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Have you heard the latest? Don't tell anyone but...

Ben Sinclair just can't put his obsession with AmHellingsworth
behind him:

Why can't | get over my fascination with this feefall practically

grind my teeth when | picture her, smugly thinkitigat she can
sweet-talk my seemingly defenseless old Gran iatting with her

home and her land. For a pittance, no doubt. Antiieks she can
always hare anything she wants, when she wardsmnply because
she was born rich anal beautiful. But | denied Ambestant

gratification once and I'm going to make sure gta doesn't get it
this time, either.... The time forgetting even witle Princess of
Sunrise Point has finally arrived!



CHAPTER ONE

AMBER was preoccupied as she inserted the key in tiné diaor. She
was thinking of business, as was often the casettiays. Amazing,
really, how much she was enjoying running the fgnsibmpany.

More amazing was the fact that she was pretty gbad

Okay, so she hadn't quite filled her father's shageyet, but their
accountant had commented only today that Hollinggvwgowas
looking healthier than ever.

When Amber turned the key and pushed open the ftoat, she
didn't notice her stepmother standing there inftlyer, waiting for
her.

‘Lord, Beverly!" Amber exclaimed, once she did. tYgave me a
fright. | didn't see you there.'

‘Your father wants to see you,' her stepmother ameed, her tone
terse. 'Straight away.'

'What about?' Amber asked.

'l have no idea.' Beverly stared at her with coldse blinked once,
very slowly, then turned, just as slowly, and walllodf.

Amber barely resisted pulling a face. Instead, shethered a sigh
and strode across the spacious foyer and down itie kallway

which bisected the right wing of the house, stogm@nhthe first door
on the right.

The room inside had once been her father's studynparessive and
very masculine room which had suited its owner aaedupier.

Twelve months ago, after her father's stroke, @ baen converted
Into a bedroom with a private bathroom. The roomasite the study,



once a billiard room, had also been converted—gptarters for her
father's live-in male nurse-cum-companion-cum-physio.

Amber's knock was hesitant. Not so the '‘come iniclvwhroared
through the door. Surprisingly, her father's strobkdn't affected his
speech, or his deep, loud voice. Just occasioAatiiger wasn't sure
if she thought this fortunate or not.

Gathering herself, she opened the door and waiked i
'Hi, there, Dad," she said breezily. 'You wantedde me?'

Dear heaven, would she never get used to seeingnigis strong,
tanned face looking so gaunt and pale? Or the whailat the foot
of the bed? Or that thin, withered leg which Biksvat that moment
massaging quite vigorously?

'Hi, there, Bill." She directed her words towards father's minder.
Bill was a big, bald, plain man in his late thigieHe had a placid
nature, which was just as well:' 'How's the pateAmber asked him.
'He's sounding a bit grumpy.'

‘The patient's spitting chips, girlie," her fatp@mped in, while Bill

merely shrugged and continued the massage. 'St tdprialking

around me. It won't work. Leave it, Bill," he saidtably, and yanked
his near-dead limb away from Bill's hold. It droppaato the bed
with a hollow-sounding thud. 'Go and get yourselfdiank or

something. | have serious business to discuss Sutirise Point's
Businesswoman-of- the-Year, here.'

Bill shrugged again and left the room. He was uselis patient's
irascibility. Edward Hollingsworth was not the soft man to take
meekly to inactivity. He was a mover and a shakedoer, even at
sixty-two years old. Being partially paralysed dyidg round in bed
most of his day did little for his temper.



'l take it you haven't seen this week's local papétdward

Hollingsworth snarled, and leant over to snatchthg newspaper
from where it was lying on the pillow next to hithdare say you

haven't, or you wouldn't have been looking so mdasith yourself

as you came in. Bill always gets me the first cbpy off the press,
but shortly all the people in Sunrise will be taktheir copies out of
their postboxes and learning over their eveninglsndeat Edward

Hollingsworth is a ruthless, greedy bastard, aiadl tis daughter is a
chip off the old block!

‘What?' Amber gasped.

'Here, read it yourself!' he growled, and shoveal paper forward.
She took it and sank down on the side of the hiegle Bhe headlines
brought another gasp to her lips: iB&Ww DECLARES WAR ON
HOLLINGSWORTHY' And then in smaller print...Mrs Pearl Sinclair
79, of Sinclair Farm, Potts Road, told thanrise Gazettthis week
that Hollingsworths is trying to pressure her isétling her home and
her land to them. 'It's a disgrace!" she told@azette!A scandal! |
don't want to sell. I'm a war widow. | came to livere as a new bride
nearly sixty years ago. | had my son and daughéee.hAll my
memories are here. This is my home. How can youappitice on
memories? Or a home? Hollingsworths say they netat the car
park of their new shopping centre and cinema coxnfigat it's the
only suitable site. But | say that's rubbish. Edivaiollingsworth
owns half the coast around here. Let him buildshispping centre
somewhere else. | am not going to be bullied irtting him my
home!

'‘And as far as that daughter of his is concernedu-oan tell Amber
Hollingsworth from me that | won't be emotionalllabkmailed into
selling, either. | see now what she was tryingaavthen she came to
my house the other day and sat here in my kitchendsank my tea
and pretended to be nice to me. She was just ttpirsgpft-soap me,
giving me all that rubbish about wanting to do gdod the town.



When did any Hollingsworth ever do good' for trasvh? Edward
Hollingsworth only ever cared about doing goodHonself. | can't
see any daughter of his being any better!

'| dare say they'll offer me even more money nout tBey can offer
me the world and my answer will be the same. Noégounding no!
You tell the Hollingsworth family that from me. And Amber

Hollingsworth comes here again, trying to con méhwier sweet
smiles and pretty ways, I'll set my dog onto hérhbhve you know
that Rocky here was banned from racing becauseaseawighter,
and he's a very vicious watchdog!'

The article was accompanied by a photograph doblth&ady, looking
defiant, standing on the front verandah of thatetred house of hers
with a decidedly overweight greyhound standing duar her side.

Amber couldn't help it. She laughed. 'Set the dog one? That dog
almost loved me to death the day | visited!

‘Amber, this is not a laughing matter,' her fatheapped. 'You told
me on Monday night that that sale was in the bagw,Njust
forty-eight hours later, we hatbkatto contend with! You and | both
know therds no other site for that car park, because theme isther
site large enough and flat enough for the compYe®u can't build
shopping malls on the sides of mountains. And yanltduild them
too far out of town or you defeat the purpose. Whee get the
Sinclair farm or this project of yours dies a natuteath.’

Amber knew her father was right. Sunrise Point dotilexpand at
will, like so many other coastal towns on the nartiast of New
South Wales, because of logistical reasons. Fjrsity homes or
hotels could be built anywhere on the actual pantjght alongside
the two accompanying beaches—a national park oeduphe
foreshores. Secondly, the Great Dividing Range édntowards the



coastline at that point, so that there simply waadhthat much room
for development. As it was, most of the houses ek on slopes.

'‘Look, | don't know what that devious old lady sto, Dad," Amber
said, sighing, 'but she couldn't have been nicenare agreeable on
Monday. She said she thought my offer very generbus just
wanted a few days to think it over. She asked meotoe back the
following Monday. | got the impression the wait wast a formality,
that she would sign on the dotted line.’

'‘Well, something obviously happened during those fiays to
change her mind. Maybe she talked to someone iraneity, and
that someone convinced her your offer wasn't gerseemough. Call
me a cynical old bastard, but | reckon that artilcéze is a ploy to get
more money!" And he jabbed his finger at the newspa

Amber's stomach tightened. "You could be right, Daad | think |
know who that someone is, too. Ben Sinclair. Heangson. |
wouldn't put it past him to want to milk Hollingsvibs for every cent
he can get.'

'You sound like you know him pretty well, but | leamo recollection
of a grandson at all!"

'‘Oh, Dad, surely you remember Ben?' Amber askddbty. 'He was
in my class at school. He came to live here with griandmother
when he was about sixteen. Yawstremember him. He shocked
everyone by getting the best exam results of alisofHis tertiary
score was in the top two percent of the state. Pleis photo in this
very paper.'

'What did he look like?"

'Oh, dark hair and eyes. Quite good-looking, reafiyou could
overlook his permanently sulky expression.’



'‘Nope. Can't remember him at all. The only boyrheenber from
your class is Chris Johnson. Whom you would haveedeell to
marry instead of that American playboy you latcbhatb when | was
fool enough to give you an overseas trip as a giaolu present.’

‘Yes, well, | was too young to marry anyone at 8tage. | was only
nineteen, you know. | wish you'd stopped me.’

Her father laughed. 'That's like trying to stop the falling on a
rainforest. You're as stubborn as me once you get gights on
something. No one could have stopped you marryingdCAt least
you had the good sense to divorce him in the eitg.yBu took so
long about it.

'‘But back to the issue at hand. What are you gtongp about this
Sinclair business? | know how you've got your hestt on this
complex, daughter, but is it worth a scandal?d&e to like having
this town's respect, even if it has been a long toming. When | get
better I'm going to run for Mayor."'

‘Then | suggest we do everything possible to gstyloject up and
running. This towmeedghis complex, Dad.’

'l agree, but to build it Hollingsworths needs 8iaclair farm. How
do you aim to get it? By offering the old lady moneney, like she
said?'

'l guess so.'
‘And how much money do you think that will entail?’
‘I'm not sure...'

Frankly, Amber wasn't sure about anything at thament. This
startling new development had thrown her for a Idégarl Sinclair



had not seemed all that interested in money ther oidny. Neither had
she seemed the type to bow to pressure, not eves.BERhe was as
tough as teak.

Maybe shavasattached to the ramshackle dump she lived in, Amk
mused, but it was hard to imagine so. The housefalrsg around
her ears, and the farm part had long deterioratednothing but a
chicken coop and a dilapidated barn. The land lsdracently had a
one-in-twenty-five-year flood rating stamped on thereol charts,
so on the open market it wasn't worth much.

‘Maybe we're reading this all wrong," Amber spetada'Maybe old
Pearl just couldn't face the move at her age. @r gbarch for
somewhere else to live. Maybe it was all too dagnti

'‘My dear Amber,"' came her father's exasperateg,réipat would not
explain her vitriolic and quite personal attackusnNo, this grandson
of hers has got in her ear and stirred her all up.'

Her father fell thoughtfully silent. Amber tried teep her mind
empty of thoughts she didn't want to think, and mees she didn't
want to remember.

'‘What about the son and daughter she mentioned?ather asked
abruptly. 'Where are they?'

Amber shrugged. 'l don't know. Either she's esedrfgom them, or
they're dead. | think Ben is her only close relti@r the only one
who visits. And he doesn't visit all that often amgpre. She was
complaining over that cup of tea | had with hert tha didn't even
come home last Christmas. He lives down in Sydroey, mnd went
off with some new girlfriend. She was pretty upsiedut it.'

'l see. Well, my guess is the dear boy will be haoen. With bells
on. What does he do, do you know?'



'He's a lawyer. Works for some big Sydney law firm.

'‘Dear God, that's all we need—having to contendh wvabme
clever-boots city lawyer. No doubt he's sniffedwydn profit to be
made in all this.'

'He's probably sniffed more than that," Amber nretde

Her father's sharp blue eyes narrowed on her. "ledtell does that
mean? Was there ever something between you anBehiSinclair?
Tell me the truth, daughter. Don't lie. You're aibde liar, anyway.'

No, I'm not, she thought. I'm a very good lianvet a lie all during
my six-year marriage to Chad. No one knew how wetldhwas. Or
what a failure | felt.

'‘No." She lied again. 'There was nothing persoeéivéen Ben and
myself. But he was dirt-poor back then, and asanial as you could
get. | think he disliked me merely because | wel.Ti

'When he reads this article in the paper, he'likisiou even more.'
'‘Maybe he won't read it.'

'Pigs. He's responsible for it, I'll warrant. Wenexpect Ben Sinclair
on our doorstep any day now.'

'‘How delightful,’ she said drily.

Her father's eyes narrowed on her further. 'Theer&inly no love
lost between you two, is there?'

'‘Oh, | wouldn't go so far as to say that. We'vedlyaspoken two

words to each other in the past ten years. Butdsannasty piece of
goods at school, and | see no reason to beliesechahged. | would
Imagine that as a man he's just as disagreeable.’



Amber had actually run into him several times dgitime three years
since her return home. A couple of times in themsaieet but mostly
in church, at Easter and Christmas. Not this |dststinas, however.

She'd known, before his grandmother had told et Ben hadn't
come home last Christmas. She'd looked for himhat ¢hurch

service. And missed him, she realised all of a sndBerverse, when
on each previous occasion he'd reduced their etesuto nothing

but a distantly cool nod, or a chillingly politelello, Amber.’

'‘Disagreeable or not," her father snapped, 'yioank to deal with him
if you want to build that complex.’

'‘We'll see, Dad," she said, trying not to soundattted as she was
suddenly feeling. 'We'll see.

'l have a feeling there's more to this than mdetselye. Watch it,
daughter. The last thing | want to see is our famame splashed
across next week's headlines in another soupedamalakt’



CHAPTER TWO

BEN scooped up this week's copy of t8anrise Gazettéom the
floor then kicked the front door shut behind hine stripped off the
wrapping, tossed the rolled paper onto his faveuwchair for later
perusal, then strode out into the kitchen to stefshrivelled ball of
plastic into the bin.

He grimaced as he reached for the whisky bottlelvhias sitting in
readiness on the starkly white kitchen counter. btiser hand
up-ended the clean glass which sat next to it. kémang the cap on
the bottle, he poured himself a well needed measure

What a day! What a life! Wall to wall bulldust!

He loosened his blue silk tie with a frustrated ky#imen retrieved a
tray of ice from the fridge, plopping several culr@® the straight
Scotch. He was scowling as he snatched up the. glass

Strange. He had always thought being a big-city &awyould make
him supremely happy. He'd have money and kudospl@ewould
look up to him and think he was someone. Women avéall at his
feet.

Well, he certainly had money. Corporate law paidywsell. How

else could he have afforded this snazzy unit oe&itg Sydney
Harbour? Or the sleek black Saab 9000 CD Turbo whaxupied
one of his two private car spaces in the undergt@am park, twenty
storeys down?

He gulped down a large swallow of liquid tranqsir, then frowned
at his need for it.



A top-flight legal eagle earned more than most aiccthese days,
and Ben's six-figure salary satisfied his cravimgrhonetary success.
But he hadn't been basking in too much communityigation lately.

The status of lawyers worldwide had slipped somewhide past ten
years. In a recent poll, public opinion had hadnth@st above
politicians and used- car salesmen. People genetiatlyght of
lawyers as shysters and rogues who charged exurligas for
services which were often ineffectual and inefintie

The law firm where Ben worked as a junior partnas\actually very
effectiveandefficient, but very, very expensive. The rate lpaur for

a consultancy alone was exorbitant. Once a clieidly hired them,
the costs began to soar. Certainly they got reswitsch perhaps
justified the high fees. Ben appreciated the adhgeyou only got
what you paid for. It was the petty but hidden gearwhich rankled.

When he'd noticed yesterday that they'd startdohdpitlients two
dollars for every miserable photocopy, he'd sednBet when he'd
pointed out this questionable charge to one ofémaor partners this
afternoon, he'd been told curtly and coldly thaiseding lawyers
worked for Legal Aid, not one of the largest andstreuccessful law
firms in Sydney.

‘Maybe working for Legal Aid might not be such adkbdea,' Ben
muttered into his drink, feeling quite dissatisfiedith his
professional life at that moment.

Admittedly, he could not complain over his privéfe and his score
rate with the opposite sex. There were an incrediimber of
beautiful women in Sydney who obviously weren'tissriminating

as the public over where or how you earned youraypas long as
you drove a great car, dressed in even greatey @t took them to
the greatest restaurants.



Over the past few years Ben had dated a steadgssion of society
beauties and career colleagues, plus the odd $pgnkof

unashamedly ambitious gold-diggers. In a weird koidway he
rather preferred these last steely-hearted soulgaulse he
empathised with what drove them to be so accomnmadat

Poverty.
Or an aversion to it.

Ben knew about being poor. And he didn't plan oimdp@oor ever
again. Or being without a pretty woman on his dtwas just a pity
his choice of profession hadn't won him the pers@steem and
respect he coveted as well.

'Still,' he muttered as he lifted the straight $hoto his lips once
more, 'two out of three ain't bad. Stop gripingnB&/ould you rather
still be living with Gran back at Sunrise Point?eEy time you
become disgruntled with your life, think about thfe you once
had—Iiving with a crotchety old lady on a ramshackdrm, being
treated by everyone in town—and at school—as asidert And,
worst of all, being looked down upon by the onel giou so
desperately wanted.'

Amber Hollingsworth...

Ben's top lip curled as he thought of her—as hiedsti far too often.
What an insufferably spoiled, self-centred lititeb she'd been!

But so bloody beautiful. The type of girl boys liken could only
dream about. Blonde, of course. With hair downdowaist, legs up
to her armpits and perfect, perky breasts whichjiggted tauntingly
as she walked along.



And what a walk that had been! A cross betweenrdavawiggle and
an arrogant strut. That prettily pert nose alwagsiruthe air, her
slender shoulders well back, her spine straighthbu hips swaying
seductively from side to side as those long legp@ied her along.

There hadn't been a boy in school—or a man in towhe-hadn't
stopped to watch Amber Hollingsworth walk by.

Except me, Ben recalled, with the beginnings afeful smile.
Oh, he'd watched. But surreptitiously. Sneakily.

He'd never stopped and gawked. He would never ¢jigea the bitch
the satisfaction.

And shehadbeen a bitch. To him. But only to him.

To all the other boys at school, butter wouldn¥éhanelted in her
mouth. She'd been so sweet to them, flashing tegbmatt smile of
hers, widening those falsely innocent big blue eged fluttering
those impossibly long, curling eyelashes.

All he'dgot from the first day his gran dropped him ofalool, the
day after his sixteenth birthday, had been pitygignces, soon
followed by scornful comments.

'‘Really, Ben. Don't you own any other clothes?'

'‘Really, Ben. | don't know how they do things dawthe city, but up
here we wear deodorant.'

'Really, Ben. Didn't your mother teach you it'seud stare?'

He scowled as he thought of that one time she'ghtdum doing just
that. Staring at her.



It had been a year or so after the welfare depaitimed sent him to
live with his gran. On that particular summer's dagber had been
lying on the grass under a tree in the school gisuturing the
lunch-hour. It had been very hot, and she'd undbeetop two
buttons of her white school blouse. From where Bzh been sitting
on a nearby bench he'd been able to see all afib®vage and most
of one of those perfect breasts, inadequately edcas expensive
white lace.

Ben had been pretty sure she'd known he was dggingll along, and
had even shifted her body slightly to give him #dyeview. Finally,
when he'd been totally engrossed in drooling ohese luscious
curves, her head had snapped round to catch Hine iact. He hadn't
looked away, as he might usually have done. Hestl lept on
staring.

For a split second he could have sworn she'd bilistadthough it
might have been the thirty-five degrees centigrageming her
cheeks—but then she'd tossed her hair back, lifitmdnose and
delivered that scathing reproach about his mothet his rude
staring.

Ben had hated her from that moment. Hated her amded her at the
same time. He'd vowed to get even with the high rmrghty Miss
Amber Hollingsworth if it was the last thing he did

His need for revenge, however, had not been as gsdhe other, far
more basic, need she'd evoked in him—as had beeordtrated the
night of their graduation ball.

He-hadn't taken a partner. Not because he coulshdlt dne, but
because if he couldn't take Amber Hollingsworthweildn't take
anyone. Such had been his obsession with her.



Actually, there had been several girls in class wiauld have
happily been his partner—not to mention his latggfriend. By
then, at nearly nineteen, Ben's tall, lean franek filed out nicely,
and some of his female classmates had suddenlyeskeniind his
looks quite sexy.

Ben had cut his sexual teeth on their unexpectedgante brazen
willingness during his last two terms in high schddut none had
held his interest beyond a couple of encounters.dre thing he
hadn't had enough money to date a steady girlfriéadanother he'd
quickly grown to despise their easiness.

Despite her overt sensuality and nymph-like beautynber
Hollingsworth had still been a virgin. Everyonesithool had known
that. If she hadn't been, her latest boyfriend w@dwdve shouted his
success to the rooftops and beyond.

Chris Johnson had thought he was God's gift tos,giith his

sun-streaked blond hair and bronzed torso. SuHiigie's best surfer
had reputedly made out with every half-decent-logkbird in

school, and had set his sights on the prize oepfizthe beautiful
blonde daughter of the richest man in town.

So far, without much success, it had seemed.

Ben had set out to look as good as he could tigat.nit had been a
matter of pride, not hope.

He'd saved every cent for weeks from what he'd eshiselling
free-range eggs door to door after school, and gl a proper
formal outfit. A smart black tux, a dazzling wheairt and a crisp
black bow-tie. He'd even bought new black shoedl Hiso had his
unruly black waves professionally trimmed. Gran Ipadnounced
him very handsome indeed as she drove him to th@osbdall in her
rusty old pick-up truck.



Amber had looked more beautiful that night thanl les’er seen her.
Her dress had been virginal white, yet very sexgt dlown to her
knees, with a floaty skirt and a tight top withytietraps over her
shoulders.

Ben hadn't been able to take his eyes off her. &tln'h bothered to
hide his feelings this time, letting his crazed batally controlled
desire off the leash for once, gobbling her up véthungry gaze
which no girl could have mistaken.

She hadn't mistaken it. And she'd looked back. |.agdated glances
which had carried an intriguingly fearful qualigs though she hadn't
wanted to look back at him, but couldn't help hiérse

Her reluctant but compelling interest had stirrediblly reckless
confidence in Ben. When her boyfriend had abanddmeber to go
to the men's room around midnight, Ben had saumtaceoss the
dance floor towards her.

‘Come for a walk with me,' he said, his words npbbte request but
a blunt order. He often adopted an arrogant atitvdh girls these
days, and, perversely, it seemed to work. But helcer dreamt he
would talk to Amber Hollingsworth in such an offlied fashion.
Usually just her presence could deflate his comicge though not a
certain part of his anatomy. At this very momenerg single part of
him was raging with a wild desire.

Her lovely blue eyes widened. She might have toksedhair, but it
was up, with long tantalising tendrils curling anduher beautiful
face.

'Who do you think you're talking to, Ben Sinclaishe retorted,
though shakily. 'I'm not one of those little slytau've been running
around with who let you do what you like down behihe gym.’



‘Just shut up and do as you're told,' he muttewedl, taking her hand,
curled his fingers forcefully through hers. An efeccharge raced
down his arm—and up hers, judging by the look anfaee.

'‘Come on,' he insisted, and began pulling her tyinahe throng of
gyrating dancers. Several of their graduating aladss stared after
them.

Ben suspected he might have Chris Johnson to abnidéth the
following day, but he didn't care. At that momemhBer was meekly
following his lead, and looking just a little beddred by her own
submissive behaviour. Ben was quite blown awayhgydizzying
feeling of power charging along his already dangslo heated
bloodstream.

He didn't take her behind the gym. He took her dbeinind the staff
block, which was further away. It was also darkér.drew her into a
recessed doorway and pressed her up against thettsmwooden
door. He could hardly see her face in the darkrmgd)e could smell
her heady perfume and feel her trembling body.

He didn't say a word. He just started kissing A&d touching her.
All over.

She didn't stop him. In fact she was soon actia&lyng and abetting
him. Kissing him back, touching him back. She catildeem to get
enough of him.

His own fierce arousal quickly transformed to asi@sate resolve.
He would be her first. He would show her how mubbl meant to
him, how much he'd always wanted her.

And ten minutes later he was doing just that, ddimdnile they stood
there in that darkened doorway, doing it with atbtey and shocking



ease. She clung to his shoulders and whisperethhs as he surged
deeply—and unimpeded—into her.

There was no protest or cry of pain from his supgbs virginal
victim, only a low moan of the most ecstatic pleasiShe began
moving on him with an amazingly practised skilluegzing and
releasing his flesh as no girl had ever done toliefore.

Stunned and stupidly distressed, he'd immediatelthdnawn,
standing there in a speechless state as he trismhte to terms with
his shock. Her only reaction was a dazed groansafpgpointment at
having her satisfaction snatched away from hdneatast moment.

His own far more crippling disappointment suddeiolynd voice in
his tongue, and he tore strips off her in wordsowhie could not
remember afterwards. He only knew he called hesaatk of names.
He didn't mean most of them, of course. It washhig talking. He'd
been a fool to put her on such a pedestal.

But she had the last word anyway. She put thesealhat he meant
to her and how she really felt about him...by ragtisg anything. By

turning up her nose and simply going back to thédal dancing

with Chris as if nothing had happened. She lookgda through him

when he came back inside. When he kept staringrashe laughed,
then curled her arms much more tightly around Chask.

He'd been shocked. And shattered. He'd never krzogirl could be
like that. Ruthless. Unfeeling. Cruel. He had hehat laugh in his
head for years, repeatedly imagining how that exgghad ended for
her, wrapped naked in Chris's arms, giving hinshé'd given Ben.
But much, much more.

Ben shuddered at his masochistic thoughts, forciplgipping his
mind back to the present. He hadn't thought aboutbeék
Hollingsworth in such depth for a long time. Godeknwhy she still



haunted him. She wasn't worth thinking about. Femblke her were
only good for one thing.

Ben strode back into his living room, and thereitimg for him, was
his hometown paper, the one which kept him in tednbt only with
Sunrise, but with Miss High-and-Mighty herself.Had told him
about her marriage to an American playboy all theses ago. It had
informed him of her divorce and return home threarg back.

Ben had hoped her homecoming after her divorce ordg a
temporary thing, but when her father had had &stearly last year
Ben had been shocked to read in the paper that Andaktaken the
helm of Hollingsworths—a most unlikely event, catesing she had
never been academically minded. At school she'dn beere
interested in her hair and her nails than in coemsubr business
studies.

But clearly she'd found her feet being a minor &ygaand she meant
to stay. A week before Christmas he'd read inGhaeetteabout her
grand plans for a shopping and cinema complexi@iatea.

Her ongoing presence in town was one of the rea&wsrs had

avoided going home last Christmas. His gran alwagrggiged him

along to church, and the thought of running intobemthere, as he
seemed to every Christmas, had been enough to makaccept

Brenda's invitation to spend the Christmas break Wwer and her
family.

A mistake, as it had turned out. Even putting uphwanother
disturbing encounter with Amber would have beenfgueble to
enduring four days with Brenda's incredibly snotyily. They
made the Hollingsworths look poor by comparison.dAamost
normal. Seeing the real Brenda in action—my God sbtually
called her parents Mumsy and Daddykins!—had dangdms
ardour for her in bed, and he hadn't taken hesioge.



Why was it, Ben wondered, that he knew nothing wawer dampen
his ardour for Amber Hollingsworth? She could béashy as she
liked. As snobbish. As promiscuous. As ambitiousy#ing, really.
And he would still want her.

Ben glared down at the rolled up paper. He concdugtdt was this
ongoing obsession with Amber Hollingsworth whichdadim keep
on subscribing to this pathetic rag. Why couldrét dget over his
masochistic fascination with the female? Why coliltie bear to
sever the link once and for all by cancelling hidscription and
never returning to Sunrise Point, not even at @nhas?

It seemed that such a final action was beyond Rion.one thing he
could not hurt his gran by never returning to dnarf. She was a right
pain in the neck, but she had been good to him wle&hdesperately
needed someone. If it hadn't been for his gran{gpat and
encouragement, he probably would have ended upenother side
of the law.

Ben accepted that this coming Easter—which wasthessa month
away—he would drive back to Sunrise Point andrsthat damned
church again, dreading yet aching to see his dt@rmaent one more
time.

He drained the last of his drink, placed the engbégs on the coffee
table, scooped up the paper from his armchair dokpd himself

down. With angry sweeping movements, he spreagadper out on

his lap.

The headline jumped out at him, and then the pbbtos gran. His
heart began to thump as he read the story, a nmgufiotiy sending his
blood charging hotly around his body. But alonghwitte fury was
frustration. Why hadn't his Gran told him? Why hadhe rung?



He practically ground his teeth as he thought of b&m
Hollingsworth, smugly thinking she could sweet-talkseemingly
defenceless old lady into parting with her home &d. For a
pittance, no doubt.

Well, she didn't know his gran, did she? Amber gidushe could

have anything she wanted, when she wanted it, gibgtause she'd
been born rich and beautiful. Her motto in life waszant. And what

| want, | get. And when | don't want it any morggit out'.

He felt sorry for that poor bastard who'd married. INo doubt she'd
led him a merry dance. She'd led every male whedcabout her
merry dances. Chris Johnson had been given shdttsthaight after
that graduation ball. He'd been no longer wantex dne richest man
in town gave his darling daughter a fancy trip athe world. Chris
had bad-mouthed Amber around town for months afteftsydinally
revealing the true nature of their relationships Bipinion of her was
no higher than Ben's own.

Ben clenched his teeth hard in his jaw. He'd deried instant
gratification once, and, by God, he'd make suredgi@t have it this
time, too.

No way was Ben going to allow his Gran to sell tlzatd to the
Hollingsworths. He'd buy the useless damned fammsaif, if need
be! The time for getting even with the PrincesSohfrise Point had
finally arrived.



CHAPTER THREE

'PERHAPSYOU don't realise it, Amber, but, aside from thedndalous
business in the paper yesterday, your father ig @mappointed in
you.'

Amber closed her eyes momentarily, grateful that lmeck was
turned to her stepmother. Every time they were alttrese days,
Beverly trotted out some subtle criticism or otHélus some not so
subtle criticisms lately.

It hadn't always been like that. When Edward Hgkwvorth had first
started dating Beverly, over ten years ago, shegh lall milk and
honey around Amber. Amber had quite liked the wonaespite
feeling naturally jealous that her father sudddrdgino time for her
at all. When they'd married, during Amber's lasiry&t school, she'd
tried to be happy that her father had finally fowsasneone to share
his life with. His first wife, Amber's mother, hadgically drowned
only three years after their wedding, and less twan years after
Amber's birth.

Beverly had been an attractive widow in her forbask then, with a
grown son of her own who didn't live with her. Shkept up a very
convincing sweet step-mamma act even after the aggrithough
Amber had always wondered whose idea it had beesena her
overseas as soon as she'd left school. And shedadBeverly had
been thrilled when Amber had married an American.

It was easy to be nice from a distance. Over tleph®ne she'd been
sweet as apple pie. But when Amber had come hoineetsuddenly
she could do nothing right in her stepmother's eyes Amber had
tried to stay out of her way, going every day te difice with her
father and leaving the home front totally in hepshother's hands.



Beverly's change in attitude had become even moagked,
however, after her husband's stroke. Clearly sllehoped that her
own son, Carl—who had a business and marketingedegwould be
brought up from Sydney and put in charge of theilfacompany,
which had a wide range of business interests. kygivorths Pty Ltd
owned several shops in town, as well as all ovetheon New South
Wales. They also had investments in holiday resousits,
restaurants, and a lot of land.

When Edward had given the job as acting managingciir to
Amber, Beverly had been hard pushed to hide hentagent. When
Amber had begun making a success of her new posttie gloves
had really come off.

Beverly especially hated the new adult closenesschwinad
developed between father and daughter. She wayalisang to
drive wedges between them. The article in the phaéprovided her
with a wonderful weapon over the past twenty-foouis. But it
seemed it wasn't enough.

Amber finished pouring herself a glass of white eviwhilst

pondering her amazing capacity for making enemies the years.
Most of the girls at school had loathed her. Heptother, Carl,
despised her. Her ex-husband, Chad, had triedlthdtiwhen she'd
said she was leaving him. Chris, her high schoa@etheart, had
never forgiven her for making a fool of him on tightastly night.

But all of them paled into insignificance besideatvBen Sinclair felt
for her. No doubt murder would be too good for Ambe
Hollingsworth, in his opinion.

But she wouldn't think about Ben just now. Thinkiagout Ben
always disturbed her far too much, and she needexy ®unce of
composure she owned to combat Beverly once shergber 'tear
Amber down to size' bandwagon.



She turned to face her stepmother, feeling oddhoas over what
the woman had come up with this time. 'Really, Bgveln what
other way is Dad disappointed in me?"

‘Just look at you,' Beverly said, with a faint cofrher thinnish upper
lip. "Twenty-eight years old and you're husbandlesddless and
sexless.'

Amber's eyebrows shot up. 'Sexless, Beverly? Whatasth do you
mean?' No point in defending the husbandless andleds part.
They were all too evident. And if her stepmothéaistiess remark
hurt, she certainly wasn't going to show it. Ambs a past master
at hiding hurts.

'You know very well what | mean,' Beverly continuedrtly. 'Oh,
you're beautiful enough, | suppose, though far o in my
opinion...'

Amber's blue eyes moved tellingly over her stepmcshgrowing
bulk, but she said nothing. She didn't have to.eBlgis snaky remark
had said it all.

'You haven't dated once in the three years yoleea living at home
since your divorce. Clearly you don't care for nadenpany.'

Amber sipped her drink as she walked slowly acrib&s finely
furnished lounge room and settled herself on thelsbcade sofa.
Beverly was sitting in her usual chair, nursingeagrous whisky and
soda.

‘You're wrong, Beverly,' she said, quite calmlyiké male company
a lot. | prefer it, actually, to female companyerjoy talking with
Father and the other men | work with very much. fAs your
accusation about my dating, I've been out to dimn#r several men
this past year.'



‘That's not what | mean and you know it,’ Beveraged. 'They
were just business dinners. One could not call thesper dates by
any stretch of the imagination.’

'Oh, | see—you're talking abosex,' Amber said bluntly, having
learnt since going into business that, occasionattgck was the best
defence.

‘That's right. I'm talking about sex. Is that &ydword with you?'

'Not if it's accompanied by the word 'love’, Beyetlm one of those
peculiar girls who needs to be in love to enjoy mgkove.'

And that's the most hypocritical thing you've esard in your life,
whispered her conscience. A lie of the most mamrpodportions. A
whopper, in fact. The most memorable lovemaking yeuer
experienced in your life was when love had nothndo with it.

Amber tried to keep the hot memory of that incrédibrief and
incredibly torrid encounter from tumbling into h&ind. But it was
impossible.

She was back there in her head, and in her bodyinBdhe staff
block, pressed up against the darkened door, gaasrBen pushed
her panties aside and entered her as they stoaa the

My God, she could still remember how it had felth@&d done it to
her! She'd been consumed by a wild, hot pleasuus, fhe most
compelling need. How would it have felt if he'd tooed? she'd
often wondered since.

She hadn't been sure why he'd stopped at firdth&itl sneered his
contempt at her.



"You might be incredibly beautiful,' he'd snarléhd you might be
filthy rich. But underneath that high and mightyi¢b-me-not air
you're nothing but a slut, Amber Hollingsworth. Aeap little slut!
Don't go imagining for one moment | really like you

| just wanted to show you how easily | could hawel.yBut, quite
frankly, I've never been patrtial to girls who oftleeir legs at the drop
of a hat.'

If he'd been expecting her to argue, or cry, drdphrt, he'd been
sadly mistaken. Amber had always possessed a Beltprotective
pride which made her react to hurt and embarrassremd, yes,
shame —by withdrawing behind a facade, a shellool,even icy
indifference.

People often thought her a snob at times like that-a-hard-hearted
bitch—but that was not so. It was simply a surviv@chanism she'd
learnt as a little girl when she hadn't had a muotitvadvise or protect
her. In those days her father had rarely been hdeawing the
childminding to paid help who hadn't given a darbowt Amber on a
personal level. It had been easier to withdraw febihistressful or
confusing situation than ask a virtual stranger hHowhandle it.
Eventually it had become an automatic behaviouepato deal with
any kind of emotional conflict.

Which was why she'd always behaved so badly ar@@mdSinclair.
From the first moment he'd walked into their clagsen she'd been
fifteen, she'd been bewildered by her feelingshion. She'd been
strangely drawn to those dark, angry eyes and mtisguingly
antisocial personality. She hadn't liked him, the'd been attracted
nevertheless. Oh, how she'd wanted him to loolegtth chase after
her like most of the other boys in school. Wherhaén't, she'dtried
to rouse some sort of reaction by making sarcastmarks.



On the one day she'd caught him actually starindheat with
undisguised lust in that brooding black gaze of bie'd been in
danger of self-combustion. So rattled had she bgéneiinstant heat
he'd evoked in her, she'd only just managed to lmeddluster behind
another of her highly caustic comments.

There was no doubt she'd hurt him that time withldseb, for he'd
glared at her with hatred in his eyes. After thataainter he had not
looked at her again with anything other than coiptem

Not till the night of the graduation ball...

Dear heaven, she'd nearly died when he'd walkedet school hall
that night. He'd been smoulderingly handsome im itheck dinner
suit. He'd looked a man where the rest of her olagss had been just
boys.

And he'd looked at her as a man would have lookbééra

His very adult desire had seared across the déome $ending darts
of fire licking along her veins. She hadn't beele db stop glancing
back at him; hadn't been able to stop wanting biask her to dance.
Yet when he'd finally come over, he hadn't askaddelance. He'd
asked her to go outside with him.

She'd known what he wanted. She'd heard the regemurs about
him, how he only took girls outside from school dasfor one thing.

Yet she'd gone with him. Not only gone with himt et him. Let
him kiss her, touch her. Let him do what she hacen&t Chris do,
never let any boy do before.

Not for one moment had she even thought of stopipimg Her body
had had a mind of its own. Had been burning for.lR@aching for
him. Begging for him. It was only afterwards thae'sl realised it



hadn't hurt. No pain at all. Only the wildest, stesé pleasure. Her
flesh had opened and closed around his as thougid ihad a secret
agenda, as though this had been what it had berimgvior all its
life.

The hurt had come later—when he withdrew, when pat &is
appalling contempt at her, when she understoodhisidtdone what
he'd done out of some kind of sick revenge fotladse times she'd
looked athimwith seeming contempt.

Naturally she'd had to protect herself from theadilhng emotional
pain which had threatened to overwhelm her. Deat, Ghe'd just
given her virginity to him. And there he was, aajliher a cheap slut!

Spitting back a counter-attack in words would hagerbnot only
inadequate but impossible at that moment. So sh&eated behind
her usual hard-nosed shell. She'd managed someh@tuta to the
dance, to find Chris and pretend she'd just betsidmifor some fresh
air. He hadn't found out the truth till later, whémr female
classmates had been kind enough to tell him. Stteeled herself
when Ben had walked back inside. She'd even managedgh at
something Chris had said, and, when she'd lookest @hris's

shoulder at him one last time, Ben's face had li#ed with even

more contempt than before.

‘The only person you have ever loved, Amber Ho#limgrth," her
stepmother sniped, snapping Amber back to the pregeyourself!’

‘You're entitled to your opinion, Beverly," Ambeaid coolly. 'But
you're wrong. | love my father very much. And heds me very
much.’

'Oh, | know that. Your father is a fool when it cesnto his precious
darling daughter. He gave you the business torrting same way he
let you trot along to work with him every day. Jisskeep you happy.



To make up to you for your supposedly miserableriage and
divorce.

‘As if you ever loved that Chad person in the fsice!' she raved on.
‘All he was to you was another sugar-daddy who Igetl you as
shamelessly as Edward did. But when his moneyestaunning out,
you left him. If you cared for your father at aBeverly scoffed,
'you'd stop playing at being a tycoon and give hat he really
wants. A grandchild.'

Amber was taken aback. 'A grandchild!

'Yes, of course. Men like Edward like to see thHiie continued.
Unfortunately | was too old when we married to gwaur father
more children.’

'‘Dad has never said anything to me about wantirggaadchild,’
Amber said stiffly.

'‘Neither would he. But | know he would like nothibegtter than to see
you happily married and pregnant. But you and lvkrtbat isn't

going to come about, don't we, Amber? You were i@arsix years

and never had a baby. But there again, having syfarasn't the aim

of that marriage, was it? It was money. Too badetiveasn't much
left for a decent divorce settlement. And now...ngw've got your

sights set on other goals. You're into power thasses. Power and
position.'

Amber could only stand so much. She stood up, aed ltightening
around her glass to stop it from shaking. 'Now yoak here,
Beverly. I'll have you know that—'

The telephone ringing interrupted her counteratt#akber knew
June, the housekeeper, was busy cooking the diandrBill was



giving her father his evening massage, so shees@orbss the room
and out into the hallway, sweeping up the receiver.

'‘Amber Hollingsworth,' she said, her businessli®eeta reflection of
the control she was trying to muster. But her tampas fairly
bubbling at Beverly's unjust accusations.

'Hello, Amber,' a cool male voice drawled down lihe. 'I'm so glad
to find you home.'

'‘Ben," she croaked, then swallowed to clear th@mighickening in
her throat.

'Right in one. I'm surprised you recognised my goilOr were you
expecting my call?'

‘Er...!

He laughed. It was not a warm sound. 'You seenl@safor words.
How unlike you, Amber. | recall you were always ywgood with
your tongue.'At that moment, Amber's tongue laylassty in her
mouth. Not so that awful night, she recalled. i danced with Ben's
In an erotic tango during kisses which hadn't basses but a total
seduction of her senses—and her conscience.

But of course he wasn't referring to that.

‘The silent treatment might have worked for yothi@ past, Amber,'
Ben went on coldly, 'but not this time. I've begnrg to ring Gran,
but she's taken the phone off the hook. Why wausd be, | wonder?
| can only imagine she's getting calls she dodka't

‘Whatever, I'll be leaving here first thing in tm@rning and should be
in Sunrise by mid-afternoon. | just thought I'dyeti know that if you
have any ideas of threatening Gran, or doing angtat all that might



be construed as harassment, then I'll have yoourt so fast it will
make your head spin.’

Amber found her voice at last. 'But | would never ahything like
that!'

'‘Now, why is it | have no confidence in that swassurance? Have
you spoken to Gran since the paper came out?'

'‘No.' She'd been going to drive out today, buhménd had decided
not to. She'd spent the day going over the plantheocomplex and
seeing if there was any alternative to puttingdaepark on Sinclair
land. There was. But it was far too expensivel,3twas a solution

of a kind, if her back ended up against the walhr$e was going to
get its complex, even if Hollingsworths had to takiess!

'I'm surprised,’ came Ben's droll remark. 'l thaugiu'd be out there,
rolling out some more honey-tongued arguments toghasran's
mind.’

'‘Believe it or not, Ben Sinclair," Amber snappédt when | spoke to
your grandmother the other day she seemed vergalgiesto the idea
of selling. And my offer waserygenerous—triple what that land is
worth on the open market. | have no idea what charger mind, or
gave her the attitude she expressed in the papéess)it was/ou,’
she added tartly.

His momentary silence surprised Amber.

'l haven't spoken to Gran since last Sunday nigbktsaid curtly at
last. 'Might | ask when you made this very gene maftesr?'

‘Monday."'



'Well, as you can see, | had nothing to do withn&rasupposed
change of attitude. Maybe you mistook her agreemerthe first

place. | would imagine you're pretty used to assgnmost people
would do what you want, Amber. The Sinclairs mwespboving a bit
of a thorn in your side.’

Amber gritted her teeth. 'l don't think I mistoo&rhattitude at all.
Look, if you'll be home tomorrow afternoon, I'ddikhe opportunity
to speak to you both together. | believe, once plar the full
situation, you'll be able to make your gran see hoyortant this
complex really is to Sunrise Point's future. Besy rave no idea how
many local people don't have jobs. Especially ambtige young.'

‘My God, Amber, this new you is quite a stunningade from the
old Amber. Shewouldn't have given a damn about Sunrise Poin
future. After all, she couldn't get out of the didmetown fast
enough. The Amber | came to know and love certairdyldn't have
sounded so passionate about things local and ecoalofm sure |
will find it fascinating to hear your selling spiel

'‘Be at the farm at four,’ he ordered brusquelyt 'Bon't bother
bringing the Hollingsworth chequebook. Because avetit selling.
Not now. Not ever.'

He hung up, leaving Amber in a state of mounting.fuvho did that
supercilious, sarcastic bastard think he was? Nohad left town
more quickly than he had. No one was more selfishiess socially
conscious.

As for his gran, it wader land still, wasn't it? If Amber could
persuade her to sell, then Ben Sinclair couldbust out.

She wouldn't be at the farm at four. She'd getetlarthree, with a
damned sight more than the Hollingsworth chequebiookand.



She'd have a few other subtle enticements up @eveslwhich an old
lady might appreciate.

Ben wanted war? Well, he'd get war!
'‘Who was that?' Beverly demanded to know.

Amber replaced the receiver and turned to face duerr-faced
stepmother. Beverly wanted war too, it seemedl, $tiére was no
point in lying to her.

'‘Ben Sinclair,’” Amber said a touch aggressivelgatP Sinclair's
grandson.'

Beverly's eyebrows lifted, then fell. "Your fatlsaid he'd be in touch.
What did he want?'

‘'To see me. Out at the farm. Tomorrow afternoon.’
'So what's he like, this Ben Sinclair?'

‘Tall, dark and handsome.’

'Really! How old?'

‘Thirtyish," Amber guessed. He'd been about agiel@r than herself,
and she was twenty-nine next birthday.

‘Smart?'
‘Super-smart, and sexy as hell.'
Beverly's eyebrows lifted some molieally!

'He's also a bastard of the first order!



Beverly blinked. '‘Goodness, Amber, I've never heard speak so
passionately about a man before. Maybe | was wriglaybe you're
not sexless after all. Maybe you just need thet mghle to bring out
the fire in you. I'm intrigued. | think | shall iite this Ben Sinclair to
dinner.’

‘Don't you dare.’
‘Amber, this ismyhome. | will invite whom | please.'
'l think Dad might have something to say about.that

'l think your father will approve wholeheartedlye ldiways says the
best place for one's enemies is under your ownw@&re you can
see them. I'll go ask him.'She swanned off, leavigber to
smoulder all by herself.

Oh, go and invite him to dinner, she thought at Veish reckless
anger. | don't care. At least that way I'll havlenay current enemies
present under the one roof as well!



CHAPTER FOUR

BEN cursed the Pacific Highway all the way home. Daoge

damned road. The government ought to be skinneg &ir not

spending the money and turning it into a dual higihdévom Sydney
to Brisbane. It was no wonder he didn't visit Geenoften as he
should. You took your life in your hands every tigmi got behind a
wheel and headed north along the coast road.

His watch said a quarter to three as he reachetbthef Wingaroo
Mountain then began the slow, winding descent whicluld take
him down into the valley and the town of Sunrise.

Thank God he would arrive at the farm in plentytiofie to be

unwound and prepared for Amber's arrival around.fAod in plenty

of time to have a good chat with Gran. He still iiatheen able to
contact her by telephone. Clearly she'd takenritnpaently off the
hook. He would have something to say abthdt when he got
home—and her not telling him anything about the Hollingsths'

offer.

Gran was an independent and stubborn old lady. Hexire

steadfastly refused his offers of money to makelifeeasier? She
wouldn't even let him pay to have the old farmhopamted. Gran
had never asked anybody for anything. And was pojud

But there were times when you should ask your fafoil help.

And he was her only family now. His mum had finghiggssed away
last year, after spending endless years in andfdwagspitals, her liver
finally giving up the ghost. His uncle Jack, Grasldest offspring,
had been long gone, a victim of the Vietham waarGnad outlived
all her own brothers and sisters, and her varioeses and nephews
didn't give a damn about their ornery old aunt Pear



So there was just him left to stand up for her. gmdtop the likes of
Amber Hollingsworth from spoiling the old lady'stayears. If Gran
wanted todie on that decrepit old farm, then she had everyt iigh
and that suddenly self-righteous bitch wasn't gamgnake an old
lady feel guilty for clinging to her memories.

Ben could hardly believe the conversation he'dgid Amber last
night, or the way she'd trotted out all that blegdneart stuff about
the town's future and unemployment and such. SAimber
Hollingsworth! Not likely. Next thing she'd be rung for Mayor,
like her father had several years back.

Everyone in Sunrise knew Edward Hollingsworth hady aun for
local government to protect his business intergsthe area, not
because he was a civic- minded soul. That was winata't won the
town's vote. Gran was right. You could never taustollingsworth's
motivation, especially when they started spoutmghf high-minded
philosophies. Ben knew Amber Hollingsworth's piies. And they
began and ended with Amber Hollingsworth! Leopatds't change
their spots.

Ben carefully negotiated the roundabout at theonotf the hill and
headed for the town centre, slowing as he entéedide but almost
empty main street. For a Friday afternoon, it wagainly pretty
dead. Only half a dozen cars were parked in thelleid

He slowed further and started to frown. Half themhwere vacant,
he noted, with 'For Lease' signs in their bare sl Groups of
young people slouched on the corners and outsieléBthe Gum

Cafe, looking dejected. Most were smoking. Someevgéting in the

gutters. All the males glared at him driving bytasugh he had no
right to be driving such a great car. The girlg giared.

The thought niggled that Amber might not have exagtd the
unemployment problem in town. Sunrise was lookirgjtg poorly.



But that didn't mean she had to build her fancy sBopping centre
right next to his Gran's farm, Ben argued silenturely
Hollingsworths could build it somewhere else!

Yeah, like where? came the next niggling thoughan@ farm was
surrounded by the only flat land for miles not atie built on.

Ben's lips pressed into a thin line as he accedratit through the
other side of the main street, swerving round tbth@es on the
inadequately tarred road which led to his destmmati

‘Damn and blast,’ he muttered, when his front wheehped into a
hole he didn't see. He would have to get a whaghm@ent now,
before driving back to Sydney.

His already dark mood deteriorated, and when headed the last
corner and saw a snazzy little white car parkegidatGran's front
gate, and a certain long-legged blonde gettingfraum behind the
wheel —at only three o'clock!—Ben saw red.

He relished the alarm in Amber's big blue eyeseasviung his Saab
in alongside her. He didn't think she was worriedwd his running
her down—more likely about being caught arrivings@aiously
early for her appointment. She was looking as gk hell as he
switched off his engine.

Ben climbed out from the air-conditioned comforthig car into the
humid heat of Sunrise in summer, and for a few sésde just leant
on the bonnet of his car and let his eyes drift b in a deliberately
slow appraisal.

Amber had always been worth a slow appraisal, higdtime Ben's
anger was a good protection from the usual effectdce and figure
had on him.



There was no doubt she was a stunning-looking worener if at
that moment she was dressed like a hokey-pokeytigognl in a
pink and white polka dot sundress, with her longnde hair in a
girlish plait down her back. He'd rather expectedth show up today
in a tailored suit befitting her new executive piosi. Either black or
red. All the businesswomen in Sydney chose redamkidfor power
dressing.

Either Amber wasn't into suits, or she had delitedyachosen to dress
as she had today for some specific reason. He taatimit the
innocent country look was very fetching. And poialht disarming.

Ben's gaze finally reached her white-sandalled &et the pink
painted toenails peeping through, then worked day Wwack up her
bare, tanned legs, past the shapely calves an#dmésss, over the full
skirt and nipped in waistline, lingering on theloé of her high, firm
breasts which were demurely encased this day, mshgul up
together as they had been on that other incredidsasion.

It had annoyed him over the years that not oncertlght had he
actually touched her breasts. Not naked. Yet demdghad been a
persistent fantasy both before that night...andesin

Thinking about her breasts naked was his undoimgflesh gave an
involuntary leap and his eyes jerked up—Ilandindodanately, on

that full, lush mouth, outlined at that momentahipop-pink. He had

never forgotten how that mouth had felt under Hsw she'd tasted.
And smelt. He imagined her whole body would be ke of those
delicious lollipops which you licked and licked,cahoped never ran
out.

Ben's eyes were angry by the time they lifted s HBut it was anger
at himself. He hated his sexual vulnerability to. itated it!



Amber could not believe she just stood there,ngttiim look her
over like that. With such an insulting mixture arcsion and desire.
Worse was her own involuntary physical reaction.r Heart

pounded. Her blood began to boil.

But not in temper.

God, but she was hopeless where Ben was conce@redas it
helplessWhat would happen, she worried, if he were to tadein
his arms even now? What would she do? The thowghfie¢d yet
fascinated her. Already she could feel her facshilhg with an
unbidden excitement, which only seemed to incréeseontempt for
her.

'‘Caught you red-handed, didn't I?' he mocked, magsttening. 'Or
should | say...red-faced.'

Amber's high colour quickly retreated in resporasieis scorn. 'l don't
know what you mean.’

Ben laughed. 'l have to admire you, Amber. Youlvags at your
best when you should be cringing with shame. Yoavkidamned
well | said to be here at four, yet you arrive authearlier, no doubt
hoping to ingratiate yourself with Gran somehowobefl've had a
chance to speak to her.'

‘The day hasn't dawned when | would cringe withnehan front of
you, Ben Sinclair,' she said, her voice and managwing disdain as
she walked round to the passenger side of heBaaher hands were
shaking as she wrenched open the car door and edtogp the
cardboard box containing the apple tea cake shetgyht with her.

Damn the man! What right did he have to judge benashly when
his behaviour that night had been just as repréblerss her own?



And what right did he have to still be so damnéerhative to her? He
wasn't all that good-looking, really. She'd met flaore handsome
men. With far more perfect profiles. And far morsaltiful bodies.
But one insolent look from those darkly passioregtes of his and
she could hardly think straight.

It wasn't fair. It just wasn't fair!

Amber slammed the car door and glared at him dwerbbnnet. 'l
couldn't remember exactly what time you said aftar hung up on
me so rudely last night," she snapped. 'l coul¢ oatall you said
mid- afternoonThisis mid-afternoon. | was hoping—foolishly | car
see—that you would give me a decent hearing tdglatyl see you're
still so full of petty grievances and grudges ty@ai won't even give
me a chance.

‘Still, 1 shouldn't have expected any more of ygau always were

possessed of a boorish disposition. You could engr see your own
selfish point of view, Ben Sinclair, and | see ymaven't changed a
bit!’

The noise of his Gran's old wire door creaking apem banging shut
stopped Ben from having to defend himself after Antbtirade.

Which was just as well. Because Amber had touchetk @ few
nerves with her attack. And made him feel oddijtguiver his past
treatment of her. Ben was at a weird loss for wosts he was
relieved to turn his attention to his gran—tillsev she was hobbling
down the front steps with the help of a walkinglsti

What on earth was she doing with a walking sticlkil IsShe had a
fall? Was she suffering from rheumatism or artb#iti



Ben didn't know. All he knew was that suddenly lsto&ked every one
of her seventy-nine years. And more. Her normallyywbody

seemed extra frail beneath the cheap floral dHssfrizzy grey hair
badly needed a perm. The trainers on her feet didyeand scuffed.

Her general image was one of neglect and advarageg His heart
contracted at the sight of her, and her obviousirtesince his last
visit. Frustration that she would never take ankisfmoney mingled
with remorse that he hadn't come home at Christiasould feel
Amber's eyes upon him, and knew she had beeningame of her
accusations. Hevasselfish. Why hadn't he realised his gran woul
have been hurt by his not coming home? That shédwtave been
awfully lonely?

His heart sank. Oh, Gran... Forgive me.

She stopped at that moment, and looked up at hemdark eyes
twinkling, but her wrinkled mouth pursed into anpeassion of
grandmotherly reproach.

'‘Ben Sinclair,’ she said sternly. 'Why didn't yall tne you were
coming?' And she held out her one free arm towiairds

Ben's heart lurched as he vaulted over the rickety gate and
swiftly covered the ground that separated him ftbenone person in
his life whose unfailing love had never let him dow

A distressing jealousy took possession of Ambesha&swatched Ben
hug his gran, watched him hold her tight. It gripgeer deep inside
her chest, constricting her heart and bringing iy veal pain. She
wasn't sure if she envied their ability to demaatsttheir closeness in
a physical fashion, or if her jealousy was duehat tawful inner
yearning which had never really left her to have Beish what he



had once started. How many times over the yearshadireamt of
his making love to her? Not up against some hamde&o door, but in
a bed, against satin sheets, and at his leisure...

‘Hard to tell you | was coming,' the man himselsvgaying as he let
his gran go. 'According to the phone company, y®uaken the
phone off the hook.'

'‘But | haven't!" Pearl protested. 'l.... Oh...obs )yl did take it off the
hook the other night for a little while. | must leaforgotten to put it
back on. I...er...seem to be getting a little fafigdately.’

Amber frowned. She would not have said Pearl Singlas at all
forgetful, but maybe she was being unfair to titelatly. She looked
a lot more fragile than she had the other day. simel was using a
walking stick. Amber was sure there hadn't beerakking stick last
Monday. Still, what was the old dear? Nearly ei@htmber
supposed it was only natural that at eighty ye&rage some days
would be better than others.

‘Why did you do that, Gran? Ben questioned. 'Beettingy some
crank calls, have you?'

Pearl looked taken aback. 'What...what do you mean?

''ve seen the local paper, Gran. | have it senmhéoevery week. |
thought you knew that.’

'‘Oh. I...I forgot...'
'‘Why didn't you call me and tell me what was goam®"

'l...I didn't want to bother you. | know how busyware down there
in Sydney. And it'snyproblem, after all,’ she finished defiantly.



'‘When my Gran starts getting crank calls, then atdmesmy
business.'

‘Yes, well, there was only the one,’ she said, itopka little
embarrassed at the fuss her grandson was making.

Amber was touched by their relationship. It wasiobs Ben loved
his grandmother very much. And more than obviowstBbught the
world of him in return, and probably missed hinelikad.

But she was a proud old lady. Too proud to beg tanaisit more
often. Far too proud to ask him for help.

Not that this matter really needed Ben's help.

It was becoming blown out of all proportion in Annlseopinion. Next
thing, he'd accuseer of making that crank call, of harassing the poc
old dear instead of trying to give her enough maosrey some added
bonuses which would set her up for a very comféetadtirement.

Amber stood on the other side of the gate, feelvayy
uncomfortable. She was sure Mrs Sinclair could lsee standing
there, but the old lady was deliberately Ignorieg presence, as was
Ben for the moment.

'So what did this crank caller say?' he asked.
'‘What? Oh...er...nothing much, really.’

‘Gran, don't mess me around. Tell me.’

'‘But | couldn't repeat what he said, Ben.'

'So it was a man? And he swore at you?'

'I've never heard so many four-letter words!'



'So what was the general thrust of what he said?'

'He was telling me to get out or else..." At ldst glared over Ben's
shoulder at Amber.

Ben saw the direction of his gran's gaze and tumoeffown at
Amber, who was trying not to look stupid, just steng there holding
a tea cake.

'Or else what?' he ground out.
'He didn't say, exactly.'

'‘But he frightened you enough to take the phondh&fhook,’ Ben
surmised aloud.

Amber decided enough was enough!

'‘Hollingsworths had nothing to do with that craratl cMrs Sinclair,'

she insisted, totally ignoring Ben's glower. 'Wen'tl@o things that
way. My guess is that the story in the paper gotespeople riled up
who might have found jobs building the comple)xs &h unfortunate
fact of life that, once the media are involvedngd like this happen.’

‘What'sshedoing here, Ben?' Pearl said sharply.
'l asked her to come, Gran,' he admitted.
'‘Why?'

'‘When | couldn't get through to you, | rang Ambeifind out what
was going on. She wanted the chance to speak tagaun, and |
decided this was best done while | was here."



'‘Hmph! | would have thought that was the last thomgearth you'd
have wanted,' the old lady grumbled. 'From what gathered over
the years there's no love lost between you twoeNkas been.'

‘Yes, well, that was in the past, Gran,' Ben astwd Amber by
saying. 'And this is the present. We're both adwts, and I think it's
time we acted like' adults—don't you, Amber?"

Her eyebrows shot skywards. Was she hearing rigla8 that Ben
Sinclair saying he wanted to let bygones be bygpives! could have
knocked her over with a feather. 'Well...er...umMmber stammered.
She felt totally flummoxed, even more so when Baafdenly smiled
at her.

Admittedly, it was a rather rueful smile, but itosted that he didn't
always have to look so fierce, or angry. Smilingught a touch of
warmth to his cruelly sculptured mouth, plus an sealgleam to
those jet-black eyes, which usually chilled herhwiheir arctic
coldness.

‘That's the second time in as many days I've rexdgyu speechless,'
Ben said, sarcasm back in his voice. 'l have toitaldonefer you that
way. But it will make the delivering of your newlaspitch decidedly
awkward, don't you think? Shall we ask her insi@an, and hear
what she's got to say?'

'‘Won't make no difference,’ Pearl pronounced qciieerfully. 'I'm
not selling. So whatcha got there, girlie?' thelatty asked, pointing
her walking stick at the box in Amber's arms.

'A tea cake,' Amber admitted.

Pearl pursed her lips, her expression thoughtre' of them ones
with apple in the middle?’



Amber tried not to smile as she said, 'The onethedame.'

'‘Mmm. In that case you'd better come inside. I'ieags been a
sucker for a tea cake with apple in the middle.'

Ben arched an eyebrow at Amber drily, suggestiag le guessed
this wasn't an accident, that she'd made it hembss to find out
what might get her back into his gran's good bookaf least smooth
the way back into her kitchen.

Amber put her hand on the front gate, then hesitdtevas with a
barely hidden spark of mischief that she glancedrad with feigned
agitation. 'Are you sure it's all right for me tonge inside the gate?'
she asked. 'l mean...isn't that killer dog of yoors the loose
somewhere?'

Pearl's eyes narrowed while Ben's widened, as thtwegd had no
idea up till then that Amber had such a wicked safdumour.

‘You taking the mickey out of me, girlie?' his gimapped.

Amber hadn't been cast in the lead in their highost play for
nothing. 'Golly, no, ma'am. But | know dogs cansgeffear in a
person, and after what you said in the paper lanestto death of that
big old greyhound of yours. Rocky, you said he valked?’

As though on cue, but perhaps because he'd heardhine, the dog
himself bounded out through the wire door, laungHis roly-poly
frame down the steps and along the front path.Iyagnoring his
mistress and her grandson, he jumped up at the matteng his big
paws on top, his huge, slobbery pink tongue lolongthe side of his
big grinning choppers. Not a bark in sight, letreca bite. He was
obviously dying for Amber to give him a scratch imeh the
ears—which activity had occupied most of her sty dther day,
when Rocky had grovelled at her feet for her enisé.



Amber carefully moved the fragile cardboard boxitiie crook of
her left arm, freeing her right hand to satisfy dog's craving. Rocky
practically sighed his pleasure when Amber beganytach his
mistress also sighed.

'l should have let them send that useless muttéckhackers',’ she
mumbled. 'Or wherever useless greyhounds go. Atri Miss
Smartypants, you've made your point. Ben, drag dnasling idiot
away and let our visitor in. I'll go put on the tet But don't go
thinking the dog reflects the feelings of the maemagnt,' she warned,
before turning her back and making her way insidaseimmore
quickly than she'd emerged, Amber noted.

‘Traitor,’ Ben muttered to the dog as he grabbedcdllar and
wrenched him away from Amber's touch. 'Inside prgered, and the
dog bolted after his mistress with all his usualrege.

'It's nice to see that not all those living at $eclair farm despise us
Hollingsworths,” Amber could not resist saying. At dogs and
children supposed to be able to judge a persoaiscter better than
other adults?'

Ben smiled again. But there was little warmth in And any
amusement was decidedly hard-edged. 'Are you suggdsmight
have misjudged you all these years, Amber?"I'mgssiing you
might give credence to the possibility that I'vaped.'

'‘Really? How intriguing. Here, give me that boxdrefyou drop it.'

He took it out of her arms across the gate, theénla strangest thing.
He put it on the ground. Before she knew what lieihanind, he was
cupping her face and kissing her across the gate.

She let her lips part under the pressure of hibawit thinking, and
when his tongue darted forth to contact hers shdenma small
whimpering sound of dazed pleasure.



Ben's mouth immediately lifted, leaving her to stap at him with
wide eyes. Gradually she saw that he was glarirfgeatvith every
ounce of his old contempt.

'‘See?' he drawled. '"You haven't changed a bit.'

No, Amber realised wretchedly as the full horrorwdfat he'd just
done sank in, along with the horror of her own dpgaweakness in
surrendering herself to him again. Instantly. imdively.

But this time she could not pretend to be unafféc&he could not
conjure up an icy shell to withdraw behind, or fsame counter-barb
to cut him down to size.

clears filled her eyes. Tears of utter misery. &aminute there today,
she'd thought—and hoped—that theyght be able to put the past
behind them and go forward. That they might evesobes friends.

Amber swallowed the huge lump of hurt that wasniglher throat
and somehow found her voice.

'Please tell your grandmother that | hope she ertjog tea cake, but |
think it best | go home now. | can see I'm wastmgtime here,' she
finished in strangled tones.

Whirling, she hurried over and into her car, batjlito clear her
blurred gaze as she slammed the door and reachékefagnition.
She ignored Ben's shout for her to wait, and redkeimut at speed,
almost side- swiping his car as her own slewedratdo face the
right way. She put her foot to the floor, the tyseseeching as she
careered off.

The rear vision mirror showed Ben racing through ¢loud of dust
she'd left behind to stand in the middle of thedyaaring after her.



'‘Bastard,' she choked out, and thumped the steetiegl. 'Bastard!



CHAPTER FIVE

BEN muttered an expletive under his breath. Then amotAnd
another.

His remorse was as intense as his self-loathing. Winell did he
think he was to do such a contemptible thing?

Okay, so she'd responded to his kiss. With stungpeged and quite
astonishing ardour. But so what? He had no riglsbtalemn her for
what he'd done himself in the past. How many titmag he found
pleasure in the mouths of women he didn't exaetbpect, let alone
like?

Ben could forgive himself for throwing Amber's higlsexed nature
in her face when he'd been an emotionally involieshager. But
such despicable double standards were now simplgcoeptable.

Hell, he couldn't get the hurt on her face out isfrind. Ben, you
should be hung, drawn and quartered. No one desévvae treated
like that—not even Amber Hollingsworth!

"Ben!" came his gran's call from the verandah.dWdre you doing
standing in the middle of the road out there? Aruemg's Miss
Hollingsworth?"

Ben sighed and walked slowly back through the ogate before
bending to scoop up the box from where he'd pabittwo minutes
earlier. Two miserable minutes. But how he wisheaduld go back
and relive them! Then he would definitely not giue to that

despicable urge which had overtaken him to kiss had

prove...what, for pity's sake? That she was a omaius trollop who
wasn't worth losing sleep over?



He shook his head as he made his way wearily aloadront path.
Maybe he'd been trying to prove that he was oveahtast, that he
could kiss her and remain unmoved by the full ssftof her lips and
the luscious curves of her woman's body.

Yet all he'd proved was the opposite. She couldaram now as
much as ever. Not just physically, either. She'de@domore than his
flesh this time. She'd moved his emotions, madefa#hregret and
remorse, made him want to say how sorry he waserhad despise
himself for hurting her.

'‘Ben?' his gran queried as he walked up the friapiss box in hand.
'‘Ben, what happened? What did you do?'

'‘What did | do?' he echoed unhappily. 'l insulted, IGran. That's
what | did.'

‘Yes, well, that's nothing new, is it? That's b#enway between you
two for as long as | can remember. Never a civildwo say to each
other. But she usually gives as good as she ¢eitsgirl. What made
her take off like a scalded cat?'

Ben sighed. 'l guess | went too far, Gran.'

Her eyebrows lifted. 'In what way?'Ben decided lsgtl enough.
‘Just drop it, will you? After all, | got rid of hedidn't I? Isn't that
what you said you wanted in the paper? To be leheaby the
Hollingsworths?'

Ben detected alarm in his gran's face. 'Are youngaghe won't be
coming back? Aall?’

'For Pete's sake, make up your mind," he saicigit "You either
want to sell this place or you don't!" A thougHitltrated which didn't
please him at all. 'Good grief, Gran, that busimesise paper wasn't a



ploy to get more money out of the Hollingsworthgswt?' He had
never thought of his gran as mercenary, but alsiidden something
smelt about this whole thing.

'‘Not at all!" she protested indignantly.

His eyes narrowed when his gran wouldn't look hnthie eye. She
wasn't telling him the truth. At least...not theoMntruth and nothing
but the truth.

‘You're up to something,' he told her.
‘Don't be silly," she denied. 'What could | possité up to?'
'l don't know. Yet.'

'You have a suspicious nature, Ben Sinclair. Analrgofar too quick
to believe badly of people.'

Amber rushed back into his mind and he scowledytdabut you
can't talk. It's a case of the pot calling thelkditack, | think.'

‘Speaking of kettles, mine must be boiling awag ilkad by now.'

'‘Dear Lord, surely you're not still boiling watem ahat old
combustion stove? | sent you a nice new electgcfgu Christmas.'
Not to mention a microwave and an automatic toa€teristmas and
birthdays were the only occasions on which Benaaudlulge his
wish to repay his gran in some way. Even then,fexnkthere was a
limit to how much she would accept, but he'd thdugh was safe
with kitchen appliances.

Ben followed his gran down the hallway, slipping telephone back
on the hook on the way past. He could hear théekieigsing before
they reached the kitchen door. Pearl hurried omdrtaok it off the

blackened stove-top while Ben put the tea cakeherkitchen table



and glanced around. All his gifts were lined up yaly on a
dresser-top against the wall, but none had even bepacked, let
alone used.

‘Gran, you haven't even taken the electric kettteobthe box. Or any
of the other appliances | gave you, for that matter

'l know," she sighed. 'Just can't get the hang@iiristruction books
which come with them new-fan- dangled gadgets. Nowtajo mad
on me, Ben. | really do appreciate all the things Yought me.
You're a thoughtful boy. But it's hard to teachoédthdog new tricks.'

'You seem to have done a good job with Rocky th8em returned
drily, nodding towards the greyhound, whose faklwés stretched
out under the kitchen table. 'For a racing dog wias branded a
fighter, he's sure turned over a new leaf.'

Pearl chuckled. 'Made a right fool of me with Ambagidn't he?'

‘Don't take it to heart, Gran. A lot of males hévee=n made fools of
by Amber Hollingsworth.’

'‘Does that include you?' Pearl asked while sheebulerself with
tea-making.

'‘Afraid so,' Ben admitted.
‘Well, she's a mighty pretty girl.'

‘Not so much a girl, any longer. She must be twengt, at least.
With a husband behind her, and God knows how mangrs.
Amber's not the type to ever be without a boyfriend

'‘Really? Well, | haven't heard her name connectéd any man
around town. And you know Sunrise. A girl's onlyt ¢g@ stop on a



street corner and talk to an eligible chappy amdkssioing to bed with
him.'

Ben knew that was the case, but he couldn't imagimder not
having a lover. Not for three whole years!

'Sit down, for heaven's sake,' Pearl said, comugg to the table with
the tea-tray. She placed it on the ancient fornopgpéd table then
lifted the lid off the cardboard box. ‘My, thatase delicious looking
tea cake! A few calories there, I'll warrant. $Stybu look- like you

could do with some decent food,' she went on agshi into slices.

'‘Doesn't that city girlfriend of yours look afteoyy, Ben?'

Ben rolled his eyes. This was a standard compkamty time he
came home. That he wasn't eating properly. Yet bedh the same
weight for as long as he could remember.

'l live alone, Gran, as you very well know," hedsaiith a sigh,
scraping out one of the battered wooden chairssatiag down.

‘That Brenda hasn't moved in with you?'
'‘God, no.' What a horrible thought!

Pearl poured the tea, frowning. 'But | thought gobe getting
married soon. You went to meet her parents at @mais, didn't you?'

'‘Not really.'
'Oh...my mistake, then.’

'‘No, mymistake, Gran. | should have come home and spergt@as
with you. It would have been much more fun. Notyahkat, | missed
you.'



Ben was touched by the shimmer of tears which w©hibie gran's
eyes, even though she tried not to let him see thetooking down
and blinking like mad. 'l missed you too, love édaid softly. 'But
you're home now...'

'Yes. | am. And while I'm here | think we shouldktaery seriously
about the Hollingsworths' offer. | know you saiduydidn't want to
sell. And that was my first reaction, too. But yeuhot getting any
younger, Gran, and this place is very run-down. ¥erainly won't
ever get a better offer than the Hollingsworthguould buy a very
nice little place closer to town with what theyHlly you, and have a
good deal left over for whatever luxury takes ytauncy.'

''ve never set much store by luxuries,' Pearl,ssad sat down.

Ben reached over and covered one of her wrinklettspotted hands
with his smooth, tanned fingers. 'But do you realnt to stay here
for ever, Gran? You're not just being stubborntfa hell of it, are

you?'

She pulled her hand away and lifted her chin. \leha right to be
stubborn if | want to be! And I've a right to lieeit my days wherever
I want.'

The telephone jangled, and Gran jumped in her cBain could see
the surprise in her instantly rounded eyes. Orinasr?

'It's all right, Gran," he reassured her. 'I'lhaesit.’

He pushed back his chair, stood up then strodefabe kitchen and
down the hallway to where the telephone sat ondkety old stand,
ringing its head off as though it were angry forving been out of
action for so long. Ben scooped the receiver upsear.



'‘Now listen 'ere, you stupid old bag!" a rough mabéce snarled,
before he could utter a single word. 'Get thatwogahide of yours
out of there before someone does it for you—IlotdGksand barrel!
You've got one week to sell up and bloody well cta4. If you don't,
you won't have a house left worth living in. Savvy?

Ben barely got his mouth open before the oh, sibepcdller hung up,
the bang reverberating down to his eardrum.

‘Damn and blast!" he muttered, then hung up himsetfage warring
with an escalating fury. He hoped it was a coinettethat the call
had come shortly after Amber would have returnedéand told her
father of her failure to clinch the sale. Had tloatd-mouthed father
of hers called one of his henchmen to put somespreon? Or was it
one of the locals, resenting an old lady standmthe way of work
opportunities?

'‘Was that Amber?' Pearl asked from the kitchenwapr

'‘No," Ben snapped. ‘It was another of those craalls.cHung up
before | could give him a piece of my mind.’

His gran paled at the news, making Ben wish hetll tha quick
thinking to make up a little white lie. Hell, shaoked as if she was
going to faint.

‘What...what did he say?' she asked shakily aglpet her back into
the kitchen and into her chair, taking the oppasite for himself.

'Pretty well the same as last time, | guess. $elind get out or else.'
'‘Oh, my!" Her hands fluttered up to her heart.
‘Are you all right?' Ben asked worriedly.

... just didn't realise...'



‘That people could be so damned awful?' Ben fimisfa her.
‘Welcome to the real world.'

'No, it...it's not that. It's just that I...1..."

'What?'

'Oh, nothing. It's too late now.’

'It's not too late to sell, if that's what you fgavant to do.’

'Sell? Just because some bully boy rings up angtsihs mouth off?
Not on your life! Bullies never really do anythingnyway. They're
all talk!"

Ben didn't agree with that theory at all. In hipesence bullies very
often did a lot more than just talk, but he didvént to frighten his
gran by saying so. He hadn't realised just how mlidgeling her
story in the paper might stir up. Neither had haised Sunrise had
such an unemployment problem till he'd seen theleze for
himself.

Really, the safest and probably the best soluticeand would be to
convince her to sell. He'd offer to take her backydney to live with
him. He could easily sell his unit and buy a nitel house. In a
beachside suburb, perhaps. Gran had always wanled hearer the
water.

But he wouldn't mention these plans to her tonigl®d give her a
day or so for the reality of the situation to sinkMeanwhile...

'‘Excuse me, Gran,' he said, 'but | think I'd baketthat phone back
off the hook.’

'‘But what if Amber tries to ring you?'



‘You have to be joking. That's the last thing Ambél do.'
'‘Well, what if she tries to ring me?"'

As if responding to mental telepathy, the telephdideing precisely
at that moment. Ben knew, however, that it wasm'tbAr. Crank
callers had a history of persistence.

'‘Right!" he ground out, pressing balled fists agathe table-top to
launch himself out of the chair.

'‘Ben, don't you go swearing!" his gran called dig¢rahim as he
marched towards the hall. 'There's no need to lyangself down to
other people's level!

Personally, Ben didn't subscribe ttmat little theory, either. There
were times when coming down to other people's lexsd the only
way. Certain subhuman species didn't understanditycivOr
decency. All they understood was a good smackamtbuth. Since
he wasn't able to deliver that over the telephbeewould have to
revert to verbal rather than physical abuse. Noefésctive, but
beggars couldn't be choosers!

‘Now, you look here, you scumbag!" he roared dowe line,

simultaneously sweeping the receiver up to his mdlitl catch you
coming anywhere near my gran or her house youlregdgo look like

you've done fifteen rounds with Mike Tyson. I'lMeayou know that
making harassing calls is a jailable offence undew laws. The
police can also now trace a call within seconds,invented, 'so if
you value your miserable hide you'll get off thrgeeland stay off! In
fact, | suggest you get out of Sunrise and stayibybu know what's
good for you!'

Ben waited for the sound of the offender to hanghdpght. Instead,
there was a brief silence on the other end of the, Ibefore a



hoity-toity female voice said, with great restraartd considerable
understatement, 'l presume that is Ben Sinclairviddsly you
thought | was someone else, but this is Beverlylirtggworth
speaking. Edward Hollingsworth's wife and Ambetépmother.'

Ben closed his eyes for a second, grateful thathteged colour
rushing into his cheeks could not be seen by anydie
contemplated apologising profusely, but then detidleat any
woman who could tolerate such a barrage with sochaplomb did
not need kid-glove treatment. He had never met Bgve
Hollingsworth, but he would imagine any woman whax hmarried
Edward Hollingsworth would not be some hot-housgvér type.

His judgement was quickly confirmed by the cool veag swept on.
'l am calling to ask you if you would be kind enaug join the family
for dinner tomorrow evening. My husband has certausiness
matters he would like to discuss with you, but utufoately, since his
iliness, he is unable to leave the house.'

'‘No trouble, Mrs Hollingsworth," Ben returned supaavely. 'l
would be delighted to accept your invitation torgén'

‘Wonderful. Shall we say seven-thirty?'
'I'll be there right on the dot.’

'‘Excellent. And might | add how much I'm lookingnf@rd to
meeting you, Mr Sinclair? I've heard so much alyouwt'

'‘Really? How flattering.'

'‘Oh, no. None of it was at all flattering." A matias little laugh

floated down the line. 'You seem to have got umagstepdaughter's
skin, for some reason or other. She came homeaftesnoon and
refused, point-blank, to tell her father what wembetween you two.



She just said she couldn't do business with younaorg, then went
straight to her room. Could you possibly enlightere on the
situation?'

Ben decided he didn't like Beverly Hollingswortheolitle bit. 'l
think Amber may have misunderstood - something dl.sBut, if
you're speaking to her, please tell her from melthrasorry and that
| am looking forward to seeing her tomorrow evering

'How .sweet.'

'Oh, no," he parodied with ill-concealed sarcablotiing about me is
at all sweet, Mrs Hollingsworth. Till tomorrow evag, then," he
finished, and hung up.

His gran gave him a speculative look as he walkedlg back into
the kitchen.

He smiled a wry smile. 'Looks like | jumped the g@ran. It wasn't
our resident crank caller at all. It was Mrs Beyétbllingsworth.’

'‘Oh, my...'

‘Exactly. But all's well that ends well. I've beewited to the
Hollingsworths' for dinner tomorrow evening. Amisefather is
obviously going to make me an offer that you shotileefuse. What
do you think of that?'

It looked as if she thought it was a very good idea

'‘Something tells me you're not as against the adlsalling as you've
been making out, Gran.'

'It's always a woman's privilege to change her middst you
remember that.'



'Is there some particular point you're making witat remark?'
‘Do stop sounding like you're in court, Ben.'
‘Sorry.!

'So you should be. All I'm saying is that just hesz Amber didn't
like you much when she was a teenager, it doeg@nmnhe hasn't a
different opinion altogether now that she's alivgnaup. | had quite a
long chat with her the other day, and you've n@idew often she
turned the conversation around to a certain man s¥adl remain
nameless but who works as a lawyer in Sydney aneésla nice
black car.’

Ben's stomach flipped right over at what his graas vimplying.
Could it be true? Could Amber's feelings for himdeeper than he'd
ever imagined? Or hoped?

Such a hope did things to him that were as telasgthey were
frightening.

The realisation that he might have been in lové winber- all these
years brought with it an immediate and fierce denia

Of course you're not in love with her, you fool, teéd himself
sternly. And she is not even remotely in love wyithu!

Ben swiftly reverted to a far more safe beliefttvhat he'd thrown at
Amber earlier that afternoon was still true. Shid &ncied him
sexually, but she didn't like him any more than eher had. And it
was the same with him. liadto be. Anything else was fraught with
such potentially heartbreaking possibilities thatsimply refused to
embrace them. It wasn't love that moved him whenbedooked at
Amber. It was another four-letter word starting hwit, and with
which he was far more comfortable.



He laughed. But even to his own ears he sounddaesha

‘Laugh if you like," his gran said airily, and sédig slice of tea cake
in front of him. 'But you'll laugh on the other siof your face one
day, I'll warrant, Ben Sinclair!'

Ben didn't doubt the wisdom of his gran's words jut$ hoped that
the day of his downfall wasn't tomorrow evening tte
Hollingsworths'!



CHAPTER SIX

AMBER was lying on her bed when her stepmother came heto
room. Without knocking. It was just after four, dieds than an hour
since Amber's upsetting encounter with Ben.

'You know, Amber,' Beverly began tersely, 'l thiptu were right
about that Ben Sinclair. He a bastard. But you were wrong abou
his accepting my dinner invitation. He said yesaigtit away.'

Amber closed her eyes. She could not believe treateBy had
actually invited Ben to dinner. And she could neliéve that he was
coming.

There could only be one explanation, and her h&amk with the
acceptance that her father had been right all albhagt article in the
paper shouting scandal had all been a scam to@et money out of
them.

Amber's dismay was intense. She knew Ben couldthéess, but not
his grandmother. It was hard to believe that thielady was nothing
but a greedy, grasping partner in such underhanded
conscienceless tactics.

'Oh, | see," her stepmother went on waspishly.tt'ime subjected to
the silent treatment. How charming. | suppose youat interested in
hearing that your Mr Sinclair also expressed hisl@ges for
whatever it was he said to upset you today, aneédgpu would be
there at dinner tomorrow night?'

Shock sprung open Amber's eyes. She sat up andydveuregs over
the side of her bed, then looked up at her stepanptrowning her
astonishment. 'BeapologisedTThat was not the sort of thing Ben
would do. Never! Not even for money.



At least...she hadn't thought so prior to today.

'I've got your attention now, have 1?' Beverly sup'My, this Ben
must be really something to have captwedrinterest. And he's not
even rich!

Amber sighed. 'You have the wrong idea about meeBg'
'l don't think so. | think | have you taped perfect

‘Do you?' Amber stood up and walked over to thedmd window,
which looked down over the valley and the town.uXoow nothing
about me,' she murmured. 'Nothing...'

'In that case surprise me by being at dinner toomomight. Do
something for your father for once! Or was thattram this
afternoon the forerunner of your running away fidenagain? | dare
say you've grown tired of playing businesswoman tioav your pet
project hasn't been all smooth sailing. Or is @t tyou can't stand to
see your father succeed where you failed? Becaefleget that
arrogant boyfriend of yours to persuade his grantderoto sell
tomorrow night—you mark my words!

'‘Ben might be arrogant but he is not my boyfrieAdriber told her
coolly. 'Never has been and never will be.'

'‘Ah, so that's the reason behind your peculiargamtiszm towards
him. Dear Ben isn't one of the many blind fools wdrtce threw
themselves at the beautiful Amber Hollingswortkistf

Amber smiled a rueful smile. 'Well, you've got thext bit right, at
least. But you're wrong about the rest. If evexalMe this house it will
be you I'm running away from, Beverly, not life. And cairtly not

Ben Sinclair. Neither am | jealous of Dad's bussrsslis. | sincerely
hope, for the town's sake, that he does succeecewli@led. | can't



imagine my being at the dinner will increase hiarates of success,
but if he wants me there I'll be quite happy teradit'

‘You won't go back on that?' Beverly snapped.
‘Why should 1?'

'‘Because of Ben Sinclair, that's why. You said ybdn't want
anything more to do with him.'

‘That was before he apologised,’ she said witmédifférent shrug.
And before it became a matter of personal pride surdival, she
thought, holding her stepmother's cold eyes witlthal nonchalance
she could muster. Beverly had seen a chink in Aml@mour this
afternoon and had really gone in for the kill. Amlsspected
tomorrow night's dinner would be another arena imctv Beverly

would try to do battle with her stepdaughter.

Amber resolved, if not to win, then to come throaghunscathed as
possible. On top of that, siveas curious over Ben's apology. Hel
earlier conclusions over Ben being in a scam foneygust didn't
feel right. Neither did his ready acceptance ofdmer invitation.
She certainly wanted to be there to hear what dadaay when her
father made a more lucrative offer for the farm.

Which he would.

'‘Promise me you won't make some sort of scene wiale here,’
Beverly persisted.

'l wouldn't dream of it.'

Beverly's laugh was ugly with sarcasm. 'That bu
ter-won't-melt-in-your-mouth routine doesn't fool nog & minute.
You were livid with him when you arrived home. Agdu're still



stewing over something. I'd love to know what het@h said to upset
you so much.'

Amber was not about to tell her stepmother that IBsmshreduced her
to jelly with a five-second kiss and then flung bld accusation in
her face: that she was a promiscuous trollop whalavopen her legs
for anyone at the drop of a hat. He hadn't saichash in so many
words, of course. But that was what he'd meant wieeth said she
hadn't changed.

She pondered that kiss again, from the safetysthdce, and worried
that Ben might be right about her sexual weakriggisonly wherehe
was concerned. She'd never been easy with other$herd resisted
Chris's advances when they'd been dating. And atie'thslept with
Chad till their wedding night. God, what a nightendhat marriage
had been! She hated thinking about it.

After leaving Chad, she hadn't wanted anythingdomth another
relationship. Sex never entered her mind now, dxoepthe odd
occasion when she ran into Ben. After seeing hiensbuld lie in
bed at night and think about it all the time. Itsaanly by burying
herself in work that she would finally rout thosistdrbing urges,
both from her brain and her body.

If there was any danger in having dinner with Bemarrow night, it

was not that she would disgrace her father andreither by acting
like a shrew, but rather that she would sit thara silent ferment of
desire, thinking about how it would feel to havenBess her all over.

That train of thought was a mistake. Amber clenchedjaw hard
and tried to stop her traitorous heartbeat frorkipgup speed.

'Sorry to disappoint you, Beverly,' she said aldyfitut | don't want
to discuss Ben Sinclair any more. I've said I'ltlbere at the dinner.
Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to run myself ath.’



Beverly opened then shut her mouth, as though $iesd going to
try one last parting barb then thought better divibu do that, dear,'
she said with a saccharine smile. 'I'll go andytelr father you'll be
at the dinner. He'll be most pleased, I'm sure.'

Amber sighed once the door was safely shut. THWgse becoming
intolerable with Beverly, she accepted. It was tiglee found
somewhere else to live.

Yet she didn't want to leave Sunrise. People nhighe thought that
all those years of tripping around the world witkr hwvealthy,

jet-setting husband would have given her a feetiferhigh life. Or at
least city life. Instead, it had made her want shimg far simpler. It

had made her want to come home to the small cdastalshe'd been
born and brought up in. She could still remembeffing reaction on

driving back into town three years ago. She'd lwaguil over and

stop, she'd been crying so much.

No, no one was going to run her out of town. Natrethe wicked
witch of a stepmother Beverly had unexpectedlyedrimto.

Amber immediately thought of the cottage which wag of the new
exchange package for the farm she'd been goingffes Bearl
Sinclair that afternoon. It had three bedroom&vally garden and a
pleasant view of the ocean from its position ondbp hill.

It was a deceased estate, and Hollingsworths haghbtdhe house
and its contents for a song the previous month.Vghe'd taken over
as managing director, Amber had instructed the gwamef their real

estate section to always keep an eye out for arsl lsargain, and
he'd been cockahoop about this purchase. At the, t@'d happily

informed Amber that all the furniture, though olaieoned, was
guality stuff. His suggestion had been that thestian the contents,
then have the house repainted before reselling it.



But when Amber had visited the property she hagatted to do
that. The furniture fitted the cosy weatherboaritiege, and the effect
as a whole was charming. In the back of her mimttdsimagined that
she might live in it herself one day. Meantime, pkmn had been to
rent it out as a furnished dwelling, though a sul@édenant had not yet
been found. When Amber had wanted a carrot to @amgiront of
Pearl Sinclair, she'd immediately thought of thetagye.

Now she thought of it again...as a place to liviearself—not at some
time in the mythical future, but now. She couldr@ar to live under
the same roof as Beverly for another moment. Rhsig in the

morning she would drive over there and see whathstteto buy
before she could move in.

It would be good for her to keep busy tomorrow. @keil, they said,
made work for idle hands. And idle minds, she add&dn now
devilishly tempting thoughts were crowding back Tnoughts of
Ben's body all those years ago, fused with hersughts of the way
he'd looked her over today, undressing her withejies.

And .then there had been that kiss, which had heeso much a kiss
as an oral insult. And yet their lips had mouldedach other's for
those few brief moments, and she realised, in spedt, that he'd
been as aroused by the contact as she had beenghtestill despise
her, but he also desired hete hadn't changed in that respect, eithe

Amber hugged herself and shivered. Would they nbeettone with
one another?

Probably not, she finally conceded. Not while thees breath in her
body, and in his. There was a dark bonding betwbem which

defied common sense, plus their consciences. A /Hate

relationship which would undoubtedly follow themthz grave.



Amber was startled by the intensity of emotion tewughts had
conjured up. Love? Hate? Were their feelings readlyleep as that?

Maybe his weren't. But hers definitely were. Ijiiened her to admit
it, but she could so easily fall in love with BeBhe suspected it
would only take one gentle gesture, a sweet smilsgemingly
sincere apology, and all her defences would crumble

She prayed and hoped that none of those thingsdwexdr happen,
that he would continue to insult and deride hecdse to fall in love
with Ben Sinclair would be to court a disaster ewamse than her
marriage to Chad. At least Chad had loved her,isnolwn weird,

warped way.

But Ben Sinclair would never love her back, noshs wanted and
needed to be loved. For there was no compassiminNo softness.
No kindness. Never had been and never would be.

Amber did not realise she was crying till the tearsinto the corners
of her mouth. Angrily she dashed the tears away, arirling,
stalked across her bedroom and into her privateaain.

‘Damn you, Ben Sinclair!" she muttered as she ston the bath
taps. 'Damn you to hell"



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE Hollingsworth home was impressive, perched onctfest of a
hill, with a commanding view of the valley and ttwavn below. It
was two-storeyed, wide and white, with dark grekuatters at the
windows. The front porch and upper balcony weresued by four
white columns, and the front door was flanked by twmatching
ornamental fig trees in large green pots.

Ben drew up at the front steps of the house a mirhéfore
seven-thirty on the Saturday evening. Daylight sgvneant the sun
had not yet set, though it was rapidly sinking hdithe mountainous
horizon.

Thank heavens, Ben thought as he climbed out.

The day had been exceptionally hot, especially arly March.

Humid as well. Ben's shirt was sticking to his baskie climbed out
of his car. At moments like this he regretted bgyan black car.
Despite the very efficient air-conditioning in hiaeb, it was still a
hot colour, especially when the car had been gittmthe sun all
afternoon, waiting to have a wheel alignment.

Ben hoped he didn't look as hot and bothered dslhas he walked
up the front steps. Whatever had possessed hiotéapathis blessed
invitation? There was simply no point to his belmgre. Gran still

stubbornly refused to even consider selling thenfarle had no
power to negotiate any new offer on her behalf. Mauld he

promise Edward Hollingsworth to try to persuade toesell against
her expressed wishes.

So whywashe here? Why hadn't he rung and cancelled thesdin
once Gran made her feelings quite clear over lunch?



He told himself that it was in part because Graugfnt it was a good
idea for him to come and see the lie of the lanchimself. But the
real reason behind his presence—and his agitaaest-stvent by the
name of Amber Hollingsworth.

‘You're a masochist, Ben Sinclair,’ he whispereditoself as he
reached up and rang the doorbell.

It chimed a musical message to whoever's job it iwaanswer the
door. He doubted it would be the daughter of theskowhich was
somewhat of a relief. He wasn't quite ready for Amyet.

The woman who answered the door was clearly Mrs dEdw
Hollingsworth. In the flesh.

She'd once been pretty, Ben imagined. Around yiéigrs of age, she
was now carrying far too many pounds-'for her srnathe. But she

had superbly styled blonde hair, and was weariotpeerly draped

pink dress which must have cost a fortune. A widarpchoker

covered some of the wrinkles in her neck. Hugelgdrap earrings

dangled from her ears.

'‘Why, Mr Sinclair" she exclaimed on a gushing notdow
surprisingly punctual you are!

Ben was submitted to a thorough once-over in tvoosés flat. His
gran had said he was dressed too casually, inlack peans and
short-sleeved black and white striped shirt. But é&bv
Hollingsworth didn't seem to mind his appearanog,ifnthat gleam
in her immaculately made-up eyes was anything tbygo

Ben immediately knew he didn't like her any mor@énson than he
had over the telephone.

‘Good evening, Mrs Hollingsworth,' he returned vatol politeness.



'Oh, do call me Beverly. And do come inside outled heat,' she
invited, wrapping both her plump arms around hisrast elbow and
drawing him into the vaulted cool of the house.

Ben moved stiffly under her clinging-vine grip, easing her touch,
not to mention the overpoweringly flowery perfunhe svas wearing.
But he allowed himself to be led across the pdlaptendour of the
foyer, noting the Italian marble floor, the decaratand expensive
marble columns, the elegantly curving staircase tned original

artwork on the walls.

He was ushered into a living room just as graceus grand, with
everything in shades of cream. He smiled wrylyhest thought of
Rocky galloping through it with muddy feet. Or aidierous boy
child putting his grubby little hands on one of tlpistine
sofas.Clearly this was not a house made for cmldoe for really
living in. It was a showcase for the owner's weaditat aliving room
at all. Suddenly he much preferred Gran's old how#é its worn
rugs and battered lounge suite.

'‘Can | get you something to drink, Ben?' Beverlylliigsworth
offered when she at last released him.

'Yes, thanks. | could do with a drink." What an erstatement! He
could do with a whole bottle!

‘You don't mind me calling you Ben, do you?' Shrestha coy smile
over her shoulder as she walked towards the ltheigorner.

'Not at all,' Ben said. But he didn't smile backet He didn't smile at
people he didn't like. 'I'll have whisky. On theks.'

'‘Ah. A real man's drink. Just what | would have ected.’



Ben could not bear it when women old enough to isentother
started coming on to him. He gritted his teethtap himself from
saying something rude.

'‘Amber tells me you're a lawyer,' she said as steel this drink.
‘That's right.'
‘You don't look like a lawyer.'

'Really?' Ben declined to ask whatdid look like. He already knew
that in casual clothes he looked like a blue-collarker, especially
with his shirt-collar open and his unruly hair niitlsed sleekly back.
His dark colouring also meant he suffered fronva 6'clock shadow
within hours of shaving. In the office he kept d&c&ic shaver in his
desk drawer, to help maintain the more civilisedatie he was
required to adopt for work.

When dressing this afternoon, he'd momentarilyatgd not having
brought better clothes with him; he'd left his thand-dollar suits in
Sydney. But then he decided Amber's father migbpaet a more
rough and ready man, anyway. Edward Hollingswortas wa
self-made millionaire, not a silver spoon. He'd tsi@rlife as a
truck-driver, it was rumoured.

‘Not too much ice, | hope?' Beverly simpered ashareled him the
whisky.

'It's fine.' Ben was happily putting the glass te diry lips when he
heard a noise behind him.

‘Ah, there you are, Amber,' Beverly said in a dtolie before Ben
had fully turned round. 'Dressed at long last. Comedear. Don't
stand there in the doorway like Bette Davis malkingntrance.' Her
laughter was coldly mocking rather than gently itggs'You've no



Idea how long she's taken to get ready today, Begone would
think Tom Cruise was coming to dinner.’

The penny dropped. Beverly Hollingsworth did nokeli her
stepdaughter, and was using his presence to trigetitle and
embarrass Amber.

And Amberwasembarrassed. Amazingly. Curiously.

She was also looking incredibly beautiful, in aegpémon dress
vaguely reminiscent of that white ballgown whichdhance so
aroused him. There was the same flared skirt, pedipn waistline,
and only the thinnest spaghetti straps holding ttgbktly fitting
bodice up over her still fantastic breasts. Shededua delicious
combination of sensuality and innocence as sheeaslatko the room,
her long, straight blonde hair trailing simply dowar back and an
uncharacteristic flush filling her cheeks as heeseyglid nervously
away from his admiring gaze.

Her obvious discomfort sparked the strangest macin Ben.
Suddenly he felt fiercely protective of her. Thegeaurto smite her
wicked witch of a stepmother down where she stoed Wwarely
controlled; Ben opted instead for a more subtlentadattack.

‘Well, the end result was certainly worth the diffdne drawled. 'l
have never seen Amber looking more lovely. She doakout
eighteen.’

At this, Amber flushed some more, and Ben's stonfigmed right
over. When her lovely eyes met his, they search®daoe with an
odd mixture of apprehension and bewilderment, asgh she could
not believe he meant his compliment and suspeaedduld turn
enemy at any moment.



'l do hope your stepmother passed on my apologieydsterday
afternoon,' he added sincerely, his eyes not lgavars.

‘Yes, yes she did,' came her oddly hesitant reply.

Ben found he liked this astonishingly uncertain A&mbdt made him
want to take her in his arms— not to make mad,gal@ve to her as
was usually his secret urge, but just to hold Imer @@mfort her, to
repeat his apologies and make her believe thaatienver meant to
hurt her, had never known keuldhurt her.

'‘Amber never did tell me what it was you said teeipher, Ben,'
Beverly put in snakily.

'How tactful of her," he murmured.
Beverly laughed. 'But she called you a bastarthalkame.’

Amber's chin lifted, her expression growing pround &loof in the
face of her stepmother's ongoing viciousness. ;Tilee agreed
coolly.

This was a side of Amber Ben was well used to,@m&which he'd
used to despise. But tonight he admired her aldiitgounter such
nastiness with quiet dignity and composure. It vlagious Beverly
was jealous of her stepdaughter—an understandatvletian,
considering Amber's blinding beauty.

‘Amber knows me well," he concurred with a smalllsmAnd she is
quite right. My behaviour to her in the past hasrbemost
reprehensible. | am quite ashamed of myself ane hiogt, in time,
she will learn to forgive me.'

Beverly looked most put out, and Amber quite coatls



'Really?' Beverly said tartly. 'l can't imagine wlyau could have
done that was so dreadful—unless it was to ignare darling
Amber. She does so hate being ignored, don't year,2dStill, | can't
think of a better evening during which to patchalgh differences. |
know for a fact that Amber's father would be detigghif you two
could become friends. There isn't anything Ambeuhaho't do for her
father, is there, dear?’

‘Not within reason, Beverly," she replied tautly.

‘Under the circumstances, then, I'm sure you wamit my leaving
you to look after Ben while | go and help Edward geady for
dinner.’

Ben watched Amber almost panic as her stepmotheptsfirom the
room. But then, just as swiftly, she appeared tthegaherself,
whirling to set angry eyes upon him.

‘Just what are you playing at, Ben Sinclair? Alkatthabject
apologising doesn't ring true. Neither do the snyacompliments.
What are you up to? And why did you agree to coere lat all? Or
can | guess? It wouldn't have anything to do witkdchard cash,
would it? Or is it that you can't resist an oppoityito put the knife
into me and twist it?'

Ben sighed. He should have known that things cduldnsmoothed
over with Amber as easily as that; he should haaak his apology
would fall on deaf ears. But he'd had to try.

‘Amber, for pity's sake—' he began unhappily.

'For pity's sake?' she snapped. 'When did you ever have anfopi
me? Or anyone else, for that matter?’



He said nothing for a few seconds. Just stood &mddsat her, at her
high colour and her shaking shoulders.

‘You're right,’ he said quietly at last. 'l wasddfish, self-absorbed

boy. And | grew into a selfish, self- absorbed nBui | can change,

Amber. I havechanged. You're right when you say | never felt ar
pity for you in the past. | didn't. | was too bugeling more basic

things than pity.'

He was appalled when tears filled her eyes.
'‘Dear God, Amber,' he choked out. 'Don't cry...'

'I'm not crying!" she denied, blinking franticalllAnd as for your
having changed, | didn't see much change in youexassy
afternoon!

He finger-combed his wayward waves back from highHead with
both hands. "You're making me feel rotten.'

'You mademefeel rotten,' she flung back at him.

'l didn't mean to,' he told her as he shook hisllwegenuine remorse.
'l don't know why | did what I did. | was wrong.'

That bewilderment was back in her face, plus a hmgc
vulnerability. Obviously she didn't know whetherlielieve him or
not.

But she wanted to. He could see the desperatiandbéler searching
eyes.

'l was an angry young man when | first met you, &njlkhe tried to
explain. 'l resented everything, and everyone.vienstopped long
enough to know the real you. | thought of you iiclets. Beautiful.
Rich. Superior. Sexy. Unattainable...'



She said nothing. Just kept on staring at him.

'l see now | never knew the real you. But I'd igeAmber. I'd like to
very much...'

When he took a step towards her, her hands flunghuenewed
panic. 'Don't you dare touch me!

He hesitated, then decided to ignore her. He pwhdas drink and
came forward, curving gentle hands over her basalders. Her eyes
flew to his, as blue and deep as the ocean. Highmuad begun to
descend when suddenly she wrenched out of his gt@mgering
backwards a few steps.

‘Do you honestly think | would let you do that teemgain?' she
demanded shakily. 'l am not and never have betr.d\®t that you
would believe me, despite all that rubbish you gashe out with. The
only me you've ever wanted to know is the infatddteol who let
you do what you wanted that rotten night. But I'ot some wind-up
sex toy which you can use whenever it takes yoncyfahen toss
aside. I'm a flesh and blood person. A human beingvefeelings!l
can behurt!

Her tirade over, Amber stood there trembling froeadh to toe. Ben
was more than a little shaken himself. Had he heaahg when
she'd just described herself as an infatuated #od>why would she
be so frightened of his touching her?

Possibilities set Ben's brain ticking over andHheart racing.

Wickedly satisfying scenarios filled his mind, guidyed perhaps too
clearly on his face.

Immediately Amber's top lip curled with open conpgniYes, that
look is much more like the Ben I've come to knowl despise,' she



scorned. 'Please don't bother to hide your truénfgse for me in
future. And, for pity's sake, don't try to con mehapatently false
compliments. You're just wasting your breath.

‘After all, it's notmemaking the deals for Hollingsworths now. Dad'
taken the helm once more. | agreed to be presémsatinner tonight
strictly because he asked me to be here, and fother reason. So
don't flatter yourself that it has anything to dibhwou. Neither does
my appearance. | happen to be going out after diomex late date.’

This news hit Ben like a physical blow. The ima@dmber lying in
the arms of another man later that night brouglth wi a violent
jealousy which did not augur well for his mood oammer over
dinner.

He reached for the whisky he'd put down earlier@dnathed the glass
with one deep swallow, slamming it back down ageirthe bar-top.

'‘How conveniently cheap for your date,’ he drawtath savage
coldness. 'He doesn't even have to buy you dirméave you for
afters. Whois the lucky fellow? A local businessman? Soldier
Sailor? Indian chief? Not telling? Now, why is thetvonder? Gran
said your name wasn't linked with anyone in towrtha moment.
Which leads me to puzzle over why you might wankéep the
identity of your lover a secret.’

Ben was on a roll, the snide words spilling frora mouth like cans
from a conveyor belt. '‘Ah...now | get the pictude's married. How
very sophisticated of you, Amber. | do hope thisurdoy hick

hus-band can live up to your no doubt high starslardhe bedding
department. Frankly, | have no idea why a womagauir refined

tastes has buried herself in this backwater. Suadigr your brilliant

marriage to one of the world's most publicised ptas, you find

dear old Sunrise Point and its inhabitants a tdaaring?’



Ben gained some satisfaction in watching Ambeigsfieifor control.
There was a perverse excitement in knowing how ngotould still
rattle her. This was familiar ground between themgd far less
threatening than his earlier moments of vulnergbilihere she was
concerned. For a while there he'd actually begunkitng he'd been
totally wrong about her. He'd even wanted to contfer,protecther.
She needed about as much protecting as a prichly pe

Her blue eyes blazed and he could almost seerfiokiag from her
flared nostrils.

‘The only thing | find boring in Sunrise Point,'eshcorned, 'is the
narrow minds of hypocrites like yourself! | see reason why |
should defend myself to you. Neither will | restmrexcuses to refute
what Beverly so sweetly put into your mind earber | actually lied
about having a later date because | could not ear smug
presumption that | would doll myself-up for the l&kef you. Believe
me when | tell youhisis not dolled up in my eyes.'

She swept an angry hand down the front of her aediyt simple
dress. 'As to your other perennial presumptionsiabe which are
not true—Il am not in any way promiscuous. Neverehbgen. | do
not have a lover at all at the moment. | have Benbwith a man since
| left my husband three years ago.’

Ben's mouth went dry with her words. She had tlying. Shehadto
be!

She laughed at him. 'l can see by the look on fexe that you don't
believe me. But what's new? It's always suited wbelieve the
worst of me,’ she spat. 'lt justifies your own bebar that night,
which was even more disgusting than mine. Becaasengere cruel
and mean and small-minded, whereas | was mereylsih teenager
who naively didn't know any better. But I'm no lengnhaive, even
though | can still behave a little foolishly, aditl when you kissed



me yesterday. And | certainly wasery foolish earlier this evening
when | began to believe you'd changed. But you hiavéou're still
cruel and mean and narrow-minded!

‘What's going on here?' came an exasperated growh fthe
doorway. 'Amber, you're not insulting our dinneesgty are you?'

Ben's eyes snapped round to take in Edward Holnogh in a
wheelchair, with a smug-faced Beverly standing b&thim. She
seemed very pleased with this turn of events. WAitsber's father's
cantankerous comment rankled, Ben found it wasntesise dislike
for her stepmother which renewed his perverse ptigeness
towards Amber.

'‘Not at all!' he denied jokingly, even while hisaneremained in
turmoil. '"Amber and | enjoy a little verbal spagifrom time to time.
We've been doing it since we were kids at schodoélllher how
spoiled she is and she tells me how small-mincea.|We enjoy it,
don't we, sweetheart?'

Amber didn't answer. His calling her sweetheart tiadrly stunned
her into silence. It seemed to have similarly a#ddhe couple in the
doorway.

Ben decided he might as well be hung for a sheeplamb. Aside
from wanting to keep that ugly goldfish look on Bey
Hollingsworth's face, there was no way he couldptymvalk away
from Amber now without finding out the whole potetly appalling
truth about her claims of recent celibacy, plusmere astonishing
claim of never having been promiscuous. That hazdigcided with
what Chris had said about her.

Ben was determined now to find out the whole tridbout her
relationship with Chris, her marriage. But mostatifabout her real
feelings for him.



Whatever they were, they were very strong. Thagito be to have
made her this upset with him.

He walked over and curved an intimate arm aroundsheulder,
squeezing her tightly against his side.

‘You're a naughty girl, making them think we ddiké each' other.
Amber and | go back a long way, Mr Hollingsworthe\dbn't always
see eye to eye, especially lately, but we've jlestired the air to a
degree, and | would appreciate the opportunityalk tvith your
daughter further later this evening in private. Hayout coming for a
little drive with me after dinner, Amber?"

She turned her face up to look at him. He could lee stiffly held
muscles, but her eyes were strangely unreadaldee@| almost. His
own gaze dropped to her slightly parted lips, drelurge to cover
them with his own was intense.

'‘Amber doesn't go for late-night car rides with m#myou, dear?’

Ben would be forever grateful that Beverly chosat thoment to
speak. For it seemed to galvanise Amber into actod tip the
scales in his favour. Her blue eyes cleared and gidnee her
stepmother a coldly contemptuous glance.

'‘Not usually,’ she agreed. '‘But Ben's different.nBean be
trusted—can't you, darling?’

Ben knew the comment was all sarcasm, and the endaa a
double-edged sword, but he liked them all the s&teaalso enjoyed
the effect they had on the wicked witch. Her mdu#rally dropped
open, then snapped shut in barely held fury. Amldather merely
looked curious, his sharp blue eyes going fromdaigghter to his
guest then back to his daughter again.



He was a big man, Ben noted, and despite not Igairthat well, he
was still a formidable presence. The sort of man ked getting his
own way, and who would not pull any punches in ecinig his goals.
He hadn't achieved his ruthless reputation foringth

‘Well, well, well,"” Edward drawled. 'This is a tuim for the books.
Does this sudden mutual admiration society meamyigit be more
amenable to selling us your land now, Mr Sinclair?'

Ben had almost forgotten about the farm. Not to ttoenthe
harassing phone calls. He remembered them now,

‘Afraid not," he returned with deceptive noncha@andhe farm
belongs to Gran and she doesn't want to sell. Bieithll she be
frightened off.'

Amber's father stiffened in the wheelchair. 'Whad ¢ou
mean...frightened off?'

‘She's been receiving threatening phone calls.’

‘Do you know from whom?'

'‘Not yet. But if | ever find out...'

The two men locked eyes across the room.

'It isn't anyone connected with Hollingsworths,add growled.
'l hope not,' Ben said calmly.

His host scowled. 'Pearl's not going to go to tdwoall paper with this
too, is she?"

' have no idea.’



‘There's such a thing as libel and slander, youkno
'l am acquainted with the terms.’

‘Then | suggest you warn your grandmother | will hesitate to sue
if my good name is besmirched again.’

‘That's your prerogative.'

Edward Hollingsworth was clearly disgruntled by tBrchange.
‘You're a cool one, aren't you?'

'‘Not always.' He wasn't feeling at all cool witls airm around Amber
and her side pressed firmly against his.

'So there's no point my making a new pitch to yantlie farm over a
glass of wine?' her father asked testily. 'No pamytoffering more
money?'

'‘No point at all.’

'‘But you're still going to eat my dinner and take my daughter?' he
grumped.

Ben smiled. '"With your permission, sir.'

'‘Huh! Amber never asks my permission before she tlmags these
days. But her happiness is very important to, mdl.ging out with
this impertinent young man make you happy, daughter

'‘Probably not.'
‘But you'll go anyway?'

'If Ben insists.'



Ben raised his eyebrows, then glanced down at thaziagly
cool-sounding Amber.

She hadn't moved an inch since he'd put his aromdrber. Was she
as aroused as he was by their closeness to eaat? oth

He recalled how she'd once responded quite blindlymacho
assertiveness. Clearly she'd liked his taking ahangt night, liked
his masterful display.

Or was it that she'd been so infatuated with hirckdhen that he
could have acted any way and succeeded in sedben?§>od knew
what the truth was. You could never be sure withbRmAlIl he knew
was that he wanted her now more than ever. Thraes ygithout a
man, he kept thinking. If that was true he'd like thance to redress
that situation.

He tried to look as cool as she was acting wheyelzaed down at her.
But he had a feeling something of his inner hurager intensity must
have communicated itself to her, drawing her eyesouhis like a
magnet. With her chin tipped up like that only iaslseparated their
faces, and their mouths. He almost kissed her @herthere, almost
crashed his mouth down on hers in a passionateedilon of this
painfully casual facade he was hiding behind.

But he feared that to do so might spoil whatevemcle he had with
her. Somehow he managed to find a carefree anduilypdisarming
smile.

'Oh, I insist, Amber,' he said with a low laughn$ist.’



CHAPTER EIGHT

AMBER made her decision somewhere between dessert dise.co
During the first two courses of the meal a mental aad raged in her
mind, where every survival instinct she owned stiesdhat her not to

go with Ben later. He could definitehotbe trusted. Experience told
her he didn't want ttalk at all' He just wanted to take up where he'
left off ten years eatrlier.

His desire for her had been a palpable thing badke livjing room.
She'd been petrified at one stage that he'd baag gmkiss her right
there, in front of her father. Lord knew what shewd have done if
he had. Melted right into him, she supposed. Sheguin to burn for
him from the moment he'd put his damned arm ardwand

No, that was a lie. The burning had begun the mosiezid seen him
standing there, idly sipping a drink, yet lookimgredibly sexy and
dynamic against the living room's anaemic decor.

Ben had resembled a big black jungle cat, pretgnidiroe tamed for
a while, sleek of line and deceptively civilisedtbe outside. But the
second he'd turned and set those hungry black eydeer, Amber
had glimpsed the predatory beast beneath. The huBé® might
have acquired a veneer of sophistication with teary—he could
even ape sympathy and sensitivity when it suited hiseemed—but
deep down he was still a wild animal who lived @sic instincts
alone.

Sex was as elemental to him as eating and sleepimtghe wanted to
have sex with her. Uninterrupted and ultimatelysfghg sex.

She'd been wrong about his coming here tonighet@adetter offer
for his gran's farm. He'd come here for one thimgi @ane thing only.



Once Amber had accepted that—plus her own readboihis
realisation—she stopped fighting herself. For theht was she
wanted to have sex with Ben as much as he wantedu® sex with
her.

Since leaving Chad, Amber had endeavoured to be hnamest with
herself all round. Hypocrisy of emotion had for toag fashioned
her actions. She'd told her husband for years ghatloved him,
because the alternative had been too scary toropidee.

Now, she looked at Ben across the dinner tablesamply refused to
allow the inevitability of their becoming loversghten her any more.

What was the worst that could happen? she askedlhas she lifted
her coffee cup to her lips. That she fall-in lovéwhim?

Can't happen, Amber, a little voice whispered inlead. 'Cause you
already are...

Amber's sharp intake of breath had Ben taking kne ooffee cup
away from his lips and staring over the rim at INat his first stare at
her over dinner, but definitely his most thoughtful

'‘Coffee too hot?' he asked.
‘A little," came her taut reply.

But it wasn't the coffee which was hot all of adeid. Amber rattled
the cup back into her saucer and tried to swallehiuge lump in her
throat.

She concentrated her gaze on the back of Ben's hathér than on
those far too sharp eyes of his. But soon she ftxenself staring at
the black hairs curling against his olive skin ammhdering what he



would look like naked. It was not the most cooling calming
thought.

‘That was an excellent dinner, Mrs HollingsworBgn was Saying
while Amber tried to pull herself together. 'Andcekent wine,
Edward. | would have liked to sample some more, @ut I'm careful
of my drinking when | drive.’'

‘Sensible," Edward muttered from where he was shagnp little
sidewards in his wheelchair. 'Sorry to bring theremg to an abrupt
end, folks, but | find sitting up straight for tHength of time quite
exhausting.'

The antique grandfather clock in the corner hatigoaged ten.

''ve certainly enjoyed your company, Ben,” Ambefather

continued. 'You're not at all as | pictured aftey mlaughter's
description. Amber, you must invite him here maiter. As for your
grandmother's land, I. think Hollingsworths wiliMgato find another
solution to their car park problem.’

Amber frowned at her father. She could not belieeevas giving up
so quickly. He hadn't even tried to get Ben to pade his
grandmother to sell. That wasn't like her fathealkt

He seemed to read her mind. 'You don't have to &oke like that,
daughter dear. This shopping mall was your ideheénfirst place. |
hereby place the problem back in your no doubt mmapable hands.
From what | can see, you'll have more success@lRen here into
something than | would. Isn't that right, Ben?'

Ben's dark eyes glittered while one eyebrow liftethdoubtedly so,’
he drawled. 'l am putty in her hands.'



Amber smouldered with bitter resentment at his mibsaintruth. It
wasshewho was the putty ihishands. And he knew it, the devious
devil!

‘You'd better get me to my room, Bev,' her fathrated out through
obviously gritted teeth. 'Unfortunately, | must balrunk your share
of the wine, Ben. At least, that's what my bladdeelling me."'

Amber realised she'd drunk quite a few glassesrod wver dinner as
well. Her head was spinning a little and there waafizzy feeling
running all through her body.

An excess of alcohol always had a tendency to rhakeecklessly
uncaring. Chad had introduced her to chinking airthoneymoon.
He would have liked to introduce her to severakotirugs as well,
but luckily she'd resisted that pressure. Stik'dlibecome somewhat
of a tippler during her marriage, especially in #nesning before
going to bed. It had been the only way she coutd fahad's never-
ending attentions.

But she didn't think being recklessly uncaring veesgood an idea if
she was to go for a drive with Ben and try to tesisat he had in
mind. For she did have to resist any physical evest now, didn't
she? Now that she knew she loved him.

He claimed he'd changed and that he wanted a rathoreship with
her. But that didn't tally with the way he had ledlkat her when she'd
claimed relative innocence earlier in the evenirigs face had
betrayed a cynical disbelief.

No, his opinion of her remained unchanged. He bglieved she
opened her legs at the drop of a hat.



How could she, knowing that, give her body to hiseaond time to
use without any depth of caring or tenderness”af an impossible
and distasteful situation and one which pride alenald not allow.

‘Are you ready to go, Amber?' Ben asked, once h#ref and
stepmother had departed.

Her eyes lifted back to his, painful with their chseries and their
decision making. No, she could not bear to do tbdterself, she
reinforced.

But Amber was still fiercely curious over what hadhto say for
himself. And she was still, she supposed, williagriy to persuade
him to get his gran to sell that land. If there waen a small chance
of either of those things happening, then she sirhpd to go with
him. But not blindly. And not naively.

'l will come—on one condition,’ she stated firntlyen immediately
wished she hadn't phrased it quite that way.

To give Ben credit, he didn't appear to noticeuhrtunatedouble
entendre!And what's that?'

"You will keep your hands to yourself,' she sard] glared daggers at
him. 'You said you wanted to talk. Well, that's theal. Just talk.
Take it or leave it.'

‘All right,' he said crisply. 'I'll take it.'

She frowned. 'Now, why do | think that was too &asy
'‘Because you don't trust me?' he suggested.

She laughed.

'Or is it that you don't trust yourself?' he addedy.



She pulled a face at him and stood up, holding @mdback of the
chair so that she didn't sway from her suddenligtligead. 'Don't
flatter yourself, Ben. You're not that irresistible

'‘Oh, do shut up, Amber, and come along. Or werseheords about
my keeping my hands off just so much rhetoric? teat you really
want me to drag you out of here and do what | éidytears ago?'

Amber could not believe the burst of erotic excestrwhich flooded
her at his hot, angry words.

"You wouldn't dare!’

‘You're wrong, Amber. | would dare. But | won'titlbecause there is
more at stake here than simply screwing you. L8oksick to death
of the way we act whenever we're together. It'®h#nus, and it's not
damned well necessary. We're not over-sexed adwiessany more.
We're adults, and as such should be able to comirdbodies-—and
our tongues. | want to talk to you like an adultant to communicate
properly. | want to know all there is to know abgou. And | don't
mean biblically speaking!

'So, what do you say?' he added after a few setelsisric silence.

‘What do | say?' she echoed blankly, her tonguknfe¢hick and
furry in her mouth.

He smiled at her as he had never smiled beforeat sweet and
warm and funny, and it curled around her hearué@ito me. | can
take it.'

True, she thought. He'd taken everything she'd@géed out to him,
Taken it and come back for more.

Why would he have done that, if he didn't care abeu?



Her stomach went into instant knots. Her heart diedd Her head
spun. 'l say...I'll have to go to the bathroomtfirs

Ben blinked, then laughed. 'Trust you to cut teeesals. But you're
quite right. | could do with a trip to the loo myfs&Vhich way to the
gents?'

Amber was amazed at how a simple conversation dbibeis could
defuse the excruciating tension and emotion whathlieen building
in her body.

‘This way,' she told him, and led him along thehviay to the
downstairs powder room. 'That one can be yours,ssaid, pointing.
"'l duck upstairs to my own private domain andetngou at the front
door in a couple of minutes.'

She was very relieved to be able to dash upstadgyave herself a
few private moments to collect herself and try td what had just
happened into perspective.

Ben was right when he said they were adults ridgwcertainly was.
And a lawyer to boot, she told herself as she lmaidier hair and
refreshed her lipstick. A practised orator. A padr. And, possibly,
a deceiver.

Don't be so ready to be taken in by a few impagslomords and a
nice smile, she told herself. The man has neveatddeyou with
respect before. Why now? Why tonight?

Cynicism suggested he might still be angling foreaorbitant price
for his grandmother's farm, with a little vengehdokie into the
bargain.

Watch yourself, Amber. Leopards don't change thaits.



Amber tried to catch herself in time, but she hadomnatically
sprayed herself with perfume as part of her frestienp routine
without thinking. She'd worn this particular perfeimn and off since
she was sixteen, her father having given her grlfig bottle for her
sixteenth birthday. It had been her mother's fat®and was called
Boudoir. It was a very subtle, musky scent. Natrsgrat all. Amber
found it pleasant without being overpowering. Butstimen seemed
to really like it. Chris had claimed it drove hinmach Chad had liked
her to spray it all over her body.

Amber never wore it to work. She had deliberatedy worn it for
dinner tonight. For perfectly obvious reasons,gbeen afraid to.

She now fervently wished she could wash it off. &thfnately,
because of the perfume's relatively weak smellidsget into the
habit of always spraying from the bottle liberaMow it clung to her
hair, her neck,-her clothes. She contemplated c¢hgndput that
would look odd. It might even be a more provocatmeve than
applying the perfume in the first place.

No. She would just have to brazen out the situation

'‘Damn,' she muttered as she left her bedroom. W4/ she always
having to play a part with Ben? Why could she ndesherself?

She walked with unhurried movements down the stsafsooling her
face as she went into an expression of coolly denfi composure.

She feared she was not entirely successful.



CHAPTER NINE

BEN sucked in a deep breath as he watched Amber d&dben
staircase. Her step was slow, her blue eyes ajyijliwary upon him
once more.

His exasperation was acute. Even that short tingtapad done
irreparable damage. She was back to distrusting dhaubting him.

Damn and blast! He ground his teeth in frustrat@ne step forward
and two steps backwards. That was how it would ydviee with her.

But as she drew nearer, and lifted her chin in pihatid way she had
when defying him, he caught a whiff of perfume whine could have
sworn was the same one she'd worn that night adletlyears ago. It
was a lightly exotic smell, which suggested rathan swamped. The
effect was teasing and elusive. Ben found it indxgdarousing.

He frowned. She hadn't been wearing that perfurdenaer. But she
was wearing it now.

Why?

In view of everything which had transpired betwdbem, there
seemed only one answer. And, whilst he found #ason exciting, it
wasn't one he especially liked.

* * %

Amber watched for his face to show a mocking redagn of her
potentially telling use of perfume. SH&l see a momentary clouding
in his eyes, which might have heralded his noticfotjowed by one
of those darkly brooding expressions which coulcamgist about
anything.



'‘Where are you taking me for this in-depth discaus®ishe asked, her
sharp tone reflecting her growing unease.

Ben shrugged. 'How about the look-out on the paii&t's always a
popular destination for a Saturday evening drive.'

It was also a type of lovers' lane, where couptesmsed up the
windows of their cars.

'l don't think so,' she said snippily, and gave hineproachful look.
‘Then you suggest somewhere,' he countered.

Amber thought of the cottage, where she'd spenedoonrs today,
seeing what was needed before she could move wadtprobably
the ideal place, if she could be sure Ben woulpalince. But she
wasn't at all confident of his intentions as yet.

'Let's just drive down to the beach and walk altregsand. It's warm
enough.’

'Which beach? North or South?"

North Sunrise Beach was the longest and the quides it was
invariably besieged by teenage lovers on a Saturigy because of
its high sandhills and its coverage of thick vegeta South Sunrise
was smaller, with fewer hide-aways.

'‘South, | think,' she said.

'South, it is," he agreed without hesitation, pgtther mind at rest a
bit.

*You go on down to the car,' she suggested. 'l veesdy goodnight to
Dad. I'll join you in a minute or two.'



‘Fair enough.'

Amber found her father already in bed and Beveolyimere in sight.
She wondered if her stepmother was lurking aroumal louse
somewhere, trying to overhear what went on betweaself and
Ben. She wouldn't put it past her.

'‘Well, daughter?' her father queried when she wefitvhat have you
got to say for yourself?’

'About what?"
‘About you and Ben Sinclair.'
'What about me and Ben Sinclair?'

He laughed. 'So that's the way you're going to plalyair enough.
You're old enough to be entitled to your privacy.'

'I'm also old enough to have a place of my own.’
He scowled at her. 'Meaning?'

‘Meaning I'm going to move out, Dad. | really appag¢e all you've
done for me since my divorce from Chad, but itisetil stood on my
own two feet.'

He nodded slowly, recognising the sense of whatvghe saying
while obviously regretting that he would not haws binder his roof
any more. Amber felt a tug of guilt at leaving hivhen he was still
not a hundred percent. She contemplated tellingdfiner problems
with Beverly but decided that it would not serve @uirpose, would
only upset him.

‘Do you have somewhere in mind?' he asked. 'Yadtegoing to
move away altogether, are you?'



'‘No, never. | like living in Sunrise. And | like widng for you.
There's this cottage the company bought recentlgru@ceanview
Hill which | especially like. | don't expect you tpve it to me, of
course. I'll buy it with some of my own money.'

'l didn't know you had any. Didn't you waive anynany in
exchange for an uncontested divorce?'

'In the main. Not that Chad had all that much dataah left at the
time of our divorce. Helid give me a lot of jewellery during those six
years, however. Some of which I've sold.'

Actually, she'd sold the lot, not being able tortb@awear any of it
any more. It had felt like prices paid for servicesdered. The same
with all the designer evening gowns her husband likad her to
wear. They'd gone to a good second-hand clothioge.stNone of
them had been to her taste, anyway. Chad had hkedrized
possession of a wife to look sexy all the time hwalinging clothes
and showy jewellery. Yet at the same time he'd bieecely jealous
of any man who had paid her any attention.

She shuddered to think of all she'd put up withrdpher marriage.
She hadn't got out of that ghastly situation oneuta too soon.

'‘And don't forget, Dad,’ she swept on, before toanyn more
memories crowded in, 'you've been paying me agengrous salary
for three years now, from which I've saved heaps.'

'You? Saved money? That's a new one. Before yathtehe you
went through your allowance like it was water!

‘Yes, well, | was a very silly young girl back thédow I'm hopefully
a more mature adult who values money and despiastewBesides,
what have | had to spend any money on lately? ¥omk live here
free of charge and my needs have been pretty blasok, Ben's



waiting for me in the car, so I'd better go.' Shatlio give him a peck
on the cheek.

He was frowning when she lifted her head. 'Thatiarymother's
perfume you're wearing.'

‘Yes, that's right.’

‘Beautiful woman, your mother," he murmured thotidiyt 'You're
just like her.'

'So you've told me.

"Your mother could also be very naughty sometintés.frowned at
her some more. 'You're not just playing with Bene, you, Amber? |
mean, you wouldn't do anything you shouldn't da fasget him to
sell you that land, would you?'

Amber laughed. 'No woman plays with Ben, Dad. Noless she
wants to get burnt.’

'Is that what happened to you once? Did he burf®?'you

'Sort of. But | think he came away a little sindechself* Now, do
stop being a nosy father. I'll let you know if amden there's anything
worthwhile to tell you about Ben and myself.'

'‘Huh! You never really tell me anything. You nevexally tell
anybodyanything. Beverly's been most put out that youteser
confided in her in a woman to woman fashion.’

'l guess I'm just not much of a confider all rodistie said drily, not
wanting to get into a discussion about her shorliegan where
Beverly was concerned. 'Night, Dad. Sleep tight.’



She fled the room before he could churn her upfartiger. Not only

had he brought up her nightmare of a marriage angast history
with Ben, but he'd even made her feel oddly guitgr her treatment
of Beverly. Qkay, so she'd never confided in hepstother. But
Beverly was hardly a sympathetic listener. Anywagr father was
right. She'd never confided in anyone—because beenh too

damned busy to talk to her since her mother hadl die

It was too late for her to change now. Too lateher to become one
of those women who chatted easily with other womém gossiped
and forged friendships through shared confidences.

She hurried down the front steps and climbed inéopgassenger seat
of Ben's car, apologising profusely to Ben over homg she'd been.

'It's okay,' Ben said, although there was an edgeis voice. 'l've
waited ten years for this night. A few minutes ma@n't make any
difference.’

Her head whipped round to stare at him. 'What dorgean by that?'
she asked, dry-mouthed, as he drove off down depsiriveway and
onto the main road.

"You know damned well what | mean,' he ground out.
'You...you promised you wouldn't touch me.'

‘That was before you came back downstairs, wedhiaigperfume.’
So hehadnoticed!

'‘Was | wrong in assuming that meant you'd changed ynind on
that score?’

‘You certainly were! If that's what you think thgou can turn round
right now and take me back home!



'‘Okay, okay—cool it! I'll be a good boy. Besidesyasn't actually
talking about sex when | said I'd waited ten yeatsough | have to
confess sex is never far from my mind where yoctmecerned,' he
added ruefully. 'l was talking about the opportymit have things out
between us, to stop all the garbage and just bedtoA sort of truth
game.'

‘Are lawyers acquainted with the truth?' she as&ety.

He laughed. 'More than most people, since we tgetaaround it so
often.’

Amber frowned at him, realising she knew nothingowbhis
professional or private life these days, excepttwtik she'd gleaned
from his gran over one miserable cup of tea.

‘And what kind of look is that?' Ben challengedthout even
glancing her way. She wondered if he had eyesasitte of his head.

'l was thinking how little | really know about you.

‘That's exactly what I'm talking about, Amber. \Wehever stopped
long enough to get to know each other properlysde beyond our
initial adolescent opinions. I'd like to try to redy that.'

'‘Why bother at this late stage? From what | gatheyeu're not far
off getting married to some girl back in Sydney.'

His sidewards glare was savage. 'Who, in God's n@taeyou that?'
‘Your gran.'
'‘Well, she was wrong," he growled, and Amber'stieapt.

‘You're not getting married?'



‘No.'

'Or living with anyone?'
'‘Good God, no.'

'‘Why do you say it like that?'

'‘Because | couldn't think of anything worse thaarsig my life with
a woman unless | was simply crazy about her. I'mda selfish to
tolerate the compromises | would have to make.'

'l see.’
‘Do you, Amber?' he remarked drily.
‘Probably not.'

They both fell silent for a while. Amber turned Iherad to stare rather
blankly through the open passenger window. The tbag were
travelling along skirted the edge of town, windargund the base of
the hills which surrounded Sunrise on three sidégy eventually
came to a huge roundabout which had multiple elisrth led
towards Brisbane. South went to Sydney. West tamk yto the
town centre and east to the beaches.

Ben angled his car round to Beachside Drive, whiak a very quiet
road with no houses, just bush on either side. Anidsered the
window and leant back in the seat with a sigh. Yelp sea breeze
ruffled her hair and the tang of sea salt filled ihestrils.

'‘What kind of a lawyer are you, Ben?' she askedhascar sped
smoothly towards the sea. 'Do you represent peomeurt?'

'‘No. I'm an expert in contracts and corporate tageprocedures. |
do sometimes help prepare court cases. Not crinceses, though.



Compensation cases. We have a team of QCs wheadxthal court
work.'

'You don't want to become a QC yourself?"
‘And wear that stupid gown and wig? Hell, no.’
‘Do you like being a lawyer?’

‘Do you want the truth?'

‘That's the point of this drive, isn't it?'

‘Touche. | guess it's always easier to demandrttie from others
than to confess all yourself.’

Amber could not agree more.

'l don't know if it's my profession exactly I'm datisfied with," he
admitted. 'All | know is that I'm not enjoying mid in Sydney as
much as | should be. Strange, really. | alwaysebelil | was a city
boy at heart. During the three years | lived andtvwe school here |
couldn't wait to get back to Sydney. | wantedlaittoeing successful
in the city could give me. AndHavegot all that now...to a degree.’

‘And it hasn't made you happy?'

He slanted her a wry look. 'No, Amber, it hasn'hatiabout you?'
'‘Me? What about me?'

'‘Are you happy?'

'‘Happy?' she echoed, immediately shrinking backfexposing her
inner self, retreating behind safe generalitieapipiness is an elusive
concept. | guess I'm as happy as most people.’



‘You've already forgotten the game, Amber,' he caghed, and
swung the car into a small parking bay which fattedbeach and the
ocean. '‘But | expected as much. You're like me. Nae to be forced
to face the truth. You don't embrace it willingBut that's all right. |
understand where you're coming from since I'm #mes most of the
time. But not tonight. Tonight is strictly for theuth, the whole truth
and nothing but the truth.'

'So help me God?' she scoffed lightly, but insidee swvas
afraid—afraid of the truth, afraid of him.

He smiled a small ironic smile. 'l could certaidly with a little help
tonight, that's for sure. Come on," he invited asstitched off the
engine, 'let's walk.'

He was out of the car before she could say JacknRoh. Amber
hesitated, despite this having been her suggeSiomrecalled what
had happened the last time she went outside withoBder own. But
she supposed sitting in a car alone with him wasnooe secure.
Sighing, she climbed out. It was quite breezy algtsbut not cold.
Her hair whipped out behind her as she walked tdsvarhere Ben
was holding his hands out to her.

Again, she hesitated. He shrugged, his hands driggmpack to his
sides. He slid them into the pockets of his jeantstarned to stride
towards the stretch of sand which separated them the water's
edge.

Amber groaned to herself as she watched him go, hieried after
him.

'Stop," she called out when she found it imposdiblevalk on the
sand in her high heels.



He stopped and waited while she slipped the shiféepnfeet. Even
in bare feet, the sand oozed between her toesasatked, making it
still difficult.

'Let's go closer to the water,’ she suggestedrénthe sand is harder.'

They finally walked along side by side, her striadelong and easy as
his.

'‘Go on, then,' he said. 'Tell me. Are you happy?'

Amber toyed with the idea of lying, then decidedh&d with it. 'l've
had moments of pleasure and personal satisfacgpecially this
past year. But I'm not sure I've ever been reapply.'

'You must have been happy as a kid. Jeez, Ambau, hexd
everything!

She shook her head. 'Materially speaking, maybd, |lbwas
wretchedly lonely. | ached for someone to lavishl reve and
attention on me, but it never happened. After myh@odied, my
father worked twenty-hour days and never had timenfe. The
people he hired to look after me before and aftkosl didn't give a
damn about me.'

Ben pretended to play the violin, and Amber hit lailglancing blow
on his arm with one of her sandals.

'Hey, that hurt!" he protested.
'‘Rubbish!’
‘Do it again and I'll put you over my knee,' he met.

‘You and what army?"'



He stopped, and for a split second Amber thoughtdsegoing to do
just that.

'‘Easily said when you already have my promise amddviaich you,' he
growled. 'But we're getting off the point of thiscussion—which is
about present happiness, not the past. If you thimgoing to believe
that you had it tough as a child, Amber, then forig&'ou don't know
what having it tough is!

'l wasinsufferably spoiled back then," she agreed. IBlit suffer,
Ben. | know you don't believe me but it's true.’

'‘Huh! Well, if you did, it wasn't from lonelines¥.ou had more
friends—an J boyfriends—than | could poke a stick a

'‘My money bought me a type of friend, and my loaksacted the
boys. But the girls | wanted to like me wouldn'eelet me into their
groups. And the boys only ever wanted one thingicWimade me
even more determined not to give it to them," staed ruefully.

‘Till Chris came along.’

Amber was taken aback for a second, till she redltsat of course
Ben believed she'd slept with Chris. She'd finaltyrkedthat out a

long time ago. She wondered if there was any poiolinging to her

story that she'd been a virgin before their graduoatight.

She glanced up into Ben's handsome face and sdarshdark eyes.
'‘What?' he said, frowning.

'You said you wanted the truth tonight, Ben. Wielave something
to tell you, but I'm reluctant to because I'm afrgou won't believe
me. Yet | have no reason to lie. Perhaps if youcccemember that...'



His smile was wry. 'l'd believe just about anythakgput you, Amber.
Don't you know that? Give it to me straight. | ¢ake it.'

‘Very well. Chris and Ineverhad sex. Not before the ball, or tha
night, or afterwards. His considerable ego wassediiby my going
outside with you, and then | broke up with him feateat week. He
said what he said about me out of revenge. He Beah. | was a
virgin before that night. | swear it.'

Amber expected to see automatic disbelief on Bgs. After all,
Chris had been very vocal and explicit over hey easue. It was as
well the things he'd said she'd done with him hatireached her
father's ears.

On top of that there was the way she'd acted wah tBat night. She
could hardly blame him for thinking her cheap arabye And
experienced. Any male who knew anything at all atsmx would
have concluded she'd been down that road a hunuined before.
The act of penetration itself had been achievedeasily and
painlessly, and she herself had been so...respor8an must have
jumped to the conclusion that she was a real raver.

So, yes, she'd expected him to be sceptical at uhexpected
revelation. What Amber hadn't expected to see @ dyes was
emotional turmoil. And pain. He just stood thetarigg down at her,
not saying a word but looking at her with suchreiss$ that in the end
she dropped both her sandals onto the wet saniifteddcher hands to
cradle his strained face.

'‘Ben, darling," she said without thinking, her omhish to comfort
him. 'You couldn't have known. | understand thatn®Dbe upset. |
just wanted you to know, that's all. You said yoanted to clear the
air. You said you wanted the truth. Well, that's ttuth. Honest."'



CHAPTER TEN

BEN had rarely been so totally at a loss in life aswas at that
moment. No words came to his rescue. His mouthheag-dry. A
wild rush of emotion had filled his heart—none ohigh was
soothing.

There was no denying Amber was telling him thehtrdor why
would she lie at this stage? He could not even clinghte wild
possibility of her lying and thereby save his sanit

No. She was telling the truth. She'd been a vittga night. He'd been
her first lover, as he'd once fantasised. She mast been so turned
on by him, so aroused, that she'd acted totallpbchharacter and lost
control. Her body had welcomed him with a passidmctv had
transcended her lack of experience. For once stheétH@een able to
hide behind that cool facade which had becomerademark. He'd
had the power and the opportunity to win her thght) to win her
heart as well as her body.

And he'd ruined it, spoiled everything, because Wes the kind of
dummy he'd been back then. A distrustful, disbatigyvdisagreeable
dummy!

A crippling dismay over what might have been flodden. He saw
the last ten years flash by, with all its supedlicuccesses. Whatevel
he'd achieved in his professional life melted awayothing in the
face of the utter personal waste he'd set in pthe¢ night of
graduation.

Because he'd wanted Amber more than he'd ever wamb@ey or
success. He still did.

Her hands around his face finally registered, ddlu 'darling' she'd
just called him, plus the astonishing way she veasg towards him.



With the deepest of concerns and the tenderestioches. She might
not love him as he loved her, but she did care. slmel was still
sexually attracted to him.

Yes. Maybe theravasstill a chance for him.

Ben's dismay was immediately obliterated by a wakeuthless

resolve. He might have wasted the last ten yearfiéwvould not

waste another moment. His heart began to racesdshds came up
to cover hers. He lifted her hands from his chesakd linked them

around his neck.

His heart began to pound harder when she madderoptto remove
her arms. His own slid around her narrow waisthid fingers and
palms were caressing the small of her back. Whethbhenbnails dug
parallel paths into his hair, an erotic ripple c®wn Ben's spine,
making him wonder momentarily who was about to mike to
whom.

It crossed his mind again that this was what stvaldted all along.
The promise she'd extracted from him not to touehhad been a
clever ruse packed with reverse psychology.

It bothered him that she might be so devious. Buinhotives were as
nothing compared to what he was feeling at that emamA fierce
desire was roaring along his veins, heating hisdbknd his flesh. He
ached to yank her hard against him, to press hims®l the soft
swell of her stomach.

But he didn't want to ruin his chances a second tinth the wrong
words or actions. He was going to be more patlaattime.

She glanced downwards for some reason, breakingceg&act.
Maybe she was just looking for her sandals on #imel slt seemed to
Ben, however, that she was staring at the bareswiich separated



their bodies from total contact. He felt her stiffdll of a sudden, felt
her fear.

He recalled how he'd once got past her better jmegé by being
masterful. He understood she would resent anyaggiession here
tonight, but, still, she needed encouragement—aedtcn.

‘Amber, look at me,' was all he said. But firmlirosgly.

Moonlight played on her face as she slowly tipgeagpitowards his,
dancing across her high cheekbones and acros®ithiegb her pert
nose. It was an intriguingly beautiful face, a faating mixture of
sensuality and innocence. She hadn't aged atthlbge ten years; her
fair skin was unlined, her eyes sparklingly cléhat mouth as lush
and full as ever.

'Yes?' she asked, her lips staying parted withiseitation.
Nothing of her was touching him except her arms.

But her body beckoned, as did the perfume waftioghfevery inch
of her. He wanted to drink it in, drirfter in. His head began to bend
and he told himself nothing would stop him thiséim

Amber knew he was going to kiss her.

Too late to run. Too late to do anything but lehhEShe'd just called
him 'darling’, after all; she'd just told him in s@any words how
much he meant to her.

It was a surprisingly gentle kiss. Long and slow sander, his mouth
moving lightly over hers. Yet, for all their sofsg Ben's lips evoked
a strong impression of possession. A brandingp |péak. You are
mywoman, they seemed to be saying.



Amber gradually grew light-headed—maybe with heklaf air. By
the time his tongue slid deep into her mouth she aliaging to him,
her head tipped back, her long hair falling awayrfrher back, her
breasts pressed flat against his chest. She wasngfthim more than
her mouth. She was offering him herself.

And he took her up on the offer, his arms windimg éven tighter

against him, his hands tangling in her hair. Hs&s&s turned hungry,
as did his hands. One wound her hair around andhdydhen tugged
it back to keep her back arched against him. Therdbllowed the

curve of her spine till it was cupping her bottondanoulding her

abdomen to his. She could feel his erection thrdbgh clothes, feel

his need.

She could feel her own need as well, hot and wilthiwv her. She
wanted him inside her, filling her, taking her bat place she'd never
been to before.

She moaned against his mouth.

A rogue wave crashing round their ankles didn't plamtheir desire
at all. Ben merely swept her up into his arms aadied her back
across the sand towards the car. Dazedly, she madgrotest,
uncaring that her expensive shoes were probabthat moment
washing out to sea.

He placed her carefully on the back seat befonelxhg in behind the
wheel and reversing out from the potentially puldar park. He
drove to a smaller and more private lay-by furtr@wd the beach. It
was edged with low thick trees under which Ben edlse car.

As the black bonnet merged into the shadows Ambégaib to shiver
uncontrollably. Not with cold—it was a very warnght—but with a
feverish excitement. There was no longer any qoiesif stopping.
She loved Ben, and she believed now that he loeedack. She'd



waited ten years for this moment and would notraakeany further
interruption to their being one—as they had alwassn meant to be!

By 'the time Ben opened the back door she wasgittp. When he
climbed in beside her and shut the door, she imatelgireached for
him.

But he pulled back from her eager embrace, darls éyamibled.
‘Amber, |—'

'‘No, don't,’ she broke in, hushing him further bgcpg her fingers
against his mouth. 'Don't speak. Don't think. Da@try.'

She took his right hand and slid it up her leg uiinde skirt, leaving it
on the soft swell of her inner thigh, barely inchresn where she was
literally burning for his touch. 'This was alwaysamt to be, Ben,' she
told him breathlessly. "You. Me. Together like this

She cupped his face and stared deep into his '&gemore talk,' she
Insisted huskily. 'Nothing but this." And she kid$em passionately,
sending her tongue deep into his mouth, its movémeming what
she wanted his body to do to hers.

He kissed her back just as fiercely and suddengy. feelings had
little to do with sentiment and everything to dalwsex. Raw and
primitive and naked.

When Ben's hand crossed those final few inchesbagdn stroking
her through her panties, Amber thought she wasggtmrexplode.
She gasped, then moaned at the wet heat of hee desi

His ripping her underwear off startled her but dad shock her. For,
in a weird kind of way, this was what she wantemt. Ben to be as out
of control as she had once beerhia arms. Yet, when his fingers
returned to her now naked flesh, it was she who seas beside



herself. She writhed against his knowing touch, keges falling
evocatively apart as he explored her with devasgjatitimacy. He
had her pressed up against the back seat and sssgkher at the
same time, taking control of every part of theivdmaking. His
tongue was surging into her in tandem with hisdnsg

She came with exquisite physical pleasure, but&l#oa degree of
emotional dismay. For this was not what she'd dtedoout all these
years. She'd wanted him inside her when she caeted him to
feel her body pulsating around him, her long-imadinecstasy
bringing him to ecstasy as well.

Her madly racing heartbeat had barely calmed when &opped

kissing her and turned his attention to the rebeotclothes. Her heart
skipped a beat each time he slipped one of thesinaps off her

shoulders, then lurched when, without undoing thper, he peeled
the figure-hugging bodice of her dress down towesst.

Amber could feel her breasts straining againststhapless bra she
was wearing. The half-cups of white satin were hjighadequate to

house her swollen curves. Her ragged breathinghead bulging out

everywhere, her hardened nipples barely covered.

She bent forward slightly to help him undo thenasing garment, a
shuddering sigh escaping her lips when the clasgprel@ased. She
felt a rush of adrenalin at knowing her breastsldighortly be naked
to his eyes. And his touch. She'd thought aboutduishing her bare
breasts often as she lay in bed in the dead of,niigbught of him
licking them and sucking them.

Her stomach curled over at the thought that allfaatasies might
soon come true.

'‘Amber,' he said, breaking the mood of the momenafsecond.



She looked at him rather blankly.
'‘Let go,' he ordered.

Amber blinked before realising she was holdingmthe front of her
bra like grim death.

'Oh," she said, flushing wildly as she let him t#ke bra and toss it
aside.

When Ben returned his attention to her upper bodked now to the
waist, Amber suddenly wished it were pitch-blacktie car. For
some reason she felt acutely embarrassed, ancdhewennaked than
if she'd been sitting there totally nude.

Unfortunately it wasn't pitch-black. A certain amowf moonlight
was filtering through the windows and Amber's eyad long grown
used to the dimness. No doubt Ben's had as walteSihe could see
him perfectly well, it was only logical that she wasigarly exposed
to his sight.

Amber's embarrassment—or was it excitement?— iseckas she
just sat there while Ben seemed to be inspectingihgreat length,

his hands following his travelling gaze, lightlyating over her

shoulders then smoothing down her arms before ngoswer to her

ribs. He drew invisible lines along each one, mgkier skin quiver

and her stomach tighten. By the time he moved uetdreasts she
was almost feeling sick with tension. Even therliga't touch them

as she'd thought—and hoped—he might. At first st garessed
their sides with soft, sweeping strokes, then hgped the heavy
curves beneath her nipples, his thumbs going ¢tobeat never quite
touching the expectant peaks.

Amber found that soon she was literally holding vexath. When he
finally did draw near to a nipple, it was with agle teasing fingertip,



moving it in tantalising circles around each of tiey pink areolae in
turn, but still without actually touching either tbfe highly sensitive
centres.

They had responded nevertheless during this egbytarotic torture,
standing erect like twin sentinels, stiff and tafld tautly swollen.
Amber's face had grown very hot as well. Her head spinning.

‘Just do it, for God's sake,' she groaned athasthead flopping back
against the seat, her eyes squeezed shut as sis¢ liler breasts
eagerly forward.

‘Just do what?'
Her eyes shot open at the coolly delivered words.

Ben was staring at her suddenly as though he di#a'ther very
much. His eyes had that angry, resentful look bhe&tl to give her at
school.

... I..." Her voice died. Because she could ragt sloud what she
wanted him to do without it sounding bad.

‘Never mind, Amber,' he muttered. 'l know what yeant." And he
bent to start tonguing each nipple in turn, takivegy breath away
along with any protest.

But the pleasure did not entirely blind her to itgaland Amber
worried that Ben had the wrong idea about what egpening here
between them, and what she felt for him.

She was considering saying something when he cddnmya licking

to sucking, and everything inside her crunched dband. Dear God,
she could hardly think straight any more, her hdhoggping back on
the leather seat, her eyes closing on a sensuddishuBut it was just



so delicious, his mouth wet and hot upon her, digvieelings from
her breasts and from deep inside as he suckleérdikb a baby.

But he was not a baby, she conceded dazedly. Hawas. A man
who had always been able to do this to her. Turnrsade out.

Maybe it wasshewho was wrong. Maybe #vasonly sex which
bound them. The physical feelings he was evokingheén were
beginning to override everything. All of a suddémidn't seem to
matter whether he loved her or not, as long amadelove to her.
The tension building within her body was excrucigti and
iImpossible to ignore. She simply had to have himd Aoon.

'‘Don't stop,' she protested shakily when he sugdamhndoned her
breasts.

He said nothing, just reached to lock all the @ard, then set himself
to the task of swiftly divesting himself of his ovatothes.All of
them.

Amber had once wondered what he would look likesdalsoon, she
knew. He was impressive, but slightly scary. A kstyong male
animal who could take her more fragile female femmd fashion it to
his body at will. In that dim light and that cordith space, he looked
extra-dark and extra-large.

While some inner primitive instinct thrilled at pswerful virility, at
the same time there remained a core of fear whahalso strangely
exciting. Was that passion on his face, or ang&isbe care, as long
as he gave her what she now craved? He'd brouglo lieis point
and there was no turning back.

'‘No!" he said harshly, reaching to stop her whexwveént to unzip her
dress. 'l like you like that. It's far sexier.'



Sexier than being naked?

Yes, it was. She had to agree when she thought @bvery sexy to
have her womanhood bare beneath her skirt. To kreoeould lift it
at any time and she was accessible to him. Sheediamtift it for him
now, wanted to lie down and spread her legs and...

Her cheeks burnt with her thoughts, and her heauhg@ed harder
than ever. She reached out to run her hands doamhibare chest,
feeling the steely muscles beneath his hair-roughskim. She slid
her hands back upwards, scraping her nails acresslat male

breasts with their small, taut nipples.

'‘No!" he growled. Grabbing her waist, he abruptly difteer, then
turned her round to face the back window, settiiagon the seat in a
kneeling position. He spread her arms along theofdpe seat and
curved "her fingers over the edge in a tight gfipe position pressed
her naked breasts against the soft, cool leathakjnm her fiercely
aware of their heat and their acutely aroused.state

Did she comply out of shock, or mindless desirdittia of both. She
was certainly stunned when he lifted her skirt fimehind and tucked
it into her waist. She simply could not move, contt say a word.
She remained still and speechless, her muscldély si#fld, her eyes
wide as she stared, dry mouthed, through the bawdtom.

‘Beautiful," he murmured as he began caressingdrerbuttocks and
the backs of her thighs. Amber moaned and loweeedrnouth to the
seat. Perversely, her bending arched her backaaseldrher bottom
further for him to touch.

And touch it he did. Teasingly. Tantalisingly. mately.

Those clever, devilish hands finally moved to phshlegs apart and
she began to quake. She had never experiencedrangthintensely



erotic as the last five minutes. Her breathing gamvn ragged with
excitement, and as she panted her hardened nippleised

arousingly against the leather seat. She had helveso turned on, or
so wickedly sexy in all her life. Her body burneder thighs

trembled. Her bottom writhed, pouted, invited.

'‘Ben, please,' she pleaded.

She gasped when he moulded his nude body arousd Hisrlarge
arms covering hers, his mouth hot against her ear.

‘Tell me what you want," he rasped. 'Say it.'
‘Just you,' she groaned.

'‘But you don't really warne,Amber,' he flung at her savagely. Yol
only wantthis part.’

She cried out at the brutal abruptness of his paten, then groaned
when he began to pump powerfully into her. Shénerttongue and
tried to think, but all coherent thought had loregeb lost. Her eyes
squeezed shut and she gripped the seat. But somwhebody was

rocking backwards and forwards in counterpoint with. It was a

savage rhythm, a wildly erotic dance which was@spelling as it

was uncontrollable.

The top of her head almost came off when her baggthnto a
climax fiercer than any she'd ever known. Ben'sofedéd almost
immediately, and it was while they were violentlyspasm together
that he turned her face around and covered hishmitit hers.

It might have been one final domineering act, bwtisn't that kind of
kiss. He moaned into her mouth, then shudderdaefistbngues met.
Amber's whole being jolted with a flash of emotibhghtning. She
knew then that this mating had not been a mattgusifsex, but a



deeply bonding experience for both of them. Allshahosts from
the past had finally been laid to rest, and nomow they could go
forward.

Her hand reached up to stroke his cheek. Gentlyinigly. The
gesture seemed to bother him, for his mouth stilleein lifted. His
eyes were almost disbelieving as they stared domin her
love-glazed eyes.

‘My darling," was all she said. But it seemed teebeugh. For when
he kissed her again his lips were full of love tentlerness.

Their bodies gradually grew calm and they slumpeevgards on the
seat, still fused. Finally, Amber had to turn hecd back to the front,
or risk breaking her neck.

'Hold me?' she asked him.

He did, arms wrapped tightly around her.
‘Talk to me.'

'‘About what?'

‘Anything. Everything. Tell me you love me.'

She felt him freeze. But she went boldly on, spilbethe courage of
her convictions. He loved her. She knew he did.

'‘Because | love you, Ben. | think I've always lowed. | just didn't
know it at the time.’

'‘Amber, stop joking with me.'

'I'm not joking. I'm deadly serious.'



His silence was electric.

'‘Don't you love me, Ben?' she asked at last, fgediick to her
stomach that she might have just made the biggesake in her
life—even bigger than marrying Chad.

His sigh was long and weary-sounding. 'You know.| do

Her own sigh carried enormous relief. ‘'That'sight; then. So when
are we going to get married?"When | ask you,'iheu.

'‘Oh. Oh, all right. It's just a male ego thingjts So when are you
going to ask me? Later tonight? Tomorrow morning?a@@ you
going to tease me and make me wait a whole weakai'

'You are the most exasperating female!'

'‘And the happiest. Oh, Ben, I've never felt anygHike that. Never,
ever.'

'‘Not even with your ex-husband?'
‘Especially not with him.'

'You didn't love him, Amber?'

'‘No.'

‘Then why did you marry him?'

'For all the wrong reasons.’

‘Are we talking about money here?'

‘Not really. Though | dare say it played a part. ddd charm and
flattery and buckets of attention. Chad pursuedacr®ss half the



world. He was fifteen years older than me, and gustpt me off my
feet. You have to remember, | was only eighteematfiest met him.
He told me he would give me the world if | marriach.

'l was utterly bowled over by the thought that thesdsome, rich,
experienced man loved me so much and so obsesdivelys a very
heady feeling, having someone so crazy about ytmr &deling all

your life that no one ever really loved you or caadout you. When
he said he'd just die if | didn't marry him, | @fed him. | didn't
realise Chad's idea of love and marriage didnt tath my own.'

'In what way?' Ben asked.

'For one thing, he didn't want children. He'd altyudad a

vasectomy. But | didn't know that till the ring wais my finger. As
his wife, all | was required to do was look beaulté#ll the time, flatter
his considerable ego and give him sex whenever asted it.

Perhaps if I'd slept with him before the weddimgpuld have realised
Chad could never make me happy.'

'‘Why didn'tyou sleep with him before the wedding?'

'l just didn't want to—which should have rung wamibells. Yet,
perversely, | think my reluctance to sleep with mrade him all the
more keen.'

'Did he think you were still a virgin?'

‘No. I'd told him there'd been someone else, somadro'd hurt me.
And that | was wary of being hurt again.'

Ben groaned. 'Don't remind me, Amber. That nigls Ihaunted me
all my life. You've no idea how sorry | am abou¢ tvay | treated
you. Even if yothadn 'tbeen a virgin, | had no right to say the thing
| did. They were hypocritical and cruel.’



'l was pretty hypocritical and cruel myself lateat night. But let's
not go over that old ground any more, Ben. | wargd forward. We
all make mistakes when we're young and stupid. lbaodt at my
marriage to Chad!

'‘Wasn't sex ever any good with him?'

Amber sighed. 'Not really. Oh, he did try hard ansfy me. I'll give
him that. Once, in a pink fit, | had a climax oftsp but it wasn't very
memorable and never during actual sex. He blamedomeourse.
And he was right. | didn't love him. That was thielgem right from
the start.'

'‘Why didn't you leave him?'

‘At first | didn't because | felt so guilty. He ke¢ me so much. And he
was so good to me. | didn't want to hurt him. Utfoately, he
thought the way to my heart was to lavish presentme. Designer
clothes. Jewellery. Fancy holidays. Maybe there smmme women
who find that kind of thing an aphrodisiac butdwft. It just made me
feel awful, and even more guilty. Gradually he g&g trying to
please me in any way in bed, and sex was justisgoleasure, never
for mine. He became very demanding, and God helpf indidn't
give him whatever he wanted.’

"You mean he would hit you if you refused him?'

'‘Not actually. But he was very threatening. He Imegalling me
names. He often locked me in my room while he veentall night.
Then, when he came home the next morning, he wellldhe he'd
been with a real woman who knew how to treat her.naat kind of
thing.'

‘My God, the man was a monster!'



'He'd been very spoiled all his life. His money ladglays bought him
whatever he wanted. He couldn't handle the facdtitr@uldn't buy
my total love and enslavement to his wishes. Hedawe and hated
me at the same time. He could be very nice onetdaw,horrible the
next. He used to like me to dress very sexily wietook me out, but
when other men took notice of me he'd accuse mall cforts of
things.'

'l can't understand why you stayed with him and yutwith such
treatment. That's not like you, Amber.'

'l know. | don't understand it either, looking baBkit | just couldn't
leave him. | found I didn't have the confidence.tBg time things got
really bad, he'd made me feel a total failure. Mly-ssteem was shot
to pieces. | was a nervous wreck and drinking gb#avily. He
encouraged me to drink right from the start, sayimgould relax me.
It didn't, but it did make me not care so much.

'It was also the only way | could face his constexual demands. |
used to feel like a zombie most of the time. | hadwill-power. No
energy. | have no idea why he liked having sex withso much. It
must have been like sleeping with the dead.'

'‘My God, Amber, that's terrible. So how did youdliy get away
from him?'

‘Would you believe me if | said it was Chad actydlitting me one
night which did the trick? You'd think just the mgite would have
happened—that | would have been more cowed than 8ug it
didn't work out that way. We'd just come home fratong evening
at a Las Vegas casino. Chad had lost a veritabiene and he was in
a vile temper. | must have said something to atmayand he hit me.
| should have been shocked, but | wasn't. The hgibgsical
violence seemed to give me a strange strengthd Ihien then and
there that | was leaving him.'



‘And he just let you go?'

'‘God, no. He put his hands around my throat andstistrangled me.
| think when | passed out he finally realised whatwas doing and
stopped. When | came round he'd gone out for thietni packed my
bags and left. My only communication with him siritben has been
through lawyers.'

'I'd like to kill the bastard.’

‘You don't have to. From what I've heard he's slaulling himself
with booze and drugs. His money's almost run ocut to

‘Good.’

'‘But | don't want to talk about him any more. | wenmtalk about you.'
'‘What about me?'

‘You're a wonderful lover.'

'Flattery will get you everywhere,' he said, hismatightening around
her. He shifted his whole body a little, the movemeeminding
Amber that Ben was still inside her. Not only iresider, but on the
rise again. She shifted her bottom a little to maikes.

'Oh, yes," she groaned when the sensation of &dln@as repeated.
'‘Oh, yes, what?' he whispered.

'Oh, yes, | want you to do it again.'

‘Do what again?'

'You know what. Don't tease me.' 'Would | do tleayou?' he said,
and started a slow and deliciously pleasurablenrhyt



‘Yes.'

'‘But you're so lovely to tease. You get so fraratitd so...abandoned.’
She groaned. 'Don't remind me.'

'No need to be embarrassed. | love you like that.'

'‘But | get so hot. And | can't seem to think stinhig

'l wasn't too cool-headed myself. You don't honettigk | make a
habit of practising unsafe sex, do you?'

'l certainly hope not,' she reproved, then gaspdtkaontacted a very
sensitive spot. God, but he was good at this. '"Whdiat are we
going to do if | get pregnant?'

'Run.’
'Run! Whatever for?'
‘To keep in front of that father of yours with hig shotgun.’

‘My father would be thrilled if | had a baby. And tvould be simply
mad about any man who married me and made me happy.

'Oh, well, in that case,' he murmured, 'l think samore happiness is
called for." His already roving right hand slid frowhere it was
cupping her right breast, down over her stomachiatodthe V of
damp curls between her legs, seeking out the higgatgitive nub of
flesh which hid there.

Amber bit her bottom lip when he started doing tohat he'd earlier
done to her nipples, running erotic circles arotinedbase but without
directly touching any of the exquisitely responanegve-endings.



'Oh, God,' she choked out, her body trembling viaén suddenly
acute state of sexual tension.

'You don't like that?'

‘Yes. No. It's lovely, but it...it drives me crazy.
‘That's what it's supposed to do.'

'‘Bastard.'

‘Yes, | know. | am. Literally.'

‘Are you?' Amber asked, momentarily distracted front thiatalising
finger. 'l didn't know that.’

'‘How do you think | ended up with the same surnas&ran? Yes,
I'm the sorry product of a one- night stand. My hestwas an
alcoholic who was anyone's when she drank. Busthabther story,
and a rather boring one. Now, do shut up the chifckweetness. |
have other plans for now.'

He began surging into her quite seriously. At tmes time his finger
suddenly centred on the apex of her sensitivity.bArns buttocks
contracted violently. So did every internal musstie owned.

'‘Ben,' she said breathlessly. T...IT1 come if yeggkdoing that.'

‘That's all right," he groaned, and kept on dotng'm just about to
join you.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

BEN grinned as he watched Amber sneak up the frops s the
Hollingsworth mansion, a sodden shoe— rescued frentide—in
each hand, her hair a mess, her dress rumpledloBked like a
naughty teenager coming home well after hours.

And yet it wasn't much past midnight. Even so, gheade him
promise to roll his car down the hill before turgian the engine so
that her father wouldn't -hear.

So much for her .saying her father wouldn't conterdfim with a

shotgun if he got his precious darling pregnantajuiredlock. Ben

knew Edward Hollingsworth would not be at all ple@dsit was as
well he had every intention of marrying the girle ldlso had every
intention of making her pregnant. Amber wasn't gdio get away
from him a second time!

She turned and blew him a kiss before tiptoeingndaine side of the
house towards the back.

Ben smiled all the way down the hill. He had nefedt so happy.

Amber loved him. She wanted to marry him. She waibehave his

children. With a bit of luck, a little Sinclair ntig already be on the
way. Ben had not used protection once during tise dauple of

hours. A jab of guilt struck for a second over theughts which had
gone through his head during that first torrid mgti But he

dismissed it quickly. Amber didn't know that he&kh in an agony of
bitter resentment at the time, thinking she dildwé him, that all she
wanted from him was sex.

So that was what he'd given her for a while. Jeist Ko eye contact.
No warmth or real intimacy. It hadn't been till sheouched him on
the cheek the way she had—with such tendernessraation— that



he recognised his mistake, and appreciated thén déter feelings
for him.

Luckily, it wasn't too late. But he might easilyedost her again, he
conceded ruefully. That ingrained cynicism andrdsit of his had
almost tarnished what had ultimately been the nweshderful
moment of his life.

He vowed never to distrust Amber's motives agamnhé&r love for

him. For it had undoubtedly been her love which abawed her to

give herself so willingly to him. And so uninhibaly. She had been
incredible in her stunning surrender to his wisi@ to mention in

her implicit faith in him. She'd placed herselfaidt in his hands
tonight and trusted him not to hurt her.

He was so relieved that he hadn't. Either emotipral physically.
Especially after what she'd told him about thattdrasshe'd been
married to.

But it had been a close call.

He shook his head at himself as he drove home alomgvinding
valley road. He was still shaking his head whemdumded the final
corner and saw the smoke.

It was coming from the farm.

Ben's foot went down hard to the floor as a thodssickening
needles stabbed him. The car leapt forward, thestgcreeching on
the tar.

It wasn't the house burning, he realised with soshef as he sped
nearer. The smoke was coming from behind it. It tzate the old
barn.



Ben's relief would have been greater if it hadeérbfor the police car
parked outside the rickety front fence. The preseoicthe police
suggested the fire hadn't been some silly accidenhe drew closer
Ben could see the barn had been levelled to a sleong heap.

Gran's old blue utility, which was usually housedthe barn, was
safely parked out at the front, so it looked abéffire had happened
while Gran had been at her club.

Ben tried to keep too many terrible thoughts fraowaing in, but as
he swung his car to face the front fence the hgharlibeamed across
the house, illuminating the red-painted words whidfaced the
walls.

'NEXT TIME WE'LL BURN THE HousH' decorated the left side of the
front door.

'‘GET THE HELL OuT, You SELFISHOLD WITCH!" was spelt out on the
right.

Ben felt sick to his stomach. He'd always knownvioeld had its fair
share of low-life, but this was something else blidly and terrify a
poor, defenceless old lady! He couldn't imagine t\w@aan had
thought and felt when she'd come home from the. club

His anger was mixed with guilt that he hadn't bkeere. Instead he'd
been...

The most hideous thought struck, making him phyisicacoil. For a
few agonising seconds Ben suffered as he had seffered before.
But then, gradually, his new faith in Amber kickedand he knew
she would not be involved in something so vile. NistAmber. Not
the woman he loved, and who loved him.



But that new faith did not extend to her fathernBmouldn't stop
himself from considering the possibility that higirer invitation to
the Hollingsworths' tonight had had an ulterior m®from the word
go, or that Edward Hollingsworth had taken advamtad his
knowledge that their guest would not be going héona good while
because he was going for a drive with his daughter.

Ben recalled having told Amber's father over dintiat his gran
spent every Saturday night down at the club plabinmgo and other
games. He also recalled-how his host had cried etioaustraight
after dinner and bolted for his room. Had he imratady called some
henchman of his and given him the green light td@wn to the farm
and do his worst?

Ben had to admit he'd be surprised at Edward Hysivorth's
seemingly easy capitulation over the farm. That wasslike him.
Amber's father had always been known as a hardedea
businessman who cut whatever corners needed toubeand
wouldn't shrink from the odd spot of bribery andraption. Maybe
some of that was exaggeration, or sour grapesBéenthad always
found that bad reputations had usually been earned.

He'd had one himself as a youngster, and he'diagrideserved
every rotten thing people had said about him. He &hew that he
owed where he was today to his gran's faith thaewmeath the sulky,
antisocial adolescent had lain a decent boy wigfo@d brain and a
good hearrt.

Dear Gran. She had never faltered in her love aitid ih him. Never!

Hell, what was he doing sitting here in his car wie should be
inside, giving her comfort, telling her he wouldt h@ave her to face
this alone?



Ben was out of his car like a shot. He hurdledftbet gate and was
racing up the front steps when a large policemahed through the
wire door.

Sergeant Peterson was in his late fifties, and leh the head
honcho at the Sunrise Point police station fopag las Ben had been
around town. He was a tough customer—he'd friglit¢he hell out
of Ben the first day he'd arrived—but he was strams a die. The
world could do with a lot of policemen like SergeReterson.

'‘Glad to see you, Ben,' he said straight away.tyNassiness, this. |
had your gran taken to the hospital. Now don't @aliaid. She'll be
okay. Just a bit of a turn. Shock, plus a touclmggina. It was the
firemen finding the dog that did it.'

‘The dog?' Ben repeated, then groaned as the popyped. 'Oh,
dear God, they didn't harm poor old Rocky, did théle wouldn't
hurt a flea!"

‘Yes, | know—despite that interesting article ie tbcal paper,' the
policeman said drily. 'To be honest, | don't thtihky meant to hurt
the dog. It seemed your gran locked the animahenlarn before
going off to the club. She told me he'd startetbf@ing her and she
was worried he might get run over, it being Satyndight and all. |

doubt the would-be arsonists even knew the dogimwésere when
they threw the Molotov cocktail into the barn.’

'He's dead,' Ben said flatly.
‘Afraid so.'

Ben sank down onto the front steps and put his h@achis hands.
God knew why he would want to cry over a stupid abd). Rocky
wasn't everisdog. But cry he did, his shoulders shaking asdhest
started streaming down his face.



The policeman put a comforting hand on his shouloler said
nothing, just waited till Ben could pull himself-teigper. Which he
did, after a few minutes.

‘Sorry about that," Ben muttered, and took anatleep breath as he
stood up. 'So! Do you have any idea who the gyittsty or parties
might be?'

' hatfe an interesting tyre-track to go on. Plesaple of empty spray
cans. | reckon it won't take me too long to find, aspecially once
the townsfolk get to hear about this. | don't thiok many were on
your gran's side last week—after all, a new cinemd shopping

complex could be just what the doctor orderedtis town—but no

one likes this kind of tactic. And neither do I!"

'‘Well, | can give you a pretty good idea where dokl first,’ Ben
ground out caustically. ‘Let me give you his adslfes

'l knew you'd think that. But you're wrong. Ed Hiogjsworth
wouldn't do anything like this. Oh, | know he usé&ul be a
wheeler-dealer, with little respect for fair pldyt that was way in
the past. The man's changed.’

‘Yeah, right,' Ben said sarcastically.

‘Are you saying people can't change?' the policeamatienged. 'l
would have thought you of all people would be pregdato give
others the benefit of the doubt. After all, the lvdyo came to live in
this town back in the eighties was well on his waeing a criminal.
If it wasn't for Pearl you'd have a record for stgaling. But she
begged that judge to give you a second chance armlildh You can
thank your lucky stars he did too, otherwise youuldn't have
become a lawyer. You'd have been either a croeklbam?!'



Ben said nothing, and Sergeant Peterson sigheok, 't go speak
to Ed first thing in the morning. But I'd bet mypgwannuation he's
innocent of this.'

Ben wished that were the case, but he doubted it.

Either Sergeant Peterson was naive, or Ben had Wweamgy in his
character assessment. He hoped against hope h& g@sg to be
very disappointed in this man whom he'd always agkniand
respected.

'‘Edward Hollingsworth is hardly going to confessgem if heis
guilty," Ben said, trying to keep the cynicism ofihis voice. 'Okay,
I'll try to give him the benefit of the doubt. Sthavelse do you think
might have done this?"

'‘My guess would be one of the tradesmen or buildorgractors who
might have stood to make quite a bit of money duduzh a large
property development. You've no idea, Ben, just bad things have
been around here.’

' think | have,' he returned drily as he glarethatvandalised house.

The policeman nodded wearily. 'Yeah. | know what yaean. It's a
sad state of affairs.'

'It's a bloody disgrace!" Ben growled. 'And wortblyheadlines in
more papers than some pathetic Iggakette!'

'‘God, Ben, please don't go to the city papers ptlieeman pleaded.
‘The last thing this town needs is bad press. Withaurism we'd be
totally dead in the water.'

'‘What do | care about this damned town now? My gwathher safety
are all | care about!



‘That's bulldust and you know it, Ben. You're nearly as tough as
you make out. Besides, you wouldn't want to do laingt to spoll
your chances with Amber Hollingsworth, would you?'

Ben just stared at him.

The policeman shrugged his big, beefy shouldems dan't keep too
many secrets in this town. Word is you went to dmat her place
tonight. Was that a rumour or a fact?'

‘A fact.'

His thick eyebrows arched as he glanced at hishw&®eetty long
dinner.'

'l went for a drive afterwards.’

'Pretty long drive.'

'l wasn't alone.'

'‘Don't tell me. Ed went with you. Or was it BevéXly
‘Very funny.’

‘Yeah, well, I'm a laugh a minute. Now, I'd bettet on with solving
this case and | suggest you get down to the hdgithsee your gran.
But just a friendly word of warning before you go.'

'‘What?'

'‘Don't go opening your mouth about this to all anddry and putting
your foot right in it. For one thing, that littlady ain't going to like
you smearing her daddy's name all round town. Simkd the sun
shines out of him.’



Ben grimaced at this unexpected complication tabis relationship
with Amber. The sergeant was right. She wouldike tavell to his
accusing her father of such a crime. She wouldrsseas evidenceof
Ben still having a nasty, suspicious mind. Whicmatedly he did,
when the object of his suspicions was worthy of it!

Sergeant Peterson clamped a firm hand over hidd#rotLet the law
do its job, lad.'

Ben scowled. 'Where | come from, the law doesnitags do its
damned job.'

‘Then perhaps you're living in the wrong town.’

'Somehow this isn't the moment to tell me thatp Bauttered, and
stalked off.

His Gran was in a room by herself. She looked gengll in the high
hospital bed. And very pale.

Her eyes were closed when Ben tiptoed in and puilted chair. But
no sooner had he sat down than she opened heaegidsrned her
face towards him.

'Hi, there, Gran,' he said gently. 'How are youifeg"

'Like | should be feeling,' she said faintly. 'Rgskdead, you know.'
‘Yeah,' he said, swallowing. 'l know.'

'It's all my fault. All my fault...'

Ben could hardly bear it when her eyes suddentydiéal and two big
tears rolled down her cheeks. He took her neassst And squeezed



it. 'No, Gran. That's not true. Nothing that hapmetonight was your
fault.’

'‘Oh, yes, it was," she said, nodding slowly. 'lirat jgetting what |
deserved. "Selfish old witch", they painted on mgliwAnd they're
right. | am. And now my poor old Rocky is dead. tBeit was me
who was dead. I'm the one who deserved it.’

‘Gran, don't,' Ben choked out. 'It wasn't your atituly.'

She just looked at him, no longer crying. But hacef was so
unhappy. 'You don't understand. And | simply céallityou. | don't
want you to look at me like you hate me.'

'‘Gran, don't be silly; | could never hate you.udg/ou.'

Her eyes welled up anew, and more tears rolled dwsvnwrinkled
cheeks. But her voice was oddly calm as she spoke.

'l want you to ring the Hollingsworths in the margiand tell them |
want to sell.'

Ben's first reaction was an instinctive negativield she understand
that was what the bastard wanted? To break het apd force her to
sell?

He was about to tell her be damned with that. Tweyld stand and
fight together. But then he saw the reality of &ge and her health,
and remained broodingly silent.

'l...I don't want to ever go back there...to therfal'll find myself a
place in one of them retirement villages. They ted there's some
good ones up at Coffs Harbour.'

'‘Coffs Harbour! Why would you want to move up thiieMou like it
here in Sunrise. This is your home!'



'‘Oh, | couldn't stay here. Not now.'

‘Then you can come to Sydney and live with me.uld¢@asily sell
my unit and buy a nice little—"'

'No,' she broke in firmly. 'Thank you, Ben, but hdon't want you to
do that. Now | would like to go to sleep, deareélfvery tired.'

Ben sighed. He felt pretty tired himself, all af@dden. It had been a
long night.

‘All right, Gran," he said, patting her hand. §&le you in the morning.'

He hated leaving her but common sense prevailed.dbctor had
said she was basically fine. She just needed saaeepand quiet
after the shocks of the evening.

Ben was somewhat perturbed, however, by her obuiepsession

and guilt over Rocky's death. Clearly she blamewédiefor some

reason. Maybe she was thinking of that articlehm paper, and that
little white lie about Rocky being a vicious dog.

But, damn it all, the dog's death still wasrét fault. Shehadn't burnt
the damn barn down! With a bit ,of luck, she wosde that in time.

Ben also hoped he could talk her out of this sdiya about running
away to Coffs Harbour to live. She'd be miseralayafrom all her
old friends,andwithout a private place of her own.

Ben drove back to the farm, feeling pretty deprédsmself. There
he'd been earlier, on top of the world, confidefthts future

happiness. Now he wasn't so sure things would waoitkquite so
easily for himself and Amber. He toyed with theads calling her
when he got home. But it was two in the morning lae@dbattleaxe of
a stepmother would probably answer the telephone.



It was a pity Amber lived at home, he decidedhkd'd had a place of
her own he could have gone there now. He reallytecato be with
her, he wanted to put his arms around her andHoseelf in her
warmth and her love.

But being with her would have to wait till tomorrow

Meanwhile, he had no option but to see if he cgdta few hours'
sleep.

It would not be easy, Ben conceded as he swuncphis to face the
house and saw the ugly graffiti a second time. Hardto well up
with resentment over who could do such a disgushimg. Hard not
to imagine Edward Hollingsworth had had a hand.in i

He stood to gain the most, after all. The most ngofidie most
acclaim around town.

Ben wouldn't put it past the bastard to run for bltaggain after the
complex was up and running. He'd always covetedbsition. He'd
run for it before enough damned times. UnsuccdgsfLill now.

Ben gritted his teeth at the thought that someamddvprosper over a
dog's death and an old lady's despair.

He'd be damned if he would turn a blind eye! Narefor Amber.

His bitter resolve was deepened when he walkeddrdloe back to
the burned-out barn and saw what had once been Rdokway did

he believe that whoever had burnt that barn h&do'tvn the dog was
there. Rocky would have barked.

There were no more tears, however, as he dug & grayburied the
dog. Only a hardened heart and a determinationtmadet the
perpetrator of this crime totally get away with it.



Okay, he would not go to the papers. But he aineedadnfront
Amber's father and see for himself what the mantbashy in his
defence.

Ben knew he would be risking Amber's love in daingt. She might
even hate him for it. But he knew he would hatedalihmore if he
just put his head in the sand and pretended heatidelieve what he
believed. If the mamasinnocent, let him prove it. Let him look Ben
in the eye and swear to him he'd had nothing tevittothis shameful
act.

Ben was used to dealing with liars. He had a knamkadays for
recognising their body language. He believed heldvémow the
truth when he saw it. And he would see it tomorrowhatever it
was, and wherever it led.



CHAPTER TWELVE

AMBER woke with the dawn. For a while she just lay therded,
thinking about the night before and the incredtbla of events.

Ben loved herReallyloved her. And she really loved him in return. |
wasn't just sex—though heaven knew that part wiag wonderful.
What they now shared was something far deeper #ghahysical
attraction, even though Amber still believed a vespecial
connection had begun all those years ago whendtfiest met.

They had been kindred spirits from the start, drawmeach other
despite the barriers society threw up between tievo.lonely souls
reaching out to each other for love.

The only problem was they hadn't known how to Imaek then.
They'd only known how to want, and to take, andud.

Amber understood now why Ben had hurt her as hetiatdnight.
She understood and forgave him, just as she hopadderstood and
forgave her.

He certainly seemed to have. He had been so syetmathnd
understanding over her relationship with Chad.ald lbeen a great
burden off her shoulders to talk about her marrfageestly for once.
She had never told anyone the truth because uratbrebe'd felt it
was all somehow her fault, that she'd been a fa#igsra woman.

Ben had made her see that the blame rested squame{yhad's
shoulders. And what had really thrilled her wag 8@n hadn't even
lookedlike jumping to any wrong conclusions. There haerb no
hasty accusations, no harsh judgements, just kesdamed sympathy.
He'd changed far more than she'd realised. Thatyarmung man
who'd always thought the worst of people was noemor



Amber smiled to herself as she thought of thewreitogether. They
were going to be so happy. And their children wgoing to be

happy. Her hands moved under the sheet to smoetrhev stomach.
She'd come to bed naked because she'd wanted poakee the

memory of Ben's lovemaking, wanted to keep on rigeiexy and
slightly wicked.

She wondered if there was anything happening umeleftat tummy,
if a baby was already growing. She hoped so witheal heart.

Her hands slid up to her breasts and their stitlée nipples. She
could not wait for Ben to make love to her agaie!dHpromised to
ring her today. She hoped he was as impatienteag/ah. She didn't
want to-'have to wait till lunchtime for his call!

It was at that moment Amber recalled her intentmmove out of

home today and into the cottage. What good tinshg,thought. Ben
could help her, and then, after she was unpacketslae'd made up
the big bed in the main bedroom with clean shéle¢y, could test out
the mattress together!

Flinging back the sheet, she propelled her naked tut of the bed
and into the bathroom. There was no time to wasieif she wanted
the whole afternoon for herself and Ben!

By eight-thirty Amber was dressed in denim shonis 2est, her long
hair was sensibly plaited, every suitcase she owraedstuffed with
clothes, and a pile of assorted linen was stacgkedadiness for the
move. Beverly wouldn't miss some sheets and tov@ler the years
she had bought more than she and her father caddinu ten
lifetimes!

As she glanced around her room Amber gave a sightaffaction at
how much she'd achieved in a couple of hours. Entaven nine
o'clock. But by golly she was hungry. She'd worlkpch real appetite.



Amber was munching into her second lot of Vegenaigest just after

nine when the front doorbell rang. Since everydese seemed to be
sleeping in extra late that Sunday morning, shet veeanswer it, her
coffee mug in hand. Who knew? Maybe it was Ben ctorsee her,

though it was a little early for a personal visit.

The sight of Sergeant Peterson standing on thestimrwas a
surprise.

‘Goodness, Sarge!' she exclaimed brightly. 'l hapehaven't come
to arrest me.'

His smile was strained, and instantly worrying.

Amber frowned. 'There's nothing wrong, is there?tked pained
at having to answer her. 'There was some troubMada the Sinclair
farm last night.’

Amber's stomach lurched. 'Nothing's happened tq Basit?'
'No, he's fine. But Pearl's in hospital, beingteddor shock.'
'‘My God, what happened?’

'‘She got home from the club last night to finddleebarn burning and
some pretty nasty words sprayed across the frotheaiouse.'

'‘Oh, dear Lord,"” Amber groaned. 'Ben said his drad received
several harassing telephone calls. It must beahe erson.’

'He seemed to think so," Sergeant Peterson sad oddly dry note.
‘Unfortunately, when the barn was burned it wasmpty. Pearl had
put her dog in there to stop him from following be@town last night.
He died in the fire.'

Amber moaned. 'Oh, God! Poor Pearl! She must basdated.’



‘She didn't take it well. That's why she's in tospital.'
Amber felt stricken. 'Shis going to be all right, isn't she?’

'l certainly hope so. | don't know what Ben migiat ifl anything
happens to that old lady as well. He thinks thelavof her. | had
trouble as it was stopping him from going to thevegapers with
this. And I'm not talking about the locakzette!'

'He must be terribly upset.'

‘That's putting it mildly. When he found out abth# dog, he just sat
there and cried. Never thought I'd see Ben Sinclaiy I'll tell you
that.'

Amber was close to crying herself, just thinkingaft. 'l must go to
him straight away.'

'Er...I'm not sure that's a wise move just at tioenent, Amber. Give
him a chance to cool down, and me a chance toolihavho thereal
culpritis.’

Amber frowned. 'What do you mean, "tteal culprit"? It's perfectly
obvious that—'

She broke off suddenly, the reason behind the @olan's presence,
plus the horror of what he was implying, finallylkeing in. 'Oh, dear

God, Ben thinks we did it. The Hollingsworths, th&t That's why

you're here!'

'‘Not you, Amber. But it crossed his mind that yéather might be
involved. Personally, | don't believe Ed had anmygtto do with it, but
| do have to speak to him in the light of that@etiin the paper last
week. You do see that, Amber?’



'l suppose so,' she said tautly. '‘But you and h lkotow he would
never do a thing like that!"

'‘Who wouldn't do a thing like what?' Beverly askesishe walked
downstairs.

The sergeant explained in part, and soon an indigBaverly was
reluctantly taking him down to see the master ef ltlbuse. Amber
used the opportunity to dash back into the kitcldemp the remains
of her toast and grab her car keys. She was rdaowgrds the door
into the garages when Beverly grabbed her armngmnher to a
stop.

‘And where do you thinkou 'reoff to?'
''m going to see Ben.'

'Oh, | see. You've chosen sides already, have yower-boy in
preference to your father and your family.’

'It's not like that, Beverly. Ben and | are in |caed—'

'In love?'came the sneering remark. '‘Don't make me laugé.ofity

person you love, madam, is yourself. Still, | hawvgive credit where
credit is due. It certainly didn't take dear Bemyvi®ng to get into
your pants, did it? He must have a lot more goorghim than poor
old Chad. | guess there are some things moneygamst buy.'

Amber felt a wild fury rise in her, much as she hzat day Chad had
struck her.

‘Tell me, Beverly, were you born a right bitchdad you learn the art
along the way?'

'l just say it as | see it,' she sniffed.



‘Then let me tell you a few home truths in retunnsed to like you. |
was genuinely happy when Dad found someone todtiee being so
lonely all those years. But | see now you're jusbther of those
greedy grabbing, selfish widows who marry for moaeg comfort
then turn sour when life presents them with a fewexpected
problems.

'You weren't bargaining on a sick husband, were?yOuly a rich
one! And you certainly weren't bargaining on hisvgn-up daughter
coming home to live and interrupting your cushyylaelf-indulgent
lifestyle. Suddenly that so-called love you suppbséelt for my
father wore very thin indeed.’

‘That's not true!" Beverly spat at her, her faoshing an angry red. 'l
dolove your father. And hesedto love me. And talk to me. And rely
solely on me. But thelyou came home—his poor, darling, hard
done-by daughter! Suddenly | was shoved asidetavati all Amber,
Amber, Amber! After his stroke | began to hope thialast he might
need me and turn to me to look after him. But,e'hired Bill to do
that! | hardly see Edward any more. He never cesfid meNo one
around here confides in me. No one gives me arg/dovespect. Is it
any wonder | do the things | do?' she wailed.t'lsny wonder I've
turned into a right bitch?'

Amber just stared at her, hearing the real pathéwoman's voice.

Amazingly, she began to understand why her stependtad been

eaten up with jealousy and resentment. Her fatlaer rrever been

large on sensitivity. And hibead made rather a fuss of Amber whet
she'd returned.

‘Beverly, I'm so sorry," Amber apologised. 'l dmdow what to say. |
didn't realise.’

Amber was shocked when tears filled Beverly's eyes.



'‘Dad does love you,' she added. 'Maybe thingsgeitilbetter when |
move out today.'

‘You're moving out?"Yes. Into a cottage on theep#ide of town.’
‘Edward will be upset,’ Beverly muttered. 'He'lbpably blame me.’
'‘No, he won't. | told him last night and he undeost'

'Oh, | see,' she said bitterly. 'You told him, you didn't tell me.
That's so typical.'

'‘Beverly, be fair. You've hardly been pleasant ®olately.'

Beverly stiffened. 'That doesn't excuse Edward. Wiun't he tell
me? Why is it that my feelings never matter? Heesake feel such a
nothing lately!

'He's hardly had the opportunity,’" Amber arguednly told him very
late last night, just before going out with Ben. i¢fhreminds me. |
really must go now, Beverly. Whether you believe anaot, this is
nothing to do with choosing sides. | love Ben aadn to marry him.
Under the circumstances, | need to get down téetime straight away
and convince him we had nothing to do with whatdesqed there last
night, make him see that the Hollingsworths arematderers!

‘Murderers!" Beverly gasped, all the angry redrigdrom her face.
‘Whatever are you talking about?'

'Didn't Sergeant Peterson tell you what happened?'

'l didn't stay to listen to everything. | gathenmsothreats have been
painted on Pearl's house.'

'l see. Well, that wasn't all. Her barn was buiowid and Pearl's dog
was in there at the time.'



Beverly looked aghast. 'You..you don't mean theg d
was...killed...do you?'

'Yes.'
Now she looked as if she was going to be sick. d@ay God...'

Amber felt quite touched by her stepmother's olwishock. It
seemed her stepmother had a soft heart underrestbotigh bitch
iImage she'd been wearing lately.

‘Yes, it's awful, isn't it?" Amber said sympathatliy. 'It was finding
the dog which put poor Pearl in hospital. Whoewver tis has to
thank his lucky stars she didn't die of a heaatcktas well. Then we'd
be looking at manslaughter at least. Look—musBgwerly,-before
| miss Ben altogether.’

Amber left a surprisingly pale-faced Beverly behaml hurried out
to her car. She knew she had to get to Ben befrdiked himself
Into a real state, and started believing all softsther stupid things,
even worse than he already did.

The old Ben was sure to be lurking somewhere irhb&l, and that
old Ben might begin to believe she'd lured him touthe beach and
let him make love to her for hours to leave the wbgar for her
father's henchmen to burn his grandmother's baltrhde dog and
deface her home.

Amber could almost cope with Ben's thinking badiyer father.
But not of herself.

Despair played at the edges of her heart as slieadpeg the valley
road. Please God, she prayed. Please don't lahiminawful things



about me. Please don't take away his trust in nayadter. Or his
faith in my love. | need him to believe in me.

She rounded the last corner, both relieved andiagitto see Ben's
car still parked outside the house. She'd beeniggbhe might have
left to go down to the hospital. It would be hasddlk to him there.

She swung her small white sedan in beside therldrigek saloon,
her heart contracting at the sight of the messagesvled across the
house. How ugly they looked in the sunlight! Butnhmuch uglier at
night. And much more terrifying. Her heart went ¢mtBen's gran.
But at the same time her own fears escalated Wésshe moment of
truth.

She switched off the engine and climbed out, hegp s hesitant as
her heart. What if Ben didn't believe she had mgtho do with this?
Bad enough he seemed to believe her father was/eno

With a heavy but pounding heart, she launcheddgs towards the
gate.

Ben wasn't in the house. It was deserted.

Amber made her way slowly through the back dooriemdediately
saw him over near what had once been the barn. &sednving a
rough wooden cross into one' end of what lookesl dilgrave.

Seeing the stark evidence of Rocky's death hit Anhiaed. Before
that moment she'd felt sad about the dog's unfatéudiemise. But to
actually see that mound of dirt was something else.

Her strangled cry had Ben whirling round. For aglotorturously
anguished moment, he just looked at her. But thenaie slipped
from his hand to fall to the ground and he begartking back



towards the house, crossing the space which sepathém with
guickening strides.

As he came closer Amber was appalled by the tormmehis eyes.
Her arms reached out by instinct, and then she nwasing and
crying at the same time.

He gathered her in and hugged her, as though hafwag she might
disappear if he didn't hold her tight. Her heartleceup to bursting
point with emotion. He still loved her and believacher. Not only
that, he needed her.

She hugged him back just as fiercely, burying laeefinto his neck
till the tears stopped flowing and the enormousgdum her throat
slowly dissolved. Only then did she draw back amgl lois face.

‘Sergeant Peterson came to the house first thisgntbrning,' she
whispered in answer to the question in his eyds.Ben! I'm so sorry
about the dog and everything. | can't begin toktkwhat your gran is
thinking and feeling. I'd like to go and visit hierthe hospital if that's
all right with you.'

'I'm not so sure she would want to see you.'

Her hands dropped away from him in shock. 'She. defesn't think |
had anything to do with this, does she?'

He sighed. 'I'm not sure what Gran thinks. She 'hasid all that
much. She did ask me to tell you and your fathait ttie farm's yours.
She doesn't want to come back to live here. Evieg!salking about
going right away, to live in one of those retiremplaces further up
the coast. For some reason she seems to thinis @isher fault.'

‘But that's crazy!



'‘Gran is a lot of things," he said drily, 'but gréznot one of them. I'm
not sure what's behind her reasoning, but sheysdepressed about
Rocky. And full of the strangest guilt. Nothing &id last night
seemed to make any impression. She was oddly dotatd¢ake all
this on her own poor shoulders. God knows why. &gslshe thinks
she should have sold to you straight away, no mattat she wanted
for herself. She said she agreed with what wastesrion the
house—that shevasa selfish old witch.'

'Oh, Ben, that's dreadful.’

‘Yes, it is,' he bit out. 'This whole scenario @rthed dreadful. Look,
| won't beat around the bush, Amber. | think ycathér had some
hand in this. It's just all too coincidental for fiking. | get an invite

to dinner and this happens while I'm away.'

‘You're wrong, Ben. But you have a right to youinggn. And |
understand it. | really do.'

'You do?' He seemed amazed at her attitude. Buvakenly telling
him the truth. Shelid understand.

'l would probably think the same in your shoes.just glad that you
don't think | was in any way involved.'

'l nevSr thought that for a moment."
She smiled at him. 'Ben, you're a wonderful liar.'

‘Yeah, well, okay, so the possibility did cross mypd for a second.
But only for a second; | swear it. | only had tdnth of the
wonderfully warm way you kissed me goodnight lagthh and |
knew you couldn't have been a party to somethingr&terhanded.
You would have to be really bad, and the womanvéIs not even
remotely bad.’



She reached up on tiptoes and kissed him on Hiblstaheek. 'l love
you all the more for having faith in me. And beitogally honest. |
want you to always be honest with me, Ben, andinme you the
same in return.’'

‘That's sounds good to me. I've spent too many flast years
dealing with people whose idea of honesty is whey tan get away
with.'

'‘Ben, don't go back to Sydney," she urged, takisghhnd as they
walked together back to the house. 'Stay heremni§uwith me. You
can open up a legal practice here. There isnli@teounder sixty in

town—just a couple of old codgers who'll be retisedn. Your gran
wouldn't want to move away either, if she thoughu yere going to
live here.’

'l don't know about that. She didn't want to g&yalney and live with
me when | asked her. As for staying here, Amblkedo. like the idea,
but I'm not sure I'd want to live so close to yéather after this.’

‘What if Sergeant Peterson can prove it wasn't Dad?
'‘What if he can't?' he countered bitterly.

'If he can't, I'll go to Sydney with you. I'll goh&rever you want me to
go. I love you, Ben, and | want to be with you.'

He gave her another hug. 'You don't know how muweir gaying that
means to me.

'l probably won't have to do it once you find ouy rather is
innocent.’

Ben drew back from her embrace, shaking his h&ady'say love is
blind.'



'‘My love is not at all blind,' she argued. 'lI'veokyn my father for
nearly thirty years, anddnowhe didn't do this—just as | know that
underneath your bad-boy, tough-guy image you'reyealteeply
feeling and sensitive man.'

Ben stared at her for a full thirty seconds. Thembdded slowly.
‘Very well, Amber. I'll accept that you probablydu your father
better than | do. | also appreciate that, undefawehe's innocent till
proven guilty. But | want to see what he has tofsaynimself. Will
you drive me over there? I'm a little shot this mog.'

Amber went weak at the knees at this snap deciSoo. want to go
visit Dad now? This very minute?'

'Yes, this very minute,' he said in steely toné¢gy? What's the
problem? Having doubts, all of a suddén ?

Her chin came up. 'In my father? Never!

‘Let's go, then.'



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

AMBER's father had not been at home. Neither had his @feBill,
his minder. The house had been deserted.

Amber and Ben had looked at each other and sinedtssly said,
‘They've gone to the hospital!

Now Ben was guiding Amber along the corridor whield to his

gran's room, and he was feeling more uncertaindhany time in his
life before. The ward sister had just informed theénat his

grandmother did have visitors at the moment. A maawheelchair
and a lady. Bill, it seemed, must have stayed thighcar. Or outside
somewhere.

Had the Hollingsworths come in a friendly fashidd@n worried.
Were they here out of sympathy and kindness, oitguselfishly try
to avoid another scandal in the papers?

Ben could not associate Beverly Hollingsworth wiimdness or
sympathy. As for her husband... Ben sincerely hdpetl Sergeant
Peterson and Amber were right about him. But he&hlxynical too
long to have blind faith in another man.

Suddenly Amber gave his hand a comforting squesmthe glanced
over at her. 'It'll be all right, Ben. | just knats

'‘God, | hope so. And | hope that stepmother of ydwasn't already
put her foot in her mouth.’

‘She certainly wouldn't win any prizes lately fagrhtact,” Amber
agreed ruefully. 'But | saw a side of her this nmagrwhich makes me
hope she might be on the improve.'

'‘Really?’



‘Yes, really. She was most upset over what happeatedhe
farm—especially when | told her about poor Rocky.'

Amber's surprising new opinion of her stepmotheznssd to be
confirmed when they came to the open doorway ofghes's room
and Ben saw Beverly standing next to Gran's bedngmng the most
beautiful big bunch of roses in a vase.

'‘Now you just concentrate on getting yourself wBkkarl,' she was
saying. 'That's all she has to do— isn't that rigllward?’

'‘Absolutely right, Bev,' Edward echoed. 'And we ‘tlovant to hear
any more of this nonsense about selling up and mgoaivay from
Sunrise. We both know that's not what you reallptwBen told us so
last night. Hollingsworths will survive without yoland. We'll just
have to build the complex somewhere else, thdt's al

'‘But that's not what | want at all'' Pearl cridd.l'can't go back and
live in that house. Not now. Not after what hapgete poor old
Rocky.'

'‘Why not?' Edward asked.

'‘Because it was all my fault,' she sobbed, lifarfgandful of crumpled
tissues to her mouth. 'lI've been a selfishly wickletlwoman, and
now God is punishing me.'

Ben had heard enough. He dropped Amber's handakddsinto the
room. 'God isnotpunishing you, Gran. And none of this is your faul
The only wickedly selfish person in all this is thiee who sent that
creep to do what he did last night. Sergeant Ratesays he should
be able to trace the culprit from some tyre-tracks] | feel pretty
sure that kind of low-life won't go to jail withoutobbing in the
person who paid him!



Ben delivered this veiled threat while glaring ahler's father. He
was astonished when the man looked him back straigtihe eye
without a qualm.

If he was the guilty party, then he was the bestraad poker player
Ben had ever encountered.

Ben was even more astonished when Beverly Holliog$w
suddenly burst into tears.

Everyone turned to stare at her.
'l didn't mean for anyone to get hurt,' she sobbed.

‘My God, Beverly!" Edward exclaimed, ashen-facede 'You saying
youare responsible for what happened?’

... | just wanted to help you get that land affember stuffed
everything up,’ she wailed. 'l thought if Hollingssths had to
abandon the complex this whole town would just keepgoing
downhill and everyone would blame you and then wowld never
get to be Mayor. | wanted to make you happy, Edwlanénted to be
of use to you again. You never seem to need me thes. | believed
you when you said all Pearl wanted was more mohegver for a
moment thought she would be this upset. Or thatlbgwould die...'

'‘Oh, Beverly...Beverly..." Her husband began shgkims head,
looking very old and unwell.

Ben actually felt sorry for him. Oddly, he also abh felt sorry for
Beverly, who immediately slumped into a chair ie ttorner and
began to weep uncontrollably. She looked very aland utterly
wretched. Ben felt proud of Amber when she walkeer@nd put a
comforting arm around her stepmother's shouldezseBy's blonde
head jerked up and she gave her stepdaughter keshlook.



'l know you didn't mean for anything really badnappen,’ Amber
comforted.

'l didn't," Beverly choked out. 'l swear. Oh, Pepktase forgive me.
...l paid this man who used to do my lawns. He'she dole and was
hoping to get a job at the new complex, so he hadWwn axe to

grind. But he was only supposed to spray-paint $oimg on the

front fence. When | heard about the fire and yoog dl was so

shocked. But it was too late then. | will do angthto make it up to
you. Anything at -all! But please... don't send tmgail!'

Ben's gaze swung to his gran, who was looking atwitbman with
surprising pity.

'It's all right, Beverly,' Pearl said wearily. 'owt send you to jailOr
the man you hired. | have no intention of pressingrges. And | do
understand. Really, | do. We can all do dreadfuigs when we get
older and feel lonely and unwanted and useless'r& oot the only
guilty party here. | share your blame in Rocky'sitte | set this
disgraceful affair in motion. I've behaved liketapsd old fool and |
can't go on without confessing the truth.'

She turned to look beseechingly at Ben, her faedyarestfallen. 'l
only hope you can forgive me, Ben. And you, Edwatshd
especially you, Amber. | involved you all. And hyau all. But |
ended up hurting myself more. Poor Rocky..." Hexrsegwam with
new tears.

Ben stepped forward, his heart tightening at h&treks. '‘Gran, don't.

'‘No, Ben,' she broke in, blinking furiously as lelin shot up. Her
spine and shoulders straightened as she triedthemgherself. 'This
confession is mine and mine alone. Let me makaétlit eignity.' She
opened her mouth, then closed it again. She bivdigom lip and her



chin began to wobble. 'Oh, dear. I...I don't thirdan tell you after
all.’

Amber left her stepmother to come forward to tlue sif the bed, her
lovely blue eyes full of compassion as she tookadr@ran's hands in
both of hers. Ben could only watch her and marv#hia wonderful
woman who loved him.

'Of course you can,' she said warily. 'You canuslanything. We're
all going to be family now.’

‘Family?' Pearl echoed faintly.

'Yes. Ben and | are going to be married. And Begoiag to stay here
In Sunrise too. He's not going back to Sydney.’

Gran's glistening gaze was wide upon him. 'Ishas true, Ben?"
‘Sure is, Gran.'

'‘Oh, dear.' Her hands fluttered up to her throashes struggled to
control a new flood of tears, 'l...| never dreaNver hoped. It's all
my prayers come true.'

'It's all my prayers come true too,' Amber addertiingly. 'I've been
in love with Ben from the first day | saw him. | svpst too stupid to
realise it.'

‘And Ben has loved you for just as long,' his gsaid. 'And he too
was too stupid to realise it.'

'‘Gran!'

'It's true, Ben. | used to listen to you come hdnoen school and
grumble your head off about Amber, but you didoblfme for a
minute. | knew you were stuck on her. Then, when yaved every



cent for months to rent that tux for your graduatall, | knew who it
was you wanted to look so grand for. But sadly mgtltame of it,
and | had to watch you go off to Sydney to study ten to live. And
I missed you so much, Ben. | can't tell you how muc

Ben was both touched and saddened. He had nevsedehefore
this weekend how much this old woman meant to himd, how much
he must mean to her in return. His lack of visngrothe past few
years must have really hurt her.

‘You won't have to miss me any more, Gran,' walseaiould think of
to say. 'I'm home for good.'

'‘Home for good,' she repeated dazedly, as thouljimat daring to
believe him. Her sigh was deep. 'l really do havednfess all now,’
she said. ‘Nothing else will do.'

'‘Well, they say confession is good for the soutlwgrd said as he
wheeled himself over and patted his wife's knesn't'lthat right,
love?"

Beverly lifted her tear-stained face. 'But onlydu forgive me.’
'Of course | forgive you. You're my wife and | loyeu.'
'Oh, Edward. That's all I've ever wanted to hear.'

‘And-we will forgive you too, Gran,' Ben insisteBetause we all
love you. Now, tell us what you did that you thiwks so bad.’

She sucked in a deep breath and squeezed henglyhsthut. Ben
had a feeling he already knew what was coming. Giramays had
been a devious old witch.

'I made it all up,' she blurted out. 'All that $tuhad them put in the
newspaper. It was all lies. No one was bullyinganthreatening me.



There hadn't been any harassing phone calls. at, leatbeforethat
story was printed. | always had every intentioseifing the farm to
Amber, here. | knew | couldn't live there much lengnd | knew I'd
never get a better offer.’

She dragged in another deep breath and let it tuteilong,
shuddering sigh. 'It was all a ploy to get you tome home, Ben.
When you didn't come home at Christmas | becamg dejpressed.
Then, when | thought you were going to marry soirergSydney, |
became quite desperate. I'd been holding on tddipe that you'd
still end up with Amber. I'd seen the way you actddnever you ran
into her. | wasn't sure if she felt the same wayulyou till she came
out to the farm that day to offer to buy it. Butt sthe wanted to talk
about when we had a cup of tea together was you.

'l decided then and there that if | could somehawgoyou home and
throw you two together, nature would take its ceuasnd | would
never have to be lonely again. | knew you still tregllocal paper sent
to you, but | reckoned that some nice little stalpput my selling my
land to the Hollingsworths wouldn't bring you horheeeded to be in
trouble. | needed a scandal!

‘Gran, you old scallywag!' Ben exclaimed.

'Oh, don't try to make it sound less than it waes.B was very wrong
to do what | did. It was a very selfish act. | cae that now. | didn't
stop to think about Amber's father's reputation,Aonber's own
feelings, or how the townspeople who'd thought thaght find
employment at the complex might be affected. lgorded to myself |
was thinking of the big picture, that all would well which ended
well.

'‘But straight away things seemed to go wrong. Yad Amber
argued the moment you hit towRealharassing calls started coming



In as soon as you put the phone back on the haain't tell you how
shocked | was when that happened. | could hardig\eeit.’

Ben recalled how she'd gone pale at the time. tHelgght it had been
fear, but it had been shock.

'‘And then last night,’ she said in strangled tor®sallowing
convulsively as her eyes began to swim again. dMkh didn't kill
Rocky with my bare hands, but I'm still responsi#ad | will have
to live with that for the rest of my life. | jusbpe you can forgive me,
she finished tearily.

'Oh, Gran, of course we forgive you,' Ben said,gnug her. 'But you
must forgive yourself too. You didn't mean any réakrm. And
you've suffered enough.’

'l don't deserve to be forgiven,' she sniffed agfaden's shoulder.

'You deserve more than | can ever give you, Graou ok me in
when no one else would. You loved me when no ose ebuld.
Everything | am today | owe to you.'

'‘Oh, Ben, what a sweet thing to say.' She dasheg aer tears and
set the most loving eyes upon him. Then she snoled at Amber.
'He's turned out rather well, don't you think, @ear

‘Very well," Amber agreed. 'Don't you think so, Dad

'I couldn't ask for a better son-in-law. | likedrhfrom the moment |
met him. And he's just what you need.’

'Oh, really?' Amber asked archly. 'And what's that?

‘Someone to love you as much as | lowgwife. Since we're in the
business of confessions here, then | would likedd my own blame
to this unfortunate situation. | can see now howcimdi have



neglected you, my dear,' he told his stunned-lootiiig. "You have
my promise that not a day will go by from this mamehat | won't
tell you how much | love you and care about you.'

'‘Oh, Edward.' Beverly was visibly moved.

Ben was moved as well. He was beginning to seeavhAeber got
her strength of character from. Her father wasegaiiman to say that
in front of others.

'‘Come, my dear," Edward went on. 'l think we'ddregio, and leave
these lovebirds to tell Pearl all their plans. Il wresume, however,
that you won't want to wait too long for the wedy?hhe asked, with
a wry twinkle in his eye.

Ben looked over at Amber, who flushed furiously.

'‘Good,' Edward said, a satisfied smile curvingrh@uth as his wife
wheeled him out of the room.

Gran"-'beamed her approval at Ben, then took Amldace in her
wrinkled hands and kissed her on both cheeksy@bhlovely, lovely
girl. How can | ever thank you?'

'‘Well, | can think of three ways,' Amber returnsdrprising Grarand
Ben. What on earth was the minx up to?

'Firstly, you're to get yourself really strong amekll, because
tomorrow I'm going to show you this simply divinetiage which |
know you'd just love to live in. | was going todivn it myself, but it's
just not large enough to raise a big family in.

‘Secondly, | will need you to help babysit onceol lthve a baby,
because I'm afraid | can't be a full- time sit-atvfe mother just yet. |
have a shopping complex to build!



'‘And, thirdly, you're not to get offended when Indacall any of my
daughters Pearl.'

A besotted, bewitched and bewildered Gran naturaliyeed to
everything.

In the car, when Ben finally had Amber on her ola,asked her
about the cottage and she gave him the oddest'ltidkke you there
right now and show it to you, if you like." And sbwiftly swung the
car round in the opposite direction.

Ben frowned. 'Why do | get the feeling I'm in tharkd about
something here?'

She laughed. 'You won't be in the dark, darlingt tds time. The
windows in the main bedroom are large and catclsdimshine.'

Ben felt his flesh leap. "You're a wicked womant Bave you all the
same.'

Amber's breath caught. 'Do you know that's the firee you've
actually said that?'

'Is it? Shall | say it again?'She beamed acro$snat 'Please do."' 'l
love you, Amber Hollingsworth. Will you marry me?'

She gave him a startled look. He shrugged. 'l haeetually asked
you, you know. So what do you say?' 'Er..."

‘Amber!’
‘Yes. | say yes!'

'l can see you're going to need a very firm hanal éften.'



'Yes, my love,' she said meekly, and Ben laughesl.wds still
laughing when she pulled him into the cottage bexirand started
ripping off his clothes.

Eighteen months later, tf8unrise Gazettearried the following front
page story:

SUNRISES AMBITIOUS NEW CoMPLEX OPENY

Last weekend, the long-awaited opening of SunrisetBo
new shopping and cinema complex went off very widl,
ribbon being cut by the town's new Mayor, Edwar
Hollingsworth, who was helped by his lovely wifeg\®rly.
Looking on proudly was his daughter, Managing Oiveof
Hollingsworths, Mrs Amber Sinclair. She was accomed by
her husband, local solicitor Ben Sinclair, who ttild Gazette
he was very proud of his wife and all she had agdisimed for
the town.

The only hiccup in the day's proceedings was when
greyhound galloped at speed through the car padkthe
centre, frightening a few people, before settliogvd sedately
at the feet of Mrs Amber Sinclair.

The dog was quickly leashed and returned homes towiner,
well-known local figure Mrs Pearl Sinclair, who wa:s
babysitting her great-grandson at the time. Whéwedgor a
comment about her speedy runaway, Mrs Sinclairtbadvas
not the first time Gonzales had shown a droolingeskion for
his favourite visitor and that she was not goingdat her head
up against a brick wall. She was going to give itifernal
animal to her grand- daughter-in-law and buy a cat!



