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EDGE OF SPRING

Helen Bianchin



Why wouldn't he leave her alone?

After a brief disastrous marriage, Karen Ingallsl Imanaged to keep all
men at bay for five years. But then she had neveowaged one like Matt
Lucas. He'd made up his mind, it seemed, whethezrKigked it or not.

And Karen didn't like it--not one bit. She firmleleved that Matt Lucas
looked upon her as only a diverting challenge--smmeeto pursue and
claim, briefly.

Karen still bore the scars from one encounter Vatte--why invite further
heartache?



CHAPTER ONE
'WHAT have you been doing with yourself, darling?'

Karen caught the inquisitive sparkle in her motheyes, and endeavoured
not to smile. 'Oh, this and that,' she answerehtliig'l take it you had a
smooth drive down from Whangarei? What time did gave?’

Grace Ingalls took an appreciative sip of tea ftbmcup she was holding,
then gave an expressive sigh. 'l meant to get @oay after breakfast, but
Emily rang, and then | couldn't find Simone." Shiengced ruefully across
the table at Karen. 'Honestly, I'm sure that cavswhen I'm preparing to
leave her for more than a day's outing. It tookmuoee than an hour to find
her—on top of the garage roof, if you please—ared she refused to come
down, despite any enticement | offered. In the dnHdad to enlist Mr
Jenkins' help, and you know how he talks—it wasoélthirty minutes
before he took his ladder and left. And as if thasn't enough, the wretched
animal miaowed pitifully all the way to the boargikennels, which had the
effect of making me feel | was deserting her fte, linstead of a day and a
half!'

'Oh, Mother I' Karen burst out laughing, and hesidriblue eyes lit with
genuine amusement as she envisaged Grace's Sipsiesiecting feline
histrionics. 'Simone has had you wound around ber from the moment
you first brought her home."

'Well, she's marvellous company,’ Grace defenddgkré are times when
she's almost human.' She picked up the teapofilioher cup, added milk
and sugar to her satisfaction, then she glancetb upgard Karen with
thoughtful contemplation. "Your letters of late baveen newsy oracles,
mentioning everything except your social life. adiit difficult to believe
you haven't dated anyone at all.’

Karen wrinkled her nose expressively, and offereduaabashed grin.
'‘Believe, Mother. As strange as it may seem, labtenjoy staying home,
and besides, you know my views on leaving Lisdhendare of a babysitter
unless it's really necessary.'



‘That's all very well, darling, but you must trydo out sometimes,' Grace
protested. 'Heavens, you're only twenty-five. Oad bBxperience doesn't
necessarily mean you should suffer for the regoaof life.'

"Once bitten, twice shy", remember?' she couldsist taunting, and saw
the fleeting frown that appeared as Grace concedetiously--

'Yes. But a woman needs a man, like a--'

'Flower needs rain?' Karen completed cynicallythtt's true, then why
haven'tyou remarried?' The instant the words were spokenfshean
immediate sense of remorse. 'I'm sorry, that wasalled for,’ she
apologised quietly.

"Your father and | shared a relationship whichultocould be equalled with
another man,' Grace revealed simply. 'Love cankedhat. Brad--'

'‘Doesn't exist any more,' Karen intervened firrtiie belongs in the past—a
part of my life that I strive very hard to forget.'

Grace began tentatively—'This new job of yoursoh'tl suppose there's
anyone--'

'‘No," she denied tolerantly. 'The manager is venychmmarried, the
accountant a confirmed bachelor well into his &stiand the clerical staff
are all women. The factory workers use a side sogranto the building and
have their own canteen—apart from the supervisdraaforeman or two, |
haven't met any of them." A mischievous imp rosgaédfore, causing her to
offer wickedly, 'Of course, | have yet to meet llead man of Consolidated
Electronics—the Director himself. He's been in Bperdor the past three
months, and is due back next week. However, hiseofuite is upstairs, so
my chances of coming face-to-face with him areesrily rare—especially
as | work there only part-time." She didn't add thae of the foremen had
persistently angled for a date, offering no fewamnta dozen invitations, and
his presence in the office on some pretext or diadrbecome something of
a regular occurrence during the six weeks she'ch heigh the firm.
However, Mike Evans didn't fool her at all. His called charm could be
summed up adequately in three words—invite, inegigito-bed.



'I'd like to see you--' Grace hesitated fractionahd Karen finished wryly--

'‘Marry again. Sorry, Mother, but | don't aim to ¢athe plunge. Once was
enough.’ Oh, if only the telephone would ring, @d--

The melodic chimes of the doorbell sounded— alrimoahswer to her silent
prayer. Saved by the bell, she mocked hollowly.

'‘Barbara—how nice!" she exclaimed with genuine fulea as soon as she
opened the front door. 'Come in.’

'l haven't called at an inconvenient moment?' ttng elfin-faced brunette
gueried anxiously, sweeping a hand to indicate &sadini parked beside
the garage. 'l see you have visitors.'

Karen explained with a smile, 'Mother is down fog tveekend. She's taking
Lisa back to Whangarei for the school holidays.’

The other girl's face lightened with comprehensi@f. course, you're
working now, aren't you? | won't stay long," shemured apologetically as
she followed Karen down the hall. 'l came to askvaur, actually.'

'You'd like me to babysit Tania?' Karen anticipatesdthey reached the
dining-room. '‘Mother, I'd like you to meet a friendl mine," she smiled.
'‘Barbara Cuthbert—Grace Ingalls. Barbara and t firet over a year ago
when our daughters were attending the same kinderga

Barbara murmured a greeting, then smiled at Kdratready have a sitter
arranged for Tania. It's Bruce—he was due backntioiming, but I've had a
telephone call to say he's been delayed and wow'tanrive until tomorrow.
The problem is that we were supposed to go totg pamight. Bruce insists

| should still attend, but I'm not keen to go alolhee already telephoned the
hostess and explained, and she suggested | mkghtolibring a girl friend
along in Bruce's place. | thought of you," she @nsienply, her expression
faintly pleading.

'Of course Karen will go,’ Grace intervened quidké&fore her daughter had
a chance to so much as open her mouth.



'Mother—no!" Karen found herself protesting. Besidghe added silently, |
don't want to go—not to a party. Participating oplisticated small-talk
with a number of people she'd never met didn'tl ther at all—nor did she
relish fending off unwanted advances from membétkeopposite sex.

'‘Nonsense, darling,” Grace refuted sunnily. ‘lItlwilke an excellent
opportunity for you to meet people. After all, whgt take advantage of me
in a babysitting capacity while I'm here?'

Oh lord, Karen groaned. What else could she dgivetin gracefully? Her
usual stock-in-phrase refusal on the grounds afdganable to get a sitter
for Lisa couldn't be proffered as an excuse. Barbaxs unlikely to stay late,
so it would only be for a few hours. 'All rightll Eome,' she agreed. 'What
time do you want to leave?'

'‘About nine,' Barbara conveyed with relief. 'Therabthing worse than
being one of the first to arrive at a party. Tharkaren—you're an angel.'

That's debatable, Karen decided, considering helmfgs at that precise
moment. Grace was a darling, and a peer among nsethieonly she could
be persuaded not to intervene, for over the pastyiars she had developed
a penchant for matchmaking that had proved emlsangsat times.

'Shall we take my car?' she suggested. 'You diggrition where the party is
being held, but | don't mind driving—however digtanmight be.' Besides,
it was easier to effect a brush-off if after refgsthe offer of a lift home she
could add that she had her own means of transport.

'Epsom,’ Barbara informed her. 'I'll expect yout jnsfore nine. Now, if
you'll excuse me, I'll get away. | have things totd my hair, nails—the
usual feminine things,' she explained laughingly.

'Darling, let's go through your wardrobe,’ Gracggasted the instant Karen
returned from seeing Barbara out, and Karen rdise@yes heavenward in
mute appeal.



From now until the minute she left, she'd be sulbejg to subtly-voiced
criticisms and suggestions with regard to her dsthhairstyle, and
make-up.

It took an hour to arrive at the choice of a diesjgrsey-silk that blended
pastel tonings of pink, lilac and blue, and shoatter seven o'clock Karen
showered and slipped into fresh underwear befognheng to apply
make-up with care.

Her vivid blue eyes were highlighted with eyeshadamd the skilful
application of mascara, and she used a blushewlietocheekbones to give
her pale complexion an illusion of colour. Her Igig lightly touched with
pink, then added gloss.

Taking the dress from its hanger, she steppedtiatad fastened the zipper,
then she turned and critically surveyed her refbect Barbara hadn't
divulged whether or not it was a formal or informaifair, but the
full-skirted dress was suitable for either occasion

It turned out to be a prestigious event, with theceat being on
carefully-contrived informality. After two hours asmiling pleasantly,
Karen began to feel as if she was taking partstage play, for none of it
seemed quite real.

She glanced idly round the crowded room and attedhfii display some
interest in the mingling guests spilling out frometlarge downstairs
entertainment room through open glass doors intadgmining courtyard.

Snatches of amused laughter drifted above the wtaaz¥z of conversation,
and her attention wandered towards a delicateryaderscending cigarette
smoke spiralling beneath one of the dimmed lanterns

All at once a sudden prickle of awareness slitheledn her spine, and
curious to discover the cause, she turned sligiotlgncounter a pair of
tawny-gold eyes levelled in her direction.

The man was tall, his broad frame expensively ¢$lehtin an
impeccably-tailored beige suit, and he emanateite vinasculinity from
every nerve and fibre. Features were strongly et¢hea face too rough-



hewn to be termed handsome, and there was andecidiveness about him
that bordered almost on arrogance.

Disconcertingly frank, his eyes held calculatederiest tinged with
amusement, and Karen felt herself grow faintly piekeath their gaze as
she watched him cover the short distance betwesm thith a movement
that was lithe and deliberately indolent.

'Would you care for a cigarette?' The deep graxdiyvl held a hint of
mockery, and she gave a negative shake of her head.

'l don't smoke, thank you," she declined politely.

An eyebrow lifted quizzically as he indicated henpty glass. 'Another
drink, perhaps?’

He was very sure of himself, she decided wrylyhithk I've had enough,’
she voiced with a slight smile, hoping that he wioubw drift away.

His eyes roved slowly over her features with disimgyhoroughness before
coming to rest on her mouth. 'We haven't been dioized,’ he observed
musingly. 'l would have remembered.’

'Karen Ingalls," she murmured, meeting that dadbimg gaze squarely.
Without conscious thought her eyes slid down torhiuth, and a tiny
shiver shook her equilibrium as she imagined thg tha@se sensuously-
moulded lips would feel caressing her skin. Dead,Gthe must be going
mad to even contemplate such a thought! Deliberate¢ forced a smile,
acting out a part in this crazy charade.

"You're not playing fair," she declared with moekerity. '‘Or perhaps you
don't possess a name?'

His eyes gleamed with hidden laughter. 'Lucas— Matias.' Reaching out
a negligent hand, he caught hold of her wrist agwtly drew her towards
him. 'Dance with me, Karen.'

Her mouth pouted captivatingly. 'lt's usual to asi, command.'



White teeth flashed as his lips parted in a sasmile. "Would it help if |
say "please"?"

'What a shame I'm immune to your charm, Mr Lucdse'said sweetly, and
felt unusually nettled when he laughed.

'Shall we dance, and aim for an amicable silence?"

It was easier to capitulate than argue, althoughvedisn't prepared for the
strange curling sensation that began in the gieofstomach when he drew
her into his arms, and it slowly spread until hdrole body felt tinglingly
alive. There was a pull of the senses, a sheerngdiysagnetism she had
thought herself incapable of ever experiencing mgand a shiver of
apprehension slid down her spine as she endeavtumdve away from
him.

'Cold?'

For some reason her voice seemed to be suffeng & form of temporary
paralysis, for the single negative denial had tddseed from her throat.
'‘No.'

'‘Afraid?"

Her head jerked back, her body becoming rigid &ssstained away from
him. 'You flatter yourself!" she vented indignanther eyes glittering with
anger as she struggled to escape his grasp.

Dark tawny eyes regarded her thoughtfully. 'Whylstensive, Karen?'

'I'm not," she retorted swiftly. Forcing a brilliasmile to her lips, she
suggested sweetly, 'Why don't you go and enthoallesother female with
your—er— charm? I'm sure you'll find someone elsgar-receptive.’

He allowed her to step back a pace without relistgjuig his hold, and his
teeth gleamed white as his lips parted in a slodevamile. Idly he let his
hand slip down to her wrist and uncurled her cledidingers to examine the
single gold band with interest. 'Does this bear siggificance?'



Unable to believe her ears, Karen gave a stardsgd gnd snatched her hand
away. 'You have no right to—to interrogate me, Mcas!

‘Matt," he insisted deliberately. 'And you havamswered my question.'

Her eyes sparked with hidden anger. 'l don't cardidave to!" she flung
with asperity. His apparent imperturbability watedyy infuriating.

‘Tomorrow evening—will you have dinner with me?'

Oh, the conceit of the man! 'Am | supposed to fidtered?' she queried
icily, meeting his faintly sardonic gaze with digddThank you—but no.'

His lips twitched with barely concealed amusem@&hbnday?’

'No," she refused emphatically, and could have hit hivawhe pursued with
quizzical cynicism:

"Tuesday?'
'No—and that applies to all the remaining dayshmweek!"

After a seemingly interminable silence he chideéthgso'Would having
dinner with me constitute such a threat?'

She looked up at him coolly—which was difficult whehe was boiling
inside with angry indignation. 'l don't indulge sophisticated games, Mr
Lucas, and | happen to dislike predatory males.’

'So much hostility, when | haven't so much as pbamld out of place,’ he
mocked quietly.

'Haven't you anything more amusing to do?' sheiedewith intended
sarcasm.

'Is that what you think I'm doing—amusing myself?’



‘Aren't you?' She drew a shaky breath and madé&temt at politeness. 'If
you'll excuse me, it's quite late ..." she let\ace trail off deliberately.

'Like Cinderella, at the witching hour of midnighte drawled cynically,
and she gave a brittle laugh.

‘There's little chance my car will turn into a pukip. Believe it or not, I'm
tired. I'm usually in bed at this hour.'

His eyes crinkled with laughter. 'Karen,' he drawlaith intended
provocation. 'The image of you in bed is infiniteldisturbing.’

Unbidden, a swift flood of colour tinged her chedksding a rosy hue that
was mortifying, and she was unable to prevent lightstrembling of her
lips. 'Goodnight, Mr Lucas,’ she managed evenlgnitig away with the
intention of putting as much space between thequakly as possible, but
his hand on her arm prevented her escape.

'Why so formal?’

Karen glared at him with open dislike. 'As we'rdikely to meet again, |
hardly think it matters how | address you.' In aaté she'd scream! 'Please
let me go.'

'When you've agreed to have dinner with me.’

'Oh!" she uttered wrathfully. "You would have tothe most egotistical--'
She paused in angry indignation, temporarily last Wwords. 'You defy

description!’

His lips twitched with barely-suppressed humouo. ISe been told," he
allowed lazily. 'But not in quite the same contexthich you allude.’

Karen looked up at him, meeting his gaze steadity. sorry, but you're
wasting your time.'

'You're not sorry at all, Karen, and,’ paused foaelly, 'nothing | do is a
waste of time.'



‘Then | can only say you're remarkably lacking engeption.’
'Do you think so?'

'‘Goodnight, Mr Lucas,' she bade coolly. 'l canyt seeeting you has been a
pleasure." Without a backward glance she turnedoagdn moving across
the room, her eyes circling the guests as shelseéifor Barbara.

In a matter of seconds she located her, and togitéy made the necessary
farewells to their hostess.

In the car Karen gave a silent sigh of relief. Harasd bound at last.
'Did you enjoy yourself?"

She turned to her companion with a slight smilsgatbling a tactful reply
as she sent the small Dat- sun saloon heading dsw#re main
thoroughfare. 'Thank you, Barbara—yes.'

'l saw you succeeded in catching Matt Lucas' etfee"other girl voiced
lightly.

'l wasn't trying to succeed,” Karen declared witlolldcynicism, and
Barabara shot her a wicked grin.

'Perhaps that's why. He usually has to fight hig fn@e of idolising females.
Your coolness would be— intriguing. What did yointhof him?*

'What was apparently obvious,' she responded withrya grimace, her
expressive features wrinkling with distaste. 'He'sake—and enjoys the
compensations of being one.' She brought the cahit at a set of traffic
lights. 'Thank heavens | won't see him again.’

'I'm afraid you will," Barbara voiced carefully.eHhappens to be Matthew J.
Lucas, the Director of the firm you work for—Conslalted Electronics.'

Karen's stomach performed a series of somersaudtdeast it felt like that!
It seemed a long time before she found her voYeau'te joking—I hope."’



'He flew in yesterday from London.'
Karen closed her eyes momentarily. It didn't seaim f

‘The lights have changed,' Barbara pointed outvatidstartled realisation
Karen engaged the gears.

'Did he ask you out?' Barbara pursued.
'Yes. | refused.’

‘That would have whetted his interest,’ the othergmarked with a slight
laugh. 'Wait until he discovers you work for him.’

'He could be Prince Charming and a veritable Creesd I'd still refuse,’
Karen declared ruefully. 'And | don't work for hinateast, not personally.
I'm employed as a typist, and part-time at thats Hifice is upstairs,
complete with a private secretary. With luck, heniweven notice me.'

'My dear girl, don't you ever look in a mirror?"

The other girl's scandalous tones brought a grintacKaren's lips. Of

Scandinavian descent, she possessed naturallyebhaid vivid blue eyes,
and a creamy skin. Six inches above five feetysmeslim with curves in all

the right places. There was a time when a vivacmersonality lent her
attractive features a special glow, an inner spatlkht set her apart from
most. But that had been before her marriage to Hlbman. Now she

preferred a quieter, more serious image.

'Wouldn't you like to remarry, Karen? Surely yom'tavant to spend the rest
of your life alone?"

'l have Lisa," she said quietly, thankful that theyd almost reached the
street where Barbara lived. It was only a brief faumutes' drive from there
to her own home. 'You'll have to give up on me [Baa," she offered lightly
as she brought the car to a halt in the illuminat@geway. 'I'm a confirmed
cynic where the subject of marriage is concerned.’



‘Thanks for collecting me," Barbara murmured as site out from the
passenger seat. 'We could just as easily haveigang car.’

Karen gave a negligible shrug. 'lIt was easier ® mine, otherwise you
would have had to double back more than a mile.’

‘Thanks, Karen. We must meet for lunch. One day week? I'll give you a
ring,’ Barbara stepped back and gave a friendlyevesvKaren reversed the
car.

The porch light shone brightly over the front dasrshe swung the Datsun
down towards the garage, and a few minutes laggsfetly fitted her key
into the lock and closed the door behind her.

"You're back early.’

Karen swung round with a gasp of surprise. 'Moth&/aiting up for me? |
don't believe it.'

Grace Ingalls made a slight moue. 'Not exactlylimgrbut | couldn't sleep
without first hearing how you'd got on. Did you epjyourself?’

Oh heavens, it was to be question time with a vange! 'Shall | make some
coffee?' she countered, stalling for time as shdenteer way through to
thekitchen. Nothing less than a complete accounthefevening would
satisfy her mother, and she didn't relish seeirar&s air of expectant hope
diminish to resigned disappointment.

‘Well, did you?"

Karen filled the electric kettle and took down cugpsl saucers from the
cupboard. 'It was quite enjoyable,’ she answeredyvapooning instant

coffee and sugar into two cups. As soon as thentaited she poured it in
and added milk.

You didn't meet anyone?'



‘That's a loaded question, Mother,’ she protested & faint trace of
mockery. 'l met several people— about forty in afid it was a perfectly
splendid party. An abundance of good food and wand,an array of guests
that must have numbered highly among Auckland'&kelite. Most of the
women were attired according to the latest deardashion, and the men,’
she paused fractionally before continuing on a rajteynicism, ‘were
impeccably groomed and the epitome of sophistindtio

Grace Ingalls' face mirrored her disappointment.

‘There was no one--' she questioned faintly, anckiKatifled a feeling of
remorse.

'l danced several times with different men,' shiggbtened gently. "All of
whom were very charming.' Except one, she amenitiatlg.

'Well, it's a start,” Grace conceded. 'No doubtlybe invited again, and
who knows?' she queried lightly.

Heaven forbid, Karen groaned, loath to parry angthir innuendoes
regarding her widowed state. The only way to feit mother was to agree.
'Yes,' she answered blandly. 'Who knows? Did Lisaatsall?' she asked in
an attempt to change the subject.

'l didn't hear a sound,’ Grace advised, and Kaoewi@red thoughtfully,

‘Shall we take Lisa to the Parakai thermal poéleensville tomorrow? We
can pack a picnic lunch, and aim to return homeiathoee in the afternoon.
| know you'll want to leave before tea so that gam arrive in Whangarei
before dark.’

It was only when Karen crept between the sheeltwd while later that she
allowed herself to dwell on the evening's eventseHhe exasperating Matt
Lucas. Something about him made her feel afraidrealjh why, she

couldn't fathom.



Sunday brought sunshine, its gentle warmth encaugaose who basked
beneath its rays to discard cardigans and seek. &' beere was scarcely a
ripple of a breeze, and Karen packed the picnicgearwith a large bacon
and egg pie she'd made the previous morning, tegeitith buttered bread
and a selection of fresh fruit. There was an ideadlcolate cake, a flask of
coffee, and orange cordial for Lisa.

The hour's drive, travelling first through the ciyd then heading in a
north-westerly direction, seemed to pass swiftlied as it was with Lisa's
inconsequential chatter. The little girl's exciterneas evident, and Karen
couldn't help giving a smile of maternal indulgence

'Gran, look at me—Iook at me!" the little imp cdllieom the shallow end of
the heated pool, and Grace obligingly gave her dgtanghter all her
attention.

Karen watched with fierce pride as her daughterisiewam towards her.
‘That was very good, honey —really,' she complirmdntarmly, hugging
the little girl close. 'Shall we get out now? I'ores Gran is dying for some
coffee. There'll be time for another swim after dann She gave a
conspiratorial wink. 'Race you to the side—away goll

Lisa scrambled out of the pool a few inches ahdé#&hcen. '| won—I won!
she cried with delight. 'Next time you can win, Muy 'cos we'll start
even.'

Karen laughed and scooped up a towel to place drdwem daughter's
shoulders. '‘Okay, that's a deal.' She dried ttie ¢jirl off and helped her into
a towelling robe, then followed suit. Her long hstiramed wetly down her
back, but it would soon dry in the sun. After agamet winter it felt good to
laze idly beneath the warm rays as they caressetinfies. With luck her
skin would lose its paleness and tinge a light goldrown.

All too swiftly it was time for them to leave, amahce home Grace
immediately took her overnight bag from the bedroshe'd occupied
during the weekend and placed it in the rear of\tier.



Il arrange a small dinner party the next timeuyoome home,' Grace
confided to Karen as she slipped in behind the Wwhee

Karen's heart immediately sank. She'd long agonguge discouraging her
mother, for all it did was hurt her feelings, ahe'sl lost count of the number
of times she'd endeavoured to explain that shénerefelt lost nor alone.
Each time she went home to Whangarei—which wasladgu-Grace
invariably managed to organise her numerous frigmdsroviding a single
eligible male among the guests. Carefully camoeftags a small dinner
party, or an extra ticket available for the cinemaljdn't fool Karen in the
slightest, and she doubted it fooled anyone else.

"Bye, darling. Take care/ Grace bade through thenaopindow of her car.
'l be back next Sunday. | hope around noon.'

Lisa followed the car to the gate and waved uhi& Mini moved out of
sight, then she skipped across the thick greersgeoastand at her mother's
side.

'‘Are you going to weed the garden, Mummy, or are going to mow the
lawn?'

Karen leaned down and gave her an affectionate 'Atigck the weeds, |
think. That should see us through until dinner. Apdaking of dinner,’ she
chuckled engagingly, '‘how do homemade hamburgedschips sound—
eaten in front of the television?'

‘Lovely! Can we really?'

'l don't see why not," she grinned down at the ddoimp bobbing up and
down at her side. 'Now, weeds, here we come!'

There was something immensely satisfying aboutingnithe earth, for free
of restricting weeds the plants seemed almostratcst and grow a little.
Already the first signs of spring were in evidene@h new buds beginning
to blossom on the peach trees in pink profusiore Vagetable garden
showed a heartening growth of tender young plahts thad been
transplanted only the week before.



'Phew! | think that's enough for today," Karen deatl, wiping the dampness
from her brow. 'Hop inside and run your bath, teeaegood girl, while | put
the lawnmower away. As soon as I've showered,stdit making the
hamburgers and chips.’

'Will we be in time to watclDisneylandon television?’

'If we hurry," Karen assured her daughter, spaaigtance at her watch. She
felt pleasantly tired, andlooked forward to angarght in bed with a good
book-

It was after ten o'clock when she switched off Iedside lamp and settled
down beneath the covers. As always, sleep wasveluand events of the
past crowded forth from the deep recess they'dmeduwuring the light of
day.

The dark hours—how she hated them. Even now, aftarly six years,
memories invaded her sleep, bringing nightmares frehich she would
frequently wake bathed in sweat. Admittedly thegwced less often, but
they were nonetheless hauntingly vivid.

Without conscious thought, Brad's face swam bef@ieeyes, smiling at
first, then becoming darkly sinister. She had bei@eteen when he swept
into her young life, a laughing attractive man withom she had fallen
swiftly in love. Despite advice to the contraryeshagreed to marry him
almost at once, and their wedding had taken placer® six weeks after
their first meeting.

How rosy their future had seemed on that ill- fatleag, and little did she
suspect during the drive south from Whangarei wititin a few hours her
dreams would lie shattered beyond recall. Thegpmstd at Warkworth for
the night, a small town some thirty miles north Aaickland, and after
signing the register Brad had preceded her to theim.

Expecting a loving, passionate husband, Karen Wasrepared for the
change in his manner, for gone was the warm lookdofration, and in its
place was an expression of smouldering hatred. uimin horror she'd
watched as he locked the door, then he cruellybémanlighten her as to



precisely why he'd chosen her—not out of love rbuénge. By misfortune,
Karen bore a close physical resemblance to thevgiol had jilted him quite
literally at the altar more than a year ago, arithd been for revenge alone
that he had sought Karen out.

What followed remained indelibly imprinted in hemma. At some stage of
the night she must have fainted, for when she wbles to find he had
gone. She'd showered and dressed then, and hadmé#enpoint of leaving
when she was confronted by a grave-faced policemtre company of the
hotel manager. Ironically, the news he impartedught relief, not sorrow.
Brad's car had been found at the bottom of a gsegeral miles south of
Auckland in the early hours of the morning, andlHelled to survive the
accident.

The sympathy from well-meaning friends was perh#qes worst thing
Karen had to bear, and the need to get right away fthe bittersweet
memories Whangarei retained became imperative. landk New
Zealand's largest city, seemed the logical plaestape to, for it was just
over a hundred miles south and was close enougkttion home for a
weekend whenever she chose.

Within a month she'd settled into a flat and hageHl-paid job as a typist for
an accounting firm. Life began to assume somethlkiig to normalcy again,
only to be abruptly shattered by the discovery siat was pregnant. At first
she was resentful, unwilling to accept a child fas fiving reminder of
someone she wanted quite desperately to forget.

Lisa's entry into the world was premature and frawgth complications,
and for days her tiny life hung in the balance.eL&kbeautiful flaxen- haired
doll she lay in an incubator for more than a weeld it was a month before
Karen could bring her- home, looking so tiny arapfte, but with a healthy
appetite and a strong pair of lungs.

With the need to provide security for her daugrgbge'd decided to utilise a
generous bequest from her paternal grandfatherchpsing after
considerable deliberation a well-preserved wooddla wn suburban
Remuera, less than eight miles from the inner Eigaceful and secluded in



a long, tree-lined street, the grounds were reddpnapacious with
well-established trees and shrubs.

In the years that followed nothing untoward happeetieemar their lives, and
not once did Karen hanker for a social existencer Histrust of men
remained deep-rooted, and she was totally uncoeddhat she had earned
the reputation of being ice-cold among the menesfdtquaintance.

Soon after Lisa began primary school Karen foureddftys were dragging
interminably long, and the need to occupy her thatder than financial

necessity forced her to scan the 'situations vacahimn in the daily

newspaper. One had leapt from the page as beiaf med with previous

secretarial experience she'd had no difficultygousing it. Four hours each
morning from nine until one o'clock suited her adahly, for it enabled her
to drop Lisa at school en route to Newmarket, tiveei-city suburb where
Consolidated Electronics was situated. It had takéew weeks to adjust,
but after a month and a half Karen found a measusatisfaction at being
behind an office desk again.

Now, the absent, hitherto-mythical head of the fiuas due to return the
next day, and on the edge of sleep Karen stiflslight smile. It would be
interesting to witness Matt Lucas' expression wherdiscovered the girl
he'd singled out for attention was in his employ.



CHAPTER TWO

'So much for spring sunshine!" Karen muttered bénbar breath as she
parked her rain-splattered Datsun in an allottedcspon the apron of
bitumen immediately adjoining the double-storiednaete and steel
complex that compromised the large electronics rfambwring firm.

At this time of year the weather tended to be @mgirand today was no
exception. The wind that whipped her skirt heldhdl that was the complete
antithesis of the previous day.

The morning progressed without incident, and Kéxegan to relax slightly.
It was ridiculous to feel edgy, but somehow sheld@tihelp it. Possibly
Matt Lucas wouldn't discover her presence for ssways, and even then
he was unlikely to display any further intereste $ked her job, and didn't
relish leaving to find another position—but she Wiatishe had to.

'‘Good morning, beautiful. How was your weekend?'

Karen glanced up from the typewriter to meet Mikeuis' calculating gaze,
and managed a polite smile. 'Fine, thank you.'

His darkly-handsome features assumed a wolfish. g@nly fine? You
should have come out with me. I'd have given yauetbing you wouldn't
easily forget.’

He had such a high opinion of himself, it was urdselble, she thought
wryly. ‘'I'm busy,' she offered coolly, returningrtagtention to the work on
hand, ignoring him completely as she set the nacgs$abulations required
for typing a complicated schedule.

"You're always busy,' he drawled. 'l declare yosinie the most dedicated,
efficient typist on record.’

'‘Because | remain indifferent to you?' she couldelp parrying, and heard
his soft chuckle.

‘Come out with me tonight?'



'You know the answer to that.'

'Eventually you must change your mind," Mike desmthwith the ease of
self-assurance as he leaned against the edge désler

Karen spared him a chilling glance as she carefutlynd paper and carbon
into the typewriter. 'That's most unlikely. If ydon't mind, | have to get on
with this.'

He didn't budge, and she was about to utter a isgattomment when the
inter-office communication system on her desk gioréh a peremptory
bleep. Reaching out, she depressed the approputitan and murmured her
name.

'Mrs Ingalls—Pamela Anderson, Mr Lucas' secretagy,'cool voice
announced. 'Will you come upstairs to the Direstoffice? Turn right at the
head of the stairs—its the suite at the end otdrador.’

'‘Now?' Karen asked, momentarily nonplussed.

'Yes.' The line went dead, giving her little oppmity to demur.

‘A summons from the almighty Matthew J. himselfjk&pondered with
interest. 'What have you been up to, Karen?'

'Perhaps he just wants to say "hello"?' she hadazdknly, getting to her
feet.

'Watch him, honey," he cautioned with a knowingkviitle eats little girls
for breakfast.’

Karen's disinterest wasn't feigned. 'Really?' Sbhged past him and made
her way through the main office towards the foyer.

Upstairs, she was ushered into a luxuriously-fittéfice, then the door
closed behind her with a soft decisive snap.



Behind a large desk, his features an enigmatic nsiskd Matt Lucas, his
tall frame outlined with startling clarity agairtsie light streaming into the
room from an expanse of plate-glass.

His dark blond hair was well-groomed, and a coresérg business suit did
little to tame the raw masculinity he emanateddErt was a certain aura of
power that was intimidating, and Karen wished titerview over and done
with so that she could seek an escape from thigrbdiag man.

With alarming clarity she saw the tawny-gold eyaiser her slender frame
with a lazy indolence that made her want to squoemeath his gaze as she
experienced a sensation not unlike that of a Hiyttbeing pinned to the
wall. Then slowly his features relaxed into a digtusing smile.

'The long arm of fate, wouldn't you agree?' Mattdsiqueried with cynical
amusement. He waved a hand towards a few straliggataced chairs. 'Do
sit down.'

Karen mustered her composure, and with every egaehcalm she moved
across the room and selected the chair furthest &ravan his desk. He, darn
him, remained standing, and his height appearedifable from where she
sat.

With negligent ease he picked up a folder fromdesk and scanned its
contents with seeming intentness. "You've beenthélirm for six weeks, |
see,’ he drawled, and she gave a brief monosylébimative.

'My Personnel Manager tells me you're punctual gnoficient,” he
continued leisurely, and she remained silent, wondewhen he would
come to the reason she'd been summoned here.

‘Tell me, how long have you been widowed?"
The question caught her by surprise. 'l hadn'tigeadlthat was required

personnel information," she countered politely, tingehis steady gaze
unflinchingly.



'l see from this--' he indicated the folder in hiand—'that you have a
daughter aged five.'

'Yes.' What was this—some sort of inquisition?
'It's some years since you were last employedijeée?’

Resentment began to flare, and she managed tamtamath difficulty. He
held the advantage by virtue of being her employet,she was darned if
she was going to tolerate any further questionarckgg her personal life.

'Is the purpose of this interview to reprimand mamy way, Mr Lucas?' she
queried bluntly. 'I'm due to leave at one, andduti complete typing the
monthly schedule before I go.’

Matt Lucas' lips twisted into a slight smile. 'Nb¢ conceded, deliberately
letting his gaze rove slowly over her attractivatyired form, approving the

fashionable skirt and waistcoat in camel suedelathg- sleeved cream silk
blouse, and the elegant high-heeled boots in nragctamel suede. 'l was
intrigued to discover whether the Karen Ingallsipemploy,’ he continued

softly, 'and the beautiful but rather—hostile youagman | met the other

night were one and the same.’

'‘And now that you have?' she queried repressively.

His eyes never left hers for a second, and shadgeftthey stripped her soul.
'I'd like to endorse my invitation to dine."

Slowly she rose to her feet as she fought for sareasure of control. '‘Does
my job hinge on whether or not | accept?' Her agegaled some of the
anger she was feeling. 'Because if it does, l&ltiktender my resignation.’

One eyebrow rose in quizzical amusement. 'Are \Bually so antagonistic
with members of the opposite sex?’

After a lengthy silence she offered steadily, @dea socially inactive
existence from choice, Mr Lucas. Last Saturday eMpwas an exception
I've no intention of repeating.’



A slight smile curved the edges of his firm mout#our maternal devotion
is admirable," he commented silkily. 'However, il fa see how a dinner
engagement will endanger it.'

Karen maintained a tight rein on her temper. 'liresthere's a string of
willing women among your acquaintance who'd delighieing selected to
share your table. Why not ask one of them?'

'| prefer to ask you,' he inclined with lazy mocker
‘Thank you, Mr Lucas, but—no, thanks,' she refused.
'What if | insist?' he pursued softly.

The buzz of the telephone demanded his attenti@higmoring his directive
to wait, she turned and quickly left the room.

By the time she reached the downstairs foyer steewsibly shaking, and
she paused there for several seconds endeavowinguster a calm
composure before entering the main office.

It was an effort to resume typing, and it was dnhyconcentrated willpower
that she managed to complete the schedule witihienum of errors.

For the first time she experienced a feeling aefelt leaving the building,
and it wasn't until she was several miles disthat she began to relax.
Bringing the car to a halt near the shopping ceimti@emuera, she paused
long enough to drink a hurried cup of coffee ineanby coffee bar before
collecting a few items of shopping, then she droneo pick Lisa up from
school.

'Did you have a nice day?' Karen asked warmly asites later the little
blonde tot slipped into the front seat of the car.

'Hmm, lovely," Lisa enthused. 'l got a stamp frdme tlental nurse, and
another one from my teacher. The guineapigs hawebabies, and Jeremy
wants me to go to his party. I've got an invitatoand in my schoolbag,' she
added earnestly. '‘Can | go?'



Karen laughed—a light bubbly sound that subsidgd & chuckle of
amusement. 'l don't think | could bear to live witlgself if | said no. When
is it to be?'

'Saturday, after lunch.’

Karen switched on the ignition and eased the cafrom its parking space.
'Well, infant, we'd best hurry home. It's the aftwyn for your ballet class.'

'l know," Lisa grinned infectiously. 'Katherine ddast week that | must
practise, and | have, haven't 1?'

Karen nodded a trifle absently as she concentiatetie traffic ahead, and
she listened with affection to her daughter's nop-shatter during the short
drive home.

The following day proved hectic, for one of theisgp reported in sick, and
Karen found herself having to cope with an extrakioead. Consequently
the morning flew more swiftly than usual, and theelp of the intercom on
her desk caused a frown of annoyance as she peuaadwer it.

‘Telephone, Karen,' the receptionist's voice anoednTake it on extension
three.'

Anxiety furrowed her brow as she crossed to takectil. There were only
two people who had this number —her mother, andgtheeipal of Lisa's
school. Lifting the receiver, she waited with batedath for the caller to
identify himself.

'Karen? Matt Lucas,' a deep voice drawled. 'Meeimtlee downstairs foyer
at once. I'll take you to lunch.’

Of all the nerve! 'l can't,’ she refused flatly,aasixture of relief and anger
coursed through her veins.

"You're angry,' he voiced quietly. "Why?'



'l don't take personal calls during working houksiten said repressively.
'You expected an emergency,' Matt Lucas deducadytittully. 'I'm sorry.'

She didn't say anything for a few seconds. 'I'megmély busy. I'll have to
go.’

'One o'clock, Karen.'
'l have to collect my daughter from school——
"You'll get there on time. | have a two o'clock appment.’

The click of the receiver being replaced left heming with indignation.
Just who did he think he was, for heaven's sakeiglit have some
jurisdiction over her working hours, but there wasway he was taking her
for granted on her own time! At one o'clock he cowiit in vain, for she
would be gone.

She almost made it—almost, but not quite. Stepghingugh the foyer, she
hurried towards the wide glass doors, only to ceonan abrupt halt as she
glimpsed Matt Lucas' tall frame leaning againsaiparked directly in front

of the main entrance.

‘Taking flight? Shame on you, Karen," Matt Lucasckeml quietly as she
drew abreast.

'I'm in my own time, Mr Lucas,' she declared ciuilll've no desire to
become a victim of office conjecture merely for tlsake of your
amusement.’

‘Shall we go to lunch?' he suggested sardonic8iiyne food might improve
your disposition.’

'l don't want to have lunch with you,' Karen exclad angrily.

"You need to eat,' he countered smoothly, lookimgrdat her with a bland
expression. 'Shall we go, or do you want to wasteentime by arguing?"



He was impossible! 'Do you usually employ suchmatedling tactics?' she
gueried tartly, and saw him smile.

'l imagine you're quite unsquashable. In any daseause those delectable
curves to be injured in such a manner would beridle waste. Now, shall
we go?' He opened the passenger door of the glgasréam XJ-S Jaguar,
and with some misgivings Karen slipped into thefreeat.

He slid in behind the wheel and set the car in amotiDo you like Italian
food?"

'‘Would it matter if | didn't?"I've had a difficulhorning,’ Matt divulged
patiently. 'I'd prefer to dine in amiable company.’

‘Then perhaps you should eat alone,’ she retdHeidn't angle a luncheon
date with you, and I'm here very much under prdtest

'‘Anyone would think | was intent on abducting you &n entirely salacious
purpose,’ he slanted musingly, ‘when all I havenind is the sharing of a
pleasant meal.’

They were heading down towards Parnell, and thaassteady stream of
traffic travelling in both directions. The sun wdsgh, its warmth
penetrating the tinted glass windscreen, and Keoefdn't help being aware
of the car's luxurious interior—or, much to her gtia, the man driving it.

'l don't know why you're doing this--'

'Don't you?' Matt mocked cynically. 'l thought iagvobvious.'

‘Just as obvious as my refusal must be to wanpartyof it," she countered
bitterly.

'What's so wrong in me wanting to get to know yettdy?'

'With what purpose in mind, Mr Lucas?' she quevigith marked acerbity.
‘A quick bedroom romp?’



His silence was enervating, and she began to feslaountably ashamed of
her outburst.

'I'm almost tempted to bring the car to a halt give¢ you a taste of what
you're so eager to accuse me of,' he evinced gremly when seconds later
the car did slow down and slip into a parking spacBarnell Village, she
felt a sense of fear.

1l catch a taxi back to Newmarket,” Karen indezh stoically, and

deliberately focused her attention on the pictueshuildings lining the
main street. Spanning several hundred vyards, themeraus

turn-of-the-century houses had been converted shtups and boutiques
which offered a varied assortment of merchandise. dlothing boutiques
were ultra- chic, and there was an atmosphere wbathdn't be found

anywhere else in Auckland.

"You'll do nothing of the kind," Matt declared wigxasperation. 'We'll eat
lunch, then we'll return together.’

It wasn't a particularly enjoyable meal, convematiwise, although the
food was excellent, and Karen's appetite was niétgigso that she picked at
the contents on her plate. When coffee appearedalean inaudible sigh
of relief.

Five minutes later they were walking along the oaralleyway towards the
main street, and intent on keeping as much distascpossible between
them, she missed an uneven patch in the brick-piawved The fine heel of
her shoe caught the edge, making her stumble, lamaveuld have fallen
had Matt not reached out and grasped hold of her.

‘Are you all right? Your ankle—you haven't twist&?l

'‘No—no, I'm fine," she assured him quickly, feelswgldenly breathless at
his nearness.

'Do you think you can walk to the car?'



'What would you propose if | couldn't?' the wordsrevout before she could
give them a second thought, and his eyes gleambdmcked humour.

'Why, carry you, Karen,' he drawled, and there htths she could do to hide
the shocked expression that sprang into her eyes.

'l wouldn't allow you to,' she said quietly, anddmailed.
'Do you think you could stop me?’

She didn't say a word—anything at all would hawensed superfluous, and
she accepted his casually- placed arm around hst wdil they reached the
car.

The drive back to Newmarket was achieved in sileand Karen heaved a
silent sigh of relief when they reached the parkanga adjoining the large
concrete and glass edifice that housed Consolidgtedtronics. Good
manners insisted she thank him, and she profflieddcessary words with
polite detachment.

'Will you have dinner with me tomorrow evening?' tMasked steadily,
making no move to get out of the car. 'Nothing fakmjust a quiet meal at
my home.'

'‘No—I'm sorry, but | can't.'

He swung round in his seat and regarded her thaulyhtThe invitation is
meant to include your daughter.’

Karen's face creased in an expression of disbédlish?’
'Why not?'
She glimpsed the slight mockery evident in his gérbut overriding it

there was a calm determination she found diffitulcomprehend. 'Thank
you, but | must refuse.’



Matt spared a glance in the direction of his offiteean see my secretary
making frantic signals from the window," he deatarand sliding out from
behind the wheel he moved round to open her door.

Karen slipped out, and made to turn in the directibher own car, only to
halt at the touch of his hand on her arm.

'Six-thirty tomorrow evening, Karen. I'll call fgiou.'
You don't know where | live.'

A slight mocking smile teased the edges of his mmottour address is on
file.'

‘No. I--

Whatever else she had been about to say was eécstilled as his mouth
covered hers in a brief hard kiss.

'How dare you!" she burst out in a furious undesttire instant he released
her. 'What sort of conjecture do you imagine yaarstary will put on that?'
Her voice rose a fraction. 'l won't be known asnjatest—fancy 1'

'‘Ah, Karen, | do fancy you,' he murmured gentlyj #mere were angry tears
in her eyes as she shook her head at him vigorously

'l won't have dinner with you, so don't bother icgllfor me.’

'Yes, you will," he directed softly. 'Lisa will e herself—even if her
mother does not.' He straightened and alloweddwamolve away, then with a
mocking salute he turned and disappeared intoukdiig.

He was the very limit, she vowed wrathfully as slased her Datsun out of
its parking space. A thoroughly tantalising man-egant, self-assured, and
incredibly bossy, she added for good measure. Att®y someone she
should endeavour to avoid— although working for kian't help matters at
all. Perhaps it would be best if shel have dinner with him, for if she
presented an ice-cool facade, he might give upleanke her alone. She'd



been successful up until now at keeping the few afdrer acquaintance at
bay. Surely Matt Lucas wouldn't present too much pfoblem.

However, as six-thirty the following evening drewan Karen wasn't so
sure. Her stomach was behaving in a decidedly menfashion. If she
could, she would have pleaded a headache and elé¢brgo.

She eyed her reflection in the mirror and decidhed the cream shirtwaster
dress made her look too pale. Hurriedly she slippedf and extracted a
skirt and blouson-styled top ehallis material, its honey and gold tonings
on a black background accented her slight tan agidighted her blonde
hair to perfection. She smoothed a hand overiigtleand decided to leave
it loose, rather than catch it into its customangtkat her nape.

'Mummy, there's a super car coming down our driwewait him?'

Who else? Karen grimaced silently, and felt thadstlites in her stomach
turn an abrupt somersault. Oh God, if only the ewgreould be over and
done with. She'd no wish to go at all! With a diigat defied description, she
collected her shoulder-bag from the bed and mowasndthe hallway
towards the front door. Lisa, with typical childishiriosity was already
there, hopping up and down as she waited for tloe tobe opened.

Karen's greeting was coolly polite, and becaudasaf's presence she forced
a smile to her lips. 'Won't you come in?'

Matt's eyes held a gleam of admiration as theyd@ppreciatively over her
slender form, then his gaze shifted to the dok-fiigure at her side. 'Hello,

Lisa," he said quietly, and was immediately rewdrtlg a shy smile. 'If
you're both ready, we'll go.'

All Karen's instincts screamed out for her to refusnd Matt seemed to
sense it, for he calmly reached out and caughtdfdh@r arm. Nothing short
of a struggle would have permitted her escapeshedound herself closing
the door and walking quietly by his side to the car



The drive wasn't a long one, a mere ten minutegyaloe main thoroughfare
that led towards the waterfront. Quite what sheeetgd of his home she
was not sure, but, nothing prepared her for theigus double-storied
mansion set in tree-studded grounds totally sedldiden the road. On the
rise above Kohimarama beach, the house was cotesirodé a pleasing
mixture of brick and timber. Sparkling white-paidtevood contrasted
vividly with the dark rough-cast brick base, and ltmpaned windows

flanked by dark blue shutters gave an overall dalappearance.

'Do you live here all by yourself?' Lisa queriearedulously as the car
crunched to a halt outside the main entrance, aaid lsghed.

‘Not quite. A very capable housekeeper cooks mylsraal looks after the
house. Her husband does the garden, lawns, and tseageneral
maintenance. You'll meet them in a few minutes.’

The house was just as impressive inside as it was and Karen
endeavoured to hide her admiration as her gaze evaddrom the lush
deep-piled camel- toned carpet to the expensivespgracing the walls of
the impressive foyer.

A well-proportioned woman of middle years hoveradhe foreground, a
welcoming smile creasing her pleasant features.

'Mrs Rogers—Karen Ingalls, and this young ladyasdeughter Lisa," Matt
introduced with ease.

'What a dear wee mite,' the housekeeper responaechlyy and Matt's
answering smile held indulgence. 'Dinner will bady at seven,’ she said,
adding, 'T'll be in the kitchen if you need me.'tkiVa smile she turned and
disappeared through a door leading off to the left.

'‘Come into the lounge," Matt directed smoothly, &aden clutched Lisa's
hand more tightly within her own as she followednhi'to a spacious,
superbly- furnished room. Muted shades of beigeeweflected in the
textured fabric covering the walls, and the drapiethe windows were of
velvet in a soft shade of sage-green, as were tneyrmofas and chairs.



Mahogany furniture complemented the colour scheand,the total effect
was one of tasteful elegance.

'‘Can | get you something to drink?'

Karen glanced across the space between them amdagaimperceptible
murmur of assent. Heaven knew she needed someéthoam her rapidly
accelerating nerves!

'Spirits?' Matt queried idly, crossing to a wellecked liquor cabinet. 'Or
something light—a medium sherry, perhaps?’

‘Sherry will be fine," she managed evenly.
'‘Some lemonade, Lisa?'

'Yes, please,' that infant responded with an dlathiat brought a slight
frown to her mother's brow and a smile to her Bdgds.

Skilfully Matt engaged the little girl in converga, listening with what
appeared to be genuine interest as she answergddstons about school.
He seemed to inspire confidence, and Karen haddw trer surprise. Lisa
was usually shy in the presence of strangers, itht Matt Lucas she was
responding as if he was someone she'd know aildwerg life.

Dinner was an excellent meal comprising three @asjrand designed,
Karen suspected, to cater to a young child's taetere was chicken
consommé, followed by filet mignon, with creamedaboes, green peas,
carrots, and courgettes in a delicate sauce, witbnapote of fresh fruit
served with cream for dessert. Accompanied by eatel wine, a rosé of
Australian vintage that was an excellent complemamd of which much to
Lisa's delight she was permitted a small quantits glass of her own, they
sat back over an hour later feeling fully replete.

'We'll have coffee in the lounge,’ Matt indicateithva smile as they left the
table, and Karen cast a hurried glance at her watch



'We must leave soon,' she excused, conscious éddkeof disappointment
that appeared on her daughter's face. 'Lisa ha®ktdmorrow.’

'Oh, Mummy, it's early yet!'

'‘Nevertheless, we can't stay late,” Karen statadlyfj meeting Matt's
thoughtful gaze.

'l think we should make plans for an evening whegrd's no school the
following day,' he suggested, and at once thelgitl's face broke into a
wide smile.

'‘Lovely—can it be this Friday? I'm going to a bd#y party on Saturday,
and my Gran's taking me to Whangarei for the schobdtlays on Sunday.’

'Lisa!l" Karen's reprimand was rather more sharp thas warranted, and
Lisa shot her mother a faintly puzzled look.

'Friday will be fine,’ Matt agreed gently. 'I'll range a time with your
mother.’

"You're nice.' Lisa looked up into the tawny eyas dbove her own, and
declared earnestly, 'l like you.'

His lips parted and moved to form a crooked sriiléke you, too, infant.'

Karen felt unaccountably angry, and the look sleshiéd Matt spoke
volumes. In fact, it was a wonder he didn't reehfrthe attack!

'l forgo coffee, if you don't mind," she saidttvia wintry smile, adding’
with determination, 'I'll take Lisa out to the car.

Karen didn't say a word on the way home, and thutaithey halted in the
driveway outside her home she slid from the candbiog Lisa out with as
much speed as possible. Her thanks were a banenfecand in no way
resembled the intended meaning of that simply-vbatitude. She didn't
even look back as she inserted the key into thet floor, and when she



turned round to close it, the Jaguar's tail-lighese a rapidly-disappearing
twin blaze of red.

Karen spent the entire four hours of the followmgrning in a state of
trepidation. Twice she considered confronting teesBnnel Manager with
her resignation, for to continue working for Matidas was unthinkable. It
was fortunate that she didn't depend on a salaryifka's and her own
support. What remained of her grandfather's begoadtbeen carefully
invested to provide a comfortable income.

Dammit, she cursed silently. Where was Brian Wajtehe Personnel
Manager? He'd spent the first half of the mornmmganference, and now it
appeared he'd left the office for an appointmes¢where. She spared her
watch a hurried glance, and determined she hadHassten minutes until
she left for the day. There was nothing else fbuttto put her resignation in
writing.

Suiting thoughts to action, she inserted a sheptipér into her typewriter,
tapped Out the few words necessary, then withdrend attached her name
with an angry flourish.

'‘Well, well," a familiar voice drawled. 'And howeayou this morning?"
Karen looked up and encountered Mike Evans' sacdexpression. 'Fine,
and you?' she responded evenly, returning hertatteto the paper she'd

just signed. She folded it into an envelope, wisich sealed and addressed.

'So you've decided to by-pass the lower echelomaaice a play for the top
brass, hmm?'

She gave a slightly puzzled frown. 'You're talkingiddles.’'
Tl refresh your memory,' he declared laconicalesterday you left with

our eminent Director, and returned almost an hatar] Fast work, Karen,'
he accorded softly. 'Was it lunch—or didn't youtswstwithfood}'



"Your mind needs fumigating!" she snapped, shodtinga venomous glare
as she stood to her feet. 'If you'll excuse medéliver this, then go to
lunch." She went to move past him and felt him geparm.

'My, my—maybe there's fire beneath the ice, afler a

Karen deliberately let her eyes sweep down to hisdhon her arm, then
back again, and he laughed.

'Is he as good in the sack as they say?'

'Haven't you something to do—like returning to flaetory, where you
should be?'

'Yes," a deep voice concurred silkily, 'an excellsnggestion, Evans,
wouldn't you say?'

Karen swung round and came face-to-face with Malttp was standing
with apparent indolence less than a yard distarthat instant Mike Evans
gave a negligent shrug and turned away, and witha¢ghful glare that was
more eloquent than mere words could ever have lsbenswept past them
both.

By the time she reached the foyer she was trembhitg anger, and
incapable of uttering a word. An arm leant forwartti pushed open the
door, but she ignored the courtesy and all buticamn the steps towards her
car.

She didn't see the XJ-S Jaguar parked beside heumantil it was too late,
and suddenly Matt was there beside her, tall agtteningly large at such
close proximity.

He opened the door of his car and indicated theeguager seat. 'Get in,
Karen.' It was a brusque command that boded ilafgrone with sufficient
temerity to consider disregarding it.

'‘No," she refused baldly.



'Don't argue.’ His voice was ominously quiet, but shrew caution to the
winds.

''ve no argument with you—in fact, | have nothitngsay to you at all 1'
'Has Mike Evans been bothering you?'

Anger erupted into indignant speectioubother me!' she cried furiously.
'What difference does it make? | wish you'd botwvée me alone!" 'Is it

marriage, or men in general?' Matt queried idly.

Karen felt as if she could hit him. 'You know naihi about my
marriage—what's more, it's none of your business.’

"That remains to be seen,’ he intoned obliquedt'sigo to lunch.’

'‘Oh—aqgo to hell?

Swift anger tautened his features, sending a sbivegpprehension down her
spine. 'By the living heaven,' he breathed heawiyy believe in trying a

man's patience to the very limit, don't you?"

She held his gaze steadily. 'l don't like men wiyatd win my daughter's
affection in an effort to sway mine.'

His eyes narrowed slightly. "You accuse me of doivag?’

'‘Aren't you?' she countered with intended sarc#isem wavered somewhat
beneath those penetrating tawny depths as they raefeatures.

After a measurable silence, he stated deliberatdéby,
The anger drained away, leaving her pale. "You m@mywell know I'm
leaving the firm." She offered him the envelope stiéheld in her hand.

"You can have this—it's my resignation.'

He took it and slid it into the pocket of his jatk&hat was inevitable," he
considered, his expression deliberately enigmé&iféective from when?"



'Friday of next week,' she returned resolutely.

Matt continued to regard her thoughtfully. 'lI'veseeved a table for
tomorrow evening. I'll call for you at six-thirty."'

Karen looked at him in disbelief. ‘No, I-

‘Think how disappointed Lisa will be if you refusecome,' he interrupted
smoothly.

"You ride roughshod over everyone, don't you?' atmused in a furious
undertone. 'Why can't you leave me alone? | likdifeythe way it is.’

'l see you tomorrow evening," he declared drybnoring her stormy
features.

"You won't!

Matt leaned out a negligent hand and touched heglgHetting his fingers
trail down to lift her chin. 'l seem to recall we"had this conversation
before." He bent down and brushed her lips lightih his own, then he
turned and moved round the car to slip in behira wheel. His hand
effected a mocking salute as he drove away.

Karen felt like screaming with frustrated angem &or the remainder of the
day she exerted as much physical energy as possibd@usehold chores,
falling into bed from near-exhaustion long aftesd.ihad settled down for
the night.



CHAPTER THREE

QuITE what Karen expected at work the following mornafng wasn't sure.
Certainly she expected to be summoned by the Peesdfanager, but she
wasn't prepared for the knowing glances in herctiva from the other girls
in the office.

Conversations had a habit of suddenly coming tcalh Wwhenever she
entered a room, and it made her feel faintly sickrahe conjecture the
clerical staff placed on her leaving.

Twice she was on the point of ringing through tattMaicas to cancel their
date, and only the fact that her conversation wbeldverheard prevented
her from making the call.

As the day progressed she became more wary, ana'sLiexcited
anticipation didn't help matters at all. She wiskbd'd never accepted the
invitation—not that she'd had much choice. DamntMat issuing it in
Lisa's presence, thus placing her in an awkwardipos

A calf-length dress in sky-blue silk clung to hergler curves, its soft folds
cunningly seamed in an unusual design that watistdy elegant. Apart

from highlighting her eyes with mascara and thesftdrapplication of

eye-shadow, she wore the minimum of make-up, amdrashly-washed

hair swung loose, bouncing almost as if it hadeadf its own with every

movement she made.

"You look really nice. You smell nice, too.' Lisaimkled her nose, and
Karen gave her an affectionate hug.

"You're looking forward to going out, aren't you?'

Lisa's face broke into an engaging grin, and hegyelhazel eyes positively
sparkled. 'Oh yes! | haven't ever been to a resthe stumbled over the
word, then tried again, 'restaurant—I got it righill there be lots of people
there?'



'‘Quite a few, | expect,” Karen found herself answgedistractedly, for
Matt's car had just whispered to a halt in thealkisty.

At the sound of a knock Lisa broke into a run intmarry to get to the door,
and Karen heard her excited voice mingling witreeimasculine drawl as
she made her way down the hall.

'My, my," Matt declared as she came into views ‘tbt often | get the

opportunity to escort two attractive young womendianer." His eyes

travelled over her slim figure with appreciativepepval, and she willed

herself not to blush.

She didn't like him, much less want to go out witim, so why she should be
feeling like a teenager about to embark on het fiege was beyond her
comprehension.

He bore an air of assured sophistication, lookiegy/ymuch the successful
businessman. His light grey suit was impeccablgtad, his shirt of cream
silk and an elegantly-knotted tie a perfect com@etn

For Lisa's sake Karen smiled a greeting and badeshter. 'Would you care
for a drink?’

Matt shook his head in dissent. 'If you're bothdgeave'll get on our way.'
'Oh, good,’ Lisa beamed. 'l like riding in your.tar

Matt laughed with genuine amusement, and caughhdwed in his. '‘Come
on then, infant. | can see | rate a deplorablelthir

'Second,’ Lisa grinned, unabashed.

'What about dinner?' he mocked quizzically, and ghee a delicious
chuckle.

'‘Well, | amhungry.'



'Lisa!l' Karen protested, but it had little effeahd Matt merely walked on
ahead to the car, leaving her to shut the doorfaliaiv.

Lisa was in her element, her eyes widening in womeeat at her first
experience of dining out, and conscious of her dearts avid interest in
everything —Matt Lucas, especially—Karen was forded place her
mistrustful dislike to one side and make conveosatAlthough why, she
wasn't sure, for Lisa seemed intent on filling hewly-acquired friend with
as much information as she could find. Everythiogr their pet kitten to a
loose tooth, Gran's frequent visits, her frientig teacher at school, was
aired, and once when Karen would have chastisetMh#rbroke in with a
smiling dismissal, then he proceeded to ask questidich brought forth a
positive flood of answers.

"You're going to a party tomorrow, | believe," Msbiled, and Lisa paused
as she swallowed a mouthful of food.

'Yes. It's in the afternoon,’ she imparted brightlgremy's in my class.’
'‘Ah, Jeremy,' he nodded sagely, and she gave agemggrin.
'l guess he likes me—he brings me sweets and things

Matt broke into quiet laughter, his eyes crinklimgth humour. 'I'd say
Jeremy is a very smart young man.'

'He's good at writing and spelling, too,' Lisa saith utter seriousness. 'He
gets a stamp from the teacher nearly every day.’

It was almost ten when they left, and Lisa, repletd good food and tired
from all the excitement, promptly fell asleep wikie motion of the car.

'Ill take her,” Matt indicated quietly as soonthe Jaguar drew to a halt
outside her home, and Karen said stiffly,

'It's all right—I can manage.'

'In that case, give me the key and I'll unlockfiteait door.’



No, Karen wanted to cry out, | don't want you toneoin. Aloud she said, 'l
wouldn't think of delaying you, Mr Lucas. Thank yéor an enjoyable
evening.' She felt for the clasp and opened the, dtipping out to stand on
the path, and she hadn't taken more than three steen he fell into step
beside her.

As they reached the porch, he silently extendetidnsl for the key, and the
glance she flung him lost much of its venom indaekness.

He walked in ahead of her and switched on the lighwving her standing in
the doorway in angry silence. For a moment sheiderexd ordering him to
leave, but the fact that Lisa might stir called $ome restraint.

It took five minutes to undress and put the ligie to bed, and when Karen
returned, Matt was standing in the lounge, handssthinto his trouser
pockets, his rugged features thoughtful.

Karen regarded him silently, her eyes faintly wary.

'l see several photographs displayed of Lisa, ax&dod a couple | presume
to be your parents,’ he indicated quietly. 'Butexan one that could be your
late husband.’

She felt the breath catch in her throat, and staiewed compulsively. 'l do
have a marriage certificate,’ she managed frigaihyg saw him grimace.

‘It wasn't my intention to imply otherwise.'
'‘No?'

'l was merely curious as to why Lisa's father haplace among the family
photographs. It would indicate he died when she wag young—even
before she was born," he ventured. 'Any mentiothefword "Daddy" has
been conspicuous by virtue of its absence in hevesation.'

A wild, uncontrollable anger was mounting insiderét@s breast, making
her want to lash out at this indomitable man arglitgidious comments.
Her eyes sparkled with fury as she snapped, 'ltdowe you any



explanation, and you've got a hell of a nerve cgninhere, behaving like
some—some lawyer for the prosecution !" She patadareath, then went
on in an odd little rush. "Will you please leavafigry tears filled her eyes,
and she blinked furiously to control their immindoiv.

Matt looked down at her, his expression unreadable] after an
interminable length of time Karen turned away.

She was making a complete fool of herself, sheddecshakily. Surely she
could have handled the situation with uncasiagg-froid,instead of falling
apart at the seams.

A few seconds later Matt moved past her and lefrtiom, closing the front
door behind him with an almost silent click, thée aguar reversed down
the drive, its engine an imperceptible whispethia ¢lear night air.

Jeremy Trenwith lived less than two miles away, a@navas Karen's

intention to drop Lisa off after she'd introducesidelf, and return when the
party was due to conclude. However, she was failethis attempt soon

after Jeremy's mother came to the door with helirsoow.

'Hi, Lisa.'

'Hello, Jeremy.'

An ordinary enough greeting, but the manner in Whiovas spoken had
each mother striving to conceal a smile.

'Do come in,"” Karen was beguiled. 'I'm Janine," #tiactive brunette
confided engagingly. 'You will stay, won't you?'

'Well, I--'

'Oh, do. Please,’ the other beseeched with an amehgrin. ‘Mind you, it's
only fair to warn that the invitation is double-edyg



'Help?' Karen smiled, and Janine Trenwith broke mtrthful laughter.
'In capital letters! Will you?'
'I'd be delighted.’

Indoors there was mild chaos erupting from the ¢uas what appeared at
first sight to be a room filled with children fighg for supremacy and
Jeremy's attention.

'We got a bit carried away with the invitationghihe explained with a
captivating smile. ‘Jeremy insisted it was all othing—hence the entire
junior class. Jason, the cowardly man," she wrahkier nose expressively,
'has done a bunk, vowing to put in an appearancenwhy brother

arrives—which,' she took time to spare her watghaace, 'should be soon.
Meanwhile, | think something in the way of a lolgramble might quieten
things down for a few minutes. Blast the rain,' shesed inelegantly. 'l

hadn't bargained on having indoor games.’

'If we put our heads together, I'm sure we can camevith something,’
Karen began tentatively. 'Perhaps we could orgdhesa into circles, ten in
each, and have them pass an object around to nidsaever has the object
in his hand when the music stop is out. That shtakd ten minutes or so.’'

'Why didn't I think of that? Come on, Karen—intotthel' the other girl
declared with a rueful grin.

Thirty minutes later their faces were flushed watkertion. It seemed to
amuse the children to have two grown-ups indulgmnchildish games, and
they clamoured for Janine and Karen to be blindfdlfbr Blind Man's Buff.

With a smile of resignation they allowed themselt@$have a blindfold
applied, and the game began.

'l wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't seen itthvmy own eyes,' a strange
male voice commented with laughing indulgence, daten heard Janine
pass up a fervent,

'Praise the lord—reinforcement has arrived!'



'From that, | gather our presence is welcome hali@ voice drawled, and
Karen felt her heart jolt, then take on a fastetbe

Slowly she removed the blindfold, and her worstrdeaere confirmed as
she came face-to-face with Matt Lucas. Her firstinct was to gather Lisa
up in her arms and escape.

Janine began to perform the introductions, and velhercame to her brother
he smiled and gave a negligent wave of his hand.

'‘We've already met," he interrupted with assumeidlence. 'Haven't we,
Karen?' His eyes gleamed with hidden amusemenhasrairmured an
assent.

'How nice,' his sister proclaimed happily. 'If @adn't have been for Karen,
I'd be a quivering wreck by now.' She aimed a plhytinch at her husband's
chest. 'You and Matt can take control for half aurt while Karen and |
guaff a much-needed cup of coffee, then we'll tbedmasses.’

Two hours later the last of the children had bealected and taken home,
and Karen dried the last remaining plate, thenrepkaced the tea-towel on
the rack.

'It's been a very enjoyable party. Thank you fidrag me to stay.' She gave
Janine a smile and indicated, 'I'll just get Lisa--

"You won't,' the other girl declared firmly. '"Yoa'staying for dinner. You
deserve to be fed after all the help you've gives afternoon.’

'l couldn't do that," Karen protested.
'Is your husband expecting you home?'
'‘No," she denied slowly.

'In that case, you've no reason to hurry away. &imnall ready—I prepared
it this morning. It simply needs re-heating. Ohavens,' she exclaimed as



the doorbell peeled. 'That will be Mother. Excuse ammoment while | let
her in.’

This was turning out to be a family affair, of whié&aren occupied no

rightful part. Shecouldn'tstay, not with Janine's hateful brother as aello
guest.

When Janine came back she'd make some excusesaed le

However, her efforts to withdraw were successftolestalled by a totally

irrepressible hostess, and Karen couldn't helgkihgndarkly that it was a

trait Janine shared with her impossible brother.

She was drawn into the lounge for a pre-dinnerkdrand there was no
opportunity for her to avoid Matt as he crossedhéo side, his eyebrows
arched in silent quizzical query.

'Surprised to see me?"

Karen forced a slight smile to her lips. 'l coutdreé expected to know you
would be here.’

'‘And if you had known, you wouldn't have come,dnawled cynically.
'l brought Lisa to your nephew's birthday partlgg said quietly.

'‘Unaware that | was a part of the family," he mumdumusingly. ‘It would
appear we're to dine together again.’

'‘Unfortunately.’
'‘Ah, my dear Karen," he drawled. 'I'm really qujteod company.’

'l don't doubt you are,’ she responded with intdndarcasm, and he
laughed, the corners of his eyes creasing in ameisem



It was a relief when Janine announced dinner, aateiK found herself
seated next to Matt, much to her chagrin, for hese proximity quite
spoiled her appetite.

Lisa and Jeremy were seated together at the oppersit of the table, and
they chattered incessantly all through the meal.

'Lisa is your replica in miniature,” Matt indicatedftly as they moved from
the table and made their way to the lounge.

Aware that others were within hearing distance,eldamerely smiled and
moved away.

'My dear, how nice of you to stay and help Janieg Lucas extolled
warmly as she crossed to Karen's side. 'You alsavkviatt, | believe.'

Matt casually joined them, breaking in with sardooynicism, 'Pity the
poor girl, Mother—she works for me.’

'‘Ah, | see." Mrs Lucas' expression was revealing, ter son laughed. 'He's
something of a tyrant,' she explained lightly, tlaglded with an irresistible
smile, 'Do you find him so?"

'‘Come, Karen,' he mocked. 'Nothing less than thi# wvill do.'

'As you said, | work for you,' Karen countered sthyeéAnd there are times
when the necessity for tact overrules total honesty

'Oh, well done,' Mrs Lucas accorded as she direbtatt a mischievous
twinkle.

"You never mentioned that you work for Matt," Janomoke in with interest,
and Karen endeavoured to meet the other girl'ssitoue gaze.

'l wasn't aware you and Matt were related,’ sheagea faintly.

'What a wonderful coincidence,’ Janine enthusesthasast first Karen, then
Matt, a speculative gleam. 'l couldn't have planihéétter myself.’



'‘Matchmaking, my dear sister?' Matt mocked geritin quite capable of
managing my own affairs.’

'Oh, yes, we know," his sister teased unmercifiMgu've acquired quite a
reputation in that direction.’

'l think it's going to be an early summer, don't'’9oMrs Lucas interjected,
directing the query towards Karen and blandly igmprher siblings'
light-hearted bantering.

Karen's slightly strangled affirmative brought foetn understanding smile.
'l really should be leaving,' she excused herself.

'Well, it's been very nice meeting you, my dean.sure we'll see each other
again.'

With Lisa's hand firmly tucked in her own, they meateir farewells. It was
a relief to get into the car, although the faimflyzzical gleam Matt directed
her as she bade him a polite goodnight did nottonigelp her composure.
She was darned if she would allow him to have theeu hand, although
instinct warned that he was skilfully adept at Hangdwomen. After her
outburst last night, it was doubtful he would seek company again.

She told herself fiercely that she didn't want hom—but an inner voice
cried out to the contrary, and that night she awokbke early morning hours
as a vivid reminder of Brad returned in nightmamenf to taunt her.

Grace Ingalls returned at noon the following dand ahe hadn't been in the
house ten minutes before Lisa began regaling exénite past week.

'—and Wednesday night we went to Matt's place foner, and Friday
night he took Mummy and me to a restaurant,’ singpbeted triumphantly.
‘Yesterday | went to Jeremy's party, and guess?Watt is Jeremy's uncle.’
The little girl turned towards Karen and smileceritswung back to face her
grandmother. 'He has a lovely car, and an awfutjyhouse. A lady and her
husband look after him, don't they, Mummy?'



‘That sounds nice, darling,’ Grace commented wariittyglad you've been
having such a lovely time. Now, why don't you gtwigiour room and check
you have everything you need to take away.'

Oh lord, Karen sighed inwardly. Now she would bembarded with
guestions! Sure enough, they began the instantwiasaout of earshot.

'Matt? Just who is this man, Karen? You didn't ned you were going out
with anyone.’

She answered them strictly in order. 'His nameastMucas, and | work for
him. I'm not going out with him in the way you med#de issued the
invitations more for Lisa's benefit than mine.'

'Lisa? Oh, come on, darling," Grace laughed. 'Hghirihave chosen to let
you think that, but it's you that he's after.’

'He's not," Karen denied emphatically. 'What's mbd®n't imagine I'll see
him again.’'

'What about the party Lisa was talking about?'

‘Neither of us realised the other would be thesleg¢ explained patiently,
hoping to throw her mother off the scent.

'‘But you said you work for him," Grace exclaime&surely you'll see him
there. What position does he have with the firm?'

This was getting worse by the minute! 'Director,ar&n admitted
reluctantly.

"You mean he's head of the firm?' Grace coulddé& her incredulity, nor her
delight. 'Darling, you must '

'What, Mother?' she queried cynically. 'Entice o my lair?'

'‘Well," Grace murmured deprecatorily, 'he appeaiseta good catch, and--'



'l should have a husband, and Lisa should havéharfaKaren interrupted
bitterly. 'I've heard all that before.’

‘Not all men are like Brad,' Grace ventured caudiipu

'I'm not willing to take the risk of finding ouaren said with cold finality,
and her mother uttered a heartfelt sigh.

'l hate to see you so bitter, Karen. | had hopatl th

‘After six years I'd be over it? That it could beracely parcelled away in
some dark cupboard and conveniently forgotten?' gheried with
unaccustomed cynicism.

Grace's expression became earnest. 'Surely--'

'l learnt my lesson the hard way, remember?' Kareoked, and her mother
ventured tentatively,

"You haven't told him anything?'
'Why rake over old ashes? | don't want any pity.'

Grace gave a sigh that behoved great forbearaSobstitute pity for
understanding. He's entitled to know, don't youkfl

'Why?' Karen questioned baldly. 'You're talkingfake man has marriage
in mind." She laughed derisively. 'He has yet toppsition me, let alone
propose! ' She sobered quickly. 'Even if he didouldn't accept.'

'l hate to think of you so alone," her mother wail&®/hat will you do when
Lisa grows up and leaves home?"

'Find some absorbing hobby to fill my daylight hguiKaren answered
quickly, and Grace asked searchingly,

'What of all the empty, lonely nights?’



‘This conversation has reached its limits," Karawl steadily, giving her
mother a particularly direct look. 'Shall we hauadh?"

It wasn't until later when Grace had left with Likat Karen allowed herself
to reflect on her mother's maxim. Somehow the eptise seemed to echo
those same words, making a mockery of her own etigphaowal to the
contrary.

Oh, what was the matter with her? She felt crosisoarn of sorts—almost as

if she might be coming down with something. Tha, 'therhaps? But her

throat wasn't sore, and her head didn't ache ditdvde Lisa's absence that
was to blame, for this was the first time they'drgpseveral days apart since
the little girl was born. Suddenly the week yawaééad, and Friday, when

she would drive north for the weekend, seemed nleag way away.

It didn't take a detective to discern why Karen waesrecipient of several
speculative glances when she entered the officé mexning. It was
patently obvious that the secretarial grapevine rgaponsible for relaying
details regarding her encounter with Matt Lucashia parking area—and
she didn't doubt that the gossip had been embetlistong the way.

The best thing was to ignore it, and she delibgratet herself the task of
diminishing the pile of paperwork crowding the ray on her desk.

'So you're the latest," a feminine voice drawlethwinveiled sarcasm, and
Karen looked up to encounter an icy glare directeadn on her hitherto
unsuspecting head.

Susan Browning, acting as secretary to both the agan and the
Accountant, stood poised to strike like an angsgdintled snake defending
its territory—and it didn't take much effort for K to work out that Susan
considered their exalted Director her particulamperty.

'l beg your pardon?' Karen queried mildly in thepdoof averting what
looked like being a quarrel.



'Oh, come on—don't act the dumb blonde! This roas Wwindows that
command a splendid view of the adjacent parking.are

'I'm aware of that," she managed calmly, and theragirl gave a derisive
snort.

"Aware of that", are you?' Susan mimicked belleggly. 'l can't imagine
what's come over Matt. He usually displays moredse." She went on
cruelly, 'Obviously your—er—talents must be consadide.’

Karen just looked at her, unable to believe anyaméd be capable of such
invective. 'You're quite wrong,' she assured quietl

'Oh, come on! Who do you think you're kidding?' Aalavolent gleam
entered the girl's eyes. 'A word of advice, dear+ewver-so-charming
Director isn't exactly the faithful type. | wouldipin any hopes on holding
his interest for very long.'

'‘Believe me, Susan,' Karen answered evenly, 'l drdulvant to." Quickly
she gathered up her bag and slid the cover ovdygasvriter, then with a
determined smile she turned and walked out of theeo

Stupid angry tears were beginning to burn the loddier eyes as she made
her way into the foyer. First Mike Evans, and nouws&h. It was just too
much! Thank heavens she was leaving on Fridayh#drday couldn't come
soon enough.

'Oh!" She gave a startled gasp as she collided aviblid frame, and her
consternation increased when she discovered thdystg) hand on her arm
belonged to none other than Matt himself.

‘Are you all right?’

Karen shied away from his intent scrutiny. 'Ye®, fine. In a hurry, though.
I'm late for an appointment,’ she invented wil@ye turned and almost ran
towards the entrance doors in her anxiety to esh&ppresence, and only
when her car was edging its way out of the parldrea did she begin to
relax.



The house seemed empty without Lisa's energetsepoe, and the long
hours ahead needed to be filled with some construtask, otherwise she'd
go mad! The sewing machine provided the answerslietd bought a few
lengths of material only the week before with theention of making two
new sun-frocks for Lisa for the coming summer. T8taduld take care of the
afternoon very satisfactorily, then she'd prepareeasy meal and view
television.

At six o'clock Karen lifted the sewing machine doamd put it away in its

cabinet, satisfied that only the hand-sewing renthitee be done. She
stretched her arms, easing the slight ache inlaulders, then made her
way into the kitchen.

Something light and easily prepared would do fordwening meal, and she
took eggs and butter from the refrigerator. Scraaldggs on toast, with
some coffee, sounded fine, and she broke the etma bowl, added a dash
of milk and some herbs, then began beating theumrgxwith a fork.

An insistent staccato knock on the front door bidwgmomentary frown,
for she wasn't expecting anyone to call. Settirglitbwl down, she wiped
her hands, and was almost to the door when thekikmpavas repeated.
Her fingers hovered near the knob as she querigiibcaly, "Who is it?’

'Matt Lucas.'

There was no doubting that deep voice, but stél sésitated, opening the
door only a fraction. 'What do you want?'

'l won't be accused of forcing my way in, Karengdtidrawled.
Without a word she held the door open, feeling pddtimidated as he
moved into the wide hall to stand several feetadist one hand thrust

negligently into a trouser pocket as he surveyed he

His silent appraisal was unnerving, and after sdvianeless seconds she
said stiffly, 'l was in the kitchen fixing dinnaihat do you--'



'Put it back in the refrigerator, Karen,' he diegcsardonically. 'I'm taking
you out.'

"You are not!" she spluttered indignantly. "You'tamrive on my doorstep
and order me about. Besides, I've already mixe@ ¢os--'

‘They'll keep until breakfast,” Matt soothed, imanner such as one would
adopt to calm a fractious child. 'Go and change,yfur hair, and do
whatever you consider essential to your face.'

'‘No!" Her eyes sparked alive with temper. "Thimig house, and you have
no--' Her words were effectively stilled by his nlown hers, and the gasp
she uttered became trapped in her throat.

For a few heart-stopping seconds she was too serpto struggle, then
reaction set in, and she lashed out with her fissfeet—all to no avalil, for
he simply drew her close against his hard frangingj one hand behind her
head to hold it firm, while the other arm curvedwtioher back. She balled
her hands into fists and beat against his backydiee dulled into a furious
moan as his mouth forced her lips apart, teasimgl\gaith consummate
skill until her struggles began to lessen, therhhisds moved, caressing her
back and shoulders in a manner that sent wavesaghth flooding her
limbs.

His lips trailed down the sensitive pulsing cordhe base of her neck in a
teasing, provocative manner that brought forthamdden gasp of pleasure
before his mouth sought hers in a kiss that leftweak- limbed and oddly

breathless.

At last, when she thought she could stand it ngdomwithout responding,
he drew back and put her at arm's length. A sBgfite curved his lips as he
looked down at her. 'Go and change," he bade guiet!

Rather shakily Karen raised a hand to push baetatray locks of hair that
had fallen forward. 'If you think you've kissed mé submission, you're
mistaken,' she managed evenly—a difficult feat whenheart was racing
and her breathing seemed strangely affected.



'Have dinner with me, anyway,' Matt directed lazily

'l was going to have an early night,’ she protestetiat all sure it would be
wise to accept.

'If 1 assure you that | merely want your company dinner,’ he began
tolerantly, 'will that influence you to change youmd?'

‘Just—dinner?' She searched his expression foharyf mockery, and
found none.

''ve reserved a table at Hobson House in Parihgitt informed her with
remarkable imperturbability. 'The food there is ellent. Now, be a good
girl and go and change.’

'Oh, very well," Karen agreed reluctantly.

He was impossible, she muttered beneath her besa#he inspected the
contents of her wardrobe seconds later, slidindnéreyers back and forth as
she tried to make up her mind what to wear. It Wik very cool at
night—perhaps the three-piece suit in finely-wowerol? Its full skirt with
matching waistcoat and tailored jacket was elegack very fashionable,
and teamed with a cream silk blouse it would dispemith the necessity to
take a coat.

After a quick shower, Karen donned fresh undervaeat slipped on the
blouse, then the suit. A quick glance in the mioonfirmed her choice, and
she hurriedly attended to her make-up and hain #tipped her feet into
knee-length boots.

'I'm ready,’ she announced quietly as she entéeedbtinge a short while
later, and met his slightly quizzical expressiotiva bland smile, watching
as he rose to his feet with an almost animal grace.

In the car she sat in silence, aware of the br@aklyltanned hand on the
gear-shift, the quiet strength of the man at hae.sWhat would it take, she
wondered idly, to ruffle that seemingly inflexibb®@mposure? She'd seen



anger flare briefly in those dark tawny eyes, arstinct warned that when
roused it would be swift and deadly.

The restaurant was well patronised, and it appetiratl Matt was well
known, for a table was found for them in a seclucecher.

'Will you allow me to order for you?'Karen directieith a stunningly sweet
smile and inclined her head. 'Why not?"

'Hmm," he murmured sardonically. 'From a defiamtiftand to an amenable
angel. One can only wonder what wrought the change.

'Perhaps the fact that you might leave if | anger?y she offered tentatively,
a sparkle lighting her vivid eyes. 'I'd hate tacbasigned to kitchen duties in
lieu of settling the bill.'

Matt's eyes held a devilish gleam as he laughettystddo you have any
particular dislikes?' he queried, indicating thenme

‘Not with regard to food, no.'

His soft chuckle brought a tinge of pink to her ek& and she deliberately
refrained from looking at him.

After a starter of prawns in a delicate sauce, lagter placed a plate
containing a generous quantity of crumbed scalldpficately-cut french

fries, an elegantly-arranged platter of assortéabsgreens, together with a
choice of two sauces.

'What happened to upset you today?"

Karen paused, holding the fork poised halfway betwker plate and her
mouth. 'Apropos what?' she queried carefully.

"You recoiled from our accidental impact and toffknoth as much speed as
a frightened doe bent on escape from an armed huvitt intoned wryly.

"You're—imagining things," she refuted quickly,usihg to meet his gaze.



'‘No," he accorded evenly. 'But you're obviously going to tell me what
caused it, so we'll change the subject. Lisa reairmorth with her
grandmother yesterday, | believe?'

'Yes—Mother left for Whangarei mid-afternoon.’

'‘And she's due to return just before school res@mes

Karen nodded. 'Yes, but I'll see her at the weekeimtend driving up there
on Friday afternoon.'

'‘Can you alter that arrangement?' Matt queriedngyeer intently.

She met his gaze unflinchingly. 'Is there any raagby | should?’

"The long-range forecast is for relatively fine wes,' he informed her
tolerantly. 'l had thought of taking my launch doterPakatoa Island for the
weekend. I'd like you to come with me.’

The implications involved in accepting such an tation flashed through
Karen's head in glorious Technicolor confusion thstant before she
opened her mouth to refuse.

'With Lisa, of course,’' Matt added, and she shot &in extremely doubtful
look. 'Possibly your mother wouldn't object to lgimg her down towards
the end of the week,' he continued thoughtfulfysukch an arrangement isn't
convenient, then you can have Friday off to dripeand collect her.’

'l don't think so. Thank you," she added, relu¢yamieeting his gaze.

'Oh, Karen,' he mocked gently, 'surely you're ricdid to come with me?
We'll be adequately chaperoned.’

'By a five-year-old child?' she queried with opeepicism.
‘Yes.'

‘No," she refused firmly.



'If it will make you feel any safer,’ he drawleiyite your mother to come
as well.'

"You don't give in, do you?' she queried wryly. titbdo much better to
invite someone else. | don't imagine you lack &ninine company.’

'‘No," he confirmed dryly, shooting her a penetgtiglance, and she
retaliated flippantly,

'It's simply a question of consulting your "littéack book", isn't it?'
'l wantyou,'Matt declared deliberately.
'Well, you're not going to have me,' she said wildl

'Will you ring, or would you prefer me to do it® bountered, smiling at her
speechless expression. 'Dessert?' he mocked aligzit can recommend
the cheesecake. And coffee—Dblack, or white?'

Karen didn't deign to reply—her voice seemed lodkelder throat, and for
what remained of the evening she confined herselirtef, monosyllabic
replies to any conversation he offered.

They left shortly after ten, and as Matt chose twvedhome along the
waterfront, Karen let her gaze wander out overddud ocean towards the
north shore suburb of Devonport. It was a cleantyitne sprinkling of stars
high in the sky seemed so far away and therefoneiscule, and there was a
strange magical pull that was strictly of the sense

One part of her wanted nothing further to do wittis inimically compelling
man, and yet she longed for the joy of love—thergjth of emotions that
bound a man and a woman together for a lifetimenT$he gave herself a
mental shake—such thoughts bordered on madnese iMas no reason to
suppose Matt Lucas looked upon her as anythingr dties a diverting
challenge—someone to pursue and claim, briefly. Siiebore the scars
from one encounter with love— why place herselfiposition to invite
further heartache?



CHAPTER FOUR
"YOU'RE very quiet.'

Karen turned her head slowly, focussing her eyeshah broadly-etched
profile a short distance from her own, then saweo surprise that the car
was stationary in her driveway.

'l was caught up with thoughts of my own.’

‘Lunch tomorrow?" Matt suggested quietly, and wstemshook her head, he
demanded softly.

'Why not, Karen?'
'l—don't want to see you again.’

At the faintly desperate sound in her voice, heddrin the seat so that his
face was only inches away, then he leaned forwaddtauched his lips
briefly against her temple.

Karen felt herself begin to tremble, and when stiged away to move
further back against her seat, he caught hold o€hia and tilted it so that
she couldn't escape. Gently he traced her lowsvitiphis thumb, probing it

open as his mouth travelled down over the delipktees of her face to the
edge of her mouth.

'Please—don't,’ she whispered fiercely, and heandgive a soft laugh the
instant before his mouth covered hers.

It was a tantalising kiss, tender yet with a hintantrolled passion, making
no demands, but laying claim to something she dd#ne think about. Her
will to resist slowly ebbed, and of their own vt her hands crept up to
wind round his neck. His lips began an explorattyeyl up over each
cheekbone, then travelled down to tease an eatbebere tracing the
pulsing cord at her neck. Her murmur of protesttwemeeded as he slipped
open the buttons on her blouse, and only when &gl tslid beneath the
silky material to expose a creamy breast did stugigte upright. Dear God,



what was she thinking of? It had to be some fortewiporary insanity to lie
here like this, giving the impression she was nglio succumb.

'Let's go inside,’ Matt suggested quietly, but pawielled to assume
alarming proportions, making her both angry andidfr

'‘No,' she gasped vehemento!
Matt regarded her searchingly, and his silencenhaigk effect than words. A
slight smile lifted the edge of his mouth, and bpped her chin, raising her

face until she was forced to look at him.

‘That—embrace we shared moved you just as muchdid me," he said
steadily. 'Why pretend otherwise?'

'What does that prove?' Karen countered with aetdditterness. 'Other
than that you're an expert in the art of seduction.

'Who hurt you, Karen?' he queried gently. "Yourlaumnl?'

‘That has nothing to do with you,' she flung tersehd felt the grip on her
chin tighten as she tried to move out of his grasp.

'Why can't you accept that | want--'

‘To help me?' she finished bitterly, then she ladghollowly, her eyes
glittering in the semi-darkness. 'Don't you meaargelf, by persuading me
to go to bed with you?'

He was silent for several seconds, then he sloldpls his head. 'There's
such a thing as waiting until you're asked," heetliquietly, and she gasped
in utter fury,

"You deny you're leading up to that?'
'l find the thought of making love to you infinijelprovoking,” Matt

enlightened wryly. 'But | happen to like my womeitling and eager—not
angry little kittens with their claws unsheathed.’



'l hate you!" she raged, almost choking with anger.

'It's about time you had some of the treatmentwwohbeen handing out,' he
accorded, unperturbed, and she swung her hand devids face, only to
have it caught in a bone-crushing grip inches leeforeached its target.
'‘And | dislike physical displays of temper.’

Karen felt the prick of angry tears behind her egesl she blinked rapidly,
willing them to disappear. She wanted to cry amgréoth at the same time,
like a frustrated wilful child.

'Ill see you to the door," Matt said enigmaticatlgleasing her chin.

'It doesn't matter,' she managed shakily as slobeddor the door-clasp, but
he was already sliding out from the car, and hehred her side as she stood
to her feet on the concrete driveway.

With the aid of the porch light she fumbled in Heag for her keys,

conscious of a strange bereft feeling. She wasigedmp emotionally, it

didn't bear thinking about. The key turned in tbekl and she reached
forward to switch on the light before swinging backace him.

'Don't say anything, Karen," he drawled. 'I'll sg@u tomorrow.' His
expression assumed sardonic amusement as her igggeed/ with disbelief.
'‘Lunch, remember?' he mocked. 'One o'clock, in dbenstairs' foyer.'
Leaning forward, he bent his head and bestowed # ¢

a brief hard kiss on her unsuspecting mouth, tleesttaightened and strode
briskly down the path to the car.

Much to Karen's relief, Susan chose to ignore herfollowing morning,
and it made for a relatively harmonious working esphere. Mike failed to
put in his customary appearance, and for that stseralieved, for she didn't
fancy being on the receiving end of his verbal barb



As one o'clock drew near, she began to have quabust lunching with
Matt, and she deliberated whether to slip awayanfenutes early to avoid
him. Knowing his tenacity, he'd just as likely cotoghe house this evening
if she didn't meet him—and that was the last ttshg wanted. Given a
choice, she'd prefer to see him briefly duringdbg.

There was a sudden quickening in tempo of typenkitgs, and she didn't
need to look up to determine why. Who else butDhector himself? she
thought wryly. He, who rarely graced the typing bwith his presence, was
strolling calmly towards her desk, his expressiqokte mask.

Why pick on me? she wanted to scream. But her veiae carefully
controlled when he paused in front of her desk.

'It's not quite one yet. I'll be with you in a fawinutes." What was she
saying, for heaven's sake? Whoever heard of a tyeist keeping the big
chief waiting?

Matt surveyed her downbent head with wry amusenieimé completion of
that particular chore doesn't look devastatinglgantant to me. But who am
| to dissuade such diligence?"

When he made no effort to move away, she sparealuirass glance which
had no effect whatever, and it was to her creddt tthe made no
typographical errors before releasing the papen fiiee machine. With un-
flurried ease she checked the letter for erroem) filaced it in the out-tray.

'I'm ready.' She stood up, collected her shoul@ey-land placed the cover
over the typewriter.

Matt's eyes gleamed with ill-concealed humour. "Yfeean you don't intend
to keep me waiting any longer? No make-up to fresher hair to fix?"

Karen shot him a level glance, then stepped rowsrddesk and began
walking towards the door, not really caring whetherfollowed or not.



'Was it something | said?' he mocked musingly,haisd reaching for the
doorknob an instant ahead of her, and she deigoetb mnswer until they
were clear of the foyer and almost to the car.

'Did you haveto come into the office to wait for me?' she qioesd in a
tight little voice, and felt incredibly angry whée began to chuckle.

'‘Ah, so that's it!'

'I've already been the recipient of two verbal lagk on the undesirability
of becoming involved with you,' she stated wrylgen laughed a trifle
harshly.'Involved?If only they knew how fast I'm trying to run awagm
you!'

Matt waited until they were seated in the Jagimen he turned to regard her
steadily. 'What makes you think | won't catch you?'

Karen could only look at him speechlessly. She eddrer mouth, then shut
it again, only to have her lips part in a soundt@gsvhen his fingers trailed
provocatively over her heaving breasts.

'So much anger," he mocked softly, ‘when you ¢&ndure my intentions are
honourable—or otherwise.’

'It could only beotherwis& she erupted wildly. 'Oh, why can't you leave me
alone?' she beseeched, almost on the verge of teagsy

Matt regarded her in silence for several secom#s he leaned forward and
switched on the ignition. The car sprang to litse,@ngine an imperceptible
purr, and it was only when he turned left at thistfmajor intersection that
she voiced tightly,

'If you'll be so good as to stop, I'll walk bacldasollect my car. | don't want
to have lunch with you— the food would choke in thyoat!'

'Kissing you into silence doesn't seem to have meftéct,’ he mused
cynically. 'I'm sorely tempted to haul you acrosg kmee and slap your
delightfully-shaped derriere.’



'If you dare to lay a hand on me, I'll—I'll--'
"You'll—what?"'
'Hit you back as hard as | can,' Karen vowed figipu

'My dear Karen,' he drawled, sparing her a darlrgiag glance, 'be warned
of the consequences of such an action. There's améy way it could
possibly end—and entertain no doubts,' he adddg.dry

Her eyes widened, dilating with remembered fead aonscious of the
painful thudding of her heart, she forced herselireath evenly, slowly, in
an effort to effect some measure of control.

'Please—take me back," she pleaded at last, wlesildnce seemed to
reverberate inside the car, accelerating the tansatween them until she
could stand it no longer.

'We're going to Antoine's for lunch,’ Matt state@rdy. 'l can hardly harm
your virtue in a room full of people.’

Karen stared sightlessly out of the window, all #@mger draining away as
she became lost in thought. She didn't want toeaegy more—in fact, she
felt weary, a weariness that was mental rather gisical.

The restaurant was charming, and well patronisedit Mas greeted by
name, and with a deference that was flatteringeKa&nought his social life
must be extremely active to command such attenaitthpugh she had to
concede the man at her side accepted it with camphbanity.

Throughout the meal he kept up a steady flow ohsbgated small-talk
that required only a brief rejoinder, and to Kasesurprise it was almost two

o'clock when she put down her empty coffee cupspadied a glance at her
watch.

'Do you mind if | smoke?'

She looked up, faintly startled, then shook hedh&f course not.’



'More coffee?'
'No, thank you.'

She watched as he flicked the slim gold lighter applied the flame to the
cigarette held between his lips. The sight of festsuously-moulded mouth
brought a vivid reminder of his kiss—was it onlgtlanight? The memory
made her shiver. There was a certain danger inmong an association
with a man of Matt Lucas' calibre. He possessedoubtitd charm, an
undeniable animal magnetism that most women wourd #ifficult to
resist.

'Will you have dinner with me tonight?' Matt quetieith equanimity, and
she answered quickly— too quickly, 'l don't thirk's

He. regarded her thoughtfully for several secodiby not, Karen?'
She gazed at him helplessly. 'We've been ovebtfizre.'

'So we have.' He drew on his cigarette, then slaxlyaled the smoke. 'l
can't quite fathom whether it's me—or what | repres

She didn't say a word, and it said a lot for herldayium that she managed
to hold his gaze.

'Shall we say seven?'
'l had other plans for this evening,' she said eedply, and he smiled.

'Would it make any difference to your decisionviére to include my sister
and her husband?'

Karen regarded him silently for several minutegntlibegan emotively,
"'Why must you persist in asking me out? I've tad-y'

'‘Countless times, | know," he completed with said@musement as he
reached forward and stubbed out his cigarette. ticble is,' he drawled,
'your words are at complete variance with what yasses convey.'



A slow delicate colour tinged her cheeks. 'Thatis true,' she whispered
shakily, and saw his eyebrows raise in silent mocke

'Shall we go?' he queried smoothly, standing to faet in one fluid
movement, and rather hesitantly she followed suit.

The fresh air outside cooled her cheeks and didhnoiassist a severely
shaken composure, and in the car she chose ta eelience he seemed to
condone during the ten minutes it took to reach d@peon of bitumen
adjoining Consolidated Electronics.

"Il call for you at seven.'

Karen paused, her hand on the door-clasp, anatikeshe cast him held a
certain exasperation. 'Perhaps | should changeatigs,’ she inclined with

a sigh. 'If | became a clinging vine, I'm sure yodrop me like the

proverbial hot cake!"

Matt's laugh was low and faintly seductive. 'Thaiage has interesting
overtones, although | can't guarantee its success.'voice continued
persuasively, 'Mrs Rogers will be disappointed oliydon't come. She'd
planned on serving some tempting fare."'

II__I
'Seven o'clock, Karen.'

'Very well," she capitulated wryly. 'Don't call fone, I'll use my car. It's
hardly necessary for you to make a double trip.’

Matt shook his head in a gesture that denoted mgakinusement, and she
escaped before he had the opportunity to say awythither.

With complete feminine vanity, she elected to erkban a shopping
spree—with the purchase of a new dress in mind. thett her wardrobe
wasn't adequately filled, but she felt she neetlecatided assurance a new
garment would provide. Besides, the shopping examunsould occupy the
empty hours remaining of the afternoon. Some tipemsbeneath the skilful



hands of a hairdresser would bolster her moralefitsi she'd select the
dress.

After much deliberation she elected to shop in Blaniillage, and after
visiting several boutiques she chose a skirt thiairf graceful folds from a
gathered waistline and a waistcoat in matcluingllis. It was in soft tonings
of beige, cream and brown, and with it she teamtdl-sleeved blouse of
cream silk. Elegant slim-heeled sandals in matchieigge completed the
outfit, and as an added touch she bought an @atifftose to pin on her
shoulder.

Next came the hairdressing salon, and in a monfentmulse she decided
on a sophisticated bouffant style, which when eéecver an hour later
caused the stylist to proffer effusive admiration.

It was almost six o'clock when Karen unlocked henf door, and after
unpacking her purchases she made straight for #tardom. With
considerable care she took steps to protect herthan stepped beneath the
shower to emerge minutes later feeling refresheat. tbilette completed,
she sprayed LanvinArpegefragrance in the hollow between her breasts,
beneath the lobe of each ear, and to the pulsechtwrist. Then she donned
wispy underwear, a flounced slip, and began toyalp@t make-up with care.

At precisely fifteen minutes to seven she gentbget the front door behind
her, and slipped into her car. She felt well eqagfo deal with the evening
ahead—and the shamelessly masterful man who wass ter host.

There were no other cars parked in the drivewaywghe arrived, and for a
moment she considered returning home. Then sandyaped, and she
made her way towards the main entrance.

Seconds after her ringing the bell, the door wasned by a smiling Mrs
Rogers, and her greeting was genuinely warm.

'Do come in, Karen. Matt is--'

'Right here,” a deep voice drawled from directlyhibd her, and the
housekeeper turned with a light laugh.



'Ill leave you, then.'

'‘Come through to the lounge," Matt bade amiablpnae the attentive host,
and Karen allowed herself to be led across the Wadlevay.

'Would you care for a drink?' he asked as soomeg éntered the lounge,
and feeling the need for some added courage shiaeadcher head in
acquiescence.

‘A light sherry will be fine.'

She watched as he crossed to the liquor cabinéthaneyes followed the
smooth actions his hands effected. He looked inghegdvell groomed, his
dark brown suit with its fine pin-stripe the epiteraf male sophistication,
the cream silk shirt and dark tie a superb compigmide possessed an
undeniable attraction, a virility that was impossito ignore.

As he crossed back to her side, she took the fioefrystal glass with its
amber-coloured liquid from his hand and murmuredlge word of thanks.

‘Janine and Jason will be here around seven-thivigtt told her, adding
somewhat mockingly, 'Also my mother.’

At once her lashes swept upwards, her eyes dilatitigsurprise.

"'The entire Lucas family," he revealed sardonically

'l see,' Karen managed faintly, unsure what to nodikieis revelation. As the
minutes ticked by she thought he wasn't going tbaadthing at all by way
of conversation, and she found it increasinglyiciift to hold his gaze.

'Have you contacted your mother about the weekend?'

The question shouldn't have surprised her, butidt #Wo," she denied
defensively. 'She'll expect me to arrive early &yiévening.'

Matt's eyes never left her face as he said evdhlyou'll let me have the
number, I'll call her.



"Now?' she queried, faintly incredulous.

'Why not?' he parried, one eyebrow raising in qaazamusement at her
expression. 'Shall | place the call, or will you?'

'l wasn't aware that | agreed to go.’

He regarded her silently, his scrutiny intent.€'Ineserved two adjoining
units—one to accommodate the three of you, ther dthenyself. All quite
respectable,’ he mocked. 'And with your mother hisé for company,
you'll be quite safe from my—er—suspiciously-regatdntentions.’

An angry retort bubbled to the surface, and sheairegd from voicing it
with difficulty. "You're incredibly obstinate," steccused shakily. '‘Anyone
else would have...'

'‘Given up?'
'Yes—yes!'

Matt viewed her fine fury with something akin to asement. 'I'm a
determined man, Karen," he stated indolently. ‘Angually get what |

want.' He leant out a hand and gently tapped har tlet's place that call to
Whangarei—you can finish your drink afterwardss Binile was warm and
persuasive, and after a few seconds she let ogh dhat defied description.

'Oh, all right. I'll ring." Quite why she was gignn when the last thing she
wanted was to spend an entire weekend with thianthing man was beyond
her comprehension.

When she wished her mother to be out, Grace Ingaitsvered on the
second ring.

'Mother—it's Karen," she found herself explaininghecessarily, for who
else would call from Auckland?

'Darling,’ Grace rushed anxiously, ‘there's nothimgng, is there?’



'No—no. How's Lisa?'
'She's fine. But that isn't why you've rung, surely

'I—no. It's just that I've received an invitatiango away for the weekend,'
she elaborated hesitantly, acutely aware of Mat€sence less than two feet
away. '‘A—friend has this boat—a launch, actuallizich he's taking down
to Pakatoa Island this weekend. He'd like to inelydu and Lisa--

'He?' Grace interrupted, her voice sharp with excitem#ioiu mean anan,
darling? Why, that's marvellous. Who is he?'

Karen flicked Matt a speaking glance, aware thatdwéd hear every word
her mother was saying. He, darn him, smiled withugge amusement and
moved closer until his arm was brushing againssheulder. Childishly she
pulled a face at him and turned her back, whichwase, for he retaliated
by pulling her against him and holding her so gte couldn't escape.

'Didn't you hear me, Karen?' Grace queried plaghyiv

Oh lord, she was being attacked from both sidess,"Yshe answered
quickly. 'It's Mr Lucas.’

'‘Lucas? Would that be Matt Lucas—the man Lisa lentialking about?’
Grace's voice rose a fraction. "Your boss?'

The receiver was taken from Karen's hand beforegtlel give an answer,
and her efforts to snatch it back were evaded antlease that was galling.

'Mrs Ingalls? Matt Lucas," Matt said smoothly. '&aand | would like both
you and Lisa to accompany us. We'll be stayingherigland—you'll be my
guests, of course. I'd like to get away Fridayraften, if possible. You will

come?' He paused momentarily, listening to Graaeteptance. 'Good.
You'll get the bus down on Friday morning? I'll pg®u back to Karen.'

Karen's hand was visibly shaking as she took theiver from him, but it
was anger at his high-handedness, and when slig fiesglaced it moments
later, she was so furious she could hardly speak.



'Did you have to link our names together like that® snapped resentfully
as she struggled to escape from his arms. 'Detddgriet her think-- Oh!’
The exclamation was a cry of anguish as she felifs touch the side of her
neck, and she twisted in vain, hopelessly trapped.

Firmly Matt turned her round to face him, and ttesmouth was on hers,
warm and gently probing, parting her lips, his todsruptively sensual as
he deepened the embrace with undoubted mastery.

She wanted to cry out, but no sound would comeelNewot even once, had
any man kissed her quite like this. Nothing but firesent held any
importance. She was a floating, mindless spiritpassioned with the
ecstasy his touch evoked, and her response walsinaoy.

Interminable minutes later he gently trailed hislup to bestow a butterfly
kiss to each closed eyelid, then he rested hiskath@en on top of her head.
His arms held her lightly, and when she tried teediangle herself his
muscles tightened fractionally.

'Don't move.'

The words were little more than a softly-murmuréective, but she was
powerless to resist, and she let her body relaxnagdis, becoming
conscious that her hands were still linked arouisdnieck. Slowly she let
them slide down to rest on his chest.

Minutes later Matt gently put her at arm's lengten tilted her chin,
surveying her features with a thoroughness thaidirowarm colour to her
cheeks. 'You look—bemused, and a little bewilderglé. bent down and
kissed her gently. "Trust me, Karen—just trust hnam?' A smile creased
his features. 'You've not a vestige of lipstick.lef

What was happening to her, for heaven's sake? &ilte tdtally
devastated—weak-limbed and trembling, and her tipgled with an
exquisite pulsing warmth. Rather shakily she wigwdra compact and
lipstick from her bag and attempted to repair hakeaup. Her hand was far
from steady, and she gave a start when Matt toekipktick from her hand
and tilted her chin.



With a few deft movements he stroked her lips, thalemnly regarded the
result. 'l like you better without this artificésé murmured musingly, then
glanced up at the sound of muted melodic chimésit'g the front doorbell,
heralding the arrival of Janine, Jason, and Motliéx.caught hold of her
elbow and directed a quizzical smile upon her damlhead. 'Shall we go
out and greet them?'

The remainder of the evening passed in a dazeugthKaren was aware of
joining in the conversation and laughing at Jasimather droll sense of
humour. Exactly what she ate didn't register, ajparh the fact that it was
pleasing to the tastebuds. Both Janine and Mrsd. soaght to put her at
ease, and they succeeded, but in spite of theirtefhe found it impossible
to relax, for she was supremely conscious of Matten far from her side.
She had the feeling he was making a silent deaaréd his family, and she
couldn't help wondering why.

It was almost midnight when the others made a nwogef and Karen stood
to her feet with alacrity, determined not to bé &bne with Matt. From the

faint mockery evident in the glance he slanted tow#&er, he was aware of
her reason, and his softly-murmured— 'there's atwaynorrow' echoed

tauntingly all the way home.

Karen spent the following morning in a state ofpmusled trepidation,
expecting a telephone summons from Matt to meetfbmiunch, but one
o'clock arrived with not so much as a glimpse sfgowerful frame.

Emerging into the warm spring sunshine, she smdotieck a lock of
flaxen hair and slid open the zip of her bag fa& kieys to her car. A quick
glance at the parked cars was sufficient for herote the absence of Matt's
XJ-S Jaguar, and she slid in behind the wheel oDla¢ésun feeling vaguely
disappointed.

By six o'clock that evening the telephone had nomegisely three times, but
not one of the calls was from Matt. He was probaliyng out with some
gorgeous female, Karen decided wryly, and was |tatbdetermine why
such a thought should make her feel so restlessligpdited. She tried to



assure herself that she'd have refused his immitaty dine even if he'd
asked— but the knowledge that he hadn't ranklecertttan she cared to
admit.

Clearly she had to occupy the lonely evening ahaad for the first time in
years the prospect of staying home was distast€fnl.the spur of the
moment she reached for the telephone and diallestaladigits.

'‘Barbara? Hi—it's Karen," she indicated brightly s@on as Barbara
answered. 'Are you doing anything tonight? | thaughight come over for
a while—that is, if it's convenient?'

"You're a lifesaver," Barbara's voice chuckled daha line. 'Here | am
playing the role of grass-widow again—yes, Bruce dswn in
Wellington—and I'm thoroughly sick of my own compamand these four
walls surrounding me. I feel like going out!

'How about taking in a movie? Can you get a sftieiania?’

"Yes—in answer to both those questions. Lisa'sarthrwith your mother,
isn't she? Why don't you pack a toothbrush and lstag overnight? It will
save you going back to an empty house alone.’

It seemed ideal, and Karen didn't hesitate. '"Yoorg' she accepted
laughingly. 'I'll pick you up in half an hour.'

The fact that Matt might call, either by telephooein person, and expect to
find her home didn't bother her a whit.

The film was a comedy that had them rippling wakdhter from start to
finish, and after coffee they drove home and gessipver a glass of wine
until almost one o'clock before opting to retire tloe night.

'‘By the way, how is the illustrious Matt Lucas?'
Karen paused fractionally in the action of spreggam on the slice of toast

on the plate before her. 'Fine, as far as | knete' answered carefully.
'Why?'



The glance Barbara directed across the breakféde taas decidedly
roguish. 'l take it he's discovered that you wankHim?'

'I've seen him within the confines of Consolidadectronics—yes.’

'What about outside the office?' Barbara persiskéale you been out with
him?'

Barbara and Grace Ingalls should get together, IKgreaned, for their
penchant for weeding out information and disseciinggas remarkably
similar. Aloud, she asserted with deliberate cyamgi'l've been wined and
dined on more than one occasion—lunch as well asedi He's a very
charming, sophisticated man— too sophisticate&'atded. 'And | have
absolutely no intention of becoming involved wiiimt

'Hmm,' the other mused speculatively. 'You're (stitg just a shade too
vehemently. Matt has a reputation for being dynaniik the ladies—if he's
decided he wantgou, Karen, you'll have one hell of a fight trying tesist
him.'

Karen declined to comment. She bit into her tosipped her coffee, then
adroitly changed the subject.

At eight-thirty she reversed her car out of Barlsadaiveway, proffering a
friendly wave as she sent it heading towards thie tharoughfare. As usual
the traffic was heavy along Remuera Road, and tvere times when the
pace slowed to a crawl, demanding total conceotrati

It was something of a relief to turn off into theles street that led to
Consolidated Electronics, and she entered themgedea and eased the car
into a vacant space.

The in-tray on her desk was filled almost to thepof overflowing, and
Karen sifted through its contents and placed paipeosder of priority. At
least she wouldn't have time to think about theiogmveekend, or wonder
just when Matt would contact her to confirm theraagements.



In that instant the intercom on her desk gave aistent bleep, and Karen
tried to ignore the way her pulse leapt as sheadsped the button.

'Mrs Ingalls? Mr Lucas would like to see you.'

'‘Now?' Karen found herself asking, and Pamela Asuaterrejoined
smoothly,

'Yes. He has an appointment at ten.’

It was quite ridiculous to feel like a Christiaroaibto be fed to the lions, but
there was little she could do to dispel the feehsgshe mounted the stairs,
and her nervousness increased as she steppedsrffite and closed the

door behind her.

Matt's broad figure detached itself from a vantpgat near the window,

and he moved towards her with a litheness thatakasto animal grace.

Dark tawny eyes surveyed her with an intentnegsifeaught faint colour to

her cheeks, and his expression became faintly igaizas he leant against
the edge of his desk.

'You wanted to see me?' Karen's voice sounded xadumid, and it
angered her that he had the power to make hesdeehdolescent.

'l would hardly summon you to my office otherwiggren,' Matt intoned
dryly.

If only he would say what he had to say, and gev@r and done with! She
felt at a distinct disadvantage and very much awairehis superior
position—which he undoubtedly intended, darn hine! Was playing with
her as a cat might play with a frightened mousd,iabrought forth a latent
anger she found difficult to control.

'l don't practise mental telepathy,' she managedlgwhen she could bear
the silence no longer, and she saw Matt's moutt inio a cynical smile.

'More's the pity," he drawled wryly, and extractiagslim case from his
jacket pocket, he flipped it open and took out garette, then lit it.



‘Tomorrow's arrangements, Karen.' He exhaled thekenwith evident®
enjoyment and leaned against the edge of his deskegard her
thoughtfully. 'It's a two-hour trip, and I'd like teach the Island before dark.
Can you be ready at three?"

Karen considered the query, inwardly longing tolalecshe'd changed her
mind and wouldn't go. However, Grace was invohad no doubt Lisa was
a bundle of anticipated excitement over the proposeekend away—it
would be unfair to give in to an entirely selfistotme and spoil their
enjoyment. She murmured an affirmative assent,rggddviother and | will
provide" whatever food is required.’

‘That's not necessary,' Matt declared. 'Theraisia €lass restaurant on the
Island.’

'Is there nothing we can bring?’

‘Just yourselves,' he responded lazily. 'And dondet to pack a swimsuit.
The sea's too cold at this time of year, but tseadieated pool.’

Karen nodded, then turned towards the door. 88l gou tomorrow.'
'Why not have dinner with me tonight?'
‘Thank you—no,' she refused evenly. 'I'll needdokp

'Until tomorrow then,"” he mocked, and his eyes mied with hidden
laughter as she escaped from the room.



CHAPTER FIVE

'DARLING, I'm dying to meet your young man," Grace enthusétthinv
minutes of stepping through the front door shdstfore noon the following
day.

'Mother," Karen protestedYounghardly describes a man well into his
thirties, and Matt Lucas is nahy man, so don't read anything into the
relationship. He's just my boss.'

'‘Bosses don't usually ask one of their typastd her family for a weekend
cruise on their launch," Grace observed dryly.

Karen could only look rather helplessly at her neotlShe recognised the
way Grace's brain was ticking over, and was atsa to refute her logic.
Matt would more than meet with any parental applcad the fact that he
already had Lisa in his pocket—figuratively spegkiwould earn him full
marks with Grace. She drew a deep breath and exbéllslowly. The
weekend looked like being fraught with tension—amintaining a
carefree front was going to take all her energyétt took more than a
casual interest in her, she'd kill him I He hadydolhold her hand in public,
or smile disarmingly, and Grace would be dreamingexding bells! It was
bad enough having to suffer normal speculatiorhout heaping fuel on to
the fire!

‘Let's have lunch,” she countered smoothly, gladisd's presence. 'lI've
made some chicken soup, and | thought we could laavemelette to

follow." She smiled down at her daughter. 'Will yiwelp Gran set the table?
The soup is ready, and I've only the omelette tkana

Lisa commandeered the conversation during lunct, vainile the dishes

were washed and dried. Her excitement seemed totmoth each passing
minute, and most of her questions had to remaimswared as neither
Karen nor Grace could supply much information ald@aitatoa Island, the
size of Matt's launch, where they would cast abivr and countless other
details which Lisa considered needed clarification.



At a few minutes past three the Jaguar drew to spehed halt in the
driveway, and Lisa blithely ignored Karen's injunntto stay inside the
house. She flew out the door and ran down the stepards the car, to be
caught in Matt's arms and swung high into the miidat giggles of delight
and deep masculine laughter. The action brougpteke of conjecture to
Grace's eyes, and caused Karen's lips to pursewgtrated anger.

'‘Where's the boat?' Karen heard Lisa query bresgilylas she deposited two
suitcases out on to the porch.

‘All ready and waiting for us at the Half Moon Bamarina,' Matt responded
patiently as he lowered the little girl down to treund.

'Is it in the water?'

'Itis.' He indicated the man who was emerging ftbenpassenger seat. 'This
is Ben Rogers. He's coming with us to look after lHunch while we're on
the Island.’

Karen reached his side with Grace a short stepmndeind she effected the
introduction with a politeness that caused Matiise a mocking eyebrow.

'Karen seems intent of being formal," he smileterafg his hand to Grace.
'Please call me Matt.'

'‘And you must call me Grace,' the older woman retdwith a warm smile,
and to say she was taken with the inimicable Mattds was an
understatement, Karen decided wryly, for her mothasitively sparkled,
exuding sufficient feminine charm for both of them.

Ben Rogers stowed their luggage in the boot, thippesd behind the wheel
just as soon as Karen and Grace had seated themsdtiver side of Lisa in
the rear of the luxuriously-appointed vehicle.

The drive to Half Moon Bay was achieved in lessithiieen minutes, and

Karen was thankful that apart from a few brief meyllabic words she

offered in direct reply to Matt's queries, she &bk to leave the bulk of the
conversation to her daughter.



There were several boats of various sizes moor#geaharina, and it came
as no surprise when they made their way alongdtig jowards a large
cabin- cruiser whose sleek lines and trim extedemoted both wealth and
pride of ownership. The interior was as opulentiynfshed as compact
utility would permit, and Karen managed a tight lenas her mother and
Lisa made appropriate complimentary comments.

'If you'll excuse me, I'll assist Ben in gettingden way," Matt indicated, and
as soon as he had moved out of sight Grace bestowdgbr daughter a
beatific smile that Karen had learned to dread.

'Darling, he's gorgeous! And all this--' she sprbad hands eloquently to
encompass the cabin. 'Lisa is obviously smitten—thatls more than half
the battle.'

The battle had only just begun, if she did but knbwKaren thought
perversely. Aloud, she chided, 'Mother, | warn yaleA't begin a
matchmaking campaign. If you so much as dare t@evane of your
subtfy-unsubtle hints, I'll do something regretédbHer eyes flashed blue
ice, and Grace raised a fluttering hand in seledeé.

'l was only offering my considered opinion,’ sh&lda a hurt voice, and
Karen sighed.

'l can assure you that there's nothing behind Mattitation, so let's just
enjoy the weekend ahead.’

It was perhaps as well that Matt chose to retuthatmoment with Lisa in
tow, and with determined effort Karen set herski task of being an
amusing, talkative guest. The glass of sherry Matided out minutes later
helped considerably, and she endeavoured to igrtbee teasing,
faintly-mocking laughter barely hidden beneathdleaming gaze.

The throbbing engines reached full pitch, thenesgtiown to a steady beat
as they urged the craft out into the upper harbmwards the Hauraki Gulf.

Beneath Matt's informative commentary, they obsgnthe passing
mainland through the cabin portholes, took inteneghe small island on



their left named Motuihe, and immediately followjrige large populous
Waiheke Island measuring twenty miles in length awbunding in
picturesque coves and bays, sandy beaches andpomkyntories. To the
east of Waiheke lay a parcel of islands that haehberiefly sold in a
package deal to a group of intending settlers vaied across the Tasman
on the brigRosanna.

‘The original Deed of Purchase, held by the Mitchérary in Sydney,’
Matt divulged with a smile, 'was never taken upaasnoe-load of Maori
warriors brandishing shrunken heads frightenegtbepective immigrants
away, and Ponui Island, the largest of the groap deen owned and farmed
by the Chamberlin family since 1853. Pakatoa, tirthést distant in the
group, was purchased by a large cinema-owned fresciind developed in
the mid-1960s as a sophisticated tourist resort.’

The light was beginning to fade as they reachedat®ak and their first
glimpse of the Island revealed an expanse of saedgh to the right of a
long jetty that protruded far out from a sheltecede. A belt of pine trees
both to the east and west of the main resort peavidn effective
wind-break, and as the launch slowed to minimuned@nd slipped in to
the east side of the main jetty, it was possiblei¢éav the manicured lawns
surrounding the main block of buildings.

'We'll disembark here, then Ben will take the ldaunaund and drop anchor
out from the main beach,' Matt announced as hékeavay up on deck.

'Where are we staying, Matt?' Lisa queried engadgimghe swung her on to
the jetty.

'One of those units to your left," he indicatedwatsmile as he stood by to
give first Grace and then Karen a steadying hand.

'Oh, look, there's a trampoline!" Lisa cried wittckement as they reached
the end of the jetty and stepped on to the bituroad leading towards the
main building.

'I'll go through to the office and register,’ Md#clared. 'Perhaps you'd both
like to show Lisa the swimming pool, and I'll jojou in a few minutes.’



Lisa skipped along between Grace and Karen, helt fama wreathed with
smiles as they emerged into the courtyard contgimiriarge tiled pool.
There were gaily-coloured beach umbrellas, sevérajhtly-covered
chaise-longues, and numerous tables and chairsb§hin large painted
wooden tubs were spaced to provide contrastingucolkand there were
banana palms and decorative pebble gardens. Tamadipsed by Lock-
wood-constructed buildings which housed a shopr@sade, a recreation
hall at one end, a lounge and bar, and flanked lgka-away bar and
restaurant, the effect was distinctly tropical atebigned to encourage
guests to enjoy a lazy carefree holiday.

‘This is really something, don't you agree?' Gram@mented, and Karen
nodded in silent acquiescence.

'‘Can we swim tomorrow?' Lisa begged, her large esmsnd and
expressively pleading.

'If it's warm enough,' Karen qualified cautiously.

‘There's not a breeze to be felt,” Grace commemfiedcing round with
interest. 'This area is totally protected from ¢éfhements. | must say Matt is
very generous insisting we stay here as his guests.

Karen refrained from endorsing her mother's senttsi@ here was a reason
behind his benevolence, and she didn't intend txlsiGrace with the
revelation— at least, not yet. No doubt she'd lmvgked into doing so in
the near future—especially if Grace continued ttoleMatt's supposed
virtues!

'Here's Matt now,' Lisa cried, and Karen felt botmgrotest--
"You really shouldn't call him by his first namesa.’

The little girl's face sobered into an expressibpuzzling uncertainty. '‘But,
Mummy, he said | could call him Matt. Truly he did.

'I'm sure it's all right, dear,’ Grace intervenedosthly, and Karen felt
defeated.



It was bad enough having to fight a mental batil& Wwim, without having
her mother and Lisa join forces against her as.\Béké watched as he strode
towards them, his broad well-muscled frame and edggountenance
exuding a forceful vitality that was impossibleigoore.

'We're on the western side,” Matt declared as imegothem. 'I'll lead the
way.'

A short walk from the courtyard they reached a leemgch-styled building
divided into self-contained units.

'Units five and six,' he informed them as he modite short flight of steps
on to a wooden verandah. 'They're identical, buhgges you'd like to
choose?'

The query was directed to Karen, and she managkghé shrug. 'It doesn't
matter. Which would youprefer, Mother?'

'‘Can we have number five?' Lisa broke in happlligat's how old | am.’

‘That settles it,' Matt laughed. 'Five it is.' Hé fhe suitcases down, inserted
a key into the lock, then stood aside for themnizie

Karen met his slightly mocking smile as she passexd and was tempted to
poke out her tongue. His eyes gleamed with devilslghter, and she
wrinkled her nose in a gesture of retaliation.

'It's got a kitchen,' Lisa piped in surprise, andtfMeant out a hand to ruffle
her hair.

'So it has. But we won't be eating here.' He swhisggaze to encompass
both Karen and Grace. 'Our table is reserved fothsity. There's no need

to get changed, unless you particularly want totfie management stress
informality. I'll collect you at six, and we'll hewa drink in the lounge before
dinner.’

‘Thank you, Matt," Grace inclined warmly, and asrsas he disappeared
into the adjoining unit she crossed towards thedimd. 'l adore this natural



wood panelling, don't you? It gives the rooms dirfigeof warmth. Which
bed would you like, darling?' she queried of Karémlon't mind where |
sleep, if you'd like Lisa in with you.'

'‘Can | sleep out here?' Lisa begged, looking lagigiat the television, and
Karen shook her head.

'Oh, no, young lady," she grinned. 'I'm wise ta th&k. You can share the
bedroom with Gran, and I'll sleep out here on tivard'

‘Are you going to change, Karen?"'

She looked down at her tailored trousers ratherbtolly. They were

fashionably smart, and hadn't creased at all. Hewea dress would
probably be more suitable. 'Yes.' She spared &glance at her watch.
'Lisa, go into the bathroom and wash, there's a gmd. I'll unpack, as it

will save time later.’

'l don't think I'll bother with mine," Grace dedadr 'I'll probably come back
fairly early with Lisa. I'll do it then.’

Karen shot her a discerning look, for she knew ttmatchalant tone. 'You
wouldn't be concocting a scheme whereby Matt acahlbe together later
this evening? Don't,’ she advised evenly. 'Whea Isstired, I'll bring her

back and put her to bed.'

'Oh, darling, grow up,' Grace chided. 'Matt willpext to spend some time
alone with you. Why else would he invite me alahgpt to supervise Lisa?'

Karen stifled the quick retort that rose to hesJipnd crossed the room to
pick up both suitcases. 'I'll put yours in your mgacshall 1?' she suggested,
and not waiting for an answer, she took them iheoltedroom and began to
unpack.

'‘Mummy, do you want me to change?'

Karen looked up from the task at hand and gave #esmvell,” she
considered thoughtfully, ‘It will get quite a baiaer later on in the evening.



Perhaps you could wear your long skirt and a jumipllecarry your cardigan
just in case you need it.'

'What are you going to wear?'

'My batik shirt—the long one, and a jumper,’ shevaared promptly. It was
casual, yet afforded a sophistication she feltrsfexled whenever in Matt's
presence.

'If you're both going to change, then | think | khtoo," Grace declared.
'How much time do we have?'

‘Twenty minutes,' Karen revealed.

When Matt knocked on their door they were readyl ha viewed their
appearance with a quizzical smile. He'd changedhiisand added a jacket,
and the total effect was one of disturbing masdylin

The lounge was well furnished, with numerous armshand tables at
evenly-spaced intervals. A few young children wgn@uped in front of the
television as they viewed a popular programme,tandrds the rear of the
room a few chairs were occupied with guests engpgiteisurely pre-dinner
drink.

Lisa accepted a glass of lemonade, and when thss glas empty she
wandered towards the television leaving the adaltheir conversation.

Matt appeared totally relaxed—every inch the urbfaost, Karen conceded
wryly from her vantage point a few feet distant. $é&¢ out to be charming,
and succeeded without any effort at all. Grace wwbed with an alacrity
Karen found difficult to condone, and she longedtifie evening to end.

It wasn't so much what he did, or even what he, shad she took exception
to—but her mother seemed to notice every littldges every smile, and by
the time they entered the restaurant for dinneeKavas convinced Matt
had deliberately contrived to give Grace the imgims that their
relationship was other than platonic.



Because of Lisa's presence, Karen was forced tbHesltongue, and by the
time they'd consumed their meal and were lingeoiay coffee, her face felt
quite stiff from maintaining a constant smile.

They emerged from the restaurant and at Lisa'sestiggn began wandering
towards the recreation room. A quick glance ingieleealed a group of
teenagers attempting a complicated dance routitteeteound of pop music
emitting from a jukebox in one corner, while at taeend of the room two
junior-sized billiard tables both had games in pesg.

‘Shall we go into the lounge for a drink?'

Grace was quick to assent. 'What a good suggeddait,’ She cast her
daughter a stunning smile. 'All right with you, liag?'

There wasn't much Karen could say, although shgeldmo refuse. 'Just for
a while," she allowed politely, and deliberatelyramed from meeting
Matt's probing gaze. If she hadn't know better, shght almost have
suspected a conspiracy between Matt and Grace-eathsshe was up
against their individual determination, which comdsl, was fast proving to
be formidable!

After a short while Lisa began to show visible sigi tiredness, and with
total lack of guile she shifted from her chair b lseside Matt. Within

minutes her head drooped against his arm, and Kaoexl to her feet with
the intention of retrieving her.

'Sit down, Karen,' Matt advised as he gently tramefl the little girl into his
arms. 'She can sit on my lap for a while.'

'I'll take her back to the unit and put her to bslde protested, but he shook
his head.

'‘Soon—if you must. Meanwhile, she's quite comfdeathere she is.'
Grace manufactured a discreet yawn which didn't Kayen in the least.

'I'm feeling rather tired myself," she said. tdke Lisa. You two stay and
enjoy yourselves.'



Mother 1 Karen cried silently, shooting Grace alloqug glance that had no
effect whatever. Showing remarkable calm, she stooder feet. "Thank
you, but I'll take her.' She turned towards Matl addressed the top button
of his shirt. 'If you'll excuse me?"'

He, darn him, stood to his feet with Lisa cradlggiast his chest. 'Let's
make it unanimous.' The look he slanted her heldking amusement, and
never had she felt more like screaming with angugtfation.

At the door of the unit Matt bade them goodnighd eglinquished Lisa, and
Karen let out a sigh of relief when the door clobetiind him. She carried
Lisa through to the bedroom, undressed her witk aad slid her pyjamaed
figure between the sheets, then tucked the blardtetsnd her recumbent
form. Tidily she folded the little girl's clothes, slightly puzzling frown
creasing her forehead.

'Did you bring Lisa's cardigan back, Mother?' sherged quietly. 'l gave it
to you to hold after dinner.’

Grace looked momentarily perplexed. 'l must hav¥eiien the lounge. |
remember putting it down beside me, but | didnitehé in my hand when
we came in just a few minutes ago.'

'I'll go back and see if | can locate it," Karefeoéd. 'It should still be there.'

It was dark outside, and away from the illuminapedimeter surrounding
the long block of units Karen quickened her stdpe &ould hear the muted
sound of music and laughter mingling with the syelanlzz of conversation
as she neared the lounge.

A customary clutch of nervousness lifted her chiraation and she forced a
slight smile to her lips. Self- confidence had ale/agen a mantle she'd had
to assume with conscious effort whenever it becapwessary for her to
confront a group of people alone. Call it a tooeyens amount of
sensitivity, she mused distractedly as she hoverdte doorway of the
large dimly-lit room.



The chairs they'd occupied were still empty, bt sbuldn't see any sign of
the missing cardigan. It had most likely been hdridet the bar, and with a
sigh of resignation she made her way down the keraft the room,
becoming aware as she walked of the several paimgale eyes following
her path, and she steeled herself to walk in a calhurried manner.

Several men lined the bar, and she stood to ome @tlictant to gain their
attention.

'‘Can | buy you a drink?"

Karen turned at the query, and met the openly-esigge stare with dismay.
Eyes eloquent in their appraisal left her in lidieubt that he wanted much
more than just the sharing of a drink.

‘The name's David. What's yours, sweetheart?’

She turned away, not bothering to answer him.

'Don't be hasty, beautiful,’ he taunted softly, ahd swung back to stare at
him with cool detachment.

‘Thanks for the offer of a drink, but | came heredtrieve a cardigan.’

'I'm sure you could manage somethingghlua is fairly innocuous," he
persisted, exercising practised charm. Reaching lmuttook hold of her
elbow and summoned the barman.

'‘No/ she refused firmly, extricating her arm, ansldyes narrowed.

'Hey, I'm a generous man, honey. Stay with me, ldindive you a good
time.’

'I've already refused. Must | be rude?’

'‘Come on, what's the harm in sharing a friendink®i he taunted. 'Why
come in here alone if--'



‘The lady isn't alone," a familiar voice drawledagly from behind, and
Karen felt a tide of relief wash over her as heroater gave an eloquent
shrug and faded away.

The look she flicked Matt was one of gratitudeeduld have coped—nbut |
won't say your arrival wasn't timely.'

He considered her thoughtfully for what seemedge) then he smiled and
indicated the bar. 'Would you like a drink?'

'l should get back. Mother--'

‘Grace knows | came after you.' Leaning forwardlifted a hand to touch
her cheek. 'Don't look so— anxious,' he chidedywdftou're quite safe/

Was she? Her emotions were constantly at war wieeveas concerned. Out
of desperation, she ventured, 'How did you knovas were?'

One eyebrow rose quizzically. 'l remembered Lisatsigan—first you had
it in your hands, then Grace, throughout the egntet when | bade you
goodnight, neither of you were carrying it. Loglgalt had been left behind,
so | decided to check.' His smile did strange thitogher equilibrium. 'Sure
enough it was on the chair, and | returned it, daljearn from Grace that
you'd discovered the loss and had gone to retiiguaurself.’

‘Thank you," she murmured belatedly. 'For whateli@r he mocked gently.
'Rescuing you?' A delicate pink tinged her cheeks;h to her chagrin. 'For
retrieving Lisa's cardigan.’'

'Let's have that drink," Matt suggested dryly. Swoning every ounce of
calm, she queried coolly,

'Do you play billiards? The table is free, and--'

'‘Anything would be better than sitting in a secldid®rner with me?' he
intercepted quizzically.



To treat him lightly was the only way she couldarether sanity. 'Well, | do
fancy pitting my questionable skills against yora game of billiards,’ she
slanted. 'And alcohol will only impair my abilitg tue the ball.’

Tawny eyes gleamed down, sparkling with amusemafhiat if | win?"

'‘No forfeits," she refused, shaking her head at Htar all | know, you're
probably an expert.'

'No moonlight stroll along the beach afterwardsaré on you, Karen.' His
teeth showed white between his lips as he uttersdftalaugh, and she
sobered quickly.

'If you wanted a warm and willing bedmate,' she saenly, 'you invited the
wrong girl.'

His voice when he spoke was both dry and inflexililet's play billiards,
before I'm tempted to shake you.'

Matt won, as Karen expected him to, but not by tgeeat a
margin—although she suspected he deliberately ohissgeral shots to
lighten his score.

‘A quick drink, | think," he mused. 'Before the loloses.’

She sat next to him as she sipped vermouth andnigdeo her eyes
ostensibly on the images flickering across thevisien screen. Never had
she been so aware of him. His mere nearness skedrracing erratically
and affected her breathing. With one arm draped thectop of her chair, he
had only to move fractionally towards her and thewld touch. If she could
just close her eyes and lean back—pretend thedpdist exist, that Brad
Ellman had been a figment of her imagination. Shated to meet Matt's
eyes and smile, to respond freely without feanbikition.

A soundless gasp escaped her lips as Matt took dfokaer chin and she
wasn't quick enough to mask her feelings before¢uneed her face and
caught a glimpse of her unguarded expression.ipisurved slowly into a
warm smile and assumed a gentleness that brodghtpato her throat.



'l must get back—it's getting late,’ she stumbledrahe words in her
agitation, and he released her chin and stoodstéebi.

Karen felt strangely apprehensive as they leftahage and began walking
along the path that led to their respective units.

The look he slanted down at her was unreadablbardarkness, and she
gave a strangled gasp as he caught hold of herdmahdpread her fingers
between his own. 'What do you intend doing aboottser job?’

'l thought I might go back with Mother for a fewyda she managed calmly,
fighting the urge to snatch her hand away. 'Lisa haother week of
holidays before returning to school.'

"You'll be back in Auckland by the weekend?'

'Why?' she queried baldly.

'l have tickets for a charity dinner next Saturdaylike you to come.’

'l may not be back in time.'

'Karen, you perverse little baggage,” Matt lauglsedtly, turning her
towards him. 'Why do you constantly fight againgtan

She was silent for so long as words stuck in heratth At last she queried,
'Why me, Matt? Why not someone else?’

''ve asked myself the same question several tiduesg these past two
weeks,' he revealed wryly. 'Will you come?'

'Where?' she murmured distractedly, and gaspets dmhds caught hold of
her shoulders. There was no way of avoiding thasweus mouth as it
descended to cover her own in a kiss that setriéreoand turned her limbs
into a shaky, jelly-like substance that seemed gab&e of holding her
upright.



'‘Now, will you come?' he teased gently, and laugtwdtly as she buried her
head against his chest.

"You don't play fair," she choked in response.

‘That's tantamount to an admission of sorts," heekded, then sobered to
continue seriously, 'Lisa can stay with Mrs Rog&sest assured she'll be
well looked after.’,

"That's not necessary,' Karen found herself prioigst

Matt's eyes gleamed with sudden devilry. 'My hoséarge, with several

spare bedrooms. Why not stay over? You could taisa lhome the

following day.'

She stiffened involuntarily and strained against.hil'll arrange for a
babysitter.’

He was silent for a long time before putting hearan's length. 'Don't tar all
men with the same brush, Karen.'

She felt her stomach give a sudden painful luk&thdt do you mean?'

He smiled a trifle wryly. 'l don't need extra-sernsperception to determine
that you've been badly hurt in the past. At a gubkgdazard it has to be
Lisa's father.'

"You know nothing about it," Karen choked huskily.

'‘No," he agreed, lifting her chin to meet his syegdze as he admonished
softly, '‘Don't presume to judge me, or my actioris; another
man's—cruelty.'

She wasn't capable of uttering so much as a woddwhien they reached the
steps leading to each respective unit he leant dowlrkissed her—a brief,

hard kiss, that bore little resemblance to gentiene

‘Goodnight, Karen.'



Saturday dawned fine and mild, with a slight bre@pgving in from the sea.
The sky was almost clear, with only a few smallfpwf cumulus cloud to
contrast white with blue.

They ate breakfast in the restaurant at eight, gteMatt's suggestion they
embarked on a walk round the island's foreshore.

Lisa was in her element, being with the two peable adored most in the
world. She and Matt seemed to share a natural émppand it was fast

becoming obvious that she regarded him with afbeetrwhich fact Grace

was quick to point out to her daughter.

Karen had slept badly, having been plagued witlardeethat had reached
nightmarish proportion, so vivid that she'd emerngea wakefulness only to
slip back into a continuation of subconscious torin&here was a strange,
haunted quality that deepened her eyes and lenénaiye air to her
expressive features. She wished with all her hiatt the weekend was
over, and the light of day had lent determinatiorhér resolve not to see
Matt again. It was his probing, disturbing manrettwas responsible for
her present anguish, and the sooner she couldhréguher former calm
existence, the better. Already she had broachetheto mother about
returning north to Whangarei for much of next weskg had expressed the
desire to leave after lunch on Monday. Explainingyvehe'd chosen to
resign from her job had taken some ingenuity, bubhce Grace had held
her tongue and accepted the explanation given.

After a light lunch they returned to their unitsdbange into swimwear,
although Grace elected to observe rather thancpzate. Karen caught a
mirrored glimpse of her slender curves in a onegieostume of slinky
black arnel, and was well pleased with the effidet. bikini had been left at
home in her unwillingness to parade a scantily-dady beneath Matt's
piercing scrutiny.

The pool itself was virtually unoccupied, althoubkre were several guests
stretched out on deck-chairs enjoying the warrmgysunshine.



'‘Mummy, hurry up, please,' Lisa begged. 'The waigks deep, so I'll have
to wait until you get in." She sat at the pool'geedith her feet dangling in
the water, and her eyes brightened with pleasulattslowered his length
down beside her.

'‘Come on, infant," he bade warmly, slipping inte thater and holding out
his arms. 'In you come.'

Lisa needed no second bidding, and seconds lategippgles turned into
infectious laughter. "Your chest is tickling mehedissolved into delicious
chuckles, and Matt began to shake with silent naigtihe lowered her gently
into the water.

'‘Can you swim?'
'Of course | can,’ the little tot responded witldpr 'Watch me!’

Karen descended the steps into the heated watenanthe faint mockery
evident in his eyes. She was all too consciousrofditired in hip-hugging
briefs that exposed long muscular thighs, a brdasstcliberally covered
with water-darkened hair, and well-muscled showd&porting a suntan
that had obviously been acquired during his Europgeg, he exuded virile
masculinity from every nerve and fibre.

With determined effort Karen concentrated on givinga her undivided
attention, although it was difficult to ignore Mathen Lisa constantly vied
for his approval. Together they swam, one eithee sif the little girl, the
length of the pool, then Matt emerged and liftedalLto stand beside him
before leaning down to offer Karen his hand.

It was too cool to dry off beneath the sun, and tteavelled themselves
briskly before walking to the changing-rooms to dioeir clothes.

Matt was deep in conversation with Grace when Kaetmrned with Lisa
skipping happily along at her side, and she joind&m rather
self-consciously— which was ridiculous, she chidather angrily. She
should be immune from the deep curling sensatisisteadfast gaze evoked
whenever those tawny eyes rested upon her. Hidtdus voice, had the



power to turn her into a spineless wreck, and Kmatwledge irked her
unbearably. Instinct warned he wasn't another Brdmlit to trust Matt
spelled sure disaster—something her scarred ensatmuidn't hope to cope
with. No doubt he regarded her as something ofadlerige because she
hadn't succumbed to his charm with the alacrity wbich he was
accustomed. A liaison with any man was the lasiglshe wanted, and to
allow Lisa to become too fond of him would onlydreel.

A family disco for the evening's entertainment Wwasminently advertised
on the management notice board, and despite fraigiclanguage from
Karen to the contrary, Grace offered her servisdsadbysitter.

'I'm sure Lisa would enjoy watching for an houtwo,' Matt remarked with
seeming indolence. With studied ease he extraagatettes and lighter
from his shirt pocket, then took time to light @xpelling a slim column of
smoke with evident satisfaction. 'l don't thinkldhen should be entirely
isolated from participating in their parents' sbeaietivities.'

But you're not a parent, Karen longed to protestid-you have no right to
manipulate my life through Lisa. She shot him athftd look that had no
effect whatsoever, for he merely smiled. Oh, he &adin thicker than a
rhinoceros!

'Do you play cards?' Grace queried in an attemplirert the conversation
into safer channels. 'Perhaps we could arrangense dar later in the
evening, if Karen refuses to relegate Lisa intogase.'

It was a decided barb, and Karen felt hurt thatrhether should resort to
sarcasm—and none too subtle, at that!

‘There's no need for either of you to organise lasar my head," she
managed quietly. ‘It should be left for me to decichen she goes to bed.’
All of a sudden she felt the need to escape—anywveuld do, as long as
it was away from Matt and her mother. With thatrimd, she stood to her
feet. 'I'll take Lisa down to the trampoline fowile." She didn't wait for
either of them to comment, but stepped quickly talsdhe recreation room
where Lisa had wandered to only minutes before.



The little girl came happily enough, and togethaytskirted the pool area
and made their way past the main entrance andextdks lawn.

Fortunately only one of the trampolines was in ase, Karen lifted Lisa up
and stood back to watch as her daughter beganutecbaip and down.

‘This is fun!" Lisa called delightedly, and Karemiked as the tot tried to
emulate some of the actions executed by a boye@adfacent trampoline.

Darn Matt Lucas, Karen cursed shakily. She shoelénhave come. Stupid
tears welled up in her eyes, and she blinked rapadtontrol them. Grace
was in her element playing the role of matchmakead it mattered little

whether her daughter was a willing participant ot. n

'Matt!" Lisa cried excitedly. 'Matt—look at me!

Oh no! Karen groaned beneath her breath. She wamtenin and rail her

fists against his broad chest—in fury against hitrer mother's

single-minded- ness, fate, and the world in gendirthere was some way
she could get off the island before tomorrow ..t 8wch an action would be
childish, and unwarranted.

‘Grace is only trying to make it easy for you tgogryourself,’ Matt drawled
quietly from behind, and Karen stiffened defensivel

'She’'s indulging in a matchmaking campaign,’ shestdpitterly. 'And you,
aware of it or not, are abetting her.’

'Surely she can't be blamed for wanting your haggsf' he queried, and she
retorted swiftly,

' amhappy!
‘Are you?"

His mocking amusement was the last straw. 'l waisl, you began trying to
take over my life," she flung with intended sarcasm



'Steady," he warned. 'Whatever will Lisa thinkhEessees her mother giving
way to a temper tantrum?'

'Go to hell!" she retaliated violently.

'l suggest we postpone this—discussion, until aerappropriate time," Matt
drawled silkily.

‘There's nothing to discuss.'
'No? Let's agree to differ on that point for thememt.’

Karen turned to look at him, holding his gaze vd#iermined effort as she
fought for some measure of control. For once sished they were alone so
that she could fling all the angry words she hattldxa up inside.

'I'm on my way out to the launch to check ovena fieings with Ben," Matt
informed her quietly. 'I'll be back in time for dier.'

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, andrned and walked towards
the beach. She watched as he slid a dinghy dowsathgy foreshore to the
water's edge, then he stepped agilely into it aghb handling the oars with
ease, sending the tiny craft towards the luxuryndéhuanchored several
hundred yards out from shore.

'Mummy, can we have another swim?'

Karen brought her attention back to her daughter.

Lisa had scrambled down from the trampoline and stassding less than a
few feet away. 'Yes,' she agreed, giving a warmesas she caught hold of
the small hand. 'Our swimsuits will be wet, but wdaoes?'

They enjoyed a pleasurable afternoon—Karen all tbeerso due to Matt's

absence, and Grace, with an unusual display ofeasgss, didn't so much as
mention his name.



Dinner was a leisurely meal, during which Matt ntained a
companionable flow of conversation, and afterwadh#sy strolled down to
the jetty, enjoying the cool evening air for a wefiefore wandering back to
the lounge.

The chairs had all been rearranged round the vtallallow space for
dancing, and stereophonic equipment was in theegsoof being set up
ready for the disc-jockey to operate. Already thesre several guests
standing in groups waiting for the evening's eatarhent to commence.

‘Matt—darling!"

Karen turned slowly, curious to see who was hengldne man at her side
with such provocative seductiveness. A vision gtifiaating femininity in
the shape of a tall willowy brunette was gliding-etté was no other word to
describe her fluid movement across the floor— talwathem. The soft
crepe-de-chine blouson top worn over limb-huggingedbreeches,
together with long sueded boots, were attentiotirgetand quite
outrageous, but the girl displayed undoubted féaid the panache of a
professional model. Her make-up was flawless, herdteekly pulled back
into a deceptively simple knot.

Exotic perfume tantalised the nostrils as she phakese to Matt's side, and
with a total lack of inhibition she reached up &ms$ed him in a manner that
caused Karen to squirm with embarrassment.

'‘Berenice,” Matt accorded with a degree of lacanmckery. 'Friends of
mine,’ he accorded by way of introduction. ‘Gracgalls, her daughter
Karen, and granddaughter Lisa—Berenice Meyer.'

A smile flashed with sparkling warmth across th#gfeatures as her eyes
swept from Grace to linger assessingly on Karefgrbereturning with a
faintly teasing expression to Matt.

'When did you get back from Europe, you naughty Miare been waiting
for you to call me.’



"Two weeks ago,' he remarked sardonically, andesimithen she gave a
pouting moue. 'l've been busy.’

'Playing Happy Families, darling? How—interestifay, you. We must get

together some time for—dinner," she indicated pecatigely. 'I'm in the end

unit overlooking the beach—drop in later for a ®rirHer eyes flicked

towards Karen and Grace. 'Nice meeting you. 'Bgdird).’ She blew Matt a
kiss, and with a faintly affected movement of hanth she slipped away
towards the bar.

'What a—fascinating girl,’” Grace breathed fainthnd Matt's mouth
widened into a cynical smile.

'Yes, isn't she?' he agreed.

Karen glanced up at him, her expression solemnydifd like to join
Berenice, Matt, please feel free— Mother and | warihd. In any case,
Lisa will be tired and ready for bed soon.’

His features were enigmatic, but there was a daougegleam in the look he
directed her. 'Grace mentioned a game of cardgli¢ue—if you've no
objection, of course?'

'Isn't that carrying chivalry a little too far?'esparried sweetly, deliberately
letting her eyes travel to where Berenice was seatenging back to meet
his gaze.

'l prefer your company,' he drawled softly, and blad to stifle a faintly
derisive laugh.

'l can't think why.'

'l have to admit to being rather confused by it effyshe murmured lazily.
'‘Dance with me, Karen.'

'‘Are you asking, or commanding?"



‘A little of both." He caught hold of her hand airéw her effortlessly into
his arms. 'Hmm, you smell adorable,’ he complingtrgeietly. 'Let me
guess—Arpige?’

'You're quite an expert, aren't you?' Karen rethrtgoss with herself for
being so susceptible. The lighting was subdued, rthesic soft and
dreamy—a subtle setting to which it was all tooygassuccumb.

Five minutes later she gave a sigh of relief aegp®td back as the tempo
changed and the lights blazed to their brightestréx 'I'll go and talk to
Mother for a while," she indicated, unable to rtestkling, 'Perhaps Berenice
would like to dance?’

'l doubt she'll lack for a partner,” Matt averredaothly, taking her hand in
his, and he tightened his grip as she tried togudy.

By nine-thirty Lisa "was visibly drooping, and siwent happily into Matt's
arms when he suggested they return to the unierkafaint protests were
ignored as he carried the sleepy child, and hereshtie unit she shared
with Grace to deposit Lisa down on to the bed sleatty indicated.

When Karen emerged some five minutes later aftdragsing and putting
the little girl to bed, Matt was sitting oppositeaGe at the dining-room
table,a pack of cards held in one hand.

‘Grace suggests poker," he indicated calmly. Usefto gamble for money
with my guests, so shall we settle for matchstakstakes?'

Later, Karen could only conclude that the wholeaghhad been carefully
contrived with most of the blame being attributecher mother, for in less
than an hour Grace managed a series of yawns &retirafter losing her
hand—a little too obviously to be genuine.

'Karen will make you some coffee, Matt,' she desddlastanding to her feet.
‘It will only keep me awake. Goodnight." She smifigst at Matt, then her
daughter, and crossed to the bedroom she shared wét, shutting the door
firmly behind her.



The stakes Matt held were considerably more thasetliKaren had, and it
seemed highly probable he'd win the game.

He did, with effortless ease, leaving her with ¢hneatches, and she looked
at him enquiringly.

'Coffee?"

'Oh, come, Karen," he smiled with a trace of moghkndulgence. 'Don't you
want to try and win back at least some of yourioabstake?'

'What's the point?' she countered evenly, indigatier sadly-depleted pile.
'l could lend you sufficient to play another game.’
'I'd probably lose, and end up in your debt—themat®h

His eyes held hidden laughter. 'l guess | could e&arp with an idea
regarding suitable repayment.’

'No, thanks," she refused firmly.

'Pity," he drawled, then gave a negligent shragthat case—coffee, black,
with no sugar.’

Karen filled the electric jug with water, and whiteheated she took down
one cup and saucer, and spooned in instant ca#fesoon as it was ready
she took it across and set it on the table in fobhim. 'l haven't let the water
boil—you'll be able to drink it without waiting fat to cool.’

'So anxious for me to be gone?'

'It's not late,’ she responded. 'l don't imagineeBiee will be in bed.’

'‘And even if she is, it won't much matter, as dtag# I'll soon join her," he
drawled silkily. 'Isn't that what you mean to imply



Karen saw his eyes darken and felt suddenly aftaie invited you to call
in for a drink," she defended in explanation.

'As | recall, 1 didn't accept.’

She shrugged, then gasped audibly as he reachaddetught hold of her
hand. Exerting painful pressure, he pulled her dotire table to stand
immediately in front of him, then he drew her ineaddly forward until she
lost her balance and had to clutch at his shoutilsteady herself. He was
still seated, but even so, his head was not muebrithan her own. Forced
to lean towards him put her at a disadvantage, endstrangled protest
didn't gain any leniency.

With a single movement he stood to his feet andebeher over one
shoulder, fireman-fashion, then he walked to therdopened it, and
stepped outside. He seemed impervious to the bhawdists railed down
his back, and by the time he had taken the fewsstepessary to bring him
outside his own unit, extracted the key and unldcltee door, she was
quietly sobbing.

"You—unspeakable fiend! she bit out the momentawested her down to
stand in front of him. 'l hate you!" She lashed aihiim, hitting wildly.

'Stop it, Karen," Matt directed brusquely, and keatg hold of her shoulders
he gave her an ungentle shake. 'l brought you $enee could talk with

some degree of privacy. Anyone would think from ryoeaction that |

intended to rape you.'

Karen felt the colour drain from her face as slo&éal up at him. Horror and

fear were mirrored in her eyes for one brief irtBsimal second before she
managed to gain control. She gazed at him sighileseaware of those

tawny depths narrowing sharply as they took invkkeitened features and
the vulnerable trembling of her mouth. Tears weliedher eyes, then

overflowed to trickle slowly down her cheeks.

'‘Dear God," he swore softly, then he took her bleinveen gentle fingers and
lifted it so that she had to look at him. 'Karen--'



'Don't—please don't ask any questions,' she plesldagkily, running the tip
of her tongue along her lower lip.

'Karen, for the love of heaven--'

'Please—if you don't mind, I'd like to go now.’

He released her, letting his hands slide slowlym&er arms. 'Will you be
all right?' Gently he cupped her face and movelduab over each cheek,

removing traces of dampness.

She nodded speechlessly, and he stood asidehlerlgass, his expression
one of brooding reluctance.

In the adjoining unit Karen locked the door behired, then crossed to sink
wearily down on to the divan. Sleep had never meere difficult to court,
and it was a long time before she rose to herdedtbegan undressing for
bed. The hours seemed long as oft-remembered intageso haunt her,
and once she came awake with a start to findigfee bn and her mother
bending anxiously over her.

'You've been dreaming, darling,’” Grace soothed, Haglen gave a
despairing groan.

'l didn't wake Lisa?"'
'No, she's sound asleep. Do you want a drink? Teaffee?'
‘Tea," she responded gratefully, sitting uprightt seaching for her robe.

'l thought you were over these bad dreams of ydarace observed minutes
later as they sat at the table.

Karen grimaced slightly. They come and go, Mother.
'Did you have a difference of opinion with Matt?'

"You could say that," she shrugged wryly.



'Did he tell you he plans to get away after bresikktamorrow? He intends
calling in to Kawau Island for lunch.’'

Karen tried to look interested—which was ratheficlift at two o'clock in
the morning. 'That will be nice,’ she said fainthnd Grace cast her a
speculative look.

'l think he's serious about you,' she offered. 'Wlsg would he invite you
here for the weekend?'

'It wouldn't occur to you that it might be for theual reason a man asks a
woman to go away with him?' Karen mocked.

'If he hadn't included Lisa and me—yes," Graceated|, and Karen had to
laugh.

'Well, much as | hate to disillusion you—he fulljtended it to be a cosy
twosome. Only | wouldn't play ball.’

Grace looked slightly nonplussed. 'Oh,’ she fattere

'Shall we try and get some sleep?' Karen sugge$éll need to be up
early to pack before breakfast.'



CHAPTER SIX

KAREN's initial greeting to Matt next morning when theytroger breakfast
was a polite dissembling that brought forth a glesfmamusement and
caused him to shake his head in silent resignation.

Throughout the day she remained subdued, prefesilaegce, or at best,
monosyllabic contribution whenever politeness demednshe converse,
and only Lisa was able to raise a smile.

If Matt noticed the dark circles beneath eyeswee more deeply blue than
usual, he made no comment, and after an enjoyahdd lat Mansion House
on Kawau Island, he directed Ben to skirt aroureds$tand and head back to
the mainland.

They disembarked at the Half Moon Bay marina, amda@on as Ben had
deposited their suitcases into the boot of the aallatt drove them home.

Never had the distance to Remuera seemed so ahdrthe instant the car
whispered to a halt in the driveway Karen slippatland waited for Matt to
retrieve their belongings from the boot.

'Won't you come in for a drink?' Grace encouragedn effort to discount
what she considered to be her daughter's lackad gmanners.

‘Thank you, Grace, but I'll take a raincheck, ifuydon't mind,” Matt
declined. 'Ben will need my assistance for an loouwo.'

'It's been a very pleasant weekend," Grace extoligdenthusiasm. 'You've
been very kind. Thank you.'

Karen murmured an appropriate few words in a li&mythen beckoned to
her daughter, '‘Come along, Lisa. Matt has to gek bathe launch.’

'When will we see you again?' Lisa queried guildigsand Matt smiled
with genuine warmth.



‘Next Saturday. Your mother is having dinner witke.hHe shot Karen a
look that dared her to deny their date the follaywveekend.

'I'm going to miss you,' the little girl declaredthvearnest sincerity, and
flinging up her arms she asked tentatively, 'Ckis$ you goodbye?'

In answer Matt swung her high against his chesaficeffectionate embrace,
then he lowered her gently to the ground. 'Havéece holiday, poppet,' he
bade softly, then with a brief salute that was mé&aencompass both Karen
and Grace, he slid in behind the wheel and revetsedar down the drive.

They were scarcely indoors when Grace voiced rsapgiroval, and it was
more than Karen could stand.

'Please, Mother," she begged. 'I'm tired, and eravawful headache. No
recriminations—I couldn't bear to hear them. Let'gpack, have a light
meal, then indulge ourselves by having an earliatdig

It didn't help that the heavens unleashed they $mon after dusk, lashing
the roof with rain and gusty winds that sent tresnbhes waving like giant
arms in the night. An omen, Karen decided bleaiyshe turned up the
switch on her electric blanket and gathered theerwmore tightly around
her.

Morning brought little respite, and the drive nottiok longer than usual,
slowing speed to a cautious level that added nfae thirty minutes on to
the customary two-hour drive.

Coming home always brought a lump to Karen's thrimatthere were so
many memories—happy childhood ones she liked teneber, when her
father was alive, and some she tried hard to folgeeemed so recent, not
anything like six and a half years ago since skhefidto go and live in
Auckland, and driving through the familiar streetss like the turning back
of a page in her life.

Over there, to her left, was the park where sist firet Brad, the wooden
bench she'd occupied during her lunchbreak whesh dmgroached her to



ask the time. He'd ended up sharing her packetrahwgiches, and when she
returned to work she had accepted a date for #maé £vening.

It was all here, a vivid painful reminder of thdldple fool she had been in
believing his skilfully-acted lies. The restauramtsere they'd spent many a
dreamy evening sharing a candlelit dinner as thelgidned their future, the
shops where she'd selected her trousseau.

There were familiar faces, friends, who even aftesh a passage of time,
seemed over-solicitous whenever they saw her, rextably managed to
have an eligible male in tow for dinner or at atypahe felt honour bound to
attend.

Karen sighed as she brought the Datsun to a hé#ieidriveway adjoining
the neat suburban house that had been her honso forany years. She
shouldn't have come, yet to have stayed in Auckiaitigout the protective
buffer Lisa's presence afforded would have beennessl For as much as
she hated to admit it, Matt Lucas had crept beneatiskin, rekindling fires
she'd thought could never spark alive again. Tleewadge made her want
to run and hide, like some frightened wild anintettwas steadily being
hounded into an inescapable trap.

'Let's get inside and light the fire," said Grdltes so cold and wet—and to
think we were basking beneath the sun only theba@dgre yesterday!

Karen silently echoed her mother's sentiments advshdled Lisa from the
car, although half an hour later as she sat béfi@earming flames curling
from the grate, and with a hot cup of coffee in land, she was inclined to
view the situation much more pleasantly.

'Finish your coffee, darling. | must make some<cédl let a few friends
know that you're here.’

'Mother, don't accept any invitations on my beh&laren warned quickly. 'l
really need a quiet few days, not a social whirl.’

'Of course, darling,’ Grace soothed. '‘But | havertg the boarding kennels
about collecting Simone, and there are one or ®apl|e | must contact.’



No, Karen groaned, it's all starting again. Fifteeerhaps twenty minutes
from now, Grace would reenter the lounge, her fa@athed in smiles, and
there would be a dinner engagement they just ctulgh out of, a party
being given on some pretext or other that they ddaé rude to refuse.
Before nightfall, each day, each evening of hey atauld be accounted for.
Nothing could dissuade Grace—arguments, tearfldsagven flat refusals
to participate had had little or no effect in theesp and after the first year
Karen had quietly given up.

If only the next five days could somehow pass byegainless magical
process. Pass they would, inevitably, but she woeleld every ounce of
patience she possessed, and then some! If onlyosiheg maintain a sense of
humour about the whole thing, it might not be taal bshe decided wryly.

So began a hectic week of social activity. Lisa ananded their attention
throughout the day, and together they took in time@ma matinees, visited
several places of interest, and spent an entieeraivn shopping for clothes.

It was the evenings Karen began to dread, althongteflection there was
only one incident that rankled, with repercussitimst were not wholly
pleasant. The 'eligible man' presented at a midvpeety was the perfect
gentleman for much of the early evening, until savdrinks loosened his
tongue and aroused his passion. She managed foeesnacathed, but it
added little to the already low opinion she heldha&f opposite sex.

The weather continued to be contrarily unseasaral, Saturday dawned
with the promise of yet more rain. Karen left Whareg shortly after nine,
with few misgivings about the drive ahead of her.

Sheets of rain continually lashed against the oaaking for minimal
visibility, and consequently driving became a hdpas exercise. The roads
were well sealed and in good condition, but thess @ passage that wound
round the hills providing innumerable bends anddiig curves that taxed
driving skill and required total concentration.

By the time Karen reached the outskirts of Aucklahé felt drained, and
about as enthusiastic as a rag doll at the progpeing out that evening.
She had a headache, and longed for a hot bath rarméréy night. The



thought of dressing up for a charity dinner in oh#he city's most exclusive
restaurants didn't thrill her at all—nor did indulg in the customary
thrust-and-parry badinage she had come to expeateaith encounter with
the indomitable Matt Lucas.

Twice during the afternoon she hovered close totétephone with the
intention of ringing him to say she wouldn't godahen at the last moment
she changed her mind. The thought of his sardgm@ism upon hearing
she'd decided to opt out of the invitation onlyserto put her on her mettle.

At five-thirty Karen bundled Lisa into the car ati@ve the short distance to
Barbara's, where she'd arranged for the littletgidtay overnight.

By the time she returned, she had little over aur limowhich to shower and
shampoo her hair, then dress. Matt was callinghésrat seven, and if she
was to be ready in time she'd have to hurry.

Ten minutes later she switched on the blow-wavesatébout drying and
styling her hair. It really needed a trim, for sheely let it grow much below
shoulder-length. Thick, it possessed plenty of hahd freshly styled it

swung about her shoulders with the slightest mowrmoiher head, almost
as if it had a life of its own. Make-up came nextd apart from highlighting

her eyes with two tones of eyeshadow, skilful aqgtion of mascara, she
touched the blusher to her cheeks to give them sotoar, and covered her
lipstick with gloss. The total effect was pleasiiNpw she had to make a
decision between two evening gowns—one demurelyplsinn heavy

cream silk, the other more daringly cut in a viseh-blue crepe-de- chine.

After much deliberation she chose the blue gowd,lead just applied a few
dabs of perfume to each wrist and in the hollowthatbase of her throat
when a series of knocks on the front door heraMatt's arrival.

'‘Good evening,' Karen greeted coolly, and glimpkedcynically raised
eyebrow as she stood aside for him to enter.

'‘Am | late?' His eyes gleamed with sardonic humand she could quite
cheerfully have ignored him— except that he waanthan any woman
could successfully ignore or overlook. Impeccablyoagned in a



superbly-tailored dark suit, immaculate shirt linand a black bow tie, he
looked dynamically masculine and the epitome ofensalphistication.

'Shall we go?' she countered, determined to regaim. He had the knack
of ruffling her composure, and in his presence \she invariably goaded
into behaving like a childishly ifnmature adolesicéte confused her with a
sensual finesse she'd not previously experiencedisieg desires deep
within that she'd rather leave dormant. Somehow, tsd the feeling she
was the pawn in a game of chess—with Matt the matager.

'Dare | ask if you enjoyed your visit to Whangarei?

Karen looked at the dark profile in the dim inter@f the car, and was
unreasonably irked by his cynical amusement.

‘The weather was wet for much of the time, as ot doubt aware,' she
began stiffly. 'There were some outings we'd pldrfioe Lisa's benefit that
had to be postponed.’

'‘And you, Karen—did you indulge in any social aiigs?' he pursued,
causing her to burst into retaliatory speech.

"Yes—I went out every night,’ she snapped. 'Anchéige with a different
man. | was wined and dined, and danced until ddweceived no fewer
than two propositions—and was harangued with bittezctive for being a
frigid little bitch when | wouldn't comply," shenished bitterly.

His soft chuckle was the very limit, and she rowhde him in utter fury.
"You can take me home. | don't even want to gaaught, and especially
not with you!"

'We're almost there,’ Matt said quietly. 'The fg@vdmises to be excellent,
the band good.' He eased the large car into thearérand slid into an
empty space, then switched off the engine and tutoelook at her.

'Running away never did solve anything,' he addegneatically, and she
swung suspiciously bright eyes towards him.

‘Just what, or whom, am | supposed to be runniog ¥



'Me,' he declared evenly, when a few painfully sle@conds had passed.
"You'd have been wiser to have stayed in Aucklarttifaced the inevitable.'

'By inevitable, | suppose you mean wearing dowrresystance sufficiently
so that you can bed me,’ she accused scathinglgnt@ is a fine thing—and
you'll never gain it. Accept me as the one whoayedy.'

'‘My dear Karen,' he drawled silkily, 'you're likelittle wild kitten—all
claws, and bristling soft fur. You hiss at everymti&xtended—regardless.’
His eyes held hers, unwavering in their scrutiNgw, shall we go?’

An hour and two drinks later, Karen had mellowefficiently to feel oddly
penitent for her outburst, and when Matt suggeskedmight like to dance,
she complied without so much as a word.

'Such docility," he murmured close to her ear adrea her into his arms.
"You're like a chameleon. I'm almost inclined tk #dishe real Karen Ingalls
will please identify herself."Don't bait me,' dbegged, lulled into a pleasing
yet dangerous inertia, whereby all she wanted teatoto drift slowly to the
music. It was always the same, she thought rueftll possessed some
strange magnetic chemistry that struck an answepagk deep within her,
and fighting against it was fast becoming a lodiagle.

When they returned to their table, the other faats were occupied, and
Karen wondered why she wasn't surprised to seener&leyer among the
occupants.

‘Matt, sorry we're late, darling. You know howst'iBerenice greeted Matt
effusively, her lively dark eyes aglow. As an dfteught she turned to
Karen. 'Hello—er—I'm afraid I've forgotten your neynshe declared with
no hint of apology, before swinging her attenti@an Matt. "You know
Michael, don't you? And this is Andrew, and Mark.'

Trust Berenice to arrive with no less than threengpmen in tow, Karen
accorded uncharitably. And she was gorgeously gdwneking every inch
the successful model she undoubtedly was.



Matt introduced Karen with accustomed ease, andhwhey were all seated
he beckoned the wine steward.

Karen had begun to feel the effects of the alcaheld consumed by the
time she finished the contents of her glass, foyetsno food had been
served. Aware of Berenice's preoccupation with Mste permitted herself
to be drawn into conversation with Andrew— or itghi have been Mark.
Exactly what they talked about she wasn't sure, sfoe was rapidly
becoming resentful of the way Berenice was monspwi Matt. As much
as she tried to convince herself she didn't cgog, a&he couldn't ignore the
slow burning jealousy that rose to the fore.

Dinner was in the form of a smorgasbord, and Kaweewed its
announcement with relief. It was exotically preseninh the large adjoining
dining-room and guests were invited to take plates cutlery, make their
own selection, and return to their tables. Each greved to be a gourmet's
delight, and she had to concede that the food vedls@commended.

'‘Dance with me, Matt," Berenice enticed within fiméenutes of completing
the contents of her plate. 'l shan't have desség-fatal in my line of

business.' She smoothed hands down over her bighand gave a pouting
moue.

Karen turned towards Matt and smiled sweetly. 'Gead.’

He ignored her directive, and queried calmly, "Woydu care for dessert?'

‘No, thank you," she declined with the utmost polgss. ‘Do dance with

Berenice. I'm sure she'll be quite devastated uf gon't." She gave a warm
smile that didn't fool him in the least, for hisesyheld a dangerous glint that

boded ill if she didn't desist.

'‘Matt, come on,' the other girl enthused with d=ldte seductiveness as she
moved to stand close beside his chair. 'Karen doesmnd.'

'Maybe later, Berenice,' Matt refused, unpertutiyeter pout, and his smile
was totally without warmth. 'I'm sure any one ofiyescorts will oblige.’'



'l think I'll get some coffee,’ Karen indicatedsiightly strangled tones, and
rose to her feet with the intention of putting sodietance between herself
and the potentially explosive situation that hadear.

'‘Allow me.'

She looked up into those tawny eyes and could Btaraped her foot in
sheer anger. 'The only solution is for each obugtch our own.' Without a
further word she walked away, uncaring whetherdtilewed or not.

'Would you believe me if | said | had no idea Bérerwas going to be here
tonight?’

'Really?' Her voice was chillingly remote. She reat the table where
coffee was being dispensed, asked charmingly fos teebe served black,
then sugared it liberally before turning to facenhiwould you like me to
manufacture some excuse and catch a taxi home@reagou | shan't mind.'

"You'll do nothing of the sort," Matt declared elyerMWhen we've finished
our coffee, we'll dance.’

'You're very good at giving orders,’ she returneesentful of his
proprietorial manner. 'However, | don't work foruyany longer.'

He gave her a level look that was infinitely moeangerous than any words
he could have voiced, and in the end she had teglaway.

'l really do have a headache, and | would likeadh\gme,' she said a trifle
wearily. 'l had a long drive this morning in faoimn ideal conditions. |

almost rang you twice during the afternoon to sapuildn't come tonight.’

She paused and raised a hand to smooth back alstiapf hair. 'However,

there's no need for you to curtail your enjoymestiig' concluded politely. 'If
you'll be good enough to call me a taxi--'

‘No taxi, Karen," Matt intervened. 'I'll take yoorhe, if that's what you'd
prefer." Taking a firm grasp of her elbow he led toavards the flight of
stairs leading down to the main entrance.



Karen didn't offer a word as they walked to the, @ad she sat in total
silence during the ten minutes it took to reachHwne.

The instant the car drew to a halt in the drivevgag reached for the
door-clasp. 'Don't get out,' she declared hastitan let myself into my own
house.’

He didn't answer, and slipping from behind the wineemoved to her side
and walked with her to the front door.

She needed a second attempt to fit the key intdottie her hands were so
shaky, and when the door swung open she turnedaded him a polite
goodnight.

'‘Aren't you going to invite me in?' Matt queried chimgly. "We haven't had
much opportunity tonight to talk.'

'What is there to talk about?"

'l won't ravish you, if that's what you're afraici be promised cynically, and
she retorted angrily,

'I'm not afraid of you, and as for ravishing me—duidn't let you!'

He moved inside and shut the door behind him, toemed to regard her
thoughtfully. "Your—holiday hasn't improved yousgosition.'

It was no holiday," Karen revealed obliquely. ‘Granveigled several
eligible young men to escort me to the cinemajio@—on any pretext she
could invent, and with such skilful manipulatiorathnothing short of a
temper tantrum would have excused me. | felt likgiece of horseflesh
being paraded before bidders at an auction block!'

Matt's eyes gleamed with hidden laughter. "Youridviilmagination is
mind-boggling.' He leant out a hand and idly trites fingers down her
cheek. 'Was it really so bad?"Yes! | had to sustdacious looks, listen to
improper suggestions, and elude enough wanderingshta put an octopus
to shame.’



'‘Ah, Karen," he murmured softly, and his hands babgld of her shoulders,
pulling her close. His head lowered down to hemsg, las lips brushed gently
against her forehead.

For a moment Karen almost relented, wanting nothioge than to lift her
mouth to his, but a strange anger burned insidenh&king her want to lash
out and hurt in any way she could.

'Don't," she refused hardily, twisting her headyaamad pushing against his
chest with her hands.

‘You're quite safe," Matt declared evenly. 'A fassks is all | have in mind.'

'Forgive me if | don't believe you. My experienderen hasn't taught me to
believe in noble instincts.’

‘Not all of us are predatory sexual animals,' heamtied. 'Sooner or later
you're going to have to revise your opinion.’

Her head tilted back as she looked up at him. Ymdthink | should begin
with you? Where would that get me, Matt?' she euaebitterly. 'My heart's
already been bruised and battered once. I've vowedan will ever do that
to me again.’

He looked down at her in silence, and there wds bhe could gauge from
his expression. Each passing second seemed t@sectlke tension inside
her, until she wanted to scream.

'‘Go to bed, Karen. I'll ring you tomorrow,' he satdast, and his conciliatory
tone brought her anger to the fore.

'Stop treating me like a child!" she cried resdhtfuOh! | wish you'd go
away and leave me alone. Lisa and | were doingdimé you barged into
our lives— gaining her affection, and trying tossHe came to a furious,
stumbling halt. 'l don't want to see you again—rEvengry tears sprang to
her eyes and lay quivering against her lashesslaadurned away, unable to
bear his steady gaze a second longer.



It seemed an age before she sensed him turn amdWwelling away, and
her shoulders slumped with relief when she heagdrbnt door click shut.
Seconds later the almost silent purr of the camgine magnified his
departure.

Oh God, she sighed wearily, what have | done? [Quhe past few weeks
Matt had become part of her life, and althoughdsisgiorn never to let
another man get close to her again, he'd succeedeaahbling almost every
barricade she'd erected in defence. Ironically, tioa¢ she'd told him to
leave, she wanted him to stay. She was such aipgzalxture of emotions,
she couldn't even rationalise any more.

She moved towards the kitchen in a daze, and sedtcim the light, then
reached into the cupboard where she kept sundricatesh. She longed for
the sweet oblivion sleeping tablets would bring, lraving had alcohol she
daren't take any. Paracetamol would ease her headacd perhaps sheer
weariness would take care of the rest.

'Mummy, when is Matt coming to see us?"

Karen glanced across the table at her daughteryremhged to keep her
voice even. 'He's probably busy, honey. He mayaote today.’

Lisa looked momentarily disconcerted. '‘But he daédwould, and it's
already lunchtime. Will he come this afternoon?"

Quietly she endeavoured to make light of the siwmatPerhaps he thinks
we're busy. After all, we have been away on holidstye explained. '‘And
tomorrow you start school.'

'Didn't he say if he'd come today?' Lisa queriedhdfully, and Karen
answered carefully,

'No, Lisa, he didn't mention it.'

'He does like us, doesn't he, Mummy? We will see &gain, won't we?'



Karen almost groaned out loud. This was becomingenddficult by the
minute! 'I'm sure we will, honey, but he's a veagy man. He's been kind to
us, taking us out, but we're just two among manyi®friends. It's only fair
that he should spend some time with them, isn't it?

'l guess so,' Lisa allowed slowly, then asked vsitartling discernment,
'Don't you like Matt any more, Mummy?'

Karen felt robbed of speech, then she managed toteo tentatively,
'Would you mind very much if he didn't come and se@gain?’

The little girl's lower lip began to tremble, andrleyes filled with tears. 'l
like him—I like him a lot. All the other childremimy class have daddies—
I'm the only one who hasn't got one.’

Karen's heart turned over, and she bent down teegé#te little tot into her
arms. 'But darling, I've told you lots of timestlyau did have a daddy. He
was killed in a car accident before you were born.’

Lisa's words were muffled against Karen's bre@sin't | ever have another
daddy now?"

'Well," Karen considered carefully, 'If | were tetgmarried again, then
whoever | married would become your stepfather.’

‘Then | might have a daddy one day?'

'l guess you might,' Karen agreed hollowly, thea ghve a laugh that was
totally lacking in humour. 'Hey, | thought we wérappy together, just you
and me.’

'Do you think we could maybe visit Matt this afteam?"

Talk about single-mindedness! 'No darling, | démihk we should do that,’
she said slowly. 'But if you'd like to go out, weutd visit the Zoo this

afternoon. And on the way home we'll stop and getestakeaways—fried
chicken and chips. We could eat them in front &f tilevision. Does that
sound like a good idea?"



Successfully diverted, Lisa helped clear the tallé tidy the dishes, then
she changed into warm outdoor clothes and scranibledhe car to view
the afternoon's excursion with excited anticipation

Fortunately it wasn't raining, although there wastrang breeze that teased
at the length of their hair and whipped warm colmtio their cheeks. The
zoological park proved to be a popular choice, tfogre were several
families equally bent on strolling leisurely alotige paths that led past
numerous cages housing animals of various desuomgati

It was almost five when they returned home, aner aftpicnic-style meal in
front of the television Karen suggested Lisa shdwade her bath, then they
could play Monopoly until it was time for her to ¢mbed.

The following day Lisa resumed school, and the bBosmemed strangely
quiet and empty without her presence. Restlessdorething to fill in the
time until the little girl returned, Karen embarkaa a spring- cleaning stint.
With the prospect of seven weeks' end-of-year ddmaladays due to begin
mid-December, she was reluctant to look for panetiemployment until
school resumed early in February. However, if sigm'dfind something
constructive to do, the days would drag unbearably.

By Wednesday Karen had cleaned all the window$, inside and out, until
they positively sparkled behind freshly-launderadtains. The kitchen
cupboards were immaculate, and every inch of pairkwnside the house
had been wiped down.

Thursday afternoon saw every drawer tidied, andg@fliled with clothes
put aside to be donated to charity.

She was loath to admit that the reason for su@ntielss energy was Matt.
She hadn't heard from him since Saturday, andratetb tell herself that
she didn't want to. So why was she feeling let dewd more than a little
disappointed? Perhaps he'd decided to take heeratwbrd, after all.
Somehow, the thought of never seeing him againgadmer into the depths
of despair. She'd flung words at him that were siifjed—angry
accusations that had little to do with Matt himself



As soon as Karen' had dropped Lisa off at schodFrisey morning, she
drove in to Newmarket and spent an hour selectamgt gand vinyl wallpaper
with which to redecorate the bathroom. It was th @oom in the house
that needed a facelift, and truth to tell, it cowlell have waited another year
or two before requiring attention.

It was almost midday by the time she had sandechdbe surfaces to be
painted, and after a quick cup of coffee she dragpetictive covers over the
bath, basin, and floor. A small step-ladder prowezte cumbersome than
she'd first supposed in the confines of the roam, she abandoned it for a
chair draped with an old towel.

Attired in old jeans, an even older jumper, anccarfstied over her hair,
Karen worked with dedicated concentration untilvas time to go and
collect Lisa from school.

'Mummy, you do look funny,’ the little girl giggleas she slipped into the
front seat of the car. 'You've got spots of whisénp everywhere—even on
your nose!'

She hadn't paused to check her appearance betviedethe house, for
there was no reason for her to get out of theswait didn't really matter.

At home, she paused long enough to give Lisa soitkeamd biscuits, then
she disappeared into the bathroom with the hopefiroéhing the
undercoating before she had to stop and prepanedin

'I'm going to watch television, Mummy,' Lisa infoech from the doorway.
‘The Flintstonesre on now.'

'‘Okay, honey," Karen murmured abstractly, her &tiartaken with a piece
of scotia-moulding. There, she'd almost finishedstpne more section to
do and the ceiling and all the mouldings would bmpleted. She stepped
down and moved the chair further towards the cothen stepped up again.

Somewhere between standing on the chair and repébirnthe paint and
brush she made an error in balance. The instantethihe chair slip she
flung out a hand to steady herself, uncaring of twhhe grasped.



Unfortunately, the glass shelf bracketed on to W=l above the bath

offered little support, and the next second she falliag towards the floor

with an appalling lack of grace. Her outflung arinthe side of the bath as
she landed awkwardly on her side. For a brief seahe felt no pain, only
shock, and she half sat, half lay on the floor $everal minutes before
attempting to get up.

'Mummy, | heard a thump. Are you—oh--'

Karen tried to summon up a reassuring smile. "THuhmpust have sounded
like a herd of elephants! Still, it could have bearse—I could have been
holding the tin of paint at the time. Then we woblave had a mess. Oh,
darn," she grimaced slightly as the telephone bemaeal insistently. '‘Be a
good girl and answer that for me. Tell whoeves ithat I'll ring them back.

Okay?'

Lisa looked incredibly anxious as she hovered uacdy in the doorway,

then she turned and ran down the hallway. Her veias a frightened
squeak and somewhat muffled, and Karen didn't talkeh notice as she
concentrated all her efforts on rising from theflo

Her leg didn't feel too bad—sore, but bearable. e\ew, her left arm was
one agonising ache, and she almost cried out Isusha endeavoured to
move it. She couldn't have broken it, surely? Rashekily she limped out
towards the dining-room, and reached a chair jgstiaa replaced the
receiver.

'Who was it, darling?’

Lisa's eyes grew wide with concern as she lookedsacat her mother. It
was Matt. He's going to come and see if you'reright." Two big tears
spilled over and coursed down her cheeks as shirdaren's side. 'You
won't have to go to hospital, will you?'

It would have to be Matt, wouldn't it, Karen grodnglently. Just when
she'd conditioned herself into thinking she'd nesesx him again, he had to
reappear at what could hardly be termed a progtmoment! 'No, | don't
think so," she assured Lisa as the little ginis lbegan to tremble.



'l didn't know if you could get up, and | wouldhdve been able to lift you- |
had to tell somebody,' Lisa burst out.

'Hush, honey," Karen consoled gently. 'I've onlijesed a few bruises.' The
poor little mite looked white with anxiety. 'Be amgel and put tokens in
three empty bottles, then take them out to the fgatehe milkman.' If she
gave her a few chores to do, it would take her miiithings. 'And after that
you can call Tiddles—he usually has some milk adotims time, doesn't
he?'

Lisa seemed reluctant to move away, and Karen agkmtly urge her to
hurry so that the tasks would be completed befoaét Btrived.

His expression when he walked into the dining-reame ten minutes later
was hard to discern, and Karen hastened to makiedfghe incident.

'I'm sorry if Lisa gave you a distorted versionndfat happened,’ she began
calmly. 'I'm really fine." Her heartbeat quickersddrmingly as she looked
up and met his gaze, for he appeared every bitoagpelling as she
remembered.

Matt's eyes swept over her, his appraisal swiftamalytical. 'Perhaps you'll
allow me to judge that for myself. Did you hit ydwead when you fell?'

'No—so | won't suffer from delayed concussion.' #lo&ed up at him with
faint alarm as he crossed the room to stand lessaHoot away. 'I'll have a
few bruises tomorrow,' she essayed with a slighigsthat ended in a wince
of pain, and his eyes narrowed.

"Your shoulder? Did you knock it against anything...?

‘The bath tub. I've jarred it, that's all,’ sheds#fensively.

‘Judging by your pallor, I'd say you've done mbemntthat,' Matt determined
bluntly. 'Who's your doctor?’

'Oh, really!" Karen derided crossly.



'Do as you're told," he advised quietly. 'Now, Wdhhts number?’

Karen shot him a look that would have withered ssée man, before
capitulating with a sigh of resignation. If shemtche'd just as likely put her
in his car and drive to the nearest hospital.

The surgery was almost empty when they arrived tlagglwere shown in to
the doctor some fifteen minutes later. The fact Matt accompanied her
irked Karen unreasonably, and all through the dtscexamination she was
aware of him beyond the screen listening to evergtthat was said as if he
had the right to be there. Fortunately it was mghmore serious than a
dislocated shoulder, which the doctor manipulatedn he supported her
arm in a sling.

'‘Well, my dear, that shoulder will be painful forfew days. Stretched
ligaments and contusions,’ he explained. 'Rest kaerg it supported until
Monday or Tuesday, then treat it with extreme darea further week.
Contact me if it gives you any trouble.’

The drive back to the house was achieved in altwal silence, and the
minute the car whispered to a halt Karen issuealdeplittle speech of
thanks, then slid out as quickly as her injuriesildallow.

‘Take the keys from my bag, there's a good ging' bade Lisa as they
mounted the few steps to the front porch, and faem a start of surprise at
Matt stepped ahead and unlocked the door.

‘Tell me where you keep your suitcases, and ltlloge down,' he directed
with ease as he entered the house ahead of thenileam Karen looked at
him in askance, he merely smiled. 'You're comingkbaith me until that
arm is mobile.’

'l am not! | can manage--'
"You won't be able to drive a car for at leastétwefour days,’ he interrupted

smoothly. '"How do you propose to get Lisa to schétiusehold chores will
be difficult, even with her help. It will be muclngler if you both move



into my house and allow Mrs Rogers to give whateassistance is
necessary for a few days.'

‘Thank you, but we'll manage,’ Karen insisted stibic and saw his eyes
darken fractionally.

'My dear Karen," he began mildly, '‘anyone wouldkHihad designs on your
virtue.'

'Haven't you?"'
His steady gaze unnerved her, and after a few secre had to look away.
"You have no right to order me about,’ she saidstyoas she walked down

the hallway towards her bedroom.

'We'll discuss that later,’ Matt drawled. ‘Now, Imore concerned with
getting you home.'

'l am home,' she snapped.

'As irksome as you find accepting my hospitalityg 'declared sardonically,
'you'd be advised to regard it as a necessary exgedhe other alternative
is to contact your mother and ask her to come dowa week, as | have no
intention of allowing you to stay here alone. Whislit to be?"

Stupid tears clouded her vision. He was being clamate of her welfare, yet
all she could do was show a childlike belligereritieere are some suitcases
in that cupboard above the wardrobe,' she indichtestkily. 'I'll get some
clothes together."

‘Tell me which drawers need opening.’

'l can do that myself.'

'With one hand?' Matt queried cynically, and shekeld angrily,

'I'm not completely helpless!



'Stop it, Karen,' he advised softly. 'lt won't daor fLisa to discover us
quarrelling.’

She flung him a dark look. 'If you weren't so olij@tably overbearing--'

'Pack some clothes," he commanded brusquelhgeétiLisa to do likewise.
Call me if you need any help.'

Oh, he was impossible! Crossly, she flung a salectif undergarments,
night attire, some skirts and jumpers into thecaisié he'd left open on the
bed, then she added a dress that buttoned to ibeama a cardigan. A few
other sundry items, and her packing was completed.

Lisa, the little imp, was delighted with the prospef staying in Matt's
home, and together with Tiddles firmly secure in ¢egt-basket on the rear
seat of the Jaguar, they drove through the Oralasinb towards
Kohimarama.

Karen felt a strange sense of trepidation as thew do a halt outside the
large double-storied mansion. She wasn't equippéeeal with several days
spent in Matt's company, or the evenings. She rbesimad to even
contemplate it!

Tl ring Grace this evening,’ she murmured onlighly desperate note.
‘Then it will only be necessary to inconvenience fa one night.'

'It's no inconvenience, Karen," Matt drawled quieturning towards her.
'It's a large house, and Mrs Rogers will be deédhb have some feminine
company for a change.’

'It's very good of you,' she murmured politely, donanners surfacing, and
he gave a soft chuckle.

'Relax, Karen,' he mocked gently. 'l shan't eatfposupper—or breakfast.'

'l wouldn't allow you to," she retorted stiffly, midied as a blush warmed
her cheeks.



'Let's go inside, shall we?' Matt suggested blaritfgr one could do with a
drink.'

As they moved through the main entrance foyer thesbekeeper came
forward to greet them, and her faintly shocked eggion drew Karen's
attention to her attire.

'Oh, my dear, what have you done?'

Lord, she must look a sight! Faded jeans, an dagge jumper that had seen
better days, and both spotted with paint! She golytdaad paint on her face
as well.

'My blood chills at the very thought," Matt decldrdryly. 'Suffice it to say

Karen's the worse for wear after losing a battldwhe bathtub—in which

she was precariously perched on a chair while giiewn to paint the

ceiling." He glanced down at Karen, then smiletl@kant out an idle finger
and touched the tip of her nose. 'She needs halped her clothes. I'd offer
my assistance, but | doubt it would be appreciakéid.gaze shifted to Lisa,
and he offered her his hand. '‘Come on, infantydde with a smile. 'I'll take
you upstairs and show you which room you'll besileg in. Then together
we'll acquaint Tiddles with his new surroundings.'



CHAPTER SEVEN

WITH Mrs Rogers' help, Karen undressed and took a shawen she
changed into a button-through shirt-waister drass slipped a cardigan
around her shoulders. The pain-killing tablets doetor had prescribed
were beginning to take effect, reducing her shauled arm to a dull
throbbing ache.

'Do you think you can manage now?"

Karen turned slightly and gave the kindly womanrdles. 'Yes, I'll be fine.
Thanks for your help.’

'Rest for a while, and come downstairs when ya@eely. Dinner will be
served at six-thirty.'

'I'd better check where Lisa is,' Karen began wilight frown, only to see
the other woman wave a dismissing hand.

'She'll be with Matt," Mrs Rogers determined calnie’ll entertain her
until dinner.’

"'l just run a comb through my hair, then I'lblo for her," Karen declared.
'I'd hate her to make a nuisance of herself.'

'She appears to be a delightful little girl, I'messhe wouldn't do that,' the
other woman demurred as she crossed the room aségheside the door.
'I'll be downstairs in the kitchen if you shouldedeme for anything.'

Karen made a polite rejoinder, then turned to meghe room she'd been
given. It was delightfully feminine, with flouncechintz curtains at the
windows, white vinyl paper patterned with tiny flemsprigs adorning the
walls, and colonial-style furniture. It had an adjog bathroom, and Lisa
occupied a similar suite opposite.

Idly she crossed to the window and looked out. Bhenencroaching dusk
failed to disguise the well-tended lawns and shrtiesstand of mature trees
that concealed neighbouring properties, thus ggisgclusion. The house



stood on high ground and commanded a panoramic gfethie harbour,
from St Heliers sweeping several miles round thg tosaencompass the
complexity of wharves at the base of downtown Aankl. Street lights
were springing on in groups, and within minutesytpeovided a delicate
tracery of tiny lights, which from this distanceseenbled a fairyland by
night.

'l did knock, but you're obviously lost in thougta,familiar voice drawled
from behind, and Karen turned to search Matt's ufeat in the
semi-darkness.

'It's this view,' she explained. 'l can't imagimg@ne ever tiring of looking at
it—especially at night. It's beautiful,’ she endadply.

'Yes, isn't it," Matt agreed, his eyes on her updrface. Idly he leant out a
hand to tuck a stray lock of her hair back behimd &ar. 'How's the
shoulder?

‘Not too bad,' she answered cautiously. 'Whersa?.i

"Watching television. | thought you might like toroe downstairs for a
drink. Dinner will be ready soon.’

Karen blinked. It couldn't be after six, surelyfh'sorry," she murmured. 'l
didn't realise it was so late.’

‘There's no need to apologise, Karen. Shall we go?'

She preceded him from the room, and was conscibhis alose proximity
as they moved along the hallway and descendeditteestaircase.

Lisa sat curled up on the floor in the far corrniethe lounge, her eyes intent
on the television screen, and apart from a quicikesat her mother when

Karen entered the room with Matt, she remaineddjleethe programme

until it was time to go in to dinner.

The meal comprised three courses, and Karen wastabtonsume the
minestrone without any difficulty. However, whercégme to the main dish,



she was forced to allow Matt to place a selectido@d on to her plate from
various serving-dishes, and had to suffer the adudignity of having him
cut her meat into bite-size portions.

It was a relief to leave the dining-room after égtssvas served, and she
chose a chair in the lounge as far away from hssudding presence as
possible. All through dinner she'd been aware of to a startling degree,
and now all she wanted to do was escape.

'If you don't mind, I'll have an early night,’ Karexcused with polite

civility, fixing her attention on the knotted silie at the base of Matt's
throat. 'Lisa may be restless, sleeping in a segangm, and I'd prefer to be
within earshot in case she wakes.' She stood téeleéand caught hold of
her daughter's hand, then together they beganngatkivards the door.

Matt inclined his head, then moved to escort themmfthe room.
'‘Goodnight, Matt," the little girl bade him engagjy 'Can | kiss you?'

Oh lord, Karen groaned, watching as Matt scooped up against his chest
and gave her a bear-like hug. To her amazemenfluisg her arms around
his neck and kissed his cheek.

‘Goodnight, imp," he grinned, lowering her to thaof. 'Sleep well." The
look he directed Karen was sardonic, and thereamasy twinkle in those
tawny depths—almost, she decided, as if he intetm&ss her goodnight,
as well.

With considerable aplomb she beat a rapid retezat,didn't breathe easily
until she reached the upper floor.

Lisa washed fastidiously, then donned her nightganeh hopped into bed,
wriggling into a comfortable position as Karen begabedtime story.

Within ten minutes the little tot's eyes were cthdwer breathing steady, and
cautiously Karen left the room. She closed the aymmntly behind her, and

turned to cross the hallway to her own room, oalgame to an abrupt halt
at the sight of Matt leaning indolently against tiwor-jamb.



He held up a bottle of tablets. 'You forgot to tékese,' he indicated quietly.
'l imagine you'll need them to get through the higlithout suffering
unnecessary discomfort.'

She swallowed compulsively. "Thank you.'

Matt opened the door to her room and switched erligiht. 'Ann and Ben
Rogers have retired to their quarters for the npidte informed her, his
expression becoming wry as he noticed her appredreriBo you need any
help to undress?'

'‘No," she denied hastily. 'I'll manage—thank you.'

'If your bra has a back fastening, | doubt you Wik declared dryly, and she
gasped out loud,

"You don't mean to tell me you intend playing ladyaid?"

'‘Unfastening your bra, Karen—not undressing youergéhs a difference

between the two. Not,' he added sardonically, ttatatter wouldn't afford

me considerable pleasure in more—suitable circums&' Henoted her
angry blush with wry amusement. 'If you'll undogbdouttons,’ he directed
gently, 'I'll unclip the offending garment, thersclieetly disappear.’ When
she didn't move, he added quietly, 'Relax, KareeduSing an injured

female isn't my style.’

She stood rooted to the spot as he moved towardairnd when his fingers
touched the uppermost button on her dress sheatbakkward step. 'Please
don't. | can manage.'

Matt gazed at her steadily, then calmly reachedaadtbegan undoing the
buttons, unbuckled the belt at her waist, and,imgrher firmly away from
him, he eased the dress carefully from her shosilgled unfastened the clip
of her bra.

Karen let out the breath she'd been unconscioustyig over the past few
seconds. Her skin tingled where his fingers hadched, albeit



impersonally, and she couldn't have uttered a wdrdr life had depended
on it.

‘That wasn't such an ordeal, was it?' his voicevid from behind, and
lifting a handful of her hair, he bestowed a linggrkiss to her nape. 'I'm at
the far end of the hall, if you should need anyghimrough the night. Sleep
well, Karen.'

The instant she heard the door click shut, shaps#ld into a shaky heap on
the bed, and it was several minutes before shaagtt a nightgown and
made for the bathroom. Only being able to use oaedhmade for
awkwardness, but she managed to divest the remmamfidesr clothes and
slip into her nightgown without too much difficult§illing a glass with
water, she extracted two tablets and took therm thélled the glass and
carried it through to the bedroom and placed itrensmall bedside table in
readiness should she need it during the night.

A few hours later she lay awake, unable to sleeacRing out, she switched
on the bedside lamp and checked her wristwatchpdesing to her dismay
that it was the lighter side of midnight. If onlfiesd brought a book to
read—even a magazine would do. Perhaps she coedt that Lisa was all
right, then she could make her way downstairseéddhnge where there was
a bookcase filled with books. She didn't imaginettvauld object if she
borrowed one or two.

Slipping out of bed, she managed to put a wrapratdwer shoulders, then
she emerged from the room and crossed the halstowkr that Lisa was
sound asleep. Quietly she closed the door, and madeay to the head of
the stairs. Stepping cautiously, she reached therldloor, then stifled a
groan of dismay as she realised she had no idesevthe light switches
were located. The flood of light from her bedrooadtprovided sufficient
illumination upstairs, but the lower floor was shed in darkness, and she
didn't relish stumbling into objects she coulda&.sThere was little else she
could do but return to her room, and with a sigh began mounting the
stairs.



The sound of a door opening and the sudden strédight startled her
momentarily, and she stood in frozen silence ag'8adbed figure came
into view.

'Having trouble getting to sleep?'

'l—yes," she stammered. 'I'm sorry if | disturbexliyl thought if 1 had
something to read—I remembered seeing some booklseitounge, but
when | got downstairs | couldn't find a light sviitc

Matt's lips moved into a faintly quizzical smilewasn't asleep. Would you
like some hot milk?'

It sounded a tempting offer. 'If you'll show me wéehe kitchen is, I'll make
it.'

'Go back to bed, Karen. It will take only a few mies.'

She longed to argue with him, but instinct warrnegduld be wiser to do as
she was told, and with a murmured word of thanles antinued up the
stairs.

The sheets were modestly arranged to cover her tihemeck down when

Matt entered the bedroom, and one eyebrow roseusament as he placed
the mug of steaming milk down beside her. In hiseothand he held no

fewer than four books and a few magazines.

Tm not familiar with your reading tastes, but ydwsld find something
there to hold your interest.' His gaze took in jhalfor, the vivid blue eyes
wide and hauntingly dark, 'Is that shoulder givyeg much pain?’

'It's not too bad," Karen answered cautiously,imglhim to go. An intimacy
had crept into the room, unbidden, and she hadvtliest longing to be
kissed— which was madness.

'Sip your milk,"” Matt commanded gently, handing kiee mug, and she
obediently took a mouthful.



'What did you put in this?'
‘A dash of brandy—it will help you sleep.’

She wrinkled her nose at him. 'A very liberal dgatging by the taste of it.
If | drink all of this, I'll become inebriated!

He smiled, and his eyes gleamed with humour. Yy wvauch doubt it. To do
that, it would take more than one measure of brdratided. Now, drink it
slowly—all of it. Then I'll leave you to read forvehile.'

'Yes, sir.'

'You're hardly in a position to proffer any sassynarks," he chided, his
smile faintly sardonic.

'I'm safe from any advances—you said as much palréeed, looking at him
over the rim of the mug. The brandy was beginnmépdve the strangest
effect, and she felt deliciously warm and light-tieéd—almost as if she was
floating on a lovely soft cloud.

'Hmm," Matt considered thoughtfully. 'l think yoa'had enough.’ He took
the mug from her hand and drained the contents,ibdeaned forward and
brushed his lips against her temple. 'Sweet dréams.

She felt oddly reluctant to be left alone. 'l hdvémanked you for rescuing
me," she began in a rush. 'Or for the hospitabitywe extended.’

He looked down at her steadily, and for an insthete was a flaring of
emotion in those dark tawny eyes, then it was game she was left to
wonder if it had been a figment of her imagination.

'It's very kind of you," she added, and glimpsexviry smile.
"You can thank me properly at a more appropriae tiHowever, this will

have to suffice for the present.' He lowered hadhend placed his mouth on
hers, moving his lips gently in a soft butterflg&i



Of their own volition her lips parted, and she seheather than heard his
indrawn breath, then he was kissing her with asgnsastery that brought
alive a deep physical ache within, until she becamaindless, floating
entity beneath his touch.

With lingering regret he raised his head, and hissewere dark with

tightly-controlled passion. 'If | stay here muchder, | won't be answerable
for the consequences—and in your present statepitd be taking an unfair
advantage.' He bent and bruised hermouth with ef,biniard kiss, then

straightening, he turned and walked from the room.

Karen gave a deep shuddering sigh, then sortedighrthe books with a
decidedly shaky hand. Trying to concentrate on gheted text proved
hopeless, for the words became blurred and fadetidke any sense, and
after a while she reached out and switched offahgp.

The memory of Matt's kisses remained with her endarkness, and when
she lapsed into sleep his image returned to hagntreams, becoming
inextricably interwoven with a sinister image ofar until it became
impossible to distinguish between the two.

Saturday dawned bright and clear, and Karen awmkeetsound of curtains
being drawn. The faint aroma of coffee was tantadisand glancing
towards its source she espied a tray resting orbélaside table with no
fewer than two covered dishes, a rack containirggttocoffee, and an
interesting assortment of spreads—honey, marmalane, raspberry
conserve.

'‘Can you manage to sit up, my dear?' Mrs Rogersieguéindly, her
expression wreathed with concern. 'Matt suggestedya rather than have
you come down for breakfast. I've let you sleepamno doubt you had a
disturbed night.'

Karen eased herself up against the pillows andgzudiiie hair away from
her face. 'What is the time— Lisa...?'



'It's almost nine-thirty," the other woman told Igently. 'And Lisa is fine.
She had breakfast with Matt two hours ago, andesihen she's been
helping me. She'll be in to see you any second’'now.

The next instant Lisa burst into the room, her $faak bright with laughter.

'Mummy! You've been asleep so long." She stoppeitibehe bed and
regarded Karen anxiously. 'Is your shoulder very/b&xcitement sparkled
in her eyes as she announced, 'Matt's gone tolgdlfie's coming back for
lunch, then he's going to take me and Jeremy teitteama this afternoon.
And tomorrow, if it's fine, we're all going to Haeleville for a swim and a
barbecue tea. Matt said Jeremy can come, too.p&ised for breath, then
broke into another spate of excited speech. 'Mgtitsa dog—he's big,

bigger than me—and he's called Barnaby. And MrseRofpas got a cat
that's white with big splotches of ginger and broamd black all over

it—just like the guinea-pigs at school. Tiddles stoelike him, but he likes

Barnaby. Can | have a piece of your toast?'

Karen caught Mrs Roger's eye, and tried to conceabmusement. 'Yes,'
she answered solemnly. "'Then when I've finishedKfest, you can help me
get dressed.’

An hour later Karen allowed herself to be led algdb inspect the grounds,
and to be introduced to the much-discussed Barridibge, he undoubtedly
was, being a breed of Old English Sheepdog, andvae positively
adorable. He bounded about, running in circlesradldusa, then he sat back
on his haunches, his pink tongue lolling as hegzhfrom the exertion.

'Oh, you beautiful thing!" Karen cried softly, léag out a hand to fondle his
head, and his tail thumped in silent appreciation.

'He's gorgeous,' Lisa enthused with obvious affectMatt says he's just an
overgrown bundle of hair who eats enough food a tdakeep a whole
family alive." She pointed towards the high fenoaifding the grounds.
'‘Look at that lovely tree, with all those leavesd askinny little twisted
branches.'

The willow trailed its weeping twig-like branchdsnast to the ground, and
was ideally situated in the corner, its trunk sunged by an ornate pebble-



garden. The spacious lawns were well cared forgtlges neatly clipped,
and Karen could only conclude that keeping therorger must be Ben's
responsibility.

'‘Look—there's Matt now, and he's got Jeremy with.hi

Karen glanced towards the drive and saw the loaegkslaguar glide to a
smooth halt on the paved area adjoining the mairaece. Her footsteps
slowed as Lisa broke into a run, and she watchet &taerge from the car
to sweep the little girl high into the air the iast Lisa flung herself into his
arms. She could hear their laughter together with ¢hildren's excited
chatter as they waited for her to join them.

Matt's scrutiny was swift and analytical. 'How douyfeel?' He turned
briefly to admonish the exuberant Barnaby, thearnetd his attention to
Karen. 'Is the shoulder any worse?"

'I'm fine," she responded evenly, although therse mathing even about the
way her pulse began to race at the sight of hines®ed casually in grey
suede trousers and a navy shirt, he exuded a raguivaty that bothered
her more than she cared to admit.

'Hmm," he commented dryly. 'At a guess, that shexutas stiffened up, and
your left side is one continuous ache. Did yousieell?'

'Yes, thank you.' Lord, she sounded like a politéelschoolgirl! For the
sake of something to say, she stumbled into spéash.tells me you intend
taking both her and Jeremy to the cinema thisradtan. It's very kind of you
to entertain her.'

'She's a delightful child,’ Matt answered quietighall we go inside?
Perhaps you'd like a glass of sherry before lunch?'

'Lunch?' Karen managed with a shaky laugh. 'lI'vé Ileog finished
breakfast!"

However, she did justice to a bowl of deliciousgaand sat back while the
others ate cold meat and salad, followed by fregih f



The large house seemed unusually quiet after Makdeparted for the city
with Lisa and Jeremy, and Karen settled herselffodably in the lounge to
read. Her shoulder felt stiff, and the slightestveraent caused it to throb
painfully—what was more, her leg and hip felt bedisand sore, indicating
that her shoulder and arm hadn't entirely takerbthat of her fall.

Matt returned with Lisa and Jeremy shortly befove,fand the two children
were obviously enthralled by the film they had seam inter-galactic
extravaganza that had received several nominatwwms awards for its
special effects.

Dinner wasn't the ordeal Karen expected it to betHe children's presence
ensured there was no lull in the conversation, lsinsl Rogers served a
delicious casserole which Karen was able to eatdedaby any help from
Matt.

Both children were permitted to have their bedtextended by an hour, and
Karen couldn't conceal her surprise when Matt dedl&e would supervise
his nephew into bed. He seemed far removed fronpatgrnal image, yet it
was clear he was held in high regard.

Lisa opted to regale Karen with vivid details o€ thlm she'd seen that
afternoon, thus eliminating the usual bedtime stangl it wasn't long before
the little girl fell into an exhausted sleep. Sheked angelic, her flaxen hair
plaited to prevent any tangles while she slept, lshes long and
contrastingly dark—the only visual resemblancestre to Brad, who had
been as dark as Karen was fair.

As Karen closed the door quietly behind her, sheew and saw Matt
standing in the hallway.

'I'll take a look at that shoulder," he indicateithaut preamble, and Karen
gasped an angry retort, only to have it brushedeasilt's obvious that it's
giving you considerable pain, and besides, thagsfieeds adjusting,’ he
declared evenly, then he went on in a voice thdtlfecome dangerously
soft, '‘Don't say you can manage to do it yours&fen.'



She threw him a look that had no effect whatevad,entered her room with
a feeling of angry resignation. 'You're being irietdbly bossy,” she
ventured tightly, and stood in the centre of thmmas he removed the sling.
Her eyes flared brightly as he began undoing thtohbs on her dress, and
angry tears welled up and threatened to spill dogncheeks as he eased the
garment off to leave her standing in a bra and slip

'Is the pain any worse than it was yesterday?' dtééce speared her
mercilessly. 'No polite fabrications this time, Kar It's important.’

'l didn't expect it to get better overnight.'

'No," Matt conceded. 'But the pain shouldn't besesere that it leaves you
white-faced and hollow-eyed.' His eyes narrowedtioaally as he assisted
her into the dress, then he replaced the slingof'the opinion the shoulder
should be X-rayed. It's possible there's a pinamnede. I'll telephone the
doctor, then take you to hospital.’

'Now?' she queried incredulously. "What about thlen?’

‘They're both asleep, but I'll arrange for Ann Reg® stay in the house
while we're away."'

'l think you're making an unnecessary fuss,' steaded with something
akin to angry frustration. 'l could refuse to aczetb such Dblatant
highhandedness ..." she trailed off expressiv¥lgu ‘can'tmakeme go to
hospital.'

'You can walk to the car—or | carry you," he aveértarusquely. 'lt's
immaterial, either way.'

'l hate you,' Karen whispered, and could cheerfbliye hit him at that
precise moment.

'Which is it to be?' He slipped an arm around haistvand leant down to
place the other behind her knees, then he liftechbeeffortlessly as if she
weighed little more than a child.



'Put me down!" she flung furiously. 'I'll walk!"

The next few hours were a blur. There was the tabig wait at the hospital,
followed by X-rays, consultation with the doctdreh manipulation, further
X-rays, until Karen thought it would never end. &lgy she was pronounced
free to leave, and although her shoulder hurtptie was less intense.

All the way home she battled with the right wordghank Matt, but when
the car drew to a halt in the courtyard outsidegdakatial residence, she
hadn't uttered one of them.

The children were reported not to have stirred, aftdr murmuring an
indistinct 'goodnight’, Karen made her way up ttaérs to her room.

She was almost in bed when the door opened afebribfest knock, and
she coloured deeply beneath Matt's penetrating, gaaescious of her
nightgown and the way it clung to her slender csrve

''ve managed without your help to discard my asth she choked
resentfully. 'I've taken two tablets, as prescrjlat now I'd like to go to
sleep.’

'In that case, I'll bid you goodnight,’ he declasdHily, retracing his steps
and closing the door quietly behind him.

Karen grimaced, her eyes clouding with remorsed H@bked ready to
shake her, and the realisation that she deserdidnt help at all.

The following day Matt took Karen, together withshiand Jeremy, to the
heated pool in the Parakai reserve at Helensviliey left after an early

lunch, and stowed in the boot of the Jaguar wagrtalple barbecue and a
hamper packed with food.

Karen contented herself with watching the childi@tic and swim in the
pool, and after a brief glance at Matt attired winsming briefs, she
endeavoured to look anywhere but at him. His phssiwas superb, a



well-muscled frame that behoved physical fithess. lbbked strong and
utterly male, and while one half of her wanted ézdme part of him, the
other wanted to run and hide.

He treated Lisa with an indolent charm and distedihis affection equally
between the two children, and after they'd charggedk into warm clothes
he led them each by the hand to the park immegliatBacent to the thermal
pool.

It was a relaxed, carefree afternoon, and afteeaaty meal of barbecued
sausages and steak, salad and fruit, they paclagitiemg into the Jaguar
and drove back to the city, pausing briefly on Wy so that Lisa and
Jeremy could see the various cargo ships in poeenTMatt deposited his
nephew with Janine, and refused his sister's itiertdo stay for coffee on
the grounds that Karen was tired—which angered iKamnsiderably, for
although shewas, she considered his proprietorial manner extremely
irksome.

Therefore, on arriving home, it gave her the utnpbsasure to refuse, albeit
politely, his offer to return downstairs after puodt Lisa to bed. Although the
dark sardonic gleam she glimpsed in his eyes de=drany satisfaction she
achieved by refusing. He was all too aware of #ason behind her refusal,
and the fact that he found it amusing was galling.

At what time Karen woke she had no idea, for thenravas in darkness.
Rather shakily she reached out and switched obeHside lamp, blinking
against the sudden light as she attempted to ateeriterself with her
surroundings. The black nightmarish void from whstte'd just emerged
was a haunting, vivid memory, and she forced hetsddreath deeply and
evenly in an effort to calm her madly-racing heart.

Oh dear God, she groaned in despair. Not againas)e not
here—especially not here. If she'd cried out

The bedroom door opened without warning and Matbatin its aperture,
his expression a curious mixture of anger and aone&d in that instant she
knew the voice she'd heard in her nightmare had heeown.



'I'm all right,’ she offered hesitantly. 'I'm—soify woke you--'

''ll get you some brandy," Matt declared quietipd his eyes darkened as
they followed the shaky movement of her hand gsughed back a few
tendrils of hair.

'‘No," she refused quickly, unaware of the way hgeseclung to him,
pleading with him not to leave her alone.

‘A hot drink?"

Karen shook her head. 'No. |—don't--" she stammaetedpairingly.
'Please—don't go.' To her horror one solitary $gpédled over and ran slowly
down her cheek, to be followed by another, andlerotwWhat a fool she
must be making of herself, she derided silentlymms unable to control the
flow. A handkerchief proved elusive, and she gagtaa when the side of
the bed depressed and a large linen square wasdtirdio her hand.

'Do you want to talk about it?' he queried geralyd Karen considered the
guestion carefully, then slowly shook her head.

What could she say? If she began, she'd haveltbitelthe whole sordid
story, and the last thing she wanted from him whsanything but that.

'Do these nightmares happen frequently?' Matt mrobhes expression an
enigmatic mask. Idly he leant out an arm and drewHhead against his
shoulder.

'‘Not—usually," she murmured, feeling strangely safd secure. She could
have closed her eyes, and resting against, hippesdi into sleep. For one
crazy moment she wished she could, then commore gerevailed, and
rather reluctantly she stirred. 'I'll be all rigttw.' She tried to raise her head,
and found she couldn't. 'Please, Matt.'

With that, he shifted his weight slightly so theesould slip down between
the sheets, and when her head lay against thewpli® leant down and
wound a lock of flaxen hair between his fingers.



‘This is like silk," he said musingly, then witklaght smile he released it and
stood to his feet. 'Impossible to imagine I'm tagkin a child," he smiled as
he pulled the covers into place. 'My instincts vehgou are concerned are
far from paternal.' He leant down and brushedipsdgainst her forehead,
then trailed gentle fingers down her cheek. 'Clas# eyes, Karen. I'll stay
with you until you fall asleep.’

With a small sigh Karen did as she was told, anahéikely as she thought it
would be for her to fall asleep with Matt in theons, she eventually did
lapse into that somnolent state, and her dreamsnitgrlagued with fearful
images.

At some later stage she must have stirred, forbgltame aware that the
bedside lamp was still switched on, and half asleke reached up to turn it
off. A slight movement beside her arrested her hamdidair, and she cast a
startled glance towards the cause and saw Mattts flame stretched out
beside her.

Cautiously she raised her head, then gave a sasgésp as she realised a
length of her hair had become imprisoned on tHewibeneath his head. Oh
lord, now what? she groaned. One thing was cer&ia.had to wake him.

A touch on his arm, perhaps—and if she quietlyechHis name--

In that instant his eyelids swept open and sheddanself gazing into a pair
of tawny-gold eyes that held a frightening awaren@sslow smile pulled at
the edges of his mouth, and using an elbow to stpmohead he shifted his
weight and turned towards her.

His hand moved slowly to trace the outline of heuth, and the feather-soft
touch was strangely evocative, so that she was pesgeto move away or
offer any protest as he lowered his head.

His mouth closed over hers warmly, teasing gerttlijrst, then becoming
disruptively sensual as he probed the sweet mastnathin. A shaft of
exquisite pleasure shot through her body as hid ke down her throat to
the thin silk encasing her breasts, and a soft nesaaped her as his lips
trailed a similar path.



It was only when she felt his hand slide down dwar stomach that sanity
returned, and with it came a sense of shame, ailggdworror, as what was
happening between them.

'Matt—no!" she gasped shakily, the familiar feaing inside her like an
all-encompassing nausea, making her breathing dadge eyes wide with
fright.

'Karen—in the name of heaven,' he groaned, anthbigh travelled up to
settle on hers with a seducing quality that wafsadilt to ignore.

With renewed strength Karen twisted her head, mageaaj last to free her
mouth, and she lay there trembling, shocked at whathad unwittingly
invited.

'I'm sorry," she whispered interminable seconds Jaind she gasped as firm
fingers grasped her chin and forced her to lodkrat

'‘Not nearly as sorry as | am," Matt evinced regiltf his eyes dark with
passion.

'l didn't mean--' she stammered haltingly, themn&tied on, 'l should never
have asked you to—stay.'

His smile was fleeting. 'The blame can be equatiybaited,’ he shrugged
wryly. 'l take it you want me to leave?"

Karen didn't trust herself to speak, and after vele@med an age he slid off
the bed and stood to his feet.

The look he cast her was impossible to discerneasked a hand through
his hair, ruffling it into a state of unrulinesdm' not accustomed to taking a
cold shower at any time of the night—or day,' hiayed dryly, looking
down at her with a measure of cynical amusemeant.sBice knowing you,
it's becoming something of a habit." He bent donah lzestowed a brief hard
kiss to her lips, then he turned and left the room.



For a long time she lay still, powerless to moweshe attempted to gather
her jangling nerves into something resembling néeyndear God—how
could she ever face him again?

Sleep was never more difficult to summon, and aleHere staring into the
darkness until an early dawn began filtering thtotlge drapes.



CHAPTEREIGHT

'''L be leaving just as soon as Ben brings Lisa baok fschool this
afternoon,” Karen declared firmly, and saw Mrs Rsgdook of
consternation. 'He won't mind driving us home imratady afterwards, will
he?’

'No, of course not,’ the housekeeper concurredrlglperplexed. 'But don't
you think you should stay a little longer—at leastil Matt arrives home
this evening?'

'‘No, that won't be necessary," Karen declined witpolite smile. 'My
shoulder is much better, and staying here was ordgnt to be a very
temporary thing. It's been very kind of—Matt toe¢aks under his wing. And
I'd like to thank you, too, for looking after ustie added courteously.

‘Thank you, dear," Mrs Rogers accepted, shootimgriKa thoughtful glance.
'‘But Matt frequently has guests to stay—Ilookingiathem is part of my
job.!

That had interesting connotations she didn't dameternplate. 'I'll go
upstairs and finish packing,’ she said hurriedlyerT there'll be no need to
delay Ben unnecessarily. It's almost two o'clockyh

'Karen, don't you think you should stay? At leastiluMatt returns this
evening?' the older woman queried placatingly, kkagkn shook her head.

'‘No," she declared swiftly, unable to meet the Kgsheoncerned gaze. How
could she say that it was impossible for her tg stiéer last night? She'd
remained upstairs fussing unnecessarily over her amd Lisa's toilette

until she was sure that Matt had left for work, ahe couldn't bear to be
here when he arrived home. Stedto leave.

Fortunately Lisa accepted the rather glib explamaaren offered, and
with Tiddles ensconced in his cat-basket, thewsoe competently driven
by a vaguely disapproving Ben to their endearinfggniliar house in
Remuera.



Karen deliberately refrained from contemplating Wiatt's reaction would
be when he discovered she'd returned home. He tioinkl what he liked,
for nothing could persuade her to spend anothdntrbgneath his roof.
Remembering how it felt to lie close beside himdeveral hours caused a
wave of embarrassment that was difficult to ignore.

Soon after Ben departed, she completed a few regesisores with Lisa's
help, then she set about preparing their evenirg.me

At seven-thirty she tucked the little girl into baxd tiptoed quietly from the
room. In the lounge she changed television charamelgried to summon an
interest in the comedy series projected on theesgrenly to find her
attention wandering at all too-frequent intervals.

Oh, this was no good at all, she decided crossig. 18ight as well have a
shower and go to bed. An early night with an abhisgrbook was better than
sitting here alone and slipping into a mood ofasprection.

The warm needle-spray proved relaxing, and Karenetli the dial up a

fraction, enjoying the luxury of hot water cascapaver her body for a few

more minutes before closing off the taps. She cetedlher toilette and was
about to slip a robe over her nightgown when tlveeee several staccato
raps on the front door.

There was only one person it could be, and byithe she reached the end
of the hallway she was a mass of nerves.

'Who is it?' she queried cautiously.

'Matt, Karen. Open the door." His voice soundedkexkilble, although his
expression as he surveyed her was deliberatelylblaren't you going to
ask me in?'

Karen pulled the edges of her robe closer togdther gesture that was
purely defensive. 'l—just got out from the showentended going to bed,’
she rushed heedlessly, opening the door furthafleev him entry. In the
confined space of the hallway he seemed much tafidrbroader than she
remembered, and she felt intimidated by his presenc



Matt's eyes narrowed slightly as he stood theen#i regarding her, then
he leaned forward and brushed his lips againstemaple.

The action was totally unexpected and set up alianaurling sensation in
her stomach. She could smell the cologne of hisrgtiive, and feel the
warmth of his breath stirring a few stray tendofser hair.

'What do you want?' she queried, and was unabkfrain from demanding
desperately, 'Why did you come?"

'Why did you leave?' he countered quietly, and wélem didn't answer he
pulled her into his arms and held her lightly. '&ar Karen—what am |
going to do with you, hmm?' His lips trailed dovencaress first one closed
eyelid, then the other. 'Did my spending most o thight—however
innocently—in your bed frighten you so much that y@ad to run away?'

There was nothing she could say, and after a fewutes he lifted her chin
and forced her to meet his gaze.

'I'm flying down to Christchurch tomorrow morningrfa series of business
meetings that will take a few days. I'd feel adasier in my mind if you'd
stay in my home where Ann Rogers can take carewfghile I'm away.’

For a moment she faltered, for without his distagbpresence she would
have enjoyed being his house- guest. 'Thank yowdor concern,’ she
refused politely. 'But I'd prefer to remain here.'

‘There is, of course, an alternative,’ he drawlegdingly. 'You could come
with me.’

Her eyes darkened until they resembled deep bjyghg@s. "You're wasting
your time, Matt. Why don't you go and exercise yoharm on someone
else?' she queried, and her eyes became diamayid-bith anger. 'I'm sure
you won't experience any difficulty in finding anager, amenable
companion to accompany you. Berenice would doubtiesnp at the
chance." Her laugh sounded faintly bitter. 'Yowésgpert in the art of
seduction—but I'm not that blind, or that gullible,fall into your arms.’



Matt gave a silent shake of his head, then voicedyw'You do leap to
conclusions, don't you?'

'I'm adept at avoiding propositions.’

One eyebrow rose in cynical amusement, and heaawét mocking laugh.
You should have let me finish.'

‘A proposition is a proposition—no matter how yoregent it,” Karen
accorded disparagingly.

'Even when it's legal?' His eyes gleamed quizzicéien darkened with
controlled passion. 'Marriage, Karen. | want youtivg for me when |
come home— in my bed all night long, to wake eachmmg in my arms.’

The colour drained from her face. 'You can't béoset’ she whispered at
last.His gaze was startlingly direct. 'Never marelsaassure you.'

Incredulity was evident in her voice as she proctd, 'But we've only
known each other--'

‘Three weeks,' he finished imperturbably.

'It's crazy,' she uttered shakily, and saw hisdpwe into a gentle smile.
"You haunt me—always in my thoughts, invading neepl Your image is
ever with me—day and night." He leant out a handl taailed his fingers

down her cheek. 'No woman has been capable of tinaii+-row.’

'l can't marry you.' There, she'd said it. Butasyshe might, she hadn't been
able to keep the slight edge of panic from her&oic

'Would marriage to me be so terrible?' Matt queligtatly.
'l—have everything | need. A house, my own car' sished desperately.

'I'm free to go where | please— | don't even hawedrk to support Lisa and
myself. | only took a job to fill in time while Leswas at school.’



'What do you think I'm going to do—Ilock you in agon?’

Karen looked away, unable to hold his faintly tagsgaze any longer. 'You
don't understand,’ she said huskily.

Try me.'

She felt torn between a need to explain and ailogit lay bare the hurtful
past. 'l can't marry you,' she said dully, and ligtfingers beneath her chin
as he turned her face towards him.

‘Are you still in love with him?"

'No!" she cried out, then ran her tongue along the etiger lower lip in a
purely nervous gesture. 'No,' she repeated slamg,saw his eyes narrow.

"Then suppose you tell me why, Karen.'

Her head jerked back at that softly-voiced direstanger uppermost in her
emotions, to be replaced almost immediately by weasignation.

'Oh, Matt,' she began helplessly, '‘why can't yast aiccept--'
'l love you,' he declared quietly. 'Surely I'm detl to some explanation.’

Karen's eyes dilated until they resembled hugesy@oid she was incapable
of uttering a word.

'I'm no inexperienced boy to be fooled by what e for each other," Matt
chided gently, and he gave her a slight shakearitwou, need you, in a way
| never imagined I'd ever need any woman, and useefto believe that
together we can't overcome whatever it is aboutiage that frightens you
so much.'

Suddenly her legs seemed unable to support lteimK we'd better go and
sit down,' she decided shakily.

'Have you anything alcoholic to drink? | think weutd both do with it.’



Seated in the lounge, Karen took a generous ssperfry before setting the
glass down on a nearby table, then she met hisw#lzaeletermined effort.

'l was a very young nineteen when | met Brad EBnrhshe began shakily.
'He was handsome and very charming, and in a mafteveeks he'd
persuaded me to marry him." A bitter laugh chokedier throat. 'He was
very plausible, and like a silly little fool, | beVed every word he said.' She
swallowed painfully, then forced herself to congnii had no idea | was
merely a pawn in his diabolical scheme until foauts after the wedding.
Apparently he'd been jilted an hour before he wae @ walk down the
aisle, and it had taken him a year before he faugd! who bore a close
physical resemblance to his former fiancee. HistHor revenge was slaked
by—raping me."

Remembering caused a muscle to twitch nervouslygatbe edge of her
jaw, and she had to force herself to meet his éydlsen I—woke, some
hours later, he was gone.' She fell silent, themggted to complete the
story. 'They found his car early next morning whieread veered off the
road and hurtled down into a deep gorge. He wad.dea

She turned away and fixed her attention on a nepitiyire frame that
adorned the wall. 'l changed my name back to Isgalloved down to
Auckland, and secured a job. Then | discovereds pragnant.’ She clasped
her hands tightly together until the knuckles shdwshite. 'l didn't want
Brad's child, right up until it was born, and trere nearly died from a rare
complication which hadn't been aided by a premabuth. Perhaps almost
losing her made me want her to live. She was mirk-+ine,” she
whispered softly. 'Even now, | refuse to conceds Lisa originated in part
from the man who was responsible for fathering' her.

A silence seemed to fill the room for several masuafter her voice trailed
to a halt, then Matt demanded gently,

'‘When will you marry me?'

Karen swung round to face him. 'Haven't | just axpd?' she cried in
anguish.



'You've explained one man's psycho-neurosis,” Mdtered quietly.
'Something which only a mind mentally sick couléan up. You can't
relegate me into a similar role. The past is okaren.'

'Is it?' she queried dully. 'How do | know that wiau profess to feel for me
isn't merely physical?’

He gave a wry smile. 'l don't have to dangle mggias bait in front of any
woman's nose to assuage my physical needs.’

‘There's Lisa--'
Matt rebuked gently, 'Do you doubt my affection whshe's concerned?

'l need time to think," Karen protested, falteraniiftle as he leant out a hand
and touched her hair, then his lips brushed downcheek towards the
corner of her mouth to linger tantalisingly. 'Pleaslatt. I--'

Whatever else she planned to say became lockedrithtoat as his lips
covered hers, coaxing gently at first, then deepmennto a passionate
embrace that left her in no doubt of his desire.

A silent moan of entreaty escaped as his lips ecveown the pulsing cord
at her neck to the opening of her robe, then miagle provocative return to
her mouth. A warmth invaded her lower limps, thiensy spread over her
entire body, and she clung to him unashamedly.

How long it was before he gently put her aside,lseéno idea, and she sat
within his encircling arms feeling totally bemused.

'‘As much as I'd like to stay, | think it would beése for me to leave,” Matt
declared huskily, and her bones seemed to meltatieiee warmth of his
gaze. Gently he tilted her chin. 'l fly down to @kechurch early tomorrow
morning.' He smiled softly. 'It's only fair to wayou that | don't intend to
wait any longer than the necessary time it takegetoa licence.' He leant
forward and bestowed a brief hard kiss on her madithing you tomorrow

night from my hotel. Meantime, take care, sweetdRat've arranged for a
contractor to come and complete the bathroom far §o no more climbing



ladders or stepping on to chairs, hmm?' He effebtistilled any protest she
might have uttered, then stood to his feet.

The instant the Jaguar reversed down the driverKelased the front door,
then returned to the lounge and sank down intaa&.ch

The events over the past hour had begun to taketefind her mind rapidly
assumed a state of turmoil. Even the thought ofingglkerself some coffee
seemed to involve too much effort.

She had to be mad to let another man's smoothatalksensual expertise
fool her—Iulling her into a false sense of securBgcause that was all it
was—sensual expertise. It wasn't love—that was l&enaompassing
emotion in which she no longer had any faith.

Three weeks-one didn't build a strong basis for any lastingtrenship on
the strength of so short an acquaintance.

They struck sparks off each other at every turnaitope would they have,
married to each other? And there wasn't only herse&lonsider—although
Lisa adored him, and being an affectionate chilel lsad easily been won
over by Matt's undoubted charm.

But what of the intimacy marriage entailed? a thayce whispered inside
her head. How would Matt react if she baulked atitfitial sexual contact?
It was an obstacle that began to assume cataclysmportion. All these
years she'd pushed it to the back of her mindarretiat the situation would
never arise. Now it rose like an angry monsteatmt her.

Lost in contemplative thought, it was a long timefdre Karen roused
herself sufficiently to close the lights and gdotedd, and then sleep was an
elusive captive, until finally she slipped fromWween the covers and shook
out two tiny tablets from the bottle she kept ie thedicine cabinet. Now
she would be guaranteed several hours of merdifiiion.



The after-effects of the sleeping pills made Kdest lethargic, and she was
almost tempted to go back to bed when she retumoete after depositing

Lisa at school. Having had breakfast she deciddhwe a cup of hot black
coffee in the hope that it would revive her. Shea®sut making it, then

stirred in sugar and scanned through the daily paper as she drank it.

The thought of remaining on her own in the houtday was daunting, and
with renewed determination she resolved to embank ao shopping
expedition. Her shoulder was still stiff and sopef it felt considerably
better than it had the previous day.

There were several fashionable boutiques in PaWi#dige, and Karen
headed the car in that direction with the intentibispending an enjoyable
day.

When she called to collect Lisa from school theerenseveral packages
reposing on the back seat, and her daughter's ssqufepleasure at
unwrapping the purchases brought a smile to hsr lip

'We'll open them as soon as we get home," Karemipeal. 'Some are for

you, and a few are for me. We can try them all efoke | start preparing

dinner.’

'l do love you, Mummy."'

Karen's heart turned over, and a lump rose in lir@at. 'l love you, too,
darling—very much.’

'When are we going to see Matt again?'

'He's away on business, honey.' She tried to keepdice light. 'He'll be
back in a few days.'

'l think he's awfully nice,’ the little girl deckdl earnestly. 'l liked staying in
his house with Mrs Rogers and Ben. And Barnabyfwago play with.’



'Even standing on all four legs, he was almosthsas you," Karen teased
gently as she brought the Datsun to a halt in theweway. 'Out, there's a
good girl. I'll put the car away later.'

They spent the next hour unwrapping parcels andgmyn clothes, deciding
which accessories went best with each new garnidre. delicate pink
Swiss cotton with its tulle and lace petticoat weesperfect party frock for a
five-year-old girl, and Lisa looked lovely in it.afen's new dress was of
printedchallisin shades of pale apricot, beige, and light breawings on a
dark background. Buttoned to the waist, it flaredrtid-calf level in softly
gathered folds, and had full batwing sleeves thertevgathered in at each
wrist. Added to her purchases were a pair of fasdtbe boots and matching
handbag.

However, the most pleasing of her purchases weretching
mother-and-daughter dresses that had been too &gfengato resist.

She had just hung the last garment away when tiese knock at the door,
and she hurried out into the hall. Standing atftbet door was a delivery
boy holding a large bouquet of roses exquisitetaraged and encased in
cellophane.

'For me?' Karen queried uncertainly, and he grinned

'If you're Karen Ingalls, they're for you.'

'‘Oh—thank you/ she added, nonplussed. There wasldwucked almost out
of sight, and she carefully undid the cellophanexiact it.

Dearest Karen—all my love, Matt.
Her stomach performed a series of somersaults,hanckyes brightened
suspiciously as she took down a vase large enoaigiolid them—two

dozen, in all. She wanted to laugh and cry at #meestime.

At seven-thirty when the telephone rang, she knéw iwwas even before
she picked up the receiver.



'Karen? Matt,' the deep voice drawled close toglaer 'How are you?'
'I'm fine," she responded quietly. 'And you?'

His husky chuckle sent goosebumps scudding dowrspiee. 'How very
polite—next you'll begin discussing the weathez,hiiocked gently.

‘Thank you for the roses—they're beautiful.’
'Like the girl to whom | sent them. Dare | ask @uymiss me?'

'I've had a busy day,' she said irrelevantly, amdakighed. 'Shopping,' she
elaborated.

'‘As long as you haven't been dabbling with a paust, | shan't object.
What did you buy?'

'Clothes—frocks for Lisa, and a few things for nif/se

"'l demand an inspection when | come back—you lwatth get dressed up,
and I'll take you out to dinner.’

'How is Christchurch?' she asked hesitantly.
'‘Cold—and lonely.’

Karen suddenly had difficulty in swallowing. 'No wat you can remedy
that,’ she observed wryly.

"You impudent little kitten," Matt derided softlirhe minute | get my hands
on you I'll kiss you until you beg for mercy.'

'I—I'd better go. Lisa is calling me," she inventwddly, and heard his
expressive sigh.

'‘Ah, Karen—the perfect excuse to escape. I'll iag tomorrow.'

'l—there's no need.’



‘There's every need," Matt opined quietly. 'l regneery minute I'm away
from you.'

'‘Don't—don't say things like that," Karen said slyak

'It happens to be true. Damn this distance,’ hgeclibluntly. ‘I can sense you
backing into your protective shell again, and tisenet much | can do about
it from here.’

'Matt, you have to give me time to think,' she pstéd, and after a
measurable silence he answered softly,

'l love you enough to want to give you the secudfymarriage before
proving that, sexually, you have nothing to feanfrme.’

'If you do—love me,' she struggled, 'don't rusimgisi—please.Her voice
sounded pathetic and utterly forlorn.

'Karen," he groaned huskily. 'For the love of h@ave

'l have to go,' she broke in, on the verge of teamns ignored his directive
not to hang up by slowly replacing the receiver.

For over an hour she sat staring sightlessly aflitieering images on the
television screen, her thoughts in chaotic turmioitice the telephone rang,
but she couldn't bring herself to answer it, angias a further hour before
she rose wearily to her feet and prepared for bed.

After depositing Lisa at school the following margj Karen drove home
with the intention of spending an hour or two ie tjarden. Her shoulder
had improved measurably, and she didn't imagineexieecise would do it
any harm.

She turned the Datsun into her driveway, and alstogped breathing with
shock at the sight of Matt's XJ-S Jaguar parkedrant of the garage.
Shakily she brought the car to a halt and slid slavut from behind the



wheel, her eyes riveting on his tall frame as haigititened and began
moving towards her.

There was little she could tell from his expressitmm it was deliberately
bland. 'l thought you weren't due back until toroerr

'l wasn't.' His eyes raked her slender frame atimeslacks and jumper, then
settled with unnerving scrutiny on her expresseatres. 'Why didn't you
answer the phone, Karen?"'

The softly-voiced query held an edge of steel, she couldn't help the
slight shiver of apprehension that feathered doamsbine.

‘Shall we go inside?’

Karen looked at him numbly, and allowed him to thke arm and lead her
to the front door where he took the key from hervaless fingers and
inserted it into the lock.

In the lounge he stood apart, making no attempiuoh her.

'I'm due back at the airport in an hour—which gives precisely thirty
minutes before | have to leave, so | suggest yatericarefully to what |
have to say.' He raked a hand through his hain tliepped his arm in a
gesture of weariness. 'There's only one way | egpetlyour traumatic fear
of sex. Talking about it won't achieve much, andoagiving you time,' he
paused fractionally, then continued with disturbsngnificance, 'you've had
six years. Giving you more time is being unnecelysaruel. It all comes
down to the relatively simple fact of whether ort yfou love me—Matt
Lucas. If you can't accept that I'll exercise gamtiss and all the loving care
at my command when | handle you in bed, then theme' point in
attempting to continue our relationship. If youdgyou trust— there can be
no other way.' His eyes held hers unwaveringin Hbt Brad, Karen.’

She wasn't capable of uttering a word, and afténtenminable silence Matt
thrust his hands into his trouser pockets and pifeg gaze.



‘'The next move has to be yours," he directed quiétl be back in Auckland
the day after tomorrow, on the late afternoon tligiwill be up to you to let
me know if we're to use the licence I've got anépka three o'clock
appointment with the register office the followidgy—or whether | must
tear the licence in two.'

There was a dreadful finality about his words thas frightening, and she
felt a cold hand clutch at her heart as he pulbakithe cuff of his jacket and
examined his watch.

'l must leave—I have to collect Ben, then drivehe airport.' He glanced
down at her steadily. 'l won't ring, Karen. Thexe't another thing | can add
to what I've already said.’

Karen's eyes followed him across the room, andhatdbor he paused to
look back at her.

'l love you,' he assured her gently. 'Remember'that

She stood in the centre of the room, unable to nerve she stared fixedly at
the wall as her jumbled thoughts vied for supremaeyfight for sanity—as
against total confusion. She'd been issued withulimatum, and she
entertained no doubt that he meant every word.

Saturday.Oh dear God—that was only three days away! Howdcshbe
possibly think of getting married at all—let alos@ soon? But if she didn't,
she'd never see him again. Somehow that chilliogght slowly began to
assume momentous proportion as the day progressed evening,
permitting no peace, and she lay in bed restlegsiple to sleep.

For much of Thursday Karen alternated between mesradrclear decision
and total uncertainty, and when the sun rose aalfrshe was convinced
she hadn't closed her eyes for more than a fewtasnduring the entire
night.

Consequently, she felt like a worn-out dishrag— twiias more, she looked
like one! Her face was pale and her eyes wide witbe dark shadows



beneath them. She couldn't eat anything, only mgldn a slice of toast as
she drank her coffee at breakfast, and she forluaoh altogether.

'Mummy, aren't you feeling well?'

Karen switched off the engine and masked her egmesvith a warm smile
as she turned towards the little girl. 'I'm finenky. | didn't sleep very well,
that's all. Shall we go inside?"

Lisa picked up her school-bag and slid from the.skze got some pictures,
and a notice. There's going to be a puppet shaahatol next week, and the
teacher said we must bring the note back with soimeey if we're allowed
to go. Can I, Mummy?'

'Yes, of course,’ Karen replied absently. 'I'll et money ready and sign the
notice tonight, so that you can take it to schaoMwonday.' She reached into
her bag for the keys, then remembered she stillthech in her hand. Her
powers of concentration weren't ex- acdy to the far the moment, she
decided ruefully as she inserted the front door key the lock.'Some
biscuits and a glass of milk, Lisa?' she queriedresentered the kitchen,
and she gave a fond smile as the little girl eggacfuiesced.

When she had set the glass and biscuits down the ttable, she selected a
chair and faced her daughter, unsure quite howadadh the subject that had
been the cause of so much anguish and soul-segroligr the past few
days. 'You like Matt, don't you?' Karen began tiwedy, and carefully
watched Lisa's face for her reaction.

'He's nice—I like him a lot,' Lisa responded withgmant sincerity.

Now came the difficult part! 'What would you saylifold you Matt has
asked me to marry him?' she queried quietly, andtka steadily widening
smile on her daughter's face.

'Has he?' Lisa cried with delight. 'Are you? Ddest inean we'll go and live
in his house with Mrs Rogers and Ben, and Barnablg@'slid down from
her chair and ran to fling her arms around Karemist. ‘'Oh, Mummy, you



will marry him, won't you? There isn't anyone dlddike for a daddy better
than Matt.'

Karen clasped her arms around Lisa's small bodypdaced her cheek
against the little girl's head. Such an emphateptance! How wonderful it
would be to live again in the uncomplicated wor@ahild. Everything was
so simple—without foreknowledge of clouding doussl anxieties.

‘It won't be just the two of us any more, darlirghe cautioned gently.
"You're quite sure you won't mind having to shaeewith Matt?'

The tiny head shook back and forth. 'I'd like dlrégne.'

Karen gave a shaky laugh. 'Well, in that casejnkiliid better get ready.’
She lifted Lisa on to her lap and gave her a glis&. 'Matt arrives back in
Auckland tonight, and | think it would be nice Wvhas at the airport when his
plane comes in. Would you mind very much if | legee with Barbara for a
few hours? Matt and | will have a lot to talk ahbut

'l can play with Tania," Lisa concurred happilyh®v does the plane get in?’
'I'm not sure,’ Karen had to admit. 'I'll ring it out.’

The expected time of arrival of the flight from @tchurch was confirmed
for five twenty-five, and Barbara, bless her, didiquestion the reason
behind Karen's sudden request to leave Lisa witlahguch short notice.

The drive to the airport took longer than Kareni@pated, for the traffic
flow was heavy, making for several stops at compooatrolled
intersections along the way.

It was exactly five-thirty when she slid the catoia parking space adjacent
to the domestic flight terminal, and she paused lenough to secure the
lock before walking swiftly through the parking arewards the terminal

exit. As she stepped from the pedestrian crosdiegsaw Matt's cream

Jaguar slide to a halt and Ben emerge from betiedaheel. Then she

caught sight of Matt himself.



Karen's heart seemed to thud loudly in her chestn@aw that she was here,
she felt oddly tentative about approaching himldd&ed so—stern, almost
grave, and her footsteps slowed to a gradual badha drew close.

'Hello, Matt.' Was that her voice—so low-pitchddyas scarcely more than
a murmur?

In seeming slow motion she saw him turn, and tlielen flaring of warmth
in those dark tawny eyes, the gentle widening sfrhobile mouth, turned
her bones to jelly.

'Karen," he greeted huskily, and he leant out alhartrail gentle fingers
down her cheek towards the edge of her mouth.

There was no way she could stop her lips from ttemglibeneath his touch,
and her eyes took on a shine from unshed teare aggped her face with
his hands and gently lowered his head.

She gave a convulsive sob as his lips met hers;shaddidn't offer any
resistance when his arms enfolded her close agamsiThere was passion,
leashed and in tight control, and she revelledisneimbrace, the powerful
quickening thud of his heartbeat as it kept tim@wier own, until he gently
put her at arm's length.

'Did you come by car?’

She nodded. 'It's in the car park.’

‘And Lisa?'

'l—she's with Barbara.’

His smile did strange things to her composure.rilags collect her, and go
home.' He took hold of her hand and spread heefsigetween his. 'If you'll

let Ben have your keys, he'll take your car. Yoaoming with me.'

Later that evening—much later, when she lay inibeshe of Matt's guest
rooms on the verge of sleep, she could only viesvpteceding few hours



with a hazy glow. Doubtless the several glassehampagne she'd had to
drink were partly responsible, but so much had kapgd she could hardly
remember all of it.

First had come a telephone call to Grace, and nu&aren's surprise her
mother had asked few questions —just given herrassa that she would
be down the following morning in plenty of time fitve wedding. Then had
come dinner, during which an excited Lisa had enatt practically
non-stop, and it was well after nine o'clock befidezen was able to put her
to bed.

Then Matt had refilled her glass with more champagnd settled down on
the sofa beside her. What happened after that eca@ny hazy, for she
could remember feeling drowsy, and the way her lkegd slipping down
against his shoulder, until he'd lifted her int® l@irms and carried her
upstairs to bed. His kiss had been brief and tghsigentle, then he had
firmly withdrawn.

The last thing Karen could remember before fallasteep was looking at
her watch and thinking that in fifteen and a haltits she would be Matt's
wife.



CHAPTER NINE

THE wedding ceremony had seemed brief and impersbaal,many hours
ago—five? Karen felt she had no sense of time.& had been photographs
taken outside the register office, in the gardeMatt's home, and in the
lounge. Champagne flowed both before and duringotiftet-style dinner
which had been prepared for the immediate family, there had been more
champagne when Mrs Rogers brought in an iced wgdzhke.

Karen had chosen a dress of cream voile and teanvgth a waistcoat,
knee-length boots and a shoulder- bag in contigagtin. Needing every
ounce of courage she possessed, she'd elected ao hee hair in a
fashionable chignon in the hope it would lend hreai of sophistication.

In a matching cream dress and clutching a sprayabiids in her hand, Lisa
looked positively adorable, and there was pure im@sg in the smile she
directed at each and everyone.

As for Matt—he looked immaculate and completelyease in a dark
pin-stripe suit, white silk shirt, and a dark elethgknotted tie.

Coffee was served at nine, and by ten o'clock @reryincluding Grace
who was taking charge of Lisa until the followingeaing, had left. Even
Ann and Ben Rogers, after swiftly clearing away thmaining food, had
discreetly retired.

'‘Another glass of champagne?’

Karen glanced up at the man standing less thaotaafeay and shook her
head in dissent. Already she was beginning to tteeleffects of having

sipped three glasses of the bubbly liquid overphast few hours, added to
which she'd hardly been able to eat more than areuthfuls of food. She

felt nervous—scared stiff, she amended with a nigni@ace.

‘Are you cold?'



She hadn't noticed she'd shivered. Oh lord, if ahly could close her eyes
and have the next few hours over and done withnd—Not really," she
found herself answering with as much calm as sh&laouster.

'l light the fire," Matt indicated lazily, andehcrossed to kneel before the
wide brick hearth. The grate was already set, aittlirwseconds the
kindling flared. He added a few trimmed logs, talsea some pine- cones,
and put up the spark-screen. Then he turned towadand extended an
arm.

'‘Come and sit down,' he directed, and like an aatomKaren obeyed him,
settling herself very correctly on the cushionefd sath her feet crossed at
the ankles and her hands folded neatly in her lap.

The lighting slowly dimmed until only the softlyidkering glow from the
fire illuminated the room, and as she stared inéoflames a gentle swell of
music flowed from concealed stereophonic speakers.

'l hope you like Streisand?

Karen nodded silently, then her eyes widened mabhbuas Matt sat down
beside her, and the startled glance she cast hiealed that he'd discarded
his jacket, removed his tie, and loosened sevartbis of his shirt. He
looked thoroughly at ease, and she gave a nervadss he reached for her
hands.

Gently he separated them, spreading her fingergeeet his own, then he
lifted her hand to his mouth and slowly kissed efweber in turn. As he

leaned towards her she swallowed convulsively, tredinstant his lips
touched her cheek she opened her mouth with tleatioh of telling him

she couldn't go through with it, but no words woatane.

"You're beautiful, do you know that?' Matt saidtlsods he turned her face
towards him. 'Eyes like the sea—so light and spragkivhen you laugh, yet
dark and unfathomable at times. Like now, whenrgouhsure and afraid.'

Her lashes fluttered down like a veil, and she ddie tip of her tongue
over her trembling lips.



'‘Open your eyes,' he bade quietly.

Karen felt his fingers in her hair, loosening thespthat held the elaborate
chignon in place, until it slowly unwound and tumabldown on to her
shoulders.

'It's like golden silk," he murmured, threadinglé@sgth through his fingers.
He touched his lips to each closed eyelid in tdnen gently trailed her
cheekbone, down the edge of her jaw to her moattessing her lower lip
before beginning a gentle probing motion that cduker lips to part
involuntarily.

It was a tantalising kiss that promised much, yst ps she ached for it to
deepen, Matt trailed his lips down to begin a sehsyploration of the soft
hollows at the base of her throat. Her whole bodgan to tingle with
delicious sensations as his lips followed in thih pd his hands as he slowly
unbuttoned her dress and gently slid down the stadiher bra to expose
first one creamy breast, then the other.

She felt an odd sense of loss as he slipped dowmetfioor, and her eyes
flew wide as he released the zip of one boot.itt eff her foot to be
followed by the other then he took hold of her lmadd gently pulled her
down beside him.

'l love you," he vowed quietly. 'l want so muchmeke you part of me.'

'Matt--' Her protest died in her throat as his lipsered hers, gently at first,
then becoming disruptively probing until she wast lbeneath the sensual
passion his touch evoked. Her whole body felt wasra strange languor
invaded her limbs, and she was scarcely aware iofylmivested of each

remaining article of clothing until she felt theftssheepskin rug beneath her
bare skin.

'Matt—no--' Her eyes filled with fear as she betastruggle, and he gently
pulled her into a sitting position.

'‘Undress me, Karen,' he bade huskily, his warmtbrsirring a few stray
tendrils of her hair, and she froze with shock.'



'l can't,’ she whispered.

His eyes held hers, gently compelling. 'Yes, yau'ddis hands closed over
her shoulders as he leant forward to kiss herydreh he eventually raised
his head she felt as if she was slowly drowning.

Shakily she reached out and undid the few remaiburtgpns on his shirt,
then she pulled it free from his waist and slidram his shoulders. Her
hands trembled as they encountered the buckle satwhist, and he
immediately covered them with his own. She closexddyes as he began to
help her, and a tide of embarrassment colouredHeks.

'‘Open your eyes, Karen,"' Matt berated gently. hiwau to see that it's me
when | possess you—not some shadowy ghost frormpabe’

Karen let her eyelids sweep slowly upwards, anthefr own volition her
lips began to tremble.

He caressed her then, until she felt on fire ahgddor complete fulfilment,
and she clung to him with unashamed abandon asritg/ded her towards
an ecstasy she hadn't imagined possible.

The logs in the grate had slowly burned away wumtiy the glowing embers
remained when Matt gently enveloped her slim badihe sheepskin rug,
then he lifted her into his arms and slowly carrfest upstairs, lingering
often to bestow a fleeting kiss.

Karen's arms rose to encircle his neck, and shel ies husky chuckle as
she buried her face against his throat. She watdgedry from sheer
happiness, and she was powerless to stop the sikiing flow of tears as
they wet her cheeks.

A wall-light glowed in subdued illumination in tledroom at the end of the
hallway, and his eyes darkened at the suspiciongpdass that clung to her
cheeks as he lowered her gently down on to thebedrs, Karen?'

Her eyes flew open and she searched his beloveddaeing with a growing
sense of wonder the seriousness and the sligliahegievident. 'Oh, Matt,’'



she breathed shakily. 'Matt, | love you,' she as$tirm softly, unable to tear
her eyes from his as she reached up to draw hisdwman close to her own.
'So very much.'

His face slowly creased into a smile so warm shesh#d beneath the
passionate ardency of his gaze, and he gave #asgf as he nuzzled an
earlobe, then let his lips begin a slow havoc-cappath down the length of
her body.

'‘Sweet Karen,' he accorded gently. 'How many bachembs you've given
me over the past few days! You'll never know howdhawas for me to
issue that ultimatum on Thursday morning. The m#sthat day, and
yesterday, | doubt | retained one lucid fact at aithe meetings | attended.
Fortunately my secretary was there to take nok#is.'eyes caressed her,
then lingered on the softly-bruised mouth. 'You, fitfte witch, had
rendered me incapable of any coherent thought,pexaee—if you would
be at the airport to meet the plane.’

She couldn't resist teasing him a little. 'And lifddn't?"

His eyes darkened and became immeasurably bletdmnki | would have
resorted to caveman tactics,' he declared emotively

'What about thafemme fatale-Berenice?"

He gave a soft incredulous laugh. 'Darling, I'ntebbate—there have been
several woman in my past.' His eyes darkened vafisipnate warmth as he
said gently, 'But never has any one meant so naafetas you. You're the
life of me—the very air that | breathe.’

Karen gazed up at him and whispered softly, 'ltdaglieve | had so many
doubts.’

Matt leant out a hand and gently touched her liys.regrets?’
She shook her head, then paused fractionally aske#gleam of laughter

lit her eyes. 'Well, | can only think of one," dhegan teasingly. "You don't
intend letting me sleep in this great bed aloneyald?’



His retribution was swift and fierce, and it wadoag time before his
lovemaking ceased and she lay drowsily in his ailrhe.past no longer had
any meaning, and with the dawn it slipped into slhadinsignificance.



