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Single mom seeks experienced live-in carer for badyy Immediate
start. Fly-by-nights need not apply.

Nick Joseph was every woman's fantasy: darkly handsand great
with kids. Linda just couldn't say no when he odfiéhis services as
temporary nanny to her baby boy.

Soon she was as attached to Nick as little Rory. Bas Nick had
made it clear he was not a marrying kind of marh@e could Linda
tell him that she wanted him to look after her, amud just Rory,
permanently?

What's more, how would Nick react when he learded he was
caring for his own son?



CHAPTER ONE

FROM the street outside came the low rumble of a mdterhs it
burbled into the kerb. Thirty seconds later, theslsi owner appeared
in the bar doorway, his tall, broad-shoulderedaiftte momentarily
blocking out the noonday sun.

Dave glanced up from where he was sitting aloretable, cradling a
schooner of beer. His eyes widened as recognitrocks

Good Lord. Nick! Nick was back from wherever it wag'd
disappeared to nearly eighteen months before.

Dave wasn't sure if he was pleased or not. He INe#. A lot. He
enjoyed his company more than that of any man éx2d met. But
there had been a measure of relief in having hib@w's biological
father vanish off the face of the map.

Dave had known right from the start that he showldhave allowed
Linda to coerce him into finding her a suitablersp&onor for the
baby she'd suddenly been determined to have.

But he'd been afraid that if he didn't do what sthanted his
headstrong kid sister would simply go off and slee{h someone
highly unsuitable.

Her long-term live-in lover had just been tragic&ifed while on a
photographic assignment in Cambodia, and Lindadeatted to fill
the great hole in her heart and her life by hatregbaby that Gordon
had always promised her but never delivered.

Not justanyold baby, of course. She'd wanted her child teritihe
sort of genes that Gordon would have passed ore'd hved.
Consequently, the sperm donor was to be nothing sha creative
genius. And a perfect physical specimen as wek'dskeen some
damned programme on TV about an American clinicctvhnad



'smart' sperm to give to women who wanted gooditapkgifted
children and she'd thought the concept quite wdaler

Naturally, there wasn't such an advanced-thinkimgcdn Australia.
Neither had Linda's foray to Sydney's sperm banindoeven a
remote match to her prerequisites for the prospedather of her
‘gifted’ progeny.

So she'd turned to her big brother—which she omdyrdmoments of
dire need—flattering his male ego by saying he nkmsiw of

someonén his circle of smart, sophisticated friends wiawld fit the

bill. Some clever, creative, unconventional fella#vo had looks to
burn and no qualms about giving some unknown wotharseed of
his loins.

Dave had immediately thought of Nick.
Though most wouldn't have.

He smiled wryly to himself as the man in questityode further into
the bar, bringing his not inconsiderable physicsdeds under the
overhead lighting.

Tall, dark and handsome was hardly an adequateipigsc. It did
fit, superficially. Yet it was far too bland to esmpass the complex
man Dave had found Nick to be.

When people—and especially women—first looked atkNthey
never associated him with either intelligence @ativity, except of
the most basic kind. Dave could appreciate thestake. It was
difficult to see past that incredible body to tealrman inside, or past
the highly sexual gleam in those brilliant blaclegyo the brains
behind them.

Nick was not what he seemed. Aside from his wellgdised IQ he
also looked a damned sight younger than his thiveyyears, which



meant he could get away with wearing collar-lenggir, skin-tight
jeans and a black leather jacket with a fiercedlogkeagle
emblazoned across the back. Dave was barely twe ydder than
Nick, but knew he'd look damned stupid in that get-

‘Okay if | use the piano, Hal?' Nick asked the karm

Hal nodded, and those who weren't long-time regutdased in
amazement as this macho-looking bikie walked ovehéobattered
upright piano in the corner, slapped his leatheveg down on the
lid, sat down at the scratched wooden stool andcameg play a
Chopin polonaise.

His long, lean fingers flew over the keys, passier@and note-perfect
in their execution. The hotel patrons grew silesttlzey listened,
amazed and intrigued. Classical music might noehmeen the usual
fare offered in this setting but they recogniseel tnilliance of the
player and the contradiction in terms of what tiaare seeing and
hearing.

Nick's fingers flew faster till finally the climanf the piece was
reached in one last dramatic, flamboyant flourishaies. For a few
moments, he bent overthe keyboard as though exthustes
closed, his unruly black hair falling forward.

But then he straightened, pushed back his haisedidhe piano,
stood up and gave a mock bow to his partially stdnaudience.
Dave began to clap, soon followed by the rest & 8aturday
afternoon drinkers.

Nick turned to smile at his friend, then indicatedwould get a beer
before joining him.

'l see you haven't lost your touch,' Dave complitegémNick when his
friend scraped out a chair and sat down.



Nick laughed. 'You've got to be kidding. Rusty &i,H am. There
again, | haven't touched a piano since | was last.hHe lifted the
beer to his lips, drinking deeply. 'Ah," he saipeiatively as he
wiped the froth from his top lip. 'That hits theosplt's damned hot
outside for early November.'

‘Long time no see, Nick,' Dave said, trying noséaind accusing.
'Sure is," Nick agreed. 'You're looking well, Dave.

Dave smiled ruefully at the lie. He'd once beermaadsome young
man, but life now found him overweight and his tiphown hair was
thinning. Not that he cared too much; his life didavolve around
his looks.

'‘Where've you been?' he asked his friend.
‘Around and about.'

Dave shook his head and sighed. 'l see you hasfear'iged. Just as
communicative as ever.'

Nick grinned. '‘Come now, Dave, that's not true. Yaod | have had
some of the longest chats in history at this vepld. We've
discussed everything from A to Z. We've theorelycablved the
world's environmental problems, picked every pabin alive to
pieces and critically analysed just about everykbweorth reading!

"That's not what I'm talking about and you knowamn it all, Nick,
you could have at least had the decency to infoembeafore you just
took off for destination unknown. | thought we wenates.'

'‘We are. But you know me. Never stay anywhere émgl | get
bored.'



Dave wasn't quite sure how long Nick had been alaedpere before
his disappearance. Only a few weeks, he supposgastiseemed
longer. Nick was a very interesting man to talkhHe'd been to so
many places, had seen so many things. He'd doneiadof jobs as
well, from oil-rig worker to short- order cook, froehauffeur to
brick-layer. You name it and he'd done it.

'So how long can we expect to have the privileggoafr company
this time round?’

'‘God knows. A week. A month. A year. Depends.’
'‘On what?'

'Hell, Dave, don't ask me. | go with the flow.'

"'l bet it was a woman,' Dave muttered.

Nick's normally carefree face froze, his dark gyescing Dave with
a dagger-like glare. 'What in hell are you on about?

Dave was taken aback. This was a side of Nick helter seen
before. The sudden switch of mood from easygoingcaddly
aggressive was quite startling. Everything aboaintlan had changed
In an instant.

His whole demeanour from his body language to bise; which had
dropped to a gravelly growl.

‘Nothing to get het up about,' Dave hurried to saes him. 'l was just
hazarding a guess to the reason for the swiftfexh Sydney last
time. | thought maybe one of your women might hiaineel to put the
hard word on you for some kind of commitment.’

Nick visibly relaxed, immediately back to being thid familiar Nick
again, his very engaging smile carrying a degresaisement. '‘One



of my women, Dave?' He leaned back in the chairtaol another
deeply satisfying swallow of beer. 'You make it souike | have a
harem.'

‘Don't you?'
‘Not at all. I'm a one-at-a-time kind of guy.'

‘Yeah, right, Nick. Onenight at a time, don't you mean? I've neve
seen you with the same woman in here two timesrawa

Nick shrugged. 'Variety is the spice of life, youoky.'

‘Lucky devil. Still, if |1 looked like you I'd proldy be the same.
Though to be honest | think | prefer my own quied &rgely celibate
lifestyle. Women are nothing but trouble. So yodndi do a flit
because some lovesick dolly-bird was putting tlesgure on you for
baby bootees and wedding bells?'

'Heavens, no. | never get tangled up with that yfoemale. Lord
preserve me. ltvasa lady, though,' he admitted, ‘who brought i
backto Sydney.'

'‘Really? I'm all ears. She must be something togbyou back for a
second serve.'

Nick laughed. "You wouldn't believe me if | toldwyb
'I'd believe anything about you.’
‘She's a nun.'

‘A nun,' Dave repeated, shaking his head. 'Good, Glozk, aren't
there plenty of available women in the world withgau hitting on
some poor naive creature in a convent?'



Nick laughed. 'Sister Augustine is rising eighty.'
'Oh. In that case, perhaps she's just safe.’

‘She practically raised me.'

'‘No kidding? Do tell.'

'‘Not much to tell. Her order used to run an orplgarend kids' home
in Strathfield. | was dumped on their doorstep dag thirty-five
years ago when | was a few weeks old, with a neyeng my name
was Nick. The nuns, and especially Sister Augusbneught me up.
They gave me the surname of Joseph.’

'‘Why weren't you adopted out if you were so young?'

'l was supposed to be, but the story goes thatyeguae a couple
wanted me, they would take tea with Sister Augestafter which
they would suddenly change their minds and choos¢har baby.
Lord knows what she told them. Maybe that | was tadgndeficient,
or something equally deflecting. She's always ct@irshe never said
anything detrimental at all. She claims it was Gadll that | stayed
with them. Anyway, by the time | was around two thas stopped
showing me to prospective parents and | was sdbe tgpoilt rotten
by them all.’

‘See? You had women falling in love with you evexkthen.’

Nick smiled. It was a soft, sweet smile, giving Bavglimpse of yet
another side to Nick. His sensitive side. 'l thiin&y were just lonely,’
he said. 'Especially Sister Augustine. Her mateiinatinct was
probably starving for someone of her own to motkénich reminds
me, Dave—did | do the trick last year for that cdeuwho couldn't
have a child? Is there some bouncing baby boy t& ldtie girl to
gladden that poor woman's unhappy heart?'



Dave was taken aback at Nick's bringing up thigesatb After his
abrupt disappearance, Dave had never imagined wWockd return,
let alone ask about the outcome of his generousiglesteen months
before.

Dave wasn't sure what to say. He'd lied to Nickuahwho it was
who'd wanted a sperm donor back then because het tladught
Nick would be too wrapped in helping a single wonemting a
baby, let alone Dave's own sister. So Dave hadhtedean infertile
married couple—friends of friends—who were havinguble
getting a decent donor from traditional sources.

The temptation to lie again was strong.

Dave pondered his dilemma before rushing into aawan It didn't
seem likely that Nick would ever meet Linda and.9¢a doubt he'd
take off again soon. But, given the slight pos#ipf an accidental
meeting, he could not risk Nick knowing he'd fadtera child
somewhere. Nick might take one look at Linda's &g jump to the
right conclusion. Then there would be hell to pay.

'Er...I'm sorry, but no, it didn't take,' he liedam. 'The woman in
guestion was not all that young, you know, so matisas all for the
best.'

Nick nodded slowly. 'You're probably right. Actuall did find it a
little unnerving later to think | had a child somesve whom | would
never know— and who would never know me in return.’

A mental picture of Linda's incredibly beautifuldyaboy popped into
Dave's mind. Rory was Nick's offspring through atmough:

jet-black curls covered his head and his wide @ges were bright
with intelligence. At nine months old he was alrgadawling, and
even pulling himself up onto furniture. His legsrevdong and his
body strong.



Just like Nick's.

Whilst sentiment whispered to Dave that it was tg plick would
never know Rory and vice versa, common sense dexdamel keep
father and son apart. Linda would kill him, for otleng. She'd
demanded everyone's identities be kept secraiwaid. No doubt she
wanted to live the fantasy that Rory was Gordohiklc

To be honest, Rory looked nothing like Gordon desbinda's lover
also having been tall, dark and handsome. Gorddméan more of a
pretty boy, with an elegant frame. Linda's baby waes spitting
image of his real father, whose body was all macihiscle and his
facial features chiselled in granite. One lookied and son together
and anyone without preconceived ideas might put amd two
together—and get big trouble!

No, Nick could never be told the truth, Dave reai&d to himself.
There was no reason to feel so guilty about ihegitWWhat Nick didn't
know wouldn't hurt him. If Nick had wanted to bé&#her for real he
could have been one by now. He could have marsededi.

Dave looked over at his handsome and highly igeetit friend, and
wondered why he hadn't. What was it that had setupon a rolling
stone, swinging bachelor lifestyle? Had somethiaggened in his
past to turn him off the idea of family and comneimtr?

Could be, Dave supposed. There were a lot of ematyodamaged
people out there these days.

Nevertheless, Nick didn't look at all emotionallgndaged as he sat
there, sipping a beer, his long legs stretchedbetdre him, ankles
crossed. He looked happy with himself, and totalgxed.

Dave sought a more simple explanation for his tfiemather selfish
choice of lifestyle. Maybe that unusual upbringimg nuns hadn't
given Nick the example of a normal family life whigvould make



him want it for himself. He'd admitted being spdite death. Perhaps
he'd grown up never having to satisfy anyone's sibatihis own.

Still, that was only speculation.
'Nick?'

Nick took the beer away from his lips and placedrntthe table.
'Yep?' he replied equably.

'‘How come you've never married and had kids?'

Was he wrong or did Nick stiffen again, showing theo glimpse of
that briefly uptight creature Dave had spotted dendgo?

'‘Why do you ask?' came Nick's curt enquiry.

‘Just curious. You're a good-looking guy. And yewertainly not
gay, from what I've observed at first hand. Mosaight men get
married at some time or other.'

‘Marriage is not for me,' he said, again quitelgurt

But then he smiled, and the old Nick was back aonoee. His black
eyes gleamed and his mouth was lightly mockingould ask the
same of you, Dave. Why haven't you a wife and fgPhil

'l did have a wife. Once.’
Nick just stared at him. He looked quite shockéthat happened?’

Dave shrugged. 'Nothing drastic. Just divorce. iBturned me off
marriage for life. As for kids... The truth is Ircahave any.’

'Oh, God. That's rotten luck, Dave. You'd have leegreat father.’

'‘Well, that's a matter of opinion.’



Actually, Dave was not one of those men who relagadily to

children. Or babies. He'd made it perfectly cleat.inda from the

word go that she wasn't to expect him to babysiepkin cases of
extreme emergency. He'd told her quite firmly tiisghe was silly

enough to become a single mother on purpose, tigaresponsibility
was hers and hers alone.

Linda had scoffed at ever needing her brother's-existent
babysitting abilities. The dear girl had gone intmmarried
motherhood with rose-coloured glasses, only to #msicat wasn't
nearly as easy as she'd thought it would be.

Postnatal depression and an inability to breastfbad been
dismaying starters, gradually followed by the gawnteptance that
good parenting was not something that miraculokiappened on the
birth of one's baby, however wanted and loved tadity might be.
There were some women who, while they loved th#spong to
death, just weren't cut out to be with them twemtyrfhours a day,
seven days a week.

This realisation had depressed Linda all the more.

But, Linda being Linda, she hadn't wallowed in bemn weaknesses
for too long. She'd hired her widowed neighbouoédRory's minder
during the day and had gone back to work. She waally happy
with the situation, but she was at least sane.

Linda's experience confirmed to Dave that the Sawy#ings were
not natural parents, and that being childless vedghe end of the
world.

‘To be perfectly frank," he told Nick now, 'I'm nathappy with the
status quo. I've always been married to my job. Ahiddren have
never been a priority with me, even before | knemak sterile. My



wife was right to divorce me. She now has a nevband and three
incredibly noisy boys.'

'So how is the job down at the paper?' Nick asked.

'Flat out as usual. | came here straight from tifieeo Worked all
night and all morning getting Sunday's edition gedich just about to
go home to bed and | don't intend resurfacing fier next twenty
hours. But first | think I'd better visit the GentBhat beer's gone
straight through me. Mind my mobile, will you? Whgou're a
journo they never leave you alone for too longt tings, answer it
and tell whoever it is that I'm in a coma.’



CHAPTER TWO

Nick watched his friend make his way tiredly acrossfkber. Poor
Dave. He felt sorry for him. He had nothing in Idat that pathetic
newspaper he worked on. Still, he could well un@ed that Dave
might not want to marry again after his first mage had ended in
divorce. One bitten, twice shy was something Nickld relate to.

He frowned darkly for a moment, then shuddered.Txart thinking
about that, man, he ordered himself.

His mind swung to the news Dave had given him ab@utailure to
father a child for that unhappy, unfulfiled womate wasn't sure if
he was disappointed or relieved.

Initially, the thought that he'd given some unknomaman the baby
she so desperately wanted had made him feel goaidthBn his
feelings on the matter had changed. The idea ofgbaifather had
begun to both disturb and absorb him.

Within a week of handing his specimen over, NicH felt the urge to
find out who this woman was, and what she lookieel Wwhether she
would make a good mother and whether he'd donaghething in
giving her the wherewithal to have his child.

His child. Not her husband's.

That was why he'd fled Sydney eighteen months bef8ecause he'd
known if he stayed, he might put such a searchresity. Yet he'd
known that to do so would be very wrong.

So he'd taken off around Australia again, seekisgattion from his
disturbingly compulsive feelings. But nothing hathtly emptied his
mind of thoughts of his unknown offspring, andhe &nd he'd been
forced to return and confront what was eating aatayim—only to



find out that the mystery child which had hauntesl read did not
exist! Had never, ever existed!

Again he felt a fierce jab of disappointment.

Male ego, Nick supposed ruefully. That perversd pathe male
psyche which drove one to do stupid things anddesdid things. He
should be grateful that he'd failed to impregn&ia twvoman. He
didn't want to bring a child into this world, evan unknown one.
What was the matter with him? He'd given up beimgasgochist ten
years ago, and he didn't aim to start again now!

He was scowling down into his beer when the bedpasfe's mobile
phone made him jump. A quick glance across the rebawed no
sign of Dave's return, so he picked up the phorte @messed the
answer button.

'‘Dave's phone,' he said.

'l must speak to Dave,' a female voice said imp#yie- 'Is he there?
This is Linda. His sister.’

Nick blinked his surprise. He'd had no idea Davendwad a sister.
There again, neither of them had spoken to ea@r othany personal
level before today. Their previous Saturday aftemarinking
discussions had always been typically male—competit
argumentative, analytical. And totally impersonad abjective.

'He can't come to the phone at the moment," NikkDave's sister.
'‘Can | take a message?’

'‘Who the hell are you?' she demanded to know. &leded irritable.

'‘My name's Nick. I'm a friend of Dave's.’



'‘Whereis Dave, damn him? He's always complaining that Isetba
keep that phone glued to his side, but the one tineed to talk to
him he's not there!

'He's in the Gents. We're at the pub. Can | help?"

‘At the pub,' shte said tartly. 'Would we all batthucky! At least he
won't be able to tell me he can't help me outdlfisrnoon if all he's
got to do is drink himself silly."'

'‘Help you out with what?' Nick asked.
‘My front lawn, that's what.'
'‘What about your front lawn?'

'‘My mower-man didn't come today. | just rang hind dre's come
down with some bug or other, but | simply have &vdthat lawn
mowed today. I'm having people over tonight, artdradll the rain
we've had this past fortnight the grass is up t&knmges. So wheris

that brother of mine? Surely he's out of the Gbgtaow.

‘Yes, Sue, | won't be much longer!" she yelled dmeone in the
background.

'l hate to tell you this, Linda, but | don't thifllave's in a fit state to
mow lawns today. He's absolutely exhausted aftakiwg all day
and night at the paper.'

'Oh, for pity's sake, you don't think I'll fall fimat rubbish, do you?
Put Dave on, please,' she insisted snippily.

'l told you, he's in the Gents. And then he's gdwogne. To bed.
Look, give me your address and I'll pop over andvrtize lawn for
you.'



‘What?'

*You heard me.'

‘And why, pray tell, would you do that? You dorvea know me!'
Yep. She was definitely irritable.

'I'm Dave's best mate.' A little exaggeration nduet, Nick thought.
Besides, he was rather enjoying sounding nobldénface of the
priekly Linda's lack of compassion. 'Mates helpheather out in
times of need.’

'Oh." She sounded mollified. Or perhaps ashamdtedelf for her
stroppy attitude. 'All right, then. | won't look g@ift-horse in the
mouth. Thanks,' she added grudgingly, and gavedmmddress in
Balmain, which was blessedly no more than twentgut@s away
from the inner-city hotel he was sitting in at tmbment. "The
equipment's in the garage,' he was informed brugguest knock
and Madge will show you where. I'll call her and teer you're
coming.'

‘You're not at home?'
‘No, I'm at work, worse luck.'
Nick wondered who Madge was. Friend? Flatmate? Weradister?

'‘Okay. Don't you worry, Linda. Your lawn will be de {Jus
afternoon. You have my word.'

‘That's very sweet of you. Nick, is it?"

‘Yep. That's my name.'



She sighed, and the sound immediately made Niok i sex. He'd
always been partial to women who sighed a lot wieemade love to
them. Especially afterwards.

'‘Look, I'm sorry if | was rude just now," she agpsed, another sigh
doing nothing to lesson the image he suddenly f&eiolying back
naked in his bed. 'Life has been damned diffiaiélly, what with one
thing and another. Yes, Sue, | said | was neanigliied! Sorry. An
anxious female panting on a call from the boyfriegtll, | must go.
Deadlines.' And she hung up.

Deadlines? Nick raised his eyebrows. Another joishan the

family, no doubt. He wondered what Dave's sistekédal like, and if
she was single. She'd sounded younger than Dawve, ne

particularly married. A married woman would havel laehusband to
do her lawns. Unless she was divorced, of coursem¥&n who
worked on weekends often found themselves divor&ming a
dedicated career woman was not conducive to harmmoimg marital
home.

Nick was partial to dedicated career women. Thkgditheir sex
without the complications of love and commitmenhieh was the
only way Nick would have it these days.

'Who was that on the phone?' Dave asked wearhg agttled back in
his chair. 'Not the paper, | hope?’

'‘Nope. Your sister. | didn't know you had a sisfesye. You never
mentioned her.’

Dave seemed struck speechless for a moment. Buththdéaughed.
'You don't honestly think I'd tefyou about any sister of mine, do
you?'

'‘Ah, she's a looker, is she? | imagined as much.



You're a fine-looking fellow, and good genes usualin in the
family. How old is she, by the way?'

‘None of your damned business. So what did shevant

Nick could see Dave wasn't too pleased about Mmbany personal
contact with his sister—and who could blame him?h8odecided
that a little lie of omission was called for.

'‘She was going to ask you to mow her lawn thisafen. Her usual
mower-man is sick.'

'‘And?’

'l told her you were much too tired from working aight at the
paper, that you were about to go home to bed aedwss to get
someone else. She said she would, and hung up.’

Dave seemed amazed. 'Really? Just like that? lhndg up just like
that?'

Clearly this was not usual Linda behaviour. Niclcided, in the
interests of credibility, to elaborate somewhat.

'‘Well, she wasn't too thrilled at first, but | wasry forceful in
convincing her of your exhausted state. In the ehd,quite happily
agreed to follow my suggestion.’

'You're a true friend, Nick.'

‘You'd better believe it. Now, off home to the kap you, | think. I'l
see you here next Saturday, if not before.'

‘You're a good bloke, Nick. | didn't mean to offgrali about Linda.
It's just that...well...’



'‘She's your little sister and you want the verytldes her," Nick
finished wryly.

‘Something like that.'

'So how oldis this sweet young thing you're so keen to protdw?’
asked, even more curious now.

Nick found Dave's hesitation to answer really qotie. Linda hadn't
sounded at all like the sort of woman who needeal@er brother for
a keeper.

‘Thirty-one,' he said at last.

‘Hardly a child, Dave,' Nick reminded him. '‘Besidgse sounded like
she could handle herself very well.’

Dave chuckled. 'She can be a tough little cookiemghe's riled. I'll
give her that.'

'So stop worrying about her," Nick advised. 'Sha'whank you for
it, if | know women.'

*You don't know Linda,' Dave said drily.
'‘Wild, is she?"
‘No, not wild. Just bloody-minded at times."

Nick could believe that. Beautiful women were ofttrong-willed.
And Linda Sawyer was bound to be beautiful. Heth®owould not
worry so much about her if she wasn't.

It was a pity, Nick decided, that she was at wardtaty. He would
have liked to see this Linda in the flesh.



His own flesh suddenly stirred, surprising him—tid recalled it had
been some time since he'd been to bed with a woman.

He wasn't quite the indiscriminate womaniser Dagkeled him to
be. Sex was, however, very important to him. Hendidike to go too
long without the pleasure—and tranquillising effeeiof a woman's
body. Regular lovemaking soothed the demons whaded—not
deep enough—uwithin his soul.

'‘Go home, Dave,' he advised, his voice a littlgshBrustration did
not sit well on Nick. It made him edgy.

Dave didn't seem to notice anything. He noddegpstlil his mobile
into his pocket, then left.

Nick's dark gaze swept the room, noting a womaimgitlone over
In a corner, sipping a drink and dragging on aratje. When his
eyes met hers she stared back boldly, invitinglhe Svas
good-looking enough from a distance. But cheap. Nvels never
attracted to cheap. Which was a pity. Cheap wagdarer to meet
and pick up than classy.

Irritated, he stood up abruptly, stalked over tatsh up his leather
gloves from the piano then whirled to stride tovgattte door.

The sun outside was even warmer than when he\cedrrSummer
was still three weeks away, but the heat and thmidity were
oppressive.

Mowing a lawn in this heat would do him good, Nobcided as he
straddled his Harley-Davidson and pulled on his géovHard

physical labour invariably made him forget abowt Séhat was why
he often worked at physical jobs. Still, he hopgedas a large lawn.
A verylarge lawn!



CHAPTER THREE

IT wAs minute. Two small rectangles of ankle-length g@as®ither
side of a central path. There weren't any gardes be bushes, and
most of the narrow front yard was taken up with dwen wider
cement driveway which dipped down to the doubleges jammed
hard against the left boundary of the block.

The house itself, however, was not at all minuteas two-storeyed,
its flat cement-rendered facade covering the retteoblock from the
garages to the right boundary. Brown and whitepsttiawnings
broke the expanse of stark white walls, and shakledvest-facing
windows. Terracotta tiles covered the pitched roof.

One only had to glance at all the other dark bnicleteen-twenties
federation-style houses which lined the street movk that this
particular residence was a recent and very modamovation and
addition.

Nick could not believe for a moment that Dave'sesi®swned this
place. A new house this size in Balmain, down tleawater, would
cost the earth! Journalists, unless of the famelesision variety, did
not earn enormous salaries.

Which turned his mind to the mysterious Madge. \8as a wealthy
girlfriend with whom Linda lived? One of those #8egroomed and
glamorous women who believed you could never beitdoor too

thin?

Nick pressed the bell on the super-stylish recedsed and waited
for Madge to show her wares. He kept a superbdygit face when a
very plump elderly lady answered the door. She &t grey
permed hair and was puffing with exertion, probdbbm hurrying

down the steep staircase Nick could see behind her.



When she looked him up and down with a hint of @shkioned
disapproval in her narrowed eyes, Nick was glad ledt his leather
jacket and gloves stuffed in his rucksack on theklzd his bike. He
didn't think he looked too disreputable in jeand arwhite T-shirt,
though nothing could hide his unshaven state—whedmed to be
capturing Madge's critical attention.

Nick was glad the Harley was out of sight as wd#.d left it on the
other side of the high, cement- rendered wall wreaklosed the
block and hid the offending lawn from the street.

'Nick, is it?' she speculated at last.

‘That's me." He smiled, having slotted her hapmtp the role of
maiden aunt or pensioner boarder. Much better tbsinian lover.
‘And you must be Madge!

His easy smile seemed to do the trick. She smiett lall her earlier
wariness disappearing.

‘Yes, itis. My, but it's hot out here, isn't it?'
'Sure is.’

'‘Come inside. Would you like a cool drink beforeuystart on the
lawn? Or should | lead you straight through to ¢lae¢age and the
mower?"

I think I'd better mow first and drink afterwards.wouldn't be
surprised if it storms later.'

She peered past his shoulder up at the clear kjuéReally? Oh, |
hope not. Linda will be so disappointed if it raiGfhe wants to serve
dinner out on the back terrace tonight.’

Maybe Madge is a cook, Nick reassessed.



‘Come through this way,' she said, and bustletbdfier right. e

Nick followed, closing the front door against thet lafternoon sun
and quickly heading in Madge's wide wake. The ddairsinterior
was pleasantly cool and had one of those open<bgigns, with
polished parquet floors, high ceilings and no dporsy tall, wide
archways.

Nick glanced around as they moved into a huge mgalar living
room which was divided into two distinct areaslimee wide wooden
steps. In the middle of the closest area, sittingaamulticoloured
Persian rug, was a very expensive-looking blackhErasofa with
matching lounge chairs grouped around a glass-tbpptee table.

Down the dividing steps, in the slightly smallenkan area, rested a
matching glass-topped dining table surrounded kykick leather
chairs. A huge black stone figurine of a pantheuched in the centre
of the table top. Even from a distance the bida@ted both original
and priceless.

Other than that one piece, however, there werdher objets d'arin
the sparsely furnished area. No sculptures in #re lsomers. No
paintings on the stark white walls, which were ohlpken by a
fireplace framed in black ironwork.

Still, Nick liked the stark simplicity of the decdt#le'd never been one
for clutter.

‘Nice place,' he murmured.

'Linda hasn't finished decorating the downstaits Bat it's going to
be lovely.'

Nick absorbed this information with a degree ofpsise, for it
certainly sounded as if Dave's siglat own this house. You didn't go
to so much trouble decorating a rented establishniad she won



the lottery? Or been a workaholic since the yeaiadd saved all her
pennies?

Perhaps she and Dave had inherited money, Nickukded. He
knew next to nothing of his friend's finances. Jostause Dave
frequented a very ordinary hotel, that didn't meanand his sister
weren't wealthy.

But money could never buy style, and that was whet place
had—style. Nick hoped that ‘finishing decoratinghtt mean putting
curtains up at the far wall, which was ninety pemtqglass and gave a
spectacular view of the highly original back yarttahe harbour
beyond.

The block sloped very steeply at the back, the tamvered by a series
of flagged terraces. On the top level sat an dcldmit attractive
selection of outdoor furniture flanked by huge potkof flowering
plants. Nick could imagine that sitting out there a balmy spring
evening would be very pleasant, provided it didmt. But the dark
clouds already gathering on the horizon did notaldemwell for
Linda's outdoor dinner-party plans.

‘This way,' Madge said, opening a white door whield been well
camouflaged in the white wall. It led down sevestdps into the
double garage, which housed more crates and caxtiboaes than
Nick had ever seen. No car, but there was roonoter. Just Either
Linda didn't have one or she'd driven it to work.

"The mower's in the corner over there,' Madge goimut. ‘Try not to
betoo noisy—I've just got the baby to sleep.’

Nick looked up, startled. 'Baby? What baby?'

'Linda's, of course.' Madge frowned at him, whilek\tried not to
look too taken aback. 'l thought you were a friehthe family?'



'‘Not really. I'm Dave's friend. Linda and | haveveemet.’

'‘Oh, Dave.'Madge pulled a face. 'He's been absolutely uselest
man. He acts like he's scared stiff of Rory, bthink it's all just a
ploy to get out of babysitting.'

Nick deduced that Rory was the baby.

'‘And the baby's father?' Nick asked, intrigued.vidmder Dave was
worried about his sister. Being an unmarried motihas not
uncommon these days, but it was still not an idéahtion.

Madge tut-tutted. 'Now that's a sad story. The Isalgther was
killed—blown up by a land-mine in Cambodia. Lindaswaith him
at the time. She's a journalist you know, and he avaery famous
photographer. They went everywhere together. Theglg lived for
each other.'

Madge suddenly became a little teary. 'Poor thitge didn't even
know she was pregnant when the accident happersdoly that
they'd been finally going to get married when thayne home.’

Nick's heart contracted. What a bloody rotten wdndas. He shook
his head sadly. 'What terrible luck.’

‘Yes. | don't know how Linda's coped, | really doBut she's a very
brave lady. We've been neighbours for ages, youwknout,
strangely, | didn't get to know her till some tirafter Gordon was
killed. They bought the original house together sgmears back, then
had it done up. Actually, they were as good asietrt used to think
they were. Of course, they weren't here all thathmi&lways flitting
around the world on some assignment or other, ttwoaseHe'd take
the photographs and she'd write the stories.'

Nick didn't say a word for fear of stopping the wanis flow of
gossip.



'‘Anyway, one day late in her pregnancy Linda appdasn my
doorstep and asked if she might come in for a dupaband a chat.
She was so lonely, the poor love. As | said, thather of hers is
useless. And her parents have passed on, so she hagher to turn
to.

‘After that she used to visit me nearly every dagy &e became firm
friends. When Rory was born and she had so muablgavith him it
was me she turned to for advice. Quite desperat@shld get some
days. | did all I could to help her, but, quiterfksy, Linda's just not
one of those girls who took to motherhood and stagit home all the
time. It drove her crazy.'

It can't be easy with no father to help,’ Nick mured
sympathetically.

'Yes, you're quite right. Still, with a bit of luckinda will find
someone else to marry her eventually, and to batheerf to Rory.
She's a good-looking girl. Meanwhile, | was only t@ppy to come
in and mind Rory when she went back to work," Madyed on.

"Though he's a bit of a devil at times. High-spaijteke his mother.
Oh, goodness, listen to me, gossiping away andaiglboring you
to death. I'd better check on Rory, and you'd bejtt on with
mowing that lawn!'

Nick did just that, but his mind remained with Lalisl story. It was
really tragic, he thought. Dave's sister didn'trebas if she was
coping all that well. But he didn't think the answeas for her to race
out and marry again. He'd seen some disasters wviuitable
stepfathers who didn't have it in them to love aace for another
man's child.

Still, it wasn't any of his business, was it? Heswaly here to mow
the lawn.



It only took him fifteen minutes to complete the j&Vhen he stopped
the mower and wheeled it back into the garagenn#ed sound of

a baby crying filtered through the door which leack inside the

house.

Nick sighed his regret at waking the child, butréhevas nothing he
could have done about it. Mowing lawns was a nosgupation. It
was also a hot one. Even in that short space of,tineads of
perspiration had pooled all over his upper bodyl @ue T-shirt was
clinging to his back. He decided to take up Madgé&er of a cool
drink before he got back on his bike and headedehtorthe convent.

The baby's crying seemed to grow louder and mametifr in the

minute it took Nick to return the mower to its @aia the corner of
the garage then pull down the rolling door. Whempened the door
which led into the interior of the house, his eaeye blasted with
high-pitched cries which alternated between shragkbsobs.

Why in God's name didn't Madge go and see to thdh

Nick frowned as he strode across the living-roonorfldde did not
approve of the idea of letting a baby cry itseltlh&o sleep—not
when that crying had gone beyond crying to hysteria

The unexpected sight of a very still Madge lyinghegt bottom of the
stairs was self-explanatory. Nick sucked in a skdckreath then
raced to see to the inert figure's plight.

A pulse reassured him she was still alive. Her woleasn't good,
however. He wondered if she'd had a fall or a canprHe was about
to start resuscitation procedures when Madge gohamer eyelids
fluttering open.

'‘What happened?' Nick asked swiftly.

Her eyes closed for a moment, then opened pairdigiam.



'Fell,’ she rasped. 'Dizzy. My side hurts. | thimkight have broken
something.’

Il call an ambulance straight away," he saicanging around.
'‘Where's the phone? Right, | see it. Hang on, Madgll have you
in hospital before you can say lickety split.'

'‘Rory," she croaked weakly as the baby's crieshtengd even
further, if that were possible.

'Is he in a cot?'
'Uh-huh.’

‘Then he'll live. You come first, Madge. After I'veing the
ambulance I'll go get him."'

‘All right,' she agreed, sighing.

Nick dialled the emergency number and was assuregh@dbulance
would be dispatched immediately. Then he dashedhapstairs,

following the racket to a bedroom where a red-fan&ht of perhaps
twelve months was standing in his cot, screamind) slraking the

sides as though the hounds of hell were after Nick took one look

at the fury of the child's tantrum, at his big idjdark eyes and thick
mop of black curls, and decided his father mustehlagen in the
Mafia.

On sighting Nick, Rory stopped mid-scream for atsgpdicond, as
though assessing this stranger who didn't looK Bka his mother or
Madge. And then he found his second wind and begaawl again,
even more fortissimo than before.

Nick shrugged, walked over and scooped him up,noaig him on
his hip and ignoring his piercing protests.



‘Do shut up, Rory," he said sternly. 'Madge is lamd the last thing
she needs is to listen to your infernal wailing.'

Rory fell silent a second time, round eyes inspgcthis person who
knew his name and who spoke with such authoritgk Nioticed
there wasn't a real tear in sight on his chubbgkée

He smiled wryly. 'You old faker, you.'

Rory suddenly smiled back, a gloriously brillianinike which
showed the beginnings of a tooth just breakinguphohis gummy
mouth.

Nick felt something curl around his heart, thenespe tight. The
sensation shocked then annoyed him.

‘Not on your life, you little con man,' he mutterasl he carried the
child from the room. 'You can't get round me aslgas that.'

But it seemed he could.
As could Madge.

Nick found himself promising her all sorts of thggthe main one
being that he would stay and look after Rory ti#l mother got home.

'If you think you can manage, that is," Madge addetly.

Unfortunately, Nick had already shown how well loaild manage
during the fifteen minutes it took the ambulanceatave. In that
short space of time he'd made Madge comfortabléhenfloor,
changed Rory's nappy and given him some orange.jtilce child
had really taken to him, too. Either that or hedikplaying with his
hair, which, though not really long, was a darngghtslonger than
Madge's tight frizzy curls.



Whatever, there was not a peep of further protesh this rosebud
mouth, which was apparently unusual. Rory, Nick Wweginning to
appreciate, had a reputation not dissimilar to aigd-he could be...
difficult.

Unfortunately, however, his mother could not betaoted before
Madge's departure. Her work number was engagedNisk's
promise to stay with Rory till his mother got hohloeked like being
more than a simple half-hour of emergency babygittMadge said
Linda should be home by five at the latest, but tirs a couple of
hours away.

Still, what else could he do? Madge was in pain laad enough to
worry about. Luckily, he'd been able to contact bkld eldest
daughter, who lived on the North Shore and saitg@ straight to
the hospital.

After the ambulance left, Nick carried Rory outsulieere with one
hand he wheeled his much valued bike inside théedmh front
yard. He didn't mind playing knight to the resca®]ong as he didn't
lose his trusty steed. Tossing his equally trusigksack over his
spare shoulder, he went back inside and set abkng fn the time
till Rory's mother came home.

He found a television in a family room upstairsd aat watching a
football match with Rory on his lap. By half-time iowas
beginning to droop, so Nick put him back in his aotl was gratified
when those big dark eyes closed.

He watched the sleeping child for a while, fas@daby the way his
baby lips made little in-and-out movements as leptsiHe wasn't
twelve months old, as he'd first thought. He was$ @n nine months,
Madge had informed him.

'Cute little beggar,' he said as he turned andegbfrom the room.



Nick tried Linda's number again. Still engaged.dfrated, he rang
Sister Augustine and explained he might not artoreght after all,
giving him plenty of leeway. He didn't explain witegt was doing, for
fear of all the wrong conclusions she might coméitster Augustine
had for too long tried to talk him into settlingwio, and Nick did not
want to give her false hopes. He just told her bhe&h held up on the
road with mechanical difficulties.

After he hung up, he tried Linda's work number ag§till engaged.
He bet it was an office full ofwomen. Women suked to talk. Sister
Augustine would rattle on for hours whenever héeus questioning
and probing, wanting to hear about everything tetlte since his last
visit. But she wasn't content with finding out tlvbats and wheres;
she always wanted to know the whys and the whexsfor

And she always asked him how tas feelingthese days. Didn't
females know a man liked to keep his feelings tosailf? Why did
they always have to chip away at you till you aitle&ploded or
simply walked away?

Nick was scowling as he marched back upstairse¢clcbhn Rory. But
his scowl softened to a smile when he peeped bessitle of the cot.
Sleeping like a baby. All that yelling must haved him out.

Nick's watch showed three-twenty—still ages awaymfrLinda's
anticipated home time. He rubbed the stubble orchiis. A shave
was called for, he decided. And a shower. He cduldhve the lady
of the house thinking he was some kind of yobo.

But first he did a swift reconnoitre of the topdfo There was a
bathroom right next to Rory's room, separatingnbesery from a
large bedroom which opened out onto a back baleatty an even
better view of the harbour than downstairs. Orother side opposite
the nursery lay a third, smaller bedroom plus #dreify room where



Nick had already spent some time and which alsmlégdonto that
same back balcony.

The decor upstairs was cosy and comfy as opposdadetstarkly
modern look of downstairs. Wall-to-wall smoky greypet covered
all the floors. The spacious family room was esgfcrelaxing, and
very functional.

A huge wrap-around sofa covered in royal blue veflzetd the large
entertainment unit which contained a televisiordea and sound
system. There was a large grey granite-topped rbame corner
which doubled as a kitchenette. Besides the smalt-in fridge,
there was a long counter against the wall behiadyimg all sorts of
cooking equipment from a microwave to a kettle andoaster.
Spacious under- counter cupboards carried a supplgrinks,
glasses, crockery, cutlery, coffee, tea, biscuitslzaby foods.

Nick assumed there was another, larger kitchen dtais—he
hadn't looked around down there properly yet. Butniow this one
sufficed his and Rory's needs. If Linda didn't cdmoene by dinner
time he might have to go down and see what otloet $nipplies were
in stock. But he figured she would be home longteethen since she
was planning a dinner party tonight.

Another glance at his watch showed three-thirty. elifor that
shower, he thought, and headed for the bathroom.

Nick had a tendency to sing in the shower. Opewstin Or one of
those old Mario Lanza numbers the good sisters faddhim on
during his growing-up years. Especially the religi@nes.

He had a good tenor voice too, and launched inécobhis favourites
while he soaped and shampooed. He entirely forgattaRory, and
was still in full voice when he snapped off the evaind heard the
baby's cries.



The next line of his song was immediately replalegdn expletive
which would have made both Sister Augustine andidMaanza

blush. Nick swiftly wrung out his dripping hair, apped a navy blue
bath sheet around his hips and strode from thenstdlad room.

'‘Keep your nappy on!" he called out as he reaabetthé doorknob to
Rory's room. Once again, Rory shut up the secoct &bppeared in
the doorway.

Nick halted, his big hands finding his hips. His akoglare was
accompanied by glittering black eyes. 'l have érfggzou need some
discipline, young man. I've a good mind to leava tftere while | go
and get dressed.’

When Rory gave him one of those glorious grins f, INick

relented. "You're worse than even the most beawdman,' he said,
shaking his head as he came forward to scoop fite igh again. 'l
just can't say no to you. Come on; you can watchnmake myself
respectable for your mother.'

Once settled on Nick's hip, Rory immediately pickeda wet lock of
Nick's hair and stuffed it in his mouth, sucking ibras if he were
dying of thirst.

'Oh, so it's a drink you'd be wantin', is it?" Niigased in an lrish
accent as he made his way from the room. 'lt wasore of me fine
singin'?'

He came through the doorway and was about to iginh to go down
to the family room when something at the top ofgtaers caught his
eye.

His head jerked round to encounter a woman withs dike steel
daggers bearing down on him with a very heavy-loghkrass lamp
base in both her hands, raised up over her rigbtldbr like a
fairway wood about to claim a divot or two. In Ngkead.



‘Hey!" Nick shouted, and jumped back out of her way

She stopped bearing down, but not the glaring. Amat lamp
remained threateningly raised. 'You'd better hawamned good
explanation of what you're doing with my baby," skarned in
gravelly tones. 'Or you're dead meat, mister!

Nick almost smiled. The mother tigress was comanthhé defence of
her cub, regardless of the odds. Didn't she knaavwsbuldn't have
stood a chance against him if he really had bdssdaman intent on
murder and mayhem? He was six feet four incheswalghed over
one hundred kilos and had black belts in karatejaahol She looked
about five-four and could weigh no more than fiips.

But, of course, she didn't know that, he realisedywv Neither did
she care. She would fight to the death for hedchil

Nick warmed to her immediately. No surprise, realie'd known
from the first moment he'd spoken to her on thenghthat he'd like
Dave's spirited sister.

'I'm waiting,' she snarled.

Nick suppressed another smile of admiration. 'lickNhe said. "You
know. Dave's friend who came to mow your lawn?'

Her fierce expression didn't relax for a secomdthht case, what are
you doing inside, half-naked and holding my balksy® demanded to
know. '‘And where the hell is Madge?'

'‘Madge fell down the stairs. She might have brakenhip. She's in
hospital.’

'Oh, no!" Her fierce face finally fell. The lampdgawas lowered and
she just stood there, looking shattered. Her headp&d, and she
began shaking it from side to side.



It gave Nick the opportunity to look her over withi@ppearing to be
rudely staring.

She would be a really striking woman if she evektsome trouble
with her appearance. As it was, she was wearingaie-up and her
honey-brown hair was scraped back from her facetarstied into a
knot so tight that not a single hair would darescape. But nothing
could disguise the fine features in her face.

Her figure was another matter. Although obviouslyns it was
iImpossible to gauge her shape, hidden as it wasvarely tailored
navy trousers, a plain white shirt and an oversizegy linen jacket.

If she'd been trying for a feminist look, then sh&most succeeded.
Nick itched to take her hair down and get thosebit trousers off
her.

Suddenly, her quite lovely blue eyes snapped ugldawer at him
once more. 'And just when did this all happen?' d&manded to
know.

Nick shrugged. Rory had stopped sucking his hainaas looking at
his mother, but he was making no indication thawhated to go to
her. He seemed very happy where he was.

‘A little over an hour ago. After I'd finished dgithe lawn, Rory here
was crying his head off. When he didn't stop, | eanside to check
and found Madge at the bottom of the stairs. Sta#ded after her
Jail. But she came round.'

‘Why didn't you call me at the office?' Linda conied accusingly.
‘Madge knows my number.'

'l tried. It was engaged. In fact, I've tried o arff ever since but it's
always engaged.'



'‘Sue!' Linda spat, practically stamping her foaiha&tsame time. 'She
thinks that phone's her own personal social lifiddve something to
say to her when | get in to work on Monday.'

She glared at him again with furious blue eyeskNwasn't sure if
they were for him or the hapless Sue. 'That doesgstain why
you've got no clothes on," she persisted, all thigewooking him up
and down with decided disapproval.

Nick was beginning to feel a tad irritated, despitelerstanding her
reaction. 'l was taking a shower,' he explainetkwel tones. 'And |
wasgoing to shave.’

She stared at the two-day growth on his chin, #tdms hair, which,
uncombed and wet, probably looked as wild as theafehim.

'Is that your motorbike in the front yard?' shezged.
‘Yeah. Why?"
'‘And you're a friend oDave's?"she asked sceptically.

He could see the way her mind was working, and'di#e it one bit,
His earlier admiration for her took a nosedive. iNlog turned Nick
off a woman quicker than her looking down her naiskeim.

'‘Why shouldn't | be?' he countered icily. "You gomething against
blokes who ride bikes? Yeah, | see you have. Bityn't worry,
honey, it's not contagious. Here. Take your kidarithGod he's still
at that age where his parent's prejudices doretilffis judgement.’

Nick took an angry step towards her, holding Row at arm's

length. Rory immediately started to cry. His mothesiched to take
him when something happened which stopped the tawrups in

midstream.



The navy towel which had been roughly slung arobinck's hips
slipped its moorings and slithered to the grey egarfeaving him
standing there in all his natural glory.



CHAPTER FOUR

Nick froze, embarrassment consuming him. He had anl éeéling
it would also shortly consume his natural glorynda's wide-eyed
staring at his private parts unnerved him totalspecially when he
realised they weren't shrinking. Just the opposit&ct.

If only she would stop looking at him like that!

But she didn't. She kept on looking and he kepgranving. Swiftly.
Startlingly.

Nick clenched his teeth down hard in his jaw, slioR®ry into his
mother's arms, then bent to sweep the towel up fitwencarpet.
Rewrapping his loins proved somewhat difficult whenfound that
his hands were shaking.

Anger combined with frustration at this totally eadi clumsiness.
What in God's name was the matter with him? Faetijn some
female reduce him to this!

'If you've finished gawking,' he snapped, 'I'llggt dressed and be or
my way.'

Scowling, he whirled round and stalked back dovwenlialiway and
into the bathroom, banging the door behind himhave was now off
the agenda. He was simply not capable of holdiragar to his throat
He was too angry, both with himself and with her.

'‘Mug,' he muttered as he began dragging on hibetotServes you
right for playing good Samaritan in the wrong tov@ity girls don't
know how to be grateful, only suspicious. And tlheye no sense of
decorum!'

His anger had cooled somewhat by the time he whsdiessed; the
sight of his reflection in the vanity mirror broughrueful smile to his



face. If Madam Linda thought he looked dangeronsiseked, then
wait till she got a load of him like this!

His clean top was black and body-hugging as opptuséds earlier
simple white T-shirt. It looked wicked above hggi black jeans, the
sleeveless style emphasising the bulging musclesiarms.

Normally, Nick despised people who judged by appeces, but
even he might not have invited the character sjaainhim in the
mirror home for dinner. All that was missing we@re tattoos to
complete the picture of primitive masculine aggressess. An
earring or two would not have gone astray as vialen without
those added touches, he could appreciate thathisetidar removed
from the sort of man a classy woman like Linda wloobrmally
associate with.

Not really wanting to scare her half to death, benlced his hair
neatly back from his face then dragged his legteket on to cover
his possibly menacing body. Though, damn it al§ Bhdn't found a
certain part of it menacing a minute or two age'8logled him like a
woman starved of sex.

Which she probably was, came the interesting aravquative
realisation. A woman living alone with her babyer long-time
lover dead... Nothing sexual in her life nowadaysrhemories.

Hard to live on memories, Nick knew. Eventually, matter how
much you told yourself you would never look at dm@stmember of
the opposite sex— let alone want them—the day ialkbr dawned
when you did.

Linda was a young woman. Young and healthy andupnably
heterosexual. Had she looked at him just now anuedhim?



Nick decided he didn't want to know. Dave would kim if he
touched his precious sister. Hoisting his rucksaakr his shoulder,
he swung round and reached for the doorknob.

Linda paced the family room, trying to quieten therple-faced
Rory—not to mention her own whirling thoughts. Hace was still
flaming from those ghastly moments when she hdmen able to
drag her eyes away from Nick's naked body, her gam@ining
riveted to his blatantly male appendages whichri@aghere to hide
and which had responded shamelessly to her ogling.

No, not shamelessly. Nick had obviously been antiogad
embarrassed by his involuntary arousal, whesdsswas the one
who'd been shameless. She'd been fascinated tlogiedeby the
sheer speed and power of his erection. He'd lotikedan animal,
standing there stark naked with his legs aparteauliful, big male
animal.

The female animal in her had been stirred, thetiesiged by the
sight of his obviously unwilling desire. And forsalit second she'd
wanted him as she'd wanted no other man—not evedo@oHer

mind had burned with the image of her going upite &ind touching
him; of her doing more than just touching; of heading him right to
the edge till he lost all control and took her whérey were, right
there in the hallway.

Rory had somehow disappeared from the scene indas and she'd
imagined Nick dragging her back up and strippingrbaghly before
pinning her naked and panting up against the Wwld imprisoned
her hands above her head and prised her legs\aplarhis before
manoeuvring himself into her by then frantic flesh.



He'd moved powerfully within her with deep, voluptis thrusts,
lifting her up onto her toes and propelling herirg previously
unknown world where reality receded and she wakimgtbut a
body, searching blindly for release.

Love had nothing to do with her feelings. It wadeltderness she
sought but passion. And pleasure. Oh, yes, pleaausdd, selfish,
sweet pleasure which would blot out everything,rgeng but the
feel and smell of him taking her up against a haadgd wall and
making her moan as she had never moaned before.

Her fevered fantasy had been racing towards a mentaiclimax in
her mind when the moment had been shattered bghuging an
unhappy Rory into her arms and stalking off, legvirer to feel
totally confused and disorientated.

But when he'd banged the bathroom door behind l@aving her
alone with her suddenly screaming infant, shame fleatied her
soul. How could she have entertained such thougibtsit such a
man? About this stranger. THigkie!

He wasn't even her type. She liked her men elegahsophisticated.
Intelligent and sensitive. Why, next to Gordongtiman was a brute.
A beast!

Yet there she'd been a moment ago, lusting afteaksishe had never
lusted before. She could not understand any ofeit fantasy now
appalled her. How could she have wanted to do thiolgs, and to
have such things done to her?

Frustration, she decided, desperate to explainintemsity of her
desire. It had been nearly two years since shelchhg sex, after all.

Yet, in all honesty, till this very day she hadnissed the physical
side of her relationship with Gordon. It was thennsae missed.



She'd never been a highly sexed person. NeitheGloadon, for that
matter. Within months of their being together, heuld rather have
taken photos than make love. Which was why thegenbso well
matched. Their love had been based more on compsmmp and
compatibility than a physical passion, had beeedas mutual likes
and interests. They'd got along. They'd never faugh

Except over her wanting a baby...

Linda sighed a weary sigh while Rory screechedWgell, she had
her baby now, didn't she? And while she adored Riogeyfeeling
didn't seem to be mutual.

Yet he hadn't cried in the arms of that Neanderttad he? He'd been
as good as gold.

Not like you, a dark voice whispered in her headu Yvouldn't be as
good as gold in Nick's arms. You'd be everythingirymother
successfully stopped you growing up to be. A whérevanton. A
wild, wicked creature without inhibitions. Or shame

Linda cringed inside as she recalled that awful\bgn her mother
had walked unexpectedly into the tool-shed dowrbtiek yard and
found her seven- year-old daughter playing with efght-year-old

boy from next door. He'd been showing her thingsdshever seen
before when her mother had made her appearance!

Linda's stomach still churned whenever she thoaftite scene that
had followed. She had not been allowed to play whtt boy ever
again. And she'd been made to feel so ashamed.dityd And
disgusting.

She'd grown up being brainwashed into thinking ehrmand sex as
dirty and disgusting. And while her natural intgdnce and
strong-minded nature had rejected such notions &yitte she left



school she had certainly never become the moshilniied female in
the lovemaking department.

For one thing, her own satisfaction could only lchiaved in the
security of a darkened bedroom where the man slsewith could
not see the contortions on her face. And she waayal very, very
guiet, making only the softest of noises. A litjasp here. A tiny
moan there. On top of that, she had never founddhbeage to take
the initiative. Not forherusing her hands on a man. Or, God forbic
her mouth!

Which made her fantasy out in that hall all the enslhocking. She
bitterly resented feeling such outrageous desimea man she neither
loved nor even knew. In fact, it infuriated heristlsecret person
within herself who had suddenly emerged and cowakenher want to

act in such an uncontrolled and sluttish fashidre'@always prided
herself on never being made to do anything sheétdigmt to do. But

she suspected that if this man ever made a pds= gshe would be
putty in his hands.

Rory stopped crying abruptly, just in time for hHerhear a door
opening and shutting out in the hallway.

Linda held her breath. Let him leave. Oh, pleastlgt him leave.

Suddenly, Rory launched forth into another cryiag yvhich almost
split Linda's eardrums. The noise stabbed intdohain and she just
wanted to scream herself. The door being wrenchpsh startled
her— as did the sight of Nick, dressed now in astheugging black
top and a sinfully sexy black leather jacket.

She almost groaned as new and even more outrageeusrios
invaded her mind, none of which took place in teeusity of a
darkened bedroom.



It seemed imperative to say something to distraat mew and
increasingly perverse imaginatiofnything!

Attack was always the best defence, she decidkdripanic.

'l don't know what you've done to this child of minshe began
accusingly, her eyes flashing cold fury at himldemng able to make
her think such wicked thoughts, 'but he just wstop crying.'

Nick's eyes narrowed as his blood pressure rose.eHilier idea
about Linda wanting him sexually—even for a momentw
seemed ludicrousVantechim?

The only thing this woman wanted to do to him was bim as her
whipping boy!

'‘Now look here, Madam Lash," he flung back at Hedidn't do a
damned thing to Rory except look after him. He'sretwed, that's all.
Either that, or you're communicating somethingisodxcellent baby
antennae which he's finding very upsetting.'

'Like what?' she snapped. 'What are you saying?tVdha you
implying?' Her voice lifted to near hysteria.

Nick could not believe his ears. What was wronghwite woman?
Was she paranoid? 'I'm not implying anything! Iustjstating the
obvious. You don't have to be a child psycholopstee you have a
very unsettling effect on Rory.’

‘But I'm hismother for pity's sake. He shouldn't be like this with m
all the time. | don't even know what I'm doing wgdn

Her final words, plus her choked tone, were telliagd carried an
unconscious plea for help. Nick sighed and pragegétience.



'Look, Linda, anyone with a brain in his head caa Bow tense you
are. You're holding Rory way too tightly, for orteng. He's just a
baby, not a box of nitroglycerine." With an airra&ful resignation,
Nick dropped his rucksack in the doorway and camnthé rescue.
Again. 'Here. Give him to me. I'll show you whahéan.'

He swept the little boy out of her arms and flopped loosely on his
left hip. Rory settled immediately, making happwyisds as he started
playing with Nick's hair again.

'‘How did youdo that?' Linda wailed. "You're not holding him tha
much differently to me.’

Nick decided not to pretend he knew it all. Hisughwas nonchalant.
'l think my hair helps. Perhaps if you wore youosvd you'd have the
same effect. He's a bright baby and it gives himething to occupy
his mind when you hold him, doesn't it, little & Without thinking

anything of it, he gave Rory a kiss on the cheek.

When he looked back at Linda, she was staringnatlsithough she'd
just found out he was a serial killer.

‘What?' he said, puzzled.

'‘Nothing,' she muttered. 'It's just that Rory ddessually take to
men. He takene look at Dave and screams blue murder.'

Nick laughed. 'Dave's a devious fellow.’

Linda sighed. '"You could be right. He doesn't ldadbies much. And
he's absolutely hopeless with Rory. Not like yoiHer eyes went
from Nick to Rory to Nick again in a type of bewealtnent.

'I've had quite a bit of practice,' Nick admitted.

She looked taken aback. "You have children of youmn?'



Nick waited for the wave of pain to crash througim,h but
surprisingly there was only a small swell of sadn&s this occasion.
Still, he could not risk exposing himself to thgeeentially crippling
memories by speaking the bitter truth. Old habigsl dhard.

'‘Not that | know of,' he said offhandedly. 'Butdatf my married
friends have babies.'

'You're not married?'

‘Nope. I'm not the marrying kind." Any more.'"W¢ll, better give you
your baby bade, | think, and get going."'

'‘Don't go yet!" Linda said abruptly, then lookednakt shocked at
herself. Nick might have found her reaction amusinighadn't been
vaguely insulting.

'‘Would you...um...like some coffee?' she offeredthennervously,

he thought. She'd crossed her arms and was rubbimfgands up and
down her upper arms as though she were cold. aecthuld hardly

be the case, given the warm weather. 'l was jusitab make myself
some while | warm up Rory's bottle.’

'‘Coffee would be great,' he said. 'Black. No sugjtrsit and hold
Rory while you make it.' He settled himself on #oda and jiggled a
perfectly happy Rory up and down in his lap.

'You're so good with him," Linda murmured, still andisbelieving
tone. '‘Better than Madge, even. Oh, dear Lord,r8ratnds me. Poor
Madge. | hope she's all right. | should ring thegtal and find out
how she is. Oh, blast!" she exclaimed with sudddded agitation.

'‘What?'



'l have a couple of other phone calls | simply htovenake as well.
You see, | was planning to have a dinner partygioireand Madge had
promised to babysit. But all that's out of the du@&snow, of course.’

Nick bit his tongue to stop himself volunteeringotoysit in Madge's
place. He knew he wasnhat noble, and that this temptation cam
not from the urge to be of service to his fellowaut to service his
fellow woman!

'‘But all that can wait till | get Rory his bottleshe said. 'And our
coffee.’

Nick watched while Linda busied herself in the kitaette behind the
bar. It only took him a minute or two to realisattihinda was either
the least domesticated female he had ever encednter she was
nervous in his company. Making them both coffee Body a bottle
at the same time seemed to stretch her capabilities

'‘Oh, botheration!" she muttered irritably when dhapped the teat on
the floor and had to get another sterilised onerf stage she reefec
off her jacket and threw it over the back of a chaevealing
surprisingly full breasts, a tiny waist and a niccam bottom.

Nick thought how perverse it was that Dave's sisderto be the most
attractive female he'd met in donkey's ages. Skeelarything he

liked in a woman. Looks. Intelligence. Class. Stherequalified as a
career woman.

But he could see she was emotionally vulneraltleeatnoment. Even
if she hadn't been Dave's sister, this would reledut as a potential
sexual partner for him. That, and the ego-deflafing that she didn't
fancy him in return.

Pity, he thought as she walked towards him, cagrgisteaming mug
in one hand and Rory's bottle in the other. Heratte swayed
enticingly underneath her white shirt, obviouslyaitered by a bra.



Nick wished it hadn't been quite so long since hedn with a
woman. This was becoming extremely frustrating. Blenost
regretted not having picked up that blonde in tbeehbar.'l don't
know how you can drink it black with no sugar,’ dsd as she
placed the mug down on a side table near hisleft &ere; I'll take
Rory now and put him back in his cot.’

'‘No, don't do that." Rory was a nice distractiamnfrother disturbing
thoughts. 'He can have his bottle here, can't he?'

'What? Oh, yes; yes, | suppose he can.’

Nick lay Rory next to him on the sofa, with a cushunder his head
and another by his side to stop him falling off.rfRdidn't object,

although his eyes never left Nick's. He began mgsthie soles of his
feet against Nick's thigh while he drank his bottlee movement
much the same as a kitten flexing its paws agasishother's teat
while it suckled. It seemed to have a soothingetiba the child, and
by the time he was halfway through his bottle lia/lén fast asleep.

'l don't believe it,' Linda said from where sheaaysd behind the bar
to drink her own coffee. 'You really do have an aimg knack with
him. Even Madge finds him a handful at times, ane'shad three
children and five grandchildren of her own."'

'Intelligent children are often a handful,’ Nickica'They need
constant stimulation, yet at the same time a sefserder and
discipline. Otherwise they'll run rings around ydeerhaps you
should hire a professional to look after Rory whyeu're at
work—someone very experienced with raising all kiodl children.’

‘You mean a nanny?'

‘A very special nanny, | think, for a very speahild.' And Rorywas
special, Nick sensed. A bright little boy who negdelot of time
being spent with him or he would be totally ruin&te last thing he



needed was an elderly minder, or to be put into ohahose
child-care places where there was one carer to arag® of seven
children. He needed one-on-one care. Since hisrféihe passed
away and the mother was clearly emotionally ungogapto handle
the child on a twenty-four-hour-a-day basis, therottlg choice was
a trained professional.

‘Can you afford a proper nanny?' he asked. 'Theeitikind?’
'Yes, | suppose so.’

‘Then hire one," he suggested firmly. '‘Clearly, §m&dvon't be on
deck for a while. And quite frankly | don't thinkess suitable for the
job.'

'Really?' came the rather dry remark. Linda stiaigbd and gave
him a cold look.

Nick didn't give a damn if she thought him impestt Rory's
welfare came first. 'Yes, really,' he returned.,'Oh sure she's done
her best but her best is clearly not good enougihid3 like, Rory
need a firm hand, yet at the same time a lot of lnvd attention.’

'‘And you think he'll get that from a paid, imperabemployee?’
Linda scoffed.

'‘What's the alternative? Are you going to give wgkwand mind him
yourself?'

You think | wouldn't love to do just that?' sherfy back at him. ‘Do
you think | don't feel guilty that I'm a hopelesstier? At least I've
had enough honesty and common sense to face myadimgs.'

'l don't think you're a hopeless mother," Nick sagbre gently. 'l
think you've done very well on such little suppd@t it's clear you



can't manage Rory on your own at this stage. Y@ud mpeofessional
help.'

Her scowl was black with resentment. 'Thank youylour advice,
but, as much as | am grateful for all your helpagd don't think this
Is any of your business, do you?'

Nick fell broodingly silent. She was right, of cser It wasn't any of
his business. But it was extremely difficult nottip to help. Linda
and Rory were bringing out his male protective intdt which
normally would have made him run a mile. Emotianablvement of
any kind was anathema to him. So why wasn't heingfWhy
didn't he just get the hell out of here?

‘Dave was right," he muttered.
'Right about what?'
‘About your being difficult.’

'‘Huh! Dave can't point any fingers. Now, | reallyish make those
phone calls. What hospital was Madge taken to,alokpow?’

'Saint Vincent's. Private.'

Linda produced a cordless extension from undectumter, plus a
directory. She looked up the number and dialledindong both
surprised and relieved when she was put throudyfeitige's room.

‘Madge, it's Linda!" she exclaimed. 'Oh, it's sodjdo be able to
speak to you. | was so worried. How are you feéliktpve they
X-rayed you yet? Is anything broken?’

Nick gleaned from the one-sided conversation thatidés hip
wasn't broken but she was badly bruised. The halspias also



conducting tests on her heart— probably thinkinglizzy spell
caused the fall, Nick concluded.

The conversation finally turned away from Madge&alth to Linda's
dinner party.

'‘No, Madge,' Linda said. 'It's out of the questiowho, Nick?. Yes,
he's still here... No, Madge, | could not possdsi him. No, Madge,’
she insisted strongly, 'it's out of the questidter long sigh was
expressive. 'Oh, all right, Madge.'

Linda gave Nick a pained glance as she broughpltiome over to
him. 'Madge insists on speaking to you.' Beforelsueded over the
phone she covered the mouthpiece and whispered' 2a&e a blind
bit of notice of her.’

Nick had an awful feeling he knew what Madge wasgo ask him
to do. 'Hi there, Madge,' he said into the receilveping against hope
that he was wrong. 'No permanent damage?"'

'‘No, the doctor thinks my heart was the problerly &an! There's
nothing wrong with my heart! I'm just a little ovegight. That's why
| get puffed out going upstairs, especially whea weather's hot.
Anyway, Nick, that's not what | want to talk abolithda says she's
going to cancel her dinner part{gain,’' she finished with heavy
meaning.

'‘Again?' Nick repeated, glancing up at Linda wha \wavering and
looking very agitated.

'Is Linda nearby?"
‘Yep.'

'l see. Then just listen. Linda has not socialieade since Rory's
birth. She never stays to have a drink with hefeaglues at the



magazine. Or says yes to any of the men whusthave asked her
out.l appreciate Gordon's death probably shatteeedbut life does
go on, doesn't it? Still, I'd almost given up hegeen suddenly she
announced she was going to have a dinner partgdore of her

Mends from work. You could have knocked me ovehwitfeather!

But | felt so happy for her. At last, | thoughte&hgetting it together
again.

'‘Anyway, she was supposed to have this dinnertaifdrit ago, but
she cancelled at the last minute when Rory gasiifes. Now she's
got another excuse to opt out. | have an awfulrigehat if she does
that she won't ever invite them again. Lord, thegbpbly won't
agreeto come again. She'll go back into her shell dad will be
that.'

'So what do you want me to do?' Nick asked, de@teng already
accepted the inevitable.

'Please don't let her cancel,' Madge begged. "volt ceallyhaveto
leave, do you, Nick? | mean, it's not imperativel Y@ somewhere
else tonight, is it?'

'‘No. Not really.’

"Thank God. Will you do it, then? Babysit Rory smdla won't have
any excuse to back out of this dinner a second?ime

‘Sure. No trouble.' Nick knew when he was beatesid®s, if he was
honest, he had to admit that he didn't want tode&learly, this

unexpected masochism he'd discovered in himselfreashing new
heights. Fancy volunteering to mind a problem chilohg with his

problem mother for a whole evening. He wasn't @ng to get any
sex as a reward!



'l knew you would!" Madge sounded very satisfiethvierself. "You
were such a dear to me. | can tell that underrteatlrough and tough
exterior you're a very soft-hearted fellow.'

'Mmm." Nick rubbed his still unshaven chin.

'Yes, | understand,’ Madge said with conspiratos@itness. "You
can't talk. Now all we have to do is convince Lindéich might not
be quite so easy.'

'l can believe that,’ he drawled. Linda was not dpisatest fan,
unfortunately. She thought he was a bikie bum whai@ady
severely embarrassed her once today, then had doppaf by
spouting his big mouth off on how she should raiseown child.

‘Yes, she can be very stubborn, that girl. Perlyapscould play on
her sympathetic side. Tell her I'll worry mysel€lsiif | feel | was
responsible for spoiling her dinner party. And #uat the doctor said
worry is the worst tiling for me.’

*You mean the silly one who thinks it's your he'dxiek said drily.

Madge chuckled. 'That's the one. Lay it on thickckN Oh!" She
chuckled again. 'I'm a poet and didn't know it!"

Nick could only shake his head. The woman was ieggble. But
such a sweet, generous soul. It was impossiblaytmes to her.

‘Your wish is my command, Madge,' he said. 'You fake it easy,
now. Not all doctors are as silly as they sound.’

'Oh, not you too! Now hang up before Linda getsiat this phone
and starts arguing with me.’



Nick smiled ruefully. Linda in full argumentative ade was a
formidable prospect indeed. 'Okay. Bye, Madge.pkssed the 'off
button and placed the phone slowly down on a sideet

'She did it, didn't she?' Linda groaned.

'Did what?' Nick said mildly as he glanced up. hew he was only
delaying the explosion, but he rather liked Lindaew she simmered.
Those lovely blue eyes of hers flashed and glitkeiree could almost
iImagine what they would be like when in the throkmaking love.

She crossed her arms and glared at him. 'She pegyau to stay
and babysit Rory for me tonight."'

'‘Right in one. She also said to tell you she'd lberied sick if she
thought she was the cause of your cancelling yaured, and that
worrying was bad for her heart.'

Linda threw up her hands in total exasperation, 1Ohpity's sake,
you didn't fall for that old chestnut, did you?'

Nick found himself smiling. She really was very dalsle when she
was angry. 'Can't help it. I'm a sucker for a ddnmsdistress.'

' amnota damsel in distress!'
'l was talking about Madge.'

Linda pulled a face and began pacing the room,enag under her
breath. Nick thought he heard some not so lad@i@essions.

‘Give in gracefully, Linda," he said. 7 did.’
She ground to a halt. 'But you don't really wandtey* do you?"

"Oh, | don't know. I've got nothing better to do.'



'l find that hard to believe,’ she said tartly.nisthere some
leather-clad lady panting for your company somewhelke is
Saturday night, after all"

Nick was taken aback by the savagery of her sarc@emsure didn't
like him much.

'On top of that," she raged on, 'l don't want teedhis damned dinner
party anyway!

'‘Why not?'
‘Because!'
'‘Because why?'

'‘Because I'm not ready for it, that's why!" sheppea. 'Because |
don't want to have to smile at people and pretkatl.t that...'

‘That you're not still shattered by Gordon's dedthék finished for
her.

She stopped and just stared at him. 'How on earffod know about
Gordon? Oh, God—Dave! Dave's been gossiping abeythasn't
he? What's he told you? What else do you know?\dee rose to
near hysterics.

‘Actually, Dave's never mentioned you to me betoday,' Nick said

calmly. 'And then he didn't say anything of notiaen than to say you
could be difficult. Madge is the guilty party, l'afraid. She's quite a
talker. Not that | know all that much—only the béaets. And | have

to say | agree with her. You've been very bravadsj deciding to

have your boyfriend's baby after he was killed.hBps too brave.
Being too brave has a way of catching up with yothe end.'



'Oh!" she choked out, and then her face begarutome. 'Oh, God.'
And as her hands came up to cover her face sheibtorsears.

Nick groaned. Fate wasn't being very kind to hidatp With a weary
sigh, he rose from the sofa, careful not to distadbsleeping Rory,
and did the only thing the black prince masqueigdis a white
knight could do to a damsel in distress. He toakimi® his arms.



CHAPTER FIVE
SHE felt good. Too good.

Nick exercised a steely control over himself agheeavoured to go
through the motions of white- knight behaviour.

‘There, there,' he soothed verbally as he stitfigked Linda's back.
'It's all right to cry. Crying's good for you.'

Or so he'd been told. But he'd never been ableotoeven when his
grief had been at its worst. His hurt had beendalbeneath too much
hatred. And anger. And guilt.

Eventually, it had been too late to cry.

But he appreciated that it was different for wome&hey cried far
more easily, and often. Sometimes he envied them.

‘There, there,' he kept saying, like an automagtmggling to keep
his mind from the full softness of the breasts shed against his
chest and the sensual warmth of her breath agdnedbase of his
throat.

Linda knew she was making a complete fool of hérgelt she just
couldn't help it.

Her tears were not so much caused by recalled gvief Gordon's
death but by a sudden and unhappy recognitionrdifaes it stood

that very day. Nick's sympathetic words had realijuck deep,
especially coming on top of her being so nastyina fFor shehadn't
been at all brave in having Rory. She'd been stupading a baby
had been a highly emotional and impulsive decisioived at within

days of Gordon's death.



Gordon had promised that he'd give her a baby whengot back to
Australia. He'd promised her marriage and an erntido ceaseless
wandering of the world. And then he'd gone andhyaiself killed.
Linda's grief had been mixed with anger at Gordandying and
taking her future away from her. So she'd bulli@bmpDave into
getting her what she'd thought she wanted, and wshatd hoped
would fill the great hole in her heart and her.life

But right from the start it had all gone wrong. SH@een as sick as a
dog during her pregnancy, the labour had been hdowes and
motherhood a nightmare! Rory made her feel inadegama mother
and a failure as a female. She hadn't even been@abteastfeed him,
although she'd really wanted to.

As if in constant reminder of that failure, her &t had sprouted
from a B-cup to a D-cup and never gone back. Alldiéibras didn't

fit this new, luscious figure and she mostly wenduad braless.

Which was okay in the main, but not right at thisment with their

unprotected and sensitive peaks pressed agaiashén's rock-hard
chest.

Aster sobs subsided, along with her distress, Lm@aually grew
more aware of the strong arms around her and dittedl of the man
who owned them. The tang of freshly soaped skinbtoed with the

more exotic scent of leather to send signals to &leeady

dangerously heightened nerve-endings. There wasska of blood

through her veins, sending heat to long-neglectacks. Desire, hot
and strong, brought the most compelling urges.

The temptation to slide her arms up around his vea& intense.
What would he do if she did that? she wonderedeashbart raced
madly. Would he reject her overtures? Or wouldahke tvhat was on
offer? Then demand more...



Linda knew she was an attractive enough woman,hadl said he
wasn't a marrying man. Looking as he did, he priyphbd women
falling at his feet all the time. Was he indiscmaie with his favours?
Was he an unconscionable stud? He looked likech §h, yes, he
had to be a stud with that equipment. No male ego ccaoakist
wielding such a weapon. And often. She wanted binvield it with
her. She ached for it. God, she was going mad wathting him. It
was sheer torture.

And downright humiliating!

Tor pity's sake!" Linda blurted out, and wrenchedsklf out of his
embrace. 'This is just too much, my blubberingadér you as well as
everything else! You've already done more than ghpishe said
with considerable irony, dashing the remains of tears from her
cheeks and hoping he didn't read anything intoflashed cheeks.
'‘Please just go, Nick. | can cope by myself. Relatlgn.’

'Sorry," he returned with irritating calm. 'Cand tthat. | gave Madge
my word that | would stay.'

'‘But Madge need never know!

'l know," Nick said firmly. 'Now, no more nonsens@da. You just
go and do what you have to do for the dinner tanighd I'll look
after Rory.'

'‘But...but..."

'‘But what? What's the big deal? I'll keep out ghsiif you're worried
about what your friends might think.'

'It's not that,' she denied swiftly—although, caimehink of it, Petra
would take one look at Nick and jump to all kindsconclusions.
God, this was getting too complicated for words!



"Then what is it? Is it the dinner party itself? 8¢s the problem?
Presumably you've invited friends—no one's goinge&d you if
everything isn't perfect.’

'‘No one will probably eat anything,' she muttered miserable tone.
‘Meaning what?'

Her shoulders sagged and she decided she migldilagihim what
else was bothering her. 'l... um...can't cook vegl},' she confessed.
Gordon had been the cook in their relationship diygawas going to
help me.'

'Oh, | see. Is that all? So what were you goinigaee?'

‘Soup and garlic bread, followed by a barbecuesatald, then fresh
fruit salad and cream, topped off with a cheestayland coffee.’

‘Sounds pretty basic, Linda. Which parts are wagyou?'

The meat, mostly. Madge was going to oversee tl&icg on the
barbecue.'

'l think you'd better forget the barbecue. Thegeing to be a storm.’

‘A storm!" She ran across the room to peer thrdhglglass doors at
the sky, where dark clouds from the south weregithreateningly
on the horizon. 'l was going to set the table ouhe terrace. Are you
sure it's coming this way?"

'‘No, I'm not sure. But imagine what would happahpbured buckets
out there tonight. Better to be safe than sorngesiyou're already a
bit uptight about this.’



Linda walked back towards him, crossing her arnasragnd giving a
little shudder. 'l have a feeling tonight is goitwg be a disaster.'
Which might turn out to be the understatement efytbar.

‘Nonsense. I'll help with the cooking, if you lidewas a short-order
cook in a cafe in Paris once. I'll marinate andl gre meat for you.
I'm a dab hand at making salads as well.’

Linda's eyebrows lifted. 'Paris? Really?' She didrean to sound
sceptical, but Paris had always been reserved imima for cultured
travellers—not this macho male who had probablyenepened a
book in his life, let alone visited a museum or dipera.

He gave her a sardonic look, as though he'd reathbeghts and

found them almost amusing. She realised he wasenutely what

she'd presumed on first sight. Maybe he wasn'tdaicated man in

the strictest sense, but he was definitely streetrs What he'd said
to her earlier about Rory needing a properly tréiinanny made a lot
of sense. She wouldn't mind having someone eldeeihouse either.
It would be nice to have an adult to talk to in wenings, someone
around her own age.

'Yes, Paris,’ he repeated drily. 'Believe me whesay I've been
around.’

Oh, she believed him. He had a confidently relaaiedvhich came
with loads of experience. She'd bet that those béagk eyes of his
had peered down into plenty of women's faces asdame beneath
him. Not forhim making love in darkness either. He wouldn't want
hide that magnificent body of his.

Linda cursed herself for turning her mind back éa.But it really
was difficult not to think of sex where Nick wasnoerned. She had
never met a more physical man in all her life.

‘Somehow | can't see you as a cook,' she told him.



He shrugged, the movement bringing her attentidhg¢droadness of
his shoulders. 'I've done hundreds of jobs on @yells. There isn't
anything much | can't turn my hand to.'

‘Surely there'something/ou can't do!" She just could not get used
the sexual effect he kept having on her, and fasome solace in
being stroppy.

'l can't produce a great kid like that,' he samjding towards Rory
before reaching to pick up his coffee once more.

Linda was totally disarmed, and quite moved. Whiatvaly thing to
say!

She smiled softly down at her beautiful baby bog &it her heart
turn over. How could she ever have thought Rory wasistake?
When he was asleep he was an angel. No doubt Hd gmw out of
this difficult phase and prove a delightful child.

'He is beautiful, isn't he?' she murmured. 'Not thatdkes$ after me
much."' Not for the first time, she wondered who yRofather was.
Maybe one day she'd ask Dave. Meanwhile...

She gave herself a firm mental kick and looked baclNak, who
was frowning slightly adk sipped the last of his coffee. Ever
frowning he was a most handsome man, and not addeial at all.
It had been very unfair of her to think that. Iflmed his hair cut, and
shaved that stubble off his squared jaw, he migéhéook civilised.
Put a dinner suit on him and he would stop traffi@ probably
already did on that bike of his, she thought rugful

Their eyes met over the rim of the mug and a shis@idown Linda's
spine. God, but he was sexy!



'‘By the way,' he said, breaking eye contact ashkack down on the
sofa, careful once more not to disturb Rory, 'ivB&appens to ring
tonight for any reason, don't tell him I'm here.’

Linda blinked her surprise. 'Why ever not?'

Nick looked up at her. 'Because he won't approvewduldn't even
have approved of my mowing your lawn. You see, tesd't know |

did. When he found out I'd spoken to you on thenghbe almost
blew a gasket, so | told him you were going to ggheone else to
mow the lawn.'

Linda was utterly thrown. And quite confused. 'Butdon't
understand. You're best mates, aren't you?'

‘We're drinking mates—which is another thing ehirdhe cold,
hard truth is, Linda, that Dave never told me amghabout you
because he didn't want me ever to meet you. Yalhsemnsiders me
a love- 'em-and-leave-'em ladies' man, and presumadtya fit
person to introduce to his precious kid sister."'

'Oh, really! Anyone would think | couldn't judgenaan for myself.’
She'd only needed to take one look at Nick to kmdnat typehewas.
'‘Soareyou?' she asked, a touch tartly.

‘A fit person to be introduced to you?' he askeahdly.
'No—a love-'em-and-leaveem ladies' man.'

'l wouldn't put it quite like that. The ladies iryrife always know the
score.’

'Which is?"'

‘That I'm not a marrying man. That | never falloawe. That | don't
want permanency or commitment.’



‘That's nothing new,' she said drily. 'Half the neenthis planet are
like that. And half of the rest are gay!

Nick laughed. 'Well, that's one trait | don't haéke women. But
you don't have to worry, Linda,' he added. 'l wardke a pass. | steer
clear of ladies with babies.’

'‘How comforting of you to tell me that,' she couatk stung by this
last comment. 'And you're quite safe from me tackN-I steer clear
of blokes on bikes."

He laughed again. 'Then Dave has nothing to wdsoug does he?
But | still have a feeling he'd have a hernia itiheught | was here in
your house. So we'll keep him in the dark, | thiNkw, what about
the people coming to dinner?'

'‘What about them?'
‘Do they know Dave?'

‘Well, no, not personally. They're just two girledrk with and their
partners. They knowf Dave, but they've never met him.'

‘What will you tell them about me?’
Linda just stared at him. 'What do you mean? Whatiayou?'

‘Well, if I'm going to help with the meal they'rars to get a few
glimpses of me coming and going. A man my sizedidard to be
unobtrusive.'

She tried not to blush as the word 'size' broughklhot memories of
seeing him stark naked. 'Yes, well, | can appreciduat,’ she
muttered. 'l mean... um...' Dear God, what did siean? She was
beginning to lose it again. With a supreme efférivdl, she pulled
herself together and faced him with a false buteffy convincing



composure. 'I'll just say you're a good friend hgjpout,” she said
swiftly.

‘The old "we're only good friends" spiel?' His ssmwas wry. ‘Do you
think they'll believe that?'

Linda's own smile was equally wry. She hadn't tptialst her sense
of humour. 'l doubt it.’

'‘Does it matter to you what they think?'

'l suppose so. | have to weak with them.'

'In that case you'd better tell them the truth.'
'‘Which is?'

‘That I'm Rory's nanny for the night.’

Linda laughed. Did he have any idea what imageddvoap into her
girlfriends' minds when they took one look at hitH& would be
assigned various possible roles in Linda's life—éethg Rory's
nanny was not one of them.

'‘Okay, okay, | get the picture,' Nick said drily that case I'll keep
out of sight. But you'd better change your mind wbihe menu.
Rather than marinating meat, what you need is secae-type meal
which can be precooked and just kept hot.'

'Er...can you cook a casserole?'
'‘No trouble. Provided you've got a well-stocked paht

'‘Now that is one thing | do have a talent for.rh shop for ingredients
like you would not believe! | just don't know how put them
together properly.’



'‘And | don't think tonight's the night to teach ywaw,' Nick said in a
droll tone. 'Come on, show me where everything hdewour little
tyrant is off in the land of Nod. Wait! I'll put @ouple of chairs up
against the edge so that he can't fall on the ffdoe rolls over.'

Linda watched in silent awe as Nick made the safia ®r Rory with
brisk, economical movements. He knew just whatdoTthere was
no hesitation. No 'Should | put him in the cot oth A decision had
been made, followed by the appropriate action.

Linda felt a confusing mixture of resentment anltkfeOn the one
hand, Nick's efficiencies with Rory—and around tlmise—only
highlighted her own wretched inadequacies. On therdhand, it was
so good to have someone here who knew exactly tehdbd. And

could do it!

Suddenly, she just wanted to wallow in his competeto hand over
all her problems to him. She would also have likedreturn
physically to the haven of his arms, to lay herchea the broad
expanse of his chest and say, 'Look after me tobjuét Rory.'

It wasn't a sexual thing. It was a desperate need ftemporary
sanctuary from the stresses of her life since ltpRary. She hadn't
realised till that moment how very tired she wasthbin body and
spirit.

Nick straightened from his task, glanced over hsusder at her and
frowned. 'Are you feeling all right, Linda?'

'‘What? Yes. Yes, I'm all right.’

He walked over to her, his dark eyes intelligerd antuitive as they
gazed down upon her pale face. 'No, you're not.'récexhausted.
Look, it's only five. Why don't you lie down andveaa nap? I'll take
care of things here. | promise I'll wake you upinme for you to dress
for dinner.’



'‘But | can't expect you to mind Rory and cook dimae well!"
'‘Not to worry. We'll go to plan B where the dinmgiconcerned.’
'‘Plan B?' she echoed blankly.

He smiled. 'l know the owner of an Italian restatiia Annandale
who'll deliver. He owes me one, so it won't be égpensive.'

She opened her mouth to protest again, then cldgsewbdding
acceptance of his plan B.

Her yawn took her by surprise. So did Nick's hander arm. For it
was so soft. So gentle. Her eyes met his and be&tas contracted.

'‘Why are you doing all this?' she asked.
'‘Doing what?'

'‘Being so nice to me.'

‘What a silly question.’

Is it?'

‘Yes. I've already told you I'm a sucker for dammseldistress. Now
go and rest while you've got the chance, Lindaséé, a slight edge
In his voice. 'Because this nanny disappears on stheke of
midnight.'



CHAPTER SIX

ONLY a few more hours of being noble, Nick thoughtitgsit was
twenty-five past six, and the weatherman on thesnesas telling
everyone that a fierce electrical storm was apgnogcSydney from
the south.

'I've got news for you, bud,' Nick muttered. '#lseady arrived.'

A sheet of lightning suddenly lit up the window, damRory's
curly-topped head shot up from where he'd been bbdgplaying
with some plastic building-blocks on the floor. Hlewoken soon
after his mother had lain down, and had kept Nickh toes ever
since.

'‘Don't you dare cry," Nick warned when he saw tbaebud mouth
widen at the rumble of thunder. 'It's just a noBrg boys don't cry
over noises.'

Rory took in Nick's stern tone, decided againsingyand returned to
his repetitive game of assembling a wobbly pilbragks then waving
his arms around madly till he knocked them over.sHeealed with
childish delight every time the coloured blockstsrad.

'l can see you're going to be a demolition expé&nwou grow up,’
Nick said when the pile toppled once more.

Rory looked up at him, grinned a gummy grin, thefdiout his arms
to be picked up.

'‘Not to mention a little con man.' Nick scooped hipnand swung
him high over his head. The child laughed, hisdagk eyes dancing.
Nick laughed too—but then a memory suddenly strofclanother
time and another dark-eyed child. A lump filled kisoat and he
lowered Rory into his arms, giving him a fierce ragyhe buried his
face into the child's curls.



'‘Oh, God,' he groaned. 'God.’

Emotion welled up in his heart and he might havedcfor real this
time if Rory hadn't twisted his chubby fingers iris hair at that
moment and given it an almighty wrench.

'Hell"" Nick exclaimed, his eyes watering with tipain till he
managed to disentangle Rory's grip. But pain wastgx what he
needed to snap him out of his maudlin state, helddc

‘Time to wake up your mother, | think," he told fRoand, plopping
him onto his hip, carried him from the room.

Linda was curled up in the middle of the large Hdedking like a
little girl. A lock of hair had come loose from itespknot and was
lying across her face and mouth. Several strandswuaked their
way between her softly parted lips and now lay dgragainst the tip
of her tongue. She sighed a soft sigh in her skeeg that moist pink
tongue tip darted forward, pushing the hair aside.

'‘Damn.' Nick grimaced at the involuntary stirringhis loins, then
reached out to shake her abruptly by the shoulder.

‘Time to wake up, Linda," he told her gruffly.

She didn't wake easily, moaning softly as she dolbeer and
stretched in far too voluptuous a fashion.

Nick gritted his teeth and told himself that thiswd never happen to
him again. The next time he offered his serviceslieautiful woman
she was going to be unattached, undressed, and hinde

'‘What time is it?' she asked dreamily.

'Six-thirty,' he snapped.



'Six-thirty!" she gasped, pushing the lock of loait of her eyes as she
sat up. 'Oh, my God, I'll never be ready in time.'

'Of course you will," Nick pronounced brusquelyotirhave at least
an hour before your guests are due to arrive. Aeaple are never
early. Just don't dawdle.’

'l never dawdle!" she protested. 'But the tabledsesetting, and |
simply have to wash my hair. It feels as limp assh rag with all this
humidity.'

‘Then | suggest you start with the hair or youdl ¢gpreeting your
guests with the new wet look. Meanwhile, I'll popriRin his cot with
a bottle and see what | can do about setting thle.tdhe food hasn't
arrived yet, but I'm expecting it shortly.’

‘Whatever would | have done without you?' Lind&dras she ran for
the bathroom.

'‘God only knows,"' Nick muttered to himself and wahbut being a
good nanny.

‘Now you behave yourself for the next hour,' hecoed Rory while
he changed his nappy and dressed him in a clearblsky
terry-towelling jumpsuit. Rory gurgled happily, aktough in
complete agreement with whatever his new nannyesigd. There
wasn't a peep-out of him when he was put to bealjgh he did
immediately kick off his blanket.

'Yes, well, itis too hot for blankets just yet,' Nick conceded.t'Bli
cool down as soon as the rain comes, so I'll b& ttacover you up
later.'

'‘Ga-ga,' Rory said.



'Yes, precisely,' Nick said drily. 'I'm going to gaga before this night
Is out, | can tell you. Now here's your bottle. ibrit up and off to
sleep.

Nick was a good believer in the saying that thelldeade work for
idle hands—frankly, Sister Augustine had raised bimit!—so for
the next hour he gave the devil a good run fontosey. Fortunately,
Linda's large and very well laid out kitchen wapesibly stocked, so
he had little trouble finding the wherewithal td ae elegant dinner
table. Just as fortunately, a quick check on Rooyad seven showed
him sleeping like an angel.

The food arrived shortly after seven, and his akehtd had done him
proud. For an entrfe he'd sent six seafood cosktakrfectly
prepared and ready to serve in shell-like bowl® Main course was
well catered for with a huge pot of Gino's speerdl and tomato
casserole, two bowls of salad and enough crustp-aed-garlic
bread to feed an army.

Dessert was a wide selection of luscious Italiastnes which paid
not the slightest attention to the modern trendarals low-fat foods.
Gino had even thrown in a couple of bottles ofdpscial vino, the
kind that would put a hardened drinker under tiéetan no time.

On Gino's instructions, the delivery boy would m@atcept a cent,
although Nick did press a twenty-dollar tip into theung man's
hands which sent him away whistling.

Nick immediately put the entries and dessert inftidge, and the
main course in the oven. He hid the wine in a bottupboard—he
didn't think Linda and her guests were ready fard& potent brew—
then began opening a couple of bottles of the mnsar@ble white
wine which he'd found chilling in the fridge door.



An extra-loud crash of thunder suddenly rockedniigse, and Nick
grimaced. If that didn't wake Rory he didn't knowaw would. He
stopped what he was doing and dashed upstairsimfityd the door
to Rory's room already open.

Nick tried not to do a double take at the sightakhmet him as he
moved into the open doorway. But the Linda peeover the side of

Rory's surprisingly quiet cot was not the samehasltinda who'd

scrambled off her bed nearly an hour before. Evieensshe'd had her
hair up, no make-up on and her woman's body housésss than

feminine clothes, Nick had found her extremelyesttive.

His eyes now moved disbelievingly over the silkemgth of
honey-brown hair which flowed in glossy abandonmkalfway
down her back. The androgynous navy trousers ani \whirt had
been discarded in favour of something long anddgeand red.

She glanced up at his abrupt arrival, and he swatllioconvulsively.
Dear God, help me...

ShE£*Was just so lovely. And so damned desirable.riteuth was as
scarlet as her dress. Her eyes were dark-rimmedabumthg. And
that hair...

He must have masked his lust well, for she showedlarm as her
eyes met his. 'Shh,' she whispered, and beganngaléwards him.
‘Don't wake him.'

Nick swallowed again.

It wasn't a dress she was wearing—it was a skdtrmaatching vest.
The skirt hugged her hips then swirled out arouad dnkles. The
vest outlined her hourglass figure, swelling oubhat breasts before
curving in at her tiny waist. Four gold buttons ked their way from
between her breasts down to her waist. More goldhgwirom her



ears. She looked like a wild gypsy princess, anddieed to ravage
her on the spot.

Instead he stepped back out of the doorway, baliisgfists in
frustration while she came out and carefully cloiezl door. Even
with his back pressed against the wall, he wascktge enough to be
assailed by the perfume that wafted from her bddigk loved
perfume on a woman, especially the type Linda wasaring
tonight—musky and exotic and sinfully expensive.

'‘Rory's a good sleeper at night, but | was suré¢tthieder would have
woken him,' she said, smiling at Nick as she turioddce him.

He ruefully recalled the expression on her facemthey'd first met
in this hallway and decided it was much safer wtemwas scowling
at him, not smiling.

‘Well, you have to be lucky sometimes,’ he muttenedtotal
self-mockery. 'Now, if you're ready, we'd betterdgevnstairs and I'll
explain the menu.’

"The food arrived, then?'

'It did. And, before we have an argument over the®ino wouldn't
accept any money so you don't owe me a thing. Negvput the cold
courses in the fridge and the hot in the ovensaié as lie strode off
in the direction of the stairs, Linda scurryingeaftim. "You shouldn't
have any trouble serving any of it. And, for pitgake, there's no
need to tell your friends the truth. Let them thydu're a culinary
genius.’

'‘But this is all simply wonderful!' Linda exclaimed few minutes
later. 'And you've set the table as well"" she gdslon sliding the
door back which separated the kitchen from thendimirea. 'And so
beautifully! Oh, Nick, how am | ever going to bdeabo thank you?'



Several suggestions came to mind, all of whichide'dthink Linda
would go for.

‘There's no need,' he said in one hopefully fingapldy of heroic
gallantry. 'lt was my pleasure entirely.’

Her sudden colouring surprised him. What had he taembarrass
her? She glanced agitatedly away from his frowigage, one of her
hands fluttering up to fill the deep V of her nackl| as though she
was trying to hide the flush of her skin.

‘Linda? What is it? What did | say?'

'‘Nothing,' she said, her eyes fixed at some digpat in the dining
room. 'l...I'm just ashamed of myself, that's all.'

'‘But why? What for?'

Her eyes swung back to his, anxious and glitterMthat for? For a
lot of things, but mostly for being so rude to ywhben [ first came
home. And for misjudging you.'

‘Misjudging me?'

'Yes. Just because you ride a motorbike and dnesway you do |
assumed you were some kind of mindless, mac
Neanderthal—where as in fact you're a very intetligand extremely
kind man with more know-how and common sense thast of the
supposedly professional men I've known! | also feghamed of
asking you to stay upstairs and hide while | sémsewonderful food
which you'veprovided to a group of people | don't really gavdamn
about. | wish I'd never invited them. | wish...Ishi..'

The doorbell rang and Linda groaned. Suddenly, sgwmed in
danger of a very serious stress overload.



‘Linda, calm down,' Nick advised firmly. 'l promigeu | didn't take
offence at any of your reactions today. They werdiray
understandable. There's no need for you to feedrastl or guilty
over anything.’

At this she looked even more pained, so Nick too&tlaer tack.
'‘Look, you've had a difficult time lately and todaypuld have been
enough to rock anyone's socks. I'm just glad | alds to be of some
help. Now, go let your friends in and enjoy youeewg. If you feel
really guilty about the food then bring some upi®' he added. 'l am
a mite hungry, and | have a wicked penchant foroGirveal
casserole. A couple of those pastries in the fridgeldn't go astray
either. Fair enough?'

She just shook her head at him. "You make it alhgovery simple,
but it isn't.'
'It can be if you want it to be.’

She cocked her head on one side, her eyes sealshiimga bemused
fashion. '"You just don't understand, do you? But kbould you?'

The doorbell rang again, sounding insistent timeti

'l understand that if you don't answer that sooryRaght wake up,’
Nick warned.

She sighed. 'All right, I'm going. | know when Ibeaten.’

‘And so do I, Nick muttered, dashing away upstag®re Linda had
another fit of the guilts and asked him to stay eatddownstairs. The
last thing he needed was a few more hours of hegnwing presence,
especially now that she'd decidedwn&sa white knight, and not the
black prince.



Little did she know that she'd been right the firste. She hadn't
misjudged him totally. Over the last ten years laetkd the role of
mindless, macho Neanderthal with more women thasohkl count!

And, while he'd embraced a noble gallantry todayaad of his usual
male chauvinism, he rather suspected it wouldké& tauch to tip the

balance of the scales back the other way. He alspested that the
evening ahead might still test his gallantry furtlend so he braced
himself for the firay.

When Linda popped upstairs at regular intervalsh o check on
Rory and to bring Nick each course of the mealvhs ready with a
suitably cool mask in place, keeping the televisarand pretending
to be absorbed in the none too scintillating Satyrevening

programmes. Even so, each time she lingered farldog for his

peace of mind and body, and he heaved a greab&igief at each
exit.

His frustration was taken to new heights when sbadht him coffee
around ten and stayed even longer than Before, ditting on the
arm-rest of the sofa and chatting away, before wangd across the
room and standing at the window to watch the stommch had
finally hit with full force. Rain lashed the glasaad branches of trees
brushed the guttering under the force of the wind.

Nick found her just as disturbingly desirable whitr back towards
him. He kept looking at her hair and wanting tostwt around his
fingers and drag her back down onto the sofa wirthy Rvanted to
slide his hands up under that vest and over hexchbkeasts; wanted
to have her squirming and panting beneath him.

'For pity's sake, Linda,' he finally snapped. "Widltyour guests be
thinking, with your disappearing up here all thradp'



Linda turned, her arms crossing defensively over dreasts, her
expression rebellious. 'l don't really care whatytkhink. I've never
been so bored in all my life. | thought it would @ good to have
some people over, to have some adult conversatide@mpany, but
it hasn't worked out that way. | mistakenly imagim®etra and Louise
were friends, but | can see they don't care ab@uany more than |
care about them.

'l told them what happened to Madge and they weegeh interested
enough to ask how she is, or what I'm going to mld/onday about
work. And since Rory is safely in bed he doesndregxist in their

eyes. Louise even said contemptuously that shextnastention of

ever having children and spoilindner figure. Petra agreed
wholeheartedly. As for their boyfriends... All Ircaay is if that's all
that's on offer if | re-enter the dating game thigank you, but no,
thanks!

Nick was startled by her outburst, but he empathvgigh everything
she'd said. She'd just echoed what he'd found Himnsthe singles
world these past ten years. Not that he'd beenrigdr a partner.
He hadn't. But he could not help noticing the lighe land when it
came to relationships these days, and could welkrstand Linda's
disillusionment.

Most of the heterosexual single people over thivgre hopelessly
screwed up, chronically selfish and ridiculouslyr@ading. Their
expectations were unrealistically high. They wantedl but weren't
prepared to give much. Compromise was a no-no.ifltaciwas

unheard of. And commitment lasted only as longhasfirst flush of

passion, which usually hit the wall pretty quickiynce the
relationship moved from the initial fantasy phas#e tougher going
of day-to-day life.

'Relationships are very complicated these daysk Mbmmented.
‘Good ones are rare.'



She frowned over at him. 'Is that why you don'téhamy?’
‘Partly.’
‘And what's the other part?’

Nick was shocked at how tempted he was to telltoesit her down
and pour out everything. But what would that proWwguld it bring
Sarah and Jenny back to him? Would it change desidgmned
rotten detail <>f the past?

It would only upset him all over again, was his-aglel excuse for
keeping silent.

Yet Sister Augustine and that doctor had both $&dshould talk
about his loss and his grief. They'd said that thasonly way to get
rid of the anger and the guilt. Nick hadn't bel@vieem.

Now he wondered if they'd been right...

He stared at Linda and simply ached to unburdesélimShe would
be compassionate, he knew. She might even comes dios
understanding how he'd felt, and still felt. Sheehad lost someone in
tragic circumstances.

He marvelled again at her bravery in deciding teeit@er lover's baby
after he'd been killed. Surely every time she labkeRory she must
think of his father?

Maybe that was part of her problem in her bondirty tine child. Did
she subconsciously resent Rory's being alive wiemian she loved
was dead? Did she feel guilty over still being @lherself? Maybe
she felt she should have died with him.

Nick had felt that. He'd briefly wanted to die. &wmable him to go on,
he'd embraced the burning power of revenge for kewBut when



he'd finally been awarded that huge compensatigmepat in the
courts he'd suddenly seen the folly of his waysvelRge held no
lasting triumph or satisfaction. The anger andtguére still there,
and the money meant nothing to him.

So he'd left it all behind and run. Run from thenp&un from the
loneliness. Run from the brutal reality of stillilbg alive when all
he'd loved and promised to protect was dead.

And the running had worked to a degree. Time amd dibnstant
travel—the distraction of different places, diffetrgobs and different
people—had healed the rawest of his wounds. Hel@udn function
pretty normally.

But marriage and another family was something han'tlieven
contemplate. So he always kept his friendshipsalationships with
women very superficial and strictly sexual.

So why the hell did he yearn to dralais woman close to his heart?
He could understand his wanting to sleep with Aex red-blooded
man would want that. But to unburden his soul?i3lo an emotional
involvement? She was the last woman he'd wantitanféove with.,
She had a child, goddammit. She was looking folaa to share her
life with, not a fly-by-night hellraiser whose onlyawt in life now
was to live each day as it came with no thougiwiorrow, let alone
permanent responsibility.

Hell, he should be running a mile instead of logkat her now and
coveting not only her body but also her woman's mtar and
compassion.

Then why aren't you, you mug? he asked himself.

'l think you'd better go back downstairs,' he sgtggefirmly in a vain
attempt at being sensible. "Your guests will be adevimg where you
are.'



‘Then let them wonder!" she snapped. 'If | go lhmkn I'll only drink
far too much wine and give myself a headache triorfgnd things to
say. The four of them are perfectly content cudgliip to each other,
anyway. They've been all over each other like mstiace they
arrived. | don't know why they both- ere4 to coméew minutes ago
| almost told them not to worry about the meal @, to just get down
on the floor and get right on with it.'

Nick smiled a rueful smile. It seemed dear Lindd haen having as
frustrating an evening as he'd been. "Why didnit’/be mocked.

'l wish | had." She sighed an irritable sigh. 'Dgou think it's a pity
that you can never say exactly what you're thinRikigouldn't you
like to just say it as it is sometimes, withoutrfeafavour?'

'‘Absolutely. But unfortunately, in the main, teflithe bare truth gets
you into trouble." He could just imagine what shsgg if he told her
that right at this moment he wanted to take ofhall clothes and get
her down on the floor!

‘Tell me whatyou'rethinking,' she ordered hisuddenly. 'Right at
this moment. | want the truth, the whole truth anodhing but the
truth.'

'‘No, you don't," he mocked.

‘Yes, | do,’ she countered, tossing her head dsfjathe action
sending her earrings swinging and her hair shimmgdike silk.

There was no denying the flirtatious flavour in lesrds and her
actions. Or Nick's surprised realisation that Dagester was actually
making an oblique pass at him.

His narrowed gaze carried a new and penetratinggtitfulness as it
travelled down her body then up again. He notedrdiped rise and
fall of her breasts, the peaked nipples, the fladier cheeks.



Well, blow me down, he thought.

The very real possibility that she might want hismrauch as he
wanted her swiftly obliterated any concern over anwise

involvement, sexual or otherwise. Even the suddgltygexpression
on her face did nothing to sway him from his nesotee. He rose to
his feet and walked inexorably towards her, holdiegwith his eyes,
telling her with his own visual hunger what he hadind.

He half expected her to bolt for the door. But dltin't. She stayed,
staring up at him, her eyes wide and unblinkirig those of a rabbit
trapped in the headlights of a car.

And that car was coming straight towards her wititsadangerously
lethal power.

When Nick stopped at arm's length from her bodyraadhed out to
tip her chin up with a single, firm fingertip, heltfher tremble right
down to her toes. It was not a tremble of fearpbkeved, but of
intense excitement. He could see the hunger iglhtaring eyes, and
the way her lips had fallen apart so that she ceuttk more air into
her panting lungs.

And he relished every telling detail.

‘You want to know what I'm thinking?' he tauntedtlgp his finger
tracing down her throat then down into the deepf Vier neckline.
'I'm thinking that you're in desperate need of a.and I'm just the
man to accommodate you.'

Her lips parted further in shock, and he was abmktss them when
there was a blinding zigzag of lightning outsidelldwed by an
immediate and cataclysmic crash of thunder. Thbtdigand the
television went off, plunging the room into darkses



CHAPTER SEVEN

LINDA gasped, then groaned when she felt Nick's finiifefeom her
flesh. He was stopping. That was all she couldktf@bout at that
moment. The blackout didn't matter. Neither did hasitors
downstairs. He wastopping!

She groaned again. She didn't want Nick to stop.&mted him to
take her in his arms, wanted him to touch her, k&ss undress her.
Yes, he was so right—she was desperate for a man.

But not any man. Just Nick.

She wanted to do everything with him, everything'dtbeen taught
to think of as indecent and shameful. She wantedtbistrip away
a]J her inhibitions, as well as her clothes. Shetadto put aside the
strait-laced Linda who had inhabited her body fer plast thirty-odd
years and embrace a new Linda, the Linda .whichemagrged the
moment she'd seen Nick standing naked before elfternoon.
That Linda had known instinctively what she'd wantedthwno
shame and no qualms.

And, while the brainwashed Linda had battled tgosesgs this bolder
side of herself, she could see now that this nesvraare exciting
Linda had kept a subtly controlling hand this engniShe'd directed
her choice of clothes, the way she'd done her trarperfume she'd
chosen to wear.

Wear?Good God, she'd practicalhathedn the stuff. There wasn't a
secret fold or pore in her body which didn't reélOpium.

And then there'd been her behaviour tonight. Irptest, she'd always
been pretty cool and standoffish in her dealingk wien. She never
gave them an inch. Gordon had even accused heeaufniing a
feminist.



But with Nick she'd suddenly discovered a far m@minine side,
indulging in apologies, flattery, gratitude andvseide. She hadn't
been able to stay away from him for more than terutas at a time,
running upstairs at every excuse just so that shkeldook at him, be
with him and talk to him.

With each visit upstairs she'd become just a litilre desperate to
attract his sexual interest, till finally she'd beeduced to flirting and
Nick had seen the light behind her uncharacterisitaviour—had

seen it and decided to act on it with a darkly nhess resolve which

had sent her already dangerously aroused bodypvaarive.

And, while she'd been rather surprised by the pnesuously
arrogant way he'd taken control of things, shedook have stopped
him in a million years.

She didn't want him to stop now.

'‘We'll have to put this on hold,' Nick mutteredoitihe darkness. "You
go see if Rory's woken up and I'll get rid of yeisgitors. Do you have
a torch up here anywhere?’

'‘No, | don't,’ she replied rather breathlessly.efBare some candles
and matches downstairs in the kitchen.'

'l know; | saw them earlier. But we're not goingltsclose that fact to
your visitors, are we? We're not going to admih&ving any other
lights of any kind at all.'

‘But...’

He gripped her shoulders and she could just makkisdace as her
eyes grew used to the darkness. ‘Do you want rgettad of those
people or not, Linda?' he asked sharply. 'ls toig yvay of telling me
you've changed your mind?'



'No...'
‘You don't sound very sure.'

She didn't know what to say. Her earlier, mad @ssinad been
dampened a little by the interruption to the proloegs. And some
embarrassment was creeping in. What must he thih&@ As much
as she yearned to be more sexually adventurousiesipesed people
who indulged in tacky one-night stands. 'l...I jdenh't want you to
think I'm cheap,' she said.

'For pity's sake, Linda, what decade were you bo?ri don't think a
woman is cheap because she acts and feels likenaahdealthy
female. Cheap has nothing to do with sex and eveiyto do with a
person's all-round character. You could never baghdever!'

She flushed with pleasure at his impassioned wdrdsy made her
feel a lot better.

'‘Now that we've got that settled,' Nick went ondgjuely, 'just do as |
say, okay? Here. Take this." And he produced alight from his
pocket which, when handed over, Linda saw was aamoire lantern
attached to a set of keys.

'It turns on and off by twisting the base.' He shdwer. ‘It runs on a
tiny battery, so don't leave it on indefinitely.'

'‘Oh, how cute! But won't you need it to go downstai

'l have a pencil torch in my rucksack. Now, | wgoti to promise me
not to come downstairs. I'm going to tell them Rloag woken and is
very upset by the storm. Once they see there'sngpthore for them
to do except sit in the darkness by themselves/'lithi@ake my
suggestion and leave.’

"You don't think they'll be offended?’



'‘Not in the slightest. From what you've said thdyel only too happy
to go home and screw themselves silly.'

Linda winced. She hated the word 'screw.' It wata@ and cold.
Was that how Nick would think of sex with her? THad was
screwing her silly?

'l go down now," Nick said. 'And remember whaold you. Don't
come downstairs. Not till you hear their cars dio¥e anyway.'

Linda took a few seconds to gather herself afterk™ideparture.
Then she hurried along to Rory's room. She didimtkthe could have
woken or he would surely have been crying.

Blessed silence met her when she opened the dawdrwhile she
was relieved, Linda wasn't really surprised Rorylddoe a terror
during the day, hardly napping at all, but oncensat to sleep at
night wild horses would not wake him.

Linda's heart welled up with love for her son as Eloked down at
his angelic, sleeping face. She determined to bet&r mother in
future, to try to be more relaxed with him, as Nidd suggested.

And she would move heaven and earth to find thg best nanny to
look after him. She would not go back to work sitle had.

This thought brought a worried frown to her faceexNmonth's
magazine went to press this Friday. As the featex®®or it was
crucial that she be there this week. If she letntdewn she just might
not have a job to go back to. Although Gordon heftl her well
provided for with a house, contents and car, theas not a lot of
actual cash left in the ban8he needeber job. And she needed to
work. It was no use pretending otherwise. She'ddtribeing a
twenty-four- hour-a-day mother and she'd almost dareny!



Sighing, Linda put the little lantern keyring dowen the dressing
table and tucked the blanket firmly back aroundduwer.

'‘But don't you worry, my darling,’ she whisperedd dransferred a
kiss from her fingers to his forehead. "That's Mwtsproblem. I'll
work something out tomorrow. Maybe they'll let ninly you into
work with me.’

Picking up the little lantern and keys, she tiptdexin the room,
switching off the light once she was back out i hlallway. She used
the wall to guide her along to the top of the stairhere she sat on the
step in the darkness and listened with intereblies shepherded the
two couples across the foyer and through the foot.

'Linda sends her apologies and says she'll ring ek was saying
briskly. "Thank you for coming. Watch yourself drose steps. Bye,
now.'

Linda shook her head. Not a protest or a peep foamy of them. It
seemed Nick was right. Either thator they'd berrcktspeechless by
the sudden appearance of a macho giant in blackngodown the
stairs and ushering them out of the house.

Nick did have an overpowering persona and presehogja
conceded.

She heard him close the front door, then heardsigim It was an odd
sigh. Not weary, but troubled- sounding.

Had he changed his mind? came the instant, panicky thodtn't
he want to sleep with her any more? Was he wothatishe might
not know the score, as was required by all hissttary lady- friends?

The thought that he might just turn around anddesant her jumping
to her feet.



'Nick!" she cried out.

'‘What? What is it?' He bounded up the stairs andelthe pencil of
light into her face.

‘You...you weren't going to leave too, were you?'
‘Leave? Why would | do that?'

'‘Because...well...you might think that | was ondhafse ladies with
babies who's on the lookout for a man not jusafarght but for life.’

‘That thought hadn't occurred to me,' he saick you?'
‘No, of course not! | just want you to...to...'
'‘Quite,' he said.

She was confounded by the sharp edge in his viBce.isn't that
what you want too, Nick?'

His hesitation to answer confused her all the more.
'Nick?"

‘Yes, of course,' he said impatiently. 'Now, lgisand light some
candles before this torch battery gives out. Whieminds
me—where are my keys? | don't want to lose themm't@get Old
Faithful going without them.’

So hewasalready thinking of leaving, Linda thought unhappihe
image of him indulging in a five-minute quickie wither before
roaring off on his motorbike was depressing ingkzeme.

She silently handed over the keys, which he pushiedhis jeans
back pocket.



'Right,’ he said. 'Give me your hand. This torcfaging fast, and the
last thing | want is you falling down these stairgl ending up in the
bed next to Madge.

'So how was Rory?' he asked as he drew her careimlin the stairs,
only a thin beam of light showing the way. 'l didmear anything, so
hopefully he stayed asleep.’

‘Yes, he did. He's a good sleeper at night. Nothimgh wakes him
after nine.'

‘You've no idea how glad | am to hear that.’

He gave her hand an intimate squeeze and herfheatated wildly.
The possibility that he might spend the whole nigiih her if she
asked sent a ripple of delight quivering all theywlawn her spine.

'Nick," she said, pulling him to a halt as theycresd the bottom of the
stairs.

He directed the beam right into her face. 'Yes?'

The curt wariness in his voice caused her couatpde. If she asked
him to stay the whole night, he might interpretttha her already
making demands on him—as her being one of thoseaemowho
clung and wanted more than he was prepared to give.

‘Were...were Petra and company annoyed about wkimgathem to
leave?' she asked instead.

Nick gave a short, dry laugh. 'You've got to bengk | think they
were relieved. Look, Linda, get real. They probaintyy came to get
a free feed. And they'd already had that, hadeitzh

'‘Oh! What a cynical thing to say!



'Sorry, but lamcynical. So are you, if you're truthful. We've ot
reached the cynical thirties.’

Linda was about to voice a protest when she piiérdelf up short.
Nick was right. Shénad become more cynical over the past year
so. Gordon's death had stripped her of his pretegiresence then
propelled her into the real world with a vengeance.

Unfortunately, she hadn't realised that at the tiamel had plunged
into her decision to have Rory before cold, haaliyehad sunk in.
Like a lot of girls these days, she'd had a tengémcoat the idea of
single motherhood with a romantic glow. She'd algapidly

embraced the modern female belief that she couldakd be
everything at the same time.

Linda now knew from firsthand experience that shaswnot
Superwoman. She also wasn't totally self- suffici&Site needed
support.

And above all, surprisingly, she needed Nick.
'‘Come on.' Nick tugged her hand. 'Let's go getdluasdles.'

‘Exactly how oldare you, Nick?' she asked on their way to th
kitchen.

"Thirty-five.'

‘You look younger.'

'So do you.'

‘Well, I hope so,' she laughed. 'I'm only thirtyreo

'I meant younger than thirty-one. Dave told me yage.'



She was startled. 'l think Dave told you more aboatthan you've
admitted." Thank God, though, her big-mouthed kmothadn't
mentioned Rory's unconventional conception. Sheerdiked Nick's
admiration of her so-called bravery in having Gorddaby. If he
knew the truth, he would look upon her as if she wdool—a silly,
naive, self-indulgent fool!

'l dragged a few basic details out of him afterryploione call, that's
all. Ah, here's the drawer with the candles ancches.’

He placed the ailing torch on the counter and daeleng white
candle out of the full box. Once it was lit, thegne both immediately
bathed in a circle of golden light much more atnhes than the
torch. It cast ghostly shadows upon Nick's faceadakd a menacing
edge to his harshly handsome features, highlightiadive o'clock
shadow and the black depths of his deeply set eyes.

Linda's eyes drifted down his equally menacing betis powerful

chest was encased in black, while his long, museutas were bare.
She swallowed as her imagination filled with thestspellbinding

fantasies.

She was so engrossed in looking at him and thinkatghoughts that
she gasped when he reached out to touch her cAgenny for your
thoughts?'

She shivered at the thought of exposing her sexsegts$ to him. ‘It
would take much more than a penny to pry them dune,’ she
choked out.

He laughed softly, then fell silent as he helddhedle closer to her
face. She could feel the heat of the flame ag&estkin. Or was it
her own heat burning her cheeks?

‘You are one beautiful woman," he murmured, higdis travelling
all over her face as though he were a blind madimgaher features



with his fingertips. "This one little candle is just going to do,' he
said in a low, almost hypnotic voice as he movedfingertips back
and forth across her mouth. 'Do you have any catidks
anywhere?"

'In...in the music room," she whispered shakilyotigh those
galvanising, tantalising fingertips. They felt likke skin of ripe
peaches against her lips. She ached to kiss theknthem, suck
them.

But she just could not bring herself to.

The thought that she might be shrinking back ihtd old Linda who
would cringe at anything but the missionary positio a darkened
bedroom demoralised her totally.

She quivered uncontrollably when one of his finigsrtbrushed
against the tip of her tongue. At least she coutdliassly enjoy what
hedid to her. That was something.

She almost moaned when his hand dropped away.
‘Take me there,' he said.

The moment was broken, her escalating desirelsdefjing in the air.
Linda felt disorientated, and acutely dismayed. 3tz&l great
difficulty gathering herself together.

'‘Down this way,' she said stiffly. '‘Give me thandk. And bring
three more.'

Linda took the lit candle from his hands and walkedn to the door
at the other end of the galley-style kitchen. Pmesoly, Nick hadn't
been in this part of the house. Why would he haenB She didn't
come in here herself all that much. It depressed he



‘This was Gordon's favourite room," she said asvetet in, then
waited for the depression—and possibly the guilt-hito Gordon
would have been truly shocked by what she was ddtied been
very strait-laced about sex. She was pretty shoakéérself!

'‘Over here,' she said tautly, and crossed the rtoowhere a sleek,
shiny baby grand piano rested under the large winoleerlooking
the terrace. Sitting on top was a three-prongedtalyandelabrum
which she'd bought in Italy. It had been relativetiyap and Gordon
had criticised her over the purchase, saying it wasr-quality
crystal. Yet when they'd returned home he'd puatpiride of place on
his piano and had taken credit for the buy whenesmone had
complimented him on it.

‘Nice-looking piano,' Nick commented on joining h&o you play?'

'‘No. Neither did Gordon. But he liked quality thead his was said to
be the best money could buy.'

Nick bent to peer at the German brand name. 'tardy is,' he said.
Linda frowned. "You know something about pianos?'

‘A little.'

‘You mean you actuallglay?"

His smile was wry, and she knew she'd done it agaisjudged him.

‘Occasionally,’ was all he said, but Linda feltitde. She must have
offended him, and that was the last thing in theldvehe wanted to
do.

'‘Will...will you play something for me?' she askauan attempt at
reparation.



'No,' he said, quite calmly, and lifted the heaagaelabrum carefully
down onto the keyboard lid. 'Perhaps some otheg.tinmave other
things I'd rather be doing at this moment." He ghgea hard yet
highly sensual look over his shoulder, and shéyfginaked inside.

At last he dropped his eyes back to the candelaland started
attending to the task in hand. Linda found her gazeted to his
hands as they screwed the first candle deep isthalkder. Was he
really doing it as slowly and as deliberately aseémed? And with
such erotic suggestiveness? Her mouth went dry weerepeated
the procedure with the second candle. When heyresthmed the
third one in she made a small, choking sound.

His eyes jerked up to take in her flushed face,sdr&just knew that
he knew what she'd been thinking and feeling.

'‘Come closer.'

She trembled inside at the command in his voicel the almost icy
control. Why was it, she wondered, that she foursdclntrol so
exciting? Was it because she herself was spinnaygowt of control?

There was no question of not obeying him. There sueth a sweet,
dark pleasure in placing herself totally in his tnShe revelled in
the mixture of fear and excitement which rushedugh her veins as
she crossed the distance between them.

Yes, she was afraid of him, afraid of what he midbtto her. Yet

underneath, on some other, instinctive level, shesteéd him

implicitly not to actually hurt her but to take hterplaces she would
never dare to go on her own. There was a wholedwafrtdelicious

pleasures out there that she had never tastedsiadvanted him to
make her taste them tonight.

She moved to stand a breath away from him, expeatahhelplessly
turned on. Every nerve-ending in her body felt eiket. Her



nipples were hard against the satin lining of hestvHer whole
breasts felt swollen. There was a churning dedgirstomach, along
with an exquisite tension.

She sucked in a sharp breath when he reachedamgitcle her wrist,
but all he did was tip the candle she was holdwvey o@n its side and
direct its flame to the wicks of the three candliethe candelabrum.
When they were lit, he let her go and lifted thed=abrum high.

'Follow me," he ordered, and he headed back thrthegkitchen.
She did, like some programmed robot.

But a robot did not have a pounding heart, or essdlaots in its
stomach. A robot's face did not flame wildly at theught of what
was ahead of it.

Only in her blind obedience was she a robot.

She followed him down the length of the kitchen artd the dining
room, where the long glass table was still strevith dirty plates,
half-empty coffee- cups and empty wineglassesdh®ed a strange
placeto take her, she thought dazedly. But a rdlaist't question. It
just obeyed.

He bent and placed the candelabrum under the tdi#ecandles
sending an unearthly glow up through the glass.nTie walked
down each side of the table, sweeping all befora hiith an
outstretched arm, piling everything up in an unijuinble at the far
end.

His actions reminded her of an erotic scene frofamaous movie
which took place on a large kitchen table. She vinettall over just
thinking about it. Surely he didn't mean to do amy like that? She
shivered violently as she stared down at the talliech looked like a
pagan altar with those three candles glowing ureshmit.



‘You can't possibly be cold,' Nick whispered framtjbehind her.

Her heart leapt and she dropped the candle sheld hading. It
clattered onto the polished floor and rolled awthg, wick snuffing
out.

'l...you...you frightened me,' she rasped, spinnognd to face him.
‘Would | do that?' he murmured.

She gasped again when he suddenly scooped hedgagmer on the
edge of the table.

'What...what are you doing?' she protested bressiyle

'‘Exactly what you want me to do,' he said. 'So hysHovely Linda,
and just enjoy.'

'‘But...but...

His kiss silenced her, then did so much more. dught forth that
new Linda again, the one who would never proteshank back, the
one who instantly wallowed in the hot invasion & tongue in her
mouth, and at the same time quickly yearned foerothvasions. She
moaned a deeply sensual moan, slid her hands aphisithair and
told him with her own tongue that she would go velver he led, and
do whatever he wanted.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SwWEET Lord, Nick thought when Linda started kissing hiatk. He'd
known some passionate women in his day, but shéhiefothers in
the shade. She was on fire, a volcano ready td.erup

Nick was pretty close to erupting himself!

He had to distance himself from her heat fairlycilyi or he wouldn't
have a hope in Hades of giving her what she oblyouanted and
needed. Once was not going to be enough.

There again, once wasn't going to be enough for, lkither. He
wanted this night to last as long as possible. &edt about cooling
his dangerously aroused body by concentratingeypleasure rather
than his, by focusing all his attention on findiagt exactly what
turned her on the most, what she liked above sdl.el

Till a moment ago, he'd thought she favoured playime submissive
female to his dominant male. Most women did. Buttld see now
that she would relish taking the assertive roleval when the time
was right..."

He aimed to make sure the timeas right sometime during the
coming hours. But when the lovemaking was finalgio when the
fires had been extinguished for both of them, heedito walk away.
Oh, yes. There would be no repeat performancera¢ $oture date,
Nick vowed staunchly. No offering his serviceslie far too needy
and greedy Linda a second time. When the dawn caeneould be
well gone, never to return.

Linda moaned when he cupped her face and starsaabdais mouth
from hers. She dug her fingertips into his scalp ted to force him
back, but he took her hands by her wrists and pdefisem palm



down against the glass table on either side ofthersplayed fingers
automatically curled over the edge.

'‘Now keep them there,' he commanded curtly. 'Ahdtsi.’

She kept them there and sat still, eyes blinkindewvhen he pushed
her skirt up over her knees, exposing her baredadder thighs. She
stared, dry-mouthed and heart pounding, when Hesgiap her left

ankle and began unbuckling the strap of her blacklal. He slipped
the shoe from her foot then let it fall softly teetfloor before doing

the same to her other foot.

On the surface they were simple, straightforwardioas yet,
somehow, the nakedness of her legs brought an asmieal
awareness which turned every touch into the massusdly erotic
caress. She quivered with each brush of his findenstoes curling
over in an echo of the curling sensations in hemsth.

'You have lovely legs,' he murmured, before partimgse legs and
standing between them.

Her heart began to thud heavily, blood poundingantemples. She
gulped when he started undoing the buttons on éstr with quick,
skilful fingers. In seconds he was peeling the tsides apart,
revealing her aching, aroused breasts.She heldreath when he
began stroking, over them oh, so gently with hisdsa Her nipples
peaked hard beneath the heat of his palms, seridimgs of fire
through her breasts and down to that area betweethighs already
burning for him. When he started rolling the sewsipeaks with his
thumb-pads, she squeezed her eyes tightly shut atodnatically
arched her back.

He swiftly satisfied her silent plea, taking fizhe swollen nipple
then the other into his hot, wet mouth. His ton¢eesed, then his
teeth tormented till she was panting her pleasure.



When he stopped she groaned in disappointment.
'l know, honey,' he murmured. 'l know. But it's éin® move on.’

She opened glazed eyes to watch him ease the aektdif her
shoulders, letting it slide down her arms befditenty her stiff hands
through each armhole. He tossed the garment dsaejtist stood
there, his eyes glittering with a dark intent asyttravelled slowly
over her body.

The realisation that she was sitting on her dirtaige, naked to the
waist, letting this man do as he pleased with sleould have filled
her with shame. Instead, she was awash with a wawsicked
excitement Her breasts were rising and falling, blobd surging
through her body with all the untamed power ofvarrin flood.

'So beautiful,’ he said, stroking her hair backrfrber face then
cupping her cheeks. His kiss was light this tinmel exquisitely soft.

His hands were equally soft as they stroked downHreat and over
her shoulders. So when he suddenly took hold aistvoulders with
a firmer grip and tipped her back onto the tabkewhs startled into a
muffled cry, her eyes widening.

"Trust me,' he said.

She wasn't semi-naked for long. Ten seconds l&emas totally
naked, her skirt and black satin panties havingn lpeeled from her
body in one expertly smooth movement...

The thought came to her that Nick had had plentyprafctice at
undressing women, and Linda was surprised at halays that made
her feel. She frowned her bewilderment but thebdgan smoothing
his large, warm palms over her whole body, andcshed think of
nothing but the feel of his hands on her breastsstomach, her legs.



Soon she was consumed with the need to have hiah toer even
more intimately. She wanted his hamd$weerher legs, wanted him
to touch that spot which was more sensitive thanodimer part of her
body.

But he had other plans for his hands, sliding themound and
underneath her buttocks. When he lifted her skgbiti the glass and
his head began to bend, her eyes and lips roufsthedgaped down at
the top of his dark head, flinching when his mocitbsed over her
navel, then freezing when his lips started tramngllilownwards. She
could not believe he was going to do what it seeheedas going to
do. Such an intimacy was outside her limited rawofesexual
experience.

There seemed to be no stopping him. And in all Bgnehe did not
want to stop him. But old habits died hard, and for kilevany
pleasure was spoiled by feelings of embarrassnmehtalnerability.

Gradually, however, the delights of his lips contit be denied and
she found herself surrendering to the sweet pleastiit all. Her
mind swirled, her body squirmed, her heart poun&ma had never
experienced anything like it.

She knew she was coming, and had no hope of s pbgirself. The
pleasure peaked, then broke in waves of electatasg, her gasping
cries echoing loudly in the room before eventualhftening to the
most sensual and satisfied sighs. At long lastashquietly, her eyes
closing as an ebb tide of the deepest peace wasited)h her.

Nick straightened to stare down at her. It had bdsincult to
distance himself from her passion. But he'd donanitl, amazingly,
had found great satisfaction in doing it.



Such selflessness in lovemaking was a strangentthese days. He
only ever gave pleasure to gain it. Yet with Lirgileing her pleasure
had evoked a pleasure in its own right.

Nick's loins did ache for their own release, bukhew he would not
take her right now as he would have any other wolnggh been with
over the past few years. He wanted to wait till slas ready for him
again, till she could join with him in further lovenaking to their
mutual satisfaction.

A great feeling of tenderness swelled in his classhe scooped her
up into his arms and began carrying her from thenroThat
tenderness broke his stride momentarily.

'‘No,' he muttered, scowling denial of his feelings.

But then her beautiful blue eyes opened to staestiqningly up at
him, and he felt it again—that tenderness, thaubwigging at his
heart which made him want to hold her close and loer as she had
never been loved before.

Anger at such an uncharacteristic weakness stéesdelégs and he
forged on, flinging such stupid thoughts aside.

Concentrate on the sex, man, he lectured himset'S all she wants
from you. That's all any woman wants from you thesgs.

'‘Where are you taking me?' she asked.
‘To bed," he snapped.
'Oh," she said in a disappointed-sounding voice.

Where in hell had she been expecting him to tak& k¢asn't the
dining table enough kinkiness for one night?



But then he realised she might have thought he trteadeave her
there.

'‘Don't worry, honey,' he drawled. "You won't benao



CHAPTER NINE

LINDA woke to the sound of the shower running. For adewonds
she could not assemble her thoughts, but thenrhar began to clear
and she rolled over to glance at her bedside clock.

Five past midnight. She'd only been asleep a femutas at most. It
had been eleven-thirty when Nick had first carhedinto this room.

Linda rolled back and sighed. She felt wonderfhlydtcally. But, at
the same time, she was troubled. Why had it talemtliirty-one
years to discover the pleasure and magic of malowg properly?
Why hadn't it been like this with Gordon?

But it hadn't. Sex with Gordon had been somethivegdsdone more
for him than for herself. Then later, when he htadrinted to make
love much any more, she hadn't minded.

Hadn'tminded!If Gordon had made love to her the way Nick ha
done she would have been devastated by his lag&safe for her.

Nick had shown her just now how it should be wheman and

woman's body came together. There was no roonmipshyness or
shame or darkness. He'd shown her that downstiags,when he'd
brought her up here he'd continued in the same Fewst, he'd turned
the lights on and left them on. Then, after layeg down on the bed,
he'd undressed boldly before her, uncovering ewety of his male

body without a single hesitation or qualm.

Of course itwas a magnificent male body. Perfect in shape, al
awesome in its power. He was all rippling muscis fitness evident
in the superb structure of his chest muscles, aoméntion the
flatness of his washboard stomach. She'd been fevar of
anticipation by the time he'd finally stripped bt underpants, her
insides twisting with a burning desire to be as wami this man.



Amazing, really, when only a few minutes before'dHelt totally
sated, her fires thoroughly quenched.

When he'd announced abruptly that he had to get somdoms from
his rucksack in the family room Linda had colourgw, she hadn't
even thought of protection. She'd still been blushing when he
returned and joined ho- on the bed, then had beigm sfartied when
he'd entered her straight away.

But he'd felt as fantastic as she'd known he wduldad been even
better when he'd moved, his thrusts powerful arssipaate. He'd
lasted longer than she'd thought possible undercittteamstances.
And she'd done the impossible herself. Actually epmwhile he
surged into her, without any manual help. She'dchabout vaginal
orgasms but she'd never had one before.

It had been quite different from her earlier climdbot so sharp, but
infinitely more satisfying in both a physical andaional way. She'd
revelled in being able to hold him tight while Hérsh contracted
around his, had found intense pleasure in feelisgpfesence—not
just inside her, but on top of her and all arouad Bhe would never
look upon the missionary position in a negativédtliggain. It was
incredible when it was right.

And it had been right tonight...with Nick.

Linda lay there, listening to the shower and wargyabout whether
she would ever experience such pleasure and saibsfaagain.

Nick's showering suggested that he had finishedbtremaking, that
he would soon dress and leave.

She didn't want him to leave. She wanted him toectack to bed
and sleep with her the whole night. She wantedetafidle to touch
him, arouse him, force him to make love to her agai



The shower snapped off and she groaned. Soon hkel Wweugone,
gone from her bed and from her life. Suddenly sftenbt just dismay
but also a quite overpowering desolation.

She smothered another groan when the bathroomajmored and
Nick came into the room without a stitch on. Butdwn't head for
the chair which held his clothes, as she'd fearsdstrode over to
stand beside the bed, looking down at her withaveed eyes while
he roughly dried himself with a towel. When he &abshe towel
aside, she was astonished to see that he wasageant

'‘Glad to see you're awake,' he said. 'And thatrgonbticed my
predicament. | contemplated a cold shower, butlsicguld not face
it. Not when | knew my luscious Linda was out hdyang naked on
her big, soft, sexy bed.’

He joined her on that bed, bending over to kissdt@rtled mouth.
Her heart leapt along with her body.

‘Do you think you might help a poor man out, lussid.inda?' he
murmured thickly against her lips. 'Do | take yasitence for
agreement?’

He kissed her again, this time more hungrily, treathed over to the
bedside table and extracted a new condom fromdkeHte pressed it
into her hand, before lying back and sighing a dagbp. '"You do the
honours. My flesh is willing but my spirit is montanly weak.
Long, hot showers have a way of sapping my strerfgpime of it,
anyway,' he added with an ironic touch.

Linda elbowed herself up on her left side, stadogn at the condom
in her right hand then down at his beautiful boggd, outstretched,
just waiting for her. She bit her bottom lip. How earth could she
manage to house him in this highly inadequate sofaqothing that
she was holding?



Suddenly, she was consumed by the most limiting laeldtling
feelings of inadequacy and awkwardness. Self-disguiskly joined
her dismay. Good God, she was an anachronismdgrd#lyi and age!
Thirty-one years old and as timid and inexperiera®d teenager.

'I don't know what to do,' she choked out with a@mbarrassment. 'l
mean...I've never...| mean I... | don't know howdacthat.'

‘Do what?'

'‘Put a condom on a man,' she confessed. ‘As foingdéve to a
man,' she added, trying not to go too red, 'le.hever really done
that either.'

There was no doubt that Nick looked stunned.
'Never?'he asked.
'No. Never.'

She wished she could have read the expression# Wiitied across
his face. But they came and went so quickly. Forgaet, Linda felt
awful. But what was the use of pretending to betvgha& could not
be?

Nick's suddenly warm smile made her feel a bitdsetiNot to worry,’

he said. 'A lot of women can't put a condom on a.mébt properly,

anyway. Here, give it back to me and I'll try torrage when the time
Is right. Meanwhile, just put your head on my cheght here,' he
directed, ‘and snuggle up while | have a little.réken I'll see about
us having seconds.’

'Seconds?'

'‘Well...seconds for me, honey. You're on thirdsy acky devil.'



Linda wavered between cringing and giggling foeaand, then just
laughed and did as he said—put her head on hi¢ ahdssnuggled
up, her arms wrapping around his waist, her rigligt lifting to lie
along the top of his powerful thigh. It felt slightincomfortable, so
she bent her leg to lift it higher and the sidénef knee brushed the
base of his penis.

'‘God, yes,' he groaned. 'Do that again.'
'‘What?'
‘Your knee. Rub it up and down on me.'

She swallowed but did as she was bid, and he gdoagein. '‘Mmm,
that feels so good. Now try it with your hand. Ggntow, but firmly.
No, hold it right around. Oh, yes, that's it." Hygopan sounded
tortured: 'Don't stop. Just keep doing that.'

She had no intention of stopping. She was too tuime A dark
excitement was rushing along her veins and blotdag anything
which even remotely smacked of guilt or shame wulseon.

But soon doing it to him with her hand was justgotdd enough. She
wanted to do for him what he had done for, her,te@mo give him
the ultimate thrill.

The thought excited her unbearably, and she ralehise to lever

herself up and bend her head to his chest. Sloaryrtouth began its
erotic journey downwards, kissing and licking tlkensas she went.
His stomach fluttered wildly when her lips starteavelling over it,

the muscles stiffening once she passed his navel.

‘You don't have to do that if you don't want ta&' $aid huskily. 'l
really don't expect you to... Oh, God,' he moarsedea mouth made
contact.



Using a knowledge born of memory of what had drien wild,
Linda spent a few tantalising minutes teasing astirtg him with her
lips and tongue, working her way slowly down thi iength of him.
When at last she returned to take him betweenipgr dhe felt his
whole body tremble uncontrollably. When his hipgdre to squirm
she drew him in even deeper.

‘No, don't!" he choked out.

Linda was suddenly grabbed by her shoulders, had heenched
upright and away from him.

'‘Why did you stop me?' she cried, her voice shakinganted to do
it. And youwantedme to. Iknowyou did." She was almost in tears
and her head was spinning.

He reached up and cupped her face, his fingerddfiinshaking. 'Yes,
of course | wanted you to," he rasped, his chdshstving. 'But |

wasn't wearing protection and | thought... Hellydsn't expecting
you to go all the way, and | was worried you migbt really want to.
| didn't mean to upset you. | was only thinkingyofu, Linda,' he
finished with a ragged sigh, his hands falling avirayn her face as
he slumped back on the pillow.

She blinked her astonishment. 'You were thinking noé," she
repeated, moved beyond belief by his sensitivity sglflessness. She
could not imagine too many men stopping at thattpoi

But Nick had.

She leant over him to finger-comb his sweat- damgédreer back
from his face, then bent to kiss him softly on theuth. "That's so
sweet,' she murmured against his lips. 'But | wdade gone to hell
and back for you a moment ago; don't you know that?

'Honey,' he said drily, 'yotookme to hell and back.'



'Did I? Did | really?"

He shook his head at her, his smile rueful. 'Dimok so coy. You
know damned well you did.’

‘Was | good?'

'‘Good?You were damned good.’

His praise thrilled her to pieces.

'‘But when you were bad,' he went on drily, 'youaveven better.’

She blushed furiously and he laughed. 'A littlee [&r maidenly
modesty, don't you think?"

‘Yes, | suppose so.'

'In that case would you like to try putting the dom on yourself this
time? It's a skill every sexually active female @wkdomaster, you
know. Safe sex is the order of the day, Linda, motcevery man you
go to bed with in the future is going to think t@{ect you.'

'‘But I—' She broke off, biting her tongue to stbp silly words from
bursting from her moutiBut | don't want to go to bed with any othe
man in the future. The only man | ever want tosleih is you!

Linda swallowed. 'Do...do you think | could just tafa one more
time?’

He sighed and reached for a new packet.

Watching him sent renewed darts of the most primitdesire
stabbing through her. Understandable, perhapsjdmngy he was
still stunningly erect. It would be difficult forng woman to look



upon a man such as Nick, at the peak of his pometwaility, and not
feel nature's answering pull.

She found herself reaching out and following hiperkfingers with
her own slightly tentative ones, her stomach catitrg violendy at
the feel of his flesh straining against its silkeonfinement. It
qguivered under her touch like some wild animal hezgldtive against
its will.

'‘Oh, no, you don't, Nick growled. 'You've tormehtene long
enough.’

He rolled her over onto her back and entered hén wiforceful

thrust. Linda gasped, then moaned when his mowtbshed down
upon hers. If anything, his primitive savagery eatlan answering
savagery of her own. She lifted her legs to wramthigh around
him, urging him into a deep and powerful rhythnkimg her nails

down his back.

Her climax began to build immediately, taking hezdih away. She
cried out at her moment of release, shattered &éyniensity of her
spasms. But then Nick climaxed as well, and, adedhéheir bodies
shuddering together, a well of emotion rose in ¢tlegst, bringing
tears to her eyes.

When it was over and Nick went to roll from her sieng to him
with all her might, keeping him imprisoned with hiembs and
burying her face into his neck.

'‘No, don't leave me,' she choked out. 'Stay with $tay with me...'

He did, holding her till she sank slowly into tharkl stream of sleep.



When she resurfaced several hours later, the sitherof the double
bed was empty and cold, and the house was edgltsi

Panic-stricken, she called out his name. But the®no answer. She
scrambled out of bed and ran, naked, through thiséhdShe looked
everywhere, even in the music room. There was ne. ido Nick.
Anywhere. His bike was gonkle was gone.

'‘No!" she cried, and ran through the house agaikihg in the
stupidest of places. Cupboards. The garage againh. 0@ the
rain-soaked terrace.

She ran back inside, feeling sick and quite desaiShe tried to use
logic and tell herself it was only to be expectBde man had warned
her—he didn't fall in love. And he never stayed.

But nothing could stop the floods of tears. Shegaalherself tightly
when she started shaking uncontrollably. She didwiv if it was
from the cold or the weeping. She just wanted hawkbback in her
life and in her bed.

'Oh, Nick,' she sobbed, and sank into a wretchedleat the bottom
of the stairs. It was then that Rory woke and bdgany.



CHAPTER TEN

Nick rode into the convent grounds shortly before sekenparked
the Harley at the back of the U-shaped brick bugdjmear the wing
which used to be the noviciate but which now hougpeelsts of the
convent. The order hadn't had a new postulant mesgears, their
once strong numbers gradually being decimated Ipartieres and
death.

Nick could well understand why young girls thesgddidn't choose
to become nuns. But it was a shame, in a way.uldcdoe a good life
for the right personality, although he had to calecéhat there had
been some nuns in the old days who would have beter suited as
wardens in a maximum-security prison.

Still, he was very fond of all the sisters stilF@eAnd more than fond
of Sister Augustine. She was the closest thing twother he'd ever
known, and, while he hated to admit it, Nick kneswhould be very
cut up when she finally passed away. The possibdit actually
losing the person he cared about most in the wawdd something he
hadn't really addressed before. Sister Augustimeahaays seemed
invincible.

But she hadn't been well lately. It was one ofrdesons he'd returned
to Sydney—because one of the other sisters haal message to him
saying she thought Sister Augustine would benediinf seeing her

favourite boy.

Nick moved across the gravel courtyard and up tepssonto the
shaded cloister which ran around the courtyardrjkieng was very
guiet. At this early hour, the inmates would all b in chapel, at six
a.m. mass.

Nick hadn't been to mass in donkey's years, ardidm aim to start
this morning. He had an ongoing argument with Gudi\@as not yet



in the mood to make up. He stopped in front ofdber at the far end
of the corridor, swung his rucksack from his sheuldnd drew out
his keys. For a few moments he fingered the liidern which he'd
lent Linda last night...

You've done the right thing, he told himself firmlyhe only thing.

He grimaced as he thought of how she'd clung todfter that last
time, how she'd begged him to stay. Nick suspeittatif he'd still
been there when she'd woken this morning she'd traact every
female trick in the book to make him stay longer-d-ame night
would have* become two, then probably three. Hedld wantedto

stay himself. So much that it had been bloody feghng!

He'd felt rotten, slipping out without a word. Batalying would have
been worse. It would have given her false hopesravine was
concerned. As it was things had already been igelaof getting out
of hand.

He'd known right from the start that Linda was imunerable state,
that she might start becoming emotionally involweth him if he
slept with her. Nice women were like that. But, daitnall, he just
hadn't been able to resist her.With a bit of lwgdken she woke, she'd
hate his guts for being so cowardly—for seemingiyng her like that
and then decamping without even having the decenface her the
morning after, or the manners to say a proper ggadb

Now she could get on with her life, find herselfr@decent, steady
man who would provide her with everything she neledet just sex.
She was a beautiful woman. Beautiful and clever s&d/. Some
lucky fellow should be only too glad to marry hand be a stepfather
to Rory.

Nick frowned at this last thought, then scowled.jal@amed his key
into the lock and twisted it.



Like who? he asked himself savagely as he pushexal thye door and
strode into the simply furnished cell. Most of thestards out there
these days didn't marry women who'd already hathanonan's kid.
They screwed them silly, took them for all they sevorth, then
eventually dumped them for fresher, less complatétdds. If they
ever did marry them, it was only to get their gre&dnds on their
money. Such men never cared about the child. Thaglly ignored
them, or downright neglected them!

Nick kicked the door shut and tossed his rucksat¢ke corner before
sinking down on the end of the narrow bed. The ghbwf anyone
treating either Linda or Rory badly filled him wibttorror. Groaning,
he propped his elbows on his knees and buriedab&sih his hands.

His head had begun to pound. He could hardly tetréight. There
he'd been, thinking he was doing the right thingaving—thenoble
thing. Hell, he'd been chock-full of nobility sinbe'd met the darned
woman.

Yet, in reality, he'd only made things worse for.Hget her on the
path to destruction. Given her a taste for whatccaltiimately be her
biggest downfall. If she thought life had beenenttor her when the
love of her life had died, let her see what lifesviiée if she took a
new lover who lived by today's selfish, amoral d&nals!

But it was Rory's fate which twisted Nick's guts tinost. The poor
kid didn't have a chance with no father, a mothko was having
difficulty coping and an uncle who was bloody ussle

A sudden thought came to him and Nick's head smhppeDamn it
all, where were Rory's grandparents? Not Lindarengsa; he knew
they were dead. But what of dear old Gordon's pggPeBurely one, or
even both of them, had to be alive? Didn't theye calbout their
grandson? Why weren't they giving Linda support?/\did she have
to cope all alone all the time?



Questions whirled in Nick's head. Angry questidtis.stood up and
began pacing the room, muttering his frustratioa.w#s still pacing
when the door was suddenly flung open and Sistgusiine stood
there, beaming at the sight of him.

‘Nick!" she exclaimed happily, before hurrying irttte room and
hugging him. 'l thought I heard that noisy bike/olirs when we were
at mass. | came straight down here as soon add.cou

She drew back and held him at arm's length. 'Sot Whppened
yesterday? When you rang you only said you'd bedsydd on the
road. | was a bit worried when you didn't makeoitrte last night. Are
you all right?' She suddenly seemed to sense hes agitation, and
scanned his face searchingly. '‘Nick? What's wrong?'

Nick sighed. He could never keep anything much fr&mter
Augustine. She seemed to have a secret antennae wigewas
concerned.

'I'm a little tired, that's all. | didn't have musleep last night." And
wasn'tthatthe truth!

He turned away from those knowing grey eyes andkedabver to
pick up his rucksack. Anything so that she couldp®er into his face
and see his guilt.

‘Something must be really worrying you to stoqu sleeping,’ she
remarked thoughtfully. 'As a lad you were a hyptwvadittle devil
during the day. But once your head hit that pillafter dinner you
were out like a light and didn't wake till mornihg.

Her words stirred something at the back of Nickimdnand he
frowned.

'For once in your life, Nick," Sister Augustine dsagxasperation in
her voice,tell me what's bothering you.'



'‘What?' Nick looked up, and the niggling thoughtswast. He
laughed drily. 'Oh, no, you don't, Gussie. You'sefavourite girl and
| love you dearly, but I'm not going to let you iMmeat me into
confessing all. If I want to do that I'll go sepraest.’

‘Well, you and | both know you won't do that! Stithe word
"confessing"” does suggest you feel guilty aboutetbing. Maybe it
would do you good to get it off your conscience dAmho knows?
Maybe | can help with some sound advice. | mighy de a silly old
nun, but I've seen a lot of life in nearly eightays.’

Nick shook his head and rolled his eyes. "What gairig to do with
you? | come here just to visit and see how youlthés and already
I'm getting the third degree.'

‘What do you mean, see how my health is? I'm ptyféoe.'

'‘No, you're not. You had pneumonia this past wjrded you didn't
even write and let me know.'

'‘So howdo you know?' she asked indignantly.
He gave her a wry grin. 'l have my methods.'

"'l be having a word with Sister Agnes, | thinkhie muttered, her
lips pursing in irritation.

Nick placed his hands on her shoulders and peevach dnto her

face. Her eyes were bright—probably from anger—diher than
that she looked pale and tired. And she was smgliardly coming
up to his shoulders. Yet she'd been such a tedingtwoman. There
was no use kidding himself—Sister Augustine waslijngetting

old.

'Promise me you'll start looking after yoursel&'daid softly. 'l don't
want to lose you, you know.'



'‘But you will one .day, Nick,' she told him mattef-factly. 'Death is
a guarantee. And when you're nearing eighty itd4 around the
corner.'

'‘Don't say that!" His hands dropped away from eutders and he
spun round to stalk over to the one window whichcgd the plain
white walls. But there was no peace in staringatiuhe gardengr
from Sister Augustine.

'I must!' she persisted. 'l must make you see!
‘See what?' He whirled to face her, his heart tmgdd
‘That the time has come for you to stop runningyafnan life.'

Nick tried not to become angry with her. He knew $lad his best
interests at heart. But she just didn't understiiadone did.

'l am not running away from life,' he argued. Vielilife fuller than
most people.’

'‘How? By never staying anywhere long enough todamwtn roots?'
she scoffed. 'Or by sleeping with a different woneuery other
month? How proud you must be of that fact!"

He glowered a warning at her, but she ignored hirsdinning away

and walking over to shut the door. He heard henayaa deep breath
before she turned to face him. She had that st@monsense
expression which always preceded a lecture.

'‘Keep doing what you're doing, Nick, and one day'lybe a lonely,
miserable old man with no one to care about yourendne for you
to care about. I've tried to understand the waywoahosen to live
your life these past ten years because | know hevastated you
were by what happened to Sarah and Jenny. But .Miokyou



honestly think Sarah would have wanted you not/ey ®ve another
woman? Or have another .child?’

'‘Please stop,' Nick groaned.

'‘No, I'm not going to stop. Not this time. But tth@e has come for
you to stop. Stop the running. Stop the grieving. Stapguilt. It's
become totally self- centred, and will ultimatelyrtiself-destructive.

‘Yet you'renot a self-centred man. Not deep down in your hea
You've got more capacity for love and caring inyigtle finger than
most men have in their whole bodies. Youlradeto be a husband
and father, Nick. And you're made to be one of woeld's great
artists! Yet you spend your life like some heag]dsomeless hobo.
It's got to stop, | tell you, before it's ttete for you to stop!

Her outburst finished, all the frustration and angeemed to just
drain out of her. Her frail shoulders sagged arel Isbbked at him
with such sad, sympathetic eyes. 'I'm sorry forakpe so bluntly,
Nick. But someone had to say something. Who eli#ei® but me?’

Nick was moved by her caring. But her almost brutalds had
struck deep. Was she right? Had he become nothih@ Iselfish,
self-centred bastard?

What bothered him most, however, was what sheta@ut Sarah.
He had never really thought about what Sarah whaide expected
of him.

But, now that he did, he suspected Sister Augustias right. If
Sarah had been standing here right at this monmentveuld surely
have looked at him with disappointment and repraacher eyes.
She'd always been proud of him. How could she haen proud of
the man he was today? He was not being true toetintde was
living a lie—not just because he'd abandoned hig-@ven talents,
but also because of the lifestyle he'd adopted.



The boy who'd grown up without parents or sibling$1s own had

always wanted a family more than anything elses Taep-seated
need had seen him marry young. He'd only been ywehnén he and
Sarah had walked down the aisle, with Sarah al-rgadgnant.

They'd been thinking of a second child before theident had

happened.

When fate had taken his entire family from him, Niad turned his
back on everything he'd once held dear and which rhade life
worth living.

His stomach began to churn with self-disgust. W& thought of as
an understandable reaction, even a testimony tloteehe'd held for
Sarah and Jenny, had eventually become cowarded .ligen afraid
to love again, afraid to take another risk of beingt like that a
second time.

To what end? he asked himself now. Did he reallgtwwa become a
miserable, lonely old man? Yesterday had shown linat,
underneath, hdid still want what he'd once wanted. He'd felt thi pL
in his heart when he'd held Rory in his arms. Heldmore of the
same when he'd made love to Linda.

As much as he'd tried telling himself it was jusst| he'd known
underneath that he was lying to himself. He'd experd just lust,
plenty of times. This had encompassed much moreishA to give
her pleasure more than to take his own. A tendernegednn with
the passion. What he'd kept calling nobility hadllye been the
beginnings of true caring.

He'd been falling in love with her all along.

But could he make her fall in love with him in retwafter what he'd
done? Would she ever trust him again? Maybe heiat bis bridges
behind him by leaving...



Nick was surprised at the panic he felt at thisspmhkty-It just
showed how emotionally involved he already was wh#hnwoman.

‘Nick? Nick, what is it?"

Nick took Sister Augustine's shoulders again, l@arhracing as he
made the sort of decision he hadn't thought he&t make again.
'‘Only good things, Gussie,' he told her firmly. N\Dgood things.'

'‘Good things?'

'Yes. And, speaking of good things, you wouldn'ab&e to rustle up
some breakfast for me, would you? | have a busyatiegd of me and
I'll need all the energy | can muster.'

'‘Nick, make sense, please.'

' will, Gussie, | will. Over breakfast. Meanwhilehave to shave and
wash some clothes. Which reminds me, what did yowith all my
old things? | know | used to own a suit or two.'

'Oh, dear! | bundled them up and gave them altt&/facent de Paul
less than a month ago. You hadn't worn them forsyeand |
thought—'

'It's all right," Nick broke in. "They probably won't have fitted
anyway. I'm bigger than | used to be. I'll go buyseif some new
clothes. | might buy myself a new car as well.'

‘Nick, if you don't tell me what's going on rightwa, | can promise
you there will be no breakfast for you.'

Nick grinned. '‘Blackmail, Gussie?' he teased sofl§hatever is the
world coming to?'



Sister Augustine just crossed her arms and tappeddot. Nick
came forward and kissed her on the cheek. 'l gwyehe said on
straightening. 'l'll confess.'

'l hope you're not going to tell me anything | devant to hear.'

He smiled. She was going to be surprised but, hutigefpleased.
‘The thing is, Gussie, I've met this woman. A veige woman.'

Her eyes lit up. 'Oh, Nick!'
Yep. She was pleased.

'‘But that's not all,' he added.
'It's not?'

'‘She has a child. A little boy, not yet one yeat. dllis father was
killed in an accident'

Sister Augustine's eyes widened. Nick could seédpe in her face,
plus the surprise.

He tried to swallow the lump which had formed irs hihroat. 'l
think...that | might make a good father to thdtdiboy. And Iknowl
could be a good husband to his mother. Her namnda, by the
way. And her son is called Rory.'

Sister Augustine's eyes filled with tears. '‘Oh,K\i¢t

Nick felt tears pricking his own eyes. He clearéglthroat again. 'l
need your help, Gussie. | blotted my copybook withda this
morning and I'll have to work: hard to win her tragot to mention
her love.'

‘Anything, Nick. Anything.'



‘Just keep being here for me. Keep telling me &s And don't ever
lose faith in me.'

Tears spilled from heir eyes and ran down her vieshkheeks. 'But |
never lost faith in you, my darling boy. Never.’

He gathered her into his arms and hugged her tigkhnow,' he
whispered. 'l know..."



CHAPTER ELEVEN

LINDA was finding the morning interminable, despite Rbging
surprisingly good. He'd played with his blocks ¢ tfloor while
she'd watched the Sunday shows on television, thdngone down
for a mid- morning nap without so much as a whimper.

Linda showered and dressed at that point, draggng old
stonewashed jeans and a pale blue shirt which wasel and
comfortable. Her hair was left down to dry natyradihd make-up
seemed superfluous, although the remnants of thequs evening's
mascara gave her eyes dark shadows.

She looked tired.

But she wasn't. She'd slept very well—when sheigdly slept. She
was, however, very down and seriously disillusioned

She contemplated ringing Dave and begging him meecover so that
she could pour out all her woes to someone. Bubhather would

hardly be sympathetic over her sleeping with a tik@nNick on the

first day they'd met. Dave already thought herygeam impulsive for
having had Rory—she didn't fancy him calling hepsd and gullible

as well, even if all his observations would be eotr

Dave would also be furious with Nick. He might evgo all
big-brotherish and pick a physical fight the narte he saw him
down at the pub.

Linda didn't want that. Firstly, because Dave wpuitbably get
splattered all over the pavement. Secondly, bedawsEhonesty she
couldn't say that Nick hadn't warned her. He'd teddthe score from
the word go.



It was just that she was having trouble acceptueg€ality that Nick
had actually lived right down to Dave's low exp#éotas of his
character where women were concerned.

Linda conceded that, sadly, sivasvery naive where men and se»
were concerned. She'd been misled by all thosesygagnt with
Gordon. Sex had obviously been a low priority witm, but, at the
same time, Gordon's permanent presence by herlgidebeen
cosseting, preventing her from being acquainted dosely with
other men and their more carnal sides.

She hadn't realised how important sex was to soem and what
they were prepared to do in pursuit of it. It sedriieey could adopt
all sorts of roles to get a woman into bed. Theylalo and say
whatever it took, depending on the woman in quastio

She'd been completely taken in by Nick, and hadighb him
something very special.

But what was the cold, hard truth behind his segipigenerous
behaviour? Had he offered to mow her lawns hopmgeet her?
Had Madge's accident proved-to be an expedierdentin his secret
plan to seduce his drinking mate's silly sister—dhe with the baby
and no man?

In retrospect, his gentle care and sweetness tewRaly seemed
suspect. Men didn't care for babies that much.a#ytnot someone
else's. And then there'd been his over-the-topiderstion towards
her—helping her set the table, for pity's sake, anchereanging for
the meal to be delivered.

Linda grimaced at how she'd swallowed his act hbo&,and sinker!

Her lips curled with a bitter self-contempt. She édshe'd been
worth the price. Given the amount of food he'd pred—and the
guality—she couldn't call herself cheap. How mudisva hooker



these days? Fifty dollars a go? A hundred? Six meibeee- course
Italian dinners would run to three hundred dolitreeast! Good God,
no wonder he'd stayed for seconds—just once woakk Hbeen
damned expensive!

But as soon as she'd fallen asleep that last teteeldeen off, slinking
from her bed and her house like the conniving, t@drted bastard
he was!

Revitalised by some self-righteous anger, Linda $vadepvnstairs
and set about clearing the debris from the diniragrréable. She had
to grit her teeth to stop herself thinking abouttvhad happened on
that table the previous night.

She was stacking the dishwasher with stabbing mew&swhen the
front doorbell rang.

Linda scooped in a deep breath then let it outedlyg She was not
expecting any visitors. And she certainly wasn'th@ mood for the
religious doorknockers who seemed to be targetamganea lately.
She believed religion was a private and personafieshe did not
want anyone forcing their ideas down her throateoturing her on
her own doorstep.

Marching from the kitchen, she crossed the hallaagome speed,
steeling herself as she yanked the door open.

‘Nick!" she exclaimed, her heart jumping with instive joy before
her brain kicked in and wiped the silly pleasum@nirher face. She
tried to keep her eyes cool as they swept over huty,damn it, he
looked good. He was fresh and clean and sexy ie jg@ans and a
white T-shirt. His jaw was clean-shaven and his mas neatly
brushed back, giving her a glimpse of how devasgatihandsome
he would be with a more groomed appearance.



'‘What are you doing back here?' she asked himdald voice. 'l
would have thought you'd be halfway to Brisbane row, or
wherever you're off to next!

His soft smile threw her. 'Now, Linda, don't be gngith me,' he
said. 'l thought | was doing the right thing byMiegy like | did.’

'I'm sure you did," she snapped. 'Men like youbast soon forgotten.'

‘You really arevery angry with me, aren't you?' he remarked, th
small smile still on his lips.

‘And that's something to smile about, is it?'

'In a way.'

‘What way?'

'It shows you care.'

'l donotcare! | don't give a fig for you. You're nothingtla...a...a...’

'‘Bloody fool," he finished for her. 'Yes, | agreéghwyou. | should
have stayed. | apologise. Will you forgive me?"

Linda felt her heart catch, despite common sen$iageher to be
careful. 'l—I don't know. | shouldn't...'

‘Yes, you should.’

Linda was taken aback by his surenés$yshould 1?' she demanded
to know, crossing her arms and glaring at him.

'‘Because | have a proposition to make that | belisvin your best
interests.'

'‘What proposition?' Linda asked warily.



‘You need a nanny for Rory. I'd like to apply fbetob.’
Linda gaped at him.

'Yes, | appreciate your surprise. I'm sure you werdinking of a
male nanny. But there's no reason why a man cawdrthe job as
well as a woman. From what I've seen of you, yauitea sexist or a
traditionalist. After all, you had a long- terménin relationship with
a man which didn't involve marriage, or even yaooing the cooking.

‘Might | remind you that | am an excellent cook wsll as an
experienced baby-minder? Actually, this would nettlhe first time
I've filled such a position. You could do worserth@a hire me, |
assure you.'

Linda didn't know what to say. She would not hagerbhuman if she
weren't tempted. It would be every woman's fantasye true to
have a man like Nick to come home to every night.

But only the very naive would simply accept hispmsition at face
value. Linda's newly discovered cynicism about n@m their
motives warned her that this was not what it seemed

'It would be very silly of me indeed,' she told hamolly, ‘to hire a
man | know so little about. | don't even know ytast name! And |
have only your word for it that you've minded chad before. |
would also expect proper references before | lgbaa in my home
on a live-in basis.'

'‘Ah, yes—well, | did think of that,' he said, anxtracted a folded
piece of paper from his back pocket. 'Here. Reed th

She did. And her astonishment grew with each word.

To whom it may concern, Nick Joseph has been krnowne
for his entire life, and | have no hesitation itaexmending



him for whatever position he may apply for. He is
hardworking and trustworthy man, with good Christialues.
His generosity of spirit and sincerity of soul &edued by all
who know him well. Children especially respond tm land he
has in the past been responsible for at least dmd'sc
day-to-day welfare that | know of.

It was signed by a Sister Augustine of the Littist&s of Saint
Joseph, Strathfield, with a phone number attached.

Linda glanced up with startled eyes. 'A nun, NitkPimpressed.’

'l hoped you would be. Please feel free to ringeBi8ugustine if you
have any doubts.’

Linda was not about to be taken in that easilyd'Aow is it that you
know this nun?' she asked, suspicion in her vofgiee hadn't
forgotten all her recent doubts where Nick was eomed.

‘She raised me.'
‘She raised you,' Linda repeated blankly.

‘Yes! | was left on the convent doorstep when | wasby. The good
sisters took me in, but it was Sister Augustine wias my main

mother figure. She's one of the reasons why | @golb in Sydney for
a while. She's rather old, you see, and hasn't weénately. | want

to be close, in case she needs me or takes aotuttmef worse.'

Linda was both taken aback and touched. So thamvgdNick was a
bit of a wanderer. He was an orphan with no realilfaexcept for
this Sister Augustine. It was incredibly sweet thatwvas so attached
to her that he was prepared to change his lifestylbe of some
support to her in her old age.



'‘Look, do you think | might come inside?' he askk. rather warm
standing out here in the sun.’

Linda hesitated, and Nick waited patiently.

'If | let you in,' she said carefully, 'l don't wiayou to jump to any
conclusions. And | don't want you to touch me,' atlded, bitterly
aware of her weaknesses where this man was colcerne

‘No touching,' Nick said, and held up his handénpabut. But there
was a definite gleam in those sexy black eyesohmich belied his
supposedly innocent gesture.

Linda sighed. 'Come in, then," she said. 'I'll maiseboth some
coffee.

'‘Over which I'll convince you of my good intentions

She slanted him a rueful look as he walked pasintethe hallway.
'Let's not stretch credibility too far, Nick. Yoma | both know you
have very few good intentions when it comes toaldess.'

He actually winced at this remark. 'l see | havensavay to go to
redeem myself in your eyes,' he muttered.

Linda shut the front door, then turned to face Hiwhy should you
care if you redeem yourself in my eyes or not? <it that you've
returned not so much for a job minding Rory butvtmm your way
back into my bed?’

Nick eyed her thoughtfully. 'l could lie, | supposend say | don't
want to make love to you some more. Or | couldyell the whole
truth and nothing but the truth so help me, God,llhave a feeling
you wouldn't believe that either. So for now Ikt say that, no, |
haven't come back just to get you into bed. | yeadl want that job



minding Rory. But, yes, if sharing your bed eacphniis a fringe
benefit then | won't knock it back.'

Linda's head whirled at the thought of having Nitler bed every
night. She sucked in a breath, then let out a Igaery sigh. 'Well,
that's being honest, at least.’

He smiled a wickedly engaging smilealinhonest. Didn't you read
that reference?’

Linda gave a short, caustic laugh. 'Mind if | témstt honesty a second
time?'

'‘Go ahead.’
'Did you really get that Italian food for free lasght, or did you pay?'

He seemed to be genuinely astonished. '"What agstrgqurestion! Of
course | got it for free. Why would | lie about setiming like that?'

‘It crossed my mind this morning that it might hdesen part of a
plan.'

'‘Plan? What plan?'
'‘Seducing Dave's silly, sex-starved sister.’

He just stared at her, then slowly shook his h&&ien he set
determined eyes upon her and began closing thandistbetween
them Linda fell back against the wall.

'You promised me you wouldn't touch me,’ she ptetesn a
breathless whisper when his hands closed firmly bee shoulders.



‘This isn't touching,' he growled. 'It's making ys®e sense. Now, let's
get this straight—I never had a plan where you wereerned. What
happened yesterday just happened. Do | make nutsealf?'

'Yes,' she agreed weakly.

'‘Now, let's not play games with each other, Linkia.too old for
games. Are you going to hire me as Rory's nannyot? I'll do the
job in exchange for bed and board. Where that Belbaated is
entirely up to you. You're in control here.'

In control? She almost laughed. She was not eveatsdy in control,
especially not with him being so close to her, viithhands upon her.
She'd made him promise not to touch her becaus® sipected this
might happen.

Still, she had to admit that Nick was quite coningcin his
protestation of innocence. It seemed he hadn'tngldrto seduce
her...yesterday.

But today was another story.
‘Linda? Make up your mind, please.’

What to do? Send him away? Or surrender to whateslly wanted
to do?

'...1...I'd like to give it a trial,' she choked

‘A trial," he repeated slowly, his eyes never leg\hers.

‘Well...it might not work out,' she said defensiel

'‘No," he agreed. 'lIt might not. But | think it willhe continued

confidently. 'Look, I'll just go put my bike in tlgarage and bring my
bag inside.’



‘You...you want to move in righmow?'
‘Yes, why not? Don't you want me to?'

What she wanted wasn't the point! She might be Hingemess
inside, but she had ®eemto be in control. She was the employel
after all. Nick was the employee.

'‘Well, | suppose you can. The guest room is made up
‘The guest room?'

Her chin lifted. 'That's correct. Take it or leate

'l take it.'

'‘And you'll have a proper salary—none of this "jfst bed and
board" nonsense. I'll find out tomorrow what anrage nanny earns.’

Nick smiled his satisfaction with the proceeding#hatever you say,
boss.’

Linda determinedly ignored the underlying excitemeacing
through her veins. 'If you cook the evening mddlshrow in the bed
and board for nothing.'

‘Sounds like a bargain.’

'‘We'll try a week to begin with," she said in arnvaretence at
practicality and common sense.

Nick frowned. 'That's not very long.'

'‘Long enough,' she said brusquely. 'Now, sincergomioving in
today you might as well come food shopping withtme afternoon.’

'‘But*what about Madge?"



'‘What about her?'
‘Wouldn't you like to visit her in hospital?'

Linda sighed a weary sigh. 'Well, yes, | would, lbget nervous
taking Rory out in the car by myself.'

'‘But you won't be by yourself,' Nick said brightljll go with you.
After all, a good nanny goes wherever his chargsgo

Linda looked up at him. How wonderful to have someto help her
with Rory! 'l really like the sound of that," sheadtruthfully. 'But you
don't have to if you don't want to. Even a nanny §ianday off.’

‘But | haven't got anything better to do for thet i&f the day. Besides,
I'd really like to see Madge. | rather took to die girl straight away.'

‘And she took to you,' Linda countered.

As did Rory and yours truly, she reminded hersafully. The man
was a charmer all right.

And it seemed he wasn't the total bad boy she’dtgxhihim in her
mind. There was an earnest sincerity about himrtitaening which
could not be denied. Plus an engaging honestyh&té¢o believe his
story about Sister Augustine. It was just too faddo be a lie.

And he hadn't lied about wanting to sleep withdwne more. If he'd
claimed innocence in that matter she simply wowidhave believed
him.

A thought crossed her mind and she laughed.

'‘What's so funny?' Nick asked.



'l was just thinking what would happen if Dave sleowup here today
and found you installed as Rory's nanny.'

'‘Mmm. What's the chance of that happening?’

‘Little to none. But the idea of his shocked faegher amused
me.'Linda could see that the idea of Dave's shofd@xldidn't amuse
Nick at all. She reached out and gently touched ams in a
reassuring gesture.

‘Don't worry. Dave doesn't run my life. | will de & please. And it
pleases me to have you as Rory's nanny.’

He glanced down at her fingertips, then up into é&ggs. 'You're
touching me," he said quietly.

'Sorry,' she said, her hand slipping from his flesh

'‘Don't be," he murmured, his eyes never leaving.hgou can touch
me as much as you like. Wherever you like. Whenggarlike.'

'‘Don't say things like that!" she protested, thgtdy rattled by the
passion in his gaze plus the intensity of her owatant desire to do
just that.

'‘Why not? It's the truth. Last night was incredillld be insane if |
didn't want more. But | have no intention of forgithe issue,' he
went on, suddenly sounding very matter-of-facusk wanted you to
know my feelings on the matter. What happens betweeon a
personal level is entirely up to you. But be asduirgon't be charging
you with sexual harassment if you want to change sleeping
arrangements.'

She stared at him and tried to still her thuddiegrh 'l...I wish you
wouldn't keep making provocative statements lilad.th



He shrugged. 'Sorry. I'm not trying to be provogati-merely
truthful. But, if it bothers you, I'll drop the st of sex. For now...

‘Meanwhile, | could really do with something to.€aister Augustine
Is a sweet woman, but breakfast at the conventekavlot to be
desired. Porridge.

Yuk! And the tea you would not believe. What | wabulot give for
some simple Vegemite toast and some decent coffee!'

Linda laughed. 'Well, | can just about manage Vatemoast and
coffee—I hope. But | might need you as overseee.lbeen known to
burn toast and even ruin coffee, believe me.'

He fell into step beside her as they made their twathe kitchen.
"You know, someone should really teach you howotakc

'Oh?' She slanted him a smile which was deciddatatious. 'Are
you offering?'

'l have been known to teach ladies a thing or temasionally,’ he
said with the most delightfully straight face.

Linda almost cracked up at that point 'Now thed believe!

He stuck his nose up in mock offence. 'Are you ymg something
of a decadent nature?"

Linda grinned. 'God forbid.’

"'l have you know | was an altar boy! | even ddesed becoming a
priest for a full twenty seconds one day while bvedtending mass.'

'‘Oh? And what happened to sway your mind?'



‘This girl came into chapel and knelt beside me= ®hs wearing a
very thin floral dress and she had the biggest...UHe made cups of
his hands in his chest area.

'l get the picture,’ Linda said drily. 'So what paped after church?
Or shouldn't I ask?'

'‘Ask away.'
'‘Okay. What happened?'
‘Not a solitary thing. She was a little old for me.

At least seventeen or eighteen. But | still got thessage that
celibacy and me were not on the same wavelength.'

‘And how old were you at the time?'
'l can't quite remember. Probably around eight.’

'Eight,’ she repeated, nodding. 'l can apprecib&. tit was an
eight-year-old boy who first showed me the differebeaveen boys
and girls.’

'‘No kidding. Do tell.'

Linda didn't even hesitate. Which was surprisinge #as normally
the reserved type when it came to talking abouplkesonal life. But
Nick was just so easy to talk to. She started byngehim all about
that particular disaster, then moved on to the oédter life over
coffee and Vegemite toast. She told him all abeufnudish mother,
her rebellious but not very successful foray irgw at university and
her passionate love of journalism and travel—wimavitably led to
her life with Gordon.



'So you met him when you were only twenty-one?'kNasked,
munching into his third slice of toast.

They were both sitting up on the cane stools atdsleek white
breakfast-bar in the kitchen.

'Yes. It was on my first trip overseas. | was im$aand staying in
this hideously cheap hotel. I'd had my purse-stolgmng a trip up
the Eiffel Tower, and was crying my eyes out oreadh in the park
nearby when this handsome man handed me a hanakeérch

'‘Wicked girl, allowing a perfect stranger to piakuyup*like that.'
‘It wasn't like that! Gordon was a perfect gentlarha

'Really? You mean he didn't sweep you off for aterabon of
lovemaking? InParis?'

'Well...no..."
' would have.'

Linda buried her instantly flaming face in her e&fmug. 'l have no
doubt you bedded half the female population offahile you were
there,' she muttered.

'‘Not at all. You have me quite wrong, Linda. Jils lyour brother.'
'Oh, | don't think so. Not where women are conocgrne

Nick scowled, then sighed. Suddenly, he put dovenrémainder of
his toast and slid off the stool. 'I'd better gal gut my bike in the
garage. Then you can show me to the guest roond.'n&nwas off,
striding out of the kitchen with a darkly disgrwed! frown on his
handsome face.



Linda stared after his decidedly angry body langua@hat had she
said? Surely he could not be offended that sheddit up his ladies’
man status? He himself had admitted that he nellenfove, that he
bedded women without any promise of future comnmtimnéhat
always, in the end, he moved on.

Dismay at this last thought brought Linda up witjolh Surely she
hadn't fallen in love with this man? Not in so ghetime!

The idea was ludicrou§hewas being ludicrous— and naive agair
So he was charming and sexy. He was even sweetansierate.
She should never forget that he was also a sefessad womaniser
who never gave a woman what she cherished moreatinghing in
the world: security.

Great sex was all very well. But, as Rory's motldrat she really
needed was a man who would be there when the sl@igsdown—a
man who would look after her and her son, and tbeen both with a
love that was steady and sure.

Nick was not that man. He was a ship that was gtonggass in the
night and she'd better not forget it. And if thattfwas too much for
her to bear, then she should change her mindmghtand tell him to

go.

Nick's return with his rucksack at that point phistlast resolve to the
test. Linda took one look at his handsome and rmowrgy face and
knew she just couldn't send him away. She wantedistay.

She just wanted him.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Nick drove to the hospital, with Linda in the passersgat and Rory
strapped happily into his baby seat in the back.

Linda could hardly believe how good Rory had beeeeswaking
and finding Nick there. She was struck again by sompetent Nick
was with her son. He combined a relaxed mannerawmitiuch stricter
firmness when required.

Rory seemed to respond very well to this kind eatment. Suddenly,
he knew who was boss of the situation and didy'ttér take
advantage, as he did when Linda was at sixes amtse&vith what to
do with him.

Linda could now see she'd contributed to Rory'sthalxrying and

grizzling during the day. Right from the word ge%hpicked him up
whenever he'd cried, even when there had beenngptitiong with

him. Being a smart baby, he'd soon learned thangdyrought swift

attention from Mum. It had probably been a gamdé \aitn. But it

had worn her nerves to a frazzle, and had institied habits in her
baby.

'How come youare so experienced with babies, Nick?' she ask
when they stopped at a red light. 'l mean, you haa&mit you don't
look the babysitting type.'

'‘Appearances can be deceiving,’ came his casudl. répdidn't
always ride a motorbike or wander the world. Thet fa | used to be
a professional musician by night and babysittedéy.'

‘A professional musician! On the piano?"
‘Yes.'

'With a band?"



'‘No, an orchestra. But | did solo work as well, @fhpaid a bit better,
but not well enough.’

‘Yes, I've heard it's very difficult for musiciattsmake a living.'
It surely is.’

'S0 you babysat during the day to make ends meet?'
‘Mmm. You could say that.'

'Girl or boy?"

'What?'

'Did you babysit a girl or a boy?'

‘A girl. And speaking of babysitting, Linda,’ he mteon as he
accelerated away from the lights, 'what's wronghwi@ordon's
parents? | mean, why is it that they haven't helpmd look after
Rory?'

'Oh." Linda was momentarily taken aback by thisupbchange of
subject, then troubled as to what she should saytell Nick that
Gordon was not the father of her son would lead tohole lot of
awkward questions, all of which she didn't wanatswer. Luckily,
there was a way to satisfy Nick's very reasonab&rygwhich didn't
require an outright lie, merely an evasion.

‘They...um...they live in Hobart, Tasmania.'

'l see. Well, | suppose thigta bit far away. It's a pity they don't live in
Sydney.'

'Mmm,' was Linda's noncommittal comment.



‘Mmm,' came a little echo from the baby seat.

Linda's head whipped round to find Rory smiling ¢nienmy smile at
her. 'Mum,' she said to him. ‘'Mum. Mum. Mum."

‘Mum,' he repeated. 'Mum. Mum. Mum.'

Linda grabbed Nick's nearest arm and shook it mitte 'Did you

hear that? Oh, my God, did you hear that? He'sn@llkRory's

talking. He said "Mum®. His first word was "MumTears of excited
joy flooded her eyes.

'Linda, for pity's sake!" Nick protested. 'Are yying to kill us all?
Let my arm go".'

'Oh, sorry. | was just so excited.'

'So | can see.' Nick slanted her a wry smile. 'Dibe$ make it all
worthwhile, Mum, Mum, Mum?"

‘Mum, Mum, Mum,' Rory immediately chimed in, anchda's heart
swelled with emotion.

'Oh, yes! Oh, you darling, clever little boy. Saggain. Mum, Mum,
Mum.'

Rory obliged, then chortled delightedly as he batimehis mother's
beaming approval.

Linda had never felt so happy in all her life.
'‘Wait till | tell Madge!" she enthused.

‘You won't have long to wait," Nick returned. 'Have are, with a
parking space right outside the hospital. How lucég you get?'



Linda stopped at Reception to check on Madge's roomber,
propping Rory up on the counter while the recepsiogave her
detailed directions on how to find that particuweard. It seemed
fairly complicated.

'Did you hear all that, Nick?' she said as she gedap Rory and
turned around, only to find thatNick was nowheresight. Panic
consumed her, followed by an overwhelmingly befiesfting. Where
on earthwashe?

And then she saw him, striding towards her acrosddyer from the
direction of the gift shop. He was smiling, his arull of flowers and
fruit.

Linda felt his smile right down to her toes. It wvaaworrying response
because shaid know the score with this man, and falling in lovigh
him was not part of the music.

His smile faded as he drew closer. 'If that scowhns you're going
to make a fuss over how much this has all costsai@, on joining
her, 'then don't. | can well afford a few mangywiwss and some
measly pieces of fruit.'

‘That is hardly a few mangy flowers,' she retursledrply, glaring at
the huge arrangement of pink and white carnaticAsd you
wouldn't have got that fruit basket for under twedollars, either. |
Insist on paying you back this time. And don't glhirig me that the
girl in the gift shop owed you one—that only wodksce with me!'

Nick's laugh was dry. 'All right, boss, I'll let ygay me back later.'
'In money,she snapped.

Nick rounded his flashing black eyes in mock shé@ut naturally!
Why, Linda, whatever did you think | meant?’



'‘God only knows,' she muttered. 'Look, let's gal fMadge's room
before | totally forget the directions." "

It was a private room, fortunately, with no visggoresent at that
moment. Lunch had not long been served and Madge just
finishing her meal when they arrived.

Her face lit up with pleasure and surprise whensswve her visitors.
‘Well, goodness gracious me, if it isn't Linda aRdry!" she

exclaimed. 'And Nick as well! Are those lovely flevg for me? Oh,
you shouldn't have. But I'm glad you did. Just ieim here on this
chest of drawers, Nick. And fruit as well. Oh, heweet of you!'

'l did consider chocolates,' Nick said as he bekiss Madge on the
cheek. 'But then | thought of your heart and detifitait would be
better for your health.’

'‘Oh, pooh! I'm already sick to death of hearinguaboy health. And

I'm heartily sick of doctors. If they had my besterests at heart
they'd let me out of here. | don't think | sleptreathan two hours at
once last night, what with nurses popping in a time, taking my

blood pressure and heavens knows what. And, spgeakisleeping,

was Rory a good boy last night? Here, let me giwe precious

darling a kiss and a hug."'

Linda brought Rory forward and Madge hugged andgddshim.
'‘Well, washe a good boy last night?' she repeated, wittkpaatant
glance up at Linda.

‘A perfect angel,' Linda admitted.

‘Well, that's good to hear. Still, | certainly didexpect to see you in
here today, Linda. You must be tired after lashbignd no way did |
expect to segou, Nick.' Her eyes carried speculation as they we
from Linda to Nick to Linda again.



Linda battled to keep the colour out of her facel@vNick, the cool
devil, looked totally unconcerned.

‘Nick offered to drive us in,' she said, by wayamf excuse for his
presence. '‘And you've got no idea what happeneith@nvay," she
raced on, clutching now at anything to distract fin@m her heating
face. 'Rory said "Mum", didn't you, darling? Nowysafor Madge

like a good boy. Mum, Mum, Mum.'

Rory delivered like clockwork.

'‘But that's wonderful!" Madge praised. 'Not too snahildren start
talking at his age. Oh, yoare a smart little cookie, aren't you?' sh
told a beaming Rory, before glancing up at LindailmgSo how did
last night actually go? Pretty successfully, byltek of things,' she
added with a wicked little twitch of her lips.

Linda's face felt really hot now. ‘It went okayguess. | didn't have to
cook. Nick had Italian food delivered from a friemdestaurant.’

'How enterprising of him. There again, | saw riffoim the word go
that Nick was an enterprising kind of man. Respuasand reliable,
too.'

Linda could not believe her ears. First, Sister égtmne had sung
Nick's praises. And now Madge. Whags it about the man that
charmed the ladies so much?.,It couldn't just béduks.

The acknowledgement that she might have totallyjuagged Nick

right from the start crossed Linda's mind. Admilyedhat bad-boy
image mostly came from his riding a motorbike arehuing black
leather. Linda appreciated now that Nick didn'llyeiat that image.

Macho he might be, but he was not at all roughtangh. He was a
gentle man, highly intelligent and widely travellé&hd a pianist, no
less!



'Yes, he certainly is.' Linda found herself agrgeaith Madge, much
to Nick's obvious surprise. 'That's why I've hireitin as Rory's
nanny.'

Madge gaped. 'Nick? Rory'anny?'

Linda was startled to find herself reacting poadyMadge's shock.
Plus, perhaps, her unspoken disapproval. 'Yes, wot?' she
challenged, a little sharply. ‘Nick needed a jobd gou saw for
yourself how good he is with Rory. And he's mindaddren before,
haven't you, Nick?"'

'Indeed | have,' he said. 'Now don't you start wog, Madge. | do

realise this has all happened rather swiftly, bat's the way of things
sometimes. | promise you that theraahingfor you to worry about.

I'll look after your two precious charges with nifg

Madge, who'd been frowning at Nick for most of tlapeech,
suddenly smiled, at the same time exhaling a desgigfied sigh.
‘Yes. Yes, I'm sure you will. Well, theta load off my mind, | can tell
you. The doctors here have forbidden me to do amytmuch for
ages. In fact, when | leave hospital, | have tago live with Jane for
a little while. | was worrying about how Linda wduwtope with Rory.
But now | can see everything's going to be fineg Bnished, with
another happy-sounding sigh.

‘You shouldn't have been worrying about me, Madgeda said,
frowning a little at the exchange between Madge Hiak. Some
secret message had passed between their eyes hazhcouldn't
quite fathom. Was Madge warning Nick to behave kiimnaround
her?

Probably, Linda thought ruefully. And Nick had fditlly promised
Madge to do just that. In fact, he'd vowed to ladier them with his
life!



And, while that seemed to be going a bit far, Lihdd to admit she'd
liked hearing his rather passionate promise. On&la@most believe

he meant it. She also had to admit she liked haMieg around. He

made her feel both cosseted and protected. Shelwbhhve been a
normal woman if she hadn't liked that feeling.

Madge's daughter arrived at that point, bustlingvitih a bouquet of
roses and a big, hearty smile. Linda hadn't agtumét Jane before,
but she'd heard plenty about her. She was in hertharties—a
homely-looking woman and a very nice person, Lindeldy saw
during their introductions. Just like her mother.

'S0, we meet at last!" Jane said cheerily, holthegoses safely aside
while she gave Linda a kiss on the cheek. 'AndighRory.' She did
the same for him and he beamed up at her. It seBmgdvas getting
very partial to kisses on the cheek. Nick did iemsvtime he picked
him up.

'‘What a lovely-looking little boy!" Jane exclaimetfou didn't
exaggerate, Mum. He's utterly gorgeous. Such eyed!that smile!
My, but you'll be a lady- killer when you grow uppwt you?' she
said, chucking Rory under the chin.

Rory rewarded her with another of his widely enggdiaby-smiles.
Linda felt pride in her offspring, as only a motleeuld. Or a fattier,
she supposed, her heart giving a twinge when shetit of Rory's
unknown sire.

She no longer regretted having Rory, but she wishedonception
had been different. She wished she had been madigve with
Rory's father, that he had been a true love-childt-tm® result of a
decision made in her life when she'd been confasédunhappy and
alone.



Still, you could not go back, could you? Like treayd, there was no
use crying over spilt milk.

‘And you'd have to be Dave, | suppose?' Sue datetiie towards
Nick as she straightened. ‘Now Mum didn't tell neevthandsome
youwere.'

Linda and Madge laughed together.
Jane looked perplexed. 'What did | say that wdsiisay?'

'I'm not Dave,' Nick said. 'Though | am a goodridef his. My name
is Nick.'
Jane looked even more perplexed. '‘But | thoughtredn...'

Rory blotted his copybook at that stage by startiingrizzle.

'Here, give him to me," Nick insisted, and took Hmom Linda's
arms.

She didn't mind. Although not a fat baby, Rory wasedibly heavy
to carry after a while. He was going to be a taif vhen he grew up,
with strong bones and muscles.

Linda noticed that Jane was still frowning at Nidk/hy did you
think Nick was Dave?' she asked.

'‘Well, | just assumed. | mean, Rory looks rather Nick—especially
with those black eyes of his. | naturally thougheyt were related.
From what Mum's told me, | knew the only relativeuyhad in
Sydney was a brother named Dave so it seemedaalagiess.’

Linda nodded understandingly. 'l see. But no, Sidd relative.’



'‘Nick was the one who rescued me yesterday, Jslaglge chimed
in. '"And now he's going to rescue Linda.'

Linda blinked. 'Pardon?’
'l was referring to Nick's being Rory's nanny, dear

Jane looked taken aback at this news and Lindal@ppreciate her
surprise. Nick was not normal nanny material, tixas$ for sure.

'‘And being a good nanny whose number one priosityis charge,'
Nick said from where he was holding an increasimgiyzly Rory, 'l
think our little chap here is getting tired. Perbiage'd better be going,
Linda. Don't forget we still have some shoppingdtbon the way
home.'

Linda suspected that Rory wasn't so much tiredcaisdb But she
didn't say as much. It was a good excuse to bhegvisit to an end
and leave Madge alone with her daughter.

They made their goodbyes and headed down the ootodards the
lifts, past a couple of nurse stations Linda natiedl the nurses
turned to stare at Nick as he walked by carryingyRA couple of
them whispered something to each other, beforagikinda almost
envious looks.

What were they thinking? she wondered. That heheathrandsome
hunk of a husband and Rory their beautiful littts/®

If only, she found herself wishing.

She was to think the same thing again when the tbfé¢hem went
food shopping, Rory perched up happily in the babgt section of
the trolley, Nick doing the pushing, while Lindaosle the items as
directed by her forceful new nanny-cum-cook. Seveldér women



shoppers made admiring comments about Rory aspassed by.
The younger ones just stared, green-eyed, at Nick.

‘All the women in the supermarket assumed you wgrdnusband,’
Linda remarked on the drive home.

'‘Not necessarily. More likely they thought | wasuyade facto
husband, since you're not wearing a ring.'

Linda pulled a face. 'God, | hate that term—dedact
‘Very well. Live-in lover, then.'

‘Much better.'

He slanted a very sexy smile over at her. 'l faljyee.'

Linda quivered inside, but refused to let it shdon't go getting
cocky on me.’

'‘Mmm. Now that's a deliciously provocative expreasihe said, with
an equally provocative glint in his eye.

Linda shook her head at him, smiling despite hersé&u're a truly
wicked man.'

For some reason this observation didn't find faydar his face
suddenly grew serious. 'l can assure you thathatmhhe said stiffly.
'l see | will have to somehow further redress yopmion of my
character.'

'‘Don't be silly, Nick. | don't really think you'neicked. If | did, |
would never let you look after my son. But yare naughty when it
comes to the ladies, aren't you?'

‘Naughty? Define naughty.’



'You see sex as a strictly physical act, to belgwhlin for pleasure
alone. You don't need to feel any emotional tieth wour partners to
enjoy sleeping with them. And you change those neast with
regular monotony.'

'In that case you must be naughty as well," hetediaut. 'Or are you
saying you'd formed an emotional tie with me betast night?'

‘Touche,'Linda murmured. She'd set herself up for that &mel he
was so right—she could not claim to have had aegtgronding with
Nick beforespending the night with him. But something had vel
definitely happenediuring that night. Then today she'd seen mot
sides to the man, and she liked them all.

In fact, she was well on the way to falling in lowgh him, which
was the most stupid thing she had ever done. Mopgdsthan having
a child by artificial insemination from a perfettamger!

'‘Don't be so hard on yourself, Linda," Nick saitbitmer unhappy
silence. 'Women tell themselves that all the-'timé&etd needing to
be madly in love to enjoy being made love to.ditaply not true. A
woman can feel lust as much as a man. Maybe noftes or as
indiscriminately. But the same primitive sexual mones run
through female veins as male ones.

‘You're thirty-one years old. You're in your sexpame, and not to
be condemned because occasionally you need a m#ratiman
happens to be me on this occasion, then | feel pothleged and
flattered. You 're a beautiful woman, and | likeuyenormously.
Hopefully you like me in return, because if you Wwém bed with a
man youdidn'tlike, then | would have no respect for you at all.

‘But | dolike you,' she insisted. 'l do...'

‘Well, then. Stop giving yourself a hard time. Re&nd enjoy our
relationship for what it can give you.'



'‘Which is?'
'Friendship. Support. Fun.’

Linda sighed. 'Those three things have certaingnbe short supply
in my life this past two years, | can tell you.'

'So you should grab them with both hands. And len&veven
mentioned the great food you're going to get! Yoo a lucky roll,
honey. Don't start looking gift-horses in the mouth

Linda had to laugh. 'l think I've just heard thestgevious seduction
technique ever devised.'

"Then you'd be wrong,' he countered, straight- fadkegou want me
in your bed tonight, then you're going to havedk.'a

Linda stiffened. She'd always been long on [Hide simort on eating
humble pie. 'Don't hold your breath.’

He shrugged. 'lt's up to you.'

And it seemed it really was. Even after Rory wdslgasleep for the

night Nick made no attempt to close the distancehvhad suddenly

sprung up between them with his assertion. Theyhate meal— a

stunningly tasty stir-fry—in a brittle silence, thevashed up together
in an equally taut atmosphere. Linda was aboutdalh and scream
and shout or whatever, when the telephone rang.

Sighing irritably, she dried her hands, and wagymog along the
hallway towards the telephone when Nick grabbed drar from
behind, whirling her to a halt. 'If that's Daveg' $aid, ‘don't tell him
I'm here.'



'‘Why not? He'll have to know sooner or later if yewgoing to stay on
as Rory's nanny. Or do you expect me to hide yoesgnce in my
house like a guilty, shameful secret?'

'‘No. Not for ever. But | don't want you to tell Bajust yet. Please,
Linda. Do this for me. | promise if things work ahis, week, and |
stay on, I'll tell Dave myself next Saturday.'

'If you stay on? What does that mean? Oh, | see. by-hight is
giving himself a convenient opt- out,’” she scornedai harshly
contemptuous tone.

‘You're the one who said | was on trial, rememitleyBu want me to
stay, I'll stay.'

‘You will?" Her heart leapt with a wild, almost wmtrollable joy.
‘Well, that's...that's good. Very good. Thank yées, I'd like you to
stay. Now I'd better answer the phone before whodvis has a
hernia.'

Linda picked up the phone, her heart still raciNgck was staying.
The thought was as intoxicating as it was exciting.

'Hello,' she said rather vaguely.

‘Linda? Is that you?'

Linda pulled herself together. 'Yes, Dave, it's iMhat's up?'
‘You sound a bit strange. Is there anything wrong?'

‘No, no, nothing's wrong."'

'l tried to ring you earlier but there wasn't as\aar. Where on earth
were you?'



Linda shook her head at his accusing tone.

'l was out,' she said. 'Shopping,' she added whesaw Nick's eyes
flash her a warning. She quickly saw that to tely® about Madge's
accident would lead to far too many awkward questi@n top of
that, her brother would only offer her unwanted ieglvHe might
even offer to come over personally, God forbid!

'Oh," Dave said. 'Look, | just wanted to make sunegot someone to
mow your lawn yesterday. | felt bad afterwardsdaying no, but |
was absolutely stuffed, love.'

'‘No worries, Dave. Madge organised someone for me.'
'‘Ah. Good old Madge. Whatever would you do withbet?'

I'd hire a six-foot-four hunk in her place, Lindatight wickedly as
her eyes locked with Nick's.

'I've no idea,’ she lied. 'Look, Dave, sorry to yori short but | must
go.'

'Rory playing up again?'
‘Something like that.'

'He's really given you a lot of trouble, hasn't leye? Still, he'll
eventually grow out of this difficult stage. By thiene he goes to
school it will all be smooth sailing.'

‘Thank you, Dave,' she said wryly. 'That's a reahfort to hear.'
'Off you go, then, love. Bye.'

IBye.l



She hung up slowly, her eyes never leaving Nickislike her
brother, this man was not full of empty words. Haswight here,
supporting her, helping her. No doubt one day halevteave. She
wasn't naive enough to believe he was going to gnduns lifestyle
for her. He was a rolling stone. When Sister Auigespassed away,
he would move on. Still, Linda didn't want to lobkck and think
she'd wasted a moment of their precious time ta@geth

‘Nick," she said, swallowing.
'Yes?' His dark gaze narrowed watrily.

'l want you,' she choked out. 'And | need you. sdeaake me to bed.’



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THAT week would remain forever in Linda's mind as thestn
amazing of her life. She discovered undreamt-of gtiedi and
surprises, all of them provided by Nick.

On Monday night she came home to the sounds gbaratic tenor in
full voice belting out an aria she recognised buil@d not identify.
Had Nick found Gordon's Pavard®D collection? she puzzled as sh
hurried up the stairs.

But no, it was Nick himself singing in the bathflwan ecstatic Rory
down the other end, splashing his arms around withthe
flamboyant splendour of a miniature Italian conduct

Linda was so astonished by the rich beauty of Niskhging, she
didn't notice his nudity for a full twenty secondsit, once she did,
their eyes locked and his voice suddenly died. Tasymanaged to
control themselves till Rory went to bed, after efhiNick showed
her more of his repertoire of creative talents, pl@te with encores.

The next night when she came home Nick was atidmpplaying a
stirring Sousa march to an exuberant Rory who veashed up on
top of the baby grand, clapping and kicking higditeet in time to
the music. Linda was even more astounded by Nibkikiant
piano-playing than she had been by his singingd ladmitted to
being a musician, but clearly he wasn't any oldionais—the man
was a musical genius!

He confessed to her later in bed that he also gldlye violin quite
well. Sister Augustine had apparently been drivendésperate
measures by his hyperactive nature, filling allleisure hours with
lessons of one kind or another. Music and sportliieeh his main
loves as a teenager. He'd played soccer and dabblggnnastics
and the martial arts, these latter activities erpig his impressive



musculature. He still did a hundred push-ups eveoyning and
worked out with weights whenever he had the chamegsit a gym.

Linda told him that no way was she going to let kithin sight of a
gym while he worked for her. Sydney gyms were notm pick-up
joints, full of far too many attractive and very Wwwomen prancing
around and popping their pecs at men like him. &eted and
promised faithfully that his workouts would stayvate, and strictly
with her.

Wednesday, she had to work late—her main featung $or that
month had to be changed at the last minute, daen&w royal drama.
The magazine Linda worked for might be calkegssie Womarhut
in the main it was filled with articles on interiwatal celebrities, of
which Princess Diana was the mainstay. In truthel&iwas a bit
disillusioned by the type of story she was requtcedrite forAussie
WomanBut it had been the only decent-paying journaligtit she'd
been able to get at the time. Now, of course, sfeded to keep
working to pay Nick's salary.

But he was well worth every cent, she decided wienson's very
sexy nanny greeted her at the door that night, mgarothing but
jeans slung low on his hips. Admittedlyniisan exceptionally warm
evening, but a semi-naked Nick was still a sightetmpt even the
most jaded features editor.

'‘What's this for?' she murmured when he pressdtlladc: glass of
white wine into her hand.

He kissed her on the cheek and shut the front blefmre answering.
'l came across the two bottles of Italian wine tAatto sent over with
the food last Saturday night. At the time, | thoughoo powerful a
drop for your sedate dinner party so | hid thera supboard. But it's
just the thing after a hard day at the office.’



'He sent wine too? Whatever did you do for thisg@imat he would
be so generous in return?’

'l gave him some money when he needed it most.’
‘And | presume you've never asked for it back?

Nick shrugged his broad and distractingly bare kheys. 'l had no
need of it.'

Linda was impressed by his generosity and tot&l ddgreed. 'Sister
Augustine was right—you are a good man at heartt, B
unfortunately, far too good- looking to inspire rhugoodness in
others,' she added, smiling saucily up at him adliffed the chilled
glass to her lips. She drank gratefully, relishitsgcrisp dry flavour
and its alcoholic kick.

'‘Ah."' She licked her lips, aware that Nick's daykswere riveted to
her mouth. "That certainly does hit the spot.'

'‘Don't drink it too fast,' he warned. 'Believe mien | say a glass or
two of this particular vino and you're anyone's.’

'‘But you're the only one here,' she murmured, emléd her left hand
provocatively down the centre of Nick's bare chedting her fingers
through the dark curls which arrowed down to higeha

He smiled the wickedest smile. 'So | am. In thaegdnave another
mouthful, me darlin'. It's been a long day at tffeee for me too, and
| need some serious relaxing...'

Thursday was just as memorable, with Linda workorg and hard
all day before finally coming home to Nick's woniddy spoiling
presence. The full body massage he gave her thlatt was the most
incredibly relaxing yet highly erotic experiencehdr life.



With the magazine having gone to press, Linda legah lgiven Friday
off. She offered Nick the day off as well, if hent@d to go and visit
Sister Augustine, but he declined, saying he'd spak the good
sister several times on the telephone that weekaddined up a visit
to her on the weekend.

When Linda woke on the Friday morning to a breakfiesy and a
smiling Nick she sighed her complete happinessw'$t have died
and gone to heaven,' she murmured.

‘You deserve a little spoiling,' he told her. 'Nsivup and I'll put this
across your lap.'

As Linda did as she was told, she glanced at thisitde clock and
gasped. 'My God, Nick! It's nearly ten! You shoble woken me.
Oh, | feel so guilty leaving you to do everythingwRory. | know he
can be a handful first thing in the morning.’

'He's-been as good as gold. Besides, that's whatymaying me for,
isn't it?"

'‘Perhaps, but not when | have the day off. | celfalon't expect you
to wait onmehand and foot, either.'

'l like waiting on you hand and foot. It gives me pleasure

She shook her head at him as he arranged thedragsaher lap. 'If |
didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to keame fall in love
with you.'

He gazed down at her, his black eyes totally uraieled ‘Now that's
an interesting thought," he murmured. 'And am teading?’

Linda's heart caught, then turned over. He wasesding very well
indeed. But she refused to take too much noticthisfdismaying



realisation, lest it ruin the pleasure of the mom#&ow that would
be telling, wouldn't it?'

‘But you're not.’

'‘Not what? Telling?' She laughed. 'Certainly notuYhave a big
enough ego as it is, | suspect. WhisrRory, by the way?'

'In his cot playing with his blocks. I'll bring him here, if you like.
Pop him into bed next to you.'

'I'd better eat up these delicious eggs first. @tise they'll probably
end up decorating the sheets.'

‘You could be right. That son of yours is one eatcgaddie. He'll be
walking soon, you know. He's already pulling hinhsgl onto his feet
anywhere and everywhere. God help us if he turnstoue a
climber—then he won't even be safe in his cot.’

Linda stopped eating mid-mouthful. 'I've been megno buy him a
proper playpen. Perhaps | should get one today.'

'‘Good idea. I've got some shopping | have to deoeals'
'‘Oh? What?'

'l need some new clothes for the coming summer. &ndr as well.
Can't go taking Rory out and about on my bike, Iean

‘But...but can you afford a car?'
'l have some savings,' he said rather cryptically.

Linda could not see his savings amounting to mdcheid been
flitting around the world on a regular basis and Inarely been in
permanent employment.



She sighed her dissatisfaction with his using upteter he had on a
car. 'l could take the ferry to work, | supposeatflivay you could
havemycar during the day. | don't like to think I'm pog you to any
extra expense.’

'For pity's sake, Linda, | can afford a mangy ad dhe only reason
| don't have one is because it's suited my roviegtlyle up to this
point to ride a motorbike. Now that I'm back in Sggt, I'll be
wanting to take Sister Augustine out occasionallyvall, and | can't
see an eighty-year-old nun riding pillion on a Harlegn you?'

But he didn't buy a mangy old car. He bought a znadver Ford
Fairlane Ghia. And it took him all of half an hdwom the time he
walked into the showroom before he was drivingiouhe car.

Linda was stunned. He must have paid cash forrdmesaction to
have gone so swiftly and smoothly. Either that erHad a great
credit-rating! Dazedly, she followed him home in s@nall white
sedan, and Nick insisted on moving Rory's babyis¢éathe back of
his car then leavingper inferior model in the garage while they tool
off for some more shopping.

By the time he steered Rory's pram into the mogieesive
menswear store in the local shopping mall, Linda warsting with
curiosity. 'Have you won the lottery or something?'

'No." Nick began casually flicking through a rack extremely
expensive shirts. 'l told you, | have some savihgso came in for a
rather large compensation payment some years lsackpn't you
worry your pretty head about what | spend, Lindee been very
conservative with my money for the past ten yead bm in the
mood for a small splurge.'



‘That wasn't a small splurge!" she exclaimed am latar as he piled
plastic bags galore into the boot of his car. "Mt a seriously large
splurge!

His smiling eyes met her shocked ones. 'You're ilighas.'
"You're mad.
'Oh, no. I've never been saner.'

‘All right, thenI'm mad—because | don't understand what's going
here. Why do you need all those clothes? It's sdhaugh you need
clothes for work.'

His grin was very wicked as he bent to kiss hetheomouth. 'You're
right there, honey. My boss prefers me to weareas ¢lothes as
possible.’'

'‘Nick, stop it!" Her face flamed and she felt I&gaking him. 'l want
some answers and | want them now!

‘Very well. | want you to be proud of me when weaya together to
dinner, and the theatre, and the opera.’

'‘Dinner?’ she repeated blankly. 'The theatre? Pleea®’

'‘Definitely the opera. That's my favouriteadoreopera. You will go
with me, won't you?'

‘Well, of course | will. It's just that...that...'

‘That what? Don't worry about Rory. Madge will corheme
eventually and she won't mind babysitting her mesidarling on the
odd Saturday night."'



Linda didn't know what to say. Common sense andash dof
cynicism told her she was living a fantasy herat thcould not last.
But dear God, she prayed, please don't et it estdygt.

'Is there anything else wrong?' he asked, frowrmogn into her
pained eyes.

'‘No,' she said weakly.
‘Then let's go get Rory that playpen.’

They didn't just get him a playpen. Nick was stirckhe toy section
for ages, buying Rory more toys in one hour thansoa had been
bought in his whole little life so far.

Actually, that wasn't hard. Rory did not have adbtoys. He had no
grandparents to spoil him; there was only hersedf ladge. Dave
was not a spoiling kind of uncle. He'd producedrttamdatory teddy
bear when Rory had been born, but not a thing since

Most of the toys Nick bought were designed to amsseulate and
satisfy Rory's quick mind, with a couple of bigddly soft animals
thrown in. And while she was touched there wasprehase which
made Linda wince. It was a drum.

'Oh, no, Nick, not a drum!" she wailed.

His handsome face set into firm lines. 'Yes, a didory can learn to
beat time when | play the piano.'

'‘But...but..."

'‘No buts! Rory has definite musical talent. | aorfdster that talent’



Linda bristled for a momen&hewas the mother here, wasn't she
Shewould decide what talents in Rory would be fosietbank you
very much! 'Do you, now?' she said waspishly.

'l do indeed. You hired me to be your son's naregabse he needed
someone who would cater to his special nekaisthat someone, so
butt out on this, boss. | know best. I'll take dnem too," Nick told the
hovering salesman, who took the brightly colounestrument and
added it to the impressive pile of purchases.

Linda gave in gracefully, not least because Nich iforceful mood
made her go weak at the knees. But she still haghyosomething
when she saw how much the bill came to. Hesitaskig,tapped Nick
on the shoulder while they waited for the purchasebke put into
bags.

'‘What?' Nick said sharply.

'l can't let you pay for all this.’

‘You have no say in the matter. Thisngtreat.'
'‘But...but..."

‘Linda, don't spoil my fun, please.'

Your fun?'

'Yes.'

She was about to protest again when he gave leaaperated glare.
Linda fell resignedly silent. Nick, she realisedasvone of those
reckless spendthrifts whose money burnt a holaeir pockets. No
doubt most of that compensation payment he'd masdiovas now
well and truly gone.



'You are too generous for your own good,' she saae they reached
the privacy of the car park. 'You'll have no sasimgft soon if you
keep giving money away and spending it on others.'

'‘But | enjoygiving money away," he said simply. '‘And spendiran
others. What good is money if you don't enjoy it?"

She just shook her head at him, but she was smiiag of Nick's
charm was his being different from most other mige. called
himself cynical, but there had been a boyish exarEs about him
today as he'd gone about buying those toys. Hiskbéyes had
glittered with a bright, innocent pleasure. Nicldhalot of sides to
him, but this was the side she loved the most. didsdcbe so sweet.

'l think we should be getting home before you dedid buy the
whole shopping mall,’ she advised, with a teasimgnwh in her
voice.

'‘Mmm. Now that's a thought. What do you think, Rarylad?' He
unbuckled Rory from his pram and hoisted him ufloger his head.
‘Shall | buy the shopping mall? No? Just the togpskeh? Good
thinking, my boy. I like a lad who has his pricegiright.'

Linda laughed while Rory chortled delightedly fréms great height.
Nick lowered him and gave his chubby cheek anath#érose kisses
he bestowed without thinking. Linda's heart cortgdcas it always
did when he kissed Rory. Nick was a toucher, adeatd sensual
man, always kissing and cuddling Rory, always kigsind cuddling
her. She could not get enough of his kisses and cudcibed not get
enough ohim.

'‘Come on, let's go,’ she said, trying not to sdonddesperate to have
him back home, alone with her. But she knew th&raguch an
extended shopping expedition this afternoon Roryldibe happy to



go to bed even earlier than his usual seven o'clankl he would
sleep like a top!

She was right: by seven-thirty Rory was sound aslébey'd eaten
and cleared away, and the long evening alone tegedtretched
deliciously ahead.

Linda normally waited for Nick to make the first w® in the
lovemaking department—and she rarely had to waig.ldut this
time she felt too impatient to wait even a minutéwo.

So she snuggled up to him on the sofa in the faroibyn, where he
was sitting watching the television, and lifted hes to be kissed. He
did so ever so gently, one hand cupping her fadeeaspped at her
mouth, then touched her tongue-tip with his ownwaAve of the

sweetest pleasure rippled through her and shedighe

'l love it when you sigh like that,' he whispereghimst her mouth.
'l love it when you make me sigh,' she murmuredkbac

He made her sigh several times before he stoppeghihb
'Linda...’

She heard the wariness in his voice and snappé&ththsout of her
dreamy state, her chest squeezing tight.

'No.' She almost groaned. 'Don't say it.'
‘Don't say what?'
'‘Whatever it is you don't really want to say.'

'‘But | dowant to say it. It's just very difficult, that'.a



Linda jerked upright out of his arms, swinging Fesst back onto the
floor, her shoulders hunched in defence of whattwa®me.

'‘What is it? Another warning about knowing the £6oDr a reminder
that you reserve the right to leave without givimigice? God, Nick,
why were you so nice to me this last week if alllyoean to do is
leave in the end?' she said painfully. 'Why beise to Rory? Why
make him adore you as he so obviously does? Whye maadore

you?'

She glared her frustration over her shoulder at hien mouth and
eyes hard even while her heart was breaking. "&Habl | was to
believe all that rubbish you said in the toy shagaly about fostering
Rory's talents. You can't stay long enough anywherdoster

anyone'dalents, not even your own. | tell you what— wlond you

do Rory and me a real favour and just go right i@ flung at him,
leaping to her feet and marching across the roomstdad at the
windows.

She kept her back to him because tears had flooeledyes and she
was trying to hold herself together by hugging Birder fingertips
digging cruelly into her flesh.

But ,oh, dear God, the black despair in her he&he "hadn't
appreciated till this moment just how deeply sliaii@n in love with
Nick. She'd loved Gordon, but this was differerttisTwas total. Nick
had become as essential to her existence as thleeabreathed. The
thought of life without him was unbearable!

When his hands curled over her shoulders and Hedpbker back
against him she shuddered violently, wanting toneheaway but
unable to.

'l don't want to leave,' he told her passionataty] her heart just
stopped. 'l want to stay here with you and Rorytlierrest of my life.



But not as Rory's nanny—I want to be a real fatbgour son, Linda.
And | want to be your husband, not your lovervdgou, Linda, with
all my heart—that's what | was finding so diffictdtsay. | love you.'

The air around Linda suddenly felt thick and heddgr head spun
with Nick's words. The room went out of focus ahd surned slowly
in his arms and lifted her blurred eyes to hisuYave me?’

‘More than | would ever have thought possible. Atave Rory too.
I'll be a good father to him, Linda. | promise yibat.'

Linda could not speak; she was too choked up. Mickd her. And
he loved Rory. He wanted to marry them.

'‘Oh," was all she could manage, sliding her arroarat Nick's waist
and resting her head against the warm expansa chbst. The tears
spilled down her cheeks then, and she began to witkehappiness.

Nick's arms tightened around her. He had nevearfgjthing like the

feeling which whooshed through him now as he hudgeda close,

then stroked her head. He'd loved Sarah, but ithesh a younger
and more selfish love. His love for Linda was muoabre mature. He
sought to give, rather than take. To truly cheast protect.

A special bond had already sprung up between tihenhelieved.
And between Rory and himself. He felt so strondigu this woman
and her soil, it sometimes made him marvel. Hereackr believed
he would ever love anyone ever again, not like-thso totally and
without any fear or trepidation.

The only risk there'd been, once he'd accepteduhexpected

feelings and decided to go after what he wanted pe@n whether he
could make Linda truly fall in love with him. Hebrried a little that

her attraction to him might be strictly sexual.



But her earlier angry outburst, then her touchiegrg, told him
everything he needed to know. She loved him. Sfadlyrtruly loved
him. God was indeed merciful.

‘Don't cry, my darling,' he soothed. 'There's rasom to cry...'

She smiled up at him through her tears. 'l knoWwe Biccuped. 'I'm
just so...h-h-happy.’

He smiled back and wiped the tears from her cheeikis his
fingertips. 'Do you always cry when you're this P

'l don't know. I've never been this happy befele¢ choked out. 'Or
so in love before. Oh, Nick, are you- sure? Are gbsolutely sure? |
mean...you said you never fell in love, and that yeeren't a
marrying man. And that...that you didn't want cotmeint.’

‘Yes. And | meant it at the time. But that was befidfell in love with
you. | still tried to run from that love, Lindadlbe lying if | didn't tell
you that when | left this house last Sunday | hadintention of
returning. But a certain Sister Augustine made eewghat a fool |
was being, and once | saw the light | vowed th#ting was going to
stop me coming back and winning your love in return

'Oh, Nick...'

He swallowed, knowing that he had to tell her th®l& truth. There
could be no secrets between them, nothing held.bBak dear
heaven, a huge lump was forming in his throat yashthe thought of
speaking ‘about what he had refused to speak &os long.

‘There...there's something else | have to tell'yoei said, his voice
strangled with emotion.

Linda's eyes carried a momentary cloud, but they theared. She
reached up to cradle his face with gentle handsu '¥an tell me



anything, Nick,' she said simply and with suchusting love that he
almost broke down right then and there.

He cleared his throat and moved back far enoughatoher hands
fell away from his face. He had to get a firm h&nadh the emotions
welling up within him, and he could not do that hvlier touching
him.

'l find it very hard to talk about this, Linda. Yoyou'll have to be
patient with me.’

She nodded and said nothing. Merely waited. P&gidnbvingly.

Nick took a deep breath and just started. 'Afténished school |
went to the Sydney Conservatorium of Music. Whesas nineteen, |
met this girl, Sarah. She was a secretary theeewsls twenty, a year
older than me. A very pretty girl. Fair, with loyedreen eyes.'

Nick swallowed a couple of times, but nothing helplee dryness in
his mouth or the thickness in his throat. 'We ifellove, and within
months Sarah was pregnant. We got married. Whicbniva
problem—I'd always planned to marry young and hhedamily I'd
never had. Jenny was born six months after our ingd&he was...a
beautiful little girl. A joy...'

Nick cleared his throat more noisily and struggded 'By then | was
making a name for myself as a concert pianistwba a couple of
competitions and received some rave reviews. Bupuarse, none of
that earns you much money, so after Jenny was®anath went back
to work. | became a househusband during the dayding Jenny so
that | could practise. Then at night and at thelkeads | would play
the piano for extra money in restaurants and clWss.didn't have
much, but we were happy.'

A band began tightening around Nick's chest anaddwd hardly
breathe. He began speaking in short bursts.



‘A couple of days before Jenny's third birthdayaBaook a day off
work...to take Jenny shopping... She wanted meiwedoo... It was
raining, you see...Sarah didn't like driving in th&... But there was
this big competition coming up, with fifty- thousaddllars in prize
money... | thought | could win... | saw that day ase of
uninterrupted practice, with no Jenny to distraet.m

‘Sarah and | had a bit of a tiff before she ledtt tmorning...she said |
was being selfish... | know she didn't really medn but
afterwards...when they came and told me about ¢he@lent...and |
had to go and identify their bodies...!...I..."

He stopped, scooped in a deep breath and prayedofoposure.
‘They said it wasn't her fault There was this trathch ran through a
red light...the driver was on drugs... When | found it wasn't a
genuine accident, | just went crazy... | took theking company to
court, proved they knew their drivers were takimi¢s @nd got this
big settlement...two million dollars... But no améof money could
bring them back, or make me feel less guilty...'

Suddenly, he could not go on. His eyes were awadlzere was a
vice around his heart. Linda came forward and toskarm, and sat
him back down on the sofa. She sat down besideahuhput her arm
around his shoulders. He leant forward, his headirgy into his
hands in a vain effort to hide his tears.

'It's all right, Nick,' she said softly. 'AH righd get upset. All right to
cry. | cried buckets for Gordon. Cry for your Saaaid Jenny, my
darling. Cry...'

'Oh, God,' he groaned, and then simply could nop $the dam of
emotion from breaking free. It spilled forth and $abbed his heart
out, clinging to Linda as he had never clung toca@ybefore. She
cried too, cried with him and for him. And all théile she held him
close, never letting him turn from her to hide distress.



It was an incredibly emotional and bonding expearésra stripping
away of everything but the most elemental. Theyngland cried, till
finally there were no tears left. And it was asytlheey emotionally
spent in each other's arms that they reached paonh®another in the
most basic way a man and woman could, kissing rat, fthen
touching, then finally tearing at each other'studst their passion and
need flaring with amazing speed and intensity.

Nick took her quickly, revelling in the feel of heaked flesh around
his, exultant when his seed spilled hot and unptete into her
waiting womb.

‘Nick," she cried out as she climaxed too, her bodmgtracting
fiercely around his. 'Oh, Nick...'

Exhausted, he groaned, then laid his sweating dretween her
breasts. All he could think about was that mayley thight have just
conceived a child, Yet he didn't mind; didn't faghid at all. In fact,
the thought thrilled him to pieces. A little brother sister for
Rory—what a family they would be!

His arms slid around Linda and he held her to mowing never to
let her go.

Unfortunately, five minutes later he had to.

Because the doorbell rang.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THEIR eyes met, wide, alarmed.

'‘Are you expecting anyone?' Nick asked, alreadytlodf sofa and
pulling on his jeans.

'No.' Linda leant down and rescued her undies ftoarfloor. 'Could
it be Dave?'

'l doubt it. Not on a Friday night. He always wodtsa Friday night.’

'It might be Madge,' Nick ventured. 'She might haeene home to
pick up some things and decided to drop in.'

'Yes. Yes, that could be who it is.' The doorbatig again.

‘Do you want me to go down and answer it while getidressed?'
Nick asked.

'If you would, please. Thanks.'

'No trouble.’

Dave was growing impatient by the time he ranglibk a second
time. He knew Linda was home. All the lights were Why wasn't
she coming to the door? What was she doing in there

He jabbed the doorbell a third time. Now he coudhthsomeone
coming, and his heart began to thud with escalaterges.

He still could not believe what he'd heard at tffec® today. But
Mary was not one to lie. She was positive she'd taela with a tall,
dark-haired, good-looking hunk today, shopping foyst of all



things! He'd asked Mary to describe this hunk ireraepth and, as
improbable as it was, he'd sounded disturbinglky hkck.

Dave had found it impossible to concentrate aftat.tAs soon as his
column was presentable he'd handed it over and madscuses.

'‘Family emergency,' he'd said.
And it certainly was, if somehow Nick had met Linda

The door opened and Dave's worst nightmare masaahlFor there
stood Nick, wearing nothing but a pair of jeanseiine saw Linda,
hurrying down the stairs still doing the buttonsaupher blouse. Any
fool could have seen what had been happening bettheen.

‘It is your brother,” Nick told her drily. 'Now, dontmyp to
conclusions, Dave,' he went on when he saw thedodRave's face.
'This is not what it seems."

‘You womanising bastard!" Dave pushed Nick squaréhe chest,
forcing him to stagger backwards.

'‘Dave, don't!" Linda cried, rushing over to windlbber arms around
one of Nick's huge biceps in a protective gesture.

Dave could not believe the way she looked up akNiove burned
from her eyes, hot and obsessive.

Nick put one of his large hands over hers and gatitéDon't worry,
Linda. Dave will calm down once he knows the truth.

'‘What truth?' Good God, had he run into Linda andyRt some time
and somehow recognised his son?

‘That I've fallen in love with your sister,' Nickid. 'lt was me who
came to mow her lawn last Saturday. To cut a loowy short, Madge



had a bad turn and | stayed on to mind Rory tiilda came home.
When we met, we were instantly attracted. Becauwsented to spend
more time with Linda | offered to mind Rory for hehile Madge

was out of action, and I've been here ever sinoaight | asked
Linda to marry me, and she said yes. Ybhd say yes, didn't you,
darling?'

'Oh, yes.' She was fairly glowing as she lookeatuick.

Dave was totally thrown. This was just so increelible could hardly
take it all in.

'You said yes to marriage after only knowing Nickeek?' he asked
dazedly.

‘Yes,' she repeated firmly. 'l love him, Dave. He\wonderful man.
And he loves Rory too. Would you believe that?dught | would
never find a man who would love my son as muchds'l

Dave looked from one to the other and realised tiaglyno idea. '"You
haven't told Nick, have you?' he said to Linda.

She looked a little guilty. 'No. Not yet.'
‘Told me what?'
‘Gordon is not Rory's father,' Dave said.

'‘Dave, for pity's sake,' Linda objected. 'Did yaavé to tell him so
bluntly?'

'‘Not Gordon's?' Nick was frowning.

Linda grimaced. 'l...I meant to tell you, but itvee seemed the right
moment. And | didn't want you to think badly of me.



'‘Who, then?' Nick asked, obviously bewildered.

Linda groaned. 'lt sounds awful, but | don't righkhow. | mean,
before Gordon died he'd promised me a baby, ang #feerwards, |
thought...if | just had a baby...I would have sdme to live for...'

Dave could see that the penny was beginning to finoplick. He'd
gone quite white, before giving Dave a shocked Idk oblivious
and embarrassed Linda kept rattling on.

'l know it was silly of me, but | asked Dave if keew anyone who
might be prepared to be an anonymous sperm donaneete who
had all the qualities | wanted in the father of bgby. Someone
good- looking and clever and creative and—'

She broke off abruptly, paling herself as she ldokem a now
smiling Dave up to a visibly moved Nick/ou; she rasped. 'lt was
you.You're Rory's father.’

'It seems so," he said thickly. 'But | didn't knibve sperm was for you.
Dave told me it was for a married lady, and thdtdh't take. | had no
idea | had a son.

‘A son,' Nick repeated, his handsome face twistingy the most
heart-wrenching expression. 'Rory's my son.'

'Our son,' Linda reminded him.

He stared down at her. 'Yas)rson,' he repeated, then threw his arn
around her and whirled her around, shouting anghizag.

Dave could not help but be moved by their happiné#so would
have believed it all? Pity Nick doesn't have anyhey he thought.
But there again, you can't always have everything.

He closed the front door behind him and said, 'Ahem



They broke apart and looked at him with a mixturgmatitude and
exasperation.

‘You lied to me,' Nick said, black eyes blazinghmieproach. 'But |
guess I'll have to forgive you, now that we're tesdia Still, I'd like to
see some improvement in your uncling. It has lefhsthing to be
desired, you know. A boy like Rory needs a lot tikm@tion and
guidance.’

Wow, Dave thought. He really does already love Itlog. Such
passion and intensity. For a second there, | thibglwas going to
thump me.

Dave decided a change of subject was called foar.\ilhen are you
two getting married?'

'‘As soon as possible,’ came Nick's firm reply.

'‘Would | be out of order if | asked how you intedprovide for my
sister?'

*You would.'
*You can't live on love alone, you know.'

'Yes, we can,' Nick assured him. 'But if it's wamgy you | have
money, Dave. Plenty of it.’

'Really ?How come?'

'It's a long story and not one | care to tell & thoment. Right now,
Linda and | are going upstairs to look at our smgether. You are
welcome to join us, Uncle Dave.'

The three of them went upstairs, stood besidedhara stared down
at the sleeping infant.



'‘Madge's daughter was right," Linda whispered. ddeshave your
eyes, Nick. And your chin.'

Nick reached down and stroked a curl back from Rdoyehead. His
heart was so full he could not speak at that moment

Linda looked over at her brother. '"You chose welyve,' she said,
smiling at him,

He smiled back. 'l thought so.’

'Has he been christened?' Nick asked, finding bilsevat last.
'‘Not yet," Linda said.

'l would like him christened soon, if that's afiint by you, Linda.’
'Of course.' Anything Nick wanted was all right logr.

‘And I'd like to take him to see Sister Augustioenbrrow. She's
going to be so thrilled.'

'So will Madge when | tell her,' Linda said.

Both of them sighed and the child slept on, obligiof the joy he had
brought.

Nick looked lovingly down at his son and determitieat first thing
in the morning he was going to start teaching Ry to say 'Dad'.

Linda smiled down at her son and thought how viésty it was that
she had conceived a brother or a sister for Ranght—it was right
in the middle of her cycle.



Dave just stood there and thanked the Lord thaaak all turned out
for the best. He was not a religious man, but tingitt his faith was
renewed.

God did, indeed, work in mysterious ways.



