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A VERY SECRET
AFFAIR

Miranda L ee



Propositioned by an alpha male!

Matt Sheffield was a womanizer -- and experienakthaght Clare to avoid
men like him at all costs. Though the attentionsrad of Australia's biggest
celebrities were very flattering, Matt wasn't oifigr Clare anything more
than a fleeting affair. She was determined thatwbeldn't fall into the
same trap twice...no matter what the temptation!



CHAPTER ONE
'ARENT youthe lucky girl!"

Clare put Mrs Brown's blood-pressure tablets plas tepeat of her
prescription into the paper bag, then looked ughwitfrown on her face.
'What do you mean, lucky?'

Mrs Brown's expression was knowing and exasperatdtie same time.
‘Clare Pride! Who do you think you're kidding? Isnast over at the town
hall helping with the decorations for the deb batlight and sawthe names
on the place cards on the main table. There's agretending you don't
know what I'm talking about.’

Clare's heart fell. Oh, God. Surely her mother wolilhave simply gone
ahead and put her on that table against her wisheely not!

'Fancy sitting next to the gorgeous Dr Adrian Arcak night." Mrs Brown
was almost swooning. 'That man can put his stetpeson my chest any
time he likes!'

For one mad moment Clare was in total agreemeett@&hhad had her little
fantasies while she watch&dish Doctorevery Tuesday night without fail.

But she quickly remembered that that was all theyewFantasies. The man
on the screen was not real. He was an illusionorAantic dream. In the
flesh, he would no doubt prove to be the very opgpasf the charming,
caring, sensitive character he played on television

One only had to read the women's magazines tdngeitue picture. Hardly a
week went by when his photograph didn't grace thages, always with a
different dolly-bird on his arm. Rumour had it hemw through girlfriends
like a hot knife through bultter.

'He's not aeal doctor, Nancy,' Clare pointed out drily.



Mrs Brown looked startled. 'Of course he's a realtal! Look at all those
emergency operations he's performed. Not only that,has a simply
wonderful bedside manner.’

I'll bet he has, Clare thought tartly.

'Only a real doctor could be as kind and warm arthg as Dr Archer is!
Mrs Brown pronounced firmly.

'‘Nancy,' Clare said patiently. 'He's an actor. Nolt there's a real doctor in
the wings overseeing the authenticity of the scebesBush Doctoris a
television show with made-up towns and a made-ugtado Dr Adrian
Archer isnota real doctor. If you look at the credits at thd,eyou’ll see he's
played by an actor called Matt Sheffield.'

'Well he'll always be Dr Archer to me!" Mrs Browniffed, and, plonking
down the exact coins for her prescription, swepthep parcel from the
counter and marched from the shop.

Clare sighed her exasperation. Why couldn't worikenNMrs Brown tell the

difference between make-believe and reality? Whitlakey think characters
in television serials were real people? And why gtought wearily, do |

have to be cursed with a mother who doesn't takkeman answer and who
thinks she can run everything and everyone aroen® h

She glanced at her watch. It was almost twelvea faw minutes old Mr
Watson would take over—as he did every Saturdayoah—leaving her
free for the afternoon. Usually she spent the tohe@ning the flat upstairs
and listening to music, but today a trip out honses walled for.

There was no way Clare was ewgoingto that ball tonight, let alone sit on
the main table. She didn't want her enjoyment infaeourite television
programme permanently spoiled. She wanted Dr Addiaaer tostay Dr
Adrian Archer. If she was forced to spend time Wit real man behind the
mask, how could she keep the fantasy man aliveinrhagination? No, it
was out of the question. Definitely out of the diced



It was all her mother's fault, of course. Reallye sould not be allowed to
get away with this. Give that woman an inch andwbeld take a mile!

Clare swung her dark blue Magna on to the deseitédoad and put her
foot down. The dust flew out behind her, spreadimgd cloud over the still
waters of the river alongside. She knew that spepathile angry was
foolish, but she gave into it just this once, cavgrthe distance from the
turn-off to her parents' farm in half the usualdim

Samantha was walking her grey gelding, Casperugirthe side gate when
the Magna screeched to a halt in front of the ramglwooden house. "Wow,
sis!" she exclaimed as Clare scrambled out. 'Ya@amrphg on entering a
Grand Prix this year? What are you doing out hesavay? Shouldn't you

be getting all dolled up for the big do tonight?uXe only got seven hours
left, you know. You'd better get started if youoeplease Mum with the

finished product.'

‘Very funny, Sam. Whers Mum?"In her room, | think, making up her mind
what to wear tonight. Brother, you sure look madhatts she done now?'

'She's put me next to Matt Sheffield, that's wihatsdone!'

Sam launched herself into the saddle before frogvaiown at her sister.
'Who in heck's Matt Sheffield? | thought the gugfgtonor tonight was that
doctor fromBush Doctor.'

'Matt Sheffieldis the doctor fronmBush Doctor.'

'So why are you complaining? Most of the old duckBangaratta are ga-ga
over him. Lord knows why. He's not that good-loakin

Was the girblind? The man was sensational-looking!

'‘And he's over thirty if he's a day," Sam tossddioily.



'Oh, over the hill, definitely." Clare's tone waslydcaustic. 'And thanks
heaps, Sam. Am | classified as an old duck thegs, @dan 1?'

'Well, you are twenty-seven, sis. Twenty-sevensiicsingle. Gosh, you're
not evenliving with a guy. That might not make you an old dualt ib
certainly makes you an old maid.’

"You don't live with a guy in Bangaratta, Sam. Nfoyou're the town
pharmacist.'

‘Then why come back, sis? Why didn't you stay idrigy?"

Why indeed? Clare thought bitterly.

"You seemed happy there. This small-town life isfooyou, you know.'
'So what's for me, Sam? Do tell me.'

Sam cocked her head on one side and gave heraist@f but nonchalant
once-over. 'Damned if | know, sis. But | know ohag. You shouldn't live
anywhere near Mum. You two just don't get alongtt&go. See you, sis.’

Samantha kicked the grey in the flanks and gallogfiédher long blonde
hair flying out behind her. Clare stared after @ung sister, who looked
older every time she saw her. She not only lookketrobut she was
sounding older too.

Maybe Sam was right. Maybe she shouldn't have cboree. But a
fifteen-year-old teenager couldn't know what it Wks to live in a big city,
all alone with a broken heart.

Clare was walking towards the front steps, thinkiatepk thoughts-, when
the front door was flung open by a tall, formidaldeking woman with
short permed blonde hair, a big bosom and shanp eyes. Just my luck,
Clare thought ruefully, to inherit the eyes and that bosom.

'Oh, it's you, Clare. | thought | heard a car.'



Clare sighed. Occasionally she did crave to hearesimng like, Hello,
darling daughter, how nice to see you, is ther¢tang wrong and can | help
you? As for a hug... she couldn't remember thetlast her mother had
hugged her. Hugging was not part of Agnes Pridsaral.

'What's up? You look frazzled. Perhaps you'd betiare in for a cup of tea.'

Agnes was off down the hall before Clare could $tep She followed her
mother resignedly into the large, country-stylechén at the back of the
house, pulling out one of the high-backed woodeirshhat surrounded the
kitchen table.

'Sam’s growing up,’ she remarked as she sat dgamknow, | wouldn't be
letting her go off on her own too much in futureh®\knows who or what
she might meet on the road, or in the bush?’

Agnes looked up from where she was filling thelkeitith water, her mouth
tightening. 'This is the country,’ she said sharipigt your precious Sydney.
Out here, girls are quite safe on their own. Besi@&mantha is fifteen and
she's only going down the road half a mile to henfl's house. And it's not
as though she's walking. She's riding a horse.’

‘A horse is no match for a man, Mum. Not if he'srgpe on his mind.'

'Rapé& Girls don't get raped out here,’” she scorned.réN& decent
community, with decent morals.’

'Girls get raped everywhere, Mum,' Clare pointed @iten by men they
know.'

There was a short sharp silence as Agnes staredbkier daughter.

'‘Dear heaven,' she said at last. 'Is... is that Wappened to you in Sydney,
Clare? Is that why you came home so suddenly?"

'‘Good lord, no. No, nothing like that!

‘Then whydid you come home out of the blue, then? You nevetalidne.’



Clare opened her mouth then shut it again. She/drrfelt comfortable
confiding in her mother, who rarely gave constnetdvice, only criticism.
Agnes' staunchly old- fashioned morals had alwagslpded Clare's telling
her the truth about her relationship with David.r Heother would have
judged her harshly, then called her a fool. Claraved sympathy and
understanding, not condemnation. She knew onlylbshe'd been a fool!

'l just felt like coming home,’ she hedged. 'l reg8angaratta. Look, Mum,
| haven't come out just to chat. | found out tl@heone has put me on the
main table next to your guest-of-honour tonight &Ad

'What?'Agnes burst outY'ou'vebeen put next to Dr Archer?'

Clare realised immediately that she'd been wronghadn't been her
mother's doing at all!

'I'm going to give that Flora Whitbread a piecemyf mind when | get there
tonight," Agnes blustered. 'l told her specificaligt you didn't want to be on
the main table. | even offered myself in your plaged what does she do?
Puts you there anyway. Really, that woman's getbingoig for her boots!'

Clare cringed at the thought of poor Flora gettingearful tonight. Frankly,
if she'd known it was Flora's idea she might hameegalong with it right
from the start. She liked Flora. The old dear hgdad heart and worked her
socks off as president of the local progress cotemitt had certainly been a
feather in her cap to get someone like 'Dr Archsrguest-of-honour for
their local debutante ball. Flora was also hopimat the publicity might
bring a real doctor to the small country town. Pamently.

Bangaratta's only doctor had retired last year tdudé health, and, while
advertisements had been placed in newspapersalitioe country, no one
suitable had answered. Locals were having to trev&lubbo for medical
treatment, which was a highly unsatisfactory aresmngnt, especially for the
elderly. Flora had vowed to move heaven and earthdtify the situation.

'Flora probably wanted someone more Mr Sheffigld&sto sit next to him,’
Clare said by way of excuse. 'Iguess she must beee desperate. All the



other eligible young women in town are going talebs. Don't say anything
to her, Mum. I'll just sit there and suffer in site.’

Agnes snorted. 'Suffer indeed! Most women woulaégheir eye-teeth to be
sitting where you will be tonight.'

Clare let that slide. Already she was feelingtéeliannoyed with herself for
having backed down. The sacrifices one made folsdmame town! Her
Tuesday nights would never be the same again.

Agnes finished making the tea, carrying a tray dedhe table. No teabags
for Agnes Pride. Two cups were poured, the milkeatdthen one cup and
saucer put precisely in front of Clare, the othaaried down to the opposite
end of the oval table. Agnes sat down, her backgtt as she lifted the cup
to her lips, her sharp eyes flicking over her flvetn as she sipped the hot
liquid.

Clare fell silent while she drank down the hotitebong, painful swallows.
Why did her mother always have to look at her likat? As if she was
attempting some sort of mental make-over, yet ladl ime believing a
satisfactory result was impossible.

"You really should get your hair cut, Clare,"” Agrsasd. 'Down, it looks
straggly and unkempt. And that bun you wear forkvaekes you look like
a spinster. A little make-up wouldn't go astrayeit You have a very nice
complexion and your eyes are quite lovely, butdlserlways room for
improvement. Not only that, how do you expect tdclkaa man's eye
wearing trousers all the time? Men like to see anan's figure.'

'My first priority in life is not to catch a manéye, Mum. And | don't wear
trousers.l wear jeans. A man can see as much of a womagniefin jeans
and a T- shirt as a dress. Sometimes more.’

'So we're to look forward to your showing up atlbladl in jeans tonight, are
we?' came the tart remark. 'I'm sure Dr Archer balimpressed.’

'Matt Sheffield is his name, Mum. Dr Archer is ttlearacter he plays on
television.'



Agnes' blank blink showed she was as much a viefithe illusion as Mrs
Brown.

'l do happen to own a ballgown or two,' Clare amngd. 'l have one that is
especially nice. Still, | doubt anything | could aveor do would genuinely
impress a man of Mr Sheffield's ilk.'

'Don't be ridiculous, Clare. You can be quite atixee when you want to be."'
Agnes plonked her cup noisily into the saucer.'&! Whydo you dislike
Mr Sheffield so much? Have you met him beforehéat it? | know you used
to go to the theatre a lot when you lived in Sydney

Clare put down her cup also, rattling it slightifo, I've never met him. But
handsome male actors are all tarred with the saashbThey think they're
God's gift to women, when in fact they're from tewil.'

An image filled her mind, of a curtain going up andhan stepping on the
stage, a rivetingly handsome man. He'd lookeddik&eek god. But there'd
been nothing heavenly about David in the end. ldeftsigned her to hell
and left her there.

"You've become very cynical, Clare. Sometimes hwjsu'd hadn't gone
away to Sydney.'

"You and me both," Clare muttered, a curl of paimegzing her heart.
'No one forced you.' Her mother sounded indigrigiou were all for going.'

All for getting away from you, you mean, Clare tigaty then felt guilty.
Despite their differences, she did love her motBet.Sam was right. They
didn't always get along. 'l didn't have much choigai know, Mum,' she
soothed. '‘Bangaratta is hardly the education dagfithe world.' She stood
up and carried her cup and saucer over to the Sidkoetter be going. |
guess I'll be seeing you tonight after all.’

Agnes walked with her to the door.



'What's this dress like that you're going to weat® asked once they
reached the front veranda. 'Are you sure it isattad fashion? You have
been back here in Bangaratta a couple of yeags, alft’

It'l do, Mum,' Clare said, aware that this wasiaked understatement of
the truth.

Agnes sighed. 'l suppose it'll have to, but iétyafor our guest to think that
the ladies of Bangaratta don't know how to dressin@y does not mean
dowdy!"

Something deep and dark darted through Clare. '$@ople think so," she
murmured, but at her mother's quick frown, Clarecéd a bright, if
somewhat brittle smile to her lips. 'l doubt Mr 8isdd will give a hoot
what | wear, Mum, but don't worry, | won't let yow+Bangaratta—down.'

The Bangaratta Town Hall hadn't looked this grangaars, Clare thought.
Built in 1886, it had always been the focal poihthe small bush town. This
was where the dances were held, the meetings, ¢dding receptions. It
had even doubled as the schoolhouse till the 182@% the success of the
wheat crops brought an upsurge in population aridcomrse, more
schoolchildren. Of late, the building had been lngkshabby, but tonight...
tonight there was fresh paint on the walls, thedwims sparkled, the wooden
floor gleamed and high above, banners, balloonsaedmers lent a festive
spirit.

Clare walked up on to the wooden stage where the table was located,
her eyes sliding from her name card to the spletadiilé setting. Who would
have believed that underneath the crisp white tédtles and bowls of fresh
flowers lay plain wooden trestles?

Flora and her progress committee had outdone tHeessthis time. Why,
even the cutlery was not the usual catering shuft,genuine silver. Clare
gazed down at the spruced-up old building withreseef pride. Not the sort
of sophisticated venue Matt Sheffield was probaldgd to, she conceded,
but still, it looked its very best. As did she...



Clare's heart contracted. There was a certain imomyearing this particular
dress tonight which did not escape her. The dressrbmained in her
wardrobe, unworn, as a symbol of her hurt and aniwgrnever to be so
stupid again.

She was only wearing it tonight because she'd lgeaded into it by her
mother—she had another dress which would have cedffi-but she

supposed it was a good thing in a way. It was timexorcise the ghosts
once and for all. Time to show the world—and Baagjar—that she was not
old maid material after all.

The thought of the expression of her mother's faben she saw her
designer-clad daughtelid give Clare some satisfaction. Not only was her
dress an original worth many hundreds of dollans the rest of her matched
it for style and sophistication. Her hair, desfigégng out, was definitely not
straggly. She'd spent all afternoon putting a weedrinse through its mid-
brown colour, then shampooing, setting and styilitig) it bounced around
on her shoulders in a profusion of large loosescubppery highlights
dancing on the crests of the waves that curvedlsieeound her face.

Aah, yes... her face. Normally ledti naturel,that too had received a lot of
attention. She had spent a long, agonising hourspakdingly applying the
sort of makeup that made the most of even the gdaigirl. A bronze gloss
now shimmered on her expertly outlined lips; bluslraphasised her good
cheekbones; and after a careful application of ymegeshadows, eyeliner
and mascara, her grey eyes had taken on a morenmoystlook, as opposed
to the cool clarity she usually presented to hetamers across the counter
of the shop.

Of course, it was the dress, in the main, that dalithw eyes, a turquoise
Thai silk gown with a wide off- the-shoulder wrapand collar, a fitted
waist and a gathered skirt which curved up and datwthe front to show her
best asset—her long athletic legs. With a pushtgpless bra underneath,
she had contrived enough cleavage to be interetimgyving that a lot of
men were tantalised more by what was hinted atwiat was flaunted.



Not for the first time that evening, Clare wonderikellatt Sheffield would
find her attractive. Her innate honesty forcedtbaroncede she hadn't gone
to all this trouble just for her mother.

Clare was a woman, after all. What woman wouldaht¥o look her best in
the presence of a man as handsome and sophistaatbthtt Sheffield?
Pride demanded it. Or was it something else whathgrompted her to pull
out all the stops?

Clare's heart began to race nervously as she sittied place she would fill
at the table on the stage. Within half an hounsbeeld be sitting there, next
to the sort of man whoseal character she knew oh so well. And while
Clare knew she wasn't a raving beauty, she wasdiar plain. Her mother
would have been astounded at the number of menhatidried to chat her
up since her return home.

Yes, she was not so unattractive that their visitouldn't take a second
look. What worried her was how she would act ittaated flirting with her,
or even made a pass? She hoped her foolish feraaté would be able to
differentiate the actor from the doctor he playadealevision. There was no
doubt Mrs Brown was right about one thing. Dr Adriarcher did have a
marvellous bedside manner!

Clare dragged in then expelled a shuddering sigie. $hould not have
agreed to this. No matter what. She had very bagsvabout it.

'Clare! Yoo-hoo, Clare!"

Clare looked down into the body of the hall to B&®a waving at her from
near the back doors. With a resigned sigh she inadeay over, trying not
to cringe over the dress Flora was wearing—a ldadhlf which looked

hideous on her plump figure. The poor sweet damwag also all pink and
flustered as she kept checking arrivals out th&.bac

'Oh, my, don't you look simply stunning!" Flora iged between anxious
peers. 'l...er...hope you didn't mind about myipgtyou on the main table
after all, dear. | was speaking to your fatheoinr this morning and he said



you must have misunderstood what | wanted becaaswds sure you
wouldn't mind at all. I... er... hope he was right.

Clare smiled. 'He was perfectly right. | just thbtignaybe you could find
someone better suited than me, that's all.’

'Oh, goodness me, no. | told Jim that there wadorighter or prettier girl in
town than you and if anyone could charm our guestould be our own
darling lady chemist." Flora suddenly squealed giadbbed Clare's wrist.
'Oh, look. There's his car! Isn't this thrilling?"

Clare pulled out of the other woman's grasp, aldrtodfind that her heart
was galloping. She also found herself joining Florathe avid peering
through the doorway.

A shiny black car was rolling into the kerb. Wherstopped, a man in a
black dinner suit slid out from behind the wheekall man. A nice-looking
man. He wasn't, Clare recognised with sick retlef, man himself.

‘That would be Mr Marshall. He's our guest's mana@#h, there's Dr
Archer, getting out now. Aren't you coming dowmteet him?"

Clare swallowed, finding her eyes riveted on theropg passenger door.
'No," she croaked.

'Well, | certainly am." Flora surged down the stepgards the welcoming
committee.

The passenger door was wide open now and a slekkhdad appeared,
connected to a black dinner suit. Clare did not ¥easee any more. Totally
unnerved, she turned and fled back into the hall.



CHAPTER TWO

CLARE shut the door of the back-stage powder-room aadtl@eavily
against it. Literally shaking, she tried to calm tteimping heart and failed
miserably.

Finally she managed to still the ragged, painfebithing that her mad flight
had caused. Levering herself away from the doaz,vgalked over to the
seat that ran along one wall of the small rest-room

Thank the lord, she thought as she sank down,nibaine had seen her
hurtling down the hall and stumbling up the statgps She would be
eternally grateful for a country town's obsessiatihhe rich and famous,
grateful that all eyes had been fixed elsewhere.

Clare closed her eyes and leant back against thelwst a few minutes, she
told herself. A few minutes so that she would fa#lected enough to return
to the hall and take her place at the main table.

What on earth had caused her to panic like that3Hgofound the man
attractive? So what? She had found any number ofatteactive over the
years. She'd even been attracted to a couple af toen since coming
home. Unbeknown to her mother, she'd gone out thigm too, thinking
that in Bangaratta she might find a man of prireighe could fall in love
with and possibly marry.

But in truth, Clare had found the local men so hgyritheir personalities so
flat and dull, that she now lived a lonely life rat than keep seeking an
elusive dream.

Clare stood up and walked slowly towards the mithat hung above the
washbasins. Her eyes travelled slowly over her, Ihair dolled-up face, her
glamorous gown. When she went to push back a Baiaghe was dismayed
to see her hands were trembling. With a groan saet lagainst the bench
and stared into the basin. When she glanced up abaiwas hotly aware of
the over-bright eyes, the still racing heart.



Face it, she warned herself in a harsh whisper.ae excites you. The
man himself...not the character on television. Why else have yodlavi
read everything printed about him? Those articlesrewabout Matt
Sheffield,not Dr Adrian Archer.

That's why you refused to come tonight in the fipdace: because,
underneath, you knew he was too much like David/éur peace of mind.

Both exceptionally handsome men. Both brilliantoest Both, amazingly,

the only sons in wealthy Sydney families, each ewere amazingly headed
by a politician patriarch. The similarities weretgustriking.

OK, so David had given up acting shortly after legwniversity to pursue a
career in a law firm, presumably with his eye ofitjes. But lawyers and
politicians were consummate actors anyway, Claasaeed cynically.

Given his similar background, it was hard to seét!8aeffield turning out

any differently from the smoothly polished, supgrihrrogant and

insidiously charming type David had been. But bémélae surface appeal
would lie a soul so shallow and insincere, so yttetterly selfish, that such
a man should wear a brand across his foreheadriohect® the world at

large—and women in particular—that they were paison

Oh, yes, Clare knew exactly what to expect tonigfgt even so, the
prospect of being in Matt Sheffield's company hadesl her as no man had
since David.

Fortunately, being forewarned was forearmed. Witr Ipast bitter
experience to the forefront of her mind, Clare feisonably confident she
could sustain a coolly polite facade all night,matter how attractive she
found the man, or how much he flirted with her. Adiyect defensive
rudeness was out of the question, of course. Floch Bangaratta were
counting on her.

Steeling herself, Clare left the rest-room. Shejhatiwalked past the gents'
room and her foot was on the first of the threpstbat led back up into the
right wing of the stage when a man's exasperatex yulled her up short.
'‘Good God, Bill, this place is a lot more backwotu=mn | expected.’



You're not wrong there. Did you get a load of texorations? Bloody
balloons, no less! Why on earth you accepted thvigg, | have no idea. The
appearance fee won't even cover expenses. Aslidicipy. .you don't need
that any more.’

‘Certainly not of the nature I've been getting. Bagree, this doesn't seem to
have been one of my better decisions. Talk ab@ub#tk of Bourke!'

Clare cringed inside. She knew instinctively whdmttsuperbly cultured

voice belonged to. She'd heard it often enoughhenTiy. Normally, she

liked its deep rich tones, especially when it wastlsing an accident victim,

or a woman in painful childbirth. But overhearirigitter words flavoured

with sarcasm and contempt reminded her of that diiiglaly educated voice
from the past, brutally putting her down becausewshs country born and
bred. The memory brought a rush of rage that oweeped her resolve to
remain cool and she hurried forward to confrons$ ghair who dared speak
disparagingly of her home town.

The two men were standing between the two seteavyhstage curtains,
their backs towards her, but their broad-shouldedadntingly male figures
made Clare hesitate. When they resumed speakirgy,f@ind herself
retreating behind a backdrop.

'I'm certainly not looking forward to a whole evegiof that woman's inane
chatter," Matt Sheffield said wearily.

"You mean Mrs Pride?'
'No, the other one. In the revolting floral dréslera something or other. But
they both descended on me like a plague of loclibnk God you came to

the rescue. | wouldn't have thought to suggespaddrthe gents.’

‘That's what I'm paid to do. Not that you reallgded rescuing. You always
handle women very well.'

Matt Sheffield's laughter was dry. 'Only some, Bahly some. | suppose
you heard I've been partnered with Miss Clare Pfatethe evening,



daughter no doubt of the aforementioned Mrs Prialed, what a ghastly
woman!'

'‘Come now, Matt, Mrs Pride wasn't too bad. Trydoki on the bright side.
Perhaps Miss Pride will be as well endowed as hethen.'

Clare blushed all over. Whether from anger or aysfeeling of inadequacy,
she didn't know. She was too enraged to think lglear

‘The way my luck is going lately," the guest-of-bancontinued, 'she'll be a
flat-chested spinster whose only vice is buttectilecting.’

Their mutual laughter sealed their fate. Or it oidClare's eyes. Just you
wait, Mr Sheffield, she plagiarised. Just you wait.

Clare stayed where she was hidden for a coupleimiites, and when she
emerged her smiling face hid an iron-willed deteration to see that man in
hell.

The guest-of-honour was by now standing behindlmégér at the main table,
with the man called Bill two chairs down on hist]dflora between them.
Clare thought she was mentally prepared to medbleebut as she crossed
the stage he swung round and fixed the most ingletliue eyes on her. She
found herself speechless and staring, almost asasashe was being stared
at. With one shattered glance she took in the sjpdecut of his tall figure,
the well-shaped mouth, the manly chin with its tolgft, the strong nose,
the sweep of dark brown hair. But always, in thatiee of her stunned
appraisal, those gorgeous blue eyes.

She must have shaken his hand, said somethingeegtigg. She couldn't

remember. It was just as well she noticed the dagsebrow glance he

flicked Bill's way and the slight smugness thatssex the other man's face.
So, the exchange seemed to say. This is a turnfupd books. Not so bad

after all.

At least that was what Clare imagined they wenekihig, and it was enough
to snap her out of her fatuous reaction to the man.



God! How could I? she castigated herself inwardp the man has
incredible eyes. You already knew that, you idiot!

Unbeknown to her, a look of sheer disgust slid moown expressive grey
eyes, freezing Matt Sheffield on the spot. He fredjbut was immediately
distracted by Clare's parents joining them.

'Matt, did you meet Jim Pride?' Flora gushed. 'Hgjaes’ husband and
father of our lovely Clare here. Jim is our locank manager. Fancies
himself a farmer on the weekend, though.'

Everyone laughed. Everyone, that was, except Qlane,was still shaken
by her own treason. Howould she let herself gawk at the man like an
adolescent schoolgirl? It was enough to have addéarlier she might find
his company stimulating, but to be going weak atkhees...

'Yes we have met, Flora," her father said, whiéstiing an appreciative
glance his daughter's way. 'We're very proud ofeClaren't we, Mother?'
This while linking arms with a startled Agnes. 'Sha pharmacist, you
know. Worked in Sydney for a while, but decide@done home a couple of
years ago.'

Matt Sheffield's mouth smiled at her again, buttheteyes. This surprised
Clare. Most womanisers used their eyes to advaratdke time. Had he
sensed her ambivalence perhaps? Did it bother heat $he had not
continued to devour him visually as most women ddudve? She hoped
SO.

'l dare say," he drawled, 'that the local ladsgaageful for that.'

More laughter and an angry colour from Clare. Odirse, she reasoned
bitterly, a woman is never to be congratulated faer academic
achievements, just reminded of her prime functiolife: that of being a sex
object, a mere decoration, placed here on earthhiorsole purpose of
pleasuring the male of the species.



‘You're embarrassing our girl," Flora admonished,doyly. 'Besides, she
doesn't always look as glamorous as this, do ydare@ Your visit has
brought out the best in Bangaratta.'

Clare found this supposedly soothing remark evemenmumiliating, as
though she had deliberately gone out and tarteskterp, just fothisman's
benefit— a fact that was disturbingly close to tineth. She saw the
speculation in that blue-eyed gaze and felt lik#irog Flora's tongue out, the
soft-hearted fool!

'Everyone and everything looks marvellous,' thesguaf-honour flattered,
his gaze sweeping the hall.

Oooh! You hypocrite, she fumed, but kept her maiéimped firmly shut.
He would keep.

'We've done our best," Agnes said with pompouseprid

Clare was happy to fall silent and let her mothsat &lora hold the stage.
Empty chit-chat continued and it was only the apmeee of several ladies
anxious to serve the banquet dinner which wasdogute the presentation of
the debutantes that made everyone finally sit down.

Clare was relieved to find Stan Charters seatdteomnight. He was the local
grocer, a fat jolly man in his fifties, another mwen of the local progress
committee and quite a talker.

"You're looking particularly delightful tonight, &e," Stan complimented
her warmly straight away. That's some dress!

'Why, thank you, Mr Charters,' she said sweetlythvdibit of luck she'd be
able to chat away to him all night and totally igndMatt Sheffield. In
approximately four hours, she continually reassurextelf, she would be
safely back in her flat, and this little episodeubbe nothing more than a
bad memory.

But Mr Charters was not to be Clare's saviour.iHether was seated on his
other side and constantly claimed his undividedraiton. Flora, who was



seated between Mr Sheffield and Mr Marshall, waslaable ally for a
while, buttering up her prized guest with a strezrmompliments. Bearing
witness to such effusive flattery had a detrimeattdct on Clare's already
nettled frame of mind, however, so that when Ftaraed her attention to
Mr Marshall on her left, and Matt Sheffield didmuio speak to her, she was
hard pushed to be civil.

Those were very good prawns," he said to her agiab@bout to dissect the
last one in her seafood cocktail. The note of ssegn his smooth voice did
nothing to help her antagonism.

‘They're Sydney prawns,' she informed him. 'Prob#ébivn in especially
for you.'

'‘Aah... Nothing better than a good Sydney prawn.'

'l dare say.' Her tone was bored. She could felelyes on her but be
damned if she was going to give him the satisfactd turning in his
direction.

'‘And why, Miss Pride,' he asked softly after a f@econds' silence, 'would
you want to bury your considerable talents in alsowauntry town?"

She took a steadying breath, dampening down therge®f irritation. This
time she did turn her eyes his way, deceptivelyewashd innocent eyes.
‘Bury, Mr Sheffield? This is my home, not a cemetefikd living here. But
aside from that, | was also needed here. Bangaraitdy chemist was
getting too old to work full time and they couldg#t anyone else. We're
having similar trouble filling the position of towdoctor after our last
physician had to retire through ill health. Profesal people these days
seem reluctant to go bush.'

He was nodding. 'So Flora told me. She also exgthithe sort of
commitment a doctor would have to make if he cameadrk here. The
money might be good but the workload and hourshareendous. Not too
many doctors are prepared to make such a commitment



'‘Commitment does seem to be a problem with meretdays,' she said,
trying not to sound sour.

‘Not all doctors are men,' he pointed out. 'Mayleaan doctor would be
better suited. Or were you thinking of killing tveards with the one stone?'

'In what way?'

He smiled in what seemed like a secret amusemaiity,’ supplying the

town with a doctor and yourself with a suitableedgartner, of course. |
would imagine a highly intelligent and attractiagy like yourself might be
hard to satisfy in that regard. Tell me, Miss Pfithe said, teasing lights
glittering in his beautiful blue eyes, 'do you pmerally interview all the

applicants? Is that why the right man hasn't beend for the job yet?’

Clare could have reacted to this provocative spgrim a few different
ways. She could have blushed prettily— except stam'h blushed like that
in years and didn't think she could rustle oneSige could have come back
with a suitable put-down. Hell, she should be gabthose. Living with her
mother had given her plenty of practice at sarc&3nshe could try a hand
at the sort of witty repartee she hadn't indulgedor three years. There
hadn't been anyone in her life lately who liked thiad of thing. Clare knew
that to do so went against the way she had voweattdonight, but she
couldn't seem to stop herself.

"Well actually, Matt," she murmured, leaning hispima highly flirtatious
fashion, 'there was this one divine- looking chapt Iweek who had
potential, but | took him to dinner then back to fiat for a more in-depth
interview, and quite frankly, he just didn't measwp." With this, she
dropped her eyes down to his crotch, then back tstface. 'It's a pity that
you're not a real doctor, because I'm sure I'd givapplication from you
one hell of a thorough looking into.’

His delighted chuckle did things to her nerve-egdithat should have been
warning enough. But, like all forms of intoxicatiosuch dizzying effects

were easy to become addicted to. Clare had forgettat it was like to be

in the company of an attractive sexy, clever maa, @ have him dance
attention on her. Quite suddenly, she was loving it



‘This evening is turning out to be far more entana than | ever imagined,’
he said smilingly, his eyes caressing hers. ‘Saorte] Clare, how long did
you live in Sydney?"'

She noted his dropping of the Miss Pride tag, louict find no fault in it.
She liked the sound of her name on his tongue] like way Matt had rolled
off hers.

‘Seven years.'

'Seven years! You must have gone into withdrawagwiiou came back
here. Don't you miss the bright lights, the fagt@ce of living?'

Yes, she did miss those things, had never stoppesing them. Sometimes
she simply longed for a night out at the theatrehar ballet. Or just a
stimulating evening's chat with the circle of frilsnshe'd once had. No...be
strictly honest, a tiny voice said. They were Da&vidends. Never yours.

'l...l like Bangaratta,' she defended, but not watinch conviction.

"You surprise me. You look... out of place her@'gitked up his wine glass
and as he sipped, his eyes continued to hold e, they were beautiful,
those eyes, and far, far too intuitive.

'What looks out of place,' she said, glancing aasyghe pushed her plate
away, 'is the dress.’

Her breaking eye-contact plus the memories thesdresight back snapped
Clare out of her momentary weakness. God, whatst&l think she was
playing at here? Where was her damned pride? @Getdmversation back
on track before you make a right fool of yourself.

'So, will Bush Doctorcontinue into the New Year?' she asked abruptly. '
only ask because the women around here would digeifwonderful Dr
Adrian Archer wasn't there to fill their empty Tday evenings.' She hadn't
meant to sound sarcastic, merely matter-of-fadtsbmehow a caustic tone
had crept in.



'l see you're not a fan yourself," he returned slow
'l watch it occasionally,’ she lied.
'‘But you can live without the wonderful Dr Adriarréker.’

His drily mocking tone got to her. 'l certainly caman live without the man
behindthe mask too.’

He was stunned, she could see, jerking back isdasto stare at her. For her
part, she was instantly consumed with shame arit gui

'I'm sorry,’ she blurted out. That was unforgivahlgie of me. Please... I... |
don't know what got into me. You've been so kimmmimg all this way, and
now I've spoiled things.' Tears of frustration wdigtressingly close.

His hand unexpectedly closed over hers where itlayched on the table
and when she looked up she noticed for the fimetthe dark shadows
around his eyes, the weary lines of exhaustion.@dg! The man's tired,
she realised. Terribly, terribly tired.

'It's all right, Clare," he murmured. 'Obviouslyniust have said or done
something to upset you. Perhaps you thought | te@ped the mark earlier,
that | was coming on to you. If that's the casentim sorry." He looked
deeply into her eyes, holding her. 'Really sorry...

For a few breathtaking moments she was almost timken

Wait on there, experience jumped in to warn herylbdahe is tired, maybe
his defences are genuinely down, maybe his iroabackstage was just
exhaustion talking and not contempt. But only mayhe the lost sheep
here, remember? The only one around not worshipairgs altar. Tread
carefully.

'l think we should get on with our dinner, don'uy®r Sheffield?' she said
stiffly.



He nodded and Clare sighed inwardly with reliefdGshe'd almost made
two faux pasthen. Not only insulted the man but almost been weer by
him. Not that she could entirely blame herself. iWas even more
devastatingly attractive than David. He exuded appeal and threw
charming lines as cleverly as a fisherman. Plehtyaomen would be caught
by such a bait, but not sensible once-bitten Clare.

As if to prove her wrong, they had just finishee thain course when he
leant close. 'l have a favour to ask of you."' Hesalth was warm against her
cheek. It stirred her hair and much, much more.

'When the dinner and debutante business is owecohtinued in that same
low, husky tone, 'don't leave me in the clutcheBlofa Whitbread. Stick by
my side. Promise?'

She nodded, all coherent thought and resolve gohéhe window. She
hardly noticed the lady taking her empty plate eelacing it with dessert.

'‘And do call me Matt," he added quietly.
Matt...

A smooth name for a very smooth man. God but sreewesak. How could
she possibly be letting herself be taken in by him?

'‘Something wrong, Clare?"

She looked up to find Matt frowning over at herotivhaven't touched your
dessert," he pointed out.

Her grey eyes narrowed, seeing not his face sitisgjde her, but another
equally handsome face. The memory was sharp, tire pamentarily
strong. And then her gaze cleared. 'Sorry," sheemagt. 'l was away in
another world.'

Matt was still frowning at her. 'Not a happy ortee' commented. 'Is there
anything | can do?"



'No," she said far too sharply. You'd be the lashon earth who could wipe
away my pain, Matt Sheffield! She picked up hersdesfork and jabbed at
the cheesecake.

Over coffee, Flora stood up and made a blessedly bht simpering speech
of gratitude to their guest-of- honour. Matt's geplas a witty, obviously
off-the-cuffspeech which mentioned Bangaratta'ghplin not having a
town doctor. A few journalists were there, takirges, Clare saw, and the
photographers were busily snapping away. Who kneagbe some good
would come of this. When Matt sat down, the appanas deafening.

"You were marvellous,' she said when he lookedsaced her. And she
meant it. She wasn't so prejudiced that she cdwgdré praise when praise
was due.

His stare was so intense that Clare imagined hamfast reading her mind.
‘True praise indeed,' he said in a low voice, ‘wha&omes from a hostile
audience.’

She scooped in a sharp breath. 'Matt, I...'

'‘Come now, Clare.' His smile was sardonic. 'Thig imehind the mask is not
a sensitive creature.' He fixed a deadly eye on'Yieu have it in for me for

some reason, but be damned if | know what it is.’

Her face must have confirmed his guess.

'What? No further apologies?’

For a moment she thought of Flora's committee @stdeds flashed into her
eyes.

'‘Don't back down. I like honesty. But | must adhtitive found your attitude
quite intriguing. What have | done, | ask mysaifirtstil such antagonism in
the most desirable woman | have ever met?'

It was a suitably tantalising note to end theinasation on. And he knew
it, Clare decided, watching agitatedly as he joikéora and Co. for the



presentation of the debutantes. Clare could oalgsifter him, her stomach
in knots. With that parting shot he had stirredaupornet's nest inside her.
Oh, Matt, you are a clever, clever man, she redliseough her fluster.

‘Clare...'
Clare's head jerked round at her mother's voice.
'‘Something wrong, dear?' came the enquiry. 'You.loflushed.'

Clare drummed up a covering smile. 'I'm all righslight headache. | might
go home soon.’

'‘But you can't do that! The debs are about to begnted. And you might be
needed later to help entertain the guest-of-hor©@ame over and sit down
with me and your father.'

Clare sighed and gave in graciously. It was thé Wway with her mother.

The music started up—it was taped music, the cotaaitnable to afford an
orchestra or a band on top of their expensive g#ate sat in silence while
the five white-gowned girls were presented, listgnivhile her mother

raved on about how lovely they looked, how charnthmgr guest was and
how wonderful the night had turned out to be. Séteminined to slip away
once the official proceedings were over and thecidgnbegan. Someone
else could help 'entertain’ the guest-of-honour.

It didn't prove to be that easy. People kept clagiier attention, all of them
eager to tell her how stunning she looked. Stifteraher mother's

disappointing silence on the subject, it was soalenlio her ego and she
couldn't say she disliked the flattery. Not onlattk- while she was busy
chatting to the townsfolk, she was safe from thengyls attentions.

Not that she wasn't aware of where he was and thatas doing every
single moment. One only had to find the largestleiof women and there
he would be, holding court in the middle of thenmuly, the man was a
menace. He was standing at that moment with a gobwgdderly women

who were all laughing and smiling.



Clare felt a reluctantly admiring smile pull at meouth as she watched him
in action.

Suddenly he turned his head and caught her eya moment he just stared
and then he turned aside and whispered somethiBgltMarshall. Clare
knew instinctively that this interchange had sormgftio do with her, and a
wave of unease swept through her. She watched,imgtbasing alarm, as
Bill made his way towards her.

'Care to dance, Clare?'
She blinked her surprise but quickly found herselthe dance floor.

'Matt said to tell you he'd be leaving shortly,erstibly to go back to the
motel. But he wants to know if he could meet yomewhere private for a
drink.'

Clare was dumbfounded. And furious! She'd heagbpfstars sending their
henchmen out to collect some groupies for the night this... this was
outrageous!

‘Tell me, Bill,' she began with an innocent aio, yabu always procure Matt's
women for him? Or is it only on these out-of-tovannts?'

Bill didn't appear the slightest bit offended. Glgdeing unflappable and
unoffendable were required qualities in a big-tiagent. 'l see,’ came the
cool reply. 'l presume the answer, then, is no.'

'Please don't presume, Bill,’ she swept on, hecevapbol but her heart
pounding with anger. 'l wouldn't dream of turningach such a prize. | just
hope he realises that a drink will be all he'ligagting!"

'Matt is a gentleman,’ he stated, then added witlatwClare thought
considerable irony, 'Where can he meet you?'

Clare could hardly believe this was happening. ears of dealing with
country men had made her forget how daring andesggre some city men
could be. They did what others only thought abHet.temper rose, her vow



earlier in the night to see this man in hell cattpg back into her brain. She
couldn't deliver hell exactly, but she sure as h&okld teach him a lesson
or two!

'l live in a flat above the pharmacy in the mairest,' she said, smiling.
‘There's access from the back lane. I'll leaveptireh light on. Tell him to
just walk up the steps and knock.'

'You leave first," Bill said, projecting a secre€are found disgusting,
though predictable. 'Matt will be with you as soas he can.' He strode
briskly away, a hint of smugness playing on his.lip

She stared after him, still disbelieving. She watthim go up to Matt, held
her breath as he whispered in his ear. Matt wasriray and then his head
was turning. Those incredible blue eyes locked Wéts. Her heart stopped,
then seemed to tremble.

My God, what had she just done?

For the second time that night, Clare fled.



CHAPTER THREE

CLARE paced nervously around her flat. Every now and #ie would stop

and rearrange the pillows on her oversized sofayare that such an action
might have Freudian overtones. She kept going e¢obtck window and

looking out into the lane, one moment hoping trainould hurry and the

next wishing he'd never turn up.

She spun away from the window for the umpteentfe tand resumed her
pacing. God, what a fool | am! A blithering idiatthink | can play at games
like this. The man's dangerous. Here | am, hatingfar his arrogance, his
presumption, plotting to take him down a peg or ,twet, underneath,
trembling with anticipation and excitement.

A sharp rap on her door sent her into a spin.
He'd come...

With her heart hammering inside her lungs sheyfaated to the door. Just
in time did she pull herself up, steady her brewhdrum up a mechanical
smile. She opened the door. 'Did you have any teofibding the place?

came her cool enquiry.

‘Not at all." He stepped inside without waitinglie asked, immediately
removing his jacket then plucking aside the bow-fighat's better." He
continued to undo the buttons at his neck as hes eyved around the flat.
'Hmm...nice place,' he murmured, throwing her desthien depositing his
things on the nearest chair.

'l like it," she said tightly. She closed the daad turned to flick an uneasy
glance around her recently refurbished flat.

Only a couple of lamps threw light into the liviagea and suddenly, she was
reminded of what Sam had said about it the wee&rbefWow, sis, that's
some room! Ve-ry sexy.' While Clare had laughedualsoch a description
at the time, now, she started seeing her choibaroishings with new eyes.



The white shag-pile rug was overly thick and fettdrious beneath bare
feet. The focal point of the room, a wide four-dosied sofa, was lushly
covered in velvet the colour of red wine. Two oweffed armchairs were
also velvet, one black, the other a burgundy andewstripe. Sensuous
fabrics. Rich, flamboyant colours.

Only one painting hung on the stark white wallsshbwed a man and a
woman reclining on a rug under a tree, a picnikéteearby. Clare had
always found the scene relaxing, yet now, as Matked over to look at it,

she had a totally different view. Suddenly it sedrtteat the couple's eyes
were half-closed because of the drugged afternfatha&ing love and not

due to a full lunch. She pictured them lying ontthay, oblivious to the

groups of people in the background, oblivious tergthing except each
other.

'Rather an erotic painting, isn't it?' Matt comneehtis he turned slowly
round to fix her with a thankfully bland look.

'I've never thought so," she managed with an anchalance.

Till now, she added privately, her eyes travelltgyvn his handsome face,
past a strong, tanned neck, into the swirl of demiks springing up from his
chest.

She'd made it down to his waist before draggingelyes afaay and walking
on wobbly knees to the walnut corner cabinet. Wigh back towards him
she was able to suck in a few calming breaths aridherself together
before turning round. 'What would you like to drthkhe asked politely.

'‘Got any port?' He flopped down on the sofa anthedthis forehead with a
long, elegant finger.

Clare brought out a bottle of Samuel port as wetha fine crystal glasses.
They tinkled as she set them down on the marb&tsible nearest Matt, and
it took all her control not to spill the liquid ase filled both glasses. Her
enforced composure was such little protection ajaihe sexual aura
vibrating from this man. Resisting his attractioasitike skating on thin ice,
she fancied. One slip and she'd go under.



Those knowing blue eyes bored steadily into hetendhe hovered with the
drinks and she was half expecting him to do somgtbbvious like stroke

her fingers when she handed him his glass. If Hegtie feared she would
spill the whole kit and caboodle into his lap.

He didn't.

Her own drink in hand, Clare proceeded to sit donrthe other end of the
sofa, straightening her dress over her knees. Guatded, and at a
reasonable distance from her adversary, she farb@ little stiff maybe,
but at least able to lean back, sip her port, aold his gaze without
wavering.

He smiled lazily at her. 'Thank God tonight's over.

'Surely you must be used to that sort of functigmbw?' she said drily.
"You should be able to go through the motions doraatic pilot." 'Tonight
was a little different.' He sipped his drink anaéyher closely. 'Bangaratta
has, to say the least, surprised me.’

'Really? | would have thought it was exactly as'g¢amagined, balloons and
all"

He laughed. 'Funny you should say that. It waditeething that struck me.
The balloons!

'l would have thought it was Flora in her red ankplress.'

He shot her a startled glance but made no comriiéen he said the most
amazing thing.

"You're still inyourdress, I've noticed.'
Her mouth dropped open. My God! Had he expectedtbeslip into

'something more comfortable? A black lace negjpgehaps? And why,
damn it, did she find such an outrageous expectatoexciting?



He laughed and quaffed back half of the port. Hedsay that sounded
terrible.' He placed the glass back on the taBlel meant was that | can
never wait to get out of these penguin suits. Dao'inen like to discard
their finery as well?'

'Oh..." She just had to look down, terrified thet Bxpression would give her
away. 'Well, | haven't really had time and I'm tiwt uncomfortable.’

'You look uncomfortable.'

Her heard jerked up. 'Well, I'm not!" she retorf€dere was a certain safety
in anger.

Again he laughed. 'You do have a short fuse, Cloa't worry, you have
nothing to fear from me. And don't deny what yoween thinking.'

That shook her. Surely le@uldn'tsee right inside her mind.
'Bill told me what you said,' he added.
'Did he now?'

Matt grinned and picked up his port again. 'He gidut only fair to warn
me.’

'‘And was | right?' The provocative words fairly toled from her mouth.
'Was this invitation for a drink together just aszeofor an expected sexual
rendezvous?'

The laughter died from his eyes, replaced by alpdZzown. ‘Do you want
a truthful answer to that or not?’

"You said you admired honesty. In yourself, or anlpthers?'
'‘Both, | hope.' The blue eyes hardened as theytswegp her. 'I'll make a

bargain with you. I'll answer your question hongstlyou answer mine
first.'



A charge of adrenalin shot through Clare at the oomgromising
ruthlessness in his eyes. He was looking at hammy that chilled her soul,
but at the same time aroused her body, and triz@sngght, all she wanted
was more and more...

‘Not the fairest of bargains, perhaps,' she coadtdreart pounding, 'but I'm
game.’'

'‘Good. Then tell me... Is it me personally youikes? Or all actors?'

‘That's easily answered.' She sipped her drinkgitesreyes challenging him
over the rim of her glass. 'Both."’

There was the minutest raising of an eyebrow. 'Andht | request an
explanation?’

'‘Aah..." Her smile was sardonic. 'That was not pathe bargain. Now you
have to answer my question.'

'What was it again?' He poured himself a secondl fime forgotten the
exact wording.'

'Liar!" she accused, thoroughly enjoying the battlevords. 'You, Matt
Sheffield, would never forget words. Or lines. Yeujust trying to
embarrass me by making me say it.'

'Say what?'

‘That it was sex you were expecting, not merelyirskd

He fell irritatingly silent, savouring his port agdving her another of those
disturbing looks.

'‘Well?' she prompted. 'Is that what you were expget
'‘And I'm to be honest?'

'Of course." A tingle shot up Clare's spine asvehited for his answer.



His gaze was unnervingly frank. 'l had no lecheiatentions when | asked
to meet you for a drink. All I wanted was to getagwand relax with
someone who both interested and intrigued me.dghbl might find out
why you seemed to like me one moment then despasthennext.’ He leant
back, crossing his ankles. 'Actually. .. I'm nothe habit of sleeping with a
woman on such short acquaintance.’

His bluntness truly took the wind out of Clare'slssamaking her feel
horribly cheap, as though she had been the ongggest sex.

'Of course," he resumed, a mocking sound in hiseydim prepared to make
an exception, in the circumstances.'

The breath zoomed back into her lungs, propelledh@er anger. Or was it
fright? She was getting out of her depth here. 'ét do you mean by
that?'

' mean..." he began swirling the drink in his glas that some women bring
up the subject uppermost in their minds. If yodesperate to go to bed, I'm
rather tempted to oblige.’

'Oh!" She jumped up, and several drops of poah&d over the glass onto
her beautiful rug. 'How dare you? Who do you thyoki are, saying such
things? Brother, you've got a nerve. You asked @etrme for a drink, not
the other way around.'

"You accepted,’ he said quite calmly, 'believingas for more than a drink.'

'Only because | wanted to show you that living he backwoods didn't
make a woman a pushover! | wanted to get up yope#so that | could spit
in your face!'

As soon as the ghastly words were out of her mshtregretted them. She
closed her eyes tight and a trembling sigh shoaokbbdy. 'Oh, God,' she
rasped. 'God...’



He must have stood up, for he took the drink odtesfhand. 'Have you got
anything to sponge down this rug with?' he saidnmgetely ignoring her
outburst.

Her eyes flew open to find him standing in front hadr, a tightly cold
expression on his face. An agonised groan of disesagped her lips when
she finally saw the state of her rug and she dafirete sink. Snatching up
a wet sponge, she flew back to the damage, got dowher knees and
rubbed away at the offending stains. 'Oh, God!" ®t#tebed again, but not
because of the rug.

'l think I'd best be going," Matt said with a weargh.

'‘No..." She staggered to her feet and threw hiesadching look. 'Please... |
have to explain...'

"You don't have to. It's quite obvious that you rneard me talking to Bill

earlier this evening and decided to teach me sateo$ lesson. | must
admit, though, that it was unfair of you to condemea for being an actor
this evening. Your performance has been exceptidaoat the right amount
of coolness, then the flashes of interest. | eveteaed a hint of desire.
Damned how you managed that! | take my hat offd.'y

'It wasn't like that." She felt and sounded degspefth.. | did overhear you
and | was angry. | thought you were belitting WBut later I...it
wasn't...wasn't all acting.’

'No?' He was sceptical, with good reason. He tosiep forward, his hands
reaching out to close firmly over her upper armeerkthrough the collar of
her dress, her skin leapt at his touch. "Themmelwhat it was, then.'

Oh, lord, this was awful. Her heart was hammerindlwin her chest and
her stomach was turning over and over. All sheatdolwas shake her head
dumbly.

'What in hell does that mean? You certainly werest for words earlier."'



‘Nothing... Nothing..." She tried to pull away frdwis disturbing touch but
his fingers tightened, preventing her from breakneg.

‘Tell me!" he ground out. 'And stop pulling awagrfr me. You want me to
touch you almost as much as | want to touch yow @sonn you!

She stared at him and what she saw, frightenecdhershook her head from
side to side, eyes falling to the floor.

You just won't admit it, will you?' One hand Ié&ker arm. It reached up to
force her chin upwards so that she had to lookirat hs it because I'm
actor? Do you think we're all liars? Egomaniacsapable of true feelings?
That's not true, Clare. | have feelings. | can bda.hPAnd you've hurt me
tonight.'

'Matt... please... | didn't mean to...'

'No?' Anger turned those blue eyes to slate. 'trfonl, Clare. You had your

mind made up before you even met me, well befone geerheard that

conversation. You wanted to hate me. | was a conéddman in your eyes.
You sat there like that iceberg waiting for theahit, a mass of destruction
lying beneath the surface. Well, | hit you, but yeutthe one who's going
down, honey. I'm a bloody good swimmer.'

'‘But | don't hate you,' she blurted out. 'Not ngaflou...you reminded me of
someone. Someone who hurt me once, very much.’

His sigh was deep, the tension in his bruisingdmsgiraining away. ' Aah...
so that's it... ah, yes, | see.’

'No... no, you don't see. You couldn't possibly.'sdew could he ever see
that she was terrified of these feelings explodipghrough her body?

He reached down to pull the twisted sponge from dienched fingers,
throwing it away. And then his arms were windinguard her and he was
kissing her, slowly and surely, kissing her with etpertise not even the
most sophisticated woman could resist.



Clare did not even try to resist. She couldn't. Heuth flowered open
beneath his, her immediate submission sendingangrg shudder through
Matt's body. His hands wound up into her hair aadvlas pulling her head
back, keeping her mouth open, thrusting his tordpeper and deeper into
its eager, compliant depths. With each thrust adldt of fire shot through
Clare, racing up into her head where the blood ggaunding in her
temples like a jungle drumbeat.

A tortured moan struggled from her throat.

Immediately he drew back, a dazed questioning indks eyes. Clearly, he
had mistaken the sound for one of distress anceCéadised foggily that he
was giving her the chance to stop. Don't think,dreused senses screamed
at her. Don't think! And for God's sake, don't $top

Swiftly she pulled his mouth back down on to hansding her arms around
his neck then pressing her throbbing breasts iistctrest. Her own tongue
slipped past his lips with a passion that wouldraistound her.

Somehow Matt's shirt was discarded and they maoeett to the sofa. He
sank down first, pulling her on top of him, theirouths still melded
together. His hands left her hair to rove hotlyrolver back and the wild
waves cascaded in a curtain over their faces. Glaead began to spin from
lack of breath and reluctantly, she pulled bacgasp briefly for air.

‘Clare...lovely Clare,’ he murmured, pushing baek hair and pressing
light, fluttery kisses on her swollen lips. 'l waot make love to you. I'm
going to make love to you...'

He sat up, taking her with him. 'Let's get thissdreff.' He unzipped it in one
expert moment, ignoring her strangled noise ofggbiGood lord, what was
she doing?

'‘No, Matt," she finally rasped as his hands plucaedy her bra. But her
breasts broadcast her lie. They quivered undetohish, leapt taut into his
palms, begged for his lips. 'No," she croaked adaihhe ignored her, and
soon she didn't care. Naked desire charged thrbeglveins, making her
head spin and her body burn. When he stretcheauteon the rug and



started removing the last of her clothes she madé&urther protest." His
hands on her bare flesh felt beautitde was beautiful.

He stopped so suddenly that she was left open-hedwind panting.
'What is it?' she gasped. 'What's wrong? Why havesyopped?'

He was shaking his head. 'We can't, Clare. Notssnyeu have something
here | can use...'

She stared up at him, the blood still roaring inead.

'It's too risky these days, sweetheart,' he sajcettully. 'I'm sorry. | didn't
mean to go this far. | lost my head for a while...'

Her eyes opened further. My God, he had hishead for a while? Hers had
been totally scrambled, as had her brains! Why hahe thought of
protection herself? She hadn't been in Bangara#thlong that she didn't
know the risks of casual sex.

It dazedly crossed her mind that there was a whbtpful of protection
downstairs, but the thought slid away as quicklyt é&d come, those last
two words echoing in her head. Casual sex. CasnalGasual sex.

And with a man she'd only met tonight.

Her self-disgust was immediate and violent, hestfed face grimacing as
she rolled away from him and snatched up her cfotBke fairly ran into her
bedroom and slammed the door shut, hugging hes doeker nakedness,
shivering and shaking as she leant her back agai@stoor.

But shutting the door didn't shut out the cold,dhezality of what she'd
almost done. The truth kept infiltrating Clare'sbaittered senses and she
could hardly believe any of it. Only Matt's commsense had saved her
from possibly the second biggest mistake in her lif



Matt's firm knocking on the door made her spin afayn where she was
still leaning against it. 'Go away,’ she told himar voice raw with emotion.
‘Just go away.'

'Don't be so bloody stupid, Clare. I'm not goingnahere. Now put
something on and get yourself out here. | wanaliotb you.'

‘No.

'Clare... There is no lock on your bedroom doaould just as easily come
in. Make up your mind what you want to do.’'

I...I'l come out.’
'‘Good. Don't be long. It's getting damned late.’

His harsh attitude evoked a face-saving defianc&ane. Who did he think
he was, speaking to her like that? So what if he ma@re control and
common sense than she had? Did that give himgheto order her around,
to inflict his will on her?

If she came out it was because she wanted to, @gdamshow him she had
not fallen apart, simply because he'd stopped nydkie to her.

Gathering every ounce of composure and couragewhed, she dragged
on a warm dressing-gown, put a brush through hessateup hair, then
flung open the door. But the instant sight of aeberested Matt calmly
slipping into his shirt brought back the potensatdidness of the situation,
and her own ongoing vulnerability to the man.

He spun round at her groan, his intuitive blue apitg in her shattered
face. 'Oh, honey," he said, his face melting asdme over to draw her,
unprotesting, back into his arms. 'It's not the einthe world," he murmured,
stroking her hair and her back. There'll be anotimee and another place,
and I'll have all the protection in the world witke. | promise.'

She wrenched out of his embrace, wide eyes proppbier utter shock that
he thought this was a mere hiccup in his sex Tifeere will not be another



time,' she told him fiercely. 'Or another place aoother anything! Now |
want you to leave, please.’ She stepped back, wm@pipe dressing-gown
tightly around herself.

'What's the main problem, Clare?' he probed masiye'Are you appalled
that you got so carried away so quickly? Or appaheat it wasneyou were
getting carried away with?'

'l...I..." Her chin wobbled as tears flooded heesyGod, now was she was
going to make an even bigger fool of herself.

Once again he took her into his arms, and oncenaglae failed to protest.
‘Tell me what's wrong?' he asked gently. 'Please...

She glanced up through soggy lashes at the conttbiue eyes. He wasn't
to blame. She would have liked to blame him. B Isdd known all along
what type of man he was. Egotistical. Ruthlessalket. Just like David.

‘There's nothing wrong,' she muttered, pulling aaggin and walking over
to the kitchen where she yanked a handful of ts$ten the box on top of
the refrigerator. She blew her nose and returndéithdioMatt drawing on his
jacket.

"You know, Clare," he said, then hesitated, shgdter a pensive glance, 'l
did mean it when | said you were an exception torthie. | don't make a
habit of doing this sort of thing. | gather you Hoeither... from your

after-shock.’

Her hand clenched tight around the tissues. 'Ng.I Non't.’

'If you think | think you're cheap, Clare, nothirsgfurther from the truth. |
think you're a very special lady. A lady I'd likeget to know better.'

My God, she thought bitterly. Did he feel hadto say these things? She'd
been a failed one-night stand, that was all. Toowerhe would wing his
way back to Sydney and his life playing Dr AdriarcBer, and she would
never ever see him again.



Except on the television of course. Her weekly wevof Bush Doctor
would take on a different perspective after thishle could bear to watch,
that was...

'l have to go," he said, and bent to give her & pecthe cheek. 'See you
tomorrow," he added unexpectedly.

‘Tomorrow!" she gasped. 'l.. .1 thought you'd henfl back to Sydney
tomorrow.'

'I'm booked on the evening flight." His smile wassettling. "Your mother
kindly invited Bill and myself to Sunday dinner.dd't you know?'

Clare's chest was being held in a vice. 'No.'
'I'm sure she's expecting you.'

'l... 1 go home for dinner every Sunday.'

'I'll see you there, then. And Clare...'

'Yes?'

'l think you're delicious..." He kissed her softly the lips. Twice. 'See you
tomorrow." A short laugh followed. 'Make that today

He left. She watched him walk down the stairs agidirg the car parked in
the shadows. He waved briefly before driving ofieStared for a long time
at the empty lane.

Finally, with slow, dazed movements, she turned.dyes moved across to
the sofa, the dirty glasses, then finally to thefirag. It seemed to mock her,
reminding her cruelly of all she'd vowed earlieattevening. What a laugh!
Words kept revolving in her head...words Matt haid s1 don't think you're
cheap... You're a very special lady... | think y@welicious..



Charming words. Clever words. Complimentary wok¥erds designed to
tantalise and seduce. Words to get her into his Bed words of love,
however.

David had talked of love... incessantly.
Yet it took him quite a few dates to get her ingalbnot one night.

Matt had got further in a couple of hours than Davad over a couple of
months. She wondered if this was due to Matt'$ akdeduction, or her own
frustration. She was twenty-seven years old nowhath't made love for
over two years. Yet she had liked making love, loatted for it almost as
much as David, despite actual intercourse havitengiroven anticlimactic
for her.

Clare doubted it would have been anticlimactic wthtt tonight. By the
time he'd taken her clothes off she'd wanted hisida her so badly it had
been frightening. After-shock, Matt had called kears. He'd been right
there. And she wadill in shock. Why, in the end she'd been consumed with
nothing but sheer unadulterated lust for Matt.

And he knew it.
Clare groaned as she pictured the next day at lo¢gharis dinner-table,
herself on tenterhooks, Matt looking over at hathvaioolly confident eyes

and Bill smirking at her with a knowing smarminess.

Oh, God... The prospect was appalling. She haididiosbme way out of that
dinner. She just had to!



CHAPTER FOUR

CLARE woke to bright sunshine flooding her bedroom. éaby-eyed glance
at the bedside clock showed twenty- five past eleaewhich she struggled
out from under the quilt and staggered, still lasleep, to the bathroom.

Plunging into a steaming hot shower revived bothsheygish muscleand
her memory. Oh, helll Had it all really happeneditiht?

Of course it had! she told herself brutally.

She groaned her dismay a second time, fully aweateiftit hadn't been for
Matt's cool head the situation this morning cowdaénbeen appalling, rather
than just mortifying.

There was a large amount of gratitude mixed in Wwehfeelings for him at
that moment. Still some anger at his presumptiassyell as an ongoing
rueful appreciation of his exceptional appeal. Bhe was extremely
thankful for his ability to control himself insteaflrecklessly forging ahead,
regardless of the consequences.

A lot of other men would have acted first, thenutjot afterwards, not the
other way around. To give Matt a second creditd ldso acted with
surprising fortitude and forgiveness afterwardsalRe her behaviour all
night had been deplorable. She had no idea why ®wddwvant to have
anything further to do with her.

Clare reasoned that, since Malid want to see her again today, this
underlined his superficiality in matters of man-waimrelationships. He was
thinking of her as a potential sexual partner,am@toman he could fall in
love with, or vice versa.

In retrospect, she found it surprising that somddmeMatt did not carry
condoms around with him all the time. David woulever have been so
unprepared, she recalled savagely. Cool, calcgl@iavid! Always one to
take precautions, always counting the odds, nealeng chances. Damn,
why did she have to keep thinking about that bd8t&te was past history.



Snapping off the water jets, she grabbed the niglanwesl and began rubbing
herself dry so forcefully that her skin looked likdoeetroot. She glanced up
into the bathroom mirror, saw the anger in heroastiand stopped, sinking
down on to the edge of the bath.

Her heatrt filled with misery and pain, and she rmigdwve subsided into tears
if the phone hadn't begun to ring. Sighing, Clarapped the towel around
herself and walked back into her bedroom. It wooédher mother, she
knew, wondering why she hadn't arrived at the hgeseShe usually got
there around eleven and helped with the lunch.

Little did her mother know that, today, Clare was going to arrive at all.
'Hello, Mum,' she answered.

Agnes Pride's strident voice belted down the I[Méere on earth are you,
Clare? It's nearly noon and our guests have alraatiyed. Matt said you
knew about his invitation to lunch. He said he reaTed it to you last night.'

Oh, God! Did that mean he'd admitted being in fegrdo late? The thought
of her mother's tactless questions made Clare gagermined not to go. 'l

was just about to ring you, Mum. I'm sorry, butréie something wrong

with my car. | won't be able to make it." If sheldimed a headache, her
mother could have told her to take an aspirin agtchgrself out there quick

smart.

'Oh, botheration!" There was a mumble of voicethenbackground. 'Never
mind," her mother came back on the line cheerftifatt says he'll come
and get you. He'll be there in twenty minutes. &sdy and wear a dress!'

'‘But, Mum...' Too late. She'd hung up.

'‘Damn, damn and double damn!" Clare swore. Wakatt just like her
mother? Never prepared to take no for an answeforAdatt... She seethed
as she thought of him as well. Didn't he have ehaugnption to take a hint
when he got one? Why couldn't he just accept tiatgin't want to see him
after what had happened?



It seemed he wasn't prepared to take no for aneansither, she thought
viciously. Typical of men like him. Bloody typical!

Still, Clare placed the blame for this embarrassitgation mostly at the
feet of her mother. The only reason she wantedobethere was so she
could crow to her cronies about how their famousstpof-honour was very
taken withher daughter. Agnes knew nothing would come of it,vkrieat
Clare didn't evetike the man. It was just a case of one-upmanshipmar
old Flora!

In a fury of frustration, Clare flounced into hexdsoom and pulled on the
most disreputable pair of jeans she owned. Not ontyageously tight but
raggy around the edges. Then she dragged out thakeingreen silk blouse
that her mother had once said didn't suit her. #uadly she brushed her hair
out till it cascaded down over her shoulders inild electric mane.

When she swept down the back steps and strode tovBftatt's rented
Mercedes nineteen minutes later, her rebellious dnload not abated,
showing clearly in her angry stride and flashingsy

'‘Rather cruelled your plan, en?' Matt mocked smhijiras she climbed in the
passenger side.

She flicked a savage glance over to where he gaking disgustingly
relaxed in washed-out grey jeans and a royal bishift.

'What plan?' she snapped, unprepared to be eithiée pr agreeable. The
sooner he knew that there would be no repeat phighkt's performance the
better.

"Your plan to avoid me at all costs," he ground oatlonger smiling.

'l don't know what you're talking about.’

'Oh, yes, you do, sweetheart," he muttered, aategigrdown the lane.

'l am not your sweetheart.'



‘There's nothing wrong with your car, though, isréd?' he accused and
turned out on to the highway. 'You just didn't wamsee me again.'

She gave no reply, staring blankly through the sigwlow.
'‘God, but you're an impossible woman! Look... Hdwat we pretend last
night never happened? Will that make you happy2ighalamn it all, if you

were genuinely regretting it, you wouldn't be tontmeg a poor guy now.’

Her head jerked around to glare at him. 'Don't talkiddles! I'm doing
nothing to you.

'No?' He swerved the car around on to the rived avad flew along itJust
look at yourself. Tight jeans, no bra, hair lookisgyif you've just left your
lover's bed. You're a tease, Clare. Probably thg @ason you were so
upset last night was because someone finally cgted bluff!'

'My God, you're hateful! You know damned well | kait dressed this way
for your benefit.'

Then why have you?'

To make my mother mad!" she pronounced, soundikeg & thwarted
ten-year-old.

Matt laughed.Well, you've already done that, sweetheart, byumoing up.
Yes, yes, | know... You're not my sweetheart...'Yet

'‘Brother, have you got tickets on yourself! But whbisy slicker hasn't?'
"You'd know, | suppose.’

"Too right | would.'

'Had a few affairs, en?'

'‘Not as many as you, Mr Wonderful. Your love-'eméd-deave-'em tactics
are world-famous.’



'Don't tell me you actually get newspapers out fdui8' he derided.

'We even have television as well,’ she counterechstacally. 'Next thing
you know, some important big TV star will come tuwisit us.’

Those blue eyes swept over her like an Arctic wiiche did, at least he
wouldn't have to bring any of his bedmates with.hdat here, they're laid
on'!'

She hit him. On his arm, his shoulder, his header@wd over. Hit him for
all the hurt that had been welling up inside heryfears. And in doing so
almost killed both of them. Matt lost control ofetttar and it skidded
perilously close to the steep riverbank. 'Sto@liére... Stop it!"" he shouted at
her as he struggled to right the car. Braking enltose dirt was hazardous
but he finally pulled the vehicle to a screechiadf at the side of the road.

They faced each other, eyes blazing, chests hea\og, woman! You
damned near killed us.’

This truth was slow in coming but it did come, anten it did, Clare
slumped in the seat, shocked to the core. Shalindsfluttered up to cover
her face as she groaned.

'It's all right, Clare,' he said softly but madeattempt to touch her. 'It's all
right...no harm done. A miss is as good as a mile.’

'It's not all right," came the muffled cry.

'Don't be so hard on yourself. And stop takingdibeseriously. If you do, it'll
kill you.'

She lowered her hands and stared wide-eyed at Don't take life so

seriously? Good grief, couldn't he see that theasiin was serious? Last
night she had almost given herself, totally andnately, to a man she'd
only just met. Her behaviour had been recklessdisglistingly cheap. She
did not even have the excuse of being in love.

‘Tell me what's really bothering you,' he went cankly.



'l suppose I'm ashamed,' she admitted. 'Ashamed toaild have lost my
head like that. | would have let you do., .anything

She heard him suck the air in between his teetirdh@is own shock at this
very shocking admission. She turned her head agragsing her clenched
fist against her quivering mouth. 'l... | don't knwhat came over me.'

'l doubt you would have let me do anything, Cldre said drily. 'The truth is
you needed a man. | just happened to be there.’

'‘Don't say that!" she cried, spinning back. 'l thalieve that!

'‘Can't or won't?' He smiled then, a very sexy snilet that | don't like the
sound of your protest. It would be rather nicehiok | was special to you.'

It was on the tip of her tongue to say, 'Yes, yml'dut she bit the words
back. It would have been a lie... Wouldn't it?

'What? No avowal of love?'

She remained silent.

'‘Good. Now you've started being really honest withrself. Even nice girls
don't have to be in love to enjoy making love, €ldim surprised it's taken
you twenty- seven years to realise that. Now all lilave to do is smile at
your mother and we'll all have a nice day.' Hedfitke engine and moved
off.

Clare sat there, stunned for a moment. But sheasgaphe was right. Just
because she'd always equated making love with beioge, it didn't mean
there weren't other alternatives to sexual behavBuwt it wasn't for her.

'What...what did you tell my mother?' she askedriedly. '‘About last
night.'

'‘Absolutely nothing.’

‘Then how did you explain my knowing about you cognioday?*



'l just said | told you at the hall. After all, skgtended the invitation before
you left.’

'Oh..."
‘Truce, then?' Matt asked with an encouraging smile

She sighed. What was the point of continuing whik aintagonism? Truce,’
she muttered.

'We'll start again from scratch,’ he said.
'If you like...'

'‘Good." The smile became a grin. 'Miss Pride, mgydsent Mr Matt

Sheffield? Hello, Mr Sheffield. What? You're an@@t God, how crass!
Never mind, I'm prepared to overlook such an obwiailing for one social

afternoon. And me? Well, I'm a chemist. You doike llady chemists?
Think they're prim and proper, narrow- minded bs§oOh, well...one can't
be perfect. As long as they've got sparkling egesgeous hair, long legs
and firm...'

Her laughter drowned his last word.

'Do you know, Clare, that's the first time I've ftegou laugh?' He flicked
her a heart-catching look. '"You should do it mdtero'

There's Mum and Dad's drive,’ she said, valiamilyng to ignore the way
that look twisted her heart.

'What a pretty blouse, Clare," her father compliteéncoming round to help
her out of the car. 'And | do so like your hair dow

Dear Dad, she thought, as she kissed him on trekckuiet, unassuming,
he never gave offence and never disagreed withremyparticularly his
wife.



Agnes Pride swept down the front steps, done uihhvéonines. She gave
Clare's clothes the once-over, her disapproving eghing it all. 'l was

beginning to wonder where you'd got to," she saithought maybe Matt
had got lost.'

Not with your splendid directions, Agnes," he sihjlaking her elbow.
'Didn’t Bill come?' Clare asked, hoping he hadn't.
'Mr Marshall's out the back,' her father put ireljping Samantha.’

'Perhaps we should join them," Agnes said, andMdtt on one arm and her
husband off the other, steered the two men alomg@aih that led to the back
yard.

Clare brought up the rear, her stomach full ofdyflies. She just knew the
sort of look Bill Marshall would give her. She also@ndered exactly what
he was helping her sister with.

The Pride farm was not a real farm in the true saighe word. It was a
hobby farm. About thirty acres, the land rose getatla knoll in the middle,
where the old-style home was perched. Out the Bagiye tracts of mown
grass sloped down to the river, and on this Noverafternoon the lawn
was a mottle of dead winter grass and new spriog/t.

Years ago, her father had made a splendid barb@®ee near the back
veranda, but it was rarely used. Agnes Pride ditk@t'charred' meat. So
Clare was amazed to see the barbecue smoking awlegnaarray of salads
set out on a couple of outdoor tables. An apronéavBs busy helping Sam
turn the steaks on the grill, a can of beer inspigre hand.

‘Just in the nick of time," he said to the newvaitrilooking at her with a
blessedly bland expression. 'These steaks are'done.

'‘Go and bring out the plates please, Clare," hehen@rdered. "You get the
bread rolls, Samantha. Jim, open up the wine.'

Everyone followed their orders and lunch was proymgerved.



Clare was grateful for once for her mother's gauslnature. Agnes Pride
never let the conversation slacken for a momenerdlvere no awkward
silences and, thankfully, no smug looks from Byllaybe this was because
Clare was seated between the two men, and she didt’ have to really
meet the agent's eyes. Not that she thought Matiidvbave told him
anything. Not in so many words. At least she hdpetiadn't.

Once, Matt moved his thigh against Clare's. Shigeshslightly away from
him and quickly subdued her galloping heartbeat. \Bloen a quiet hand
closed over her right knee she almost died. Sheowseagpied at the time,
cutting her steak, so it was impossible to juspdh® knife and fork without
being obvious. The hand was actually roving upwatdigre held her breath
and turned slightly to give Matt a frosty smile. Hesed his eyebrows and
removed his hand.

The man was a menace, Clare conceded, not forirgtetime. He rode

roughshod over her emotions, making her feel inaggto control him.

She had the awful suspicion that if ever they wadome again the same
disastrous thing would happen as had the previagls.nYet, as he had
warned, the next time he would be prepared. Theesdee left Bangaratta
the better, she told herself repeatedly.

'Clare's mad abouBush Doctoy Samantha announced as they were
lingering over coffee. 'She won't miss it for lamemoney.’

Matt smiled. 'Is that so? | had no idea.’

Clare gave her sister a withering look. Sam tuupeter nose in a gesture of
defiance.

'I'm not such a fan myself,' she rattled on. '¥eee in it's too old and
boringly good.’

'Samantha!' her mother rebuked. '‘Don't be rude.'

'I'm not being rude,"” Samantha pointed out arclity. merely telling the
truth.'



Clare had to bite her tongue to stop herself franghing. Her mother was
speechless for a moment also, perhaps recognisiagob her favourite
phrases coming out of the mouth of her teenageldaudgsamantha had the
tone down pat also.

‘There is a fine line, daughter," Jim reproachetlge’between telling the
truth and being rude. Tact is a virtue all peoplewsd aspire to.'

Guilt consumed Clare as she thought of how rudenaldébeen to Matt last
night.

An awkward silence descended, broken when Billreléais throat and
stood up. 'That was a lovely meal, Mrs Pride, thaue to return to the hotel
to make some phone calls. Please, don't get tam kee myself out. Matt,
I'll come back at five. We can go straight fromehar Dubbo airport.’

Once Bill had left, the women began clearing thetaClare felt obliged to
help her mother wash up but Samantha was despadchedto Lisa's place
while Jim took Matt into his den to show him hiarap collections.

'What took you so long to get here?' Agnes askadeGis soon as the men
were out of earshot.

'Were we that long? | suppose Matt drove rathewlgloHe's not familiar
with the roads.’

'He seems to really like you, Clare. | don't knotwwou couldn't have worn
a dress today. You looked quite lovely last nigas so proud of you.'

Clare almost dropped the plate she was dryingi&iea by this belated and
highly unexpected compliment, she was almost grhtehen the men
reappeared in the kitchen at that moment.

'How about taking Matt for a walk down to the riv&lare?' her father
asked. 'He says he likes a walk after lunch. ke taim, only my sciatica's
playing up today.'



Clare gave Matt a sharp glance and wondered how drejineered her
father's sciatica.

'‘Go on, Clare," her mother urged. 'l can finishhepe.’

Clare gave in, wiped her hands on the tea-towelkamtéd sweetly at Matt.
'Let's go.'

He was barely out the back door before he saidh'&sweet smile. Was it a
"come into my parlour" smile or a "don't count yalickens before they
hatch" one?'

'Oh, Mr Sheffield, such cynicism! What happenedtw truce?' This was
the way to play it, she was sure. Light, yet lemony

‘The cold war was warmer than a truce with youjriugtered.

'l didn't realise I'd been anything but politewaidh.’

'Oh, you were polite all right. Chillingly so.’

‘Just because | didn't return your sneaky littigithpress under the table...’
He stopped suddenly. 'You noticed!

'Oh, no-o! | missed it entirely. As | did your pagiup my leg. Would you
mind keeping on walking? Mum will be watching.’

'Will she?' He caught up with her.
'Yes, | think she's harbouring hopes.'

'Really?' 'Not marital ones. She's no fool, my reath think she hopes I'll
follow you to Sydney.'

To become what?'

'Certainly not your nurse, Dr Archer.'



They were halfway down the hill by this time, odtsight of the house.
Suddenly Matt took her hand and he was pullingdwvn the rest of the
slope. He wouldn't let her stop till they reachkd tlump of trees on the
riverbank, where he pushed her up against theestadlt large trunk.

They faced each other, completely out of breath.dddy blocked any hope
of escape, his palms resting on the bark on el of her face. His
desire-filled gaze never left her in doubt whatritended doing. ‘No, Matt,’
she croaked, her stomach lurching.

'Yes, Clare, yes..." He kissed her lips, her nbeegyelids. Sweeping back
her hair, his mouth covered one ear, the tip ofdngue darting inside.

‘No!" she cried, wrenching away.
He stared at her, eyes dilated. 'Why not?'

'Why not?' she repeated hoarsely. 'The fact thatagi why not is the very
reason why not!'

"You're an experienced woman, Clare. You're notesaimy virgin. So |
repeat. Why not?'

'‘Because it isn't right!
'Why not?'
'‘Because you don't love me.’

Exasperation catapulted into those bright blue €gsif | say | love you,
everything would be all right?'

'Of course not! You wouldn't mean it.'
'How do you know | wouldn't mean it?"

'Oh, don't be ridiculous! As you just said, I'm @obaive little virgin and |
know you don't love me.’



His eyes narrowed. He lifted his chin, the actiampbasising the stubborn
set of his jaw. 'l won't quarrel with either of #gostatements,’ he said curtly.
'‘But | don't see what difference that should makeadults. Virgins have
never held any kind of attraction for me and assfngin love? I've never
set much store by that particular state eitharrdt'nanticised and overrated.
Isn't liking, admiring, respecting and desiringtjas important?’

The frustration went from his eyes as they caresszdface. One hand
reached out to trace the line his gaze was follgwactross her forehead,
down her cheek, encircling her mouth. 'l like y@lare. | admire you. |

respect you. | desire you," he whispered, leaniogec

An answering desire licked along Clare's veinsadips responded to his
touch. Just in time did she pull herself up shi@b you?' she snapped,
pushing him away again. 'l can't say I'm convinaktthat. | think you're just
feeding me a convenient line. Get this straight{tMan not going to let you
have sex with me this afternoon. You can have alevippcketful of
condoms and the answer's still no.'

'l don't have any damned condoms with me," he sthpBod, Clare, why
must we always be arguing?'

'‘Because you don't listen. All you want is your oway. You forget that |
know your type. I've come across it before.’

He stared at her, his eyes sharp. 'That's it, it8m to be condemned for
what some other man did. God, I'd like to kill thasstard!"

'No more than I!'
'Who was he?' Matt demanded. 'What was his name?"
She refused to answer.

'Was he an actor?' he probed savagely. 'He mustliean. Why else would
you hate them so? Would | know him?'

‘Just drop it, Matt. Please... It's all over andalwith.’



'Like hell it is. It's still eating you up.'

'‘What if it is? What's it to you, besides spoilirape afternoon's
entertainment?’

He gave her a long, searching look. 'Do you siilel him?"

She swallowed convulsively. Did she? She'd spentngoh time hating
David that she'd never explored the possibility e might still love him.
'Why should you care if | do or not?' she shot batku don't believe in the
term!

'‘Bloody hell! What on earth am | going to do witbuy woman?' He grabbed
her hand, pulling her out from behind the treem@wmn, we're going back
up. Now!"

'Why?' she asked shakily as he dragged her along.

'‘Because if we stay down here | don't know howgbing to keep my hands
off you.'

"You mean you'd hurt me?' she gasped.

He stopped and glared down at her. 'If you callingaknad passionate love
to you hurting you, then yes!

The admission took Clare's breath away.

'‘But let me tell you something else, Miss Clared®fi he went on
relentlessly. 'No matter what you think, | do cab®ut you. And when this
day is over you won't have heard the last of mesiNee. You can't get rid
of me as easily as that!'



CHAPTER FIVE
'CLARE. Phone for you. It's STD.'

Clare's head jerked up from the dispensary couhtar,stomach turning
over. Nearly a week had gone by and she'd heahdngotNo phone call. No
letter. Nothing.

At first, she'd told herself she hadn't wanted Maitontact her, despite his
passionate avowal that he cared about her. Buheaglays passed with
grinding slowness, and no word came, a deep disajppent had betrayed

her true feelings. She did want to see him agaapitle the danger and the
futility of it all.

'l said it's STD,' Sally repeated, giving her s@hted boss a frowning glance
before putting the phone down and walking awayttenal to a customer.

Clare almost tipped over her stool as she scrantbléer feet and walked
hurriedly towards the receiver. She tried telliregdelf that just because it
was an STD call it still didn't mean it was Matutivery nerve- ending was
telling her differently.

Even if it is him, an inner voice warned wisely,ntomake a fool of
yourself!

She slowed her step to a more leisurely pace, mmckp the receiver with
seeming nonchalance. 'Clare Pride.’ In an effdtetp cool, her voice came
out rather sharp.

An audible sigh wafted down the line. 'Bill Marshhkre, Miss Pride. |

received a call from Matt early this morning andas&ed me to contact you.
He's been on location this week and tried to aali kast night but couldn't
get an answer.'

Clare groaned. The one night in months that shae @ut in the evening
and that was the night Matt tried to call.



'l was playing tennis at a friend's place and digat home till late," she
found herself explaining before she realised stn'tlihave to explain
anything. Certainly not to this man, or even to Mat

'What about tonight?' Bill said in that annoyingihand voice of his. 'Will
you be home tonight?'

No way was Clare going to give the impression she mrepared to sit at
home, waiting, just in case the famous Matt Shieffteecided to give her a
call. 'I'm going out tonight as well," she saidsply, at which Sally glanced
round over her shoulder and frowned at her.

Luckily, their lone customer had just left the staop there was no one else
to overhear this conversation. The grapevine ar®&ambaratta was quick,
and inclined to exaggerated speculation. If onehef old biddies had

listened to this little exchange, in no time Cl&m®de would be labelled a
gadabout. Or worse. losewoman.

'‘What time will you be leaving your flat?' Bill pasted.
'Eightish.’
'l tell Matt. Goodbye, Miss Pride.'

Claret throat tightened as she realised that thieheal been terminated
before she even had a chance to ask for Matt's eumloeturn.

But did she really want his number? What would ¢héf she had it? Ring
him? And say what?

Why haven't you called me, you bastard? | watchatiddamned show again
on Tuesday night, fantasised all through it thentte bed and dreamed the
most disturbingly erotic dreams | have ever dreamed

‘Are you all right, Clare?'

Clare's eyes cleared to see Sally in front of leeking concerned. When
she realised she'd been standing there, holdiread phone and muttering



to herself, her embarrassment was extreme. Sheediiaaquick smile and
hung up.

'‘Men!" she said with exasperation in her voice,ihgphat would help cover
the multitude of questions that seemed to be hogdrehind Sally's curious
eyes.

Sally was twenty-three and married to a highly wesssful farmer. She

was Clare's lone assistant in the shop, a brightwjio had a heart of gold

but a small town's insatiable appetite for gosSipre was glad she had not
once mentioned Matt's name on her end of the ceatien. If she had, all

would have been lost. Sally would surely have wat &and two together and

come up with five.

Actually, Clare had been waiting all week for somedo mention having
seen Matt either arriving or leaving her flat ire thead of night. Luckily,
both flats on either side of hers were used asgéoareas, not residences,
which meant she wasn't inflicted with any busybod@yghbours. And the
lane running behind had a high paling fence whidbcked out the
backyards and houses behind that.

But it never failed to amaze Clare how quickly Baragta got to know the

ins and outs of everyone's personal lives. And qoiekly they condemned.

Her mother's assertion that they were a moral comitynwas inspired more

by fear of being found out, Clare believed, thandoyinnate wish to be

good. Wife-beaters, adulterers and thieves got st around the area, as
did layabouts and 'loose’ women.

Clare had no intention of being labelled this @s¢ on the strength of Matt
Sheffield's transitory interest in her.

'What men?' Sally asked with eager eyes, undegig@tare's need to be
careful.

'‘An old boyfriend of mine from Sydney,' she inveht& haven't set eyes on
him for years, but he got the urge to call me faght and see how | was,
then was put out because | wasn't home when he How unreasonable



can you get? Frankly, Sally, | don't want him pesteme, which is why |
told him | was going out again tonight. | hope lo¢ thhe hint.’

Understanding dawned on Sally's face. 'Oh, so got really going out
tonight at all. For a minute there | thought youl lsame secret boyfriend |
didn't know about.’'

Clare laughed. 'Who, me?'

'Well, you did look gorgeous the other night. | wanit blame some guy
going potty over you if he'd seen you looking theeywou did. John couldn't
stop staring at you all night.’

'l thought everybody spent all night staring atglest-of-honour.'

‘That, was only the women. The men were glued td Y& as well you
don't look like that every day, Clare, or you'd éall the females around
here being green- eyed with jealousy.’

‘They only have to come in here and get a gandeneatoday and they
wouldn't be jealous. I've got bags under my eyasuld use for luggage!

"You do look tired. Haven't you been sleeping priyé

‘Not really." Hardly at all, thanks to Matt Sheffie Or was it Dr Adrian
Archer who kept her awake? Damn, but which oneitsise was attracted
to? The television character, or the man behinartagk. They had become
as blended in her mind as they were in Mrs Brown's.

"Why don't you take a sleeping tablet?' Sally sstage
'l don't want to get on that merry-go-round, tham&sy much.’

Or any other merry-go-round, she thought with a galdismay. Getting
mixed up with a man like Matt Sheffield, even temgody, was like getting
on a merry- go-round. It would go nowhere, andshé'd end up being was
sick to the stomach. Sick at heart too, if she vwasmeful. The other night
proved that forewarned didn't necessarily meanafoned. She was very



seriously attracted to the man. In her book, thexen't much between being
very seriously attracted and falling in love. Itsxasmall step, but a step she
didn't want to take.

Clare went back to work, vowing to make that ptaiMatt tonight when he
called.If he called, she amended cynically.

Her telephone rang shortly before seven that egef@tare had been up in
the flat for over a hour after closing up the shag had been unable to do a
darned thing. Her level of agitation had risen vadth passing minute, so
that when the phone finally rang, all the sensiblolve she had gathered
during the day was obliterated, replaced by a mfstelieved happiness
which had no agenda except racing into the bediadrar eagerness to hear
his voice again.

She swept up the receiver, saying a breathiss?' as she pressed it to her
ear.

‘Clare? Is that you?'
It was a male voice all right. And a well loved oBeit it was not Matt's.

Clare slumped down on the side of the bed, hepd@atment acute. 'Yes,
Dad. It's me.'

'So it is! Look, love, | meant to call you todaytbdorgot. Matt rang me at
the bank yesterday wanting your flat phone numbés—aot listed under
your name. | didn't think you'd mind my giving @ him so | did. Did he
ring?'

'Er...yes, he did," she said. It was easier thata@xng everything.

'He seems very keen on you, Clare. Do you thinkiang might come of it?'

‘No, Dad, | don't, so please don't say anythinijylton. You haven't, have
you?'

'I'm not that silly, love. Shame about Matt. | fgdiked him.’



'He's an actor, Dad.’
'So? What's that got to do with anything?'
She sighed. 'Nothing, | guess.'

'Don't judge a book by its cover, daughter. Must@imner's on the table.
See you Sunday. Be good.’

Clare shook her head, smiling at this last bithestsung up. Being good in
Bangaratta was easy. She was walking back throbghliting-room,
wondering if Matt would really ring when there waknock on the back
door. Puzzled, she went to answer it, only to gaggmazement. ‘Matt!" 'The
one and only.'

It certainly was, his handsome face smiling, thiolse eyes twinkling, his
nicely shaped body dressed with casual eleganckarcoal-grey trousers,
blue shirt and a pale grey jacket.

'‘But...but...'

'l see you're not going out after all,’ he intetaap glancing down at her
scruffy jeans, then back up to her unmade-up fadetlze spinsterish bun.

Her hands immediately itched to pull her hair fieediscard the functional
white blouse in favour of something sexy. But theime thought ruefully,

setting dismayed grey eyes on those amused bl biaét seemed to have
that effect on her. He made her think of herselaagex object, a woman
waiting and wanting.

Amazing how the truth could infuriate.
'No," she admitted coolly. ‘It was called off.'

One eyebrow flicked upwards at her sudden changenef From flustered
surprise to icy control. 'May | come in, then, fowhile?' he asked.



'l suppose so."' She stepped back to let him stiglde. When he turned she
gave him a coldly questioning look and said, 'lujat you were going to
ring? Whatever are you doing here in person whentlyought | was going
out?'

His grin was decidedly mischievous. 'Would you &t | was in the
neighbourhood?’

'Hardly,' came the dry reply.

'Would you believe | intended ringing but then,tbe spur of the moment, |
just had to see you?'

The words tugged at her heart but her once-bittam bvas already in full
gear. 'Really? I'm sure a phone callwould haveicadf Plane travel is
awfully expensive. Or can good old Bill put thiglé junket on expenses?'

The smile faded. 'l see," he ground out. 'Baclkjt@aee one, is it?'
‘Square one?'

"You know exactly what I'm talking about, Clareddim not in the mood for
word-games. For your information | took a normaght, paid for out of my

own pocket—as was the hire of the car. And | danweltiexpected a better
welcome than this!'

'Oh?' She folded her arms and glared at him, gratieit he couldn't hear
the way her heart was pounding. 'And why's that?d you last Sunday |
wasn't interested in having a casual affair witlhu.ygou should learn to
listen better, Matt. No does mean no occasionaliijp realise you haven't
heard that word often on female lips but that'sllyamy fault, is it?'

'‘God, but you've got a tongue on you, woman.'" Hedst into the
living-room and threw himself into an armchair. \iheeir eyes met again
she was astonished to see the smile was back.

'‘And what, pray tell,’ she said sharply, ‘do yowfso amusing?'



'You, dear Clare. You.'
'Meaning?'

'Lobk, I refuse to indulge in your favourite pastimf throwing verbal darts.
I'm here now and | intend staying for a while. Qnimg I'd like to know,
though. Is there any other man or men in yourdifehe moment?’

'What on earth do you mean by "other"?' shapped.
'‘Other than me, of course.' He was smiling broaahy.

Clare gave an exasperated sigh. He really was ts¢ anrogant, infuriating
man! 'You have a colossal hide,' she said, shakemdhead. 'And an ego to
match.'

'So I've been told," he grinned, dragging off lisket - and tossing it over
the back of the other armchair. 'Get me a cup ffeedike a good girl,
would you? And please... spare me the feminist ddaatk I'm not using you
as a servant. | just don't know where the necesgansils are.’

Clare spun away and flounced into the kitchen with@ word. He had
guessed her next reaction right down to a T. Buteifthought he could
bulldoze his way into her life and her bed, thercbeld think again! Clare
was not one to make the same mistake twice. Sheerestimated Matt the
other night, had underestimated her own sexuaditwell. But she would
not do so a second time.

Just don't let him touch you! came the rueful inmarning.

She took her time, making the coffee in a pot amanging her best china
coffee-cups on a tray, carrying it in with a chargismile on her face. 'Milk
or cream?' she enquired sweetly, setting the tosyncbn the table between
the two armchairs.

Matt's gaze narrowed suspiciously. '‘Black,' he erat. 'No sugar.'

'Watching our figure, are we?' Clare tripped of§lgo



The blue eyes relaxed only slightly. 'Who isn'tsthelays?’

'l dare say you jog through your local park everyrmmg too," she said as
she poured the coffee into the daintily floweregpsuthe sarcasm hidden
behind a soft voice.Or do you make it to Bondi Beach where all thezoth
personalities gather?' She glanced up at him tlirtveg lashes and detected
a wry smile hovering on his lips.

'‘Lady Jane, actually." He leant over and reachetdke the cup from her
hand. 'Nothing like an invigorating pre-breakfast mlong there. It really
gets the blood going.’

With the mention of a well-known nudist beach, €lezalised then that he
was mocking her right back. She grimaced ruefuligt &e laughed. 'You

really have some awful preconceived ideas abouhmesn't you? The truth
is that 1 don't jog, | don't diet and | don't gath@ gym twice a week. | work
damned hard and, besides playing a spot of squiashfraid my poor body

gets little attention."'

Her gaze flicked over his 'poor' body. From what sbuld vividly recall it
had felt lean and hard under her hands, with natusmte of flab.

'l don't mind a game of squash myself,’ she sadyipg her coffee and
settling back in her chair with the cup balancetenlap.

"You look athletic,' he commented and took a sithefhot liquid.
'Why? Because I'm tall and thin?'
He lowered the cup and frowned. "You're not thiau'Ye just right.’

Clare fell silent, her eyes staring blankly into bap. She hated it when he
started complimenting her. She was never sure Wéaetelling the truth or
just flattering her for his own ends. In the shione she'd known him he had
called her interesting, intriguing, desirable..d amow just right. Each time
he'd reaped the rewards. Firstly by capturing lvem omterest, despite her
instinctive mistrust of his character, and now nligking her wonder if she



was entirely wrong about him. Maybe he wasn't aarléCasanova, or a
heartless charmer. Maybe tiel have the odd sincere bone in his body.

But his being unmarried at the ripe old age oftyhifour spoke volumes.
Matt clearly liked variety, preferring affairs tommitment. He was never
going to offer her permanency. And yet...

Confusion reigned supreme in her heart as welkeasriind. Whatever was
she to do with this man? No way could she risk ¢paio badly hurt again,
but...

'What's wrong, Clare?' Matt asked softly. 'Why hascoming here upset
you so much?’

She stared at him, cynical words tumbling roundhén mind. Because |
know why you've come. | know. I'm a challenge, anen like you can't
resist a challenge. You have to win... at everghifet you don't care whom
you hurt in the process. You don't care about thet®nal wrecks you leave
behind.

Still, it would be so easy to have an affair wittuy God, so very easy...
She sighed and shook her head, her troubled gapeidg to the floor.

His abrupt rising from the chair had her eyes jagkup in fear, but he
merely packed the cups and saucers into the thgtanted carrying it over
to the sink. 'I'll help you wash up, if you like® offered, throwing an
engaging smile back over one shoulder.

What could she say to that? Once again he had ooenared her. For the
moment.OK,' she sighed, and stood up.

They washed up together in a silence which vibratigd tension. Clare was
acutely aware of him standing next to her, dryipgeach item as soon as she
placed it on the draining tray. She worried thatauldn't be long before he
made a physical pass and she wasn't sure how elt@uld handle that.
The very thought sent a nervous tremor quiverimgubh her.



Once the last teaspoon had been dried and thepplieyl out, Clare swung

round to take the tea-towel from his long, leamdirs, using it as a sort of
buffer between them. They said attack was thedefshce, so she went on
the attack.

'Right. Perhaps you'd like to tell me just why yane here, Matt? Surely
you've got closer fish to fry.'

He leant back on the kitchen counter, palms dowrhenshiny surface,
fingers splayed. He cocked his head slightly toside and gave her a long,
searching look. 'From what | can see | haven't éaeded this fish yet.'

'‘No? Withthat bait?' Her gaze swept over his handsome, smiing.f

His smile took on a sardonic edge. 'Then it woa'tdng till you fall for me
hook, line and sinker, will it?'

'l took a nibble," she countered tartly. 'Not to taste, I'm afraid.’

He drew himself upright, the blue eyes flashingrayng'You could have
fooled me. You couldn't get enough the other night.

The barb hit its mark but Clare was not about @ diim the satisfaction of
knowing it. 'Any port in a storm,’ she flung back.

'Oh, don't be ridiculous, Clare. | can't stand #parring back and forth. If
you'd get rid of that chip on your shoulder youatmhed well see that |
haven't come all this way just to seduce you. D#&nafi, | want to talk to
you, be with you.'

'l have not got a chip on my shoulder!" she dehigttly. 'And if | have, I've
got just cause.'

'Oh, yes, that old chestnut again. Ah've been wedriddis Southern drawl
was perfect. 'Poor little ole me's been ruined.mén are varmints and |
intend hatin' every one of them until the day a#l'dile threw up his hands
then placed them squarely on his hips, glaringeathallengingly.



Clare froze. She should have been livid with hiskeoy. Absolutely riled
to the core. Instead her chin was beginning to equand she was having
difficulty containing the laughter that was bublglinp in her throat. She
made a choking noise and whirled away, clutchimgdtige of the sink.

'Clare..." Unexpectedly tender hands closed overahms. 'I'm sorry... |
didn't mean to hurt you. Please... Don't cry, hariey

The honey almost did it. She swallowed convulsiyvetyuggling with her
rising hysteria. He'd sounded so funny, like RBettler himself fromGone
With The WindShe was dying to say 'Fiddledee-dee' right batknathen
kiss him fair and square on the mouth.

She stayed as she was for a few moments, secagthysng the touch of his
hands and then, with a sigh, she turned. 'I'm stwoy’ she murmured
thickly. Unfortunately, she could not control thecked glints in her eyes.

'Clare Pride!" he reproached. 'You're nothing biontiax!"™
She laughed. 'l couldn't help it. You appealed yosense of humour.’
"You mean you have one?’

She went to give him a playful thump on the chestha caught her hand,
enclosing it in both of his. For a moment he hetdase to his heart and then
ever so slowly began to drag it up towards his liis eyes held hers as he
uncurled each finger and finally pressed the opdmmgainst his mouth.

She caught her breath. The tip of his tongue grtzetender skin, sending
an electric shiver rocketing up her arm.

Her instinctive reaction was to pull her hand awathe pulled it back, and
in doing so yanked her body against the lengthsf h

Fool, fool, she told herself. This is what he'gieod at. This is what he came
for, no matter how often he denies it. Pull awafpleit's too late.

His mouth was hot against her flesh. Her own skas wot. Everything
suddenly was hot. She swayed towards him, her @ymening in his. Her



hand was being released as he was wrapping herniolose embrace. A
suffocatingly close embrace. She could feel highsipressing into hers,
pushing her back against the sink. There was repesc no escape from his
descending mouth.

'Please don't.'

Had those words really come out of her mouth? shredered dazedly. That
cool, calm command.

It must have, for he released her, a frustratdulsggraying his annoyance. 'l
was only going to kiss you,' he rasped. 'Nothingerio

'So you say, Matt,' she went on with surprisingedatnation. 'But I'm not
into casual sex and there's no use pretendingatthalts can neck like
teenagers and call a sensible halt at the apptepriament. | know | can't.’

'Hmm.' He gave her a look from under half-closets.li'That much I've
already gathered. You're a very sexy woman, ClageP

Another one of those cleverly seductive remarks, thlought, designed to
undermine one's resolve. 'l like you, Matt. | caelp myself, despite having
certain reservations. And yes, I'm physically atid to you, as you well
know. But that's not enough in my book to put assdene hard-learnt
beliefs. If | let you make love to me... here.night... I'll regret it deeply. I'll
become emotionally involved with you, and befokadw it | will probably
fall for you hook, line and sinker. | can't do thatmyself twice. | won't!’

'You are presuming, of course,’ Matt said quietlyat | will ultimately
reject you. That | will throw you aside when | twéyou.'

‘Won't you?'

He frowned and leant back on the bench behind hinould like to think |
wouldn't hurt anyone deliberately. Or use them auththeir wishing to be
used. | was hoping we could be friends, Clare. A&ed, maybe lovers. |
admit | was hoping we could meet each other's deaets.’



'‘God! Meet each other's sexual needs.' Her topuifed with distaste. 'Do
you know how ghastly that sounds?'

He was staring at her, long and hard. A host oftems passed through his
eyes, not the least of whichwas a grudging admomatrinally, he levered

himself away from the bench and bent to kiss Ightly on the lips. Then he
drew back, a serious expression on his face.

Yes, Clare,' he said. 'Yes, | do know how ghastht sounds.’
‘Then don't expect it of me,' she whispered raggedl|

He fell silent for a few seconds then said, 'Peshiahould take the easy way
out. Say that | love you.'

She didn't even bother to stifle the derisive sndfiu'd be lying and I'd
despise you.'

'Hmm.' He continued to regard her with those peatieiy blue eyes. Then
suddenly he grabbed her arm and began pullingolaertls the door. ‘Come
on. We're going out.’'

'What?' He was already propelling her towards thar dl can't go out like
this. I'm a mess.’

"You look fine to me.'
She stood her ground. 'l look terrible.’

He gave her a stern look. 'Perhaps that's juselisthen, isn't it? After all, if
I'm to have a platonic relationship with a womannight as well be with
one who looks completely sexless.'

Clare did not take offence. She had the oddesnfgéhat Matt had subtly
changed his plan of attack. She wasn't sure yet hikanew ploy was but
she would work it out, eventually. 'All right," shgreed. 'Don't forget your
jacket. Where are we off to? Oh, and Matt, would yund putting a paper
bag over your face? You're much too good-lookingniy peace of mind.’



For a split-second he was startled into silencd,than laughed. 'OK, OK,
go and change, but be quick. We're going out taatinNot around here, of
course. | spotted a motel just this side of Dubbactvhad a small restaurant
attached. Wouldn't want it getting round Bangard#ti@ you're a fallen
woman.'

Clare laughed. 'The word is "loose" around herd. \i#uat makes you say
that being seen with you makes me that?' she tbvewher shoulder as she
hurried to her room.

'‘God! Haven't you heard? All actors are the vemyjld@th women. Lechers,
seducers, downright cads!

"True, Matt,' she muttered under her breath aglsised her bedroom door.
"Too true.'



CHAPTER SIX

1 LIKE you in pants,’ Matt said when she reappearedsedei a green
trouser suit with slightly flared bottoms and apped jacket with silver
buttons. 'And if you make a smart crack back atalmeut that, I'll strangle
you.'

Clare had to laugh. 'l wouldn't dare touch that with a bargepole.’

'Lord knows how it came out of my mouth in thetfipfkace. Man must be
going mad.’

'You and me both,' she muttered under her breath.

'l heard that," he pounced. 'Now listen here, madauwon't want to hear any
more of your cynical preconceived ideas about risegbening. We're going
to go out and have a pleasant time together. | wasee nothing on that
lovely mouth of yours but sweet smiles. And you kaep thahotso lovely
tongue of yours silent unless you have somethinglggsweet to say. In
the words of my dear departed Gran... if you cgaytsomething nice, don't
say anything at all"

'Mmm. This could turn out to be a very quiet evepiin

'It certainly will if you keep that up,' he warnéBecause every time you
come out with one of those little sourpuss gemsgbing to kiss you.'

'Promises, promises.'

His blue eyes suddenly narrowed on her mouth arate@l stomach
churned. What was the matter with her, goadinglikenthis?

'‘Be careful, Clare,’ he said in a deceptively cabite. Deceptive because
she could see the steely glitter within his darklegaze. 'Or you might get
what you really want.'

'‘And what is that?' she asked shakily.



His smile was cool and calculating, yet at the sime quite cryptic. Clare
tried to glimpse the man behind the mask but,drgtee might, she could see
absolutely nothing. This was a man who was a masteiding his soul, at
revealing nothing of his real self to the publiclatge, and herself in
particular.

It reminded Clare forcefully of the role women pdayin Matt Sheffield's
private life. They came and they went.

There was only one thing she was sure of. Befoeg thent, they had all
tasted the transitory delights of his bed. Or wherde chose to make love
to them.

Thinking about Matt making love to her underminddr€'s resolve to keep
him firmly at bay. Behind her very sensible deansimt to become involved
with him, she desperately wanted to know what iiladdeel like to lie in his
arms, to have his body thrusting deep into hers.j&t knew it would take
her to a peak of physical pleasure the like of Wwhshe had never known
before. Just thinking about it was making her flasigle and her
nerve-endings sing.

'Let's go.'

His cold command jolted her out of her sexual faptaa guilty blush
flushing her cheeks. Sweeping up her keys androagthe kitchen counter,
she waved him through the back door ahead of lobekirlg up with
irritatingly fumbling fingers before following hirarefully in her high heels
down the steep wooden staircase.His hire car vgéeelt blue Fairlane with
grey upholstery which smelt of pine air-fresheridatt saw her gallantly
into the passenger seat before striding roundide sh behind the wheel.
Once seated, he covered his eyes with a pair ofpawoand
sunglasses—despite the sun's having sunk behinkilthe-then carefully
checked the rear-view and side mirrors before dgwown the lane, at the
end of which he stopped again, waiting till theraswno passing traffic
before he proceeded out into the street.

The whole scenario irritated her.



'Frightened you might be seen with me?' she aslesphly.

'l prefer to be unobtrusive,' came his smooth reéplyould think so would
you, unless you want to be splashed across onexvfreek's gossip rags as
Matt Sheffield's latest love interest. I've onlytgo stand next to a
presentable-looking woman in the queue in the sopetet and I'm having
a red-hot affair with her.'

'‘Are you saying the various reports on your privi#e are spurious and
inaccurate?"

His sidewards smile was wry. 'I'm saying they ained to exaggerate.'
'So some of those woméravegraced your bedroom?’

'‘Good God, no. Let a woman into your bedroom armsdikely to think she
belongs there. | usually go to hers,’ he added/.d@r an emotionally

neutral territory. .. like a motel.’

Clare suddenly remembered he was takieg to dinner at a restaurant
attached to a motel.

His laughter brought her eyes snapping round.

"You should see your face. Come now, Clare, darthidy denying it. | said
exactly what you expected to hear.’

Clare bristled with indignation. 'Maybe, but yowltg are a bastard where
women are concerned, aren't you?'

'‘No. | am not.'
She made a scoffing sound.

'My dear Clare, | have never promised what | cagliver, and I've always
delivered what Hid promise.’



'‘And would you like to explain all that? What ighiat you can't deliver and
never promise? And what is that you do promise,awdys deliver?'

'l have never promised love or total commitmenmo Ipromise to satisfy a
woman's sexual needs. It's as simple as that. @fsep that latter
arrangement doesn't appeal to you so maybe Iftitoed to reassess where
you're concerned.’

Didn't appeal to her? My God, if he could see iadr right now he would
find that her heart was going like a threshing nvaefand her blood was
near to evaporating with the heat of her desiravidbe managed to keep a
cool face and a cool voice she would never know.

'As | said before, | do not indulge in casual segasual affairs.’

'What if | promise not to be casual? What if | preento take our affair very
seriously indeed?"

'Meaning?'

'Meaning you will be the only woman in my life, ertty and exclusively.’
'My God, am | supposed to be grateful for that?'

'l was hoping you might be.'

She was still shaking her head in amazement atrtilisamazing statement
when they came round a corner and a blaze of figdights ahead dazzled

them both.

Matt immediately slowed right down. 'Looks as iéte's been an accident,’
he said thoughtfully as they approached.

Only one car involved, Clare quickly realised. Bg skid marks it looked as
if it had been speeding round the corner, lostrobntareered off the road
and slammed into a tree. Already the police anduanice had arrived, with
several more cars parked around. Clare was reli¢vesee she didn't
recognise the car.



'No point in stopping,' she told Matt when he bepgaling over to the side
of the road fifty metres past the scene.

‘There might be something | can do," came his ratinegant-sounding
reply.

It got Clare's goat. 'For pity's sake, Matt, yoatily be in the way. You're
not a real doctor, you know.'

Matt gave her a penetrating look before undoingdaiatbelt. "You'd be
surprised what I've picked up on the set,' he saldly. 'So if you don't
mind, I'll just check and see if | can be of angistance before we go on our
merry way.'

Clare felt totally ashamed of herself as Matt sdlbff. She shouldn't have
said what she'd said. It had been most uncalled for

He was gone several minutes, only returning afterambulance took off,
its siren blaring.

'‘Matt, I'm sorry,' she said straight away. 'l wasywude. Please forgive me.’
'What?' he said distractedly.

'l said | was sorry for saying what | did. I...'eSbroke off when Matt took
off his sunglasses and she saw the look in his. dylysGod, Matt, what's
wrong? You look ghastly!

‘The driver's dead," he said abruptly.

Clare was stunned. 'But...but the car didn't |dek bad.'

'His head must have smashed into the steering-wHeeheck was broken.
And before you say it, Clare, I'm well aware peagdedie in real life.’

Her hand came over to rest both comfortingly andlagetically on his
knee. 'Yes, of course you are.'



His glance was sharp. 'Don't patronise me.'

... wasn't!’

'Oh, yes, you were. Poor pretend Dr Archer, goireeg around the gills
when he comes acrossreal accident andeal blood. That's what you're
thinking, isn't it?'

‘No!'

His scoffing sound told her he didn't believe her.

'‘Matt, | said | was sorry and | am. | really wagyetronising you. Do you
think | would have felt any better if I'd seen wlyau've just seen? | also
think it was very decent of you to stop and tryhp. Who knew? You
might have been able to do something.’

He was frowning hard, as though he was trying teemg his mind about
something. An odd shudder ran through him and lgaftshaking his head
from side to side.

'Matt, speak to me,' she begged. 'l can't stanidge®eu like this.’

He looked over at her, a grim smile curving his thol can't stand seeing
me like this, either." He reached outthen and laiteartbreakingly tender
hand around her cheek. 'You really are a speaigl, I&lare Pride, and I'd
like to be able to promise you more than | usuddlybut I'm afraid that's not
possible. Not yet, anyway.'

She leant her head into his hand, savouring itsntbaand gentleness. 'l...1
haven't asked you to promise anything...'

‘Then you'll let me take you to bed tonight?'
Clare's head jerked upright, and his hand droppey avith a sigh.

'l didn't think so,' he said ruefully.



Clare bit back the temptation to change her minthanscore. If she didn't
look after her own happiness, who would? 'Look, tiMahe said sensibly, 'l
can appreciate that your present lifestyle is lyssdited to commitment, but
I'm at a point irmylife where that's what | want. | admit I'm madtyracted
to you and | would like to go to bed with you. Bagt | said earlier, if 1 do, |
might fall in love with you, and then I'll want nethan the occasional night
in bed. You've been honest enough not to promiss wdu can't deliver, so
let me be equally honest back. | don't want to vasf time having an affair
with you, and | certainly don't want to risk beihgrt again like | was
before.’

'Mmm. Methinks there's a chap somewhere down im8yavhom I'd like
to hang, draw and quarter. Are you sure you doahtwo tell me about
him?"

'No.'
'Why not?'

'Why should I lay my soul bare to a man who's gamige gone from my life
after tonight?'

"What makes you so sure | will be?’

Her smile carried a cynical edge. 'When you dosttvghat you came for,
Matt, you won't be back. It's too far to come, esgly when there are
plenty of pretty young things in Sydney, just pagtio meet your sexual
needs. You do seem to prefer young, from whatdaen.'

'Don't believe all you read in the tabloids. Besjdmaybe my tastes have
matured lately.'

'‘And maybe the earth is flat,’ she said drily.

He laughed. 'You don't know me very well, Clareydts did, you wouldn't
challenge me so.' He leant forward and restartecktigine. 'Time to go on
to dinner, | think. I'm beginning to feel very huggAnd no, there is no
double meaning in that remark. I'm going to do mwel best to play the



gentleman tonight, dear Clare. But don't rely cat th future. Believe me
when | tell you that acting does not always comenadly to me."'

The flowers arrived the next morning at the mospportune moment. Mrs
Brown was in the shop, as was Flora, both of whawed the arrival of the
two dozen red roses with narrow-eyed suspicion. Mdhaearth had Clare
Pride been doing to deserve such an extravaganirg@gheir expressions
seemed to say.

Clare's heart fluttered as she took them from #lvely boy. They had to
be from Matt. He'd dropped her off last night afinner with a
disappointingly platonic peck on the cheek butm foromise to be in touch,
his parting words being, 'I'm not a man to giveeagily, Clare.’

The flowers were obviously his first ploy in hisgming plan to seduce her.
He probably thought they were the right move. Whatdidn't realise,

however, was the speculation and possible embansagshey would cause
her around Bangaratta. The local florist was amatis old gossip and with
her whisperings Clare would definitely soon be id&r®d a 'loose’ woman,
with everyone in town keeping their eagle eyes dpathscover the identity

of her mystery lover.

Clare cringed to think what Matt might have writtemthe note. Hopefully
nothing like, "'Thank you so much for the wondesukning.' The florist,
and Bangaratta, would do wonders with material fiia!

Fortunately, the note said no such thing, onlyghlyinon-committal 'To a

lovely lady.' Neither had Matt signed it. Neverdésd, Clare was wondering
how to answer the inevitable questions she coutdssefacing in the two

ladies in the shop when suddenly her little whigeof the other day came
unexpectedly to her rescue.

‘They're from him, aren't they?' Sally said. "Tpain in the neck who called
you yesterday.'



Clare hid her relief behind a weary sigh, handimg iote over to an eager
Sally. 'l guess he didn't get the message,’ skength just the right amount
of exasperation. 'He contacted me again last night,know. | just don't
know what to do.'

'‘Are you having problems with some man, Clare?td-ksked, her eyes
bright with curiosity despite trying to sound shedk

Clare didn't have to explain further, Sally wasydwnlo happy to do it for her.
‘There's this old boyfriend Clare knew years ag&ydney,' she informed
the two wide-eyed customers. 'Out of the blue sigding ringing her up
again, and now he's sent her flowers. Next thinglgmw, Clare, he'll be on
your doorstep!

He's already done that, Clare thought with privateusement, while
struggling to keep her face suitably worried-loakin

"You poor thing!" Flora exclaimed.

'He must be rich," Mrs Brown murmured, 'to senchsexpensive flowers.'
'Is he rich, Clare?' Flora asked.

'Filthy rich.’

‘Then what's wrong with him?' Mrs Brown put in,vin@ng her confusion.
'Is he ugly?'

'‘No, he's very handsome.'
'He's not married, is he?' Sally joined in wornedl
‘No, he's not married," Clare answered.

'So what's wrong with him?* Mrs Brown persisted.



'Handsome and rich does not always make for a gtdife partner,’ Clare
told everyone, recognising the black irony in thlaguess I just wasn't firm
enough last night. I'll make sure next time thagéts the message.'

Which might be a damned good idea, she added plywd&ut you won't do
it, will you, you coward? You'll coo and gush asahwas Mrs Brown and
Flora did over the man, then let him run rings acbyou.

She looked at the roses and felt her insides gaush. Oh, hell...

They looked glorious in her living area, the deeg petals a perfect foil for
the white rug. Clare could not stop looking at théanching them. The only
thought that spoiled her pleasure was that Billhitave ordered them and
not Matt. She had a mental picture ofMatt callirggdgent and saying, 'Send
Clare some flowers, would you? A message? Gody't ttank now. I'm too
busy. Surely you can come up with something apateat

She tried to dismiss the idea as unworthy but, stipersisted. Perhaps he
even charged them to 'expenses’.

Lord! Now she was getting paranoid, allowing henicism to flavour
everything. The man had sent her flowers, hadr?tWay couldn't she just
accept it as the nice gesture it was?

Because it wasn't a nice gesture, and she knelvvitas move one in a
chess-game where Matt hoped to checkmate her. @idskhe saymate
her? Clare knew she should be angry, but alreadycshld feel herself
weakening.

The phone disturbed her mental war and she movectaatly to answer it,
groaning at the thought that it might be her mathemwasn't past the
Bangaratta grape vine to have reached the Prideldgmow. It was almost
five, six hours since they'd been delivered.

'Hello. Clare Pride here.'



'Clare... How lovely to hear your voice. Did you gey flowers? | wasn't
sure if Bangaratta had a florist but Interflorauaed me there was one.’

Clare's pulse went into overdrive. 'They're... treegeautiful.’
'Red roses?'
'Yes, masses of them.'

'‘Ah...good. | specifically asked for red roseshdught how perfect they'd
look against your rug and sofa.’

‘You...you did?'
‘Sure did. Only the best for my best girl.'

Clare's heart flipped over with pleasure, thenragath dismay. 'l wish you
wouldn't say things like that.’

'Why not? It's true. You're the bestest girl I'veeremet. And the most
fascinating. | can't think of anything else but ybly mother blathered on to
me over lunch today and I didn't hear a single wihtg mind was a million
miles away. With you...'

Clare gave a dry laugh. 'I'm not that far away."

'Might as well be. God, | miss you, Clare. | wisbuywere here, with me. |
wish | could hold you and kiss you and...'

'Matt, stop it"

'l know, | know. But it's so tempting to say whatev want to say when
you're safely where you are anddn'ttouch you. It practically killed me,
leaving you last night. | wanted to take you in angns and never let you go.'

Clare gulped. 'Please don't...'

‘All's fair in love and war, my darling.'



And which is this? she agonised. Love or war? i teabe the latter, since
Matt didn't believe in love. The battle of the sexwith sex as the prize!

'‘But you're not fighting fair at all,’ she said kitya
'l can't afford to. Not when the enemy is so elesixet so damned desirable.
I'm not going to give up, Clare, till you give ihdon't care how long it

takes.'

Oh, God, she thought. And how long will it be, & tate my heart is going,
before I'm begging him to make love to me?

'Somehow | don't see you being that patient,’ shitemed.

'l never said | was patient. I'm going to pull allthe stops to persuade you.'
'Which is something you're very good at, isn't it?'

'Sotfie peoplelike to be persuaded. Not everyone is good at making
decisions or choices.'

Her laughter was self-mocking. "You remind me ohHeFord, saying you
can have any colour car you like, as long as li#sk

'Meaning?'
'l get the feeling that you won't give me any clesieither.'

'l can't imagine anyone swaying you, Clare Prideu'¥e the proverbial
brick wall.’

'‘And you're Wheelan the Wrecker.'

A low rumble of sexy laughter caressed her eae Ween called a lot of
names in my life but never that. Look, Clare, k&dy love to talk to you all
afternoon but I'm supposed to be co-hosting thisashol people will be
arriving soon.'

'What do is that?"



'My one and only sister's on the brink of beconmengaged. We're meeting
the prospective man of the moment under the covarcocktail party this
evSliing. I'll ring you later, OK?"'

'‘Couldn't you give me a number where | can ring?y@he asked quite
reasonably.

The delay in his answering roused her habitualromsstDid he want to keep
their friendship a secret, or something? 'l supplosan give you this
number, if you like, but I'm not here that oftemldn't live here.’

‘Then where do you live?'

'Here, there and everywhere at the moment. I'nlyraréhe same place two
days running. Don't worry, darling, | won't leavauyin the lurch.’

'‘Matt?'

'Yes?'

'Please don't call me darling.'

She heard him sigh. 'Why not?'

'It... it doesn't feel right.’

'Only a term for lovers, eh?'

'‘Something like that.'

'‘God, woman, you're hard.'

'l know.'

'‘But not as hard as all that,' he said softly, mgkier go all squishy inside. 'l

have to go now, Clare, but every time you lookhaise roses, think of me,
will you?' He hung up.



Her hand trembled as she returned the phone toatie. He was so right,
she worried. So damned right! Where he was condeshe was anything
but hard. He made her glow inside. He made heryhdidp made her feel
dangerously alive. And he damned well knew it! Hasvgoing to play a
waiting game, wearing down her resistance till bevghat he wanted.

To hold her, kiss, make love to her...

Somewhere, down deep, some long-buried emotiaedtiAgain it moved,
crying to get out, to be allowed once more to ub¢h her heart and her
head. If she gave it free rein she wouldn't haweotdrol her impulses. What
a seductive thought! She could give in to themntla¢er excuse all in the
name of...

Carefully, forcefully, Clare pushed it back, locgint up behind that

protective wall she'd been building for such a Idimge. The effort was

considerable, twisting at her insides and leavinitsiwake a vast emptiness.
But once achieved, a feeling of pride salved sofmibe misery. Satisfied

with this small victory, she walked back into tlvrig-room.She stopped

dead, a groan torn from her lips as two dozen oseg sent their silent,
seductive message.

For nearly two weeks Matt rang her every night. 8times at a respectable
hour. Sometimes late at night. And as if awareesftroubled mind, he no

longer tried to make verbal love to her on the ghdrhey talked about the
most mundane things and gradually Clare foundhisatightly call became

the most important thing in her life.

He was right about his never being in the sameeplao days running. He
rang her from lots of different places. A coupletiofies from a unit in
Kirribilli that was his base in Sydney but which rerely seemed to use.
Mostly he was on location, staying in various h&tehotels and caravan
parks all over Australia. Dr Archer was a typeraielling doctor, working
as a locum in a different country town every weedkying a different and
completely self-contained adventure in each episode



The show aired forty weeks of the year, so Mattedule was gruelling and
hectic. It was difficult, he told her, having to imea certain place at a certain
time when he was at the whim of others.

It was no wonder that actors' marriages broke udpreCconceded. They
would never be home. Matt was wise, in a way, teeh@mained single.
When she mentioned this one night, he voiced theiapthat a husband
and father had a responsibility to be home wheregenot flitting around
the country.

She rather suspected he was talking about his ewatar father as well
when he said this, and she'd been moved by thelymdghurt she'd heard
in his voice. It was widely accepted that polittgawives and families
suffered at the hands of their careers, and, whefere she'd cynically
dismissed this as the price they had to pay far #rabitions, Clare saw
now this was a very harsh approach.

Suddenly, she found herself gaining a little marg@ght, and human pity.

She realised that nothing was as cut and driedadsdand there was a lot of
grey in every situation. Still, it would never berkcup of tea, having her
husband flitting around, putting his work beforerteand hearth, living and
breathing material success.

And with this realisation came more unease to adtkt already unsettled
state of mind. Just what was she doing, looking/émd to Matt's call every
night with increasing reliance, not being able keep till he had rung?
Hadn't she learnt from bitter experience what becafra woman who fell

in love with such a selfishly ambitious man? Andlife was to stop that
happening she had to put an end to these emotiaimabs he was throwing
her.

So when Matt had the temerity to ring her close malnight that
evening—he'd been doing some night shooting—Claceviorked herself
up into an irascible frame of mind.

'Matt, you do realise it's very late?' she snapped.

'Well, yes.. .but | didn't think you'd mind.'



'‘But | do mind. | have to work tomorrow and Fridaglways a particularly
busy day. | need my sleep.'

'I'm sorry, darling. It was thoughtless of me, bdb so like talking to you
last thing at night. | don't seem to be able telproperly without hearing
your voice.'

His words made her feel awful and wonderful atghme time. Oh, Matt,
why are you doing this to me? 'l thought | told ymat to call me darling,’
she said sharply. 'And if you want someone to talln the middle of the
night, then get yourself a teddy-bear!

'l think I'd rather have a wife.’

Clare sucked in a shocked breath. "You... you neédactors shouldn't get
married. Or politicians!'

'Quite right.’

'What the hell are you playing at, Matt? Don'ttioycon me. You have no
intention of getting married at all, let alone te.in

‘Certainly not while I'm doing this series. Butrths can change.'
'How?'
'Dr Adrian Archer might get killed off...'

'In a pig's ear. Tell me the truth, Matt. Whatkthis about? Is this just
another ploy to get me into bed?"

He became suddenly serious, and disturbingly un&dee.. | don't think so.
But if you went to bed with me | might be able geghings a little more
clearly. It would get the sex part out of the w&gx does have a way of
colouring what a man might think is the truth.'

'Which is?'



He sighed. 'Now that's surely a difficult questibtard to pin down... or to
answer... | don't want to be premature. | alsotdeaht to say anything that
would have you running in the opposite directionhaod and fast that I'd
need a trace to find you.'

'Matt, |1 don't know what you're talking about. Yi@umaking my head spin!'
He chuckled. 'You have the same effect on me, $waet I've been going
round in circles since the first second | set eyegou, walking towards me
in that blue dress.’

Dismay curled around her heart. What had Sally saaut her in that dress
that night? Was Matt suffering from nothing morebstantial than an

intense case of lust? He'd more or less suggeltcis feelings for her
might only be sexual, that if he slept with her foisus might clear. And, if

she was strictly honest with herself, she'd sugpleas much all along. He
desired her, that was all. Nothing more, nothirggl&ll the rest were just
trappings to gain that end.

She felt suddenly miserable and it annoyed her.dSksked for the truth,
hadn't she?

‘Matt...'

‘Yes?'

'l don't think you should ring me again.’
'Why ever not?'

"You're screwing up my life!"

‘How?'

'l...1 can't sleep till you ring me. | can't thiok anything else but you and...
and sex.'



'l recognise the symptoms,' he said drily. 'So velnatyou going to do about
it?'

'What am | going to do about it?'

'Yes,you | promised to give you the whip hand. How longyda think you
can put up with climbing the walls?’

‘Not...not long..."
'‘Well? Will you meet me somewhere next weekend?'
'‘Next weekend?' she repeated weakly.

'Yes, the weekend of the thirtieth. Can you getesame to fill in for you on
that Saturday?"

'l suppose | can.’
'‘Good.’

'What... what did you have in mind?"l have an ide&l'll have to talk to the
people concerned first. I'll let you know tomorroight.’

She let out a shuddering sigh, which was a comibimadf surrender and
relief. 'All right," she whispered.

'God, Clare. | can't wait.'
'Me neither.'

His groan sounded tortured, and it sent everytimsgle Clare squeezing
tight.

'I'd better go," he went on gruffly. 'Now don'tdet. Don't line anything up
for that weekend. Rain, hail or shine, we're gamgpend it together!



CHAPTER SEVEN

CLARE was speeding. Nervous anticipation, she told lfelsé she kept her
foot down. The clock on the dashboard said sixythiBhe'd been driving
since five thirty-five, not stopping for anythingnd by her calculations
should arrive at her destination shortly after setlerty. Fortunately with

daylight saving it was still light, the sun justtggg behind her now.

‘Their property is just your side of Orange," Matl told her. 'Couldn't be
better. Halfway between Sydney and Bangarattaoufstart out as soon as
you close up shop at five-thirty, we should ar@@pproximately the same
time.’

Clare had been startled. She'd been expecting diilmée up a hotel, or a
guest-house somewhere, not a private home.

'‘But, Matt, who are these people? Won't they miad pringing a perfect
stranger into their home? What will | wear and whathat will be the
sleeping arrangements? | thought... | mean...'

His answers to her questions had carried amuserBamty Weston is an
old friend of my family. A solicitor. He's mad altchorse-racing and breeds
his own horses. Bought this farm a few years agbpaurs all his money
into brood mares. He spends most weekends théydisiwife, is a darling
girl. A lot younger than Barry but no teenyboppéou'll like her.'

Oh, yes? she'd thought wryly.

‘They've been at me to join them for a weekenadms. They won't mind if
| bring a girlfriend. In fact, they'll be delightednd wear whatever you like.
Barry and Jill hate being formal. As far as theeplag arrangements are
concerned, we'll have conveniently adjoining rooMs.need to telegraph
everything, is there?'

Clare gulped as she thought of what lay ahead.shedlidn't mean the road.

Accelerating along a straight stretch of highwdne almost missed the first
turn-off. Thank God the sun was behind her or sbhbably would have!



The scenery changed somewhat with the turn. Modelating, with good
grazing grass and only the occasional outcrop géhacks. It was top horse
and sheep country, a lot of wealthy Sydney busmesashaving bought
properties in the area. Pitt Street farmers, thag/dnce been called.

An hour later, Clare spotted the road Matt had todd to watch for. She
swung her car into it and began counting mailboXés. third one along on
the right, he had said. There it was, a wide gayemith a sign announcing
'THREE HiLLS'. The driveway behind it was very impressive, dingith
white railing fences which she knew cost a forttobuild and upkeep. The
sleek- coated horses grazing peacefully behindetinees looked like they'd
cost a fortune too.

Clare sighed, opened the gate, drove through, ttlesed the gate
afterwards. One didn't leave gates open in thetcpun

It soon became apparent why the place was calledeTHills. The road
meandered over one small hill, then a second langeythen finally snaked
up the highest, upon which was perched an enorraprasnl of a house.
White, two-storeyed and Spanish in flavour, it meste cost a mint.

Clare tried to still the butterflies in her stomaxshshe pulled up at the foot of
the front steps. She was excited yet apprehensitteeasame time. While
she was madly—stupidly— longing to see Matt agaie wasn't looking
forward to spending the weekend in a strange haitbestrange people.

It wasn't their being rich that bothered Clare. 8hd long ago determined
not to let wealth and position impress or intimelaer. But she was wary
about meeting Matt's friends. Would they like haril, more importantly,
would she like them? Or would she find them astmlas she feared they
might be? Lawyers occupied a box in her mind alanty politicians and
actors.

Clare glanced nervously around. Her car was thg amé in sight, though
there were several closed garages, and no oneushmg to meet her. A
dog was barking somewhere. Matt had probably noagesed. But where
were her host and hostess? Hadn't they seen hengom the long drive?
Didn't they hear the dog?



'Oh, well." She sighed aloud and levered herself$le was just pulling her
overnight case from the boot when Matt came trigmdown the steps. 'l
thought | heard your car,' he said, smiling dowheat 'Here... Let me.' He
took the case out of her hands. 'Jill's just popptxithe shower and Barry's
getting the martinis ready.' He beamed down atGed, but it's good to see
you.'

For some crazy unaccountable reason Clare couldimbher voice. She

just stood there, staring up into those beautiug leyes, desperately trying
to think of a sophisticated thing to say. 'Damn aiast!" He dropped the
case, swept her into his arms and kissed her dtaxteep hungry kiss which
told her how much he still wanted her, and how mgble was very

definitely wanting him. She was disappointed wherstopped to just hold
her.

'Darling,’ he whispered into her hair afterwardg] ahe didn't correct him.

'‘Aren't you going to say anything?' he asked, pgllback to hold her at
arm's length.

She smiled weakly. 'l didn't see your car,’ shd.sai

He threw up his hands in mock exasperation. 'lsdahaou have to say? |
was hoping for a little more than that.' He pickgdher case, took her elbow
and directed her up the steps.

'Such as?'

'Such as... | missed you, Matt. | adore you, Mattant you to make mad,
passionate love to me all weekend.'

Clare almost panicked. As usual he was going wayast for her. He was
like a runaway steamroller and she knew she hdwbpe of controlling him.

She was saved from answering by the front door iogeand a short
thick-set man coming out to stand on the porchjudestood there, smiling
expansively down at both of them. Despite the dyay and portliness, he



had an attractive face, the most engaging dimpled,honest eyes. Clare
liked him on sight.

'So this is Clare... I'm Barry. Drinks are readd aill isn't." Barry gave her
another assessing glance before turning to hisdrigtHmm... Perhaps |
should have bought my property around Bangarattessaid.

Clare knew her tall, slender figure looked goothie warm peach jumpsuit,
her hair up in a loosely feminine style, the image presented being one of
subtle sexiness.

'For my eyes only," Matt quipped, curling a possesarm around her
shoulders. 'You, Barry, are reduced to the positiomaiter only. Lead on to
the liquid refreshment.’

The house was as impressive inside as it was cait. I8t her through the
front doors, across a spacious foyer and into ssva®pen living-room.
The Spanish style continued inside with archwaiss,trugs and heavy
furniture. Barry immediately positioned himself bah the solid,

wood-carved bar and began rattling a silver shakerake a mean matrtini,
Clare.

Matt put her case down. 'l was just thinking, BaRgrhaps Clare would like
to freshen up after her long drive?’

'Yes... yes, | would," she said quickly, aware thia¢ did feel sticky and
uncomfortable, and far too aware of Matt. She aotuktop looking at him,
S0 gorgeous in tight blue jeans and blue polo shat seemed to make his
eyes bluer. His dark brown hair was still damp ahcked straight back
from his face, indicating that he wasn't long oua shower.

'l can see you just want to get her alone, youyawyil," Barry teased. 'Not
that | blame you. First room on the left and riglkeit to yours,' her host
informed with a wicked wink.

'He's not far wrong there," Matt whispered as hmipanied her up the
stairs. His low husky words set her nerves ajaagié she stiffened, her
involuntary action catching his attention. For ament they stared at each



other, and suddenly she wished thatwald race her into the bedroom,
strip off her clothes and just do it. Otherwisénking about it, worrying and

wrangling about it, would hang over her this evegniike the sword of

Damocles.

He left her at the door, however, suggesting calimdy she join them in a
short while. Now that the awkward moment had pasSéare felt intense
relief. It was all very well to be swept along lyetromantic fantasy of the
situation. A dream house. A dream man. A dream weegkBut weekends
came to an end. And life went ruthlessly on...

Her room was a delight. Spacious, elegant, deabrat@hite and gold, with
an en-suite all of its own and a small balcony Wwhaoked out over the back
of the property. Rolling hills stretched to the izon and the last rays of
golden sunlight slanted right into the room andmthe queen-sized bed. A
bed for two, she fancied with a quiver of her stoma

Clare had a brief wash, tidied her hair and touclgder make-up: She
wondered briefly what Barry's wife would be like Barbie doll of a wife or
a real person, genuinely in love with her husband?

Clare doubted the latter. Younger women who mamigdolder men were
nothing better than prostitutes in her eyes, exgimgsexual favours for the
goodies money could buy. What always amazed her wiag such
apparently intelligent, experienced men could dexehemselves that a
twenty-year-old would love them for themselves.cOfirse, she added with
a frown, Barry was a singularly attractive oldenma

With a degree of reservation, Clare left the roamd wwas about to move
down the stairs when she heard hurried footstepstder. She turned and
her eyes opened wide.

"You must be Clare," a wildly attractive visionrad and white announced.
Red satin tights protruded from underneath the lilayant top, on top of
which rested at least a dozen gold chains. 'I'fBright orange- gold hair,
scooped up in a messy ponytail, made her look nyeecmger than her
possible thirty years. 'So you're the lady chemisd has Matt in a bind.



Hmm... His taste is on the improve.'" She leant &dvand kissed an
astonished Clare on the cheek.

Jill slid an arm quite naturally round Clare's waad chattered happily
away as they walked down the steps and into tiegliarea together. It was
impossible not to be enchanted by her.

'‘About time," Barry complained. 'We were going &l out the cavalry.’
Matt gestured for Clare to sit next to him on thewn leather lounge. She
did so, feeling awkward at first, though relaxingpem he curled an arm
around her shoulders and pulled her close.

You look a bit tired, Matt, love,' Jill said aseshanded them both matrtinis.
'‘Nose to the grindstone, old man?' Barry asked ttoarbar.

Til say.' Matt downed half his drink. ‘Now don‘t@e@t my golden rule, folks.
No talking shop. And no talking damned politicsjdt enough of that at
home.'

'No talking religion either!" Barry declared, plopg an olive into his drink.
'How about sex?' Jill asked brightly, sending Caheart into a seizure.
'Sex is definitely out!" Matt tossed off with thest of the drink.'OK, then...'
Barry sauntered over to sit down with them, Brimgims glass and the
cocktail shaker with him. 'What shall we talk ats8ut

Clare's system started working again once sheseshlihey'd only been
deciding on a conversation topic and not the rsgiuttivity. For a second
then she'd thought she'd been brought to an orgy!

'How about relatives?’ she suggested.

'Relatives?’ they all echoed in amazement.



'I mean family trees. You can all tell me where yfaimily comes from and
so forth.'

'Splendid idea," Matt agreed. 'And speaking oftreta, what did you two
think of Tilly's intended the other week?'

'He can put his slippers under my bed any nighlikes," Jill pronounced
blithely.

Barry grimaced. 'Talk about judging a book by tser!
'Who's Tilly?' Clare asked.

Matt leant wonderfully close. 'She's the sistetd tyou about. Her real name
is Clothilde but Tilly suits her better. Scattytasy come but a real sweetie
underneath. Still, my parents will be glad to see d$ettled. Her choice of
men-friends hasn't always been the best. They s$edike this one, but |
gather you don't think much of him, Barry?'

Barry shrugged. 'He's all right, | guess, if yckelithe backstabbing type.
He's already walked over a few bodies in the lamm fie works for, and now
he's got his eyes on politics. They say the Libshasafe seat all lined up
for him for the next election. It worries me athiat he might see Tilly more
as a weapon than a wife.'

'l thought you said you weren't going to talk post' Jill complained.

Clare had only been half listening, her mind maerneolved with the way
Matt's thigh was pressing firmly against hers.

'We're not talking about politics,” Matt said. 'Véetalking about David
McAuliffe.'

Clare almost spilt her drink, her head whippingn@at the saying of that
dreaded name.

'What?' Matt asked her as she stared at him, faleg gyes blinking wide.
'What is it? Do you know David McAuliffe?"



'‘God," he swore. 'He's the one, isn't he? David ii€f&. Hell, Clare, you
said he was a bloody actor, not a lawyer!

'He... hewasan actor when | first met him," she explained Wgdkle was
the star of the University Revue. And he stayednommateur theatre for a
while after he graduated.'

'‘David McAuliffe," Matt repeated. 'Damn and blast.’
Clare's thoughts and feelings echoed Matt's frtistra
'Would someone like to fill me in here?' Jill waile

'Shut up, honey,' Barry said softly. 'Look, | thiMiatt and Clare might like a
few moments on their own. Am | right, Matt?'

'What? Oh, yes, thanks.’

Barry shepherded his mildly protesting wife frore thom, leaving behind a
silence that was awful. Clare could hardly thinkwcould fate be so cruel?

Still, this amazing revelation showed her how msble'd been deluding
herself regarding her relationship with Matt. Dgyrithe drive over here
she'd been pretending she would settle for anrafiaromantic weekend
here and there. Now she saw that underneath, slee'd hoping their
relationship would develop into a full-blown loveatoh ending in marriage
and baby bootees and happily ever after.

There was no chance of any happily ever afters mmw,with David as
Matt's brother-in-law, not with his ghost hangingep everything. There
again, maybe there never had been any real chanberfwith Matt. Maybe
she was crying over a lost dream, an illusion.

And shewascrying. Somehow, the tears had formed withoutkmawing
and they were even now running silently down heefa



"You're still in love with him, aren't you?' Matt@used grimly.
She shook her head, unable to speak.

'Oh, yes, Clare. Very much yes. You should see yace. No words can
ever deny what you still feel for that man.’

All she could do was keep on shaking her head,elges lowered, tears
dripping off the end of her nose.

Matt sighed and stood up. 'I'll get you some tissue

The sound of that sigh had her eyes snapping dpn't still love him," she
insisted. 'lhatehim.’

Matt's expression told it all. He didn't believe.H8ure you do, honey. Sure
you do. I'll get the tissues.’

He returned with half a dozen. She blew her nos# @uled herself
together.

'Do you want to talk about it?' he asked after tast shudder rippled
through her.

‘There's nothing much to talk about. We met durng last year at
university. | fell in love with him. I moved in withim. We broke up. End of
story.'

'How long did you live with him?"

'Four years.'

'Fouryeard My God!

Clare could appreciate Matt's shock. It was a lbomg. Longer than some
marriages these days. Which was why she'd beeevasthted when David

had walked in one night and told her out of theelihat it was over between
them.



'Why did you break up?"'

She looked over at Matt. Should she tell him theannished truth? Should
she paint David even blacker than Barry had beentipg him? If she did,
what difference would it make? Matt's sister wotldiaten to anyone. No
doubt the girl was as blindly in love with David sisehad been. Besides,
David would merely deny everything she said, ostwierything around to
make her sound like the typical woman scorned. &de't doubt the
daughter of a senator would make a perfect wifehion. They would
probably be very happy together.

'David decided he didn't love me any more,' she sanply.
‘That's it?'

‘Yes.'

'Was he being unfaithful?'

‘Not that | know of, but | suppose he might haverbe

Matt frowned at her. "You sound so calm, yet afewutes before you were
crying your heart out.'

Her shrug hid a broken heart all right. But notrobavid.

Matt's face was darkening with frustration. "Whawabhave believed it?' he
finally burst out, jJumping to his feet and pacihg room. 'lI've never wanted
a woman as much as | want you, but you're stiingimfter some old flame.
My sister's fiance no less! Tell me, Clare,’ helsspinning to an angry halt
in front of her. 'Was he such a good lover thatliyaever forget him?'

The anger and frustration in his voice forced loesdy something. 'You've
got it all wrong, Matt," she said as convincing/sihe could. 'l might not
have forgotten David, but that's not because heswels a good lover. More
because he was the most callously selfish inditilhave ever known. |
can assure you | do not love him any more!'



'Oh, yes?' he scoffed. 'You mean you wouldn't camnaing if he snapped
his fingers?'

‘No, | damned well wouldn't,’ she denied, not wagntio talk about David
any more, not wanting to be angry, just to be horigse only man | would
run to if he snapped his fingers these days. ous'y

Matt's eyes became two blue chips of ice. 'So lystill sleep with me
tonight?’

She closed her eyes. He was calling her bluffiBuasn't a bluff. She loved
the man, loved him like crazy. Oh, God... Her greyes flickered
open—Ilarge, soulful eyes. 'If that's what you wastite whispered raggedly.

He moved quickly to grasp her arms, to haul heonfo her feet and force
her to look deep into his eyes. 'But is it whatiwant, Clare? Am | what you
want? Or am | nothing but a substitute for a merdory

Her mind was whirling now. She was tempted tohett she loved him but
she was afraid, afraid he would hurt her as mudbdaasd had.

The anguish must have shown on her face, for sigltds hands dropped
away from her and his shoulders slumped. 'Youirglyo me, Clare. And
you're hiding things. | can see it in your eyes.'

Her mouth opened to deny everything, to tell hirhaffeelings when Barry
burst back into the room.

'‘Matt, come quickly," he yelled. 'Jill's cut henkdaBadly! She was doing the
vegetables and the knife slipped.’

Clare watched, a little stunned as Matt took oBarry's direction with long
assured strides.

'Don't panic, Barry,' he was saying. 'She'll befiGet my bag out of the
back of my car, will you?'

Both men disappeared, and Clare was left stantierg} totally confused.



‘Clare!" came Matt's shout from the direction & kitchen. 'Get yourself out
here! | need you!

The scene in the kitchen rattled her. Matt was piragpa tea-towel tightly
around a pasty-faced Jill's hand, making very Doh&r-like noises. It was
on the tip of her tongue to tell them that this m&a television set. This was

for real, as that accident the other week wasdal, and they neededeal
doctor!

But then Barry joined the group, carrying what ledHike a real doctor's
bag, and Clare's mouth slowly began to open. Sphedyder shocked look
bringing a rueful expression to Matt's face.

'OK, so my secret's outam areal doctor. Now come over and play nurse
for me.'



CHAPTER EIGHT

' DON'T understand, Matt,' Clare said. 'Make me understand

He turned slowly from where he was pouring himde# third straight
bourbon at the bar. Barry was upstairs puttingtdibed. She was in shock,

Matt had said, and he'd given her a sedative.

Clare shrank back from Matt's hard eyes. She haerrseen him look at her
like that. So remote. So indifferent. It shocked. he

'Why should 1?' came his offhand answer. 'Whated#hce would it make?'
'‘But you're aoctor!’

'So?'

'Well... why... why didn't yotell me, for starters?'

'When?' he retorted scornfully. 'When could | htold you and got a fair
and reasonable response? The night of the balapsr after | made that
speech about Bangaratta's needing a doctor? LUad&érnight, in your
apartment, after finding out what you thought ofn#d the scene of that
accident, maybe, right after you mocked me?'

Clare battled between guilt and irritation when #heught of that night.
He'd had every opportunity to tell her then, surdlpybe shéhad mocked
him but she'd quickly apologised.

"You still should have told me," she said unhappily

'As you told me about McAuliffe, | suppose?' hentizal.

‘That's different.’

' don't see how.'



'‘David's the past and this is the present. Canitsge that you're wasting
your life playing at being a doctor when you reaitg one?"

His smile was bitter. 'And you're wasting your lié@ing a man who doesn't
love you back.'

'Probably,” she muttered, and he threw her a véciglance, thinking no
doubt that she meant David.

'‘Go home, Clare. | don't want you any more.'
She stared at him, tears of hurt and confusionimgellp in her eyes.

'‘And don't bother to cry,” he lashed out. 'l hawepatience with women's
tears. Frankly, I'm sick to death of them!'

Outrage held her own at bay. 'Who the hell do yooktyou are?' she flung
at him.

'I'm a man. A man who's been wanting to screw ffmuwhat of it?"

She was speechless, too stunned to be hurt.

He laughed and came forward, glaring down at her the rim of the glass
as he downed it. 'And you've been wanting me tevégou,’ he ground out,
'but you're too much of a bloody hypocrite to aditdit

"You're drunk!" she exclaimed.

'l hope so. I'm going to need to be.'

'I'm not staying down here and listening to this.’

'‘Good, let's go upstairs and go to bed.’

'Go to hell!’



'‘Come with me," he urged darkly, putting down thesg and dragging her
into his arms.

His mouth tasted of malt whisky, and desperatidarédvas confounded by
that desperation, more than his passion. This wéedming was so full of
shocks that she had little defence left against #&islden fierce

determination. His lips were on her neck now, taads pulling the zipper
down the front of her jumpsuit. She felt oddly adtad from what he was
doing, yet at the same time caught up in his daskrd.

She watched as though from a distance as he phshedwn on to the sofa,
levered her bra upwards then sucked one of hestsr@ato his mouth. It
didn't feel like her moaning softly, arching her back, offering hereasth
breast up for his ministrations.

But it was.

She lay there, wallowing in the sensations, dazediypliant as his right
hand moved over her flat stomach, then slid ungeetastic of her panties
to search and find the heart and heat of her oveiraleShe groaned and
arched some more.

More, more, more.

She began trembling beneath his caresses, twisitihggening, only seconds
away from release.

Barry's coming downstairs at that point put paidrig more. Fortunately he
couldn't see them on the sofa when he first caoetie room, giving Matt

enough precious seconds to reef her bra back late pnd zip up the zipper
so that at least she was physically decent byithe Barry moved behind

the bar and saw them.

But Clare felt anything but decent at that mom#rdugh Barry didn't seem
capable of realising what they'd been doing. Oingarfor that matter.

'She's gone to sleep,’ he said blankly, spillingesbrandy on to the counter
as he poured half a glassful.



'‘God, Matt, that scared the hell out of me. Ifdtldill, | don't know what I'd
do. Thank heaven you were here.'

'She wasn't in any real danger," Matt said, stapndmand walking over to sit
on one of the bar-stools.

How could he seem so cool, Clare thought, wherstilira quivering mess?
'‘But there was so much blood!" Barry exclaimed dslauing.

'‘Some people bleed a lot.'

'Still...!

‘You're in shock too, Barry. Do you want me to gye@l something so that
you can get a good night's sleep?’

'‘But what about dinner?' he protested. "You havedtany dinner...'
'We can look after ourselves, can't we, Clare?'

Clare glared at him, but didn't have the hearajoaything that might upset
Barry. He looked very shaken, the poor man.

"You go to bed, Barry," she insisted. 'We'll beefin

'‘Come on, Bazza. No more alcohol for you if I'mgige you a shot of
something.' And he took the glass out of his friemands.

Clare escaped to the kitchen while Matt was upst&ine finished cutting up
the stir-fry Jill was obviously preparing, more &owmething to do than any
need to eat. Matt was gone longer than she expsct¢dat the meal was
actually sizzling in the frying pan when he retutne

‘That smells good," he said, for all the world sing as if nothing had
happened between them earlier.

She stared at him and he looked a little guilty.



'OK, so I've sobered up and I'm sorry. | overstegpe mark and said some
rotten things. But damn it all, Clare, | had proaton.'

'Like what?' she said coldly. Amazing how moreamtrol she felt now that
some time had passed, and the effect of his wildrtaaking had receded.

'Like finding out David McAuliffe was the love obyr life," he returned just
as coldly. 'Like having you look at me as if | weame sort of lower order
of life simply because | do what | do, and not whati think | should be
doing.’

‘A doctor takes an oath to save life,' she protestkaking her head as she
once again tried to come to terms with Matt's dgmafession. How could a
man choose to be an actor instead of a healerwdtié was crying out for
doctors, whereas it needed another useless danst@dike a hole in the
head!

'‘Bangaratta would give its eye-teeth to have aatauit your obvious skill,'
she said with accusing eyes.

'l wouldn't be happy there.’

'Well, tough! Do you think I'm happy there either?'

'No, I don't think you are. And | think you shouéve.'

She threw up her hands. 'Just like that! Leave!®dyl, that's rich, and so
typical! There | was, thinking you were differetitjnking you weren't as
self-centred and selfish as...as...'

'As your dear darling David,' he finished for herily. Harshly. ‘Look, let's
not get into this just now. It'll only spoil thingsven more than they're

already spoilt. Let's just eat our dinner then@bed.’

A shocked disbelief crashed through her. 'Do yawelstly think I'm going to
bed with you after this?'

'Yes.'



She glared at him and he glared right back.

'We're past the point of no return, Clare," he vambluntly. 'l know it and
you know it.'

She opened her mouth to make some savage commietitelnuclosed it
again. He was right. Damn him.

But she didn't have to like it.

Her chin lifted and her grey eyes glittered angrily
He smiled at her and she wanted to kill him.

And kiss him.

And kill him.

"You're a bastard," she hissed through clenché. tee

His smile turned rueful. 'I'm fast becoming oneuauw you. Which should
be to my advantage. You seem to go for bastards.’

He turned away from her pained eyes, picking uprladnd tasting the food.
‘This is good, Clare. You're a talented girl, argou? You'll make some
man a good wife one of these days.’

'‘But not you," she said, and it was half a staténeif a question.

His snort was derisive. 'l can't see us ever ggttiarried, can you? Now |
suggest we both shut up, Clare, before we havehanbght and you try to
flounce out of here. For if you do that, | swearytm, you won't get far. |
don't want to get rough with you. | really don'utB will if | have to.'

Her eyes widened.



‘It wouldn't be rape either,’ he growled. 'Don't gmlding yourself,
sweetheart. Anger turns you on. | turn you on. Netg eat before | decide
to skip the meal and go straight to dessert.’

* % %

They didn't turn the lights on in her bedroom. Tdedn't speak.

Matt turned her to him as soon as he shut the dodrkissed her, holding
her mouth and mind in thrall while he unzipped jimapsuit and peeled it
back off her shoulders, pushing it down off her atith it pooled on to the
floor. Lifting her out of the puddle of materialg ltarried her towards the
bed, holding her against him with one arm while fheng back the
bedclothes before placing her down on the coolewliteets.

She lay there, her eyes gradually becoming accustdmthe darkness, just
enough light filtering in from the moonlit sky fber to make out his form as
he undressed. He quickly stripped his shirt overhaad, throwing it over
the back of the chair while he kicked off his shard unbuttoned his jeans.

His body was as gorgeous as the rest of him, sive wale shoulders
tapering down to slim hips and long, muscular ldgjis. arms and upper
body looked as if he'd been doing weights, despgesaying he didn't go to
the gym. There was a smattering of curls on histcivdich arrowed down
past his flat stomach to where he was at that mordeagging off his

underpants, his jeans already gone.

Her gaze skittered away from his nakedness, unddsyghe way it made
her feel. So greedy for him inside her. So... hot..

She tried watching his face when he sat down te tdkhis socks, keeping

them steadfastly there when he bent to pick ugdaiss again and remove
several small plastic packets from one of the pckehe stared at them in
his hand when he walked over, still staring whentipped them on the

bedside table.

There were four.



Her eyes snapped upwards.
'l told you I'd be prepared the next time," he s&ldw let's get you naked...'

Getting her naked was to take quite some time, Maibhg waylaid for
several minutes after he removed her bra.

'You have great nipples,’ he muttered later agaomgt of them before

sending his tongue forth to drive her even crattiean she already was.
Suddenly, she could no longer lie passively benbaith She had to touch
him back, see for herself if he felt as good akbked. Her left hand lifted

to meet his hip before sliding down and aroundimoenter the object of her
desire. Her fingers brushed, stroked, enclosedeestpd, and it sent him
crashing back on to the bed, gasping. She rose op®elbow, leaning over
to send her own tongue to lick hts nipples while she continued her
merciless yet compulsive caressing.

Large fingers abruptly gripped her wrist, liftingrhhand away from him.
Glazed grey eyes found tortured blue ones.

Time to use one of these," he groaned, and reamtezdo pick up one of the
packets. 'You put it on. I'm not capable.’

‘Me?'

‘Yes, you.'

Her hands trembled at first but she managed, atiin found it an oddly
erotic experience, having to keep her head andshatehdy while she
stroked the silky sheath down over him. She esfyedtved the sound of
his sucked-in breath when she put her lips to Hithafinish, when she let
him feel the heat of her mouth for several sectadisre lifting her head and
looking down into his heavy-lidded eyes.

'More?' she asked with seductive softness.

He couldn't seem to speak.



She gave him more. Oh, she gave him so much mbesg&/e him her body
and her love and her heart, and if, at the moméetwthey both cried out in
perfect unison, her climax proving to be as catauolg an experience as
she'd known it would be, Clare allowed herself étidve that he loved her
back...then so what? This wiasr dream, wasn't itPler fantasy. She could
say and do and believe whatever she liked.

Clare woke to Matt kissing her softly on the lips.

For a long moment, all she remembered was the gdiyserfection of the
night before. But then more memories washed insiyedfrowned.

'Matt," she said between kisses.

‘Mmm.'

'Whyaren't you practising as a doctor?"

With a weary sigh, he rolled from her, swinging ta@st over the side of the
bed. 'Can't you let it go, Clare? I'm an actor namg a damned good one. |
make people happy which is as important as makiemthealthy.’

‘Yes, but...'

He rounded on her. 'Just because we spent thetomgther, it doesn't give

you the right to give me the third degree on wheg thosen to do with my

life. I didn'tlike being a doctor. OK? Andlike being an actor. I'm sorry you
find me such a huge disappointment.’

‘But | don't! I'm sorry if I..."

'For pity's sake don't apologise,’ he snappedriltavant your apologies. |

don't want anything from you, Clare, except what gave me last night. If

you don't think you can cope with that kind of telaship with me then you
know what you can do.’



She blinked her shock up at him.

'l can't offer you any more," he went on harsAlgke it or leave it." He didn't
wait for an answer, just swept up his clothes aadhsed from the room.

After she showered and dressed Clare knocked odatveof his room but
there was no answer. Downstairs, she found Bartiyarkitchen, preparing
a breakfast tray for Jill.

'How is she this morning?' Clare asked.

'Fine. Still a bit dopey from the injection Mattwgaher. By the way, Matt's
gone out riding.'

'Oh..."

'Did you two have an argument or something?'

'Er...sort of.'

'‘About Matt not telling you he was a doctor, or abBlcAuliffe?’
'‘About his not practising medicine, actually.’

'Aah...'

'Why doesn't he like being a doctor, Barry?'

Barry sighed. 'I'm afraid | can't tell you that.tBdill and | promised him we
would never discuss that with anyone. You'll havagsk him yourself.'

' did.’
‘And?'

'He wouldn't tell me.'



Barry nodded. 'Be patient, Clare. But don't préfsgou love him, accept
him for what he is. You do love him, don't you?'

Clare nodded, a large lump of emotion in her chest.

'l thought as much, but | wouldn't tell him justt.yAs | said... be patient.
Matt's a very complex man. And not inclined to berty forthcoming about
himself.'

'So I've found out,' she said bleakly.

'‘Can you ride, Clare?’

'Sort of." Sam was the only horse expert in thddPiamily.

‘After I've taken Jill this tray, I'll take you ot the stables, saddle you a
gentle horse, and point you in the direction Matte off in.’

"Would you?' she said eagerly.

Barry smiled. '"You do love him a lot, don't you?'

Clare was back to nodding.

She found him sitting on a riverbank, looking whetd. Her heart went out
to him and she knew she could never bring heredietthe one who broke
things off between them. He might only want herdex at this point in time,
but it would have to do. Who knew? Maybe Barry wight. If she was

patient, things might work out in the end.

'If you've come to haul me over the coals agaimtdmther,' he snarled at
her as she sat down next to him. 'I'm not in thednfor lectures.’

'Whatare you in the mood for, then?' she returned, keepargvoice light.

His sidewards glance was withering. 'Don't makempses you won't keep,
Clare.'



' won't.'

He arched a sardonic eyebrow at her. Then am thke it you're in
agreeance with the arrangement | offered you?'

'Yes.'

Oddly enough, he looked furious. 'Just like thatsifaple yes, after all the
reasons you gave me why you wouldn't enter intt sulationship.'

Her heart was starting to thud, both with her oatkltessness, and what she
was seeing in that suddenly smouldering gaze. Bes#r hot and harsh as a
desert wind.

... I've changed my mind," she said shakilys '#' woman's privilege to
change her mind, isn't it?"'

Those blazing blue eyes hardened, then narrowethoti hesitation, he
twisted to take her shoulders and push her baak tht sweet-smelling
grass, his head bending to nuzzle at the baserdhfwat. 'Have you come
prepared, then?' he muttered against the throlghitsg he found there.

Clare gasped her shock, and her excitement. Sheetirdn't mean to make
love to herere!

'l see you haven't,' he growled, his head liftiffrgew his hands moved down
to unsnap the waistband of her jeans. She wasedumnthe look of ruthless
determination in his eyes. Stunned, yet at the saneeincredibly aroused.

'‘No worries,' he ground out. 'I'm sure | can finenby of ways around that
little hurdle.’

Which he did.

Madly. Mercilessly. Marvellously.



CHAPTER NINE

'Mum knows, you know," Samantha said cockily, percthegself up on a
kitchen stool.

'Knows what?" Clare continued peeling the potatdtesias the Tuesday
after her trip to Three Hills and she was babyrgjther kid sister while her
parents went to a bridge party.

‘That you're having an affair with some old boyfidérom Sydney.’

'Is that so?' she said.

'Uh-huh.' Sam grinned, clearly enjoying the todicanversation. 'Everyone
in Bangaratta knows about the phone calls andltveefs, and they're all
wondering where you went last weekend. Mum saysmyost have spent it
with the flower-sender and that you're sleepindhvaim.’

'Mum said that toyou?'Clare was shocked.

'Oh, of course not! | overheard her saying so td.[3he also said that you
were a damned fool. Something about why should a lmgy a cow if

someone's giving him milk for free?'

Clare clamped her mouth tightly shut. If she opeihed that moment, she
would definitely say something she'd regret.

'‘But | don't agree with Mum,' Sam rattled on. tken if you fancy a guy
then why not sleep with him. No one expects to gnarvirgin these days.’

'‘Sam! For goodness' sake, you're only a child! &gt the--'

'‘Are you in love with him?' Sam broke in.

Clare swallowed, images flooding her mind, nonthefn loving. It worried
her, the way Matt took perverse satisfaction inuoie her to begging, or in

making her make him beg. It also bothered her byathe end of the
weekend at Three Hills she didn't seem to care moye that their



relationship was only sexual. All she sought from lvas his body in hers

and the mindless pleasure they gave to each ditagt.was succeeding in

making a travesty of what they could have shargdtteer, and suddenly she
hated him for it.

'Sis? You haven't answered me. Are you in love Wwith?'

‘There is no him," she bit out. 'l just neededdbayvay for a while. And you
can tell dear Mum that I'll be getting away mortenfin future!

Later that evening, when it was time to waBush DoctoyClare astounded
Sam by refusing to turn it on, saying there wasraent affairs programme
she preferred on Channel Two.

'But | wanted to watch Matt,' Sam whined.

"You told me you didn't like that show much," Clargued. 'And that Matt
was too old to be interesting.'

‘That was before | met him. | think he's yummy n@h, please, Clare,
please, please, pretty please.’

Clare gave in, and had never spent a more misehnaliein her entire life.
She wanted to cry, to throw something at the tsleri to shatter that
hatefully handsome face. Instead, she sat and amg@de, knowing that
when he snapped his fingers she would run to hmowing that she had
made the same stupid mistake again. Fallen inwotrethe wrong man.

Naturally, he'd sent her off home on Sunday eversaging he would call.
And naturally, she was living for the moment whendid. But he hadn't
called as yet, which was why watching him on tedmn that night was
sheer torture.

He didn't call on the Wednesday either, or the $tiay. By Friday Clare
was frantic that Matt would never call again, sattivhen he did call the
shop that morning—saying curtly that he couldrdpsand chat but if she
agreed to come there would be a pre-paid firsgsataturn ticket waiting for
her at Dubbo airport for the Saturday afternooghtlito Sydney, and that



he'd be waiting for her at the luggage carousel—sbekly agreed. After
he'd hung up she stared down into the dead redegfere dropping it back
into its cradle with numb fingers then slumping aoat her bench and
burying her head in her hands.

Dear God, whatever was going to become of her?

A gentle hand on her shoulder made her jump. 'Séae man again, Clare?"
Sally asked, not unkindly.

Clare nodded.

'Maybe you should go to Sydney and see him," skle'seandsome and rich
might not make for a perfect life-partner, but me's perfect, Clare. If you
walit to find perfect, you'll be a lonely old ladif the day you die.'

Clare looked up. 'Why, Sally...that was quite puofd.'

Sally frowned. 'What does "profound” mean?'

'It means smart. Real smart.'

Sally looked pleased.

'l think | will do what you suggested, but if | dbmight be a little late
opening the shop on Monday morning. How about yaxeha sleep-in and
don't arrive here till ten?"

'Sounds good to me!’

'Oh, and Sally...'

‘Yes?'

‘Try not to tell anyone the reason, will you?"

Sally looked most put out for second, but then gitiened. 'l can keep a
secret if you can.'



'Oh? What's your secret?'

'I'm going to have a baby!"

It was muggy and overcast when Clare left Bangar#te following
afternoon to drive to Dubbo. By the time the fligdmbded at Mascot it had
started to rain, and she'd begun to worry that kt&ght not be there to meet
her where he said he'd be.

But he was, his gorgeous body encased in casua- lmamhoured trousers
and a brightly patterned shirt in blues and browmsse wraparound opaque
sunglasses doing their best to hide his identigr &lvn jeans and black
T-shirt seemed plain by comparison, though sheliego quite a bit of

trouble with her hair and face.

Seeing him standing there, looking so sexy buteratiemote, brought
instant butterflies to her stomach. Clare had spest of the flight down,
secretly hoping that their reunion would be likensthing out of the
movies. They would look at each across the crowdedh, run into each
other's arms and openly declare their love for edlohr. Any such stupidly
romantic hope flew out of the window when Matt weadkcoolly up to her,
tookher lightly by the shoulders and gave her & pecthe cheek.

'I'm glad you decided to come, Clare,' he saik ‘thissed you. Have you
missed me?"'

'Yes," was all she could manage. He was wearingeskimd of tangy
aftershave which made her very conscious of hinzely, she wondered if
her own perfume was doing the same incredible ghiadhim.

‘Thanks for sending me the ticket," she said tlgickl

'My pleasure.’

"You're... you're being awfully polite.’



'‘Better than my ripping off your clothes and throg/iyou on the carousel,’
he drawled. 'Which is what I'd like to do at thisment."'

Clare felt a wave of heat flush her skin.

'Which is your suitcase?' he asked abruptly. Hkiihe sooner we get out of
here, the better.’

‘That one," she pointed out tautly, nervous of Iglditittle mood, yet stirred
by the sexuality simmering beneath it.

'Right," he muttered, and reached over to grab it.

Once outside the terminal, they had to stop akénb, a sudden downpour
halting any further progress.

'Let's run for it," he suggested after a few sesbfndught silence.
They did, and got sopping wet in the process.

'I'm soaked through!" she exclaimed as she waslédrdto the passenger
seat of his very sleek silver- grey sedan.

‘That's all right.' He leant over her to snap leatlselt into place. 'l like you
wet.'

She stared up at him, knowing where his eyes waoking behind the
sunglasses. Her breathing was coming thick andafasgtshe could feel her
nipples straining against the thin damp T-shirt.ndsitated, then his mouth
covered hers, his tongue taking its time befordirglj between her gasping
lips and giving her a dress rehearsal of the reagt

As usual, he had more control than she did, pubivvgy and smiling wryly
as he slammed the car door and walked round tdchnbehind the wheel.

'Where are you taking me?' Clare asked once they weder way.

'‘Somewhere private.'



'Your unit in Kirribilli?"'
'Uh-huh.’

It wasn't long before they were into the city amdtbe approaches to the
harbour bridge. Two years it had been since Clack deen the sights of
Sydney and even with the light drizzle, it wasl|stis breathtakingly
beautiful as ever. More beautiful in a way, witl 8treets shimmering after
the rain, the city's lights reflecting in the wetrfaces. She peered down
from the bridge at the harbour below and marvelledw. A magnificent
city in a magnificent setting.

She felt stirred by its beauty and its throbbirig. It excited her as much as
the man beside her did. She flicked a sidewardeglat Matt. He'd said she
wasn't happy living in Bangaratta and he'd bedntrig

Matt swung the car down off the Cahill Expresswaiyp ia series of steep
narrow streets which led into a cul- de-sac abibigom of which rose a tall
block of home units. After parking the car in a w@gy-guarded
underground car park they took an elevator in sdgeap to the twentieth
floor, the ride excruciatingly tense for Clare. $tdn't like being treated as
a sex object, yet she couldn't find the words teab She loved Matt too
much, and wanted him too much.

The doors whirred back. Matt picked up her suitcasd shepherded her out
on to a richly flowered carpet. With her suitcaseme hand and the other at
her elbow, he guided Clare along the hallway amgmstd in front of a
cream-painted door marked number six. He produggdidbkey from his set
of keys and slipped it into the brass lock, turramgl pushing the door open
in one fluid movement.

The apartment was not at all as Clare had imagimedept for its
spectacular view of the harbour from the balcorne Bad rather pictured an
austerely furnished place, all stark and functidwagjo with Matt's busy
lifestyle. Instead it was warm and friendly-lookjmngith soft earth colours
and masses of pot-plants.



'‘Goodness, Matt,' she said, pleased to break #utriel atmosphere. 'You
must have a secret passion for gardening. All therses and plants!

‘They came with the place,’ he said nonchalantilkiwg over to open one
of the doors that came off the L-shaped lounge dimthg area. 'My
bedroom,’ he said, and placed her suitcase in#itias its own en-suite but
there is another bathroom.' He gestured to a setooid then turned to slide
back another. 'Kitchen in here, and thdt last @e®@r behind you is a second
bedroom. We won't be needing that,' he added firmly

'Perhaps I'll have a shower and change,' she tsgidg to sound natural.
'‘Are we going out to dinner?"'

He walked over to her and pulled her in his arien't be ridiculous. Now
that | have you here, I'm not going anywhere buidad.’

Clare's handbag slipped from her fingers on togibld carpet and she slid
her arms up around his neck. Their kiss was sawage frantic and
desperate, echoing their intense need for each. difat's hands slid down
her back to grab large handfuls of her buttockseaground her hard against
him.

'‘God, Matt," she protested when his mouth finalbwved from hers down to
her neck.

He abandoned her with a ragged sigh. 'Sorry," heened, and wrenched his
sunglasses off to reveal smouldering eyes. 'Oukwapart has had a most
unfortunate effect on me. But you're right. I'dlieauch rather not hurry
this. Go and take your shower. I'll do likewise.'

She agreed, though not without a moment of perwetsellion. | want you
now...now,her body was crying out.

The shower cooled her blood a little. But onlytddi Not wanting to look at
herself naked in the mirror, she hurriedly draggedhe ivory silk robe she
had brought with her before brushing her hair aabthg some fresh
perfume behind her ears and on her wrists. Thedatihwas well equipped



for female guests, she saw, with plenty of assddgekries right down to a
spare toothbrush.

Such sights sent horrid thoughts tumbling intorhard. Had Matt had other
women here since meeting her? He'd promised héunsxity, but was he

keeping to that? His obvious sexual frustrationtised the ghastly thoughts
somewhat, but it was her own intense need for hahfinally forced her to

brush any lingering doubts aside. He was out timenes bedroom waiting to

make love to her. She would not do or say anyttivag might spoil that.

Couldnot. Ever!

Matt's bedroom was empty, one single lamp throwvairigm light across the
large bed whose doona was already pulled backanimess. She could hear
the sound of the shower still running in the enesaihd hesitated about
actually climbing into the bed to await Matt's aali She felt too excited to
lie still. Finally she moved over to the large wawd and drew back the
heavy gold curtains.

The view was unimpaired by rooftops, for they wasdnigh up. Rain-clouds
covered the stars but the moon was managing to dipéssage, a pale
version of its usual brilliance against the grey.sRlare became transfixed,
watching its trek in and out of the clouds—a ghosthip drifting in a
treacherous sea mist.

She jumped slightly when Matt's hands closed genbr her shoulders.

'Sorry about the lack of stars,' he murmured, pglher back against him so
that his lips nuzzled one ear. She shivered, gbasgps springing up all
over her flesh. 'Cold?' he asked, rubbing her arms.

'‘No..." She closed her eyes, turned her head Bligiway from the
tantalising tongue and tried to relax against hita.continued to caress her
arms, his mouth moving to cover her ear fully sat 8he was hotly aware of
his rapid breathing. Her own heart was hammeriridlyand tremors ran
up and down her legs. She went to turn round,de fam, but he denied her,
wrapping his arms around her waist from behind fancing her to remain
as they were. 'Slowly... slowly..." he soothedhemigh he were talking to a
flighty horse.



His hands moved to unloop the sash around her waldghg his time in
parting the silk. Did she moan as a fingertip baegssbare flesh? Perhaps...
Her eyes were definitely wide, her lips parted.

And then she saw it... A faint reflection of hefselthe window, half-naked

against him. She watched, dry-mouthed and heamdgng, as his slender
fingers roved across her flat stomach then tradelipwards towards her
small but exquisitely swollen breasts. She heldlreath as they grazed
lightly across the erect peaks, but then, to hestnation, his hands lay
unsatisfactorily motionless around them.

'So lovely," he murmured.

She leant back into him, needing to be closer.hdisds skimmed down to
curve round her hips and he undulated slowly agdwes, making her
fiercely aware of his arousal. For the first tinmece he had come into the
room she realised that he was totally nude. Onfsitierobe stood between
them. He moved against her and the moving—togetlyet, not
together—was sheer torture. Clare could no lontgedsit.

‘Matt," she rasped, whirling in his arms and segkiis mouth.

He laughed, and instead of kissing her, strippédh@f robe and swept her
up into his arms. 'You're an impatient little thirsgen't you?' he growled,
and carried her over to the bed. He lowered hertim¢ softness then stood
over her for a moment, staring down with darkenamdowed eyes. Bending,
he slid a hand around her neck, lifting her head lassing her without
letting any other part of their nakedness conrtéet.mouth opened eagerly
beneath him, her body growing ever more restlegairA when she reached
for him, he pulled back, watching her under hatfseld lids.

'Don't tease me, Matt,' she groaned.

He smiled and lay down beside her, running his bawver her body in long
stroking movements. 'l love teasing you," he daiickty. 'l love it when you
moan. | love it when you make me moan. Do it, Cldtaeke me moan.' He
rolled her up on to his chest and waited. She benhead, her hair falling



forward. He pushed it back and held it there, {naled her slowly down on
to his mouth.

Clare had never been all that fond of taking tiseds/e role in lovemaking

with David. But that was because he always direttted criticised. Do this,

he would say. Now do that. No, harder, no, sofiewhatever. Matt, having

once indicated he wanted her to control things,laysback and let her do as
she willed, and he never ever said a critical wtind, only sounds leaving
his lips those of arousal or urgency or ecstasy.

He groaned deep in his throat when her tongue eshtes mouth to slowly
caress his, then remained tensely silent whenosikehter lips away to move
down his body. It was only when she took one ofriggples between her
teeth that he gasped. She tugged on it gently, litleed it, revelling in the

sounds of his pained pleasure. His gasps turnddwotortured moans,

however, when her mouth moved lower...

'Oh, dear God,' she heard him mutter once, antheaey sense of sexual
power sent liquid fire along her veins.

She didn't stop till she felt every muscle in hadp stiffen, till he was

trembling on the brink. Only then did she reachtf@r protection he'd subtly
left beside the bed, noting as she did that his eyere glazed, his lips
parted, his breathing fast and shallow.

'Hurry," he groaned. 'For God's sake, hurry.

She laughed and did no such thing, letting hisipassubside a little while

she sheathed his quivering flesh. When she firalysented to take him
deep inside her, an animal growl punched from inng$. He grasped her
hips and tried to move her up and down, but shestesk stretching

languorously upwards then arching back, the paliieohands flat on the
bed on either side of her ankles.

Her movements were gentle at first, soft, pulsatmgvements, but
gradually her own need took over and she begangriand falling in an

impassioned rhythm, squeezing tightly around hiranihg him deeper and
deeper into her heat. There came a point, howewemn all thought ceased,



all patience, Clare surrendering to the explosiumax that tore through
them both. Her pleasure had never been sharpegrgy@sm more intense.
When she was finally released from its all- consygnsensations she
collapsed upon him, hugging him tight and shuddghier satisfaction.

'Oh, Matt," she cried, a disbelieving bliss in heice.

His arms slid around her, tightening as his lipsshed the top of her head.
'Yes, | know. That's how | feel, too. It's neveebdike this for me before.'

Clare thrilled to his words. It was not a declamatbf love but it was damned
close. Barry had been so right. All she'd needesl aMitle patience.

'It's never been like this for me before eithdre whispered.

‘Not even with McAuliffe?'Her head snapped up a thest.No, never!
she denied fiercely.

'‘And you're not still in love with him?'

'l haven't been in love with him for donkey's years

'‘Good. Now put your head back down, or you'll getiak in your neck.’
‘But, Matt, I...'

'Hush, my darling," he murmured, placing threedsgagainst her lips. 'The
last thing | want to do this weekend is spend negitime talking about
some old flame of yours. Keep those lovely lipgairs for more important
pastimes.'

"You're a wicked man, do you know that?'

'l am when I'm around you.'

'But we can't make lovall weekend?'

'l do realise that. Occasionally, we'll have to geto go to the bathroom.'



Clare laughed. 'What about food? Don't you thinkmight need a bit of
sustenance from time to time?"

'l can live on love for twenty-four hours.’
Clare gulped. Had he realised what he'd just said?

"Then so can |,' she choked out.

For twenty-four hours they were as happy as hommgners. And, just like
honeymooners, rarely left the bedroom, though ttieybring in the odd

snack or two. Matt even took the phone off the hemkhat they wouldn't be
disturbed.

He never said the word love again, but he showedeGh many ways that
he did love her. With his tenderness. His consittaraHis passion. She felt
in her heart that it was only a matter of time lpefbe told her outright.
Meanwhile, she was content to go along with whattManted, which

seemed to begin and end with their explorationamheother on a purely
physical level. Clare understood it was a perfecifyural thing at the
beginning of a relationship and in truth, she wagpyng their sexual

preoccupation every bit as much as Matt was.

It was on the Sunday evening that their Utopia ctoregi abrupt end.

They were just finishing dressing, having laughyridgcided that a breath of
fresh air was called for, when there came a frdatarking at the door. Matt
hurried to open it.

‘Thank heaven you're here!" Bill rushed in, cleathis wits' end. 'Why in
God's name did you take the blasted phone off tuk? Upon sighting
Clare standing in the bedroom door, he looked lsthrtWhat the...?' He
turned towards Matt, a questioning look on his face

‘Clare came down to Sydney for the weekend,' héaagal evenly.



Bill flicked Matt an odd glance and Matt's face koon a closed look.
'What's the panic?' he asked.

"Your mother's been trying to contact you all aftem. In the end she got on
to me and asked me to come over here and see Wwgmihome.'

'What's wrong?'

It's Tilly.'

'What about Tilly?"

'She tried to kill herself. Took an overdose otglag tablets.’

Clare came forward. 'Oh, Matt..."

His sigh was weary. 'Where is she? In hospital?’

‘No... She's at your parents' home. The doctoes bad said she didn't have
to go to hospital. Apparently, she had some sofigat with her fiance and
decided life wasn't worth living.'

'l see.’

"Your mother says Tilly insists on seeing you. S8ima't tell Mrs Sheffield
anything. And your father's away.'

'Isn't he always?' Matt grumbled. 'OK, I'll comeh&¥ about you, Clare?
You might as well come too. You have to meet tmiffasoon enough, and
why not at its worst?"

He really didn't give her the opportunity to refulsestling her out of the unit
in a matter of seconds. The ride in the car waseteand silent, Clare
concerned that she might come face to face withdav

'Don't look so stricken,' Matt reassured her. 'Withit of luck, McAuliffe
won't be there, but either way | need to know, €lanot for my sake, but



Tilly's— exactly what happened between the two @i, yespecially what
broke you up.’

Which did seem logical, Clare reasoned, but sugddrér whole being
rebelled against telling Matt. It was so demeaning.

'Please, Clare...'

So she told him, as calmly and as dispassionatesha could. He listened
without comment and asked not a single question.

The Sheffield home was situated in Lindfield, iquaet tree-lined street. It
was a gracious home, two-storeyed, with small wiveland creepers over
the wall, reminiscent of an English manor housdl. lgad not come with
them but Clare still felt awkward trailing alonghied as Matt strode up the
front path to knock loudly at the door.

She moved nervously from foot to foot as they white the porch for
someone to answer. After an agonising few secdmelsioor was finally
opened and Clare's worst fears materialised.

'What the hell are you doing here, McAuliffe!" Mattclaimed.



CHAPTER TEN

MATT pushed David aside and strode into the entranag- @lare, who had
been in the shadows, stepped forward as well. $ evdy then that David
saw her, his expressive brown eyes widening apggciClare.’

'Hello, David," she murmured, looking away from hstounded face and
moving to stand at Matt's side.

'l think the reunion chatter can wait," Matt saidltty. 'Where's my mother?"'
'Upstairs,’ David replied, his eyes still on Clawith your sister.’

'l repeat, McAuliffe, what in the bloody hell arewydoing here?' 'He's being
very patient and understanding They all spun rdarsge a tall, gaunt-faced
woman coming down the staircase.

... and it's not like you, Matt, to be so ruddother, I..."

'‘And who is this?' Mrs Sheffield asked stiffly deescame forward. Clearly,
from her tone of voice, she thought it an inappiadprtime for her son to
bring a strange woman into her home.

'Clare is a friend of mine. We were just going wiien Bill contacted me.'

'‘And you brought hehere... now?Clare felt terrible. Mrs Sheffield was
glaring at her as though she were from anothereplddavid kept looking
her over as though he was seeing the real Clathédiirst time. And Matt
was not his usual cool self.

'For God's sake, Mother, | don't see why you shauiliicise my actions
when Tilly and her... fiance..." he tossed a disgieug hand in David's
direction ... are the ones causing all the sti¥énat did you expect me to
do? Leave Clare in the lurch? Now where is thigesisf mine?'

'‘Come with me," his mother murmured. 'l think yaer...friend...should
stay down here. David can take her into the stodwafdrink.'



Matt gave both Clare and David a penetrating Idb&n said, 'Good idea,’
abruptly before turning and going upstairs withnisther.

Somewhere a door banged shut and the house fayl siéent. Neither of
them had moved. David was still staring at Clard &r her part she
wondered why she was so embarrassed and tongué&kiedbwed this man
nothing—neither explanations nor excuses.

'It's been a long time, Clare,' he finally saigkrttadded, 'And | must say the
years have treated you well. You look positivelstunning.'

She glared at him and thought, But you haven'tgbdm bit, David. You're
still the most insidiously handsome man I've ewans And still the biggest
liar!

Her eyes travelled from his superbly groomed dddndb hair down his

classical sculptured face past his sulkily sexy thda his elegantly clad
figure. Once, his mere presence had stirred herk8aw that he could kiss
her now and she would remained unmoved.

"You're looking well, too,' she said coolly, thoughderneath she was not
altogether calm. Matt's expression had botheredvhen he suggested she
go with David. Did he think shstill harboured secret feelings for this man?
She hoped not, for nothing was further from théhtru

Looking around at the many closed doors she asWétkre's the study? |
could do with that drink.'

His mouth curved back into a sexy smile. 'So cauld

He walked across the wide hall, threw open a dow stepped back,

gesturing for Clare to go in. She did so, quickdking in the masculine

decor people favoured in studies. Padded leathairsgchdark stained

shelves, a heavy wooden desk with intricately achfegs. Across one wall,

under the lines of richly bound books, ran a londeashelf on which sat a
well stocked drinks tray. David crossed to it, ofrover two clean glasses
then lifted his velvety brown eyes. 'What will &



'Don't you remember?' she asked with a touch cbweisheremembered
every rotten damned thing abduin.

His lips twitched in a wry grimace. 'You used tddar my lead.’

Her own expression was equally sardonic. 'So llaitlthings have changed
since then. Nowadays | have opinions of my own.'

"You always had opinions of your own, Clare," heeited softly.

'‘But in the end yours were the only ones that cedliht

He shrugged.

'l have a cognac,' she said.

He poured two of the same and handed one oveh&heot sat down. They
were eye to eye, David not being an overly tall raad Clare wearing heels.
'Here's to old friends,' he whispered, lifting tilass to his mouth, his eyes

never leaving hers.

She drank. After the glass left her lips, a rudiftie smile settled. 'We'll
never be that, David.'

'Oh?' He turned and perched on the edge of the t&isklown, Clare. You
make me nervous standing there.'’

She gave him a cold look and sat down in the neahesr. 'Nothing makes
you nervous, David," she said drily.

'Sarcasm, Clare?"
"The truth.'

" Aah... Such a black and white person you alwageeywClare. Don't you
find such views constricting?'



'I'm not such a black and white person any morejddve learnt—by my
mistakes—that things can be grey at times.'

He sighed. 'Such a pity you didn't know that twargeago.'

"You mean | would have accepted your offer to renwei as your mistress,
after you sweetly told me marriage was out?'

'Why not? | might have eventually changed my miifter all, just look at
you now. So poised, so confident, so sophisticatedl being squired
around by one of the most eligible bachelors inntof far cry from the
mousy little student | first met and knew."'

Her laughter was high-pitched and hakhéw! Such a lukewarm word. It
hardly does justice to our relationship." She stopdcoming towards him
with bitterness in her eyes. 'Four years, DavidurFgears of my life,
devoted entirely to you. Four years of being agmétwife without any of
the real benefits. That was a big concession oprmgiples, David, but you
were incredibly persuasive. | only gave in becduseught you loved me,
thought you meant it when you promised we wouldrizgried as soon as
you were on your feet. You lied to me, David. Y@dIto me and used me.
You took and you took, and you gave nothing back!

'‘Really? | seem to recall you got quite a bit dune?' His smile was faintly
malicious.

"Trust you to be crude! Sex was all you ever thoadgout.’

'‘And didn't you love it?' He put his drink down asidl off the desk. Then he
took the glass from her hand and disposed of iwike. 'Clare,’ he

murmured, turning back to stand close. 'Don't kttgie. This is all in the

past. Surely we can be friends now? After all, ggem to have put aside
those principles of yours again, haven't you?'

She stared up at him, not knowing what he wasrtglibout.

'Matt Sheffield is well known for his appetite faomen. Surely you don't
expect me to believe you're not sleeping with him?'



'l don't think my private life is any of your busss, David," she said angrily.

His eyes held a parody of concern, and if she h&down him better she
might have thought he still cared about her. 'l \dolti like you to make the
same mistake twice, my love.’

Her mouth went dry. 'In what way?' she croaked.
'Well, surely you aren't expecting Matt Sheffieddnarry you, are you?'
'I'm not expecting anything,' she bit out.

‘That's good. I'd hate to see you hurt again thelwaart you. You've no idea
how deeply I've regretted the way things turned, @lare." His hand
reached out to lightly touch her cheek. His smiswncredibly warm and
convincing. 'Seeing you here tonight, looking seelyg, makes me think |
made a stupid mistake. | should never have listémeay father.'

With a melodramatic sigh he turned away, his shamsldslumping, and
Clare grudgingly admired his acting ability. Thagain, he'd had plenty of
practice! Naturally, she was supposed to ask hanmdther—part of the
family that she conveniently never met—had infllesh¢he outcome of
their relationship. She would have ignored Davply, if her curiosity

hadn't got the better of her.

'What about your father?' she asked, and waitethé&oimaginative lies.

David swung back to face her, an apologetic lookhwse velvety brown
eyes. 'When my father came home that last year énarseas and found out
we were living together, he was furious. He assuanedhat if | married you

| would never be offered a partnership in the lam i was working for, nor
would he personally back my political career. Heped out that to marry
you— a nobody from the bush—would greatly hinder ohances of
reaching the top. He explained that to be succkssineeded everything
going for one—including the right wife.

'He then went on to convince me that | wasn't welwith you anyway, that
it was a sexual infatuation, and that all young ngenthrough similar



infatuations. | believed him, much to my discreditelieved him and I let
you go. That's the truth and I'm sorry."'

Clare had the awful feeling that he was aboutke teer in his arms, so she
stepped backwards and sat down.

'l was wrong," he continued smoothly. 'Very wronigknow that now... Say
you forgive me?’

Clare was dumbfounded. Did he really think he couétbe a magic wand
and all would be forgiven? Did he honestly conceiivat this heartfelt
confession would sway her opinion of him? He wauatand-out bastard
and nothing would change that. Suddenly she remeadlvenat had brought
her to this house in the first. 'Why did Matt'steisry to kill herself?' she
asked.

He shrugged and turned away, picking up his drimé draining it. 'She
thought | was seeing another woman,' he said ndeuctha

'‘And were you?'
'Of course not!"
'Do you love Tilly?'

His head jerked up. 'Who? Oh, you mean Clothilde'Sa sweet girl and |
love her very much.’

'What if her surname had been Pride and not Shd#fie

‘Then | wouldn't have let myself fall in love wilter in the first place,’ he
said with a wry twist. 'Even | learn by experienCare. And believe it or
not, it hurt me to let you go.’'

Clare almost choked on the spot. Let her go? Tiseéalsh had thrown her
out, lock, stock and barrel! She recalled how skhele home from work
that day to find her bags packed and ready. Sked btunned by his cold
dismissal, then blown away by his last-minute magnaus offer that she



could keep the designer dress he'd bought for dnevetar to the ball the
following week—which of course she would never rdte with
him—pointing out callously that there would be mpresents like that if,
once she found a place of her own, she let hint ki from time to time.
He'd been totally unmoved when she'd told him wheigo in no uncertain
terms, yet here he was claiming he'd been hurhéy break-up'.

She stared into those deep brown eyes and shosélhmentally. He would
never learn, never change.

David gave her a searching look. 'How come you kriatt Sheffield
anyway? | heard you eventually went back to Barttmta live.'

'l did.'

'Have you known each other long?' David persisted.

'‘Quite a while.'

'Why are you in Sydney? Are you thinking of movivack here?'

Clare hesitated then decided not to tell this maotlreer thing. 'No, just
visiting.'

'Where are you staying? Maybe we could go outdoch one day?'

'l don't think so, McAuliffe,"” Matt pronounced cbfdas he came into the
room.

David was not easily intimidated, however. 'Whytddlis face was the
perfect mask of innocence. 'We're old friends.'

‘That's not quite the way | heard it.'

David threw her a look as if to say she was a nfoeéto have told Matt
about their past. 'l see,’ he muttered. 'Well? d@iothilde?’



'She'll be OK... with time, but she doesn't wardée you again, McAuliffe.
Here's your ring." Matt thrust it into his handoiNget the hell out of here!

‘Just hold it there a moment!" David countered darity. 'I'm not going
anywhere till | talk to Clothilde, make her undarsd she was mistaken.'

Matt had walked round behind the desk and was stgnaith his arms
folded. 'Don't waste your breath. She won't beligo&l. The private
detective hired to follow you did a good job.’

David could not quite contain the shocked gasjvalr detective!' Then he
pulled himself together. 'You're lying. Clothildeould never do that and
besides, your mother said nothing about--'

'My mother only just found out," Matt cut in. ‘Apeatly my father had his
suspicions and he knew just what to do. You're dahlacky he's away at
the moment. As itis, I'm barely restraining my$esim doing you a physical
injury, so | suggest you get out while the goirgged.’

'l still say this is a misunderstanding. Or a biagack of lies!"

'Oh, for pity's sake, surely you don't want it $peklout, do you?' His lips
curled with distaste. 'l have dates, photostatsmotel bookings, even
photos.'

Clare's eyes were riveted on David and his exprassivere a revelation.
From outrage to a blase resignation in a split+sécblow that there wasn't
any point continuing the bluff, he took his expasas a philanderer with
incredible calm. Love Tilly? David only loved a wamfor as long as she
fitted in with his plans. Clare instantly knew thiere had been other
women while he'd been living with her as well. &lbse late late nights
working back at the office... My God! What a nalitée fool she had been!

'In that case, | guess it's time to make a disaeparture. Nice seeing you
again, Clare." He made a move towards the door $tepped, turning
unexpectedly vicious eyes back over his shouldertan't see why you
should be acting holier than thou, Sheffield.Khbw Clare, you're screwing
the hell out of her, and at the same time shackipgwith Tiffany



Makepiece. Ah, poor Clare, | see you didn't knowudlyour lover's live-in
lover. Successful business woman. Works as PR folingernational
cosmetics firm. Owns a fancy unit down at KirribiNo doubt you'll meet
her some time, since you've so much in common.’

He threw Matt a spiteful look. "You're wonderingwhd knew about Miss
Makepiece, dear chap? Tch, tch. | dare say youessmot well known but
sisters will talk, won't they? See you around.' Wwaked out, leaving a
stunned silence behind.

Matt was the first to speak. 'Clare. Don't jumgdoclusions. Please...'
She could not find her breath to say anything,red a hopeless jumble.
Don't jump to conclusions, he was asking her smigalMy God, she didn't

have to jump! It was a swift savage slide to thshtr

‘Clare..." Matt moved quickly to her, taking hentla in his and pulling her
to her feet. 'It's not what you're thinking...'

'What am | thinking?' she said like an automaton.

‘That I've been cheating on you, stringing you glarhile I've been living
with another woman.'

'‘And you haven't?'

'‘Dear God... How can | answer that with a simple geeno?'

'l could,’ she said brokenly, 'if you asked me."

Slowly she extricated her hands from the warmthi®tlasp. She needed to
think and she couldn't do that properly while hesw@uching her, staring

down at her like that. "'Then who is this TiffangfRe asked shakily, a type of
angry despair beginning to seethe inside her.elingel impossible that she
had actually done it again; fallen for a man wheswe better than a

two-timing con-man.

He closed his eyes for a few secon@sd!" he sighed.



Clare moved away from him, reclaiming her drinknfrache desk and
downing it with one gulp. 'I'm waiting," she saida low, deadly voice.

He threw up his hands in defeatdon't know where to begin.’

'Strange. You're usually so good with words. PesHagan help by asking
you a few questions? The unit where we've beernngiaylt belongs to this
Tiffany woman?' Not that Clare needed to ask. Méesnce had been there
before David had said anything. Matt's reluctarmcgive her that particular
phone-number, the feminine furnishings, the plahesioiletries, Bill's look
when he found her there. It all added up.

Matt's face showed anguish and he began to mowa tiswher. 'Clare, you...'

'Stay right where you are!" she flung at him. diycome any closer, I'll walk
right out of here, Matt. | mean it!

He stopped and his whole body sagged. 'l know you d
‘Then answer my question.’

'‘Before | do, let me ask you one. Do you love me?'
'‘Goddamn you, Matt, you have no right to--'

‘Do you?' he cut in forcefully.

‘Yes,' she bit out. "You must know | do."'

'l hoped you did, because | certainly love you.'

Clare groaned. Oh, how she had wanted to hear &ynthsit. But not now.
Not in these circumstances.

'What kind of love do you love with me with?' heked fiercely. 'Does it
include admiration and trust and respect? | left ywre tonight with
McAuliffe because | loved you that way. | thoughtvas a good idea for you
to face your past, to be sure you didn't have eaget of feeling left for that



bastard. What I'm about to tell you might test yémwe, Clare, but it
shouldn't destroy it... if it's a true love and tim¢ kind of superficial and
strictly sexual love I've always been wary of.'

She thought she was beyond feeling any more patrsdmehow his words
brought more. He was like David, not giving in, admitting anything even
when caught red-handed. Matt had betrayed herhamwdas going to try to
rationalise it.

"You're living with this woman?' she rasped.
'l have been.’

'It's her unit, isn't it? And you've been livingetlk with her the whole time
you've been pursuing me. My God! You even rang renfher phone,
didn't you?Didn't youTshe screamed.

He gave her a pained look. 'It's not as cut aretdas that, Clare.’

'Were you or were you not living there with her whgou met me?' she
demanded through clenched teeth. "Yes or no!

'Yes.'

'Oh, my God," she whimpered, a bleak sickness wgsthirough her. She
leant against the desk so that she wouldn't fall.

‘Clare... Clare..." He came up behind her, stegdlyer with gentle hands.
"Try to understand. That first time, | didn't expermeet someone like you
out at Bangaratta. Tiffany had been overseas omdéss for weeks. | was
madly attracted to you. | hadn't made love forrggltime. What happened
between us just happened. Even you can't be so asfto say that incident
was all my fault.'

Clare wrenched away. 'Of course not!" she spaimat tYou fell into the
clutches of a right little raver. Why, | almost eapyou, didn't I?'



'Don't try to belittle what happened, Clare. We hbéhow now that
something happened between us that night otherjtisasex. But the next
day... you were so adamant you wanted nothing teittome, then on the
flight home Bill made some comment about how | er@zy to get involved
with someone who would want so much more than Ipvapared to give. |
knew what he meant. | knew that you were the dostamnan who wouldn't
be happy with less than true love.

‘Tiffany was the self-contained independent tygeanding nothing except
the occasional night in bed. We suited each otlederstood each other.
Both of us went out with other men and women indbwerse of our careers,
but we didn't sleep with any of them. It was thed8rwho made out that |
did. As | said before, Clare, I'm not into caswex sither."'

'‘And has this Tiffany been home since you met me?"

'She was home when | came back that first Sunaesy Bangaratta.’

"You slept with her?' Clare cried, her chest tigirg.

Matt shook his head. 'No. We didn't even talk. Slas tired and went
straight to bed. | meant to tell her about yourtbgt day, but | had an early
call and she slept in. By the time | got back aptewf days later, she'd left
again to go overseas. New York, her note said.vilt no phone number

attached.'

Clare turned slowly in his arms to face him. 'Asdhat where she still is?
Overseas?'

'Yes. She won't be back till Christmas."
'How convenient for you.'

'Oh, Clare... don't be like that. Try to understantbuldn't contact Tiffany
without a phone number.



"You didn't try very hard, Matt. I'm sure you knake firm she works for.
You could have contacted them, found out where g, found out a
telephone number.'

'l suppose so. | just didn't think of it.'

"You didn't want to do it, Matt. You wanted to kdegy on tap in case | didn't
work out.’

"That's not true.'

Clare did not believe him. Not a word of it. He vaa®ther David. A lying,
deceiving, rotten bastard whose conscience stogipad of his waist! 'Does
this poor woman love you?' she flung at him.

‘No.

'So she just fulfilled your sexual needs,' Claiid galy. 'A job I've acquired
while she's away.'

The blue eyes sharpened at her uncompromising fdoe. that's enough!’
he snapped, his hands clenching into balls atithés $'ve told you the truth.
| love you, woman! I've never proclaimed to beiatséut | am being honest
with you.'

'‘About as honest as the man who just walked oliecé a while ago!" she
derided, her face contorted with anger. 'The one kad the hide to
condemn when you're no better yourself. You musiktiim a fool, Matt
Sheffield. You wanted your cake and wanted totdabi You wouldn't have
contacted me again at all if your live-in girlfreéhadn't left you in the lurch.

| might give good old Clare another go, you thougite's a real goer once
she's turned on.

'‘But | turned out to be a bit harder than thatndit? You really needed to
use all your acting skill. Play the gentleman fowlaile, send her flowers,
ring her every night, make her pant for a whileeiitihere was the cosy
romantic weekend in the country. My God, you muatenbeen furious
when it looked as if you'd blown that! But dear stvgullible Clare still



came across after some clever sulking on your gari.must have laughed
yourself silly afterwards.'

The blue eyes narrowed and a muscle twitched ahimgghtly clenched
jaw. "You know that what you're saying isn't tré&eeing McAuliffe again
has warped your mind.’

Her laughter made him flinch. 'Oh, of course. Anownthe reverse
psychology bit. Well, answer this, my clever mary\idn't you tell me
yourself about Tiffany, if you loved me so much? ydhdn't you tell me
you lovedme, period? You had plenty of opportunity this kered. Aside
from all that, why didn't you have the decencyaket me somewhere else?
My God!" she spat at him. 'You even screwed meéhendame bed, didn't
you?'

'l did not! | always went ther bed. Always.'

'l don't believe you.’

'l know,"' he said, and his eyes hardened.

They kept staring at each other, neither willingitee an inch. Finally, Clare
made a move towards the door. 'Where are you gdihgt? demanded.

She stopped and thought for a moment, then raisetthed eyes. 'I'm going
to the airport,’ she muttered. 'TI'll sleep therertight.’

"You're being a fool"
'‘No, Matt, I'vebeena fool.’

'What can | say to make this right, Clare? Telland I'll say it. | love you,
dammit.'

‘Do you?'

'Yes!'



‘Tough! You had your chance, Matt, and you muffed¥ou should have
been honest with me from the moment you decidexbitoe after me. You
should have told me all about yourself, about yaally being a doctor,
about Tiffany, about everything. But you didn't..¥played games with my
life in much the same way you've been playing gawigsyour own.’

'l won't let you go.'
"You don't have any choice.’

'I'll come after you.'

Something deep inside her thrilled to his impassibwow, but she shook
her head, knowing that this was the end.

'l don't like your chances, Matt.'

'We'll see, Clare. We'll see.’



CHAPTER ELEVEN

How Clare made it through the next week, she wadder know. Matt
didn't call. Nor did he come after her, as he'd & would. By the time the
following Saturday morning came to an end and shddchand over the
shop to Mr Watson, her depression was so bad kieakisew she couldn't
face the long afternoon on her own. She neededi@@opund her to stop
her from tipping over into despair. Several timbattmorning she had
looked at the bottles of sleeping tablets on tredvas, telling herself that it
would be so easy to do what Tilly had done... 39 easy...

Sensing that it would be best if she wasn't al@i&e had a quick bite to eat
then set out for her parents' place, certainly spe&ation move since she
knew her father wouldn't be there on a Saturdagradon. She clung to the
thought that her mother's sarcasm might snap heofahe doldrums and

revive her fighting spirit. With a bit of luck Sawould be there as well. No
way could she break down in front of her kid sister

But as she turned into the driveway Clare notited $am's horse, Casper,
was missing. Her heart fell, her reaction showiow imuch she had been
depending on Sam being a buffer between herselhandother.

Agnes answered the door. 'Clare! Whatever are pmmgchere?’

'‘Sam’s horse isn't in the paddock,' she said teriti't she home?'

'She and Lisa have gone riding together. Did yootwar for some special
reason?'

'No," she said in a flat voice. 'l suppose not.’

Clare made no attempt to step inside and her mbtxgan frowning at her.
Suddenly she wanted to leave, to run away. She Bwwaratta had been
gossiping about her and her secret city lover—hether included, from

what Sam had told her.

'It can wait,' she said distractedly, and wentuim taway. 'Il... I'll see you
tomorrow.'



Her mother grabbed her arm. 'Clare! Whatever's girdear? Tell me.’

Clare looked back, expecting to see morbidly cugjaven ghoulish eyes.
Yet all she saw was a very real anxiety...and love.

'‘Oh, Mum!" she cried and threw herself, weepintp lrer mother's arms.

It was some time later before she could speak.i@der an unexpectedly
sympathetic mother was both astounding and mo@taye was not sure if
she was crying for her lost love or this newly fdwne. Her mother really
really loved her, she realised in awe. It was heagnching.

'Oh, Mum," she whispered raggedly for perhapsthd br fourth time.

'‘Come inside and sit down," Agnes insisted, 'dhthéike you a cup of tea.’

Clare was led to the kitchen table and forciblyngled down. The cup of tea
took just enough time for her to compose herself.

'I've been such a fool," she confessed as sooeraadther joined her.
'Things didn't work out between you and your maisent?’
Clare shook her head, tears welling up again.

'What a shame,' Agnes said. 'lt wasn't that Dagrdgn you used to write to
us about, was it?'

Clare had never admitted to her parents that stidivied with David, but
since she'd believed she would marry the man stenfentioned him to
them in her letters.

'No," she choked out.

'It... er... wouldn't have been Matt Sheffield, Jbit?"

Clare's eyes snapped up, her expression givinglhexsay.



'l thought as much," her mother said.
'‘But.. .but how did you know?'

'l didn't know, Clare. It was a guess. Your fathmrttered something about
Matt one night while we were watchimyush Doctorand it occurred to me
that he might know something I didn't know. You als did confide in your

father, never me.’'

Clare stared at her mother, whose eyes were regealivulnerability she
had never seen before. 'It used to hurt me, yowk@dare," Agnes went on,
'that you always turned to him. Even when you werkttle girl... you
pushed me away.'

l...I didn't mean to..."

Agnes sighed. 'No, | suppose not. | dare say it amsuch my fault as
yours. You and | are as different as chalk and shearen't we?'

'Maybe it's more a case of being too much alikiteCventured, her heart
leaping at the obvious pleasure this idea gaverno¢her.

'Do you think so, Clare?' she said quite eagdrblways thought you took
after your father. You're so bright and I'm s@...5

'Bright,’ Clare said firmly.

Agnes looked both taken aback yet thrilled, hectiea tugging at Clare's

conscience, bringing forth a shame at the way sletfeated her mother. It
took two to tango and she had been equally resplenfeir the deterioration

in their relationship over the years. If Agnes haatle her feel unloved then
it was clear she had also done the same to heremoth

'Mum,' she began tentatively, 'you know | love yimarly...'

'Do you, Clare?' the other woman choked out, hes gjistening.



Clare stood up and came round to give her motlnerga'Of course | do...
You've been a wonderful mother." She sank dowherchair adjacent.

'l always thought you despised me," Agnes murmuikedl | guess... | guess
| was jealous of you.'

'In what way?'

"You were always so clever... so sure of what yamted to do. Perhaps
that's why I've tried to run things out here. Atdel have organising ability,
and | wanted to make you and your father proud @f m

'‘Oh, Mum! I am proud of you. And so is Dad. He lsy®u very much.’
Agnes shook her head. 'No.. .I'm not so sure he.doe
'Of course he does!'

Agnes's grey eyes clouded with distress. 'l wassfirst choice, you know.
There was some girl, in the city. Before he camiehawe. | got him on the
rebound... Oh, Clare! Can't you see? Why do yakthe puts up with me
the way he does? Because he doesn't care. | kgapghtbat one day he'll
slap me down, tell me to shut up. Anything to let kmow | affect him one
way or the other.'

She burst into tears and this time, it was Clare did the comforting. 'He
does love you, Mum,' she insisted. 'He loves yalirsgeds you. And don't
you ever believe otherwise.’

'He never says he does,' she muttered miserably.

Tll get you a drink. We both need something sgemthan tea." Clare
jumped up and went over to get a bottle of Muscatod the cupboard.

‘This is terrible," her mother said when she regdrwith two full glasses.
"You were the one who was upset and here | ammgym your shoulder.’



'Don't be silly, Mum. It's so good to be able tik ta you like this. | need a
friend just now, and who better than one's mother?'

'Would you like to tell me all about it, love?' sh&ked, warm concern in her
voice.

Clare still hesitated, despite what she'd just.sihidias hard to break old
habits.

'You don't have to," Agnes said softly, 'but malbeuld help. I'm not such a
silly old fool, you know. One doesn't get to betyemine without learning a
thing or two about life, and | hate seeing you tméappy.'

'Yes, I... I'd like to."

Later, Clare was still surprised by her mother'darstanding. There were
no gasps of shock, no recriminations. She simpdynsel pleased to be in
her daughter's confidence.

Clare held nothing back. She even told her mothextbaut David, so that
she could fully appreciate how devastating Mat#achery had been. What
Clare didn't agree with, however, was her mothaew of the situation.

'Poor Matt," Agnes murmured after Clare had finishe
'PoorMatt?' she repeated, astonished.

'Yes... I'm sure there must have been a very geason why he gave up
being a doctor and turned to acting. Maybe he \laotugh some trauma.
Maybe a patient of his died or something. And heevery good actor, dear.
Give credit where credit is due. Of course he ghbale told you about the
Tiffany woman, but | suppose he was afraid to. Wain't exactly instil him
with confidence in your love, did you? Right frohetword go you said you
expected the worst of him.'

'‘And | was right. He's just another David!'

'Is he?' her mother asked gently.



'Yes!'

Agnes sighed. 'What a pity we can't plug people liet detectors then ask
away without their knowing. It would solve so mampblems.’

'l think I'm going to get drunk,’ Clare pronouncetgking short work of her
Muscat.

'l join you.'

Clare stared at her mother in shock. Simultaneotlsgy grinned at each
other. 'You get the bottle,” Agnes suggested firlly get some bigger
glasses.’

Clare was forced to stay the night, being unfdtiwe back to town, and the
next day she had the most frightful hangover. Semyeself right, she
grumbled as she dragged her aching head out frataruhe pillow. Two
pain-killers and three cups of coffee later she magginally improved. The
headache was dulled, but nothing could dull the diher broken heart,
plus her broken faith.

Matt's not telling her about his being a doctor wasthe issue so much as
the Tiffany business. Though, when combined, bathegdtions spelt a
character who didn't really want a deep relatigmshith her, only a
superficial sexual one.

Again and again she went over all the occasionswiett could have told
her about Tiffany. Clare could perhaps excuse lus mentioning the
woman at the beginning of their relationship, thowte recalled he had
askedher if there were any other men in her life. But whétater, during
the weekend at Three Hills for instance? Or whéd fuest taken her to the
unit at Kirribilli? No, no, she realised bitterlilot then, not there in her
place! Clare acknowledged that by then Matt haiditéar too late.

Somewhere in the back of her mind a voice kepintglher that it would
have always been the wrong place and the wrong tmeMatt could never
have won; that she was, as he'd accused, warpbd\g's actions.



But then cold common sense took over. Stop makxegses for the man,
she reprimanded herself. You know damned well hetecheverything and
gave nothing. You challenged his ego by refusinggtdim make love to
you on that Sunday and he pulled out all stopsetoygu into his bed and
keep you there, even going so far as to say hellgoe.

'Perhaps you should ring him, Clare,' her mothet $izggested the night
before. 'Give him a chance to explain furthereérms to me that you weren't
too willing to listen to the man.'

Clare had shrunk from the very idea. 'No way!'

"Why?'

'‘Because he'd just invent more lies.'

‘Matt didn't seem like a liar to me.’

‘That's what | believed about David once," Claagest bitterly.

'‘But we're not talking about David,' her mothedsaiefully.

'Please, Mum... try to understand. | can't ring,hgine had cried. 'l can't and
| won't!"

And she didn't.

But her mother's words went round and round inhiead, telling her what
she knew down deep in her heart to be true. She'thaally given Matt
much of a chance. She'd been prejudiced againsfrbim the beginning,
quick to judge and quick to condemn. She'd madeshiffer, but more for
David's sins than his own.

Clare also kept recalling what Sally had said alpeaiple not being perfect,
and that if she waited for perfection she would epa lonely old woman.



Perfection, she conceded, was not only unattaipablevasn't even
desirable. Would she want to live with a perfecnf&ood lord, no! He
would make her feel totally inferior and inadequate

All logic aside, however, the overriding truth what she loved Matt, loved
him so much that to contemplate life without himswanbearable. She
wanted him back, in her life and in her bed. Buuldohe still want her?
Could he forgive her for what she had done?

Clearly, he'd thought about things after she'd i@t and decided not to
keep hitting his head against her brick wall.

Oh, Matt...

By the following Wednesday evening Clare summonethe courage to do
what her mother had suggested. Call him.

But where? He never had left her a number.

First she looked up Bill Marshall in the Sydneyef@ione book. It was lucky
he'd put 'agent' behind his name because therehwagreds of W and B
Marshalls listed. He answered on her third try,dtieer two times getting an
engaged signal. No doubt he did a lot of busineshe phone.

'Sorry, Clare," he told her when she asked howeshkl locate Matt. 'l have
no idea where he is. Shooting finished for the yastrweek and he just took
off for destination unknown. He does that everyetine gets some time off
and he never says where he's going. | wish | doeilid you. Look, why don't
you try his mother? She might know where he is.rB¥eshe doesn't, he's
sure to come home for Christmas which is only tweeks away. I'll give
you her number.’

Ringing Matt's mother was a lot more nerve-rackivan ringing Bill. Clare
hadn't forgotten the woman's attitude towardsdegmbination of coldness
and snobbish reproof.



'Helen Sheffield,' she answered in her cut-glassevo
Clare's heart was pounding. Dear heaven, whattamidtating woman!

'It's...er...Clare Pride here, Mrs Sheffield," blegan shakily. "You probably
don't remember my name, but...'

'Oh, but | do remember you, dear," she broke imnéshing Clare with her
instant warmth. ‘'I'm so glad you rang. I've beeslifig awfully guilty about
the way | treated you the night we met. Do you ifegne for being so rude?
My only excuse was that | was terribly upset, &spe you can imagine...
and understand...'

'Why, yes, of course | understand," Clare returnibgstered by this
about-face. 'How is.. .er.. .Tilly, by the way?’

'Much better. She's finally realising how lucky skeo be alive, andhot
about to be married to that dreadful man.'

'I'm glad to hear that. Er... Mrs Sheffield, | hav&vour to ask of you.'
'Yes?' A wariness now, in her voice.

'I'm afraid Matt and | have had an unfortunate—tifivhich was all my
fault—and | want to contact him but he seems toehdigappeared. His
agent, Mr Marshall, doesn't know where he is busdid to ring you in the
hope that Matt might have kept you informed ofwlieereabouts.’

'Oh, dear me, no. Matt rarely tells us where héless a most independent
man. Of course | am expecting him home for Christarad he never lets me
down when it comes to any important family gathgsirbut other than that,
I'm sorry, dear. | can't help you.'

'Oh..." Clare's sigh was full of dismay.

'If I hear from him, I'll tell him to call you. Flang that, when he comes home
for Christmas, I'll refuse to feed him till he's the line to you.'



Clare's laugh was wry. "You're very kind.'

'I'm merely trying to salvage what I'm sure musvéndeen a very poor
impression on first meeting.'

Clare wasn't about to deny that this was the ¢akank you for everything,
Mrs Sheffield,’ she said.

'My pleasure, dear. | hope we'll be seeing youragame time."Oh...er...1
hope so too..." But when Clare hung up the phonéédert had never felt so
heavy. Somehow, her not being able to contact B&gtmed to be a sign.
This wasn't meant to be. She and Matt weren't ntedre. She threw herself
down on to her bed and cried.



CHAPTER TWELVE

THE days dragged. Long empty days, long hot days,yeeening spent
alone.

No calls came. No letters arrived, not even a @has card. Clare watched
television every night or read books, but every o then the print would
blur and she would have to put the book down imcdeaf a tissue.

It was a week before Christmas and a Wednesdaye Gfgened the shop a
few minutes early, a chirpy Sally already thereitiwg for her.

"You're going to have to hire a new girl by the ehdanuary, boss," were her
opening words. 'lI'm going to finish up then.’

Clare groaned her disappointment. She knew shedruhave much
trouble filling the position, since jobs were agarse as hen's teeth around
Bangaratta. But she would miss Sally, who was @&fhksoul, with not a
bitchy bone in her body. 'Do you really have tadih®?' she asked soulfully.

‘Afraid so. | want to redecorate around the farngeooefore | get too big to
do it. Don't worry, I'll find a good girl to replacme. What about Betty
Brown, Mrs Brown's granddaughter?’

Clare grimaced.
'Well, what about...?'

Sally and Clare tossed various hames back and d&tirthorning, till Sally
threw her hands up in exasperated frustrationvé gp! There's no pleasing
you, Clare Pride. You've found fault with everysmar I've suggested. | told
you once before: no one's perfect. You have tmleative and let live.'

Clare looked and felt stricken. She had spent adkaremonstrating herself
for being inflexible and narrow- minded over Mathd she'd vowed never
to be like that again. Yet here was Sally, showheg that her character's
shortcomings were still very much alive and well.



She was deep in depressing thought when the ssitgyise was broken by
Flora bustling in.

'l knew something would come of having Dr Adrian cher as
guest-of-honour for our ball'" she burst forth, abhbeside herself with
excitement. 'We have our doctor! Bangaratta hascéod'

Clare froze on the spot. Surely Flora didn't me@rDh, it couldn't be true!

But what if it was? What if his mother had told hatout her call and he'd
come rushing out here, prepared to make the supsacrédice to win her
back?

But she didn't want Matt to do that! He'd said heuldn't be happy living
out here, and just this morning, quite frankly, 'dheome to the same
conclusion herself. She'd begun thinking about mg\wack to Sydney to
live.

'Who is this doctor?' she asked shakily. 'Whasslaime?'
'Dr Nigel Ramsbottom.’
Perversely, Clare was consumed with disappointment.

'‘Get on with it, Flora," Sally said impatientlyiv@ us some more gen on this
Dr Ramsbottom.’

'Well, he's recently arrived from England and fsend of Dr Archer's. Oh,

| mean Mr Sheffield. | can't seem to get it into hsad that that's his real
name. Anyway, Dr Ramsbottom's in his late thirded is married with two

little children, a boy and a girl. He was lookingy fa country practice in a
small town. Mr Sheffield told him all about us ahd's bringing him out

today to have a first-hand look. But | was speakoDr Ramsbottom on the
telephone myself last night and he told me thagifike him, he's ours! Isn't
that wonderful?'

'Did...did you say tha¥latt's bringing him out herePoday?'



Both Sally and Flora stared at Clare.

Clare gulped. She'd just given herself away goadl @ioper. No one in
Bangaratta used a person's first name like thah @mort acquaintance.
Sitting next to him for just one evening at a lzhél not make for a close
friendship. Unless of course...

For the first time in years, Clare blushed. Reallyshed. She watched,
appalled, while all the pieces in the puzzle of te@ent behaviour fell into
place in Sally's quick brain.

'Clare Pride, don't tell me the man who's beenngplfou and sending you
flowers is Matt Sheffield!"

Clare could feel herself going redder by the moment

'‘And you broke it off with him?' Sally squawked.réAyou crazy or
something?'

'Does your mother know about this?' was Floras fuestion.
'Of course she does,' Clare said indignantly. §Sing’ mother!'
Flora looked flustered at this declaration of cteesss. '‘But...but...’

'‘Now look," Clare said firmly, gathering herselim' sick and tired of the
way the people around Bangaratta think everyongselsusiness is their
own. So Matt and | went out a few times. So wha®sLnot make it into the
romance of the century.’

'‘But it wasthe romance of the century," a male voice sa&ddool calm clear
voice. 'lt stillis the romance of the century.’

Clare's mouth dropped open as Matt walked intostep carrying the
biggest armful of roses she had ever seen. Notrggsbnes. There were
white and yellow and pink and champagne as well.cAme forward,

looking incredibly handsome and rather formal ma#e grey lounge suit, a



white silk shirt and subdued grey tie completing ficture of sartorial
elegance.

Clare's mouth dropped further open when she sawowdc of locals
following him in, as if he were the Pied Piper. tBa round, folks,' he told
their eager faces. 'l want you to bear witnessrfer | want you to hear what
| have to say because Clare has a tendency to doultord. But | would
not lie in front of the people of Bangaratta. Thidyave my guts for garters if
| did!*

If Clare had been red before, she was white ndwh@blood draining from
her face.

'‘Come out here where everyone can see and hegirtpsrly, Clare,’ he
ordered.

Before she could respond from her numbed statéy @@k a firm hold of
her and propelled her into the middle of the flobthe shop. Matt presented
her stunned self with the flowers then proceedetdtép down on one knee
in front of her, having produced a small velvet Hoxm his jacket box.
When he flicked it open everyone craned forward,wlomen gasping. For
never had an engagement ring like this been seemdrBangaratta. The
diamond wasuge!

'Clare Pride,' Matt, announced in that beautifollydulated voice that made
Dr Adrian Archer such a warm credible characteou™re the only woman
| have ever loved. You are the only woman | wilkelove. | am asking you
to marry me.'

There was dead silence for a few seconds, everstamag at her with an
electric expectation on their faces. Clare feltpledsly caught up in the
situation, swept along on a tide of emotion whiehtsa huge lump to her
throat. Her Matt still loved her and still wantegrhNot only that, he wanted
to marry her!

'Don't make me suffer, woman,' he demanded in mléely strangled tone.
'‘Give me your answer quickly. Yes or no!



'Oh, yes,' she choked out, her eyes misting. 'Yes, yes!'

Everyone whooped and cheered and clapped, withslbguKiss her," and,
'Put the ring on," echoing around the shop.

Sally took the flowers out of Clare's suddenly &éozarms, and Matt rose,
his own face strained as he slid the ring on mgyeli. When he took her into
his arms, Clare was shocked to feel him trembmatt Sheffield, sometime
doctor and full-time actor, had just given his maifficult performance.

'‘Damn and blast, | missed it!" A strange man sulydbarst through the
throng.

Clare drew back from Matt's embrace to stare at birhit didn't take much
of a guess to realise that this distinguished-logkiut rather pale gentleman
with the English accent was none other than Dr Ngmsbottom. 'Got
talking to a chap down the road and lost trackirokt | presume all went
well, Matt?' he asked heatrtily.

Matt smiled, nodded and pulled Clare tightly to $ie. She suspected that
he was finding it as hard to speak as she wasaaitntbment. Her blurred
eyes found Matt's again and he bent to kiss hdllysmi the lips.

'‘And this must be Clare," Dr Ramsbottom interruptaking Clare's hand in
both of his and pumping it. 'lI've been hearingtaalaout you, young lady.
Been giving poor Matt here a rough time. But all&dl that ends well, eh
what? And don't forget to ask her about that olittée matter, Matt. Now!
Which one of these other lovely ladies is Flora?"

Clare had to smile as Flora gushed forth. You'lagong way here, Nigel,
she thought wryly. A long, long way...

'‘What other little matter was he referring to?" slispered in Matt's ear.
'Perhaps if we could go somewhere private...'

Clare's eyes sought Sally's and Sally nodded iyt



'Right, everybody out, please," she ordered. "&his chemist's shop, not
Grand Central Station. The show's over, folks. ©ut, out!

'l won't be long, Sally," Clare whispered.

'No hurry, boss. Take your time. If any scripts eom that | can't do, I'll
improvise.'

"You're a treasure, Sally. Whatever am | goingdavithout you?"
Sally rolled her eyes at Matt. 'I'm sure Dr Arciglt think of something!'

'Sally's leaving your employ?' Matt asked as theglked arm-in-arm
upstairs.

'Yes, she's pregnant. | have no idea who I'm gtwrget to replace her.'
'Maybe no one," he said cryptically.

'No one?' Clare repeated, closing the door belmeoht

‘Nigel has a brother who's a qualified pharmadi#'s interested in
?bigﬁ!ng and buying your business. That's whatéweted me to talk to you

Clare's heart leapt.

‘After we're married, I'd like you to live with me Sydney, Clare. | think
that's where we'd both be happiest.'

She smiled. 'l think so too.'

The strain on Matt's face was immediately replamgé wide grin. 'l was
worried | was wrong about that. | thought you'dusrgvith me.’

'Would | do such a thing?"



'Yes, you spike-tongued witch.' He drew her inte &ims and kissed her
soundly. 'God, Clare, | was so terrified you'd tom@ down. | thought I'd lost
you that night... | thought...'

'Hush!' Clare placed her fingers over his lips.uYe never going to lose me,
Matt Sheffield. Never.'

He took her fingers away and kissed them. "Whemmther told me about
your call | began to hope, but | wasn't at all cdeft. | would have
understood if you had turned me down just now.dswery wrong of me
not to tell you about Tiffany...'

'It was wrong of me to prejudge you, especiallyroxaur being an actor.'

'I'm not really an actor, Clare," he confessed @igh. 'I'm a doctor who
played at being an actor for a while.'

'‘But you're a very good actor!"I'm a better doc¢tor

‘Matt, | wouldn't want to force you into doing ahiyig you didn't want to
do.’

'l appreciate your saying that, Clare. | really Bat Dr Adrian Archer will
shortly be making his last appearance. I'm goiruk babeing what | always
wanted to be.’

'‘But if you always wanted to be a doctor, Matt, vy you stop?’

'‘Now that's a long story, Clare. Have you got tiree®’

‘All my life, my darling. All my life...’

'In that case it can wait till after | do this somere.' And he bent to kiss her
again.

It was some time later that they got round to tagkiMatt stretched out on
the divan with his head resting in Clare's lap.



'l wanted to be a doctor from the time | was twgllie began while Clare
stroked his hair back from his forehead. That vimsyear my best friend
died of leukaemia. He was only twelve too.'

Clare's heart squeezed tight at the note in Matite. He was trying so hard
to sound matter-of-fact, but it still hurt, aftérthese years. She decided not
to say a word, fearing Matt might be treading séimeline by telling her all
this.

'He was a great kid," he murmured. 'A great kid.'
Oh, God. Clare could feel a lump gathering in heoat.

'l vowed on his grave that | would be a doctor whgrew up," Matt went on
huskily. 'Not an ordinary doctor. A specialist. &svgoing to make sure no
more great kids like Tim would die if | could hetpl went to London to do
my training, staying on there after | qualifieddne of the best children's
hospital in the world. Each year we were makingthiewr advances,
improving the odds, but somehow...for me...it wagan enough...

'We were saving eighteen out of every twenty-fiidskwho came in with
leukaemia, but all | could see were the failuresjem the successes. In the
end, it was the mothers' tears | couldn't staneéyTihusted me with their
children, those mothers, and | couldn't bear setiag heartache. | felt I'd
personally failed them.'

Now Clare's eyes were flooding. She couldn't hieldny moment the tears
would spill over and run down her face. She gulpedr and over but it
didn't help much.

'‘But you did your best!" she protested, her voiocekang on a sob. "You're
not God"

Matt stared up at her then sat bolt upright, twigtround to gather her
against him. 'Oh, my darling, | didn't mean to mgke cry. No, of course
I'm not God. | know that now. But back then, | thinvas trying to be, and
trying to be was slowly killing me. | was workingeénty hours a day, hardly
sleeping or eating. One day, a little girl patiesft mine died quite



unexpectedly. I'd thought she was going into reimims@and I'd told her
mother so. Facing her was the hardest thing | lesee done. Afterwards, |
knew | could not go on.’

'So what did you do?' Clare asked.
'l walked away. | quit. | knew if | didn't I'd crap entirely. Or kill myself.'
'Oh, Matt...'

'l started acting classes as therapy. After a whj@ned a small theatre
company in London and had some unexpected sudtessemed | had a
natural flair for the art.™

'How on earth did you get the lead role Bush Doctorback here in
Australia?’

'‘By sheer accident. | flew home to spend some tintte my family a couple
of years back. Tilly has a lot of showbiz frienasldriefly fancied herself as
an actress. She was going along for an auditiothfsmew television show
and dared me to come with her and read for the pain | have to admit |
had the advantage, since the role came very nbttioaine, especially the
emergency operating scene they had me read. Téaaliwas blown away
by what he said was my "credibility". When | wadeoéd the job, Tilly
convinced me not to tell them about my really beandoctor as it might
seem as if | had conned them. She also said | deedeod agent and put
me in touch with Bill Marshall.'

'Does Bill know you're a doctor?'

'No. He doesn't. Frankly, | was only too glad & time to put my medical
career behind me. When Tilly coerced our family &nehds into closing
ranks and not telling the media a thing except tlthstudied drama in
London, they agreed. Since | hadn't lived in Algtrfr years, | didn't have
any close friends anyway, only some longstandiregdike Barry.'



'Who wouldn't breathe a word,"' Clare confirmed.t'Ween when | asked
him.'

'He's a good mate. Even so, he suspected | waasregito have doubts
about what | was doing with my life; that underinedtwas thinking about
going back to practising medicine full-time.’

Clare frowned. 'Full-time, Matt? That suggests golbéen doing a little
part-time." Another penny dropped. Well, of courséhad. Why else would
he have a well- equipped doctor's bag in the bbbisacar, if he hadn't been
practising his profession?

''ve been working in a clinic on one of the Fijidsslands during my
holidays.'

'How did that come about?"

He laughed. "You know, it was remarkably like onke Br Archer's
adventures. | was on holiday and this island kitl dat of a palm tree
practically at my feet, breaking an arm in the psx: | just went into action
without thinking. Afterwards, the warmth and gradie of his family made
me feel more worthwhile than | had in years. WHheeyttold me about a
small clinic that an elderly doctor ran on a neadbgnd, | went to see him
and offered my services on a very part-time basis.’

'‘And you've been enjoying doing that?'

'Very much, though of course it's only general pcac I'm not faced with
life-and-death decisions every day. Still, by timeetil met you | was already
thinking about going back to medicine. My visit Bangaratta brought it
even more forcibly to mind. I'd almost made theislea to do just that
when we came across that car accident. That ratied can tell you. My
brain told me there was nothing | could have ddree man was already
dead. But those old hopeless, helpless tapes weit sy mind, and |
immediately began to back away once more, from onegli from
commitment, from caring about anybody or anythiog much, including
you.'



Clare's heart went out to him but she couldn't fhredright words to say.'For
years I'd survived on a steady diet of superfisekual relationships. |
decided then and there that the same would sutirce few more years. But
| was deluding myself, of course. | began to realigluring our telephones
calls, but it really hit home the moment you ard\at Three Hills. I'd fallen

in love for the first time in my life and, try asright, | could no longer play
games with my life. | was going to tell you eveiyponce | got you alone
that night, but then | found out about McAuliffdtea which Jill had her

accident and all hell broke loose...'

His sigh carried remorse and regret. 'l think yan guess the rest, Clare.
Circumstance gave me an excuse to hide my trumdselor you behind a
facade of lust and | did. | hurt you that weekemy, darling, and I'm so
sorry.'

'No more than | hurt you in the end, Matt,' shel saiftly. 'I'm sorry too.'

'‘No. You were right to do what you did. It made weke up to myself about
a lot of things. From the moment | thought I'd lgsu | was forced to
reevaluate everything in my life, to see myselfidrat | had become. A
coward, afraid of commitment and confrontation, exsglly emotional
confrontation. Yes, | took a good look in the miremd | didn't like what |
saw. But once | decided to put myself on the lilnexe you were concerned,
| felt revitalised, renewed. And now that | knowvill always have you by
my side, | feel | can do anything!

'Er... not quite anything, darling. Let's leave thgacles to the good Lord
upstairs, shall we?"

Matt laughed and hugged her. 'If | ever get aboysetf, | know who'll keep
my feet firmly on the ground. You tell it like &, Clare Pride, and | love you
for it.’

'In that case, could | have a more tangible dematish of that love?'

He frowned. 'I...er...haven't exactly come equipfeedhat.’



Clare reached up to undo his tie. 'Don't worryg siurmured. 'If you get
pregnant, I'll make an honest man out of you..."

Everything was perfect for a wedding. The weatttex,setting. Absolutely
everything.

Clare opened the doors that led out on to the bglaod stepped into bright
sunshine. A long hot summer had browned the grasisel paddocks but,
near the house itself, Three Hills looked marvedlolihe extensive lawns
were lush and green through abundant wateringgangen beds brimming
with blossoms. Multicoloured sweet-peas climbedhgwalls while bold
marigolds stared undaunted up at the clear sky.

Clare's eyes swept round to where the seats weradgl in place for the
ceremony. Rows of them, with a wide strip of redpea between, running
up to a flower-covered dais. Everything had beemrmed where the
flourishing native trees would supply some shadenfthe fierce February
sun. Getting married among the blue gums and &sstvas just what Clare
wanted. A country setting for a country girl.

A warm smile lit up her grey eyes. It had beendgpbf Barry and Jill to
offer their place as venue for the wedding, foytivere generous, genuine
people. The church Clare's parents usually attenmd®&a#hngaratta was not
nearly large enough to accommodate all the guastsjt seemed only fair
to meet Matt's family halfway. Especially since Miiseffield had continued
to be so warm and welcoming, even when she'd faundClare was to be
her daughter-in-law. Senator Sheffield had beeraljgaccepting of his
son's choice of bride.

'Do call me Charles,' he had insisted when thegidegto Sydney for a
pre-wedding party. 'l can't tell you how relievedrh that Matt is finally

settling down. I'm also looking forward to havingagdchildren,' he added
with twinkling blue eyes.

Later that night, Clare had mentioned his fatheish for grandchildren.



Matt had laughed. That selfish old bastard! Ifthieks he's going to get his
hands on my children when he had little enough tforehis own, then
he's...'

Clare had shut him up with a kiss and one thingleddo another. Again.

She smiled, hugging the knowledge to herself thatwas the night she had
conceived, their previous risk- taking not havimghb at the right time in her
cycle. She hadn't told Matt as yet, but he wasgtarnbe thrilled when she
told him—afterthe honeymoon. She wanted him all to herself fahde.

Still smiling, she turned from the balcony and weatk into the white and
gold bedroom in contemplation of a brisk showet, iefore she made the
bathroom, there was a knock on the door and Jiped her face inside.
'‘Good, you're awake. Can | come in? I've broughts@me coffee.’

'How lovely!

Jill—also in nightie and dressing-gown—came in witéo mugs in her
hand. Both women sat down on the large bed to drink

'Mmm. Marvellous," Clare murmured. 'Anyone else'up?

‘Not that | know of. | just popped my head into tbem next door. Your two
excited bridesmaids are still out like lights. Bhoere again, they were up
half the night, yakking away as if they were longtl friends rather than
having just met.’'

'Isn't it strange,' Clare frowned, 'that Tilly aBdamantha get on so well...
Tilly's ten years older than Sam.’

'Kindred spirits," Jill observed. 'Both nature- aamdmal-lovers. But isn't it
great to see Tilly happy? Did you notice that staeegBill Marshall the eye a
couple of times yesterday?'

‘No!'



'Oh, yes, she did! And he wasn't exactly fendingdfg either. Not that |
expected you to notice. When you're with Matt, yeuldn't notice if Mick
Jagger walked in.’

'‘Speaking of Matt...'

'Uh-huh," came the firm interruption. 'Barry has §groom ensconced in the
study and Matt left strict orders that he is noingoto see you till the
ceremony.’

Clare laughed. 'l wasn't going to ask you wheretMas. | simply wanted to
say how happy | was that he'd decided to give tip@and go back to being
a doctor.’

Jill nodded. 'He did explain why he stopped, ditie®'

'Yes, and | was so moved, Jill. I... | cried.'

'Acting saved his life, Clare.’

'Yes...yes, | realise that.'

They both fell thoughtfully silent for a few moment

'So where are you going on your honeymoon?' kik@sbruptly. 'Or aren't
| allowed to know?'

Clare smiled| don't mind you knowing. Just don't tell the Prdgisst night
at the place in the Blue Mountains, then on to 8ydhe next morning to fly
to Daydream Island for a fortnight.’

'‘Gosh! How romantic. Where are you going to liveewlyou get back?'

'We've put a deposit on a house not far from Mpérents'.'

‘You didn't mind selling up your business and movm&ydney?"



No. I love Sydney. As for work... | can always keep hand in working as
a locum, but we both want a family straight aw&ydre smothered a smile
at the thought that the family was already on tlag.w

Jill sighed.You both know exactly what you want, don't you?'
Clare grinnedYes. Each other.’

I've never seen a man so besotted with a womaricewversa. I'll bet there
are a few ladies who'd like to scratch your eyds ou

'Maybe..." Clare's mind flew to Tiffany Makepiec@awvas at that moment
winging her way to New York to marry the man shek&t on a business trip
months beforeThat was why she left so abruptly the last timeattvhad
explained to Clare a while bacRhe'd met someone else and had only come
back to make sure of her feelings. When she rehbse relationship was
well and truly dead, she took off again.'

Clare tried to feel glad that Tiffany had not bdamt. Now that she was

secure in Matt's love, she could afford to be gemewith the woman who'd
almost destroyed her happiness.

'Ready, love?'

Clare glanced up at her father then down the impeavaisle at the myriad
turned, expectant faces. All her mother's cronresnf Bangaratta were
there. Even Flora Whitbread. It briefly crossedr€gmind that her mother
would be in seventh heaven for weeks. She onlyegede more thing to
make her happiness complete.

'Dad...'

'Yes, love?'

'How long is it since you told Mum you loved her?'



'What? Well, I... er... I... why do you ask?'

"You do love her, don't you?'

'Of course! Your mother's a wonderful woman. I'dds without her.'
‘Then tell her so, Dad. It's importaRromiseme.’

'l promise, daughter, | promise.’

Clare sighed her satisfaction, her gaze driftingpsg the aisle to the other
side. Matt's parents were smiling at her, but shiger imagined all the other
sophisticated guests seated behind them were lgaitiher and wondering
whatever Matt Sheffield saw in a simple country.gir

Clare swallowed.
'Ready, love?' her father repeated.

Her stomach began churning and she turned panyey tewards the dais
where the four men stood in soldierly formatiorgygmorning suits giving

them a brisk, no-nonsense air. To the extreme wgistMark, Sam's partner
and cousin. Bill was next, groomsman to Tilly'sdesmaid. Then Barry,
best man opposite Jill. Finally there was Mattkiag incredibly handsome
but frightfully stiff.

As some taped music started to play, his head dumegaze fixedly at her.
Oh, God, Clare agonised. And | said | wasn't nesvou

Suddenly—as though sensing her inner fear—he snitl&ths a smile just
for her, a smile full of admiration and reassurarecemile brimming with

hope and optimism, a smile of the deepest lovegiA ieverberated through
Clare and tears pricked at her eyes.

‘Sweetheart?' her father whispered.

She hesitated, but only for a moment, and onlgti# had control of the rush
of emotion Matt's smile had evoked.



'Ready,' she murmured, then, smiling, took the fitsp of the rest of her
life.



