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Her memories of him filled her with hate!

Three years ago Mike Hunter--along with his smdaotithandsome cousin,
Mark--had killed Jo's sister Killed her as suredyifahey'd been driving the
car that ran her down that awful night.

Jo had painfully rebuilt her life all alone, ane tbhy bookish girl of those
days gave way to a beautiful sophisticated careenan, one of the top
computer-programming consultants in the country.

A wave of anger and pain she had thought long Husieddenly swept
through her--for her latest assignment meant warlilosely with Mike
Hunter and his faithless cousin!



CHAPTER ONE

OH God, it was him! Anguish sliced through Jo's hetlié shock of pain
paralysing her. For one stunned moment she staiptehsly at him, but her
recovery was swift. She lowered her lashes andhtisggommanded herself
to keep calm. He and his colleague were standingeadiness for
introductions, but Jo could not move forward; sbald not trust her legs
yet. Bob Anderson brushed past her, his hand ettstd in greeting.

'Morning, Mr Hunter. | hope you're all ready for here," he rattled out
cheerfully.

'Ready and waiting,' came the firm assurance assheok hands.

Bob nodded towards her, frowning slightly at hermiability. "Your
programmer, Jo Standish.’

Still she could not move. Michael Hunter took thiepsshe should have
taken. He was offering his hand, but every nerveasued to reject it. She
disciplined the rampant emotion and forced her hauid Strong fingers
closed around it.

'I'm very pleased to welcome you to our staff, Misandish.'

‘Thank you," she heard herself say in a thin voice.

She could see the polite smile on his lips. With @itimost reluctance she
raised her lashes. The gold flecks in her eyesdsumith hatred, sharp
pinpoints in green pools of ice. His facial musdgfened. The smile died,
and incredulity darkened the blueness of his gilzere was a sharp intake
of breath.

'‘Mary'. The name was a soft sight, barely a whisgen his lips.

'My name is Jo - Josephine Standish,' she clippedith deadly emphasis.
Her chin lifted proudly, defying him to contradiuér.



He searched her rigid expression for one agonisimgnent and then
nodded. 'Forgive me. | thought... we'd met before.’

Jo tightened her lips. He knew her all right. Sdrireg like dismay twisted
across his face, then he was back under controtuited aside, gesturing
towards his colleague. Bob threw a swift scrutimg, eyes puzzled.

'May | introduce my cousin, Mark Hunter. He heads Wlelbourne office
and is vitally interested in our new computer opera Bob Anderson, Jo
Standish.’

Mark Hunter! Jo gritted her teeth as a surge ofdaaforced bile up her
throat. She swallowed: it back down, determinekieep control. So at last
she was to meet Mark Hunter! Her eyes focusedebirgjly on Michael
Hunter's cousin as he shook hands with Bob. Heimdesed tall, dark and
handsome, every inch the copybook lover. Her sistdmot stood a chance,
Jo thought bitterly. He was turning towards her nperfect white teeth
flashing in a winning smile. She could barely caldeer distaste. Her skin
crawled at the touch of his hand.

It's indeed a pleasure, Miss Standish," his voim®reed at her, oozing
thickly with charm. His bedroom eyes suggestednoah.

Jo matched back her hand as a cold retort burst firer lips. 'I'm not in the
business of pleasure, Mr Hunter.'

The words were stinging with scarcely veiled sargaside in their impact.
Bob goggled at her. His mouth hunger open for aterésshed second and
then he rushed into speech.

'No, | swear Jo lives and breathes computers. Toeyer bidding without
even a hiccup. Her programs always go through a®gnas silk.’

It was a deft attempt to rescue the situation, rtiivg attention away from
her. Mark Hunter flicked an amused glance at him.

'‘Obviously a lade of considerable talent, he drdvgevocatively.



Bob's eyes snapped a warning as Jo took a shaathbMichael Hunter
intervened.

'Shall be all sit down? There are a few pointdilkel to get clear before you
settle into your department.’

Tension permeated the air. Only Jo and Michael efukbhew what was

causing it, but Bob could smell it, and he did hik it. His eyes told her

??7?7? he took the central chair, effectively sepagakoe from Mark Hunter.

Cool it, he was flashing to her this is a hell efay to start a new job. But Jo
was too incensed to give him a reassuring nod.yEatem of her body was
in revolt against the situation.

She sat down and stared stonily ahead while Micliheiter installed
himself behind his executive desk. His eyes metnh@mentarily and the
knowledge was there, memory sharply recalled ailg fatact. Then an
impassive mask settled over his face and he bguzaking.

"You both understand that by the end of your thmemths here, the new
system must be operational. On top of that, my sfafystems analysts and
programmers are to be fully conversant with theabdpies of the new
computer. They must be fully trained to take oveewyou go.

'l expect to be informed of any hold-ups in the kvechedule. If you find

any member of my staff incompetent, | want to bd.tdhey have been
carefully screened, but you are the experts. Yawulshbe more discerning
than anyone else. | cannot afford to keep someaoagosition where he can
wreck the efficiency of the system. Any mistakeréheill be too expensive.

From time to time | will call on you for reportsné | mean up-to-date
reports. Now, do either of you have any questions?’

He paused, his glance sweeping them both. Bobdraisesyebrow at her
and Jo shook her head.

'‘No questions,’ Bob answered breezily, doing h& be project a sense of
easy confidence.



'‘Good!" Michael Hunter turned his attention to ¢osisin. 'l think you'll find
it profitable to listen in on this morning's cordace, Mark. Anderson will
be explaining the system to the men.’

'‘Good background to begin with,' he agreed readily.

Jo could feel Mark Hunter's eyes on her, but skdained to look his way.
She seethed at the thought of having to face hnwmsaa conference table.
Michael Hunter's next words curled her stomachtmnt

'‘Mark is here to get a thorough grounding of theapater's capabilities for
application in our Melbourne office. As he can oslyare a fortnight, |
would appreciate your co-operation in answeringgmstions he might put
to you over that period of time.'

'Of course. We'll help in any way we can,' Bob jwtimn, overflowing with
co-operation.

Michael Hunter looked at Jo, the question stilldgiag. She met his gaze
steadily, quelling the revulsion she felt. Theresw@ necessity to answer;
Bob's agreement covered her. The pause was méydifidf. He continued
speaking.

'Don't hesitate to contact me over any problems ipeet. You're here to
guarantee the success of the changeover and thed fariority over
everything else. Now, I'll let you get started, A&ngbn. Mark, you go with
him.'

The two men rose to their feet and Jo followed. suit

'Please stay, Miss Standish. There are a few exirdgs | wish to discuss
with you.'

Her eyes challenged the order, but his expressasoldurate. She had no
choice. She sat down again. Bob hesitated, clé@alyr to leave her alone
with Michael Hunter. His private antennae werel $hitching at electric
undercurrents.



'I'm afraid | need Jo to cover the programming* tloe staff, Mr Hunter.
Although our work interlocks, she's the authorityhier field," he explained
matter-of-factly. 'Perhaps you could wait...'

'It will take you some time to get the men orgadiaeound the conference
table. I'll bring Miss Standish down presently.’

Bob was stumped and he knew it. Michael Hunter tleddeins and he had
just cracked the whip.

‘Very well, I'll keep talking until she arrives,bB replied, toning down his
demand but still letting it be known that he neelled He threw her a wry
look, an odd mixture of defeat and curiosity. Heatly did not like what he
sensed in this room, but he was dying to know wie going on.

Jo was not deceived by the guise of business. MidHanter did not have
computer programming on his mind; neither did Sfitee door closed and
they were alone together. Yet not alone. The spe&dtthe past lay between
them, imposing its presence more and more asléresicontinued.

Jo forced herself to look at Michael Hunter withdsed indifference. The
brief business talk had given her enough time tmver from her initial

shock. She was determined to keep her balance Howt Surveys had
contracted her services. She was here on busiflespast was irrelevant,
but its tentacles were winding around her heateeging it relentlessly.

Those two nights of trauma and tragedy had lefhadk on Michael Hunter,

but then it was not his life which had been shatteHe looked exactly the
same as she remembered him, handsome, hard ard tdisgeyes were

weighing her carefully, probing the smooth compeslhre wore as her first
line of defence.

‘Three years and three months,' he stated with dédiveration.

'Give or take a few days,’ she agreed, her tone@bdesmissal.

'l didn't recognise you at first.'



Her eyes mocked him, knowing he was rememberingga hgraceless girl
who bore little similarity to the slim elegancetotiay's model. Her height
remained the same, all five feet ten inches of hat,the difference in
appearance was like that between an ordinary farailyand a Rolls-Royce.

"You haven't changed,’ she stated coldly, a noteodm in her voice.

He leaned back in his chair and slowly reappraissdJo knew she looked
good. The modelling school had taught her all thoikg of artifice, how to
emphasise the tilted corners of her green eyes, thoplay up the high
cheekbones and play down the too-full lower lipe ®lo longer cringed to
minimise her height. She wore fashionable highd)eslphisticated clothes,
and her thick dark hair was looped down from itste parting and then
piled up high into a chignon above her crown. She learnt that no one
patronised a woman who stood proud and tall. Andmedismissed her at a
glance, as Michael Hunter had once dismissed her.

"You could almost be a different woman," he saadithtfully. "'The question
is . . . how different?’

'I'm surprised you recognised me at all. | canagme that I'm a person
you'd like to remember,' she said with acid irony.

"Your eyes are the same.' He sighed and one hahedibriefly at a slight
scar on his forehead. His eyelids closed and hehpththem between finger
and thumb before opening them again. '‘God knowes nigver forgotten
those eyes,' he muttered. "Why did you change yaonme?’

'l haven't changed my name. Why should 1? There'guilt or shame
attached to it," she flung back at him with poinéedphasis.

He sucked in his breath and the deep voice toola aggentler tone. 'l
particularly listened for your name at the inque&u gave it as Mary
Standish.’

Her lips curled in derision. "You seem to have bithaf hearing only what
you want to hear, Mr Hunter. | was asked to stajefai name. Mary
Josephine Standish. Mary, after my mother. I'veagisabeen called Jo.'



He hooded his eyes and leaned forward, absentkyngicp a pen from his
desk and rolling it around in his hands. 'l shakea point of listening more
carefully to you in the future,’' he stated flatiyhen he raised a keenly
probing gaze to her. 'You knew this was my Compahkat you'd be
working for me?'

‘Not until | walked into this office,’ she answetddntly. 'Hunt Surveys was
the name on the contract.’

He paused, considering her intently. 'Would youehagcepted the job if
you'd known?'

Her chin lifted defiantly and proud green eyes ésba challenge. 'No man
interferes with what | want to do, Mr Hunter. | gty own way. My private
conviction is that you and your cousin should besigned to hell, but I'm
here on a job. This is business, and | keep bussegzarate from any private
life. You demanded the best computer programmer Bbheeau could
provide. | am the best and I'll do the job you'sgipg for." There was no
conceit in the claim. It was an honest self apptais

'So this is purely business and you're preparedidk for me,' he said
insistently.

'When | say I'll do something, it gets done. Can yay the same of yourself,
Mr Hunter?' Her eyes condemned him contemptuou¥lyu're the only
person who has ever questioned my integrity. | ¥otiraise any question
now if | were you. One unsubstantiated word oytla€e and I'll sue you for
every cent you've got!'

'l don't doubt your integrity, Miss Standish," b&lther grimly. 'I'm painfully
aware that | was a fool ever to doubt it. | deaplgret that mistake. | want
you to know that.' He raised bleak eyes, fixinghens with hard purpose. 'l
tried to speak to you after the inquest, but younsdd all too clearly that an
apology from me was unacceptable.'

'‘An apology couldn't bring my sister back to lif#&' interrupted bitterly.

'It was an accident," he reminded her gently.



'Was it?' The harsh question carried its own adtusa
"You know it was."'

'In the eyes of the law it was an accident. You enagery good witness, Mr
Hunter. All your evidence was tailored to the satligoints.’ She paused and
then thrust home the deadly shaft.* 'But you knawd &know why Carol
died that night.'

'‘Our interpretations might differ on that poing' suggested quietly.
'I'm sure they do,' Jo agreed with heavy cynicism.

His lips twisted wryly. 'So you still believe thgbur sister was an innocent
victim.'

‘Carol was eighteen, Mr Hunter. How old was yoursin? Thirty?"

He looked at her with world-weary eyes. 'Age hatlelito do with
willingness, Miss Standish, nor does it necessaegillect innocence.’

'And you, of course, are quite the expert on juggmmocence, aren't you,
Mr Hunter?' she mocked him viciously.

It hurt him. He winced and then drew in a deep threldis eyes were still
pained as he spoke. 'l misjudged you. For thablaaypse.'

'How very magnanimous of you! Am | expected to bateful that you've
admitted a mistake? It doesn't change the pastlliter, and I'm not here
to re-hash the past. I'm here on business, anghtmeémind you that Bob
Anderson is waiting for me to do my job.'

'He can wait! I've waited three years to speakdo &nd this time you'll
listen. Your sister...'

'l will not listen! | heard enough rotten insinuats from you three years ago
and | will not listen to any more on the subjecthof sister!" Jo was on her
feet, her eyes shooting sparks of contempt.



'Yes, by God, you will!" His fist crashed down dretdesk as he stood up. 'l
won't let you turn your back on me this time, Mane're going to clear this
up now. Three years should have given you somes@nserspective.’

He had rounded the desk so that he was placed éetieeand the door and
was now advancing on her with slow deliberation.sgmod her ground,
turning to him with icy disdain.

'My name is Jo - Miss Standish to you, Mr Hunterd anay | suggest that
you get a sense of perspective. | don't work far; yavork for the Bureau.
You've contracted my services, but there's notininthat contract which
requires me to listen to anything but busines®'@bw in a deep breath and
tilted her chin defiantly. 'Now, unless you havesibess to discuss, I'm
going to walk out that door. If you lay one finger me I'll report you. The
only right you have is to demand the work you'rgipa for.'

He halted barely an arm's length from her. He wagyanan, powerfully
built, and the aggression emanating from him hedd rigid, despite her
defiant declaration. Then unbelievably he smilelde Blue eyes softened,
caressing her warmly, and his face was lit withramense charm.

"You haven't changed at all,' he murmured.
He took her hand and Jo was too confused to reggettively.

'Please forgive me for upsetting you. Come andwaet here and I'll order
some coffee. | actually do have business to disaitbsyou.'

The sustained effort at control had weakened Hex.élowed herself to be
drawn over to where some armchairs were groupedhdra coffee-table.
She sank into one gratefully and tried to re-gatkesr strength. The high
level of tension had drained her of energy. Michdehter ordered coffee
over the intercom and she made no protest. It wbelelcome. She closed
her eyes for a moment. The morning, so far, had bage harrowing on her
nerves and there was more to come. Mark Hunterstithdo be faced. At
least he was ignorant of her identity, she consbkdelf. He could not tap
the memories which Michael Hunter shared.



‘Cigarette?"

Her eyelashes fluttered up. He was pushing an apengx box towards
her.

'l don't smoke."
'Mind if | do?"
'No.'

He selected a cigarette and lit it, drawing omiéntly. He sat across from
her his expression very controlled and thoughtfal. waited, outwardly
composed but inwardly churning with a turmoil ofamn.

"You must have been with the Bureau for some yednave reached the top
of your field," he remarked.

Three.'
'And before that?"

She looked at him guardedly. He was reaching badkdt traumatic year
when first her parents and then Carol had diedjhgeher completely alone.

'I'm interested in your qualifications, Miss Stasfdi It could be helpful
knowledge for selecting future programming stafi¢ added in a
matter-of-fact tone.

She relaxed. 'l was at university - | majored ilwl@mics. | also did a course
in Computer Studies. As far as selection of staffancerned, you'll find that
good programmers have certain characteristics. Thayiably play chess
or cards-and enjoy doing puzzles.' She gave a §itttug. 'That may not be a
steadfast rule, but it's true of my experience.’

Ill keep it in mind," he nodded. 'It must be gudan achievement to be
considered the best when you're still so young.'



One beautifully arched eyebrow rose a fraction @éigHAge doesn't
necessarily reflect talent, Mr Hunter.'

His mouth twisted in wry appreciation of the paramfyhis earlier words
about innocence. 'You don't think that experieraants for much?'

'Some experience is necessary, but you've eithtethganatural ability for
programming or you haven't. It's more a knack efrfind than a learned
skill.'

'‘What do you mean exactly?'

"You have to have an awareness of structure, thiedbsequence which
creates the end pattern. You can't ignore anyastépe structure falls down.
Computers have no imagination. They have to bedoéty detail and you
have to be very precise.'

There was a knock on the door and Michael Hunsatgetary entered,
wheeling a traymobile. She was a very shapely domdho had no
inhibitions about drawing attention to her shapedm Her tight skirt forced
a mincing walk which emphasised the sway of welinged hips. She deftly
transferred refreshments to the coffee- table anas veompletely
unperturbed by the . generous display of cleavageed by leaning over.
She finally straightened up with a toss of the $terdlength hair and took a
deep breath, inflating her prominent breasts furthe

'Would you like me to pour, Mr Hunter?' she asKest, voice pitched with
sexy huskiness.

‘No, thank you, Suzie. We'll help ourselves.'

The impatient tone did not please Suzie. She degharthrowing a
dagger-like glance at Jo on her way out. There aatistinct lack of
innocence in the baby-blue eyes and Jo felt cylyicammused by the
suggestion of rivalry. If Michael Hunter's secrgtaeflected his taste in
women, Jo was singularly unimpressed.

'Black or white?"



'White, please.’

He poured out the coffee and pushed cream and sogards her. The
small mechanics of serving herself put Jo moreaat eProvided Michael
Hunter kept to business she could field his quastwithout tension. It was
the personal element which had shaken her.

'What you say about programmers is very interestkgyyou know, our
staff here are newly trained. From all reports taeyreasonably competent,
but I'd like to hear your personal opinion of thevdould Friday be too
soon?"

'l should have a fair idea by then, but it would@tconclusive. Naturally I'll
be watching their work closely this week, but ityniake them a little time to
respond to my way of doing things." She gave hifairgly derisive look.
‘There's usually an element of male resistancdémale supervisor.'

'Is it much of a problem?’

'Only initially. They forget after a while.'

He grinned. 'A case of mind over matter.'

It surprised an answering smile from her. 'Somethike that.'

There was a glint of satisfaction in his eyes wtgeht a warning tingle up
Jo's spine. She sipped her coffee, savagely rengrdirself of his identity.
He would not worm another smile out of her.

'I'll be in Brisbane all next week. I'd like a repon their ability before | go
even if it's not conclusive. You can give me yopin@n over lunch on

Friday.'

Jo bristled. 'Not over lunch, Mr Hunter. You're eotitled to my free time,’
she retorted emphatically, her eyes coldly rejgchim.

He held her gaze, the blue eyes sharp and purpo%fu will lunch with
me, Miss Standish, because it's the only time Igiga you on Friday. 1



have a business conference in the morning andng stf appointments in
the afternoon. You may have your free hour whea finished with you. |
do like to eat occasionally, and you'll fit in wittre. Furthermore, | would be
very surprised if the Bureau would take exceptmihat.’

An angry tide of colour scorched up Jo's neck. Bié tutmanoeuvred her,
using her own taunt as a weapon. She had to accept.

'Very well. Lunch on Friday,' she agreed curtly.
'My secretary will call you about arrangements.’

She nodded and tried to swallow her resentmenttivéhest of her coffee. It
did not work. 'Will I be obliged to lunch with yogpusin as well?' she fired
at him, hating the social implications of sharinghaal with either of the
Hunter men.

He met her defiant stare for a long, tense momefare answering. "That
won't be necessary. Mark has enough time to fityour schedule.' Then he
added more softly, 'He's not the man you thinkshdliss Standish.’

She held his gaze steadily. 'He'll get my coopemnaivr Hunter, as long as
he keeps to computer business.’

'Fair enough,’ he murmured. He drank his coffeesatthe cup down. "Your
department is two floors down. If you're readyddcompany you there now
and introduce you to the men.’

As Jo moved he stood and helped her up, then kgpiding hand on her

elbow as he led her out. Colour tinged her cheelseaenforced proximity.

She wanted to shy away, but dignity demanded cam@d. It was a relief

when the contact was removed. He paused at Sdegkso give a couple of
instructions and Jo watched disdainfully as thkflgittered her eyelashes at
him. She could not deny that Michael Hunter hadreng sex appeal, but
she knew better than to respond to it. He was mada she would ever trust
for anything.



The elevator ride down was short, and Jo was dhdhring a small,
enclosed space with as big a man as Michael Hamaele her feel curiously
claustrophobic. As they stepped out into her nesegbf work she glanced
around with interest. The computer hardware wakeddzehind glass at one
end of the floor. The rest of the space seemedetpastitioned off into
offices.

'‘Anderson would have told you it's an all-male fstef this floor," Michael
Hunter remarked casually.

'l don't mind working with men, Mr Hunter. | have gexist prejudices.'

The terse little comment amused him. 'Elsie, tlzelady, comes around
every morning. No doubt she'll provide you withhligelief.’

They reached an open area where Bob Anderson wdmsddorth to a
group of men around a large conference table. Hiskgeyes noticed the
faint curve lingering on Michael Hunter's lips amellooked at Jo with an air
of relief. There was a stir of interest around thkle as he gestured for
Michael Hunter to speak.

Speculative eyes slid over Jo as she was introdincgdeturned quickly to
the authoritative figure who commanded their attentHe gave a brief
address to the staff, stressing that expertise besoh paid for and they
should take every advantage of learning as mucpoasible while they
could. Then he handed the meeting back to Bob apdrted.

There was a general relaxation around the tablé. BAsed a quizzical
eyebrow at Jo. She smiled and gave a dismissivgsAs he proceeded to
lay down the law according to Bob Anderson, she/icettled her nerves.
Bob's familiar drone had a soothing effect, and lslo&ked at him with
affection.

His sparse, sandy hair was already awry. The sat-wvas unbuttoned,
revealing the bulge of his rotund body, and Jo nzapevate bet that his tie
would soon be loosened. He was twenty years ofder her, but they had a
good working relationship. The gold-rimmed spe&achave him an
ineffectual, owl-like appearance, but he was thedygstems analyst at the



Bureau, with an incisive brain which could redung problems to workable
equations. She had looked forward to this assighmih him. She would
be enjoying it but for the Hunters.

Her gaze shifted to Mark Hunter, who was sittin@tb's left. He suddenly
glanced up and caught her gaze. A mischievous twilikhis eyes and
incredibly he winked at her. She gave him an iayesand pointedly shifted
her attention to Bob. If Mark Hunter thought he Icbeweeten her up he was
in for a sharp surprise!

Quite cynically she thought he should have fourdraer on stage or film.
Those melting brown eyes, the dark, curly hairpethe trim moustache; all
suggested a matinee idol, the leading love inteMgstvonder her sister had
been bowled over!

Bob wound up his spiel and signalled for Jo to taker. She rose to her feet,
a surge of confidence overriding all other feelinglsis was what she was
good at. No one could take this from her, not thetdrs or anyone else. She
sensed the male interest and reservation as slaa Ispgaking, but it soon
dissipated under the weight of information she waparting. Jo felt
satisfied. She was at work.



CHAPTERTWO

FOR the next two hours Jo had no time to herself. Qnegreliminary talks
were over, Mark Hunter accompanied Bob to a sepafiice and Jo was
busy with her team of programmers, handing outgassents and seeing
they were understood. Her hope for some privacinguhe lunch-hour was
soon proved wrong. Bob Anderson descended on b#ing his eyes in
exasperation as he pressed her office door shutdam.

'‘God almighty, Jo, what got into you this mornirig®d what the hell was
going on up there?'

She shrugged off the questions with an apologyrrySdob. | didn't
perform very well, did ?*

'Perform! Perform!" His voice rose several decilzld he threw his hands
up in a theatrical gesture. '‘Oh, you performedight, Jo. First of all you

freeze into an iron maiden. Then you snap Mark Eitsithead off with a

retort which curled the few hairs on my head. Yat g there as tensely
coiled as a cobra and the electricity vibratingwssn you and Michael
Hunter was positively explosive. To cap it all, lforced to leave you in

private conference with God knows what about tavialgp!

He shook his head feelingly and slumped into tHecefchair. Having

removed his spectacles and wiped them, he waved dneund, jabbing the
air for emphasis as he spoke. 'Let me tell youd d@awn here working my
way towards a premature ulcer while you were ckxbefpstairs. And then
Hunter turns up at our conference with a smile igrfdce! Now, | ask you,
what's a man to think?'

"You don't have to think anything. Everything'sefinshe assured him
nonchalantly. 'l know | was a bit sharp with Markirter. I'm sorry about
that, but | didn't like his manner.’

Bob covered his face with one hand. 'Didn't like manner,' he muttered
incredulously and dragged his hand down the flesteeks. He considered
her for a moment and then hitched himself forwakal. this isn't the Bureau.
There's a little matter called public relations veheve try to get on with the



customers. Now you may not like Mark Hunter's manhet you grin and
bear it. He's only here for a fortnight. You careaist be civil to him.'

‘All right, I'll be civil," Jo agreed levelly.

He sighed and settled back into the chair. "WeHlatis it with Michael
Hunter?'

She carefully schooled her expression to revedlingt "There's no problem
with Michael Hunter.'

Bob cocked his head to one side and eyed her gir@ly. 'He was right
though, wasn't he? You have met before. It's tHg answer that fits. He
couldn't get us out of the office fast enough sedwdd speak to you alone.’

Jo hesitated. Her private life was none of Bob'sirmess, but she did owe
him an explanation. She had inadvertently given kome bad moments
this morning and it was only sensible to cleardhe

'Yes, we've met before. It was a long time ago @ma family matter. It's
irrelevant to the job.'

He looked at her curiously. 'l thought you told ym®u didn't have any
family, Jo.'

Her voice sharpened. 'l don't now. | did then.' aeowing thoughtfulness
of Bob's eyes told her she had been too sharpg&reea careless shrug and
projected indifference into her voice. 'As | saidyas a long time ago.'

'‘But that's what he wanted to talk to you aboutp Bersisted.

'Not entirely. He wants a report on his programnstaff. Over lunch, on
Friday," she added, with enough emphasis to putdfiitihe track.

'‘Lunch, eh?' His quick mind pounced on the cuelandodded a couple of
times before his lips curved into a knowing lighaile. 'A pleasant venue for
a business report."'



Jo's answering smile was ironic, her eyes gentlgking. 'It's his only free
time on Friday. He's a very busy man."’

'Uh-huh.’ Bob waved a hand in a carefree gestusauldn't have the nerve

to suggest anything else. But do watch that toregy®urs, Jo, particularly

around Mark Hunter." He heaved himself up and adhbleer to her desk,

leaning on it as he spoke firmly to her. 'It's ondtural for a man to admire a
good-looking woman. Now, you make an art of lookgupd, Jo, and you

can't take offence at attention you've deliberatetyout to draw. Look in the
mirror some time, and be honest with yourself.'

'l dress to please myself," she replied tersely.

He straightened up and shook his head at herlI'Mdomiddle-aged and
happily married, but that doesn't stop me from ioglat you with pleasure.
Be reasonable. You don't have to like the manybutdon't have to cut him
down either.’

'Oh, | take your point,' she assured him.

His face broke into a wry grin. "You usually ddhat's why | like working
with you." The grin widened and his eyes took aeasing gleam. 'Apart
from the pleasure of your company, of course. Thougnow to my cost
that you're not in the business of pleasure.’

The dry remark prompted an answering grin from'ldavas a bit strong,
wasn't it?'

He patted his bulge affectionately. 'I'm well custad against shock, but
don't put me to the test again in a hurry - thesystem might not take it. In
fact I'd better go and soothe it with some-lunait,that | can rest easy.’

'l am sorry | worried you, Bob," Jo said ruefully.
He gave an airy wave and headed for the door, agehbefore pausing to

look back at her, his eyes twinkling with amusem#&mme to think of it, it
makes a good story. My wife will love it!"



She laughed, but the laugh died on her lips asd@sdppeared. Civility to

the Hunters was not going to be easy. Between theyhad caused the
death of her sister, and that could never be feeggotHer mind drifted

bitterly over this morning's conversation with M&h Hunter. His apology
did not wipe away the pain, could not even begisdothe the agonised
memories.

Three years and three months. Time was suppodetla@reat healer, yet it
had only taken one second this morning to rip tae 8ssue away, exposing
wounds which still had the power to hurt and weanksipg with angry life
even now as the years slipped away.

Jo had gone to Michael Hunter's apartment, belgevinwas Mark's,
prepared to fight Carol's fight, but with no reapectations of a favourable
outcome. She recalled the sickening churn of emstias she had stood
outside his door with her finger on the buzzer. 8hd not known who
would answer her summons. Her only certainty haahlibat someone was
living there and he ought to know Mark's presen¢rgabouts.

Mark Hunter was supposed to have gone away oniadsasstrip. Only his
prolonged absence had depressed Carol to the pbimevealing her
pregnancy. She had begged Jo for help, desperags meed to find the man
she had loved so recklessly. Shock and panic hashgvay to compassion
for her sister's distress, but Jo had come omtigsion with a heavy heart.
She despised the apparent amorality of the maath¢o contact and was
depressingly sure he would have no intention ofryivag her sister. *

The door had been wrenched open. A tall, powerfoliyt man had stood
there, stunningly naked but for a towel slung amblgan hips. His wet hair
was all awry from a quick rub. His aggressive massnhad held Jo
speechless.

'Well, what do you want?' he had asked irritablg,dyes having swept over
her dismissively before making the challenge.

Jo found her tongue with some difficulty and crahkeit, 'l want to talk to
you.'



Impatience clipped his words. 'Look, if it's mageezsubscriptions, forget it.
You've already got me out of my shower and I'm annmood for buying
anything.’'

The door began closing and instinctively she gtedoout her hand to stop
it. 'Wait! | want to talk to you about an urgenivate matter. It'll only take
five minutes.'

He hesitated, frowning at her. 'l don't know yoa,ldMiss ...?'

‘Standish,’ Jo supplied hurriedly. 'l have someartgnt information for Mr
Hunter and | believe this is his apartment.’

For a moment vivid blue eyes bored into hers, calméasuring if she was
genuine or not. 'I'm Hunter," he answered curtlghallenge implicit in his
voice.

Jo was completely taken aback. 'M-Mark Hunter?' st@mmered
indistinctly.

He .nodded.

She had not anticipated meeting Mark Hunter himsgitie stared at him
blankly, struggling to accept his identity, thenéd out the first thing that
came into her head.

"You're back from your business trip.'

Again he frowned. 'I've been back for some timewN¢hat is this?"

Some time! Some time! The words bounced aroundfan stirring up a
fierce loyalty to her sister. If Mark Hunter hacebeback for some time then
he had been deceiving Carol, pretending to be spenetse when she had

telephoned. Jo steeled her backbone and spok#ait) determined voice.

'We haven't met, Mr Hunter, but I've come about sisger Carol. May |
come in for a few minutes?'



He gave a vexed sigh of surrender. 'l suppose yoetter. | can't keep
standing like this, it's too damned cold.’

He stood aside and waved her in. Jo flushed p&nésl she passed him,
acutely aware of his state of undress. Her confusias increased by his
failure to show any recognition of Carol's nameh&i he was exceptionally
forgetful or he was going to play a hard game d&goo

'Please sit down, Miss Standish. | tell you frantkigt | have no idea what
you're doing here, but I'll give you a few minutés sure you'll excuse me
while | put on some clothes.'

This last was said with sardonic amusement at beioas embarrassment.
Jo stared resentfully after him as he disappeasashdhe hallway. He was
so sure of himself, so confident that nothing calikturb him.

She could see why Carol had fallen for him. The gdw physique, so

casually flaunted, exuded virility. He could haweeh chosen to model for
Michelangelo. The rough-handsome face was alsogyfanasculine, the

lines of . experience emphasising its rugged ditracHe was at least thirty,
Jo thought in disgust. Those worldly blue eyes Imelde of the uncertainty
of youth. Her sister had been way out of her leagitie this man.

She sighed dejectedly and looked around the spaclming-room.
Everything reeked of wealth, from the thick Berbarpet on the floor to the
original oil paintings on the wall. Jo recogniseDrysdale and a Pro Hart,
both vivid flashes of colour in an otherwise nelutcmm. Whatever Mark
Hunter did for a living, he was obviously succekstinless he had been
born into wealth. Jo glanced around again and e€lditiat was probably the
case. Few men could afford these possessions lagthef thirty if they had
started with nothing. The thought dimmed any hojpa marriage between
Carol and Mark Hunter. A man from a wealthy backatended to choose
a wife from his own class.

She was still standing nervously when Mark Huntappeared. Clothes
seemed to exaggerate his sex appeal. The bluedsitirt highlighted the
colour of his eyes and the depth of his tan. Tightig jeans hugged the
slender hips and moulded the powerfully muscleghthi Now that his hair



was drying she could see it was dark brown withtkg streaks which could
have been grey. It was thick and straight and ¢asdbly put. She wondered
fleetingly what such a man had seen in Carol.

'I'm sorry, | should have taken your coat," he ol politely.

'It doesn't matter. I'm not staying," Jo said glyickhegating any move
towards her.

He shrugged and perched on the armrest of a paricilarge chair. "You
have my attention, Miss Standish.’

The uninterest in his voice roused Jo's indignatiore come on behalf of
my sister, Carol Standish. She's pregnant, Mr Huiated she's expecting
you to marry her. | don't know what your intentiare, but | do think you
should see Carol and talk about it.’

He regarded her in silence, his expression givoting away. Jo shivered.
The man was subjecting her to a cold scrutinywzst undermining the little
confidence she had. He stood up abruptly and reabhrea packet of

cigarettes from a nearby table. There was a sldlvatation about his act in
lighting up, and when he turned back to her thems @ steely look on his
face that completely unnerved her.

'l don't know what game you think you're playingugg lady, but | do not
know, nor ever have known, a woman by the nameanbiCStandish.’

The stark denial stunned Jo for a moment. Thebltwd rushed to her face
as all the churned emotions of the night welded ativer of scorn.

"You liar!" she spat out scathingly. You unscrupgldar! To cold-bloodedly
seduce an inexperienced eighteen-year-old givmeenptible enough, but
to deny any responsibility shows a rottenness be yatief!'

That's enough!" he cut in sharply, his expressi@macing as he advanced
on her.



'No, it's not enough!' Jo defied him recklessIf€ile's a great deal more, but
| suppose | cant expect to reach a man of no censeior morality.'

He gripped her shoulders and shook her, but Jaazascensed to care.

'Do you get a kick out of acting the strong man, Hmter? It's a pity you
haven't a backbone to go with it, enough backboriade my sister and say
you don't know her!’

'Will you shut up and listen?' he grated out, mgédrs tightening the grip,
digging into her flesh.The physical pressure haéfiect. Jo's eyes focussed
clearly, seeing the grim purpose on the face dodeers. The red haze of
emotion disappeared and for an electric momenethais just a man there,
a disturbingly attractive man who was holding hghtly, concentrating
totally on her. A primitive yearning sparked iniéeland the shock of it
brought her to her senses, her mind reeling unidershame of being
affected in such a way. She shut her eyes tighéynying the treacherous
feeling. This was Mark Hunter, Carol's lover, thanmwho had used her
sister so shabbily and then ruthlessly cut heobuis life.

She took a long, shuddering breath and spoke adycas she could. 'Please
take your hands off me, Mr Hunter. | want to go.’

'Oh no, you don't, Miss Standish. Not until we gééw things straightened
out," he said emphatically.

Before Jo could protest he forcibly steered her ¢tbair and pushed her into
it. Then standing over her to block any move toaps¢ he arrogantly
presumed to question her.

'Facts and figures, Miss Standish. Just when dil dlleged affair take
place? You've been making some pretty strong ationsaand you'd better
be able to back them up.'

Something was wrong. It finally penetrated Jo'srbtiaat this man was not
acting in character, unless he was attempting ealbluff. Lifting her eyes
to his and silently daring him to contradict hére secited Carol's story with
cold precision, naming days and dates and finishvitg the prolonged



business trip. It gave her some grim satisfactiorsée his expression
change. The challenge had obviously turned solmimnA charged silence
lay between them as he moved away and lit anotbarette.

'What is my name?'
Jo could see no purpose behind the words. 'l dod¢rstand you.'
'‘Give my full name, Miss Standish," he demanded.

'‘Mark Hunter, of course. What game are you playahgiow?' she asked
suspiciously.

He nodded as if in confirmation, then took the clogiposite her, sinking
into it wearily and stretching out his long legse Elyed her thoughtfully as
he dragged on his cigarette. Jo felt completelynsps she stared back.
There was nothing more to say. She did not enteday hope that his
attitude could be changed. There was a ruthlestyjahout the man that
defeated her.

'Miss Standish, | apologise for the rough handlihign afraid we both
jumped to wrong conclusions. | didn't realise yloought | was Mark.'

Jo's mind whirled at the implications in his worHgr whole being churned
with the necessity to deny it. 'l asked you if yoere Mark Hunter and you
nodded.' Her hands gestured around her. 'This ik Manter's apartment.’

'I'm sorry, | misheard. This is my apartment,’ berected gently, 'and my
name is Mike - Michael Hunter.'

Jo shook her head. It was a trick. He just wartegkt rid of her, dispose of
the problem. 'No, she muttered stubbornly.

He was unperturbed. 'My identity can be easily ptbv can show you my
passport if you like Your sister should have adaekscription. Mark and |
are nothing alike.'



She had to believe him. He was too calm, too cenfidBesides, her mind
was racing back over all his actions and wordsyMere consistent with

ignorance of Carol.

'Who . . . are you?' she asked, casting her dagide. 'His brother?’

'No. We're first cousins.’

'Oh, my God!" she whispered, remembering the atiousashe had hurled

at this man, the blistering abuse. Colour scor¢tegatheeks and then slowly
ebbed away, leaving a pale, stricken look on hes.fa

'Don't upset yourself on my account,’ he said tuiéthe mistake was
mostly mine.’

'l said some dreadful things,' she murmured apdicay, her lips dry and
tight.

'Forget it.'

'‘No..It was stupid of me. Carol said Mark was awlayas so tensed up
about coming here that it threw me when you saig y@ame was Hunter.'

'If you knew Mark was away, why did you come héiess Standish?”
'To get his address.' Jo struggled to get her rbauk on the job. She was
back at square one now. 'You see, we knew someasdwing here - Carol

had telephoned.

'‘Ah yes, he nodded. 'There were calls asking forkMBm afraid | was
rather curt. | don't run Mark's social life.'

'We have to contact him. Where is he, Mr Hunter?'

'In Melbourne. He lives there. Mark was only stayitere while | was away
on business.’

'Is he coming back soon?'



'Not as far as | know.'

‘The confirmation of her own suspicions only dad@ran already bleak
situation. Her eyes carried a mute protest as siteerad, ‘Carol thinks he
loves her.’

Michael Hunter stirred uncomfortably. 'I'm sorryddubt very much that
Mark . . ." He hesitated and frowned. 'You say ysster's eighteen?’

'Yes, and desperately in love with him. Please, yaun give me Mark's
address?'

He rubbed his forehead thoughtfully. 'l really thiyou'd be better advised
to confide in your parents before tackling Markhwihis. Your sister may
not want to, but | think she'll need their suppbdon't think marriage is at
all likely.'

Jo knew he meant well, but she could not hold ltaekears that glittered in
her eyes. 'Our parents were killed in a plane csasimonths ago.’

'I'm sorry," he murmured sympathetically, and waatil Jo had regained
her composure before adding, 'Is there any clasdéyfa/ou can. turn to?'

She shook her head. 'We only have each otherufenisMum and Dad had
been alive this would never have happened. Carolsuch a state, Mr
Hunter. She won't listen to me. We won't be abladk anything out until
she's seen Mark. It's the only way. Please givéisiaddress.’

He nodded but did not reply. His eyes narrowedaredblunt thumb rubbed
at his lower lip. 'Mr Hunter?'

He raised one eyebrow questioningly.
‘The address?' Jo persisted.
'l don't think that's a good idea. Forgive me, MBssndish, but | think I'm in

a better position to judge. Let me contact Markhi#f attitude is negative
then your sister will be saved a lot of heartbreakl humiliation. | can



reason with him and perhaps we'll be able to workething out. Give me
twenty-four hours.'

The vision of Carol being callously rejected by Kahattered Jo's resolve.
'She desperately wants to see him. | agree withiyatuCarol won't. Do you
think you can persuade him to see her?'

‘Trust me to do what's best. | won't let you doWhere do you live?'

Jo believed him. There was a quiet integrity invage which soothed her
troubled soul. She told him her address and heewtraown, checking with
her that he had it correctly. She sat there blarklyesting the fact that he
had taken the matter out of her hands. It did egister that he had moved
until she heard his voice ordering a taxi. Sheestat his back, grateful for
his thoughtfulness and wishing they could have nret different
circumstances.

‘There should be a taxi for you in about ten migfitee informed her as he
turned around. His eyes softened perceptibly. Uldvbave preferred to take
you home myself, but I think the time would be éeticcupied in trying to
contact Mark. You look exhausted.'

Jo flushed painfully at such kindness. "Thank youédverything. You've

been so good ... | was so rude.' The emotions whachbeen spent in this
room seemed to crackle in the air. She stood wgpdllgr anxious now to get
back to Carol. 'I'll wait in the foyer.'

He hesitated, then seeing the strain in her eyemtded. 'If you prefer it.
The taxi shouldn't be long. I'll go down with you.'

‘There's no need. Truly, I'll be all right.’
'l don't want you to wait alone," he insisted gofsitepping closer to her and
placing gentle hands on her shoulders. 'You seeynyeeing to be weighted

down with responsibilities.’

'I'm twenty-one," she stated matter-of-factly, gtling to combat the
strange effect his physical closeness was havirngeon



He smiled. 'Older than | thought. I'm sorry abdwé tircumstances, but I'm
glad we've met. You're quite a woman, Miss Standish

Jo frowned, unable to believe what her heart andimiere telling her. The
message had to be wrong and yet it seemed sarealstinctive reaching
out to each other, a mental handclasp, a deef, i@eoegnition that this man
... she shook her head.

‘I must go. You're ... | must go.'

'Yes, of course." He slid an arm around her* shensid keeping her
comfortably at his side as he accompanied her dowime foyer. 'Will eight
o'clock tomorrow night be all right?'

'Yes, thank you.' Jo did not pull away. His bodysviiansmitting a warm
reassurance. It felt good.

Try not to worry. | can't promise anything from Nabut I'll help you work
something out tomorrow night, whatever happens.'

They stopped just inside the front entrance ofgpertment building and Jo
looked up at him wonderingly. 'You're very kindelt so alone.’

'l know.'
'How did you know?"

He brushed a finger against her cheek in an o@digdr gesture. 'Your eyes.
You have remarkably expressive eyes.'

‘Then | hope you can see how grateful | am," sltestgyly.
‘That, and much more,' he said softly.
Again Jo felt caught up in a strange intimacy. e blared its arrival with

a peremptory tattoo on the horn. She tore her gazy from his and they
moved forward, Michael Hunter opening doors for. her



‘Thanks again,' she mumbled as he saw her seatieel taxi. Till tomorrow
night," he nodded.

Jo rubbed at her forehead, trying to push the mesi@away. She had
believed Michael Hunter. She had trusted him taycaut his word. In

complete naivety she had looked forward to his ogmhe next evening.
She had wanted very much to see him again.



CHAPTER THREE

SHE would certainly be seeing Michael Hunter again nde thought
bitterly. She had to spend three months in hiseffiuilding, programming
his computer, training his men. The thought remihder that a full
afternoon's work stretched ahead of her. A glahberawatch showed there
were only twenty minutes left of the lunch-hourddhe hollowness in her
stomach demanded that she eat something.

Jo drew an apple and a fruit-knife from her brisieaVNith exaggerated care
she carved the peel away in one long coil and qrexdtthe apple. As she
sliced the quarters into bite-sized pieces andrbegaching, she reflected
that Michael Hunter had done precisely that tolifiercut it into such little
pieces that the whole could never be the same again

He had come the next night, at eight o'clock, asstie had promised, but
that had been the only promise fulfilled. Jo hadrega the door to him and
from that moment her life had started tilting askéier memory fastened
inexorably on that moment.

'Miss Standish,' he nodded, coldly formal, no wérattall in his expression.

The smile on her lips wavered and died. 'PleaseecomMr Hunter,' she
said more stiffly than she meant to.

He stepped past her, his eyes sweeping aroundiving-toom before
turning back to her. 'l understood your sister widog here,' he remarked,
and there was annoyed impatience in his voice.

Jo flushed at the implied criticism and silentlysed Carol's whim to take a
bath at the last minute. 'She is. She won't be.létgase sit down, Mr
Hunter.'

Standing, he seemed to dominate the room, forcstgyaess on her which
she normally would not feel. He lowered himselbitite nearest armchair,



observing her with hard blue eyes as she perchedusy on the edge of
the lounge. His aloof manner was puzzling.

'Did you get in touch with your cousin?' she asKedling his silence too
unsettling to let it continue.

'Yes.'

He bit out the word in such a peremptory fashiat tto felt as though she
had been smacked down. She stared at him uncgrtagtlknowing what to
make of his coldness. It was in complete contaghé kind civility he had
shown her last night. His expression was remot& && had inwardly
retreated from the situation.

'Do you mind if | smoke?' he asked abruptly.

'No, of course not," she replied, moving quicklystigpply him with an
ash-tray. She resumed her seat, wishing fiercely @arol would hurry.
Something was badly wrong. Michael Hunter's atgtusdas not only
unsympathetic, it suggested antagonism. He haudditigarette and was
now regarding her with cynical eyes.

'l must congratulate you, Miss Standish. Not maeppbe fool me so
comprehensively. That was quite a performance ymwp last night.’

Jo could feel the blood draining from her face..'l beg your pardon?’ she
stammered.

"Your sister knew what she was doing, sending yohex advocate. You
were very convincing. In fact you acted so webuifd it difficult to believe

my own cousin. It was just your bad luck that | ane person Mark would
not lie to.'

As fast as her colour had receded, it now retumedhot, angry flush. 'Are
you accusing me of lying, Mr Hunter?"'



The contempt in his eyes was unmistakable. Toitpstccinctly, Miss
Standish, the game is up. I'm here to close th& boat. Is your sister going
to make an appearance or not?"

Before Jo could move Carol breezed into the liviogm, the scent of
bath-salts wafting in with her. She presented hsasali pretty picture,
charmingly natural, her skin glowing with healthgugh.

'I'm sorry for keeping you waiting, Mr Hunter. I'@arol Standish," she
smiled, holding out her hand with blithe confidence

He stood up and touched it briefly, a sardonitelgimile playing around his
lips.

'It's very good of you to give yourself the trould€ visiting us," Carol
continued sweetly, 'but it was really quite unneeeg -1 only wanted
Mark's address. Please sit down.’

Carol had dressed in a demure white blouse anteplé&dt. Her movements
were consciously graceful as she settled into ltiaér mext to him. She was
obviously impressed by this very male visitor, awdwinced as her sister
fluttered her eyelashes at him.

'"You see,' Carol said softly, 'I'm sure when Markks about the baby and
we have some time to discuss the future, everythifigvork out fine.'

'l don't think so,' he interrupted curtly.

For the first time since she had entered the rd@anol darted a quick look
at Jo. The frozen expression that met her eyes madé&own. Then she
assumed a woebegone look.

'‘But, Mr Hunter, this is very important to me. V®Mark, and...'

'‘Mark doesn't love you, Miss Standish, and nevetgmded to, so please

spare me the histrionics. I've already sufferedugh one charade with your
sister,' he added with studied boredom.



Carol gasped and looked accusingly at Jo, but datewastunned to react.
'Mark is the father of my baby," Carol began ageath less assurance.
'Do you have a medical report to support that state?’

‘A medical report?' Carol echoed indignantly.

'‘Come now, Miss Standish. It's easy enough thegs ttahave an affair
without being inconvenienced by unwanted pregnandfark admits to the
affair, but says he offered to take precautionsu desured him it wasn't
necessary. How you became pregnant is thereforgsgery and I'd like to
see some proof of the fact.'

Carol jumped to her feet, too agitated to remaiatesk '"You doubt my
word?'

'Is it so difficult to obtain proof?' he asked peidly.

Carol whirled on Jo, tears swimming into her lafdg@wn eyes. Tell him!
You know I'm pregnant.’

'I've told him," Jo said dully.

It angered him. 'Yes, your sister told me a verigpant fairy-tale about an
innocent young virgin who had been despoiled bycowsin. Now I'd like to
get at the truth before we consider the finanamgle Mark is prepared to
help with medical bills if there is a pregnancyaifd when a child is born, he
will arrange to pay some maintenance through a&ismli There will be no
talk of marriage and no generous settlement.’

Carol dissolved into tears and sank on to the fl@eaming her head weakly
against the cushion of her chair. 'How can you dérsital?* she accused
with a heartrending sob. 'l am having his babyml' ahe cried pathetically.

Michael Hunter was unmoved. 'That's most unfortentrue.'



‘Unfortunate!" Jo spat out, an inner rage cracking frigid shell of
detachment. Shock had made her watch this scahsreshad no part in it,
but she was over the shock now and boiling witemasent.

He raised one eyebrow mockingly. 'Wouldn't youisawas unfortunate that
your sister made such a choice? If she's pregtianibyi her own choice,
Miss Standish,' he emphasised coldly. 'I* hesit@atgse the word blackmail,
but it wouldn't be the first time a girl deliberbteised pregnancy to squeeze
a man, and Mark is reasonably wealthy. | undersyeuod sister capitalised
on his generosity throughout their brief affair.’

Jo opened her mouth, but was too choked with ematicspeak. What he
was suggesting was despicable, nasty beyond b&hef.contempt he was
heaping on them was so totally undeserved, andisbkel not tolerate it any
longer. Her sense of justice was outraged. To bensanly judged and
condemned by a man she had liked and respected erashing hurt. Pride
demanded some redress. Her eyes glistened withednsars, but she
would not cry - she would not! She glared her ovamtempt back at
Michael Hunter.

'Is money all you can think of, you and your deaple cousin? You think
everything, emotion and honour, can be reducedaioey?’

'‘Usually,’ he replied, stony-faced.

'What an indictment that is of yourself, Mr Hunteld said scathingly, her
voice tightly restrained. She was determined tqpKasr own self-respect.
Carol's behaviour was uncontrolled, undignifiedvédts shaming in the face
of Michael Hunter's cold disdain. Spurred on by tsihame, she recklessly
disregarded whatever Carol might have wanted.

'We don't need your cousin's money, Mr Hunter. @anents left us well
provided for.'

His eyes swept around the room, one eyebrow liiceptically. The rented
flat compared poorly with the luxury Jo had seest faght.



'We can get by without any conscience money,'iséisted hotly. 'Not that |
think for one moment that your cousin has a comsee

'Rash words, Miss Standish. Do | understand thatgdreeing Mark of any
responsibility should your sister be pregnant?'

'‘Oh no, Mr Hunter. He will never be free of respbiigy," Jo replied acidly,
'but we'll make no financial claim on him. As uribelble as it may sound
to you, my sister loves your worthless cousin. 8hlg wanted his address
because she thought they could make a go of martiag

His eyes narrowed and a slight frown creased hehtead. Satisfied that she
had hit back at him, Jo stood up, drawing hergeliouher full height. ‘Now,
if you've quite finished insulting both of us, ldsk you to leave. | won't
thank you for coming.'

'‘No!" The cry burst from Carol's lips as she lookwsttlly around. Tears
streaked her cheeks and she fixed wide, pleadiag ey Michael Hunter.
'Please, this is between Mark and me." She swadlpWer face working
convulsively in an effort to gain control. 'l caat@ doctor's certificate if he
needs one. Maybe he's a bit upset right now. Ifdytat me tell him about
the baby it wouldn't be like this. You've been umf®r Hunter. | have a
right to see Mark, and you have no right to stop me

He hesitated, the lines of his face softening diyjghefore resetting in grim
resolve. 'I'm sorry, but he doesn't want to see fiss Standish. He asked
me not to give you his address, and | must abideiddecision.’

Carol threw herself back against the chair, hés fisimmelling the cushion
in a frenzy of passion. 'But I love him - | wanirhiOh, Mark, Mark, Mark!'
she sobbed uncontrollably.

If she had wanted to drive Michael Hunter awayahdd not have chosen a
more effective course of action. He stood up, engce of distaste twisting
his mouth. His hard gaze fixed on Jo, dismissing{Zaoutburst.

'If you change your mind about the money, you knvaere | live. It's a
permanent address. | won't hold you to your impelsiisclaimer.’



'‘Goodbye, Mr Hunter.'

The deliberate emphasis was not lost on him. Hedtat her for a long
moment as if searching for a truth which just esdapim. Then he nodded
stiffly and let himself out the front door.

Carol was still slumped on the floor. Jo felt ligallapsing too. The hollow
ache in her heart begged to be eased by tearsh&uat was no one else to
comfort Carol, and she had to try. She knelt doeside her and squeezed
her shoulders in an affectionate hug.

'It's no use, Carol - he's gone. We'll make outighit. I'll look after you,
don't worry..."

'No!" Carol heaved herself upwards, knocking Jdesl| will get to Mark - |
willl He must tell me,' she panted wildly as shelred out the door.

'‘Carol, come back!" Jo called after her retreatigigre, but the only answer
was the slap of slippers racing down the stairgollowed, anxious to stop
her sister acting foolishly. She reached the fpmmth of the building just as
Carol shouted across the street.

'Mr Hunter - wait!"'

The front door of his car was open and he was aloostiep in. He glanced
back over his shoulder and straightened againlights of an oncoming car
picked him out quite clearly, a powerful man witktarn, uncompromising
face. Carol darted out, blind to anything but herppse in stopping him.
Brakes screeched, vainly trying to bite on the wead. Carol stood
transfixed in the wavering headlights, spotlightadthe rain as the car
skidded relentlessly towards her. The scream thrat through the night
came from Jo's throat.

There was a sickening thud. Carol was lifted indglieand tossed like a rag
doll against a parked truck. The car slewed adiessoad and smashed into
another parked vehicle. Jo could not move. As $low motion her eyes
followed Michael Hunter moving towards Carol's sped body. He
stooped and knelt on the wet road, his hand goitdaotouch her.



His body was shielding Carol from view and Jo lz¢dtim as he resisted her
frenzied efforts to remove him. Then slowly, almedtictantly, he rose to
his feet. Jo tried to push past him, take his pleestde Carol, but he held her
fast, preventing any such action.

‘There's nothing you can do,' he said in a stramgiégw voice.

'‘No!" she panted. 'You don't know - you can't teé#t me go, damn you!
She's my sister!'

This last agonised cry broke his resolve. He relédss grip and stepped
aside. Jo had no time for him. She dropped on hees her eyes searching
for injury. Carol's face looked deathly white arfee svas still, so horribly
still. Jo picked up one limp hand and began rubbingjstractedly, fear
slicing through her.

'How bad is it?' someone puffed, out of breathamdous. 'l tried to stop - |
tried not to hit her.. My God, she just ran outront of me!'

Michael Hunter's voice answered, calm and author@alt's serious. You'd
better call the ambulance and the police. I'll $tese and look after them.'’

'She's not dead, is she?' came the anguishedauesti
'I'm afraid so.’

Jo looked at the odd angle of Carol's head. Stahesbout to move it so that
it looked right, but drew back, fearing it might the wrong thing todo. She
picked up the limp hand again and frantically seadcfor a pulse. There
was no discernible beat. Again she reached forwtrsl,time placing her

hand over Carol's mouth and under her nose. Thasene breath. Nothing.
Her sister was dead - broken, finished. Like hetlraioand father. All gone,
dead before their time - wrenched from life so uhfaAnd Jo was alone -

terribly, finally, alone.

The pain of loss sharpened and grew, needing det dgcause it was too
much for her to bear. Her eyes focused on the maaring over them.



'Why?' It was a grief-stricken cry of protest.

'l don't know," he answered softly. ‘It happendakeré's nothing we can do.'
She shook her head helplessly. 'Why did you dd=@P the sake of an

address, a bit of communication, that's all." Té#esl her eyes and joined
the raindrops on her cheeks. 'It wasn't much tg sk sobbed.

He squatted down so that their faces were moreleweh Carol's still body

lay between them. Jo found a tissue in her poaketigded to wipe the rain

from Carol's face, impelled to do something for $ister.

'Didn’t you know?' His voice was sharp, edged sithin.

'Know what?' Jo answered reflexively. The tissue waeless and Carol
looked so uncared for. It wasn't right, almost cetd that she be lying there
SO exposed to the weather. A strong hand grippesl B®pping the futile

movements.

'Didn't you know what your sister was doing?'

Jo glanced up resentfully. 'She was running after. yet go of my hand!
Can't you see she needs to be protected?"

‘Look at me!'
It was a harsh command, snapping Jo out of helkeldotaze. She looked.
"You didn't know.'

The appalled whisper was meaningless to Jo, budrferagonised moment
they stared into each other's souls.

'l trusted you.'
The words stumbled off her tongue, questioningusicy, damning. Sirens

rent the air, wailing their message of urgencydeunimg the tenuous line of
communication. Jo stood as an ambulance turnedhetostreet, knowing



it was too late but welcoming it as a sign that etiimg would now be done.
A police car arrived behind it and there was a sebidbuzz of activity as the
ambulance men got about their business.

'‘Broken neck,' one of them murmured. 'Must haved die impact.'

They set up a stretcher and carefully lifted Cardotidy on to it. A sheet was
placed over her. The stretcher was placed in tHaubance.

'Identification?' a policeman asked.

'She's my sister,’ Jo answered tremulously.

There were more questions and she answered likautomaton, grief
bursting inside her but sealed off from these @fec She was given the
name of a hospital, and then Michael Hunter wasrfieting.

'Miss Standish is badly shocked. She's also soak&tgas you can see. Her
apartment is just across the street. Surely it di/dad more humane to
continue your questions there, Sergeant."

'‘Constable - Constable Harris. And you are - ?'

'Michael Hunter. | was here when the accident aecl

‘A friend of Miss Standish?'

'‘No, not a friend," Jo cut in sharply, a suddendthbreaking through the
frozen horror. 'Just a stranger who had businegsuwgi, and the business is
now concluded.'

The constable glanced from one to the other uniogrthefore common
decency overrode curiosity. 'I'll take you homes#iBtandish.' He called

some instructions to his partner as he gently thek arm. She went
willingly, gratefully, weary beyond measure.



Jo had not expected to see him again, ever. Tdhiimchere, to find herself
actually working for him, was a savage twist ofefathe had never
envisaged. And Mark Hunter too. How could she b# @ them when they
had so much to answer for? Yet she had to be. ldek demanded it. She
sighed and slumped back in her chair, eyeing hek dispiritedly. She
would be working to make Michael Hunter's Compargrensuccessful. It
was almost black comedy, only Jo was not laughing.

She thought back over this morning's confrontatiblichael Hunter's
apology stuck in her throat, forcing an evaluatidfas it genuine? Did he
really believe he had made a mistake about hee tywars ago, or was the
apology a diplomatic move, a cynical attempt tonblioer hostility so that
their working relationship could be manoeuvred @arn easier footing?

The more she thought about their meeting the mazelmg it became. This
morning she had been too consumed by her own &=elia consider
Michael Hunter objectively, yet now she recalledtthis manner had been
cautious and considerate. For the most part hefdrated off her attacks
with gentleness, quietly determining her attitudd ahowing sensitivity to
her feelings. It was only when she refused toristea repetition of Mark's
lies about her sister that he had shown the haintessness she remembered
so well. Even then he had backed off, gracefulgepting her ultimatum.

He had smiled that insidious smile and she had em=dk Damn him and
his smile, Jo thought angrily. Neither could bested. He had not backed
off from the luncheon appointment. Was he simplpasing his authority,
or did he have some devious motive for insistirad #he accept? The report
on the programmers was not a critical one; it ctwdde waited for a more
convenient time. She did not understand him, batlstew one thing for
certain: he could not be trusted.

She wondered if he would reveal her identity todaasin. Mark would not
guess it on his own. There had never been anyasityibetween the sisters,
not in face, figure or personality. Carol had baearage height, her curves
more pronounced and topped with a stunningly préttge, always
vivacious, bubbling over with the enjoyment of lifehe contrast between
her and Jo made it doubly ironic that Mark Huntesidd now show himself



attracted to the more reserved sister. Reserved many ways, and a lot of
them caused by the Hunters, she thought savagely.

A sudden burst of laughter drew her attention te fact that the
programmers were settling back at their desks. [theh-hour was over.
She pushed all thoughts of the Hunter men asidevandinto the adjoining
office to get the afternoon schedule under wayhdugh satisfied with the
start made, Jo was relieved when five o'clock cathéhad been an
oppressive day with the unexpected strain on heeseof first meeting the
Hunters, and then suffering through the memorieg #voked. She quickly
tidied her desk. Without so much as a courtesy krwt her door, Mark
Hunter stepped into her office, and Jo froze.

'My dear Miss Standish - 'he began with a confidgimt.

'l am not your dear Miss Standish!" Jo instantlylack at him before Bob's
warning could temper her reaction. She made amta&icontrol her voice
and added, 'And I'd be obliged if you could knoekdpe entering my office
in future Mr Hunter. | don't favour people burstingon me unexpectedly.’

‘A thousand apologies,’ he followed up blithelymgdetely undeterred by
her cool reception. 'I've been closeted with yateemed colleague all day
and haven't had time to further our acquaintamtepropped himself on the
edge of her desk and regarded her complacenthotight you might give
me some background over a few pleasant drinks, th&auldn't be so
ignorant when we get together tomorrow. Don't ymak that's a splendid
idea?"

A gleam sharpened the gold flecks in Jo's eyedlit@j\Bob had insisted,
and she would be silkily civil. 'I'm afraid | doigree with you, Mr Hunter.
Any explanation of my work can be done more effidigin the office with

all the paperwork handy. And, as | pointed out thigrning, | never mix
business with pleasure. I'll see you tomorrow, Mintér, in the office.'

She rose to her feet, expecting him to take thednd go, but instead his
eyes ran over her provocatively, finally meetingsheith a twinkling
challenge.



"You're completely and utterly correct. Businessusth never be mixed with
pleasure. Will you give me the pleasure of your pany over a few drinks?
We could go on and dine somewhere if you'd cate to.

Jo slipped on her jacket and picked up her briefcas

'l doubt that you'd find my company pleasurable, mter, apart from
which | have other plans. Good evening.' She noaddsdally and walked
past him out of the office.

‘Not tonight, eh, Josephine?’

Or any night, you snake! Jo mentally tossed badkmt not pausing in her
stride. He was obviously the type who expectedvamman to be easy prey
to his slick good looks and charm. At eighteen yesrage, Carol would
have been an easy victim. Mark Hunter had probfabgotten all about her,
just one pretty face among many who had accommddate over the
years.

Late afternoon sunshine poured over the city, igintellow on smutty
windows and sending long shadows across MartinePlwit and flower
barrows were doing a brisk trade with the homegonogvd, On impulse, Jo
crossed the Square and bought a bunch of daidiesn&ded cheering up
and they would brighten her living- room. Armed lwher flowers and a
determination to put the Hunter men out of her miskde headed for
Wynyard Station and home.*



CHAPTER FOUR

A Low wolf whistle heralded her arrival on the computeor. It seemed
that Jo was not the only one who was more relaxetiugsday morning.

Amusement twitched at her lips. She should havegp Barry Jensen was
the office flirt. His smile was too practised. Argle squash might need to be
delivered some time in the near future.

lan Cornish looked up from his desk and blinkedhet from behind his
horn-rimmed glasses. 'Good morning." The words wetié with
embarrassment.

Jo flashed him a bright smile and returned histgrgeas Neville McKay

and Jack Barrington came strolling out of anothevator, arguing loudly

about the merits of the cricketers chosen to tawgl&hd. They called out
cheerful greetings and settled noisily at theirkdeghere was a certain
amount of wisecracking amongst them before any wa@k commenced.

Jo smiled to herself as she organised her owneoflibe four programmers
were an odd blend of personalities. Barry Jensenbsashly confident, lan
Cornish shy and cautious. Jack Barrington and MeMcKay lay between
these two extremes. Both were quick-witted and eengpetitive, similar in
nature, and yet Neville McKay was the natural leade

It was going to be very interesting to see how thewuld develop as a team.
As men ... Jo mused for a while, then shook hed hElaey were interesting,
but not really attractive to her personally. Thes&s no man in her life at
present, not since her last romantic attachment disdolved into
indifference about a month ago.

She sighed and opened up the folder she had ldigiogdesk. Somehow the
four programmers all seemed rather callow comp&oedichael Hunter.
The thought jolted her out of her light reverie.altwas no way to be
thinking about Michael Hunter. He could not beaattive to her, not after all
that had happened. There was no denying he wascpiysttractive, but
that was just a shell, a fortunate arrangemenkiof and bone. The man



underneath had earned her rejection. One charminlg would not change
her judgement.

She immersed herself in work, but it was not lorgfobe the first
interruption of the day arrived. The rattle of th@or caught her attention
and she looked up to see a red, pudding face topghdvispy grey hair.
This was quickly followed by a body of ample prajpams set on- short,
stout legs.

'Found yer, then," the apparition wheezed. 'I'mMeEl&ot me tea-trolley
outside for yer to 'ave a cuppa. Told those fellleey'd 'ave to wait - ladies
first, | always say.'

‘Thank you," Jo smiled.

'What'll yer ‘ave, then? | missed yer yesterdayeyTéaid yer was with Mr
Michael.'

‘That's right. I'd like white coffee with one sugét may. I'm Jo, by the way
- Jo Standish.’

Elsie shook her head disapprovingly. 'Jo don'tysrit pretty girl an' all. Not
your fault, though. Some parents are daft with rarBe yer want bickies or
cakes with yer coffee?"

'No, thanks. Shall | come and get it?' Jo askedgito her feet.

Elsie turned back to answer and stopped in hekgragly Gawd! Yer must
be almost as tall as Mr Michael!

Jo burst out laughing at the comical look on treadrface. 'l can't help that,
either.'

‘No, | don't suppose you can,' Elsie admitted déer 'Still, yer carry it
well, I'll say that for yer. Sit down, I'll brindné coffee in.'

Jo did as she was told. 'Not many offices haveadady any more,' she
commented appreciatively as Elsie served her.



'l like me job, an' Mr Michael wouldn't put me ofbr one of those
coffeematic machines. I've been with 'im sincesteup. 'E's a kind man, is
Mr Michael - none better." She nodded her head kmgly, then sighed.
'Well, I'd better go an' do for these men. | wasrgowarn yer not to take any
cheek, but | reckon they'll keep in line. See pendrrow.'

'Yes. Thank you,' Jo smiled, amused by Elsie's mias®rial wink as she
went out the door.

She understood now why Michael Hunter had spokéheofea-lady as light
relief. Elsie apparently held her boss in high estebut she had probably
only ever seen his kindness, not his ruthlesstiiegsuld be interesting to
hear the tea-lady's opinion of Mark Hunter. She dewsad if it would carry
an equal respect.

The morning coffee break was just over when thgestilof her cynical
thoughts was ushered into her office by Bob Anderso

‘Jo, could you take time out to fill Mark in on yazore programs? Give him
the lowdown on what's to be stored in the compu@mory.'

'Of course,’ she smiled pleasantly, proving to Boty very civil she was. 'l
have an hour and a half before lunch, or if youkfqr to leave it until this
afternoon...?'

'‘Mark?' Bob threw her a look of approval beforentng to his companion
guestioningly.

'‘Now will be fine.'

‘Well, I'll leave you to it.'

He waved a cheery salute and was gone. Jo indieatkdir to Mark Hunter
and prepared to get down to business. 'l thinkilltlve easier if you bring

that chair around this side of the desk and sit k@xne, Mr Hunter,' she
began matter-of-factly.



'‘Mark," he corrected with a smile. 'No point in rfa@lities when we're
working so closely together," he added flirtatiguess he settled himself next
to her.

His manner was a clear indication that he wasigtibrant of her identity.
Jo ignored his words and went straight into anaxgtion of the programs
which were fundamental to the system. Mark Hurigtehed intelligently,
his questions always astute and to the point. Deggr prejudice Jo had to
admit he had a first-class business brain. At timesvas even one jump
ahead of her in understanding the problems involved

'‘Well, | think that covers everything,' she stafewlly, satisfied that he
would not have to trouble her again with his unwdmntresence.

‘Thank you. I've rarely been given such a lucida&xation of anything.' The
compliment was accompanied by a warm, admiringesmil

‘You're very quick on the uptake,’ Jo shruggedb'Baist have given you an
appreciation of the scope we plan to encompass.’

‘Talking about appreciation, I'd like to show mibg taking you out to
lunch. There must be some reward for a bout of eomated effort,’ he
announced with a decidedly provocative note irvbise.

Jo stiffened, then firmly reminded herself not ® dffensive. 'I'm paid a
generous salary for any concentrated effort on any, Mr Hunter. | find
that an adequate reward,' she replied levelly.

'Mark, please. | thought we'd settled that stufimsense. As for your salary,
that's Mike's affair. | like to show my own gratit)' he persisted, reaching
out to halt her hands as she straightened theopifgapers on her desk.
Having claimed her reluctant attention he askednad&ill you have lunch
with me, please, J0?'

She ostentatiously removed her hands from undertugaced him calmly.
‘No, thank you.'



He frowned, obviously puzzled by the flat refusalnoticed that your
fingers were bare of rings, but | suppose it wasnwich to expect you were
free of attachments.'

He wanted some excuse from her and Jo took satwfaa offering none.
'On the contrary, I'm completely free and intendty that way.' She picked
up her handbag and stood up. 'Please excuse mé have an hour for
lunch and | don't want to waste it.'

He looked completely nonplussed as she threw hbright smile on her

way out of the office. Jo had to repress a giggi@ she was safely hidden
in the elevator, then she laughed outright. It swaeet to let Mark Hunter
know that someone was immune to his charms. Thegtitoof Carol's

young vulnerability took away her amusement andipind a bitter resolve
to cut him down as often as the opportunity allowed

She mused cynically over the fact that her rejedtiad fired Mark Hunter's
interest instead of quenching it. She wondered wwhabok for her message
to sink in. Civility was definitely a hampering tac; it made the task of
puncturing his ego a more subtle one. But she wdoldt - oh yes, she
would do it. It would be her private little revenfye Carol.

On Wednesday morning she arrived at the officeind & posy of tiny
rosebuds perched in a glass of water on her desttetdeath was a card.
Curious and unsuspecting, she moved the glassasitigicked up the note.

'l found a way to thank you after all. | hope téwgeetens your working day.
Mark.'

Jo dropped the card into the waste-paper bin. Tdsy pf rosebuds was
about to follow, but the sweet scent and the press of the arrangement .
halted her action. It was not the fault of the féow/that Mark Hunter had
bought them. She replaced them in the glass ofrveste settled down to
work. After all, she reasoned, if Mark Hunter thbtige could capitalise on
his gift he was in for a sharp surprise!



Elsie remarked on the posy as she placed Jo'secofieher desk. '‘Ooh,
rosebuds! Aren't they lovely? Someone tryin' to @etyer good side, eh,
luv?' she asked with a pleased smirk.

A speculative gleam came into Jo's eyes. 'Is ttmye for them on your
tea-trolley, Elsie?'

'‘Now, why would yer be wantin' to give 'em away”bDger like 'im, eh?'
came the arch reply.

‘To tell the truth, Elsie, | didn't have the hdarthrow them out, but if you'd
like them, you'd be doing me a favour by takingrnheith you.'

'‘An' | suppose 'e might just see 'em on me traigyget the message,' Elsie
chuckled, making several chins wobble alarmingly.

'He might," Jo grinned. 'He's not very good atrtgkio for an answer.'

‘A bit pushy, eh? Now don't tell me who. I'll ke eye out for anyone who
looks a bit peeved. You can tell me if | guessgtitrtomorrow.’

Elsie bore the posy out triumphantly, determinedspmt the man in
guestion. For her it was a titillating game. Foritdovas a deliberate hit at
Mark Hunter's ego, letting him know how indiffergrgéhe regarded his gift.
His response came on Thursday morning. He obvioigsBstalled Elsie
because he appeared at Jo's door bearing two tupHee.

'May | come in?' he asked, but his eyes mockedsaggestion of refusal.

'Of course,’ Jo replied casually. 'Is there sonoblpm | can help you with?'
'Yes., You can share your morning coffee break wigh I'm in urgent need
of female company, intelligent, beautiful femalengany,’ he announced,
placing the cups on her desk and relaxing intoarcht seems | made the

wrong choice yesterday,' he added with a ruefulesmi

'l beg your pardon?’



'Rosebuds or violets. Perhaps you would have pezfariolets.’

'Oh | see,’ said Jo with an air of uninterestufiose you gave the violets to
Bob Anderson.'

'‘Good God, no! What do you take me for?' he laughed

'l don't take you for anything. | see no reason wbiy should single me out
for flowers. I'm sure you've found Bob just as Ilp

'‘But nowhere near as charming,’ he answered glibly.

Jo reached out and drew one of the cups towards¥Yar have a strange
idea of what's charming,' she remarked dryly, auwdk & sip of coffee. She
firmly reminded herself that she must not give offe to an executive.
Silence seemed the best course, and she ignoredifimking her coffee in
quiet sips.

"You know, you're a very intriguing lady, Jo Stasidi he declared abruptly.
Jo favoured him with a stony glance.

"You're turning the heads of every male in thisatepent and you pretend
to be completely unaware of it. | ask myself, is shaware or does she have
a superiority complex? Not that | think * you shdnit have a superiority
complex. You are decidedly a superior woman. Bear't help wondering
what makes you tick.'

'I'm here to do a job," Jo stated unequivocally.

'‘Ah, but I'm here to learn my job, and you're disting me from my
purpose,’ he retorted with a grin. 'A mighty powedistraction, | might
add.’

Jo raised one eyebrow sardonically. That's mosorturiate, but as it's
completely unintentional on my part, it's not mylfaYou'll have to wrestle
with the problem.’



'I'd like to very much.'

Her eyes flared dangerously, but she controlleddieand withdrew into
silence.

'What? No sense of humour, Jo?' He delivered thresvas a challenge.

"You're wasting your time with me," she statedlyflafinding the play of
words too distasteful to continue.

'Why?'

'I'm not interested.’

'Perhaps | could interest you if you'd give medhance’

'‘No.'

He was puzzled, unable to accept her rejectionytiothink I'm married?

‘Are you?' she asked curiously, wondering if soineh@d caught his fancy
long enough for rings to be exchanged.

'‘Not now. My ex-wife and | were divorced a year ago all intents and
purposes, I'm a free man. | see no profit in brogdin the past.’

'‘No, you wouldn't," Jo said bitterly.

Her tone made him look warily at her. 'Have yourbeerried yourself?'
'‘No.'

'‘An unhappy love affair?'

‘That's a remarkably personal question!

'I'm looking for answers.’



'‘Look for them within yourself,"” Jo answered teyselNow, if you don't
mind, | have a lot of work on my desk.’

'It'll keep for a few minutes. I'd like to know whgou mean by that.'
'l don't choose to let it keep, and | don't chamsexplain myself.'

Faced with her air of determination, he gave ircghally. 'I'll take your cup
back. We'll continue this conversation another time

‘Thank you," Jo replied coldly, and turned herrdita to the papers in front
of her.

She dismissed Mark Hunter from her mind becauseesdily did have a lot
of work to do. Tomorrow she would be lunching whis cousin who
expected to hear an assessment of the programiafiigi$eir efforts so far
seemed competent enough, but she wanted to retheckughly. It was
important to Jo that Michael Hunter be impresseth \wer efficiency. He
had meanly judged her once; she would make cettainhe would never
have grounds to do so again.

She spent the afternoon moving around the prograsyneking note of
their progress. Several times Barry Jensen attehtptget too fresh with
her and Jo became increasingly irritated with mmsnaturity. He was
showing off in front of the others, and she decitteemack him down once
and for all. The opportunity was not long in coming

'Oh, Miss Standish,’ he called out, ‘could we disauy entry point into your
program again?'

The emphasis was deliberately provocative. Sniggers being smothered
as Jo straightened up from lan Cornish's desk.IdeMicKay had his hand
over his face, but the smirk on Jack Barringtoraés wncovered.

'You surprise me, Mr Jensen. | thought such an eteany point was within
your grasp.' The words were coated with icy disd&erhaps Mr Barrington
can help you out. Do you feel competent enoughate tthat on, Mr
Barrington, or have | overestimated your intelligetoo?"



The smirk widened into a sheepish grin. Before tild reply Jo's eyes
swept around them all, demanding their attention.

'l don't expect any of you to waste my time. | \eaituand I'm sure Mr Hunter
does too. It's costing him a great deal. | hope hade myself clear?'

From Barry Jensen's rueful expression Jo knewstinett incidents were at
an end. There was plenty of time in the coming weekbe more relaxed
with the men, but the tone of acceptable behavimal needed to be set.
There was a subtle shift in the atmosphere as@ftnoed evaluating their
work. By the time she was finished the men werparding to her more as
a person than a female.

Taking this into consideration, it was probably usevof her on Friday to
emphasise her femininity. The dress she had chtuserear was almost
sensuous in the way it clung to her curves. Thamrasilk was boldly
patterned with autumn leaves, and only someonalbas Jo could have
worn it successfully. With her colouring it lookedperb.

She stared at her reflection in the mirror and bon®ld her that Bob was
right about her today. She did want to draw attentShe wanted to see that
telltale gleam of interest in Michael Hunter's ey@sde demanded it. Three
years ago his eyes had dismissed her as not wiagadurtesy, let alone
attention. She wanted him to know she was no loaggrl he could bruise
and wound. She had her polished armour on and ild oot hurt her any
more.

Her appearance evoked some cautious compliments thie staff as she
arrived at work. Jo relaxed her usual reserve amtkd. They were really a
pleasant group of men. They quickly sensed the eaber manner and
tested it with a couple of jokes. She laughed aad immediately drawn
into conversation.

'l say, Miss Standish, do you happen to play Bridgeville McKay asked
eagerly.

'Yes, | do.'



‘There you are, lan - found you a partner! How ahipiiss Standish? We
could have a couple of rubbers at lunchtime. Bdogsn't play and Jack and
| are practising for a competition.'

'l can't today. Will Monday do?"

'Great!" he said with all the enthusiasm of anetddive'll all bring our lunch
SO we can get straight into it. How's that?’

'Great!" Jo echoed with a grin.

It seemed that suddenly she was one of the boystheme was no protest
when she insisted it was time to work. The teleghon her office was
ringing and she hurried to answer it.

'‘Jo Standish.'

'Susan Trigg speaking, Mr Hunter's secretary. Yavehan appointment to
meet Mr Hunter in his office at twelve noon, Migsu&lish.'

Jo was amused by the waspish tone of voice. It pesiectly clear that

Susan Trigg had taken a strong dislike to her,slredhad no cause at all if
she only knew it. 'Thank you, Miss Trigg,' Jo sawleetly, and put the

telephone down.

She attempted to get to work, but her concentratias oddly astray. Little
progress had been achieved by the time the tdaytrchme clinking along.
Elsie almost burst into Jo's office, puffed up waththe glee of gossip.

'l should've known it'd be Mr Mark with them flovetIE's very flash with
the ladies and yer quite right to-watch 'im, Mies J

She put down the coffee so she could express hevibbut restraint. Jo
smiled encouragement, curious to hear Elsie's opini

'It was 'im that ‘ired Suzie Trigg when Mr Michaehs away.' She sniffed
disapprovingly. 'Miss 'igh-and-mighty up there edn't like me takin' in Mr
Michael's coffee when e's not busy with visitorssarch. Thinks she'll catch



Mr Michael's eye - as if 'e couldn't do better titizat! Huh!" Elsie's snort of
scorn made her pause for breath and Jo was abét toword in.

'| take it that Mr Michael isn't married?"

Elsie sighed as if it was one of the world's gréiaasters. 'No, 'e's not,
more's the pity. 'E works too ‘ard, | keep teliim, but 'e just laughs at me.
I'll marry when | find the right girl, 'e says, bluteckon 'e'll drop dead of an
‘eart attack first.' Jo's appearance suddenly ¢aneghattention. "Well now,
don't that dress look nice. | wish it was Mr Michaeye on yer instead of
Mr Mark's.'

‘No thank you," Jo said emphatically.

'‘New, don't yer be wipin' off Mr Michael. 'E ars &ousin are as different as
chalk an' cheese," Elsie declared knowingly. "“aeen't been 'ere long
enough. | know what I'm talkin' about.’

Having delivered this as a parting shot, Elsie nfagleexit before Jo could
make any reply. There was nothing she could sayh@my Elsie saw
Michael Hunter through rose-coloured spectaclesalohim in an entirely
different light. And she would be seeing him agaianother two hours. She
tried to get her mind back on to work, but somehibwas impossible to
keep her eyes from occasionally checking the tiAe.the clock crept
towards noon she was conscious of growing ten$iMth ten minutes still
to go the telephone rang again.

'Miss Standish?' Susan Trigg's artificially huskgice was instantly
recognisable.

'Yes, Miss Trigg.'
'l have a message for you from Mr Hunter. He's libained at a business
conference. He regrets that he'll be unable to kéepppointment with you

and sends his apologies.’

All the words were polite and efficient, but thegnweyed a malicious
smugness. Susan Trigg was certainly pleased thatuhwh with Michael



Hunter was off. Jo thanked her briskly and hungHgr. nerves had been so
keyed up that she now felt curiously numb. Shegsée still, waiting for
relief to flood through her veins. Instead theresv@asense of anti-climax,
almost disappointment. Her report was preparedhallgrepared herself to
give it. Now there was nothing.

'How about accepting me as a stand-in?"
Jo glanced up to see Mark Hunter leaning casughynat the door-jamb.
'l beg your pardon?' she snapped, angry at hispgoeed intrusion.

He pushed himself upright and sauntered into hiceof'l was upstairs
when Mike's message came through, so | thoughtehent thing to do was
offer myself as a substitute. No point in wastingeafectly good table at
Danielle's. They serve marvellous seafood crepes.’

'In that case please don't let me detain you. Sinteot now required to
give Mr Hunter a report, | think I'll take in therichtime concert at Martin
Place. Much more relaxing than talking businessadded sweetly while
getting ready to go-

'What a splendid idea! We can drink in the freslaad sunshine with music
as food for our souls.’

The blithe words made Jo pause as she passed énirgake fixing on him
coldly. 'l wasn't suggesting that you join me.'

'It's a free world. | think I'l tag along anyway it might prove an
enlightening hour.'

'Or an extremely dull one," she said scornfullyt bothering to hide her
dislike.

She walked on, ignoring him as he fell into stepide her. He operated the
elevator buttons, held doors-open and generallynasd the role of escort.
He chattered on inconsequentially, pretending slas \&ccepting his
companionship, even playfully answering his ownsfio@s as her silence



persisted. When Jo entered a snack-bar to buy semelsvhe was right
behind her, ordering more and handing over monepdith of them.

'I'll pay for my own," she hissed at him.

'‘Now, Jo, you wouldn't want to harass the shopstsd, would you?' he
admonished her cheerfully. 'Much easier for hingit@ one lot of change.’

The man behind the counter was operating the dthsRdther than make a
scene Jo capitulated, but she snatched her packahdwiches from Mark
and handed him a dollar. A brisk walk took her teay corner in Martin

Place and she settled on a bench seat. Mark Hpoldely asked the
bearded youth next to her to move along, and ®chagrin he moved.

A Country and Western band was churning out ampiddallad. It was not
really Jo's taste in music, but she felt forcedyitee it her rapt attention.
Mark Hunter munched his sandwiches beside herrappg unaffected by
her hostility.

'Do you like Country and Western?' he asked goddredly.

She ignored him.

He sighed. "You're not very communicative, are you?

'Why should | be?' Jo demanded resentfully. 'l didnite you along.
You've pressed your company on me.’

'You interest me. I've never met a woman who wase$focontained.’

‘Then I'm glad I'm providing a new experience fouy she answered tartly.
'Do you live alone?

'Yes.'

'What about friends and family?' he asked curiausly



'l have no family." Again she remembered Carol laedwords were edged
with bitterness as she asked, 'What about you?ybud wife give you
children?’

'‘No." He gave a harsh little laugh. 'Children wattidhave fitted into my
ex-wife's scheme of things.’

'Did you want any?'

'Yes. At least, | did at first - in the first flugif happiness, you know," he
added cynically. 'But my wife didn't want to spbir figure. Her very
beautiful body won her a richer meal ticket, and departed for greener
pastures. He was fifty, short and paunchy, but niangs a millionaire.'

So Mark's shallow attractions had not been ablegp his wife contented.
'‘Good looks aren't everything,' Jo remarked poigted

'‘Ah, but I'm a sucker for beauty," he sighed melothtically, misreading
her comment. 'Look at you! Here | am, worshippiny@ur feet, and you
step all over me. Why don't you have some pity patime out of my
misery?'

'l don't happen to have a gun on me at the moment.’

Her tart reply first startled and then amused hiost as well," he laughed. 'l
think you might be too fast on the draw for my saf&eriously, though,
why not let your hair down and come with me to eypgomorrow night? |
can promise you'll enjoy yourself.'

'I'm not a party girl.'

'Hey! It's a perfectly respectable party. Nothiog gould possibly object to.
Pleasant people, good music, terrific food. I8ldfun night, honestly. Why
not give it a try?' he said persuasively.

Jo caught back the negative response that trenoiléide tip of her tongue,
then a calculating gleam came into her eye as slasuned the eagerness in
his. He was keen all right, keen enough to peisisthe face of open



hostility. His treatment of Carol called out forngeance. She could crush
that king-size ego of his if she played the rigatds.

'‘Well, how about it?' he urged.

"You want to try, is that it?' she said slowly.

'Maybe you won't find me so bad,' he grinned.

Her eyes mocked him. 'All right, if that's what yeant.'

'I'll make sure you won't regret it," he said trpmantly.

Your triumph will be very short lived, Jo promiseam silently.
Arrangements were quickly settled and she cututheH-hour short. She had
had enough of Mark Hunter. Let him anticipate Heapures, she thought
sourly, knowing there would be no real pleasure Her in the party
tomorrow night. She was only going for one purp@s®l that was to exact
revenge.

They parted in the lobby of the office building.rdde the elevator up to her

floor alone. She stepped out and came face tovidbeMichael Hunter, a
coldly angry Michael Hunter.



CHAPTERFIVE

'WELL met, Miss Standish," he said cuttingly. 'It mighte been more polite
of you to wait for me.’

'l ... I beg your pardon,' Jo stammered, composonepletely lost.
'l presume you received my message.'

She frowned in bewilderment. "Your secretary phomedthat you'd been
delayed and wouldn't be able to keep the appoirtmen

'Delayed, yes, but our appointment was postpor@d;ancelled. You have
now wasted ten minutes of my time ...'

'l have not!" she burst out hotly.
He glanced pointedly at his watch.

'l will not have you accuse me of lying,’ she htssehemently. 'Ask your
secretary! Ask your cousin! He was there when tlkssage came through.
Either you don't communicate clearly, Mr Hunter, yaur secretary is
somewhat selective in delivering your messagesdbut you dare suggest
I'm lying!"

Sparks were flying out of her eyes and they fowegponsive ground. The
grim lines of his expression melted, anger softgimbio apology.

'‘Obviously the mistake was not yours, Miss Standi@lease forgive my
terseness. | returned to find my secretary abyent,absent, both without
explanation, and I'm damnably hungry after a magrahhard bargaining.
Do you need to collect any notes, or can you gieearwerbal report?’

Jo had been thrown completely off balance. She dnesvdeep breath to
steady herself. 'Verbal," she answered briefly, tnagting herself to say
more until she had regained control.

'Right, then we'll go.'



He took her arm and steered her back into the &evdo moved like a
marionette, stiff and jerky. Michael Hunter pressled down button, then
turned to her with a pleasant smile.

'How did your first week go?'

'Fine," she clipped out.

'‘Any problems?’

‘No.'

‘Complaints?'

‘None.'

‘All requirements met?’

‘Yes.'

His smile widened into an ironic grin. 'Anythingyd like to ask me?’
‘No.'

The elevator doors opened and Jo breathed a sigtieft

‘The restaurant is only a block away, so we'll wddk informed her as they
emerged on to the sidewalk.

He took her arm again as they weaved through thehhnour crowd. Jo

concentrated on putting one foot in front of thieest Her brain needed time
to get back into efficient working order. Her mags with Michael Hunter

always seemed to be attended by shock and shenkiadablydefended

herself by going on the attack, fighting instineliv to protect herself. He
had the disturbing ability to make her feel vulixea

She suspected that Susan Trigg had deliberatetgde®ichael Hunter's
message. She remembered the smug spite in her aitevondered just



how well Michael Hunter knew or had known his seggretary. Then she
remembered Elsie's comments and discarded thatSdean Trigg's malice
obviously stemmed from dog-in-the-manger frustratid poor choice as a
confidential secretary, Jo thought. Mark's choiBdsie had said, not
Michael Hunter's.

Her glance caught the sign of Danielle's and she neady for the move
towards the staircase leading down. At the loweorfl thick double doors
shut out the daylight and city noises. Michael Humaised a hand, received
a nod of acknowledgement from a waiter, then steées straight to an
empty table for two.

It was the only empty table in the restaurant,atethas she took the chair he
held out for her. It had clearly been reservedtti@m, and it was equally
clear that Michael Hunter was well known here. @eeor and atmosphere
of the restaurant were subdued, businesslike bigtlguexpensive. The
tablecloth was starched white linen and a singleose stood in a specimen
vase. A waiter was quickly on hand with menus andadcepted one
automatically. She looked down at it and sighed.

‘Something the matter?

She glanced up to meet the questioning blue dyeddunter, I've already
had my lunch,’ she stated flatly.

'Have a look anyway. There might be somethingriagpteyou.’

'I'm really not hungry.’

'‘As you wish,' he shrugged. "You don't mind if t2a

‘That's what we're here for," she retorted shatpbn tempered her answer
with stiff politeness. ‘I'm sorry you were inconiemced by the

misunderstanding.’'

'‘No matter. Fortunately the service here is fast.’



He signalled the waiter back, gave his order antléd back the menus.
Then with an air of satisfaction he sat back ahakesl, his eyes appraising
her with warm approval. She fiercely reminded hérsto he was, and
gradually the warm glow in her blood cooled.

‘Shall | begin?' she asked curtly.

He nodded, watching her with keen interest. Shambégr evaluation of the
programmers, shading each assessment with thedeoason that their
work so far was not conclusive evidence. Michaehtdu nodded to the
wine waiter to pour her a glass of claret fromtoé&le he had ordered, and
Jo accepted it without protest. His meal arrived la@ ate quietly while ¢ she
continued her report. He finished at the same #@isber closing summary.

‘Then you consider that Barry Jensen is the ondgtion mark at this stage,’
he remarked, setting his empty plate aside.

Jo frowned. 'So far he's been too conscious of sna éemale. It could
simply be attention-grabbing tactics. | sorted lonot yesterday, so he'll
either settle down and produce now or he hasnit ¢g@{produce.’

'Many men have lost their heads around a womarsattephilosophically,
but the gleam in his eyes made it uncomfortablgqeal.

Jo took refuge in the glass of wine, hiding thepieg confusion in her veins.
Damn the man! she thought angrily. | do not warfirid him attractive in
any shape or form.

A waiter removed his plate and Michael Hunter ocedecoffee and crepes
Suzettes for two.

'l told you | wasn't hungry, Mr Hunter, she remiddeim as the waiter
departed.

He shrugged. 'They only serve them for two, anaincfed them. You can
leave yours on your plate.' His- eyes examinedahittr calculated interest.
'I'm impressed, Miss Standish. That was a very isenand well-reasoned
report.'



'Did you expect less?'

He leaned back in his chair, swirled the claretiatbin his glass, then drank
some. As the silenc.e lengthened Jo grew defendile unspoken
implications that sprang to mind stirred a reachyergment.

'l wasn't sure what to expect. You keep surprisiteg' He smiled at her. 'l
think you're a very remarkable woman.’

Jo blushed. She was furious with herself, but $hghled. The compliment
had completely disarmed her. 'I'm glad you're Batls she mumbled,
picking up her own wine-glass as a cover for haatgn.

'‘And | very much admire your strength of charatter,added softly.

"You surprise me, Mr Hunter. Of any compliment yoight choose to pay
me, that's the most unexpected.’

His lips lifted in a wry quirk. 'I've long regrettehe mistake | made, Miss
Standish, but even thinking what | did at the tiirtjll admired your fierce
loyalty to your sister. You had a magnificent digni you still do. You
won't let anything or anyone put you down. Thatdkai fighting ability is
rare. It takes determination and a strong senseedf worth. They're
gualities you don't meet very often, and when yoLtlde person is not easily
forgotten. I'm glad we've met again.'

Jo frowned. He was throwing her further off balaritevas difficult to hold
on to her hostility when the words he spoke wereetwo her ears. She
could not think of an adequate reply. Fortunateb/waiter returned with a
traymobile, then with quick expertise and a dastheatrical flair he made
the sauce and proceeded to serve the crepes Sudetteoked down at her
plate. The tangy orange aroma teased her appetite.

‘They're very good - Danielle's speciality. Why trgtone?' Michael Hunter
invited offhandedly.

'| think I will," Jo murmured.



They ate in silence. The sauce was delicious, amngave in to temptation
and emptied her plate.

'Mmm, they were good! Just the right amount of @rltarnier. Sometimes
they overdo the liqueur,' she remarked apprecigtivefore remembering
who was sitting opposite her. She looked up arshftd at his smile.

'It seems we have similar tastes."

‘That would be jumping to conclusions, Mr Huntshg retorted on a more
guarded note.

He made a deliberate action of straighteningthkeigubn his plate. "Your
reaction to this luncheon on Monday made me thmkmight have reacted
negatively to my message today. | was wrong, o, to my cost, that
emotions can override better judgement.’

His gaze swept up to hers, sharply intent as héragd speaking. 'l've
made that mistake with tragic results. When yol@deto believe a certain
thing, and then you're presented with somethintgglifferent, the resulting
confusion can make you overreact. You do and sagshyou, regret, even
as you're saying them. Do you understand what hf?fiea

She stared at him blindly, her mind racing backrdhe past, fitting his
words to what had happened. He had believed hen glve had confided in
him. Then Mark had convinced his cousin that Jodedberately deceived
him in her version of the affair and he had chanmesinight from friend to
deadly enemy. Her lips thinned.

'Yes, | understand very well," she replied grimly.

He frowned at the tone of her answer. The linekisfface became more
deeply etched and he looked every year of hisadall tiredness dragging
at his features. Coffee was served and he tookirhiss adding sugar and
stirring it in. He heaved a sigh and gave her d@ac smile.



'‘Computers must be easier to work with than huma&amngs. No
misunderstandings or breakdowns in communicatidmatéver you tell it to
do, it does without question.’

"You're quite right," she shot back at him. "Youn tast computers.'

He paused, taking in the bitter accusation of lyese'But not people?' he
asked softly.

‘Trust, once lost, never comes again, Mr Huntbg'sated coldly.

'l agree with you,' he said very deliberately. fhahy one must be very
sure that the whole truth is understood before nmplsuch a serious
judgement. To get at the truth one should heamaigh all the evidence.'

It was a calculated challenge. For one moment Jotarapted to take it up,
listen to his justification of actions which couldt be justified, and then rip
his defence apart. She sighed and shook her haaduld only be dredging
up painful memories to no purpose. She and Micltheiter stood on
opposing sides of the fence, Mark Hunter's lies@aibl's death forming an
insurmountable barrier. There was no meeting place.

'Mr Hunter, | heard what you had to say three yags' she said with quiet
insistence, and her eyes held a vulnerable lorediriblothing you can say
now can change the fact of my sister's death."

Compassion softened his gaze for a brief instafurédie glanced down at
the coffee-cup in his hand. He toyed absently thghcup, pushing it around
its saucer. 'You're right, of course,' he agreduer@d was a short silence
before he drew in a deep breath and faced her .adam spent many
sleepless nights saying "if only", Miss Standidit, &l the "if onlys" are not
related to my actions. | can say, if only I'd besore controlled that night, if
only your sister had been less wilfully determinedave her own way.' He
paused and added quietly, 'If only you'd been iesscent, you wouldn't
have dismissed me until your sister had tried efemjinine wile she could
think of to accomplish her purpose.’



Jo recoiled from his words, shaking her head inaderfi the suggestion that
she was at fault for her sister's death. Woundegrgreyes stared their
reproach at Michael Hunter but he continued redmsstly.

‘There were two conflicts that night. Your sistentgerests was one. You
know the other as well as | do. Your pride overradhat your sister wanted,
just as my pride demanded retribution for havingrbenisled. Mistakes
were made but if we dwell on "if onlys" we achiewa&hing, because you're
right - nothing can change the fact of your sistdéath. "If only" are two of
the most destructive words in the English languddey tempt one into
useless dreams, and to brood on the past is tewastpresent and the
future. Let the past go.’'

'Oh, it's so easy for you to say that,' Jo grdted sure you dismissed it long
ago. Why shouldn't you? It wasn't your family. Ycan say whatever you
like but I know one thing for certain - if you arygdur cousin had never
entered our lives, Carol would be alive today amebuldn't be alone. The
past holds too many lessons for me to let it goHMnter, and I'm not dumb.
When | learn a lesson | apply it.'

His mouth twisted wryly. 'l would never call yourdb, Miss Standish. |
could say blind.'

‘Blind!" she flashed back at him. 'Oh yes, blindcelpeople of wealth who
only see money!"

A muscle contracted in his cheek, but he held heegBlind as in prejudice
and hatred,' he said flatly, then leaned forwardpeak more persuasively.
'If you must look back, at least open your eyessewliclearly.’

‘At this point in time, Mr Hunter, I'm more concechwith the present.
You've eaten. I've given you my report." Jo glanaetier watch. 'It's two
o'clock and | should be back at the office. Le#ggkto business, shall we?’

Her tone was hard and uncompromising, and Michaghtét made no
demur. He quickly signalled a waiter and handed &ionedit card, then he
looked back at her with a smile which smacked ta&fction.



'It's been a very interesting lunch. Perhaps newe twe'll get to that
unfinished business.’

'What unfinished business?' she asked sharply.

His eyes held a glint of self-mockery as he ansdietéhave a gut feeling
that there'll always be unfinished business betwesrMiss Standish.' He
stood up and held her chair for her. 'At least lumie reach an
understanding,’ he murmured close to her ear asoskdo her feet.

She swung around on him, her eyes denying suchssilplity, but his
nearness strangled the words on her tongue. Shyeest@away, disturbed by
his physical impact on her, disturbed even morékyalmost intimate look
in his eyes. 'l doubt that, Mr Hunter,’ she managedkly, then turned to
make her way towards the exit.

She was very aware of him following her, knew elyashen he paused for
the return of his credit card. Another waiter higld door open and she kept
going up the stairs without looking back. Michaalrter's touch on her
elbow brought a falter to her step. He loomed updeeher and kept a light
hold as they walked back to the office.

'It looks as if the weather will hold for the weekle Got anything planned?’
he remarked casually.

'Yes," Jo replied, hard purpose in her voice aststeght of Mark Hunter.
'With someone?’

She darted him a suspicious glance, but his expresss bland. He could
not possibly know about Mark's party invitatiorhal's my private business,
Mr Hunter.'

‘Just making polite conversation, Miss Standish.'

She looked stonily ahead. They reached the offickling and Jo gave a

sigh of relief as she saw that an elevator was idiately available. The
sooner she was away from Michael Hunter the bédigewyas too dangerous



to her peace of mind. He pressed the approprigterisuand stood beside
her in the small compartment, again making herdkelstrophobic.

‘Are you happy with him?"

'With whom?' she retorted sharply, wishing he wdwddp silent and leave
her alone.

"The man in your life.'

"You're jumping to conclusions again, Mr Hunteng said coldly.
'Meaning there's no particular man?'

'Meaning it's my private business.’

'Yes, but it's an interesting speculation,” he mgth unabashed by her
stiffness. 'A woman of your calibre wouldn't beibesatisfied.’

The elevator doors opened on to the computer flat,Jo gave him a slight
nod and stepped out.

She settled down to work, but again she foundfftcdit to concentrate.

Michael Hunter's words kept trampling through hénan She wondered if
he truly admired her. His sincerity had to be sugpleut they had been
pleasing compliments, more pleasing than any stiewar received. If only
... she pulled herself up. Michael Hunter had baégmt about those words.
They were deadly. She would not think of 'if onl\ge would deal with life
as it came, and the most immediate thing was wi&ink.would work and put
everything else out of her mind.



CHAPTER SIX

THE white chiffon dress was elegant and feminine wgHow V-neckline
and flowing skirt. Jo clipped on the plaited golkekchklet that matched the
woven belt. She slipped her feet into finely stieghgandals then examined
the full effect of her appearance in the mirromvéts an outfit which would
pass anywhere in any company. Not only pass, shetht mockingly. She
would stand out with her height. Mark Hunter's ride were sure to be
stylish but she would not be outshone.

The doorbell rang and Jo grimaced. She no longdrtha heart for the
charade she had planned. Nothing she could do vwaltdCarol now. Mark
Hunter would remain Mark Hunter, and revenge wagate of time and
emotion. She had her own life to live, but at ldasight she could make
sure that Mark Hunter would not pester her agaith wiis unwanted
attentions. His persistence would be brought talampt end.

"You look absolutely stunning!" he greeted her ahd recoiled inwardly
from the speculative glitter in his eyes.

‘Thank you," she said with cold politeness. 'I'maiaf I'm not quite ready.
Would you like to come in for a minute?’

He was only too pleased. She deliberately refrain@ah offering him a
drink and having excused herself she hurried backdr bedroom to
organise her evening bag. It took very little titngout in cosmetics, tissues
and handkerchief. Jo was annoyed with herselfdohaving done it before.
She had not intended Mark to stray into her homet that she was in any
way ashamed of it. On the contrary, she was venyerd with what she had.

Her eyes swept around the bedroom . She lovedrtvenls and cream and
peach tonings in this room. They were soft, andwand restful. She had
bought herself a double bed to accommodate hetHengre comfortably
and the printed quilt that lay on top of the brosatin under-frill still
delighted her eye, peach-blossoms with their briwigs giving it a slightly
eastern look. She checked her appearance in tmerraince more, wished
she was staying at home, then with a resigned #igked off the overhead
light and returned to the living-room.



It was a spacious room and Jo had filled it wittchrloved possessions. She
did not have original paintings on the walls, bbe gloubted that even

Michael Hunter could afford the originals of thezZ@ene and Gauguin

prints she had chosen.

Mark suddenly looked up and saw her. 'l notice flave some tapes of
James Galway. Fantastic on the flute, isn't he?"

'Yes," Jo replied briefly, surprised by the commeént disinclined to
encourage a discussion. 'I'm ready now. I'm sarkéeping you waiting.’'

'‘No matter,' he smiled, then gestured around himresgtively. 'I've
enjoyed myself. This room has tremendous warmthprdonality. | can
see you've been hiding from me, Jo.’'

'Hiding? Since you've known where to find me alblé can't be accused of
hiding.'
He looked at her bemusedly as she swept past ldno@ened the door.

'‘Coming?' she added pointedly.

He hesitated, drawing something from his pocket just broken the band
on my watch. Would you mind if | left it here foafe keeping? | wouldn't
like to lose it.’

‘Leave it here.' She indicated the table by the,dagspecting it might be an
excuse to enter her apartment later. 'Don't faageut it, will you?'

'No chance,' he grinned, and Jo knew that her ciaspivas justified.

Once in his car and on their way, Mark set himigelie entertaining, but she
gave little in the way of response. Much of whatsh&l was amusing and
she admitted to herself that she would .probablelieeen amused if he was
not Mark Hunter. It was a relief to reach theirtdestion. She did not want

to be alone with him.



The size of the house and grounds indicated thatfrlends were very
wealthy. Jo had anticipated that. Everything aldaitk Hunter, his clothes,
his manner, his arrogance, branded him as oneeoprikileged class. He
would never have married a common shopgirl, nohewee as pretty as
Carol. »

They were met at the door by an attractive, vivasiwoman whose words
tumbled over each other and whose eyes missedngotho felt she had
been printed and classified at one sharp glanceen\tark was able to
interrupt the bubbling welcome he introduced her.

'Peg, I'd like you to meet Jo Standish. Jo, owapmessible hostess, Peg
McAlister.'

'How do you do," Jo smiled.
'‘Jo? My goodness. | thought you'd be a Justine@aadette or at least a
Charmain! Your name doesn't fit at all," Peg destlaso amusingly that Jo

had to smile.

'Peg prides herself on being able to pigeonhol@lpe&he thinks you're a
model," Mark explained teasingly.

'Well, you do have a weakness for models, Mark, dmdertainly has the
style. | can't be far wrong,' Peg retorted archly.

'I'm afraid you are this time," Jo told her. 'I'mimy computer work for
Hunt's at the moment.’

'My God - brains too! Lead her in, Mark, beforehrigel up with an
inferiority complex. And don't be selfish! Introdeiber around.’

There was no trace of envy in her voice. The lightted banter was
designed to put Jo at ease, and it achieved ifgsogar Then just as Mark
steered her through an archway Peg called after.the

'Oh, is Mike coming, do you know?"



Jo froze. Did she mean Michael Hunter? Mark * sgaedy so that as they
moved forward again she felt compelled to settteuhcertainty.

'Mike who?' she asked offhandedly.

'‘My cousin, of course," Mark answered a little saidally. 'But he won't
come - Mike hates parties. He always wriggles ouhem.’

The relief was enormous. The idea of coming facéate with Michael
Hunter while she was in Mark's company was tooatigorting to dwell
upon. Their host called them over to a bar in oomer of the large
entertainment room, and Jo was only too glad tdisteacted. She asked for
fruit juice, despite Mark's sceptical protest.

‘Jo?'

'Sorry, Mark. What did you say?’

‘There are some friends over there I'd like yoméet.'

She nodded and slid off her stool. 'Thanks, Chadiee smiled over her
shoulder as Mark took her arm in a proprietary neann

'Mark Hunter!" someone shrilled from across thamoo

'Oh God - Margot Sharmon!" Mark muttered in disgust

A very bejewelled woman detached herself from augrof people and
descended on them. 'Fancy seeing you here! Lo@sdrigndsome as ever, |

see.' Jo was treated to a feline stare. 'And hdeds Barbara?'

'‘Depr Barbara is tripping around Europe with hewneusband,” Mark
replied with a weary sigh.

'I'm so sorry,’ Margot gushed. 'l had no idea. ¥bways looked so beautiful
together.’



'Yes - well, I'm told that looks aren't everythingis eyes twinkled at Jo.
'‘And perhaps | prefer a woman of character. Whataiothink, Jo?"

'l don't think character alone would attract you.'
'‘Ah, but you're a harsh judge, my sweet.'

'‘And you're a hypocrite, Mark Hunter,' the othemwam accused. 'I've never
seen you passing the time with a plain woman vyat. tBat's beside the
point. What are you doing in Sydney?'

'Working. What else?’
"That reminds me - is Mike here too?'
'I haven't seen him.'

'He's so wretchedly elusive!" Margot sighed in \@xa 'I| must ask Peg
about him.'

As she trailed off in an expensive cloud of perfuidiark's lips curled in
derision. 'Bitch! She knew damned well we were died. I'm glad it's Mike
she's aiming to get her claws into instead of noery$SJo - Margot's a cat of
the highest order.’

'Is your cousin interested?' The question was etdrb Jo could call back
the words.

'Mike? Not likely. Women fawn all over him, but sgretty cagey. Doesn't
take anyone seriously.'

Mark steered her through the crowd of milling geeahd out on to an
extensive patio which encompassed a sparkling swigimpool. Chinese
lanterns hung from various trees in the landscaggdens, adding to the
festive atmosphere. Mark was immediately hailea lgyoup of friends who
loudly welcomed both of them into their circle.



Jo had little time to acclimatise herself to narmed faces. Someone turned
up the music which suddenly throbbed out in arstesit disco beat, and the
group split up as couples were urged into danclogwas reluctant to join
them, but Mark would not take a refusal. He puled towards a clear area
and swung straight into the rhythm, his movemergsssous and
completely uninhibited. She reacted by becomirf§atid wooden, repelled
by the intimacy of the dance.

'‘Loosen up, Jo,' he urged.

'l told you | was no good at it.'

‘Just let yourself go.’

'l never let myself go, Mark," she replied tersely.

He cocked an eyebrow at her. "That sounds chalgn@f course fruit juice
doesn't help. What you need is some warm alcohgbum veins.'

"You could be right," Jo agreed, 'let's see if Hatover there can provide the
necessary.'

Anything was preferable to dancing with him. A tesrgry bar had been set
up next to the swimming pool, and Jo walked towatdsaking Mark's
acceptance for granted. There were bottles of chgmpnestling in a tub of
ice and Mark wasted no time in uncorking one. Hedea her a brimming
glass and was about to fill one for himself whemas grabbed from behind
in an exuberant hug.

'Oh no, you don't! I'm here to claim my duty dahBPeg McAlister grinned
over his shoulder.

'Uh-uh," Mark declined firmly, ignoring her. ‘Lajd?eg. | was just oiling Jo
up so she could perform.’

Peg refused to let go. 'No dice! This one's minau ¥an dance with Jo for
the rest of the night. My time's limited. You domiind, do you, Jo?'



'Of course not," she smiled, only too happy to p&ssk on to anyone.
'‘Besides, I've brought Mike over to keep you conypan
Mark turned in astonishment. '‘Good God! Don'tted you got him here!’

Jo turned much more slowly, trying to combat thédwo feeling in her
stomach. He was just behind her. The blue eyesestémmock her gently
as he replied to Mark's show of disbelief.

'Nothing would have kept me away from ... this patie said slowly, the
words accented with meaning.

‘Then why did | have to scold you into it, you asdicial brute!" Peg pouted
at him.

'I'm here, Peg. Since you seem to think that's teméor satisfaction, you
should be content. Now, why don't you two go offl @mjoy yourselves,' he
commanded quietly.

Mark cast a half-gaping look of surprise, but he¢@s he was told, urged on
by an eager Peg. Jo watched them go. Just likegbsipghe thought with
sinking dismay. Michael Hunter seemed to exert@autthwherever he was,
arranging everything how he saw fit. The fact thathad arranged to be
alone with her now set her nerves on edge.

She found herself clutching the glass of champadgadightly and took a
quick gulp to fortify herself. She would not let dhiael Hunter intimidate
her, whatever he had to say. She turned to face anidefiant challenge in
her eyes.

"You're looking very beautiful tonight.'
It sounded so trite and commonplace that Jo ali@agghed. Then she
remembered how those blue eyes had dismissedreerybars ago and she

did laugh. He raised a quizzical eyebrow.

'l wasn't expecting you to say that.’



'Why not? It's true.’

She shrugged and a cynical smile curved her llgs.dmazing what a
modelling school can do, even with ordinary clay.’

Her words had more impact than she had anticipMethael stiffened and
a cold hardness crept over his features.

'I'm more interested in the person, not the fa¢ade.

'I'm well aware that looks are unimportant, Mr Hemtunless you want to
get on in the world. It was you who placed the eaghon my appearance.’

'I'm rarely impressed by appearances. I've mentaay beautiful women
who have nothing to offer but their sex appeal. Aod're quite right, they
do get on in the world," he said harshly.

'Have you ever wondered what happens to the noutibidapeople, Mr
Hunter? But of course, you couldn't possibly imadikler eyes swept over
him in deliberate appraisal, noting the expensilkeds his brown shirt and
the tailored fit of his cream linen slacks. "Yowdrbeautiful person yourself,
aren't you? You've probably never appreciated heeful it is to be
attractive, how many doors it opens...'

'How many bedrooms it gets you into?"'

Hot colour scorched her cheeks as she raked himfigitcely proud eyes. 'l
hope you're referring to yourself.'

Suddenly he smiled, his eyes warming perceptiblihag gazed into hers.
'No bedrooms for you, Jo?"

The complete turnabout in tone and manner flusteezdBefore she could
make any response he had taken her arm and wamdragr towards some
deck-chairs on the nearby lawn.

'Let's not waste any more time. | want to talk éoi,yhe said purposefully.



Jo stopped dead and refused to budge any furfret.Wwhat if | don't want
to talk to you? This isn't business hours, you knete said mutinously.

'Please?"

He smiled again and Jo had no defence ready. Heheasost attractive
man she had ever met and despite all the pitfadishis company implied,
she allowed herself to be seated in a deck-chatrtadnim. Almost instantly
she began chiding herself for stupidity.

'Do you like parties?' he asked with a sardonic il

‘Sometimes they can be amusing,’ she answeredybrief

'l don't care for crowds when I'm in the companyefoman | like.'
'Oh? | suppose you'd wine and dine her in an irtgrhtle setting.’

'Not necessarily, but that would be a decided im@noent on this.’

'Well, apparently you have plenty of women to cleofrem.' She gestured
airily towards the dancers on the patio. 'I'm tblely run after you in droves.'

Her hand had barely come to rest again when ittalkesn up by a larger,
stronger hand. Fingers curled possessively aroensl dnd for one insane
moment she had the impression they were clutchémdnbart, squeezing it,
claiming ownership. A vibrant electricity was caagsup her arm and her
head jerked towards Michael Hunter, her eyes sngppistartled protest. It
never reached her lips. His gaze captured herscsegall words from her
tongue. He was demanding an acknowledgement adttrection between
them, and time was whirling backwards and it wa# #isey were facing
each other in his apartment with that silent, magtommunication piercing
their souls.

"You're the woman of my choice, Jo.'

The words were soft, intimate, their message aysyueat in her heart, a
song of elation in her blood, dancing a wildly exg tempo all the way up



to her brain where a shattering denial rolled theaning away like a drum
sounding a death- tattoo.

'‘No." The mournful negative echoed faintly on hes s panic grew in her
mind. No - not him! She could not let him - neviérwas madness to even
recognise that message, let alone admit it to karthShe wrenched her
gaze away and snatched her hand out of his. Inrafilee agitation she
rubbed at her hand, desperate to remove the sphbdh cast. She sucked in
her breath, held it for several seconds and letuitslowly, battling hard
against her renegade emotions. A hand touchedimeinaa soft caress and
she flinched away.

"You know it's true," he insisted quietly.

'‘Look elsewhere, Michael Hunter," she ordered harstiou've made an
impossible choice.’

'l don't accept the word impossible. Difficult, ydsut if you can accept
Mark’'s company, why not mine?’

'It amuses me to accept Mark's company,' she arsvoaidly.

'Don't play with revenge, Jo. It sours the spifitt's amusement you want,
amuse yourself with me.'

Forcing a mask of indifference over her face, shiaed to him and very
deliberately held his gaze. 'You don't amuse me.’

'I'm glad you feel that," he declared softly. 'filad you can't laugh me off,
because it's no laughing matter to me. | want gapend tomorrow with me
and we'll settle the past once and for all, getittof the way."

‘No!'

The word was a protest, sharp and emotional. His agrrowed on the brief
flicker of vulnerability and he spoke with more eehination.



'Yes, Jo. I'm not going to give up and go away. ¥ad | have much to say
to each other and I'll keep on at you until I'misfegtd that the situation
between us has been resolved, one way or the @&her.me tomorrow. If
by the end of the day we haven't reached an urshelisty, | won't press you
any more.'

'Why should | give you anything? Why should | bede/our word? Tell me
that,’ she demanded hotly, trying to repress thecpahich was creating
havoc in her veins.

'‘Because basically you're a fair person and | watilae pressing you if |
didn't have something to prove. | want your timd gaur company, Jo, but
if | can't persuade you into giving them to me liyd®y the end of tomorrow,
then you're not the woman | think you are. I'll @aw reason to pursue
anything but business with you.’

Her eyes questioned his sincerity His gaze remasteatifast, persuasive in
its intensity. One day. The temptation was strégddenly she wanted to
hear what he had to say. The emotions he aroudest imeeded to be sorted
out. Either her hostility was firmly based or .heSfrowned and looked

away. He was dangerous.

'Well, is it a bargain?’

The soft voice caressed her ears, seducing heritwiteasonable request.
‘All right - one day. But | doubt you can change mind about anything,

Michael Hunter.'

'We'll see.’

She could hear the smile in his voice and againfshe surge of panic.

Mindless panic, she reasoned firmly. He could getloser to her than she
would let him, and she would keep a safe distaretevden herself and

Michael Hunter. It was only one day.

'Do you enjoy sailing?' he asked interestedly.

'l don't know. I've never been.'



‘Then it should be a pleasant experience for yaeill\gb out on the Harbour
for the day. There's nothing like a fresh breezgaar face to make you
clear-headed.'

'Oh, I'll keep a very clear head," she retorted kimgty: A ripple of
apprehension darted through her as she sudderilgectthat a boat on the
Harbour formed a very effective prison. He was enguhat they would be
very alone together. 'Will there be other peopldhos boat?' she asked as
calmly as she could.

‘No. | can handle it myself.'
'I'm not sure sailing is a good idea. | might gek$she said indecisively.

'l won't take you into rough waters. Don't worrg, DIl take very good care
of you. | want you to enjoy yourself.'

She glanced at him warily, but his eyes were glgwivith warmth that
reached out and encompassed her. Her resistanceneliag, and she
stiffened her backbone.

'I don't expect to enjoy myself. | simply want te finished with you," she
insisted defensively.

'Now you're jumping to conclusions,’ he smiled.égean open mind, Jo.
Tomorrow belongs to the future.’

'l thought you wanted to discuss the past.’

‘To begin with, yes, but that's not all | want. &me your address and I'll
pick you up at nine o'clock.’

She gave it to him without argument, almost fatialidly. If Michael Hunter

was so determined he would keep pressuring henenway or another. It
was better to get it settled. She tried to apprailseobjectively as he wrote
her address down. He was a man who had everythihgs dingertips, so
what did he want with her? He glanced up, caughtbegous scrutiny and
raised a quizzical eyebrow.



'Why haven't you married?' she asked bluntly.
'Why haven't you?"'

She shrugged. 'I'm rather wary when it comes tonstdments. I'm also
old-fashioned enough to want a marriage that wast.|

'Precisely my own view. Divorce is too messy.' He Ipis notebook away,
then grinned his satisfaction at her. 'l have dirfgehat we have a lot of
views in common.’

'l wouldn't bet on it," Jo said drily.

"You dance like a maniac, Peg!

Mark's laughing voice came as a welcome distractMithael Hunter's
presence was tempting her on to treacherous ground.

"Your fault, darling. You inspire me,' Peg retortezfore raising her voice in
salute. 'Well, you two, | hope you're not goinght® lounge- lizards all
evening.'

'Each to his own, Peg," Michael Hunter observely ds he rose to his feet
and offered her his chair. 'Sit down and rest yoeary bones for a while.'

'Only if you bring me some champagne.’ She dropptxthe chair and
grinned up at him. 'You do owe me a favour.'

‘Coming right up!
'‘Bring a whole bottle," Mark called after his depay figure. He had been
busy drawing up extra chairs, but now he was etgelaim Jo's attention.

'Sorry | was so long, but Peg wouldn't let up.’

‘Just listen to him!" Peg scoffed. 'He loved evargute of it, and if you say
anything else, Mark, | warn you, I'll take offerened not feed you.'



He threw up his hands in mock dismay. 'I'm warnéall were brilliant! She
was brilliant, wasn't she, Jo?'

"You were both brilliant. I don't know how you dolim hopeless.’

'‘Don't tell me you were watching. Was Mike boringuyto tears on the
subject of work?' Peg remarked sceptically.

‘No. He didn't even mention it.'

'‘Come off it, Peg," Mark put in derisively "You kmaamned well Mike can
be just as civilised as anyone when he puts hisl tairt.’

'Civilised! Let me tell you, Mark Hunter, none o$ is civilised when it
comes to getting what we want. Mike is a prime epl@nof that, wouldn't
you say, Jo?'

‘Lay off, Peg. This is only the second time theyivet,’ said Mark with a
mild show of irritation.

'Is that so? And when was the first?"

'At a business meeting, the same as me. Isn'titaf Jo?"

She hesitated, not wanting to lie, but even maretant to feed Peg's avid
interest. 'Not quite. We met very briefly beforeit lve weren't properly
introduced.’

Mike was approaching with a bottle of champagneahdndful of glasses.
The diversion was timely. There was something mgglabout Peg's

guestions.

'Here you are,' he said with a flourish, handirauad the glasses and filling
them.

'Mmm! Just what | need,’ Peg purred appreciativéhen did you first
meet Jo, Mike?'



There was only the minutest hesitation before lghexl with apparent
exasperation. 'Peg! You're an endearing lady, amihg hostess and an
inveterate gossip. | refuse to answer your questrothe grounds that...'

"It will incriminate you,' Peg finished smugly.

'‘No, on the grounds that my answer will spoil tihgogment you get from
speculating. The simple truth would ruin your night

Mark burst out laughing and even Jo had to smilhatcleverness of his
sidestep. They had been a few tense moments for her

'You see," he continued tongue in cheek, 'Mark nlbasnd creating gossip
at all, but | have a passion for privacy which @artdon't respect. * You
scold me for being a reluctant guest, so | comenTou set about doing the
one thing | abhor.' He shook his head at her abdidad into a chair. 'l can
see you don't want me here again.'

'Mike Hunter, you dare to blackmail me!' she stttaeateningly.

'Give over, Peg," Mark grinned at her. 'He's gai far and square. How
many people can boast of getting him to a party@rYmwend Margot will be
ever so grateful to you.'Mike groaned. 'Not Mar§barmon again!'

'‘And you be polite to her too, you cruel, heartlesast. Since you won't let
me gossip, | suppose I'd better see about supperydu all starving?'

'Ravenous!" Mark declared feelingly.

'‘Oh, you'd gobble anything up. Jo, would you mindngy me a hand for ten
minutes?’

'Hey, hold on," Mark protested. 'You haul me offience and | just get my
girl back and you start hauling her off! Have arhe@eg!

'Serves you right for being greedy.’

Jo had risen to her feet and Peg linked her arnpaaionably to hers.



'l think we'll go while we're winning, Jo. You tvean finish the champagne,
consolation for our absence."

Peg hustled her off towards the kitchen, keeping npn-stop flow of trivial
comments. Jo was not sure if she had been rescudtioghaied. She was
grateful for the escape from the Hunter men, bgtsPiech for gossip made
her a formidable companion. Her hostess organisethto buttering slices
of French bread, then began checking various disBefore Jo could
become complacent with the situation, Peg firegloatt- blank range.

'‘Well, | sure had you misplaced! Underneath thatl exterior must lurk a
femme fatale. You've got Mark drooling at the moatid Mike in an
absolute flap! How do you do it?'

‘That's a wild exaggeration,' Jo smiled, and kepbuttering bread.

‘Not a bit of it!' Peg declared with confidence.a usually flirts around
with everyone at parties, but | had a hard timegokegehim dancing while
you were with Mike. He's smitten all right.'

'It's probably because I'm new. It won't last,tejalied carelessly.

'l don't know about that, but I'd like to know hgwu got your hooks into
Mike. He's been palming women off for years. Namany whole life have
| seen him actually run after one.'

'l hardly think one conversation constitutes rugrafter me.'

'‘Ah, but it's what led up to the conversation thad intriguing,’ Peg
announced with gleeful triumph.

'I'm afraid you've lost me," Jo told her.

'l don't think so," Peg retorted archly. "You wérexpecting to see him,
were you?'

‘No.'



'‘And he wasn't expecting you to be with Mark.'
'l wouldn't think so," Jo answered more cautiously.
'‘And he didn't like it one bit, did he?'

A warning tingled up Jo's spine. 'l don't know wlyau mean,' she said
offhandedly.

'Well, if you were trying to make him jealous, yoertainly succeeded. He
reacted so fast | wouldn't have believed it if 8ha seen it. Mike Hunter
running after a woman!" Peg shook her head in ameaae 'When | think of
how many traps poor Margot has set for him, nanenmtion all the other
hopefuls trying their hand, and you walk in as aa®h cucumber and scoop
the pool.’

'Look," Jo broke in impatiently, 'you're making sething out of nothing.'

'Uh-uh," Peg denied knowingly. 'There's somethinghg on all right. |
telephoned Mike when he didn't look like turning wgmight. He offered
belated apologies, but | was annoyed with him éting me down. | told
him that if Mark could turn up with a ravishing bette from work, | didn't
see why he couldn't make the effort. The silenemfhis end was positively
electric. Then he asked for your name, and agairetivas an awful silence.
You could feel the tension right along the lineemhe said he would come.
Now, if that isn't drawing power, | don't know whak

She waited expectantly for Jo to respond, but wsapgointed. The only
visible reaction to her words was the sudden ssinof the knife in Jo's
hand. She had stopped buttering.

All arranged. All very neatly arranged. Any revergftectively diverted, Jo

reasoned, her sanity completely restored. It wagslear now, now that she
was removed from the emotional confusion that Mikenter stirred. His

words and actions all had one purpose. Separattakhaish from Mark.

Avert any possible problem.

'‘Well?' Peg prompted.



'Well what?' Jo said tightly.

"You can't tell me all that single-minded purposesvior nothing,' Peg said
insistently.

'Oh, it wasn't for nothing," Jo retorted with heaxgny. 'lt just achieved
nothing, that's all.'

'‘Are you crazy or something?' Peg squeaked inrftish. 'You mean he
rushed over here, angled to get you away from Mamkl, you knocked him
back?'

"You've got it all wrong, Peg. Michael Hunter doesmant me. And |
certainly don't want him," Jo stated grimly.

Peg looked at her with incredulous eyes. 'Are yadPMNot want that
gorgeous hunk of man? .

What more could you want? Don't tell me you préfiark.’

Jo gave a derisive laugh. 'No, | don't want hinmezit My only form of
madness was to get involved with the Hunters dgciadhould have known
better.' She sighed. "You've got hold of a redihgriPeg. It leads nowhere.
Please excuse me.'

Fool, fool fool! The word pounded on Jo's brairshe made her escape to
the powder room. Hadn't Michael shown her thatvisisd could not be
trusted? She knew that. She knew that, and yettathdéistened to him.

Vanity, she thought derisively as she eyed hensétfe mirror. She touched
up her make-up, adding a bit of much-needed coldehad only wanted to
distract her from pursuing any revenge until Markswsafely back in
Melbourne. 'Let me amuse you,' he had said quigalgpShe had only been
deluding herself about attracting him. Michael Hunonly saw her as
trouble and he had set out to defuse that trouble.

The cynical play on her emotions made her seethe.v®uld rejoin the
party, seek him out and throw his sailing invitatizack in his face. Then



she would ask Mark to take her home. Heartsickvaeary, all she wanted
now was to be finished with the Hunters. Businegghtpreclude that for a
while, but in any personal sense, they were anaherher.



CHAPTER SEVEN

'AT last!" Mark pounced on her. 'I've been fendinggwee away from our
table. They can eat standing up - we're goingttim giomfort and enjoy our
food in a civilised manner. I've got it all set'up.

He hurried her over to a small table which was émhd/ith a variety of

delicacies. Most of the guests were milling aroarsbimptuous buffet, but
Mark was intent on getting Jo alone. The arrangémsgted her for the time
being. The table gave her a handy vantage pointatch out for Michael

Hunter.

He was easily spotted. He did not move around miebple gravitated to
him, especially women. Despite her frequent glaatdésm, never once did
she catch his eye on her. If Jo had needed prabhik interest was bogus,
this was conclusive. He obviously thought he hadea®d his aim and did
not bother reinforcing the fact.

'‘Jo?' The impatient note in Mark's voice warnedthat she had been caught
wanting, but he followed her line of vision and aeghuckling. 'Just look at
the boredom on Mike's face will you? Margot Sharnsofighting a losing
battle.’

It was quite true, but Jo was not amused. She erasulating a plan which
would wipe that look of boredom off his face.

Time dragged. It was increasingly difficult to miim any show of interest
in Mark's conversation. Everything about him iret her, and her nerves
were already rubbed raw. Her attention kept dgftom Michael Hunter.

Then suddenly he was gone. Without so much as a imaheir direction he
was gone. Jo burned with frustration. Now she vaasd with an unpleasant
scene in the morning, but at least this charade M#rk could be ended -
right now.

'I'm rather tired, Mark," she said abruptly, cugtinto his monologue. 'Do
you think we could go?"



'Of course,' he smiled, and Jo winced inwardlyhat¢agerness in his eyes.
She wished fervently that she had not come toptity.

They went about their leave-taking with a minimuhiuss. Peg McAlister
looked oddly at her, but Jo assured her hostesssieahad enjoyed her
hospitality. It was a blessed relief to step oub ithe cooler night air and
know she was going home.

The drive home seemed mercifully short. Mark seease@reoccupied as
she, not attempting any conversation. He escoded der apartment and *
waited while she unlocked the front door. She krewexpected to be
invited in, but she had no intention of letting thveening drag on any further.
Enough was enough. She did not want revenge, dhievanted to be rid of
him. With a stiff little smile, she turned backhon and offered her hand.

'‘Goodnight, Mark. Thank you for a pleasant evening.

'‘Goodnight?' He glanced at her hand and then lmabkrtface as if it had to
be a joke.

'Yes, goodnight,’ she repeated firmly, pushingdber open and stepping
inside.

'‘Now, hold on a minute, Jo! That's a bit abrupgrefor you. What's this
supposed to mean in your book of rules?'

She looked at him wearily. 'Mark, I'm tired, vemgtl. | don't want to argue
with you. | simply want to close this door and gdoed . . . alone,’ she added
meaningfully. '"Now will you please say goodnightiayo.’

'No, dammit! Just give me a minute, for God's sake!

He pushed his way in and shut the door firmly belimm. Jo had stepped
back, but now she stood her ground and glaredratrésentfully. 'l did not

invite you in,' she said icily. 'There's no poimtan unpleasant scene. Please
go, and don't bother me again, Mark.'



He spread his hands in exasperation, his eyes slyddeading with her.
'‘Look, what do you think | am - a two-bit Casanosathat it?"

‘That's about it,’ she confirmed, too fed up whk Hunters to mince her
words.

'Why?' He shook his head in puzzlement. 'l havearte on strong. Not a
word out of place. What have | done wrong?'

Jo heaved an impatient sigh. 'Mark, you've pestaredall week without
getting any encouragement for your attentions. #sked me to give this
party a try and | have. Now, that's it. No moreo@uaight and goodbye.’

Jo knew she had gone beyond what was acceptal@dev&hnot being at all
civil, but this was her home, not an office, andriBlunter deserved no
sensitivity from her either.

‘Then why the hell did you accept? You'd already sa often enough. Why
did you give me any hope?' he demanded angrily.

'Hope!" Jo repeated contemptuously. 'There wasrrave hope for you,
Mark Hunter. | accepted your invitation simply tetgou off my back. You
were sticking like a leech.’

His hand snaked out and grabbed her arm, pullingdiinst him before she
could react. He held her with cruel strength, szsely she could hardly
breathe.

'Like a leech, eh?' he mocked savagely. 'So, tomigls all one goddamned
tease! | never had a chance.' His eyes glitter@hdad her and he made a
harsh, derisive sound. 'Mike always told me | wastten judge of women,
but I thought you were different, Jo. In a clasy@dir own, | thought. Not
like my bitch of a wife...'

'‘Let me go!' Jo demanded angrily, furious with lainad herself for letting the
situation get out of hand.



But he held her more forcibly so that he couldeashand to her throat.
With insulting deliberation he trailed light fingedown the V-neckline of

her dress and brushed across the revealing swietkakts. Before Jo could
say another word he swooped, grinding his moutkarably against hers in

a punishing intimacy which could not be called sskiShe tried to twist her
head away, but he held her neck in a vicelike gsipe gritted her teeth to
frustrate his savage onslaught and managed tafraem, then she whipped
it up and hit him with all her strength. The resding crack on his face

produced the desired effect. He reeled away from s hand moving

instinctively to cover the smarting ear and eye.

'Get out! Get out!" Jo screeched at him, her dmegving in rage. 'l hate you,
do you hear? | loathe your touch. | can't bearryear me. Get out!

'I'm going," Mark snarled. 'The feeling's mutual.’

He wrenched the door open and slammed it behind barstood there,
quivering with the force of her revulsion. Tearghgased in her eyes and
began a slow trickle down her cheeks. All the tadsemotions of the night
formed a painful knot in her stomach and she heddedily for her
bedroom, needing to lie down and lick her woundse Sutomatically slid
off her clothes, throwing them carelessly on a chat even bothering to
drag on a nightie before climbing between the shased burying her head in
a pillow.

She should have walked out of Michael Hunter'sceffiast Monday and
never looked back. Pride had made her stay andlaoe pride and a fierce
determination to prove they could not hurt her amyre. But they could.
And they had.

Mark Hunter would keep away now. That at least hadn achieved, Jo
thought bitterly. Tomorrow morning she would get of Michael Hunter.

Thoroughly miserable in spite of her resolutions,slowly drifted into
sleep, but even her sleep brought torment. Nighsinadreams made her
restless, elusive shadows teasing at her minthealhore harrowing for not
being clear-cut.



She awoke, gasping for breath and flailing her aifrhe restless tossing had
twisted the bed-sheet around her body, hot andrdagf Having untangled
herself, she staggered off to the bathroom. Theomiold her she was a
mess, her face streaked with make-up, her hdihstil pinned up. Tiredly
she creamed her face and rinsed it in cold water.Hdad was aching. She
removed the rest of her hairpins, cursing hersaifdrinking too much
champagne during the latter half of the party.dt Inelped wash Mark's
company down, but she regretted it now.

She downed two aspirins and stumbled back to bédusted and resentful
that her sleep had been broken. Thoughts of Matkviike Hunter jumbled
around in her mind until she slept again.

This time Michael Hunter was standing on a boat.vi#es smiling and

beckoning to her to step aboard. She was aboakéthat step when Mark
appeared at his cousin's shoulder, a triumphant deehis face. She
hesitated and they both urged her to come. Suddkeig was a squeal of
brakes, a scream. Jo turned to see Carol's brob@y ¢n the road and a
terrible buzzing filled her head. She put her haoee her ears to stop it,
rolling her head from side to side. She heard l&revcrying, '‘No, no, no!’

and forced herself awake.

The doorbell was buzzing insistently. Jo felt coatgly disoriented, unable
to think or act. Her eyes focussed on the clocigh€&fifty-five. Memory
jolted her upright. Michael Hunter was at the d@&@ijre swung her legs to the
floor and sat for a moment, her head in her hafls.ringing stopped and
then started again. Michael Hunter was not goingptoveniently drift away.
Jo dragged herself up and slid her arms into awcdtbusecoat, then ran a
brush through her tangled hair, tossed the longsé® back over her
shoulders and fastened the wrap-around tie of besdtoat. She gave
herself a defiant look in the mirror, lifted helircland marched out to answer
the door, determined to send Michael Hunter orwaig.

'l was beginning to wonder if | had the right apsht number.’
The casual greeting was attended by a smile, bgtaled stonily back,

unmoved by the handsome figure he cut in his whéas and navy T-shirt.
He was a perfect advertisement for the great ousd@prime example of



sun-bronzed virility, but she stubbornly clung &r hesolve to have no part
of him.

'l overslept,' she said bluntly. 'In fact you jusike me up.’

'I'm sorry. Can | get you some breakfast while getiready?' he offered in a
friendly manner.

'‘No.'

The negative whipped loudly off her tongue and ayvedertness replaced
the warmth in his eyes.

Not breakfast or anything else, Mr Hunter,' Jo sady distinctly. 'I've
changed my mind. I'm sorry you've been inconveradriy coming here to
pick me up, but it will only be wasting your time andwito even continue
this conversation.’

His face was stripped of good humour, his voicellgadmplacable. 'Not my
time, Jo, and I'll encroach on yours long enougfhthits change of mind to
be discussed. Last night you agreed ...'

‘Last night | made an error of judgement. If youdiiga left the party so
abruptly I would have told you so then. Now, | gmkgise ...

'What error?"

Her eyes flashed with impatience. 'Mr Hunter, Idaothing more to say to
you.'

Jo began to close the door, but for the second itntbe space of a few
hours, she was brushed aside as the man pushedhisto her apartment.
It was too much for Jo. She slammed the door shdttarned on him
furiously, her blood fuming.

‘Just who do you think you are, forcing your watpimy home?’



He seemed to tower over her, an imposing presehahwulsed with hard
purpose, yet his voice was deceptively soft wheaguoke.

'It's not good manners to shut the door in a pesdane, Jo, particularly in
the face of a person who has every right to exaqudlite reception. Now,
you made a bargain with me last night, and | wgm'tintil you give me your
explanation for reneging on that bargain. I've beensince dawn this
morning, working on the boat to have it ready imdito give you the
pleasure of going sailing, and you haven't evenedme the courtesy of
being dressed in time for our appointment.’

A stab of guilt accompanied the hot flush whichrsbed her cheeks. Her
hands moved instinctively to finger the edges offfmisecoat, ensuring that
she was decently covered. | didn't invite youshg defended hotly.

'l know," he nodded, his expression remaining irapas 'l invited you out,
and I'm waiting to hear why you've changed yourdrso capriciously. |
thought you were a woman of your word, Jo, a womlan prided herselbn
her integrity.’

"How dare you throvintegrityin my face!' she snapped. 'Don't you think I'm
awake to your little game, Michael Hunter? Let raé you, you've slipped
up in your role as the puppetmaster. You don't lmagen a string.'

He frowned, apparently puzzled by her assertiomatgame?' he asked.
'Oh, stop pretending!" Jo demanded scornfully.

"Your contempt for people sickens me! You pretemg ¢hing and do
another.’

''ve never seen any merit in pretending anythirggn't recall one instance
of having done what you claim. Would you pleasegkinén me?'

Jo's lip curled in derision. "You hypocrite! Whytber bluffing it out? Don't
you like having your game spoiled? Does it hurtryego that you can't fool
this particular woman when all other women grovelaur feet begging to
be noticed?"



"You're evading the question,' Michael said tightly

She noted that his pose had lost its indolencé hesbody had tensed along
with his voice.

'Did you think Peg McAlister would keep her moutiu#?’ she tossed at
him. 'Why, she couldn't wait to pour it all outMagou hurried over and very
single-mindedly separated me from Mark. She hagldghaint idea that you
were passionately interested in me, but of coufse didn't know the

background, couldn't possibly guess at the dewjanse you were playing!

His very stillness had a threatening quality. 'S@tvdo you think, Jo?' he
asked quietly.

'l think you're a clever manipulator, Michael Hunt¥ou even had me
fooled for a while, but the experience only confihwhat | knew all along.
Nothing you say can be trusted.’

'l see. And that's what you think of me.’
'Yes, that's what | think of you,' she repeatedemptuously.

"You couldn't be more wrong - but then you donitehenuch perception of
people, do you, Jo? You didn't even know your oistes' He straightened
up and his eyes were bleak with disillusionmenbuid make an error of
judgement last night, but not the one you imaginediould have been a
simple matter to warn Mark off you if I'd thoughniecessary. But | made a
worse error.'

He sighed and walked slowly over to where she stpmd inside the door.
He raised one hand and lightly brushed her cheek mocking kind of
salute and farewell. She flinched and he gave lsaddy wry smile.

'l thought that underneath the veneer of sophisbicayou hadn't changed,
but you have. | thought | could reach the girl termet, but she's become
hard and cynical and twisted beyond recognitiaioni't want to spend the
day with the present Jo Standish. Please forgivéom&asting your time.’



He nodded politely and reached past her for thekthad. Jo felt ravaged by
his words, torn in too many ways to put her thoaghgether. Her empty
stomach battled with sudden nausea and her hdwet acith the weight of
tormenting doubts. Michael had already opened tloe @hen she turned to
him, compelled by a blind sense of urgency.

'Wait!'

He had paused before she spoke. His hand was ingafciMark's watch,
still lying on the table. He picked it up, almostslow motion, staring at it
for a long moment, then he turned, his eyes slitdhmgugh her housecoat
and examining her as if she was so much unwholesoga. His mouth
curled in distaste and his voice cut like a scalpel

'l was wrong about a lot of things, wasn't 1? #dturn this to Mark. He
should be told the truth about the woman he'srggttivolved with.'

The blood drained from Jo's face as the full impédidtis words hit her. She
tried to speak, but the door was already closirigriaehim and she watched
it click shut with a dull sense of resignation. Wigl it matter what he
thought? she asked herself stubbornly. He was game,there was no
reason for her to feel so bereft, so cut by higiopi of her. It did not matter.

She wandered disconsolately into the kitchen dtetlfthe percolater. She
needed a cup of coffee, something to settle henath, to take away the
sick, hollow feeling. Nothing had gone the way bhd expected, but at least
she had her wish. Her personal life was free ofHhaters. Neither man
would bother her again, but she had not come oeitbér encounter with
any credit. Surely that was why she was feeling@®rable.

She had been a bitch to Mark. Whatever his shoitagsrof character she
had demeaned herself by leading him on. And MicHdatl he really been
sincere? She remembered the warm glow in his eybg aaid, '"You're the
woman of my choice.' She was not his choice anyermder pride had fixed
that, her pride and Mark's watch. She ground hathta frustration. How
could he have thought she would take Mark as arfolidne way he had
looked at her made her skin crawl even now.



Her eyes blurred with tears and her heart heldnaefess ache. If only she
had believed him! If only... She pulled herself shpcked at the way she
was thinking. Hard and cynical and twisted, he balled her, and if that
was true, then it was Michael Hunter who had maatdhmat way, he and his
cousin. She was well rid of them. Well rid of theghe kept repeating
determinedly.



CHAPTEREIGHT

'DiD you remember to bring your lunch with you, Missu&tish?' Neville
McKay greeted her, holding up a pack of cards @srander.

'Yes, of course,' she smiled, relieved to be badke ordinary atmosphere
of work. The weekend had been shadowed by too meatital agonising.
She glanced across at lan Cornish, who was redgl@nih embarrassment.
Have you played much Bridge, Mr Cornish?'

‘A few years," he mumbled.

'What bidding system do you use?"'

'Precision mostly, but | can play others.’

She nodded. 'Precision suits me. We'll give Mr Mgldad Mr Barrington a
run for their money.’

They hooted in confident derision, but there wamde of quiet pleasure on
lan Cornish's face. Knowing how accurate he treelde in his work, Jo felt
sure that his card game would be equally accusdie looked forward to the
lunchtime duel between the two partnerships.

Elsit came bustling in at the morning tea break.

'‘Ave a good weekend, luv?' she asked with her ocuestyp cheerfulness.

'Not really,” Jo replied with a telling grimace.

Elsie gave a deflated sigh as she put Jo's cuph@rdésk. 'Seems as if
everyone's got Monday mornin' blues. Not a smilgndrere!”

Jo smiled an apology. 'l guess | am a bit mopey/riorning.'

'Well, at least yer not as glum as them upstaies. Would've thought Mr
Michael an' Mr Mark were attendin' a funeral, tHaces were so long.’



Probably Carol's funeral, Jo thought bitterly. Maeh Hunter would not
have held anything back from Mark. She wonderedtWtaak had told him.
It did not matter, she repeated stubbornly, andgded off the speculation.
‘They probably have a business problem,’ she resdar&sually to Elsie.

‘That'd be right, with Mr Michael goin' off to Bbhane,' Elsie nodded with
ready agreement. 'Yer'll 'ave to be watchin' Mr Mate'll be throwin' 'is
weight around.’

Jo gave her a thin smile. 'l doubt that I'll neeavatch him.’
'Put 'im in 'is place, did yer?' Elsie asked wihsh.
'I'm sure he's lost interest.’

'‘Don't bet on it, Miss Jo. 'E likes 'is own wayasvElsie's warning as she
waddled out.

But Mark did not come anywhere near Jo. She dicemen see him from a
distance. The lunchtime card game became a regalame and the
competition was keen between the two partnershipsmality quickly
disappeared as Jo became more familiar with thgranomers, and she
enjoyed their easy friendship.

On Friday afternoon Bob Anderson dropped into liecefor a review of
the week's work. Jo was glad for an excuse to Hestwhole body seemed
to be aching, and she could not think why.

It was not as if she had done any strenuous estegci She sat back
listlessly as Bob settled himself.

"You look a bit washed out, Jo. Tough week?'

'No, it went well, actually. Everything's on schesd just feel rotten. Must
be coming down with something.’

'Don't get sick, for God's sake," he said unsynggatally. 'l can't carry your
load. I've got enough on my plate getting my owmmp to scratch.'



'l won't get sick. I'm a big, healthy girl,’ shesaed him with a weak grin.

'So I've noticed,' he retorted dryly. 'l see youwee a card game going with
your programmers.'

'Not me. | was invited.'

'‘Well, remember me if you're short a player,' lghsd. I'd enjoy the odd
game now and then. A bit of relaxation between leasis what | need.
Haven't seen much of Mark Hunter this week. Whaualyou?'

'Hasn't been near me.'

Bob gave her a curious look and then shrugged.l,\Wel don't have to
worry about him any more anyway. He's off home. Nalout next week ...’
He outlined various problems and they discusseuh hedetail.

It was four-thirty by the time he left, and Jo dksd to leave work early. She
did not feel at all well. She was just reachinglier handbag when a light
tap came to her door and Mark Hunter entered quickigrim set to his
too-handsome face. Jo tensed.

'Is there anything | can do for you, Mr Hunter?é sisked in a coldly
businesslike tone.

'‘May | sit down?' he asked on a slightly hesitasten

Jo waved to the office chair. Even when he sapbs&ure was oddly stiff
and his eyes did not quite meet hers.

‘I'm flying home tonight," he began hurriedly. dubt that I'll be up here
again before you leave us.' He rubbed at his handsvhen he raised his
gaze again he looked directly at her. 'l want tolagise for my behaviour
the other night.’

‘There's no need,’ Jo said abruptly, discomfitethbyconcern in his eyes.



He winced and raked fingers through his curly h&ihen | think of how

you must have felt last week when | ... | am sadny, You must have found
me very offensive. If Mike had told me!" He shoak head. 'l didn't know
about your sister's death or how it happened.’

'Please,’ Jo broke in harshly, 'l don't want teuss it. We really don't have
anything to say to each other except goodbye. h wis'd never said hello,’
she added dispiritedly.

He nodded and stood up but was reluctant to gevér meant to hurt Carol,
you know.'

'l know,"' Jo sighed. 'To you she was just anotlveidno gave freely of her
favours. I'm sure your persuasion was masterly.dége, Mark.'

'l don't expect you to believe me, but there was@ed of persuasion, Jo. |
didn't seduce Carol. She...'

'‘Goodbye, Mark.' Jo bit the words out, her eyesritaa warning.

He made a hopeless little gesture. 'There's nondeféor me when she's
dead, is there? Goodbye, Jo.'

She watched him go, then buried her face in hedfiaMark's visit had
made her feel worse. She had to get home. Heifédigske jelly when she
stood up, but she forced them to work. Attacksintidess made the trip
home a nightmare, but she made it.

Having swallowed some aspirin she crawled into leghing to sleep off
her ailment. Severe cramps wakened her in the migidihe night, and she
just made it to the bathroom before retching vitlerder skin was clammy
with fever and the convulsive shivering would ntois She took some more
aspirin and staggered back to bed.

By morning pain accompanied any movement. If shegltto get up she
immediately felt faint, her body shaking unconwbly and her head
whirling in dark circles. Jo could not remember ret@ving felt so ill.



Supporting herself against walls and furniture, sheched into the
living-room and telephoned her doctor.

He listened to her symptoms, assured her that ldveall and suggested it
was probably the virus which was commonly attaclarigt of his patients.
Jo unlocked her front door ready for him and maeleway back to bed in
fits and starts, the now familiar giddiness maklimg journey hazardous.

Time dragged on and she was dozing fitfully whes dloctor arrived. He
quickly confirmed his diagnosis, told her to stayed for at least three days
and gave her some capsules which would allevigesymptoms. He was
about to leave when the doorbell rang.

'‘Ah, good! You've got someone coming in to looleaftou.'

'No - I don't know who,' Jo said weakly. 'Pleasedstnem away.'

'Pity!" he nodded. 'You could do with someone h8t#, just don't try to do
too much too soon. You're sick and the illness witl its course. Stay in
bed. Okay?'

'Yes. Thank you, Doctor.’

The doorbell rang again. Probably someone collgctor an appeal or
charity, Jo thought as she heard the doctor opendtor. The buzzing
stopped abruptly and there was a low murmur ofasidhe door shut and
Jo closed her eyes. If she lay very still the pe@s not so bad.

‘Jo?'

She could not focus immediately. Dots danced intfod her eyes, but there
was no mistaking that powerful physique, nor thepdimbre of the voice.

'Mind if | come in?'

'What... what are you doing here?' she forcedimdly. She could not cope
with Michael Hunter today.



He ignored her question, picked up the chair fragarrer dressing-table
and drew it up to her, bedside. 'l met the doctdha door and he told me
how ill you are. What can | do for you?'

'Please ... go away. | can't.. . can't. . . ." Shallowed convulsively to
moisten her dry throat, but the effort requiredigiht Michael Hunter was
too much for her weakened state. Tears filled ly@seand in automatic
defence she turned her head away from him. Pabbestathrough her
temples at the sudden movement and a moan escapégsh Her fingers
clutched agitatedly at the bedclothes in an instiagyrab for protection, but
a large, warm hand covered one of hers and the mmenewas gently
stilled.

You need someone, Jo, and I'm here,' he saidseftrconcern.

'No!" she cried fretfully.

'Don't talk. The doctor said quiet rest. I'll seyd look after you.'

Very slowly, conscious of the threatening pain, tslieed enough to be able
to see him. With her free hand she pushed the daanpaway from her
clammy forehead. Feverish green eyes searcheddiged-handsome face,
finding only a puzzling, careworn expression.

'Why?' she croaked out.

'‘Because | want to," he answered enigmatically.

It made no sense, no sense at all. What was hg tleire, holding her hand
as if he cared for her? Last week he had walked/adespising her. She
frowned and pulled ineffectually at his hold. Hges appealed against the
confusion he was wreaking.

'Why ... why did you come? | thought... last week thought--'

He sighed and leaned forward, tenderly smoothiegattixious lines from
her forehead. His voice was a deep rumble, a haoth of stress creeping



through. 'Don't talk, Jo. Just accept that I'm hed®n't want to cause you
pain.'

‘No - please tell me. | can't accept. How canh@'whispered, an agony of
uncertainty in the hoarse words.

The soft caress was withdrawn. He bent his heaalyyhikds shielding his

eyes from the limpid vulnerability in hers. Theesite was fraught with
tension. Her fingers fluttered nervously and hikllam them tightened as at
last he raised a face which revealed all too gfeaml inward struggle. The
tanned skin looked sallow, stretched tightly ovelemched jawline, and the
blue eyes mirrored the uncertainty in hers.

'l came because | had to find out if | was wrong.'

The words were flat and unemotional, yet there m@a$ack of emotion in
his eyes. Jo stared at him, not quite believingioisls and wanting to refute
what they meant. He could not really care about there had to be some
other motive. But what? Her head throbbed, poundiitty doubts and
suspicions, fighting a losing battle against trekssincerity etched on his
face.

'l can't... let you ... no, don't,’ she whisperdggling to push forward a
defence because he was attacking her in a newrightehing way and she
felt so defenceless. She closed her eyes, shuitintpat blue blaze of need
which had fired an answering need within hersetie Tonflicting emotions

he stirred were creating havoc. Her pulse was ihgpgiratically and she was
too weak to gain any control. Her head was swimnang there was no
strength to fight him. She slipped into unconsamss, instinctively

welcoming the merciful blankness.

It was a heavy, drugged sleep and she came ouslofaly, floating up like
a diver from the depths, pausing as if to gathemgth for the next level.
Near the surface of awareness she lingered a vglibeonsciously resisting
that last stroke to complete wakefulness. Michaattdr's image imprinted
itself on her mind, hazily at first, like part ofdeeam, but some nagging
sense of reality persisted in telling her it was aadream. Then sudden



memory jolted her into alertness. Her eyelids #idlopen and he was there,
sitting at her bedside, his attention fixed on @yazne.

Shock sent waves of dizziness through her head.q8lukly closed her

eyes, willing the nauseous fog to clear. She haditdk. Slowly she pieced

together the earlier scene with him, rememberirsgcbincern, the strange
admission that he had come to find out if he waswgrand his need to know
which had been so intensely conveyed in his eyas$.hB really care so

much, or had that forceful impression only beem\aefed product of her
imagination? But he was here, she reasoned obgcurel

She lifted her heavy lashes a little and studiedihtently. It was so strange
to find him here, in her bedroom, the man she raédciso much, here,
offering to look after her. It gave her an oddft#hg feeling, as if the firm
ground of her hatred was dissolving into quicks&@tte remembered Mark's
apology yesterday. It had been unexpected, sumgrigi his sensitive
understanding of her reactions to him, not like ¢th#ous Mark she had
envisaged at all. Yesterday she had been too disttaby her physical
malaise to give it consideration, but now, if slael Imisjudged Mark, what
of Michael? She felt disturbingly confused.

He glanced up from his magazine and caught heowand scrutiny. 'Have
you been awake long?' he asked softly.

Jo tried to speak, but her mouth was dry and perfélt swollen. Her tongue
licked out trying to moisten them. Michael movediodly to pick up a jug of
water from her bedside table and pour out a glgsafa she struggled to
raise herself.

'‘Wait-I'll help you.'

Then a strong, supporting arm was around her skayltifting her slightly
while pillows were propped behind. He lowered hentty on to them and
passed her the glass of water. Jo sipped slovitindehe water roll around
her hot mouth before swallowing carefully.

'You've slept almost four hours. Should you takeenaf these capsules
now?"'



She nodded and held up two fingers. He tapped thénof the vial and
handed them to her. They were awkward to swallaw,she gulped them
down. Her head was not aching quite so badly nawite rest of her had
not improved.

‘Thanks,' she murmured, handing him back the glass.

'Want to lie down again?"

'‘No."' She held up a hand, ready to fend off hip.Hembarrassing though the
situation was, she had to go to the bathroom. "@/gal ... please . .. find
my housecoat in the wardrobe. | have to get up.'

Although her cotton nightie was not exactly transpg it was thin enough
to reveal too much to Michael Hunter's view. Heuglat the housecoat to
her and held it so that she could easily slip hersanto it.

'l can manage,’ she protested weakly, but he ighioee.

Satisfied that she was decently covered, Jo slidelgs over the side of the
bed and stood up. The effort was a disaster. Steyesivand clutched

frantically at the bedside table for support, kringkthe jug of water over.

'Oh God!" she sobbed, and before she could redmrebalance, Michael
had scooped her up and was cradling her comfortal#lis arms.

‘The bathroom?' he asked gently.

'Yes,' she whispered, tears of frustration gusimtmher eyes.

She was held firmly against his broad chest andethout of the bedroom,
along the hallway and into the bathroom. Then hefally set her on her
feet, even placing her hand on the towel-rail &nporary support.

'Call me when you're ready. I'll wipe up the waied change your sheets.'

‘Thank you,' she said shakily, unable to look upilat, so confused was she
by his very physical help.



She took her time. She felt fresher for the wash fdcund it too much of an

effort to run a comb through her tangled hair. bigpearance did not matter
anyway, she decided despondently. If Michael Humtanted to be here,

then he could just accept her as she was. Detedmioteto be dependent on
him, Jo made a rocky trip back to the bedroom,ifepon the wall to keep

herself upright. Her bed was stripped but for aamcl®&ottom sheet, and
Michael was replacing fresh- looking pillows agaitiee bedhead when she
staggered through the doorway.

'‘Damn!" he muttered, moving quickly to her sidesls tottered towards the
bed.

'l can make it," she said irritably.

'Proud and stubborn,’ he declared just as irritghlyting a supporting arm
around her shoulders. 'At least the bed's readlyfihyers started loosening
the tie-belt of her housecoat.

'No!" she cried, grabbing at it.

'For God's sake! You wouldn't have bothered witifi itwasn't here. Now
you're not going to wear it to bed. Have some selseYou're sick. I'm not
going to attack you, and you'll be uncomfortablé.irAll the time he spoke
he was insistently disrobing her. 'Now, into bed #ih throw the top sheet
over you.'

Jo obeyed because there was no other choice. kwvegspleasant to lay her
flushed cheeks on cool, clean linen. The top stvestspread over her and
straightened, the corners tucked under in a vesfepsional manner.

‘Thank you," she muttered, totally embarrassed now.

He looked down at her, hands on hips in a sligbkigsperated pose. 'Jo, |
have at times nursed three younger sisters, saghmsthing new to me.
You're too damned ill to be stiff-necked about atice help, so just give in
and let me be useful.'



'I'm not used to ... to accepting help,’ she shalf in apology, half in
explanation.

‘That | can believe," he sighed, relaxing ontachi@ir again. ‘Do you ever let
anyone near you, Jo?'

Her eyes flashed resentment. 'l had a sister once.'

He shook his head and sadness deepened the sympaikyeyes. 'l know
you had a sister once, Jo, but you weren't clogel Were two entirely
different people. You might have lived under thensaoof, but you lived
separate lives. Isn't that true?'

She hesitated, reluctant to agree with him evemghat was true. He
plunged on without waiting for an answer.

"You were a serious student and your sister wasialdutterfly. There was
no similarity in personality or character. Your ypmheeting point was the
fact that you were family. I'm right, aren't I?'

'In a way,' she admitted slowly. 'Carol was anaurt, outgoing and very
popular. I was ... | stillam an introvert, | sugpoCarol always used to say |
hid behind books. | hid too well that year. Maybé i

'No," he interrupted purposefully, 'don't startte "if onlys”, Jo. Carol was
leading her own life and she was responsible fosdieand whatever she
did. Every adult person is responsible for the cbsihe or she makes.'
'‘Adult? She was only eighteen!" Jo insisted, gttip to make the point more
vehemently. Her head whirled and she clutchedtatsteady the sickening
circles.

He gave a defeated sigh. 'l hurt you very badlyn'dil, Jo?"

She licked her lips which were suddenly very dwhy do you say that?'
she asked, unwilling to let him know how deeply fioet had gone.

'Only an intense personal hurt produces such detedthatred.’



His statement demanded an answer. It probed thealdd, re-opening the
agony of his betrayal of trust, dragging out theecof pain. 'l was ...
counting on ... your help.'

She was unaware of the terrible vulnerability im &ges as she spoke. The
poignant memory of betrayal was mirrored therescaphim to wince and
draw in a sharp breath.

'Oh God!" he groaned, and covered his eyes witthand. He rubbed tiredly
at the lids before dragging the hand slowly dovwaface, finally dropping it
to his lap. He then raised both hands in a hopelestire of appeal. 'What
can | say to that? How do you wipe away pain?'

His hands slapped down on his thighs and he stp@ohd paced away from
her, clearly too agitated to remain still. Jo steater him, deeply moved by
the anguish he had shown. For her. It had beeniginfpr the pain he had
causecher.The thought was stunning, a revelation which tapperorably
at her repressed feeling for him.

‘Jo, that first night we met. .. when you cameMiark's address.' The words
burst from him as he paused in his stride. Thetuhged to face her, his
whole body taut with urgency '. . . Before evemgthgot twisted up in my

mind ... you were someone with whom | felt a sevfsaccord, someone |

felt...'

His hand lifted and clenched into a fist. His jatg¢d out angrily and his
next words were explosive with pent-up feeling.riait -1 let you go! | not
only let you go, | turned you completely against. mbree years! Three
years, and you walk back into my life with hatrbedstility, bitter rejection .
..and yet . . ..'He paused, his eyes' seardieng, 'Yet | have the same
feeling about you, as if... if only | can reach tpa®se barriers between us,
then ...

He drew in a deep breath and shook his head inlgmaent. 'Then last
Sunday | thought I'd been fooling myself - but, DJ@an't quite believe
you've changed so much. Last Sunday was all wribrigad to be wrong,
because | felt it so strongly at the party whenweee talking, a deep sense
of accord, like an inner recognition of kinshipwias only fleeting because



you guard yourself well, but it was there." His ®y®mirned down at her,
scorching into her soul. 'Tell me I'm right.'

Her lashes flicked down, veiling the response whezpt from her heart.

Her brain dictated caution. She fixed her gaze emfingers which slowly

gathered pleats into the top sheet, measuringneunaterial with deliberate
care. 'Supposing ...' she began and paused, apgredi@bout surrendering
the truth. 'Supposing | said you were right... medl how | could trust such a
feeling?'

For a big man he moved surprisingly fast. The misédter she had spoken
he was back on the bedside chair and her handapdsred in both of his.

‘Jo, | swear to you that I'll never knowingly hydu again. | can't wipe out
the past, but that was Mark and Carol involvingruan affair which wasn't
ours. A chance was lost then, but this is anotihance, and | think it's
possible that we could share something importagetteer. | know it's

asking a great deal for you to push the past abigle Jo, couldn't we start
afresh, just you and me, getting to know each 6Gti@ouldn't we try it and

see where it leads us?'

Jo fought off the surge of emotion which beggedtbesay yes. That was
blind unreason. 'I'm . .. I'm not sure,’ she saiceutainly.

‘Not even for a little while, Jo? To see if you ltblearn to trust me again?'
he pleaded softly.

She wrenched her eyes away from him. Her hearpeasding with a crazy
life of its own, creating havoc in her veins. Shele fast, her breath almost
panting in her agitation. 'The past is too mucht mdrme. You don't
understand. What happened back then ... it chamgdde, shattered it in so
many ways | couldn't begin to tell you. And yoyou're part of it, twisted
into the fabric. It's impossible to extricate thélseeads.'

‘Then we'll work another tapestry on top of thefofting them out.'

The words were soft but intensely determined. &ikdd back at him, an
agony of doubt written on her face. 'You don't knehat you're asking.'



Michael paused and then admitted slowly, ‘No, Ibpidy don't. | don't

know you well enough, Jo. | think you're afraid lefting yourself be

vulnerable, especially to me, but I'm not asking y@let down your guard.
I'm asking for a truce to begin with. If you cart phe hostility aside and just
let us talk openly and honestly to each other, dul¥ give us some
foundation to build on. Does that seem so impos83ibl

'No... | suppose not," she answered hesitantly.

He relaxed and the pressure on her hand easedoked down, as if only
now becoming conscious of having it in his possesdA faint smile curved
his lips as he fondled it gently. 'I'll play safledaask about your health. In
fact, if I'd been thinking along a business linghould have asked how long
you've been ill. For all I know the programming deament might be in
chaos.'

'No," she assured him, a smile tugging at her aps 1 was off colour all
yesterday, but | worked. This bug didn't reallyr# until last night.'

'Well, the doctor says you're not to get up foteast two days, and I'm
telling you you're not to come back to work untiuyre completely better.
Will the men manage on their own, or should | ggheone in?'

Jo frowned, trying to think ahead. 'They'll managké.phone Bob and
Neville McKay.'

'‘McKay?'
'He's very good and a natural leader. He'll cdreyresponsibility.’
‘You're sure?'

She smiled a faintly ironic smile. 'About that, y&svon't be for long, and
Bob will lend a hand if he needs it.'

'Have you always poured yourself into your work?'Jee asked curiously.



'l guess so,' she sighed. 'lIt gives me satisfacaod a certain amount of
confidence in myself. | know I'm good at it, yolese

'Yes, Mark was very impressed with you." He frowrsedl then added
tentatively. 'It didn't occur to me that he wouldgue you in a personal way,
or | would have spoken to him. He was very upsetiwhdid explain the

situation.' He drew in a deep breath and expéllsidwly before continuing.

'‘And | have another apology to make to you. | thdugoh, God knows

what | thought, but it was all wrong. Mark told mvbat happened between
you. He felt wretched about it.’

'So it would seem,' Jo mused. 'He actually apoémbigesterday. | couldn't
quite take it in. My head was aching and it difitt'

'Didn't fit your image of him?* Michael shook higdd. 'He's not the type of
person you've assumed him to be, Jo. In fact, tr@am he married carved
him up into little pieces and he puts on a brashtmegover his insecurity,
particularly with women.’

'l shouldn't have gone out with him," Jo muttered oked away, ashamed
of her motives. 'He made me so mad | thodighteach him a lesson, but I'm
no good at pretending, and | hated the party.thjasted it to end so | could
get away from him.’'

'‘And me,' he prompted gently.

‘Yes,' she admitted with a sigh. 'l didn't wanséz you again. It made me
feel sick to think I'd let myself be fooled.’

'l wasn't fooling, Jo.'

She wrinkled her nose at him. 'You did start offhwiYou look beautiful
tonight”, or some such glib phrase.’

He grinned in reminiscence. 'For which you promptlyk me to task. | was
only speaking the truth.’



'Well, as you can plainly see today, I'm not bdaljtand even though the
tricks | was taught have proved useful...' She gaveshwry look.

'l know it's only cosmetics, not me at all.’

An amused twinkle brightened his eyes. 'But costaainly enhance what
you have, and you're beautiful, Jo. Why should tfuok anyone pitied
you?'

'Oh, come on,' she replied derisively. 'l was aagheg lump of a girl, and
you know it. No one ever asked me for a date waftiér | got myself
remodelled.’

Michael shook his head bemusedly. 'l don't remenyberlike that. You
weren't so slim or elegantly polished as you ame,rtut you had a proud
beauty which was unforgettable.'

‘Then you were the only one who ever thought s$&' scoffed, but the
compliment pleased her enormously.

'Maybe you only lacked confidence in yourself anel temodelling gave it
to you," he suggested.

'Oh, I don't know,' she sighed. 'It did in a wayt Wwhen it comes right down
to it, | intimidate most men - too tall and tooahigent. It's a hell of a
combination!'

'Not for me. | like it.'

She looked at him wonderingly. 'This is crazy! Taéeer must have touched
my brain. Here | am, telling you things I've net@d anybody.’

He smiled encouragement. 'l like that too. Pleaset dtop, unless you feel
tired. Rest when you want to, but I'd enjoy nothirgter than talking to you
all weekend.'

And they did, in between periods of restful sldepas a strangely intimate
weekend. Michael fussed over her, fetching herddtitempting an appetite



with carefully prepared food, helping her to théhbaom, even brushing her
hair. And they talked at great length, each of tigeeedy to learn as much as
possible about the other.

Their conversation roamed over many subjects, imdbommon interests in
their enjoyment of books and music and the thediney discussed their
time at university, Michael revealing that he hadjored in Maths at
Monash University in Melbourne. His family lived Melbourne, and with
his training in statistics, he had first joined Ifagher's market research
company down there. His ambition to run his ownitess had brought him
to Sydney eight years ago. Oddly enough, Elsie Ie@eh his mother's
cleaning lady. She had come to Sydney at the sameetd live with a newly
widowed daughter and Michael had offered her theofdea-lady, knowing
she wanted a bit of independence and was gettiogold for rigorous
cleaning jobs.

Jo made little protest when he insisted on stagheglight. She warned him
he would be uncomfortable, but he slept on thealetly bed in the spare
room and was on hand as soon as she stirred imdneing. By Sunday

night they were completely comfortable in each dsh®mpany, and Jo was
reluctant to see him go. Physically she felt a gdesl better but was still

weak and shaky on her legs.

"'l come around after work tomorrow and cook yoproper meal," Michael
promised her. 'You should feel up to it by then.’

You're spoiling me,' she smiled.

‘That's my pleasure," he grinned, then bent ovdrbmashed her forehead
with a light kiss. 'Now, take good care of yourseitil | get back to you.'

The flush on her face had nothing to do with ilkébkwill,’ she assured him,
and he left her with the warm glow on her face agireg through her body.



CHAPTER NINE

AT eleven o'clock the next morning a large sheaf elfow roses was
delivered to her apartment. The card read, 'To make smile and feel
better. Mike." She needed no prompting to smiles fidses were beautiful
and their scent seemed to fill the apartment.

At four o'clock he telephoned to ask how she wakifiiere was anything

she wanted which he could bring with him. His keahsideration warmed

her heart, and her eyes glowed with happinesstas $ae watched him

lightheartedly prepare a meal in her kitchen. Hgsted on treating her as an
invalid, propping her up with cushions on one & thesterfield lounges

and not letting her lift a finger except to eat ainihk.

The hours flew past, and again Jo was reluctase&ohim go. It was the
same on Tuesday night, but he did allow her to hetlp the meal. She was
almost well again and although she suggested somr® work the next
day, Mike insisted she stay at home and not overtdyerself too soon.

Jo felt restless on Wednesday. Her illness hadembder up inside for too
long and she felt reasonably well. On impulse slemtwout shopping,

deciding she would surprise Mike by having a meappred for him

tonight. The smell of a chicken casserole alertedth her activities as soon
as he arrived. He shook his head at her in reproval

'l thought I told you...."

'‘But I'm better, really | am," she protested quicHh fact | felt a real fraud
staying at home today.'

'Eight hours in an office is more taxing than a felas at home,' he retorted,
'but I'm glad to see you properly on your feee bought tickets for the new
play at the Royal. Do you think you'll feel up tdy Friday night?'

'l surely will." She smiled happily at him. 'Thankdike. You've been
wonderful to me.'



Then slowly and very gently he drew her into himsrFor a long moment
he just held her against him as if savouring tte¢ & her body. His eyes
caressed her face, seeing the soft complianceriexpression. 'lt's very
easy to be wonderful to you, Jo," he murmured.

She knew he was going to kiss her, and wanteddifis mouth descended
on hers and she surrendered her lips willingly. klands crept around his
neck and she pressed closer, eagerly exploringsémsations he was
arousing. The kiss began as a sweet tasting, lewt gr fervour with her
wholehearted response. It was a beautiful kissng, llingering kiss which
stirred her innate sensuality and awakened a dé&sirsore intimacy. It
stopped short of real passion, and she felt Mit@sh on her cheek, a
feather-light touch that made her skin tingle. Sighed and opened her
eyes. He smiled down at her and she knew the gfosatisfaction in his
eyes was mirrored in hers.

''ve wanted to do that for a long time, and it vweasrything | ever wished,’
he said softly.

Jo blushed and looked down, very conscious of akoging pulse. She slid
her hands down to his tie and fiddled with it distedly. 'l wanted it too,’
she whispered huskily, 'but, Mike . . . ." She tag¢sd, not quite sure how to
put her feeling into words.

"You don't want to be rushed," he finished for Wwéh wry tenderness. 'l
understand, Jo. It's still too new for you, istPt i

She nodded, grateful for his understanding.

'l can wait until you're sure.' He tilted her chipwards, giving her a warm
look of reassurance. 'I'm a very patient man whdmdw patience is

worthwhile. Now, perhaps we'd better have this nyealve cooked.’

'Yes,' she agreed quickly.

He laughed. It was a laugh of pure happiness aseél ithe atmosphere for

the evening. There was a deep joy in every wordgasture, and when he
finally took his leave with only a light, teasings&, Jo was almost certain



she was in love with him. It just seemed too indskedthat one could fall in
love on such short acquaintance. Only time coufthdéner feelings more
assuredly, but she went to bed very contented théin relationship.

She went back to work the next morning to find tleaerything had
proceeded smoothly in her absence, even the lumehcerd game. Bob had
partnered lan Cornish, who promptly remarked that Wwas more
comfortable with her as a partner. Bob Andersork to@ many risks. Jo
laughed and promised to be extra cautious in futiter own work
programme was slightly behind, so she concentitzded on getting it up to
date, allowing only a few necessary interruptiaasf the men. Only Elsie
had the temerity to insist that she take it easy.

"Yer need someone to look after yer,' she said kmgiw

'‘Maybe [I'll get someone," Jo grinned.

‘Someone nice and solid like Mr Michael,' Elsietathbroadly.

Jo got the strong impression that Elsie more th@pected an involvement
between them and her next words confirmed it. '©tbmk | can't see, Miss
Jo. That Suzie Trigg's turnin' green about somenplealls Mr Michael's

been makin', so yer better watch out. She's a mastg of work where 'e's
concerned.’

It annoyed Jo to think that Mike's secretary hadeted in on private

conversations. It annoyed her even further whem$lisigg caught up with

her on her way to Wynyard Station that afternoon.

'l see you're quite well again, Miss Standish, sdid sweetly.

'Yes, thank you.’

'Were the yellow roses to your taste?'

Jo faltered in her step, glancing sharply at thagsmile on Susan Trigg's
face.



'l thought yellow would suit you. Mr Hunter nevezngls red ones, you
know,' she continued nonchalantly. ‘Occasionallgpecifies a colour, but
it's never red. | must say he's very generous glwomen - but then they
never last long.'

Jo kept walking, ignoring the sly dig. Not havingan blood, Susan Trigg
tried another thrust.

'He usually finishes them off with white carnatioh's funny, | always think

of white carnations as wedding flowers, but | gubey're used at funerals
too. Anyhow, it's easy to tell when an affair imdeWhite carnations every
time. | cross over here for my bus stop. I'm glad'se feeling better, Miss
Standish. 'Bye now.’

The poisonous little darts had momentarily pricked but Elsie's warning
had echoed in her ear. Susan Trigg was a nastg piework. As for her
assertions, Jo decided to ignore them. She waganog to let Susan Trigg
cast a shadow on her relationship with Mike. It whlisady important to her
and it promised far too much for any casual suitaftect it.

She hugged a smile to herself. Although he wascapting around to her
apartment tonight, having suggested she would reegmbod rest after
returning to work, tomorrow night was an excitimgpgpect to look forward
to. She would enjoy the play in Mike's company #rey would have supper
afterwards and it would all be marvellous.

Her pleasurable anticipation was considerably heigdd by the time she
was dressed and ready for him on Friday night. éles sparkled with

happiness as she surveyed herself in the mirroke Mould not say she
needed rest tonight. He had seen her at her vastsivieekend. Tonight she
had made a special effort to look her best. Her Ihad co-operated fully

with her skilful hands, her make-up was masterlg #re green silk dress
clung lovingly to every curve. When she openeddber to him the look in

Mike's eyes curled her nerve-ends into knots.

He expelled a long breath and gave her a slightjyi@ok. 'Am | allowed to
say you look beautiful tonight?"



'Yes,' she replied laughingly.

‘Then you do indeed look beautiful,” he murmuredwing her into his
arms.

‘Thank you. | wanted you to be proud of me,' sh@ared shyly.

‘Jo, I'd be proud of you in rags, but | apprectae effort,’ he replied, his
eyes gently teasing her.

She wrinkled her nose at him. 'Well, you did see aheny worst last
weekend, and you are taking me out in public.'

Mike raised one eyebrow and muttered darkly, HkHid prefer us to stay at
home. To hell with the tickets!

She linked her hands behind his head and smileat inim. 'Oh, no, you
don't, Mike Hunter!"

"You expect me to share you?'

'l expect you to take me to the theatre as you f@@an I'm sick of the four
walls of my apartment. | need a night out." She® alseded a breathing
space. Mike looked devastatingly handsome in asdse#, and she was
acutely aware of her quickened response to him.

'If we must, we must,' he sighed resignedly, addler out.

The theatre was packed. The play was living upstoritical acclaim. It was
a clever, satirical comedy about political climheaa apt social comment
that was highly entertaining. Jo's pleasure inasweasurably increased by
sharing it with Mike. Occasionally their eyes woutteet in appreciation
over a witty line and always there was the headyntlaof his close contact,
his arm linked with hers, his strong fingers stngkher hand.

During the main interval they strolled out to tlogdr. Mike left her near an
archway while he manoeuvred his way to the bagnitndn buying drinks. Jo
had no doubt he would manage to be served quitklyimposing figure



automatically commanded attention. He glanced lzcker reassuringly
and Jo suddenly felt that nothing else mattereddbée with this man.

Lost in her musing, she was not particularly awadrihe people around her
until becoming slowly conscious that someone wasirg} at her. The

woman was a stunning redhead and she was staytfegiliar. Jo met her

gaze curiously, trying to place where she had gesmwoman before. There
was an air of haughty hostility about her that wazszling. Then Mike was

back at her elbow offering her a glass of champagne

‘Thank you," she smiled up at him, then noddedh@&woman's direction.
'‘Mike, do you know the redhead in the black dréss®em to recognise her,
but...'

'Eva Daniels. You've probably seen her on telemisghe's an actress,' he
explained matter-of-factly.

'Of course! | wonder why she was looking at meoh't know her," Jo
remarked innocently, and was surprised by the suddange of expression
on Mike's face.

An impervious mask seemed to settle on his featumisseyes narrowing
into slits as he muttered, 'You're about to. Stasing over.'

Jo was rudely brushed aside as Eva Daniels ingduedrself next to Mike,
a predatory hand clinging to his sleeve. 'MikeJidgr she purred huskily.
'Fancy seeing you here!’

'Hello, Eva,' he said, coolly disentangling himseitl drawing Jo back to his
side. 'May | introduce Jo Standish - Jo, Eva Datliel

Jo smiled automatically, but Eva barely noddedandirection.

'Why didn't you tell me you wanted to see this plelyke? | could easily
have got you tickets,' she complained prettily.

'l prefer to make my own arrangements, Eva,' hkegpasually. "That way
there are no strings attached. You know | dor& bking pinned down.'



'‘And of course there's always that business ofs/ouerfering, isn't there?"
Jo could not mistake the acid in her voice as Eani®s turned to her.

'‘Are you a business acquaintance of Mike's, Miss@sh? Or is it Mrs?'
'No, on both counts,’ Mike said quite firmly befdieecould open her mouth.

There was a venomous flash from Eva's eyes betoeetiwned on an
ultra-sweet smile. 'l see. | suppose you expectomeake a graceful exit.'

'l wouldn't like to see you lose your style, EMike replied sardonically.

Her smile dropped for a moment, then tilted s\ yes, by all means let's
have some style.' She turned to Jo, malice glintifiger eyes. 'l do hope you
find his bed warmer than | did, my dear. He hasesay\cold habit of
switching off his mind. Tata, darling.'

Mike muttered something under his breath, but Jhea thoughtfully as
Eva Daniels weaved her way through the crowd asajgtieared from sight.
The blunt statement had not really surprised therundercurrents had been
quite plain during the short conversation.

‘Jo!"
There was an anxious note in Mike's voice and simet back to him.

'Didn’t you send her white carnations, Mike?' Isvaacatty thing to say, and
Jo was surprised at the swift stab of jealousyhladtprompted her words.

'‘What?'

His frown was puzzled and Jo concluded that Susgg had been lying in
her teeth. She shrugged, pretending an indifferém¢be situation. "Your
secretary is rather indiscreet. She informed meythia begin an affair with
roses and end it with white carnations.’



‘The bitch!" Anger cut harsh lines on his face gl grip on her arm
tightened. 'You didn't believe her, did you, Jo?'

‘Not really. But your past affairs do seem to bdeotending around me at the
moment,' she answered dryly.

'Pay no attention. Everything that's gone beforgeéevant. Only you and |
matter - you know that, don't you, Jo?"

His eyes burned down at her, demanding confirma&te hesitated, still a
little shaken by the encounter with Eva DanielsefTBhe nodded, accepting
his insistence. The fire in his eyes subtly changeaching out and
scorching her with hungry flames, kindling a damgerflicker in her own
veins. The warning bell jangled out, telling pasda take their seats for the
final act of the play, and the immediate bustleugid Jo down to earth.

'We'd better go in before the lights dim,' she sstgd, and, a little dazed by
her reaction, she started moving forward with tteevd.

The rest of the play was completely lost on Joeyefish excitement was
coursing through her, heating her blood until stas Wwubbling with inner
exhilaration. 'l love him, I love him, | love himlhe words beat over and
over in her brain like a drumroll of anticipatidiihis is the man I've been
waiting for all my life," she thought in delightedonder. She turned her
head, irresistibly drawn to feast her eyes on him.

Almost instantly he returned her gaze, and she tb@weaping glow of

triumph as he read the message of her eyes. Hedsamld her heart turned
over. She looked blindly back at the stage, comscionly of the hand

entwining its fingers with hers, holding on withtelenined possession.

The final curtain came down at last. Jo automaticgbplauded and rose
with the rest of the audience. Mike hurried her, gatving a relentless path
through the crowd. His impatience communicatedifitse her and they
almost ran down the last few steps to the stretsiadei Not even the crisp
night air cooled their blood.



'Home?' Mike demanded more than asked as he tuekegigainst him and
began walking briskly to the car-park.

'‘Aren't you hungry?' she suggested mischievously.
He looked down at her with a deep, compelling hunyes."

Jo said nothing more. Words were stifled by thelvalation that surged
through her. The need for privacy vibrated betwtbem. Mike handed her
into his car, and as he took the driver's seasi¢iged and sent her a look
which expressed everything she felt herself.

'It's not a dream?"
She smiled reassurance. 'Maybe we should pinclelvess'
'l can think of something else I'd rather do, boitmere.’

He started the motor and they drove to her apattimea silence which
carried blissful contentment. Once inside her ivroom, Mike swept her
into his arms, and Jo was caught up in a thundesawe of desire.

All the hunger of years poured into their kiss, iiggv and taking with

breathless abandon. She clung to him, her handsnmosstlessly over his
shoulders, her fingers burying themselves in thigihahickness of his hair,
pressing, wildly encouraging the expression of\ee Ithat was consuming
her. Mike was moulding her soft roundness to thel hength of his body
with demanding pressure. It felt so right, so glasly satisfying, and she
willingly melted against him. When he finally draggbhis mouth away from
hers it was only to trail his lips down the cunfeher throat. She shivered
with delight, mesmerised by the sheer sensualityioofouch.

'Say you're mine, Jo,' he breathed into her ear.

'Yes,' she whispered huskily. 'l love you, Mike.'



'l love you as you've never been loved beforg,darling," he murmured,
gently tilting her face back for his avid inspeatid can hardly believe it.
Tell me it's true - that you're mine.’

'I'm yours,' she repeated, too drugged with lovéhilok of saying anything
else.

A sigh shuddered through him and then he was ngdiker head against his
throat as he rocked her in a fiercely possessiv@a&re. She breathed in the
strong male scent of him, savouring his closendsshand reached up and
removed her hairpins. The chignon tumbled downlaadingers loosened

the long tresses, tugging with impatience. Suddenllaugh of sheer

exultation bubbled up in him, and he lifted hemittis arms and strode
towards the bedroom.

‘Tonight you're mine!'

It was a cry of triumph. Bedclothes were flung asashd Jo was gently laid
on the cool sheet. His lips brushed against hers.

'No barriers, Jo just you and me at last.’

She stared helplessly as he threw off his coatiarathd began removing his
shoes. Things were moving too fast. Fear snakedigfr her, cooling her
senses. She loved Mike, but as yet there had be¢slknof marriage, and
that was what a physical commitment meant to hdr.the long- held
inhibitions formed a protest, but before it could bpoken, Mike was
warming her body with his own, stealing the womdsf her lips, kissing her
until she was reeling from his ardour.

Slowly and with all the smooth skill of experiente began to remove her
clothes, caressing her nakedness as it was revedtedhivered, torn
between the need to stop him and the wanton desilet this madness
continue.

‘Mike!"



She moaned the name as his mouth freed hers, &yt #nought winged out
of her mind as his lips travelled downwards, roayroner the swell of her
breasts, his tongue tasting the changing textuneiogkin as it explored the
exposed peaks. Wave after wave of sensuality spitsathtoxicating
sweetness through her body.

Seemingly of their own volition her hands moveceiplore, to touch, to

know intimately. She pushed his shirt aside aniderto the feel of his skin

against hers, the hair-roughened chest softly |wigk The last of her

clothes were discarded without any thought of @tdi®m her. She was too
drugged with desire. She wanted Mike to possestotedly, be his for ever

and ever.

'I've wanted you so much. You'll never know," herrmured lovingly as he
moved to strip off his own clothes.

Jo felt she was floating, strangely bereft withleigttouch. Then he lowered
himself over her and she welcomed him back withtesfed sigh. His lips
moved across her forehead and softly closed hdidsye

‘Those eyes have looked at me in my dreams, alwhgfienging me.
You've obsessed my mind, Jo, and now at lastués'tHe pressed his cheek
against hers, rubbing skin against skin in a weisihkind of contact which
was intensely moving. This time you won't go aw#gu're mine for as
long as | want you.'

Even as his lips took hers in a final claim of ovamgp, those last words
began working on her brain like corrosive acidr &long as | want you,' a
time-span built on his need, a need which miglguekly sated by a man of
so much experience. A ripple of panic wavered uagdy, then swelled as
other words joined in force to build its momentiant, not love. 'I'll love
you as you've never been loved before." He had imeaemaking, a
physical act which had nothing to do with committnéie wanted her, that
was all. An obsession to have what had seemed #ilpgesa challenge
taken up and won.

'‘No!" she moaned. Horror at the closeness of heesder sparked a violent
reaction. 'No, no, no!" she screamed, threshindlyib escape from him.



‘Jo, stop it!" he breathed raggedly. His greatagkdrustrated her efforts,
but she fought him, her mouth grimly set and heisdyegging frantically for
freedom. 'What's wrong? What's wrong?' he repeaisdjoice rough with
urgency.

‘Let me go!" she panted.

His voice softened into persuasion. 'Jo, thisagyrYou don't mean it. Let
me love you as you want me to.'

'‘No - I won't let you!" she cried, desperation nmakiher voice shrill.
'‘But you belong to me. We belong together. You kilo&t - you said so.'

It was a cry from the soul, but Jo's ears weredwrisewhere. Snatches of
words were screeching through her mind, all thenwar signals she had
ignored. Peg, Mark, Eva, even Susan Trigg, theydliald her in various
ways that Mike never belonged to any woman for Iofigen like a dark
shadow settling on her heart came the deeply etameaiory of Carol,
sobbing out her desperation when Mark had finiskigia her.

'‘No - never!" she groaned in despair. 'I'll nevaohg to you that way.'
'Why? For God's sake, why?'

Jo did not see the plea in his eyes. Her own wlerddd by memory. 'You're
just like Mark. But I'm not Carol and | never wlilé - not me. I'll never give
in to you, Mike Hunter."'

'‘No!" It was a harshly indrawn breath and he shuskead. 'No, | won't let
you do this, Jo. You're mine.’

Then his mouth plundered hers with a savageryrddiced her physical
resistance to a limp rag. She called on her |asrve of strength, reaching
back for the hatred she had once felt for him. Bited his head up and
almost spat at him in her desperation.



‘Taking's all you know, isn't it? The Hunter tradeii Taking what you
want and leaving the rest to die. Remember myrsisté&e Hunter, and
remember my hatred. Now let me go!'

Mike flung himself aside and lay there, one armezong his face.
'Is there such a fine line between love and hatteslasked hoarsely.

She did not answer, frightened of revealing thentit jumbling around in
her mind, the warring emotions which were teariagdpatrt.

His fingers dug remorselessly into her flesh.Hire, Jo?'

Stung into retaliation, she replied wildly, "Youdagour cousin have no
conception of love! The only word you know is waartd the Hunters have
taken enough from the Standish family. You wonttrge too!

He released her and rolled away. 'So it all conaek ko that," he muttered in
disgust. Then his voice sharpened with harsh ations&Did you plan this

all along, Jo? To make me believe and then plungjes knife? A hurt for a

hurt?'

The blood drained from her face as the implicatidrhis words sliced
through to her heart. He thought she had deliblgrééed him up to this
sordid rejection as a revenge for the past. Therhitony of the situation
held her speechless. Then she realised it was lpisobafer to let him keep
believing it. If she corrected him he might resumseefforts to persuade her
into being his mistress, and she was still too &tdble to risk that.

With a weary sigh he reached for his clothes amghbéo dress, taking her
silence as confirmation. 'lt was a dangerous ganpéaly, Jo,' he commented
dully. 'A man can get ugly under that kind of straFunny -1 never once
considered it, that the hatred would win. All | tshsee was you.'

He shuddered and stood up, and Jo looked awayleuttabear the sight of
his strong, virile body. The memory of their intiayashamed her. She beard
him walk towards the door and sighed with reliegnting only to be left
alone to nurse her wounded heart. The light flickedstartling her with its



brightness. Mike turned towards her and she shibaigk instinctively. He
had not bothered to do up his shirt and his coatianwere slung carelessly
over one shoulder. Grey, wintry eyes swept overi@rmissing any detail.

"You have nothing to fear from me, Jo," he saidsdealy. 'l don't want your
hatred. We could have had something good togethe'd let us.’

She stared back at him with haunted eyes, disilushaking her voice
sharp. Good for you, you mean? Another affair nedctp?’

‘Affair!” Mike rolled the word off his tongue witstinging venom. 'Is that all
you can think of? One stupid, careless affair thyesrs ago and it spawns
this . . . this virulent cancer of hatred in ydu.dould tear it out | would, but
it's too deep- rooted, isn't it, poisoning your ehgystem. Are you satisfied
now?"'

‘Satisfied?' she repeated blankly.

'With your pound of flesh. Has your appetite forerege been satisfied, or
are you after more blood? What's the next step, Al@?you after my
business too? A little computer sabotage, perhaps?’

Tears welled up in her eyes and she was powees®p them. 'My only
aim, Mike Hunter, is to get the job finished samht have to see you again,
she forced out through trembling lips.

‘Tears," he mocked. 'The woman's way to cover tdat@ill, at least you've
put me on my guard, for which | should be thank¥du'd better be careful
not to make one goddamned mistake at work, Jouiseddl have you under
a microscope. | won't risk any more to you. Goodtilg

He snapped off the light and moments afterwardshstaed the front door
click shut. She crawled under the blankets and wdhem around her. She
felt cold right through to her bones, her whole yadhing with a coldness
which would not go away. A new chasm of lonelingagined open and
engulfed her, drawing her into a dark world of aegsion. She kept telling
herself that there had been no other choice. No woieeven a man she



loved, was going to use her as a casual bedmaa¢ widuld only shrivel her
love to ashes anyway.



CHAPTERTEN

"'uLLo! That virus playin' yer up again, Miss Jo? Yer 'tllook too good this
mornin',' Elsie proclaimed as she placed Jo's eajfeher desk.

'I'm all right, thanks, Elsie,’ she murmured, fagca smile.

'Well," Elsie sighed with gusto, 'it appears tremdthing right upstairs.
Place is in an uproar.’

'Oh?'

‘That Susan Trigg was given ‘er walkin' papers jpoor Linda Donnison
from the typin' pool is standin' in, temporary lil&he's scared stiff with Mr
Michael lookin' like thunder. Everyone's jumpin‘oand like rabbits.
Reckon they needed their coffee."

'So do |," Jo said feelingly.

'l bet that Susan Trigg stuck 'er nose in onceoften. She's no loss, that's
for sure,' Elsie nodded with satisfaction. 'Now ‘tl@arork too ‘ard, Miss Jo.
Won't do yer no good gettin' sick again.’

'"Whatever you say, Elsie," Jo replied meekly.

'‘Well, yer should take notice," Elsie grumbled guoatdredly, and went on
her way.

Hard work was exactly what she needed, Jo thougimiyg Anything that

kept her from brooding over Mike Hunter was to bedlaemed. The whole
weekend had been utter misery, each lonely houindéng her that it could
have been different if she had not rejected hinr. btain told her she had
made the right choice, but her heart kept yearfoangvhat could have been.

She wondered if Mike's frustration had triggered&uTrigg's dismissal.
The girl had been indiscreet, which was not an ptedde fault in a
confidential secretary. As Elsie said, she wasass to the Company. On



the other hand, Jo felt uncomfortable about it.udpl last Friday Mike had
probably been satisfied with Susan Trigg's work.

She suddenly realised that her thoughts were rengplround Mike again

and she ruthlessly crushed her speculation. Itaviigitless exercise. She
concentrated fiercely on her work, trying to blamkt any thought of him.

The lunchtime card game gave her some relaxatibe.fliendly company

of the other programmers inevitably drew her oudmy private agonizing,

and she was in a better frame of mind when Bob Aswatecalled by her

office. He had a harried expression on his faceveamted no time in getting
to the point.

‘Jo, | need your latest computer print-outs. Williyget them organised for
me?"

'‘Now?'

'Yes. Hunter wants to check over what we've accmngdl so far. I'm to be
up in his office at two o'clock with a complete damvn.'

'It's short notice. Did he say why?' she askedi@asily, a sick feeling
invading her heart. She vividly remembered Mikelsting shot about her
work.

'No, but it's within his rights to demand it at dimge, so we jump,' he added
wryly.

'I'll bring them around to you in ten minutes.’

"Thanks.'

Jo felt unaccountably nervous as she organisedatsefor Bob. There was
nothing to be worried about. Whatever suspicionkeVimight have

concerning her integrity were completely unfoundeel;, work would soon

testify to that. She quickly wrote an explanatogtenon each print-out,
placed them all in a folder and delivered it to Bob



For two long hours she stewed over what was happgempstairs. Mike
could be feeling vindictive. A man in his positi@ould make life very
difficult at the office. If he chose to put her warnder a microscope as he
had threatened, Jo was not sure she could copeatwitler defences were
brittle enough without having the confidence in hbility undermined. At
last Bob returned, flopping down into her officeashand wiping his
forehead in a telling gesture.

'Was he satisfied?' Jo asked impatiently.

'Yes - finally. He's certainly not in the best obods today. Very tense and
abrupt.' Bob took off his gold-rimmed spectacled bagan wiping them in
a slow, deliberate action. He suddenly shot héagsglance. 'You wouldn't
know why, would you, Jo?'

She had no time to veil her reaction. She hopeddmsion had not been too
obvious. 'Elsie told me there'd been some troultle ks secretary. He fired
her this morning,' she answered casually.

Bob shook his head and replaced his spectacleslddehed further down
in the chair, apparently intent on staying for sotime. 'No," he said
consideringly, 'l don't think that was it. He wasry particular about your
results, Jo. It was a very pointed check on evergtltyou'd done. Any
reason for that?'

She shrugged. 'Maybe it's because I'm a woman.'

'Uh-uh - not that old chestnut, Jo! Hunter's nettiype. | think you'd better
tell me what's going on."

'l don't know what you're referring to,' she ansuetersely. 'You know
perfectly well that the programme results are spotHe has nothing to
complain about.'

'‘No, you're quite right. And by now he knows thab.t But | didn't like
having to defend your work, and that's exactly wheg just done. If this
contract is in some kind of jeopardy because ofething personal between
you, | want to know. | don't fancy being caughthe crossfire.’



Jo recognised that Bob was entitled to some exptanaut she found it
quite impossible to discuss her involvement withciMiel Hunter. 'The
contract is not in jeopardy. He can't fault my wbske repeated stubbornly.

Bob sighed and shifted uncomfortably. 'Look, Jeerhember our first day
here very well. Now, | have a strong feeling thaetl you gloss over
something that went pretty deep, something thateigg#aed enormous
tension. Up until today | had no reason to pursuerther. It wasn't my
business, and so long as you kept things on an lee@nthat was fine by
me. | found the office gossip rather reassuring.’

"What office gossip?' she snapped.

'‘Oh, come on,' he cut back irritably. "This is mod for coy disclaimers.
There's something between you and Michael Huntémanv it's causing a
problem and the problem is involving me, so ouhwit Jo. This isn't idle
curiosity, this is business, and | need to be pexpfor every eventuality.'

'l can't help what he thinks," she blurted out dsifeely.

Bob remained unmoved, his expression demanding nrdcemation.
Resentment washed hot colour into her cheeks amdeyes flashed
defiance.

'l assured him on my first day here that | woultet'anything interfere with
my work, and it hasn't,’ she added bitterly. 'He'tcgay it has. If anything
I've been more particular than usual. There's mdlpm. It's only in his
mind.’

'What's in his mind?' Bob insisted quietly.

Jo looked away, hating each word that had to bkespdBob was not going
to be pacified unless she gave him something ctecre

"The Hunters were involved in the death of my siltece years ago,' she
stated baldly. 'It has nothing to do with the caatras far as I'm concerned.'



'‘But he's not quite sure,’ Bob murmured, almostingself. His hand began
patting down his wispy hair, a sure sign that hes wigsturbed. '‘One

guestion,' he said ponderously. 'Did either of ggpect to meet the other on
that first day?'

'No. It came as a shock to both of us.’

‘And Mark?'

'l knew of him. He'd never met me.'

'l see.' He nodded a few times, then muttered,datrmanfortunate situation.'

Jo leaned forward, resting her elbows on her deska she could hold her
head in her hands. She felt so tired, completedynéd. 'I'm sorry, Bob. |

probably should have asked to be replaced. | tholugbuld handle it, but

now I'm not so sure. If he thinks...'

'l made damned sure that he can't think anything ylow're the best
programmer he could buy, so you can stop worrymghat score,’ Bob said
dogmatically. 'In fact, | was rather abrupt mysa&td him he was wasting
his time and mine checking your work.'

‘Thanks, Bob," Jo murmured, grateful for his stéwswpport.

He sighed and pushed himself out of the chaity &but that office gossip
-1 thought you were well suited. Just shows howpjeeoan get the wrong
end of the stick." He gave her an encouraging snflbeer up now.
Everything's on schedule and we're doing fine. §tadl we've got to think
about. And Jo,' he added softly, 'I'm sorry abauirysister.'

She nodded, too choked up to speak. His sympathkered the last strand
on her control and tears welled up in her eyes. &sbreetly withdrew,
leaving her to master her emotions in privacy. doted nothing else but to
lay her head down and howl, but she stifled anysssiwallowing them
down in shuddering silence. Her hands kept herigygbressed shut,
blocking off the threatening flood of tears.



Mike need not have made his intention so obviouBdb. The emphasis
was deliberate. He had wanted her to know, andtB&hbow, that her work
would be under scrutiny. The demonstration wasgiesl to put them both
on their mettle. It was her own fault for lettingrhbelieve the revenge
motive. She should have corrected him, but it hatdseemed to matter in
the heat of the moment. She hoped the repercussionkl not get any
worse.

Each day blurred into the next. Jo kept tellingsk#rthat time would dull

the heartache which stubbornly refused to be quiellbe days were not so
difficult. She kept herself busy organising morerkyalriving herself and

the other programmers to greater efforts. The sigigre a torment. Her
subconscious betrayed her then, taunting her witblfilled dreams. The

lack of restful sleep and the intensity with whishe worked gradually
sapped her vitality.

It was on Thursday morning that her office telephtizzed, demanding
her attention.

‘Jo Standish,' she answered promptly.

'Miss Standish, this is Linda Donnison, Mr Hunteséxretary. Mr Hunter

would like to see you as soon as it's conveniemtuhl/you give me a time,
please?’

Jo's heart stopped dead and then began poundaigaity. 'Why? | mean,

did he state a reason? Some business he wishéesctssl?' she explained
hurriedly, covering her agitation with words.

‘No, Miss Standish. My instructions were to makeappointment,’ the girl
answered carefully, obviously nervous of makingistake.

Jo tried to think. She could not walk up there dilyn not knowing what he
wanted. 'May | speak to Mr Hunter, please?' shedslecisively.

‘Just one moment, Miss Standish, I'll see if Icahhgm.’



There was a long pause. Jo's mind raced over sgwlpidies, confused and
anxious over the unexpected summons. At last Mikgise came over the
line, strong and deep.

'Yes, Jo?'

'Your secretary was not very explicit, Mr Huntehe began, stiffly formal.
'Do you want to see this week's results?'

She thought he sighed. His voice sounded tired Wigespoke. 'No. Your
work is no longer in any question, Jo. | would liketalk to you.'

Jo almost felt dizzy with weakness. 'What.. . wditadut?' she stammered. 'l
mean, it is business, isn't it?'

There was a long pause. Then in an abrupt changgmef his voice grated
on her ear, harsh and cynical. 'Of course it'srass, Jo. It couldn't very
well be anything else, could it?’

'Mn Hunter, if you would kindly state what you régufrom me..."'

'l already have. | require your presence. By now youst be fully
conversant with my programmers' capabilities. | tnadefinitive report on
them. Am | asking too much to be given it today?’

The sardonic emphasis stung her to a quick retontfree at the moment if
that suits you.'

‘Thank you.'

The swift disconnection was a reprimand in itseétotional turmoil raged
inside her, making a mockery of all the carefuletiees she had built up
during the week. Merely the sound of Mike's voicad Horought them
completely unstuck, and now she had to face hirthdrshort time it took to
ride upstairs Jo managed a semblance of composheze was no one
occupying the reception desk, but Jo did not hiesidike had said business
and his secretary was probably with him.



'‘Come in,' he called in answer to her knock.

Jo took a deep breath and went in. Linda Donni-v8ag not in evidence.
"Your secretary wasn't about, so | didn't know Wbketo wait or not," she
explained as hard blue eyes raked over her.

He stood up slowly and for the first time she found strong physique
intimidating. 'Please take a seat," he invited deep monotone.

She moved forward quickly, relieved to take theircimaicated while Mike
resettled himself behind his desk. When he remasiledt she was forced to
look up enquiringly. His expression told her nothihis face a cold mask,
the blue eyes guarded and watchful.

'l want to know if your good opinion of Neville M&§ has been reinforced.
Then give me a rundown of the others in order ofjgetence and tell me if
any of them should be replaced,’ he demanded curtly

Jo glanced down at her hands and consciously iesn. Her fingernails

had been digging into the palms. There was no maycsuld control her

pounding heart, but her brain was now functionilegudy. She proceeded to
analyse each programmer according to his meriest&ked until there was
no more to be said, and then the oppressive silem@edown on her.

‘Thank you," Mike said finally with very formal ptaness. 'I'm pleased to
hear that Barry Jensen has proved reasonably cenipéil keep your
recommendations in mind.'

'Is there anything else?' she asked, impatien¢é tgdme now that the ordeal
was over.

'Yes.' He pushed his chair back and stood up. éTtseone other question,
Jo." Very casually he strolled over to the coffaeld, selected a cigarette
from the onyx box and lit it. 'It appears that yaon't carry your personal
grudges into your work.'

'l told you that before.’



He gave a short, derisive laugh. "You told me othergs too, Jo, or have
you forgotten? Your actions didn't quite measuretayour words.' He
propped himself on the edge of his desk and lockadn at her, eyes
sharply probing. 'However, the question arises ithgbu're finished with

your personal vendetta, why don't you look contédtg™ot every day one
can pay off an old score so effectively. You shdaddgpleased, glowing with
satisfaction, instead of which you look pale andwdr, as if you haven't
slept for a week. Now why should that be, Jo? Yelbkginning to worry
people, people like our good friend Bob.'

Jo flashed a defiant look at him. 'lI've been uradeonsiderable strain this
week, having been made aware of your suspicioradeyy my work. Bob
Anderson wasn't exactly delighted with his roleMonday.’

'l thought a check was justified under the circianses,” Mike retorted
wryly. '"However, | won't repeat the exercise. Arsider convinced me it was
unnecessary.'

"Thank you," she murmured, one heavy weight liftoff her heart. She
lowered her head, unable to hold his gaze any lorfgiee watched her
fingers absently pleating folds of material in hekirt. The business
discussion was over and it was stupid of her tqpkae sitting here, but
somehow her feet were reluctant to make the mow Mike dismissed

her.

'l told Bob he was mistaken,' he sighed suddenterd was a momentary
pause before he added sardonically, 'He had thietgdaa that you were
crossed in love and that | was at fault. Naturéldprrected him, because
that couldn't possibly be the case, could it? | mgau've got what you
wanted, haven't you, Jo? No regrets?"

He leaned back and stubbed out his cigarette inghdray on his desk. Jo's
lashes swept down to frustrate his probing eyes v&ts too intent on hiding
her vulnerability to even see him straighten ake the couple of steps that
separated them. Suddenly he was looming over hetbafore she could
utter a startled protest he had pulled her upright.



'Or has that fine line between love and hatred imecblurred?' he suggested
softly as he slid his arms around her.

'‘Don't! I'll scream if you touch me!" Jo cried amtfrantic alarm.
‘Scream, then, because I'm touching you, Jo.’
‘Your secretary--'

'Is not outside. Why are you trembling, Jo? Whyndrgou stiff with
outrage?' his voice taunted as his eyes burned dawrer, reading the
emotional chaos which was robbing her of resistai@edo you want this
as much as | do?'

It was as if she did not own her body any more.hdisd caressed the nape
of her neck and she just stood there mesmerisenyikg he was going to
kiss her, letting him draw her closer. His hand g@slowly to tilt her chin
upwards. She looked at his mouth, stared at iteedered to it even before
his lips touched hers, softly, oh, so softly, swsetluctive, drugging in its
promise of love, and her need to be loved by ttas nirove everything else
out of her mind, compelling her to respond. All teeressed passion burst
free, hungry for satisfaction, demanding in itschém be fused with equal
passion and exulting in the answer it received.efmad no meaning. The
office they were in ceased to exist. Only she arnkieMvere real and they
were one entity drowning in each other, sucked iatanaelstrom of
passionate need.

It was he who drew away, gentling her trembling oosith all the
tenderness of love. His breath was warm on her lesygs he whispered to
her, words full of choked emotion, urgent, pleadinpu can't turn your
back on this, Jo. Forget the past. My God, forgetrghing but what you
feel at this moment! This is us, now, you and nmel, you must know this is
right.’

She could feel the throb of his heart, knew thaiowen marched with his, in
step, in tune, rejoicing in unison, and she watiédwarm belonging to go
on forever.



‘Nothing is more important than this, Jo," he muedwn, and she listened
dreamily. 'We won't let anything intrude. Sailinghat's what we'll do. I'll
take you sailing for the weekend, away from evengland everyone, and
we'll just concentrate on each other and you'llIseeight. We'll talk and
make love and I'll make you happy. | swear it, Jo.'

Her heart cried out to accept. Give in - take Wieatvas offering, it begged.
She wanted to stay in the whirlpool, safely endioseMike's arms. But the
instinct for self-protection, the blind need forcgaty, clawed its way
uppermost. His arms weren't safe. One day theydvardp her and then a
chasm of desolation would open up and swallowheigo with him would
be against everything she had believed in.

'‘No!" She pushed herself away from him with a \noke born of despair. 'l
can't. You won't make me happy. | might be a wem, fout I'm not that
much of a fool. Let me go!" she almost sobbed @&sstbpped out of his
reach, her chest heaving with the effort requicedreak free of him.

‘Jol'

The primitive need in his eyes stirred a respohaeterrified her. 'No!" she
cried frantically. 'l won't be your woman. Don'tkasie -1 can't bear it!
Desperation was written on her face as she bacokag.aLeave me alone,
Mike. Don't ask to see me again unless it's witbh Baderson. You can trust
my work -1 promise you that.’

'l don't care about your goddamned work!'

She turned in sheer panic, but he caught her bgaikst him before she
could flee, his arms tight with possession.

'It's you | want, Jo - all  want. Don't run awagrh me. Give us a chance, Jo,
please!

She was panting. The struggle inside her was temse. His hands cupped
her breasts and the sexual pressure he was exariglgd along her nerves.
She stiffened. 'You said you didn't want my hatiike, but you're earning
it right now. Let me go!



He swung her around so that she was forced tdiiacel don't believe you.
| don't believe you hate me - how can |, after?hathy are you doing this?
A minute ago you were loving me.'

'‘No!" Jo denied wildly. 'Only my body, not my mindou're a good lover,

you can arouse me. But it's not . . . it's noh,.let me go! Find another Eva
Daniels. | hate what you're doing to me. | won'ybars like that - not ever.

Oh God, | do hate you!

She twisted free from him, ran to the door and winexl it open. She hurtled
down the corridor and punched at the elevator huttbhe doors
miraculously opened. Her feet stumbled in her hasteshe pressed against
the wall for support as the compartment whined deands.

'I'm .not going to think about it. I'm not going tieink about it at all," she
repeated numbly. 'l was all right before | met Mitenter and I'll be fine if

| keep him blocked out. That's all | have to d&. $tupid and destructive to
love a man who only wants a mistress. | won't lowe -1 won't!"

By the time she returned to work Jo had achievptbtective mental fog.
She did not attempt to concentrate on anythingtfut sheets were spread
on her desk, a pen was poised in her hand andionedlg she even turned a
page, but nothing was done. At five o'clock shetvweme.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE weekend stretched ahead of her, and Jo felt paeiling up at the
thought of all those empty hours. Somehow she diéil them and ease the
pressure on her heart and mind. On Friday nightgheut all her kitchen
cupboards, wiping them clean and re-organisingtiments. She continued
the process with her clothes closets until shetiwad enough to sleep. On
Saturday she went to a cinema complex in the city sat through movie
after movie. None of the plots made any coherepté@ssion on her, but she
watched them distractedly. The inactivity turned toube a mistake, for she
hardly slept at all that night.

On Sunday she determined to wear her body outfadittpue. She caught a
bus to Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park. Her feat¢fled over endless
nature walks, following paths aimlessly until evenyscle ached. By late
afternoon she was satisfied that her purpose had behieved. The trip
back was tiresomely slow in the weekend traffiovéis almost dark when
she finally walked the last few yards home. Het tragged up the stairs to
her apartment. There was a clatter of footstepsndeher and she
automatically glanced back over her shoulder. Muhkter was hurrying up
the stairs below her.'Hullo, Jo. I've been waitiogyou to come home,' he
said quickly as he caught her glance.

She gripped the banister tightly and turned to faoe almost swaying with
fatigue. 'What are you doing here? | thought yowen#& coming back to
Sydney for a while.’

'Mike sent for me on Friday - said he had to goyawa

'Oh!" Her heart gave a heavy lurch at the news.ns@ally chided herself.
Her reaction was absurd. The information that Mikaes putting distance
between them should have lightened her heart, urolelned it.

'l need to talk to you, Jo.'

'What for?' she blurted out. 'We have nothing tpteseach other.’



"You might not have anything to say to me, butrtaialy have a great deal
to say to you,' he said in a decidedly grim tone.

Jo felt too tired to be polite. 'l don't feel likempany, Mark, particularly not
yours. | would have thought that had been madeddnity clear to you.'

'I'm not a complete fool,' he retorted with a towfhasperity, 'but this is
important, Jo. | wouldn't have come if it wasnftdd haven't waited around
for almost three hours to be turned away now.’

'‘And just what is it that you consider so imporfafiairk?' she demanded,
unwilling to let him into her apartment after hast experience with him.

'‘A man's life," he answered curtly.
'What's that supposed to mean?’

'It means I'm going to straighten you out on a faets. | don't feel sorry for
you any more, Jo, not having seen what you've timiMike. Now, are you
going to let me come in, or do | have to say mg@ieut here on the stairs?
| warn you you won't like it, but be damned if gib away without saying it.
Take your pick. I'll shout it through the door ifidve to.'

'Oh, come in then," said Jo in a tone of exasmeratlthough she told
herself it was foolish, she was disturbed by tHerence to Mike. 'Do you
want a drink?' she asked tiredly.

'l wouldn't mind a Scotch if you have one.’

She poured out a generous measure and handdunt teefore pouring out
another for herself. 'Sit down," she invited casslg waving towards the
lounge. Having slipped off her sandals she curlednuan armchair and
waited for him to speak.

He rolled the glass around in his hands as if he warming brandy. 'It's
time you faced up to the truth, Jo,' he openedtlylun

'What truth?' she retorted, her tone dangerousttyeor



His eyes swept up to her with almost savage mockéerngay surprise you to
know that | love Mike like a brother. | might ocaasally scoff at him, put

him down a bit, but | really depend on him, andlavays been my best
friend.’

'Very commendable,’ Jo muttered with weary sarcasm.

Mark ignored the comment. 'l can understand yotitude towards me. |
don't think it's justified, but | can understand ke drew in a deep breath
and his expression hardened to accusation. '‘But ydhadid to Mike . . .
that's something else again, and I'm not goingttd pass without--'

'What | did to Mike!" Jo broke in with defensiveose. ‘My God, who do you
think you Hunters are, expecting to take what yamtwhen you want it, all
on your own terms!'

‘At least they're honest terms,’ he flashed bagkilgn'By God! You'll hear
the truth now if | have to ram it down your throamd | don't give a damn if
it hurts you. I've seen how much hurt you can disty

"You dare to talk to me about hurting people!

'Yes, | dare. I've just spent two days watching@g man disintegrate, and
you were the one who sledgehammered him, you wotr gick idea of
revenge for a past which you've got all twisteclah'

They glared at each other, resentments at boilmgtpJo took a defiant
swig of whisky and Mark gritted his teeth.

'Right!" The word was grated out. We'll start wtiile night | met your sister.’

He paused, but Jo kept a baleful silence. Aftariekgswallow of whisky he
began talking, eyeing her steadily like a prosecutelivering his
summation to the jury.

'l was in Sydney because Mike had gone off on @&less trip. | was staying
in his apartment and | felt depressed and lonetabise Barbara had just
refused to marry me. I'd been hitting the bottle treely, and on sheer



impulse | went up to King's Cross and settled nfyaeh table in the first
Disco Club | sighted. | wasn't actually seeking pamy, | just wanted
people and noise around me.

'l watched your sister dancing. She was quite ambdionist, a star
performer, provocative, sexy and very pretty. Pbiypa@very man at the
Club had his eye on her at one time or anothera8hected attention. | just
sat there drinking. It was she who came to megdhiced herself and began
chatting. At first | wondered if she was on the garmpicking me out as a
possible client, but she told me she was a shagtassin a dress boutique.
She was quite amusing, and | didn't object to lmnmany. Some hours
passed and | let myself get too intoxicated. Cangigested that maybe she
should see me home, that | was in no conditiond hfter myself.

'‘And that's how it started. | woke up the next nmogrto find Carol in my
bed, and let me tell you she was very obliging, hading been knocked
back by Barbara, | didn't mind a pretty girl bewigiging to me. Why not?
She seemed to be a good-time girl, and | felt idn&f a good time.’

You're lying!" The accusation ripped off Jo's toaglt was impossible to
hold it back. The picture he was drawing was obscen

'I'm telling the absolute truth," Mark insisted $tay. 'Quite a number of
people in Melbourne can vouch for it that | wasdiesl with Barbara at the
time. | wasn't interested in any other woman. Theas no way I'd set about
seducing an eighteen-year-old virgin, not at ametilet alone just then. |
was way down in the dumps and Carol handed meie. todidn't ask her
age, but | can tell you | was damned surprised wiéee said she was
eighteen. | would have said early twenties, buneateeighteen she'd been
around. Carol was no inexperienced virgin. If amgh she initiated our
sexual relationship.'

'‘No!" Jo exploded vehemently. "You're making ot wfas little better than a
tramp. It's not true. Carol had too much prideenskelf for that.'

His mouth curved sardonically. 'l agree. She wagsaramon little tramp,
ready to give herself to anyone. Carol had hertegemuch on the main
chance. She sized me up as a good bet, and onmBid& Mike's apartment



confirmed her calculation. You should have seen dreoling over his
things - dollar signs were shining out of her ey&st she got good value
out of me. For three weeks | took her out whersherwanted to go, dinner,
shows, nightclubs. It filled in my empty hours drdidn't mind the expense.
At her urging | even went shopping with her, bouggrt some gold ear-rings
she admired, some Disco gear..'

Jo stared at him, white-faced with shock. Some hef things he was
detailing struck a sharp chord of memory. Carol alachys been obsessed
with clothes and jewelry, greedy for what she chtlee good things in life,
luxury, high-class entertainment. She had also beswy self centred,
expecting everyone to give in to her, and mostlrgone did. After all, she
was pretty Carol, the personality girl, but Jo krieaw sister's sweet cajolery
had hidden a will of iron.

She had never imagined that Carol would use sex \&eapon too - sex
appeal, yes, but not actually going to bed withaaymot in any calculating
way. But if she thought it was the only way to trk and keep him...

'Did you tell Carol that you were coming back tal8gy, that you'd see her
again?' she asked abruptly.

Mark made a grimace of impatience, as if Jo hadg@dighe point entirely.
'Yes, | said I'd give her a call. | was expectiogdturn within the month, but
Mike found he didn't need me after all.' His hagdstured an appeal. 'Look,
Jo - it was just a casual way of saying goodby®obably would've given
her a call if I'd come back, still unattached. Asid, we'd had a good time
together, but she knew it wasn't serious. I'd ée&hher about Barbara.'

'‘But she would have thought you were finished vidtrbara,’ Jo muttered
sadly, conceding at last that Carol could havethadietermination to make
her dream happen.

'Yes, | guess she would have thought that. | réwalkaying that she'd mend
my heart for me." He sighed and bent his head, hiagchis hands rub
together. Then came Mike's telephone call aboublGgregnancy. | was
furious with the fairy-tale you'd spun. It was @ from the truth it was



laughable, only | wasn't laughing. | was marryirayligara, and there was no
way | wanted a pregnant Carol on my doorstep.

He shot her a derisive look. 'What did you do, befwhim? God, it made me
even wilder when he wouldn't believe me. He keptabme, trying to
persuade me | could be wrong, that maybe I'd beedrunk that first night
to know what | was doing with Carol, that she migave been an innocent.
It was like an inquisition, begging Carol's caseroand over and it was
crazy, so far wrong it was ridiculous. Mike mengdnsomething about a
sister and | told him | knew nothing of Carol's fmYou were not spoken
of once, Jo, | promise you.'

She nodded, believing him at last. Carol had nokep of Mark, either,
until she had needed help.

'When | finally argued him into believing me, | doMike I'd pay up if he
thought it was necessary," Mark continued, 'buhke damned sure that
Carol was really pregnant, because she'd told hibatlwas taken care of.
All the talk of innocence made me think it was moghbut a con job, and |
said as much to Mike. | also made him promise mgite away my address
because | was scared stiff how Barbara might réacarol came down
making trouble.'

Compassion softened his expression and broughtsohancertainty to his
voice. 'The next night Mike telephoned me and Haad the matter had been
resolved and there was no need for any financiahgements. He sounded
funny, very tired and strained, and when | statteask him about it he just
cut me off. | knew nothing about Carol's deathtercdircumstances until
after Peg's party.'

Jo made no acknowledgement of his words. She haghted inside herself,
remembering Mike's cold, cold anger the night Cdretl, remembering the
contempt, the distaste on his face when Caroledists into the cushions
as she cried, 'But | love him, | want him..." Oh ysle understood now,
understood the puzzlement in his eyes when Jolhag the offer of money
back in his face. Mike was a man who dealt in faatsl the facts had all
been against Jo, if only she had known it. And Adteds, Carol's traumatic
death had blinded her to everything else.



‘That's the truth, Jo," Mark was saying adamantly.

She heaved a sigh and looked at him with sad, eey#y. 'Yes, | believe it
is. Close enough to, anyway.'

He was startled, not expecting such a ready suerdrmam her. He hesitated,
looking at her anxiously. 'Then surely you can .seeJlo, your sister's death
was an accident. You have no cause for revenge.'

'l don't want revenge," she stated flatly. 'Ohdina | was tempted into
bruising your ego a little, but | think we endedalput even on that, Mark.'

He shook his head in bewilderment. 'You're not mgldense, Jo. You've
done the cruellest damned thing you could do toaa.nif it wasn't for
revenge, what motive did you have for rejecting &#o viciously?"

She stared down at her glass, idly fingering threas her mind struggled to
resolve that question. She had been so wrong &aoot, and that hangover
from the past had confused her relationship witkeMFor all her facade of
self- sufficiency Jo knew that her deep inner loreds cried out for the love
and security of family which had been wrenched afsay her three years
ago. She had hated the Hunters because they hathgéecontributed to
that loss, but with Mike she had begun to belie¢vauld be replaced with
another love.

She had desperately needed a love with no douls8, diound with the

lasting security of marriage, but doubts had pasidmer trust in him and her
intense vulnerability had made her react defengivihe dread of loving

him and losing him had driven her to reject hime Slould not bear that
terrible pain of loss again.

"You must know that he loves you," Mark said imgaily .

She glanced up, her eyes bleak with irony. 'Doé&s $ke sighed and stood
up, turning her back on Mark and pacing away sbhbkacould not see the
pain she hugged to herself. 'You're mine for ag las | want you - that's
what he said. As long as | want you. How do youokhi feels to love a man
who you know is going to put you out of his life &h his appetite is



satisfied? What kind of a love is that? I'd be ging in the wind, waiting
for the axe to fall, always watching for the sigriggrowing indifference. |
couldn't bear it. | can't let him do that to me.’

She kept her back turned to him as tears strearoeah dher face. The
emotion she had been stifling all week now threadeio swallow her up in
one huge tidal wave. It was impossible to spealer@hwas a long fraught
silence before Mark broke it.

"You've misunderstood him, Jo, just as he's mistgtoled you. You really
love Mike, don't you?'

She nodded, too distraught to care what he kneweaxding automatically
to the soft sympathy in his voice.

'Why did you let him think you hated him?'

She moved over to the drinks cabinet and splasbre@ snore Scotch into a
glass, needing a fiery jolt to steady her chaatiwves. She gulped some of it
down and carried the drink back to her chair. disvthe only way to make
him let me go,' she answered dully.

'He does love you, Jo. He doesn't want a casual &ffth you. It goes too
deeply for that.'

Oh yes, she realised it now ... too late. She hadhe tie between herself
and Mike with brutal effectiveness. All her neucdears had blotted out the
evidence of his love, but it was there all righs determination to reach
across the barriers, his caring for her when she wiak, his warm
consideration and the love she had recognisediayas that night before ...
she closed her eyes, repressing the tears as sieenkeered his beautiful
lovemaking... before she had killed it.

'What can | do?'

It was a cry of despair, but Mark did not recognises such. He breathed a
sigh of relief and some of the strain left his face



'‘Well, as | see it, you'll have to go to him, Je& Won't come to you - not
now. You've made it too hard.’

'I know,' she murmured.

'He won't be in any fit state tonight. He wouldik® you seeing him the way
he is. It had better be at the office in the magrin

'Isn't he going away?'

'He has to pull himself together and brief me fit$it see to that,” he said
determinedly.

Jo hesitated and then blurted out, 'He won't seelttaeno use, Mark. It's
worse than you know. He ... | rejected him agaiFoday morning.'

Mark stared at her. "You mean, in spite of evenghie tried again?"

Jo's cheeks burned with shame. She was alreadgioas®f having dug her
own grave without any emphasis from Mark.

'So that's why he telephoned me. All hope groutal dlust. You really laid
him out, didn't you, Jo?'

She shook her head in despair. 'It's just no usewbh't believe me. He'll
think--'

'Make him believe you,' Mark interrupted her fordsf. 'Mike will want to
believe you, and God knows it's not difficult taogha man you love him if
you really do. He's humbled his pride for you. Nigs/your turn.'

She looked at him, her heart in her eyes, longimgdlease.
He drew in a sharp breath. 'My God! What have yaudone to each other?

I'll fix it," he said decisively. 'I'll get Mike #re and I'll have a private word
to his secretary to let you into his office. Thés up to you.'



‘Thank you," she whispered, intensely gratefultigrinterference and his
help. It seemed strange that Mark, of all peogieutd be her ally in this.

Maybe the same thought occurred to him, for hedddarward, resting his
elbows on his knees and slanting her a wry loakarfy how life plays you
up. I might have been happier married to Carol vebield still be alive, you
and Mike wouldn't have got all twisted around.' $t@ok his head. 'And
Barbara ran out on me anyway - no children, nothitvgs Carol really
pregnant, Jo?' he asked gently.

'Yes. It was in the post-mortem. The police questtbme about it. There
was a suggestion of suicide.'

'Oh, helll' He wiped his hand across his face, tater a moment he
shrugged off his depression and slowly climbed itoféet. 'I'd better get
back to Mike. If he's come to, he'll probably beliieg pretty rotten.’

'Yes. Yes, of course,” Jo muttered, stirring hérgelsee him out. She
touched his arm, embarrassed by having been sadirefl against him and
wanting to apologise. 'Mark, I've been a blind fooltoo many ways to
count, but I wish - at least, | hope you'll forgive for being unkind to your
feelings.’

'Hey, forget it!" he said softly. 'Think about tommw, not yesterday.' He
gave her a cheering smile as he tilted her chiwitip a finger. 'l want you
two to be happy, so see that you make it work Okay?"

Tears shimmered in her eyes, but she managed g, shaky.'

'See you in the morning,' he nodded. 'Just after aiclock in Mike's office.
Come straight on up and I'll make sure he sees wahne.'

‘Thank you.'
Jo watched him go, then slowly returned to herrgchao dazed by Mark's

revelations to do anything but curl up and thinlowbthem. Mike really
loved her. Maybe he had been going to propose agayrbut even if he did



not want a legal commitment, he did love her, lwaekdl her for years, and
the love was deep and lasting.

She had panicked, lacking the courage to risk bleurt lacking faith in a
love which gave no guarantees. 'We belong togéther,had declared
passionately, and Jo finally realised that ‘fdoag as | want you' had meant
time continuing on and on. Mike held her futurehis hands. She would
never feel complete without him. Marriage or no naae, she would go to
him, be with him, give herself to him, but firsteshad to convince him of
her love. That was not going to be easy, but shddwdo it. Somehow. Any
way she could.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Jo rose early. She had slept surprisingly well, tredface which looked
back at her from the mirror glowed with anticipatid oday was the most
important day of her life, and she began it wittense preparation. Mike
would not easily believe such a complete reverspbsition on her part.

She groomed herself for him, overlooking no detail. the disciplined
concentration she had applied in trying to shut dunhof her life she now
unleashed on trying to win him back, completelygigaminded in her
purpose. She washed her long hair and blow-driemgurl softly over her
shoulders. No chignon today. She could not affogditly or pride. Her eyes
were accentuated with every make-up skill at henroand. They were the
one feature Mike had commented on, and she needeg advantage.

The dress she chose to wear had a sensuality whah not at all

businesslike. The leopard- print flattered Jo'®eohg and the silk jersey
shimmered enticingly. The wrap-around style em@eaksiher curves and
the loose bow at her waist drew the eye, suggestiven easy removal.
Mike had tried seductive persuasion on her lastayri If words failed this

morning, she was prepared to use the same tactiogro She only had this
one chance.

All the way to work her mind darted along differdimtes of approach,

searching for the right words to convince him tsla¢ wanted whatever he
wanted. Much would depend on how he reacted, betggared herself
mentally to bend those reactions her way. Failuae unthinkable.

‘Wow!"

The long-drawn-out exclamation from Neville McKaynsmed up the other
programmers' reactions when Jo arrived at theeoff@ood morning,’ she
muttered, and strode past them quickly, escapirtgetoown office before
they recovered from their surprise at her appearahdid not matter to her
what they thought and she had no time for conviersalt was five minutes
to nine. The next ten minutes dragged by while felught to retain her
positive thinking. A deep inner anxiety betrayed &gs she picked up the



telephone, her fingers fumbling as she dialled nMhieda Donnison's voice
came over the line, crisp and cheerful.

'Mr Hunter's office. Good morning.’

‘Jo Standish speaking. Mark Hunter.

'Oh yes, Miss Standish. You're to come straight up.
‘Thank you.'

Jo stood up and straightened her dress. Mark Hemved through on his
promise. Now it was up to her. As she walked olufalr programmers
looked up curiously. She sailed past them withowbed, heading straight
for the elevators. The short ride up attacked hewes. Despite all her
will-power Jo's legs felt weak as she stepped miot the reception area. A
slight girl was occupying Susan Trigg's desk. Siwkéd neat and pleasant
and her welcoming smile steadied Jo a little.

'Miss Standish?'
'Yes.'

'I'm Linda Donnison. Mr Mark Hunter is conferringtivMr Michael Hunter
at the moment, but you're not to wait. Shall | tgia in?' she asked, a little
uncertainly.

‘No, thank you. It's all right.'

Jo walked slowly down the short corridor, a tumaflemotion overtaking
her on the way. She suddenly felt like a prisonertle last walk to the
gallows, with heaven or hell waiting inevitably et Mike's door. For a
moment she hesitated, then with set determinaherkaocked and went in
without waiting for an answer.

Both men were bending over Mike's desk. Mark skri@ged more quickly,
giving a slight, satisfied nod. Mike stared at hes, expression completely
unreadable.



'May | speak to you, Mike?' she asked rather shakil
He did not answer.
'Excuse me," Mark muttered, attempting a swift.exit

'‘Don't go, Mark!" It was an order. 'I'm sure Jo Vdoprefer you to remain
here.'

'I'm afraid | can't oblige," Mark replied, and pnotly” ignored the order,
closing the door behind him with a firm hand.

Mike's gaze flicked back to her, a muscle contragin his jaw as his eyes
roved over her. 'You surprise me, Jo. What brings o me, without
Anderson at your side?'

She flushed at his pointed reference to last Fisdegnfrontation. 'What |
have to say is a private matter.'

He hesitated, his eyes instantly wary. 'Very wé&hé words carried an air of
resignation. He sat back down at his desk and dibd®and across his face
in a gesture of immense weariness. When his gazeesl to her it was all
bleak formality. 'Won't you sit down?"

‘Thank you," she murmured, not sure if she wardesittor not. She was far
too tense to relax, but she took the chair he atdat.

He forestalled any words from her by taking théiative. 'l must apologise
for taking such an unfair advantage of my positast Friday. It was . . .
unethical, to say the least. It won't happen aglirfact I'm leaving the
office today and won't be back until after your tant is completed. I'm
sure you'll carry it through competently. Mark ok taking over here, but
he won't make any personal demands on you. Youtigosvill be quite
free of disturbance from either of us. I'm onlyrgdhat. . . .' He paused and
gave a light shrug. 'However ... what can | do you? Or have | just
removed the necessity to speak at all?' he addédawiry twist of his lips.



Jo took a deep breath and plunged straight toehe lof the matter. 'l don't
want you to go, Mike. You had it right, last Friddydo love you and | do
want us to be together like you said. | was cradymixed up, but if you'll
give me another chance...'

'Stop right there, Jo," he interrupted curtly.

Her eyes begged him to listen, but he closed his against her pleading,
pinching his eyelids between finger and thumb a® iEqueeze out any
softening.

'It's no good - | can't take any more of your ld\ared.' The words dragged
out on a long sigh, and his eyes opened and swepther with no spark of
interest. They seemed withdrawn, empty of all eamoti'l'm removing
myself from any contact with you. | won't be tentpiato that insanity
again. The dream turned into a nightmare, but Wmk& now and I'll survive
without you. You keep your shadow world, Jo. e tlark with passions |
don't understand, and what | don't understand't ght. There's no more
to be said.’

Jo knew she had to jolt him, shake him out of leiedsive armour. 'All I've

done was to protect myself from you. You weren& tinly one with a

dream. | thought mine was coming true, but then smashed it and it's
taken me a while Jo adjust to something else. Biat Ibve you and | don't
want to lose you. | know that now. I'll be yours &s long as you want me,’
she added haltingly.

The blood rushed up her neck in a hot flood. Sbaght how strange it was
that it was difficult even now to say those wordsr eyes pleaded dumbly
with him, large green pools of pain, contrastingrgly with the deep blush
that stained her cheeks. At least she had succaedpdrking some interest.
His eyes were probing now and there was a qualistibness about him

that suggested sharp concentration.

He frowned, obviously puzzled by her assertionsu™gaid you couldn't
bear it. If it wasn't because of the past, why mgdove so unacceptable to
you? You rejected it, so--'



'‘No!" she rushed in, not letting him remember thenp'l couldn't bear the
kind of relationship you were offering me. | rarr you because | was
frightened of accepting and | thought it would olagd to misery, but it's no
use running. | won't ever feel this way for anyefse and at least I'll have
you for a while, if you'll let me.'

'l don't want. . . He stopped, his voice gatheforge. 'What in God's name
did you think | was offering you?'

Tears blurred her eyes and she could not speaktlo@déump in her throat.
Mike made an impatient sound and she shook her, liggting to regain
control. 'It doesn't matter,' she finally choked.ou

He leaned forward and spoke with deep urgencyldogot to know. If you
don't let me into your mind we'll never sort ou firoblems.’

"You said you wanted me,' she blurted out, pareeging into her voice. 'l
don't know what you intended - you didn't say. ¥ept saying you wanted
me, that | should be yours. | thought you mearnbuse lovers. You asked
me to go sailing with you for the weekend. Talk amake love, you said.’

'‘And didn't you want the same?' he asked softlynicey her agitation.
She nodded.
‘Then why the rejection?’

'l haven't... I've never ...' She stared at hinplleskly, imploring him to stop
the questions, to just take her and love her.

'‘Go on,' he insisted quietly.

'l told you. | warned you | couldn't trust anyomet after ... not after what
happened to Carol, and you - you let me down. lknow that | had it all

wrong and | don't blame you for anything, but dy@t see? Don't you
remember how she was that night when she knew stavar and Mark

didn't want her any more? | swore I'd never let argn do that to me. |
swore I'd never give myself to anyone unless..."



'Unless?"

She had gone too far, let herself get carried awy.face looked more
haggard than before, the lines deeply etched. &ieédget back on to the
course she had set herself, giving, not demandhg. forced herself to
stand and move.

'l don't care any more. | love you and | don't cahat you ask of me.' Mike
was standing too and she felt a nameless feahgripeart. She held out her
hands in a last, desperate appeal. 'I'll give youhang you want if you'll
just love me. Please, Mike..."

Her last words were muffled as he crushed her agim in a fiercely
possessive embrace. She shuddered with reliefectld®er eyes and
savoured the warmth and strength of his body.

'Forgive me, my darling," he murmured huskily, king her hair in soft
comfort. 'l had to be sure. It's been such helbrly I'd understood your
fears!' He gently tilted her head back and a safegf love gave her all the
assurance in the world. 'Jo, | seem to have beé@mgéor you all my life,
and the rest of my life would be barren without y@lill you be my wife?"

'Is that... is that what you really want, Mike? Yeunot just saying it?' she
asked, hope quivering in her heart.

'l want whatever you want. Your happiness is mifaui're the only woman
I've ever loved and to have your love means evargtto me. Now,

will you marry me?"'
'Oh yes, Mike. Yes, yes, yes!' she answered felyent

They smiled at each other, a joyous smile of coteplemderstanding, and
instinctively their mouths drew together and thagskd with hungry
passion, yearning to be one in body as well as ntod a long time they
clung together, exulting in the wonderful pleasoir&nowing this was only
a beginning.



'How could you think | would ever have enough ofiyohe breathed as he
moved his lips in a reverent trail around her fdgm.only half alive without
you.'

'Oh, Mike, | feel the same way,' she whispereeke een an awful fool, not
trusting you.'

He placed a silencing finger on her lips and lookiesvn at her with a
tenderness that squeezed her heatrt.

'l love you. | love everything about you, and tlestpis as nothing, because
the future is really ours, and just now | feel hapghan | thought was
humanly possible.’

He kissed her again to prove it, and the kissestienother fiery outpouring
of need answering need. They did not hear the icte open behind them.

‘Coffee, Mr Michael? Oh - er - pardon me!'

'Don't go, Elsie," Mike called after her rapidlyreating figure. He gave Jo a
teasing smile and murmured, 'Maybe we need sonfeectd sober us up.'

'Don't let me interrupt nothin'," Elsie retortecglirsatisfied with what she
had seen.

They laughed after her swiftly departing figureo tbappy to care what
anyone thought.

'She can't wait to get to let everyone know," Milezlared, then suddenly
sobered. 'And speaking of that subject, a visivi@bourne this weekend
will definitely be expected once | tell my parertsfact, my mother won't

be able to wait to welcome you with open arms. &g&/en up hope of my

ever marrying. Will you come?’

'I'd love to, Mike. I'd love to meet all your famil

"You undoubtedly will," he grinned. '‘But I'm wargityou now - they'll all
swoop in like vultures to pick you over.’



'l don't mind," she laughed. 'At least you havaraily.'

He gently squeezed her hand and his eyes promeseeivirything. 'We'll
have a family of our own as soon as you want, Ju'li¥never be alone
again.'

'l love you, Mike Hunter,' she whispered fervently.

'You can keep telling me that for the rest of oeed and it will never lose its
wonder for me. | didn't really believe my dreamd aset you've given it to
me. I'll try not to fail you again, Jo.'

'You didn't fail me, Mike."

‘That's your forgiving heart speaking,' he smileak, there was humility in

his eyes. 'l failed you all along, always expeclegs than you really were.
My cynicism kept leading me astray, first on thigtht your sister died and
then when we met again. At Peg's party | lookeaatand you were so very
beautiful. 1 suddenly saw how desirable you weretioer men besides
myself. Much as | hated the thought, | couldn'idbad you hadn't had any
lovers. After all, I'd been with other women arttad no right to expect you
to be any different. All that really mattered wasattyou were mine in the
end.

'l never envisaged an affair with you, Jo. It whsags marriage that |
wanted, you at my side in a lifelong love affaididin't want to pressure you,
so | said nothing, waiting for you to work out yaawn feelings, but when
you told me that you loved me, | couldn't contrdiaw| felt. The long wait
was finally over and | wanted you so much, to hgddh in my arms and
know it was really true. | didn't think of givingoy reassurance - | thought
you knew it was so special it had to last for éude. sighed and there was a
deep apology in his eyes. 'l must have said alttoeng words to make you
turn against me. There were so many words botgeshume | don't know
what came pouring out.'

‘It wasn't only the words, Mike. | was a littleghtened anyway, because it
was new, and although it felt right, | also feltifalswas being rushed along.
Instead of love and marriage, you spoke of wantpnssession, and | began



to panic. Then | remembered Carol and all the adthtmare rushed in on
me, and suddenly you were the Michael Hunter | awulrust. It was like
being torn in two. I'm sorry, Mike -1 couldn't hetpyself.'

He raised her hand and kissed it before lovinglding the palm against his
cheek. 'And | swore I'd never hurt you again. Aleésil me what's on your
mind, Jo. Don't hold back. I don't want any moresunderstandings
between us - we've wasted too much time already.’

‘Then you must promise not to make it hard for steg’ smiled. 'When you
sat there behind your desk you looked totally uctiahle. I'd deliberately
dressed up to seduce you if necessary, and thelogked at me so coldly |
almost froze inside.’'

He laughed. With the torment safely past it wassfibs to laugh. 'l put that
desk between us because you were so beautifullyabés | couldn't trust
myself. | don't know how | looked, but it was alrhas intolerable strain to
retain control. There was a volcano inside mepobge | realised you meant
what you said, Jo, | had to draw you out. | coudldsk losing you again.'

Her eyes danced at him. 'What! A tenacious manyike Mike Hunter?
Admit the truth now - you were determined to weag gdown to total
surrender.’

He grinned at her. 'l love you so much, nothing el®uld do - and you're
right, | am a tenacious man.' He kissed the thirgr of her left hand. 'What
| have, I'll hold.’

It was a promise, giving Jo all the security she ézer craved, and her eyes
thanked him, glowing with the love he had souglt @&on.



