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FAIR GAME

Rachel wondered if months of living among primitivides had left
her somewhat unbalanced. Or was it just Mel Catfisksheer
arrogance -- and devastating attractiveness --grahpted her to
assume this charade?

Mel had mistaken her for another man's mistresd, e wasn't
about to forgive or disabuse him of his hasty cosion.

But the touch-me-not technique she had perfecteaf akr life now
seemed a poor fail-safe measure when challengecelly Mand her
own -- demanding desires ....



CHAPTER ONE

'DARLING, you look dreadful, you've told me you're not ékaftush

and that you need a good few months of peace aied tguget this
thesis written that you rushed about Africa assergblwhat could
be better than for you to stay in this little pla¢emine which will be
absolutely empty otherwise? And anyway, you are fawourite
niece!'

'I'm your only niece," Rachel replied, but affenately, and you're
right, | do look dreadful." She ran her hands tigtoher long dark
hair, which was dry and lifeless, and grimaced datvher crumpled
jeans. 'Mind you, | have just got off a plane aftgng for days but |
wouldn't be at all surprised if people tomlefor your aunt instead of
the other way around.'

Samantha Soldido smiled. In fact, she was onlytars older than
her niece, having been much younger than Raclather, her only
brother, and, at thirty-eight to Rachel's twenty-gighe still had a
girlish figure and considerable if somewhat flamdatystyle. The
reason for this was twofold: she'd never had anigrem, and she'd
married an elderly Italian millionaire, now decehsgho had left her
more money than she could spend in one lifetintkoagh that didn't
stop her trying.

'Here we are—at least have a look at it,' she pléaaind brought her
Mercedes coupe to a less than smooth halt.

'‘But | don't understand,’ Rachel said, climbing mhkaout and
glancing up at the two-storeyed terraced house nnol but
fashionable inner city suburb of Sydney. 'Did Guideas this one of
his investments? You never lived here, did you@'alded, picturing
her aunt's mansion on the North Shore.

'‘Not exactly," Samantha murmured. '‘Come in.’



Ten minutes later, Rachel said in somewhat dazsesidSam, what
Is this?' She stared at the painting of a volupuowde that
dominated the hall. 'It looks just like a love-resfam,' she rounded
on her aunt, 'you didn't!"

‘Well, I did," her aunt replied with a shrug.
'Did Guidoknow?'

‘Not exactly, but you must remember that for tist faw years of his
life Guido was --' she gestured delicately '—antbsg as | provided
him with companionship and support—which | did, Rel¢ | was

very attached to Guido—I'm sure he didn't expectorgo without...

things, nor would he have wanted to be botherel thi¢ details.'

‘Then he must have been a very understanding nan,’ Rachel
said with some irony as she wandered through the d@vnstairs
room that could only be adequately described aalan,she felt.
There were yellow-velvet-covered settees and drampesarble
pedestals topped with statuary, crystal objects Emdps—she
remembered wryly that one of Guido's businesse®&ad importing
marble from Italy—an ornate marble fireplace, sobeautiful
paintings and the finest Samarkand carpet sheidsean, complete
with cloud bands, pomegranate, lotus and peongliow, blue and
lacquer-red. She wasn't sure, she decided, which th@smore
spectacular room, this or the main bedroom thatoeagpletely done
In blue and silver. It wasn't a large house; theais a second bedroom
upstairs which had so far escaped Sam's attent@odfing-room
downstairs which hadn't, but also a rather niceraal kitchen with a
breakfast-nook that looked through french doorsaouto a minute
tiled courtyard planted with flowering shrubs aachbn trees in tubs.
All the same...

‘Sam, you're very sweet --' Rachel turned to het 'agbut this house
justisn't me.'



Samantha Soldido's still beautiful blue eyes took eolook her
husband Guido had come to know well. 'Perhapstitie for a
change, then,' she remarked. 'Anyway, does it mpise¢ for a few
months? At least you'll be comfortable, and youwsddoing me a
favour. Keeping an eye on it, that kind of thing.'

Rachel narrowed her own rather remarkable blue.eyes you
going somewhere?'

'I'm going overseas for a while. It's so unfortentitat you've come
home just as I'm about to leave, but you didn'tegide much
warning,' she said reproachfully.

'l know; sorry. Are you going on your own?'

'‘No." Sam grinned. 'Well, I'm going on my own, buton't be on my
own when | get there. | don't enjoy being on my dwn

‘What about the North Shore --?'
'It's on the market. It's far too big for me.’

'Well..."' Rachel looked around, and it crossedrhiexd that it would
solve a lot of problems.

'Oh, do it, Rachel,’ Sam entreated. 'l really demiw why you have
to be so stiff-necked about everything | offer yduah your only
living close relative.'

‘That doesn't mean | have to sponge off you," Raepdied with a
grin.

'‘When have you ever done that?' her aunt askedtiatrdangerous
look in her eye. '"You've refused every little thihge tried to do for
you—don't you understand that, when one is in th&tjon to be



Lady Bountiful, it's very frustrating when you're not allowed to~
Besides, | feel some responsibility for you.'

‘There's really no need --'

‘There is,' Sam said in a very genuinely frustratagl. '‘Aren't we part
of the same mad family? You have to admit, the yeay mother and
father carted you all over the world when you wétide—even
allowed you to be born in some rotten, flea-riddemttin
Morocco—was quite mad! Then they had to get thevesekilled in
an earthquake in some other godforsaken part olvidrl they had
no right to even be in, considering they had a derg. How much
of your life did you spend in boarding-schools vewar they decided
to dump you? Years,' she said with passion.

‘Yes, but it wasn't your fault,” Rachel pointed.out

‘Well,"” Sam grimaced. 'l should have at least effeto take
you—they probably wouldn't have agreed but...' §tregged. Then
she said rather soberly, 'Rachel, to tell you it it's lately dawned
on me that | have a lot of money but not much efggroaching
forty makes you think about these things.' Sheeaniryly. 'l don't
say | would have done things any differently, butol now value
those things | can't buy. You're one of the fewheim. It would make
me very happy to deomethingor you; it would make me feel that
I'm not absolutely alone in the world.’

‘Sam, darling, so long as I'm around, you arend,lanever meant to
make you feel like that --'

‘Then indulge me in this, which is nothing really!
‘All right, but --'

'Oh, marvellous!" Sam clapped her hands. 'Why danit move in
right away? I'll spend the couple of days befoge with you and—



and don't you dare argue—I shall take you to myubean
tomorrow, who is a genius, because you sure anbetl it

Rachel laughed. 'Actually, | love the sound oBiiit don't you need
to collectyourthings?'

'‘Dear Rachel,’ Sam replied patiently, 'what isube of a love-nest if
it's not fully equipped? | keep an extensive waberdere, all my
favourite cosmetics—by the way, we're the same sizéeel free --'

'‘Sam, no, not your clothes too,' Rachel objected.

'From the look of that single battered suitcase swived with, pet,
you're going to need them.'

'‘But --'
'‘Rachel!’
'‘Well, only until | get some others.'

'We'll see,’ Sam murmured.

‘All off!'

Rachel frowned at her reflection in the ornate aniand that of the
slightly demented-looking little man standing besiger with her
aunt hovering behind him. 'All?* she said doubytull

'But of course.' Mr Leon waved his arms.

'‘With the bone-structure --' he curved his handsrd®achel's face
'—with the eyesthe body— these square shoulders and lean line
can make you look austere, yet hint that you're ansttere at all



underneath." He gazed at Rachel, clad in one ofsSexquisitely
plain white linen shirts. 'Ah, quite tantalisinggsy You will drive
men wild," he finished simply.

‘Well...!

'‘Besides --' Mr Leon gingerly lifted a tress ofhatit's like straw.
What do you think, Mrs Soldido?'

'l think yes. | told you he was a genius, Racl&h said with a glint
of excitement in her eye. 'What's wrong?'

'I'm not into driving men wild—assuming you're rigH

‘Then it's about time you were. Do it, Leon!" Samnhanded.
'‘Really, Rachel,’ she added, 'it's far more prattmr the odd things
you spend your life doing, anyway. Why didn't yoet @ cut over
there instead of letting it get like this?’

'‘Where | was they did other things with their HaRachel said
ruefully. 'Such as beading it and packing it with grease and mud.
Oh, go ahead!

‘How do you feel?'

Rachel grimaced. 'Exhausted.' They were eatingedimthe kitchen.
It had been an exhausting day. Not only had hewmiray glory been
shorn into a boyish cap, but she'd been sauna'dsaged,
mudpacked, oil-treated, manicured and pedicuredanght how to
apply make-up to make the very best of her bonaeetsire and eyes.
Mr Leon, who could apparently turn his hands tothimg, had even
given her a lecture on the style of clothes sheilshaear, and Sam
had raided her wardrobe and come up with them.



"You know, he's right," Sam said now as she litsticculent piece of
cucumber from the salad. "You will drive men wifdyou don't let
yourself go again. Why are you so determinedlyimiat it?"

Rachel ate silently for a moment. Then she sipmediine and said
thoughtfully, 'l don't think I'm cut out for marga. My mad father,
who was also your mad brother, left me with hisege'm afraid. A
genuine wanderlust.'

‘Well, but he found someone to go along with itu¥equally mad
mother.' Sam grinned.

‘Do you know," Rachel twirled her wine glass, 'di&spvomen's
liberation, it's still not so easy to organise gsithe other way round?
| mean, men may be able to drag their wives arobuatlthey're still
not too amenable to being dragged around themseadvdsft alone
for long periods of time. Strange, isn't it? Oitigust that there are
some things you can never change.’

Sam made a moue over her prawns. 'l take it thake lbeen
involvements, then?"

‘Yes, two,"' Rachel replied.

‘And you're very bitter now?"

'‘No." Rachel smiled absently. 'I'd go mad tied kitehen sink.'
‘Wary, then," Sam said.

‘Yes.'

'Mmm.'



Rachel narrowed her eyes at her aunt. 'Sam- lagpreciate all this,
| really do, but don't— don't you dare try your dat organising my
love-life.’

Her aunt looked a picture of injured innocence. 8 said. '‘One ball
was all I had in mind. How could that possibly B& -

'‘No.'

'It's tomorrow night. It's a charity ball for a hen's hospital; the
cream of Sydney society will be there; | am on trganising
committee, and—to be perfectly honest, my partyng female
short.’

Rachel closed her eyes. 'Not a blind date, Sam!'

Sam laughed. 'Hardly—he's sixty if he's a day ditidhsourning the
loss of his wife—but he's a very nice man and cdaddwilling to
cough up a lot of dough. And you don't haveaotnerhim, just even
up the numbers.'

'‘Why don't you all just cough up your dough andéhdene with it?'
Rachel enquired with some impatience.

'‘Because this way is much more fun—you'll see!'
'‘No—I'm not coming.’

But she went.

'Rachel, you look stunning.’

Sam stared at her niece, who was wearing a fitgdpless black
gown that was elegantly simple and glittered asnsbeed, and long



black gloves. Truth to tell, Rachel barely recogdisherself. Mr
Leon's expertise had transformed her into a cdahgrous creature,
and the only slight giveaway might have been tlieerawry look in

her smoky blue eyes, which had been transformed freautiful to

stunning with artful eye make-up. The gloves hid In@nds, which
had been in the same state as her hair and natég reclaimable.

‘Just one thing—this,"” Sam said triumphantly, antdgn a chunky
silver necklace and slid a matching bracelet over glove. "There.'
She herself glowed in bouffant blue silk. 'Now renter, enjoy
yourself,' she commanded.

'I'll try. So long ag/ouremember this is your last chance to play Lac
Bountiful.'

"'l be perfectly content now," Sam assured héfr.kKnow you're
comfortable and able to do your thesis without hguo eat the flies
off the wall. And I'll know I've at least introdugeyou to Sydney
society—atfter all, what do they say about acorrs@ak trees?' she
winked at Rachel.

‘You're incorrigible,’ Rachel declared, with note thslightest
premonition.

Unfortunately—and she couldn't believe Sam hadrexeged it this
way—the sixty-year old widower took one look at herd all
thoughts of his recent bereavement fled his mind.

He manoeuvred himself to sit next to her, he pllest with

champagne and because he was quite knowledgeahieAsiica, he
engaged her in interesting conversation for quitena before she
realised that he was acting rather strangely foraa who had not
long lost his wife.



Then she sent a distress signal out to Sam, whohteoaway briefly
and laughed fit to kill herself. 'l told you!

‘But—-'

'It's not only him, darling, although | really wam't have suspected
him of it, which just goes to show! But I'll intrade you to some of
the others who are panting to meet you.'

INO__I

But Sam ignored her and bore her relentlessly adooanother table.
It didn't work for long. Her elderly admirer follad her, and for the
next couple of hours wherever she turned, theredss exhibiting an
unmistakable air of possessiveness.

To make matters worse, she closed her eyes irt gitgation once,

and upon opening them found herself staring inéorttocking grey
eyes of a strange man who then let his gaze @igtitely over her
and strip her naked, take in her hovering compaai@hcome back to
clash with her gaze in a way that left her in naitstoof what he

thought.

'‘Who—who is that man over there?' Rachel heardeleasking a
female member of Sam's party a few minutes latelarehberself
with a kind of disbelief.

'‘Which one?'
"He's got—qgrey eyes and dark hair --'
'‘Oh. darling, that's Mel Carlisle. Isn't he gorge®u

Well-but who is he?"



'‘Don't you know? Of course, you've been away. He/sry brilliant
orthopaedic surgeon, and so young. Well, to begesu. | think he's
only about thirty-five, and unmarried, although nmtcessarily
unattached—are they ever?' she said with a sigklidve he's going
to give a speech. He does a lot of work at our itaisp

Mel Carlisle did indeed give a speech, which dertrated that he
was not only good with bones but good with wordisl good-looking
in a tall, dark way that set most of the women Wwigiig him drooling.
His speech wasn't long, was witty in parts and tgeite moving
when he got on to the subject of the deformed cérildhey could all
help.

The audience responded enthusiastically; he wapstbmany times
on the way back to his table, and Rachel tensednaitegd for the

inevitable. It didn't happen. Even Sam looked bribEmused as he
sidestepped her table— which was, after all, onthefcommittee

tables, and the only one he missed—and finallgleain at his own.

But to Rachel it seemed to be an extremely poigesiure, and this
was confirmed when their gazes caught again a#éeyah down and
the mockery in his eyes hadn't changed.

Who does he think he is? she thought with a sudittesn pang of

anger; and to show that she didn't give a damnralse=d her
champagne glass to him in an ironic little salate] turned pointedly
back to her elderly admirer.

'Rachel, | am sorry about last night.'

‘Sam, you're forgiven!" Rachel stretched and yawrdedvas ten
o'clock but she was still wearing one of Sam's goug silk wrappers
and was finding it curiously hard to get going. S&uking exotic as



only blondes could in jungle- green and with a logold jewellery,
was on the point of going herself.

‘Now, we've covered everything, haven't we?' Hert'aupractical
side had been asserting itself this morning. Kaeyshish collections,
the cleaning lady who came in once a week, alldesh covered.

'‘Everything," Rachel said with another yawn. 'l dk'too much
champagne last night,’” she added ruefully. 'Er—wdiadut the
neighbours? Do they know you?'

'Hardly,’ Sam said with a unrepentant grin. 'Wekgcept the old
biddy across the road. | suspect she sits behintéhbe curtains all
day. And the house next door,' she pointed, 'wesnt/ sold. No
idea who to or when they'll move in, but they muste a bit of brass.
Values have soared here. It's quite an "in" plade/¢, Rachel.’

'l believe you,' Rachel murmured. 'Why won't youniee come to the
airport?'

Sam frowned briefly. ‘It might be embarrassing]jidgr

'‘Oh? Sam,' she said slowly, 'this trip is not aeaas'off with the old,
on with the new"?"

‘Exactly.'
‘You really are --'

'l know," Sam said. 'When I'm forty I'll reformh& bent and kissed
her niece. 'Now don't work too hard!

Rachel didn't work at all on her thesis that ddye Spent most of it
organising the second bedroom as a study, did someé and

stationery shopping, noted the furniture van owtslte house next
door with the lift of an eyebrow, and sorted throigr clothes before



deciding gloomily that not even a charity shop wddog interested in
them. She also spent some time pondering why #hedidly dull and
telling herself that, after months of basic ratiosise'd plunged into
wining and dining a little too richly—it had to kbat. It surely
couldn't have anything to do with a certain orthexpa surgeon and
his insolent deductions.

All the same, as she sat eating a lonely and Viamng pvening meal,
she found herself thinking of him again and wonagmvhat kind of
women he liked and how, for example, he would reaber true self.

It was while she wondering this that she saw aaktod feline grey
cross the courtyard and by way of a marble talap & to the wall
dividing Sam's back garden from the house thatdesesh moved into
during the day. It sat on top of the wall washitsgface, then looking
around regally before disappearing over the otiukey. s

Rachel smiled. She had no affinity with cats, bdtmaed their
independence and, thinking of it, reflected thae should be
counting her blessings instead of feeling deflatafter all, she
passionately wanted her doctorate in agricultunemics, and
Sam's offer of this rent-free accommodation mehat she could
attack her thesis wholeheartedly, whereas withoshte would have
had to find a part-time job to augment the smalbant of money her
parents had left her—smadhd dwindling. Moreover, perhaps a bit
of luxury wouldn't hurt her; ihadbeen a long, hard grind this far.

So thinking, she took herself upstairs to the fetntesilver and blue
bathroom, where she had a spa bath, and once moirged herself
with one of Sam's beautifully perfumed body lotioifien she
draped herself again in the blue silk robe witreldoirds embroidered
on it in silver thread and took herself downstaosthe salonto
explore the state-of-the-art record player hiddehirizk an exotic
screen.



And she was relaxing on one of the yellow settsipping Malaysian
Cameronian tea and drinking in Bach through heegowhen the
doorbell rang.

She sat up and frowned, then shrugged.

It was Mel Carlisle standing on the doorstep, vath angry grey
Persian cat anchored under his arm.

'Sorry to bother you, but | wondered if this wasiyoat,' he said, and
stopped, his grey eyes narrowing. 'Well, well,'augled then with
irony. 'Fancy running into you again. How do you?domoved in
next door today.'

Rachel's jaw dropped and the cat, with a dextetwiss of its body,

took advantage of the pause to gain its freedonvantlits rage at the
same time. It leapt from its captor to Rachel, whoght it in a reflex
action, got scratched for her pains and relegasedviéth another
astonishing bound, the creature streaked intos#ien, climbed a

marble pedestal, and knocked a china figurinetpfflnich bounced
on to the table where Rachel's tea was, smashengupp, and itself.
The cat sat down atop the pedestal and smoothedhiskers.

Rachel flew in after it with a muttered curse, themed and said
roundly, 'No, it is not my cat, and that figurinasyrobably Meissen
and the cup and saucer | know for a fact were—&hatong?'

Mel Carlisle didn't answer for a moment as he gazednd with his
hands shoved in his pockets, then he whistledysafttl looked at
Rachel. 'Is this what I think it is?"'

'‘Whatdo you think it is?' she asked coldly.
'‘Well,' he said softly, dropping his gaze to thdlina of her breasts

beneath the thin blue silk, 'it crossed my mind kaght that you
might be a high-class hooker, but this is even érighan | had in



mind." He grinned crookedly. 'Where's your—er—parddas he
gone back to his wife for the night?'

Rachel was not sure what she would have answeemube the
doorbell rang and the cat dived off the pillar dadl behind a chair.
‘Just don't touch him," she said through her testd, brushed past
him as the bell rang again.

There was a cheerful young man dressed in a chaditery on the
doorstep this time, and in his hand was a setokeys.

'Who --?' Rachel began, then glanced past himeatahparked at the
kerb—Sam's dark blue Mercedes coupe and anothebpetand it
with its parking lights on. She closed her eyesn $ad offered her
the Mercedes but she had refused resolutely, analim¢ had backed
down with nothing more than a thoughtful look. bald have known,
Rachel raged. She opened her eyes. 'Look --'

But the cheerful young man said brightly, 'l wakltto tell you,
ma'am, that the car is for your exclusive use,targive you this.' He
handed Rachel the keys and a slip of paper. 'lpsteol account,
ma'am, with the garage around the corner,’ he dedfi'They'll take
care of any problems you might have with it, todoligh you
shouldn't; it's a real beauty! They also have parkihere should you
need it. Goodnight, ma'am.' He touched his cap.

Wait,' Rachel began but he'd been well coachedhadked down the
path, smiling widely at her, and jumped into theass®l car, which
drove off.

Rachel closed the door and leant back againgtet) tealised that
Mel Carlisle was watching her and that he must leeard and seen
the lot—which for a man with a suspicious mind aaywvould
probably only be read one way. 'l can explain,'shd jaggedly.



'You don't have to—why on earth should you?' Hee@ia dark
eyebrow at her. 'We're only neighbours, after Although,' he
paused thoughtfully, 'l can't help wondering howdaall this, and
fancy cars et cetera, will compensate for the kofdserious
frustration you were feeling last night. Are yoleewallowed a young
lover just to.. .let off steam? Dance with, say] aot worry if he's
going to have a heart attack on you, let alonardieed with you? It
must be a problem."

Rachel took a very deep breath and, despite déisé tf anger in her
eyes, couldn't for the life of her prevent herdedm saying coolly,
'‘Oh, | go away to do that. | do have a few priregplyou know, and
one of them involves not sharing one man's bedsatheone else, so
if you're thinking of applying for the position ttk again.'

‘There's always my bed,' he replied lazily. 'Int fils brand-new and
unslept-in yet, so | haven't shared it with anyare] just think how
handy it would be. I'm sure we could fix up a waytoss our mutual
wall at the back so no one would even see you apina going.'

Rachel clenched her fists behind her back. "Yourate yourself, Mr
Carlisle. | choose who | sleep with --'

'‘When you don't get paid for it, do you mean?' het ack, then
grinned his crooked grin when she flushed with angat why the

hell am | angry? Rachel asked herself—and immedgi&tél herself

precisely why. Because this man had so profound$juciged her,

on appearances alone—well, she conceded, perhpparapces had
contrived to be misleading, but all the same— amdtop of it, here
he was asking her to sleep with him, which made &snbbad as he
thought she was if not a lot worse. She was danswltlenly, if she
wasn't going to play this out to the hilt, then &ahe marvellous
satisfaction of rubbing his face in what she reaias.



'Oh, well," she murmured with a shrug, and puslezddif away from

the door. 'l guess we all earn our livings at whiatre best at. And,
seeing as you can't choose your neighbours and ste’ck with each
other, providing you don't make any more proposgjobecause |
really couldn't—next door is still a bit too closehome—I don't see
why we shouldn't... be amiable. Would you like mkimhile we sort

out how to deal with this impossible cat?’



CHAPTER TWO

MEL CARLISLE took the glass of brandy Rachel offered him—st
hadn't waited for a reply but sauntered past him poured two
drinks—with a rather quizzical look. '‘Are you alled/to do this?' ---

Rachel shrugged delicately and said, while shefdérecollected
bits of Meissen figurine and teacup and moppedfte#e carpet,
‘Don't worry, he's not liable to burst in and shgoti or anything
dramatic; he's overseas for six weeks. Do sit dMiimere's the cat?"
She bent over the back of the chair it had disajgodaehind and rose
up with a grin. 'Sound asleep, would you belie@&® curled up in a
corner of the settee with her drink. 'Cheers. Waleoto the
neighbourhood.’

‘Thank you." He sat down and cradled the ballo@sgin his long
lands. 'Why aren't you overseas with him—inciddyptalince we're
neighbours and might have cause to refer to higuiatly, does he
have a name?'

Rachel considered. 'You can call him Joe, whicfotshis real name,
of course.'

‘Of course. Why aren't you?'

Rachel grimaced. 'He took his wife. By the wayt¢fossed her mind
that she could be seriously slandering a certaslower who was not
overseas anyway, and didn't have a wife, but &ldame '—that
wasn't Joe last night." She stopped and realisedrstht have led
herself into an awkward bit of explaining...

‘Ah.' Mel Carlisle thought for a while, then sailnother contender
for your services, was he? | guess you have to keepoptions open
in this... ancient profession.’



Rachel controlled a sudden urge to rise and skafale, despite the
fact that he'd unwittingly come up with a bettepkaxation than she
might have provided if pressed.

She said instead with another shrug. 'Perhapsh Bhe smiled
gently. 'Has the neighbourhood suddenly lost abibn since you
discovered what this is?' she queried, and addedsould be
worse—you know, streams of strange men.' She gasturyly.

He lay back and studied her. 'Do you also mgarcould be worse?'

'‘Well, | suppose | could,’ she mused. 'One steaaly isha bit like one
steady job, isn't it?'

'Have you never had any ambition to do anything elish your life?'

'‘Oh, one day. It's rather difficult when you haxeensive tastes, you
see.'

'l see.' He drank some brandy then reached fostdexe of the Bach
album, and shot her a narrowed grey look.

Rachel ran a hand through her short hair and kidvead back. "You
know, all this doesn't mean to say | can't be &oed, reasonably
intelligent person.’

''ve heard that argument too," he commented. afartg the lines
of—it's my body and if | want to sell it who shouiell me not to?
And I've no doubt there've been many women witleldption and |
suppose, if it's a way to survive, who does? Butaiasciously make
it a way of life..." He didn't go on.

Rachel sighed. 'Is about as low as any woman c&nFgo all you
know, Mr Carlisle—or should | call you Doctor?'

‘Call me Mel. What do | call you?'



'‘Well apart from Scarlet or Fallen or anything mdnmect, my name
Is Rachel Wright. But for all you know, Mel, Joeght be young and
vigorous, tied to an unfortunate marriage, say, langyht be deeply
in love with him. Who then would earn most of yaentempt, him
or me?'

'l think I'd divide it equally,’ Mel Carlisle musedAssuming |
believed it.'

'‘Why wouldn't you?'

'‘Well, young, vigorous men don't generally needgto to these
lengths, especially not with someone deeply in st them.' He
glanced around and shook his head in some disb&led | don't
think you'd have got as angry as you did at thetimerof young
lovers just now, or as irritated to death with elgeones as you
looked last night, if it were true.'

'l see.’
'So I'm right?' He looked at her with sardonic aemsent.

Rachel stared at her glass then shrugged— sometgtiagwas
learning to do with a variety of nuances. 'Whdtte iyou, anyway?'
she murmured. 'You don't for one minute assumentio&ing in next
door to me gives you the slightest right to tell imogv to live my life,
do you?'

'‘Not at all, Rachel,' he said blandly. 'Let's dah exchange of views.
Surely intelligent, cultured people can do that?'

‘There's a difference between being clever withpfee bones and
being intelligent in a more universal and undemditagn sense. In fact,
being clever with people's bones doesn't at allmteaay you're not
an insensitive boor. All it really says to me spifathat you have a
holier-than- thou attitude | find—arashingbore.' Good God, she



thought as she sat up impatiently, anyone woulikthd studied for
the part! 'What are we going to do about this wretccat?'

'I've no idea. He's been wandering around my glgmeing me up for
hours.'

'‘Well, if he lives around here, you'd think he'dvéhagone home,
wouldn't you?' Rachel said slowly. 'After investigg you, | mean.’

‘That's what | thought. Until | put him outside fdvout the sixth time
and in he came every time | opened the back ddwrels no one
home on the other side of me and, to be perfecthekt, | don't feel
like doing a lengthy door- knock with a hostile .c&#bu wouldn't

consider keeping him for the night now he's setllean, would you?
We could ring up the RSPCA in the morning if no aoenes looking
for him.'

Rachel grimaced. 'l suppose | could. He's probabite valuable, but
anyway, someone might love him. Any more damagdesjgh,' she
warned, ‘and he's straight back to you. You wesdifst choice, after
all.’

'‘Don't you like cats?' Mel Carlisle enquired.
'| prefer to admire them from a distance.'

‘Do you, now?' He was silent for a moment, staahgis drink, and
Rachel took the opportunity to study him and decttat in
serviceable khaki trousers and an open-necked gamen blue
checked shirt with dusty marks on it, and with tiick dark hair
ruffled, he didn't look like a dedicated surgedlith@igh none of it
altered the fact that he was proportioned ratlkerdi Greek god with
wide shoulders and slim hips, long legs and baautdnds. And has
a clever, insulting way with words, she remindedskbé, and was
slightly startled to find that he was now returnimgy stare. He also
said, 'l guess that's what I'll be doing to you riow



‘What?' she asked, looking confused.

‘Admiring you from afar,' he murmured with that rkiogy glint in his
eyes.

Which helped Rachel to raise an incredulous eyebtOWw, come,
now!" she said with gentle irony. 'Since your wagspicions about
me have been thoroughly confirmed, you don't expmet to

believe --' She stopped rather abruptly.

‘That | could be attracted to you, Rachel?' he seghpazily. ‘Oddly
enough, one's morals don't seem to dictate whacadtrone
physically. They can certainly tell yaunyyou shouldn't be attracted,
but that's about all the say they have in the matb@dn't you
noticed?'

Rachel took refuge in the last of her brandy, thiéed her head to
say, with a glint of amusement that surprised 'Yen) don't think it's
just a time-honoured ambivalence men are very stibtepp, Mel?'

'Such as?"

‘Such as while they vocally condemn women like tihey can't help
feeling, at the same time, that we're fair game?"'

'‘Ah, well," he said slowly, 'you might be right. dile could certainly
be an element of that in it. It would be interegtio know why you,
when you market yourself commercially, so to spéaddyou should
have protection against—free trade. I'm quite sRehel,' he said
softly, 'we could have a very interesting discussibout that.' He
stood up. 'Unfortunately, moving is an exhaustingihess, so I'll
have to postpone that one --'

'‘Don't bother!" She was on her feet in a flash lagideyes were cold
and angry. 'T'll tell you now. Even in a free-tragluation | have a



perfect right to trade as | like. And even if itn@e question of going
bankrupt, | would do it rather than tradeythingwith you.'

‘Well, my dear,’ he said rather drily, and Rachelswsuddenly
conscious of how tall he was, and that, despiteabpersions, it was
Impossible to deny that he was a dangerously clepponent in this
war of words, 'then we'll be able to talk abouhtjs one can't regulate
the way one can free trade. Things such as whyyeun noticed me
last night, and why my contempt bothered you endogtetaliate,
using a man who wasn't even Joe,' he said withnabication of
ingenuousness and derision that was singeing.

'‘Oh, come on!" Rachel said frustratedly. ‘Nearlgrgwoman there
was.. .making a meal of you! You just have thosek$o but rest
assured that until you stripped me naked --'

He laughed. 'You were the one exception? | dorowkabout my
kind of looks, but last night you were certainly nitty of stripping
naked.'

'‘Because... because...' Rachel was so incensezhthabuldn't go on.
N'Possibly because you're not the usual run olhatwou are,' he said
thoughtfully. 'As a matter of fact, my first impetsn was that you
had a kind of class. Of course, | was right. Yowbsiously very

classy—in a certain sense, and Joe obviously ajpescthat!" He

looked around again. 'But to get back to—well, ta$s a good way
of putting it. You can deny it until you're blue the face, Rachel
Wright, but there was an instantaneous chargeroédond between
us last night, the kind that's ungovernable bygbkihke commerce
and trade, morals, et cetera. I'll come over inntfoening about the
cat. Don't bother to see me out,' he added.



At two o'clock in the morning, Rachel sat up in Sabed with silver

satin sheets twisted about her and longed foradleoff cool cotton on
her skin. She also knew she was having troubl@sigdecause Mel
Carlisle had been right, damn him, but that didwean he would be
the kind of man who would understand her; in fhet was quite sure
that, if he didn't have a demanding enough careareed a very
conventional wife when he chose one, his ego waunlgvay. Any

man who was as uncompromisingly scathing about asdiut

admitted to seeing them as fair game would havehdoe a

monumental ego, she reasoned. Then she askedfnatiset bleakly

why she had taken up the cudgsls energetically on behalf of
whoredom herself when it was about as alien to reure as

anything could be—and decided that most efasa desire to teach
Dr Carlisle not to make snap judgements, but thahall part of it

was also a defence of her sex. A feeling, even nibe¢ everyone
deserved to be judged as individuals, with a hysparhaps that had
moulded them as much as any other individual wasldeal.

She lay back, grimacing. 'What | should reallytthough,’ she said to
herself, 'is put an end to this whole ridiculousgh—I will, first thing
in the morning.'

First thing in the morning, after dressing in arpaf Sam's

fashionably baggy slate trousers and a wide-shoediderory linen

shirt tucked in at her narrow waist, she fed thesi@a cat some milk
anklet it out.

It stalked around the courtyard briefly then reeeed the kitchen and
leapt on to the draining- board beside the sinleralit sat and stared
out of the window like a fluffy Sphinx.

'Yes, well,' Rachel murmured, 'don't imagine I'véopted you,
although I assure you I'll do the decent thing anadke every effort to



see you find your home again. And that,' she ssti@doorbell rang,
''s no doubt the good doctor from next door. Iselver in for a
surprise! Stay there for the time being.' She ddbe cat into the
kitchen and went to answer the door.

It wasn't the doctor but an imperious old lady vdtiowy white hair
in a bun and wearing an old-fashioned selectistafves, beads and
antique rings.

'Hello," Rachel said politely as she was surveydt wnmistakable
hauteur. 'Is there something | can do for you?'

The old lady snorted. 'Never,' she declared, tal®aghel aback
somewhat. 'So you're the new one?' she contindgone' for
someone younger this time, has he? But I'll tell yomething --' she
pointed dramatically at the Mercedes still parketha kerb '—don't
think he bought that specially for you! Your predssor had it.’

'Uh? Oh!'" Rachel said as enlightenment dawned.tiNd ,was my --'

‘Now, don't you try and fob me off with stories,uyg lady,' the old
woman admonished sternly. 'l live opposite, sodwrall about the
goings-on in this house!

'l see,’ Rachel said slowly, and fought a desirkatgh at the same
time as she cursed her aunt still winging her wagreeas. 'Well,' she
said somewhat helplessly, and wondered how to déemin to
explain—which lost her the opportunity.

‘The only reason I'm darkening your doorstep isabee a few days
ago,' the old lady went on, 'l had a funny spelhishopping centre
and they carted me off to hospital and nobody wdisteén when |
tried to tell them about my cat! Now he's gonearbegathered in
those accusing, indignant eyes.



'Look,' Rachel said hastily, 'if he's pale grey Bedsian, he's here. I'll
go and get him." But all she had to do was operkitcken door and
the cat streaked out, through the house and irgoatins of its

mistress. But the delighted reunion that then emhsuas cut off

abruptly. 'At least you had the decency to lookrdfim," her opposite
neighbour said grudgingly, 'I'll give you that. Boat doesn't alter the
fact that it's the likes of you who can give a hbigurhood a bad
name. Good day to you.' She turned away deternyinedl

‘And good day to you,' Rachel said with a sigh.

Back in the kitchen, she made some raisin toast coifite for
breakfast and was sitting in the breakfast-nookngahoughtfully,
when there was a clatter on the other side of th#, when Mel
Carlisle appeared on top of it and, using the sawauddle table the cat
had, descended into her courtyard.

‘What the hell do you think you're doing?' Rachaihdnded angrily
as they met at the french door.

‘Just protecting my reputation—good morning, Rathelreplied.
'‘Good morning, nothing! What—do you mean?’

'‘Well, in view of the fact that darkening your dst@&p could not only
give the neighbourhood a bad name but me one &dwectided that
if | wanted to see you this was the best way talgout it—the most
discreetanyway.'

‘Darkening—yotheard--"

'‘Every word,' he agreed. 'l had just opened my dumadrwindow,
which overlooks the street not far from your frdobr, andvoila, as
they say. It's a problem with these terraced hquymebably. So Joe



traded his old model in for a younger one—I thought were rather
restrained with the old biddy.'

"You --' Rachel struggled for words. 'You are thesmtwo-faced
bastard it has ever been my misfortune to meet,'gsh out at last.
'‘What do you think you're doing now?' she spatimtds he put his
hands about her waist and lifted her off her feetthat he could
move inside and set her down again.

'I'm being seduced by the marvellous aroma of yadiee,' he said
with a grin. 'l have coffee but nothing to makenitl have a tin of
baked beans but nothing to open it with—I was hgpou'd take pity
on me and offer me some breakfast. | do like yatahkn, by the
way.' He pulled out a chair and sat down.

Rachel stared at him with her hands on her hipsbteasts heaving
and her emotions impossible to describe beyondgebuning desire
to punish him in perhaps the only way she coultksire that gained
the upper hand and quite nullified her intentionb#o truthful this

morning.

She removed her hands from her hips and tossetdagt. 'It's not
mine, as you very well know. None of it is." Shaaleed up for
another cup and poured him coffee. 'l have frud eaisin toast for
breakfast, that's all.’

'Is that how you keep so fashionably slender? Thpol.' He
accepted the coffee. 'By the way, I'm rather gtekhiow the rest of it
wasn't your doing. Your predecessor?' he enquieidadely.

'l have no idea,' Rachel said demurely, then, lee$tie could help
herself, added, "You should see the bedroom.’

He laughed. 'l can imagine.’



‘That wasn't an invitation incidentally," she rekear casting him a
suddenly cool look as she toasted raisin bread.

'Of course not. Perish the thought,' he repliedasa

'‘Here you are.' She put the toast in front of himd @icked out an
apple from the fruit bowl. 'l suppose | could alwaask—Joe—if |
could tone things down a bit at least.’

'‘Why not ask him if you could redecorate complé?dgn't that a new
mistress's prerogative?'

'l might just do that." She started to peel thdappt, after watching
her efforts for a moment, he took it out of herdhand completed the
process with the precision of a surgeon.

'Oh," she said, staring at the perfect coil of géakver manage to do
it like that.'

‘Each to his own talent.' He handed her back tipeeaphen frowned
as he looked at her hand. 'You don't have the hafrals.' He paused.

‘Mistress?'
'l was going to say a lady of leisure.' He liftad &yes to her face.
‘They will be soon. Eat your toast before it getislc

'Yes, ma'am.' But he didn't. 'If this is a fairlgwm arrangement, I'm
surprised Joe could bear to leave you.'

‘Joe's time is not always his own," Rachel saidlgldl understand,’
she added.

'‘But if that's the case and he's...reserved thtusi¥xe use of you,
Rachel, won't you go round the bend doing nothiogtrof your life?"



'Who says I'll be doing nothing?' Rachel smiledytgly. 'I am
allowed to go out, you know. It's also a fairly @monsuming
business to—er—Ilook like this. | can spend the wldaly getting my
hair cut, my nails done, having a massage. Theme tltae
clothes—and, now you've put me in mind of it, m@nth fun to be
had redecorating this place.'

'l don't believe it,' he said abruptly.
'You believe a lot of other things about me.' Stval@n't resist that.

'Well, you just look and sound too intelligent farDespite what |
might have implied last night.’

She cast him a sardonic look, then she thoughaforoment and
perceived a way to go. 'An intelligent mistress?aAmatter of fact |
am, much as you find it incredible. I'm studying éodegree—with
Joe's approval. | think he perceives it as ratheaichet, actually, to
have an intellectual mistress.'

‘What kind of degree?'

‘Agricultural economics—Ilook, you came here asKmgbreakfast;

now you won't eat it."He looked down at his todiss$.a habit from my
intern days. | actually prefer some things cold soglgy now.' He ate
half a slice. 'Do you go to lectures?'

‘At the moment I'm doing it by correspondence.’
'l see.' He finished his toast and reached forrange.

'You say that," Rachel mused, 'as if there's natgoiit. But you're
the one --'



'I'm just wondering what use a degree in agricalt@conomics is
going to be to you. | mean, as a career it halniigations, even if
you were really serious about it.'

‘You forget,’ Rachel said smoothly, 'this is myesar' She gestured
around. 'But | don't think the accumulation of kiedge can ever be
entirely useless.'

'Is Joe interested in agricultural economics?’

‘Not in the slightest,' Rachel murmured, and prdeddo put the boot
in. 'Joe—has lots of good points, don't get me wr@md of course
lots of money, but his education was rather limitdthough he really
tries. But it's a bit late now.’

Mel Carlisle stirred his coffee. 'Just say he didIkMn now, against
all expectations—assuming he didn't do anythingnditec to me, or
even if he did, what do you think he'd do to you?'

Rachel considered. 'Nothing | couldn't talk him aiff she said
finally.

'I'm relieved to hear you say so. But | think yoigim be deluding
yourself. Men—have been known to react strangelythese
situations.'

Rachel grinned. 'You're the one who keeps cominge®me, Mel.
But don't worry, | can handle Joe.'

‘Then you must be very confident of your— desiiahilhe said, and
his grey eyes were completely sober.

Rachel finished her apple and wondered what a wowtam was
would say to that. But was it such a mystery to amymnan? she
reflected. 'It's quite simple, really. To be thgeabof a man's desire is
just that—you only have to be anything he wants tgoloe.'



Their gazes clashed and she felt a faint heat ¢orher skin as she
iImagined the kind of visions her words might coajup for him and
suddenly wanted to say... including being a conweat wife who
wouldn't want to be travelling around the world lwia faintly
missionary zeal... Well, not so faint perhaps, sbleceded, or you
wouldn't be wanting this doctorate so that peoptghiractually listen
to you...

"That's it?'

She came out of her reverie just in time to seectirgempt in his
eyes. She stood up and said lightly, 'lt's a pity $poken for, Dr
Carlisle. | could give you a crash course otherwise

'l find your morals confusing,’' he said drily.

'l bet you do, but that's also quite simple,’ @terted. 'Believe it or
not, one man at a time is my motto. Things havalatlof getting out
of hand otherwise. Will you --?'

But he stood up himself and, before she could noatef reach, he
put his hands on her shoulders, turned her toHame

'In the light of your having Joe in such perfeattrtol, do you meah
could get out of hand, Rachel?' he said softly.

'No." She said it stonily and tried to stare coalfy at him. But it
wasn't easy to remain cool as those grey eyes ohameface and
body in a way that was insolently intimate, nor wasasy to be
unaware of the feel of his hands through the imen shirt, or, to her
horror, to be unmoved by his proximity and the, thiéautifully

proportioned lines of his body. In fact, it generhin her the first
stirrings of desire she'd felt for a long time, @ancluriosity about how
the act of love would be with this man. As thingsosl now, an act of
conguest, surely, she reasoned, and hated herselfén considering
it. 'Let me go,' she said tautly.



But he moved his hands on her shoulders and hmslifstroked the
line of her throat, tilting her chin up, and heddd her briefly on the
lips. Then he dropped his hands and stood backKIl '¥ée, Rachel.
We'll see.’

She closed her eyes in genuine irritation and domgtelse she
couldn't quite define. 'Will you go home—and setiyown house to
rights? It sounds as if it needs it.'

'It sure does.' He grinned crookedly. "You wouldiké& to give me a
hand?'

'l would not. I've got work to do—just go away drdve me alone.’

'l wonder why I've succeeded in putting you in@ager,' he mused.
‘Well, fare thee well, Rachel Wright. I'm going.rRbe time being.
Don't do anything | wouldn't do, such as throwihgngs,' he said
softly, observing her stormy eyes. 'There's alreadg Meissen
figurine to be accounted for, remember.' He went.

Rachel worked on her thesis for the next week vatlkind of
suppressed fury that left her with a headache areleyes at night.
The only time she went out was to buy food andatkvior exercise.
She'd put the Mercedes back in the garage forggaaad discovered
that she could satisfy most of her simple needfie@tocal shops.
Besides, she enjoyed walking and each day shedamtigie further
from home.

Which was how she managed to get caught in a thstwim, two
miles from home and laden down with fruit and vebéts, and how
Mel Carlisle spotted her and stopped his convertddab and offered
her a lift home.



'‘Don't be ridiculous,' he said shortly as she he=it "You look like a
drowned rat already!

‘Then I'll soak your car,' she objected.

‘The longer you stand there arguing, the more lysodk it. Get in,
Rachel.’

A loud clap of thunder decided the matter. Sheigawkwardly,
with all her bags trying to impede her, and statteday thank you.
But he put the car in gear and shot off, nearltgrjglthe breath out of
her.

She glanced at him and decided that Dr Carlisle meisn a good
mood and that, in a conservative charcoal suittavkhirt and
discreet maroon tie he looked austere and much rlikee a
distinguished orthopaedic surgeon than he had enldkt two
occasions they'd met.

'‘Why are you walking and not driving?' he querisdha changed
lanes in the heavy late- afternoon traffic with anogance that
caused her to lift a wry eyebrow. 'Didn't you amgmee having the
Mercedes passed down to you from your predecessor?'

Rachel opened her mouth to deny it but said inst€dd I'll use it
when | need it, but I like to walk. It keeps meshmpe.'

'‘Particularly when there's a lack of bedroom gyrtinago keep you
in shape?' he suggested with irony.

Rachel stared down at her hands for a moment. $hersaid with a
faint smile, 'I'm waiting to see how really insaoljiyou can be Mel. |
have the feeling this is a good day for it. Whaitg we're so close to
home—it's going to curtail your creative genius.'



He said nothing, then deliberately changed lanagagausing her to
clutch the door anxiously then say, 'How you expectirn right into
our street from this lane is something of a mystemne, Mel.'

'I'm not turning right, Rachel. | agree with youyould be a pity to
curtail my creative genius so early in the piee'turned his head
briefly and smiled at her but it wasn't a pleasarg. 'I'm taking you
out to dinner.’

Rachel took a breath, then cautioned herself te talte how she
handled this situation. "That's very kind of yahé said evenly, 'but
I'm not dressed for dinner and I'm soaking wet—ould catch
pneumonia, Dr Carlisle,' she added gently.

'‘Well, there's an alternative,' he said blandhd astonished her and
not a few Sydney motorists by doing a U-turn wheare didn't seem
possible. 'You can have dinner with me at my hoafisr you've
dried off. That's my last offer.’

Rachel gritted her teeth. 'And if | don't acceplf® said tautly. "What
will you do then? Continue to drive me round in iyoar like a spoilt,
show-off schoolboy?'

'No," he said blandly. 'I'll park outside your heusJoe's house,
forgive me, Joe—and hoot while the rain lasts, thang on your
door until you come out. Just think how that woeldhance the
reputation of the neighbourhood.’

‘Not to mention your own,' Rachel said throughteeth.

'l couldn't give a damn about my reputation tonighhyway,
Rachel, I've decided, as a newcomer to the street quite
conceivablyunawareof your reputation, | could get away with being
considered smitten by my glamorous neighbour aeded as a poor
ignorant fool for a while. Don't you agree?'



‘Never for it to be known you're in fact...’

‘Two-faced bastard? Well, no, but then | don't agwath that
description, so --'

"You wouldn't,' she said with withering scorn.
He grinned but said softly, 'I'd do it, Rachel. Wo# to be?"
She clenched her hands then said coldly. 'I'll gdoueover the wall.’

'‘Ah. Good thinking! There's a ladder on my side iBstnot terribly
stable—I know, we should devise a code! Why damt give me two
rings on my phone; that'll say, coming over, andefrings would say
youcome over.'

‘You... |..." But he drew up outside their house$ole she could
formulate her furious disgust and she opened tloe dod gathered
her bags.

'‘Half an hour, Rachel. Would that be long enouglthange?' he
queried.

She got out and slammed the door. 'Yes!'

The fact that the situation was staggeringly ir@hdn't escape her as
she showered and changed. That she should hawedltbis man to
go on thinking what he did of her was of coursertiost ironic, but
there were amusing smaller ironies, she found. &gdhmer decision
to go over the wall, which had been made, sheseliin order to
protect his reputation. From the old biddy acrdesrbad who also
really believed she was...



She stared at herself in Sam's silver-edged bednoomor and
wondered for a moment if she was entirely sanérapnths of living
among primitive tribes and in countries where amghcould and
often did happen had unbalanced her somewhat. $herdecided
that it was Mel Carlisle's sheer arrogance andoeféry that had
unbalanced her if anything—and, if she was honbk#, sheer
dangerous attraction. But, she mused, having trodtiat path
before— although never with a man quite like thisstid she afford
to do it again? Was that why she was even giving iticredible
charade breathing- space—using it as a protectiothigr words?

It was at this point in her reflections that histt@es loomed up
behind her in the mirror and she frowned, then gwwound
furiously. 'Don't you ever creep up on me like thgain, Dr Carlisle!



CHAPTER THREE

‘MY APOLOGIES Miss Wright," Mel said gravely. '‘But you're a bi
overdue. | was worried about you breaking your neckhe ladder,
and | did knock downstairs.' He'd removed his jaekel loosened his
tie, and he allowed his grey gaze to roam with aygr over her
shining dark hair in its ordered cap, the discneetke-up she'd
applied, and the beautifully cut jeans she worehwat thin,
round-necked buttercup knitted shirt.

Then he turned his attention to the room. 'Soe-fbbked around with
raised eyebrows '—this is where all the actiontgiace?"

'‘No, it's not,' she flashed. 'I'm a great beliguerariety, so thesalon
floor, the dining-room table—oh, | can be very intree and
unconventional when it comes to that, Mel!'

‘You're also quite stunning when you're angry, R&aetholy hell!" he
murmured, wandering into the bathroom, which wasnidated by
the spa bath the size of a small swimming-pools&tdip three steps.
‘There too?'

'‘Get out,' Rachel ordered, but he simply walkedr ¢oehe bank of
built-in wardrobes that lined one wall and pullé& doors open to
reveal rail upon rail of clothes.

'l hope these are all yours—I mean, that you didhérit them from
your predecessor.'

Rachel turned abruptly and walked out. He caughtwiih her
halfway down the stairs.

'‘Have | seriously offended you?' he queried.

Rachel swore.



He took her hand and prevented her from going artihér. "‘Why so
sensitive suddenly?'

'Sensitive? Suddenly?' she retorted, then wondexdy she
was—because she'd allowed him to goad her intoireong the
charade yet again or because for one breathlessentprehe'd
iImagined sharing the spa bath with him? She tigdttdrer mouth and
tried to break free, but uselessly, as his longdis closed round her
wrist and he sat down on a step and pulled her dmside him.

'‘Calm down, Rachel,' he murmured.

'‘Calm down!' she marvelled. "You would trample skasibilities of a
block of wood!

'I'm not noted for my tact,' he agreed.
'I'm surprised you've even heard of the word!'
'‘Oh, often. My mother accuses me of a lack of fracjuently.'

'It's a pity you don't take more notice of your heat then,' she said
sardonically.

He turned her hand over thoughtfully. 'That bedrooeally
embarrasses you, doesn't it?'

'‘Not for the reasons you imagine,' she retortesh tit her lip.
‘Why, then?"
She hesitated, then said shortly, 'Nothing to db wou.'

"You could tell me, you know. | doubt if I'd be stked—I might even
have seen a bit more of life than you have. | thimkprobably a few
years older,' he said.



'If you're thirty-five, as they say, about seven.'
'‘Well, then—who said | was thirty-five, by the way?

Rachel sighed and regrouped as best she couldet8mnat the ball
happened to mention it, that's all. What on edaitlas to do with us or
life in general escapes me,' she said wearily.

'It means I'm not as shockable as | was when lywasage, as | was
saying,' he reminded her. 'You didn't by any chaasiesomeone
about me at the ball, Rachel?"

She opened her mouth to deny it but realised it wgdess as she
blushed, something she rarely did, and he sawditaughed softly.
'So | was right about that, too,' he murmured. 'Bubn't press you
about the bedroom. You'll probably tell me in yowm good time --'

'‘What is this?' Rachel said irately, because she siill, obviously,
off balance. 'Some new and devious plan to rehat@lme? | thought
you were a bone doctor.'

'am.’
'‘Well, stick to it," she advised him. 'l don't nedvant anything else.’

'‘Could you use a drink and a meal?' he asked, y@s a bland,
innocent grey.

She breathed exasperatedly. 'What's suddenly puinysuch a good
mood?' she demanded. 'l got the distinct impresgoanwere in a
foul one when you were showing off in your turboarxded car.'

'l was. The prospect of dining with you changedradt. Shall we go?'

She made a disgusted sound, and they went.



His house, which he insisted on showing her ov@nftop to bottom,
was beautiful. There were pale eggshell colourshenwalls and a
simplicity everywhere that normally would have besrbalm to
Rachel's soul. But her soul was in no mood to bethsml, she
discovered, and she said little, although she coutflite prevent
herself from touching the surfaces of some of ttuesitely austere
antique pieces of furniture. His bedroom couldmavér been more
unlike Sam's. A double bed beneath a plain creaenlispread, a
burgundy carpet and matching lampshades on thedee@bles and
a tall mahogany chest of drawers with a matchingomatable under
the window that was piled with books—mostly- medic@ine
comfortable armchair completed the furniture—buhtefexpected a
comment he got none. Yet she knew he was laughihgraas took
her downstairs and into his kitchen, which had ailar
breakfast-nook to hers and a similar comforting eialbstyle.

'Mind if we eat in here?"
'‘Not at all.'
‘What would you like to drink?'

‘Scotch and water, please.' She sat down at tleedat sniffed rather
appreciatively. 'Is cooking another of your talemis Carlisle?'

'‘No.' He handed her her drink and poured the samg for himself.
‘Well, only the most basic things.'

'‘Whatever is cooking doesn't smell that basic,'cgimlemented.

'l have this gem of cleaning lady. Whenever sheesoimshe leaves a
casserole for me to heat up. Today she excelleskliend left two.
I'm not sure what the second one is, some sort egfetable
concoction.' He sipped his drink then put it downd | have fresh



bread, butter- no, don't move, I'll set the tableuad you. Do you
cook, Rachel?'

'I'd starve if | didn't,’ she murmured.

'‘Let me rephrase—do you like to cook?' He pulledoaple of
checked napkins from a drawer and added them td&nhes and
forks and place mats he'd set out around her. Tibggot down two
crystal wine glasses, took a bottle of Rieslingrfrthe refrigerator
and stood it in a pottery wine-cooler.

'Yes, | quite enjoy it. | can also sew if | haveaod I'm generally
fairly domesticated when | need to be.’

'‘Any good with children?’

'‘Quite good with other people's children, whichsidemean much.’
‘No burning desire to have some of your own?'

'‘Obviously not,' she said drily. "Why the inquisiii?'

He shrugged. 'A change of subject, that's all. WAaild youlike to
talk about?' He was leaping back against a coumtarhis drink in
his hands.

‘Tell me about—your mother," she said after sornaght.

He grinned. 'My mother is a very formidable, arnsigady and | have
the misfortune to be her only son as well as hangest child. | have
six sisters, all married with children, all pillavEsociety but with one
great disadvantage from my mother's point of vieWweytno longer
bear the family name.’

Rachel smiled faintly. 'So she's dying for you &t gharried and
provide heirs for the family name—why don't you?'



'l will some day, no doubt.’

‘Just waiting for the right girl?' Rachel askedzgigally. 'She'd
probably die if she knew you were entertaining mealihner. She
probably has strong views on mistresses.'

I'm sure she does—most wives do.'
Rachel let that one pass. 'Did she spoil you rétten

'‘She's not really the spoiling kind of mother. &ctf after my father
died she was so determined to be the oppositesti@atwas quite
painful. We," he paused, 'have been falling ouhgiteat regularity
ever since | left home permanently in a rage whearas eighteen.
This is an "out" period at the moment.’

You could be two of a kind,' Rachel mused.
'‘Oh?' He raised an eyebrow to her.
She laughed. 'Well, you must get your arroganaa somewhere.'

He looked faintly rueful, but not for long. "You e moments of
arrogance yourself, Rachel. Caputrace it back toyour mother?’

'‘No,' Rachel said, picturing her gentle, often begred mother, who
would have been the last person one would havecteghéo have the
fortitude to bear a child in flea-ridden tent in Moco. 'If it's there, it
must come from my father's side.'

‘How do you think your mother and father- do thegw what you do
for a living?' he queried.

'‘No. Well, they're both dead—I thought we were dag the
subject?’



He was about to say something but a bell pingedharghid instead,
'‘Dinner's ready. How fortuitous.'

Dinner was delicious, a chicken casserole; the tedig concoction
proved to be courgette, tomato and onion beneattease topping.
When he got a phone call of an obviously medic&lineajust after
they'd eaten it, Rachel cleared up quietly.

That showed her another side of Mel Carlisle bezasen he put the
phone down after about twenty minutes he turneddacand, for a
bare moment, looked at her as if she was a comgti@teger. Then he
looked round and said, '"You didn't have to do that.

She shrugged and picked up her wine glass. Hibithis and go. It
sounds to me as if you have a delicate, maratharatpn on
tomorrow. Is that --' she wasn't sure why it ocedro her but it did
—why you were in such an impossible mood earlier?’

He sat down and said briefly, 'Partly.’

‘Are you afraid it won't be successful?' she askadtly and noted
that he'd only had one glass of wine, so she mdetarted to make
coffee.

'It'll be successful if it's the last thing | ddé sat back and shoved his
hands in his pocket. 'But he's only a kid and dperated on the poor,
brave little beggar more times than | care to rebvesm keep telling
myself it's hurting him more than me, but...'

Rachel said nothing and went on making the cofBag.when she
handed him his cup she said thoughtfully, 'You #&halevise a
formula to help you deal with your tension. Othmeart frightening the
lives out of respectable Sydney motorists.'



'Oh, | have.'

Her eyes narrowed at the way his rested on heravglint that was
part mockery, part something else. 'l see,' she &alast and with
contempt.

'‘What do you see, Rachel?' he asked softly. 'Ighbyou more than
most would understand the tension-reducing valtiesx’

‘That depends,' she said steadily and was surpaisker steadiness.
'‘How do you do it? Do you have a roster systemogudt go out and
find someone for the night?'

‘Are either of those things any worse than— beihgtvany man with
enough money wants you to be, dear Rachel?'

'I've said this before,' she stood up, 'but Yl gagain: you run your
life, Mel, and leave me to run mine.' She turnedsials the back door
but he was up in one quick, lithe movement anditguer way.

'‘Going back to that silver and blpeison,Rachel ?'

'I'm certainly not staying here to be insulted ahebt with on a
tension-reducing basis, if that's what you had indniGet out your
little black book, Doctor, and get out of my wagthie commanded.

‘All right," he murmured, and slid his hands ableit waist. 'When
I've done this.'

He was both amazingly strong when it came to riegister furious
struggle for freedom, and amazingly competent wherame to
kissing her once her strength ran out, and he dad af it with his
hands, she realised, breathing erratically and enlgidfeeling her
skin come alive beneath those wandering fingers ¢wmugh her
knitted top. Another thought that came to plaguews that it had
been so long since she'd been caressed and haldrian. In fact,



never by one as expert as this, who knew exactgrevko tantalise
her then quieten her, and start again until she treasbling in his
arms not only from the responses of her own bodyaso from the
primitive, sheer male onslaught of his. So thatmhis mouth finally
sought hers she was helpless with a longing todoésen closer.

But, while it was a kiss that started out as a ssbion, it soon lit a
fire of desire in her so that she was kissing batk a kind of
fierceness and hunger that dimly amazed her.

And, when it ended, she fell back in his arms, gasfor breath and
more truly aroused than she'd ever been. 'Oh, Goel said hoarsely.
'‘What do think you're doing?"

He studied her bruised mouth and flushed cheeksigihr half-closed
lids, and moved his hands across the small of &iek.bYou owed me
that, Rachel.'

'l owe you nothing!" she breathed.

'Yes, you do. Do you really want to know why | wassuch a foul

mood this afternoon? I'll tell you. It suddenly dead on me when |
saw you standing in the rain, still looking so pt@nd beautiful, that
there's only one person | want to go to bed witthatmoment—and
that is you. Don't you feel you ought to take somsponsibility for

that?' His eyes mocked her.

‘No. | --'

'‘And then the other thing that motivated me justmaas the desire to
see if Icould set someone as basically cold and mercenary as !
alight. Really alight, | mean, as opposed to acbng some man's
fantasy. | think | succeeded, don't you?"

'l think you're mad,' she whispered.



'‘Nevertheless, you certainly came alight, Rachel.’
She took a quick, despairing breath. 'You...'

'...?" He waited.

'‘Oh—Ilet me go!'

He released her promptly. 'Lost for words?' he saitly. 'Why don't
you for once in your life do somethirgnest,Rachel? Why don't
you run out on Joe and move in with me? At lehstsaid, 'you could
go to bed with me as yourself. And because youadlgtwant it.'

‘You're --' Rachel's voice cracked '—asking medgaur mistress?’

'‘Well, in view of your ability to be beautiful artdntalising and to
play at studying agricultural economics,' he saith wpen contempt,
'but with no visible means of support, it couldret any other way,
could it?'

If she'd been flushed and dishevelled before, skervow white and
her blue eyes glittered like sapphires. 'And just long do you think
that would last?' she asked, possessed, she tkhatifean anger
deeper than she could remember. '"You despise sadgh—no, thank
you, Mel, there just isn't enough future in it fore. Think how
relieved your mother will be!" she taunted. 'AsHionesty --'

'I'm not asking you to be unfaithful to Joe," hawded. 'Just to admit
you'd rather sleep with me than him—isn't that ymotto: one man

at a time? Which is your brand of faithfulness,dqume. And | guess
no man could ask for more unless he's got his weddng on your

finger. And if you don't possess a stitch of anyghihe hasn't
provided you with, come stitchless. | would of cseibe prepared to
clothe you. Although we wouldn't need to rush imfde said with a
smile lurking in his eyes.



'‘How...kind of you. | still must decline," Rachéhsymered. 'And on
the subject of darkening doorsteps, may | take dpisortunity to
warn you that if you ever darken mine again, | wall the police?
Let me through.’

He didn't move. 'l think | get it,’ he said slowltven mistresses
expect to be courted— perhaps more so than wivefddt they're
probably very sensitive about it; after all, itasstep up the ladder
from just selling one's body indiscriminately, tatf? | mean, there's
your intellectualism to be taken into account, godr sense of style,
not to mention your inventiveness—of course alt thast call for
skilful, delicate negotiation. Why didn't | think @?' he marvelled.
But he went on in a different, suddenly ruthlesy.wdnless it just
comes down to dollars and cents. | don't know hamyrof them Joe
has, but in case you don't know it --'

'Stop. Stop it,' Rachel said huskily, and pauseddtieto choose her
words with care. "Your summing up of me may be gy accurate
from what you feel you know about me. It's.. .iotfii's accurate from
what you don't know, which is really rather ironeit it boils down
to this—I don't want to have anything more to dahwyou, Mel.
You've not the kind of man | could live with, foeveral reasons. |
won't bother you with the bulk of them, but thisedrwill. You're the
kind of hypocrite | could never live with.'

‘And Joe's no hypocrite?' he said with a dangegbtisr in his eyes.

‘Leave Joe out of itYyou 'rethe one who thinks he can buy a woma
he basically despises..." She stopped as his eyreswed alertly
suddenly, and she wondered if she'd given herseliya but
immediately asked herself what difference it womldke. He was
still the man who had mistaken her so completaly, the same man
who could arouse her, yet be like this and expee$gsndamental
cynicism that had to be part of him, whatever hevkior didn't—the
last man she should allow herself to love. Thenesomer demon, of



hurt perhaps, prompted her to add, 'Even whores thesir pride, you
know. Goodnight.'

He let her go this time.

It was unfortunate that brief, ridiculous tearsriad her vision just
long enough to make her miss her footing and cadsthe marble
table on her side of the wall.

She cried out, then lay winded and biting herligt he'd heard and
he was over the wall himself, cursing roughly teemnging her up in
his arms. 'I'm all right,' she said weakly.

'Like hell you are—where's your key?'

‘Mel --' But he put her down outside the french dand one ankle
gave way, causing him to swear again and gathekdyarout of her
jeans pocket while she rocked on one foot and tlnatitch at him as
he opened the door. Then he picked her up agaimanched in with
her and straight up the stairs.

'‘Look --'
‘Shut up, Rachel,' he commanded, and set her dowimedbed.
'‘But | don't think it's serious,' she protested.

He took no notice and bent over her left anklebprg it gently as she
winced with pain. 'Take your jeans off.’

'No! Mel --'

..'Listen, if you don't take them off now, I'm ggito have to cut them
off. It's starting to swell.’

‘But --'



'‘Rachel, | am a doctor," he said sardonicallyt'dast.’

Rachel moved agitatedly, gasped with pain and gldrniown at her
ankle, which indeed was swelling rapidly. 'Oh, aljht,’ she
muttered, encountering his grey gaze again, antt Wis help
managed to slide out of her jeans. Then he sat dpwked up her
foot and moved it about, watching her reactionsavely. Finally he
put it down. 'l don't think it's broken, but weilked X-rays. And in
the meantime ice.'

Incredibly, in a short space of time she was gjtpropped up on her
bed with her foot propped on another pillow compleith ice-bag.
And Mel was on the phone.

She watched him as he roamed impatiently arouncothra with the
phone. He'd discarded his tie and rolled up hig-skeeves and he
looked the picture of what he essentially was: &,darrogant,
dangerously attractive man.

His call went along the lines of, 'Marty, it's Meisten, my neighbour
has hurt her ankle. Can you bring your portable hmec round?
Marty, you owe me one, old son, and if it's thtlkdifirst-year nurse
you should be ashamed of yourself.' He listenedforoment, then
grinned his crooked grin. 'Will do. Uh—on your wapat up Sister
Surgical and get a pair of crutches and a bandage hier—tell her
it's for me.' He put receiver and phone togethel larmought them
back to the bedside table. 'He won't be long. lda'®ld friend of
mine.'

'Is this going to cost me an arm and a leg?' Raaieplired.
'It's all free; comes with the—neighbourhood.’

'l see.’



He gazed down at her. 'You wouldn't have anythkeydn ordinary,
respectable pair of pyjamas, would you? Marty's d |
iImpressionable.'

‘Yes, | do,' Rachel said coolly, and rummaged utitepillow, ‘but |
can manage perfectly well, Doctor, in case youidads of helping
me.'

‘Never entered my head,’ he drawled. 'l do havepatation to
protect, you know. I'll go down and wait for Mattie closed the
door behind him.

Rachel glared at it, then painfully changed int® ldast revealing of
Sam's nightwear she'd been able to find, a velyréal pair of white
silk pyjamas with blue dots and piping.

She was just lying back feeling exhausted wheretivers a knock on
the door.

Marty was a very friendly, slightly overweight, gfug man with

freckles and laughing blue eyes. Whether the larghad been
prompted by Sam's opulent decor or he always lodiked that,

Rachel couldn't tell, but he did manage to he the of propriety and
admiring gallantry at the same time—no mean feataldo didn't let
his friend Mel off the hook.

'How come my neighbours always resemble dogs?'rbmlgded
cheerfully as he set up his machine. "You know, SMright,
Melville here has the most astounding luck.’

‘Melville?' Rachel said with an involuntary quirkleer lips.
Mel cast his mate a sardonic look. 'Thanks.'

'It gets worse. Melville Fitzroy Carlisle—his mothe’



'I've told Miss Wright about my mother, Marty," Msid wearily.

'So you two know each other quite well!" Marty sadenuously.
‘You'd have to. Mel normally keeps her a dead selcremember the
day she --'

'Oh for God's sake, Marty,’" Mel growled. 'Just get with the
job—anyone would think we were still in med. schdbk way you
carry on.'

'l believe | do have something of the eternal stitmoin me,' Marty
said complacently, and manoeuvred Rachel's ankigygéHow did
this happen, by the way?'

‘She fell off a table.’
'‘Ah! Tricky things, tables, for standing or sitting, | mean.’

'Rachel normally has a way with them," Mel saidligp@nd for an
Instant their gazes clashed—his loaded with irtveys saying—you
bastard!

Unfortunately, Marty intercepted this clash anddtiaggy eyebrows
shot up, but he contented himself with a little stl@ and proceeded
to be very professional while he took his pictutasugh he couldn't
quite hide the speculation in his eyes every tiimeytrested on
Rachel. Then he explained he'd have to take thayX-away to get
developed, which he probably wouldn't be able tbefore morning,
and insisted on demonstrating and fitting the d¢re$c 'l think you'd
be best off staying here tucked up for the nighgway,' he finished.

'So do |, Rachel agreed rather palely.

'Is there anyone who could come and stay with yogather you're
on your own?'



'‘No. I'll be fine. Thank you.'

'‘No problems." He started packing things up. 'Anel'$/right next

door anyway,' he added significantly. 'Well," heaigthtened up and
couldn't quite help himself from looking aroundhet quizzically

this time. 'I'll leave you two to it. Let you know the morning, old
man, but | agree with you, | don't think it's brokstill, better to be
sure than sorry --'

'‘Come on, I'll see you out," Mel said with palpaibigation.

What took place during this procedure, Rachel cauly guess at,
but guessed she was right when Mel returned lookingn even
worse mood than he had earlier in the day.

'It was all your idea,' she said, fighting an irsadesire to laugh.

'‘Are you saying | should have left you lying theveéh a possibly
broken ankle?' he shot at her.

'‘No. I'm grateful you didn't.’
‘Then what are you looking so amused about?' hedyra
Rachel laid her head back. "Your friend. The dadasthe's made --'

'If you didn't live in a... a place that closelyeenbles a bordello, he
might have accepted it was simply a neighbourly-act

‘Until he saw us exchanging extremely unneighbogtgnces, he
might have, although | doubt it. Will it be all avéhe hospital
tomorrow?' she asked with gentle satire.

'‘What exactly do you think his deductions are?'asked, more
restrainedly but with a dangerous dryness.



Rachel shrugged. 'That the great Mel Carlisle, @ogktraordinaire,
has got himself entangled with a woman he—Martpebn—didn't
know what the hell to make of himself.'

She saw him relax, saw the tension go out of esiiglers and should
have been prepared, but wasn't.

'Oh, | think Marty realises exactly what kind of mvan you are, my
dear. It's written all over you,' he said softly.

Rachel sat up abruptly, then flinched. 'Get otg' whispered.

‘Just going.'

It amazed her that, through all her rather torturectiminations,
castigations and general disgust with the seriesvehts that had
befallen her and in particular those of the lagngvg, she could still
wonder how a certain operation on a certain bréwld @as going.

She got the news via Marty the next morning thatdmkle wasn't
broken. He called personally; she was downstaiasjng had to
negotiate the stairs on her bottom.

'‘Well, that's good news,' she said briefly, balagan her crutches
and preparing to close the door on him.

He had other ideas. 'Listen, I'm dying of curiositye said honestly.

‘Then prepare to drop dead," Rachel retorted uhkirtdou sure
you're not just a simple voyeur posing as a radist@’

'l don't think so. | have a certain vested intengsti see. Mel is one of
my oldest as well as best friends. We were at ddogether even
before med. school and I've got this feeling tloat gate him and that



he doesn't know whether he wants to murder you be-ether thing,
which would be an entirely new sensation for hieljdve me. And
not before time!'

Rachel stared at him, then, on an impulse, opehedibor wider
awkwardly. 'Take another look around,' she saitlyicuwhat do you
think this is?'

Marty stepped in, gazed at the nude on the wah taad, taking
Rachel by surprise. 'l don't make snap judgemé&nen if it is what it
looks like, | wouldn't condemn you out of hand umhtknew you

better; there could be all sorts of reasons fds ithat what Mel did?'

Rachel laughed a little bitterly. 'He hasn't evearsit. But anyway,
it's none of your business, and when you talk atkmawing me
better, don't --'

'‘Rachel—may | call you that?' Marty said, and shes wurprised
again to see that he was looking at her quite $obB@achel, | think
someone should explain Mel to you. | often fedhict thatsomeone
should put out an explanatory video on him, it vdoséve a lot of
broken hearts. May 1?'

'‘Well--'

Ten minutes later they were seated in the breaktast drinking tea.

'He's always been too darn brilliant for his owrodd Marty began,
tucking into a shortbread biscuit. 'Brilliant athsol, a brilliant
cricketer when he was interested, he can play throplike an
angel—and of course, the apple of his mother's &ysan, after six
daughters, generally is.’

'‘From what he's told me, his mother is a tyrant.'



'She likes to think she is, but she met her matdidel—I guess we
all did,’ he said affectionately. 'Then there wihshat lovely money
he inherited when his father died --'

'Hang on," Rachel said slowly, and couldn't beli¢kies hadn't
occurred to her before. 'He's not ondatafseCarlisles?'

'‘None other. Shipping, brewing—he was in fact toke fieir; well,

Mum and sisters were provided for very, very hanusy of course,
but the bulk is his. Nor does it stop there. Highmeo is a prominent
member of the landed gentry; she was a Fitzroy-aktshe might
have been able to bear the fact that Mel wasrtt shipping and
brewing, but the fact that's he's not into thed is more than any
blue-blooded squatter's daughter can bear.'

'l see,' Rachel said slowly.

‘Mmm," Marty agreed. 'Now, whatever a tyrant younnmis, it's
Impossible not be spoiled and have everything yadcever desire
in those circumstances. It also does him greattdieat he persisted
in doing the one thing he wanted to in the faceuaiversal
opposition.’

'‘Why shouldn't they have wanted him to be a dottor?

'‘Possibly because looking after the Carlisle irgesras more than
enough for one man to do- naturally they expectedthihave some
kind of university background, but one that wouither lend itself

specifically to running the show, or would havéefit him out to be a
gentleman of taste and discrimination.’

'So he fought his mother and won," Rachel said, raigt as well
have said, big deal!

Marty grinned. 'Oh, | think you're going to be sood for him,
Rachel. You see, his other problem is that womere Ib@en flinging



themselves at his feet since—well,' he gestureangoy-school
days.'

Rachel sipped her tea thoughtfully. '‘None of this she said
eventually, and paused. 'Well, it might explain sothings, but it
doesn't change the fact that he's an arrogant --'

‘Son of a bitch?’
"You said it. And probably will never change.'

Marty pursed his lips. 'He does have another sidiais kid he's
operating on this morning- he comes from a pennilespino
family. Mel's footing the bill and donating his gees. And he's only
one of many. Mel's set up a trust out of the fanidstune—and,
believe me, Rachel, he's not only a genius witltcapel, he's a
dedicated doctor.'

‘A regular Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,"' Rachel murmured.
Marty whistled. 'He has set your back up.’

Rachel sighed suddenly. 'Owing to an unbelievabét of
circumstances, I've contributed my share, Marty,ibbwould never
have worked anyway. Would you do me a favour? fargiet you
ever met me.'

'l doubt if | could, but | won't be gossiping, Ifét's what you mean.’

Rachel coloured faintly and offered him some mor@tbread.



CHAPTER FOUR

SHE was sitting in the kitchen that evening, eatirdjrser composed
of baked beans on toast, when he came over theangllet himself
in without knocking.

'‘What do you want now?' Rachel said wearily aftercament, warily
and tersely because she'd been unprepared foitttegdlt of her

heartbeat when she saw how tired he looked. Shenhfzatt spent
periods on and off throughout the day reasoningustitwvhy it would

be the utmost folly on her part to fall in love witlel Carlisle, and
had comforted herself with the knowledge that shs anly human
and that that was why she'd responded physicalymiathe way she
had.

'‘Any left?' he asked, and wandered over to th@pdhe stove. There
were, and he didn't bother to put them on a plegqust got a spoon
and brought the pot over to the table.

'Isn't it your cleaning lady's day? You can't exast half a can of
baked beans,' she said acidly.

'You are,' he murmured.

'l haven't been working all day. How—did it go?HeSust couldn't
help herself, she found.

'‘Cautiously optimistic. I'll know more in a couéweeks. How's the
ankle?'

'‘Better. It's not broken.’

'l know. Marty rang me. You're right.' He stood again. 'I'm
starving.'



Rachel watched as he raided the refrigerator anmee dzack with a
wedge of cheese and a bottle of pickles. He théaated the bread
and butter and proceeded to make himself seveaah®erus cheese
and pickle sandwiches, and a pot of tea. 'Want 8bme

‘Just the tea, thanks. Has it occurred to you ffwat have an
incredible nerve, Mel?' she asked conversationatiypewhat to her
surprise.

He grinned and poured her tea. 'Do you mean dfieririsults |
offered you yesterday?'

‘Something like that—your last one, anyway.'
‘That rankled, did it? | apologise, that wasn'tetue.'
You astonish me,' she said softly.

'‘Well, | guess if you didn't astonishe,Rachel, we wouldn't be doing
this," he replied.

'‘We're onlydoingthis because | have little option to do othervase
the moment,' she pointed out coldly.

*You could have locked the door.’

'‘Why should | live like a --?'

‘Prisoner? | don't know, you tell me,' he invited.

Rachel subsided into a frustrated silence whictobk advantage of
to demolish his sandwiches. He then drank hisiiestity and poured

himself another cup.

'l've come to make a proposition,' he said finally.



'Oh, no --'

‘Just listen, Rachel." A glint of his old impatienit his eyes. 'I'm
taking a few days off this weekend, Friday to Mondaome with

me—my intentions are entirely honourable, | woait & finger on
you unless you invite me to, it's a house party agtter of fact and
they'll all be very proper people." He smiled sligh"Your ankle

should be much better by then.'

Rachel stared at him with her lips parted. Then sfid huskily,
clutching at straws, she realised, 'Joe..." Antetieoff, despising
herself.

'‘Look, you're nomarriedto the man. And it'll be entirely up to you
how you handle your side of the matter. For thatenaentirely up to
you whether you come or not. I'm not proposingitm&p you.'

'‘But what youare proposing is stealing me --'

'Stealing you be damned,' he said irritably. "Wihat hell are you,
Rachel? You tell me you're your own woman, you rt@ you have
your own principles, that no man can dictate to-ybpresumed you
were telling me you weren't just a good old-fashtboencubine with
little say in the matter, but now | have to wondar.is it something
else altogether? Are you basically a frightened anPFrightened,
for some reason, of a real, no-holds-barred invokm with a man?'

It was only much later that she realised that veihat did then was a
denial, to herself as much as to him, that shefmgistened of him
and afraid of falling in love with him and facingpet same old
story—not, she doubted, that Mel Carlisle would ttammarry her.

She said slowly, 'What do you think these prop@pjpewould think
if they knew... what | am?'

‘They won't know,' he said simply.



'‘And if after these few days I'm still of the samend as | am now,
will you leave me in peace?’

'Yes.'
‘Then I'll come." She looked at him defiantly.

‘That's a change of heart," he said softly, andatidly alert look was
back in his eyes.

'So is yours,' she countered, clamping down orahger. 'Last night
you were offering to do much more than lay a fingeime. | wonder
if | can trust you an inch, Mel?’

‘Talking of last night, how far do you think younctust yourself?'

Rachel narrowed her eyes. 'Just don't pull theratddl of having us
arrive and find we have to share a bedroom,' shireda

He laughed. 'That would be a test, wouldn't it?'
'I'd walk straight out again, Mel.'

‘All right!" He stretched and got up and walked wend restlessly,
picking things up and putting them down.

'What is it now?' Rachel enquired finally.

'l don't feel like going to bed yet.'

*You should. How long did you operate for?"'
He shrugged. 'Seven hours.'

Rachel watched his back as he stared moodily cert tne darkened
courtyard, then she said, 'From what Marty toldabeut you today,



you would only have to lift the phone to have san@ne come and
help you --' she paused significantly '—unwind.’

‘Ah, but, as | mentioned yesterday, | don't wastjtanyone now. So
Marty's been spilling state secrets.' He turnedk laacl his eyes were
amused.

Rachel put her head on one side consideringly.tiMaels you're a..

.walking disaster where women are concerned. His fgmi need

help, or at least the girls you get involved with dnd he set himself
up in an advisory capacity to me this morning.'

Mel Carlisle uttered a sentiment that was highlgamplimentary
towards his absent friend. 'What else did he @iy

‘Well I got the impression that you were once arpitile—very rich
boy, and I've got the feeling you've never quitegoown it,' Rachel
said meditatively.

There was a sudden dangerously silent moment eetles clashed.
'‘Don't for one minute imagine you're dealing withay, Rachel," he
said softly at last, and his eyes roamed overrharway that left her
In no doubt that he was in fact a very experienoat—something
she'd never doubted anyway.

She lowered her lashes as her skin began to pratkiest as if his
fingers were on it, but she soldiered on. 'In soespects, obviously
not,’ she murmured. 'But you just might have cdrrver a

dangerous inability to cope with being thwarteamy way.'

'‘As a matter of fact, you could be right, Rachkg' said barely
audibly. 'So just remember it the next time youidecto look
beautiful and untouchable and decide to lecture aneall my
shortcomings at the same time."



'Is that a threat?' she said steadily, her eyepeth@eg to an angry
blue.

His stared at her then his lips twisted wryly, fatt it's a rather
gentlemanly instinct—you're at a physical disadagat at the
moment, so you're quite safe. Now.'

Rachel raised her eyes heavenwards. 'If that temsting things
round to suit your own devious purposes—Ilook, why'tlyou just
go home? You've achieved what you set out to aehiev

''ve got a better idea—there is something elserdlaxes me. Let's
listen to some music together. | promise to behaie the utmost
propriety. Are you in the mood for Bach tonight? Winat about
Mozart? You choose. Don't bother with your crutches

'You're impossible,’ she said as he carried herthesalon.
' know.'
'‘And all the other things I've ever said about you.'

He stopped with her in his arms in the middle ef¢hlonand looked
down at her quite soberly. 'Perhaps. But | want, y@achel, more
than I've wanted anything for a while.’

Her mouth trembled and she thought of saying, Yes, what
happens when you stop wanting me, when you findubait | really
am—even if you don't...? And to her amazement shreet her face
Into his shirt for a moment, to hide her eyes.

They stood like that for a long moment before shtfesd and looked
up at the strange look in his eyes. 'You'd betti¢énge down,' she said
huskily. 'And yes, make it Mozart but iequienor Don Giovanni.
No,"' she added as he made to speak, 'nothing'getiabut | need a
break.'



He gave her a break.

They listened to music and chatted about anythinghemselves. He
made coffee later and poured liqueurs, and he rmexeelf quite at
home on the yellow settee, taking his shoes offutting his long
legs up, and then falling asleep.

Rachel, when she realised it, watched him for vaesimed a long
time. He even managed to sleep with a sort of dpdiwcareless
grace, and his face, in repose, was younger. Thenasd her head
back and closed her eyes, and tried to picturditiee of woman he
would eventually marry—and decided that what held/oeed was a
woman like her mother, able to devote herself estekly, capable of
an enduring passion almost to the exclusion afla#, even a child.

It was his pager, clipped to his belt, that joltest out of her bleak
reverie and jolted him awake.

He sat up, rubbed his face wearily and ran his siimaugh his hair,

and her heart went out to him. He'd slept fordittiore than half an
hour. And once again, as his eyes rested on hemgjht have been a
complete stranger.

Then he blinked and grimaced. 'Sorry—why didn't y@ke me?'

'l thought you deserved a rest. | would have, exadht Is that,’ she
nodded at his beeper, 'a call from the hospital?'

‘Yes. I'll have to dash. Uh, can | help you up ¢d bor --'

She shook her head. 'Just get my crutches. Andeda fawour: don't
come back until Friday.'



It was a beautiful summer morning when he colledted quite
openly from her front door, with the roof of hisg®adown. 'Ah,' he
said picking up her one small case—Sam's Vuitt@e ta be precise.
"A woman who knows how to travel light is a womdteamy own
heart. Few do.'

'I've had plenty of practice.’
'Of course. How's your ankle?'

'‘As you predicted, much better." She got in. 'Hawdo we have to
go?' she asked as he started the motor.

'It's about a four-hour drive.’

'l hope you're in a good mood,' she murmured.
‘Pretty good. Why?'

‘You're a terrifying driver when you're not.’

He laughed. 'I'm actually a very safe driver, Radhear not. | have a
flair for it.'

"Your flair for modesty is also remarkable.’

He glanced at her. 'l gather you're filled with dtsuabout this.'
She gripped her hands in her lap.

'You certainly look the part," he said lightly.

‘Whatpart?'

'‘Don't get your hackles up! The part of an impegdwouse guest,
casually elegant. Beautiful as always,' he addeetigu



'l don't always look like this," Rachel murmurdd.fact | can look...
guite unremarkable at times. Um, you'd bettemtedimore about this
house party.'

It was a pleasant drive. They stopped for lunchlemlet in the Blue
Mountains then continued north-west to the widengplains around
Mudgee. Their hosts owned a horse stud, as Mekkplhined, and
were long-standing friends of the Carlisle famifs they finally

drew up in front of the grand old two-storeyed cwd mansion,
miles and miles from anywhere, Rachel deducedthiegt were also
on a par with the Carlisle family, money-wise.

There were several cars parked on the gravel dincfeont of the
house, one of which caused Mel to narrow his eyes tswear
beneath his breath. Before she could ask why, seple and at least
six dogs erupted down the front veranda steps,tlamapportunity
was lost.

‘Mel, old son, great to see you! And you must belea Welcome to
Lilianvale! I'm Peter Stevens and this is my witdls’

Peter and Sally Stevens were both in their foriResshel judged and,
while he was tall and lean, Sally was a diminutigdhead with a
warm, bubbling personality. "We're so glad Mel lgioiuyou.' She put
her arm through Rachel's.

It was then that Mel said, 'l see you also invited,nodded towards
the car that had caught his eye earlier, 'the gdalctiess herself.’

Sally laughed. 'Well, Mel, darling,' she lowered taeice, ‘we didn't.
Sheinvited herself at the very last minute—and yoowrhow hard it
Is to refuse her anything. But it is time you twatghed things up...
er --' Sally Stevens exchanged a glance with hebdmd '—she did
also bring --'



But a very upright, superbly groomed woman appeatdtie steps
and started to descend, saying in a clear, culwwax, '‘Don't bother
to apologise, Sally. | will take the blame. How goai1, Mel? It seems
a bit ridiculous that | have to descend to thesel$eto see you, but
there you are.'

Rachel's eyes widened, but although the dark hasr streaked with
grey there was no mistaking where Mel Carlisle ¢paichis grey eyes
and his arrogant air from—nhis mother.

There was a moment of silence as mother and smdsaaeach other
and the tension in the air was palpable. Then laiked with a dry
smile. 'Beloved, you're right. We really shouldrteto tolerate each
other in a more civilised manner.'

To which his mother replied, equally drily, 'l doge you're not going
to be as ungracious as you can be at times, Melwtgdn't want to
make everyone uncomfortable, now, would we? By wsgy, |
brought Fiona with me; she was at a loose endwbekend—she's
down looking at the horses. Fiona and Mel,' Mrdi€larsaid, turning
directly to Rachel, 'have known each other for gemnd are such
good friends. How do you do? | don't believe waehet.'

'‘No, you haven't, Mother,’ Mel said swiftly. 'This my mother,
Rachel. Mother this is Rachel Wright—soon to beli€lar however,
as soon as | can persuade her to set the date.’

'l don't believe this." Rachel rubbed her face dgzeHow could
you?'

It was a bare, stunned, strained half-hour sincendd dropped his
bombshell and they were now in the pretty bedrduahdpened on to
the upstairs veranda allotted to Rachel, where el carried her



bag, and was now leaning against the closed dosrshoulders
shaking with laughter.

'Stop it!" she said fiercely. 'How dare you --? Ohall the insults and
sheer --'

'‘As a matter of fact,’ he straightened, his ey#saastused, 'you're the
first person I've asked to marry me, and that'sgyeoerally regarded
as an insult.'

‘You didn'taskme to marry you!' Rachel raged. 'Which would ke tt
last thing I'd do anyway. You made it all up on wm@ur of the
moment to get back at your mother. Why?

Or --' She stopped, her eyes narrowing. 'Has itesioimg to do with
this poor Fiona person?'

‘You're very quick on the uptake, Rachel,’ he musadu
appreciatively. 'lt has a lot to do with her. My ttmer has been trying
to marry me off for years, as | think | told youcen but her very
favourite candidate has always been Fiona—by thge wau don't

need to feel sorry for her.

Fiona can more than take care of herself. Butifedtof the whole
damn business,' he said abruptly.

'You—I keep thinking there's nothing more you cart@lamaze me,
Mel, but you keep surprising me. None of this &agthingto do with
me in the first place --'

‘That's debatable, but go on.'

'Listen, let's not pretend | wouldn't be the lastson you'd marry,’ she
flung at him. 'Then there's the fact that you'vacptd me in an
extremely ... a totally impossible situation thisekend, and, if you



ask meFiona,whatever she's like, wouldiehere if she didn't have
some ambitions towards you, so she's in an implesgdsition too!

'‘Look, | agree that matrimony might not have erdesé¢her of our
calculations, but we are here to sort out our—rations towards
each other. We are here, to put it bluntly, to éasth other out --'

'‘No, I'm here t@roveto you | can resist you and all your money an
your offers to make me youmistress she said scathingly.

'‘Rachel,' he raised an eyebrow at her, 'it's jus¢sed my mind to
wonder whether your being here isn't part of a more subtle
campaign than my mother would ever have dreamt ofaeguire
yourself a wedding-ring.'

She went to hit him in a flash of white-hot raget bnded up in his
arms with her wrists clamped behind her back. "Temi@mper,' he
said softly. 'Did | hit a nerve? You know, one d#ykiss you when
you're soft and compliant, and begging for it.’

She was in helpless tears in fact, when his maafttnérs at last, and
it helped not one whit that he held her shakingylmdse quite gently
until she regained some composure, then stoodvisgy Eom him
thoughtfully with his hands on her shoulders.

‘Listen, Mel,' she wiped her eyes with the backafhand, 'enough is
enough. I'm not what you think I am. | --'

'Oh, | know there's some deep dark mystery tharg, you see, I'm
not entirely what you think | am either.' He slig fingers down to
her wrists. 'Just do this for me, Rachel. Go alenith me this

weekend. I'm never going to marry just to pleasemmyher, and the
sooner she understands that, the less of thisgfindnsense I'll have
to put up with.'



There was a knock on the door, then it opened afoutch and a
strange voice asked if it was all right to come in.

Mel gritted his teeth then said irritably, 'Yespia, you might as
well!’

Fiona was blonde, tall and stunningly attractivéae Svas also
amazingly forthright—after a moment of summing Raalp in an
extremely comprehensive way, even to the tear-sdrebk fact
Rachel got the feeling that Fiona not only knewsias exactly five
feet six in bare feet, weighed a hundred and twptuends, wore a
Stuart Membury outfit of trousers and a croppedyrisbleeved
jacket, shoes by Charles Jourdan, make-up by @hriBior, hair by
Mr Leon, Anne Lewin underwear and perfume by NinecR—but
that she was also a fraud.

She said, however, as she draped herself on tharttedrossed her
own jodphur-clad legs, 'You've really done it thise, Mel! Your
mother is incensed, | suppose | should be.. .sanggtlbut I'm
damned if I'm going to be made to look a fool. S'g better
introduce me to your fiancee, and I'll take her ddwafternoon tea.
Poor Sally and Peter are nervous wrecks!" She dbaick

Mel stared down at her, his mouth set in a haml lin

'‘Oh, come on, darling!" Fiona purred. ‘Somehowtbeowe've got to
rescue this weekend—theaee other guests, you know. | promise
won't play the jilted girlfriend or turn vicious e#t's Rachel, isn't it?"
She turned to Rachel. 'You've been crying. | wondgy? Providing
you haven'trappedMel into marriage and he hasn't got you fror
behind the perfume counter at David Jones or sorenlorse, like
a brothel; providing you're not a first-year nurseamy kind of
nurse—Mrs C. has always had a dread of anythingpasnon as a
nurse; providing you're not a divorcee or a Musbma radical
feminist or a career woman—being a Carlisle wonsaadlithe career



you'll be allowed; providing you don't eat your peeth your knife
and your asparagus with your fork... his mothet get over it.' She
switched her bold gaze back to Mel.

'‘Have you quite finished?' he asked dispassionately
'l think so. Did | leave something out?’

'Yes,' Rachel said, huskily. 'Thank you for youiieofbut | can take
care of myself. As a matter of fact I'm severaltlod things you
mentioned, but I'll leave you to guess which o@se other thing: |
haven't accepted Mel's offer yet; he—rather junthecdgun. Perhaps
that will bring some comfort to his mother—perhajosi'd like to
pass on the news, Fiona? We'll be down shortly.’

Mel said, surprisingly, as the door closed on Fjdiaat was rather
clever. It definitely links us but obviates the defor involved
pretences--is that why you did it?"'

Rachel sat down on the bed abruptly. 'l did it lieed'm not about to
be patronised by anyone this weekend, Mel, or mdated. But
believe me, if | could walk off this place | would!

‘You're angry,' he said consideringly. 'What wa&sBtothels, or the
way you might eat your peas?'

'Of course I'm angry, and no, it was neither ofkthat's being in this
ridiculous position at all. It'gou.’

‘Look, I've got a suggestion to make.'

Rachel closed her eyes. 'Don't,’ she begged. Wiy ia this mess
because of your last suggestion.'



‘This might surprise you. Reserve your anger forilnygu like, but
give everyone downstairs the benefit of the reaeaWright.'

Rachel opened her eyes wide. 'What do you mean?'
‘Just be yourself.'
'‘How can | be myself if I'm supposed to be madlionve with you?'

'‘But you've just sent Fiona away with a flea in bar—and the
impression that'm madly in love with you, whereas you are nc
committed yet nor at all sure if you want to be.afhhe said,
‘wouldn't be terribly far from the truth.'

'‘But you're not madly in love with me, and --'

'I'm," a wry smile lit his eyes, 'madly attractedybu. And, despite
your fighting it every inch of the way, you are—igued.’

'‘Oh!" Rachel stood up with, with an exasperatedagroYou never
give up, do you?'

He didn't answer, just watched her pace around ribhem
enigmatically.

‘You've already broken your promise,' she accused h

He shrugged. 'That was in the nature of self- defe¥ou might have
given me a black eye.' He said it perfectly grayvielyt of course there
was nothing grave about the wicked little glinhis eye.

Rachel's shoulders sagged suddenly—how did you woieMel
Carlisle? How did you stay angry with him when wbur senses
suddenly betrayed you and you remembered the fekllsoarms
around you, the hard strength of his body— andatag that made
you feel in his arms?



He came towards her and stopped right in front ef but didn't
attempt to touch her. 'Rachel?' he said at latgr dfey'd stared into
each other's eyes for a long moment.

‘All right,’ she whispered. 'But I'm not taking aryponsense from
anybody,' she added with more spirit. "You inclutled

‘That's my girl. Shall we go down together?’

It was not until during dinner, however, that hiitstis were opened.
Mrs Carlisle hadn't come down for afternoon teafaiotha had taken
herself off for a ride—much to everyone's discnesdief. And the
four other guests, two couples who obviously knewel Mvell,
followed Sally and Peter's lead and went out oirthay to make
Rachel feel as welcome as possible. And then slsetaken on a
grand tour of the property and it was impossibletaaelax a bit as
the warm golden sunset turned to dusk and a sslifiell over the
great paddocks and the mares and foals preparedttle for the
night.

It was Sally who followed Rachel up to her roonstlime after a
convivial ‘happy hour'.

'‘We do tend to dress for dinner but nothing tobetate,' she chatted
as she closed the curtains. 'Look, if there's angtynou need, just tell
me. Something pressed or whatever!

'‘No, I'm fine, thank you.' Rachel smiled.

‘Actually, | want to apologise too,' Sally Stevexnfessed ruefully,
and she closed the door. 'Apparently Mrs Carliséealered from
Mel's receptionist that we'd invited him up for thheekend and she
rang me this morning and— well—invited herself. Gamilies are
such old friends, you see. What she neglected waidotell me she



was bringing Fiona, another old friend, and whatefjlected to
do—she did take me by surprise—was tell her Mel vagying you,
until she arrived. Of course, what Mel neglectedetbus all..." She
gestured.

Rachel picked up her hairbrush and turned it ovel said wryly,

'‘We're both in awkward positions, aren't we? And'g@right. Mel is

probably more at fault than his mother, but | havagreed to marry
him, so it could all be a storm in a teacup anyivay.

Sally sat down and said with unmistakable genuisgn@&hat must
be such a new experience for Mel! Do you love hi@i?' She
clapped a hand to her mouth. 'Forgive me—don't anstis none of
my business.'

Rachel said slowly, 'If you must know, at the momem rather
annoyed with him.'

'He honestly didn't know they were here.'

'‘No, | know.' Rachel shrugged, then decided to takelunge. '‘Does
Fiona... love him?'

Sally grimaced. 'She shouldn't. Oh, they did haveraance years
ago but ever since Mel has... not given her cauge tfostering any
expectations. And what his mother refuses to reisegis that he
would probably go out of his way to find someone didn'tapprove
of to marry," Sally said with a chuckle. 'Both vestrong-minded
people, those two, Rachel. Rachel?'

Rachel brought her gaze back to Sally. 'Sorry.’
'Did | say something... weird? You look a littlé --

'No,' Rachel said hastily. 'Look, | do appreciata-y-er—welcoming
me like this in these awkward circumstances.'



Sally rose and patted her arm. 'lt is still our $®despite the Carlisle
family's propensity for sort of sweeping all befdnem. I'll let you
get dressed—you have your own bathroom througdthus.'

Rachel took a long shower and, as she was getttoghe habit of,
smoothed body lotion all over her skin, blow-driest hair just as Mr
Leon had demonstrated and sat down at the bathvaaity unit in
one of her aunt's ivory silk camisole tops and imatg panties and a
pair of white, lacy-topped, self-supporting nylommsgd her make-up.
And she had to acknowledge that regular decent &sodell as the
attention she was now paying to herself had cadmedskin to
acquire a bloom and reduce the slightly gaunt lsbk'd arrived
home from Africa with.

But it's still the same inner me, she remindedéierslow much of
that does Mel see? Someone who often doesn't caveshe looks
and someone who had thought she'd perfected a -togetot
technique that took the form of a cool, blue-stagkimage that
frightened a lot of men off. And, talking of Melowld he really go to
the absurd length of marrying just to upset hishad? No, she
decided rather grimly. On the other "hand he wasahall averse to
using her in a war against his mother—he reallgdda lot of morals
himself, she reflected, not for the first time, feomeone who
criticised the lack of them in others.

There was a knock on the bedroom door and it opanddlosed.
'Who's that?' she called through the half-open bathrdoor.

'It's me—it is I," Mel answered. 'l brought you aperitif; you're
running a bit late.’

'‘But I'm not dressed,' she objected.



‘Not at all?'
'‘Well—what is the time?'
He told her and she grimaced. She'd taken longer she'd realised.

‘What does "well" mean?' he enquired. 'Well, yoe, ar well, you
aren't? | can see a stunning outfit laid out on hieel but no
underclothes.’

Rachel gritted her teeth. 'l don't suppose it's@myd asking you to
go away?'

‘None. Nor do we have the time for me to do moaa thdmire you as
you slip into these things, but if you haven't gaythingon tell me
where to find it and I'll hand it round the dodr --

'‘Don't bother," Rachel said wearily, and emergethfthe bathroom.
'For someone with the background and upbringimg'vehad—a lot
of it has obviously been wasted!" She strode owethé bed and
picked up the wide-legged lavender trousers tlyabtait and got into
them.

'Here,' Mel said from behind her as she reachedhforcentre back
zip, 'let me.'

Unfortunately she was facing the dressing-tableaniso she could
see herself reflected in it against him. He wopala blue shirt, navy
blue tie and trousers and a grey sports jacketwdrah the zip was
done he straightened and looked down at the swiglegr shoulders
and her bare arms; his gaze grew oddly intent andstle moved in
his jaw.

She caught her breath, and he must have sensstatise he lifted
his eyes to hers in the mirror and it was as iféhg#as a sudden
intimate charge between them, so that every finedraher body



stood up and she was achingly conscious of the difulkm so close
behind her. And she knew that, were he to cuptarlders and draw
her back against him, she wouldn't resist. She avaulfact, she
realised, like to delicately draw off the camisédg and feel his
hands on her bare breasts, and she realised fuwttibra stunning
little sense of shock, that the contrast betweemakedness and his
clothes would be incredibly erotic and exciting.erhaps I'm more
like my aunt than | knew, she thought chaoticallygd stepped away
with an abrupt awkward movement that nearly brougét to
grief—she stumbled over the shoes she'd laid owetar.

But he caught her about the waist and turned lo&rlglto face him.
'‘Why?' he said with a frown in his eyes. 'Why tear? The need is
there—I'm damn sure. | can see it,' he said, drgppis gaze to her
camisole top.

Rachel breathed raggedly and the movement causedigm@es to
feel constricted beneath the silk, and he movetdmsls up her sides
from her waist and stroked them with his thumbsr eles dilated
and she shuddered slightly beneath his hands.

He said very quietly, 'Don't for one minute imagitt@at what's
happening to you isn't happening to me.' He sliel loand up to her
bare shoulder. 'Don't imagine, for instance,' hatvea, ‘that I'm not
plagued by a desire to do this,' he slipped orgl&atrap down but
kept stroking her nipple, 'and that it's not gotogake quite some
will-power to back away from your.. .warmth." Heetured into her
cheeks and what his hands were doing to her seckshvaves of
sensation through her body. 'And to back away frtaking
everything off you, with the exception of those ysestockings,
perhaps,' he smiled absently, 'and exploring yodyb He moved his
hands lingeringly back to her waist and pulled &draction closer,
and she breathed in the faint lemony tang of hersthave and was
excruciatingly conscious of the way his jacket ioettl his broad



shoulders and how small her waist felt and how he'dble to take
command of her body if he chose...

She stared up into his eyes, mesmerised, as hewedt barely
audibly, 'Explore you and make you gasp and tremiblen | touch
you where you really want to be touched.' His haratslened on her
waist as she moved convulsively. ‘Where, incidéntdl would
probably be shuddering with my own need to—enter yamd | don't
think," he dropped his hands abruptly, ‘anything'y® said to me so
far has any bearing on it, because it's somethisigoetween you and
me, Rachel. No one else, and only you and | canelrest.’

Rachel swayed and clasped her hands on her artesfvely. "You
said—you promised...'

'l promised not to touch you against your will. Yfmrgot to keep
your will hidden some moments ago,' he said modkinégnd if |
didn't know better I'd be tempted to think that #dhbetween us was
not quite the—er—normal course of events for yowrdd He
reached across and picked up her blouse.

She took it after a frozen moment and buttoneddifensto it with
fingers that felt like all thumbs. Then she putloawide violet suede
belt and looked around for Sam's matching suedgpum

'Ready?' He raised an eyebrow at her.

'‘N-no,' she stammered, slipping the shoes off sulgdélel—no, I'm
not coming.'

‘Yes, you are.' He caught her hand. 'Have somieisf He picked up
the drink he'd brought up.

She opened her mouth, then took it suddenly andasmed some.
‘But --'



'‘No buts, Rachel. Put your shoes on, there's a gpdd And
remember,' he said placidly, 'that although theee tanes when
you—want me quite desperately, there are also timesn you
despise me.'

'‘Such as now!" she said huskily. "Yes, I'll do thahd she tossed her
head and slipped the shoes on again, but he orillgdsamusedly.



CHAPTER FIVE

EVERYONE was waiting for them at the bottom of the stasglzey
came down hand in hand— Mel had simply taken hadhand his
grip tightened as she hesitated and stumbled Blight

It was Peter Stevens who came to the rescue lasaalk at the bottom
of the stairs turned to watch their progress, Masli€le, resplendent
in topaz Thai silk, included.

He came forward with a warm smile. 'Rachel, magkietyou in to
dinner?'

The long mahogany table gleamed with silverware angtal
beneath a chandelier, and for most of the meahg avvery pleasant,
normal dinner party. Mrs Carlisle was gracious ena@rming. Fiona,
looking superb in a replica of a man's dinner sarplete with bow
tie, appeared unperturbed by anything, and Sallyaehel wondered
if she was working overtime- was such a warm hediest it almost
hid the fact that she was also a very skilled one.

But, as the dessert was cleared and fruit and ehplesed, Mrs
Carlisle said into a lull, 'Tell me, Miss Wrighthat do you do with
your time?'

There was a dull thud and Rachel glanced acrogalteto see Mel's
long fingers picking up a cheese knife and theregacaught for a
moment. Should 1? she wondered. Doesn't he deséngut she

winced inwardly at the thought of the havoc he dauteak when he
chose and took a steadying breath.

'I'm studying for a degree in agricultural econanibirs Carlisle,'
she said politely.

'Really? How unusual. Do you have a burning ambitio be a
farmer?' It was said with just a tinge of amazemeaot enough to be



downright insulting but enough to indicate thatNtrs Carlisle's
estimation Rachel might as well be expressing aalés go to the
moon.

Rachel merely smiled. 'No. Agricultural economigs¢he study of the
allocation, distribution and utilisation of the oesces and
commodities produced by farming. Er—what I'm paracly
Interested in is game farming in areas of Africadgample, where
the native fauna is about the only thing resistanthe tsetse fly,
which in turn has resisted eradication attemptsdecades now.
There are also schools of thought that believe ganess harmful to
that particular environment than cattle and goatsegera, which
some people believe are turning Africa into a caes#d. In fact, that's
the subject of the thesis I'm working on for—thegcee.’

There was dead silence for about half a minutatamds hard to say
who looked more surprised, Mel Carlisle or his neothlwhich made
Rachel want to laugh, then to cry. He probablydwes | learnt that
off by heart, she thought.

But his mother was a quick thinker if nothing el$¢ave you ever
been to Africa, Miss Wright?' she asked vgtntle satire.

'‘Well, | was born there, Mrs Carlisle. In a fle@lden tent, so they tell
me, in Morocco. My father—well, my whole family,he said
ingenuously, 'are all—rather eccentric.’

Mrs Carlisle put her wine glass down with a slighap. ‘It would
seem so! How did you meet Melville?'

'‘We're neighbours, Mother," Mel said lazily.

His mother turned to him. 'Then you've only knovacle other for a
few weeks!'



Mel lifted his glass in a silent salute to Rachiélonly took a few
hours, as a matter of fact.'

'Oh, really?'

‘Uh... Mark,' Sally said on a slightly desperatéenturning to one of
the other guests, 'why don't you tell us about rtleev Zealand
yearling sales? Mark's just come back from Aucklaslde said at
large.

'Is that true?'

They were sitting side by side on a swing seathenveranda in the
aftermath of dinner.

‘What?' Rachel queried.
'‘Having an eccentric family and being born in Ma@?' Mel said.
‘Yes.'

‘Curiouser and curiouser,' he murmured. 'For a nmbitheere | quite
thought you were going to enlighten my mother alioat'

'l was tempted,' Rachel confessed. 'I'm glad |'tlidshe added. 'I'm
sure your mother believes in the pillory for thatckof offence.'

He glanced at her wryly. 'On the other hand, youewaquite
iImpressive on the subject of agricultural econoricd one doesn't
generally obtain a Bachelors degree by way of fiesi

Rachel said nothing, waiting, she realised, for bonask her if she
was further advanced. When he didn't, she shrugiggutly and said,



"'l remember that the next time | have to dissguon my academic
pretensions. Your mother is not going to let upy koow.'

'‘Rachel.' He paused until she looked at him, ‘Myhmodoesn't scare
you in the slightest, does she.' It was a statemenia question.

'‘Assuming things were real between us, she mighg' answered
obliquely.

‘Certain things are very real between us.’

‘They say,' she said coolly, 'when you marry aigglwise to check
her mother out. | don't see why it shouldn't be wlisons.’

He grinned. 'God help me—we're nibatalike.'
'‘But | think you do share a certain disregard feome's feelings.'

‘Any disregard I've shown for your feelings hashkaken in a good
cause.'

'‘Good cause!" Rachel marvelled. 'Believe it or hatas quite happy
until you walked into my life, Mel,’

'It's possible to be that way when you don't kndvatwou're missing
out on.’

Rachel sighed.
He took her hand and swung the seat gently. 'tisgic night.’

It was. The Milky Way was splashed across the sikly v brilliance
that made you feel you could reach out and catcinsgif a star.

'‘Come for a walk with me? We won't go far in defexe to your
ankle.’



'‘Will you --?' She bit her lip.

'‘Behave myself? I'll try.'

Of course he didn't—but did | really expect him Réthel was to ask
herself rather torturedly later.

They stopped at a paddock fence about ten minuwtag &om the
house and he propped a foot against it and leardrims on the top
rail. 'Do you ride, Rachel?'

Rachel thought of the donkeys, mules and camelgdyytfew horses
she had ridden, and said, 'Only in a strictly anmategay. As a means
of getting from A to B.'

He turned his head and raised a laughing eyebrdverat!'ll teach
you, then.'

'When?'

‘Tomorrow or Sunday. They don't only breed horsae hthey ride
‘em too.'

'‘And | suppose you ride as well as you do evergleise, with flair,'
she said softly.

'l do ride well," he agreed gravely.

Rachel turned her back to the fence and leant sigajrtilting her
face to the sky. 'Is there anything you don't dd, Wwéel?'

He was silent for a moment, then he said abrufithere's one thing |
did today |—that lacked finesse.'



'l think I'll forgive you for misleading all and sdry today,' she
murmured, assuming, foolishly, that that was whatieant. 'Now
I'vemet your mother, | can see how she might bouagthe worst in
one.'

'That wasn't what | meant.'

'Oh?" Still she didn't see the trap—then she tuheechead and was
staring it in the face. 'No, Mel,' she whispergdu'promised.’

'I'm not going to touch you. I've—sworn off kissipgu against your
will,;' he said drily. '‘But I'd dearly love to knowhy it's such an
implacable will. You know you want it, | know youant it—and
don't ask me why, but | don't believe this—thisala@ntingness has
anything to do with Joe."'

'‘Perhaps that's what you want to believe,' she lsasttily. "Would
you ever be able to understand,' she went on s)dtht | value my
independence above all else?’

'Oh, I'd believe it,' he said grimly. 'But the wagu've gone about
it—disgusts me, if you must know.'

'‘But you still want me,' Rachel said.

He laughed without humour. 'Tell me why— at lea#itrhe that. Did
some man hurt you so badly once?'

'‘No. Nothing as simple as that, Mel," Rachel seagatiently. "You
said you were going to behave yourself.'

'l said I'd try. And | haven't touched you but-raght, let's change the
subject—do you ever feel lonely?'

Rachel folded her arms and pushed her hands ureteride sleeves.
'‘Sometimes,' she admitted.



'So do I. Right now.'

'l thought we were changing the subject.’
‘We could discuss it subjectively.'

Rachel moved. 'l think we ought to go back.’
‘Coward,' he said softly.

For some reason that stung Rachel to the core!r&¥auong, Mel,’
she retorted. "There's nothing cowardly about nefu give in to a
physical attraction that will lead nowhere. Lodk, were to be truly
subjective abowou,| would say that nine-tenths of your feelings ar
motivated by the simple fact that you cahdéve me! It's the
challenge, it's a typically chauvinistic instindtat tells you no
woman should be able to dictate the terms andioBrtao woman is
truly capable of letting her head rule her heatterbody.’

‘And if | were to be truly subjective about you, dRal,’ he said
quietly, 'l would say that what attracts me to y®the way you move,
your eyes, your body—your clean, elegant lines, tkatiously,

appeal to me far more than voluptuous curves—ydiliness

sometimes, then your fire, your obvious intelligerand a quality
that | can't quite put my finger on except to ség like an

indifference to the material things Joe has givea gr any | might
give you... it's almost as if there's more to yaarld, much more
substance than a lot of women | meet. And thasiyredd, isn't it?
Shall we go back?'

But it was a moment before Rachel moved, a momefdré she
could tear her wide, stunned eyes away from him.

Saturday began slowly.



A long country breakfast was indulged in during evthplans for the
day were unveiled.

And Rachel heaved an inward sigh of relief as gadised the day
was to be well and truly accounted for. They wergd to an annual
country picnic race meeting and then on to dine dadce at a
restaurant in the nearest town. To be perfectlyebbshe thought it
all sounded rather exhausting, but hopefully wolddve little
opportunity to be alone with Mel.

She was wrong. Whether by design or not, she vaaealith him in
the Saab as the convoy moved off for the races-tHerfirst time
since his disclosures of the previous evening whith so unsettled
her and even interfered with her sleep.

And, while he'd appeared perfectly normal at brasikfhe was not at
all loquacious for the first ten minutes of theveriln fact he didn't
say a word.

The effect on her was odd. At first she shruggedtaly and
thought, Is he reallsulking? Then she discovered herself tryin
desperately to think of something to say to bréakitnpasse.

He broke it, sardonically. 'We don't seem to hawve/mto say to each
other—do you enjoy the races, Rachel?'

She gripped her hands in her lap. 'lI've never been.
Thai did surprise him. He glanced at her with aviio

'‘My education is sadly lacking in some respects¢ smurmured.
'l—to be honest | don't know what to say to you. T.o her surprise
and horror her voice clogged up and treacherous teeeatened.

He drove on for a moment then he took a hand effitheel and put it
over hers. 'Relax.’



'l... don't usually do this," she whispered andfethi

He smiled faintly and released her hands to dige pocket and get
his handkerchief. 'Here. Use mine.'

She took it gratefully.

'How come you've never been to the races?' heaaddslid his arm
along the back of her seat so that his fingers fjasted on her
shoulder.

'I don't know. Lack of interest, lack of m...'
‘Money?'

'‘Well, from what | gather it can be like throwiriglown a bottomless
pit. I'm a bit more careful with mine than that."'

'‘Having a flutter can be fun, though. Shall | tgtdu about my
system?'

"Tell me first if it's successful.’

‘Now, Rachel,’ he said with a grin, ‘would | use warsuccessful
system? Better?' he queried as she smiled weakly.

'Yes.'

‘Do you mean that's all there is to it?' Rachal saredulously in the
dusty, colourful betting- ring a couple of hourtela'You've picked
three winners in a row on the strength of what wdheir jockeys
were wearing.'



'‘Don't you believe it,' Peter said over her shoultdel's a mean
judge of horse-flesh.'Mel looked innocent.

'l might have known,"' Rachel said wryly as she &bkt the notes in
her hands. 'lI've won a small fortune!'

‘Very small,’ Mel said with an odd little glancstill, you could buy
me a drink.' And he drew her away towards the bar.

‘Having fun?' he said when he'd found them a stahle on a patch
of grass and as they raised their foaming glasSesar.

'Oh, | needed that, I'm parched—yes. Thank yoe,rsplied.
'It's good to see you having fun—all the thankeedh in fact.’
She was quiet for a time. Then, 'Tonight— what wille like?"

'l suspect the party will double in size, it gerigrdoes in these parts
after the races, and there'll be plenty of merrimhen

Rachel looked around. 'The landed gentry at pidng'said.

‘Mmm," he agreed.

'‘But not your milieu, Mel?"

''d go round the bend,' he said simply. 'Much ldsel some of them.'

'It's... it looks as if it's Fiona's milieu,’ sheeds catching sight of Fiona
surrounded by people.

‘That's why my mother approves so much of Fion&—aund | say
this very genuinely—d drive Fionaround the bend.’

'She doesn't seem to appreciate that, althouglnk the's been
terrific in the circumstances— but why is she $tdping?'



'You must have forgotten that outburst she subjecteu to
yesterday,' he said drily.

Rachel grimaced. 'l might have done the same irtiticemstances,
but why is she, Mel?'

He looked past her towards Fiona and for a mommsnéxpression
was curiously bleak. 'l don't know. It's a long ¢irsince we've had
much to do with each other at all.’

For a moment Marty's face appeared before Racghelgal eye, and
she heard his words about girls flinging themseatddel's feet since
primary school. And she said involuntarily, ‘It wduhelp if you
didn't have the lot.’

He drew his gaze back to her face. 'What lot?’
'Oh, nothing," Rachel said hastily.

'Rachel, in fact there's a lot | don't have,' hd swly. 'l don't have a
lot of time or patience, | have an extremely lovetance threshold
for fools or people | consider fools—I can be hellive with.’

'And hell to live without,’ she murmured, but befdre could take
issue with that his mother arrived on the scene.

'‘Go away, Mel, will you?' she commanded. 'l neesga and there's
not another one available for miles.'

'Mother --'

'Yes, do go away, Mel,' Rachel said, stiffenings$m@ne and thinking,
| might as well get this over and done with.



'‘Mrs Carlisle,’ she began as Mel withdrew reludjaand with a
quizzical look in his eye, 'there is no questiomyf marrying Mel at
the moment --'

‘At the moment?' His mother raised her eyebrows.

'‘Well, put it this way: it hadn't even occurred tbe when
he—er—dropped his bombshell.’

'l see. And what do you have against him?' Theerwadoubting the
hauteur in those grey eyes she'd bequeathed soher

Rachel fought a desire to laugh. 'He --' She hesifdahen shrugged.
'He's extremely arrogant, extremely used to getiisgwn way, he's
impatient and intolerant and | think he'd be helive with.'

Mrs Carlisle blinked.

'Furthermore, | do come from a very ordinary baokigid despite my
family's eccentricities, and | frequently have takd part-time
waitressing jobs to --' Rachel stopped and bitliper

'‘But my dear girl, your clothes alone!

'‘Ah,' Rachel said, cursing herself inwardly andhkimg frantically.
'‘Um... | do have a wealthy aunt. She—er—married—wsthe
married for money, you might say, someone who was@der than
she was, and now that he's passed on she canenaloyjgwhim that
takes her. She's very kind to me from time to time.

‘Extraordinary,’ Mrs Carlisle murmured in a slightlazed way.
'‘Morocco, tsetse fly and now this... But --' shégguiherself together
and a steely look entered her eyes '—I can't bel@u don't find
Melville attractive!



'Oh, I do! It's when one comes across his totdlilita to bear being
thwarted in any way that- one wonders, shall we ssrhaps it has
something to do with being the youngest child amigt son,' she said
gently.

Mrs Carlisle bridled visibly. '"How dare you? Tha%good as saying
| spoilt him!'

‘Well, I'd be surprised if you didn't when he wasywyoung,' Rachel
said pensively. 'But | don't blame you entirelynéan, one can't be
blamed for one's genes, can one?"'

'‘As a matter of fact, Miss Wright,' Mrs Carlisledgparoudly, 'there's a
lot of his father in Mel. He has his sense of humaund if you'd ever
seen him with sick children you would know the@'®ther side to
Mel... that you might never see.’

'Yes,' Rachel said slowly, with a curiously farawagk in her eyes.
Then she grimaced. 'There is one problem; he'siratfatuated with
me.'

'I'm sure he'll get over it,' Mrs Carlisle saidt Islowly too, as if she
was thinking other thoughts.

'‘Perhaps,' Rachel conceded. 'And perhaps | migtiteoeght one for
him after all—just say | were, Mrs Carlisle. Ap&mdm Morocco,
tsetse fly and an... unusual aunt, what would wally have against
me?'

Mel's mother was silent for a long moment, thenshprised Rachel
considerably by saying, 'Miss Wright—Rachel, Mebsked me and
hurt me, | can't deny it, by presenting you to ime way he did. |
reacted,' she shrugged, 'like a typical, overbgamnther and a snob
into the bargain. What | am, in fact, is a terriphpud mother and a
widow, which is a dangerous com-bination but, like yl'm not quite
blind to Mel's imperfections, nor am | blind to tkied of genius that



drives him. | really don't know what kind of a wife® needs, but |
suspecshe'dneed to be a saint. | suspect she'd either hagtevioie
herself to him entirely or take a very back seatouldn't like to see
anyone marry him who doesn't realise it.'

'‘But Fiona...?'

'Fiona lacks saintliness, as I'm sure she'd beapeepto tell you
herself, but she is the other kind of wife who ntighit him. Despite
the elegant facade, give her horses, dogs, chilédma—well,
sometimes when people have known each other fumgatime, they
overlook certain qualities.'

'Does Fiona—is she in love with him?'

'l think she thinks she is.’

Rachel sighed.

‘That's not your fault.'

'‘No. No, but | feel a bit...' Rachel gestured.

'Feel a bit hot?' It was Sally who broke into tlwersation. 'Me
too!" She fanned herself vigorously with her ragelb 'Look, I'm just
about to suggest to Pete that we head off for dagast hotel where
we can all freshen up before we go-to dinner. Hoestthat sound?'

‘How did you cope with the Spanish Inquisition?’
They were driving along an unmade road into a gokienset.

"Your mother and | came to an understanding,’ Haszhe carefully.



‘Tell me," Mel invited with a wry smile.

'No.' She laid her head back on the seat.
‘You didn't --'

'l didn't tell her about Joe.'

'‘Rachel, I'll pull up here and stay until you --'

Rachel sat up exasperatedly. 'All right! | told hevasn't the right
wife for you—no, | actually told her you weren'ethght husband for
me, and we had a rather funny little interlude whehe took
exception to that but in the end we agreed... weexhon certain
things and that's all I'm telling you, Mel. Pull dpyou like! | don't

give a damn.'

He pulled up promptly.

Rachel closed her eyes. 'You're being childisle'ssid through her
teeth.

'l thought you didn't give a damn.’
‘Mel!" She turned to him convulsively, but he wasdhing at her.

'Sorry, just testing,' he murmured and he lookediskedly amused,
so alive that she caught her breath. He put thenocgear and drove
off. 'What I'd really like to know is, having goby in a good mood
earlier, why are you down in the dumps now? If &svanything my
mother said, | apologise, but when | left you twgdther | got the
Impression you were—spoiling for a fight and didmeted any help
from me.’

'l didn't,’ she said briefly.



"Then?'

Rachel laid her head back again and sighed. 'lotetlge feeling
you've stirred up a hornets' nest... pointlesslgu'Ye hurt your
mother, you've hurt Fiona.' She shrugged. And wbatve done to
me remains to be seen, she thought.

He drove in silence for a while. 'Perhaps we nedakton our own.'
‘We are on our own.'

'l mean for the rest of the evening. Then | colldve you that it isn't
pointless.'

Rachel smiled wearily. 'No."'

‘Just—no?' he queried.

'Mmm.'

‘All right." He didn't seem at all put out.

Rachel frowned. 'Are you up to something, Mel?'
'‘Why do you ask?'

"Your good humour,' she said slowly, 'in --'

'Ah, that --'

'In the face of opposition,' she continued delitedya'is not at all like
you.'

He looked at her wryly. 'l did need a break. | ddnyou by my side
and I'll have you all day tomorrow and most of Mapd He
shrugged. 'At the moment I'm content, Rachel,'dw, @nd laughed



at her incredulous look. '‘Perhaps you don't knowasavell as you
think.'

But | do know you, Mel, she reassured herself as tehied and
brushed up in a hotel bedroom thoughtfully provid&ad | do know
that what you believe me to be has added a dimensid—that I'd
rather not think about except to find it increditiat I've gone along
with it for so long. But every time | decide to Itglou the
truth—something happens to stop me and | get aalyjigver again
and... it's as if, now, | can't back down, not oblgcause it's a
protection of a kind, but a point of pride. Heanhe still believe that
of me the better he gets to know me?

'‘But of course the real problem," she murmuredetoréflection, 'is
that lamscared of getting involved with him, perhaps fajlfor him
in a way I've never fallen before. Picking up thecps was painful
enough last time, painful and degrading and..th&luseless things
you feel when you find out that what you thoughsvave was all
give and no take.'

'Ready, Rachel?' Sally poked her head around tbe tye're about
to leave for the restaurant. I'm afraid the partyfsed in size,' she
said ruefully, 'but they're all very nice people!

They were nice people. They were also boisterodeaunberant—all
proceeds from the race day went to charity anddtleen a bumper
day, so this was a bumper celebration accordingly.

And for Rachel, there was never a dull moment as wslas
exuberantly welcomed into their midst and, aftenéir, danced with
until her ankle started to ache.

It was Mel who came to her rescue. The nature efparty had
precluded any intimate moments, but he must hame Ber stumble



on the dance-floor, because he loomed up and teoavay from the
man who had been dancing with her and telling héreasame time
and in great detail about his Simmental cattle.

'l can't dance another step, Mel.'

'l know. | thought we might go home. A lot of tm®b will party on
to dawn if I'm any judge. Do you feel like that?'

'‘No," she said wearily. '"How do they do it? Theesche driving
alone --' She shook her head.

‘They don't do it that often, so they get the Inatage out of it they
can. Sit here. I'll make our excuses.' He walkeayailwoking for
Sally and Peter.

Rachel sat gratefully and leant down to rub heteank

And in the car on the way back to Lilianvale, skiédsleep and didn't
realise they'd arrived until he opened her doorldtsdl her into his
arms.

'Oh," she said drowsily. 'l can walk. Have | besle@p for long?'
‘About twenty-five miles.’

'Sorry." She moved her cheek against his jacketsand without
thinking. 'l always dreamt of being swept off mgfand made to feel
as light as feather, but you're the first man tatdo

He didn't comment until they were inside and he ywaging her
down on a comfortable settee. Then he said, 'ifstheue, Rachel,
then | could be the first man to... do other thifagsyou.’



Her drowsiness fled and she sat up and rubbedylesr 8... what |
meant..." Her shoulders slumped. 'All girls havesth Cinderella
fantasies,' she said rather bleakly.

'I'd just like to know,' he was standing in frofiher, staring down at
her and he looked tall and austere, 'what shattgoedt girlish
fantasies so completely. Would you like a cup dfexs?' He gestured
to a table where cups and biscuits were set ouaadfee percolator
simmered gently.

'I—thank you," she said, trying to gauge his mood aealising,

belatedly, how alone they were. But she couldftnbeich as he

poured the coffee, and with a little sigh she ®gbper shoes off and
rubbed her ankle again.

'Let's have a look.'
She glanced up distractedly. 'It's all right!'
He pushed a leather footstool towards her. ‘It 't to put it up.’

‘Thanks,' she murmured, and put both her feet afefydly. ‘What |
really need is a long hot bath. To wash away thst. dithanks,' she
said again as he put her coffee and a biscuittahla beside her, and
watched as he took off his jacket and tie, slumgrtlover a chair, and
sat down opposite her.

And as the silence lengthened and for Rachel,ghgidn grew, she
found herself saying suddenly, 'I'm different, Melas different as a
girl and --'

'‘Not that different, apparently.’
II __l

'You said yourself, most girls have their Cindexééntasies.’



'Oh, that. Yes, well." She shrugged. 'But it ditekie up much of my
life.’

'How are you different, then, Rachel?' He sat battk his hands
spread out on the arms of the chair and an exprefisat was oddly
clinical, and it occurred to her suddenly thatarfything, he was

different. She'd seen him laughing and in a goaddur today, she'd
seen him laughing and wicked at times, often sls&dn him
dangerously ill-humoured, and damningly offensivesdbever like

this. Almost as if | were a patient, she thoughhvai little jump of her
heartbeat, then a contraction of her nerves thahedher to be
careful—but how and why? she wondered.

‘Well, I'm not the embodiment of—all those womamistues—and
before you comment,' she said drily, 'l mean theektic skills. To
be perfectly honest, they bore me silly.’

‘Yet you appear to be the embodiment of certairerothomanly
skills." He grimaced as if the expression offenkli@d 'In other words
you're very good in bed; let's call a spade a spade

Rachel said nothing, but a little glint of angerler eyes before she
looked away.

'‘Or are you?' he said then with a curious kindisihterest, a kind of
unbiased offering of an opinion that made her frand look back at
him searchingly.

‘What do you mean?'

‘Well, | toyed with the idea that you might be lwadly frigid. And
that your lifestyle might be a sort of Freudianikash.' He shrugged.
‘Stranger things have happened.’

Her lips parted and her eyes widened. 'You haveerg strange,
twisted mind, Mel.’



‘Actually, I've discounted that theory,' he wentvath a slight smile,
'‘Well, you've made it impossible to believe, havgal, Rachel? But
there's still something | don't understand. | wadcling you today
and you don't have the slightest suggestion aboui wf
anything—untoward. You appear to be a mature,ligégit, friendly
person with a mind of her own. You certainly dguit out any feelers
towards other women's men, and in some women, BOMDUS
women in other words, that's just so ingrained ttay't help it. If
anything, the opposite is true of you, and | caelp wondering why,
when you are what you are.'

‘Just say—I| was on my best behaviour today?' sipgestied through
her teeth.

His eyes narrowed. 'Then there's the way you gedtyrangry
sometimes when we discuss this. Ahdtleads me to wonder if I'm
getting too close to the truth. Such as now.’

Rachel bit her lip. "You should confine yourselfahopaedics, Dr
Carlisle,' she said after a moment. "You're no Ipshgist.’

'l am a puzzled man, though, as well as a doctbat'§ why I'm
searching for theories and solutions.'

‘Well, just take one of your—misguided theoriekg said tartly. 'l
really don't think you can judge a woman on app&as, or a man.'

'Not just appearances,' he said thoughtfully. 'Au¥domen do have
them." His lips quirked. 'I'm sure you're goingtédl me men have
them as well, and of courgeumight be better at judging that than
am. Then again, you might not.’'

Rachel shrugged. 'But in other words, you think'sean expert on
women, Mel?'He ran a hand through his hair andaged. 'lI've had a
bit of experience. For instance, | happen to knbat tvhen one is



tired but relaxed and one's skin's slightly dampemvit's quiet and
dark, a man and a woman can make sweet, gentle love

Rachel ran a finger down the padded arm of theeettm sure they
can.'

‘Why don't we?'

'‘Not in someone else's house. Not when they're ghtgball
wondering if we aren't doing just that—not whemmigans furtive
manoeuvrings afterwards.'

He smiled slightly. 'Where would you sleep with rRachel?

| walked into that one, she thought. 'In the presgrtumstances,
nowhere.' Damn, she thought. Why can't | just saxer?

'l don't know if that's supposed to give me hdpesaid wryly, 'but --'
'It's not.'

‘Then you phrased it badly, Rachel.'

'l know—what | meant..." But he was laughing at her

She closed her eyes frustratedly.

‘Just do me one favour,' he said quietly afterregdmoment. 'Tell
me—not why you can't or you think you can't, bytati could, would
you?'

Rachel lifted her lashes and stared at him, andHerlife of her
couldn't prevent her imagination from running ri8he felt the quiet
darkness of Lilianvale closing around her, she imed the great
paddocks faintly silver beneath the moon; she thougf her



bedroom, an oasis of gentle light in the vast desknand Mel
undressing her and running his hands over her body.

She thought of lying naked on the bed and waitomghim to come to
her. She thought of showing him that she was asevable to sweet,
gentle love as most women and that she certainly n&ther
promiscuous nor frigid.

'l --" a tremor ran through her body '—I should dexkto comment,’
she said huskily.

‘You don't have to,' he murmured. 'Your eyes wealtead giveaway.'

Rachel got up abruptly and stooped to pick up hees. 'You may
theorise until the cows come home. I'm going to bed

‘That wasn't theory, but it does lead me to anotfiaybe no man has
really set you alight yet, Rachel.'

'l wouldn't bet on it,' she retorted. 'Goodnight.'

‘Just a minute.' He got up and came towards her.

‘Mel, no, I'mtired,' she whispered, her eyes dark and uncertain.
'‘What do you think I'm going to do?'

'l don'tknow...'

He didn't attempt to touch her. He just stood leetoer, letting his
eyes roam over her and then capturing her gaze and-kow he did
it, she never knew—nbut the force of what she sathase grey eyes
was as powerful as the feel of his hands on her, $k8 mouth on
hers. It was as if they were caught in an intinaatenowledgement of
each other on a mental plane that was stark anenisigle—and it



took a superhuman effort for her to tear her eyesyaat last, and
stumble away towards the stairs.



CHAPTER SIX
'‘How did you organise this?'

‘Just asked, Rachel,’ Mel replied, scanning hércally from atop a
grey gelding. 'Give him a bit more rein. He's noing to bolt with
you, but he's not sure at the moment whether you tvan to go or
stop.

Rachel clenched her teeth and stared between afgaiestnut ears.
'l really don'tneedriding lessons; it's an art | have no ambition t
acquire, believe it or not.’

‘There's no way | could teach you the finer pointa day.'
‘Then why are you bothering at all?'

He grinned. 'Because it's a way of getting wherearacan go—don't
worry," he added. 'I'm not planning to go bush withk, but | thought
we could canter down to the creek, have a swintlagaljoin the rest
of the party for the barbecue they've planned.’

Rachel sighed. It was a beautiful, hot Sunday nmgrnihe clear air
was intoxicating—or should have been—but she féloua as
invigorated as a limp rag, not to mention totallgudted at the
prospect of being alone with Mel Carlisle at sonstanht creek with
not another soul around for miles. 'All right, lead," she said
wearily.

* * %

But, for once, fate came to her aid.

The creek proved to be leech-infested, the littighaflies tormenting,
and there was no way their interlude could be desdras romantic.
In fact, when they were sitting on their towelsidgyoff after their



hasty, curtailed swim, warding off both flies amdsa Rachel began
to feel quite cheerful and much more able to coiple tings like the
iImpact of Mel and his superb body in dark greemswing-trunks.

‘The Australian bush at its worst,' she said witfria. 'l don't know
what you had in mind for this morning, Mel, but yoouldn't have
picked less—seductive surroundings.’

'‘Amazing, isn't it?" he agreed ruefully. 'For a neinmy experience
particularly. No wonder they looked at me as ifdsaa bit mad at the
stables. However, I'm prepared to swear that s in this creek
over the years and the leeches are new.'

‘At least we don't have to worry about getting &iha --' She
stopped and glanced at him warily.

'‘Ah.' He returned her look narrowly. 'Now only same who did
know a bit about Africa would-know about bilharziag¢ murmured.
'‘Did you encounter it the same time as you encoedtine tsetse fly?'

'‘More or less.’
'‘And that's why things like leeches don't throw yatio hysterics?'

'l don't like leeches,' Rachel said, 'but when npouSed to checking
your shoes for scorpions and wondering if you'ak@d up sleeping
sickness or tick fever—no, they don't.'

‘Are you trying to tell me this interest in agrittuial economics is no
dilettante's whim, Rachel?' he said softly.

She was silent for a time, sitting in her blue oree@ costume with
her knees drawn up and her chin resting on thelentSand stung. 'l
have a master's degree in it,’ she said at last.



She heard his indrawn breath. 'And the thesis?t Ifori you
doctorate?'

'Yes...'
'So what the hell's going on, Rachel?'

She shrugged and glanced at him again and reahdto& plainly in

his eyes, shock warring with disbelief. Then hel saith a tinge of

satire, 'You haven't fed me any other misinformatlmy any chance,
have you?'

'‘Mel," she said slowly. 'l did tell you—you werestbne who didn't
take it seriously, but --'

'l still find it hard to," he murmured. 'But ifsttrue it makes your way
of life even less acceptable,’ he said, and novethas raking scorn
in his eyes.

Rachel gritted her teeth at the same time as shalhh bitterly, He
does have to be a prime example of a dyed-in the-typatal man,

doesn't he? Still ready to believe the worst oftmeuse me for his
own gratification—how low can you go?

'l don't see what one's academic qualificationsehawdo with one's
way of life. Believe me, it's no guarantee of meralake yourself, for
example --'

'I'm not sponging off some older woman, exchangiegual favours
for a living, having cars and clothes showered en amd living in a
nightmarish recreation of --'

Rachel jumped up. '‘But you're not as pure as tiverisnow, either,
Dr Carlisle,' she shouted at him, losing her tengeenpletely. 'First
of all you'd rather have me free, gratis and fahimg, but, since that
seems out of the question, you're prepared to lmiyra limited kind



of way—I get the strong impression your generosatgsn't stretch to
Mercedes cars and it seems doubtful whether ydatdec me—Dbut

you have no more intention of making an honest womat of me

than... than... what's his name!'

‘Joe. That's his name,' he drawled. 'Do you gehtbenfused from
time to time, Rachel? Of course, it's not his reshe, is it? But I'll

tell you a point you've missed in all this: weraiymot a... dedicated,
professional mistress, who knows what could haveecout of our

relationship? Even the honesty and wedding bellscarry on about
from time to time --'

'If,' Rachel said through her teeth, 'you're tglime you might have
married me --'

'‘Oh, come on, Rachel,' he said roughly, 'we'retwot naive kids!
You must know as well as | do it takes a lot mkmewingeach other
than we do before one starts to think in terms afrrage." He got up
and pulled on his jeans, his eyes a cold, storney.dgt find your
preoccupation with it rather bizarre at this stafjghe proceedings,'
he added.

‘That's because you don't really understand hoeel &bout your
double standards,' she flashed. "You tell me ludisgou but you still
want to sleep with me!'

'I've told you youtifestyledisgusts me, and do you honestly belie\
I'd be happy with the kind of set-up you and JoeesRa

‘You told me—youaskedme --'

‘Yes,'he grated. 'l asked you to live with me. What Wsispposed to
do? Expect you to turn yourself out on the str&tf?l would never,'
he stressed each word coldly, ‘expect you to siadpme for any
other reason than that you wanted it. The lasgthwould want is for



you to turn yourself into the object of my desireg+fact, that would
sicken me."'

Rachel's nostrils flared as he stared at her wathteanpt but she
sought for some control. 'Mel,' she said huskbglieve me, you're
kidding yourself. If we were to have any kind ofute, you would
want me to turn myself inteomethinghat's not me.'

‘Are you saying you can't change? You don't wargvien try to get
away from indulging old men?'

'l don't: She took a tortured breath. 'I'm saying, theresamee things
you don't know about and don't understand, thanhltchange about
myself. I'm saying, you would be the last man toab&e to change
them. It would be a disaster and—I just don't hiineeresources to
cope with... how it would end. Leave me be, Mdhé Surned away
shakily to pull on her clothes and she caught besdy swung herself
clumsily into the saddle and cantered off.

He caught up with her on his grey after a few nesubut he said
nothing and his face was set and angry. She shivaightly and

wondered how she was going to cope with the resti®iveekend. It
didn't prove easy.

In the first place there was another welcoming caibe waiting for

them on the lawn beside the house where the bagheas smoking
and a long table groaned under an array of fooddain. Everyone
was stretched out on loungers and a faintly dissgpair prevailed as
Rachel and Mel approached, side by side.

‘The rewards of clean living!" Peter said jovialbetting up and
groaning. 'Why didn't we come home early like yoo? What can |
get you to drink, Rachel? There's a jug of Pimnegrpwine—you
name it, we've got it!'



'l don't know about clean living,’ Mel said, switatp his gaze to
Rachel briefly but pointedly, 'but your creek neetsaning up, old
man. We were devoured by leeches.’

Fiona giggled and Rachel hoped devoutly that no rarteced the
tinge of colour she'd felt come to her .cheeksatThust have put a
dampener on things,' Fiona then said, and Racmelediinwardly as
she realised the other girl was—to quote Mel—spagilior a fight
herself this morning.

She accepted a glass of Pimms and sat down be®atynand Mrs
Carlisle, which was as far away from Fiona as shadcget.

'Oh,' Mel raised his glass and drawled, 'it takés anore than a few
leeches to intimidate Rachel. In fact I'd go asafato say she is one
tough lady. Here's to you, Rachel Wright,' he ssoftly but with
patent insolence.

If it hadn't been all the other things it was, dwid have been funny,
and as a cure for hangovers almost miraculous,haswhole

gathering took a concerted breath and sat up asmglagied much
more alertness than had hitherto been the casg.allreso started to
talk at once, but it was a long moment before Riactld tear her
incredulous, angry gaze from Mel's bland, mocking.o

'Oh, dear,' Mrs Carlisle said not quite beneathbneath. 'But | don't
understand. What's happened?' she asked Rachel.

‘Your son,' Rachel spoke through her teeth, 'hsisjaen thwarted,
Mrs Carlisle, that's all. Don't let it bother ydumight be good for the
state of his soul.’

There was a polo game scheduled for the afterno@n@ighbouring
property. Rachel considered declining to go, int fslee seriously



considered asking Sally if she could get her bawkSydney
somehow, but Mel's mother took a surprising hanthiimgs.

'Rachel will come with me this afternoon,' she saiith some of her
old imperiousness as arrangements were being disgus$ have a lot
of space in the car." Which indeed she did, in Relis-Royce

Corniche. 'Mel can take Fiona,” she added, causinfurther

electrification of the party, although what Mel tlgit of it wasn't
apparent beyond a narrow, searching look he cashather.

But there was method in her madness apparentlychwishe
explained to Rachel as they cruised sedately alBaghel herself
was feeling somewhat shell-shocked as she sat ibighcar. Mel had
made no further comments, he hadn't even ignoreghdagicularly
during the barbecue lunch, but the sheer casuabfess manner
spoke volumes.

'I must apologise for Melville," Mrs Carlisle begsiiffly.
'Please, you don't have to," Rachel murmured.

'l know | don't have to! All the same, | am. | gatlyou've ended the
affair and he hasn't taken kindly to it, althougtouind his allusion
rather strange.’

Rachel said nothing.

‘The reason | sent Fiona with him, as | explaimekit," Mrs Carlisle
continued, 'was because | thought they should tirevepportunity to
talk privately. Fiona is a forthright person --

' know.'

'And it's time she stated her case, and he stated h



'Did you also explain that to Fiona?' Rachel qukrsmmewnhat
dazedly.

'Yes.'
Rachel shook her head. 'You amaze me, Mrs Carlisle.

‘To be honest, you amaze me, Rachel. | still firéhrd to believe you
don't want him. Er— are you holding out for mare&gshe enquired
delicately.

'‘No—we wouldn't suit, that's all.'
'Hmm... Are you interested in polo?’
‘Not in the slightest,' Rachel said weatrily.

Mrs Carlisle chuckled. 'In lots of respects yourgirl after my own
heart, Rachel. You speak your mind. Well, here € a

Here we are indeed, Rachel thought some time lat@iching the
landed gentry at play yet again. How.. .did | ggtelf into this?

'‘Penny for your thoughts?' Fiona slid into the chaside Rachel.

'l was wondering,' Rachel said slowly, 'whetherigmn't wake up
and find it was all a— nightmare.’

Fiona laughed quietly. 'Mel's a... dangerous petsamnoss. I'm sorry
for the things | said the day you arrived.’

'‘No, I'm sorry for even being here,' Rachel saidftgw 'l should
never have come—not that | had any idea of the erayit would
cause, but it was under false pretences nevertheles



Fiona considered. 'At least,' she said at las¢, gmod thing has come
of it. I've rid myself of any delusions | might leatad --'

'Fiona --'

'‘No, Rachel,' the other girl said steadily. 'Godws who he'll marry,
but it won't be me.’

'Did he... did he...?' Rachel couldn't get the warut.

Fiona grimaced. 'He was rather funny and quite svaeel the way he
put it was that hewas quite sworn off marriagetfer time being,
possibly for life—I don't believe that, but | thinjou've made an
Impression on him far deeper than | ever did. Qfrse, he refused to
be drawn when | asked him... about you. He hantiedwhole
awkward thing with impeccable gallantry, includinghe
embarrassing fact that he hasn't given me any mgaswope for years
and | allowed myself to be talked into coming thisekend by his
mother.' She grimaced. 'But that's exactly whatead understand,
funnily enough, and really opened my eyes. He'sgoimg to be
gallant with you, Rachel. | --' she paused '—I otiwught I'd give
my eye-teeth to be in that position with Mel. Noknbw I'm just not
cut out for it.'

'l wonder who is,' Rachel said slowly, unable tpmess a slight
shiver.

Fiona shrugged and glanced first to where Mel stt s mother,
deep in conversation, and then at her, unablegpress the curiosity
in her eyes.

Mel drove her back to Lilianvale after the match.

'l take it polo doesn't excite you, Rachel.'



'‘No,' she agreed.
'‘What are your leisure tastes?' he enquired.
'l don't think there's any need for us to go i@t Mel.'

‘Just humour me, Rachel,' he murmured. 'We havighbno get
through and then the drive back to Sydney tomorrow.

'‘Why should | humour you?' she said bitterly. "Yeuturned this
weekend into a nightmare for me, one way or anotheur lack of
tact, your sheer bad manners, your—oh, no, it'siabime people
stopped humouring you, Mel.'

‘Then let's discuss a curious phenomenon. My mabproves of
you.'

Rachel felt like laughing. "Your mother is not asdbas | first

thought—a bit prone to meddling, as Fiona can ndbtestify, but

not blind about you. She probably thinks you wbe'able to make a
doormat of me, and she's right, but really, | démitk she's in a
position to make any further judgements on the enatt

He drove in silence for a while. 'How long do yoypect your thesis
to take?'

‘At the rate I'm going,' Rachel said dismally aadhly, 'a lot longer
than I'd planned.’

‘My apologies for being such a disruption—to yoeape of mind,' he
said with a wicked little smile. 'So Joe's overdei@swas a blessing
in fact? How willhecope when you want to be beetling off to Afric:
to supervise game farming, | wonder? Or do you ghanasters to
suit your study tours?'

Rachel glanced at him coldly and kept her lips fyrshut.



'l must say,' he continued meditatively, as thendd into the long
Lilianvale drive, 'I'm now beginning to be curicaisout this eccentric
family of yours.'

'l told you, my parents are dead.’

'‘What about this generous aunt of yours? Or wagusihan invention
to appease my mother's sensibilities?'

'No, she does exist,' Rachel said slowly.
'In the... way-out form you described her?'

‘More or less. Mel, | think we've said all theretassay and you're
right. We do have tonight to get through. I'm warning,yenough is
enough. If you have any more plans to humiliateimmieont of your
friends and your mother, don't be surprised itlrate.'

His long fingers lay loose on the wheel. 'Hd@ayou suggest we cope
with tonight, Rachel?'

''ve no idea..." She sighed and pushed her h&mdsgh her hair. 'l
can't believe | came,' she said barely audibly.

He pulled the car up on the gravel forecourt amadetd to her, resting
an elbow on the steering-wheel. "You came,' he\saigl quietly and
put a finger under her chin, 'because you couldift yourself. Not
even your unreasonable fear of me—which | haveltdgether
fathomed but | will—stopped you. At least admittthaich, Rachel.’

'Little to know,' her eyes glittered, 'that you taven behave like a
gentleman, but now | do and | don't admit --'

'‘Rachel --' his eyes flickered to her mouth dowrnéo breasts and
back to her eyes '—God knows what we're fightingua/dout we're in
too deep to bother with polite concepts—it's wargase you hadn't



realised it, and you're welcome to do your damneaesght—as |
will if the mood takes me.'

She said one single desperate waihy?'
'I've told you. | want you.'

'‘But | still don't understand. Of all the hundretttmusands of women
you could have, why me?'

'I've told you that too.'

‘Mel, if you'd seen me a couple of months ago, wowldn't have
given me a second look,"' she whispered.

'‘Want to bet? Don't you realise, the essence of wtiaction is
a—touch-me-not kind of quality, and it's in your eygsur gestures,
the things you say and how you might look while 'y@ichasing
down tsetse fly—I presume that's what you mean aaa@ouple of
months ago?—can't change it. But, by all mearise-traced the line
of her cheekbone with his finger' —don't give irtheut a fight. I'm
enjoying it, for all that I'm somewhat mystifiedhd he kissed her
lightly on the lips. 'Just don't forget,' he saidtg soberly then as she
touched her fingers to her mouth involuntarilyatth war of words is
one thing, a war of the senses quite another. Thege-to speak for
themselves.' And he held her gaze with that satmerdook until she
coloured slightly and had to close her eyes topsda

Rachel lay in the bath soaking away the dust ofpttle match and
attempting to gird her loins for the next encountut she had to
admit that the last part of their last encounted lseriously
undermined her defences. Why? she wondered blesike/wasn't an
inexperienced girl. And her touch-me-not techniqueat-tiad jolted
her, she realised—had worked well for quite a whileit obviously



wasn't working now, and she was as much the cdusefailure as
he was. She was the one who wanted to break thentwf attraction
between them, she was the one who was dangerotestgqupied
with marriage, although not in quite the way he sawhe was the
one who had dangerous doubts that any satisfafcttuse could exist
for them. She was the one who knew that she whsilttto give
herself lightly, and that the toll of failure was@nsequence to hersel
he probably couldn't begin to guess at. So wtldn ‘tshe just walk
away from Mel Carlisle... why had she come?

'I'm no better than Fiona,' she said aloud, andigatnd squeezed
soapy water from her sponge. 'In fact, I'm worsa.living a lie—
perhaps only the truth will help me now.' How sganbut it would
be interesting to see...what difference the trutghtroring. Then she
lay back and grimaced. Was this the time and pfacehe truth?
Maybe not, but tomorrow when they got homesasnas they got
home...

It was a simple dinner and a quiet, relaxed everkiana played the
piano before taking herself off to bed early, trenmlayed poker and
M{s Carlisle brought forth an exquisite piece ofippoint.

‘Do you have any hobbies, Rachel?' she askedgd@itiher over her
bifocals.

Rachel, who had discovered after dinner that slhadaf she'd gone
ten rounds in a boxing ring, smiled slightly. 'I'net much of a
needlewoman, Mrs Carlisle. Um... | like to read &stén to music,
and sometimes | do a little sketching.'

Mrs Carlisle looked gratified and Rachel concludleat there was
something ladylike about sketching but before shddcdo any more
delicate probing, the poker game broke up, Saltyspme music on



and said laughingly to Peter, 'Come on, old thingw about a
dance?'

There were several good-natured protests and remsirtat they'd
danced themselves silly the night before, to wisaly replied that
what they'd done the night before had been moate@ito tribal war
dancing than anything else.

Rachel stood up and opened her mouth to say shghhshe'd go to
bed, but Mel loomed up beside her, read her miodrately and took
her hand, saying with a wicked little glint in l@ges, 'No, you don't.
Even dedicated—fighters need some R & R." And hangwher

round to the slow beat of the music.

Of course he danced as well as he did everythiseg, @nd he was
easy to follow; her gathered cream linen skirtdézelbut and he made
her waist feel tiny beneath his hands and somehdve-d&in't know
If it was him or the music or both- some of thastrdrained away.

They did all the old-fashioned dances: tangos, fotst the cha-cha,
which he had to teach her—in fact he conductedrass on the cha-
cha and had them all doing it with much hilaritheh he gave them a
very funny solo exhibition of a clumsy Russian Ga¥sdancer and
his mother watched from her chair, and Rachel vetcinom the
sidelines. She watched the way he concentratethiardhrk hair fell
in his eyes and how, despite his khaki trousersciwedked shirt, he
conveyed the air of troikas and strummed an imaygibalalaika and
hummed to it. She watched the dynamic, light, ilanli side of Mel
Carlisle and came to a new understanding of hishduldn't be new,
she thought, remembering what Marty had told hed, lais mother,
but until you'd seen all the facets of his personébr yourself you
didn't really know what a complex, explosive mixnias, and then
you had to wonder how hard it was to handle, ndt for others but
for him...



'Rachel?' He stopped in front of her to rowdy apgéa 'One last
dance?’

She stared into his eyes and felt her heartstqngls and found
herself wanting to say, Come to bed, | too canatisp sweet, gentle
love, or sweet, savage love for that matter... @pped her head and
murmured, 'Just one.'

It was the last dance, as the party spirit staxdedn down and Sally
dimmed the lights and went to organise nightcamsMrs Carlisle
put away her petit point and went quietly to bedfalct they were the
last couple on the floor, barely moving to the mubie had his arms
round her and his cheek resting on her hair andwslee helpless.
Helpless beneath the onslaught of a tide of terdsrithat stunned
her, as well as the imprint of his body on hers¢ $iered her senses to
a kind of rapture, that was going to change tand kif torment in the
lonely dark hours ahead, she knew.

It had to end, but he kept her close at his sidbessipped their Irish
coffees. And it was almost as if they were sepdratam the others
by an invisible barrier, she thought once, withheartor. How could
she break out?

He broke her out. He took her upstairs, but dievén attempt to go
into her room with her.

'‘Goodnight, Rachel,' he said quietly, and he toddier face briefly
then turned away.

Which, of course, she thought, as she got intad@m but only far
enough to lean back against the closed door andhérsglf to stop
herself from trembling, isn't breaking me out df lalit binding me
closer...



Fiona asked them for a lift into Sydney the nextrmmay. Mrs
Carlisle was going on to stay with more outbacgrds, and, despite
Rachel's wry little feeling that it could only happin the Carlisle
family, she was grateful for Fiona's company.

They didn't stop on the way home, but after thelytgpped Fiona off
Mel asked if she'd mind if he dropped into the m@aspwhich was
between Fiona's suburb and theirs. But he thenrisado her by
asking if she'd like to see the children's orthoj@evard. She
hesitated, then agreed.

‘This is Sister Surgical, one of them," he intragtb@at the ward
station. 'Sister Hayes, in fact—Miss Wright.'

'Hello!" Sister Hayes said cheerfully. She was o&nin her late
twenties and both pretty and capable-looking, widnyvattractive
legs even in flat lace-up shoes. 'Now, Dr Carliglgpu've come to
check your babies, I've just got them settled foafiernoon rest.’

‘Would I unsettle them?' he queried reproachfully.

'‘As no other—oh, well, perhaps they deserve a .tBat come
through, Miss Wright.'

There were seven children in the ward, ranging ftemto ten, and
not one of their faces didn't light up when Melssed the threshold.
In fact it was a gay, breathless half-hour he spetit them, going

from bed to bed, introducing Rachel, being givemdestrations on
wobbly expertise with crutches from those who coartd bringing

delight to those, including the little Filipino bowho were flat on

their backs and could barely move.

‘Thank you, Sister Hayes,' he said finally, andigacealised that at
the same time he'd been meticulously checking ecluld's

condition. She wandered down the corridor as thepgwfessionals
conferred quietly for a few minutes. Then Mel cam&ards her, so



he didn't see the look in Sister Hayes's eyes aswaiched him
walking away from her, before she squared her slersiland turned
back to her station.

Another one, Rachel thought uncomfortably. Pertsapsarse would
suit him best, after all?

She said in the car, 'They're so brave, aren'tthey
He nodded.

‘Do you only work with children, Mel?"

'‘No.’

They drove in silence for a while; she didn't wartbreak his obvious
preoccupation, but she found herself saying, sugdéit's the
children that get me too. In those poor, droughtisgtn countries
where they don't understand the transition fronssiiénce farming
and where politics often cause it to be horriblndped anyway.'

He glanced at her briefly. ‘Do you really care?'

'l think | must. I've spent the last ten years gflife studying it and
roaming the world, and it was my father's passiyyway. He was an
agronomist and | think | learnt about rotationabps and soll
conservation in my cradle. Because I'm a womarnghgit's hard to
spread the word in any practical kind of way.'

'‘Rachel, if you get your doctorate, what will yoa2d

She shrugged as they turned into their street padex her mouth to
say that she would apply for consultancy jobs ipatements of
agriculture, but her mouth fell further open asytdeew up outside
his house behind a familiar dark blue Mercedes eoup



They both stared, in fact, then he turned to hér tis mouth set in a
hard line as she said dazedly, 'lt must be Sam.’

'So that's his real name. Not much of an improvermrJoe --'
INO __I
'Rachel, don't go in. Come away with me now,"' he sarshly.

'‘Mel, look you don't understand, | can explaingllvyeen meaning
to --'

'‘What can you explain? Nothing | don't already krioke said
sardonically and added grimly, 'l won't ask youiagRachel.'

Her tongue seemed to trip her words up. 'lt's nobk, Mel, | can't,
but --'

*You mean you won't. All right." He popped the bopén, got out and
took her bag out and dumped it on the pavement.I'Bucoming in
with you—just in case he turns violent and you weeduding
yourself.'

'l wasn't deluding myself," Rachel cried, stumblimgt of the car
herself. 'l mean... oh, hell, Mel, Sam's not wiat think... just listen
to me. | know | should have told you before --'

‘There's only one thing | want to hear from youglra. Either you
come out into the open anell me you want me as much as | war
you, that we affect each the same bloody way, armaght as well
save your breath. Because that's the only thingntiadters between
us.'

Rachel swallowed. 'No,' she said hoarsely, 'it.Isn'



He stared down into her eyes, then he swore vigleswung himself
back into the car and drove off with a scream oégy

'‘Darling," a familiar voice said behind her, 'wieatitement!'

Rachel turned, surveyed her glamorous aunt andvesddsudden
tears streaming down her cheeks, 'lt's all yout.fau



CHAPTER SEVEN
'FEELING better?"

'Yes, thanks. Sorry,' Rachel said, and sat dovwheabreakfast-table
wearily while Sam made tea. 'Of course it's notryfault at all.'

'I'd be a better judge of that if | knew what wasng on," Sam said,
and added carefully, 'l could have sworn that wat ®arlisle, you
know.'

'It was,' agreed Rachel dismally.

'So he looked you up after the ball? Is that honappened? But |
didn't get the chance to introduce you.' Sam putdgedown in front
of Rachel with a puzzled look. 'He must have likdtht he saw.’

'He didn't—well --' she spread her hands '—anditie'tdook me up
precisely. He moved in next door.'

Sam opened her blue eyes wide and sat. 'So?"

'He then,' Rachel paused, 'and | can't entirelgnbl&dim, assumed |
was—a very kept woman, to put it a lot more kirttlign he ever did.'

Sam frowned. 'That's incredible! You of all peopéhy?’

'I'll tell you,' Rachel said and proceeded to doagdimes having her
aunt laughing helplessly.

'Oh, dear,' she said finally, wiping her eyes. iDea, dear! Sorry,’
she said at Rachel's weary expression, and sob&esak, | can
understand how he got your back up and how youdddcio teach
him a lesson—I would have done the same in yoweplanly I'd
have really laid it on the line, probably. But éesns to me things
have got rather out of hand. Why don't you jugtiieh the truth?'



'l was going to, this morning,' Rachel said rugfull was trying to
out there but he wouldn't let me get a word in @dyes, and you saw
how he drove off! He can be totally impossibleimiets, Sam.'

'Hmm. Have you fallen in love with him, Rachel?hBasked quietly.

Rachel got up and stared out over the courtyarcaflumg time. 'l
don't know,' she said at last. And when she tuaretlencountered
her aunt's sceptical blue gaze, she added, 'How kaow? | could
just be one in a long line of unfortunate women sén@aths he's
crossed --'

'Or you could be honest with yourself, Rachel,’ Said softly. 'And
honest enough to admit why you kept this deceptfmfor so long.’

Rachel stared into her eyes then she set herdadtbat down again.
‘All right. But can you see a future for us?'

Sam shrugged. 'l don't know Mel Carlisle that walithough his
reputation is no secret, and one only has to ladkm and listen to
him to know that he's wildly attractive. But | dodw you, and |
know that you're more than good enough for him—#s§,' she said
as Rachel went to speak, 'you're wary and cyniwall ahink that has
to be because you're very different from me— froowh was,
anyway. In other words you're a one-man woman, butrg also a
deeply intelligent one with a career that matteryvnuch to you and
appears to involve a lot of travel. Now, that istambling-block to
marriage with a conventional man, but you also wotilbeyou
without it. And it seems to me you've really gainhin, Rachel. Do
you honestly think he's just fallen for a prettgd@’

'‘No,' Rachel said slowly.

‘Then at least give him a chance to prove somettidagling,” Sam
said with sudden intensity, 'look, who can promsmi eternal
happiness? But that doesn't mean to say you hdwedaoward and,



worse, such a pessimist. In any other circumstagoaswould be
neither, Rachel,' she said sternly.

'That's because | can handle... most other ciramoss. This—is
different.’

'No, that's where you're kidding yourself. Rachi¢here's one thing |
know about it's men. And you have to handle thenyaas handle
everything elseasyourself and with pride. And if they can't live ug
to it, you're better off without those who can'mdAl'll tell you
something else: the rejections you've had becaos&eynot some
cliched image of the perfect wife—you were luckydathey'll
probably rue the day, one day when they're drowmrgpmesticity,
that they fell for the old cliche!

Rachel couldn't help smiling faintly. 'Thanks. Ball me, why are
you home? | wasn't expecting you for months.’

'I'm home,' Sam said, 'and this will really surery®u, because | met
my match overseas and |—wait for it—am getting maragain.'

'Oh, so that's --'

'‘Why I'm lecturing you? Partly,’ Sam said wryly.olY see, it
happened to me when | thought it never could.llifelove for the

first time at close on forty. | fell in love,' skaid whimsically, 'with a
widower with six children ranging from eight to btgen, who knows
everything there is to know about me and doesathge mind!

'Sam,' Rachel said with a frown, 'he sounds as iIfdeds a mother for
his kids as well as your money! Are you --?'

'He has plenty of money of his own—no, Rachel,éedsme.So I've
come back to wind everything up here and I'm gbiack in a month.
What are you going to do?'



‘Sam, if this is all on the level I'm so happy you, and you must tell
me all about him --'

'‘What are you going to do, Rachel?' Sam said datedly.
... I'll at least see him and tell him the truffiat's... all lcando.'

But it was a fortnight before that happened, beedgssimply didn't
come home.

‘But how can he do without his clothes and thin§sh queried.

Rachel shrugged. 'Perhaps he sent for them. Pelhapgou, he has
more than one home in Sydney. Who knows?'

‘Well, you know at least one hospital --'

'I'm not haunting hospitals, Sam," Rachel said demggly. 'I'll just
keep working if I'm not in your way, until he cordes

‘You're extremely stubborn, Rachel. | still dordeswhy you're
refusing the clothes | want to give you.'

'It was your clothes that helped get me into thessy Rachel said,
though affectionately. 'Besides, there's nothingngrwith the ones |
bought.'

Sam wrinkled her nose. 'No,' she conceded, 'bytréheo few and..
plain.’

‘They're also good quality and they'll last, ama hiot into clothes at
the moment; my thesis is burning to be finished.'



Indeed, while Rachel waited, it was her thesis Hegit her sane
because, at the same time, Sam's advice had také&mmer mind,
yet frightened her stiff.

Then he came home one night when she was alonsamdight
spilling over his courtyard from an upstairs windaamd when she
checked the street the Saab was there.

It took her an hour to gather the courage to goshe—kept telling
herself it mightn't be the time and he mightn'tab@ene—»but in the
end she could only acknowledge that she'd been doatrpath too
many times before. And she finally went, via thmeutual front doors.

He took a long time to answer her knocking and thempened the
door with obvious impatience and an arrogant, ethpYes?' and
stopped abruptly.

And she found she hadn't a thing to say as shedséithim, taking in
his ruffled dark hair, the marks of weariness o flace, his white
shirt and dark green tie.

'‘Well, Rachel—to what do | owe the honour of thisit?' he said
sardonically at last. 'Are you going to come in?'

She swallowed. 'Yes. I've come...to explain someagt) Mel.
Please—bear with me.’

He stood aside for her to precede him and murmugsttainly. |
think you know the way. | was in the kitchen. Oths a more formal
call?'

Rachel bit her lip and paused beside him but tlzest &mistake, she
realised as she stared up into those mocking grey and felt the
close impact of him. 'No. The kitchen will be fihe.



He was eating one of his cleaning lady's casserbe®ffered her
some, and when she declined he got up and opebetll@ of wine
and poured them each a glass. 'Perhaps this Woll Be you mind if
| finish?'

'‘Go ahead.' She sipped some wine thankfully andles@u how best
to begin. '‘Mel, this isn't easy™-'

'l can imagine.'

‘Well, | don't think you can, but I... lied to ydim not what you think
[ am.'

'‘Oh? In what particular respect?'

‘There is no Joe; there never was. And Sam is sbo$amantha,

who is my aunt, and she owns the house. She wenseas not long
after | arrived home from Africa and very kindlient it to me, also

the car—well, she tried to but | wouldn't accepaind that's how it

came to be delivered the way it was that night. I&& a sense of
humour. As for the reputation the house has wi¢ghald lady across
the road, she got things a little mixed-up, but aunt --' Rachel

grimaced '—well, that's her business, and she'sectiwme a

reformed person anyway.'

He'd stopped eating halfway through Rachel's mapu@o'So you're
telling me you're actually a lady of unimpeachalieie, Rachel?' he
said, with an indecipherable glint in his eyes.

‘Something like that. Compared to what you thougims, at least.'

‘Yet you let me go on..." he said slowly, his eyagowing, and she
knew he was thinking back through the weeks. 'WH'said
suddenly.

Rachel shrugged. '"You were so..." She couldn'tgo o



‘You did your bit.'

‘Yes, | know. | don't feel too proud of it, but—started to tell you
several times, but you infuriated me all over again. something
happened,' she said awkwardly.

'‘Well, that explains that. So there is no deepk da&cret and I, no
doubt, should be feeling very foolish indeed.' Big way he looked
at her told her he didn't. Yet at the same timecshidn't tell how he
did feel, though something bothered her. Then ke $&here do we
go from here?'

Rachel picked up her glass and took another sigori't know.
l...perhaps I'd better just go...'

‘You don't know? You amaze me, Rachel,' he saitllysdt thatall
you have to say on the subject?’

‘Mel --' her voice shook and she realised two thinpat he was
angry, but also that he was not particularly ssesti by her
revelations, which didn't make sense '—I told yogebefore that
part of what you felt probably lay in --'

‘The fact that | couldn't have you; my baser irgsrthat viewed you
as fair game; my double standards—all those thivgwve been
through time and time again? Is that what you vgeiag to say?' he
queried.

‘Yes, she said through her teeth. 'And --'

‘Then why do you think I've been carting this ambtor days?' He got
up and rifled through the pockets of his jacket thias slung over a
counter and produced an object which he slammedh dowthe table
in front of her. 'Open it,' he said harshly.



Rachel's lips parted. It was a black velvet boxmistakably a ring
box, and when she opened it with trembling fingérsre was a
diamond engagement ring sparkling fire against bkeck satin
lining. 'So you see, Rachel,' he said when shedlifitunned eyes to
his at last, 'l didn't actually need you to tell yoa1 weren't what you
claimed to be. Don't ask me why, but | was findingparder and
harder to believe—oh, | still thought there was stiing, | still do,
but the thing is | don't give a damn what you mayehbeen to anyone
else; it's what you are to me that matters mosd iAthis is the only
way to have you, if that's the price, so be it. Whayou think of my
morals now, Miss Wright?'

'l don't believe this,' she whispered, and jumppdkmocking over
her wine glass in her agitation.

'‘But that's just it, isn't it? You accuse me ofnfarg snap
judgments—yes, | did, with some pretty hefty helpni you along
the way. But have you been any better? After alleast | revised
mine, whereas it would appear you still hold theshakeable
conviction that we have nowhere to go from hered Athis won't do
it --' he pointed to the ring ' — despite your pregpation with the
idea of marriage, what would it take to get younésty? Theaeal
reason behind all this. Do tell me, Rachel, becdiuseunning out of
ideas.’

‘All right, I'll tell you!" She rounded on him, hexyes suddenly
glinting blue fire. 'l may not be a whore but I'mtncompletely
inexperienced. And my experience tells me I'll ogst hurt...with
you. I'm not built for casual romance—so, yes, l@soccupied with
a future of sorts --'

‘Casual romance," he broke in sardonically. 'lta@member being
less casual in my life. Do you think | go around/ibg engagement
rings for every girl | sleep with?'



'‘But youdo think that going to bed together is going to salteour
problems—it might solve yours but it won't solvensi And now you
think dangling this ring in front of me will do theame. Itwon't.
There are so many things --'

‘All right, all right." He caught her wrist as shent to fling away

from him and pulled round to face him. 'Let's take thing at a time.
So it's not a case of...loving someone you cam&PiaHis eyes probed
hers narrowly. 'Put it this way: there is no othemn in your life?'

Her lips trembled. 'No.’

She thought he sighed but couldn't be sure. 'Thieas to be a case
of—somewhat lacking faith and trust in the opposks; in other
words you got hurt somewhere along the line, Rachel

Her shoulders slumped. 'Yes, but it's still not ghenple.’
‘Tell me why?'
'l don't think I'm what you need, Mel.'

'It's strange,' he said, ‘how many people seehirn& theyknow what
| need much better than I do. In point of factappen to know | need
you very much, Rachel.'

‘Need in a way, yes," she acknowledged, 'but --'

'‘Hang on,"' he murmured, drawing her closer, ‘it to one thing at
a time. Have you no needs of your own?'

Her- throat hurt and her lashes sank, but she kineould be useless
to lie, and worse. 'Yes...'



He released her wrists and brought his hands apgder face. 'Look
at me.' She lifted her lashes. 'Tell me you want Rechel. For...
better or worse, let there at least be one truvden us.'

'l—do, Mel," she whispered. 'But --'
'‘No, don't spoil it." He brushed a finger acrossrheuth.

'l must,' she said huskily. 'l mean...' She pawsatl stared into his
eyes and knew that she was partially beaten; thehgaheart was
beating alone told her that she couldn't, didnhtvtaescape him, and
that it would be cowardly and curiously unworthywnshe thought,
because he had made his own judgements aboutteeathf but... 'l
mean, I'll do anything you want but—I can't justrrgayou like this.'

He smiled slightly. 'Are you proposing to be my tress?'

She blushed but said, 'No. I'm not going to moveith you, but...'
She stopped and closed her eyes. 'These thinggita&eor they
should.’

'‘When you said you'd do anything | want --'

‘Yes,' she said on a breath and squared her sheddédenly. "You
once told me I'd sleep with you because | actwadlyted to or words
to that effect—you were right,' she said barelyilalyd

‘Well," his lips twisted, 'that's a start." Andlbent his head and begar
to kiss her.

'‘Bring another glass,' he said some time laterjwthey'd separated,
both breathing unsteadily, and he picked up hissgéand the bottle.



There was a lamp on in his bedroom and he closeddbr behind
them and leant against it for a moment, just watghier as she
walked over the table under the window and stacsehdat the books
on it unseeingly. Then she turned and stood wittahas at her side,
her eyes downcast.

He pushed himself away from the door and got rithefglass and
bottle. "You look—are you having second thoughts?'

She shook her head, but shivered slightly in hamplvhite cotton
blouse and pale grey twill trousers.

'‘What is it, then?' he said very quietly, and caongtand right in front
of her but not touching her.

She hesitated. 'l—haven't done this for a whikee'murmured, lifting
her eyes to his at last.

She saw his breath jolt. 'l doubt if I'll take emtien to that,' he said. 'l
myself, on the other hand,' he added, 'am posse$sedunger that's
been exceedingly hard to control.' He grimacedlaacyes glinted
with self-directed mockery. 'All the same, | thimke can do this
slowly. Come.' He took her hand and led her tdoét sweeping the
cover off. 'Take your shoes off.' He piled theqmis up.

She sat down then swung her legs on to the betkantiback.
‘Comfortable?' he queried.

‘Mmm..." But there was still a glint of warinessher eyes as she
watched him pour more wine for them and strip iei®ff, then fiddle
with a compact disc player she hadn't noticed leefbuilt into the
bedside table, until Vivaldi flooded the room. Heented it down and
sat down to unlace his shoes, then he handed meglags and
stretched out beside her.



'l had good news today—drink some,' he said gegithging his hand
over hers.

She sipped her wine gratefully. "Tell me.'

‘That kid | operated on—he's going to walk, nofeetty but—all the
same.’'

'Oh, Mel," she said on a breath. 'I'm so pleased-yda both.'
'I'm rather pleased myself. Tell me how your thésgoing."'

She smiled wryly. 'It's going, but | feel as ifd'been pushing a brick
uphill..." She bit her lip.

'‘Good.' He smiled wickedly at her and her heartextizto beat slowly
and heavily when he raised her hands to his ligh lassed her
knuckles, then laid it down on the bed between th&ou know,

you've never actually touched me yet of your ovee fwill --'

''ve danced with you.'

‘That's different. I've made all the running umidw, but | strongly
feel there should be equality in these things.'

'‘No, there shouldn't,’ Rachel whispered, and putdt@ss down.
‘That's how women get a bad reputation. Not ta stdin anyway.. .1
need you to...hold me, first.’

He did, and he kissed her with an intensity thttHer bruised and
trembling, then he lifted his head and said wrillyas trying to --'

'l know." She put a finger to his lips. "You didbwit's my turn." And
she slipped her arm around his neck and mouldebidayragainst his
and gave herself up in complete surrender, thinkimgly that he
might have made all the running so far, but sha'djiit a battle like



no other, not only against him but herself. A lmattiuriously, against
delight and rapture like no other, because this dhdrthings to her
no other had done. It was like a fiery tormentdel fhis hands on her
body through her clothes and to long to be frabdem. It was the feel
of his shoulders beneath her hands and the strengils legs about
hers that made her yearn to offer her breastsstbdnds and lips, but
it was more than that. It was also the knowledge this was Mel
Carlisle, difficult and dangerous sometimes, thequady
dangerously gentle; infuriating, but the man whal Hidled her
waking thoughts for what seemed like a long timevnhand had
stripped her senses to this kind of abandon whehn® longer had
any control over. Why him? she thought, with a sudtittle stab of
pain. How can it be...?

But, as he eased her blouse off and opened heslieacould only
cradle his dark head to her breasts in a gestiugeitge him to kiss
their swollen, aching peaks.

'You know, it had to come to this,' he said withediort, later, when
they were both free of their clothes and the laghtliwas gilding
their bodies and only the final claim remained ¢éontiade. He ran his
hands over her and knelt up beside her. 'l alwangsnkit would
be—unique, from the moment | saw you in that bldass looking
so proud and so irritated. | thought then that .tzave you looking
like this would be...’

He stopped and smiled faintly as if deriding hirhsektan't wait any
longer, Rachel.’

'‘Don't." She reached up and cupped his shoulddnsripalms. 'I'm
ready. You've made me ready," she said softlyolfleft me now I'd
die a little.'

'Oh, God."' He eased his body on to hers and ramamds through her
hair, then held her hard and it happened. He tcak but even



although she was as ready as she'd claimed to meltas driving

need into her body, and even although she knewvelfieos thought

she did, nothing prepared her for the climax tlaate to them, for the
way she moved beneath him, the things she didntitedible unity

they achieved as if their two souls became ondlathst thought—
that, without him now to do this to her, she woh&la cold, empty
vessel.

Perhaps it was an echo of that thought and a préiomof a new,
naked vulnerability to this man who might not belfer that caused
her to pull away from him as the heights receded ® sit up
clutching her throat and then start to stumble ftbenbed.

'Rachel—what the hell...?' he said roughly andgoulier back into
his arms. 'Where do you think you're going?’

... I..." But she couldn't speak, she could @figke down the length
of her body.

'Did | hurt you?'

'No! No." She took a breath and wondered how sheédcever
explain.

But he didn't ask for any more explanations. Hel helr and stroked
her hair until she was warmed and comforted, therkiesed her
lightly on the lips and pulled the cover over thand turned the lamp
off. And took her back in his arms. She trembledeoand he stilled it
and stroked her body. 'Go to sleep,' he said quiéth here.’

She did.



In fact it was morning when she woke, and he wigisgion the side
of the bed, fully dressed and shaved althoughyas were shadowed
with tiredness still.

'It's all right," he said as she sat up jerkily, tn eyes widening with
something like alarm, and then pulled the covervaarklly around
her. "You don't have to look like that and—you tlbaVve to do that.'
But he didn't pull it away.

'l—what time is it?"

'It's quite early, but I've got a long list tod&@ne of the penalties
of—dating a doctor. Are you all right?'

‘Yes.' Their eyes met and held and the full realitiheir lovemaking

came back to her in a wash of quivering nerve-estus;coloured as
she remembered how she'd been, all she'd giveha@andhe'd felt.

She looked away suddenly.

'Rachel.’ He put his hand under her chin and tuheedace back, but
it was a long moment before she lifted her lashessee him staring
at her-sombrely. Then his pager buzzed and hisimwardened. 'I'm
running late. Will you have dinner with me tonight?

'H-here?' she stammered.

'‘No. I'll take you out to some neutral territoryndyou can tell me,’

he said slowly, 'what went wrong last night. Batyshere and rest as
long as you like. I'll pick you up at seven.' Hgpad her cheek and
for the life of her she couldn't help herself frtumning her mouth to

his wrist and kissing it. Then he was gone andarfenutes later she

heard the Saab roar away.

She lay back and closed her eyes but not for land,it was in her
aunt's unique bath, that she'd once visualisedghaith Mel, where



she washed her body that bore the marks of hisndrpassion—and
wondered what she'd done to herself.

Sam didn't come home until just before seven, aed@ok one look
at Rachel wearing a slim blue linen dress the caddher eyes—her
only extravagance in her new wardrobe, and her enstipearls, her
only jewellery—and said, 'lt's happened!

Rachel annoyed herself by blushing. 'l don't kn@w lyou can tell
but—yes.’

'l can tell by your eyes thabmething'©iappened—darling, what --?'
But the doorbell rang.

‘That's him," Rachel said, and picked up her puFsggive me, but
I'm going to --'

'Oh, no, you're not. Stay where you are,' Sam camde 'I'm going
to invite him in and offer him a drink.'

‘Sam...But Sam went with a toss of her head.
Rachel ground her teeth then followed.

'Dr Carlisle,’ Sam was saying to Mel, still framed the front
doorway, 'we have met! I'm Samantha Soldido, Racleint—I
don't know if she's told you about me yet, butlldwe | have to take
some of the blame for certain misunderstandings ttaurred
between you two. Do come in!'

Mel's and Rachel's eyes met as she stepped asldesanere a wry,
amused grey. 'lI've explained all that, Sam," Rashiel.

'You don't --'



'‘But I'm delighted to meet your aunt, Rachel,’ Melirmured,
switching his gaze back, 'Rather to meet you addrs,Soldido. Of
course- Rachel was part of your party at the chaall! Now that's
something she didn't explain to me."

Sam pouted then grinned impishly. 'l begged heptoe to make up
the numbers—I had no idea her... opposite numbsigaeg to be so
smitten. It was rather funny really.' Rachel griedbut Sam went on
blithely, 'Well, so long as that's all sorted agme and have a drink.
By the way --' she led the way into thalon ' —

I've got something to tell you, Rachel, and | guesdll be of interest
to you too, Mel—may | call you that? I've sold thisuse.'



CHAPTER EIGHT
'SHE'sS quite a character, your aunt.’

Rachel stirred her aperitif and nodded. They hagnt much in the
car and Mel hadn't touched her at all, but thésad only been a short
drive to the restaurant, where they'd been immelgiatshered to a
very private table.

‘At least,' he said slowly, 'she filled me in abgatrr parents. Which
makes it easier to understand why you're a bitlohar.'

'l suppose | am,' Rachel agreed, then added thiulight\Wouldn't
the same be true of you, though, Mel?"

He sat back and narrowed his eyes. 'Is this anyttardo with that
thorny question, why we might not suit—quote ung@bthe said
drily.

Rachel shrugged and stared down at the table.

'‘Look,' he said at last, T think you're going ted@é#o tell me how it's
been for you—thanks,' he murmured with a tingengbatience, as
their entrees were served. 'l mean, you seem @ loavfaith to quite
a degree. You made love to me last night in a \Wwaywas --'

'‘Don't, Mel," she said shakily.

‘To apassionatelegree,' he said deliberately, 'that was—eleatigfy
Then you wanted to run away as soon as it was éveryou always
such a passionate loner, Rachel?'

Rachel fought for composure. 'If you brought maeaitral territory
to insult me, hoping you'd be able to get away itk



'‘Am | insulting you?' he drawled. 'What | said @arty be an insult if
that's your normal modus operandi. If you're a
love-'em-and-leave-'em type.'

'I'm not. You're much more likely to be one of those!"

He smiled coolly. 'l also asked you to marry me—eap forgetting
that, or refusing to take it into account. Do st&e said politely, and
picked up his oyster fork.

Rachel had ordered them too and she wondered itahlel even
swallow oysters. But she found she could, andttrasmall task of
eating restored her nerves a little. 'Mel,' shel sghen she was
finished, 'your offer of marriage was— couched musual terms, if
you remember. You mentioned things like the priceay et cetera,
and --'

'l also said," he returned swiftly, 'that the otiyng that mattered was
what you meant to me.' And his grey gaze was sugdaeitting.

The wine steward intervened at this point. Racheldgal up her glass
as he departed. 'That was when you still believetlla dark secret in
my past.’

'l haven't changed my mind about that. But nowel is@as a series of
events—your parents virtually casting you off, soman making
you feel less than adequate --'

‘Two," Rachel said. 'All right, | will tell you, Mel did learn to be a
loner and thereveretimes when it hurt, and times when you reasc
that you're better off just relying on yourself.tBlien | began to see
that what drove my father was also in me, and bheég wonder how

| would cope with a true, deep relationship. Toipatmply, | didn't.

| fell in love twice and both times | felt... pull@part and—well, yes,
despite what my aunt has to say on the subje&,5ald ruefully, 'l
ended up feeling inadequate and a few other thirdm't like to



recall. So | was then faced with the fact that §\weaen more like my
father than I'd thought—not a sterile, passionlessature as I'd
begun to think, but capable --' she stopped, stardgkr wine, then
lifted her eyes to his '—of loving—héoved my mother—but
incapable of matching the other side of me up to an enduri
relationship. And that's why | put up such a figlgainst you, Mel,
and why, last night, | wanted to run away. l—yoe.s&€She stopped
and sighed.

'‘Go on.'

She sniffed. 'Then there's you. Of all people, n'tcaee how you
could cope with the way | am, but even that patessdes wondering
how I could cope with you.'

He ignored that. 'Is this—love again for you, Rdehee said quietly.
She didn't answer.

'‘Rachel?’

'l don't know.'

‘You don't know?' he said softly. 'Did you sleeghathem the way
you slept with me?"

She took a breath, 'If | were to ask you that— hewould you
measure up what you feel, Mel?'

‘Just answer me first, Rachel. Did you?'

It was a distraught breath she took this time agjhey eyes seemed
to bore into her soul and there was no place te.hib...' She put a
hand to her mouth.

'‘Go on,' he said again. 'Have you ever felt qiite way before?'



l...oh, no --'

‘Then 1 think there's hope for us.' He put his haner hers as it lay
helplessly on the table. 'Relax—here comes our.meal

'l still can't justmarryyou, Mel,' she said desperately.

‘You keep saying that—but that offer is closedtfa time being. As
you also said, these things should take time—aridrée/ou get
cynical, dear Rachel --' a little glint of amuseinigrhis eyes '—and
say something else along the lines of... now yosageme you've lost
interest... that is not the case as I'll be provgou. And, indeed, |
hope to be quite manageable in the process.’

He was more than manageable during the rest af tinesl. He was
charming and interesting and he told her more ahbisubabies' and a
bit about his sisters.

But in the car on the way home he fell silent, ari@n he pulled up
he turned to her and there was no laughter inyas,@nly a question.

She trembled and gripped her hands in her lap,ribdded briefly.

'‘What, as a matter of interest, do you imagineolddady across the
road is thinking now?' he said as he closed thd ftoor and took her
in his arms.

Rachel's mouth curved into a faint smile as sh&ddaup into his
eyes. 'Heaven knows.'

‘Any idea what I'm thinking, then?' His lips barehpved this time.

'‘Some," she breathed as his hands moved on herbhupgou could
still tell me.'



'I'm thinking that | might not make it to the bedmo, and in view of
your once avowed talent for innovation you mighté¢o take pity
on me and put me out of my misery on the loungerflo

‘That wasn't true—I'm much happier in a bed," sti@ demurely.
‘You're also laughing at me, and | don't think y&lieve me.’

‘Well, yes, | do now," she said breathlessly agpiéed her hard
against him, 'but...'

He laughed silently. '‘Come, then.' There were raimpmaries this
time, in fact they barely got their clothes offdatteir lovemaking
was even more powerful so that she had not thegitréo everthink
of leaving his side afterwards, let alone doingAbhd he didn't
attempt to hide the glint of victory in his eyestaslay beside her
with his head propped on one hand and watchedebever, with his
other hand possessively on her waist before shaedublindly
towards him for succour and strength. Then he heldclose, and
then the tenderness came and he said into her'8S8amry. That
was—my wounded male pride coming to the fore. Yauraght in
some ways about me.’

A little jolt of laughter that was dangerously @a® tears shook her
and she buried her face in his shoulder. He easedcaway and

stroked her face as he stared into her eyes, theressoftly and

started to kiss her with exquisite gentlenesslipsrand her throat,
until she relaxed completely.

Then he lay back at last with an arm still arouaddnd fell asleep.

But Rachel lay for a long time, staring at him witér heart in her
eyes.

And this time she woke just before him as the saoded through the
curtains they'd neglected to close the night before



‘Mmm..." He stirred and reached for her before omemis eyes.
‘Rachel?'

She touched his blue-shadowed jaw with her fingst tMel?"

His eyes were greyer than she'd ever seen thers ataftk lashes
lifted, and he just stared at her for a long mom#r@n closed them
and buried his face against her breasts.

Her heart contracted with a tenderness of her awd,she smoothed
his hair and traced the line of Jus neck, therhaed fell away and
she sighed inwardly.

'Hey --' he lifted his head immediately '—am | fatgiven for last
night?'

Despite herself, she smiled wryly. 'You are.'
'So?'

'‘Would you like a cup of tea?'

''d love a cup of tea, but --'

'It was nothing, Mel.' She pushed aside the beldetoand got up then
got straight back into bed.

'Is this your way of telling me you suddenly prafez to tea, Rachel?'
he said quizzically and with a wicked glint shekneell in his eyes.

She coloured faintly. 'It's a way of telling yod feel stupid getting
all dressed up in my best dress to make tea.'

'‘Ah. Well, | wouldn't mind in the slightest if yadid it as you were
but—modesty becomes you,' he said gravely. 'Ancethes several



choices. You could wear one of my shirts or my taih, but you
might drown in that --'

'‘Or you could make the tea,' she pointed out. 'lgoest here.'

‘To be perfectly honest, the thought of tea hachossed my mind
until you mentioned it.'

‘Well --'

But he went on lazily, 'As for your being a guestd) | think we
should discuss that.’

'‘No. Tea,' Rachel said firmly, and she got out mgaiarched to his
wardrobe where she selected a cream shirt ancedtarttoning
herself into it before turning—to find him laughiagyher.

'‘Dear Rachel,' he drawled as her eyes kindle@td to destroy your
lllusions but even breathing fire there's somethingsually erotic
about you in a man's shirt with not a stitch onameéath.' And he
cast aside the sheet.

'‘Mel," she said on a different note, a slightly mhrate one, 'stay
where you are.’

He stayed, half out of bed, his body curved socsld see the long,
sculpted muscles of his back and hip and thigh candht her breath.

He said nothing for a moment as her cheeks reddagaid and her
fingers fumbled, then he subsided and pulled treetsback. 'All
right— if you tell me why,' he said soberly.

'l... | can only take so much... at a time,' shetbd out and thought,
God help me, but that's probably truer than heesisp

'Rachel, come here,' he said quietly but imperbtive



She went, slowly and uncertainly and he reachechérhand but
only pulled her down to sit on the side of the Bathout last night.

I'm sorry, but it wasn't only a measure of my— vadrpride. It was
also a measure of what you do to me. But | promyise you're quite
safe this morning, not --' he smiled drily '—becad'sn suddenly
iImmune to you, but because if that's what you what,s what you'll

have.' He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckisand make your
tea.'

She made tea and toasted some muffins she fouthe ifridge and
took it all up on a tray with two glasses- of orangice as well.

To find that he was still in bed, or rather backoad but wearing a
T-shirt and a pair of short pyjama bottoms. He maaleeference to
it, and they drank their tea and listened compaabbn to the

early-morning news on the radio.

'‘What's on today?' he said, flicking the radio off.

She grimaced. 'More of the same for me. My thesisther words.
How about you?'

'‘More of the same too—well, I'm not operating bwelgot three
clinics; | won't be finished until about nine-thirignight, but | don't
start until eleven.' He lay back and crossed mssdrehind his head.
'‘Rachel, about your being a guest.’

Rachel gathered the tray and took it to the talien she hesitated
and glanced across at him.

'‘Come back to bed,' he said quietly.

She did and he just held her hand as she lay Batkshe said, 'I'm
not going to move in with you, Mel.’



'‘But your aunt's sold her house—she told us lagttnremember?' he
teased gently.

'l know, but there's a thirty-day settlement peribd.l'll stay there
with her until then.'

‘And then?' he queried.

She turned to him with sudden urgency. 'Could ve jake things
one day at a time for a while, Mel?'

She thought he sighed, but he said wryly, 'All tighis going to
complicate things, but—so be it.'

‘Things... could always be complicated. For ug'sdud quietly.

'‘Don't you believe it,’ he replied, with a tinge wofockery, she
thought, but then his eyes were laughing at herhensgaid, 'You've
got me until about ten-thirty. What do you wanttowith me?'

It amazed her, the flood of sheer sensual londiagguddenly filled
her. A mixture of languor and a need to feel hen sigainst his, a
need to feel his hands caressing her until shesetisand helpless,
and needing to be touched more and more intimat&ie sighed,
but tried to keep it light. "'There seems to be gsbmg about you in a
T-shirt and pyjama bottoms that's... irresistible.'

At about a quarter to eleven, she let herself @ioaunt's house and
just stood for a while leaning back against thatfaoor, her pearls in
one hand, her purse trailing in the other.

'‘Rachel, is that you?' Sam came downstairs andostbpbruptly.
Then she smiled wryly and said rather gently, ‘Cortwthe kitchen.



You look as if you need a good strong cup of coffea brandy or
something!

'l would say," Sam said judiciously as she placedug of coffee in
front of her niece, who still hadn't spoken, 'tha¢l Carlisle is
dynamite.'

Rachel warmed her hands on the mug and blushed.

'‘Darling, don't be embarrassed, Sam murmured anddsan
opposite. 'We're both women and | happen to be aehmmore
experienced one than you are. What's the problem@ Nok
incredibly fulfilled and incredibly vulnerable adit the same time.
That's rather an unusual combination. Is he...playing with you?'

‘No. | hope not,' Rachel said huskily and managesuitile. 'I'd hate to

think what he could do if he got serious. No, hé'She stopped but
was suddenly overcome by an urge to confide in Sd@'s asked me
to marry him—although he's taken that back fortitme being—he's

asked me to live with him; he... appears not tatol concerned by
the fact that I'd make a lousy wife and at the same he's confessed
that he can be hell to live with. And I'm petrifjedhe said slowly,

'that what we feel at the moment is just too..e Stared unseeingly
out of the window.

'Hot to last?' Sam suggested.
‘Something like that," Rachel agreed ruefully.

‘Then just take it slow, pet," Sam said, and, imamsual gesture, got
up and put an arm around her niece and huggediedyb

Rachel turned to her eagerly. 'That's what | wandd, but --' She
tailed off.



'He's a hard man to say no to." Sam smiled. 'Atkeit all? But I'm
sure you can do it, and | do think you should—oa oandition,' she
added slowly.

Rachel looked at her enquiringly.

'Stop thinking of yourself as lousy wife- materiahd don't forget,
all marriages take some adjustment. Rachel, yoorafraid to love
for a reason you might not have even consideredyau?'

Rachel grimaced. 'l thought I'd considered theth all
'‘Because of what your parents did to you?"

‘Well, yes, | had considered that. So has Mel, epjly. He called
me a...a loner. But..." She shrugged. 'That's g tone ago and... |
loved them for what they were, which they coultelp.'

‘All the same, despite the fact that you seemddhtualle it so well, |

sometimes wondered—it's hard to explain but | sonest wondered
what it was really doing to you, perhaps even n@gkiou afraid to

trust without your even knowing it," Sam said softlust bear that in
mind, because | think it has a lot more to do withan your apparent
inadequacies. Well," she said briskly, 'when are geeing him

again?'

Rachel blinked. 'l don't know. We—didn't get aroundarranging
anything.'

Sam grinned. 'Go upstairs and have a long bathadhised, 'then a
long sleep. You look as if you could do with it.'

Rachel took the first bit of advice, but not them®d, because she
kept seeing Mel working in her mind's eye. Whiclhise=d her some
trepidation as she wondered how much further hédcdowade her



mind. And wondered whether he was thinking of leeh@worked or
whether he could shut out everything else.

Then she shook herself and went into the spare raodhfirmly
closed the door. And found a kind of peace as sir&ed.

It was a night and a day before she saw him agdencalled just as
she and Sam were sitting down to dinner and Samenfrately
invited him to share their meal.

‘Thanks,' he said. 'I'm starving.'

He also looked tired, Rachel thought, and discaVetee'd love to
spend a quiet evening with him, and a quiet nightd that made her
wonder if she wasn't complicating things unneceagsar

Sam left them alone diplomatically after dinnereShent upstairs
saying she deserved an early night—and that madeeR&eel even
more awkward and consequently on the defensive wieesaid
quietly, as he watched her load the dishwashers T a bit
ridiculous, isn't it?'

'Is it?"
'‘Will you come next door?'

'I—will be giving the neighbourhood a bad name Kelep coming
home at eleven o'clock in the morning.'

'‘Are you proposing not to sleep with me for thetmarnth, Rachel?’

She closed the dishwasher and turned to find hitahvwzg her with a
mixture of weariness and irony.

'‘Mel, you're out on your feet," she said involuityar



He shrugged and stood up. 'l recover quickly. Aatldwed to kiss
you?'

'Of course,' she said softly, and moved into hissar

They ended up in thsalonsharing the settee, Rachel with her hee
on his shoulder, just talking as the mood took tharl finally he
yawned and said wryly, 'Perhaps you're right—bstgbing to be
cold and lonely in bed next door.'

'Invite me for the weekend," she said impulsiv8le last weekend
you invited me for was such a traumatic affaiiink you owe me
one.’

He grinned. 'All right. I'll see if | can make anasn Incidentally, a lot
of people | know keep asking after you.'

Rachel looked at him quizzically.
‘My mother rang me, and Marty asks after you datg. grimaced.
That's two people, and one of them only once.’

'‘Ah, but my mother has such a loaded way of puttinggs, she's
worth ten of 'em.’

*Your mother is very proud of you, Mel.'

'‘As a matter of fact, Rachel,' he said gravelgr#hs only one thing
that stops me from... throwing you into my car dmdling the
Australian equivalent of Gretna Green right atrti@ment.'

'‘And what is that?' Rachel said slowly.

'It's the thought of you and my mother in caholits.enough to give
any mere male the shivers.'



Rachel started to laugh. But she wasn't laughingrwhe left.

Because he took her in his arms and kissed heranithtensity and a
thoroughness that left her shaking and had evemerending in her
body quivering. '‘Mel..." she whispered, clutchingn o stop herself
from falling ,,

He stared down at her with a brooding sombrenessl siever seen
before. Then he said abruptly, ‘Do you know whidltat? | wanted
to be sure that, if | was going to spend an uncaaibe night, so
would you.'

She gasped. 'That's... that's..."

He smiled but it didn't reach his eyes. 'That'svesy gallant? No, |
suppose not. Especially when | was trying to benanageable, but
my gallantry seems to fly out of the window wheogiye concerned.
Will you still come?’

She stared at him bewilderedly.
'For the weekend,' he said harshly.

She closed her eyes. 'Yes. Mel—has it ever beenthis for you
before?'

He released her then slid his fingers through her INo, thank God.
It's not very comfortable, is it? It certainly ajp® to bring out the
worst in me. Will you sleep?’

'If it's any help, probably very badly." She bit hp.

His lips twisted then he kissed the top of her headi was gone.



It was three days to the weekend and she didn'hiseet all, for
which she gave sad thanks and missed him intolerabl

'l have to say,’ Sam said thoughtfully, ‘this is anusual
affair—darling, you're looking thin again. Is theltiing out getting
tough?

Rachel hugged herself and replied obliquely. 'lpkasking myself,
why me?'

‘Well, it might have something to do with the figltu're putting up,
but that's not a bad thing," Sam mused.

'l don't know."' Rachel sighed. 'l also keep asknygelf how, if | feel
like this now, I'mever going to be able to say achim. If we got
married, for instance.’

"You might not want to or need to.'

‘And pigs might fly," Rachel said softly.

‘A lot of good marriages have a healthy degreggfession in them.'
Rachel looked briefly amused. 'Is that a fact?"

‘There's a difference between healthy and destridtfor one know
that | enjoy a good fight and a good reunion.’

‘Yes, but when Mel fights he—well, it's not necegg&ueensberry
Rules.’

'‘Rachel, you have to bear in mind that a man witadse formen,
from my understanding of the matter. And men usdr thwn rules
entirely for women. But if he's fighting dirty thgou have got under
his skin.'



Rachel made a disgusted sound and went to getdhewth not the
slightest premonition.

And she stared at the bulky airmail envelope flang moment with
a frown in her eyes until Sam asked what was wrong.

She shrugged. 'Nothing." And slit it open. It comea a letter and an
air ticket. 'Good lord," she said as she scannetktter. 'It's from Al
Razak. We studied together at Sydney University.'

'‘Go on,' Sam said as Rachel read the letter through

'He's a Malaysian and he's now Dr Razak and heitethme to
attend an Asian conference on agricultural and @oon reforms to
be held in Malaysia, Kuantan to be precise, aleesges paid and,' her
lips moved, "'sorry for the late notice,™ she redthut someone has
dropped out" and he'd like me to take their plawttze offers me all
the help he can to get a paper together at suchrsbtece!” She lifted
her eyes to Sam's.

'‘Now that,’ Sam said placidly, 'should really de¢ tat among the
pigeons. Will you go?'

l... don't know.'

Over the weekend Mel neither apologised for hisabetur at their

last encounter nor alluded to it, but it was aernlnide of peace and
passion. They didn't set foot outside his hougsuired all weekend
anyway, yet the two days flew and as an exerciskammonious

domesticity was a complete success. But then tiseyspent a lot of
time in bed.

One thing she didn't do was tell him about the Astanference,
although she started to a couple of times and ylearhted to share



her feeling of excitement at this recognition. Rgdit was because
he didn't mention his work at all, she mused. Othaps she just
didn't want to mar the perfection of their weekewith the kind of

problem that would have to plague any life theymhigave together.

But on Monday morning, when she was preparing tdhhgme, he
said, as he picked out a tie and squinted at fect®n in the mirror
and she came out of the shower, 'I'm flat strapwaek, I'm afraid.’

'So am |.' She unwound the towel she'd wrappedehieirs and
stepped into her panties.

‘You're not as modest as you were a week or soMige,Wright,' he
murmured, and handed her her bra and propped tugdshrs against
the wall and watched her as she put it on.

'‘Perhaps not," she conceded, but reached for larsdlrather
hurriedly and started to button herself into itaitedly.

He laughed softly and straightened. 'Here. Youweitgall wrong.'
And he unbuttoned her, then slipped the blousarudfslid his arms
around her waist.

‘Mel, you'll be late,' she protested.

‘Tell me what you'll be so busy doing this weele'did one bra strap
down and kissed her neck then her shoulder.

‘The same...old thing,' she said disjointedly.

‘That wouldn't,' he raised his head and his ey&s sg&rious, 'interfere
with our eating and sleeping together, Rachel, gusntalking. It
might even stimulate us both to—qgreater heightsewee able to do
those things together. Believe it or not, I'm quitéerested in
agricultural economics—and I'd be much more manzageal
suspect.’



... I'll think about it," she said weakly.

'Do,' he recommended and kissed her lips, andsedeher with a
enigmatic little smile.

She thought about it all week. She thought abowtimgain with him,

but it could only be for a short time before shektoff to Malaysia.

She thought about not going to Malaysia, althoulgl'cs sent an
acceptance. She even thought about asking him taitoher, but
time was running out. But Friday went by, then &y, with no

word from him, and the Saab was never there dihieglay. Is this a
taste of what living with him will be like? she waered. | might as
well be, the way | watch the street—and what di&l bther say?
You'd have to be prepared to 'take a very back geat what had he
himself said? At least we could eat and sleep tmgetand talk—or
something like that. But when? she wondered digm&hd how

could | possiblyeverfit my life in with his.

But the Saab was there on Sunday morning and sh& &he could
no longer sit waiting; she would have to not ontyiig to see him but
also take the bull by the horns.

He answered the door eventually, wearing a paijeahs still
unbuttoned at the waistband, with his hair in lyiesethat were still
shadowed with sleep.

And he gathered her into his arms on the doorstdgaried his face
in her hair and said indistinctly, 'Sorry, but Ivad a hell of a week.'

'It's all right,' she murmured, shaken with suddEmorse. '‘Come in.’

‘Still worried about the fate of the neighbourhodd@ lifted his head
and grinned down at her. 'l should imagine theyehdvenjoyed
themselves so much for years.' But he took henahled her through



to the kitchen, saying, 'Coffee, | think. Have ymmme to tell me off
for being so neglectful? | wouldn't blame you, lare of my
colleagues got a virus and because he's doingfavear | took over
all his urgent tendon jobs.'

'I'l make the coffee,' she said quietly. "Youdsivn.'

He sat on one chair, put his bare feet up on anaihe clasped his
hands behind his head, and watched her move atberikitchen. 'l

also,' he said eventually, 'went to ring you selveénaes but --' he
lowered his hands and shoved them into his pocketsknew I'd

only be frustrating myself." He shrugged. 'l gudbat was
selfish—sorry.'

'‘Mel,’ she turned from the percolator, 'this may/ethe best time to
say this, but you don't have to apologise; thdts way things
are—and that's the problem.'

He put his feet down and sat upright. 'Rachel,wds one week and
it needn't have been like this if you could forgetr... God knows
what it is,' he said impatiently. 'Pride? Scruplébatdoesn't seem to
fit,’ he said mockingly and added, 'lt's strang®,tiit? You won't
marry me, you won't live with me but you will sleegth me—as the
object of your past disgust on accountroflack of scruples, | do find
that strange.’

'‘No," she said carefully and turned back to thdeeof'lt's—and it
always has been—to do with how out lives could atdgh, how we
could only clash eventually, assuming we saw enadigiach other.'

‘All right, let's discuss that,' he drawled, 'bettd also bear in mind
that were | to take you upstairs now you'd make tmvme—do you
know how you do it? So completely, so defencelesshyorry about
you, Rachel,' he said slowly.



She caught her breath and turned with a frown mrelges. 'What do
you mean?'

'It's hard to say. But | sometimes think of youhsiit me and—I
worry.' He shrugged. 'Perhaps you can explain it.’

She didn't even try, because she knew exactly hdateant, even if
he couldn't quite define it himself; it was if teeales fell from her
eyes suddenly. It was not the problem of theirearthat worried her
now, it wasn't her independence—she would nevealile to be
independent of him again, she knew—and knew the,pkark,
unbelievable irony of it was that she wanted a vawpventional
marriage with Mel Carlisle because she was heljylesdove with
him; she never had and never could again give lisseompletely
to a man as she had given herself to him. Alrehd@yvgas counting
the days and hours he spent away from her anafebklirt because
he hadn't lifted a phone. She shivered inwardly #&rshe hadn't
wanted to cry would have been tempted to laughalmse she'd
thought she had his same ability to turn hersdlfroin everything
else but her work; she'd thought it mattered thathnto her, only to
find that nothing mattered but him, only to realisat she was after
all just a woman who would trade everything fontahen sink to be
tied to—and had picked perhaps the worst kind af fiea that... It
was that simple and that impossible.

'‘Mel, I'm going back overseas,' she said, and wgpedy an errant
tear.

He went very still. 'Just like that?'

'Yes.' The coffee perked and she poured it clunagily had to get a
cloth to wipe the counter.

‘Well, well.' His eyes were hard and they nevdrlief face as she set
the mug down in front of him. "You're full of surpes, Rachel.’



'l know | should have told you sooner,' she whisgelbut --'
'So you've known for a while?' he shot at her.
She bit her lip. 'Not that long...'

'‘But while we were—Ilast weekend, for instance?s&id softly, but
his eyes glittered.

‘Yes...'
'So that was to be our swansong, Rachel?'
She took an agitated breath. 'Well --'

You really should have told me, Rachel.' He goslapvly but with a
kind of menace that made her step backwards. 'Bectnat might
have been your swansong, my dear, but it certambln't mine.'

'‘No, Mel—what are you doing,' she gasped.

He didn't bother to explain. He simply picked herand took her
upstairs and his only comment was, 'You seem ighter than you
were the last time | did this.’

'‘Don't do this, Mel,' she said shakenly. 'l doréut, like this. Don't
make me fight you and --'

He laid her down on the bed. 'Fight me?' he saiillys6¥ou could
always try.'

She closed her eyes. 'Even if | don't fight youiclwhvould only give
you the satisfaction of proving you're strongewauld still be...'

'Rape?' he suggested. 'l doubt it, and I'll show wdy." And he
started to undress her. Then he stripped his jeein@nd lowered



himself lightly on to her, resting on his elbowshsocould watch her
face.

She tightened her mouth and pressed her arms tsidess and her
legs together, which brought a glint of amusemertti$ eyes. Then
he bent his head and began to kiss her body, anlibhimoved on
each nipple in turn, taking it between his teetd &ugging gently
until she moved and valiantly tried to suppreskiaes of desire.

He lifted his head and watched her narrowly for @mant, then
resumed his downward path of damning, shaming lglegross her
flat belly and lower.

‘Mel,' she breathed at last, and got her handsdrpeess her fingers
urgently through his hair in a gesture she couldbritain, ‘oh..." And
she arched her throat and her whole body quivered.

He stopped, but only to lie on his back in one smibvement, taking
her with him, and to fit her hips over his to thrukeeply into
her—which was the only thing in the world she wantd that
moment.

In fact all her senses were crying out for it, ahd moved on him as
his hands clamped her hips to him, moved and ouetierself as that
strong, lovely sensation began to claim her agathe very core of
being.He rolled her away finally, still breathingagically as she was,
but he said, removing his hands from her and amgratontact, 'Now
talk to me about rape, Rachel. You know --' he doew long finger
down between her breasts towards her navel '—It daelp
wondering whether the deception you practised @ first few
weeks of our acquaintance was not a subliminal festation of
those kinds of desires. You are—very, very sensual.



Her eyes widened with shock as she saw the coatkimg glint in
his, then she moved convulsively and slipped ot thed and
stumbled into her clothes.

He made no attempt to stop her. And when she vessed he turned
on to his stomach and slid his arms beneath theapiand closed his
eyes.

She stared, then turned away and left.



CHAPTER NINE

A MONTH later, Rachel got off the bus from Kuantan atlikach of
Teluk Chempedak and wandered over to the Pattayaurant where
one could sit on the veranda with a cool drink brak out over the
sparkling waters of the South China Sea and wdtehpeople of
Kuantan at play. There were Malay Muslim womenhaitt pastel,
always long-sleeved dresses, worn with trouserssaotless head
coverings; there were adorable Chinese childremiahs and
sunburnt foreigners from the two resorts alonglbach, attracted
like bees to the Balai Karyneka where all the ldecahdcrafts—
panandus basketry, batik, songket et cetera froen dftate of
Pahang—were displayed and sold.

Across the road was the Kuantan Hyatt, a graciessrt hotel right
on the beach, where she'd spent the last weele aiotiference and
had one night left before she flew first to Kualantpur then back to
Australia. And before the conference, thanks togbed offices of

her friend, she'd spent a fortnight traversing Msila from Kota

Bahru to Johore, the highlands, the coasts, closkserving the
country's agriculture. She'd seen tea plantatiegetable and flower
farms, even butterfly farms, and always, nearlyrgwvbere, palm oil

and rubber plantations. And she'd gathered enougterial to

present a paper contrasting Malaysian conditioris Australian.

It had been well received, and it had been a phleasaek—why
would it not be, with the facilities of a first-aa hotel at her disposal,
a beautiful beach and stimulating company? Buttithi#n was, she
was exhausted. Exhausted and still hurting unbailgvfrom the
catastrophic ending to her 'unusual’ affair withl Kaerlisle.

She'd left her aunt's house that same day andecetostell her aunt
where she was going, saying only that she'd beuch and, with
tears in her eyes, wishing her all the luck in Wald in her new
marriage.



She'd spent the week in a cheap motel working othesis as if her
life depended on it—indeed, she'd finished it. Aaav, she thought,
as she sipped her orange and pineapple drink, abeluwe to go back
with a suntan herself, and a heart that she susph&chs broken. It
certainly felt like lead, she mused with a grimace.

The sun set as she was thinking these painful titsugnd with
reluctance she gathered up her few purchases anidower to the
Hyatt.

The fairy-lights in the bushes came on as she walkethe drive, and
there was a party of voluble Jtalian tourists ia tbyer taking each
other's pictures in front of the central beaten-peopurn that was
filled with orchids. It was their last night todvesknew, and they were
off to liven up Sarawak.

'‘Ah, Miss Wright."! The manager came up behind estee collected
her key. 'Did you enjoy your little trip to Kuamta

‘Very much, thank you, Mr Chang. Indeed, I'll beysorry to leave
you all tomorrow.'

'We'll be sorry to lose you, Miss Wright. Incideitathere's a
gentlemen looking for you --'

'Oh, that'll be Dr Razak to say goodbye!'
‘A doctor, yes, Miss Wright, but—ah! Here he is.’

Rachel turned and it was Mel walking across thefagwards them.
Mel in khaki trousers and an open-necked shirt \aitihghtweight
jacket slung over his shoulder, Mel with his daakrlopping on his
forehead, moving with that easy, animal grace amayewoman in
the place turning to look as he passed.



She blinked, wondering if she was hallucinatingt then he was
right up to them and all the colour drained from faze as he said
easily, 'So you've found her, Mr Chang—much obliged

‘A pleasure, Dr Carlisle. I've made your reservatiat Hugo's for
eight o'clock." Mr Chang turned away.

‘Thanks. How are you, Rachel?'

But Rachel couldn't speak. In fact her legs felf gy wouldn't hold
her up, and he took her hand. 'Don't look like ,tHa¢ said barely
audibly.

'l..." But no more words would come and he scarmeegale face and
trembling lips and said, 'Let's get out of here.’

His room was on the fourth floor, one of the bdstaurse and part of
the Regency Club. And, although she desperately'tdichnt to go
with him, she was, she found, in no condition toashything else.
When, standing in the middle of his room as heedake door and
opened the louvred veranda doors and turned towsdsshe said
raggedly, 'No, Mel, don't touch me,’' she starteshtake as if she had
a fever.

He watched her narrowly for a long moment, thesdad, 'Sit down.
I'll get you a drink.'

She sat and lifted her eyes to the ceiling and smwke deep, deep
breaths, fixing her eyes on the little arrow ond¢kéing that pointed

the direction of Mecca—anything to steady herstlfbreak this

unbelievable bout of nerves and heaven knew wisattble sight of

him had done to her.

'Here.' He put a glass of brandy into her handanskd his fingers
round hers as the liquid bobbled and splashed.



"Th-thanks,' she stammered.
'Drink it.'

She did, her teeth chattering against the glagkaarthe neat spirit
slid down her throat she coughed and her eyes aditdren she felt
herself calming. She took another sip and a loegthr, then put the
glass on the table. 'Sorry. | don't know what gt me.' Which was a
ridiculous riling to say, of course, but there vimsamused response
in his grey eyes as they rested on her—indeedthshught with the
echo of a shiver that she'd never seen them sorsomb

And they stared at each other for a long, painfaimant before she
said huskily, 'Why are you here? Or is it an amgziaincidence. .
.no, | suppose it couldn't be.'

'‘No. Your aunt told me where you were before shellen here --' he
paused '—because | found | couldn't live without.yo

She exhaled unsteadily and felt tears prick heididsjebut she
refused to let them fall. 'What you need is a cqaster, Mel.
Someone you can insult and they'll always come mpirg), or

perhaps you need a professional, perhaps you tee® $izbliminal

leanings, because | really think omdgid women would put up with
your brand of offensiveness.’

His lips twisted. Touché.The odd thing is, I've never had the urg
with other women to be as offensive as | was ta you that has to
mean something—I'm not saying it excuses it." Heaced. 'I'm not
saying anything very well at all, am I? But you lang/ou loved me
and you moved me as no other woman has, as | thdugbved
you—Dbut you left. Tell me one thing. How have yeait Since you
left?'

She reached into her pocket for a hanky and blewdee. 'That's my
affair.’



‘Do you know how you look?' he said quietly aftemament. 'You
look... all eyes. You look thin and haunted, youairhs growing
unevenly and your nails are short and you're neictiyx wearing
haute couture-and it doesn't make one iota of a difference to hov
feel—to how much | want you.'

‘It must, it should,' she whisperedoudon't..." She bit her lip.

'I'm only better at hiding it." He smiled drily.H& truth is, if you

thought | was offensive to you, it's now becomeahith Even my

mother told me the last time she spoke to me thatd a bastard of
the first order—her exact words.'

Rachel crumpled her hanky into a ball and starewbindly. 'Mel --'

'‘No, let me finish—Ilet me at least state my cade'd been leaning
against a wall, but he sat down opposite her aakl @omouthful of
her brandy with a rather wry look. 'Rachel, jusbatbevery woman
I've known has wanted one thing from me—a ringtenfinger. And
that's had more to do with... what | have than what, but I've never
seen how it could work—in fact, we had the samélemo,' he said
rather drily. 'l just couldn't see how a convendlbmarriage was
going to work for me. Yet, with you, the oppositappened. And
even when | offered you marriage—as a trade, agsl, lyhave to be
honest, in a certain amount of anger and disgusstl did it
because --' he paused again and moved his shoulesitessly
'—there was something inevitable about it. | justildn't visualise
letting you go. | still can't; that's why I'm hednd what I'm saying,
Rachel, is that if I'd wanted a wife who was prepao tie herself to
the kitchen sink and wait on me and... feel hud daserted every
time | wasn't there for her, | could have had dszefhthose.' He
grimaced.

Despite herself, Rachel couldn't help smiling figirgéven despite the
awful irony of his words, because of course it waly the truth. And,



she mused, despite wHat might like to think, it was as much to da
with what he was as what he had.

'On the other hand,' he went on, 'don't you thiméaise we're similar
in a lot of respects, each dedicated to awkwarsg, jole could at least
understand each other's problems and work out atevalgal with
them?'

She sighed and stared at her hands, then liftedyes to his. 'Mel,
there's one thing you don't know. I'm... I've disar@d I'm not much
different from all the other women you've had. Would also feel
hurt and deserted every time you weren't therenfer I'm --' her
voice sank '—as conventional as the rest of thehar't think | was,
but...' She shrugged and blinked back more tears.

He stared at her. 'Are you saying...?'

She stood up awkwardly and turned away, but hengas behind
her. Rachel Tell me.' He swung her round and his eyes werd h:
and demanding.

'‘What can | tell you that you don't already knowaf?e whispered.
‘You told me yourself— you worried about me. Yourgveight to,

because without you I'm --' She broke off and lett Iip. '‘But that's
the kind of burden you've been avoiding for yekftsl, you just said
so yourself.'

He swore and gripped her shoulders. '‘What | sag-wgou seemed
to be convinced it couldn't work for us becauseoof lifestyles,
because of how much your independence meant to yhatswhy |
said it, but this...'

She winced as his fingers dug into her flesh. "Tigorse—don't
you see?'



'‘No,' he said, quite differently from the way shesgbected, with no
impatience now, no mockery, but gently. 'Oh, ngolfi're telling me

you love me, if you're baring your heart at lasticRel, then that puts
a different complexion on things all together, &tinink you'd better

tell me more.' He lifted his hands to cup her face.

She trembled. 'But you knew...'

His lips twisted. 'l hoped—yes, | told myself itchto be, but when
you left --' he brushed her tears away with hisrths '—all the old
doubts and... bloody uncertainties that have becmay of life for
me since | met you, Rachel, came back to plagueBuong.you see, |
happen to be very much in love with you, my dead, the fact of the
matter is—let's now be entirely honest—when youowe there for
me,nothing else works. If you'd told me I'd ever getddl mending
bones, I'd never have believed you, but | have. diduonce say to
me something about... being hell to live withodtal's what it's been,
a living hell, and if two people find it's such h&l be apart, there's
got to be a way they can be together. Tell me gnkao for you.'

She tried to speak, but it was impossible again.

'You know,' he said at last, 'l think you're judgime on false
premises. You've told me you turned out to be sbimgtyou didn't

believe you were. Why shouldn't it happen for me®\Whouldn't it

be that this thing between us has taken us both. dnsed our hearts
in such a way that neither of us will ever be thmes again?'

'‘Oh, Mel," she said despairingly, 'have you no ide& you—hurt
me?'

He drew her into his arms suddenly. 'Yes, but dgati see, it's
always the thought of losing you that does it?' Awedstared down
into the drenched blue of her eyes. 'Rachel,' e barely audibly
then, 'there might be some things about me thameN change, but



consider this if nothing else: | wanted you whendught you were a
whore, | wanted you more than ever when I'd had—yoathing
changes it. The plain simple fact is that | fell love with you
virtually from the moment | laid eyes on you. Dauhink | make a
habit of... this?' He asked with just a hint of fuemer arrogance.

The faintest suggestion of a smile trembled atdbmers of her
mouth. 'No. Far from it. What are we going to do?'

The tension eased slightly in his eyes. 'Sometlisgid has got
through. Which bit?'

This time she did smile through her tears. 'l thtnkas the bit about
getting bored with mending bones. That—seemed toonhe a true
test.'

He grimaced but said, 'Then—are you telling meast that you
believe I love you?'

She could feel the warmth of his body against hen,cand the
beating of his heart, and she closed her eyes slyddad laid her
head on his shoulder, feeling the surge of rehefiis muscles that
told its own tale. 'Yes,' she said softly. 'Minduybalso believe you'll
bully me shamefully and make my life a perfect mysat times,

but --'she shrugged then started to tremble, add\sth a shuddering
little sigh '—I love you too.'

He simply held her hard against him for a long firtteen they
separated and stared deep into each other's &ms.said, just
now—what will we do? It's up to you. I've takenadatical— that's
one reason why | was working so hard. | thoughtwght be able to
devote ourselves to all those out-of-the-way pladesre they need
agricultural economists and orthopaedics at theesame. Have you
ever thought that we could make quite a team nanrgg to those in
need in one way or another?'



She caught her breath. 'A whole year? What ifSl#e stopped
abruptly.

'l told you—without you, it just wasn't working. was seriously
considering spending a year in an ashram or songgthie said
gravely.

‘You... are you serious, Mel?'
'Never more so.'
'Oh, God—now | feel terrible.’

'‘Good,' he said with his old wicked glint, but tadciher hand. 'lI'd hate
to think all the agony's been on my side."'

That brought tears to her eyes again. 'Hey,' hd saitly, 'it's
over—how can | prove it?'

But, of course, he didn't have to be told.

And it wasn't until they were lying in bed, sateadadrowsy and
holding hands, that he said wryly, "You know | sev@nce that I'd
never ask you to marry me again.'

Rachel moved her cheek on his shoulder. 'Theravesyaaround that.'
'‘Oh?'

‘Mmm. | could ask you.'

‘Why don't you?" He caressed her back and her hips.

'I'd have to be very sure you'd say yes.'



'‘What makes you think | wouldn't?' His hand slicclhap into her
hair.

'‘Mel,' she tilted her face back, 'will you marry ?he

'‘Considering that I'm already suffering from— witadal
symptoms, Miss Wright, | think I'll have to," hadgravely.

'Oh! That's not very gallant,' she protested.

'l thought we'd already decided | personified & latgallantry,’ he
teased. 'However, in my own defence | have to sapaody worships
you, whatever else | lack.'

'l can see that | shall have to ask you that golestgain in a more...
appropriate... setting,' Rachel said seriously.

He grinned and kissed her nose but said simplgr8ts none.’

'‘When you can answer,' she persevered, 'that itdhmeia marriage
of minds as well as..." She stopped as he tookdrat guided it down
his body.

‘This?' he queried wickedly.

She took a breath but said, "You're impossible,'Mdthough she
was also trying not to laugh.

‘All right," he conceded. 'How about this? Yes, ill vnarry you,

Rachel, because | love you in every way theré\rsd he pulled her
close and kissed her thoroughly. '‘Believe it, myeldn fact I'll prove
it to you—I'll take you to dinner, | was plannirganyway—instead.'

'Instead of—this?' she queried.

'Mmm. Of course I'll have to have a cold shower...'



'I've got a better idea. Let's have dinner heter lashe said softly.

'‘Rachel.' He laughed down at her but with loveighdyes. 'l thought
we were trying to prove this was a mental as wsllaaphysical
relationship.'

'Oh, there'll be plenty of time for that,’ she regltranquilly. 'Call
them and cancel those reservations.'

He did. And it was while they were having dinnehia room much
later that he said, "You do realise that | plamtory you with great
ceremony?’

Rachel hesitated and raised an eyebrow at him.
'‘Also great haste,' he added.

'‘Can the two things go together?' she asked whyipean, I'm in
favour of the haste, but | don't know about theegemy.'

‘They certainly can—you've never seen my mothéoprgear.'
She laughed. 'Why ceremony, though, Mel?’

'‘Because | want to show the world that I've finaliyptured you, and |
also want them to be as stunned as | am. Simptatiike lurked in his
eyes.

'You always were a chauvinist at heart,' she muechuwell, in fact |
do have to go back to Sydney for one ceremony,geess | could
make it two.'

His eyes narrowed. '"Your doctorate?'

She nodded rather ruefully. 'l got the news yesterahd it didn't
mean a damn thing.’



‘Congratulations,' He took her in his arms. 'Do kaow, | feel like
Joe."' A little glint lit his eyes.

Her eyes widened.

'l certainly perceive it as rather a cachet to hase
intellectual—wife.'

She relaxed. '"You had me worried for a moment.'

'l just thought he deserved one last, parting esfeg before we laid
him to rest. | often felt an affinity with him, yaee, when | was less
than rational about you, only | decided that iabhyou I'd make you
even more of a prisoner than he had.’'

‘After everything you said!

'l know,' he agreed. 'See what you've brought rde to

'‘What?' she asked, her lips curving.

‘Something very tame—a proud, besotted prospebtidegroom.’

'l think I'll believe the tame bit when | see Bhe slipped her arms
around his neck. 'l have to confess that | once-k-wel know that
bathroom of Sam's?’

'l do. | believe | even made passing referencednd incensed you in
the process.'

‘The reason you incensed me," she said very sbithg because you
conjured up a very erotic image of... us sharimgltath.’'

"1 did?'



‘You did. That's why | got so cross and embarrasseéact, there
were several times when you made me wonder...' sing¢ed to
colour delicately.

'‘Go on.' His eyes were intent.
‘About myself.'

‘Do you know what I'm going to have to do, righstmoment?' he
said very seriously.

‘What?' she whispered.

‘Contact Mr Chang and have him move us to a rootin a/spa bath
and—of course, a dining- room table, they must ltaeeof those!'

'‘Mel --'

'‘Rachel?' But he relented and started to kiss hagiiy, saying,
'‘Don't wonder any more. | thoroughly approve. Amh'tleave me
again, Rachel. Apart from anything else --' hissayinted '—you've
ruined me for any other woman. Love me?"'

She trembled as his eyes changed and became segacia serious.
'‘Oh, yes.'



