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The memory held nothing but pain

Alex Thomassin was the last man Christabel expectedanted, to
see, a year after their disastrous night together.

Here in the rugged north of New Zealand, she haathan look,
another life, even a different name. She was wadd®oved from the
exotic model who had given herself to him.

But the past would not leave her alone. Nor wotlkl astonishing
realization that she loved him--a man who no lorey@n recognized
her!



CHAPTER ONE
LIKE most models, Christabel Evans wasn't classicaaubful.

What she had that ensured her success was superbugicy eyes of
a shade between blue and green, and the kind efsiauncture which
enhanced any clothes she wore. So much so thajnéesioften
asked for her and photographers knew that almesyehot taken of
her would be usable.

'‘What that means,' she told her closest friendtha I'm totally
forgettable. All you notice is the clothes!

'Oh, you're an impossible cynic! | mean, you mustw that that's
not so.' Sarah eyed her closely. 'l'd kill for yoheekbones. And you
have enormous eyes, and the longest, darkest |#gbe=ver lusted
after, skin like pale silk --'

‘The rest is artificial," Christabel interruptetiglst colour heating her
cheeks. 'Fake. Under this skilfully applied redocming my hair is
mouse-brown, and you know yourself that anythinglmadone with
cosmetics.'

Sarah, who did indeed know this, having been tasgkieral very
useful tricks by her friend, nevertheless stuckdo guns. "You look
good over breakfast,' she argued. 'Oh, not theisixgereature who
smiles and pouts out from the pages of the glosbigsactually |
prefer your morning face. And I'll bet that whateeelour you used
on your hair you'd look the same.’

Christabel eyed her up and down, grinning. ‘"Howdhgau are for my
ego! But the way | look over the breakfast tabl@nslevant, at the
moment, anyway. | mean—you're the one who's gargave to face
the love of your life there in a few days. How ddatefeel to be an
almost married lady?"



‘Terrifying!" But Sarah didn't look terrified or wifing but radiantly,
gloriously happy. 'Oh, Chris, I'm so excited | darely sleep! When
| think that it's only a week before lan and | eogether and nothing
will ever separate us again—well, | get a funnyifegin my toes.'

'In yourtoes?Christabel pretended to be overcome with astoresiim
before both girls collapsed in schoolgirl gigglégter a while she
said affectionately, 'Well, | guess lan will sodrange the location of
that funny feeling. He deserves you, and you deskiw. I'll bet no
one in Brisbane—no, in alustralia—has been wooed so ardently
and with such romantic fervour.'

‘Unless it's you—by Greg Bardsley,' Sarah retostgly.

For a moment Christabel looked much younger, valnler and
unsure.

‘Well—yes, we'll see,’ was all that she said, bata8's eyebrows
drew together in a slight frown.

Hurrying into speech to hide her unease, she aSked're going out
with him tonight, aren't you?"'

‘Yes." With the unstudied grace which she had neypreciated
Christabel picked up bag and wrap and cast adesfessional glance
at herself in the mirror before giving an elaborgerody of a
mannequin's twirl. 'O.K.?'

'Oh, very much so.' Sarah thought she had nevartssdook better.
Beneath the cool cynicism of the facade Christadfewed the
world-she was sensitive. And she was very muclowe Wwith Greg
Bardsley.

Well why not? Sarah asked herself as they exchaggedbyes.
O.K., so his family was socially prominent and hmb#ious, but
what better wife for a rising executive than a elgsophisticated



woman who had an enormous number of contacts iwdmlel of the
rich and the famous, whose charm was as natutbhafabulous skin
and who would know exactly how to use those assédtslp him? No
snob herself, Sarah wasn't in the least conceriyeteb friend's
undistinguished background.

The Bardsleys were one of the great pastoral familio be sure,
Greg's particular branch had fallen on hard tinbes,he had brains
and the determination to bring the family businessk to its former
status. His, mother and Sarah's were dearest §jiaghavas Sarah
who, two months ago, had introduced him to Christalver since
she had wondered at the faint dismay their ingtgoptort caused her.

Now, she stood frowning at the door as it closdurimeChristabel's
elegant figure until the sound of the telephoneidieed all other
thoughts and with the splendid selfishness of thdselove she flew
across the rQom to answer it.

Christabel, meanwhile, took a taxi to a discreatrdo a discreet
facade and was welcomed into a discreet foyerdigaeet doorman.

‘Mr Bardsley is already here, Miss Evans,' he toét, smiling
slightly, at the sudden radiance which his wordsught to the
fine-boned, patrician face.

Yes, there he was, an inch or so taller than ledigtinguished that
her heart swelled as he took her hand in his fored moment before
leading her to their table, small and private, &ctk behind a screen.

Once, early in their relationship, she had madaertistake of kissing
his cheek when they met. Gently he had made itr ¢legt those
kisses, common coinage in her circle, were nohfor. At the time
his attitude had hurt, but closer knowledge of Hiad brought
comprehension. Greg did not like casual endearmemaningless



caresses; his fastidious nature meant that in ghdilic life he was
oddly formal.

So different from those precious private momengy gpent together
.

Hot blood warmed her throat at the memory of onghsuight last
week. A swift glance from beneath the thick laskesenvied by
Sarah revealed that he too was remembering heilopags abandon,
the sudden savage desire which had turned him filoenself-

contained man she knew to one driven by a hungbese that had
Sarah not come upon them there must have beeronalgnd to the
evening.

Something glittered in the depths of his eyes, thet firm mouth
remained set in a smile, revealing nothing.

'‘How beautiful you are,” he said deep in his throdbw very
beautiful, my own love.'

Only two months ago Christabel would have said, belkved it,
that she could no longer blush. But Greg had theegpdo turn her
blood to fire. Within his her hand trembled untiwas released so
that he could sit her down.

The food, was superb, carefully chosen, brilliantigoked and
served. Like the other diners they paid it due hgenaith their most
elegant clothes and a general air of restraineetyadnly the very
wealthy and those whose knowledge of good cuigdethem to it
came to this restaurant. The owner very carefullyded the stigma
of being fashionable; in a way it was like a club.

And it was as expensive as it was good. Christailegher concern. It
was like Greg to want only the best, but althoughhlad worked
miracles with his business he was not yet in thegmay which could
pay prices like this without blinking. And by nowe Imust know that



she would be completely happy to eat hamburgers i in the
rain.

‘Everything ready for the big day?' he asked dftehad dealt with
the menu and wine list.

Christabel laughed. 'Almost. We're driving downthe Gold Coast
tomorrow, taking the wedding dress with us. Sam@s sve'll walk
into a madhouse there! Her mbther is a darlingshatpanics.’

He looked at her over the rim of his glass, finews drawn together
in a frown. 'l thought Sarah had already gone. fral you weren't
going down until Friday.'

‘Well, that was the original plan,’ she said, astied to hear a
placatory note in her voice. 'But there was a deldly the wedding
dress. Poor Sarah had to stay on for a final §jttoday.' She smiled
slowly at him. 'And as you're not going to be hanel I've left this
week clear of jobs so that | could help Sarahpught I'd go down
with her. Instead of moping around waiting for yimucome back
from your dreary business trip.'

'l see,' he said after a moment's pause, thendmrnd touched her
hand lightly. 'Sensible of you, darling. I'd ratlyeu were there than
here without me."'

She laughed, a warm pleased little sound. 'I'm rtieaie capable of
looking after myself,' she retorted, but his attéuhrilled her. It was
SO many years since anyone had been protectiverdeweer; her
mother, that practical woman who had seen that daemghter's
particular assets were marketable, encouragingysdlfarcing her to
exploit them from the age of sixteen, had been iskEnsand

tough-minded. She had ensured that her daught&t cope with any
situation, giving her hard, unsentimental adviceman, and morals.
In her way she had been good for Christabel, styosguashing any



tendencies towards the starry-eyed idealism whighladvhave been
so dangerous to a girl whose looks made her automady for the
opposite sex. Unfortunately, Brenda Evans' crisg £ warmth had
had the effect of building in her daughter a hayldssy exterior
which fooled all but those few perceptive enouglséek out the
warmth and shyness hidden beneath. As a protettiaas very
effective, but life behind it was lonely.'

Correction. Had been lonely, until Greg came alwitp his grave
courtesy and his intuitive recognition of her neddist since she had
been taken from her home and father ten years adoghtened
twelve-year-old, had she felt so cherished and rstaled. -

'‘Oh, you've made a very good job of looking afteurgelf.' He lifted
his glass in a silent toast, adding after he hanldr'But you need
someone to care for you, Chris. You're far too b&duo be alone in
a world full of wolves.'

For a moment her heart stopped. Surely this was pobposal—not
here, not now!

But no, of course not. Greg smiled at her and msmae other
remark and her heart began to beat again, irrdgutart with
increasing speed.

Had those few words been a sort of prelude? Or e just the

kind of light compliment men felt impelled to mak&en dining with

a reasonably attractive woman? Not Greg, thouglke. 8w some
comfort from the fact that he rarely said anythimjess he meant it.
He paid her the supreme compliment of thoughtfidnes

Christabel was no longer bitter that many men sawas nothing
more than a body and a face. Her mother's choieecafeer for her
had made such a reaction almost inevitable. Butifeeas a model
would be a short one; when it was over she intendedo to



university and take law. Since she had first stbdgarning she had
saved for that eventuality.

Only marriage would sway her from her purpose. Sones she
hoped that her husband would enjoy the idea offa who was a
lawyer. But as the years passed her ideals crunti@edath the hard
reality of men's actions and attitudes. It was eisrhother warned
her. Although there were plenty of men preparesWear their, love
in return for rights to her body, none of them nded more than a
sensual exploitation, a cynical ownership withoegspect or even
liking.

At first she had expected Greg to be the sameliklag had been
immediate and incandescent, but during their filates she had
waited with sick certainty for him to make the irtable proposition.

To her astonishment, an astonishment which reveplsd how
suspicious she had become, he made no effort to le@ainto his
bed. From the first he had treated her with comait, talked to her
as if she was an intelligent human being, made pgenwithout
ascertaining that his touch was pleasing to hat,she liked the light
kisses he gave her, the feel of his skin against he

So she had fallen in love with an incredulous fervavhich was
intensified by the long years of repression, _ hangry heart
clamouring for the comfort she had believed detoeder for ever.

The years of caution prevented her from revealirag bove until a
few nights ago, when passion had lowered her gimadisclose the
ardent woman he had made her.

Now she thought, henustknow how | feel about him, shyness
clotting her throat as she glanced across at him.



But he was not looking at her. Her eyes had focosed point above
and behind her head and he was frowning, his Hegdlg turned as
he listened.

‘Damn!" he swore softly, his rueful gaze moving back to faee.
'Sorry, darling, but that subdued commotion doverehs one of my
rather important clients. He's just come in and geing to see me
any minute.'

'Is that a disaster?'

He must have divined her withdrawal, for he touched hand in
swift reassurance. 'He looks as though he's baekimy and | don't
want to expose you to his crassness. You woultdkgtthe way he
behaves. He's a boor when he's had a few too midrsy.mouth
tightened as he finished drily, 'Unfortunately,shighportant to me.
Would you mind very much if | went over now to take war to the
enemy's camp? He's not likely to interrupt usdblthat.’

'Of course | don't mind.'
'‘Bless you!

A tender smile shaped Christabel's lips as he @ading Greg, so
gallant! For a moment a bleak, lost emptiness dwatteher

expression as she recalled a few incidents in éise\when she'd had
to repel intimacies far worse than anything Gregient could

produce in a place like this. Still, she'd surviveahd relatively

unscathed.

Her long fingers, unadorned except by the rosyspotin her nails,

curved around the stem of the wineglass. Withihatwine gleamed,

pale, straw-coloured, dry yet with the flavour atachg of grape

imprisoned in it. Suddenly thirsty, she picked e glass and sipped
its contents.



Some compulsion stronger than her will draggeddyess upwards
from their contemplation of the goblet. At the &rd of the room a
man had stood up, clearly on his way out. He haddlalone and he
was looking at her, eyes glinting beneath straigkdanted brows
which gave him the look of a satyr. Tall, big irs tonventional
dinner jacket yet more elegant than any other rharhad ever seen,
he was dark, dark- skinned, dark-eyed, his darkdfae with tawny
lights in the subdued glow of the lamps. Strongdsdmad tanned skin
stretched over them; his brow was broad and chewdbigh and
prominent, but" the most noticeable feature in aordinately
handsome face was a jaw and chin of such deternmmahbat
Christabel felt overwhelmed by an impression of rksta
uncompromising strength.

The, dark survey ran with electric precision over $mooth pallor of
her shoulders and arms. He was not even tryingd® the sensual
pleasure her body gave him.

Her skin tightened in the age-old signal of darayet she fSlt a boost
of adrenalin in her bloodstream. For a long, longmant their
glances locked” before, as if he recognised heatigahe smiled, a
brief, knowing movement of beautifully formed lipgyen turned
away in a swirl of deferential waiters.

As he walked past Christabel kept her face aveated! her lashes
lowered, but she felt the impact of his glancenfimutes afterwards.
Whoever he was, and he was clearly someone, heegppachethal

charge, like a bolt of dark lightning.

When Greg returned, apologetic yet with an undertoh some
nameless emotion in his voice, she had finishedwiee and was
well on the way to regaining the composure whicth been stripped
from her by that brief, unnerving little incident.



'Let's go,' Greg said abruptly an hour or so ld¥su don't want to
dance, do you, darling?'

'‘No." It was still quite early and normally sheéalbeing in his arms,
but somehow the night had lost its glamour. AndSasah had
threatened to leave at some appalling hour the mexhing, it was
sensible to get home early.

She said as much, and Greg, as he tucked her kgmnaterthe car,
commented, 'Me, too, I'm afraid. | wonder why tkend flights off at
such incredible times. Seven o'clock, would youedvel?'

'‘Poor darling.' She sighed, her spirits oppresgetdknowledge that
she wouldn't be seeing him for three days. 'Nat thiink we'll be
leaving that early. I'm sure | heard the phonegydeft, which almost
certainly means lan is back. If it was him thely#lat the Maidstones'

party.'

Back at the empty flat she wondered fleetingly hie shad been
sensible telling Greg to all intents and purposes they had the
place to themselves for hours yet, but when he thevinto his arms
she went willingly, warmed and made secure by bigrnaking.
Trembling, she abandoned her defences to the mgntwof desire.
Against her throat he whispered her name and sbangd, not
protesting as his hand touched and cupped the #maditing peak of
her breast. Her body tensed and then she movedilsorely against
him, instinct with the need to lose herself in thiving force of his
masculinity.

Until the click of the lock in the front door jeriéhem apart, flushed
and frustrated.

Beneath his breath Greg swore, soft vicious sydsbbruptly cut off
as Sarah came in, a Sarah strangely bright-eyegréty face set in
uncharacteristically stern lines.



'Sorry,' she said curtly, not looking at eithettiedm. 'Chris, can you
come with me, please?'

'What is it?' In the bedroom Christabel staredeast her hand at her
heart as she saw the strain, the anguish in hemdis expression.
'Sarah—it's notan! Is it? Sarah!"

'‘No!" Sarah flung her arms around Christabel, holdingluse as she
said in a quick, goaded voice, 'l've spent an higumg to think of
ways to break it gently, but -there are no waya. tldd me when
we— he's just come back from Melbourne and he s#ss F
Thomassin there, he's known her for years anditle-sdn, Chris, it's
Greg! He's engaged to her. To Fliss. It's all siggared settled. They're
going to announce it in a month's time, on hehbday. Oh, Chris, I'm
so sorry. But | had to tell you.'

The frightened, rapid words stopped as Christanséngaged
herself. She said nothing, did not even look atlas she walked
with her gliding, model-girl's gait back into thigtieg room.

'‘Chris?’

In tones harsh with self-control she told him of&es accusation,
watching with the hard, suspicious eyes of a wothasatened. And
knew the truth of it before he admitted it, hisogiant head held high,
no sign of shame or remorse in his expression.

'l have to," he said angrily. 'lIt's the only waycan get Alex
Thomassin's support.'

‘But why?' This could not be her, this woman of loer voice cool as
a mountain stream.

'‘Because without it, my dear, the business I'veékeaiso hard to put
back on its feet is going to go straight down theard And that is not
going to happen, not if there's any way | can pneué



'Including marrying a woman you don't love?'

He shrugged, his eyes never wavering from her f&lg. don't feel
sorry for Fliss. She knows exactly what she's ggttirhis is not her
first marriage.’

'l hope you'll both be happy,' she said, pride imgidver head high.

Greg smiled. 'As happy as it's in us to be," hernetd. 'Fliss will have
a husband and children, that's all she wants, ‘Hiicave big brother
Alex's money and acumen to help put my businestsdaet and --'

his voice dropped several tones as he came towardsd pulled her
into his arms, '—a kind, sensual lover to keep egrhyoung.’

His mouth forced hers open; the heat of his demmeeloped her,
melting the icy shock into a torrent of need andder. And as tears
filled her eyes she responded, because she lowed hi

'Oh, God," he whispered brokenly a long time [aon't make it any
harder for me than it is, my darling, my love. Aast give me credit
for loving you.'

He meant it. Christabel closed her eyes, anguestingg at her heart
with its cruel claws. As much as he could need apyte needed her,
but his desire for power and wealth was greatar #my emotion she
could rouse in him. She had thought him determaratibeen proud
of it; now, too late, she saw the strength of legedmination and it
was ruthlessness.

'l think you'd better go,' she said, keeping sudiglat rein on her
voice that the words came out in a fiat monotone.

Slowly, his eyes never leaving hers, his hands capné& cup her
face, their tremor transmitted through skin andebtmher.



'‘Why the hell couldn't Sarah have gone home whem&ls supposed
to!' he exclaimed thickly. 'I'd planned—I'd hopduhtt tonight I'd
make you mine.'

He must have felt her flinch away from him, for fa@ce, harsh with
emotion, faltered as he muttered, 'But it's indga my lovely
Christabel, because you love me, and beneath dwtcomposed
facade there's a passionate woman. Look at me anfipgl’

Slowly, forced by his insistence, her lashes lifigédd he smiled, and
bent his head and took her mouth again. But whehdmd slid up to
cup her breast she shuddered and broke away fronahd he let her
go, failing to hide his satisfaction at her ardesponse.

"'l go now,"' he said after a moment. 'I'm sotrgityou had to hear so
unkindly --'

'Is there &ind way of telling such news?' she asked hoarsely.

He frowned but refrained from coming any closen,'Nut at least |
could have held you and comforted you while | tgé,' he said.
‘You're in shock now, but when you've got overauyl see that in
lots of ways we'll have the sweets of love withauty of the
bitterness. Just remember, Christabel, that | axe more than I've
ever loved any other woman.'

Sarah came in when she heard the outer door ohknd him and
stood looking at Christabel, her features rigidhwitontrol. One
glance at her friend's averted face brought hos teaher eyes.

‘Tell me to go to bed if you want to,"' she saidetjyi 'l know you
prefer to lick your wounds in private, but if youant to talk, I'm
available. Chris, hadto tell you.'



'Yes, of course.' It was a relief to sink into aichto kick off the
elegant sandals she had donned with such high hepassit only a
few hours before?

'I hated it but—oh, Chris, how could he?"

Christabel's deep, slow voice quickened. 'He darmked make no
difference to us. | gather it's to be a mergeramathan a marriage.
Felicity Thomassin wants children and a husband@med) wants her
share of the Thomassin money. Or Alex Thomassikihg.' She
gave a twisted, cynical smile. 'Somehow | can't sgeself as a
mistress, but oh, Sarah, | don't think I'm goindpéoable to hold out
against him. | love him so!

Sarah swallowed, horrified by the raw desolatiorhie deep voice.
Speaking briskly, she said, 'What you need is sommgthot and
milky and sweet to drink and to hell with the casr’

‘Thank you.'" Drained, taut with the effort of ke®gpicontrol,
Christabel leaned her head back against the @haes, closed, hands
clenched as she fought an anguish so piercingsti@thought she
might die from its pain.

When Sarah reappeared with cocoa Christabel opbeeckyes,
staring at her as if she had never seen her before.

'Here.' Sarah proffered the mug. 'l know you diket it, but it will
help you sleep.’

For a few moments they sipped before Sarah asksthhgy, 'Chris,
would it be so bad? Oh, | know you're hurt—who vaoiil be?—Dbut
would it make so much of a difference to your lifgou keep—if
you— well, if you let things go on as they are?"

Drums seemed to be beating in Christabel's temgtesnping so
hard and so painfully that she could no longerkbstraight. 'He



doesn't want things to go on as they are,' sheteetdiatly, pressing
her palms to her head. 'He wants me to be hiseswstiTo sleep with
him!'

'Oh!" Sarah was nonplussed, and to hide it gulpedoathful of
cocoa, choked and spluttered.

Christabel began to .laugh, recognised in timentte of hysteria and
forced herself to stop. 'You might well say ohlavkn't—we haven't
made love.'

'Oh," poor Sarah said again, inadequately. 'I'mystifs just that --'

Christabel eased her throbbing head back on tolthe, turning her
face so that the leather cooled one burning cheek.

'l know,' she said flatly. 'That time you came baaky—and tonight.
You have every reason for assuming that we wererdowWy God,
how dare he! C- court another woman for her money and expec
to—to make him welcome! | could kill him!" She peshthe backs of
her hands against her eyes, weeping in real eanwest 'But |
think—I don't know if | can resist him. | hate hinbut | want him
so!’

'‘Oh, Chris, don't cry, he's not worth it." Saramped to her feet and
perched herself on the arm of the chair besides@inel, hugging her
for a moment with all of the fierce protectivenesa mother with her
only child. 'Darling,don't, please. He's a swine, an absolute swin
and you're worth a thousand of him.'

Christabel took a deep breath, held it for secdradsre expelling it.
'‘Oh, how true,’ she said with dry bitterness, 'hutloesn't help
matters, does it?



‘Just keep his general beastliness firmly in mind gou'll be too
angry to feel so miserable,' Sarah told her widedgtowing a further
quick hug before returning to her own chair.

Cocoa was imbibed in silence for more minutes uddétah asked
tentatively, 'Chris, tell me to go to hell if yolke, but have you ever
made love with anyone?'

'‘No." She met the younger girl's gaze with a faint of defiance.
‘There are plenty of twenty-two-year-old virgin®aind, you know,
we just don't advertise our existence.'

‘And you're sure you don't want to-—?"

'‘No!" Christabel drew a deep, painful breath, sigfor calmness. 'l
love Greg. | don't think I'll ever love anyone elBait my mother was
a very moral lady and before she died she instdladhole set of very
Puritan ethics in me. Sex belongs to marriage, $oat of thing.'
Dropping her wryly frivolous air, she continued anguished
desperation, 'He can't love me or he would nevee Baggested such
a degrading scheme. He—there's no way he can tesgecSarah,
he's totally confident that as soon as | get olkerinitial shock I'll
agree to his plan. That's what hurts so. | love dmah he says he loves
me, but he doesn't. He never has. It was all éesrything he's said.’

'‘Did he promise you marriage?’

'‘No,' she returned forlornly. 'Stupid, thick idtbat | am, | just hoped
for it. |1 should have known that men like Greg danarry little
models from nowhere. They just sleep with them.’

'‘Rubbish!" Sarah objected trenchantly. 'He's atlsabyou're a lady.
| wish | wasn't getting married so soon and leayiog to cope alone.’
A sudden thought made her wince. 'Oh God, he'ditibe wedding.
And so will she—Felicity Thomassin, | mean. The Wassins are
friends of the parents. It was quite a feather imié cap when both



she and Alex agreed to come.' She stared at le@dfin horror. 'Oh,
Chris, let's hope he doesn't come!'

'He'll be there," Christabel said with bleak cotigit, knowing the
truth of what she said. 'If only to make sure |'tgaeer his pitch by
telling all to his fiancee.’

'What will we do?"

"Youwill marry lan and be perfectly happy, as you weeant to be,’
Christabel told her firmly, draining the last ofetltocoa with a
grimace. 'And | shall behave perfectly all day—nledgave to be
guite competent actresses, you know. And thegd'lhome. No one
will ever find me there.’

Sarah's mouth dropped open a moment. '‘Home? Yon baek to --?
But, Chris—it will mean giving up everything you'werked so hard
for!’

Christabel's haunted eyes closed in momentary rdisgl "Tonight,

after he'd admitted that he was marrying her, bgdd me and I—and
| responded like a bride on her wedding night. lugain flames for

him, and he knows it. | amot going to wait around like a sitting
duck! And I've just had a letter from my father.adag between the
lines I'm certain that he and my stepmother coolevdh my help.'

''d sleep on it," Sarah suggested tentativelyulYalmost certainly
feel better in the morning.’

But the morning only reinforced that sudden decisfs Sarah drove
down towards Surfers Paradise, that bustling, frempdayground of
Australia, Christabel's determination hardened iegwlution. It had
been so long since she had been home, so manywieansher only
contact with her father had been their weekly tstt¥/hy, she had
not even met her stepmother, although she knewgémtie, kind



features from photographs. Home! Perhaps therecshkl forget
Greg's betrayal.

Ten years ago her mother had left her husband,ngdé&r Brisbane

and a new life, as far away as her bank balancsvadl from the

remote farm where she had spent the previous é¢hirtgears.

Christabel had written to her father, spent holgllagck with him and

missed everything about her home until six yeaswalgen Donald

had married again. Her mother had suggested tleagise him and

his new wife time to settle down together, and eitheen she had not
gone back. Why, she had a small three-year-oldhbratalled Scott

whom she had never seen.

Now Elaine was pregnant again, making heavy weathet this
time.

Perhaps it was fate of a sort that Christabel shfmdl the need of the
solid physical presence of the father she had ddgust when it

seemed that he needed her. " As soon as they drav&urfers

Paradise she organised her journey home.

'‘But why the very next day after the wedding?' Baxailed. 'Why
not stay until lan and | get back?'

'‘No.' The decision made, she was firm. 'I'll go ledmthe flat as soon
as you leave for your honeymoon. It will be bettkat way.'
Unspoken was her acceptance of the fact that Goeddwe at the
wedding."Your mother has very kindly arranged a ride baclknie.'

'Yes, with the Blakes, who always leave every paotyhey can be in
bed at ten-thirty," grumbled Sarah. 'Oh, | supptséor the best, but
I'm going to miss you so!

'‘Nonsense. You'll have lan, and he's all that {yoa&d from now on.'



‘A woman can't have too many good female frierteigrah told her
with one of her quick flashes of wisdom.

'I'll write, | promise, every week. Mind you, I8ixpect answers! Just
don't give anyone my address.'

And with that Sarah had to be content. Indeeddheviing few days

were so hectic that there was no time for othefidences, no time
for anything but frantic last-minute organising. hime to lie on the
superb beach, no time to explore the shops, nottewe to watch the
pelicans and ibises as they went about their aigsiness on the
lawn, solemn and purposeful. Sarah's parents, owrfezlise facing
one of the canals which are so much a feature defSu It was a
beautiful, modern, exquisitely decorated house \aitlarge cruiser
moored a few yards away and a garden where hil@sarsd African

tulip trees bloomed.

From the moment they arrived the house seemedofupeople,
relatives, friends, caterers, and in the bustle &mel constant
entertaining Christabel barely had time to think.dgtermined was
she that nothing was to spoil Sarah's wedding datyshe knocked
herself out each night with sleeping pills. Betw#es drugs and the
activity she gave every appearance of being healuseif, tall,
perfectly groomed and mannered, an asset to amgsimet And if
anyone saw through the flat opacity of her gazeth® aching
desolation beneath no one remarked on it.



CHAPTER TWO
THE wedding was delightful.

Everyone said so. Sarah made a charming, ecstatednd lan was
everything that a bridegroom is. supposed to lmjgpand tender and
possessive and nervous. The bridesmaids were emgan
Christabel and four little nieces who, miracle ofanles, all behaved
with the utmost circumspection. The best man w§sflleand made
a witty speech at the reception, looking as if beldn't believe his
luck at being partnered by such a beautiful bricadm

Of course there were the usual panics, but by eagidck in the
evening all that was forgotten and things " wermgavith a swing.
And Christabel, smiling, poised and gay, thouglat ih help didn't
come to her soon she would embarrass everyone &pimgebitterly
in front of them all.

For Greg and Felicity Thomassin had been togethdag, she with a
bell of deep mahogany hair and a beautiful, praaf he with his
usual air of well- groomed self-confidence.

And Christabel discovered what it was like to blsémivly to death
inside, to die so silently that no one knew.

'‘Oh—God!" she breathed, turning her head away thenpicture they
made as they danced together.

'‘What was that?' Sarah's mother looked startled. I&lun't heard
what Christabel had said, but as she followed tihection of her
blind gaze a smile creased the kindly, beautifaigde up face. 'Oh
yes, | see who you mean, my dear. That's Alex TlssmaCome and
be—ah, trust him to pick out the prettiest girlthe room! He's a
devil, that one, but so handsome you have to fergim anything!
Alex, my deatr, this is Christabel Evans.' She nthdentroduction in
a clear, precise voice with an undercurrent of haeig for the two



were staring at each other as though they hadhjastnoment fallen
in love.

He was the man who had stripped her so assessaughss the
restaurant the night she had, learned of GregfidpeDesperately
she searched his face to see if there was anymgicogin the eyes,
dark as slate, which roved her face. And almodtegigher relief
when the only thing reflected in the handsome festwas a kind of
stunned appreciation mixed with mockery. Apart frootouring, the
dark red hair and the tanned skin, he didn't reseimb sister at all,
unless it was in ' the proud hauteur of featurekthat insolent jut of
jaw she had noticed immediately. Where Felicity sl and slight
he towered over Christabel, herself taller thanraye, with wide
shoulders and an animal litheness which even &sslty tailored
clothes could not hide.

Instead of shaking the hand she extended he tdothts lips and
pressed a kiss on the throbbing vein at the whnsiging her eyes
until a faint colour touched her skin and she |lab&eray.

'I've heard a lot about you,' he said in a voied thatched the rest of
him. Deep and dangerous.

Christabel's lashes flew up as she registerechthatas angry.

‘Unfortunately | know only your name,' she ripossseeetly, feeling
a subtle quickening in her bipod.

Someone, somewhere, had turned the music down.tAeagthey
stood in a little bubble of silence, her hand lashis long-fingered
grasp while around them the party roared.

‘Then I'll have to fill you in on a few detailsg drawled, and drew her
Into his arms, his expression enigmatic as hedtiwen into the face
lifted to his.



Christabel was accustomed to being stared at.

Training had taught her the best way to make udeeofssets, the
enormous, slightly tilted eyes with their unusualocr and the high
stark cheekbones which photographed so well. Andbloely, of
course, slender and sinuous, naturally gracefuh wonhg fragile
bones and pale satin skin. There were thousand&oofien in
Australia far better-looking; it was her good Iubkat she was tall and
photographed like a dream.

Yet Alex Thomassin said quietly, 'How incrediblywé&dy you are,’
and the bold glitter of his gaze told her that reant it.

Christabel turned her head away, cursing as tellteat crawled
across her cheekbones. Just as if she was a sewegm@ar-old at her
first ball instead of a woman whose heart and \Wwere lying in
shattered fragments at her feet.

‘Christabel,’ he said, and when, startled, sheddalp, he smiled and
guoted, "The lovely lady, Christabef-it's from a poem by
Coleridge. Have you a romantic mother?'

'‘No,' she returned bluntly. Far from it. Her mothad realised what
assets those eyes and cheekbones, that body weréad seter
daughter's feet on the path to modelling.

'‘Really? Is it your real name? Or an agent's inoaft
Reluctantly she smiled. ‘My real name.’

Her eyes, roving the room to escape the too-inenustze of her
partner, were caught by Greg's. The familiar pangat and desire
clutched deep in her stomach. Deliberately sheditier gaze and
smiled again at Alex Thomassin, slowly, seductively



'‘Dreadful, isn't it,' she said. 'At least, it s8ck the mind. Once it's
been learnt no one ever forgets it.’

A swift glance slanted' from beneath her lashesvedoGreg's lips
tightened in anger, his face white beneath theS$anves him right,
the swine! she thought exultantly. Let him thinkattlshe and Alex
Thomassin were enjoying each other's company. A &frdesperate
recklessness brought a sparkle of defiance toyss. &Villing herself
to relax, she felt her partner respond to her atnah by gathering her
closer to his lean length.

Above her ear his voice was amused. 'And it's ingmbrfor your
name to stick in the mind?'

‘In my job, yes.'
‘Do you like being a model?"

Her shoulders, smooth and seductive above sitiedliglightly. 'It's

hard work, but it has its moments.' And she toltt Bbme of those
moments making him laugh at the incredible vanitfy a

photographer, an 'incident involving an extremejgrassive emu
which took an instant dislike to her, and a riotdashion parade
when for a while it seemed that only an act of Gaoald be enough
to get the compere sufficiently sober to do her job

Laughing, he was very attractive, the dark perilonarm overlaid
with humour. And he made her laugh, too, to hersmmrable
surprise.

But while she was talking to him and while they ceah her head
tipped back to reveal the lovely inviting arc ofr hkeroat, she was
watching that bleak look on Greg's face intengif ibarely hidden
fury. And the recklessness inside her expandedjeawd. For the first
time since Sarah's bombshell had exploited ovemlogld she felt
alive again.



Alex Thomassin must have got his duty dances ordramne with
early on, for from then on he danced only with Mghen the music
stopped he summoned champagne and watched, srasisge drank
it. Rakishly handsome, those straight brows lified quizzical
interest, he carried himself with the kind of inbauthority which
had head waiters thoroughly intimidated. He wasexy as hell, and
for tonight he was Christabel's lifeline.

When it was time for Sarah and lan to go Christadelup the stairs
to offer her help and Sarah hissed, 'There, witht t#ll you? Better
fish in the sea and all that jazz! Just be caré€fhljs love. lan might
be a barracuda, but Alex is a shark, swift and lyead

Buoyed by the pleasant rashness engendered. by pelgam
Christabel laughed. 'Oh, don't worry about me,nbhstupid enough
to get tangled up with that one.’

‘Well—no, only he's definitely --' but then her et came in and
whatever Sarah had been going to say was lostewédls and kisses
and a few tears.

When at last they had gone, showered with cordatirice and rose
petals, the party might have died except that ererywas
determined to keep it going.

Everyone except Christabel. The rush of bubbleleinblood had
died and although the recklessness remained it Ibecbme
transmuted into a hard bitter emotion which shadbtie depths of
her eyes. She stood aloof from the laughing norsyd, the light
glittering on her red head as she twisted it, lngkor the Blakes who
were to take her to Brisbane and who, surely, ineiseady by now to

go.

Cruel fingers caught her wrist, tightening, onstender bones as she
automatically tried to jerk free.



'Oh, no,' Greg bit out savagely, hauling her insmall alcove where
they were partly hidden. '"You're not getting awaeasily! Just what
the hell do you think you're playing at, you stuptte fool? Alex
Thomassin has every intention of taking you to B&dh him
tonight!'

The raw jealousy in his tones pleased her. 'Antbggug,’ she spat, 'l
have every intention of letting him!

His fingers on her wrist tightened unbearably. "Yueh!" he ground
out harshly. 'My God, | could --'

'Christabel?"

They stood staring at each other, Christabel's likad) back in
defiance, Greg with a white line around his moptle eyes blazing.

Then she twisted free, said loudly, 'Coming, Alexd left without a
backward glance, a wild, exultant pulse beatingugh her body,
forcing the blood through her veins and up in énlggrge of colour
across her face. An old Bible text came to her miN@ngeance is
mine, saith the Lord But tonight vengeance was Christabel's, and c
it was sweet!

Not far from the alcove Alex was leaning against Wall, a glass of
champagne in each hand. He straightened as heesaanth smiled,
handing her one of them.

'l thought | heard your voice,' he said coolly, \hekds lowered over
dark grey eyes. 'Who were you with?"

'‘No one of any importance.'

Just for a moment she felt the impact of his gdagger-sharp, and
shivered.



*You look hot," he said quietly. 'Drink your chargpa.'

The rest of the evening blurred into a parade odimmand dancing,
laughter and champagne, the comforting strengtfAlek's arm
around her and the dark glitter of appreciatiohigieyes whenever
they rested on her. Occasionally she saw Greg,yalwath his
flancee, but only once did her eyes meet his aed ghe rejoiced at
the frustration and fury she saw there. Why shahlé be the only
one to suffer? Let him think that tonight she andxAThomassin
would lie together in rapturous ecstasy, that sloeillev give this
stranger what she had withheld from him!

Towards midnight the Blakes came up to her, smilioigviously
ready to go.

'Why not let me drive you?' Alex suggested smoottily going up
to Brisbane after this.’

Just for a moment Christabel hesitated, Greg's imgrominous in
her ears. Then she laughed and said, 'l'd like that

So the Blakes left and Alex asked, 'Where do yeefi

She gave him the name of the street and he nodhdkeskad, 'Tell me
when you want to go.'

'‘Not for hours yet," she laughed, and tilted hexdhgack to look up at
him from beneath her lashes, deliberately flirtagio

The hard mouth smiled and he bent his head andedider,
sensuously, so swiftly that for a moment she thosgke must have
Imagined it.

‘Do you often do that?' she asked, smiling in bier &nd thinking, no
more champagne!



'‘No, but you're very beautiful. A temptation to evéhe most
conventional of men.'

‘And you're very bold." Above his shoulder she it impotent
jealousy of Greg's glance and turned her headestdd it against the
width of Alex's chest.

Tired?"
' must be.'

A lean finger lifted her chin; her face was sulgeicto the keen
guestion of his eyes.

‘Then let's go,' he said after a moment.

So they went, away through the warm, eucalyptusated night in a
fabulously comfortable Rolls. For a while as thegw® through the
razzle of Surfers they talked, lightly, of thingGlittle importance,

but before long the intensity of her emotions cambiwith the wine
and her head drooped, nodded and slipped sidewagstton a hard
shoulder.

Her name, repeated twice, woke her. She could Akesr, hear the
amusement in the deep tones, but she couldn'tlogresyes.

‘Come on, sweetheart," he said, then laughed softlypicked her up.
‘Careful,’ she yawned. 'I'm not as light as | 1bok.
‘Ah, but I'm very strong.’

He was too, immensely strong, and the strengthagd arms about
her gave her a kind of security, but she stiffersaying with great
dignity, "You can put me down.'



‘Sure you can walk?'

This made her angry. Haughtily she opened her @ydstared up at
him; he was smiling, the strong bones promineret stnaight winged
brows sharply accenting his face. He had long thaskes, sooty
black. They lay now almost on the tanned skin af ¢heeks, but
beneath them there glittered something, she dedmdaily, that

was—almost sinister. He was very big, very tougéryvsure of

himself—and of her.

'I can walk,' she said. Then she lost her stomach.

Of course they were in a lift, but she gulped arabged at him, and
that smile reappeared and he bent his head anetknes again. But
this time it was no quick kiss. Slowly, with greatjoyment, he
coaxed her lips to part beneath his, using whatdghéy realised to
be a very considerable expertise to persuade herréhaxing her
guard.

Warning bells clanged fiercely in her ears. Shéested, pulling
away, her eyes widening to their furthest exterd. the elevator
sighed to a halt he lifted his mouth and kissedhsatooth half-moon
of lid closed.

‘Alex --' she began, belatedly realising how greatdanger was.
'Sh," he soothed. 'Shall | carry you?'
'‘No! | can walk!'

But again she was caught up in the hard strengthsoArms. Head
whirling, she clutched his shoulders trying to cowm the number of
drinks she had had. Not many, but for days shech#eh practically
nothing. Now jt was all catching up with her anc fhould have
been terrified out of her mind, but instead shaxedl.



Something warm and soft met her cheek.
‘Tired," she said wistfully, curving into it.

‘Very tired,' he agreed, a note of laughter in ding tones. Hands
lifted her legs, removed the high strappy sandia¢és) smoothed over
the fine skin of her feet and ankles, lingeringplaihg, strangely
erotic. Christabel flexed her legs, enjoying thessl massage. She
wore no stockings and the smooth caress broudgwsand subtle
sensations into play.

'‘Now,' that amused voice said, 'what are we goindd about this
pretty thing? It looks immensely crushable. Turem\Christabel.'

It had the authentic ring of authority. Obediersthe twisted on to her
stomach, felt the fastenings loosen and allowedthifree her from
the silken folds of her bridesmaid's dress. The wad warm and
smooth and comfortable. She wanted only to bettetleep, to ,
sleep in those safe arms which had held her soedgcu’'Hmm. Very
little in the way of underpinnings. It's lucky wein the sub-tropics or
you'd be in imminent danger of frostbite!'

Christabel smiled and stretched, turning over dmetoside. One arm
she pushed up the pillow, the other she lifted scter eyes to keep
Out the light. Uncomfortable, she turned on to hack, moving
slowly and languorously.

In quite a different tone of voice Alex said, 'Yi@u'every bit as
desirable as Aphrodite, my dear, and if you domehitoo much of a
hangover tomorrow morning | might just take you ap that

invitation. However, for tonight --'

'‘Oh, shut up!" she interrupted, angry because beagtit she was
drunk and she wasn't, just very tired.



She opened her eyes, peeping at him from beneatsighder curve
of her arm. He-was standing beside the bed, hisifes sharpened
with incredible restraint, dark-.eyes restlesslyveying the pale
length of her body.

Wherever they rested Christabel felt a tiny imphkg an explosion
of nerves. His desire was a tangible thing, darghfening, yet she
was not frightened because although he wantedibewilh was so
strong that he would not take her. Not unless shdenit clear that
she desired him.

A pulse beat heavily in her ears. With a dry moshle whispered,
'You—you talk too much.’

Surely there was nothing provocative in such astant, even if she
didn't know why she made it. But as if those fewdsochad been an
invitation he knelt beside the bed. His face looroedr her, dark,
saturnine.

Very softly he said, 'Amazing how wrong first impsgons can be. |
thought you --'

Impelled by something she didn't recognise, shaiputer hand and
touched the warm hard line of his mouth.

'Hush,' she whispered in strange, thick tonesadeledon't.

She thought , he was going to kiss her again, Iheitdark head
swooped, his mouth opened on to her breast angestped, her body
jerking in a spasm of something so powerful that\slnt under like
a drowning person, her hands clenching on themselsesensation,
piercingly sweet, stabbed through her body.

'‘Gently, darling,' he said smoothly, his lips tortieg against the
skin of her high young breasts. 'No wonder --'



She couldn't let him finish. Vaguely she knew tivhat he was about
to say would hurt her. One hand touched the sligbtigh skin of his
cheek, holding his face between her breasts whige ather slid
beneath the silk of his shirt, delighting in theosith skin beneath it.
Heat scorched her. She knew that what she wasngwitas wrong,
she knew that she would wake in the morning bitteelgretting
everything that was about to happen, but she cmtltdave stopped it
had her life depended on it.

Beside what she felt now her desire for Greg waade
insignificance. Shaking, aroused to an unbearabdf,she watched
from, beneath her lashes as Alex divested himgdifsoclothes. He
moved with an animal grace that emphasised thegttieof the
muscles beneath the olive skin; when he turnebléded' there was
an almost febrile glitter in the dark, hooded eyes.

The bed gave beneath his weight. Slowly she reacthieahd touched
his face, found tiny beads of moisture on his upgieiand forehead.
Then his head came down and she moaned as his modithands,
working in concert, forced her to realise just heemsual a being she
was.

A long time—for ever—later she heard herself plagdbegging him
for release from the unbearable hunger that hedwakd. Her body
was on fire for him, moving with reckless abandemdath him, her
hands clasped across his back as she tried to uide

'‘My God," he muttered, breathing heavily, the feglitter in the
narrowed eyes overwhelming her, 'you have a téderihis, darling.
| can see how a man could lose his head!

Christabel moaned, twisting, her lashes flutteriveg,mouth dry. She
was suffering—hurting—in agony! and then as shedcaut the pain
eased, replaced by a throbbing warmth which greshasfound the
courage to move with him. Gasping, crushed by theng) ferocity



of his body yet safe as she had never been beafmsations exploded
within her and she heard him groan something abddy clenched
and then relaxed, the weight of it pushing her detpthe bed.

A long time later she said in a small voice, 'Yeuieavy.'
'‘And you," he said harshly, 'deserve a damned babadg.'

He knew, of course. A moment after he had madediimsaster of
her body she had felt the sudden spasm of rejedfioghhad been
possible he would have left her, but by then it was late. The
passion which had overwhelmed her had him in tialab.

Now he rolled over on to his side and dragged har around with
hard, hurting fingers. The dark eyes were angry.

‘You stupid littleidiot? he muttered through lips that barely movec
'‘Why?'

Why?How could she answer that? She didn't even knowtvehnself.
Reaction was making her shiver, but pride keptshéirbeneath the
condemnation of his glare.

'‘Because I'm a stupid little idiot, | suppose. $onry if | wasn't up to
expectations, but no one could have had a mortuklalver for the
first time.'

‘There is," he told her between clenched teetmild sadism in

initiating a virgin which is supposed to be pleahle, even

titillating. I've never experienced it before. B»fe it or not, | don't
make a practice of going to bed with virgins, ewbonse who

resemble nothing so much as conniving little flifigll me, what do
you have in mind now? An ongoing affair, or wastimeant to be a
one-night stand?'



‘All that | have in mind," she returned steadilgrypale beneath his
contempt, ‘is my own bed.’

‘Then let's get you there.'

While Christabel climbed back into her pretty, ¢reg dress Alex left
the enormous, shadowy bedroom, reappearing a fewtes later
clad entirely in black. Neither spoke until theyresdack in the car.

Then he said, 'l don't suppose it occurred to youtake any
precautions?’

'No.' By now the shame she had anticipated waisigett full. It was
with an effort that she held her hands still in lag.

He didn't seem surprised. 'l hope you have ne lgthemes up your
sleeve.' And when she stared blankly at the cutiiregof his profile
he went on harshly, 'Such as living at my expeosék next sixteen
years.'

' don't --' When realisation struck her she wemitey her voice
cracking with outrage. 'How—nhodare you! Why, you—you --'

'‘Swine?' he supplied grimly. 'It's been done befQigristabel, but
don't try it with me. I'm not easily trapped.'

'You can go to hell!" she snapped, humiliation skang through her
with such force that it resembled anger. Althougdhdold menace in
his voice frightened her she forced herself to sayhaven't—I
wouldn't...'

'l know you haven't, but whether you would or nemains to be
seen.' As the car turned into the street wherelisbd he asked
coolly, 'You aren't crying, are you?'



'‘No,' she spat, 'l am not. | do not intend to agt,now, not later. | am
not prone to crying.'

Surprisingly he laughed. 'A woman of spirit!" Ther drew in to the
kerb; he got out and locked it before saying, 'Hgnee me your key.'

'It's all right," she told him, but he took it fromer hand and opened
the street door, then escorted her up the staiti they arrived
outside the flat.

‘This is it,' she said, and because there seemiihgcelse to say
added ridiculously, 'Thank you.""

He laughed, the cold antagonism giving way to wnyisement. 'And
thank you, Christabel'The lovely lady Christabel'Later on in the
same poem it says that she WBsautiful exceedingly'’Appropriate.

I'm sorry if | wasn't grateful enough for the gybu gave me.' He
turned her and kissed her, gently on the mouthlysmi the forehead.
"'l be seeing you. Goodnight.'

An hour later in the grey pre-dawn light she saidhe taxi-driver,
‘The airport, please. The international terminati @at with hands
folded on her lap, not looking back. And it was nbtGreg that she
thought as the vehicle moved through the sileeess:



CHAPTER THREE
'ICE-C'EAM!" Scott's voice lifted in demand. 'Kirstywlantice-c'eam!'

Christabel grinned down into his flushed little gacAnd just what
would Mummy say if | fed you up on ice-cream soseldo lunch?'

'‘Good boy,' he retorted before breaking into chagniittle boy's
laughter. '‘Good boy, Scottie.’

From behind the counter Mrs Upcott said comfortalil's all right,
Kirsty. Mrs Grieves usually buys him a little onéu always eat all
your lunch, don't you, Scotty?'

'Yes,' he said promptly.

Christabel grinned, well aware of her little hdifother's insatiable
appetite. During the months she had spent at hdimdrad become
almost a substitute mother for him. Elaine had beeny ill both
before and after the birth of their tiny sister.

He was so hot, the little hand in hers damp arakgtitiny beads of
moisture standing out on his short, freckled nblsz.mind was made
up by the knowledge that ahead of them lay hal@unr's drive along
a dusty road. For a moment she thought wistfully sefled
thoroughfares and motorways, but banished the mem
immediately. It was no use hankering for the amesiof the city
when her stepmother needed her here. And life ig1gmall New
Zealand community where they still called her thestg of her
childhood was the breathing space she had needsabbn

Next year she would go south to Auckland Universityl start her
law course. Until then it was pleasant to reveakida her childhood
life, resuming her father's name of Grieves instedhe Evans
which had been her mother's maiden name, cuttindpdoe short so
that the startling red waves had grown into theitural colour and



texture, a brown the colour of a polished acorncHitted like a
close cap to the small, proudly held head.

'‘What sort do you want, then?' she asked nowadjfScott up so that
he could see the bins of ice cream.

'l want a pink one,"' he said, then, 'No, look, Kirgdhere's areen
onel’

It looked virulent, but even as he noted it Scety'ss passed on to the
next container and he hesitated, a grubby fingerewag. From
behind came the sound of movement as someone mtiseee the
little shop. ,

‘This," Christabel said to Mrs Upcott' is goingake some time. We'll
wait.'

The shopkeeper smiled sympathetically at Scotssrded face and
moved away.

'Yes?' she asked in her usual pleasant way.
‘A Herald, please.' The deep voice was pleasant but cool.

Scott wriggled suddenly as the fingers which hetd tlenched with
painful force into his skin. 'Don't, Mummy!" he pested, until
Christabel lowered him to the floor, bending over that her
bloodless face was hidden.

For months that voice had haunted her dreams, akaist deep, then
the quick whiplash of contempt, the memory of wharen now

brought the blood rushing back to her skin as thallstransaction

was made, the newspaper handed over, the casteregisrred, and

the shrill bell tinkled as he left the shop.



Beside her Scott rambled on, his treble voice wdfétful at her
peculiar behaviour. Finally he said, 'The green piease, | want the
green one, Mummy.'

It wasn't the first time he had called her thatw#e too small at four
to understand that his adored Kirsty was hfs hatesand that there
was only eight years', difference between her andhther, and his
mind tended to race ahead of his speech and osioodae got them
mixed up. Elaine's illness had meant that the mresipdity for him
devolved on Christabel and quite often she answerétlmmy.

She was thankful for it now. If Alex Thomassin'seshd eyes had
noticed some resemblance between the half-witteatere who had
seduced him a year ago and the leggy woman in feldeds and an
old shirt in this small shop in New Zealand's fartd, surely Scott's
Innocent mistake would have put paid to any suspidiot only was
there the difference in hair colour and style,shé was a few pounds
heavier, no, longer the too-slender girl who hapged exhausted
from the jumbo jet at Auckland and worried hersatk for three
weeks until her body had reassured her that tlggit rif incredible
folly was going to leave her unscathed.

More or less unscathed, anyway, if she could discthe shame and
the bitter regret that she had allowed Greg's paltta push her into
such an outrageous reaction. Since the age ofesixtéhen she had
realised her physical appeal, she had wanted ®lggyv husband the
responses of an untouched, untaught body. Heragskltupidity had
deprived her of that.

Mrs Upcott's voice intruded pleasantly on thesédrapcomfortable
recollections.

'‘Made up your mind, sweetie?' she asked, then asssboped a
sphere of lurid ice-cream she remarked, 'l wondeo ¥hat was? |



saw him look you over, Kirsty. He looked quite gipainted when
young feller-me-lad here called you Mummy.'

Her chuckle invited complicity. It took an efforbut Christabel
forced a smile and a banal response.

'He's not local, then?"

‘Afraid not. Did you get a good look at him?' At ri@tabel's
headshake she pursed her lips slightly. ‘A pityll Tark and
handsome was created for him! No, he was probalsy passing
through. Up for the big game fishing contest, |zge.'

Christabel nodded. It seemed likely that Alex Thesma would be
over for the fishing competition a little farthgo the coast.

‘Ah well, good luck to him, then,' she said lightliReady to go,
Scott?’

And with his mouth rapidly turning green and histhéducked in hers
she walked along the footpath, welcoming the sltadeby the shop
verandah. Late summer it might be, but it was stitlenough for the
heat to beat up from the road, causing tiny wagennrages above
the short strip of tarseal. Te Takapu was a snealsisle settlement,
too small for a hotel, just a narrow stretch oftefuse road between
shops, a hall built to commemorate the dead invtdd wars and a
garage, with a jetty pushing out into the harbour.

It was the garage which caught Christabel's eyg$h&pumps stood
a grey Range Rover and beside it, watching theddia as she filled
the petrol tank, was Alex Thomassin.

Sunlight struck tawny red scintillations from hisdd; his stance,
hands in the pockets of casual trousers, revebakedrteadth of his
shoulders and the long, lean strength of his legs.



A sudden wave of colour .shamed Christabel by menisity.
Fumbling, furious with herself at the vivid recat®ns which the
sight of him had summoned from her subconscious,ogfened the
door of her father's fag old Holden. As if attractey the movement
his head swung around and he watched as she puirBodis safety
seat.

Surfaced, her hands wet with perspiration, shegulisinglasses on.
Alex could not recognise her! Why should he? Trs¢ fserson he
would be expecting to see in Te Takapu, acrosstihreny Tasman
Sea from Australia, was Christabel Evans who hasdiged him with
a few hours of sensual pleasure.

With head flung back she climbed behind the wheleé had to wipe
her hands dry on a tissue before she turned the kel her
confidence had returned enough for her to cargiessirn a wave to
Sally, the garage attendant.

A quick glance in the mirror revealed that he walking to her, the
dark red head bent. Christabel noted the flashso$mile and forced
her eyes back to the road ahead. No doubt he wa8ifting lightly
with Sally, who was pert and pretty and single, én if for some
strange reason he enquired about one ChristabeisBva would
meet with total blankness. Here there was no swrhop. Kirsty
Grieves, who" lives on a remote farm with her fatdwed stepmother,
was a world removed from the elegant, brittle fashmodel who had
thought herself so madly in love with Greg that slael allowed a
dreadful bitterness to overset the principles liieéime.

I will not let this—this beastly coincidence bother me, sbeed
through gritted teeth as she concentrated on tlad. r&he had
suffered enough for a night's folly, weeping teafs shame,
wondering hopelessly why she, so in love with Greguld find
ecstasy in another man's body.



It had taken her months to face the fact that whatfelt for Greg had
been nothing more than the same physical attractioich Alex
Thomassin had used to sweep her off her feet—vatrehthusiastic
cooperation!

And that discovery had brought self-contempt of Werst sort,
undermining her self-esteem so that it was stffialilt for her to

accept her own worth. Elaine had worried because |inely

stepdaughter appeared to have no interest in mépraore to please
her than anything else, Christabel had acceptathtrons from Nate
Kennedy, the local vet. Now they had a friendlyaqodl relationship
which was as much as she felt capable of manadilog.more

ecstasies for her, she thought grimly. --/

The long road stretched, blinding white betweenhakedges and
eucalyptus and pine plantations. Behind them wasgthvernment
block, which had once been an enormous swamp. N@ined and
fenced and grassed, it was well on the way to bewprfifteen
productive farms.

Beyond that was another area of wilderness andRa&gitatau, the
gate to heaven.

Christabel took her foot from the accelerator; andaged a lower
gear. Around and behind the car a great cloud sff lnlung on the still
air. From now on the road deteriorated into somethanly a little

better than a track, but she knew it so well thiagid no fears for her,
not even the railless bridges which seemed onlinsixes wider than
the wheels. On either side the stunted manuka seasbwhite with

dust, the little stream revealing by its dark mgistes colour its

source in the peat swamps.

To the south rose hills, old, consolidated sanceddive hundred feet
high which sheltered Rangitatau from the south waedt; Those
which belonged to the station were easily distisgad because they



had been planted in pines, giving an oddly Brotl@isxm aspect to
a landscape which otherwise could only belong tow Mealand. The
dark green of the pines contrasted with the drake af the scrub,
dusted now with manuka flowers like snow on datlate.

Christabel flicked a glance into the rear-visiorrromn, saw through
her dust a plume which denoted another vehiclefianvehed. There
was nothing else out here but Rangitatau.

'‘Car?' Scott said cheerfully, twisting around te.se
‘Yes, darling, a car.'

A prickle of unease made itself felt, was instarfit§nished. It was
stupid to allow that unnerving encounter this mognto make her
nervous. Almost certainly the car behind was samead of Elaine's,
or a tourist who just wanted to see what and wRemngitatau was.

Sure enough, a few miles farther on the seconddctudust had
vanished. Tourists, she thought cheerfully, who theacided that the
bad road was too much. Singing 'This Old Man' stte&cott passed
by the remaining miles to Rangitatau.

At the top of the low hill which separated Rangitatrom the rest of
the world she stopped the car and with Scott walkddtle way
across the short, springy sward, her eyes roarhisdaved scene.

The Maori who had christened the place knew whatdseabout, she
thought appreciatively. Rangitatau, the gate tovbeawas an inlet
with two rocky headlands forming barriers agaihstaften turbulent
Pacific Ocean. Inside the Gates four exquisite hesdormed an
almost completely circular harbour, each beach ra¢pad by low,
steep headlands, green-grassed or bush-coveraacient days each
hill had been a fortifiegha, home and safety to the Maori tribe whe
had lived here.



Two of the beaches backed onto land still ownethkbydescendants
of that tribe. The other two, and a couple of tlamukacres of good
beef country, was Donald Grieves' patrimony, farnfed three
generations by the family, perhaps one day to logt'Sc

Here Donald had brought his English first wife,édhnehe had borne
their only child and spent the years in lonelinasd discontent until
finally she had fled to Australia where there wiiieatres and fashion
and the busy, bustling life she had missed so badly

She had never known how hungry Christabel had bfegn
Rangitatau, its wild beauty forever printed on heart like an image
of Paradise. Mother and daughter had loved onehanobut their
needs were far apart and Brenda Evans had neveeceaust how
distant they were.

Well, Christabel was satisfied now. Her time heagl brought the
healing she had needed so badly.

‘There's that car,' Scott observed cheerfully,ifigrto point.

Sure enough the drone of an engine intruded on pibace.
Christabel's head jerked; she was not in the Ragitrised to see the
Range Rover pull into sight.

Her first instinct, born of panic, to run for theolden, had to be
squashed. He would think she was mad and he wahtewd for fier
to wish to rouse any suspicion. Pray God he wag sightseeing.

But there was an air of purpose to the tall fignhech climbed out of

the stationary vehicle and came across the gragsdre they waited,
Scott alert but not alarmed, Christabel so tenaesie could feel the
sharp pull of protesting muscles.

'‘Good morning,' he said, giving her long bare lagsvift, admiring
survey. '‘Miss—Grieves, isn't it?'



A muscle moved in the golden silk of her throaesYKirsty Grieves.
How --?'

Those dark grey eyes smiled down at her, appreeiatnocking. 'l
asked the very obliging young lady at the garage told her, and
amused comprehension danced in his glance. He khewwad seen
him with Sally.

Stiffly, still afraid yet reassured by the totatkeof recognition in the
strong features, she returned, 'And you are ...?'

'‘Alex Thomassin.' He held out his hand.

Slowly, reluctantly, she put hers into it, remenibgronce before
doing exactly the same thing. But this time he dikiss it, nor did
his face reveal any of the sexual awareness of-finat meeting.
After a quick handshake she pulled her hand away.

A thread of tension spun between them, broken logt 810 held out
his small, green-stained paw and said plaintiv&lizake mine, too.
I'm Scott." ,-

She had to give him full marks for his attitude.thVno sign of
patronage his hand enveloped Scott's and he srhibetled by this
splendid stranger, Scott smiled back; Christab&ltba worshipping
expression on her little brother's face with a sigkheart. What on
earth did this man possess, so potent that it vadoekgially well with
women and small children? It was not just that isinaa that sent her
nerves prickling, the physical attributes of heighdl looks and a lazy
confidence barely hiding the thrusting arroganasebé¢h.

She gave up, wariness lowering her lashes as hedurack to her.
Good manners indicated that she take off her sasg#a her instinct
of self-preservation bade, her leave them firmlylastinct won out.



'‘Can | help you?' she asked politely. '‘As you @) the road ends at
our gate at the foot of the hill. Do you want te €ad?’'

He lifted a straight dark brow. 'I'm just tourir@yt I'm curious about
the difference between one farm and the other.' béiautifully
shaped hand gestured from the smooth green actibe atation to
the rugged, much paler pastures through the boyndar

‘Well, Dad could tell you much better than |,' sbesd, caution
keeping her tones cool. '‘But the land next to auidaori land and
for years the law has made it incredibly difficédr them to do
anything with it. Very recently they've been aldemiake headway.
Soon it should look as good as ours.'

He nodded, surveying the panorama before them édfoning to
face the sea. 'lt looks as though no foul weatter eomes here.’

'‘Well, it often gets quite rough in winter,' shédsaolitely.

Scott pointed. 'l've got a boat,' he confided. 'Ddhere.'

Alex Thomassin nodded. '‘Can you swim, young man?'

'Yes.'

'He was swimming before he could walk," Christabkl-him drily.

‘And you? Did you swim before you could walk?' Tqeestion was
made idly and accompanied by another smile as thdwegcould

think of nothing better to do than flirt with theearest unattached
woman, but it made Christabel cautious.

'Yes,' she said shortly, and took Scott's handnms,lprepared to take
herself off as speedily as she could.



'It seems incredible that there's been no developmee mused,
apparently losing interest in his companions agdtdm& gaze swung
across Rangitatau.

Christabel shrugged. 'How could there be? Apannfithe road,
which you must agree is a shocker, there are tw@\wo properties
down here. Dad certainly wouldn't permit developtr&nours and
the hapu—the tribe—who own the other land have been in r
position to allow it." She added crisply, 'Besidés us, this is their
homeland, their resting place. It's so wild andutéa—just imagine

it with hotels and motels everywhere, the peace aarknity
destroyed—another Surfers!'

'‘Have you been to Surfers?' The question flickkd B whiplash
through the warm air.

Almost Christabel trembled. Beneath the dark lensésher
sunglasses her eyes flew to meet the cool releniss of his. A lie
trembled on her lips, but instinct warned her imdi

'Yes,' she said coldly.
'Did you enjoy it?"

For a moment her teeth clamped on her lower ligh\&h immense
reluctance she conceded, 'Yes, | love it." Sheddolp, met the
laughter in his eyes and smiled” wryly. 'But notehéir Thomassin.
Rangitatau is not the-Gold Coast.'

'‘No, that was mainly swamp before it was develdgesagreed.
At the same moment Scott called gleefully. 'TheBaiddy!

Both protagonists swung to see Donald Grieves aoreethe top of
the hill on his horse, two eager, bright- eyed dagsng ahead to
greet Scott with the ease and familiarity of lorigridship.



Of course Christabel had to introduce the two naer of course
Donald asked Alex down to the homestead.

'l saw you from the hill over there," he said, hlige eyes clear and
far-sighted as a sailor's. 'Wondered what you wereg.'

‘Admiring the view," Alex told him smoothly.

And that was that. Elaine greeted him with pleashex pale skin
pinking at the compliment he paid her. Only Chhsianoticed that
quick, unsparing glance which had taken in the roleman's
fragility.

Oddly enough she was no longer afraid of being geised. She
might have never forgotten the timbre of his voiteyas only too
obvious that he had no recollection of her at all.

Probably, she thought scornfully, because thereldemh so many
women since then. Gossip made much of his provgeadaver; swift

fugitive colour touched her throat and cheeks aspght herself on a
par with the other women in his life. Why should feenember a
one-night stand, even if she had been the onlyrvhrig'd taken?

‘You go and talk to him," she said to Elaine in kitehen. 'I'll get
lunch.’

Elaine looked torn. 'Well, it's all ready. Quichedasalad and stewed
peaches to follow. How lucky that you made bread thorning,
Kirsty! Oh, and there's custard for the peachdws' I$sitated. 'It's a
very countrylunch.'

Meaning that even in the casual denims he wore Al®massin was
clearly a person for whom one made an effort. Wadth the money
he had and that sophistication of course he was.



Christabel gave her a quick hug. 'Country or notj're a good cook
and he'll love it. Now, go and flirt with him.'

Quick laughter caught in Elaine's throat. 'Recaoghis sort, do you?
I'm sure that he'd rather flirt with you.'

‘Do me a favour, will you?' Christabel knew thate skounded
offhand, but for the life of her she couldn't mamamything else.
'‘Don't mention that I've modelled.’

Her stepmother nodded, her glance shrewd. "Youedognise his
sort, don't you?'

'I'm afraid so."' Imperceptibly she straightened $teyulders, looked
amused and wry at the same time. 'Well, let's itawény shouldn't he
be a flirt? I'll bet no woman ever said no to himhis life, and I'm
including his mother in that. He's bound to be kgubiAnd quite
frankly, | don't want to have to fend him off.'

'In that case,’ said Elaine with a swift chuckld,change those shorts
for something a little more circumspect. | saw \esy appreciative
glance at your legs. What's he doing here?’

' don't know.'

'Idle curiosity?' But Elaine answered her own goestNo, whatever
he is he's not the type to do anything idly. A nforeeful character it
would be hard to imagine!

'l saw him in town.'
Quite why she volunteered the information Christaldn't know.

The older woman laughed. 'Perhaps he followed yati o



‘Hardly.' But when Elaine had left the room Chiigtiafound herself
frowning. Surely he wouldn't havef*no, the idea wdgulous. Alex
Thomassin had no need to follow women—they chasad drawn
by his magnetic personality and those superb goakkl Oh, and the
money too, she thought cynically.

As she tore greenstuffs up for the salad and mikeddressing she
tried to blank her mind to the queries that hurtesnselves around
her braio. It didn't work, of course. Through tleeegned windows
she could hear them talking out on the terrace fgasenough away
so that the words were only sounds.

He had not recognised her, she would swear tooitmmsn, not even
one as good as Alex at controlling his features|dbave looked at
her like that if he had recognised her. She had Ipeepared for a
give-away blankness, or shock or a knowing smig,@ne of which
would have spelt recognition.

But the lazy glance had been appreciative, plegsamicking, the
exact glance of a man who liked women and hadsjsh one who
interested him. Only that way would he have looked he never
seen her before, sparked with a certain pleasatesmsss that he was
male and she was female, that her legs were lothdpianwn and well
shaped, her waist trim and her breasts pleasamiiyded, her face
attractive enough to warrant a second glance.

No, he could not have any idea that she was anytstimer than what
she seemed, the daughter of the house. Now, if Bldyne could
steer Donald away from any mention of those yegrents
modelling—but then, although he was proud of hisgiéer and
loved her Donald would have preferred her to ugeirtelligence
some other way, they had discussed her ambititwe t& lawyer and
he had offered to help her achieve it. No, Donaddntit exactly proud
of the fact that she had modelled for a living avalld hardly be
likely to refer to it.



Suddenly shaky, she ran a hand over her clammizéack It was hot.
A glance through the glass oven door revealedttfeaguiche was
almost ready; she set the big kauri table in thenmg room, then
went down to her own room to change into a dresglaa and
subdued cotton in a shade of mint green. A quickhaoof lip-gloss
and a comb passed through the smooth cap of rawvasiall that she
ventured in the way of prettying up. She was ningto do anything
which might be construed as trying to attract hierdion, she
decided grimly.

The cold feeling in her stomach stayed. It was,fe&icourse, and
with it there was a kind of sick humiliation. ThHertg which had hurt
the most about the affair of Alex Thomassin wasftigditening loss
of self-respect. The girl who had behaved like sdmaé-witted
courtesan in his arms had terrified Christabeliffeshe was capable
once of such amoral wilfulness it could happenrmagai

For months she had watched her every reactionamtity caution,
afraid that she would feel again that suffocatimfg tof desire in
response to some man's approach.

Thank God, it hadn't happened. And she had jusirbegaccept that
it might have been an aberration brought on by miaed exhaustion
and champagne when he had to come back into legralihideous
complication in an existence which she had only begun to hope
might remain calm and ordered. And without beinguanof it she
had made the mental proviso that for that so dgésiegmness and
order there must be no more succumbing to passitmve.

'Let's eat outside,' said Elaine, suddenly appga8he was pink and
glowing, her expression slightly bemused. 'lIt'isq | think we must
be in for rain.'

The table on the terrace was large and, unfortiypaiteind in shape,
which meant that there was no way to escape Atgattce. Not that



he stared, or made his interest blatantly obvidies.had superb
manners, as well as, that devastating charm,; ituttagly infuriating
for "Christabel to watch as together and indivitlube dazzled them
all, from Scott to her father.

Appetite gone, she forced herself to eat. Not fytlaing would she
show her tension or her animosity. But not everpawer could
summon Up her normal cheerful attitude and she kinaw Elaine
and Donald were puzzled by her unusual quietness.

When they had finished she cleared the table amnes; even there
he fitted in. When she asked if he'd prefer coffeesmiled that lazy,
well-behaved smile and said blandly, 'No, not atAlistralians are
great tea-drinkers, too, you know.'

Over tea Donald asked, "You're here on holidagther.'

‘Yes.' He shrugged slightly, drawing Christabefigvilling attention
to the breadth of the shoulders beneath the cotton.

Fragments of memories obtruded, of those shoullewse her, and
were firmly suppressed.

‘Any particular place, or just looking around?' 9was Elaine, her
friendly interest robbing the question of impertioe.

‘Just prowling around. This is an undiscovered péathe country,
isn't it? | don't think I've ever seen a more béalutoastline, and yet
I've never heard it mentioned before and you'reasly not geared
for tourists.'

'‘Rarely see them.' Donald sat back in his chasrghaze going to the
exquisite view before them.

Between the sheltering pohutukawa trees the waitrthe bay
glittered like blue and silver lame. Only two beashwere visible



from where they sat, each crescent was warmly jirtke sunlight,
darker where the tide had reached that morning.rbmmthe beach a
small flock of oyster-catchers moved like overcdateen, sombre in
the sunlight. The Gates were silhouetted agairmstaimbent blue of
the sky, high, their rugged flanks pitted with tieenains of trenches.
At the far end of the homestead bay another, smpélestood, the
grass over it revealing clearly the telltale lioésnore trenches which
had once held rows of enormous sharpened stakes fasther
defence. Thepa on the north headland had the reputation of ne\
having been taken by an enemy.

Christabel could remember a picnic up there onendtythe Panapa
children. Old Mr Panapa had come with them and toédl them
stories of their forebears, brave, barbaric andrgpdl in their pride.
The beautiful Maori words had rolled smoothly fréaims tongue and
she had envied her friends their ancestry, sayimigishly: 'l wish
my grandfather had been like that instead of jusbalinary old
farmer.' And the Panapa children had looked prawbdsmug, but Mr
Panapa had sighed and said gently in English, \telte days were
for everyone, once. Long, long ago for your peoflesty, not so
long ago for us.’

For a long time he had sat, staring out to sea ayts which saw
much, while the children had fought a splendidleatt the filled-in
ditches of the old trenches.

Shortly after that the Panapa family had been tbitceleave their
home so that young Mr Panapa could find work, baytoften came
back for holidays, although their house in the neay was little
better than a ruin now.

Sighing for days long gone when life had been ssmpChristabel
dragged her attention back to the conversation.



To find Donald pointing out the virtues of theiregpal patch of
country. 'Fishing,’ he said. 'Well, it's not fishedt yet like other
places. You can still get into the boat and conek lvath enough for
you and your neighbours. And mako and swordfishectmough this
way if you're keen on big-game fishing. Then fdrahiday this can't
be beaten. Some quirk of . climate gives us moregshof sunlight
and lower rainfall than farther north or south. Ahdse are not the
only beaches—there are plenty of really beautiidsofarther north.'

'Not necessarily a good thing for you, such a denaAlex
commented quietly.

Donald nodded. "We've another station inland inhilig. It's a help.’
'‘With all these advantages, why no tourists?'

Spreading his hands, Donald said cheerfully, ‘Wed coastline is all
privately owned or Maori land and we're a long virayn anywhere.
Our roads put off all but the most determined.’

Alex made a grimace. 'Yes, as | discovered," he daly, the dark
opacity of his glance flicking to Christabel's face

Hastily she composed her expression, hoping it ivesvealing any
of the unease she felt. It was stupid to let héwnahwariness make
her feel there was an ulterior motive for Alex'tenest.

‘Well,' Donald said slowly, 'if you haven't any ok plans why not
stay here for a few days and see what we havdead?of

That quick glance flicked back to Christabel's fao&l he see her
dismay, or realise that the involuntary jerk of filegers which set the
tea-cup she held clattering down on to the table gaused by her
father's invitation?

‘That's very kind of you.'



The deep cool voice hesitated and Elaine said Igwi2o stay, Mr
Thomassin, if you think you'd enjoy our quiet lif&miling, she
added, 'Australians aren't the only ones famoushiair hospitality,
you know.'

His smile flashed out, warm, subversive. 'I'd ertfgt very much,' he
said without so much as a glance at ChristabehriKlyou.'

Stunned, almost as bewildered as she would haveibBenald had
beaten her, Christabel got to her feet.

'Scott's nearly asleep,' she said, her voice uralgtuevel. 'I'll just
put him to bed.’

And with the warm little body restless against $lee carried him off
to his bedroom.

‘Man going to stay?' he enquired sleepily.
‘Yes darling, for a little while.'

He gave her his enchanting grin and a moist wass. kGood,' he
said with a sigh of drowsy satisfaction, 'l canwshom mine boat.’

Which was all very well, but of no consolation thriStabel. She felt
as though Elaine and Donald had betrayed her henféeling was no
less strong for being totally illogical. What orrteehad possessed hel
father to invite a total stranger into his home such short
acquaintance? Elaine might talk about hospitaliyt although
nobody could accuse Donald of being churlish hallgwaited until
he knew people before making them free of Rangitata

It was that infernal charm, she thought unfairlyatt aura Alex
projected so effortlessly. Just from looking at hmobody would
believe that he was as tough as rawhide undersibahisticated
smiling surface. Well, not until you noticed thia¢ tcut of the jaw was



hard and uncompromising, and the eyes met yours twé kind of
challenge which was a threat in itself.

'Oh, bother!"she exclaimed inadequately, struck by anotherghbu

Elaine would put him in the guest-room, which wigstrnext door to
her stepdaughter's, and she knew that she cobkhr'the thought of
him being just through four inches of wall, or wdagr thickness they
made walls when the homestead was built. She wldnable to

sleep at night for listening.

Which left only one thing to do.



CHAPTER FOUR

'WHY Great-grandmother's room?' Elaine asked curiashyey did
the fishes.

Donald and Alex were out on the station. It haldelped Christabel's
equilibrium to discover that he was a superb ridegiously taught
by stockmen, for he rode with the relaxed style cwhliooked so
casual and made long days in the saddle ease plastsiittle stress
and fatigue as possible.

Christabel wrung the dishcloth dry as though it @aveomebody's
neck. '‘Because it's bigger. He looks as thoughekdsiroom to move
round in.'

It .was hardly an adequate answer but Elaine, d@nlend, left it there.
'You don't really mind your father asking him, dmus"

The dishcloth was draped over the window bar wisareand fresh
air would sweeten it. 'No, of course not.'

‘Well, I'm glad, because you must admit, Kirsty,she fascinating
man.'

Oh, yes, she knew, only two well she knew, just Hascinating he
was. Using the word in its proper meaning, of ceussccording to
the Concise Oxford Dictionary§io deprive a victim of the power of
escape or resistance by one's look or preseiYes, fascinating was
exactly the word to describe Alex Thomassin.

Aloud she said in a tight wooden voice, 'Well, Ihe& a change,
anyway. A being from another world, almost.'

'Did you mind leaving it?' Elaine asked tentativéljyou've never
said. | was so grateful to see you that I'm aflaid been selfish.
Once or twice it's occurred to me that you mighéshithe glamour



and the stimulation, but you fitted in here so sthiyp as though you
were happy to be back.'

'l was. | am," Christabel told her promptly. 'l é&bRRangitatau. Every
night for years | wept in longing for it. My lifeni Australia was
exciting, but it didn't hurt me in the least touea Hesitating, she
added with an odd shyness, 'In fact, you couldlsased you and
Rangitatau as a refuge. | needed to come here.’

Her stepmother nodded, her kind eyes sympatheticegsrested on
Christabel's averted profile. 'I'd guessed as m@ichan, | suppose, it
usually is. That's why | came up this way myseliei | met your
father and suddenly nothing but he mattered. Psrtiagp same will
happen with you. Nate Kennedy seems very intereBted says he
hasn't had such tender loving care for the sexekbefore!

Christabel smiled but shook her head. 'Nate is anzel'm very fond
of him, but there's nothing in the least romami©ur relationship.’

'Pity," her stepmother said slyly as she put aarasent of bread and
butter plates into a cupboard. 'He's on holiddii@moment, isn't he?
Where is he?'

‘Climbing in the Southern Alps. He'll be back iweek.'

Elaine nodded. She liked Nate and she was by nasresaconvinced
as Kirsty about the state of their relationshiptdaglances were
giveaways, she thought, very soft and tender whemies looked at
Kirsty. Whoever the man was who had put that bdjidesolate look
in Kirsty's eyes should have been shot, but perliapas necessary
for her to burn her wings in the fires of passi@fobe she learnt the
worth of the kind of enduring secure love Elainal Haund with

Donald Grieves. At the moment Kirsty was wary aed feaction to
Alex Thomassin was revealing. Whoever had hurtseemust have
been of the same type, experienced, aware of festedn people,



basically hard and clever and dynamic but covetirgggranite core
with a cloak of lazy sophistication.

Give her time and she would recover from the disibnment, and
Nate would get his chance. Elaine liked the talhdsome vet, with
the warm smile and the gentle hands, and she thologhwhatever
Kirsty might think, he more than liked her. Yesyan time, perhaps
Kirsty would learn to love him.

Aware of the trend of her stepmother's thoughtsstitrel grinned.
'Stop matchmaking,' she teased. 'You've got thabds, absorbed
look that terrifies the life out of any man who seg I'm perfectly
happy the way things are.’

Elain's chuckle was deep and infectious. 'Well,dagr, I'll promise
not to embarrass you when Nate's around. Shalalesthe children
down to the beach when they wake up? It's suclaatifel day and
I'd like' to get a little more tan before winteriaes.'

'What are we going to have for dinner?"

'l thought we'd prepare that before we went dowsad® lamb done
the Kashmiri way, with green ginger and cumin aadaghn masala.
I'll roast potatoes with it and we can have a gissad. And if you,
darling sweet stepdaughter, will make a cold lersouffle, which
you do so well, I'll whip up a zucchini soup in thiender. It will be
nicely chilled if | put it in the deepfreeze. Orfity heaven's sake don't
let me forget it, like | did with that wine cask!

It was fun to share a reminiscent chuckle, fun toktogether in the
big farmhouse kitchen which Donald had had modethi®r his
first, English wife.

And when dinner was prepared they took the childgmott proudly
bearing bucket and spade, and set off down the faide track to the
beach. From the lawn in front of the house thers ar@ther, shorter



way down, but it ‘was narrow and steep and manasyuraby
Stephanie in her carry-cot down it required degteand strength
which neither of the women possessed.

The beach basked tranquilly in the afternoon sumkygbeige in

colour, small waves making tentative forays actbsssand. While
Elaine spread out the rugs beneath the kindly sbhdgpohutukawa
Christabel set the carry-cot down, playing peepviil the baby until
she gave one of her enchanting chuckles, tinyistahfands waving
before the delighted pink face.

'l love you, you delectable little scrap,' Christbaid, and picked her
out of the carry-cot, cuddling her against her ste®arling little
wicked one, deep dyed in villainy...' The extravagegonsense rolled
on, both participants enjoying it hugely until Scoalled for help
with the decoration of his sand castle and Elaineepted her
daughter for more loving.

‘Not that kind of shell," Scott told her seriously && picked up a
ramshorn. 'Like this, darling Kirsty,' showing leetiny silvery paua.

'‘But, darling Scott, there aren't very many of tbaitt and there are
scads of ramshorns,' she protested, knowing fulltivat she wasn't
going to be, let off with such a poor excuse. Shatl very definite

ideas on the decoration of his castles.

'‘We'll find them," he told her confidently, scramigl to his feet.
‘Come on!'

Smiling, she took the wet, sandy little hand anddfé with him
towards the rocks where they were more likely twl fihe spoils of
the last storm.

The high voice chattered on as they sifted thrabghmultitudes of
shells, asking, commenting, occasionally gloatifgevhe knew the
name of one and Christabel had forgotten, slowtliraglto the little



pile of oval shells, their rough outer surface hgdian exquisite
iridescence of green and pink and silver, more wdld than
mother-of-pearl, as pretty as opals.

'‘What you call it?' he demanded, holding anotheepgvely fragile
shell up in triumph.

'Silvery paua,' she told him. 'It's real naméhiisiwa. Can you say
that?'

'Hi-hi-wa.' He pronounced the syllables carefully, his danmptiead
wrinkled in concentration.

‘Clever boy!" Mr Panapa had told her all the lov&alyphonious Maori
names for the shellfish and his thin, energetiewidd shown her
how to gather and cook them.

Not for the first time Christabel wondered just htwy fiked their
life in Auckland, they and all the other memberghdadir tribe who
were separated from the land they loved because ibnger gave
them all that they needed. Remembering her ownakeso at such a
separation, she knew that they would hate it amd) lor their
homeland with an aching hunger that greyed theis @ad made the
nights lonely.

Life here satisfied something elemental in her,gbace and beauty
fulfilling a need which the long years away hadyom@pressed.

'Here's Daddy," Scott said suddenly, staring atbedeach. 'And the
man.’

Sure enough the two horses were ambling back &idhe of the tide,
tails flicking, ears twitching. Christabel stood, tyollow inside at the
realisation that until Alex Thomassin went away—anulely he'd
know not to stay more than a couple of days?—shealdvbe

continually assailed by this mixture of self-reprband humiliation.



Why should she be so sensitive? It was like cagran albatross
around her neck, this intense reaction to his peséuelled t/y what
she could only see as a taint in her blood. Othmn@n had affairs
and never thought a thing about them; apparently tmek what they
could get whenever they could get it and there m@ashought of
self-contempt in the way they viewed the episo&swhy should
she feel smirched and degraded by one night'scstypi

And it wasn't just that. She had been telling tihtwhen she told
Sarah that her mother's rather rigid attitude towanoral standards
had been passed on to her. Deep inside her bravhaiever part of
her body her personality inhabited, she felt thatIsad betrayed and
comprised some essential part of her, making Headebkser person.
It was not only the mechanical process of losingvinginity, it was
the fact that she had been only too willing, intfaager for it to
happen. Somehow, in spite of her supposed lovarfother man, her
body and mind had responded to a hot sensualitghwtar a time
overrode everything else, her principles, her comsense, even her
sanity.

Not again. Noteveragain. Now that she was forewarned she kne
how to protect herself from that shameful weakn@&é& aloofness

she had shown must be modified a little so as ma@airouse Alex's

hunting instincts, but she must make it quite pkaiat she had no

interest in him as a man.

Allowing herself a regretful thought at Nate's aizse she walked
slowly back to where Elaine was still cooing loverds to her
daughter. In a thin gold bikini it was hard to appeéignified, but she
tried for it.

'Here come the men,' she said.

Elaine looked past her. 'Oh—aoio!



Scott had not followed Christabel. Instead, foiggte whole set of
stern instructions, he had run towards the menasselvack, calling
out to his father and waving.

‘And Don's on thastupidtoey Mac," Elaine moaned, scrambling t
her feet, her face pale with apprehension.

Sure enough the black stallion reared, backing Aléx's gelding.
Only then did Scott remember his father's stristrinctions and came
to a frightened halt, his little figure tragicafiagile against the bulk
of the horses/Vor a moment the tableau seemedrfroreto the
glittering waters of the bay, Donald fighting hisrbe's head away,
Scott shrinking and still too close for comfort.

And then the gelding swung into action. Swiftly amwdth
consummate horsemanship Alex swooped, grabbed &wbttauled
him against himself as he set the gelding up tlaelbaway from the
snorting, angry stallion and its sweating rider.

'Oh, thank God!" Elaine sighed, sinking back oth&rug.

Alex brought the gelding towards them, one stramg @ound Scott,
talking soothingly so that the scared white lookdyrally faded from
the small face. It took all her strength for Claistl to walk down to
them and receive Scott into her arms; she held tightly for a
moment, then set him down to run to his mother staded up info
Alex's face.

‘Thank you," she said, realising for the first tirhew totally
inadequate a simple statement of heartfelt gragittaild be.

'He wasn't really in any danger,' he said, pitchimgyvoice so that
Elaine could hear it. ‘It almost certainly lookedoa worse than it
was. He had the sense to stop as soon as that woymdr father's
started its tricks.' His voice dropped, becamesatuwith a note of



mocking intimacy. 'When you're afraid your eyesagteep dark blue.
Did you know?'

'l—yes, I've been told so before." He was confu$ieg half-closed
eyes showing a thin gleam of colour behind the edashes which
should have belonged to a woman.

He smiled with irony and swung from the saddle,irsgycoolly,
"Your stepmother looks as though she needs a hand.'

It was a relief to turn away to where Elaine hadked up the
carry-cot. Although not heavy it was unwieldy arite sstaggered
slightly as she came towards them, Scott firmlgcted to one hand.

'Here. I'll take that,' Christabel scolded bendeghbreath.

'‘No, I'll take it." And Elaine meekly handed it aftd precious
contents over to the imperative hand Alex stretahad

‘Mrs Grieves, why don't you take Scott up on thes@® I'll bring the
baby up and Kirsty can stagger up under the rebiegbaraphernalia.’

Alex's voice was light, but Elaine obeyed, afteyiisg fervently,
‘Thank you so much for picking this scamp up! Stott

‘Thank you."' Scott's voice was extremely subdued,he met his
rescuer's eyes manfully. 'l was a silly twit, mmammy said.’

'You were indeed.' Alex's free hand touched thelemlfair head.
'‘Never mind, you won't do it again, will you?'

'‘No, never, Scott returned, so fervently that they all lautjheasing
the tension.

Down at the tide line Donald had at last succeeddatinging the
black under control and came towards them, hisdag@®us beneath



the hat that protected his skin from the northam. sO.K.?' he
shouted.

As Kirsty gave Elaine a leg-up on to the gelding sklled, 'Fine!"
then passed Scott up to sit comfortably in fronthisfmother.

"'Then I'll take this idiot up first.' The blackise took off up the track
as if all the dogs in Christendom were at its hd€éllgine frowned as
she clucked to the gelding, following much moreagely. And, left
alone with an Alex who stood gently swinging thergaot and
watching her, Christabel folded the rug and gathdhe flask of
orange juice into the flakete.

She felt clumsy and nervous, forcing herself toester that to him
she was just the daughter of the house, no onexéw kr had ever
met before.

A gull soared overhead, calling its strange forlomn In the carry-cot
Stephanie produced a series of interested cooirsgfidEven at that
age, apparently, Alex Thomassin had an effect omvaanan,
Christabel decided sourly as she came towards laocutely
conscious of the brevity of her attire. Had shevkmahere was any
possibility of meeting him she would have brouglurenthan an old
cotton tee-shirt to cover her bikini.

Too late now, but she would remember in futurehbl@ been smiling
down at the baby, but as Christabel trod heavitpugh the thick
sand towards him he glanced up and watched hedahkseyes for a
moment coldly speculative as they swept the smoaoiitours of her
body.

Then he smiled with a warm indolent charm and ehe&embered that
she was going to be aloof but not too much so hsossiled back,
although it made her face ache to do it.

'‘How old are you, Kirsty?"



She shrugged. 'Twenty-two, Mr Thomassin."'

As they fell into step together to climb the trabk said, 'I'm
thirty-one, which makes me rather young to be atbto firmly into
your parents' generation. Would it hurt if you edlme Alex?'

For some reason he was subjecting her to the dutief of his
magnetic appeal. Perhaps he just couldn't resistenb

The scornful little thought brought a green flasther eyes, hastily
hidden by the sweep of her lashes. 'No, of couaég she replied
politely.

Stephanie produced a gurgle and stared up so Iynthat her eyes
crossed slightly.

‘And what do you do? For a living?'

She shrugged, 'l help Elaine,' she said baldlye'sSeen sick. What
do you do, Mr—Alex?'

Just momentarily his eyes narrowed, but his voies Wand as he
answered. Tm a businessman.’

‘A captain of industry?'

He grinned down at her. "You don't sound as thaughhave a very
high opinion of businessmen! Were you bitten by onee?' And as
her reluctant smile could no longer be hidden hergthe carry-cot
on to his other side so that it no longer separtitenh.

It seemed a move towards some sort of intimacyis@irel moved

sideways so that there was at least a foot betwesn. That Alex

was aware of the little distancing gesture andnéaning she was
certain, but she didn't care. She wanted nothingerteodo with him.

He had caused her enough bitter remorse to |#stianke.



Long ago the first Grieves family had made a tnagko the house on
its little plateau from their lifeline, the bead¢he only transport route
they had in the days when the North was a wild raadlless place.
The age- old pohutukawas hadn't been disturbedwbete their

thick shade lessened there had been planted o#es; hatives and
exotics which were hardy enough to cope with galay and wind.

Now they were tall, and between them the brighthblue lily of the

Nile flowered with its delectable name which Chakstl was now
teaching Scott. Agapanthus—a splendid name forlengdp plant

with its great sunbursts of flowers held high omgdhick stalks.

Edging the lawn beneath the silk trees and thergackas were
hibiscuses, their immense crepe flowers still glayyivivid, almost
garish. A gardenia bloomed against the wall ofttbase, the thick,
heavily scented flowers creamy white against tiesgyl foliage.

Thanks to Elaine's green fingers a fragipani blogsb here in a
sunny sheltered nook of the inner terrace; the dmmonk of the
garden was old, but Elaine's love of colour keay even in the
depths of winter. It was watered from a bore winald never run dry,
not even in the worst of summers.

Alex Thomassin stopped as they came out througbrtied!, hidden
gate onto the sunny lawn. For a moment he staeahdy looking his
fill at the mellow old house. Unnoticed, Christabgéd him, her gaze
lingering on the strong framework of his face. Hasvibeautiful, she
thought carefully monitoring her reactions. «'Béalitin a wholly
masculine way, with the strength of perfect healtt all of the assets
a most unfair Fate could bestow on him, beginninigh what
magnificent bone structure, the wide shouldersrarcow hips, long
legs and lean, strong hands.

A shiver prickled her skin. No, she must not rememjoist how
gentle those hands could be, gentle and then slydfierce so that



the pain was an extension of the gentleness ardvierte erotically
exciting.

‘Stephanie's hungry,' she said, a note of tenswghening her voice.

His gaze swung around to capture hers. For a moitneatned into
her as though he knew what she was thinking andedamer, too.
Only for a moment, however.

‘Then we'd better take her inside,' he said coolly.

It was an odd evening. Elaine made a little prodacof the dinner
and they ate in the dining room with the best silaad the old,
beautiful china which had been one of Great-grantderoGrieves'
wedding presents. It was a superb meal, enhancgddny wine and
the smell of the roses which someone had brouglltone several
days ago. 'Autumn Delight', they were called, bi&aldlmost single
flowers, creamy white with quaint yellow buds andorous red
stamens like exclamation marks. Their scent wag@owr in the
panelled room and they glowed against the warm vwaddte kauri
table.

Conversation flowed easily, as though they ha#ralwvn each other
for years. Elaine sparkled, her warmth and kindisessbvious that
Christabel thought it was no wonder Alex's eyeteeso frequently
on her. And Donald, stimulated by his guest's higethce, exercised
his dry wit. Dreamily, still cautious, Christabdid little, refusing

more than a glass or two of wine and spending nafiche evening
staring into the crystal depths of her goblet.

It was Alex who was the pivot of the evening, hisalen and
intelligence and interest that stimulated themkd#.was enchanting
them as he had her,weaving a spell about thematdhtby seemed
members of a magic circle.



What an asset for a businessman! Christabel thalrdgiptimagining
the boardroom battles which must be made easi¢ndiycharisma.
Reluctantly she had to admit that he seemed unawafausing it,
although he must know that he possessed it. He eskge@nuinely
interested in his hosts and their life; the fadttthe inordinately
good-looking face hid a brilliant, incisive braielped, too.

Afterwards they sat in the sitting room with onlgeolamp on and
talked of everything until Elaine gasped and brioksp.

'‘Because Stephanie still wakes at five in the nmyhishe excused
herself, smiling, obviously regretful.

At her bedroom door Donald said to his daughteamélwe caught
some more sprats for the cats. Shall | get you apmnwthe baby
wakes?'

She nodded, smiling in her turn. This was a rigle# remembered
from the golden days of her childhood, the slow rout in the

dinghy, paying the net out as she went and thenutimg into the

water which was always just too deep for her, ip her father pull

the ends together. About the rest of it, the reroline haul of small

silver fishes, she preferred not to think, salvimey conscience with
the thought that Nature was cruelly severe. Attlease of them was
wasted.



CHAPTER FIVE

IN the grey dawn it was the thought of that deepisttewwwhich
persuaded Christabel to put on her bikini with akeén jersey pulled
on over it.

Softly, so as not to wake their guest, she and [damade their way
through the house and down the track to the boadtdbae of the
dogs lifted his head from his paws and whined gaffjainst the rattle
of his chain.

'‘Quiet, Joe!' Donald commanded sternly.
‘Can't he come?'

He grinned. 'You know what he does when the net igethe beach.
Elaine will just have got off to sleep again ane s¥on't like being
woken up by a fusillade of barking.'

'‘Poor old Joe,' Christabel commiserated, listeamis tail thumped
a couple of times. 'Does Elaine go back to sledE?sSalways up at
six-thirty.'

'‘Well, she says she doesn't, but she gives a getty imitation of it.'
Donald cocked a weather eye at the rapidly ligimgsky. 'Another
fine day. We could do with rain.’

'Oh, you farmers! You're never satisfied!" Chrigtidimked her arm in
his, listened with delight to his quiet chuckle.

The boatshed was nestled in under a low cliff, serloung by
enormous pohutukawas that it was barely visibleerEne blotched
green paint, which her father had for years beeratBning to
replace, helped camouflage it. From it a jettyoat) smaller than the
collapsed one whose stubborn old piles couldlstilseen. In the old



days the big jetty had been vital to the statiamw the wool clip and
cattle went by road "and only pleasure boats caniangitatau.

On the still grey water the runabout sat cheelgcarlet and white. A
little further out was the launch, its outriggers@aiming that it was
used for deep-sea fishing, its fine, graceful limasndication of its
value. It was Donald Grieves' one extravagance.

Suddenly, so suddenly that it came as a shoclsuhdeaped above
the southern Gate; the sky turned from pale pirdgold and rose and
the morning clouds began to dissipate.

For the first time in months Christabel was piertlgda pang of

delight, so keen and sharp that it was almostm phar lovely, husky

laughter floated on the air. In the boathouse Db@aleves heard the
soft sound and gave silent thanks.

'0.K.," he said laconically, sliding the dinghy doaver the sand into
the water. 'Take it easy now.'

Silently the oars moved through the water, siletig little boat
described a semi-circle injhe bay, tire dark nétidg behind it. Up
to his knees in water, Donald held one end of #teupright. When it
was time Christabel shipped the oars and jumpedgoabbing her
end of the net as she and her father ran sidedbyugi on to the beach.

'Not a bad haul,' Donald observed with satisfactibeave it now, |
know you hate this part. Go and get the dinghy.'

Beneath the discarded jersey Christabel wore an giidt,
unbuttoned, the tails tied in a tight knot bendwhbreasts. It was too
much bother to take it off, so she plunged straiigiat the refreshing
coldness of the water, striking out strongly to whé¢he dinghy
drifted offshore. Fortunately it was a heavy olohkér-built so that
when she hauled herself in over the side it rodkgdept right way

up.



'What's the water like?'

‘Super!" Christabel spoke over her shoulder absheght the dinghy
in. 'Like warm milk!'

It was an old joke and Donald answered as he allWwagssince she
had discovered the phrase many years ago. 'Whaitl tavawim in

warm milk, for heaven's sake! There, that's doHe.'put the two
plastic buckets farther up the beach and begaultthe net together.
'Here, you take the net back to the boatshedpuil these in the
freezer.'

The net smelled strongly of salt. At the boatshedstabel hosed it
carefully down with fresh water before draping vieo a branch to
dry. Then she hauled the dinghy up on to the saddlacided, after a
glance at the sea now warming in colour, that siggihas well work
up an appetite for breakfast.

On the jetty she hauled off the shirt and did a efiedtrut along the
cool, rough planks, holding a pose for some sectwedisre falling
over the edge in a manoeuvre she had perfectbe age of eight.

The water hadn't had time to warm up, but this wme was ready for
the shock, and came up gasping and triumphant,inuster hair
back.

To stare straight into Alex's angry face, the dayks like wet slate,
cold and flat above a mouth thinned into a straggtel line.

'Oh!" She could not stop herself, she covereddu With her hands,
turning away as if he accused her of unnameabi®esriHe had seen
that stupid piece of play-acting and that remossd{elogical brain
had made the connection.



But even as she arched backwards in rejection abbgd her
shoulders and shook her, his fingers tighteningpdhe smooth skin,
pressing it painfully on to the fragile bones behea

'l thought you'd fallen,' he said harshly, and whkbka stared at him,
unable to realise that she was reprieviénisty, don't look like that!
I'm sorry | frightened you, but | thought you'dié and not come up
again.'

'‘Oh." Uncertainly she bit her lip. 'l—I swam undater. I've very
good --'

'‘Lung capacity,' he finished grimly. '"You don't eaw tell me—I had
you drowned!

So he hadn't realised. Confidence flowed througtahd she smiled,
mischief bringing colour to her pale face. 'Oh, y@an't drown a
Grieves,' she said pertly. 'We're half mermaidndigou know?'

Instantly mockery leapt into his face. ‘Mermaidfe8j more like,"' he
said with soft emphasis, his bold gaze moving dwar face and
shoulders. 'l think you could lure any man to reatth when you look
like that.'

The colour in her cheeks deepened to a flush. yoh'ye an awful
flirt,' she said, striving to be the ingenuous doygirl he obviously
thought her.

And twisted free of his relaxed grip; dolphin-likee curved into the
water to come up again some yards away, that stilleaught at the
corner of her lips while beneath it her brain warkeriously. Was he
really unable to resist any reasonably personabl@an, or did the
sizzling electricity of their first encounter stilbld true?

For herself she didn't know. Yesterday the shockisfappearance
had robbed her body of any response but the sicgegifects of



panic. But just then, almost naked in his grip, lsaé felt the quick,
gunpowder fizz in her blood which had presaged sligdster before.

Not again, she vowed, watching as he struck outsache bay, not
ever again, no matter how strong the attractiorceOmas enough to
be burned so severely that the scars would betefter personality
for life, No, if he showed any inclination to fliwtith her," somehow
she must make it clear that she had no intentiosuctumbing.
Briefly she considered stringing him along, indalgiin a playful
make-believe flirtation, and just as quickly regetit. She had not the
self- control-necessary for that sort of game.

Besides, she doubted very much whether any invawenvith him
could be other than intense.

Apart from her own reactions his had revealed ligatvas a man of
strong passions. Oh, there was restraint too, @m ¢ommand of
those passions, but she doubted very much whethéindught of
women as anything other than legitimate prey.

Not virgins, however; she would just have to prog&ind of rural
Innocence, she thought, narrowing her eyes to watohagainst the
sun. The glowing light sent scintillations of cot@across her lashes.
Normally she would have thought a vision of rains@good omen.
Which just showed how stupid superstition was, sheught
cynically, finally locating the dark head. Natuyatile swam with skill
and style, strong arms pulling his lean, shininglyothrough the
water with speed and an impression of well-conthip@wer.

'‘Oh, go to hell"" she exclaimed on a sob as sheetlbaway to swim
back to the jetty.

The_ steps were cool, still damp with dew, althoagFhaint mist
rising from them revealed how efficient the newbeum was at
drying. Christabel pushed her hair back from heefand tilted her



head, shaking water from one ear. Then she pickedueu shirt and
tied it back on, wishing fervently that she hadeasst worn one with
buttons. If Alex was going to make a habit of appeawhen least
expected she would have to make sure she was dadbgcavered.

Oh, how she wished that the god in charge of cdemses hadn't
decided to give things a stir yesterday! With Adearrival all the
peace that Rangitatau represented had fled andi@hated very
much whether it would ever again be the refuge hsftemade it. By
keeping the two parts of her life totally sepaistie had managed to
banish the Christabel who had behaved so stuprdhAustralia,
sinking gratefully into her Kirsty personality.

Alex's arrival somehow made that no longer possiMdly-nilly she
was forced to accept the Christabel side of her ianturt and
confused her.

Impatiently she turned to walk down the jetty te House. Before she
was halfway there he caught her up, a towel drapedhis shoulder,
big and virile with a faint arrowing of dark haiver his chest and
down to meet the band of his bathing suit. He ditigo in for the
skimpy, skin-tight briefs worn by so many men, ettesse who were
overweight and looked repulsive.

He wouldn't, of course. He needed no artificial Bags of his
virility. It was there, a part of him, as obviouslas good looks and as
potent.

When he looked at her the speculation she had texkevas gone
from his expression, leaving a teasing good huntat surprised
and bewildered her.

It lasted. Almost, as the days sped past, Chrictalomdered if
Rangitatau possessed some magic of its own, for rdtieess
businessman seemed to have been left behind. BxgrtyAlex made



a collect call to Auckland, speaking for half aruhor so, but that
was the sum total of his business activities. Appty the

Thomassin empire could function without him if nesary. It helped,
of course, that Elaine had no idea who he was. Abeu father

Christabel wasn't too sure. Donald was too widedgdr not to

recognise the name, but if he did he certainly 'tidive any

indication of it. But Elaine treated him with hesual smiling

friendliness, taking it for granted that he shobédinterested in the
same things as they, that he should help Donatbestation and her
in the house when it was appropriate.

'He keeps his room immaculately,’ she reported wsthme
satisfaction. 'The bed is always made and his etoéne not left lying
around. All | have to do is dust!

Christabel, who organised things so that , shem®a@to go into the
bedroom where he slept, nodded. 'Good for him,'ssi&d allowing
indifference to colour her tones. 'Are you realbing out to the lily
pond tomorrow?'

‘Yes, Donald says the waterlilies will be over saod | haven't had a
chance to see them this year. Why, don't you wago?"

Most emphatically she did not, but she could nb&laine that. 'It's a
long way,' she said. 'l thought it might be a bitalm for Stephanie.’

'It's not when they're that age that they're diffic Elaine informed
her. 'We'll have the carry-cot and a plentiful dypd nappies and a
mosquito net, and Stephanie will be fine. If any&ews it it will be
Scott. He's quite determined to ride, you know.'

Like her brother Christabel had been put on a guefgre she could
walk and could remember just such expeditions mchédhood and
her fierce determination to keep up with the adults



'Oh, he'll manage,’ she said, smiling. 'And if harts to nod
off—well, he can always ride with one of us. Wowyldu rather |
came in the Land Rover with you?"

'‘No, don't be silly!" Elaine looked arch. 'As ifl Ideprive you of a
chance to shine in front of Alex!

It had to be said. 'Nowgon'ttry any matchmaking!" Christabel was
relieved to hear the laughing note in her voice amade her
expression follow suit. 'He's a flirt, but he'dthe first to pull back if
oneof his partners got serious. Men like Alex marrytheir own
circles.'

'He doesn't strike me as aflirt," Elaine musedopss. 'Very charming
and a bit of a tease, but flirt is too lightweighs. for marriage—well,
what circle is his?"

‘Very rich, the kind of wealth that's been in thamily for
generations.’

‘Your father is not exactly poor.'

Christabel smiled and hugged her stepmother's #maulders
affectionately. 'You're a darling to the bottonyotir egalitarian little
soul, and | love you, but let's put it this waknow King Cophetua
married the beggarmaid, but do you think his refeiand friends
welcomed her? Or that after the initial excitem&mt was happy in
that great stuffy palace?'

Elaine could look remarkably stubborn when She e@no. 'l think
you suffer from an inverted form of snobbery,' dieelared robustly,
even as she flushed at Christabel's affectionatebment, ‘because
there's not a circle anywhere you wouldn't graceou'h
lovely-looking, you're as bright as a button and's@ not afraid of
work. More to the point, you have a kind, compasaie loving
heart.'



And she turned away to hide the sudden tears ieyes.

'Oh, lord, don't be like that," said Christabehmodd, wobbly voice.
'l mean, we've just got you back on your feet. adoing to be
furious if you have red eyes when he comes in.| Hethediately
banish the wicked stepdaughter.’

'It's the stepmother who's wicked, idiot." But B&ihad regained
control. 'And | know you hate thanks, but neith@n@ld nor | will
ever forget just how much of a stalwart you've bibese last months.
Now," with a return to briskness, 'let's decide twix@re going to take
to eat tomorrow. Peaches and melon and applesuiby if thought,
and the left-over terrine of chicken and veal, afl as that delectable
bread you bake. What else?’

'How about cold mutton and salads? If it's fine wen't need
anything hot.'

It was fine, but just in case the weather turnatlycklaine packed
thermoses of soup as well as everything else. Amdt §ot his way,
trekking off triumphantly on his own small, sturggny, a hat on his
head and jeans covering his brown legs.

The lily pond was up in the hills. Long years dgeforethepines had
been planted, it had been scooped out to use eseavoir. Exactly
who had introduced the first waterlily roots no dreew, although
Christabel's grandmother was universally suspectad, they
certainly found conditions to their .liking. Evespring the round
green leaves spread across the still, smooth wadeid through
summer white, scented cups were lifted high toghe. It was a
charming touch of exoticism to the workaday stateomd a favourite
place with them all.

The way there was pleasant, at first across withding paddocks,
then, a? the sun grew hotter, they took to -thebfeaks between the



pines and rode in quietness with fantails dartiagpeen them, tails
flirting as they snapped up insects disturbed leyr thassing.

Scott was so determined to stay the distance thais silent most of
the time, concentrating, but the other three rotle @ompanionable
conversation. Not for the first time Christabel fiduherself thinking
how— well, it was a strange word to apply to Alext he could be
just plainnice. Amusing, sometimes provocative, with a breadth
knowledge and interest which kept her brain atdtriétch, and then,
just pleasantly, companionably silent.

She and he embarked on a discussion about themfiée composers
while Donald and Scott dropped back a little. Iswary warm and
still, for no breeze found its way between the sabnes. Beneath
the trees ferns grew luxuriantly, low, ground-humggspecies and
pongas which reached for the sky on long, rougltkblmunks.
Periodically dragonflies zipped past, the enormmuss erroneously
called horse- stingers as well as their smallesit@the damselflies,
vivid blue and red, their wings vibrating with urgs.

Behind and to the side three dogs foraged almaselsssly, their
tongues hanging as they explored, bright, intafligeyes alert. Once
one put up a pheasant which flew screaming intoddphs of the
pines. Three pairs of canine eyes fixed with desgpepleading on
Donald.

'‘Get in behind,' he commanded, and they obeydthwagh the oldest
showed what he thought of the decision by turnirsgblack on the
riders and scratching himself with vigour.

Christabel laughed softly, looked up to meet Algtance, as slyly
amused as she was. A sudden upwelling of joy rexdeer almost
ecstatic.



‘They say dogs are slavishly dependent,’ she sdidetak the spell,
'but nobody's ever told Joe that!

‘This life obviously suits you,' Alex observed ptically. ‘Don't you
ever want to get out into the world and do sometleise?'

‘Not on days like this.'
'‘But on other days?'

Her expression finned. Her mount flung up his haad cocked an
ear back towards her. Perhaps some of her nervesiswas
communicating itself to him.

'‘Oh, everyone gets sick of things,' she parrietibelately evasive.
‘Don't you?'

'Yes, of course.' The bland voice hardened. 'Buin'a job that uses
every talent and aptitude | possess, that stretoleds the utmost and
then some.’

'‘And I'm not?'

The wide shoulders moved in the smallest of shimgishis gaze held
hers, demanding an end to her evasiveness.

‘Yes, if you were like Elaine, finding completeffithent in her home
and her family. But however devoted to them all ywoe, and your
devotion is obvious, they're not your family, ahey? Nor is this
going to be your home for ever.'

Christabel half-turned in the saddle, pushing rerdack from her
suddenly damp forehead. Donald and Scott had stoppe were
slowly catching them up, Scott's high treble effegdy giving Alex

privacy for his probing questions.



'I'll cross that bridge when | come to it," shedsawisting back to face
the front. She stared stonily through her horsa&’'s, @letermined not
to look at him.

She was tense, her skin prickling under the mesgikcrutiny he
fixed on her.

'In other words, you refuse to face it now.'

Anger glittered beneath her lashes. 'l don't thiiskany business of
yours,' she said deliberately, 'but | could manryhie district.’

‘Ah, yes, the estimable vet.'

There was a note in his voice that she couldniedis and the set of
his features gave nothing away as she darted asdéways glance
at him.

After a moment he resumed, 'Elaine has mentionad @n holiday,
isn't he? Climbing mountains.'

Something in his voice invested the climbing of mi@ins with an
iImmense foolishness.

Stung, she answered more fiercely than was wises, 'Yie is. A
perfectly respectable hobby. Even rather couragebhasn, | think.'

'‘People who need to test their mettle time and &#gan have a basic
core of insecurity,' Alex countered smoothly. Ansl she turned

indignantly towards him he laughed and flung ugratolent hand.

'‘No, don't say whatever it is that's trembling aoiytongue. | know,

because | used to race cars. At first it was togrhat | had the

courage. Later | enjoyed it as a sport, but thechseed to test myself
was always there. When | realised what | was dbopaye it up.’

Why?"



'‘Because | knew myself a little better by that time

Christabel had been angry with his contemptuousidsal of Nate's
motives, but curiosity and the hidden desire tovkmoore of him
overrode it.

'S0?" she said daringly.

He sent her a brief, hard smile. 'l no longer falty desire—or
need—to test my courage.’

'So the insecurity is gone.'

He flicked her a taunting, teasing smile, knowleadge and worldly.
'Is it ever? Right at the core of every soul islihby we were born as,
craving the all-embracing protection that only mather gave us. As
Y we grow we think we may find the same kind of 4$eif,
wholehearted love from a member of the opposite B&turity is
when we face the fact that it's gone, that it n@Ver be repeated. All
that we can hope for is a loving companion, a ttigover, and God
knows, that's rarely enough come by.'

'‘Oh," she sighed, appalled, 'you're a completectipon't you believe
in love at all?'

'‘Quickened heartbeats, the blood rushing througis\ie fire—oh,

| believe in that' He sounded madly sophisticates, words

relegating her dreams to adolescent delusionsttatls not love, my
Sweet siren.’

So swiftly that she hadn't time to move he leansdt and clasped her
wrist, lean brown fingers lying against the litpalsing beat there.
Brilliant eyes caught hers and he smiled as thellstrator
accelerated.



'‘And intellectual companionship, | understand that," he said
softly, releasing her to nudge his mount a sensliskance away. 'But
that's not what you mean by love, is it? What yamins a mixture of
Elizabeth Barrett Browning and John Donne.

"Whatever dies, was not mixed equally;
If our two loves be one, or thou and |
Love so alike, that none do slacken, none can die.

He spoke the beautiful words beautifully, his vosme at variance
with the mockery which made, his face pagan thais@bel couldn't
bear to look at "him. And he had not finished. Wk accuracy of a
sharpshooter he continued with that most famodiphbeth Barrett
Browning's love poems:

"l love thee to the depth and breadth and height
My soul can reach."

'‘Romantic claptrap, Kirsty. Insubstantial food fwmains starved of
reality. | don't understand that.'

For some reason the cool disdain in his tone hurt.

Forcing a smile into her voice, she countered ghtou remind me
of George Granville:

'‘Love is begot by fancy, bred

By ignorance, by expectation fed,
Destroyed by knowledge, and, at best,
Lost in the moment 'tis possessed.™

From behind her father said, 'Quoting poetry ahesher, you two?'

And Scott, darling Scott, begged urgently, 'Tell ome, Kirsty. Tell
me "This Old Man!"



'‘No, you have to clap that one and | don't thirkkhlorses would like
that! How about the one about the bear and the taout

Scott insisted on them all singing it. To Christabsurprise Alex
joined in, imperturbable, his voice a pleasanttbag and the song
obviously known to him. Clearly he numbered smdiildren
amongst his acquaintance. She found herself wamglefihe had
other family beside his sister, and then, with asseof shock,
whether Greg and Felicity were married yet.

It was the first time she had thought of them. Linghack, she found
it difficult to recall the anguish she had feltGxteg's betrayal. As she
sang, and kept on singing to encourage Scott'giflggenergy, she
wondered sardonically whether Alex had provided riieney and
expertise Greg had wanted for his business.

Of them all Fliss seemed to have come out of itstyonarried to a
fortune-seeker. She had looked interesting; ae litthughty and
reserved, but not arrogant like her brother or dyekke Greg.
Perhaps Alex would mention them, although he hadfétred to his
family or his background at all since he had commRangitatau.

When they arrived at the pool the Land Rover wesadly parked in
the shade and the rugs spread out, mostly in thkeslof the trees,
but one had been left in the sun for anyone whaeeato sunbathe.
In shorts and a suntop Elaine was playing with I&epe, her back
against the smooth bole of a kowhai tree. As shwtisam she waved,
finished the game and brought the baby acrossetpdbl, watching
as they rode their mounts into the cool water téhem drink.

'Have a good ride?' she asked as the horses blmtilydat the
surface of the water. 'Ready for a drink yet?'

'l am," Scott said stoutly, 'but when I've helpeddBy with mine
horse.'



'Of course, darling.’

It was almost lunchtime. While the men saw to tbesas Elaine and
Christabel began to set out the food.

'‘Because you'll have to start back quite earlgirtél explained. 'Scott
will need to sleep before you go, or he'll nevekend back.'

, 'He was good all the way here, stuck to it likditde trooper,’
Christabel told her as she washed her hands aadrfake pool.

'He's got plenty of go.' Elaine placed the babyt@rihe rug and
handed her a scarlet rattle which Stephanie imnegiavaved

languidly about. "The first time Donald wanted tat pim up on a
horse | nearly had a fit, but I must admit now iltiata good idea. He
told me that you'd learned to ride and swim bejare could walk.'

She smiled rather consciously, 'Of course, | cdulthve my children
beaten by you! Horrid reasoning, wasn't it, bulidt the trick.'

'I'm sure Dad wasn't trying to—to set one—no, $hatt right. To
compare us.’

'‘Of course not. He was just pointing out that lgvim a place like
Rangitatau children need to be able to take cartherhselves as
much as possible. He was right, of course. It's ohdis least
endearing characteristics.'

Christabel laughed, the warm husky sound seductivéhe warm
heavy air. 'Yes, even the best of men can somefpmm right,' she
teased, then ducked as Elaine threw an apple pakelad.

‘You just wait till you get married," her stepmathi@eatened. "You'll
find there's nothing more irritating. Can you ghk chilly bin out of.
the Rover? It's underneath the bathing suits andlso



CHAPTER SIX

NEVER had food tasted better, eaten with a keen appmtdale the
magic of the pool, its smooth surface ruffled by taxquisite
cup-shaped blooms, every so often a wave of delipatfume sent
their way by a tiny breeze.

After the last peach had been eaten, the winesbdrtdined and coffee
drunk, Scott was discovered fast asleep on onescaina rug, and
Stephanie showed signs of wanting nourishment.

'‘Come and show me your pool.' said Alex, gettindhito feet and
holding out a hand to Christabel. Which was vepgrof him since it
meant that Elaine could nurse her daughter withmating away.

Christabel would have liked to join Scott in slumb&he lazy,
drowsy, murmurous ambience was eminently condutmveozing.
However, she accepted the help Alex's hand offexeeln suffering
her fingers to lie resistless in his as they maeg twvay through the
grass to where the lilies met tangled grass in ze ha creamy
blossom.

'‘An exotic scene,' Alex said abruptly, the arrogaesd swinging as
he took it in. In the sun the red highlights in Ingr gleamed like dark
fire. 'Pine trees with three ferns and fantailblygopond which could
be traced back to Monet and the call of a belllomided with ¥
pheasant's honking.'

‘That's a tui, actually,’ Christabel told him. 'kogou can see him up
in the kowhai tree—he's the one with the blue-grel®een and the
tuft of , white feathers at his throat. We don't gellbirds up here,
unfortunately.’

‘Any fish in the pond?'



She shook her head. 'No, not unless you counittleedative ones,
and no doubt there are plenty of eels.’

‘Yet you swim in it?'
‘Not in the pool itself. Up here.'

Just above the pool was another, smaller and witheuilies so that
the sandy bottom could be clearly seen. It was atimisize of a
family swimming pool, almost circular in shape, murous with the
sound of the stream that fed it, rippling and chingkthrough a
narrow little gully heavily shaded with one of tfeav remnants of
native bush left.

‘It looks cold,' Alex commented.

Christabel laughed softly up -at him, her glancasiegy. There
speaks the soft Australian! We New Zealanders adenof much
tougher fibre.'

‘Think so?' A challenging gleam lit his narrowedilsm'Let's see,
shall we?' he murmured, and scooped her up, holingut over the
edge.

She laughed, "You—you drop me and I'll—I'll+—
‘What will you do?'

It was just horseplay, he wouldn't be sojws@nileas to drop her in!
Yet although there was laughter in the tanned &acelose to hers
there was purpose too.

"'l make sure you come in with me,' she threadesaftly, aware of
subtle signals from her body that told her she imadanger, that
dumping her in the cool water would probably be ltlest thing to
happen to her.



'Oh, in that case --!" And he turned so that she evece more safely
over the ground. 'But | think | should demand deiby he said.

Even before he lowered his head she knew whantaation was, but
her stupid mind couldn't get the right signalséo lbody fast enough,
and she let him kiss her, bracing herself for thelaught.

Only it wasn't. His mouth was warm and gentle, dimgg on the

silken softness of hers as though he loved thehtofict. Somehow

her arms had found their way around his neck, golyhahen she had
threatened to take him into the pool with her. Nbey relaxed and
the hands which had been tightly linked togethengpol and began to
slide up into the crisp thickness of his hair, shgghe back of his

head.

Against her mouth he made a funny little sound,osina contented
grunt, so that laughter filled her Wood, bubblifgough her like
champagne, and he was smiling too as he lifteché@sl a fraction
and gave her a long, enigmatic look, the brilli@yes hooded,
unrevealing.

Colour touched her skin with warmth, a glow whiclada her
suddenly vulnerable and more beautiful.

‘This," he said deliberately, 'is all very well,tlman is not made to
carry big girls like you for too long.' And he sheavjust how strong
he was by dropping to one knee and laying her ergtbund, gently
almost as though giving her the chance to stopfliHistion.

For that was all that it was, for both of them. éntbination of the
languidly beautiful surroundings, two people whageaction for
each other was almost purely physical, the pleasfrihe table and a
good wine—the whole drowsily sensuous atmosphere.

Common sense told her to roll away from beneathineling form.
Slowly she extended her hand and with her forefingeced a line



from his wrist to his elbow, her expression absdrbe though she
was soaking in the feel of him, the long strengthis forearms,
tangle of hair dark against the tanned skin, the Eegance. Beneath
her lashes her eyes were dreamy, soft with a peosie didn't
understand.

She heard the swift intake of breath and then he beside her,
supporting himself on his elbow while his mouthvéited the

contours of her face in tantalising little kiss&unlight soaked
through her, the warm scent of crushed grassdither nostrils. Deep
In her bones there sprang into being an achingingnéghe sighed,
her lashes flickering, and touched him gently, maag the width of

his shoulders, her fingers stroking with wondeprepsure the flexed
muscles beneath his shirt.

The muted thunder of his heart was an excitemeriséff, fuelling
the racing of her own. And then, suddenly, as lastmreached hers,
things changed, and she groaned, drowned in aeshattflood of
desire that tensed her whole body, shaking it.

Instantly the hands on her shoulders gripped. Alexduth demanded
surrender and she, lost in that fatal excitememntegt to him, parting

her lips so that he was able to explore the swestwihin. Across

his back her hands clenched, pulling him down 10 &eery instinct

urging her towards the only thing that would satidfe hunger so
swiftly, angrily aroused.

One of his arms slipped beneath her back, liftieg ¢closer to that
avid mouth which left her lips and traced the adclength of her
throat. When it met the thin cotton of her shirinhgttered something
but did not stop; even through the material shédctael the hunger
In his mouth and when the burning throbbing buthatcentre of her
breast was covered she gasped, her whole bodyngragainst him
in an agony of need.



His hand came up, unbuttoned her shirt; his maoitbviied the path

until it reached the fragile bra. It was when lmgér probed beneath
the pale cotton that she realised what her abawdeaetion to his

lovemaking was leading to.

'‘No,' she whispered through lips which were swoled slow. 'No,
Alex—please!'

His hand moved to cover her breast, his thumb stgolcross the
taut tip, signaller of her arousal— and then heHef, and she twisted
away, breath sobbing in her lungs, her head downberbitter
humiliation as she refastened her shirt and tuckdédck into the
shorts she had donned as soon as they arrived.

When she summoned up the courage to turn aroumvdabesitting
with his arms on his knees, head between them,hmahshoulders
rising and falling to the depths of his breathing.

It gave her an acid pleasure to see just how syamg affected him,
pleasure mixed with shame. Whatever this—thiisg between them,
Alex felt it too, this dark tide of desire which $oghtened her
because she could not control it. It was as thdbghtouch of his
mouth was some kind of black enchantment, strippeg of
principles and pride, leaving behind only frustdagassion, a body
that craved his with all of the anguish of an atldic

He lifted his head, caught her angry, green stard,smiled, twisted
and sardonic.

'You pack a pretty lethal charge,' he observedjonisly trying to
ease the hot sexual tension which thrummed bettien. 'Shall we
decide not to do that again? | doubt very muchabuld stop next
time, if there happens to be a next time, and Itdeally want to
explain to Donald that although | seduced his dergthe was every
bit as enthusiastic as .’



Christabel's anger collapsed, leaving her coldremidw, still aching
with need yet obscurely warmed by the fact thaih&e managed to
leave her with some tatters of pride intact.

She managed to summon a smile. ‘No, | doubt ifinelidve you,' she
said, and shivered suddenly, realising how clogy tad been to
discovery. Above the chattering of the stream hérdr's voice was
lifted; a moment later he came up the small grassk that separated
the two pools, the only protection a screen of kaWlrees, slender
and insubstantial enough!

Thank God she and Alex were sitting a decent digt@part instead
of lying locked together in an embrace which couédve only one
meaning! Donald was a modern-and up-to-date farmgihe had no
time for the permissive morality. Not that he comted those who
fell from grace, he was too compassionate for thatshe had often
enough heard the contempt in his voice at-the suaicome pop or
film star.

To be sure, his gaze swept them both with a shagstepn which
made her quiver inside, but he said merely, 'Scaitvake, so we
might as well go for a quick exploration, if that$at you want to
do.'

Christabel scrambled to her feet, her voice falbeilght, even to her
own ears. 'Yes, let's.’

The day was spoiled. Yet nothing changed, not éler's attitude
towards her. He was still the pleasant, teasingpeonon he had
been, treating her as if she was a charming frarids sister's, with
just enough awareness to spice the relationshipdiwpoil it.

She did her best to reciprocate, but in spite eftarning in his gaze
was unable to prevent a certain wary stiffness whenhe came
near.



Until he said, quite softly as they were halfwayrteoand Donald had
moved away a little with Scott, "Your father is alshcertain to think
I've made a pass at you and been rudely turned.town

And because it was impossible to credit such alkelglassertion she
laughed, aware of the caustic note in the soundhping that
Donald, at least, wouldn't notice it.

‘That's better," Alex encouraged, the clear-c@sliand planes of his
face totally without expression except for a legpmockery in the
brilliant eyes.

And that, incredibly, was that. In subsequent dagsincident was
not mentioned between them again. Once more Chelsbeegan the
wearisome task of burying it deep in her subconssiblotting it out

as she had tried to blot out that catastrophit fivseting. In this she
was helped by Alex, who was so—&@ndly that even through her
bewilderment she found herself relaxing in his pne®.

Almost she could delude herself into thinking agaet his physical
presence meant nothing to her. Then, when she twag€cting it,
she would see him from the corner of her eye, amdady would be
flooded with a heated hunger, overwhelming, alnmossistible.

But she was able to resist it. Nate's return helpkd night he arrived
back he took her to dinner in the nearest townmyf size, twenty
miles away up the coast, so she was forced todnt®them, the man
who had taken her virginity—no, who had just takeran offer, she
thought grimly—and the one who treated her withdezness and
respect as though she was still all innocence.

For some reason she half expected Alex to be umwhe arrived
back, tired and yawning, just before midnight, &pért from the light
Elaine always left on on the big porch which heldmipoots and
raincoats the house was dark. And silent as theegrand cold.



Outside the sky was blazing with the jewels of tinght, but the
beauty of it left her without emotion, she who leays thrilled to
beauty.

Shivering, she undressed and got into bed, so ttat after ten
minutes she leant over and switched the electaickat on.

And, of course woke up three hours later drippinidp werspiration.

Altogether, a frustrating night, especially as Naae told her that he
was leaving the next day for a course in Whanga@ch meant that
she would have to go to a party at the Muirheaddsepwithout him.

'Why have a party in the middle of the week?' EHaasked when
Christabel told her the next morning as she waknigaut Scott's
porridge.

Turning down the element beneath the pan of baCdmistabel
answered, 'Oh, it's Rob's twenty-first birthday aslde thinks
birthdays should be celebrated on the correct day.'

'‘Heaven help those who have to turn up at workithe day!' Elaine
lifted her voice slightly. 'Oh, Donald, Nate haggmaway today,, so
can Kir sty have the caEr tomorrow night? You wamitd taking the
ute for your wretched meeting, will you, darling?'

Christabel bit her lip. Her ears had recognisedsthend of two men
entering, and for some reason she didn't want &lelxear that she
was going to this party alone.

However, it was inevitable. In answer to Donaldieny Elaine told
him about Nate's course.

'‘Well, | suppose you'd better have the car, thBopald agreed,
adding slyly. 'l can see it's all part of a plotpersuade me to buy



another car. | don't know how long it is since édishis one! I'll have
to check the points on the ute.'

‘Well, why not borrow mine?' Alex's voice was coahd
matter-of-fact.

There was a short silence. Christabel began tdoaobn and two
carefully cooked eggs on to the hot plates shetalaein from the
warmer.

‘Better still, why don't you go to the Muirheadsrty with Kirsty,

Alex?' Elaine's voice was excited and pleasedilllbe more fun for
Kirsty to have a partner, and Ash and Rob woulct [ty meet you.
They're the most hospitable pair! And their paraes always fun,
aren't they, Kirsty?'

Well, what could she say?

'‘Lovely,' she agreed woodenly, setting one platerbeDonald and
the other in front of Alex.

'l can hardly just barge in," Alex said lightlysheyes lingering on
Christabel's flushed features before moving dowmganeal.

'For heaven's sake, they won't mind in the leBktihe chuckled, her
expression suddenly mischievous. 'As a matteratf y@u'll be doing
Kirsty a good turn.'

'Oh, why?' Alex sounded amused.

Christabel stopped fussing with the breakfast anédd enquiringly
at her stepmother.

'‘Because Penny Mountain is going to be there.Ste'ioliday,
which | think must mean between jobs.’



'Oh, no!" Christabel shuddered, remembering Penny Mounta
Especially the high, little-girl voice that neverssed an opportunity
to point out Christabel's shortcomings and the dolard blue eyes
that saw them all.

'‘Who," Alex enquired with enjoyment, 'is Penny Mtain?'

Elaine chuckled, pouring out orange juice for Scétell, | believe it

started at school. They became bosom enemies thdren Penny's
side at least, the years haven't healed a thingt time they met
Penny made a determined attempt to inveigle Natgy dem Kirsty

and almost irritated Kirsty into losing her tempeymething which is
not easily done, | assure you.'

'She's a twit," Christabel said briefly. 'l meaor,Heaven's sake, so we
didn't like each other at school and once | pushed into the
sheepdip! Well, she told " the teacher | cheatetthénspelling exam
when all | was doing was reading a book! Not thasdViProut
believed her. But to carry on as if we're in theldie of a blood
feud—she's a nutcase!'

‘That fixes it," Alex declared. 'l must meet thisnRy Mountain. If
you won't take me with you, Kirsty, I'll gatecrdsh.

What else could she do? 'I'll ring up Rob Muirhéslde said, trying to
inject some lightness into her tones. 'Besidesgoginutcase, Penny's
very pretty. If you like dolls!’

Donald let out a quiet chuckle at the pointed command Alex
grinned, that attraction so blatant that if made Hlresart leap within
her breast.

Rob Muirhead was delighted at the thought of soreemew at her
party. 'Is he good-looking?' she asked in her qual«. Christabel let
her glance wander to where Alex had just come smjbt. 'Madly,'



she said drily. 'Like a god. A Latin one, | , thjnlark and
smouldering.'

The telephone she was using was the one in thelhdhe dimness
she saw the flash of his smile and waited expdgtant

‘Terrific!" Rob breathed. '‘But more important, m@sgot character?'

Some devil impelled Christabel. Tipping her headme side, she
surveyed the now stationary figure before her and houghtfully,

'Oh, loads of it. Now, how can | describe him? Ayanot, | suppose,
like the best romantic heroes. Mr Darcy rather tvanRochester,
although --'

Her voice broke off into a squeak as, smiling, Abext his head and
bit her earlobe, then holding her head still, exgadiothe convolution
within with the tip of his tongue.

When she could move she was brilliantly flushed dyes slumbrous
and Rob was demanding, 'What's going on? Kirsty ...

‘Nothing,' she said, turning her back. A momergrighe continued
more firmly, 'Nothing at all, Rob. | was just—jusiken by surprise,
that's all.'

'Oh, that's all, is it?' Rob wasn't in the leagiegsed. 'What took you
by surprise? Not the romantic hero. | hope?'

‘No, no, of course not.'

He hadn't moved from behind her; in fact, with gke on her back
she could feel him only a few inches away. But wherdrew her to
rest against him and smoothed the cap of hair asidbat he could
kiss the nape of her neck she lost all controhefdituation.



'‘Look, I'll have to go now, Rob,' she gabbled. séde you tomorrow
night, O.K.? Bye!'

And slamming the receiver down she whirled ancadifsparkling
eyes to his. Although the light in the hall was dilre could see the
taunting gleam beneath his lashes.

'‘Don't throw challenges my way,' he said softlg thocking note in
his voice entirely failing to hide the danger thaked there. 'What
else did you expect Kirsty? That I'd, let you geag with it?'

Well, no. She knew him better than that. He haglsttwhere he was
by avoiding challenges, although he wasn't theidlygoolhardy
kind who ignored everything else in his eagernesactept a dare.
Very definitely, he was the kind whose head ruleerg other aspect
of character. But she doubted if he'd ever refubedind of sexual
provocation she had offered.

So she had deliberately goaded him, and he kn&hame tightened
the skin across her cheekbones as she said ifleal stbice, 'No, |
suppose not.'

But as she turned away he laughed quietly and ¢dngglwith gentle
firmness by the elbow.

'‘Don't look so tragic,' he teased. 'l like the festances I've seen of
that rather quirky sense of humour. It comes flaglout when I'm
least expecting it and then retreats, almostysute afraid. Are you,
Kirsty?'

'Of you?' It was an effort to lighten her voicet bhbe did it, even gave
a kind of half smile. 'No, not afraid.’

'‘But cautious. Even wary. What is it about me youn'dlike, Kirsty?
And don't try to tell me there isn't somethingelk it beating against
me the first time you saw me.' His hand moved stoddwn to



capture her wrist, his thumb resting gently agdimstpulse that beat
there.

'l find you—intimidating,' she said carefully, looky down at their
hands, the contrast between the olive tan of hrs ke pale gold of
hers. For a man he was lean, not huge, yet agtiastieceptive
fragility of hers his hand looked big, its strendggashed but ever
present.

Why?"

She shifted position uneasily, afraid of tellingnhtoo much but
aware that he was too astute not to notice an @vasfou—you
overwhelm me,' she muttered. 'l don't like it.'

‘You are afraid. Not so much of me, but of whaggdresent.' His voice
was cool and judicial, almost without emotion. Awiemphasise his
lack of involvement he released her and leanedsboalder against
the time-dimmed kauri panelling, his eyes half-ethsas they
scanned her face.

'l don't know what you mean." The words came outriédly,
sounding almost breathless as though he had shbeked

‘Yes, you do. You're not stupid. Why do you shynfrany sort of
involvement?'

'For the same reason as you, | suppose,’ she edtwith spirit.

He smiled. 'Oh, | doubt it," he said drily. "Yolesevhether you admit
it or not, you are involved, far more involved witte than with your
handsome vet.

No --' as she backed away, her expression setragrgl,ano, don't run
away. You're rather good at that, but it's not goio get you
anywhere. It never does. That was your motherteniqoe, wasn't it?



She ran, ran from the life she disliked here, namfany sort of
emotional involvement—'

‘You didn't know her," Christabel snapped. 'Anidbdt nobody here
has discussed her with you. Leave me alone! | dw®t your pop
psychology. Just because | haven't fallen flat gnface for you to
think there must be something wrong with me! Wétly your
information, you conceited egomaniac, my mother --'

His hand across her mouth cut short her tiradevAlioe long fingers
her eyes blazed green as emeralds.

'l think we should pursue this subject somewhege,eflex drawled,
indicating with a jerk of his head that someone imaded in the front
of the house.

'I don't want—I'm not—ohleaveme alone!'

But his hand on her arm was not to be denied. Whiiljy it urged her
along the hall and on to the front verandah, th@nrdthe steps and
over the narrow path to the beach.

Once out of sight of the house she turned, hasedai

'‘No, you little wildcat,' he said, almost lazilyatching the wrist and
bringing it to his mouth so that the kiss was pedssn to her clawed
fingers. 'You can use some of that superfluousggniey climbing.’

He more or less forced her up one of the steep Wwitich had been
used by the old Maoris as a fortress. At the top wéevelled area.
Sheep had grazed the turf very short so that itilkas small plateau
with a magnificent view across Rangitatau and lordugh the Gates
to the sheet of silver that was the Pacific Ocean.

'0.K., sit down," Alex ordered, taking off his ¢htw make a rug.



Mutinously Christabel sat on the grass insteadidavg the sight of
that wide brown torso looming above her.

‘Kirsty!" he threatened gently, hands on narrovg flipng legs apart in
the classic stance of a man about to make hismredelt.

'Oh, I've only got jeans on and they won't staiouiyshirt is good
material, too good to cover in grass stains.' $lo&esjerkily, pulling
at an inoffensive tuft of grass with short, viciouevements.

He laughed and sat down beside her, too close dofart, but
although she willed him to do it he did not put $isrt back on.

'So,"' he said deliberately. "Your mother. She mamfRarigitatau
because she couldn't take it any longer, the isoland the lack of
cultural stimulation.’

'You must remember that it was more difficult thesme retorted in
her mother's defence, tacitly giving him the rigbtdiscuss the
subject. 'The roads aren't much today, but they Wexe ten times
worse. There was no television and even radio tegegas poor.
Sometimes she went for months without setting &dbthe place.'

'l know." Oddly he sounded almost sympathetianiist have been
hell for her, especially when she fell out of lavigh Donald. And he
with her.'

Heat prickled between Christabel's shoulders, ngakiner
uncomfortable.

‘Yes, well, | suppose so. | didn't know much abibuThey—they
never quarrelled in front of me, or anything.'

'‘No.'



A long pause, during which she rested her chinerkhees, staring
moodily down into the rock pools at the base oftthie In one large

one a big snapper hung embedded in the translucétice water. So
small were the movements of tail and fins needdctép it there that
it seemed motionless, a silver shape set in jadeaarethyst.

'‘And when you were in Australia, did she form aewrattachments?’
he asked almost casually.

Christabel's head came up with a jerk. Astoundeel s¢ared into the
iImplacable features above her. 'No!' she exclaimed.

'No lovers?'
'No!"

'So she ran from emotional involvement, too." Aetroband caught
her wrist as she scrambled to her feet, jerkedroen her feet and
into a heap on top of him. He grunted as her baidyi$, but held her
there, effortlessly resisting her fight to get free

At last, gasping and sore, she lay above him, grdiesperately not to
feel the hard length of his body beneath her. His plaxed but she
knew better than to try and free herself.

'‘Mm,"' he said, his eyes almost closed. 'You'recgfshentanglement
too, aren't you, Kirsty? Afraid of any sort of comment. That's why
you go out with Whatsisname, who makes it quitarcteat although
Tie likes you he's not in the market for an affeie!s no threat to you.'

‘And you think you are?' Her voice was hard witbrac 'As | said
before, you've colossal conceit, Alex Thomassin.'

'If you'd like to think that. | prefer to think af as curiosity,' he
returned smoothly.



'‘Curiosity? Just because youtgarious—you put me on a pin and
dissect me? Well, for your information --'

‘How you do go on," he complained gently, and Bleatup by kissing
her, firmly and extremely sensuously, until she wdenced and
clung, while tears gathered on her lashes.

‘That's why I'm curious,"” he murmured, removing tigtering
traitors with the tip of his tongue, his mouth waagainst her heavy
eyelids. 'Because | find you intensely attractig,rather mysterious
siren, so desirable that it's only my respect tmmynnocence and to a
lesser extent, the fact that I'm a guest in yotlveidgs house plus an
oddly old-fashioned streak in me which preventsframn seducing
you. What's the matter, Kirsty?"

For his comment about her innocence had struckikeea blow to
the heart. With an incoherent sound she stiffemed irevealing
involuntary movement.

Instantly his hands captured her face, turningitahis so that the
hard eyes could read its pale contours.

'So that's it,' he said, and something flickeredpdm his scrutiny.
'Redeeming yourself, are you, Kirsty? What happ@nadfling
followed by a year's penitence and h”rd work andadef yourself
and your needs? Are "you a Puri tan?'

How could he now know? Surely something of thahtigglaughter
and passion had lingered in his subconscious ifheogvelse. A kind
of anguish closed her eyes as she trembled.

Instantly he let her go, his arms enfolding hethiast most comforting
of embraces while his cheek came to rest on thashed cap of hair.
Beneath her face the hard, slightly roughened wofatiis chest rose
and fell in a rhythm as old and as satisfying asgba. The muted
thunder of his heart filled her ears. She had néskrso safe, so



secure, held captive in the arms of a man sheb&rew, a man
whose constant presence had become almost a rietes$sr as well
as a constant danger to her peace.

How long they lay like that she didn't know. Butlast Alex said
calmly, 'Much as | like this, my dear, we'd bettgt back before
Elaine sends out a search party.'

And when she didn't answer he chuckled softly atdup, holding
her still while he stared down into her flushedmiised face. "You
look about sixteen,' he said a little grimly. 'Sachraceful, secretive,
frightened sixteen. Don't blink so guiltily, Kirstyll wait until you
want to tell me all about it.’

‘There's nothing to tell you,' she said, coming olthe daze of
pleasure into swift defiance.

He grinned as he got to his feet and hauled heghiprOh yes,' he
said with great certainty, the straight, satyrtsA® twitched together.
'‘Confession is good for the soul, didn't you know?"



CHAPTER SEVEN

JusT before they left for the Muirheads' party Alexaastded them
all by telling them that he would be leaving th&t@orning.

At least, he astounded Elaine and Christabel, @s@étuScott, who
astounded them all over again by bursting intostead having to be
comforted by Alex with a promise to return soon.

‘And stay?' Scott hiccupped, his pugnacious litite lifted adoringly
to Alex.

'If | can,’ said Alex.

The child's eyes filled with tears again and hengltio his hero's
hand. 'For a holiday?'

Alex's expression was tender as he picked up hal smorshipper
and gave him a cuddle. 'My holiday's over,' he ggdtly, 'but I'll
come back before | go home, | promise. How would fce to get a
postcard from me, from Australia?'

It was a brainwave. 'With a koala on it?'
'Yes.'

Scott nodded eagerly and in the face of such a igeomemained
tearless even after being set back on his feet.

Incredible, but Alex Thomassin, who treated womka playthings,
would be a good father when he finally felt tljgndstic urge. Even
the baby liked him and coodd happily in his arnedisecurely and
confidently. Perhaps he was used to children. Psrkéss and Greg
had a child.



On the way in Christabel said abruptly, "You seeamy\confident
with children. A" doting uncle?’

‘Not yet." He sounded detached. 'My sister has beaned once, but
it didn't work out. She was going to try again Igséar, but that fell
through; much to my relief she decided to wait aad if she could
find a man she respected to be the father of higlreh.’

'l gather you didn't like her fiance,' she saidydthinking oh, poor
Greg! All his bright dreams shattered.

There was an odd note in his voice as he answé&ied.He was
greedy, a grasping hypocrite with a strong eyé¢amain chance and
a total lack of scruples.’

How right you are! Aloud she murmured, 'A scathindictment. |
conclude your sister was temporarily blinded bwinétion when she
became engaged to him.'

‘Suffering from shell-shock,' he said briefly.Hirtk she realises now
that in spite of everything she still needs hestfirusband.’

‘Everything?' It didn't occur to Christabel thaeskas displaying an
unwelcome curiosity. Nor did Alex seem to resemtih&erest.

The broad shoulders lifted in a slight movementieY{f married too
young. Their desires outran their ability to copghvthem. Not the
best reason for marriage, but it might have woiketd Unfortunately
Fliss's mother-in-law is one of the clinging, swesttychnine types.
Fliss had no idea of how to deal with that sortleliberate sabotage
and her husband was too emotionally close to hihendo see what
was happening.'

‘And you?'



Alex shrugged again. 'l was busy, too busy to apate the situation
until it was too late. Not that | could have donaam. Sean has a
considerable amount of pride—Fliss, too, for thattter. | think
they'll get together again. Sean's mother ratherpayed her hand
and he's awake to her potential for mischief noivthey have to do
IS overcome their pride.’

‘All?'

He smiled in swift recognition of her disbelief. 8| it's been done
before. Tell me, Kirsty, would you sink your pritte the man you
wanted?'

'If I didn't it wouldn't be love, would it?' She waather proud of the
swift, almost laconic parry. It gave nothing awadmitted to
nothing.

'So they say, all those poets who speak of lovelldCgou do it,
Kirsty? Expose yourself nakedly to someone elseze gwithout the
protection of that remote little mask you wear?'

Christabel shivered. 'l don't know,' she returmedn appalled voice.
‘The idea frightens me.'

'‘Not only you. Is this the place?’

The fact that he had remembered where the Muirhdettisr box
fronted on to the road should not have surpriseéddiece he was a
man who noticed everything.

'Yes,' she said colourlessly. --~

Penny Mountain was there, her pretty doll's faggessionless as her
round, thickly lashed eyes rested a moment on @lmes$, but even
Penny couldn't hide her interest in Christabek®esBeing Penny,
she didn't even try. A curious kind of confusionrrgd a moment



with avidity in her expression. The avidity won amdhen Rob
Muirhead, slightly dazed herself, introduced theemm/ moved in
for the Kill.

‘You're not local?' she asked breathlessly, igigo@hristabel.
‘No, I'm an Australian. From Melbourne.'

'Oh." Those round, pebbly eyes moved from his faca graphic
sweep over the expensive well-tailored clotheswHang are you
staying?'

You wouldn't have guessed that beneath his suparmens there
was amusement. Not unless you knew him very wehictV was
strange, because Christabel recognised his hiddgynier and there
was no way you could say that she knew him well.

‘Unfortunately,’ he said blandly, 'l have to leémorrow.'

Penny's round accusing gaze settled on Christaesése face. 'Nice
for you, Kirsty. An old friend?'

Some devilish impulse made her say sweetly. ‘Noalgood one, |
hope.'

And Alex smiled down into her teasing eyes and edjmgith smooth
charm that they were good friends.

'‘As good as you and Nate?' Penny persisted, hamgnbome the
point. ‘Where is Nate, by the way?' She staredralaas though
expecting him to appear from out of the wallpaper.

'On a course,' Christabel murmured, then Rob méwexh off to the
next person she wanted Alex to meet and Pennyeftasdhind.



Only for a short while. During the evening, andetrto Elaine's
expectations it went on until the early hours, Bemanaged to make
her presence felt. Everywhere Alex was, she apde&everal times
Christabel glanced across the room and saw thdamdalbut Alex
was in too much demand for Penny to monopolise hat-that he
would have allowed such a thing to happen. Whatelss he was
and had, he possessed the kind of ingrained counbih would
have prevented such a monopoly. There would be sitwations,
social or otherwise, that would disturb sengfroid.

The evening swirled past. At supper time Rob cbheautifully iced
cake, was toasted in champagne and made a showybwus speech
in thanks. Ash put on records and they danceddcsthoky sweet
sounds of Rob's favourites.

'‘Pure slush,' that forthright woman said cheerfulbyt deliciously
sentimental.'" She eyed her party with a well-desgicomplacency.
‘Well, Kirsty, I think it's a howling success, doyou?'

Well, not exactly, no, but hers, Christabel wadimglto admit, was a
particularly biased impression of the evening.

'You always give marvellous parties,' she repliadd this is better
than most.’

‘Thanks in no small part to your willingness torehénat delectable
man.' Rob eyed him with unfeigned interest. "Yoawnl adore men
with long legs and shoulders like lumberjacks'. W&die? And |
don't mean just his name. Hesmeoneyou can tell. People don't
acquire that effortless air of authority unlessythse it a lot. Mind
you, your Alex looks as though he was born with it.

'He's notmy Alex," Christabel protested a little too sharpie’s up
here on holiday, that's all.’



'‘And he doesn't fancy you? Come on, pull the otivex! Poor old

Penny's been doing her pocket Venus act all evemdde treats her
with an exquisite courtesy which would freeze offy@ane less

thick-skinned than Penny, and watches you. Did y@met him in

Australia?'

'‘No!" Christabel reacted to her hostess's scepticalswoitth a quick
negative, before recovering her composure judtla too late. 'No,
he just arrived up to have a look at the placetdity at the gate, and
you know Dad and Elaine, they had him ensconcethénspare
bedroom before he had a chance to say no.'

'l don't suppose he wanted to if he saw you fiRstp said cheerfully.
'l think he's gorgeous, and I'd be very surprised ifjust arrived"”. He
doesn't look as though he's ever had an aimlesgyithcor done
anything without a reason in his life. Still, tisagour story, my deatr,
don't let me put you off it.’

Sometimes Rob could be irritating, Christabel dedjdusually
because she had an uncanny knack of being coiettin this
instance, however.

Then they were both claimed for a dance and she geaxself up to
the friendly, casual conversation that was necgssniling her
pleasure and interest, her expression warm yetyalteaiched with a
kind of serene remoteness which acted as a shaelorotection
against too close a contact.

Until was Alex who took her in his arms and for ament the past
and present coalesced into one and she looked hipatith eyes
which gave away secrets.

Beside his beautifully moulded mouth a tiny musitieked, then
tightened as though even that small betrayal waslfwaved.



Faint colour warmed Christabel's fine skin, a pad&e which swept
the long length of her throat and died on her cherks leaving her
eyes like tired jewels. Yet she could not look adrayn his narrowed
scrutiny, her glance caught and held in helplebgestion.

'You have eyes like aguamarines,’ he remarked csatienally.
'‘Most of the time they're exactly halfway betweé&reland green, but
when you're angry or afraid they intensify intoggreAnd when I've
kissed you into submission they gleam like the dsirlkapphires.’

It was difficult to retain her composure in the daof such a
determined assault, but although her colour deepeashe forced
herself to smile, even managed to infuse it witbegain sardonic
appreciation.

'‘While your eyes remind me of wet slate,' she regdr proud of the
crisp note in her voice. 'So dark that they're @lowr, yet with a tinge
of deepest green.'

Those straight brows lifted in dry amusement.géve you my child,
| wonder what colour its eyes would be?' he musexing his hand
so that it slid up her back over the gold georgetteer blouse.

For a moment her heart beat so loudly in her thiwstshe could not
speak. Her colour ebbed and she lowered her gazbdce the fine
silk of his shirt cut across his throat.

‘A matter of genetics,' she said after a long netsaring moment.
‘Probably most undistinguished."

'‘Mm. Red hair, | imagine. Yours has auburn highkgland so has
mine. Certainly any child we'd produce would bel, tand
olive-skinned. I'm darker than you, but you're @dlig lily. AlImost
certainly good-looking, wouldn't you say?' Theresvaughter in his
words, laughter with an underlying depth which mhdeheart race
frantically in her breast.



'‘No comment?' he taunted, his breath erotic asasdd her ear.
‘Would you like to bear my child, Kirsty? I'd enjgying you one.'

‘Are you proposing, Alex?' Somehow, drawing on sodeeply
hidden reservoir of strength, Christabel made lo&evalight with a
rippling mockery, the face which lifted to meet fasmused and
candid. 'No? Then I'm afraid that any child must fagely—or
impurely—hypothetical. You know, I'd have thoughbuy more
careful than that. Men your age don't usually ganob putting
themselves in a position where they might be miststdod.’

He smiled down at her, irony and a kind of resgecamingled. 'I'm
guite capable of extricating myself from any pasitilf | asked you
to marry me, what would you say?'

'‘No.'

His sigh was a theatrical flourish. 'Alas, you\askled my hopes. |
believe the correct thing to do now is leave alblyugntd go big-game
hunting in Africa for a year or so.'

So he'd been joking. Well, of course he'd beemgkAnd so had
she. Then why did she feel as though he had thtosvnover for
another woman?

'Instead, you'll go back to Australia and hunt ffedent kind of big

game,' she said lightly. 'Purely as a matter arggt, Alex, how can
you run your sort of empire on a half-hour phonk each day? |
thought tycoons lived for their business twentyrfbaurs a day.'

The wide shoulders moved, but he didn't look sagatiat her tacit
admission that she knew who— and what—he was.

'l delegate to people | trust. And | have an ex@igngood private
secretary. But I'm not a freebooter, out cuttingodts and
swashbuckling. My kind of business is almost sedatenjoy it,



otherwise | wouldn't do it, but | enjoy other thintpo. And | make
sure that | find time to do those.'

'Like losing yourself in the backblocks." --

Those thick lashes hooded his eyes, but she felivithdrawal in
him, palpable, a kind of mental 'No TrespassirggisiOh, | never get
lost," he said lightly. On the way home Christdimgded, rather sadly,
that he would kiss her before they went to thespestive beds.
Exactly what her emotions for him were she didmibw; total
confusion was not exactly conducive to self-exatnma But
although he had promised to see Scott again, amdrséw that he
would keep his promise, she knew too that nothingld/ever be the
same. There was never any going back. The attralbbgbveen them
was as strong as ever it had been, a deep, sdtmuay of need
which overshadowed the fact that she had comedblifeng and
respect for him.

Something perilously like love, in fact, and likeve doomed to
nothing, for he didn't believe in such condition. Even when
referring to his sister's marriage he hadn't usedword, not once.
Needs, he'd said, respects, that was all. No nrenfitove.

She got her wish. At her door he held her and Hi$sg. His mouth
was wonderfully tender, as though she was a loredd, and when
he released her and said 'Goodnight,’ she coukespond because
she was taut with frustration and desire and dtrtttament she hated
him with every cell and core of her body.

He left early, almost immediately after breakfastd the next day
brought a parcel, posted in Whangarei, with gitis them all—a
book for Donald, a new one of exquisite photogragdtsrds, and for
Elaine a flask of French perfume.



'Oh, he issoclever,’ Elaine whispered rapturously, gingerlplgmng
a tiny drop to her wrist. 'Smell it, Donald. IBsautiful.’

Her husband sniffed obligingly, then frowned. gt but it's not your
usual sort, is it? A little heavy?'

'It's exactly the sort of perfume I'd like to bee thvoman to wear.'
Elaine laughed, then sighed. 'Cunning, far-sightiec. What has he
sent you, Kirsty?'

'‘An aquamarine,' she said in a tight voice. 'Look."'

It was a ring, the exquisite deeply coloured stooetoo large, in a
modern setting of silver.

'‘Oh!" Elaine breathed, her glance flashing quidkbm Christabel's
set face to Donald's arrested one. 'Oh, how lovely!

'He'll have to take it back,' Christabel said dtonit's too much.'

'‘No, Kirsty—they're only semi-precious, surely.aitle appealed for
help to her husband. 'Surely she can keep it, @iGhal

He said merely, 'Kirsty must do what she wisheg, lldusay that
stones of that colour and clarity come expensive.'

‘At least try it on, Elaine begged.

So reluctantly, as if even putting it on her fingeas compromising
her principles, Christabel slid it on to her fingéf course it looked
superb. Trust Alex to choose so well!

With a swift, ragged movement she pulled it off aetit back into its
little black box, clicking the lid back to covenrvtith a kind of dull
viciousness.



Scott was rapturous over the set of red and whaiip blocks which
had arrived; there was an exquisitely made and kewb&rock for
Stephanie.

'I'd rive a lot to see him buying that," Elainedsaastfully, holding it
in reverent hands. 'Do you think he got a womagetiait for him?'

'‘Alex?" In spite of herself Christabel couldn'tyeat the hard note in
her voice. 'No, Alex could cope with any situatiboan just see him
setting the whole shop in a fluttering uproar uh@l found the one
frock he liked for Stephanie.’

As Elaine chuckled and agreed Donald's gaze lefti&ughter's face,
but that night he said quietly, out of Elaine'sséat, 'Do you know
where to send the ring?'

'Yes.'

Thomassin Holdings had an office in Auckland. Sbala get the
address from the telephone book and parcel uptiteked thing and
send it there, marking it personal. It would co&t €arth to insure it,
but she wanted it out of her hands. When she Insiddid eyes on the
pretty, expensive bauble a kind of outrage hadpgudpher; it was
there now, stifling her with its force. And she lidreally know why,
unless it was because the whole thing smacked pdyaoff for
services rendered.

'Did you read his letter?"
‘Yes. Very prettily put.'
Donald frowned. 'Don't you think he meant it?'

'Oh, of course he meant it! You must have realiBedl, that he was
having a thoroughly good time here.’



'‘Well, | just say he fitted in very well. Apparenthe has pastoral
interests in Australia.' Donald picked up the neaysy, glanced
casually at the headlines and set it down agaaingdnildly, ‘I must

say | liked him. A hard man, but one I'd be dispbisetrust.'

Christabel understood. 'Yes,' she said, tryingpeak objectively,
'you'd meet few men more trustworthy.'

Her eyes met her father's steadily. After a monizmtald nodded
and picked up the paper again.

It was easy enough to reassure her father. Asatleed the beautiful
ring Christabel found her eyes filling with teafsgrily she dashed
them away, for it was stupid to feel forlorn justchuse he had gone.

The next day was hot and breathless, no breezmgtthe trees or
marring the bay. After lunch Cristabel took the dd&over and drove
into the village with the little parcel and a It groceries. It was
pleasant to meet people and catch up on the lessig but she felt
that somehow the gloss had gone from her life.

'0.K.," she said aloud on the way home, 'so yaailikn a lot, and he
excites you. You're one of many, you fool. Forget,Hbecause he's
forgotten you already."'

Good advice. All she had to do was to learn toofelit.

Immediately she stepped into the house she knevgdinaething was
wrong. Her father and Elaine rarely argued, ana #pats were short
and swiftly forgotten, but Elaine had been cryimgl &onald's face
was set in lines of rigid self-control. As Christhlmoked from one to
the other Elaine got up and hurried out of the rple@ad bent to hide
the further onset of tears.

'‘What is it?" Christabel moved quickly to the bid table with the
mail scattered across it. 'Has there been bad hews?



Her father hesitated, then pushed a sheet of @apess. 'Yes. You'd
better read it for yourself.'

It was a letter from Auckland. A quick glance ak tkignature
disclosed that it was written by Mr Panapa who Ihaetl next door

until forced to leave. In his old man's hand it set the tribal

Corporation's plans to develop their land at Ratgit into a complex
of hotels and motels and camping grounds.

The words danced before Christabel's horrified gRade, gnawing
her bottom lip, she collapsed into a chair andedrit again, from
the beginning with its dignified assurance that tewriter not been
confined to hospital he would have come to seeldifriend himself
to tell him the news, right through to the salwatat the end.

When the sheet of paper fluttered from her fingdrs said quietly,
‘They can't, can they? Daddy, thaystn't!'She hadn't called him that
for years and it was a cry for reassurance.

He sighed and folded the letter up, then with & la€ purpose
unusual in him unfolded it again, staring at itf &durse they can,
Kirsty. It's their land. And don't think it hasntaken them a
considerable amount of thought to come to thissieei They love
Rangitatau even more than we do, if that's possible

‘Then why destroy it?' she cried hotly, angeredhisy refusal to
condemn.

He looked at her, in his eyes a mixture of commassand

understanding. 'My dear, because if they do thigytthere'll be jobs
for the young people, work for all of those who w&nAnd with the

money they make from that they'll be able to dgvéfe rest of their
land.'

He pointed out of the window to the hills that sbedd them, the
boundary sharply defined. On one side pine treesjbgse and



profitable, on the other the gold and white comredgf gorse and
manuka, beautiful and a scourge. 'Look over thHersty. Rangitatau

will be beautiful whatever happens. The statioprafitable because
we've had clear title to our land and access tofalhe resources of
modern industry to make it so. Why blame the Capon for using

those resources too? In ten years' time theirhalthe as productive
as ours, and in the economic climate of today angtkhat brings

jobs and money into the district must be welcome.’

Elaine's appearance brought him to a halt. Cledadyhad washed the
signs of grief and shock away, and the look tha¢ Blent on
Christabel had something of the admonitory to it.

'Like all men, you use logic and think us too emoél when we see
things with our hearts,' she said, moving acrodmkoher arm with
her husband's. 'But you hate the thought, toot gon™'

Donald looked sideways at her before nodding, hsmally
self-contained expression miserable.

It was an intimate moment, one at which Christdedl like an
intruder. And it was broken by the sound of an rag@ind the baby's
cry together.'Who-eh, it's Alex!" said Elaine, peering through the
window, on her way to the door. 'I'll see to Stepédirst. Kirsty, you
do the necessary, will you.' Her look was arch spimatorial; she felt
she knew why they were seeing such a lot of Alegriassin, and
being the darling that she was, it never occuroedetr that what he
wanted from her stepdaughter was not the wedded bhie thought
the ultimate aim of every woman but something mmacie basic and
primitive.

Struck by her sudden stiliness, Donald looked a emnmat the
downbent head of his daughter before saying hedvilygo out.’



When they came into the morning room Christabehtadoved. A
dreadful inertia kept her immobile, but at the sbuh Alex's hard
tones she lifted her head, averting her eyes franidtter.

'—I'm sorry,' he was saying, the formidable linéhis face set in an
expression of complete detachment, those calcglatyes providing
the only sign of animation. 'When | saw Mr Pandpa morning he
told me about the letter and that he'd posted steyday. | flew
straight up, hoping that I'd get here before it'did

Bewildered, afraid as she had never been befomst&bel shook her
head. 'What on earth are you talking about?' skedafsintly.

The dark eyes lanced across her face. 'Just exgdimat the tribal
Corporation and Thomassin Holdings are joint pasnm the
development.’

He watched as her hand groped to find the baclcbfa and gripped
it. When she said nothing he resumed in a noncawamice, 'l saw
the potential of this place three years ago, bataken this long to
hammer out the details. Unfortunately it was nemgst keep it all
secret.’

‘Then you—ighatwhy ...?"

Her voice could not frame the words. It hurt todthe, hurt to even
think. The hand that held so tightly to the cha&iswigid, the slender
fingers bloodless. With the other she touched lemrtmbefore letting
it drop again in her side. In her heart was an, aetiing wasteland.

'I'd hoped to tell you myself.' Alex was ignoringrhiio speak directly
to her father. 'l know ...’

Unable to bear the cool, unemotional voice shethaus brokenly,
You know! What can you know? How to sneak and lie --!"



‘Kirsty!" Donald's shocked voice broke into her bitter deration,
startling her into a silence broken only by thepdsebbing breaths
she drew.

She could not bear the sight of him, standing Bod@minating even
her father's quiet strength with his dark vitalityaitor—betrayet
For a moment she thought she had screamed the &btdm, but
even as she put a trembling hand to her mouth shksed her
mistake and turned away, eyes hrilliant with unsiesds.

'| appreciate your attitude,' Donald said to Aléeiaa tense moment.
His worried eyes sought his daughter's avertedilpraof'd have
preferred it if you'd told us right at the stanif lyour reasons for not
doing that are more than adequate. And | haveteation of making
legal objections to your plans.’

For once Alex was at a disadvantage. Through taeibg in her ears
Christabel heard him say with taut composure:

'You make me feel like a heel. I'd have told you dould, but |
believed that | was honour bound to keep silentidh't enjoy the
situation. | wish I'd been able to get here befthrat.' His lean
forefinger flicked the letter.

Donald shrugged. 'What's done is done. Now, cdfet gou a drink?
Tea—coffee? Or something stronger?’

"Tea will be fine.'

‘Kirsty?' When she didn't move Donald said steriysty, will you
make us tea, please?’

Her head moved in silent acquiescence. 'Yes, akegishe said with
distant politeness, and left them.



Stupid—stupidto lose her temper so childishly! It had been gea
since she had exploded like that. But the turmbémotions within
her had made it impossible for her to keep cooly@ow when she
was alone in the quiet kitchen would she admit thatcause of her
fury had been her sudden realisation that Alexé&r@st had been the
development of Rangitatau. She had grown to like imnmensely,
they all had, and he had fooled them all, makiptpae for himself in
their lives - while all the time he had intendedhmog but betrayal.



CHAPTER EIGHT

WHILE the kettle hummed and sang Christabel stood wathelges
fixed on the view through the window, imagining theaches
thronged with noisy curious holidaymakers and gawdyumbrellas,
the water of the bay. marred by the buzzing of booés and
speedboats. The hills she had loved for a lifetwmoeild soon be
hidden by high-rise hotels, the warm clear airtedrwith the exhaust
of vehicles.

Every time she wanted to go out she would haveass phrough the
hotel grounds. Well, she thought, bitterness twisther lips, the
guests would have to get accustomed to stock trankisfertiliser
loaders trundling through their manicured playgiiun

The hissing sounds as the kettle boiled over dhédoench brought
her back to her surroundings. For a moment hen tdehched on her
bottom lip, so hard that they marked the fine skadening it. Then

she switched off at the wall and muttered somethergfather would

not have liked to hear, taking a vicious satistatin the obscenity.
The memory of Elaine's tear-stained face whipped savage anger
that overrode her despair and humiliation. It giigd in the stormy
green depths of her eyes, tightening the skin thesfragile bones of
her face as she opened cake tins and took out reffggrad neenish
tarts, a solid fruit cake which Donald called imgét@nergy, and

covered crackers with cheese and tomato slices.

Elaine was back when she carried the tray throtligk.atmosphere
was a little stiff, but Donald's calm good senssedamatters, and
Alex's charm was a great smoothing agent, as nbtdbhad been
hundreds of times before in similar situationse&ily hating him,

Christabel drank a little tea and wondered whehduefirst come to
realise that in that charm he had a thoroughlyiumfeapon. One in a
formidable armoury.



From beneath her lashes she watched him, as catypdd¢thome in
this untidy, comfortable room as he had been iml$arparents'
enormous, fashionably decorated house. Put him dwaked in a
pigmy encampment, she thought with smouldering iggicand
within a day he would be at one with his environtn@s much a
leader as he was here. What was it that made hirotatly in
command?

A bone-deep confidence, complete sureness. He kiregelf. And
oh, how cynically he knew other people! That umgrknack for
assessing the weaknesses of others gave him salaase and made
him a dangerous opponent.

Christabel did not know that she had arrived atsdrae conclusions
as some of his dearest business rivals and mostatkassociates. To
her he was a threat far greater than Greg hadoeesr.

Something Elaine said made him laugh, the strongiewteeth
gleaming for a moment as his arrogantly held head kted, dark
hair gleaming with its red highlights in the raygize sun.

The slender fingers which held the handle of Cabsts cup
trembled as she forced her blind gaze downwards.aFmoment
everything stilled. In that instant of time while faughed her body
had remembered what it was like to be possesseairby Every
muscle clenched in an agony of need as if somefladtain of fire
pushed through unsuspecting soil to the surfacegibg catastrophe
and destruction with it.

Thank God he would not be coming here again. Naav ke had
accomplished his aim, and it could only have beechiarm Donald
into accepting the development, he would go his wag never
bother them again. And she must convince him treaetwas nothing
here for him, or sooner or later that fiery tidewleboverwhelm her
and she would become his plaything until he tirglaes. Oh, it would



be rapture while it lasted, fire and passion andtement, but she
knew how bitter the aftertaste would be in her rhbut

His hand, the only part of him in her angle of @rsimoved, the long,
strong fingers sketched a slight gesture and Elainghed again.

'‘Was that Scott?' Christabel's voice startled eken it was so
constricted. '‘No, you stay, Elaine. I'll get him'up

As a ploy to get out of the room it couldn't haveeb more
transparent, but it worked, and on the way dowm Sctott's little
bedroom Christabel managed to regain some soromifa. Once
more feverish memories would have to be buried diesym beneath
the conscious levels of her mind, or she wouldrimoue by a craving
which was growing each day that passed, feedingnemories
imprinted on the cells of her brain and body.

Scott was flushed and inclined to be grumpy, btérat little cuddle
and a drink of water his normally sunny temperameatsserted
itself.

'Let's go and hayp some biscuits," he told hemuogasly, pulling her
towards the kitchen. 'I'm hungry, Kirsty.'

'‘But you're always hungry, darling.'

'It's my tummy,' he confided, his upward glanceamisvous.

‘Do you think your tummy would be satisfied witipiace of apple?’
He pretended to consider this, then nodded. "Vihskin on.'

'‘Well, of course!'

She was in the kitchen cutting the big green Gra8myith into
guarters when Elaine arrived.



'l do that,' she said, hastily putting the t@yto the bench. 'Kirsty,
bring out the milk, will you? I've left it on thable.'

'‘Where have the men gone?'

Elaine took the knife from her. "Your father wakitag about shifting
the flock of ewes.'

Which meant that she had lingered long enough flex Ao have

gone. Thank God! If she never saw him again it Wwdaé too soon,
she thought viciously. In the common idiom, sheld ka gutfull. Her

sojourn in the world of the sophisticated peopleusth have prepared
her for a man who used sex as a part of his buser@soury, but she
was still too naive to be able to cope. And toklshe had wondered
if she was falling in love with him!

She was smiling bitterly when she came throughdber of the
morning room, a smile that vanished immediately, Etaine had
been evasive, no doubt on instructions. With adduimg movement
she turned, but he caught her wrists and pulleddveards him, the
strength of his fingers cruel against the fine lsone

'l want to talk to you.'

She stared stubbornly at his hands, remembering ni@her's
invariable reaction to a demand as unsubtle as 'tMant must be
your master', Brenda would have said as she hadhsendreds of
times to Christabel.

‘There's nothing to say.' Her voice was cool, hatemotion she hid
made her heart beat frantically against his fingers

‘You don't really believe that." Alex slid his hantb her elbows,
pulling her closer as he spoke almost caressingly her hair. 'l
know you're heartbroken about the development efplace, but



after the initial period, which will be noisy andsty and excessively
trying, you won't find much difference here.'

She lifted eyes which were a pure flaming greerhigy sa# the
coaxing, half-amused expression with which he vemarding her
and knew sheer, naked hatred.

Although her lashes immediately veiled it he save.fidce hardened,
as did his voice. 'All right, so you think me abirts of a bastard, and
you're entitled to. But while you're hating me rember this. The
decision to go ahead with the development was rhaftae we met
again.'

'Easy enough to say,' she said scornfully, and,thenhis words
registered, 'What do you meamgain? And could have killed
herself for betraying herself so easily.

He laughed softly, his breath warm across her fadhas he pulled
her inexorably into his arms. '‘Oh, come on, jusk lsbupid do you
think 1 am? I've known for some weeks now that &xpensive,
worldly Christabel Evans | met in Surfers and tagdsKirsty Grieves
of Rangitatau were one and the same.' He pauseshéwstood rigid,
trying to cope with this new revelation, hearing ttords beat around
in a brain which suddenly seemed empty of anytkisg.

Then he said, and he was smiling as he spoke¢ehtl hear it in his
voice, 'The very come-hitherish Christabel and th&essively
stand-offish Kirsty. Any chance of a split persatyalor are you a
chameleon?'

'‘No."' That was all that she could say, and even k& voice felt as
though it was coming over hot coals.

'‘We can't talk here,' he said in sudden impatietucaing her so that
they were walking towards the French window. "Wreglad off along
the beach.’



Obediently, like a child, Christabel allowed himuge her through
the door and out into the sunlight which lay in lowlserenity across
the lawn. With a kind of fatalism she knew thatytmeust get this
over and done with and then Alex would go and neoene back,
and she could get on with the business of livinge ffrom the
complications this hideous coincidence had causéei life.

Neither spoke as they made their way down the patieath the
pohutukawas, but at the base of the bank Alex caily, 'Did you

really think you could get away with it, ChristaB@nd when she
didn't answer he chuckled and took her slendermtaely fragile

hand in his, and they walked the full length ofiteach to the littipa

that divided them from the next bay. He took theraa sheep track
that led to a small plateau where those ancientigldad stored their
sweet potatoes, as evidenced by the remains of feupits in the
ground. The grass was longer here, and wiry, toaghthe

pohutukawa trees which fringed the area. Quitelgexiex pushed

her on to the ground and sat down beside her,rgnitito her pale
face with irony and that unbreakable self-assuramoeh had the
effect of suddenly stiffening her sinews.

He found the situation amusing and he was totalhfident of her,
she could see that confidence in the hard, handsoeseof his face
and the cool survey of his eyes.

‘What shall we discuss first, Rangitatau or youtam®rphosis?'

She looped her fingers around her raised kneengtaut across the
blue-green waters of the bay through the Gatelsaaéeper blue of
the sea beyond. 'Rangitatau,' her voice told haimcprecise, almost
placid in its total lack of expression.

'So. We've been working on plans for Rangitatauttioee years.
They're complete now.' The powerful shouldersdiftea shrug. 'All
that we have to face are the objections. As yailnefss not going to



object that leaves only the conservationists. lenobe able to prove
that as we envisage the development, the environmdh be
enhanced, not destroyed.'

She could have asked him what could enhance thasstegpicture
before her, but she knew that it would be no ugehiin Rangitatau
was no more than a means to make profits.

A note of irritation, instantly suppressed, rougéeis voifce. "All
right, | know that nothing is going to recompensai yfor loss of
privacy—but at least give me credit for some adgtlappreciation!'

Like his appreciation of beautiful women? 'Oh,-'d&he said, and
before he could take her up on that charged statierwghat about
the County Council?'

‘They're delighted," he told her with dry emphadikey get eleven
miles of sealed road, a hefty increase in ratespénd in the rest of
their ar*a, and a thriving new asset. Jobs, Chgdtdor people such
as you who would otherwise have to leave home.'

She did not tell him of her plans to go to univigrsiWhat would be
the use? He saw her as a lightweight, easily pdesuato almost
anything. And, she thought, squirming with bittenfiliation, he had
every reason to feel like that after the way she leehaved on that
first meeting.

'‘Congratulations,' she said smoothly. 'l supposewere up here for
talks with them when you—just arrived—on our doepst

‘Correct." He leaned back against the grassy blaakds clasped
behind his head, his face shuttered, a handsomegsir with such
cold purpose in his expression that she was repleliet. But she was
| repelled by everything she -knew of him.

‘Then why did you allow Dad to persuade you toBtay



He didn't react to the scorn in her tones. 'Becatemecied you.'
'You—yYyoufanciedme?'

His lashes lifted to reveal opaque dark eyes whisted with

meaning on her mouth and the high swell of her diseand the
slender length of her legs. 'Just that,' he drawlsadlently. 'l was due
for a holiday and you intrigued me, a pretty mietof sophistication
and naivety. | decided it would be enjoyable tafout which you

were. And it was, very enjoyable. You fascinated Mew | realise

that it was because my subconscious had made timecion. But at
the time | kept getting tantalising little glimpsafsanother Kirsty, of
several other Kirstys.' His voice deepened. 'Ons sitk-clad and
very upmarket, but the other— ah, the other Kivgag the one who
haunted my dreams. She was warm and excited ankhylagainst
me moaning—+

Christabel leaped up, only to find her feet takeyafrom beneath
her in a tackle which would have brought down dyuiprward. She
landed heavily, the breath knocked out of her. @asghe fought for
several moments to regain it When she could turn-dgention to
other things it was to find Alex holding her berredtim, his
expression implacable.

'‘And that Kirsty," he said through lips that barely movechashead
came down, 'that Kirsty is the one | want to seairggwarm and
willing and as incandescent as a sky full of firekay beautiful to see
and touch and feel...'

His voice died as his mouth met hers in a kiss ltlat her, pressing
the inner surface of her lip against the barriehef teeth until she
whimpered and opened them so that he was ablgptorexdeeply the
soft recesses of her mouth.



Sensation divorced from emotion, pure as a shamgrdswf pain

swept through her body. Every nerve contracteah thkaxed into an
aching anticipation as his mouth roved down théeddine of her
throat, making her wait for the touch of it, evengvement revealing
experience allied to a very great natural talentdeemaking.

Christabel sighed voluptuously, relishing the hehtch rose, from
deep inside her. It was familiar yet strange. lexAd dim bedroom
she had been so bemused that much of what hadriegppad passed
her by. But although she had forgotten the swifticg sensations
caused by his mouth on her skin she recognised th@m and
greeted them as old friends, her body taut withiraghy desire.

Somehow his shirt had been pulled free at the wWidisiv her hands
found their way between the cotton and his sknok#tg up the long

line of his backbone, her fingertips incredibly siéised so that she
could feel the rippling strength of his musclesdsgh the fine skin,

the faint dampness impeding her movements so Vightly.

Beneath her bare skin the grass prickled. She masbdulder blade
experimentally and he whispered, 'Undo my shirt.’

She fumbled, and he laughed and helped her todgpineashirt out,
and while he was about it slid her pretty sunfroekr her head, then
he pulled her down on to the shirt and said inkthintisky voice, 'My
God, you're beautiful! Perfect as a Greek statue.'

'So are you,' she whispered, pressing feverish kisses to his warm
brown shoulder, smooth as oiled silk in the surtligh

She felt his tension, knew a like tension in héragld her teeth
nipped into the mound of a muscle. He swore and theghed, his
dark face reckless in the sunlight as he bentduasi o her breast. His
tongue traced a path across the smooth white skineach its
destination. Beneath the lips which fastened rawsiyoon to it the



nub hardened. Heat suffused her, a great wave. @hi¢ would
despise herself for this in an hour's time, yeteahgas no way she
could resist him. Something, some-part of her bdyantrol beyond
reason, craved this sensual gratification like agdiNothing else
mattered, not even her honour or her pride, condpdece the
sensations Alex was making her - feel and the kadge that he felt
something of the same thralldom as she did. Peraapdeautiful
woman could wring this kind of reaction from himytlshe doubted
it. He, too, was possessed of a need for this sawhlivion so great
that nothing took precedence.

His hands slid to her rib cage, fastened tightlpuad the narrow
waist and he lifted her, sliding down the tiny Ibikibriefs which had
been the remaining barrier between them. Sunlightléd her eyes;
she closed them and stroked his shoulders whildidgatched the
rest of his clothes with a few swift movements.

Then he was back with her and she smiled as sheomeld him,
arms twined tightly around his back, her hips mgvin slow
provocation beneath him.

'How long?' he asked her, and when she openedyess elearly
bewildered, 'When was the last time you had a Bver

She shook her head, angry with him for intrudinthwiords into this
turbulent realm of senses.

'‘How long?he persisted, but she covered his mouth with Wwer éle
groaned but that immense self-control held and hispered, Tell
me, Christabel.'

'‘Ages.' There was a reason why she should notrtekhow that she
had never had another lover: she didn't know whyshe knew that
he mustn't know. 'Please, Alex, don't torment me ..



Her voice trailed away, as he smiled, dark facaatied with the
passion her writhing body and warm lips arousedt tNe handsome
vet?'

'No.'
'Never?'

'Oh, God, no. Never!" Was that her voice, shiverdagzed with
desire?

'‘Good."' And at last he responded to her demanas@msual storm of
such magnitude that when it was over she lay blesghand
qguiescent in his arms, her breasts rising anchtaligainst the hard
wall of his chest as she tried for breath.

'‘How do you do it?' he groaned, his mouth makinyg kisses against
the pale gold of her throat. 'God, you make medbayerything in
the desire to have you, and then | can't get enofighur delectable
body. Witch, beautiful, inviting, tantalising witchwith your
sea-green eyes and your skin like warm satin anao pbdy that
calls to mine with a siren's song ...' He laugheépdin his throat as
she trembled, aroused once more by the deep sensotes of his
voice.

‘You're insatiable,' he whispered, his fingers cagphe high young
breast, then moving in a slow deliberate slidegoltip and across the
tight plane of her stomach before exploring evethir. 'And you
make me insatiable too, witch. What do you wantongo now?"'

Oh God, all that she wanted was the erotic oblivedrhis body.

Drowsy, slumbrous eyes met his and saw in the dapths passion
and triumph and mastery. He welcomed this physealitude she
experienced, for it relegated her to the statusnaf of his women,
reinforcing his arrogant dominance.



| hate you, she thought, | despise you and mysbeif,in spite of
herself her breath began to quicken and she li#tbdneless hand to
run it languidly over his hips, fascinated by thaywthe muscles
tightened beneath so light a touch.

‘You're a silent lover,' he said. 'Shall | make gpeak?'

Angered, she lifted her gaze to his, then closedies, because he
was laughing at her, the glitter of passion benda¢ghheavy lids
mixed with the sardonic mockery she hated.

Perhaps he took that silent refusal as a challefayehis mouth
swooped to tease the soft globes of her breastswben he was
satisfied that her hunger was as great as hisfagae her the release
her frantic body demanded, withholding himself Lstie whispered,
'Please, Alex, please! Don't stop, not now, not,haot even aware
of the abject surrender in her words. Then he shwligh satisfaction
and the torment ceased in the powerful intrusiam®body into hers.

This time it was slower, more restrained, yet #gm@sstions were even
more exquisite. It was as though te was determioattown her in
the glory, prove to her that this was what sheliesesh made for, this
incredible explosion of sensation, mind and headrna@helmed so
that all that she was conscious of were her ndegsieeds and the
sating of them.

Afterwards, of course, came the shame.

'We can't stay here for the rest of the day,’ hd ea a note of
laughter. 'Are you going to get dressed?"'

Trembling with reaction, Christabel pulled her bled on, eyes
lowered so that she didn't see him do the samelipiquivered; she
bit it to stop the betraying little movement and gtffly to her feet,
walking across the tiny plateau to where the pathrnd down on to
the beach. I'll never be able to come here witlieeling this acrid



taste of abasement, she thought wearily, exhaustedtheir
lovemaking and the bitter knowledge of her degiadat

For Alex this was just a pleasant interlude witlesponsive, willing
woman. No doubt he would leave and when he thooglmer, in
between the exigencies of big business, it wouldvibie the cynical
knowing thoughts of a man who knew exactly whatwhs.

She stiffened as he came up behind her. If heasgithing...

But he said nothing, just took her hand in his aatloff down the
path to the beach, leading so that if she trippsdean body' would
take the impact. Impersonally protective, she tiugnd hated him
for it, hated him for proving that she was so gasédduced, like all
the other stupid women who had found rapture irbbib

Humiliation of a strength she had never experiertoefdre ached
through her body. Wanting nothing more than to traway into a

dark corner and lick her wounds she was forcedeioabe in as
reasonable manner as possible because back airtiestead Elaine
and Donald would be waiting and she could not Beaithem to

know of her weakness.

But halfway along the beach Alex drew her up i $andhills and
pulled her down beside him to rest on the thickcboaf marram
grass which prevented the treacherous sand froemnadhyg.

'l have to go immediately,' he said abruptly.eéiflup from Auckland
and the plane's still at the airstrip. But I'llieck as soon as | can. I'll
give you an address --'

Later, she would realise that it would have bedteb& agree to his
plans and carry out her own in secret, but pride,desire to show
him that she had some strength of mind, forcedrterspeech.

*You needn't bother on my account. | won't be wyiti



There was an ominous silence before his fingeigédnn the hair at
the nape of her neck and tipped her face up fqueictson. Calm,
coldly composed, she met the icy impact of his estasithout
flinching.

'Indeed?' he said through his teeth. 'What is 'this?

'‘Nothing.' She held his gaze, refusing to allow lamterness to show.
'It's just that | have no intention of making mysalailable for any
more amorous interludes in your life.'

His glance narrowed, became fierce and stabbindinBethe
handsome face the sharp; brilliant brain procettsedthformation his
senses fed him.

Christabel endured the hard assessment until a#yfirelinquished
his grasp of her hair. 'Hating yourself, darlinti8 mocking voice
enquired silkily.

With stony control she retorted, 'That's none afnjousiness, Alex.
Just don't go making any plans that include me, apever. | don't
want to know.'

He lifted a hand and put it on her thigh, smiliisgsae tried to knock it
off. The strong fingers tightened, impressing thelwes into the taut
skin, then relaxed as he said coolly, 'You hate rgelli for
succumbing and so you hate - me for taking whatsmgenerously
offered. You know, you've got a hang-up about gunty lovely lady
Christabel. No doubt, before you marry, you'll feelpelled to
confess all your past love affairs. Your futuretarsd won't like that
much.’

‘It won't concern you,' she said icily, her threatstrained that the
words hurt.



His hand slid up her leg to the narrow lace atettige of her briefs.
He watched her as colour seeped from her skin atirthimate,
careless caress.

It was a punishment. This, he was telling herhes $ort of woman
you are, open to any man's hands, any man's téumchthe horror of
it was that he was wrong, for it was only he whegassed the key to
unlock the passionate responses of her body.

As if sickened by her passive acceptance of hishtdwe jerked his
hand away, asking in a hard voice that emphasisedudden glitter
deep in his eyes, 'Won't you be my mistress, Gived®? Oh, | realise
that you can't leave Elaine yet, not until shelly ftecovered, but |
could get across to see you quite often. And whergs are settled
here you can come across to live with me in MelbeurHis voice
thickened. 'l can be exceedingly generous whenpleased—and
satisfied. You wouldn't have to model dresses,bly them to
decorate your beautiful body. And jewellery, withieason. Not if
you're too greedy, of course; no one takes me fiateal

Stop it,stop it'her mind screamed in a tumult of shame and dedpa
can't bear it! But she had to. It was all part @f punishment, to hear
him proposition her with such casual crudeness,imgaik only too
clear exactly how he thought of her. Erect, her iwlbmdy stiff with
rejection, she said nothing as he went on savagéby'll have to
curb that devastating enthusiasm, of course. ltdtare. But when
you no longer excite me I'll be generous, just@segous as you are
with your favours. You won't lose by it, | promise.

'‘No!" she exclaimed harshly, jumping to her feet.

Alex "stayed seated, looking up at her with insgltthoroughness,
eyeing her long legs and the soft swell of her $iedhe pulse which
beat heavily at the base of her throat, the pald, features above it,



redeemed from total lack of colour by the ripe e=sof i mouth too
roughly kissed and eyes that were as stormy asahén an easterly.

'‘No?' A dark brow lifted and he leaned back on &ow, the
opposing leg raised at the knee. Totally relaxeglahd dark against
the thin covering of grass. A hunting beast, wgittimly for the first
false move to leap in for the Kill.

'‘Come here,’ he said softly, watching her as slo@pstd her
instinctive retreat. She could feel his intenti@ating against her. He
wanted to prove how weak she was, how firmly calgtttis aura of
sensual virility.

Well, she would not. Give me just this self-cont®bd, she prayed,
her will strengthening to meet his challenge. Iftbeched her she
would be lost, but he would not touch her. He wdriter drawn to

him by the force of that unwilling attraction, teesher kneel beside
him, lost and witless and wanting, dishonouredlanabled because
she could not resist the clamour that ran throwegtbbdy at the sight
of him.

Her will held. After a few moments she managednd the strength
to say with hard pride. 'I'm not cut out to be ayghing, Alex. Sorry,
but that's the way it is.'

'Oh, but you have an enormous talent for sex,aiteigsolently. 'If a
life without work bores you | wouldn't mind if ydeept your hand in
modelling. Provided that you're always in my becewh want you,
of course.'

Momentarily, Christabel closed her eyes, repellgdhe calculating
effrontery of his suggestion. Anger clotted in hroat, but she
swallowed it back, welcoming its warmth and ferpditecause it
banished the icy despair which had her in its grip.



'Sorry,' she said again, because that was alstb®atould trust herself
to say, then turned and walked back down on tdéaeh.

The sun had almost set and the air was still andl &® she walked
down to where the tide had bared hard sand, cérefubiding the

dimpled patches which were the tuatua nurseriesouple of days
ago she had scraped away a thin layer of sandoiw Sicott the tiny
translucent shellfish. Farther out to sea lurkedatiult tuatua, plump
and delicious and plentiful, the basis for manyeam

Now she walked carefully, almost in the waves. Air paf
oyster-catchers watched her with beady eyes urgicame too close
for comfort, then flew farther up the beige Sangbtn a small flock
of elegant pied stilts.

At first she kept her head down, noting the scatbpatterns the
receding waves had left on the sand. Until shethaticy prickle
between her shoulder blades that told her he wdtdrteen she flung
up her head and straightened her shoulders, watkray from him
without a backward look. Past the house, aroundsiioeeline until
she reached the tiny cove at the foot of the sontate, and there
she stayed until the sun had set in a sultry dcskieand Alex was
gone.



CHAPTER NINE

THE autumn was long and warm and comparatively drguesite
days of blue and gold with nights when the starslena diamond
netting across the sky and the moon rose overdtje ef the sea like
a great copper gong.

Great weather for construction workers. No one digidcted to the
development; even the most ardent conservatiorast pacated by
the care taken with the plans, so within a veryristime of Alex's

departure gangs of men began moving in, surveyaothers who
ran around in Land Rovers, measuring and sightmagdegging small

holes about the place.

The peace of Rangitatau became a thing of the ldasty of the men
liked to fish and a few even braved the wavespalgih the water was
really too cold now for swimming.

Then, when Christabel was able to feel relief thase maddened
minutes spent in Alex's arms were to be withoutt frine heavy
brigades moved in. The air was made dusty andesiragly noisy as
huge bulldozers tore the land and enormous casryati around with
loads of topsoil, piling it in heaps across thersszhgrass to be used
later for landscaping.

A village of sorts sprang up, long rows of singlems quarters and a
big social hall. Occasionally men knocked on therdequesting
permission to shoot rabbits over the station.

Donald refused them all and looked on, impassive, ''do
Trespassing' signs were posted along the boundary.

‘Apparently the management ordered them to bepuha said over
dinner one night.

‘Alex?' Elaine looked surprised. 'That was thouglhaf him.'



'Yes.' Her husband's eyes rested a moment on aght&'s averted
face. Kirsty had lost the weight she had gainethduhe past months
and was back to model thinness again. All rightdleotographs, he
supposed, but he had liked her better the way atldoben over the
summer, tanned and eager, filled with vigour.

Now there were shadows in her eyes and somethiaginiher had
been extinguished. She had retreated to a placeswizeone could
reach her and he ached for her but was unabldpo he

‘Well, | wish he could put up "No whistling" sighg&laine said
crisply. 'l hate driving through the camp, | getlswa barrage of
wolf-whistles each time. | know it's good-humourbdi | find it...'

Her voice trailed away. After a moment Christahgddied a word:
‘Threatening,' she murmured, resuming her attemibteadinner for
which she had no appetite.

'Yes.' Elaine nodded. 'That's it exactly." ~

Donald frowned. 'They seem a decent enough bunamesf, he
observed.

But the next morning he took the Land Rover witmland set off
towards the pine plantation. About three weeksr latetold them
laconically that the track through the pines wassphle out to the
road if they wanted to go that way.

‘Courtesy of Alex?' Elaine asked a little archly.

'‘No.' Donald was offhand. 'I've been intending pgnade it for some
time. It's O.K. now, but take care when you go tigio'

That' made things a little less claustrophobiceesgly as the county
road was now almost impassable. It was being upgrad the
standard expected by the tourists who would be dipgntheir



holidays at Rangitatau. Not for them potholes amdlugations and
bridges with no sides. Machinery was working toyte them with a
two-lane highway, sealed to the station gatescathers wide and
sweeping, the bridges railed and safe.

Gone, gone for ever was the peace and the free@imstabel

thought wearily as from the back of one of theistahacks she
watched the gang her father had employed set oaé trows of

young trees backed by a line of giant bamboo ralotsg the border.
He might call it a windbreak and say that he haghlietending to put
one up for years, but they all knew that it wasaibr to protect them
from the hordes.

‘Well, that's how | think of them," she defendedsk# in all
seriousness when Nate teased her about her chbigerds. 'Oh,
look at it!" Her .arm swept the panorama beneath green peaceful
fields of the station a vivid contrast to the bnokmoonscape just
through the fence.

'Imagine it in five years' time,"' Nate soothed.
‘All restaurants and tanning-oil!' she flashed bscithingly.

He grinned, wishing it took something other thagearto banish the
defeated look she seemed to have acquired recently.

‘You're ever so slightly prejudiced against thiselepment, aren't
you?'

A sigh parted her lips. 'Ever so slightly, and ylmn't have to tell me
that it's selfishness, I'm well aware of that. Ymow, Nate, when my
mother took me to Australia | cried every night y@ars, longing to
be back here.’

'It became like Paradise for you,' he said with erathnding and
compassion for the gawky, bewildered child who Heekn the



innocent victim of her parents' ordinary littlegealy. '‘No, more like
Shangri- la, inaccessible, the much-desired, tipgsible”®

'Oh yes, you know! How do you know?"'

He shrugged noncommittally. 'Everyone has a Shdagn their
lives. A place—or a dream—or a person. Now you fieat yours is
being desecrated.’

Such perception made her a little uneasy, but vehensearched his
face for clues to a hidden meaning there was nodg, so she had
to accept his observation at its surface value.

‘Just that,' she agreed drily. 'l came back anth&eserpent in. Or in
this case, the caterpillar,)’ gesturing at the ewoaosn yellow
earth-moving machinery.

His kind blue eyes laughed at her. 'Nonsense! @anlunderstand
your unhappiness, but it was going to happen wheatheot you
came back. Thomassin said it's been in the pip&ingaree years, so
Donald told me.'

Beneath Christabel her horse made a soft blowingddhrough its
nostrils, then flicked an ear at a fly. After a nenhit dropped its
head and began to mouth the grass, not hungrilyelyndor
something to do.

Pushing the sleeves of her scarlet jersey up telbexvs, Christabel
said defensively, 'l know, | know.'

Yet in an irrational part of her Strain she did that she had been the
one to bring this destruction to Rangitatau. Riltias, of course, but
somehow the bitter pain of her relationship witreXAhad become
bound up with the rape of the bay. And she blamieat for both, the
deep personal-despair as well as the devastatiah thfat made life



here so tranquil and perfect. Completely withowgide—but then
where Alex was concerned she was not logical.

Sudden colour flamed across the high cheekborgseaemembered
with savage clarity just how very far from sensisihe was about him
and the old, aching longing suffused her body,irmglhim back to

ease it the only way possible. If he came back lassed her she
would follow him again and lie in his arms, totalybjugated by
desire. For it must be desire, this hollow needy she missed him
S0, his conversation, his intelligence and inciswte his laughter and
companionship.

For her there were no pathways through this jumglevhich she
wandered, no smooth, smiling grassy plains, noakgromise or
hope, only the weary, ever- present struggle tot firger way through
to some sort of acceptance.

Alex would not come back. With little idea of howrtstruction jobs
like this were organised, Christabel was almosttager that
the—whatever was he, owner? director?—whatever-yranad
much to do with the actual work on the site.

But until they took down the big signs that prociad 'Thomassin
Holdings' she could not escape him.

_ Sighing, she flicked the reins. The hack liftad head and she
touched him gently with her heels. '‘We'd better lggtk,' she said
lightly without looking at Nate. 'Or we'll be later the party.'

'‘We don't have to go,' he said quietly, aware ofiething weary in
her mood.

'Of course we do. Marguerite and Sam would neveyive us if we
didn't appear. Anyway," trying hard to infuse thght amount of
enthusiasm into her voice, 'it will be fun.'



It was, too. Their hosts were amiable and not toghl, but they
possessed the gift of laughter and their vivacig wuch that much of
their conversation passed for wit. Christabel ddrared laughed and
drank a little more wine than usual, trying to corwe herself that she
was having fun, and if she felt a million yearseslthan anyone else
in the crowded rooms, only she knew of it.

That was what self-contempt did to you. Made yaal édd and tired
with a bone-deep weariness; made you feel as thgaghad lost
half of yourself and would never find it again, andver cease
mourning your loss.

Of course she wasn't going to mourn for ever. N@ayadvomen
didn't die of shame or shut themselves away in eots They picked
themselves up and got on with life and living, fiyrbanishing the
past.

And that was what she would do when this naggioQ jin that ate
up her vigour and vitality was gone.

There was one bad moment during the evening, agwl tbat was not
too shattering because she had been tensed feeritsence Penny
Mountain's ash-blonde hair glimmered into sighttlom edge of her
vision.

So when the high, little-girl voice said, with peet clarity and the
merest trace of malice, 'Why, Kirsty, what happenred that
ab-so-lute-lydeliciousman you had with you at the Muirheads' do?'
was easy enough for her to smile.

She was rather proud of that smile. It was slighdlgrant and even
conspiratorial as her eyes met Nate's.

'‘Back in Australia. Sorry, Jenny, but he's a bigirha



Penny gave an affected little shiver, the largé¢'slelyes very round
and sharp. 'l know, you're laughing at me becaigenen turn me
on, but don't they you, Kirsty?' That wide gazekidid to Nate,
standing with his arm loosely around Christabe#isstv'l mean, Nate
isn'tsmall, she pointed out sweetly. 'Oh, look, I've made push!
Fancy still being able to.'

Christabel lifted her brows. T meant "big" as imfiortant”,' she said
drily. 'When you have an industrial and commercaahpire
depending on you you tend to move around a lot.’

'‘Oh, he struck me as a very fast mover,' Pennyedgnéth a demure
little smile. 'Is there any chance of him cominggck? | mean, you
and he obviously knew each other well.'

Nette's arm tightened, but Christabel managedghldiet Penny see
that one of her barbs had drawn blood and she'kbea terrier
worrying a rat, determined to make a Kkill.

‘Not that well,' she returned pleasantly, allowreg gaze to meet the
smaller woman's full on. 'Alex is a law unto hinisddut he'll
probably be making flying visits across.' She geithin'Shall | ring
you if he calls in to see us?'

Penny joined in the general laughter at her expdngeouldn't resist
saying, 'Oh no, | wouldn't expect that of you, Irsl mean,
sisterhood is a wonderful thing, but when it corteesen...!"

Well, Christabel wasn't going to deny her her cleatocsave face.
That made honours about even.

But when they were almost home through the thighihNate said
casually, 'Penny seemed rather bitchy about Alesrmidssin. Don't
you get on well with her?'

'‘Oh, you know Penny.'



'‘Everybody knows Penny, but why should she blameif/the man
wasn't attracted?"

'‘Well, she couldn't blame herself, could she? Shait Penny's way.'
She tried hard to banish the faint note of defers#gs from her
voice, aware that it was a dead giveaway.

His quiet chuckle reassured her. 'Did you fighgctool?'

'‘Oh, yes. We took one look at each other and tlaatity Leaning her
head back against the headrest, she said cont@rapiat think why
she dislikes me now is because | was such an ykgyat school and
she was so pretty, yet | ended up being a moded, e most
people, doesn't realise that looks as such areeatlty necessary.'

The headlights swung on to the two white posts mgrkhe
cattlestop; there was the cold rattle of iron bmaseath the car, then
Nate turned the lights and the engine off. It was/\quiet, the night
so dark that the blackness seemed tangible. Cloadsovered the
sky and there was no wind. When it did come it wiqulobably be
from the north.

‘Someone's still up,’ Nate remarked. 'Or were tj@pg to leave a
light on for you?'

'‘No, they're up. That's the sitting room. | hofeenbt the baby.'fie got
out and came around to the door. 'Teething?'

Nate was the oldest of a large family.

'You'd better believe it. Dad says they're gettiver teeth earlier and
earlier.'

He laughed? 'Well, | won't come in." As they stappé the door he
tipped her chin back and went on softly, "Whatewer looked like at
primary school you are most certainly beautiful rlow



His kiss was sweet, not tentative, not demandimgl, @hristabel
responded with guilty appreciation. Stupid to gmtigh life feeling
as though any contact with another man was a llatédelity to
Alex, but that was the way things were and afteroanent she broke
the kiss. Tonight, however, Nate refused to acbeptindication of
enough and drew her back into his arms, bendinlgdasd to touch his
mouth to hers. At first she stiffened, but throdgdr wariness there
came voices and she recognised them.

When Donald opened the door it was to see his dauggcked in
Nate's arms in an embrace about which there cowdnb
misconceptions.

As if the sound of the door opening took some timpenetrate the
mists she freed herself slowly and turned towands lips red in a
pale face, her eyes very green and bright as thmyedhfrom her
father's startled countenance to that of the mahtoehim.

'Hello, Alex,' she said, a slight breathlessnesdes in her voice.
'‘Back on a flying visit?'

Perhaps she convinced Nate that there was nothorg than the
normal awareness of male and female between"thenif, $he did it
was without Alex's cooperation. That first swifagte told her that
he was deadly angry with the kind of rage thask#éind although she
was frightened by the molten sheen in the dark eywsthe cruel
jutting line of his jaw she was stimulated toothéy made love now
he would hurt her, but it would be pain that sheil@eenjoy....

Fiercely clamping down on forbidden desires, shitadavhile Nate
and her father exchanged a few rather trite seageiter lashes were
lowered but she could see him with her skin, the dage swiftly
subdued but still there, and she knew he was waidmer, his gaze
like a brand on her body.



Suddenly she shivered. Immediately Nate said, ySbshouldn't be
keeping you out in the cold. I'll see you tomorr¢irsty.'

‘Yes.' They had decided to go on a hike with othembers of the
Forest and Bird Society along a track through bast glorious

coastal scenery to an old whaling station™ She l@eh looking

forward to it in the apathetic way she viewed etlang nowadays,

but suddenly she didn't want to go. Alex might desgner, but his
presence made her feel gloriously, vibrantly ahwel she wanted to
be where he was.

But she would go, of course.

And go she did, first making sure that she wasft'@lone with Alex.
She didn't care if he noticed her elaborate mamesuwe that end; he
could draw what conclusions he liked. For her oeff-iespect she
had to prevent any repetition of what had happdasdime.

It was a lovely day, cool enough so that the lodkvover some of
Northland's steepest coastal hills wasn't too estiray, yet the sun
shone from a sky decorated with great whipped crelaonds. The
walk through the bush brought her a certain segrefitmind and the
company was pleasant and interesting. Of coursenwhe was with
Nate she always enjoyed herself. He was a darliogk-strong
beneath that quiet exterior, undemanding yet satmg.

But as they drove bumpily back along the plantatrack the bright
radiance of the day seemed to dim. Fatalisticafisistabel knew that
she had only managed to put off the confrontatiens® dreaded, not
avoided it. And she knew that she would rathertfigith Alex than
make love with Nate—or any other man.

Sure enough he was waiting for her on the terracashe came
through after a shower, long legs stretched oubreehim, hands
steepled in front.



'Where's Elaine?'

He got to his feet, arrogantly sure of himself.€Sind Scott are
picking pipis. I'm baby-sitting.'

'Oh." She looked sideways, met his implacable stadesaid swiftly,
'I'l go down and help them."

'‘No," he said calmly, the brilliant eyes holdingshéYou'll stay here
and listen to me. I've been searching out a fewsfand I've learnt
guite a bit about you, Christabel, my innocentrsire

'‘Don't call me that!" White-lipped, she .flung away from hiwas
casually caught by the shoulder and just as casioeltl against him,
his arm an iron bar across her breasts.

Her sudden tremor took them both by surprise. s #ghtened,
then relaxed. Very coolly, his breath stirring taedrils of hair at her
temples, he said, 'We can stay like this while alke or | can let you
go. Which?'

Through lips that were dry and stiff she answe™al) can let me go.
I'll listen. Just don't expect me to agree with telrar gossip you've
dredged up about me.'

'No gossip.' He waited until she had sat down gheamce obstinately
bent towards the floor, before resuming. 'Surpglsitittle gossip, in
fact. Not even everyone was convinced that youGret)y Bardsley
were foyers, in spite of the fact that he has ls#e@me pains to give
that impression."'

Goaded, she flashed him a bitter glance her express controlled
that she looked like the porcelain doll Elaine kepta corner of the
sofa.



''ve stopped that,' he said. 'He'll keep his filtbngue still from now
on.'

'Oh, you are s&ind!

He laughed without humour. '"You don't haten, do you, and yet he
was the one who betrayed you. | made no pretenicioy you.'

'‘No, but you knew that | was—that | wasn't myself.’

'You were drunk,' he agreed, apparently not naditier flinch. 'Only

it wasn't the champagne, was it, Christabel? & waeady brew of
revenge and desire and bitterness, aimed direttBaedsley. You

wanted him to suffer the torments of the damned smglou made
sure that the poor bastard got what you thoughddserved. It was
because he was berserk that night at the visiommatie@f you in my

bed that he betrayed himself to Fliss.'

'l suppose | knew that you'd blame me for the tizat they broke up,’
she said in trembling tones. 'Who fed you this—toscoction of
innuendoes and half- truths? Or did you come uph wsiich a
disgusting scenario yourself? It sounds like you.'

'S0 you admit there is some truth to it?"

‘Yes, | was drunk,' she said baldly, the wordsharagsaround in her
head. 'That's the whole truth.'

'For some reason you'd like me to believe that'dice was harsh
but that immense self-control still held. 'Why? Ywaere slightly

affected by alcohol, but that was as far as it wemtatched your
intake. You knew what you were doing.'

Christabel had been staring at her knees, her hadadshed tightly
together in her lap. Now she relaxed them, courdiogly to herself.



'l was drunk,' she said, finding a perverse pleasuthe repetition of
the word. 'l suppose it's more satisfying to yogo & you believe |
was sober.’

'Did you love your mother, Christabel?'
The total change of subject jolted her. "What?'

He shrugged, watching her closely. 'What was yoother like? She
hated life here, but she stuck it out for years| pcesume she had
determination. | know she pushed you into beingpdehand that she
worked herself. Presumably she had scruples alsong Isupported
by Donald, so she had integrity. She certainly @adld-fashioned
code of morals because you're still unable to ammaecthat earlier
conditioning, aren't you? Although you thought yeere in love with
him you kept Bardsley dangling until he was dedgergu hate me
because | can make you --'

Blood rushed to her head. So swiftly that she dieven realise she
was moving she jumped to her feet, hands presseerrtears to shut
out the cool judgment in his voice.

'‘No!" she whirled and was caught again. Strong fingeagged her
hands from their place and he looked down intowlate face with
hard insistence.

‘Yes." He was merciless. 'You know it, Christalmit for some
reason you refuse to face it. We're not going tacaggwhere without
honesty. Why do you refuse to admit that when ¢hogou you forget
everything your mother taught you, every precept jarnciple and
shibboleth that's buried deeply in your subcong®oWhy? Is it
because you're trying for the kind of emotionaf-safficiency that
your mother was so proud of?'

She would never forgive him for thislever!Such probing belonged
to a psychologist's couch, to a situation whersttreigned.



'‘What are you trying to do?' she asked exhaustddsstroy me?
Emotion has nothing to do with the way I—wiik!"

A muscle flicked by the hard beautiful mouth, thelyosign of
humanity in the carved mask of his features” "Ehaltiat you want so
fervently to believe, but you know, just as | kndhat it's not true.
Sex is only a part of what we could have if youdyampen up to it
instead of convincing yourself that you're no bettt@n a-whore.'

‘That's how | feel,’ she said with cruel directné$hat's how you
make me feel.'

She winced at the pain as his hands clenched onrists. Then she
was free, flung from him as though she contamindied to land
breathless and trembling in a heap on the cuslubtie cane sofa.

‘Very well then,' he said, icily composed. 'If teathe way you feel
that's the way I'll treat you. How much do you thyour favours are
worth, my lovely lady Christabel? Not as much aseaperienced
courtesan, of course, but | feel sure that losiogryirginity must

command an extra bonus. As must the swift, wholdbea
response --'

'Stop it,' she whispered, so close to tears thacshld barely speak
through the tightness in her throat. 'Please |gaste me alone.’

'Why? That's one thing about a whore—she's alwagiadle.'

A cruel hand forced her chin upwards. One look thtomask of lust
that was his face and she shuddered, afraid alsaghaever been in
her life before. Beneath his Australian tan he pals with an anger
so great that only his eyes showed colour andwegg almost black,
glittering with fury beneath the straight satyrsws.



She remembered wondering once about the darkmesdini his hair.
Now she knew that that formidable self-control ladiemper of
terrifying violence.

‘Yes,' he said, his fingers sliding around the bhier jaw in a caress
which was sensuous and threatening. 'So now, mytifidalet's talk
terms, shall we?'

Christabel closed her eyes, fighting desperately dalm. Her

stupidity had brought her to this pass, stupiditgl the desire to hurt,
and she was reaping the whirlwind. She did not nedaink through

her situation, intuition warned her that he wasyvelose to real
violence and that he would enjoy whatever tormentavised for
her. She could hear his breathing deliberate, gtdadl the dormant
strength in the lean fingers that cupped her cmal, in spite of her
danger, in spite of the humiliation, knew a suddemngeoning of
desire deep within her. Her breath caught in aathexhing with

tension.

'‘We discussed this once before,' she said husksill feel the same
way, Alex.'

If he noticed the thin note of pleading buried deeer tones he
gave no indication.

He bent his head, taking his time about it so imimage filled her
vision and then blurred. So sensitive was her gkihim that she
could feel the approach of his mouth. Unconsciotglylips parted
and lashes drooped over her widened eyes. Whekigheame her
mouth clung to his, but he merely touched lipsntpelled away,
straightening up to walk across the terrace.

'‘No,' he said, the deep-voice cold and unemotidWa. both know
that the only place that will get us is bed. Aneéikehough | am to



sate myself in your delectable body I think we dtdoget things
straightened out first.’

Christabel winced. Betrayed .once more by her bskdg,ached with
frustration, watching him hungrily as he stood whik back to her,
staring out across the bay. A wind sang a forlamgsaround the
eaves, lifting into a whining crescendo that raittiee sash.

So lost in each other they had not even noticedthiessun was gone,
hidden by a rolling mass of grey clouds.

Beneath Alex's shirt the muscles moved easily apushed, the
window to, clicking it into place. Oh God, she tightiwearily, | must
be totally depraved to feel like this about a maedpise!

Some movement through the pohutukawas caught leisaeg he

leaned forward, broad shoulders and the proud -lsg@hduetted

against the light. Christabel's mouth dried. Shehed her tongue to
her lips, racked with desire.

Before she could hide it he turned, the cold egsing on her face,
delicately flushed, eyes and mouth hungry yet sabive.

'Elaine’s back," he said, and smiled as the houcdiroke through her
skin.



CHAPTER TEN

AFTER that Alex treated her with a kind of aloof couyteghich had
her by turns furiously, savagely angry and yeaiyinggsirous. He
spent a lot of time at the site, even more in camee with the
County Council; flew to Wellington to discuss thingvith the
government and on the way back spent a day angh&ini Auckland
where, so he told Donald and Elaine, he left hisgpe secretary with
enough work to keep him occupied while he spentwbkekend at
Rangitatau.

‘And then I'll have to go,' he told them over bfegk on Saturday
morning. ‘Much as | enjoy staying here, | have pttanmitments.’

The brilliant gaze lingered a moment on Christalégdwnbent face,
but when she looked up it had moved to laugh atitScoossly
vociferous that his idol should be deserting him.

'‘Come back,' he demanded. 'For a holiday, Alexaga@ I'll take you
out in mine boat, then.'

Not only Scott listened with indrawn breath for tlaaswer.
Christabel was furious with herself, but she had#riow if he was
planning to return.

‘Some time, | promise,’ he said noncommittally, anith that they
had to be content.

During these few days she had been forced to atiatitshe craved
for him like an addict deprived of his fix. Whenev® was there she
felt vividly, vitally alive, even though it was olmus to her, if to
nobody else, that since that last cataclysmic gldre had been
avoiding her.

Perhaps he no longer wanted her, or more problaélfelt she would
be too much trouble. After all, why should he botweéh a resentful



mistress when no doubt he could snap his fingedsamquire one
who was more than willing?

Reluctantly, because it added to her sense of shelmeeadmitted to
herself that if he kissed her and then asked hgotwith him she
would leave Rangitatau without a backward glandee physical
attraction between them was so strong that it wdg when they
guarrelled, or were apart, that she could think.

That day was overcast, a good day for fishing, Mibdacided. So he
and Alex went out to do the necessary chores ardh@dstation
before taking off in the launch with an ecstatiots¢o a special
position 'handed down only to the oldest Grievesi' onald
explained teasingly, where enormous, delicious kapurked.

‘And I'll cook them for you for dinner,' Elaine pntsed, waving them
goodbye. 'Now, how do you feel about gardeningsti? It's going
to rain soon and I'd like to get fertiliser on hefat happens. Which
means removing the odd weed.’

Well, anything was better than brooding and wislshg didn't have
to go to the Stevensons' party tonight with Nateréd/than anything
she wanted to stay close to home with Alex, fegdtier eyes on him
when he wasn't watching, feeding that hunger wiltdwrpened the
prominent bones of her face and gave her eyes @ylofeverish
quality.

Of course' she would go, and she would make sateNhte hadn't
taken that fervent embrace last weekend too sdyicarsd when she
came home after midnight she wouldn't do what loelylurged and
slip through the door into her great-grandmothsgtdroom and slide
naked under the sheet to join Alex.

Because he would take her, enjoy what desperatamterher offer
and then humiliate her with his arrogant carelessné she could



only fix in her mind the fact that when he lookeadhar he saw a
mistress, a woman to possess, not a human beifgnegds and
desires and validity!

And why this should be so important was one thing efused to
probe into, because she was afraid. After all, thed how she saw
him, surely? As a magnificent male specimen whoedww forced

from her body the most exquisite, ravishing seosati

Oh, she admired his brain, enjoyed his conversatmmd him a
stimulating and amusing companion, one who sharest rof her
interests and could discuss them with a hard, iveigidgment, but
that was not important.

Her gloved hand forced the fork into the groundgd it viciously
and withdrew while she seized the weed and yarikeel. Although
the cloud cover was low it was warm enough to raiseeat, and she
rubbed her forehead with her arm, leaving a smedirbacross the
fine skin. Just along the border Elaine was humnsiofily as she
worked, the pile of weeds in the barrow growindnesitmore quickly
than she had hoped. Stephanie slept quietly iprie.

Christabel caught her lower lip between her teeith lait, hard. Of
course she was not interested in Alex, except isr ghysical

attributes. Why, if she admitted any further ing¢sehat would come
perilously close to respect, and perhaps regardn Even her mind
shied away from the word which hovered on the [enp of her

mind.

One simply didn't fall in love with men who treatede like he had
treatd her. Did one?

No, not love. Lust. It must be, and when he leftauld fade, as all
appetites faded. hust.



After lunch she wrote letters, helped Elaine pregaart of the dinner
and watched a little television. Anything to talex mind off the man
who was becoming an obsession.

The men arrived back, triumphant and slightly sunbubearing
three large, ugly fish, one of which was Scott's, he hadn't actually
caught it, because hapuka lived so far down tregt tere too heavy
for him to pull up, but he had helped Daddy catch i

Elaine laughed and kissed him, sent him off forathband asked
Christabel if she would supervise.

'Of course; come on, my big brave fisherman, and gan tell me
about the one that got away,' she teased, and wkede said
indignantly,

'‘But none did, Kirsty. We catched them all.'

From behind came Alex's voice, cool and with a naftenalice.
‘Never mind, Scottie, it happens to everyone soonéater.’

Christabel froze. There had been a very definiteead the comment.
Even Scott noticed it, for he sent a puzzled lopWards.

‘Not us, today. Noyou,Alex.’

‘Touching faith of one too young to realise thabvody can win them
all all the time,' said Alex. His voice changedesY me too, Scott.
Even youf beloved Kirsty.'

And he smiled and swung on past them down to hisdaen door,
tall and dominating in jeans and a thin shirt.

So that was it. He had made it quite obvious. Hedecided not to
bother with his pursuit any longer.



While she bathed. Scott's squirming little body drahk white wine
before dinner and ate food that tasted like camtbweher mouth the
knowledge beat in her brain, almost deafening her.

Pain shafted through her, making each breath swve ltdke a knife in
her chest. Yet pride lifted her head and brougldaity to her speech
so that to anyone else she seemed to sparkle.

Alex lifted his glass to his hostess. 'A delicionsal, thank you. You
must be one of the world's great cooks. And beauiiith it.'

Elaine smiled at the compliment, her expressidedivith gaiety and
humour. 'You're a flatterer, Alex, but | don't miritds easy to look
good when you feel well. And when your stepdaughtgiches you
like a hawk for any sign of tiredness.' She smftaatlly across the
table. 'When Kirsty arrived here | was in a sadesthelieve me.
Between her and Donald I've been cossetted and losek into good
health.'

'So you're ready to get back into the saddle agaile® sounded no
more than conversationally interested, a friendrask

‘Yes. Yesterday | had a clearance from the doctor.'

Alex smiled at her, all of his immense charm evtddim so glad.’
Then his glance switched to Christabel and he aséily, 'And what
will you be doing, Christabel, when you leave here?

'‘Go to university,' she told him baldly; 'I'm goit@do law.’

And knew a savage satisfaction at the flash ofresthonent in the
dark eyes. It was gone in a second, of coursejustithis once she
had astounded him.

'‘Good for you,' he said. 'That should keep you lhasg few years to
come.'



Perhaps she was being over-sensitive, but she etmloist hear the
corollary. 'And out of my hair'.

Well, she would be only too pleased never to seedgain. She lifted
eyes that were cool and clear and limpid, met higreatic smile
with one of her own.

‘Very busy,' she agreed. 'lIt's a long-held ambition

'‘No ambitions to marry?' The long fingers turnece thlown
wine-glass with the same sure gentleness with wihiel caressed a
woman's skin.

Christabel swallowed, for a moment gripped by anstof emotion
compounded of desire and hatred and pain. In htbligpwer voice
than normal she said, 'No, none at all. I've nattme right man yet,
you see.'

She was devoutly thankful for the telephone’s Iskuiinmons. Not so
thankful, though, when Alex said something aboutad he was
expecting and followed her into the hall. " --_

‘Kirsty, I'm so sorry, but I'll have to give tonigghparty a miss.' Nate
sounded slightly harassed but not broken-heaRedr'old John's got
a viral 'flu and Mary Harrison's bitch, the one shmported from
Australia, is whelping. Making rather heavy weathef it,
unfortunately. You know Mary, she's as good astdeeself and not
one to panic, but she wants me there.'

Christabel looked up, met the cold contempt in Aeyes without
flinching. 'Of course you must help,' she agreed Moice warm and
sympathetic. 'Don't give it another thought. Ta tie¢ truth, I'm not
very keen on going myself.'

There was a relieved note in his voice. 'You'ra@ding! 'Bye, now.'



‘A darling?' Alex watched as she replaced the vecgil could think
of many things to call you, but a darling is noeat them. A tease, a
flirt, a coquette— oh, there are plenty of namessfomen like you.
Are you going to enjoy breaking that poor fool'sati@’

'‘Don't be so melodramatic,' she snapped, so angpgrad taunting,
unsparing assessment that she conveniently foegob\sun fears for
Nate. 'Hearts don't break, Alex, as I'm sure yougt aware.'

Her attempt to leave his suffocating presence wietf by his hands

at her elbows pulling her so close that she caegdltiis breath across
her forehead, hear the muted thunder of the hearbeat against her
splayed hands. He had his own scent and to hexstam aphrodisiac
more potent than any love-philtre.

'How right you are,' he murmured, smiling at hgrdity beneath his
touch. 'Where were you going tonight?'

The tip of her tongue touched her upper lip. Shatecto look at
him, but she knew what she would see, that mescidesnze mask
enlivened only by eyes that glittered with contempist to a party,’
she said huskily. 'At the Stevensons'.'

‘Then I'll take you.'

Christabel was shaking her head before he saithsghevord, 'No, it
doesn't matter.’

'‘Why?' His hands slid up beneath her arms and ¢amest with the
knuckles pressed against her breasts, sendingfacdhalectricity
through her body.

Christabel flinched. 'No,' she said, the rawnedseofthroat reflected
in her tones. 'lt—I don't want to go.'

‘Because | would be your escort?



‘Yes.' Hastily she added, 'l don't want to go withidate.'

His fingers tightened on the firm flesh of her uppems in a swift
punishment for her rash challenge.

‘A pity, but I'm quite determined to take you.' #ise digested this,
frowning, he added with a flick of the contempt efihurt her so,
‘After all, it doesn't matter to you which man ygo with, surely?' ,

And when she still didn't move he added with caémnt to hurt, 'l

won't expect any recompense for my trouble, | psemyiou. Not even
a goodnight kiss like the one you were so enthtisaly sharing last
week.'

Christabel lifted her lashes, her gaze slidinghgtanned length of
his throat to the angular line of jaw and the béaluthouth, at once

severe and sensuous, the clear-cut lips as shamqulided as those of
any statue.

She dared lift her eyes no farther. That hard maaith her all she
needed to know. For some reason, some unpleasesunehe was
going to make it impossible for her to stay awaynirthe party. And
although she hated him and despised herself shiel ¢eel heat
suffusing her skin and the dragging ache of desirthe pit of her
stomach.

‘Very-Veil,' she said in subdued tones, trying tmtsound at all
submissive.

'‘Good girl"" To any eavesdropper the words expeesething more
than a kind of casual acceptance, but ChristakalFs caught the
hidden satisfaction beneath the even voice. 'Gogatdeady. I'm
leaving in half an hour.’

The Stevensons, Charlie and Sis, were an almostierayed couple
with pretensions to social status somewhat alledidty genuine
kindness-and a delight in entertaining. They giké&thristabel with



interest and Alex with enthusiasm not unmixed wathcertain
smugness at having captured such a prize. Christédttargy lifted
for long enough to cast a fleeting, meaningful giaat him, only to
meet wry laughter. He knew, but he also was toewetimot to pick
up their essential characters.

It was sweet to share such a joke; it was the plalgsant moment in
an evening that rapidly turned into a nightmarenriyewvas there, of
course, trailing a young man whose face was vagiastyliar to
Christabel. It was to become a lot more familiahéwo, for Penny no
sooner saw Alex's head above those around him ghararrived,
round blue eyes speculative and measuring.

'Hi,’ she said. 'Remember me?'

'How could | forget?' Alex's voice was warm andessing with a
note of laughter in the deep tones.

Penny smiled, obviously pleased. '"Well, quite gakd imagine.' She
introduced the young man, whose name was Steveratmnand
homed into the attack again. 'Where's Nate?'

'‘Out on a tall," Christabel said quietly!

The enormous blue eyes swung from Christabel'dudbgrenade up
face to Alex's. What she saw there apparently ptbder, for she
became expansive and all too soon it became oalglear that not
only had she set her cap for Alex but that he vwapanding, flirting
with her with all the urbane charm Christabel rerberad so well, so
that for all her air of sophistication Penny wasrs@ink-cheeked
anddazzled, her eyes bright with a vivid excitemehich made
Christabel want to weep. On the night of Sarah'ddiveg that must
have been how she looked, bemused into loweringuremnd and with
what disastrous results! It was to be hoped thahP&new exactly
what she was doing.



Several times Christabel moved away to speak tergttbut each
time they seemed to come together again until dheyed a
beckoning finger from across the room and left thenjoin Sis
Stevenson who was enjoying the situation.

'‘Well, Penny certainly gets top marks for effshe began. ‘Do you
think someone should warn her that men as virildlas Thomassin
usually don't expect just a goodnight kiss?'

'l should say she's well aware of the kind of maiski Christabel told
her. It took an immense amount of effort to inflee voice with just

the right colouring of dry humour. Never in heeliiad she felt less
like laughing, and she thanked her mother for iy her to go

into modelling. It had given her good experiencamianaging her
expression.

So she smiled into Sis's slightly avid face and twem calmly,
'‘Anyway, Alex isn't stupid.’

Cruel, yes, ruthless and arrogant and totally @inlaut never stupid.

'‘No, although," Sis saidcidly, watching as one of theweighbours
laughed too loudly at the joke made by tasisin's wife, 'some men
would forget anythingvhenconfronted by a pretty face and a willing
disposition.'

‘You don't get to be where he is by allowing yoesides to override
caution,’ Christabel observed with composure.

‘Don't you like him?'

Clad in deep green velvet, Christabel's shouldéexllin a shrug.
'Yes, he's very likeable. But | wouldn't like tooss him, and |
certainly would never try to beat him in a busingsal, or cheat him
in any way or try to make -a fool of him. Still, '®ean immensely
charismatic man."'



If Sis noticed the reservation behind the replysdd nothing. 'Well,
you can always get the Garritys to give you a hdene,' she said
practically, then flushed as she realised whahsitesaid.

'So | can.' Anyone who didn't know Christabel wetluld have taken
the small quiver in her voice to be one of amusdmen

Sis certainly did. 'Well, you know what | meangsaid comfortably.
'‘Come and talk to Rob. She's been trying to catzlr gye for ten
minutes.'

The first half of the evening was endurable, ifyoplst. It took

Christabel all of her will-power and stamina to raoaround the
room, talking, smiling, behaving as though she hadoare in all the
world, devoutly grateful to whoever had inventetbocoed make-up
base and all the rest of the cosmetics which pteddmer pallor from
being blatantly obvious.

No, she got through the first part of the eveningegwell. It wasn't
until Charlie began showing off his enormous angdessive tape
deck that things became unbearable. For he chbseuse, music to
dance to, and the sight of Penny in Alex's armsfdee lifted to his
in stunned fascination, made Chistabel feel asghahe could curl
up and die.

And there was nothing she could do, nothing exsegt herself from
forcibly tearing Penny free from him. Jealousy,id@nd burning,
rode through her body in a tide like nausea. Not was she jealous,
she was fiercely, bitterly angry as though somebad stolen
something of great worth to her, a necessary gdréoexistence. It
was an emotion she had never felt before, not edm she had seen
Greg with Fliss Thomassin. And the implicationstlois she was
forced to face.



Because this was something else, a fierce burroeggssiveness that
racked like a physical pain. Oh, she thought, smgently to a
dreamy tune with Steven Someone-or-other who hagrgmore and
more sulky as Alex continued to monopolise PenhyGod, | love
him, the swine!

It had been inevitable, as inescapable as theofasgring each year.
In spite of the surface gloss of worldliness on Ipersonality
Christabel had always unconsciously been a seeker mBve,
yearning for the perfect lover even when her motred common
sense tried to convince her that there was no stnohg.
Companionship, Brenda had said often enough, and/eee all that
could be expected from even the happiest marriApg.expect bells
to ring and lights to flash as well?

Such savage irony which had lured Christabel intonlg the one
man she could not have except in the most crudé way

The episode with Greg had been a practice run,nebration of
physical attraction and the lingering carry-oveths years when she
had despaired of living up to her mother. It hag@rbesweet and
extremely good for her self-respect when a cleaarbitious man
made her think she was a suitable match for hirag®ad flattered
and kissed her into dependence, but when she had foeced to
realise that all he wanted from her was her bodyldlie she thought
so deep had melted away like a wave into sand.

And that was why, of course, she had been soavadableto the
complex blend of sensuality and charisma which Aas's public
persona. Hurt and bewildered, she had needed corafw his
unabashed pursuit had provided that, but more that) the initial
impact of that overwhelming attraction had knocked completely
off balance.



Perhaps even then, in an odd way, she had loveddtil®ast she had
realised that the potential for love was there.

That was why she had fought him so hard, been ®rrdmed not to
allow him through the defences she had erected suith care.
Greg's defection had bruised her heart, but itdisal hurt an equally
vulnerable area, her ego. And her surrender toigrased further
weakened her self-respect. Alex had been righpurash herself she
had refused to accept that there was anything ntoreheir
relationship than an attraction which was degradtiniger.

And her refusal to be anything other than guilahamed by it had
angered him and made him cruel and finally turneoch loff
completely. He would go away, and she would newvemkjust what
might have eventuated if she had not hugged hérand shame so
firmly to herself and refused to relinquish it.

'‘Penny looks as though she's just been given theédEort Knox,'
said Sis, suddenly appearing from behind whentthe tinished and
Steven went to get them drinks. 'Oh well, she'ssnoh an innocent.
It looks rather as though you'll be going home i Garritys, after
all. He's certainly pouring on the charm, isn't e considered a
moment, head to one side as she watched the twbeaf, Alex
towering over Penny as he smiled down at her. tNat he does
exactly turn it on. It's always there, isn't it. fdst turns the heat up
when he wants to.'

'Like a furnace,' Christabel agreed, trying to shamused.

‘Well, let's hope Penny doesn't get too badly ldiridow, here's
Steven looking forlorn. I'm glad you're taking pdg him, Kirsty.'

So she danced with him again and then with sewo¢har men, did a
parody of a tango with Ash Muirhead that broughiglater and



applause, and rather thought that she was holdamghbad high
enough for no one to realise that she was rackeddiyer desolation.

For Alex and Penny seemed to be in a little wofldheir own, totally
absorbed in each other. It was so—so deliberatatg dexactly as he
had isolated her on thenight of Sarah's weddingheu out of the
crowd as if he was the hunter and she the prey.

The anger was partly at herself for having beestspid as to fall in

love with him and refuse to recognise it. But dhwas bitter cold

jealousy that darkened her eyes when she thougReofy in his

arms, lying with him in ecstasy before the nightsveaer. And she
knew that there would be no sleep for her; her im&tgn was so

vivid that it would keep her awake until he got rgrand then anger
would take over so that by morning she would beeck

And she would have to face him with Donald and riddboking on
so that when she met his taunting eyes she wourlel thebe calm and
controlled, as poised as if she didn't want tolkith.

The intensity of her emotions horrified her, bue skas unable to
damp them down. It took all her self- command tegkéer social
mask firmly in place. However, she managed to davas even
amused in a cynical way at how easy it was to fealple who had
known her all her life.

Even when Nate appeared, kind, dependable, evegythat Alex
was not, she resisted the temptation to fly to &snthough he was her
saviour. But her smile was brilliantly warm as lemband kissed her
cheek, surveying her slender form in the long s$itkusers and
elaborate velvet jacket with open appreciation.

‘You look lovely," he said. 'Like something froorms&one's harem.'

‘Something?"



He grinned. 'Chief concubine. Come and dance wi¢h Imeed a
little light relief.’

'‘Oh?' She swayed into his arms, her eyes scanrsrigde anxiously.
'‘What happened?'

'‘We lost the bitch,' he said briefly.
'Oh, Nate,I'm so sorry!'

He turned his face into the hand that touchedlm®k in the age-old
gesture of comfort. ‘Never mind, it happens. Mamyset, of course,
but she'll have all the fun of choosing a new oHes'voice altered.
'‘Can you tell me why Alex Thomassin should have gent me the
sort of look that makes hair curl?’

Oh yes, nothing easier. Was there a taint of tligildhe manger in
every man?

Aloud Christabel said lightly. 'l think you mustuyemistaken it. He's
very interested in Penny, as you see.'

'‘What | see is Penny very interested in him. Hei®g nothing away.
Handsome devil, isn't he, but a proper poker-playf@ce. Do you
like him?'

That was the second time tonight she had been akkeguestion.
Now, with the discovery of her own true feelingsvéwds him she
couldn't airily answer as she had to Sis.

'‘Not much,' she said quietly. 'Oh, he's charming that's pure stone
beneath.’

'Elaine and Donald are very impressed with him.'



She nodded, with difficulty keeping her eyes frdma touple on the
other side of the room. 'They're no more immunehi® charm
than—than poor Penny over there. That first timedme up he set
out to make himself pleasant. When we found outualtbe
development Dad couldn't bring himself to objeatéaese by then he
liked him immensely.'

‘And you?' Nate asked quietly. 'Did you like himrdty?"

In a way it was a relief. Nate knew, of course, paabably known
ever since Alex came to Rangitatau; he was ashdagh to notice
the difference in her.

She lifted her head, met his concerned gaze djirebdib,' she said
baldly.

'I'd guessed not,' he murmured, sliding both arrosrad her to hug
her, returning the comfort she had offered himotPiirsty! But
you'll get over him, you know. You have spirit andurage and
strength. | suppose everyone has to fall for soméatally unsuitable
once in their life.’

Something in his voice made her stop biting heralng look up at
him. "You?'

He smiled, but there was something bleak in it,"®&s.'
‘Not --?'

'‘No, not you.' His arms tightened before he releédmses into a more
conventional hold. ‘No, | find you eminently sui@Kirsty. My love
Is so far out of sight that there's no hope for me.

She sighed, picking up the meaning in his use@ptiesent tense. So
much for her fears that he might be too fond of dr Vanity, thy
name is woman, she thought drily before saying witipulsive



affection. 'l can't imagine anyone who would be oluyour reach,
Nate! Don't be defeatist—go out there and get her!

He laughed at that, wryly. 'It's not that easy, degr. Unfortunately
she's not only out of reach, there's just no pdggilthat we'll get
together. But why not you? Don't tell me you cotldtract him
away from Penny if you wanted to, because | wagliele you.'

'It's not that simple," she mimicked, her smilested on her, lips.
'‘Now, let's forget, shall we, and just enjoy ourssl’



CHAPTER ELEVEN

BRAVE words, and on Christabel's part anyway, doomeddéo
unfulfilled. Still, it was much better to have Natgh her giving his
unstinting support, especially when Penny and Adaed them.

It was agony to see Penny curved into Alex's sidearm about her
shoulders as she gazed up into his face. An eveategragony was
the quick, merciless glance that scorched acragarts Christabel.
Her eyes closed in a momentary spasm of defentshbuecognised
the coldly sardonic satisfaction she glimpsed eefdex's lashes in
turn came down and he bent his head to smile atyPen

He knew exactly what he was doing and he was emyowiatching
her squirm like a fish on a line, hooked througé tieart. This was
her punishment for refusing him.

A fragment of poetry floated through her brain. Bung of Solomon
had said it all, thousands of years afjove is as strong as death;
jealousy is as cruel as the grave.'

Within Nate's warm clasp her hand trembled. Higéirs tightened.
'Like a drink?' he asked quietly.

‘Yes—yes, please." Anything to occupy her handsgite her
something else to think about.

‘Aren't you feeling well?' Penny asked solicitousi§ou look a bit
pale beneath that superb make-up, Kirsty. Don'ttiiok so, Alex?'

Nate had turned away; he stopped and looked atyfena moment
before continuing on his errand.

‘Somewhere in Christabel's cold heart a spark ofmtfawas ignited.
Nate might not love her, but he carol, and at tleenent she needed
any sort of support she could find.Alex's voice waasused as his



hand came out and tilted Christabel's face towhanas his scrutiny
thorough and relentless. 'Tired, Christabel?’

‘Not in the least," she returned with a cool corap@svhich was only
betrayed by a swift flick of her lashes and thevsiivaining of colour
from her skin.

Beside him, still held by his other arm, Pennyretiirestlessly. As he
released Christabel the high, deliberately childisice observed
with a petulance which showed how much her condusdtgone to
her head, 'lt must have been the light that made lgok a bit
haggish, | suppose. Alex, why do you call her Ghahsl? It's such a
contrived pretentious name—I'm sure she'd far rather bevknas
Kirsty, wouldn't you, Kirsty?'

It was easy enough to shrug. 'I've no preference.'

But Alex said smoothly, 'l like it. It suits her.aMen't you read
Coleridge's poem, Penny?'

'‘No.' Penny opened her eyes to their widest extisnt.a real name,
then? | always thought it was made-up. As for Gogg—well, I'm
afraid I'm hot a very intellectual person. I'm eetbn action.’

The heavy note of meaning underlined the implicanpise in her
words. She stared defiantly at Christabel.

But Christabel could not be hurt by Penny. On tigatthey had met
Alex had teased her about her name; he was usmgyRdittle dig to
hammer home the reality of his decision, undergrtime connection
between the two, as if she needed reminding!

Sudden sympathy for the triumphant Penny hurt Heshe had
thought it would do any good she would have treeavarn her, but
one glance at the smug pretty face dissuaded aBenyRvould laugh
at her, accuse her of jealousy and envy.



Where was Nate? Christabel risked a quick look rmadowhich
revealed Nate bailed up by their hostess.

He was too well mannered to cut her short, so shiexpect little
help from him for a while.

‘You know, you do look tired. Or unhappy.' Pennyerted to the
topic with her normal nagging persistence. 'Perlyapsshould have
an early night. There's quite a nasty 'flu goingneh You might be
coming down with it.’

All of a sudden Christabel was sick of everythisigk of Penny and
her innuendoes, sick of Alex's cruelty, but mostathfsick of the
effort needed to keep her pride intact.

‘You could be right,' she said. 'So if you'll exeuse ..." Against her
will her glance was dragged across to the man wdmwatching her
through narrowed eyes.

As she spoke he straightened up, removing his aom faround
Penny's shoulders. 'Get your wrap,' he said, intglyed!'ll meet you
by the door.’

If she had been as vindictive as Penny Christabaldvhave enjoyed
the astounded fury which spread over that prettg & the meaning
of his words sank in.

As smoothly as if he hadn't spent all night dazzliner into
submission he continued, 'Now where's that— ohethe is. What's
his name? Steven someone.'

'‘But—but Alex—!" Penny stopped precipitately, warned to silenc
by something austere in the handsome face whichdyequiringly
towards her.

'He was the one who brought you here, wasn't he?'



'l—yes.’
‘Then naturally you'll be going home with him.’

Christabel's compassionate heart was wrung by Pemaoynplete
loss of face.

In the car she said heavily, 'My God, you're adralst

'‘But a polite one,' he said with cool insolencey bther always told
me that it was the height of ill manners to go homith a different
girl from the one | took.'

'‘Why?Whydid you do it? | thought --' she stopped, flushing

In the quiet darkness of the car his sideways glavas like a whip. 'l
know what you thought,’ he said pleasantly enougbu were
wrong, as you usually are. She might think twickoteabandoning
her escort with such enthusiasm next time. Howalothink he felt,
watching her flirt all evening with me? She couldrdve cared less
about the poor guy.'

'You did exactly the same to me,' she pointedmattseeing until too
late how foolish the comparison was.

'‘Ah, but we're conducting our own private little rwaren't we,
darling. And all's fair there.’

Hastily she changed tack, uneasy at the jeeringermae in the
smooth voice. 'So you deliberately set her up leeédr her friends!
That was a cruel thing to do.'

'She's a cruel little cat. It's time someone sholerdwvhat it's like to
be on the receiving end.' His voice was dispasstoracould not
have been clearer that he had no feeling at alPé&my, not liking,
not respect, not even desire in spite of all ofdféarts to attract it.



Christabel shivered. 'l still think it was a rottiamg to do. You made
her look an absolute fool.

'‘Why should you care? She didn't worry about thedb® came with,
or, if it comes to that, about you.' He shot anofhercing glance her
way. 'Tender-hearted little soul, aren't you?'

Reacting to the sneer, she said defensively, '8h lselp being the
way she is.’

'l happen to think you're wrong. Anyone can chaifidfeey want to.
It's just a matter of working at it.'

A counsel of perfection indeed, she thought biteRrobably he
could use his immense will-power to change thosespaf his
character he disliked, but lesser mortals had toym with the
personality their heredity and environment formed.

'If you say so,' she said tonelessly. '‘Myself, Halre thought that
humiliating her was hardly the best way to go abbiut you're an
expert at that, aren't you?'

'‘When have | humiliated you?'

Almost she gasped, but caution warned her thathaldesteered the
conversation into dangerous paths. Aloud she nadfe®h, forget it.
It doesn't matter.’

Apparently he Was going to let her get away withécause he made
no reply. Huddled into her wrap, she watched witth elyes as night's
landscape flashed by. Because the road was shlfjlveconstructed
he wis unable to go really fast, but the big cas Wapt at the limit of
safety and several times she was grateful for dfetys belt. It was
unlike him to drive so fast; she sighed. He waswgras angry as ?he
was.



Although there was no moon to light the way theskg clear so that
starshine lent its cool, dim, deceptive glamouh®scenery.

At the approach to the remaining untouched bridgslbwed, saying
as the planks rattled beneath the car, 'What timear parents
expect you home?'

'‘No time,' she answered slowly, startled. ‘I'ma@dirl now.'

‘Then in that case,' he said through .teeth tregised together, ‘we'll
stop a while and sort a few things out, shall ve@® spun the wheel
to put them on to the grassy verge.

‘There's nothing to sort out,' she protested syyitdo swiftly to be
able to hide the fear in her voice.

As he cut the engine he said, the very quietnesthefwords
emphasising their ominous undertone, 'Oh yes, tlsereet's start
with the handsome vet, shall we? Does it hurt mvkithat he's not in
love with you?'

Thoughts chased around her head in frantic confusiaitside, their
presence must have startled a cock pheasant, fralled loudly and
they could hear the whir of his wings as he flewdwoer in a row of
hakea trees.

'‘No, it doesn't hurt,' she said, half beneath neathh. She had to say
something. He was sitting with his hands still ba tvheel as though
he didn't trust himself to relax them. She coukd tfhe tension in him,
the desire to hurt and knew with a fatalistic datiathat he wouldn't
hesitate to shake the truth from her if he thouigh¢cessary.

"You did know?"

'Yes.' A little more strongly she continued, 'I'mry fond of Nate.
He's kind and thoughtful and fun --'



'Oh, spare me a recital of his virtues," he infged nastily. For a
moment his fingers drummed on the wheel untilf #ss involuntary
movement was a betrayal, the sound ceased.

'Right,” he said calmly, 'so that disposes of hiow about my
expertise at humiliation. When did | humiliate ybu?

'l said it didn't matter.'
‘You said so, | didn't. Was it when | asked yob¢éomy mistress?'
Silence. She sat still, refusing to move.

Very softly he said, 'l don't really care how ldnigave to sit here or
exactly what methods | use to chisel the truth fygar incredibly
thick mind. So,' his voice dropped a note, 'howmalbelling me?'

'I'm not—it doesn't matter,' she retorted storiiBnds clenched in her
lap as she kept her head rigidly set on shouldbrshrached with the
tension.

She heard the swift harsh intake of his breathebah as he turned
towards her lights appeared from behinjLand a weps$ past with a
derisive toot on the horfi.

And he laughed under his breath and switched tgmeron, keeping
it idling until the dust settled. 'How wrong canwbe?' he asked
elliptically as he set the car in motion.

But as they ran into the garage he said with catérghination,
‘We've only postponed this discussion.

Christabel, not cancelled it. So don't go getting @eas." .



She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand amdséid
impatiently, 'Oh, get off to bed! You look like &khat's too tired to
sleep.

So apparently he didn't plan to pursue the disonsien. The next
day Christabel found out why.

'‘Well, we've got to go.' Elaine spoke firmly, themiled a coaxing
little smile at her husband. 'Darling, you know Hlyand | arranged
it and you agreed.’

Donald sighed heavily before addressing himsellex across the
breakfast table, 'When you're married," he samh'tcever let your
wife ask you anything just before you go to sléépu forget, but she
doesn't.'

Alex grinned at him. 'I'll remember that," he preed.

'0.K.," said Donald in a martyred voice. 'l'll taj®u to spend the day
at Phyllis Sergeant's place provided I'm allowedhétp Len do his
stock rounds.’

Elaine laughed and shook her fist at him, but adjteefore asking,
'‘What about you, Alex? Didn't you say you had atingé"

‘A gaggle of Members of Parliament,’ he agreed sdmé wearily.
He looked tired, that splendid virility a little dmed as though he
had, like Christabel, spentjnost of the precediggtawake.

The ravages of her sleepless night were coverdd make-up, but
there was no such option for a man. For the fimetChristabel
looked straight at him, met the ' cool enquiry iis glance and
flushed.

'Fun for you,' she observed lightly, tackling heagefruit.



'It has to be done. They'll want to have a goodt l@und, but I'll be
back in time for dinner.’

Almost she heaved a sigh of relief. At least sheldiot be left here
alone with him.

‘Well, you'll have a good day for it," Donald commtexl. He cast an
experienced eye out of the window. 'Good morningyay. It looks

as though it might close in this afternoon. Forésder rain and

wind.' He frowned, staring abstractedly at the tidwswas about to
eat. 'Oh yes, before | forget. Might be a good jddex, to warn your

men that although Rangitatau. looks like paradis&am turn nasty.
Yesterday | noticed a couple of chaps fishing fribwa rocks at the
base of the north Gate. They'll be quite safe thet# the weather
blows up, but you have to know your spot then.’

Alex nodded. 'T'll see they're warned,' he saieftyi 'Still a ban on
rabbit shooting?'

‘Most of them would be quite responsible, | knawgnald agreed.
'‘But my stock is valuable. It only needs one idiotlose me a
thousand dollars or so.’

'Fair enough.’ Alex didn't offer to make good amgses; he obviously
had some idea of the ramifications of the sort ifelding policy
which Donald followed. Money was no replacementdpcarefully
bred beast.

Christabel sipped her coffee slowly. She knew ##tough the
construction workers toiled long hours which ldfemn with little
time for relaxation they needed something to ocabpyn in the time
they did have. Many fished, some went to the neéasl and made
use of its instant fellowship, a few were findihgit feet in the social
life of the district. Sally Kitts, at the garage sxdreamily enamoured



of one of the younger men, a pleasant, fair giamh was making a
name for himself in the rugby team.

'‘Why not ask the manager of the Lands and Surveyebpment if
they can shoot over the Waipouri Blocker she askéalently. 'l
know there are rabbits there. Nate and | rode dovihe lagoon and
the sandbanks there are infested with them.'

‘That's an idea.' Donald eyed his daughter appgbyimefore turning
to Alex. "You know it, it's about six miles backwdo the road. It was
brought in about twenty years ago and then let gckpbbut the
department isn't doing anything to it yet. Johnrais a reasonable
chap, he'd probably be quite pleased to have soenegrio get the
numbers down.’

'I'll get it organised.' Alex asked coolly, 'Just interest, why doesn't
the presence of rabbits worry you?'

‘Kirsty and | keep them down,' Donald told him. éfé aren't that
many. The ones your men see are those they'velokstwith all that
earth-moving.' He looked up as Elaine bustled batik the room.
‘Just about ready, are you?'

‘There's just the dishes.

'I'l do them,' Christabel offered, jumping to lieet, more than a little
glad at the excuse to get away from Alex's presence

Half an hour later she had the house to hersetfcgfal and quiet
with only the ever-present growl of the constructimachines to
spoil the atmosphere.

Slowly, dreamily, she did the dishes and tidied Hwaise, then
renewed all the flowers and stood for a long mirautside the door
to Alex's room with a bowl of jonquils in her handlswas stupid to



feel this way, but she couldn't rid herself of tenviction that by
going into it she was putting herself into danger.

'‘Don't be a fool," she said aloud, and pushed tloe open.

It was immaculately tidy, the bed already made, desk top a
gleaming, empty expanse. Only the presence of bsugin the
dressing table revealed that it was not unoccugigdt, and a book
on the 'night table. Curiosity, enhanced by a yiegrto know even a
little more about him than she did, brought hepssito read the title.
The Odyssey, that story of the arch- trickster @dys' journey home
to his faithful wife Penelope.

It seemed an odd choice for such a sophisticateq astory of high
romance and barbarism, of low cunning and herogcigleyet as she
touched the well-

thumbed pages she could imagine him relaxing with @dysseus
and the sonorous cadences of Homer's poetry.

Suddenly she seemed to pry. She put the jonquitb@bureau and
left the room, biting her Hp to control the suddesh of anguish.

Not much longer. He must leave soon, and when tieshie would
leave too, go down to Auckland and find work, aoyt ®f work to
keep her brain and body occupied so that she widddrtormented
by this aching hollowness which kept her awakegittrand spoiled
the days.

Love denied must fade, must die, surely. Nowadaysme died of
love or waited for the perfect lover. No, betterfay to pick herself
up and try again, and this time not let physicaiaation blind her
until it was too late.

‘That's twice you've made a fool of yourself,’ shi&l as she pulled a
packet of frozen fillet steak from the freezer.ift@ihime lucky, girl.'



But she was whistling in the wind, and she knew it.

After lunch, an apple and an orange washed dovandmp of coffee,
she made her way to a part of the garden hiddem &y casual eyes
and lay on a rug, head pillowed in her arms whnkegun beat down
on her. And if she cried a little no one knew oafueher.

It was a chill in the weather which brought henyehng, upright.
The clouds Donald had predicted had arrived.

Yawning, headachy, she picked up the rug and wadlealy across
the lawn. The sky was ominous, a great line of @¢lapproaching
low, almost stealthily creeping up on RangitataainRand wind
indeed! It was going to be a proper storm.

For the next few minutes she dashed around closingows and
latching doors, bringing in the deck chairs anddoat furniture,
while the cloud grew inexorably, a hard bar of klawerwhelming
the paler, higher clouds which had preceded it. .

At the first lash of rain she was running from tien-house, only a
few yards away from the house, but the wind gralit@ednercilessly
and by the time she reached the porch she waslaré@nd gasping,
for the rain was icy.

As she towelled herself dry she found herself wondemirthlessly
if the Members of Parliament had got their insmectver and done
with.

Almost it seemed as though her thoughts had sumindheir
subject, for Alex's car belted across the cattfeattd into the garage,
and before she had time to realise that she wasgaplouse and
shorts in wet heaps at her feet with only a toweldver her, he was
in through the door, his brilliant eyes flashing tength of her body
in one sweeping all-seeing glance which returnedniger on her
face, pale and defiant beneath the wet strandainf h



'‘Hurry up and dry yourself,' he said curtly. "Yeuall gooseflesh,' and
he brushed past her into the house.

Well, he couldn't have made his lack of interest amore obvious.
Still with the towel draped around héshe ran along to her bedroon
and finished the job, hauling a pair of cordurognge and a thick
warm jersey over a blouse of fine wool. Tremblinggérs combed
her hair into its usual smooth cap before she piagplip gloss.

Then, squaring her shoulders, she made her wéetlittle parlour.

He was kneeling by the fireplace, broad shouldér®st blocking

out the sight of the leaping flames above the kmgd/When he heard
her he turned and got up, his expression thatceeifained mask she
knew so well, the hooded eyes assessing her fahekagn purpose.

‘And now,' he said, the quiet words a threat, "aeecha conversation
to resume.’

'‘What about your M.P.s?' she asked desperately.
‘Gone.’

'‘But you said --' She stopped, remembering exadtigt he had said,
the devious swine.

‘That I'd be back in time for dinner. Quite corred¢tam. If I'd let you
realise that they had an appointment for lunchh@&rup the coast
you'd have gone with your parents.' He gesture@tdsva chair. 'Sit
down, Christabel. There are no people around &ynmpt us, no cars
to toot, nothing to stop us from finishing our dission of last night. |
want to find out what makes you tick and | haverguetention of
doing just that."'

"You want to dissect me like—like a frog in a ladhe said bitterly,
not moving.



He grinned. 'Just that, my lovely. | find the wargs of your mind
totally and completely fascinating. | promised nifygbat I'm not
going to leave here this time without discoverirmyvithe hell your
personal computer can process the data it's gindrcame up with
the peculiarly slanted reactions that pass fotualiis with you.'

He wasn't joking, although the words were castho@orous mould.
Christabel looked at him, met steely- determinatamd stood,
irresolute.

'‘We can do it one of two ways," he observed plebsanke this—or

| can take you off to my bedroom and extract thétfrom you there.
That's my personal favourite of the alternativag, the decision is
yours.'

"You wouldn't --* She stopped precipitately.
‘Just try me.’

A gust of wind thrummed viciously against the wimgo Christabel
stared at the man opposite, recognised his implaciiermination
and surrendered to it, bitterly angry with herdeifher subjugation.
'l never forgive you,' she said between herhea$ she walked
across to the chair he indicated.

Before she sat down something caught her eye. Elad Wwhipped
around to the window as she strained her eyesretge the murk
outside. Momentarily the rain had stopped, butidnewas a mass of
heaving white-caps, grey and threatening, whipgedythe vicious
gusts of wind.

'‘Look,' she said sharply, pointing.

'‘What --?' He stopped, because he too had seenshbdtad seen.
'Get me some binoculars,' he ordered between diis. te



She raced into the morning room and snatched thacbiars from
the bookshelf. It took her a moment to adjust #esés, her hands
were trembling so, but one sweep revealed whagyes had caught.
Out there in that maelstrom, in a small, frail aioierm dinghy a man
was struggling desperately for his life.

Seconds later the binoculars were dragged forfibim her. As Alex
put them to his eyes she turned and ran towardsdtud. A moment
later he joined her.

‘You'd better ring the camp,' she said quickly,gdrag on her
waterproof parka. 'Tell them to --'

‘Just a minute!" His hand on her arm was ste@ngtr'Where the hell
do you think you're going?'

She met his eyes impatiently. "To get him, of ceuldl take the boat
out.'

'Don't be a fool!"

"'l have to." She tried to wriggle free from hestraining grip, every
nerve and muscle stretched. 'Alex, he's not garigst much longer
in that dinghy. Someone's got to get him, and Mkitize bay like the
back of my hand. He's already inside the firsblatocks—if he's not
picked up soon he's going to end up smashed dreteeef.’

He swore softly and savagely, but he let her gly, mnhaul Donald's
oilskins over his head. 'You can't manage the ladmycyourself,’ he
said roughly.

She felt an unaccountable lift to her heart. "We&tdake the launch.’
She spoke urgently as she fastened the heavy, @kstic of her
jacket. 'It's too big to take in among those rotkwill have to be the
runabout.'



Smaller and less seaworthy, so increasing the daogd of them.

Beneath his tan Alex had gone pale and after skespaken he
closed his eyes momentarily. Then he nodded andhiehead and
kissed her fiercely, crushing her mouth beneathaithe salt taste of
blood spurted on to her tongue.

'‘Come on,' he commanded tersely. , It would hakertéher three
times as long to get there by herself. After she: img the camp to
warn them she ran down through the rain and wirdlfaond him
waiting in the runabout, the big outboard tickingen

Once she was in Alex gunned the engines and taak thut across
the bay far faster than she would ever have d&medace taut with
concentration beneath the lash of the rain.

Confidence flooded through her, reinforcing the siagiven by the
adrenalin in her blood. When they neared the st she touched his
arm, slid in front of him and took the wheel, frang, her bottom lip
clenched in her teeth as she fought the wheel gftrtlve short steep
waves.

Ahead lay a white, surging mass of water brokeny dmy} the
menacing outlines of the rocks. Rain and spumeeathstio her face
so that she had to blink fiercely to keep her eglear, her slender
hands steady as she brought the fragile littlet @aér nearer and
nearer to the reef.

The fisherman had chosen his spot well, a pool graanaze of reefs
which partly protected him from the full force d¢fet waves. In fine
weather no more ideal position could be found.

Now it revealed itself to be a trap. There was amlg safe entrance, a
narrow alley between the rocks and that was hasdfg now for
waves broke and surged and jostled there, preestich a frail little
craft from forcing a passage back out. Already tiveghy had



overturned, bobbing like a strange bird on the watehile its
occupant, clad in a red jacket and long, dangeyalisiging trousers,
was being Washed inexorably towards the seethaggigd rocks.

For an intuitive moment Christabel could feel rearf the gnawing
weakness, the life force ebbing in this maelstromwid and
weather.

Very carefully, unconsciously praying, she easedbw towards the
reef so that the engines were protected from darpagie rocks.
Alex didn't even look at her as he picked up theafaope.

She had chosen the spot carefully, using the simadk of the
runabout to give some protection from the full ®af the waves to
the feebly swimming man in the water. Now she klepin in place as
the rope sang out across the grey and white waters.

Thank God the man still had feeling in his hands! the frightening
few moments that it took for him to scramble thepoover his
shoulders Christabel's mouth formed unspoken eageumnent to
hurry, please hurry, while she watched the waves threatened
them all.

Meanwhile Alex paid out the rope until she felt tig against the
hull and knew he was beginning to haul the man in.

He was a big man, rendered even bulkier by thé& jaicket he wore,
sodden now and clearly weighing him down. But Afeade short
work of hauling him inboard, dragging him over thiele with a
strength which awed her even as she used her wanghthe throttle
to trim the boat.

And then Alex yelled, 'O.K., take her out!

If anything it was even trickier going back througihe reefs.
Christabel had to fight down the impulse that urgedto open the



throttle and get as far away from the danger asiples concentrating
with such fierce purpose that she bit through tper |

But at last they were free and out into the biglget much less
dangerous waves.

'Right," Alex said curtly, not even looking at thran he had rescued
as he shouldered her aside to take the wheel.

She staggered but caught at the coaming, just meqém keep her
feet as the sound of the engine rose into a desp Thie runabout
bounced across the waves with a series of thudsrdde her wince.

'We won't be long now!" she shouted at the fishermdo was
huddled in the bottom of the boat, grey and exlealist

He lifted his head and produced a weak smile, bag wnable to
sustain it because of the incessant shivers tloatkshim. Christabel
knew enough to be thankful for those shivers. Twese a good sign.
Exposure had barely set in.

When she straightened up he collapsed back aghgsbaming, his
eyes closing again. He was not young, and for arsximoments
Christabel wondered if he had damaged his heatrt.

She was shaking too, long rigours which were justation to stress.
Although the rain had eased the wind still toréhat face which,

paradoxically, felt as though the outer layer ohdkad been scalded.
Exhausted by the surge of adrenalin which had lkeptoncentration

high, she was racked by weariness and an interz@sston. The

combination of rain and spray had forced waterandath her hood.
Its clammy chill spread all across her back andsaand down to her
breasts.

Beside her Alex could have been a statue carvedonfe dark,
glistening stone, the only moving parts his handgd arms as he



brought the little craft in across the quieter waitef the homestead
bay where the camp manager waited with a group eh,nthe
first-aid'team.

'l rang the hospital,' he told Alex, watching as tescued man was
carried up and placed gently on to a stretcher.v&\got to get him
warm and then take him in. They'll check him over.'

‘Do you want to warm him at the homestead?' Chedtasked,
shivering.

Alex answered for him, his voice abrasive. 'Norétea perfectly
good first aid room at the camp.’

‘Thank you, Miss Grieves,' the camp manager sending briefly at
her.

She nodded and turned to watch the men who nowrledfiwo
umbrellas over the stretcher, gay golf umbrella®e o green and
white stripes, the other an eye-shattering orange.'

Behind her Alex spoke in swift, incisive tones.

| should go up to the house, she thought tiredig, @nange. Another
shiver hit her so hard that she had to clench éethtto stop them
chattering. Her hands felt hot and swollen and; gfie made them
into fists and stuffed them into the pockets of arka.

From the corner of her eye she caught the manags'gust before
he set off up the track after his men.

As she made to follow something flicked at the edligeer mind. She
turned, realising with a weariness which was maiafction that the
runabout would have to be attended to. Her legedels she turned
back towards the beach.



'‘What—oh, | see.' Alex helped her haul the boatoirthe shore.
Without the need for speech they dragged it weativalthe tide line
and left it there, but Alex took the outboard madad carried it back
to the boatshed and Christabel went with him, mainboddly mushy
so that it refused to function.



CHAPTER TWELVE

'‘CoME on,' Alex ordered brusquely. 'You look as thougl'se the
one with exposure.’

But he took her hand, apparently not caring inléast that his men
might notice. Not that it was that sort of handplasor some reason
he was angry; Christabel could feel the tensionnatnag from him,
and when she stumbled he muttered something jefk@ngupright
again with an unnecessary amount of force.

Once inside he said harshly, 'Get dry.’

Flushed, furious, Christabel hauled her parka tngrhead. It was
awkward, but her hands were too numb to deal wéhfastenings.
He was disposing of Donald's oilskins with his dsledftness and as
she stood shivering demanded her parka with anrioysejerk of his
head.

'l hang them in the garage,' he said curtly,ntheealising her
inability to unfasten it, muttered and came aceoss practically tore
the thing off her.

So he was angry. That made two of them. And thelp@ioor was
dripping wet, a fine welcome home for Elaine. Mtittg mild oaths
beneath her breath, Christabel found a mop andnbegaipe the
floor.

'‘What thehell doyou think you're doing?'

The question, delivered in molten tones, jerkedupeight- Alex had
stripped to the waist and was standing in the dagne the garage,
looking at her with such fury that she took an iowbary step
backwards, the inside of her mouth dry.



'‘Cleaning up,' she retorted, pushing the mop adtres$loor to jive
emphasis to her answer.

'‘Get inside and put some clothes on,' he ordeHalen't you any
common sense at all?"

Christabel's head lifted defiantly. 'Just becatsenbt as brilliant as
the great Alex Thomassin it doesn't mean that ehawe --' --'

She was behaving childishly, but Alex's reactiooktber totally by
surprise. 'That's it!" he exclaimed, and came aditwesporch in a rush,
jerking her over his shoulder in the classic sakckatatoes hold.

For a moment she was literally speechless with kshOaly for a
moment, however.

'‘Put me down!" she yelled, trying to lever hersglfvards. 'Oh, you
beast, put me down 8i—I'll --!"

'Shut up,' he muttered between his teeth. 'I'vathaith you, right up
to my neck. For once, you tormenting, tantalisititelwitch, you're
going to do as | want you to, and there is abshlute way you're
going to get out othis!

Just what he had in mind blyisshe didn't, dare think, but as he spok
he had headed past her bedroom door.

'‘Oh, don't you dare!' she wailed, anger and feangtenough to put a
telltale tremble in her voice.

"'l dare what | bloody well want!" he snappedh&sturned into his
bedroom.

'‘No, Alex—please!'



'Yes.' He spoke through gritted teeth and dumpedheo the bed,
then ripped her clothes from her, holding her withsual,
contemptuous ease while she fought, her nails gakis shoulder.

‘Let mego!' she gasped frantically. He did just that, watchasgshe
scrabbled for the sheet while his hands went tdélis

‘No!"'

Terror drove her from the bed, but one hand gralaldeghdful of hair
and a moment later she was back on the bed agaixf@lowed her
down on to it, his expression so grim that feak&etlike a live thing
in the pit of her stomach.

'l loathe you!" she wept, but he smiled, a slowaga baring of teeth
and parted her legs with only a fraction of hiesgth and forced
himself on her.

And discovered, as only then did she, that theiervaeneed for force.
The body had its own immutable laws, and althoudtristabel

despised herself for it, hers wanted this man argdrhan only and
took him sweetly and rapturously within itself dwat he groaned
something deep in his throat and the harshnessnoinaent ago fled.

He had certainly intended to hurt her. But that f@agotten now, and
he held her for long moments until she stoppedngryand lay
resistless. Then he moved, slowly, using every ewfcexperience
gained in so many encounters like this, and shesch@xth him, her
hatred repressed as her senses betrayed her moel roare.
Whatever she thought, whatever justification hairbcould produce
for her hating him, her body would have none ofFiom the first
there had been. an attraction between them whmhhér, had
developed into fetters as strong as any made ofarsteel.

If Alex wanted her to be his mistress she would maybut he had
only to touch her and her body said yes, and notnlegv it.



'Oh, God, Christabel,' he muttered, and then tha® nothing else
but unbidden, unwanted ecstasy that rocketed tretmibto realms
so far beyond what had ever happened before thasalfaded in the
rapture of the moment.

And with that indescribable loveliness came peawg @ kind of
profound gratitude which kept her silent as he lb¥ws head on to
her breasts, his arms still locked tightly aroued h

'‘We can't keep doing this," he sighed againsti&ep skin. 'Sooner or
later you're going to get pregnant. | think we'ttdreget married.’

Christabel's breath froze in her throat. 'Whathatdid you say?'

Alex looked up into her face, the glaze of surtifgssion still
smouldering deep in his eyes but overlaid by thekimg amusement
she knew so well. 'You heard,' he said coolly, padup a hand to
smooth back the wet elf-locks which curled arouadface.

‘Did—were you hit on the head?'

A wry smile twisted his mouth. 'No, my darling, lImpossession of
all my senses.'

‘But you don't believe in marriage!

'l don't believe in love either, but if I'm notlove with you then I've
discovered an entirely new set of emotions whidredalescription.’
The hand which had been pushing back her hair msiealy to
trace her brows, touch the straight line of heenbger mouth's sultry
outline. 'l think you'd better marry me,' he coogd as she stared al
him in utter astonishment. 'l can't trust myselthayou, and your
father is too old- fashioned to like the idea ofiugg together.’

'l think—you're mad!



Irony gleamed in the dark depths of his eyes. 'Magou,' he agreed
readily, following his fingers with tantalising sdfisses. 'What did
you do that first night? Cast a spell on me? Ongivisacrifice and |
was a goner. Do you know | spent hours trying t@xcgour

whereabouts from Sarah? She wouldn't tell me—jast that you

needed a breathing space. God, when | saw yowirskiop | --'

'‘What?' Somehow her hands had become entangled in
rain-darkened hair. She had been exploring thedpocoutours of his
head, delighting in the crispness of his hair, waemth rising from
his skin. Now her fingers clenched and she jerkisdhlead back.
'‘Whatdid you say?'

Laughter gleamed beneath the heavy lashes, laughtemockery
and desire. 'Didn't you realise it? Such an innbgea are, my lovely
lady Christabel! Of course | recognised you. Evang about you,
the clean, lovely lines of your body, the cool susmyrittle voice, the
way you move—oh, I'd had plenty of long lonely ngto remember
the sight and feel and scent of you, your warmth e way you
responded with such innocent ardour in my bed. ¢/daunted my
dreams, made sex with anyone else totally unsatgfyl
remembered you, all right.'

There was enough menace in his voice for her ttklsiervously at
him, her hands stilled. '‘But you told me—you saidok a while, that
time after we found out what you were planning acalthe bay.'

'‘Ah, because | was hunting, and the first thinggadyhunter learns is
not to frighten his prey. If you'd known | recogsilsyou instantly
you'd have realised that it was because | saw ythumore than just
my eyes. My body recognised yours, even thoughsaiv was your
back. And although | still hadn't faced all of tingplications of that
instant recognition, | knew that it would terrifpyy to know of it.'



Oh, he understood her too well. Of course she whade been
repelled by his cold-blooded pursuit.

The menace was definitely there and the touch ©hhnds was no
longer a caress; he was imposing ownership orshewing her as he
cupped the high peak of her breast that she wadekslbeneath his
strength.

Christabel made the mistake of resisting. Instamtyhead swooped
and he crushed her mouth beneath his while thahttess hand
swept from breast to stomach, then to hip and thigh

'‘Don't!" she gasped when she could, shamed because aivdlat
untamed in her rose to meet his suddenly savaggehun

'It's too late for that, my lovely. It was too laen minutes after we
met. In fact, if I'd had the wit to realise it,wtas too late when |
undressed you with my eyes in front of a restauitdhof people the
night you were out dining with that puppy, Greg @sey.'

She refused to answer, staring at him with impogegfer while he
laughed down into her face, his own dark and dangeiteeth white
as he bent and bit her shoulder, not very gently.

'l liked what | saw with my mind's eye that night¢ murmured,
appreciating the shudder his action caused. 'Batsl angry, because
Fliss wanted Greg. | thought you were his mistr&swhen | saw
you at the wedding | decided to put you out of cagsimon.’

Christabel froze, her lips forming a question sheed not ask. Now
there was no laughter in the eyes that met hetkingpbut a sombre
intensity she was forced to accept.

Slowly his hands came up to cup her face. She cdedldthe faint
trembling of his fingers against her heated skiaswit by a great
surge of answering emotion.



'‘But instead of the hard, promiscuous woman |'ceetgd, you were
sweet and far from sophisticated,' he said. 'Atitbalgh up until that
moment when | had you like a sleepy nymph in my lsead every
intention of making love to you, | knew | coulddt it.'

‘Until | turned out to be wanton as well as sleeglye said slyly.

He nodded, kissing her eyes shut, his voice deépeofound. 'Then
of course, you proved to be a very virginal nymgoig although | was
shattered | couldn't help but be pleased. Wheovalyou home that
night | was looking forward with a considerable ambof relish to

initiating you into all the joys and mysteries eks

'‘But you were beastly to me, accusing me of— wantio get
pregnant to you so that | could live off you!

'‘Mm, | know." Alex laughed softly at her indignatio'A rearguard
action, believe me. That should have warned me tiidwght of you
pregnant with my child wasn't at all distasteful.'

He moved down her body, adoring it, until his opeouth touched
the flat plane of her stomach, his hands shapiagtimtours where
their child would rest, his lips sensuous yet tende

Christabel touched the wide line of his shouldempsthing across
the skin, the tips of her fingers thrilling to thenched strength of the
muscles beneath. To her he was perfect physidaijgody by some
mysterious alchemy attuned to hers so that togetier found a

passionately complete fulfiiment. Yet for him théad been others,
other women who must have given him the same esatisfaction.

A bleakness made itself felt around the regionesfiteart. He looked
up, suddenly alert, like the hunter he had likeniedself to.

‘What is it, my heart?"



At first she shook her head, not realising untrtjust how much she
loved him; the thought of him locked in the samaratbned embrace
with any other woman but her made her cold withojesy and pale

with desolation and hot with anger.

It was uncanny how he understood her, his expnessioyly
sympathetic as he moved up beside her and scoaued he with
her head against his chest in the age-old possfi@omfort.

'l could promise you my complete fidelity, alongtlvthe moon and
the-stars and a galaxy or two, but it all amountdrast,’ he said
quietly. 'l love you, Christabel. | can't imagin@ekmg love to anyone
else, because since that first night you've beerstimn of all women
for me, the ideal one. At first | thought it wadedp physical, that.
somehow I'd stumbled on the one woman whose bodyhveaperfect
‘other. But when | couldn't find you | realisedvis so much more. |
missed you, as if half of me had been torn away | avas left with an
aching wound which refused to heal.’

'‘Oh, | know,' she whispered in a ragged voicesflised to admit it,
but at night | used to dream of you.' She lookedeyps smoky with
remembrance. 'And | told myself that a woman alwaysembers
her first lover—that old cliche, clinging to it &sit was a lifeline
because | didn't dare face the truth. If Greg wa®©bmy sphere as he
obviously thought he was then you were as far butach as a star.
Only | heard your voice in the shop,—she begasmde without
amusement—'l only heard your damnaace,| didn't even see you,
and | knew just how stupid I'd been. For betteworse when you
took me that night you took all of me, not just bgdy but my heart,
you got inside my head, you made yourself a pamef

She stared at him with great accusing eyes, hetmtmmbling, then
suddenly burrowed her head into his chest, her amwmsed tightly
about him and wept as if her heart would break.



‘Darling,' he whispered, when she lay spent anet@gainst him, 'oh,
darling, can't you see it's the same for me too9 ¥l$e did | inveigle
my way in to your father's house, make love to ywilnout shame
and remorse when | knew you didn't want it? GodaAsid've always
prided myself on my honesty; you've come ominoudlyse to

making me forget all my principles. If my experiengorries you I'm
sorry for the other women there have been in ngy but won't you
believe that from now on there's only room for you?

Christabel sighed, exhausted yet clear-mindedebath not been for
months. 'Yes, of course,' she said simply. 'I'm ex@n jealous of
those other women.' One slender hand smoothedhahlraugh the
damp tangle of hair her tears had matted. 'Justméyar that if you
ever look at anyone else I'll kill her. And thenuydnd then,' she
finished gloomily, 'probably myself.'

He chuckled. 'I'll remember," he promised, halfi®es as her threat
had been. 'In the meantime, don't you think wettebget up? | don't
know what time Donald and Elaine are due back| bt one don't

relish trying to explain to Scott why you and | anded together
without clothes on and it's not even bedtime.’

She smiled, still unsure of him. Although he hai $hat he was in
love with her he had meant | want, | need, | mastehyou, but what
she felt for him far transcended the hungry wotias words of desire
and passion and selfishness.

'l know," he said, surprising her with his quickrqwehension once
again. 'However, we can't talk now. Get dressed vl do it then.'

But after they had showered and changed into dthet she was shy
again, and he a stranger.

'‘Would you like a cup of coffee?' she asked irestitones.



'l think it would be a good idea.' He smiled rativenically at her
quick retreat and when she carried the tray backtive room he was
standing by the window, silhouetted against the/mgses outside, a
big, lean, hard man wrapped in a cloak of self-camathat seemed
Impervious.

Her hands shook as she poured. She looked swiftfyto see if he
had noticed, but he was still staring out of thedww, the autocratic,
beautiful profile unmoved.

Oh, how she loved him! Within her breast her heasted and she
got to her feet and gave Alex his coffee, the rasjour his
lovemaking had caused fading into pallor.

They spoke little while they drank and that litemmonplaces, then
Alex rang the hospital and confirmed that the nfeeythad rescued
was safe and well enough to be discharged.

When he came back into the room Christabel had tredi fire and

was sitting on her haunches beside it, staring inéoflames. She
lifted her eyes and watched him warily, the basrigrmly back in

place.

He smiled and she asked numbly, not knowing holedd up to the
guestion in any other way, 'Why did you ask medgybur mistress?'

He made a muffled sound deep in his throat but'tidach her—and
oh, she needed the reassurance of his touch grstAlfter a moment
he said 'l wanted to hurt you. You'd just rejected—totally,
completely. We'd made love and it was magical,ral kaf physical
communion, like nothing I'd ever experienced befafetil then I'd
begun to think—to hope almost—that the first timesyust a freak, a
one-in-a-million combination of circumstances; grd the much-
vaunted pleasure of initiating a virgin." Some bk tcynicism
Christabel hated showed for a moment in his fackvance and she



made a nervous gesture, turning her face awayasdéhcouldn't see
the hurt his words caused.

‘No, listen,' he insisted. 'It wasn't that. | kngou were something
special, but God knows, | was too hardened to welim love,

especially at first sight. | thought—I was knockaifl my feet that
second time, totally at a loss, and too wary, Godjive me, to
appreciate what I'd found. But | knew that | coutldt it slip through
my fingers. | suggested that we keep in touch—He-broke off and
came across to where she sat, slender shouldghghslhunched,
head downbent.

'‘Don't look so—so defeated, Christabel, or I'll @&y take you in my
arms and comfort you and once | do that you knowatwhll happen,
don't you,' he threatened softly.

Colour flooded her face and throat. She lookednog, the leashed
passion of his expression with an answering hurfgas.Alex swung
on his heel and walked back to the window.

'‘Alex.'

‘Just keep your head lowered,' he advised with handour, 'because
when you look at me | find it very difficult to thk, let alone be
rational. And we'd better be rational, even if sly for a few

minutes.'

He stood for a moment as though searching for wartide
Christabel watched him, hands laced together sdyig her lap that
the fingers were bloodless. Whatever Alex had totesher was of
vital importance, yet she was impatient for hinb&finished so that
they could lose themselves in their heated, siemtd of passion.

‘You're not helping much,' he said wryly. 'Thateb half the trouble.
You hated yourself for responding to me with suatoar and I, like
a fool, thought that whatever was between us waslypphysical.'



‘Purely?'

He smiled. 'Impurely, then. Every time we triedgtt closer to each
other this—this overmastering desire got in the Wdat first night,
you were hurt and angry at Greg for jilting youedlised that it was
pain and pride which made you behave so forwardly.’

She nodded. 'Yes. He had plans, you know. | whe tiois mistress.'
She listened to the swift harsh oath without flingh 'l—well, |
thought | was in love with him. | had to run beaugidn't think |
could resist him for much longer. At Sarah's wedde was with
your sister and | had to show him and everyonetabsd didn't care,
that | was capable of catching a much bigger fishé lifted her eyes,
her voice deepening suddenly as she added withséetivsmile, 'l
would love you even if we'd never met again fornigethere and
salving my pride so superbly. Greg was furious!

'l know." Alex hadn't moved, but he suddenly seemedth farther
away. 'l overheard your conversation.'

'l see. No wonder you thought | was free for thenig!'

The broad shoulders lifted. 'No, | thought you wesey gallant and |
wanted you like I'd never wanted another woman reefo didn't
realise you'd not slept with anyone. When | did &swtotally
astounded. And | shocked myself by being pleased.’

'‘Whereas | thought there was something wrong wighi @hristabel
said in a low voice. 'l was supposed to be in ot Greg, yet I'd
made love with you and it was mind-blowing. The tneorning |

couldn't leave Brisbane fast enough. | couldn'ihevlame it on the
champagne. | didn't have any sign of a hangover.'

Silence, then she went on, 'Like the man said,gustazy mixed-up
kid. Then you came here and you were—different, edmsw—oh,
you teased and you mocked, but you seemed geatiéralthough |



told myself I'd forgotten you it all came back. amted you every
time | looked at you, but for a while there | thotid was falling in
love with you too.'

‘Until the plans for Rangitatau broke.' Alex leared of the window,
scanning the sea, frowning, the lean torso peyféalanced against
the grey light outside. 'And then you hated me.'

‘A little. When we made love again you—you askedtmkve with
you. And | hated you much more for ' that.'

He sounded strained, the deep confident voicedigg)t choosing
his words with care. 'Because you made it quitardieat for you the
whole sex bit was just a temporary aberration, sbimg you
despised yourself for. | didn't know—I thought wiasg had was rare
and precious enough to be cherished, even thodgim'k realise that
| loved you.'

He paused and when she said nothing asked qulddye you any
idea how it feels to have a gift thrown back in yéace, Christabel?'

'l thought that was what you did to me."’

'l know." As another gust of wind hit the glasstinmned and looked
across at her, slender shoulders held back as ached the flames.
‘As | said before, my darling, the physical magitvieeen us made it
difficult for both of us to see past it to the tgalmportant
things—the fact that we have many tastes in comriat,we share
the same sense of humour, that we can talk forshad never bore
each other. | should have known, because I'm therem
experienced—I think, subconsciously, | did knowaTwhy | was
so cruel to you.'

At last he turned and came towards her, pullingupeinto his warm
arms.



'‘We fell in love," he said into her hair, holdingrhoosely yet without
any possibility of escape. 'We should have knowat timly love

could give us the power to hurt each other so baagnt back home
to forget you and | tried—God, how | tried! And bw/lonely.’

'Oh, | know," she said shakenly, lifting her heagtess her face into
the warm strength of his neck. 'Always lonely, afg/doping and yet
knowing that there was no hope.'

Beneath her lips the pulse at his throat beat heatie fine skin
throbbing above it. She turned her head and predsgsks
downwards to the open neck of his shirt while ohlees hands came
up to curve around the back of his neck.

'‘No," he said in a thickened voice, pulling hernchp. 'Not yet,
darling heart, my sweet wanton. Are you going targnene?'

"You know | am.’

Alex laughed, the sound oddly distorted through wadls of his
chest. 'l only know that I'm not going away withgou. If | had to
shackle you to me, | was going to do it, even mhéant making you
pregnant and forcing you to marry me that way.'

‘When did you decide that?'
'Before | came back, this last time.'

Christabel stared up at him, astounded and naegnbelieving him.
'‘But—you were a swine when you came back.'

'‘Mmm." The dark features hardened into anger. ‘B®zdhe first
thing | saw was you and that bloody vet, tastefalisanged in what
appeared to be a passionate clinch. | damned nestrdbblood vessel
trying to control myself.' He shook her, not gentlg longer showing
the icy restraint she remembered from that incidérthink poor



Donald wondered if he was going to have bloodshetdis land,' he
finished harshly.

'Dad?’

‘Yes. He saw my face." He gave a short bark ofHeargtotally
without humour. "You know your father! He said "&lg on there,
boy", and it was only my hope that you were domgie what you'd
done to Greg that stopped me from dismemberingdyldate!”

'‘Oh, you were right. You read me so well. I'd hegod and Dad
talking and | couldn't bear it. ..." Gentle fingenst entirely steady,
touched his implacable face, tracing the cruelsa&ise of his lips.
'Poor Nate must have wondered what on earth wasggon.
Afterwards | felt guilty about using him, but I'éd+ enough pain. |
wanted to make you disgusted with me so that yi@ade me alone
because. ..." Christabel's voice trailed away gmucoushed into her
cheeks. Alex had just, very gently, bitten thedigher finger, but at
her sudden embarrassment he looked down with Ilgagimting
lights of laughter in his eyes.

'‘Because?' he prompted.

'‘Because | knew you only had to crook your littteger and I'd come
running.' She lifted a gaze in which some of hemtmnt still showed,
turbulent and darkened. 'l felt cheap and—an@dmpedoy you. |
was an addict, | thought | hated you and yet | waasm—totally
hooked. I've always been shameless where you'reeooed.
Abandoned and wicked and totally without shame ilschotme.|
thought | loved Greg, yet I'd kept him at bay withdoo much pain.
But you, whom | didn't eveknow,| couldn't resist.’

He laughed and kissed her, fast and hard, thexdl lifis head. 'Just the
way you should be,' he said with immense satisiacti

‘Listen, is that the car?"



‘Yes. Ready to face them?'

Colour washed her face again and she looked shyty his face,
fitting her hand against the strong curve of hisathas her eyes held
his, her love and need transfiguring her so thatveds radiant, warm
and glowing and vital.

‘Well, Donald will be relieved,' he said, his g&amedling as it swept
her face.

'‘Did he guess?’

'l can be conventional when the occasion callstfo'd just finished
asking him for your hand when we opened the doorcmnhat
touching embrace.'

Christabel laughed suddenly. 'Sly old Dad," sheal,sand Alex
laughed with her, then handfasted, joined in lagiganhd passion and
a deep tenderness, together as. they would alwayim now on,
they went out to meet the rest of the family.



