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"You've no idea, Ava, just how many bored and netglet women there are
around Sydney, and a lot of them look upon menriieeas easy meat."

The guy who came to mow the lawns turned out tasstunning as any of
Ava's fantasies, though she soon realized VinceeMdhought she was just
another rich, lonely lady looking for excitemenutBall the same, Vince's
arrival meant an end to Ava's narrow, virginal ease.

Life was changing for Gemma, too. But maybe for Wase--those evil
rumors that Damian Campbell whispered to her abathan couldn't be
true...could they?



PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS IN THIS BOOK

GEMMA SMITH: On her father's death, Gemma discovered a magnifldack
opal worth a small fortune, and an old photograpictyv casts doubt on her real
identity. In search of the truth and a new lifee gioes to Sydney where she is
seduced by and then married to Nathan Whitmore.

NATHAN WHITMORE: Adopted son of Byron Whitmore, Nathan is a taldnte
playwright. After a troubled childhood and a diver®athan is ruthless and utterly
controlled. Will he ever be the loving, caring hastd of whom Gemma has
dreamed?

AVA WHITMORE: Byron's much younger sister. Sweet-natured anttle |
naive, Ava has always felt she was hopeless aytiweg. Now, at nearly thirty,
she struggles with her weight and has had littecssis with men; she also lacks
confidence about her hobby —painting. Ava longlete and be loved. . .

VINCE MORELLI: Of ltalian heritage, Vince is the owner of a gardg and
construction business. He is keen to marry and lafamily, but he is a little
cynical since, in his line of work, his charm arabd looks attract the attentions of
rich, lonely women intent on seducing him. . .

BYRON WHITMORE: Patriarch and head of the Whitmore family, he is a
strong, dynamic figure whose unhappy, loveless iagercame tragically to an
end.

DAMIAN CAMPBELL: Younger brother of Celeste, head of the Campbell
Jewels empire. Damian is sales and marketing managd interested only in
self-gratification and sexual pleasure. . . He ditesare whom he hurts in their
pursuit. . .

LENORE LANGTRY: Talented stage actress, ex-wife of Nathan Whitnaoie
mother of Kirsty, Lenore has finally found love fittop solicitor Zachary
Marsden.

JADE WHITMORE-GAINSFORD : Only daughter of Byron and Irene (nee
Campbell), she is married to Kyle Gainsford, Whitei® marketing head. They are
expecting a baby.



Miranda Lee is Australian, living near Sydney. Bamd raised in the 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
meaty sagas, doing word puzzles, gambling and goitige movies.

A Note to the Reader:

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

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

order written.



THE STORY SO FAR. ..

After her father's death, Gemma Smith had left dipal fields of the
Outback for Sydney to find out the truth about mather, and to sell her
priceless discovery, a flawless black opal. Fateoduced her to Nathan
Whitmore, a famous playwright, who offered her waed for the black
opal, which had been stolen from his adoptive fathventy years before.
Highly attracted by Gemma's vulnerability, Nathalsoaseduced and
married her. Gemma's life was turned upside-dowm|enshe witnessed
startling changes in the Whitmore household toothhkis wild-child

adoptive sister Jade found happiness with Kyle §ard, while Melanie,

the family housekeeper, let go of the terrible meesof her past and
married Royce Grantham. But Gemma was not sures thexs a happy
ending for herself and Nathan; her ruthless, ematip controlled husband
wanted her to have a baby, but she had many dedbtshat of his

relationship with his ex-wife Lenore, despite tlatdr's commitment to
Zachary Marsden? And whatasthe secret of heeal origins? It all seemed
as tangled as the feud between the Whitmores an@€ampbells — now
that Celeste Campbell owned the priceless black tpmaHeart of Fire. . .
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CHAPTER ONE

AvVA was sitting at her easel, paintbrush in hand bubtind a million miles
away, when her brother stormed into her studio-sittimg-room.

‘Aval | can't find my favourite tux. It's certaintyot hanging with my other
suits. I've looked damned well everywhere. Would lqave any idea where
it could be?'

Ava's startled face was quickly filled with a flastd guilt. ‘I —er —I took it
the dry cleaners a couple of weeks back. Rememibeigot a wine stain on
it from Jade's wedding?'

'‘And?'Byron growled ominously.
'I. . .urn. . .forgot to pick it up.’

Byron didn't say a word. He simply glared at hardosecond, shook his
head in total exasperation, then spun on his laelsstormed out again.

Ava jumped up, her palette sliding from her lap anthshing to the parquet
floor. With a groan of dismay, she dithered, thatided to ignore the
palette and raced after her brother. 'l. . .I'mmgddyron,' she called after him
as he marched along the upstairs hallway. 'It wappen again. | promise.’
That's what you said the last time," he threw bask his shoulder before
abruptly grinding to a halt and whirling aroundfeae her. This past six
weeks has been nothing but one disaster after @anddod knows why | let
you talk me into giving you a chance at running tmbusehold. | suppose |
was swayed by your argument that since there wéhs tbe two of us
pathetic old Whitmores left living in this great pty barn of a house you
could possibly manage. But that was just wishfurkimg!'

"Youmight be pathetic and old," Ava countered, findeg temper at long
last. "But I'm not! I'm only thirty and | think K done rather well
considering I've had no experience with housewdrkcertainly don't
consider a small memory-slip such as forgettingpick up some dry
cleaning adisastel Frankly, Byron, | was hoping you'd be encouraging



rather than bullying. Melanie assured me you'd gkdrsince the accident,
but | can see you're still the same unsympathetsgnsitive chauvinistic
tyrant you've always been!

Her outburst concluded, Ava was on the verge oSislifig into her usual
wimpish mush when Byron laughed. His reaction thek by surprise and
she simply stared at him.

Laughing, her brother looked a long way from beohd and pathetic as
well. Though rising fifty, he was a fine figure afman, his extremely tall,
broad- shouldered frame kept in shape with harsi@es in his own private
gym downstairs. Admittedly, his wavy black hair wasinkled liberally
with grey, but it was still thick and lustrous. Hisongly chiselled face was
as handsome as ever, despite a few lines, anduaspes, now glittering
with a dry amusement, were still holding womenhiratl.

Recently, Byron had started dating a divorcee na@ettierine who was in
her mid-thirties and quite stunning-looking. Avawever, could not stand
the woman, who was a first-class snob and verypaging in her manner.
She obviously fancied herself the next Mrs Byronitvidbre —no doubt she
was already auditioning for the part since Byrod btayed overnight at her
unit a couple of times already —but Ava knew tliauich a marriage ever
took place she would move out of Belleview.

Where she would go, she had no idea. She had honteeey of her own
until she married, Byron having control of her silzke inheritance till that
unlikely event occurred. Meanwhile, all she had vweasvery modest
allowance, though Byron's daughter, Jdd®d given her all her mothers
jewellery to do with as she liked. But it still sahtouched, in the safe in the
library. Ava didn't want anything to do with anytigithat had belonged to
Irene.

'l knew you had some spirit somewhere, Ava," Bysomprised her by
complimenting. "You are my sister, after all. Solahge thinks I've changed,
does she? That's the pot calling the kettle bldokt you think? I'm still
getting over our prim and proper ex-housekeepargbhaicloset vamp and
ensnaring one of the most famous sportsmen in trédWNext thing I'll
find outyou'vebeen having an affair with the chauffearthe sly"



'We don'thavea chauffeur!" Ava retorted. 'Though maybe it wdodda good
idea if we did. Then you wouldn't have to stay oakladies’ places simply
because you've had a few drinks, and I'd have soengrun me around
doing all the chores | have to do these days!

Ava's heart beat faster at such a thought. It resth lone of her recurring
romantic fantasies over the years, being a beauiduess who hired a
gorgeous young lItalian to be her chauffeur, thdhifelove with him.
Italians figured largely in all of Ava's fantasie€She found their darkly
brooding looks and macho attitude to women verytexyg

Of course nothing too sexy or sordid ever happ@médr fantasies. Being a
virgin and terribly shy with the opposite sex, Arad never got beyond
picturing herself hugging or kissing a man. Was terhaps because she
could never imagine herself taking her clothesioffront of one? Or his
finding pleasure in her short, top-heavy, roly-pfgyre?

'‘Over my dead body!" Byron pronounced quite testily amusement fading
as quickly as it had come. 'A lot of chauffeurs eleazy gigolo types on the
make. | wouldn't let you within a hundred milestloé sort of good-looking
but unscrupulous young creep who usually appliesdch a position!

'As if anygood-looking young man would look at me twice, aAwmuttered.
'I'm no Celeste Campbell.'

Ava could have bitten her tongue out for having tivered that dreaded
name. Byron's eyes darkened, a muscle twitchinggalos jawline as he
battled to control his temper. There'd been a dimog, after the attempted
robbery at the ball a couple of months ago, wherhdg spoken of his
scandalous sister-in- law with a certain reluctairiration. Her defence of
herself that night, using her undoubted skills amaatial arts expert, had
clearly impressed him. Or maybe, since she'd jasgbt back the Heart of
Fire —the opal that was rumoured to have somehosezhthe original feud
between the Whitmores and the Campbells — he'ddddcio try to let

bygones be bygones.

But such was not to be. Celeste had come to thegithbso visit Melanie,
who'd accidentally been shot during the drama, Wwéhnew chauffeur in



tow. It had quickly become clear to all Melaniethey visitors—which
included both Byron and Ava —that the handsome gouan was the latest
toy-boy lover of the glamorous head of Campbell elswAny hope of
reconciliation had been dashed with Byron ravingha way home that the
woman was a disgrace to her sex.

‘A woman like Celeste can look after herself,' iteobt now. 'Whereas an
innocent like you, my dear, would be easy meatédype of conscienceless
young studshe eats for breakfast. There will be no chauffeurehat
Belleview. Please do not bring the subject up dbain

| wouldn't dream of it.'

Byron's expression softened at her suddenly deguletsme. 'Poor Ava. .
.I'm a beast to you sometimes. | don't mean téole, | really don't. You do
know | always have your best interests at heam;tdou?' He slipped an
arm around her shoulders and pulled her to his. $ikta | forgiven for
shapping at ¢ you?"'

Ava felt tears pricking at her eyes. 'Yes,' she ilgch

Then I must go. I'm supposed to be at Catheriryessght. By the way, don't
worry about breakfast for me tomorrow. I'll — er drive straight to work
from there in the morning. You'll be all right ooy own, won't you?'

'Of course,’ she said stiffly. 'I'm a grown womBgron. Why wouldn't | be
all right?'His small smile suggested that, while slas a grown woman in
years, she wasn't at all in experience.

'In that case I'll be off now. Everything's locked downstairs. | double
checked. See you-tomorrow evening.'

Ava just managed to smother another exasperated.rBiouble checked
the doors. Truly! ‘Goodnight, Byron," she said witisp politeness. 'l hope
you have a good time."'

T will.!



Ava's mouth set into a mutinous pout as she watBlyeon stride off down
the hall. I'll just bet you will, she thought crgssEveryone in this family's
having a good time lately but me. You're havingaffair with the coolly
beautiful Catherine. Melanie's settled in an Einglieansion with her
dashing racing driver husband. Jade's married ilemhaire boyfriend and
Nathan —God bless his black heart! —seems to hareged so far to hide
his true self from his gloriously innocent childdw.

Ava's irritation sustained her till Byron disappsdudown the stairs and she
was faced with the unpalatable thought of actustiying home alone all
night in this big barn of a house. The prospectake her a little nervous,
but to have admitted as much would have only cordd her brother's
opinion that she was still a child in a woman'sybod

The front door banging confirmed that she was iddalene, a shiver of
nerves running through her. This only irritated fugther. Good lord, what
did she think could possibly happen? If some madtdroke in, he would
take one look at her and run for his life!

With a scoffing laugh, Ava whirled and strode badio her empty studio,

where she swooped up the palette from the flooramgjed it down on the
side- table beside the easel. Crossing her armasstsidied the watercolour
she'd been working on, finding no satisfactiorhimalf-finished landscape.
Something wasn't right. The balance of shape, @icttours she'd chosen.
Or perhaps it was the subject-matter. She'd taguhint that particular scene
many times.

Her dissatisfaction with it grew and soon she veading it off the easel and
almost throwing it against the far wall with allethother unfinished

paintings. Naturally they were turned away so #mat didn't have to look at
them.

Ava flopped down on her old sofa, punching the aushwith frustration.
Dammit! Why can't | ever be a success at anythingally thought | could
handle the running of the house. | really thougtddld. . .

Ava's mental haranguing was terminated abruptlyheysound of a door
banging somewhere. Her blue eyes flung wide, harthemping into her



mouth. Had Byron come back for something? Was thenendow open,
perhaps? Or was she about to be murderbdribedroom?

'‘Auntie Ava!' a female voice sang out. 'Where ara@?¥/It's only me. Jade!

The blood hardly had time to flow back into Avaisé before her exuberant
niece popped her highly arresting head into thdigttAh, there you are!
she grinned, dark blue eyes sparkling beneath akshw spiked
white-blonde hair, huge golden hoops hanging fremdars.

Jade's grin faded to a puzzled expression as stegduhe door right open
and stood there, frowning over at her aunt. "Youeddise your television set
isn't on. Auntie, don't you?"

Ava got to her feet with a weary sigh. Jade hatld@ffact on her sometimes,
the girl's vibrant energy making her feel old, thbishe was grateful for the
company. 'l was just resting," she said.

'‘Aren't you feeling well?' Jade asked worriedly.

'I'm quite well. I'd be even better, however, iiydather was a bit easier to
please.’

'l know just what you mean. Auntie. | do feel sdiwy you. What you need
is to find yourself a husband like | did and get oluhere.’

Ava had to laughHer, find ahusban@ 'I'm sure Kyle wouldn't like to think
you married him just to move out of home.'

A naughty smile pulled at Jade's generous moutf).I'@on't think he thinks
that." She patted her gently rounding stomach.dtried him for other
reasons.'

Ava did her best to ignore the unexpected stalawf @nd envy in her heart.

'‘Come and talk to me, Auntie," Jade went on bithalhile | have a look to
see if any of the clothes I left behind will finaum-to-be.’



They trundled along the hall into Jade's room, whera sat on the side of
the bed while Jade began rummaging in wardrobesleavders.

'So how's the housekeeping going?' she askedniphlihuge T-shirt and
placing it on a chair. "You managing OK?'

'Fair enough, but | doubt your father would agi®é.course | can't cook
anything too complicated yet so we have a cook darsgery night. | make
breakfast, though, and | do most of the generakéwork, though a lady
comes in on Mondays and Fridays to do the ironimdythe heavy cleaning.’

'I'm impressed, Auntie. After all, you've never bedl that domesticated,
have you? Not that I'm much better. | have troliadiing water.’

'‘Don't exaggerate, Jade. You're a very smartgour father is very proud
of you and the way you've turned around Whitmokééssays you're a born
marketing person.’

'Pops said that? Goodness, then | must be goodniti@s

‘There are many meanings of the word "good".'

Jade looked over at her po-faced aunt and laug¥ed're a card, Auntie.'
She pulled a very sexy black bra out of a drawer laeld it up. 'Hmmm,
perhaps | should take this home. | might needdd stearing a bra soon.’
She tossed it on to the growing pile on the ch@o.tell me, what's my dear
father been up to that's bugging you besides piokimeverything you do or
don't do?'

'He's having an affair, for one thing. With th&atherine person he's been
seeing.’'

Jade shrugged. 'You can't blame him for that. Bidlsa relatively young
man. What is it about her that you disapprove ahsch?’

'She's a snob.'

Jade laughed. 'So's he.’



'Yes, but not the same sort of snob. Byron hasctad. . .and. . .standards."

'‘Goodness, | must meet this Catherine. And sodhink | have the right
venue too. Kyle and | want to give Pops a partyhierfiftieth birthday. It's
next week, you know?'

Ava was stricken with guilt. 'Lord, | forgot!" Hegroan was full of
self-disgust. 'l forgeeverything.First, | forgot to buy the toilet paper last
week, then | didn't give Byron an important telepéanessage, and then |
forgot to collect his favourite suit from the diganers. That's not all, either.
Yesterday | went out shopping, forgetting that ldn@n-mowing man was
due. Naturally, he wasn't able to get in the locjates and wasted a lot of
time waiting around for nothing. He rang up lated avas so rude | told him
not to come again. Of course | haven't told Bytas tast bit yet. | haven't
dared. God, no wonder he thinks I'm hopeless fislshed wretchedly.

'Poppycock!" Jade refuted. "You're not at all hepel Everyone forgets
things sometimes, especially when one is new atba\[Vhat you need,
Auntie Ava, is to have a little more faith in yoalit'

A little more faith in myself? Ava sighed. When he&lte ever had that? Had
there ever been a time when she'd viewed the futitheconfidence, when
she'd been brimming over with exuberance and optimivhen shéadn't
taken the line of least resistance?

Not that she could recall.

Why was that? she wondered. She'd been a pretty; ehih big baby-blue
eyes and bouncing soft brown curls, and not urigégit. She'd been able to
read by the age of three. People had commentedwnbhight she was.
Good at games, too. Goodness, she'd been ablentdiker a fish as soon as
she could walk. Now, hardly a day went by withoar hripping over
something. As for swimming. . .her body hadn't seewimming costume
in years!

She should have turned out so very different fréwd ainprepossessing,
overweight, accident-prone, timid creature that shs these days. Where
had it all gone wrong?



The reason you think you're hopeless,' Jade resuaradst as though she
had read her aunt's mind, 'is because my darlintpenaold you so every
single day of her life, as she did me. She didst'tlge desired result with me
because I'm a chip off the old block, so to spbakyou're a real softie, and
she hurt you much more than me with her horrid gatwns. But she's gone
now, Auntie. She can't hurt you any more. As fgp$20 .he's all bark and no
bite. Just ignore him. Look, | have to get a ptabag to put these in. | won't
be long.’

Jade strode confidently from the room, Ava happyaee a few moments to
herself. What a whirlwind that girl was. But so stnand so sure of herself.
Ava did so admire the way she'd always stood upédoself, even if some of
her antics as a teenager had been hair- . rai&iregnever had the nerve or
the courage to be that kind of rebel. Either tmath®'d had it knocked out of
her very young.

She sighed over the circumstances that had plaareat the age of seven in
hands other than her own loving parents. Her fdtadrdied of cancer when
she'd been five, her mother shortly afterwards lo¢art attack, leaving her
to be raised by her older brother, Byron, unfortalyaat a time when the
family company had been facing financial ruin areldhbeen working
twenty-hour days. Two years later, he had marmedd Campbell.

It had been rumoured right from the start that dByinad hoped the marriage
would merge Campbell Jewels and Whitmore Opals +ethe rescuing
Whitmore Opals —but somehow he'd got his wires sgds Stewart
Campbell had left everything, including total cahtof Campbell's, to his
second wife, Adele, who had apparently detestete|rand was quick to cut
her out of the estate in favour of her own childi€galeste and Damian.

Fortunately for the family's fortunes, Whitmore'adhrallied —this was
during the years before Celeste took control of glagli's and resurrected
the old feud —and in the end it hadn't mattered bleme Campbell had
brought nothing to the marriage but her own swekt s

Ava's top lip curled up at this description of leerOnly with Byron had
Irene ever been sweet, and even then the word veaeqguate. Irene had
loved Byron with a love that was sickeningly obsessHe was her prince,



her god, her reason for living. In his presence;sheen a totally different
creature from the one who inhabited Belleview wherwasn't there. In his
absence, she'd given new meaning to the word.'sour’

Yes, Jade was right, Ava conceded. The deteriordtid her self-esteem
could be laid directly at Irene Campbell's feetwHasidious that woman
had been, with her subtle but relentless sarcasiticiSms were delivered
with a dry laugh, or a saccharine smile, but tHfeotfhad been the same.
One was left feeling a failure. While Jade had faugack,she'dshrivelled
up like a hothouse flower, turning to food for camf :hen retreating into
her fantasy world. Worst of all, she had alloweeht& to convince Byron
that his sister was a homely little nincompoop wbholdn't possibly attract a
member of the opposite sex, so of course any clhapsivowed an interest in
her had to be a gold- digger!

The memory of what had happened with James whed kben twenty was
just too painful to recall, perhaps because on dbaasion Irene had been
crushingly right. After that incident, she'd eat®ore cream cakes. And
more chocolate bars. And more packets of crisps.

Her life had deteriorated to a perpetual round se#less diets that never
lasted and binges that did. Her once very reahtida to get a job of some
sort had vanished along with what was left of ledf- £steem. It was much
easier to stay in her room and pretend she wagydoibbecome a famous
artist one day. Byron had even had the bedroomtodxgrs converted to a
studio so she could pretend with some flair.

And while deep in her subconscious she believedlghbave some talent,
nothing she ever painted really pleased her. Whargwe got dangerously
close to finishing one of her watercolours, someghabout it would
dissatisfy her and she would put it aside. Sheneagr, ever really finished
a painting. Not once!

'Here | am again.' Jade hurried back into the ramwh stuffed the pile of
clothes into a large plastic bag. 'l must go, Aetntll talk to Pops tomorrow
at work about his party and I'll give you a ringregiime. Whatever, keep
Friday week free. If we don't have a party welllgal out to dinner.’



Ava walked Jade down to the front door, making sulir¢he doors and the
front gates were locked after she left, a look he tengthening lawns
reminding her she would have to do something attmm. No matter what
Jade said, Ava accepted that she was a bit hoglestimes. She shouldn't
have forgotten the lawn-mowing man was due yesyetdar memory was
atrocious!

It was to be thanked she couldn't create a simpifaiblem with the gardener.
Mr Potts had been with them for years and had Wwis key, since he lived
down the road and came and went at all sorts ofhmdunls. At a pinch he
might mow the lawns once or twice if she askedIpjdaut he was getting
old and the lawns were extensive. No, she couddi'thim to do that.

But who?

She'd already searched Melanie's little black buodiere their former
housekeeper had written down all manner of caselpens she had hired at
some time or other. But there wasn't one lawn-mowen among them.

Byron would simply have rung around the neighboamsl asked them
whom they used. But Ava cringed at doing so her3ééy would probably
laugh at her behind her back —which they were grbalready doing
anyway. Poor stupid Ava, trying to run a house. Wimaist Byron be
thinking of?

A shudder ran through her.

No, she would just have to look in tifellow Pageand simply take a stab in
the dark. What was the worst that could happen? maae might be

inefficient or unreliable. If so, she would simgige him and try again. If at
first you don't succeed. . .

Steeling her churning stomach, Ava stood up, squbsx shoulders and
marched through the family room into the kitchenevehthe telephone
books were kept. Five minutes later Ava was stéinning the pages of the
business directory, a frown on her face. She'd méseamt there were so
many lawn-mowing services. She was dithering ovieickwone to choose
from, when a boxed ad down in a corner caught yer lé said:



Morelli's House and Grounds Maintenance Service.
No job too small or too large. Reasonable rates eslidble
workmen.

'‘Morelli's,’ she whispered aloud, liking the wag timme slid off her tongue.
Now Ava knew an Italian name when she saw one.

She stared down at it for a long time, aware teatieart was beating faster
all the while. She knew it was ridiculous to bewvdnato an advertisement
simply because it carried an Italian name. Ther@mragshe had to hire
someone. . .

Her hand shook slightly as she dialled, her thdvging as she waited and
waited for someone to answer.

'Morelli's House and Grounds Maintenance Servicew Hnay we help
you?' said a female voice with a heavy Italian atce

Thrown slightly by a woman answering, Ava ditheréh. . .| —er —I. . .

The woman at the other end sighed heavily. 'If go@ione of Vincente's
lady-friends' she said caustically, "then let me tell you sthmmg. My son is
soon to be engaged to a nice Italian girl and moll be sleeping in any of
your beds any longer!"

Ava's head snapped back as her lips parted inm §ag stared down at the
receiver while the sounds of a heated argument —urfately or
unfortunately in Italian — blared forth for all wioould decipher it.

Finally, a male voice, very attractive but not garg a trace of an accent,
came on the line.

'Hello. Vince here. Sorry about that. Let me asswe,' he said in a dry
tone, 'that | have no fiancee-to- be, Italian d¢reoivise. Who is this, by the
way?"'



'Oh! My. . .my name is Ava Whitmore,' she stammehat —er —we need
someone to mow our lawns, and | was wonderingiff. ..."

'Where do you live?' he interrupted efficiently.

'St Ives.

'How much lawn is there?'

'‘Well, they're quite large really.’

'How long does it usually take to do them?"'
‘Three or four hours at least.'

‘That big, eh? We charge twenty dollars an hour.’
‘That. . .that's fine.'

"When would you like us to come?"

'M. . .Mondays would be best, | think. The previongn used to come on a
Monday.'

'‘Lawns shouldn't need mowing every week at thig tohthe year. Let's see
now. . . Yes, | can slot you in next Monday at riine

'‘NextMonday?'

‘Something wrong with next Monday?'

'Well, no, not really, except that the man didoinelast Monday, and they
really do need doing. If. . .if they're not doneospByron will begin to

notice and there'll be hell to pay!

There was a short sharp silence during which Agaetéed running off at
the mouth like that. Whatever must Mr Morelli béntting of her?



'Sounds like an emergency,' he said at long last Ava sighed with relief.
'Yes, it is,' she agreed hastily. 'Byron's verytipatar about things.'
T presume this Byron is your husband?'

'Oh, no, he's my big brother. You —er —know whaj brothers can be
like," she added with a nervous little laugh.

‘Actually, no," he drawledl'm the big brother around here, and it's not an
easy job, I can tell you. Now about your lawns, $ghitmore, I'm afraid |
haven't got anyone available tomorrow. Not unless.

Another short silence seemed to hang in the aia ¢ouldn't for the life of
her understand why she was holding her breathsi#dl knew was that she
was.

'It's all right, Miss Whitmore," he resumed crispBil come over and do
them myself. No trouble. Just give me your addeegseverything's sweet.'

Ava let out her long-held breath, and told him Beléw's address. Then she
added their telephone number in case there were w@arfgreseen
complications. When she hung up a minute laterssged staring down at
the telephone for ages. Finally, she turned an&edaslowly back upstairs
to her bedroom, her madly beating heart sinking bbatarsh reality when
she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirro

What a fool she was. A silly fantasy-filled fool!

Ava. sagged down on the side of her bed, but gheed to cry. She simply
refused to.

At least the lawns will be mown by the time Byroetgyhome tomorrow
night, she told herself. Things could be worse. a8hd supposed it would be
quite interesting to see an Italian Casanova irflésh.

Ava went to bed wondering just how many ladiesls Mr Vincente Morelli
had slept in.






CHAPTER TWO

GEMMA let herself into their bayside unit, instantly aevéghat Nathan was
home —then quickly aware he was not alone. Theupefthat teased her
nostrils was not one she ever used. Since Kirshy'dgo in for exotic scents,
Gemma had to discard any hope that the female dsvamd had brought
home with him was his teenage daughter.

Every feminine instinct she owned screamed outttieit visitor was none
other than Lenore, Nathan's ex- wife. Gemma knewas impossible to
avoid the woman altogether. Even if she weren'stigis mother, Nathan
was directing her in the lead role in a play ofdtishe moment. But did he
have to bring her into their apartment when shenlw#isere with them?

Marshalling every ounce of composure she owned, rGenvalked across
the foyer and opened the double doors that ledir@darge living area. The
scenario that met her eyes might have been pegrfiectbcent, but Gemma
surveyed it with dark jealousy in her heart.

Nathan was sitting next to his ex-wife on one @& btue and white striped
sofas that flanked the cedar fireplace, half-drgldsses of Scotch on the
low table in front of them. Though they weren't ¢bing, their body

language bespoke an intimacy that made a lie ohaed repeated
assertions that he felt nothing for Lenore any mdieeir knees were
pointed towards each other, their heads bent low.

Lenore's wide green eyes jerked up and aroundrantés sudden entrance,
their shimmering suggesting recent tears. Gemma Nathan a speculative
look as he stood up, but his handsome face wasdally einreadable as it

always was.

"You're home late, darling,’ he said, sweepingamdllock back from his
forehead as he came forward to give her a peckh®nlteek.

'Not really,’" she returned. 'Hello, Lenore.’



Up close, Lenore's eyes were red-rimmed and bladdstidicating a lot of
tears. Suspicion turned to guilt as it struck Geniha something awful
might have happened.

'Is. . .is Kirsty all right?' she asked anxiously.

When Gemma had first come to Sydney from LightriRidge, Nathan had

hired her as his teenage daughter's minder. Kiratlybeen going through a
difficult time after her parents' divorce, and, lghGemma had been six
years older than Kirsty's fourteen, they had becolose. Their friendship

had been strained, however, when Gemma had matadtan, and it was

only recently that they had been reconciled.

'She's being a typical teenager,” Nathan said.d@lgn | get you a drink,
darling? Some white wine perhaps?'

'What? Oh, yes. . .please. That would be nicevB#t has Kirsty done to
make Lenore so upset?’

Nathan shot a look at Lenore, who sighed ratheattioally. It reminded
Gemma that Nathan's ex-wife was a talented actnesd¢p mention a very
beautiful one, her striking face, glorious red hamnd model-slim figure
mocking her thirty-four years.

Gemma always felt gauche compared to Lenore's -sifphisticated
appearance, which was probably understandable sircgvas only twenty
and had been brought up by a rough and tough atémm a dirt dugout at
Lightning Ridge. Hardly finishing-school material.

But she'd rather hoped time might have cured héealing inferior. After
all, no one could fault her own appearance thegs. dder shoulder-length
dark brown hair was cut expertly to frame her fadad her once too
curvaceous figure had slimmed down to a perfeatbeptable hour-glass.
As for her clothes. . . they came from the bestlid®Bay boutiques.

'Kirsty's found out about my affair with Zachary Meden," Lenore
confessed. 'She's very angry with me. She. . .sle@®nding to be sent to
boarding- school.’



Gemma gaped. Nathan had told her ages ago thardeves having an
affair with a married man, bdlachary Marsde® Zachary was Byron's best
friend and solicitor. He had a pretty little wife, Felicitgnd two sons.

The news rocked Gemma's faith in humanity —and imearticular. Could
they ever be trusted where sex was concerned? @ewdike Lenore, for
that matter?

Lenore sighed again. 'l can see Nathan wasn't lyimgn he assured me he
hadn't told you. Look, | know it sounds bad, Geminmat Zachary and
Felicity haven't been happy for years. Felicity was first to ask for a
divorce, too. She'd fallen in love with some maa stet in a music shop.
Not that | deny having loved Zachary for a longdimi This, with a pained
glance Nathan's way.

'We. . .we've all been keeping our relationshigsesdill Zachary's younger
son, Clark, finishes his HSC this year. Then Fgliahd Zachary are going
to separate officially. Meanwhile, I've been megtdachary on the quiet.
He. . .he dropped in to rehearsals to see me ke dfternoon.

Unfortunately, Kirsty had the same idea after sth8be —er —walked in

on us in one of the dressing-rooms.’

'l see," Gemma said, and sank down on the othar aahocked expression
on her face.

Lenore took one look at her and laughed. ‘No, I'tdimk you do, love.
Maybe one day, but not yet." She stood up, smaogithavn the wrinkles in
the tight black skirt she was wearing. Her blouss wream satin, tucked in
at the waist, her whole outfit showing the slendkrgance of her tall,
willowy figure. Gemma suddenly felt fat, which wadiculous. She'd lost
even more weight recently and was slimmer tharhsldeever been.

Lenore picked up the black jacket that was drapexl the back of the sofa
and threw her ex-husband a rather wry smile. Themkfor all your help,
Nathan. You've been surprisingly sweet about Merriage seems to agree
with you. I'll let you know what happens with Kiystshe said as she
dragged on the jacket.



Nathan came forward, handing Gemma her glass & thien straightening
to address the woman he'd once been married twvedve years. 'l think

you'll find that after Kirsty calms down enough f@u to really talk to her

and explain the situation she'll change her mirmbaboarding-school. But
if she doesn't, you could always send her to Sii&ifor years eleven and
twelve. Jade loved it there for some weird and veofud reason.’

'‘Now you've really surprised me,' Lenore said, sigithat sensuous smile
of hers. T thought you despised boarding-school.’

'l do. . .for eight-year-olds. But two years asthiage in Kirsty's life isn't an
eternity.'

'One year seems an eternity sometimes,’ Lenore saidilyweaVell,
goodbye, you two. Look after Gemma, Nathan. Shkdeolittle tired. Bye,
Gemma love.'

'‘B-bye, Lenore,’ .Gemma stammered, her insidesnaiyirover Nathan's
solicitous treatment of this woman whom he'd orlaared could feel love
and lust at the same time for different men. Fenrdlgtion kept warning
Gemma that Lenore was a danger to her marriagemgjte love Zachary
Marsden, but she had once lusted very much aftdradaMaybe she still
did.

Nathan returned from showing Lenore out with a pcepied expression on
his face. He swept up one of the half-empty glas§&sotch up and drained
it.

Gemma's fingers tightened around her wine. Sheedipp with small,
untasting swallows. 'How long were you and Lenoeeehbefore | got
home?' she asked tautly.

For a moment there was a frozen silence, then Naghal in the coldest
voice, 'Are you implying what | think you're imphg?'

'I'm not implying anything. I'm simply upset to dirthat you talk to your
ex-wife more than you do to me.’



His sigh was full of exasperation. 'Only about daughter. Look, I'm sorry
if you resent it, but | did give you the chancew fveeks ago to start a baby
of our own, and what did you do? Put on a tantrbouamy having dared to
throw away your pills without asking you, after whiyou went out and
bought some more.’

For a second Gemma felt guilty, but Nathan's choicéhe intimidating
word tantrum brought a flash of rebellious resentment that kjyic
overpowered any such remorse. 'You just don't lsgewhat you did was
wrong, do you, Nathan?' she burst out, slammingvihe glass down on the
coffee-table and getting to her feet. 'Yioewversee that anything you do is
wrong.'

'l wouldn't say that," he said darkly. 'But my me8 are always for the best.’
‘Are they, Nathan? | wonder. . .’

When she went to brush past him, his free hand @lioto grab her upper
arm. 'What do you mean by that?' he demanded ta khis fingers biting
cruelly into her flesh underneath her sleeve.

Gemma winced with pain and tried to pull her areefbut his hold only
tightened. For a man who looked the epitome of nebalegance, he was
remarkably strong. "You'reurting me!" she protested.

‘Then tell me what you meant by that remark!

‘Nothing. I. . . meant nothing. | was angry. | $aig of silly things when I'm
angry.'

'Don't lie to me, Gemma. Don't ever lie to me!'
'I'm notlying. Nathan, stop this! You're. . .you're frighing me."'
'Not as much as you're frightening me, my darlinigw

'What do you mean?' she rasped.



'l mean precisely this. | wouldn't want ever tadfiout that you're cheating
on me, sweetheart. Because if | ever do, I'd hateintagine the
consequences. If you want out of this marriage) jbst say so. Up front!

No sneaking behind my back. No playing me for d.fbo | make myself
clear?' His grip on her arm tightened ever furthed she had to bite her lip
to stop the cry of pain.

Suddenly, he released her, his angry face slowlosining to a semblance
of his usual composure. Gemma's eyes were round hipg the throbbing
in her arm still there to remind her of what hast juiappened. But it was his
wordsthat had frightened her the most. He did not efiezir marriage to
last. He expected her to leave him. He'd expetteght from the start!

Why?
Because he didn't love her? Or because he didink she loved him?

Both, she guessed with a madly beating heart. Neelaad spelt it out for
her one day when she'd asked the other woman faceacbout her
marriage. Right from the start Gemma had been ami@bout their lack of
true intimacy or communication. Nathan never talt@tier, never told her
anything about himself or his writing or what hel dvhen they weren't
together. All he ever seemed to want her for was be

Melanie had expressed the opinion that a lot opfeemarried for the wrong
reasons. For lust, not love. If it was just lustween them, she'd said, then
one day, they would wake up and there'd be notthiacg.

Was that what Nathan was expecting? For them t@wgplone day and find
nothing there any more? The thought appalled her!

‘There's a letter for you," he said, his casuat thelying his violence of a
moment before. 'l put it on your dressing-tabkiirnk it's from that old lady
out at Lightning Ridge.’

Despite her inner distress and confusion, Gemnbamahstant brightening.
'‘Ma?'



'Must you call her that?' he ground out. 'She'sypat mother.'
'She was more of a mother to me than my real one!’
‘True.She'dhave to get the wooden spoon for motherhood sthat'sure!'

Gemma stared at him. He sounded as ikiiewher mother. Yet that was
impossible! At her behest, Nathan had hired anstigator to try to uncover
the identity of the woman who'd given birth to hemd who had
subsequently disappeared from the face of the .eBuhthe mysterious
Mary Bell on her birth certificate existed nowhetse but on that document
of lies. Neither was her dead father — alias Jonttsm- registered
anywhere, except on his illegally obtained drivikcsnce.

But of course his real name had been Stefan. &haid that out when she'd
discovered that old photograph shortly after histdeWhich reminded her.

'‘Nathan, you never did give me back my photograjolo. know. . .the one of
my mother.’

‘The one youhinkis your mother, don't you mean? You don't reafipw
one way or the other.’

Gemma frowned at her husband. 'Is there somettonghaven't told me,
Nathan? Did that investigator find out somethingi y@don't want me to
know?'

'What makes you think that?'

Nathan's evasion of her question with another guesang warning bells in
her brain. That was what he always did when he'tiegimt to answer her.

'I'm not sure,’ she said hesitantly, though herthgas racing. 'A hunch, |
guess. You do like making decisions for me, dam't%/1 could well imagine
you keeping something from me because you thiskfat' the best.'" My
God, could he know who her mother was and hadd'ter?



She stared at him and her voice, when she resunasdshaking. 'Nathan,
you haven't done that, have you? You know how itgobiit is to me to find
out my mother's identity, no matter whatdon'tyou?'

'Yes, of course, darling,' he soothed, putting ddwsiglass and coming
forward to draw her into his arms. More warning$ehng. This was plan B
when plan A didn't work. Make love to the sillytlé idiot to shut her up.

'l would never do anything to hurt you, Gemma,'ch@oned. "You know
that.'

Those treacherously seductive lips covered herms, enher shame, her
pulse leapt. But her distress was far greater ieardesire to lose herself in
that dark erotic world her husband could createasily, so she pulled her
mouth away, sending a deeply resentful glare up imis wickedly
handsome face. 'That won't work this time, Nathado not want to make
love. | want to know what you've been keeping frora, what you know
that Idon'tknow.'

His head lifted, his steady gaze showing not evieimteof agitation. 'l know
a lot of things that you don't know, Gemma,' hendied. '‘But nothingyou'd
want to know, | assure you.'

"You will swear on your own mother's grave that gom't know the identity
of mymother?'

There was a tiny twitching at the corner of hisalgéul mouth, but nothing
else. 'l do so swear,' he said, and Gemma let shiddering sigh of relief.

'Happy now?'

She stared up into his suddenly cold eyes andfehill run right through
her. He might have told her the truth just now leitdidn't always. Of that
she was certain.

'I'm going to go and read my letter," she saidlgtibnd, whirling, fled to
their bedroom, relieved when Nathan didn't follogr.hf he'd come after
her and started one of his ruthlessly successtilgd®ns, she wasn't sure



what she would have done. They hadn't made lovevier a week, due to
her time of the month last week, and she probalblylvnot be able to resist
him indefinitely.

Nathan had once vowed to attune her body to hisadds) and she couldn't
deny he'd done that. And mote! She'd found helatelfy getting addicted to
his making love to her in a less than gentle fashio fact, when she was in
the right mood, she found his more aggressive t@Enso exciting that she
lost all control. Oddly enough, this often coinddeith their having an

argument. Since their life together lately had Ibee@unctuated with verbal
spats, this type of lovemaking was happening mard more. She

sometimes wondered if Nathan goaded her on purmoseake her more

amenable to his savage kisses and caresses, rmoenton the more

adventurous type of position. She still lacked ttmarage to take the
initiative in the bedroom, but she certainly didotiject to whatever he
wanted to do to her.

It was only afterwards that she sometimes worriegt avhat had transpired
between them. Was it her own lack of control thathbred her? Or
Nathan's? Admittedly, there were times when he sédebeyond reason,
beyond ever being told to stop. Still, she nevdveant him to stop, did she?

Now she glanced nervously at the bedroom, suddie@sful of Nathan
bursting in. But the door remained closed and,llfmaemma gave a
strangled sob which perversely sounded disappair@ed, what was to
become of her? She couldn't live with Nathan, dredcouldn't live without
him!

Remembering Ma's letter, she hurried over to pipkthe rather grubby
envelope and tear it open. Ma seemed to be hediaklwith down-to-earth
reality these days and the only other female widse&e she could possibly
ask. Melanie was no longer around, Ava had nolreagéxperience, Lenore
was definitely not on her list of potential confides, which only left Jade,
who wasn't much older than herself and was so ve@dpp in her new
husband that Gemma didn't like to bother her wign bwn mixed-up
troubles.



Besides, she wasn't at all sure Jade would be ghetpa When Gemma
and Nathan had recently attended Jade's smallgareiéding at Belleview,

Jade had come up to her afterwards, given her huggnd told her that if
Kyle loved her as much as she knew Nathan Idusdew wife, then she'd

be delirious with joy! Jade might have always hddralency to exaggerate
with her larger-than-life personality but there vmasdoubt she believed her
adoptive brother was truly in love at long last.

Which made her the only one, Gemma realised wihlbbitterness.

Except perhaps Byron. . .Byron seemed to have faittheir marriage.
There again, Byron wasn't the most intuitive of mgam what she had
seen. Or the most sensitive. Look at the way legddepoor Ava!

Gemma sighed as she thought of Byron's sisterasinither fault that the
caterer at Jade's wedding had got the number stguwaong and delivered
food for two hundred guests, instead of twenty. &wone would think it
was, the way he'd carried on. The man needed sammawto come along
and sort him out, someone like. . .like. . .Cel€epbell! Now there was a
woman who wouldn't be bossed or bullied, who waile as good as she
got —and a bit more besides!

But any hope of that happening was pie in the 8emma realised drily.
Though a person would have had to be blind notetoses there was
something between those two. The night of the WiigrOpals ball, when
Celeste had stunned everyone by showing up, thbaaircrackled with
electricity every time she came within three feeBgron. As for Byron. .
.he hadn't been able to take his eyes off his getnas but undeniably
gorgeous sister-in-law, even if she was his masirtass rival and supposed
deadly enemy.

Gemma would have liked to have been a fly on thiéwizen whatever had
happened between those two had happened. It must lbeen pretty
dramatic, and pretty dreadful, whatever it was!

She'd also have liked to have been a fly on thd daling Nathan's
growing-up years. She'd always believed the answédris secretive and



highly complex personality lay in the past, butitael no more intention of
telling her about that than he had of discussingole past with her.

Sighing, Gemma pulled out Ma's letter and starteckad. A minute later,
she was jumping off the bed and racing out to fivathan, who was
standing at one of the windows, staring out over darkening waters of
Elizabeth Bay, another drink in his hands.

'‘Nathan, guess what?' she burst out.
Nathan turned slowly, one of his eyebrows liftingai droll fashion. 'What?'

"You know that man out at Lightning Ridge who ad#temume years ago?
The one who scared me to death the day we firs?'met

'Yes. .

'He's dead! Got in a fight with another miner, &ad a stroke or something.
Ma says it's good riddance to bad rubbish!

Nathan took an idle sip of his drink, his eyes medeaving her face. 'l
couldn't agree more. But you seem inordinatelygadal never took you for
a creature who would relish revenge.'

'It's not revenge, Nathan, but relief. Now | carbgok without being afraid.’
Nathan's glass stilled mid-way to his lips. ‘Gok¥ac

'To Lightning Ridge. | promised Ma I'd come baakdavisit her. Not only
that, | always wanted to ask a few questions ardowd by myself. Not that

| wasn't grateful about you hiring that private estigator. But you don't
know what Ridge people are like. They wouldn't tekelly to some slick
city fellow asking them personal questions. I'ddnavnuch better chance of
finding out the truth about my parents if | wererad.'

"You really think so, Gemma?'



'l knowso. Please. . .don't try to stop me from doing, tNathan. I've quite
made up my mind.'

A few moments passed while Gemma stood, breatllesalting, and
Nathan lifted the glass to drink once more. Now dyses were glazed, as
though he were thinking about something a long aagy. Suddenly, he
shapped back to the present.

'When were you thinking of going?' he asked.

Gemma expelled her long-held breath. 'Friday wé#kought | could take
the morning flight and come back on the Mondayrafien. That way I'll
only have to take two days off work. | haven't baethe shop long enough
to ask for real holidays, but if | work some ex&aturdays, then. .

'‘Good grief, Gemma!' Nathan suddenly snapped. téane of the family.
Do you honestly think Byron wouldn't give you sotimee off? All you have
to do is ask. There's no need to grovel aroundddae silly little salesgirl.’

'l wasn't going to grovel, Nathan,' she counteredt by his attitude. 'It's
called acting with integrity and consideration, goavelling. |1 don't like to
take advantage of my position as your wife. Neitthed like to let people
down. We're short-staffed right at this moment.r@ale come down with the
chicken pox. Hopefully, by Friday week, she'll keck on deck.'

"You'retoo considerate. Believe me, those girls atgshepwould stick the
knife in your back as quick as look at you.'

'Yes, so you keep telling me, Nathan,” Gemma sadriy. '‘But it's me |
have to live with, not them. If they do nasty thénghat's their problem. |
have to be true to myself.'

Nathan exploded with a type of black exasperation.

'‘God! How on earth did someone like you come out ajfut of. . .someone
like your father? It doesn't make sense!



'‘Maybe I'm more like my mother than my father," @Qesnsuggested, which
brought a harsh laugh from her cynical husband.

"You don't believe that any more than | do, Gem§&tee deserted you as a
baby, left you with that bastard to bring you upoWd a sweet, kind and
caring creature do that? | don't think so.’

"You don't know what circumstances led my motheddowhat she did,
Gemma defended, but lamely. Down deep, she thqurgtty well the same
as Nathan. If she ever came face to face with leghen, she might just slap
that face. 'She. . .she probably died soon aftexsl born.'

"You don't believe that.'

'No. . .no, | don't.

'Why?'

Gemma shrugged. 'l think it's the way Dad spokehef, on the rare
occasions he did speak of her. He used to say,s'@h&ut, your mother".
Not. . .shewasa slut.'

‘That's splitting hairs, isn't it?'

'l suppose so, but it's what | feel. Sometimesiad has to go on is what one
feels.'

'Yes,"' Nathan said, nodding slowly. 'You're rigBiit sometimes, one feels
what onewantsto feel, not what is real.'

Gemma was still thinking about her mother beingealor dead, when
Nathan suddenly materialised in front of her, tgkiver shoulders in his
hands and pulling her hard against him.

'‘And what is it you can feel right now?' he rasped.

His hungry kiss cut off any answer she might hawerg his expertise
taking advantage of her slightly disorientatedestait mind. With all her



recent doubts tumbling through her mind, she begdattle against what
her body instinctively yearned, which was simplgitak against him and let
mindless desire take over. Valiantly, she held ¢leiffly in his arms,
resenting the way her lips automatically fell agarthis silkily seductive
tongue, the way her heartbeat revved up in tunie .

But he was too strong for her, too merciless, taowedgeable of her
body's weakness. She shivered when he trailedharsatender hand up and
down her spine while his other hand caressed h#odks. Slowly, he
pleated her skirt upwards till cool air met the dmgiween her top of her
stockings and her skimpy satin underwear. Whenfihgers found bare
flesh at the top of her thighs, then slipped uriderelastic of her panties and
began an intimate and highly expert exploratiom,defeat was inevitable.

Arousal surged its insidiously heated path along Jens, her memory

tempting her with how it felt when it was the fudingth of his desire

invading her, not those tantalising teasing fingatdong last, she moaned a
moan of a total and tortured surrender, and Nadfaae an answering growl
of triumph.

Tell me you love me," he whispered into her tremdplinouth.
'l love you,' she said. ObedientBlindly.
'Here, then," he demanded hoarsely. 'On the fladdow!

'Yes,' she agreed wildly, even as he was alreatiypginer down on to the
carpet and dragging at her underwear.

But later, as she lay beneath his sprawled bodyliatehed to the desire
draining from him in harsh dry gasps, Gemma hdtedoower Nathan had
to make her do and say things like some puppetsirirey. Was this love?
Or some other dark force? A darkly destructiveddiwat was like a summer
storm, full of heat and wild electricity, buildiramd building till it exploded
into a sudden and dramatic downpour.



But unlike a summer storm, after which the sun cauneand everything
was warm and clean and peaceful, Gemma didn‘twWaei, or clean, or
peaceful at that moment.

Nathan's weight rolled from her and she buriedfhes into the soft pile of
the carpet, cringing when he pulled her clotheklyaio place.

Il run you a bath,' he said from what seemedraylway away. He must
have stood up. It sounded as if he was fixing lothes. A zip was closed

abruptly.
'Please don't,’ came her muffled protest. 'ld.rdther have a shower.'
'Suit yourself. Call me when dinner's ready. Elih my study.’

Gemma flinched at the sound of the door closinglfirbehind him. Five
minutes later, she was standing under a hot sharyarg to wash every bit
of him from her body.



CHAPTER THREE

IN THE end, Ava was glad Byron had stayed the night gt€me's. It meant
he wasn't around to comment on her nervous stattlowing morning.

Ava didn't try to reason why Vince Morelli's comit@gmow their lawns at
nine o'clock should be putting her in such a tieer subconscious
understood the reason only too well. In fact, bensciousbrain wasn't

confused, either. This was as close as she wageireg to come to one of
her fantasies coming true.

She dithered over what she should wear. A glanceugih her bedroom
window showed the beginnings of a pleasant, ddligitmild spring day.
Sydney was sometimes at its best in September lamdfarecast had
predicted a top temperature of twenty degrees, hgkit sea breezes.

Ava pulled out a pair of lightweight black trousdlat she had bought
recently from her favourite boutique, favourite &ese it specialised in
fashion for big women, clever fashion that flatterand hid faults to
perfection.

Ava believed she had a lot of faults to hide, dedper now busier lifestyle's
having stripped quite a few pounds from her prestipwery tubby body
without her even trying. She'd had no time foridggt Not so much time,
either, for stuffing herself with all the junk fo®dhe usually craved.

So when she pulled on the black trousers the elastist didn't have to
nearly expire from stretching to get around herdl@dEyes widening with
surprise, she raced to inspect her semi-nakethsék full- length mirror on
the back of the wardrobe door, something she hddn& in donkey's ages.

What she saw startled, then thrilled her. Goodressyreally didn't look too
bad. Not exactly svelte, she thought ruefully as gimched the spare tyre
just above her waist. But her hips, bottom andhipad trimmed down
more than she'd realised. Must be all the runnp@nd down stairs she'd
been doing!



As for her bust. . .it was actually beginning tokdike abust instead of a
mammoth continuation of flesh from her neck toWwarst. She cupped her
breasts with her hands, lifting them and pressiegnt together. Now that
was acleavage she thought naughtily. Then dropped them whemtiaest
physical sensation shot through her. It was almesthough she'd had an
electric shock.

Ava's blue eyes widened when she noticed her rgpptanding erect,
goose-bumps having formed all over the pink cirelesind them.

She stared at them for ages before the compulsidmuch one finally
overpowered her natural shyness. Her finger sheakagpproached the taut
peak but it would not be denied. Contact brougktieked-in gasp. Ava
wasn't sure if she liked the feeling or not. Hergértip gently rolled the
pebble-like point and Ava felt her whole insidesitact.

My God! How could touching something up there mitkiegs happen down
there? But it did. It definitely did! Her eyes shand her lips fell softly
apartas she touched her nipple a second time.darhe thing happened.

What would it feel like if a man did this? she wened as her heart began to
beat faster. Maybe a gorgeous young ltalian namedevite. . .

A shudder of involuntary pleasure ripped through dred Ava's eyes shot
open, shame heating her cheeks. She had gonertdeafaoo far. She was
becoming wicked in her old age. This type of bebarvivas something she
had never indulged in before. Never! And she wagnttg to start now.

Flushed and flustered, she spun away from the minarying to drag on
her bra. The confining cotton and lace, howevept ker hotly aware of her
still erect nipples, and, much as she tried tellgself shevaswicked,
some secret part of herself revelled in this newntb sensuality. Finding
something to team with the black trousers becanbatde between her
outraged conscience and her baser instincts.

In the end, she realised none of her clothes wetg anyway, so she settled
for a multicoloured jacket- style blouse which tslidnming black panels
inserted in each side, black lapels and cuffs. Gitght design of the rest



was mostly in blues and yellows, with a dash ofeligieen. The buttons
were black.

Ava had found, since frequenting her favourite e and listening to the
advice of the salesgirls there, that separatesluiitty-line tops did wonders
for her short body, padded shoulders minimisinguseral tendency to look
top-heavy. She'd also been advised to wear really heels to give her
more height, but Ava thought that was tempting.f&bke had enough
trouble staying upright in flatties. But she comprised occasionally with
mid-height heels. Actually, her habitual clumsinés&l improved lately
with all the running around and physical tasks Glieen doing. Maybe
practice did make perfect.

Finally, Ava's attention turned to her face andr.h8he'd had her short
brown curly hair streaked a golden blonde for Jadedding, and it had
seemed to be a hit with everyone, if you coulddwditheir compliments.
Razor-cut short at the sides and back, the hasdrdsad left it longer on
top, a body perm giving her natural curls more aalability. It looked
equally well brushed back off her face, or witroétlg wavy fringe flopping
towards one eye.

Ava chose the former style that morning, then pedeel to make up her face
with more attention than she had in years at that bf the day. Some navy
blue eyeshadow around her eyes deepened theit Iatiggn colour to rich
sapphire, especially once she stroked layers okbteascara along her long
curly lashes.

That was one area of her looks where she had teaeell as Byron, Ava
thought. Her eyes. Her mouth was passable astieligh it wouldn't have
lookedany good on a man. It was small, with a bow-shapedifppnd a

softly full bottom lip. It was the mouth of a chil®r a southern belle.
Slightly pouty. Ava decided for the first time thdaty that she rather liked it.
She glossed it in generously with a deep coralitibshat had a high lustre.

Her double chin, though, did not find favour, evlelh wasn't as jowly as it
had been a few weeks ago. Ava turned side onppattupwards, but it still
drooped down when she stopped. Sighing, she sehticleigh her box of
earrings for something that would distract from jagrline without looking



too ridiculous in the daytime. She settled on dropthe same lime-green
that was in the jacket.

Her level of nervous excitement precluded breakthstuugh she did have a
couple of cups of coffee before settling down ionfrof the television to
wait for nine o'clock to come round. The gates wadready open and she
was beyond housework. There wasn't much to be doyeay, what with
Byron having spent the night elsewhere.

Which reminded her. . .

Ava jumped up and hurried out into the kitchen awmer to the noticeboard
on the wall where Melanie had always jotted dowmingler notices and
messages. Picking up the attached pen, Ava wrd@& RIP BYRON'S
SUIT FROM THE DRY CLEANERS in big bold letters.

There, she thought smugly as she slotted the pek inégo place. That
should do it!

Ava was on her way back to the family-room whentsk&rd the sound of a
vehicle crunching to a halt on the gravel drivevaathe side of the house. A
quick glance at the kitchen showed less than ateitaunine. It seemed Mr
Morelli was either habitually punctual, or he waht® make a good

impression on the first day.

Ava didn't care either way. She was simply glad llown up at all!
Tradesmen didn't have the best reputation in thédwor doing that these
days.

Her relief was short-lived, however, quickly remdcby a fluttering
stomach and a whirling head. Maybe fantasies wast kept in the
imagination. What if Mr Morelli proved to be a ddfal disappointment in
the looks department —five feet two inches tallthwa portly belly and a
droopy moustache?

Most unlikely, she decided with a ruthless logiatteurprised her. Would
his mother have reacted as she had on the telepasinaight if her son
didn't have women throwing themselves at him invds® No, Vincente



Morelli was going to be good-looking all right. Awauld see him now.
Tall, with black wavy hair, flashing black eyes amdruelly sensual mouth
that lifted at the corner when he smiled his coséiguctive smile.

She knew the type. Their glamorous images hadifthe screen in all those
Italian films she'd gobbled up over the years, dhes with subtitles and
darkly handsome heroes —often in period costume e-srhouldered at
fan-holding heroines across the palatial rooms diteswalled villas
overlooking a crystalline blue sea.

Ava sighed. How she adored those movies!

The side doorbell rang, and Ava froze. Oh, God. . .

The doorbell rang a second time eventually andateed her jelly-like legs

to move in the direction of the - sound, to makevay past the laundry and
around the corner to the left where the corridateshabruptly in a white

wooden door. Steeling herself, Ava clasped thesbkasb, turned it then
wrenched open the door.

Ava tried hard not to stare.

The man standing a few feet from the side door Wwasmkly handsome at
all.

Because he simply wasn't dark. Other than thaastrndsome. Incredibly
So.

'M. . .Mr Morelli?' she queried, her still stunneges rolling over his light
brown wavy hair, golden bronzed skin and velvetAbr@yes.

That's me,' he replied quite curtly, those sameetetyes hardening for
some reason as they flicked over her. 'l takeutrgathe lady | spoke to last
night? Miss Whitmore?'

'Yes. . .yes, I'm Ava Whitmore.'



'‘God, | should have known better,’ he muttered ure breath before
sighing a disgruntled sigh then arching his letlapw at her.

Ava blinked back at him.

'l suppose you'll want me to call you Ava," he wemtwvith the most peculiar
note in his voice. If she didn't know better shbldk he was being sarcastic.
As for the way he was looking at her. . .there gamething oddly
contemptuous in it.

She frowned her confusion. 'Will I?* she said blgnk

He stared at her for a long moment before frowrhingself. Ava found
herself noting the details of his face, now that thitial shock of being
confronted by such a gorgeous creature was receding

He had a big face, feature for feature. A man's,fatominated by a
stubbornly square chin complete with cleft in thidaife. It would have been
a hard face if it hadn't been for those incrediyles and that full, slightly
feminine bottom lip which was protruding at the nmearhin a pensive pout.
His blackly brooding expression brought her bachkisoodd comment.

You. . .you can call me Miss Whitmore,' she oftetentatively, 'if you'd
prefer.’

His smile, when it came, wasn't anything like thoseckingly cynical ones

her fantasy men always delivered. It was wide dashing, reaching right

up to his eyes which twinkled down at her in somerast amusement.
Smiling, he looked about twenty-five, but her guess that he was a good
few years older.

'‘No. Ava itis. I'm glad we got that sorted out.’
What sorted ot she wondered.
"You were certainly right when you said you haataof lawn,' he went on

after a brief glance around. 'I'll be lucky to lo@ghed by lunchtime. Well,
I'd better get started. Nothing will get done if stand around chatting all



day. I'll knock when [I've finished." Throwing heffiaal fleeting smile, he
turned and began striding towards the combi-vakguhunder the elm that
shaded that side of the house.

'Mr Morelli," Ava called out.

He spun round, and she could have sworn a darkessgiclouded his eyes
for a second. 'Yes?'

'l. . .1 have to go out later for a while. But losild be back before noon.
Would you rather | pay you now just in case yousfinearlier than you
expect?'

T can't see my doing that. Besides, | won't knovatwtie charge till I'm
finished. And could we make it Vince? My father wasMorelli.'

'Vince,' she repeated, much preferring the romastinding Vincente his
mother had called him the previous evening. Yetriame did suit him. It
was a strong name. And very male. Just like him.

Your father's passed on?' she asked gently, natingato finish their
conversation just yet. Or was it that she didn'htia stop looking at him
just yet?

There was certainly plenty to look at in his lawmowing garb of
chest-hugging white T-shirt and washed-out blueageadoth of which
lovingly followed every contour of his macho andyenuscular body.

Not that he was muscle-bound. Just superbly tomeldh@ned. And very
watchable.

'Eight years now,' he admitted, if a little reludty. 'He was a good man. |
miss him.'

When he didn't follow this up with any question®abher own father or
family, Ava got the hint. He wanted to get on wiiils work, not make idle
chitchat. She began to feel self-conscious, natéation a little guilty.



'I'm sure you do,' she murmured. 'Look, | won'tchgbu up any further.
Ring the bell here when you're finished.’

Right."

Despite her resolve to dash inside and stop ma&immptential fool of
herself, Ava stayed standing on the doorstep, wagcin dry-mouthed
fascination while Vince slid open the side-doottlod van and lifted out a
lawn-mower, then an edger, both heavy items, bti ptaced on to the
grass without undue effort. When he noticed hdrtbtere, he threw her a
puzzled look. 'Is there something | can do for ydwe?asked, that peculiar
wariness back in his eyes.

She blushed at the thought that automaticallyistid her mind. God, but
she was shameless today. Simply shameless!

'l. . .1 was just wondering what the ladder was'felne improvised wildly,
indicating the extension ladder roped to the rdohean. . .how often would
you need a ladder to mow lawns?'

‘Not ever as | recall. But we Morellis don't jusbwlawns.' And he pointed
to the sign on the side of the vaviorellis House and Grounds Maintenance
Servicé 'We wash windows and clean out gutters and paofs and keep
swimming pools crystal-clear, as well as all marwfdrandyman jobs.’

"You do? Oh. . .oh, that's good then, becauseumm\se need most of those
things done around here.'

Vince's laugh was dry. 'Well, | can't do them adlday. Fact is | can only give
you this morning. I've already had to shuffle mymal schedule around
like crazy to fit you in because you sounded pretesperate on the
telephone last night. But I'll put you down as argpcleaning client and
line up one of my brothers to come over and tatkéerest on a regular
basis. Will that be all right?’

'l suppose so. . Why did she have to sound liketl@ ¢irl whose daddy had
just said he couldn't make it home for her birtitlay



'‘We'll talk about it after I've finished the mowin®K?' Vince said
brusquely. 'l really must get started.’

'Yes. . .yes, of course.’

Ava forced herself to go back inside but almost edmately she dashed
upstairs and went round all the windows, seeingtwvbne gave her the best
unimpeded view of Vince Morelli mowing. Her own &to won hands
down for the back lawn, but she ' would have totweninto Irene's old
bedroom once Vince moved round to the front. Aimidating thought, and
one she pushed aside since he was thankfullyrgjasti the back lawn.

How utterly gorgeous he was, she sighed as shd spidim through the
lace curtains. She could keep looking at him farre@n end. Gradually, her
earlier thought about going to pick up Byron's diganing this morning was
pushed aside.

The sound of the telephone ringing first startleeht annoyed Ava. It
seemed fate didn't even want to allow her the hessmbleasure of just
looking at a real live fantasy man.

Muttering, she hurried out into the hallway, wheéhey kept an upstairs
extension on a marble-topped cedar console thath@aatthe one in the
foyer downstairs. She couldn't imagine who it colokdringing her at this
early hour.

'Yes?'

'‘Ava? Is that you?'

'Of course it's me, Byron," she snapped irritai§ho else would it be?'

'Lord only knows. It just didn't sound like you farmoment. You sounded
all breathless, as if you'd been running."'

'Maybe I've taken up jogging.'

'‘Are you being sarcastic? Ava, what's got into aaly?'



'‘Maybe I'm growing up at long last, Byron,"' sheureed, pleased with
herself for standing up to her domineering brothéfhat is it that you
wanted, anyway?'

'What? Oh —er —I| wanted to remind you to pick up sayt from the dry
cleaners. Catherine and | are going to the opeferiday night.’

'It's only Wednesday.'

'Yes. well, better safe than sorry, wouldn't yoy>s@ame his dry remark.
"You've got a memory like a sieve.'

Ava bristled. T can't go today. I'll go tomorrow.'
'Why can't you go today?' he demanded to know.

Ava was going to invent some white lie but at et lsecond another spurt
of defiance had her deciding to tell the truth —part. ‘I have a man here
mowing the lawns,' she stated firmly. 'And whersHglished | want to be
here to talk to him about getting some other jobeedthat need doing
around Belleview.'

‘The man's here mowing the lawns? Owadnesday®oesn't he always
come on a Monday?'

‘The last chap did. | got rid of him and hired som&new, someone who's a
bit more. . .versatile.' Ava was glad Byron coulcee the fierce blush that
zoomed into her cheeks at that moment, or the amgalaoughts that entered
her head. She wondered if 'versatile' had everthaidsort of connotation
before.

"You hired someoneew?'Byron huffed and puffed. 'And you didn't discuss
it with mefirst?'

Ava counted to ten before replying. 'Melanie woltlthave had to discuss
such a thing with you. Why should 1?'



'Melanie was competent at that type of thing,' teewed. "Whereas you're. .
.you're. . .'

‘Just as competent,” Ava argued, though her vadedegun to shake. 'Or |
will be soon, if you keep your bib out of thingsdagive me a fair go!

‘Aval’
'Oh, do stop "Ava"-ing me, Byron! It's beginningdgive me the pip.'
‘The pip?'

'‘And stop repeating everything | say. Look, | kngeu think I'm a
nincompoop. You've told me often enough. But yowreng. I'm quite
intelligent, really.’

'Well, of course you are. You're a Whitmore!'

'‘Not to mention your sister,' she reminded him pedty. If there was one
thing Byron could be relied upon, it was standipgfor the family name.
Nevertheless, Ava decided to change the subjea. \&s still rather
sensitive when it came to his and other peoplalsap of her intelligence,
not to mention competence.

'Did you have a pleasant evening?' she askedfdwlfiul of hearing news
she didn't want to hear. She knew Byron had bem#lysince everyone had
married and moved out of Belleview, but the thoughCatherine as her
sister-in-law made Ava want to puke.

'Quite pleasant, thank you.'

Ava wasn't sure if her brother's stiff reply waghictance to admit, even to
his sister, that he was sleeping with that womaeyaence that the evening
had not gone all that well. She prayed the lattas whe case. Doubtful,
though, since they were off to the opera togethéwd days.



'‘Now look, Ava,' Byron resumed abruptly. 'Aboutstimew fellow you hired
to work around the place. What do you know abomot™l mean, how did
you find him?'

'He came highly recommended," Ava lied outrageousliease give me
credit for some common sense.’

Silence from the other end.

'l must go, Byron. | think Mr Morelli's finished bthe back and | want to
make sure he trims the weeds around the terraceebbe starts on the
front.'

"You. . .you certainly seem to have everythingandh'
'l do. Goodbye, Byron.’
'‘B-bye. . .

Ava smiled as she hung up, never having heard Bgoumd so hesitant
when speaking to her.

She was still smiling when she walked downstaird mrade her way out
through the sliding glass doors of the family-rotmnthe back terrace, intent
on doing exactly what she'd told Byron she was géindo.

Perhaps she wasn't watching where she was goimgydeweresearching
for her fantasy man. Perhaps it was the unaccustdreels that were her
undoing. Whatever, she caught her heel in somethinghed forward, then
totally lost her balance.

Her fall might have been relatively harmless ifiadn't been for the heavy
wooden outdoor furniture just in front of her. Aseswent down her head
connected with a sharp corner of the table. Shawdpd down on to the
cobblestones, totally winded yet seemingly othesvidd. But as she lifted
her head, blood began to pour forth from her foaeha large drops.

Drip. Drip. Drip.



Ava stared down at the growing red puddle. It way ovhen she
straightened and it began to run down into her gyatsshe screamed.



CHAPTER FOUR
'‘Goob God, what happened®ell!’

Ava couldn't really see. But she could hear theckhno Vince Morelli's
voice. Suddenly, something soft was being pressad lagainst her
forehead and her knees were crumpling. Yet she'tdsthike ground this
time. Strong arms scooped her up and gently laidlben on some nearby
freshly mown grass.

"You're lucky | heard you scream,” he mutteredwtluldn't have if the
mower had been going, but I'd stopped it to do sofrike edges. Put your
hand here while | mop some of this blood out ofryeyes.’

He placed her hand over the mound of soft matt#rélhe'd pressed against
her forehead. 'Keep it firm," he advised. 'lt'tsthe bleeding.’

He began dabbing gently around her eyes. She blimaly to find Vince
leaning over her, a bloodstained handkerchiefsnhland, a concerned look
on his face, and not a stitch on above the waistwiHite T-shirt was, at that
moment, pressed against her forehead, but it todkwa dry-mouthed
moments for Ava's -befuddled brain to reach thisctgsion, but once she
did. she gasped, her fingers lifting.

'Your shirt! It'll be ruined.'

'Stuff the shirt. Keep pressing hard for a litt@der," he insisted, covering
her hand with his and exerting gentle but firm ptes. Ava could feel the
calluses on his palm against the back of her handaaldly it was this

awareness more than his beautiful bare chest that a shudder
reverberating right through her.

'What happened?' he asked. 'Did you trip over Soimg?'
Ava's whole chest contracted as a huge wave ofajistiwoded in. Of

course she had trippednd fallen. And hit her head. Clumsy-clot Ava
strikes again!



Tears filled her eyes.

'Hey! Don't cry. You'll be all right. Head woundbvays bleed like mad.
You should have seen me one day when a bloke ddappeck on my head.
| thought | was a goner by the amount of blood,valoen it was all cleaned
away the actual damage was quite small. I'll betweoonly got a little nick.

Still, 1 think I'd better carry you inside. You'rawfully pale. Shock,

probably. Is there anyone else at home?'

'No. No one.'

He picked her up as if she were a feather, Av&bimup at him in awe as
he carried her through the sliding glass doorslgthfrom the back terrace
into the family-room. He lowered her carefully anthe  largest of the
leather loungers. "There we are. Now, no faintingre."

'No,' she croaked.

'‘Good girl." His gentle hand on her shoulder pliss doothing smile did
amazing things to her already squelchy stomachiigig she closed her
eyes.

'Do you want me to call your doctor?' he asked.

The thought of old Dr Handcock tut-tutting over gebther of her accidents
filled Ava with dismay. Her shudder must have bgtthher reluctance for
Vince said, 'You probably don't need one. As | shalore, you'll be
surprised how small that cut will turn out to béill Sl think you could do
with a nip of brandy," he said firmly. 'Where shbuilook, Ava? You must
have some brandy around here somewhere.'

Her eyes fluttered open. There. . .there's sontigeimrawing-room.’

He glanced around the huge family-room with itsesal exits. "Which
way's the drawing-room?’



'‘Out there.' She pointed to the door leading dwottime main downstairs hall.
Turn right and it's the second door along on tightr There's a large
rosewood drinks cabinet over against the far waidli. . .you can't miss it.’

'Right. You stay right there, madam. No doing thedango while I'm gone
either.’

This brought some low laughter from her lips. Bot sooner had Vince
disappeared than the tears started anew; rollifity stown her cheeks. He
was probably right about her being in shock. Sulidehe just couldn't stop
crying, no matter how hard she tried.

'‘Now what's all this about?' Vince cajoled gentligen he returned to sit
beside her, a half-filled glass in his left hankfi you laughing and | come
back to find you crying again. Just as well | briougou a hefty slug of
brandy. You obviously need it." Sliding a largerpainderneath her neck, he
tenderly tilted her head upwards till her quiverbajtom lip found the edge
of the glass. 'Open up, Ava, and take a good gulp."'

She did exactly as she was told, though it madepletter a bit.
'‘Another.' he ordered.

This time, the brandy slid down smoothly.

‘Again. . .’

Her wet lashes fluttered surprise up at him andreiarning look was
reproachful.

'‘Ava, you bad girl," he rebuked, though with humiouris voice. 'If | wanted
to have my wicked way with you, | certainly wouldpick now, would 1?'

Or any other time for that matter, Ava thought klgaHe was just being
funny, trying to cheer her up. But instead of beahgered, a depression
settled deep in her heart. A man as stunningly dooking as Vince would
never want to have his wicked way, or asthier way, with someone like
her. Not in a million years.



Suddenly, she became very conscious of his largaghand cradling the
back of her head, of his half- naked body leaningr ther. He was so close
and so overwhelmingly male that Ava's heart autarally began to beat
madly in her chest.

She found her schoolgirl reaction humiliating i textreme. What a fool
she was, a silly stupid fat fool!

But she couldn't seem to help her rising pulse-aatemore than she could
help all the futile fantasies this man had evokedesthe moment she'd
called him the previous evening. In desperatior, ghlped down some
more brandy, hoping that would bring if not totangoosure, then some
Dutch courage with which to handle this highly eméssing situation.

'l think you've had enough,' he warned when shet ¥eedrink some more.
'No point in getting tipsy now that you've got yaatour back in your face.'

Ava didn't doubt it. Her cheeks felt as if they eiéurning upShefelt like
she was burning up.

Vince placed the near-empty glass down on the ed#ble then turned
back with a serious look gathering on his handstawe. 'l think it's time |
had a look at what you've done to this head of glour Yes, just lie back,
close your eyes and try to relax. . . I'm surenvthing too bad. . .’

Ava's eye-closing had nothing to do with Vince'sieg and everything to
do with not wanting to look upon his naked chestlanger. Never had she
seen a man's shape so perfect, both in structule paoportion. His
handsome face was distracting enough. His bodyskasr male beauty,
compelling her to wonder what it might be like tmspess such a man, to be
able to touch him at will. And have him touch her.

Ava had no personal experience to fall back on i+ amind full of images
from movies she had seen and books she had read shdwas positive
that making love with Vince would be a magical exgace. Not that that
magical experience would ever be hers.



A strangled sob punched from her throat just agjingerly lifted the
rolled-up T-shirt from her head.

'What is it? Did | hurt you?'

Her eyes flung wide open and when she saw his conicgtruck Ava what a
self-pitying self-absorbed selfish creature she waasing into. Here was
this man. being so sweet and kind and generouswhatwas she doing?
Mooning over some pathetic fantasy which was smtdrof whack from
reality that it wasn't worth evethinkingabout, let alone getting upset over.
If every plump, homely woman succumbed to tears andrippling
depression every time a gorgeous man wasn't atracther, then the world
would have ground to a halt years ago.

Get real, Ava, she berated herself sternly. Andlymurself together!
Self-disgust had her finding some inner steel ag last.
‘Not really," she said with an apologetic smilen just a big baby.’

'‘Aren't we all at times like this?' he teased gernty mother says I'm
a-dreadful patient. | never catch a simple cola. dlways dying with the
flu!’

Ava's heart flipped over at his engaging grin. Sbethed herself with the
knowledge that no woman could be completely immtoneharm like this,
let alone a love-starved spinster like herself.

‘Let's see now,' Vince was saying. 'Yes, just sisspected. Not too bad at
all. 1 don't think it'll need stitches. Fortunateitys behind your hairline so
there won't be any visible scar. Still, some desttihg wouldn't go astray.
You'd better direct me to your medicine cabinet.ofposed to the drinks
one this time," he added with another of his hstpping smiles.

Ava swallowed before finding a relatively calm weicMelanie kept a
first-aid kit in the kitchen somewhere, « but I'otisure exactly where. . .'

'Who's Melanie? Your sister?"



'‘No, | don't have any sisters. There's just myheoand me. Melanie was
our previous housekeeper.’

'Previous, as in passed away?' he asked tentatively

'‘Goodness, no. She left to get married a few wagks|'ve been trying to do
her job ever since. Not altogether successfullynynbig brother's opinion,’
she finished with a weary sigh.

'‘Much as | have sympathy for big brothers, Ava —ingeone of the poor
misunderstood brigade myself— yours does sounghd pain in the neck. |
have a feeling he and | wouldn't get along too w&fill, | doubt we'll have
to worry about that, will we? Now, where else babrhewhere in the
kitchen" do you keep disinfectant in this palace?’

There's some in my bathroom upstairs, but itt's.. i

'Upstairs,’ he finished drily before grinning agdivo trouble. Upstairs we

go!" Vince jumped to his feet, scooped her up ini® arms and began
carrying her in the right direction. T know whehe tstairs are," he explained
blithely. 'Saw them on my journey to the drawingio'

'You can't carry me all that way!" Ava protesteddihlessly. The stairs go
on forever, and my rooms are right at the backeftouse, and I. . .I'm too
heavy!

Vince's expression was startled. 'Yod@avy? Good grief, Ava, you're a
tiny little thing.'

'In height maybe,' she muttered miserably. 'Butimeteight.’

'So you're not anorexic. Believe me, that's a jpleashange these days.
Besides, Italian men like their women nicely routhd#idn't you know that?'
He looked down at her, brown eyes twinkling.

Ava stiffened in his arms, knowing he was just begpolite and hating the
way her silly heart had leapt with his cavalierupb patently false flattery.
If she wasn't careful here, she might stupidlytdtanking there was more



behind Vince's words than mere kindness, which suasly the way to a
broken heart.

Vince made his way carefully up the sweeping masbéercase without
appearing to notice her emotional discomfort, Ipigasent ease of carrying
her making her concede that she certainly coulends fat as she once was.
But she was still carrying far too many pounds. Eiew it and nothing he
could say would change the truth.

"You said your room was down the back here?' heschskhen they
were-halfway down the upstairs hall. 'Which door?'

The last on the right.’

Amazingly, he supported her with one arm while innéd the knob and
pushed open the door to her studio.

‘Just put me on that divan over there,' she sugdeshuddering with relief
as his arms finally slid out from under her. Wherrblled his shoulders on
straightening, flexing one of his hands, she kniesveffort of carrying her
upstairs and opening that door without dropping teat been far greater
than he'd made it look, the mortifying realisatroaking her shrink inside.

Yet at the same time something hardened within henew iron-clad
determination finally to do something about hergitand body. She would
not only lose a good femore pounds, she would exercise and tone up all
the flabby flesh she'd abused and neglected oweydrs. Byron's gym
downstairs had everything she needed. It was jortteer of application and
discipline. Come tomorrow she would start!

But she would not do it for any man, came her secastonishing
resolution, not even Vince. She would do it fordedft Never again was she
going to feel as rotten as she did at this montemtnow, however, all she
wanted was for him to go, so that she wouldn't tavendure any more of
his bittersweet pity.



'I'm sure I'll be all right now," she began shakilycan get the disinfectant
myself. Thank you for all your help, Vince. You'lveen most kind but you.
. .you'd better get back to your mowing,.'

'Don't be ridiculous, Ava. | couldn't possibly dat. I'd worry all the time
that you were passed out on the floor up here.thldomowing can wait a
while longer. The lawns aren't going anywhereddithem later.’

'‘But. . .but you said you could only give me thisrming?"'

‘That was before your accident. Accidents forceppedo rearrange their
priorities, and you, Ava, have become priority n@mbne for me today. I'll

ring up and cancel what | had on this afternoothst | can stay here and
look after you till you're fit to look after yourée

'‘But. . .but. . .

'Don't argue with an Italian man, Ava. It leadsntihing but a sore throat
and total frustration. We're well known for being stubborn as mules,
especially when we know we're right. Come now ttetinued with a drily

amused note in his voice. 'You wouldn't really estpme to leave you to
fend for yourself in this death-trap, would you?'

'D-death trap?’

'‘God. yes. Never been in a house with so many shiocknock into or so
many slippery floors, not to mention all those eimas marble stairs.
They're downright dangerous.’

'It's Italian marble,’ she pointed out, not sure if she wa#iedrihat someone
else found the house an accident waiting to happrepigued that he was
criticising Belleview, which was considered onetbé finest homes in
Sydney. 'Italian marble is the best in the world!

'Quite a lot of things Italian are the best in warld," he said with a wicked
glitter in his eyes, 'but that doesn't mean thaytdae dangerous if used
incorrectly.’



'Most people don't have trouble with the staitse’' ;iumbled. 'Only me. . .’
'What do you mean, only you? | had the devil ofile keeping my footing.'
'Only because you were carrying me.'

Her disgruntled tone brought a dark glance and wbeld have given
anything to know what he was thinking. '‘Now lookéyéAva,’ he said after a
few seconds' black silence. 'If |1 say the staies gamned dangerous then
they are! Look, why don't you have a carpet stup up the middle and
along that hallway outside? A deep blue would geelyi with all the grey
and white. Match those pretty blue eyes of youecs' tohe added, looking
straight in those eyes with something close to eation.

Ava gulped in an attempt to control her over-the-pbeasure at this new
compliment which she couldn't entirely dismisst 8id have pretty blue
eyes. Her view of her appearance was not so jaeddltat she refused to
acknowledge her one good asset. But surely pretgydyes weren't enough
to attract a man like Vince.

Confusion reigned supreme in her heatrt till sheorpad that even if Vince
didn't look like a typical Italian lover-boy, he was quite abfe of acting
like one. No doubt flattery for females flowed frdms lips quite easily, and
without great thought to their effect. Still, sheutdn't help pinking with
pleasure at his comment, which brought anotherpsigéance. Clearly,
Vince Morelli wasn't used to women blushing attoissed-off lines.

. . .1 don't think Byron would approve of my clgarg the decor around
here," she said lamely.

That brother of yours is beginning to sound likeogre! But enough of him
for now. If we don't clean and disinfect that cabs, it will form a scab.
Where's the bathroom you told me about?’

‘Through that door."

Ten minutes later, Ava's wound had been gentlyelzpertly administered
to, she had taken two aspirin Vince had also faarttie bathroom cabinet



and was lying back on the roomy old divan restwalgile Vince was out in
the hallway, making a couple of phone calls. AnrtHer protests over the
time he was wasting on her had been ruthlesslyidsgd and Ava finally
decided to wallow in this one-time experience dheosseted by the sort
of man who had previously only existed for her imavie or in her mind.

She was not foolish enough to think there was angthehind it but a quirk
of fate. And she knew that when today was over thgie spent together
was going to be nothing but a pleasant memory. &med already told her
that this was the one and only time he'd be mowardawns. In future, one
of his younger brothers would be mowing them, a$ ageany of the other
chores she needed doing around Belleview. Butvhe going to finish
mowing her lawns later today. He'd promised. Mealeafbr the rest of the
morning he seemed prepared to pander to her evang.w

Everything's fine," he announced on returning eogtudio. 'I'm free for the
entire day.'

"You shouldn't be putting yourself out so much¢ said, though not
meaning a word of it. 'l could have called Byrore'dHhave come home to
look after me. Or sent someone round. . .'

'Don't be silly. I'm rather enjoying playing Goodr&aritan. It's not my usual
role, | can assure you.'

'‘Oh? What's your usual role?

He laughed. God, he had a beautiful laugh. Andautiell smile. And a
beautiful everything. Sometimes life could be staimAva thought with a
sudden stab of pain.

'Probably something akin to your Byron,' he saiefully. ‘My family says
I've become a tyrant in the years since Dad diéeyThink the power has
gone to my head.’

Ava frowned. 'The power? What power? What do theam?'



He shrugged. 'Being head of the family, | suppbtsing to be responsible.
To make decisions. Whatever. By the way, sinceglximg to be here for a
few hours, you wouldn't have a T-shirt | could loevy would you?'

Ava couldn't very well tell him that she would muetther he stay exactly as
he was. With his request, her eyes automaticallyt wehis bare chest, one
last hungry glance encompassing everything from glogious bronzed
colour to the rippling muscles to the arrow of gmicturls that directed her
gaze down to the flat planes of his stomach, noteation the cheeky navel
peeping above the waistband of his almost indegéigtit jeans.

Ava stopped her wandering eyes right there, butcshad not stop her
imagination, or the heat creeping up her neck atalher face. 'Of course,’
she said hurriedly, hoping Vince was interpretingr migh colour as
embarrassment and not what it really was.

'I'm sorry," she went on hastily. 'l didn't thirkkshould have offered you
something to put on before. I'm really sorry. . .'

'‘No, I'm-the one who's sorry. I've embarrassed you by brghgrour
attention to my half-dressed state.' His sigh slibvegret, his expression
similarly apologetic. "You're a genuine lady, Avalfvhore, and you make
me feel a heel.’

‘A. . .a heel?

'For the way | spoke to you when | first arrivedf to mention the things |
thought.’

'What did you think?" Ava asked, both puzzled anidgued.

'Damn, but it's hard to explain without soundingredibly arrogant. . ." he
groaned at the bewildered look on her face. 'Oak &b those innocent eyes
should have told me the truth but | guess I've bexoynical over the years.
And youdid waylay me with one of the usually reliable warnsgigns.'

Warning signs? Warning signs for what?



Her eyes widened further.
'l jumped to conclusions and | damned well shotldave. I'm really sorry.’

Ava's confusion and curiosity made her speak outh wa most
uncharacteristic impatience. 'Vince! For pity's esaktop apologising and
just tell me the truth, whatever it is.'

‘All right, all right, I'm simply trying not to shek or offend you, that's all. |
can see how far off the mark 1 was now. | guessd'fittle rusty at
recognising the truth now that I'm not mowing lavamy more.’

He wasn't? Ava wondered what he was doing hera, thd she didn't like
to distract him at this moment by asking. Thereen@r more important
things to find out.

"You've got no idea, Ava,' he continued with a grom of distaste, 'just how
many bored and neglected rich women there are drSydney, and a lot of
them look upon men like me as easy meat."'

'Easy meat?' she repeated with a suddenly dry mouth

‘There must be a type of grapevine among some ayh,thhe swept on,
ignoring her raspy murmur. 'These women find ouictvtof the tradesmen
working in their area are young and reasonablyaetitre, then they
deliberately go out of their way to hire you. Thstfsign you have that your
primary function in being there isot to fix the taps or mow the lawns or
clean the pool is when they answer the door fhstgt in the morning all
glammed up. Full make-up, jewellery, perfume, sewyhes, the works!

Ava's mouth went dry when she thought of her atiento her appearance
that morning, and the way Vince had looked her avleen she'd answered
the door. She recalled the coldness that had cotoéis eyes, then his later
flashes of wariness. My God, he actually had thobdgha while that she. .

that she. . .

‘Then' he stated with a contemptuous curl of his tppthey purr at you to
call them by their first names, they hang arounthsd you're within view



all the time and finally, when you're finished, yhtey to get you to come
inside or stay longer on some thinly veiled preté&ttey offer you a cool
drink, or the use of the shower. I've even had teaggest a refreshing dip
in their pool. But believe me, you're not expediedo any of those things
alone, and if you're stupid enough to fall for mfi¢hose lines then you've
crossedan invisible line, and you're not expected to &N the lady of the
house is well satisfied with your services. If yoo leave, you lose that
client pretty damned quickly!

'R-really?' Ava croaked out, not sure if she wasckbd or fascinated that
there were women in this world who actually mad@rtfantasies come true.
Of course, she didn't condone such tacky and imnbefzaviour, but it did
have a certain appalling appeal.

'Really," he confirmed. 'Which is why when you aeswd the door looking
so smart at nine o'clock this morning, | thought. He broke off with a
shrug. 'Yes, well, I've already apologised for wh#tought and now that
you understand why | thought what | thought, | kwee'll finish with that

unfortunate topic, don't you?"

All he could do was nod.

His smile seemed relieved, as though he was glgédttthat off his chest, his
still deliciously bare chest. Ava started wonderiinige'd ever accepted any
of those women's offers, if he'd ever crossedlthet but she didn't dare ask
him. His derision over their behaviour suggesteat tie hadn't, but when
that scathing remark of his mother's popped batk ver head Ava had

second thoughts. What ladies' beds had Mrs Mobelén referring to?

Regular girlfriends, or some of his rich-bitch wamemployers?

Ava's gaze focused once more on Vince's semi-nuale body and she
swallowed convulsively. Clearly, it was in the irgsts of her sanity if he put
something onPronto!

She sat up, swinging her feet over the side ofithan.

'What in hell do you think you're doing?' Vince gted, rushing over to
pick up her sandalled feet and place them back evhieey came from.



"You're not ready to get up yet. Lie back down. Aod shouldn't have these
stillon. ..

Ava froze when he started removing her sandalirgyiner teeth each time
his fingers brushed against her flesh.

‘There's blood on this one," he said brusquely.wBsh it for you." He

glanced up at her, eyes narrowing. There are sqis of blood on your
top too. We'd better get it off as well and I'le&at in cold water. Blood can
be the devil to get out if you let it set in foottong. I'll just go and find you
something to change into.'

'Oh, but you can't! Imean. . .I. . .I...

He sighed at her obvious fluster, her reaction segno exasperate him
mildly. 'Really, Ava, | realise you might not bedteon my rifling through
your drawers but this is no time for excessive nsbdeAgreed? Not only
that, | have to find something for myself. | presupou have some of those
one-size-fits- all T-shirts among your clothes?'&ie back to nodding. Her
T-shirts would easily go around his broad shouldeis chest.

'‘Good. That is your bedroom on the other side efa#throom, isn't it?"
Another nod.

'l thought as much. You just lie here and resgtbélback shortly. You won't
jump up the moment | turn my back, will you?'

She shook her head.
'Lost your voice, have you?' he teased softly.

Her smile was pained. She had an awful feelingdslost more than her
voice. She just might have lost her heart as well.

'When | get back we'll see if we can find it agdimant to know all about
you, Ava Whitmore,' he said warningly, beautifubWwn eyes glancing
around the studio. 'You're a very intriguing laBwt most of all | want to



know what's behind those mysterious damned canvasaeked up against
that wall over there!"



CHAPTER FIVE

A comBINATION of cold common sense and healthy cynicism canmtéeo
rescue of Ava's heart while Vince was absent frobenrbom. This wasn't
love, she told herself sternly. It was fascinatibrfatuation. Desperation
and frustration. Not only was Vince Morelli a wallgidreamboat, a fantasy
in the flesh, a real live Latin lover, he was dilse first man in years to be
this nice to her. So of course she was smittenifyy Any idiot woman
would have been, but especidilgr brand of idiot who was already besotted
with Iltalians anyway.

So Ava lay there on the divan, bravely determinetta harbour any false
hopes where Vince's excessive attentions were ooede She was well

aware that her unfortunate — or was it fortunatesteident had sparked an
uncharacteristic Sir Galahad instinct in him whioh was unexpectedly
enjoying. Hadn't he virtually said as much? Butvdguldn't last. Dreams

never, did. Neither did fantasies. There alwaysednat awful moment

when one woke up and reality returned.

Her stomach curled over when Vince reappeared.btssk T-shirts had
never looked anything like that drer.

‘This do for you?' he asked, holding out a thankfalimming black and
white striped shirt that had been one of the mayssin her casual wardrobe
for years.

'Fine," she said, taking it from his outstretchadd 'Could you —er —turn
away while | change?' The thought of him seeingtwha was hiding under
her clever clothes made her shudder inside.

'Of course," he agreed, though Ava thought shectigtea hint of dry
amusement in his eyes as he turned away. No dailiba many of the
women he knew wanted his eyes averted from thedielso And neither
would she. . .if she felt for a moment he couldklapon her semi-bared
flesh with admiration and not revulsion.

Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of her jackatl she almost swore at
her clumsiness in doing such a simple task as remg@ne top and putting



on another. Her eyes kept darting to Vince's bizsk. So nervous was she
that he might turn around before she was finishatl when he did make a
sudden move, she gasped. But he kept his backrtashee walked across
the studio floor towards the stack of unfinishagthed-around paintings

leaning against the far wall. 'Do you mind if | leaarlook at these?' he threw
back over his shoulder.

She did. But if she said so, he might stop and amound and she was only
just now struggling into the black and white blausener defence, it wasn't
easy undressing and dressing half lying down arel teddn't done the

buttons up yet. 'Not at all,’ she said breathlegalynone of them is properly
finished and they're not very good.’

He didn't say a word to that, simply picked upfil& and turned it around
to stare down at it. Gradually, he turned themaatlund, spreading them
along the wall till Ava's watercolours formed a Mg original if
embarrassing border.

| told you they weren't very good,' she murmuredamfortably when his
silence continued. His head twisted round to threw a frowning look.
'‘And who the hell told you that?' he said shargdgfore sighing his
irritation. 'No don't tell me. | can guess. Deat Blyron —'

'‘No!" she protested, quite fiercely, feeling gutltat somehow she had given
Vince the wrong idea about Byron. Her brother migbtasionally be a
pain, as Vince had suggested, but he was nevdredalely cruel. He'd
actively encouraged her in her painting, told hex was very talented. Her
not really believing him was ndtis fault! '‘Byron has always praised my
paintings,’ she defended staunchly.

‘Then who?' Vince demanded to know. 'Who was igmogaough, or mean
enough, to criticise your work to such an exteat §ou've never finished
even one of these truly glorious pictures?’

'‘G-glorious?"



'Yes,glorioud' He snatched one up and strode back over toviaeddivan.
‘Take this one for instance. Look at the light yeuwtaptured. . .the sense of
peace and utter stillnedsookat it, woman! This is sheer exquisite beauty!

Ava stared, wide-eyed, at the gentle landscapbef/alley in the national
park behind Belleview, painted in the soft greys &#fues of a pre-dawn
light. It was the closest she had ever come tdyrdaishing one of her

paintings, only a small patch in one corner needingie work to be

complete. Ava recalled she had been especiallyyhagip this one. Happy
enough to maybe show it to someone. Till Irened@de in one day, taken
a quick look and made a scoffing sound.

'‘Good God, Ava,' she'd said, that horridly scormiote in her voice, 'when
are you going to try painting something other thaase pathetic little bush
scenes? It's not as though you ever finish anlyesfit Still, | suppose you've
got nothing else to do and it's not as though aeyather than the family
ever sees them. Just as well, en?' she'd laughex,sivanned out of the
room and off to one of her charity luncheons.

All the optimistic joy had drained out of Ava anldeshad put down her
paintbrush, stood up and carried the painting twvevhere she'd put all her
other unfinished canvasses. Vince was the firstgreto have looked at it
since.

Now she stared at it again herself and, while ges¢old her itvasrather

good, something deep inside her refused to believ@urely Vince was
exaggerating. He'd been flattering her all day.i##ebresentment flared,
making her snap at him.

'Please don't patronise me. It's not necessaryt Ppiaure is sheer
unadulterated rubbish. Why don't you just say stahltake the truth.’

His straight brown brows lifted in surprise theewrtogether.Canyou?'
'Yes,' she retorted, her small rounded chin lifimgjgnantly.

Not that | can see." he countered. 'I've jofd you the truth.’



'Oh, for pity's sake!"

His searching gaze grew more thoughtful on her Paca really think this
painting is rubbish, do you?'

Yes. of course itis. | just said so, didn't 1?'

And all these others?' His free arm swept roural ¢ircle to encompass the
rest of her work.

‘Those, even more so!' she spat contemptuously.

‘Then why haven't you got rid of them?' he perdistéh merciless logic.
'Why would you want to keep a motley collectionuoffinished rubbish?
Any reasonable person would have thrown them a®@ajs it that you need
a constant reminder that you're an artistic fafuiee threw at her with
sudden harshness. 'That you have no talent at all"

His sneering words launched Ava on to her feetpher eyes blazing. do
have talent!" she burst out, hating him for makiegadmit it, hating him for
making her face the unfaceable, that she had atldveme to destroy her
confidence and faith in that talent, had alloweat thorrid woman to spoil
the artistic future she might otherwise have had.

'Yes, you damned well do!" Vince reiterated strgngo whyhaven'tyou
finished any of these? What in hell's the mattehwou, Ava Whitmore?
Are you a coward or simply a fool, to believe wheeit was who told you
differently?’

Ava plopped back down in the divan, stunned byolar outburst as well as
Vince's relentless inquisition. The unexpected swbangry defiance that
had propelled her to her feet flowed out of heqaiskly - as it had come,
replaced by a bleak misery. 'Both," she sobbedh:Bo." And her head
dropped down into her hands.

Yet no tears came. Perhaps she was beyond tegmdanything. God,
what a hopeless mess she'd made of her life.



'‘Go away,' she croaked out. 'Oh, please just gy.awa

Vaguely, she heard Vince mutter something thatdedrsuspiciously like a
four-letter word. Then he was squatting before teding her hands away
and forcing her dry-eyed but haunted face out @ingj.

Tm sorry," he said gently. Tm an insensitive blithg idiot, going at you
hammer and tongs like that. But I'm not sorry féraivl said. | meant every
word. And at least you admitted ydo have talent. Believe me, Ava, when
| tell you that | do not patronise people. Or #atthem. I'm far too
egocentric for such niceties. If you doubt me, mgkmother. Or my sister.
Or even my brothers! They'll vouch for my nastyesid

"You could never be nasty,' she husked, shakin@péaa from side to side.
His laughter was low. 'You'd better believe itahdoe a real mean son of a
bitch when | want to be. But you seem to bring thet best in me. | hope |
can also bring out the best in you.'

He" eyes lifted, long lashes blinking. 'What. . avdo you mean?'

' mean | hope | can restore the confidence in yal@nt that that bastard —
whoever he is —destroyed so thoughtlessly.’

'Bitch," she muttered bitterly. 'She was a bitat,anbastard.’
Vince's sigh was expressive. 'Of course. 1 shoale lyuessed. A woman.
A jealous bitch of a woman." He sounded even maieement in his

condemnation than Ava. 'And does this bitch hamarae?'

'Irene.’ she whispered, as though just saying hememaight conjure her up
like a bad spirit.

'Irene. . ." Vince came up off his haunches andisam on the sofa beside
her, still holding her hands.

‘Tell me about this Irene. Who she is and whatdsti¢o you.'



Later, Ava was to wonder how she could have toldrial stranger so
many personal details, but at the time she would hald him anything.
Maybe the brandy on an empty stomach had loosesreihgue, or maybe
it was having a sympathetic listener at long lsghatever, she must have
spoken for over twenty minutes, telling Vince quéelot about her
growing-up years, but especially the part Irenggudain forming the person
she was today.

'‘But surely Byron must have known that his own wifgs a wicked witch?'
he asked, frowning. "You make it sound as if he igasrant of her true
nature.’

'He was, in a way. She was so clever, Vince, sy gl@ver. Byron never
witnessed her real wickednesses, only her occdditaczgk mood. But then,
Byron made allowances for her moods, because obéieg diagnosed a
manic depressive.'

'Manic depressive, my foot! The woman was jusiadojes vindictive bitch.'

‘Jealous? But what did she have to be jealoustbfrwe? Irene was a highly
intelligent and beautiful woman- whereas I'mShé broke off, shaking her
head. 'That doesn't make sense, Vince. She cobkirétbeen jealous of me.
And surely not of her own daughter! Remember, she just as mean to
little Jade as me.'

'Maybe jealous is the wrong word. Maybe warped ancsted better
describes her. Who knows what makes some womerosdife, Ava? But
I've known quite a few who are. They seem scaratidther people might
find the happiness they think they've been cheat¢df, so they make sure
everyone around them is as miserable as they aa&diRy between the
lines, | would say your brother did not love higayiAva. Not as she wanted
to be loved. But | would saghelovedhimobsessively. Tell me, was Byron
a faithful husband?’

'Oh, yes! Byron would never commit adultery. Nevdg's very strict on
that kind of thing.'



'Even in those last years, when his wife was awkay @ those rest-homes
you told me about? You did say she was in therevemks sometimes.'

'Yes, she was. . ." Ava's confidence in Byron'sbeely wavered in the
knowledge of his present affair with Catherine. '8Heeen rather shocked
that her almost prudish brother had launched inithsan open sexual
liaison. There again, he had changed since Irdeath. Loosened up quite a
bit. Look how he'd accepted Jade becoming pregiaHlile before they
were married.

'What about this Melanie you mentioned?' Vince dsK¥our previous
housekeeper. Could he have been having an affdirher?’

'Lord, no!" She laughed her incredulity at sucthaught. ‘No. no, you're
quite wrong there. Besides, Melanie was only wiHar a couple of years.
We had another woman before that. A Mrs. . .unParkes..." Ava's voice
trailed away as she recalled the abruptness witlchwiByron had

despatched Mrs Parkes. Had he been caught outimiigcretion with her?
Beverley Parkes had not been an unattractive woman.

'l can see you're having second thoughts about Ywather's moral

rectitude,’ Vince said somewhat drily. '‘Believe rAga, when it comes to
sex there aren't many men who can resist temptaggpecially if they're

frustrated at the time and an attractive womanrsffeerself to them on a
silver platter.'

Ava stared at Vince, her mind jumping to all thos& woman who had
propositioned him. Had he slept with any of thenuPe§ not. He'd been
contemptuous of such women earlier. Why be conteayst if he'd
accommodated their wishes?

'Let's not talk about Byron any more,' she sai@nki® change the subject.
'Or Irene for that matter. She's dead. If I'm stilhilure then | have no one to
blame but myself.’

'Dead right,” Vince agreed, making Ava's head jeskk in shock at his
bluntness. His smile, however, was soothing. Y&t had your first and



last therapy session. Now it's time to change, madNo more excuses. So
what's the first thing you're going to do?"

'Er —finish that painting?'

‘That and all the others! And then?'

‘Then?' she repeated blankly.

‘Then you're going tdo something with them, aren't you?'
‘Am 1?'

'For pity's sake, must I hold your hand the whotey/w

Ava flushed furiously, and Vince groaned. 'God,el'done it again.
Badgered you shamelessly when really it's none gf business. But
dammit, Ava. | hate to see a nice sweet lady li&e suffering from having
been put down so cruelly all her life. | thinkhiat Irene wasn't already dead
and gone, I'd strangle her myself!"

Ava didn't doubt it. When annoyed at something,céirwas all volatile
temperament, like most Italians. Maybe that was wsihg'd always found
them so enormously attractive, because they emdoelerything she
wasn't. Outgoing.. Passionate. Highly emotionainge¢he wife of a man
like Vince would be very exciting, she imaginedtiBm bed and out. . .

Tm going to give you the name of someone, Ava, wHorant you to
promise me you'll make an appointment to see.’

'‘Who?"'

'‘A Mr Giuseppe Belcomo. He's a very successfusiairti his own right and
an exceptional teacher. Owns a small gallery ind@orwhere he holds
exhibitions of his students’ work from time to tinten sure he'll take you on
when he sees what you've already accomplished wnoyen.’

"You really think so?' she asked, sounding andrfgelnsure.



T know so. But you'll have to watch him. He'll toyseduce you. He always
tries to seduce his attractive female students. tNatt you should worry
about it unduly. He's seventy-three next birthday.'

Her laughter was rather dry. She didn't think sbeld/ Have to worry, even
if he'd been thirty-three.

And what does that mean?' Vince immediately pountesl handsome
features distorted by a disgruntled frown. He ddrtter a suspicious look.
'I'm not sure | can trust you to call Giuseppeyda know that? | think I'l
contact him myself and have him drop by. Yes. sheathuch better idea. He
can see all your work without your having to caxver to his place. What
night would be the best night for him to call ro@hd

'‘Can't. . .can't he come during the day?' Ava ad«®alving she had no hope
of deflecting Vince from this but worrying aboutBy's reaction. Much as
she claimed her brother was enthusiastic abouartistic talent, she wasn't
at all sure about putting his support to the test.

'‘Nope. I'm coming too to make sure you don't fobs8ppe off. And to make
sure he behaves himself! But | can't come duriregdiy for the rest of this
week. My days are full. They'll be even fuller afteday,’ he finished
ruefully.

Ava felt dreadful at this reminder of Vince's wakteme. 'l told you not to
stay,’ she pointed out in a pained v0|ce '‘Lookcéi I'm not sure any of this
is such a good idea. Imean. . .I. . .I. ..

One look at his face had her voice drifting to maghess. 'All right," she
amended with a resigned sigh. 'Call your frienct Biday night is the only
night that suits.’

'l didn't realise you were such a social butterfig said on a puzzled note.
'From what you'd told me, | got the impression yiged a rather quiet life.’

Ava now regretted the extent of her confessiongince.



'l do," she admitted stiffly. 'It's just that I'akher Byron not be here when you
come.’

'‘And you say he's not an ogre," Vince muttered.
'He's not! He's just..difficult. . .sometimes.’

That's a euphemism for ogre if ever I've heard &ue.it's your life, Ava,
and | wouldn't dream of causing you any unneceskasgle. I'll bring
Giuseppe over Friday night, if he's free. If heg iill call you and we'll find
some other time your saintly sibling is absentbH calling you tomorrow
anyway to see how your head is faring. Have youagbeadache now?
You're frowning at me.’

'‘No. No, | haven't,” she realised with some suepriBo be honest, she'd
almost forgotten about the accident. It was harcotacentrate on anything
with Vince making such astonishing statements. Vdhyearth was he
bothering to be so sweet to her?

'‘Good!" he pronounced. 'Look, | think I'll pop dotire road and buy us both
some lunch. I'm hungry and so must you be. Is thagghing special you
like to eat for lunch?'

‘Not really," Ava said, amazed at this next reéilisathat she hadn't given
food a thought all day. If this kept up, she wounldeed lose some weight. ‘A
salad sandwich?' she suggested.

'‘Done! And I'll get us some juice to drink. Is teenything else you'd like
me to do for you while I'm down at the shops?'

'Er — which shops are you planning on visiting?'

The shopping centre just a few blocks down the .réadi must know the
one | mean.'

"Yes. 1 do." Byron's suit was there. 'Do you thyaki could pick up some dry
cleaning for me?'



'Sure.'
'It's not too much trouble?"

He gave her an exasperated look. 'For pity's sedman, the way you carry
on, I'm beginning to think no one's ever done anglior you in your life!'
He flashed her a frowning look before muttering stining and shaking his
head. 'What's the big deal, anyway? I'll alreadgden there, won't 1?"

'Yes, | suppose so. . .'

‘Then just give me the ticket and stop arguidgd!
'I'll have to get off this divan to get it.’

'‘Can't | get it for you?"

'No," she said weakly, cringing inside.

'Whyever not?'

'‘Because I. . .1 can't remember where | put 8. ddwnstairs s. . .s. .
.somewhere," she stammered as she always did \wkdalsstupid.

Vince raised his eyebrows to the ceiling. "Yousditi types are all alike.
Absent-minded and airy-fairy." His sudden grin disad the rapidly

gathering feelings of inadequacy and stupidityt \Bbere would the world

be without its artists? It'd be pretty dull filleg with just us physical types,
wouldn't it?’

'Oh, 1 don't know," Ava murmured, when, as shengtted to stand, Vince
slid a helping arm around her. She wasn't sureriflight-hneadedness was
due to the bump on her head or Vince's touch. Aleoaf fingertips were
brushing the underside of her left breast. Whatewe€lizzy spell struck and
her knees went from under her. Once again, shalfbarself swept up into
those big strong arms, her own arms automaticabkisag around his solid
neck for extra support. Her fingers contacted seafewavy ends, Vince's
hair being rather long at the back.



‘This. . .this is getting to be a habit,' she cezhkn their way downstairs.

His eyes dropped to hers. 'Well don't get usedt.td only do this on
Wednesdays, and only during the first week of gptin

'Oh. .

'Of course. . .all rules are meant to be brokensdid as he stepped carefully
on to the foyer floor.

Ava stared back up at him, her lips parting sliglag her heart jolted into a
gallop. For a second his stride faltered completahyodd cloud darkening
his warm brown eyes. Ava's senses swam undemtheimwed gaze and she
could have sworn his arms tightened around héindiher slightly closer to
his mouth. The thought that he was going to kisdbheught a widening of
her eyes and a mad acceleration to her alreadydugiheartbeat.

But she was deluding herself, as usual, his nextisvimdicating he'd only
been rearranging his cumbersome load after therdazs walk down the
elongated marble staircase.

'l thought this house was dangerous before," hdeneat quite testily. 'l
didn't know just how dangerous.'

Ava's disappointment was acute, as was her embkareas. Why on earth
would a man like Vince want to kiss her? She hauokttosing her mind! 'I. .
Il buy some carpet for those stairs as soon eanl' she promised for
something to say to cover her shame.

'What? Oh. yes. . .the carpet. You do that, Avad A&iyou need someone to
install it for you, Morelli's Maintenance employ arcellent man who's a
dab hand at that kind of job. His name's Roger &/hit

"l. .I'd rather have you, Vince," she said, not tiepanother stranger around
the house. He was going to send over one of hitére next Monday for
the lawns. 'Don't you do that sort of thing?'



He hesitated, then smiled. It was a most pecufiales ‘No. . .no, | don't do
that sort of thing.'

When his face assumed a closed look Ava didn'ttbigersist, but she was
left with the odd impression that he wasn't talkafgput installing carpet.

'l send Roger out to do the lawns next Mondaywasl," Vince said
abruptly, his legs resuming their long stride asfussed the foyer.

'‘But | thought you were going to send one of youthoers?'

'l was. . .but | think Roger will suit you bettdt sound. He's a good man.
Yes, a very good man.' Vince carried Ava throughfdmily-room and out
into the kitchen where he frowned at the wall cloG@ood God, is that the
time? One o'clock? We'll have to get a move on.hdomsv where do you
think you might have put that infernal ticket?"



CHAPTER SIX

GEMMA glanced at her watch. One o'clock. At long ldsg ghought with a
weary sigh. Lunch.

Normally, time at work flew for Gemma. She loveawsing customers the
beautiful designer opals that Whitmore's had fte sathis particular shop.
Being in the foyer of the exclusive Regency Hotieg range of jewellery
they kept there was very upmarket, much more so tihair other Sydney
store down at the Rocks whose clientele was mastge up of the less
affluent tourists wanting to buy a simple opal rorgpendant to take home.

The sort of person who came into the Regency stagemore interested in
purchasing an opal that would serve as both an defawellery and an
investment. Over fifty per cent of their customersre wealthy Japanese,
which was why Gemma had had to learn Japanesest®joon had allowed
her to work there. She'd had to study very hardeicome even passably
fluent in the language at her time of starting aalas assistant a few months
back, but since then constant use had improvedliinemcy in leaps and
bounds. Gemma felt great satisfaction in this aad usually keen to serve
as many Japanese customers as possible.

Any other day she would have been pleased whema ¢aoup of Japanese
walked in, as had happened a couple of hours bBo#ay, however,
Gemma hadn't felt like smiling politely all the #mand having to
concentrate on what was being asked of her. Sleed &t screaming point
by the time they'd all finally trundled out, notezvthe extent of her sales
making up for the stress of the long and demanenupunter. At least now
she'd be able to escape and go for a quiet wakky #wm people and noise,
to somewhere she could just sit and think..

Turning from the counter, she signalled the manaigatr she was off to
lunch, then walked quickly through the curtain itite back room where she
lifted her cream woollen blazer off the coat rackl arew it on over her
classically simple forest-green dress. Her shodlelegth hair, she noticed
in the mirror on the wall, was still tidy, its clewv cut making it curve
naturally around her face in soft bangs. Her mgkeeeded a touch-up and



after doing that she automatically sprayed on sofrtee Arpege perfume
she kept in her bag at all times.

Her grooming complete, she looped the long stralpeoftan handbag over
her shoulder and left the shop, mouthing a smifengwell to Peta and
Graham, who were both busy with customers. Her legg moved her tense
body swiftly across the hotel foyer, out througle tievolving doors and
down the ramp to spring sunshine and fresh air.

Gemma stood for a second and breathed deeplyshgllcaught a strong
whiff of the carbon monoxide from the steady streafmaxi exhausts as
they pulled up and left the hotel. Wrinkling herealdy pert nose, she
shuddered, then determined not to breathe too ylegplin till she reached
the really fresh air of the Botanic Gardens. Irefwminutes, she'd be there,
provided the lights were kind.

She walked quickly, head down, unaware of the miamdvfollowed her out
of the hotel, and was still following her, an indenlook on his strikingly
handsome face. When Gemma had to stop at a sghtsf,lhe momentarily
fell back into a nearby doorway, his narrowed gaaeer leaving her.

Her inner agitation had been clear to him fromrtienent she came out of
the shop door. Hopefully, this meant that her nageito Nathan Whitmore

was as rocky as his information suggested it wash&tin't wanted a woman
this much in years, hadmitaitedfor one for this long. Ever. But waiting, he
was finding, could be an extremely strong aphradisAnd he could do with

one these days.

Simple sex with a woman was beginning to pall.dsvall too damned easy
for a man like himself. Amazing what a combinatairgood looks, wealth
and reputation could achieve without any real eftor his part. Women
seemed very keen to accommodate him in just abdwatever way he
fancied. Well. . .a certain type of woman did.

Only he didn't fancy that type any longer. Wheres Wee challenge in that?
There was no sense of triumph in a gold-digging alming across on the
first date. Or in laying a whip across the bareduks of an amateur whore.
Even his affairs with the wives of the businessiinemet in his position as



sales and marketing manager for Campbell Jewels teginning to bore
him.

Bu: what if he could possess Nathan Whitmore'sljoyeung bride. . .?

It had always piqued him that he'd never been tabgmduce that bastard's
previous wife. Lenore was a beauty too, but unfrataly too streetwise to
fall for his lines of approach. Damian's hatredNzthan Whitmore had
grown with his lack of success with Lenore, buthaal no intention of
failing this time. Gemma Whitmore was no LenoremHoould she be at
only twenty?

He could still recall the first moment he'd seendtehe ball in that exquisite
dress, looking incredibly sensual yet sweetly iremtcat the same time.
There was no doubting that that lush body of heis mever experienced
anything like what he wanted to make it experief¢t® thought of Nathan
Whitmore capturing such a delicious virgin for hatisankled. Where had
he found such a prize? From talking to her latéh@ball, Damian had seen
first-hand just how innocent she was, how sweetlgting and naive.

His loins contracted fiercely as he imagined whatauld be like to have
her at his mercy, in hearing her whimpering criesthey either of pleasure
or pain. God, yes, he'd give anything for that. . .

The lights turned green and Gemma stepped off #ib, lonly to have
someone tread heavily on her heel from behind ab she stumbled and
sprawled on to her knees on the pedestrian cras8irgpuple of people
asked if she was all right, one man stopping toapsuipporting arm around
her waist as he helped her back on to shaky leperviie picked up her bag
which had slipped from her shoulder, then wentandhit back to her, she
found herself looking up into a pair of incredidvgautiful and familiar
black eyes. They rounded immediately with the sataetled recognition as
her own.

'Mrs Whitmore!"



'‘Damian.' His name escaped her lips on a shockespah her eyes wide
upon the man her husband had warned her neveeal $p again, under any
circumstances.

Damian was Damian Campbell, younger brother of &el€ampbell, the
scandalous woman head of Campbell Jewels. In feistl@enties, he was as
handsome as the devil and supposedly as wick&tifan and her in-laws
were to be believed. But when Gemma had met hinthifirst time at the
Whitmore Opals ball two months ago she'd seen rideaee of that
wickedness.

OK, so he probably shouldn't have approached h#dreosly the way he had,
or told her Nathan didn't really love her, thath&arried her for one thing
and one thing only. But she couldn't deny the sitcef his concern for her,
or his offer of friendship, if and when she migked it. While she had hotly
denied his assertions about Nathan at the time —lieaally run away from
the disturbing claims —she now worried that he rnlghright.

Gemma had been married to Nathan for nearly sixthsomand their
relationship hadn't grown in any way except sexudilaybe he was
satisfied with the way he'd turned her into hisusgxpuppet, pulling her
strings this way and that, bughe wasn't. Lately, he'd focused their
relationship on the physical more than ever, tlesiemaking having taken
on a dangerous edge by his choice of time and plageto mention
position.

But where in the early months of their marriage Gwrhad always felt
wonderful after they'd made love, sometimes nowgeleft feeling awful.
Nathan could be quite cold to her afterwards, asgh he almost despised
her for having responded as wildly as she had. W&tshe way a man really
in love acted?

The sounds of horns honking had Damian urging leaklbon to the
pavement, a speeding taxi just missing her. Helshaoaangry fist after the
driver. 'Have a bit of common decency., you impdtleastard!" he shouted
before turning worried eyes upon a trembling Gemiee you all right,
Mrs Whitmore? God, you're shaking and you look dlyfoale. Let me take
you somewhere where you can sit down.'



She was incapable of stopping him from taking er and guiding her into
a nearby coffee lounge, solicitously seeing heteskat a small table for two
against the far wall before sitting down oppositevaitress materialised by
his side almost immediately and Damian ordereddeftees plus a plate of
mixed sandwiches.

Seeing the way the attractive young waitress wasallly gobbling up her
extraordinarily handsome male customer, plus difigglimpse at the way
Damian momentarily eyedher up and down, sent some of Nathan's
warnings tumbling back into Gemma's mind.

The man is a rake. . .no conscience. . .decadeshacking reputation. . .a
home-wrecker. . .have nothing to do with him. Ever!

Nathan would undeniably contend that this was driv@d meeting. But if
Damian Campbell had evil intentions towards hegntivhy had he waited
nearly two months to put those evil intentions iatbion?

Still. . .she supposed ivas possible. He might have followed her,
deliberately trodden on her heel, pretended toulerised on seeing her. .
.With the waitress's departure, Damian swungaitificerned eyes upon her,
his anxious gaze raking her face before bestowietjeved smile upon her.
"You're looking better already. | hope you likefeef | can easily change it
to tea if you' prefer. And | ordered us some santes. | was just about to
buy myself some lunch when | ran into you, butafraid | have to be back
at the office in. . ." he glanced at his wristwatchhalf an hour.’

Damian's open relaxed chatter flooded her withefelt the same time,
irritation that she'd begun to think like Nathanleg up inside her. Did she
honestly want to be like her husband, looking ugwerything with a
world-weary cynicism? He denigrated every singleawho even so much
as looked sideways at her. In his opinion, the emoale sex was wickedly
waiting in the wings for her to give them the stiggt cue or come-on before
launching into a ruthless seduction.

Seeing Damian in the flesh again was a reassuramciself. His
extraordinary handsomeness was not to Gemma'snagrsste, but still,
here was a man who could have just about any simghean who took his



fancy. Why would he be bothered chasing after aisthwvoman who, even
if she was being besieged with doubts about helbbdnds love, was still
very much in love with that same husband?

"You haven't bolted yet.' he suddenly teased, ek twinkling with a wry
amusement.

'‘No," she admitted.
'Don't tell me. The boss is out of town this weak gou can't get caught.’
A guilty colour slashed across her high cheekbones.

‘Not at all," she denied. But it was true, in a wiywas Wednesday, and
because of a matinee performance at the theatreeveh@&/oman in Black
was to be staged, rehearsal today was being heldratll theatre out in the
suburbs. There was no chance of Nathan droppingtirthe shop
unexpectedly this afternoon, or of her being cauwdyiriking coffee with
Damian Campbell. 'l don't like you talking aboutthn like that," she
reproached. 'lt's not nice.’'

‘Sorry.'

Gemma looked over at him. He didn't sound or lobklbasorry, and his
boyish grin was very disarming. She found herseifisg back at him.

'l think you might be as naughty as everyone says are,’ she said, her
voice shaking a littleShewas shaking a little, as though it wehner
behaviour that was naughty. But why shouldn't shestcoffee with a man?
she thought mutinously. Nathan had more than daroofee with Lenore!

Damian laughed at her remark. 'I've been calleot ®fl things, but never
naughty. At least, not since kindergarten." Spagiblack eyes caressed
hers across the table, Gemma feeling slightly ddited by the feeling of
intimacy he'd managed to convey so quickly. Theas womething about
Damian's eyes that was very magnetic. Once theietbon to you, you
couldn't seem to look away.



Gemma had to make a real effort to drop hers dovihd white tablecloth.
'‘Nathan found out about us, didn't he?' Damian. said
Her chin snapped up. 'There isug® Damian,’ she protested huskily.

He said nothing for a few seconds, that hypnoticklgaze boring into her
till she felt almost light-headed. When his eyesaliy slid away, an odd
shudder rippled through her, almost as if she'd Ipdsically released from
some hidden force-field.

'‘No, of course not," he said coolly, 'l only me#mat he'd found out I'd
spoken to you privately at the ball." Now his gegteirned, penetrating and
unsmiling. 'I'll bet he gave you an earful about me

"Yet you're still sitting here," he added slowlylamth a sardonic arch to one
of his straight black brows. 'Why is that, | won@le€Zould it be that little
Gemma doesn't quite believe everything her husbatas out to her these
days? Has she decided to buck the hand that fesx@sAnd dresses her?
And undresseger. . .?'

Gemma shot to her feet just as the waitress arwtitheir order on a tray.
Under the other girl's startled look, she sank bdokn into her chair,
deciding to depart in a more decorous fashion aneeagirl had gone. But
during the time it took for the waitress to plalse sandwiches and coffee on
the table, then ask coyly if the gentleman wantegthang else, her anger
dissipated somewhat.

Besides, she was rather curious about Damian'g@mtan towards Nathan,
and vice versa. Was it simply an extension of tildtfeud between the
Campbells and the Whitmores? Or something moreopal? It reminded
her of the bitter enmity between Celeste CamplmellByron. No one seeing
them together could believe their mutual hatred s@lgly based on an
argument their fathers had had over forty yearsreeflt was too spiteful,
too intense.

'I'm sorry," Damian apologised again once they vedwae. And he seemed
to mean it this time. 'Ishouldn't have said that.'



'‘No," she agreed. 'You shouldn't have.’

'l just get mad when | think of a lovely young lddke you married to a man
like Nathan Whitmore. Do you take sugar in yourfee?' he asked, holding
the small silver tongs out to her after gently giog a couple of cubes into
his cup.

She took them and dropped one cube in, all theewtsinting to ask further
guestions about Nathan but worrying over the wisaéirstening to things
about her husband from an obvious enemy. Damiahtnfigy She wanted
facts, not malevolent or exaggerated gossip.

"You have a habit of making nasty cracks aboustreof man my husband
is," she said while stirring her drink. 'But yowndaeally know him, do you?'

His laughter was harsh and dry. 'l know him a dadrsight better than you
do.’

She stiffened. 'l find that hard to believe. I'ns lwife!" How odd, she
thought, that as soon as someone else deignediticiser Nathan she
immediately leapt to his defence.

"You think because you've been married to the méswameasly months
that you know him? Lenore was married to Natharmof@r a decade and she
never got to know him.'

'How do you know that?"

'With a few drinks under her belt, Lenore has aithalbusing the nearest
listener as a substitute therapist. | happenedye been by her side at a few
parties over the years and | heard quite a lot abathan'sfailings, as a
husband. Not in the bedroom, mind. | concede helswersed in boudoir
skills. Which is only reasonable, given his —er Jdecwful. . . upbringing.’'

'‘Meaning?'

Damian's black eyes glittered as they travelledr dvar frowning face.
'Surely you know about his mother, don't you?"'



'l know she was a drug-addict, and that she dieglhvitathan was sixteen.’
'Is that all he's told you?'
'l. . .I know she never married Nathan's fathér. .

Damian chuckled darkly. 'My dear, she didn't evewowk who Nathan's
fatherwas,from what I've heard."'

'Who have yolheardthese things from?' she gasped.

'From a reliable source, | can assure you.'

‘Are. . .are you talking about Lenore?"

'No.'

'Who, then?'

'Does it matter?'

'l think it does, if you expect me to believe you.'

' see. .. Well, | certainly do expect you to beé me, Gemma my sweet. In
fact, I'm counting on it." He picked up his coffeed took a sip, holding her
gaze over the rim of the cup. 'Irene told me.’

'l. . .Irene?' Shock made Gemma sound vague.

"You "don't know who I'm talking about?' Damian meel surprised.
'‘Goodness, the Whitmore clan has certainly kept ipothe dark, haven't
they?'

'Of course | know who Irene was," Gemma bit odte'®&as Byron's wife.'

'‘And my half-sister.’

'Oh. Oh, yes, | forgot.'



'So have most people, but Irene and | always dwe laacertain. . .rapport.
Mother never could stand her, and neither coule&estel Frankly, she was
an incredible bitch with them, but she was alwagsvaetie to me. | could
understand her, you see. Maybe we shared somasugeihes from dear old
Papa.'

When Damian stopped for a moment, his face dedminght, Gemma also
fell silent, her thoughts revolving. She was quitgrigued by these
revelations about the woman who would have beemiogher-in-law, had
she not been accidentally killed in a boating ameidast year. But no one
around Belleview ever spoke of Irene Whitmore, e@toeery briefly in
passing and not at all kindly.

'Irene always told me everything,"” Damian continadgr sipping some
more coffee. 'Believe me when | say | know a héladot about your
beloved Nathan.’

'From Irene's point of view, you mean," Gemma iteskewith another sharp
frown. 'Let's face it, Damian, from what I've hearéne was not the nicest
person in the world. Ava told me she could be yeajous and vindictive.'

'‘Ava would' he laughed drily. 'Poor old Ava! Still. . .shq\gite right, to a
degree. Irenavasgiven to moments of vengeance: some called faneso
not. But she loved that bastard Byron Whitmore, diath't deserve to be
kicked in the guts the way he kicked her. | doldhie her one bit for going
to bed with his golden-haired boy.'

Gemma stared at him, her face paling.

'Have | shocked you again?' he said in a darklyvbige. 'Poor Gemma. .
.you really don't know anything, do you? Hasn'targ/ told you of your
Nathan's ingrained penchant for older women? WhegorBfound him after
his mother's death, he was the live-in lover of s@mcient old actress who
boasted openly of her young lover's sexual prowasdsstamina.'

Gemma's hand lifted to her clammy forehead as Daufianed on and on.
She could hear what he was saying, but the roomext&be receding, her
stomach rolling over and over.



'‘Given Byron's adultery with a certain relativelagne's who shall remain
nameless, who could blame her for having a litilggfwith the gorgeous
young Nathan? He .was, as I've already explainedl,trained in meeting
the needs of more mature ladies. Irene certainke dm a ten when she
was telling me all about their sneaky nocturnal pern

Damian watched a green-gilled Gemma race for thiesaroom, knowing

that he'd just delayed his chances of any immisedtiction in favour of a
more immediate pleasure. But how he'd adored sdékosg innocent eyes
widen with revulsion and horror. And who knew? Rgxh his revelations
might achieve the other end as well? Maybe theyldvgwe her the impetus
to leave that bastard. If she crossed that higlahlioe he pretended to live
by.

I'l offer her a position in one of our stores, Dam planned. And
accommodation in one of the many blocks of uniten@izell's own. At a
reduced rent, of course. Something she can affard/bich won't make her
suspicious of my intentions. A girl not long leftghtning Ridge wouldn't
have any idea of the rents in Sydney.

All might not be lost after all, he mused as healatl her come back to the
table, white-faced and shaken.

'l. ..l can't stay," she blurted out. 'l just tan"

He picked up one of her limp hands, holding it faginst her rather weak
struggle to free herself. 'Yes, you can,' he samly. "You can do anything

you want to do. You are a beautiful person, Gemamal. a good one. You

deserve better than the life you're living. Get batore it destroys you,

beforeWhitmoredestroys you!'

She wrenched her hand away, snatched up her bagpo#ted for the door,
not looking back.

Damian's sigh was frustrated. Perhaps he'd ovexglais hand. Laid it on
too thick. It was always difficult to know how feo carry a lie.



Not that everything he'd said was a lie. Not bgraylshot. Nathan Whitmore
was a corrupt bastard all right. And a cruel onbathe'd done to Irene had
been unforgivable. Blackmail was the lowest ofltwe. Even he had never
stooped to such tactics.

Though it could have a certain appeal in certamouonstances. Yes, he
would give the matter some further thought. . .

'Has the lady left already, sir?' the pretty waisrasked huskily. 'She didn't
drink her coffee.'

Damian looked up and into her eager blue eyes.

Not much of a challenge. But the encounter withdélkectable Gemma had
aroused him. Besides, the thought of going badkab bloody office this
afternoon was untenable. Celeste was in a foul maod he wasn't exactly
in her good books since she'd found out about hisng those Japanese
tour guides. But dammit, he had to get some extsaeay somehow. He'd
had a dreadful run at poker lately.

Yes, there were plenty of better ways to spendftegnoon than putting up
with his bitch of a sister hauling him over the Isoagain, or asking him
about that stupid opal she'd bought. How wdwd&now how, when, where
and why the damned thing had turned up again?

Focusing his magnetic black eyes upon the waitrkesflashed her a
winning smile. 'What time do you finish here, dafi



CHAPTER SEVEN

AvA was still in a daze of delight when the telephoargy. Vince had not
long left, after spending the entire day lookinteaher every whim and
want, yet still completing the lawns and edges. ptamise to call her the
following day and let her know about Giuseppe'sppeed visit on the
Friday evening had still been ringing in her ealeewthe cook arrived to
prepare the evening meal. The woman had given Ar@awaning look when

she'd asked her what she wanted cooked that eventhg§va had said, 'Any
old thing. I'm really not hungry.’

Ava had ignored the woman's mutterings and was iswwgrup the stairs
when the jangling sound of the telephone had d¢ather rampant fantasies
about her blossoming romance with the most gorgesmigest, sweetest,
kindest man who ever drew breath.

'‘Damn and blast,” she muttered irritably, hatingiig to abandon the
mental image of Vince partnering her to next yeapsl ball. She'd be
divinely slim and svelte by then —in her mind —weara figure- hugging
black gown and quite taking everyone's breath awdl her slender
elegance and astonishingly handsome companion.

The imaginary scenario dismissed, Ava had a momokdithering as she
tried to make up-her mind whether to go back doairsto the extension in
the foyer or to keep on going to the one in thdaigshall. Further irritation

descended with the unpalatable realisation that ausimple decision was
rattling her. Even her making up her mind to keejng upstairs didn't make
her feel any better.

Did someone as weak-willed as herself possess tmgtutle and
stick-at-it-ness to put into action all these negotutions Vince had sparked
in her today — exercises to be done, paintingsetirbshed, classes to be
taken?

'‘And carpet to be put on these infernal stair®’' gtumbled aloud when her
foot almost shot out from under her on the top.deepstration launched her
into potentially reckless strides which brought kgth surprisingly safe



swiftness down the corridor to the hall telephdBkaring at the nuisance of
a thing, she snatched the receiver up to heres?'

'‘Ava?' The female voice on the other end sounded veryrans
'Yes," Ava snapped. 'Who is this?'
'It's —er —Gemma. Have | caught you at a bad time?'

Guilt consumed Ava. What was wrong with her, snagpike that? Gemma
must think she was dreadfully rude. But with heciiole return to reality,
Ava had had to face that her silly dreams about®inere just that: dreams.
They would never come true. And this time, redtid made her angry as
well as depressed.

'I'm sorry, Gemma,' she apologised. 'l didn't mieabite your head off. I. .
.I'm a bit off today. | —er — fell over this mormgron the back terrace and
cut my head open. Isn't that just like me?"

'Oh, dear, that sounds nasty. Are you all right@ fou get the doctor?
Would you like me to come over? I've just got hdrmen work and Nathan's
not home yet but | could quite easily leave himogerand drive over.’

Ava's guilt increased, if anything. She hadn't bigimg to gain sympathy

by telling Gemma about her mishap, just tryingimol fan excuse for her bad
manners. But what a sweety that girl was. She'deamd herself to

everyone at Belleview from the first moment shedt feot in the place.

Never had Ava known such a kind, generous, softtbeayirl. She was far
too good for the likes of Nathan!

‘No, no," she blurted out. 'l wouldn't dream of imgkyou come all this way
when you've just got home from work. I'm fine. Rgalt didn't even need
stitches. I'm just mad at myself for being so clyrall the time. But what
about you, Gemma? You don't usually telephone fathing. Is there
something wrong?'

'Oh —er —not really. I. . .urn. . .| wanted to agku a few things, but if
you're not feeling well then | think perhaps L —'



'I'm feeling perfectly well," Ava cut in firmly. ‘dU'll make me feel terrible if
you hang up without asking me what you wanted koras. I'll worry and
you wouldn't want that, would you?'

‘No. .
'‘Ask away, then.'
'It's rather awkward, really. . .'

Ava knew she was not the most intuitive person wheame to tuning into
other people's emotions. She'd lived her life tav tnuch as a dreamy
outsider. But suddenly, Gemma's smothered dist@ssnunicated itself to
her and her chest tightened with instant conceeat.oddly enough, she felt
flattered too. Someone was turning to her for aslviand help. She
determined to do her very best to soothe this sgidét fears, if she could.

'It's about Nathan," Gemma went on hesitantly.

Well, of course it was, Ava thought ruefully. Shesld have realised that
immediately.

'And. . .and Irene. . .

Ava blinked her shock. Nathan altdne! Good God, did the girl mean what
she thought she meant?

'l. . .I'm not sure | understand what you mearg'sdid, hoping against hope
she was getting the wrong vibes here.

'Please, Ava, | don't want you to protect me frow awful truth. Someone
told me today that Nathan and Irene were once $oMewas hoping you
might be able to tell me if it's true or not. Pleasll me if you do. It. . .it's
important.'

'‘Good lord, Gemma, I. . .I'm speechless! Nathan Bade. ..lovers!
Whoever said such a scandalous thing to you?'



'‘Never mind who said it. Is itrue? You once told me that Nathan had
bewitched every woman at Belleview at one timermtlaer. Just who were
you referring to?"

'Heavens. | was exaggerating! | didn't mean litg@en one. A few of our
cleaners over the years have gone ga-ga over hinyself developed a
schoolgirl crush at one time. And so did Jade.’

'I know about Jade.'

Do you? Ava wondered, her very good memory providingicture of a
half-naked Jade in Nathan's arms by the pool lems & year ago. Still, that
was before Nathan had met Gemma. To give the nelitche did seem to
be crazy about his young wife, as she was crazytdbm.

'It's Nathan's relationship with Irene that conesame,’ Gemma added tautly.

‘Then let me assure you it was a very cool onaelr@nd Nathan barely
tolerated each other at best. Irene barely tolémaiestpeople.’

'l see. . . Then you have no evidence or suspidimatsanything of a sexual
nature happened between Nathan and Irene? I'mdgadkiout not long after
Nathan came to live with you all at Belleview, wHenwas quite young.'

'I've never heard of anything so disgusting!" NhatttNathan wasn't capable
of having an affair with an older woman, Ava core@dvith a silent
ruefulness. She'd long known about his being the-ih lover of some
actress in her forties when he'd been barely seeant

But he hadn't had an affair with Irene. She wa® sfrit. Irene had, if
anything, always been a little afraid of Nathanpwiad a way of looking at
you back then that was quite frightening. Byrondugseexcuse his protege's
remote coldness as perfectly normal for a lad ®blickground. And maybe
he had been right. But Ava herself had often fekasy in his presence.
There were dark layers to Nathan's character tiatbslieved no one had
ever seen, which was perhaps just as well.

But nothing would be served by telling Gemma that.



Gemma had asked if she had any hard evidencermé Bnd Nathan being
lovers and that was the question she was answering.

'It's a lie," she said convincingly. 'Truly, Gemniimy shocked that anyone
would even suggest such a thing. Who is making sustturrilous claim?’

'l. ..l can't tell you that.'
'Why not?"

'l just can't,’ the girl said in such a wretchedceathat Ava became very
worried. Who could it be?

An inspiration struck. Could Irene have told thisious lie to someone at
some stage in order to make trouble? Irene hadl Isa&ing anyone happy.
Had she perhaps told Lenore while she was stiltiethto Nathan, thereby
putting the nail into the coffin of that alreadycky relationship? But if that
was so, what on earth was Lenore doing telling GamBurely she wasn't
trying to get Nathan back, was she? She didn'tthawve No, that couldn't be
it. Who, then?

Anger at this malicious snake in the grass fueled to speak sternly.

'Don't believe anything Irene might have told argjd@emma. That woman
couldn't lie straight in bed at night. She was.dwilil, | tell you!

'l see," Gemma said, still sounding upset. 'Butgay itdid happen. | mean.

. .If Nathan did go to bed with her, it probablysmd4 his fault. He. . .he was
very young at the time, with Irene the older paifythe situation was

reversed, and it was a man with a much youngertadogaughter, then
people would blame him, wouldn't they? They woulbidme the girl. . .’

Ava's heart went out to Gemma. Oh, how that guétbthat man. Why, she
was prepared to forgive himnything But she shouldn't have to forgive
something that hadn't happened.

'‘Gemma," Ava advised firmly, 'you have to forgetaivthis person has told
you. | can assure you that it is not true! | caftydhink that he or she is



trying to make trouble between you and Nathanwioatever reason. And |
certainly wouldn't be bringing this matter up wiNathan. He'll only deny it,
and rightly so. But where would that leave you?dHz furious to think
you'd been discussing him behind his back. You kndwat he's like.'

'Yes,"' Gemma sighed. 'l do. . .'
Ava frowned. 'Aren’t you happy with him, dear?’

She found Gemma's reluctance to answer very telBoghat was how the
land was lying, was it? Well she couldn't say shes \surprised. Good
husband material Nathan wasn't. It just showedtiiatall the good looks
and sex appeal in the world couldn't make up fbeothings.

Ava stiffened slightly when her mind unexpectedlied with an image of

Vince. Now why, she asked herself, would thinkibgat Nathan make her
think of Vince? They were not at all alike. Vincasn't just a good-looking
hunk. He was a genuinely warm-hearted and decent ki@ and Nathan
were as different as chalk and cheese.

'Marriage is never easy, Gemma,' she said, not gperience but from
observation.

Gemma laughed. 'Oh, | know that, AWow Yet | thought when | married
Nathan that all my dreams had come true.'

'‘And it's more like a nightmare?"

'l wouldn't go that far. . .’

Much as I'm not your husband's biggest fan, Genhthink there's much in
his past to explain the man he is today. That mathdis was a shocker,

from what I've heard.'

'Yes, | realise that," the girl sighed, 'l just kvise'd tell me about his past
himself. . .!

Ava didn't think Nathan was ever going to do that.



'l. . .1 love my husband very much," Gemma wentanatch in her voice,
'but | think he has a lot of problems he has néaezd.’

Ava had to agree. 'Men have great difficulty facihgir shortcomings, my
dear. Be patient. Nathan is not all bad. If anyoae teach Nathan to love,
it's you.'

'l hope so, Ava. Anyway, thank you for giving meawhthink is some very
good advice. I'll try to be more patient and untierding.’

‘Thank you for asking me. Not too many people a#lik sld Ava for
anything.'

"You're not silly or old at all!

Ava smiled at how surprised Gemma sounded at harveovds.
'Er —how are things going with the housekeeping?’

'l have my ups and downs. Literally,' she addely.dri
Gemma laughed. 'Oh, yaue funny.'

'‘Funny?Me?'

'Yes. You have a delightfully dry sense of humaunust go Nathan's just
come in. Look after yourself, and thank you again.’

Gemma replaced the receiver and looked up, statimagght into a pair of
beautiful but cool grey eyes.

'Who were you talking to?"
Gemma tried not to bristle, but did Nathan havedond so suspicious?

'‘Ava.' came her succinct reply.



'‘Ava? And you think she has a delightfully dry sensé&wiour? Come on,
now. Who were youeally talking to?'

Gemma clenched her teeth hard in her jaw. It was thing to promise
patience, another to practise it.

'l was talking to Ava. If you don't believe me, IcBkelleview and ask her
yourself.’

He kept surveying her in that same cool fashios f&te not betraying any
of the frustration she knew must be bubbling ovehérs. But she did so
wish he wouldn't do things like this. All her earlisympathy and

understanding was vanishing in the face of his strguspicion.

'l believe you, darling. Is there any reason | $tiot?' He turned away and
strode across the foyer into the living-room. Jli'st that it's not like Ava to

ring," he threw back over his shoulder as he caetiron over to the bar. 'Is
there anything wrong at Belleview?"

'She had a fall today.’

'‘God, not another one. Is she hurt?'

Gemma hovered in the open doorway, anxious novst¢ape Nathan and
any further inquisition. 'She pretended she wakatk, | must —'

'Did she want you to go over?' Nathan cut in.
‘No.'

Then why did she ring?’

Gemma sighed. 'Just to talk.’

Nathan's glance was sardonic. 'Ava never doessfdreds her whole life in
that fantasy world of hers.’

The family's attitude to Ava had long irked Gemma.



'‘Well, if she does, then who could blame her?'sstapped. 'Byron puts her
down all the time and you're not much better. Yoghi to be ashamed of
yourselves. Ava's a nice lady, and not at all agidtas you make her out to
be. Byron is particularly patronising. Look at thay he made her feel small
about that mistake over the catering at Jade's wedlt wasn't all Ava's
fault yet she got the total blame. One day, shefiél and shock the life out
of all you Whitmores, you wait and see!’

"You're a Whitmore too,' Nathan said wryly. Or lyad forgotten?'

She glared at him across the room. 'Am | supposa@gad some hidden
meaning in that remark?'

‘Not at all." His face was bland as he picked wpdrink. '‘Can | get you

something to drink? You look like you could do withe.’ ‘No, thanks. | was
just about to run myself a bath." 'What a good .id&au certainly need

something to relax you. You're very uptight. Adtte chat doesn't seem to
have put you in a very good mood.’

Gemma swung away before she made another reveetimg. She hurried
into her bedroom where she stripped off her jacket dress, muttering
while she hung them up in her wardrobe. Why dithdnee to make that sort
of double-meaning remark all the time? Why did heehto make ibbvious
he didn't trust her any more? What had she eves ttoimspire a lack of trust
in her love?

The memory of her meeting with Damian Campbeluath today slid into
her mind and she bit her bottom lip. Nathan wowthbelieve that she'd run
into him by accident. Even if he did, he wouldldig furious with her for
having stayed and listened to what Damian hadyo sa

God, she wished she hadn't. She'd been terribtidpsthe rest of the day,
finding it hard to concentrate at work. Her phoa# t Ava had been made
out of desperation to find someone who could deaynl@n's appalling

claim about Nathan and Irene. To be honest, Avashgarised her with her
firmness and sound advice. The woman was not dhalbbsent-minded
eccentric she'd imagined her to be.



But despite Ava's reassurances, there still lukkigdin Gemma's mind the
slim possibility that Nathan might have been sedumg Irene. As for his
having openly lived with some woman old enough &his mother. . .
Gemma found that thought both repulsive and distgrb

'Mmm. Nice slip, that.'

Gemma whirled to find Nathan leaning against ther@onb, lazily
surveying her body in its ivory satin petticoat. lHed his drink to his lips,
his narrowed gaze continuing to take in the cuofdser womanly body as
he emptied the glass.

Gemma swallowed, not wanting Nathan to start angthiith her right now.
She was still havingtrouble dealing with what she'd found out about him
today.

"You've lost weight lately," he remarked as heiowd his slow appraisal of
her body. 'Aren't you eating properly during thgda

She flushed guiltily at the reminder that she'd hadunch at all that day. 'I.
.. thought I could do with losing a few pounds.’

'‘Don't.’
'Don't what?' she countered sharply. 'Don't think?"

'‘No, don't lose any more weight. In fact, | waatyto put some back on. |
liked you the way you were.’

'Yes, sir. I'll get to it right away.'

She could feel his eyes upon her a? she kickedesfEhoes and started to
roll down her tights.

‘Are you spoiling for a fight, Gemma?'

'‘No, of course not,' she muttered, recalling hogirtarguing always ended
the same way lately, with Nathan intent on prouimgt there was one area



where she never argued with him. That was thethasgy she wanted. 'It's. .
It's been a long day,' she went on, not looking\e're short-staffed at the
shop and every man and his dog seemed to want tinhobuy opals today
but to see everything we had in the place.’

'Poor darling. . . Maybe you'll need someone tohmasur back for you, if
you're that tired. . .and a glass of your favouwige. I'll go and get you
some.'

Gemma's head jerked up, her mouth opening to prdies Nathan was
gone. Groaning, she went into the bathroom, pttenplug, turned on the
water and poured in a whole stack of bubble-bdtlshé had to endure
Nathan coming in while she was naked in the bdttl,vgas going to make
sure he couldn't see a thing. Stripping off, sheel@d herself carefully into
the rising water and was well covered by rapidlyjtiplying bubbles when
Nathan showed up with a tall glass of chilled Rresl

‘Thank you.' she said as he handed it over. 'Daority about my back. I'm
going to soak.’

'So | see." He leant back on the corner vanity sacrossed. 'Are you all set
for your trip back to Lightning Ridge?"'

Gemma found herself growing tenser by the sectime Booked the flights.
And I've written to Ma.'

"You haven't got you hopes up, have you? You deseegou probably won't
find out anything.'

'Yes, but | have to try. And I'm going to keep tyj' she insisted.

'You're wasting your-time," he muttered. 'Just'msdlso wasting mine in
here. | think I'll go order us some food from oavdurite Thai restaurant.
Clearly you're too tired for anything tonight, evaoking.' And he stalked
from the room.



Gemma didn't know whether to feel relieved, or ypdxed. Nathan was like
a pendulum. Push him and he invariably came baé&kaock one off one's
feet. Gemma had a feeling that she might havepusied a little too hard.



CHAPTER EIGHT

AvA said not a single word to Byron that Wednesdaptredpout either her
fall or Vince, knowing both subjects would inspireritical and
condescending comments that she just didn't wantetr. When she
combed her hair with a fringe, it completely covktke cut, so there was
nothing to notice. Not that her brother ever reldlyked at her. He did say
grudgingly in passing that the new man seemedye Hlane a good job with
the lawns, then was unflatteringly surprised talfthat his suit had been
collected from the dry cleaners.

AVE was content to spend the evening quietly witmhemories of the most
remarkable day she had ever spent. Not to menkienrtost remarkable
man.

If it hadn't been for Vince's promise to bring hi$- teacher friend by in a
couple of days, Ava would have swiftly slotted \niato the section of her
mind reserved for fantasy men. But his impendingtwn the following
Friday night kept him right in the realms of raaklmen.

And real live men had real live eyes, she was fibtoeccept by the time she
went to bed. Her meagre weight loss of late hadraasformed her from an
ugly duckling into a graceful swan. She had a laray to go before she

would be really pleased with what she saw in herani But dammit, she

aimed to give it her best shot this time. Not veitilly crash diet either. That
never worked. She had to tackle her weight proldeother way.

Ava fell off to sleep that night full of determimam, waking the next
morning with her new optimism still intact. As socas Byron went to work,
she was down in his gym, working out on just alexerything she could
manage. A few minutes on the exercise bike, therthenstep walking
machine, then on the trampoline. She even did sbrest and leg presses. If
it had been warmer, she might have jumped intptw for a few laps. But
it wasn't. Not that the pool was in a fit statéd&swum in. That was another
of the jobs that had to be seen to before too long.

Ava felt so exhilarated after her hour of exerciged she went through the
housework like a whizandwithout knocking into a thing. Breakfast was a



sensible plate of muesli with fresh fruit, followég black coffee and no
sugar. She winced at the bitter taste but draakytvay, telling herself she
would get used to it in time. Ten-thirty saw heoabto dash out to visit her
favourite boutique for fatties when the telephoa@g: Normally, she
regarded the intrusive sound with irritation, bbisttime, she raced to
answer it with a suddenly fluttering heart.

It might be Vince. He'd promised to ring some titoeéay.
But it wasn't Vince. It was Nathan.

'Hi, there, Ava," he said in that smoothly elegamte of his. 'l wanted to
find out if you were all right.’

‘All right?' she repeated blankly, thrown by Nathalephoning her. He'd
never done so before.

'Didn't you have an accident yesterday? Wasn'dut gn the telephone to
Gemma when | came home last night?'

'Yes. . .yes, that was me. And yes, | did have alldadl.'

'‘Gemma and | were concerned about you, love. WédNtave come over if
you'd needed us, you know.'

Ava was at a loss for words. This wasn't like Nathball. She wondered if
she'd missed something along the line.

'‘Ava? Are you still there?
'Yes, Nathan. | guess I'm a bit speechless. I'nused to the male members
of my family making solicitous phone calls, or emg about my

well-being.'

Nathan laughed. 'Gemma said you had a dry serfsgmdur. I'm beginning
to see what she means.'

'‘Gemma is sweet.'



'Not like her husband, eh?' he drawled.

"You canbe nice, Nathan. When it suits your purposes.'

'How calculating you make me sound.’

'If the cap fits. . .’

There was a short sharp silence, during which Aach & few moments to
ponder this surprising new side of herself. Norgpahe would never dare

to speak to anyone like this, let alone Nathan. W happening to her?

"You've never liked me much, have you?' he finallyd in his usual cool
fashion.

Not true, Ava thought. There was a time when | waslly infatuated with
you. But that was a long, long time ago.

'It's hard to like someone you don't really know.'
"You know me pretty well.'
'‘No one knows you, Nathan.'

His low chuckle sounded bitter. 'My, my, now youheally surprised me,
Ava. You have hidden depths.’

‘Not as hidden as yours.'

She heard him suck in a sharp breath, but wherpbleesagain, his voice
was chilling. 'l think we might leave this convdisa-right there, Ava.
Clearly your bang on the head hasn't in any wayaineg your brain-power.
Though perhaps a word of warning might be in order.

'Don't ever presume to meddle in my affairs, esglgany relationship with
Gemma. | wouldn't like you to think you would takr anything that might
be misconstrued. Do | make myself clear?’



'‘Are you threatening me, Nathan?' Ava was astodigthénd that her voice
was quite calm, even though her heart was beatadjym

‘Advising you, that's all.’

‘Then let me give you a piece of return advicea Had it up to my ears with
other people telling me what to think and say aadldvill do as | please
from now on. DA make myself clear?’

She hung up before he could say another word. Aled éhough she was
trembling from head to toe Ava felt highly satisfieith herself. Finally, she
hadn't quivered in her boots when someone hadashar. She'd shot right
back, and done it with style!

Yet once her sense of personal triumph faded, Aas eft worrying about
Gemma. That marriage was doomed, as any marriagdatban was
doomed.

Ava might have brooded over Nathan and his martiagg&emma for ages if
the telephone hadn't rung again. Nevertheless)dred reached to lift down
the receiver in a somewhat distracted fashion ard'lello’ was a mite
vague.

'Is that the answer of a confident, up-and-cominigt&' demanded a gruff
male voice.

'Vince!'

'Right in one. How's the head this morning?'

'Oh —er. . ." For a second she was tempted to dasplitting headache. It
would be nice to hear soothing sympathetic wordd)ave Vince fussing
over her again, even if it was only over the teteph But a deeply ingrained
honesty waylaid her before her tongue could putehgptation into action.

'It's fine,' she said with a sigh.

'‘Are you sure? You're not just saying that?"



She laughed. 'No, Vince, I'm definitely not jusyisg that.'

'In that case why aren't you up there in that stofliyours, finishing some of
those paintings?'

'‘Goodness, what a slave-driver you are!'

'Well, you don't become successful in life sittomgyour bum. Up and at it,
Ava. When | get there tomorrow night, | want to sgedeast my painting
finished and ready for framing. You know the omadan. | want to buy that
one.'

"You want tobuyit?'

How else am | going to get it? | wouldn't expectiyto give'it to me for
nothing. Or isn't it for sale?’

'l. ..l hadn't thought about it. | guess it is.’

'‘Good. How much?’

'How much? I. . .1 have no idea. How much do yaoktit's worth?'

'‘Good God, woman, is that any way to get a faicefor your pain, sweat
and tears? Look, how about you ask Giuseppe ta ptite on it and I'll pay

whatever he says it's worth. Fair enough?'

'He'll probably say it's worth nothing,' she mugtérBut | don't understand,
Vince. Won't you be here when Giuseppe's here?

‘Afraid not. He refuses to look at an artist's watkiight. So he's dropping
by Friday afternoon instead, if that's all righthwyou.’

'Yes, of course it is,’ she said with much morefidemce than she was
feeling at showing her work to an expert. He'd ptuip take one look at her
paintings and want to throw up.



'‘Good. Can't stay and chat. I'm ringing you from cay phone and I'm just
turning into the building site now.’

'What building site?’

‘The one I'm working on at the moment. I'll see yammorrow night around
seven. That's not too early, is it?"'

'Seven will be fine." she said, her heart fluttgnivhen she suddenly realised
she would be alone with him again.

You're very accommodating, do you know that? Bikd it. See you then,
Ava, and promise me you won't go running down traemned stairs.’

'l promise.’

'Have you ordered the carpet yet?'

'‘No.'

'Do it today.'

‘Yes, Vince.'

Bye. See you tomorrow night.’

'‘Bye, Vince, and. . .thanks. . .’

He didn't hear her thanks because he'd alreadyiqurgva took some time

to hang up herself. It was as though by keepindgdlephone to her ear she
might pick up some lingering vibrations of Vincelmazing energy and

drive. His enthusiasm and confidence were catchingn she was actually
talking to him, but as soon as she hung up thenslecure Ava raised her
ugly head again. Her head began spinning withtedllsad to do that day.

There were clothes to buy, paintings to finish,pearto order, more
exercises to be done, fat-free dinner menus ta plan



She took a revitalising breath then picked up laekeys and headed for the
garages. One step at a time, Ava, she kept tdikengelf. One step at a time.

The following morning —Friday —Ava could hardly &leven one step.
She woke to find that every muscle in her bodyseded up, like an old car
engine without any oil. Getting out of bed was agdn the end she rolled
out, groaning aloud as she put her full weight @kriees that refused to
straighten.

A long Radox bath achieved a measure of mobilisydal some gentle

stretching. By mid-morning, Ava felt almost humantepresentative from

the carpet manufacturer she'd contacted the preday came in person to
show her a wide selection of samples. She pickedasubtle grey, not the
royal blue Vince had suggested, telling the man ¢h& would place the
order on the following Monday after her handymad teer how much she
would need.

Of course, she would eventually have to mentiontveihe@ was doing to
Byron —even Melanie would not have installed newpea without
consulting him — but she would put off the ineviafor a few days yet. If
the worst came to the worst, and he vetoed campé¢he stairs, she would
use it to carpet her studio. She was rather feditipthe polished floor in
there too.

Friday noon saw her sitting at her easel, starintgeapainting Vince had so
admired. A few dabs of sky in one corner and it latdae finished. The paint
was mixed, her brush was ready, but every timebtheh approached the
picture-her hand began to shake. It was incredible!

Finally, she had no choice but to put the brushrdamnd abandon the idea.
Vince would be so mad with her, but better notitesh it than ruin it
completely. Maybe she was suffering from a crisisanfidence. Maybe she
was nervous about what this Giuseppe person wamg goisay about her
work. A real artist would surely see faults Vinceuwld not even begin to
see. There again, perhaps her nerves had nothidg with her painting.
Perhaps they were due to the prospect of seeinge\édgain that night, but
for undeniably the last time.



For what was to keep him coming back after tonigkib8olutely nothing.

Men like him didn't date women like herself, no tamhow accommodating
they were, she thought bitterly. Or how hard thegrked to make -
themselves look as good as they could.

Her mind turned to the new outfit she'd purchasesterday, a silk trouser
suit in a bronze colour. The loose-legged culaitas cleverly cut jacket top
flattered her figure, the colour complementing lgetden- blonde hair
colour. She'd also purchased drop earrings ingheegyold that immed the
self-covered buttons of the jacket, as well as kweled bronze shoes. Most
of this month's allowance had been reduced to inenae fell swoop.

Still, it had been worth it if she could face Vinmmight looking as good as
she possibly could. She'd need all the confidemeec®uld muster, Ava
reckoned, after Giuseppe's visit this afternoonrdl.owhatever had
possessed her to put her so-called talent onribdike this?

Seven-twenty that night saw a primped, preenedpaniimed Ava sitting
stiffly in an armchair in the family- room, her ey®n the flickering
television screen but her ears straining to hesastiunds of a car arriving on
the gravel driveway. She'd deliberately turnedvbleme down so that she
could hear more easily. Minutes ticked away, hasiten increasing with
each silent second, dismay only a heartbeat awag."W simply late, or had
he decided not to come? Surely he would have rung couldn't make it?
Surely he. . .?

What was that?

A shudder of relief reverberated through Ava as sbeognised the
crunching of a vehicle coming to a halt outsideftioat steps. She jumped
up and began to run, stopping only when she eneceshtthe slippery
marble on the foyer floor. The prospect of slidorgher bottom over to the
front door filled her with horror. But it was hardden vision of her flushed,
excited face in the mirror on the wall that reddhpught her up with a jolt.



Get a hold of yourself, you stupid fool. Where @y pride? Since Vince
has been kind enough to come back a second timdedist you can do is
present yourself with some dignity, not like sorestiered over-exuberant
schoolgirl.

Tempering her face into what she hoped was an mtlggeool expression,
Ava had just enough time for her galloping pulseréo calm to a
respectable trot when the front doorbell rang. 8wahg down the last
persistent symptom of her nerves, she walked ngga#r to the front door,
opening it with what she hoped was a smooth flburis

'Sorry I'm late, Ava;' Vince said as he strodearfrustrated scowl on his
handsome face. 'l had a small problem with my waich meant | had to
drive one of the trucks.' He waved an impatientdhainthe battered utility
parked in front of the house. 'Damned thing ranodyietrol in the middle of
the Pacific Highway. I'm going to kill whatever kiner of mine is

responsible when | get home.’

'‘But isn't it your fault if your car ran out of pel?" Ava asked, rather
confused by his outburst.

'It wasn'tmycar that ran out of petrol!" he explained frusiddy. 'One of my
brothers borrowed that for the night. Probably Marow that | come to
think of it. Presumably to impress the latest fitifieaded female he's taking
out. That boy has no taste! Naturally, with a hatedon his mind, he
wouldn't have had his brain in gear when he firdsioe the day and ' forgot
to fill up the petrol tanks as he's supposed tthatend of the week in
readiness for the following Monday.'

Vince pushed up the sleeves of the black sweatkhirvas wearing and
propped his hands on his hips, drawing Ava's gahestjeans-clad legs. Not
the same tight blue ones he was wearing the oterTthese were a faded
grey, but just as tight.

'Once | realised my car was missing,' he grumbéedi | was running late, |
just jumped into the first vehicle I could find atwbk off, not looking at the
gauge. | nearly blew a gasket when it put-puttesl $top in the middle of an
intersection.’



'So | can see. But all's well that ends well, Vinteu're here safe and sound
and you're not too late, so calm down," she sooth&ohot worth getting so
het up about, is it?’

Vince glared at her for a moment, before a wry sriugged at his lovely
mouth. 'You're so right, Ava. | guess I'm a biestied out tonight. Today's
been hell at work and | was worried that you mipirik | wasn't coming. So
tell me. . .what did Giuseppe say?'

Ava's lips began to twitch with a sudden unexpededse of mischief.
'‘Well, first of all he wanted to know why you hadtold him what a
fine-looking woman | was. . .’

That randy old devil! | knew | shouldn't have lantcome here without me!

'‘And then he asked me if I'd be interested in modglfor his anatomy
classes. . .'

'‘Good God, is there no stopping that man? You dlseshis models pose in
the nude, don't you? What did you tell him?"

Ava's laughter was incredulous. ‘No, of course.'

‘Thank God for that. Can't have you posing nude.’

Ava bristled. 'And why not, pray tell?

'Why not? What do you mean, why not? Because I'dymmy guts out
about you, that's why not! Who knows what one afsth male students
might do after ogling you all night? You might getidely propositioned, or

raped, or worse!'

'Oh, truly, Vince," she dismissed scornfully. 'Dauyreally think some man
IS going to go into a lust-induced rampage afterrggeme in the nude?’

Those beautiful brown eyes of his blazed with angyigts as they raked
over her. 'Why not? As Giuseppe said, you're a @amine-looking
woman. Don't underestimate your attractions, Aveer€'s a lot of men out



there who like a well-rounded female. Italians aspecially partial to
voluptuous curves.'

Maybe so, but not the one standing in front of me.

His sudden grin distracted her from imminent degices ‘Look, why are we
arguing about a hypothetical situation? You've ake said no to the
modelling offer. What | want to know now is whatuSeppe said about your
paintings!

Ava's soul flooded with the same emotion she'd iglen Giuseppe had
pronounced his considered opinion.

'Oh, that. . .’

She turned away to close the front door, only ngrback to face Vince
when the hot wave of remembered pleasure was fiomter control. The
temptation to grin fatuously was incredibly strorigstead, she looked
Vince straight in the eye and smiled an undertedtamile.

'He loved them. He wants to give me an exhibition.'



CHAPTER NINE'

AvA had anticipated that Vince would be pleased. Qipss opinion had,
after all, validated his own. Men always liked ® froven right. What she
hadn't anticipated was that his pleasure would takeh a physical
expression. Clearly, she had underestimated hiimritdneritage and the
highly emotional and demonstrative nature it haahfdd firmly within his
macho body.

' knew it!" he exclaimed, and, with an excited whppicked her up bodily
and whirled her around the foyer, which was thalikfspacious or they
might have come to a sticky end. By the time hislfied the whirling around
by planting her down and giving her a bear-hug, A&s left extremely
breathless and just a little on the warm side.

'What fantastic news!" He pulled back from the tmgrin down at her, his
large hands still curled around her upper armsd What am | up for to buy
my painting? What has that old rogue demanded  {beay?"

"Northing," she said, her voice a little shaky.
Vince's hands dropped away and Ava breathed ao$igief.

'‘Nothing! That doesn't make any sense! Giuseppe's no foeé Wwants to
give you an exhibition it's because he thinks yougoing to be very
successful, especially in a commercial sense. Bawitll want to buy your
paintings in droves, Ava. You can count on it.'

Ava found herself flushing with pleasure. How worfdeit was to have
people believe in you, she realised. And what gehce it made to one's
confidence. After Giuseppe had left she'd sat ragwn and finished the
painting Vince especially liked, then gained noghbiut total satisfaction
from looking at it. All those imagined faults haddm just that. Imagined.

'If | am ever successful, Vince. . ." she began.

'‘Whenyou're successful, Ava,' he corrected. 'Ther®ig about it.'



She smiled her surrender to his single-minded denfie. 'OK.WhenI'm
successful, I'll always remember who started mengrway. None of this
would ever have happened without you.'

'Rubbish!" he denied, though she thought he logkeaised by her words.

"You don't know what your faith and support hasméame. | would never
have had the courage to show anyone my work onwmy @/hich is why |

didn't ask Giuseppe to put a price on your paintingant to give it to you,
as a token of my gratitude. Please. . .don't say ho

Ava choked up at this point. Perhaps because tialhad happened to her
today, or because her offer had the sounds of g@odtiached. She wasn't
sure which. But the renewed realisation that tfre@ndship was swiftly
drawing to an end might have had something to dl tlie lump filling her
throat.

'l wouldn't dream of saying no,' Vince said witmge softness, bending to
press a tender but totally unloverlike kiss onfobeghead. 'Thank you, Ava.
It will have pride of place in my collection.'

Ava was forced to clear her throat and to blinkdbp "Your. . .collection?’
she asked, dragging up a blandly curious expre$ssomsomewhere.

'Yes. I've purchased something from every one ais@pe's student
exhibitions over the past few years. I'm no expeit| know what | like.
And | value Giuseppe's opinion. | have no doubt tha/ears to come my
collection will be extremely valuable. Meanwhilé,gives me enormous
pleasure.’

'I'm sure it does. Goodness, what are we doingstéhding here in the
foyer?' she exclaimed before she burst into tésm must think me a
simply dreadful hostess. Come along into the drgwoom and I'll get you
a drink. Or some coffee, if you'd prefer.’

'l would prefer coffee, but not the drawing-roonhal room's only fit for
musical soirees. | much prefer the kitchen.’



"Whatever you say," Ava shrugged.

'‘Are you going to take lessons from Giuseppe?' ¥iasked on their way
through the family-room.

'Definitely. He's going to teach me oils too. lalevays wanted to learn oils.'
'When do you start?’

'In a couple of weeks.'

And when will the exhibition be?’

Not for quite a while. | have to finish all thosaiptings and do a few more,
he says. Perhaps early in the New Year.*

Once they arrived in the kitchen, Ava astoundeddieby being able to
make coffee and talk at the same time. Normallye sieeded total
concentration for such tasks to be completed withoshap, though at least
this time she did not have to arrange things omag or carry that tray
anywhere. All she had to do was set up cups ancesawn the breakfast
counter where Vince was already perched.

It was the rotten telephone ringing that was heloumy. Ava jumped at the
sound, coffee beans spilling from the spoon she hadding. She stared
down at the brown stain spreading on the white myuroaning, she lifted
mortified eyes to Vince without thinking, her pemsb agony at her
clumsiness there for him to see. He was off higlsito a jiffy, quickly
coming round to take the still trembling spoon oubher hand.

'Isn't it just like an artist not to be house-tedti he teased gently, already
cleaning up the spill with a sponge from the slhleads in the clouds, all of
them. You need someone to look after you.'

When he smiled over at her, Ava found herself stpdeeply into those
velvet-brown eyes, her heart squeezing tight. Wehatonderfully warm

person he was. Despite his claim that he'd beengactit of character last
Wednesday, Ava suspected that he was always ahldaded man,



generous with his time and his friendship, quickétp someone out when
they were in trouble or in need.

'‘Aren't you going to answer the phone?"

Ava flushed her embarrassment. 'Yes, of course,halmbled, and turned
away to lift the receiver down from the wall.

'Hello," she said tautly.
'Hi, there, Auntie.’'
‘Jade!’

'Don't sound so surprised!. | did say I'd ring y&lout Papa's fiftieth,
remember?’

'Yes. . .yes, of course. What did you decide?'

'‘Well, believe it or not, I've talked him into thdea of a party, after
promising faithfully that it won't be too large o formal. Kyle and | are
going to have it here on our houseboat. I'll orgarsome buffet-style food
and Kyle will have plenty of champers on hand.’

'‘And Byron's really agreed to this?'

'Reluctantly. | think he hates being reminded ties fifty but we couldn't
very well let his half-century go by without celabng it, could we?
Anyway, he's agreed to come and he's going to kamjing Catherine.
Frankly, I'm dying to meet her.'’

"You might dieafter meeting her.'

'Brrr. Do | detect a little chilliness there? Wkatlrong with her besides her
being a snob? Is she a right bitch, is that it?'

'l think I'll let you judge for yourself on thatee.'



Jade laughed. 'That's sitting on the fence, budr'typress. Now | want you
—plus a partner, please, Auntie —to be here neitalrnight and no
arguing. If you don't know anyone you can ask, thies yourself an escort.’
'Hire myself an escort?' Ava repeated in a shocked voice before
remembering there were other ears in the room.€;Jdoh't be ridiculous,’
she hissed. 'l. . .I'll just come alone."

*Oh. Auntie. . .

'What time do you want me there?' Ava asked crisply

Jade sighed. 'Any time after eight will do, butlisgaAuntie, you're going to
spoil my numbers. Everyone will be here with sormeebn

'Well, that's just too bad. Since it's not a sitvdodinner, who's going to
notice? Now | must go. | have a. . ." She jusbhitk the word visitor and
finished with '. . .1 have coffee getting cold. S®e next Friday night, Jade.'

'Oh, all right," her niece said in a dispirited aai 'But if you can think of
someone, Auntie, do please bring him.’

Ava hung up and turned a falsely bright smile Viaeegay. 'Sorry about that.
Family problems.’

'Yes, so | gathered. How do you take your coffee?asked, having busied
himself while she was talking.

‘Black, with no sugar.'

His glance over his shoulder was sharp. 'Didn't yake it white on
Wednesday?'

'Oh —er —sometimes | take it white and sometimidké it black.'

His narrow-eyed glance carried suspicion. 'Mmmopé that's right and
you're not on some stupid diet.'



'l don't diet any more,' she defended staunchl given it up.’

'Why would you ever want to diet anyway?' Vince targd. 'As | said
before you have a very attractive, womanly bodyer&ls far too many
skinny women around these days.'

Ava laughed. 'I'll bet the woman you date arelath.s

‘The woman | choose to date are all people. Theye hainds and
personalities as well as bodies.

He glared over at her and she glared right badke;¥ince. But I'll bet they
just happen to have beautiful slim bodies as well.'

‘You're a fool, Ava Whitmore,' he bit out. 'A dandrfeol.’

'So I've been told often enough.'

Vince winced at this, closing his eyes with a lowan. When he opened
them again, their expression was disgruntled. 'Haee said, pushing her

cup of coffee towards her. 'Thanks.'

The cup was up to her mouth when his next word® wletivered, making
her hand tremble uncontrollably.

'l take you to wherever you have to go.'

Ava lowered her coffee carefully to the counterdoefshe spilt it all down
her front.

'What's the occasion?' he went on coolly.
Ava had to admit her own voice sounded just as,cbuot inside she was
shaking. '‘Byron's fiftieth birthday party. His dduer and her husband are

holding it. She wants everyone to bring someong|.buum. . .'

"You're between boyfriends at the moment,' Vinoeshed for her.



Ava stared at him. Vince knew damned well thatdida't have a boyfriend
from all she'd told him on the Wednesday. OK. selsddn't told him about
her humiliation with Byron despatching all her pdtal admirers by calling
them gold-diggers, the last one justifiably so. Blue'd said enough for him
to read between the lines and conclude she didvé men friends queueing
at the door to ask her out!

‘Actually, I'm between girlfriends myself at the ment," Vince elaborated
casually, 'so taking you is no trouble. | know what like, arriving alone
when you're supposed to have a partner. Damnedreasbimg.’

Ava could not for the life of her imagine Vince euseing at a loss for a
partner. There would have to be any number of woimérs life who would
jump at the chance to go out with him.

No. . .he was just playing Good Samaritan agaird #is time, she couldn't
bear it.

'What's wrong?' he asked sharply when she didewen 'Won't | do?

She almost laughed. But no. . .actuallywewildn'tdo. Aside from the fact
she hated being the object of pity, everyone's eyamsdd fall out of their
heads if she walked in with someone as gorgeousasas. Jade would
presume shéad hired him and Byron would look upon him with ogtrt
suspicion, assuming Vince had his eye on Ava'sritamee. As for the rest.
.. Ava could imagine their reactions would alldoenewhere between Jade's
mercenary assumption and Byron's cynicism.

'l would be proud to take yownywhere Vince,’ she said in an
emotion-charged voice. 'But that is not the issue.hEhe issue is that I'd
rather go alone than feel you were taking me owhafity. Or pity.'

'Pity!" Vince exploded. 'Of all the stupid. . . patheticstubborn. . ." His
hands shot out to grab Ava by the shoulders, sigadkén good and proper. 'l
do not take women out out pity! | take them out because | like them, damn
it, and don't you forget iRity. . ." His lovely mouth twisted with scorn as he
dragged her against him and kissed her quite shydme lips ravaging hers
before he released her rather roughly, leavingwida-eyed and breathless.



'‘God, I'm sorry," he muttered, raking agitated Isapaick through his hair. T
didn't hurt you, did I? | didn't mean to do thatlibve me. | don't know what
came over me.'

It took Ava a few seconds to*collect herself enotgprovide an answer to
his confusion.

Anger.

He'd lost his temper at being accused of sometmengasn't guilty of. That
kiss had been an act of outrage, not passion. iHdnkss had been called
pity and he'd reacted with typically Italian oveettop emotion.

'No," she said tautly. "You didn't hurt me." Noygieally. . .

'What time shall | pick you up?'

Ava's breath caught. He really meant to go throwgh it* then?

'‘Don't give me any more lip, Ava," Vince warneti'taking you and that's
that.'

Ava's new sense of self warred with her pride. @te't like the thought of
Vince taking her simply because he'd backed himstlfa corner. Neither
did she like the image of herself turning up at ety alone.

What time. Ava?" Vince prompted curtly.

Yes. yes. Would —er —eight be too early for yougtdd would be long
gone by then, if he had to go over and pick up &atle at her beachside
apartment at Palm Beach. He might not even comestainall after work,
just go straight from the city to Palm Beach.

God, was this really happening? Was she actuaihyggo walk into Byron's
party with Vince on her arm?

'Eight will be fine," he gruffed. 'ls this do forima casual?'



'Dressy, but not formal. Wear a suit or a jacket.'

'Right." He scooped up his coffee-cup and draiheétlow I think I'd better
get out of here before | do or say something furtmaight regret.’

Ava was offended but tried not to show it. 'I. hdve to get your painting for
you. It's upstairs.'

'In that case I'll wait at the front door while ygat it.’

'Oh. .. Very well. . . If you like. . .

'l don't like but it's what I'm going to do.’

'Must you talk in riddles?"

'It's the fact that you think I'm talking in riddl¢hat makes it a necessity.'
Ava threw her hands up in the air. 'You might adl e talking Greek.'
'Don't you mean ltalian?"

For a second they glared at each other, till siamgous laughter erupted
from both of them.

'l don't know what I'm laughing at,’ she manageldstt hugging herself.

‘Neither do I," he responded, a wry grin on higfaBut does it matter? Life
can't have too much laughter in it.’

Ava stared at him. God, no wonder she loved lItali&he'd never felt so
alive as she did at this moment. Suddenly, she'tdidne what her family
thought next Friday night. To hell with them all!

Not only that, it was slowly coming to Ava that n&xiday might not be the
end of things where Vince was concerned. Sinceastsegoing to become
one of Giuseppe's students, and Vince was obviauslgse friend of his,
then she might see some more of him. Who knew? Blagxd also come



back to mow her lawns if and when this Roger pensas indisposed.
Romance didn't figure in her thoughts —when it cameality, Ava was a
realist —but she would settle for anything wherns than was concerned.
Absolutely anything!

Tll go get that painting,” she tripped happilypdaturned to hurry off,
returning with it to find Vince already out on therch, the front door open.
'Here it is," she said; and handed it to him dledbup. 'l finished it for you.'

He unrolled the canvas and stared at it silenttyaféew moments, before
rerolling it and looking back up again. 'This isrmst generous gift. I'll
treasure it always. Now | must go, Ava. See yoeigit next Friday night,’
he said, then whirled to hurry down the steps,@j\an oddly frowning look
as he climbed in behind the wheel. The engine ef d@hcient utility
shuddered into life and he was off, his suddenlacaon sending a spray
of gravel out behind him.

Ava stared at the empty driveway long after thehzat gone. Very slowly

she turned and went inside, pressing the buttdhewall to close the gates.
What had Vince been thinking when he'd frownedeatjist now? Had he

been comparing her to the other women r e d datedtbe years? Was he
going to be slightly ashamed to be seen with hed?hB regret offering to

take her to Byron's party?

Maybe all three, she accepted bravely. But sheseefto let it get her down.
There were seven days before next Friday nighteSalays and seven
nights. Surely some considerable improvement inapgearance could be
accomplished in that time if she were determinatidedicated enough.

If Vince was generous enough to take her to Byrpaldy then she was
going to make sure he was proud to be with herh\Wibit of luck, at the
same time, she might just be proud of herself!



CHAPTER TEN

GEMMA and Nathan stood silently together, waiting foe thoarding

announcement for the flight to Lightning Ridge. €)dé the terminal a cool
breeze was blowing, the sun not yet up. Insideyas comfortably air-

conditioned, but Gemma was experiencing her owarichill. She'd never
flown before and she was very nervous.

There's nothing to be nervous about," Nathan segrer by saying. She
hadn't mentioned her nerves for fear of giving dathn excuse for her not
to go at all. 'Driving's more dangerous than flyiigke a few deep breaths
and try to relax your muscles and limbs.'

She did so and did, indeed, feel better. But heughts were still tense,
returning to the semi-argument they'd had the niggfore and which
remained unresolved in her mind. She must have s@ae sort of worried
sound, for Nathan threw her an exasperated looksaitj "What's wrong
now?"'

'l just wish you'd told me about Byron's party gginti she said unhappily. 'If
Jade hadn't dropped into the shop yesterday I'drrieave known. | think
she was put out that you hadn't told her | woulde'there."'

'‘Don't worry about Jade, Gemma,' came her husbdnaisreply. 'She'll

survive. | wasn't going to let you put off yourptrior the sake of a
last-minute idea of Jade's. Byron doesn't eweamt a party and he fully
understands why you won't be there. | explainedituation.'

Gemma suppressed a sigh. When was Nathan goimgliee that she had
the right to make her own decisions about thingstinis? But no. . .he kept
keeping things from her because he still thoughtrieav best. Perhaps that
was one of the main reasons she was going to LiightRidge to make her

own enquiries about her background, because uratbrishe was afraid

Nathan knew something, and was keeping it from her.

Yet now that the moment was at hand she wondereat wh earth she
thought she was going to achieve. Her assertidri_tghatning Ridge people
would talk to her more openly than a city detectivight be true, if there



was anyone who knew something in the first placa din't, and she'd been
her neighbour for years. The only possible persem@a could think of
was old Mr Gunther, and he was as close-mouthedcéan.

'I'm probably wasting my time, anyway,' she mutiedespiritedly.

'l think so," Nathan agreed. '‘But hopefully it Wegét this obsession about
your mother out of your system once and for all.’

Gemma automatically bristled, but said nothing timee for fear of another
argument. Really, Nathan had been surprisingly gamrlt this trip. She'd
expected him to object, to find a million reasortsywhe couldn't fly off on
her own. Even this morning, she'd been half expgdtim to announce at
the last minute that he would come with her, partyo party. But he hadn't
and for that she was grateful. She could do witbva days On her own,
away from him.

She'd been under a lot of stress since the day sba' into Damian

Campbell. Much as she'd tried to be patient witlihllia —as Ava had
suggested — the various claims Damian had made abakept gnawing

away inside her. She longed to<ask Nathan straighabout them, longed
for him to confide in her, longed for him to prawis love for her by trusting
her with his past.

But she knew he was never going to do that. Nairvalkily. He was going
to keep doing what he'd always done, pretending/dm a perfectly well-
adjusted man with no dark secrets, using that famalde of his to hide all
the hell that had to be buried deep inside. Shéitipged that hell
occasionally, especially in moments when his emnaliguard was down, as
it was when he was furious with her, or sexuallystrated. Then, the devils
would be momentarily unleashed from his soul, mgkim a volatile yet at
the same time touchingly vulnerable human being.

Gemma frowned at this last thought. Maybe that wiaat she'd been doing
subconsciously of late, trying to make Nathan angpythat he would
explode into that more vulnerable being. Insteagd bbeen remarkably
tolerant of her behaviour, either ignoring heranfimatory remarks or just
not reacting to situations that would normally hamaoyed him. In a way,



this uncharacteristic tolerance was beginning thhdroGemma, especially
when it came to Nathan's response to her avoidirdesely. The Nathan of

a couple of weeks ago certainly wouldn't have mibiticepted her excuses
and walked away. He would have forced the issuén'Dhe want her any

more? Was that it? Or was he using some sort efsevpsychology?

'‘Are you sure that old lady friend will be theretla¢ airport to meet you?'
Nathan asked, breaking into her muddled thoughtswidrried tone was so
much like the old overprotective Nathan she kned lawed that Gemma
smiled a type of relief at him.

'Yes, of course she will. Ma's very reliable. Gash be so good to see her
again. Good to see the old home town again too.'

Nathan gave her an incredulous look. 'Surely yaehé@been homesick for
Lightning Ridge, and that awful dugout you usedive in!"

'Hardly, but it'll be nice to go back, visit oldagkes.’

"You do realise it will be very hot compared to Bgg? You haven't taken
all winter clothes, have you?'

Gemma laughed. 'Nathan, what an old fusspot youbeasometimes. Do
you think I didn't think of that? I've been lookiager myself for years, you
know.'

'In a fashion,’ he conceded, though grudgingly, cwhibrought an
exasperated sigh from Gemma.

'‘Now don't take offence, darling,’ he drawled, islidhis arms around her
waist and drawing her close, 'l enjoy fussing oxaar, just as | enjoy buying
you things. Both are my way of showing you how muidébve you. All |
want is for you to be happy, Gemma. Always rementbat. . ." His head
dipped to sip softly at her lips.

It had been so long since Nathan had kissed herthis, so softly and
tenderly, that Gemma was startled by her immedatd very fierce
response. An electrical current raced through learsy accompanied by a



charge of emotion that brought home to Gemma tbabitvn feelings for
Nathan would never change. She loved him. She waluldyslove him, no
matter what.

Her arms snaked around his neck, her fingers sgiayp into his hair, her
tounguetip darting past her softly parting lips dontact his lips in an
inviting and seductive gesture. Nathan groanedsavept her hard against
him, deepening the kiss so that soon they werdisg/i@way in a whirlpool
of passion that made them both oblivious of wheey tvere.

Till the words 'Lightning Ridge' spoken over th&irtom filtered through to
Gemma's brain.

She reefed out of Nathan's torrid embrace, her faate her head still
spinning, 'l. . .1 have to go,' she choked outthteasly.

'‘No, you don't,” he ground back. 'You can stay wih. Forget Lightning
Ridge! We'll drive up to Avoca, spend the next fdays alone together at
the beach- house, have a second honeymoon.'

'l can't, Nathan," she said, shaken by how muchvse tempted. 'Ma's
waiting for me. And what about your rehearsalstifigr play, not to mention
Byron's birthday party tonight?'

‘To hell with the play, and to hell with Byron'sthiday party!

She laid a quivering hand against his frustrated.fa&’ou don't mean that. .
He dragged in then expelled a shuddering sigh.I'Sleppose not. Go, then.

Leave me to my misery and loneliness.’

Her laughter was low but full of satisfaction. Nathdid love her. They were
going to be all right.

'When | get back we'll plan a weekend away togégttsdre promised.
'Meanwhile, why don't you throw yourself back irstmme writing over the
weekend? Drag out that play you put aside.’



'Yes. . .yes, | might do that.’
'l must go, Nathan. . . I love you. . .

'‘And | love you too, darling. See you Monday.' Hawed as she moved off
through the gate with the small line of people.

She waved back once, then walked on, her spints Monday was four
days away. Four lonely days.

God, I don't want to go!

The sudden impulse to run back was so strong dkeddhend glanced back
over her shoulder.

But Nathan wasn't there. He'd already left. Witksigned sigh, she kept on
going.

Ava was a nervous wreck by the time Friday evec@ge. She had never
felt so excited about something in all her lifet gethe same time agitated.

A brutal inspection in the dressing-room mirrorttheorning had confirmed
she hadn't worked wonders over the previous wele&dSvorked a darned
miracle!

Ava had resisted looking at herself too closely vadlek, though she'd
noticed her face getting thinner, and had sensgeat change beneath her
increasingly baggy clothes. But the full-length morrrevealing that literally
poundshad dropped away in some places and she actuallashape!Of
course she'd almost killed herself with working,@rd she'd been ruthless
in her eating habits, sticking to fresh fruit, @ meat, steamed vegetables
and high-fibre breads with no added margarine.

Nothing sweet had passed her lips. Every time siteahcraving —which
was often —she would mentally picture Vince arrgsto pick her up for the



party, and the craving would be resisted. A man gvaat motivation, she'd
found. At least. . .-a man like Vince was.

Ava had left the buying of an ouitfit till the Friganorning, not going to her
boutique for biggies this time, but an ordinary tique which also had a
wide range of lingerie. She still wasn't model mate—not by a long shot
—but with the aid of a figure-shaping corset inegth cream satin, she
looked very well in a deep coral suit whose settedi jacket and slimline
skirt made the most of her still buxom figure. Tjaeket had a low,
heart-shaped neckline which showed quite a biteE#vage, and when Ava
had said she would fill it up with a necklace tla¢es assistant had shaken
her head in disapproval.

'Why distract from your best asset?' the girl fembAva by complimenting.
'If you've got it, flaunt it!"

Ava had left the shop in a state of elation, hett pert of call being her

hairdresser, who had oohed and aahed, not justlwetothes, but over her
client's much slimmer figure. She'd assumed Avaliesh to an expensive
health farm, expressing wide-eyed admiration Whea gaid she'd done it
all by herself at home.

Ava had returned from her shopping and hairdresekpgdition with her
confidence high but her bank balance in the redh# kept this up she
would definitely have to sell some of Irene's jdeml to make ends meet.
After all, none of her clothes fitted her very waHty more. In another week
or two, she would have to buy a whole new wardrdlbat an exciting
thought!

Her happiness, however, was replaced by appreheasidhe time to get
ready approached. In deference to her nerves, s$aded early.
Unfortunately, her agitated state tended to makehieker —or maybe she
moved faster these days. Whatever, by seven-tsimywas putting in her
gold drop earrings and slipping her feet into a péistrappy gold sandals
which hadn't seen the light of day for years butciwihad never gone out of
fashion.



Nevertheless, they were quite high, and Ava figwieel could use her spare
half-hour getting used to them. What else was tted®n? Byron's birthday
gift was wrapped, his card written on. There wa®ne in the house to talk
to or show off to — Cook had been given the nigfitamd Byron, as
expected, hadn't come home after work, choosinggdo straight to
Catherine's.

Ava made sure the gates were open then spentntieewtalking carefully
around the house, practising being elegant andrepfatuously at herself
where- ever she could see her reflection. Godsbhatdid look good! She
still couldn't believe it.

What would Vince say? she wondered breathlesslyuliMoe be surprised?
Pleased? Or wouldn't he even notice the change?

Byron hadn't all week. There again, she did go dotlve house in sloppy
clothes, so she couldn't really blame him. He sth@ale some difference
tonight, though. So should every other member ofdmily.

What wouldtheysay? Maybe they'd be too busy gawking at Vinaeatly
notice the difference in her.

She wondered what Vince would wear. Having nevensem in anything
other than jeans, she was rather looking forwarseting what he looked
like dressed more formally. Still, he would lookfastic in anything.

Her feelings of excited anticipation grew with e@assing second, her eyes
constantly returning to one of the many clocks atbine house. But clocks
were like watched pots, Ava found out that evenifigey never seemed to
get a move on. Every time she checked the' gramelfatock in the hall, the
hands had hardly moved. She paced up and dowmdugaawn, till she was
so darned competent in those high heels she caud Hone the tango
across the marble foyer and not missed her foatimog.

The doorbell ringing out of the blue almost gavea/ heart attack. The
moment was at hand at last. Dear God, pleasentelike how | look. Please
don't let him say anything critical. And pleas@psie fromshaking!



Ava soon realised that all her shaking was ingateshe managed to make it
to the door and open it with surprising panachec¥is back was to her at
first. He must have turned to admire the front gasj] which
looked-'spectacular at night when the lights maykwut the circular
driveway were on, as they were at that moment. gdwd in the centre
looked especially enchanting, with its water lileeginning to bud.

"You're right on time," she said, her polite snfilkezing on her lips when
Vince turned, something happening inside her cwash he looked straight
at her. It felt like a vice had suddenly been clathpround her heart. She
gulped and dropped her eyes from that too handdanoeeand those too
beautiful brown eyes.

His clothes, she noted after a couple of blank sgégocould have been put
together from the pages of a style magazine for. Maihored beige trousers
covered his long muscular legs, a tan leatherrbatking out his trim hips.
A smart cream linen sports jacket made his broadldlers look broader,
underneath which lay a dark brown shirt in a vexyyssilky material. The
two top buttons were undone and Ava's eyes wegedoably drawn to the
smattering of golden curls at the centre of thali-reenembered bronzed
chest.

In jeans, Vince had been a handsome hunk. In tckgbes he was
something different entirely, suave and sophistidatvith a more subtle
sexy appeal which still evoked in Ava yearnings asgible to control. She
tried to stop her eyes from filling with raw hunges she looked him over
but she was doomed to failure. Her only consolatias that he seemed too
busy, staring alher to notice her appallingly revealing inspection. 3Naat
admiration in his eyes, or exasperation?

'My God, Ava, what have you been doing to yoursélé?exclaimed at last.
'Doing?’ she repeated. My God, her heart was pogrst hard she was sure

she was going to faint. Thank the lord she wasihgldn to the side of the
doorway. 'What. . .what do you mean?’



"You know damned well what | mean, woman. You'tkexibeen on one of
those fool crash diets or you've been deceivingathalong by wearing
clothes a couple of sizes too big.’

'Oh. . .oh, you mean my weight loss," she retured, inner agitation
increasing. Why was he angry with her? 'Well, dtyud —er —haven't
been on a diet at all. I've been working out.’

'Working out?' he repeated, still scowling.
'Yes. You know. Sit-ups and things.'
'Sit-ups and things?'

Vince's attitude finally got to Ava, her inner agion suddenly bursting
forth into open frustration. "Truly, Vince, mustycepeat everything | say?’
she exclaimed irritably. 'And why sound so puzzléd? sure you know

what sit-ups are. What's the matter? Don't youtlieeway | look?'

His narrowed gaze raked over her from head to gaénabefore he gave a
dismissive shrug. 'What's not to like? You lookggmus and you know it.'

Ava was taken aback. What an odd way to give a damept! It was not at
all what she had hoped fa¥othinghe had said since she had opened the
door was what she had hoped for.

'‘Gee whiz, thanks,' she said, her voice sharp kuitth and disappointment.
"You scrub up pretty well yourself. Amazing whag tiight clothes can do,
isn't it?"

Vince cocked his head on one side, his thoughiptession slowly being

replaced by a rueful smile. 'Amazing what the lofss few pounds can do to
a woman's personality. | hope you're not goingita tnto one of those rich
bitches, Ava. If you are, then | suggest you tuatckbthe clock. | much

prefer the woman 1 first met.'

Ava was so startled by this remark that she jusdcsthere, her thoughts
whirling. How could he possibly have preferred thiatnp?



‘Tell me, Ava,' he went on with a quiet ruthlesspes there anything you
should tell me about this party tonight? | havexaful feeling there's some
hidden agenda | don't know about.'

Ava frowned her confusion. 'Why on earth would way that?'

'I'm not sure. But you must have had a mighty péweeason for the agony
you've obviously put yourself through this past kee

Ava stared straight into Vince's eyes and battleddhto keep her
composure. Oh, Vince. . . Don't you know? Can't gea? | love you. |
wanted you to be proud to be with me. . .

Shock at having finally admitted she loved Vinceewen to herself—had
Ava sucking sharply inwards. Immediately, Vincetzg narrowed on her
face and she had to struggle even harder to keeggdibrium. Letting out
her breath slowly, she was quite proud of the dognity of her answer.

'Perhaps | was simply tired of the way my familygeéved me, Vince. But,
more importantly, | was' tired of the way | peraavmyself. There comes a
time when one has to stop blaming others for whaat gjave become,
especially when that person is dead. Irene hasom@pover my life now.
You and Giuseppe have given me back my confidemeeray painting, but

| have set out this past week to get back my cenfié as a woman. What
you're seeing is a brand-new Ava who wants to leyhing she can be,
who wants to live life to the full. Hopefully, sheiever become a bitch, but
she won't be walked over any more either. I'm @aly'y you don't seem to
find her to your liking.’

Vince gave a dry chuckle, a sardonic smile liftorge corner of his mouth.
‘Not to my liking. . . Oh, Ava. . . what rubbishwytalk sometimes. You've
always been to my liking. And you always will. Doyou know that?'

Ava was still blinking her utter astonishment whéimce took her quite

firmly by the upper arms and lifted her right offrifeet, earring her back
inside the foyer where he kicked the door shutlamered her back to the
floor.



‘Not to my liking. . He laughed again before relegser only long enough
to sweep his arms around her waist, drawing het dgainst his body while
his mouth bent to cover hers in a very thoroughldisteringly hungry kiss.

A low moan punched from Ava's lungs as the realityhat was happening
to her took hold. This was no fantasy. This wagdat. Vince's arms around
her were real; his kissing her was real; his tongdrech at that moment was
doing incredible things, was very real.

It only took Ava a few mind-blowing seconds to rgose that reality was
far better than any fantasy, especially when thality was Vince.

Another highly sensual moan fluttered from deephinither throat which
had the wonderful effect of making Vince gather teehim even closer, if
that were possible. They already seemed gluedhegeiva decided dimly
that she must have died and gone to heaven.

When Vince's mouth finally broke from hers, sheeghdazedly up into his

flushed face, at eyes glittering with naked dedgips, still apart and panting

heavily. Having never encountered rampant maleigass close range

before, she wasn't sure what to think, or do. A# &new was she wanted
him to kiss her again, wanted him to keep holdiaeg touching her. . .

"You should never look at a man like that, Ava,ghewled.

'Like what?' she asked breathlessly.

'Like you want him to ravage you.'

'‘Maybe Idowant you to ravage me,' she whispered shakily.

My God, had she just said that? Had she really?

Her lips fell apart in shock at her own boldnesdlikg in love had made her
go mad! Or was it Vince's kiss that had done thatt driven her to a place

where common sense and decorum no longer matterdg,what one
wanted deep within one's soahdone's body?



He glared down at her, eyes narrowing. 'Have y@n lainking?'

'No.'

'Little girls shouldn't play with fire," he warnelarkly.

His condescension sparked some healthy fire anit.sjiou kissed me
first,” she reminded him accusingly. 'And Ifvot a little girl! I'm a grown
woman.'

His eyes dropped to her cleavage. 'Mmm. You'reagdytright there.'

Ava gasped when his fingers followed his gaze amdthrted undoing the
top button on her suit jacket.

'What. . .what are you doing?'

‘Undressing you,' he muttered thickly. 'It's veaydto ravage a woman with
her clothes on.'

'‘But. . .but you can't! | mean. . .not here. Nkelthis!'

He stopped, a frown momentarily clouding the intignsof his
concentration. 'Why not? Aren't we alone? God, tdt@il me the ogre's
somewhere around!

‘No, Byron's not here.’

‘That's a relief. But you're 'right," he pronounaggldncing around. 'We can't
make love down here. Nothing but marble for mifsch an event calls for
comfort.’

Ava gasped again when he bent to slide an arm droeinknees and another
round her waist, scooping her firmly up into hisnar 'We shall retire to
your bedroom.’

'‘But we can't!" she squawked, even while her pukste-went haywire at the
thought. 'We have to go to Byron's party!



'We will go to Byron's party,' he reassured hevetiually/ And began
carrying her upstairs two steps at a time withbetglightest hesitation on
the supposedly slippery stairs.

Panic made Ava say the one thing she thought rsigipt him in his tracks.
"You do realise I'm a virgin, don't you? thirty!" she added with a lashing of
self- contempt in her voice.

Vince didn't flinch an inch, or miss a single baathe strode masterfully
down the hallway. 'Is that so? Then we haven't enemd to lose, have we?
Can't have this smashing new Ava ending up a drgedid maid, can we?"

With that, he swept through her open bedroom dodraver to the bed.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

AvVA's heart began thudding madly when he laid her dowthe bed. She
wanted him to make love to her. But she was sadafraof everything. . .

His leaning over to snap on one of her bedside $ahgal her lurching up
into a sitting position, a horrified look on hecéa My God, she didn't want
him to be able tseeher. Not without her clothes on!

Vince, I. . .

'Hush," he whispered, sitting down on the sideheflied and cradling her
face with his large strong hands. 'I'm not goingua you.'

'‘But the light," she groaned.

"You want it off?"

'Please. . .

"Your wish is my command.' He leant over and svattlit off again. A
gentle light was still filtering in through the apdoorway but the room was
large and her bed was against the far wall.

His hands refound her face in the semi-darknesgdims gentle around her
throat while his thumbs caressed the corners ofrheuth. 'lI've been
thinking about doing this all week," he murmuret, thumbs moving to
stroke her cheeks while he kissed her.

Ava's thoughts tumbled into turmoil. He'd been king about doing this all
weelk That would mean he'd been wanting to make lovkeadva she had
been, not just the Ava she was tonight.

'No!" she cried, and wrenched away from his mouth.

'No, he echoed, disbelief in his voice.



You. . .you couldn't have wanted to make lovéeq' she insisted shakily.
"You couldn't!

'Who?' He sounded totally perplexed.
'Me. A week ago. No man could have.’

His fingers had frozen on her face and she cowdtHes eyes boring into
her. His sigh, when it came, was full of exasperatiOh, Ava. . .Ava. .

.what nonsense you talk sometimes. How many tinselshéve to tell you

that a few pounds here and there doesn't make awomattractive? | was
attracted to you the first moment | laid eyes on.\dhad the devil of a job
keeping my hands off you that day.’

"You did? Honestly?' Ava could hardly believe wkhe was hearing. Yet
why would he lie?

'Hell, yes. There | was with you in my arms all tree and wanting to kiss
you like crazy. | only held back 'because I'd vowetlto get involved with a
woman again till | didn't have so much work on mhatp. My last
relationship broke up because of my lack of leisume. On top of that, you
seemed to be the sort of woman a man has to nrarjhave a convenient
affair with.'

This last remark had Ava coming down to earth waitthud. 'And now you
think I'm the sort of woman a maanhave a convenient affair with?"

'l think you answered that question downstairs. '¥oa grown woman who
wants to be all she can be, who wants to livet@féhe full. I, for one, have
never subscribed to the theory that a woman shemhdin a virgin till she
marries, however unltalian that might sound. Itisatural. You want me to
make love to you, Ava. No, yaweedme to make love to you. Don't deny it.’

Her blush betrayed her shyness, as well as hesalrodince bent to kiss her
till she was clutching at him and moaning softhyher throat.

'‘God knows how you reached the ripe old age oftythivithout being
whisked off to bed,' he rasped, drawing back toatantalising finger over



her softly swollen lips. 'Surely there must haverbsome man along the
line. ..

‘There. . .there was a young man named Jameg;bsffessed breathlessly,
'‘when | was twenty. He said he wanted me, but wee. split up before
anything could come of it.’

'What happened?’

Ava shrank back at the memory. 'He only wanted aeabse of my money.
He was poor, you see, and | inherit quite a forifiaed when | ever marry.
Irene always said that —'

'Enough said!" Vince cut in savagely. 'l don't wamhear another word if
you're going to tell me you let that bitch Irenene¢imce you no man would
ever want you for anything other than your moneg.you think I'm here
because | want your money? Good God, woman, I'nahall interested in
your damned money. | have an adequate amount afamythank you very
much. All I'm interested in is your body"

While Ava gaped, Vince groaned, smacking himselfrenforehead. 'God,
that sounded dreadful, and it's not strictly tritkez. | like you very much,
Ava. You must know that. | think you're a lovelyrpen and | adore just
being with you. But | have no time for anything etithan a part-time
relationship with any woman. Neither am | emotibnaquipped at the
moment for anything more. What with my family respibilities and my
workload, sometimes | haven't time to scratch nfySélere, that's cold hard
honesty for you. I'm offering you nothing but amidpere and a night there.
If that's not acceptable, you'd better say so neflere we go any further!'

"You mean you'd stop if | asked you to?"
‘Are you asking me to?'

'‘God, no.'



He laughed and bent to kiss her startled mouthu'téadelightful, do you
know that?' He kissed her again. '‘And delicious. Another kiss. 'And
desirable. . ." He pushed her back on to the pdld®nd dangerous. . .'

A muffled but very passionate groan rumbled in thi®at, his hands no
longer holding her face but busy on her clothed.tNat he stopped kissing
her. Only once did his mouth leave hers and thatwil@en he sat her up to
take her jacket right off. Lord knew where he pufva didn't know and she
didn't care. By then she was drunk on his kisgesptood in her veins as
intoxicated as though she'd consumed a whole bofttleine on her own.
She'd even stopped worrying what he thought obbédy.

A second abandonment of her mouth was accompawiteehidding her of
her skirt and shoes, which left her lying on togef bed in nothing but her
cream satin corset and stockings. When he retumieer side, he didn't kiss
her on the mouth. Instead, he pressed heateddifjsetbase of her throat
while he pushed the shoestring straps off her sleosll When he began to
peel the satin garment downwards, his mouth folthvimiling a damp path
of kisses over her skin.

Goose-bumps erupted on her arms, Ava shiveringmatiious anticipation

as his mouth got closer and closer to her nipflesast the pained peaks
were released from their satin imprisonment, bogstupwards in ripe

supplication for his waiting lips.

'Oh," Ava moaned softly when Vince licked over eagke in turn, running
his tongue around and over them till they were littee river pebbles, all
hard and slippery.

'Oh, God," she whimpered when he started a twimeat, sucking one
nipple deep into his mouth while rolling the othstween thumb and
forefinger. His tugging mouth set up another tuggoteep inside her,
bringing with it a tension that was both excitinglaxcruciating.

When he stopped briefly to peel the undergarmeit down to her waist,

then to undo the snap fasteners between her legs Ayes flung open. She
gasped when his mouth returned to capture a stillnipple, but her gasp
was not in response to this, but to the hand thdt stayed between her



thighs and was busy showing her that nipples rgoa second when it
came to instruments of erotic torture.

She squirmed beneath his ministrations, pantingekeitement as he took
her closer and closer to she knew not what. Evergtivas chaos in her
mind. All she knew was that she wanted his fingerstay inside her, to
keep doing what they were doing. When her fleshieddgpulsating against
him, he abruptly withdrew, making her cry out ismay.

'It'll be all right," he soothed, pressing a bkefs to her anguished mouth.
Tl just be a few moments.' The mattress squeakéitle as he swung his
legs over the side and stood up.

He didn't take all that long. But it felt like ateenity. She trembled when he
pressed-his stunningly naked body against thddatith of her, then eased
her legs wide to accommodate his own. When his djgssharply into her
thighs she found her knees automatically liftingt kegs finding a natural
comfort wrapped high around his waist. His groaplesure was music to
her ears. She had done something right: withoutgbtld, without being
shown.

'‘Are you sure you haven't done this before?' heedspropping himself up
on his elbows.

'Not even in my dreams,’ she whispered.

She could feel his eyes upon her even though siidricbsee them properly.
' shouldn't be this glad about that, Ava. It gagainst everything | told you
earlier. But | am. Hopelessly. God, | hope I'm dpthe right thing here.'

'Yes, you are,' she insisted wildly, and pressepdassioned lips to his
shoulder. ‘God, | love you. I. . .oh, please, Vincelon't stop!

'l don't think | could at this point, but for pisysake, don't start confusing this
with love, Ava. This isn't love. It's sex, and ibsen bringing men and
women together like this for centuries.’



Ava's heart contracted in rejection of this till si@arted rubbing his body
against hers and everything inside her went haywli®ybe he was right.
She'd had little enough experience with love, adteMaybe itwasjust sex
that was making her head spin and her body explatthepleasure.

'l don't care if iis only sex,' she rasped. 'lIt feels fantastic andritit. | want
you.'

'‘And | want you, sweet Ava.'

‘Then just do it. Don't be gentle. Just do it!"" Aside arched her back,
pressing the moistened valley of her flesh agdirsstnrobbing desire.

'‘God, yes,' he groaned and drove that same desme,fAva's eyes flinging

wide as any momentary pain was far surpassed bydis¢incredibly strong

wave of emotional and personal satisfaction. A, Isise was a real woman
with a real lover, not a fantasy one. At last. . .

Ava murmured Vince's name, her hands sliding dovgnblack to splay

across his taut buttocks. When she pulled him eeeper inside her, a
tortured gasp punched from his lungs.

'Did. . .did | hurt you?' she whispered.

'Did youhurt me?he rasped disbelievingly. 'Haven't you got thatwmong
way round?'

'‘No." She made a sensuous little circle with hpshi feel fine.'

"You certainly do,' he growled. 'God knows what'store for me once you
get the hang of this, Ava.'

'Do you like your women to move, Vince?"'

'l like it whenyoumove, Ava. Let's forget my other women for tonjgiftall
we?'



'Whatever you say.' She smiled in the darknesgpyh#mt she compared
well with his previous lovers. Certainly, all hesual clumsiness seemed to
have disappeared now she was lying down. She aionadopt this position
as often as possible, smiling her satisfactiorhasasched voluptuously into
him.

'l think you should leave most of the moving up éothis first time,' he
muttered. "You're too damned good at it and I'ny twiman.’

Ava was starkly reminded just how much man Vinces wdnen he did
move, each powerful thrust making the breath ldsrdungs in gasp after
gasp of startled pleasure.

'I'm not hurting you, am I?" he asked thickly.
'No. ..

'‘Good," he said, and actually picked up what waesadly a powerful rhythm.
'‘God, | could get addicted to this,” he muttereatklly. 'l can almost

understand why virgins are so prized. At leastnes like you are. . . Oh,
God. . .

Ava was incapable of speech. All she could do viag ¢to him, digging her
nails into his buttocks as an intolerable presswié up within her body.
His urging her not to move was ignored as she kedrtor release, all her
insides squeezing tight as her back arched, hsrrbiyplving against his.

When Ava suddenly tumbled over the edge, her mgaped wide, her
head twisting from side to side on the pillow asuacession of violently
pleasurable contractions seized her, their foraapsdling Vince into an
explosive climax that had him shuddering into fenfhat seemed like an
eternity. Finally, with a raw groan of utter satat he slumped between her
breasts.

Ava lay beneath his sagging weight, stunned byeitperience, her limbs
going limp as a curious wave of exhaustion washedugh her. They
stayed that way for ages, till Vince startled heiiftiing his head to send a
wet tongue down the valley between her breasts traling it over to



slowly encircle a nipple. It immediately strainegwards, her breath
catching.

'"You are the most deliciously responsive womanmuemured. 'And you
have the most luscious breasts. | adore them. oo'tlet Giuseppe ever
talk you into modelling for him. | won't have myliiend parading around
naked for other men's eyes. You're for my eyes,adyyou hear me?'

Vince's proprietorial possessiveness, plus hisingalher his girlfriend,
thrilled Ava. Any concern that their affair mighe la very short one was
pushed firmly aside. 'Yes, Vince,' she agreed nyeekl

'‘Good," he said, and settled back down on to hely,bbis face resting
between her breasts, his warm breath fanning lgét nipple. Ava was
shocked by her immediate and very intense desinate him make love to
her again, only a glance at her bedside clock rdditvacting her from her
desire.

'Vince. . ." She gently shook him on the shoulder.

‘Mmm?'

'We have to go to Byron's party. . .’

'Soon,' he said, stunning her when he startedniickhe nearby nipple,
making it glisteningly hard in seconds. 'Parties'tstart till ten at least.’

'‘But it's nearly nine. Vince, please. . .'

Her stomach curled over when he did the same tother nipple before
glancing up at her. She stared up at his moisteradh and ached to have it
all over her.

"Your wish is my command,' he sighed. 'Mind if euke bathroom first?'

He was gone in a flash, scooping up his clothethenway. Ava was left
lying there feeling oddly empty.



Vince's withdrawal from her body had reminded hkeatthe'd used
protection, with nothing of him remaining insider hBtupid as it seemed,
she didn't like the feeling. Was it that it echdemv she would feel after
their affair ended, as it inevitably would. . .?

When depression hovered, she brushed it ruthlessilje. Ava had no
patience with such feelings tonight. Tonight shé hacome a real woman.
Tonight she had started really living. Tonight sékised to be anything but

happy.

Swinging her feet over the side of the bed, sh@emered a reflection of
herself in the dressing-table mirror that she wood¥er in her wildest
dreams have imagined encountering. Semi-naked hodsled hair, puffy
mouth, wet swollen nipples, and an ache betweenttghs that was a
mixture of having been ravaged and wanting to baged some more.

But it was her perception of that semi-naked bdwt surprised her the
most. Suddenly she saw her full breasts as lushheavy, her rounded
stomach as feminine, not flabby, her whole shapquite desirable, not
repulsive.

Who had changed her perception? Vince. . .
She had so much to be grateful to him for. So much.

Her chest contracted with the realisation that didelove him, no matter

what he said about her feelings being only sex@iatlshe would not say she
loved him again. She suspected their affair wouddviery short if she

persisted with that tack.

Her one consolation to the inevitability of a brokieeart was that there
would be no going back to the timid unfulfilled fala she had once been.
No one would look at her with pity in future, astigh she were a naive little
fool who knew nothing of life and love, who'd beeowhere and done

nothing. She was going to make Vince show her ¢ligny he knew about

life and about sex, she decided. Every single thing



The sound of the shower gushing forth sent a sutltight to her mind.
Automatically, she shrank from being so bold, éflother glance in that
mirror reminded her of all she had just resolvedth@ring every ounce of
courage she owned, she stripped off all her clotties went bravely but
somewhat breathlessly into the bathroom.



CHAPTER TWELVE

'I'VE ordered that carpet for the stairs," Ava saidhayg walked hand in hand
down the marble steps just as the grandfather doaokied nine-thirty.

‘That's good,' Vince said. 'When it comes, weVlehto christen it.'
Ava stopped and stared at him. 'Do you mean wtrahk you mean?'
"You don't fancy making love on a staircase?’

Heat zoomed into her cheeks at the image he wdsrneydWouldn't it be
rather uncomfortable?'

'I'd work something out.’

No doubt he would, she gulped. Hadn't he just shibamthat making love

did not have to happen in a bed, or necessarily intercourse as a finale?
When she'd dared to join him in the shower, sheh&down exactly what

to expect. A burst of renewed nerves had almostenmad turn and run at
one stage, but she had steeled herself and ta&epiuhge.

Vince had been delighted, quickly dashing any wtnat he might not find
her lush curves so desirable when she was stanginge seemed to revel
in the fullness of her breasts and hips, delightmgoaping up her whole
body before inviting her to do the same to him.'&been a little shy at first
till having free rein to touch him at will brougah excited arousal that had
her doing things that hadn't featured in any offaatasies.

Vince had happily abandoned himself to her attastiteaning back against
the tiles while she unwittingly but quite shamelg&sought him to climax,
after which he'd willingly returned the favour. Aiger rai\ down her spine
at the memory of her gasping shuddering release)elgs apart, Vince
between them. She would never be able to go imtiostiower again without
recalling her utter abandonment, or Vince's experti

She licked suddenly dry lips and felt a surge nemeed desire. His assertion
that her feelings for him were strictly sexual hega take on a disturbing



element of truth. It was all she could think of wisle looked at him, all that
she seemed to want now.

'We. . .we must go, Vince,' she said, a hunted tmrking into her eyes.

'l suppose so," he agreed reluctantly. '‘But onyif kiss me first.'

She groaned but did as he asked, opening herolips tdemands, moaning
softly when he crushed her to him. Suddenly, he Ipett aside, his
expression almost angry. 'l always said this howas dangerous. I'm
beginning to think it's more dangerous than evezalised.’

'What. . .what do you mean?'

‘Nothing," he muttered. 'Let's go.’

Ava was glad of the cool night air in her heatezkfahough she ground to a
startled halt when she saw the sleek red sports ¢he driveway. It looked
very expensive.

'Is thisyour car?’

'‘Something wrong with it?’

'No, it's just that | thought. . . mean. . .’

"You thought | was a poor lawn-mowing man with dirtdder my nails,
nothing between my ears and no prospects.'

'l did not!" she protested. "You're very intelligand I'm sure you have great
prospects!”

'Such blind faith. But you happen to be right. Irdove excellent prospects.
The car's leased, by the way. | write the rentihsfa tax deduction against
the family company. | often use it for businesdscatou've no idea how it
impresses a certain type of woman client.’

Ava shook her head at him. 'You're a wicked man.'



He hauled her to him and kissed her again. Quiagsly. 'You'd better

believe it, honey," he ground out. dan be wicked where women are
concerned. Don't you ever make the mistake ofniglin love with me, do

you hear? All I'm good for where you're concerreavhat I've just given

you, so take it while it's going and when I'm g&ag thank heavens for
small mercies! Then find yourself a nice man whao#rry you and give you

kids and never a moment's worry. There's no futtte me.'

Ava swallowed and looked him straight in the eybaflsounds awfully
boring, Vince. | think I'll take what's going witfou if you don't mind, and
to hell with the future for now.’

He glared at her for a few seconds then grinneti s&ay grin of his. ‘A
woman after my own heart. Let's go, lover. The ayvaits!

They both piled into the Mazda RX7, Ava giving Vndirections to Jade's
and Kyle's houseboat — about a twenty-minute trifhia time of night. It
would be ten by the time they got there, which wiaw doubt bring mutters
of criticism all round. But Ava rather suspected being late would be the
least of her family's worries once they saw Vince.

Before he'd arrived tonight, she'd been terriblyvaes over what they
would think. But Vince's lovemaking and the disagveof her own
uninhibited sexuality had sparked a recklessly lhels spirit in her that
was as exhilarating as it was a little crazy. Whénce turned from
Belleview's driveway and accelerated away withshrof speed, she threw
back her head and laughed.

'What are you laughing at?'

'I'm thinking of the look on Byron's face when Iliwan with you.'

'Oh? And what will that look be like, pray tell?'

She did her best to imitate a shocked, disapproantsuspicious scowl.

‘That bad, eh? | presume he'll think I'm after f@muyour money?’



'Indubitably.'

'More fool him. I've a good mind to let him think just to teach him a
lesson.'

"You won't have tdet him think it, Vince," Ava said, drily. 'He'll do @f his
own accord.’

'‘But why?'

'l didn't always look as presentable as | lookgbtiVince. A little while
ago | was much fatter. | was a frump.’

'‘God, not that again, Ava. You really do have a plex about your weight,
you know that?"

'l could show you photographs, if you don't believe.'

He sighed. 'You wouldtill have been a very pretty woman. Besides, a lot of
men like women with a bit of flesh on them."

'‘Maybe. . .’

'No maybe about it. Your brother must be as blis@&dat if he thinks no
man would want his little sister for reasons ottiem money. Now look,
you're the one who said you're a new woman. Indasé¢, then throw away
all those old ideas about your inability to attraanan. Hell, you're one of
the sexiest women I've ever met. Lord knows howrgmoained a virgin till
thirty. Not that I'm complaining mind. | aim to ®@Hull advantage of your
steam-cooker sexuality.'

'My what?'

"You heard me. You need sex, Ava, and plenty &fakw don't go giving me
one of those reproachful looks. You know I'm right.

Washe? Ava didn't feel happy about reducing her figglifor Vince to sex.
She was sure there was more to it than that. Nevemillion years could



she imagine doing what she had done tonight wiyhaginer man. Love had
to play a very large part.

But to say as much to Vince would court disasterwéduld run a mile. And
she couldn't face losing him just yet.

A rueful smile played on her lips. "You're a scawhdVince Morelli. But a
rather nice scoundrel. And very talented in ceréaigas.'

'l have an equally talented partner,’ he drawl®deaking of talent, | had
your painting framed and it's now hanging in aisgtbefitting its beauty.'

'You did? Where?'

‘Not telling. I'd rather show you.’

'When?' she asked excitedly.

‘Soon.’

'Oh, you're a tease!'

He smiled. 'Not usually. But | think | could getlike teasing you.'

'If you don't tell me I'll accept Giuseppe's moubgjl offer,” she tried
bluffing.

'‘No, you won't. | can see that now. You'd be top'sh
"True,' she sighed.

By the way, Giuseppe said to tell he wants yourapdy the gallery next
Monday. | think he wants to show it off to you.'

'He's sweet.'

'He's an old rogue.’



"You like him.'

'Yes,' Vince sighed. 'l do.’

'How did you two become friends?'

'l used to mow his lawns. One day he asked meaong#some light bulbs in
the gallery. The ceilings are very high and youdhaejood ladder to reach
the light fittings. Anyway, he was having an extidn at the time and | was
really struck by the paintings. I'd never beenneséed in art much before
but | couldn't stop looking at this chap's workwhs so real! | can't stand
paintings where you don't know which way is up. Nuwdt | think they
should look like photographs either. But | do ltkeknow what I'm looking
at. Anyway, | raked up the money to buy one. Thatted me on my
collection and my friendship with Giuseppe.'

'I'd love to see your collection, Vince.'

"You will. Don't worry.'

'‘When?'

‘Soon.'

She sighed her exasperation at him. T can seergela subject is called
for. How old are you?'

'Old enough.’

'Vince!'

"Thirty-two.'

"You look younger. How many brothers and sistergalohave?'
‘Three brothers and one sister.'

‘And how old are they?'



'Let's see. .. Marco's twenty-five, Pietro's twethiree, Paolo's twenty-one,
and Giovanni and Claudia are nineteen. They'reswin

'So they're all grown up, really.’

'Says who?' he growled. 'They're all complete gitft| wasn't around to
look after them, they'd be in all sorts of trouble.

"You sound just like Byron when he talks to ménihk big brothers develop
a superiority complex that prevents them from gpedimeir siblings as
adults.'

'‘Could be, Ava. Could be.' He looked over at het gave a dry laugh. 'But
at least such inadequacies of judgement are nasferable. | can assure
you, | think of you very much as an adult.’

His eyes went to her breasts and Ava felt her egpplarden immediately.
'Don't. . .don't look at me like that," she saidlgly.

'Why not?"
"You know why not," she whispered, and turned hee faway.

Vince said nothing, and an odd tension developéhldrcar which was both
sexual and something else. Vince remained silamd, A&va was left to
wonder what he was thinking about.

'What other relatives of yours will be at this gadnight?' he said at long
last.

Relieved to be talking again, Ava launched intbrtglVince all about Jade
and Kyle, about their romance and their recent iamge; complete with a
baby on the way, after which she moved on to Nadr@ahGemma, telling
him all about them in as unbiased a fashion ascsliél. Naturally this
meant disclosing quite a bit more about the fanmlgeneral as well as the
family opal business, though Ava stuck to blandgaZince wouldn't want
to know family gossip.



'l doubt Nathan's daughter Kirsty will be therég dinished up. 'She's only
fifteen. The rest will be made up of Byron's frisrahd business associates.
No more than twenty to twenty-five people in alidé said. The houseboat
wouldn't cope comfortably with any more guests.’

"It still must be a damned big houseboat.'

'Oh, it's not one that moves. It's quite stationparked at the end of a pier.
More like a real house sitting on a barge. Heywslown! You have to take
the next street on the left.'

The Mazda cornered beautifully and soon broughmtisafely down the
winding road to the small bay and the marina whiees discovered all of
the parking spots along the foreshore seemed thllé@. They crawled
along, looking for a space.

‘That's Nathan's car,' she said, indicating they hercedes.

Vince braked to a halt. 'Do you think he'll be leavthe party early?’

'‘Not as early as we're going to.'

This brought a sharp look from Vince. 'Is that e#tt or a promise?'

‘A fact.'

He glanced over at her. 'You're nervous,' he actuse

‘It seems so.'

He reached over and covered her hand with his,ezipg it while he gave
her a reassuring smile. 'Don't worry. I'll be byyside.'

That's what's worrying me, she groaned silently.
'I'll park behind the Merc.'

'You can't do that!



'Why not? I'm not blocking anyone else and you gastl the owner won't be
leaving early. Lighten up, Ava.'

Ava grimaced, then laughed. If this kept up shightén up a hell of a lot.
She felt so queasy in her stomach that eating wsfohe question. A drink
was in order, though. Maybe several after Byron Wiece. Dear God,
whose dumb idea was this?

Vince took her arm for the rather long walk alomg tpier towards the
houseboat which was well lit around the veranddhl woloured lights. No
one had wandered outside, however. A fresh breemeblowing off the
water and muffled music drifted towards them.'

'Pretty spot,’ Vince remarked as they walked uprémep on to the front
veranda. '‘But expensive. Do we go straight in?"

The houseboat had large windows on three sidesdiuhe side facing the
pier. A solid wooden door presented itself to Viraeed Ava, who took a
deep steadying breath and said, 'l think we'll ggsstraight in.'

'Right." Vince turned the knob and opened the dwoito louder music,

lively chatter and a haze of smoke. He waved Aweadiof him, stopping

briefly to close the door behind her. Before Avalddook properly around

the crowded room, Jade came rushing forward, lapker usual outrageous
self in a black flared mini dress which hid hergmancy well but not her

never- ending legs.

'‘Auntie Ava, you made it! We were all beginningworry you might have

had car trouble. But don't you look smashing. And'se so slim! Oh, I'm

jealous,’ Jade's sapphire-blue eyes twinkled adosik@d over her aunt's
shoulder straight at Vince. T see you took my aglviuntie,' she whispered
so that only Ava could hear. 'God, he's gorgeous.'

'‘And free,' Ava countered just as softly, but gtiienly.

Jade frowned at her aunt.



Ava turned to slide a tense hand through Vincers aringing him forward.
'Vince, meet my niece, Jade.'

'Hi, Jade," he said, flashing her one of his wigrsmiles. 'Sorry we're a little
late. We lost track of time, something that alwagems to happen when
we're together.’

Ava had to control the urge to laugh at the looKlade's face. Kyle's arrival
at his wife's elbow helped pull herself together.

'‘Ava,’ Kyle greeted, nodding to her in his usualldashion. His impeccable
manners meant that he would not dream of commentirtger weight loss.
‘That colour looks superb on you. And ydid bring a friend. Jade was
worried you might come alone. I'm Kyle Gainsforalgdd's husband,' he said,
extending a hand towards Vince.

'Vince Morelli.!

'Glad you could come.' He turned back towards Avary smile lurking in
those intelligent dark eyes of his. 'Byron was jshdering where you'd got
to, Ava. I'm sure he'll be relieved to know youbame to no harm/

This brought a rolling-eyed glance from Jade, aavgighile from Vince and a
spluttering from Ava. Suddenly, all four of them reegrinning at each
other.

'Oh, my God, here comes Byron,' Ava muttered.

'Don't forget to wish him a happy birthday,' Jagminded her.

'‘Byron’s present!' she gasped, looking up at Vihice.1l left it in the car. . .’
'Ill get it," he said, and was gone before shddceay Jack Robinson.
'‘Ava!l' Byron boomed. 'Where on earth have you bdem@ang the house a

while back and —' He broke off suddenly and singigred at her. '‘Good
lord, Ava, is that really you?'



'l think so, Byron.'
'‘But where's the rest of you?'
'Pop's, for pity's sake!' Jade groaned.

‘Never mind, Jade," Ava sighed. 'l don't think hereknows he's being rude.
| left the rest of me on the floor of your gym, Bw;' she said drily. 'l was
wondering when you were going to notice the diffier’

‘This is incredible. And | certainlgon'tmean to be rude. But you look so
stunningly lovely and so. . . so. . ." He seematllass to find an appropriate
word.

'Sexy?' Jade suggested, which brought an instarg ffom her father.
Truly, Jade, must you?'

'Must | what? Tell the truth? Auntie looks very ge&night. I'm sure Vince
thinks so too.'

Byron frowned. 'Who the hell is Vince?'

'My date," Ava supplied. 'He's gone back to thetca@et your present. | left
it on the back seat. Which reminds me. Happy bayhd@yron.' She kissed
her brother on the cheek, aware that her heartbheasing madly with
nerves. She wished Byron's opinion weren't impaot@her but it seemed it
was, after all. She was pleased by his reactidretamproved appearance
but it was his attitude to Vince that was crucial.

'‘Might | ask where you met this Vince person?' Byrdemanded
immediately. 'You've never mentioned him before.’

'He's a friend of Giuseppe's,’ Ava said, delibdyag@le-tracking the truth
about her meeting Vince. 'Giuseppe's my new adhea she explained to
her bewildered-looking brother. 'And my patron. $4gbing to give me an
exhibition.’



'‘An exhibition!" Jade squealed. 'Oh, how exciti@gngratulations, Auntie!'
And she gave her a hug.

'Yes, congratulations, Ava,' Kyle added warmly.
‘Thank you.'

Byron was still shaking his head. 'l don't underdtany of this but I think |
need a drink.’

'‘Good idea," Kyle said. 'Take Ava and Byron backh bar, Jade, and I'll
wait here for Vince.'

'Whatever you say, o lord and master," Jade quipgdif wicked grin at
her husband, curling her right arm through Byrcgllsow and her left
through Ava's. Time we rescued Nathan and Lenooen fCatherine,

anyway.'

'‘Now who's being rude?' Byron grumbled. | don'tenstand why you don't
like Catherine. She's a very nice lady.’'

'Did you say Nathan and Lenore?' Ava asked Jadeer&ts Gemma?'

'‘Seems she went back to Lightning Ridge for a feywsdTo visit that old
lady friend of hers. Nathan says she was a bit sakeé

'‘Really?’ Ava didn't believe that. Gemma had hdted life at Lightning
Ridge. 'But that doesn't explain why Lenore's heré.you invite her, Jade?'

'‘No. Nathan brought her. It appears they were wagrkate on the play and
Lenore didn't want to go home to an empty housestité gone on a
camping excursion with classmates for the schobtl&gs. Won't be back
for two weeks.'

'l see," Ava murmured, hoping that she didn't seatwhe thought she was
seeing.



Still frowning her concern, she looked up and mathdn's cool grey eyes
across the room. It took a few seconds for hee#dise that the surprised
look that came into his face was to do with herameped appearance.
Lenore was standing next to him, looking absolutskynning in
figure-hugging emerald-green. Her hand was on Negharm and they
looked very cosy indeed. Poor Gemma. . .

Ava's gaze slid over to Catherine, who was standimghe other side of
Nathan with a glass of champagne in her hand amaughty look on her
face. Always smart and elegant, tonight she wasseein a cool ice-blue
sheath that matched her eyes and was a perfetbrfdier glossy dark hair.

'Everyone,’ Jade announced brightly as she dra@jgadnd Byron over to
the threesome at the bar, 'look what Auntie Avasnbup to. She's become
all slim and gorgeous.' Catherine and Lenore, wdub ot been watching
Ava across the room as Nathan had, both lookeddrationce. Lenore, to
give her credit, seemed delighted by Ava's new aggree. Catherine was
stony-faced, lifting one of her plucked eyebrowsaingesture of droll
boredom. Not a word of comment or praise passetigser

At least Lenore was not that rude. 'I'm impresged,’ she said. 'l know

how hard it is to lose weight. And | just adorettbait. Where did you buy
it?'

Trite conversation flowed till Catherine's sharphdrawn breath had
everyone's eyes snapping her way.

'What is it, Catherine?' Byron asked. 'Somethingngrwith your drink?"
That man,' she rasped. 'The one talking to Kyleai8he doing here?'

Heads swivelled and Ava saw at once she meant Vimbem Kyle was
gradually guiding their way.

'Why?' she demanded to know, her heart racing. t@/kaong with his
being here?'



Catherine looked most disconcerted. 'He. . .usedow my lawns,' she said
shakily. 'He. . .he made a pass at me one day laad to fire him. It. . .it all
became rather ugly.’'

'How awful!' Lenore exclaimed.

Ava saw her brother scowl his disgust over at Viaod hEr heart dropped
to the ground. For a split- second, she had beli€vatherine —perhaps
because she wasn't a liar herself—but then hdn faitVince's personal
integrity came to the fore and she saw Catheriree®r what it was: the

desperate attempt of a woman scorned to save fackave her revenge.

For Vince would never make an unwanted pass ataanoHe would never
have to. The odds were it was the other way aroGatherine made a pass
at him and when Vince rejected her she fired hitnodspite. He'd more or
less told her such things had happened to him.

'What the devilis he doing here, then?' Byron ground out. "'Who binbug
him?"

Ava swallowed then lifted her chin, catching a gise of Jade's sympathetic
face as she did so. 'l did," she said bravelys'Hg/ date.’

"Your date?' Byron looked ready to explode. His eyes wideneenth
narrowed with a slowly dawning realisation. 'My Goau hired a new
lawn-mowing man the other week, didn't you? Is that?"

‘Not exactly.’

'What do you mean, not exactly?'

'It's hard to explain.’

‘Try," he bit out.

‘Not now,'she retorted so sharply that Byron's head snapaekl 'He'll be

over here in a minute and if any of my family anee to him | will never
speak to them again as long as | live." Ava facath€rine with fun in her



heart and determination in her mind. She wasnh@to let the bitch get
away with spoiling things for her. No way. 'l dopélieve what you just said
about Vince, Catherine. | know him very well andveuld not do what
you've just accused him of. | would suggest youaraffrom making such
slanderous remarks and treat Vince with the respect courtesy he
deserves as my boyfriend. Do | make myself clear?’

A stunned silence descended upon the group witthe@iae paling
noticeably. 'l will not be forced to be polite teat man.'

'In that case, Byron, you have a choice,' Ava dtately, though her voice
was shakingShewas shaking. 'Either she leaves this party or. Mdbich is
it to be?'

'‘Ava, don't be ridiculous. Let's discuss this ladults.’

'‘Choose!’

‘This is crazy! | shouldn't have to make such aahb

'What choice?' Kyle asked, smiling at everyone a@agdmned them with
Vince by his side.

'It. . .it's all right," Catherine said tautly, bwith a vicious look Ava's way.
Tl doit.'

Ava felt a real surge of triumph. The bitch had Keat down. It rather
confirmed Vince's innocence, she thought.

Or Catherine's ambition to become the second Mrstridgne, added
another darker voice. Ava's stomach began to chgam.

'Do introduce Ava's friend, Kyle," Nathan drawl&ife're all dying to meet
him.'

To Ava the next few minutes were the longest andtrdificult in her life.
An excruciating tension invaded her during the wehmiocedure, especially
when Catherine and Vince exchanged the coolestreétiggs. It was



obvious something had happened between the twdesh,twith Ava's
confidence in Vince's innocence wavering in thefathis manner.

'‘And what do you do for a living, Mr Morelli?' Bymcasked pointedly at one
stage.

Ava glared at her brother. She'd had enough of e builds things,' she
stated firmly, evoking a startled look from Vin&®ther than that, his job is
to make me happy, isn'tit, Vince?'

Vince gave the expectant faces staring at himva slovey, a sardonic smile
coming to his beautiful mouttsi; mia amore And blew her a kiss in a very
Giuseppe-like gesture. "Your wish is my commandhayg say.'

Then | wish to dance,’ she said, not sure if she aveyry or amused at his
antics. It was obvious everyone thought he wal littore than an Italian

gigolo.

Your sister's present, Mr Whitmore,' Vince proncesh plonking the
prettily packaged box of golf- balls in Byron'srstied hands before whirling
Ava towards the small dance-floor that had beearetkin the middle of the
huge room.

'Vince, how could you?' Ava berated breathlesslgnvhe drew her close
and set up a slow rhythm that was disturbingly seus.

'How could | what?' he said with mock innocence.

‘Let them think you are a man of easy virtue.'

He laughed softly. "You started it.'

'Is. . .is it true you once mowed Catherine's |®/she asked tentatively.
'Yes.'

'She says you made a pass at her. . .and thaadrte fire you. . .'



'‘And did you believe her?"

‘No. . '

‘You don't sound so sure.'

'Well, she is very beautiful. . .’

Vince snorted. 'Beauty is in the eye of the behol8&e's ugly to my eye.
And she's the one who made the pass, if you @adtigtg naked before me a
simple pass.'

'Shedidn't!’

'‘She damned well did.'

'‘And you rejected her, the way you did all the ath&ho tried to seduce
you? You know. . .the ones you told me about?’

'No.'
Ava froze in his arms, her eyes flinging witdo?'

He shook his head. 'You misunderstand me. | didoth that bitch. But
therewasone woman | didn't knock back. She was much cérwsith her
seduction than all the others, much more devious.'

'Oh?' Ava was so glad he hadn't slept with Catleettiat she could almost
bear some unknown stranger from the past. Thouglkahidn't help feeling
jealous of this creature who had captured Vinggsrést with the sort of
womanly wiles she herself had only ever dreamt ab@¢ho was she, do
you mind my asking?'

His eyes locked on to hers. 'Not at all. She'sdstanright in front of me.’



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

'OH!" AvA cried, her cheeks flushing with shocked pleasusg, fthen a
fierce embarrassment. '‘But | didn't!" she protestadean. . .| did find you
very attractive. . .but | didn't do anything. .mean. . . other than trying to
look nice. I. . .l wouldn't have even known how. .

His eyes were gentle and teasing as they caresseitustered face. 'You
knew how, sweet Ava, without having to know howthink you're an
instinctive vamp.'

'Me? Avam? Vince, please don't tease me. | hate being téased

'l rather like it myself. Put your arms around neck. | want you closer. . .'
His arms snaked further around her waist and hddedther against him,
one large hand resting firmly in the small of heck, the other stroking
possessively over her bottom. By exerting a firmh ¢pentle pressure, her
breasts were slowly pressed flat against the hgpdrese of his chest, the
soft swell of her stomach a convenient cushiontlat part of his body
which definitely wasn't soft. As he rocked her detd the music, all sorts
of tingling sensations began shooting through Altze shivered at the feel
of that roving hand on her buttocks, stunned byttimeight that she didn't
care what he did with it or how he touched her,neue full view of
everyone.

'Let's get out of here," Vince whispered after apte of minutes' erotic
torture.

Ava couldn't believe how fast her heart was beativere. . .where would
we go?'s 'Somewhere private.'

The temptation was acute. Not only was she inched#xcited at the
thought of being 'somewhere private' with Vince, thie prospect of staying
here at this party and having to parry caustic cemmfrom Catherine or
put up with shocked looks from hypocrites like Nathhad little appeal.

Her mind was made up with a swiftness that almogtrised her. Till she
finally accepted that the old wishy-washy Ava waswmore.



'Yes, I'd like that," she said firmly. 'Let's go.'

Vince seemed slightly taken aback by her decisisen&houldn't you say
goodbye to the host and hostess? Or at least &t gihonour?”

'Probably. But I'm not going to. Do them good te adifferent side to silly
old Aunt Ava,’ she said a touch bitterly.

Vince's eyes carried a shocked look. 'Is that Huy teally perceived you?'
‘You'd better believe it.'

He continued to stare down at her, a steely exjpressowly replacing his

astonishment. 'In that case you're dead right. Téheserve no special
consideration. Let's go." Taking her hand, he puler past Nathan and
Lenore, who had just walked on to the improviseacéafloor together. Ava

got a fleeting impression of Nathan sending a wedrtook after her.

He has every reason to worry, she thought savalfjeshe wanted to, she
could cause his marriage a lot of trouble. Gemmalavoot put up with her
husband being unfaithful.

'‘Aval' came the sharp call when they were halfwapgthe pier.

Ava ground to a halt and whirled, though still hiolglVince's hand. Nathan
stood at the other end of the pier, looking as amol arrogant as he always
did. Lenore was nowhere in sight. Clearly he hddHer inside while he
followed them out here.

'Where the hell do you think you're going?' he sadu'We're about to toast
Byron's birthday.'

'I'm not stopping you,' she retorted.

‘You're not going off with that bloke, are you? éftwhat Catherine said
about him? Surely you're ntitatdesperate.’



Vince's hold on her hand tightened. 'Shall | dunmp im the water for you,
Ava?' he muttered.

While Ava had a healthy respect for Vince's physgteength she also
suspected that Nathan was a lot tougher than kedbdle was no stranger
to solid workouts in Byron's gym, his tall elegaoidy having not an ounce
of extra flesh on it. If it came to a fight, Vinogaght just have his hands full.

'‘No," she whispered. 'Let me handle this. I'm gamgnjoy it.'

Ava let Vince's hand go and walked back towardshilat She stopped
halfway between the two men, schooling her face afcoolly assertive
expression that had Nathan frowning.

'Yes, | am going off with Vince, Nathan. But namlhot that desperate. We
already made love a couple of times before comieg lonight so I'm

actually feeling quite relaxed in that regard. h&ving to be around my
loving family that makes me tense and unhappy. You'res@lbdamned

insensitive. Not to mention snobbish. Tell me, Mathwhy is it that

Catherine's word is automatically believed wherémge's isn't? He tells

me she lied about him making a pass at her. Heisayess the other way
around.'

'‘And you blindly believe him?' Nathan scoffed.

‘Take a good look at Vince, Nathan. Do you honekilyk he would need to
force himself on a woman? | would have thought yloat, of all men, would

know there are some males in this world who haveouble attracting the
opposite sex. Females flock to them like mothsftarae. Some women are
even stupid enough to come back for seconds, dtertlzey've been burnt.'

She gave him a few seconds for that to sink in.

'l won't tell Gemma what I've seen here tonighthda,’ she lashed out. '‘But
someone else might and | hope she dumps you, yiaithful bastard!

'l am not unfaithful to Gemma,' he snapped backd:@amn you, Ava, |
warned you about trying to make trouble in my nzye.’



She laughed. 'Do you honestly think your marriasyet in trouble already?
I'm just sorry a sweet girl like Gemma ever hadatbfor that superficial

charm of yours. You're a fake, Nathan Whitmore! Boé day that coolly
glamorous facade you hide behind is going to bréakn and the real
Nathan Whitmore is going to emerge. God help thenam you're with

when that happens. | just hope it's not Gemma!'

Emotion running high, Ava whirled and stalked b&zk/ince, who had the
common sense not to say a word but simply joinegdrhber angry march
back along the pier. He didn't speak till they wikaek in the car and had
travelled a reasonable distance.

"You sure socked him between the eyes, Ava,' heramted quietly. 'Is he
really as bad as all that?'

Ava dragged in a deep breath then let it out iong Islow shuddering sigh.
'I'm not sure. Maybe. Probably. God, Vince, | dogally know. No one
knows the real Nathan. No one.'

That's rather frightening.'

‘Nathanis frightening.'

'He seemed very cool back at the houseboat. Nobeba moment ago,
however.'

'He's like a rumbling volcano lately. One day lggsg to erupt.’

'Mmm. He won't erupt all over you, will he?'

'No. I won't be the cause of his eruption.’

"You do sound sure of that. Yet he got pretty mad at yaxkhhere.'

'It'll take more than a few barbs from me to crédwkt man open. No, he'll
cool down and come out smiling tomorrow. And higfil a whole lot of

smooth lies to tell that pretty little wife of hishen she gets back from
Lightning Ridge. And she'll believe him, silly fotilat she is.’



'Yet you spoke of her in glowing terms when youwltale about her earlier.
You made her sound a very strong and courageousdndl.’

'She is, but she's young and trusting too. Andebes Nathan to death.
'She sounds like she's headed for trouble.’
‘Yes. ..

'Hey, don't start getting depressed. You can't dveryone else's life for
them, Ava. All you can do is lend a helping handewéver you can.’

'Is that so? Somehow 1 don't think you practisetwioa preach, Vince.
You're still trying to live your brothers' and &gt lives for them, from what
I've heard. Time to let each one of them standheir bwn two feet, don't
you think? Believe me, you're not doing them awptas by watching over
their every move and giving them unwanted advitéaltime. They have
to learn by their mistakes.'

His sideways glance was sharp. 'Is that the vdiexperience talking?'
'l think 1 qualify to speak on the subject of bemgerprotected, don't you?'
'Perhaps. And am | one of the mistages relearning by?'

Ava blinked wide eyes his way, shock quickly giviwagy to a justifiable
anger. 'Why on earth would you say such a horthileg? You know how I
feel about you. told you! Oh, | know you think I'm a silly naive foolha's
mixing up love and sex but you're wrong. | mightddived the last thirty
years hiding away in that mausoleum | call home|'lsa seen plenty of life
within those walls. I've seen love and hate andeseklust, and, believe me,
| know the differences. | also know the differetedween what is fantasy
and what is real. | love you, Vince, with a lovattis not blind. I love you
and I'm going to be your lover for as long as yantme.'

Ava was unaware of the tears filling her eyesaittouple started trickling
down her cheeks. She dashed them away impati&titeyhated women who



cried at the drop of a hat, or to get sympathytheir own way. Irene had
used tears on Byron all the time.

'‘Are you crying?' Vince asked anxiously.

'No, of course not," she denied hurriedly. "Whathere to cry over? You
never lied to me or conned me, you told me thehtftdm the start. You
have affairs with women. You don't have time fard@r commitment. You
don't even have time for romance or a long- tedaticsship.’'

'My, don't | sound like a right prize! Don't sayyanore, Ava, for pity's sake,
or | might turn this car round right now and takeuyhome where you
belong.'

'Where | belong, Vince, is where | want to be. Amght now | want to be
with you.'

Narrowed brown eyes slanted her way. That soukdghie words of a very
grown-up and independent woman.'

Ava's chin lifted as she eyed him back without kalg. 'l think so.’
‘Then you don't want to call a halt to our. . .&ffa

'Not for all the tea in China.'

‘That's a lot of tea.’

‘You're a lot of man."'

Vince sucked in a startled breath, the red Mazdadpits line for a second.
'‘Good God, Ava, you shouldn't say things like that.

'Why not?"
'‘Dammit, but you're beginning to confuse me as.well

'‘As well as what?"



'l think you know, you teasing witch.’
'Oh. . .that. . .

'Yes,that. Now shut up while | get us to where we're going.'

* % %

Where they were going was Kirribilli, pulling up finont of a very tall
darkened block of flats which was not quite findhé all the building
materials left on site were anything to go by.

'Where on earth are you taking me?' she asked whdaok her hand and
helped her out of the car.

‘To my hideaway.'
"Your hideaway. . .'

Vince guided her over to a gate in the high wireeshed fence that ran
around the perimeter of the property, where heywwed a set of keys and let
them in, locking the gate behind them. Ava assunmesl must be the

building site he'd been working on lately, but $&k uneasy about what
they were doing.

'Won't you get into trouble if we're caught, Vintst?e whispered.

'Who's to catch us?'

'Surely these places are patrolled by securitydgiat night, aren't they?"

'l certainly hope so,' came his dry reply. 'l pagrh enough. Don't worry, I'll
give them a call when | get inside and tell themdpending the night in the
penthouse. Ava, do stop frowning at me. Look, dignu see the sign on the

fence? It says "Morelli Constructions". | own thigilding. | can do with it
what | damned well | like.'



"You own this building,' she repeated in a curigdigit tone, the result of her
brain going on strike. She hadn't seen the signthBlewould she have
known what to make of it if she had.

Vince was eyeing her confusion with a confusiorhigfown. 'Ava, you're
the one who told your brother back at the party khoauilt things. | thought
that meant you'd found out | was Morelli Constrons. | assumed Giuseppe
must have told you.'

Ava shook her head which was already spinning Hever heard of Morelli
Constructions.’

‘Then why did you say | built things?'

'‘Because when you rang me the other day, you saidwere just turning
into a building site. | thought you must have béemg some handyman
work there, or some labouring.’

"You thought | was a builder's labourer. .

"Well, yes. . .I suppose | did. | mean, you did gay weren't mowing lawns
any more.'

He laughed and drew her into his arms. '‘Oh, AvaAva. . .you are one
special person/

'‘Whatare you, then?'
'I'm an engineer.'
"You mean with a degree and everything?'

His smile was wry. | don't know about the everythiout | do have a degree.
Took me a few years longer to get it than | orifinalanned, however.
Dad's sudden death put a spanner in the works fdrile. He was a good
builder, you see, but not a good businessman.theftamily in all sorts of
financial trouble. | had to leave university andreanoney any way | could,
so | started a lawn-mowing and handyman businefsmy brothers. Had



to finish my degree part-time at night. Once | waslified, Giuseppe had
enough faith in me to lend me some money and Lestabuying land,
building blocks of units and selling them. Giuseppckly got his money
back and I've subsequently done very well for nfysel

‘But. . .but why didn't you tell me any of this bed?’

He shrugged. 'l guess it just didn't seem to fitiraly into the conversation
without sounding as if | was bragging.'

Ava's heart was filled to overflowing with admim@tiand love for this man.
Not only was he strong and warm and kind, he wasnaimgly modest. If
only he could see that theweasroom in his big heart —and his busy life
—for a real relationship with a woman. If only heutd see that she would
do anything, make any sacrifice to become a pernigpart of his life,
however small that part might be.

'Look, | didn't bring you here to stand outsidetie cold and play true
confessions,' he grumbled. 'Let's go inside ancdrafortable, at least.
Besides, | have something | want to show you.'

Inside, the building was virtually finished, excegarhaps for a lot of dust.

Vince rang the security firm from one of the redpés on the wall in the

foyer and informed them that they should ignoréitkgin the penthouse,

after which they rode the lift up to the top flo@nce there, Vince inserted a
special key, the doors whooshing back to reveabst meerie sight.

A watery moonlight was streaming through the langeurtained windows
of the huge, open-plan, split- level apartmentticgsshadows across the
floors and walls of the starkly empty rooms.

'l think some lights are called for," Vince saitidareached for a switch.
Immediately, a myriad wall-lights snapped @m masseiving the bare
rooms a softly warm glow, but each one directingsraf light on to a
painting hanging on the wall underneath it.

Ava quickly realised she was looking at Vince'scattection.



'‘Come and tell me what you think," he said withetjgatisfaction in his
voice and a hand on her elbow.

Ava allowed herself to be guided across the coacilebrs, through the
rooms, down various steps and a long wide corrjdaeng her time to
inspect each painting as they ambled through tHernished penthouse.
Most of the paintings were landscapes, with thesional still-life thrown
in. What they all had in common was an atmosphkebeauty and peace, as
well as a delicacy in the colours and brushwork tfaa a soothing, calming
effect. It was a collection designed to relax.

Ava loved it.

After she'd viewed more than a dozen works sheedhgk silence, turning
her admiration to the man whose eyes had chosem ¢ven though there
wasn't one by an artist of any note. They wereuaknowns, all worth

comparatively little at this present time.

"You have marvellous taste, Vince," she said walnmnwsincerity. "You must
get an enormous amount of pleasure out of lookingese.'

T do, now that I've found the right place to pwdrth Tm going to come and
stay here when things get hectic at home. Thatslwhll it my hideaway.'

'What about furniture? You're going to need sonmgthto sit in
occasionally, aren't you?'

'I have all the furniture | need for now.'

"You have?' Her head swivelled as she glanced drderom what | can see,
you haven't any?'

Oh, yes, | have. There's one room you haven't geeifCome. . .'
He led her down a hallway and into the master bmdravhere she could do

nothing but stare at the huge bed with a deep wiglget throwover
bedspread and a semicircular black lacquered bad-lsemplete with



built-in accoutrements. She'd never seen so lalasiking a bed, despite its
resting on a bare floor.

'What more could | possible want?' Vince said. i esen lie in bed and
look at the stars through here.' He waved at thgsglvall which opened out
on to a balcony overlooking Sydney harbour.

'‘Come and try it," he said, walking over to sitl@ bed and pat the quilt. 'It's
very soft.’

Ava hesitated, then decided not to be so silly.\#éwt over and sat down on
the opposite side, still feeling rather awkward.

'No, no," Vince said. 'Take your shoes off anaiban properly.’

Ava shrugged and did as she was told, glancingeratiervously up at
Vince. If he wanted to take her to bed this waathear obscure way of going
about it.

'Now look across the foot of the bed at that wh#,'smiled.

She did, immediately gasping upright into a sittpagition. For it waher
painting on the wall. Framed exquisitely in goldwas lit with not one but
two wall brackets which threw a delicate glow uftsrsurface, bringing out
the gentle colours and making it look as she hagmdreamt it could ever
look. Silent tears of joy and gratitude prickedhat eyes, a lump filling her
throat.

'Oh, Vince,' she choked out. 'lt's so beautiful. .

He came up behind her, holding her shoulders assirg her seductively on
the neck. 'Not as beautiful as the lady who paiitted’

Ava shivered underneath his kisses, her eyesaostithe painting but her
mind and body already responding to Vince's tol&tay the night with me,’
he said thickly, his lips moving up her throat adng her jawline. 'Don't
ask me to take you home. . .'



He removed her right earring and covered the etir s mouth, blowing
warm air, inside, then sliding his tongue into tvell. Ava shivered
convulsively, and tried to turn her head away, litcupped her chin and
kept it still, driving her mad till, with a tortudecry, she twisted round and
gave her mouth to his in total surrender.

'‘God, you don't know what you do to me," he groaasete pushed her back
into the pillows and started undoing her jacketah see I'm going to be
rearranging a lot of schedules for you.'



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

GEMMA couldn't sleep. She lay back in the motel bedjrgaup at the
ceiling and wondering if Nathan was enjoying Bysoparty. God, but she
was missing him. Terribly. She'd felt bereft frome thnoment she'd climbed
on to the plane this morning. Not even seeing M#hatother end had
lightened her spirits. Then had come the shock vith@imad taken her back
to visit the place where she'd spent most of hewnng up years.

Had it always been so appallingly primitive, dicty?"

Admittedly, Ma did not keep the dugout in the saroedition she had done,
but still. . .

Gemma shuddered just thinking about it. What kihthther had hers been
who would bring up a child in such conditions? Geamhad become so
distressed this morning evsiiting in the place that she had found the first
excuse she could think of to get out of there. t8lteMa she wanted to see
Mr Gunther while he was sober —he usually startéakohg around noon.

Ma had driven her back to Lightning Ridge and Mm@er's ramshackle
house, at the side of which was a garage whichedeag Mr Gunther's
workshop. He made a meagre living by buying smattui opals, then
cutting and polishing them and reselling them #shops around town. Her
father had always sold his opals to Mr Guntheramathan deal with Byron
Whitmore, claiming city dealers were crooks and ldatheat you blind.
This was ironic, since Mr Gunther was widely thoughas a mean old
skinflint who wouldn't pay a fair price for an ogalhis own grandmother.

The meeting with Mr Gunther had been as unrewardsghe'd thought it
might be. The old grouch had been uncooperative.@amidrthcoming. He
claimed he knew nothing about her father beforecame to live at
Lightning Ridge. When confronted with the old phgrph of her parents,
he'd growled at her that he didn't recognise thenam and he'd always
known her father as Jon Smith, not Stefan, andXrathad never spoken to
him about his past or her mother.



'‘And that's all | told that other chap as well'chinally flung at her. 'Now
get out of here and leave me in peace. | don't waptrouble.'

Gemma had mulled over this last statement whilehsigelunch with Ma in
the same cafe in town she'd once worked in, wondefithe old man was
keeping some secret which might get him in troubith the law if he
revealed it. She told Ma of her suspicion but Mensed to think he was so
paranoid by nature that any questioning would niakereact guiltily. He'd
been extra secretive lately, Ma had added. Rumadiitrhe'd bought some
new equipment and was probably afraid the tax geopght get wind of it
and want to know where the money had come frome Glemma's father,
Mr Gunther never paid taxes, claiming he never nemrigh money out of
opals to be taxed.

Gemma had spent the afternoon in the bar of theyddgj Rest Hotel

speaking to any of the miners who had known hérefatbut no one could
tell her anything about her missing mother or whwee father had lived

before Lightning Ridge. One miner had assuredherdhe definitely hadn't
come to Lightning Ridge from White Cliffs, since'dieénined in that area
regularly for the last thirty years and he knewrggae around that town. He
suggested, however, that she might try asking ardbe opal fields in

Queensland and South Australia, or maybe the geldsfin Western

Australia, his idea being that maybe her fatherleh mining somewhere
else before coming to Lightning Ridge. Once a mia&vays a miner, he'd
reckoned.

Gemma thought it was worth a try and resolved to athan if his
investigator had done that. Who knew? Maybe he 'hadnyway, she
would discuss it with Nathan as soon as she gdt bame. Which couldn't
come soon enough. God, what was she doing wayeyetdanyway, when
her life was back in Sydney?

Gemma sighed. She'd grown away from Lightning Ridda had seen it
and said so in her usual blunt fashion at dinneigtd.

"You're a city girl now, love," she'd said. Throusyd through. But then. .
.maybe you always were. . .'



When asked what she meant by that Ma had shruggkskad she supposed
she meant Gemma's mother must have been a cigngirshe'd passed that
on to her daughter.

"You're nothin' like Jon,' she'd finished up sayihpt even in nature.’

Gemma lay in her motel room now and felt a degfesatsfaction that she
wasn't like her father. Who would want to be craetli mean? Whatever
good genes she had, had to have been inheritednieomother. . .whoever
she was. . .

When depression threatened again —thinking aboutnegher always
depressed Gemma —she swung her thoughts to Natlkdamoav sweet he'd
been to her that morning. Which didn't really make feel any better.

Perversely, she'd chosen to stay in the same rodheisame motel where
she had first met Nathan. A silly thing to do wistre was missing him so
much. Yet in a way it was good to have her memooynpted, to look back
and remember why she had fallen in love with hirthmfirst place.

How kind he had been to her that day. And how gallder father had not
long died and she had come here to sell some speall for pocket money,
thinking she'd be doing business with Byron Whiteaddut it had been his
adopted son who had opened the door to her, lodangandsome and so
very, very different from any of the men she'd knoaround Lightning
Ridge. He'd been deputising for Byron as buyertf@ family business
while Byron recovered from the boating accident tied killed his wife,
Irene.

Gemma recognised now that her fate had been sé&aledthe moment
Nathan had ushered her into this room. She'd bsefrdm that moment,
even if it had been several weeks before Natharbasummated their love
for each other.

She groaned when she realised they could haveugeahthe beach-house
at Avoca at this very moment, making love. Instestte was lying here
alone hundreds of miles away, feeling frustratedi lanely.



Gemma rolled over and stared at the bedside clock.

Eleven-thirty. Nathan would still be at Byron'sthday party. She wished
she were with him.

The idea to telephone him there came out of the.Blhat more natural
thing than to call, wish Byron a happy birthdayrtheve a chat with her
husband? Nathan had told her not to bother to-edlé hated telephone
conversations at any time —but she didn't thinkl in@hd this one.

Besides, Monday was such a long way away. . .

Feelings excited at the thought of even hearingrbise, Gemma snapped
on the light, sat up and dialled direct to Jaderslver.

The telephone rang several times at the other efutébit was answered, a
slightly husky female voice saying, 'Hello.'

Gemma stiffened with instant recognition. LenotevdsLenore!
'Hello?' Lenore repeated.

'I'd like to speak to Nathan, please,"” Gemma saitthout acknowledging
her husband's ex-wife. 'Is he there?'

'I'll get him for you. . .'

Gemma's head whirledlenorewas at Byron's party? Why? There was no
love lost between those two. Gemma was pretty 3ade would not have
invited her. Then how come she was there?

Surely Lenore wouldn't have dared come openly #ilchary Marsden,
would she? She wasn't supposed to be seen withilhiafter his divorce

came through. If she had been so bold, then why'tdsthe acknowledge
Gemma on the other end of the line? Why just sbifkto get Nathan

without saying hello. Unless she hadn't recogni&etdnma’s voice. The
party sounded quite noisy with music and chattéh@abackground.



'‘Gemma?' Nathan said brusquely.

Gemma's heart sank. Lendrad recognised her voice. How else would he
have known who was on the line? The possibility thathaq had brought
Lenore to the party made Gemma feel sick to henaob.

Ts there something wrong?' he went on. 'You'regtik, aren't you? Lenore
said you sounded upset.’

Gemma's imminent distress was sidetracked by Natraking no attempt
to hide Lenore's presence at the party. Would lyguian do that?

'‘No," she' said, feeling confused now. 'l. . .1 phsught I'd ring and wish
Byron a happy birthday.'

'Oh, is that all? | thought you must have found sarinething about your
mother.'

Gemma sighed. 'I'm afraid not. Er —what's Lenorenglat the party,
anyway?'

'l brought her. She was awfully depressed aboudtigoing away on some
school excursion for a couple of weeks. | thoughuld do her good to get
out the house and have some company.'

'l thought that was Zachary Marsden's job," Gemané taurtly.

'‘Now, Gemma, don't be catty. The poor woman wasljon

So aml, she longed to say. Instead, she bit her tonguetiéed to be
charitable. 'Yes, | suppose so,' she sighed.Widb you were here with me,
Nathan. Do you realise I'm staying in the same hrotan we met in? It has

this big bed in it. Much too big for one. . .’

'‘God, Gemma, don't do this to me. Come home, @priomorrow.’



Her heart started to beat faster, which was crameshe was hundreds of
miles away. 'l wish | could,’ she groaned. 'Buah’t. There's no flight over
the weekend.'

‘Damn.’

She laughed in an effort to break the tension heamgendering within her.
"You'll just have to write over the weekend, wyot?'

'Bitch,' he said, but softly. . .seductively. . .

Gemma swallowed. 'l think I'd better talk to Byrdfou're getting me all hot
and bothered.’

'He's busy.'
'Doing what?'
'‘Dancing with Catherine.'

'Oh?' She'd heard he had a new girlfriend, butrmath about her. 'What's
she like?"

'‘Good-looking. Rich. Sexy.'

'l hate her.'

"You're not the only one.’

'What does that mean?'

'I'll tell you when you get home.'

'‘Na-than!'

'Curiosity kills the cat. Promised information lgsher back.'

"You're a conniving manipulative devil.’



'Of course. Is there any other way with you?'

She lay down with the phone at her ear, feeling gazed and awfully
aroused. 'I'll ring you tomorrow," she promisedabinéessly.

'‘Don't.’

His sharp tone made her sit up. 'Why not?*

'I'll be writing."'

'‘God! Why did | ever suggest such a stupid thing?’

'l have no idea. Why did you? | know you hate iewh write.'

She sighed. 'l guess | wanted to keep you busy'r& éar too good-looking
to be left on your own for the whole weekend.'

He laughed. 'And what about you?"

'If you'd seen some of the men | spent this aft@nnaeith | don't think you'd
worry, whereas you're down there with a whole radmof beautiful sexy
women.'

‘The only beautiful sexy woman | want is you, Genima

She hugged the fierce emotion of his words to karth'Oh, Nathan, | do so
love you. . .'

'Enough to have my baby yet?

Gemma's heart lurched then filled to overflowind).stop taking my pills
immediately,’ she promised faithfully. Lord, howutd she have ever
thought he didn't love her, that his feelings enpassed nothing but lust?

That would make me very happy,' he said with somgthke relief in his
voice. 'I'll be waiting at the airport for you onavday, darling. Don't miss
your flight/



'Wild horses wouldn't stop me getting on it.’
'‘Bye. Be good.'

‘You too.'

Gemma had hung up before she realised she haldhKiabhan about what
that miner had suggested. She shrugged. It woulttivdvonday. A lot

better than she would.

Still, her heart was at peace as she snappedeofathp and lay back down.
A baby, she started thinking, a soft smile pulliagher mouth in the
darkness.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

AvA woke to sunshine streaming through the glass dowtson to the bed.
For a few minutes she lay there, wondering whabitld be like to wake up
every morning like this, with Vince by her side améeeling of utter peace
coursing through her veins. Closing her eyes, stiked her pleasure at such
a scenario.

But that's just a fantasy, the new Ava remindeddiéruthlessly. Just a
dream. Vince doesn't want anything more than wieaskared together last
night.

Sighing her resignation to the bittersweet readityheir relationship, Ava
slipped out of the bed to make an essential \odiié connecting bathroom.
On her return, she began picking up their clothemfwhere they were
scattered on the floor, slipping Vinsérown silk shirt over her nakedness in
lieu of a robe and placing the rest in a neatqile¢he foot of the bed. '

With a loving glance at Vince's still sleeping foreme padded out into the
kitchen, which was quite finished and very well ipgped, even to having

food essentials in the cupboards. Five minutes &te was standing at the
large plate-glass window in the main living areppsg black coffee from a

mug while she admired the panorama before her Syemey harbour had

never looked so beautiful, she thought. Nor thessubright. Nor the sky so

blue.

Was it perhaps that everything would look sharpdrer from now on? Had

the experience of love honed her senses to adésensitivity that she had

previously dulled with her dreamlike fantasies? Awnaw she would settle

for a few nights with Vince rather than a lifetimisuch fantasies. Even the
memory of the pleasure he had already given heremasigh to set her

nerves a-tingle and her heart racing.

Luckily, Ava glimpsed Vince's reflection in the gkaas he approached or
when he put his arms around her she might havehsgilcoffee. As it was,
she gave a small shudder as he pulled her backsadns splendidly naked
body.



"Your wearing my shirt does things to me that avsitpvely indecent,’ he
whispered, slipping his hands underneath it.

'Vince, I'm going to spill this coffee,’ she warrathkily.

'Put it down and come into the shower with me.’

‘The shower?'

'Uh-huh. I'm afraid we'll have to be leaving solt's.nearly ten and I'm due
home for a family gathering today. Since | haveta&e you back to
Belleview first, we'll have to shake a leg.’

Ava thought she hid her disappointment quite welljing hoped they might
spend the day together. The prospect of Vince dngpper off with an 'I'll
call you some time' farewell sent her heart plunimggto the ground. 'l — er
—don't think having a shower together's a very gded.'

'Why not?'

You don't behave in showers.’

'l promise not to lay a single hand on you.’

She gasped as his roving hands became very intimate

'‘And what do you think you are doing at the mom'estie@ asked tautly.

'l said | wouldn't lay a&inglehand, not two hands.’

'Oh. God. . .stop it, Vince. . .’

'‘Are you coming into the shower with me or not?'

She groaned. 'You're wicked.'

‘Tell me something new.’



It was ten-thirty before they were dressed andyd¢adeave, Ava feeling
somewhat alarmed at how quickly depression coulovigphysical ecstasy.
Was this all she had to look forward to in futilsee-sawing emotions plus
an inability to control her own body?

You're very quiet," Vince commented on the way damvthe lift.

'Oh?' Her swift smile had a decided edge to it. ybal'm exhausted.'

'In that case you won't want to go out with me gbui . .’

Ava hated herself for the obvious joy that mustenéivher face, till she
became resigned to the fact that this was whagheitove could be like. It
could hurt like hell, but it could also be increlgilvonderful.

"You know | would," she said eagerly, not botheriaghink that she was
being far too accommodating, as usual. Still, Vieseemed to like her that
way. He was certainly looking at her with amusdddion in his eyes.
'Where would you like to go?' he asked indulgently.

'You choose. | don't care.

'In that case I'll take you out to dinner, then@via, then back here for the
night.'

Ava's eyes blinked wide. God, whatever would sHdBygon?

'Does that present a problem?’

'No, she said, bolstering herself up with the thdugat she was a grown-up
woman of thirty. Why should she have to answer ¢o brother? 'No
problem at all.’

They chatted together all the way back' to Belleyiabout all sorts of

things. Ava had never thought of herself as a gomaersationalist, but
with Vince the words seemed just to flow. Neithier she ever feel that what



she said was stupid, perhaps because he was digteogr, as well as an
incorrigible flatterer.

'l can't get over how many movies you've seensdig at one set of lights,
‘'or how knowledgeable you are about them.’

Ava didn't enlighten him that watching movies haei the mainstay of her
sanity over the years. She hugged his complimertieit heart and babbled
on. It was only when they approached Belleview tHate turned serious.

'Will your brother say anything about your not cagphome last night?

'‘No. He won't have gone home himself. He won't hemme home this
morning, either. He'll have gone straight to golfthe day.’

'l see. Is he serious about Catherine, do you tink
'l hope not.'
'l hope not too, fohis sake.'

Vince swung the Mazda into the driveway where A \startled to see the
gates of Belleview already open, even though skde'hpressed the remote
control gizmo in her handbag.

'Oh, God,' she groaned. 'Byron must be home.' kigamnt panic belied her
belief that she had become a grown-up woman wehrigiht to do as she
believed. Suddenly, she was a bundle of nerves.

'Don't worry," Vince said firmly. 'Leave this up tee.' And he shot through
the gates, whipping around the semicircular drivevaad grinding to a
bone- crunching halt at the bottom of the stepsnédutiately one of the front
doors opened and Byron stepped out on to the patiking murderous.

Not only murderous but surprisingly unshaven. Hs alao still wearing the
same clothes he'd been wearing at the party, a lolak suit. His tie,

however, was missing, and the top button of hig stas undone. His hair
looked greyer than usual and he didn't seem to bawvied it.



Ava could not help staring at this most uncharastiersloppiness. Byron
was usually most particular over how he presenieddif, even around the
house. When Ava and Vince didn't get out of the staaight away he
stormed down the steps and wrenched open the pEsstoor.

"You get yourself out of there immediately,’ hereshat her.

'Stay right where you are, Ava,' Vince said in swol, collected and
commanding a voice that Ava was in ho doubt whoewshs going to obey.
'l would like to have a word with you, Mr Whitmordée added, already
getting out of the car.

"You've got a bloody hide, Morelli, keeping my sisbut all night then
breezing in here like you've done nothing wrong.'

'l haven't done anything wrong. Unless you thinkimg love to an adult
woman who wants you to make love to her is wronghht case, look to
yourself, Mr Whitmore. | doubt you've only been @i coffee at night
with Catherine Gateshead.’

An angry red slashed across Byron's cheekbonest'r&/ @othing but a
bloody gigolo, Morelli, taking advantage of lonelypmen who've had the
misfortune to hire you to work around their homes.'

'Is that what Catherine told you? I'd take anytlshg says with a grain of
salt, if | were you.'

'Once I've had you checked out, you won't be s&cd®yron threatened.

"You think not? Go ahead. Make my day.'

Byron's top lip curled. 'Very funny. You won't beacking jokes when | can
show my sister in black and white just what a daglssgot mixed up with.
I've done a bit of checking up on you myself alseadd even your own

mother told me you're engaged to an nice littlkaltagirl.'

Ava couldn't help it. She giggled.



Byron responded by grabbing her arm and haulingbeof the car, his face
dark with fury. 'What in hell's happened to you®sharled. 'Has this bastard
corrupted you so much that you've lost all sensiecEncy? Don't you care
he's going to marry another woman, or that he'stigetmorals of an
alley-cat? | hope you don't think he loves you. Mike him make silly
women like yowayfor the privilege of their professional expertikavon't
be long before he starts asking you for money,park my words!'

Byron never saw the blow coming. Vince's fist wiée lgreased lightning
and a second later Byron was a crumpled mess ogréwel. Ava gasped
and dropped to her knees beside her brother, melsHaantic on his face.
"You've killed him," she cried.

'‘Not quite,’ Vince said, rubbing at his reddeneddkhes as Byron made a
moaning sound. 'But I'd have liked to. God, whabmpous puritanical pain
your brother is. How you turned out so sensiblelmodd-minded, | have no
idea. You must take after another branch of thaljam

'‘But | like him," he suddenly grinned, making Avasg with surprise. 'l

would have done exactly the same if you'd bewsrsister. The ogre cares
about you, Ava, and that speaks for a lot in mykodtere, help me get him
up over my shoulder and I'll take him inside. Hedlcoming round shortly.

And stop worrying. He might have a sore jaw lated a bit of a headache
but no lasting damage.

'Hell, but he's a big bloke," he muttered as heexhByron inside and laid
him down on the very same leather sofa he'd put éwvahat first day.
'Perhaps you'd better get him some ice to put sial, Ava. A couple of
painkillers and a drink of water might be in ortiao.’

When a groggy Byron started coming round a minaterland saw Vince
sitting in a chair opposite him, he went to sit aply to groan and slump
back down on the pillows.

'‘Good idea,' Vince pronounced sternly. 'Now lier¢hand listen. First, let's
get a few things straight. One. . .1 did not makpaas at Catherine
Gateshead; neither have | slept with any femalexa discreet number of
girlfriends who all knew the score. Secondly, | loemger mow lawns.



Mowing Ava's lawn was a one- off thing. When shegréo hire someone for
the following day there was no one free, but shended such a nice lady
and so worried sick that her big ogre of a brotneght start belly-aching

over the bloody lawns, that | did her a speciabtav

Byron made a scoffing sound.
'Shut up and listen for once!" Vince commanded.

An impressed Ava used this short break in procegdio hand Byron a
tea-towel wrapped around some ice cubes. 'Putahigour chin,’ she
whispered. 'lt's beginning to swell. . .’

His doing as she suggested in a rather dazed, tlmeggldered fashion
moved her to pity. Poor Byron, he really doesntiknwhat's hit him, either
with Vince or her own changed self.

‘That's how Ava and | met,’ Vince explained, thafiigfnot mentioning her
fall that day. 'We hit it off straight away. | diibt seduce her. She did not
proposition me. We became friends first. | recogdiker artistic ability and
introduced her to Giuseppe Belcomo, who's a masteecognising and
fostering true talent. You can check him out tégou like. Last night was
the first time Ava and | made love. Thiest time," he hit home. 'l respect and
admire your sister very much, Byron. I'm sorryugged you but | could not
stand by and have you belittle her. Or me for thatter, for when you
belittle me, you belittle her.'

Ava squeezed her eyes tightly shut against the wawemotion crashing
through her. She had never had anyone stand inefdike this and it was. .
. incredible.

'Finally, 1 do not need or want your sister's maridyave enough of my own
and if you don't believe me, then by all means khgzon that too. I'm a
gualified engineer. | own and run Morelli Constians, which specialises
in building quality apartment blocks all over Sygn&#/e've been so busy
and successful this past year that | haven't eeen but with a woman in
months!



'‘Last but not least, let me give you a word of wagnabout Catherine
Gateshead. She is a coldly ambitious evil bitch wilbdo anything to get
what she wants. But she is at her most dangeroas wiossed. Her vicious
lies after | knocked her back caused our family pany to lose many
clients. I'm not saying she isn't beautiful, bugfdse you even think of
marrying her, check out her other three husbands.'

‘Three?'Byron gasped. 'l thought she'd only had the one.’
‘There've been three. Believe me.'

'‘Good lord. . ." He appeared to mull over this infation before decidedly
sharper blue eyes snapped up again. 'What aboubgmng engaged?

Vince sighed. 'My mother has a problem with the wegnduct my private
life. Lately, she's been telling any girl who ringe that I'm either engaged
or about to become engaged to a nice little Itagah Obviously, she's
started saying the same to their brothers.’

'l see. .. He glanced over at Ava, who was perdmehe arm of a chair near
by, doing her best to remain composed under a whalge of emotions. 'l. .
.I'only ever had your best interests at heart,,lbue| can see now I've been
a very misguided brother as well as a highly inadéeg) guardian. I'm sorry.
Forgive me?' he asked, his voice breaking.

Ava came forward and squatted down next to the, safaling at him
through suddenly blurred eyes. 'l always knew yoved me," she said.
'‘We'll put the past behind us and go forward.'

A type of puzzlement filled Byron's eyes. 'You'leanged so much. | can
hardly believe it's my little Ava I'm talking to.’

'It's me all right.’
Vince tapped her on the shoulder. 'Ava, why doolt go and freshen up?

Change into something a little more casual. I'é li& take you home with
me. If you'd like to come, that is. . .'



Ava turned, eyes blinking with surprise. 'You warg to meet your family?'
'Yes, | do.'

She wanted to ask if he took home all the womerslapt with him but
decided not to push her luck. 'OK," she said biyghtll go freshen up.’

Byron watched his sister leave, then frowned &t th@n who'd worked this
miraculous transformation. 'She loves you. You dovk that, don't you?'

‘Yes.'
'‘And what are your feelings for her?'
Vince frowned and sat back down. 'Well, it's likést Byron. . .’

Ava tripped back downstairs, having happily fouhdtther clever clothes
for biggies were so clever that they looked goochonso-biggies too. The
elastic waists shrank to fit, the jackets even nstireming when they hung
a little more loosely. But she was looking forwémduying herself a pair of
jeans in the near future. And who knew? Maybe @ayesthe'd squeeze into a
bodysuit. But for now she was wearing the outfin&é had first seen her in.

Vince and Byron were sitting together having coffdgeen she returned to
the family-room, looking for all the world like tHeest of friends. Ava was
astonished and must have looked as much when shee@nfor Byron
threw her a reassuring smile.

'‘Don't worry, love," he said. 'No pistols at daWimce and | have come to an
understanding.’

Her laugh was slightly nervous. 'You mean | wor'tdld not to darken this
doorstep again?'

'Of course not. You make me sound like an ogre!



Ava was trying not to laugh while Vince guided frem the house and saw
her into the passenger seat of the Mazda, thoupgmdbéner suppressed
humour was a type of shock.

'l think that knock on the jaw must have rattledrdys brain,’ she
commented as Vince climbed in behind the whepistican't understand his
attitude towards you. | mean. . .his accepting litike sister's lover so
quickly and warmly is just ndyron!'

'Well, there is an explanation for that,’ Vincedsai

Ava frowned back at him. 'Would you mind sharingiith me?"

His glance carried an irony Ava found totally casifg.

'Remember last night when you said you would bdawgr for as long as |
wanted you?' he asked quietly.

'Yes. . ." Everything inside her squeezed tighth8owas it. He was going to
say he didn't want her any more.

'Did you mean it?'
'‘What?'

He swivelled in the seat to face her, his own fagrisingly strained. 'Did
you mean it?' he ground out.

'Of course | meant it! | don't say things | don&an. What are you trying to
say?'

'What I'm trying to say, Ava, is that | do want youfor forever. . .'
'For forever?' she repeated blankly.
‘Yes. | want to marry you.'

Ava's stunned silence brought a frown after a shbrke.



"You don't want to marry me?' he said in a painade:
'Yes. No. Imean |...1 —

'Look, | know | said | didn't have the time for anamitment or even a real
relationship," he cut in forcefully, 'but that waefore | realised | loved you.'

You love me,' she whispered, her face on the vergeumpling.
His eyes melted all over her. 'Madly.’
'Oh,' she squeaked, her whole vocal cords haviegned to seize up.

'l was worried all along that | was falling in lowath you, but last night
when Nathan was being appalling to you, and thismtlorning when Byron
started on at you. . .well, I just knew | loved yéwa, because | wanted to
kill him with my bare hands.’

‘You' love me,' she said again, still dazed antelisving.

'‘God, yes. How could I help but love you? You'resgecial. And your brand
of loving is so special. | know I'll never find gsjual anywhere in this world
and if I let you go I'd be the biggest fool in thierld. | thought of asking
you to live with me, but | realised | was right fimst time. You're the sort of
woman a man has to marry because nothing lessribiyvof the beautiful

person you are.'

"But. . .but you said you didn't have the time. . .

Il maketime. To hell with being a multi-millionaire. I'have to settle for
being a simple millionaire. I'll build you a housigrling. Any house you
want.'

'‘But I. . .I wouldn't mind living in the penthouga a while.'

'‘Done! You can havearte blancheon the decor and the furnishings. You
can even convert part of it to a studio, if youkel You can have anything
you want!'



Ava bit both her lips in an effort not to cry. 8'enly ever really wanted you.'
And she burst into tears.

Vince groaned and gathered her in, holding herstraking her hair. 'Oh,
God, darling, you make me feel so humble. I've [seem a bloody fool. All
those things | said to you. I'm not really wickedthmvomen. Well, not
lately. . .except with you, of course. . . You lgriout the worst —and
perhaps the best —in me.'

He kissed away her tears and Ava thought she wdialtom happiness.
'So you will marry me?' he murmured.

She nodded and he kissed her again.

'Shouldn't we go back inside and tell Byron?' Aslkesl some time later. 'He
might be relieved you're going to make an honeshamout of his sister.’

He already knows,' Vince astonished her by sayiile you were
upstairs, | asked him for your hand in marriage.sdigl to tell you that he
wishes you every happiness and he'll pay for thedng.'

'Oh, my goodness. Byron said that?"

'He did. Of course he didn't realise what he waseeigg to. Even a
half-Italian wedding is enough to set the father oftthde —or substitute
—back a pretty penny. | live in terror of my sisteraking a similar
announcement."”

'Don't worry, Vince, Byron can afford it. He reclynsold an opal for two
million dollars.’

'No kidding! I didn't realise opals were that exgien.'
'This one was. It was called the Heart of Fire.'

'‘Aren't opals supposed to be unlucky?’



‘That's an old wives' tale, though that particklae has a long history of
scandals and secrets behind it.'

"You'll have to tell me the whole story one dayt s of now I think we
should make tracks for the Morelli residence. Y®@wbout to make my
mother's day,’

'Even though I'm not a nice little Italian girl?'vé remarked a little
nervously.

Vince's smile was so tender, Ava almost bursttedéos again. 'My mother is
going to adore you,' he murmured. 'My whole fanslgoing to adore you,
because you're simply adorable, don't you know?thaiw let's get going.
Our future awaits!'



