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The personal touch

Redesigning the interior of Gareth Walker's courtiguse was
Juanita's first opportunity to stake her indeperdan a world that
had been so difficult to enter. She had no desgmsthe man
himself--though she was uncomfortably aware of #tgaction
between them.

And so was Gareth--AND he intended to do sometabat it...even
iIf it involved forcing Juanita to live a little. Noéhat any of this meant
he wanted Juanita to fall deeply in love with him..



CHAPTER ONE
'‘WHo the hell are you?'

Juanita Spencer-Hill stared dazedly at the tallolevitly
irritated-looking man who had flung open the ddwe'd just knocked
politely upon. She'd seen Gareth Walker interviearetelevision on
the subject of his latest bestseller and had lheean extent, prepared
for some sort of impact. There'd been little dolwetd come across
through the small screen as sharply, almost amuiingly intelligent
and dynamic and had then projected the laid-baeknechof a man
who was both worldly and considerably experiencedh w
women—to the discomfort of his interviewer, a lagypowned for
her cool, unflappable manner. And it had annoyeghila that he
should be able to do that, and not only that—prob&lave the
millions of women watching him wonder wistfully wihiae'd be like
to go to bed with, as well. But in the flesh andmlee his palpable
irritation the impact was doubled. His dark bloradrtwas thick and
straight, his eyes the deepest blue she'd ever Beephysique was
commanding despite a scruffy khaki shirt and fagsohs—it was
powerful yet with not an ounce of superfluous wemid he was well
over six feet...

'l repeat,’ Gareth Walker said through his teetho'the hell are you?
And why are you standing there gawking at me?"'

Juanita closed her mouth and flushed. 'I'm nog'shd curtly, and
held out her hand. 'I'm Juanita S-Spencer-Hill fr@uemoon
Interiors and it was arranged that | arrive herpratisely this time
to --'

‘SpencemHill,' he interrupted, and continued without so s an
apology, 'l thought they were sending me a plairsdvHill." He
ignored her outstretched hand although he stanetbata moment, at
her long, slim fingers adorned only by a gold stgim&g on the little



finger, at her fragile wrist and large gold watcithwts black velvet
band and the delicate gold-link bracelet she woitd w. Then he
raised those remarkable blue eyes and proceedscatoher from
head to toe with an insolent kind of thoroughn&sem her glossy
dark hair tied back in the nape of her neck, hek @ges, her tall,
slender figure in a beautifully cut black and wHhitberty-print dress
with its long skirt, to her flat black shoes, amern to her walking
stick. What he made of it she was not to know imiatety because
as their gazes locked again he said sardonic8lheak up, ma'am.
I'm all agog.’

Juanita bit her lip and blushed again. 'M-my mistaidr Walker. |
work under the name of Hill but it s-slipped my ©hin

'‘Now why would you go around deceiving people likat, | wonder,
Miss Spencer-Hill?' he said then. 'When it doedigtyour mind.' He
raised a mocking eyebrow at her.

Juanita gathered her wits. 'l don't see it as @men, She said
coolly. 'l --'

'Well, | do. | assume you are one thfose Spencer- Hills? The
flamboyant family that boasts a star of the sis@een, an Archibald
prize-winner and a budding Juan Fangio?"

Juanita winced and wondered what she'd done towaetes. 'M-my
father is an actor, my mother a portrait paintet any brother drives
Formula One cars, and it's merely because | dka'td trade on their
reputations that I—w-work under another name --'

'Or that you'd like to dissociate yourself fromrtif2 he broke in with
a cutting little smile.

Juanita took a breath and said grimly, 'l don'ppse to discuss my
family any further with you, Mr Walker, nor to sthinere and be
insulted any longer. | came on business but it da@gpear you've



taken an instantaneous dislike to me which woulletbat business
impossible to transact, so I'll leave. Good-day.'

She started to turn away but he said sofBravol You didn't
stammer once. Why do you use a walking stick?"

'|—it's none of your --'

'‘Business?' he offered with a lightning grin andraye of mood that
bewildered her. 'OK. Let's revert to what is myibass --Well, come
in.' He stood aside then put his head to one sitteaMrown. 'How

old are you, Miss Spencer-Hill?'

Juanita stared at him. 'That's none of your busiegber,’ she said
stiffly.

'‘Oh, | think it is," he said blandly. 'Yoare here to redecorate my
house from top to bottom so we need to krsmmethingabout each
other. I'm thirty-six, incidentally," he added abhgly. 'Whereas you
look to be about... twenty-eight?’

'I'm twenty-five,' Juanita said flatly before shmutd stop herself.

‘Damn!' He grimaced. 'If there's one sure way feraf a woman it's
to overestimate her age. What can | do to make dsten

‘Nothing. My being a woman is entirely irrelevasit -

'l beg to differ. One's sex can never be irreledasipite what radical
feminists like to think—are you oneof those, MiggeBcer-Hill?' he
enquired curiously but with his blue eyes laughangper.

‘Not at all,’ she denied frigidly.

'‘Good. On two counts—I can't stand '‘em and | watlthwve believed
you if you'd claimed to be one anyway. But why aee discussing



this standing on the doorstep? Do come in, Miss&greHill. My
study is just across the hall. We can continue ttngting
conversation there in much more comfort,' he seagtgly and turned
to lead the way.

Juanita glared at his back but after a momentvabh It was, after
all, she reminded herself, her first major assigmme

‘There. Comfortable?' Gareth Walker queried asduaded back
behind a beautiful walnut desk and studied the sleg/ sat, upright
and with her hands in her lap, opposite him. 'Mylagies for
welcoming you so ungraciously,' he added. 'lI'd dtten you were
coming. I'd also been seized by inspiration thigmmy—did you
know | was a writer?"

'Yes --'

‘Then you'll probably be able to forgive my emo#tbmrexcesses.
Particularly as you have an artist in the familyowHis your dear
mother, by the way? I've met her several times.’

'She's very well, thank you,' Juanita replied. Walker——
'Is your parents' famous open marriage still an @it used to be?’
Juanita set her lips and merely stared at him.

''ve always thought," he went on, undeterred,t ‘trae's children
suffer most in those kind of irregular arrangemelsshat why you
have a slight speech impediment, Miss Spencer-Hill?

Juanita paled as this unerring dart struck home.dBe said with
tight-lipped precision, 'Even as a generalisatioat tsounds pretty
glib but as an invasion of someone's privacy slerable. What --'



she looked down at her hands then up at him'—m-mgka think
you have the right to subjeanhyoneto this kind of inquisition, Mr
Walker?'

He took his time answering. He appeared to be givinserious
consideration in fact but all the while he was ging her critically so
that she started to feel uncomfortable in a diffeveay.

He said at last, 'l can't bear beating about tist bGan you?'

Whatever she'd expected it wasn't this. She blinkadsing him to
smile absently. 'l... n-no," she said. 'All the sarwell, it's not the
same thing anyway,' she finished exasperatedly.

He sat up. 'l think it is. Look at it this way, whiis the more practical
way of doing things—for me to wonder why you havstammer and
need a walking stick but be too polite to ask, etrgrto avoid the
subject and make myself uncomfortable and no dpubtny foot in
it from time to time—or for you to tell me and thgest it all out of the
way so that we can go forward and do—er—business?’

'It's still not the same thing,' Juanita protested. 'You'saliad my
parents --'

‘Well, that too is better got out of the way—I metorgive me, but
I'm sure one of the reasons you've chopped youernamalf is to
escape the inevitable curiosity people have albamt They are such
a— high-profile couple, aren't they?'

Juanita returned his suddenly direct, probing gasdence for about
a minute. Then she said drily, 'l have a feelingualyou, Mr Walker.'

He raised an amused eyebrow. 'In what respect, $fisacer-Hill?'

‘That you have a talent for getting your own wasg are --'



‘What made you think that?"
'‘Would you please stop interrupting me?'

‘Very well." He composed his features into an esgimn of polite
interest.

Juanita gritted her teeth. "You must project thimaaMr Walker,' she
said tartly. '‘But to get back tmurincredible curiosity, for want of a
kinder term, my parents are both very talentedviddals and... some
of the things they've done are because of the Wway're made; in
other words they haven't been able to help theraselbut | love
them both. After all, you, no doubt, put your erteeinsensitivity and
the emotional excesses you mentioned earlier dowhretwayyou 're
made,’ she said with unmistakable satire.

'‘Go on.'

She thought for a moment, then continued steat#iould add that
I'm only telling you these things because, not émtion discomfiting
you--' her dark eyes glinted '—losing your accountldgut a bit of
a blight onmy career... | had a car accident. I'm almost full
recovered but my left hip can be weak under staaid I've always
stammered. Could we get to work now, do you thirski® queried
crisply.

He stared at her steadily then pushed his chak &ad stood up. 'By
all means. I'm sure you'll feel much better withthht out in the
open. Where would you like to start—are you stayhmgnight?’

‘Several nights was the --' Juanita stopped aniebilip.

'‘Why not? An excellent idea!' Gareth Walker camabthe front of
the desk and leant against it with his arms foldesl eyes sparkling
with mocking amusement.



Juanita compressed her lips. 'It wasmytidea,' she said. ‘| mean,' she
amended, 'the alternative was that | stay in ahyearotel but |
believe you --'

'So | did,” he broke in blandly, then grimacedm 'lI'quite
absent-minded about a lot of things but at the tirgidn't seem
practical to have motel expenses added to thevdosh you could
lose ten people in this house without noticinglido also now
remember telling them that I'd put up with whateavekes, provided
theydidn'tdrag it out too long.'

'I'll certainly do my best to keep it to the minimy Juanita said
wearily. 'But of course you might not like my idesisll. This is what
this first visit is about. For me to produce somaiminary sketches
and ideas.'

He grimaced. 'You look as if the mere thought atitike scaling
Mount Everest. | wonder why?'

'l can tell you. Decorating houses is no problem\Walker. It's their
owners who often are.’

He laughed outright. 'Well said, Miss Spencer-Hilhdmire your
candour. | admire other things about you as wedladded. 'Has your
mother ever painted you?'

Juanita's eyes widened in some confusion. ‘Nosaiaeslowly. "Why
should she?'

'‘Come now,' he said with irony. "You must know yeutather
remarkable.'

'l d-don't," Juanita disagreed. 'I'm tall and thinave the kind of skin
that easily looks sallow, | m-might always limp astdmmer --' She
stopped abruptly.



'You also have wonderful hair and eyes and all g&ur needs is a bit
of sun to make it look like warm ivory; you're rtbat thin,' he said,
his gaze resting squarelyon her breasts beneatlcldisely fitted
dress, 'and with a waist as slim as yours you'd# lop-heavy any
other way; but beside all that, you have an aele§ance— and an
air of tantalising mystery and reserve. | can'tdwe no man has
made this known to you, Miss Spencer-Hill.'

Juanita couldn't help the colour that came to Hexeks. 'N-not
really—I mean --'

‘That's another thing,’ he went on. ‘Do you knoat you stammer
when you're nervous? When you're angry you're duigat. But I'm
puzzled as to why being complimented should makengyvous.'

I'm imagining this, Juanita thought. Is he makinggas or—what?
'‘No, I'm not. Yet,' Gareth Walker said softly.

‘H-how did you know... ?'

His lips twisted. "Your expression.'

Juanita bit her lip, then frowned. 'Yet? What dtbed mean?"
‘Just that --'

‘Now look here, Mr Walker --'

‘Do call me Gareth,' he said pleasantly.

'‘No. | shall do no such thing --'

‘There's nothing compromising in it these days.'

Juanita closed her lips tightly and glared at him.



'‘What doeghat mean?' he parodied.

'It means that | really don't think we can worketwer, Mr Walker.
For one thing | can never get a word in edgewagsaRother..." She
shrugged.

He waited, with his arms folded, his blue eyestgimwickedly until
she said exasperatedly, 'What now?'

'l was just allowing you to finish what you wereimgg to say,' he
murmured. 'For another reason... ?'

'It doesn't matter,' Juanita said shortly.

'l thought it might have something to do with whais going through
your mind earlier. The dread possibility that | htigoe trying
to—er—chat you up."'

‘All right, yes,' she conceded coldly. 'l certaiglyuldn't work with
anyone under those conditions.’

He raised an eyebrow. 'What conditions?"
'l should have thought that was obvious!

It's not. | mean, it would be with someone who madhabit of
chatting up girls, but | don't.’

Juanita breathed heavily. 'l only have your wondittoYouwere the
one who brought the subject up, after all.’

'‘No, you were the one whiboughtit,' he replied. 'l merely made it
known to you that | thought you were an interestingsome ways
arresting woman on first impressions—I hadn't gacimfurther in
my deductions as a matter of fact, which was whitdred that fatal
little word— yet—whereupon you immediately became deep



suspicious and got on your high horse. But, if dats your mind at
rest, Miss Spencer-Hill, | make it a habit to gekhow persons of the
opposite sex much better than we know each otherdé like to
become intimate with them.’

Juanita stared at him angrily and incredulously.

‘Are you lost for words?' he queried, his eyes mugker again. 'If
so, may | --?'

‘No, you may not.' The words came at last. 'I'mgmihg to play this
ridiculous game of semantics with you any longehai\s more,
should your deductions lead you at any future datkeel that I'm
worthy of becoming intimate with, don't waste ydiare.'

'‘Why?'
'‘Why what?"

'‘Why are you so automatically discounting the gmBsi that once
we got to know each other we might both like andniagl one
another?'

'‘Because | don't go around thinking about thogsegthall the time and
especially not when I'm on a business assignns#d,stated coolly.

'‘What does it take to make you think of them, then?

‘Well, it would appear obvious thgbu don't, Mr Walker," Juanita
said blandly. 'May weleaseproceed?’

‘Certainly," he said with a faint, imperturbableilsm'Do you never
have qualms about things like famous last words?'



Juanita stood up abruptly, which was a mistakeheaship let her
know, and she stumbled slightly at the same timghasfumbled for
her stick.

'Here." He put his hands on her waist, steadiedbhiefly then
withdrew them and handed her the stick.

‘Thank you," she said tautly, and stopped. Thereoméy a couple of
inches between them and as her eyes met his shd &he couldn't
help but be supremely conscious of it, and him.

| don't believe it, she thought, appalled. Yet dlgd was no shield
for the heat that came to her skin, and not onlyaocheeks but all
over as his gaze, which betrayed no more thanwegnaughtfulness
with just a tinge of irony, returned hers. Nor didalleviate the
curious stirring of her pulses as he simply waiteshd-watched.

It did occur to her that, as had happened to theitgterviewer, it was
not that easy to remain unaffected by Gareth Walkespite a
revulsion towards the concept that some men judtthat kind of
impact on women and he was one of them, and nokeutler
excessively good-looking father so far as that lohdhing went. It
also occurred to her, and was no comfort, that hetaved
abrasively, even outrageously towah#s,so she had less excuse fo
being caught like a girl in this kind of trap. B fact was that she
was arbitrarily, and unfairly, quite unable to dr&er mind or her
gaze from the width of his shoulders beneath higkkishirt, his
disordered hair lying on his forehead, his hands$the memory of
how they'd felt on her waist...

It had never happened to her before. Not this pyneysical sense of
curiosity and this new concept of the unspoken woabn of
communication between a man and a woman—the speakithe
senses, she thought a little wildly. How does he it?o More
importantly, why is he doing it to me? Or is it eed nature or --?



A knock on the door caused her to start convulgiald him to
grimace faintly before he turned his head and $@mine in!'

It was a girl of no more than nineteen who stepipg¢al the study
saying, 'Gareth? Do you know someone's here? Banit find
them—oh! Sorry. Sqyoumust be the owner of that neat little BMW
outside. Good-day! I'm Wendy, the housekeeper.'

She couldn't have looked less like a housekeepteltl tried, Juanita
thought, in her blue jeans, pink shirt and blondeyptail with a pink
ribbon.

'‘Apprentice housekeeper, filling in for her mothgho is ill at

present,’ Gareth Walker said wryly. 'Wendy, this Ndiss

Spencer-Hill, the interior decorator [—forgot tdl tgou about.' He
grimaced. 'She'll be staying a couple of days—wgék'll be popping
in and out on and off for quite some weeks, | gathe

'‘Forgot!" Wendy wrinkled her brow and clicked hemgue. Then she
brightened. 'So you are going to get it done. $hatper! Mum will
be really pleased with you.'

'I'm so glad," Gareth said with not a flicker o$raile and turned to
Juanita. 'Wendy's mother is our regular housekespeishe rules us
with a rod of iron but she's in hospital so Wendhoding the fort.
Where --' he turned back to the girl '—do you inm&giyour
unmentionable siblings are? | haven't heard thémaining.'

It was at that moment that the sounds of a shaigent and
acrimonious squabble made themselves heard, catiseng all to
glance simultaneously towards the window which meked the
gravelled forecourt with its pond and fountain.riteds eyes widened
as she saw two children of about seven engagethat appeared to
be deadly, hair-pulling, punching, kicking and s$cnang combat. 'If,'



Wendy said wearily, 'you're talking about my brotaed sister, that's
them. I'll --'

‘No, | will,;" Gareth Walker said drily. "You takei#$é Spencer-Hill to
a guest bedroom and --' he glanced at his watclerhraps we could
all meet again for lunch?'

Wendy chattered non-stop as she led the way towardgiest
bedroom. 'l always keep one made up justcase,'she said
cheerfully. "You can never tell with Gareth. Ish#xciting? I'd love
to have your job but | suppose it takes an awfubfdraining—here
we are—but you haven't got a suitcase or anything!

Juanita grimaced. 'l left it in the car. | thougtitmake myself known
first and then | forgot about it --'

'I'll get it for you!'
'Oh, you don't have to do that, Wendy. | can --'

‘No, | will—you're limping anyway. | must say, MiSpencer-Hill --'
Wendy looked at her admiringly '—Ildveto look as elegant as you
do but | never seem to get it right. Gareth saysmavorry, he can't
stand elegant women who look as if they've stempsaf a fashion
magazine, but men don't understand these thing$ey® Now you
sit down and rest your poor leg,’ she said kindbyding, 'Did you
sprain your ankle or something?’

'It's my hip," Juanita murmured and did sit downke svasn't quite
sure why—as she fumbled in her bag for her car.KByd I'm quite
mobile really so you don't need to --'

'Fuss?' Wendy supplied with a twinkle. 'l won'ttBwill do this. Be
back in a tick.'



A charming... child, Juanita thought as she statdtie closed door,
and, So you don't like elegant women, Mr Walker?a¥\Woes that
mean, | wonder?

She stood up and limped over to the window witha@tffrown
creasing her brow—and discovered her guest bedtaua lovely
view of the rolling scenery that made up the Boviviatagong area
of New South Wales, south of Sydney, now clothedsrsummer
gold and heady with the perfume of ripe grass sééere were
horses in well-fenced paddocks beyond a rather baldwonderful
garden that had sweeping lawns, shrubs and stdgasrospreading
cool shade.

The house was built of mellow, quarried stone alag Varge, low,

sprawling and creeper-hung. It had a steep slate cbimneys and
some wonderful bow windows and, for its age, wasjuite good

condition but—she fingered the faded curtains awkéd down at
the threadbare carpet—was desperately in needefit.2And despite

the traumas of the morning and Gareth Walker'sttlimgg to say the

least, effect on her, she felt a quickening ofnedé as she looked
around. It was her kind of house after all; it edither particular
talent, her love of antiques, her ability to blehé practicality of

modern conveniences with the grace of bygone eras.

And, of course, there was more than the challefgetmnly doing it

and doing it to the satisfaction of its owner—shemgced

slightly—but the challenge after the time of pamdasolation, the
years of always being the odd one out, the plag tre untalented
one, of proving herself to her family...

‘This is Steven and this is Rebecca,' Gareth Walkiek. 'This is Miss
Spencer-Hill, kids—what did you say your first naneas?
Something unusual.' He regarded Juanita with arfrow



She told him and said, '"How do you do, Steven asloeRca?’ to the
two children sitting at a vast table in the kitchdine same two
children who had been pummelling the life out ofteather earlier
and were, she saw with an inward smile, now lookingstened and
scrubbed. They were also twins with fair hair amdkles and bore an
undoubted resemblance to Wendy.

'Hello,' they said in unison.

‘Never heard that name before,’ Rebecca added. d&'lypu use a
stick?'

'‘None of your business, Rebecca,' Wendy warnedingpto the table
with a plate of cold meat. 'You've been bad enoaght is this
morning without being nosey on top of it --'

'l just asked,' Rebecca broke in heatedly.

‘That's true,' Gareth drawled, pulling out a cHiarrJuanita. 'Do sit
down. | hope you don't mind us eating in the kitchele turned back
to Rebecca. 'Juanita is a Spanish name and, camsigith Spanish
pronunciation”, although it's spelt J.U.A.N.|.T.#he J is said more
like an H and the U and A are run together liks.thile said the name
slowly. 'Got it?'

Both fair heads nodded.

'‘Good. The reason for the stick is because Juhaga sore hip.'
'Why?' This was Steven.

'‘Because she has—end of subject. Eat your lunehsaid coolly.
'‘Kids who talk too much and agko many questions have beer

known to miss out on certain things.'

Both Steven and Rebecca turned their attentiorihéstheir plates.



It was a pleasant lunch of cold meat and saladvad by fruit and
cheese, and during it Juanita learnt that Wendyt the twins'
mother had some complicated, non-fatal conditiat tievertheless
required corrective surgery and two months' recatpmar; that their
father had been killed in an accident not longraifte twins were
born and how Gareth had taken on the husbandlessShicer and
her children soon afterwards; how they lived iraanexe attached to
the house and, thus, how Wendy came to be fillinigi her mother;
how the twins had ended up being everyone's regplysduring
this trying period and how, although they were bmel/ohe spotty
stage, they were recovering from chicken pox aretetiore off
school.

'So now you're "in the picture”, Juanita,’ Garetidl somewhat wryly
from the head of the table.

'l am indeed,' she murmured, and sipped her teatwims had been
dismissed and Wendy was working at the sink, hurgnarhappy
little tune.

He lay back in his chair. 'Think you can workreseconditions?' he
gueried, with an ironic little glint in his eyes.

Juanita frowned faintly, the irony not lost on héyt she said
nothing.

'l thought,” he continued after waiting a momepbu' might be
reassured that this isn't some Bluebeard's Casigr' eyes met
across the table but Juanita had taken herselddk while she'd
unpacked and prepared for lunch, and advised heuseio be drawn
Into any conversation that could re-create thatrashing lapse in her
self-control. 'l never thought it was,' she saidllgo 'Er—how should
we go about this, Mr Walker? Would you like to take on a tour of
the house and give me some idea of your preferemcesuld you
rather | wandered around on my own then preserdedmth some



ideas? If you've been consumed by inspiration—e$pme you mean
literary inspiration—the latter might save you saimee.’

'On the other hand,' he drawled, 'l do have sorfiaittepreferences,
Miss Spencer-Hill, so | think we should do it tdgast otherwise the
latter might only be avasteof time.'

Juanita tilted her head in a non-committal sortvaly, as if to say,
Have it your way, it's your money—which only hack taffect of
drawing a lightning grin from him as he stood ug aralked round to
hold her chair for her as she rose herself, arfthta her her stick.
But in the moment that they stood close togethemgds struck again
by the fact that this man affected her whetheligled it or not—and
that he knew it. Wasn't that cool amusement sheisdws eyes as
their gazes locked for an instant? She was quiteiswas as she felt
herself colouring foolishly and felt, at the sanmegt, a curious prickle
of fear run down her spine.

Damn you, Gareth Walker, she thought, althoughsshé evenly,
'‘Perhaps you'd like to lead the way?'



CHAPTER TWO
"THIS is the master bedroom.'

'‘What a wonderful room!" The words came out bethranita could
stop them and she had to flinch as she intercepteduizzical look
Gareth Walker cast her. '"Well, it is,' she addeblsbrnly, ‘and | don't
know why you should be looking at me like that, Wialker. Rooms
are my business whatever they are.’

'‘Quite," he agreed gravely. 'It just surprised hat the one room that
really seems to have caught your imagination isdrdom.’

Juanita grimaced. During their tour of the housesthar, she had
been restrained, but because restrained was thsiveay decided to
be, not because it hadn't all appealed to hero §ettcaught out over
a bedroom was somewhat galling—although why? skedaserself

angrily. It was a beautifully proportioned room et window-seat,
with its own fireplace, a solarium attached, araf, dll its faded

furbishing, threadbare carpet and time-washed ¢sjotisomehow

represented the heart of the house.

'‘Not for any deep, dark reasons, | can assure gba,heard herself
say with scorn. 'Are you imagining | suffer from béminal
inclinations towards bedrooms? Really, Mr Walkéshe smiled at
him coolly '—it's your mind that seems to straytivat direction
constantly.’

'l would disagree with you there, Juanita,' he saldly, 'but let's not
argue. And since you seem to be so taken withrdam, | think |
might give youcarte blanchewith it. How does that affect you?' He
raised an eyebrow at her.

Juanita looked at him narrowly. "Why?'

‘Why not?' he countered.



'Well..." she paused and glanced down at the cigban her hand
upon which she'd been making notes as they'd psgdehrough the
house ... you do have some definite preferencg@@asnentioned,
so --' She broke off and shrugged.

'‘And from the odd things you've let fall, you diddisagree with
them.'

'l don't,’ she said, looking up at last. 'On theeothand my idea of a
master bedroom might be quite different from yo&s.| think you
should at least tell me whether you want it to lvery feminine kind
of room..." She paused. 'ldeally, of course, tidy laf the house
should help design this room."'

‘That would be true of the whole place but theraaslady of the
house.'

‘A problem,' she conceded. 'Who was the last ladse it?'
‘My wife.'

She couldn't help the little flare of shock thaimeato her eyes. 'l
didn't know you were married ...'

‘Why should you?"
'N-no reason. Um... so... ?'

He Smiled, but not with humour. 'For your infornoetj Miss
Spencer-Hill, like you she was involved in a cazident. Unlike you
it proved to be fatal. It was also quite a few geago.’

'I'm sorry," Juanita said awkwardly and feeling iisshe'd been
unforgivably intrusive.



‘All the furnishings and so on in this house dateimfurther back
than that, though. She didn't have the time to makenark on it, you
could say. So you won't be eradicating anythingess.'

'l see. Well..." She hesitated.
'‘What now?' he said coolly.

Juanita frowned and couldn't help inwardly tryingassess what kind
of emotion lay behind this apparently emotionlessume of Gareth
Walker's loss. Not that I'd expect him to baredasl, but why do |
detect a sound of discord? she thought.

'‘Look," he said then, 'l detest frills and furbesowatin and lace, dolls
and silk sheets—does that help?'

'Yes,' she said baldly.

He raised a quizzical eyebrow at her. 'You say #waif | were
accusing you of liking those things. | wasn't. |—akd hope your
taste is much more subtle and elegant.’

'It is,' she said tartly before she could stop élérdout that word
elegant did it. ‘Although | do find certain irreguties in what you
say and what you really regard as elegant—suchoasew who look
as if they've stepped out of a magazine.' She stbpruptly and
wished she'd held her peace.

His eyes rested on her face expressionlessly fobment then he
frowned faintly. 'That rings a bell. Why it shoutmbncern you,
though, escapes me as well. Do enlighten me, &uanit

She bit her lip but there wa® escaping his steady, speculative gaz
'You told me | was elegant earlier. You apparetudlg Wendy once
that you detested --'



'‘Ah! | remember. As a rule | do detest those kihdromen but | also
said that to Wendy when she was going throughgestatrying to
look like a thirty-year-old vamp. And yours, Mispeéhcer-Hill, is a
different kind of elegance, so you may unruffle ydeathers,' he
finished softly.

'‘How --?' Juanita broke off and could have bittentongue. What is
wrongwith me? she wondered. 'It doesn't matter," stoessiéfly and
moved away to sit down on the end of the bed, talier stick beside
her.

He studied her for a moment then pulled one ottiars set before
the fireplace round and sat down opposite hédrélllyou.' He rested
his elbows on the arms of the chair and formedfihigers into a
steeple beneath his chin. 'Elegance is a statenaf, mthink. It does
not follow fashion slavishly and however ridiculotisnay be, nor
does it always need to be excessively groomed amtigol. Does that
answer your question?'

Juanita blinked. 'But you would have to know songebaetter than
you know me to—know whether | have it—the statenoid, | mean
as opposed to looking as if one has stepped autdgazine.'

'‘As a writer, one tends to be a student of humamrea-lI know,' he
said simply.

‘Then you must know me better than | know mysslig retorted
sharply.

'It's possible," he commented.
'No, it's not! We've only just met!

‘All the same I'd be amazed if | were wrong. Whagets you so much
about it?'



Juanita stood up and limped over to the bay winddts
too—personal She said intensely.

'You brought it up,' he pointed out with considéeabony.

'‘No, you brought it all up in the first place," ad raggedly. 'When
I'd been here barely five minutes and then yowsétto make me
uncomfortable over a bedroom --'

'‘My dear,’ he drawled, 'your sensitivity amazes and | have to
wonder what's behind it. Could it be that you'rerety longing for
some strange man to pin you to some strange bedknaw, we all
have our fantasies, there's nothing so dreadfity lout --'

'If anyones suffering from bizarre fantasies it's much mideely to
be you,' she shot at him.

'‘Assuming | was suffering from any kind of fantasregarding you,
Miss Spencer-Hill," he said drily, 'l get the feglithey're not entirely
unreciprocated.’

She swung round from the window, her eyes dark suattenly
confused. 'l h-haven't done a thing to let youhink that!" she
protested, but stammering and confused by thendtyat all insolent
but curiously thoughtful way he'd said what he had his different
expression, as well as being attacked by guilhagesmembered how
she'd been stopped in her tracks earlier by hisiprty.

He smiled, but differently again. And said refleety but with
pitiless mockery all the same, 'Yes. It really winil be impossible
for our fantasies to coincide, you know, despitedktreme brevity of
our acquaintance. Human nature is a strange tamjthe chemistry
between the sexes is often stranger. Wouldn't goee®' he finished
simply and raised a wry eyebrow at her.



'‘Agree...!"Juanita stared at him and could get no furthedgout as,
to her horror, her gaze was pulled inexorably tolwdhe bed.

'Of course,' he went on idly, 'we would have tosbee that it was
genuine spontaneous chemistry and not, for exaragabtle or not
so subtle campaign for you to end up in my bed-efber reasons.’

'Wh-what?' she whispered, going red and pale msttYou must be
joking!'

‘Not at all,' he said gravely. 'l have enough moaeg fame to...' he
paused '... be imposed upon by members of the dppsesx from
time to time.'

She gasped. 'Do you—are you accusing me of disguisyself as an
interior decorator? Do you think --?'

'No.' He looked amused. 'l was merely making itwindo you that,
while you appear to be paranoid about—being impogeh by men
you've barely met, | have the same problem withesammmen --'

But he got no further because Juanita flung h@bolard at him. It
missed its mark and he picked it up off the floeside him and
smoothed the pages before looking up at her. '8chgwe a temper
too. Go on,' he said ruefully. 'l foresee someraging times ahead.’

'l think you're detestable, Mr Walker,' she groondl 'l amnotone of
those women and despite your wishful thinking | daévad no
fantasies concerning you at all!"

'‘Good," he said mildly. 'Shall we continue our ®ur

She stared at him, her breasts heaving, her moorkirvg, then she
picked up her stick and walked out ahead of him.



'So—that's the full extent of it. Tired?"

Juanita shook her head, her eyes still stormy, hvit@used him
merely to smile faintly. All the same she was drdto sit down in
his study if for no other reason than .to gathenines and mentally
castigate herself for losing her cool to the indrked extent of
throwing things...and indulging in unbelievable nammages...

'‘What do you think?'

She glanced down at the notes she'd made and shidmeffort, 'It's
a big project.’

'It should have been done years ago—as you can Bidethe
structure is sound and in good repair.'

'Yes.'

"You don't think you can do it?' he queried wittinge of impatience
after waiting a moment. 'Gsn'tit to your taste, the way | want it?'

Juanita chewed her lip. In broad outline his cohagpwhat he
wanted had so far met with her approval entiretyh&d his desire to
keep as many of the old pieces of furniture asiplessalthough he'd
said he didn't want to re-create the original pkthat the house had
been furnished and decorated in—'In other word®sr'tdwant it
looking like a museum,' had been his exact wols,'it is,' she said
reluctantly.

‘What's the problem, then?' He was definitely ingrdatnow, his blue
eyes narrowed and probing.

‘There is more to decorating a house than just ssthgocolour

schemes et cetera,' she said slowly. 'l like tomdpupiite a bit of time
studying things like—the light factor in each roaime ambience of
rooms—is this one a busy, cheerful room or a pehose?—and so



on. | like- it's hard to explain—but | like to gisie feel of a house and
the people who live in it.’

'You havecarte blancheo do all that—I told you.'

'‘And | told you,' she said evenly, 'that | wouldkdathe minimum

amount of time possible. | have to confess thabke in the heat of
the moment and | may have misled you—it would tak¢éhe very

least a month to complete a job like this, and waild probably be
rushing it. Not, of course, that | would spendladit time staying here
but I'd have to be in and out quite a lot—and aar@tgust pop in and
out down here.’

'So what you're telling me in fact is that you daare to spend that
amount of time on my house?'

Juanita took a careful breath. 'I'm saying,' she gaietly, ‘that we
might have problems working in such proximity --'

'Here we go again—for someone whose career cotfdrsiiyou
lose this job one would almost think you were auseélf-destruct,
Miss Spencer-Hill," he drawled. 'Why should it bepeoblem?
Because todisturb you in some way and the thought of—qgettirey
"feel" of me --' his lips quirked '—and my housstdrbs you all the
more?'

'‘Because | think you're going out of your way tcsefpme,’ she
retorted, stung.

'‘How?'

She coloured angrily. 'l dordelieveyou—nbut take what you just said
for example—you managed to turn an ordinary phrage
something... s-something... else!



He laughed outright. 'My apologies—I couldn't resis All right,
perhaps we got off on the wrong foot earlier,’ &l shis former
iImpatience returning, '‘and lapsed lamentably s'dyes glinted a
deep, ironic blue '—into the games men and woman, @llthough |
still deny | was motivated by anything other thha fact that you're
unusually striking—and vulnerable, a curious combon—but
there was no more to it than that. How could the2 Although..." he
paused '...your super-sensitivity on the subjeamss to—fuel
things along.' He looked thoughtful. 'Should we raxege another
scenario in our bid to clarify things between uss$VSpencer-Hill?
Do you nurture a deep, dark hatred of men? Do --?'

'‘No.'
‘Just—no?' he queried.

‘Just no,' she agreed stiffly, clamping down onhibiewords that she
would have liked to say instead.

'‘Well, then --' he surveyed her meditatively, nbaldput out by the
scathing look she just couldn't help that he rez@ivm return '—is it
on or off? I must tell you | had no idea | would/ado go through all
this in order to bestow an inordinate amount of eygmo doubt, on a
firm of interior decorators.’

‘And | must tell you --' she just couldn't help $adf any longer '—that
| despise the way you fall into tigamesmen and women play --'

He swore then. 'What are you?' he demanded. 'Amdisguise?"

'Of course not. Just someone who isn't prepardaytberself open
for weeks to that k-kind of thing." Even as shealsgishe knew it
sounded pompous and a little ridiculous and sheddwerself dearly
wishing, too late, that she'd never allowed thisiversation to
develop.



'If you imagine | intend to play games with you feeeks, Miss
Spencer-Hill, you're wrong,' he said coldly. 'Wjtu do it or won't
you?'

She hesitated. He hadn't sat down himself but easihg his broad
shoulders against a bookcase. Two walls of the raoonrfact, were

lined with books, there was a word processor cecarsd desk, there
were stacks of papers and more books on most bieagarfaces and
where there weren't bookshelves on the wall thene ywaintings of
horses and one exquisite landscape framed in g@Eohst the dark
green wallpaper. And there was a rug on the flbat glowed with

greens and golds and muted ruby. It was an untidynrbut, unlike

the rest of the house, she realised suddenlydibbaiously recently
been decorated, and as her gaze roamed aroundnghe she

wouldn't change any of it, so if he'd done it hith8eey did have very
similar tastes...

'Did you do this room?' she asked involuntarily.
‘Yes.' He raised an eyebrow. 'Any objections?’

She shook her head a bit confusedly. Am | beingo@?f she
wondered, and, Wham | being like this? Because of a few bitte
little experiences whereby I've been made awareesosn imagine
that when you limp and stammer, when you're flawedther words,
you're grateful for any crumbs they might throw yaay... But has
this been quite the same kind of thing? Hafteslledthings along, so
to speak? But how can he sense the effect he hameoand what
right does it give him to...to...? Anyway, now l'aware of the
pitfalls, surely | can reverse things...

"Il do it," she said abruptly. 'But there is sdimeg else.’
'I'm waiting,' he murmured with a grimace.

‘Do you live here completely alone?’



His eyes narrowed. '"Why do you ask?'

‘Well, it just doesn't have a lived-in aura, thau$®' She paused.
‘That's not quite true, there isbggoneaura but—well, I'm asking
because it's hard to get the f --' She stopped,¢betinued, 'lt's hard
to know --' She broke off again, frustratedly, themd baldly,
'‘Without a woman in residence, it's—a little hatioat's all. | did
mention that earlier.'

He studied her enigmatically. 'So you did, in relatto the master
bedroom.' He paused as her gaze flickered. 'Penympd care to
explain further?'

Juanita took a steadying breath and thought fooment. 'WWomen
generally have a feeling for their houses, and aoly their
bedrooms—a more practical feeling --' she glan¢ddna and dared
him to laugh, which he didn't '—because they ugusgiend more
time in them and they're the ones who have to rttee®@ work or put
up with their shortcomings. And it means more tenth | think, if
they loath a particular colour or whatever.'

'l see. So what you're saying is your efforts cdadch waste of time
should | take a wife who detests it all— | have plans in that
direction,' he said gravely. 'And | can't allow f#lace to fall to pieces
in the interim, can 1?'

'‘No. No."' She bit her lip.
'‘What now?'
'l wasn't trying t-to --'

‘Pry?'



'‘No, | wasn't,’ she said evenly. 'Perhaps it's liee#ive never worked
with a man before, not on a house at least,' stemdedl, 'that | feel a
little at sea.'

‘You're a woman,' he pointed out politely.

'l do know that,' she responded tartly.

‘Earlier you didn't seem to think it was of any onjance.’

'It's not—I'm not the woman who is going to havdite here --'
'Heaven help her," he said softly.

Juanita blushed. 'l didn't say that!'

'You looked it." He moved at last and sat downrfgdier on the edge
of the walnut desk and the way he looked at her wids serious
attention which she just knew was a mockery.

She gritted her teeth. 'Don't start again, Mr Walke

His eyes glinted wickedly but he said obliginglll 'right. | don't
know what it is about you that brings out theseufses in me; | shall
have to try to curb them— believe it or not | rathppreciate the way
you'vetaken in the aura of this house. So yes, it isvadtin mostly at
present. | spend a lot of time overseas researchingooks, and the
rest of the family—I have six brothers and sistensve all gone
their own way, although they do tend to descenthftione to time;
but it's lacked a woman in charge, other than aélkeeper, for quite
a few years and, as | have no plans to remarhkely to remain so.
But it was a happy, comfortable place in its time & you can pick
up those vibes as well asadding any—practical feraitouches of
your own, | think—well, | think it's the best the&n be done, don't
you?'



Surprise caused her dark eyes to widen. It haddgaliso reasonable.
'Y-yes.' She hesitated then shrugged. 'All righellW might do a bit
of work now. You'll probably be wanting to get t@fk yourself.'

He looked faintly wry then said curiously, 'Whatlwou be doing?"

'‘Some sketches, taking some photos and measuremedta't
suppose you have the original plans?'

'As a matter of fact | do.'

'Oh!" Her eyes lit up. 'That's wonderful. | alsosaaome samples in
the car that you might like to take a look at—mialeswatches, that
Is—but we can leave that until later,' she saidilyasvhereupon he
smiled outright.

‘Don't worry so. | fully intend to leave you to Do you know," he
added, 'you looked like a different person a moragot—before you
clamped down on your enthusiasm? Alive and quitaibtil.'

Juanita looked down at her hands, confused andrded by him
once again. And hoping against hope that he didalty know that
he disturbed her in the way he did.

'‘How long ago was this accident, Juanita?' he sagdlenly into the
silence.

She looked up. 'Three years ago.'
‘That's a fair while.'

She grimaced. 'l know, but broken bones and othiegs$ can take a
long time to heal and I—broke quite a few. | cotlavalk for a time
but I'm fine now.'

'And before the accident?’



‘What do you mean?'

'‘What was your life like?'

She lowered her lashes. 'Much the same as anypnasbly.’
'‘Did you always have an ambition to be an intediecorator?'

'..." She paused. 'No. | wasn't quite sure whaatmted to be or that
there was anything | would be good at;

‘That --' he narrowed his eyes '—seems to represeeattain lack of
confidence.’

'‘Does it? A lot of people don't know what they wanto --'

‘The fact that you didn't think there was anythyog would be good
at part.’

Juanita considered and hoped he wouldn't guessrighivhe was.
Then she grimaced. 'You're right. My stammer actsaifor some of
it and..." she hesitated '... other things.’

'Such as?"

She sighed. 'I've no idea why you find this soifesting but perhaps
if we get it out of the way for once and for all e&uld both do some
work. | think | was born one of those shy, ill-atse people. | was
certainly the only untalented one in the familyartrculate, thin,
gawky—I wouldn't have blamed my mother for wondgnmhether
there'd been a mix-up of babies at birth; | dov&relook much like
them. And | was a shy, awkward teenager, and |dtieen things
happened the way they did and | had that to gatawevell. If you're
wondering whether any of it accounts for—a cerfaickliness I've
shown, it probably does but, curiously, being coedi to a
wheelchair for a time made me realise how luckyé&dn before and



gave me the determination not to allow myself engpthe rest of my
life in a sea of self-consciousness, and to makeetang of it.'

'l see.Bravo again,’ he murmured. 'How come you got this job?
mean, Bluemoon is a veryin firm of interior decorators. All the best
people use them, so I'm told.' He looked amused.

'I'd finished a Bachelor of Arts before the acctdand | did an
interior decorating course mainly by correspondewtde | was
recuperating—almost by accident. | mean, | virpathose
something to do at random although | had alwaysddurniture and
wood and so on, and it wasn't long before | wakraited. So | took
the first job | could get when | was able to, whialas with
Bluemoon—well, I've worked my way up since.'

'You must have considerable flair, though,’ he saidsingly.
‘Twenty-five doesn't seem very old to be let loldse this.'

Juanita smiled faintly. 'It's my first major jobml.. pretty much on
trial.’

"You could have fooled me!'

Juanita looked rueful. 'Well, now you know. I'vengofrom being
tongue-tied to shrewish. Would you mind very mudigot to work?'

But he frowned faintly. '‘Not exactly shrewish bery much on the
defensive. Almost,' he reflected, 'as if there s@sething aboutne
that had put you on your guard before you'd evehmee'

Juanita rose. "You don't think it could have bemyiltang to do with
being greeted the way | was?' she asked ironically.

He moved a long, strong hand idly and his eyesegliquizzically. 'l
think it was more than that.’



Juanita bit her lip then tried to say airily, 'N@/-what time is
d-dinner?'

‘The dead give-away,’ he commented. 'l mean, whan start
stammering—what have | done to make you nervous?how

'N-not a thing,' she said, moving to the door lmdlishly feeling a
dew of sweat break out on the back of her neck.tMWgharong with
me? she thought.

He caught her at the door and put his hand ondhélb before she
could. 'lIt has to be something—I thought we'd sbrbeit all our
problems?'

'‘We have,' she said, her voice quivering with é¢ffor

‘Tell me another,' he replied brusquely. 'Is thewee good reason
why you should have taken an instantaneous dighikae, Juanita?
Something you've heard about me or read about neanrlassure
you nine-tenths of what other people write aboutpte like me is

imagination.'

'‘No,' she denied. 'l mean, the only thing | knowwbyou is from
what | saw on television once so—er—I haven't eavezad one of
your books.'

'‘How damning,' he marvelled. 'You should, you kntwvey're good.’

'‘How modest,' she marvelled. 'They may be but Itdbmk they're
my kind of reading."

‘How do you know until you've tried one?'

Juanita drew a breath. 'All right, | will,;’ she daxasperatedly. 'l
thought you said you were going to let me get aih w?'



‘That was until you got all bitter and twisted agahne drawled.
'I'm not!" she cried.

The sudden silence was deafening. Juanita statachastunned by
the emotion of her reaction. Nor did he break tlemse immediately
but he took his time examining the way her eyesewidated and the
way she was breathing—he did that by quite poigteddbpping his

gaze to her breasts, which were rising and fakiggatedly beneath
the Liberty print.

'Oh," she whispered and went to turn away abrugqityhe caught her
wrist and held it in his long fingers in a grip tivéas impossible to
break.

'I'm not letting you go, Juanita,' he warned, lurfithd out why you're
in such a state.'

'I'm not.. .you have no right.. .it's because yoirnpossibleand
you're still being unbelievably personal—talk abprting,' she said
disjointedly, trying to gather some control. "Ycavk to be the end!

He merely looked wry. 'l told you just now that base I'm a writer
I'm also a student of human nature. Well, that's gfat. But perhaps
there is more at work here than meets the eyesatiethoughtfully,
and relaxed his grip on her wrist but didn't reéeds'Haven't there
beenanymen in your life, Juanita?'

‘That'smybusiness,' she flashed. 'Look! How would you haaeted
if I'd barged in here and asked you why you haveplans to get
married again or... or..." she stopped and gropeddmething else
appropriate to fling at him—and even surprised éléra bit with
what she came up with '.. .demanded to know wivaisgiou the right
to reduce television interviewers to simperingheitng idiots and
think you can do it to me? Doraugh!" she finished through her
teeth.



'l can't help it,' he said, but sobered. 'So thatsl didn't set out to
reduce her to aimperingidiot.’

'Heaven help the woman you set out to do that tbhatWabout
dithering, then; do you admit to that?'

'‘My dear, there were certain cross-currents at \ilogk you may not
have been aware of. | had been told that Laura ék=smy regarded
my books as lightweight and that she didn't beliéney deserved the
popularity they enjoyed. Much the same as your isemis
probably --'

‘Who told you that?'

He grimaced. 'Her secretary, who made all the gearents.’
‘How come?'

He looked wry.

'l can imagine,' Juanita said sardonically. "Yooktthe time to chat
her up, no doubt.’'

‘Very nicely, though,' he conceded.

'If you think that makes it any better!

'l do.' He eyed her ingenuously.

Juanita made a disgusted sound. 'So then you &t slay Laura --'

'‘No,' he said in a different tone. 'l set out téedel my right to write
what | like and to defend the people who enjoy ie@any books,
who number in their millions, incidentally. She falishe couldn't
come up with anything to say other than that theyen't exactly
literature with a capital L, which is what a lotjpdople use to define



literature that doesn't sell well, as | pointed tmuber. Now why she
should have found that so difficult to cope with,iaterviewer of her
stature, is not something you can hold me respta&b.'

'‘No?' Juanita said slowly as her mind ranged bathe interview and
some further scales could be said to fall fromrherd's eye. 'There's
got to be a lesson learnt from that...' she murthure

"There has?'

Juanita closed her eyes in frustration becausel sfpken her
thoughts aloud. When she opened them it was te digctly into the
dark blue depths of his, and suddenly become atteiehe was
running one finger gently up and down the insidaefwrist.

'You were saying?' he murmured.

Never to underestimate the power of your sheer atiascappeal and
| don't believe that you're unaware of it or thauydon't use it
deliberately and in a quite unprincipled way..hink that's what |
was saying although | won't be saying it to yowg thought ran
through her mind. So what do | do about the faat tm virtually

pinned here unable to remove myself from your graspable or
unwilling?

'It doesn't matter. Would you mind letting me go?'

He lifted her wrist and inspected it briefly thesstored her hand to
her side. 'l hope there are no bruises. You shioale told me you
were such a Laura Hennessey fan and such a fepafiest all.’

'I'm not --' Juanita bit her lip. 'l mean, no méran normal. And how
you fight your battles has nothing to do with n§he shrugged.

He smiled. 'Other than to lower myself in your estiion even
more?'



She said nothing.

He raised an eyebrow, but said merely. ‘Well, offi go. Please do
make use of all our facilities. There's a swimmpgg round the
back, horses to ride, and so on.’

‘Thank you, | don't ride, though.’
‘Do you swim?"'
‘Er—yes.’

'‘Good. Dinner, by the way, is at seven.'



CHAPTER THREE

THANKS to Wendy, Juanita was made uncomfortably awarestina
would be dining alone with Gareth Walker.

'Oh, please,' she said after she'd finished wodkv@andy had come
along to her bedroom to check that she had evexysthe needed and
Impart the news, 'there's no need for that. Coulda' all have it
together as we had lunch?'

‘Well, we do usually but | like to make an exceptwhen Gareth has
guests,' Wendy said seriously, then her prettyhffase creased into a
grin. 'lI've never done it before,' she confidede'been dying to have
the opportunity while Mum's away to make a spatieal and set the
table in the dining-room—I asked Gareth and he, s&ithy not?" I'm
starting a catering course as soon as Mum gets Gackth is helping
me pay for it, although I intend to pay him backcourse—I love
cooking!

It was impossible to protest further in the facesofth shining
enthusiasm. 'Thank you very much,' Juanita murmuyed're lucky
to have—been in this position while your mother'siospital.’

'‘Weren't we ever? We've been lucky since the diast we got here!
Would you believe Rebecca and Steven getting chigkex the day
after Mum went to hospital, though? | don't knowhowould have
coped without Gareth.'

'He helped?' Juanita said, unwittingly fascinakéls really good
with kids.' Wendy shook her pony- tail as if to asldphasis to this.
'He read to them, did jigsaw puzzles and so on,anone can calm
them down the way Gareth can, not even Mum. Itk supity!"

Juanita lifted an eyebrow. 'What is?'



‘That he lost his own child. And his wife too, afutse. They were
killed in an accident. It was all before we cameeh&he child was
only a baby, a little boy. Oh, look, I'd better das my dinner won't
be worth eating. Will you—change?'

Juanita stared at her, then smiled belatedly. aieyt'

Wendy beamed back and scampered off.

What into, though? Juanita asked herself some tatex after a
shower, staring at her limited wardrobe, which Hadeen put
together with festive dinners in mind.

In the end she chose a serviceable fawn skirt agitkyg sleeveless
cream blouse which she wore with a brilliant andzarf around her
hips. It still didn't look as dressy as she suggeYendy had in mind,
but would have to do, she decided.

Then she opened her bedroom door a crack and Béawvdn saying
importantly, '‘Can | light the candles, Wen? I'vé fhe wine in the
silver cooler.’

She closed the door with a grimace and went t@ steher image in
the mirror, and reflect that she didn't look mudifiedent from how
she looked going to work. So she reached for heeljgase which
she always travelled with and took out her grandweicd pearls.
She'd inherited them on her twenty-first birthdag &vore them a lot,
as one should with pearls, but often beneath loghes. She put them
on over her blouse and chose a wide gold braaeleear as well.

But the effect, although improved, was still ratsevere and with a
sudden movement she released her hair, which sled'dack as
normal. Her hair was what she thought of as herasset. It was
almost black, strong and full of body and with ghheen of rough silk,



and it was all one length to just above her shosldehe difference
was quite startling. Her features seemed to acqumew delicacy,
her eyes looked larger and her skin, very lightgdetup, in contrast
to the mass of dark, buoyant hair, seemed no losiggttly sallow

but arrestingly smooth, clear and pale.

She lifted a wry eyebrow and wondered if she wasgimng things

then her eyes fell on the little vase of camellains Wendy had put
on the dressing-table; with a shrug akin to feetimgt she might as
well be hung for a sheep as a lamb, she pulledahealried the stem
carefully with tissues, pruned it a bit with herilnscissors, and
pinned it into her hair.

'‘Wow!" Rebecca said as Juanita walked into thendinfoom where
they all appeared to be assembled.

'You look stunning!" Steven said in awe-struck tone

"You do too!" Wendy bustled forward and took hamndhdDo you like
it?' She drew her towards the smaller of the tvibeathat inhabited
the huge dining-room. This one was set in the bomdaw, and set
for two with gleaming silver and crystal, starclp@ok damask and an
intricate and rather lovely centre-piece of mommelia blooms and
their dark green leaves. There were also two platesalad,
artistically arranged, already set.

Juanita's eyes softened as she studied the tablshensaid, after
inspecting it all carefully, 'lIt would do credit &éoreally top restaurant,
Wendy. It's lovely.'

Wendy positively glowed, then she became busirdessli
‘Everything's ready on the sideboard, keeping bogai can serve
yourselves. | thought that would be better tharpoing in and out



all the time but if you do need anything just gime a yell!l Come
along, kids.'

‘But... Can't...?"
‘Comealong kids.'

They went, not without some good-natured grumbliengd for the
first time Juanita looked fully at Gareth Walkehahad stood a little
apart and said nothing so far.

He too had changed—into a pair of dark trouserlmng-sleeved

white shirt and a blue tie. His thick hair was daamal brushed, and
he looked tall, sophisticated—and amused as his lgagered on her
loose hair and the flower in it.

'‘Don't imagine,' Juanita said drily, and bit her li

'l won't. What did you think | would imagine, thdugj He lifted an
eyebrow at her.

'‘What | meant to say,' Juanita said carefully, "treegt this is—a
mock-up if you like, because | didn't bring anythwery dressy, and
it's all for Wendy's benefit.'

'Of course,’ he murmured. 'Just the same you— "rogCkrather
sensationally." He strolled forward at last andgulibut one of the
chairs. 'Would you care to be seated, Miss SpeHdEr-

‘Th-thank you,' she said stiffly, doing just thatdaoccupying herself
with her napkin as he withdrew the wine from itssted silver cooler
and uncorked it.

' Perhaps this will help.' He poured some goldguidi into her glass.

'‘Help?'



He didn't reply immediately but poured his own tisabhdown. 'Help
to—ease us into the kind of pleasant, amiable ta&lwill come up
to Wendy's expectations.'

Juanita said nothing. But she did take a sip ofwiae and she did
raise her glass in a slight acknowledgement obbservation.

But it was halfway through the salad that they gpakall and it was
she who rather ruefully broke the impasse. 'l seelhave told you an
awful lot about myself. Would you consider retuginthe
compliment?'

He looked up enigmatically. 'What would you likekimow?"
She considered. 'How you came to be a writer.'

He put his fork down and shrugged. 'Like you," &iel slowly, 'there
was a time when | didn't know what | wanted to d&&ough it was
more a matter of making a choice. | had two gre
attractions—journalism and politics. No, make thtiatee—a real
sense of wanderlust as well. So | studied botmjalism and political
science and when | graduated | was lucky enougietoon to the
foreign desk of a major paper and thus—Dbring ittadether." He
grimaced. 'So for a number of years | roamed thedwo search of
stories and covered momentous events, politicabdmerwise.'

‘That's it?' Juanita queried after a longish padwgéng which they
both finished their starter.

'‘More or less. Well, along the way | inherited tplace, which was
rather run-down and becoming a liability. My fathesed to breed,
school and agist polo ponies but that operatiorhtabrun down and
suffered a lot of mismanagement in his decliningrggit had got to
the stage of actually costing money and | had lteeretive of selling
up entirely or trying to get it going again. Thahda other



circumstances persuaded me to come home evenwadlysettle
down. Which was not as easy as it sounded,' he said

‘No, | can believe that," Juanita remarked slowind that's when
you decided to put all your experiences to usevamig the kind of
political thrillers you do?"

‘That's it in a nutshell, ma'am!" His lips twistéso | wrote like the
devil and in between times | schooled polo ponresgradually built
up that side of things, and as | began to be sefidess a writer |
began to restore the house structurally—a new tdwdd it rewired,
rebuilt some chimneys, new hot-water systems armhsd was just
about to embark on the bathrooms as a matter tifaen it occurred
to me a decorator might be more—handy.'

Why she said it she wasn't sure but she did.uhds—rather lonely.’
She wrinkled her brow.

He looked at her a shade cynically, she thoughthBisaid gravely,
‘Not at all. My youngest sister Xanthe, who is jivg&nty-two now,
managed to—er—enliven my life considerably, notrtention age
me at the same time. But of course once the ddtarged flowing in
and Xanthe left home, | was able to indulge my woth
passion—travelling—and combine it with gatheringvmaaterial for
books. Would you like to embark on the second asui$ smells
delicious.'

‘Thank you, but can | --?'
‘Not at all. You're the guest.'

Juanita stayed seated and sipped some more wite lvehdished up
what turned out to be lemon chicken and rice, aas @elicious.

'‘Mmm. | think Wendy is on the right track,’ she muired after a
couple of mouthfuls.



'l hope so. She's a nice kid.'
‘You've obviously been very good to them,' Juanii@mented.
'It hasn't been hard.’

They ate in silence until he refilled their glassesl said, ‘Have we
run out of pleasant, amiable conversation?'

Juanita looked at him a little narrowly through Heshes. 'l
introduced the last topic.'

'So you did.' He pushed his plate away and sat, bdlgikrunning his
fingers around the base of his glass. 'Well, thematwkeeps you
from being lonely, Juanita?'

She looked at him more fully and detected—therengagoubt about
it this time—that glint of cynicism in his eyes agaShe hesitated
briefly before saying evenly, 'l wasn't being gratusly curious --'

'‘Does that mean you weren't wondering about my-libe@' His lips
twisted wryly.

'No. Not exactly..." She paused and some confusinmwed in her
eyes. '| merely expressed what came to mind, thlt'she finished
with a grimace. 'Why do men always assume one shiae& eternal
curiosity about people's love-lives?’

‘Do they?'
'It's certainly a topic they find hard to stay avilpm,' she said tartly.

He looked at her amusedly. 'Someone said—I've navawn who
but | once read the observation that men comevtlorough sex and
women come to sex through love. Do you think thatoants for
it—assuming it's true?'



Juanita stared at him, curiously arrested. 'Dorypean that men have
to sleep with someone before they can fall in lowe-that sex is
more important to them than anything else?'

He smiled faintly. 'l didn't make the original detion. | was simply
offering it as a theory. But most people wouldhihk, concede that
sex plays a major part in any loving relationship.'

‘And a major role in what may not be a loving rielaship,
necessarily, for men,' she said slowly. 'lIt cetyaimplies men seem
to need to do a lot of experimenting. | wondeit Wvas a man or a
woman who said that?'

He didn't reply. Instead he watched her enigmayicadtil she began
to feel uncomfortable and then said rashly, "Wie/yayu looking at
me like that?'

He shrugged. 'How?"'

‘As if you knowall the answers while I'm fumbling around like «
retarded.. .schoolgirl.’

'‘Have you ever been in love?'
‘That's --'
'‘None of my business," he said with soft mockery.

‘All right! No, | haven't,' she retorted defiantlyWhich doesn't mean
to say | haven't had the usual kind of crusheghaytve all come and
gone without leaving me devastated.'

'‘And that's what you base your assumption that dmydn't have
been love on?' he queried.

‘Wouldn't you?'



He moved his shoulders and looked at her thouditfuon't know.
Have you allowed yourself to get really close tyare?' - Juanita
blinked. 'N-not... that close, no.’

‘A real loner," he commented. 'And thus—a virgim doubt.'

'‘No doubt," she echoed sardonically although eetimigcolour came
to her cheeks. 'You say that as if it's some darhpleasant disease,'
she added coldly.

‘Not at all. Just a crying shame,' he murmured,lasdaze lingered
on her bare arms, the smooth curve of her threathair. 'Well,' he
said pleasantly then, 'should we try the dessert?'

But Juanita was suddenly fuming, she discoverenl dan't simply
say things like that and expect to get away with it

He looked at her quizzically. ‘What did you havernimd?"
'l should very much like to slap your face,' shid arough her teeth.

He grinned and his teeth were very white againsttém, his eyes

devastatingly blue, and he looked big, totallyxethand more than a
match for her in every wayOh...!" She flung her napkin down as if
she was about to rise.

He sobered. 'In view of the pains you went to—pufet Wendy's
benefit, of course—wouldn't it be a shame to spail the same?' he
drawled.

She sank back but said angrily, 'What are you imglypow?'

He pushed his plate away. 'Let's be honest,’ bk gmolly. 'We're
curious about each other. In that particular way iered women are.
There was no mistaking the significance of the hayvas looking at
her. 'But,” he continued, 'for reasons best knowrydurself, it



infuriates you, and for reasons all too well known to me I'n
somewhat cynical about it all. None of that, howeuee said drily,
‘can change that slight charge between us.' Heddis glass and
drained it. 'I've said it before but | perceivesir@sting times ahead for
us, Miss Spencer-Hill.'

Juanita opened her mouth, knew immediately she dvetdmmer
atrociously so she took a deep breath, waiteddoutaten seconds,
then said protestingly, 'lt's only been ... it Haseven been
twenty-four hours!'He smiled but it didn't reacls kyes. 'l wouldn't
call you a retarded schoolgirl but you have to $teraishingly naive.'
He paused, watched her reflectively then murmui&thjch would
be another bar to anything coming to fruition betwes, so—should
we try to concentrate our energies on the desiertadl?'

As she went about her business the next day, duang at pains to
rid her mind of the frustrating conversation sHedlishly allowed

herself to indulge in the night before. Fortunatédendy had

intervened with coffee before they'd got the chanamncentrate on
dessert, and Gareth had persuaded her to join thiden he'd

excused himself—and she hadn't laid eyes on hioesin

She'd had an early night herself after helping Wemith the dishes,
and an early start today. The birdsong had wokeahthe crack of
dawn and she'd taken herself to the kitchen to raakg of tea—and
found, neatly bundled on the kitchen table, thenplaf the house
together with details of all the alterations.

Whether or not this had been a tacit indication @areth Walker did
not intend to have speech with her on this wondetear summer
morning she wasn't sure, but it certainly gavesoenething to get her
teeth into, and she worked all morning on the tmathrooms which
WQyld constitute the major alterations she woulddsponsible for.



Wendy took the twins off for a visit to their moth@bout
mid-morning, with instructions for what she'd |éfir lunch and
saying she'd be back in time for dinner, whichdl&'eady prepared
and only needed heating up. But at midday, wherethad still been
no sign of Gareth Walker—he was holed up in hidtaccording to
Wendy—Juanita balked at the idea of sharing anatieal with him
should he emerge, and she drove herself into Mittggwhere she
had a snack and spent a couple of hours with tte lbadesmen,
checking out the viability of her ideas, showingrnhthe plans and
discussing the men's availability.

It was four o'clock when she got back, and her woiud, clear

summer morning had turned into a blindingly hoeafbon which

made the sparkling blue waters of the pool look n oasis in the
desert.

She hesitated only briefly. There was no sightamsl of a living
soul as she changed into her jade one-piece swinaslgied a topaz
filmy shirt, thanked her lucky stars that some whiad prompted her
to include them in her luggage, and limped ouhtopool.

The water was wonderful, and swimming the one miay®xercise

she could do well, and should do more of, she thbugefully and

guiltily. But of course there was a difference betw swimming for

pleasure on a hot, hot day and swimming becausstumdd. In fact

So great was the pleasure today, as she changesirblees, swam
underwater and generally frolicked, that she didotice she was not
alone until at last she swam to the steps—and féeeth Walker

waiting there with a hand outstretched to helpdwr Which caused
her some confusion; she actually swallowed somematd finally

came out coughing and spluttering.

'‘My apologies,' he said wryly, still holding herrithas she stood
before him dripping. 'l didn't mean to frighten tffe out of you.'



'l th-thought there was no one about,' she stanunere

He released her hand at last and handed her a.tdlele wasn't.
I've only this minute come up from the stables.'

Juanita breathed deeply and brushed her hair cdwgradyes with her
fingers. He wore a sky-blue T-shirt, khaki jodhparsl long brown
boots and he looked dusty and sweaty but vibragitiye; it was

impossible not to be disturbingly aware of his pbys, of the

broadness of his shoulders, the strong tannedttHeaen hips—and
to picture how well he would look on a horse.

'l was—was just so h-hot,' she said, and wondetteyg shhe should
keep sounding as if she was making excuses.

Something that was not lost on him, unfortunately.said, ‘No one
in their right mind could resist the pool on a d&kg today—don't
look so guilty. Why shouldn't you swim? Which yoo tdlke a
mermaid, incidentally.’

'l thought you said you'd only this minute comeShe broke off and
bit her lip.

He shrugged. 'A figure of speech, but | certainBswt here longer
than three minutes at the most. Are you implying-wicked little

glint lit his eyes as his gaze quite blatantly skied down her
dripping costume that was moulded to her body aftdhbt a lot of

her figure to the imagination, including her taupptes '—that

gualifies me as a Peeping Tom?'

Am 1?7 Why am 1? she asked herself as she turned away with
replying to hide the colour that had come to hetedls. Because there
Is this charge—amend thatight charge—between us whether | like
it or not and to feel virtually naked in front oinh is... rather
devastating?



So devastating, she realised a moment later, asetisation that had
begun in her breasts, already sensitive from thellero water,
travelled down her body, that she had unwittingggin to rub
herself dry briskly in case he could guess or esea what was
happening to her. The thought alone made her garftbtold and she
dropped the towel clumsily and stooped to snatelpjtbut he was
quicker, and she rose slowly and had no choicédobnfront him,
although she couldn't quite bring herself to mdstdyes—Damn
him, she thought painfully.

'‘Juanita?’
‘May | have that towel?' she said stiffly.
'Of course. Here.'

Their fingers brushed as she took it and her eyt Ito his at
last—to see a sort of compassionate amusemert thdtitold her he
knew rather well what she was going through; anchédke matters
worse he said gravely, 'What you need—we need—@@ cool
drink. Don't go away; I'll get it.' He indicatedmse chairs and a table
set in the shade of a camphor laurel tree andestawdards the house.

By the time he came back, Juanita had dried heaseffiuch as she
could, donned her topaz blouse, combed her hairtvet fingers and,

hopefully, composed herself somewhat as she comtedton the

feel of grass beneath her feet, the dappled shedeas sitting in, the
sweep of the garden and the lovely feel of beingpécountry.

But she wasn't helped in this exercise by the tfz&t he'd changed
into a pair of blue swim-shorts and had a towehgltound his neck,
as he placed a jug and two glasses down.

'‘Pimms," he said. 'Help yourself. | really needdto this." And so
saying he discarded the towel and dived into tha.po



Juanita closed her eyes briefly then poured thefinwvhich was full
of fruit and mint, and took a long draught.

Gareth Walker didn't frolic as she had. He did apte of fast laps,
floated on his back for about five minutes, themeaout, didn't
bother to dry himself, sat down and stretched, @athed for his
glass. 'That's better. What shall we discuss to@dgers!’

'‘Cheers," Juanita echoed, but a bit wearily.

He raised an eyebrow at her. 'l should have thoygitwould have
felt as bright as a button after your swim. You &venjoying it so
much.’

'l was.'
'‘Until | came along and spoilt it all,' he said Wy
'l didn't say that!"

‘You looked it. You know --' he studied her assgglyi'—you really
need not feel self-conscious about your figure.r&lsea difference
between slim and bony. If | were asked to descgrtael would say,
in fact, exquisitely slim with lovely high littlerbasts that remind one
of buds—and the neatest set of hips I've seerlongtime. Also --'
his gaze travelled downwards '—perfect, creamyhthipat a lot of
women would kill for and delicate, narrow, high{aed, well-bred
feet that should come as no surprise—your handeaedy too.'

Her face had started to flame and it was still ffegras she rearranged
her legs and said, 'But you weren't asked to descne so --'

He grinned lazily. 'It's a habit. Most writers patity have it.'

'Or do they get away with sheer murder?' she saitliyt



'Oh, | don't know --'

'‘Why are you doing this, Mr Walker?' she broke 'Lrast night it
appeared nothing could ever come to fruition betwas, quote
unquote.'

"' was in a more—restrained mood last night, pbdpahe mused.
'‘Nor had | been presented with the delightful sigfhyou playing in
the water. And | certainly hadn't withessed the-sbhing confusion
being presented with me out of the blue arousgdun and still is,' he
finished softly.

‘You'd be enough to make anyone blush,' she retorte

'l can't think why," he drawled, and drained hissglthen folded his
hands behind his head. 'By the way, you're sinfutarmarked for
someone who suffered a major accident.’

Juanita blinked. 'l can assure you | did,’ she sdifly and felt
iImmediately foolish so she added with asperitgp'have a few scars
as it happens but if you have a yen to check tha&nyau're going to
be disappointed.’

‘But nothing major?' he queried and she realisatht was suddenly
serious.

‘No... | was very lucky there.'

'‘Good. I'm sure you deserve a bit of luck. So vghatong with your
hip?'

She looked at him warily.

'l would really like to know, Juanita,’ he said efly.



She hesitated and looked down so that her haifdeNard. 'There
was damage to the tendons and ligaments. It wasigpoleon.'

'Is there the likelihood of it coming right?'
She bit her lip. "They say it would be a long, slowcess.'
'‘Well, that's encouraging. OK.'

She looked up and couldn't help the query in he@seide smiled
wryly at her. 'l meant, question time is over.

Should we enjoy the last of the Pimms in --?' Hgped abruptly at
the sound of a car apparently tearing up the dhee skidding to a
halt on the gravel. 'Who the hell is that?'

They couldn't see the drive from the pool but tdelyhear someone
calling his name as a car door slammed, a voicagpmarently

recognised, because his expression became exaspashe stood
up then called back, 'I'm at the pool, Xanthe. Whatdevil's going

on?'

It was only moments before a vision of fair loveks came streaking
across the lawn, shedding high-heeled sandals escame, and
Gareth Walker fielded his sister as she flung hemns® his arms,
sobbing, 'He's ditched me! Oh, | feel as if | codiel.'

‘Xanthe,' he said in a hard voice, 'who has ditgloa®’

Xanthe Walker raised streaming blue eyes to hisu 'Know who,
Gareth,' she wept. "You told me not to have angtimore to do with
him but Ilove him.'

‘You little fool—I presume you're talking about Digzm
Spencer-Hill," her brother grated—and Juanita deddper glass.



CHAPTER FOUR

'‘No. You stay put, Xanthe,' Gareth warned some tasilater. They
were in the kitchen where he'd carried his totallgrwrought sister
and was now pouring her a strong-looking brandytdd& it over to
her. 'Drink this," he said brusquely. 'And we'VBano more hysterics.
You may as well sit down too,' he added to Juanita.

‘After all,' he went on in a hard voice as she dotilget any words
out, 'your bloody brother is the cause of all this.

Xanthe's head swivelled round and her beautifu lelyes stood out
on stalks. 'Juanita?' she said hoarsely. 'Are flewne they all feel
guilty about? What are you doing here? Has he aanessage for
me?'

Juanita closed her eyes and shook her head silanty Xanthe
dropped her head into her hands and started to agsap.

Gareth swore beneath his breath then went to &taside her. 'Drink
it, Popcorn.' He tilted her chin and lifted theggao her lips. 'l did
warn you, didn't I? | also really thought that I time you got to
twenty- two you'd have more sense.’

Xanthe blinked away the torrent of tears and sipp&ue brandy.
Then she hiccupped and protested, 'l do have sénse

'‘Sense? You're as mad as a March hare,' GaretreY\&alid drily, and
looked at Juanita. 'As for your brother, he shdaddshot. For a man
of his experienceand reputation to fool around vatimeone as
basically naive, not to mention as dilly as theynep as Xanthe—
well, it should be an indictable offence --'



'I'm not as dilly as they come,” Xanthe said thiougore tears.
'‘We—nhe said he adored the kind of madcap | wasyanly

Juanita winced.

'‘Well, Miss Spencer-Hill?* Gareth Walker said 3$ykibut it was
obvious that his sister's artless revelation hdadristed him all the
more.

Juanita narrowed her eyes. 'Well what?' she quepetly. 'I'm not
my brother's keeper and while | feel for anyone Kenthe's
position, it's not my fault.’

‘It isn't," Xanthe ventured in a bleak little vaidedon't think Damien
and his sister get along very well.'

'So you knew nothing about this?'

Juanita compressed her lips. 'Nothing. I've newvaryour sister and |
don't make a practice of keeping abreast of myhlerts affairs,' she
said coldly. 'What do you imagine | would have bable to do even
if | had?'

'‘What any right-minded person would do --'
'‘Oh, come on,' Juanita said impatiently, 'you'radpediculous --'

‘What.. .whatare you doing here, Juanita?' Xanthe broke in, glanci
anxiously from Juanita to her brother's somewhatrdenous
expression.

'She's an interior decorator,” Gareth growled. 'Asdsuch—' he
turned to Juanita '—as well as not being your lEdshkeeper or
willing to be much involved with the human racealif would you
mind leaving us alone for a while?'



Juanita stared at him and couldn't recall beingenamgry in her life.
But she got up and managed to say quite smooWhiyh ‘pleasure,
Mr Walker.'

But by the time she'd shut herself in her bedrobm was shaking
with suppressed rage and had to sit on the besldood few minutes
before it passed.

Then she changed into a pair of pewter-colouretishpex cotton
trousers and a turquoise T-shirt, stared at hecase fixedly for a
long moment, but in the end left her bedroom, bgpdghe kitchen
door, which was firmly shut on the murmur of voieaghin, and let
herself out on to the side-veranda where she sahdm a bench
facing the sunset.

It had cooled down a bit with the advent of dusid &om rage her
emotions had cooled to something more clinical h\Sagsome dark
reflections on her handsome, devil-may-care brothbere was a
six-year gap between herself and Damien but it hadiy been that
that had made them never be close.

During their parents' turbulent marriage and frequseparations
Damien had generally stayed with their father. ldd hlso inherited
their father's tawny good looks and irresistibility women, which

Juanita resented. Not that their mother had be@mgel, but perhaps
because she'd always been closer to her motheitaliraad always

believed her father was more to blame for theimtas open

marriage”, and to see Damien giving every indicabbgoing down

the same road repelled her. But the one good thiigcould be said
for her brother Damien, she reflected, was thatafiong as she
could remember he had been infatuated with carsp@eld—good in
the sense, she supposed, that it was somethingakebarn with,

something he had pursued relentlessly and expeaiynething he
hadn't been able to deny...



She grimaced at the thought and wondered yet agam she'd
managed to be born into a family who were all geesun their own
fields, and be so ordinary. Which led her to thoikhe job at hand,
now going to be unbelievably difficult in theseatimstances, and
last, reluctantly but by no means least, of Gave#iker.

And it crept into her mind that he must have kn@Nm@long who she
was—in the context that his youngest sister wasnigaan affair he

totally disapproved of, with her brother. So whajtsng on? she
wondered. Why didn't he come out and tell me? Wad, was

certainly pretty vituperative about the family, atiht's obviously

what it was all about, she mused, but I still canderstand why he
didn't tell me. It's almost as if he's been playsogne sort of.. .game
with me, and it also explains why he kept probiagdny reasons |
might have for a prior dislike of him.

She narrowed her eyes and stared into the sunsetumseeingly as
it occurred to her what the game might be, paidulin the light of
how he'd been this afternoon. Is it all a mockshg wondered, this
‘curiosity' he says we share? Would he really semlow as to try to
make me fall in love with him and then discard m@tovide a taste
of what he felt Xanthe was going through with Dam?é\s revenge?
My God...

She tensed as voices floated down the verandagnoopen bedroom
window.

'‘Will you sleep now?' she heard Gareth say.

'l suppose so,' Xanthe replied disconsolatelgdlly thought he was
in love with me too," she added miserably.

'It's wishful thinking, Xanthe. The kind of mindkesself-destructive
process silly little girls like you put yourselfrdugh despite all the
signs. Damien Spencer-Hill is a playboy of the wdéiad. Add to



that the facfthat he dices with death regularly rior good reason
other than the thrill of it and you have a persdmwvs constantly
looking for newthrills. So forget him for once and for all. Wtaditout

your job?'

'l...gave it up so | could spend more time with hitmanita could just
picture Xanthe's gorgeous, guilty little face amad ko shake her head
as Gareth's sister continued artlessly, 'l thouigitould help, we
were drifting apart—oh, Gareth, I'm so miserable¢ inever felt so
desperate or confused before. | couldn't eat, Idcdiusleep.'

'OK," he said with a certain amount of rough syrhpat'the
recriminations are over for the time being. On @oedition—are
you listening to me, Popcorn?'

‘Yes, Gareth.' This was said obediently.
‘You're going to stay here with me for a while and
‘But --'

'‘But me no buts, my dear, foolish sister; you hawechoice. You
have no job and therefore no money and | don'tgeepo lend you
any.'

'That's—Gareth, that's cruel!’

'Is it?" he said drily. 'Who gave you that Ford Cajr your
twenty-first birthday?'

'Well, you did but | mean-—'
‘Xanthe.'

A short silence. Then, 'All right, Gareth. But whkatl | do here? I'll
be so bored!



'‘No, you won't. You can help Wendy until Mrs Spigets back. It'll
do you good.’

Xanthe groaned. Then she said in a brighter vii®eghaps | can help
Damien's sister while she's here?'

'l wouldn't count on it," Gareth Walker said. 'vea't made up my
mind whether she'll be staying.'

The birdsong outside Juanita's window the next mgrwas almost
deafening.

She woke, consulted her alarm clock, sighed anteagplated one of
the disadvantages of living in the country—over afibve the
disadvantage of living in this particular housetle country, she
reflected. Where one couldn't be sure if one wasitto be fired or,
if one wasn't, what enlivening events would ocowlaty.

She'd decided to take a walk last night after ozaring Gareth and
Xanthe and by the time she'd got back Wendy andwires had
returned and dinner was ready.

Wendy had raised an expressive eyebrow at hersae itvere one of
the family and said, 'Bit of drama. There alwaysvisen Xanthe's
around. Have you met her?'

'Yes. When she arrived.'

'‘Well, she's not feeling very well apparently, sar&h has given her
a sleeping-pill. And he's taken his meal into thelg and said he's
not to be disturbed unless Xanthe needs him—heé'is @overy good
mood.' She'd grimaced.



'Oh," Juanita had murmured, then smiled at Wehiguer mind. I've
been wanting to ask you about the lemon chickemigét. I'd love
to have the recipe.’

And that was how she'd come to spend a pleasaningvelaying
snakes and ladders with the twins before they wensigned to bed,
then helping Wendy clean up the kitchen while tiesgussed their
favourite recipes. And she'd taken herself to eddame time as
Wendy. Gareth had not emerged from his study.

As she lay in bed listening to the birds, thoughanoother wonderful,
clear morning, she recalled the decision she'd dombke previous
evening—and decided to give it some more thoughivals never
wise to act in anger, after all, or in pique. Therere also some
Imponderables to be considerddGareth Walker had been playing «
rather deadly little game of revenge on her brottheough her, how
would it be affected if he sacked her?

It would still rebound on me, she answered her8alth ways I'd be
the scapegoat because | could lose my job. Andob&l de angry
enough or enough of a louse not to care which Syeditl he hurts,
or how, so long as he gets one of us. | feel rdikerthe fly and the
spider... Of course, the big question is that

And | suppose that all boils down, she mused, tetidr | believe
these sort of spontaneous attractions do occswm, very
spontaneously...

She broke off her reflections there rather ruefblly then continued
stubbornly. All right, forget about me, althoughlaar in mind what
happened to Laura Hennessey—what about him?

But that proved almost impossible to resolve amdrésult of all this
introspection was, she discovered, a particularong impulse not to
be made a fool of for whatever reason or by any.ndamrd if he



deserves the benefit of the doubt, he can alwaysgepnimself, can't
he? Don't forget how he greeted you, as if all $penHills were
anathema to him, and then changed somewhat—ther¢ohlbe a
reason for it, she told herself.

With these fighting words she got up, showered,nédna pair of
emerald tracksuit bottoms in a fine parachuteasile a white T-shirt,
tied her hair back simply, made her bed, gathemdnotes and
headed for the kitchen.

There was no one about so she made herself sortieeteaet out for
the drawing-room where she worked quietly and pledgefor
nearly an hour until she heard the unmistakablend®uof a
household coming to life.

Rebecca and Steven were her first visitors—theytdeclooking for
her when they'd discovered her bedroom empty agydwiere full of
curiosity about what she was doing, and then dehghen she
drewquick sketches of them. They finally ran offattering loudly
and excitedly, only to be caught by Wendy and adsid for
making so much noise. Wendy herself was the negbmin to tell
her she'd made friends for life of the twins but twoallow them to
bother her.

Then there was a lull until she felt the back af ieck prickling and
looked up to see Gareth Walker watching her froendborway.

'‘Oh! Good morning.' She'd been photographing the tandow,
twin of the one in the dining-room, and she putdamera down and
simply waited for his reaction. He wore jeans, hotr shoes, he
hadn't shaved, his hair was hanging in his eyes ledooked
thoroughly irritable as he leant his broad showdagainst the
door-frame and his deep blue gaze slid over her.



'‘Good morning. | didn't really expect to see yde' answered at
length.

‘You didn't?' She opened her eyes at him. "Why' not?
'l thought you might be angry enough last nighddca bunk.'

Juanita shrugged. 'l was certainly angry." Shequicp a sample
book of fabrics she'd got from the car. 'But a jeba job. The
proportions of this room are wonderful, aren't thiey

He wasted not so much as a glance at the propsriste was
admiring or the fabrics she was running throughfimgrers. He said
instead, 'And it never even crossed your mind gitail it back to
town and wash your hands of us?'

Juanita smiled faintly and refused to allow herdnio dwell .on the
fact that his skin was smooth and tanned, his ctstkled with
gold hair, and that, despite being ill-humoured drmshevelled, he
was incredibly attractive. 'It did, but your houget me in, Mr
Walker,'

she replied gravely. 'l woke up and found that @idgived all
else—you don't mind, do you?'

He narrowed his eyes and said nothing.
'‘Mr Walker," she prompted finally.

'l do --' But he got no further as the twins reappd, bearing their
portraits and still excited.

'Look at this, Gareth!" Steven jumped up and doeside him. '‘Can
she ever draw!'

Gareth squinted down.



‘And this is me!" Rebecca pushed hers into his fiand

‘A thoroughly disreputable pair if ever I've seemepnot to mention
noisy at the crack of dawn,' he commented.

'It's no use showing GaretAnything before he's had breakfast
Steven,' Rebecca chided. 'Or even trying to tatkrto Will you draw
our dog for us later, Juanita? If we're good andtdmther you while
you're working and don't fight?'

‘Certainly," Juanita said.
They scampered off.
Juanita turned away to hide her amusement.

'‘As | was saying, Miss Spencer-Hill --' Gareth Walkemarked after
a moment, but Wendy chose that moment to breeze in.

'‘Breakfast's ready,' she announced. 'l wish all yuests were like
Juanita, by the way, Gareth. We had such a nicrimydast night
and she always helps. Um.. .will | wake Xantheeawvke her be?'

Gareth regarded her with even less favour thanlyestbwed on the
twins. Then he said, 'We'll be with you shortly, Milg. Leave
Xanthe.'

Juanita waited a moment as Wendy's footsteps tettedhen she
murmured, 'As you were saying, Mr Walker?'

'What the hell is this?' he countered as he stranggu and closed the
door. 'A plan to take over my entire household?'

‘Not at all,' she responded calmly, and had toHabgt inwardly, at
the sheer murderous quality of his look. "Why wolldant to do
that?'



‘You tell me,' he grated ironically. 'And you mag frepared to gloss
over the matter of your bloody brother but I'm hot!

‘All right," she said coolly. 'Let's discuss iddn't hold much brief for
my brother generally, believe me, but | venturaghimk that your
sister is not exactly a model of common sense gsdot only my
brother you would have to worry about.'

‘And | venture to think," he said acidly, ‘'that yare far toofull of

common sense, Miss Spencer-Hill. You're also aty e&er and
obviously at your best at this ungodly hour, aludired and
bright-eyed and bushy- tailed—and altogether to@hmior me to
live with." His blue eyes smouldered.

If | weren't so angry with him deep down, I'd bgogimg this, Juanita
thought. "You don't have to live with me, precisetye pointed out.
‘You're very welcome to ignore me completely, Mrikéa. | promise

you | won't take umbrage in the slightest.'

He ground his teeth.

'l mig.ht also be of some slight value to you ia thatter of Xanthe,'
she said carefully then.

'‘How?'

'‘Well, for one thing, | could point out to her tHaamien has been
faithful to no one for long as far as I'm awarehest than his
long-standing affair with speed and cars. Perhagisstwhy—I don't
know.' She gestured. 'Er—does Xanthe... w-workngttang?'

An interrogating blue glance flew her way and shevk her stammer
had done it. The first she'd suffered this mornBgrely he couldn't
know it was due to nerves because she felt slightilonest about
what she'd overheard the night before, though®talsame her heart
beat a little faster.



He said then in a clipped voice, 'No. She gave empjdb to spend
more time with him. And jobs and Xanthe aren't teasy to pair
together.'

‘Then—mightn't she be interested in the redecagatfrthe house?’

He closed his eyes briefly and said reverentlyd'@one knows what
we'd end up with. A cross between a seraglio asough sea island
paradise. Xanthe has some way-out ideas.’

‘What about one guest bedroom? The one she usexovtd always
keep it as a talking-point.' She spread her hahpst thought while
she's getting over this it might give her somethago.'

‘And it didn't cross your mind to think that whiteere was a
Spencer-Hill in the house it would keep DamienHlrasher mind?'
he enquired witheringly.

'l could be wrong," Juanita said evenly, 'but igimionly take another
personable young man to cross her path for yowe tgding through
this all over again.’

She saw the inescapable logic of this strike horatethat it afforded
him any pleasure. He set his teeth then said lyitté¢vhat a prospect.
In the good old days | could have locked her ua aonvent.'

Juanita smiled genuinely. 'She'd probably havepestd can't help
thinking that girls like Xanthe...' she hesitated well, that their
biggest problem is an overflowingly loving natuaed that's no sin.
The right person may yet come along; don't despair.

Several expressions chased through his eyes atrdak Juanita that
she might be taking unfair advantage of a persomwis obviously
never at his best before breakfast. Not that skda'hbelieved what
she'd said, nor that she wouldn't do her level teekelp Xanthe get
over Damien if she got the opportunity, but it hadbe galling to be



presented with all this good sense at your wons¢ of the day, and
by someone you perceived as an enemy, moreover.winvd he

respond? she wondered. Groggily, like someone enradpes, or
nastily... ?

'‘Unlike you, of course, Juanita,’ he said softiyth@gh his
expression mocked her. 'There doesn't seem to leecass of love
flowing through you, does there?"'

She flinched inwardly and cautioned herself agagvar believing
again that she was taking unfair advantage of Ganélker. She
also said coldly, "You may think what you like. Yaught as well

also tell me whether you want me to go on with fbis or not.

Whether..."' she paused and glanced at him proudiyé mere fact of
my name and this unfortunate coincidence is sefficicause for
firing me.'

He stared at her narrowly and for the first timi tlkee doorway and
padded towards her. ‘Unfortunate or otherwise,'s&i@ roughly,

‘don't get too arrogant with me, Juanita. Untilgnsa contract I'm
under no obligation to Bluemoon. So, bearing thahind, you may
proceed with your interior decorating.' He stoppedide her and
took the sample book from her. 'l don't like anyrese, by the way.'

Sheer effort of will made Juanita restrain herfelfn telling him he

was behaving like a spoilt child, let alone hittimign. But the effort

left her speechless, and anyway, in the momentgdshe lowered
her lashes to hide what was in her eyes, theirgeashed rather like
steel upon steel.

'l thought so,' he murmured. 'That the sweetnegdigint you began
this confrontation with was a bit of an act. Wowytili care to tell me
exactly what you're playing at, Juanita?'

'I'd ratheryou--' She broke off abruptly.



‘What?'
'‘Nothing!'

'Oh, yes, there is,' he drawled. 'Let's try thisdize. Are you in the
unenviable position of thinking you hate me but—tiragn me at the
same time?'

She gasped. 'How can ysaythat --?'

'l just did. Although why you should hate me so mug beyond
me --'

'It wouldbe!" she flashed. 'And | suppose it appears piyfeatural
that | should... sh-should want you—aif the --'

'‘Perfectly,' he said with a faint, dry little smiland took her chin
lightly in his hand. 'Nor is it unnatural anyway.'

'‘Forgive me, but | have to think you have an unradtmot to mention
unhealthy ego. You're... you're pulling this alt otithin air!'

'‘Am 1?' He released her chin and put his handsddwer waist but
made no further move other than to still the coswel way she
shuddered. 'Don't panic,' he advised rather grittilyou believed |

go in for rape you'd have left long ago. But legkamine this thin air
as well as what's unnatural and unhealthy. It veae rof those things
yesterday when you came out of the pool and got

awfully—confused. It was simply your body resporgdio mine and
it was all heightened because you were wet andveating much;

you had been swimming with a lot of grace and plesas-and it

affected us both."

Juanita could only stare up at him, her lips parteceathing
agitatedly.



'‘But it was also more,' he said flatly. 'lI've seendreds of pretty girls
In pools but once you've got to know someone ytheeigo on or it
all goes away.' He smiled though not with his eyEse way they
talk, what they say and how it reflects what thieyk, how they
manage their lives—some of those things can do i&bout two
minutes flat—I'm sure you've noticed the same abwrni?’

She licked her lips but didn't reply.

‘The point I'm making," he said with a sudden gtihtlevilry in his
eyes, 'is that it hasn't gone away for either ofets

Juanita found her tongue. 'You were all set torfieenot so long ago!'

'I may have been.' His lips twisted rather wryly.wouldn't have

stopped me—thinking about you, Juanita. Do you kmimevkind of

things that come to my mind?' He went on withowtirgy her a

chance to reply. 'That you're well named. Therefaething quite

Spanish about your colouring—and the way those égds flash

from time to time. You also have incredibly longhas. And | can
Imagine lace, thick, heavy lace looking wonderfgaiast your bare
skin. The contrast of textures, rough and so—smuwaaild be quite

something.' He stared into her eyes for a long nmbrtieen looked

down and moved his hands slightly on her waistd'Amen there's
your waist,' he said barely audibly, 'so small,yei're a good height
for me.' And he looked into her eyes again.

She didn't know how he did it but that almost solenbblue gaze
now, and the warmth of his hands on her, seemédpense with her
T-shirt and bra and in a moment of awful claritg slaw herself in her
mind's eye wearing nothing but lace against hen $&r him, a
mantilla perhaps, draped lightly over her breamsts, she could even
feel the scratchiness of it against her nipples...



'Oh..." she whispered, and closed her eyes, gamh@rid cold again
and starting to tremble as that lovely feeling tsthrto build once
again, as well as another image—of him, shirtledseawas now and
bending over her, pulling the lace aside, liftireg Bo her breasts were
touching the hard wall of his chest... 'No.' Hashlas jerked up, a dew
of sweat beaded her brow and she strained agasisahds. '"How do
you dothis... ?'

He looked at her curiously sombrely. 'It's mutuay, dear Juanita, as
I've tried to tell you before. And | could proveatyou if you cared to
witness me taking a cold shower—sorry,' he saidhas eyes

widened, and he released her abruptly; 'l didnamte shock your
virginal sensibilities so much.' And he turned awsay strode over to
the window.

Juanita stared at his back and licked her lips.nTéiee frowned
bewilderedly because it struck her that his somdsemad been quite
genuine and if he was playing games with her, wioyld he look
like that—as if what was happening to them wasissothfiting to
him as it was to her?

She opened her mouth but that was when the dooedpnd Xanthe
looked in. ‘Gareth? Oh, there you are!" She cananthher brother
turned from the window and rubbed the blue shadowsis jaw
ruefully.

'‘So | am. How do you feel?"

Xanthe smiled palely. 'Better.' But a spark of iegt lit her eyes as
they came to rest on Juanita. Then she glanced aetl
guestioningly.'Miss Spencer-Hill is staying for thiene being,

Xanthe," he said rather drily. 'She's also—I| wondeshe's a

mind-reader?-suggested you might like to helpWathin reason, of
course, but you could do your own thing with yownaroom.'



CHAPTER FIVE
‘Do You mind me helping you, Juanita?"

Juanita had moved to the dining-room when Xanthered during
the afternoon. 'No.' She looked up and smiled. 'ldoawou feeling?'

Xanthe pouted. Then she said honestly, 'RathernstoolSad. |
suppose | should be angry with Damien but..." $inegged and tears
came to her eyes. 'l really thought this was tigddre of my life.’

'I'm afraid quite a few girls have felt the sameywa

Xanthe digested this then she looked at Juaniiausly. ' You two
hardly have anything to do with each other, you Bacthien. Why is
that?'

'‘We were never close. And quite different persaiesli He was
always the bright one while | was a bit like thdyuduckling.' She
shrugged.

‘And now you disapprove of him thoroughly, | supp6Xanthe said
flatly.

Juanita sighed inwardly. It was obvious that anmyotsm of Damien
was not going to be well received at this staget tNoroughly, no,'
she said with a slight smile. 'He is still my breth

Xanthe sighed heavily and openly. ‘Men are hauhtterstand, aren't
they?'

'l have to agree with you," Juanita responded witme irony,
thinking of Xanthe's brother. 'But there is one—evay of dealing
with them.'

'What's that?'



‘Let them do the chasing.'

Xanthe wrinkled her brow. 'You could end up an widid like that
and anyway, in this enlightened age all that'shalj surely!

'I'm not so sure,' Juanita said slowly. 'l susserhe things never
change and one of them could be that men like tthbehunters.
They're more—stimulated, if you like, by havingpiorsue a quarry.
They also don't like to think we can be impervidaghem and it
spurs them on, and when they do finally win yowtfeel they have
some sort of a prize.'

Xanthe looked intrigued and then doubtful. 'l may be made like
that.'

'Oh, well, it was just a thought. Should we haveadk at your room?"

‘This dog,' Juanita said late in the afternoon wstexid packed up for
the day. 'Where do | find him?"'

Rebecca took her hand. 'Down at the stables. ¢'allowed up at
the house.’

'‘Why is that?"

'‘He does a lot of wrong things,' Steven said witgrimace. 'He digs
holes in the garden, he frightens the life out @bgde who come to
visit although he only wants to be friendly andshehly a puppy
really, but after he jumped up on the minister'tevaind pushed her
into the fountain Gareth said enough was enough.'

‘Not that Gareth likes the minister's wife,' Relzepat ia. "'He says
she's an interfering old busybody and no one's helid ministers'
wives don't do the rounds any more, but all theesahiRebecca eyed



her twin and they burst into peals of laughterw#ts very funny,’
Rebecca-said at last. 'Gareth had to climb intgtrel himself to get
her out. She's quite a fat lady and was she evdl 8fe&e even swore
at him. He told her he'd never liked her more hat bnly made her
madder.’

'I see. Er --' they were crossing the garden tg/time '—I'm a little
scared of dogs myself and --'

'‘Oh, he won't hurt you!" Steven assured her. "$igcnot when
we're there. Although he does guard the stabldss Wwas added
proudly.

'‘Does he roam around the grounds?' Juanita askle@\fWown as she
thought of the awful risk she might have been t@kg walking as
she had the previous evening.

'‘No. There's a fence round the stables. See, wiergogh this gate.'
She relaxed a bit. 'What's his name?"'

'‘Westminster. We asked Gareth to help us choosene nHe said if
he was any judge he was not only going to growécsize of a house
but a house of parliament, no less. He was right."'

They'd come to the gate by this time, but muchhastsed to will
herself through it Juanita couldn't do it. 'Kidshye said ruefully, 'l
cannot tell a lie—I'm too scared to meet Westmimsidess he's tied
up. Is he?'

'Oh, no, not yet but --'

‘Then why don't | wait here, on this side of thace with the gate
closed while you get him—and keep him on the othée? In the
meantime,' she added rapidly as they both opersd touths to



protest, 'I'll start sketching his namesake.'" Anithva few bold
strokes she began to draw Big Ben in one cornbeopad.

It was a few minutes before anyone appeared amditheas Gareth
as well as the twins, with a huge amber Great Dali@ping along
beside them.

Juanita sighed. She hadn't laid eyes on GarethaWalkce Xanthe
had interrupted them earlier but of course it weesitable that she
would. Nor had she been able to sort through thgléaof emotions
their encounter had aroused, but worse than tleatvals now unable
to still the slight colour that came to her cheeaksthefrissonthat
seemed to attack her nerve-ends.

But he gave no sign of anything untoward as hedalFear not, Miss
Spencer-Hill. I've tamed the beast somewhat simeedverend's lady
was consigned to a watery place. Sit,' he add&uestminster over
his shoulder.

Westminster sat obligingly although his attentiorasweagerly
focused on the stranger he perceived through tieef@and he barked
by way of greeting.

Juanita winced as the sound reverberated. "Thamkybl think | can
see all I need from the safety of where | am,'clied back.

Gareth Walker strolled to the fence and put onthéxashod foot on
the bottom bar. He was again wearing jodhpurs aillow T-shirt
this time. Westminster made to come forward too dua glance
changed his mind and stayed seated. His master'said really a
most amiable dog, you know, and, were | to intradyau formally,

you would have a friend for life." His blue eyesntgd with

amusement.



'‘Possibly," Juanita conceded. 'But it might justhee one friend I'm
going to have to do without.'

'l do feel, however, that, seeing as this plagmiag to be your home
from home for a while --' it was a glint of sheackedness that she
saw in his eyes now '—it would not only be wise baheficial to
make friends with Westminster. Do you have a féaogs in general
or just this one?' he queried gravely.

Juanita shot him a speaking look as Rebecca aneérstathered at
the fence interestedly. 'Nine people out of ten ldkdwave a fear of
this dog,' she ventured.

'‘Which just shows how wrong the majority can bem@g he said and
held out his hand to her, 'one can't be a cowandtadverything and |
promise | won't allow any harm to befall you anyway

A spark lit her own eyes but she hesitated as aWetlse undoubted
curiosity with which the twins were eyeing them—astidfened her
spine.

"That wasn't so bad, was it?"

'‘No." Juanita watched as the twins gambolled alwahtWestminster
utterly fearlessly and saw how gentle the dog wifls them. 'No."'

'He's only a big kid himself.’
'‘Does that mean he's going to grow even bigger?'

'l hope not," Gareth said ruefully. '‘Are you gotodoear his image in
mind or sketch him here? There's a log you codldrsover there.'

'l—w-what are you going to do?' Juanita bit her lip

"'l stay with you.'



She grimaced. 'Thank you. | suppose you think frawaful fool,' she
said, and blushed as she realised she was stihgahis hand. But at
least she'd been able to resist the urge to thesgelf into his arms.
She pulled her hand free and sat down on the log.

'‘Not at all." He sat down beside her. 'A lot of pleoare scared of
dogs, and you with more cause than most probabbause you lack
some mobility—and | don't mean to offend you byisgythat,' he
added quietly.

She looked into his eyes and they were sober utstldn't forget
the gibe about being a coward abeuerything.. so she shrugged,
said, 'Thanks,' briefly, and began to sketch.

‘Can you talk while you're drawing?' he asked aitéme.
'Oh, yes.'
‘You've obviously inherited some of your mothealent.'
'‘Not a lot.'

‘All the same, that's a nearly perfect likenesd\stminster.'" He
stared down at her pad.

'Likeness, yes, but | lack the—touch of geniugttbue what | draw
with a soul of its own. And | lack the imaginatitlmcreate anything
other than likenesses.'

'I'm not sure that | agree with you," he said sjowYou've just
captured a huge, eager, over-friendly, clumsy dogaper. That's
Westminster in other words.'

Juanita smiled slightly. 'No. | mean, yes, it i bwouldn't be at all
surprised if most young Great Danes were huge,reafeetera, et
cetera.’



'‘Be that as it may,' he persisted, 'you've gosthiet.'

‘You're very kind," Juanita murmured and lookedtapsee him
frowning down at her.' W-why are you looking at hke that?'

He narrowed his eyes then said reflectivelycdh'thave been easy
growing up in the shadow of such talented parents.’

Juanita stopped sketching for a moment then harilpgandered to a
spare corner of the pad and she began again. ssgue all have
things that are difficult to grow up with.’

He looked wry. 'Of course. Take Xanthe for examf8lee's not only
the youngest of seven but there was a bit of dgapeen her and the
next one up. So in some ways she was rather likebrchild and, in
any case, seven kids are enough to exhaust yobalpso What
ever --' he gestured '—our parents often took the bf least
resistance with her. For which we're now reapirgrdwards—oh, |
don't blame them entirely." He grimaced. 'Facedt Wianthe | seem
pretty helpless myself.'

'What about her older sisters?"

‘All paragons of virtue,' he said drily. 'Well, n@tally but over their
salad days and preoccupied with families as weBpasad far and
wide around the continent.'

'So it's all left to you?'

'‘More or less.' He was silent for a time then hessed her by saying
softly, 'So you have a sense of humour, JuanitaBnidered about
that.'

'‘What? Oh." She saw he was looking down at hergggih. What
she'd drawn was a caricature of herself sitting veavily on the
fence staring with a look of comical horror towatls larger sketch



of Westminster. She looked up and their eyes lodkegddnce again
she was saved as the twins bounded up. And the dog.

'‘Pat him," Gareth said quietly as Rebecca and BSteathused and
laughed over her drawing and showed it to Westminst

She did, tentatively, and was rewarded by a jopark. 'OK, kids,
take him away,' Gareth said. 'Shall we walk badl'added to
Juanita.

'It must be like having a ready-made family," Jteasiaid once they
were through the gate, and mainly for somethings&y, but
immediately she remembered his dead wife and cild,winced.

He merely shrugged and adapted his long stridaitders. "They're
good kids. You seem to get along with them pre&yl wourself.'

They walked in silence for a few minutes and slok tihve time to

look around and breathe deeply. The sun was setimd) the

wonderful, wild garden was alive with birdsong agahgainst the

backdrop of a pale tangerine sky, smoke was culdiady from one

chimney- Wendy's mother would not be parted fromAga cooker

apparently. It came to Juanita that as a childdshl@/ays dreamt of
living somewhere like this, of being involved witftees and plants
and animals insteadof the inner city, although fious series of flats
she'd lived in...

'‘What are you thinking?'
She glanced across at him, startled. 'That | lHtikere, that's all.’

'In spite of me.' His lips twisted. 'l take it thatu've forgiven me for
last night—and this morning?'

Juanita raised her eyebrows. 'l think I'll resgudgement on that.'



'‘Well said.' He smiled briefly and stopped as tbame to a stand of
pampas grass. 'You're—calmer than | thought youldvba. About
this morning.'

'‘Am |?' She laughed a little hollowly. 'l can't igiae why—well, no,
| can,’ she amended, and said honestly, 'The& ifiterludeswe
have seem to have an unreal quality about them.ydachoticed?'

W he replied promptly. "You don't think that mighe wishful
thinking?'

Juanita tightened her lips and shot him a fierkloOn the subject of
wishful thinking, trying to make me believe I'm@ward is not going
to help your cause either, Mr Walker.'

'| stand reproved, Miss Spencer-Hill,' he replieavgly. 'Perhaps that
was a slightly cheap shot. But when you are—to &aire

extent—fumbling around in the dark, you tend todhythe shots in

the book. | apologise for my mixed metaphors.’

Juanita assumed an expression of marvelling inreacelAnd |
thought | was such an open book to you! As a studérmuman
nature, not to mention a man on the --' She stapped

'‘Prowl?' he supplied lazily and his teeth gleaméutevagainst his
tan. 'Now was that a shot in the dark or somethemgressly
calculated to wound me?'

'If the hat fits, wear it,' she said tartly.

'‘Well, I've thought of a couple of hats that mi§htyou, Juanita,' he
said blandly. 'Unawakened was one; that you coseldre of those
mentally sterile, passionless females who despggtomise of their
looks can never come to terms with their sexualég another --' He
broke off as Juanita paled. 'What now?' he sa&t afmoment.



‘Nothing I'm going in," she said through her teeth.

'l don't believe you are frigid, incidentally,’ baid, and put a hand on
her arm, but she shook it off.

'‘Don't try to stop me, Gareth Walker,' she warnedcély, 'unless
you'd like to be attacked in a most vulnerable §yat walking stick.
And don't you dare lay your hands on me ever again!

He stared at her intently through the gatheringoiglo'lt seems |
might have hit a nerve. Were you beginning to wonflgou were
frigid, Juanita?'

'l was not—oh, you're just impossible!'
‘That's better,' he said, still watching her intent
' Whatis? No, don't bother, | don't want to know.' Sinaéd away.

‘You've got some colour back." He started to wadiside her. 'l
thought you were going to faint for a moment."'

'I'm not the fainting type,' she retorted.

‘Good. Well --' they approached the back porch 'rh@eas we need a
drink. How did you get on with Xanthe today?'

Juanita cast him a speaking look, triedpeak, but nothing would be
said other than an indecipherable stammer.

‘Yes, definitely a drink," he mused, reaching fer hand. 'For what
it's worth, | apologise for anything | may havedstinat hurt you.'

She tried to pull away angrily but Wendy poppedtead out of the
kitchen door and said urgently, 'Is that you, G#eXanthe's really
upset.’



* % %

Xanthe was face down on her bed sobbing her haaliut she lifted
her head to say in throbbing, watery accentshdf$ you, Gareth, go
away! | know what you're going to say—that I'm alfavell, maybe

| am but | just can't help it and | feel like dylhg

‘Listen, Popcorn --' Gareth sat down on the sid@osister's bed and
lifted a tress of her fair, curly hair '—do younkil've never made a
fool of myself? I've never told you this but | orfedl in love with a
woman who was ten years older than me—I was about gge
actually and | used to... well, | used to write fopdo her, really
lovesick stuff, and | used to dream and plan and --

Wendy and Juanita melted away and closed the ddity.s
'‘Did he, | wonder?' Juanita mused out aloud, thehds lip.

'‘We might never know—it couldn't have been his wigbee was
younger, but so long as Xanthe believes him it migtp.’ Wendy
pulled a face. 'So it's all over some man, thigohdered.’

‘Not just some man but my brother—by a most unfate
coincidence,' Juanita said drily.

'‘Oh, dear.’
'Yes. Apparently he's ditched Xanthe.'

‘Never mind. Gareth will sort her out. He's theyoahe who-ever
could.’

They reached the kitchen and Juanita looked théuighat Wendy.
'He never talks about his wife, does he? And tlergt seem to be
any pictures or anything. You...tend to forget kerehad one,' she
said slowly.



Wendy grimaced. 'You're right. I've never likedakk—perhaps she
was the one great love of his life and he can't teae reminded. |
wonder how many people are going to want dinnergtdf?' she

added with a rueful frown.

In the event they all sat down at the kitchen tadubel although
Xanthe said little she managed to eat and thergsha long phone
call from a girlfriend which seemed to brighten bera bit.

Juanita quietly helped Wendy clear up the kitched &@areth took
himself off to his study looking rather grim. Hedhalso been quiet
and preoccupied during dinner.

Juanita decided to work but it was somewhat abstiac and she
finally took herself to bed and came to a decisiae-would go
back to town the next morning.

She presented herself to Gareth in his study shaftér nine o'clock,
neatly dressed in the fawn skirt she'd worn théhtinmf Wendy's
dinner and a short-sleeved cotton- knit top theowolof wild
raspberries. Her lipstick and low-heeled suede shwere the same
colour.

He looked up from his word processor and raisedyarow. "You
look as if you're leaving us, Juanita,’ he murmuwregly.

'Only temporarily. Before | make too many plans your house |
thought | should assure myself that the kind ofitaband so on that |
have in mind are in stock.'

'‘Couldn't you do that on the telephone?'

'It also helps to see them in the flesh, so tolspea



He regarded her thoughtfully. ‘Well, when would hae the honour
of expecting you back?'Juanita clenched one hansgdid coolly, 'In
a couple of days.'

'l see. OK. Have fun,' he drawled.

Juanita looked away then left the room without yey. But she
knew that he knew this was partly an excuse tagety and she felt
both angry and embarrassed.

Neither did either of those two emotions leavedwaar the next two
days as she roamed fabric and furniture warehouaed-eouldn't
get Gareth Walker out of her mind. But the worstets were when
she was alone at night in her Lavender Bay flat Shuldn't believe
how he occupied her mind and how the thought offilied her with
a sense of turbulent restlessness and an astaglishiew awareness
of herself. Astonishing in the recollection of hber body responded
to him and the knowledge that she'd lived hertlfehis point in a
pair of blinkers regarding her sensual capacitylideeately, she
wondered, since the accident at least and forsorethat few people
knew about? She stared into the darkness startyftrced her mind
to change course. To what, for example, dismayednost—that a
man who could infuriate her, patronise her, whoestimmes played it
all as a rather deadly little game, a man she'dvknso briefly, to
make matters worse, could have this effect on her.

| should despise him, she thought miserably agads®d in bed one
night. There are times wherdb. But none of that changes...the fac
that | can't stop thinking about him! And thinkiafout things like
his shoulders and his skin and his hands...

She closed her eyes and felt the colour mountifgetacheeks—and
buried her face in the pillow abruptly.

* * %



Nothing seemed to have changed much when she cibvagk after
three days.

Wendy and the twins greeted her as a long-lostdriXanthe looked
relieved to see her but Gareth merely smiled faiatid enquired
whether seeing things in the flesh had been asuiap she'd hoped.

She could have killed him, she found, at the same &s her heart
started to beat heavily just at the sight of hitanding tall and

nonchalant at the hall table and going throughntfa@d which had

arrived just before she had, and was of about eqtexkst apparently
as he flipped envelopes aside lazily and failedg¢anoved to open
any of them.

She closed herself into her bedroom that nighgraftorking at a
furious pace during the day trying to draw all theeads of her ideas
together with what she'd seen in the warehousdskrmw with a
sense of desolation that she wouldn't sleep.

She moved to the window and breathed in the sceatdddess and
forced herself to remember the suspicions she'dooaed towards
Gareth Walker. But even though all her nerves sdetoebe at
jangle-point it was, she realised, back in his leo@snew dilemma
that was as much the cause of her turmoil now ghisng else. It was
as if she was face to face with a question aloedities of, Who is
this man? What is his true face? A concerned, cssipaate
brother? There seemed no doubt about it. Xanthe defisitely
calmer, and dinner with the twins and Wendy hadhleegleasant
meal with Gareth subtly in charge to make it soe@lhere was
Wendy and the twins, and it was impossible to ddhbir genuine
affection for a man who had not only done a lot tfteem but was
genuinely fond of them in turn. In other words, sheught, there
were other sides to Gareth Walker... And theregswiife he never
talks about and the child he lost...



She sighed and turned away from the window andecopliated her
bed. But no amount of looking at it or willing helfsto feel sleepy
had the desired effect so she decided to havehaabat hope for the
best.

Indeed she did feel more relaxed after a long sodke antiquated
tub—there was nothing wrong with the water, it wast and
plentiful—and she decided that a nightcap of somd kvould just
about do the trick. But she hesitated at her dopaffew moments
then decided to take the plunge. There were nodsoanywhere and
her bedroom was on the other side of the housatetlss study and
the master bedroom, and close to the kitchen, wdpgieared to be in
darkness. She tightened the sash of her violeevebbe and sallied
forth.

The kitchen was not completely in darkness, sheoglexed as she
opened the door. One light burned at the far enldeofarge room and
the very person she had hoped to avoid was sitdinthe table
drinking tea.

He turned his head and subjected her to a glamtééhd no surprise
and very little interest. Just a slightly ironiciduof an eyebrow that
for some reason annoyed her...

'l thought there was no one about,’ she said, legitating in. the
doorway, and was more annoyed to hear herself sogiéfensive.

‘You were wrong. Is that a problem?"

'‘N-no. | came to get a nightcap, that's all. Tophale sleep,' she
added.

'‘Be my guest,' he murmured. 'I'm having tea, betdl!s Milo, cocoa
or you could be even more adventurous and havekwhasd
milk—one of Mrs Spicer's favourite sedatives. Onlyimes of great
need, of course. Mrs Spicer is the soul of propmetrmally.’



'How fortunate," Juanita murmured, and forced Hhetseadvance
into the kitchen. To do anything else now would $lghtly
ridiculous, after all.

It is, isn't it?' He sat back in his chair andxéd his shoulders
wearily. 'l just wish she were here at the moment.’

Juanita fetched a cup and saucer and poured heeselfl think
Wendy's coping admirably by the look of things.'

‘Wendy is. But were her mother in residence | cdakk Xanthe
away for a while.'

‘Ah. Do you think that would help?'

'‘Obviously," he said irritably. 'l wouldn't be tking of it otherwise.
Don't you?'

‘Temporarily it might. But, until something else someoneelse
engages her interest, perhaps only time will help.’

'l hope to God you're right,' he said abruptly ahdved his hands
into his jeans pockets moodily.

'‘How—nhow is the book going?'

'‘What book?' he said sardonically.

‘The one you're working on.'

'It's not going at all,' he said flatly.

‘Ah."' Juanita sipped her tea. 'That must make ghdifficult.'

'‘Not only that.' He shot her a pure black look cdithing intensity.
‘The fact that we are sitting here uttering plak&s to each other is



not doing my state of mind the least bit of goothes,’ he said
cuttingly.

For some reason Juanita refused to be perturbedo'lunderstand,’
she said calmly. 'My mother goes through this often

'‘What,' he enquired with deep sarcasm, 'does yatinen do about
it?’

‘Admits that a padded cell is what she needs ssh®acan go off her
rocker privately and without doing herself or angcemy damage.
What do you do about it?"

He pushed his chair back, stood up restlessly andled aimlessly
around for a minute or two. Then he said drily anith a significant
look at her robe, her loose hair, 'That doesn'itnseebe the answer
either at this precise moment, assuming there wagassibility of it

anyway.'
Juanita grimaced. 'Has this ever happened to yfmrdse
'‘No.'

'‘Could you..." she paused carefully '... be hankerior some
permanence in your life in that regard?’

'l don't know. Could 1? It sounds more like whatmen hanker for,’
he replied frankly. '"How about you? You obviousgnd seem to be
hankering for anything in that regard despite bangoman.' His
glance was sardonic.

This time she refused to take offence althoughtisbeght drily that
any probings of that nature were obviously goingednlocked. So be
it... 'Not yet,’ she said honestly. 'Well, | suppdshave wondered
what it would be like to be married and wondered—eiho...'



‘Arid what did you come up with in your wonderings?

Juanita was silent, thinking, until he said mockmgsomeone who
Is the antithesis of me?"

She couldn't help the tinge of colour that stoldapthroat.
He smiled, a rather savage little smile.

'‘What makes you think that?' she demanded defiathiiyn coloured
more hotly.

He shrugged and looked genuinely amused. 'I'véhgoteeling your
ideal man would probably be intellectual, certaimgt overtly
physical, gentle, perhaps a bit of a dreamer, qundtkind --'

'‘What's wrong with th --?' She broke off and bit lygand marvelled
that he could be so acute.

He looked at her intently, then shrugged. 'Nothitit. just not
necessarily what you need.’

‘Surely only a very wise man or an utter fool,' sh@ tartly, ‘would
presume that on such a short acquaintance?'

‘Well, 1 don't claim to bexceptionallywise but I'm not a fool either
and | merely said that—what | waging to get across --' his irritation
and impatience returned '—was that one should @GEe lone's
judgement of men, or women or children or whatewar, the
shortcomings of one's family.'

Juanita blinked. 'l thought it was you | was—w-weéll

He grimaced. 'OK, me as well.' His lips quirkedut® interests me
that you should pick someone quite different froourybrother or
your father as the kind of man you'd like to marry.



Juanita stared at him.

‘Listen," he said with a sort of rough compasstbeye has to be some
reason for it and unless you're prepared to teNvimat it is | can only
guess.'

'‘Reason for what?' she said on a suddenly agibae=th.

'‘Why you are the way you are, Juanita Spencer-Hil,said drily.
'‘But don't imagine I'm going to prise it from yduhink I'll go to bed
instead and --'

'‘No.' Juanita stood up, all the turmoil boiling up withiher and
causing her to throw caution to the winds. "You'tcsay things like
that and then—go to bed! What in the world gives e right to tell
me that goodness and kindness and r-r --' shdapuack of her hand
against her mouth '-r-r... | casayit...' She closed her eyes and s:
down again, bent her head over her teacup and earfitgers
despairingly through her loose hair.

It was the slightest sound that alerted her, thndugy inner tears of
inexplicable frustration, to the fact that he'ddatvn beside her. She
swallowed and sat up. 'Sorry,' she said stonily.

'For what?'

'For getting all emotional.'

'‘Who cares? | don't --'

‘Thanks!" She looked fleetingly bitter.

'l meant that | don't regard it as a --' he gesturelowering of one's
standards or stupidly female or anything like thahink it's a good
idea to get emotional now and then, in fact. fmahrestraint can be
as bad as too much hysteria.'



‘That's the word | was trying to say,' she said, smffed.

There was silence for about a minute. Then he daayou know
there's a full moon tonight?'

'Is there?'

'‘Mmm. As a kid | used to love sitting on the badt&pswatching
it—would you care to join me there now?' | --'

'It's not cold.’
‘All'... all right.'
'I'll bring us a drink.’'

He brought two balloon glasses of liqueur brandy arcushion for
her, as well as a mohair rug—just in case it tudrdeilly, he said.

And they sat in an oddly companionable silenceafarhile, sipping

their brandy and watching the moon create a silf@ryland of the

garden. Until she said, 'l don't usually talk abiaise things but | do
also firmly believe one can't blame one's pareots— mean, you

must come to a stage when you shouldn't blame a&fgrrthe way

you are.’

'‘Go on,' he said quietly.

'‘Well, for all their flamboyance, they loved me ahe real problem
was that | was so different. | spent my childhooddging to live
somewhere like this; | desperately wanted us dlettogether and to
be able to be quiet together but at the same tinmnded to be
brilliant like my father or beautiful and talentikie my mother, and
then there was Damien, so good at just about dvag/—it was like
being torn in two; do you know what | mean? Anywag already
told you all this,' she muttered, feeling suddemyity.



'It doesn't matter; go on.’

‘Well, then to compound matters | had the accidert | felt even
more of a freak, but | also began to feel angrye Way they carried
on started to seem trivial. And exhausting.’

'‘And therein lay the seeds of what was to becomisenchantment
with them," Gareth said soberly. 'So you turnedyaf@am them, you
cut your name in half and that's when they alltsthto feel guilty?'

'l didn't realise they had until Xanthe said wadita replied ruefully.
'‘Anyway, | thought, lately, that I'd got to thatage where one
understands we're all made differently and it'ggood blaming your
parents for everything—I have. Got to that stageehn. But yes,
guietness and kindness and restraint—perhaps ldsloomk more

brandy—and a lot of the things thayen't, are high on my list of
priorities, probably as a legacy of it all; buttthgust can't seem to
help.'

He was silent, staring at his glass cradled irharsd.
'‘Doesn't that make any sense to you?' she saagtat |
'Of course. But it might be wiser to try to keemare open mind.'

Juanita digested this and was tempted to ask hineralrily if he
meant in relation to himself, but was stopped by tfought that
throughout this exchange, at least, there'd begmalty of disinterest
about him, as if he was viewing her problems apextator. She
grimaced and asked him something else—to do ofseowiith the
one thing he didn't know about her and somethiagwlas occupying
her mind more and more. 'Issb obvious what I'm going through? |
hadn't even realised myself—I mean, | thought | sabng along on
a rather even keel, enjoying my job, my independemot really
languishing over the lack of a man in my life," d&d, trying to
sound lightly wry.



'It's obvious,' he said slowly, 'that you step eaids pretty smartly
from men.’

‘There's a reason for that --' She stopped abruptigble to believe
what she'd been a hair's breadth away from tellng. She
swallowed. 'l.. .w-well, I've had a couple of disagpble
experiences.' Which was all too true as well, unifwately.

"Tell me.

''ve been made aware...' she paused '...thatulshe grateful for
any man's attention and that | should reciprocgatiedping into bed
with them, because of my:-. ".disabilities.’

'I see.’

'l wonder,' she said coolly.
‘Are you accusing me of this?'
She shrugged.

‘Thank you.'

She shrugged again and sipped her brandy. 'Behesgit has
happened. And when things happen like that more trece they
can't really be coincidences, can they?'

'‘No, but then all cats may look grey at night yetyt certainly aren't.'
She stiffened at the allusion but with a grave géahe added, 'That
one strolling across the lawn right now, for examps a ginger

tabby.'

She smiled faintly; she couldn't help herself.ake your point. A
residual wariness, however, is probably only human.



'‘Probably," he agreed.

‘Well, that's me," she said with an attempt ap#ipcy. 'What about
you?'

'What about me?"

'‘Funnily enough, you were more—outwardly—disturlbiean | was
this evening. I'm not quite sure how we came tongkaoles but you
were definitely disillusioned and down in the durhgder lips

quirked.

He stretched his long legs out and sighed. 'Sacsl'wa

She waited a while then said, '"You even indicatadmay have gone
off women.'

‘Heaven forbid,' he replied wryly. 'Did | say that?

‘Not in so many words but it's what you gave me -
understand—that's how all this started,’ she reedridm.

'‘Ah, yes," he murmured. '‘Might | be hankering fome permanence
in my life? To tell you the truth, Juanita, | dokftow what the hell

I'm hankering for, and if | do manage to get tho®k going | might

discover I'm not—lacking anything. Writer's blockanc be a

thoroughly destabilising, maddening process.'

'‘Perhaps Xanthe's problems haven't helped,' slugesteyl.
His lips twisted. 'Much as | would love to blamenXlae and --'

‘My bloody brother.'



'‘As you say. But I've lived through Xanthe's trasrbafore—no, this
IS quite... new. | mean, everyone goes througkriogically but this
Is different.’

'‘Worse than normal? | mean, my mother goes thraaghething
similar with every portrait she paints.'

'No wonder your father—be that as it may,' he saith a swift
laughing look so she was unable to take offende..\&s, worse than
normal. And I'll tell you --' he sat upright sudtiemand frowned
'—what didn't help, which should amuse you. Thaivall woman
with her "literature with a capital L" opinions.'

‘Who—you mean Laura?'
'‘None other, bless her cold little heart.’
A laugh trembled on Juanita's lips. 'But you sdid -

'l may have said a lot of things,' he broke in vaitharrogantly cutting
look, ‘but I'm now trying to write Booker Prize kirof stuff—no
wonder it's not going well!" he marvelled.

‘You mean you've only just realised this?' Juasitwed at him
wide-eyed.

'Yes,'he said through his teeth.
'Is... that such a bad thing?"
'For me it's a disaster.'

Why?"



'‘Because,' he said impatiently, 'I'm not that sdrivriter. I'm no
Graham Greene, I'm a formula writer, and "they dam Booker
Prizes.'

'l see,' Juanita said neutrally.

He swore, drained his glass and stared into thenhgid looking
thoroughly disgusted.

'Ydu did say,' she ventured tentatively, 'that yeserved the right to
write what you like—it seems strange that Laura méssey should
have got under your defences like this.’

'‘Not strange at all,’ he said grimly. 'Some womeakena pastime
of—reducing men in stature as much as they canghwisia much
more kindly way of putting it than what | had inndito say.'

'‘Oh, come now --'

‘Don't "come now" me --'

'You're being ridiculous, though,' she said coldly.
'‘Am |? | wonder.'

‘You are,' she assured him. 'l would say that, assimost people
believe they have one book in them at least, mostns would love
to win a Booker Prize or the Pulitzer or the Nobkel

'l have never, in my entire career, visualised rfiysenning the
Nobel, believe me,' he said precisely and withdying

There was a short silence.



'‘But you might be right,' he added thoughtfullyrirend in far less
aggressive and outraged tones than before. "Miadsl'm hankering
for—some glory. Dear me. Why didn't | see this pieg up?'

Juanita could help herself no longer. She laugbétys
He cocked an eyebrow at her. 'What does that mean?’

'l don't know. Actually, | thought it was rather e&t, the way you
admitted that.'

'‘Sweet?' His expression defied description for anentt, then they
were laughing together and he put an arm roundleulder and it
felt like the most natural thing in the world. 'Hav@me you're so
Intuitive?' he queried.

‘Maybe we both are. You because you're a studdnirofin nature as
a writer even if you're not Booker Prize materiaidame
because—when you've spent a lot of time sittinghensidelines of
life, you observe a lot.'

‘Maybe. But it's a criminal waste for you to go sitting on the
sidelines, Juanita,' he said quietly.

She went very still and felt foolish tears prick bgelids. 'l try not to,'
she said huskily.

'‘Look at me. Are you crying?"
'N-no."' But she sniffed.

He drew her closer and tilted her face towardshisere's a motto, an
acronym, that comes to mind, | don't know why llst peculiarly
appropriate.' He observed the glitter of tearsandark eyes. 'Know
what K.I.S.S. stands for?' he added gently.



Her lips parted and she frownedo, but --'

'It stands for "Keep It Simple, Stupid". With that mind, and the
stupid refers to me, of course, could | kiss yory\@mply and only
as a tribute to someone who is rather brave, alt@r

'Oh, | --'

He did. With utter simplicity that was quite stunginevertheless,
and Juanita, who had never particularly enjoyeddekissed before,
was unable to resist. She wondered why and thdbghit might be

because he didn't attempt to hold her any morelgidisan he already
was and his lips were cool and firm and he didténapt to part hers
at all. So that was all it was really— a sort dusa but as he drew
away a tide of something she had no control ovee L within her

and she made a strange little sound and touchefinigertips to his

face.

‘Juanita,’ he said very quietly after a moment teérustillness, and
covered her fingers with his own, 'you --'

'‘Could regret this—I know,' she whispered, 'buitndver know until
I've tried, will 1? You see, I've never enjoyed geikissed. Perhaps
you could be my teacher, that's all.’

‘Things don't always work that way," he said witbwach of grimness,
staring down at her upturned face.

She blushed and closed her eyes. 'Of course, B-sorr

She thought he swore beneath his breath and shesagyg to die a
little but then he said roughly, 'Don't look likeat.' And gathered her
into his arms.

They sat like that for a time and, incredibly, daspher
embarrassment, she found herself sorting through hair



Impressions—such as that being held the way shewaasrather
lovely and oddly relaxing and it emphasised a cioosness of her
body and made her feel desirable. It also drevattention to his, and
she couldn't still a small tremor that she ideatifas a kind of joy that
he should be so beautifully made, lean and stroitgvas when she
realised this that her lashes sank, then she opgesreg/es to stare up
into his.

And her lips parted in what could only be an invtta. She thought
he hesitated briefly and started to wince but thiemrmouth closed on
hers and before long they were kissing extremetlynately, their

bodies resting together now, and she had her handsis back,

stroking and feeling. And when he lifted her onhie lap it was a
wonderful feeling to rest her head on his shoulddil he started to
kiss her again.

The only thing they didn't do was talk—it seemedtirely
unnecessary.

But quite necessary for a third party they haddeaiwas observing
them until Xanthe said in high, overwrought tonesf just inside

the kitchen door, '‘Gareth! How could you? After yadu've said to

me. Oh, | don't believe this!'

Gareth lifted his head, his hands momentarily hairdgon Juanita,
who froze.

'‘Xanthe,' he said in a hard, clipped voice, 'thisatthe same thing.’

'‘Not the same thing! You told me you didn't redlyow Damien's
sister from a bar of soap! If you must know | thitik disgusting, and
don't think I'll ever allow you to preach meagain. As for whashe

told me—she obviously doesn't practise what shaghes either!
And with a toss of her curls she retreated witloarfce.

Juanita came out of her frozen daze and attemptide herself.



INO __I
'Yes,' she whispered distraughtly. 'She's right!'

'‘She isn't—don't you go all dumb and dizzy on tde.looked at her
sardonically.

'Oh!" Juanita said on an indrawn breath, and, gatpeherself,
managed to tear herself away and she fled insidashss she was
able.



CHAPTER SIX
IT wAs a long, lonely night.

Juanita locked herself into her bedroom but it wasunnecessary
gesture. No one attempted to visit her. And sheitayhe dark

searching distraughtly for some explanation of lmaviour, some
clue as to why she was so devastatingly attractésiareth Walker,

she of all people and so much so—there really viths o choose

between her and Xanthe.

It was an intensely mortifying thought, but perhaggen more
difficult to cope with was what he would be thingiof her—and not
necessarily her confused repudiation.

She twisted uncomfortably and stared into the dss&n
remembering what he'd said before he had realltesk#o kiss her as
well as his dispassionate dissection of her earhed grimaced
painfully. She also remembered the morning afterti@ had arrived
home, although it seemed like a lifetime away, hod, just before
Xanthe had interrupted them yet again, she'd gofdbling that he
had been as unsatisfied as she had about theoStftfairs between
them. But why did he kiss me, she wondered, anadhied her
fingertips to her lips, when he didn't really waot other than very
briefly? Did he think he could teach me as | sutgga Or did | just
put him in an impossible situation?

She sighed unhappily, and she'd resolved nothigigas crept upon
the landscape, and to make matters worse shedhéravily asleep
for a couple of hours and missed all the dramatthak place in the
early hours.

‘Say that again?' Juanita requested.



Wendy glanced at her as she sat at the kitchemiguasnug of coffee
with the evidence of a sleepless night written enfhce in the form
of deep shadows beneath her eyes. 'Xanthe snueeffearly this

morning and left a note for Gareth saying thatwhsn't going to let
him interfere in her life ever again. Which put hirto a real rage and
he drove off to try and find her.’

'D-did she say where she was going?' Juanita asleceyes huge
and anxious now.

'He said if she thought she was going back to thromgdieat—well,
at your brother --' Wendy grimaced '—she was metak

Juanita closed her eyes.

‘Mum, | need to know where Damias. | want to speak to him
urgently." Juanita clenched her hand around thengohmtil the
knuckles showed white.

'‘Darling, this is unusual. | didn't think you andarien
communicated much at all.’

‘We don't,’ Juanita replied tersely.
'So what's come up? Do tell me.’
'l .can't. Do you have any idea?"

'Let's see... Isn't the Adelaide Grand Prix comipgn a few weeks?
It's generally round Melbourne Cup time, isn't it—® it the Gold

Coast Indy Grand Prix I'm -thinking of? Your fathveould probably

know.'

‘Do you have any idea where Dad is?'



Her mother chuckled down the line. 'He's alwaysieedard man to
pin down, hasn't he? Uh...'

‘Don't bother, Mum,' Juanita said wearily. 'l siibbhve thought of
checking the Grand Prix circuit first --'

'‘Now that's probably the best idea but if Damieagget in touch I'll
tell him you'reburningto talk to him. How's the job going? It seem
an age since | saw you, darling. How are you?'

'Fine,' Juanita lied. 'l—I'll come and see you sddam.’
'‘Do! | know I've never been a clucky sort of motbat --'
'‘Mum, | have to go but I will pop in soon, promigate now!

It was the Adelaide Grand Prix coming up in a feweks, she
discovered, but after exhaustive enquiries with ¢benpany who
sponsored her brother Damien she was only ablstabksh that he
was in Adelaide somewhere but no one could be eeific than
that.

And the only ray of hope about that is, if Xantlees have in mind
trying to track Damien down, she might be as fatstl as | am,
Juanita thought.

With that in mind she tried to settle down to sonwerk but found
herself roaming the house trying to imprint as moti as she could
on her mind instead of concentrating more spedificas she'd
planned to. The reason for her doing this only becplain at lunch...

‘That was Gareth." Wendy put the phone down. 'fisd her.
They'll be back in time for dinner.'



'Oh," Juanita said slowly and pushed her plate a\vay sure?’

‘Yep. Steven, you're supposed to eat butter onrdbreat the other
way round! And go easy on the jam."'

‘This isn't a lot of butter and jam, Wendy," Stepeotested.

'Yes, itis,' Rebecca said severely. 'Remember Moat says. When
she was a girl she was only allowed to have elihesid and butter or
bread and jam, not both.’

‘And both in moderation,’ Wendy murmured, removwimg jam jar.

Steven looked aggrievedly at his sisters in turd #gren over their
shoulders as if the spectre of his absent motheerkd. 'l wish
Gareth was here,' he muttered. 'He understands gbmwing boys!'

For some reason this simple sentiment moved Juamitausly, and
brought her to a decision. 'Well, | should be gettback to town
again, Wendy,' she said as casually as she was'hableuld have
stayed another night to keep you company but ie@®aand Xanthe
are on their way back..."' She moved her hands. t6m't need me,'
she finished brightly.

Wendy looked faintly surprised. '‘But you'll be back

Juanita smiled at her. 'This job is going to takehde. You could be
sick of the sight of me!'

All three protested vigorously and in unison thayt wouldn't and
she felt a strange feeling of warmth clutch at Iheart-strings and
then a sense of bewilderment...

'‘Does Gareth know you're going?' Wendy queried.



'‘No,' she said honestly after a moment. 'We dréially get a chance
to discuss it but I'll leave a note for him. Theyuld probably do
without having a stranger in the house for a fewsdashe added
lightly, and cjianged the subject.

Wendy made no more of it and when Juanita drovey abaut an
hour later they all waved her off—So why do | fead about this?
she asked herself. Why shourid | feel a sense roflyfafor three

people | barely know and as if I'm running awayhet same time?
Am |? Perhaps...

* * %

'So this is where you work.'

Juanita looked up suddenly three days later toGaeth Walker
lounging in the doorway of her cramped little offic

'Y-yes. Hello." She rose awkwardly and couldn'nkhof a thing
further to say, as well as being acutely conscithat she was
blushing hotly.

He watched her idly for a long moment—the colounen cheeks, the
lovely ivory linen and lace blouse she wore witliulh, gathered,

mint-green skirt, the matching mint ribbon tying heair back. Then
he said rather drily, 'Hello, Juanita. What are yarking on, as a
matter of interest?’

'Y-your h-house, of course,' she stammered, glgndomwn at the
sketches spread over the desk before her.

'I'm relieved to hear you say so. In lieu of anynaaunication from
you other than that stilted, extremely unforthcagniittle note you
left me, | was beginning to wonder whether you'didied to drop my
house right out of your calculations. What timeyda finish work?'



Juanita stared at him but he simply outstared mex way that she
suddenly was no match for and she dropped her gadesaid
tonelessly, 'l was planning to work until about Bix --'

‘Good. I'll pick you up then.'
She looked up, arrested. 'Why?"

He smiled, but it was a cool, faint twisting of hss. 'l thought | told
you once before, Juanita, that I'm a great beliewerplain
speaking—or were you planning to file that kiss pwa something
unreal?'

Her eyes widened and she tried to speak but nosacauhe.

'So | thought we could discuss it over dinner,nin@mured. 'Don't
worry about having to change; you look fine as yare." He
straightened.'N-no... w-wait... there's nothinglistuss...'

'I'm afraid there is," he said briefly. Then addadth irony, 'Unless
you'd like me to believe you really do practise whau preach
regarding men and how one should let them do thsigg...'

'‘What you accused me of earlier,' Juanita saidrakkieurs later, in a
restaurant of his choosing, after a short, silamt tide to it from
work, 'is ridiculous.' They'd barely been seated tre drinks he'd
ordered had not yet arrived but she'd been relmgptisis speech for
hours—and alternately fuming and feeling cold viitht.

He raised an eyebrow at her. 'Go on?'

'‘Well—I gather Xanthe repeated something | saideno.:



'‘She did. How you advised her to handle men agtwadls what she
repeated and it's not hard to see that from het pdiview it made
you look rather dubious.’

The unfairness of this all but took Juanita's breatvay. 'You
said—youtold her it wasn't the same thing at alll' she protest
angrily, then stopped abruptly.

He grimaced. 'l haven't changed my mind.’
‘Then why—are you doing this?' She stared at him.

'‘Because | got the distinct impression only sha@tits were going
to work.' He sat back and waited while their drimlexe served. 'But
just as a matter of interest, why did you kiss me way you did,
Juanita? And then run?' He lay back in his chairsipped his drink.

He wore a beautifully cut tweed jacket, an opercked cream shirt
and well-pressed twill trousers, and was Settessdi@ than she'd ever
seen him—there were few women in the restaurant 't
secretively glanced his way. Juanita opened hetimalosed it as
she wondered whether these were also shock taatids;hanged the
subject slightly. 'How is Xanthe?' She took a l@wgallow of her
drink.

'‘She's in Perth,' he said briefly, his eyes regrgethis evasion,
however.

'‘Well, that's a fair way from Adelaide..." The wegbpped out before
she could stop them.

'‘Where Damien is? Yes. | consigned her to her ekister.’

‘She went willingly?'



'l wouldn't put it quite like that." His eyes wdrard. 'She only went
because she saw a picture in the paper of youhdretith another

girl hanging around his neck—a girl she knew, whd heen dying to

supplant her, apparently. But at least she welht 8atme anger in her
heart against him.'

'I'm sorry," Juanita said inadequately. 'l... | lgpdo Damien myself
and tried to tell him what kind of havoc he'd calid¢e --' she put her
glass down and twisted her hands '—well, that doesatter now,

does it?'

'‘No. But what was he? Surprised? Defensive?'

'‘Both," Juanita admitted. 'He said he'd told Xariteavasn't looking
for a commitment—I don't believe that absolves mom anything,'
she said straightly, 'so --'

'l wasn't going to take issue with you.' He lookeefly amused for
the first time since he'd appeared at her officerday. 'So you've
fallen out with your brother?'

She shrugged. 'We were never close.’

He picked up the menu and studied it. 'That leaggghen. May |
recommend the Chateaubriand? It's their speciality.

‘All.... all right,' she said uncertainly.
‘You're wondering what I'm going to add about us?'

She winced. 'l don't think there's a lot to s-saytlee subject,’ she
murmured. 'l --' She stopped as the waiter cantaki® their order.

‘You... ?' He shot her an interrogative glanceéhasnaiter departed.



Juanita sighed. 'l can't understand why you'rentpkt all so
seriously,' she said perplexedly then. "You mustdoased to having
women --' She stopped, picked up her drink and ddolway
frustratedly.

'‘Does that mean to say you really class me withr poather, perhaps
your father?'

She coloured and took another swallow of her drink.
‘Juanita?’

'‘No... I don't know,' she said barely audibly.

He grimaced. 'And how do you see yourself?'

‘What do you mean?'

His lips twisted and his eyes glinted wickedly fomoment. 'As an
older version of Xanthe, for example?'

'N-no.'

'‘As a seductress who gets her prey firmly in hgitsi, gives them a
taste of her then retreats?'

'No." Juanita put her glass down with a snap aed &ym angrily.

He considered her silently for a moment then saitecsoberly, 'As
someone who is attracted to a man against heanti—afraid of it
and where it will lead?'

Juanita went still and lowered her lashes.

'‘Juanita?’



'Is—that's not your problem,' she said barely dydind with tears
pricking her eyelids.

'‘Why not?'
She steeled herself and banished her ridiculous.tea

'‘Because --' she looked up at last'—I've got tkérfg now that I'm in
the same league as Xanthe—even Wendy and the twoog,' she
said with sudden decision, 'l have to be honesttathd/ou that...
whatever happened to me | decided was—well, arbityc--' she
grimaced '—and that | was better off not lettingét out of hand;
something I-like that,' she said with a despaiangle. 'l do hope you
can understand.'

He was looking at her so steadily as she finishexdalwkward little
speech that she couldn't help catching her breathtlaen saying
rather wildly, 'l know you didn't really want todd me --'

'l did as a matter of fact --'

‘Let me finish!" she commanded. 'l know that adlibivhat got me in
was the house, the garden, the kids, the sensanoly, even if it
wasn't real. | know that originally you were angiyout Xanthe and
Damien and might have seen me as a way of getirenge—I'm not
stupid!" she said scathingly. 'l also know thatlst person you need
Is someone like me, so could we just forget abtoait -?"

'Reveng@' he said softly.

But she chose to ignore that and proceeded jethihg get on with...
somethingDinner, seeing as you're so determined to buyribfe!

‘All right." He shifted in his chair but his eyeem inimical. 'Here it
comes, and while you may eat in peace I'm notnigtyiou go,' he
warned, 'until you tell me why you're the last per$ need and what



on earth you mean about being in the same leagirRelscca and
Steven—and of course this new theory of revengeeBunow --' he
looked at her drily '—and we'll continue this debalver coffee.
Where do you live?'

Juanita closed her eyes, then said defeatedly,adusss the water.
Lavender Bay.'

The restaurant was in the historic Rocks area dh8y and it had a
terrace where one could overlook the harbour, tihdgé and the
Opera House. They'd eateninside but Gareth hadetttney should
have their coffee outside after forcing her, withdisplay of strength
at all, she thought bitterly, to respond to his avte flow of
conversation during their meal.

It was a partly fine, starry night but a brightveli of moon was
silvering a build-up of clouds yet making magicadle€ctions on the
water. Juanita looked out over the harbour and dooer flow of
small talk drying up— or perhaps it was becausédd suddenly
become silent and thoughtful.

Until he said, 'Did you drive your car to workkdot to ask.'
'‘No. It's easier to get a bus to Chatswood.’

‘Lavender Bay,' he mused. 'A flat?"

‘Yes. Bought for me by my mother and father.' Straaced.
'You don't like Lavender Bay?'

'l like it very much, and my flat. I love the vieamd being able to get
on a ferry and come across here, it's nice todedo Kirribilli, the
Opera House—I would just rather have earnt it nfysel



'‘What about your hankerings for the country angl house?' he
gueried.

She felt herself colour but said staunchly, 'l tjioiul'd told you how
it was one of my childhood dreams."

'So you did.'
'‘Doesn't that explain it?' She looked at him tautly

He-shrugged uncommunicatively. 'What about why ¢d& the last
person for me, then and why you feel an affinityhwiRebecca and
Steven?'

Juanita licked her lips. 'They go together,' stid §iaally. 'I think
you're basically a kind person --'

'l hesitate to contradict you so early in your piebe said drily, 'but
there are times when I'm not kind at all.’

‘All the same,' Juanita persevered, 'you care adout Xanthe and
are very good to three fatherless children. Andjlevfim not
fatherless, for other reasons...' she hesitatddHink | fit into..." She
stopped and shrugged. 'l think you might feel séoryme; let's not
beat about the bush!'

'Why?'

Juanita stared at him.

‘Why what?'

‘Should | feel sorry for you?'

Her gaze became withering. 'Isn't it obvious?'



'‘Because you limp and stammer—it doesn't matténarslightest to
me.'

Juanita opened her mouth then closed it. 'It mskg' said very
quietly in the end. 'lIt would one day.’

'l think these things have become blown out of propn in your
mind, Juanita,' he said after a moment's thougtst.a very slight
limp and a very occasional stammer unless you'reons, and it
even has a quality of—charm. I've also wonderedtéreyour limp
mightn't... have something to do with a lack offaience.’

Her eyes widened. 'Are you saying it's psychosarfati

He shrugged. 'Why not treat it as such for a whikel see what
happens®s there any medical reason for it now?'

'..." she bit her lip "... | haven't been to tleetdr for a long time. My
mother keeps urging me to but I got so sick oflit a

'It would not be unknown,' he said slowly, 'or iedeanything other
than quite human to --'

'Hide behind a walking stick?"

His gaze held hers until the bitter little glinther eye faded. 'l was
going to say—to never want to see a doctor or halsapgain.'

She looked away but said, 'l know you mean welb know that --'

'‘Good, because | do. And | could also be quite yrem | think you
shouldgo back to your doctor and discuss it with himréHendeth
that lesson. Drink your coffee.' He looked upwatd#e could be in
for a shower.'

'Oh."' She looked confused. 'What will we do?"



‘What would you like to do?'
She coloured. 'l meant about transport. You dighirig your car up.'

'l did. That was one of my reasons for coming.pibears to have a
major gremlin in the carburettor that they couldlyosort out
temporarily in Mittagong so I've put it in to thgemts up here.’

'l see. Well," Juanita said brightly, 'l can geéeay home so don't
worry about me. You're probably staying on thiseesad the harbour

anyway.'

'I'm not. I'll see you home on the ferry, if that/leat you would like,
and then get a cab from there.’

Juanita hesitated, glanced at him and switchedj&se away as she
realised her heart was suddenly beating oddly, sival felt hurt
because he hadn't come solely to see her, as wetluaously
dissatisfied as if this encounter was ending ujpnénair with nothing
resolved— but-wTi'at did she want resolved? she deoed. His
acceptance that she wasn't for him? No, damnettlstught, but that
makes me even crazier than | believed. So why didook at it from
another angle... ?

‘Juanita?'
She blinked. 'Yes?"

He didn't answer immediately but studied her indime light, and it
made her angrier and hurt her in a new way thabbked... She
closed her eyes but the image of Gareth Walkernmvpsnted in her
mind, and it made her pulses hammer and her mautingto realise
how deeply he affected her. How she didn't want tanbe sitting
across from her looking austere and uncommunicativd not be
able to know what he was thinking—still not to knbaw he really
saw her... As someone he could fall in love witrsomeone who'd



come into his life unexpectedly and, because ofvithg she was,
someone he, belatedly, didn't want to hurt?

'‘What are you thinking, Juanita?'

Her lashes flew up as she went inexplicably fronm pa anger. 'If
you must know I'm wondering whether | need my hreadl,' she said
tartly. 'Who's to say? | mean, | know nothing abgoti other than
that you're kind to kids and cripples --'

'‘Juanita --'

'‘Well, I don't," she flung at him. "You could sbié an absolute bastarc
where women are concerned. And you think you haeeright to
accuse me of.. .of leading men on!'

'So you're wondering,' he said, quite lazily 'ifuyre getting your
knickers in a knot over nothing?'

She jumped up and all but ran off—but she was gasfur breath
when she came to the ferry terminal, and limpingvilg, and she
didn't have the strength to resist when his haasetd on her arm and
he steered her aboard the ferry.

It was a short journey across Sydney Harbour fraroular Quay to
Lavender Bay, and, as they'd done in the taxi¢odistaurant, Juanita
and Gareth Walker made it in silence. The cloudbr@awv obscured
the moon, the air was heavy with humidity and Inghg was starting
to zigzag across the sky, reflecting eerily in therk water. It
occurred to Juanita that it was about to rain amute—a not very
acute observation, but then her whole state of niaftddull and
heavy and she wasn't even particularly conscioukefnan beside
her.



It did rain. Just as they stepped off the ferrg, ileavens opened up ir
tune with a mighty clap of thunder and within set®rshe was
drenched.

'‘Which way?' he said urgently into her ear.

'Up these stairs; it's this block,' she gasped,gashed again as he
picked her up in his arms.

‘You can't --'
‘Shut up and lie still,' he ordered. 'l can andll.'w

They stood in her hallway, dripping and both brewgtheavily as she
fumbled for the light. She found it at last andytetared at each other.

His lips twisted and he reached out and squeezelane "You look
half drowned.’

'| feel half drowned—so do you. Your jacket coulrined.’

He shrugged. 'It shouldn't be—sheep get wet aliithe. Is this as far
as I'm to get? | don't imagine it will be too e&sget a taxi until this
abates a bit.'

She bit her lip then stiffened her spine. 'Afteratviiou said to me |
wouldn't take anything for granted, Mr Walker!'

'‘Gareth,’ he murmured. 'And | apologise. | haveuafortunate
facility for trading insults for insults.'

Juanita turned on her heel and walked into herdeulghting lamps
as she went, and she reverted to the subject . tdhat doesn't
mean to say we couldn't order one, but in the nieanthe laundry's
through there if you'd like to dry off a bit; lllse the bathroom.'



When she came back he was standing at the wide owsd
overlooking the harbour, watching the lightning.'dHeemoved his
jacket and shoes, towel-dried his hair and pladedval thoughtfully

over one of her leather chairs.

'l like your place," he said without turning, arttesvondered how
he'd known she was there.

‘Thanks.' Her walls and carpet were pale grey,|éather suite a
beautiful pale jacaranda-blue and there were taidhalusty-pink
and sherbet-green in lampshades, and it was aidy spacious,
designed to make the most of the wonderful harbaw. 'How did

you get on with a taxi?'

'‘Not for at least an hour.' He turned at last diahvad his blue gaze
to drift wryly over her. She'd exchanged her soddethes for a pair
of white trousers and a black blouse. Her hair sase and still
damp but brushed and orderly and she had a paergfsoft silver
kid flatties on her feet. 'Still—immaculate," he nmured.

She raised an eyebrow. 'l wouldn't call it thatatlya Do sit down.
Would you like a drink? Or coffee?’

He shook his head. 'Nothing, thank you.'" And sawrdemn the
towel-covered chair.

Juanita hesitated then sat down opposite him. Apart the sounds
of the storm there was utter silence for about autei. Then she
swore beneath her breath and glared at him. "Shidiculous.'

He smiled faintly. "We could always discuss thethvea' He paused.
'‘Unless you'd like a detailed account of my loye-o date instead?’

'l would not," she said frostily.

'l thought it might help you to know me better,'drawled.



'‘Why would | want to know anyone who can't underdtany.. .my
reservations better?' she countered.

He sat forward and clasped his hands between hmseskn
‘Unfortunately, it's never that simple, Juanit&,'said drily. ‘Should
we try to get a couple of things straight? We—yds on each other
and some kind of charge appeared to trigger itgeltharge you
resisted rather properly and | --' he moved hisukters but his eyes
were narrowed and intent as they rested on her$asas prompted
to respond to out of—let's say a certain amoupuoé male pique.'

Her lips parted and she blinked.

He smiled briefly. 'I'd never before met a womarowias so flatly
determined to be unimpressed—onésistbeing impressed, and at
times, | have to admit, it brought out the worsime. But the fact
remains right from the beginning—well, if you rgalNant to know, |
thought— "Another member of this blasted familythbught, to be
precise,’ he said evenly, his blue gaze curiousinic, 'another
flighty and no doubt wayward but oh, so stunningr&er-Hill.'

Juanita closed her eyes. Then she said bittedyl, vé&s right."'
‘You haven't let me finish," he pointed out.

‘What's there to finish? | couldn't understand wbwy hadn't come
right out and said... something about Damien anatb&'

‘Well, I'll tell you if you'll allow me to get a wd in edgeways.' He
looked at her with one eyebrow raised sardonicdllgaid nothing
because I'd cut up so rough with Xanthe on theestilgf Damien
Spencer-Hill that she had promised me she wouldkbre off. |
hesitated to believe her but when he went ovemeadshe stayed put
| gave her the benefit of the doubt. Then | got ensed in this book
that's proving so hard to write and it eluded na ke was back and it
was all on again. In fact | had no idea it waslUfdinthe appeared the



other day. She --' he grimaced '—had taken sonms paihide it from
me. So..."' he paused ... while | may have injtallumped you in
with the rest of your family when you first landed my doorstep, |
had no idea Xanthe was in the process of gettitolpekl. But for the
record, while | may have some faults, getting tmeguy through his
sister on account ahy sister is not one of them. | would far rathe
punch him on the jaw," he said grimly.

Juanita turned away from the look in his eyes agleted him.

‘What's left?' he queried after a moment. 'l darltv you as an object
of charity, | don't have any deep dark plans oérge, so you really
have nothing left but your desirability to fall kagn, Juanita.'

'Do you mean... ?' She looked back then away amainlicked her
lips.

His lips twisted. 'Yes. | mean your desirabilityprin my point of
view.'

'l... look," she said suddenly, 'l wanted to sag tb you the other
morning, the morning | got up early and you... gad—well, do you
know the morning | mean?'

‘The one | had to take a cold shower—yes.' He dolok even faintly
amused.

'‘Well, what | wanted to say then was that—if | didike this
ultra-spontaneous mutual attraction or whatewver ytou didn't like it
much either.’

He stared at her.

She went on bravely, 'And | still think so. Everydu.. .might have
wanted to kiss me—properly, | mean— | couldn't higleling that
you thought you shouldn't. Which was why all thosiger things I've



thought seemed to make sense. But now | can'tvaeflering if it
might have something to do with your.. .wife." Téaeit was out at
last, the question that had been at the back ahied, getting buried
often but still there.

‘You're right.'

Her lips parted. 'So she was the love of yourdifid you can't forget
her?' she whispered.

He smiled, but not with his eyes. 'Nine years ismg time to be in
love with a memory. And we'd only been married foo years
when—it happened. Not that that means anythinglodked at his
hands. 'What my real problem is—I'm not the kinanain a girl like
you should fall in love with. | know saying thatakin to closing the
stable door after the horse has bolted—I meais-éyes narrowed as
she blushed '—that I'm more to blame than anyoatattehould have
ever entered your head, but unfortunately it's.true

Why?"

'‘Because it's not my intention to marry again, dadine said quietly,
his eyes holding hers steadily.

'Why?'She said it again and winced.

'‘Because I'm lousy marriage material, that's wimgl that's what |
came up to town to tell you.'

‘You were unhappy in your marriage?' she whispered.

He stood up and walked over to the window. 'l fodind lack of
iIndependence hard.' He stopped then turned to dwaraly. '‘And
Linda became unhappy, probably with a lot more ealisvasn't
home much, although we lived in Rome mostly, | Watsrere when
our son was born—nor, for that matter, through meoictvhat must



have been a difficult time for her. She was a jalish too and had
been used to roaming the world, so pregnancy aingj iusebound
wasn't easy. Nor was | there when they got—wipdadnea dark, wet,
miserable night.'

'‘But you've given up that lifestyle—I... | meanJuanita bit her lip.
‘Not that we're talking about marriage.'

He stared into her eyes and she got the feelirtghthaould see into
her soul—and that she'd given herself away totallyNot
really—given it up,' he said gently then. 'l sfj#it the wanderlust and
| go away in other ways too. It wouldn't have beerasy for Xanthe
to deceive me otherwise. And there are periods Whemrmpossible
to live with.'

‘A lot of women must have that problem, thoughanita said
confusedly. 'Being relegated into second placeh®r thusband's
careers—but do you think you're being a hundredpet honest?'

He lifted an eyebrow at her. 'I'm not?'

She frowned. 'Monogamy may just not suit you—asioesn't
Damien, apparently.’

'If you think | go through women the way your bretfbamien does,’
he said with a cutting little edge, 'you're wroAge you trying to tell
me it isn't in me to be faithful?'

'l don't know,' she said painfully. She looked @t hands clenched in
her lap then up at him. 'Are you trying to tell me could have an
affair but not to have any further expectations?"

Their eyes locked. 'No," he said at last, 'I'mngyio tell you an affair
with me is the last thing you need; but what, abaN,el'm trying to
tell you is that it's not because you're unworthig m any way—I'm
the one who is.’






CHAPTER SEVEN

'‘DoN'T you thinkl should have some say in it?' Juanita said after
age.

'‘No --' But he stopped as she stood up abruptlgkihg visibly
distressed. 'You're angry,' he said quietly théou'have every right
to be.'

'l don't know what | am,’ she said, hugging herdisifraughtly. '‘But |
can't help feeling if it werentne,if this had happened between yol
and someone else, you wouldn't be saying... whatwve.'

‘Juanita—perhaps.’
'Oh," she whispered, and turned away from him.

'‘But not for any of the reasons you're imaginingnlyObecause |
wouldn't want you to find love and then discover-eduldn't be
fulfilled.’

‘Then you shouldn't --' she licked the tears thatto her lips '—you
shouldn't have...even tonight..." She couldn'tigo o

'l know | shouldn't have done all sorts of thinigst it was a gradual
process—realising that | could only hurt you. Yoldtme yourself
how much a home and a sense of permanence megoi,tbut by

that stage even | could see it. You told me howhrkindness and
restraint meant to you, and even though | mockedvétl, it was

probably mostly because | knew | couldn't giveoitypbu. But even
tonight, and forever,' he said, 'l wanted you towrthat one man
thought more of you than—just someone to go toviadladl however

much | would like to do that too. I'm sorry," hedseery quietly, 'but
there didn't seem to be any other way to get dst



She put her hands to her face for a moment. 'WHatvere to tell
you,' she said indistinctly then, 'that | would eeexpect you or any
man to marry me anyway?'

‘Juanita,’ he said harshly, 'don't. Don't ever yat@self second-best
like that; | don't, believe me.'

She looked at him white-faced. The tears had stbppéeshe brushed
her face with her wrists. And she opened her mbutlstopped as a
warning bell rang in her mind. Don't do it, an inweice warned.
Why not? she wondered, and answered herself sBdlyause you
couldbecome an object of compassion—if he's being harestou
aren't one already...

She took a deep breath and sat down again. 'Satoybelieve you,
and 1..." she gestured '...was just feeling aelitthelodramatic |
suppose. I'm better now. Thanks for—all this, betvauldn't it be
b-better for both of us if I gave up your house?’

He stared at her intently then sat down opposite'Hew would it
affect your job?"

She winced inwardly, and not because of her joh, 1Cdoubt it
would really,’” she said, and again not because as wrue.
'We—er—seem to be pretty busy. Shall | see whanhldo?'

'If there's the slightest difficulty —why don'tdll them I've changed
my mind about getting it done at all or I think itbo expensive? They
couldn't blame you for that, could they?' he stuly.

‘Then get someone else? No." She wasn't sure wdysald it; it

seemed to be mixed up with a sense of pride ardsef chagrin. If
he couldn't love her then she needed no favouns ffion... 'I'll find a

way; I'd rather.'He started to say something butritercom from the
front door of the building buzzed aggressively.gé¢up to answer it
and told the taxi driver he'd be down in a few nb@su



'So that's it," Juanita said tonelessly.
‘Would you rather I'd told you this after we'd—maoee?"
The silence was deafening.

‘Would you rather," he said with a sort of grim ggmess as if it was

hurting him to say it, 'I'd allowed us to rush hiead like a runaway

train into a relationship after knowing each othar such a short

time, and really knowing so little about each othéte stood before

her and she had to tilt her head to look up at Keild never seemed
taller but she couldn't doubt the bleak honestyis eyes or the

inescapable logic of what he'd said and how it edhehat she'd told

herself so often. 'Don't you think," he said, 'I'wade enough mistakes
asitis?'

She sighed—only a breath of sound, and when heytiis hand she
took it and stood up herself.

But he let her hand go immediately and didn't wytauch her.
'Remember," he said very quietly, 'you're braveyandre beautiful.
And, though for the wrong reasons, your instindisuda me were
right all along. I'm sorry.' And then he touched tieeek fleetingly—
and was gone.

‘You look different, darling," her mother said icatly the next-day.
*You look both haunted and beautiful and aliveathe same time. |
could paint you --'

‘No, thanks—I mean, | wouldn't have the patiencetfo

Her mother raised a thoughtful eyebrow but charigedubject. 'Did
you ever get in touch with Damien? He is in Adetaid

'Yes, | did," Juanita said briefly. 'Mum—do yourtkil—hide behind
my walking stick?'



Her mother narrowed her beautiful eyes. 'l woulslitaée to say so,
darling, you've achieved absolute wonders butnnify enough |
bumped into your specialist the other day and wek diate a chat.
Naturally he asked after you and, well, he did egpithe opinion that
you might have given up the physiotherapy too soon.

Juanita grimaced. 'lt felt like years—it was."'

'l know. And | know | badgered you about it a lotiul could see it
was making you more determined than ever --'

Juanita looked at her with unusual affection. ‘$d8o you did.'
'‘Does your hip still pain you a lot?'

‘Not a lot, but yes, it does sometimes and it @em to take a lot of
pressure so... but that's a different thing frodirtg behind a stick,
wouldn't you say?'

Her mother looked at her even more intently. 'Haseone accused
you of this?"

Juanita nodded reluctantly.
‘The same man who's made you look—like this?'

Juanita thought of dissembling and she winced idlyaat her
mother's automatic assumption, but of course it tmas. 'He did
suggest it might be more in my mind now.'

‘And what right does he have to suggest thingsthi¢?'

Juanita smiled at her mother's haughty expres$idinthe same |
haven't been able to help wondering if | gave up ¢asily and
whether it was because... it was something to Ibédend.'



'For the other reasons?' her mother queried quagtty with acute
perception. '‘My dear, that opinion was a voicingasfthey say these
days, the worst case scenario. It wast cause to give up hope
entirely. There are new techniques --'

'‘Perhaps. Or perhaps they were trying to let mendayhtly. Mum...'
Juanita hesitated '... how would you handle it? M/gou tell a man
before you began... anything with him or... ?1 mehwiously if you
did plan to marry someone you would have to tednihthat the
likelihood of your having a baby was virtually niouldn't you?
But...'

Her mother stared at her. 'Who --?'
'I'm not planning to marry anyone, Mum, I'm justdhising.’

Her mother, Juanita thought, suddenly looked oldi @mxious, then
she said intensely, 'To someone who loved youoitisim't make one
whit of difference. So if this man is more intesgktn populating the
world in his image than you --'

'He's not—although it seems a shame. He's very gatbdkids.'
'l don't understand!'

Juanita grimaced. 'Forget | mentioned it. Can | sdat you're
working on now?'

She had an interview with her boss at Bluemoomthe day which
was a lot more unequivocal than her discussion gthmother.

Her boss at Bluemoon, who was a part-owner of timepany, was a
man she respected for his vision, expertise anthéss sense, but he
was also a plain speaker.



'‘What the hell's going on?' he demanded with arfrdivmust warn
you | don't take too kindly to losing accounts,rite particularly not
when I've made something of an exception and gyeenyour own
assignment earlier on in your career than | noymatuld have.'

"You won't lose it,' she said.

'l can't imagine how you can be so sure of that,even if it were

true, who the devil am | going to give it to? Weltkflat-out. And the

other reason | gave you the Walker account is lscate have no
one at the moment with the kind of vision you seeimave regarding
old country houses.'

'l appreciate all that --'

'l hope you do, my dear. Perhaps it wouldn't bemely to say that
flair, which you undoubtedly have, is only half thegtle in this game.
What has upset you about this job?'

She hesitated.
'Is it too big for you?'

'‘No,' she said slowly, caught in a cleft stickn#an, it is a big job but
there are no structural changes required, the ptiops of the house
are wonderful and he doesn't want them changedit'aral in good
repair apart from the bathrooms. They're goingddhe biggest job
because they all need new fittings but the plumbBa®ms to be pretty
straightforward and I've got advice on it anywdyShe stopped and
bit her lip.

'He?' Her boss cocked an irate and intuitive eyelabher. 'Are you
telling me Gareth Walker has made a pass at yooR, libthat'sthe
problem and you haven't the experience to handatmay both
well be wasting our time.'



She set her teeth and knew she was handling tmogedibly badly.
But other than the truth, which she was not preptreyo into, what
to say? In any case, what difference would thehtmbke? she
reflected suddenly. This was the hard-headed vadibadisiness and if
she wanted to succeed she would have to learnryohien emotions.
She thought briefly of Gareth's suggestion but tbhatwould have
pitfalls that he mightn't realise. Once word gobuard that he'd
engaged another company—and it would—she would b8l
perceived as having lost the account. And whatadsiehave but my
career? she asked herself.

She said uncertainly, 'Perhaps I'm suffering fromlaak of
confidence.’

Her boss looked fractionally less irate. 'Bring yoir presentation.
We'll go through it together and I'll tell you wHhahink.'

An hour later he said, 'Juanita, this is bloodydyddo gather your
confidence, my dear, and go out and slay the woidtl to mention
Gareth Walker. Once people see your work they'jureueing up for
you.'

But how to go back? And would he want her back?

'l know you must be wondering why I'm here,’ shid s&o days later,
in his study. It was a bleak, wet afternoon and tlyemad let her in,
with evident pleasure and no surprise. It wouldesgpsareth had not
yet passed on the news.

'Sit-down." He ran a hand wearily through his h#ie looked
disillusioned, she thought, as well as tired, drtlrt her to see the
lines beside his mouth... Stop it, she warned Heisau can do it.



'l was wrong about being able to get someone elsgdu; we just
don't appear to have anyone at the moment anue-swallowed '—I
was given to understand | would be.. .most unpaprlé didn't
complete this job.'

'l see.' He picked up a pen, studied it for a mdrtiean looked at her.
She was wearing a pair of almond trousers andra@aoured cotton
shirt. There were still raindrops netted in hem haihich was tied
back as usual. 'What about my suggestion?'

She tried to explain. 'lIt's a very cut-throat bass and everybody
generally knows who's got what account,' she feush

He grimaced. 'That didn't occur to me.’
' know.'

There were a few moments' silence. 'Well, thene'alternative,' he
said at last. 'lt really doesn't matter if | pubit—another six months
or whatever isn't going to make much difference.’

She couldn't help the hurt she felt—But I've just ©p learn to deal
with it, haven't I? she thought. And I've got tokamanyself believe
there is no hope!

'No,' she said surprisingly steadily, then gestullechean, of course
it's up to you. If you'd rather not... see me agkdihquite understand,
but if | could do this job I'd feel... This is & lhiard to explain but --'
she looked down '—my professionalism is on theilireway and it's
very important to me. So... But please don't thihlave any ideas of
persuading you to change your mind about othegthirshe closed
her eyes briefly then made herself look up. 'l woalso stay in
Mittagong when I'm down, but at no cost to youcofdirse.'

You think that would solve any problems we mighté regarding
"other things" quote unquote?' he queried quietly.



She bit her lip and rubbed her brow. 'Y-y-yes.'
He sat up and dropped the pen. 'No --'
She flinched visibly but said, 'All right, | undéasd --'

'l don't think you do. But | do understand what 'yeubeen trying to
tell me and | understand about your career, soufrg prepared to
give it a go | can only do the same. But you dbatte to spend your
own money to stay in Mittagong.'

'I'd rather, though --'

‘Juanita,’ he said evenly, 'this isn't going toelsy for either of us
even if you'd be popping in from the moon, but @r going to do it
we might as well do it properly.’

She took a shaky breath. '‘But do yeally understand?’

'Yes.' His expression changed. 'We might evenificdres us. God
knows,"' he said drily, 'if it doesn't come homgaa how difficult it is
to live with someone like me...' He shrugged.

It's still not going well?' Juanita ventured.
'‘No.'

'‘Oh. Well, I've brought down the presentation.' 8eat down and
pulled a glossy folder from her document case. '/gau like to see
it now?'

'l might as well.'
'The contract is there too.'

'‘Good.'



It took him about twenty minutes to go through pinesentation with
its sketches of every room, its attached samplesha queried a few
things but for the most part concentrated in ségand Juanita stared
out of the window at the rain.

Then he looked up at last. 'That's fine. It's mibign fine actually.
You have a lot of talent, Juanita." And he pickpdis pen.

'‘Before you sign that," she said quickly, 'we alsvéike to remind
clients that of course some changes can be made ifind yourself
absolutely hating something, but in the case gfetsrand so it can be
costly.’

He raised an eyebrow at her. 'l can imagine, attsvhy I'm paying
for your expertise—because | don't have the timendination to

spend hours agonising over these things; and yoit deed to
worry—I won't carry on like some bored housewifeovdan't choose
between pink and blue for the toilet-seat covefe'signed the
contract, drew up a cheque and handed them to her.

Gareth Walker just being Gareth Walker or was éhedlculated way
of saying it was only business between them now™&mndered. She
said formally, 'Thank you. I... I'll do it as quiglas | can.’

‘Well --' he stood up '—I hadn't got round to tadlthem you wouldn't
be coming back—ijust in case anything like this leaqgua—so I'm
sure your old room is ready and waiting for you.'

She took a breath. 'That's great. I'll also try twotlisturb you too
much. You're lucky you have this retreat.’'

'‘Am |?' He looked around broodingly. 'It's gettimgre and more like
a prison.'



‘Something will come up,' she said with a brigletagsuring smile
although she felt as if her heart was breakingat'§lwhat my mother
says—when you least expect it some form of inspinaiurns up.'

Which were to prove famous last words—at least,etbmg turned
up the very next day.

She went into Mittagong once again the next mortongpnsort with
tradespeople and to make definite arrangements,itands after
lunch when she drove back. It had stopped rainuggroght and was
bright and sunny although the ground was stillreieg—and there
was a bright yellow sports car parked beside thumtiin. That its
owner should be Laura Hennessey never entered idestv
imagination but that was undoubtedly who happepestroll round
the corner of the house with Gareth as Juanithtaehfrom her car.
And it was Westminster, accompanying them, who gearg to the
first greeting in the form of a delighted bark efcognition and a
surging up to her that made her stumble, lose betinfg and sit
heavily on the ground while he proceeded to lickdrghusiastically.

The next few minutes were confused but finally Wesster was
consigned back to the stable area in disgrace, andy/s care.
Juanita, now muddied and pale, was helped inthdise by Gareth,
and Laura Hennessey followed suit with a light-bteghremark that
the dog was really only a puppy still—he apparesthyck no fear
into her heart at all, Juanita thought darkly as $ied to stop
shaking.

‘Are you all right?' Gareth asked as he guideddarchair in the hall.
‘Yes. Fine,' she said, but shakenly and feelingjdoo

He bent down in front of her and took her hands.ould have been
worse --'



'l know. It could have been the fountain—sorrywes really my
fault; | panicked.'

'Sure? Not just being brave?'
She shook her head. 'Positive.’

'‘Good girl." His eyes glinted with something likdnairation then
became tinged with amusement as he straightenesll, 'Wdon't
suppose | have to introduce you, do 1? Laura, thisJuanita
Spencer-Hill, an admirer of yours.'

Laura Hennessey was as slim but taller than sheaapg on

television, yet as perfectly groomed and vitallyraadtive with her

cropped blonde hair, her expert make-up that hagkéid a pair of
rather exceptional yellowy hazel eyes, and herntop#rfect for a day
in the country, of a silk blouse tucked into befally cut jeans and
brown brogues. All of which made Juanita glance moat her

bedraggled self ruefully. This morning it had sedrilee a good idea
to wear a very pale primrose dress with a fulltskit now seemed
like the worst idea in the world. Added to that'digrazed a wrist and
it had bled on to her skirt and her hair was comaalyift, she

discovered as she put a hand to it, from the sdlasp she wore.

'‘How do you do, Juanita?' Laura murmured, her dgaflewing
almost exactly the path that Juanita's own had,naisding none of
the dishevelment. 'l always feel so sorry for peapho are afraid of
dogs, don't you, Gareth?' she added. 'What tosyt realise is they
bring it on themselves. Once a dog senses you --'

'‘Westminster is a pretty overpowering kind of déggreth broke in
easily. 'Nor is he as well-trained as | had hopedwas, but he
actually likes Juanita.' He gestured wryly. 'Whatweed, | think, is a
cup of tea; it certainly feels like teatime. Wouytali care to join us in



the kitchen, Laura? A lot of the business of tlwase is conducted in
the kitchen.' He smiled gravely.

'l thought you introduced me to your housekeepeafdra raised a
thin, well-groomed eyebrow at him.

'‘She's actually filling in for her mother. And shall at this

moment --' Gareth consulted his watch '—be setiutdo pick up her
twin brother and sister from school. Which is aefeto all and
sundry—the fact that the terrible twins are backcool.'

Juanita glanced at the other girl, wondering what\wwould make of
this. There was no doubting Laura's vigorous imgefice even if you
hadn't seen her engaged in deadly debate, butwasadlso suddenly
obvious was that everything to do with this hougpesared to be of
deep, forthright interest to her—why? Juanita weoedea bit

dazedly. Why is she here at all for that mattergdnd she realise
what a fool he made of her? And why do | feel dsniight not exist?

‘Curiouser and curiouser!' Laura said gaily. ®'ad to have tea in the
kitchen. You can tell me more at the same timed Ahe actually
linked her arm through Gareth's and waited for turlead the way.

But Gareth unlinked himself politely and held outand to Juanita.
'‘Would you like to freshen up first?'

‘Th-thanks. Y-yes | would,' she stammered and hbrdeaself to
stand up. 'No, please,’ she added as he stared @bwimer
interrogatively, 'l am fine; don'tneed help.’

He frowned then stepped back and murmured, 'Riyletll expect
you shortly.’

IOh __l



'l thought you'd be interested actually, Juanit@,' overrode her.
'‘Laura has turned up with an idea of making sommeafdelevision

special on modern literature that she'd like mpddicipate in.' He
smiled, a cool, chiselled movement of his lipsthetre was a glint in
his eye as if the thought of it intrigued him. '[oo us.'

Tea was made and poured when Juanita joined theheikitchen,
washed and brushed and changed into her emeraks$titbottoms
and white T-shirt.

And-Laura was immediately gracious. 'Gareth's lieling me about
you, Juanita. What a wonderful house to hearte blanchewvith! By
the way, I've interviewed your mother, your fathedyour brother.
What a familyf' she marvelled.

‘Thank you..." It was all Juanita could think ofsty.
Laura turned back to Gareth. "Well, what's it t8'be

He appeared to meditate then he looked acrossrahvery direct
blue glance but curiously enigmatic. ‘No,' he spide gently.

Laura didn't even flinch. She said softly insteddat's not very
sporting. Don't you think | deserve an opportunidgy—even things
up?'

'l don't—forgive me—I don't see how you could.’

There was a moment's silence but to Juanita it pascularly
significant because it was almost tangible, theremurthat was
flowing between these two intelligent, articulatedaattractive
people, and it was also bound up with their beinip@ opposite sex;
it was part of it. And as she watched from the Igide so to speak,
she experienced a sense of disillusionment, thesemse of
inadequacy and anger with herself that she'd etéerself hope she
could match Gareth Walker as this woman might...



"You'll never know until you try it,' Laura saidyite soberly. '‘Nor do
| give up easily,' she added. 'And for what it'stlwpsince I've given
it more thought, your writing rather intrigues riiéhen you get tired
of writing genre thrillers, why don't you try yoand at something
with more depth? I'm quite sure the potential exéi

Was that a stroke of genius? Juanita wondered edoslered her
lashes almost in pain for Gareth.

But he didn't take long to reply. He said, with tio¢ least sign of
resentment or anger, 'Oh, | don't know, Laurainklit's a wise man
who knows his limitations.'

She shrugged. 'But perhaps less wise to be affaidyiag to test
one's limitations." And the glance they exchangexs wong and
challenging until Laura smiled and added lightBy the way, I'm
staying with friends about a mile or two from hereieH mention it?
No, well, I've got a whole week with them duringiaihl'mgoing to
relax, ride their admirable horses if the mood sake—we could see
more of each other...'

She left not long afterwards.

Wendy hadn't returned so Juanita washed up ththitegs and thus
was still in the kitchen when Gareth came back—the&back door,
which he slammed the bottom half of shut. Thendst kimself down
in a kitchen chair and said sardonically, 'Whaydo make of that?'

Juanita dried a cup carefully. 'l don't think | altbomake anything of
it,' she said at last.

'‘Why the hell not? If you can dry the dishes in moyse, surely you
can venture an opinion. Do you think I'm goingdap on you every
time we carry on a civilised conversation?"



'Civilised?' She looked at him ruefully, understagdhis anger and

frustration but not altogether seeing why it shdaddaken out on her.
‘All right. I think it's quite plain. You got henidespite making her
look a fool. So she wants a chance not only to @eer
herself—er—intellectually, but also to see morg@dfi." She put the

cup away and reached for another.

"Got her in",' he echoed savagely. 'If you mearatwhthink you
mean by that, you're wrong.'

Juanita glanced at him. He had his jeans-claddpgswled out, his
arms folded across his old khaki shirt, and shehfet heart bump
once or twice and wondered if he. really was babdut the effect he
had on most women.

'OK, I'm wrong,' she said with a shrug. "Tell meatvizou think.'

'If | knew that | wouldn't be asking you,' he gredland shoved his
hair off his forehead. '‘But | do know the bloodyman riles the life
out of me and I'm not the kind of person who usugéts riled this
way!'

'l believe you,"' Juanita murmured. 'Could it beadase she and your
writer's block are all bound up together at the motd WWe more or
less decided that once before.’

‘We did, you're right," he said grimly. 'But whyrid've come across
plentyof literary purists in my time.'

Juanita was silent as she wiped the sink and hpng tea-towel.
Silent because, although he couldn't see it, orldwii she could.
And I've got the feeling anything he may have fettme will pale
beside what could be between them one day...



He said suddenly in a different, drier voice, makimer start slightly
and turn to him, 'How many women do you think | banattracted to
at the one time?"'

'Gareth --'

‘You don't want to go into it? It's what you'rentking, though, and it
IS my reputation at stake.' His blue eyes wereasacd

She hesitated. 'lIt would not be unusual or unknowai-east two,
perhaps.’

‘At least? Why not make it three or four?'

'Stop it,' she whispered. 'We made a bargain—at leagreed to
whatyousaid, and I'm only here because...' Her mouth &ark

‘Then perhaps you shouldn't dry up any more disttaie you're
here.'

‘This has to beso illogical' They stared at each other anc
notwithstanding all else, his gaze as it roamed beewas curiously
intimate despite the hostility also in his eyesdAinturned her own
hostility into something else. She felt as tautaabow-string but
achingly aware of him. She felt, and it amazed hiez,slapping his
face but ending up in his arms. She felt like mgKkove to him, but
coolly and always in control until he was helplegth desire—she
experienced a range of emotions and wasn't atiedl \whether they
were love or rage, but was certain there was only satisfactory
solution to them. She wanted, with an almost sawagasity, to go
to bed with him...



She closed her eyes, swallowed several times @dltty bring her
wayward body under control, to remove the almosysual
sensation of his skin on hers, his hands on hetjgseon his --

The kitchen door flew open and Steven raced in.retha
Gareth—Wendy's hurt herself, she can't get outetar!

What Wendy had done was get out of the car to ofhen

gate—something Steven and Rebecca normally took tiordo, but
because there was still a lot of mud about and usscahe was
already muddy she'd decided to do it herself—oalglip and fall

awkwardly and at least sprain, if not break, hédean

'l can't believe it,’ she said palely as Garethriedrher into the
kitchen. 'Look at it—it only happened a few minudg®!’

‘Mmm.' He removed her shoe and gently prodded wudlen flesh.
Wendy winced. 'OK. What we need to do is get anpiaek on to
it—and give Dr Smith a call.’

A severe sprain was Dr Smith's pronouncement, wheruired
several days off it.

'‘But | can't!" Wendy protested.

'Yes, you can,' Gareth said wryly. 'Look, you canén put it on the
floor, let alone stand on it. Don't worry, kiddo!&/&an cope.'

'‘How?'

'I'm not as useless as | look," he replied. 'Atsdatf to bed with you
and no arguments,' he added firmly.

Juanita helped Wendy to change and get into biedia$ going so
well too,"” Wendy said disconsolately. 'l really ddmow how on
earth he's going to cope, what with his book andrsb



‘... I'll help," Juanita heard herself say.
Wendy was transformed. 'Would you?'
'‘Well, if he wants me to.'

'‘Why wouldn't he—if you don't mind?'
Juanita didn't reply to this.

They met in the passage that linked the domestarters to the
house. 'All right?' He cocked an eyebrow at her.

'Yes. But worried. I... offered to help.’
'‘Did you, now?"

‘Yes,' Juanita said with some grimness. 'Despitg ggersion to my
washing up, don't you think in the circumstancés tite sensible
thing to do? At least | can do the cooking and wasHew
clothes—the house is going to be in a mess anyivatlg.'

‘My aversion to your washing up was not --'
'Let's not go into all that again,' she said aggHil--'

‘All right, but let's get one thing straight’ Heoked at her
assessingly. 'lIf you haven't forwarded that comt@ad cheque yet we
can tear them up and—take the other option | padl If this is

going to be too hard for you, in other words.'

Despite the drama of Wendy's accident, Juanitated nwas still
reeling from the impact of what had happened todaglier. Yet it
only made her more determined, she found, and@ndrcan cope,’
she said tautly. 'I'm not so sure about you, tho8glyoutell me what
you want to do. If you like, | can be out of hemeabout ten minutes.'



He narrowed his eyes. Then he said softly, 'Bynalns stay, Juanita.
I'm not a hundred per cent sure what we're doirtiebabout at the
moment but if you're sure you want to fight on, wigt? And --' he
smiled faintly ' — right at this moment | could ddath some help.'

She clenched her teeth then said briskly. '‘Golbthalve dinner ready
in an hour." And she walked past him towards thehkin. But it was a
long time before her mental sinews, as well as sohieer muscles,
unclenched themselves, and then she had to womddlytif she
wasn't, like Xanthe, as mad as a March hare.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THINGS went surprisingly well for a day and a half. Bugn again she
only saw Gareth at mealtimes for any length of tand the presence
of Rebecca and Steven helped considerably. Theg narthere to
help her when Gareth came swearing into the kitctesmbout two
o'clock in the afternoon, because someone was hgtgneath his
study window. Juanita was sitting at the table@unded by papers.

'Oh, it's the plumber,' she said. 'He's moving --'

'l don't care what he's doing, he'll just have tops he blazed.
'‘Anyway, why was | not informed he was to be heday? What the
hell doyouknow about plumbing? | could end up with crosseind
and God knows what! Whig supervising him?'

'l am." Juanita took a deep breath. 'But for thatten Rebecca or
Steven could be. It's a very simple job, believe me

'You may think it is, although I still doubt youxgertise in these
matters, and for future reference don't ssaythinglike this again
without consulting me.' He glared at her, his dylesr than ever, his
hair all awry as if he'd been raking his hand tigtou.

'‘Consulting you!" Juanita said bitterly. "Y¢old me you didn't have
the time to agonise over the details of it, or veatal that effect, so |
assumed --'

'‘Well, you were wrong,' he said curtly. 'l may matve the time or
inclination to go into the minutiae of it, but dbimagine --' his eyes
glinted sardonically '—that | can sit by while p&opear up and bash
away at my house without wondering what the blobdilf they're
doing!

‘They're not tearing anything up or bashing anything down. He
merely moving a couple of pipes today in a guesitibam that no



one uses and for the rest of it he'll be installihg more modern
bathroom equipment.'

'l still want to know what's going on and when gting on,' he said
through his teeth.

'Right,' she returned dangerously, 'I'll post region your study door
in future. But why don't you have a chat to himydu're so
concerned? Or are you not capable of a simple conuoortesy like
that?'

'‘Don't get too clever with me, Juanita,’ he warned.

'‘Clever!" she retorted. 'That's not being cleveou'Ye just being
impossible—and it's time you were going to pick tne twins
anyway.'

He said something beneath his breath, there wagtatitve knock on
the back door and the plumber peered in. 'Er—anhonse?’

The change that came over Gareth Walker incensacitduall the
more. He introduced himself blandly, apologisedvitiat must have
sounded suspiciously like a domestic row in progeesd expressed
an interest in seeing what was going on.

'Happy to show you,' the plumber replied. 'Alway=elf more
comfortable dealing with a bloke—that is --'

'‘Don't bother to explain,’ Juanita rasped. 'l tia@ewhole lot of you if
you must know!'

Gareth ushered him out with a grin. "That's donméte.' He closed
the bottom half of the door carefully.

Juanita took some very deep breaths and restrdieesklf from
throwing things.



And it was an effort, when they met again over dmmo be barely
polite to him although no one appeared to notiedpdd by the fact
that Wendy was allowed up on crutches so she sigeerthe twins'
homework after the meal. Juanita spent some maone tn the
paperwork and the always tricky business of workpagnters and
plasterers, wallpaper-hangers, carpet-layers, ngepeand tilers in
with each other. And she worked on after Wendy thiedtwins had
gone to bed, then pushed everything away suddexlyleopped her
head into her hands.

How could | not have known, she wondered, whatatuld be like?
How can you be go angry with someone yet—hungethiem like
this?

'If it's any consolation, | feel as guilty as hell.

Juanita lifted her head slowly. He was standintghardoorway, his
hands shoved into his pockets, and as their eydsdoshe read
tiredness and something she couldn't quite namehisn Not
tenderness or affection—a rather dark disaffecticanything, yet
she got the strangest feeling that it wasn't dackcit her but at
himself.

She shrugged, a slight movement of her shoulders.

‘Particularly in light of how you've helped," hedad. "You must think
I'm—a boor and a bully.’

For some reason this brought a slight smile tdiperAnd she said, 'l
should be used to it, shouldn't 1?'

He came over at last and sat down opposite hee ditstic
temperament? That makes me feel no less- guilty.'

‘That will pass too,' she murmured, and gatheregagers.



'l wonder. Why are you working so late?' he quendtiout giving
her a chance to comment.

'l was trying to work out a way to speed thingshuyp it's such a
juggling act as it is..." She gestured.He was sii@na time then he
said, 'Tell me something else --' His gaze roamest ber, taking in
the simple white blouse she wore with a flared [@daton skirt, the
way her hair was coming adrift. 'Is it my imagiatior are you using
your stick far less than you used to?'

She bit her lip. 'No. | mean, it's not your imagioa.'
'Why?"

She glanced at him briefly. 'l took your advice.'
'‘How so?'

She fiddled with her papers. 'l... well, it occurte me...' She started
again. 'l got so tired of it all | g-gave up theypiotherapy sooner than
| should have. At least, | went back to the spéestiahd he was of the
opinion that my hip will still respond to physimdexercise. So that's
what I'm doing, and trying to rely less on my stigkit it could still
take time.'

'I'm proud of you.'

She looked at him fully. 'Thanks.'

"Your stammer seems better too.'

‘That could have something to do with --'
'‘Being angry a lot of the time?'

She grimaced. "You did tell me it improved my flagn



You know," he said very quietly, 'you could loakck on all this one
day and—put it down to experience.’

Juanita stood up abruptly because she was suddamigerously
close to tears. 'Could 1? I'm tempted to think iit @lways be like a
nightmare but be that as it may—I'm going to bed.’

He didn't attempt to stop her.

He was also not in evidence at all the next morning

'‘Where could he be?' Juanita asked Wendy withvarfrdt's almost
time to drive the kids to school.’

'Did you ring the stables?"

She nodded. 'He hasn't been seen down there—IrcanRebecca
and Steven but it just seems strange.'

Wendy narrowed her eyes. 'Have you actually gotwehis study?’
'No, but | knocked.'

Wendy looked relieved. 'Go in and check—I'm prettye that's
where he'll be. Sometimes he writes nearly all nigén falls asleep
on the settee.’

He was, sprawled out in his clothes, his head smahmns, looking
impossibly uncomfortable but obviously deeply agleéde didn't stir
as she opened the door and tiptoed in. But it \&@saascene of chaos
that met her startled gaze. There was a snow-afritrumpled-up
papers on the floor, as if he'd printed out a ctragt two on his word
processor and hated every word, even to the eatdralling up each
page individually and hurling them around the room.



She glanced at him again but she couldn't seedaus, fonly the
rumpled dark fairness of his hair falling over are, but it was as if
someone had squeezed her heart and where therkekadanger
there was now compassion...

She was quiet on the drive to school—not that Stearel Rebecca
noticed. They chattered non-stop about the longkeme® coming up
the weekend after next and whether Wendy's ankleldvie
recovered enough for them to spend it in Sydnely airiend of their
mother's so they could visit her as much as passibbér the three
days as had been planned for a while.

'I'm sure it will by then," Juanita said absentlyan consulted.

'Will you stay and look after Gareth?' Steven cgebribringing
Juanita out of her reverie somewhat. 'He sure nsatgone to look
after him at the moment,' he continued.

1., .well, we'll see,' Juanita temporised, and saged by the fact that
they arrived at the school.

So she had two things on her mind for the reshefday but, for
reasons buried in her subconscious probably, credd larger than
the other. She had in fact bought one of his badien she'd returned
to Sydney and, despite herself, enjoyed it thorbudte might be no
Graham Greene but he was able to paint an integegtrtrait of the
country he wrote about and the twists and turrtheénplot had held
her riveted. What she'd appreciated even more,gthowas his
characterisation—he'd made a small arms-dealehennhistress, a
cellist full of deep and brooding passion who omaally carried
weapons of destruction in her cello case for hutly believable and
sometimes hilarious. But it was his hero she képtking about
during that day. A man torn between the philosophthe political
end justifying the means but the brutality of thas=ans.



And finally, after seeing little of him during tliay, she bearded him
in his study late in the afternoon.

He looked up and his eyes narrowed as she hesitated doorway.
‘A problem?' he queried.

'‘No. Well, y-yes but not mine. May | come in?'
'Of course, but | hope it's not to tell me the phemhas --
‘Nothing like that,' she said hastily. "That'sgaing really well.'

He smiled faintly. 'Good. Would you like to sit dowr is this just a
passing visit?'

'I'll sit down,' she said, but hesitated again woddered whether she
was mad. All the paper had been disposed of, she sa

‘You're in two minds," he murmured, his eyes subjdertent. 'Does
that mean whatever you've come to tell me is—momentor
disastrous despite not being anything to do wighplumbing?’

'‘No, it means | don't know—you might th-think itidiculous.' She
bit her lip.

'l won't know until you try me,' he pointed outit'§@own and have a
go.'

'It's about your book," she blurted out, and satrdburriedly.

He raised his eyebrows and there was genuine sarnprihis eyes as
well as something else she couldn't put a nameéhen he frowned.
'‘Go on.'

'l have now read one of your books,' she saidystiff



‘That also surprises me,' he drawled.

‘Yes, well, | enjoyed it,' she returned somewhditamtly and added
before he could take issue, 'And it struck me thdhis one --' she
told him which one she'd read ' —your main charastes grappling
with a real dilemma.’

'So he was.'
'‘As you are,' she said quietly.
'In regard to you?'

Juanita blinked. 'Oh, no!" she said hastily. 'Indidnean that—in any
case | don't think you are...'

He smiled with no amusement. 'l can assure you.l am

Juanita started to feel hot. '‘But it was you..e sthispered, then
couldn't go on.

'So it was,' he said drily. 'That doesn't mearatotbat the mere act of
putting an end to it has stopped my thoughts or-eratings.'

She couldn't tear her eyes away from his althobghetwas nothing
In them that was particularly intimate. 'Are yoyisg --? | suppose it
Is my fault if that's true,'she said huskily, andd to say something
more but nothing coherent would come so she clbsednouth and
looked away defeatedly.

He sat forward. 'I'm sorry. | didn't mean to proglticat effect—shall
we get back to my book?'

She put a hand to her mouth as if to still thathiesis and treacherous
stammer. 'l wondered," she said after a long morieybu could put
your own dilemma about popular literature and trepital L



kind—er—into a story somehow. P-perhaps a charaséfering
something s-similar? | just wondered whether wgitiabout it
mightn't bring it back into perspective for you add other
perspectives, or simply...get it off your cheshé$ressed her hands
together, still not looking at him.

The silence seemed to run on and on until she doale died of
embarrassment and was finally forced to look at kifio find him
staring straight at her, but not as if he was sgpher at all, and her
instinct was to slip away; indeed she made an awdkwesve but his
gaze refocused and he said slowly, 'Why on eadh'tdi think of
that? I've got this bloke sucked into a counte@sye racket quite
accidental—if I made him a writer going through witan going
through and going mad not only because of it beabse of what's
happening to him otherwise...'

Juanita relaxed. 'Not,' she said, uncertainly, gihotthat "it's a moral
dilemma as was in your other book- --'

'It doesn't matter. | don't always go for morakdimas but | do like
them not to be straight-up-and-down blokes. | wontt®ugh --' he
looked at her, with a frown in his eyes '—whetheBut he didn't
finish his sentence.

'Wonder?' Juanita said at last.

‘Nothing.' He seemed to wrench his thoughts batiletp'l was—just
thinking.'

‘Well, I'll leave you to it.' She stood up and sdiksketchily.
‘Juanita...'

She stopped at the door and looked back to sesthning at her as if
in two minds. But in the end, he only said quieflihank you.'



‘My pleasure,' she murmured, and had to tear hey gaay.

Three days later, when the house was in a mile sttiproar with
the painter making his preparations, a carpet fitaking
measurements and a tiler working on the bathroohmyra
Hennessey rode up on a large, spirited chestnut.

Juanita winced as she glanced out of the drawingirewindow and
realised who it was. Gareth had been working gm#sessed and
apparently oblivious to all noise and disruptiam.fact she got the
feeling that the house could have fallen down aglohim, which
made her smile to remember their run-in over tlwenpler. He rarely
even appeared for meals, and between them she andywttied to
concoct appetising offerings which they deliveredtays. His one
form of exercise was a ride early morning and awgsi The net
result of all this was that the household was peaadthough the
house itself was in a mess.

‘Amazing,' Wendy, who was almost fully mobile n@aid once with
a shake of her ponytail. 'Men are quite strange'athey?'

'Indeed they are,' Juanita replied wryly.

'l mean, if you'd told me he could write througistivhen he makes
such a fuss sometimes over the littlest things, ouldn't have
believed you.'

'Let's just hope it lasts...'

'‘Ah, Juanita!" Laura said as she slid off the hasd tied it to a
veranda post. 'Things are humming by the look.oEhe gestured to
the mixture of vans parked about the fountain.



‘They are,' Juanita agreed. 'I'm trying to getdhel as quickly as
possible.'

Laura smiled. It was a fresh, windy day and herekbeglowed and
she gave off the aura of sparkling health and itytalls the bard
home?' she queried.

Juanita hesitated. 'He's writing," she said slowly.

There was a sudden tense little pause as Laurawedrher eyes
upon Juanita then murmured, 'Why do | get the figelim not very
welcome? And—forgive me—»but is it your place toideavho sees
him and who doesn't?'

'‘Not at all,’ Juanita responded, suddenly wishinglently that
Wendy hadn't gone to town leaving her in this posit'l --'

But Laura didn't let her finish. 'lt crossed my ohithe last time | was
here that you—that there were certain—currentoak Wwetween you
and Gareth.' She smiled faintly. 'Not that | blayoel. The man's
sheer dynamite, isn't he? But have you managethke sny kind of
claim, so to speak?’

'l have not," Juanita said stiffly as the blood taher cheeks.
'‘Good!" Laura said blithely. "'Then you won't mifdtry to, will you?'

Juanita actually managed to smile although ittleftmuscles of her
face feeling strained. 'No. He's in his study—wowdbd like me to
show you the way?'

* % %

'‘Don't spring uninvited guests upon me like thaaiagJuanita,’
Gareth said coldly to her several hours later.



She looked at him across the kitchen table. Thagtdinished dinner
and Wendy had taken the twins to a school conktérad not been a
comfortable meal. 'l think you're labouring undemnisapprehension.
Two,' she said coolly. 'I'm not your housekeepedt aacondly, it
would have taken an army to keep her out.’

'‘But you could have told her | was out," he saidl,Isoking grim.

‘You really are impossible, aren't you?' she gréteough her teeth.
'‘Why should | tell lies on your behalf?'

'You know how | feel about the blasted woman; ybuiously knew
and appreciated what | was going through—in theenafmhuman
charity if nothing else, would one little white lrve been such an
imposition?' He eyed her mockingly.

‘Yes, it would have,' she retorted. 'As it wasaitlImyself open to
being suspected of—oh, this is ridiculous!" Shedtop and began to
clear the table.

‘Suspected of?' he drawled.

‘Nothing,' she flashed and banged the little sibcgrdiment tray on to
the sideboard so that the bottles rattled.

'‘As a matter of fact she told me what she suspsaeddf.’

Juanita froze then turned back to him incredulausWhatdid she
tell you?'

He smiled a slow, lazy smile but his eyes still aged to remain
cool. 'She said, "You could have a problem with ryaterior

decorator, dear Gareth. | think she's fallen irelaith you".

'Did she, now?' Juanita managed to speak perfeetiymnly and
plainly. ‘Well, that might have been true once loigar Gareth,' she



mimicked, 'your interior decorator has come to $emses. And you
wereright. No one in their right senses could copdawdu. | wonder
if | shouldn't enlighten Laura about it all? Bef@i®ge gets too serious
about staking her claim with you—which is what shel to me:

‘Dear me,"' he murmured, 'gouwere right.’
'Of course | was right. The only blind person amduere isyou.'
‘That doesn't mean to say | reciprocate thosersents in any way.'

'You spent two hours with her,' Juanita pointed Mdu could just be
fighting it for the sake of a fight; | wouldn't pthat past you at all.
And who's to say she mightn't suit all your requeats? | would
Imagine her career is extremely important to hemuild imagine the
last thing she would want to do is abandon it ttk Shto a sea of
domesticity and maternity—you two could very wedhnee up with

some kind of arrangement that would be perfect doth your

outsized egos.'

'l hesitate to say this, Juanita, but all that sieahrather bitchy," he
said quite gently and with a glint of sudden humauris eyes.

She picked up the mustard pot and threw it at hirmissed and
shattered on the table. He glanced at the shargksd then pushed
his chair back, stood up slowly and stepped towheis

'‘Don't you dare!' she panted, aware suddenly oftadh&nd strong he
looked and, curiously, becoming even angrier: "\iaes you the
right to preach to me? You think you can treat ike the hired help,
you... you tell me | mustn't fall in love with ydwit you keep bringing
the subject up! Why was it necessary to tell metvid&ura said? |
must tell you—and | haveno hesitation in saying this—it was
because you're no different from those men wharet®?' she said
uncertainly in quite a different voice.



'‘Mmm?' He didn't attempt to touch her although i@ lf@ot separated
them but there was something oddly heavy-liddedibhis eyes as
they rested on her flushed face, as if nothing shd or did- was
making much impression on him, and suddenly ittteged her.

'‘Wh-what are you going t-to do?'
‘What would you like me to do?’
She bit her lip. 'N-nothing.'

He smiled absently and reached out at last to tbecliace. 'So you
believe I'm an unmitigated cad now? Perhaps | airi bave to tell
you that there's a limit to what most men can stameth as it might
be an embarrassment to have to admit it. And theywa fit into this
house, the way you fit into my life and even hawe nerve to throw
things at me when I'm impossible is testing thitgshat limit. So
perhaps it's as well you have come to your sedsesjta. Because if
I'm tempted to overstep the limit, as | am rightivngou'll be able to
have the will-power for both of us, won't you?'

Her lips parted as she sorted through the impbaoatiof what he'd
said and her eyes widened as she registered thike sutack, the
implicit mockery, the placing of the responsibiliiyr this state of
affairs squarely on her shoulders. And she couice laied at the
unfairness and unkindness of it; she wanted tchteillit was all his
fault because he wouldn't let her love him evemgjmoit was what
they both wanted...

She closed her eyes and whispered, 'You told me gog weren't
kind—now | believe you.'

'l also told you once this wasn't going to be éd®ysaid very quietly.
'‘Perhaps you understand better now why it isn't.’



'If you think it's been easy for me; if that's wigati're saying --' She
broke off as she realised there were tears rotlioggn her cheeks,
then suddenly didn't care. 'Why are you so sure ganit change?
Why, if things are the way they are between ust gan at least have
some hope? | can't mean terribly much to you ifoh'tdat least...
bring you some hope.’

'On the contrary --' he took her chin in his hand brushed the tears
with his thumb '—it's the other way around. Beligw& not, the likes
of Laura Hennessey are a dime a dozen these dagid:mA quite sure
we could come to some satisfactory arrangemeng wso minded,
that would leave neither of us devastated whetitieecame to move
on to other things or people. But not so you, arldopard doesn't
change his spots, although, God knows, | wish Ictbu

'‘What --' Juanita swallowed and licked her lipsf+were to tell you
that | could never tie you down, | could never reate what
happened in your marriage?'

He frowned and his hand stilled. '"What do you mean?
She told him, haltingly.

'‘No,' he said disbelievingly and with sudden paihis eyes.
'Yes,' she whispered.

They stared at each other and then suddenly sheiés arms and
he was stroking her hair and saying her name averozer as she
wept into his shoulder.

* k% %

'I'm fine now," she said, but shakily, some tintela



He'd picked her up and carried her into his stathsing the door and
sitting down on the settee with her in his lap. At rocked her as if
she were a child until the storm of emotion had&ean

He said nothing but kept stroking her hair.

'l shouldn't have told you,' she said huskily agams shoulder and
unwittingly fiddled with a button of his shirt. Suppose --' She
stopped and thought for a moment, and uncoveretsesof truth in
her heart. 'l couldn't stapyselfhoping that there could be some so
of future for us, so that's why | did tell you. Badgw I'll never know,
if there is, how much of it will be because youl fe&@ry for me.' She
grimaced.

'‘And that's why you got so upset the day | accysmdof mental
sterility or words to that effect,' he said drily.

'Yes. But you weren't to know.'

'l should be shot all the same."’

'Oh, no." A faint smile trembled on her lips.

'Have you... is this a constant cross that you,eemita?"

She considered. 'lf you mean do I, every time lssbaby, gnash my
teeth and decline into despair, no," she said gloddthough it could
come. | don't think I've got to the stage—I meavereif | were
normal | think I'm the kind of person who would o®io that clucky,
broody sort of state later than most. But | seklf sad when | see
Rebecca and Steven --'

'It's not that you're abnormal,’ he said.

'‘No. Not precisely.'



'l wish | could make you believe that.'

"You could," she said wryly, then sat up with agemt movement. 'l
didn't mean that...'

'‘What did you mean?' he asked, turning her slighiily his hands on
her waist so that she was facing him.

She lowered her lashes and felt her cheeks grow hot
‘Tell me, Juanita.'

She licked her lips and thought of trying to dissiate but then she
lifted her lashes and looked into his eyes, anavidhat, whatever the
cost, she could only be honest with Gareth Wallare often
wondered whether the fact that | could bring soe& fjoy to a
man—I| mean physically and mentally so that, evenaowhile,
without each other we would only feel like a halperson—would
compensate for the fact that | couldn't give hinidekn. I've thought
that if | could I might feel normal then. But | ddbe wrong, | might
feel worse; who knows? And | suppose because ytherenly man
I've really.. .well, you probably know what | megatys the fact that
you wouldn't want my children anyway, it seemed-ah't believe
I'm saying this,' she whispered, feeling the héadd up from the
base of her throat again.

His eyes were more sombre than she'd seen themsamd) 'It's not
that | wouldn't want your children --'

‘Any children, then,' she amended. "You must kndwatw mean --'

‘Yes, | think | do,' he said after a long pause] alowly ran his
fingers from the nape of her neck through her heleasing what was
left in its clasp. 'As a matter of fact a lot ofnifps about you, without
your even trying, are a joy to me. Your hair foreohoften long to
take it out of its clasp; I'll always remember hgau looked with a



flower pinned into it. Then there's your mouth,Slaél barely audibly
and with that heavy-lidded look of earlier. 'l have most urgent
desire at times to crush those cool lips and miagm tflower for me.
Like this.'

‘Gareth,' she gasped as he bent his head, 'l wasveis only trying to
be honestnot --'

'l know." His breath fanned her forehead. 'I'm dmyng honest too.
Don't fight and don't panic; we've done this befoeenember?' And
his lips closed over hers.

'‘But I've never done this before,' she said, ndi wanic but a little
uncertainty in her voice some time later.

'l know. It doesn't matter—to me, that is,' he ssadtly, and she
wondered how he'd guessed that any reservatiormigiwhave now
were to do with disappointing him. Because thehtioft the matter

was that her poor body, which had yearned for hintiraes so

intensely over the past days, was responding td dnavas doing to
her like a flower opening up to the sun. And it vaasf her soul too
was being nourished, because Gareth Walker, ataime time as he
made her feel achingly alive, was making love torad... There

was no hurry as he not only caressed her out ofcluthes but

caressed her psyche with what he said and the v&yuched her.

‘You're so good at it, though,’ she murmured ankleli her arms
behind his head. 'l might not be.’

She felt him smile against her breast. 'lf | ans iBecause
you're—exquisite," he said rather wryly, 'and itiye not, it will be
my fault.'

‘But --'



'Hush," he said and twined his fingers through tregr. "The only
thing you need to tell me is if I'm hurting you.'

'‘Oh, no,' she said softly. '‘But surely | can dadrghan that? Well --'
she bit her lip '—do this anyway.'

And she ran her hands slowly and lingeringly dotva long, bare
length of his back.

'‘Be my guest," he murmured, his voice not quitsteady, 'but | must
warn you of the effect it's liable to have on me.’

'Oh?' she said innocently, her lips curving andhaerds wandering at
will now as she delighted in the feel of all thare strong planes of
his body.

'‘Mmm..." He shuddered slightly. 'This," he addeathgring her into
his arms and moulding her to him, 'my beautifukative seductress.'

Her lips parted and her breathing came fasterlmitrs|anaged to say,
‘That makes me feel... wonderful and more equal.'

He said her name on a laughing breath but from dimeshe said not a
word because what was happening to her defiedigéear

And when they finally lay still in each other's a&mshe was
exhausted but filled with the kind of joy she'd eeknown, and
speech seemed not only impossible but entirely cessary. She fell
asleep like a child in his arms.



CHAPTER NINE

JUANITA woke only minutes before her bedroom door opeaad,

dazedly realised it must be quite late for sevezakons. The early
morning bird chorus was not in progress and thera@s quite light

despite the curtains being drawn, and she could bBemeone

hammering. Then other things impinged on her cansciess—the
different state of her body, the fact that she wabker own bed,

decorously clad in her own nightgown, althoughdida't remember
getting there, and she sat up suddenly with hed$aém her cheeks
and her heart pounding.

That was when the door opened and Gareth walkbdanng a tray.
‘Ah. That was well timed,' he murmured. '‘Good mgriHe set the
tray down and came to sit on the side of the bedoHked exactly as
he always did, wearing one of his favourite oldKlshirts and jeans,
but the sight of him—the little glint in his eydet way his hair fell,
his hands—increased her heart- rate even further.

'‘G-good m-morning,’ she stammered then her eyegned with
anxiety. 'You can't do this!" she gasped. 'lt wad &hough—how did
| get here? Not that it matters, thank goodnesd, llalit --'

He took her hands and smiled faintly. 'l put youehafter you fell
asleep. | thought it was what you would prefetsbdold Wendy that
you hadn't been feeling well and not to disturb,yba said gravely.

'Oh." She licked her lips. 'All the same..." Shepped and wished
she'd had time to compose herself although sheesiydoubted it
was possible.

'‘All the same?' he teased.

'l... Gareth—the childreandWendy—we can't --'



'Relax,' he said with a grimace. 'I'm of the sanmdnas it happens so
they're not here.’

'Not here?"

'l've sent them up to Sydney to their mother'siftidt will give them

a bit more than a week with Mrs Spicer instead ust the long

weekend. | told them that, with the house the wag,ithe fewer
people here the better, which is probably true,lardssured Wendy
that at just seven Rebecca and Steven would nedbeationally

blighted for the rest of their lives by missing Hrer week of

school—also true, I'm sure. And | pointed out houchtheir mother
must be missing them. | didn't have to do much npersuading at
all, especially --" a wicked little glint lit hisyes now '—asSteven

pointed out that, with you here to look after nfeeyt had nothing to
worry about.'

Some of the concern left Juanita's expression bortesremained.
'What time is it?' she asked lamely.

His lips twisted. 'Ten or thereabouts. Of courseattwo-way thing,’
he continued. 'We could look after each other,ypight say.' And he
calmly released her hands, drew back the bedcl@hdday down
beside her.

She opened her mouth to protest but he stilledyithe simple
expedient of taking her in his arms and kissingdesply. Then he
rearranged the pillows more comfortably and, stilth an arm
around her, said quite differently, 'Tell me somagh—did | do the
right thing?'

Juanita remembered his lovemaking and the raphateshe had so
willingly participated in and she trembled and lael cheek against
his shoulder with a little sigh. 'l don't know abaight,' she said



huskily, 'but it was., .lovely. More so than |—dn&ait could be. |
only hope it was the same for you.'

‘It was.' He didn't smile and there was a genunaeity in his voice.

She sat up and looked down at him as if by lookmag his eyes she
could see into his soul. 'What does that meanviispered.

'‘Only that you're stunning and warm and wonde#And it's going to

be particularly hard to get up off this bed andegyou breakfast but
there's a gaggle of tradespeople tramping aroumg@ldce all getting
in each other's way, not to mentiorine --'

She giggled. He looked injured. 'That amuses you?'
‘Yes, it does,' she confessed, still smiling. t'tt&now why.'

‘You're even more beautiful when you laugh," hermured, sitting up
but taking her face in his hands. 'l hope --' Hgpged.

Her smile faded but her eyes were calm as shedibganside of his
wrist. 'Let's not think about it,’ she said aftemament. 'Why don't
we... ? May | treat you to dinner tonight, Mr WatR&Vhen all these
tradespeople have left us in peace and we havehthse to
ourselves?'

His eyes were never bluer, she thought, althougimesadable too as
they'd ever been. But he said simply, 'lI'd lovd.tlidank you, Miss
Spencer-Hill.'

It was six o'clock, however, before the last wotlkeirand Juanita sat
down at the kitchen table to get her breath. Skiedmold pair of

jeans on and a white scarf bound round her hagrhsl paint on her
hands and a streak of it on her shirt, and she'd &areth only once
during the day when he'd brought her a sandwichaangp of tea and



insisted she eat it in the study with him—the omdgis of peace and
quiet.

And she thought, as she sat, that it had been fgoder to have such
a busy day; it had even been deliberate becahse taken her mind
off other things, although it had been impossibléorget what had
happened to her the night before...

'‘Penny for 'em?' a voice said behind her.
She turned to see Gareth right behind her and gysnquizzically.

She grimaced and stood up. 'l haven't even stditeter,' she said
ruefully, but he ignored this and took her in hisa.

'I've been dying to do this all day—you know, whéired an interior
decorator, | didn't expect her to actually buckm do the work.' He
touched her nose.

She squinted down. 'Paint?’

'‘Paint,' he agreed.

'l wasn't actually painting --'

You could have fooled me.' He kissed the tip ofriese.

'l wasmixingreally—I wanted to get just the right colour.’
'‘Did you?'

‘Yes.'

'‘And what were you doing when | saw you sandpageiam
architrave?'

'Oh, that—well, | was just giving the carpenterasad.’



He kissed her lips with a smile in his eyes. "Yookl happy.'

She Mt herself melt inside and doubted whetherdsbeer been
happier than just standing in the circle of his @rbbreathing in the
heady essence of him and, to her surprise, whewabhdempted to
kiss the strong column of his throat, she did {bst, lightly, but it
made him take her scarf off and stroke her hair ey rested
together for a minute or more.

Then he said, 'l've got an idea. Instead of imniellisglaving over a
hot stove, why don't we have a swim and a drink?'

'I'd love that.’

And to be in his arms in the pool, although decslpelad in her
costume, brought another dimension to the shesuséty her body
was coming to know. And to know that she was argukim equally.

'l think we ought to think about dinner,” she saifdjntly
pink-cheeked, after about half an hour in the pool.

‘Do you indeed?' His hair was plastered to his heisdeyes glinting
with that familiar devilry. ‘Why is that?' He littieher in his arms so
that she was looking down at him with water stresnaff her.

'‘One should eat,' she said after a long momenpWwereyes grave.
‘We have all night.’

'‘One should really eat regular meals, however.'

'What about food for the soul?"

She touched her wet palm to his cheek and lovedaihdy rough
feel of it. 'If you mean what | think you mean..H& nodded. "Well,
that's important too, of course --'



'Of course. Unfortunately, | have to tell you that soul is in much
more urgent need of placating than my stomach.’

‘Your soul?' she queried innocently. 'That's arsualiway of putting
it.

'It's all bound up together,' he assured her. 'Aayvat this moment
you are food for my soul as well as my body. | tesit any longer,’
he said simply.

* k% %

‘There's an old saying,' Juanita said dreamilynaslay naked on a
double bed in a guest bedroom—one of the few rdomscape any
form of renovation as yet.

‘There is?' Gareth ran his hand idly down her b&idil me.'

She turned her head on the pillow and her lips eyed. 'It's to do
with horses actually. They say you should neveklkmacacehorse
second time up—I mean at its second start.’

'l don't see the—is there a connection?'

She didn't say anything for a while, then, 'l cotitielp wondering if
I imagined last night and, even if | hadn't, whetheould be the same
again.’'

'You can—trust me.' His hand moved back to herdiseand she
shivered with delight as he plucked first one ngppilen the other
very gently.

And she kissed his shoulder and permitted herkelfpleasure of
touching his body in return and found she was faded by their
differences—the soft paleness of her skin agaisgah, how slender
she felt against his strength, how big and straadpands felt on her



but how gentle. In fact she was so fascinatedstatalmost forgot to
answer. 'Well, if you say so --' her lips curved wen't argue.’

'‘Good. Because --' he took her by surprise andegadhher into his
arms and rolled her on top of him '—I wouldn't wamtspoil our
second time up by any sense of disagreement.’

Juanita blinked at him but he returned her regarobgsly and said
equally seriously, 'Comfortable?’ He crossed hisdeabehind his
head.

She moved softly on him as if testing it out. 'Whh Is there
anything | should do?'

'You could keep doing that—otherwise I'm at youregeée

'l see. Well, to be honest, I'm at a bit of a loss#-always like this?'
she said suddenly, resting her elbow on the begeomping her chin
on it.

His eyes glinted. 'How do you mean?"'

‘Well, so far it's been a lovely blend of beingfds and --' she tried
to look airy '—the other.’

‘This?' He lowered his hands and placed them orhipsrand she
gasped a little as at the same time he entered her.

His hands stilled and his eyes narrowed. 'Havetl yau?'

'‘No. Oh, no. | don't think anyone's hurt me lessH,wf you know
what | mean, but you make me feel... that's so wdnf' she said
disjointedly. 'It has to be the most lovely feelmyearth --' She broke
off and bit her lip.



'‘And that's only half of it yet—don't look like thehe said softly and
wryly. 'Most men would Kkill for you to be told thatAnd his
movements became more urgent.

It was he who made dinner in the end. After theliowered together
and he'd wrapped her carefully into her violet toldeen he led her to
the old settee in the kitchen and told her to relax

What he made actually was bacon and eggs, hisuhmaxy forte, he
advised her, but he also fried bananas, tomatdeeat], so it was a
large meal and they finished it off with a lovetyosig pot of coffee.

Juanita was quiet as she sipped her coffee.
‘Tired?' he murmured, slipping an arm round heuklers.

'‘Mmm," She grimaced although she didn't know theree faint blue
shadows beneath her eyes and she was a little pale.

‘You might have done too much today,’ he commengedhade
severely.

She had to smile as she laid her head on his sioul@he way and
another, perhaps.’

It was his turn to grimace. 'So long as there areegrets.'

'‘None."' They sat in silence for a time until shiel showsily, "You
didn't tell me.’

He kissed her loose hair. 'What?'

‘Whether it's always like this.'



He considered. 'We might have to wait and seesal® eventually.
‘Do you know something? Tomorrow's Saturday. Isetreny hope
that this place could be a haven of peace anduiet

'It could,’ she replied, although she was stilhimg over in her mind
what he'd said before. ‘No one's coming."'

‘Excellent. We can spend the next two days jugt@svhim takes us.'
She fingered his watch-strap. 'What about your btaugh?"

'‘My book, thanks to you --' his voice was curiougipughtful, she
thought '—has taken a turn for the better. So naacthat even two
days away from it can probably only enhance it.'

'I'm so glad,' she said softly, and yawned.

‘Come to bed.'

‘All right. With...you?'

'‘Who else did you have in mind?'

'‘No one,' she protested indignantly. "You know whaean!

'‘Don't you want to spend the night in my bed? Yde€dquite safe,
you know, I'm not a sex maniac --'

She sat up. 'Gareth --'
‘Juanita?' he returned gravely.

She sighed. 'All right. I'd love to spend the nightyour bed with
you.'

'‘Well said! Although | must warn you that tomorromorning could
be a different story, so --'



‘Take me to bed, Gareth Walker," she commanded, dan't say
another word.'

But, lovely as it was just to lie in his arms aedlfherself drifting off
to sleep, she couldn't quite make it because ofhipgrwhich had
started to ache.

'What is it?"'

She told him, reluctantly, aware for the first titieat she'd been
unwittingly grateful that he'd made no mentiontoBut all he said
was, 'I'm not surprised. Yodefinitelydid too much today. Did you
know | was an expert masseur?'

'‘No...

'I've found it works well with horses. There.' Herted her away from
him so he could rub her hip. '"How does that feel?"

Her eyes closed but her lips twisted. 'Other thaking me feel like a
horse—wonderful." And about five minutes later &keasleep.

Their weekend together was also wonderful althodgydy did
nothing much at all. But it was as if the unlockmigJuanita's body
had unlocked her mind and they talked about atssuirthings, made
love in the middle of the afternoon when it rainegam when it was
fine, listened to music and she concocted some arfudneals.

'It's a pity it has to end,' she said on Sundayiegewhen they were
playing Scrabble stretched out on a rug in frors gMall fire they'd
built in the study grate because it was rainingragad chilly.

'‘What has to end?' he queried with a faint frowrhasstudied his
letters.



‘The peace and quiet.’
‘Ah, that. Yes. For a moment | thought you had—eottdeas.'
'l suppose...' she hesitated ... we should tadkitinat, though.'

He raised his eyes. 'I've got a better idea.' Hes@ad 'l think we
should acknowledge that this state of affairs e-pht his hand over
hers as she winced slightly and his gaze was vegctd'—was
something that, in the end, neither of us couldydete waited until
she nodded slowly. 'And, that being the case, noiheur old
arguments, if you like, now apply.'

'I'm not sure what you mean,' she said uncertainly.

'l mean that a whole new world has opened up fth bbus. Let's
savour it a little longer, Juanita, before we tryntake any decisions.'

She was silent, wondering if he meant the kindemlision that would
see her become his mistress. And shivered invaibnta

'‘What's wrong?'
'N-nothing... nothing," she said hastily. 'All rigfyou're right, I'm
sure. You're taking an awfully long time to finavard,' she pointed

out.

''ve changed my mind.' He sat up and tipped Hiere on to the
board. 'l was beating you hollow any way --'

‘You were not! | have a triple coming up with andtl' . -

He smiled faintly. ‘And | have an impulse comingtbpt might just
scoop the pool. Have you any idea how firelightdmees you?'



Juanita stared into his eyes and recognised the ilodhem. She
pushed her loose hair back and licked her lips ibuhade no

difference. She experienced a sensation that hadser breasts and
travelled down her body, a sensation that she kreewould, with his

hands and his lips and finally his body on herstertban triple until

it became a throbbing sense of need that could bale one

fulfilment.

‘Gareth,' she whispered helplessly but he putgefion her lips. Then
he undressed her slowly, her fine navy jumper ayatinth blouse
and her jeans, and lingered over her beautiful ¢hresilk and lace
underwear until the firelight was playing over haked skin, gilding
it and turning her nipples and areolae to rose. Aa#tnelt up on the
rug, drew her to her knees and bent his head dtéagtenipples and
caressed her waist and the curve of her bottonh simti shuddered
with desire and tilted her head back so that herdsscaded down
like a dark, soft curtain and she made a huskydtg little sound in
her throat. His hands moved up her back then articahsferred his
lips to her throat, but not for long as her bodyrtetd to arch and
tremble beneath his hands and finally they werettoey and she was
parting her legs to welcome him, and acceptingveight on her with
joy and urgency as they scaled a peak of pleasgether, as one,
and climaxed at the same moment.

But the sheer momentousness of it left her whein ltioglies stilled at
last and he rolled off her; she felt suddenly aland afraid, but he
pulled her into his arms as if he understood algihdue said nothing,
and she felt his heart beating heavily and his eddgreathing, and
knew that he was as moved as she was.

Yet she found herself examining that feeling ofdlomess and fear
the next morning, as if some small residue of d beayed with her
despite the way he'd been, and she knew that ibbex a foretaste of
what it would be like to live without Gareth Walkdf I'd never

scaled those heights, she thought, | wouldn't ktfeevdepths... Oh,



God, what should | do? she wondered.She did noitweg the next
few days but went with the flow so to speak. Whiakant that they
spent most of the day apart as he wrote but withenof the
turbulence of before, and she supervised the twamstion of his
house. But they slept together, ate together, nuageand spent each
evening together—in effect they lived together iavgng intimacy.
The kind of intimacy that was much more mundane thlaeping
with a man, yet just as binding.

She came to know his favourite foods and he told dimut his
brothers and sisters. She came to understand whatl-eme
occupation writing was and how draining it coulddmal he told her
something about what went on behind the scenes edifors and
agents. She found herself telling him more and nadr@ut her life
and discovered that her privacy, which had becowen enore
important to her after the accident, didn't seelpetthreatened at all.
He enjoyed brushing her hair for her and enjoyettiwag her dress
nearly as much as he enjoyed undressing her. Henassaged her
hip for her every night before they fell asleep aetped her with her
exercises.

And there were times when she forgot that sensteaf and the
foretaste of what her life without him would bedikut other times
when she couldn't, although she always went obheofvay to hide it
from him. Such as the morning she commented on kbeld

iImproved his e&rly morning disposition considerably

‘Steven and Rebecca would be proud of me,' shdtwiéds she put a
breakfast tray on the bedside table and sat dovtheobed. She was
already dressed.

He yawned, stretched and fingered his blue-shadgaved'Why is
that?'

‘You're much more manageable in the mornings tlearnuged to be.'



'Is that a fact?'
‘Certainly," she said gravely. 'Don't tell me yadh't noticed?"

'l had noticed some things,' he agreed, his blae gaaming over her
idly.

She raised an eyebrow. 'Such as?'

‘That early mornings are particularly fine timesstay in bed and
make love.'

'‘Only on the weekends,' she said after a momentigsawitching as
he pulled a hand from behind his head and begéddte with the
buttons of her blouse. He was naked from the wgast

He replied softly, 'Don't you believe it.'

‘Gareth --' she went a little pink and bit her 'lpl have a lot on
today --'

'l noticed, but what goes on can always comeldé flicked a button
open.

'l didn't mean that --' She stared at him frustigtenoting the entirely
wicked glint in his eyes. 'l mean I'm all set apddy to go,' she tried
to explain.

His teeth glinted in a particularly devilish griBo am I, so am [,' he
murmured.

'‘Oh! You're impossible...'

He laughed outright then and pulled her into hissar'And | was
right about you,' he said when he'd finished kigéier. "You're one of
those impossibly bright, early morning people. \\&dl be it." And he



moved her away from him, straightened her blouskesamoothed her
hair.

She muttered something incomprehensible and, to dmnay,
discovered she didn't feel like going anywhere.

‘What now?' he queried.
She sighed. 'I've just got the feeling you've rdingy day.'

He pushed his hair off his forehead and lookedeatviryly. 'That
could make two of us but, seeing as | was tryingdstrong, not to
mention altogether reformed, perhaps it would beratter-building
to let me continue with it.'

She digested this, her expression ranging fromrggvi® rueful

humour finally. 'l think you were having me on albng --Oh, no --'
she twisted away as he reached for her '—I'm all ailding

character, Mr Walker. | shall see you this everiAgid she fled the
room laughing but only moments later discovered keighter
turning to tears...

"The kids will be home tomorrow.'
'Yes.'

They were eating dinner in the kitchen—spaghettodgpoese and
salad—and there was an open bottle of red winedssivthem, and
the long weekend stretched behind Juanita, filled memories that
she knew would stay with her for the rest of hér but also that
growing sense of fear.

She took a sudden breath. 'Gareth? What will wd dafd't just go on
like this—I'msorry,'she said intensely. '‘But the longer it does go G
the harder it will be to... you were right abouatthAnd | can't
visualise myself as—well, as a mistress. Perhajkeife were no



children involved or—but even then... You seeplght | could do it
because, well, we talked about hope once. But Wkmow | can't.’

'Only now?' he queried very quietly.

She wound some spaghetti round and round her fhid. She
blinked and rubbed her nose with the back of hadhd've tried to
hide it but it's been growing. | think it's besk if go forward from this
with confidence and.. .whatever rather than stay l@come bitter.
But don't think | blame you. | knew.'

'‘Go forward to some other man making love to you?'
She flinched and closed her eyes.

‘Juanita?’

'‘Don't,' she whispered.

'‘But I'm interested.’

'‘No, you're just being cruel,’ she said hoarsely.

‘Not really. | have another plan, you see, whidiheradepends on
whether you can see yourself in anyone else's alonsg the things
you do—to me.'

Her lashes lifted and she couldn't hide the paiheaneyes. "Why?
What plan? I've just told you what would happem®sbut yoltknew
anyway. It's the way I'm made, it's to do with nayents and all that.
But even more it's to do wittme.There's always going to be one lac
in my life so if | can't ever find a full, lovingelationship—and | may
never,but to try to substitute it with something lessudbbe—what
do they say about two wrongs?' Her eyes were fukars now but
she made no effort to hide them.



‘Juanita --' his eyes were sombre and deadly serietwhat I'm
trying to find out is, if you believe you love meadacould put up with
me for the rest of our lives, | think we should getrried.'

Her mouth fell open and stayed open until she suigdgprang up
feverishly. 'No. N-no,' she gasped. 'l c-couldht. I..." But her

stammer wouldn't let her continue and then somgtreally strange
happened to her. All the blood seemed to drain fn@emhead to her
feet and everything went black.

'‘Gareth... ?'

'‘Mmm?' He was bending over her, his eyes dark anttiety and she
was sitting propped up on the settee.

‘What happened?’

He sighed and sat down beside her and starteddsage her hands.
'You fainted. Right after | suggested we get mdkttie

Her brow creased. 'But why?'

He looked at her carefully, noting the returnindgpco to her cheeks,
then said, 'l was hoping you could tell me thassumed it came as
such a shock --' He shrugged.

"It did," Juanita agreed huskily and started td lagitated again.

'‘No, hang on,' he ordered and picked up a glassasfdy from the
floor. 'Have some of this.' He waited until shelklen a few sips. "You
told me once you're not the fainting type. Buhisre any other reason
it could have been? Healthwise, | mean?"

'No! I'm fine.'



‘You've been doing an awful lot this week,' he sdaly. 'And |
mean a lot of work. Acting as unpaid wallpaper-renigp mention
just one instance.'

‘That's... that's because all this has been bgildip in me," she
whispered.

'l might have known,' he commented and his voice @rg. 'Which
was all my fault. Look, do you remember what | saiidut this being
a whole new ball game or words to that effect, &a@h

She moistened her lips. 'W-well, yes.'
‘That doesn't tell me whether you agree or not.’
'l suppose in some ways it has to,' she said aalyio

‘Then I'll tell you one way that it has. | can'swalise this house and
my life without you now. | can't visualise my bedhwout you. So...'
he paused and his gaze was so compelling thatoshénd tear hers
away '...things have changed for me. Which is aday that | will
ever be the ideal husband for anyone, nor doesitanaatically
discount the possibility that you might be ablgerhaps want to go
forward from this with confidence and find someavieo is—but if
not, will you marry me, Juanita?'

She opened her mouth several times but finallyame out quite
plainly and starkly. "You could just be feelinggoior me.'

'Have | ever shown you that | felt sorry for you&sHt restrained me
from mocking you at times; not to mention beingtguiude and
overbearing? Have | ever, in other words, treatadany differently
from how | treat everyone else?'

'‘No,' she said slowly. 'I... it's still only beematter of weeks!



He smiled but it didn't reach his eyes. 'What hapgeo us happened
in a matter of hours, Juanita. The only thing ghelttanged is that it's
got stronger and stronger.'

She reached out and took the glass of brandy fromalmd took a
gulp this time. 'Don't you think, though, that ibyve changed
enough to want to marry again it could become stfation not to be
able to have children? You're so good with thehg'said unhappily.

'l think," he said slowly, 'the only regrets I'ib\e will be on your
behalf. And it's not so much that I've changed §mp want
marriage for the sake of it, | wayou.'

She blushed and trembled at the look in his eyat'could change,'
she whispered.

‘It might,’ he conceded and his lips twisted at thewittingly
crestfallen look that came to her eyes. '| meamay get to the stage
where | can control myself better, but what | caa& changing is the
sense of peace you bring to me.'

‘Do 1?' Her eyes widened.
'l thought you might have noticed?'
‘Well... oh, I don't know what to say or do.' Siwsted her hands.

‘You haven't told me whether you could see yoursalking love to
any other man.’

'No..." It was out before she could stop herselt #rere was an
anguished ring to it that was unmistakable; andibdesmile at last,
with his eyes and right into hers.

'Well, then,' he murmured in the moment beforedwok ther into his
arms, 'l think that settles it.'






CHAPTER TEN

JUANITA drove to Sydney two days later, not sure if she w@ her
head or her heels and with a beautiful sapphir@niold-fashioned
setting on her left hand. It was Gareth's mothertg and when she'd
been unable to stop herself from asking if it his deen his first
wife's he'd told her that his mother had still baBve when he'd first
married. And he'd taken her into his study, unlockedrawer and
shown her the photos she'd missed about the hdusg wagic first
wife, and his son, an enchanting-looking child wlhdied just before
his first birthday and resembled his father.

'‘Why do you lock them away?' she'd asked awkwardise the
memories still so painful?'

'‘No. Contrary to what one wants to believe, tima igreat healer.
It—was an era of my life I'm not terribly proud p&rhaps that's why.
But | do visit their graves.'

‘Don't stop because of me,' she'd warned, andeshiffoncentrating
on his first wife, Linda. 'She was beautiful,” sh&aid at last.

'Yes.' That was all he'd said, but after he'd paddkell away again
he'd taken her hand and raised it to his lips,sredd felt curiously
reassured by this small gesture.

But when he'd insisted they break the news to Wamdhthe twins as
soon as they arrived back, she'd experienced a ntoaiepanic,
despite their obvious delight and Rebecca's voiahg sentiment
that took both her and Gareth by surprise. 'l kitigwhe'd said.

'‘Knew what?' Gareth had enquired.
'l just had a feeling about you two!'

'Did you indeed?' he'd murmured.



‘You did not!" Steven had protested. 'You didnyt aaything.' He'd
looked at her aggrievedly.

'‘Boys don't understand these things as well as da]' his twin sister
had replied loftily.

' must say, .. .well, | hoped something like timsght happen,’
Wendy had then confided, causing Steven to look dugher put
out, so much so that Gareth had taken pity on him.

'I've got the feeling, young man, that you ancel@wing to need each
other for moral support—we're in danger of beingeroun by
women." And he'd put his arm round Steven's shosilde the little
boy's obvious delight.

‘Would you like me to come with you?'

'‘No," Juanita had said the night before she'd'l[éareth—well, a lot
of it will be business, | should have gone up wriadays ago. The
curtains and bedspreads are nearly ready and | twamiake sure
they're just right. I'mot happy with one set of wallpaper | chose s
I'm going to see if | can change it, and your begjding so well --'

It is, but what about your parents?'

She'd quietened and thought of that moment of pafie'd
experienced when he'd told the kids, and was aildléenly' to find its
root. Did she believe Gareth Walker really loved, e did she
believe it was more compassion and guilt because &ieen unable
to hide what she felt for him? And if so should slawe allowed him
to insist tin marrying her... ? Which was why, ghegen, making it all
public worried her, to put it mildly.

She'd said at last, 'Would you mind if | told thérat?'



‘Do you think they're likely to disapprove?'

She'd swallowed and managed to smile. 'The oppdsirything.
You could find yourself almost embarrassed by teathusiasm.’

'l doubt it—not having second thoughts by any ceadaoanita?' He'd
tilted her chin and stared into her eyes.

'‘What would you say if | were?' she'd whispered.

He'd been silent for a moment, then, 'l don't tHidksay anything.
There are other, much more effective ways of shgwiau how
much we—need each other.’

Her lips had trembled, her whole body in fact hadnbled, and was
only stilled when he drew her into his arms. 'Rerenthis,' he'd
said into her hair.

How could | forget it? she asked herself as shersteher car up the
Hume Highway. It doesn't solve my dilemma, thoufid | let
myself be railroaded into this? she asked hersdffiéssly.

But an hour or so later a chain of events was b#watrhad incredible
consequences. She drove straight to Bluemoon amsdgiving a
report to her superior when once again she faimieldsentence.

Which saw her the following afternoon in her spksi'a surgery at
her mother's insistence after a confused day ¢ &esd then more
tests and an uncomfortable night wondering whatwrasg with her

and being cosseted by her maternal parent. Heerfatfas in

Adelaide, apparently, with Damien, for the GranakPHer only

other cause for thanks was that she'd had theidbtas remove her
engagement-ring before entering the Bluemoon dffise she'd not
had that to explain. She'd also warded off her er&ghntention to
accompany her to this consultation --



Something else to give thanks for as she saidat?

Her specialist eyed her from the other side oflbisk. 'Juanita, | can't
tell you how happy | am for you.'

She put her hand to her head extremely dazedlyydutold me this
couldn't happen!

'‘My dear, we told you it wasxtremelyunlikely in view of certain
damage caused by the accident. But the body isxdevtul thing and
Is given to healing itself a lot more than we giveredit for. | must
admit, though, at the time—well, perhaps | let nify$erget it,
although | shouldn't have. We've all seen casegonfien who can't
seem to conceive for a variety of reasons, but tmegadopt a child
and stop worrying about it, bingo, as they say. Amete appears at
this although extremely early stage to be no reasby this
pregnancy shouldn't come to term quite normallpcalgh we'd like
to monitor it as closely as possible, of course.’

'Of course,' she echoed hollowly. '‘Oh, my God!'
He frowned. 'Juanita --'

'‘No --' she swallowed '—it's all my fault. | just—tist lacked faith, |
suppose!'

‘That's not so hard to understand after what yont weough and
what we told you,' he said quietly and kindlys'dlso an area that's sc
closely bound up with one's innate feelings abowtself, one's
femininity or masculinity as the case may be.'

She stared at him and knew he was about to askidoert this baby's
father so she said hastily, 'But why does it makefamt?’



‘Ah. | don't think the two things are connectedu¥appear to be a bit
anaemic, which of course we'll have to do sometlaibgut, and if
you've been over working- --'

‘Do you mean, you only came across this—pregnap@cbident?’
‘You could say so.'

* % *
‘Juanita, please darling, stop!

Juanita moved convulsively and sat up. ‘Mum, valliyust go away?'
Her face was tear-streaked and swollen, her haiy amd her clothes
crumpled.

'‘No, her mother said decisively. "You told me you wiare and then
you came in here and you've been crying ever siNog | know
there are some things you feel you can never fergie for but to
take it out on me like this is... is...’

Juanita took a breath. 'I'm not! Oh, Mum, don'tkhtihat.'

Her mother sat down opposite her on the bed. "Wieat is it,
darling?'

‘You're never going to believe this, Mum, but I'tim pregnant.’

'‘My dear, my..." Her mother went no further. Ingteshe simply
opened her arms and Juanita flew into them.

And it was a good five minutes before her mothet,sdill sounding
dazed but happy, 'Who is he—the father? Is thggeohlem? Why
aren't you just over the moon?' She sobered sugdé&ell me, love.'



And, to her amazement, Juanita found herself tellwer almost
everything, although she omitted any reference waild identify
Gareth.

'‘But | don't understand—he wants to marry you ahd -

'‘Mum," Juanita said weatrily, 'for the life of meefore this I didn't
know whether it was as much that he felt sorryrfar and guilty
about me. But one thing | do know—children are jost on his

agenda. | told you why and the incredible ironthiat perhaps | could
have made it work the way | was, or assumed | wagrk | must

have always had that hope in my heart and thatyslvgave in, in

spite of my doubts. But this... this is like trapgihim,' she said with
fresh tears streaming down her face.

'Well, in the meantime, what will we do?'

Juanita drank the tea her mother had brought Weruld you mind
telling a little white lie for me?"

‘To...?"

'‘No, to Bluemoon. Just that I'm not very well ama a short break.
Nothing serious—tell them I'm anaemic, which isetrérortunately
I'd just about finished a progress report when inté&, so
somebody—and they'll just have fiad somebody—should be able
to supervise things without too much trouble.'

‘But --'
'‘Mum, | just need a couple of daysthonk!
'I'm all for that—Juanita, is this job anyway link&o this man?'

'‘Why do you say that?' Juanita asked quickly, taiclkdy perhaps.



‘You've been away so much—it just crossed my mind.'
Juanita was silent then she nodded briefly.

'So it's Gareth Walker?'

'‘Mum..." She said it pleadingly.

'It's all right," her mother replied reassuringlyn not going to beard
him in his den ottell anyone, although | have met him,' she sa
thoughtfully. 'But had you considered that if some@lse descends
on his doorstep he might come looking for you?'

'I'm... considering it right now. Mum... itayprerogative to tell him
about this baby, or not to.'

'Of course, darling.’
‘Do you swear?'

'‘Cross my heart." Her mother smiled faintly for finst time but she
added, 'Just promise me one thing. Do just thatrkthbout it for a
few days before you make any decisions. In the tmaari'll hold the
whole world at bay if necessary.'

Why can't | think? Juanita asked herself that nig¥ty can't | say to
myself, You've got three options: have this babyrgnown or not
have it—I couldn't do that—or tell Gareth... ?

Come on, she commanded herself. Start with number ltave this
baby on your own. Do you think he'd let you do #hide can't force
you to the altar, although... Go away and have hedoesn't know?

She shivered but the thought began to take halaudt have a few
months up my sleeve before it's noticeable, quitava so—but how
to break it all off? | could tell him the truth—thlgjust don't believe



it's a complete relationship so I've decided to iereébut I'd have to
write and then I'd have to... put myself out of f@ach for a while in
case he did try to make me change my mind. Whiclansd'd
probably have to say goodbye to Bluemoon and my kol why
doesn't that seem so important any longer?

'‘Because I'm going to have a baby," she whispelmadan the
darkness. 'l don't think it's really hit me yet dumh going to be
normal—surely that must compensate a bit for—lo$kageth?"

It was the next morning when Juanita, still withthiog resolved in
her mind, and her mother got the news that Damaehdnashed his
car in a practice run for the Adelaide Grand Pnd had been rushed
to hospital in a critical condition.

'l don't believe it,' her mother moaned. 'Both rhiidren --'

Juanita held her. '‘But this one survived; rementbat." And they
flew to Adelaide on the first available flight.\tas of course no real
coincidence that they should bump into Xanthe ateldide
Airport—she had just disembarked from a flight fr&arth.

And there was no mistaking her white-faced angaskhe ran up to
Juanita. 'Oh, thank God," she said tearfully. 'lswvihinking of
disguising myself as a nurse because | didn't tthel'd let me see
him otherwise, but | can come with you, can'Pl@ase Juanita.'

In fact no one saw Damien for hours as he undereemplicated
surgery, a process that was particularly tryingJioanita with all the
memories it aroused—and that was where Xanthe aaméer own.
If I'd suspected her of being a pillar of strengtha time like this |
would have wondered if | was losing my mind, sheseny watching
the other girl holding her mother's hand while speke to her gently
and reassuringly, but that's just what she is. HYad has taken to



her, although he looks at her now and then assidyp Have | met you
before? But what will Damien say when he sees @ sees her...

Damien in fact held out his hand from his bed Vatg that night after
a successful operation and said with a palpabtatefXanthe? Is it
really you? I've missed you so much...’

‘Welll" The Spencer-Hill seniors looked at eacheotbemusedly,
then at Juanita. They'd left Xanthe and Dampemeatethere might
as well have been no one else in the room anyway.

Juanita grimaced and explained. 'Who knows?' shishied. 'They
might just be the right ones for each other, baviea alone knows
what Gareth—er—what her brother will think.'

Her mother blinked then said bewilderedly, 'l maywrong but |
think he's standing right behind you, darling—si ghy she was
Gareth Walker's sister, you see.'

Juanita thought she might faint again but she didim'fact as she
turned slowly a tidal wave of colour coursed uprirthe base of her
throat.

He looked tired and crumpled and as if the tweeklgahe wore over
his khaki shirt and jeans was only an afterthoughbt.as they stared
at each other and his gaze wandered from her fiusiheeks down to
her bare left hand, then back to her eyes, his wges very blue but
cold and angry.

'You've come about Xanthe, of course,’ she sailisfdg. 'l --'

'‘No. This time Xanthe's on her own,' he said grirfilye come about
you.'



But her mother was galvanised into action. 'WedMe you to it,' she
said brightly. 'Come along, dear!

'‘But | don't understand,' Juanita's father saidst'fa girl I've never
met commandeers my son and now a complete stramgeris
apparently her brother commandeers my --'

'‘Comealong,dear --'

'‘No," Gareth said again, more pleasantly—but amdy-as he turned
to them. 'l do apologise for, as you put it, "comuah@ering” your

daughter, sir, but the fact of the matter is thalh to marry her and,
much as | would like to meet you before | do, ppehéomorrow

morning would be a better time for that. In the nteae, Juanita and
| have a few things to discuss but | thought myehotight be a more
convivial spot forthat, she looks out on her feet.’

'Of all the—what makes you think you can treat nottmer and father
like that?' she said tensely as he helpedher intxia There had
appeared little option but to go with him, partexly in face of her
mother's serious look and nod of her head.

'I'm not marrying them, I'm marrying you," he replilaconically, and
added to the driver, "Take us to whatever your el is, mate. | get
them confused from city to city.’

‘You haven't evegota hotel!"

'‘Don't split hairs, Juanita,' he drawled.

... 1..." she spluttered, then said coldly, 'fiot. This city is in the grip
of Grand Prix fever, don't forget.’



He swore then shrugged. 'We'll see.

Whereupon at one of the city's plushest hotelsvee treated to a
display of Gareth Walker at his dazzling best athough for a

staggering sum, they were soon being ushered almtbsteverence

to a suite that overlooked Adelaide, city of ch@sland motor races.
The fact that neither of them had any luggage dpart the briefcase
Gareth carried appeared to be of no concern toremyo

The fact that he registered her quite audibly uh@erown name and
as his fiancee, on the other hand, stopped a cofiplbat turned out
to be journalists passing by in their tracks, ont& & camera, and as
they were handed into the lift she was not onlytpg@phed with
Gareth's arm about her but besieged with questabwut fier
engagement and for news of her brother.

She was shaking with anger when the door of the $ually closed
on them. '"You can't just do this to me,' she sdidely.

‘Why not? | thought you agreed to it." He openedl rthini-bar and
started to pour two drinks.

'Y-you... you must know I've changed my mind,' shil shakily.

‘Do 1?' He strolled over to her and put a gladsanhand. 'I'll tell you
what | know. That I've had no word from you sin@ai yeft and no
reply from your apartment, which | thought wassgra Then | tried
Bluemoon this afternoon to be greeted with news yloa'd been
taken ill and someone else would be taking overthat they were
unable to put me in touch with you because, acngrdo your

mother, you were not to be contacted for severgd @ least. That
was when,' he said grimly, 'l jumped in the car drale to Sydney.
And one way or another | have been driving andchflyaround the
country ever since.'

'You...must have heard about Damien,' she whispered



'Yes, on my car radio in between searching LaveBdgr Woollahra
where your mother lives and the North Shore wherg yather and
brother have their home bases. That's when | cliadgection and
my mode of transport.'

She closed her eyes. 'I'm sorry. | was going teagxplain but when
this came up...' She gestured and spilt some daordhe put the glass
down carefully.

'‘Explain what?' he queried, still in that hard wic

‘Why | can't marry you...'

‘Tell me one thing first. Are you sick or was thatexcuse?'
She bit her lip. 'A bit anaemic, that's all, nothserious.'

‘All right." His gaze roamed over her and she tdrsed made an
involuntary movement that would have been a dead-gway had
she not caught herself. Even so his eyes narrowéua anurmured,
'‘Go ahead.’

And she said in a fluster of sudden fright curigusilixed with a
surge of anger, 'N-no, Gareth, | don't have toarmnything. | have
changed my mind, it's as simple as that.'

'‘Because of anything your mother and father hawvaecap with?
Your father didn't even appear to know.'

'He didn't --'

'‘But your mother seemed to think you should conté wie so she's
obviously not totally in the dark.’

Juanita took a breath. 'She knows,' she said dgdttby then, 'but --'



‘And what objection does she have?' he shot at her.
'‘She d-doesn't --'
'So?'

She stiffened. 'Don't do this to me—what right hgoa to treat me
like this? As if I'm a prisoner in a dock- why wdulwant to marry
you anyway when you can be like this --?"

'‘Because,' he said silkily, 'you love me, but euliof any other
explanation, and, like a typical woman, have eitkkenvinced
yourself that you don't or that | don't --'

'‘No, you don't!" she all but shouted at him. 'Y cerathe one who told
me you never planned to marry again; you are tleevdmo's never
actually said you love me; you were the one whd g only regret
you would have if we didn't have children would-BeShe stopped
abruptly.

'‘Would be," he said slowly, 'on your behalf. Whyedadhat upset you
so much, Juanita?'

She stared at him through her tears and then loeddrs slumped
with the knowledge that she couldn't hide from fomever; he had a
right to know if nothing else and then perhaps loelel understand.
‘The impossible has happened,' she said huskilyveadily.

He took a suddenly indrawn breath and moved hig$ian

She said, 'l don't know if you can believe this lbgenuinely thought
it couldn't—I've lived my life since the accident that premise, you
could say; the way | am, or rather was, was albbse of it, but it
seems my body was quietly going around healindf,tsad now it's

making a baby—I can't help thinking it's the supeemay of showing
me how | lacked faith, wouldn't you agree?'



'No,' he said very quietly and took her hand, ithkht's much more
simple. | think your body is fulfilling our lovehat's all.'

‘But --'

'‘Look," he said, 'before you say anything else,ode thing for
me—sit down and read this.'

'Read what?' she said bewilderedly.

'It's the summary of my book, the kind of thing gdnd to my
editor—I took your advice.'

Juanita stared at him. 'About writing out your dilea with
literature—what has that to do with this?'

'‘About writing out my dilemma but not with literauwith a capital L
or otherwise. You'll see.' He released her handraadhed for his
briefcase.

It took several minutes before she was able to exinate on the
typescript he handed her. But then the words urdduaind began to
make sense and what she read was about a man wiichave been
Gareth...

'It's you,' she said dazedly, 'but...’
'Yes. Read on. It explains some things.'

She read. Then she lifted her head and staredraiith her lips
parted. 'Is th-this t-true?' she stammered.

He sat down opposite her. 'All too true. But, besagnething of a
fool, I had to set it down on paper to sort it &u see, Juanita, | had
thought | could live the rest of my life more oss¢ealone. | thought
that was how | was made and | was going along quaiéuntil you



knocked at my door. | even had a ready-made faatiipy disposal,

in Wendy and the twins—something you noted, if yecall. | had

the freedom | thought was so important to me amduld never

visualise willingly putting myself in a situatiotké my last marriage,
where she was torn and | was torn by a lack ofpeddence, but |
escaped most of it and she escaped—nothing. Bt tihe moment
you came into my life all those things | thougbptized began to lose
their meaning. You, in fact, were the one to spbtst.’

'How... wh-when... ?' she stammered.

He smiled briefly. 'One night at the kitchen tabl@on't you
remember telling me | could be lacking some permeaén my life?

Juanita's lips parted. 'But you didn't see it then.
'No,' he agreed. 'Although it had already beguméamifest itself.'
'How?"

'l couldn't settle to anything, least of all wrgirBut | was convinced
it was writer's block and then | tried to lay it @l Laura Hennessey's
door.' He smiled drily. '"And more and more | waslifeg guilty about
you.'

Juanita took a jokingly little breath but he saiefdre she could
speak, 'Because | wanted you more and more, anamuount of
telling myself | wasn't a fit—mate for you changiat. But then |
could no longer ignore... what | was doing to yand perhaps
because my whole' concept of myself was based dhanyway

|—did what | did.’

They stared at each other until Juanita looked datthe typescript
in her hands. 'So you wrote about a man going tirahe same
thing—all the time we were..." She stopped.



He smiled unexpectedly. 'Living together? Yes. dt®r according to
my editor—he came to see me the day you left—b#ttar I've ever
done, although he didn't see the—crucial bits.’

'‘Booker Prize stuff?’ she asked, her eyes wide.

He took the typescript from her and put it asidenttook her hand. 'l
doubt it; anyway it will never be published --'

'‘Oh! But --'

'‘No," he said quietly but quite definitely. 'Becauss something
intensely private; it's only between you and me --'

‘But your editor...'

His lips twisted. 'Is tearing his hair out, bubld him he'd have to live
in the hope that my new.. .insights would prompttomée a better
writer. You see, my darling Juanita,’ he said stgdout with a
curious note in his voice, 'as | wrote | begannderstand about the
guilt. And understand that I'd never before bedr &bset apart the
tragic way they died from the reality of my relatship with Linda.

'‘Because the truth is neither of us was ready farriage and
children—we might never have been with each otltemwas a

relationship that most probably wouldn't have sadeel even in
iIdeal circumstances because the commitment youwidkesomeone
you love ultimately wasn't there. We were two ratinendy people
who lived rather lonely lives because of our prsi@ss, and we just
didn't see that our hunger for independence wasmttof the new
order—husbands and wives who did their own thingstablack of

true, binding love.

'Only | couldn't really see—I couldn't dissociatdérom the tragedy
that ended it, and the guilt, until | started tatevabout it. And then
the blinkers seemed to fall off and | began to wsided. | began to



see that | wasn't a leopard who couldn't changspgots—just a man
who had never properly loved before.’

'Gareth --'

But he stilled the urgent movement she made antipudther hand
around hers. 'Before you say anything, I've livedhly in a frenzy of

fear and desperation. Fear that there was someskimgusly wrong

with you and desperation that | might not be abldind you and

show you this as well as tell you thalole you, that I'm hopeless
without you—and tell you now that should you wanthave ten

children it's fine with me. Becaudbis news, instead of filling me
with foreboding, has done the opposite. Unfortulgdtiee said with a

wry little glint and then he sobered again.

‘What do you mean?' She stared at him.

He released her hand and placed his very gentlyeorstomach. 'l
meant that if | thought | loved you and was fas@ddefore, I'm now
having even greater trouble keeping my hands aff'yo

She flushed faintly. 'So you do believe | was quiiee it couldn't
happen?’

‘Not only that but I'm having difficultynot believing it was all
somehow my doing.’

‘Well, it was. | mean... part of it was.' She bledhguite hotly this
time and his lips twitched.

But he took both her hands in his again and saia imore serious
tone, 'What do | have to do to convince you thest Wonderful news
for you, my love, is also the best news of my life2 talked a lot
about—other things in my life, my this, my that,tlperhaps I've
missed the most important thing. You. None of tbauld have
happened to me otherwise. | just, despite my Jést® and despite



the opposition you tried to conjure up, fell in éowith you. Right

from the beginning,’ he said. 'You unsettled mertimment | laid
eyes on you and it never changed. You were unwswhlstunning
and at times so still—like the portrait | thouglauy mother should
have painted, but then there was the fire in yg@sevhen | made
you angry. It was as if everything about you spiokey senses.’

He shook his head and she could see somethingvidkeler in his
eyes, and it made her tremble and remember howfjrstaday, she'd
experienced the same thing.

He went on, '"You were such an enigma / used to woaictimes if I'd
ever understand you. And if I'd thought you werestng when we
first met—I'll never forget the day you came to wearing a jumper
that matched your lipstick, a sort of deep beripen and it was like
a symphony for me—your skin, your hair, this woridler
colour—but you were so cool...

'l really wanted, that morning, to undress yoursaré would only be
the colour on your lips—I had the greatest diffigupreventing
myself," he said barely audibly, his eyes restimgher lips then
roaming to her hair.

A couple of tears sparkled on her lashes but theyevtears of joy
now, because she could no longer doubt that these thhe words of
a man as fascinated with her as she was with hmarato whom her
limp and stammer had truly meant nothing. 'l wishkinown," she
said gravely, 'and | seriously deny conjuring Lab@nnessey up.
But --' her lips dimpled at the corners '—I do thien children might
be a bit excessive.'

If she'd had any lingering doubts they were swepayaby the

convulsive movement he made, and she had to ackdgelthat she
knew Gareth Walker well enough now to know thatwss deeply
moved. 'l love you,' she said softly and took hemdback, but only



to slip it under her blouse and bring out his riwgyn on a chain. 'l
couldn't bring myself to part with it entirely.’

'‘Juanita --'

But she put a finger to his lips. '"You said once ymuldn't have to
tell me how we needed each other, you would onye t@a show me.’

'So | did." And with unsteady fingers he undid thdtons of her

blouse and took it off, then her bra, and staresrdat his ring which

was nestled between her breasts. Then he lifteeyleis to hers, and
they were very bright as he said unsteadily, 'Do konow how that

makes me feel? As if I've come home after yearsbaming in a

wilderness.'

It was her turn to be moved almost beyond beaknghe took her in
his arms at last and said in the moment beforeisee=# her, 'Don't
ever leave me again.’



