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Chapter One
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Sitting in the train Thursday morning, Laura Keell poured over the letter. Even though it had been her fiftieth reread, she still had trouble understanding it. She’d been told her father died just before her birth. Yet this letter, from a solicitor in Sydney, told her a different story. It informed her she was the sole beneficiary to her late father’s estate—and he had died three weeks previously! 

Her mother Judy had died from a heart attack less than ten months ago, so she couldn’t demand to know what was going on. Laura hoped the solicitor could tell her something. 

It made no sense. Laura wondered how he, her father, knew about her—and what the inheritance would mean. It might even be a thousand dollars. Would it change her life, her future? 

I doubt it, but an extra thousand or even two would be amazing. She’d managed to pay off her mortgage with the money she’d inherited from her mother’s meager savings but money was still tight.

After four hours, the train finally pulled into Sydney Central railway station. Laura pulled her warm, black jacket over her cream top, slung her tote over her shoulder, and stepped from the train. After hailing a taxi from the station, it dropped her outside a large building in the center of Sydney’s business district. Laura checked the tenants’ board, confirming the solicitor’s office she needed was on the first floor. Rather than use the lifts, thinking a little exercise might be good, Laura opened the stairwell door and began climbing. Her heart pounded, and not only from the exercise. She wondered what the meeting would mean for her.

As she arrived on the first floor, she reached out with her left hand to open the door. It suddenly slammed open, knocking her backward. Somehow, she grabbed at the doorknob as she fell, saving herself from a dangerous tumble down the long steep flight of stairs. 

“What the fuck?” a deep voice bellowed.

Laura attempted to stand, putting her hands on the ground, only to have a bolt of agony shoot up her left arm. Twisting, she managed to get to her feet using the nearby railing with her right hand. She glared across at the attractive man as she stood. 

Before she had a chance to open her mouth, he continued yelling, “What the hell did you think you were doing?”

Never one to back down, Laura glared daggers at the man, shouting, “Me? What the fuck were you doing opening the door like a frigging bull elephant charging a car?”

His indignant reply of, “I did not!” inflamed Laura.

“No? Well, in that case, how was I knocked off my feet?”

She wanted to add “Mr. Smarty Pants,” but maybe it would be a bit too much.

“You shouldn’t have been there,” he responded irrationally.

Laura couldn’t believe his attitude. 

“What? I shouldn’t use the stairs, but you can? Come off it, Tembo.” She fought the urge to slap his handsome face as she suggested, “Just admit you charged through that door without thinking of other people.”

Again, he bellowed, “I did not!” 

“You did! You’re just a fucking angry, bull elephant, Tembo, charging without looking or caring.”

“Not true! And my name’s not Tembo,” he barked. 

“I know Tembo’s Swahili for elephant, because that’s what you are—a crazy bull elephant!” she shot back.

The pair of them glowered at each other, sizing the other up, ready for the next round of shouting, when Laura noticed another attractive silver-haired man just behind the elephant trying very hard to stifle a laugh. He’d put his hand on the elephant’s arm.

“She’s right, Toby. You did slam that door open.”

The amusement in his voice unmistakable as he sidestepped passed the elephant, whose angry scowl continued to bore into Laura, plus something else she couldn’t put a name to. She did notice the elephant had lovely light brown eyes to go with his sexy face. But she tried to ignore them as the other man picked up Laura’s bag, holding it out to her.

“Are you okay, miss?”

The adrenaline rush Laura had gotten when the door flung open now disappeared. She suddenly realized that if she hadn’t grabbed the door handle, there was a good chance she’d have been seriously injured, if not killed, falling down the stairs. The idea shook her. The second man grimaced at the stairs. Then he peered kindly at her, putting his hand under her right arm.

“Let’s get you somewhere where you can sit.”

Pushing the elephant rudely aside, Laura allowed the man to usher her through the door. Unfortunately, the elephant followed the two of them as the silver-haired man led Laura to a large couch in a bright airy foyer.

“Thank you,” she managed to stammer, staring fiercely with what she hoped was an extremely angry glare at the elephant. 

The other man whispered something to him, and finally he had the grace to blush as he nodded. He turned and walked through the large doors into the reception area of the opposite offices. A moment later, he came back with a cup of water. Laura’s hand shook too badly as she attempted to take it from him, sloshing water onto the floor. He put the cup on the seat alongside her. 

Murmuring her thanks, she went to lift her left arm but couldn’t hold back the gasp of pain as she moved it. She glanced at her arm, shock to see her wrist already twice normal size and beginning to darken. The second gentleman glanced at her arm then at the elephant.

“We’ll need an ambulance.”

“Fuck,” said the elephant with undue emphasis.

“No! No, I’m okay. I’m sure it’s just sprained,” Laura said, trying desperately to get rid of them both. She now hovered on the verge of tears from the pain, and certainly didn’t want to cry in front of Tembo.

“Yeah, she’s okay, Julian,” Mr. Bull Elephant muttered rather sarcastically.

Naturally, he had to put his two cents worth in, so Laura glowered and mumbled, “Get lost, Tembo.”

The kindly man, Julian, replied. “I don’t think it’s a sprain, miss. Best you see someone.” 

She pointed to the reception. “I’ll go later, I have an appointment in there—Bailey, Gunn, and Partners. I can’t break it.”

By now, several people from the office had come out. It appeared they knew both the gentleman and the elephant. A kindly-looking older man in his late sixties with startling white hair acknowledged the elephant and Julian as Laura spoke of her appointment. Julian filled him in on what occurred. Laura couldn’t help but notice the tightening of the elephant’s lips when Julian told the gentleman she’d been extremely lucky not to have been flung down the stairs. The man looked at Laura with a sweet smile.

“You wouldn’t be Miss Keell?”

“Yes. Yes I am.”

“Let’s get you into my office. I’m Peter Bailey. Your appointment is actually with me.” He waited while Laura stood with Julian’s help. “Tobias, I suggest you call an ambulance while I take this lovely lady into my office.”
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Chapter Two
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Amazingly, the elephant looked cowed as he replied respectfully, “Yes, sir.”

After picking up her bag and taking her right arm, Peter led her inside and into a large office. He sat her on a soft leather settee, and then called his secretary in.

“Miss Keell has been injured, Meredith. An ambulance will be here shortly. Could you please bring in some ice for her wrist? Please show the ambulance people in when they arrive.”

“Certainly, Mr. Bailey.”

Meredith left but quickly returned with an icepack wrapped in a hand towel. She gave it to Laura who, grimacing, laid it over her wrist. It shocked Laura at how quickly the lower part of the sleeves of her jacket and top had become tight as her wrist swelled, her whole arm now throbbing. 

“Now, my dear. You just relax. We’ll sort this all out. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“N-no thank you.” Her lips quivered. 

The elephant entered the room and stared at Laura. For the first time, she truly observed him, rather than just his lovely eyes. She could scarcely catch her breath. The man was hot with a capital “H.” To her, he simply oozed sex appeal. 

He was what she called “sexy ugly:” extremely masculine, rough around the edges, but sensual. Very tall, at least six-foot-five, he had salt-and-pepper hair, trimmed but long enough to run your fingers through. He also had a neatly-groomed beard and moustache. Laura suspected he was around her age, if not a year older.

Those light brown eyes stared back at her. They were a honey color, almost a light gold, with impossibly long lashes. She noticed his look drop to her ring-less fingers, rake up her body, and then back to her face. It was all she could do to keep her composure. She had the impression he’d undressed her in his mind. Feeling decidedly warm from his intimate inspection, it was as if they were the only people in the room. 

But it was his mouth that had Laura all hot and bothered. It was full and luscious. Tearing her gaze away from those lips, she glanced down his body. No rings for him either, not that that meant anything. He wore a dark grey suit that fitted him to perfection—this was no off-the-rack job. A light green, silk tie and black leather shoes completed his ensemble. 

Laura did her own imaginary stripping of him. It was obvious he was muscular. His coat was open and Laura noticed the buttons on his shirt tense as he raised one arm and pulled a silver card case from the inside coat pocket. Laura noticed a stainless steel Patek Philippe watch. He reeked of money, but somehow she got the impression he was not one of the idle rich—this man had earned his wealth. His large, rough-looking hands appeared to be those of a working man.

Laura wondered if the rest of him matched his outer sexiness, because she was about to divert her attention with a little more mind erotica. Just then, the pain in her wrist brought her sharply back to reality.

The man in front of her pulled out a business card from the silver case and handed Laura the card. “I do apologize most sincerely. Please allow me to pay for your medical expenses, miss. This is my private number. I really am very sorry for what happened.”

“So you should be,” she growled, “Thank you. Next time, open a door with a little more care.”

Laura could swear he blushed again as he gave her a slight bow. Once more, they stared at each other, as if memorizing every part. Then he blinked. With the spell broken, he left the room. She dropped the card without reading it into a small pot plant on the table alongside her. She noticed Peter Bailey raise his eyebrows, but he didn’t mention it. 

As much as she would love to see more of the sexy elephant, she knew it would be a waste of time. A man like that would have young starlets fawning all over him, and he could have the pick of any young beautiful woman. He certainly wouldn’t be interested in a mid-fifties, plus-size someone. Nor would he share the same sexual desires she did. Peter Bailey’s voice broke through her thoughts.

“Now, Miss Keell, I’m sorry, may I call you Laura?”

Stifling her pain, she replied, “Of course, please do.”

“In light of what has happened, perhaps we could put off our business to another day?”

“If you don’t mind, Mr. Bailey, I’d really like to know what’s going on. I’ve travelled from Canberra for the day, and would prefer not to do it again, if possible. I told my boss I’d definitely be back at work tomorrow.”

She frowned. “Until I received your letter, I had no idea who my father was, let alone that he knew about me. I’d always been told he’d died before I was born. Besides, I hope it will take my mind off the pain in my arm.”

“I understand completely, Laura. So, we’ll discuss things while we wait for your medical attention.”

“Thanks.” 
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




Peter Bailey cleared his throat, put on a pair of glasses, and pulled a fat folder toward him. Opening it, he drew out several papers and a few envelopes—two quite large. He looked at her.

“Your father was Stuart McClain. It is my understanding from what Mr. McClain told me, that your mother’s name was Elizabeth Regis. You were adopted at birth by Miss Judy Keell.”

He peered at Laura over the top of his glasses and she indicated she knew as much.

“I only discovered this when my mother ... er ... Judy died ten months ago. I was looking for information to register her death, I found Judy’s birth certificate but couldn’t find a marriage certificate. I’d always assumed my parents had married. Then among the other papers I found my own birth certificate.”

“She never told you? That she wasn’t your birth mother?”

“No.”

“I imagine it came as a shock. So what do you know about your father?”

“Only what I read on the birth certificate. The name Stuart McClain in the section for father’s name. But then I read the name for my mother. It wasn’t Judy, it was Elizabeth Regis. I felt betrayed.”

“Laura, I’m so sorry. Judy should have told you.”

“She was a cold, emotionless woman, but I never suspected she wasn’t my mother. It rocked me, I can tell you, when I discovered my adoption certificate. I’m almost fifty-five, yet it hurt to know Judy hid it from me all those years.”

“It certainly would have come as a shock, at any age.”

“Do you know why? Why was I adopted? Why it was kept from me?”

“I know you were given up for adoption because Miss Regis’s family and Stuart’s would not allow them to marry, both were just sixteen. The two families insisted the child be adopted out, giving the two youngsters no say in the matter. In fact, Miss Regis’s family moved her while pregnant from here in Australia to Europe. Mr. McClain lost all contact with her.”

He shuffled through a few papers then spoke again. “Mr. McClain told me he never forgot about you, thinking it best not to search for you as a child, to infringe on your life. However, he couldn’t put you from his mind and recently had a change of heart. He told me he needed to find you. He’d never married and had no other children, nor any other living relatives.” 

Peter peeped over the top of his glasses. “I believe he wanted to reach out to you as he was getting older, to leave his estate to the only family he had. By then, he was a successful businessman who held a partnership in a large accountancy firm.”

“Oh. I...I never knew.”

“Two years ago he hired a private investigator to locate you. After a long search, eight months ago he discovered who had adopted you. But your adopted mother had recently died, and not wanting to upset your life at such a sad time, he watched you from afar. 

“His intention was to meet you, but business matters intruded. He was in the process of selling his share of the business, and he thought he had all the time in the world. He spoke with me around two months ago and had his will drawn up, making you sole beneficiary.” 

With a smile, he continued, “He told me he intended to make contact with you now everything had been settled legally and he thought your grief would be less harsh. But just three days later he became very ill. He had smoked all his life, ignored his coughing and wheezing. Unknown he’d developed advanced lung cancer. Unfortunately, being diagnosed far too late and despite drastic, aggressive treatment, he died within a few weeks.”

Laura gasped aloud, and Peter removed his glasses, gazing at her with kind eyes. 

“I do know he regretted giving you up and not searching for you earlier. He was thankful to know you were alive, and was extremely pleased to be able to leave his estate to you, to know you would never have any financial concerns.”

To think a few weeks ago I could have met my father but now he’s gone. The hollowness of what she had missed send Laura’s tears dripping down her cheeks. 

Peter Bailey stood, picked up the four envelopes and walked around to Laura, sitting alongside her on the settee. He passed her a box of tissues. 

“This envelope contains a letter from him,” he said softly, holding it out to her. She took it with a trembling hand. “He wrote it while in hospital when he realised he would never be able to meet you.”

Laura stared at the envelope, her only link with her father. She ran her finger over the writing—‘Laura, from your father.’

“These two envelopes contain the deeds to properties, keys, and all the necessary information relating to them. This other envelope is for the bank. It authorizes you to take over the accounts in his name.”

Peter’s words slowly sank in and she stared at him in shock.

“Properties? Bank?” Laura couldn’t think straight. There was no hiding her disbelief as she asked, “You mean he’s left me a house?”

“Yes, Laura, actually two properties. He had an apartment here in the city, as well as a house in the mountains. As I said, he was successful in his business endeavors and has left you a healthy bank balance of close to eight million dollars.”

Laura knew the blood drain from her face as she looked at Peter. For a moment, her head spun, and she wondered if she’d faint. Maybe she’d heard wrong.

“E ... eight mill ... million?”

He smiled kindly at her.

“Yes, Laura, eight million. He sold his business to his partners at the end, rather than force you to take over dealing with things. He told me it would be easier for you to have the cash rather than his share in the business.”

Laura cackled rather insanely remembering she’d hoped for a thousand dollars. She put her head in her right hand, her heart pounding. This was bizarre. 

Perhaps she was dreaming and would soon wake. But if it was a dream, why on earth did the pain in her wrist have to be so real? 

Just then, there was a knock at the door and Meredith appeared with two paramedics.

“Ah, gentlemen. Your patient.”
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Chapter Four
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Peter stood to make way for the two men, and walked back around his desk. He pulled a couple of sheets from the folder, sat back, and waited as one of the men examined Laura’s arm. It shocked her when he removed the ice pack. She’d thought there was a slight chance it was broken by the terrible pain, but now her wrist looked like some gigantic blob, colored in sickening shades of purple and red. She fought back the moans gathering in her throat. She knew if she let one out then many more would follow.

“I’d say your wrist is definitely broken, miss. Hopefully it’s just a simple break, and a few weeks in plaster will have you right again.”

His fingers pressed along her arm, the agony excruciating. The groan finally winning, Laura gave it its freedom as tears fled down her cheeks.

The paramedic took a tube from the other man, giving it to her. “Take a few deep pulls on this,” he said gently, “and it’ll help with the pain. I’ll have to straighten your arm and immobilize it.”

Laura gratefully followed his direction. He slit her jacket from the wrist to the shoulder then across to the neckline. Next to be cut was the sleeve of her top. Her ‘ouch’ as he painfully straightened the wrist made her look away. He bandaged her arm, put it into a sling, and then he packed up his equipment.

“Right, miss, let’s get you to hospital where they can X-ray this and put it into a proper cast.”

One paramedic collected their gear and left the room. Peter Bailey stood and came around the desk to sit alongside Laura.

“Laura, knowing you wish to get back to Canberra as soon as possible, can you please sign these couple of papers before you go? It’s just to say you’ve been handed everything. Unless you want to come back tomorrow.”

Feeling a little woozy from the medication, she mumbled, “No. I’ll do it now, please.”

She accepted the pen he held out to her and signed her name several times on various papers as Peter explained what each one was for.

“I’ll post out a copy of these rather than have you wait. The head office for the Bendigo Bank is located a few streets from here. It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Laura, although I wish it was under much better circumstances. Your father was a delightful man. We spend many hours socializing and I would like to think he considered me his friend.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bailey. I appreciate your help.”

“If there is anything you need, don’t hesitate to call. I’ll help all I can.”

“I will, thanks.”

“My contact information is on the cover letter, please call. I’m only too happy to assist you.”

The paramedic who had left now returned, pushing a wheelchair-type seat forward. The other medic helped her stand and awkwardly she shook hands with Peter before sitting. Peter picked up her bag and the four envelopes, carefully placing them inside before seating it on her lap. She smiled her thanks as she was taken out and down the lift to the waiting ambulance.

Seven hours later, she was back out on the street after being poked, prodded, X-rayed, and plastered. Fortunately for her, it was a clean break and wouldn’t need surgery. A temporary cast had been applied because of the size of her bloated arm. She’d have to see her own doctor as there was a chance her arm would swell even more. Regardless, she’d need the plaster changed in a few days. After seven to eight weeks in the cast she’d be right as rain.

Clumsily, she pulled out her mobile phone and sighed. It was almost ten, but she really didn’t want to make a four-hour train ride and then a bus trip in the dark. Not to mention, she had no idea if she actually would be able to catch a train back to Canberra this late at night. 

Tomorrow was September first, and she was cold and tired. She’d dumped her unsalvageable jacket at the hospital. Even though the sleeve on her warm top had also been cut, she had something over her. She pulled a scarf from her bag and managed to wrap it around her neck. She’d worn ankle boots and socks, keeping her feet warm. 

“Oh hell, on top of everything, I need to go to the bank and present the paperwork Peter Bailey’s given me.” 

Laura decided it would be better to stay in Sydney overnight and get everything sorted Friday morning before going home. Walking slowly along the busy street, she wondered where she could find a hotel for the night. She’d go to the bank first thing in the morning before catching the train. If she didn’t get things sorted tomorrow, she’d have to make another trip back to Sydney. 

Completely lost since she’d left the hospital, Laura flagged down a taxi.

“Is there a hotel near the Bendigo Bank head office, do you know?”

“There’s plenty in the same street. I’d say Travelodge would be the closest. It’s on the same street, almost opposite I think.”

“Thanks. Could you take me there, please?”

Laura sat back and twenty minutes later was standing outside a large hotel. Entering into the warm foyer, she hoped she could get a room rather than have to go back out onto the cold street. The pain medication now wearing off, Laura was tired, cold, sore—and mentally drained. Fortunately, there were several rooms available and Laura took one. 

As she walked to the elevator, she noticed a small gift shop still open. She bought a travel pack containing toothbrush, paste, and deodorant. Luckily, there were also a few clothes—very expensive, but Laura didn’t care.

She bought a new beige, long-sleeved knitted top to replace the cut one, at least she’d look respectable at the bank tomorrow. 

After riding the lift to the seventh floor, she walked into her room and threw her bag on the bed, sitting at its end. 

“What a fucking day!”

With one hand out of commission, Laura somehow managed to get her boots and socks off. As she’d skipped breakfast, she called room service ordering a meal of roast chicken and vegetables, along with a pot of coffee. While she waited, she pulled out the four envelopes from Peter Bailey.

“Oh hell, how stupid am I? I could have stayed in the apartment I’ve just inherited. Damn, I’m just not thinking straight.”

She opened the envelope, tipped the contents onto the bed, and studied the address, but it left her in the dark. Her home was in Canberra and this was Sydney. She had no idea of the city layout. It just said The Towers, Barangaroo Avenue, Sydney, and the apartment number. Tomorrow, she’d ask at the reception desk for a map of the city and see if she could pinpoint the address. The other envelope had an address for a place in Kurmond—wherever that was.

“I assume my father had mortgages so I’ll sell the places and pay them off. I certainly wouldn’t want to live here in Sydney CBD.”

She rubbed her forehead, the day now overwhelming her. A knock on the door. She pushed the papers to one side and opened the door, letting in the man with her meal. After thanking then locking the door behind him, Laura settled at the small table to eat. After finishing her late meal, at last she slit open the envelope she’d put off reading. 

Dear Laura, she read.

This is not how I wanted things to work out but ...
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Tobias left Peter’s office and walked back into the reception area. Julian sat on the edge of the receptionist’s desk, flirting outrageously. For a man almost sixty, he always seemed to melt any woman, but then he was extremely good-looking, with an outgoing, generous personality. He looked across as Tobias entered.

“Got things settled with the lovely lady and Uncle Pete?”

Tobias just growled at him and stormed out of the office. Julian followed, catching up to Tobias at the lifts.

“Not taking the stairs?” he asked cheerfully.

“Shut up, Julian.”

It was obvious these two knew each other very well. “Must be awkward,” Julian quipped.

There was silence for a minute or so. Then, Tobias glared at his friend and asked, “Okay, I’ll bite, what’s awkward?”

Julian replied gravely, “Elephants climbing those stairs, very steep and narrow, especially for bull elephants.”

Tobias took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and shook his head. The lift arrived and the two men entered as Tobias tried hard not to snicker. The corners of his eyes crinkled as he sucked on the inside of his mouth. Julian always had the knack of making him laugh. 

“Damn, I hope that arm of hers is okay.” Julian then spoke more casually. “She’s a very attractive woman, don’t you think?” 

“I didn’t notice.”

“Ha. That’d be a first—you not noticing a beautiful woman, Toby.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, she was too busy reaming me out for me to take note of her looks.”

“Bet that turned you on big time.” Tobias made sure he didn’t react. Julian added wistfully, “She had lovely brown eyes.”

“They were light blue, more aqua actually.”

“Ha! Thought you didn’t notice her?”

Annoyed he’d given himself away, he walked out onto the street with Julian in time to see an ambulance pull up in front of the building. Damn, I hope she’s okay.

Tobias and Julian entered a dark saloon car parked nearby. “Back to the office, Frank, please.”

“Certainly, Mr. Duncan.”

“Shame you won’t see her again, just to check whether her eyes were blue or aqua,” Julian said.

“I gave her my card, told her to contact me, said I’d pay her expenses.”

Julian snorted.

“What?”

“Very noble of you.”

“You don’t think she’ll ring?”

“No.”

Tobias was silent for ten minutes then pulled out his mobile. “Uncle Peter? How’s the woman?”

“Very distressed and in a lot of pain. The ambulance people are certain the wrist is broken.”

“They are? Damn. When she rings me, I can sort out her medical expenses.”

He heard his uncle chuckle before saying, “She won’t be ringing, Toby. She threw your card in one of my potted plants without giving it a glance.”

“What! Fuck...”

“Tobias!”

“Oops. Sorry, Uncle. Can you give me her name and number?”

“Certainly not,” he answered sternly. “That would be most unethical of me, and you cannot expect me to give you information on every beautiful woman I have in my office.”

“But Uncle, I just want to make sure she’s okay and arrange payment.”

“If she decides you should pay, I’m quite sure she will contact me.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay.”

There was a short silence. Then his uncle said rather smugly, “However, if she does ring, I will pass on your concerns and I will let you know.”

“You will? Thank you. Bye.”

Tobias turned to Julian. “The ambos said her wrist was broken.”

“So what else?”

“She threw the card I gave her into a pot plant without even looking at it.”

Julian burst out laughing. “Oh, that’s perfect.”

Tobias sulked the rest of the journey. In just those few minutes, she’d gotten under his skin. But now there was no chance they’d ever meet again. When they arrived back at the office building Tobias owned, he slammed the car door closed so hard the noise echoed in the street. He and Julian had been using this building as their main office for many years, until the large complex at Marsden Park had been completed. They’d only been using this Sydney office while their latest takeover was in progress. Next week, they’d go back to the new head office building. 

If Julian thought Tobias was angry as he stormed through the building, he never mentioned it, but Tobias kept thinking back to the harsh words Miss Keell had thrown at him. He knew he deserved every one of them, but it didn’t sit easily with him. At the same time, it had turned him on to see her so angry, so in control. The way she’d stared with undisguised disapproval sent shivers down his spine.

On top of that, he couldn’t get those amazing eyes out of his head, not to mention the fact he thought she was very beautiful. Silver-gray hair swept up into a loose, messy sort of bun, and she had the type of figure Tobias always lusted after—lots of curves, heavy, full breasts. He shut his eyes for a moment as they rode the lift to the top floor, trying to recall everything about her. She was a gorgeous, plus-size woman dressed in tailored black pants, a creamy-colored top that showed off those wonderful tits, and a warm black jacket. 

Julian nudged him. “So what are you going to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t play dumb, Toby. I know that look on your face. She got under your skin in more ways than one.”

“Well, it’s immaterial. Uncle Peter refused to give me her address, told me it was unethical among other reasons.”

“Well, that’s a bloody pain.”

The elevator doors opened and the two men stepped out. Julian followed Tobias into his office and threw himself on one of the leather visitor chairs. Loosening his tie, Tobias sat behind the desk, leaned back, and propped his feet on the top.

“So everything’s organized for the purchase?”

“Yep, all done. We now own Rebuilt Constructions and all their subsidiaries.”

Tobias sighed heavily. “I am so bloody glad that’s over. Ten long months of negotiating.”

“Can’t say as I blame them for wanting the best price, it is a very good construction firm.”

“Yeah, I know.” Tobias sat up, dropping his feet back onto the floor. “So I suppose I owe you dinner now.”

“At the very least. You can give me a raise, as well. I just increased the assets by the tidy tune of another five million dollars.”

“Can’t give you a raise, you’re a bloody partner.”

“Damn, can’t blame a guy for trying.”

Tobias glanced over the desk at his friend. 

Julian Whitmore was his right-hand man, a solicitor by trade, but a canny businessman through years of dealing with Tobias’s evergrowing company. He was one year older than Tobias’s fifty-seven years, but certainly didn’t look or act it. Julian was six foot, extremely attractive with silver hair and a pleasing smile. He always seemed to be laughing, which added to his charm. 

“We’ve done good, haven’t we, Jules?” he said remembering what it was like in his teens. He and Julian had grown up in Mount Druitt, a housing commission estate with a bad reputation in Sydney’s western suburbs.

“That we have, my friend, that we have.”

“We really are very lucky. Who’d have guessed when we went to uni, me studying building and structural engineering and you law, we’d end up here.”

When Tobias had started his first building company, he’d asked Julian to do the legal side of things. Since then the two had worked together with Julian becoming Tobias’s partner twenty years ago. Tobias’s uncle, Peter Bailey, who’d married his aunt, now handled most of the legal stuff for the company when they were in takeover mode.

“Very lucky. Now we own one of the largest commercial, residential building, and construction companies in the southern hemisphere.”

“I still pinch myself sometimes,” Tobias grinned at his friend. He had only a rough idea of his wealth, but it was well over two-hundred-million—not bad for a boy who’d come from the wrong side of the tracks. 

Julian stared at the ceiling then looked back at Tobias. “Do you miss not being married?”

“Where’d that come from?”

Julian shrugged. “I do. I know I’ve sworn never to marry again, but it’s lonely. Nothing beats having someone to come home to.” He’d been divorced twice and sworn off marriage since the last divorce when he was twenty-nine.

“I guess so. My only foray into the marriage game, except for my beautiful daughter Melanie, was the biggest mistake of my life.”

“Yeah, well, I’d have to agree with that. Why on earth you married Cheryl Turner at the age of eighteen is beyond me.”

“Yes, well, it’s beyond me, too. It seemed like a good idea at the time, she was pregnant and we figured it would be a breeze.”

Julian laughed. “Hell, it didn’t even last a year.”

“Yep, just ten months. She discovered she didn’t really like me and the feeling was mutual.”

Julian eyed his friend. “Bout time you found someone to settle down with.”

“Got anyone in mind?”

“Shame that nice lady thought you were an elephant, she’d be perfect for you. Mind you she got it right about the type of elephant—a charging bull one.”

“Oh, you’re on fire today.”

Julian pulled a silly face and grinned. “I know.”

“Anyway, I have someone to come home to at night.”

“Oh right. I forgot,” Julian replied sarcastically. “But I’m not sure Stinky and Cally count.”

“Why not?”

“We’re talking about human companionship, not two bloody hyper boxer dogs.”

“Well, I have Dad. He’s human.”

Julian’s answer was just a snort as a soft tap sounded on the door and Tobias’s PA came in. Alice Lewis had been with the company almost thirty years, and what she didn’t know about it wasn’t worth knowing.

“Ah, here she is, the light of my life. When are you going to leave that husband of yours and come live in sin with me?”

“I’m not that crazy, Julian.”

Julian clasped his hands over his heart and closed his eyes briefly. “Ah, the pain of rejection.”

Tobias rolled his eyes and said, “Ignore him, Alice. He thinks he’s a comedian today. What’s happening?”

“Peter Bailey’s secretary rang as soon as you signed all the paperwork. I’ve notified the client everything’s been finalised, and he said to thank you for the smooth transition. As well, the multistorey project in North Richmond has been greenlit by the council at last, so we’re finally ready to go.”

“Now that’s good news. They certainly took their time approving it. Get onto the architect and the building supervisor and arrange a meeting early next week. Then speak with the client about things. Tell them we can have their meeting at North Richmond.”

“Will do. Anything else?”

“Not at the moment, Alice. Think we all deserve an early mark. It’s gone three, let the staff know, and they can go home now.”

“Thanks, I’ll tell them.”

“By the way, did you end up finding a place, Alice?”

“Three, actually. Jim and I are going to look at them again tomorrow afternoon. One’s almost across the main road from the Marsden Park precinct, one’s in Windsor Downs, but the one I really like is in Colebee. It’s less than five minutes’ drive. Just been built and it’s got plenty of room for the kids.”

“Let us know which you prefer so we can do the site inspection. I’m really happy you’re coming with us Alice,” Tobias said honestly.

She laughed. “I don’t think I’d want to break in a new boss after all these years. Anyway, I’ve been at Jim for ages to move out from the city. This was the perfect excuse.”

“Well, I’m very glad, too.”

She left the room as Tobias yawned and stretched. Julian stood.

“What about you, Toby, you still looking?”

“Yeah, can’t seem to find the right place. I want something big enough for the dogs to have a great yard to run around in, plus with dad living with me, I don’t want both of us on top of each other, we’d drive each other crazy.”

“Maybe you should’ve just built something like I did. It’d be finished now.”

“Yeah, I know but I don’t want to start building now, it’d be another year before I could move in. I just hope I can find something I like soon.”

“So do I, for your sake. It’s about fifty-eight k’s from Freshwater to Marsden Park, and you’ll hate driving in all that traffic twice a day. Peak hour traffic sucks big time, take you an hour and a half if not longer in all probability, not to mention the bloody tolls each way.”

“I’m trying to forget. How’s the sale going on your place?”

“The contracts have been exchanged on my unit here in the city. The final touches are being done on the new house. I’m really glad I found that land. The place looks great. I know I’m going to love living at Windsor Downs. Man, I will be so glad to get out of Sydney.”

“Me, too. I really hate living here. It was great when I was younger, but now I just want the peace and quiet of the countryside. I like the Freshwater house, but I hate driving into the city every day. That’s why I rented the apartment here for the three months. My house is nice, in fact, but it’s just not where I really want to be now.”

“Ha ha, we must be getting old.”

Tobias looked over at his friend and laughed. He was right. 

“Come on, old man. I’ll take you out for an early dinner since we both skipped lunch. Then we can go home and sleep in front of the television.”

The two men wandered down to their favorite watering hole and after a drink, had a leisurely meal. It was close to seven when they parted company. Tobias walked to the rented apartment not far from the office. He and Julian had been putting in long hours, so he’d only been traveling back to his home each weekend. His father, now seventy-nine, had been looking after the house. His father’s youngest sister, Fiona, had come over from England for a visit and had been staying there as well for the past two months. She was going home on the weekend so it would be just Tobias, his father, and the dogs again.
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Chapter Six
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Tobias couldn’t rid his mind of the woman. All he knew was her last name—Keell. Uncle Peter had said her first name, but Tobias had been concentrating on her too much to remember what he’d said. 

Why the hell did Uncle have to be so pedantic? 

Why couldn’t he give Tobias her phone number or address?

He wondered why she had dropped the business card in the flower pot without even looking at it. Doesn’t augur well for any chance to meet. Still, it was time to be realistic—he probably wouldn’t see her again.

After checking in with his father and his aunt, Tobias pulled out his laptop after telling them he’d be home tomorrow night. Once again, he scrolled through all the properties for sale between Windsor and the new office. And again, none struck his fancy. He was beginning to think maybe he’d have to just buy acreage and build. The downside of that was it would take over twelve months by the time he found the land, got building approval, and then built.

The funny thing he had an image in his mind of what the house should look like. Maybe he should have taken Julian’s advice three years ago and had his daughter Melanie draw up plans to build. 

“Oh well, too late now.” 

He decided if he hadn’t found anything by January, he’d need to seriously consider building.

Closing down his computer, he made a cup of tea and sprawled on the lounge chair after turning on the television. It filled up a few mindless hours before he dragged himself off to bed, only to spend the night dreaming of aqua eyes, lots of pleasantly plump curves, and full breasts. A stern, but very sexy female voice, kept telling him what to do to her and how to do it—damn, he had it bad.

Next morning after showering, trimming his beard, and dressing in jeans, Friday’s usual casual dress, Tobias headed into the office. When he arrived, Alice greeted him with a handful of files and a mug of coffee. Today they’d work through the last of the takeover, and assign someone to work with the staff of the old company. 

Tobias was extremely glad no one would be forced out of a job, Rebuilt Constructions had ample work on their books to ensure everyone’s job was safe. They employed almost two hundred people across Australia, but Tobias would assign a manager from his staff to work with theirs to make the transition as smooth as possible.

Later in the afternoon, he got a call from his uncle.

“Toby? I spoke with Miss Keell and she agrees with me to send you an account for one thousand dollars.”
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Chapter Seven
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Dear Laura, she read.

This is not how I wanted everything to work out, but I guess things don’t always go the way you want them to. I’m sure you have lots of questions and I’d hoped to be able to answer them in person. Instead, I’ll try to second guess what you’re going to ask.

Yes, I loved your mother—loved her dearly, but our parents thought we were too young to understand what love really was and the responsibilities that come with trying to raise a child. Lizzie’s parents sent her away to Europe as soon as they knew she was pregnant. I tried to keep in contact with her but she never replied. I’m certain her letters and mine were intercepted by our parents and destroyed. Over the years, I tried to find out what happened to her but without success. I traced the family to Paris, but of Lizzie, I couldn’t find anything else.

I started a little business when I left school doing odd jobs for people while I studied accountancy. When I got my degree, I found a few clients. Over the years, it grew and grew until I had branches throughout New South Wales, with almost one hundred staff under me, and two business partners. We were pretty successful and I wanted for nothing—except you. Never did I forget about the child I’d help bring into the world. I didn’t know if you were a girl or a boy, knew absolutely nothing about you.

I did search but your adoption records were sealed and foolishly I let it go. I was stupid, I should have tried harder. I should have searched for you earlier, but I didn’t want to invade your life. Didn’t want you to hate me for giving you up without a fight. But lately, I’d come to realise family is the most important thing in life.

I recently hired a private investigator to try to find you and see if he would have more luck than me in locating Lizzie. He couldn’t find your birth mother, but was able to track you down. It was just after your adopted mother died. Again, I was stupid. I backed off, not wanting to confront you with the fact I was your long-lost father, not when you were grieving.

I have to admit I was tickled pink when I discovered you were a bookkeeper, genes at play maybe.

Anyway, I intended to reach out to you a few months later, but first I’d decided to sell my share of the business. As I was getting older and spending less time in the office, I finally decided to retire. Also, I didn’t want you to be saddled with a business. 

Peter Bailey organised my will, leaving everything I had to you. Peter is a longtime business acquaintance, and a good friend, we knew each other quite well. I filled Peter in on my reasons for everything. 

Of course, just when you think things are going to work out fine someone tosses a spanner in the works.

I guess we were just never destined to meet, but know this Laura—I love you. I have always loved you, and if there had been some way to meet you in the last few weeks I would have grabbed the chance. Instead, I was hooked up to a bloody machine getting filled with poison. Trying to prolong my life just long enough to finally meet you.

My only consolation is the knowledge you’ll be financially secured for the rest of your life.

The apartment in the city is worth at least four and a half million, probably more now. If I were you, I’d sell it. Peter Bailey can help you get the best price. I was actually intending to sell it and move out permanently to Kurmond. Neither place is mortgaged.

As I said, I cashed in the business, so the money can be invested, or spent—your choice. Again, if you decide to invest some of it, Peter can point you in the right direction.

The house in Kurmond—tough one. 

You’ll think I must have been a crazy old man but I built that house about a year and a half ago in the hopes I would find you and we could live in it together. It’s a truly beautiful house set on ten acres, that’s about four hectares in the new scale. It’s big—probably too big for an old man, but I had dreams. Four bedrooms, four bathrooms, and a guest house. There are even koalas and kangaroos living in the bush around it, and lyrebirds, lots of possums, and other animals. 

If you prefer to stay in Canberra, I totally understand. You should get around two and a half million for it. It was always just an old man’s daydream.

What else can I tell you?

I’m sure you have thousands of questions and I just can’t answer them. I’m so sorry. 

The private investigator followed a few leads when he searched for your mother, but they all fizzled out. My parents are long gone and I was an only child, so there is no other family. I’m so sorry.

I guess there’s nothing more to say except never, never think you weren’t in my mind. I don’t think a day went by when I didn’t think about you. Funny, I’d always imagine you were a beautiful girl with the amazing light blue eyes of your mother and you are.

There’s so much I want to know about you, so many places I’d love to take you to see. Instead the bloody spanner has jammed it all up. Even when I got the cancer diagnosis, I never thought in a million years I’d only have weeks left. 

I wish I could have held you in my arms just once.

I wish I could have told you how much I’ve always loved you.

I wish...

I love you so very dearly, your father. xxxx
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By the end of the letter, Laura cried so hard, her tears blurred all the words together. There was so much she needed to ask, wanted to ask, but it was too late. She actually fell asleep sobbing and woke up at around two in the morning. After using the bathroom, she stripped. She took a couple of the pain killers the hospital had given her, her arm so sore, and climbed back into bed, sleeping through until eight. After one of the most awkward showers she’d ever had, Laura dressed in her dirty clothes and the clean top. She gathered all the papers, deciding after sorting things out in the bank that she’d go to the apartment. Whether she’d be able to sell it furnished or not, she’d have to see what was in it. Laura picked up her shoulder bag. Going to the reception, Laura spoke to the concierge.

“Do you have a map of the city, please?”

“Certainly, miss.” He pulled out a large folded map with places for sightseeing marked on it. “This covers the whole of the city. Was there anywhere in particular you wanted to see?”

“Where is Barangaroo Avenue? Is it nearby?”

“It’s opposite Darling Harbour.” 

He opened the map, pointed it out to Laura and marked it with a pen. She thanked him and went outside. It was a cold winter’s day and an icy chill crept into her bones. Walking briskly along the street and across the road, she entered the bank. 

After speaking with a teller explaining her identity and the account name, Laura was asked to take a seat until a representative could see her. Ten minutes later, she was ushered into an office by a man and introduced to a young woman named Denise Albury. Laura handed over the papers from Peter Bailey. Denise began reading through them. As she finished, the man came back with a tray and set it on the edge of the desk.

“Tea or coffee, miss?”

Surprised, Laura murmured, “Um. I’ll have a white coffee, thanks. Two sugars.”

After pouring her coffee and placing the cup and saucer within reach of her right hand, he left the room. 

Wow, she thought, Never got this treatment in a bank before. Must be the millions that do it.

“Right, everything seems to be in order. Just let me bring up the details of the account.”

Laura waited as Denise logged into her computer and studied the screen. She checked the papers against the screen then smiled at Laura.

“Things all match, so we can transfer the account into your name. Do you have identification on you?”

Awkwardly, Laura rummaged in her wallet and passed over her driver’s license and Medicare card. She also pulled out her Visa card and gave that to Denise as well. As Laura watched, she filled out paperwork. Once done, she had Laura sign in several places. 

After a few more entries on the computer, she glanced back at Laura. “All done. It’s now in your name.”

“That was easy.”

“I see you have an account with the Commonwealth bank. Do you intend to transfer this account to them, or keep both?”

Laura could tell the woman hoped she’d stay with them and it did make sense to her.

“Actually, I’d rather close the Commonwealth one and have everything in this bank. I’m guessing you have branches in Canberra.”

“Yes, we have a number of branches there. We have branches all over Australia. We can certainly help you with that. Would you like me to arrange a credit card for you?”

“Yes, please. How long would it take for me to get it?”

“About ten days. Would you like our basic black or our platinum rewards card?”

“What’s the difference?”

Denise explained about the two cards. “You’d become eligible for rewards with the platinum. Things like reserved concert tickets, luxury hotel offers. It’s a good choice.” 

Laura could see having the platinum would be an advantage.

“I’ll take the platinum.”

“I think you’ll be pleased, the benefits are excellent and far outweigh the fees. I’ll just get you to fill in this application form.”

Laura filled in the paperwork for the credit card. She’d transfer and close the old Commonwealth bank account once the new card arrived.

“Would you like me to set up online banking for you?”

“Oh, yes please. That would make it so much easier.”

A few more minutes on the computer. The woman twisted the screen around and stood.

“If you’d like to click ‘login’ and then change your password, it will be activated.”

She left the room. Laura followed her directions, examining the screen. She read the balance—seven million, nine hundred, and ninety-four thousand dollars and a few odd cents. Add to that the almost two grand she had in her bank account, although that was fast disappearing with taxi rides, clean blouses, and hotel fees. 

Then it hit her. Oh my God, I’m a multimillionaire! It seemed unbelievable.

She logged out and closed down the screen with a shaky hand. A few moments later, the woman returned.

“All done?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

“Oh. Um ... yes. I’ll need some extra cash. Can I withdraw a thousand?” 

She’d come to realize sorting out the apartment would take some time, figuring it would be best to stay in it until at least Monday before returning home. It would give her time to make some decisions but she’d need clothing 

“Of course.” Denise arranged for the withdrawal then asked if Laura needed anything else.

“Not at the moment. This is a lot to take in.” 

The woman gave her a genuine smile saying, “I’m sure it is. Your card should arrive within the ten days I mentioned. If you have any concerns or need information, please don’t hesitate to call us. We can always help you with anything financial.” She handed over a pamphlet. “This gives you our web address, and my direct number is written on it in case you need anything. We have excellent financial advisors, if you need one.”
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