteecheher dead, saying if



she loved him she would do this for him. He wouddidntaken her with him,

he'd said but Kirsty still didn't want her to conieterpreting her angry

silence as co-operation, he'd congratulated heshmwing good sense at
last, reassured her he would be back in plentyra to take her out tonight,
kissed her again, then left.

For at least half an hour she'd lain there, notkng what to do or where to
turn, till she'd thought of Melanie. Immediatelizge&d thrown back the duvet
and leapt out of bed, showered and dressed, theendout to Belleview.
Now, here she was, sitting in the family-room, \wegytfor Melanie to return,
feeling very uptight.

Leaning back in the softly padded chair, she tanlersl steadying breaths,
managing to feel a bit more relaxed by the timeavia returned with the
coffee and biscuits on a tray.

'l have to admit you've surprised me coming heieviay," Melanie said as
she poured the coffee. 'When | dropped in to seeayavork yesterday, you
seemed so happy. What happened after | left yohdoge thetatus quo?'

Gemma shook her head. 'Well you might ask.’
'l amasking,' Melanie said, and handed her a cup déeof

'Royce Grantham happened, that's what," Gemmasaiidlly, and started
sipping the coffee.

After a few silent seconds, she looked over td\dekanie was staring at her
with a startled look on her face.

'Don't get the wrong idea,’ Gemma rushed on. 'lda'dmake a line for me
or anything. I'm not blind, Melanie. | saw lastImidne was very taken with
you. You're the reason he came into the shop ifiriglace. He. . .he must
have seen you and fancied you. He came in and adé@ma you, said he
thought he knew you.’



‘That old chestnut." A sardonic smile pulled at imeuth. ‘One would have
thought he'd have had more imagination. Still, driked, | suppose. He
found out where | was.'

Gemma couldn't quite make out Melanie's attitudas\8he glad Royce was
interested enough in her to pursue her? Or angng?sSund half amused,
half bitter.

'What exactly did you tell him about me?' Melans&ed.

'Nothing much, really. Just that you worked for &yr He started talking
about the opal in the window after that. You knowhe Heart of Fire. And
then Nathan walked in and all hell broke loose.’

Melanie was taken aback. 'In what way?'

‘Nathan recognised him. Naturally, | hadn't. | dtvave a wide knowledge
of world celebrities, especially sportsmen. Frankly never heard of Royce
Grantham, let alone recognised him.’

That's nothing to be ashamed of. Neither had I.'

"Yes, but | never recognismyone Anyway, Nathan assumed he was trying
to chat me up: He refused to believe me when Ilsaias interested in you.
He went on and on about him being a dangerous ntenwt came to
women and said he was sure to show up to pestergaia. 1 told him he
was crazy and we. . . well. . .we had a bit of eyjuaent about it. You can
imagine what he thought when we arrived last nagid "guess who" was
already here. | nearly died.’

"You weren't the only one who was surprised,” Migaadmitted with
understated sarcasm.

Gemma frowned. 'Don't you like him, Melanie? | tgot . .'

'He's a rogue and a scoundrel,’ she snapped. ltwbtrust him as far as |
could throw him.’



Gemma's heart sank. 'That's what Nathan said.l thought he was rather
nice.'

'‘Nice?He's a snake!
"l suppose you think I'm naive too.'
'l think you're very young.'

'Young and stupid,’” Gemma muttered, miserable n8She'd thought
Melanie would be on her side. Clearly, she'd besamg.

'l didn't say that, Gemma. You're far from stupid.’

'Well, Nathan thinks I'm stupid. He treats me l&ehild most of the time.
He wouldn't let me go to work today simply becahgethought Royce
might drop in. He also ordered me not to answetdlephone or the door.'

"Oh, dear. . . He's trying to protect you, | sumpoMen like Royce
Grantham can be very persistent, not to mentiogrupsilous. Your being
married wouldn't deter him, Gemma. Not even renyotsill, | don't think
you're in any immediate danger.'

'l wish you'd convince Nathan of that. The man'sapaid! Doesn't he
realise that Tom Cruise could walk into my life dnglouldn't look at him
twice? | love my husband, Melanie. Why doesn'trbsttthat love?'

'l don't know, Gemma. Nathan's a complex man. Ndmis knows him very
well. 1 think things happened in his childhood addlescence that affected
him very deeply. Maybe if you asked him about histmer, and his
upbringing. . .’

Gemma's laugh was caustic. 'I've tried that, beliee. He won't talk about
the past, not evemine!Soon after we met, he told me he wanted to know al
about my life up till now, but every time | staeiling him about Lightning
Ridge and my life with my father he finds some wafychanging the
subject.’



‘To what? How?'

Gemma blushed. 'Mostly he starts making love to ime.l like making
love, but not as a substitute for every other kifithtimacy. | was watching
Kyle and Jade with each other last night. Their m@uderie. Their sense of
sharing. Their friendship. | felt so jealous. Thathat | want, Melanie.
That's what heed.l can't spend my whole life being nothing but a. .. .’
'Possession?’

Gemma blinked.

'Well, that's all you feel like, isn't it?* Melanient on with brutal frankness.
‘Nathan's pretty little possession. His private tdig very own creation.'

Gemma's eyes rounded. 'Yes! Yes, that's exactly kel like.'

'‘God help me for suggesting this," Melanie mutteitma would a baby help,
do you think?'

Gemma shook her head. 'Nathan says-it's too soon.'
'What doyousay?'
. . .l think it's too soon too.'

Melanie was clearly taken aback. "You've surpriseel | would have
thought motherhood was very important to you.'

'Itis. It's just that. . . I'm not sure. . .'
'Of what?'

Gemma looked at Melanie, her eyes pained. 'I'nsui Nathan really loves
me.'

Melanie nodded, slowly, ruefully. 'l see.’



'l think hethinkshe loves me,' she rushed on.

'‘But you think it's just lust.'

'I'm not sure. . .'

A silence fell between them for a short while.

'‘And what about you, Gemma? Are you sure whatybisfeel for Nathan?'
Gemma's big brown eyes rounded. 'What. . .whatodonyean? | love him.'

'Do you really? As | said, you're very young ant laevery handsome, virile
man. Women can feel lust too, you know. Sometimék dire results.
Sometimes it propel* them to marry men they shaoder have married. It
blinds them to reality. And sometimes, sometimanakes them do really
dangerous things. . .’

Her voice had lowered to a husky whisper, her gy@ang with a faraway,
almost haunted look. But then suddenly, she snappedf it, and that cold
mask was solidly back in place.

'Only time will tell, | suppose,’ she said firmliust, you see, has a tendency
to run its course. One day, if your feelings arly aexual, then the scales
will fall from your eyes and you'll see the realfmaot the mirage, and vice
versa. So | think you're very wise not to have byb&emma, till you are
sure, both aboutour feelings,and Nathan's. Meanwhile, you must not let
Nathan treat you in any manner which doesn't fegit to you. and that
includes sexually. He has might to your body. Gemma, just because he
married you. If you don't want to make love, theg so.'

Gemma flushed, thinking about the night beforet iBliat about. . .whehe
wants to, and you. . . well. . .you don't reallyhchbut you can't seem to. . .
enjoy it?'

‘That's a difficult one. Most men feel like sex maohan their wives, and if
the wife's not tired or sick or anything, then nhpst-if she wants the
marriage to be a happy one —she gives him whatamsay



'‘But does she have to pretend she likes it as well?
"You mean fake orgasm?’

Gemma cringed a little. How awful that sounded.KilydMelanie swept on
without her having to say anything further.

'l dare say there aren't too many wives — or wormewho haven't faked it

at some time or other. But | think, if the relasbip is good between
husband and wife, she shouldn't have to. Her huskaould understand
that she's not a machine, and he should be danmatfg that she's giving
him satisfaction while not getting any herself. bhtfinately, sometimes a
man's ego gets in the way. He takes it as a pdrswsudt if he can't satisfy

his wife every time. He might even think that sh&gpped loving him,

which is crazy.'

‘That's one of the reasons | pretended last nighémma admitted
unhappily.

Melanie stared at her, clearly astonished.

.. .I was upset," Gemma elaborated with an erabaed shrug. 'And tired.
Nathan wanted to make love and | just couldn't éeglthing. He started
getting a little rough and he. . .he frightened stel. . . I. . . pretended.’

'‘Bastard,” Melanie hissed, black eyes blazing witiny. 'That was
tantamount to rape, Gemma. Can't you see that?'

Gemma was startled by Melanie's fierce words. Sisénictively shrank
from thinking what Nathan had done was ectseto rape. 'No, it wasn't,’
she denied hotly. 'He. . .he's my husband!

'‘God in heaven, does that give him the right te tabu by force?'

'No, of course not, but he wouldn't have been etpgme not to like it, and
| think he was upset too," she argued, worried tiost she was asking
advice from the wrong person. She'd never reallsefdre how much
Melanie hated men. She wasn't etging to see Nathan's point of view.



"You shouldn't have to pretend,’ Melanie muttefédu shouldn't have to
squash your own feelings in favour of his all tileet You're right to envy
Jade and Kyle. The ideal relationshgpa partnership in every way. A
woman has to have her own individual identity besideing a wife,
otherwise, in the end, the husband loses all ré$peber. He thinks he can
do as he pleases. He thinks he's all powerful. @in&n that sense of power
and God knows what terrible things might happen.’

Gemma stared at Melanie, at the passion in hereveiand the hidden
anguish. Dear heaven, what had happened in thaiageuwof hers?

Melanie must have seen the way Gemma was lookihgratfor suddenly
she seemed to forcibly gather herself, adoptingadiieose cool calm faces
she was famous for. 'Sorry. | was getting carriedya There's no blueprint
for marital happiness, Gemma. It's pretty much ayiiby-ear
arrangement. What works for one couple might notkwor another. But
there's always a period of adjustment before a arah woman really
understand each other. Of course it would helpod wnd Nathan talked
things out more. Now drink up that coffee and getaple of those biscuits
into yourself.'

Gemma did just that, endeavouring to see thinga more logical, less
emotional way. She'd been making mountains outaéhills, she decided.
So Nathan was a bit over-possessive and over-pinege&So what? That
showed how much he loved her, didn't it? She wgallome and cook him
a lovely dinner, saying she'd prefer to stay hoongght and just be with him
—alone. She'd chill his favourite wine and put @ms of his favourite

music, or maybe the television. Then, while theyenstretched out on the
sofa, she might take a bit more of the initiatimdavemaking. She might
even. . .

A delicate shudder rippled through Gemma. No, hat.tShe couldn't do
that just yet.

"You should come and visit more often,’ Melaniegasied as they walked
together to the front door. 'The house is so empty. | know Byron gets
lonely sometimes. And so does Ava.'



‘And you, Melanie? Don't you get lonely?"

'‘Occasionally.’

'Would you go out with Mr Grantham, if he asked You

'On a date, you mean?'

'Yes.'

'‘Never in a million years.'

'Why not?' she asked while she retrieved her sjzaffet and slid into it.
'‘Because | don't like him."'

'l could have sworn you did. Last night you. . .

you. . .

Melanie actually blushed as she had blushed duheglinner party. Now
Gemma wasertainthe other woman had found the Englishman attractiv

'He has undeniable sex appeal,” Melanie conced#g, siulling open the
front door to let in some watery winter sun. 'Bait foo much ego. | don't
like egocentric men.’

‘| wasn't suggesting yomarry the man, Melanie,” Gemma said with mild
exasperation.

Their eyes locked for a second before Melanie areyél'll keep that in
mind.’

'So you will go out with him if he asks you?'

'Oh, go on with you." Melanie practically pushed bet on to the front
patio. 'Go home and don't do anything your motheulas be ashamed of.



Oh! Speaking of your mother, has that private itigator come up with
anything?'

‘Not a darned thing. It's so hard to get anythingad people at Lightning
Ridge. They're naturally suspicious and secretA®.far as the public
records are concerned, neither my father nor myeraifficially exist. Dad

never even filed a tax return. The only place hdatbe officially found was

in the Department of Transport files —his drivéicence and registration of
his old truck. But even then he used false docusnfamtID. | told Nathan

not to bother spending any more money for now.'

'What a shame.'

'‘Nathan says it's all for the best, of course. &g some people's pasts are
best left there.

'‘Really? Well, | suppose | might be forced to agséth him on that score,’
Melanie said drily.

‘I don't. It's a horribly empty feeling not knowimgho your mother was, or
her real name, or what she was like. | haven'trgive hope yet. One day
soon, I'll go back to Lightning Ridge and see wihedn find out myself. |
might do better than a stranger.'

"That's true.'

'I'd better go. Thanks for everything, Melanie.eklf much better having
talked to you.'

'I'm not sure | helped much."

'Oh, you have. Bye for now." Waving, she Tipped dathe steps and
climbed into her new white sedan, a recent prefsent Nathan. Recalling

this —and all the other presents he kept giving-hérought a soft smile to
her lips. Nathan loved her. How could she ever ltougbted that? Gemma
drove home, determined never to doubt her husbnasagain.



CHAPTER SEVEN

WHEN Melanie had asked Royce to pick her up at herhertst house at
eight, she assumed she would have the place telhdRon took Frieda
down to the local Workers' Club every Saturday nigithout fail, leaving
the house around six-thirty and never returnidgtfter ten. They only had
the one child, a son, Wayne, who was nineteen andgood-looking.

According to Frieda he spent every weekend atinisignd's house, much
to the girlfriend's mother's annoyance. But whenavie drove up shortly
before seven, planning to leave a note for RonFaiedla which said she had
to go to a school reunion near by and did they nifistie stayed the night,
she was confronted by her nephew, very much at honkering with one
of his infernal motorbikes on the front porch.

'Damn,' she muttered under her breath.

Wayne looked up as she pushed open the squeakygfitn 'Oh, hi, there.
Aunt Mel," he said. 'What are you doing here? Yowkdow the oldies are
down the club, don't you?'

'Yes, Wayne, but | needed to get a dress | lefe.her. .I'm going out.'

Actually, Melanie kept all her old clothes hereg tines she'd worn as Mrs
Joel Lloyd. She'd lived here with Ron and Friedadome time after her
breakdown, in the bedroom she'd grown up in. Tras te Foster family
home, Ron having inherited it after their parenésged away in quick
succession several years back.

Melanie had been dismayed at being left nothinghe will except her
mother's personal effects, but her father had be=last to go and he'd held
old- fashioned views about men and women. Melawiep was nearly
twenty years younger than her brother — she'd begmange-of-life baby
—had always been treated as an inferior beingfdtleer believing women
had no real worth except as wives and mothers.

She sometimes wondered if she had subconscioustyladd this none too
subtle brainwashing, for she'd given up work after marriage, despite
being terribly bored at home till she learnt tbtigr days up with classes that



turned her into a social hostess and housewifertlig of every woman and
man in the advertising set around Sydney. It haahlibese skills that had
gualified her for the role of housekeeper at Bedley a job which she did
with ease and total efficiency.

Thinking about her marriage to Joel brought a bitiste to Melanie's mouth
and she dragged her mind back to the present, Whayme was following
her inside, clearly having found a welcome distoacfor his own boredom.

"You're really going out, Aunt Mel?' he was sayaghe traipsed after her
right into her bedroom, draping his none too clesmif all over the
floral-quilted bed. "The oldiewill be pleased. Where are you going?'

'For goodness' sake, get off that bedspread, yob!'gshe exploded,
avoiding a direct answer. "Your mother will kill ydf you get grease on it!"
Frieda was a very particular woman who fussed avet the house.

Wayne grudgingly hauled himself off the bed anasgped on to the chair in
the corner. 'Don't start getting like Mum, Aunt Méie grumbled, which
brought Melanie up short.

Melanie liked her sister-in-law, who'd .been veindkto her after the
accident, but she did have some irritating wayslakie's brother was his
father's son and had typically married a woman wias a professional
housewife and who wouldn't dream of having an apirthat didn't match
her husband's.

Melanie was aware she'd been much the same with Ifagas only in
hindsight that she realised what a mistake it veasafwoman to bury her
own personality and identity like that, how it onllgd to an eventual
breaking point. Even Frieda had had a small cals@ut a year ago, stunning
Ron when she left him for a few days, saying shaldvonly come back if
he started taking her out at least once a weekcéidreir Saturday nights at
the club.

Melanie's mind flashed to Gemma and her visit thatning. Hopefully, the
girl had enough common sense and spirit to buckdes attempts to rein
her into being that sort of meek and mild submissiife.



'‘Mum never lets up,"” Wayne continued to grumblks dlways "Wayne,
don't touch that", or "Wayne, don't sit there!™

Melanie smiled at her nephew, seeing both pointsi@iv. '‘Come now,
Wayne, you do get pretty messy working with thoge$ of yours. Maybe
if you could remember to clean up a little befooening into the house."
"Yeah, maybe.' His sullen face suddenly broke attheeky grin. 'l guess
you'd be just as bad if | came into that big fahoyse you look after with
grease all over me.’

"You'd better believe it." Still, Melanie understosow why he spent every
weekend at his girlfriend’'s house. To avoid thegirag

'Why aren't you at your girlfriend’s tonight?' sieked, turning to open the
wardrobe and start searching through the dresseswlay, it was good to
have Wayne here. It stopped her nerves from tadeg.

"We're having a break,' he said.

'Oh? Is that your idea or her idea?"

'Hers,' he sighed.

'Why do you think she wants a break?’

'Dunno, really. She says it's because | take hegrimted."

'‘And do you?'

'l guess so.'

Melanie found the red dress she was looking for tamded to face her
nephew. 'Have you been sleeping with her?'

Wayne went bright red. '‘Gee, Aunt Mel. . '

‘Haveyou?'



'‘Well. . .sure! Everyone does these days. Yowou. won't tell Mum and
Dad, will you?'

'Wayne, do you honestly think they don't know? Dtaike the oldies for
fools. | hope you've been using protection,' shene@, her stomach turning
over as she thought of what she had bought on &lysower here. And what
was lying in the bottom drawer of the dressingahlthis very room.

'‘Course,' he muttered. 'I'm not stupid, you know.'

'It's stupid to do something just because evergot@ng it. Making love

should be special, Wayne, with someone you reallg land care about. It
should. . ." She broke off, guilt and shame consgniier. Who am | to

lecture anyone on matters of sex, tonight of ajhts?

'Wayne, | really must get ready,' she said brugquidly date is going to be
here at eight and it's already gone seven.'

'OK.' He levered his six-foot frame out of the e¢h&m | allowed to ask
where you're going?'

"To dinner. In the city," she added curtly. 'Now!out

'OK, OK, don't get your dander up. Gee, Aunt Metjade, eh?' His eyes
swept over her as if wondering what man would warteke out his drab,
thirty-two- year-old Aunt Mel. Shrugging, he lefig room, shutting the
door behind him.

By five to eight, Melanie had been reduced to avepimg mess. She's
already poked herself in the eye with her mascamdwand smudged her
nail polish — twice! But at last, she was ready.

Standing back, she surveyed her reflection in threom hardly recognising

the woman who stared back at her. She'd been sbtoseeing herself as
Wayne saw her, drab and dreary. What on earth laeRseen in her
yesterday to make him want her? He could haveibksqd women.



The woman in the mirror, however, would turn anynfedead. This was the
woman Joel had created, and displayed. Vibrantvaratious and yes. .
.sensual.

The fed woollen dress with its low scooped neckénd long tight sleeves
hugged her womanly curves down to her voluptuops,hwhere it flared out
into a softly gored skirt falling to mid-calf. Delite black sandals with
ankle-straps had replaced her normal chunky bldes silken sheer
stockings in barely black caressing her shapelg iegtead of her usual
thick beige ones.

Red suited her colouring, bringing a warm glow fter Hair skin and

highlighting her blue-black hair which was no longg, but falling in its

naturally lush waves to her shoulders from a siaehpgy, sweeping slightly
over her left eye. Her black eyes were strikinglsid® up with plenty of
black eyeliner and mascara, her generous mougld fifl with a scarlet gloss
that matched her dress —as did her nail polish.dSmat blusher on her
cheeks, despite not needing any. Her colour wak kogight, as her
pulse-rate was high, riding on fear more than desierves rather than
courage.

Where is that new Melanie when | need her mostasked her reflection.

Wayne simultaneously knocked and burst into hemrdAunt Mel, a black.
.." He broke off mid- sentence to stare at hig atho'd swung round at his
sudden entrance, the red skirt flaring beforeisgtihto more sedate folds
around her legs. Wayne's stunned gaze swept uptfrose legs to her face.
'My God,' he whispered on a low, shocked note.Il.. !

Melanie's smile was wry. 'You were saying, Wayne?'

Her nephew walked forward to survey her furthegkaig his head. ‘Aunt
Mel, you're. . .you'rgorgeous!

She had to laugh. "Your words are complimentarphee, dear, but your
expression isn't.’



Wayne didn't have the grace to look embarrasseell,'You're usually so. .
.S0. . ." Now he was really at a loss for words.

'Plain?' Melanie suggested.
'No, not actually plain. . ." His face screwed ofoia puzzled frown.
"Never mind, Wayne, what was it you wanted to ned?"

His face cleared and brightened. 'Oh, yes, | tiyolr date's arrived. In a
black Ferrari, no less.’

‘A what? Never mind, | heard.' Could one hire ard&®& She supposed so.
But if he'd arrived, why hadn't he blown the horn?

Her answer to that came when the front doorbelj.ran

Tl get it, Aunt Mel," Wayne immediately offerednd was gone before she
could stop him.

'Damn, damn and double damn,’ Melanie muttered. n&ayas sure to
recognise Royce. Her nephew was a racing car 1ninig§ were going from
bad to worse.

Melanie breathed in then let out a ragged sigh.sBloelld have known she
wasn't cut out for this kind of thing. Her stomashs in instant knots. Her
heart was racing, and her palms were clammy.

Wayne soon reappeared in the doorway, looking swinAunt Mel! You. .
.you do realise who it is you're going out withitg, don't you?'

Melanie sighed again. 'Yes, Wayne, | do. It's Rogcantham.’
‘But it's. ..theRoyce Grantham. You know?"

'Yes, that's rightTheRoyce Grantham, the Formula One driver.’



'‘God."' He stared at her with awe in his gaze. 'Faénat. Royce Grantham,
taking outmyaunt. Wait till | tell my mates. Wait till I teMum and Dad.
They'll be wrapped!

Melanie opened her mouth to implore Wayne not tateyone then shut it
again. Suddenly, the new Melanie swept back imdimg her a lifted chin
and renewed defiance. They might as well know tha@nge was on the
way. After all, Royce might be the first man shgtthe out with in four
years, but he wasn't going to be the last. Oncec&dyad gone back to
England there would be more dates with more meenEke old Melanie
couldn't bear to look at the rest of her life with outings and no male
company. The new Melanie wasn't going to do witrsmx, either.

Still, no point in Wayne giving Ron and Frieda &afsopes.

'It's only a date, Wayne,' she reminded him dtilynet Royce last night at
Belleview and he's a stranger to Sydney. | saidhv him the sights of the
city on a Saturday night. Now, where have you pont?h

'He wouldn't come in. He's waiting on the frontgiot
'Did you introduce yourself?"
'l sure did. There's no flies on me!'

'‘And what do you think of him?' she asked as sheagaw things into the
black beaded evening bag she'd selected earlier.

'What do | think of him?' Wayne looked perplex&tihat's to think, Aunt
Mel? He's Royce Grantham, for Pete's sake!

Melanie suddenly understood what Kyle had beennglkbout last night
when he said rich men had a real problem findimgpanan to love them for
themselves. The rich arffdmous she decided, had double trouble. People
were blinded, not only by their money, but by thaira of success. Maybe
that was why Royce had never married, becausevkd In an artificial
environment where people were automatically imméswithout even
knowing him. That could be a very corrupting wayive.



'Ready, Aunt Mel?' Wayne asked agitatedly. 'He'simga you know.'

'Well, let him wait!" she snapped, annoyed withskeérfor starting to think
of Royce as a real person with real problems tdeswhwith. She only
wanted to think of him as a male body.

Such thinking was back on track once she sightedstanding there under
the light of the front porch. He looked lethallyrattive in a grey woollen
suit, with a sexy black T-shirt where another masuld have put a stuffy
shirt and tie. Suddenly, her stomach curled ovel, arhile some deeply
embedded instinct kept warning her to run as fayafrom this man as she
could, her body had ideas of its own.

Wayne was hot on her heels as she walked downattelar, so Melanie
stopped for a second and hissed over her shouwdéir to get lost.

'‘Aunt Mel," he groaned. 'Don't be a spoil-sport.’
'Wayne, | mean it," she said darkly.

Yeah. . .right. . .OK. Have a good time. Don'tashything | wouldn't do," he
muttered as he loped off, back in the directiothefkitchen.

| won't, Wayne, Melanie thought with black humaamgd, taking a steadying
breath, continued the long walk to the front daware that Royce was
staring at her as much as she was staring at him.

'l thought | told you not to come in,' she saidigjint away, her voice a little
strangled with nerves. Did he like the way she &mbkr not? Why was he
frowning at her-as though he was a psychiatrist strel was his trickiest
patient?

'Mr Hyde, | presume?' he mocked, ignoring her campland letting those
sexy blue eyes of his sweep over her once more.

'Mr Hyde?' she repeated thickly, aware of little the lump in her throat and
the mad thudding of her heart against her ribs.



'As in Jekyll and Hyde.'

The analogy shocked her for a second till she deddphad some essence
of truth in it. She was distracted and disappointealvever, by his not
directly complimenting her appearance. 'Are yourgayou don't like how |
look?’

'Do you think I'm crazy? You're absolutely stunniSgall we go?'

He took her elbow and guided her quickly down toat steps and out to the
pavement where a black sports car was indeed patadd her small grey
sedan.

'Wayne tells me this is a Ferrari,’ she remarkedRagce opened the
passenger door and stepped back to wave her inside.

'If itisn't," he said drily while she folded helfsato the low-slung seat, 'then
| know a certain car rental agency that's goingetsued.’

He slammed the door shut and strode around toirsligehind the large
steering-wheel. Melanie couldn't quite make outrh@od. Was he angry
with her? If so, why? He was getting what he wanvegkn't he?

'l think you, of all people,’ she said, agitatioakimg her voice sharp, ‘would
know a Ferrari when you saw one.'

‘True. | drove for them once. They say all Forntdfee drivers should drive
for Ferrari at least once, so that they're damnad @ get back to driving
for someone else!’

'If they're so difficult to drive for, then why dbat all?'

"For the money. What else? So where are we offweget Melanie? Dinner
and dancing? A movie, perhaps? A romantic strodemrthe moonlight?
You forgot to tell me while you were delivering yoarders last night
exactly what was expected of me after I'd honked.'



His hypocritic sarcasm sparked a surge of angehndhe just managed to
keep under control by clenching her teeth harceinjdw.

'‘But you didn't honk, did you?' she bit out.
‘No. Funny, that. | have a natural aversion taolwihg orders.’

‘Then why ask me for more? Oh, just drive straightour hotel, Royce. I'm
not in the mood for games."

'‘Really? From what | can see,’ he said, eyes rabveg her hair and face,
'your whole damned life is one big game. Talk abbutJekyll and Mr
Hyde.'

‘Just drive, damn you!" she spat, glaring at him.

He glared right back for a long moment, beforeingghis eyes away and
firing the engine. 'Put your seatbelt on," he aedezurtly. "You're going to
need it.’

That was the understatement of the year.

The Ferrari screeched round in a savage U-turncanekred down to the
corner where without hesitation it swept out orbtsy Parramatta Road.
There was no doubting Royce's skill as they dartezhd out of the trucks
and cars, changing lanes, overtaking, braking aocklerating with
heart-stoppingly small margins for error. Afterdiminutes of sheer terror,
Melanie's nerve Woke.

'If you don't slow down," she cried out, 'I'll gritat wheel and to hell with
the consequences.’

Royce said nothing, making her gasp again in frghthe wrenched the
wheel left, just missing a car, then lurched roarabrner on squealing tyres
before screeching over to the kerb and brakingsioualdering halt.

"You stupid bastard!' she flung over at him, heefstill flaming with surges
of fear-filled adrenalin. 'How ' dare you drivedikhat around city streets?



How dare you risk my life and others in such a eatihdisplay of schoolboy
arrogance! What did you think you were proving loytling around in this
elongated tin can like you were driving in a Gra&? That it made you
into more of a man?'

Melanie had little time to register the dangeroligeg in those hard blue
eyes. Neither did she have any chance to extribatself from her
low-slung prison before Royce swiftly unsnappedseiatbelt, swivelled and
loomed over her. There was the fleeting impressioa whooshing sound,
of the scent of expensive aftershave, of a darkéaszloverhead, and then
all there was were his hands capturing her fasanoiuth prising hers open,
his tongue, driving deep.

Melanie moaned beneath the onslaught, her alreadiet blood quickly

changing from anger to arousal. And with the chareyae a passion even
she had not envisaged. It took possession of hay ldath a vengeance,
making it throb as the still running engine bendahfeet was throbbing.

Hard wild kisses followed with even harder, wildesses. Soon, Melanie's
lips felt raw and swollen. When Royce ran his vegigue over them, she
trembled. When he sucked each lip in turn intarndsith, she groaned at the
bittersweet sensations.

"You drive me wild," he muttered huskily. 'Do yonokv that? Touch me,
Melanie. Touch me. . .

Her hands parted his jacket and ran over the Blashirt, his chest muscles
well-defined beneath the thin material. She coekl his chest wall rising
and falling rapidly, feel his sharp inward breathenever her fingers found
a male nipple. His response to her touch excitedunbearably and her
impassioned fingers travelled downwards till hepgals then groaned, then
grabbed her hands.

'No," he growled. 'Not here. And not like that.’
She stared up at him, eyes glazed, no cohesivghihauher head. Her eyes

blazed with a blind passion, wanting nothing butaee this man make love
to her. Her yearnings burnt within her hot blackeydelling him she was his



in whatever way he wanted her. For a second hedstar her, as though
disbelieving of this wicked new Melanie. Disbeliegj yet fascinated.

'Hell," he muttered under his breath, then, shakiadpead, sagged back into
his seat. Another sideways glance betrayed a agdngnbewilderment.
'Who are you, Melanie Lloyd®/hatare you? No, don't answer. | don't think
| want to know.'

Firing the engine, he negotiated a much safer b-éamd headed once again
in the direction of the city.

Melanie sank back into her seat, her eyes closrtgeconfusing reality of
what had just happened settled into some ordegrimind. Unbelievably, it
seemed Royce was able to arouse her much mordyarukintensely than
Joel. She also seemed to want him even more tleahashever wanted Joel.

Now that didn't seem right. She'd loved Joel. Thithis was just a sexual
thing. Superficial and shallow, with no depth a#lfag or caring. Yet it had
sent her spiralling out of control, made her reamgo anything to please
him. That wasn't right. It just wasn't right.

Melanie frowned, trying to make sense of it.

Maybe it's because I'm older, she decided. Shadl tteat women reached
their sexual prime much later than men. And shetbda® extra frustrated,
not having been with a man in years. Yes, thattbaok it. For what else
could it be?

A shocking thought had her slanting a panicky gtamweer at Royce, at his
ruggedly handsome face and his long strong hamibgigg the wheel with

white- knuckled intensity. As if sensing her eyg®sm him, his head jerked
around, but she quickly looked away, afraid of wiramight see, afraid of
whatshemight feel.

It can't be, she told herself shakily. | don't bed it. | won't believe it! It's
just sex. Nothing more. | can't cope with anythingre!



Gradually, she calmed, common sense telling heistiawas merely trying
to justify what she was doing. That was all. Thasvier first venture into a
strictly sexual affair, her first foray into ludtiext time, she decided with a
twisting of her heart, it would be easier.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE Regency Hotel was one of the newest in Sydneylatkis a side-street
down towards the Quay, where all the rooms coulieha view of the
harbour. The atmosphere and decor was rich andh,plgh lots of

wood-panelled walls and velvet curtains and gathfis, reminiscent of
some of the older, ritzier London hotels.

Royce's suite-Melanie told herself she should lgaessed he'd have a suite
—was on the tenth floor, and comprised an eleg#itigs and dining-room
in peach and green, which led discreetly to a madstdroom in the same
colours, off which came a sumptuous bathroom wihvelmt for broke in
cream marble with gold taps. Fresh flowers sah@dorners of the triple
vanity and the shower alone would have housedesiyple.

Melanie had tried to settle her nerves on arrivith @& visit to the bathroom,
where she replenished her lipstick and combed laér, hll the while
desperately battling to find a suitable facadedblger through the coming
ordeal. But, much as she tried to summon up theMelanie, she continued
to elude her. Instead, all she could find was @l&isarcasm to shore up her
imminent disintegration.

"You like to live well, Royce, don't you?' she saldly on exiting the
bathroom after trying out the toilet and matchindeb Nerves always did
have an unfortunate effect on her bladder.

He was standing in the bedroom doorway, watchinmgaign a thoughtful
expression on his face. 'I've earned it," he said.

"You're lucky you've lived to spend it," she flueighim, ‘the way you drive.’'

He laughed and turned to disappear back into ttiegsroom. ‘Come out
here and have a drink with me?' he called outinktwe both need it.'

'l don't usually drink,’ she said on joining hirttisg down on one of the low
green linen sofas and placing her purse on thesedéble. 'But | think
you're right," she went on ruefully. 'l certainiyutd do with one.’



He shot her a puzzled look, then shrugged anddumepen the cabinet that
housed the mini-bar and bar fridge. 'What shalhaee? Scotch?'

'‘Whatever,' came her taut reply.

She didn't watch as he poured the drinks, feigaimgnterest in the view
afforded by the floor to ceiling windows on herhigShe'd never seen the
Opera House framed by peach velvet curtains bebaeshe supposed it
looked as spectacular as ever with its incredibtd of interlocking sails.
From this height and at night, surrounded by daldgping waters, it really
stood out. As did the Quay area, lit for the tasriall year round. But in
truth, Sydney harbour and the postcard beautysautroundings couldn't
distract her from her growing agitation.

Melanie's relief when Royce handed her a glass skéted himself on the
sofa opposite showed itself in a deep sigh. Théeediable between them
provided an adequate barrier to his touching henynway, even her foot.
Why the idea of his touching her filled her withchualarm all of a sudden
she couldn't fathom. One would have thought thatldrbave been what she
wanted. After all, once he started making love ¢o $he would probably
forget everything else, as she had in the car.

Which reminded her. She had to discuss certainensattith him.
Shifting nervously on the sofa, she recrosseddus &nd stared at the view
some more. The sensible words she should havedaggémg just wouldn't

come.

"You haven't done this type of thing before, have® Royce said abruptly,
but with an odd note of surprise in his voice.

It brought her eyes round with a jerk. 'Why do wauy it like that?' A frown
drew her dark brows together. 'Did. . .did you khiitnad?'

His laugh was sardonic. 'After last night's phoak?cWhat do you think |
thought?'



'Oh. . ." An embarrassed heat flooded her fadeeatdalisation that she must
have sounded like the toughest old tart in the dvdrifting the glass to her
lips, she took a deep swallow before spluttering) gmmmacing down at the
amber liquid.

"You didn't want it straight?' he asked. 'Hereggiback to me and I'll add
some soda. Or would you prefer ginger ale?’

'No. . ."She shook her head. 'No, it's all right.'

'‘Are you hungry? Would you like me to order somepar from Room
Service?'

She' stared at him. "Why. . .why are you beingise to me?' she croaked.

He seemed startled by her question. 'What did ype&? That | would rip
off your clothes the moment | shut the door andsfayou on the floor?’

Her eyes dropped. 'l. . .I don't know. Maybe it \abloave been better if you
had.' Her voice sounded bitter yet all she wasrfgatas a black emptiness.
'It's what you brought me here for, after all." $laped some more whisky
then placed the glass on the coffee- table withakiag hand, unknowing
that the eyes she lifted held a haunted look thatldvhave moved the
hardest of hearts.

'‘No, Melanie,' Royce denied in a low, measureda/dMaybe that's aijfou
came here for, but that's not the way | do thingge women | really like. I'll
order us some supper. Do you like seafood?' Hedstipoand she had to
crink her neck to look up at him.

'l...yes, yes, | do.'

'‘Good." His smile was far too sweet and she quidkiypped her eyes again,
hiding her fluster by picking up the glass agaid &ipping the rest of her
drink. But while her ears automatically listenechim moving over to the

phone on the desk in the corner behind her, whenerbceeded to order a
platter of seafood, crusty rolls, champagne anghfstrawberries, her mind
was whirling.



She was liking him too much, she realised. Famoch. This was not what
she wanted, for it made her feel emotional and enalble. This wasn't
supposed to be a warm romantic encounter, simpgxaal one.

'‘Can | get you another drink?' he asked on retgrn@r will you wait for the
champagne?’

'l wait," she said tautly.
‘Then so will I.!

As he settled back down on his sofa, she said #irupwant you to use
protection. If you don't have any I've brought somiin me.'

His silent stare unnerved her.

'l. . .l amprotected against pregnancy,' she went on agiyatedt there are
so many other risks these days, risks not coveyed.by. . .'

"l will use protection, Melanie," he agreed, 'thbugam not one of those
risks.'

‘| only have your word for that, though, don'td@e snapped.

'You do." His tone was quite cold. "I presume myadvoolds little value for
you?'

'l have learnt not to trust the word of men likeuyashe returned just as
coldly.

'You know, Melanie, that's the second time you'seduthat phrase in
connection with me. What kind of man is a man hke? Are you referring
to the fact that I'm a so-called swinging bachetorsomething even less
savoury?'

'Let's just say I'm not convinced of your honousicerity where women
are concerned. You tried to pick me up that fiesg,dRoyce, without even



knowing me. | suspect you might have brought megitt up here, if I'd let
you.'

There was no escaping the guilt that flashed adrizstace. 'Probably," he
confessed. 'But it's not my usual style. Yours efasinusual case, Melanie
Lloyd.'

‘| don't see how,' she remarked with contempt imvbee.

'I'm not sure | do either, but it's true. Stilicdn see | have little chance of
convincing you that I've never felt anything as powl as what | felt on
seeing you yesterday.’

'It's called lust, Royce. L-U-S-T,' she spelled sharply. "'Though frankly,
I'm not sure how | could have inspiradythingyesterday. | looked like a
dog.'

His laughter broke the angry tension that was apmey between them.
"You could never look like a dog, Melanie. Unlesai'ye talking about a
sleek pedigreed variety. You have lines that nthel® could hide, and a face
only a master could do justice to.’

Melanie didn't want to feel pleasure at his extgard compliments, but she
was doomed to failure. Her cheeks pinked and skyhiboked down into
her lap lest he see her vulnerability. It was taHamked that she was sitting
down for she suspected her knees had just gonattr.w

'Why don't you come over here and join me?' Royaenmred. 'You're too
far away.'

'You're the one who sat over there," she countéredeyes snapping up in
rebellion against her moment of weakness. "Whytgooi come over here?'

His grin showed her the ease with which she'dtjagiped herself. 'l thought
you'd never ask.'

God, but he was a quick mover, over beside herdaading her into his
arms before she could say Jack Robinson.



'No, I. . ." was all she got out before his lipeseld over hers and the room
around them receded.

Somehow her arms ended up around him under hietjaokd she was
pulling him closer and closer, the urge to remdiaiabetween their bodies
as compulsive as the urge to have his tongue dieeper and deeper into
her mouth.

The sound of a knock on the door had them gaspag,aVelanie's black
eyes wildly dilated as she stared into Royce's lggstunned face. Both his
hands lifted to rake his now dishevelled brown Ihaick from his forehead,
a wry smile curving his rather cruel mouth as heeyed her swollen lips.

'Have | got lipstick all over me?' he asked.
‘Yes. . '

He nodded. 'In that casgpu answer the door while | pay a visit to the
bathroom. Or aren't you liberated enough to reveodes?' he mocked

lightly.

A giggle escaped her lips before she could stoBut. his words about
reversed roles had sent an image into her mindryasexy image of her ori
top.

'‘Melanie Lloyd,' he said teasingly, 'that was ayveaiughty giggle. I'll want
to know what brought it on when | get back.'

Kissing her on the cheek, he was gone, leavingdeéo as he asked and
answer the door.

'‘Good evening, madam,' the waiter greeted her,waeled in their supper
on a trolley-style serving table. When he wentaimove the covers on the
food, she told him just to leave it. When he sthifiermally setting the
dining-table, she told him to leave that as wetbvining, then shrugging, he
wished her a pleasant evening, gave a small bowedtiatlosing the door
quietly behind him.



Royce rejoined her without his jacket, and whatdktisought was a black
T-shirt actually had long sleeves. Most men lookeay in black, she
conceded. Royce, however, looked dangerous as \Bék found it
impossible to stop her eyes from coveting his breshduldered, lean torso
as he walked towards her.

'Mmm," he said, his arms snaking around her waidtaw Jier hard against
him. "You can look at me like that any time yotelilNow kiss me, wench,
and make it good. I've already forgotten what amid like.'

She kissed him. And thdrekissedher, and soon it was clear that any eating
was going to be postponed. Royce found the zipattck of the dress,
swearing when his efforts to rid her of her clothimere hampered by the
tightness of the long sleeves. Several savagelatgys the dress pooled at
her feet while he attacked her bra, only to swearma

'It's a front-opening clasp,' she told him shaldilgr bones having melted to
mush. He whirled her in his arms and she sank loatckhim while he
fumbled and fiddled, still swearing.

'l always have trouble with black lace bras," henged. 'They do things to
me.'

Finally, the bra fell apart under his fingers andldhie groaned aloud. But
oh, the feel of his hands on her bare breasts.

'Royce. . '
'Shut up, Melanie, I'm enjoying myself.'

She whimpered her own pleasure as he teased h@esipto hard pebbles
of the most exquisite sensitivity. At last, he ®drher round and swept her
up into his arms, laying her down on the nearefs gwen kneeling down
beside it and bending to delight her breasts furthigh his mouth. He
seemed to know just when she wanted him to licksbéty, when to suck a
little more firmly, when to nip and bite till sheas beside herself. Then and
only then did his hands move to peel her tights laladk lace briefs down
her legs, though once again he found an impediteehis progress in the



guise of the ankle-straps of her sandals. Some swearing followed —
quite colourful, really —and she laughed.

"You won't be laughing soon," he warned darkly.
And she wasn't.

The shoes and undergarments finally discardedtdned working his way
back up her legs, kissing her, licking her, caregsier, past her calves, her
knees, her thighs. When he pushed one of her égiseosofa, then raised
the knee of the other, she was beyond protestftArsman was all she could
manage as his fingers and tongue started to wankison.

Melanie's hands lifted to fall across her eyes Whiere squeezing tight in
an effort to stop her body from doing what Roycensed intent on making
it do. Her heart was beating faster and fasteresedything inside her was
twisting tighter and tighter. She wanted to cry émt him to stop but
suddenly her pleasure burst like a mini-explosiod ker back arched, her
mouth gasping wide for air. The spasms seemedstddeever and by the
time her heavy arms finally slumped away from hegse one falling limply
over the edge of the sofa, she was feeling totalyned.

'She liked that, methinks,' Royce chuckled softlgt Aer eyes fluttered open
to find him still kneeling beside her but rapidtyigping. His black sweater
was reefed over his head to reveal a lean-mustlest avith a triangle of
dark curls in the centre. She smiled in languormmsisement when he sat
down on the floor and wriggled out of his trousansl underwear, amazing
herself when she reached out without hesitatiorstioke his beautiful
erection.

'‘God, Melanie," he protested at last. "Don't keeipglthat. I'm a man, not a
machine. Besides, | have to go and get something.’

'‘Open my bag,' she ordered huskily. "Behind youthencoffee-table.'

He twisted round and did, his eyes flinging wideobd God, how many did
you buy?'



She blushed prettily. They. . .they were cheapehb dozen.'

‘Thank heaven for small mercies. For a minute thdr®ught you were

expecting me to use the lot! Now there's a thougtd. grinned over his

shoulder at her as he ripped one of the packets. ddaybe | could look

upon this as a new challenge. Damn, do you thioduld have some help
here?' he asked, turning back to her without tightgdst embarrassment. 'I'm
all fingers and thumbs thinking of my new challenhded he pressed the
condom into her hand.

She gave a low, husky laugh. 'Well, we can't h&ra, ttan we?' But once
she started to do what he'd asked, her throat drgrénd her own fingers
started shaking. Even so, they kept caressing bing hfter the task was
completed. And he let her, urging her to use heuttmas well, to pleasure
him as he had pleasured her. Stunned a littlestt §he did what he wanted,
surprised when she found a pleasure in it thanslver had when Joel had
coerced her into such intimacies.

Maybe it was because of the way Royce was toudmémgvhile she did it.
Stroking her hair so tenderly, all the while tedliher that what she was
doing felt fantastic, that she was incredibly sexyl ravishingly beautiful
and that he adored her.

'Enough,’ he murmured at last, and tenderly liftedinto a sitting position
in front of him, stroking her thighs apart and beigdorward to kiss her on
the mouth while his fingers caressed her openifar Melanie was all heat
and liquid by the time he eased himself into het still, her eyes flung wide
at the feel of his flesh fusing with hers.

"Royce," she moaned softly.

"Hush. Don't talk. Put your arms around my neck.’

She did so, gasping when he cupped her buttockéifeedtiher forward so
that his penetration was even deeper.

'Now kiss me," he urged thickly.



She kissed him. And it was while her own tongue slahkng in and out of
his mouth that he began an almost parallel rhytlitim kvs own lower body,
quickly taking her to a place where nothing elsistex but his flesh inside
hers, and the slow-building tension gripping everiernal muscle she
owned. Soon, her hips began to pump in responséstmovements, her
mouth was gasping away from his, and she was gwange to her need in
hot, wild words. Her nails dug into his neck and &t herself reaching for
release once more.

It came like a volcano, bursting upwards through treaking her cry out in

shock at the stunning nature of her pleasure.tivzas not just sexual. It was
a complete experience, both physical and emoti@sgecially when she
heard Royce's answering cries of satisfaction. Gad,she'd never felt
anything like it. Not ever. Their bodies pulsating one, meeting each
other's needs, sharing in each other's pleasure.

She clung to him, raining kisses on his neck amdikters, telling him that
he was the best lover in the whole wide world.dply, he held her just as
fiercely, rocking her slowly back and forth as teenpest calmed, allowing
her to savour every last sensation, seemingly @aoitivwg it to end any more
than she did. She groaned when he finally laidlingp body back on the
sofa and deserted her for a while, her eyes angklignowing heavy as all
the energy drained from her satiated flesh. Shelyirag there, half asleep,
and feeling deliciously languid, when a still nakedyce loomed over her,
dry amusement on his face.

'Oh, no," he laughed. 'This will never do.’

Scooping her up, he carried her through the bedraondhinto the shower
with him, making her squeal and struggle in hisaumder the sudden blast
of cold water.

'Wake up, witch," he growled as he held her rugiyelseneath the spray. 'l
haven't had enough of you yet.'

At long last, the water turned warm and he lowdredspluttering self to her
feet, effectively stopping any further protest wahother of his highly
distracting kisses.



'Hungry now?' he asked thickly after a minute ao.tw
'For food? Or other things?'
'‘Both.’

'You're insatiable,’ she laughed when his handdestavorking on her
breasts again.

‘Just trying to keep the engine running. And wéédy' he added hoarsely,
one hand having found its way down between her. [dlgstrouble there, |
see.'

She blushed. 'You're terrible.’

'‘And you're gorgeous.' Groaning, he pulled herito for another round of
kisses while water cascaded down over them.

'l think we should return to the living-room,' heittered at last.
"The seafood calls, does it?'
'‘No. That's where your bag is.'

It was a crazy, incredibly sexy evening, with theiaking love at regular
intervals and in the most adventurous ways, laugimnbetween, getting
drunk on champagne and generally acting like horeyrars. Royce did his
level best to meet his new challenge but fell shgrthree or four. As for
Melanie. she adored the way he could spin her anttaze of desire and
delight that had no thought of tomorrow or the masinything. She'd never
felt so totally sensual as she did beneath his dipd hands, never so
complete as when he drove his body deep inside hers

They finally made the mistake of making love in thed, its comfort
seducing them to sleep afterwards. The last thietaMe remembered was
telling Royce she had to go home, that it was librriate, but then she
drifted off. . .



At some time during the night, she roused suffittyefor her sleepy arm to
steal round his naked waist and pull him close batkher. She snuggled
around him, spoon-fashion, loving the feel of laschmale body. So strong,
yet warm and sweet and cuddly. Her lips pressddstdack, his shoulder,
his arm. | wish | could do this every night, sheught dreamily. 1 wish. . .

Melanie snapped awake, eyes wide. Dear God, whaitsiva doing? No. .
.what had shdone& There was to have been no feeling, no emotiosillyo
wishing. Royce was just a body to be used for a while, thiscarded
afterwards, without afterthought, without pain.

Oh, God, what a fool she was! She'd felt the wayiigns, but she hadn't
heeded them. She should have known she wouldableeo give her body
so totally and not be in danger of giving her heart

Yet the man lying beside her had no use for fooksimen's hearts. Oh, he
wanted their bodies, as often and in as many vaveegs as he could have
them. But it was strictly sex on his part. Neveytamg more. She should
have followed his example.

Well, there was only one solution. She had to bregtk him now, while her
feelings still fell short of love. Yes, she wouldvwer see him again. Never
ever. She would have to be strong, have to resigptation, have to say no
if he asked her out again.

He might not ask you out again anyway, came thesc@ditter thought.

They'd done just about every-, thing last nightergthing a man and a
woman could do. Whatever sexual challenge shedmésented to him had
been well and truly met. Whatever fantasy he'd echer to fulfil, she had.
Besides, one-night stands were called that becdugselasted one night.
End of story.

Feeling totally wretched, Melanie crept out of thedl and gathered up her
clothes, taking them into the bathroom where shessird quickly and
quietly. The sight of towels spread on the floanfrone of their encounters
jolted her for a moment, but she steadfastly refusexccept shame or guilt.
She'd clearly needed sex, needed Royce —the maat $k didn't need,
however, was to start needing Royce —the person.



It was just on four when she let herself out of them. By four-thirty the
taxi was dropping her off at home where, thankfulg one woke up. Not
that she didn't creep around like a mouse. She tsmobled her weary body
into bed, where she fell into an exhausted sleep.



CHAPTER NINE

'IT's about time you got up,’ Frieda said accusingly wiaeyawning,
dressing-gown-clad Melanie walked into the kitckbnortly before noon on
the Sunday. 'Royce said not to disturb you, thatd/got in rather late, but
truly, Melanie, it's very rude to invite a man over the day then not be out
of bed when he arrives. It's also rude not toyllr own family that you've
decided to start dating again. You know how pleagedvould have been. |
can't understand why you kept it a secret.’

Melanie's hand fluttered up to her throat. 'Roydeerd Now?"

'Well, of course he is! Why look so surprised?'eBa's face showed
irritation. A thin, wiry woman, with sharp featuraad impatient blue eyes,
she moved quickly and spoke quickly, with an easkgsperated manner.
'You told him eleven, didn't you? And it's way pastven. | wish you'd

thought to leave me a note since he'll be herdufmech. As it is, | had to

move the roast dinner from tonight to lunchtimel ke ready around

one-thirty. | hope he likes lamb,’ she muttered, started slicing beans into
a saucepan in the sink.

"Where. . .where is he?' Melanie asked, sitting ml@w the kitchen table
before she fell down.

'Helping Wayne with his bike in the back yard. Sedra knows something
about engines.' Frieda glanced up, her expressipn'There again, he
would, wouldn't he, him being a world champion naccar driver and all?’

"You. . .you know about that too, do you?' camedvie's weak comment.

'Hard not to. Wayne was raving on about him tofateer and me over
breakfast this morning. Not to mention how you ledkast night. Done up
to the nines, it seems. So what is going on betwaenand this man,
Melanie? Where did you meet? Are you serious abact other? | still can't
understand why you didn't tell us, your own flesld &lood!

'‘Goodness, Frieda,” Melanie gasped. '‘Don't getasded away. Didn't
Wayne tell you | was simply doing my boss a goad,tshowing one of his



clients around Sydney while he was here? You dissesRoyce is only in
Sydney on holiday. And | didn't invite him here fttre day. We were
supposed to be going out, sightseeing.’

I'll kill him, she was thinking as she desperatilgd to extricate herself
from this horrible mess.

‘That's not the impression he gave me, MelanigdBrcountered archly.
'He told me he was fed up with doing the tourisgrecand that he was
looking forward to spending a day relaxing withieennormal Australian

family with no pretensions. He said you'd told hwhat a good cook | was
and that he couldn't wait to sample an old-fasiddm@me-cooked meal. He
said he had had it up to here. . ." Melanie blinksd~rieda whipped the
bean-slicer up to eye-level'. . .with hotel food.’

'He did, did he?' Well, that's not the impresstr'dgot when he devoured
the seafood platter last night, Melanie thoughtriyodBut it was a clever
manipulative lie, trotted out by a rogue intent@ving his wicked way with
her. Again.No doubt he'd woken this morning to find her gosigg —not
ready yet to give up such a delicious morsel —ketdut to secure seconds
for himself by fair means or foul.

Melanie sat there, fuming. She should never hawedgce pick her up here.
She should have taken a taxi to his hotel and nmetthere. Now, he'd
backed her into a corner from which it would praNiicult to escape.

Difficult, but not impossible. She would simply leto go along with this
charade till she could get him away from here. Areh she would let him
have it, right between the eyes. No man backed meladoyd into corners
these days, certainly not a scoundrel like Royan@iam!

'Melanie, surely you're not going to just sit th@rethat ghastly old pink
dressing-gown,' her sister-in-law berated steriitpyce could come in at
any moment and see you like that with no lipstiokamd your hair a mess.
Go and make yourself presentable immediately!

Melanie stayed exactly where she was, though sheatiop her hair back
from her face, sighing as she did so. "You haveeén listening to me,



Frieda. There is nothing serious between Mr Grantlamd myself. Not
even remotely! Neither have | put myself on thenmge market again. I've
simply decided to date occasionally and, when Ragé&ed me to show him
around the city, | decided why not. Frankly I'veebeavanting to start going
out again for a while, but | don't meet many eligiimen at Belleview. Most
of Byron's friends are married for starters.'

'Well, he's not any more."
'Who? Royce? | didn't know he'd ever been marriedla

'‘No, not him," came Frieda's frustrated-soundimyrel was talking about
Byron Whitmore.'

Melanie couldn't help showing amazement. 'What yoe suggesting,
Frieda? That | should actually make a line for By'o

Frieda shrugged. 'He's a very handsome man. Andelgible. | think he
likes you, too. Remember when we talked you inteswaating his
advertisement for a housekeeper and you said ydnitdstand a chance
because you had no real experience?'

'Yes. But | don't see. . .

'For pity's sake,' Frieda huffed. 'Why do you thingkhired you above all the
other applicants? Because he liked Itk of you. Maybe because he was
attractedto you.'

'Oh, don't be ridiculous, Frieda!" Melanie laughéte hired me because he
wasn'tattracted to me, that's why. That wife of his haccagle eye when it
came to her husband and other women, | can assuréNy, Frieda, you're

wrong. Byron hired me for the opposite reason, beede knew I'd be the
last woman on earth to make a line for him. Besicdd® added drily, 'he's
not my type.'

'Not like your racing car driver, eh?' Frieda sugigd with a smirk. 'He's
your type, isn't he? Physical, yet clever. Doroklso surprised. | know the
sort of man who would attract you, Melanie. A mike Uoel. Yes, | saw the



similarity straight away, but where Joel had a hahshost ruthless streak in
him, Royce is more of a cheeky, naughty boy."'

Melanie stared at her sister-in-law, never havieglised she was so
intuitive. But she was right, of course. Royce dideem to be as ruthless as
Joel had proven to be. And he could charm the lou®f the trees when he
put his mind to it. But that didn't mean he wasntangerous man to start
feeling things for other than the most superfidtég. was still a very selfish,
conscienceless individual, as evidenced by his egrere today without an
invitation. Did he honestly think she would pkeasedo see him. that she
would welcome this intrusion into her private aretgonal life with open
arms? The man was in for a shock if he did.

Unfortunately she wouldn't be able to show herldesgure while the others
were around. His ticking- off would have to wait.

'Is Ron out with Royce and Wayne?' she asked, firoggvn

'‘Melanie, whereare your brains this morning? You know he coaches the
under-twelves' soccer team, and that they playtahmevery Sunday during
the winter months. He won't be back till four at #arliest. I'll have to put
his dinner on a plate and reheat it. Look, if yeudetermined not to get
dressed yet, why don't you get yourself a cup dfee@' she went on. it
might wake up that sleepy head of yours. Still, youst have had a good
time last night, if you got home so late.' 'What?, @es. . .yes, it was very
nice.' 'Royce is nice too. | have to admit | wasaghntly surprised by him.
You rather expect the rich and famous to be stugk hut he's very
down-to-earth. What a pity he's going back to Englso soon. End of July,
he said.’

it's not a pity at all," Melanie said sharply. "Ykmow | have no intention of
marrying again. Don't start trying to matchmake wau'll only be wasting
your time. And don't go telling Royce what happeteedoel and David. He
knows I'm a widow and that's all he's going to knbm not in the business
of pity.'



Frieda put down the bean slicer, her face softeniitly just that emotion.
Pity. 'You can't go on grieving forever, love. btilght. . .after last night. .
well, I hoped. . .’

'Well, you hoped wrong,' Melanie said, loopingragtiock of her hair back
behind her ear and gnawing at her bottom lip.

The back wire-screen door opened at that vulnerabl@ent and in walked
Royce, wearing a spiffy grey tracksuit and trendigck running shoes.
Despite having dark rings under his eyes and smpaifive o'clock shadow,
he looked far too attractive to her eyes. A hotrawess of her nudity under
the dressing- gown had her clutching the lapelstliggover her chest and
battling an irritatingly embarrassed feeling. Sillyeally, in the
circumstances. There wasn't an inch of her he haleady seerAndfrom
very close quarters!

Wayne blundered in after Royce, looking chirpieartthe had the night
before. 'Hi, Aunt Mel. Royce here fixed my bike.afk worth one of Dad's
beers, don't you think?"

'Indubitably," Melanie said, throwing Royce a dogk. He returned it with

arrogant confidence, coming over to pull out a chait to hers. Melanie
resisted the temptation to flee to her bedroomideekit just might do him

good to see her in her ancient pink dressing-gomh lzare feet. Till she
remembered he'd found her madly attractreforeshe'd done herself up
last night, when she'd been dreary Mrs Lloyd —hkesper. Lord knew
why.

'Hi, Mel," he said, adopting Wayne's casual ablatexm of her name. 'How's
the bod this morning? Stiff and sore, I'll bet.’

Melanie stared at him.
'From all that dancing," he added, a wicked gleaims eye.

'l used to love dancing,' Frieda said wistfullyrfrdehind her bean slicing.
'‘But Ron doesn't take me any more. I'm hard pughgét him to take me to



the club for a meal and a game on the pokies. ke gau get beyond
dancing.’

'Well, his sister's not beyond it,"” Royce said.,'Sioee. Never been with a
better mover in all my life.'

Melanie glared at him but he merely winked at her.

'‘Get that into you," Wayne said, plonking a carbeér down in front of
Royce, who popped the can and drank deeply.

'Ah," he sighed afterwards. 'Never thought I'd liodd beer but it sure hits
the spot after a bit of physical work.'

'Dad'll be pleased the bike's going at last. Henvdso happy with me
buying it and all, was he, Mum?'

"You can say that again. So tell us, Royce, whatyau going to do when
you get back to England? Wayne tells us you'veegtirom Formula One
racing.’

'I have, indeed. Other than refurbishing a houseught a while back, I've
no definite plans. | might take up playing poleel'always wanted to do
that.'

'‘And what about your family?' Frieda persisted, muo Melanie's
annoyance. 'Any brothers and sisters?"

‘Nope. | was an only child. After my mother had relee declared having
babies her least favourite pastime, with being @oolose second. She left
us that same year. | haven't seen her since, edrd she was married to
some rich aristocrat in London. Actually | neverse&d her at all, but Dad
was pretty cut up about it for the rest of his.liRoor sod. Still, he's dead
now. . .'

Though these words were delivered in a very casgaion, Melanie could
not help but hear the bitterness in Royce. Possitidywas the reason he'd
never married, a thought Frieda must have had ds we



'‘And you never married yourself, Royce?' she ashddlanie wasn't too
sure if you ever had or not.’

'‘Really?' He slanted her a dry look. 'l thought koew | was a confirmed
bachelor.'

She shrugged. 'One can't always believe what casrim the magazines
and newspapers.'

'I'm so glad you think like that. Now | won't hate work so hard to
convince you that all you've read about me iso#.tr

Her returning look was sardonic. 'l see no reasolydu to convince me of
anything.'

'Oh, dear,’ Frieda piped up into the sudden, tesil:ce. 'lI've just
remembered, we've nearly run out of milk. Wayneil@¢gyou run me down
to the shops? Melanie, you wouldn't mind if we ugedr car, would you?'

'l could take you,' Royce offered.

"Oh, no, you're a visitor. You stay and talk witteldinie. Even if shésn't
dressed.’ This last remark was delivered with & lebich implied she was
blowing her chances with this man, presenting tieirssuch a dishevelled
state and being generally awkward.

Melanie handed over her car keys with some releetanot because she
was afraid Wayne would wrap it round a pole, buidhse she didn't want to
be alone with Royce. The banging of the back dimigwed by the sound
of her car being started up, signalled for herxtoieate herself from the
kitchen post-haste. She stood up, scraping bacghiiie as she resashed the
old robe tight around her naked flesh.

'I'd love to stay and chat,’ she said sarcasticdut | really must go and
dress.’

'‘Not on my account," he drawled, tipping up the t@aifinish his beer. 'l
prefer you with as few clothes on as possible.’



Melanie counted to ten, all the while glaring ahhi'd ask why you're here,
if I didn't already know.'

His hard blue gaze swept up her body to her flusheel 'So whyaml here?
I'd really like to know what you're thinking. It glal be interesting, being
privy to that schizophrenic mind of yours. In fattnight satisfy a little of
my curiosity about what makes you tick, Melanieydd

Her black eyes spat angry fire at him even asalghled. But her anger and
fire hid a dangerous excitement and arousal. Melauiarlier resolve to go
along with his charade for a while was swampedrbym@ent need to get
him out of this house and away from Hgow\

‘Then you'll have to satisfy your curiosity withcany help from me,' she

flung at him. "And you'll have to satisfy yoatherneeds in future without

any help from me as well. I'd have thought you'dehgot the message when
you woke to find me gone. | don't like post-mortemsy one-night stands,

or encores. So if you'll just toddle off back to yaawe I'll find some excuse

for your absence when Frieda and Wayne return.’

'No," he said. Simply. Casually.

Everything inside Melanie began to disintegrate er donfidence plus her
desire to resist what he so obviously wanted. Tisesg blue eyes told her
everything as they locked with hers.

'l. . .l don't want you here, Royce,' she saidntgyo sound very firm but
failing abysmally. 'l didn't invite you. | want yagone. I. . .1 don't want to
see you again. Ever.'

'What an incorrigible liar you are, Melanie. Fidt all, you don't have

one-night stands. Secondly, you don't want me goradl, and you sure as
hell want to see me again.' He got to his feetwaatked slowly round to

where she was standing at the end of the kitchH#a.t&he steely resolve in
his gaze both excited and frightened her. Whehémsls shot out to pull her
hard against him, she panicked.



'‘No!" she cried, struggling in his arms so thatrmisuth could not find its
target. '‘Let me go!" She began to hit him everywhdtailing arms
connecting with his arms, his chest, his shouldasshead.

She twisted and he pushed till her struggles walfedefeated by the backs
of her thighs digging into the edge of the kitcliahle. His hard elbows
pressed her arms down uselessly by her sides wiindag hands captured
the sides of her head, holding it still for his mating mouth.

She could have bitten him, if she'd really wantedtould have still kicked
him in the shins or brought her knee up into h@mgrBut Royce had been
right, of course. She didn't want him gone atAtlleast. . .her body didn't.

God,BUT she hated the way saggedsuBMISSIVELY beneath his, a moan
escaping her mouth as her lips fell helplesslytapar

He needed no further invitation, using his consbér kissing skill to bend
her further to his will, to bend her back on to table and peel open her
dressing- gown. She knew what she was allowing slascking and
decadent, but she couldn't seem to resist witmbisth all over her like that.

Till she dazedly remembered something. . .
'No, you can't,’ she croaked, battling to lift head a little.

But then his lips found the ultimate target and nemd clunked back on to
the table, her protest dying. Oh, God, he was guadihat. So very, very
good.

At least that was safe enough, she told herselklyeAnd with a soft moan,
gave herself up to the heady delights his lipstandgue were evoking.

Only it wasn't safe. For at a point when her head whirling, and her body
was shattering into a million pieces, things chahg&iftly and smoothly to
the real thing. By the time her befuddled brainldoeact to the difference,
Royce was already pumping his seed deep into hely,bmto her
unprotected, possibly fertile body.



'Oh, no,' she sobbed, struggling to sit up. 'No. .

Tears of despair and horror welled up in her eylesding over. She
scrambled back on to the table, sending fortunaeipty beer cans flying,
kicking him away from her, hating him. 'Go away.t@set. Getout!'

He stared at her, clearly stunned. 'Melanie, fod'&sake! What's wrong?
Why are you acting like this? You wanted it. Yowlknyou wanted it!

He was hurriedly fixing his clothes when there whs sound of a car
pulling into the driveway, the sound of doors opgrand closing. Melanie's
horror soared, stricken eyes flying to the backrdoo

Before she could do anything, Royce acted, sweeeg off the table and
carrying her quickly down the hallway, eyes dartirggn side to side till he
found the bathroom. He placed her down on unstéaety wrapping and
sashing the robe tightly around her.

Tl tell them you're showering,” he said, and Wwém leave. But then he
glanced back at her standing there, crying, andrgd.

'Don't cry," he said raggedly, and swept her bat& a fierce embrace.
‘There's no reason to cry, dammit! What is it? poe worried because |
didn't use anything? | told you before that | wasrisk to your health and
since you're on the Pill there's no harm done.'

Oh, God, he thought she was on the Pill. But shenaShe'd used a
diaphragm last night, and it had been removed ritesning when she'd
woken up.

"You don't understand,’ she sobbed against hig.ches
'No. No, | don't understand. | don't understand gball, Melanie.' He held
her away from him with firm, steadying hands. 'Aird not going to go

away till 1 do.'

Her blurred eyes flew wide but he was gone, stgdiack down the hall, his
strong male voice floating back for her to heahafldidn't take you long,



Frieda. Here, can | help you with that? Melani@pped into the shower.
She won't be long. So tell me, is there anythisg ¢lcan do? Some veg to
peel, perhaps?"

Frieda's laughter was coy. 'What kind of a hostessld | be, making the
visitors do the vegetables? No, you go out on &lthack porch and have
another beer with Wayne. I'll send Melanie out dmjyou when she's
looking more presentable.’

Melanie shut the bathroom door and clasped angtdiisbads to her head.
What was she going to do?

Maybe you'll be lucky, the voice of desperate hepggested. Maybe you
won't get pregnant. There's no need to panic yetnéed to do anything.

Pull yourself together, girl. The last thing younwés Royce getting a whiff

of what might have occurred just now. Men like thad a very possessive
streak about things they thought they owned. Caildhey fathered came
under that category. After that ball next monthll e safely on his way

back to England. By then you should be sure oneardlye other and, if the

worst comes to the worst, you will have to takedppropriate steps.

A shudder ran through her right down to her toes. $he suspected she
might not be able to do that, take an innocentthiife as Joel had taken an
innocent child's life. But what was the alternative

Snapping on the shower, she threw aside her dgegswn and stepped
under the icy shards of cold water. It beat doworuper body, stinging and
harsh. I'm being punished, she thought. Punished.

But for what? What have | ever done that was s&ed@ Have | deceived
anyone, betrayed anyone, destroyed anyone? | wasvitiim in my
marriage, not the villain. But I'm not going to bevictim again in any
relationship, however fleeting it may be. Not ndvat ever!

By the time she stepped out of the shower, the Meanie was back in
control.



CHAPTER TEN

By THE time Melanie emerged, dressed in washed-out jaadsa dark
purple mohair jumper, her black hair caught badkwaiblack velvet ribbon,
her only makeup some burgundy lipstick, she waly ftdmposed. Frieda
waved her out of the kitchen, having always beessgssive about her
cooking, so Melanie had no option but to wanderayuto the back porch
where Wayne and Royce were stretched out in therwatinter sun,
drinking another beer.

You'll be over the driving limit if you don't wdicit,’ she warned drily,
dragging up a deckchair and settling herself n@Rayce, while doing her
best to ignore his smouldering gaze. God, did he ha look at her that
way, as if he was remembering what she lookednikigout any clothes on?

it's light beer. Aunt Mel," Wayne informed her. 1@two per cent. He can
have quite a few and still be fit to drive.'

Melanie laughed. 'l doubt Royce is ever fit to dron normal roads. You
should have seen him last night. We went careenpmigarramatta Road like
we were in the Indianapolis 500.'

"She's exaggerating,' Royce refuted. "Your aurtis @f a nervous Nellie in
a car.'

'Well, that's only to be expected, | suppose,' Véaymittered, giving his aunt
a sympathetic look. 'What with the car accident alht

'You were in a car accident, Melanie?' Royce askedjng a disarmingly
concerned face towards her.

‘No, | —

‘Not Aunt Mel,' Wayne interrupted before she caahldt him up, though she
snapped forward on her chair and shot him a wargiag.

'Sorry, Aunt Mel," he mumbled. 'l. . .l forgot yoden't like to talk about it.
Maybe I'd better make myself scarce.’



'Maybe you should," she bit out, before relentimpn't be silly, Wayne.
There's no reason Royce shouldn't know. My huslveasl killed in a car
accident. That's what he was going to say,' shishia firmly, hoping
Wayne got the message that David was not to beiomekt

'| see," Royce said, eyeing her closely. 'I'm séknd I'm sorry for the way |
drove last night. | didn't realise. . .'

'How could you?' she said nonchalantly, and leankpher cool facade not
betraying her twisted insides.

'l guess | couldn't, since you didn't see fit tbrtee,’ he said with reproach in
his voice. 'How long ago did this happen?’

'‘Four years.'

'Four years. . .and were you married long?'

'Eight years,' she admitted curtly.

‘That's a long time to be married without any at@fd' he remarked.
'Yes, itis, isn't it?' she returned airily.

Wayne started coughing at this point and stoodsaping he was going to
see if he could help his mother.

'A discreet retreat,’ Royce murmured once the da@r banged shut. 'l like
that boy.'

"He's hardly a boy," she snapped. 'He's man entmubgh sleeping with his
girlfriend without truly caring for her, like mostacho males. Luckily, she
had enough common sense to give him the heave-ho.'

'Would you like me to give him some words of . wityladvice?' Royce
countered caustically. 'l could suggest he stardisg the girl red roses and
telling her he loves her every other day. Womeiogohat.'



'You've tried it, have you?' she asked tartly.
'No, but I've seen it work for other men."

"You don't need such niceties, though, do you? dmextremely well on the
"vern, vidi, vici' style of operations. "I came, | saw, | conquerddust be
great to be so goddamned irresistible!

'Irresistible, am 1? How flattering. | didn't resd. So tell me, darling
Melanie," he whispered, leaning close so that sbh&deel his warm breath
on her cheek, 'have | conquered you?'

She was infuriated by the way her heart flippedroae his cynical
endearment, not to mention his closeness. Her uiedaaactions sparked a
bitter anger that found solace in fighting words.

"You've got to be joking, lover,' she spat at hiviihat happened last night
was allmyidea, not yours. | needed a man at long last,l atetided you
would do better than most for reasons which shbaldbvious. You danced
to mytune, Mr King-of-the-Road, not the other way ardtin

His hand shot out to grab her chin, twisting itedly with steely fingers.
'‘And the episode just now on the kitchen table?déeded. 'Who was
dancing to whose tune then? | had you in the pdirmy hand, lover.
Literally. And | could have you again, any time &mt.' He released her chin
with a flick of his hands, his mouth curling in ¢empt.

"You wanna bet?' Her glittering black eyes lockaéith\is, challenging him,
despising him. "Why don't you kiss me, Royce?'lsiseed. 'Go on, | dare
you to. Kiss me and feel my coldness. Kiss me,faadmy contempt. Kiss
me, and feel my hatred for men like you!'

His head jerked back, blue eyes wide as he stdreeran horror and what
might have been hurt, if he'd been capable of ydaing hurt. Merely a
bruised ego, Melanie decided bitterly. Men like Begidn't feel real pain.

'l see you're finally getting the message, Rotee' resumed in the cool,
remote voice she'd been comfortable with for ydauswhich had deserted



her since meeting Royce. Thankfully, it was nowlaacsave her. 'It's over.
We'reover. | do hope you will respect my wishes andtnoto contact me
again after today. If you do, | might have to coamplto Byron that you're
sexually harassing me. | doubt he would look kirmtiythat. Byron is rather
a stickler when it comes to moral issues.'

Royce's stunned face gradually took on a stony ptasleyes hardening to
blue chips of ice. "In that case, he wouldn't I&akdly on his housekeeper
whoring around with a man she'd just met!'

Melanie paled, and for a second Royce actuallyddadtricken with a type
of remorse. But then Wayne called through the scde®r that dinner was
ready, and any expression of apology melted away.

"Let's cool this for your family," he muttered. 8re's no need to upset them,
is there? This is just between us, after all.’

Melanie found dinner an awful strain. Royce carradtlthe charade of
superficial politeness the better of the two. Csgfifee, he actually pulled
photos out of his wallet, showing the others srdjplse sixty-room mansion
that awaited him back home. It was, indeed, maggifi. AImost a castle,
set in huge grounds rather like a park.

'It's so big!" Frieda exclaimed. 'l wouldn't likee have to keep it clean, | can
tell you.'

"Looks good to me," her son joked. 'l could be assy as | liked and no one
would find out for six months. It'd take that lotmgyget round all the rooms."

Royce chuckled. 'It would if only one person haditoall the work. But |
have an army of cleaners and gardeners who arag@etverything into
shape. I'm going to open it to the public during atmmer months, then in
the winter I'm going to hire out the grand dinirapm and the ballroom for
functions and parties. Hopefully, that will pay tbe tax and upkeep, which
is astronomical. It sent the lord who used to ostany broke.’



'l suppose you bought it from this poor bankrupstacrat for a song,’
Melanie said, unable to hide the hostility in heice. Frieda shot her an
amazed look which she steadfastly ignored.

"l did get it for a song,’ Royce admitted drily.uBthe poor bankrupt
aristocrat had actually passed on to that great foeld in the sky, and since
he'd neither married, nor had any living relativb® place was put up for
auction by the charity he'd left it to. Yours truhade the winning bid.’'

'Who are you going to leave it to when you go, R&ycWayne asked
innocently. 'You're not married either, and domtér any children. Or do
you?' he added with a cheeky wink.

'‘Wayne!" his mother reprimanded.

Melanie found her hand automatically resting on $temach, butterflies
crowding in as she thought of the possible conserpse to what had
happened in the kitchen earlier. What would shé sglee were pregnant? If
she did decide to keep the baby, she would haggitcher job and come
back to live with Ron and Frieda. She had no manegpt for her meagre
savings from her salary over the past two yeasd. lving left her nothing
from their marriage. Their fancy furnished housd baen rented, and his
small insurance payout had only just covered tts¢ @ithe funerals and her
medical expenses afterwards. Even the car he'érdinad been leased.
They had owned nothing of any value except two vedoes full of very
expensive clothes.

She was reefed back to the present by Royce'satrsier.

‘As far as | know, | have no offspring,” he wasisgy'And believe me,

Wayne, if a man in my position fathers a child,dogsn't get away with it
these days. The lady in question would have meurtauicker than you

could blink, with DNA tests and God knows what afs@rove her case. So
| can safely say | have not added to the populgtiablem of this world.

Now to answer your original question. | dare sayd will end up leaving

my fortune to charity. Cancer research perhaps.'

'My mother died of cancer,’ Frieda said sadlyw dtdreadful disease.’



'Yes, itis.'

"Must we talk about such wretched topics?' Melaaiel, leaping up to start
clearing the table. It was nearing three and shdeusto steer Royce out of
here before her brother came home at four. Sh@usadbout had enough of
worrying over what would be said next.

Royce must have been of a similar mind becausetdoal sup also, and
offered to help with the washing-up,

'‘No need for that,’ Frieda smiled. 'Ron bought melishwasher for
Christmas last year. Maybe you and Melanie midt& 10 go for a drive?'

'What a good idea. What do you say, Mel? You weragto show me
Darling Harbour today, remember?’

Her eyes met his, warning him that her agreeinganakite lie simply to get
them out of the house. 'Yes, all right. But wedlh to drive both our cars
into the city. It's too far for me to drive backréeand then back to
Belleview.'

'Fair enough. You can lead and I'll follow. Thatywyeu can't accuse me of
driving recklessly.’

Melanie made no comment on that, merely said skletdaollect some
things from her room. Packing her housekeepindgheloin a plastic bag, she
emerged looking collected, though her insides waoldtinue to churn till
she was safely away from Royce and back in Belevie

'Ron’s going to be annoyed that he missed you, &okdeda said as she
walked with them out through the front gate ana itite street. 'Maybe
you'll be able to come back for dinner again some soon."

'I'm not sure I'll have another opportunity,” Roye¢urned. 'I'm flying to
Melbourne in the morning.’

'‘But | thought you were staying in Sydney till lakely!" Frieda protested,
echoing Melanie's surprise.



"You must have misunderstood me," he explained grhod will be back in
Sydney for a day or two around then to go to aniamnicbut meanwhile I'll
be travelling around the rest of Australia.'

'What a shame! So this is goodbye, then?' Shedutler hand.

He took it, giving her a warm smile. 'I'm afraid soit it's been a grand day.
I'll remember it always.'

Against all common sense Melanie felt tears prigkat her eyes. So this
really was goodbye. . .

Gathering herself, she cleared her throat, thafkila once more for the
meal and strode over to her small, second-handnsétiayce slipped in
behind the wheel of the Ferrari, the engine rungptm life immediately.
Melanie belted up and started her engine, sigmpltarefully before she
negotiated a slow U-turn and crawled down to thee&o A glance in the
rear- view mirror showed the black sports car ctosger bumper-bar, a wry
expression on Royce's face.

Undeterred, she crawled out on to Parramatta Rdatesshe proceeded
sedately along in the slow lane. Royce was corteribllow for a short
distance till suddenly he zapped out from behind drew alongside,
gesturing for her to pull over in the next sideest. When she shook her
head vigorously, he merely cut her off and forcedth turn or have a small
collision.

She was shaking by the time she pulled up. But witht? Nerves? Anger?
Fear? She was still sitting there, quivering, wRaryce jumped out of his
car, slammed the door and stalked back with thuodehis face. Reefing
open her door, he stood glaring down at her, handsps.

'Why couldn't you just damned well turn when | akk@u? Or did you
expect me to crawl after you at ten miles an hduha way into the city?'

'l don't expect anything of you, Royce Granthatrg'lsit out, a clenched jaw
the only way she could stop her teeth from chatteri



'Fine! Because I'll like nothing better than toelidown to your low

expectations. | won't say it's been a pleasure kmgpwou, my dear. It's been
sheer torture! With a bit of luck I'll find someceinormal lady in Melbourne
who'll be so uncomplicated she might even provénigoBut I'm sure | can

cope with some boredom after you. Hell, yes!

He laughed and straightened, looking down at hiellycaow. 'l won't kiss
you goodbye. You might have painted your lips imealeadly poison like
all black widows. One word of warning, though, refé go. Don't get into
the habit of insulting your lovers after you'veigimed with them. You never
know who or what they might be. I'd hate to wakeoup morning and read
about the beautiful housekeeper of Belleview foomatdered in her bed!

Whirling, he strode back to the Ferrari, climbimgwithout a backward
glance. Gunning the engine, he scorched roundgweaping curve and was
gone, leaving nothing behind but the smell of tyyeming.

Unless one counted the shattered woman sittingdpisghin the front seat of
the plain grey car. Or the child of his she wasspng carrying.

Gemma arrived at work on the Monday morning, fegbetter than she had
in ages. She'd made up with Nathan on the Satuniday as planned, they'd
enjoyed a wonderful meal at home that she had ch@kel, best of all, she'd
had no need to pretend a thing later in bed. Ithe®h marvellous, even if
she remained as conservative in her lovemaking/@s &he icing on the

cake had been that Nathan hadn't fallen straigsieep afterwards, but held
her in his arms, and actually talked to her abatumiting.

Not much, mind. But a little, telling her that thly he'd been working on
was not going according to plan — something to @b Wis characters nor
being able to find the right emotion — and thatwees actually looking
forward to directing the play Byron was producimgyich was calledrhe
Woman in Black.

When she asked him what it was about, he declmégllther, saying that he
would prefer she knew nothing about it till she s&awn opening night.



Which would be when? she asked. Months away, likhtei. They hadn't
even held auditions yet for the roles. But Lenadnd have to audition, she
slipped in. Why was that?

Gemma had been pleased by her husband's anshad. nbthing to do with
him. Apparently, Byron had promised her the rolensatime back and
refused to go back on his word. Nathan was nofledribut what could he
do? He conceded Lenore probably would have beenfdhe favourites for

the role, even if shéaad auditioned, because she was the right age anc
physical type for the part, and was one of Sydneyst experienced and
professional stage actresses. Still, he would olerdte any rumours of
nepotism where she was concerned. If Lenore dabmite up to scratch
she'd be out on her ear like a rocket. He had Byragreement on that.

Gemma had been soothed by Nathan's dismissiveigpaisdionate manner
when talking about his ex- wife. He seemed to atersher presence in the
play a mild irritation, but certainly not worth ¢gjeg het up over. Gemma
could hardly keep thinking he still harboured déeglings for her, in the

circumstances.

Oh, yes, Saturday had been a success all rounegialp when it came to

improving their communication. Gemma decided it Hmsbn worth the

sacrifice to her pride not to make a fuss abouthalas cavalier and

chauvinistic behaviour that morning. Her patienad been rewarded by a
happy evening, crowned by an even happier Sunday.

Kirsty, at long last, had telephoned her, and they the loveliest long chat.
Apparently Nathan had torn strips off his daughtee day before,
castigating her for her immature and selfish atgttowards Gemma. After
he'd left, she'd chatted with her mother and haallif seen the error of her
ways. She'd been all apology and sweet forgivensssmuch so that
Gemma had been touched beyond belief. She hadfi%ae till then that
Kirsty's withdrawal of her friendship had been lké&éuge shadow over her
marriage to Nathan. Now, that shadow had lifted simelfelt so happy that
she couldn't stop smiling as she dusted the coamgmvaited for her first
customer of the day.



Unfortunately, that first customer wiped the smitem her face. 'Mr
Grantham!'

"Royce, please.’

Her eyes darted nervously towards the door, afadlidof a sudden that
Nathan would come in and catch them together a@aazy, since she knew
he'd gone straight to Byron's office where theyengoing to discuss more
arrangements for their productionfie Woman in Blacl&till, Whitmore's
head office wasn't all that far away and it wouldgke Nathan long to walk
along here if he chose to for some reason. 'l. carit talk to you,' she
whispered agitatedly. 'Why not, for heaven's s&ble;?l see. You're worried
about your bully-boy of a husband seeing us togethe

'He is not a bully-boy," she defended hotly. 'Hoavedyou call him that?
Why, he's. . .he's. ..

'‘Canit, sweetie. I'm not in the mood this morning.dwidn't have come in
here at all except | was on my way to the airpod spied you in here and |
just couldn't leave without having my curiosityisiéd about one thing.
Was Melanie happy in her marriage or not? Or danitknow the answer?’

'l. . .1 don't have any first-hand knowledge," Gearstammered, flustered
by the whole scenario. 'l. . .1 didn't know Melabi&ck then, before her
husband and baby were killed, that is.'

"Whatdid you say?"
'l said | didn't know her back then.'

‘No, no, not that. The bit about her baby beintp#ilShe had baby!'And it
was killed in the same accident that her husbaed id?'

'Yes, that's right. | was told it happened in frohter very eyes, down the
street from her home. Apparently, she was devaktate ages and still
hasn't really got over it. At least. . ." She haerb going to add that she
thought Melanie might have been on the road touwegowith her obvious



attraction forhim. But since he was leaving Sydney, there was not poin
telling him that, was there?

'Good God,' he muttered.

It was then that Gemma noticed how terrible he \waking. Bleary-eyed
and unshaven, like he'd been out drinking all night

'Poor bitch," he added, shocking Gemma.
"You shouldn't talk about Melanie like that. It's.it's. . .disrespectful.’
'It's the bloody truth. Hell, | wish I'd known the®oner.’

'‘Why? Do you think you could have persuaded hegamut with you if
you'd known more about her?"

Gemma was taken aback by the odd gaze he set @poWhs he laughing
behind those harsh, glittering blue eyes —or cryi¢hy did she suddenly
feel so terribly sad looking into them?

'Royce," she said gently, reaching out to touchdmnthe arm, 'if this means
anything to you, | think she liked you. despitergieing.’

'| doubt that, sweet child. | doubt that very musltill, it's a nice thought to
leave on. A very nice thought. . .'

'You won't be back for the ball, then?'

A haunted look joined the weary sadness. 'I'm ot.dMaybe, if | want to
punish myself a little more. Will she go, do yoin#®"

'‘Melanie? No, | don't think so. She never goesamytvhere, except to her
brother's for dinner every Sunday. She's a very Isaely lady. For. . .for
what it's worth, | don't think she was happily nneair'

"What makes you say that?' he asked sharply.



Gemma shrugged. 'It's only a hunch, really. Somedtjimwhen Melanie talks
about marriage and men, there's a certain bittelindser voice that can't be
explained by the accident. She doesn't talk abdwitpast, but it's always
there, | think, colouring everything she does asald.'

"I can appreciate that,’ he said ruefully. 'Thetpzn have a way of
poisoning the present. It's like a festering sbet heeds to be cut out before
it contaminates everything. Still, that's easiad ghan done, isn't it?' he
finished drily. 'l suppose you'll be at the balthwour bodyguard hovering
by your side?'

Gemma blushed at this description of Nathan. Yes, | suppose.'
‘Then I'll do you a favour and ignore you.'

He swung round then, and walked over to stareeabfial in the window.
'How much do you think it will take to secure thigk?'

‘A million. Maybe a lot more if you've a seriousai for its possession.’
‘That's a lot of money for something you can ool at. . .'

Whirling suddenly, he strode from the store with@atying goodbye,

without looking back. Gemma was left staring aften, an overwhelming

feeling of depression descending to blot out héiezehappiness. What a
shame nothing had come of his interest in Melahieas quite clear he'd
been very taken with her. In Gemma's opinion, Melavas a fool to turn

her back on life, and such a nice man. No matteatWathan said, no one
would ever convince her that Royce Grantham wastécent type, that his
intentions hadn't been honourable. One only hadédhe look in his eyes to
see he was a very disappointed man.

Finally, she gave herself a mental shake and tuamexy to get on with her
cleaning, but, try as she might, she couldn't resapthe same optimism
about the day or the future that she'd woken v@thmething Royce had said
kept coming back to bother her as well, somethbayathe past being like a
festering sore, spoiling things in the present.€again, she started wishing
Nathan could confide in her abdus past, as well as let her explore her own



more fully. The idea she'd once had about goingg batightning Ridge to
see what she could find out for herself resurfaced.

And while it continued to tease her all day, shevkishe would not mention
it to Nathan that night, which underlined the coaing delicate nature of
her relationship with her husband. Last Saturdgptihadn't changed the
status quamuch after all, and this thought made her miseraBuddenly,
the future seemed intolerably grim, and she watdesit down and cry.

The arrival of a group of Japanese tourists pudl paithat idea. Gemma
sighed, dredged up a smile and walked over to them.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

'I'M so excited!" Ava said, and put down her paintbruShly one more day
to the ball. Do you really like my dress, Melanie?'

Melanie glanced round from her dusting and smiteiva. 'You've already
asked me that a dozen times since | came intodt.rYes, | like your
dress. It's lovely and you'll look lovely in it. & is definitely your colour.’

itis, isn't it?" Ava jumped up, almost knocking teasel over. She grabbed it
just in time, heaving a sigh of relief and throwidiglanie a sheepish look.
"I might have lost a few pounds lately but | dti#lven't lost my clumsiness.’

'Maybe not entirely," Melanie agreed, 'but you"edirdtely improved. Do
you realise you haven't broken anything in ages@ we all knock into
things occasionally, you know.'

'l suppose so," Ava smiled, then walked over toieglher dress once more.

What a sweet nature that woman has, Melanie wakitiyg as she watched
her. She was so grateful to Byron for offeringaket her to the ball, when in
truth her big brother probably didn't have anyolse ¢o take, and he'd be
too proud to arrive at the Whitmore- sponsored @adll unaccompanied.

Melanie sighed wearily at the cynicism of her thioisg Maybe she was
doing Byron a disservice. He had changed somevilee the accident that
had claimed his wife, actually developing a slighthore caring and
considerate nature.

Still, he was a chauvinist, and a typical man. Men, she'd fouadely
appreciated a woman's way of looking at things. Nemked sensitivity.
They were also incredibly selfish and self-absorbed

Such thinking sent her mind flying to Royce, and heart twisted with a
rueful anguish. She wouldn't mind betting he hagiwén her more than a
passing thought since his departure from Sydney.



There again, why should he? Her behaviour had as@ppalling as his had
been. The weeks since his leaving had given hetytd time to look back

and try to understand how she had come acrossnohaw he would have
perceived her as a woman.

And she didn't like the answers she'd come up Vvidgmr lord, he'd had
every excuse to treat her as he had treated heat.téeave her in the
manner he had. She'd deserved no better.

But she had suffered for her misdeeds and recfkdesishness. She was still
suffering.

Her eyes dropped to her wristwatch. It was almlestes. She'd promised to
ring the doctor this morning and give him her firddcision. She was
booked into a small private clinic for the followirBunday evening, and
while she knew a termination was the most logical practical solution to

her problem —she tried to keep thinking about thleybgrowing within her

as aproblemand not a little person —there were moments okwess and

confusion when she just didn't know what to do.

Her doctor had counselled that he didn't think wlag emotionally strong
enough to have a baby alone after what had happé¢hatishe would
probably become an over-protective, exceedinglsfdéanother who might
eventually have another breakdown. The decisionupa® her, of course,
but it was clear what he was advising.

But he was anan she worried anew. And an unmarried, childless ane
that. What did he know of being a mother? Melarad known plenty of

women over the years who'd been less than thribefind themselves

pregnant, but who, by the time the baby came, \besotted with their

infant. Mother nature worked miracles with mothe@mnetimes.

But maybe not with you, Melanie. What of the dregnss seeing a baby can
evoke in you? No, not dreams. Nightmares!

Maybe the doctor was right. You can't take the.tislasn't fair to the child
to have a permanently frightened mother.



The buzzing on the portable intercom in Melaniedsket startled her,

perhaps because it didn't buzz all that often.elbgle were expected at
Belleview — visitors or tradesman or the casudf-stahen the gates were
left open for them to simply drive in.

Drawing it from her pocket, she flicked the switahd spoke into the
miniature microphone. 'Yes?'

'A delivery of flowers for a Mrs Melanie Lloyd.'

Ava swung round to stare at her. 'Flowers, Melaiiefyou? Goodness, |
wonder who they're from?’

Melanie's stomach did a somersault as the answkrds question popped
into her mind. Royce. hadto be Royce.

He'd said he was coming back for the ball. Shedddht he might change
his mind and simply go straight back to Englandt IB2ihadn't. He'd come
back to get his opal. And perhaps to say farewelidr in the only way he
knew how.

A searing heat raced up her body and into her fae&jng a mockery of her
recent decision never to sleep with any man evanaghe bitter realisation
came that of course she had meathier men, not Royce. Nevertheless, it
upset Melanie to think that, after all that had pexped, she was still so
susceptible to him. One would almost think that. .

No, no, you fool, don't start thinking any suchnthi What you feel is
nothing more than it ever was. A strong physictthation. A chemistry. A
passion. Don't try to justify yourself any moredafling it love. You're a lot
of things but never a hypocrite.

'I'l open the gates for you,' she told the waittedivery man in cool, crisp
tones. 'Go round to the side- entrance near theggar

Melanie pressed the control that automatically eplethe gates and hurried
from the room, Ava bustling after her. 'Melaniee panted, breathing
heavily in order to keep up. 'Who are the floweost, do you know?'



Melanie saw no point in not telling the truth, esply with an avid Ava
breathing down her neck. 'Yes, | think so. Roycar@ram.’

'‘But. . .but. . .

'Tll explain later, Ava," she said briskly. 'Rightw | have to get to the
side-door.' She increased her stride.

By the time Melanie reached the bottom of the neadthircase Ava had
been left far behind. Despite her apparent compospstairs, her pulse was
racing madly by the time she reached the side-ddw sight of the delivery

man holding a huge box with at least three dozeg-kiemmed red roses
resting under its transparent lid stopped her beattfor a second, before it
lurched back into its pounding rhythm.

'Mrs Lloyd?' the delivery man checked, a slightxnoon his face as he took
in her drab appearance.

'Yes.'

He shrugged. 'Then these are definitely for youu ¥oow, | usually only
deliver this many roses to the maternity sectidrisogpitals. You have one
very keen admirer here.'

Melanie took the roses, closed the door and legainat it, her fingers
fumbling as she took the attached card out ofnigkpe. It simply said
—'I've missed you, Royce'.

Missed me, have you? she thought angrily. You lYaagtard! | know what
you've missed. And | know what these roses reptesemthlessly cynical
gesture, echoing your scathing remark that womiéfofelower-giving and

false avowals of love.

Tears pricked at her eyes as she realised how shekwould give for him
genuinely to have missed her, genuinely to havetsarthese flowers out of
true affection.

Oh, God. . .maybe | do love him.



No, you don't, argued back a darkly bitter voiceuYe just thinking that
because you've conceived his child, because yoying to find an excuse
to keep it. Grow up, Melanie. This is the real waahd this is real life! So
you have to make a tough decision here. Don't §saitimental and
wishy-washy on me. Do what has to be done!

Squaring her shoulders, she marched back alongatmglor and into the
kitchen where she would have dumped the roseserg#inbage with the
respect they deserved except that a breathlessbusuAva was waiting for
her there, ready to pounce.

'Oh, my goodness, I've never seen so many red i@sesow beautiful they
are. But horribly expensive. And were they from Berantham?

'Yes,"' Melanie admitted curtly, which brought arghglance from Ava.

"You don't sound all that pleased, Melanie. Mosimga would be over the
moon.'

‘Naturally. That's what he's bargaining on.’

Now Ava was frowning. 'l don't understand. Actuallgon't understand any
of this. | didn't know you eveknewRoyce Grantham in a personal way.
Have you been seeing him since he came to dinmerthat night?'

Melanie prayed for patience, and an inventive miNdt the way you mean.
| did go out with him once back then. But only onide left Sydney several
weeks ago and | haven't seen him since. | thir&k de@he back for the ball
and the auction of the Heart of Fire, and probaldnts me to go with him.
Celebrities don't like showing up in public with@upartner. Don't make too
much of the flowers, Ava,' she went on drily. 'Reys a very wealthy man.
He likes to impress ladies with grand gestureg;sfadl. It means little.’

'‘Are you sure? | mean, he must like you a lot, Migato send sonany
roses. Goodness, I'm quite shocked, do you knot? thdidn't realise you
went out with men at all. | thought. . .well, | tight. . '



"You thought correctly, Ava. | don't go out with mas a rule. This was a
one-off thing. He was a stranger in Sydney and kirwjanted someone to
show him around one weekend. | did it as a favehe'lied valiantly. "As
far as | know he flies out for England the day raftee ball, so don't start
making more of this than there is. It's a friengsbd convenience at best,
certainly not a romance.’

'Oh, what a pity! He was such an interesting aedel man. Just the sort
who would have suited you, Melanie."

Melanie laughed. 'You are an incorrigible romantiea.’'

'Perhaps, But what's wrong with that? This worldildodo with more
romance, | say.'

'Yes, I'm sure it could,” Melanie agreed ruefully.

'You. . .you should think about getting married iagaMelanie,” Ava

continued gently. 'l know what happened to you twagic but life does go
on and you're a beautiful woman, no matter how fatdtry to hide it. You

shouldn't waste the rest of your life looking affgyron and me in this
mausoleum. You should be looking after your own apwith a husband of
your own, and children. Oh, yes, you should haveenahildren. Do you

think your poor little boy would want you to griet@ him forever? You'd

make a wonderful mother. You. . .oh, no, what hiagene? Oh, Melanie,
I'm so sorry. | shouldn't have said anything. .lL... .oh, please don't cry,
Melanie. I'll go away. Yes, I'll go away right ncand I'll shut my stupid

mouth and | won't say another word on the matter again!'

'No, don't go!" Melanie cried, her whole being almagth floods of emotion.
'l. . .I'm not angry with you. It's just that. h,gust hold me, Ava. | really
need someone to just hold me.’

Ava could do nothing to stop tears of heartfelt pgthy and remorse from
rushing into her own eyes. Dear lord, she had ngeen such misery, such
emotional torture as was reflected at that momekelanie's eyes. Anshe
had caused it, stupid fool that she was.



Clasping the weeping woman close to her not inctamable bosom, she
hugged her and soothed her with halting and prgbigiffectual words.
'I'm so. . . sorry. It's none of my business. .atWou do. And who am | to
talk? Miss Coward herself. . .staying at hometaltime. . .hiding from life.
. .pigging out on junk food. . .pretending. . .&8ising. . .'

Soon, it was Ava crying the harder of the two andldaviie doing the
soothing. 'No, you were right to give me a talking- she reassured,
reaching for a handful of tissues from the box lo# ¢ounter behind them
and sharing them out. '‘But you're wrong about yelfirsyou're still
relatively young, Ava, with most of your life lefthead of you. Do
something with it before is too late.’

Ava sniffled, dabbing at her eyes with the tissi¥ésu really think | could?’
'Yes, | do. Get out of this house more often. Ggdkaof some sort, or
volunteer for some charity work. Join a club. Anggi Only don't bury
yourself in your room all the time. You can't makeir dreams come true if
you never give them a chance. . .'

‘That's what Jade's always telling me. She gavlenenother's jewellery,
did you know? Told me to sell it and use the morteygo to proper art
school, or go on a world cruise.’

'‘What a clever girl she is. Proper art school. Ndw didn't | think of that?'
Ava sighed. 'Perhaps because | don't have anyaleat in that department.’
'‘Aval How can you say that? Ydenowyou have talent.’

'‘Byron doesn't think so," she muttered.

'Well, pooh to Byron!

Ava looked shocked. "Pooh to Byron?'

'Yes, pooh!



Ava started to giggle. 'l like that. Pooh to Byrdder giggles became real
laughter. 'Pooh to Byron! I'll remember that th&trtene Byron tells me I'm
stupid or | can't do something.’

‘That's the spirit!'

'‘And you're going to look around for a nice mamtarry," Ava insisted in
return.

Melanie smiled a wry smile. 'l can't promise mies;lbut I'll certainly make
some changes and decisions. And I'll stop runnimaygrom life too.’

'What a pity Mr Grantham is going back to EnglaHé. might have been
your new Mr Right.'

Melanie's heart contracted. 'l think not, Ava. He$ the marrying kind.'

'No, | suppose not. Well, we're a right pair, a@rer@? Blubbering on each
other's shoulders and generally being silly-billies

'We all need a good cry occasionally."”

'I'm sure you're right, but | think I'd better gpstiairs and wash my face.
Some people can cry and still look gorgeous withlbminescent eyes but
others we shall not name go all blotchy and puffy.’

Melanie laughed. '‘Oh, go on with you.'

"l am going. In fact, I'm gone!" She waved airilyeo her shoulder as she
hurried from the kitchen.

Melanie turned to look at the roses again. Ava avdsar but she just didn't
understand. One couldn't always do what one migimtvo do down deep in
one's heart. Sometimes, one had to be sensible. . .

Her hand was actually reaching up for the telephormall her doctor when
it rang. For a second, Melanie stared at it. irgaitelling her, as it had with
the flowers, who it was on the other end of the.liReeling like a hunted



animal, she suddenly wanted to run and hide, bat wiould be the good of
that with a man like Royce? If she refused to talkim on the telephone,
he'd simply show up on her doorstep. Best to ses tv wanted this time.
As if she didn't already know.

Steeling herself, she lifted the receiver out efdtadle on the wall and
placed it to her ear and mouth.

"Belleview," she said crisply, "Melanie Lloyd speak"

Royce's wry chuckle came down the line. 'Oh, yadubitably that is
Melanie Lloyd. Who else could make me feel likehastened schoolboy so
quickly?

"Royce," she said in a flat, resigned tone.
"You remembered me? Or is it that my roses haweeal?'

Melanie swallowed the lump gathering in her thra@hy, after all these
weeks, could the mere sound of his voice do thiget@ Her heart hardened
at her own stupidity.

"Yes, your roses have arrived,' she admitted ppeld tones. 'Am | to expect
an imminent avowal of undying love as well? Or ywea bargaining on our
little separation having whetted my widow's appeetiirther for male
company?"

His weary sigh made her feel guilty, her guilt aiegely making her feel
even angrier. "What do you want, Royce?' she srmhppeée said our
goodbyes when you were last in town. Maybe | didmtke mine clear
enough. Goodbye. | don't want to see you again.’'

'Don't hang up on me!" he blurted out. 'Pleasealiel don't hang up on me,’
he repeated in a voice that stunned her. It wasstlpleading, and highly
emotional. It was not what she would ever have etgokfrom Royce
Grantham.

She didn't hang up.



'I'm sorry,' he said simply. 'For everything.'

It threw her. 'You. . .you behaved no worse thald|' she found herself
saying.

'l don't think so. | was the instigator of everyidn | pursued you
mercilessly, took advantage of you, exploited yauinerability. Maybe |
didn't realise quite why you were so vulnerabld,lbuas deliberately blind
to your feelings, simply because | wanted you saimmayself. | was selfish
and arrogant and I'm deeply, deeply sorry if | tyan."

He sounded so sincere, as though she really meartking to him and he
really cared. Melanie's heart leapt and, againstahmon sense, a vain
hope sprang into life.

'‘Come to the ball with me tomorrow night,' he iedtsoftly. 'l have tickets
for two.'

She automatically cringed away from the Whitmose®ing her at the ball
with Royce.

'‘Melanie?'
She bit her lip and dithered.
'Don't you have anything to wear, is that it?"

‘No, | have plenty of ballgowns | could wear ovengy brother's place. My
marriage was a very social one,' she finished agill remembrance.

'l don't want you wearing any of those," he saidsquely. 'I'll buy you
something new and have it sent over.'

'Don't be silly, Royce. | might not like it andatobably won't fit.'
'If you like it and it fits, promise me you'll wedr 'You're being silly." 'I'm

being a manPromiseme.' 'All right, | promise. But only if | like i&nd only
if it fits.'



'Fair enough. I'll have it to you by noon tomorrdg/that in enough time?'
‘Yes.'

'‘And I'll pick you up at your brother's place ajldiagain.’

'1...1 don't recall agreeing to go with you te Hall in the first place. | think
I've just been conned.' 'Would | con you?"

Yes, you would, she accepted bitterly. Especidlihé end result was to
have her in his bed once more. God, Melanie, orma@ltall after all this
time, for no other reason than he happened to bann again, and you're
hoping stupid hopes and agreeing to see him affaie'd missed you so
much and cared about you so deeply, where hasdrefbefive weeks? He
doesn't want anything different from what he did thst time. He's simply
come up with a different approach this time to seccand he just has.

‘Are you still flying home to England the day aftke ball?' she asked. His
hesitation to answer was very telling. 'That degéhlde said at last.

'On what?'
"Il tell you tomorrow night at the ball.'

Melanie sighed. This is your chance to tell hint thare isn't going to be a
tomorrow night. So why aren't you saying something?

She did. 'All right.’
'Melanie. . .'
Yes?'

‘Thank you.'

'For what?'

'For saying yes. You won't regret it.’



But | already do, she sighed wearily as she hundNogthing had changed.
Royce still didn't want marriage or forever. He was love with her. And
hehadjust conned her.

So why had she agreed to see him one last time?

Perhaps because she knew that was what it wada€inene. One last night
to remember, forever. A proper farewell for then&atof her child.

Melanie sighed again, knowing at last what she geaisg to do. Picking up
the telephone again, she checked the number ofyyreaecologist and
dialled. The receptionist answered and in due eosing was put through to
Dr Hyland.

'Melanie Lloyd here, Dr Hyland. Thank you for atlyr advice, but I. . .I've
decided to keep my baby.'



CHAPTER TWELVE

'ARE you sure this neckline isn't too low, Nathan?' Genmasked, coming
out of their bathroom with a frown on her face.

Nathan had commissioned the gown to be speciallyeniar her, having

found the style in a period costume book of Regdfregland. He'd said it
was just the thing for her to wear to the ball, &&imma had complied
because her own sense of fashion was still a littftermed and she did like
to dress to please her husband. Made of creanoanhdiid lace, the high-
waisted flowing style had looked all demure innamem the book, but the
wide square neckline had turned out to be moreatawgethan she'd realised,
especially with her new underwear.

'l. . .1 thought it was all right when | last trigebn, but that corset thing you
bought me pushes my breasts right up and togethdnyvith my hair up, I. .
.1 feel almost naked.” She placed a modest hand lwmrecleavage and
smiled nervously at him. Frankly, the neckline wastl that low, but
Nathan's previous displays of jealous possessigemas made her careful
over doing anything to encourage any untoward atterfirom other males.
'If you like, | could change.’

Nathan, who was looking impossibly handsome irealbformal dinner suit
with white ruffled dress shirt and black bowtiearsd at her for several
seconds before walking slowly around the foot eirtlking- sized bed, his
eyes never leaving her. Picking up the coveringdhde lifted if to his
mouth and kissed it. 'Don't be silly. You look delus. Every man there
tonight will be envious of me. The neckline istddibare, but I've a special
something for you to wear tonight that might hedfve the problem.’

'‘Nathan, you haven't bought me more jewellery, hate'

His head lifted, a frown settling into his beautifwey eyes. "You object to
my giving you jewellery?"

‘No, of course not, but you've given me so mangs@nts since we've been
married. Not a week goes by without you coming hevite something."'



'Most women would be delighted,' he said stiffly.

'‘And so am I. Truly. But what are you going to doem Christmas comes?
Or my birthday? They won't seem special if you givethings every other
day.’

A wry smile pulled at his sensuous mouth. 'Whateadure you are, my
darling. Not only sweetly innocent and delightfultyodest, but totally
without greed. Maybe that's why I like giving ydurgs, because you don't
ask for or expect anything.' Still smiling, he bémtkiss her lightly on the
lips. "You are a pearl beyond price. Which remimgs Come over here. . .

He drew her over to her dressing-table which wasuiaf his previous

presents —other jewellery in a magnificent jewek;boottles of perfume;

cosmetics; delicate porcelain figurines; even aesihandled brush and
mirror set —that she wondered how he had found rémmthis new dark

blue velvet jewel case.

'‘Open it,’ he ordered.

She obeyed, her heart turning over at the sigth®triple pearl and gold
necklace and matching drop earrings. If they wea pearls —and of
course they were —they would have cost a smalufat Gemma tried to
feel happy, but her gasp and smile of pleasurddise.

Over the past few weeks, the pattern of their ragaihad changed. And so
had Nathan.

He no longer burst forth from his study when she&dome from work,
eager to spend the entire evening with her, mdstbause he himself was
rarely home when she got in. He was still out hajdauditions for his
play— which was proving difficult to cast — or dissing sets with the set
designer, or costumes with the costume designevhatever else a director
did.

Invariably, when he came home he was tired andcprgoed, not wanting
to go out so much. Not wanting to make love so meither. In fact he
hadn't touched her this past week, which was bagyto bother Gemma a



little. Her niggling concern that he would one dagw bored with her in
that department was never far from her mind.

But one thing remained the same. She still fele Ik highly prized

possession, not a real wife, unless-one though& afife as a totally

submissive little thing who only opened her moutlsay, 'yes, sir, no, sir,
three bags full. sir'. Nathan still made all theicisions without consulting
her. Where they went, what they did, whom theytet/iover. The one time
she'd been asked out by some of the girls at wark Qirls-only night out,

he'd made such a fuss —ranting and raving aboutangers of women
being out at night without men to protect them —t#gtge hadn't gone in the
end.

'l thought pearls were just the thing for this dreklathan was saying as he
did up the clasp on the necklace, which had provée a choker and no real
cover for her cleavage at all. 'Now that you'repgkeg out of the sun, your,
skin has lightened to a gorgeous honey Colour.’

He trailed his fingers over her skin, then benpress moist lips to the area
of bare shoulder between the necklace and the hiegiof the softly draped

sleeves. Gemma shivered, but not, as she usudllyrdm pleasure. There
was something odd about Nathan tonight, somethanlg dand pensive that
she didn't like. He seemed distracted, yet watclifuéry time he looked at

her she had the feeling he was trying to see sonwgetBut what?

She suppressed an urge to sigh. Would she nevés gapbw what he was
thinking? Never find out what brought about thestye changes of mood
that sometimes afflicted him? They'd be going alqaie happily together
when suddenly —was it something she did or said2'd-hecome silent
and almost morose, often giving her the blackesistnsuspicious look.
When that happened, she was at a loss what tosdshewas at a loss
tonight.

She glanced in the mirror at Nathan standing beherdshoulder, and he
was once again staring at her with that peculierignse expression in his
eyes. Without stopping to think, she spoke hertfatisn aloud. 'Why do

you keep on looking at me that way tonight. Nath#pf've been doing it

ever since you came home. >



Immediately, his face was wiped of all expression &he could have
screamed. As always when she dared to questiomleisiptted that smooth
mask into place, hiding everything from her. "Andatvway is that, darling?
You must know that I've always had trouble keepmng eyes off you.
Especially in a dress like that.'

Their eyes met in the mirror, Gemma's angry with For sidestepping her
guestion. 'You were looking at me oddly long befoqaut this dress on,
Nathan, and you know it. Why can't you just give angtraight answer for
once? Every time | ask you a question you try strdct me with sweet talk
so that you don't have to answer me.’

'What rubbish! 1 do no such thing. You women alwiayagine things. So
I've been looking at you tonight. So what? You'sewife, aren't you? If you
want me to be bluntly honest, Gemma, I've been iwguib make love to
you from the moment | walked in the door, but yoerevbusy getting ready
for the ball, so | did the right thing and left yalone. I'm sorry if myeyes
couldn't be similarly gallant,” he ground out, asgdinning away, strode
angrily from the room.

Gemma stared after him. knowing in her heart tleatvas lying. She knew
exactly the way he looked at her when he desiredamel that was not how
he'd been looking at her tonight. The fact thateftehe had to lie over such
a thing brought a rush of suspicions.

Was it that he couldn't bring himself to tell hbat she was beginning to
bore him? Had he perhaps met with Lenore today,spedding time with
his beautiful and sophisticated ex-wife had maade $ee what a fool he'd
been to marry a naive child by comparison?

Gemma grabbed on to this last sickening suspi@nod,ran with it. Maybe
Nathan had not only seen Lenore today but lotstleérodays. Maybe the
reason he hadn't been making lovénéolately was because he didn't need
to. Maybe he. . .

Gemma brought herself up with a jolt. This wassaker speculation, the
imaginings of a young and insecure bride. Stilit would put her mind at
rest if Nathan would tell her where he'd been toddyom he'd been with.



Surely she had a right to know that. Steeling HerG@mma went in search
of her husband.

She found him in his study, sitting at his desk egatling what looked like a
report. Clearly, her sudden appearance in the dmpsarprised him, for he
jumped slightly in his chair.

'‘Good God, Gemma, you startled me. What do you WAng¢ you ready to
go?'

'What are you reading?' she asked, more to sdeeitsuld get a straight
answer for once instead of real curiosity.

'‘Nothing important. Just a quarterly report fromeoof my investment
consultants.' He folded the sheets of paper, regl#ttem in a large brown
paper envelope which he slipped into the top deasWer. 'They're trying to
get me to put some of my money back into the stoaket.' His gaze raked
over her. 'l see you haven't put your earringseansp you can't be ready.
Surely you haven't come along here to keep on almgulooking at you,
have you?'

Gemma swallowed. 'No," she lied. 'But I. . .1 wgo to tell me something,
Nathan, and please. . .just tell me the truth.”

His grey eyes cooled at this implication that hghlminot always tell her the
truth. 'What is it?'

'l want to know where you went today. What you di¢hom you saw.’
'What is this. Gemma? What have | done to deséevéhird degree?’
Panic at his continuing evasion stretched her rsetiivbreaking point. 'Once
again you're going to side-step my questions, ayen? Why can't you just
tell me your movements, like any normal husbandaWWiave you got to

hide, for pity's sake?'

'Hide, Gemma? I'm not trying to hide a thing." H& glowly to his feet,
buttoning up his dinner-jacket as he made his wayral the large desk.



'Look, | know I've been a bit distracted lately.idldirecting business is
proving to be more time-consuming and involvingthaealised.'

His handsome face melted into a disarming smilbeagame up to her,
curling gentle hands over her shoulders. 'As filingeyou what | did today.
. .1 didn't realise you'd find it interesting. Btiyou must know we held
more auditions for the part of the man oppositedcenand I'm glad to
report we've at last found someone who might be ablcarry off the
demanding role.’'

'We Nathan?' Gemma pounced. 'Are you saying Lenaabmvays with you
during these auditions?’

His smile faded, his eyes carrying total exaspenatDon't tell me you're

still worried about Lenore. Good God, oburseLenore is present at the
auditions! She does the reading with them. | haveee how they look and
sound together. They have to spark off each othammit, Gemma, if

anyone has reason to be jealous in this marrisgggmé! You ve always got
other men lusting after you.'

‘That's not true!" she protested, her face fluskuitlg frustration and fury.

"You don't see what happens behind your back, ray;'tlee responded with
dry sarcasm.

'If it does, then it's certainly not my fault,” skeapped. 'l don't encourage
them."

"I know. That's why | do my best to protect you.'

‘Then why let me wear this dress tonight?' shegflath him. 'Aren't you
taking a risk, letting me show off my lust-inspgibody? Not that it seems
to be inspiring much lust ipoulately!"

When she went to whirl away he grabbed her, spgiher back hard against
him, his fingers biting cruelly into her upper arviou little cat, don't flex
your claws with me or you might find yourself sudtjeout of your depth.’



He grabbed both her arms and dragged her upwdritheir eyes were level.
And their mouths. 'I've a good mind to rip thatday dress off you right
here and now and give you a tasteredl lust. Then you wouldn't be so
ready to be so damned nice to some of the men lhavith you. You
might also appreciate what it is I've been tryingtotect you from!

Gemma's eyes had rounded, her mouth falling opeatten shock. This was
a Nathan she had never seen before. And he tdrtifeslife out of her.

Did he see the terror in her eyes? Was that whyuldelenly set her back
down and released her arms, stepping back withadl shrudder.

'I'm sorry if | frightened you,' he muttered. 'Nibiat you didn't deserve a
shaking-up, Gemma. You're still incredibly naiveit B shouldn't have lost
my temper and threatened you like that. It wonfiges again. Go and put
your earrings on,' he ordered brusquely. 'We haveave for the ball, or
we'll be late.’

Nathan watched her stumble from the room, his feyte as a drum. Once
she was gone he consciously relaxed his clenchteddaind turned to go over
to his desk where he pulled open the top drawersaaced down at the
brown envelope.

The investigation into Gemma's past had cost hsmall fortune, but the
man Zachary had recommended had come through hathrath at last,
complete with documentation. Unfortunately, thehitnwas so appalling that
he had made the difficult decision to keep Gemipass a secret, especially
from her.

Difficult decision?

His mouth pulled back into a darkly rueful smile.hkdn't been all that
difficult, had it, Nathan?

Shutting the drawer, he locked and removed the kBgping it in his
pocket. Smoothing the grimace of self- disgust friois) face, he walked
from the room.



'Oh, Melanie, you look lovely!" Frieda exclaimedal dress fits you like a
glove.'

'It does, doesn't it?" she said, still surprisede @ould have thought it had
been made for her, not bought off the peg.

She twisted to examine the dress in the mirror fedshangles. The colour
was deep purple, the material satin, the styleksdeel sophisticated with a
tightly fitted elongated bodice that swished oubia long flowing skirt. It
had long tight sleeves and a low off- the-shouttsakline that showed off
her pale creamy skin to perfection, not to menkienbust.

Included in the dress box that had been deliveveBelleview by express
courier at eleven that morning had been a bladk satning bag, black
satin pumps—which also fitted perfectly — and acklsatin ribbon choker
to wear around her neck, a gold heart centring it.

Melanie had loved everything on sight but she wilashazed at the superb
fit. 'I'd love to know how Royce. . .' Suddenlyetpenny dropped and she
whirled round. 'lIt was you, wasn't it?' she acculsedsister-in-law. "You
gave Royce some of my clothes. And a pair of myesho

Frieda didn't look at all shamefaced. "Well, of izl did! The man's mad
about you, Melanie. And | think you're mad abounhi'd have done
anything he asked me to if it meant getting you happily together again.'

Melanie shook her head in exasperation. "You'r@siras bad as Ava. Don't
you know the sort of man Royce is? He's an adventuhere women are
concerned. A regular Don Juan. He's been travelinognd the world, no
doubt bedding some woman in every city he visitetkas simply his
Sydney woman."

Frieda was taken aback by Melanie's startling aslons "Youwere? You
mean, you and he. . .

Melanie said nothing.

'l suppose | shouldn't be surprised,’ Frieda meditely ou're so beautiful. . .’



'‘And he's a highly skilled seducer of beautiful vea) Melanie inserted
drily. 'So please, Frieda, let's have no morelkfddRoyce being mad about
me. Royce is not mad about me, except in as facas give him what he
wants till he sets forth for home."'

Frieda flushed a bright pink, her face shocked.d'Aau're still going to go
to this ball with him?'

Melanie patted her hand gently. 'Don't worry alraat Frieda. | know what
I'm doing." In a fashion, she added silently anthvai pang of real doubt.
Presenting herself in public at this ball as Ro§cantham's partner might
damage her in the eyes of her employer. Byron Wiriénwould correctly

conclude that Melanie had become Royce's lovenduris stay in Sydney,
and she had a feeling he wouldn't like that.

'‘But are you going to let him?' Frieda asked withind-eyed wonder. '1
mean. . .you know. . ." Her pink face became bnigtt

'l. . .I'm not sure,’ Melanie hedged, not wantioghock Frieda too much.
For she had thought of nothing else all day butdpé Royce's arms again.

'‘Well, if you do," Frieda whispered, 'don't forgetbe careful. You don't
want to be getting pregnant, do you?'

Melanie didn't know how she kept a straight fadebe very careful,’ she
returned, her lips twitching with the irony of it.a

'l think it's just as well Ron's having his Fridaight drink with his mates,'
his wife said, 'so that we don't have to explaiyn ainthis to him.'

'l couldn't agree more," Melanie said, turning itedher hair a final brush
and spray, then applying a liberal amount of Arppgefume. "Where's
Wayne, by the way?'

"Over at the girlfriend's place.’

*Oh? Took him back, then, did she?'



'Yes, today. But you've got no idea what that by &pent a fortune on
sending her flowers. Long- stemmed red roses, wgoldbelieve? But it
did the trick. She was on the telephone immediatbping like a dove.
Silly twit of a girl! Still, I shouldn't complain'm fed up with having that
boy underfoot all the time. You've no idea how gmoamd messy he is.
Betty's mother's welcome to him! Oh, my, therets doorbell. That'll be
Royce. After what you've just told me | hope | aep a civil tongue in my
head. And let's hope he's come in something drifdrem that sports car he
was driving last time. Your lovely dress will crughyou have to squash
yourself into one of those.'

He'd come in a white stretch limousine with grelwgeinterior.. And Frieda

not only kept a civil tongue in her head, she yagushed all over Royce,
who switched on the charm full-blast from the motredre opened the door.
But he did look splendid in a black dinner-jackdthwsatin lapels and

cummerbund which complimented Melanie's gown tdga#ion.

Melanie felt her stomach flip over at first sighfitham, but it was his reaction
to herthat rattled her. Why did he stare so? Why lookeatas though he'd
never seen her before, or didn't know she couldbsap so well?

They didn't dilly-dally, and before long Melanie svsettled in the spacious
interior of the chauffeur-driven limousine and theswre on their way
towards the city.

'A glass of champagne for the lady?' Royce askestedy, indicating the
built-in bar.

"Why not?' She shrugged, and watched him fill tbécdte flutes without
spilling a drop. He handed her one glass and rdiseth a toast. 'To the
most beautiful woman in the world."

'We're toasting Elizabeth Taylor?' she said drily.
'Please. I'm British. Though Wwas thinking of a certain dark-eyed,

dark-haired beauty. Her name, however, is defiitedt Elizabeth." He
clicked her glass and drank, his eyes never ledvang.



Melanie had to admire his style. If she hadn't Bathe experience of
Casanovas and con-men. she might have really lzdem in by Royce.
Still, that didn't stop the pain she felt when herked his superficial charms
upon her to such good effect.

In danger of succumbing to a sudden depressioratelifted the glass to
her lips and drank deeply. She'd promised hersslta become maudlin
tonight. She'd accepted what he was and wantedléseinight together to
be a happy, carefree one. She took another swalidle champagne.

'l know about the baby," Royce said so unexpectddiyif there had been
more champagne in her glass Melanie would haveispil over her dress.
As it was, her hand shook terribly as she toolgthss from her lips to stare
at him in stark horror.

Seeing the glass tipping dangerously to one siogc®&swept it from her
hands and put it back in the safety rack, alondhwis own. Melanie's
trembling hands came to rest on her stomach, perimagn automatic and
instinctively defensive gesture.

"You. . .you couldn't,’ she rasped. 'I. . .l didnit.tell. . .’
'Yes, | know, but | asked Gemma.'
"Gemma?' she repeated blankly.

He frowned. "Yes, Gemma. Mrs Whitmore. The one wiooks in the opal
store at the Regency. | dropped in there on my twaye airport on the
Monday morning after we parted, driven to find eamething about your
marriage. She told me that it wasn't just your lansb~vho was killed in that
car accident, but a baby as well.'

Melanie shuddered with a type of perverse relieemnvkhe realised what
baby Royce had meant. Then she shuddered again.

"I can't tell you how sad | felt for you,' he saidftly. And how guilty. As |
said on the telephone yesterday, | knew there dd tthings in your past
that made you act the way you were acting, butih'tiwant to know in the



beginning. | wanted you in my bed and | was preghéodurn a blind eye to
your pain to achieve that end.’

Still in shock, Melanie just nodded, unable to aayord.

He picked up her closest hand and started gentbkisg her fingers. 'l
haven't been able to get you out of my mind, M@atwe tried. Dear-God,
I've tried, but | couldn't. I had to come back, hadind out if what | was
feeling was more than I've ever felt before. Anavddknow. | think | love

you, Melanie. I think I've loved you all along.'

Melanie's heart squeezed so tight that she thaught to break. The roses
had been bad enough, but did he have to follow tbpmwith this? God,
didn't he know it wasn't necessary? She'd alreadiddd to go to bed with
him again. A cold fury descended to rescue her fromminent
disintegration, encircling her heart within an &hyell, holding it together,
holding herselftogether.

'Is this what you told Wayne to tell his girlfrieidshe mocked. 'Don't look
so puzzled, Royce. You did tell Wayne about therosgs strategy when
you picked up my clothes from Frieda yesterdayn'tligou?’

He was frowning at her. 'Surely you aren't angrthwne for borrowing

some of your clothes, Melanie, or for giving thepboy a little advice? He
looked so down- in-the-mouth. | couldn't let adellmale suffer so | gave
him a few clues. Did they work, do you know?'

'Oh, they worked. There again. . .they always wddq't they? I'm here,
aren't 1?'

"Melanie, for pity's sake, you don't think. . ." ldeoaned. 'God, what a
bloody fool I am! I thought. . . I just wanted to. God-damn it, woman, |
simply wanted to show you that you were differgatr any of my previous
women. | never send flowers. Never!

'You've never had to before,' she reminded himtazally.



He stared at her. 'What did that bastard of a mdsba to you to make you
like this? Don't deny it. | know he made you misdeaGemma told me that.

Her brittle laughter cut him off. 'Gemma? What wb@emma know of my
marriage? Nothing! And that's exactly wiyaiu'regoing to know. My past
is mine alone, and | don't appreciate people pokimdj probing into itpr
talking about me behind my back. Accept victorycgfally, Royce. You've
got what you wanted. I'm going to the ball with ydtiough frankly, | only
agreed to come tonight because you were going hofEegland tomorrow
and | felt badly about how we separated the last.ti like you. | really like
you. You can be a sweet charming man, and you'recaedible lover. But
don't insult my intelligence by talking of love. ¥a@on't love me. You don't
evenknowme.'

''d damned wellike to know you. but you won't give me the chance!"
‘No, | won't.'
"Why?'

Why! She stared at him, steadfastly ignoring the coofum her heart that
he was talking like this, and grasping instead ¢hadainty in her mind.
Royce was another Joel. She'd sensed that thdirstrgtay they'd met, and
she still sensed it. He'd come back to Sydneybaoause he loved her, but
to buy that damned opal. Royce did not really lbee. No way. And she
was never going to become involved with another nvao didn't really
love her.

'‘Because,'she said firmly.
‘That's no answer."It's the only one you're gdaoget.’'

He shook his head, sighing in weary exasperatialon't understand you. |
don't think you understand yourself. Still, who bio reason why?' he went
on bitterly. 'My job is to pour champagne, be chagrand an incredible
lover, then get the hell out of your life in the mmg. Simple. I've been
doing that with women for years. | can do it on o¢éencontrol. Would you



like a little pre-ball sampler to show you what @od time you're in for
tonight?' Abruptly, he pulled her into his arms.

'Royce, don't!" she cried, placing both hands erhtird wall of his chest and
pushing at him quite ineffectually.

"Don't?" he scorned, his eyes contemptuous as dredstdown at her
trembling mouth. 'You meado, don't you, Melanie? | seem to recall that
your protests meant very little in the past.'

'‘Bastard!" she cried, tears springing into her eyes

He stared at her for a long moment, then groanedcaadled her head
against him, stroking her hair and speaking toilmaoftly soothing words.
"Let's not punish each other like this. It's crueid it's futile." His sigh was
ragged. 'You have every right to your privacyhitts what you want. And
every right to live your life as you see fit. | wokeep on making things
difficult for you, sweetheart. | promise. We'll jusnjoy tonight for what it
is, right?'

'Right,’ she whispered back weakly, then shivered.
He pulled back, a wickedly sardonic smile curving imouth to one side.

‘Then let's drink up,’ he said, and reached focttmpagne. 'We have a lot
of memories to pack into one short night!'



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE ballroom at the Regency was a magnificent reamaatf some of the
European ballrooms of the past, with mirror-partkligalls, elaborate
gilt-edged frescos on the high domed ceilings drahdeliers so ornate and
large that they must have been hoisted into plate ewanes.

Melanie peered over the shoulders of the grougopfe standing in front of
them, trying to distract her churning stomach bmaihg the surroundings.
She'd no idea each couple was going to be forrmatiyented as they arrived
and she felt sick with nerves.

'Stop looking so worried,” Royce whispered. 'Treret a woman here to
touch you. You'll be the belle of the ball.'

Melanie blinked over at him. Did he honestly thibkvas her appearance
she was worrying over? It was her being herallahat was bothering her.
She should have confessed to Ava and Byron sheemasg.

Suddenly, there was nothing between herself andratheof red carpet

running right up the middle of the ballroom, alompich each couple
walked after being presented. Her eyes darted drthum huge room, past
the magnificently decorated banquet tables thadlithe walls, down to
where groups of people were gathered near the atatjthe orchestra.

The first person Melanie saw was Byron, his waweHblack hair gleaming
high above the two females flanking him. Jade washis left, looking
sensational as usual in a long scarlet straplesstishAva stood on his right,
very elegant in her cleverly draped cornflower-ebgown. Even her hair
looked good, now that she'd had the frizzed entsf€and the rest permed
into a soft cap of golden-brown curls.

As Melanie watched them chatting away to each otkgle joined the
threesome, bringing with him a couple of glassesh@mpagne. Gemma
and Nathan were nowhere in sight.

The man whose job it was to present everyone stejopeard, dressed like
a footman from the Regency period, with a powdevey] red coat, white



breeches and highly polished black boots. Roycedwhim the gilt-edged
tickets, whereupon the ‘footman’, after giving Maa highly appreciative
look, assumed a suitably formal expression and @mecex in a loud, very
Shakespearian voice, 'Presenting Mr Royce Granthaamd Mrs Melanie
Lloyd!

Heads twisted, mostly to stare first at Royce —s the celebrity, after all
—then at his companion. One selected group, howetared straight at
Melanie.

'‘Good God,' Byron gasped. 'That can'ooeMelanie Lloyd."

Ava was totally speechless, an affliction that Jadely suffered from.

it most assuredly is," she confirmed, smiling rllgfat the sight of their
normally drab housekeeper making her way slowly mdke red carpet,
looking like a film star on her way to collecting ascar. A verysexyfilm

star. ..

'Mmm," was Kyle's only comment, but it brought algeis glare from his
fiancee.

'Down, boy,' she hissed, and he chuckled.

'l don't believe it,;" Byron was muttering. 'What 9be doing here with
Royce? | thought she'd turned him down that nidfier @inner.'

Ava finally found her voice. 'Oh, no, she went aath him. She told me.
And he sent her flowers yesterday. Masses and ma$seng-stemmed red
roses. | was there when they arrived.’

Byron turned on his sister. "Ydiowabout this. . . liaison, and you didn't
tell me?' he asked, sounding both amazed and adnoye

It. . .it's not a 1. . .liaison, Byron,' Ava stamrad. 'Melanie says it's a. . .a
friendship of convenience.'



'‘Good God, woman, open your silly eyes! No womaessles like that for a
simple bloody friendship!

"Why so upset. Pops?' Jade queried archly. "Youdmiibe jealous, would
you?'

‘Jealous? Why would | be jealous? Don't be ridigs]dade. | just don't like
to see a nice woman like Melanie being taken adggnbf by a man like
Royce.'

"That's a fairly harsh judgement, Byron," Kyle m&ned smoothly. "Your
housekeeper is what? Thirty?'

Thirty-two.'
'‘And a widow of some years?'
‘Yes.'

‘Then | doubt any man could take advantage of égpecially a man of
Royce Grantham's obvious reputation. Mrs Lloydkeg8ime as a lady who
knows her own mind and wouldn't easily be foolethihk she deserves
more credit for common sense than you're giving Heshe's having an
affair with Royce Grantham then it's because shetsvip. She's a grown
woman, Byron. And a very beautiful one. Did younthshe was going to
spend the rest of her life in total celibacy?"™mn't know the whole story
where Melanie is concerned,’ Byron grumbled.

Now Jade was frowning. "That's true, Kyle. Sheoh,.dear, they're coming
over. Be nice, Pops. There's nothing to be gaingdmiaking things
awkward, is there?'

'l guess not," he muttered, and somehow found mthg smile for the new
arrivals. After all, he couldn't really afford tdiemate the main bidder for
that infernal opal, could he? But it was to be libBeyce would take both it
and himself back to England tomorrow and leave Mielaalone. She
deserved better, the poor woman.



Poor woman? Good God, she looked anything but fwought. She looked
glamorous and gorgeous, and so bloody sensualli@ntintake his eyes off
her. A definite prickling in his loins brought hiap with a jolt. Damn, but he
would have to find himself a woman. And soon!

'Melanie,' he said warmly, extending his handsike tboth of hers. 'What a
dark horse you are, sneaking out to this ball {ikederella! But what a

glorious gown. And how stunning you look in it, rdgar." Dropping her

hands, he turned to shake Royce's hand and debiwee more polite patter,
even if he was still somewhat rattled inside.

Melanie smiled a stiff smile and looked nervouslymd the group. Ava was
staring openly. Jade was frowning slightly. And &ylas smiling, thank
God.

"You do look stunning, Mrs Lloyd," he said.

'Do call me Melanie.'

'Very well. You must save a dance for me later,daied. That is. . .if my
gaoler here will give me the key for a while.'

Jade bestowed a very possessive look his waynbrnker arm with his and

clasping it tightly against her side, i never thibufjd have to protect my

man fromyour clutches, Melanie.’

Melanie laughed. It was all rather funny, in a wyron had done his best
to cover his shock but it had been there in hiseybere'd been something
else in his eyes as well which bothered her &lifthe last thing she wanted
was forByronto start lusting after her.

"You look very beautiful, Melanie," Ava said envaby

'‘And so do you, Ava. Doesn't Ava look lovely tortigkveryone?'

Everyone said she did.



A sudden awkward silence descended on the groupjrao that silence
came an astonishing announcement.

*Presenting Mr Damian Campbell and Ms Celeste Cailipb

A sound like rushing water rippled round the roosnnaost people either
gasped or murmured something. The ones who westamihg with their
mouths open, that was.

Melanie was as shocked as everyone else, her Byeg fo Byron to see
what his reaction would be. But where she had ergddum to be blustering
with fury and outrage, he was actually ashen-fagedl ominously silent.
He stood there, staring at the woman, as were pegtle in the room by
now, even the ones who had no idea who she was.

There was no doubt Celeste Campbell was worthngfat.
Rising forty, she looked at least ten years younger

her striking face unwrinkled, her sultry mouth gathand pouting, her long
tawny blonde hair tumbling in glorious disarray and her shoulders and
halfway down her back. But it was her body thaet@d all the men's eyes,
her tall athletic body, honed to perfection andraggously displayed
tonight in a dress that was both spectacular aodkétg at the same time.

Champagne in colour, it might have been sewn onigbtly was it fitted,
following the curves of its female wearer right dow her trim ankles and
dainty feet, which were sexily shod in gold sandale style was basically
strapless, with a sheer layer of champagne chttiahreached high round
her neck and down her arms to her wrists. Thisealeould have been quite
modest —despite the tightness —if it hadn't beantlie selected gold
beading on the body of the gown.

From a distance the beading stood out, the rabieakin-coloured material
taking on the appearance of bare flesh. It loolsaflghe was wearing a very
skimpy costume, something like an exotic dancerldvarear. A small area
of beads covered each nipple area, one large lesaeldrover her navel,



while more intense beading formed a provocativet Yha juncture of her
thighs.

When she turned side-on —the sides did not havdsbeaone gained a
fleeting impression of nakedness right up to hempats. The back of the
dress —easily seen in the mirror panels on the asmlshe walked up the
carpet —was sheer chiffon to where the beadingrbegaher buttocks. A
slit right up to her bottom might have been th'@we movement. But
Melanie doubted it. The legs on display were asat@nal as the rest of her
body.

Melanie found it impossible to take her eyes off thhess, and the woman in
it. Byron, she fancied, was similarly hypnotisedcg he hadn't moved an
inch since sighting her.

'One has to admire her gall,’ Jade said at last.

'l was admiring more than her gall,’ Kyle addedydfihat issomedress."

'It's disgusting,’ Byron snapped, reefing his egway at last. 'That woman's
disgusting.’

'What's she doing here?' Ava whispered, still ggypin
"To spite me, no doubt,” Byron snarled. 'What élse?

'Who's that she's with?' Ava went on avidly. 'Hgé&ars younger than
Celeste. | suppose he's her newest toy-boy lover.'

'For pity's sake, Ava,' Byron snapped. 'Weren't jistening just now?
That's her snake of a brother, Damian. Don't stahém!'

Melanie had not noticed the brother. She'd beerbtsy staring at Celeste
Campbell. Her eyes went back to where Ms Camphbadl her male
companion had stopped to speak to a couple thelpwdly knew, and her
breath caught. Dear God, but that was the mosttiidaman she had ever
seen.



Beautiful. But yes. . .Byron was right. Theneas something about him,
something. . .slimy.

Was it the way his jet-black hair was slicked sfindi back from his
forehead? Or the way his deeply set dark eyes mengng almost slyly
around the room while he dragged on a cigarette?

Impossible to narrow it down to one thing. It wascaerall impression.

His heavy-lidded gaze landed on her and she séiffeHe didn't smile. He
simply stared. A chill invaded Melanie and she wiesd her eyes away
with a shudder of revulsion..

'‘Something wrong. Melanie?' Royce whispered.

‘Nor. .no, I'm fine." But she wasn't at all surattshe was. Could evil be
projected across a room like airwaves? Or was gworbing fanciful?
Maybe Byron's contemptuous description of the mad boloured her
thoughts.

'Let me get you a drink,' Royce suggested. 'l e@nome of those red-coated
waiters coming our way. What would you like?'

'‘Oh — er — champagne would be nice.’

'‘Champagne coming up. Anyone else for a drink? Awar glass is nearly
empty.’'

Conversation revolved around what everyone wasggmirrink next. They
all agreed on another champagne for this round.

'Oh, look," Ava exclaimed after her first sip.SINathan and Gemma at last.
Oh. doesn't Gemma look enchantingly pretty in shetet dress?’

Now Melanie had never felt Gemma looked enchantipgétty in anything.
Her body was too lush and earthy, her face too iexuwtith its
almond-shaped brown eyes, high cheekbones andayenerouth to be
labelled ‘pretty'. Still, that air of youthful innence she unconsciously



carried was still there —despite her marriage téhBia —and that dress
might have been virginally sweet on another ledgptaous female, so she
could understand how Ava could be misled into saatescription. Ava's

own ingenuousness where sex was concerned lelNetentéo her opinions

that would not have been echoed by any of the meking at Gemma at
that precise moment.

A sudden thought struck Melanie and, very, veryefidly, she snuck a
glance over at Damian Campbell. Oh. my God, shagh her stomach
contracting.

Just look at the way he's staring at her. No, tawirg),eatingher up with his
eyes. Suddenly, Melanie felt afraid for Gemma, Wwhicas crazy really.
Nathan was an extremely possessive husband, andedd allow, men like
Damian Campbell anywhere near his lovely young wifest look at how
he'd reacted to Royce going into the shop and gshker a few simple
guestions.

Still. ..

Her gaze returned to Gemma as Nathan guided her tteewed carpet. She
doesn't look happy, Melanie thought. And neithezdNathan. He dredged
up one of his smooth smiles as he approached, hibwgiffened once he
saw Royce, then faded entirely to a look of shookeohe recognised
Melanie.

'Don't say it, Nathan," Jade warned laughingly. &fdave and Melanie's
sick of it, aren't you?'

"That depends on what he says," she smiled. 'Hédithan. . .Gemma. What
a lovely dress.’

There followed quite a bit of discussion over Gensndress, till Ava
suddenly grabbed her brother's arm. '‘Good God, BBYyrshe hissed,
'Celeste's coming over. Oh, my goodness. Oh, hsaven

'Pull yourself together, woman,' he growled, thotig blood had drained
from his face again, Melanie noted. Whatsit between these two?



'‘Good evening, everyone,' Celeste drawled as thapgparted like the Red
Sea for her arrival. Up close, she was even moagitbal, with the most
unusually captivating eyes. Almost oriental in shapghey were a
sherry-yellow in the middle, rimmed in a dark brqvamd lashed thickly
with long curly brown lashes. They were quite mdgne their exotic

feline beauty. Melanie could not stop staring anth

When she did finally look away it was to find thiners ?till staring at the
woman with some interesting expressions on theedaByron, now that
he'd had a moment to gather himself, was clearhjods. Ava was
goggle-eyed. Jade was wryly admiring, while Kylel &oyce were simply
wry, as though they recognised the type and weméeoob just to look.

Gemma was the only one whose attention was notedas@ Campbell,
which was because she was frowning up at Nathan whive frankly,

seemed the most uncomfortable of everyone. He Vaasg at the woman
with an expression bordering on explosive. Evergciriin his stiffly held
body shouted an inner tension that was killing him.

"Byron, darling," Celeste began silkily. not givitige rest of the group a
single glance, let alone a word of greeting. Hersayere all for Byron, only

for Byron. 'It's so long since I've seen ydwolong. Not that | haven't got a
bone to pick with you. What naughty person at Wbite's has been
spreading nasty rumours about Campbells' duty-BEees? Not you

personally, | hope, though a little birdy told nhevas. Truly, Byron, | didn't

think you would stoop to such low tactics. Not annadyour honour.'

Did he wince at this last, barely hidden barb? Mielaouldn't be sure. He
certainly seemed to stiffen slightly. Whatever reaction, to give Byron
credit, once he'd gathered himself, he was supédu know what they say,
Celeste," he drawled, if you can't beat them, floem.’

"How divinely original! Are you saying you sinceydbelieve that do give
bribes and kickbacks as a normal business prattstes? delivered in a
sweetly poisonous voice. "Because if you do, andsay it out loud and in
company, | might just have to take you to courtdiander.’

"Do that," he agreed without batting an eyelash.



"But before you do, Ms Campbell,’ Kyle joined in ims usual cool fashion,
"l suggest you have a little chat with your saled marketing manager."'

"Damian?" She flicked an eye over her shoulder hene her brother was
still talking to the couple on the corner. 'Now wslyould | do that?' she
asked nonchalantly, though anyone could see thé Kgd struck a raw
nerve.

"Just a suggestion,’ Kyle drawled.

His drily triumphant tone wiped the smile from liace. 'And who argouT
she asked curtly.

'He's Whitmore's brilliant new marketing managéade jumped in. 'Not to
mention my fiance.'

Those cat's eyes narrowed upon this young upst#iieired evening gown,
then widenedJade? God, surely you're not littigade?

Jade drew herself up tall. 'l certainly am. But ot so little any more, Aunt
Celeste.’

'‘Goodness, no,’ Celeste returned drily. 'You celgtairen't. And haven't you
done well for yourself?' she added huskily, ap@tace eyes travelling over
Kyle.

'What in hell are you doing here, Celeste?' Nathatdenly snapped, jerking
everyone's eyes his way. Nathan was usually soamblcomposed. This
wasn't like him at all.

Celeste turned to face him, her expression witlgannts contempt. ‘Well,
well, well, if it isn't Byron's bad- boy-makes-gopdbtege. Yet this doesn't
appear to be the wife I last saw you with. . ." flsked a knowing look over
Gemma. 'Exchanged her for a younger model, have? yidaw very
predictable of you. But to answer "your oh, so teotjuestion, Nathan, this
ball , wasopen to anyone who purchased tickets, which | Bid. | don't
mind you knowing my main reason for coming heree I[tome to get
something back that belongs to me.’



‘There's nothing here that belongs to you, CeleNegthan flung at her, a
cold fury in his eyes.

'Oh, really?' Celeste scorned. "Then take a lodkattopal up there on the
stage in that display cabinet. The one with theisgcguards flanking it. At
leasthalfoi that belongs to me. Or, more accurately, to tha@eell family.
David Whitmore robbed my father of his share nedosty years ago.
Frankly, I'm intrigued to find out how it comesdlidid be in the possession of
the Whitmores when it was reportedly stolen ovearity years before.' She
swung back to face Byron, her eyebrows archingoByrl think | deserve
an explanation.'

'What you deserve, Celeste,' he said darkly, "isfihdor the ears of the
ladies present. I'll have you know that my fath#ered that opal to your
father in 1945, gratis. But your father refuseditke it."

‘That's a lie," she countered icily. 'My fatherdsgour father cheated him
while he was away, fighting for his country. Anlddlieve him. No one hates
that long and thaf well fonothing!"

Their eyes clashed, and everyone watching them khatwCeleste was no
longer talking about their fathers but themsel@=este hated Byron, and it
wasn't for nothing. Neither was it because of tl.

"The Whitmores owe the Campbells nothing.' Byrdrobit. "You want the
Heart of Fire back. Celeste? Then you bid for'ikffihd it rather ironic to
fund some of the changes we're making at Whitmosgls Campbell
money.'

Her cool voice was not matched by the fire stillrbog in those yellow
eyes. 'My, my, | can see that Irene's passing t&seetened your temper at
all. And there | was, thinking you'd be a differemén now that you were
free of my appalling half-sister. My apologies. ar speaking about your
mother in such a fashion but you, better than aeyomst have known what
a monster she was. Pity her husband didn't as' wké, finished savagely,
and, turning on her heels, she departed as svaiftty angrily as her dress
would allow.



Gemma stared after the woman, stunned. She'd laekrdabout Celeste
Campbell, but the reality had far exceeded her eapiens. The woman
was outrageous in every way. And yet. . .one haaldtaire her style, her
spirit and her overwhelming self-assurance. Theoglein't be too many
men who'd tell her what to do, or what to weahaw to act. No, sirree!

'IH buy that damned opal myself," Nathan mutteteather than let her have
it. God, what an appalling woman she is!"

Byron threw him a surprised look. 'And since whad Ms Campbell
deserveyourderision? | always thought you rather admired' her.

'‘Admire that slut? You'd have to be joking. Sh&s/prsely amusing from a

distance but | don't want to spend time breathegstame air she does. That
goes for that lecherous brother of hers too. Ifdo&s at Gemma one more

time, I'll thump the bastard.’

"Nathan, hehasn'tbeen looking at me at all," Gemma sighed wearily.

"I think," Kyle interrupted diplomatically, "thahé ushers are trying to direct
people to their seats so that the banquet canrbedseshall we, darling?' he
asked his fiancee, and steered her away.

Melanie was relieved that she and Royce were raiedaight next to the
Whitmores' group. Much as the interchange betwéemtand Celeste
Campbell had been fascinating in a way, she coaldithout that sort of
tension tonight.

She almost enjoyed the meal, possibly drinking raech wine, but the
alcohol dulled the pain lurking deep in her hearaking her light-headed
and slightly silly. She laughed at all of Roycelkgs, accepted his flirtatious
comments and outrageous compliments without ma&isggle sarcastic
retort and generally played the role of agreeablmale companion to
perfection.

'l like you when you're happy.' Royce whispered imér ear while she was
spooning a brandied strawberry into her mouth.



'‘And | wake you aw the time," she said, the strawhie@ her mouth making
it impossible to say T. It sounded so funny, shetstl to giggle.

He leant over and kissed her, prising open herdigktaking the half-eaten
strawberry right out of her mouth into his. Her thg¢arked back to stare at
him as he proceeded to eat it, stunned, yet ardmgéte startling intimacy
of it all.

You're looking at me like that again, woman," helsn a low voice. 'Don't
do it, or I'll have to take you up to my room rigifere and now. In fact, that's
a splendid idea.' He scraped back his chair aratiaip, his sexy blue eyes
hard upon her. 'Coming?’

She gaped up at him, then snapped her mouth skustand up as well.
‘Yes.'

The triumph in his eyes brought a shiver of sexxaitement. He took her
hand and began to drag her with unceremonious lzsdsig behind the
tables and chairs.

'What. . .what if they auction the opal while we'gene?' she whispered
shakily once they were outside the ballroom doors.

'Don't worry about the opal,’ he replied thicklyhave that matter well
covered. Let's go.'

Gemma sat silently by Nathan's side, playing weh diessert, moving the
cream aside and searching for the smallest straylfeeeing herself in this
dress tonight had made her wonder if she shoultbtigse some weight.
Lenore was so slim. . .

Suppressing a sigh. Gemma looked up and lockedweiles man seated a
fair way down the table on the opposite side. Heketl saucily at her before
she realised whom he was sitting next to. The infagrCeleste Campbell.



So this was the man who was supposed to have lybeig ber obscenely
earlier in the night, this incredibly handsome maath sparkling dark eyes
and an open boyish grin. Yet Nathan had made hiongdike Satan
himself, probably because of his sister, who wadeéd, dressed in as
scandalous a fashion as she was reputed to livéifeeAnd thereshe'd
been, worrying over a small amount of cleavage.gima how Nathan
would have reacted if she'd come out in Celestebaitis dress.

And imagine how he would react if he noticed heskiog down at the
dreaded Damian Campbell!

Gemma dropped her eyes back to the strawberrieshaftdd them around
some more. Truly, she had no appetite tonightabt, fshe felt generally
wretched. Whatvasshe going to do about her marriage?

Nothing, she supposed. This was real life andliealvas difficult at best.

Hadn't she learnt that when she was a little g\t did she think falling in

love would make it easier?

‘You're not eating your dessert,’ Nathan commented.

'No." She stopped pretending and put down her splmmot hungry.’

'Or talkative. You haven't said a word to me siypae sat down.'

‘That should suit you, then," she snapped. 'Yott tlka talking to me."

‘Certainly not in your present mood," he gratedamat turned away to speak
to Byron on his left about the man they'd contrdd¢telay for the play.

Gemma made no attempt to listen. She hated thpiaplk wanted to know
nothing about it. And she hated Nathan tonight.

Feeling mutinous, she glanced down the table ammithe direction of
Damian Campbell, startled to find he was alread¥ilog at her. She felt an
odd little flutter in her stomach when his smilieyges narrowed to an intense
gaze. And while there was something slightly disituy about the way he



was looking at her, it was also oddly compelling ahe found it difficult to
pull her eyes away. In fact, she couldn't, and stendidn't even want to--

"Gemma!" Nathan snapped from beside her, and shpgd.
'W. . .what?'
'‘Ava was talking to you.'

'Oh. . .sorry. . .I. . .l. . .was daydreaming,' slagd, feeling flustered and
oddly guilty. What had happened just then? ShedtoiLdjuite understand it.

'Yes, Ava?' she asked distractedly, focusing atdafByron's sister.

'l was wondering if you'd come shopping with me sotime. Now that
Nathan's so busy with the play you must have sqrasegdime.’

'Oh, yes,' she said wearily. 'l have plenty of sgame.’

Had she said that loudly? Or did it fall into a memtary hush at the table?
Whatever, her words seemed to echo around heraatsyhen she slid a
surreptitious glance down the table Damian Camisbadirk eyes were still

intent upon her. A slow smile pulled on his attraeimouth and, before she
could stop herself. Gemma was smiling back.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

'‘GooD evening, Mrs Whitmore.'

Gemma whirled as she let go of the ladies'-roonr docstare down the
corridor to a dimly lit corner in the distance. Tieel glow of a cigarette butt
gleamed momentarily, just before Damian Campbepmtd out of the
shadow into the light.

'Oh!" she exclaimed. 'lt's you!'

He dropped the cigarette and crushed it underiGotme down here. | must
speak to you privately for a moment. It's important

Gemma glanced nervously around, half expecting &ath materialise at
any moment. 'l. . .I can't,’ she whispered weakly.

"Why not? Won't the boss approve?"
‘The boss? You mean Byron?"

'‘No, | mean your husband.’

'‘Nathan's not my boss!" she protested.

'Isn't he?' he said softly. 'lI've never seen a wi@fainder the thumb. Or so
nervy. Or so lonely."

'l. . .I'm not any of those things. How dare yoy sach things to me?"
'l would dare to say a lot of things to you.'
She stared at him. 'What. . .what do you want?"

His laughter was low. 'Now that's a question. $aald a dance, would you
dance with me?'

' can't!



'How about a quiet talk about anything you'd likdalk about?’

'No, .. .I...

You can't,' he mocked. "Better come down here,\Mhstmore.' he went on
drily, 'before someone sees you already talkinggoCome on. | won't bite.
Almost against her will, she found herself walkiogvards him, his darkly

compelling gaze luring her on.

When she stopped short he reached out and drewtb@n alcove, pressing
her against the door-frame of a recessed door.

'‘What. . .what are you doing?' she protested blesssly.

'Making sure your husband doesn't see us togetimee that's what you're
so afraid of." He let her go to lean on the otlee.sDoes he mistreat you?'

'No!" she cried, shocked.

'Oh, yes, | think he does. Maybe not with physmalence but in many
subtle ways. You see, | know a lot about Nathantivbie. He's a twisted
introvert, your husband. Not fit material as ttie partner of a young vibrant
woman like yourself. He'll stifle you, smother yaestroy you.'

‘You're wrong!'
'‘Am 1? We'll see.’

'Why are you saying these things to me?' she sobbeely're wicked. And
cruel.’

'‘Sometimes you have to be cruel to be kind. Look sbrry if I've hurt you
by speaking out, Mrs Whitmore. But | couldn't see Yeave tonight without
knowing that somewhere in this big bad city youéavriend. If you ever
need one.’



‘But I. . .1 don't! | mean —'

"You will," he interrupted firmly. 'How old are ypGGemma?'

'How. . .how did you know my name?'i know a lotlwhgs about you.'
'‘But flow?"

‘This place is full of Whitmore employees. You'veidea how they like to
gossip about their employer, and their employarisiliy. So, Gemma, how
old are you? That's the one thing no one seemedasuir

T. . .twenty.'

‘Teh tch. And Nathan's what? Thirty-five, or -six?'

"What has Nathan's age got to do with anything?"

'It has everything to do with everything. You ddhink he married you for
your intellectual company, do you?'

Gemma stared at him.

"To be brutally frank, my dear, Nathan Whitmore sloet love you. And

one day soon you'll realise that. When you do,lyoeéd a friend, someone
who can appreciate the beautiful, bright young wortieat you are. The
whole woman, not just the body.’

Her eyes had opened wider and wider with his cofidlivered yet oddly
passionate words, her heart beating faster anerfast

'Yes, open your eyes to the truth. Gemma,' he wemelentlessly. 'Nathan
Whitmore only wants you for one thing, and soonwoa't even want you
for that. | know his type. Believe me.'

'l don't believe you!" she cried. 'You're wrongvdn't listen to any more
you've got to say. | won't!"



And she ran, back along the corridor, back into llaroom where the
milling throng of dancers covered her flight and thester. She slowed her
steps, trying to cool her face so that by the téhe rejoined Nathan at the
table she would be fully composed. But she wastitedy, and he noticed,
his glance one of dark suspicion.

"You were a long time in the powder-room. And yoaK flushed."

'I. . .I'm finding it terribly hot in here. Do yahink we could go home?' She
stayed standing, hovering, hoping.

'It's really not that hot in here, Gemma. In fdtt,a little on the cool side.’
'‘Well, I'm hot!" she argued, knowing she sounded like a aetuhild, but
unable to stop herself. She had to get out of téad.to! 'l want to go home,

Nathan. If you won't take me, I'll take a taxi.'

He stared up at her, eyes narrowing. 'The auctadmst to start. Do you
think you could wait till it's over?'

'‘No.'
'Don't be ridiculous. Gemma. It won't take long.’

‘Nathan, | don't ask you to do much for me butd'sking you this. Please
take me home."

'l can't go home before the auction, Gemma. I'mg¢o bid.'

Her eyes flung wide. "Butvhy? Don't tell me it's just to stop Celeste
Campbell getting the Heart of Fire! Who cares # sluys it? Why should it
matter?'

'Would you keep your voice down?' he demanded iraipthy.

'No, I won't! I'll speak as loudly as | damned Wiglé. This is a free country.’



His frustrated sigh made her feel guilty. She walsavingverybadly now,
but something —was it fear that what Damian Camnigtzel said to her was
true? — was driving her on. Maybe she was testiathah's love, trying to
make him prove that his feelings for her went faydnd the physical.

"l was going to buy it foyou,Gemma.’

Another present, she groaned silently, but withagmg distress. I'm not a
real wife. I'm little better than a mistress, to be tbeaol with gifts and
side-tracked with smooth lies. Damian was rightthda does only want me
for sex, and he doesn't even want me for that ammgn®©h, God. . .

'Sit down, Gemma.'

She stared down at her husband, stared deep mt&ybs and saw nothing
but a reflection of her own misery and uncertaintthose implacable grey
pools. Suddenly, all the other warnings people diaen her about Nathan
rushed back with a vengeance.

Gemma's head was beginning to whirl. Out of th@eoof her eye she saw
Damian Campbell return to his seat and, once aghafelt the need to get
away from both himand Nathan. She needed time to think. She needed tc
breathe some clean fresh air.

'‘No. Nathan,' she said shakily but with a surpgaamount of resolve. 'l am
not sitting down. 1 am going home. You stay and foidthe opal, by all
means. But if you're successful, don't bother gjvito me. | don't want it! |
haven't wanted it since | found out my father sible

'For God's sake, stop being so melodramatic," Maginaund out in a low,
but clearly furious voice. 'That opal is your brrgit and | want you to have
it. Now, will you please sit down and stop makingcane in public?'

'Have you listened to a word | said, Nathan? | doub don't want to sit
down. | don't want that rotten opal. | want to gorte.Now!

'Go, then," he bit out. 'Don't let me stop you. Wtle girls should be home
in bed by now, anyway.'



'Yes, they should,' she hissed back. 'But theylsintitbe sharing their beds
with men old enough to be their fathers!

Gemma's last glimpse of Nathan's face haunted sieha swept from the
ballroom. God. but she'd hurt him. She'd reallyt lum.

Go back, her heart whispered as she hurried orthoauigh the foyer of the
hotel and towards the bank of taxis waiting judsae the main doors. Go
back. Apologise. Kiss and make up.

But she didn't go back. She swept on, out of thellamd into a taxi.

'We're just in time!' Royce said as they slippedkiato the ballroom. 'The
auction's starting. Let's stay and watch from Hzete.’

'‘But won't they have difficulty seeing you bid?'

'I'm not going to bid. | have an agent up frontdand) for me. I've given him
a ceiling.'

'What if Celeste Campbell goes higher?
"Then she can have it.'
'‘But | thought. . . | thought. . .'

His gaze held a steely resolve. 'l came back toa&ydo secure only one
treasure, Melanie, and she's standing right nextetol love you, and | want
to marry you. | don't care about the past, eitlogiry or mine. | won't take no
for an answer so you might as well just say yes.'

Melanie froze. How ironic that his final senten@mtained the very same
words Joel had used when he proposed to her. htafter he'd just made
delicious love to her. Oh, with hindsight, it conlidcompare with what she'd
just shared with Royce, but she hadn't known tlaaklhen. At the time,

she'd thought Joel was an incredible lover. Sheh iblinded by the sex and



the charisma of the man, by his boldness and reaxedie determination.
So she'd just said yes and in the end her blirid faihis love had cost her
baby son his life.

How could she just say yes again, on so brief guaatance, even if she
did yearn to do so? Maybe if it had just been Hetsen perhaps, yes, she
would take the risk. But there was another chilifésat stake. She or he
deserved better than potentially divorced parents.

'l. . .1 thought you were a confirmed bachelorg' shid.

'l was. Till | met you.'

Royce, I. . .

'Hear me out before you say no.’

She closed her eyes against the weakness alreaatying her.

'l love you,' he rasped into her ear. 'I know you'tibelieve me but it's true.
| never meant to fall in love, never meant to téke risk of going through

the hell my father went through. But all that wbptthe board the moment |

set eyes on you, Melanie Lloyd. You love me tokndwyou do.'

She opened her eyes and turned their luminescerme him. 'Hush up,
Royce,' she said softly. "The bidding's starting.'

'Stuff the bidding! Come back upstairs with me.’

'‘No,"' she said firmly, knowing that was where sles\the weakest, in his
arms. "l want to see this. We. . .we can talk afgeds.’

'Oh, all right," he grumbled. 'Might as well wataly own money being
spent.’

Melanie was grateful to the auction for its distirag qualities. Bidding was
spirited till the figure reached the million-dollarark, then things slowed
right down.



When it finally passed one and a half million, Regighed.
'Well, that's me out. I'm no fool. The thing's mairth that much.’
'l wonder who's left in?' Melanie said, trying &es

Royce craned his neck. '‘Byron's bidding. And my Gads Nathan! What's
the matter with those two, bidding against eacler@®hrhat's insane! No,
there's someone else bidding as well. Not that @athgvoman, though.
She's sitting perfectly still. Nathan's just drogppmut. Byron hasn't. The
man's lost his head! Hell, some idiot's bid twolignl.'

The auctioneer looked at Byron for a counter-bitifmy he was shaking his
head. Melanie felt relieved, a sentiment echoeBdyce.

‘Thank God Byron came to his senses in time. Whogst bid that two
million will be getting themselves a damned expeasiinket!

"Two million once,' the auctioneer intoned pompgudiwo million twice. .
. Sold, for two million, to the gentleman over tér

A balding gentleman rose, then turned to smilesd¢§le Campbell, who got
slowly to her feet, her expression triumphant.

'‘Oh-oh," Melanie groaned.

Celeste mounted the stage to quite a few murmurstlynbecause of what
the slit in the back of her dress was showing. Wkka reached the
microphone she just stood there for a few momewmstjng like a golden
goddess while her subjects gradually fell silenhiéM they did.

"You are looking at one very happy lady," she gaider slightly husky and
very sexy voice. 'You may not know this, but theaHeof Fire was once
owned jointly by the Whitmores and the Campbellat through. . .
circumstances. . .it became the sole property ®\ihitmores. You may
also not know that many many years ago, it mystsho disappeared
—presumed stolen. I, for one, was astonished tonled its equally
mysterious reappearance. But Mr Byron Whitmore seeomtent to leave



that a mystery. Unless, of course, we can pershisma¢o come up here and
enlighten us. .

Heads turned to Byron. Even from that distance afiel could see his face
was like granite, his folded arms and wide-leggéahce showing a
controlled anger. Murmurs changed to clapping, sowh Byron was being
urged on to the stage. He went with obvious reha#aand annoyance.

Celeste's pointy chin lifted as he approachedfdrubne who had invited
this confrontation she was suddenly looking farmfreomfortable. Of
course, Melanie could not see the expression inBgreyes as he mounted
the steps, since his back was to everyone elsd, §ite knew how
formidable and intimidating Byron could be when hlsod was up. And
she could well imagine he was close to losing énspter.

Yet when he turned to face the curious crowd, hisdsome face, was lit by
a charismatic smile, his quite beautiful blue egt#tsering with what most
people would Jiave taken for indulgence or dry aament. But a more
intuitive onlooker might have seen a hint of malewb intent, of an
underlying hardness that bespoke hatred and fury.

'My dear Celeste,' he said smoothly into the mibooe as she took an
almost nervous step sidewards, 'l have long waatedt to rest the ancient
and quite erroneous rumours that a feud existsdsstwur two families. All
there is, folks, is a healthy competition betwean similar businesses.
Contrary to popular opinion, | am delighted th&ampbell has purchased
our marvellous opal.’

'Really, Byron?' Celeste scoffed with a small sm8eemingly having
recovered her composure. 'Which is why you were uhderbidder, |
suppose? Because you sincerely wanted me to haéeiért of Fire?'

Some muted gasps rippled through the room.

Byron's smile sent a shiver down Melanie's' spBiee'd never seen him
look so dangerously wicked.



'My dear lady,' he drawled, 'perhaps | was meréljfihg you into paying
more. As for your other query. . .1 wish | coulthte a wildly romantic tale
for everyone to hear about the opal's reappeardétd'm afraid | cannot
oblige. The tale is a very simple one. An old midied recently and the opal
was found in his possession, recognised, thenneduio its rightful owner.
The only mystery is how an opal stolen from my hdneee in Sydney
turned up over twenty years later in the handshafld derelict at Lightning
Ridge. What doyou think. Celeste? Could you supply a solution tc thi
mystery?'

Celeste's frozen face was broken by a brittle laMyhat do | think? | think
that's your story, Byron, and you're obviously gpio stick to it.'

More laughter erupted from the ballroom. Byron gad knowingly and
said, 'True.'

Celeste looked furious and was about to say song#ise when a manin a
black dinner suit and a black balaclava pulled dwethead suddenly strode
on to the stage. Everyone gasped when he put @ pisCeleste's head,
snaked an arm around her waist and dragged hangcide, well out of
reach.

'It's all right, folks," the masked man said withidty controlled menace. 'l
won't shoot Ms Campbell here if you all stay niod guiet and don't move.'

There was a stunned silence when another baladaw&ainal suddenly
appeared on the stage, waving a lethal-looking afl the security guards
while he disarmed them, then proceeded to put thartHof Fire into a
canvas sack along with the opal pendant sitting side-table that was to be
presented to the belle of the ball later in thenawg

Melanie was as stunned as everyone else.
Byron, she noted, had gone a pasty shade of grey.
When someone pushed her own startled body awaytfrenvall and jabbed

something in the small of her back, it took a feeamnds before she realised
she had just been taken captive as well.



Royce was contemplating slipping through the baafirsl on his right to
raise the alarm when a low voice whispered in hkis ®on't even think
about it, mate. There's a gun pointed straightoat girlfriend here and if
you move she's dead.’

He looked over and saw Melanie's wide frightenesseand wanted to Kill
the bastard standing behind her. But how could itteowt endangering her
life? He'd never felt so powerless. Or more suet ke loved this woman.
God, if anything happened to her, he wouldn't warive any more!

'Keep calm, everyone,' the head of the trio catletifrom the stage in his
coolly arrogant voice. 'We're leaving now, but weaking along a couple of
hostages to make sure none of you does anythipgldilh we're well clear.
Come on, sweetheart," he said to Celeste. "efiaitelytaking you. And
my friend has chosen another delectable little fidreen down the back, in
case all you distant folks are thinking of doing®bhing foolish.’

Heads swivelled to see a pale-faced Melanie beustgd towards the back
doors by her captor. Royce groaned his frustratWhat should he do?
What could he do? If he made a move, Melanie might be kildet he'd
heard experts advise never to let a criminal taergon away from the
scene of the original crime. Experience spelledtbat the danger to their
personal safety increased with that move. But danthe gun was rammed
right in her back!

The other two gunmen were by now making their wawmlthe steps of the
stage, Celeste Campbell in front of them. An equéilstrated-looking
Byron stared after them, clearly appalled at whas Wappening.

When Celeste hesitated at the foot of the stepkideapper pushed her
roughly ahead of them so that she stumbled to heek Gasps of horror
punctuated the hushed room when he viciously yamezdupright by the
hair.

It was then that the most astonishing thing hapge@eleste Campbell spun
round with a cry of raw rage, her body lifting frahee ground, her left leg
sweeping round in an arc so quick and so experaththe onlookers could



do was gasp. Her assailant was rendered unconseittusne karate kick to
the head, and within seconds the second man falktmilar blow.

Unfortunately, the third man, the man with the giirMelanie's back, was
some distance from everyone and had pulled Melanied in front of him

for protection. Royce saw the man's panicky agitatat what was
happening, heard him cock the gun. There was admak, and a red flower
bloomed in Melanie's upper chest. Her arms flundewas she lurched
forward, as did her eyes and her mouth. She twisiestare blankly at
Royce as she crashed to the ground, and he criddsanguish. In a wild
fury, he wrenched the gun away from her assailadtsanashed his fist into
the masked face. Smashed it again and again tdturapled.

But it was all too late. Too late.

'Melanie,' he moaned, sinking to the floor and goog her limp body up in
his arms. Tears flooded his eyes at her deathlyests. "Oh, my love. . .my
love. . .

Royce sat alone in the waiting-room, anguishedintl was four in the
morning and he'd been back from the police stdboover an hour, waiting
for word of Melanie.

'She's in Theatre.' the night sister told him whenarrived. 'The surgeon
will speak to you as soon as he's finished, Mr tloy

Royce had not bothered to correct the nurse's meggtion of his identity.
What did it matter who she thought he was?

Jumping up, he began to pace. Maybe he shouldrriegla and Melanie's
brother. No, better to wait. Why wake them up amrwthem when they
couldn't even see her? Maybe, in a short whilel have good news. Then,
he'd ring them.

He swung round at the sound of the door opening.itBuasn't a doctor
entering. It was Byron, looking every one of higtyenine years.



'‘God,' Byron sighed. 'What a night. The police hamally let Celeste go
home. Not that she hasn't stood up to the ordetd gell. That's one tough
woman, | can tell you. And an amazing one. Who wdadve believed she
was a martial arts expert?'

'Pity she chose that moment to demonstrate hel,’ dRibyce bit out.
'‘Because of her, Melanie could be dying.’

‘That's a bit harsh, Royce. Celeste simply reatbethe treatment that
bastard was handing out. She didn't stop to t#inkl. Melanie's not going to
die. The sister on the desk has just told me tleation went well. The
doctor will be in to see you shortly.’

Royce's shoulders sagged with relief. Thank God.'

"You look as if you could do with a cup of coffeByron said, and made his
way over to the automatic drinks machine.

'No, thanks. | couldn't drink a thing.’
'No? Well, | think I'll have one.’

It was while Byron was getting himself a hot drithiat a harried-looking,
green-robed individual strode in. He looked appglly young to be a
surgeon, Royce thought. Or was it that he felt Hinggdy old?

'Mr Lloyd?" he asked, glancing from one man todtieer.

Royce stepped forward, still not in the mood tolaxpanything. Better they
keep thinking he was Melanie's husband. That wag fnd out everything
he wanted to know. 'That's me," he said, hopindims tone would keep
Byron's mouth shut.

"Your wife's doing quite well. Mr Lloyd,’ the doattold Royce. 'The bullet
punctured her left lung and ripped through quibét ®f bone and tissue, but
fortunately it missed her heart and the major blgedsels. She's resting
quite comfortably and you should be able to seeshertly.’



"Then she's completely out of danger?' he aski#idhsken by the storm of
emotion inside him. 'l mean. . . Everything's goittg be all right?
Absolutely everything?'

'If it's the baby you're worried about, Mr Lloyéigh let me put your mind at
rest. Everything's fine in that department too.’'

Royce swayed on his feet, grasping at the docions. "Baby? Melanie's
having ababy!

'‘Good God, man, didn't you know? She's talked ¢iing else, even under
the anaesthetic. We had to save her baby. Thaalviieat mattered.’

'Oh, God. . ." Royce spun away, his head dropmibghis hands.

The doctor placed a hand on his shoulder. 'I'mysadrdidn't realise she
hadn't told you yet. Perhaps you'd better notdghat you know till she tells
you. We certainly don't want her upset just nownwa®'

Royce's nod was grim, his heart in turmoil. A bahyDear God. . . And she
wasn't going to tell him. . .

'l send a nurse in when you can see her,' th#odasaid, and made a
discreet departure, leaving Royce with his churrtingughts. He didn't
understand how it could have happened. Or when?

And then he realised. On that Sunday. . .in thehkih. She'd been very upset
afterwards. . . He'd thought she was on the Pilemclearly she hadn't been.
She'd used some other method the night before,thoche@vhich was no
longer protecting her that morning.

'l ought to throw this coffee in your face, you taad,’ Byron ground out.
Royce's head jerked up and around, distressedséyely hardening when

he saw Byron's fury. 'Don't jump to conclusionstdy This is not what you
think.'



"You mean it'snot some worldly womanising bastard taking advantdge o
lonely woman? And what would have happenedhi$ hadn't happened
tonight? You'd have been winging your way back tglBnd tomorrow
without a damned care in the world, while poor Medss life will have been
destroyed once again!

‘That's not true! | told Melanie | loved her tonigind | asked her to marry
me. | amnot going to go back to England tomorrow. | canceleyg flight
the moment she agreed to come to this ball withthreemoment she gave
me the chance to prove to her how much I love hdweant her.'

'My God, you actually almost sound sincere!’

'l amsincere, dammit. And if there's anything you kradvout Melanie that
you think | should know then tell me, matelp me! She's having my baby,
for pity's sake.'

Byron's frown was troubled, then pensive. 'Melangevery tragic lady,' he
said slowly, ‘'with a very tragic past.'

''ve gathered that, but she won't tell me anythige loves me. Byron, I'm
sure of it, but she refuses to trust me.’

‘That's understandable. | think she would havebietrustingany man, let
alone someone of your reputation. But that's be#idepoint. You can't
change your past any more than Melanie can charggs. lin the
circumstances, however, 1 think you have a rightknow what you're up
against.'

He dragged in a deep breath then launched fortheA\Welanie answered
the advertisement | put in the paper for a hougakeever two years ago,
she actually told me very little about herself gtciat her husband and
baby son had been killed in a car accident twosypeaviously, and that she
hadn't had a job since. Most of my knowledge of jp&st comes from a
private telephone conversation | had with her egtRon. Have you met
him?"



Royce shook his head in the negative. "I have nsewtie, Frieda, and his
son, Wayne, but Ron's been out every time I've be#me house.'

'Pity. Ron might have filled you in on things. Hetsgossip but he does care
about his sister. He only told me the sordid detagdcause I'd hired her for a
live-in position."

'‘Good God, | knew that bastard of a husband ha& domething bad to
her," Royce muttered.

‘That bastard,’ Byron continued, 'went by the naimioel Lloyd. He was an
ambitious and reasonably successful advertisingugixee, handsome as the
devil and a good ten years older than Melanie. Theyywhen she joined his
company as a receptionist at the tender age ofeagneApparently he swept
her off her feet, married her within months, maas ktop work, then
proceeded to turn her into the perfect executivie.wshe took lessons in
everything, from grooming to interior decorating ¢ooking to floral
arrangements. Ron hated him, said he was all shwlvna substance,
though he admitted he had style and charm and mdeethan a herd of
elephants.

'The marriage seemed happy enough, however, tihivie started wanting

a baby. Joel kept putting her off. Years went lwypose day Melanie just

went ahead and got pregnant, and, surprisinglye gesented with the
baby her husband was tickled pink. Adored the drpidarently. They called

him Peter. But then things started going wrongisndareer, and dear Joel
became a cocaine addict. No one's sure which ciastelf came out at the

inquest that he'd also been having affairs sinoetlstafter his honeymoon,

though he'd hidden them well. Melanie had found ritlong before his

death about the coke but not the women. Worrieditabimm one day, she

came to the office and caught him in some storearbaving sex with the

mail girl.'

'Hell.'
‘The story goes she didn't say a word, simply wsmme and started

packing. Joel came barging home after her, screg@insorts of verbal
abuse and warning her not to take the child. Winenpscked the baby up



and went to leave, he snatched the child out ohh®s, shouting at her that
if he couldn't have the child then neither could.dHe threw the baby into
the front seat of his car, and drove off at breakngpeed. Melanie was
running after him down the street when the car eg@eff the road and
straight into a telegraph pole. It exploded intfkes on impact and she had
to watch while her husband and baby were incindraght in front of her
eyes. Apparently, she had a severe emotional bogakdfterwards.’

'My God, no wonder. And no wonder she lost faitman. I. . .l wish I'd
known some of this earlier. . .'

'‘Would it have changed anything, | wonder?' Byraid swith a sigh.
'Knowing things about a woman doesn't seem to ahaog you feel about
them, or how you act with them. Lust has a way akimg bastards of the
best of men.’

'What | feel for Melanie is not just lust," Roycenied heatedly. 'l love the
woman more than life itself.'

'Perhaps you do, Royce. Perhaps you do. And Melaist love you to
have your child. I would have sworn she would nevave a child again.
Who knows? Maybe she ready to live again. With you.'

'‘God, | hope so.'

"But if you ever hurt her," Byron warned darklyotl have me to answer
to."

An efficient-looking nurse bustled in. 'Mr LloydRe directed straight at
Royce, who nodded. 'Doctor says you can see ydier maw. Come with
me, please.’

'l go home, Royce. Ava will be worried sick. Rirme if there are any
changes and don't forget to contact Melanie's famil

' won't.'



Royce's heart turned over when he saw her. Sheavaale and still, a tube
running from her arm to one of those plastic floas. 'Is. . .is she awake?'
he whispered.

Before the nurse could answer, Melanie's eyelid#tefiled, then lifted,
revealing those beautiful black eyes of hers. B Ihaunted they looked
with those deep black rings under them.

'I'm awake,' she croaked.

‘Just a few minutes,' the nurse warned, and leftabm.

Royce pulled up a chair on the side without thetaibd picked up her hand.
How cold it felt, and how frail. 'You're going t@all right,’ he said, trying
to rub some warmth into the hand.

Her weak smile moved him. 'And you're going to nyigar plane.’

"The next plane 1 catch for England,’ he told lestly, 'will be with you by
my side, as my wife.’'

She closed her eyes for a few seconds then opbeeddgain. They were
wet.

A huge lump filled Royce's throat and he just catildpeak.

'l. . .1 think | have something to tell you,' sleds&t last. 'l. . .hope you
won't be angry with me.'

Royce swallowed and forced himself to speak. 'le¢oever be angry with
you. Melanie. . .darling. . . you don't have to saword. | know about the
baby. The doctor let it slip, and I'm so happy uldoburst.’

'‘But you. . .you don't understand. . . You donthwn. .’

‘I know about everything and | understand evergh#ll | can say is that |
dolove you, darling. Really truly love you. Wherhbught you might die |



wanted to die myself. You're all | will ever wantou and our child, and
perhaps some more children. Would you like that?'

She nodded, tears spilling over to run down heektieRoyce battled to
keep his own eyes from flooding.

'Making my family happy is going to be my next gbhé promised. 'And it
will be the best ever goal in the world becauseilitnever end. Say you'll
marry me, darling. I'll die if you don't.’

Her smile widened a little. ‘Well, we can't havatttcan we?'

His heart turned over. Oh, my beautiful Melanie. Mgautiful brave
Melanie. How could anyone have hurt you like thdkPake it up to you,
my darling, all the days of my life. He lifted heand to his lips and kissed it.

'l love you,' he said in a strangled tone.

Melanie closed her eyes, her heart swelling witkeraotion she thought she
would never feel again. Not just love, but faitthiS man truly loved her.
She knew itShe felit. It was real.

It had taken a near tragedy to make her see ttrediearly. With the danger
had come a certain clarity of mind. She'd knownthase few seconds
before she lost consciousness back in that ballredman she'd thought she
was going to die, that if she had a second chanGed was good enough to
give her that, she would grasp it with both hands.

Her eyes opened and she smiled up at Royce, aimtazrhile that came
from the heart. 'And | love you, darling,' she sdid@ill death us do part".'



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

'WHAT'S the news?' Gemma asked anxiously when Nathanqwt dhe
phone. 'It sounded hopeful from here.'

'She's going to be all right.’

Gemma dropped down into the sofa, all the air ngHrom her body.
Suddenly, she started to cry.

'‘Gemma. . .darling. . ." Nathan sat down besideahdrpulled her into his
arms. Gemma went because she didn't have the strem§ight him any
more. She'd wanted to fight him by the time helgwhe from the ball, the
hours of anxious waiting obliterating any wish taka up. She'd paced the
apartment, wondering where on earth he was andwlidydn't come home.
It was to be thanked Lenore hadn't been at theobahe would have started
imagining all sorts of things.

Then, shortly after three, the key had turned ie kbhck and she had
stiffened, ready for the fray. But then she haddes face and known that
something dreadful had happened, something that niaeir squabbles
seem insignificant.

The whole horrific tale had tumbled from his ssifocked mouth and she'd
listened to it all in appalled silence. They'dlaen kept at the ball for ages
by the police, after which he'd driven Ava homeBielleview for Byron
because he had to go with Celeste down to thegsetation, being one of
the main witnesses to the robbery and the afternathan had returned to
the police station where he'd waited till Byron wiese to go, thinking
Byron might need a lift home, but he wanted to gokito the hospital. By
this time, Nathan had been thinking he'd bettegéiting home himself,
Byron promising to ring as soon as he knew anything

'l could do with a drink,” Nathan said with a radgggh after Gemma's
weeping had subsided. 'l think you could do witk two." He rose and went
over to the well-appointed bar in the corner andrpd them both a brandy,
returning to give Gemma hers before slumping downan armchair



opposite with his. She sipped obediently, while denmng why he hadn't sat
back down next to her.

'‘Byron says Melanie's expecting Royce Granthanitly,bhe said at last.

Gemma's teeth rattled against the glass befon@gpeéd down to her lap.
Her eyes were wide upon her husband's.

'He sayshe's going to marry her," he added scepticallys&yshe loves her.’

'Maybe he does,’ she returned with more venom shafd intended. 'Some
men do fall in love, you know.'

Their eyes met and Gemma would have given the worlchow what lay
behind that cool grey gaze.

'l realise that. But rarely men like Royce Granth@nd never men like
Damian Campbell,' he finished coldly.

'Why on earth not?' she defended, despite a duélfy entering her cheeks.
‘They're human beings too, aren't they? They'apable of falling in love
as...asyouand me.'

'l suppose Royce could be," he said, idly twirlihg brandy balloon in his
fingers. 'But not that bastard Campbell.’

'He speaks highly of you as well," she snappedrbesbe could bite her
tongue.

Those silvery grey eyes darkened to slate. 'Sdrtlk is out at last,' he
drawled. 'He did speak to you, didn't he? Whenwete so long away at the
Ladies' and you came back to the table, all hotkaotdered. What did he
say. Gemma? What clever line did he spin you?'

'Why should | answer your questions when you refasenswer mine? Or
when youlie?'

'When have | lied to you?'



'Earlier this evening when you said you wanted ekenlove to me. That
was a lie.'

His steely gaze dropped to the rapid rise anafdiker breasts and her breath
caught. Now hewvaslooking at her with desire. She'd never be mistake
aboutthatlook. Worse, her body leapt in instant responsel, ®at he had
her well trained, didn't he? Like a dog. One tugtlom leash and she was
panting to do his commands.

She watched with a dry mouth while he drained theggand placed it down
on a side-table, standing up and stretching outadrieés hands. '‘Come to
bed,' he invited darkly. 'And I'll show you justvaenuch | was lying.'

'‘No," was her defiant reply, though inside she guasering with an excited
expectation.

'Don't play the coquette with me, Gemma,' he sndypgoed, grabbing one of
her hands, reefed her to her feet. Infuriated tisfeav the rest of her brandy
in his face, thrilling to his look of shock, themayering to his answering
fury.

"You little bitch," he hissed. '"You'll be sorry ydid that." Knocking the glass
out of her hand, he gripped the back of her healdksssed her savagely,
forcing her lips open and thrusting his tonguedasher gasping mouth.
Amazingly, and for the first time, Gemma experiehaehot stab of arousal
at this display of male aggression.

Her moan was one of raw desire. But perhaps itdediike something else,
for suddenly, Nathan jerked his head upwards, dge twisting with self-
disgust. And bitter remorse. His eyes fastened en gtill parted, still
panting lips, then lifted to where her eyes begarching his with a stunned
bewilderment.

For she had wanted him to ravish her just now. &uavi .not make love.
Wanted him to be rough. To take, and not ask. Troashel, and not draw
back.



Her groan showed true torment, and she spun aestyhé see the truth in
her eyes. Instinct warned her that Nathan woul@ hatr to have wanted
something like that. He would rather she be bommged than depraved.
And it was depraved, wasn't it, to want your husbartually to rape you?

His hands curled over her shoulders and drew helk dgainst him.
‘. . .I'm sorry," he murmured thickly. 'Forgive me

She could feel his hot breath on her neck, andbeéy ached to whirl in his
arms, to pull his mouth back down on hers, to prbpe back into that mad
whirlpool of passion. But she didn't. She stayedén in his arms, every
muscle straining to keep herself in check. Shefied when his fingertips
momentarily bit into her flesh, then shuddered whemeleased her.

'Go to bed," he said in a hollow voice, it's bedarsg day and you must be
tired."

She went, thoroughly ashamed, not only of herseit, of all the doubts
she'd been harbouring about Nathan's love. Ifin@idied her for lust alone,
he wouldn't have stopped just now. Damian Camphad wrong. Nathan
loved her. Really loved her. God, what a fool she'dn tonight. What a silly
little fool!

A long time later Nathan walked into the bedroomstare down at his
sleeping bride. His darkly brooding gaze gradualiyned to one of black
resolve, and he turned, walking with quiet footsteyyer to Gemma's
dressing-table. Taking the three packets of pitisnfthe top drawer, he took
them out to the kitchen and ground each one dowg#nbage disposal.

She wanted a baby? Well, he would give her onewldald give her
anything she wanted to keep her in his bed. Angthin



