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When he was Bad...Matt McGregor had trouble written all over
him — and Ellie’s had enough of that to last a lifetime. So she decides
to stay well clear... until she learns Matt’s her new boss! Dark and
dangerous, Matt is determined and soon Ellie discovers resistance
is futile!Interview with a PlayboyWhen Marco Lombardi discovers
journalist Isobel Keyes’ intention to investigate him, he whisks her
away on his yacht before she can do any harm. But, once gorgeous
Isobel’s on board, Marco finds himself wanting to kiss... and tell!
Dare he trust her?The Shameless Life of Ruiz AcostaFeatures writer
Holly Valiant needs a hot story — and one arrives in the form of her
temporary flatmate, smouldering Argentine polo player Ruiz Acosta.
He’'ll give her a VIP tour of the high life — if she accepts that in his
world he makes all the rules...
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When He Was Bad ...

Anne Oliver

ANNE OLIVER was born in Adelaide, South Australia, and
with its beautiful hills, beaches and easy lifestyle, she’s never left.

An avid reader of romance, Anne began creating her own
paranormal and time travel adventures in 1998 before turning to
contemporary romance. Then it happened—she was accepted by
Mills & Boon in December 2005. Almost as exciting: her first
two published novels won the Romance Writers of Australia’s
Romantic Book of the Year for 2007 and 2008. So after nearly
thirty years of yard duties and staff meetings, she gave up
teaching to do what she loves most—writing full time.

Other interests include animal welfare and conservation,
quilting, astronomy, all things Scottish, and eating anything she
doesn’t have to cook. She’s traveled to Papua/New Guinea, the
west coast of America, Hong Kong, Malaysia, the UK and
Holland.

Sharing her characters’ journeys with readers all over the
world is a privilege and a dream come true.

You can visit her website at www.anne-oliver.com.

With many thanks to my fabulous critique group—for good
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ideas, good food, good company.
And a special thank you to Piers for your inspired idea of a
golden horned unicorn for Belle’s garden!



Chapter One

‘IMAGINE him naked.’

Ellie Rose barely heard her friend’s voice above the nightclub’s
musical din, but she recognised the lusty tone. She knew
why. And she knew to whom she was referring. The six-foot-
something male-model type standing not more than fifteen feet
away. As the gyrating crowd parted briefly beneath the swirl of
dimly coloured neon lights and bone-jarring bass, she was treated
to her first full-length glimpse of him.

He was turned away from her, but she could see that he was
tall and dark and...She had a thing for cute rear ends. One butt
cheek tightened and...Nice, she thought with a little sigh that
tickled like a guilty pleasure down to her toes. Very nice.

Then the crowd closed around him and she cursed her height-
challenged five foot two. But no way was she admitting to ogling
him with the same lustful thoughts her friend had voiced. She
hadn’t known Sasha long, but she did know that she was more
than likely to up and invite him over. From what Ellie had
observed, Sasha didn’t wait for men to find her; she found them.

Ellie feigned ignorance. ‘Who?’

Sasha lifted her bottle of wine cooler in salute and raised her
voice over the noise. “You know perfectly well who—the guy up
close with that tall chick in leather pants. Better still, imagine
yourself naked with him.’
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Ellie could. Very well. Too well. On indigo satin sheets...
Except that the stunning brunette leaning in for a kiss insisted on
sabotaging the image. Ellie swallowed and said in a ridiculously
tight voice, ‘We’re not here to pick up guys. We're here to enjoy
the music.’

‘Speak for yourself.” Sasha tipped her bottle to her lips. ‘If you
want to enjoy music, go see a musical. Uh-oh, I think he’s looking
at us, she said. ‘At you,” she amended as the crowd between them
thinned. She pressed her knuckles into Ellie’s spine, prodded
her forward. ‘He’s coming this way. Go on. You could get lucky
tonight.” Sasha leaned closer, spoke into Ellie’s ear. ‘Ask him if
he’s got any friends.’

Ellie’s legs began to tremble. She didn’t want to get lucky.
Did she? No. Not with a guy who had the potential to make
her want things she knew she couldn’t have with a guy like him.
He had permanent playboy written all over that cocky smile and
confident stride.

He wore black trousers and a white open-necked shirt that
reflected the ceiling’s changing light show. His hair was dark,
short and spiked with a touch of gel in such a way that it looked
as if he’d just rolled out of his lover’s bed. The designer platinum
watch adorning his wrist screamed money, money, money.

The lighting changed to an intermittent strobe—it seemed to
flash in time to her pulse—as he drew near. And then he was
so close that a quick yank of her arm would bring him within
lip-smacking distance, and it was like watching one of those



flickering black-and-white movies.

His eyes were dark bottomless pools. Mesmerising, magnetic,
reeling her in. ‘Hi, there. Can I buy you a drink?’

His voice, liqueur over dark chocolate, slid down deep, coating
her insides with its lusciousness. She raised her all-but-empty
bottle of cola. ‘I already have one, thanks, and I'm with a
friend...” She trailed off as she saw Sasha making off into the
knot of dancers, hips swaying. The rat. This little dinghy was
doomed.

‘Looks like your friend knows how to have a good time,” he
said, his gaze following Ellie’s briefly before turning back to her.
‘T haven’t seen you here before.’

‘Because I haven’t been here before. I'm not a regular clubber.’
Sasha had dragged her along despite her protests, insisting Ellie
needed more fun in her life.

‘Let’s make you one.” He reached for her hand. ‘Dance with
me.” A tingling sensation zipped all the way up her arm and
settled low in her abdomen. His hand was warm, hard, firm. The
way she imagined the rest of his body would feel. She recalled
her sheet fantasy—and the brunette. Tension gripped tight in her
lower belly.

‘What about your friend? She slipped her hand from his.
Smoothed the tingly palm over her little black dress. Hitched her
miniscule embroidered bag higher on her shoulder.

Uh-oh. Big mistake, voicing that observation, because now he
knew she’d been checking him out. But he couldn’t know what



she’d been thinking. ..

Or perhaps he did, because he grinned—the way a man like
him would grin if he knew—and Ellie wished she’d never given
him the satisfaction.

‘Yasmine’s a colleague,” he said, that sexy confident grin still
in place. ‘I haven’t seen her for a while. I've been working in
Sydney.’

Hence, the up close and personal, Ellie supposed. She darted
a quick glance behind him. She saw a well-endowed blonde in
a white halter neck watching him with avaricious intent, but
she could no longer see Yasmine. Or maybe her name wasn’t
Yasmine at all; maybe she’d just given this guy the flick and
he’d moved on to his next target—Ellie. She didn’t know him; he
could be lying, looking for an easy lay.

And when it came right down to it, who here wasn’t?

She wasn’t.

Her body wanted, desperately, to refute that claim—with
him—but she injected the zap of excess hormonal energy into
her spine instead, straightened and stuck to something inanely
neutral. “You’re from Melbourne originally?’

He nodded. ‘I work on multiple projects, so I commute
between the two cities on occasion.’

And he obviously took the high road to town, whereas she
lived on the low road.

‘The name’s Matt, by the way.’

No surname, Ellie noted. Obviously not interested in more



than a passing flirtation. Fine. Long-term relationships and
becoming attached to people always ended in disaster. At least,
it did for her. She lifted the bottle to her lips and drained the
contents to soothe her throat which felt as if it were coated in
sand. T'm Ellie.’

‘How about that dance, then, Ellie?’

A ribbon of heat shimmied through her as the music changed
to a slow, thrumming love song.

Body contact.

Perspiration broke out between her breasts, on her upper lip.
She tugged at the neckline of her dress a couple of times to create
a draught. It didn’t help. ‘I'd rather not at the moment, if you don’t
mind...” Except that the bosomy blonde was sure to pounce...
and Ellie found herself smiling up at him. ‘It’s so airless and loud
in here, [—

‘Outside, then?” he suggested. ‘I could do with some fresh air
myself.’

Even better, Matt thought as, with a light hand at her back,
he guided her around the sway of dancers toward the club’s
secured outdoor area. The sensation of skin-warmed fabric was a
tantalising heat against his palm. Anticipation—a different kind
of heat—nipped at his skin.

But she stopped midstride and swivelled to face him, looking
for all the world like a bunny frozen in headlights, and for
a moment there he thought she’d changed her mind. He was
prepared to do whatever it took to change it back again, but she



gestured to the cloakroom.

‘I...T'll want my jacket. It might be hot in here, but it’s bitterly
cold outside.’

He watched her walk towards the cloak check. He hadn’t
intended picking up a woman tonight. He’d come to get away
from the pressures of work for an hour or two, but the petite
woman with the short flyaway bob had captivated him. Perhaps
it was because she was nothing like the women he usually dated.

He liked his women the way he designed his million-dollar
constructions—tall, clean-cut lines, elegant sophistication and a
sense of style. This girl was tiny, delicately boned but curvaceous.
Moreover, every curve looked real. She reminded him of fairy
floss—pretty and sweet and fragile.

That warm nip of anticipation struck anew. Harder, hotter. He
ran a finger around the collar of his shirt. His suggestion to step
outside had been inspired because suddenly he couldn’t wait to
find out if she tasted as sweet as she looked. And then...then he
wanted to take his time to enjoy, something not easily achieved
on a crowded dance floor.

He watched her hand over her ticket to the attendant, her spiky
stilettos drawing attention to the smooth, well-turned ankles, her
short hem riding up her thighs as she reached over the countertop
to collect her coat.

‘Hi,” a sultry feminine voice said beside him. ‘I couldn’t help
noticing your friend leaving.’

He barely glanced at the woman who’d materialised beside



him. Blonde. Big...teeth. ‘She’s not leaving,” he said, his gaze
finding Ellie again.

Ellie turned and wide wary eyes met his. She looked away,
then looked back, nibbling on her lower lip, and for the second
time in as many moments he thought she might bolt to the exit.

To forestall that possibility, he stepped forward quickly to
meet her, cupping her elbow as he drew her towards the outdoor
area. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

‘You looked a little edgy for a moment there.’

‘Did I? A tentative sound between a laugh and a cough
escaped her as she accompanied him outside.

An almost solid wall of cold air laden with cigarette smoke
met them. Bright lanterns swung overhead, reflecting pools of
colour on aluminium tables and overflowing ashtrays. Clubbers
huddled in groups around tall gas heaters, smoking, drinking and
laughing while couples smooched in shadowy spots around the
high-fenced perimeter. And by an amazing stroke of luck one of
those spots appeared to be reserved for them.

‘This is better.” He took her jacket from her hands—a little
black number with embroidery on the pockets—and settled it
around her shoulders. Her bobbed hair, cut just below chin
length, brushed silkily against his fingers.

Her fragrance teased his nostrils. Not perfume, but something
that smelled like spiced raspberries. ‘Now we can talk without
risk to our vocal chords.” Her eyes intrigued him. Beneath their



placid reserve he glimpsed the promise of passion. ‘So, Ellie, if
you’re not into the club scene, what do you do for fun on a regular
Saturday night?’

‘I read. Science fiction and fantasy mostly.” Shrugging deeper
beneath her jacket, she said, ‘I know...that probably sounds
pathetically solitary and boring to someone like yourself.” She
rolled her eyes to the star-studded sky. ‘But haven’t you ever
wondered what’s out there?’

‘Sure.” He shifted his gaze—not skyward but to the tempting
column of her throat. ‘For now, though, I'm perfectly satisfied
with what’s right here in front of me.’

‘Oh...

He blinked. Oh? That was it? Most women would respond
with a smile or a giggle or a flutter of lashes—some hint that this
game was definitely going somewhere.

Not Ellie. And yet there was no mistaking the latent heat
behind her gaze. She tugged the edges of her jacket together
with tightly curled fingers and switched topics. “‘What’s been
happening in Sydney?’

He rocked back on his heels. “To tell you the truth, I've been
too busy to notice.’

‘Doing what?’

‘I'm working on a harbour-side housing project at the moment.
How about you? What line of work are you in?’

She moved her shoulders. ‘A bit of this, a bit of that. I like to
move around, so I pick up work wherever.’



‘Travel. So I'm guessing you’ve been overseas?’

She coughed out a laugh. ‘I'm afraid nothing near as exciting
as that. Name a town between Sydney and Adelaide and I've
probably been there at some stage in the past few years. I don’t
like to be tied down.” She laughed again but the humour didn’t
seem to reach her eyes. ‘Call me irresponsible.’

‘Okay, but at some point, you’d probably like to settle in one
place, build a career and take on the responsibility of raising a
family?’

She shook her head once. ‘Not me. I'm a free spirit. I go where
I please, when I please. And I like it that way.’

Do you? he wondered, watching the play of mixed emotions
flicker across her gaze.

‘And I can eat the whole darn cheesecake in one sitting if
I want. Now that’s what I call freedom.” Her smile broadened.
This time her eyes danced with devilment and he found himself
totally entranced by the way her lips curved, making apples of
her cheeks.

‘I guess it is,” he agreed, smiling back. ‘Free spirit, huh.” His
lips tingled in anticipation of his first taste of her luscious-
looking lips. He could almost feel their sweet heat, the warmth
of her breath against his cheek...‘Ellie, I want to kiss you,” he
murmured. ‘I’'ve been wanting to kiss you since the moment I laid
eyes on you.” And a lot more besides, but he didn’t voice that yet.

Her head snapped back, her eyes locked on his and the slow-
burning sexual tension which had been simmering along nicely



evaporated in a puff of frosty air. Her tongue darted out to lick
her lips, then they disappeared altogether as she pressed them
into a tight flat line.

His body howled a protest. That’s what you get for being
a gentleman, McGregor. He'd not had much experience with
women knocking him back. Or he was right and she wasn’t as
free spirited as she was making out. ‘Is there someone else?’

‘No.” Her face reflected the light from the pink lantern hanging
nearby as she shook her head.

‘So...7

Nearby, someone’s glass shattered on the concrete but her
eyes remained locked with his. They seemed to say yes, but
her behaviour indicated otherwise. The wind scuttled along the
high brick fence, scattering dried leaves at their feet and riffling
through her bright hair, gleaming like moonlight.

Then her shoulders tightened as she drew in air. ‘So...do it,
then.’

Her surprisingly breathy demand had his libido leaping to
attention. He leaned closer, watching her chest rise sharply as she
drew another swift breath, watching her eyes flare with a mix of
vulnerability, hesitance and anticipation.

He barely laid his lips on hers, just enough to feel the warmth
there, the texture. It was like tasting summer’s first ripe peach.
Sweet, soft. Sensuous. Eliciting a low throaty murmur from her
that sang like honey through his bloodstream.

More. It was more than he’d anticipated and it threw him for



a loop. He lifted his head to gaze down at her, saw that she was
as surprised as he. He hadn’t expected to feel his heart beating
oddly out of time, as if he stood on the top of the Sydney Harbour
Bridge in the middle of a storm without a safety harness.

Willing to believe it had been a fluke, again he lowered his
lips, felt her hesitance dissipate like autumn mist in sunshine as
she shifted nearer. Her mouth, tentative and unsure, softened and
opened beneath his. He took swift advantage, lifting his hands to
cradle her jaw for more intimate access and angling his body so
that they aligned in the all right places.

He felt her tiny frame quiver against him as he swept his
tongue inside her mouth to tangle with hers where the flavours
were richer, darker, hotter.

Ah, now she didn’t resist. In any way. She was right there with
him—he knew by the way her tongue curled with his, the way her
body turned fluid and malleable against him. He stepped closer,
her legs tangling against his.

Either she didn’t notice or she didn’t care. Her hands slid up
the front of his shirt. He could feel his heart pounding into her
flattened palms. Then she slid them down again and wrapped
them around his waist, and leaned in so her breasts pushed against
his chest.

He let his hands wander too, over the smooth creamy column
of her neck, the delicate heart pendant she wore, inside her
jacket until they found the neckline of her dress. Down, palms
skimming the outside of her breasts, the womanly shape where



her waistline dipped, then flared again as he traced her hips.
She was perfection. He wanted more. And with the way she was
melting against him, it would appear he was in luck.

Ellie’s knees were so loose it was a minor miracle she didn’t
collapse right there on the pavers. Her pulse thundered, her blood
sizzled. Her only thought was she couldn’t believe that she was
letting this man—this godlike man who smelled sinfully good
and probably did this every night of the week with a different
woman—Kkiss her to kingdom come.

Then her eyes closed, her mind shut down and all she felt was
sensation. His hands warm and firm on her body, his unfamiliar
hot, potent flavour, the sound of fabric shifting against fabric as
he drew her closer.

And she was clutching his shirt without even realising she’d
reached for him. Her body was burning without any recollection
of who'd lit the fire.

His hands began a more intimate journey, seeking out her
hardening nipples, drawing them into stiff peaks against the
bodice of her dress. Rolling them between finger and thumb. She
gasped as wetness accumulated between her thighs and, like a
wanton, thrust her breasts forward, willing, willing him to keep
doing what he was doing.

He did. Oh, yes, he did. But the ache only intensified, his
clever hands sending ripples of desire straight to all her secret
places. Her belly rubbed against a powerful ridge of masculinity.
A moan rose up her throat at the sensation of the contrasting



hardness against her softness.

A ragged answering groan seemed to come from the depths of
his being. ‘How far to your place? he murmured thickly against
her neck.

His voice and the message conveyed broke the lust trance
she’d been momentarily lost in and her eyes snapped open.
The harsh streetlight over the wall haloed his head, leaving his
features obscured. All she was aware of was a dark silhouette
looming over her and the unfamiliar scent of a man she really
didn’t know at all.

Oh. My. God. Panic clawed up her throat and she pulled free.
I...I need to go to the ladies’.” Clutching her jacket about her
shoulders, she took a couple of steps away, and from the safety
of distance she pulled her thrumming lips into some semblance
of a smile and said, ‘T’ll be back in a moment.’

She plunged back into the overheated room, saw Sasha
amongst the dancers and caught her eye. Sasha winked over
some guy’s shoulder and twirled her index finger in the air—
their prearranged ‘goodnight’ signal should they decide to leave
separately.

Ellie nodded, manoeuvred her way through the dancers, past
security at the entrance and out onto the street, still busy with
traffic despite the late hour.

A car filled with loudmouthed teenagers cruised past, their
car stereo’s bass competing in an out-of-sync rhythm with the
club’s. Cold air stung her face and bare arms as she clung to her



jacket, desperately willing a taxi to appear.

‘Wait, Ellie.” She jumped at the sound of his voice behind her,
but she didn’t turn around.

No, no, no. If she looked, she might reconsider and she
couldn’t risk that. A fleeting kiss was fine, a little flirting...
probably. But a kiss like that, with a man like him...A man who
could sweep away her common sense without raising a sweat. ..

A frantic wave brought a taxi screeching to a halt in front of
her. She dived inside, slammed the door and ordered the cabbie
to drive.

But before he could pull into the stream of traffic, the door
swung open again. Her breath caught and her fingers tightened
on top of her bag. Matt whoever-he-was filled the space with
his unique brand of woodsy midnight cologne, his smile, his
charisma. “You dropped your jacket,” he said, and laid it on the
seat beside her. He didn’t attempt to climb in.

‘Ah...Thank you.” She hadn’t even realised it had slipped
off her shoulders and felt like a fool. He hadn’t done anything
she hadn’t wanted him to and she’d taken the coward’s way out
and ditched him without one word of explanation. Worse, she
could see the blonde who’d eyed him up earlier watching the
proceedings from the club’s entrance.

‘You sure you don’t want to change your mind?’

No. She dragged her eyes back to his. “Yes.’

““Yes,” you're sure, or “yes,” you want to change your mind?’

She shook her head. “You know what I mean.’



His smile faded. ‘Maybe, but I'm not sure you do.” He
withdrew a wallet from his hip pocket, flipped it open and pulled
out a black-and-gold business card. “‘When you do...change your
mind...’

When I do? That's why she stayed away from men like
him. They messed with your head; they were dangerous...and
addictive. And when they were finished with you, what did you
have? Emptiness, pain and regrets.

When she didn’t take the card, he reached inside and grasped
her hand with his large warm fingers, turned it palm up. He
pressed a kiss to the centre, then replaced his lips with the
card, folded her fingers over the top. ‘Until I see you again.’
Spoken with all the arrogance and confidence in the whole damn
universe.

Her palm burned and she curled her fingers into a fist.
Protecting the imprint of his mouth or screwing up his card? ‘1
don’t think so.’

But he just grinned, as cocky as ever. He peeled off a one-
hundred-dollar note from his wad. ‘Cab fare home. Pleasant
dreams, Ellie.’

Ellie unlocked the door to her one-room studio apartment,
stepped into calming darkness and solitude, grateful none of the
other tenants she shared the building with were around to witness
her dishevelled state.

Leaning back against the door, she let out a sigh. She could
hear her own breathing, still ragged, her pulse, still rapid. What



had she been thinking? Letting him kiss her and then...oh...and
then letting him come on to her that way? And what was she
supposed to do with all that change from the cab fare?

Closing her eyes didn’t help. It didn’t block the images or
shut out the memory of how she’d responded to him. ‘Idiot!” she
snarled. ‘I am an idiot.” She recited the words slowly through
clenched teeth. Her fingers closed tightly over the business card
she still held. She hadn’t been able to make herself drop it in the
gutter like she should have.

Crossing the room, she tossed the crumpled cardboard on her
night stand without looking at it, flicked on her bedside lamp and
flung herself onto her narrow bed, pulling her comforting pink
rug over her body. Then, just to be sure, she sent Sasha a text
telling her she’d gone home. Alone—in case Sasha got smart and
sent her a fun text about ‘getting lucky’. Lucky? She stared at the
ceiling as if she could read answers in the ancient water stains.

She didn’t want to get lucky. She didn’t want to get involved.
With anyone. Not that Matt had come even close to suggesting
any such thing. It had been obvious where his intentions had been
focused. But a late supper, maybe a few dates and who knew
where that would have led? On her part, at least. You know exactly
where, the little voice in her head whispered.

She didn’t know how, but Matt was unlike any man she’d ever
met, and that made him dangerous. Didn’t mean she didn’t know
his type. He’d probably already forgotten her.

She’d always been one to get easily attached to people. And



when they left, for whatever reason, they took another piece of
her with them.

Like when her part-time father walked out on her and Mum
for the final time. She’d been three. Then three years later
there’d been the car accident which had taken her mum and
both grandparents. Her father had come back into her life to
take care of her, but he was and always had been a wanderer.
It had been a glorious adventure, travelling with him around the
country chasing work, but she’d been a hindrance, and at the age
of nine he’d left again, tearing out her young heart, and she’d
found herself in foster care.

As she’d grown up she’d had boyfriends, and two and a half
years ago her first and only serious relationship...She shook her
head against the pillow. No, she wasn’t going to think about
Heath. But the memories slinked back anyway, like wolves
waiting to pounce.

They’d been inseparable for six months. Ellie had thought
Heath was serious, but no...Instead, it seemed the gorgeous Brit
she’d fallen for had an expiring work visa and the not-so-little
complication of a fiancée waiting for him back in London. He’d
told her it had been great while it lasted but she’d been a fling,
didn’t she understand that?

Her hands clenched around the sheets. Matt whoever-he-was
hadn’t only ignited a fire in her belly; one look into his eyes, one
brush of his lips over hers and she’d forgotten everything she’d
taught herself about self-preservation.



No. Those days were over. She’d never allow herself to get
close to a man again. To fall in love. And most definitely,
absolutely, she’d never risk marriage and kids. Matt was wrong
about that. So wrong. ‘No, Matt whoever-the-hell-you-are,” she
said to the ceiling. ‘T will not change my mind.’



Chapter Two

ON TUESDAY morning, after he’d seen Belle safely off at the
airport, Matt headed upstairs. Belle’s century-old six-bedroom
Melbournian mansion was maintained in spotless condition, but
she’d left his old bedroom alone and a good clean-out was well
overdue. He planned to slot it in between appointments he’d
arranged at the city office over the next few days.

He’d get started while waiting for this mysterious employee—
Eloise someone—to put in an appearance tomorrow.

Eloise. The name reminded him of Ellie, which brought back
memories of Saturday night. He’d thought he had it made. Until
she’d pulled her disappearing act. He’d spent the rest of the night
in acute discomfort and his body still hadn’t quite recovered. A
week or so of mutual enjoyment would have filled the evenings
here very nicely. He dismissed the fact that he could have enjoyed
a few hours with Belinda the busty blonde and frowned as he
reached the top of the stairs. It had been Ellie he’d wanted.

He knew the interest had been reciprocated. The eternal
question would always be why she’d changed her mind.
Obviously she had some hang-up that she hadn’t deemed fit to
enlighten him about.

Still, for a few moments there in the shadows, gazing into
those captivating amethyst eyes, he’d been completely charmed.

He shook the memory away. Right now he had a more
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immediate concern. Until Belle had phoned last week, he’d never
heard her mention anyone by the name of Eloise. And seeing
that look in Belle’s eyes today when he’d waved her off on this
impulsive trip—visiting Miriam, some woman she’d not seen in
fifty-odd years in North Queensland—was a real concern.

‘Miriam’s the sister of a man I once knew,” she’d told him
when she’d rung to see if he could house-sit while she was away
—something else she’d never done.

‘After all these years, why now, Belle?” he’d asked.

‘Because something’s happened and I need to make a decision
and she’s the only one who can help me make it. I'm sorry,
Matthew, I can’t tell you more. Not yet.

‘There’s something else,” she’d continued. ‘A new employee
you haven’t met will be working there while I'm away. Her
name’s Eloise and I want you to look out for her.’

He’d agreed. Of course he’d agreed.

Then this morning...‘Don’t forget, I need you to be nice to
Eloise,” she’d reminded him as he’d escorted her to the departure
gate.

‘I'm always nice.’

For once, Belle didn’t smile. ‘Matthew, this is not a frivolous
matter.’

Belle was the closest person to a mother that he had, and he’d
known her for more than twenty-five years, but he’d never seen
this particular expression in her eyes before. Fear? Desperation?
Hope?



He frowned. ‘If youre worried about leaving her
unsupervised, why can’t you just tell her to come back when you
return?’

‘She needs the work. Moreover, I'm afraid she might leave.’

‘If she needs the work, she won’t leave.’

‘I don’t want to take that chance. She— Biting off her words,
she smoothed a finger over his furrowed brow. ‘And don’t scare
her off with that stern all-business facade.’

‘I am in business, remember?” Which always made him wary
of others’ motivations. ‘What’s so special about this particular
employee?’

Her short caramel-coloured hair was permanently tamed to
within an inch of its life but Belle ran a restless hand through it.
‘It’'s complicated. That’s why I need to take this trip. To talk to
Miriam, to consider and then to make a decision. And I need you
here to keep an eye on...everything.” She wrapped her fingers
around his forearm. ‘Promise me, Matthew.’

‘Of course, Belle, you know I will.’

She presented her boarding pass to the attendant. ‘I know you
have questions and I appreciate you not pushing me for answers.’
She reached up, kissed his cheek. “Thank you for coming. I think
you'll like Eloise—you might even become friends. She’ll be
there tomorrow. You might take her out,” she suggested. ‘Get to
know her better...’

He felt his eyebrows lift. Friends? Take her out and get to know
her better? Was that hope in Belle’s voice? She’d never been a



matchmaker, so there was something else she wasn’t telling him.
He returned the kiss absently. ‘Why the urgency, Belle? Come
back with me, let’s meet this Eloise person together and we can
discuss whatever it is that’s worrying you.’

But she shook her head again and moved into the stream of
passengers heading for the air bridge. ‘A few days, Matthew. I'll
explain everything when I come back...’

She’d told him that she'd phone him when she was ready. At
least he’d made her promise to text him that she’d arrived safely.
Still pondering his concerns and whether he should intervene in
some way, he pushed open the door to the familiar bedroom.

Cartons he’d never got around to sorting were crammed
against one wall. Age had faded the once-bright carpet square.
Grime from storms past dulled the mullioned windows.

But nothing could dull the memories of waking up in
this room to sunlight streaming through the glass and spilling
rainbows across his Star Wars quilt. To the aroma of hot toast
and bacon. Belle had always insisted on a good breakfast.

Unlike his biological mother, who’d not even bothered to stick
around, nicking off in the middle of the night and leaving no
more than a note saying she was sorry. Sorry?

Zena Johnson, single mum—and pole-dancer on her evenings
off, it had turned out—had been Belle’s housekeeper until she’d
skipped town, leaving her only son with her employer. The best
decision Zena had ever made, for all concerned, Matt reminded
himself, without a lick of regret for the woman who’d given him



life.

Belle had taken that scared, lonely, introverted kid, who’d
never formed attachments since they’d never been in one place
long enough, and treated him as her own. Loved him as her own.
To Matt, Belle was family, and fourteen years ago at the age of
eighteen he’d taken her surname to prove it.

He hefted the first carton, overloaded with his old school
books. Time for the recycling bin. But the box was flimsy and slid
out of his grip, spilling the contents over his feet. Dust billowed
over his sneakers and jeans, then rose to clog his nostrils. He
swiped a dust-coated forearm over his brow. Okay, the job might
take longer than he’d anticipated—

A flash of movement somewhere beyond the window caught
his eye. He saw a female figure walking up the leaf-littered path.
Frowning, he moved nearer, rubbing a circle on the glass with
the hem of his T-shirt for a better look. Not walking, he noted
now—more like bouncing, as if she had springs attached to the
soles of her worn sneakers. Or a song running through her head.

Young—TIate teens, early twenties? Hard to tell. He couldn’t
see her face, shadowed by a battered black baseball cap, nor
her hair, which she’d tucked out of sight. She wore a baby-
pink T-shirt under baggy khaki overalls with stains at the knees.
What looked like an old army surplus backpack covered with
multicoloured daisy graffiti swung from one slender shoulder.

She slowed and, with her face in shadow, uncapped the bottled
water in her free hand and stood a moment, staring at the old



unicorn statue in the middle of the lawn. Something about her
tugged at the edges of his mind.

He tracked her progress along the carefully tended topiary
and gnome garden statues. How had she slipped past the gate’s
security code? She wasn’t the first trespasser on Belle’s property
—the reason he’d had the damn thing installed for her in the first
place.

Only one way...She’d climbed the fence.

Every hair on his body bristled. Young, agile, probably doe-
eyed and short on cash—she was just the sort to take advantage
of a trusting woman living alone.

Not this time, honey.

He crossed the room, descended the stairs, half expecting the
front doorbell to ring. He yanked open the door but saw no sign
of her.

Where the hell had she gone?

He hotfooted it through the kitchen, his sneakers squeaking
over the tiles, and shoved through the back door. Scouring the
grounds, he spotted her slipping inside the old garden shed,
partially obscured by ivy at the far end of the estate.

Heading grimly across lawn damp from last night’s rain,
he barely noticed the stiff autumn breeze whistle through his
threadbare T-shirt. But he noticed the scent she’d left on the air.
Subtle and clean and...somehow familiar. ..

Barely visible in the shed’s gloom and with her back to him,
she was inspecting gardening tools, discarding some, dumping



others in the wheelbarrow beside her, all the while humming
some unfamiliar tune slightly off-key.

He stopped at the open doorway, leaned an arm on the
doorjamb. What was her game plan? he wondered, watching her
add a pair of gardening gloves to her stash.

She couldn’t be more than five foot two and what he could see
of her was finely boned. She didn’t look dangerous or devious,
but he knew all too well that looks were deceiving. A gold-digger
in overalls? Something niggled at him and he waited impatiently
for her to turn around...

Ellie knew she wasn’t alone when the light spilling through
the doorway dulled. A tingle swept across the back of her neck,
cementing her to the spot. The tune she’d been humming stuck
in her throat. The fact that whoever it was hadn’t spoken told her
it wasn’t Belle.

And he was blocking her only escape route. Her mouth dried,
her heart rate doubled. Trebled. The stranger was male. She
could feel the power and authority radiating off him in waves.
And something else. Disapproval. Red-hot disapproval, if the
heat it generated down her spine was any indication. Was he
a cop? She tried to recall if she’d jaywalked on her way here
but her brain wasn’t computing anything as simple as short-term
memory.

A cop wouldn't sneak up on her.

She could smell sweat and dust...Barely moving, she closed
the fingers of her right hand around the handle of the gardening



fork which, by a stroke of luck, already lay in the wheelbarrow
beside her hip.

Heart jumping, she grabbed the fork with both hands and
swivelled to face him at the same time. ‘That’s close enough.’
Her voice grazed the roof of her mouth like the dry leaves at her
feet. To compensate, she jutted her chin, aimed the fork in the
direction of his belly and hoped he hadn’t noticed the tremor in
her hands.

In the windowless shed all she could see was his silhouette.
Tall, dark. Broad-shouldered. One bulging arm holding up the
doorframe. Why hadn’t she flicked on the light as she came in?
She aimed the fork lower, straight at his crotch. ‘I'm not afraid
to use this.’

‘I don’t imagine you are.’

There was something familiar about that deep, dark voice
which made her stupid heart jump some more, but in an entirely
different way. More of a skip.

She jabbed the fork in his direction. “You’re trespassing. Miss
McGregor’ll be coming out at any moment.” At least, Ellie hoped
she would...or maybe not, since Ellie would be forced to defend
the woman as well as herself. ‘She’s probably already ringing the
police.’

‘I don’t think so.” His voice, frost-coated steel, sent a chill
down Ellie’s spine.

‘Back off. Now.” Heart thumping hard again, she lunged
forward, rotating the fork’s tines to a vertical position so that they



lay a dangerous whisker away from his jeans. From this position
he towered over her and it belatedly occurred to Ellie that all he
had to do was open his hand and her weapon would be his.

But he didn’t attempt to confiscate it, nor did he step back. As
if he knew she couldn’t carry through with her threat, and there
was nothing overtly menacing or desperate in his demeanour
when he said, ‘How did you get in and what are you doing here?’

‘I used the code Miss McGregor gave me. Did you think I
scaled that seven-foot fence?” She shook her head, realising that
was probably what he thought. ‘I'm the gardener—who are you?’

‘You're Belle’s gardener?’

She drew herself up at the barely veiled sarcasm. “That’s what
I said.’

‘What happened to Bob Sheldon?”’

‘He still comes in to do the heavy stuff.’

This man knew Belle’s name and was obviously familiar with
her staff. Still...Ellie’s fingers relaxed some on the fork. Her
arms ached with holding the thing but she didn’t lower it. Not
yet. “You haven’t told me who you are.’

Then he stepped back, into the sunlight, and said, ‘Matt
McGregor.’

Brown eyes met hers. Familiar brown eyes. Eyes she’d
dreamed about for the past couple of nights.

Her entire body went into lockdown. Oh, no. Not him. Please,
please, please. Her Saturday night almost-lover couldn't be Belle’s
nephew. Couldn'’t be.



‘What are you doing here? Her words came out on a wheeze.

A tiny twitch in his right cheek was the only sign that he
recognised her. Her fingers slid off the fork as he took it from her
boneless grasp and let it drop to the ground beside him. ‘I might
ask you the same question, Ellie. Or should I call you Eloise?”

‘I already told you, I work here. And only Belle calls me
Eloise and gets away with it.” Forcing herself to meet his gaze,
she squinted up at him from beneath the bill of her cap. Same
eyes—without the heat. Same beautiful mouth. The same mouth
that had kissed her crazy. A tremor rippled down her body, her
nipples puckered in loving memory.

That mouth wasn’t smiling now.

‘I'm here to keep an eye on things in Belle’s absence.’

By sheer force of will, she drew herself up and attempted
casual. ‘Belle’s gone already? I thought she was leaving
tomorrow.’

‘She left at six this morning. As you’d have discovered if you'd
knocked at the house first.’

She glared up at him. So his was Belle’s hot-shot architect
nephew with the million-dollar business—which she’d have
known if she’d only looked at his card. What were the odds? She
should buy a lottery ticket.

‘Belle sometimes sleeps late,” she informed him coolly. T like
to start early. I usually greet her when she comes outside with her
morning coffee. I'm running late today because—

‘You had to wash your hair?’



How did he know? Her hand rose automatically to her cap and
she sighed. ‘Several times, actually.” But it hadn’t made much of
a difference. It was still pink.

‘Ellie.” The sound of her name rolled out like a boulder over
a grassy knoll. ‘Ellie...what?’

She straightened her spine. ‘Ellie Rose.’

‘As in hyphenated?’

‘As in Rose is my surname. My mum’s surname, actually,” she
explained. ‘My father didn’t want a kid so Mum...” She trailed
off. Too much information, Ellie.

‘Well, Ellie Rose,’ he said, still eyeing her as if she might pick
up the fork the moment he turned his back. And, by crikey, she
was tempted. ‘If you’d come up to the house...’

A sense of foreboding slid through her. ‘Pardon? Belle doesn’t
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‘Belle’s not here. I'm asking you.” He inclined his head.
‘Please.’

‘Is this because I didn’t come to work last Friday? I went on
a field trip to the botanic gardens and I thought I'd make it up
today, so that’s why I'm a day earlier.’

‘Just come with me,” he said, gesturing towards the house, and
she realised her tongue had run away from her. Again. Stress,
that’s what it was, but trying to explain would only make it worse.
Was it because she’d left him on Saturday night without any
explanation?

He was already walking away, his lanky stride putting more



distance between them every second. Ellie couldn’t help it; she
couldn’t drag her eyes away from those tight jeans clenched
around that familiar butt. Temptation on legs.

No, she told herself and darted back into the shed to grab her
backpack. Never again. Gorgeous overbearing men were not her
type.

Lose the attitude, Ellie. You need the work. Focus on the work.
Swinging her pack over her shoulder, she hurried to catch up, the
nervous fingers of her left hand twirling around the button on her
overalls strap. And wouldn’t you know it—the pesky thing came
away in her hand. The bill of her cap bumped into him, knocking
it off and sending the brass disc spinning over the grass in front
of him. ‘Oops,” she mumbled to his back. His very broad, very
hard back.

He spun around, firm hands closing around her upper arms.
She barely had time to absorb their heat and the long lean feel
of them before he let her go.

‘My button...Sorry,” she muttered again, and while she was
rubbing away the tingles his touch had wrought, he was bending
over and searching for her button in the grass. She watched the
muscles flex and roll on either side of that long curve of spine, the
enticing sliver of bronze flesh below his T-shirt. She wondered
what he’d do if she just reached out now and ran her fingernail
across—

He straightened abruptly as if he knew exactly what she’d been
thinking. She cleared her throat, attempted a smile and held out



her hand. ‘Thanks.’

He didn’t smile back or answer. He was too busy staring at
her hair.

And she’d been too busy checking out his butt—his back—to
pick up her cap. She swiped it up, aware that her cheeks probably
matched her hair by now. ‘Supermarket brands...Never mind.’
She jammed her cap back on. She was never, ever going to put
a colour through her hair again.

‘Fairy floss,” he murmured to himself, still eyeing her cap as
if he could see through it.

He dropped the button into her outstretched palm before
turning and continuing to the back door, leaving her to struggle
with the strap as she followed. She slipped its end through the
bib’s buttonhole and tied it into a temporary knot and prayed it
held.

The kitchen smelled of lemons, cinnamon and rosemary. A
homey room with sparkling red and white china and a friendly
collection of ceramic cows on the pine dresser. The fragrant
miniature potted herbs on the windowsill had been a gift to Belle
from Ellie.

‘Have a seat.” He pulled out a chair at the table for her.

Their knees bumped as he sat and his eyes flicked to hers, as
if he, too, had felt that zing of sensation. She shifted her legs
out of harm’s way. Wringing her hands beneath the tabletop, she
chewed on her lip to stop herself speaking before he got started
on whatever he had in mind.



He set his hands, palms down, in front of him on the table and
considered them carefully before he looked at her. ‘I have some
questions.’

About Saturday night? Why she’d changed her mind? Rushed
off? Not called him?

No. His eyes weren’t asking those questions. This was more
like a job interview. It didn’t seem to matter to him that Belle had
already hired her. ‘I thought Belle would’ve told you about me.’

While she spoke he pulled out a fancy-looking black and silver
electronic organiser and began tapping. ‘Not enough, I'm afraid.’
His finger paused over the buttons. ‘First up, how did you come
by this job?’

‘Belle contacted me through an ad I posted in the local paper.
And she hired me on the spot because I'm a damn good gardener,’
she finished, leaning back and crossing her arms. ‘“That was a
month ago, and it must be true because I'm still here.’

He didn’t reply, just continued to study her with a steady,
impenetrable gaze. Not a hint of Saturday night’s heat there. Ellie
refused to be disappointed. Refused.

Maybe if she explained why he could trust her to do a good
job...Leaning forward again, she said, “This house holds a special
significance for me. When I was a kid my mum and I used to
walk past here on the way to the tram. She told me the property
had been in my grandfather’s family at one time. The house was
a little girl’s fantasy and I loved it—especially the unicorn statue
in the front garden. Its horn used to be gold, you know.’



His gaze turned considering. ‘I know.” He studied her in
silence a moment longer, then tapped his fingers on the table.
‘References?”

‘I've moved around a lot.” Call me irresponsible. Her words
spoken in part jest, part bravado last Saturday night spun back to
haunt her. Racking her brain, she tried to recall what else she’d
said, but unfortunately could think of nothing that would instil
confidence.

‘Ah, of course, the free spirit.’

She watched those long fingers punch more buttons while heat
bled up her neck and her nipples tingled. Those fingers had—

‘No references. Your address and phone number?’

Her gaze whipped up to his face. That tiny muscle twitched
in his jaw again but his eyes betrayed nothing. Not a thing. The
heat continued to rise, suffusing her cheeks. She twisted restless
fingers around the locket at her neck. ‘Look, I really don’t see
that this is any of your concern. I'm Belle’s employee, not yours.’

‘Belle can be a little too naive sometimes. 'm making sure
she’s taken care of. Address? Phone number?’

‘Belle has them.’

‘She’s incommunicado. What if something comes up? I need
to be able to contact you.’

Holding his gaze defiantly, she snapped out the information.

‘What days do you work?’

‘Wednesdays and Fridays and I alternate Mondays and
Tuesdays, but—’



‘I value responsibility. Belle values responsibility. You call
yourself irresponsible. So I'm wondering where that leaves us. Or
more to the point, where it leaves you. I'd like you to think about
that while you’re working here.” He leaned back in his chair and
placed his hands on the table. Interview over.

Thank goodness his unfathomable dark eyes didn’t drop below
her face. Thank goodness her chest was hidden beneath her
overalls, because no way her skinny T-shirt would have been
enough to hide the sudden way her nipples begged for more of
that attention he’d given so generously Saturday night.

But then the cool business facade disappeared. His eyes
thawed to a warm chocolate, lips curving into that lazy smile
she’d seen across a crowded nightclub. ‘Now we’ve got that out
of the way,” he said in that deep sexy tone she’d been fantasising
about in her daydreams. ‘Have dinner with me tonight.’



Chapter Three

DINNER ? She stared at him, incredulous. He looked genuinely
serious. ‘Excuse me? You expect me to go to dinner with you?’

‘Why not?’

‘After that...that inquisition”

‘You need to understand my first concern is for Belle. But
we've discussed the terms of your work here. I'm satisfied—
plucking a violet from the little vase in the centre of the table,
he twirled it between his fingers ‘—with the business aspect of
our relationship.” He flashed her a look that had her heart rate
picking up again.

‘But we haven’t talked about the personal. We need to. If we
don’t, it’s going to get in the way.” He leaned towards her, tucked
the violet behind her ear, just beneath the edge of her cap. ‘Never
mix business with pleasure, Ellie.’

Her insides rearranged themselves at the intimate tone of
voice. She didn’t want business or pleasure with this man.

Liar. Okay, it wasn’t wise or sensible to have anything more
to do with him—certainly not pleasure. Already un-sensible
thoughts were racing through her head.

Which reminded her of Belle’s comment over a coffee break
one day. Matthew’s always been a bit of a playboy when it comes
to the ladies, or some such. Ellie hadn’t taken much notice—until
now. Well, she did not intend to play second fiddle to anyone,
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ever again.

T'm thinking T'll give this job a miss until Belle returns,’
she said slowly. She placed her hands flat on the table and
forced herself to meet his eyes. ‘It’s probably best for everyone
concerned.” Particularly Ellie. ‘I don’t think the employee-
employer relationship bit’s going to work for us.’

His jaw firmed; his gaze turned thoughtful, then speculative.
‘In which case, there’d be no reason not to have dinner with me,
would there?’

She shook her head. ‘I still can’t have dinner with you.’

‘If you’re worried about your hair...mishap, we can dine in.’

Oh, way to charm the girls, Mr Ladies’ Man.

She tugged the bill of her cap lower, tossed him a narrow-eyed
glare and didn’t deign to reply.

Or maybe it was just her. She bet he wouldn’t say that to
the type of high-maintenance, high-class Yasmine look-alikes he
probably dated. He’d told her he was in Melbourne for a couple
of weeks. Saturday night proved he was simply out for a good
time, and if she hadn’t left when she did they’d have ended up in
bed. And that would have been a monumental mistake.

Pleasure had definitely been on Matt’s agenda, but if that
wasn’t going to happen, so be it; he intended keeping his promise
to Belle. Somehow he needed to keep Ellie happy in her job
and ensure she stayed on. And what better way than to keep her
close, keep an eye on her? Smiling at her, he switched to his most
persuasive tone. ‘Ellie, it’s just dinner. I'd like your company this



evening.’

Unmoved, she met his gaze squarely. Her eyes were the
most amazing colour—amethyst with a sprinkle of gold dust...
Bewitching...

Focus, McGregor. ‘Okay, you may as well know up front. Belle
asked me to look out for her employee while she’s away. I'd like
to be able to tell her I've done so.’

A tiny frown furrowed between her brows. ‘I don’t need
looking after. Why would she ask that of you?’

Wouldn't we both like to know? ‘Seems she’s grown very fond
of you and was concerned about you working at the house alone.
Since I was going to be around, it seemed like a good solution.’

She waved a dismissive hand. ‘It’s all irrelevant because I have
to work tonight. At least Red’s Bar doesn’t give their employees
the third degree. I was hired on the spot, no questions asked.’

‘Red’s Bar.” Surely they’d eat a girl like her alive? “That’s not
a reputable bar and it’s not in a safe part of town.’

‘Some of us can’t be choosy. Some of us need cold hard cash
to pursue our dreams.’

He didn’t bother telling her he’d been there, done that and had
the scars and papers to prove it. ‘And what’s your dream, Ellie?

“To build my own landscaping business. Oh, and did I tell you
I'm studying landscape and garden design? In modules. When I
can afford it. At the rate I'm going I should be qualified in the
next fifty years or so. Which is why I need Red’s pay packet at
the end of the evening.’



Landscaping business. He nodded to himself. Good, honest
work. But what job did she hold at Red’s? he wondered, eyeing
the defiant lift to her chin. Kitchen hand, bartender, waitress? Or
pole-dancer, like his long-lost mother? The thought made him
feel physically ill, with a whole bunch of complicated emotions
he didn’t want to think about whenever his mother came to mind.

But the stubborn image that gyrated before his eyes had his
blood plummeting below his belt. If Ellie chose to pole-dance,
he wanted it to be for him. In private.

Back on track. He cleared his throat and chose the safest
option. ‘Waiting tables?’

‘Yes, waiting tables, what else would it be? Oh...” A rosy pink
bloomed on her cheeks—those apple cheeks that had blown him
away the first time he’d met her. When he’d just had to kiss her. ..

Ignoring his body’s response, he focused on the valid reason he
was still pursuing this line of questioning. She was playing in an
adult playground—did she know the rules and, more importantly,
the dangers? But perhaps she was already an experienced player.
After all, he hardly knew her.

He knew he wanted her.

Her heightened colour intensified. “‘What?’

‘How long have you worked there?”’

She lifted her shoulders, avoided his eyes.

‘How long?” he demanded.

‘It’s a trial shift.” She pushed up. For once she had the height
advantage and her eyes met his, bright with defiance. ‘And your



babysitting duties do not extend to telling me where I should or
should not engage in paid employment. Now, if you’ll excuse me,
I have a kitchen garden to be getting on with. Since I'm already
here, I'll work out today’s shift.’

She pushed the chair beneath the table with a sharp scrape.
‘And in case you’re wondering, I use the outside loo, I brought
my own packed lunch and can let myself out the gate when I'm
through for the day. I'm sure you have work too. Lots of work.
So if you want to go to the office and catch up with Yasmine...
or whatever, don’t let me spoil your day.’

Sparks, he noted. Promising. Where there were sparks there
was emotion. Passion. Possibilities. He felt a smile kick up at the
corners of his mouth. ‘My day’s going just fine, thank you.” Even
better when he saw her fingers tighten around the back of the
chair as she glared at him.

‘Before I leave, there’s still the matter of what went on between
us Saturday night,” he said, unable to resist looking at her lips one
more time. ‘As I said, ignoring it won’t change things.’

She sucked in a breath, studied her hands. ‘It was just a kiss. ..’

A snort escaped him. ‘Hey, I was there, remember?’

‘Okay, it was more than a kiss.” Cheeks blazing, she lifted
her gaze. ‘It was a mistake. You're Belle’s nephew, Belle’s my
employer and—’

‘So you are going to reconsider working here.’

She shook her head and continued. ‘I don’t want, nor do I have
time for, anything complicated.’



‘It doesn’t have to be complicated. You and me and a mutual
attraction. It doesn’t come much simpler than that.’

‘Good times—is that all you’re about?” She shook her head
again. ‘Of course you are. Men like you always are.’

‘Men like me?’

‘Attractive, arrogant, ego as wide as the blue Aussie sky.’

He studied her. The you-dont-fool-me-for-a-moment-
McGregor stance, the nervous way her fingers played over the
back of the chair. “You're a contradiction, do you realise that?
You say you don’t want complicated, yet you're rejecting simple.
What do you want, Ellie?’

Her mouth flattened and she swept to the door, yanked it
open. Then she turned and glared back at him from the safety of
distance. ‘With you, Matt McGregor? Nothing. Not a thing.’

Uptight young lady, he mused. Damned if he wasn’t going to
enjoy finding out why. “You know, Ellie Rose, I'm going to prove
you wrong about that, and believe me, it’s going to be a pleasure.’

He grinned as the door shut firmly behind her. ‘Yes, a real
pleasure,” he murmured. ‘For both of us.” He was in for an
interesting week.

Matt rode the glass elevator to the Melbourne offices of
McGregor Architectural Designs, watching a rain shower draw
a grey curtain across the cityscape. He never failed to feel the
thrill of the ride up to his office on the forty-second floor.
The award-winning precinct of glass and brass and green, with
its unique interior-walled gardens cascading over half a dozen



floors down towards a pool in the main lobby, was his first
major achievement. Proof that one could turn possibilities into
something real.

And his rapidly expanding Sydney branch was proof that
success bred success. He’d worked bloody hard for it. In a
roundabout way he had Angela to thank. His ex-lover was
the reason his was one of the top architectural firms in
Australia. After she’d given up trying to make something of their
relationship and eventually walked out on him, he’d put his heart
and soul into building his dreams.

Not that he blamed her for leaving. She deserved better
than a guy who was incapable of the everlasting love and long-
term commitment she’d obviously been looking for. And no-one
could tell him he wasn’t pleased to know she’d found it with an
accountant in rural Victoria.

The current Sydney project was nearing completion. He
trusted his hand-picked team of specialist engineers to handle it
for a couple of weeks, enabling Matt to think about relocating
back to Melbourne in the near future. The city he’d been raised
in. Home.

The elevator slid to a soundless stop and he stepped out. Light
spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows and over miles of
pearl-grey carpeting and polished wood.

Joanie Markham, the first face the public saw, glanced up
from the sleek polished reception desk as he approached, her
middle-aged smile sparkling at him over her slim reading glasses.



‘Good morning, Joanie.’

‘Mr McGregor, good morning. We weren’t expecting to see
you today. Didn’t Miss McGregor have something she wanted
you to take care of 7’

An image of Ellie shot into his mind with the force of a
blowtorch. And not the image he should be focusing on—Ellie in
cap and sexless khaki overalls wielding a gardening fork. Instead,
he saw Ellie not in her little black dress and toothpick heels. He
could almost taste that soft skin just below her jaw, her spiced
berry scent...

She was something to be ‘taking care of’, all right. He pinched
the bridge of his nose, concentrated on bringing his wayward
libido under control.

‘Mr McGregor...are you okay?’

‘Fine. Fine.” Amazed that his eyes had closed—not surprising
with the lack of sleep he’d had over the past few nights—he
blinked them open and pasted a reassuring smile on his lips. ‘All
under control, Joanie.’

Moving past reception, he skirted desks, design boards, pot
plants, greeting staff along the way.

‘Matt.

He turned at the familiar sound of Yasmine’s voice. As usual,
she looked stunning in a slim grey suit with a modest scrap of
white lace at her cleavage, her raven-black hair tied back in a
tidy knot. He admired her clean-cut lines from an architectural
viewpoint.



As a friend, he valued her inner qualities. ‘Hi, Yasmine.’

The love of Yasmine’s life worked as a geologist at the Mount
Isa mines in Queensland and was sometimes away from home for
weeks at a time. She and Matt often found themselves unattached
at work functions and had forged a friendship. If either had a
problem, they used each other as a sounding board.

Didn’t mean he wanted to discuss his current problem, but he
had a gut feeling he was about to be interrogated as she rounded
her desk and accompanied him towards his corner office with its
spectacular one-hundred-and-eighty-degree city views.

‘Well, aren’t you the man?’ she said with a smirk, the moment
they entered.

He closed his door. Firmly. ‘Last time I looked, yes. You have
something you want to say, Yaz?

‘You and that little slip of a girl against the wall on Saturday
night,” she said cheerfully. “Then dashing after her that way.
Hmm.

‘I wasn’t dashing.’ He felt a prickle between his shoulderblades
and rolled his shoulder. He didn’t pursue women. Didn’t have
to. ‘I was making sure she got away safely.” Hell. He set his
laptop on his desk with a thunk, discarded his jacket and laid it
carefully across the back of his leather chair. Was it him or was
the thermostat set too high in here? ‘No law against that, is there?’

She slid her elegant backside onto the corner of his desk. ‘No.
But...you? You're usually so— she waved an airy hand ‘—totally
cool and sophisticated and together with women.’



When he didn’t reply—because right now he really couldn’t
think of a comeback—she cocked her head. ‘So, what’s her
name?’

‘Ellie.” He switched on his laptop, drumming his fingers on the
desk while it booted up. ‘Fancy a coffee? It must be break time.’

‘Just had one, thanks. Are you seeing her again?’

He shot her a dark look. ‘As fate would have it, turns out she
works for Belle, so the answer’s yes, I'm going to be seeing her
again.’

‘Fate.” She arched a smooth dark brow at his choice of words,
eyes twinkling. ‘Serious stuff.’

He shrugged it off. ‘Not at all. Just one of life’s quirky
coincidences.’

‘Of all the nightclubs in all of Melbourne...” she purred,
leaning closer. “Yep. Has to be fate.’

‘For heaven’s sakes, Yaz, give it a rest.’

As always, undeterred by his scowl, Yasmine swung one
long leg while she twirled her fingers through a container of
paperclips. ‘Are you bringing her to the staff do?’

‘Staff do?”

‘Have you forgotten? You approved the idea. Twenty-first of
June—next Monday night for those who forget to look at the
calendar. Formal or fancy dress or Celtic, yet to be decided. A
money raiser. Charity to be determined by the boss.” She tapped
his chest. “That would be you.’

He grunted. Someone had come up with the idea in February



for a winter solstice celebration as a morale booster, he
remembered, but he’d been working in Sydney for most of this
year and it had slipped his mind.

‘So are you going to bring her? she asked again.

‘No.’

‘Why not?”’

Because...? He preferred the idea of something more intimate
for their first date, not a roomful of colleagues garnering Ellie’s
attention. When he and Ellie got together—and they would—he
didn’t want an audience. ‘We’re not involved.’

‘Yeah, I noticed,” Yasmine said dryly. ‘Bring her anyway.
Make Belle happy.’

It would be a way to keep his word to Belle that he was looking
out for Ellie. ‘We’ll see,” he muttered, more to shut Yasmine up
than any promise on his part. But for now...He clicked open a
folder on his computer. ‘Moving on to more important matters,’
he said, ignoring Yasmine’s grin. ‘Bring me up to speed on the
Dalton project.’

‘Six beers, two tequilas, one rum and Coke,” Ellie recited to
herself, sliding the requested drinks order onto her tray. She
started towards the table of rowdy guys, wishing her black skirt
was a few centimetres longer.

The atmosphere inside the club oozed sweat, cheap aftershave
and testosterone. A lone pole-dancer was doing her thing to bad
music over a poor sound system. According to Ellie’s fellow
waitress, Tuesday night wasn’t usually busy, but an entire football



team had turned up after training and were jostling for viewing
space.

Her throat felt scratchy with the constant strain of having to
raise her voice over the noise. They were one staff member short.
Sasha, who’d arranged the shift for Ellie and was supposed to
be here to help her through the first night, hadn’t turned up.
Ellie suppressed her annoyance. Perhaps Sasha was sick, but she
should have phoned.

Well, she was doing just fine tonight without her help, thank
you very much. Only a few more hours with Sleazy in the cheap
business suit mentally undressing her from his corner table and
she was out of here.

She offloaded the beers, carried the rum and Coke to Sleazy’s
table.

‘How about a nightcap when you finish up here?” he asked her
breasts as she set the glass down.

‘No, thanks.” Booze had made him more obnoxious than he’d
been an hour earlier.

‘Come on, babe. We’d make a good team, you and me.’

‘I don’t think so.” She turned to leave but he grasped her wrist.
She wrenched her arm away, toppling his drink. Liquid splashed
the table, sloshing over the edge and onto his shiny polyester
trousers.

‘Everything okay, here, Ellie?” A familiar deep voice behind
her.

She darted a look over her shoulder, glimpsed Matt and



groaned inwardly. With relief, with embarrassment. ‘How long
have you been here? And how come she hadn’t seen him arrive?

‘Long enough.” Then to Sleazy, he leaned low and murmured,
‘I suggest you leave while you still can.’

Sleazy glared at Ellie a moment as if deciding to make
something of it, then rose. ‘You'll pay for this,” he muttered,
swiping at the damp patch on his leg. He didn’t give eye contact
to Matt, she noted, but he sent Ellie a final glare, then pushed
his way towards the bar.

‘You okay? She felt Matt’s hand at her back but shrugged it off
before she did something stupid—Ilike arch against it and purr.
‘T'm fine. Please let me get on with my job.’

He stepped back. ‘Fine. Get on with it.’

His clipped reply reminded her that she’d been prickly and
ungrateful—a survival mechanism, but rude nonetheless—so she
followed up with, “‘Would you like a drink? On the house.’

He nodded. ‘Mineral water. Thanks.’

She watched him return to an empty table on the far side of
the room, away from the tables she was serving, and flick open
a folder he’d left there. His dark eyes met hers again, sending
ripples of awareness down her spine.

Smoothing her skirt, she headed to the bar to place his
order and paid for it herself. She couldn’t remember the last
time someone had bothered to come to her rescue. Even if she
hadn’t needed it. She reminded herself she didn’t need anyone,
particularly Matt McGregor, stamping all over her independence.



So when she came by with his drink a few moments later, she
couldn’t help herself. ‘“There are much better strip clubs in town,
as 'm sure you—"’

‘Yes. I know.” He studied her a moment, an almost-grin
lurking around his mouth. Then picked up his glass, raised it to
her, took a long slow swallow. ‘But the evening’s young yet.’

Something hot quivered low in her belly, prompting her to say,
‘Unless the stripper’s a personal friend of yours?” She saw his
eyes narrow and leaned towards him a fraction. “You’re checking
up on me,” she accused. ‘Did you think I was lying to you this
morning?’

‘Would you lie to me, Ellie?” His gaze slid to her lips. ‘About
how you feel, for instance?”

Her pulse jumped up a notch and she took a swift step back.
Away from the incredible aura he seemed to exude. “‘Why would
7

‘Only you can answer that.” Still watching her, he took another
swallow from his glass.

‘Listen, I don’t need a minder—

‘Belle’s idea.’

She huffed an impatient breath. T'm sure she didn’t mean for
you to intrude on my private life.’

‘I have a moral obligation since I don’t consider this a safe
working environment. And hasn’t that been proven justified?’

She looked away, only to catch the disapproving eye of the bar
manager. So it seemed it was okay to be sexually harassed and



threatened but chatting with the customers was frowned upon. ‘1
need to get back to work.’

He set his glass down, flicked an eye over his folder, then drew
out his phone. ‘And I need to make a call.’

She knew Matt was there, was conscious of his eyes following
her for the next couple of hours, even though whenever she
glanced his way he had his nose buried in his folder or was
speaking into his mobile phone. At one point he was smiling
while he talked and she just knew he wasn’t talking business—
unless it was funny business. And that, she told herself, was none
of her business.

It was sometime after midnight when the manager paid her
at the end of her shift and told her that her services were not
required. He told her there’d been a complaint, that she’d come
on to a customer, then deliberately spilled his drink when he’d
knocked her invitation back. So the manager had docked her the
cost of the drink for the damage that the cusfomer had caused.

Resentment spiked through her bloodstream. “That’s not how
it was and you know it.” Giving him the best evil eye she could
manage, she stuffed what was left of her night’s pay into her bag,
buttoned her coat with quick jerky movements. ‘You can take
your lousy job and stick it in a very dark place,” she snapped out
on her way to the nearest exit.

Ellie was accustomed to people expecting her to be an easy
walkover. Usually she fought back. She could have argued her
case; she was the injured party here. Tonight, as she manoeuvred



her way through testosterone city, all she wanted to do was get
out of this pit and lay her throbbing head on a pillow and sleep
for a week. Was she coming down with a bug?

She shook it away. Not going to happen. She had to rise
and shine early tomorrow. At this point she really, really needed
Belle’s part-time job. And now it came with an additional
problem...Speaking of which, did she say goodbye to Matt or
what? Would he think she was angling for a lift home? Or more?
She glanced to where he’d been sitting moments earlier but he’d
left. Without a word.

Good, she told herself as she veered back towards the exit.
One less problem. Tomorrow morning was way soon enough
to be interacting with him. She wasn’t in the mood to deal
with complications. And despite his views about their non -
relationship, Matt McGregor was complication in flashing lights.
Big red warning ones.

Doing his gentlemanly duty as he saw Ellie preparing to leave,
he exited the bar and waited for her outside.

She’d told him she wanted to be left alone, but safety concerns
aside, knowing where she’d be this evening had been too much
of a temptation for Matt to ignore. He’d wanted to see her again,
simple as that. He stepped towards her the moment she appeared.
Tl walk you to your car.’

Her head swivelled towards him and her eyes widened. “‘Why
are you still here?

The damp air teased her hair so that it curled in wisps around



her face. She must have washed it again because it was lighter—
honey blonde with only a streak or two of pink—but the austere
light from the street lamp turned it silver-white, making her
appear smaller, more fragile.

‘You think I'd leave you here at this time of night without
ensuring your safe journey home? Wherever that might be.

She pulled her coat tighter, straightened her spine, hitched her
bag higher. ‘I can take care of myself.’

‘Yeah, right. Alone, past midnight, in this seedy area. Where’s
your car?’

‘I don’t own a car. And I happen to live in this seedy area.” He
didn’t miss the light of contempt in her eyes.

Along with her list of criticisms, did she think him prejudiced?
He couldn’t decide whether it amused or annoyed him. ‘How are
you getting home?’

‘Public transport.’

‘My car’s across the road. I'll drop you off.’

Trs—

‘Non-negotiable.” He placed a silencing finger against her lips.

Heat, as her sharp exhalation of breath streamed over his
fingertip. Friction, as his finger drifted lightly over her lips.
Desire, sharp and swift, as her lips parted the tiniest bit. In
surprise? Or something else? He couldn’t be sure, and for a pulse
beat or two he thought she might yield and open further. But she
remained completely still.

‘Non-negotiable, Ellie.” He pressed his thumb to her lower lip,



watching her eyes darken to an intense charcoal in the dimness.
‘So get used to the idea quickly.’



Chapter Four

ELLIE didn’t move, didn’t pull away, even as a throng of
raucous patrons spilled from the bar and ambled past, their voices
raised in some tuneless song. The night breeze, pungent with the
sting of exhaust fumes, wrapped around them. In the distance
an alarm wailed. He wanted to press his momentary advantage,
replace his thumb with his mouth and relive that first kiss.

He could almost smell the desire on her skin, but he didn’t
push it. She stepped back, eyes flicking away, as if giving him eye
contact might betray her. She scanned the row of parked cars.
‘Let me guess—yours is the champagne-tinted convertible.’

‘Sorry to disappoint—it’s the little bent and black ninety-six
Ford.” He couldn’t resist adding, ‘My Ferrari’s in Sydney.’

Her laugh was spontaneous and unexpected and she seemed
as surprised as he. ‘I knew it,” she said with a half-smile. ‘Red?’

‘Is there any other colour?” With a light hand at her back, he
steered her across the road.

Ellie practically fell onto the seat, willing her pulse to settle
down while Matt rounded the car. Good Lord, just that single
thumb print on her lower lip had turned her inside out. If he
hadn’t stopped—oh, she did not want to think about it. He made
her weak. Made her want...what she couldn’t have.

By the time he’d climbed into his seat she’d managed to
halfway calm herself. She directed him to a street about a
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kilometre away. She spent a moment studying the car’s interior
rather than the width of Matt’s more than capable hands on
the steering wheel, focusing on the engine’s rough-throated purr
rather than the scent of clean masculine skin.

But as they neared her apartment her breathing changed for
very different reasons. And with every passing moment the band
beneath her breastbone tightened.

She’d always sensed Heath’s low opinion of her previous
apartment even though he’d never voiced it. As if her living
conditions reflected her worth as a human being. She might have
been in love with him but her self-confidence and sense of self-
worth had taken a battering and never fully recovered. Compared
to this dump it had been a palace.

Would Matt the squillionaire businessman judge her the same
way? And why did it suddenly seem to matter if he did? “You
can drop me off here,” she said, ready to jump out and flee the
moment they stopped.

The building she lived in was crammed between the
abandoned car park of a graffiti-covered warehouse and a row
of currently untenanted shops.

Matt slowed to a stop. “This your place?’

His tone didn’t change but her stomach clenched tighter. ‘Yes.’
She knew what he was thinking. She just knew it. She would not
let it bring her down.

She reached for the doorhandle. Before she could thank him
and escape, he was out of the car and rounding the bonnet.



‘No need to see me inside—I live upstairs,” she said, climbing
out. Somewhere nearby a cat yowled and the din of metal rolling
down the street broke the night’s stillness.

‘How long have you lived here?’

‘A couple of months.” She remembered him quipping about
his Ferrari. ‘Would it help if I said I used to live in Toorak?’
she said, forcing humour into her voice as she mentioned one of
Melbourne’s most affluent suburbs.

He didn’t return her smile. ‘Only if it helps you.’

It didn’t and her smile faded. Those days were gone. Once
upon a time, before the people she loved had been erased from
her life for ever, her world had been very different.

But his voice helped. Smooth and steady and even, like a still
lake, soothing the rough edges around her heart. Until she looked
up into his eyes and saw the storm, all dark and brooding and
beautiful. Reminding her that she didn’t want to get involved.
With anyone, ever again.

‘Thanks for the lift.” She paused before adding, ‘And thanks
for your assistance at the bar tonight.’

‘No worries.” He didn’t seem in a hurry to leave.

She hesitated. ‘T'll see you tomorrow, then.’

He nodded. ‘You’re coming. Good.’

‘I didn’t get the bar job, so yes.” She shrugged, trying for
philosophical, failing miserably.

‘Because it wasn’t the right job for you.” There was something
in his eyes. Not sympathy—she didn’t want sympathy, nor did



she need it. Understanding?

She stood, rooted to the spot, watching him while he jingled
his car keys. What the hell would he understand about the tough
non-corporate world of low finance?

‘Goodnight, Ellie.” He touched his lips to hers. A token Kkiss,
almost impersonal. No sexual undertones. Nothing she could call
him on.

And nothing to get herself in a lather about.

Because now he’d watched her lose a job on the first night and
seen where she lived, what other kind of kiss could it be?

She stepped away before she kissed him back and made it into
something it wasn’t. ‘Goodnight.’

She turned abruptly and made it through the entry door and
halfway along the common hallway before the door behind her
opened again. She looked over her shoulder. Matt’s silhouette
filled the space and a thrill of excitement shivered down her spine
before she could stop it. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘Damn right something’s wrong.” He stepped inside and
walked towards her, his shoes echoing on the worn concrete
floor, his features growing clearer as he neared. ‘I should be
ashamed of myself. Kissing you that way.’

Huh? Her mouth fell open in astonishment and she remained
where she was, sure her heartbeat would wake the entire building.
‘It’s okay.” The words trembled out. ‘T didn’t—"

‘Since when do you let a guy kiss you like that and get away
with it?” He gripped her shoulders. Walked her back until her



shoulders touched the wall, eyes glittering in the dim stairwell’s
light. His face was close, his hands possessive, stroking down her
upper arms.

With what little strength she had left, she hugged her handbag
in front of her like a shield. ‘Depends...On who’s doing the
kissing.” Oh, good Lord, had she said that aloud, and in that thin
reedy voice that seemed to be coming from someone else?

His sensuous lips curved and he moved nearer. His jeans
brushed against her bare legs. Hard thighs rubbed hers...and heat
speared into her lower belly. Her arms slid uselessly to her sides,
leaving her bag dangling from one shoulder.

‘T am,” he murmured before his mouth descended on hers.

She could no more hold back her response than stop the sun
from rising. Her lips fell open beneath his and her whole body
shuddered against him. Without any idea of how they got there,
her hands slid to his waist and grasped fistfuls of his shirt beneath
his jacket.

His taste was as she remembered, only more. Richer, fuller,
more intoxicating—

‘Excuse me, Ellie...Perhaps you could take your displays of ...
affection upstairs?’

Ellie jerked back, her head bouncing off the wall. ‘Um, hi. Mrs
Green.” From apartment two. And looking less than impressed
that they were all but standing in front of her door. Ducking
under Matt’s arm, Ellie spun away into the passage, fumbling
with her slippery hold on her bag at the same time. ‘Um. Sorry.’



Matt and Ellie regarded each other without speaking until her
downstairs neighbour’s door closed and they were alone again.

It gave Ellie time to gather her jumbled thoughts. She
considered it a minor miracle that she was able to say, ‘It’s late
and I'm tired,” in a reasonably steady no-nonsense voice. And she
meant it. Every muscle felt sapped of energy and she had no idea
whether it was Matt’s fault or the bug she seemed to be coming
down with.

Matt, who’d propped himself against the wall, watched her
with a hint of the devil in his eyes. ‘Mrs Green’s suggestion
sounds good to me.’

‘Not to me.” Straightening, she pulled out her keys. T've
worked two jobs today. Goodnight, Matt.” She caught a glimpse
of that sexy grin before she forced herself to turn away and head
for the stairs.

It was way, way harder than she wanted it to be.

Ellie was woken by a dull throbbing headache when her alarm
trilled at 7:00 a.m. And when she swallowed, it was like forcing
a razor blade down her throat. To her surprise, she realised she’d
slept the entire night, probably because she’d been so exhausted.

So how come she felt as if she hadn’t slept a wink?

With a groan, she dragged herself out of bed and peered
through her dust-spattered window at the heavy-bellied clouds
just visible in the dawn sky. A dark rain shower swept across the
distant suburbs, wind whistled with malice around the ill-fitting
pane.



A perfect day to burrow back under her quilt and nurse her
sore throat. But she didn’t have that luxury, so she grabbed a
couple of painkillers at the kitchen sink before stumbling to the
bathroom.

She stepped beneath the ancient showerhead, shivering as she
soaped up quickly under the meagre lukewarm stream. She’d just
bet Matt McGregor was still tucked up nice and warm in Ais bed.

And after that kiss last night...well, she might have been
sharing it with him. His hot, hard body pressing her into the
mattress, springy masculine hair rasping against her nipples. That
deep voice, gravelly with sleep and sinful suggestions while his
fingers played out those sinful suggestions over her—

‘Get those X-rated thoughts of your employer’s nephew right
out of your head,” she ordered herself, whipping the shower
curtain aside, creating a shivery draught. Grabbing her towel,
she rubbed briskly to get the blood flowing beneath her skin.
‘Concentrate on important matters. Like an income.’

Belle paid her generously, but she needed to supplement it
with another part-time job and somehow fit both jobs in around
the volunteer after-school shifts she worked at the children’s
centre around the corner.

She loved kids but she’d never fall in love again, could never
risk a failed marriage. Which meant no children, ever. But
her maternal instincts were very much alive, and working with
underprivileged children was her way of satisfying that natural
urge.



Grabbing a muesli bar, she swung her gear onto her shoulder
and headed out into the wintry day. The tram was crowded and
stuffy with early-morning commuters, and Ellie was glad of the
fresh air when she disembarked just after eight and walked the
last few minutes to Belle’s place.

Remembering yesterday, she knocked on the back door to let
Matt know she’d arrived. She could always hope he’d already
gone to work. On the other hand she could hope she’d gotten him
out of bed. To see him dishevelled and disgruntled at her early
arrival. Bleary-eyed, unshaven...

‘Good morning, Ellie.’

She turned at his voice. He was none of those things.

Fully dressed in dark jeans and a soft-looking cream jumper
that probably cost more than her entire wardrobe, he ambled
from the garage, morning newspaper and a carton of milk in
hand. He’d obviously showered and shaved already; the fresh
smell of sandalwood soap carried on the breeze. And his eyes
were bright, alert and focused. On her.

Memories of last night’s kiss hung in the air between them.
But this was a working day, a working environment, and she
intended keeping it that way.

‘Good morning.” She cleared her throat, wincing at the raw
pain as she did so and trotted down the back steps with an
officious, Tl be getting on with it, then.’

‘Want a coffee before you start?’

‘No, thanks. I want to make some headway before it starts to



rain.’

‘What are your plans today?’

‘I have to finish digging over the plot.” Which she should
have finished yesterday, but with Matt calling the meeting and
all, it had put her behind. She kept moving, walking backwards
as she spoke. ‘Then it’s the fertiliser and seedlings—DBelle left
everything in the greenhouse. Are you going to the office?’

‘I don’t plan on it,” he said, dashing her hopes for a day without
the prospect of further interruptions. ‘I’ve a costing to finish and
a computer link-up with the Sydney crew.’

She nodded. Tl come by the door when I'm done.’

When she stopped for lunch, she ate her sandwich and drank
her thermos of coffee alone. Despite what she’d told Matt about
being self-sufficient, Belle always invited Ellie inside to share her
break.

On the last day Ellie had seen her, Belle had offered her a key
to the main house, allowing her access to the bathroom and hot
water. But she’d felt awkward about the whole idea and refused
it. If anything happened in Belle’s absence Ellie didn’t want to
be held responsible; it was bad enough that she’d given her the
code to the gate.

She’d not glimpsed Matt since she’d started work this
morning. Seemed he was in accord with her—business hours
were just that. She didn’t know whether she was relieved or
disappointed.

Her mobile rang as she was packing away her lunch box. She



glanced at caller ID and answered straightaway. ‘Sasha. I tried
calling you last night. Where did you get to?’

‘I called in sick. I just opened your message.’

Her friend sounded distant and Ellie felt that all-too-familiar
clutch in her belly. ‘Are you okay now?

‘Never better.’

‘So are you up to checking out that Healesville job with me
sometime soon? We need to let them know—’

‘Ah, about that...” A pause, then Sasha went into excitement
mode with, ‘I met this great guy at a club last night. Anyway...’
she went on when Ellie didn’t reply, ‘T've got the chance to work
onboard a cruise ship leaving Sydney in a week’s time.’

Disappointment ripped through Ellie. ‘I thought you said you
were sick last night?’

‘Everyone chucks a sickie now and then, right?”

No. Not when it mattered they didn’t. ‘I was counting on you
to show me the ropes at the bar last night.’

‘Oh. Sorry. Did you get the job, by the way?’

‘Let’s just say I'm not cut out for that sort of waitressing.
Which is why this Healesville job is important to me.” She closed
her eyes, surrendered to the inevitable. ‘Sasha, obviously your
heart’s not in this, so take the cruise job and forget Healesville.’
Forget everything.

The bed-and-breakfast place out of Melbourne was offering
a four-week stint to landscape their garden, and Ellie had
persuaded Sasha to come along. Ellie had explained that she



didn’t want to let Belle down while she was away and had
promised to get back to them by the end of next week. She
intended winning the job, with or without Sasha.

‘Hey, you there, Ellie?”

‘I'm here.’

‘So...I'll call you when I get back and maybe we can—

‘There’s no point, Sasha, it’s just not practical. Good luck
with everything. Goodbye.” And have a nice life. She stabbed the
disconnect button.

She’d thought they were friends. But true friends didn’t let
each other down. When was she going to learn? Ellie had some
kind of in-built radar that sent people running in the opposite
direction.

Remember that when you think about Matt McGregor.

As befitting her mood, ten minutes later it started to spit—
a cold, ugly, misty spit. Ellie pulled on her thin plastic poncho
and continued digging. She would not quit on account of rain.
Unlike Sasha, she’d prove herself reliable and responsible and
accountable if it killed her.

Matt pulled himself mentally and physically out of his work.
He glanced at his watch, surprised to find he’d worked through
the lunch break he’d set himself. He’d intended talking Ellie into
sharing a coffee. Stretching fingers cramped from working the
keyboard, he wrapped them around his neck and glanced at the
window. Rain spattered the glass.

He walked to the kitchen window and saw her. Mud splattered



her overalls up to her knees. She was measuring and pouring
pellets into her hand, sprinkling them over the earth, then moving
on to repeat the procedure. The misty rain speckled the flimsy
plastic she’d pulled on but the cap had blown off, leaving dark
honey locks damp and curling over her head.

His gaze narrowed. Yesterday he’d raised the question of
her responsibility. After all, it was she who’d labelled herself
irresponsible. Was she now trying to prove a point? Responsible
was all well and good, but there wasn’t much point to it if the
woman came down with pneumonia.

He stalked to the back door, grabbing an umbrella from the
coat stand on the way. Rain spattered his soft leather shoes.
It wasn’t heavy but constant, and obviously had been for some
time. But the wind was fierce—it snuck under the umbrella,
threatening to turn it inside out.

She was facing away from him and didn’t hear his approach.
Or was she choosing not to?

‘Why the hell are you still out here in this weather? He
reached for her shoulder to swing her around but she squealed
and jerked and he lost his footing in the slimy mud her digging
had created. The umbrella was forgotten as he fought the
inevitable and ignominious slide to the ground, taking her with
him.

At the last second he managed to twist them both so that she
landed on top of him in a blur of limbs and bad language. While
he was still trying to catch his breath, he stared up at the rain-



spattered sky, contemplating this example of life’s little jokes.
Cold muddy moisture seeped through the back of his jumper, a
striking contrast to the warm wet body plastered against his chest.

When she didn’t move, he raised his head and wheezed, “You
all right?’

‘Oh, yeah, never better, she snapped. Apparently
unconcerned that he might be on his last breath, her only
movement was to disentangle her legs from his and tug on the
strap of her overalls.

He would have laughed at the situation but what air was left
in his lungs exploded out of him as her elbow jabbed him in the
solar plexus.

‘Sorry.” She twisted some more, the sound of plastic crinkling
as she continued struggling to free herself. He didn’t try to help.
Giving up the attempt for the moment, she glared down at him.
‘What were you thinking?

Rain-spiked lashes blinked at him over those gorgeous lilac-
coloured eyes. When he could breathe again, he smelled summer
raspberries and her own brand of hot feminine scent. The scent a
woman exudes after a healthy bout of exercise. Or sex. He took
this unique opportunity to draw it in slowly.

What had she said? Something about thinking...T wasn’t.” If
he’d been thinking he’d have engineered this scenario somewhere
dry—on Belle’s Persian rug in front of a roaring fire, for instance.
Minus the wet clothing.

‘I was reacting,” he continued, ‘to your hare-brained idea of



working outdoors in these conditions.’

‘It’s where most gardening’s done.” She rolled a shoulder, the
movement shifting her breasts against his stomach. He wasn’t
sure, but he imagined he could feel two stiff nipples jutting just
above his navel.

A spear of heat shot through his body, angling straight to his
groin. Doing his damnedest to ignore it, he stared up at the sky
again and continued with, ‘So is this your attempt to prove you’re
responsible or stubborn or both?’

Her hips chafed against his as she dragged a trapped hand
from between their bodies to push at her crinkled hair. “What’s
a little rain, for heaven’s sakes?

His gaze shifted to her face. To her eyes, irises dark with some
unnamed emotion she refused to admit to. Her mouth, damp with
rain and a tempting whisper from his own. He could kiss her now,
drink in the freshness of raindrops and Ellie. ‘For one thing, it’s
wet. And damn cold.’

She stared back at him, shook her head. “You indoor career
types are too soft.’

He didn’t feel soft. And if she didn’t quit squirming against
him like that she was going to find that out for herself.

And bingo: She went completely still, and when he looked, her
eyes had widened. He watched the colour intensify, her cheeks
turn a shade pinker before she scrambled up on her knees and
pushed away. Up. Pieces of her now-shredded plastic poncho
flapped like flags in the wind.



‘Stubborn, then,” he muttered. He pushed up too, his jumper
peeling away from the mud with a slimy sound. An instant chill
cloaked his body. ‘We’d better get out of these wet clothes.’

Without looking at him she picked up her trowel. “You go
ahead, I need to clean up here first.’

‘Leave it, I'll come out later and tidy up.’

‘My job, I'll do it.’

‘Fine. Catch pneumonia.’

Without looking at him, she stacked everything in the barrow,
including the mangled umbrella, with infuriating slowness, then
wheeled it to the garden shed. So be it. He could be as ridiculously
stubborn about this as she.

He waited until she locked up, put the key in its hidey-hole,
then took her sweet time walking back with her pack on her
shoulder. Even from metres away he could see she was shivering,
that now the blush had faded, her cheeks were pale and there
were dark circles beneath her eyes.

He met her halfway across the lawn. He didn’t think about
whether she’d object, just took her chilled wet hand in his. ‘Come
on.” He hustled her up the path to the verandah, pulling away the
plastic remains of her poncho as they shuffled under shelter and
into the laundry. ‘A hot shower will warm you up. Or a bath.
Whichever you prefer.’

‘No. I'll be all right.’

‘Ellie.” Concerned now, he shot her a stern look. ‘You're wet
through. You’re going to take that shower if I have to put you



under it myself.” He peeled off his sodden jumper, tossed it on
the floor.

Her gaze slid like a hot silk glove down his chest. He was about
to make a joke of it all, but something warned him she wouldn’t
see the humour right now. She gulped, then lifted panicked eyes
to his. ‘I'm all muddy.’

‘That you are. I'll find you some of Belle’s clothes.’

She shook her head. ‘T'm not trailing mud and water all
through the house.’

‘Take off your shoes.” He stepped out of his, removed his
socks.

Ellie did the same, then looked up at him. Not looking at that
gloriously exposed chest. Oh, why had she thought working in the
rain was a good idea? At the time she hadn’t given any thought
to the mud factor. Nor had she counted on them wallowing in it.
Together. ‘My shoes aren’t the only things covered in mud.’

She regretted those words instantly. She felt the heat in his
gaze as it travelled over the rest of her and wondered why her
clothes weren’t steaming.

‘Same here.’ If anything, he was in a worse state than her. The
entire length of him was iced in shiny brown mud. He unsnapped
his sodden jeans.

Ah...“What are you doing?’

‘Someone has to do something if we’re going to find clean dry
clothes,” he said, being entirely too practical.

It took a moment for him to ease his jeans over his hips and



step out of them. Involuntarily—that’s what she told herself—her
eyes followed his fingers down the length of his strongly muscled
thighs and over his knees to the hairy calves and long knobbly
toes as he shucked the denim off.

And, oh...My goodness. Except for a pair of navy boxers
which rode low on his lean hips, he was stark-staring naked. She
sucked in a breath.

Imagine him naked.

But the perfection of his golden-toned body was even better
than her imagination had been able to conjure up. She could smell
his skin. Two steps closer and she’d be able to reach out and
touch. Another step and she’d be able to taste.

No. If she let him close again, she was going to fall for him;
she just knew it. And it would be a much harder landing than that
soft mudslide a few moments ago. Safer to keep her distance.
And the only way to keep that distance was to not give him any
encouragement.

If he’d noticed her indulging in her little fantasy, he didn’t
show it. He was all matter of fact and purpose, rescuing his
clothes from the floor and dumping them in the laundry trough.

Ellie remained where she was. Did he expect her to follow his
lead? She could take off her overalls and still be no more exposed
than she would in her bikini...but that wasn’t going to happen.
Not with Matt McGregor watching on.

‘Use this,” he said, handing her a sheet which he pulled from
a nearby cupboard. “You can slip out of your things and wrap it



around you. When you’re ready, meet me in the kitchen.’

Moments later, down to her underwear, and clutching the
sheet around her, Ellie followed Matt through a formal lounge
and dining room. If she could just keep her sex-starved eyes
off his broad-shouldered, near-naked body along the way...She
bit back a sigh at the way the light played over the muscles
beneath that healthy olive-toned skin and his hairy masculine
thighs before making a conscious effort to avert her gaze.

She’d never been upstairs, but as she followed Matt, it was
clear Belle paid the same loving attention to detail throughout the
grand old house. She passed a pretty feminine bedroom, then a
bedroom with a huge four-poster bed and a mountain of maroon
quilt. A pair of shiny black men’s shoes were placed neatly on
the floor at the foot of the bed. A perfectly pressed snowy shirt
hung on a hanger on the wardrobe door.

Matt slept in this room.

Her blood thickened and, without realising, she slowed,
hoping for a glimpse of something that told her more about the
man beyond the obvious fact that he was tidy. She shook it away,
reminding herself she knew all she needed to know. She wasn’t
here for a tour. She was here to get clean.

‘This is the guest room,” Matt said, opening a door further
down. “The en suite’s through there.” He gestured to another door
on the far side of the room. “You should find everything you need.
Meanwhile I'll rustle up some clothes and leave them on the bed
for you. When you’re done, can you find your way back to the



kitchen?”

‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘Take your time.’

She didn’t reply, just waited until he left before relaxing
enough to take it all in. Beautiful in shades of green and white
and gold. Big double bed, snow-white quilt. Elegant pictures of a
bygone era on the walls. A view over the rose garden, dark spikes
now, in the dead of winter.

In the bathroom, light spilled through a skylight, bathing a
froth of fernery in one corner. She flicked a switch and an instant
flood of heat rolled over her shoulders. Absolute decadence.

There was a double-headed shower and a bath big enough
for three. The bath won. When it was full she sank in and let
frangipani-scented bubbles soak away the grime.

Not so easy to soak away thoughts of Matt and the way their
bodies had clashed out there in the muddy garden plot. It put
another spin on getting down and dirty.

He’d been turned on.

At the memory of that hard, hot masculine wedge beneath her
a bolt of heat shot to her core. Had he been turned on before or
after she’d wiggled? And she’d reacted to that subtle prod like a
frightened virgin.

Which was best all-round, she decided, diverting her
concentration to scrubbing her skin until it tingled. It would give
him yet another reason to think she wasn’t interested in him and
leave her alone.



Admit it, Ellie. You want him. You want him bad.

As her sex slave, she told herself. That was all. That was all?

Yes, she decided, swirling the bubbles through her fingers, furn
the social tables on him. So...if he was in here with her...She
flopped back against the bath’s edge. She’d command him to
start with her back. Keeping the best bits for last. Keeping the
delicious anticipation to the max.

She have him kneel behind her, so close that she’d hear his
heart beating, feel his breath against her hair. He’d lave beneath
her ear, move on to her neck, her collarbone. Then he’d soap
up those long, tanned fingers and drag them over her shoulders,
down her breasts, stopping to massage her nipples, draw them
out. Slowly...

She sneezed, an unwelcome explosion, dragging her out of the
moment and back to reality.

And that reality appeared to be that she was, indeed, coming
down with a bug. She could not afford to get sick. She needed
as much work as she could get. Which reminded her she was in
her employer’s bathroom, using Belle’s lotions and potions and
fantasising about her nephew. For goodness’ sake.

She yanked out the plug and snatched one of the thick jade
towels off the rack. Damn Matt. For making her want things she
had no business wanting. Her employer’s nephew. A man way
out of her league.

Impossible.



Chapter Five

MATT knocked at the partially open bedroom door. When
there was no answer, he entered carefully. He’d found one of
Belle’s jumpers, a pair of soft jersey sweatpants and thick socks.
As for underwear. ..She’d have to go commando for now.

And wouldn’t that be something to think about over steak and
salad? He should have put the items on the bed and left, but
the sweet floral scent seeping from beneath the door was too
tempting to resist.

It had been a long time since his own bathroom had smelled
like this. Feminine. Alluring. Inviting. ..

When he and Angela had shared an apartment. His jaw
clenched. Those times were over. These days when he took a
lover, it was his way or the highway. They used her place. He
rarely slept the night. Sleeping implied a degree of intimacy he
simply didn’t have. Didn’t want. Didn’t need.

He breathed the scent in again, deeply. What did he know of
the girl on the other side of that door? By her own admission,
she was a drifter. How long before she up and left? Where did
she go and what did she do, and who did she do it with while
she was there?

Still...Until then, he didn’t see a problem with them sharing
something a little more personal when the gardening tools were
packed away for the evening. And he could keep his word to Belle
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at the same time.

Unfortunately it couldn’t be tonight. He’d organised a meeting
with the construction manager on one of his latest Melbournian
projects but Cole had been tied up elsewhere until this evening.
They’d arranged to meet over a beer later.

He didn’t intend to start something with Ellie tonight and not
be able to finish it. When he got her naked, he wanted everything
right. He wanted to take it slow, enjoy—

The sound of the bathroom door opening warned him to leave
but it was already too late. Ellie wafted out on a cloud of scented
steam and he waged a quick tug of war within himself. Her
stifled yelp and the way she stood clutching her towel and damp
underwear almost had a grin tugging at his mouth.

Until he got a better look at what she held in her hand.
Fire-engine-red G-string, matching satin and lace bra. Surprise.
Who’d have thought that beneath those ugly overalls...?

Remember Saturday night?

This was that same woman, and his pulse quickened, his mood
sobering to something darker as the primitive side of him stirred
to life. Her skin glowed a delicate peach. He imagined it was as
soft and luscious as it looked. It took all his will not to stride right
over there and sample it. Her legs, bared to her upper thigh, were
perfection and she reminded him of a long-stemmed rose on a
foggy day.

He couldn’t seem to look away. Couldn’t move. Felt as if his
body had turned to stone. Inside his skin was another matter. His



mouth was dry and his blood was surging south. Somehow he
remembered why he was there, cleared his throat and lifted the
bundle of clothes in his hands. ‘Tl just put these on the bed...
I’'ve put the rest of your clothes in the washing machine. Would
you like me to add those?” He gestured to her bundle.

‘No.

Her fingers tightened into a fist around it and he got that she
was thinking of his hands on her G-string.

He almost groaned aloud. Way bad timing. A fleeting thought
that he could ring Cole and postpone darted through his mind,
but their meeting was important and he was a professional first
and foremost. Business took priority.

‘Okay.” He swallowed, then continued with, ‘If the trousers are
too long you can roll the legs up or whatever...” He thought it
wiser not to mention underwear again.

‘Thanks.” She didn’t move. ‘Was there something else?”’

‘I'm fixing us a bite to eat when you’re ready. How do you like
your steak?

‘Steak?”

‘You’re not vegetarian, are you?’

‘No, rare, and why are we having this conversation right here,
right now?”

‘Rare. Okay.” He made himself step back. ‘Tl leave you to it,
then.’

The instant he’d gone, Ellie rushed to the door and locked
it before the man decided to come back to ask her wine



preferences. He was fixing steak? For her? For them?

Dropping the towel, she hauled on the clothes he’d provided
her with. In front of the mirror, she ran a comb through her
unruly hair, then, with no hair straighteners in sight, gave it up
as a lost cause. And what did it matter? She didn’t care what
Matt McGregor thought. Nor was she going to be impressed—or
swayed—nby his cooking prowess. She stuffed her damp undies in
her backpack and started down the hallway, following the aroma
of frying onions.

When she entered the kitchen Matt already had the steaks on
the grill and was chopping tomatoes into a salad bowl. His freshly
shampooed hair gleamed under the light and he wore another of
those soft-looking jumpers.

She looked around for something to do. “You want me to finish
that?’

‘All under control.” He inclined his head towards a jug of juice
topped with mint leaves and ice. ‘Help yourself.’

‘Thank you.” She noted he already had one at his elbow and
poured herself a glass. She felt dumb standing around without a
task so she hefted herself onto a breakfast stool. ‘Do you cook
often?

‘Not as often as I like. Too busy. This week’s going to give me
a good opportunity. You?’

‘Hate it She sipped the juice. Freshly juiced orange,
pineapple and passionfruit. “This is nice.’

‘Juicing it at home’s a vast improvement over supermarket



brands. So...Ellie.” Multi-tasking Matt gave the onions a stir,
flipped the steaks, reached for the cucumber. “You mentioned
you lived around here as a child. Do your parents still live in
Melbourne?

‘No.” She didn’t want to talk about her parents. It reminded
her of how alone she was. But in the ensuing silence she
knew courtesy demanded an elaboration of sorts. ‘Mum and my
grandparents died in a car accident more than eighteen years ago.’

His knife paused midslice, a measured compassion in his dark
eyes. I'm sorry, Ellie. That must’'ve been tough. How old were
you?

‘Six.” A misty image of her mother singing a lullaby stole
through her mind and her heart twisted. Even after all this time,
the pain would shoot back at the most unexpected times.

‘After, it was just my father and me for a couple of years
travelling country Victoria and South Australia while he took the
odd job...” Then played the odd game of chance and lost what
he'd earned. She didn’t tell him her father had only come back
into her life when Mum had died.

Before Matt could ask, she said, ‘In the end I held him back.’

He looked up sharply. ‘What do you mean, you “held him
back”? He was your father.’

‘He couldn’t look for work and care for me.” But deep down
that nine-year-old inside her still cried. He could have if he'd
wanted to.

Matt turned to slide the steaks onto two plates, muttering



something she was probably better off not hearing. Because then
she’d want to defend her father and tell Matt she’d forgive him in
a moment if he ever came back. She was that weak.

She often wondered if that’s why she felt compelled to move
around the country. Was she hoping to find him? Or was she
running from him? Running from any involvement that might
tear open those childhood wounds that had never quite healed.

She turned the focus to him, or rather, away from her. “‘What
about your parents?’

His lips tightened as he set the sizzling plates on the breakfast
bar. ‘It’s just me and Belle.’

Old pain. She heard it in his voice. Tight and angry. Saw it
in his avoidance of eye contact. Recognised it because she lived
with it herself, every day.

He pushed the salad bowl her way. ‘Help yourself.’

‘Thanks. Avocadoes too—my favourite,” she said to lighten
the atmosphere as she spooned salad onto her plate.

So he didn’t want to talk about it. She understood that. Men
didn’t delve into personal and emotional issues. Matt’s mother’s
absence in his life—for whatever reason that he wasn’t inclined
to share with her—had left scars. As it would, of course. But
she had a feeling it went much deeper than grief. There was a
bitterness and anger there too.

They ate in silence for a few moments, listening to the
sound of the rain lashing the window. The stormy weather had
intensified over the past hour.



‘Do you ever— The jingle of Matt’s mobile phone in the
adjoining room cut Ellie off.

‘Excuse me.’

Matt rose, leaving her alone in the kitchen with a jumble of
thoughts running through her head. The family he didn’t want to
discuss and the walls he’d erected.

He’d made no attempt to disguise his attraction to her, but
obviously that was as far as it went. His interest was purely
physical. Unfortunately it was becoming more and more obvious
that, for her, it went beyond that. His sheer magnetism drew her,
sparking an undercurrent of excitement which flowed constantly
just beneath the surface of her skin, so strong she wondered that
she didn’t glow in the dark, and leaving her in a perpetual state
of anticipation. She’d never known anything this intense.

But despite his unwillingness to open up, he also had a
nurturing, caring side no other male had ever shown her. In fact,
he could be downright chivalrous, and that was so...attractive.
Seductive. Alluring as it was alarming.

Which meant she needed to be on her guard at all times.

His voice carried through the open doorway. She heard the
name of a five-star hotel mentioned. And then the lobby at 8:00
p.m. He’d be a little later than they’d arranged. Unavoidably
detained...Looking forward to catching up...

Was his tone an indication that he was talking to a woman or
did he speak to everyone in that deep velvet voice? She didn’t
know him well enough to tell...was this just Ellie being slightly



paranoid Ellie?

‘Matthew'’s always been a bit of a playboy...’

Something hard and heavy lobbed dead centre in her chest.
She jabbed the point of her knife into her half-eaten steak,
hacked off a piece, jammed it in her mouth. Why the hell did
it matter who he met? She chewed vigorously. Or what he did
with whomever it was tonight? At 8:00 p.m. In one of the best
hotels in the city.

She tried to swallow but the food lodged behind the knot
which had formed in her throat over the past couple of minutes.

‘Meat not to your liking?” Matt took his seat once more and
resumed eating.

‘It’s...very nice,” she managed and swallowed carefully. ‘Just
a bit of a sore throat.” She reached for her juice to wash it down.
‘I need an early night. In fact...” She made a show of glancing at
her watch, didn’t note the time. ‘T'll get going. There’s a tram due
in ten minutes. I'll collect my other clothes later.’

Tl drop you home.’

‘Not necessary, I've an umbrella in my bag.” And you have a
date.

‘[ insist. I have to go out in any case—I’ll drop you off on the
way. Just give me a moment.’

She accepted because she really didn’t feel one hundred
percent and it was easier than arguing. But she almost changed
her mind when he reappeared in dark trousers and a smart
charcoal jacket that looked as if it had been tailored exclusively



for him. A few wisps of masculine hair were visible at the open
neck of his shirt.

He’d splashed on that cologne she’d smelled the other night.
Something free and fresh and foresty that reminded her of secret
midnight trysts.

She thought about that—and him—when she climbed into her
narrow bed after he’d dropped her outside her apartment building
a short time later. And reminded herself that permanent playboys
were not for her.

Matt rolled over, peered at the digital readout on his clock and
swore. Seven-thirty.

He dragged a hand over his face. He felt as if he hadn’t caught
more than ten minutes’ shut-eye at any one time. Erotic dreams
had plagued him from the moment his head had hit the pillow.
The kind of dreams he’d not experienced since puberty.

Ellie was entirely to blame.

Pushing the quilt down to cool his overheated body, he stared
at the ceiling’s blank canvas, hoping to rid himself of the images
still dancing behind his eyes.

No such luck. It didn’t make a scrap of difference that
he’d chatted up a tall well-constructed New York advertising
executive after his meeting with Cole. Lysandra. Lissendra? He’d
bought her a cocktail and they’d discussed...Global warming. A
couple of cocktails on, she’d had a few interesting suggestions to
help cure his insomnia. And he’d come close to letting her try.

Until a vision of Ellie Rose wearing nothing but that towel had



sauntered into his mind like a siren from days gone by...He sat
up in bed, scratched his morning stubble. Damn it.

Since when had he turned down a woman like Lissandra
whose requirements ticked all the right boxes? Why would he
pass up an opportunity like that for a girl who didn’t want to
get involved, despite her eyes and the way she kissed telling him
otherwise? A girl nothing like the women he dated.

And that girl would be turning up at any moment, if she
wasn’t here already. Easing off the bed, he padded down the
passage and into a spare bedroom for a view of the backyard.
Low on the horizon, the early morning’s thin lemon sunlight
was sliding obliquely between the clouds, glistening wetly on the
lawn. He scanned the boggy patch where Ellie had been working
yesterday. The garden shed. The back porch.

No sign of her.

She’d be here, he told himself; she wanted the job. Still, he
felt oddly disappointed she hadn’t arrived yet. He wanted to see
that glimpse of sunshine turn her hair to old gold and watch the
jaunty, carefree way she had of moving.

He folded his arms across his chest as chilly air prickled
his skin. Yeah, right. Watching her while he stood here naked.
Scowling, he scrubbed a hand over his jaw. Lucky for you, you're
not here yet, Ellie Rose.

Meanwhile he needed a cold shower and he needed it fast.

While he shivered and soaped up under the spray, he made
a decision. This thing between them needed serious attention.



Tonight. Get it out of their systems—two rational, consenting
adults—then they could move on.

He turned off the taps, reached for his towel. Satisfied with
his plan, he lathered on shaving cream and reached for his razor.

He checked his emails over fruit and toast. Coffee in hand, he
made a follow-up call to last night’s meeting with Cole. Then he
phoned the office to inform Joanie he’d be in before ten and took
the next little while to look over a new project.

When Ellie still hadn’t turned up by nine o’clock he grew
annoyed. He paced to the window. The devil of it was, he had no
good reason to be so ticked off. Ellie kept her own timetable and
Belle hadn’t expected him to wait around. But he was here now,
and in Belle’s absence he felt he was entitled to know Ellie’s plans
for today. Keep an eye on things. Keep his finger on the pulse.

He swung away. No, not Ellie’s pulse. Although if she didn’t
get here soon he might have to throttle her.

He was a busy man. He didn’t have time to...He checked his
watch. Nearly nine-fifteen...Didn’t have time to waste.

At ten o’clock he rang Joanie to tell her he’d been detained,
that he’d phone again when he was on his way.

Responsibility. They’d talked about it. Ellie had worked two
days and been on time. Perhaps that was her limit. He tapped in
her phone number. Swore when her phone was switched off. She
had no answering service so he couldn’t leave a voice message.

He paced to the window, glared at the front gate. When
she arrived he’d tell her his expectations: While he was here,



he preferred—wanted—her to keep regular hours...Damn, why
wait until she’d arrived? He’d go inform her himself. That way
he could drive her here if she was running late.

A short time later he parked and stared up at her sorry-looking
apartment building. Daylight showed the dull facade in all its
unspectacular glory. Grey peeling paintwork. Dusty windows.

He climbed out of his car and walked to the door. In this
instance he was relieved it wasn’t a coded entry—except that
anyone could walk in off the street. He took the stairs two at
a time and followed a dingy passage until he found apartment
number four, then knocked on the door.

No answer. Impatience snapped at him; he barely waited
before knocking again, louder, longer. ‘Ellie, are you in there?’

A scruffy-looking sort in a grey hooded jacket with straggly
blond hair and teenage fuzz above his upper lip exited an
apartment down the hall. Mid- to late teens, Matt figured.
The odour of sweat and dirty sneakers preceded the guy as he
approached.

Matt’s nostrils flared in distaste. But Ellie had no choice; she
couldn’t afford anything better. Matt understood that all too well.

‘She ain’t left yet,” Scruffy said as he passed Matt.

He studied the youth through narrowed eyes. ‘And you’d know
this how?’

Scruffy popped a wad of chewing gum in his mouth. ‘See
everyone from my living room window. You dropped her off last
night. Night before too. Black Ford, right?’



A twinge of concern jolted through Matt. ‘Do you watch
everyone’s comings and goings?’

‘Pretty much,” he said cheerfully. ‘Ain’t safe round here. It’s
just me and Mum, and she’s in a wheelchair, so I keep an eye out.’

‘And you are?

‘Toby.” He stuck his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. “You
Ellie’s new boyfriend?”

Tm...Yes,” Matt decided. One could never be too careful and
any woman living alone was always a potential target, even if
Toby seemed harmless enough. ‘My name’s Matt. I'll see you
around.’

‘Okay. See ya.” Toby hunched into his hoodie and headed to
the stairwell.

Matt resumed knocking. ‘Ellie, I know you’re in there. Answer
the door.” Finally he heard a muffled sound and the door cracked
open. Her face was only partially visible and what he could see
didn’t look good.

‘What are you doing here?” She sniffed, dug a tissue from the
pocket of her dressing gown, held it to her nose.

No wonder she hadn’t turned up. ‘You're ill,” he said
unnecessarily. “You should have phoned me.” He pushed the door
wider, took in the dark circles beneath her glassy eyes before
closing the door behind him.

‘Why? She turned away and headed over the worn linoleum
floor towards her bed. She wore flannelette pyjamas under her
robe, he noticed, and fluffy pink slippers.



‘To let me know you weren’t coming in...” His voice was
tight and clipped to his own ears. He saw the way her shoulders
drooped and softened it with, “To let me know if you need
anything.” He glanced about him at the tiny studio apartment.
The place was basic at best. And colder than an antarctic winter.

‘On my day off?

‘Your day off?”

‘I don’t work Thursdays. I told you that at our interview.’
Stepping out of her slippers, she crawled onto the bed, dragging
the covers over her. ‘So, if there’s nothing else...Pull the door
shut behind you on your way out.’

Even with his jacket on, his skin goose-bumped beneath his
cashmere jumper. ‘Don’t you have heating?’

‘It’s broken down,” she mumbled.

‘I can’t leave you here like this.’

‘Sure you can. Don’t you have appointments to keep? Five-
star hotels to frequent?” A hand appeared from beneath the quilt
to grab another tissue.

Five-star hotels? ‘What are you talking about? He crossed
the room, stared down at her, shook his questions away. ‘Forget
appointments, forget work. You shouldn’t be on your own and
this place is an icebox. You’re coming home with me.’



Chapter Six

‘No.” HER reply was razor sharp.

‘I don’t want to argue with you, Ellie.’

‘Good.” A beat of silence. ‘I'm better off here. If I can sleep it
off today, I'll be right for work tomorrow.’

He lowered himself to the edge of the bed, his shoe skittering
against something as he sat. He looked down. ..

His business card. Crumpled. By one very tight, very
deliberate fist, if he guessed correctly. He picked it up, lowered
the quilt so he could see her face and waved it in front of her. ‘I
must’'ve made a good impression Saturday night.’

Her eyes flicked open, then widened as she realised. ‘Oh.” She
blinked up at him. ‘How did that get there?

He felt a corner of his mouth tip up. “You didn’t throw it out.’
He smoothed it out, tapped it against his chin. ‘This tells me
something, Ellie.’

Her eyes slid shut again. ‘It tells you I'm environmentally
aware, that I was waiting for the paper recycling day to come
round.’

‘Yeah. Right.” He slipped it beneath her pillow with a smile
she didn’t see.

He glanced about the apartment. Her fridge was covered in
kids’ paintings held in place by frog magnets. “Whose artwork?’

‘I volunteer at a homework centre for disadvantaged kids,” she
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mumbled into her pillow.

A volunteer? She was more than he’d given her credit for
and something deeper stirred inside him. Willing the somewhat
disturbing feeling away, his gaze landed on a small but familiar
figurine on the scarred night stand.

He looked back at Ellie, her eyelashes resting on pale cheeks,
then picked it up, rolled it between his palms. “‘Where did you
get this?

Her eyes opened halfway. ‘Belle gave it to me. She said
everyone needs a guardian angel.’

Matt knew it wasn’t a simple trinket. It was one of a kind,
according to Belle. She’d bought it in Venice a few years back
and paid a fortune in tourist dollars for it. Did Ellie know its true
value?

He folded the quilt back and tucked the edge beneath her chin.
‘Guardian angels won’t cut it today. You can sleep in Belle’s guest
room.’

‘No.

He tightened his jaw. ‘I can carry you downstairs in your
pyjamas and put you in the car myself or you can get dressed
first—your choice. But you're coming with me in five minutes.’

‘I'm staying here. I'm going to try to sleep. Here. Thanks for
your offer, now go away.’

He pushed up. So be it. He found an empty supermarket bag,
then scouted the room for something she could wear later—a
black tracksuit sprawled over a chair and a pair of sneakers with



socks spilling out nearby. ‘Four minutes.” He opened drawers till
he found underwear.

Behind him, he heard her gasp. “You are so not touching my—"’

‘Think again, honey.” He pulled out a filmy white bra and
panties, tossed them in the bag. Added a pair of socks.

Ellie’s eyes narrowed to slits as she watched Matt’s broad-
shouldered shape disappear into her tiny bathroom. Her heart
thudded erratically against the mattress. She pushed the tissue
against her lips to prevent a whimper when she heard the clatter
of bottles being scooped up. Squeezing her eyes shut, she willed
him to leave. She was an independent woman. Had to be. If she
refused to move, made it obvious she didn’t want his assistance,
didn’t need it, he’d respect that. He’d—

Her eyes snapped open again when the quilt’s warmth
vanished. A tide of cold air and defeat washed over her as she
gazed up at one determined man. Mouth resolute. Jaw squared,
brow furrowed. Her bag of stuff on his arm.

A man accustomed to having his demands met.

Well, she had news for him. ‘Listen, I...” His dark eyes
challenged hers and she felt her words drain away with her
resolve.

‘Since you’re obviously not going to cooperate— he
continued, sliding his hands beneath her armpits ‘—why wait the
extra two minutes?’

As he dragged her upright, she saw the glint in his eyes and her
heart leapt with a contrary thrill in her chest. “You wouldn’t...’



The glint remained as he slid her slippers onto her feet. He
tightened the sash on her dressing gown, fastened the top button
of her pyjamas. ‘Yes, Ellie, I would.” Then scooping her up, he
swung her into his arms.

His jumper tickled her nose, his hold was so tight the only
air she could breathe was full of his scent. She kicked—uselessly
—since her legs hit nothing but air. ‘Put. Me. Down.” Her futile
demand was muffled against his chest.

‘Not until we reach the car.” His voice rumbled against her
ear. She felt herself being carried across the room. He passed the
kitchen table, dumped her handbag on her lap.

“This is crazy. I'm not ill. I have a cold, that’s all.’

He gave her a disbelieving look. ‘Keys?’

She thought about refusing to tell him, but she doubted
it would make any difference, and being locked out wasn’t a
sensible idea either because she was coming back tonight if she
had to walk it. ‘On the hook by the door.’

Grabbing them on the way, he stepped into the hallway
and pulled the door shut behind him. The click echoed in the
dimness. He started down the stairs and she had no choice but to
hang on and let him do his macho-hero thing.

His car was parked right out front. She flopped down in the
seat with a scowl, but couldn’t help sighing at the sun’s warmth
through the windscreen.

Sniffing, she turned her head away so she wouldn’t have to
look at him when he climbed in and set the car in motion. Lucky



for her, she wasn’t looking for a man in her life. And even if she
was, it was lucky Matt McGregor was far too domineering.

Because it meant she could relegate him to the back of her
mind and only deal with him when it was absolutely necessary.
Like now, unfortunately.

She watched the streetscape change from concrete and retail
to the upscale mansions behind hedges and greenery as they
neared Belle’s place.

She frowned. So why did her insides still insist on turning
themselves about when she thought of him? And how could she
help thinking about him when she couldn’t seem to avoid him?
Like this morning. How many darn times had he felt that manly
need to come to her assistance?

She didn’t need him or his help.

Her inconvenient sneeze prompted a tissue to appear in front
of her face. She took it with a scowl and a muttered, “Thanks.” She
was not going to be that weak, needy, ditzy woman he seemed
to think she was.

‘Asking for help isn’t a sign of weakness, Ellie.’

She swiped her nose, then stared at him. Did the man read her
thoughts now? ‘I didn t ask.’

His face was in profile; his eyes were hidden behind his
sunglasses. ‘Because you misplaced my business card and didn’t
know how to contact me?’

‘Because I...” She let her head fall back and rolled her eyes
up to the car’s interior light. ‘T have Belle’s home number. If I'd



needed to, I could’ve contacted you.’

‘And if I'd left earlier for the office, as I'd intended?’

‘Why didn’t you leave earlier—and why are we having this
conversation?’

The moment the car came to a halt near the front porch, she
swung the door open. Her dressing gown flapped around her
ankles in the wind as she walked up the path. How she must look
—bed hair and flannel pyjamas and handbag. Yesterday’s make-
up. Rudolph’s red nose and it wasn’t even Christmas. She pressed
her lips together. She hadn’t even cleaned her teeth this morning.

He unlocked the door and ushered her inside. ‘Go on up. Belle
always leaves the bed made in case of unexpected visitors,” he
told her, handing her the supermarket bag. ‘I'll bring you a cup
of lemon tea before I leave.’

She stared at him. Did he not know when to stop? And
yet...someone doing something nice for her, looking after her,
warmed her insides like Gran’s bread-and-butter pudding.

His brow rose. ‘Unless you want me to carry you again?’

She shook her head and walked towards the staircase.

Ten minutes later Matt appeared with the promised tray of
lemon tea, one of Belle’s delicate dishes arranged with sticks of
carrot, cheese, olives and celery and an unopened packet of her
favourite chocolate biscuits. He set it on the little doily-covered
table beside the bed. ‘Help yourself to anything in the fridge. Get
some sleep. I'll be back by teatime.’

‘Thanks. I...appreciate it.’



He reached for her hand and for a furious pulse-beat she
thought he was going to bring it to his lips, but he pulled out a
pen and wrote a string of numbers on the inside of her wrist.

‘If you need me,’ he told her.

And just like that her whole body melted at the subconscious
message those words conveyed. She closed her eyes. ‘Tl be all
right.’

When Ellie woke, her stuffy head had cleared somewhat
and her throat was a little better, courtesy of the cold-and-flu
medication Matt had included on the tray.

Early-winter gloom had plunged the room into semidarkness,
but rather than the dank chill of her apartment, the afternoon
sunshine’s warmth still lingered in the room, the fragrance of
fresh linen filled the air.

And for a moment she was a little girl again, in her own
bedroom with the fairyland wallpaper and chintz curtains. A time
when she’d been too young to understand the meaning of loss, or
to appreciate the value of family.

Snuggling deeper into the lavender-scented sheets, she
indulged in those long-forgotten memories of safety and warmth,
love. All the more precious because once upon a time this home
had belonged to her grandfather’s family.

As she shifted position, she caught sight of Matt’s mobile
number on her wrist. Heat flooded through her when she
remembered the feel of his hand brushing her arm as he’d penned
the numbers.



And another thought occurred to her. Was it only the history
of the house or was Matt also partially responsible for bringing
all these feelings to the surface?

She’d seen a different side to him over the past couple of days.
He might be hot, but whether she wanted to admit it or not, there
was a comfortable warmth there too. A warmth that had nothing
to do with sexuality and everything to do with the kind of man he
was. The kind that made you want to cuddle right up and share. ..
what? Your deepest secrets? Hopes and fears?

How could she reconcile that with the sexy Matt who made her
want to cuddle up and share a whole lot more than confidences?

Matt was also a take-charge kind of guy. How would that
translate in the bedroom? she wondered, her mind straying into
forbidden territory. Would he expect to make all the moves?
Or did he like to lie back sometimes and let a woman do the
work? Her body tingled, grew languid at the new and dangerous
direction her thoughts had taken.

Until she remembered that he’d had a date last night. The
feeling seeped out of her, leaving a cold empty space in the
pit of her stomach. Probably someone like Yasmine from the
office. Tall, career-oriented, killer body, long smooth straight
hair. Unlike her own flyaway frizz that hadn’t seen a pair of
straighteners in the past forty-eight hours.

She needed to ignore that warm cosy feeling that kept creeping
up on her whenever she thought of Matt’s caring side. She
needed to ignore those hot forbidden fantasies that sprang to life



whenever he looked at her.

He wasn’t in Melbourne for long, she reminded herself. She
only had to survive a few more days, and in the meantime she’d
give him no reason to think she was interested in pursuing what
they’d started any further.

So it wouldn’t be a problem when he left.

And she’d go back to her life the way she preferred it. No-
one with promises they didn’t keep, no unrealistic expectations,
no broken heart.

Alone.

Safe.

The house was in darkness when Matt let himself in around
6:00 p.m. He headed straight for the guest room, a strange
anticipation twirling through him like streamers at Sydney’s
Mardi Gras parade.

A glimmer of light slanted across the hallway. Her door
remained partially open as he’d left it. The lamp on the night
stand, dimmed to its lowest setting, cast subtle shadows over
Ellie. He’d intended asking her what she fancied eating but
quickly decided she needed sleep more than sustenance.

Her hair formed a curly halo around her face; long lashes
rested on porcelain cheeks. The top button of her pyjamas had
slipped undone, revealing the gold locket she always wore nestled
in her dusky cleavage. Beautiful.

And vulnerable.

He should step back, give her privacy, but his eyes refused to



look away. His feet held fast and his hand tightened around the
edge of the door.

He wanted to cross the room, brush his hand over her hair
and enjoy its texture. To skim her cheek, lay his lips on hers and
reacquaint himself with her taste.

He imagined her waking to his touch. Amethyst eyes blinking
up at him, turning dark as he slid his palms between flannel and
warm skin. Then he’d soothe that innate caution she seemed to
have with soft words, softer kisses. His fingers itched and his
mouth watered.

He dragged his gaze away from the bed to the darkened
window while his thoughts drifted back to yesterday. She wasn’t
as carefree and irresponsible as she’d initially have had him
believe. And perhaps she wasn’t the type of woman he could
easily walk away from without it playing on his conscience.

He’d need to make it clear that there was no chance of
anything serious developing between them. He didn’t do long-
term. He’d been unable to give Angela the happy-ever-after
marriage and children because long-term commitment didn’t
work—he’d been witness to that too many times to count. He
knew Belle’s heart had been broken when the man she’d loved
had walked away, even though she’d never discussed the details.

And the innocent kids when two people decided they’d had
enough—where the hell did that leave them? Ellie’s father. His
own mother. He didn’t want to hurt Ellie the same way.

Didn’t mean he wanted her in his bed any less. As soon as



she’d recovered, he told himself.

The following morning Matt stood at the kitchen window
watching the rain while he scooped up cereal, racking his brains
for a reason other than gardening to keep Ellie here for the
day. Assuming she was well enough. Hoping she was recovered
because having her sleep so near that he could practically hear
her breathing was playing havoc with his libido.

Ellie appeared in the doorway, already showered and dressed
in her tracksuit. Her complexion was pale, her nose still red, but
other than that, she looked...like Ellie.

He couldn’t believe the way her presence lifted the kitchen’s
ambience. And his mood. ‘Good morning.” He hefted the
coffeepot. “You'd be feeling like a coffee, I imagine?

‘Hi. Yes. Please.” She walked a few steps, hesitated. ‘I didn’t
mean to sleep all night. Sorry if I inconvenienced you in any way.
I intended going home.’

‘I hardly knew you were here.” Yeah, right. He’d not been
able to think of anything else. For most of the night he’d been
uncomfortably awake and aware that she’d been a few quick steps
down the hall. He set a mug of coffee on the kitchen table. ‘How
are you feeling this morning?’

‘Much better, thanks.’

‘Tl let you know now, I don’t expect you to work in the rain.’

‘Oh. Good.” She picked up the mug but remained standing.
So, 1...

So, I..



Both spoke at the same time. She raised her mug at him. “Yes?

‘I was going to say if you'd like to work today and you're
feeling up to it, I've got an indoor job for you.’

‘Oh? Relief crossed her expression. ‘Great. I could do with
the extra money.’

‘The downstairs windows could do with a wash. I'm sure Belle
would appreciate it.’

She smiled. ‘Just show me where the gear is, point me in the
right direction and T'll get started.’

‘No rush. Finish your coffee while I make you some breakfast.’

‘You don’t have to go to all that trouble, the caffeine hit’s fine.’

‘Belle would skin me alive if I forced you to work on an empty
stomach. How does scrambled egg sound?’

‘Wonderful, but I can do it if you need to be somewhere...’

‘T've got a luncheon appointment but that’s hours away. Why
don’t you find what you need in the laundry and set up while I
cook?

Ellie set to work as soon as she’d eaten the meal Matt had
prepared for her, which had been every bit as tasty as she’d
expected. To her relief, he didn’t sit with her while she ate
because a business call came through requiring his attention.

She started in the dining and living rooms, admiring the
exquisite cream, rose and jade furnishings against the dark
antique furniture as she set up the stepladder and got to work.

Next she chose a cosy little room down the hall which would
catch the afternoon sun and give hours of pleasure on a cold



winter’s day. Bookcases overloaded with classics lined one wall.

Another shelf was crammed with fifties memorabilia. A
selection of old vinyl 45s sat atop a small record player. Bill
Haley’s ‘Rock around the Clock,” Pat Boone’s ‘Love Letters in
the Sand.” The Platters, Elvis.

A photo album caught Ellie’s eye. On the front was a black-
and-white image of a teenage Belle. Ellie recognised the shape of
her face, the wide eyes and broad cheekbones. But the hair was
a surprise—pulled back in a curly ponytail, not unlike her own
unruly locks. She was dressed in a full-skirted gingham-checked
dress cinched at the waist with a wide belt and wore a heart-
shaped locket around her neck.

Ellie’s fingers tangled in the slim chain of her own locket
which had belonged to her mother. A tingle danced over her
nape, as if someone had stroked a finger down her spine.

Shaking the sensation away, she set the album back in place.
But for just a heartbeat or two she’d been mesmerised by the
image and a strange feeling that she was missing a piece of a
puzzle.



Chapter Seven

A SHORT time later she was halfway up the stepladder when
Matt appeared to inform her he was leaving. He wore a white
shirt, silver-grey silk tie, dark trousers and a chocolate-brown
suede jacket. Smelling fresh and masculine and entirely too sexy
to be heading out to anything remotely concerned with business.

But then...he hadn’t mentioned business, had he? Only that
he had a luncheon appointment. Which was open to all manner
of interpretation.

Something slithered through Ellie’s belly and coiled tight
around the top of her already stuffy chest, making it hard
to breathe. Something that felt horribly, unimaginably like...
possessiveness. Her fingers tightened on her little bucket of
water, her other hand clutched the top rung of the ladder. No. It
was not that. No way.

She saw his brows pull down. ‘Are you okay?’

And before she could blink he’d crossed the room and
was beside her, his face too close, his hands reaching for her
shoulders. With Ellie on the ladder, they were the same height.
His eyes almost lined up with hers. His mouth was. ..too close.

“You startled me, damn you.” Damn his luncheon date. And
damn her dumb reaction. She jerked away from his touch.

A few drops of water splashed out of the bucket and onto his
shirt.
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‘Ah...

‘Yes, ah.’ He took the bucket from her nerveless fingers, set it
down out of harm’s way, then straightened to face her.

Biting her lip, she stared at the damp splotch, but then her
traitorous gaze shifted to the dark hairs barely visible beneath
the fine textured fabric. To his neck, and the pinpricks of newly
shaved stubble. His Adam’s apple.

She sucked in a breath, bringing the scent of his aftershave
with it, and she forgot all about luncheon dates and being snippy.

She was too busy being turned on.

An image of her loosening his tie, slipping his buttons undone
and spreading his shirt open, sliding her hands between fabric
and olive skin danced behind her eyes. Setting her mouth to that
masculine throat. ..

Swallowing hard, she dragged her eyes away...and up...to
meet a pair of dark assessing eyes. ‘Sorry— she lifted one finger
of her free hand ‘—about the shirt.’

He leaned nearer. She could see flecks of hazel in his dark
irises. A tiny bald patch in his left eyebrow.

‘What are you going to do about it?” His breath whispered
against her mouth, a current of energy arcing between them.

‘Um, I have a dry cloth somewhere...” She didn’t try to find
it. Sparks. She was sure there must be sparks.

‘Won’t help.” He slid his free hand over her shoulder, traced a
line over her shoulderblade. Used the move to draw her closer.
She could feel his masculine heat and strength radiating off him.



‘Ellie?

Her legs threatened to give way. They weren’t even touching
but his lips were heating hers, making the blood rush to her
cheeks, sending those sparks sizzling through her blood. “Yes?’

‘Kiss me.’

Her breath stalled in her throat. “‘What?’

His deep chuckle vibrated along her bones. “You know how it
goes. You put your lips on mine and I...reciprocate.’

‘I'm working. And it’s business hours.” But, oh, the temptation.
It tingled on her lips, her tongue. Tap-danced over her skin and
twisted through her limbs.

‘I won’t tell the boss.” He leaned in, lips puckered. “Your call,
Ellie. You're in the driver’s seat with this one.’

She huffed, ‘Fine, then, if it’ll get you to leave quicker,” and
leaned in to meet him.

Hah. From the instant their lips touched, any notion that she
held the upper hand was whipped away by a blast of astonishing
masculine know-how. She should have known better with a man
like Matt McGregor. In a response that screamed need, Ellie
relinquished that control. She wanted more—craved it as his
hands cruised up and down her spine, as he tilted his head for
better access.

Her mouth fell open beneath his. She tasted temptation and
desire—his and hers. Heard both in the soft throaty sounds
scrambling up her throat. Felt it in the heavy hardness that rocked
against her belly as his hand slid over the curve of her buttocks



and tilted her toward him.

It should have been enough, this fleeting sensory indulgence;
temporary was all she knew he was looking for. It should have
been enough for her too.

But he lifted a hand to cup her jaw as if he held antique
china, and the determination behind her resolve melted like frost
on grass on a bright winter morning. This man was...more.
Dangerously more.

Because he drew emotions from her that she’d learned
to keep buried down deep, that she no longer wanted to
acknowledge. The warm feeling of being wanted, valued as a
person. Cherished, even, for who she was. She’d become an
expert at holding that part of herself back until Matt McGregor
had strolled into her life. And it came at a price. Vulnerability.

She yanked herself out of his hold. Gripped the ladder with
both hands. Her arms felt leaden, her muscles had turned to
water. And it was only marginally comforting to see that he was
as breathless as she. That his eyes blazed with the same heat she
was sure hers signalled.

But his interest was skin deep. And that heat would cool soon
enough, she knew. It always did. Turning away, she reached for
the cloth she’d left on top of the ladder. “You'll be late for your
luncheon appointment.’

Who he was meeting was none of her concern. They’d kissed.
So what? It didn’t make them an item. Permanent playboy and
gardener did not a couple make.



‘Have dinner with me tonight.’

His deeper-than-midnight voice had her turning back to look
at him. ‘Dinner?’

He shrugged. “‘Why not? It’s after-hours. There’s a new
Moroccan restaurant not far away I've been wanting to try. Or
we can do something else, if you'd prefer...’

‘Dinner’s good,” she said quickly. Dinner was probably the
lesser of two evils. The way he’d said ‘something else’ sounded
decidedly risky if the way her pulse had tripped was any
indication.

Tll make a booking.” He passed her the bucket of water. ‘T'm
calling by the office after lunch so I'll pick you up from your
place around 6:00 p.m.’

‘Umm,” she murmured, her mind all over the place. ‘Oh—It’s
Friday.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘I'm at the homework centre Friday afternoons. I'm there till
six. Never mind about dinner, another—’

‘We’ll make it seven. Where’s the centre?’

‘In that old church building with the peppercorn tree out front
a couple of blocks from my place, but—’

‘Okay. I'll see you later.’

Ellie worked furiously for the next few hours, stopping only to
put together a sandwich while she stressed about the upcoming
evening. It felt strange helping herself to the contents of Belle’s
fridge, but what choice did she have? She’d been practically



kidnapped here.

Matt was weakening her resolve not to get involved, that’s
what he was doing. Breaking down her defences with serious acts
of gallantry, seducing her with searing hot looks and that deep
velvet voice.

She plunked her backside on the bottom rung of the ladder.
No fancy wine—she’d stick to mineral water. Just because she
didn’t intend getting involved—with anyone—didn’t mean she
couldn’t enjoy some company, and he was going to turn up at
seven o’clock in any case.

Next problem—what to wear? Her one and only black dress?
She frowned. It might give him the impression she’d dressed up
especially for him. So jeans and T-shirt with her black jacket for
warmth.

Decision made, she packed the belongings she’d brought with
her to Belle’s and headed off for the kid’s centre.

‘Okay, crew, who wants to help plant the pansies?

A chorus of ‘Me, me, me’ chimed around Ellie as the kids

clustered eagerly about her.

‘Okay, here we go.” She handed out the punnets she’d paid for
herself. ‘Careful, there’s plenty for everyone.’

Ellie had established a garden plot at the back of the building
with the help of half a dozen interested kids. They’d planned
what they wanted as a team, designed the plot and purchased the
plants, giving them pride and ownership. An older girl, Jenny,
was helping Wayne to separate parsley seedlings and plant them



into prepared holes.

But Brandon was having none of it. He lounged on the
sideline, all skinny limbs and attitude, but Ellie knew he wanted
to join in, and her heart went out to him. She knew he lived with a
father who didn’t give two hoots. If she only knew how to involve
him.

‘How about hunting for wildlife, then?’

Ellie’s head swivelled at the sound of Matt’s voice behind her.
He gave her a quick look and a murmured, ‘T've cleared it with
the boss inside,” then approached Brandon and squatted beside
him, holding a box. He was still wearing the suit jacket he’d left
home in earlier.

‘There’s no wildlife here,” Brandon scoffed, rolling his eyes.
The corner of his mouth curled...as if a grown man could be so
dumb.

‘Sure there is. Slimy snails and creepy crawlies. Huge fat
spiders with hairy legs, if you know where to look. Want to help
me find them?’

‘Nope.

‘Okay...By the way, my name’s Matt and I'm a friend of
Ellie’s.” He produced a couple of magnifying glasses from the
box. ‘Ever watched the forensic scientists on those crime scene
investigation programs on TV?

Brandon gave him a cursory glance. ‘We don’t have a TV.’
He scuffed a worn sneaker along the ground. ‘But I've seen it on
Nan’s.



‘Well, you'll know that sometimes they look for insects and
stuff to help solve a crime scene. 'm going to have a look round
here and see what I can find. I need an assistant with good
investigative skills to help me. How about it?’

And just like that, Matt had Brandon eating out of his hand.

Ellie watched them scour the seemingly lifeless asphalted area
a few moments later. Watched their heads bent close together as
they studied something in the weeds along the perimeter. Who'd
have thought the man would have a way with kids? Yet she knew
nothing of his past or how he’d come to live with Belle, except
that the memories still haunted him.

A short time later she saw the pair of them sitting on a log seat
away from the rest of the kids. This time Brandon was doing the
talking, Matt was listening. Nodding. Sharing. And Ellie’s heart
rolled over like a giant tumbleweed in her chest.

‘...And we want to extend the rear of the building into a
music-cum-dance-cum-drama room,” Ellie said as they exited
the centre and walked towards Matt’s car. She’d given him a tour
of the place and told him all about the grand albeit pie-in-the-sky
plans they had. ‘And if we had the finances we’d employ artists
and musicians and offer a breakfast program. These kids need
all that and more.’

‘You're really passionate about it, aren’t you?’

A warm feeling that he understood burrowed through her.
‘You'd better believe it. Thanks for your help with Brandon. He’s
a tough little nut to crack.’



Matt pulled out his car key, pressed the remote. ‘Next time I
come, I'll bring my microscope.’

She stared at him over the top of the car. “‘You’d come again?’

‘Sure.” He grinned at her. “Why should you get to have all the
fun?

Ellie nearly melted right there. He liked kids. Oh, dear. She
was a goner.



Chapter Eight

DARKNESS was already swallowing what little day was left
when Matt dropped her outside her apartment building to change
for dinner. The rain clouds had blown away, leaving a hard indigo
sky. The aroma of damp bitumen and a charcoal grill somewhere
hung on the still air.

A car cruised the street, slowing as it neared. Ellie tugged her
tracksuit jacket a little higher. She never let thoughts of murder
and mayhem bother her. If she did, she’d never go anywhere. But
she breathed a little easier when it passed by.

Climbing the stairs in the dimness—the darn stairwell light
hadn’t been replaced for three weeks—she dug in her pocket for
her keys. Her thoughts were focused on a quick shower in her
draughty bathroom, a little make-up...

But rational thought evaporated when she lifted her hand
to put her key to the lock. Splintered wood. Her whole body
tightened and her blood drained into her legs.

While she’d been overnighting at Belle’s place someone had
intruded on her sanctuary. The one place she should be able to
feel safe. How long she stood there she didn’t know—Iistening
for noises from within, hearing only her heartbeat pounding in
her ears.

Gradually she became aware of other sounds. Down the hall
the reassuring sound of Mrs Larson’s TV and, intermittently,
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Toby’s voice. Outside, city sounds. Inside...silence.

Scarcely aware that she was holding her breath, she reached
out, fingers touching the scarred wood. The door opened with a
light push. Keeping her gaze dead ahead, she felt for the switch
to her left. Light flooded the room and spilled into the bathroom
beyond. Empty. The one advantage to having a studio apartment
was the ability to see everything in a single glance, she thought
grimly, stepping inside and pushing the door closed behind her.

The inspection didn’t take long. Then she sat on her bed and
started to laugh, a touch hysterically. The laugh was on them—
financially challenged Ellie Rose had nothing of value to steal.
But they’d obviously taken exception to the time and effort they’d
wasted and left the contents of her fridge strewn over the floor.

She realised her hands were shaking and her throat was dry.
Someone had touched her things, breathed the same air, invaded
her space. Chills crawled over her flesh and down her spine.
Grabbing her quilt, she tugged it around her, then almost as
quickly pushed it away—irrational, but it felt dirty somehow and
a chill shuddered down her spine. What if whoever-it-was had
touched it? She felt violated and alone.

Jerking up, she paced to the kitchen sink, adrenaline and anger
pumping through her body.

Matt found her crouched by the refrigerator, mopping up the
mess with a kitchen sponge. The fact that her door was open
and damaged and that she hadn’t answered his knock had struck
him with fear like he’d never experienced. A primitive instinct to



protect what was his drummed through his body. ‘Ellie.’

She jolted at the sound of his voice, then froze for a second
like a trapped animal. ‘T'm...Okay.” She resumed her task with a
choked attempt at a laugh. “The scumbag hung around here long
enough to drink my last can of Coke.’

Crouching down beside her, he took the sponge from her
fingers. ‘Leave it, Ellie.’

‘I have to clean this mess.’

‘No. You don’t. I'll have a cleaning service come in tomorrow.’

‘I need to keep busy.” She waved a hand. ‘Nervous energy and
all that.’

He tipped her chin up, hating the naked distress he saw written
all over her face. ‘Busy, hmm? He smiled into her eyes, taking
his time about it. ‘I can help you with that.” He kept his voice
light, teasing even, but inside...inside he wanted to punch the
living daylights out of the low-life who’d done this to her.

He rose, pulling her up with him, his hands beneath her elbows
to steady her. ‘Did they take anything?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Have you rung the cops?’

‘No.’

‘Tl do it now, then.” He smoothed his hands down her back,
drawing her closer. ‘It’s going to be all right, Ellie. 'm here.’

The last words didn’t surprise him, but the emotions they
invoked did. Feeling the fragility of her bones beneath his hands
and that tiny slender frame against his...it drew up a well of



tenderness he’d not known existed. He wanted to go on holding
her and—Protect what was his?

His whole body tightened. Where the hell had that come
from? He’d seen the broken lock and Ellie on the floor and had
simply reacted. He was no knight in shining armour.

Loosening his hold, he stepped back, uneasy with the
emotions she’d conjured in him. Assured himself it was a
momentary thing. She’d proclaimed herself an independent
woman; she had no need for such masculine displays of chivalry.

‘I can manage,” she said, backing up at the same time. As
if she’d read his thoughts. But beneath that I-don t-need- you-to-
take-care-of-me facade he could see the little-girl-lost lurking in
her eyes and he had to clench his fists at his sides so as not to
reach for her again. If he touched her, he might give her more
than she was willing to accept. More than he was willing to give.

Swinging away, he paced to the other side of the room.
TN double-check everything’s okay—you might have missed
something. I'll look into finding you alternative accommodation
tomorrow.’

‘But I don’t have the finances to—

‘Don’t worry about that now.” He waved a hand. ‘T'll arrange
something. I know people. There are studio apartments near the
university. Safe and clean. It'll be fine, trust me. I'll make those
calls, then we’ll get something to eat. Takeaway’s probably best
under the circumstances.’

‘Something hot with a bite to it,” she said, swiping at her damp-



kneed sweatpants with a muttered curse. ‘Beef vindaloo with
teeth.’

Over the next twenty minutes he rang the police, organised
a cleaning service and someone to fix the door and add extra
security—no way was he waiting around for some absent
landlord—while Ellie showered and changed.

A couple of hours and a police report later, they were in the
car on the way back to Belle’s place with Ellie’s requested Indian
takeaway.

How had she gone from living in relative comfort as a child
to...this? “You don’t have to answer this, Ellie,” he said as the car
idled at an intersection. ‘But wasn’t there some sort of inheritance
when your mum passed away?’

She was silent a moment and he thought she wasn’t going to
answer. Finally she said, ‘My family invested in a company that
went bust. They lost a substantial amount of their wealth only
months before the accident.’

‘That’s tough.” Damn, he should have kept his mouth shut. As
the lights changed, he set the car in motion again. ‘Forget I asked.’

‘I don’t mind.” From the corner of his eye he saw her chin lift.
‘I'm not ashamed.’

‘Nor should you be.’

‘Mum left what she had to my father. When Dad walked out
on us, she obviously gave no thought to changing her will, which
she’d made before I was even born. I only learned about it when
I was old enough to understand.’



So that’s why Ellie’s father had turned up after her mother’s
death—not out of any sense of parental duty but because he
thought he’d come into wealth. Matt’s lip curled in disgust.
‘What about his family?’ he asked. “Your paternal grandparents?
Couldn’t they help?”

‘Both dead, back in England. He emigrated here on his own.
Of course he used what money there was to keep us together,’
Ellie hurried on. Seemed she was determined to defend him.
‘Even though we moved around a lot, we lived in nice places,
ate at the best restaurants. But he was a gambler,” she finished
quietly.

Ah. It didn’t take a PhD to figure the man had left his daughter
again when the money had run out. ‘Didn’t the courts make
provisions for you as her daughter?’

‘They did. It was kept in trust for me until I turned eighteen...’

Something in her voice alerted him, pushed him to say, ‘Let
me guess, your father turned up.’

She didn’t reply.

He shook his head. ‘Ellie, Ellie. Don’t you know feeding a
gambling problem only makes it worse?’

‘He said he’d changed. He’s my father. The only family I have
left.’

Her tone tugged at something deep down inside him. ‘He used
that against you—you know that, don’t you?’

He could feel the pain his words caused across the space
between them and felt like a jerk, but she said, ‘I insisted he use



it to get help. And at least I used some of it to finance most of
my horticultural course.’

‘I didn’t mean to insult you.’

‘I know. It’s just that people like you don’t have a clue about
people like me.’

He let it pass. You dont want to talk about yourself,
Matt—don't bring it up.

They turned into the driveway; the gates swung open,
revealing the magnificent home in all its eccentric splendour.
Proclaiming wealth from the tip of its spired turret to the
landscaped front garden with its statues, ponds and carefully
tended topiary.

He knew how it must look, but Ellie had no idea how much
they had in common.

Matt switched on the TV and left Ellie in the lounge room
while he found plates and set their meal out on the table.

Then since they weren’t eating out, he headed upstairs to
change into something casual. A shadow of movement alerted
him as he passed Belle’s room. He saw Ellie place Belle’s angel
on the night stand.

‘Ellie?”

She jerked at his voice and spun to face him. ‘Don’t sneak up
on me like that. I'm jittery enough as it is.’

He stepped into the room, intrigued. “‘Why would you return
a gift?

She turned her attention back to the angel, caressed it. ‘It’s



safer here. Thank you. For helping me out. And for this afternoon
with the kids.’

She looked over then, and smiled at him—just a hint but, ah,
God, it was as if the sun came out. He wanted to pull her close,
kiss away the demons he saw in her eyes, but that special kind
of intimacy was more than he had in him to give. He didn’t want
to get emotionally involved. For her sake as well as his own. He
turned away. ‘Anyone would do the same. Let’s go put a dent in
that curry.’

They sat down to tandoori chicken and beef vindaloo with
rice, servings of crisp pappadums, cool cucumber raita and tangy
mango chutney. Ellie attacked her meal with a vengeance which
appeared to be borne of anger rather than hunger.

Finding your apartment ransacked was a rotten end to
anyone’s day. He picked up his glass, took a few mouthfuls
of water—she’d refused his suggestion of wine so he’d opted
out too—and watched her. The way her lips closed over the
spoon, lightly glossed with oil. Her fingers, slender with short,
unpolished nails.

He could almost feel those fingers drifting over him in
pleasure, clutching at him in passion. He shifted uncomfortably
on his chair. In the silence he could almost hear his own blood
rushing through his veins and making his jeans two sizes too
tight.

Timing again.

The best he could do was to take her mind off her troubles



and his mind off his libido. “What do you do when you're feeling
down, Ellie?

‘I'm not down, just angry.” She stabbed a cube of beef, shoved
it in her mouth and chewed vigorously.

‘So what do you do when you’re angry?’

‘Run.” A small smile lifted the edges of her mouth. ‘Not the
running-away quitting kind of running, the simple mind-clearing
act of pushing one’s self to the limit. That nervous energy I
mentioned? I channel it. If there was a beach nearby that’s what
I'd do. With the wind on my face and the sound of surf in my
ears. I'd run until I couldn’t run another step, then I'd stand on a
cliff and watch the waves roll in. And pray for a storm.’

He set his glass down, laid his hands on the table. ‘How about
now?’

Ellie’s brow pleated. ‘It’s hardly beach weather.’

‘Does that stop you?’

‘Well, no...’

He leaned back and watched her. ‘Ever ridden a motorbike?’

‘No.

‘There’s nothing like it. Hitting the bitumen, outriding your
problems. Ride till you come to the end of the road. Same rush,
same result. I have an idea.” He rose, skirted the table and reached
for her hand, tugged her up, then headed for the door.

‘Wait up, where are we going?’

He turned to her and grinned. ‘My place.’

‘Your place? Ellie stared at those beguiling brown eyes while



her heart thudded loud and strong against her ribs. ‘I thought you
lived here when you come to Melbourne.’

‘Nope. My place is down the coast a bit along the Great Ocean
Road. Lorne has the best view in the world.’

‘But Lorne’s a couple of hours’ drive away.’

‘Less if the traffic’s light. It’s a clear night. What better way
to dust off the cobwebs and get that adrenaline pumping?’

‘Hang on...” A frisson of something like excitement
inextricably bound with alarm zipped down her spine. ‘A
motorbike was mentioned. You're going to ride there?’

‘No, we're going to ride there.” When she just stared at him
while that adrenaline geysered up and churned with her dinner,
he smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Ellie. I've got two helmets and I don’t
take risks.’

‘But it’s already nearly ten o’clock.” She did nor add that
10:00 p.m. was her routine bedtime. Although tonight she wasn’t
anywhere near ready to sleep.

His eyes darkened and his voice deepened. ‘Guess that means
we'll be staying the night.’



Chapter Nine

STAYING the night. In Matt’s house. Just her and him and. ..
Ellie’s pulse leapt. And...? And if she wanted, she could let
herself go for once and give in to this attraction.

One night with Matt McGregor.

She steeled herself to hold his gaze and that now-familiar
current of energy arced across the space between them, sparking
flashes of anticipation along every nerve ending. Tl need to
collect a few things on the way.’

His eyes twinkled with something like amusement. ‘I have a
spare toothbrush.’

Her jaw firmed at the timely reminder. She just bet he did.
Probably a whole box for all those unexpected female guests who
slept over. She refused to let the doubt demons get to her. Tonight
Ellie was going to be that guest, and tonight was all that mattered.

‘And an efficient underfloor heating system,” he went on
smoothly. ‘So you don’t need a thing.’

No, she didn’t imagine she did. She crossed her arms beneath
her breasts. ‘I hope the view’s worth it.’

His gaze flicked briefly to the cleavage she’d unwittingly
created, then just as quickly back to her face. ‘Oh, it will be, I
assure you.’

Her nipples tingled and tightened as heat spurted up her neck,
bled into her cheeks. Were they talking about the same thing?
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She’d not participated in this kind of sexual innuendo in more
than two years. Not since Heath. ..

‘Grab your jacket and I'll meet you out front in a few minutes.’

She grabbed her backpack from the couch in the lounge
room, her problems shoved to the back of her mind and a sense
of anticipation rocketing through her as she slipped a cardigan
over her sweater and dragged on her jacket before hurrying
downstairs.

He’d changed and wore a black leather bomber jacket over
his white T-shirt and jeans and was holding two helmets. The
evening breeze slid through his spiked hair, giving it a reckless
windswept edge. He looked more than a little bit dangerous.

Her heart skidded to a halt, then resumed at twice its speed.
Beneath the canopy of inky sky with a whiff of motor oil in her
nostrils and the throaty sound of the black-and-silver monster
warming up beside him...well, it felt like some sort of illicit
fantasy.

He must have transferred that recklessness to her. The spine-
tingling prospect of freedom and being with Matt on that metallic
beast as he whisked her away from reality...Just for tonight she
wanted to forget everything and enjoy the ride—and it wasn’t
only the bike she was thinking of.

As he settled the helmet on her head, helped her adjust it, she
admitted, ‘T've never been game enough to ride on a motorbike.’

He climbed on, turned the key, patted the seat behind him. ‘It’s
easy, he said over the noise. ‘Just hang on and let me do the rest.’



Still, perching herself behind him—

‘Closer,” he ordered, voice muffled through the helmet as she
wiggled into place. ‘Don’t be shy.’

Easy for you to say, your private parts aren’t touching mine.
She did as he requested, scooting close. His body heat warmed
her inner thighs through the double layer of denim, her hands slid
around his waist and over the soft leather.

At first the ride jerked and twisted as they crossed the suburbs,
stopping for traffic lights and accelerating away at what felt like
breathtaking speed but probably wasn’t. But once they hit open
road she relaxed, leaning into his sheltering body, revelling in the
way the chill wind snuck under her visor and skimmed over her
knees.

The cold was exhilarating, invigorating and a stunning
contrast to his warmth all down the front of her body. The
monotonous hum of the powerful machine vibrated through her
bones, soothing her into a soporific state of well-being.

They stopped briefly near Geelong for hot coffee and cruised
down Lorne’s main street soon after midnight. A moment later
Matt extended one arm to the view at the top of a crest in the
road where she saw white foam curling and crashing over worn
rocks along the shoreline.

A short distance from the township Matt turned off the main
road and followed a track through tall skinny eucalypts, coming
to a stop in front of a sprawling dwelling cleverly camouflaged to
blend with its surroundings. He parked beneath a wide verandah,



switched off the ignition.

Ellie climbed off, removed her helmet. Salty air heavy with
the fragrance of eucalyptus swept through her hair and filled her
nostrils. After the noisy journey the sudden silence rang with the
sounds of the bush. An animal scuttled through the undergrowth,
the soft clack of higher branches as the wind buffeted treetops,
all against the background sound of distant surf. A gibbous moon
spangled the leaves with silver.

‘Here we are. Home sweet home.’

He produced a key and unlocked the front door, flipped a
switch, illuminating dozens of downlights, giving the room a
mellow ambience as she followed him in.

It had to be the most unique home she’d ever seen, all odd
angles and glass and slabs of colour that blended with the natural
environment outside. A ceiling that soared and dipped, invoking
a feeling of space and movement. ‘No walls.’

‘Don’t need them.’

Her brows rose in surprise. ‘Not even the bathroom?’

He grinned. ‘The exception. Through here.’

Huge. With a spa big enough to need its own lifeguard,
double shower, double vanity. It was another fantasy of glass,
but private at the same time, and looked out onto a roomy
columned courtyard of lush native flora accessed only through
the bathroom.

‘Cyathea australis.’

‘If you say so.” Matt grinned. ‘I prefer to call them tree ferns.



It’s easier to say.’

“You designed all this?’ she said, following him to the living
space.

He nodded, removing his jacket, tossing it over a wide leather
couch. ‘It’s flexible in that I can add modules to extend living
space as required. This suits me fine as it is for now.’

Ellie stared at the expensive fittings, the flow of honeyed
wooden flooring. ‘Not bad for a weekender.’

‘Not a weekender,” he said. ‘It’s my home. I want you to see
the view of the bay from upstairs.” He led her up a shallow flight
of floating steps to the mezzanine level. Her feet made no sound
as she crossed the thick carpet. The huge irregular hexagonal
window framed a spectacular view of Louttit Bay filmed with
moon glow. Lorne’s lights twinkled through the trees. Possums
partied on the roof, their bush sounds the only noise in the room’s
silence.

‘Now isn’t that a sight for inspiration? He was standing close
behind her, his voice rumbling softly at her ear.

‘Oh, yeah.” His warmth spread across her back like a blanket.
She placed a hand against the glass. So many contrasts. Heat
and cold, the dark rise of the land against the moon-drenched
water. Man-made in harmony with nature. And the man who’d
built it all slid his hands loosely around her waist. Strength and
tenderness. She didn’t need protecting, but it was there in the way
he shielded her with his body.

His hands now on her shoulders, he turned her to face him.



‘Ellie.” Her name had never sounded as beautiful as it did coming
from his lips. And the sight of this gorgeous man before her was
more inspiring than any view behind.

And more terrifying.

She’d sworn never again to allow a man to seduce her and here
she was. Yet staring up at him she sensed no intended seduction
as such. Just a burning desire. One he’d carefully banked. One
she shared.

She didn’t need a man, yet in this moment, with the starlight
reflecting in his eyes and the cool night radiating through the
glass at her back, she wanted this man.

Neither did she need his support—unless it was the kind
of support which would keep her upright on legs that were
weakening with every beat of her pulse.

His hands slid over her shoulders, her arms, then inside her
jacket, palms brushing the sides of her breasts, every fingertip
sending sparks of excitement shooting to her feminine places.

What she needed...She needed his hands on more of her. On
all of her. Her own hands trembled as they followed the hard
contours of his chest through the soft jersey of his T-shirt. Up...
until she felt his heart thud fast and heavy beneath her palm.

The fragrance of the cold night’s ride clung to his clothes,
his skin. Leaning up on tiptoe, she breathed him in, right in the
little hollow at the base of his neck. Dizzy with his scent, his
proximity, she dropped her head on his chest.

Her whole body throbbed with heavy anticipation, yet she felt



as light as air, as if the slightest puff would blow her away. Had
she ever felt this way? She might have thought so once, but she
couldn’t have—she’d have remembered something this intense.

Cupping her face in both hands, he tilted it towards him, and
what a view she was treated to. A strong jaw etched in the moon’s
silver glow, hair backlit with gold from the light filtering up from
downstairs, lips that no artist could do justice to, eyes as dark as
midnight. Eyes that could make a girl forget how to breathe, let
alone her well-rehearsed lessons in self-preservation.

He whisked a thumb over her lips, just once. ‘What do you
want, Ellie?

Be careful what you wish for. The little warning voice she’d
learned to listen to and followed religiously dulled to a whisper,
then faded completely.

One night. Her choice. Her decision.

Stepping out of his arms, she shrugged out of her jacket, let
it fall to the floor. “You. Here. Now.’

If it were possible, his eyes darkened further, but he didn’t
move except to let his arms drop to his sides. ‘Are you sure?
Because I don’t know if I can stop if—

‘Yes, I'm sure,” she snapped out, unbuttoning her cardigan. She
had no illusions about Matt where relationships were concerned,
but now she’d made her decision she wanted to get on with it.
‘One night.” She lifted her chin, every cell in her body jangling.
‘That’s the way you play the game, isn’t it? One night at a time?’

He hesitated, the acknowledgement written on his face as he



rocked back on his heels. ‘But I'm not sure it’s the way you do.’

No, it wasn’t, but the other way hadn’t worked for her
in the past so perhaps it was time she tried something
different. Knowing it all up-front meant no expectations, no
disappointments and, most important of all, no broken heart.
Without breaking eye contact she slipped off her cardigan.
‘Wasn’t it you who suggested the other day that we do something
about this...tension between us? Get it out of the way?’

‘Yes, but after what happened, you might—"’

‘I'm calling you on it now. I want to forget this afternoon.” Still
watching him, she toed off her sneakers, peeled off her socks.
Her toes curled into the warm carpet. ‘I feel like I'm about to
explode. I still have all this pent-up angry energy I need to get
rid—’

Matt cut her off with a hard-mouthed kiss that echoed the
wildness he sensed within her, barely glimpsing her surprised
eyes as he dragged her against him and answered her request.

She didn’t miss a beat, meeting him with the same force, the
same heat, the same passion. Her hands shot upward, clutching
fistfuls of his T-shirt, lush lips parting beneath his, tongues
touching, tangling, thrusting in a tantalising prelude to what he
wanted to do with her. To her. In her.

The hot potent flavour of her residual anger flowed over
his tastebuds like dark chilli chocolate as he searched out all
the hidden recesses in her mouth while his hands explored the
firm flesh beneath her skinny T-shirt. Curves he’d not expected,



dips he’d never seen, made all the more enticing by his long-
endured anticipation—a neat little bellybutton, the indentation
he discovered at the base of her spine when he slid a hand below
the waistband of her jeans.

Breaking the kiss, he lifted his head, watched the same
anticipation colour her eyes that deep dark amethyst he found so
fascinating. Skimming his palms up her sides and taking her T-
shirt along the way, he dragged it off, tossed it over his shoulder,
leaving only her locket winking erotically above her cleavage.

A glimpse of white lace bra before he yanked it down to
her waist so he could bury his face in the smooth fragrant
valley between her luscious breasts, cupping their weight, then
massaging them so that her nipples beaded tightly against the
centre of his palms.

Her low keening moan triggered a thousand impatient needs,
a thousand desperate desires. Dazed and driven by his own
impatience to get naked right along with her, he dragged his T-
shirt over his head. ‘Jeans off, now.’

He watched her shimmy out of her jeans and a pair of cute
white knickers with hearts on while he discarded his boots, then
shoved down his own.

Like a man dying of starvation, his eyes devoured her
body, shimmering in the room’s soft glow. Shadows and light.
Exquisite. Perfection.

Where have you been all my life?

The question hovered on the edge of his mind, unsettling



him momentarily. He dragged his gaze back to her face,
reminding himself she was here now, his to enjoy, his to pleasure.
Reminding himself that he didn’t measure his relationships by
time, but by mutual satisfaction and respect.

So why did he hesitate to touch? Why did his hand shake when
he reached out to trace a line down her body, from cheek to
collarbone and over her left breast where he stopped to feel her
heart thud in time with his?

Her eyes were taking their own erotic journey—he could
almost feel the caress—a hot silk glove stroking his erection to
almost unbearable hardness.

‘Don’t stop now,” she demanded.

He looked down at himself, choked out a half-laugh, then met
her eyes once more. ‘Do I look like I want to stop?’

‘No...” Her eyes sparked with arousal.

His eyes remained on hers as he reached for her hands, drew
her against him. And in that first glorious instant when her body
melted against his, warm and willing and all woman, his toes
curled off the carpet and he shuddered to the soles of his feet.
When she gasped and plucked at his shoulders, he answered with
a groan that seemed to come from the depths of his being.

Desire clashed with passion, impatience with hunger. His
mouth fused with hers. Bodies bumping, legs tangling, he
manoeuvred them both backwards and collapsed onto the bed,
Ellie sprawled over him.

He twisted so that she lay beneath him, plundering her mouth



while his hands raced over her. She writhed against him, her
small deft fingers scraping over his neck, his shoulders, the
base of his spine. Her warm fragrance teased his nostrils; her
breathing was fast and shallow.

Impatience tore at him. He couldn’t get enough. Enough of her
scent, her moans, her taste. The room’s cool air mingled with the
warm scent of arousal, muted light spilled over them like gold
dust and her skin glowed like fire.

The primitive race to finish what they’d begun beat like a
jungle drum through his blood, vanquishing any semblance of
his customary urbane finesse.

No time to linger, less to think. Pushing her legs apart with
his thigh, he plunged his fingers into her wet heat. .. Protection.

The world they’d created ground to a halt.

On a groan of frustration, he withdrew his hand. ‘Condom,” he
mumbled when she whimpered in protest. He reared up, yanking
open his bedside drawer and pulling out the necessary item.

Ellie bit her lip at the unavoidable delay, momentarily appalled
that she’d not given it a thought. But before she could chastise
herself, his hard body was stretched over hers once more, his
weight pressing her into the mattress.

He drove inside her, one long swift glide that had her bucking
to meet him and gasping his name. She lifted her eyes and his all-
dark, all-seeing, all-powerful gaze met hers. And in that stunning
singular instant of mutual connection she surrendered freely.

He withdrew, then plunged again, deeper, harder. Closer.



Wrapping her legs around his waist, she let him set a rhythm
and take her where he would. From the dark erotic realms of her
most secret fantasies to the giddy heights of mindless pleasure.
She’d never wanted the way she wanted Matt McGregor, never
needed anything or anyone the way she needed him at this
moment.

He bewildered her. He captivated her.

He lifted her on wings of wonder and sent her soaring.
Muttering her name like an oath, he thrust one final time before
spinning over the edge and joining her.

Ellie’s body still throbbed with the aftermath of great sex. Her
skin still tingled; her breathing was still shallow. In the dimness,
with only the moon’s glow casting an oblique path across the
carpet, they lay close, but not touching. Not speaking. Her mind
was overflowing with jumbled thoughts.

The space Matt had put between them was subtle, but not lost
on Ellie. A reminder that what they’d shared was simple lust,
nothing more. A diversion. Ride till you come to the end of the
road.

They’d reached that point. She’d prepared for that, been ready
for it. She’d even initiated it. Yet somewhere along that journey
she’d lost a part of herself. To him. Had he noticed? She listened
to his breathing become slow and regular as he drifted towards
sleep. She hoped not. Good Lord, the last thing she needed was
for him to think she expected more than what they’d shared. Sex.
Good sex. Very good sex.



That was all.

She sighed into the silence, resisting the urge to curl up against
him and reconnect in a physical if not sexual way. To her,
intimacy was as important as the sex. But not for Matt.

She reminded herself again that she didn’t expect more.
Problem was, she’d never used sex as a diversion for her
problems. She didn’t know the etiquette for the morning after.
Or the day after. Belle was due back Monday. Then Matt would
leave and that would be it. The end. Finito.

And if that hurt and left her feeling empty and alone, she’d
have no-one to blame but herself.

Matt stared up at the low-beamed ceiling, resisting the urge to
scoop Ellie closer. Already his sex stirred to life. He wanted to
tuck her bottom against him and take her from behind—slowly
this time, while he—~No. Deep slow breaths. He needed to clear
the confusion of thoughts and feelings from his mind before he
did.

He’d thought once he’d had her, this attraction between them
would settle. He’d get on with his life, she with hers. Instead, his
response had been...unnerving.

Hell, this whole impulsive idea to bring her here had been a
one-off. He’d never brought a woman to his place. Not for sex,
not for any reason. His bush home was his private refuge. Belle
was the only woman he allowed to get close.

His thoughts shifted to Angela. She’d seemed to be everything
he wanted in a woman. Sophisticated, bright and intelligent. Until



she’d told him she wanted more than a no-strings relationship.
She’d wanted marriage, the house in the burbs, the kids and the
dog.

She’d wanted the promise of everlasting love.

His fists tightened against the mattress but he forced himself
to remain still. He’d been unable to give it to her and he’d had to
let her go when she told him she wouldn’t accept less.

What did Ellie want?

She turned towards him in sleep, shifting nearer. Too near.
One arm slid over his chest and a breast snugged up against his
torso. Intimacy and trust. His body tightened further. He closed
his eyes, refusing to acknowledge it. Despite her assertion to the
contrary, he had an edgy feeling Ellie wasn’t the kind of woman
who’d be satisfied with a fling either. He’d allowed himself to
get too close on an emotional level. Dangerously close.

It was a long time before he slept.



Chapter Ten

THERE really was nothing quite like waking up next to a
warm woman on a winter’s morning. Particularly if that woman
had hair that smelled of hyacinths and a firm smooth bottom
snuggled against his hardening groin.

Unlike last night, the room glowed with a crimson dawn.
Rather than the possum party, a couple of kookaburras
exchanged a cheery good-morning in the gums outside the
window.

But the urgency hadn’t lessened. If anything, it had increased.
Again Matt was hit with the same headlong, mind-blowing rush
to have her. That same sweet desperation to bury himself inside
her.

He fought the feeling down, throwing off the bedclothes,
welcoming the cooler air over his heated flesh. He needed to
get out of here, away from temptation. She did things to him he
didn’t want, didn’t need. ‘“Time to rise and shine,” he said, forcing
a brightness he didn’t feel into his voice. ‘Why don’t you take
the first shower. I'll make us some breakfast. I want to be on the
road asap.’

‘Okay.’ Ellie half expected him to ask if he could join her, but
no matter how attentive he’d been last night and how sensational
their lovemaking, she’d sensed the barrier he’d put between them.
She told herself it was a relief, not a disappointment. He played
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it casual, she would too. That’s what they’d agreed to.

From beneath the covers, she watched him stroll naked to
the mirrored wardrobe and pull out a thick aubergine dressing
gown. That butt was magnificent, no doubt about it. Tight, taut.
Tantalisingly touchable. She’d known that, but she’d only seen
glimpses. Her imagination had filled in the gaps. Now, seeing
him for the first time in all his glory in the full light of day...
Then he turned around, and, oh, my...

He was an architectural masterpiece in himself. Hard planes
over well-defined muscle, sharp angles that caught the early
sunlight filtering through the window and cast navy shadows
in dips and hollows. Not to mention all that...that glorious
masculinity.

No, not to mention that at all. Swallowing, she struggled to
pull her lust-crazed thoughts into some sort of order. Then he
stepped into a pair of boxers and her lip-sucking moment was
over.

She realised he’d picked up her discarded clothes while she’d
been lying here like lady of the manor. He laid them at the foot
of the bed with the robe. “You’ll find towels in the bathroom.’

‘Thanks.” That wild fantasy of making him her love slave
surfaced and she fought down a blush, but it wouldn’t have
mattered because he gave her no more than a glance.

She waited till he’d pulled on jeans before easing herself off
the bed, clutching her clothes to her breasts and heading to the
bathroom.



Ellie soaped herself up beneath the hot spray with exquisite
care, every dab, every glide of her hands over her skin, a reminder
of another pair of hands. Her body quite literally sang.

A tiny flash of movement caught her eye through the fogged
glass. She cleared a space and saw a black-and-yellow honeyeater
flitting in and out of the courtyard’s fernery.

She could get used to this, she thought. Shaking her head she
switched off the taps with unnecessary force and reached for a
towel. Forget it. Wasn’t going to happen. Wouldn’t know what to
do with it if it did.

Because it would end. 1t always ended.

She tugged at the tangled curls, secured her hair at the back of
her head with an elastic this morning and stared at her own face
in the mirror. ‘Repeat after me,’ she told her reflection. ‘Don 't be
fooled again, Ellie Rose. Guys like Matt aren'’t looking for long-
term with girls like you.’

Matt had breakfast in the oven and ready to dish up when his
mobile rang. ‘Hello.’

‘Matthew.’

He smiled at the sound of the familiar voice. “Lo, Belle. How’s
everything going?’

‘Very well, dear. Or it was, but there’s a bit of a problem here.’

‘What’s wrong?” His hand hovered over the stove, breakfast
forgotten. ‘Anything I can do?’

‘No, no. It’s just that Miriam wanted to go skydiving and she
talked me into—"’



‘You did what?”

‘You heard correctly,” she said with a smile in her voice. ‘If
ninety-year-olds can do it, why not me? When you get to my age
you realise that sometimes you have to take chances before it’s
too late. It was a tandem dive with a fully qualified instructor.
Anyway,” she hurried on before Matt could get another word in,
‘Miriam landed heavily and twisted her ankle. She lives alone and
I'd like to stay on a day or two to help but I don’t want to put you
out longer than I have to.’

‘No need to hurry back. Everything’s fine here.’

‘That’s good to hear.” She paused. ‘How’s Eloise?”’

He smiled at her usual formality. ‘Fine. The weather’s been
a bit wet for gardening but I kept her busy.” He was suddenly
excruciatingly aware of how his response might be interpreted,
so he added, ‘Your windows now sparkle.’

‘Oh. Thank her for me.” Pause. ‘Matthew...I know when
you’re not saying something...Have you been seeing her?’

Seeing her—Oh, yeah, images of last night were imprinted on
his eyeballs. ‘She works for you, Belle, of course I have.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Don’t go getting any romantic ideas, Belle.” He struggled with
a feeling that he was scaling his own skyscraper with one hand
tied behind his back. ‘It’s not...’

Then he noticed Ellie in the doorway, looking unsure, and
Belle’s voice faded into the background. He beckoned her in.
How long had she been standing there? What had she heard?



And while he tried to recall what he’d said, he watched the way
her nipples poked at her T-shirt as she stretched and studied the
view from the window and everything else flew out of his mind.

He turned away, rattled off, ‘Have to go, Belle. We’re about
to have breakfast. Talk to you soon, bye.’

Ellie’s arms dropped and she spun to him, the pleasure
bleaching from her face. ‘Oh, that’s just peachy. Breakfast? You
as good as told Belle, my employer, we’re sleeping together.
Slept together,” she corrected quickly, her eyes widening as if
remembering that was all they’d agreed to.

‘I didn’t mention any names.’ His voice felt tight as he dropped
the phone onto the table. ‘And so what if we did? We'’re
consenting adults.” While Ellie sat down, he concentrated on
sliding a plate piled with crisp bacon, eggs and buttered toast
from the oven. He set it in front of her. ‘Eat before it gets cold.’

She bit into a piece of toast. ‘What about you?’

He moved away from her fresh scent before he said or did
something unwise. ‘I'm going to take a shower first.” With the
safety of distance, he grinned, but it felt forced. ‘Leave some
bacon for me.’

They’d ridden back to Melbourne soon after breakfast,
arriving at Belle’s midmorning. Now Matt scowled at the garden
in progress through the window while he spoke to a guy he knew
about finding Ellie new accommodation.

He’d dropped Ellie back at her apartment. The cleaning crew
had been; Matt had ensured her door was repaired and secure.



Then he’d left. No suggestion of meeting up later. Nothing.

With arrangements to view a couple of places, he
disconnected. He’d give her a call later, make sure everything
was okay. Meanwhile there was a problem at one of the Sydney
sites that couldn’t wait. He’d already made arrangements to fly
there. Business was his priority, always had been—he’d see Ellie
Tuesday.

Days away. He frowned. Memories of last night played over
and over in his mind. How smooth and soft her skin felt against
his when she’d wrapped her legs around him. Her impatient
moans of passion against his ear. Her slick hot heat as he’d
plunged inside her. She’d been so responsive, so satisfying. The
best sex ever. From her response she thought so too.

Why wait for Tuesday?

Swiping up his keys, he headed out into the drab winter’s day.

‘Matt.” Ellie pulled her door wider, staring at the man who’d
left less than an hour ago. ‘Did you forget something?’

‘As a matter of fact...” He stepped in, closing the door behind
him and pulled her close, crushing her breasts against his chest
and covering her mouth with his.

If she’d thought he’d changed his mind after last night, this hot,
hard doubt-melting kiss proved her wrong. He lifted his head. ‘It
doesn’t have to be one night, Ellie,” he murmured, cruising his
hands up her back.

‘What are you saying?’ As if she didn’t know.

As if she could think of the right response...the sensible



response. After all, she’d heard him telling Belle not to get any
romantic ideas...and despite their mutual understanding—that
last night was one night and one night only—it had hurt. More
than it should.

‘We could spend a few more days...and nights...enjoying
getting to know each other better.’

She felt the demand in his fingers and stared up into impatient
dark eyes. Less than twelve hours ago she’d seen passion burning
bright in those eyes. It was still there, dark and smouldering. One
move, one spark, and they’d ignite.

She wanted to burn like that with him again.

But a few days, then what? He was talking about a few hours of
pleasure between the sheets with maybe the odd candlelit dinner
thrown in. And when put like that...was she really considering
turning him down?

But something inside her cramped and twisted and she
stepped back. Did she want to relive that familiar pain of being
left behind when he moved on? To slice open those old wounds
around her heart which had never completely healed?

He was suggesting a fling.

She didn’t do flings. And she didn’t do them for very good
reasons.

She continued to back away until her backside hit the edge of
the kitchen table. ‘I know what you're asking.” And you want to
put a time limit on it. ‘Forget it. I enjoyed last night, and I would
be lying to pretend otherwise, but—"



His mouth swooped down on hers again, cutting off her
protests. His beautiful, beguiling, bewitching mouth. Tormenting
her with all kinds of sweet temptation, promising all manner
of dreamy delights. Delights he’d barely begun to show her last
night, delights she’d barely begun to discover.

She wanted more. And he gave her more, with mouth and
tongue, low-throated murmurs and clever hands. Not the blazing
brush fire this time, but a hot steady burn, no less powerful in
its intensity.

When he lifted his head and looked straight and clear into her
eyes, she found herself clinging to his sweatshirt for support. Her
head was spinning, her heart trying to catch up.

‘It was good between us last night,” he murmured. ‘I want to
pursue it. So do you.’

She closed her eyes, denying it, denying him. Denying herself.
‘No.

‘Look me dead in the eye and tell me you don’t want to
continue what we started.’

He cupped her jaw, thumbs whisking over her lips, and her
brain shut down. ‘I don’t want you to—’ one hand skimmed down
the centre of her body from neck to navel, down ‘—to...stop,’
she finished on a moan. She tried to move away again, but the
table prevented her and it seemed her body had a will of its own.
‘I can’t think when you do that...’

‘Then look at me, be honest and tell me you don’t want me.’
The trace of his lips over her chin and down the side of her neck



had her arching backwards over the table, his hand warm against
her lower belly. Her feminine places swelled and throbbed. One
touch and she was melting...

Her eyes drifted open. ‘This is crazy.’

‘T agree.’

He lifted his head, watched her with a grin that promised
everything she wanted if only she had the courage to take it for
however long it lasted.

He wiggled his brows. ‘Why don’t we get crazy together?’

She felt her own lips kick up at the corners. ‘You think it'd
help? I mean...help with getting it out of our systems. Like you
said.” Sometime. She waved a vague hand; she couldn’t remember
when he’d said it, only that he had. Which meant he wanted to
get naked with her to scratch that pesky clichéd itch. Temporary
diversion. Lust.

‘We could give it another try right now...” He shifted closer,
easing himself between her thighs.

‘Uh-uh. Not until we make a few things clear.” Pushing him
away, she straightened, her mind awhirl. Did she dare to risk
setting herself up for the fall which would inevitably occur? For
starters, ‘If 1 change my mind, you respect that, no questions
asked.

He nodded. “You got it.’

‘And while we’re being crazy together, you’re not being crazy
with anyone else.’

‘Ellie, [—



She shook her head. ‘Never. Ever. I won’t tolerate it.” She could
feel herself shaking, her voice catching, remembering Heath’s
betrayal. While he’d made merry with her, he’d had a fiancée
he’d forgotten to tell her about. Tl not—

‘Ellie, calm down. I'm not asking for undying love and
commitment. All 'm asking is a few days of mutual enjoyment.
Just you and me.’

‘A few days.” She stared up at him, unable to believe he’d ask
it, unable to believe she’d even consider it, let alone agree to it.

‘It'll be okay, Ellie.” He searched her gaze for the longest
time, then touched her cheek with a light finger. It was almost
as if he knew she’d been hurt before, and his perception and
understanding did strange things to her insides, quieting the shrill
questions and fears, beckoning to her like a warm quilt on a cold
night.

Still, she rubbed the tiny shiver from her arms that his touch
invoked. ‘T know it will.” She’d make sure of it.

He nodded, taking her reply as acceptance. ‘I need to return
to Sydney for work for a couple of days. Come with me.’

She felt her jaw drop. “To Sydney? What about Belle?

He smiled. ‘I happen to know she’d approve.’

‘I don’t know that she would—what about her kitchen garden?
Thanks to the weather, it’s behind schedule. She’s trusting me to
get on with the job in her absence.’

‘You're not due to work again until next week. I've organised
the company jet to be ready at three-thirty and booked a table



for dinner tonight at the Sydney Tower Restaurant.’

Company jet. Dinner in Sydney.

And his undivided attention.

An incredulous laugh bubbled up. She was standing here in
her dim, decrepit one-room apartment, being propositioned by
an irresistible millionaire who’d already planned the entire thing.
It was all moving so fast she felt as if she was being whisked
up to the top of that tower already. ‘Mr Super Confident,” she
murmured.

‘The only way to make things happen.’

How was she going to keep up with him? ‘I don’t have anything
suitable to wear to such an up-market restaurant, and didn’t you
say you had to work?

‘Not till tomorrow. And you’ll look gorgeous, whatever you
wear.’

Oh, yeah? He hadn’t seen her wardrobe. “‘You work on a
Sunday?

‘It’s urgent and the only day everyone involved can fit it in.
You can sightsee, shop or spend the time at the apartment, if you
prefer. There’s a spa with a great view over the city and plenty
of bubbles.’

‘Soap or champagne?” ‘Both, if you so desire.’

And, oh, she did...She bit back a sigh. Her own Pretty Woman
vision without the shopping spree.

Unlike the crowds and delays of commercial travel, they
departed on time and with no fuss, leaving the dull grey



Melbourne skyline behind.

Soon after take-off Matt fixed them drinks and nibbles, then
excused himself to catch up on some work on his laptop, leaving
Ellie to lie back on the wide leather seat and enjoy the comfort
of the tiny private jet.

She watched the ice-cream clouds below them for a time, then
flicked through a couple of architectural magazines. McGregor
Architectural Designs featured on the cover of the previous
month’s issue. Matt was standing at the base of some steps, jacket
slung over his shoulder, a glimmer of that sexy-as-all-get-out
grin on his face. A needle-thin glass-and-steel pyramid vaulted
into the sky behind him. She recognised it as one of the city’s
prominent buildings, but hadn’t realised it was one of Matt’s
designs and the home of his business empire. The whole concept
that she was in his jet, flying off to spend the weekend with him,
blew her away.

In just over an hour they were descending over the Harbour
Bridge, the water reflecting the deepening orange and indigo
sky. Lights were coming on all over the city like thousands of
twinkling fireflies.

A limousine picked them up and whisked them to the city
centre. They stopped in front of a tall round building and stepped
out onto George Street, thronged with tourists out on a Saturday
night. The lobby sparkled with lights and black granite. Ellie had
worked in Sydney but she’d stayed in cheap accommodation, not
in...this. “You own an apartment in this building too?’ she asked



as they stepped into the elevator.

‘Yes.’

‘How many places does one guy need?”’

He grinned as they shot skyward. ‘I look at them as
investments and it beats impersonal and unfamiliar hotel rooms.’

The elevator doors slid open to reveal a small lobby.
Matt opened a wide-panelled door and the stunning harbour
view greeted them through floor-to-ceiling windows. As she
followed him through the spacious apartment she noticed vibrant
autumn colours of amber and taupe. A tall arrangement of
black lacquered twigs in a vermilion pot stood in one corner.
Comfortable couches, the latest in electronic entertainment.

He stopped at a bedroom, setting their bags just inside the
door. Her pulse stepped up at the sight of the king-size bed with
its dark-chocolate quilt and apricot pillows.

The reason she was here.

The air crackled with sexual awareness but he said, ‘Feel free
to make yourself at home. I've got some plans to go over before
tomorrow morning. I'll be in my study.’” Business before pleasure.

‘Okay.” She closed her eyes briefly as he left, feeling way out
of her comfort zone. What was she doing? She wasn’t the type
of girl who went with a rich man for sex.

She crossed the room to watch the changing colours of the
twilight sky. Last night Matt had been just a regular guy in a
leather jacket who rode bikes to relax. The guy who’d slipped
over in the mud with her. The guy who’d helped her wipe the



mess off her kitchen floor when she’d been burgled and looked
after her when she was ill.

Here on his own turf, this Matt was someone else. The
permanent playboy and businessman, wealthier than she’d ever
imagined, more influential than she’d given him credit for. He
managed a business empire over two cities. A man way out of
her stratosphere.

He was also the man she’d had the steamiest, most sensational
sex of her life with.

If she could just concentrate on that and not think about how
he was tugging at strings she didn’t want tugged. Making her feel
things she didn’t want to feel. Making her vulnerable.

No, no, no. Not vulnerable. In control. Swinging her case onto
the bed, she unzipped it with a firm tug and pulled out her one
and only black dress. She slid the mirrored wardrobe door open
to search for a coat hanger. ..

A row of after five dresses met her eyes, neatly arranged in
colour from black through to white. Her stomach clenched, her
fingers went limp. But only for a moment. Had the woman left
her designer underwear too? Throwing her own cheap cotton
dress on the bed, she flung open cupboard doors, yanked out
drawers, rifling through briefs, boxers, socks.

She found an abundant supply of condoms in the top bedside
drawer. An overabundance, in her opinion. She slammed the
drawer shut. At least he was responsible, but did he have to be
such a boy scout about it?



‘Ellie? I heard noises. What are you doing?’

She swivelled her head to see Matt the love rat at the doorway.
The way he stared at her, brow furrowed, eyes questioning...
Damn it, he made her feel as if she was looking for his hidden
stash of cash.

She realised she was holding a pair of black briefs and
dropped them back in the drawer. Lifted her hands away from
his underwear.

‘The condoms are in the top drawer,” he said, leaning lazily
against the doorjamb. ‘In case you were wondering.’

‘Yes, 1 know. 1 was wondering why you’ve asked me here
when you’ve clearly got plenty of female company to keep you
occupied.’

His gaze followed hers to the open wardrobe and his
expression cleared. ‘T forgot to mention them. They’re for you to
choose something to wear this evening. I had the boutique from
downstairs bring them up, but if the size isn’t right...” He trailed
off at her glare.

‘So my clothes aren’t good enough?’ She felt like three kinds
of an idiot, accusing him without cause.

He frowned. ‘You were the one who said you didn’t have
anything suitable to wear.’

Oh. Right. T didn’t expect...Look...I'm sorry, okay? She
waved a vague hand at the jumbled drawers. ‘I don’t need you
to—

‘Just choose something. That purple or the turquoise.” His



voice rumbled, water-smoothed stones beneath a deep-flowing
river.

She could almost hear him say, One that comes off easily at
the end of the evening. Could see it in the way his eyes seared
her skin.

Or maybe he was saying, We can be late. ..

All the air left her lungs. She was tempted, so tempted, to
walk on over and push his T-shirt up, kiss her way across that
firm, hard abdomen and distract him from his work...‘Okay,’
she heard herself murmur as if she stood somewhere outside of
herself.

He gave her a heated look, but then, just when she thought
she’d been right all along, he glanced at his watch. “We'll leave
in thirty minutes.’



Chapter Eleven

POISED three hundred metres above Sydney, the scenery
from the tower’s restaurant was, as always, spectacular. Matt
barely glanced at it, preferring to watch the city lights reflected
in Ellie’s eyes. To linger over the way her lips curved when she
talked and admire the play of light and shadow over her cleavage
in that low-cut turquoise dress.
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