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YESTERDAY'S BRIDE
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Wanted: husband and father!

It had broken Taylor's heart to leave her husb&t-how could she
stay with Craig when he seemed to have stoppeadoker...and
their baby?

Now baby Melanie is a lively five-year-old, and shenis her daddy!
Taylor is determined to see if Craig really hasegiwp on being a
husband and father. Her strategy is simple: sintdl Craig's office

and confront him! It's the answer to his prayens:-lafter all these
years, can he convince Taylor he wants them to beabfamily

again?



Dear Reader,

I've always had a deep loathing for heroines wiesd#d with a charmed life, experience no ree
trauma until they encounter the hero; where upewy immediately begin to insult, scream, argue
or throw things at him for the flimsiest of reaspag)."You arrogant, unprincipled cad, how dare
you ask me to buy a raffle ticket!

No, I'm afraid | like my heroines a little more imatal; not perfect, but flawed enough to be
interesting and realistic. To me it matters littleether a heroine is rich or poor, straight laced o
so laid back her romantic past has been spententiorizontal,as long as she typifies a
"normal" person! Everyone has momentary flashes of selfishness,oegoitchiness so on
principle | avoid saintly heroines who not only reake feel bad, but are so self sacrificing they
make even Mother Teresa seem self serving! Simjlatike to create plot situations which can
relate. While it's fun to occasionally try and ceive larger-than-life plot twists to challenge and
test my heroine's fortitude, I'm so often awed bwtextraordinarily strong and resourceful my
female compatriots are required to be on a dayatolasis, that many of the scenarios in my
novels are embroideries of something I've encoedtasr heard of, in real life. YESTERDAY'S
BRIDE in the result of one such experience.

While the characters and story line of YESTERDABRIDE are purely fictitious they were
motivated by my admiration of two ordinary Austeals who fought impossible odds and won.
The medical circumstances of Melanie's birth iis thhok are based on those of a little girl who
was born on the same day as my sonshould've been born over three months later! Thirteer
years later that little girl is a normal, healtleghager and hopefully neither she nor her mothe
will ever again be required to produce the stremgtjuired to endure her first year. Yet I've no
doubt if they had to they'd come up trumphs again.

For me ordinary women with everyday problems arehglay flaws, who when the chips are
down display extraordinary strength, are my fauveulieroines. | like to give them a happy
ending and | hope you enjoy reading about themwshras | enjoy writing about them.

This book is dedicated to Tracy and Brooke Russm, ¢veryday Australian heroines who
provided the inspiration behind Taylor and Melaaie who coined the term "bravery badges".

Warmest Regards,

Alison Kellv.



PROLOGUE

AFTER returning her gaze from across the crowded yardmuat
seemed like an eternity, he straightened and pusfieithe picket
fence he'd been nonchalantly propped against artedttowards
her.

The current of electric excitement that rushed throdmgn body
caused her heart to lurch and the drink she hedtbfpover her hand.
She swallowed hard, unfamiliar with the confusedsages her brain
and body were radiating through her. She recogropedas fear, but
wasn't sure if it stemmed from the possibility higimb veer off the
direct course he was taking to her or that he wduld

With each swaggering step the denim-and-leathelrolale took, her
teenage heart beat faster, until it was drumminfiescely it crashed
into her lungs and took her breath away.

'‘G'day, I'm Craig Adams and I'd like to sleep wjtu.'

She forced the type of 'cool' smile she'd practetel@ast a hundred
times in the mirror and willed her voice to calmaneReally? Well,
I'm Taylor Radcliffe and you're out of luck—I dosleep around.’

'I'm not asking you to sleep with anyone but mgjldiaRadcliffe.'

‘You're still out of luck," she replied, taking g ®f her drink for
courage. 'I'm a virgin.'

Then you'll be starting at the top.'
‘But if | start at the top the only place | canigalown.’

His grin was sinful. 'See you've got the hang afready! | like a fast
learner.'



The innuendo was hardly veiled. But even as Tapacked up
against the paling, she was excited rather thamdaff the stranger's
arrogant and direct pick-up technique.

''ve been warned off you by my friend," she infedrhim. "You're
not considered financially desirable.'

‘You, on the other hand, Taylor Radcliffe, are cdeed very
financially desirable," he returned, planting rastts on the fence just
above her shoulder. 'Ah! So you want me for my ngdne

'‘No. | just want you," he whispered against her already openi
mouth. 'For the rest of my life." Four months latexy married. She
was eighteen; he was twenty-one...



CHAPTER ONE
'WHAT the hell have you done to your hair?

For five years Taylor had wondered what her eswdngusband's
first words would be when they met again. Yet ihhedr mental
scenarios not once had she imagined his reactiobet@utrage
because she'd changed her hairstyle.

Then again, considering his opening line when thdy'st met,
nothingCraig Adams said should have surprised her. Deesipét fact
he was now a conservatively dressed thirty-two-ydaregecutive,
his slow, provocative brown-eyed appraisal of ehbwas as brash
as it had been twelve years earlier when he'd \weather and blue
jeans. And it stirred the same surge of feral exc@int Taylor had
hoped she'd outgrown...

‘Answer me, Taylor!

The impatient command startled her from her intecsipn. 'I've had
it cut and permed.' At his blank look she addbty, hair. I've had
it—-'

'I'm not the slightest bit interested in your haine snapped,
contradicting his earlier words. 'l want to knowawlyou're doing
barging in here without an appointment!'

‘Appointmer In case you've forgottenplnhalf this business!

‘Hardly! | sign the bloody dividend cheques yolween receiving the
past five years!'

'‘Keep your voice down," she hissed. 'There's nal rnteeshout.
Melanie's in the outer office and | don't want teehear us arguing.’

His expression was one of utter astonishm#bfeldnie?'



‘Yes. That's why I'm here. She wants you to hameHwvith us.’
'What?'

'l asked you to stop shouting. She wants—'

'l heardwhat you said, Taylor. What | want to knowwgy."'

'‘Because you're her father." She saw him physicaihce at the
words and hated him for it.

'She doesn't even know me!

That's why she wants you to have lunch with us. \B&iets to meet
you.'

Craig moved from behind his desk to gaze dazedilgeapanoramic
view of Sydney Harbour, trying to marshal his caeid thoughts and
shell-shocked emotions into some kind of order.

Each month as he automatically wrote out the clsilgbport cheque,
he dimly acknowledged the fact that some day higydeer would
probably insist on seeking him out. He'd resignieasklf to the fact.
But he'd also figured he wouldn't have to deal g until at least
another ten years down the track, when the kid ttigkie had some
chance of understanding how he felt. Suddeomedayastoday.
And it was too soon—for hirandfor Melanie.

How did you tell a five-year-old that you resented liee hell for
depriving you of the only woman you'd ever loved®? Btuffing up
what had been a wonderful marriage? 'Struth, ewepdrents hadn't
dumpedthat on him until he was nearly eleven! Damn TayloreSF
had no right barging in here unannounced and dugnpiis on him!
No right walking back into his life and turningoih its earlYet again.



He wheeled around and nailed her with a cold stéoel should have
warned me about this! This isn't the sort of thymy spring on a
person, Taylor!

She knew he was right, but she'd hoped that tunmmngnexpectedly
would make the possibility of Craig refusing to see that much less
likely. 'l guess | should have called,’ she condedBut Melanie
wanted it to be a surprise.'

'‘Melanie wante@ I've never heard anything so ludicrous! Do ya
mean to tell me you flew here to pander to the wbira kid?'

‘No,' she said. 'We drove.'

' You drove from Adelaide to Sydney so she coue hanch with
me?'

'‘We don't live in Adelaide any more.' She took eadiing breath,
almost frightened of what his reaction to her neatds would be.
'‘We moved back to Sydney a month ago.’

‘You... you're hereRiving her® In Sydney?'

If Craig's tone reflected anything other than digtbeshe could only
have said it wagorror. Disappointment nearly crushed her. Did h
hate hethat much?

'So,' he continued, again turning to the windowheme are you
living?'

It amazed Craig he could evapeakmuch less ask appropriate
guestions. It seemed ridiculous that a day that $taded out as
routinely as this one had could take such a drdstic for the
unbelievable.

Taylor was backBack in Sydney. Back in his life.



Closing his eyes to the scenic view and his earsTaglor's
explanation for her move east, Craig tried to geaadle on what he
was feeling. But his emotions seemed like a fivaitand-piece
jigsaw that had just been tipped out of its box—anpled,
fragmented mess, bearing little resemblance tottierly picture the
pieces , were supposed to form.

For two years after she'd left him, he'd startedheday half
expecting, half hoping she would walk into his odfiand say she'd
made a mistake. Tell him he was the most importiaing in her
world and that without him she'd shrivel up and. diewasn't an
image prompted by ego or vanity; once it had bbeir taily litany.
Then the baby had arrived and seemingly overnigiaryghing
changed...

Taylor had erased to display even a token amounaffgiction
towards him and she adopted a new litany— sheta@sired...too
busy...Melanie needed her more than him...he hadep the
business going Her excuses had been boundless, pathetica
transparent and signified the beginning of the evitere their
marriage was concerned.

At first he'd tried to fight the inevitable, and &rhthat failed he'd
tried to ignore it, but to no avail. Without wargiror even an
acknowledgement that their marriage was in troubdg/jor had left
him.

'Craig, are you listening? | asked—"

'l heard you," he said wearily. 'You asked me wiethwould meet
with Melanie.’

He turned back to the woman to whom he'd once dmneheart. Her
beauty, as exquisite as ever, made him angry; logly,bas



streamlined as it had been at eighteen, made hroh ke swore,
sitting down so the desk could at least let hinpkieie dignity.

'Craig, Mel doesn't know the details of...what reqpgd.'

Her attempt at diplomacy drew a harsh laugh fromlips. 'Jeez,
Taylor, I'm sure you could be more specific if yaad! Exactly what
detailsare you referring to?'

His bitterness stabbed at Taylor's heart, her ovge wo respond
twisting the knife. She clamped her teeth shutreggdhe pain and the
cruel retort that came too easily to her tongues'&lknown this

wouldn't be easy, but for Melanie's sake she wdultht past

bitterness contaminate the present.

'l mean, Craig," she said, forcing her voice toneess, ‘that she
doesn't know you hold her responsible for what leapd between
us.'

‘Don'tyouhold her responsible?’

'No, she said with assurance. 'lt was lack of truet killed what we
had, not Melanie.'

‘Lack of trust, omisplacedrust?’

She sighed. 'You'll never believe | didn't intenaly conceive
Melanie, will you?' His gaze was rigidly accusinglalraylor had to
force herself not to flinch.

‘No,' he responded, 'l won't.'
'‘No one but you, Craig, has ever called me a liar.'

'I've never used that word.'



True, but he'd madmanipulative, calculatingandschemingsound
just as derogatory. Just as painful. Just as dilliyou implied it,’
she said. 'lt's the same thing.’

‘Listen, Taylor,' he said through gritted teethe"agreed before we
got married that given our own childhood experiesncge would
never have children. It wasjaint decision and any change to tha
agreement should have also begairt one!

'‘But my getting pregnant was aacident!’

'You know you sound even more insistent now tham g when
you first made that claim! I'd almost believe ybudidn't remember
you casually tossing up the idea of having a family

'l didn't casually toss u@nything!" she flared. 'l told you | thought
that after six years of marriage, we could hantk pressures of
being parents and—'

The thump of his fist on the glass-topped deskeaspinang to his feet
guelled Taylor's speech.

‘And when | disagreed, you saidvas right! You admittedletting

yourself be swayed by the fact so many of our fitewere starting
families! And then—' he snapped his fingers '—bingou're

accidentallypregnant!

Craig felt an old anger rising as he recalled hoayldr had

venomously and repeatedly denied his accusatioas s$he'd

deliberately planned the situation; how she'd tdigrtlaimed she'd
been taking the Pill religiously. He didn't beligver, of course, and
the ensuing rows had been loud *nd plentiful, otes neither of

them advocated abortion, Craig had resigned hinséife fact that a
baby was going to encroach upon their happiness.



Taylor had sworn a child would never come betwdwmt that it
would actually bring them closer, and for a whitere he'd believed
her. If he were honest with himself, and surelemaftve years he
could be that at least, themadbeen a time when he'd begun to loo
forward to the child's birth. Then things had sdrio go wrong. Now
he wanted only to forget it. Only he wasn't goiagoe granted that
wish. He turned back to the woman assigned by ¢vd tb disrupt
his ordered life.

She was beautiful. So extraordinarily, hauntingbadtiful that even
after all this time he'd often wake hard with wagther, hungry for
the feel of her exquisitely sculptured body writhin sweat beneath
his. The shorter cut of her tawny hair in no wayralged from her
beauty, only enhanced the long, graceful curveeofrieck, making

the visual progression down to her high, firm bteasdl the more

exciting. The short skirt she wore hugged her hipd displayed legs
most men only dreamed of having wrapped around .tiamwasn't

iImmune to that dream, but the knowledge that fom hihad once

been reality empowered it with nightmare-like sideds.

Though her heart pounded and her hormones weréngiamok in a
rush of sensuality, Taylor forced herself not taisg under Craig's
slow scrutiny of her body. It wasn't easy, for evathout touching
her he had the power to make her ache with wanarédout him had
ever possessed her body, yet she knew with cgrtambne but him
would ever be able to satisfy it. His hands and timéwad introduced
her to pleasures she'd never imagined possiblé aa$ difficult for
her to remain focused on the purpose of her vibgmwshe'd been
deprived of such pleasures for half a decade. pteaed in the pit of
her stomach; raw desire began building within her.

When he finally brought his eyes level with herefaihe urge to go to
him almost overpowered her. Only one thing heldiimenobile. The
knowledge that passion didn't equate with trustwdis trust she



wanted to see illuminate the bottomless depthsraig® dark brown
eyes.

She managed to hold his gaze for nearly a minutdeventually
lowering her lashes. It was a minuscule victory,dwictory none the
less. Once she'd have succumbed to his visual seduwithin
seconds. This time she'd met it with impunity—weditward
Impunity at least.

Perhaps seeing those identical eyes in her daulgétieincreased her
resistance, for there was no doubt Melanie wagl@oacopy of her
father. They shared the same almost-black hairs#ime deep-set
eyes and wide brow, and the same neat, flat earsurfately for
Melanie, though, her beautifully delicate nose hadn spared being
pushed slightly off-centre in a rugby brawl and &kt bat hadn't
left a scar two inches below her left eye!

Fury welled in Craig at the sight of her half smitWhat's so funny,
Taylor?' he demanded, angry at being her soureenasement.

'l was thinking how lucky Melanie is that your naseéhe result of a
rugby game and not hereditary. She's the imag®wof €raig,’ she
said softly. 'l didn't even get a look in."'

Shocked as he was by her admission, he wonderbé thadn't
imagined the sadness tinging the words. So, higltaulooked like
him. Funny he'd never given any thought at all katthe child might
look like. Now it seemed he would be finding oustinand.

'What's she tike?' he asked.

‘That's something you'll have to find out yourskth biased. | think
she's wonderful.'



This time her smile was full-strength pride andgiapss, and having
been starved of it for five years, Craig was ungreg for its potency.
It put his pulse speed up and all but knocked tleath from his
lungs. Strange how something as simple as a skl practically
bring a grown man to his knees, but then Taylatsdways had that
effect on him. From the first time he'd seen hex,rlalizedher
happiness ensurdds happiness...

Why then was he standing here contemplating medkiagoerson
who had stolen that happiness?

About to refuse the lunch invitation, he glimpsdthah of fear in the
clear emerald eyes that studied him. What wasifshred? The past
or the future? .Herself or him?

'‘What doyouwant me to do, Taylor?' he asked.
'‘Me? I...!

Caught off guard by his question, she paused astidaslow breath,
the rise and fall of her breasts taunting him. @ng the sides of his
chair, Craig forced his face to remain impassive.

'l want the decision to be entirely yours, justuaech was Melanie's.
What | don'twant, Craig, is for her to be hurt.' There waseakh of
warning in her voice.

J And what,' he asked coolly, 'do you think woulditiher the most?
My refusal or my acceptance?'

"Your bitterness.' There'd been no hesitation maimewer.

Amazement froze every muscle in Craig the instanddw the child.
Looking into the tiny face was like looking at dldhood photograph
of himself—identical colouring and identical browyes.



The notion that this child was his own flesh andodl created
alternate waves of terror and masculine pride withm. He had the
urge to embrace her, but feared the consequenasing so. Such
an action was bound to be fraught with emotionaigea although
whether for him or the kid, he wasn't sure.

Though physically Melanie looked nothing like Taylor, Craig
experienced the same sensation of uncertainty umelethorough
visual inspection as he had when Taylor had lodkedover from
the other side of the yard twelve years ago. Thea®interest but no
indication of whether the observer was pleasedisapgointed by
what they found. She had Taylor's style and pandobehe decided,
taking in the miniature hiking boots, khaki shirdashorts, and the
baseball cap worn backwards atop her long, stréigint

The child darted a quick, uncertain look at her hmot before
bringing her brown eyes back to him. Uncomfortablgh the
ongoing silence, Craig cleared his throat. 'HéMe)anie.' He wasn't
surprised to hear his voice lacked some of its lusoafidence.
'Hello.'

The response was soft but not hesitant as sheytsigpped to within
two feet of him and tilted her head back. Skas small—barely

reaching his mid-thigh. 'How tall are you?' sheuingd. Stunned to
discover the kid had obviously been sizimm up, too, he was slow
to reply. The delay earned him an impatient loDkn't youknow?'

'Sure | do! I'm...six foot four.'

The child nodded and continued to silently apprdiga. Craig
looked to Taylor for some indication as to what wapected of him
now and was nonplussed to see the shimmer of iledmsr eyes. It
had a heart-wrenching and sobering effect. He gthheek at the
little girl.



'So," he said, 'you want me to have lunch with yan?' She nodded
solemnly in response, but her steady gaze hintedvsis expecting
more input from him. 'Right then... well, er, dawike Italian food?'

‘Do you?' she countered.
‘Well...yes. Yes, | do.’
'l don't." She gave a theatrical shuddenateltalian food.'

'l thought all kids liked pizza.' Craig was basimg assumption on the
fact there were always kids in pizza commerci&lizza isn'ttalian.
Pizza is normal food.'

'‘Normal food..." he echoed. 'l see..." He didnd koked towards
Taylor for verbal backup, but her eyes remainedised only on her
daughter. He was obviously on his own. 'Well, Isgieve could have
pizza for lunch if—'

'‘No,' the pint-size female vetoed the idea. 'l déedtl like pizza.
Know what kidsreally like?'

He shook his head. 'Believe me, | wouldn't havkia about—'

A childish giggle cut him off. 'What'gour favourite food in the
whole world?"'

Again she caught him mentally off stride. 'My fawvitel food in the
whole world?' He paused, trying to recall if he fwa. 'l guess it'd
have to be grilled barramundi.’

'Oh." If the child's tone hadn't told him he'd ageome up with the
wrong answer, her stance would have. Her arms feéded and she
was frowning at him as if she were a teacher and treublesome
pupil. 'Youdo like McDonald's, though, don't you?' she prompte
'‘Everybodylikes McDonald's.'



Craig wasn't crazy about the direction this comafers was taking,
but he had no chance to voice his objections.

'‘Cheeseburgers are my favourite,’ Melanie told hit@ept
Mummy—' her tone was scathing '—hardly ever lets mehgeet'less
it's for a real special reason.’

Peripherally aware of Taylor's tense stance, Gstrigggled for both
patience and a tactful response. 'Yes, well.. elsgumothers are like
that,’ he said.

'Fathers aren't, though,' the child stated. 'Mgnfd Renee's father
takes her there every Friday.'

'‘Lucky Renee!' he muttered, earning a witherindglivom Taylor.

'Struth! What was he supposed to say, for God'ssklke knew zilch
about kids and even less about what fathers weck vegren't
supposed to do. 'Well, | guess,' he said cautioushy all right on
Fridays—'

'It's Friday today!

His stomach pleaded a silent protest at the chidistion and again
he looked at Taylor. SHenewhe'd never been partial to hamburger
not even designer ones.

‘You can always have chicken nuggets,' she sugbastdrally.

‘Thanks, you're a big help!" he muttered beforaesking the child
again. 'You're sure you wouldn't rather have soimgth
else—Chinese, French, fried chicken...'

He wondered how much vigorous shaking a kid's hemadd take
before it actually fell off. Ah heck! How bad couldbe?



'OK," he said wearily, slinging his jacket over hshoulder.
‘McDonald's it is, then.'

Across Melanie's head, Taylor mouthed the wdtdsk youand
gave him a smile so warm he was tempted to telhb&r buy the kid
her own franchise if Taylor would only keep lookiaghim like that!

Reacting to long-past memories and old habits, hisdhmoved
inviting Taylor's into it, but she averted her gaaed it was her
daughter's hand she reached for.. .not his.



CHAPTER TWO

As THEY sat amid the bustle and laughter of the familyerdated
restaurant, the heavy silence hanging over thdnletavasn't
conducive to making Taylor feel comfortable. Thessemed like a
volatile mix of suppressed anger, bottled-up resentnand raw
sexuality, which threatened to explode at any mdngime knew if it
did, her child would be the most critically injuted

It was obvious Craig was anxious to be anywhereningre he was,
and Taylor resented the way her body was reactings reluctant
presence. Why were the random memories runningigifrder head
only the kind that caused a surge of sensual alinetwa course
through her? Lord knew more than enough unpleasaantarios had
been played out between her and Craig in the Etages of their
marriage. Why was it they seemed incidental now?

With the benefit of twenty-twenty hindsight, shelizad it would
have been better had she arranged for Melanie &t her father
alone. Her daughter was all too aware of the undendf tension
rippling beneath the stop-start conversation oflése fifteen or so
minutes; it showed in her uncharacteristic quietnes

Reaching for her fries, Taylor realized they, li&eerything else,
were now cold. But it didn't matter. Emotionallye&h been too
wound up to eat; only for Mel's sake had she madeftort. Yet
considering how every time she lifted her eyes flmnfood, she'd
encountered rich brown masculine ones that nedagedbility to
chew, swallow or execute any of the automatic stépsating, she
didn't think she'd convinced anyone she was engpthe meal.

'‘Not hungry?' Craig asked. She gave a tight smitksthook her head.
His eyes skimmed over her face as if taking anntory of her
features, then with a seductive smile h* helped seilfnto her
half-eaten burger. 'l am.’



Without taking his eyes from hers, he bit slowlyoithe same spot
she had. Remembering how those even white teethfeliaubbling
on her flesh, she felt her stomach somersaultvaave of heat rose
from her toes into her cheek3h, hell! This was insane!

'‘What about you, Mel?' Craig was asking. 'Would k@& something
else?'

'‘No, thank you.'

He frowned, then reached for his wallet. 'Sure wouldn't like to go
buy yourself an ice cream or something?' he urged.

Melanie cast a concerned look at him, then quitdiyered her eyes
and shook her head. 'No, thank you,' she said again

Her daughter's lifeless response prompted Craigetal Taylor a
what's wrong with herfook.

Annoyed at his pseudo-innocence, she sent himi@ufnvell, what
do you expectPlare in return. Why wouldn't the poor kid have
clammed up? Taylor fumed silently. He'd practicatipored her
since they'd left the office! He'd been so busylgiug her, Melanie
could have sprouted wings and flown away and heladmiuhave
noticed! It didn't matter thashe had been more than a little
preoccupied with less than motherly thoughts. A&y Melanie
could have lunch with heany time.Craig was here at Mel's request
the least he could do was be attentive to her.

Not that she owed him any favours, Taylor told BHysbut for
Melanie's sake she'd better give him some diredfighis lunch
wasn't going to turn into an even bigger disagtanftt already was!
Ensuring her daughter wasn't watching, she poifitstlat Craig,
then at her own mouth and finally at Melanie. Tisbe opened her



hand in imitation of a duck quacking to indicateai@rshould say
something to the child.

It took a couple of seconds before comprehensiamdd on Craig's
handsome features.

Whaf he mouthed back.
Anythingd she returned.

| don't know what to say to he@raig enunciated each word silently
Damn, he thought, it was all very well for Taylorlbok at him as if
he was a complete moron when it came to childrethé&'dneverhad
to deal with thanShe'dnhever given him the chance! He glanced at tt
small dark head beside him, seeking inspiratiohnbue came. How
could a businessman of his calibre be so devoidgarhething
appropriate to say? Why, when he'd rescued ded#iissome of the
most high-powered men in the world, was he beingsanick by a
pint-size kid?

His attention again became focused on Taylor. Mquitsed, she
looked daggers at him, then again started to speigelessly. The
silent movement of her lips and the hint of tongud teeth revealed
by her actions stirred heat in his loins. Cursirentally, he shifted in
his seat, trying to concentrate on what she wastmay to him,
rather than on her delicious mouth.

Dammit! He couldn't make out what the last word wée sent her a
blank look and watched intently as she mouthedrtessage again.

Ask her about. Hell! He still couldn't make it out.

'‘She said, "Ask her about school".



Guiltily, both adults looked at the owner of theytivoice. Obviously
the child had intercepted her mother's messagetaind interpreted
it better than him.

'Er.. .yes. How is school? Do you like it?' he ask@odenly.
'1 don't know,' the little girl responded. 'l haltestarted yet.'

Taylor blushed under Craig's stinging glare. I.only enrolled her
today. She starts next week. At St Catherine'solyschool. It has a
junior school as well as high school. Mel's goingte junior school.’

'I'm sure I'd have assumed the high school if yadntt pointed that
out," he said drily.

'I'm not old enough for high school—' Melanie agsiopped short
and pondered the man beside her. 'What should?| shg asked both
adults.

Taylor frowned. 'About what, darling?’
‘To finish talking tohim.'

Unsure exactly what her daughter was on about,ofayédged.
‘Urn... what do you think you should say... todhmtalking to him?"

The little girl wore a considering expression fdeaw moments then
delivered a direct gaze to the man beside helbdtidyokay?'

Taylor's gasp was nothing compared to the half-gteahgurgle
Craig emitted and one look was enough to telDemtdywasn't okay.
His face was drained of all colour and he lookedfdse'd been
poleaxed!

'l...I'm fine. | think," he muttered, reefing aslalready-loose tie.



'‘No, | mean do you want me to call you Daddy ori€Coa mister or
sir or...?'

The kid was counting off the various titles on fiegers, but Craig
had no idea how to answer her. 'Er.. .well—' hespduand tried to
gather his thoughts '—maybe you should ask Taylonean your
mother... Mummy..

‘This is something you two should decide betweenrsaves,'
Taylor responded quickly.

In that instant, Craig was swamped by a dozen emstiall

generated by the woman sitting opposite him. Passas easily the
most dominant one, but he wasn't sure whether itldvbe best
purged by reaching across and kissing her or regcacross and
chokingher. In view of her amused grin, he fancied thietat

'‘Well?' Melanie pressed. '"What do you want me tbyoa?'

Slowly he turned to the child. For a little girhescertainly had a big
attitude, he decided, amused by her arched eyebiewstiffened,
knowing the same had been said of him as a kidfeHéis heart
swell—his daughterHis own flesh and blood. He was both humble
and proud to think she resembled him so closely.

‘Daddy sounds pretty good to me,' he said, cledriaghroat when
his words sounded a bit scratchy. 'It'll probalalet us both a bit of
time to get used to it, though,' he told her.

'It'll be easy for me!' Melanie proclaimed, her ghile reflecting in
her eyes. 'I'm used to talking to your picture aalling you Daddy.'

'‘My picture?'



‘Yeah, the one Mummy keeps on her dressing tabtaig raised an
eyebrow and studied his estranged wife. 'Now,dlvaeresting'

Taylor could have cheerfully throttled her belowlghter on the
spot but she managed a careless shrug. 'It's iemgddr children to
identify with a father figure,' she said. 'l ddmelieve in telling horror
stories about absent parents. So | just omit ting lgjts!”

'So why not keep it on Melanie's dressing-table?’

'‘Because there's no room on it! It's already checktock with her
favourite stuffed animals.' Melanie stood up. $joing to the toilet.'

'‘Again? You went at the office.' Taylor almost groanedearing her
inane response. Melanie was old enough to decid® whe needed
to relieve herself! The truth was she was uncorafdet with the
thought of being left alone with Craig. ‘Do you wame to come with
you?' she asked hopefully.

The five-year-old rolled her eyes. ‘Mummy, I'm ndiaby!

'Frightened to be alone with me, Taylor?' Craig¥sysdrawl, coated
fn amusement, came on the heels of Melanie's depart

Taylor ignored the remark. At twenty-nine, she homte was
sophisticated enough to deal with her feelingsi@ig Adams. Now
she wondered if she wasn't every bit as naive @d flieen when she
left him five years earlier. Around this man herations always
seemed to bamboozle her common sense. Nothingemed, had
changedBut there was no reason he had to know thaim here on
she'd treat him like any other male acquaintanceth-vpiolite
pleasantness, nothing more.

'So..." She hoped he didn't notice the breathy dafnher voice.
'‘How's the business doing?'



*You can't tell from the size of the dividend chesg@f

'l didn't mean financially. | was curious about Wwkart of expansions
we've made.'

'We've made?' He scowled. 'Listen, Taylor, you've beesilent
partner in this firm for the best part of six yedd®n't think you can
waltz back here and start quizzing me on how Ithencompany!

'l... I never meant to imply..." She paused aratitagain. 'l was only
making conversation—'

‘Ah! Sorry | didn't realize your interest was oslyperficial!’

'It's not!" she protested, angry at his accusatimce Adams Relief
had been as much the focus of her life as his. Wneyid started the
temporary-staffing business, a year after their inger;, they'd only
listed replacement office staff on their books, Within eight months
they had several highly qualified people capablestepping into
managerial positions. Three years from the incepticthe business,
Craig had seen an opportunity for expansion. Himaedualified

mechanic who'd completed his business-managemergalagnight,
he saw the need for qualified tradesmen to be geavion a relief
basis and so Adams Relief stretched its servicesater for this
demand, also.

Taylor had to admit that for a long time, like @ashe had regarded
Adams Relief as their 'child' and had delightedvatching it grow
and develop under their guidance. But unexpectbdly maternal
Instincts started to surface and she became leldesssatisfied with
the idea of being solely career orientated. Craggyever, had been
so completely opposed to amending their originaisien to never
have children, Taylor hadn't raised the issue arskdime and
pushed the idea from her mind. At least she tried.



Perhaps it was some sort of trick of her subcomnsdibat allowed her
to fall pregnant. Perhaps it was a case of wiskmaghard and too
often, but regardless of what quirk of nature saw dret pregnant
while using contraceptives, the fact was she did.

Thinking of her precious daughter, she was eterngiateful the
decision had been taken from her hands.

'Rest assured, Craig,' she said, 'l have no desirg to interfere with
the way you've been running the firm.'

‘Too busy overseeing the Radcliffe family fortureg we?'
'l won't even dignify that remark with an answer!'

‘You're right. That was uncalled for.' He presentet with an
apologetic look. 'l really was sorry to hear abguir parents. A hotel
fire is a tragic way to die. It can't have beerydasyou to deal with.'

'l coped. And at least they went together." Sheegasmall ironic
smile. 'l doubt either of them could have survivathout the other.
Or wanted to.'

Craig recognized the flash of pain in her facekhew that as a child,
Taylor had spent her life on the outside, lookingat parents too
wrapped up in themselves to notice their littlel. gghe'd always
claimed if she ever loved anyone as completelyeagphrents loved
each other, she'd never have children. Six ye#ostieir marriage,
she'd changed her mind.

‘They were quite different once my father retiradl dMel and |

moved to Adelaide," she said softly as if readiisgtiioughts. 'Father
especially was quite taken with Melanie, and Mothkeowed me
dozens of albums full of photographs of me as ayb&me gave a



brittle laugh. 'Of course, there aren't many offroen the age of five
onwards. Boarding-schools aren't big on taking srdgoupils.’

'So how come you're so keen to send Melanie tca8tetine's?’
‘Because it's an excellent school.’
'‘Well, | think she's far too young for boarding- soh—'

‘Youthink!" Taylor practically spat the words. 'Foruyanformation,
she'll be a day pupil not a boarder! And besidds' said tersely,
'you've been ailent partnerwhere Mel's concerned for the past five
years! I've managed to make all the right decistbas far-'

'‘Have you?' His interjection was ignored.
‘And | don't need your two cents' worth now!
'I'm back!" The reappearance of Melanie interruibeain.

'‘Good girl," Taylor said, rising to her feet andthgaing up her
handbag, 'because we have to leave now.'

'‘Ohhh." The protest was the universal whine ofva-fiyear-old.
Taylor ignored it not because of anything she'ddrea a
good-parenting manual, but because self- preservdémanded she
end this fiasco as quickly as possible.

Craig caught her by the elbow. 'Have dinner with toeight.' It
wasn't a question but his tone stopped it shdpeafg a command.

'‘Can we, Mummy?' Melanie pleaded, tugging Tayloasd.

'I'm sorry, but | play basketball on Friday nightaylor said, grateful
for the excuse.



‘You still play basketball?'
'l happen to believe in staying in shape and kegfiin

'‘Well," he whispered, 'there's no denying you'rgremat shape, but I'd
like to test out your fitness for myself. How abdainorrow night,
say eight o'clock?' He smiled at her blushing csiofo.

'‘Nnnoo... | don't like to have Melanie out late twghts in a row,' she
said, dislodging his grip and hurrying to the stréke kept pace with
her.

'l wasn't suggesting you bring Melanie,' he muttere

If she'd hoped the fresh air would help clear herdnand soothe her
jumbled nerves, she was wrong. The warm, early-Feroreeze
seemed determined to sweep the musky scent of dvisufite
aftershave into her nostrils and into every cellher memory.
Sensual panic rushed through her, partly creatdusogcent and the
tone of his voice, and partly by the feel of hisdth on her neck. Her
stride faltered and he grasped her elbow with figig reflexes to
prevent her stumbling. She jerked free as if schlde

'l... | can't get a sitter. I've lost touch with shof my old friends,' she
said.

‘Even your old school pal, Dr Liz O'Shea?"
'Liz plays on the team with me when she's not dg.du

'‘Well, then, hire a professional." Her look of @agged horror told
Craig he'd made a tactical mistake.

'l will not leave Melanie with strangers! The answarasHe shoved
his hands into his pockets, pondering the ideaaafihg her into his
arms and kissing her into agreement, but one lodleadetermined



features crushed the egotistical belief he couldt.dBut he wasn't
prepared to let her walk away without knowing foreshe was going
to see her again. Soon.

He was struggling with a solution when he cauglhtsiof the
childish smile being beamed up at him. Well, heautifa, returning
the little girl's grin All's fair in love and war.

'Hey, Melanie,' he said, 'how would you feel iflled over one night
next week to check how you were doing at school?'

‘Craig!" Taylor's blurted anger was drowned ouhbydaughter.
‘Wow, that'd be great! You could have dinner wighi u

'‘Now there'sa great idea!" He patted the child's head, his eye
Taylor. 'I'm free Monday,' he said, finding theyfum her green eyes
nostalgic.

‘Monday's no good! Mel will be too tired after Hiest day at school.’
‘That's okay,' he said. 'Tuesday's equally goodies

‘Tuesday she has ballet!

‘There's always Wednesday—'

'‘No, there isn't!" she said triumphantly. 'l hawesketball practice
until seven.’

'‘We'll make it after seven, then,' Craig counterad,hands balling
into frustrated fists in his pockets.

'Er...no, I..."

‘Say seven forty-five?'



1L um. =
'Oh, please Mummy?Pretty please?’

Melanie's beseeching look and misty eyes tuggé&dyor's maternal
Instincts while Craig's arrogant smirk pushed at\helent streak.
Great! She had a choice between a confrontatioh thg devil in
Craig and a crying jag to rival the deep blue semnfMelanie. She
could either score points for herself or breakdarghter's heart.

Her resigned sigh and half-hearted nod sent sutileaof relief
rushing through Craig that he knew he was smilikg bn idiot.
‘Thanks, Taylor, I'd love to come.'

Her response was a murderous look and he wasedlievhave the
kid nudge his leg to gain his attention.

‘Aren't you gonna thank me, too?' she asked him.

'Eh, well sure,’ he said, crouching to put himsaelthe same level as
the girl. The small arm that snaked out and hoalednd his neck in
an instinctively trusting action caught him off gdaHe quickly
lifted his eyes to the woman who had conceiveddhikl against his
wishes, seeking her guidance as to what was expeftbim. But
she'd turned away.

‘Well, Melanie..." He paused, still at a loss asvtat to say to the
owner of the huge smile and innocent brown eyesdfign him.
'l...eh...thanks for lunch. And...and | guesssédke you Wednesday.'
Quickly he set her away from him and stood up.

Blinking the blur from her eyes, Taylor made a jcttbn of looking
for her car keys, hoping he'd say a quick goodingkleave.

‘Taylor?'



She lifted her head impatiently. 'Yes?'
'‘She seems a nice kid.'

He was so close she could count the rate of theepul his neck.

Traitorously her mind recalled how quickly passamcelerated that
pulse, how it had felt to have it throbbing bendah tongue as she
licked the sweat of lovemaking from the skin comgrit.

‘What's your address?'

From her body's reaction to his voice, he couldehasen asking her
to strip. Goose bumps carpeted her skin, her ovsepuent into a
tailspin and her vocal cords seemed paralysed—akatiy every
other part of her his eyes touched. It became aahstruggle to
recall where she lived and her voice trembled 8igivhen she
finally told him.

Taking hold of her wrist and softly brushing hisuthio over it, he
murmured, 'Sure you're not free beforehand?'

For Taylor the temptation to say hell with basketbalas almost
overwhelming. She swallowed hard before answenngase the
wild idea verbalized itself. 'Seven forty-five Wedday,' she said
firmly, removing her hand from his grasp.

"Il be there.’
‘Melanie will be looking forward to it.'
‘She won't be the only one, will she, Tay?'

Tay! No one but him had ever called her that. His dsermw was
intended as a deliberate reminder of shared intasaEla! As if she'd
needed reminding.



He uttered no other farewell, and, determined sbaelan't, either,
Taylor took Melanie's hand and walked away. Thddctwisted,

waving cheerfully to the tall, darkly handsome str@ar who was her
father.

'l think he likes me, Mummy," she said proudly, King her
seat-belt. 'Why else would he ask if he could came visit me next
week?' she mused aloud.

Why? thought Taylor, revving the car with more wigdhan was
necessary. Because, dammit, he used you as a toesges me! And
heaven help me, | let him do it!



CHAPTER THREE

AFTERan hour of torture at the hands of old memoriey)dr sprang
from her bed and slipped into her robe. The silk w@ol against her
heated skin and she descended the stairs wishengalid at least
pretend the summer heat was the cause of her restlessmess
inability to sleep. But knowing she'd find no regwe in wishful
thinking, she crossed the moonlit family room te bar.

She reached for the bottle of tequila knowing atdaured nothing
and that two previous encounters with the potentitéa liquor had
proven she and it incompatible. But desperate tiwesed for
desperate measures, and since she'd never takpmgl@ills in her
life, booze was her last resort. Unscrewing theohdthe bottle, she
poured what amounted to roughly a triple shot ef dakcohol, then,
deciding that wastoodesperate a measure, trickled half back into tl
bottle. For a moment she pondered the idea of gdde

'‘Oh, great, Taylor!" she muttered, recalling hovaiGrin their first
year of marriage had set a precedent, which hace ntada special
treat for hot summer nights like this one. 'Iceesibre théastthing
you should be thinking about!'

Determinedly she downed the straight tequila, skudd when she
lowered the glass and dreading the thought of hemwhlead would
ache in the morning. Yet the prospect of the hlissblivion the

alcohol would induce overrode all the other negatactors. Even an
almost paralysing hangover was preferable to tihengly arousing

thoughts that had been dominating her mind sincehiu

Back upstairs, she crawled between her lilac shpeiging the
effects of the alcohol would rapidly overpower bb#r sleeplessness
and the sensual memories invading her head.’



The heat gave the air the consistency of marsh-omsa)lsapping a
person of all energy, and she half wished she vak ln the
air-conditioned luxury of her parents' bayside ho®e.much had
changed in the past six months, she more than amnycenything and
far more than she would ever have imagined. Imifust of tossing
to free herself of the sheet twisting around heselobody, she started
as something cool and moist brushed her cheekbone.

Drowsy confusion continued to fog her mind as fipgosry coldness
edged down along her jaw and across her bottormigtinctively her
tongue sought to identify the cause. It tasted,dwddd wetness and
warm male flesh. She quivered, a ribbon of pleadiutering
through her.

'‘Craig..Her voice emerged as a breathy query, ebbady's sensual
reaction confirmed his identity even before he gpok

"You expecting someone else to slip into your loeaght?’

She shook her head at the amused, raspy-voicediauespening
her eyes to the utterly male smile she adoredngeeven the smile
was enough to stop her gaze from straying down bieemuscled
chest, firm abdomen and slim hips. Her throat, tatsg at the
sight of his nude, muscular perfection, emittedoansl of feral
admiration that made him grin.

'‘Missed me, huh?' he asked smugly.

His lips sought her mouth, giving her no chanceeybal response,
but hell yes, she'd missed him! Her arms clampgdtlyi around his
neck; they'd been parted mere hours, yet she'dechissn with an
intensity she'd thought would kill her.



'l didn't expect to see you until the end of theekyeshe said when
they broke apart, dazed as much by his unexpect=etmce as the
effects of his kiss.

'l know, but | was worried about you.'
*Worried? You don't think | can lashree daysvithout you?'

Chucking her indignantly jutted chin, he grinndtdwasn't thedays
that concerned me. | know how much trouble you haeeping in
summer, so | decided I'd better be here to keegol!'

Stifling a smile, she raised an eyebrow. 'Of courseas solelymy
best interests you had at heart.’

‘Yeah." He all but purred the word, and, taking wbehe now
recognized to be an ice cube, he drew it arounchhgline to the
pulse behind her ear.

'Feel good?' he asked, his gaze intense.

'It feels great, but it's not going to work," sbé&thim. '"You're only
making me hotter..." Her words died to a sigh asfitbzen cube was
trailed down her throat and across her chest.

'Hot, babe?' he whispered, manoeuvring the coohegst into the
valley of her breasts, then mopping it up withtbisgue. 'How hot?’

Arousal flamed in her and Taylor gripped the sh&eimn effort to
stay centred.

‘Tell me how hot | make you,' he urged. 'Betteryehhe paused only
until her eyes lifted to his, then straddled hethvalow, easy grace
'—showme.'



As he said the words, the cube made contact withipele, sending
her bucking from the mattress. Desire seared hagdas furiously as
his hardness branded her belly. She made a futile fgr him but in

one smooth motion he snared her wrists and stretobiearms above
her head.

‘Easy, honey, I'm not through cooling you.'

The taste and temperature of his kiss had Tayloatatg hell with
the North Pole, and as passion engulfed her, sheeved if a person
could drown in fire, or combust from love. Dimlyeshecame aware
of his reaching for another ice cube from the togythe bed, but
nothing in her wildest dreams had prepared hewfwat he did with
it.

Placing it between his teeth, he began guidinginfthe base of her
throat along the length of her, the combinatioh@foverheated skin
and his breath creating melting rivulets that tedkalong the ridges
of her ribcage as slowly as he flowed down her bddigh both her
blood and flesh growing more heated by the moneamh time Craig
replaced one spent ice cube with a cooler, fresimes, Taylor
expected to hear it sizzle as it met her skin aagherated on contact.
By the time his trail of torture reached her nakel, breathing was as
ragged and erratic as the reactionary tremorsstitéiced across her
belly, but erupted from a far deeper core.

Millimetre by erotically slow millimetre, he orallgteered the ice
lower and lower until her nerve endings were ablazé¢he point
where she thought she would explode into a zillieces without
ever finding the completion she craved. Her expeegewith this

man's torrid sensuality meant there was no queasdo why the ice
didn't feel cold against the most sensitive parthef femininity.

Every pulse in her body was screaming at sounddvgpitch for

release and her hips lifted with wanton demandts$odelivery.



She was almost frantic with need for him when lastdrous mouth
and hands stilled. Tossing her head, she writhaddia him. 'Now!
she cried. 'Don't stop... !"

'‘Look at me, Tay..." His words were breathless aralrstd, but the
touch of his hand on her forehead signified thapartance.

Forcing her lashes open, she stared at up the sdresiched male
perfection poised above her and her heart almgsbésd at the
depth of emotion shining from his eyes into hers.

'l love you, Tay. | love you more than you'll eveelieve. And
nothing will ever change that.'

'Oh.. .Crai—'

His mouth claimed hers in a humid, hungry kiss #et never had a
chance of controlling. Then he eased away and,awtimug, satisfied
smile, moved his hips intimately against her. 'Nowe?asked.

'Yes, yes... nowNow..."

Taylor struggled to shrug free of the hand shakieg shoulder. It
wasn't Craig's hand...it was too small. Too fragile

‘Mummy!Mummy, wake up! You're having a bad dream!’

Panting for breath and blinking against the gldréne bedside lamp,
Taylor tried to sit up. To speak. To ignore thet fstte was quaking
with unsatisfied desire. To comprehend what theevaged child
hovering by her bed was doing in her and Craig\s &ipartment in
the middle of the night.

'It's okay, Mummy,' the dark-haired child assured h¥ou must have
been dreaming about being on Grandpa's farm." &gted. 'You
kept yelling "Cow! Cow!"



Reality struck with a crippling blow, catapultingayllor from past
pleasures to present pain. It hurt her to breatbarly killed her to
think. Acid tears burned her eyes and throat. Tearehat she'd lost
with the only man she'd ever loved and for whatdsbained with her
daughterHis daughter.

'‘Mummy, if you want, | could get in bed with yougou aren't scared
any more.'

Taylor pulled her daughter into a fierce hug, gdilezars scalding
paths down her face and her body trembling, asaillesfawed her
heart.

What had happened to them? What the hell had hagptnthe
all-consuming love they'd shared? And when, deak lehenwould
she stop feeling its loss?

It was well after midnight before Craig had thedox of removing
his tie and stretching out in his favourite recimichair. He sighed
wearily, lifting the glass of bourbon to his lipadasavouring its
soothing warmth.

His dinner meeting had gone on far longer than haetttipated or

wanted. He allowed himself a smile as he ruefullgndted that part

of the reason had been his inability to keep hisdn what was

being discussed. If Taylor had consented to sdamgonight, he'd

have cancelled the engagement without a second ghihou
Considering the way the events of the day hadatisgd him from the

business at hand, he would have been best senisalvéodone so,
regardless! His mind had been constantly sidetchfilam the topic

under discussion by images of a beautiful, greenhdyeney-haired

woman.



Taylor was backSexier and more beautiful than ever. And with he
she'd brought a small, almost porcelain fragileldciwho by rights
should never have survived beyond a few days @flie shivered as
an image of his daughter's face imprinted itselhis mind. His
daughter.The reason Taylor had walked out on him.

He took another sip of his drink, wondering if tenfused emotions
he felt towards the child were genuine or simpdyde-effect of those
he felt for her mother. And what exactly was hdifeR

Guilt? Yeah. Well, sure. He'd always felt he'dddilTaylor in some
way from the moment she'd suggested they consaendp a child,
but suddenly the guilt felt different. Fresher, mobiting.

His anger was nothing new; it had remained justwehe surface of
his day-to-day existence for the past five yearsd IHever been sure
if the bulk of it was directed at Taylor for walkyrout or himself for

letting her. He also allowed himself to admit thatil today a huge

chunk of it had been focused on Melanie.

Melanie Until scant hours ago, he'd rarely thought of ¢héd and
never by name. It had been the easiest way of manadieg
gut-wrenching jealousy that consumed himalousy.

God! Yetanotherugly emotion he'd fallen victim to, made worse b
the fact it had been directed towards a tiny premababy. The

notion left a sick taste in his mouth and he quyigkbured himself

another drink, tossing it down in one gulp. Sighihg contemplated
the empty glass. For five years his life had beprally empty. Ever

since the love Taylor always claimed was exclugives had been

redirected.

If she'd turned her affection to another man, Ckaigw he'd have
fought tooth and nail to win her back; he was coskgugh to believe
no manwas capable of taking her from him. But he haciniinted on



losing her to a baby. How did a grown man competke a helpless
child? Of course, back then he'd never really triedcompete;
shattered by the discovery he'd been relegatediistant second on
Taylor's list of priorities, it had been easiestmply let her go.

And now? Well, now she was back. He didn't deluidesklf it was
because she lovedim—oh, no. It was maternal love that ha
prompted her to introduce him to his daughter. Avetgher did he
delude himself he could forgive her for deliberafialling pregnant,
but he sure as hell intended to make amends favdlyehe'd held the
child responsible for what had happened betwean.the

There was an unaffected honesty about Melanieittidgued him

and he had little doubt he'd grow to like the child be honest, he
hoped she'd grow to like him, too, for reasons othan the fact he
was her father. But he knew he had no love to bisalaughter; her
mother had that and she always would. It was hist fFaylor had
forfeited.

He might never have wanted to be a father, butune as hell was
going to be on@ow.

Strangely, having made that decision eased sonfedénsion from
his body. Then again, he thought drily, perhapsg simply the Jack
Daniel's kicking in. Pouring another glass, he édrbis mind to that
part of his life he normally only confronted in highares—The
Past....

In the sterile surrounds of the hospital waitingng Craig's hand
shook as he took the polystyrene cup from Taytbo'sest friend, Liz
O'Shea. Emotional turmoil made him oblivious to fioé liquid that
spilled onto his hand.



'‘Why, Liz? Whydid she have to go and put herself at risk like?
never wanted or needed a baby. She knew that! Buntt live
without her. | can't live withoutaylor!'

‘Craig, her doctor is the best. She's in good hafusre's not a thing
on God's earth you can do now except wait.'

It had seemed like a lifetime later that Craig ledlkup and saw the
obstetrician striding towards them.

'Well?' he demanded of the older man. 'Where is? SAhat's
happened?’

'‘She's resting, Mr Adams. But things aren't good.’
'‘What do you meararen't good!lf anything—"'

‘Mr Adams, your wife is in labour.’

'‘But it's too early!

‘Taylor has a condition called placenta previasedilby-'

'l don't give a stuff what it's called or what cesig! | want to know if
she's going to be all right!"

'l expect so, yes. But your wife is going to havegmain here. It's the
baby we need to concern ourselves with—'

'Forget the baby! It's Taylor | care about. You pet first!' He
grabbed the front of the doctor's coat. 'You urndesme? It's Taylor
who's important here!

'For heaven's sake, Craig! Pull yourself togethsit lesten!" Liz
urged, shaking his arm.



Realising what he was doing, Craig released théodeccoat and
stepped away.

'l...I'm sorry, Doctor. It's just that if anythirgppened...’
The doctor's face relaxed. '‘Believe me, | do urtdacs'
'So,' Craig said weatrily, 'what's the bottom linall this?'

‘Your wife is in labour at twenty-five weeks alorkar, far too early.
However, if we can keep the baby at bay until etveanty-seven
weeks, I'll be a lot happier. I've made arrangesémhave the baby
transferred to the hospital with the best anterfatalities in the City
as soon as it's born. But I'll be honest with yEwen then, the child's
chances of survival aren't good.'

‘Taylor is your first priority,’ Craig reminded him

From then on, Craig haunted the hospital, going énamly to
shower, change and snatch a few hours' sleep. Tmace he had to
stand helplessly by as Taylor again went into latumspite all the
drugs administered to forestall such occurrencestla@ millions of
dollars’ worth of equipment monitoring both her amel unborn
child. He watched, too, as she endured painfulogteinjections
aimed at accelerating the unborn child's lung dapaphysically
flinching when agony distorted her beautiful facel aqueezed tears
from her exhaustion- glazed eyes. When he voicedelelings about
how much it hurt him to watch her suffer, Taylovnga weak smile
and clutched his hand.'Darling, every bit of prodgdipoking and
pain is worth it, if it delays delivery. The doctagaid if | can hang in
for two more weeks, our baby will have a much betfeance of
surviving.' Fierce determination lit her weary fg&s. Tm going to
do it, Craig. lhaveto.’



And she did. Exactly fourteen days after her adimmssTaylor went
into labour for the final time, haemorrhaging héavbut Craig
wasn't with her, and by the time he reached theitedsTaylor was
undergoing an emergency Caesarean, and a short |ait@e he
learned he was the father of a three-month-prematlg girl.

He rushed straight to Taylor expecting to find Bell recovering

from the effects of the anaesthetic, but was shbékdearn only a
spinal block had been administered and that shesh lzonscious
throughout the operation. Yet joy made Taylor abli to his anger
about the procedure.

'Craig, she's so beautiful! So very, very beaudtiful

At the obvious awe in her voice, he felt a stalagk; having seen the
child, she would find its death that much harderb&ar. Taylor
seemed totally unaware of what was bound to happen.

'Oh, darling! She's only nine inches long but walityou see her!
She's perfect! She even criall by herselfINot many babies that
early can!" Taylor's voice was as bright with prageher eyes were
with tears and Craig had to swallow hard beforeking.

'l know, honey,' he said. 'But howeayoufeeling? That's what | want
to know.'

'I'm great!' she responded, ashen face and suthiesks refuting her
words. 'But don't worry about that! Go and see ydaughter!'

'l will. Later. Right-'

‘No, Craig,now! She's being transferred to one of the larger halspi
One with better facilities.'



'‘Okay, I'll go,' he said, wanting to pacify herutB'll be back here
quick smart, so don't go anywhere!" he teased,hbrgshis hand
gently along her cheek.

Taylor smiled and shook her head. 'They want tdibager here
before she's moved... I'd like to call her MelaBreoke. Is that all
right with you?"

He nodded. 'Sure, honey. Melanie Brooke is fine/dplied, feeling
he was making promises he couldn't keep.

Taylor received daily videos of her daughter frdm tospital the
child was transferred to, right up until she wascbarged a week
later with the proviso she take things extremebwdy. Despite the
doctors' warnings, she insisted on spending eigkteear days with
her daughter, ignoring Craig's pleas for her tosgete rest, to spend
more time at home, more time with him. Taylor olssesy followed
her own agenda. So it was a pleasant surprise wherSaturday,
while he was going over some work he'd brought hahe walked
into the study in the middle of the afternoon.

‘You're home early.’
She slumped wearily onto the sofa. 'I'm going Hdatde.'

Craig crouched before her, stroking her hair ana pale,

fatigue-etched face. 'I've got a better idea. Wow'tdyou rest for a
couple of hours, then we can go out for a romadiihaer, followed

by dancing and—?'

Recoiling from his touch, she shrieked, 'Dancingy Maughter
stopped breathing today and you expect me to goimigPi

Taylor! | had no idea... I'm sorry!



She leaped to her feet, rage energizing her. '5&woyry Craig,
you're probably only sorry that thegvivedher!'

'‘Honey, that's not true!

'‘Good!" she screeched through her tears. '‘Becaatnid isn't going
to die! She's tough! Likene! She's not guitter like her father! She
won't die! | won't let her. | tell her that eversnyd. .’

‘Tay, honey, you have to be prepared for the wdtigt.reached for
her, but she jumped away as if fearing contaminatio

‘You're a quitter, Craig Adams! | hate you!" Sheswaeyond
reasoning with. 'You never wanted a baby and tisétime you saw
this one you decided she was too small and too weakrvive, and
that suited you! Well, sheill survive! You hear me? Shall!'

The strain between them from that point on becaniearable and
Craig felt her drifting farther and farther awagrr him. In an effort
to hang on to some semblance of the life they'@ @hared, he threw
himself into their business with maniacal ferocite even tried to
establish a deal with the biggest staffing agemcyapan as he and
Taylor had once wistfully discussed doing. But Daywasn't
interested in talking about it, abowanything. She rarely even
mentioned the baby to him, and when she did, it alasys my
daughtermyMelanie'.

The final most bitter blow came when he arrived kbdom a
three-day trip to Tokyo, which Taylor had insistexitake despite his
reluctance to leave her. He'd walked into a sthenise to discover an
envelope with his name on it. Its handwritten cotdeead:



Dear Craig,

The doctors have said Melanie is well enough teddespital
now so I'm taking my daughter home. Since you a$va
believed | trapped you into fatherhood, I've deditteset you
free—I think this is best, not just for us, but fdelanie.

I'm going to stay with my parents in Adelaide. Yaan contact
me there to sort out whatever legal things havedadone
about the business. But since the business was/slmare
your 'baby' than mine, | know it's better off witbu, just as
Melanie is better off with me.

There was no signature, but then none had beerdeed

Now, nursing an empty bottle and a potential haegoraig
wondered if five years later there was anything lef salvage
between Taylor and him.



CHAPTER FOUR

'You stupid, great useless animal!" Taylor mutteasdthe huge,
lumbering St Bernard raced to beat her up thesstdm not going to
bed! I'm only getting changed!

You better hurry," Melanie advised from the flobthe family room.
‘Daddy'll be here iseverminutes.'

Taylor forced a smile. Like she needed remindingl Mad been
acting like the countdown voice for Mission Contewkr since they'd
got home from basketball practice. She on the dilaed had been
hoping for a phone call from Craig saying he hadawocel.

Glancing across at her daughter carefully colouaipgcture intended
for Craig, Taylor instantly regretted her selfidioaghts. It was
important to Melanie that her father come—uvitaftypiortant. She bit
her lip as doubts that had kept her sleepless simed arrived back in
Sydney assailed her yet again.

Had she done the right thing in coming back anccpeally forcing
Craig to acknowledge Melanseexistenc® Even more disturbing
was the question that had kept her awake each sighe she'd
walked into his officeHad she really come for her daughter's sak
or was she simply using Melanie as an excuse t€gag back into
her own life?

Melanie called her and held up the drawing shedhlveorking on. 'l
tried to stay inside the lines. Do you like it stsked.

‘Yeah! | think it's great!" Taylor replied.
'It's for Daddy to put in his office. Thinke'll like it?'

I'm surehe will.'



Realizing she was still in her bathrobe, her hait,\and wasting time,
she hurried up the staird/ouldCraig see any merit in the less thal
artistic scribbling of a five- year-old?

'He'd better!" she said, sliding open her wardrd®e he'llwearthe
meal he all but invited himself to!" Aritlatwas something she mean
to have out with him. His manipulative use of Medarwas
inexcusable!

After extracting a simple white flared ankle-lengtlress in
embroidered cotton, she tossed it onto the bedt nexthe
sleepy-looking dog now sprawled across it.

‘There, Bernie,' she said. 'No one could accuseofrdressing to
impress! In fact,’ she added smugly, 'I'm not egeimg to bother
putting on make-up.’

Sitting on the bed, she plugged in the blow-drret Began drying her
hair, but even the appliance's droning hum didroma out her
daughter's excited yell. 'He's here!

Pulse skittering, Taylor dropped the drier and jechpo her feet.
Already? Dammit, she wasn't ready!

Craig owned up to more than a touch of appreheresdme climbed
out of his car. He'd been sweating on this nighfife days and now
it was here he wasn't sure he was ready for ididie't know what to
expect, or more importantly, what was expeagim.

As he made his way up the path, the front door egeand Melanie
stood waiting for him.

'Hello,' she said, offering a smile.



'‘G'day, Melanie,' he said, then wondered if it aeseptable to hand a
bottle of wine to a five-year-old. He was still calesiing this when
she tugged at his arm and led him from the tildda@ice foyer into a
modern, comfortably furnished lounge.

‘What's in the bag?' she asked.
‘A bottle of wine.'

'I'll put it in the 'frigerator,’ she told him, extding two small hands
towards it.

‘Well, it'sredwine. You don't put it in the fridge.'

She frowned up at him. 'Are you s'posed to dririoif?'

'Eh, not exactly, It's supposed to be served ahr@mnperature.’
'So how do you know the temperature of the room?"'

Craig blinked. 'Um, where's your mother?'

'‘Upstairs. Uncle Bernie hasn't come down yet sésgtrebably still
getting dressed.'

Knowing Taylor had no living relatives and he haohae called
Bernie, the child's casual revelation that thers waman upstairs
while Taylor was dressing did ugly things to Crailgfood pressure.

"Whaq' he asked through clenched teeth, 'is Uncle B&rni

'‘My dog. He'sreally, really big but don't worry," she advised. 'He'
friendly.’

The force of Craig's relieved sigh was such thamhevelled that it
hadn't blown the tiny girl off her feet. Yet higginal anxiety hadn't



been caused by a fear of canines; a killer Roteweibstairs wouldn't
have worried him as much as a flesh-and-blood man!wdsn't
shocked by the strength of his possessivenessdewaiylor; many a
night he'd tortured himself by imagining her in tens of another
man and felt pain and anger claw at his gut. Y&t naw did it occur
to him that in five years there may well have bemre thanone.
Looking at Melanie, he fleetingly speculated whetsbe could
provide him with an answer to the question foremoshis mind.
Wasshehis only rival for Taylor's affections or was teeanother?

No! He would notstoop so low as to pump the kid about her mothe
love life. It was a sleazy, underhanded thing toHe tuned out the
inner voice suggesting his pseudo-nobility onlygdised his real
reason for not quizzing Melanie—fear she might hath things he
didn't want to know!

'Hi, Craig, sorry | wasn't ready when you got here.

He pivoted at the voice of the woman he'd beemagcta see for five
days. Now hewas seeing her, the ache intensified rather the
lessened. Her hair was seductively tousled asnksme in the throes
of passion had run eager fingers through its saftny length, but
how those hands could have strayed from the tegngtinves of her
body, detailed by the short black stretch dresswalre was beyond
Craig's comprehension. He swallowed hard, his éyéswing the
shapely lines of her naked legs down to the spéaddu shoes on her
feet.

'‘Dinner shouldn't be too much longer,’ she informkon.
‘Unfortunatelyi'm a little behind schedule, but I'm sure Melani# w
keep you occupied until I'm ready to serve.'

Her glossy smile was smooth, but the quick flickef tongue at the
corner of her mouth was enough to tell Craig shemnwas cool or



collected as she pretended. Past experience disdita she was
every bit afotas she looked.

He grinned at her. 'Well, I'm not averse to pitghin and helping
with dinner,' he offered. "You used to find me fyrethandyin the
kitchen.'

Taylor blushed, her traitorous mind immediatelysffiemg back—as
he'd intended-+te the times in their marriage when the kitche
counter had been utilized for purposes other tluarkiog. She tried
to produce a patronizing look. 'No thanks. Theses damanage very
well on my own.’

He raised an eyebrow. 'Effective, but not nearlynash fun.' Taylor
gasped so hard she started to choke. 'At leasiddix the drinks,' he
insisted.

Her eyes still watering, she spoke to her daughtelanie, show
your father where the bar is, please.'

‘Then can | take him upstairs and show him Uncleige’

Then you can take him to hedlhe thought. 'Sure, honey, whateve
you want." Without so much as glancing at Craig sirned and
hurried to the kitchen.

Taylor crouched in front of the open refrigeratothousand different
emotions exploding within her, but anger held ecestage. Anger at
herself. Looking down at the dress she'd hastilgnged into at
Craig's arrival, she wanted to scream. Dammit tb, Ishe was
supposed to be trying to establish a relationsktpvéen her daughter
and Craig! Not re-establish her own! And he'd basmused by her
obvious attempt at self-promotioBmuglyamused! What was worse
was that she still found his cocky, self-assurétude as arousing as



she had as a teenager! When he'd suggested gsiraggland in the
kitchen, she'd damn nesalivated.

‘You've still got great legs.'

At the masculine observation, she leaped from lositipn, which
had pushed the tight-fitting dress to the top oftheghs.

'I'm trying to cook in here! What do you want?' sthemanded,
dumping the head of lettuce onto the bench so thdmlunced. Her
spine tingled with awareness as his eyes slid loger

'Is that a trick question, or do you want the tRuth

Trying to ignore him, despite the fact that her mones were
overdosing with interest at the blatant innuendayldr gave her
attention to unwrapping the steaks. But his nearmess creating
havoc with her senses, making her efforts to trimmyer the plastic
wrap slow and awkward. After several minutes afigyto pretend he
wasn't there, she gave up the charade.

'Is there some reason you're just standing themer& supposed to
be visiting with Mel—'

'l brought your drink," he said, holding her glakst.

She blushed, feeling stupidly juvenile, and acagpke drink then
retreated against the counter.

‘You look good, Tay.' He raised his glass as ifvloeds were a toast.
'Reallygood.’

So do you, she thought, but knew better than tecssayNot because
she was trying to score points off him, but becalmsedidn't want to
verbally acknowledge what her eyes, brain and hosmowere

beating her over the head with! That blue denimgdaoked better



moulding his hard muscular thighs than those of any male moc
breathing; that the yoke of his shirt accentuaisdload shoulders,
making her hands itch to caress them; and thdigsisclosing over
the rim of his glass, sent a million sparks of ceegaining through her
bloodstream.

At the sound of Melanie calling his name, Craigtuth twisted in
annoyance; his reaction was sufficient to snapdrayack to reality.

'She's lots of things she wants to show you," Tagéod. 'So you'd
better go.'

Shaking his head, he reached out a hand to touchalre 'I'd much
rather stay here with you.'

She pulled back. 'That'®tthe reason you're here.’
‘Isn't it?"

'‘No, dammit, it's not!" she snapped, angry he cadistegard
Melanie's feelings so easily. She was about tchtellas much, but
the child's appearance denied her the chance.

'‘Come see Uncle Bernie, Daddy," she said, takiraggGrhand and
tugging. 'Mummy gets cross if you talk to her wisde's trying to
cook.'

He left hand in hand with his daughter, but it seéno Taylor he was
back under her feet in no time. She was dishingetirwhen she
sensed she was no longer alone. Though his apphaadheen silent,
she recognized the scent of his aftershave analthest-physical
touch of his gaze. She forced herself not to tuowrd.

'You remembered steak was one of my favourites, &mm



'You were only getting stir fry, but | missed gegfito the butcher's.
Steak was all I had in the freezer. Don't flatieungelf that I'm trying
to impress you.'

‘You've never had tary to impress me, Tay. You do it just by
breathing.’

His seductive tone laid a carpet of goose bumpsloee causing her
hand to tremble. Worried she'd slice the top offimgrer along with
the celery, she dropped the knife, reached forhadrempty drink
and finished it before turning to him. Yet the hapat a shot of
alcohol would immunize her against the effect thesn had on her
was a futile one and the impact of his dark, brogdhandsomeness
was such that she had to steady herself again§taitmica counter.
The electricity arcing between them, even fromsdagice of two feet,
would have electrocuted anyone attempting to passden them.
The notion immediately reminded Taylor that fivaggago someone
had.

'‘Where's Melanie?' she asked.
‘Upstairs. Putting away her battalion of Barbidsldike | told her to.’

Taylor gave him a doubtful look. '"Yeah, right, apigs mi..." Her
words died as Melanie charged into the room loolengrmously
pleased with herself.

‘Hey, Mummy, | put my things away all by myselfessaid.

Forcing a smile, Taylor muttered, 'Good girl,' & daughter, despite
resenting the fact Craig had apparently securedd-gatured
compliance in a few minutes for a task that reqlimerto beg, plead
and threaten in order to get results. Even pouimgg! She slanted a
quick look at the man in questioflow dare he display better
parenting skills than her!



His grin was blatantly smugYou're obviously too soft on her," he
commented, his mind-reading irritating her even more

'‘Beginner's luck!" she snapped. 'Besides, "new'talgays get the
most attention from a child, but eventually theveltywears off,
Craig.'

"Touche.

The dullness of his response made her regret tedmiess.

By the time Taylor had tucked her daughter into, st was an
emotional mess! Her nerves were stretched tightrzps, and
knowing that even now Craig was watching her evaoyve didn't
help.

During dinner she hadn't been able to relax forsewnd. Not even
Melanie's childish chatter could distract her fraoticing the way
Craig had been visually stripping her through thdire meal,
optically devouring her with a relish suggesting domsideredher
dessert. What was worse was no matter how hard shed, she
couldn't stop recollections of the feast of pleasirey'd provided
each other in the past from creeping into her naimd bringing with
them a vaporous heat, which had curled its wayutjindher body.

‘Can't Ipleasehave a story, Mummy?'

'‘No, Mel, you've already stayed up for an extrarh&ou've got
school tomorrow.'

There were a few more beseeching pleas followedyuputinous
mutterings from the youngster, but Taylor remaified, constantly
conscious of the amused male eyes on her.



'‘Good night and God bless, sweetheart,' she saidlig to kiss her
daughter. Little arms wrapped around her neck aaglof gave
thanks that God had decided to trust her with Melatife.

‘Your turn, Daddy,' the child said, releasing hetimer.

Taylor's heart turned over at her daughter's reéqaed the eager
pleasure shining in her young eyes. Had Melaniesegishaving a
father to kiss her good-night? Had she found Té&ylorother love
insufficient? The thought cut her to the quick.

Realizing Craig had made no move towards the clsig spun
around, intending t@lare him into compliance. Instead she fount
herself in his arms.

'‘Daddy's turn,” he whispered before the touch o mMmouth
immobilized her.

The gentleness of his tongue slipping over herobotlip pushed
Taylor's heart into overdrive; its pounding paceasd in her ears
and made her tremble. But all too quickly she vwsased and the
pulsating drumming was replaced by childish giggles

'‘No, silly!" Melanie chided. 'You're s'posed toskise!

'‘Ah!' Craig said, drawing more giggles with his pde-innocent
tone. Nowl| get it!'

Shaken to the core, Taylor bolted from the room.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was fifteen minutes before Craig joined her in the ifgmoom,
and, though still rattled by his kiss, Taylor wastedmined not to
show it. Setting aside her coffee cup, she beganmgpone for him.

'You always did make the world's best coffee. I'tithhink I've had a
decent cup since you left.'

She would have challenged the exaggeration if hard+and
body—hadn't become totally distracted by his presdreside her on
the sofa. Alarmed, she sprang to her feet, the mewé drawing a
puzzled frown from Craig.

'‘What's wrong?' he asked.

'l...eh...I forgot the after-dinner mints."'
‘Don't worry, | don't want any.'

'l do.’

She fled the room, calling herself a stupid foolyai return five
minutes later feeling an even bigger one. Craig fidatting with her
elaborate sound system, and the laid-back lyricdirafmy Buffett
were drifting softly in the air. A slow smile creskhis face.

'‘Couldn't find the mints?"

She blushed, but tried to distract him from noticioy answering
with a careless shrug. 'Forgot | was out of them.\viiould you like
another coffee?’

He shook his head; coffee was the furthest thiognfnis mind. What
he wanted waber. He was weak with want for her—her touch, he
passion, the taste of her femininity. He exhaled mish as his loins



tightened in desire. Taylor was desire and femipipersonified.
Perfectionpersonified.

He smiled, recalling how until he'd met her heakskd himself as a
'legs man', but after one look at Taylor Radcliffes range of
appreciation immediately expanded. Sure, her lengoth legs had
been second to none, but so was the rest of hebdtimm and hips
were in perfectly proportioned contrast to her twgist and high,
firm breasts, and the elegant line of her neck patlician facial
features stunning in their own right. The waist-léngoney blond
hair he remembered might be gone and there waswaaireof
maturity about her, but those changes counted dtnimg. Taylor
still bore the sleek, flowing gracefulness God pdtdwrapped her in
and she was still the most desirable woman Crailgelvar known.

Uncomfortable under the intensity of his gaze, ®ayl
self-consciously smoothed her hands over her hifmdea flare of
desire in Craig's eyes told her he'd interpreted #ttion as
provocative. Her stomach fluttered at the thougpatiking her wonder
half-guiltily if, regardless of her best intentioi&r subconscious had
intendedhim to misinterpret the nervous gesture. If so, &8s in
trouble. Big trouble.

With Mel in bed, she could no longer count on thédcto act as a
release valve for the sensual tension that had bagding up all

night. She and Craig were on their own now, andemitheir past
track record for succumbing to lust over level-reghtess, things
didn't bode well. Taking a deep breath, she fouglgfain control of
the situation. Deciding that returning to the sefss tempting fate,
she quickly moved to the farthest armchair andieain.

‘You're staring, Craig.'

He took two steps toward her. 'l can't help it.'oTmore long-legged
strides brought him closer still. "You're beautiful



'l..." A strange blend of excitement, fear and esirangled whatever
response she'd been going to make and began pargieat body as
he continued to shorten the distance between tBgnthe time he
stopped, only inches from her, Taylor's heart waisnging as if it
would explode. As she looked up into his eyes, gueadizziness
swept over her. Though perhaps it had nothing twittohis eyes and
everything to do with the way he clasped her hamdstugged her to
her feet.

'l realize we need to talk, Tay..." His words bedgher cheek. 'But |
need to do this more.'

She could no more have stopped her arms from wng@ound his

solid male frame than she could have stepped awayliis kiss. In a

distant region of her brain, she registered thellfy having contact

with his body relieved her from the crushing emadilgpressure she'd
been experiencing for days, but hadn't understdoat was causing
it. Now she knew— curiosity.

Curiosity as to whether her memories of Craig'setomaking

mastery were accurate or if her mind had merelyreidered them as
a means of justifying her once- wanton reactiothem. When his
tongue plunged inside her mouth, Taylor had hewans

To feel a part of him moving within her after diese years threw her
senses into chaos, intensifying them to the poinére she could
actuallyfeelandhearher blood circulating through her body; coulc
smellthe desire seeping from their pores and could stitastehot
male arousal. She rose to her toes, desperaté¢ ¢toger to the solid,
hard maleness of him, her hands moving with desparegency
across his shoulders and back. For five years atielfeamed of this
man.Achedfor this man. Now she could again experience him—

Craig had never known such an overwhelming senggatéfulness
as he did when Taylor's arms closed around himdéieured her



mouth, driven by the need to have the heat of hesipn defrost his
too-long frozen soul. His life had been so emptghaut this woman.

More like an existence than a life! The taste ofdfeer half a decade
was the most exhilarating thing he'd ever expeadnthe warmth of
her body the most sensual. He cupped her breakheariow purr of

approval made him almost as mindless as the tolkbrdips at his

throat.

'Oh, Tay! I've missed you so much! I've almost diean wanting
you,"' he muttered, burying his face in her haity ém again return to
the nectar sweetness of her mouth as desire huntimnedgh his
blood. The flavour and feel of her made him feehkvand powerful
at the same time. He couldn't get enough of her.

‘Tay, honey,' he rasped, 'l've been crazy without. \iLet's go
upstairs...'

Dazed by desire, he took several seconds to rethiagethe warm,

responsive woman in his arms had suddenly becogie and was

struggling to withdraw from his embrace. Opening &yes, he was
shocked to see tears slipping silently down heektieln momentary
confusion, he relaxed his embrace, allowing herdpgortunity to

move away. She eluded his attempt to recapture her.

‘Tay.. .honey?"
‘This is where the night ends, Craig.'

He swore, moving to catch hold of her hand asiséeé to turn away.
‘What the hell do you meathis is where the night ends?'

'l mean,' she said, trying to tug her wrist frorm grasp,..'l want you
to go homeNow.'



‘Liar," he said, feeling the speed of her pulseapgl and eager as his
own. ‘Your body gives you away, babe. It always'has

A flash of anger sparked in her green eyes. 'St®'challenged.
‘These days, | listen to my brain, not my libiddbke into account
how my actions might hurt other people—'

'‘Believe me, honey, send me home now—' he glanoetdqully at
the bulge in his jeans '—and we'll both ache ghnl

Taylor felt her insides cramp with desire as mep®from the past
raced through her mind. The urge to give in to hwas almost
overwhelming and it took more will-power than shedited herself
with possessing to shake her head. What happeméghtowould
involve someone other than the two of them; it wloulvolve
Melanie. Freeing herself from his grasp, she tahl &s much.

‘Craig, our wants aren't the only ones we haveotwsider. What
about Melanie?'

'‘She's asleep! Don't tell me you need a five-yedisqlermission to
make love to a mayou're still married to!'

In that instant, Taylor hated him. 'Damn you!" shied. '‘Could you
just pretendto like her?'

'l do like her.'

'‘No, you don't! You simply see her as a means tot@ene.You
wangled this dinner by manipulating Melanie, and kaow it!'

'OK, | admit that wasn't being completely up frdmit-'

‘There's no excuse, Craig. Melanie is just a lgtté | won't have her
hurt.’



Surprisingly, her inference that he'd deliberakelym the child stung.
'Let's get one thing straight right now!" he comadeuh 'Even though
| never wanted children, I'd no more deliberataiyt tthat kid than |
would you!

'‘But youdid hurt me, Craig. Pain can exist even without intéte
damage of her own words immediately registereddridce, but she
felt no pride in the fact and quickly lowered hezg.

‘You left me, Taylor, not the other way round. So don't talknte
about hurt. | loved you. | still do.’

The words came out as if he didn't have the stretoghold them in.
She stepped back, shaking her head.

'It's the truth, Tay. In spite of everything thafppened—'

'You mean in spite of the fact | conceived Melaagainst your
wishes?' she challenged, wondering if he would eneerstand that
without trust declarations of love meant nothir@r. in spite of the
fact sheexistsAWhat about her, Craig? What exactly do you feel fi
Melanie?'

‘Jeez, Taylor!" He ran an aggrieved hand througtndir. ‘She's only
been in my life five minutes! How can | be suvhatl feel? | barely
know her!'

'Since you've no one to blame for her absence froun life other
than yourself—'

‘You took her with you!" he accused. 'You coul@évéen wait until |
was in the country to tell me face to face!

'l did what was best for Melanie! She needed tsulreounded by
love not—'



‘Yeah, right. And she's had your love for as loag laaven't.'

‘That's a stupid comment! Parental love isn't #meesas... as what we
had.'

'So tell me, which is stronger, Taylor?' he askBdcause | know
from firsthand experience they can't coexist.'

She knew he was referring to the fact that his miaravho'd been
happily married and childless for eighteen yeafsrgehe was born,
had divorced within two years of his birth. Neitted ever had any
gualms about telling Craig that they each held t@sponsible for the
failure of the marriage.

Taylor had no intention of ever letting that kintl quilt tall onto
Melanie. Nor did she believe Craig would ever bes®l. Still, she
had no words with which to answer his questioroaglitich love was
stronger. All she could offer in response was a@leet shrug and a
shake of her head. He sighed heavily as if he'dgalrall his hopes on
her being able to tell him.

'Look," he said, shoving his hands into his pocKeedmit | haven't
been any sort of father to Melanie in the past, land knows my
background doesn't provide me with many exampleghatt a father
should and shouldn't do, but... I'd like to tnb®one now.' He raised
hopeful eyes to her. 'If you'll let me.'

Taylor turned away, choked with emotion. Almostudl fminute
passed before she could speak and even then loerwas unsteady.
‘All right, Craig.. .you can see her.’

She watched his shoulders sag as if he'd beemigotils breath for
her answer. 'Thank you. | appreciate the secondcehaven if | don't
deserve it.'



Nodding, she began clearing away the coffee things.

‘Would it be OK if | came over on Friday to see hdre asked.
‘Unfortunately | have a meeting in Canberra tomeramd | won't be
back until late, but I'm free Friday night. We aiglo to the movies.'

She couldn't help smiling at his obvious eagernék=arly he wasn't
going to waste any time.

'l don't see why not. But you'd have to pick hebefore six o'clock,’
she told him, carrying the coffee tray to the k&wch 'l have
basketball.’

'l meant all of us could go. You know a.family outing.'

Taylor's blood froze and only a miracle allowed toetleposit the tray
on the bench before it fell from her hands. Thegenaf Craig,
Melanie and herself as a typical family was oufamius, fuzzy and
blurred like a badly tuned television screen. Ofirse, you could
adjust a television and fine-tune it, but Taylorswa convinced the
same could be done with relationships. Especiatly tike theirs,
where the emotional wiring was in such a tangtmf't think that's a
good idea, Craig. You and Melanie need time to yelwes.’

‘Dammit, Taylor! What about whate need?’

'I'm not sure | know what we need, Craig,' she,samlazing herself
with her calmness. 'But right now, it's Melanie €oncerned about. |
want her to get to know you and | don't want emwldaggage from
our past complicating things.'

Craig shook his head, a bemused look on his faie, Tay, we'll
play by your rules. But it's not the past that wesryou. It's the
future.’



CHAPTER SIX

ON FRIDAY after returning Melanie's excited wave as she@away
in Craig's Porsche, Taylor remained in the doorday several
moments after the car had disappeared, trying teedo terms with
the mixed emotions she felt.

She could have gone. Craig had again tried to caeviner to opt out
of the basketball game, but she'd refused. In bartlshe knew it was
best for Melanie that she have her father to hiersleé'd waitedso
long for the chance. Yet Taylor was honest enoogacknowledge
her good intentions were somewhat frayed at thesdgpart of her
couldn't be noble about seeing the unrestrainegidethat had lit
Melanie's face as she'd scampered into the low-Isperts car,
thrilled at being with her father.

'‘Get a grip, Taylor," she told herself. 'A trip ttte movies doesn't
equate with a custody battle.’

As soon as she said the words, Taylor felt ill.

Three hours later, she gave a grateful sigh asdeeh indicated he
was making a substitution. Slumping onto the beslh,reached into
her sports bag and rummaged about until she felcdhdness of her
drink bottle. Pulling it out, she took a long swall of the
refreshingly cool glucose mixture.

'What's the score?"

Gagging on the drink, she jerked around to find ibie's owner
crouching behind her.

'‘Craig! What are you doing here? Where's—?"

‘Hi, Mummy! Are you winning?'



Taylor nodded, indicating the electric scoreboaih-what are the
pair of you doing here?' she repeated.

'‘Daddy said it would be a good idea if we picked yp before we
went to McDonald's! Then we couddl have burgers!

Melanie's tone implied she thought the idea wdsofunerit. Taylor
didn't.

‘We phoned your place and didn't get an answewestook a punt
and came here from the movie.' Craig lowered histmto her ear.
'I'd forgotten how sexy you looked in a sweat-soasiaglet.’

Craig's slow appraisal of her body as she stoodidigt do anything
to improve her respiration rate. If anything, shasweven more
breathless now than when she'd first left the court

‘Taylor! You're on for Gina!'

'‘Ummm, | have to go. I.. .we're nearly finishecheSated that she
was stammering like a schoolgirl.

'Hey, Adams!' the team's grandfatherly coach bedlbviYou here to
play or chit-chat? On the court!'

Trying to ignore the amused look Craig sent heyldrahrew herself
into the game with renewed gusto, but her conceotravasn't what
it should have been and she tripped over the feeh® of her own
players and went crashing to the floor. The harflase rattled her
bones, but with the game continuing around her, issnctively

tried to spring back to her feet. She failed; skimg pain knifed her
in the knee.

Grasping her leg with both hands, she tried unssfalty to bite
down on the anguished cry that tore at her thishé screwed her



face up in an effort to stop the pain, a pain sense even closed eyes
couldn't prevent tears from rolling down her cheeksam-mates

begancrowding around her, but with her sensesdauyy agony, she

couldn't identify who was saying what.

‘You okay?'

'‘What happened?'

‘Think she rolled her ankle...'

Finally someone got it right. 'Is it your knee?'

She nodded, then immediately shook her head asosmntieed to pry
her hands away from the injured area.

'Oh, God!" she cried, tossing her head in an eftoshake free of the
fire burning up her leg. 'It hurts like all hell!’

As she said the words, she felt herself being swpphn a pair of
strong, familiar arms. Of its own accord, her hiagered against a
firm, muscular chest.

‘Take it easy, sweetheart,' Craig murmured softly.

'‘Easy for... you to say,' she said, grimacing hot your leg that's
falling off." A sudden thought struck her. 'It'st's not broken, is it?'
Craig's averted eyes and the straight, tight lin@omouth were her
only response.

With infinite care, he lowered her onto the coudesbench. Again
someone shoved a drink towards her, and agairhsio& $ier head. It
was going to take more than a swig of Gatorade a&@evher feel
better!

‘Mummy, are you okay?'



She'd forgotten Mel was here and hearing the wibrto@me in her
daughter's voice made her forgetfulness seem thek nvorse.

''ve been better, sweethea— Aaabfeh!" Taylor steehas the pain
suddenly increased.

'It's only an ice pack. Want to minimize the swwgli The coach's
tone was gruff but concerned. 'l want you to tedl where it hurts.'

Taylor gripped harder on the male hand intertwingt hers as the

coach's probing touch moved up her calf, but wheehirfally pressed

the outside region of her injured knee, her effo@y lurched and she
had to fight to bite back an obscenity.

'Sorry, kiddo.' The coach offered a weak smilm Heing as gentle as
| can.'

'Promise me you won't get rough!" she returnedutinoclenched
teeth. Turning her head, she caught sight of thigevkmuckled grip
she held on Craig's hand and attempted to withdievwown, but he
placed his other over it.

'‘No,' he said, trapping her grip. ‘Concentrate qureszing as tightly
as you can. It'll keep your mind off the pain.'

It was well-intentioned advice she was sure! Bushe'd had the
strength to talk, Taylor could have told him itfichave a snowball's
chance in hell of working! Already it felt as ifélpain had travelled
to every part of her body and the dizzy sensatibe svas
experiencing suggested her brain was being affetdedClosing her
eyes, she let her head drift back against a vehd,sbut very
comfortable male shoulder.



Sensing Taylor was close to passing out, Craigedlaat the
grey-haired coach. 'Do you actually know what y@doing? Or are
you simply determined to torture her?'

The remark earned him a look, half condescendiaff, hartyred.
'Since | figure you're either her husband or heyfribend, I'll ignore
your tone son.As for knowing what I'm doing, I've been in thesnge
longer than you've been in long pants, so I'll bd@gnosis of a
busted kneecap even before | see an X-ray.'

Craig swore, hearing his worst fears confirmed, jodging by the
way Taylor's face was contorting in pain, he dodlslee was aware
of anything being said.

You right to get her to hospital on your own?' tiid man asked,
genuine concern showing in his face as he look@cwgbr's almost
unconscious form.

‘Yeah, I've got my car outside—' Craig stopped eune” again.

There was no way he'd be able to get her comfatalthe Porsche.
He'd have to use her car. 'I'll need her car.'ptdke aloud and to no
one in particular as he rose to his feet, tryingtagolt the woman in

his arms. 'Someone fish her keys out of her bagaft

It was the coach who obliged. 'I'll drop the redt@r gear at her place
later. Want someone to drop your car off there?too

Craig nodded. 'Thanks. The keys are in my pockés.'angled
himself so the man could get them. Becoming mord amre
concerned with Taylor's pallor, he turned and sthtbwards the exit.

'Hey, mate!' the coach called. 'What about the'kid?



'‘What kid?' As soon as he asked the question, yes &t on an
ashen-faced Melani®amn. The last thing Taylor needed was he
chattering daughter firing questions at her whexngas in pain.

The thought must have shown in his face becauselthman said,
‘Listen, if it'll be easier, | could keep her witle and drop her off—'

'‘No!" Melanie protested in a loud voice. 'l wangmwith Mummy!'

Craig had to remind himself it was worry about hether and not
wilfulness that had the kid's mouth set so mutihgusut either way
he didn't want to have to deal with a tantrum now.

'‘Look, Mel," he said as reasonably as he coultibé better if you go
with... with...'

Realizing that he didn't know a thing about the me'd been about to
foist his daughter on caused a sensation of sidk tgufill his gut.
Good one, Adams! he chided himself. You're aboujuasified for
responsible parenting as you are for brain surgery!

'Er, thanks," he said, directing a grimace of desatithe man. '‘But I'd
better take her with us.'

Through the haze of pain clouding her senses, Tayls dimly

aware of Craig lowering her into a wheelchair, teka was forced to
close her eyes against the glare of the fluoredagntts. Strangely,
the darkness did little to ease the throbbing in leg and the
wheelchair felt cold compared to Craig's body.

‘Jeez, Taylor, | thought you were smarter tharetdHis guy knock
you off your feet again.’



The sound of a familiar female voice prompted lreonce again
open her eyes and try to foclsz! Pleased to discover her friend wa:
working the night shift in Casualty, Taylor triealgmile.

Craig watched Taylor grimace, her greeting to ittkel more than a
breathless mutter. The pallor of her face worrigd &nd he roughly
demanded she be given something to stop the ph&y Were in a
hospital, for God's sake!

'‘As soon as she's had the X-rays,' Liz told hirentturned to a young
male nurse. 'Wheel Ms Adams down to radiology afidiiem | want
the results immediately. I'll be in night sistesffice.'

'Yes, Dr O'Shea.’

As the nurse took hold of Taylor's wheelchair, §rarushed his
hands aside. 'I'll do it.’

'Sir, you can't! Hospital policy states—'
'Listen, don't start stating hospital policy to nhehid,l'd take her.’

'Craig,' Liz O'Shea intervened, 'why not take M&alvd and get her a
drink or something? There's nothing you can db@tntoment.’

'‘Forget it, Liz. I'm staying with Taylor.’

'‘Me, too!" piped up Melanie. 'I'm going with Mumrhy.

‘Mel, youcan't,'Liz said gently. 'Mummy has to be X-rayed.'
‘Then I'm staying with Daddy!

Craig swore. 'Melanie, be reasonable—'



Liz rolled her eyes. 'Oh, for heaven' sake, Craigéfyear-olds don't
know the meaning of the woréasonable Besides, Mel is Taylor's
and your daughter so she's probably geneticakkygt toreason.'

The young nurse's face twitched at the remark aralgGvould
cheerfully have knocked him into the middle of nextek had it not
been for the fact Taylor reached for his hand.

"'l be okay.. .truly. Just look after Mel. Ple&se

He withstood her pleading green eyes for all oe¢hiseconds.
Sighing, he ran a hand around the back of his rthek, nodded. But
the uncertainty he felt about leaving Taylor mwstdashown even as
he took hold of the little girl's hand.

'Hey, don't look so worried,' Liz told him. 'Thedkdoesn't bite. At
least not any more.'

Huh! thought Craig. How could she? She talked sahher teeth
were never together! He knew because she'd beéerchg non-stop
since he'd picked her up for the movies. Yet ituoed to him now
that Melanie had been almost totally silent sinee imother's fall.
Turning to the child, he saw the tell-tale trembléner bottom lip as
Taylor was wheeled away and he was assailed by & voh
sympathy. Crouching down to her level, he produgkdt he hoped
was a convincing smile.

'Hey," he said, 'how about we go find ourselve®keC’

Doubtful brown eyes darted from his face to theidor Taylor had
disappeared down. 'Is...is Mummy going to be ght?’

'Oh, sure she is, kiddo! Mummy's going to be fine.'



The force of the tiny body launching itself at hthrew him off
balance in more ways than one.

By the time she was wheeled back to the examinatibrcle, Taylor
was convinced she was in worse shape than whe ais/ed! The
hulk-size radiologist had been about as gentlestsdgehammer!

The nurse left, saying he would notify Dr O'Sheat the X-rays were
complete, and alone in the typical-looking clinicalom, Taylor
considered the implications of her injury.

She'd probably be off her leg for at least a wedkch meant she'd
have to revise her intentions not to have a fatletihousekeeper.
Financially there was no reason she hadn't emplayledusekeeper
since arriving in Sydney. It was just that she gagbhaving the house
to Melanie and herself, and had planned only t@ lHomeone
part-time even when she started work—

'What's the verdict?"

Craig's voice startled her from her thoughtsl! dlon't know yet. I'm
waiting for Liz to come back.' Her eyes went to dee's limp form
cradled in his armds she asleep?’

‘Either that or she talked herself to death,’ ek gdacing the child on
one of the room's two examination tables. 'I'll éndyiz check her
pulse when she gets here.’

Taylor tried to smile, but a twinge of pain turnéanto a grimace.
Instantly, Craig was next to her, crouching besiewheelchair and
slipping a lock of stray hair from her face. This&, her sudden
intake of breath wasn't caused by her injury, buhot splinters of
excitement flickering down her spine as his fingesved to caress
her cheek and jaw.



'Did they give you anything to stop the pain?'
She nodded. 'But it's not kicking in yet.'

His nearness was causing the most erratic sensatawccur in her
chest, and if she'd been having her heart monitdhed machines
would be going haywire! Filled with a sudden dediwerun her
tongue along the two- inch scar he sported belowedfiseye, she
clamped her teeth together—a precaution shouldtéhgptation
override her common sense. An unconscious moveoarged her
knee to protest, a groan escaping even throughstileclenched
teeth.

'You know,' Craig said, stroking her bare thighhaitne finger,1
know a terrific way of making you forget your inyu+'

'I'm sure you do,' Liz said from the doorway. '‘Bumight prove
difficult with Taylor in plaster!

‘Plaster!" Taylor wailed. "You mean...'

'You, my dear girl, have a hairline fracture of thatella. Or in
layman's terms, a broken kneecap.'

'Oh, no, Liz! I don't believe this!" She sent Lifak that begged her
to say she was joking. She didn't. 'Great!" shaemed. 'Just terrific!
Plastet For how long?’

'Four, maybe five weeks. It depends entirely on Qoiekly it heals,'
Liz told her.

‘What?' Taylor couldn't believe what she was hearing. 'How |
going to function? | mean, | have to drive Melatoeschool. | was
supposed to go check out two job possibilities antday. What am |
supposed to do for the next month?'



'‘As little as possible, I'd say! Craig teased whiondering her
comment that she had to check out job possibilities

Even without her income from Adams Relief, Taylasrone of the
wealthiest women in the country. Her father, SiuBlas Radcliffe,
had been one of Australia's most respected busbesss, and on
his death, Taylor had inherited sole control of twining
conglomerates, a national transport company antatgest chain of
jewellery stores in Australia. His thoughts wer@wined out by
Taylor's continuing to voice disbelief at her friksndiagnosis.

'Liz, are you sure they haven't misread the X-rayfean, I'venever
broken anything in my life! tan'thave a broken leg!

'Kneecap,' the redhead corrected. 'And there'srsa fime for
everything! So accept it, OK? It could be worse.'

‘Yeah, right,' Taylor muttered.

'‘Cheer up,' Liz said. 'Good thing you did this gini and not
tomorrow, because I'd have been flying to that eaerice in Cairns.
And since we aren't busy tonight, I'll personalply the cast.'

Taylor gave a false smile. 'Yippee.'

‘This one is only*temporary, though,' her friendniven, opening
cupboards and extracting a variety of dishes aokggees. 'lI've called
in a favour I'm owed and arranged for an orthopasgecialist to
have a look at you first thing tomorrow. After thgbu can get a
fibreglass job done if you like.'

Taylor was feeling too sorry for herself to careetVter they set the
leg in concrete or solid golétour weekslord, what was she going
to do? She looked across at her sleeping daughitst, her



predicament seemed even worse. How would she citbévigl like
this?

The concept of coping made her wonder how Melaar énjoyed
her outing with Craig. Better than he did, she'g gathe grim
expression on his face now was any indication. pwiging by the
time they'd turned up at the stadium, he'd notespany time in
getting to and from the movie! Nor did his earltmments about
Mel's talking make it sound as if he was exactlgficiyg at the bit for
another dose of paternal recreation. It didn't ssepher, so why
should it upset her?

‘There's really no need for you to stay,’ she told. 'lt's nearly
midnight.'

Craig wasn't immune to the cool tone she usedwas he in the
mood to try to tease her out of it. Heewthe time and he was
damned tired! He'd been a mass of nerves waitingpfaght to arrive

and not a bloody thing had gone the way he'd guatied! He hadn't
been able to talk Taylor into coming out with theand when he'd
turned up at the basketball court ready to actiydés B, she'd

sabotaged that, as well, by injuring her knee. &f Wwasn't an

intelligent, reasonable, thirty-two-year-old, he'diddelieved she'd
done it deliberately!

'‘Planning on jogging home, are you?' he asked.
'l can take a taxi.'

'‘Somehow | can't see a cab driver carrying you a sleeping
Melanie into the house and upstairs.'

'I'm sure the hospital issues crutches along \edichsts.' Craig gave
her a hard look of impatience. 'Look, Craig, | aggate your help—'



'‘Good! But it's not finished yet so save the gtatis speech until I've
got you home and into bed.’

He hadn't intended the remark to be suggestive.itBuas and the
tension that engulfed the room proved they weré bemembering
other times when such speeches had consisted siopasspired
nonsensical mutterings. He looked up to discovex O'Shea
watching them with studious interest. When she gunhim with a
narrow gaze, he sensed she wanted to say sométitimgas holding
herself in check. She went back to applying the, casd with a
muttered announcement that he needed some aefthiedm.

Liz was Taylor's oldest and dearest friend anddgCinaid met her the
night he'd met Taylor; but whereas it had been lavdrst sight

between him and Taylor, it had been hard, suspaytares at twenty
paces as far as he and Liz were concerned. By kes@ayreement he
and the redhead had, for Taylor's sake, toleradet ether while he
and Tay had been married, but until tonight Craagrit seen Liz
O'Shea since the day his marriage had ended. Baditseaesed her
disapproval at his re-emergence in Taylor's life.

Just outside the glassed entrance of Casualtyg @rapped himself
against the wall and drew a series of deep breR#fecting how in
just one week his past had become the present andesing what
the future held.

* % %

It had to have been more than an hour later, wiesponding to the
sound of his name, Craig turned to find Liz O'Saethe entrance of
the hospital.

'Finished?' he asked. At the woman's nod, he moeeards the
double glass doors. 'Right then, I'll take her home



"Wait!'

'‘What's up?' He tensed, noting the concern on faz's.
‘You tell me," she returned.

'I'm not in the mood for games—'

‘Neither is Taylor," Liz said, cutting him short.
‘Meaning?'

'‘Meaning only an idiot could miss the electricityat still exists
between you and Taylor, and | pride myself on banipng way
smarter than that. On your good days | think evamnmight be!

‘Get to the point, Liz.'

‘The pointis that no matter how you feel about Taylor, it isvoirth a
damn unless you remember that she comes as a padkabnow.
And the package reads Fragile- Handle With Care!

He made no response; he didn't have to. They butlwv her words
were the truth. While he and Liz had never beamnfis, he knew the
redhead's friendship for Taylor couldn't be questd It seemed her
staunch affection now extended to Melanie.

Melanie. The package deal. The child who had begnrone inches
long when she was born. Looking down at his ten-afddf-inch

hand span, he tried to visualize the little gidueed to that size. It
was beyond him. Just as so much about the childbegsnd him.

How could anyone put up with the inane chatter amdlless
guestions she seemed to fire out non-stop? He'drmagt anyone
who could change subjects thirty times before dngva breath!



She was stubborn, too, he suspected, recallingtit@ous set of her
mouth when he'd considered leaving her with the mdketball
coach. Of course, she'd get that from her motherthought with
affectionate amusement. Taylor was the most stublaman he
had ever met. And the most beautiful. She wastals@nly woman
he would ever love. Having lived without her fordiyears, he didn't
want to ever do it again. The trouble was, he titimik he was ready
for a package deal. Nor it seemed did Liz O'SheahB wasn't about
to share his doubts.

'‘Anything else you want to get off your chest, LEcause if not, I'll
go take Taylor home.'

‘Actually there is," she informed him. 'This goemiast my better
judgement, but | suggest you stay the night atdra/l

"You what?"

'‘Close your mouth, Craig,' she said drily. 'l sstidyat Taylor's, not
sleep with her. The cast isn't completely dry and if Meants
anything during the night, Taylor won't be able n@mnage the
crutches. If  wasn't on duty I'd do it, but...'eSthrugged.

When Craig remained silent, she said, 'Look,sfatprob—'

'It's not a problem, Liz.' He shook his head, mathbring to conceal
his amusement. 'You know, | never imagingi in the role ofmy
fairy godmother.'

'‘Believe me, Craig, if | was in the position to iggravishes, Taylor
would have two good legs aydu'dbe croaking on a lily-pad!



CHAPTER SEVEN

SUBCONSCIOUSLY sensing the safe cocoon of slumber beginning
unravel around her, Taylor buried her head in lawito muffle the
intrusion of a male voice debating with an excitbdd's.

'‘Quiet down! You'll wake her up.'

'‘But | alwayswake her at this time.'

‘Not this morning you don't. She'll be tired.'
‘Nah, she won't.’

Sleepily she prayed that both the ache in her tefjthe intrusive
dream would recede and allow her some peace, lruticst all
confidence in the power of prayer when the dooh@&f bedroom
burst open amid squeals of childish delight.

'‘Look, Mummy! Daddy's still here'

The announcement made Taylor's eyes fly open antdaat skip.
The vital organ stopped completely when her bleggze
encountered a piercing brown male one over the bEaer daughter.

'He slepthere, MummyAll night!'

The word that slipped from Taylor's lips sprangnasch from the
sight of Craig Adams standing in the doorway of bhedroom, as
from the pain of her encased right leg slamming Irer left ankle as
Melanie leaped onto the bed.

‘Don't worry, Daddy,' the little girl said, sendiageassuring smile to
the jeans-clad man. 'Mummy's always a bit grumpgreeshe has her
coffee.’



‘Yeah,' he drawled, 'l know." The heated brown-egémhce he
directed at her did worrying things to her heaté raven before he
gave a lazy smile. "Course | also know of othemdkithat have been
proven to improve her mood," he added.

‘Like what?' the little girl wanted to know.

'‘Nothing, Mel," Taylor said quickly, giving Craigehmost quelling

look and trying to tell herself her body wasn'tp@sding to the

blatantly masculine appraisal he was giving hert &ren without

looking down at the direction of his gaze, she kinewbreasts were
reacting to it and that the thinness of her nighgadvertised as
much.

She reefed the sheet up from her waist to heraitried to keep it
there as she made an effort to sit up. Lying flaher back while this
man visually devoured her was inviting her hormaoasot.

Craig watched her awkward struggle, not trustingdalf to assist
her. This close, the sight of her, in gold satieep-tousled and
slightly disorientated, brought back too many maewthat fired his

blood. He shifted his position to lean againstdber jamb, crossing
one leg over the other in the hope his stance woelohterpreted as
nonchalance. Unlike Taylor, he had no sheet tolgte body's

response.

In the hour since Melanie had woken and discovhregresence on
the downstairs sofa, she'd been chattering non-stojh came as no
surprise to him that she was the one to breakilkece hanging in
the room.

'Oh, wow!" she exclaimed, scampering from the bgdlts! Can |
have a go?'



‘They're crutches not stilts," Taylor correctedhdAo, you can't have
a go. They're too big and you'll only hurt yourgeélying with them.'

He watched silently as Melanie employed a seriesssiurances,
ploys and pleas to get her mother to reverse tbisida. The kid was
a tenacious little thing, he'd give her that, beisensed Taylor wasn't
as determined to have the final word as she mighe lbeen in his
absence. In fact, he'd bet the Porsche she wardtopiontinue the
verbal tennis match until he lost interest in thheceedings and
boredom sent him retreating downstairs. Well, hestinterest long
ago, but he'd have to be five years dead to balborthe presence of
this woman. His gut tightened. Compared to how fedtcince she'd
entered his office last week, hadbeen dead for the past five years

'‘Melanie," he said, forcefully interrupting the eyl of dialogue, 'if
you really want to try a pair of crutches, I'll @iyou a pair from a
chemist shop, OK?'

The child's cheer was loud, but Taylor's green-eg&de was
practically thunderous. It screamed that she censdlhis comment
intrusive and indulgent.

‘She has to learn she can't do or have everythiegvants, Craig.'
'‘Don't we all?"

She was uncertain if his remark was intended agnason or
sarcasm, and before she could decide, he was sgeaiain.

'So tell me, how's the leg feel this morning?'

‘Exactly how you'd expect it to feel,' she respahde'lt aches like
the devil and weighs a ton.' His gaze went straigliiter night stand
and Taylor was glad she'd left the photo she kepinoin the drawer
where she'd shoved it the night he'd come to dinner



You should've taken those painkillers Liz gave.you

'l would have, if I'd been capable of swallowing tkamn things.' She
held one of the huge tablets between her lingelesmuld see it.

'If you'd said something, | would have crushed tlienyou.’

'l was hardly going to wake you at three in the snog.'
'‘Assuming | was asleep,' he said.

'Only someone in intense panouldn'tbe asleep at that hour.'

Agitation bracketed his mouth. 'True. But then rmdt pain is
physical.’

The suggestion that memories from their past hadl tkien sleepless
jolted Taylor. For the first time, she acknowledgeédt, like her,
Craig would be confronting their past—but from twen perspective.
No doubt his view of the bad times would be congletifferent
from hers, but knowing the good would be as sedelstidisturbing
as her own was something she didn't want to thbdua To do so
was too arousing tber desires, especially when what could satist
them stood only metres away...

Bad thought!Fiercely she shoved the notion asi@be would not let
her libido complicate her life any more than it ehdy had.Their
history showed that physical satisfaction wasetla-all and end-all
of what she needed in a relationshipustwas what counted in the
end. And Taylor knew she couldn't count on Craig's.

‘You know, Mel,' she heard him say, 'you're rightwhat you say
about your mother being moody until she gets heming coffee
into her. And judging by that scowl she's wearisgd since | doubt



she'll agree to any alternatives | might suggé&ssdy this is a day for
copious cups of caffeine.’

The child frowned. 'Does that mean a lot?"

He nodded. 'Now all we need to decide is if | sHaarry it up to her
or... carry her down to it.'

Unlike her daughter, Taylor didn't find the latseiggestion the least
bit amusing.

‘Neither! I'm quite capable of going downstairs bveakfast under
my own steam.'

Craig shook his head. 'I'm not sure that's a gded-+"

'l am,' she said. 'Now I'd appreciate if it you'd@atso | can shower
and dress.'

His smirk was pure sin. 'I'm sure yowadpreciateit more if | stuck
around and lent you a hand doing that... you beimdaster and all.’

She considered launching a pillow at his headdismissed the idea
on the grounds it wouldn't inflict sufficient dansag

'‘As you said, I'm in plaster. Believe me, I'd hawdbe brain-dead,
Craig Adams, before I'd take you up thiat offer. Sogo!

Even after she managed to get out of bed and uodergawkward
and unsatisfying shower, it still took Taylor twegmhinutes to dress
and another ten just to get down the stairs. Caai) Melanie were
eating by the time she hobbled towards the tablaléNoth turned
and watched the last few metres of her approachag Craig's
attention that unnerved her the most.



Oh, great I The last thing she needed washandsome face turning
the only fully functional knee she had left weakhet sight of him!

Conscious of two pairs of dark brown eyes studyieg progress,
Taylor moved with a painstaking care that only sdrio highlight
her clumsiness. She all but collapsed into thercbiaig pulled back
for her.

Melanie cheered and clapped. 'Yea! You made itenTher face
broke into a huge peanut-butter grin. "You lookngnMummy! Can
| bring some friends over to see you?'

The little girl was immune to the less-than-matergldre the
comment earned her. 'Gee, Mel, why don't you juag dne into
school for show and tell?'

'‘We don't do show and tell yet," the child replsediously.

‘Thank God for that," Taylor muttered, picking wgr knife and fork
with the intention of digging into what looked lileevery appealing
stack of pancakes.

‘You should have accepted my offer to help you daken stairs,'
Craig said, reaching past her to whisk the plat®od from in front
of her. 'l put this out when | saw you at the téphe stairs, but you
took so long getting here it'll have to go into theerowave and be
reheated.’

Grunting, she snatched the plate back. "They'lliroe as they are.'
Then, realizing she was hardly being gracious camsig that he'd
not only cooked breakfast, but also spent houtbeahospital, she
forced a smile and tried to atone.

'I'm sorry. | should be thanking you for this," ded, motioning to
her plate. 'And for helping out last night. | dgpegciate it. Really. It's



just that if I'm to be incapacitated for a montt Hest start getting the
hang of it.'

'You better move into the downstairs bedroom or'liybueak your
neck getting the hang of it,’ he said.

"'l manage. Besides, | don't like sleeping toodaay from Mel.'

He shrugged her remark aside. "You haven't forgottei've got an
appointment with a specialist this morning, hava?3/o

Her fork stopping midway to her mouth, Taylor grednShe'd been
so groggy from the painkillers they'd fed her & tiospital, she was
hard-pressed to recall anything that had happentsat hiz had
plastered her leg. She vaguely recalled her freemdng something
about seeing a specialist. Damn, she didn't feeloumaking her
public debut on crutches yet and said as much.

'You should be grateful Liz has the connectionsvémgle you an
appointment in less than a few hours, let aloneao®aturday
morning,' Craig told her, filling her coffee cupuhderstand it can
take months to get in to see an orthopaedic spscial

What he said was true, but right now she was figpdlirnard to feel
grateful aboutanything It was taking a chunk of will-power not to
feel sorry for herself and all her mental poweblimck out the ocean
of memories that facing Craig over breakfast attigaThe thing she
wanted most to do was the one thing her injury @nésd her from
doing—running away as far and as fast as she could!

After pouring himself coffee, Craig sat back in bisir, tuning out
the rambunctious antics of Melanie and the hugestiegvas feeding
from her own plate, and studied the woman oppdsite Again he
found himself marvelling at the sheer perfectiomef make-up-free
face and the changes he saw there. The shortrstyle of her hair



added a new maturity to her, yet at the same tioggested a
youthful vibrancy that made her eyes and mouth apag impish as
they did seductiveAchinglyseductive. She'd always been stunning
beautiful, but in their time apart she'd grown mare and, dear
heavens, how heantednher!

'l noticed your car was in the drive when we gotkbkast night,'
Taylor said, jolting his thoughts back to saferesn 'How'd you
manage that?'

He shifted in his chair in an effort to bring hisdy back to heel.
‘Your coach organized it. If you give me his numaker we get back
from the specialist, I'll call and thank him.’

Her gaze widened. 'What do you mean, afterget back? | don't
need-'

‘Taylor... You just admitted you don't feel confideusing the

crutches. So don't try telling me now that yeantto go the specialist
under your own steam.' He smiled victoriously atdrent of defeat.

'Since the Porsche doesn't make a good ambulankceught we'd

take your car. Any objections?’

Taylor had plenty, but none of them had anythingldowith his
reasoning. 'Makes sense, | guess.’

'‘Oh, goody!" Melanie burst into the conversatittride in the front
with you,' she told Craig.

‘No, you'll ride in the back. Your mother will be the front.'
'‘But | don't like riding in the back.deverride in the back!

‘That's OK, Melanie," Taylor soothed. 'l don't misitking in the
back.'



'I don't believe children should ride in the frofithe car while adults
sit in the back, Taylor.'

She could tell Craig was determined not to givemthe subject.
Technically he was right; it was bad manners. Betadvlie was used
to sitting up front if she was driving with eithkiz or herself. She
had rarely been in a car with anyone else excemraadparents, and
they had always used a chauffeur. And she\derbeen in a car with
both her mother and her father at the same timgof bboked across
at the pouting child; being with Craig was stillyenuch a novelty to
the five-year- old.

'‘Why don't you go wash your face and brush youtht®eTaylor

suggested, praying her daughter wasn't going tandngr heels and
argue the point. She doubted she was up to handhgthing that
difficult without bursting either into tears or iadf temper.

Melanie took only a second to consider the ideareepushing her
chair clear of the table and racing from the ro&®rnie, as usual,
followed in ungainly pursuit.

‘You have to understand you're new to her, Crdigylor said, not
looking at him, but able téeel his gaze on her. 'Right now you're :
toy she's not ready to share and she thinks you twdore with her as
much as she wants to be with you.'

'l know exactly how she feels,' Craig said, capigiher attention, and
she would have sworn every unbroken bone in hey buelted under
his hot brown gaze.

'Right now the only person | want to be with is hesther. And I'm
not sure I'm ready to share, either.'

'l told you she was exactly like you,' she saidkilys



*You also once said that unlike me she wasn't thegiLii

Taylor lowered her eyes as his words dragged ttterbess of the
past too uncomfortably close, but determined fisgeached across
the table to lift her chin.

'I'm not going to give you up again, Tay,' he wakrEven if it means
| fight youandher every inch of the way.'

Though she was honest enough to admit Craig hachphed over
her heart twelve years ago, Melanie was too littléght her battles
alone; for that reason Taylor intended to be indoener.

'Let's compromise,’ she offered, not allowing Craigceptically
raised eyebrow to intimidate her. 'I'll go with Ltz the surgery and
Mel can go with you and sit in the front. On thepweme, Melanie
can sit in the back.'

"Your idea of compromising varies a hell of a latrh mine!" he said
drily.

‘There's no need to keep carrying me!" she prateate Craig
deposited her onto the sofa after their trip togbecialist.

‘Yes, there is. It's easier on my nerves than wagckiou struggle
with those damn crutches!

‘Well, the more practice | get, the sooner I'll noye on them,' she
reasoned, turning to see what he was doing in ttelhdn. Her

attention was distracted by the sight of Bernieratyg into the room
closely followed by Melanie. He pounced straightarto the sofa
next to Taylor and nuzzled her face.



'It's good to see you, too, boy!" She laughedngyo push the huge
animal away. '‘Mel, help me get him down!'

Craig stood back, watching the scene without contyr@ntogether,
mother and daughter wrestled with the enormous nedstur,
giggling with glee at their futile efforts to budges beast. Clearly all
three of them were enjoying themselves and he wedd®ow often
they'd played this game. The ring of the phonerinped the loud
hilarity of the threesome and instinctively his daeached for it.

'Hello... No, you have the right number. ThisGsaig Adams...
Taylor's husband..." He grinned as Taylor leanest the back of the
sofa, glaring furiously at him for the way he'dntieed himself.

'Who is it?' she asked, endeavouring to reach tutéches and push
the dog away at the same time. Smiling at her &ftorget to her feet
and ultimately the phone, he offered her no ansa@ntinuing to
speak with the caller.

‘Unfortunately my wife can't come to the phone rigbw..

Wife! The nerve of the man! Just because they'd newer digorced
didn't mean he could go around calling her his Mfee glared at him
as he explained how and why she was encased teplas

'‘Craig! Who is it?"

He covered the mouthpiece with his hand. 'A KareowBing. Says
her daughter, Renee, does ballet with Melanie laaitdybu'd arranged
to drop Mel over there today so they could play.'

'Oh, gosh! | forgot about it in all the confusion!’

‘Can | go, Mummy? Can I?'



Taylor looked sadly at her daughter. 'Sorry, hobeyMrs Browning
doesn't drive and—' she motioned to her leg '—Itean

‘Karen?' Craig was again speaking into the phdws. problem if |
drop Mel over in say... oh, twenty minutes?’

'‘Craig!'Furious at the way he was assuming comfahe situation,
Taylor was on her feet and moving towards him vaeghmuch speed
as she could manage—which wasn't much—and by the she
reached him, he'd replaced the receiver.

‘Mel," he said, 'I'll drive you over to Renee'sgala
‘Now listen here, Craig!" Taylor's protest went eatied.
'Run upstairs and pack whatever you need,' heheldittle girl.

Eager to comply, Melanie leaped to her feet andpest her mother
without sparing her a second glance. Unfortunaselytoo, did the
large and lumbering St Bernard. The latter clippleel side of a
crutch, thus sending Taylor scrambling to regainkdaance. Trying
to compensate her tilt to the right, she placedtoch weight on the
left crutch and it slipped away from her. Not evie lightning

reflexes that enabled Craig to get close enouggrab her were
enough to prevent her crashing to the floor anaiging him with her.

After a few seconds of silence, muttered oathedithe air.

‘Are you all right? Taylor! Are you all right?'

Craig's voice was tinged with worry and she sawstmae concern in
his face, but Taylor was incapable of forming therae to dissipate
it. The feel of his body pressed against her ownt $er mental
facilities into turmoil. It had been so long sirslee'd felt his weight
upon her; so long since she'd looked up into hleame face and



seen genuine caring on it that the best she coalthge was a dazed
nod.

'‘What about the leg? Is it okay?'

Again she nodded, unable to prevent her hand risiniyaw a finger
along his slightly off-centre nose.

‘Tay...

Of their own accord, her fingers moved to tracetimg scar before
gliding along his cheek-bone and jaw; the slighigliness they
encountered fascinated her as it had years ago.ddald a man as
gentle a lover as she knew Craig to be, be so basily and angular
on the outside? Again her fingers played over tpsured planes of
his face.

Beneath her touch, Craig felt as if he were catghine. He closed his
eyes in an effort to regain some control, butdindiwork. Too much
heat was radiating from the woman beneath him; rnt@my hot,

passionate memories screened in his head. Witft asse, he gave
up the token fight.

A shiver shook Taylor's whole body as he loweresl iead and
moved his moist mouth against her neck. Instinttialhe arched
closer and brought her arms around him to redueediktance
between them even more, just the weight of himtexgiher more
than she would have believed possible. Desperatedytwisted her
head to force his mouth to hers and was rewardelddoefforts by
the wild, familiar dampness of his tongue agairest dwn. But this
was no tentative, uncertain reunion. It was full passion and
too-long penned-up desire. It was life and deadmtvand need; each
hungry, hurried movement was a reaction to a deag@ynctive
desire and a prelude to another.



She held his head tightly between her hands, notimgto ever
again be bereft of this man's mouth or the sensatis kiss aroused
within her. As the ferocity of their movements atgiieach other
worked the back of her shirt free, she marvellati@toolness of the
slate against her skin and the stark contrase#ented to the sensua
flames ignited in her blood by the touch and tat€raig.

While her tongue delighted in a provocative battith his, far away
she could hear someone whispering her name. lehaygwas trying
to distract her from the glory of the oral duel stes enjoying. She
wished it gone! Wanting and needing nothing butemoir the man
who held her..."Mummy! Mummmeeee! Mummeee!" Slowihe
insistent calling penetrated her clouded brain. Whealid, it acted
with the speed and effect of a circuit-breaker oyldres passion.

'‘Get off me!" she demanded, trying to shove freghef mass of
masculine muscle pinning her to the floor. She Fulgoth for
freedom and much-needed oxygen for her lungs. GHétMel's

calling!

Craig stilled and looked at her for long momentoieethe meaning
of her words hit him. Muttering an oath, he easedskIf onto his
feet, pinching the bridge of his nose between thantbforefinger in
the vague hope of regulating his breathing. Orthat very least,
diffusing the irritation he felt at having his dreanatched from his

grasp.

‘You could at least help me up!" Taylor accused, ¢hild's voice
persisting from the level above them. All rightll Aight! I'm
coming, Melanie! Just hang on a second, will you?'

Judging by the impatient tone Taylor used to andvegrdaughter,
Craig wasn't the only one irritated at the intetimm he noted.
Pleased, he helped her to her feet, then, steati@ngith a grip on
her forearm, reached down and picked up the cratchiee slight



tremble of her body and her irregular breathingughd him added
satisfaction; Taylor had been as aroused as he.

‘Given your current physical and emotional stateight be safer if |
carried you up the stairs,' he said.

She paused in the act of positioning the crutcmeeiuher arms to
bestow a narrowed-eyed glare at him. 'Like hellauld!

Taylor lay quietly on her bed examining the eggdsblele ceiling

above her. Physically she was exhausted from tlemtevof the
previous night and today, but, as sensible as temnabn nap had
seemed, it was impossible to achieve. There werenmy things she
had to work out, not the least her feelings forigréactually they

were her biggest problem, but not, she admitted n@st pressing
one.

She had to find a housekeep&nd fastiThen there was the problernr
of getting Melanie to and from school. She couldgialy ask the
mother of one of Mel's friends, but the only one skally knew was
Karen Browning, and Renee went to a different sthés yet,
Taylor hadn't met the mothers of any of MelaniEssmates and she
wasn't at all comfortable about asking total stemegto put
themselves out. Hell! Why did she have to injuresbé before she
was properly settled in Sydney? Not that she wbhalde been thrilled
at being incapacitated at any time, but three nfrtm now would
certainly have been moo®nvenient!

The muted burr of the bedroom telephone severedbbat of
self-pity and she stared at it, somehow knowing wi@uld be. She
didn't dwell on the spark of excitement the thouglggered in her.



'Hello, Craig,’ she said before giving the calleng to identify
himself.

‘Very good!" he praised. '"Your powers of percepaos excellent!'

'It was either you or Liz, and the way my luck isning | wasn't
stupid enough to think it would be her.’

'‘Ouch!" he said with amusement. 'What are you dding

'‘Well, I've just finished a torrid game of squasid #m about to start
painting the ceiling! What do you think I'm doinly@thing! Which is
about all lwill be able to do for the next month!'

'‘Poor Taylor!

‘Save your pity. | can provide my own. In abundance

'‘Well, maybe | can cheer you up. | called to let koow I'm picking
Melanie up at about six, then I'll be over to firmker.'

Tm not hungry.' She had no intention of being alaith him.
‘You have to eat,'
'l don't have to if I'm not hungry,' she said stouoiby.

'I'm sure Melanie will be hungry. Or do you onleteher when you
feed yourself?'

'Of course not! But even with my leg in a cashihk | can manage to
scramble some eggs!

'‘And you also think you'll be able to manage fegdhmat overgrown
pony you call a dog?' he enquired in a facetioun®.toHe nearly
trampledmelast night in his haste to empty his dinner diBhink



you can fend him off? As | recall, your efforts leartoday left a lot
to be desired. In more ways than one, | might add.’

The less-than-subtle reference to the kiss theyatesl caused a
stirring in her lower abdomen she knew better tioamcknowledge,
but he gave her no chance anyway.

'See you at six, Tay.'

He hung up before she could say another word. Bt have been
furious with his take-charge attitude, but the sbohhis voice had
triggered far more disturbing emotions than anger.

Taylor had acknowledged from the beginning that imgp\back to
Sydney would mean confronting Craig, but she hadrfiected
things to be so difficult. For one thing, she'dubbt herself mature
enough to deal with meeting him on an impersonsisbid he chose
to play a part in Melanie's life. But she'd beemng. Dead.wrong.
The emotions she'd experienced since seeing him agae deeply
personal!

She recognized all the neon signs of lust—the gagormones, the
escalating pulse and the shivers of awareness.shadnight have
been able to ignore them had it not been for theerotless
conspicuous, but far more dangerous signs she &ahng in her
body; the need to have Craig simplgld her, the need to touch his
hair, the need to hear him say believedshe hadn't deliberately
planned Melanie's conception. Theseedswere reactions that
worried her. They were signs that warned her she stifl in love
with him, that winning his trust still mattered.

She wished she could genuinely claim to hate Chaigshe couldn't.
Oh, sure, over the years she'd said the wordsastihe old adage
claimed, actions spoke louder than words, and grgireself to sleep
every night for the first two years after one lafiman wasn't the



action of a woman consumed by hate. Lonelines$ amar confusion,

maybe, but not hate. And the gradual cessationosie tears over the
next three years didn't mean one had progressethi@tolissful state

of indifference, either, as this past week had show

Opening the drawer of her bedside table, she wathdthe
photograph of Craig she'd never been able to brergelf to throw
away. For a long time, she'd told herself she kepiut so that
Melanie would have a face to identify with the wdather, but she
knew now her heart hadn't been fooled.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CrAIG arrived armed with two huge brown grocery bags and
cheerful Melanie. in tow.

'Since Mel and | are cooking dinner, we stoppedaatt picked up a
few things,' he explained. 'And we also got youd®e to watch.’

On cue and wearing a grin, Melanie held up the itamd Taylor
forced herself to look at it rather than the wag theight of the
grocery bags highlighted the muscles in Craig'sddrforearms.

'Eh, thanks." She noted the title despite the ralsging of her
hormones to cast her eyes back to the grocery I&gssmiled. 'I'll
watch it later.’

'‘No, Mummy! Watch inow.So you don't get in our way.'

Laughing, Craig sent Taylor a quizzical look. ‘Amrlbng or are your
own words coming back to haunt you?'

Reluctant to spoil Melanie's eagerness to begin HRest
father-daughter culinary experience, Taylor allowestself to be
banished to the sofa. But although the movie wassbie'd wanted to
see, her concentration was marred by the muteddsoohCraig's
voice and the high-pitched giggles of her daugttdting from the
kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder to the sfwutbove the
breakfast bar, which Melanie had closed becausaédiis going to
be a s'prise’, feeling hurt that her daughter lbachserfully excluded
her from the activities. Annoyed with her pettinedse produced her
most delighted smile when Melanie raced in and anoed, 'Dinner
Is served!" before quickly scampering off to theilj room.



Having flicked off the video with the remote, shasmworking to get
to her feet when Craig materialized at her sidasice her heart, if
not her feet, to trip.

‘Leave the crutches. I'll carry you.'

'‘No thanks, | can manage.' She continued in her ksin-graceful
efforts to stand, knowing amused brown eyes watdmmdevery
move. Once upright with the crutches safely poséth under her
arms, she gave a triumphant smile.

'Such dexterity! An intoxicated octopus has nothorg you.' His
teasing tone tightened her stomach in a way tomisoent of a time
when light-hearted banter had often led to impramptemaking.
Shoving the disturbing thought aside, she gaveabured look.

‘You're blocking my way.'

He stepped aside, and, executing a half bow, hesavdns hand
towards the dining room. 'After you.'

'‘Such chivalry,’ she said drily.
'‘Chivalry? Nah! | just happen to love looking auyaute ass!'

This time, as the crutches went in all directiddsig's hand arrived
in time to steady her.

'Still think you can manage on your own?"'

'Youcaused that!" she snapped, embarrassment andlaagag no
room for gratitude. 'What are you trying to do,@esl have another
fall?'

'l am if it ends up like the one we had earlieratypd



‘Don't get your hopes up! This morning | was coseds$
He laughed. 'But you didn't hit your head.'

'‘No, but I'll hit yours if you don't shut up!" Hostéy, he was driving
her crazy! Agitated, she moved with as much speseadbs possible to
the dining room.

Melanie's excited chatter about the afternoon spéht Renee was
the accompanying course to the seafood pasta. \0illee plus side,
her daughter's non-stop monologue alleviated tleel f@ Taylor to
converse with the man seated opposite, the negatase that it
prolonged both the meal and Craig's presence. Radadnger the
meal went on, the harder it was not to covertlggtum. Already her
gaze had taken in every detail of the hard, musdubaly visible
above the table, right down to his soft, indecelahg eyelashes that
lay in perfect dark crescents against his skin wherowered his
eyes. On an intellectual level, she told hersafenof these things
affected her, but while her brain was being prattiber femininity
was flashing a red alert. Bit by bit she felt hemposure crumbling.
Much more of this and she was either going to hevme sort of
bizarre hormonal seizure or a nervous breakdown!

'... and Renee's got this real big panda. She lmalissam. Isn't that a
dumb name for a panda? | think a panda should I comething
that starts withP. Like Peter or Pepe or Pa—'

‘Melanie!" When two pairs of startled eyes focusedher, Taylor
realized she sounded more tense than she'd inteanttdjuickly
moderated her tone. 'Your dinner is getting colidpSalking and
eat.’

'l don't want to eat any more. I'm full.'

'‘Nonsense. You've barely touched it.'



'So?' The tone and look were insolent. 'l don'ehaveat it if | don't
want to—'

'Melanie. Youknowthe rules. No room for dinner, no dessert.'
'But; Mummeee,' the child whined, 'l don't—'

‘Eat!" Craig's loud command caused both femalghysically jump
and he instantly wished the word back. Mel was iloglat him like
he was an axe murderer and Tay's rigid expresbiowesd she wasn't
thrilled with his heavy-handed attempt at parenteither.

He muttered a general 'Sorry." Then he turned téntzon to the

child. 'l didn't mean to shout at you, Melanie. Boti shouldn't speak
to your mother like that. What say you eat halivbit's left on your

plate and then you can go dish up the dessert wie mhah?'

'For me, too?' she asked dubiously.

'Only if you eat at least half of what you've got |efi¢ repeated,
thinking it sounded like a pretty reasonable deddiin.

Melanie flicked her hair over her shoulders, thescched for her fork
while flashing him a five-year-old's beautiful smil®K, Daddy.'

A tide of pleasure raced through him and he wasvdvelmed by the
sense of achievement his daughter's positive regpgenerated.
Even when he'd pulled off his first multimillion-tar deal, he hadn't
experienced such a charge of amazement at hisssudddeast then
he'd been armed with an honours degree in busing$sMelanie
he'd been going on pure instingie, Craig Adams, had tried paternal
reasoning with his daughter and come tip trumps$ witthing to go
on but his own feelings!



He looked across to share his pleasure with Taplarher head was
bent intently over her plate and no matter how mbehmentally
urged her to lift it, she didn't. But he wasn't o to rely on
telepathy alone.

'‘How is it, Tay?'
'Fine.'
‘Just fine?' His persistence brought her gazesto hi

'OK, it's excellent,' she conceded as if irritalgdthe fact. 'But you
always were a better cook than me.'’

He laughed. 'Melanie's a better cook than you.'

Though her daughter giggled, Taylor sent him a ddvek over the
rim of her glass of Chablis. 'Pathetic though mglkiong may be by
your standards, gourmet meals aren't essentialrtaval. There is
nutritional value even in something as simple aetdeans.’

"Yuck!" Melanie exclaimed. thatebaked beans!'

'‘Well, you better stamot hating them, young lady,' Taylor advised
'‘Because until | can find a housekeeper, you nbglgetting them on
a regular basis. I'm not crazy about standing avenot stove
suspended on crutches!" She looked at Craig. jasepit's too much
to hope Adams Relief has branched out into dometit?’

'‘Nope. Domestic staff's too unpredictable. You saruilliant cook

out to do a few weeks' temporary work for a cliant then what
happens?' He shook his head. 'The ingrate offers famtastic salary
and hires her off your payroll! That kind of poaufpidoesn't make it
worthwhile.

‘Although' he said, 'there is a simpler solution.’



Taylor didn't trust the gleam dancing in his eyeshe fact he'd
practically read her mind. 'Such as?’

'l could come over and cook dinner each night it—'
‘Yeah!" shouted Melanie. 'And then | could help pmd-'
Face Craig every single night®o way I'she said, aghast.

'‘Why not? | have to eat anyway and it would give anehance to
spend more time with Melanie.'

'It... it would be too disruptive for her—'

'‘What's disrup-disrapatavemean?' Taylor ignored her daughter
guestion, stunned that Craig could have suggestel & thing in
front of the child.

'It means, Melanie,' he said, looking straight aylor, 'that Mummy
thinks it's not a good idea.'

‘But why,Mummy?'

Seeing her daughter's disappointment made Taylkelr like the
Wicked Witch of the West.

‘Well, Craig, eh...Daddy,'she corrected, 'works very long hours
Sometimes he stays at the office until very late..or has to go to
business dinners and things. That means he wobldrible to cook
dinner before it was time for you to go to bed.’

'‘Not a problem," Craig said. 'l can finish any tii&e. In fact, I'm
only too happy to fit in with Melanie's schedule.’



Taylor glared at him. 'That's very generous of ymut, it's not only
meals that have to be considered. And since lddn® employ
someone to take Melanie to and from school, | maght'

‘No reason | can't do that, too.’

Melanie's unfettered cheer of delight was deaferdamn!He was
doing it again!Using Melanie to manipulateer! Fighting hard not to
create a scene in front of her daughter, Taylowvdrsteadying breath
before speaking.

'Craig, you're being ridiculous. What happens i get held up in a
meeting or something and Mel's left waiting ats¢hkool alone? Plus
you'd have to drop her off in the morning an hoafobe school
started to make the office on tinfdlus' she said loudly when it was
evident he was about to say something, 'your office the city and
your apartment is miles away on the other sidéefarbour. You'd
spend all your time in your car in peak-hour taffi

His grimace of distaste told her she had him stgmide knowledge
was enough to bring a smug smile to her lips amdcsluldn't resist
adding with pseudo gracious- ness, 'Generous asoffau is, Craig,
it just isn't practical with you living so far away

'He could stay here.'

Melanie's words made her the focus of both adstitsined attention.
'Please,' she implored, tears streaming down lser fBlease let him
stay. Then | could haveraal daddy.. .just for a little while....'

Craig's gaze shifted to Taylor. 'Well,' he saidhatido you think...?'



CHAPTER NINE
'HAVE you ever considered a lobotomy?' Liz asked.

'I've heard they're dangerous,' Taylor repliedstiwg the cord of the
phone restlessly between her fingers.

'‘As far as you're concerned, my girl, they're a wlasight less
dangerous than Craig Adams! | should have X-rayen ffuck skull
instead of your knee! What possessed you to lethawve in?'

Sighing, Taylor leaned back against the breakfaist'bdidn'tlet him
move in. | just couldn't come up with a reasmtto let him. At least
not one | could have sold to Melanie.'

‘Jeez, Taylor, the kid still believes in Santa GlaAnythingwould
have done!'

Remembering her daughter's heartbreaking pleapiagd to blink
back tears. 'No, it wouldn't have, Liz. Besidelg said, trying to
sound comfortable with her decision, 'it's not fasve're sleeping
together or anything. He's in the spare room ugsstad I've moved
into the downstairs one. Everything's been finéaso

'So far.' Liz's tone was ominous. 'l blame myself for thishe
continued. 'If | hadn't had to attend this stupktoal conference, I'd
have been there to protect you from youraeldyour ex.'

'‘He's not myex.'

'Is that supposed t@assurane?' Liz paused then resumed in a soft
voice. 'Look, I'll be over to see you as soon gstlback to Sydney,
but if you need me for anything in the meantimeytihimg at all, call
me. OK?'



‘Thanks, Liz, but I'll be fine. | can handle tHisa» more mature and a
lot more sensible than | was at eighteen.'

'‘Kiddo, you'veneverbeen sensible whetkat guy was concerned!’

Replacing the phone and staring out the kitcherdewwnto where
Craig was playing with Melanie, Taylor feared heerid was right.
Every sane, sensible bone in her body seemed todisappeared the
moment Craig had come back into her life. In thredays since he'd
moved into her house on the pretence of helpingaadtgetting to
know Melanie, Taylor's emotions had been jumpingoaker the
place. One minute she was convinced he'd clevealyipalated her;
the next she suspected he was as reluctant totbe gituation as she
and doing it strictly for Melanie's sake.

Perhaps, she thought, taking a glass from theamakfilling it with
water, Liz's suggestion of a lobotomy was one todesidered. Lord
knew Craig Adams was driving her insane! His preseseemed to
both crowd her and leave her lonely, depending batlaer she was
trying to ignore the effect he had on her body wtiegy were in the
same room, or trying to ignore it as she lay in $fledpless and alone;
knowing he was in the bedroom upstairs. Equallnpalo

Resting her weight on one crutch, she sipped thderwa
contemplating the father-and-daughter scene beybadwmindow.
One thing was certain—Melanie had never been happiged to
being the sole focus of her daughter's admiratosiydden flash of
jealousy cramped her heart. Disgusted with herselylor grabbed
for the other crutch, forgetting she still held tflass. She screamec
as it crashed onto the slate floor, splinteringlindirections; anger
and frustration exploded within her at the sighthaf wet mess.

‘Taylor! Taylor, where are you? Are you OK?'



'Oh, yeah!" she snapped. 'I'm great! Just great!'sbme reason, the
concern etched on Craig's face as he raced intadjoning family
room made her burst into tears. 'l broke a glag&!'wailed.

'Is thatall? | thought you'd hurt yourself.'

‘All? I'm so flaming useless | can't even get myselfiakdof water
without help!

'‘Aw, honey!

'‘Don't come..." She started to sob a warning, leutMas already
carefully picking a barefoot path around the debris

‘A broken glass is not the end of the world.' Hesbed the tears from
her cheeks with his thumbs, tilting her head solsbked up into
liquid brown eyes. 'And you ar®tuseless. You're clever and brigh
and.. .beautiful.’

‘None of which gets me a glass of water,' she camgdl. 'It—'

‘They'll get you,' he interrupted, ensnaring hen eimd thus her gaze,
‘anything you want, Tay. At least with me."

Her heart was again pushing blood too quickly tgtober body and
disrupting her breathing. She knew it was becaese/ds so close
and touching her. She lifted her hands and grakisadrists to ward
him off, but her good intentions were sidetrackgdhe warmth and
latent strength she felt beneath his skin. The wogeontinue her
tactile exploration up his forearms was too powetéudeny; her
execution of the act drew him nearer.

She told herself to step away, but greedily grasgie¢te knowledge
that without her crutches she'd risk a fall. So skmained still,
endangering her heart to save her body. A bodyiase do Craig's



she'd have sworn her sigh was responsible foriskeand fall of his
chest.

‘Tay...

She closed her eyes as he reached a tentativethdred hair, her

spine tingling as eager fingers burrowed throughltitks to brace
her head. Anticipating the arrival of his mouthr, ygs parted, yet the
erotic surprise of his thumb caressing the semsftash of her lower
lip made her stomach drop, her heart flip. Andraffis finger had

tormented her with three insidiously slow strokeégre was no way
she could stop her teeth from stilling it, or hengue from rolling

across and around it. His gasped response vaudtetb la sensuous
high, which engulfed her, demanding she repeaattien. She did.

Again and again. The ridged hardness of fingearad warm heat of
skin triggered phallic fantasies in her head and-@o liquid heat into

her womb.

'‘Did you hurt yourself, Daddy?'

Taylor's jaw fell slack as Melanie's voice hit likebucket of ice
water; she clutched frantically at the sink as g¢stepped away from
her.

‘Well, did you?' the child persisted, looking frane mute adult to
the other.

'Hurt myself?' Craig's bemused expression told drayé was nearly
as disorientated as she was, the difference bengt Heast could
speak.Shecouldn't even breathe.

'Yes. When | hurt myself, Mummy always kisses rtiee' little girl
told him. Wasn't that what Mummy was doing? Kissyog better?'



Craig looked from daughter to mother and back aghwefore
enlightenment lit his features. 'Oh, yeah, Mel!shal with feeling. 'l
happen to think your mummy kisses better than amyre ever
known.'

Later when Craig asked if Taylor minded if he weenthe office after
dinner to catch up on some work, she was so awahkhrelief she'd
practically shoved him out the door!

Now, with Melanie asleep, she settled her head bgeknst the cool
leather of the sofa. She was grateful for the wddéitand the time out
from her daughter'®addy thisand Daddy thatand the chance to
corral her erratic hormones, which had been runamgk since the
episode in the kitchen. She didn't dare speculatevbat might
have—correctionwould have happened but for Mel's interruptior
And what worried her was that Mel's presence wadonger as
effective a buffer as it had been a week ago. dt'tinullify the
dangerous thoughts and sensations that crept thrdaglor each
morning as she faced Craig, clean-shaven and shid&vep, across
the breakfast table; nor did it stop her heart frituttering at the
sound of his car pulling into the drive a littleéeafthree each day. And
with her daughter at school, there was nothindl auging the hours
in between to prevent Taylor's unoccupied mind fi@mjuring up
images of the man and flicking through the memoaktheir past
passion.

Caught up in her thoughts, it wasn't until Berrieggered to his feet
that she realized a key was turning in the fronbrddder heart
thumped and her eyes darted to the wall clock;asmt even nine
o'clock! He'd said he'd Hate. Unable to escape to her room withou
meeting him, she forced herself to appear unpetuy his arrival.

'Hi," she said with false brightness. 'You're baaHy.'

'Yeah, | am. Want a coffee?"



'Mmmm, thanks.'
'What's all this?"

She twisted on the couch so she could look acnbsshe kitchen and
saw him frowning at the full but no doubt by nowkdéwarm
percolator. 'Oh, | made myself one earlier, butlda'ti manage to
carry it from the kitchen so | ljad to drink it wieel poured it." She
shrugged. 'l lost interest in a second cup.'

‘You really hate not being fully mobile and ablduaction normally,
don't you?'

'‘Now there's an understatement!' she retorted. IAmdetting bored
out of my brain! I've had a gutful of daytime sameras, I'm sick of
reading and playing patience and a person canlistéy to music for
so long! I'm dying from inactivity and | can't evésok for work

because | can't drive! It seems like | spend alltrme lying in bed,
sitting on my backside and hanging between two gseaf wood
twenty-four hours a day!

'‘Cheer up, Tay. You'll have had the cast on twok&demorrow.
That means there're only two more weeks to go.'

‘Might as well be forever! | candtandthis. The sooner things are
back to normal round here, the better..." Her wattered.

‘The better you'll like it," he finished.

The lifeless tone of his voice left her chilled.efhagain, perhaps it
wasn't his tone, but the words themselves. Oncedbiewas gone, so
was Craig.That was normal, but in all honesty would she like |
better?



He set two mugs of coffee on the table along witlisa of chocolate
mints. At her questioning eyebrow, he smiled. 'Beckhem up on the
way home.'

She plucked two from the dish and grinned. 'In dase, I'm glad you
finished your work early.’

His mouth tightened and he lowered himself ontcstbet next to her;
elbows on knees, he interlocked his fingers ancekgtat the floor. 'l

didn't go to the office to work, Taylor.' He turnbt head towards
her; his features were taut, though a thoughtfvir wrinkled his

forehead. 'l went there to think.'

Taylor swallowed hard and fast; apprehension oweeped the sweet
tang of peppermint in her mouth. She didn't warngebinto a deep
and meaningful conversation with him. Not now. Neth Mel
upstairs asleep. Not with the room lit only by tglew of the
television. It was too intimate, too tempting. Hamd raced for
diversionary conversation. 'Peace and quiet arttypsearce with
Mel around. She-'

'It's not peace and quiet | want,' he interrupti#d.peace of mind.’
His intensity alarmed her. 'l don't understand wioat mean.$

Craig stood up and crossed to the far side ofdbenr He recognized
her response for the stalling tactic it was, baldgmly his decision to
be totally honest with Taylor carried too high &ertag. She'd throw
him out and never let him back into her life. HerdMelanie's. And

today he'd realized being a part of their lifepifly as a part-time
father to Mel, was vital to his existence. He di#id himself that he

had been, or ever could be, essential to theitdydaouldn't return to
the delusional ignorance-is-bliss lifestyle he'@enaintaining for

the last half decade.



What he was about to tell Taylor amounted to emaliguicide, but
he was in a catch-22 situation- damned if he ddlegually damned
if he didn't.

‘What I'm talking about is guilt, Taylor. Guilt smaralysing and
all-consuming it chokes me every time | look at dMeé. A guilt

that's ten thousand times worse when she liftetbasbrown eyes of
hers and smiles and calls me Daddy.' He sighedyikigoevery word

made his hope for a future with this woman moreatem'l never
earnedthe title, Taylor. inheritedit.'

Amusement danced on her face. 'Yeah, well, tha¢susual way it
happens, Craig. Except | guess in adoption cases.'

'I'm not talking biology here. Besides, an adopfatber sires a child
In his heart, so it's the same anyway.' Ignorirgystartled look his
comment drew, he continued. 'The thing is, fatlaessupposed to
believein their kids. No matter what. And | never did tthget I've
inherited a healthy, happy little girl who...'

A worrying thought stemmed his voice. Doctors hadved that due
to her premature birth and the subsequent treasmesquired,

Melanie might be deaf or blind, or suffer chrongalth problems and
learning disabilities in later life. Suddenly itcagred to him he'd
accepted Melanie's good health at face value.

‘Sheis healthy, isn't she, Taylor? | mean—'

Taylor nodded quickly. 'Oh, yeah! She's fin€tuly' She was
beaming with maternal pride as she unwrapped anotirg. ‘Mel
was a real fighter from the start. But there ianday goes by | don't
thank God for being in her corner.'

'‘God wasn't the only one there, Tay.' The scratghafity of Craig's
voice fell uncomfortably on her ears. "You sperdrgwaking minute



and | suspect every sleeping one, as well, beliesire would live. |
couldn't do that. | wasn't there for her.’

She felt guilt for his guilt. 'Look, | know | gaweu a hard time for
not going and seeing her more often, but..." Shesqxh realizing
what she was saying was coming five years too lhtemderstand
now how you felt. Liz told me how upsetting you faolit seeing her
hooked up to all that machinery and—'

Craig shook his head. 'Liz was covering my miserasks so as not to
upset you even more. The truth is, seeing herasetinachines didn't
bother me.'

'It.. .it didn't?" She couldn't comprehend how he could make suc
statement. She'd felt as if she were dying a E#eh time she walked
into the hospital.

'l didn't get upset, Tay, becausedverwent to see her. Until the day
you brought her to my office, I'd never set eyesmyndaughter!



CHAPTER TEN
"You swine!"

Rage and disbelief brought Taylor to her feet, whehne teetered
unsteadily, the soft padded leather of the sofa@owiding her with
only limited support.

'‘Be care—'

'‘Don't you come near me!' she shouted, seeingdima step in her
direction. 'Keep the hell away!

'‘Shhh! Quiet down or you'll wake Mel.'

A brittle, bitter laugh broke from her. 'Oh, thatth! You don't give a
damn about MelanieYour daughter was critically ill and you didn't
care enough to even look at hslot evenonce,damn you!

‘Taylor, it wasn't like that! | swearPleas¢ he begged. 'Let me
explain.'

'‘Explain? How the hell can you explain turning away fronuryown
daughter? Youold me you were going to see her. You let me belie
you had.' Stray tears began slipping under her guard. "ngig?
Why the pretence? Why the lies?'

'‘Because | didn't expect her to live! Hell, Taylog one did except
you!'

'‘But she was our daughterburdaughter.’
‘That wasn't enough to guarantee she'd live! Tiood® said that—'

'l can't believe you wrote your own child off asifgea statistic
simply because everyone else did! But then agashe'shot him a



disgusted look '—you'd never wanted a child, sadss you figured
the odds were in your favour!

‘That's a rotten thing to say! | never wished rerdd God, Taylor, cut
me some slack here," he pleaded.

Never in his life had Craig known desperation sashe felt now. He
knew he deserved every bit of the disgust and llogthaylor's eyes
whipped him with, but he prayed that somewhereanheart she'd
have enough pity for him to at least let him explaPity was
something he'd always despised, but now it wastiishope.

'Please, Taylor, it wasn't because I'd been agasisaving children.
It wasn't because | didn't want her to live. It vbasause of you—'

'‘Me! You're trying to blame—'

'‘No! I'm not trying to place blame anywhere exacgpere it belongs.
With me. I'm simply trying to explain, make you @nstand—'

He stopped. She'd covered her ears with her harttle/as violently
shaking her head.

He knew then he was fighting a losing battle; kmevact the battle
was alreadylost. Whatever Taylor had once felt for him wasigo
and nothing he said now could revive it. Had hetalat her the truth
he might have had a chance, but he hadn't beenaleledure the
guilt.

Yet this time, instead of sitting back and acceaptihat fate dished
up because he felt he deserved it, just as he'd ddren Taylor
walked out on him, havasgoing to fight. Because even if he didn'
deserve a daughter, Melanie deserved a father matte guts and
loyalty than he'd shown in the past.



He stared out the sliding doors leading to theopétis reflection and
that of Taylor's behind him was muted, as nighiedrthe glass into a
muddy mirror. But he knew darkness wasn't only symaous with
night.

‘All right, Craig," Taylor said, surprising himExplain.He spun
around prepared to thank her, but she gave hinhance.

'Explain how you could cold-bloodedly turn your back on oL
daughter. Butlon't,'she warned, 'delude yourself that you'll ever [
able to make me understand.'

The bitterness inkier voice froze his vocal cords.
'‘Come on,' she pushed, 'let's hear your fabulopkeation.'

Only the knowledge of how much she was hurting—tihgibecause
of him—stopped him from telling her to shut up! Bt still sent up a
dozen silent apologies for the inclination. Thercleared his throat
and began at what for him was the beginning.

‘While it's true | was angry when you got pregnafter a bit | started
thinking about the baby, about us having a fanahd | kind of got
used to the idea. Well, a little anyway,' he quedif 'And | started to
think that maybe things weren't going to be alt thad. That there
was a chance we wouldn't go the way of my paréntdye like yours,
able to keep the baby separate from ourselveaw khat was simply
the lesser of two evils, but it let me hope a cldildn't mean | was
going to lose you.' Closing his eyes, he forcedseilfrto concentrate
only on what had to be said and not to venture dewletracks
leading to what he knew now had only been pipedseam

'‘But almost simultaneously, things started goingngr. You were
constantly sick and crying and so bad- temperetthaltime, | got the
feeling you didn't want me around. | know you denig' he said,



quickly anticipating an interjection that didn'tnge. 'But that's how it
seemed to me, and well, it put me right back tasgone where the
idea of a baby was concerned. And then. .V He dgrdang breath.
‘Then | arrived home that day and found you haenaging.'

The room was so silent Craig glanced over his stesub make sure
she was still listening, that she hadn't alreadykedh away. She
lowered her eyes from him and the pain was likelaik the guts. He
turned back to the doors.

'Seeing you in hospital—in agony, bravely trying fight off

labour—nearly killed me, Taylor. I'd never feltiselpless in my life.
You think you feel useless being in that cast? WeWas a million
times worse for me.'

‘It was no picnic for me, either, you know!

Her outburst caused him to pivot around. 'You thirdidn't know
that?' He swore, knowing he'd sounded defensivenwieehad no
right. Several steadying breaths later he continued

'‘Anyway, when | got the call to go to the hospitalias at a meeting
across town. | didn't trust myself to drive sorjed in a taxi. It was
peak hour and the traffic was horrendous. The ddigthis best, but
by the time | got there, you were already in theeatrd they wouldn't
let me in. | pleaded with the senior sister, bwvats no go. She told
me that under the circumstances I'd be more suppaonty wife if |
remained calm because you would need me to lean on.

'l asked her what she meant,' he continued. 'Aedi@d me that it
was highly unlikely the baby would survive morerrafew hours.
And... and that was when | fell apart. | cried, [BayFor the first time
in my life, | cried. Not for the baby who wouldmiake it, but forou,
because | knew how much you wanted that childdh'tiwant to
believe what the nurse told me, so | asked youtaloEle agreed the



chances of Melanie coming home from hospital weogse than
slim, but that you wouldn't accept that. He told hshould. That |
hadto.'

For Craig the memories accompanying his words niiatard for
him to remain objective. He paused, rubbing hisegif somehow
to disperse thenke had to remain objective

'l knew how much you wanted that baby and how psinvould
destroy you. | wanted to be there for you when thetpened. |
thought if | saw the baby I'd run the risk of fongian attachment that
would ultimately lead to heartache and if that reapma how much
support could I give you? And—' he swallowed hard aurned back
to face her '—and that's when | decided it wouldver if | never
saw her. Not even once.'

'‘Wiser? Or juseasief"' she challenged.

‘The past five years have shown it was neither, Batieve me,
Taylor,' he said huskily, 'I've never regrettedaegision more than |
do now. When I... when | look at Melanie, it daneankills me.'

Something in the urgency of his plea threatenedro her anger to
tears, but she fought to hang on to her fury. 'Vihdtyou expect me
to say, Craig?et's forgive and forget?'

'‘No!" The denial was swift and firm. 'l just wantgou to know the
truth. And despite the fact on some level I'll ably always see
Melanie as the catalyst in your leaving me, you infnesieve that |
genuinely care for her. Hell, Taylor, how could dt® She's your
daughter.’

Her head jerked up at his words. '"You still dontlerstand, do you?
Melanie's a person in her own right, Craig! Shetsam appendage to



me, not some kind of accessory!" She shook her.liBad isn't going
to work.'

Cold dread clutched him. 'What isn't?’

‘Your staying here. We both know you're more irgrd in
resurrecting our relationship than in forming a newe with your
daughter.’

That's not true!" He sighed. 'It might have beefirst,’ he admitted.
'‘But not any more. I'm not seeking the impossilolg more, simply a
chance to redeem myself.'

She had no time to ponder the tiny ache his deaaraaused her,
because he was speaking again. Even more urgently.

'Please, Taylor, let me try to make up for not behrere for Melanie
all those years ago. Please, let me stay. | prahimsel'd stay till your
leg was better. Don't force me to break that prem@ive me the
chance to get to know her, to earn her trust.’

She wanted to screano\ No, because you don't deserve the chan
to know her! No, becausgmu didn't trust me! And no, because I'nr
scared she'll come to love you, that you might céoeve her and
I'm not sure | can bear to share either of you-with

Taylor was so shocked and disgusted by her thoulgatshe started
trembling. What was happening to her? Dear God,nwhed she
become so selfish and insecure that she'd punrshwredaughter by
denying her what she wanted most+eal father.. .just for a little
while?

'OK," she said hurriedly, in a desperate attemm@vienge herself in
her own eyes. 'You can stay.'



Across the room, Craig's entire body seemed to veisly relief.
‘Thank you.'

‘But only until the cast comes off,' she told hiNot one day longer.'
Placing her crutches securely under her arms, imeed from the
room, then halted. She didn't look at him. 'l wgoti to know I'm

doing this for Melanie's sakalot yours.'

'l know that.'

During the next week, Craig spent as much timeesduld with
Melanie, but the truth was, as good as his inbastiwere, he was
working blind when it came to knowing what a fatthars expected to
do. Call him cynical, he thought, drawing the radown his cheek,
but he had a hunch it went beyond Mel's belief daaldies were only
expected to supply junk food, toys and games onadeimHis grin
caused him to nick himself with the blade and herswA sound of
disapproval brought his head instantly from theronir

‘You shouldn't say that word, Daddy.'

'Sorry, but if you hadn't barged in without knoakiryou wouldn't
have heard it,' he pointed out.

You still shouldn't say it even if I'm not herghe countered, in a way
that marked her as a future lawyer. 7'm not alloweshy that word.'
She gave him no time for further comment. ‘Mumnigl toe to come
up here and start my bath. Can 1?' she askeds&@tehe'd come up
in a little while and wash my hair, but | guess sidn't know you
were in here.'

'I'll bet," Craig said drily. Yep, a kid this shaspemed destined for a
law career! Then again, even blind Freddy wouldehagen how



Taylor was going out of her way to avoid him. '‘Ga&ad and run your
bath, Mel,' he said gently. 'l won't be long.’

Clad only in a terry robe, Melanie stood gazindniatfoamed face
with fascination, then nodded. Craig turned backh&® mirror to
continue his task.

‘The other word I'm not allowed to say is the F-dyohis daughter
continued conversationally, turning oh the taps guliring a
heavy-handed amount of bubble bath into the tulu wow, f—'

'‘Melanie!" Craig dropped the razor into the sinl arouched down to
her height. 'Where the devil did you hear languagethat?’

'‘School.'

'‘School?'So much for Taylor thinking the exorbitant fees plaid for
her daughter's education were warranted!

'It's OK, Daddy,' she said solemnly. 'Hdversay it.’

He was about to point out that she'd come damroes ¢o it, but the
sight of her tiny hand hesitantly lifting towardss haw froze the
words in his throat.

'‘Can.. .can | touch it?' she asked.

Her eyes were more imploring than her words, andshele when
Craig nodded caused his heart to constrict. Sheegla tentative
finger to the shaving cream and giggled when iteamay coated in
foam. The sound seemed to tinkle within the corsfiné the tiled
bathroom and Craig found it almost melodious. Herchreturned to
his face, but this time traced the area belowdfislye.

'‘How'd you get this?' she asked.



'‘When | was about thirteen | got hit with a batyphlg cricket. The
stitches left a scar.’

She shook her dark head. 'Mummy says they arears.s¢hey're
bravery badges.'

He laughed. 'Bravery badges?'

'‘Mmm. See, I've got some, too." She pulled openrbbe and
indicated a series of tiny marks around both hgples. "You know...
| got them when | was a baby from all those maahitiat were
plugged into me.'

Craig froze. He couldn't move, he couldn't spealgduldn't breathe.
All he could do was hear Melanie's words d&&el. And what he felt
was ripping his guts and heart out.

'‘Mummy says they're bravery badges because ifi'hbden brave |
might have died. She says | went through a lotash.pHer small
brow furrowed. 'l don't remember it. Aunt Liz thewkhat's the reason
| hardly ever cry when | hurt myself. You know,dilcause | got used
to pain as a baby, I'm con... conda...'

‘Conditioned to it?' Craig heard his voice as argjled gasp.

‘Yeah!" Melanie beamed at him. 'That's what she whien | jammed
my finger in her car door and | didn't even cryith Not at all' She

paused and tilted her head to one side, thendéttletwo tiny hands
on his shoulders. 'Do you think I'm brave, Daddy?"

Her face was more hopefully expectant than he'd seen it and it
rocked him with the force of an earth quake. Hedwsakl cupping her
soft, innocent face in his large hand as he swaltbiaard.



‘Yeah, sweetheart,' he rasped, 'l think you'redartncredibly brave,
beautiful and smart.’

Perfect tiny teeth appeared from behind a satigirgdl 'Were you
brave when you got hit with the bat?'

Of their own accord, Craig's arms pulled her sinatly against his.
'‘No, honey,' he said, don't think I've ever been brave.’

Only pride stopped him from admitting he was thggeist and most
stupid coward God ever put breath into.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

TAYLOR blew a final kiss to her sleeping daughter, theped into
the upstairs hall sighing with relief at having\sued another day
under the same roof as Craig. Today was Tuesdayay-would

make three weeks in the cast, then there were tenlyays to go.
Ugh! Counting days made it seem eternal!

‘Taylor?'

She mentally braced herself before turning towéndsmale voice,

but she wasn't prepared for the sight of him, daly in jeans and
towelling his wet hair. Her breath snagged in Ineoat as her eyes
zeroed in on the tanned, muscled expanse of cimedisplay. The

urge to run her fingers through the smatteringaskdhair shadowing
down over his hard, trim abdomen into a waistbaihfhded denim

made her hands itch so badly that self-preservatemanded her
white-knuckled grip on the crutches.

Fighting to rein in her wayward thoughts and gethesart rate back
to normal, she averted her eyes, schooling herttaneutrality.

1 want to talk to you before you go to bed. Or—dnaped the towel
around his neck and clutched the ends '—shouldy Ibsaricade
yourself in your room?’

1 don't know what you're talking about..."

He twisted his mouth in disbelief. "You know alght, but we'll
discuss it further downstairs, after | get dressed.

The assumption that she'd dstw higl? when he saigump galled
her! If he hadn't got the message that she wasddtim stay under
sufferance, it was time he did!



'‘By all means, Craig,' she said sweetly. 'But dba'too surprised
when you get downstairs atich not there!'

'‘Honey,' he drawled, 'it takes me less than a reitmtug a shirt on.
Unless you're a lot faster on those things thanIgold, you can't
escape me. You'll hear what | have to e to faceeven if | have
to knock your bedroom door down to do it.'

His stance, tone and the knowledge of just howrdeted he could
be told her he wasn't joking, but though, as armtegn-year-old
debutante, she may have been fascinated by het-sbtegh attitude,
it hadn't intimidated her. Not then and certainty now!

‘Get this straight, Craig!" she said. 'Thisnghouse—'

'Real estate ownership isn't the issue, Taylors' puse was the
drop-the-shoes-one-at-a-time s&Parenthoods.'

‘Then it'll be a very one-sided conversation, syma knowledge is
so limited!"

'‘Maybe,' he said. 'Buyour behaviour the past week hasn't bee
indicative of someone with five years' head startree!'

‘What'sthat supposed to mean?'

'‘Meet me in the family room and find out. That wagre'll be less
chance of your waking Melanie."'

She'd forgotten about Melanie sleeping only medveay and it irked
her thathe hadn't! Her voice dropped to a defiant whispanéFBut
| don't have time to wait all night for you,' sreeds

One side of his mouth lifted in cynical amusemdplianning a jog
around the block, are you?'



She was seated in an armchair, mentally reheanswgshe intended
the impending debate to go, when he walked in amckty snatched
up both crutches.

'What the-?"

'For your own safety," he told her, depositing tlenthe other side of
the room by the fireplace. 'In case you get alusied up at what I'm
going to say and hurt yourself trying to storm frtra room.'

‘More like foryour safety, so | don't smack you over the head wi
them,' she said.

He grinned. 'That, too.'

The male appreciation that lit his eyes as he stuthie skimpy black
stretch tank top she wore was, Taylor was certdesigned to
unnerve her. And if experiencing wavelets of desirde pit of one's
belly was indicative of beinginnerved then Craig's tactic was a
success. Not that he'd ever know! She folded hmis across her
breasts in an action intended to convey she waatigng for him to
get to the point of whatever he wanted to discilg;the action also
concealed her breasts' traitorous response to hsraw added bonus.

‘Are you going to actualliell me why you wanted to speak to me G
am | expected to read your mind?'

‘Tay—' his voice was barely above a whisper '—belime, if you
could read my mind you'd be breathing a lot haatet faster than
you are now.'

‘That's it!" She pushed herself halfway from thaighthen swore
when she realized she couldn't go anywhere.



Grinning like the proverbial Cheshire, Craig stedlto the bar. 'See?
| told you | was protecting you from yourself! Dk/P

'‘No, just a glass. That way | won't stain the cawgeen | throw it at
you!'

Laughing, he reached for a bottle of bourbon araittwnblers. There
was no need for her to tell him what she wantedysars of marriage
meant some things didn't need to be said, but éisefpw days had
created plenty that did. Opening a bottle of Cblesadded it to one of
the glasses.

After handing the mixed drink to her, he retredted safe distance,
where the light scent of her perfume wasn't soatiihg. He took a
stalling swallow from his own glass as he surveytdw
timber-panelled room; the Scandinavian stylinghaf house was not
what he'd have expected to appeal to Taylor. Asatliing his mind,
her voice broke the silence.

1 haven't got around to redecorating yet. Most pffanniture’s still
In storage.'

‘You've still got this God-awful thing, though,' Baid, motioning to
the two-metre-by-two-metre handmade rug hanging omwgide A
grotesque, abstract mix of pinks, purples and réadsad been a
wedding present from her parents. He'd never segmistic merit
in it and believed it had been a subtle remindenito that he was
only a two-bit motor mechanic who was light yearsagwirom
appreciating the finer things in life even if helhmarried into one of
society's most respected families.

'l keep it,' Taylor was saying, 'because it wasairibe few things my
parents ever gave me that didn't seem like an gpofor not
spending enough time with me.’



'S0 are you going to commission one just like nitNtelanie?'
His question bamboozled her. 'Pardon me?'

'l want to know if you're going to give one to Melcompensate for
the fact you aren't spending any time with herdhsesys.'

Not fooled by his offhanded tone, she was instamtlyhe defensive.
'‘What the hell are you trying to say?'

'I'm saying that ever since | got here you've qmamshing .Melanie
for spending time with me by avoiding her!

‘That's a lie! I'm not avoiding Mel—'

'‘No,' he said sagely, 'you're avoidimg.But it's Mel who's suffering.
Giving her one parent at the expense of anothémigrat | call being
fair to a kid, Taylor.'

The accusation made her reel, but the blush of gallming her face
made a denial pointless. Because of the tensithreihouse when she
and Craig were in the same room, she'd gone tcs dairstop the
situation from arising. For one thing, she'd abaedb breakfast
altogether simply to avoid facing him across th#ea@ach morning,
although for Melanie's sake, she'd forced herselcantinue to
endure the evening meal with him. Other than tsla¢;d made sure
any contact with Craig was accidental and fleetirsglort. She'd even
altered well-established daily routines, such asstering the
afternoon snack and the how-was-school chat sheedhaith
Melanie from the kitchen to her bedroom. A ploy,ieth while
effectively excluding Craig, had in hindsight hagrdleen subtle or
fair.

Taylor had come to regard her temporary sleepingrtgts as a
sanctuary her only truly safe haven when Craig was in these, and



she retreated there more and more in an attenbgicloaway from all
but the most unavoidable exposure to him. The kadge that her
actions were inadvertently upsetting Melanie ledt kick, and she
knew Craig was reading her face not her mind wreeadmtinued.

'If you think you feel bad, Taylor, imagine how Mel's feeling. Sh
asks us to come and watch her play on the tranmgaimwatch a
video or something, and if | say yes, you refusal,iyou won't even
give her an answer until you know what mine is gdmbe!'

Not even the coolness of her drink was able to #essshame burning
at Taylor's throat.

'You honestly think she doesn't notice the way goamper off to
your room the minute | join you both in front oktiV?"

'Has.. .has she said anything?'

'‘Not directly. She hasn't had to. Hell, I'm thestfito admit I'm no
expert in the parenting field, but even I'm intatienough to pick up
on her confusion. But if you think I'll sacrifickd little time | have
left here with her sgoudon't look bad, forget it!" he told her.

... I didn't realize. I..." She stopped, unaldefind any acceptable
explanation.

How could she have let herself become so wrappadlitinppher own
problems that she didn't recognize she was creatimgs for her
daughter? It was so similar to what her own parbatsdone that it
terrified her. Numb with guilt, she surrendered &mpty glass to him
and watched without protest as he poured her andediink. It wasn't
until she had half finished it that she realizec&ativdhe was doing and
hastily lowered the glass.



He gave her a half smil@wodrinks are not going to turn you into &
candidate for AA.'

No. But we both know spirits cloud my thinking.'

1f you'll excuse the observation, | think we'vetjestablished it hasn't
been too red-hot lately anyway.'

So it would seem.’ Her voice was scratchyjuess it means I'm not
going to win the Mother-of-the-Year title this yeaither.'

Not without some heavy-duty damage control,' herneit, his tone
indicating he knew exactly what was required.

'Such as?"'

Such as putting aside your pride and your antagomit me and
doing what's right for Melanie.’

She opened her mouth to protest, then quickly shhfie was right.
Again, dammitBut as difficult as it was going to be to do, theras
no other solution. She nodded.

'‘Good!"

He sounded so cheerfully triumphant Taylor swunggi@ls him even
before she'd formulated the snappy retort his pvaeoked. But there
was no sign of smugness on his face, so she kept.si

'‘Now we've sorted that out,' he said, carryingctiugches over to her,
'l was wondering if you still have those videoshMélanie that the
hospital took?' At her nod, he added, 'Do you niindhave a look at
them?'

'Er... no. ... | guess not," she answered, swagrisy the request.
They're in the cabinet under the VCR. I'll...I'dtshem up. I'm not



sure they're in date order. Mel sometimes lookhem.' She knew
she was babbling, but she couldn't help it.

'‘Don't bother,' he said, intercepting her as shebleal towards the
entertainment unit. A small smile tinged his featurThanks, but |
think | can manage on my own. 'Night, Taylor. Bke you at
breakfast.'

The obvious dismissal wounded her far more thahould have and
she retreated to her 'sanctuary' with a senseing lodterly alone and
hopelessly lonely. Somewhere in the context ofghst hour, her
emotions had become blurred; hope and reality, dadtfantasy all
ran together. The anger that had bubbled withindmece Craig's
‘confession’ of a week ago gave way to tears whercertainty that
everything she'd once felt for him was dead now etedlenged by a
vague feeling that perhaps it still had a faintspul

Craig's telephone call midmorning the next day iséahher so much
she kept staring at the cordless phone every feansis to make sure
she wasn't dreaming. While breakfast had been @@ enough
event, there'd been nothing in his demeanour td han was
considering making the offer he just had.

‘Now | don't want you to feel obligated to say yé&® was saying
when she returned the phone to her ear. '‘But ydagea complaining
of being bored, and since I'm so snowed under thiéke interviews
we might be able to kill two birds with one stose,to speak. Taylor?
Are you still there?'

'Yes...'

'So what do you think?'



‘You want me to interview some of the applicantstfe half-dozen
relieving debtors clerks positions Adams Relief haailable?' she
repeated, wanting to be certain she'd not mishaiard

'Right. What do you say?'
'Eh.. .well, I'm not sure. Where would | conduct thterviews?'
'‘Wherever you think is easiest. Home or here abthee—'

'‘Not at home!" she said quickly. 'l don't want & &b strangers
tramping through the house.’

'‘Fair enough. I'll have a temporary office set @p you in the
interview room here. It'll probably take you twoydaor so to get
through them all. That isn't a problem, is it?"

'Like I've got a really active lifestyle right now.

His warm male laugh reached right down into her. Does that
mean | can count on your coming in with me tomorroarning?"

Excitement started to erode her initial surpridee Bad the chance to
shed her couch-potato existence and be alnmarshal She could get
out of the house and actualtip something. Something she knew
something she enjoyed.

‘Taylor?'

‘Tomorrow's fine,' she said. 'Although my cast may coordinate
with my dress-for-success professional wardrobe telb'iEven as
she said the words, she was trying to picture vexactly she did
have to wear.

‘Taylor, you'll be sitting behind a desk. No ondl wven seethe
bottom half of you!



His tone, suggesting she was worrying about nothwag a tad too
patronizing for her to ignore. 'Oh, well, in thatse,' she said airily,
"Il just pull on a blouse and snazzy blazer andngked from the
waist down.

There was a long beat of silence before Craig sjpgln. 'Do that,
honey, and you'll havene pulling off the blouse and snazzy blaze
before we even leave the house!

‘**

As offices went, the interview room made a goodetpbut Taylor
was too satisfied with herself to allow such midetails to bother
her.

She'd conducted eleven interviews since arrivintheoffice at ten
and so far had short-listed four applicants to retiar a second
interview on Monday. She was amazed at how eadilyha old

Instincts for spotting candidates ideal for tempypkaork resurfaced.
While there had been three other applicants wittekant debtors
experience, she'd recognized they weren't suitstliftong from one
job to another and, after checking with Craig'srstacy, referred
them to a firm that dealt with finding people peneat positions.

A rap on the door pulled her from her thoughts andmmaculately
suited Craig entered before she had a chance totkwék the words
come in.The force of his masculinity as he eased himsaib ohe
corner of her desk shrank the room to claustroghpboportions.
Realizing she was staring at him in a way whichhmhlge recognized
as the blatant admiration that it was, Taylor sdiaehto appear as if
her mind was on the job rather than him.

''ve come up with four possible starters,’ shed,sahoving a
buff-coloured manila folder at him. 'If the standlaemains constant



for this afternoon and tomorrow, | figure therb® between eight and
twelve for final interviews on Monday.'

'‘Good,' he said, without looking at the conterfReady to call it a
day?'

She blinked. 'But it's only a little after twelve.'

'l was told you'd skipped morning tea,' he saidjmg a disapproving
eyebrow. 'And as a guy from a blue-collar backgdbwith an inbred
respect for union rules, I'm making myself persiynadsponsible to
see you have a decent lunch.'

'Oh, well, thanks." She grinned. 'Just between god me, I'm
starved.' She reached for the phone on her desk.

'‘Let me check what time my first afternoon intewis scheduled.’

He leaned across the desk, one long finger depgetise telephone's
connection bar. 'lt's been rescheduled,' he s&diabe less than a
foot from hers. 'Until tomorrow."' A

Why?"

'‘Because by the time we finish lunch, it'll be tibbego and collect
Mel from school.’

Drowning in his nearness, she sensed rather thgsigalily felt him
take the phone from her hand. 'But.. .but she dogsish till three.
That's two and a half hours away.'

‘Allow," he said, a hand grazing the side of hetknean hour for
lunch..." His head was drawing perceptibly neamdAanother
forty-five minutes to drive to the school...’



Taylor's brain told her to move, but her body dic@operate; her
gaze was transfixed on the male face and lips digwloser and
closer to hers. Bit by bit her vision of the roomp&ach walls was
reduced while her appreciation of his sexualityeased. Her heart
rate was picking up, too, getting faster and faateCraig's mouth
drew nearer and nearer...

'‘But... but that...' She swallowed hard, despdwb®th lengthen and
shorten the time before she had to make a conseiffboit to stop

what Craig was so obviously intent on doing. 'Ts$tdk leaves um...

um... forty-five minutes.’

A slow smile revealed perfect white teeth only rm#tres from her
own.

'‘Ah, yes, Tay.' His thumb grazed the shape of hantm 'But you
haven't allowed for the most obvious thing.'

'Wh-what's that?'

‘The fact you're incredibly beautiful, and thatded to spend time
tasting that beauty.' A shiver skipped along hevesps his bottom lip
brushed over hers, butterfly soft. 'But it's upytw,' he said, letting
his tongue touch the corner of her mouth. 'Whayalo want to do
with the spare forty-five minutes?'

On a shivery sigh, she wrapped her arms arounchdu& and let
action be her response...



CHAPTER TWELVE

AT THE first taste of her, with both bliss and dread mgcihrough
him, Craig knew he was certifiably insane. Neved Barrender to
passion been more ill-advised or destined to eridlfiled; never
before had he experienced the sense of riskdawfger. But he
deepened the kiss, knowing the danger had notloirdptwith the
unlocked door and the chance that any second s@maaht walk
through it. This was an emotional peril he courted.

Once he'd been as sure of Taylor as he was thait folljpwed day;
now, as her mouth suckled his, he wasn't evencserfily confident
to stop long enough to find a more comfortable tows; for fear she'd
remember all the reasons she didn't want to begdbis.

But he didn't justvantthis; he needed it! He needed Taylor more th:
his own heart, but in one weeabnly seven lousy dayshe'd be back
on her own two feet and demanding he exit her Tife¢ sudden ache
of despair the thought prompted intensified hisirdeto absorb
everything currently available to him. To touch daste as much of
her as he could in as little time as possible, fgefhe pulled away
from his touch... and his life.

Taylor's entire being reeled under the urgency fendour driving
Craig's exploration of her mouth. Every pulse pomther body
switched from normal to full speed the instant hevéded her lips;
her mind shut down everything bar the deliciousilanflavour of
him. His hands sliding down the sensitized skinhef neck and
caressing her silk-covered breasts incited a feralsal, which
instinctively spurred her to arch into his hold.the dim recesses of
her mind, she was aware of one hand struggling lttons as the
other massaged the fullness of her breasts ancusted the clothing
delaying intimate contact with her flesh. Yet justen she was sure
she'd explode from the burning frustration buddmiger nipples, her
bra was shoved aside and blissful relief delivdngdhe pressure of



hot male fingers. A coil of erotic delight radiagidfrom his touch
tugged at the very core of her and made her stonmagkcles
contract; her heartfelt groan was absorbed iniss&nd reached her
ears as nothing more than a tiny, satisfied purr.

The touch of his palm against her ribcage eleettifher blood and
activated a hungry need to get closer- closer teahd, warm heat of
him. Closer to herself. She half rose from her Ghoacing her arms
on the desk while her tongue duelled franticallyhwiis, alternating
between the recesses of her mouth and his. Shelnwak with the

taste of him, high on his touch, but greedily sheght more, their
oral feast inciting rather than appeasing her hungéen anxious
male fingers tugged her blouse from the waistbaniaeo skirt, the

anticipation of what would follow turned her arnasjélly and she
slumped down into her chair. The sudden absenkis dduch drew a
startled gasp from her.

Physically shaking and struggling for much-needegigen, Taylor
closed her eyes and tried to compose herself. Aomildifferent
thoughts were crowding her passion-drugged braih,one stood
way above the mental meleghe loved this maiNot in a civilized,
safe, till-death-us-do-part way, but in a through-aternity way.
Craig Adams was the other half of her soul. Alwlagd been; always
would be. The knowledge hit her with the force bf@w, yet came as
no surprise.

She'd sensed it at eighteen and followed her ictstinvith the
unquestioning trust that belongs only to the youfige years ago,
she'd begun to fear and doubt the obsessive neetekHor Craig
and she'd run from it, twistedly believing the sgth of her love for
him would limit the amount she had to give Melanie.

But she'd been wrong. Totally and utterly wrokimpjustly wrong!
She'd been afraid of the exact same thing shelduledi Craig
for—believing parental love encroached on the giitenf true love.



Now she understood the love she felt for Craig waslemental to
her existence that it was the basis of whatever e gave to others.
Melanie. Liz.Anyone]indeed, it wasn't until she'd met Craig and he
experienced the warmth of his love that she'd ladda to establish a
worthwhile relationship with her parents.

She tried to analyse where this startling insigt her and the
implications it would have on the future. Or, morgortantly, on the
present Her eyes flew open and she stared at Craig; breyas,
pupils dilated by passion, returned her gaze, hesven breathing
matching her own.

Searching his face, she tried to ascertain if the kad affected him
as profoundly as it had her. Not in the physicalsge but in the
spiritual. Had it stirred him only on a sexual level or hadeached
beyond and touched him soul deep?

'‘Look,' he said, moving awkwardly from the desk aegaining his
feet. 'Let's not analyse this thing to death. I$ Wwaund to happen and
we both know it. Let's not make a big deal outtof i

Not make a big deal out of?itHow could shenot? Her very
perceptions of life had been picked up, shakentanted on their
ear! She felt like she'd been struck by lightnimgl she wisdom of
Solomon at the same time! Yet it was apparent@maig, who was
reefing at his tie as if trying to choke himsdld not\

Taylor knew that until she had time to sit down aedide how best
to deal with the changes her new insight was bdantteate, there
was no point going off half- cocked. She bit dowm the smile
sparked by her unintentional mental pun and, fgreircalmness she
was light years from feeling, started to button lleuse.

'I'm not going to make a big deal out of it, Cratgfie smiled. 'Now
where did you say we were having lunch?'



Two things registered with Taylor the instant shlee Saturday

morning. The first was that sled&adbeen bestowed on her at som
stage in the pre-dawn hours; the other was thatrvielaas outside

her bedroom door alternately giggling and makingssing noises at
the top of her voice.

Ricking her gaze at the digital clock, she only tiagk to frown at the
10:'7 it indicated, before the door was pushed @mehUncle Bernie
bounded through it. The bed springs compressed tinelelog's huge
weight at the same time that Melanie announcee, Saddy? | told
you she was awake!'

Taylor blinked as her daughter, copying Bernietsoas, tested the
mattress's durability further. 'We're going to toe! Daddy said so.'

'l suggestedt,’ Craig qualified. 'If it was all right by you.

He stood braced in the doorway, a half smile plgyn his face as
his eyes flicked over the copious quantity of skaylor's negligee
exposed. Feeling her face heat, Taylor drew thetstigher. Though
Thursday had given her a new perspective on hendsdor him, she
still couldn't guess at his.

Yesterday at the office she'd found her heart teppvery time there
was a knock at the door until she'd learned Craig out at a meeting.
When he'd returned, she'd noticed a subtle retecemc his
demeanour. She equated it with the kind of subdakattance one
expected to see in a man who knew hehad no cheoicélswim
across a crocodile-infested river, yet didn't wiarddmit it.

She smiled as much at the bizarre nature of hemgthis as at him.
‘Mel will love it. She's been dying to go-'



‘You're coming? too, Mummy!'

'‘Uh, | don't think so,' Taylor said, wishing othés®: 'I'm in no shape
to go tramping round Taronga Park-'

'‘We could hire you a wheelchair." The tone of Csaygice was no
indication of whether he was simply being politggenuinely hoping
for her company.

‘Yeah! Me and Daddy could take turns pushing yoh! @lease,
Mummy?Please.’

Taylor sighed through a smile at her daughter'sped-hand
entreaty.

‘Listen, Mel, how about you give your mother tinoethink about it
while we fix her a pot of coffee?’

Taylor directed a grateful look at Craig. 'Goodati&he grinned and
dropped a quick kiss on her daughter's cheek, samebusly patting
her bottom. 'Scoot and let me get dressed whilakenup my mind.’

'OK." The child scampered off the bed, dog in piird8ut you have
to come! You simpljhaveto come.'

The moment the door closed behind them, Tayloedodiff the bed.
Shedid have to go. Her heart demanded it.

'Get me a saw!

Craig grinned as Taylor directed the demand to lthge hound
slobbering over her at the foot of the stairs.s3iatl Melanie was too
bone tired to be waked by an atom bomb much lessldbd

complaints of her mother, he started down thesstair



'‘What happened?'

Taylor's head jerked round. 'I'm sitting at thetdot of the stairs on
my backside and you havedsk! What are you, a slow learner?'

He raised a mocking eyebrow. 'Three weeks on thioisgs and
you're callingmea slow learner?'

'Oh, shut up! she told him, hauling herself uptigith the aid of the
banister. 'And get that stupid grin off your face!'

'Is that any way to speak to a man who's devotscehiire day to
taking care of you?'

'‘Well, it was your bright idea to go to the zootrhediately following
her words, contrition crossed her features. 'Sdoat, was unfair. I'm
taking my frustration out on you.'

Craig looked down at how the Indian cotton dress wbre fell in
soft, almost transparent folds from its tied shewddand only wished
she was talking about the same frustration thacegtl him.

'‘Go sit down and I'll fix us a drink," he said. i@ probably feeling
the exhaustion of the day more than | am.’

‘Yeah, right,' she agreed. 'After all, | had tarsia wheelchair and be
pushed everywhere, whilgou only had to go on every kid's ride
available, walk from one end of Taronga Park to abeer—often
piggybacking a five-year-old—and then carry saik{year-old all
the way to the car.' She grinned. 'I'm far mor&lendtto be exhausted
than you!'

Her smile damn near made his hand tremble as helsgd Coke into
her drink, though how it could still affect him strongly when he'd
been exposed to it all day puzzled him. He couldiehy the



excursion had depleted his energy level, but ok lat Taylor
rejuvenated parts of his anatomy that sadly wergetting the
exercise they desired. He handed her her drinkablr than joining
her on the sofa, lowered himself into an armchimpting fate
wasn't something he was prepared to do right now.

You think Melanie enjoyed herself?' he asked.
‘Are you kidding? She had a ball!
He frowned. 'She seemed pretty quiet coming home.'

'Craig, she'd literally run herself speechlessyldies face was full of
gentle amusement. 'She really— Aaahhhhh!'

He was at her side even before she set her glaks @sd grabbed
frantically at the cast. 'What's up? What's thet@nat

'‘Knitting needle!" she muttered through gritted¢he&set me a--' She
swore, frantically trying to force her fingers idsithe casing on her

leg.

With fear clenching his gut, Craig tried to stiédrrhand. 'Honey, take
it easy. Just calm—'

'‘Get me a goddamn knitting needle!" she screaneguphiag his hands
away.

‘A knitting needle!’

Taylor realized he had no idea what her problem tvaisnow wasn't
the time for explanations! 'There's one on theetdd@side my bed.
Get it!'

'‘What-?'



‘Just get it, will you? I'm in agony here!’

When he finally returned with the item in questiohaylor
immediately snatched it from him and shoved it ddwen cast.

'What on earth-?"

‘The cast,’ she managed to say in a sigh of blissfief. 'lt...it's
started to itch. The hospital said this would hagppe

His frown was doubtful. 'This isormal?"

‘Apparently.' She continued to move the needleasfo the cast as
she could without losing her grip on it. Startimgféel some relief,
she sighed and gave him an apologetic smile. 'Sdooyt yelling at
you like that, but lord, you have no idea whatlike to have an itch
you can't scratch.’

‘Don't I?' he asked, cocking one eyebrow.

As her stomach dropped to her toes, she looked ,amiaiting she
knew how to diffuse the sexual tension arching eetwthem or had
the guts to do something about it.

'Here,' Craig said, startling her by prying hegéns from the metal
needle she was absently rubbing down her legbdok and relax for
a while.'

The intended protest died as he started to gendifk ihe needle
against the skin inside the cast and she let hed bimk back against
the soft leather sofa. Perhaps it was the mix tifireg day and the
bourbon, but within seconds the tension startedlow from her
muscles. Perhaps, she thought, it was simply acfaSeig being the
right man to scratch her itch...



The late-afternoon sun was long gone when she dgsgreeyes and
the only source of light came from the kitchen bdrier. So, too, did
the tempting aroma of fried chicken, and hunget sen glance in
that direction.

'l fell asleep, huh?'

Looking up from the meal he was obviously prepanigiig nodded.
‘Told you you were exhausted.'

Still drowsy, she was unprepared for the impadtisfsmile and had
to wait until her heart stopped ramming her ribchgmre she could
speak. 'You must be pretty beat yourself. You tlidave to go to the
trouble of cooking.'

'l didn't. | rang the local chicken shop and hadktivered.'
‘You did? But... but they don't do home delivery.’

‘They do if you promise a big enough tip.' He gedn'Stay there,' he
instructed when she started to move. 'No pointguie dining room

just for finger food. Wemight as well eat in theniy room and see
what's on TV.'

Nostalgia swamped Taylor. It was years since speat a Saturday
night eating dinner in front of the television. @ years in fact. Not
since, when newly married and determined to surwwthout
assistance from her parents, she and Craig hadtbedmancially
strapped to eat out or party. Then as their busihad picked up, so
had their social life, and there hadn't been tiorefihger food and
television. It was, Taylor thought, a prime exangfléhe saying 'You
don't know what you've got till it's gone'.



Craig dragged the coffee-table close to the sofen tossed the
remote and viewing guide into her lap. 'Check obatg on offer
while | bring in dinner.'

‘What do you prefer?' she called out. 'A detectivew followed by a
comedy talk show, a documentary on the developnuénthe

helicopter, reruns of a couple of bland sitcoma &panish film with
English and French subtitles?'

‘Aren't there anglecentmovies on?' he asked, setting down a plate
fried chicken, another of hot chips and a bottleviofe.

There was, but as a concession to her overstréssatbnes, Taylor
didn't think it would be a good idea to watch itwihim. 'Uh, yeah,
but you've probably seen it." At his questioningngle, she cleared
her throat and gave her attention to the chickéfmén Harry Met
Sallywith Meg Ryan and--'

‘The doco on helicopters sounds good,' he said.

His silence during the next twenty or so minuted haylor wishing
he'd opted for the movie. At least the movie wdudeve come with
commercial breaks, thus providing an opportunityerehhemight
have spoken to her. Obviously the advancementstan technology
were far more engrossing than her company! Soafaayt from a
request that she turn the volume up and two ereguas to whether
she wanted more wine, he hadn't said a word. Ndh&i matter even
glanced up from his position on the floor to whelne was stretched
out with both legs up on the sofa. She on the dthed had been so
aware of his elbow occasionally brushing against khee of her
good leg that she was all but oblivious to anythimg dull-voiced
narrator was saying.



'‘Gee thatwas fascinating,' she said when the credits firsdlirted to
roll. '‘But with all due respect;m going to choose what we watct
next!’

His profile hinted at a muscle twitching near hisuth. 'No problem,’
he said, getting to his feet and stacking the emfaies. 'l think I'll
call it a day.'

Disappointment crushed her. 'But it's only ningrtyH

‘Yeah, but Mel dragged me out of bed before davertiorning and |
suspect she will tomorrow, too," he finished drily.

'‘Oh, I'm sorry. I'll speak with her about—'

'‘No! Don't.' His smile was understanding and gentlewasn't
complaining. Truth is, I'd stay up around the clddhe wanted.'

She followed him with her gaze as he crossed t&itbben, wishing
he'd change his mind and elect to stay and talk hatr. But as her
eyes honed in on the fluid movement of muscles dtbnkis snug
jeans, she was honest enough to admit her cravemg lbeyond mere
conversation. Stifing a groan, she drained hereglass and
switched off the television.

‘Changed your mind?' he asked, returning to théyaoom.

Not trusting herself to look at him, she noddethitk I'll read in bed
for a while.' She levered herself onto her feet\aad reaching for the
crutches when his hand stilled her arm. His fingayainst her bare
skin sent heat spiralling through her and she khew face was
flushed when she lifted it questioningly to him.

'‘Could we talk for a moment? There's somethingritvwa say.'



Again her heart started thumping fit to explode asite was
hard-pressed to do more than nod. Certain her heaeesdissolving
as a result of his tender gaze, she sank back tbets«fa. She
expected, or perhap®pedwas a more accurate word, that he woul
join her, but he didn't. Instead, he stood lookiloyvn at her as if
trying to second-guess what she was thinking. Orothehance he
could, Taylor filled her mind with thoughts of hewe for him, but
the longer his silence continued the more she fligt in mental
telepathy.

'So what was it you wanted to say, Craig?' she ptedhwhen her
nerves could stand no more.

He blinked and shook his head as if coming out d&faace, then
crouched down and reached out to cup her cheekptise went
back into overdrive.

'l want to apologize for not believing you when ysaid you didn't
deliberately get pregnant. Given the way my parer@sipulated me
as a kid, trust has never been one of my strorig, qut for what it's
worth...' He sighed, his thumb grazing her jawlo'lbelieve you.'

Taylor could barely breathkle believed her\ Finally he believed her
All she'd ever wanted was his trust and his lové aow she had
them! Happiness was saturating her to the pointrevBbe thought
she'd drown in it. Tempted to throw herself inte arms, she held
back, wanting to hear him declare his love. Wanlhimg to admit that
Thursday in the offic@adbeen a big deal because-, like her, he'd fe
the truth, the depth and the Tightness of theiel&ure, it might have
taken him a few extra days to recognize the impadaf what they'd
shared that day, but, she mused with a grin, abadroften told her,
men were slower on the uptake in most things!

'‘What...what made you change your mind?' she askenh though
she knew the answer.



‘Logic.’
Wrong answer!
She stared at him in wholesale disbeliebgic?’

His hand abandoned her face to rake through his'haylor, if you'd
ever been selfish enough to disregard my feelibgsitachildren and
deliberately try to get pregnant, you'd hardly gwe the opportunity
to be a part of Melanie's life now." An ironic twigigged at his
mouth. 'Plus you'd have spent the past few yeasepog her mind
so that she'd hate mblot,' he said, 'telling her things like "some
mummies and daddies live apart because it makewn thetter

parents".

Taylor closed her eyes, her mind and senses sgiseieningly out

of control; despair choked the life from the vikramope that

moments ago danced within her. Lifting her laslsbg, saw he was
now standing by the fireplace, but in her heartlsi®mwy the distance
between them was far greater.

'You and Mel have obviously done some heavy-dutgrtg]' she
said, saying aloud what had been only a thought.

‘Yeah, we have.' His expression was one of a manashld hardly
believe his good fortune. 'I'll never be able tartk you enough for
giving me an opportunity | didn't deserve. Havihgs time with Mel

has meant more to me than you'll ever know.'

What she heard in his voice cut her to the quidk. dé¢parture was
imminent; in six days he'd be gone. Fighting toskeasible about
something her heart could make no sense of, slveddnerself to
speak.



'‘She's going to miss having you around all the tide aml, she
screamed silently.

'‘Not half as much as I'll miss her." Something he tone of his
admission drew her eyes to his. 'l love her, Taylw said. 'l don't
know when or how it happened, but | do love helon't expect you
to believe it. | don't quite believe it myself. bver expected it
tohappen.' He gave a boyishly bemused smile. 'Glesgist kind of
snuck in under my guard.’

Taylor couldn't speak past the lump in her thrbat,as tears trickled
silently down her cheeks, she realized that it tighatter because she
couldn't think of anything to say any way. She datilthink at all.

'‘Would | be asking too much,' he continued, 'dildd'd like to see her
on a weekly basis and maybe have her spend one ardekend a
month with me? More if you don't mind. Maybe | abliave her
when you've got basketball or... or something.’

The requests came with enthusiastic rapidity. TWiaglor opened
her mouth to respond, only to shut it again as @mal confusion
numbed her brain. Physically, though, the painhstgsthrough her
was so brutal she half expected to find hersdlhgiin a pool of her
own blood.

‘At least think about it over the next few day®'urged when she
remained silent. 'l won't make any promises to Mielauntil you
decide. And I'll trust your judgement,’ he hastissured her. 'It's your
call on timetables and time limits. I'll work in thi anything you
want.’

Taylor didn't knowwhat she wanted any more! But suddenly lov
without trust seemed like a much better deal thast without love.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
'‘WATCH, Daddy!"

Craig did as his daughter commanded, duly applgudihen she
executed a simple tumble on her trampoline.

Face flushed, she pushed a curtain of hair fromeiies and grinned
at him. 'Soon I'll be able to do them in the air!’

'l don't doubt it!" His smile came from the simpg of his daughter's
own pleasure. 'But just so you don't break any $inpoomise me you
won't try it unless an adult's watching you. Righitte only response
forthcoming was continued bouncinBight Melanie?' he repeated.

‘Aww. OK.'

Satisfied with the grudging agreement, he turnsdaktention to the
patio, where Taylor lay stretched out on a sun dgeureading. He
wasn't fooled. The book was simply another meansvafiding
speaking with him — the least creative in a lomg lof tactics she'd
employed since Saturday night.

Sunday morning, she'd had him wash the car andaggthe latter a
particularly wet and exhausting task, before pratyea grocery list
she 'urgently' needed filled. He was definitelywsl&raig decided,
because even after spending the better part @fftteroon shopping
for enough food to feed the entire Australian arfiorya year, he
hadn't started to suspect Taylor's motives ungit thight when,
claiming a headache, she retreated to her bedrigrnafter dinner.
His intention to confront her over her attitudebadakfast Monday
morning faltered at the sight of her eyes, red-rihmed puffy with
dark shadows beneath them. She'd looked so genudihke'd felt
like a jerk for questioning her behaviour—a worrjetk. However,
when he'd phoned*during the day to see how shefeesg, her



terse response made it clear it wasn't her heladthwas bothering
her, buthim. His presence and the fact he wanted access tniMela
She didn't trust him with her daughter; didn't trism not to
disappoint the little girl as he'd so obviouslyagipointed her.

The knowledge was like a knife twisting in his gigain he cursed
himself for not waiting until Friday to raise theatter of his role in
Melanie's future. At least then he might've beele &b enjoy a few
more days of the fantasy-like happiness the thf¢leeon had shared
together at the zoo. Yet instead of being gratifuthe status quo,
he'd gone rushing ahead, trying to deal with proisléhat hadn't even
arisen and remembering too late the advice he'dived as an
apprentice mechanic: 'Don't go fiddlin' about vathengine's timing
if the car's already runnin' smooth!" In other wsidl it ain't broke,
don't fix it\

Good advice, he acknowledged in hindsight, but rtbanks to him,
things were 'broke' and he had to start making some repaii@de
Taylor's cast came off in three days' time. Alrehdyelt the ache of
missing her; was desperate for the sound of heeythe warmth of
her smile. Muttering a curse, he strode towardp#im.

'‘Decided what you want me to put on for dinner?asieed, lowering
himself into the chair next to hers.

When she shook her head without looking up, helotle impulse
to rip the book from her hands and hurl it acréesyard, not sure if
his irritation stemmed from fier disinterest or lwe/n frustration.
He'd known from the word go his time here would &me moment
Taylor was fully mobile again, but until the trip the zoo, he hadn't
understood what he would be leaving behind. Thatday had been
enough to make him realize what he'd wanted frdenith the past
wasn't what he wanted any more; had started him thinkangyj
believing that given time perhaps they could be a family.



He wasn't foolish enough to think Taylor wouldnamn him to leave
at the end of the week, but he'd hoped their joiterest in Melanie
would keep them in close contact and give him tionein back Tay's
love and respect. The truth was that he wamteddedto be a part of
her life every bit as much as he did their daughté&nen if he could

never be her lover again, a thought that causedrione pain than he
could have imagined possible, he needed to mainpairsonal

interaction with her on some level.

The admission brought him face to face with thaittet had been
running through his head for over a week. An ide'd hoped would
also occur to Taylor and that she'd be the oniwevt. So far he'd
waited in vain. Whether it was because she hadeart eonsidered the
possibility or because she wasn't interested, tie'tdknow, but the
only way to find out was to come right out and ask.

The grim line of her mouth as she practically gllesiethe book made
him mentally pause. No, perhaps a less direct agpronight get a
more positive response...

‘You, eh, didn't ask how the final interviews wgasterday,' he said,
keeping his voice deliberately lazy.

No reaction.
He tried again. 'l made my final decision today.'

For a second, Taylor considered remaining mutey thanged her
mind. It wasn't just childish to try to block outaiy's presence. It was
impossiblellf she couldn't do it when he was at work, sheesu
couldn't do it when he was sitting only centimetesgay and his
voice was washing over her like a caress. Yetrglko him mean:
taking the risk he'd bring up the subject of Metagpending time
with him; this was something she wasn't happy abant
consequently felt racked by guilt because she ksiesshouldbe.



After all, wasn'tthatthe reason she'd moved back to Sydney? Anc
was what Melanie desperately wanted—

Conscious of Craig's steady gaze on her, she sdappéook shut
and shoved aside the doubts that had been plapemngy day and
keeping her sleepless by night. At least discusAofgms Relief was
a safe topic; it didn't involve her emotions.

'l didn't ask,' she said, sparing him only a tog&ance, 'because, of
the twelve applicants | sent to you, six were heaaishoulders above
the rest.’

‘Mmmm. | thought Carruthers and Logan were exceptie-

'‘Whaf' She spun her head to face him, unable to behevesars.
Carruthers and Logamvere two of your top six choices?’

He frowned. "You wouldn't have chosen them?"

'‘No way! | mean they looked good when | interviewtdtem
Thursday, but not when compared to the applicasésv on Friday.'

'‘But, Tay, remember you've been out of the busiadeag time.'

'‘Not that long!" she retorted, resenting the implicationt tihar
executive skills had declined. 'And if you thougjise two were in
the top six, well, all | can say is maygeu ought to think about
getting out of the business!'

'‘And leave you to run it, | presume?’
‘No! [... | didn't mearthat."

He watched her through half-closed eyes, his spaiteonizing. 'OK,
| believe you. So what six would you have picked?'



‘Sinclair, Reid, Barossi,' she said quickly, tickithem off on her
fingers. 'The tall, skinny guy... | can't thinklaé name—'

'Curtis,' Craig supplied.

‘Yeah, him."' She racked her brains for the nam#éseofemaining two
applicants she'd considered certainties. 'Oh, yAal! that Angela
Davis and the woman who used to work for the tegpfirm in New
Zealand... | think her name was Sutherland.’

‘Sunderhnd he corrected, linking his fingers behind his chead
reclining on his lounger. He sent her a probingld®hey're your
sue? Curtis, Sinclair, Reid, Davis, Barossi anddsdand.'

She nodded. He said nothing, his face unreadalell?" she
prodded. 'How do they differ from your choices.’

‘They don't.'
'‘But you said you hired Carruthers—'

‘Nope!" he interrupted, shaking his head. 'You jachpgo that
assumption all by yourself." The glint in his broeyes matched his
devilish grin.

She sent him a lethal look. 'Which is what you riated.'

He shrugged. 'Just wanted to see if you were afdewonh in your
judgement as you used to be.'

'Why?'

'‘Because I'd like you to think about resuming ypasition with the
company.'



To say she was stunned would have been a majorsiatiement. He
had to be crazy! He must thiskewas crazy to have asked her!

She stared at him. '"You're joking, right?
‘No, Taylor. I'm serious. It makes perfect sense.'

He sat up, then swung around to face her earnésslygrms resting
on his knees. Since arriving home with Mel, he'drged from his
business suit into cut-off jeans and a black T-shut Taylor knew
that while she might be distracted by the smootidex muscles of
his arms and legs, when it came to the businessg'€mind never
slipped from three-piece-suit mode.

'‘Look,' he said, intruding on her silent admiratairhis thighs,you
want a job, and I'm going to have to reduce my Veoad if I'm to
have more time to spend with Melanie. So—'

1 haven't decided on a timetable or anything et she told him
quickly. 'I'm not ready to make definite plans atibat.'

His face tensed with hostility, and she was bradiegself for an
argument on her procrastination when he sighearitise body once
again relaxed.

'OK, fine. | understand that. I'm not trying to ggare you. But the
fact remains, Taylor, you want a job. And since's@talf owner of
Adams Relief, it makes sense for you to be involvetthe business.
Plus you could make your hours as flexible as tiesd to be to fit in
with Melanie's school.’

'I'm only looking to work part-time anyway," she dall've no
intention of taking a job thatoesn'tslot in with school hours.'



'‘Ah, yes!" He latched onto her words like a pitlmrito steak. 'But
what about school vacations? | doubt you'll findeamployer willing
to give you time off duringll the school holidays!

Craig sensed he'd hit on something she hadn't demesl when her
eyes widened and the outright refusal in them fatkedhoped it was
enough to sell her on the idea. The hesitant |beksent him and the
way her teeth continued to worry her bottom liptéthit wasn't and
thathewas the negative factor in the equation.

‘Look, Tay, it'll be strictly business all the wdlyou're .concerned
I'll step out of line like | did the other daglon't be."

His words weren't the reassurance he intended beaglat worried
Taylor about 'the other day' was that it was beagmnore and more
apparent that while it had meardthingto him it meaneverythingo
her!

'It's the ideal solution, Taylor. For you, raadfor Melanie."'

Taylor bit her lip. On the surface it might lookathway, but could
she, feeling as she did, share an office with mohrzot be haunted by
the memories of the illicit lovemaking they'd sldatieere in the past?
In practical terms the offer was tempting, but mo#ional terms it
was suicidal! Never in a million years had she imagd Craig would
entertain such a notion. Not even when he'd asketbrhelp out last
week. And since then she'd been too preoccupiedgtp work
through feelings she couldn't even begin to undeddtHow could
she love Craigwant him to love Melanie, yet feel resentful abou
sharing her daughter with him? How could she warkeep father
and daughter apart when she knew Melanie adored him

Oh, God! She was so confusekiid it seemed like every time she
drew breath, Craig was waiting to complicate hendnbr her
heart—or both. Maybe when the cast came off amidne=d back to



his apartment, she'd be able to breathe easilyhanki clearly again.
At the very least she neededMank! Right now her brain was in such
a state of turmoil she couldn't give him a decisstonsomething as
mundane as what she wanted for dinner, let alomatser of this
magnitude! An immediate yes or no could have diesast
consequences.

If working with Craig was going to keep her undéist much
emotional pressure, all the holidays in the wortdilgn't matter. But
If not seeing him was going to have the same resulter.gdze
darted to where Melanie was now playing ball witiclé Bernie and
one thing became crystal clear. Whatever answegabe, she had to
becertainit was the right one. Because she knew she'ddlesssas a
mother if she remained as emotionally screwed wghasvas now.

‘Can | think about it for a few days?' she askdtlyso

'Sure,' he said, getting to his feet. 'There'sush.t

Craig entered the house braced for the enthusigséieting he'd
come to expect from Uncle Bernie each afternoarntinded him of
the way Dino flattened Fred Flintstone when hevadihome from
work although, unlike Fred, Craig had so far madageat to end up
flat on his back. He also knew it was the tiny farfrMel, following

him into the house, the dog was most eager to @bkgingly he

stepped aside to no longer impede the reunion leettves two.

'Hi, Mummy! I'm home," Melanie announced in a s tone,
charging towards the rear of the house with theatdger heels.

Following in the wake of the child and dog, Cramgiled at Taylor's
equally musical response of 'Hi, sweetheart! | gads



Melanie dropped her bag and school beret in thellmidf the room
en routeto kiss her mother. Craig ached to do the samglofa
beautiful face was bright with pleasure, the srslile bestowed on her
daughter warmer than any he'd seen on her facays. dbbhe was
standing at the breakfast bar in a long emeraldgsdifeat gave added
life to her eyes, yet it wasn't simply the effe€ther clothing that
made her seem so... abive. It was something else. Something els
had happened to—

The cast!

His-gaze darted to the long, gauzy folds of thesslreut the bulk of
the plaster was still evident; relief set his héautk to its normal rate.
For a fearful second, he'd thought she'd had ibwea a day early.
He drew a deep, -grateful breath; even a mere fwlent hours more
here was better than leaving tonight.

'‘Wow, chocolate cake!" Melanie exclaimed. 'Did yoake it?'

'‘No, Liz popped in this afternoon with it,;" Tayleaid, slicing the
layered cream concoction.

‘Can | have some?’
'You can have some after you take off your schaodbum.’

With a delighted cheer, the child ran from the roematching up bag
and beret as she went.

'‘What about me?' Craig asked, setting aside h&lagt case and
reefing at his tie. 'Do | have to take my clothéfstoo, before | can
have some? Because I'd be only too happy to oblige.

A flash of heat lit Taylor's eyes, but it was gdiefore he could feel
its warmth.



‘That won't be necessary. I'm sure you can mar@aeattit without

getting it all over yourself." She slid a generaesige onto a plate
and held it out to him. 'I've made a pot of ted,Jmu'll have to pour
it.

‘Thanks, but I'll have a cold drink instead.' Awaf¢he disapproving
way she was looking at him as he moved to thegesfator, he added,
‘Do you mind?'

'If you have a cold drink, no. If you strip in mit¢ghen, yes.'

Taylor was thankful that his comprehension skillsk&d in before
his fast-moving fingers released any more of hist $hittons! But
then, as if it hadn't been hot enouggforethe top four had parted
company to display a vee of tanned flesh, he paexéo take a can
of Coke from the refrigerator and roll it over f@éEe and neck! The
blatant sexuality of the action was enough to nfakefeel faint.

'‘Ahhh!" he sighed. 'That's better. Lord, it's hot!

‘Tell me about it,’ she muttered, wishing only @i heat
responsible for the increaseherbody temperature!

'Is it my imagination or is it hotter in here thiaus outside?’

''d loveto say it's your imagination,' she said drily.tBafortunately
the air-conditioning packed in this morninyot thatyou'rehelping
things any she silently added.

'‘Have you called a repairman?'

She rolled her eyes. 'Heavens! Why didn't | thihkhat? Silly me
only thought to call abodifteendifferent repairmen.’



He reached past her, helping himself to anothéraiaake. She held
her breath as a defence against the sensationsphigeated as it
brushed against hers.

'l take it you had no luck.’

Her mind was slow to register he was still talkadgput repairmen.
She gave herself a mental shake, pleased Mel bageared.

‘Actually,’ she said, taking the school memos thiéddhrust at her,
‘one guy told me | was in luck. He can get here tiéon

'‘We'll melt before then," Craig muttered. 'I'll ggtanged and take a
look at it now.'

Taylor stopped her perusal of the school newsleéan't be silly! |
don't expect you to do that.'

‘Do you really want to put up with this heat unibnday?'
'‘No, but-'
‘Then I'll take a look at it.'

'‘But... but it's too hot..." A droll twist contoddis mouth. "You know
what | mean! Why go up in the roof when you doatdto?’

'‘Because | won't be able to stand this for andtimere days.'

‘You're leaving tomor—' Her words stopped as a abidl seeped
into her body. Craig, too, stiffened, his glancétsty to the family
room, where Melanie was watching television. In¢hsuing uneasy
silence, the only indication of his emotions was #ffortless ease
with which his hand crushed the empty drink can.

‘Taylor," he said wearily, 'give it up, OK?'



'Fine. But do yolkknowanything about air-conditioning systems?'
‘When you first met me, | was a mechanic, remember?
"You were anotormechanic!’

That's right...and air-conditioners,' he said sloas$ if she were a
two-year-old, ‘have motors.'

'Oh, | give up!" she said, tossing the school rstim the air. "You
might not have grease under your fingernails angenforaig Adams,
but it's obviously still in your blood.’

Stepping closer, he brushed his knuckles alonglmegek. 'There're a
lot of things still in my blood."

Immobilized by his touch and hypnotized by the khiashed brown
eyes holding her own captive, Taylor could do naghbut look up
into his handsome face. Yet the remoteness of Grgigestioning
expression made her realizis gaze was directed inward, rather tha
at her. What was it he was asking himself? Waskesher, trying to
gauge the wisdom of taking the one small step reeembring them
chest to chest? Were his thoughts making his btearip as violently
as hers, so loudly that it drowned out all othemst?

Her eyes went to his partially exposed skin. Dithgehis close to
each other affect him as powerfully as it did h&lehadto know.
She had toNo sooner had she recognized her need than shieegsaw
hand lift and reach towards him.

Do you know what you're doidnher brain questioned.

'It's already broken,' he said; Then he winkedjragldheerfully, 'So
look at it this way. If | stuff up, you'll never kw the difference!



Her hand froze midway between them, then fell hadier side like a
lead weight, yet nothing could have been heavaan trer heart. She'd
unwittingly voiced the doubts in her mind aloudt the only thing
Craig had been thinking about was the air- condaian

In the muted light, it took a few moments of comdblinking for
Taylor to realize she'd dozed off on the sofa. Whlea turned her
head, she was only an inch away from an incrediblydsome face.

Craig's face. He was crouched beside the sofa enddice was
whisper soft as he brushed strands of sleep- strhge from her
face. 'l thought I'd better wake you before | turine or you'd end up
spending the entire night here.’

'What...what time is it?"

'‘Almost midnight." His fingers skimmed her neck &tk shivered.
'Hold still a sec,' he advised. 'You've a bit of haisted around your
earring.'

She stilled. Not because he'd asked, but becaugas$iso close. As
his fingers closed over her ear lobe, she wondéreaasn't the most
highly sensitized part of her anatomy; awareness syarking in
every part of her body and even her scalp tingléwugh he smelt
shower fresh, he hadn't shaved, and she was neargtento

distinguish each and every whisker darkening has jBhe strength
she saw there seemed incongruous with the gentb ton her ear.

‘There,' he said. 'All fixed. No more tangles.'

Not in her hair perhaps, but her insides were asnsddight, tiny
knots. He slipped his fingers into her hair, watchas if fascinated
by his own actions.



‘Craig..."

He gave no indication he'd heard her broken whighdris name,

appearing almost trancelike as. he combed his fénigethe ends of
her hair, then let them trail along-her cheek. Bduelly dared breathe
for fear she'd jerk him back to reality and he'dvenrom her. But it

was impossible to retract the gasp she emittedsathbbmb roamed
over her lips.

He smiled. Then gave a soft, ironic laugh.

‘You know, Tay, I've spent nearly every night histeg in my bed
trying to figure out ways to get from it into yousnd then trying to
imagine how to make love to you with that bloodgtoan!'

He was looking at her as if expecting some respdngavords failed
Taylor. Her brain failed her, along with her lungsd every other
vital organ in her body except her heart. Ahdt was pounding so
violently she was certain death was imminent.

'‘But you know what?'
Somehow she managed to shake her head.

'You were right." Abandoning her face, he tooktemd, exploring it
with both his touch and his eyes- eyes that whew lified back to
hers were sincere. 'Satisfying though it would hasen, our making
love would have confused the past with the present. At Irast
when | leave tomorrow, I'knowmy feelings are steeped in the star
realities of today not fantasy shadows of yestetday

Sighing as if relieved at getting everything o bhest, he kissed her
forehead. It felt like the dismissal it was, hisemg grimace-like
smile a consolation prize or an encouragement award



She watched him walk away. After three steps, hus@d and turned
back to give her a satisfied smirk. 'By the wayfided the
air-conditioner. Notice how much cooler it is in @grow?'

Irony wielded the knife bone deep. No blood flow8at then ice
couldn't.

Say somethindner frozen heart demanded, a tremor of despéimgol
through her body. Sagny thing but don't let him see you fall apart.
Dammit, Taylor! Endure the pain without tears ahdeast salvage
your pride!Speak Open your mouth anspeak!

'I've decided to take you up on your job offerg $leard herself say,
and when he physically started, added, 'lt's tt® ta change your
mind or the terms now!'

'‘Why would I do that?'

She turned from the semi-puzzled smile accompanyisgvord* as
her vision began to blur; panic gripped her whemoaement behind
her suggested he was going to pursue the quebteodidn't.

'‘Right. Well. I'm off to bed. Good night, Tay. I'fee you in the
morning.'

Pursing her mouth against her pain, she made mpomes. Within
seconds he was gone from the room. Within houdsliegone from
the house.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

As TAYLOR poured her third cup of coffee, she was pleasetbte
she didn't splash it over the table as she hadveitiprevious efforts.
Another twenty or so pots and her nerves would staady as a
microsurgeon'df the grating sound of Craig whisking a spoonis h
cup didn't drive her insane beforehand!

'Craig,' she said, 'l think the sugar's dissolveddw.'

The stirring continued. Either he was ignoring har totally
preoccupied with his own thoughts, but his behaweas light years
away from that of the man she regarded as moreatheatert first
thing in the morning than anyone breathing! Yetdssraction wasn't
the only puzzling aspect to his demeanour; his Ba®d their usual
early-morning zest, his hair was damp in just- gb@oed disarray
and his tie hung undone like a maroon snake agéuaesthiteness of
his shirt. It was the only time Taylor had seen himive at breakfast
on a workday not immaculately groomed for the effand it was
almost time for him to drop Mel off at school.

'Have you told Melanie the plaster comes off toddy® asked
suddenly.

They were the first words he'd uttered since condilognstairs, but
he didn't halt the stirring and remained obliviba$er irritated glare.

'‘No,' she said, 'l haven't told her. | didn't waeat going off to school
upset. This afternoon will be soon enougimd soon.

‘You're probably right...’

'‘But.. .you don't think so.’



'She's not stupid, Taylor. She'll ask where yogoang the minute
you get in the car with us.’

'I'm not going with you.'

There was instant silence as his hand stilledemtiocess of stirring
the coffee. Taylor would've cheered had his clyligaze not frozen
her vocal cords.

'‘What do you mean you're not coming with us?' Brayes seemed
to push her back in her chair. "You're not gointhehospital?'

'I'm going by cab.'
'‘Don't be so bloody stupid! I'll drive you!'
Taylor had expected opposition, but she hadn'terpeanger.

‘Craig,' she said reasonably, 'you've just poimtgdwhy that isn't a
good idea. Mel will—'

‘Then I'll damn well take her to school and comekidar you! Your
appointment isn't until eleven o'clock anyway.'

‘Yes, | know, but you'll be late for work—"'

‘Dammit, Taylor! |1 own the bloody place. | can do what | like!
Leaping to his feet, he snatched up his coffeeanupdrained it in
one gulp. 'I'll take Mel, then come back for yde 'told her. 'And you
damn well better be here when | ddriderstood?’

Craig didn't wait for a response to his order amdtiiat reason he
wasn't sure if it was relief or surprise that ruhigrough him thirty
minutes later when, having taken Mel to schooldterned as Taylor
hobbled out of the downstairs bathroom.



She wore an ankle-length denim skirt and a silkyynsinglet-like
thing. He wasn't sure if it was the latest in dtrgear or underwear,
but it was sexy as hell; more so because she aesbrbeneath it. He
swallowed hard in an effort to suppress his boslysngs.

‘You're dressed?ike you really want to know the answer to tha
Adamslan inner voice rebuked.

'l...  won't be long," she said. A faint tingeroke in her cheeks, she
quickly lowered her gaze, moving with awkward hastgards her
room. The reaction made him feel like a jerk.

‘Tay?' She glanced over her shoulder. 'I'm sospat the dummy this
morning. It's just...’

'Yes?'
He shook his head. '‘Never mind. Like | said, tagerytime.’

She entered the family room a short time laternney silk number
replaced by a faded denim shirt tied at the wandtanbuttoned just
enough for the shadow between her breasts to tasmtHe forced
his eyes back to the newspaper in his hand inla attempt to ignore
the anxiety gnawing at him.

'‘Um, Craig...about resuming work at the office.H&r voice was
hesitant. 'l think starting Monday would be pushingVith the leg, |
mean. Would you mind if | started the following Ww&e

He minded like hell! It mean that after he packexddear tonight it
would be nine days before he saw her agdine long, agonizing
days!

'‘No, that's fine. It'll give me a chance to sort loow we'll divide the
work between us.'



Her agreeing nod caused a piece of hair to flopsscone eye, and
the movement of her breasts as she lifted her bapadish it aside
tightened both his gut and his throat. He headdtid¢csink, at that
moment almost as desperate for water as he wdseforOnly the

water was an option.

'I'm flexible as to what | do,' he heard her sByovided it fits in with
my being able to take Mel to and from school.'

'‘Good,' he said. 'Then perhaps we can discussimyvitie time we
spend with Melanie? Because | may not be quitdesabfe. Don't
think because | haven't pushed you about it thvat ¢thanged my
mind.’

The flash of pain in her green eyes made him regietwords.
Dammit, Adams! he told himself. Haven't you worlked yet that by
hurling darts at her you're only crucifying youfsel

'l didn't think you would.' She lifted her chiniédaring him to throw
another verbal punch. 'Actually, I've come up vathideal solution
regarding that.'

'And that is?'

‘Well..." Taylor paused and cleared her throat.'dSbely made her
decision last night, and voicing it aloud was diilt, but she knew
putting off doing so wouldn't make it any easienttB Craig and

Melanie deserved to know where things stood. '‘Mel@an sleep

over every third weekend at your place. And speamemght a week
with you so long as you have her home by say, &#if* conscious

under his frowning scrutiny, she hurried on. '"Yam choose any day
except Tuesday. Now I'm well again, I'll resumargkher to ballet

on Tue—'

'‘She hates ballet,' he cut in flatly. 'She wantske up trampolining.’



Taylor blinked. 'She does? She never told me that.’

He shrugged, then drained his glass. 'Well, thdiat she toldne.|
checked around and there's trampoline instructiaghealocal Police
Citizens Youth Club on Thursday evenings. | thirghie's keen to try
it, we should let her. | could take her.’

IOh.I

What else could she say? This was the part shetd baving
problems coming to terms with—Ietting someone bkpee a say in
what was right for Melanie. That meant having toesnder five years
of absolute control on decisions regarding her dearts future. It
hurt, too, that Melanie had expressed her wish€saa and not her.

'‘Well,' he said, 'what do you think?'

'Er... | think we better go. | don't want to hawestcast on a second
longer than necessary.’

'‘About the trampolining.’

Propped against the sink with his arms folded a&ctos chest, he
seemed to expect an immediate answer and she kia@tone.

'‘Can we talk about this later, Craig? | doubt yewgwen the matter
much thought and I'm anxious to get to the hospital

He pushed himself upright and snatched up his K8yse, let's go!
God forbid anything should delay your regaining rywdl mobility
and independencélet alone listening to parental input from a rant
amateur like me.'

He was in the car and revving the engine befordofrayven reached
the front door.



The drive to the hospital was completed in stolgnsie. Cocooned in
her own thoughts, Taylor registered none of theilfamandmarks
they passedn routeand it wasn't until the wail of an ambulance sire
tore at her ears that she became aware they'cedriwhen Craig
stopped the car outside the out-patients' entramaary to a dozen
signs, she quickly reached for her crutches wita band and the
seat-belt clasp with the other.

'I'll park the car, then wait for you in Reception.

‘There's no need for you to do that,' she protedteduld be a while.
| can catch a cab home.'

'‘Look," he said weatrily, both hands gripping theesihg wheel, 'you
can't expect to be fully functional ten minuteseafihe cast comes
off.'

Gazing into his handsome face, Taylor felt the tersLgrip she'd kept
on her emotions falter. Driving here, she'd beeagimng a future
where Craig had a paramount role as a part-titherfao Mel and as
a business partner with her, but no matter how kheltried, she
couldn't feel happy with the scenario. Yet that wthshe could look
forward to now. Lord, she'd handled things so ba8lye'd had the
chance to show him they could be a loving and gafamily and
she'd blown it! She'd blown it because she'd altbiver own stupid
pride to blind her to what was really important—present and the
future,not the pastShe'd sanctimoniously told Craig she didn't wal
the past getting tangled with the present wherast it had been
unavoidable. She'd rejected love in favour of traustl in doing so
shot herself in the foot!

While he was now content with a mature, platonlatrenship, she
cravedmore.Oh, not the volatile sensual passion of their lgbBut a
relationship based on a more durable stable lovieva that could
handle the emotional wear and tear of marriagepanehthood rather



than a fragile one that could slip from their graspd be easily
crushed underfoot. Her own maturity had taughtshernow wanted
a relationship that had the textured warmth anthee$ of crushed
velvet rather than the cool smoothness of silk.iBwas too late.

From today, she'd have to settle for seeing hing torla few hours
each week, perhaps doing nothing more than exchgragfew brief
pleasantries when he called to collect Melanie.ufioshe knew the
little girl would be devastated when she learnedi@Cwas moving
out, the sadness she felt on her daughter's beizddfd when
compared to the desolation within her own heartikgrher, at least
Melanie would have Craig's love.

'What's the matter?’

The question intruded on her thoughts. She blinkedprised to find
Craig out of the still-idling car and holding heyat open.

‘Taylor, I'm stopped in a No Standing zone. If gom't.-get out of the
car, I'm likely to wind up with a ticket.'

'‘Uh? Oh!" She shook her head to pull herself tagretBorry.'
‘Are you OK?'

The concern in his voice touched her, then she mémesd she was
only minutes away from having both the cast and f@moved from
her dalily life.

'I'm fine." She glossed over the lie with what sieped was a
convincing smile. 'Look, if waiting for me isn't igpg to
inconvenience you, I'd be glad of a lift home.'



One hour later, she left the doctor and made hgtaak to reception
with her heart pounding in her throat. Taking adteng breath, she
scanned the waiting room until she sighted Craig.

He was sitting in a molded-plastic chair, his Istgetched out and his
ankles crossed. The knot in his tie was a slackimwbes below his
unbuttoned collar and a stray lock of hair felless his forehead. He
appeared engrossed in a back issueagfular Mechanics.

Pushing against the wave of apprehension thattéed to paralyse
her, Taylor moved towards him. ‘Like | said, therstill a lot of
grease in your blood.'

His head came up at the sound of her voice, theménmotion the
magazine was tossed aside and he was on his feet.

'‘What the hell! You've still got the cast on!'
'For another week at least."

He frowned, studying her through narrowed eyes, &g rigid.
‘There's no problem, is there? | mean, they saidd four weeks.'

'Four orfiveweeks. There's no problem except it looks likepdive
weeks instead of four.'

‘You must be disappointed.'
'I'll just have to put up with it, I guess.'

Apart from his initial look of dismay when he'd adle cast, Craig's
demeanour showed nothing of his feelings at thexpacted turn of
events. But Taylor was compelled to offer him arege.



'‘Don't feel you have to stay because of this,'ssl@. "You've already
put yourself out enough. You can still move outigbh Il
understand.’

His face tightened. 'l promised Mel I'd stay uthié cast was off. |
won't be leaving till then." Shoving his hand ihte pocket, he pulled
out his keys. 'Stay here. I'll bring the car round.

As he helped Taylor into the car, Craig announeed tiecided not to
go to the office and suggested they have lunchthege Surprise
made her slow to reply, but Craig apparently intetgd her silence
as reluctance.

'It's pretty pointless to do anything else, reaklig, said, sliding behind
the steering wheel. 'By the time | drop you home get back to the
office, I'm not going to get much work done befbhave to pick Mel

up. Besides, neither of us has had lunch and yaupoabably use
some cheering up." When she still didn't reply,risked a glance
away from the traffic. "You didn't have other pladsl you?'

She shook her head. 'Not any more. | was hopingki a long walk
on the beach, but that's out of the question with'tShe tapped the
cast. 'Still on.’

‘That's what you wanted to do? Go to the beach?'

‘Yeah, I've always equated the beach with freed&@mne smiled.
‘After the restrictions of the last month, a triqpthe beach seemed
symbolic.'

At her word, he executed a sudden right-hand tbat had her
gripping the dashboarfCraig\ What are you doing?'

"You want the beach. You've got it!



'‘But | can't go tramping through sand with a cadt o

‘True. But | know this great little restaurant e beach at Balmoral.
The view is fantastic, the seafood second to ndieflashed her a
smile. "Trust me. It'll cheer you up!'

Though his smile warmed her all the way to her tdeg/lor was
feeling anything but cheerfullrust wasn't the word she wanted tc
hear right now.

The view was everything he promised. Situated raghthe beach,
the restaurant made the most of its location yntgt-rench doors
substitute for windows on the ocean side of thédimg and allowing

patrons seated inside the same visual spectattiess who favoured
alfresco dining. Taylor knew the food would be gMeit as delicious
as it looked, but she also knew it would take aanie to keep it in her
furiously churning stomach and she was hardly position to ask
God for miracles. Her vision blurred, but she didor a minute

believe the cause was the bright March $un refigatiff the water.

'‘Not hungry?"

The question jerked her gaze from the ocean viewvlkatk to the
man opposite. She blinked to clear her vision aad wstantly aware
of the tension lines bracketing his mouth and tlsapproving angle
of his eyebrows.

'Ye—' She stopped mid-lie. 'Not really. I'm sorry.'

'Sorry you're not hungry or sorry you're stuck witle as a house
guest for another week?'

'‘No!" Her denial was loud and attracted the attentif nearby diners.
Blushing, she lowered both her head and her vittsenot that. And
you're hardly a house guest. You've cooked alinieals, shopped,



played chauffeur to Mel and me.' She offered a wsraite. 'l want
you to know I'm very grateful. | really appreciate—

'‘Gee, Taylor, just what every guy wants to hearatTie's helpful
around the house! Keep throwing that sort of ftgtedout and I'll get
a big head!'

His sarcasm was too much for her to handle. 'Giwaip, Craig! I've
had a rotten day. | don't need your laying a dupton me because |
didn't eat everything on my plate!'

He leaned over the table. 'You haven't eaapthing.All you've

done is sit there staring at the ocean and holglig knife and fork!
OK, so the plaster has to stay on another weekdBa! It's not the
end of the world! | thought this would cheer you'up

‘Well, it hasn't! Why bring me here, Craig? Whereof all places?
This is where we celebrated lunch after Adams Rsigned its first

national company as a client! Did you think I'dget something like
that? You throw our past in my face and expectarfeelcheered?’
Past trying to keep her emotions in check, sheoptht arms on the
table and leaned towards him. 'News flash, Craigu Yaven't

cheered me up! All you've done is churn up a laildfmemories that
right now hurt like hell"

He trapped her wrist in his hand. 'Listen, dontiklyou've cornered

the market on hurt, lady! But unlike you, I'm a$éhonest enough to
accept we shared some good times in the past. &jhevel came here
was one of them. | thought maylest maybethe last month would

have gone some way towards laying the foundatiomataeast a

friendshipbetween us! But you don't even want that, do you?'

Biting her lip to keep her sobs silent, Taylor stadher plate.
Suddenly Craig uttered an indistinct curse and anggily to his feet.



'Let's get out of here! Before | make an even higgs of myself.' He
snatched her crutches from beneath the table, Hmdkshis head
when she reached for them. 'Hang on to me," he said

Head bent, she waited as the bill was settled, #flewed herself to
be guided through the maze of tables to the do@ig& grip on her
arm was the only thing keeping her balanced. Thenemh they
stepped out into the sunlit car park, he turnedirterhis chest and
wrapped his arms around her.

'I'm sorry. |-

His words opened the floodgates of Taylor's oveunght emotions.
Nuzzling into his chest, she surrendered to the teery.

'‘Aw, honey!" She heard the crutches drop to thecreta seconds
before strong male arms tightened around her.

She had no idea how long she stood sobbing wittensecurity of
Craig's arms, but even when she was too spentriageamore than a
hiccupped, half-strangled gasp, she pressed clédserthought of
breaking contact with the warm strength of his badg the touch of
his hand on the back of her head was too awfubtwemmplate. But it
seemed bitterly ironic that, besieged by pain aodfusion, she
sought comfort from the man at the source of hief.gt occurred to
her she was deceiving him yet again, but evenwasan't enough to
make her step away. That her need for him couldeher to be less
than honest was a weakness she'd have to rise ebibnvefuture, but
not yet. Not for a little while.

'Feeling better?' he asked.

The warmth of his palm stroking over her back madasy to at least
answer that question truthfully; in his arms evieiryg was better. She
nodded. 'l...I'm sor—'



He gave her a gentle squeeze. 'Ssshh. I'm the boesthould be
apologizing. Bringing you here when you were alyeagset was
dumb.’

Pushing away from his chest, she looked up, shakanchead. She
even managed a watery smile. 'No, it wasn't. It thasghtful.’

He gave her a sceptical look. 'It reduced you &rstend me to an
aggressive horse's rear. Heaven forbid | should gethoughtless
Her tiny chuckle brought his hands to her faceyl@ial'm not asking
you to forget the bad stuff | put you through. @er to forgive me
for it. All I want is that you not block out the go stuff. That's what
my parents did and | can tell you | don't want Médao grow up with
the bitterness and hate that | did.' His eyes bmtedhers. "Youmust
remember the good times, Tay,' he urged. 'The taugthe loving,
how—'

'l remember.' She touched his cheek. 'But somettheshurt more
than the bad, Craig. Everything's different—'

'l know. But even though it's easier to start froow, we have to
accept that weada past. We can't paper over it.' He kissed hen pal
'l want us to be friends, Tay. Bald friends, not new ones.’

What he asked for was so much less than what sheediayet much
more than she deserved. And God knew she wasrigsénough to
walk away from what few scraps he offered.

She nodded. 'Me, too. | want us to be friends, too.

But living with her lies would be harder than tedithem.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CRAIG'S hope that in the wake of their frank, emotivevarsation
Taylor would be more relaxed around him, when Mielamasn't
there to act as a buffer between them, was shatkliEven over
dinner, when Mehadbeen present, Taylor was silent and withdraw
It may not have been apparent to a stranger, laig @ras too attuned
to subtle whispers of her body language not toceotshe'd barely
eaten a bite, she didn't offer responses with gméept timing of
someone who was aware of what was going on ardwerd &nd her
laughter had a forced, brittle ring to it.

After tucking Melanie into bed, she'd joined him front of the

television, but though she looked at the screerknasv she wasn't
absorbing what was happening; during a commeraiealy he'd
flicked channels from the British drama they'd be&wing to a

Western, and she hadn't even commented. He wasggthsuffering

in silent ignorance!

'OK, Tay,' he said, switching the TV off with themote control.
'‘What's up?'

'‘Uh?'
'l said,what's up?"

'Er, nothing. Nothing's up. Why would anything hE?UAt least she
had the good grace to look away as she lied.

‘Tay, I'm notcompletelystupid. You've been distracted and edgy ¢
evening. You turn away when | look at you. Hell,I'fe done
something to upset you, for God's sake tell me whaso I'll at least
knowwhy I'm getting the cold shoulder!'



She swung her head towards him. "You haven't doyihiag!' At his
disbelieving stare, she again averted her gazendt upset with you.
[... I'm not. Really.’

He heard the slight quiver in her voice and cur8ed, realizing his
anger wouldn't help matters, he forced himselttoain calm.

‘All right, if it's not me, what is it? You're upgsa&boutsomething.'

She opened her mouth, but shut it again withoualgpg. Dammit!
Why couldn't she trust him enough to tell him whats troubling
her? What did she think he would do? Oh, he kneat\wawantedto
do—Kkiss her until she came to her senses! But tunfately that
wasn't an option. He sighed and tilted her fadeito

‘Tay, tell me. Maybe | can help you.’

Her head shook ever so slightly, her eyelids lomgetintil her lashes
made dark arcs on her skin. Her flawless beauty alahys
fascinated him. It still did. Her soft, shapelydipecame the main
focus of his attention as desire built swift anddhaithin him. He'd
already held her in his arms once today and fotlghturge to kiss
her; he seriously doubted he could do it again.

‘Talking things out might help you put things inrgeective,' he said,
thinking it was also the only thing that might stom from ravishing
her.

... can't.'

As her mouth formed the words, the movement otdregue echoed
deep inside himself. He summoned every ounce estiimal strength
he possessed to hold himself away from her. Ihitghip was all she
wanted, he'd be the best damned friend ever creadeen if it killed

him! And he was beginning to think there was ewargnce it would.



'‘We're friends, right?' he heard himself say asémses swam in the
scent of her. 'Friends share their problems. Thesteach other...'

She flinched, then squeezed her eyes shut. 'l kiiw.this is
something | can't talk about. Not... not to you.'

Furious his self-control had been for nothing, iln@ped to his feet
and gave his frustration free rein. 'Fine! Wallowyour own misery,
Taylor, if that's what you want! But I'm outta heFe@rget our being
friends*. Friendship with you is too bloody hard to take!

'‘What?'She looked shell-shocked. ‘Where are you going?'

'‘Out! For a walk with man's best friend! Bernie&haviour might be
wayward, but at least it's consistent! And beinthwim doesn't burn
at my guts!’

‘Well, well! And just who is walking who here?'

After being dragged eight blocks in the dark byaruly St Bernard,
seeing Liz O'Shea getting out of her car as he teremthe front yard
was the last thing Craig needed tonight.

‘Still,' the redhead went on, 'you executive typmeed exercise.
You're prime candidates for stress and diet- relhézdt attacks.'

‘Do me a favour, Liz," Craig said. 'Hold your breathile you're
waiting for me to have mine.’

The woman's throaty chuckle followed him as heBednie around
to the side entrance of the house and turned hwseldan the
backyard. Surprisingly, she stood waiting whilddeked the gate.



'It's a pity | didn't know you were coming, Lize¢ hemarked. 'If | had,
| could have coordinated walking the dog with yeisit and spared
you the anguish of my presence while you saw Taylor

A wide smile greeted his words. 'Assuming, of ceufsn here to see
Taylor. Who's to say I'm not here to see you?'

‘Yeah, right. And you don't hate my guts, either.’

'l don't hate your guts, Craig. | never did. | siyngidn't believe you
ever loved Taylor as much as she loved you. Perlfagsu'd
followed her to South Australia, you might have waged me
otherwise.'

There was a note of challenge in Liz O'Shea's ytheze always was
when she spoke to him. But, knowing this discussias long
overdue, Craig resisted the temptation of goinglaand avoiding it.
Instead, he propped himself against the bonnet ipk LVolvo,
showing his intention to finally have it out. Aftarfew moments, Liz
assumed a similar position. It was then Craig spoke

'l didn't go after Taylor becausbe left melt wasn't my love for her
that was in question. It was hers for me. She mutfeelings in
writing and | got the message loud and clear. ¢ slidn't need the
agony of hearing it a second time."

'l doubt you would have. The fact is she nevergtaploving you.'
Liz gave Craig no time to question her comment. |drayvent
through a very traumatic time, Craig. She didn‘ownwhat she
wanted or what she needed. | think secretly shedigpuwouldgo
after her, but emotionally, she needed the bregttpace.’

'Right,’ he said drily. 'So why didn't she comekbaten she got her
emotional second wind?'



'She has.'

It took a second for Liz's words to sink in, bua{@rcouldn't allow
himself to believe them. 'She came back becausaneheeded a
father.'

'‘Women with Taylor's looks and money can find fasifer their kids
without crossing half a continent to do it.’

Even to his own ears, there was something stramie ironic laugh
he gave. 'Liz, much as | wish otherwise, therething you can say
that will convince me Taylor loves me.’

‘Not even if | tell you I'm here to take her pksoff?’

‘Take her plaster off#vhat the hell are you rabbiting on about, Liz
The cast has to stay on for another..." His voiaéetiaff in the face
of Liz's amused shaking head.

‘There was no reason the cast couldn't have cohteday. If Taylor
had been worried about the sudden lack of supploet,hospital
would have given her a knee brace that attachés\Weilcro. The fact
Is, shebeggedr Kalvaris to leave the plaster on.’

What Liz was saying made no sense. 'Buthy! It's driving her
crazy! She can't stand—'

'‘What she can't stand,' Liz cut in, opening thesgager door of her
car and reaching inside, 'is the thought of you impwut. Keeping
the cast on kept that at bay a little longer.’

Assaulted by a swarm of emotions, Craig was unablesuck
sufficient air into his lungs to speak. Standingttwned and pressed
his palms against the metal of the car, extendiagaims until the



muscles in them strained from the effort, then daeseries of deep,
slow breathsTaylor wanted him to stay? It couldn't be true.

'‘Are you sure about this, Liz? | mean, did skleyou?'
His heart stopped when the redhead shook her head.

‘That she loves you? No. That she begged thenate [the cast on?
Yes. She phoned me a little while ago howling rearhout because
she could live with the cast, boot the guilt of deception. Or some
equally hysterical romantic phrase! So,' she g@gling her medical
bag, 'I'm here in my medical capacity. But you,i@.ra

She gave him such a kind smile, Craig wondered whe'd
borrowed it from.

'...are the only one who can rid her of the ghibw, unfortunately,
I've got to go in there and tell her I've beenezhlback to the hospital,
so that cast'll have to stay on till at least tomowr'

'‘Let me do both!" At Liz's incredulous expressi@naig elaborated,
'‘Let me cure her guikndtake off the cast!

'‘What? Letyoutake the cast off?' She looked aghast.

‘Yeah. Why not? If we were in the middle of nowhdiehave to do
it.'

'‘But you've never used a plaster saw in your life!"

‘Yeah, but I've seen them used and | know how wWak. They're a
little rectangular thing with a vibrating blade thand of chews
through the plaster. It's a bit like a power grindeiz's expression

was one of disbelief, but Craig wasn't put off byliiz, | can do this!
I'm used to handling power tools. | was a mechbafore—'



'‘Sure, and Christian Barnard knows his way arouedrts, but |
wouldn't trust him to adjust my carburettor!

'‘But don't you see?' Craig pressed her. 'That'sitshynportant do
this. That's what it's all about.'

'‘Carburettors?"

'‘No, Liz! Trust.' For a presumably intelligent woman, she we
incredibly dense! 'It's about trusting our lovethie past, Taylor and |
didn't trust our love enough. We both thought thees a limit on
what we could give and get back!

He grasped her shoulderBlease, Liz, let me do thid swear if |
can't handle it, or if Tay doesn't want me to ddlitcall you. Please?’

‘Craig, it makes more sense if | simply walk inrthevhip off the cast
and go.'

'‘But it won't prove anything!" He racked his bréom the words to
make Liz understandde knewin his gut this was the right thing to
do, yet how did you translate gut feelings into ea person who'd
been suspicious of you for years could believe?

'‘Look, Liz, neither Taylor nor I will be risking &thing if youdo it—'
'‘But there's usually nothingsky about taking a cast off.'

‘Exactly! Which is why Ican do it! The thing is, while there's no
physicalrisk, emotionally we'd both be showing how mualstiwe
have in our love—me by wanting to do it and Taygdetting me. It
would be like a declaration of faith in each other.

'‘More like a declaration of lunacy!



'Please, Liz, | know we've never seen eye to eykdrpast. But you
have to know that I'd never do anything to hurtldayNever again’

Stepping back, Liz sighed and shook her headntrsure which of
the two of us is more stupid,' she said. 'You taygesting this or me
for going along with it. But Taylor will top us Hdotn stupidity if she
agrees! And if anything goes wrong, my career'therline.’

Craig embraced the resigned redhead with gratefilusiasm and
even kissed her on the mouth. 'If what you've to&lis true, she'll
agree! And | promise, if anything, God forbid, dgeswrong, no one
will ever know you were involved. I'll claim | s®lthe plaster saw
from the hospital!"

He went to kiss her again, but Liz pushed him aWadgy! Back off,
Adams. I'm not impressed by macho displays of &fiac

'‘Which," he added wryly, as she opened her melag| 'l suspect is
one of the reasons we've always been so wary of @her.'

'‘Probably," she conceded. 'You're too typicallyerial my liking, but

for some reason, liberated though she is, Tayloragd had a
weakness for your brand of heavy-duty machismo.rdé€ihg a

small box from her bag, she lifted its lid, theargted back at Craig. 'l
love Taylor. She's my best friend. Hurt her agaid HI kill you.'

'l love her, too, but too much for friendship et@work between us.
So,' he said after they'd exchanged silent, uralailsig smiles, 'you
want to run through how this thing works?"'

Whilst questioning her own sanity, Liz O'Shea ekmd how the
piaster saw should be operated.

‘Sounds simple enough,' Craig said when she'chiais



'It has to be—so male members of the medical psadasan operate
it! But I've still got doubts about mechanics!

Laughing, he held the car door open for Liz. Shelméd in and
wound down her window to issue final instructions.

'‘Look, the blade only vibrates so it's impossibleut the skin. When
the cast comes off, though, there'll probably hmesavasting of the
guadricep muscles at the front of the thigh andfldsh will be dry
and flaky. It'll be dirty, too, because of the haatl sweating. Soap,
water and moisturizer in that order should soheeggloblem.'

‘What about sex?'
'‘No, that's not standard hospital procedure.’
‘Very funny! | mean, is she up to it?'

She widened her eyes. 'Cute play on words, Crand.lAloubt either
of you would listen if | said no, but keep thingspassive as possible.
She'll probably be a bit stiff.'

'‘She won't be the only one!" he said, laughing i@asgtoaned and
started the engine. 'Hey, Liz!" he called when\bRicle started to
reverse. 'Thanks.'

'You just make sure you call the hospital if thare any problems at
all with the cast or if Taylor complains of pain @iscomfort in her
leg.'

Taylor was standing at the door of her bedroom w@eaig let
himself in the front door. She wore an ankle- lengtielling robe
and a puzzled expression.

'l thought | heard Liz's car out front.'



‘You did. She's just left.'

'Left! But she was going to take—' She stopped @smbswallowed;
ared tinge coloured her face and neck. It waSralig could do not to
haul her into his arms.

'l know why she was here, Tay.'
‘You...you do?'

He nodded, taking the necessary steps to bringlhently in front of
her. 'You asked her to come over and take theotB'st

Under his gaze, Taylor felt both the hot tingleaocdusal and a chill
sense of paralysis. She wasn't sure if it was Isscha was emitting
mixed messages or because she was a hair's bfeadth nervous
breakdown.

‘Why, Taylor?'
'‘Wh-why what?'

Reaching out, he slid one side of her hair behagrdgar. She gripped
the door jamb with white-knuckled ferocity as hisgers skimmed
her skin.

'‘Why pretend the cast had to stay on and then ehgoigr mind?'
'‘Because | couldn't keep up the deceit.'

A wry smile slipped across his previously unreadafaice. 'That
answers the changed-your-mind part of the quedhimot the first.’

Feeling as if she was about to throw herself afif§ Taylor heaved
a huge breath and shut her eyes. 'Because | laveBgzause | didn't
want you to lea—'



Strong male arms closed around her, cutting of ihetr words and
air and lifting her from the ground!

‘You idiot! Don't you know you only had to ask me?"'

Not trusting her hearing, Taylor lifted her lash&ke brightness of
his grin nearly blinded her, but the love burninghis brown eyes
was intense enough to penetrate all her sensegelbitall the way
to her soul.

'l loveyou, Tay. | love you more than life itself!"

Tears washed down her face as he lowered her tiotbrewithout

loosening his hold and she tasted them as his mmatringly found
hers. She clung to him as the kiss transposed fteeh tender to
aggressive and the million emotions in betweends broken by
sighs of relief, moans of desire and joyful sniskef laughter and it
went on... and on.

Taylor arched back, tilting her head, to accommedataig's hot,
hungry mouth when it abandoned her lips to ventianen over her
chin and along her throat, and groaned as the menebtought her
firmly against the hardness of his arousal. Unsésadhe grasped at
the waist of his jeans, holding tight as if danglifrom a
twelfth-storey ledge where to let go was to perisid then she felt
the stability of a wall against her back and someher robe was
untied and shoved from her shoulders to drop afdwtr

Craig rested his forehead against hers, and tlaegdsat each other,
matching each other ragged breath for ragged hredtile her
fingers released the buttons of his shirt. Whenchpped her
nipple-erect breasts through her oversize T-sHig, tsembled with
the force of her desire, but it was he who groaned.



'Oh, Tay," he muttered, scattering butterfly kiseger her face, 'l
want you so badly I'm dying from it. But we've gosiow down here,
or I'll be too damn shaky to cut that cast off.’

Emerald eyes, liquid with passion, rose questidging his face.
'‘What?'

'Liz left me this thing to get it off with." He helhis breath and
mentally crossed his fingers. 'That is, if you tnne to do it.'

She was frowning at him as if he'd sprouted aradx¢ad.

'l know it sounds risky, but it's not. If Liz hadyadoubt about it being
safe she'd never have left the thing with me. Teer@way | can hurt
you. It just sort of vibrates.' He searched hee fiac some indication
he'd reassured her, but saw none.

'It vibrates!'

He nodded.

‘And Liz gave it to you?'
‘Yeah.'

‘To... get it off with!"

He nodded.

‘And this thing is called...?'
‘A plaster saw.'

'Oh, | see!" She gave him a dazzling smilepldstersaw! Of course |
trust you to use plaster sawon me.'



Craig sighed and kissed her thoroughly, then stkppek, intending
to retrieve the saw from outside the front doohaiik heaven for
that. You have no idea how relieved | am.’

‘You'rerelieved!" She laughed, eyes sparkling. 'For aubeirthere, |
thought | was being offered a mechanical substiutgou.'

His brain was a tad slow comprehending her wordst
understanding brought a mixture of disbelief and lems
possessiveness. 'You thougittat! No way!'

'‘My sentiments exactly,' she whispered, her haa#fieg out to grab
the waistband of his jeans and tug him back agaist'This is all |
want.'

Craig's legs nearly buckled under him when herdisglosed around
him; the intimacy of her touch sending an eleatharge through his
body. As she pampered him with slow, steady strokesioan of

pleasure burst from his throat and he was unald®fhimself from

seizing her mouth. Eventually, giddy with desirel @m the verge of
exploding, he dragged himself away from the tateso.

‘Tay, honey," he rasped, 'if we don't stop now,domg to melt in
your hand.'

'S0?' she asked, looking innocently wide-eyed dedpe fact her
hand was wantonly disregarding his caution.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

HAD anyone told Taylor having a cast cut from herdegld be a
sensual experience, she'd have called them in&utenot after
tonight.

Though they'd brought each other to rapid physieldase in the
doorway of her bedroom, she and Craig were bothreadar more
gratifying experience still awaited them. Anticijpet of the ultimate
union of their love and need for one another wih every passing
minute and each exchange of glances as she shédlodr, draped
only in her robe, while Craig manoeuvred the plastev over her
encased leg.

Her heart had swelled with love when he painstdiirsjopped
cutting every inch or so to ask if she was OKhié svascertainshe
didn't want him to call Liz to come over and finishShe'd assured
him she didn't, that she had absolute confidend¢enm and while it
was obvious her response pleased him, his frustratith the task,
which was taking much longer than Liz had predictedhs
highlighted by muttered curses and commesybe this wasn't
such a hot idea. At this rate, it's probably gortake all night\'She
found his impatience to get the job over was asetvas it was
arousing, but not as arousing as when he carrietbltee bathroom
to bathe her leg.

The first sight of her grubby limb with its musdick thigh had
caused her to gasp and feminine vanity made hekigucover it
within the lengths of her robe. Yet he washed awasr
self-consciousness with nothing more than a calsoap, a shower
of warm water and a pair of the hottest hands shddchave
imagined! When he stripped naked and handed thk wlath to her,
she was shaking so much she could barely holdithrtess stand up.
Yet her trembling attempts to lather him in sudsrsdecame a
wanton exploration of the hard planes and muscfeki body.



Beneath her palms, the sleek, soapy smoothnesss agkin was
Intoxicating, and she suspected the steam cloutthagylass of the
shower recess came not from the heat of the watdrdm the heat
of her body as his head-to-toe kisses sizzled loexdb

Desperate for the release only he could grantnstiactively tried to
wrap her legs around him, but a furious proteshftioe rusty muscles
in her right leg aborted the action. She sworestrmhg male hands
clasped her protectively closer.

Taylor tried to assure him her epithet had sprungremfrom
frustration than genuine pain. But he wasn't coteah) immediately
turning off the shower and towelling her dry befaerying her to
her bed. However, the sight of his naked perfectanding over her
with a bottle of moisturizer in his hands was magkhrer damp in
places a towel didn't belong.

'What's that for?' she asked.

He sat down on the edge of the mattress, his eyesing
appreciatively over her nakedness. 'Your leg," &id, pausing to
again visually massage her body. To start with...'

With a slightly shaking hand, he trickled a streahmilky white
liquid from her thigh to her ankle. The coolnes# @gainst her skin
might have made her catch her breath, but she ctespthe feel of
Craig's mouth against her breast was the moreyldalse; the action
incited her back to arch up from the bed even widenassaged her
thigh with a firm, downward pressure.

His lips travelled from her nipple to the undersaddner breast, then
descended over her ribs to her belly, the downwlaettion of his
mouth in perfect proportion to the progress ofrti@sturizer and his
hand down her leg. Her mind calculated where histmavould be
when his fingers wrapped themselves around herearddusing



white-hot heat to scorch through her. Gripping $t®ulders, she
closed her eyes to prepare for the rush of pleasiuieeknew was
coming, yet it wasn't enougNothingcould have readied her for the
unimaginable tenderness of his lips or the caligradelicacy of his
tongue. She clutched at his hair to draw his hgad u

'‘No—no solo trips to heaven,' she said when hesihpnd gave her
a look of puzzled disappointment. ‘We go togethend we go as
one.'

Craig's body nearly disintegrated at her softly kgmo words.
Drawing a deep breath to stabilize himself, he rdoteelie beside
her.

‘That could be awkward with your leg stiff,' he wad, pushing her
hair from her face, 'Liz advised passive.'

She grinned. 'Yeah, but Liz doesn't know what sfa¢keng about.’

To Craig, she had never tasted so innocently samesb brazenly
wild as she lured his lips and tongue into an enatltz that nearly
snapped the thin thread of his control. The fediefhands roaming
over him gave both pleasure and pain; one minutefingernails
were trailing lightly along his spine, the next lhands were roughly
kneading his shoulder and upper arm.

Reality, like time, became irrelevant as their pasboth reactivated
old familiar sensations and led to the discoverynefv ones.
Wallowing in the luxury of having every centimetfTaylor's flesh
freely available to his hungry mouth and handsjgCexplored her
with detailed intimacy until they were both slickithv sweat and
panting. When her luminous emerald eyes openedetet ims, the
breathless quality of her voice was as seductieeasvords.

'‘Make love to me. Oh, Craig...! need you so badly..



The break in her voice was his undoing. He couliydeis woman
nothing. She was his life, his heart, his very sd@loaning his
surrender, he reclaimed her mouth.

Taylor didn't know what physical action had tramsgito bring them
to the position where they lay on their sides fgagach other, but
they were so close she could feel Craig's heaatjrigein his chest.
Her stiff leg was beneath her, but she wasn't gons®f feeling any
pain. Indeed, she'd long since passed the pobginf capable of any
type of coherent thought, absorbed solely with diggt, scent and
feel of the man holding her in his arms and thelihimg heat of him
burning against her.

'l want you so bad, babe, I'm even more afraidusfihg you than |
was the night | took your virginity.'

His admission was delivered in a raspy, but gevtliee. With one
hand he was stroking her side up and down from &rtopknee,
while his other arm was curved beneath and aro@ndnhsupport.
But it wasn't support or gentleness Taylor s dedy craved, as his
insidiously erotic fingers stoked her desire highad higher, the
course roughness of his chest teasing her eradinigunipples. She'd
been denied this man's loving for nearly six yeai the result was a
hot, fevered ache, which could no longer be appka#é the tender
ministrations of his lips and fingers, no mattewhskilful!

With one arm effectively trapped between them, Igtexl the other
so she could trace his lips. 'You didiake anything," she told him,
one finger probing the moist recess of his moutigave you my
virginity because it wameantfor you.' Withdrawing her finger, she
slid it up to his ear. 'You didn't hurt me then armoai won't hurt me
now.' Muttering an explicit description of what hanted to do to
her, Craig attempted to claim her mouth, but shiegter head back
and swung her good leg over his hip. 'So do it shallenged,
nudging her wetness against his arousal. Wow!



The command had barely burst from her tongue whersimooth,
hard length of him filled her. Two gasps of pleasunited as one in
the room's dim silence.

Taylor was instantly consumed by such an utteresensightness
and completion that tears welled in her eyes. Whey slipped down
her face, Craig caught them on his tongue, hismesarrevealing the
glitter of liquid in his own dark eyes and promgtiher to lay an
unsteady palm over his cheek.

Yet apart from that they didn't move or speak, tfogre were no
words to describe the impact or the import of th@ment. Still with
their gazes locked, they exchanged a spiritual @bleve so intense
it caused them to shudder as one.

Awash with joy, Taylor lowered her lips to thosehefr one and only
lover. 'Welcome home, my darling,’ she whispered.

He woke hard with wanting her as he'd done a miltimes before,
but unlike those other times the sight of her anmg across his chest
made the pain physical rather than emotionally gwrehing.
Rolling over, he studied her face in the day's saic sunlight.
Unable to help himself, he stroked light fingergothe smoothness
of her cheek and smiled with the knowledge he waoudde to her
warmth and beauty every morning for the rest ofifes

He grinned, eyeing the ice tray lying by the bdwe'd ordered him
into the kitchen for that at about two in the mamiNot that he'd
complained. They'd made gentle, exquisite love ntangs during
the night, and incredibly, each time had seemetkb#tan the last.
They'd also talkedieally talked, about their fears and doubts of th
past and their beliefs and hopes for the futured fey'd talked of
their love; how in the past they'd assumed it teetiamitations, when



in fact they now recognized it was boundless. Arfcdcourse, they'd
talked about Melanie and how they would tell hat $he'd be getting
areal father on gpermanenbasis.

Again Craig cursed the selfish stupidity that habdbed him of the
first five years of his child's life. Once, he'dvee imagined it
possible to love anyone but Taylor; now he was len& imagine
what it had felt likenotto love Melanie. Not only did he love Mel, but
his love for her was as strong and undiluted asvitwiach he felt for
her mother. He still marvelled at the discoveryva@s not only
capable of loving two people with such soul-dedpnaity, but that
his love for them could be so uniquely different.

You look very thoughtful.'

He smiled at Taylor's sleep-husky interruption. 'Dd | was
pondering the intricacies of love.'

She raised an eyebrow. 'Physical or spiritual?‘estyeiired, walking
her fingers suggestively down his chest.

‘Spiritual.' He grinned at her playful pout. 'Howig leg?’

'‘What leg?' she responded as his hand explorelihthan question
from knee to thigh. Under his skilful, teasing fang, her desire once
again began rapidly rising, but she doubted it ¢@uer reach the
heights her happiness had during the past severs.ionaig loved
her! Loved her as she loved hintetally and unconditionally!

Angling herself so she lay partially over him, iesed a trail across
his bristled jaw, then backtracked the path withtbague. She was
only halfway through the sensual exercise when terad a
desperate moan and snared her mouth with his.



Though the pace and rhythm of his tongue was hetttec hands
grazing the curve of her back and buttocks wersirtigéy slow.
Arousingly slow.Insanelyslow. Finally, nearly crazy for the feel of
him, she reached back and, grabbing his wrist,siipoed his hand
to the juncture of her thighs.

His fingers encountered her eager wetness and &naiy he could

have this woman a million times a day and still tvaore. No other

woman had ever aroused him so easily, quickly epbe because
none ever could. What made Taylor special wassimatengaged not
simply his body, but his heart and not only whezytimade love, but
through every minute of his life be he awake oeagl!

Examining her face for any sign of discomfort fraer leg, he lifted
her over him.

'‘Watch,' she urged softly, lowering her head ascsimmenced to
ride him with a slow, easy rhythm.

Following her gaze, he was awestruck by the powerfootions
erupting in his heart at the sight of their intimahion. 'Being joined
with you is the most incredibly beautiful... wonfigrthing I... I've
ever known.'

'It is for me, too,' she whispered, her head kiftas he urged her chin
up with an unsteady hand. His brown eyes werediguih love and
desire as they studied her.

'l don't just mean physically, Tay," he said. 'lamspiritually. What |
feel for you goes soul deep.' Grasping her harelgjdsed the inside
of each wrist. 'l love you, Tay, heart and souldbreternity.’

Taylor let her kiss tell him she already knew that...



EPILOGUE

AT THE sound of someone entering the den, Craig sliévidence of
what he was doing into the top drawer of his desk schooled his
face to innocence.

'Relax, Dad," Melanie said, pointedly locking th@od behind her.
'‘Mum is well and truly occupied as requested.' Wathgrin, his
nineteen-year-old daughter perched herself on thge efl his desk.
'So show me. What did you buy her?'

Winking, he pulled the hastily concealed wrappiaggr and a long
black velvet box from the drawer.

‘Jewelleryagain Dad?' Melanie shook her head. 'Not terribly avadi
for a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.'

‘This is,' he said smugly, lifting the lid of thexb
‘A charm bracelet... oh, Dad, it's beautiful! | o’

Craig grinned. Melanie might have his colouringt ber good taste
and sense of style were inherited from her motidet to mention her
deep sentimentality. If Mel loved it even withoutdwing the story
behind each of the solid silver charms he'd hadiajye made, then
his choice had been a good one.

'l can't believe how delicate and intricately dethimost of the
charms are...'

‘All except the five weeping hearts,’ he said, imgathe unspoken
guestion in her voice. 'They represent the fiveyes were apart.'

Meeting his gaze with teary eyes, his daughter adddl know.'



The emotion his explanation generated in his dardtt Craig like a
punch to the gut. Skirting the desk, he took hdrnsnarms.

'‘Oh, sweetheart, if | could make it up to you, lukb You'll never
know how sorry | am that | wasn't there for you wheshould have
been—'

'‘Dad, I'm not upset because you weren't around whes little.'
'l know you say that, but—'

'‘Daddy, it's not just somethingsayto make you feel bettelt's true.

I've long forgotten what it was like living in Séufustralia except
that Grandpa had some kind of big black limo." §hened at him.
‘Just the fact that | can't even recall what méakeas should tell you
how dim my memory is.’

Craig smiled as he was intended to, but not everptst fourteen
years had completely rid him of guilt over haviegloth Taylor and
Melanie down long ago. If giving and receiving loveabundance
had been an antidote for remorse, then by right&hbald have been
free of the past's shadows. Unfortunately it wasn't

'‘Daddy,' she persisted, touching what she'd alwalyed his bravery
badge, 'l don't eveknowanyone who can remember anything th:
happened before they were five or so. But | knoapiseof people
who at one stage or other had to sit back and wh&ihparents tear
each other apart, cheat on one another or getadidod've always
thought | was really lucky that you and Mum, welfjot all that crap
out of the way before it could affect me.' She éakhis cheek. 'If you
want to know the truth, the earliest clear memohave is conning
you into taking me to McDonald's.'



He blinked away tears even as his chest vibrated laughter. 'l
remember. You told me how Renee's father took heret every
week.'

A smug smirk best described her expression. '3ad,5aid, taking a
step backwards, 'Renee's folks were vegetariarthafeald nuts. |
doubt they even knew what a hamburger looked like!

'‘Why you-'
‘Craig! Craig, where are you?"
'Quick, it's your mother! Unlock the door whileitle her present.’

As Taylor entered, father and daughter turned frloenwindow as if
they'd been watching the hustle and bustle as andezrkmen
erected tables around the pool area of their home.

'See, Mum, | told you'd I'd find him eventually.’

The comment came from their younger daughter, éamrtyear-old
Summer, and Craig fought down a smile as from lEhgr mother
the teenager sent him a wink. Like her older sigammer was the
image of him, and, though he'd gone through hedlrifg her
unplanned conception would cause Taylor the sarnffecutiies
Melanie had, her birth, thankfully, had been rekit easy by
comparison. But once again, Taylor had been hdg@thearly and
the doctors had warned against risking a third ipeagy. Despite
Taylor's efforts to get him to admit otherwise dnifally convinced
her he had no secret desire to have a son. NohaidVith three
perfect women in his life, he knew he was luckinent he deserved to
be.

'You wanted me for something, honey?' he askedintm@cence of
his words belying the thoughts that merely lookiag his wife



generated. She was gorgeous! At forty-three, thaughlooking a
day over thirty-five, she was more beautiful anditexg to him than
she'd been at eighteen.

'Only to tell you that you'd best start dressingthe party.'
'‘No sweat, there's heaps of time—'

Catching his wrist, she lifted it until his watchasvright under his
nose. 'There's less than an hour," she said, éet wtapping around
him in a seductive cloud. 'And I've a few thingslike you to do.'

He groaned. 'Not rearrange the buffet tables. ni&jai

Her eyes were sparkling with mischief as they m&t'Nothingthat
strenuous, but I'd hate for us to run short offaccehe drinks.’

Craig's pulse went into overdrive. 'Mel,' he satgering his wife to
the door, 'finishwrapping things umglown here. Your mother needs
me to check the bar.'

The teenager sent him a comprehending grin. 'Rae,

When the door closed behind their departing pay&usimer shook
her head. 'They must think we're pathetically naive

‘Yeah,' Mel said, raising an eyebrow. 'But notrfarch longer.'
Exchanging a meaningful glance, both girls erumddughter.

'So," Taylor said, as she walked arm in arm withigCtowards their
bedroom, 'are you going to deny you told Summeake me on a
wild-goose chase to keep me busy while you wrappedift?’

‘Yep. That was Melanie's idea. | just asked theoctupyyou.'



'‘Be more specific next time. I'm not exaggeratingew | say we
covered nearly every room from attic to cellar rethtimes trying to
"find" you.'

'l hope all that exertion hasn't tired you out,'slaél with concern as
he opened the door and gallantly stood back sc@hld enter ahead
of him. 'Maybe an elevator would have been a gafidfay you?
What with your age and all...?'

‘Watch it, Mr Adams."

'Oh, | am, Mrs AdamsAnd believe me, lady, you still have the
best-looking ass I've ever seen.' In a single mote hauled her into
his arms, kicked the door shut and began kissing he

It never ceased to amaze Taylor that even aftehafie years this
man could still ignite her with a mere look. Thet& the feel of him
just seemed to get better and better and her mveaih grew deeper
and stronger with every passing day. And the flamaaing through

her as they hungrily disposed of each other's icigtiwvere equally

hot and wild as they'd been when she was eighteen.

'‘Darling Tay, | love you.' The words came as hegwer into his
arms and carried her to their bed. And they feth@s onto—

'Ouch! What the-?"

Breaking apart, they looked down at the silver-wexppackage that
had intruded so rudely on their passion.

'l thought we agreed to exchange gifts tonightaig_said, picking it
up.

'‘We did.' She smiled. 'This must be from one ofgins. Quick, open
it up!'



Craig's eyes lowered to his lanow!
She chuckled. 'l know you. You'll keep.'

'‘And you'll be the death of me, Taylor Adams,' he muttergqbimg
the paper off. 'Oh, my God!" he gasped.

'‘What is-?0h, my God!

'l believe | just said that, darling,' he returnsthring at the solid
silver ice tray in his hands until Taylor snatcligdom him.

He watched as a series of puzzled expressionsetttes face, and,
not wanting her to assume the girls knew more thag should, he
explained how Mel, when she was about .Summer'snage had

been curious as to why there was often an iceitralyeir bedroom

and that he'd told her it was because Taylor's kibed. The woman
beside him burst out laughing.

'‘Well, hell, Taylor, it was all I could think of othe spur of the
moment! Besides, I'm sure she bought it.'

‘Yeah, right! Which is whyothshe and Summer giggled when / tol
them I'd tell them each on their wedding days,' saiel, tears of
amusement streaming down her face.

'You mean...theyyuessed Damn! How could a couple of innocen
little girls come up with—?"'

Taylor's burst of hysterical giggles cut him oflohey," she said
when she'd sobered enough to speak, 'l think bggitatime you
accepted that your innocent little daughters hawevg into two very
mature, well-adjusted young ladies who have thdinefiés risque
sense of humour.' She smiled at his confused esipresTake a look
at the inscription on the back.'



Turning the ice tray over, he read:

Happy 25th Anniversary, Mum & Dad We love you, Miedd@rooke
& Summer Jayne Note: This idatice tray.

Laughing fit to burst, he flopped back onto the hesit to his wife. 'l
swear they are completely and utterly incorrigible!

‘They get that from you, too.’
‘Ah, but they're also adorable.’
She grinned. 'Definitely my input.’

'‘Really?" Fighting his amusement, he propped himgelon one
elbow. 'And whose genetic input accounts for thet fhey're also
loving and giving and—?"

She cupped his face in her hands, her eyes sefldes; have those
traits because they've grown up in a secure honeeenthust and love
are valued more than anything eldeumade that possible by being &
wonderful husband and father, Craig Adams, andldWe you
forever.'

Her words flooded him with emotion. Every day thieman filled
him with more love and pride than he'd ever imadimevas possible
to feel. He brushed a gentle finger across herkchgeu, Tay, must
be specially blessed by God.'

'l am," she whispered confidently, drawing his heedrer. 'He gave
me you.'



