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The real thing

Serina hasn't seen Aaron Kingsley for eleven ydaus she hasn't
forgotten him. When they meet again, it's cleat Wisat had begun
as a schoolgirl crush has blossomed into a matdué &ve. He

shares the attraction, but all he's offering hew m® a temporary,
going-nowhere affair.

What angers her most is that she's tempted to .agness not about to
turn her back on a chance to make her dreams cooe t
Unfortunately, a man poisoned by a bad marriagdiyhanakes the
perfect Prince Charming.



CHAPTER ONE

SERINA recognised him the moment he walked into the dghnoom,
her heart suspending its beat for a split secofatdgolting back to
norm.

Aaron Kingsley...
After all these years.

It had occurred to her that she might run into fome time, now that
she had returned to the central coast to live. @dsivas his home
town too.

But this wasn't Gosford. This was several miles yawia the

restaurant of a motor inn at Toowoon Bay wheredsheén working
for a few months as a cocktail waitress. Havingfdoe Aaron

Kingsley here at work, under conditions where sbeldn't escape
after a quick hello and goodbye, was, quite frap&ipbarrassing.

She tensed as his gaze swept around the roomamendugh luckily
to encounter her tucked away behind the bar otefiis

Yet it was ridiculous to feel relief at the delay@dognition, Serina
knew. Once he was seated and his lunch order tales her job to
go over and ask him if he wanted anything to dfiokn the bar. Even
now he was being led over to one of the many engliies.

Would he recognise her? she wondered, clinginbedcibpe that he
mightn't.

But she wasn't all that confident. She hadn't chdrgnot in the
physical sense—still having the same strikinglyyaad very shapely
figure she'd had since she was thirteen, the sangeHoney-blonde
hair, the same big baby-blue eyes. And the samiadisely pouting

Brigitte Bardot mouth.



Oh, how she hated her mouth! Would have rippedtiod her face if
she could have. Yet mouths were the one thing aamooouldn't
really change. Her figure she could disguise withhes, her hair she
could cut or dye, Even her eyes could be alteredesdhat with
make-up. But a mouth?

There was no hope for mouths. And hers had bedvathe of her life.

Serina sighed and began to walk around from bethedbar, her
heart thudding away with nervous anticipation. toately, Aaron
had brought a newspaper with him, had flicked iero@nd was
reading it. With a bit of luck he would hardly evieok up when he
ordered, would be so engrossed in the news thaivtedn't
recognise her.

As Serina made her reluctant way forwards, the anafyAaron

sitting there in a business suit, perusing $iyeney Morning Herald
and about to have a businessman's lunch—alone—avi@sesgn to

her memories of him that, for a moment, she fo@o potential

embarrassment. She began to wonder where lifeakaa him since
that ghastly night eleven years ago.

Quite far in a material sense, came one obviougz@nas her eyes
skated over his immaculate grey suit and air ofuafified success.
He was certainly still as handsome as ever andtdabk as if he'd

lost a single hair of the thick brown thatch thaivered his

well-shaped head.

But then, he wasn't that old. He would only b&hat? She herself
had turned twenty-eight last month and he'd beenyfears ahead of
her at school.

Which would make him thirty-three by now. No, prolyab
thirty-four. She had been young for her class, ardytwelve as she'd



entered the hallowed halls of high school, the sges Aaron had
been graduating.

She'd had the most dreadful schoolgirl crush on &linthat year.
Which wasn't unusual. So had most of the othes.giklaron was
captain of the school, captain of the football amitket teams,
captain of the debating team, president of the @otmuncil, as well
as the athletics champion and the current holdahefAustralian
Junior Life-Savings title. All this, combined withishgorgeous
bronzed body and sexy blue eyes, had made hinatgettof every
female around.

But he'd had eyes only for Naomi, his girlfriend,stunningly
beautiful brunette in the same class. They had breétem since they
were sixteen, both obviously mad about each ottevertheless, the
community had still been shocked by Naomi's falljomggnant in her
final year of high school and having to leave. Addg had been
expected to follow shortly after Aaron's graduatiom once again the
young lovers had surprised everyone by waiting lsgroyear before
tying the knot.

Aaron had been very high-profile in the media over hext few
years, both locally and nationally, winning manghly lucrative

life-saving competitions. He was called the Iron Mdirhe decade,
the events he competed in being physically vergiiing, sometimes
involving many miles of ocean swimming, board padyland beach
running, similar to triathlons.

Serina had followed his career with avid interesiiting out any
photos and articles about him andkeeping them in Hudtom
drawer—carefully out of her father's sight. But dlyoafter Serina
had left home his name had disappeared from théiisp@ages. She
had asked her mother about him a year or so agddoufound out
nothing except that he was working in Sydney soneze/h



As what? she wondered again.

One way to find out would be to ask him, the vaateeason replied
as she drew alongside his table.

But embarrassment was a greater force than cwriodnd her
priority was to remain anonymous.

‘Would you like anything to drink from the bar,Sishe asked softly,
hoping he wouldn't really look up.

But his eyes lifted, stared, and very definitelgagnised. "Well,
well...if it isn't Serina Marchmont,' he drawledlding his newspaper
shut and placing it on the edge of the table.

When he looked up at her again she could not hatmg back. Close
up, his face had a strained, almost ravaged lookitai, the dark
smudges under his eyes giving an impression ofpaite] living.

Yet, oddly enough, this didn't detract from his eq@lp It gave him a
broodingly wicked image that was both disturbingl attractive at
the same time.

'‘Don't tell me you don't recognise me!" he exclaimath a measure
of disbelief. 'l haven't changeabat much. And you haven't at all, |
see...'

His incredible blue eyes narrowed as they lookedipeand down in
a slow, sardonic scrutiny. Serina kept telling B#rshat in her
uniform of plain black skirt, white shirt and blabkw-tie, with no
make-up and her hair scraped back into a pony-tad,lsoked as
plain as she could. Yet still she could feel Aanmlressing her with
his eyes.

The old familiar anguish contracted in her chestyWoh, why
couldn't men look at her and not think sex straaymay?



The anguish didn't show in her face, however. Sle@iht, over the
years, not to react visibly, to seemingly ignore tboks she got,
keeping her dismayed and bitter resentment wetldnd

‘Aaron?' she said with cool surprise. 'Goodnesdjdn't recognise
you dressed up like that. You look as if you've gtepped out of the
Sydney stock exchange.'

His returning laugh had a decided edge to it. 'Rigbne. | was there
when it opened this morning and was glad to get Batmned
madhouse.'

She tried to hide her shock. Clearly she failed.

‘Yes,' he said drily, glancing at the newspaperctviwas folded on
the business pages. 'l don't believe it myself $ones. Aaron
Kingsley—tax accountant and investment adviser.leaist, that's
what my business card says.'

His eyes lifted to her face again. 'A long way frearfing, isn't it?
Well, Serina? You're a sight for sore eyes. Buth tyeu always were.
Can you sit and talk to me for a while? Tell me tvau've been
doing with yourself since..." he hesitated, hisregpion becoming
wry ‘... since we last ran into each other.’

There was no doubt in Serina’'s mind what had figfte Aaron's. A
vivid picture of what had happened on that ghastit eleven years
ago.

She had been seventeen at the time, a very s#iyy immature
seventeen. Aaron had been in his early twentiggilyamarried and
a big success.

Serina squirmed as she recalled the humiliatingntsvef that
evening. If only her fathdradn'tgiven in that once and let her go to
school disco, she agonised. If only Aaron hadrénlteere, acting as



one of the chaperons. If only she hadn't made etage of herself,
trying to get him to notice her by dancing right front of him.

Having taken jazz-ballet lessons all her life, sheesva very good
dancer, but her voluptuous body had a tendency akemany
rhythmic movement an exercise in sensuality.

Of course, in her naivete she hadn't realised tivate could be
consequences to her stupid actions, that she naghact the
unwanted attentions of other males in the room.a&8abuple of the
boys who had been pestering her at school for hgdsseen her
dancing and this had apparently inflamed their esttdnt desires.
They had been sneakily drinking beer as well, n@akilem more
bold than usual. They had tricked her into a stomar at the back of
the hall where one of them had been in the praoktsging to assault
her when Aaron had burst in and dragged Serin&@utunder him.

Aaron had matched his verbal abuse of the boys widme
well-deserved physical punishment before insistorg driving a
tearful and very distressed Serina home. As muckhaxd been
grateful to him at the time, she would never fotpetdisgusted look
on his face or the feeling that he'd believed she lbeen partly to
blame for the incident.

But., worse was yet to come. Her father had den@ta&now why
she had been driven home early from the disco—tdban going to
pick her up himself. Aaron, perhaps sensing a lpagental backlash
for Serina, had tried to water down the situatgaying there'd been a
little bit of trouble with a couple of the boys heting Serina and he'd
decided to bring her home early.

Nothing Aaron was to say, however, could salvagarhthe eyes of
her father. Her torn dress hadn't helped, eitheid Fanted and raved,
saying he shouldn't have trusted her, that she troable with a
capital 'T\ Hadn't boys been hanging around heresshe'd been
thirteen? Some women were born sluts, he'd raged.ddly had to



look at her to know what sort of girl she was. Hynae'd declared

that girls like her had to be protected from thdwesand grounded
her totally till after her final exams, a periodsnt months. She wasn't
even allowed to visit her girlfriends’ homes.

Aaron had looked appalled by the whole nasty seeddeft, shaking
his head. Serina had been totally crushed, fonstsenot as her father
had accused. She was rather shy with boys reaby, darly
developing and eye-catching figure causing her raorkarrassment
than anything else. She hated the way men andlboled at her and
had never courted their attention. The incidenhwiron had been
an exception, and quite alien to her normal behavio

As far as boyfriends were concerned, she didn'e fzay, her father
having refused to let her go out with boys till 'shieft school. The

disco had been a one- off privilege, hard foughtifgr Serina's

mother who privately believed her husband's attittab strict and

old-fashioned. Mrs Marchmont had been a quiet,lgembman who,

on the whole, hadn't been able to stand up to irgvdnd's autocratic
and domineering nature.

Looking back, Serina believed that her father'stuat had
contributed to her futile crush on Aaron. She'd tadcave some
outlet for her normal adolescent hormones. Somels gi
hero-worshipped pop stars. She had had the lodaigwhampion.

Her heart squeezed tight as she remembered thepher teenage
years, the feelings of confusion and torment indea&lings with her
father. She hadn't been able to understand whyata'thbeen like
other girls' fathers, why he hadn't seemed to k@rewhy he'd had to
always believe the worst of her.

Her eyes focused back on Aaron and she wonderetheltdhought
back then, if he had believed her father's low igpinof her.



Probably, she conceded unhappily. He had certlooked disgusted
with her that night.

‘A lot of water's gone under the bridge since thesn't it?' he said,
shocking her with the coldly cynical light in hiazg, the harsh tone
In his voice. It struck her that he looked like amincapable of
feeling disgust these days, incapable of feeling raal emotion at
all.

A shiver ran down Serina's spine.

The Aaron of old had been a warm, up-front persgnadixuding
openness and light. There was a bleak darkneg$ssiolder Aaron
that felt disturbingly threatening. She wonderew s wife coped
with the change in him. That was... if he and Naawvere still
married.

Her eyes automatically went to his left hand, whevade gold band
still rested on the third finger. The sight of i&wg her the most
peculiarly ambivalent feeling. Half relieved, hdisappointed.

It was at that precise moment that Serina reahgedchoolgirl crush
for Aaron Kingsley could quite easily be revivetigtime, however,
she wasn't about to forget he was a married marfon@ moment.
She decided to cut the conversation short.

'Sorry, Aaron, but | can't sit down. I'll get int@uble.’

He glanced around the dining-room and raised a ise¢gtyebrow.
‘The place is practically empty.'

Which it was by two-fifteen on a Tuesday.

1l just stand here and talk till your order casyie Serina
compromised casually enough, though underneathnfeehore
rattled than she liked to admit. Her eyes kept gdmhis handsome



face, his beautifully haunted eyes, his long eledagers fiddling
idly with a fork. She had the awful feeling thatedling colour was
creeping into her cheeks.

It was an awkward situation, and one which she Ishbave been
extricating herself from as quickly as possibleteasl of standing
there like an idiot, staring at him and gettingdedfrall a-fluster. He
could only be getting the wrong—or technically tighmpression.

Men needed little encouragement in sexual matteven married
men, she'd found. Funny, though. There had beemeathen Aaron
would never have eveookedat a woman other than Naomi. He'c
certainly not looked at her that night at the disco

But, as he'd said, a lot of water had gone undeibtitdge, and the

Aaron sitting at this table was not the same mamind had the

perturbing suspicion thétis man would now have few qualms abou
taking advantage of any interest she might unvglyitetray.

'Suit yourself," he shrugged. 'So tell me, whatyane doing back on
the central coast? Your father finally forgiven yimu going off to

Queensland after your HSC? Don't look so surprigedias well

known around the area that you'd left home andytbat father had
ordered you never to darken his doorstep again.'

Serina cringed. She hated that about small towreswiay people
gossiped and twisted things. Her brothers had totd years
afterwards about the stories that had gone arobodtéher at the
time. They had been quite horrendous, ranging fienbeing a drug
addict to running off with a married man to beingggnant. The
trouble was, throw enough dirt and some alwayskstuc

The truth was that she had gone north on a workmiglay with
some classmates after finishing her finals exaine'deen going to
return and go to teaching college in February,duiing one of her



phone calls home she'd had this awful row withfagrer. He'd found
out that there were a couple of boys in their gregpmething she
and her mother had carefully omitted to tell him-dahe'd

immediately decided she had to be sleeping withoomth of them,
calling her a promiscuous tramp.

For the first time she'd really stood up for hdrsaigued with him,
told him that she was a good girl and that he wewlentually drive
her away from home with his narrow-minded and hatef
accusations. His retaliation for her daring to #ay had been to tell
her not to bother to come home, then; to stay ie€@aland and find
herself a job. He had no intention of supporting wamgrateful,
immoral daughter.

He'd been as good as his word, too. If it hadmhlder the support of
friends she'd made in Queensland she would neverswavived. As
it was, any chance of a real career had been dashddhe'd had to
take menial jobs that didn't pay much. She'd tizesinprove her lot,
of course, and had eventually succeeded in gdtatigr-paid jobs,
but practically every time some man would ruin gsnfor her,
harassing her sexually till she left and movedtorgnother job, and
sometimes another town.

Life had been very hard for Serina. Very hard. B&d missed her
mother very much, had missed being part of a faomiy. She'd even
missed her two older brothers, to whom she walrhat close. At

least her father had not stopped her mother writtnger, and she
treasured their correspondence over those longysy®&ut no one
had been more surprised than she when a few ygareex mother
was allowed to invite her home for Christmas, tbeary Christmas
after that.

Even so, her father never voluntarily spoke tochemg these visits.
Occasionally, she would catch him looking at hehvai pained look
on his face, but when she looked back he wouldhe&thead away.



They'd never been really reconciled, a thought wiskdl distressed
her.

'‘Dad died at the beginning of the year,' she taddoA stiffly. 'So |
came home. Unfortunately Mum passed away too.wan@nths
later. A...a stroke,' she finished, swallowing lilmap that gathered in
her throat every time she thought of her motheeiftime together
had been too short. Far too short.

'l see..." Aaron looked sympathetic for a momefhictv soothed her
dismay that he had no sensitivity left in him at ‘#m sorry. | didn't
know. But what of you, Serina?' he went on smooti8urely you
must be married by now, a girl like you?'

It was a perfectly reasonable question. But shedderself reacting
with automatic annoyance at the 'girl like you'. tagvas a phrase her
father had often used in a sneering sense. Othethian used it too,
and it rarely meant anything complimentary. Steyeioig of women
over their looks seemed to be a universal problemust parental.

Serina always reacted badly to it. When she wasgewuand more
vulnerable she had tried changing her blonde-boribappearance,
even cutting and dyeing her hair a couple of tintst she had
looked dreadful as both a brunette and a redhdwedst8l did her best
not to flaunt her striking figure, but, as a matpe¥son with much
more confidence and self- esteem, she now adogtactar, tougher,
more indignant attitude to those who labelled resight as a sexpot.
The shy, insecure teenager she had once been hadagever.

'‘No,' she said curtly, 'I'm not married. Look, vRdo get back to the
bar, Aaron. There's a customer waiting."' Whichéhgas, thank the
lord. 'Have you made up your mind what you wantdtok, if
anything?'

‘A light beer will do.'



'Fine. Be back shortly.'

She had no evidence that he watched her walkeaivly back to the
bar, except that the hairs on the back of her kegk prickling and
she was hotly aware of the curled ends swingingsadner shoulder-
blades with the natural sway of her walk.

Once safely behind the counter, she glanced ogeway and their
eyes clashed immediately. She didn't smile. Neittidr he. But
within seconds she was reefing her eyes away, eonfiortable heat
definitely flushing her cheeks now. She found tredible that an
almost unreadable, even hard look from Aaron hadeed her so
swiftly to such a state of agitation.

Or was it excitement? Aexualexcitement?
Yes, of course it is, you ninny, Serina told hdrbgintly.

Yet this realisation did have its surprising sifie,she had never in
her life experienced the sort of sexual feelinge o®ad about in
books. The closest she had come to it was that atghe disco when
she'd been dancing in front of Aaron. But, aftessth boys had
attacked her in the store-room, Serina had becomewhat wary of
the opposite sex, particularly ones who were aggresin their

pursuit of her.

And most of them were, expecting to go to bed Wi on a first
date, becoming obnoxious when she refused. Whed &rst been
on her own in Queensland she had dated rarelypalydmen who
looked 'safe’. But she had never fallen in lovéhaihy of these safe
men. Neither had she wanted to go to bed with &rlyem.

As the years had gone by, Serina had become matenamne
depressed over her chances of finding Mr Righfating in love,
marrying and having children of her own. Her degtion of her own



family unit had made her yearn deeply to securdnéself a warm,
loving man with whom she could create her own fgmil

Which made her very susceptible to Paul. Dear, sWkeable Paul,
who was good and kind and solid.

She had been twenty-six at the time and very lorfehe had also
begun to believe that she woulévermeet the man of her dreams
Paul had loved her to distraction, and she'd treag hard to love him

back, to convince herself he was the right mamésrto marry. She'd
even gone to bed with him, thinking his loving denéss could

eventually break through this numbed shell thatmszkto have

grown around her over the years.

But that wasn't to be so. Sex with Paul had beeabgsmal failure,
with her just lying there, none of her emotions aadses engaged. It
hadn't been unpleasant. It had been worse. It &ad bothing. In the
end she just couldn't take the step of tying heteddim for life.

Serina gave Aaron a surreptitious glance and twnath flipped
over. The certainty formed in her mind that sexhwiaron would
never be nothing.

Of course not, whispered a tiny little voice deegfide. Becauske's
the man of your dreams. He's always been the mgowfdreams.
Didn't you know?

Any joy was quickly replaced by an angry despaowttould he be
the man of her dreams? He's married! To even cqitgenhaving
anythingto do with him was asking for trouble. Big trouble

Hardening her heart, Serina determinedly distradtecself with
making the whisky and soda the customer at théd&aiordered.

‘Thanks, honey,' the man said as she handed cvdrittk.



She gave him her working-girl smile, which was lklaand
uninviting, but he didn't get the hint and startigehg to chat her up
as she pulled Aaron's beer" Perhaps the glow ictegks had given
him the wrong idea. She was almost glad to excesself to take
Aaron his drink, though not glad to have to faeeitystigator of her
inner upheaval.

'Here you are,' she said, and went to hurry off.

'‘Don't go." The words sounded casual, but whensstygped and
glanced back his eyes definitely weren't. They viialding hers with
an intensity that was both alarming and compelling.

The intensity faded as a sardonic smile came tdiggs'Surely you
don't want to return to your admirer at the bartMas you handled
him admirably a moment ago, he might get to be iaamge. You
should have seen the way he looked at you as yme caer here.
Come on. Sit down and tell me all about yoursél'suggested,
drawing a chair out for her adjacent to him. 'l'anesyou won't get
into trouble. And I'll let you know if anyone elsemes in.’

Don't sit down, came the panicky warning.

She sat down.

Weak, weak, weak! she berated herself.

'‘Well? What do you want to know?' she asked, seglsnmonchalant.
His returning gaze held a disturbing resolve. 'Ktreng.’

'‘Everything?'



His mouth pulled back into a slow smile. 'Perhapisaverything. I'll
settle for where you're living now; whether you éaw boyfriend;
and, if not, when you get off here so that | caetgou out.’

She sucked in a startled breath. "You don't wastehrtime, do you?'

His smile became rueful. 'Time waits for no manji&e Besides, I'm
unlikely to be coming this way again. I'm only ngstfar on business.
| lead a very busy life.'

'l bet you do," she said tartly, unable to staself from feeling
disappointed. It wasn't a pleasant feeling to lemness god topple off
his pedestal. Worse was the leap her heart had maéithe his
declaration of interest. Temptation began to wdskwicked way
with her. No man has ever made you feel like thist imagine what
it would be like if he kissed you, touched you, mdalve to you...

'‘Well?' he prompted.

She steeled herself. 'l live at my old home in GakfNo, | don't have
a boyfriend at this point in time, but you won'eddo know when I'm
getting off here because I'm not going out with.you

There! She had resisted.
But instead of feeling virtuous she felt ridiculbudesolate.
He gave her a long, close look. '"Why not?"

She felt her agitation growing. Give it to him ggiet, dear heart, or
you're going to get yourself into an awful messehson. 'l don't go
out with married men.’

He laughed, and the sound had a harsh, cruel goundHow moral
you sound, Serina. And how stupid of me. | didedalise you
wouldn't know. I'm not married any more.'



Before she could jump to the conclusion that he diasrced he
added, 'Naomi died last year after a short batitlle @ancer.'

Serina was shocked. One didn't associate candeyauing beautiful
wives.

But beside the shock was an elation. Aaron... rastied. Aaron...no
longer forbidden. Aaron...the man of her dreams...

This last thought again brought her up with a jbla, she had to
admit it: he was no longer the man of her dreaneswids different,
changed. Through his revelation of Naomi's tragratd shone an
understanding light on the changes to his perdyndfistead of a
fast-living philanderer she now saw him as the emtat lonely
widower, treating the world with a harsh disdainrbof grief and
possibly frustration.

But did any of this put a different complexion aa imvitation to take
her out? Serina didn't think so. What could he fpbsgvant from her
except the obvious?

Her own cynicism irritated her for once. Did shevédo colour
everything because she'd had some bad experiemtesi@an? They
weren'tall sex maniacs. Aaron was probably lonely and needi
some company. That didn't mean he expected hendaip in bed
with him. It was good sometimes to just have somedortalk to, and
people did seem to like reminiscing over their sttiooldays.

Not that Serina's schooldays were worth reminis@mngr. Apart

from her personal problems with her father, sherfatdbeen much of
a success at school with her very ordinary gradesfather had held
Rupert and Philip up to her as shining examplewtwit she should
aspire to, but she just didn't have her brothatshts. Of course, her
father had always blamed her relative failures enititerest in boys.
Which was ironic really. There had only ever bera male who had



captured her interest in those early days. And begh a man, not a
boy.

Which brought her back to the problem at hand. Ad¢mgsley...

'How tragic," she murmured, but her heartbeat mmaluntarily
moved up a notch. 'That must have been very hargboio.'

'It was,' he agreed darkly. 'And on Christine.'

'‘Christine? Oh, yes, your daughter. You didn't harg/ other
children, Aaron?'

'‘No,' he said brusquely, his eyes grim for a moméset's not talk

about sad things today, Serina,' he went on witleful smile. "Today
I've met an old friend and we're going to go owt have a good time
together, isn't that right? You can't have any dipas now you

know I'm not a dastardly womaniser.'

She gave him a startled look and it struck herragaite forcibly that
she didn't really know any such thing. For all &hew he might be
exactly that. A lot of years had gone by sincedskeen him as the
perfect man.This Aaron was virtually a stranger with his blacl
humour and haunted eyes. Who knew what had traatspir the
intervening years to form the man he was today?

But all these arguments against him were futile, fefally accepted.
She was going to go out with him, whether he wasdgwr bad, safe
or dangerous.

'l can't go out with you this afternoon,’ she ekmd far too
breathlessly. 'l have to go back to Gosford. Teilfahome is up for
sale, you see, and the real-estate agent is bgrgman around to see
it late this afternoon. Since the buyer's comingtla® way from
Sydney | don't feel | can put him off. But I'm nebrking tonight, so
you can..." Her voice trailed away as she reallssaon was staring at



her as though she had grown three horns on her WMghdt... what's
the matter?'

‘This is amazing," he said, shaking his head. Pédalking about me.
I'm the buyer.’

You?'

‘Yes, me. At least, | think so. The descriptiontbé house I'm
supposed to be looking at is very similar to the btook you home to
that night all those years., ago. Two-storeyed asidneal, isn't it,
with white shutters?'

'Yes!" She was astonished.
'‘And your estate agent is Central Coast Homes?'
'Yes, it is. Goodness, how incredible!’

It is, isn't it? Maybe it's fate, determined toaiv us together,' he
drawled as his mouth curved back into a dark bsteite.

Her stomach did a complete somersallangerous,that smile
screamed. Not saf®angerous!

Serina sat there, her mind whirling as she wormddht she was
letting herself in for here, going out with Aardtionesty demanded
she accept he wasn't on the look-out for a steadysewsious

relationship with her. He seemed too emotionallyised over his
wife's death.

Which brought her mind back to its original conalus Aaron was
after sex, like most of the men who had ever aslerdout. Simple,
uncomplicated sex. A one-night stand, most likelye Tombination
of his possible past conclusions about her moraithalus her still
single status would make him think he was on to@dghing.



Her whole being flinched at this thought, a savhgest of pride
making her get to her feet. She didn't need this. @dn't need it at
all. She knew what she was. And she was neithenigouous nor
lacking in self-esteem.

'I'm sorry, Aaron,' she said in a cool voice. fiflve to take a rain
check on that date of ours. | just remembered—royhler Rupert is
driving up later to discuss some legal problemshwity mother's
estate. But by all means come over and look athdlse.'

It was fortunate that Aaron's meal arrived at gmaht because Serina
was sure he'd been going to argue with her. Hie fead darkened
with her abrupt change of mind, closely followedabthinning of his
lips that bespoke a strong determination to findesoay around this
unexpected turn of events. Perhaps he was goisggdgest a late
supper or something equally tempting. She deciadedige the
waitress's presence to make good her escape.

‘See you later, Aaron,' she said, scooping the blaak into the table.
'l told the real-estate man I'd be home after foutythif you decide
not to come then I'll understand. Have a gooddaigk to Sydney and
don't work too hard." And with that she whirled bar heels and
scuttled back to the bar, post-haste.

She half expected Aaron to come over after heidhed his meal.
But he didn't. He did, however, throw her a puzztek as he stood
up and walked from the dining-room, nodding backwibld civility
when she acknowledged him.

A shuddering sigh reverberated from her lungs dmeavas gone,
showing just how tensely she had been holding tieyger the last
half-hour. At least if he came to see the house rehssured herself,
he would have the real-estate man with him. It was only
comforting thought she could get from the afternedappenings.






CHAPTER TWO

BuT Aaron came alone, barely ten minutes after Sdrathparked
her motorbike in the driveway.

She was in the main bedroom upstairs, just comiu@ithe shower,

when she heard a car pull up outside. Dressediotigr undies, she
raced over to the window and watched, with eyeenirty and heart
pounding, as Aaron climbed out of a pale blue BMidd degan

walking up the path towards the front door.

Damn the man! She should have known he wasn't teobeasily
out-manoeuvred.

Heart pounding, Serina scrambled into her whitengeand

multi-coloured cotton top with more speed thanrtheed-runner with

the coyote after him. Her long blonde hair was tl@dlkdown her

back in damp disarray but there wasn't time to @wenthan run a
quick brush through it and push it back off herefader feet had to
remain bare as the doorbell sent her bolting albagipstairs hall and
down the softly carpeted stairs.

She stopped for a second to catch her breath osntiadl landing
before continuing down the last few steps, arrapdier face into a
suitably composed expression.

The doorbell rang a second time before she opén®u came,’ she
said, sounding both surprised and casual at thes danme. 'But

where's the real-estate man?' She glanced oveshbiglder with

raised eye-brows, giving the impression that sherwadealised till

that moment he was alone.

He settled watchful blue eyes on her face, bringangunnerving
lurch to the pit of Serina's stomach.



‘There's no point in paying a commission if it's warranted,' he said
silkily. 'If I like the house we could come to ayate deal.'

A shiver rippled down Serina's spine at the sligimphasis on the
word 'private’. But she quickly dismissed her utflgughts as the
results of an overheated imagination.

Though, to be truthful, she'd had plenty of evidgencthe past that
men were not at their best when it came to catdantheir physical

needs. Some would stoop to just about anythingaiee la woman
they wanted. Yet somehow she didn't think Aaron ldchave to

resort to underhand tactics to get a woman into bed

'‘Perhaps yowon'tlike the house,' she answered in a slightly caus
tone.

He smiled, and once again she felt a jolt of apgmelon. There was
something not quite nice in that smile. 'l dare #at's possible,' he
drawled, 'but I'll never know one way or the otifeyou keep me
standing out here on this doorstep."’

'Oh..." She hated the embarrassed flush that ftbbeée face. It had
been years since she'd been a blusher and shedditdmmce today
already. It annoyed the dickens out of her.

Taking a steadying breath, she retreated into dlgerf and waved
him inside. 'As you can see, it's an open-plan haoughe main.
Lounge and dining-room to your right on enterifgg staircase on
your left. Oh, and a cupboard under the stairstorage.’

His eyes swept quickly around the formal roomsntheturned to
spend much more time on her, lingering on her damwalving hair,
then travelling over her still-heated cheeks befesting finally on
her mouth.



Serina stiffened. 'This way to the less formalngviareas,' she
directed brusquely, and marched through to the lsackion of the
house where an archway led into an enormous kitelaéing-family
area with beamed ceilings and a practical slatereoviéoor.

But when she spun round she found Aaron had lagggkohd to look
at the study, which lay on the other side of trerchse—a very
private and attractive room with a large airy windoverlooking a
small fernery.

She moved reluctantly back to stand at his show@démpeered over it
into the room, any agitation fading as her heartdd over. 'That was
my mother's sewing-room,' she murmured. 'She spent time in
there than in any other room.’

'It's a lovely room," Aaron agreed and turned t@mnier shimmering
eyes. '"You miss héhatmuch, Serina?'

‘Yes,' she choked out, and spun away before heti@mgpilled over
into tears.

He followed her this time when she moved into tlitehen. 'The
cupboards are made of real wood,' she pointednoaitairisk, tightly
contained voice. 'Red cedar.’

‘Very nice,' he said non-commitally. And once adawoked directly
into her eyes.

Serina steadfastly ignored the rocketing in hes@utate and moved
on to point out the slate floor and the convenieatéhe laundry
coming internally off the living area.

"That's all for downstairs,’ she said after shdidwsn him the
powder-room and the double garage. 'Shall we gaupstnd see the
bedrooms?’



‘By all means,' he said.

She flashed him a sharp look but there was nattarhhis face of the
dry amusement she thought she'd detected in thos#swStill, she
was very conscious of his walking closely behind ine the stairs,
particularly as her jeans pulled skin-tight acrbss buttocks with
each step. It was to be thanked that her top weseland fell down
past her hips.

‘You'll notice that the carpet upstairs is of a endelicate colour,' she
said, her commentary having the effect of steadiieignerves, '‘and
that each bedroom is a different colour.’

He looked at the first two without comment whil@girattled on. The
third brought a wry smile and a question. 'l presutimis one is
yours?'

Her eyes flicked again around the pink room with pretty lace
bedspread and tizzy curtains. More her motherts,tastually, than
hers. 'Yes,' she agreed.

Aaron stepped into the room and picked up the isihamed photo
that was on the dressing-table. It had been ortaasle taken by a
professional photographer at a restaurant, thiscpéar occasion
being Rupert's twenty-first birthday. She knew thetp well. It was
a family shot, with them all sitting around the legbsmiling, her
father looking more approachable than usual; hetherofadedly
pretty in pale green; Rupert handsome and confisheatnew suit;
Philip not quite so confident at a slightly overglei seventeen. And
herself, thirteen and wearing a pink taffeta ditaas she'd worn first
at her own birthday party several months before.

As Aaron kept staring down at it she began to éeebmfortable, so
she stepped forward and looked down, her eyeswollp his to the
bottom corner of the photograph, where she nofioethe first time



that her well-rounded breasts and nipples were Igleautlined
against the tight bodice of the dress.

She almost gasped when she was immediately conswitkda
fierce sexual awareness, for the side of her breastpressed at this
moment against his arm. She stepped back, a shia&ifluttering
to her throat, but not before she felt her nipge®ll to an almost
painful erectness within the lace confines of hrar b

Aaron glanced back over his shoulder and lookedstrarght in the
eyes. 'How old were you in this photo?' he asked.

Th... thirteen,' she stammered.

'‘Only thirteen.' He replaced the photograph sloavlg turned to give
her another penetrating look. 'Did you find it hagdowing up so
young?'

She swallowed. 'lt... it wasn't easy.’

Aaron made a commiseratory sound. 'l think | kndvatwou mean. |
matured young. Six-feet-four by the time | was sxteNot skinny
either. You start acting like a man, wanting likenan, yet you're not
a man. | made a lot of mistakes.'

'You, Aaron?' She was astonished. Was he talking abaut
relationship with Naomi, his getting her pregnamysung?

The corner of his mouth lifted in a grimace. 'MeriBa. Did you
think | sailed through life without any problemsjibecause | won
public acclaim? Acclaim doesn't always bring happs Far from it.'

'‘Well, you don't have to worry about that now. Yeulonger have a
high-profile image. You can be your own private peats



The desolate look vanished from his face, repldgeithe same hard,
coldly determined expression she had noted ealtiigightened her.

Everything about Aaron was frightening her, frons lswings of

mood to the way her body kept reacting to him. 8asn't sure how
to handle either.

‘You're so right, Serina,' he ground out. 'So vaglt.'

The jangling of the phone's ringing was a welconterruption. 'l
won't be long,"' Serina excused, and hurried albadallway into the
main bedroom where there was an extension besdaeith She bent
to snatch up the receiver from the bedside tabiewhen she looked
up she was taken aback to find that Aaron had wadde behind her
and was looking at then suitebathroom. She watched him pick ug
the damp towel that was still on the floor and hangt over the rail,
watched him move over and run his hand over hapwsijars of
skin-care products. She turned so that her backaviain just as an
impatient voice came down the line.

‘Serina? Are you there? Dammit, Serina, answer me!'

Ofi; God... Rupert... the very person she was ss@gpdo be seeing
later.

‘Yes, it's me,' she whispered, carefully not sayirsghame.

‘What's going on?' he demanded tetchily. 'Is tiseraething wrong
with the line?’

'l don't think so.’

‘Well, speak up, | can't hear you. So what happeviddthat buyer
who came yesterday? Did he make an offer?'



'I'm afraid not. When he found out there was a nawé that
prevented the trees in the back yard being rippgdt@ put in a
swimming-pool he was gone like a shot."'

‘Damn. Why Mum put that stupid covenant on the @ldcdon't
know! You should have stopped her, Serina. You wegene living
with her at the time.’

'l wouldn't have even tried,' she countered. 'Thoses meant the
world to Mum. Remember how she used to measure geatis

growth at Christmas? They were important to hepdRu Too late
she remembered she wouldn't mention his name. kgr \sas

resigned.

'‘Maybe so,' he argued, 'but what would it mattev tlzat she's gone?
Sentimental clap-trap, that's what it is.'

‘Sentiment is important to some people,’ she poioté caustically.
Not to him, though. All he cared about, he and thdtavagant wife
of his, was living the high life. No babies or sbfamily values for
them.

'‘Don't give me that rubbish, Serina. You're as toag an old boot!

‘Do you think so0?' she said tartly. 'Look, Rupkenust go. There's a
buyer here now, looking over the place. Who knows#ght have
good news when | see you,' she finished, decidihghe cuff she
could pretend Rupert was on the way.

'‘Seeme? You won't be seeing me. One of the reasorasIringing
was to tell you that Philip and | and our respextspouses have
booked a cruise over the Christmas holidays. | eéitd warn you so
that you could arrange something else for youmel€Christmas Day,
knowing what a crazy traditionalist you are.'



His laughter was dry. 'God, | can still see youvarg last Christmas
on that pathetic motorbike of yours, all laden wgresents and
dragging along a Christmas tree. Truly, Serina, ah mever
understand what you see in all that rubbish. $t#l,a day off and |
dare say you won't spend it alone. There must&atypbf men lined
up to while away a lazy day with a girl like you!'

Serina felt like crying. Not about Rupert's lagg.dshe had grown
used to the men in her life thinking she was a gainBut the
thought of Christmas alone—this year of all yearsagded at her
heart.

'Is that so?' she said stiffly. "You might be wrpygu know. But don't
worry. You go off and enjoy yourself,' she addedahle to hide a
certain amount of bitterness.

There was a short sharp silence, followed by ataltle sigh. '‘Don't
be like that, Sis, I... Oh, to hell with you! | wbrme emotionally
blackmailed. You live your life and I'll live min@K? Goodbye.'

'‘Goodbye,she punctuated back and slammed down the phooeesbe
realising she had just obliterated her planned sxcu

She turned slowly and encountered Aaron wearingpardly bland
face. 'Rupert not coming, | gather," he asked diyhunderstatement.

'‘No,' she ground out.
‘Then you can come out with me after all?

'‘No,' she snapped, too irritated and upset to Ibethk politeness any
longer.

‘Why not?'



'Oh, God,' she muttered darkly. 'Back to that agook, Aaron, |
tried to let your ego down nicely. But you donéseto be getting the
message. | don't want to go out with you. I'm ndbie market for the
sort of dateyou're obviously looking for. Believe it or nothever
have been. Now take your elegantly suited body dtaws and back
out into your elegantly upholstered car and go hbackwhere you
came from, because | don't...' she gulped in some. avant to...'

There was no going on. A turbulent welling of erantwas gathering
in her throat and she needed every ounce of heggmne dampen
down the hysterical weeping she was sure was d@bdake hold of
her.

The silence in the room was electric, with Aarcerisig at her with
such an astounded look that she almost laughed. Ra@n, she
thought madly. He probably only wanted a bit of gibgl comfort, a
night of make-believe love. But that sort of sexl mever been for
her. Call it stupidity, call it pride. But her bodsas not an object to be
used without real affection or caring. As muchlaswas attracted to
Aaron, as much as her body was being stirred asvier had been
before, she wasn't about to give in to that sggrinot if it meant
sacrificing her self-respect in the process.

The moment passed, the moment when she almosadait. But,
despite her pulling herself back from the edgehefdbyss, she left
feeling drained and bereft. 'I'm sorry,' she samkenly. "There was
no need for me to be that rude. But I'm just sk sfanen taking one
look at me and thinking they're on to a good thig,. please ... do me
a favour and just go.'

When he came forward and took her by the shouldetsudder ran
through her.

‘Don't,' she managed to get out.



His hands slipped from her flesh but he remainedre/ine was, her
dropped eyes encountering a solid wall of malenflgdl in front of
her. Slowly, she raised her lashes to look up vatgly apologetic
eyes. 'I'm sorry too,' he offered. 'You make mel fs@mewhat
ashamed, because you're quite correct. | didn't tealake you out. |
wanted to take you to bed. No strings. No involvetndust sex and
no looking back in the morning. And the truth isdidn't think you'd
mind.’

The blunt confession took her breath away.

'‘But | can see | was wrong,' he went on disarminiylgu're not that

type of girl at all. And, quite frankly, I'm relied. Because | find that
a one-night stand will certainly not fit the bill here you're

concerned, Serina. | want much more from you thah't

He took advantage of her bewilderment to draw iherhis arms. She
went without resistance, more from confusion thaorascious desire
to be there. But, once held in his embrace, netktdsolid warmth of
his chest, all her senses went into a spin. Ifibgekl her, she thought
dazedly, she wasn't sure what she would do. Wollltheat high
principles hold up against the way her blood wamgthrough her
veins?

'l've always wanted you, Serina,' he murmuredkstgpher hair and
her back. 'Did you know that? When | saw you dageihthe school
disco | was shocked by the way | wanted you. | ddwardly stand to
stay in that hall. | went lightly on those boyselatmainly because
they were only doing what | wanted to do but cdoddely admit to
myself. No, don't move!'

He kept her crushed tightly in his arms. 'l reatis#'s no excuse for
what those boys did, but I'm trying to explain wimales act so
abominably around you, why your father acted sarabably, why |

have acted abominably today. Have you any idea waliamptress



you are, Serina? No, stop squirming and hear metloerh you can
have your say. You have a sensuality about yowrmonsciously
seductive quality. You make men want you withowgretrying. But
today, Serina... today you wanted back. | felt litew you looked at
me, and if you deny it then you're lying.'

She shuddered in his arms, virtually admitting titeéh of what he
was saying.

His sigh was telling. 'l appreciate you don't wamjump into bed
with me immediately. You think if you do | won'tsgect you. Very
admirable. But not necessarily true. We're adults, adolescents,
Serina.’

He held her away from him then, looking down at meth a

knowingness in his eye. 'Nevertheless, I'll bowydorr wishes and
we'll get to know each other a bit better firstdthenwe'll jump into

bed,' he finished with a devilish grin.

She stared up at his confident smiling face, wandexhy she wasn't
answering him back, why she wasn't telling him, that's not
necessarily how it's going to be! It wasn't a goesof getting to
know each other a bit better. It was a questionladther or not they
fell in love.

'‘How about we go downstairs and you make me a €gpftee?' he
suggested, turning her smoothly and urging her tdsvéhe door.
'‘We're far too close to that double bed there &nfort. And while
we're at it perhaps you'd better tell me aboutdbienant | overheard
you mention to Rupert. | like the house, but mygtdar has always
wanted a pool.'



CHAPTER THREE

SERINA lay in bed that night, still wide awake well aft@rdnight.
Aaron had brought her home at eleven after dinndraafilm, given
her a chaste peck at the door and a promise tosoalh, then
departed, whistling as he'd walked back down thie fmahis car.

Whatdid he want of her? she puzzled as she lay there.

For a moment, earlier in the afternoon, when hgtken of wanting
more from her than a one-night stand, followed bydsabout their
getting to know each other better, she had hopadidgiet be genuine,
that he was looking for a real relationship, staytivith friendship,
waiting for a deepening of feelings before they iterbed together.

But she could no longer hope for that.

Aaron had made no real effort to 'get to know legtds' this evening.
Not once had he asked her anything on a persoreldbout herself;
neither had he volunteered any information aboumskif, his
marriage, his daughter or his business. Over dihednad kept the
conversation to food and wine, then at the cineth&aead talked
about were various actors and actresses. She leadldfé with the
feeling that they had been marking time, that Aan@s playing a
clever game of waiting till he could pounce agamrensuccessfully.

Which brought her right back to her original quesstiwhatdid he
want of her?

Simply an affair, she realised. And felt a deepngheng of her heatrt.

Why, oh, why, she groaned silently, couldn't rgadiver live up to
dreams? Why couldn't men see past her sexy facéguré to the
real woman underneath?



Paul had been the only man she'd ever met who dvwastl Iher for
herself.

Serina squeezed her eyes shut. She didn't lik&itigrabout Paul,

didn't like remembering the pain in his eyes whiee'd eventually
called a halt to their relationship. But it had der the best. She'd
only have hurt him more in the end by pretendingrghing was all

right when it obviously wasn't. She'd tried to makeasier for him,

even leaving her job as the receptionist of theemo¢ owned and
moving on up the coast. For how could she staynahat town and
see Paul's hurt every time he looked at her?

Yes, it had been hard to turn her back on the oae who'd valued
Serina the complete woman, not Serina the blondebbell.

She didn't have to think too hard to work out whggrina interested
Aaron. Though, to be fair, any man who was at adtisthe world in
general—as Aaron seemed to be—would not be ineptize state to
fall in love anyway. Maybe in a year or so Aaronaebbe ready for a
committed relationship again, one with marriagehes end result.
The trouble was Serina couldn't see him waiting tbag before
trying to seduce her again.

And, to be frank, did she really want him to waiiP night she had
been blisteringly conscious of him, especiallyigiftnext to each
other in the intimate darkness of the cinema. SHeldthd it

Impossible to concentrate on the film. She'd kegiehing to his
breathing and savouring the tangy scent of higsdfeare. Her mind
had kept imagining what it would be like when hessed her
goodnight. By the time he'd brought her home sheldted him to
kiss her quite badly, wanted to feel his lips orshlis arms around
her body.

But he'd merely brushed his lips against her clamekleft her with a
frustration she'd never felt before. Had that baeateliberate ploy?



she worried. A clever manoeuvre by an experienegicer? He'd
claimed he knew she wanted him. Was he bargairiagdy next
time she'd be less likely to resist?

She nearly jumped out of her skin when the phong.raeaning over
the rumpled pillows, she nervously picked up theeneer, knowing
before she heard his very attractive male drawl ivhas.

'Serina?’
‘Yes..." A quiver ran up and down her spine.
'I've just got back to Sydney.’

‘How do you know | wasn't asleep?' She tried togueproachful
sound in her voice but failed dismally.

'If you feel the way | do,' he murmured throatifygu won't have been
sleeping.'

The low moan escaped her lips before she coulasmatack. '‘God,
don't do that,' he groaned back.

She stayed breathlessly silent, but her hand wagrsi

'I'll drive up tomorrow after work,' he rasped.

‘No! No, I... | work tomorrow night."'

‘Not all night," he growled.

‘You're rushing me again, Aaron,' she blurted o panic.

He sighed. 'Very well. What nighldton't you work this week? No
strings. Just a date.' 'I'm not off any nightrigixt Sunday,' she statec
firmly, determined to get a grip on the situation.



'‘Sunday,' he repeated. 'l have to go to my sister'Sunday night.
Family dinner. She lives up your way, actually.' Was silent for a
few seconds. 'Look, why don't you come along tobdatTshould
satisfy your sense of propriety. | can't very weNish you on the
dining table, can 1? At least,’ he added with dmyuaement, 'not
Jillian's dining table.’

The man was incorrigibly wicked, Serina decided, dauldn't help
the madly erotic image his words evoked. A dinialé...lord help
her, but she found the idea unbearably exciting.

But Aaron's invitation to take her to a family demrput a welcome
dent in her worries about him. In fact, she wasi¢iek. No man took a
girl home to meet the family unless he was on thand up. Clearly,
she'd been too mistrusting of him. Her heart soattpleasure and
relief.

‘All right,' she said, trying to hide her elatidrat hedid want a real
relationship with her.

'‘Great. Shall we say seven o'clock Sunday evening?'
'Fine.'

'‘Be ready," he advised darkly. 'l can't stand pewyio aren't ready on
time.'

'I'l be ready,' she reassured him. With bells on!

'‘Aaron!' she called before he could ring off.

LYes?'

'‘What about the house? Have you made up your niiadtat yet?'

'‘No. I'll talk it over with Christine when | seerh@n Sunday night."'



'‘But... don't you live together?'

'‘Not at the moment. She goes to boarding-school speshds her
holidays with my sister. | sold my house, you se&l I'm living in a

small unit in the city by myself till | buy a plaag on the central
coast. | want Christine to do her Higher Schooltieate at a local

school, where she can make friends for life. | mevas keen on the
boarding-school idea but Naomi insisted, and after died | didn't

like to disturb Christine's schooling till an apprate time. She's just
done her School Certificate, and a lot of studehenge schools at
this point.’

Serina was astonished by the harsh edge in Aaroit's as he spoke
of his wife's decision to send Christine to boageschool. For the
first time the thought struck that their 'perfetiarriage might not
have been all that perfect. She didn't know whetiinésel pleased or
worried. A bad marriage often put people off thitation for life.

'‘Perhaps this house is too big for you?' she iedexdsually, trying to
see if he would confess to wanting to remarry cae d

'‘No, | like plenty of room and | would always wabhristine to be
able to bring lots of friends home.'

'l see...' No admission there.
"You seem anxious to sell, Serina. Do you neediribeey?'
'‘Rupert and Philip say they do,' she said drily.

For her part she was probably the poorest of thevith few savings.
She had hoped her brothers would let her liveerhibuse for a while.
Not so. They were pressing for a quick sale bethee market
dropped further.



'If you ever need any money or anything you onlyeht® ask," Aaron
offered softly.

Serina stiffened. To accept money from a man mealytone thing
to her. 'I'm fine, Aaron,' she said tautly. 'I'matired.'

He sighed again. 'l get the hint. Sleep well, dhdde you Sunday
night.'

Six thirty-five Sunday evening found Serina lookinghe bathroom

mirror, dithering with her make-up. How much sheuwdowear was

the problem. She wasn't about to go to Aaron'rssfor dinner

looking any less than the mature, sophisticated avoshe was, and
with her face scrubbed clean she looked about eemetBut on the
other hand she didn't want to overdo things. Folgde-up, she'd
always attracted too much attention of the wromglKki

'S0, my dear,' she pronounced aloud to her reflectiust a touch of
blue eye-shadow, some mascara, and only the pdl¢stle coral
lipstick. Nothing seductive or sexy or provocative!

Once done, she stepped back from the vanity udigave herself a
final appraisal, her frown showing a lingering doubhe make-up
was fine, she thought. But she'd hoped that, byrguther hair up and
wearing her mother's cornflower-blue suit and eashe would
achieve the right understated effect.

But the outfit looked different on her to the wahad on her mother.
Much more.. .alluring, the knitted material clingiio her more
generous curves. Not that it was a provocative gatnthe style
being quite plain, the top round-necked and sHedved, the skirt
following the line of her hips before swirling oftom knee to
mid-calf.



Serina puffed the top into a more blouson effeging to lessen the
impact of her unfortunately memorable bust. Bus tthidn't work,
making the skirt look too long. With a resignedssie eased the top
back down to where it gave the right balance.

As the digital bedside clock clicked over to sikyf two Serina
resigned herself to her appearance—at least heldokied subdued
and elegant—picked up her mother's white Orotomiegebag,
slipped her stockinged feet into the dainty bluedsds that matched
the outfit and hurried downstairs, where her coealpolish awaited
on the kitchen table. She was just finishing thet f@il when the
doorbell rang.

Her heart jumped with surprise, but a quick lookhat slim gold
watch confirmed it was exactly seven o'clock. Sheed her
eyebrows, not used to people's being so punctuakthgn Aaron had
been vehement about her being ready.

Easing the nail-brush back into the bottle, Serwserand walked
slowly towards the front door, her hands flappingan effort to

instant-dry her nails. Her heart was flapping ali,\aed she dragged
In several steadying breaths as she approachdbtitaloor.

One unsuccessful try at turning the smooth braeb kvith the palm
of her hand had her bristling with self-irritaticd@n the third attempt
she gave up. By this time he had rung the bellragai

'I've just painted my nails, Aaron,' she called rid | can't open the
door. Just come in. It's not locked.'

The door opened inwards so abruptly that Serinata#ip quickly

backwards or be sent flying. 'Sorry," he mutteegdt turned to close
the door behind him, giving Serina the opportufotya brief, though
unobserved scrutiny of his appearance.



Not quite so much the formidable business executweght, she
noticed with a measure of relief, the casual fawaugers,
open-necked black shirt and zippered cream jack@inding her
more of the Aaron of old. But he was still breakimtigly handsome
and sexy. Already she could feel her heart- ratk pp; and with it
her worry level. Did he realise how vulnerable gles to him? She
hoped not. She really wanted them to become muitértzequainted
before their relationship was complicated by seawHvould she
ever be sure of him otherwise?

She was gathering herself to give him a suitabippased smile of
greeting when he wheeled back to face her, a disgjng look on
his face.

"You know, Serina," he growled, 'you really shdolck your doors at
all times. The statistics on house burglary aregirfrightening. Not
to mention rape..." His voice trailed away, hisebkyes glittering
disturbingly as they raked over her figure.

She stopped flapping her hands, her mouth goingrafartably dry,
her stomach somersaulting. But then she realisadiportant it
was to act normally and not dissolve into wimpisiasin every time
he looked at her.

So she lifted confident eyes and drummed up a mles'And good
evening to you, too, Mr Kingsley. Might | ask if yoconcern is for
me and mine, or for what might shortly be yours@b Tate she
realised that that could be taken the wrong way.dBe decided to
brazen it out, and raised a sassy-looking eyebrdwnat

Tor a few lengthy seconds his frown remained, behta slow smile
took over. It was lop-sided and engaging, bringangseductive
warmth to his gorgeous blue eyes.

Serina gulped.



‘Telling me to mind my own business, are you?'lnekled.

She tried to ignore her pulse-beat, which was daitengo all on its
own. 'Men have this awful failing," she counterédr dishing out
advice to women, even when not asked. Some womehlde it.'

He slanted her a dry, though amused look. 'Is $o&t I'll try to
remember that, Miss Independent. Or is it Ms?'

She started blowing on her nails. It was a goodisxdor dropping
her eyes from his. 'Oh, definitely not Ms. Sounkie & bee caught in
a bottle.’

Aaron laughed, and for the first time since she&t mm again he
sounded happy. Serina felt a flush of self-sattsfac See, Aaron
Kingsley, she wanted to say. I'm good company bbed too. And |
aim to make you realise that.

‘Those nails dry yet?' he asked, still smiling.nii@r won't wait
indefinitely. Or, should | say, Jillian won't. Ydunow older sisters.
Mother hens, all of them."

'‘Oh? So it's your sister who's the stickler forgtuality, is it?' Serina
grinned. 'l was wondering who it was that had tdriyeu into a
clock-watcher.'

The change in Aaron was immediate and almost ataynilis face
tightened, his eyes darkening with annoyance. 'Wéhave our
faults,’ he snapped.

Serina was taken aback. 'l... I'll just get thed®okeys and my bag
and we can be going,' she said, whirling away, gkt swirling
around her legs as she hurried, frowning, to wiskee had left her
things on the kitchen counter.



She puzzled over Aaron's reaction till she pubwad to work-stress.
The world, she believed, had sped up to a frepaioe over the past
decade, and most people countered the stress bgioasly relaxing
in their leisure time, and being somewhat lesshuymgn old values
like strict punctuality. In fact, most of the timpeople didn't pin
others down to a definite arrival or departure tilee decided Aaron
needed someone to show him that the world woutdm'te to an end
if he was a few minutes late occasionally.

She was thinking about that as she walked backitd®éindsome but
uptight escort, who had stayed where he was, hedrdnt door. But

any mulling over of his possible stress problems diatracted when
she noticed how avidly he was watching the movemehher figure

as she approached.

'‘How lovely you are, Serina,' he murmured, anyieanlritation with
her obviously forgotten.

She wanted to lick dry lips but dared not. 'Thamu,y she said
hoarsely.

‘But | prefer your hair down. I'll take it down éat’

Serina's heart leapt. Just in time she composesklfieher glance
becoming cold and reproachful.

‘Might | remind you, Aaron,' she said with a frogtss she had
perfected on other men over the years, 'that yolisaight was just a
date? No strings.’

He returned her look, chill for chill. Once agalmedselt a quiver of
alarm at the hard resolve his eyes could projecfusckly. Was this
the look of a man whoaredabout her?

'Did 1?" he drawled.



'Yes,' she said, shaken.

A smile followed, but it was not a smile of realwah. 'l dare say |
can be patient a little longer. It's up to you.' tdek her elbow and
ushered her from the house.

Somehow Serina didn't find much relief in Aaronisiosthly
delivered reassurance. Or that last tacked- on kerDad he mean he
would still try to seduce her later? She had arnubfetling he would,
hoping she would give in and let him make love ¢o. The awful
truth was that it was a distinct possibility. Baetarrogance of his
presumption fired a bitter resolve not to capitelat

Patience,she thought crossly as she locked up the front.dden
like Aaron had never really learnt patience. Evang came to them
too quickly, too easily. Love, women, success.e World was their
oyster.

But then she remembered his wife's death and talt-igdden. He

certainly hadn't had it easy lately. Not by a Iehgt. This realisation
didn't change her resolve not to let Aaron make ltm/her tonight,
but it did make her determine not to be bitchy d@hlbwnd to try to

make their evening together still as pleasurableoasible.

Slipping the keys in her bag, she smiled up at hii.safe and
sound! Now, tell me about your sister, Aaron, smh't be ignorant
when | arrive. You said she was older. How mucleit

'‘Almost twenty years, actually. She's my only fanéft now, and
she rather fancies herself my mother rather tharsister. Which
reminds me, | must warn you that you'll come a# @foa shock to
her.'

Serina was taken aback. 'A shock? Why should | $leak?'



Aaron's eyes took on an amused light. 'Ever sindeedame a
widower, Jillian's been trying to match- make methwevery
available divorcee and widow she can find. All neit late thirties
and very matronly, to say the least. She thinksha'r duty to see me
happily settled. And to her, being happily settfieda man means a
wife who can clean and cook and keep house. Unfatély, she and
| differ about what will make me happy...'

His smile was definitely full of meaning as he ledkdown at her
and, although she should have been almost offetidde thought
her forte was far removed from simple housewifegks, Serina
couldn't help the flush of pleasure that spreadubn her. She,
Serina, could make him hapgyhewas what he preferred.

Not only that, but, from the sound of things, Aakeas thinking of
marrying again some time. Why else would his sik&&p trying to
find a wife for him? Serina's heart swelled witlpbo

'‘She sounds very sweet. And | don't think I'll caasesuch a shock at
all. I'm much more domesticated than you realise.’

'‘Domesticated? You?' He laughed. 'I'll bet youaidé domesticated
Is ringing down and having a Chinese sent up.l Saliling, he

slipped an arm through hers and began leading t&v&n dhe path
towards the car.

'l might surprise you,' she said. 'But truly, Aarehyour sister's
matchmaking irritates you, why put up with it? Wégn't you just
tell her to butt out, that you will choose your owife, if and when
you decide to remarry?'

Again he laughed, but it had a harsher sound ithis. tMy God, the
last thing in the world | want to do is get marraghin. Ever! But try
telling that to a woman who's recently found thesjof wedded bliss
after fearing she was going to be left on the shelf



'Oh?' Serina swallowed, trying to dispel that aviiigihtness that had
claimed her chest at his words. "Your sister hd&®h married long,
then?' she managed to get out.

‘A few years now. To one of the doctors who tenagdather during

his final iliness. Gerald had been recently divdraéer thirty years
of marriage and obviously needed a woman to lotdr d&fim. Not

that he doesn't love Jillian. I'm sure he doesualy, she's quite a
handsome woman for her age.’

They had reached the BMW, where Aaron releaseh&srarm to
slip the car key into the passenger- door. She gtegid there in
stunned silence, her mind whirling away. There wasdoubting
Aaron meant what he'd said about never wanting aorymagain.
And, for her part, Serina had vowed she wowdgerallow herself to
be used as a mere means of sexual gratification.

Yet that was all Aaron wanted from her. She'd deehing herself in
hoping differently. She just hadn't wanted to adim& was no
different from other men who'd pursued her.

'‘One more thing," Aaron was saying smoothly aslrgeeved his key
and opened the door. 'Just so that you're not ¢augtine hop, so to
speak. This family dinner tonight is to celebratg birthday. |
reached the grand age of thirty-four today.'

‘Your birthday,' she groaned. 'Oh, Aaron, why didn't you tell me?
would have bought you a present... at least a.card.

She grimaced and shook her head, her eyes drofapthg ground in
irritation. Typical man! Didn't he know she woulthd such a
situation embarrassing? Besides, ked giving presents!

His right hand reached out to find her chin, ldtiand turning her
face so that she was looking up into his eyeksditle for a birthday
kiss,' he said, his voice dropping to a low, huskjpre.



She stared up at him, eyes wide, her throat swalpaonvulsively.

'‘Don't look so worried," he murmured, his head loendb taste her
lips very briefly. But he didn't stop at one. Hisuth bent again and
again. Light, fleeting touches of flesh on flestll of suppressed
passion and an unbelievable eroticism. Serina'stesdt stopped
entirely.

His head lifted and he stared down into her srges. 'Damn, but
you're irresistible," he muttered, and swept heagganst him, taking
her mouth again, this time with a far greater force

Her knees started to go from under her and shehadtat his jacket,
her bag clattering to the concrete driveway asligped from

suddenly nerveless fingers. But she didn't notiber whole

awareness now on Aaron's deeper kiss and the déngseffect it

was having on her.

As Aaron's mouth moved over hers a definite cursaot through her
veins, racing up into her head, making it swim mgadbcking her,
dazzling her. She couldn't think, the last of hmrscious mind swept
away by the intoxicating excitement his kiss waskavwg in her. Her
lips fell open beneath his and his tongue slid o mouth, hot and
moist and wild.

But all too soon his tongue retreated and his maats lifting from

hers, the feeling of desertion blasting throughdwrl like a winter
wind. She moaned and clung to him, her eyes cldwrdace uplifted
for more. No man had ever done this to her. Als&hgears. nothing!

And now this... this ecstasy. She was enthrallagticated...

He made some sound—a low, animal growl- making fies dutter
open in a glazed alarm. But then he was givingnteat she wanted,
his mouth clamping back down over hers with sudsragery, his



arms sliding back around her, pulling her hard gfaiim, squashing
her hands between them.

She didn't mind his harshness, rather revellinghen way he was
holding her and the way he was ravaging her lips.

But just as she felt that she was no longer a perserely an empty
vessel desperately needing to be filled, a piererhgstle broke the
stillness of the air, a knowing, shaming whistlaed &aron pulled
back. Serina gave a whimpering cry, not wanting tenstop, and
sagged back into him.

But then the whistle came again and the realityltdt she was doing
finally sank in. She spun round, her hand comingaipouch her
tingling mouth, her eyes pained, her cheeks reddenwith
embarrassment. A quick sidewards glance showed adnéhe
neighbour's children, a lad of about fifteen, gailagvn the hill on a
skateboard, grinning back at them. 'Go for it!'caled out over his
shoulder.

'Here,' Aaron said, picking up her bag and presgingo her limp
hand. 'We'd better get moving before we scanddhse whole
neighbourhood.’

If there was one thing Serina could count on it \Wwas ability to

quickly come to grips with situations. Ten years l@r own had
produced a certain resilience that a younger guldn't have hoped
to have. She could appear quite composed whilernad#h being
upset, angry, even as agitated as she was nowgitinyho worked

in some of the jobs Serina had worked in —cockuedlitress,

entertainment director, motel receptionist—had & dapable of
keeping her cool. Sexual harassment, drunken cestymersistent
salesmen, jealous wives. All had made life diffic@ne learnt to
cope. Or starve.



So Serina gathered herself and stepped past Aardimtb into the
car. She slipped on her seatbelt and schooledacerihto a calm,
composed expression. Any other reaction would batidg she had
been unusually affected by his kisses. To let mavkthat she was as
stunningly vulnerable to him as she obviously wasuld be to
present her body to him on a silver platter.

Serina gave him only a darting glance as he slninoethe wheel of
the car. But it was impossible not to notice theagkd, almost smug
set to his face. Did he think now that she had ghdrher mind, that
she had just given him the green light for the ltadtfair he wanted?

A wave of brutal honesty swept through her.
Of course he's going to think that, you little fool

Serina sagged back into the passenger-seat, cld&ngyes in
dismay. Her head was whirling, and her body stilt &s if she had
walked across hot coals. She'd known she was s$gxattthcted to
Aaron— alwayshad been—nbut the intensity of her response he
completely thrown her. She'd not only become amudaut
mindlesslyaroused. If they'd been inside the house, instéadt in
the street, they would undoubtedly have ended igeth

Serina felt torn by both temptation and her streagse of personal
survival. One told her to forget her pride, to giabherself the sort of
sexual pleasure she had never experienced, dreamt of
experiencing. On the other hand, common sensewapiing not to
give in to him, that if she did it would lead tongsery greater than she
had ever known.

She'd spent twenty-eight years waiting and hopandrfie love. She
didn't want an 'adult' affair. She wanted the foiént of her dreams,
the fairy-tale.



But one look at Aaron's face told her he had ldoged believing in
fairy-tales.

She gave a silent groan as Aaron drove off, anddhtpat by the time
he brought her home later in the evening she woale the courage
necessary to do what she had to do.



CHAPTER FOUR

SERINA remained tensely silent while Aaron drove downthe

bottom of the hill and smoothly negotiated the besgner turning on
to the Pacific Highway. She might have stayed siledefinitely,

nursing her desolation, but when he didn't contiomeéhe highway
which led straight into Gosford, taking instead a&ckeroad that
wound a narrow, pot-holed path through an isolatgi®y, curiosity
got the better of her.

'Where on earth does your sister live?' she asked.

'‘Near Forrester's Beach. This is a short cut. Bl just look at this
road. You could disappear into some of these ptashand never be
found again!

'It's all the rain we've been having.'
‘As if this area needs more rain,' came his grumghieply.

And Serina had to agree. The, central coast's aggetgrowth was
normally prolific, the proximity of the surroundingountains to the
semi-tropical coastline creating a type of rairekirbasin. Now, with
the above-average rainfall, everything was begintinfpok like a
jungle, with a jungle's accompanying wildness.

'‘Hardly the sort of conditions the makers of tlas @nvisaged,' Aaron
muttered as they sank axle-deep into another rut.

‘Maybe you should go the long way round, back tghoGosford.’

'Hmm." Aaron darted her a wry, sidewards glanceo Tate now.
Once I'm committed to something | refuse to go backs.'

There was no agreeing or disagreeing, for at thamemt an
unmistakable thud reverberated through the catl@8MW slewed



over to the side of the road, skidding from brotamnto mud before
coming to a shuddering halt. Neither of the occtpaeeded to put
their heads out of the window to know what had lesggol. The back
left-hand tyre had succumbed to the hazardous reerrai

Aaron grimaced and thumped the steering-wheel, tbamal blast!’

'‘Never mind," Serina soothed, her varied travelsngaengendered
an easygoing approach to unavoidable hitches alagsdéNo real
damage done. You have a spare, don't you? I'll'r&he was already
clambering out.

Aaron did likewise, facing her over the bonnethedf €ar with a rueful
expression. 'Don't be silly, Serina. | can hardiyén you slopping
around in this mud in your good clothes. Get back i

‘Certainly not! Your clothes are just as good asanDo you have
something in the boot we could spread out on tbergt beside the
wheel? An old blanket or tarpaulin?'

He frowned at her adamant refusal to play heldebg 'l think so.’

They both walked around the back of the car andA@apened the
boot, pulling out a checked travelling rug.

'‘Better put your hazard lights on," Serina advigbd; evening was
getting dark quickly due to some extra cloud-cover.

He gave her a sardonic look. 'You don't like adwice you don't
mind giving it, do you?"

‘Sorry," she shrugged. 'Should | just stand ardooking anxious?'

'No.. .just beautiful will do.’



She looked down, fiercely troubled by what he calddo her with a
few words. It was far too exciting, too seductivep tempting.
Human beings weren't saints and she was defintiely a human
being. A type of anger seized her. Why was fatersel to her,
bringing her back into contact with the man of Hezams, only to
find him flawed? She wanted true love, marriagéaraily of her
own. She didn't want to waste any more of herdifeself-destructive
relationships. She wanted the real thing this tiiet all she was
being offered was a temporary going- nowhere aff@inat angered
her most was that she might actually agree to it.

'It's as flat as a tack, isn't it?' she said, kigkthe tyre with extra
vigour.

‘You're not wrong there," Aaron agreed, bendingdenshe driver's
window to switch on the blinking hazard lights. tele. | do have a
job for you. Hold my jacket.’

He slid out of it, displaying that magnificent pigyse he'd always
had. Serina had to consciously keep her eyes fummimg over him
as he handed her the garment and rolled up higsesdeBut when he'd
finished jacking the car up and crouched down aat $bosening the
nuts—his back to her—her gaze was automaticallyvdreo him,
lingering on the way his trousers stretched tiglatyoss his taut
buttocks and hard-muscled thighs. His shirt, toc 8teaining across
his back, and as she stared at him she experietiedmost
compulsive desire to reach out and put her handsi©oshoulders.
She did so in her mind, but it didn't stop thereher fantasy her
palms began sliding down across his shoulder-bjakles fingers
following his male shape, touching and exploring ..

'‘Want to have a go?' he asked, glancing abruptbvep his shoulder.



She gaped at him, his words bringing a hot fluslgwift till she
realised he couldn't possibly have meant what ststthought.
‘At... at what?' she asked, her voice tremblingarausly.

But he didn't appear to notice, his mind on the ella@d not her
fluster. 'At this last rotten, damned nut,' he demlystraightening and
stretching, his fingers massaging the small oblisk. 'Blasted thing
won't budge.' He took his jacket from her and despthe wrench in
her hand. "You might as well try while I'm havingest.'

Now, many a jar-lid and bottle-top had given way Serina's
deceptive strength. She took a deep breath, benp@nevery ounce
of energy she had into her first tug. It gave gbatraight away.

‘Good lord, youdid it!" Aaron gasped.

Her face was a perfect picture sdvoir-faireas she rose to her feet
and dropped the wrench back into his stunned haladurally. We
women are good for more things than making tea,kymw.'

‘Hmm... I'm sure you are,' he drawled, his eyeagtm her mouth.

Serina froze. They were standing very close, tieathing the only
sound in the evening stillness of the secludeceyaHlis eyes grew
dark with desire and she suspected that if theyemewhere they
were, standing on the edge of a road where a cdd come along
any minute, he would have dragged her to him asskki her again.
But he turned away, bending over to finish chandimg wheel,

leaving Serina standing there with her heart inrheuth. How on

earth was she going to stop him if he started ngakive to her at the
end of the night? Or, more to the point, how was gbing to stop
herself?

‘All done," Aaron announced, and stood up to todl temoved flat
tyre back round to the boot. Serina gathered uputp@nd joined him
there.



'l... | suppose we're late for dinner now,' shd saiietly.

'‘No doubt about it. Look, don't worry. We'll gottee closest garage
and ring Jillian, let her know what's happened &/hibet this tyre

fixed." He glanced at his watch. 'We should stéike it to her place
by eight.'

'l hope she doesn't blame me.’

'‘Why should she?'

Serina shrugged.

'‘We'd better shake a leg, through.' Aaron addesklyri

It was a hair-raising next few minutes, what with pot-holes and a
sudden summer shower making driving difficult, afddron not

conceding much speed to either. Serina was quieved when the
short cut finally emerged on to the main road tleat out to the

beaches.

/Look, there's a garage,' she pointed out. 'Andaae...'

Fifteen minutes later they were on their way agditian having
been sufficiently soothed with an explanatory phoalé

‘Do men always look at you like that?' Aaron srchde he drove off
from the garage.

'Like what?' she frowned. 'Who?' 'That sleazyditthechanic. He
stared at you the whole time you were cleaning wboes.'

'Oh." Hardly a new experience for Serina, but peshehe shouldn't
have smiled as she'd asked the mechanic for tregss powels.



But Aaron's annoyance over the mechanic's behawaarmrather the
pot calling the kettle black, she thought.

'l can't help it if men look at me,' she said defeely. 'It's irritating
sometimes, but what can | do about it? Cover g & Muslim
woman?'

‘Maybe that's not such a bad idea," he snapped.

'‘Don't be ridiculous. It's too hot, for one thigsides, | shouldn't be
punished for men's dirty minds.'

His frown was dark and puzzled, his silence aggnaga

'l thought we were going to Forrester's Beach,'ssheé as they flew
past the turn-off.

Aaron's expletive wasn't exactly obscene, but o't have passed
muster at the dinner table.

'l don't think you're good for my concentratiorg' grumbled as he
wrenched the car around.

Her glance was dry, a perfect cover for her owrernagitation.
'‘Perhaps you shouldn't be taking me out, then.dpsrlyou should
have settled for one of those widows Jillian linpsfor you.'

'‘God, no! They're all mutton dressed up as lamb."’

'‘But at least you'd be able to concentrate. Andrieehanic wouldn't
have stared.’

His grin came slowly. ‘Much safer all round," heesgl. 'But awfully
boring. Not something that you would ever be, SeriEexasperating,
yes. Frustrating, yes. But boring? Never!



'I'm so relieved.
'He laughed. 'Are you always so enchantingly saicas
'‘Only on Sunday evenings.'

'‘Now, now, that's a fib. You were in fine fettlestaluesday on the
phone to poor old Rupert.'

‘Hmph!*
'No comeback?' he teased.

‘Never on a Sunday,’ she quipped, aware that tepartee had
disintegrated into flirting, but unable to stop.eSknew it was
madness to encourage him but being with him waes Iiking on a
roller-coaster ride over which she had no control.

Aaron reefed the car into a side-street and stéeding up a steep
incline. 'Give me a quick run-down on your brothbefore we hit
Jillian's. We're only seconds away from touch-dand | don't want
to be caught out in ignorance after saying you \aereld, old friend."'

Serina breathed deeply, trying to calm a flutternefves at the
thought of meeting Aaron's family. 'Rupert's thisix now, a
high-flying barrister with a practice in Sydney. Mad to Vivian,

society wife. No children. Philip's into computérgrites programs, |
think. He's thirty-two and married Evonne, a modia$t year. No
kiddies as yet.'

Aaron released his seatbelt and twisted in his sedace her.
‘Splendidly done. | should hire you to write my @es. Succinct but
informative. Now! Much as | would prefer to stayt bere with you, |
think we'd better go inside. The soup is proballyts third re-heat
by now.’



'‘Was your sister very upset?' Serina asked aswladiked together
towards the house, which at first glance lookedy \awulent and
large, a multi-level cement and glass structure folbwed the
sloping land as it dropped back from the road.

'‘More worried than upset. | think," Aaron confirmédhristine was
the one who was really miffed. | don't see hettadt much and she
can be very possessive of my time.'

'l can appreciate that,’ Serina murmured, thinkifgput Aaron's
daughter in some depth for the first time. Poor kading her mother
when she was only a teenager. If Aaron was thinty-iGhristine
would have to be sixteen. And boarding-school calgtaivasn't
always what it was cracked up to be.

'‘Does she like boarding-school, Aaron?'

He shrugged. 'She's never complained, but thewsbklin't. She's a
really good kid. You'll like her.'

The front door was suddenly yanked open.
‘Thank God you're here at last!

The man belonging to the booming voice was abdiytfive, with a
round pleasant face, thinning grey hair and a shiagtebespoke far
too many dinner parties.

'Sorry, Gerald,' Aaron apologised.

'‘Not your fault, old chap. But it's damned hardkeep food both
warm and appetising indefinitely. We were suppoded be
consuming homemade French onion soup and crispyars fifteen
minutes ago.' He swung his twinkling eyes in Sésidaection. 'Aah,
| do see what you were trying to tell me on thenghthe other night,



dear boy. A distinct improvement on Jillian's oiffgrthe other week,
eh, what?'

'Hmm.'
'Serina's the name, isn't it?' Gerald continuetl wibroad smile.

‘Serina Marchmont," she completed, thinking whaniee jovial
person Jillian's husband was but trying to guesst varon had said
about her on the phone. Something like 'Wait wlysee what I'm
bringing, old chap. Thirty-six, twenty-four, thirgrx, complete with
blonde hair and no brains!'

It hardened her resolve to be strong at the etigeogévening. 'Should
| call you Gerald or Doctor?' she asked.

‘Gerald, if you know what's good for you, young wasrhNone of
that stuffy 'Doctor' rubbish around me.’

'‘Shouldn't we be getting inside?' Aaron suggestedesvhat stiffly.
He didn't seem to be appreciating the way Gerald wpenly
admiring her. Too bad, she thought with definitex@rance. You
can't have it all, Aaron. Takegir| like meout and you have to put up
with the drawbacks.

They all bundled into the wide tiled foyer, one filwiencompassing
glance confirming what Serina had first thoughttlod house. No
expense had been spared, from the Persian rug dlodi to the felt-
styled wallpaper to the chandelier hanging fromdbiéng.

‘And about time too," an impatient female voicedsas its owner
flung open one of the double doors to the left.

Jillian was indeed a handsome woman, with a stfacg), short, sleek
ash-brown hair and piercing grey eyes, her imposguye suited by
the wide- shouldered red linen dress she was wedaivghg Serina



a sharp look, she strode forward and kissed héhé&ron the cheek.
'Happy birthday, darling," she gushed. 'And thisSierina,’ she
continued with a tight little smile. "You're so hiiy Aaron,' she told
her brother, 'shis very pretty.'

Serina couldn't bear being talked about as thoinghveere a wax
dummy. 'How kind of you to say so,' she returnethasgh she had
been addressed directly. 'But I've never thoughhydelf as pretty.
My mouth is too big, for one thing.’

Gerald cleared his throat rather noisily, and hife glared at him.
'‘What's going on out here?"

They all swung around as another man joined thetharfoyer. He
was nearing forty, Serina guessed, solid, but qgoted-looking in a
laid-back fashion, with untidy black wavy hair dady brown eyes.
He was wearing black trousers and a striped sbiled up at the
cuffs.

'‘Good grief, Aaron,' he drawled. 'If you're goimggle this late for
your own birthday dinner the least you can do isogeinside when
you finally do arrive.' His eyes found Serina'spping briefly to

survey her figure before raising a single eyebrdeswandered over
to stand close to Aaron, Serina not missing theegtitious dig in the
ribs. 'Glad to see you finally took my advice, defamm,' he muttered.

Serina stiffened, wondering exactly what he mearthiat remark.

‘Do you mind?' Aaron growled back. 'This unfortengierson
masquerading as a gentleman, Serina, is my buspaesser, Craig
Everly. Perhaps soon to be my ex-business partreeground out,
looking daggers at the man. '‘But you are right alooe thing—we
should all be getting in to dinner. Now, where'attdaughter of
mine?'



‘Dad! Where have yobeen?'

A teenage whirl in blue jeans and an enormous wdhig hurtled
across the foyer and into her father's arms. 'Happlyday!' She gave
him a bigkiss which Serina was glad to see didnltarass Aaron.

He hugged the girl back with enthusiasm. 'Thankegtie-pie. Now,
how about turning round and meeting our guest?n8etthis is
Christine, my energetic daughter. Christine, this $erina
Marchmont, an old friend from my schooldays.'

'Old?' the girl squawked. 'She's not old, Dad, ssishe's had a
face-lift!'

Serina laughed. The girl was very pretty, with Hiag brown eyes
and shoulder-length wavy brown hair. 'No face-i&t,’ Serina
confessed, thinking Aaron's daughter was deliglytfohtural. At
least the boarding-school environment hadn't made diny or
introverted.

She did, however, have a tendency to chatter awayspeed and
effervescence not uncommon in teenage girls. Sparbeelling her
father a multitude of things from the cake she bakked that day to
the awesomepresent she had bought him. The word 'awesor
figured largely in every sentence.

After a very short time Jillian raised her eyebroarsd excused
herself, taking Gerald with her to the kitchen éhghserve up, but not
before leaving strict instructions for Craig to geeryone seated in
the dining-room. This he did with great panachafieg Serina next
to him on one side of the oval dining- room taldgplaining that

Christine had wanted to be next to her father. Adradn't seemed
too pleased with the arrangement but Serina didmtl at all. The

further she was away from Aaron's disturbing plalgicesence, the
better.



Once settled, she glanced around the large roomiriag Jillian's

taste. Predominantly green in decor, the room \eag ®@legant, with
exquisite velvet- embossed wallpaper and lovelyfraimed pictures
on the walls that could only be originals: lands=sapf what looked
like local scenes.

Jillian bustled in straight away with the croutossd soup while
Gerald saw to each person's wine requirements,npaai wide

selection on offer. Serina finally gave her noétdaret she knew to
be good. Craig and Aaron especially, she noticed, pricked up

their ears like startled hounds when she'd had @awlkaidgeable

exchange with Gerald on the merits of the wine.

She totally ignored their looks of surprise, enfmyia feeling of
savage satisfaction, and started up a conversatitm Christine,
asking her if her father had told her about theslkeou

‘Yes,' the girl enthused. 'On the phone. It souadsic, and really |
don't care all that much about not having a poohuch prefer the
beach anyway. When can | come over and see it? ifom®'

'‘Christine," Aaron rebuked quietly, 'you know | baw go to work
tomorrow.'

'‘Why not come by yourself?' Serina suggested. itefynbetter than
with her father, she was thinking. 'l have Mondaffswork. | was
going to spend the day doing some Christmas shgymin..'

'Oh, but | have to do some shopping too, don'untAlillian? Serina
could help me find something for Dad. You know hioard it is to
buy him presents, but I'm sure Serina would kexactlywhat a man
would like.'

There was a short, sharp silence, before Aaromeddas throat and
said, 'Well, if she doesn't mind...'



‘Not at all,' she agreed quickly. ‘Do you know odfLibrary?'
Christine was beaming. 'Yes.'

"'l meet you on the seat outside at nine o'cldCatch the shops
before they get busy. Then afterwards I'll bring yoit and show you
the house, then take you home on my bike.'

‘A bike!" Jillian looked horrified. 'Surely you donmean a
motorbike?'

‘Well, yes, I--'

'l think perhaps,’' Aaron inserted smoothly, 'l ddayet off early and
come up and meet you both at the house, then Glivistine home
myself.'

Serina sighed inwardly. But she couldn't see any wat of the
situation, and she appreciated that some peoplevdmdy about
motorbikes. Though hers was very small and noli @abaverful. Her
one comfort was that Aaron could hardly try sedgdnmer in his
daughter's presence.

The dinner progressed, the soup being whisked awplgced by the
main course, an excellently prepared carpet-badk,stba oyster
filling particularly mouth-watering. Conversationased as everyone
attacked the meal with gusto, their appetites ltptaen sharpened
by the delay in eating.

When the quiet background music stopped at oné @a@rald got up
and changed the cassette.

‘Aah...Chopin," Serina murmured, recognising onthefcomposer's
most popular polonaises.



Aaron glanced over at her. "You recogri@®pin?'he asked with an
undercurrent of patronising astonishment in hiseoi

Actually, Serina was not a genuine classical-musft but Paul had
been crazy about it, especially Chopin. He had gaayim
incessantly. Nevertheless, she wasn't about toeserthis. Let the
condescending devil think she was an expert!

'‘Not everything Chopin wrote," she answered silkilgut his
Polonaise in A Majors one of my favourites. I'm not too keen on hi
piano sonatas. All three are in minor keys. | mpoéfer his music
when written in a major key. Much more positive atidring, don't
you think?'

'‘Er—yes,' he agreed. 'I'm sure you're right.’

'Serina's not just a pretty face, is she?' Gergigped in pointedly,
giving her a conspiratorial smile.

‘Certainly not,' Craig drawled, his eyes slidingoss to her bust first,
then up to her mouth.

Serina was tempted to pour the bowl of soup ovehbad.
'l don't think she's pretty,' Christine piped uphink she's beautiful.’

This compliment was so sincerely meant that Sefalaherself
blushing. For something to say she asked Jilliamtwiras in the
carrots and beans to make them so delicious.

'It's just a hint of crushed garlic and cream, mdixe after the
vegetables finish cooking," the older woman ex@djnthough
looking pleased, which led to Serina's discussisigndar recipe with
her.



'You seem to know something about cooking as \8eltjina,’ Gerald
said. 'What exactly do you do for a living?"

Serina hesitated, glancing across the table té\aeen watching her
with speculative eyes.

''ve done so many things over my working life thaé lost count,'

she admitted to the silent, waiting audience. "¢ee, I've moved
around a bit, travelling up the coast of Queenslaaking various

positions in the tourist resorts. | did do a couns®cktail-making a

few years back and | do prefer to work in that andeere | have some
expertise, but over the years I've also been gptiecest, waitress,

assistant cook, aerobics instructress, recreatmng@niser.. .1 even
worked as a labourer once,' she laughed in merwanying bricks at

a development site.'

'‘My goodness!" Christine exclaimed. 'How did youniange?'
'She's stronger than she looks,' was Aaron's rgefuiment.

Serina met his eyes, hers laughing at the memattyeahcident with
the tyre. He shook his head at her, and slowldnmeer of his mouth
lifted into a wry smile. 'A mine of hidden talengsen't you?' he said.

'Some not so hidden,' came the comment in heedeftso low that no
one else could possibly have heard.

Serina wasn't about to put up with it, though, dmant over to
whisper in return, '‘Another crack like that, bustnd I'm going to
kick you in the shins and pour this claret rightvdloyour front. Got
it? Now smile, Craig, dear. People are watching.'

Not only did he smile. He laughed.

'‘Can we join in on the joke?' Aaron said in a vdiwg could have cut
butter.



Serina's eyes jerked up—there was a decidedlyysdight in that
hard blue gaze. It astonished her. Could she bagvatout him?
Could he be beginning to feel more for her thablps? Perhaps she
had shown him tonight that she had other facetsetoperson that
were worth exploring besides her more obvious ones.

'‘Serina was merely reminding me to keep my elbows CGraig
covered expertly. 'No joke.'

'Really," Aaron said drily.
'‘Everyone ready for dessert?' Gerald jumped up.

Everyone was, it seemed, though Aaron continuelddk at both
Craig and Serina with dark suspicion.

The dessert was scrumptious, a passion-fruit sdnbétvould have
done a chef proud. Serina told Jillian so and thenan warmed to
her some more.

When Gerald announced that they would move intdideg-room
for coffee, Aaron was astoundingly quick to reg&arina's arm and
direct her to a two- seater. 'l can see | have ¢p keclose eye on you,'
he muttered darkly, and drew her down next to Hiou're an
incorrigible flirt.'

She turned indignant eyes towards him. 'lreot)' she denied, though
keeping her voice down.

He put an arm round her shoulders, drawing heltleaangly close.
‘No, | dare say you're not,' he rasped at her"éau don't flirt. You
plan every move you make. You're the complete Bran't you? But
you're not content with just Adam. You want evergmwho comes
your way to want you.'



Serina's indrawn breath was full of raw pain. Iny aother

circumstances she might have got up and left, leispied Christine
coming into the room with an armful of presents didh't want to

spoil the night for the girl. Still, she aimed amigg Aaron a piece of
her mind later.

'Present-time!" Christine announced, and put thidy garapped

parcels on the coffee-table. Jillian came in atdame time with a
tray of coffee and the birthday cake. Serina hadpt®mn but to grin
and bear the next half-hour of present-opening akd-ceating.

Aaron's gifts were very diverse. An engraved godh get from
Jillian. A crocodile-skin wallet from Gerald. A lthcover edition of
the new Tom Clancy book from Christine. And a raddtle of
whisky from Craig.

'‘What did Serina give you?' Craig drawled. 'Or stioti| ask?"

Serina wasn't normally thrown by sexual innuendBes, after what
Aaron had just said, an uncomfortably warm flusintet creeping up
her neck.

'‘As we're only just getting reacquainted,' Aargoireed smoothly, 'l
didn't expect her to buy me anything. The pleasdifeer company
was a gift in itself.’

'Oh, Dad, how sweet!" Christine exclaimed.
'‘Almost poetic,' drawled Craig.
'l think you're all embarrassing the girl," Geraluserved.

'‘Nonsense!" Jillian laughed. 'Serina's hardly § gitd not so easily
embarrassed, are you, dear?'



'l dare say embarrassmensomewhat relative to age,' she stated, 'b
I'm not entirely immune yet." She flicked Craig iag glare before
turning equally chilling eyes towards Aaron. 'l dolike to be a
killjoy, but | amtired...’

His eyebrows lifted. 'Looks as if | have to taken@&rella home.
Well, what time shall | meet you arid Christine the house
tomorrow? Will four do?'

Four was agreed upon, and within five minutes Senas back in the
passenger-seat of the BMW and they were on their wa

A further five minutes later, there still hadn'telbea word spoken
between them. Aaron was the first to crack.

'l take it your silence means | won't be invitedanight?'
‘You take it correctly,' she retorted.

'‘Why? Because of what | said, or because you'valeeac/ou like
Craig better? Did he tell you he was divorced whéechatted you up
at the table? Planning to have him drop by lateryau? Is that why
we left early?'

Serina could hardly believe what she was heantig.left early,' she
bit out, '‘because you were becoming insufferabigrsfive. No other
reason.’'

Aaron glowered. 'Don't go telling me Craig wasoining on to you
over dinner or that you weren't liking it.’

Serina sighed her complete exasperation. 'Craig'tva@ming on to
me and | wasn't liking it,"” she informed him crgssIf you must
know he made some crude reference to my boobd,taftbhim if he
did it again I'd kick him in the shins and pour wlgret down his
front.'



Aaron literally gaped across at her.

Finally he threw back his head and roared with heig 'Oh, | like
that. | really like that!'

‘Well, | didn't,' she ground out. 'l found it paggly boring. I'm fed up
to the eye-teeth with men taking one look at my thesd thinking
"sexbomb". You're included in that too, Aaron, tgbu expected
more from you. You used to be a person of somdliggace and
integrity. Or so | always thought. | can see | waisng.'

His face grew serious and he appeared to give éatetd remarks
considerable thought. 'Look, I'm sorry, Serina.\faorry. | dare say
| have been guilty of some presumptions about ymi,that you

haven't taken me to task on a few of them alreanight! Of course...
that doesn't mean your bust isn't very... um...'

She turned on him, eyes flashing. 'One word," shmed, 'just one
word and I'm going to get out of this car!'



CHAPTER FIVE

THEY finished the drive home in silence. Aaron pull@doutside her
house, switched off the engine and turned towasi;& She was
astonished to see that he wasn't at all chasten&intly amused
smile on his face. 'Well, Serina? | take it I'm tmbe invited in for
coffee tonight.’

She took a deep breath and summoned up all harroesofor being
both strong and sensible. 'Not tonight or any othight, Aaron. |
don't want to keep seeing you on a personal 1&/eldon't want the
same things in life.'

He said nothing for the longest few seconds she buaer
experienced. 'l don't agree with you,' he saidsttih a strained voice.
'‘But | won't try to dissuade you at this late howte'll talk again
tomorrow when | pick up Christine. | must insisbwever, that you
let me see you safely inside.’

Panic set in immediately. 'There's no need. Really.

His mouth thinned into a tight, hard line. 'l begdiffer. The house is
in darkness. You live alone in a quiet area. | wiast properly till |
check for myself that there's no one in the house.'

She went to protest again, but he was alreadyngett of the car.
They walked together to the front door, Serinaifgelery tense.
Once they were inside he checked the whole hohea,returned to
where she was still standing in the now lit hallw&phe was taken
aback when he reached out and pushed the fronstiabbehind her.

'‘What... what do you think you're doing?' she destearshakily.

He faced her, blue eyes determined. 'I'm goings® you goodnight,
and | don't want anyone or anything interrupting thme."’



'‘But... but | don't want you to.'

'It's only a kiss, Serina.' Already his arms wdréirsy around her.
'‘Don't make a big deal about it.'

Serina stared at his descending mouth, thinkinget&as no such
thing as 'just a kiss' from this man.

She gulped and pressed her lips firmly togethezxcarsd before his
made contact. Immediately his mouth lifted anddrecéd her with
reproachful eyes. 'Come, now," he rebuked softlyu'can do better
than that. Don't forget, is my birthday.'

His mouth descended once more.

Oh, God, she thought as his lips moved over hetls tantalising
slowness. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut sttt think of
anything but how his flesh felt on hers. Keep ymauth shut, she
told herself firmly. A few more seconds and it vall be over.

But it wasn't over in a few more seconds. She setise change Iin
him, the sudden flare of desire. His hold tightenpdlling her
breathtakingly close. The pressure of his mouthemsed, and in the
end she couldn't resist, her own lips softening padting, then
parting. Their tongue-tips met and she trembled.

A groan echoed deep in his throat. His mouth lifsédhtly as he
sucked in a ragged breath, then swooped again.

This time he was not content with a mere fleetimgtact. His
guesting tongue slid between her lips, deep inkodivern of her
mouth, and every nerve- ending in her body leape &mbers of
thwarted passion that had smouldered in her alitfrgm his kisses
earlier in the evening were set alight, one by dneas like being
consumed by a small scrub fire, controllable atfiiTill his right
hand left her back and slid round over her rigletist.



Then the flames roared upwards, exploding withazihf burst of
sparks, sending a tortured little cry from her Ilsingith a wild
pounding into her head. Her body shook, her hahdefing up to
push against his hard male chest in panic.

She might as well have been trying to move the Giél of China,
so ineffectual were her struggles. His only movetmnexcept for the
rapid rise and fall of his chest, was to urge lsklagainst the door.
Both his hands were under her top now, moving fslir over her
bare skin up to her bust, finding and touchingaheady hard peaks
through the silk of her bra.

He searched for but did not find any front opercitgsp and with a
groan savagely pushed the garment upwards. Sénchdd with a
flash of pain, but then he was touching her antiingtelse existed
but the feel of her breasts free and naked in hrsdb. It was so
incredibly exciting, her heartbeat so hard and, fémstt she thought
she must surely have a seizure.

'You have the most beautiful breasts,' he rasBsdutiful...'" Then
kissed her again while he played with them, ligtgtyoking, then
kneading, then rubbing her sensitised nipplesshik was making
sensuous little sounds deep in her throat.

'l want you, Serina,' he groaned against her lijgs.me make love to
you... please... Don't say no...'

She moaned in a mixture of indecision and desoreshe had never
felt like this before, never been swept away inhsacfervour of
passion. She wanted to say no, but he kept toudtengnd soon she
was giving a strangled agreement.

Immediately he swept her up into his arms, stridwg steps at a
time up the stairs. He was halfway along the upstallway when he
suddenly stopped. 'Yaare on the Pill, aren't you?' he asked roughly



She blinked up at him. 'N... no.’

His whole body froze. 'Have... have you got anytameptives in the
house?'

She shook her head in denial.

Aaron groaned and shut his eyes. Slowly he putdosvn, then
opened his eyes, bitter frustration in their daddedepths.

Serina didn't know what to do, what to say. Thesjpasof a moment
ago was already beginning to drain away, replacgda lfierce
embarrassment. She turned away from him and betjastiag her
clothes with trembling hands.

... I'm sorry, Serina,' he said with a sigh. '#rbloody fool. Me and
my presumptions about you. | stupidly assumed yba'dn the PIill.
Thank the lord | asked. My God, if I'd made yougmrant..." As she
turned back to face him she actually saw him shudidéently.

His reaction startled her till the penny droppetb iplace and she
understood. Of course he'd be upset at the..thooighsking an

unwanted pregnancy. He'd already made an unmaimechan

pregnant once before. Who knew what hell he mightehbeen
through when that had happened? Hadn't he madecmmmaent last
week about having made dire mistakes while young?

She stared at him and began to wonder what danletselurked
behind his unhappy face.

"'l be better prepared next time," he muttered.

Aaron's blunt words jolted Serina back to harslitgeand she shook
her head. All her fears earlier in the evening gade within a hair's
breadth of being crystallise8hehadn't thought about contraception



She hadn't thought abowainything once he'd started kissing her
touching her.

‘There won't be a next time,' she said wretchéldigd someone else,
Aaron. Some other woman to satisfy your sexual sie&the started
to tremble with after-shock. 'l... I'm very attragtto you, but I'm not
cut out for this sort of relationship. I tried ®&ityou. I... | want more
from a man than just sex.’

His sigh was tortured. 'I've really mucked thinggaenight, haven't I?
First with my accusing you about Craig, then witls tfiasco.'

He tried to draw her shivering body back into hisis& but Serina
staunchly resisted. 'No, Aaron. | won't let youtgete that way. Not
twice in one night. | trusted you when | let your@in here and you
betrayed that trust. You also tried to trick me thleer night when
you suggested we get to know each other bettdr fisu're not
interested in getting to know me at all, excephim biblical sense.’

His frown was disgruntled. "You're wrong, Serina.’

'‘No, I'm not," she argued shakily. 'People who wantorm real
relationships ask questions. They also talk allmrhselves, tell their
prospective partner about their past, their trasiileeir hopes for the
future. But not you. That's because you're notrpfaany future for
us, except in bed.’

His face darkened with her accusation. 'That'shoat it is, Serina.
The only reason | don't talk about my past is beeai’s too damned
painful to talk about. If it'll make any differenck tell you, dammit!'

He spun away, his expression frustrated. He paxddetend of the
hall, then whirled and walked back, talking all thay. ‘Do you think
| had a happy marriage? Do you think | wanted tbrgarried at
eighteen? Naomi deliberately got pregnant to trap Inresisted it,
you know, even when she made her pregnancy pubbeviedge.



But then Christine was born, and there she wasahlittle human
being, and | loved her. So we were married. Godatvehdisaster!
Naomi was...'

He stopped in front of her, lifting both hands é&ée through his hair
In an agitated gesture. 'Look, I'm sorry, but llgedon't want to go

into the gory details. Naomi's dead. What poithése in raking over
the past? It's the future | want to address anantwouin that future,

Serina.’

His hands reached out to clasp her shoulders. IBtobdd, but he
made no move to draw her to him.

'l want to make love to you. | want it very badlyg went on with a
directness she had to admire. '‘But that'satidhere is to my feelings
for you. | think you're a great girl. | like you @mously. You're

charming and intelligent and fun to be with. Intfgou're everything
I'm looking for in a woman right now. Fair enoudfat you don't

want your life to be a series of one-night standsthiér do I. But I'm

not asking for that. What | am asking is for younawve a relationship
with me, a one-to-one long-term relationship. latteo bad? You
want me. You showed me that tonight. | won't hor.\'ll be good to

you.

‘Don't turn me down,' he finished softlynéedyou, Serina.'

Her heart went out to him, her soft female givirgah. How could
she turn him down? How could she? To be neededwias$ she
wanted almost as much as being loved.

But to agree to an affair—even a long-term one-puioher dream of
marriage and a family aside, to settle for secast.b

.. .1 need more time,' she blurted out. 'l juzt'tknow.'



He gave her a satisfied look that suggested she dieghdy
capitulated. Her waffling answer was merely delgytime inevitable.

Serina stared up into his softly smiling face aeld er heart turn
over. Emotion swelled in her chest, and suddenkasg all so clear.

He was right, of course. Shveasgoing to give in. But not for the
reason he would probably believe, not simply tasgather own
sexual needs as well as his. Serina finally redlisat she didn't need
more time to fall in love with him. What had begas a schoolgirl
crush many, many years ago had already blossontedaimature
adult love, full of all the passion and desire twant with such a love.

Strangely enough, there was no feeling of impendogm with the
realisation of her love. It felt good. It felt righAaron had always
been the man of her dreams, and now that she madhtance with
him she wasn't going to let him go. He might onégide her at the
moment, but desire could well turn to love in tirfde aimed to be
around when and if it did.

But, despite having made her decision to becomeorarlover,
Serina reasoned it wouldn't be wise to appear agereor willing to
fall in with his wishes. No one appreciated whatytigained easily.
She wanted to win his love, not just satisfy h&.lu

'‘Couldn’t we just keep on going out together fbitie while, without
sex?' she asked.

Aaron's expression was drily amused. '"We could syppose. But |
can't give any guarantees. Believe it or not, | hadintention of
pushing the issue tonight. | was genuinely onlyngoio see you
inside safely and kiss you goodnight. And look witappened.’

'‘No more kisses, then,' she suggested with a safflghievous smile.
'For a week.'



Aaron groaned. 'All right. A week. But no longerb&l grief, look at
the time! It's after one. I'm going to be a wregktlioe time | get back
to Sydney tonight.’

Serina was startled by the abrupt change of sylijtche accepted
that Aaron might want to get out of her companycklyi because of
his frustration. She felt pleased that he found ftial being alone
with her. How odd, she thought. For the first timeher life she
actuallyliked a man lusting after her.

‘You're.. .not staying at Jillian's?' she askethag both walked back
downstairs.

'‘And face the traffic going back from here on a May morning?
Heck, no. School's out, remember? This is holigagsen. Better | go
back tonight. I'll have a clear run and be baakaplace in no time.'

‘Where is this unit of yours?'
‘Double Bay.'
She whistled. 'Very high class.'

'‘Don't get carried away,' he said, stopping at filoat door but
making no attempt to touch or kiss her. 'It's conypawned, bought
for an investment and to house country clientor'tdmix with the
locals.'

'‘And there | was, thinking | could visit and hobnblwith Sydney's
social set.'

His laugh was dry. 'l think you'd better keep amjts to my unit till
after the week is up, don't you?'



She coloured slightly, wondering if he realised sla@ted him just as
much as he wanted her. 'I'll cook you dinner thmme night next
week,' she offered.

'‘And cocktails beforehand? You did say you wereeapert at
cocktails, didn't you?'

‘Definitely. | make a mean Matrtini.'
‘Actually, I've never had a Martini. What are thaimingredients?"

'Gin and vermouth. But you haven't missed muche' \8hnkled her
nose. 'They're rather dry.’'

He reached out and lightly touched her nose. 'Cutesaid. His hand
drifted down to her mouth before he reefed it avdthoops! Want
to smack my hand?'

'‘Not this time,' she said with a shaky laugh. tititr when his finger
had touched her lips she'd been seized with thptegion to tell him
she had changed her mind, that she wanted himato stat they
would find some way around the contraception bissine

Only the promise of a more permanent happinessheltdack. That
and a strong wish to retain his respect. Shelfielthed gained that by
her stance tonight.

'Four o'clock tomorrow, isn't it?' he checked befbe went out the
door.

‘Yes.'
‘Don't forget to lock up,' he threw back over hswder.

She waved him off from the doorway, then retreateside and
locked the door. It was a long, long time before &l asleep.



CHAPTER SIX

SERINA caught the train into Gosford the following mompidillian's

reaction to her motorbike making her decide newarsk Christine

on the back, even for the short trip from town baxker house. It
was only five to nine as she walked towards thérsear the library,
but Aaron's daughter was already there, her noadook.

'‘Christine?"

The girl quickly shut what proved to be a coloutbelst-selling saga
and stood up, looking pleased and sheepish aathe ime. 'Gosh!’
she exclaimed. '"You caught me reading my Christprasent to

Uncle Gerald. | bought it a few minutes ago.' Sbeaiadly stuffed

the book back into the plastic shopping-bag.

‘Don't worry," Serina reassured her. 'l do thatreltime—buy books
for people then read them first. | won't tell ifuyavon't.'

Christine laughed. 'l can see you're not of Auliiadis generation.
She'd be horrified. Gee, you look terrific! | loyeur shirt. And your
jeans.’

The shirt was a Ken Done design. Very bright anchreery. Her
jeans were standard washed-out blue, but modern.

‘Thanks. You look pretty sharp yourself." Which sdel, in
aboriginal-print board-shorts and matching vest-tdpw that we've
done our mutual admiration bit," Serina grinneakllsve tackle your
dad's present?'

'I'd love to, but | don't even know where to stém. totally blank.'
‘How much money have you got to spend on him?'

'l could stretch it to fifty dollars.’



'‘What about a shirt?' Serina suggested. '"You cgelda really good
one for that price.'

The girl shook her head. 'I'd rather not. | bought one last year and
| don't see him wear it often. My taste and Datksrat the same.'

'Oh... Then what about a book? No, you gave himabtigose for his
birthday, didn't you? Which also lets out pens |&aland whisky.'

'‘Dad doesn't drink much anyway.'
'He doesn't smoke either, does he?"
‘Nope.'

‘A regular saint, your dad, isn't he?' Serina gegppvith only a
smidgen of sarcasm.

Christine only laughed. 'He has his faults, belisee'

They had begun to walk from the park towards tharest shops.
'‘Such as?'

‘Well, he's awfully impatient with me when | getgoanarks in maths.
He can't seem to understand why all people don @ brilliant
brain. He says maths is just logic.'

'‘Smart people are like that,’ Serina remarked, mgdevith wise
remembrance. Both her brothers had been supertas ma

'Oh, but you shouldn't talk like that!'
'‘Like what?'

'‘As if you weren't smart. You are! Look how muchuy&now about
music and wine and food and stuff.'



Serina's heart turned over with pleasure. 'l'llgstvelled head if you
keep this up, Christine,' she managed to say.0Nlgtam I nice, but |
dress in terrific clothes and I'm smart. Do younkhi should run for
prime minister?'

'I'd vote for you if you did. And so would Dad.'
This brought a laugh from Serina.

‘Though, come to think of it," the girl added thbtfglly, 'l think Dad
would prefer to be the prime minister. You'll haweesettle for first
lady. Yes, I like that idea.’

'‘Really?' Serina chuckled. 'And what would that eng&u?’
‘A sister, | hope.'
‘A sis... sister?"

‘Well, if you married Dad you'd be sure to haveabhyb You're young
and healthy and--'

'‘Christine...
'Yes?'

They had stopped halfway along the arcade thatteidea long line
of small shops. It concerned Serina that Christmgght be
harbouring false hopes about her father and herskl€Eh as she
desperately wanted to win Aaron's love and perhagntually
change his mind about remarriage, she was a reahgigs didn't
always work out as one wanted. 'l don't think ydaetter buy your
bridesmaid's dress just yet,' she said quietly.

'‘Why not? Don't you want to marry Dad? | thoughti yeally liked
him.'



'Of course | like him! I... I like him very muchub’

‘And he likes you,' Christine put in eagerly. 'uttbtell. He couldn't
stop looking at you last night at dinner. Uncle &eiand Aunt Jillian
noticed too.'

Serina sighed her exasperation.

'l suppose you're thinking it's too soon after Mwisweath for Dad
to get married again,’

Christine said with a frown, 'but it's been overear and Dad's still
young and good-looking. Besides, I'll be leavingad in two years
and I'll probably go to university. Dad will neednseone or he'll be
terribly lonely. | know he will! But | couldn't stal having one of
Aunt Jillian's cronies as my stepmother. The vaought makes me
puke. | want someone young and interesting like. y@omeone
who'd put some fun back into Dad's life. He's baefully down for
such a long time.'

'‘But, Christine, your father said he has no intanbdf getting married
again. He told me so.’

To Serina's consternation, Christine brushed dkiddirm statement
of fact.

'You don't want to take any notice of what Dad saysut things like
that. Aunt Jillian reckons he doesn't know whaiaats right now,
which is about the only thing | agree with her All.Dad needs is a
push in the right direction, but not into some tyrald widow's arms.
Yours would be much better all round.’

Serina rolled her eyes. They certainly didn't kndaron very well.
He was the type of man who, if pushed one way, @guol the other
out of sheer obstinacy.



'l think we should go buy that Christmas preseatig' said hurriedly.
'I've thought of just the thing.'

The big brown eyes lit up again. 'You have? Whattav¥

She took the effervescent teenager's arm and dtéeneforward
through the crowd of Christmas shoppers. 'Seeingith a thousand
words,' she answered brusquely.

'Oh, you're a tease!

Serina grimaced. This girl had a habit of makdayble entendres
without knowing it.

'Did | say something wrong?'

'‘Not at all. Here we are. The very place.'

They were outside a souvenir shop that sold atssofr Australian
gear and gifts. 'You're not going to buy him a koaéar, are you?'

Christine asked, looking doubtful.

'‘Not this year. Come on. | walked past this shap feeek and they
had this gorgeous beach towel in it with an Aussiding scene on it,
sexy girl and all. You said your father likes theabh. He does,
doesn't he?'

'‘Adores it.'

Serina asked the sales assistant about the towek avas quickly
brought. 'Here it is,' the girl said, spreadingut on the counter.

'Oh, it's fantastic!" Christine gasped. 'But...I fsee fell.

'‘But what?' Serina asked, surprised at anyone fraymover a
bikini-clad girl.



'It's seventy dollars...'

'I'll give you the other twenty.' A few days agaiSa might not have
been able to make this offer even if she'd warde8le'd never been
the best of budgeters, and her savings had beeamated by funeral
expenses. But probate had been declared last Waaineasnd by
Friday her share of her mother's bank savings bad bransferred to
her account- four and a half thousand dollars.

‘But | couldn't let you do that," Christine protkt'Dad's very strict
when it comes to taking money from people. He wdalldne!'

'‘No, he won't." Serina reached over and rippedptiee tag off the
towel. 'He'll never know. Wrap it up, please. Nomg'll have to
choose a card to go with it..."

‘It must be great to be confident, like you,' Cimis sighed as they
left the shop.

'l wouldn't call you shy, my dear girl.’

Christine's comment set Serina thinking. She wamigrof her
confidence, more so because it was not a natutabgt an acquired
one.

'l know I'm not really shy," Christine was sayitigyt sometimes | feel
so unsure of what to do or how to act and theart glabbling away,
as | am now.' She looked crestfallen. "You nevébta'

Serina gave her an understanding smile. 'You haveemember,
Christine, that | am twenty-eight. When | was yage | was far from
confident. | was terribly shy, in fact.’

'Oh, | can't believe that!



'It's true, | can assure you. People change wrta.tiHer mind flew to
Aaron for a second and she hoped that it was that, he would
change, would come round to wanting what everyeeengd to want
for him. 'Come on, let's go in here and have a dook.’

They walked into a small coffee-lounge, ordered caupte of
chocolate milk shakes and sat down.

‘Tell me, Serina,' Christine said after a few sipthe frothy drink, 'do
you think my hair suits me this way?, I'd like tame it cut short and
streaked blonde and permed, but Dad won't let me."

Serina tried not to look too aghast as she survéyedustrous dark
waves that suited the girl to perfection. 'Wellve seen lots of girls
with hair your colour try to go blonde and it alvgayrns out a sort of
horrible ginger. So | wouldn't recommend the blowgdpart, but of
course there's nothing stopping you having it et permed but...
oh, | honestly wouldn't advise it.'

'‘Why not?'

'l had my hair cut very short one year when it Weesfashion, and a
day later | hated it! But | was stuck with it, aimtbok me three years
to grow it again, with bits and pieces sticking allitover the place. |
vowed never to have it cut again.’

‘Then what about a spiral perm?’

Serina gave the girl's dainty face the once-oven #aid, '"You have a
small face, Christine, and very thick hair. A pesti almost double
the body and totally overwhelm your lovely eyes.'

'Oh..." There was disappointment in those lovebsey

Til bet the girls whose perms you've seen and astiail have fine
hair. And probably straight. They need help. Youn'tlcChristine,



you have the most beautiful hair | have ever seehl avould hate to
see it ruined.’

The eyes perked up, a flush of true pleasure pinthie cheeks. "You
really think my hair's nice?'

‘Nice is hardly the word. It'gorgeous!
'‘My mother had hair like mine.'

"Your mother was a lovely-looking woman,' Serinal saftly, afraid
that talking about her mother might upset the girl.

‘Yes, she was, wasn't she?' A frown settled onfaee, which
increased Serina's fears. She bitterly wished ubgest hadn't come

up.

‘You know, I've never said this to anyone befo@htistine mused
aloud, 'but | don't think Dad was very happy matrte Mum. | don't
mean he didn't love her. I'm sure he did. He wasdedul to her
when she got sick. Very thoughtful and kind andrgieng. But...
Oh, I don't know..." Christine expelled a troubsigh.

Serina felt very sorry for the girl and wanted &hhset her worries to
rest. 'l don't think you should worry about yourgrds' relationship,
Christine. Nothing's perfect. | know that as a ygater | often
wondered why my own mother stayed with my fathehom |
thought a pompous, hard man. But now | see thgtditelove each
other, and in their love they accepted each otlfeults. Your father
would not have stayed with your mother so longafvere terribly
unhappy.'

'l suppose you're right.'

'l know | am. Now, what about your other Christnmsspping?
Everyone else fixed up?'



'Yes,' she smiled. 'l bought Aunt Jillian a cookkobo you think
she'll like it?' And she bent down to the shoppagrpropped against
the chair and drew out a book especially designedifiner parties.

'l think she'll be thrilled. OK, you're fixed upy #ow you can come

and help me buy presents for my two ungratefulHens and their
icky wives.'

'You have brothers? Oh, I'd love a brother."'
'‘Not mine, you wouldn't.'
They both laughed.

Serina thoroughly enjoyed her morning shoppinghwithristine
coming with her while she bought both Rupert antig’the silliest

presents. Rupert got an alarm clock shaped likalahat you threw
at the wall to turn the alarm off. She thought @guM suit his bad
temper. Philip was to receive a practice-putting &e golf, which

was diabolically naughty of her, since he was tlestvgolfer in the
world. Both the wives deserved no more thought theriume, she
announced to a greatly amused Christine.

All purchases made, Serina suggested a visit tpdkeoffice, where
she intended to get rid of her parcels post-hdstemally Serina
might have driven down to Sydney to give them thmesents
personally, but not after they had dumped herHerholiday season
SO ungraciously.

But there was nothing post-haste in that post effiat day, with a
gueue out of the door. Everyone and his dog watsngpsix hundred
Christmas cards each! But it reminded her to sem@to Paul, so
while she waited patiently to be served Serina §dmistine off to
buy a card. She was back before Serina had moveddathree
places.



By the time they emerged from the post office thveye definitely in
need of more sustenance, and Serina treated @Pristia long late
lunch. They caught the train back to Serina's @tapositively
bloated with Coke and pizza, and fairly staggenedhe hill on the
walk home. It had come out hot and humid that aften, the
morning cloud having passed over, and they werle jpaffing by the
time they turned the corner, only to find Aaronnieg against his
BMW, looking cross and heated in a three-piece graty

'It's not four yet!" Christine protested when hathér glanced at his
watch. 'It's only three fifty-five.'

'‘Whatis this with your father and time, Christine?' Sennattered,
though the sight of him had set her heart beatiteavens, but the
man looked sexy even when he was cranky!

'Oh, it was a thing Mum had. And | think Dad caudgtlike a
disease.'

"You two females stop whispering about me," Aammtpled as they
grew alongside him. But he surreptitiously winké&arina.

She pulled a face at him and was just about to raadatable retort
when Christine squealed and started running ugdrtdre path and
doing her usual running off at the mouth. 'Is this house? Oh, Dad,
it's gorgeous. Oh, | just love the white shuttdrsakes it look like a
doll's house. And look at the huge front yard! Withtrees in it, see?
We don't have to worry about putting a pool in iaek yard. Look,
we could make a courtyard across here and putdbkip the front.
Madeline Parson has her pool in the front yardigsm@wesome!'

Aaron gave Serina a drily amused look.
'It looks as if you've got a sale.’

‘You're prepared to pay what I'm asking?'



His smile was sardonic. 'At this point in time pabbably pay double
if it gets me what | want.'

Her stomach flipped over. Dear God, on the surfaedooked so
suavely urbane in that business suit with not a twai of place, but
his voice, his eyes...

A shiver ran down Serina's spine. She knew thasberalled week's
grace was a sham, that the next time she was atihéim there
would not only be no stopping, but no holding batlany kind. He
wanted it all, and meant to have it.

She was seized by a sudden feeling of nervous quay. Sexually,
she wasn't the experienced woman of the world A#noaght she
was. Though Paul hd been her lover for over a,yeahad been a
shy, conservative man. He'd never made love toeliber totally
naked or with the light on. As for herself, she hagtely lain there in
his bed, and allowed him to dojts he'd willed. $fael never been
turned on, never wanted any real part of it.

Of course, her feelings where Aaron was concernece wery
different. He only had to look at her and she wagsgally stirred.
But as much as she desired him like crazy, woukl [ able to
transform that desire into satisfactory action? khew the sort of
things a woman could do to please a man, but taabtvthe same as
having done them. She didn't want to disappoint.him

He must have seen something in her face, for lndesuly tightened.
'‘Surely you haven't changed your mind, have yoe?s&d in a
strangled voice.

She tried to keep her expression and voice calm...'N'he fact
Is...I've decided | don't want to wait a week attif

His excitement was tangible and too intense. FairttenseHaving
her seemed to mean too much to him. It worriechianentarily that



it would always override everything else, sweepd@sall other
aspects of their relationship.

'‘Come on, Dad... Serina,’ Christine called outwant to see my
room!'

He took her arm and escorted her towards the hddea. almost
gave me a heart attack then,' he said as they dideu mean | can
stay the night tonight?'

Tonight? Her whole being balked at such immediacy. She 'hac
realised till that moment that skded need more time. A day or so a
least. 'Not tonight, Aaron,' she said with a firesiehe wasn't feeling.
'I'm busy. Ring me late tomorrow during the day avelll make
plans.’

He sighed, then darted her an admiring glance.'t¢@wery together
lady, aren't you? And very independent.’

'l suppose so,' she admitted. 'I've lived by mykelf long time.'
'‘Where are you going to live if | buy this house?'

Serina's heart gave a lurch. 'l... I'm not suilee' kated the thought of
moving out of the house. Damn those selfish brstloérhers! she

thought with a burst of bitter anger. They didrealty need the

money, and it meant so much to her to be hereratlradter years of

wandering from place to place with no real roots.

‘Don't worry," Aaron whispered in a voice vibratwgh suppressed
desire. 'I'll help you find a nice little place sewhere close, where
we can be alone together as much as possible.'’

Serina tried not to let his words eat into her. &by didn't he want
her to live with him, she agonised, to share liesdnd his daughter



with her? Why did he want her separated off, lilseeret mistress? It
wasn't as though he were married.

Married...

Not for the first time Serina wondered what his na@e had really
been like, whether his love for Naomi had survited trapping him
as she had. It didn't seem so. Why else would heobsshemently
opposed to remarrying? Christine had revealed doober her
parents' happiness that very day. Aaron himself baen very
distressed last night when he'd briefly touchedhan subject. His
reactions, however, definitely put Serina off agklmm any more
direct questions.

Yet the answers to his present attitude towardsiogiships had to lie
with his marriage. Maybe in time she would be d@blput the pieces
of the puzzle together. Till then she just hadrtestt her instincts
about Aaron; that underneath he was a good maarjrggoman. She
also had to believe his claim that he would nevet her.

'I'd like that," she said in acceptance of his pféend deliberately
ignored the doubts still lingering inside.



CHAPTER SEVEN

CHRISTINE loved the pink bedroom, loved the house, love
everything, and insisted her father buy it then #mere! Aaron
laughed and told her that he would inform his srdn the morning
and have the contracts exchanged as soon as pogilthat didn't
satisfy Christine. In the end Aaron rang his sticirom the house
and got things moving straight away, then Serimay riaer brothers
and informed them of the sale.

Aaron had made one condition, however. He wouldtpayrice they
asked provided the furniture came with the houszing found it
surprising that he had disposed of all the fureitacquired over years
of marriage when he'd sofilshome, but she said nothing. After wha
he'd told her the night before and what Christiaé said today she'd
begun to believe that his marriage to Naomi hadoeen the dream
marriage of star-struck teenage lovers she'd allwvalysved. More a
nightmare, perhaps.

Rupert and Philip were delighted with the sale, eveh remembered
to wish Serina an early happy Christmas. They ceceleded to offer
to have her to visit one day after they'd returfrech their cruise,
which didn't mollify her hurt feelings at all, bdid make her glad she
hadn't been too mean to send them any gifts.

When everything was settled Aaron suggested, stnicad turned
swelteringly hot in the last hour, that he takenttadl to the beach for
a swim. He had, he said, brought his board-shatkshim and it was
easy enough to drop into Jillian's on the way amtl @hristine's
cossie.

An hour later saw Serina and Aaron stretched outoovels on
Forrester's Beach after a cooling dip. Christine atdl in the water,
having run into a girlfriend of hers. The oldies—sdee laughingly
called them—were both lying on their backs, enjgyite sun.



Thanks to daylight-saving, it would remain shinitiy well after
seven.

‘Mmm," Aaron murmured, turning over on his stomanld propping
himself up on his elbows to stare down at heikd the view. Twin
mountain peaks.'

Serina's insides tightened. She knew what he wasrireg to, how
the cold sea-water had turned her nipples into ltedpebbles. She
also knew what he was trying to do: use wordstoise her. Perhaps
he had not given up hope yet of spending tonigtit hver.

But Serina was still determined to keep some contk@r the

situation. She didn't want Aaron to ever know tbev@r he had over
her. Such power, she worried, was bad for a relship. Her father
had had too much power over her mother. Much as&kved and
wanted Aaron, she refused to become a too willilagesto his

wishes.

She flicked a reproving eye up at him. 'You're statying the night
tonight and that's that!'

He sighed dramatically and rolled back over onitoldack, giving

Serina a full frontal view of his body as he did Sae gulped. Truly,
the man had no right to be so formidably armedjgit to have such
a great body all round. His broad-shouldered brdmaale torso and
long muscular legs looked as though they shoul@ felonged to a
twenty-year-old life- saver, not a thirty-four-yead@ccountant.

‘Then whercanyou get a night off work so that we can be togéthe
he demanded testily. 'Alone!’

The time for procrastinating was over. There wasea problem
getting time off work. She was employed on a cabaais, and could
have all the time off she wanted, provided she dlosmmeone else to
take her place. And she knew of a university stuaém worked



with her occasionally and would appreciate theaerioney over the
holiday break.

'How about Wednesday," she suggested, then addédgsym ‘or
Thursday, or Friday? Or all three of them? | cogddl a week off if
you like, but Il have to show up tomorrow to makbke
arrangements.’

'‘Fantastic! I'll take you out to dinner and dancamgthe Wednesday
night, then install you in my unit as my privateuse-guest for the
rest of the week.'

He rolled towards her again and was about to lessvien Christine
came racing up the sand, shouting, '‘Dad! Dad!

They both sat up abruptly and stared at where @igisvas pointing
out to sea. 'Dad, | think that man out there'sonlile.’

Both Serina and Aaron jumped to their feet, peeong into the
choppy surf. Every now and then they could just enalt a single
surfer, floundering way beyond the breaker-linaredtarm waving
his distress.

'l think he's caught in a rip. You'll have to dorgihing, Dad. There
aren't any life-savers around. Thejp isn't evenoaryhere with a
proper surfboard.’

'Oh, God," Aaron groaned, but immediately begamspg towards
the surf, dashing in and diving under the first evawth an amazing
turn of speed.

Serina ran after him to stand anxiously waitingh&t water's edge,
her heart pounding as she watched Aaron, thougtithe with fear.

The swell had grown even further in the last haustiff northerly

breeze whipping up the waves, and the man he wimg tto rescue
was easily a hundred and fifty yards out.



'‘What's wrong?' an old lady asked, one of a snrallvd that was
already gathering.

'‘Some bloke's in trouble,’ a teenage boy answefdds lady's
husband's gone out to rescue him.’

Serina didn't bother contradicting his assumptaditier attention on
Aaron as he disappeared again under a huge wavenNovould he
probably never be her husband, but maybe, withen riaxt few
minutes, she might lose the chance for him to lyghamg to her at all.
The sea was a treacherous place. Many people ddoinnié every
year.

'Please, God, keep him safe,' she prayed aloud.

‘You don't have to worry about Dad," Christine puproudly. 'He
was a champion life-saver in his younger days. Wototaof
competitions.'

'Really?' someone said. 'What's his name?'
‘Aaron Kingsley.'
'‘Hey, | remember him!'

'He won the Australian Iron Man title when he waventeen,'
Christine informed everyone, 'and every year fag tiext seven
years.'

'‘But that was ten years ago,' Serina reminded @eig an anxious
voice.

All the colour drained from Christine's face. "Youyou don't think
anything could happen to Dad, do you?'



Serina saw the girl's instant panic and quicklyesiphe worry from
her own face. 'Of course not. As you said, loveseoan Iron Man,
always an Iron Man." And she put a reassuring aoura the girl's
shoulders.

‘Yes... yes, of course.'

Both of them remained nervously silent as they thadcAaron take
ages to get to the man. The rip must have beeousacior it took him
even longer to get back and he was obviously exbdusy the time
he staggered into the shallows and handed theriztier to some
eager helping hands.

'Oh, Aaron," Serina cried, racing over to scoopuppsrting arm
around him as he staggered from the water, hehtrtad pushing the
hair back from his eyes.

He leant against her for a second, their eyes ihgckiSerina's
defences were totally down now, and as she gazdéuhatith a
wealth of relief and affection she realised that kived this man so
deeply, so irrevocably that she would be his, itelier capacity he
wanted, for as long as he wanted. It was as siagptbat.

'I'll rescue a stupid damned fool every day,' hepgd, chest heaving.
'If it makes you look at me like that."'

'‘Gosh, Dad, you were wonderful!" Christine guslgagdng him a hug
and a kiss. 'l told Serina you'd be all right. $¥es worried, but |
wasn't.' She gave, Serina a sheepish look. 'At redsvery much...'

Aaron tried to laugh but immediately choked, hisathing still very
laboured. 'Hell, I'll have to work out some moré&eathis. I'm well
and truly--'

‘Exhausted," Serina finished for him, suspectirag tle was about to
come out with a much more colourful expression.



He looked at her and grinned. '‘Bushed, | was gturgay.'
‘Sure,' she grinned back.

'l go get you a towel, Dad," Christine offerethd took off up the
sand just as two little boys ran up to them. 'Geister, you were
terrific!" one of them exclaimed.

'A hero! Just like in the movies!' the other ondexdl

'‘Arnold Schwarzenegger, watch out,” Aaron mutteoedier his
breath.

‘More Mel Gibson, | think," Serina returned warmi@r Harrison
Ford.'

'Hmm. That's pretty handsome company you're puttmg in,
sweetheart. Next thing you know you'll start wagtme to make love
to you.'

Serina gave him a sardonic glance. 'What do younmegart?'

He grimaced. "You do pick your times. | couldn'tidoow if you paid
me.'

'‘Good," she pronounced.
‘Why good?"
'‘Because we're going to wait till Wednesday.'

He groaned. 'l could have a little rest, you knget my strength
back.'



'No.' She was firm. 'l want it to be as perfecttasn be. First of all
I'm going to the doctor tomorrow and see to centaatters. I'd like to
take care of the contraception myself, if you donftd.'

‘You won't get any arguments out of me on thatestbe said with a
flash of appreciation.

'Here's your towel, Dad!'

Aaron took the towel from his daughter, wiped hisd, then wrapped
it around his shoulders. 'The man's OK, isn't he?'

'Right as rain," Christine said. 'He's alreadyirgjttup and asking
everyone where the bloke who rescued him is.'

‘Let's get out of here, then,' Aaron suggestedored have to go
through all that gratitude routine.’

'You should let him thank you,' Serina frowned.'Heel rotten if he
doesn't get the chance. Look, he's coming over'now.

'Oh, God...'

'He didwhat?'Jillian exploded. Shocked eyes moved from Chestir
to Aaron to Serina and back to Aaron. 'You sillyf#ou're not as
young as you used to be, you know. You might hawevded!'

'‘But | didn't. Look, I'd like to go take a shower and put somg d
clothes on. I'm feeling a trifle waterlogged.’

'‘Me too,' Christine said. 'What about you, Serina?"



"'l be OK till | get home.' She was quite dry ahdd pulled on a
knee-length black and white print beach shirt ovardostume, her
feet covered in her black sandals.

Alone with Jillian in her spacious kitchen, Serinas treated to an
amused glance. 'The things some men will do toesga female.'

‘Aaron doesn't need to do anything to impress Berina replied
truthfully. 'l was already impressed.’

Jillian was startled for a moment, then she smifédu really care
about him, don't you?'

She nodded. 'But don't tell Aaron. He'd feel smate

Jillian gave her a sharp look. '"How clever of yowsénse that. You
know what? | think you're just the girl for Aaralust the girl. | didn't
think so when | first met you. | thought you midbe... well... the
clinging-vine type. But you're not. You're just wiAatron needs,' the
other woman concluded.

'Which is?' Serina asked carefully.

‘An independent woman. He must find you a breathesh air after
Naomi.'

Serina couldn't let this opportunity go by withayting to find out a
few more answers to the puzzle of Aaron's marridgdl me about
Naomi, Jillian. | did ask Aaron, but he doesn't wartalk about her,
or their marriage.'

Jillian turned up her nose. 'l daren't wonder. Givé was far too
intense, too obsessive in her love for him. Quigairotic really.
Madly jealous too, of course. Not just of other veaniout everything
and anything that held his interest, or his aftectil even think she



sent Christine away to boarding-school to get tHeogt of the house
so that she could have Aaron all to herself.'

‘But... that'sawful!" she exclaimed, though parts of the puzzle we
slotting into place.

'What's awful?' Aaron said as he strode into thenrolooking
refreshed and marvellous in crisp white shorts andnavy
short-sleeved shirt.

‘The price of gin, darling,” Jillian improvised,vgig Serina a
conspiratorial look.

‘Yes,' Serina joined in, admiring Jillian's qui¢knking. 'l was just
saying | could whip you all up a few cocktails, wtied us on to the
rising price of alcohol in general.'

'‘Don't make any drinks for me," he returned. 'letsdrive you home
later, remember? | never drink and drive. Wheressald, by the
way?'

'Still at the hospital,' his sister answered. "Yaiustaying for tea?'

'l really should be getting back to Sydney," Aasard, 'but | suppose
| could stay for a quick snack.'

‘A quick snack it is!"

The quick snack lasted over two hours, but finaligron drove
Serina home.

'l like your sister,' she said as she stood afrtéré door, determined
not to let Aaron in. ‘And Christine, of course.'



‘They like you too, which doesn't surprise me. Yowery likeable.'
He grinned at her, then added, 'Are you sure yatt dund catching
the train down on Wednesday?'

Serina smiled. She had thought she had alreadyrozd/him that to
drive up to Gosford to collect her after he finidleelong day at the
office was crazy.

‘Now, Aaron, don't be silly. I've been catchingrtssand looking after
myself for years, and I'm not hung up on conventiamon't get lost

and | won't be late,' she reassured him. 'I'lHezd at six. On the dot.
On the seat closest to the ladies' rest-room.’

'Six," he repeated. 'I'll be there.’

Oh, Aaron, she thought as she saw the excitedeatti@n in his eyes.
| hope everything does turn out perfect. | hope...

No! | won't start hoping for too much just yet.

He went to kiss her but she put a gentle hand tnermouth.
'‘Wednesday,' she whispered.

He groaned. 'The next two days are going to be Gallinside and
lock the door, for God's sake.'

Within seconds of her doing so she heard the ear g and he was
accelerating away. She leant her back against dbe, @ study in
deep thought as the picture of the man who was rA&iogsley
gradually came into focus.

He was still a bit blurred around the edges, buabg large Serina
could see why he was acting as he was. She caddsak that if she
wanted to win his love she would have to be thepleta opposite of
his wife: a giver, not a taker; a sharer, not disdy greedy
pOSSessor.



Fortunately, her life so far had formed her into independent,
easygoing person, which both Aaron and his famay lalready
commented upon. All she had to do was keep on deenghatural
self.

Serina went up to bed that night, full of romamtptimism. It was a
false optimism, however. She would have done bétietwell on
those blurred edges, to remember that there wiémaahy things she
did not know about the man she had just agreed to ¢ped with in
two days' time.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SERINA checked the station clock again. It was two misilager than
it had been the last time she'd looked. Six twesmty-

WherewasAaron?

The thought that he might stand her up had nevere&sh her mind.
So where was he? She hoped he hadn't had an dcciden

She searched the sea of faces around her, bus ip@ak hour at the
station, with people milling everywhere, rushingawod fro to the
many platforms and their waiting trains.

Many a time she found herself catching a man'svegrehis giving
her a speculative stare back, whereupon she wavd to deliver a
cool look and glance quickly away. That was thesance of getting
herself all dolled up.

And shewasall dolled up, both inside and out. No way wasokar
going to be disappointed with her appearance Wwhatfor sure. She
had spent most of Tuesday shopping and most ofyttaaning
herself out as perfectly as possible.

The black linen suit she had on had set her bac&tsy penny but she
didn't care. She felt good in it. It looked extnasst, the straight skirt
and button- through no-sleeve, no-collar lined jacddsowing her
shapely figure to advantage without emphasising dust. Which
was just as well, since she wasn't wearing a lemraihdies consisting
of nothing but a scandalously erotic black lacelyed his time, too,
she wore no stockings, partly because it was hutostly because
she thought her long tanned legs looked just asd goaked,
especially after she had had them waxed then rutibedo them till
the golden skin was glowing and soft.



She had dithered for a while over her hair and mpkieut had

decided in the end to go for broke. So she hadh&efhair down, only
the sides caught up with black combs to show sexy lgoops in her
ears, the rest trailing down her back in a masstéttered waves. A
bronze gloss shimmered on her full mouth, her egkasup equally
dramatic with a smoky-blue eyeshadow and lashingsblatk

mascara to give her big blue eyes a more exoticvaystierious look.

Bu all these preparations and pamperings would dsted if Aaron
didn't show up!

Serina was still frowning away when she spotted inithe distance,
waving madly as he hurried towards her throughctogvd. She was
on her feet and practically running before sheisedlhow revealing
her actions were. Hardly the sophisticate. So &heesl down and
greeted him with a cool smile. "Your watch stomdsome?'

He stared down at her for a second then sweptéerta his arms,
kissing her soundly.

‘Aaron!' she protested, pulling away from his cinghembrace to
look agitatedly around.

'l was afraid you wouldn't wait," he growled undhes breath, and
drew her back against him.

‘Well | was getting a teensy bit worried, knowinguy penchant for
punctuality,’ she said, trying to control her badsesponse to his
nearness and ardour. A silly and futile wasteragtiAt first sight of

him the world had become a dizzyingly marvellowscpl

"You wouldn't believe it!" he pronounced irritablycame out of the
office in plenty of time. | was even going to ddskme and freshen
up before coming here. | thought the traffic on biglge seemed
unduly heavy, but to my utter disgust it grounétoomplete halt.'



'An accident?'

'‘Not quite. Two lanes had been closed temporaté/td work on the
under-harbour tunnel, but on top of that there was
environmentalist demonstration to do with harboaltytion right in
the middle of the Harbour Bridge, at peak hour! Gtyd, the bedlam.
I've been stuck in the traffic since before five!'

'Poor Aaron,' she soothed.

His lips curved back into a relieved smile. 'Allgll that ends well.
You waited. You're not even angry.'

‘Aaron, you're only half an hour late. That's noghi But then she
remembered his neurotically jealous wife and woaed&Naomi had
given him hell a few times about being late. "Yoww, you really
should learn to loosen up a bit,’ she tossed afichalantly. 'Type
"A" people are good candidates for heart attacks] sou're
definitely Type "A".'

'‘And what are you? Type "C" for casual and caréfrée teased,
taking her carry-all and edging her through theactdowards the
main exit.

'‘No,' she returned with a wry laugh. "T" for thyrsit's darned hot in
here.’

'‘Come on, then. My car's parked down the stredtpanplace is only
ten minutes away. We'll go there and you can hasignk while |
change, then we'll saunter down to the Italianatgsint I've booked
us into. It has this intimate little dance-floordasome sexy violin
players so that | can get you in the mood beforggbrg you home
for some serious love- making.' His eyes swept dwaras they
walked underneath the wide archway that led out4\s that | need
any of that to getnein the mood,' he added hungrily. 'You look goo
enough to eat.’



She thought she did well not colouring, and he awty after all,
know what his words had done to her pulse-rate. 'féosuch a
flatterer, Aaron,' she drawled. 'Just like yourgtaer.'

He chuckled. 'And you're so charmingly droll somets. Jane
Austen would have loved you.'

'‘Oh? Are you planning to play Darcy to my Elizal#th
He blinked at her.

Serina gave him a 'not again' look. 'Aren't podtleli cocktail
waitresses supposed to have rlaidle and Prejudic® she couldn't
help mocking. 'If you like we can pretend | saw thevie. Which |
have, several times.'

To give him credit, he recognised his own condesioanand looked
annoyed with himself. 'I'm sorry, Serina, that \@agully patronising

of me. Again.' He stopped and drew her free hantbups mouth,

kissing her fingers. 'Forgive me?' He turned hemdhaver and
stretched out her fingers, then put the outstretgladm to parted lips,
the tip of his tongue stroking the warm centre iwet, sensuous
circle.

'Of course,' Her voice was immediately strangldte'& had no idea
that the kissing of a palm could be so arousing.

'You know, you really are a remarkable woman," h&mured.
‘You're continually surprising me, in every way...'

He was far too close in a place that was far td@ipulf you don't get
me back to that place of yours pretty soon yowdldven more
surprised,’ she said, her heart racing as muchragdrds. 'l will faint
dead away at your feet from dehydration.’

He grinned. 'Not something else?'



‘Definitely not.'

'If you say so. Not far to go to the car now.' Hpikholding her hand
as they walked on, his eyes continuously flickireg vay. 'Great
suit," he finally said.

'It's new.'

'‘Mmm. | especially like the buttons down the froiithey look
wonderfully large and easy to undo.’

Despite all her resolves to act cool, her face ddm

''ve embarrassed you,' he said, surprised.

'‘Perhaps.’

*You astound me.'

'l astound myself sometimes,' she said with a difyreproach.

'‘Ah, now, that's more like my Serina. I'll bet yoould cut a guy to
ribbons if he got out of line with you.'

‘Do you think so?' Serina countered archly. Shenwasking the
flavour that had come into the conversation. Aar@s making her
sound unshockable and hard. Was that how he s&v her

They drew alongside his BMW and he unlocked thegager-door,
throwing her a frowning glance. When he straighteme took her by
the shoulders and looked down at her with worrigelse'Don't go
cold on ijte, Serina.’'

Impossible, she thought bitterly. It had gone taofbr that. 'I'm just
nervous. And if you say that surprises you, Aattimit you.'



His laugh was soft and gentle. 'You know what? i&d.a a little.’
She blinked her surprise. 'Are you?'
'l wouldn't be at all... if I didn't care about ydaerina.’

It was what she needed to hear, the tender wordlsrey a rush of
love throughout her. Suddenly her whole being vemsiged on his
closeness, his hands on her shoulders, his héait's breadth from
hers, and she wanted him to make love to her very, much.

‘Let's not wait till after dinner, Aaron,' she radp'Take me home to
bed now.'

His hands closed tightly over her shoulders foeeoad, his eyes
flashing. 'Right,’ he muttered, settling her int@ tcar and striding
round to climb in behind the wheel with flatterisgeed.

He darted her a burning glance as he fired thenenthlot a word," he
said. 'Not if you want me to get us to my placeone piece. The
traffic is rotten and you've just shot my concetndrato pieces.'

His concentration was shot to pieces!

Serina leant back in the passenger-seat and clegeglyes. All she
could think about was how quickly he had renderedim a state of
mindless excitement and submission the other migthta couple of
kisses and caresses. She tried to remember hoad ifeft with his
hands on her naked breasts, tried to imagine whaduld be like to
have his mouth there, suckling at her flesh likgeedy infant.

Her whole insides contracted with the thought,ripples hardening
against the silk of her underwear. They were #tifit way when
Aaron eventually spoke again.

'Here we are.'



She opened her eyes. And opened. And opened them.

Aaron's apartment block was definitely a shockirtagnad only been
joking when she'd made a comment about Double Bay'sy so high
class. Yes, there were hundreds of expensive thete, and many
harbourside mansions. But there were also a lolddr streets and
buildings which housed pensioners and workers alike

Serina had imagined a modest brick building housaimts suitable as
a stop-over for business clients and such, sincewd#s
company-owned.

But the block of units into whose underground capédaron was
swinging his BMW was not only ultra-modern but utrigra-classy.
It sank in immediately that Aaron was far richaritshe had realised,
a conclusion that grew when he took her past thapcberised
security system in the foyer and up the elegantdithe tenth floor,
where the doors whooshed open on to a red-carpetadar.

The silence was especially telling. Not a whispktraffic sounds
filtered through the walls. Very, very few buildsmgere sound-proof
like that. And only very wealthy, successful peaplened them.

Serina had met many wealthy, successful men ataheus tourist
resorts she had worked in. In the main she haiatd them. They'd
been ruthless and tough,and incredibly self-centred

As she stood there, watching Aaron unlock the dodris unit, her
mind flew back to her impressions of him when sliestiseen him in
the restaurant just over a .iveek ago, and an yrsdager ran up and
down her spine.

Had he lulled her into a false sense of securitiidying her meet his
family, then soothing her just now with sweet woafi€aring? Was
she being foolish and naive, giving sex in the hopwinning love

when love wasn't there to be won? Hadn't she ezhlise very first



day she'd seen Aaron that he was no longer camdbl@ving a
woman? What had changed? Nothing...

Except herself.

Shehad changed. She had fallen in love with him, Whias why she
was at this moment walking into his apartment, whg was shortly
going to allow him to undress her and use her badg, why, God
help her, she was probably going to enjoy it mbentanything she
had ever done.

The door shut quietly behind her and before shédceay a word or
do anything he was drawing her into his arms aisdikg her. But
perhaps because of her recent train of thoughtcebkl not bring
herself to relax, her lips remaining tense andedoas his mouth
moved almost questioningly over hers.

He pulled back, frowning.

Instantly she felt guilty and touched his lips, lsmgy. 'l guess I'm still
nervous,' she excused. 'Give me a minute or two.'

She spun away then and pretended to look arouadingt with the
spacious marble foyer they were standing in. SHkegdlaover to the
antique gilt hall stand, tidied her hair in the aibg mirror, then
went over and looked at the enormous, extraordynar
healthy-looking palm nestled in one of the cornseslush and green
that Serina decided it had to be artificial. Tiikestouched the leaves.
'It's real!" she exclaimed.

Aaron smiled at her surprise. 'lI'd take credit betn't. This is a
serviced apartment which includes the rental anel agthe plants.'

Serina wandered from the foyer into the combinedhdped
lounge-dining area which was the epitome of underdtalegance.
White walls, beige curtains, fawn carpet, two ivtagther sofas, the



same ivory leather on the dining chairs. 'Very swi8aron," she
complimented. 'Being a tax accountant must pay.well

‘That depends,’ he said. 'Craig and | have worked for what we've
got, and I've had some luck with my private investis.'

'‘Maybe | should get you to advise me on what tevidb my share of
the house money. | was going to buy myself a suratlsomewhere.’

'Real estate is always a good investment,' he dgnesking with her

as she made her way out on to the balcony thaidsggnd the glass
dining table. 'In another few months you shouldabke to pick up a
bargain. The market's on the way down, though t&f@d area will

always be in pretty high demand. You know, Seriiddjke to buy a

unit for you. Or, if you prefer, pay the rent.’

They were standing together at the railing, lookovgr at the small
park that was across the road. A few children we#aging on the
swings. In the distance the city lights were bemjgrio blink on with

the coming dusk. 'l like paying my own way," shiel sethout visible

rancour, though inside dismayed and annoyed.

But Lt..washerselfshe was annoyed at, not him, for ever pretendi
this wasn't what it was always going to be. A manrel man as it
turned out—setting up a mistress somewhere to bes gexual beck
and call. ,,

'I'm going to have a shower,' he said. 'l won'tdrg). Perhaps you'd
like to make yourself a drink while I'm gone to heélax you. You
look very tense.

Come on, I'll show you where | keep the alcohok'tblok her hand
and drew her back inside, pointing to an antiqueki@ol cabinet.
‘There are glasses and all sorts of spirits in.idneer drinks and ice
in the fridge. The kitchen's beyond that slidingopdoThe guest



bathroom, the door nearest the foyer. | take itweut to the doctor
and fixed that other matter up?'

'Yes.' She didn't look at him. She couldn't.

She heard his slightly frustrated sigh. 'Make yelirgt home. | won't
be long.’

She herself sighed in relief once he'd actuallpgpeared into the
bedroom.

But Serina didn't make herself a drink. Insteadvgiedered back out
to the balcony and the cooling breeze that was mgnfiom the
nearby water. She felt close to despair. To haveedso long to fall
in love, only to find her love was going to be veakt.

She leant against the railing, and her attentios gradually drawn
by one of the little girls playing in the park ogte. The little minx

had just gone down the slippery dip, shooting lodf €nd and landing
In a puddle, soiling her dress. Her mother racest,quicked her up
and scolded her, but no sooner had the woman tawag to speak
to one of the other mothers than the child immetijjavent back and
did the same thing again.

It struck Serina that her own behaviour wasn't nditferent. Getting
sexually involved with Aaron was a bit like thaildts climbing back
up again on to the slippery dip. The little girddio because it was
exciting, because the thrill far outweighed theilrle that came at the
end. She didn't really think about the puddle, e scolding, till
afterwards. No doubt she was regretting her actrong that her
mother was giving her a good hard whack on theobutiThere was
nothing but tears now, any pleasure forgotten...

‘You didn't make yourself a drink,’ came the reprgvcomment
behind her.



She spun round to find Aaron standing in the dogriwahe balcony,
a navy blue towelling robe covering what she supgowas a
disturbingly naked body. He was rubbing his hay dith a fluffy
cream towel. 'I'll do it for you.' He tossed thevéd over his shoulder,
then strode back across the dining area and flypeg ¢he doors of
the cabinet. 'What would you like?' he called oGin and tonic?
Vodka and orange? Whisky and dry?"

'‘Would you have some cherry brandy?' she askedst@pgped back
inside from the balcony.

He bent down and peered into the rows of botthes atction parting
the garment across his bare thighs. Serina swatlowe

'Yes... here's a small bottle." He stood up, tddigeieur in his hand,
the robe falling back modestly into place. 'Goirmg mhake up a
concoction, are you? Do you think I'd like it?'

'It's very sweet,' she warned.

'‘Not for me, then. | think I'll have a bourbon.' pidled out a bottle of
Jim Beam.

'Christine tells me you don't drink much.'

His eyebrows lifted as he poured himself a hea#iwg. 'She's a
talkative little miss, isn't she? | wonder whateel®u know about
me?"

'You're terrific at maths.'

‘True. but she's not completely right about thaldr've been known
to have a few, just not in front of my daughtdrgét some ice. And
what else do you need for the cherry brandy?’

"'l come with you and see what you've got.’



The kitchen was located to the right of the diningem with a
fold-back partition above the servery counter tttanged one wall
into an open breakfast- bar. Again the colours cametutrals, cream
cupboards, brown cork tiles on the floor, whitelggzes and cream
marble surfaces.

Aaron topped his drink up with water and ice. Seelected some
tonic water but made her drink very strong. Shed#etshe did need
relaxing, for Aaron's state of undress had quidkbused her mind
back on why she was here.

She shivered with nerves and excitement, then dutimvn her
drink, searching perhaps for Dutch courage to dgtda what she
was suddenly wanting to do. It felt so shockingaken to the Serina
of old.

But then she remembered that she loved Aaron.dhiivaist sex that
was sending these bold desires into her mind. & the wish to
please him, to show him with actions, not wordsy Inauch she loved
him, futile as that might be. Slowly she lowered ampty glass to
the sink, aware that her heart was thudding in dieest like a
jack-hammer.

'You drank that rather quickly, didn't you?' Aam@marked in a low
voice.

She turned her head and looked at him, so handsmrstfong, so..
.male. He returned her gaze, his eyes watchfuhanaw.

This is it, Serina. You've climbed up on to thgtstry dip and you're
looking down the slide, still holding on tightlyn&wing there's that
puddle at the end, weighing up if it's all wortle thevitable outcome.

A wry little smile came to her lips. Silly SerinAs if it were ever in
doubt. It was just a matter of your mind comingi¢amns with the
decision your body made the moment he walked k@okyour life.



Now don't be a coward, darling. Do what you havddand to hell
with it all!

Slowly but determinedly, she began walking towan@t® on her
black high heels, head proud, shoulders squaredvas$elooking at
her with an almost wary, questioning look in hieegyhis drink
hovering at his mouth.

'‘Can | help you?' he smiled.
'‘No,' she murmured. 'Just keep drinking.'

But when she untied the sash of his robe and sleabed the sides
apart he definitely stopped drinking. He literaflpze when her

hands and fingers splayed across his chest, thelished when they
travelled sensually down his sides to his thigbattering across the
hair-roughened skin to enclose with startling irstay his already

qguickening desire.

'‘Don't move,' she commanded huskily, and beganeaspre him,

every action so instinctively known to her that slas more

astonished than he, revelling in the way his flggdw even further
under her hands, thrilling to the knowledge that¢hwas nothing she
wouldn't do for him. Once he groaned and closecehes, his head
tipping back in a gesture of sheer ecstasy.

Finally he put his drink down and took her handgisy stilling her.
She gazed at him, questioningly and adoringly.

‘My turn, my darling," he said thickly. 'My turn...



CHAPTER NINE

SERINA swayed slightly as Aaron's words evoked a swampiage
of desire. He immediately took hold of her by thewders and
turned her so that she was leaning against theoaugb for support.

'‘Not going to faint on me, are you?' he asked Hyski

She shook her head and shivered at the same himegh she wasn't
aware of being cold.

His hands ran up and down her bare arms in a rglition, then
moved to the top button of her jacket.

Now her throat grew dry and she stiffened, an upswf nerves
claiming her as she realised he just wanted h&tatad there while he
undressed her. It was no less than she had ddnentdout somehow
the reverse was more nerve-racking. She glancedtedly around

the kitchen, suddenly aware of the bright fluoresdghts. Funny,

she hadn't thought of them a moment ago when Hlee'd caressing
Aaron so wantonly; had thought she was ready fgtramg!

She gulped as he reached the last button, hethibrgatoming hard
and fast. Soon the button popped open and the tjdekeapart.
Aaron's eyes darkened as he parted it further asbga it back off
her shoulders, whereupon it fell to the floor.

‘You're so damned beautiful,’ he rasped, his fsmgaoving over her
slender shoulders, sliding down the satin strapthefblack teddy,
easing them down her arms. The lace moulding hidodist began to
curl over and for a second was suspended fromdhe tips of her
breasts. But then it curled over again and shenaksd to the waist.

She closed her eyes and held her breath, waitingpifo to touch
those rock-like peakslyingfor him to touch them.



He didn't. Instead, his hands went to the waistbahther skirt,
undoing the button and sliding down the zip. Thiet gooled at her
feet.

‘And now,' he growled, sweeping one hand aroundvagst and one
under her knees and lifting her to sit up on thebbeacounter. She
sucked in a startled breath at the shock of theenaod the cold of the
marble, then gasped again when he parted her tlagdsstood
between them, the position bringing his mouth diyeic line with
her breasts. He leant forward and took one intartosith, drawing
the nipple and aureole deep into his hot, hungvgca

Serina couldn't help it. She cried out aloud, hackbarching
involuntarily with the sharply exquisite pleasufetall. She clasped
the edges of the counter with both hands and bib&gom lip to stop
any further sounds escaping.

After a while he deserted one breast in favouhefdther, leaving the
abandoned peak tingling and swollen. This he dig tand time again
till she had forgotten about trying to silence hayans. His hands
began to help his onslaught, cupping each breasirim lifting and
holding it to his avid lips and tongue.

He hasn't even kissed me yet, she thought dazedlypuched me
intimately, and yet I'm mad for him. | can feeb&gtween my thighs
and deep inside, hot and restless and yearninmathbe filled and
fulfilled.

‘Aaron,' she groaned.

The pleading, tortured word told him all he neetle&now, and he
scooped her up around her buttocks and made his twvays
bedroom.

Serina held her breath as he tipped her back ahedbed. The
moment had come. He leant over her in the dimlyrdiom,



unsnapping her teddy at the groin and strippingniaged, her black
high heels the last to go.

'l want you naked too,' she rasped.

He laughed and threw away his robe, but he didk# ter straight
away as she'd thought he would; instead he st@tochebeside her
and propped himself up on one elbow, his free randing lightly

over her breasts. She shivered uncontrollablylipgmparting with a
gasp of sensuous pleasure every time his fingetopshed her
nipples.

'‘How could any man resist you?' he said in a theklevoice and bent
to cover her lips with his, to send his tongue &etrhers within her
instantly eager mouth. Her left hand came to rgatrest his chest as
he kissed her, and quite instinctively slid dowrdgarfinding and

caressing him again with tantalising fingers. Aasgled groan of
protest burst from his lungs and he grabbed hed,htren pinned

both wrists above her head. 'Hell,' he gasped, ilograver her. 'l

should have brought handcuffs with me. What dothak I'm made

of, woman?'

But she gave no verbal answer, her response fukistion being to
arch her body from the bed, to rub the tips oftirelasts against his
chest. He made a frustrated sound and moved tolprslegs apart
with his own, to lie between them.

Now, came the fevered frantic thought, now he woule: ta&r! Her
knees lifted to accommodate him more easily, amdafbrief, mad
moment he surged against her oh, so willing fl8si just as quickly
he retreated. 'No..." His breathing was heavy agded. "You won't
catch me that easily, temptress mine. I've wantedas |'ve wanted
no other woman in my entire life... I've no intemtiof rushing this.'



And he held her prisoner with one hand while hédbto one side
and began to run his free hand over her body, liestbreasts, then
lower down, dipping into the hollow of her waistdabelly, tracing
her curves, and finally exploring those moist foldat encased the
very centre of her need.

'‘No,' she moaned, the sensations too incrediblehet@tbeat trebled
and there was an exquisite tension, a racing umaascher muscles
squeezed tighter and tighter. 'Oh, yes,' she deeuith a gasp.

Quite abruptly Aaron abandoned her.
'‘Don't stop,' she groaned, struggling futilely agahis hold.

'‘Patience, my sexy little siren... patience." Ane teturned to
caressing her breasts with light, feathery strolsasothering any
further verbal protests with his mouth.

Gradually she began to forget about that othenweugoal, the one
that she had gone within a hair's breadth of wign8he sighed into
his lips, her body almost relaxing beneath thelggaaying with her
breasts, the softly sipping kisses.

Any relaxation was short-lived when his mouth leftdto start a
slow wandering path down her body. She couldnielelwhere he
was heading, but heading there he was, and sodip$iand tongue
were sending her into a wild frenzy as they tasiad tormented her
with startling expertise. He knew just when to eaf$ewhen to start
again, how to keep her balancing on a knife-edgeaguny and
ecstasy. 'Aaron, please,’ she pleaded, her heaghthg from side to
side. 'No more... please... no more.'

Immediately he slid back up her body, holding hilihabove her as
he wrapped her legs around his hips, her arms drbisnwaist. His
face was dark with passion, his breathing laboasdte hesitated that
one last second. Then with a single forceful strio&eiook her, his



strangled cry piercing the silent room as he samkptetely into her
marvellously ready flesh.

Serina, however, was wide-eyed and speechless,isioesl was she
by the experience, for as Aaron's body joined vindns she was
engulfed by the most powerful wave of emotionolted up through

her stomach, her chest, her head, making her l@admsaking her

think of nothing but how much she loved this maowlshe wanted
nothing more than to remain one flesh with him ¥&re Her hands

slid down the curve of his back to spread out acties hard, bunched
muscles of his buttocks, her fingers tighteninghos satiny flesh,

pulling him in deeper and tighter.

He groaned and began thrusting, slowly at firstenthmore

vigorously, his quickening tempo betraying a wildyency that

Serina empathised with. She too felt the need teentm match his
escalating rhythm. She did so, and within secohds$ incredible

tension was back, stronger than before and mucle pleasurable.
Electric currents charged along her nerve- endwing her tighter

and tighter till suddenly her breath caught andhescles convulsed
around him, blinding her with a series of explossansations that
had no comparison.

'Oh, Aaron.. .Aaron,' she gasped as orgasm follcavgdsm.

Though nothing, Serina decided later, could compait the

satisfaction she received when she felt Aaron'sdilngy release,
heard his climactic cry. It was as though at thatmant they were
indeed one flesh, one being, one soul. She heldtigiht till his

shudders subsided, not minding the feel of his teighen he
collapsed down upon her.

Aaron must have interpreted her sigh differentlpwaver, for
suddenly he rolled over, taking her with him. Hantds were firm on
her hips, pressing and holding her close, keepgiegtjoined while



he settled her to lie across him, her head on hest¢c her legs
stretched along the bed on either side of him. \#&ted to lift her
head, to smile at him and tell him how wonderful \was, but
somehow her head felt too heavy, and her tonguethvels in her
throat.

'‘Go to sleep,’ he husked, arid began stroking aier h

She sighed again and dragged her hands out frorar umsl back,
curling them lazily around his shoulders. An indbéel weariness
was sweeping over her, dragging at her limbs. Akslass clutched
at the edges of her mind.

She must have slept for quite a while, for whenahkeke her mind
was quite clear and all traces of exhaustion wereegShe felt very
alive, startlingly alive, and very, very aware ofarAn's hands
feathering lightly up and down her spine. When teegyed further
downwards she gasped.

'Rejoined the living, have you?' he whispered.

She lifted her head and shoulders and instantlgrbecstunningly
aware of something else. Aaron was fully arousadnaghe feel of
his hardness within her sending a hot jab of desie her quickly
stirring brain.

Slowly, ever so slowly, she sat upright, her kngessing down on
either side of him, holding his startled eyes wéhdecidedly
seductive gaze. No other woman, she decided, doukla man as
much as she loved this man. She would show him mowh, she
would make love to him as no other woman had Idvedbefore.

‘Aaron..." Slowly, she leant forward, letting tlush heaviness of her
breasts rub sensuously over his chest. She smob#ukdhis ruffled
hair with tantalising fingers, cupped his face,nthidssed him,



rocking slowly back and forth as she slid her taguand out of his
mouth.

‘Do you want me to continue?' she asked throatilgmshe withdrew
to press her lips to his throat.

'Silly question,' he choked out.

Serina laughed seductively but sat upright, reacbmto remove the
combs from her hair and throw them away. She shakhead so

that the soft pale waves fell around her face, beeshoulders, some
of the curls cascading down on to her breasts. Bmenremained

deliciously still, staring down at him with a syltgaze, her chin

lifting proudly, her full lips parting invitinglyShe had not realised till
that moment how natural the part of vamp came toyet she was

relishing the role, loving the way she felt whee shw the flashes of
desire blaze deep in Aaron's eyes.

His hands reached for her breasts again, but shelyrMaughed and
slid them down on to her hips, leaning forward igsim again.

'I'm going to make mad passionate love to you,sbmised against
his mouth. 'All you have to do is lie there anddtd..Her hands
gripped his shoulders and her moist mouth traiardto the base of
his throat, kissing and licking his heated skindbefmoving further
down his chest.

She felt his hands tighten around her hips, heamd déxpel a
shuddering breath when she finally straightenedl@aghn to move
with up and down slightly circular motions. Aaromogned his
satisfaction at her technique and her actions gf@ster, more
uninhibited, her internal muscles clenching hinfiteg and tighter till
he could no longer lie still beneath her. His b@aghed upwards
again and again. He grasped her waist, moving ioégntly above
him, rocketing her to a bitter-sweet climax withvdstating speed.



Only then, it seemed, did he let himself go, hiplesive release
extending her pleasure for a few delicious secdadisre once again
that draining languor took over, making her slurappas him in utter
exhaustion.

He held her to him and stroked her back while slyealcross him,
both their breathing laboured, their hearts stdupding in their
chests.

‘You're fantastic in bed, do you know that?' he sailast. "'The best.'

Serina tried not to feel any hurt. But there wals a&tittle niggle of

dismay. For her it had been the ultimate experienmaking love to
the man she loved, the only man she had ever |d¥&dsentimental
soul wanted Aaron to say warm, sweet, loving thitagiser, not give
a rating of her sexual performance.

But you knew what you were doing, the voice of sipgiped up.
Don't be so damned stupid.

She sighed and snuggled closer.

‘Tired?' Aaron asked softly. -

‘Mmm.'

'Cold?’

'‘Not really.'

"You will be soon. Come on, let's get into bed @y’

She moaned when he slid out from under her, haimgody leaving
hers. He climbed out and yanked back the beddioljng her
between the sheets before slipping in beside hdrsBe sighed her
contentment when he drew her close again, kisengéfore turning



her over and cuddling round her in spoon fashi@hbands cupping
her breasts, one of his legs wedged between hers.

‘Do you realise we haven't had any dinner?' he said
'I'm not hungry any more,' she murmured dreamily.

He laughed. 'Neither am I... or at least..." hezlagzher ear '...not for
a while..."' One hand came up to tip her head baek lmer shoulder,
sipping at her slightly swollen mouth with the ssftof kisses. 'Go to
sleep, my darling... go to sleep.’

Serina's heart turned over. Darling... He calleddwling... Dared
she hope?

But there were no more thoughts for Serina thatthgjeep snatching
her mind from consciousness, sending her into ekldlannel where
everything was quiet and warm and safe. She stephd on, without
a single dream or unhappy thought to disturb hacee



CHAPTER TEN

SERINA gradually surfaced from sleep into that twilighond of
semi-consciousness. She stirred slightly, pulllmg sheet up around
her neck and burrowing her face into the pillowr ldges remained
blissfully shut. Never had she felt so lazy. Nelvad her bed seemed
so comfortable.

'‘Breakfast, m'lady,' came the surprising announoéme

Serina's eyes did not fly open straight away butried jolted to
instant awareness. Wasn't her bed. Itwasn't her room. It was
Aaron's.

Aaron...

A delicious wave of pleasure rippled through heslas recalled their

incredible lovemaking. Never could Serina have sayed anything

as marvellousSurelyAaron had to feel something deeper than ju
lust? He'd been so very loving towards her aftedgidnad called her
darling with real feeling. To cynically believe &as just using her

was unacceptable.

Besides, how could she give up on her dream now@ven regret
having made love with the man she loved? Hadrtirbeght out the
real woman in her, shown her she could be as pessioand
uninhibited as the next person? She liked her sixaaakened self,
liked knowing she only had to touch him, kiss hand he would
want her.

Just thinking about it sent her heart thudding kyild her chest. She
opened her lashes slowly, a sensual and invitingen her lips as
she hoisted herself up in the bed and pushed hrelbdek out of her
eyes.



Aaron was standing next to the bed, dressed fokwatray in his
arms. His eyes were oddly unreadable as they tickesr her bare
breasts, the muscles in his jaw clenching whemmeetl to lower the
tray to the bedside chest, pushing the clock amg lbackwards to
make room.

'‘Orange juice, bacon and eggs, two slices of whednoast and
coffee... and good morning,' he finished, bendorgvérd to give her
a very platonic kiss on her forehead.

Serina couldn't resist trying out her newly disaedepower.

'‘And good morning to you, too,' she murmured, tzrds snaking up
to curve around his neck, pulling him down on tomeuth before he
could straighten. For a second he resisted, but i lips parted

with a groan, and he sank to the bed, quickly kiontrol in a long,

thorough kiss. His hands slid up and down her nad@de then

pressed her breathtakingly close, her breaststiiaiy against his suit
jacket.

His eyes were dark and glittering by the time Heased her.
‘You make a very sexy butler,' she said thickly.
But when she went to lean back into the embracsduaa up.

'We aim to please,' he said crisply. 'Besides]dhst | could do was
feed you after making you miss dinner last nigHis glance at the
clock was accompanied by a swift frown. 'Look, fentd kiss and run
but | have to go. Craig leaves on his holidays th@rning and |

promised to meet him at the office at nine. Ifigriyou later and let
you know what's going on, whether | can get offyear not.’

His obvious eagerness to leave her brought amindtamay. It was
only seven-thirty. My God, how long did he thinkaebk to drive to
north Sydney from here? Certainly not one and ahmalrs.



Didn't he feel the way she did? Was his passiohdéoralready sated?
He had certainly just kissed her back with entlamiaYet now he

seemed anxious to get out of her sight. 'Oh.rigtik," she mumbled.

A stab of hurt at this sudden turn-around had hetcking at the

sheet and dragging it up over her breasts. Bleak &es dropped to
the bed.

He sighed. 'Please don't be like that, Serinandtshat | want to go. |
haveto.'

‘Do you?' she asked, her eyes slowly lifting, H@ndrembling, her
heart sinking into a black abyss. 'Are you sure seally want me
here when you get back, Aaron? Are ysue?'

The flash of doubt she saw chilled her to the bdfmu want to leave
it at a one-night stand, don't you?' she accusedlaw, despairing
voice.

'‘No, of course | don't,' he said irritably. 'l jukin't want..." He broke
off and sighed in obvious frustration.

‘You don't wantvhat?'she urged in desperation.

He grimaced. 'The thing is, when | woke up and &byau in bed
with me I... | didn't realise how it would feel.’

'‘How it would feel? | don't understand. What do yo&an?'

‘Damn it all, Serina, use your imagination! Theoai ywere, naked
and luscious. | wanted you again. Napdededyou again. Madly.
Uncontrollably. | had to get out of bed and takeray, cold shower.'

'‘But... why? Why didn't you wake me? | wouldn't have turned yc
down.'



'‘Don't you think | know that?' he flared. 'Thatatpof the problem,
your... sensuality, your... expertise. It's rathddictive. Look, | said |
needed you but | don't want to need you like thasudden black
anger swept over his face. 'l don't want to reegbnelike that!

She stared at him, appalled and desolate. It Hdmhekfired on her.
Everything. She'd have been far better off doingtvgiie had always
done, just lying there like a log. 'lIf you want rtee go,' she said
brokenly, 'then just say so. My God, at least beelsd’

His eyes widened then narrowed as he glared atHienest?' His
face became even black&tonest?he repeated, his rapidly growing
fury astonishing her. 'Since when have | been amgtbut honest
with you? | didn't exactlforce you into my bed last night, Serina.
You came willingly enough, without any avowals of/&¢, without
any promises of undying devotion. Honest!" Hisltpgurled up with
derision. 'That's a word you women should takectarth

'‘And before you start defending yourself," he wansavagely, 'look
at your behaviour a moment ago. When | said | bagbtto work, you

looked offended, hurt even, as if | were a groorseding his bride

after their wedding night. Sure, that increased aybts about
having you stay till the end of the week, becahseSerina | asked to
stay didn't seem the type of girl who would sulkrioto get her own

way, who would act the role of possessive lovedor't need that sort
of manipulative behaviour in my life. Not only dambt need it but |

have no intention of putting up with it!" He glarddwn at her, his
eyes hard and merciless. 'So if that's how you Wwaptay the game
then perhaps yohadbetter leave!

She blinked up at him, her mind racing. Good Gobatsort of
woman must his wife have been to have left wounkis this?
Worse...could the wounds ever be healed? Serinatediut, but she
loved him too much to throw him to the wolves bgming away. His



admission of having wanted her so much proppedhat was left of
her crumbling hopes.

You could be wrong, Aaron, she thought as she ld@hkehis coldly
cynical face. Perhaps you do need to need somémé¢hht. You
need to be wrenched out of this void you've beestiag in for too
long and made to feel again, even if only sexuatlfirst. So I'm
going to hang in here and be the woman you wartbroe, and if that
means playing the free and easy spirit for you thieso that too, and
one day you're going to wake up and find I've bezxanpart of your
life and you're never going to want to let me go.'

'I'm sorry, Aaron,' she said with feeling. 'Of ceeiryou have to go to
work, but please, try to understand... last night\so wonderful,
so...special that | was upset when | thought yalin'tiwant me any
more, that you wanted me to leave. Forgive me?'ifbd pleading
eyes, her smile warm and apologetic.

For a second she thought he wasn't going to givEhian suddenly he
made an impatient sound and sat down, literallggirag her into his
arms. His kiss was hard and hungry, and by the henpushed her
back £p arm's length his eyes were glittering witbeniable passion.
‘Do you still think | want you to leave?'

'‘No,' she said shakily.

'l want you, Serina," he insisted, 'and | wantg¢auith you. But | must
lay down some ground rules in case you haven'trstwhts...'

'Yes?'

'‘Don't fall in love with me. Don't expect me to ewearry you. I'm not
interested. I'm free now and | want to stay thay.walon't want to
have to answer to anyone but Aaron Kingsley farg| long while.
If you can't accept that then perhaps it would &igeh if we called it
quits right now!'



'l see,' she murmured, and looked down. Her heast vammering
against her ribs, for this was her first test, arauel one it was—to
hear the man she loved verbally rip her dreaméteds but to keep
on understanding and hoping and fighting for him.

She lifted amazingly steady eyes to his, a sexyesoaming to her
lips. 'Well... now that we've got that all settigtly don't we kiss and
make up?'

He stared at her for several seconds then crusdred him, ravaging
her lips with a starved hunger that took her breathy. 'I've never
known anyone like you,' he rasped, his cheek rupbmpainst hers.
‘You're incredible... you're...'

She cupped his face and brought his mouth backrs, loving him
with her lips, her tongue, her whole being.

'‘God, but | must have you,' he groaned, reefingyama stripping off
his jacket, then tugging madly at his tie.

She knelt up on the bed and helped him with theohaton his shirt.
'‘But won't you be late?' she asked, worried thaigdt think she had
deliberately tried to seduce him.

'It's not that late.' He ripped off his shirt andrged on the belt of his
trousers.

Serina stared at him, stunned not only by his padsit her own. She
helped him drag his clothes down, and before hédcsay a word

bent to take him between her lips. He gasped, argd$ shaking
uncontrollably as they reached to splay into har. ha

Aaron rang her shortly after eleven-thirty to dagttunfortunately he
couldn't get home for lunch as he'd hoped.



'l have to take a client out for a Christmas drarkd dinner,’ he
explained. 'Craig made the arrangement before dsed he would
be leaving early today, so it's up to me to step in

'‘Can't be helped,' she said blithely.

He was silent for a second. 'Well, what have yoenbdoing since |
staggered out the door a couple of hours ago?'

She laughed. 'I'm afraid | didn't eat your delisidareakfast. It was
cold by the time | got to it. | drank the orang&g@) though, then had
a shower and went back to bed for a snooze.'

‘Lucky you.'

'‘Now I'm about to make some fresh toast and coé#er which I'm
going to read. | see you have a large selectiobestsellers in the
bookcase next to this phone.’

‘And what do you fancy out of them? | won't trygigess, lest | tread
on another of your toes.’

'l haven't made up my mind yet.'
‘Do you like thrillers?'
'l like just about anything.'

'‘Mmm Tell me more,' he drawled in a low, sexy voi€h, damn,
there's a call on the other line. Must go, Ser8ee you as soon as |
can. Probably around four.'

He hung up, and Serina danced off to the kitchemrihing was
going quite well. He had rung her as he had pramised had
sounded really happy.



You're going to be so happy with me, Aaron Kingsthe vowed. So
happy. Just you wait and see!

Serina was still in the kitchen, wearing Aaron'thbabe and making
herself her second cup of coffee, when she heardhttie of a key in
the front door. Her eyes darted to the wall clotkelve sixteen.
Aaron must have got out of the lunch-date. Her theamersaulted
with instant excitement and she dashed into thagivoom just in
time to see Craig closing the front door behind.him

Her gasp of shock had his head jerking round, yes ¢éaking her in,
first with astonishment and then with a knowing erstanding.
‘Well, well, so Aaron ran into a traffic snarl tmerning, did he?' His
chuckle was lewd and knowing. 'He might have tokel the lucky
devil." Craig's narrowed gaze settled on her bast then moved
upwards in a slow scrutiny. 'Yes, indeed,' he mettg'as I've said to
him, a very lucky devil...'

Serina's hands fluttered up to hold the robe defelysclosed around
her right up to her neck. 'You're supposed to hlafieon your
holidays.' Her shaking voice showed her agitatidseang alone with
this man. Casually dressed in jeans and black T;sAmron's
business partner looked much more rugged and teliynimore
powerful than he had the night she'd first met i@ cocked a single
eyebrow at her then turned and locked the doomioehim.

'‘What... what do you think you're doing?' Serinakdd out, fear
tightening her throat and chest.

He whirled back to give her a surprised look. 'I@@h'm going to get
my favourite beach hat. | left it here a couplevekekends ago.’

She backed away as he began to walk towards har. ‘But you
locked the door! Why did you lock the door?'



He stopped and frowned, glancing back over his lsleou'Oh, that.'
He shrugged. 'Habit, | suppose. | lived here formdle when | was
getting my divorce, and Aaron always insisted oiYdu must know
what he's like." His eyes turned back to stareeatplanic- stricken
face. Suddenly he shook his head, his expressiaspexated. 'For
God's sake, Serina, don't be such a little ninmyight not be a saint
but | draw the line at forcing myself on my bestemlady. Hell, give
me credit for some morals!'

Her obvious relief made his frown darken furthéfod know,
sweetheart, | think you might be a fraction paranol mean, OK, so
| gave you the once-over, but hell, you're goingoéolooked at,
woman! You're not only well stacked, you're blodeBautiful and
sexy as all hell. You can't expect the whole malerto go around
with their eyes shut.’

His blunt honesty took her by complete surprisej ahe had to
concede that she had become rather defensivelwwgears. Maybe
she had over-reacted. Maybe...

He sighed and brushed past her to stride into iticedn, where he
rattled around in the broom cupboard. She wandaceass to stand
nervously in the doorway. 'Not in here," he mudef¥ou wouldn't
have seen a large straw hat, would you? Mexicde;styith
pompoms hanging off it?'

'Sorry.' The mind boggled at this man wearing subtlat, anyway.
'‘Damn! How can | go to Fiji without my favouritetf?a
'It might be in the bedroom,' she suggested. '$hadik for you?'

‘Nope...I'll do it. | know the layout." And he st into the bedroom
with Serina trailing behind at a safe distance. d«ave doors were
flung open, but no hat.



'‘Why don't you call Aaron at the office?' she tridde might know
where it is.'

'‘No point. He won't be there by now. He had an agpw@nt in the
city at twelve-thirty. You know Aaron. He's nevatd. Or not
usually," he added, with a dry glance at the stithpled bed.

Serina's face flushed with colour.

‘The linen press!" Craig exclaimed and stalkedbbthie bedroom and
into the main bathroom. 'Aah, here it is,' he chbat, emerging with
the hat on his head. Serina gaped at the ridicidimying.

Craig grinned. 'Keeps the flies off," he said, arabgled his head.
The pompoms swung madly to and fro. 'l think yoettlk's boiling,'
he added.

Serina scuttled off to the kitchen, with Craig leot her heels. "You
wouldn't have a cup of coffee for me, would yowe bbeen on the go
since breakfast.’

Serina was still not entirely comfortable at bealgne with Craig
with only a bathrobe on, but she could hardly refusnd hehad
proved that he wasn't quite the lecher she hattfiosight him.

'So!' he exclaimed once he'd settled himself otmadswith his mug
of coffee in front of him. "You and Aaron been tam for long?'

'‘An item?' she repeated.
He shrugged. 'Sleeping together, then.'

She glared at him across the kitchen counterhds any of your
business?'



He pulled a face. 'Maybe. Maybe not. | guess angtithat could
make Aaron happy or unhappy is my business. Patalthdeserves
a break. I've been telling him for ages that wreahbeds is a sexy,
cooperative blonde in his life instead of the odd-might stand, but |
certainly wouldn't like to see some gold-digginglditbimbo try to
play him for a sucker.’

Craig's verbal broadside was delivered with sudhifference to her
feelings that Serina was more shocked than insaltdulst. But the
heat was not long in coming to her face, her tennisarg quickly.
'‘My God, who you think you are, saying that to nB#mbo indeed!
It's mewho'll end up getting hurt, stupid, co-operativeriale me,
who's giving him what he needs even though het no¢ quite
clearly that | can expect nothing back. Does tbahd as if I'm a... a
gold-diggerVTears of anger and hurt flooded into her eyes.

Craig's mouth had dropped open. '‘Good grief, yadadly in love
with him, aren't you?'

‘And what if | am?' she threw back at him. 'Obvigy®u don't think
I'm good enough for your precious friend anywaywwbat difference
does it make?'

'Serina... | didn't mean... I...

She ..dashed the tears away with the backs ofdredsh 'Just drink
your rotten coffee and get out of here, will yagl#® pronounced, and
stormed from the kitchen, marching into the bedr@md slamming

the door behind her.

She leant against the door, chest heaving, hatngel for having
lost her cool, but hating Craig even more. The mas a snobbish,
insensitive clod!

The knock on the bedroom door was tentative. 'S@rinook, I'm
sorry, love. Truly, | wasn't referring to you sgesally, though



you've got to realise how you come across sometihmsan, you've
been around, love, living here, living there, wakiat all sorts of
things. And Aaron is one hell of a catch. Looks great that you
really love him, but for God's sake don't tell hjou do or he'll have a
blue fit. Damn, but you've got yourself into a kyicsituation here.
There's a lot you should know about the guy or seally will get
hurt. Badly. Come on out, love, and sit with medowhile. | think |
should tell you about Aaron's marriage so you'll least be
forewarned...’

How could she resist the opportunity to know mdreid the man she
loved, to have some more pieces of the puzzlesophst slotted into
place? Serina had no option but to wipe her eyekscame out,

though her whole body was tense, her head pounditly the

beginnings of a splitting headache. Craig put afoaimg arm

around her shoulder and drew her over to settleoheone of the
kitchen stools. Then he walked round and toppedboih their

coffees with boiling water.

'‘Where to begin?' he mused as he slid her mug tovieer. 'At the
beginning, | suppose, when | first met Aaron. Itsved college, not
long after he was married to Naomi. We were bothgla part-time
course in business at Kuring-gai campus. Aaron busy with his
Iron Man feats, | was working days at an accountamenpany as a
clerk. Maybe we were drawn to each other becatse had married
young, though not for the same reasons as Aaroa e@entually got
the impression that, if it hadn't been for Christithere wouldn't have
been a marriage. Not that he didn't appear toNa@mi. What not to
love? She was a gorgeous-looking bird and devatedim. Too
devoted, as it turned out.'

'So | gathered," Serina put in. 'Jillian said sls weurotically jealous,
even suggesting that Naomi sent Christine to bogrdchool to get
her out of the way, though that does seem a hiemd.’



'You'd better believe it. That's exactly the sdrthing she would do.
Aaron wanted more children but she refused. Couldear the
thought of sharing him further.'

'I'm surprised the marriage lasted,” Serina saidghtfully.

'So am |, quite frankly, especially after he wgared and had to give
up competitive surfing.'

'He was injured?'

'‘Broke his leg in two places. It didn't knit prolydior a long time. Oh,
but Naomi liked that, liked his having to give upat he loved. She
hated Aaron being out of her sight, hated his tpwather interests,
hated his having friends. She particularly hated tmeught | was a
bad influence on him, especially when we went business together
and then | upped and got a divorce. Now that rgallya cat among
the pigeons! She started ringing the office sevéraks a day,
checking where Aaron was. If he was a minute |latérgy home, or
meeting her somewhere, they would have the maoghtftl row.
Once when he had a minor car accident and wasahalkfour late
getting home she'd called the police in.’

'l see..." Her heart turned over as she thoughisobbsession with
punctuality. And it was no wonder he didn't wanh&ve to answer to
anyone for a while. 'Still,' she said aloud, 'Idfiit hard to believe
Aaron put up with that. He's a very strong-willedmi

'‘Don't get me wrong. He fought her tooth and nahstimes, but the
child was always his undoing. Naomi used his lameQGhristine to
hold him. Little did she know that even that playally ran out of
steam. He was going to leave her and fight foradysof Christine.'

'‘But... but he didn't, did he?'



'No..." A black cloud passed over Craig's facee'Véry day he told
me what he was going to do he got a call from Naodactor, telling

him that he was to come home, that his wife hadapséd with

terminal cancer and had only weeks to live at W&t could he do?
Desert her in her hour of need? Besides, in one-wWeyrible though

it was—his problem had resolved itself.'

Serina shuddered. 'How ghastly!

‘You haven't heard the worst of it. Do you know & doctor told
Aaron—what Naomi told him later too? She could hbgen saved.
She'd had these lumps in her breasts for agesefused to do
anything about them, thought Aaron wouldn't dek&eany more if
she'd had to have them removed, or if she losthiaar through
chemotherapy. She told Aaron quite calmly that apt® of years'
extra being beautiful for him, having him make legder was worth
dying for, that she would do the same thing again.'

'Oh, God... the poor, sick woman... Pédaron!

'He was devastated. But he pulled himself togethdrdid everything
he could to make Naomi's dying as peaceful andyhapppossible.
He pretended as he'd never pretended before, toakitan enormous
toll on him emotionally. | thought after Naomi'sadle he would snap
out of it, but instead he became hard and cyniteresy women were
concerned. A taker.

Which is what worries me with you, Serina. You'ret the first
woman he's had since his wife's death, believeTimeugh you're the
first he's kept for more than one night. Be cardfudoesn't mean he
loves you.'

Serina sat staring silently into her coffee. Aanaid been tempted to
throw her out after one night... But he hadn't. \idagn't he? Was it
just that he'd decided a mistress was more convearal safer than



casual sex? Or could he possibly care about heg than he liked to
admit?

Dear me, but it was all more complicated than simeabined. That
wife of his had been very sick, very destructiveuld the pieces she
had left behind ever be put together? Thank the strehad sent
Christine to boarding-school. It had got the cbild of that unhealthy
situation.

Craig reached over and gently covered her handmgth'l'd like to
tell you he might fall in love with you. But | ddrthink he will. It's
too soon. Far too soon. Even if he did, he cegawvduldn't marry
you. So, if you're looking for wedding bells andbpaooties, then
forget it. The man couldn't cope.'

The sound of another key rattling in the front-dmak startled both
of them, and they stared, wide-eyed and speeclag#sron came in
and shut the door. But there was nothing wide-eyetl speechless
about Aaron as he walked slowly towards them, palerly when his
eyes spotted the way Craig's hand was still cogeberina’s.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘A DETOURON your way to the airport, Craig?' came his gotalitting
comment.

Serina held her breath as Aaron's partner caswélyrew his hand
and tipped up the rim of the ridiculous Mexican. abmething like
that, old man. You didn't expect me to go to Fifihwut old faithful,
did you? Sun-baking without a hat can be dangesmsknow.'

‘There are more dangerous pursuits,' came thewsarkng.

‘True.' Craig managed a laugh but Serina coulthe@eas not at ease.
Aaron was looking thunderous, and there was an ausirguality
about the way he kept flipping his keys from onad#o the other.
She might have felt somewhat hopeful because ofobMious
jealousy if he weren't darting murderous glancesnay as well.

‘Thanks for the coffee, Serina," Craig tossed dfifi wiearly feigned
nonchalance. 'See you, Aaron.' He began makinghéfront door
then stopped. 'Oh, by the way, what happened to omech with
Pete? Didn't he turn up?'

'He left a message at the restaurant that he coutdie it.'

‘Aah... | thought it had to be something like thAfell, arrivederci!
Au revoir! Adios!See you in three weeks!' He whipped open the dc
and was gone.

Once the echo of the door's banging had died alagitence was
electric. Serina could feel her stomach churnimg knowing how to
tackle the situation, whether to explain Craigésspnce further or just
ignore Aaron's black humour. What would a freeisgdo?

'You two looked cosy together,' he said at lastwords clipped and
hard. He walked over and threw his keys on the wyurext to her,



then picked up Craig's coffee-mug. He stared infiaria second then
strode over to pour the dregs down the sink. 'Gnedceasily have
thought I'd walked in on a rather intimate tete-a-tét

When she said nothing in her defence he whirlddde her, his eyes
blazing. 'Well? Aren't you going to say somethit@?do you think
I'm stupid enough to believe it was all as innocast you're
pretending?' He walked slowly back and gripped edge of the
counter with wide-spread arms, leaning forward glading down at
her, fury in every pore of his stiffly held bodywouldn't be surprised
If Craig had no idea you were setting him up far Kill, after you
whetted his appetite the other night at dinner wahr rebuff.'

She could not hide her shock, staring at him wiitheveyes.

‘That is yourmodus operandisn't it?' he scorned. 'Playing hard t
get, letting the poor bloke think you don't wanh&wve anything to do
with him, then suddenly, coming on so hot and grhvat he goes off
his head with wanting you!'

Serina was stunned by the accusatiod Aaron's volatility. She had
glimpsed his temper before, but he was actuallkisigawith the
effort of containing his rage.

‘Aaron,' she said with far more composure than whe feeling,
'nothing happened between Craig and myself. He came hetasfo
sun-hat, as he said, then stayed for a cup ofeoffe

The steely blue eyes narrowed dangerously, the Imusdis jaw
twitching. 'And he needed to hold your hand toldd? God, Serina!’
He whirled away and strode into the living-roono ¥®u take me for
a bloody idiot?' he threw back at her. 'The trstthat if | hadn't come
in when | did, you two would now be in there..." Waved his hand in
the direction of the bedroom. 'Screwing away likadth



Her mouth dropped open. Then it snapped shut,dte@mneze with him
disintegrating in the face of such blind jealoumych vile nastiness.
‘That's enough, Aaron!" she bit out, rising to fest, her blue eyes
flashing angrily. "You have absolutely no reasobdbeve any such
thing. No reason at all. If you must know, Craigl dimappened to be
talking aboutyouwhen you came in. He was telling me about yol
marriage, warning me that you carried scars, that..

'Oh, this is ridiculous,' she snapped, seeing teptgism in those
hard blue eyes, knowing in that split second tkaspite loving
Aaron, she could not bear to stay with him. Shelcoot endure
irrationality, could not stand a person's stubbprtielieving

something bad about her that wasn't true. 'l dioave to justify
myself to you, Aaron,’ she said brokenly. "You wanbe free? Then
befree! All by yourself!" With this she lifted heugvering chin and
marched past him into the bedroom.

She went to slam the door behind her but he was,thieking it back
open, coming into the room with savage intent. FEbged her and
swung her round to face him. 'l won't let you legverinal’

‘Won't you?' she flung up at him. 'And how do yoapmse to stop
me? Beating me? Tying me up?

Do you think that would work, that | would meeklgcapt such
behaviour? | would have thought that you, of albge, would
understand how others react to a sick, jealous /iadon. All they
want to do is get as far away as they can, as lyucskthey can.’

She saw the horror of what he was doing dawn ieyes. He looked
so appalled, so shattered that compassion swepighrer, melting
away her anger, bringing tears of sad understan@ngalong with
the tears came the resolution to lay some groued of her own. She
stepped back from him and slowly unwrapped the liavgerobe,



letting it drop from her shoulders to pool at hestf She stood before
him, totally nude, her insides shaking.

'See these breasts, Aaron?' she cried, lifting thexierous curves in
her hands. 'They'rgours | See this body?' She came forward ar
pressed her satiny skin against him. Jf8srs,'she husked, desperate
blue eyes lifting to his. 'Not Craig's,' she choked. ‘Not any other
man's. Last night was very special to me, Aaronty\apecial...
Believe me when | say | want nothing more thandegkon having
nights like that. But | won't take what you've jdghed out to me. I'll
walk out first. | want to be free too, Aaron. Freé all the
misconceptions men have of me, free of--'

He stopped her then, covering her trembling mouth fevered lips

and gathering her into a fierce embrace. 'I'm sdngygroaned, lifting
his mouth to kiss the tears from her cheeks, hes.e\sorry...' He
clasped her so tightly that all the breath was kldweing squeezed
out of her body. 'Forgive me... | won't ever do thimg like that

again.' he vowed huskily. 'Ever! | must have beeadnHell, | do

know how destructive jealousy is, believe me.' idégol back then
and held her face in strong hands. His kisses becameet, gentle,
heart-wrenchingly apologetic. 'Forgive me...'

It was testimony to Serina's love that she forgawme so quickly.

More than forgave. With startling speed her onlglwivas that he
make love to her, her rapidly ignited body sendangnoaning,

whimpering sound to her lips.

Aaron groaned his own desire and his kisses quiedumed their
previous ardour. 'l need you, Serina,' he muttagainst her mouth.
'‘Now... quickly..."

She made no protest as his shaking hands laichlekrazross the end
of the bed, watching with wide eyes and dry mowuthha voided
himself of his clothes in a mad frenzy. There was foreplay,



nothing. She flowered open then closed over thaititthrobbing of
his flesh, grasping his body close and deep, mowirigne with his
wild frantic rhythm till they were both crying ouboth shuddering
and clinging to each other.

'‘God," he sighed, when at last they lay quietlydeesach other. Then
he laughed and rolled over to kiss her lightly amdile into her

startled eyes. 'lt's all your fault, you know, lzego damned sexy. |
want you so much all the time that | think all aottmen must be
feeling the same.' He lifted a hand to trace heutmaevith a single

fingertip. "You have forgiven me, haven't you?'

'l shouldn't,’ she murmured, knowing in her hdaat this was so, that
loving this man was not going to work out for H&ut, dear heaven, it
was hard to think straight when she was in his awith the memory

of what they had just shared still pulsating albeg veins.

"'l make it up to you,' he whispered seductively.

'‘Oh?' she murmured, her lips tingling under higHealight touch.
'How?'

'‘By giving you whatever you like, whenever you liles often as you
like..." His hands drifted down to start lazily ewnkng one nipple
after the other.

'‘Promises, promises,' she said carelessly, butduyrwas continuing
to betray her. Already it burnt with the exciteméns words and
fingers were evoking.

He pretended to look offended. "You doubt me?"

‘Well... you did say that day on the beach thatweten't as fit as you
should be, that you needed to work out a lot more.’

He chuckled. '"Want to put me to the test?’



She pouted her generous lips. 'l don't believeetting myself up for
disappointment.’

A decidedly wicked gleam blazed deep in his eydsen you don't
know me very well, Serina, my lovealwaysrise to a challenge.’

Aaron had to go into the office the next day butlosed it up early,
returning home by noon, where they took up wheeg'thleft off the

previous evening, making love again and again, fuatiag their

lengthy lovemaking sessions with long hot showesy walks or a
refreshing snack. Serina was past worrying abauptssibilities, or
the probabilities, of the future. She was so masitydeeply in love
with Aaron that to even contemplate life withouthgent her into a
mental whirl.

She gave herself up totally to his wishes, hopgeyrest hope that her
love would win out in the end. It certainly seentedbe working, for
occasionally she surprised a look on his facedhated such warmth
and affection that she believed it was only a mattéime before he
wouldn't be able to live without her as well.

Aaron didn't want to take her home on the Saturdeating her to

stay another day and night with him, but, sincenae asked her to
spend Christmas Day on the Sunday with him and sGhe at

Jillian's, Serina insisted on being taken home.

'l have to buy some presents,' she'd told him. 1Andh need of some
fresh clothes. | can't spend my whole life eithaked or in the one
black suit.'

‘Oil, | don't know," he had drawled, that familgleam coming into
his eyes again. They might have made love one matktime if they
hadn't had at that moment been speeding along thterway.
Though Serina suspected that if she had been gviiaron might



have ignored the no-stopping rule and pulled ovela just that. He
couldn't seem to get enough of her, his passioniasgring at
times.

When they finally pulled up outside her house, gfaetically had to
browbeat him not to accompany her inside.

"You promised to go home and help Christine deedta tree,' was
her winning argument. At last he reluctantly wenthos way, but
only after he had extractdter promise to be on Jillian's doorstep nt
later than eleven in the morning. She had refuséet thim come all
the way over to pick her up, saying she had he,l@kd he should be
able to enjoy a few glasses of Christmas cheerowitlihnaving to
worry about driving her home.

A decision she almost regretted when she awokedmg Christmas

morning, though luckily the showers held off for igle over. She

arrived shortly after eleven, looking like Santa@ dressed in white
jeans and a red and white striped top, with a fastip shopping-bag
full of presents.

Christine dashed down to the kerb to meet heredrdh the bike
coming up the hill,' she explained brightly, tumito smile at her
father who was following down the steep front paitla more sedate
speed. 'Serina looks terrific, doesn't she, Dad?"'

He looked pretty good himself, Serina thought,dyers admiring his
well-proportioned body in the smart blue jeans paté blue shirt.
For a second she stared at him, her mind strippimgpf his clothes,
recalling far too vividly how he looked kneelingeamher on the bed,
aroused and demanding. There was little of thisl,cabmost
aloof-looking man when he was making love to héehe was all
hot words and wild imagination, his demands botiprssing and
exciting her to make equally wild demands.



'Hmm, what on earth are you thinking?' he whispexgdhe bent to
kiss her. 'Happy Christmas, Serina,' he added toaddy. 'And what
did Santa bring me?' he teased and tried to pe¢ekhe red bag.

She smacked his hand. 'None of that,' she reprigthridresents can
only be given out from under the tree.'

‘Aah,' he grinned. 'A traditionalist.'

‘Lucky you, Dad.' Christine laughed at a puzzledrde 'He's spent
all morning putting up mistletoe everywhere, ambih't think it's to
kiss me under!'

They all laughed, the moment heralding what provedbe a
wonderful Christmas, even the overcast weather gbém their
advantage since it made the hot turkey dinner tasta better. Jillian
seemed very pleased to have Serina for the daygdruta suspected
that Aaron's sister had no idea that she and lothdar were already
lovers. Aaron was reasonably careful not to befaodliar with her,
though some of the glances he slipped her whemttiers weren't
looking were definitely X-rated.

Serina mischievously made them all wait till afignch to get their
presents, saying that by the look of the discandespping paper
around the room they had already received enougbkepts for a
while. Finally, though, the moment came when slaggd Santa and
handed out the gaily wrapped gifts.

‘A Ken Done bikini!" Christine squealed when shergd hers. 'And
a matching shirt! Oh, Serina, | love them!" shedyriand gave her a
kiss and a hug.

The elegant cream lace table-cloth for Jillian wss @s big a higand
the smart New Year's leather diary for Gerald.



Serina became a little nervous when Aaron took agening his
present. Would he like it? she worried. Mgarehard to buy things
for.

Finally the ribbon and paper were off and Aaromestadown at the
pale blue suede glasses-case, the Italian brané magold letters
across one corner. Aaron's eyes lifted to herd|eda'Serina... thank
you... but you shouldn't have, you know," he rephed.

Oh, dear... she should have known he would receghss exclusive
and expensive brand. She hoped he didn't thinkvehe trying to buy
his love.

‘Sunglasses!" Christine announced gaily as heeirfattowly drew
them out of the case. 'Put them on, put them andid as she asked
and they all stared at him, the sleek wrap-arouachdéss giving him
an even sexier movie-star appeal. 'Wow! Tom Crugaeyour heart
out!" Christine enthused. 'Gosh, Dad, if you whase sunglasses to
the beach and sling the towel | gave you over whaulders you'll
have the women falling at your feet. You'd bettet go with him,
Serina. You'll be jealous.’

Aaron laughed and removed the sunglasses, poppamgy back into

the case. 'Not Serina. She's not the jealous tyeeyes found hers
and she saw how pleased that thought made hinenlinded her
forcibly that he was still suffering the after-affe of a long

relationship with an almost neurotically possessi@man. Play it

slow and cool, Serina. Slow and cool...

'‘Now give Serindher present, Dad,' Christine pressed.
‘Yes, Aaron,’ Jillian joined in, ‘where did you aid?"

‘But | didn't expect anything,' Serina protestédst having me here
for the day was enough.’



'‘Don't be silly," Gerald boomed. 'Christmas isgiing gifts.'

Aaron stood up and went over to the tree, pullisghall package out
from its hiding place in the branches. It was wepm silver paper
with a pink rosette on top. 'We decided to buy goe decent thing
rather than a lot of little things,' he explainedtly. 'If you don't like
it it can be exchanged.’

'She'll like it," Jillian said, a smile lighting uper face, giving its
rather austere lines a warmer, more gentle exjmessi

Serina felt ridiculously excited and pleased asogfened the present.
The size of the box bespoke jewellery, but sheagdyt didn't expect
anything as beautiful as what she encounteredastawing, a lovely
pearl ring, the large lustrous pearl circled byntimds and mounted
on a rich gold band.

She blinked up at Aaron, unable to find the rigbtas to say.

He smiled and stepped forward, bending to takebthwe from her
nerveless fingers, pulling the ring from its velbetd and slipping it
on the third finger of her right hand. 'Well, aa$¢ it fits," he drawled.

She stared down at her hand, her fingers stillinggwith his brief
touch. 'lt... it's lovely,’ she managed at lasut.'B

'‘No buts,' Jillian laughed. 'Aaron said you muls¢ [pearls since you
have some of your own.'

'‘But it's too expensive!'

'Oh, pooh!" Christine waved a dismissive hand. 'Dad afford it.
He's loaded. Besides, Uncle Gerald chipped in.’

'‘And | can afford it too," Gerald grinned.



'See?' Aaron said, blue eyes amused. 'Of courgmuifinsist, we
could take it back and exchange it for somethingenpoactical, like a
toaster.'

She shot her hands under her arms. 'Just you thpase it away
from me!' she warned.

They all laughed at her.

‘Well, now that that's over, anyone for a game oker?' Gerald
suggested. 'You can play, can't you, Serina?'

‘Yes.'

'‘What about five hundred?' Jillian said. 'l doikeIpoker much.’
'| can play that too," Serina confessed.

‘Great!'

'Is there anything you can't do?' Aaron tease@bdney were setting
up the card-table. Gerald and Jillian were in tlitehlen, getting
drinks and peanuts. Christine had left to visitrrgend next door to
show off her new bikini.

Serina pretended to give the matter serious thougtdscue a
drowning surfer?' she decided upon.

Aaron shook his head. 'I'll bet you could do tleat tAll you'd have to
do is stand at the shore and wave his way andrbetd/er in an
instant.'

She gave him a reproving look.

'OK, I'm exaggerating,' he admitted, 'but promigeane thing: don't
go giving mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to anyone!



Her smile was decidedly sexy. 'Not even you?'

He groaned and went to reach for her when Geraie dsck into the
room.

'I'll get you later," Aaron whispered under hisdihe

But as it turned out there was no later that dayAfron and Serina.
By seven o'clock Serina wasn't feeling very wail,ieky feeling in

her stomach. She knew what it was—her period was tthat

day—but she kept this private and personal matben her host and
hostess and made some excuse about having to get twtake
phone calls from her brothers.

To Aaron, though, she told the truth when he waklkedto her bike,

explaining that she was usually as sick as a dogtfleast a day and
he should leave her to her misery. To which he wéiat rot, that he

was going to come over the next day and look &fker

Serine's first reaction was to refuse. She hateglpdussing over her
when she felt lousy, but Aaron finally convinced kigat he really
wanted to be with her, so she acquiesced, feeliegspd that he
wanted her company even when they couldn't make lov

She climbed on to her scooter, smiling her satigfac'But if you
start holding my hand and making me cups of tée, vgarned, 'I'll
send you packing. | can't stand that sort of thing.

His face was puzzled. 'Then what am | supposed? d

'‘Bring a bottle of Jack Daniel's and a video,” shggested.
'Distraction is the best medicine.’

'‘What video? | don't know what you've seen?'

‘Take pot luck, but nothing too sexy.'



‘Agreed.’

He leant forward then to give her a lingering kisghe mouth. 'l hate
to think of your being all alone in that house |ifgg sick,' he said.

She shrugged. 'I'll survive.'

His lips pursed into a disgruntled expression. "Yeailly know how
to make a guy feel needed!

Her face must have shown that she found his a#tituelvildering.
She'd thought he liked her being independent.

He shook his head in obvious exasperation. 'l ineshad... | should
be glad you are as you are... but sometimes h..0&d expression
flitted across his face. For a second he looket tmmfused. 'Old
habits die hard, | suppose,’ he sighed. 'You'cebei. I'll see you
tomorrow, after lunch.’

He didn't kiss her again.

Serina's period didn't arrive that night, despige buffering from

severe cramps. Several trips to the bathroom sstableshed that she
was the victim of a gastric upset, perhaps froningatoo many

cashews and peanuts all afternoon. By the next inprshe was

feeling marginally better, though drained, but éwas absolutely no
sign of anything else, a fact that had her quitzzfad. For years one
could have set a clock by her monthly cycle. Nat #he was worried
about pregnancy. This week had been a rela-tivadfly sme of the

month for one thing, but she had still faithfullgad the diaphragm
the doctor had prescribed for her.

She came downstairs shortly after eleven and begdimg herself a
light breakfast, trying to remember the last tirhe bad been late by
more than a few hours.



The answer was never, except once during her $idabol exams.
Her mother had told her it was probably becausdrets.

Serina sighed and frowned to herself over her végetoast and
black coffee. Could this be a similar state of ia$fa she wondered.
Certainly, she had been under all sorts of stratsyl with her
mother's death and problems with her brothers, taed Aaron's
coming into her life. That had to be it, she dedidgo doubt nature
would get its wheels going again soon. It was mgtho worry about.

She bit lethargically into the toast, forcing hendito other things,
like what she would put on before Aaron arrivedt 8diny niggling
doubt refused to go away. What if there was somgtreally wrong
with her?



CHAPTER TWELVE

AARON arrived shortly before two, bringing with him nontly the
bottle of whisky Serina had mentioned but the vidgoOut of
Africa—which luckily she had never seen—and several ckoufe
mixer drinks, some cold turkey and salad, courtdsiillian.

‘She really likes you.' Aaron told her.

‘Well, you don't have to look so surprised,’ shdlesin having

determined not to worry about the other matterin@exras not one to
brood. She had found over the years that most shamge worried

about never happened, so she had gradually adapteitbsophy not
to worry till it was absolutely necessary. Her nwotlinad been a
worrier, as had her father. Perhaps that was wieyhsd finally

decided not to be.

‘You don't look too bad," Aaron said as she ushéiedinto the
kitchen. His eyes flicked over the blue jeans apldwrful shirt she
had worn shopping with Christine. Her hair was sedwack in a
rubber band, her face devoid of make-up. 'A bit pate you in pain?
| brought some painkillers in case you didn't hamg.'

His thoughtfulness pleased her but she shook had Be him and
turned away to put the spare bottles of dry girdem the fridge. 'I'm
not feeling on top of the world but I'm coping. Atié only painkiller
I'm going to try is that,’ she said, pointing tce thottle of Jack
Daniel's. The years had also taught her that aleoofpshots of
whisky cured anything from a tension headache tahtche to
stomach cramps.

‘You're not a closet drunk, are you?' he teased.
'Only on certain days of the month.’

‘And when can we hope to resume... relations?'



His directness rattled her and she didn't answargst away, but
turned to pull a tray of ice-cubes out of the fierezo that she could
start mixing herself a drink. 'Want one?' she asked

‘Sure. But straight on the rocks. No ginger ale.’

She nodded and proceeded to pour the drinks, nidiecsely

ignoring his question but mulling over what she ldosay. There
was no denying her dismay, for there she'd beexitty he liked her
company just as much without sex, that he must @laoeit her more
than he realised.

Her eyes slid over his impressively male body, kdu® advantage
in hip-hugging stone-washed jeans and snug whitkifT-end that
tight little feeling turned over in her stomachwibuld have been so
very easy to tell him she had been mistaken alimutime of the
month, that it had merely been a tummy bug, knowtimgt the
afternoon would then end in their making love. Bldng with the
physical desire lay another desire, the desire¢ch®w Aaron would
handle her company without sex. Besides, Mothemugatvould
probably remedy that other matter any secondwash't even a real
lie.

'‘About New's Year Eve, | would think," she saidjmgg him a slightly
stiff smile as she handed over his drink.

He lifted it to his lips with a sigh. 'An eternigyvay.'

'‘No one's forcing you to spend your time with nshé snapped.
‘There are other women who I'm sure aren't similadisposed. Or
do you expect me to service you some other way?'

Slowly he lowered the glass to the counter, hisdwrdening. "You
expect me to ask that of you, Serina?'



She shook her head and dropped her eyes to the W¥es, she

thought desolately. Pretend outrage if you liké,y&s, that's exactly
what | think you came here hoping for. You're nfiedent to the

others. You never were. | was just a fool, beligwvhat | wanted to
believe, hoping against hope that, because yotemhvne to spend
Christmas with your family and even gave me a rimgeant more to
you than just a means to an end.

Aaron's hand shot out to grab her chin and he dohex face up to
look at him. 'l don't deserve that, Serina. I'nmsamt, God knows, but
I'm not that rotten and selfish." He dropped hen @nd drew her
firmly into his arms. 'It'syouwho | want to be with, lovemaking or
no, not some other woman.'

She made a small sobbing sound in her throat addhiex head
against his chest. 'l thought...'

‘Thought what?' He held her away and looked awitbrexasperated
eyes.

'l... | thought that all you wanted from me wad jsisx.'

'‘Now when did | ever say that, Serina? | recadlitighat | wanted you
to be my woman. That doesn't necessarily mearnrusd... | think
I'm proving that right now.'

‘Yes...yes, | suppose so." She frowned, and rulabstiaky hand
across her forehead.

'‘Don't frown, my lovely.' He bent to kiss her foeald softly, sweetly.

'Listen, I've been thinking... It looks as if Bié able to move into this
house in a couple of weeks. My solicitor is doingish job. When |

do move in...'

'Yes?' Oh, my God, he was going to ask her to nmoweth him. Her
heart began to pound.



'l don't want you buying some cheap little placet me buy you
something really nice.' His arms slid around heistvdt's the least |
can do.'

She couldn't help the shudder of revulsion thapsweough her. She
closed her eyes, her thoughts weary. After alljnstssaid in his own
defence he goes and makes a demeaning offer bke th

His voice held frustration. 'l see I've just madether boo-boo. Hell,
| don't seem to be able to make the right movesreviy@u're

concerned, do 1?' He startled her by wrenching aguate violently.

‘What is it with you, anyway? What's wrong with anrooking after
his woman, buying her a place to live in?'

'‘Nothing,' she said stiffly, 'if they're living tether or married. But
surely you can see any decent woman would be dofféibg such a
suggestion? You make me sound like your paid nastrgou can't
have your cake and eat it too, Aaron. You wangtérée to come and
go as you please. Then give me the same rightsuldahardly have
them with you being my landlord! You'd expect meb® at your

disposal, however and whenever you pleased. Fongevié | say that

sounds too close to prostitution for my liking. fSrthat how you

think of me, as little better than a prostitute?'

He threw up his hands, spun away from her and b&gpace to and
fro across the room. 'l don't believe this,' hetedn his hands
gesticulating wildly. 'l was so happy when | cameohere. So
happy. And now..."

He thumped the far end of the kitchen table. 'Nogaurse | don't
damned well think of you as a prostitute! Far franGod, | think

you're a wonderful, beautiful, marvellous, spiritestrong, sexy
woman.' He began walking towards her, his faceesofg to an
expression of tender anguish. 'But still sweetd. fesh... and oddly



old-fashioned in some ways. And | can't bear tokhof my life
without you in it.'

He stopped in front of her, his hands curling slowlver her
shoulders. Serina was spellbound, both by his paas outpouring
and the warm, wondrous way his eyes were care$srgg All she
could do was stare up at him, aching for him towhgt had to be in
his heart, what had to be behind all these mamwellgords: that he
loved her.

But he didn't.

'l care about you,' he said instead. 'Very mut¢hadmit | still don't

want marriage or total commitment. That hasn't gedn But you're
not that sort of person either, are you, Serin@&\ére marriage and
babies you were after you'd have taken that roagl &go. | think you
want what | want. The right to be an individual,itave one's own
private space, but at the same time to have sontedne with, talk

to; someone to hold, to touch, to kiss...'

His fingers dug into her shoulders as he liftedrheuth to his, and,
while Serina was moved by his kiss, his last worals filled her with

a dark dismay. He didn't have any idea what madéidie what she

wanted from life. He had interpreted her reluctabtzesettle for

second best in a life partner over the years aslato be single and
fancy-free.

But he was wrong, terribly wrong. Yet if she saidl this their
relationship would be over. All she could do wasatgng with what
he wanted at the moment and keep hoping that eaignthis
aversion to marriage, or at least commitment, wéedden.

He drew back from the kiss at last, her willing p@sse having
smoothed the tension from his face. 'That's alllexktthen?' he



murmured, touching a gentle hand to her cheek.'lNaiueast let me
help youlookfor a place, a unit near the beach perhaps?’

She plastered a smile on her face. Having madddwsion, Serina
was going to see it through to the bitter endlike that.'

His sigh was full of relief. 'Thank God we got ttadk straightened
out. For a moment there, | thought...' He shrugtfeeh bent to kiss
her, deeply, hungrily.

Serina wished she could help the immediate anddiszsponse that
sent a low moan to her throat. The kiss lastedaftong time, and
when Aaron drew back he let her go to rub his chiryeful grimace
on his lips. '‘New Year's Eve, eh?’

'‘New Year's Eve,' she husked with true regret. dhwat could hardly
say anything different now. Explanations would &etbo awkward.

'‘Aah, well. Out of Africa,here we come...'

Serina was to think later how odd it was that, lbfree films in the
world, he'd had to choose one where the main lto®y sevolved
around a woman who wanted and needed the sectinhaoiage,
and an independent man who shied away from commitniaut it
was indeed a wonderful movie, a thought-provoking amotional
one.

'l think,' she commented tearfully as the finaldit® came up, 'that if
the hero hadn't been killed he would have marriateK.'

'l don't think so," Aaron contradicted. 'He was @ in his ways.
Anyway, there's no point in hypothesising—maskilled. It's a true
story, not a Hollywood invention.'



'l guess you're right,' Serina murmured, not wantinargue with him
again. Besides, there was an edgy flavour to hievhat warned her
to get off that subject.

'‘Would you like a cup of tea?' she asked.

They spent another couple of enjoyable hours piking. Not on
anything crucial. Mostly on various films they hegen, and enjoyed.
Their tastes were surprisingly similar, neithetta@m liking the films
that had little else to offer but gratuitous viaten

At last Aaron rose with a sigh. 'l have to go. émised Christine |
would take her out for a Chinese tonight. I'd aski §o come too but |
think she's looking forward to having me all todedf for once.’

'Of course,' Serina smiled, and walked with himtouhe car. 'Will |
see you tomorrow?' she asked after he had kissegbbdbye.

He climbed in behind the wheel, wound down the wimé&nd smiled
up at her. 'Silly question.'

Her heart turned over. 'When?'
'Sixish. How about dinner out and another movie?"
‘Great. You're staying up here at Jillian's fortaley aren't you?'

‘Till New Year's Eve. Then I'm going back to Sydn&gep New
Year's Eve free, will you?'

'‘Are we going to a party?' she said brightly.

His smile was wry. 'Not likely. Takgouall glammed up into a room
full of my boozy cronies?' He laughed. 'Heck, lal/é to spend all
night keeping their paws and eyes off. The paityve in mind is

definitely only for two!'



Serina tried to take his words in the joking mantieey were

delivered. But underneath she wished hewould taekeda party, be
openly proud and trusting of their relationship.dMa wary, perhaps,
that he might flare up into a jealous rage if shensich as smiled at
another man? Or did he just want to hide her as@lgly for his eyes
and pleasure? She wanted Aaron to love her, buikeathat!

She took a step back and folded her arms, a shiveing up her
spine. 'You can't be cold," he frowned.

‘Someone must have walked over my grave.'

The word 'grave’ made his frown darken further, &adna hastened
to alleviate the situation. 'Off you go,' she urg&@u don't want to
worry Christine.'

He glanced at his watch. 'Yes, I'd better mov@et you,' he called as
he fired the engine and sped off down the road.

Serina sighed when he turned the corner at therotf the hill.
Why, oh, why, she wondered, couldn't she haverfalidove with a
simple, uncomplicated man, a man who wanted exachigit she
wanted? Marriage... security... a family... Instesdde had to get
tangled up with Aaron. Did he love her yet? sheeddkerself for the
umpteenth time. Or was it still mainly lust?

Could be, she admitted ruefully. Could be...

Serina turned and walked slowly into the house.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

IT wAs the end of the first week in January and on tlaatiqular

Saturday afternoon Aaron was going to help Seimag the lease
for the unit she had decided to rent rather thay Baron and
Christine planned to move in to the house just@msas Serina
moved her personal things out.

At least thahadbeen the plan.
But everything had changed now...

Serina sat at the kitchen table, her head in halidyahe reality of her
situation finally sinking in. Her eyes began to switears spilling out
and down her cheeks, through her fingers. She cstildhardly
believe it.

Not that crying would do any good. Or solve anythifhe die had
been cast and nothing—absolutetthing—eould be done to change
it!

Because, against all the odds, all the unlikehbphilities, shevas
pregnant.

She had gone to a twenty-four-hour medical centig gt morning

because her still missing period had finally get tietter of her. Not
that she'd imagined for one moment she had cort@wvehild. Her

mind had taken her along other, more traumaticauAfter all, she
had taken all the necessary precautions and tlaerdéen no other
symptoms to warn her. No morning sickness or dessn Not that
there would be yet, she supposed in weary resmmati

Her first reaction to the doctor's diagnosis hadrbetter disbelief.
But it was hard to ignore the test he had shown deest that was
conclusive after a fortnight. From the dates sl lan, the doctor
had concluded that she had probably conceiveditsietime with



Aaron, seventeen days before. On an internal exaimm he'd
decided that the diaphragm she had been usinglightystoo small

for her and that, for some reason he couldn't pmpber cycle must
have been disturbed and ovulation delayed.

Had she been under any stress? he'd asked.
She had nodded dumbly.

An amazing and unfortunate set of circumstance& heplied,
shaking his head.

She had left the surgery in a daze. A baby... shegweing to have a
baby... Aaron's baby...

And as much as she wanted the child—indeed wouwd tteeir child
no matter what!'—Serina had realised immediately sipielt disaster
for her and Aaron's relationshipisaster!

For even if he did accept the child as his—and ghtmot!'—he
would naturally think she had deliberately got magf in order to
trap him into marriage. Hadn't she taken respolitgibifor
contraception? Didn't he believe she had recemttydhperiod?

Possibly he might believe her if she told him ther and got him to
speak to the doctor, but either way this pregnaspsit the end of
their future together. He would hate the feelingenfrapment, hate
the unwanted responsibility. He was sure to endaimgher!

By the time she had arrived home Serina was inrile state, her
mind whirling. Maybe she was wrong, maybe Aaron l\ddake it
guite well. Maybe he would confess that he loveddms wanted to
marry her anyway. She was tempted. What woman wiudd? She
loved the man and could hardly bear to think & Without him.



But, as the time of Aaron's arrival approached,in@effinally
embraced the fact that she couldn't in all consedell him about the
baby. Neither could she stay and live down her#h iner pregnancy
gradually becoming more obvious. Naomi had useth sutactic to
ensnare Aaron, with awful results. Serina lovedofaioo much to
subject him to such a ghastly replay of the past.

Her packing had been achieved with numbed movenaités which
she made the necessary phone calls then sat dowre ateps near
the front door, elbows on knees, head in handseptdt, Serina, she
told herself. It's over...

Strangely enough, she didn't feel like crying angren She felt

almost calm, resigned. At least sivas,till Aaron arrived. Nerves
crowded back when he breezed in, all smiles, anchadwately

swooped up her two bags. 'Glad to see you're resagBets,’ he said,
and started heading for the front door.

It was time, she realised, to tell him she had gkdrher mind, that
she didn't want to live down here and be his lotreat she wanted to
go back to Queensland to live by herself. She meanell him
kindly, carefully, but nerves made the words tundaleof her mouth
without preamble, without any possibility of sofieg their content.

Aaron just stared at her, his eyes rounding, hisession appalled.

She hated seeing the shock, the hurt on his fatehlving said it,
she realised there was no easy way to say somdtkethis, todo
something like this. Maybe at some time in the feitshe would
contact him and tell him about the baby, and malgbe he would be
more ready to handle the news. As it was, shekuostv it would
make him unbelievably miserable.

Finally he dropped her bags, turning away onlyflyit fling the
front door shut before whirling to face her agdidon't believe what



| just heard, Serina! Not a word of it! Somethinigegopened | don't
know about. What is it?' he demanded. 'Is it thatid damned letter
you got from that old boyfriend of yours? Paul stimmeg or other?
Don't look so shocked. | didn't read it. | merelgked up the
envelope and saw the name on the back.'

She looked up at him, fighting inside for the cgedo go through
with this. 'No, Paul doesn't want me back. He wgs$ yvriting to let
me know he'd found someone to marry at last andasgisne well.'

'l see," he scorned. 'So I'm not the first pootdrdsyou've screwed
up. You've probably been loving and leaving ‘enmytars! My God,'

he exclaimed, horror dawning in his eyes, 'dorilt feu've met

someone else?"

'‘No, of course not!" she denied hotly.

'‘What is it, then?' His eyes raked her face. 'fin&| Serina, for pity's
sake!'

'l can't,’ she whispered.

'‘Can't, Serina?' he said harshly. '‘Or won't? Helli can't expect me
to let you walk out without some sort of an explaora | deserve that
at least, don't 1?'

She could see he was determined for her to saythorgegive some

reason, no matter how pathetic. 'lt...it's not eimgle reason,' she
began hesitantly. 'lt's me, for one. I... I've nelveen able to settle
down in one place for long. | get...restless. Anent| move on. |

really like you, Aaron. Very much. And | thoughtwanted a

long-term relationship but I... I'm beginning tolfeesmothered.’

He stared at her. 'Smothered?' he said, disbeli@kivoice and eyes.
Clearly, he wasn't convinced.



'Yes... You're a very jealous and possessive margri\' she went on.
'l can't handle that sort of thing. First there waat incident with
Craig... and then there was the New Year's Eve part

'‘New Year's Eve party? Goddammit, we didn't egerto a New
Year's Eve party!

She flushed under his frustration. 'l know! Thats the point. And
why didn't we? I'll tell you why. You didn't wannhg other man
looking at me, let alone wanting me.

She could see he was beginning to believe herthiare was an
element of truth in what she was saying. 'And wilithappen when
you go back to work and we don't spend as muchtogether? I'll be
getting the third degree all the time. It'll beightmare!

She looked away from the shock in his face, feathm at any
moment she would throw herself in his arms andhigllthe truth and
to hell with it!

'l see," he muttered. 'l didn't realise | was abdsathat. In fact I..." He
broke off and just stared at her, long and harth@sgh by searching
her face he could see into her mind. Finally, algint came into his
gaze. 'l suppose there's nothing | can do to chgogemind,' he bit
out. 'Nothing | can say, no reassurances | can fake

'No...'
‘Look at me, damn you, when you say that!'

She lifted her lashes, unable to prevent the shimigef tears in her
eyes.

He saw them and shook his head, his expressionsiagl 'Do you
have any idea what you're doing to me?' he raspag.idea at all?'



‘Yes.'
'l should wish you to hell.’
She just looked at him, knowing they were bothaadsethere.

He took a ragged step towards her, one hand regqohirto touch her
cheek, to move across and trace the curve of per li

'‘Don't,' she cried, pushing away his hand to crhdtecheeks with her
own hands. 'Please don't...'

There was an elongated silence.

‘Are you leaving today?' he finally asked, his edilat and empty.
She nodded.

‘Do you want me to drive you anywhere?"

She shook her head.

'‘What about the unit? Have you rung the estatetag®d them you
wouldn't be signing the lease?'

‘Yes,' she choked out, looking up at last. 'Andit quy job.’

‘That's it, then, isn't it? | suppose you'll war ta say your goodbyes
to Jillian. And Christine.’

'If you would,' she said tensely.

His indifferent shrug betrayed more pain than tlesteallous words
would have. 'Why not? What about the house keys?'

'l left them on the kitchen table.'



‘How very organised you are, Serina.'

She accepted his sarcasm with a sad little smikd. dMganised
enough, it seemed, to prevent a pregnancy thatesaisng her life to
pieces. 'Goodbye, Aaron.’

'‘Don't mind me if | don't come out and see you &fé glared at her
one last time, then turned away and stalked iredtiuse.

Serina would never know how she made it down todRigophome
that day. She had secured her two bags on thedfdodr bike and
taken off, wheels wobbling, tears streaming downfaee, uncaring
if she lived or died.

The ride was an endless road of misery and recaitioins. She had
handled the situation all wrong. She should halteAaron the truth,
should have done anything but let him look at leeha had done,
with such hatred. She could bear almost anythiridgHai!

She got lost several times, having to ask diresti8ut in the end she
made it to Rupert's luxurious villa house, whichswacked away in a
private leafy street in suburban Sans Souci. It Wamtly
Mediterranean in style, with archways, white-painbeicks and lots
of plants.

He was watching the races on television when stivedr—his wife
away at the hairdresser's in preparation for firsirSaturday night at
the theatre since coming back from their cruisesétded back down
on his deeply cushioned lounger after waving Senmpatiently
Inside and into an adjoining chair. But when shecaimced her news
her jerked forward to sit on the edge of the ss@pping off the TV
with the remote control.

‘You'rewhat!' he exploded.

'l said I'm pregnant with Aaron Kingsley's child.’



For a split second Rupert merely stared up atriiepenetrating blue
eyes quite blank. But then his brain clicked ineaigand he sighed
back into the cushions. '‘Well, well, well! | woubéve thought you'd
have known better than that, Sister dear. You'vieadosuch an
occurrence quite successfully for long enough.' éyiss narrowed
with an unexpected idea. 'Or was it deliberate?'

‘No., .a fluke.

'So why are you telling me? Surely you don't expeetto play big

brother after all these years? You've always magerfectly clear

you despised both Philip and myself almost as nascyou despised
Father.'

She gaped at him.
His face showed genuine surprise. "thdn't despise us all?'

'Of course not. Never! I... | thought it was thaetway round. You
and Philip were always so superior, ssneeringAnd as for Dad, he
never had any time for me. He thought | was notluaga little... a
little...'

'Slut?' Rupert suggested bluntly.
‘Maybe not as bad as that...'

'‘Dad adored you,' Rupert announced baldly. ‘Mayies enore than
Mum did.'

'‘But he...he...'

Rupert sighed. 'You were his little princess, Seriklis sweet,
innocent little princess. Then suddenly you grew\tgry suddenly.
He couldn't handle it, couldn't handle the waytad boys—and men-
started looking at you. He didn't know what to @doh& got angry,



then blamed you, drove you away. It was easier fisgling impotent
about the situation.'

'l never knew... never realised ...'

'You know, Serina, for a woman of the world youwstaprisingly

innocent. But that's perhaps what gets the maleshere you're
concerned. That stunning sensuality of yours igeth with a

maddening innocence. It used to drive Phil mad wlag all his

classmates suddenly began flocking around the house you

started blossoming, all just to see you, of cou?ser Phil, he always
did have trouble making friends, especially gidfrds. That's why he
ate so much, and why he was always so aggressiveg/ to you,

because he was jealous of the way you attracteoppesite sex like
flies.'

Serina shook her head. 'l feel so stupid not kngwimy of this.'

‘Not to worry. Phil survived and Evonne adores hiimey're talking
about a baby themselves next year.'

'‘Oh, I'm so glad.'
Rupert made an impatient sound. '‘And that's jkstyou, too.'
‘What do you mean?'

‘You're genuinely happy for him, aren't you, eMaouigh he's treated
you like dirt for years? Do you know how annoyirigs to have
someone so generous around? It makes one feel Nagything you
know I'll be doing something stupid like giving yowy share of the
house-money for that kid you're having.'

Serina gaped at her brother.



'You don't have to look at me like that,' he prtgdsn his best bored
tone. 'Someone has to do something. | gather yoegciqus Mr
Kingsley isn't jumping up and down with joy at begng a father,
which is why you're here. Am | right?'

'‘Not quite,' she managed to get out. 'l couldmrtktivhere else to go
on the spur of the moment. Aaron doesn't know. Andotgoing to
tell him.'

'‘Oh, dear God, why not?'

There was no way she could explain her decisiomowit telling
Rupert the whole truth. It took some time but to sigprise her elder
brother listened with great tolerance, even suppglyiissues and
patting her shoulder when she dissolved into tleasional weep.

'‘Now let me get this straight,' he said when shaldhed. 'The real
reason you're not telling your erstwhile lover aé impending
fatherhood is that you think he couldn't handlehsac crushing
responsibility at this point in time but that he vl embrace it
nevertheless, all the while heading for a nervoeskdown.’

‘Something like that," she sniffed, thinking Rugsatl described the
situation in typically wordy legal- style jargon.

'So you lied and left him, basically because yose lbim.'
‘Well... yes.'
‘Brother, it sounds like a line from a soap opera!'

He shook his head in exasperation, but when harlsdgan to quiver
dangerously his face melted to an expression thaisi resembled
affection. Serina was astonished. 'l guess it®ypur family to help
you, then,' he sighed.



'If | could just stay a couple of nights,' she bebasitantly. 'l thought
| would go back to Queensland and use my shaleecddtate to buy a
small unit. They're cheaper up there than down.{dren | could get
a job till the baby's due and--'

‘Definitely not!
'No.?'

'‘Oh, you can go to Queensland if you like. | wottiginesume to tell
you where to live, but you shouldn't have to warlour condition. |

meant what | said, you know, about giving you mgrstof the estate.
| don't really need it anyway. That way you can laugecent place
with half and have enough left over to give yourak income.’

'‘But... but,’ she flustered, 'l can't let you datthl mean, I'm
incredibly moved and grateful but it's not rightvdn't accept it.'

‘Typical,’ Rupert sighed. 'You always were fiercehgependent.
How about an interest-free loan, payments staditgy the babe is
old enough for you to go back to work?'

'‘Rupert..." Tears were back in her eyes agairoriltcknow what to
say...'

‘Thank you will suffice,' he said, a catch in haamally cold voice.
'‘But what about your wife?' she whispered. ""Wam& sbject?’

‘Not at all. She'll be delighted for there to bieady in the family she
can buy things for and spoil. You see, | can't haitdren...'

'‘Oh, Rupert...How awful for you..



He cleared his throat. 'lIt's not so bad for me—ehiay career, after
all—but Vivian is beginning to feel it. | guess Yar-compensate by
buying her things.'

'‘But, Rupert, if there's nothing wrong with Viviarny doesn't she try
artificial insemination?'

Her brother pulled a face. 'She mentioned it ondel lolon't think |
could treat anyone else's kid as my own.'

‘That's silly, and selfish... and you know it.'

He gave Serina a sharp glance. 'You've learnt éalsyour mind,
haven't you?'

Her smile was wry. 'Just like you.'
‘Touche.'

They grinned at each other, and suddenly, despit@dartache over
losing Aaron, everything didn't seem quite so bliacgerina's world.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

SERINA had been settled into her new unit for just orehmonths
when Philip rang her one night in a flap. A phoa# from him was
not unusual—he often rang her now—>but it was et fiim to sound
So rattled.

'I'm terribly sorry," he said again. 'l didn't meartell him. Iknowyou
made Rupert and me promise not to under any ciriaumoss but, my
God, when that man gets mad he's positively frightg'

‘You told Aaron | was pregnant,’ she stated flatigr whole body
going cold, then hot, then cold.

'Of course not! | wouldn't do that. It was your eek$s he wanted.'

‘And yougaveit to him? Just because he got a bit angry? OttipPh
how couldyou?'

'Hey, you weren't here, so don't judge me too Iarithwasn't just a

guestion of anger. He threatened to put a privateative on your
tail. He said he knew you'd intended buying a saihewhere on the
Gold Coast so it wouldn't have taken a decent tya®r very long

to locate you. A month at most. | thought if your Kingsley was

going to come up and see you it was best he didsssoon as
possible, before you're too obviously pregnantsT¥ay, at least y(ju
can hide it if you want to. But to be honest, Sgriwhy not tell the

man, give him a chance?’

Serina's sigh was ragged. 'Believe me, Philip, haloer not know.
Are you sure he's going to come up here to seeWtet about my
phone number? Did you give him that?'

'No, and since it's not listed under your name haile to go up there
to see you personally or not at all. And he witl.dtake my life on it.
I've never seen a man so damned determined!’



'Oh, God...'

'l tried ringing you as soon as he left the oftoceg you weren't home.
I've been ringing every hour since. Where on easdfe you?'

Serina just caught herself before she said 'At tv&wkpert and Philip
had been so good to her, Rupert with his loan Famlip stunning her
by giving her a small car—a bike, he'd said, wasllyasuitable
transport for a woman in her condition—so she didee to confess
that she didn't have enough to live on till hestfinterest cheque
came in and had taken a casual job as a barmaid dbsvsmall local
hotel to tide her over.

'l was out all afternoon,' she said. 'Do you thdron's already on
his way?'

‘Maybe... Maybe not. He'd drive, I'd say. I'd cetiabe keeping an
eye out for him tomorrow.'

Serina's head spun. Tomorrow... She couldn't thinkdn't know
what to do...

She sank down on the chair that was next to the@hwer free hand
coming to rest on the slight swell of her stomalslr emotions
mixed. She could hide her pregnancy quite easily.vi&as she sure
she wanted to any more? Time had given her manyantsto regret
her decision. She had missed Aaron so terribly...

‘Serina? Are you OK?'
'‘What? Oh, yes, Philip, I'm fine.’

'You always say you're fine. | could fly up in theorning if you're
worried, give you some moral support.’

‘Thank you, dear brother, but I'll be all rightuliy.'



‘Hmph! You just don't like admitting you need helpyou lived
down here in Sydney Rupert and | could keep a beyte on you.'

But that would have been too temptingly near tooashe almost
said. Five hundred miles was a safe distance.ast iehad been. Till
now...

Why was Aaron coming to see her? It seemed unlikelwanted her
back. Serina had not forgotten how he had lookedeatthat final
day, his face dark and unforgiving. And it had bemmer three
months, after all. If he'd missed her so badly loeild surely have
come after her before this.

'‘Well, if you're not going to talk | might as wélang up,' Philip said
peevishly.

'Sorry... | was a million miles away."'

'‘Well you'd better get your wits about you befaredr-boy shows up.
That man doesn't know how to take a simple "no'afoanswer.'

They said their goodbyes, but even after the receras safely back
in its cradle Serina just sat there, staring iqtace, her mind going
round and round. Why was he coming? Why?

In the end she jumped to her feet and vacuumeadvtitde place,
more to do something than with any desire to clepnShe kept
thinking of coming home after work and seeing hisebBMW

parked in the street outside the block of unitstimgfor her.

Serina didn't sleep well that night, if at all. Slesmtemplated ringing
the hotel in the morning and saying she wouldn'inb® work, but

that would have been risking her job, which shededeSo ten a.m.
found her behind the main bar as usual, serving tinst batch of

customers.



'Haven't seen you in here before, darlin',’ thekieilounging on the
counter drawled. He lifted the schooner of bedmnisolips while his
Insolent gaze roved over her figure. Not that isvea display. She
had left her white shirt out to flow over the tighing waistband of
her black skirt.

''ve been here three months.' She shrugged arahlolrging glasses.
A yawn came to her mouth.

‘Late to bed?' the man suggested.
‘Something like that.'
He gave a knowing laugh. "You should try going albn

She raised a dry eyebrow at him. Men who likedatk &bout sex
were rarely a problem.

‘You could be a model, you know," he continued.
'Is that so?"

'I'd like to take pictures of you.'

'‘Really.'

‘Yeah... I'm good with a camera. I'm good with othengs, too..."' His
eyes dropped down to her breasts then up agairat"édéhyou say,
eh? When do you finish up here?’

Serina rolled her eyes and turned away.
'‘Aw, come on, honey. | haven't got time for games.'

‘Too bad,’ came a low, menacing voice. 'l wasabsiut to give you
your first lesson in survival training.'



Both the truckie's and Serina's heads snapped round

‘Aaron..." Serina lowered the glass to the couiter,hand shaking
slightly, her heart going thumpity- thump.

'Serina,’ he said, nodding towards her.God, he eldokke hell.
Unshaven. Bleary-eyed. Crumpled clothes.

But at the same time he looked magnificent, wits bquared
shoulders and steely gaze striking terror intotikart of the little
creep at the bar.

'‘No need to get steamed, mate,' the truckie wasddying. 'l was only
talkin' to her. No harm done.'

‘Shove off, buddie," Aaron growledrast!

'Sure thing, mate. Sure thing.' And he scuttledvathout finishing
his beer.

Aaron slid on to the bar stool, his eyes lifting3erina's. A reluctant
smile came to his lips. 'Things haven't changedradg/ou, | see.’

Against all the best dictates of common sensemsiled back at him.
'Oh, | don't know,' she murmured with hidden iroi@an | get you a
beer?' She swept aside the half-empty schooner.

'‘Why not?'
'‘What about food? Are you hungry? You look hungry.'
That slow smile tugged again at his mouth. 'Oh,.yés hungry...'

"'l get Rex to make you a couple of sandwichés.tbo early for a
proper lunch. The cook hasn't arrived yet.' Sheedmff to speak to



the hotel proprietor, who gave Aaron a close loefole nodding and
heading for the kitchen.

Serina appeared totally composed as she walkedlyslback,
stopping to pull a beer for Aaron on the way. 'Heoomes.' She slid
it along the counter to a perfect halt in fronhoh, hoping this would
distract him from looking too closely at her figuas she walked
back.

'Very professional,' he drawled, and lifted it ie lips.
'I've had plenty of practice.’

He sipped the beer, then put it down. 'You donénsell that
surprised by my arrival. | suppose Philip rang ywarned you.'

'Yes.'

'l went to your place first. A neighbour told meeavh you worked.'
'You must have just missed me. | started at ten.'

He nodded. 'Can we talk? Here? Now? It's impotante, Serina.’

Despite Aaron's surface calm, his voice had viloratgh a tension
that was disturbing. Her chest contracted, makegaware of how
tightly she was holding on to herself to appeareste.

'l suppose so. We're not busy yet. I'll just spwaRex and get your
sandwiches.’

'I'll be over in that booth in the corner.’

For a second Serina hesitated, worried that he trmghice the
change in her figure as she walked across the fotel But she
needn't have worried. Aaron didn't even look uprfisiaring into the



beer till she slid into the booth opposite and fwat sandwiches in
front of him.

‘You're looking well," he murmured, his eyes uneddd as they met
hers.

'Sorry if | can't say the same for you,' she cowwate'You look like
hell.’

'Driving all night does take it out of one.'

'So why do it, Aaron? What was the awful rush? yaid have to meet
one of your deadlines?'

His smile was wry. 'Same old Serina... as blureé\as.'

'‘Not blunt, Aaron. Just straightforward. Now arelygmwing to tell me
why you've driven all this way in such a hurry® Hot Christine, is
it?' she said, her stomach turning over with thedlsn thought. 'She's
not sick or anything?'

His laugh was definitely sardonic. 'No.'
Serina sighed.

'l wonder if | would rate the same concern. Whatildo/ou say if |
was sick?'

Her heart stopped. 'You're not, are you?'
‘Yes.'
All the colour drained from her face.

His hands shot across the table to grasp hergxpigssion twisting
into an anguished grimace. 'Sick with missing y®erina. Sick with



waking up and not finding you next to me. Sick wibking in the
mirror and thinking that | drove you away.'

‘Aaron... please..." She could hardly believe vwdiet was hearing,
dared not believe the awesome depth of emotiomthatvibrating in
his voice.

'l love you, Serina,' he rasped.

Her head rocked backwards, all breathing suspented... love
me?'

'‘Desperately. And you can say what you like, make excuse you
like, but Iknowyou loved me once.’

She blinked her astonishment. 'How...how do youkio

'l think | always did know. That's why | was sorsted by your
leaving me. It just didn't make sense. It didn'kengense to Craig
either.’

'‘Craig?' she gasped.

‘Yes, Craig. He kept telling me there had to beesaomstake, he was
so sure you loved me.' He lifted her hands to hosithy kissing her
fingers. "Youdid, didn't .you?'

Her head nodded before she could stop it.

His relief was enormous, though she could guesd ghestion he
was going to ask next. "Then why did you leave,na&r| don't

believe you were restless, or that | was excegsjealous. We were
happy together. | know we were! Could it have bbenause you
thought you had no future with me, because | refis@ven consider
marriage and a family?'



Her eyes opened wide, her lips parting with a sgnadb.

'You don't have to say anything," he went on swifils face showing
even more relief. 'l can see it in your face. O&tir&... darling...
What a fool I've been...'

All she could do was blink.

‘After you'd gone | almost went mad,"' he went osspanately. 'l had
no idea how much, how deeply | loved you till yoeren't there. It
wasn't just the sex, either. | missed hearing yugh, seeing you
smile, watching you do even the simplest thingstdn missed your
sarcasm. | couldn't believe how blind | had bedinking that,

because of what I'd been through with Naomi, | didiant love or

commitment any more. Without it—withowtou— was like an

empty shell.’

He was shaking his head. '‘Dear God, Serina, Iif# vgorth living
unless one needs and is needed in return. | suddealised that
more than anything else in the world | wanted yomg wife, to have
a child by you, because | knew that with you it Vdobe a real
partnership, a sharing. Not one person taking aadother giving.
You are everything | want and need, my darling.rineng!'

He pressed both her palms to his mouth, kissing thiengrily. 'Say
you still love me!" he demanded in a thick stradgleice. 'Say you'll
marry me! Say you want my child!

Her eyes swam as she pulled his hands across tiktabie toher
mouth. There she kissed them rev-erently then Ihelchtagainst her
cheek till she could catch her breath. 'l stilldorou, Aaron... | want
to marry you... But |..."

He flinched when she hesitated, his face grimacwgh
apprehension.



'I'm already having your child,' she murmured.

He wrenched his hands away and sagged back agheniooth,

clearly staggered. 'My God..." But as he staredeatastonishment
gradually changed to confusion. As though in sloatiom he came
forward to lean against the table. 'But...but...adhen?’

‘The first night we slept together, | think.'
'‘But you said... and later you...'

Serina's smile was gentle, her heart overflowig, While Aaron
was puzzled, there was no disbelief in his facejusb to accuse, of
condemn. 'l think I'd better start at the beginding

So she told him everything, not just from the bemg of their
relationship but everything that had shaped herftdm the moment
she had begun to grow into a woman. She told hiatt Wad led up to
her leaving home, about her long lonely years ¢\vim Queensland,
and finally about Paul. Aaron was clearly takencabahen she
revealed she'd been a virgin before that, but lceped it without
guestion, then showed a heart-w arming satisfaetioen she added
that he, Aaron, had been the only man she hadleved, the only
man who had made her sexually happy. The only reake had
never confessed her relative inexperience earleey because it had
seemed to please him that she was a free spirit.

Last but not least, she related the extraordinahainc of
circumstances surrounding the conception of theidc

And with the telling she saw Aaron's love for heswg and flower as
true love did with the emergence of trust and ustaeding. He
looked at her with new eyes, new respect. Andgeldegree of awe.



‘Do you mean to tell me that you left because ymught | couldn't
cope with our having a baby, that you were preptyescrifice your
own happiness for mine?"'

She shrugged, feeling shy under his adoring glhizeemed the right
thing to do. Craig insisted you weren't ready getiake on any more
responsibility. | thought that I might tell yousome time in the
future...'

‘Craig..." Aaron breathed in and out very deeplikill him!'

'‘But he was right, Aaron,' she insisted. "You waltliave been able
to handle it three months ago. At least now, halowgd and lost, so
to speak, you know what you really want out of.life

‘True," he nodded, then shook his head regretfidlyt when | think
of what you've gone through—I should have beenetHer you,
looking after you, loving you. Oh, Serina ... Camuyever forgive
me?'

'How can | forgive you for something you didn't knoAaron? It's |
who should be asking your forgiveness. | hurt yom with my lies,
though | certainly didn't mean or want to. | thouglwas a case of
being cruel to be kind.'

He simply stared at her. 'lI've never known a woltkanyou. You are
truly remarkable.’

'I'm no saint, Aaron,' she denied. 'lI've had soemibde nights,
missing you, wanting you. Many times | hated theisien | made. In
fact, I'm not too sure | wouldn't have relentedrsand told you. It
was too lonely without you.'

He reached forward and enfolded her hands backnatils. "You'll
never be lonely again, my darling. Never...'



Her heart filled to overflowing, tears pricking heyes. Fairy-tales
did come true. Or was it more perhaps that loveviiawl through in
the end, her love for this man of her dreams?

The emotion of the moment was diffused when Aarom@sth broke
into a cheeky grin. 'At least once | take you homth me and
announce our coming marriage I'll be welcomed baitkthe family
fold. Jillian isn't talking to me.'

‘Goodness. What happened?’ Serina was all eadstogbaut any tears
aside. This wasn't a time for crying. This was yj6s, a wondrous
moment.

Aaron gave a mock shudder. 'After you left, whemnéwesited it was
like being dipped in the Antarctic. Poor Geral@drto be a mediator
but failed miserably. Finally, last week, | blew nsfack and
demanded to know what was eating her, whereupoianlil
pronounced | was a rotten cad who didn't desemédoie of a good
woman, and that if I didn't find you and marry yshe wouldn't speak
to me for the rest of her life. Of course, | tolerhto mind her own
bloody business and charged off home. My infernalenego had
convinced me you were nothing but an empty, fligbityof fluff
who'd never be able to be relied on and who wagorth chasing
after.'

His laughter hid a lot of remembered pain. 'Goe, ibbish | told
myself! Then two nights ago they replay@dt of Africaon TV. |
vowed | wouldn't watch it, wouldn't do anythingreamind myself of
you, but Christine insisted on seeing it and sowra$ sitting there,
watching the hero get killed again. It came to ima&t i could die
tomorrow without telling you that | loved you, watt ever holding
you in my arms again. | resolved then and thertltibauld not let
that happen. So | went to see your brother, anel Iham!'

'Oh, Aaron...'



He just looked at her, a soft smile of wonder anlipis. 'A baby,' he
murmured. 'Our baby..."' His smile grew. "You ddiseaChristine is
going to flip. She always wanted a brother or tesis

‘A brother,' she informed him. 'lI've had an ulttasd.
His eyes lit up. ‘A son...'

Her gaze searched his for one last reassuraneeytr positive it's
all right, Aaron? | mean.. .you might have wantdzhhy eventually,
but--'

He put a finger to her lips. '‘None of that. I'migleted and ecstatic.
And | don't think of your pregnancy as a fluke,yasl said. It's as
though from the moment we met your body waitechier waited for
me to bring it to life in the most marvellous waly..

'Oh, darling... | never thought of it like that. QhHer eyes did fill
with tears this time. 'What a lovely way to looktat'

'Hey! Serina! That's a bloke's not hassling youhe®' Rex called
from the bar.

She looked up and smiled through her soggy lashieis.bloke, Rex,
Is the father of my baby and my husband-to-be. Aadhe's not
hassling me.'

'‘Baby? Husband?' The hotel proprietor groaned. i@h,don't tell
me. You're quitting!

Aaron slid out from the booth and helped Serin&do feet. For a
brief moment he stared in awe at her softly swglBtomach before
curling an armround her shoulders. "Fraid so, m#taron called
back. 'As of now!

'‘Hey, but...'



Aaron drew out his wallet and threw two-hundredlaltsl on the
bar-top. 'Drinks are on me," he said.

Then he steered his lovely Serina out of the hatel into the
sunshine, where he stopped to look up into the dieg sky.

‘Great day for the race, isn't it?'

Serina frowned. 'The race? What race?'
He grinned. 'The human race.’

'‘Oh, you!'

They laughed and walked off, arm in arm, the lowetleeir faces a
tangible thing for all to bear witness to. It coblkel seen on the day of
their wedding, and at the christening of their adew months later.

Not a day went by when Serina did not thank the &rove for Aaron
and his love.

And as for Aaron... whenever he looked at his Ite&ingly
beautiful wife his heart would literally turn ovemd he would recall
what Craig had once told him so succinctly. "Yowrlucky devil,
mate. A very lucky devil!"



