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Chapter One




Christian Kelly cried at funerals. For a man who never wept it had been an appalling discovery. He figured the combination of somber hymns, gentle sobbing and church rituals struck some sentimental Irish chord and caused him to blubber like a baby.

He solved the problem by never attending funerals, which solidified his reputation as a hardened sinner. So it was a testament to his affection for Muriel Medina Rose that he came back to the New Zealand hometown he loathed, wearing the darkest pair of shades he could find, and stole into the last pew midway through a stirring rendition of “When the Saints Go Marching In.”

Kezia Rose appreciated the irony. Knew her grandmother would have, too. Still, it started a fit of giggles she fought to control—hysteria wasn’t far away. It didn’t help that she stood in full view of the congregation, shaky hands clasped, waiting to do her reading.

She dug one spiky heel into the top of her other foot until tears came to her eyes. Then looked at the coffin and had to force them back. Not yet. Not until she’d done her grandmother proud.

Why hadn’t she expected him?

When she felt herself under control, Kezia looked again, coolly now, to where Christian sat, a big-city cat among country pigeons. Maturity had chiseled his features back to strong bone, his thick black hair finally tamed by an expensive cut. Beneath a pair of reflective sunglasses he held his full mouth tight, almost disdainful. In thrall to a newer, stronger grief, she looked—and was not burned. A small sigh of relief escaped her.

The music faltered to a stop in that ragtag way of amateurs and the minister gave her the signal. Three steps to the podium, deep breath. She found her place in the Bible’s tissue-thin pages.

Her voice cracked on the first line; she stopped. Began again, one word at a time, found a rhythm, shut out emotion. The mantle of responsibility soothed her, reminded her who she was. A pillar of the community—teacher, chair of numerous country guilds, churchgoer. New owner of a hundred-year-old ramshackle hotel in Waterview.

The bone-dry Hauraki Plains town had sprung up around the Waterview pub, both named by Kezia’s Irish forbears in a fit of whimsy and not—as Christian had once joked—to provoke a powerful thirst in the locals.

Not thinking about him right now.

The words on the page ran out; the last full stop looked like a bullet hole signaling the end of one of the happiest times of her life. Dazed, she looked up to see Christian, in classic Armani, disappear through the arched church doors. And she was glad. Glad he’d made the effort to come, gladder he’d left without making contact. She had enough to cope with today without saying goodbye to someone else she had loved.

And lost.

* * *

Christian stumbled toward the car park, barely able to see through his fogged sunglasses. Damn it! Temples pounding, he groped through the open window of his car for a box of tissues, yanked off the shades and mopped up the damage. Kezia’s fault. The first break in her voice had brought a lump to his throat, then her words—thin, brave and clear—had sliced at his self-control like stiletto knives until he had to get out of there.

He swung around to face the gabled church and glared at its white clapboards and gray iron roof, mottled with lichen. An old-fashioned church, gravestone companions rising to the left, rose beds to the right in a riotous clash of pinks, reds and yellows. Whoever had planted the damn things had been color blind. Funny he’d never noticed that when he was growing up.

But he remembered the scent. Sweet. Lush with summer heat. He’d always been attracted to women wearing floral scents—now he knew why.

Kezia.

In a prudish black suit at odds with her body. He was annoyed at his relief that she still wore her dark hair long. Of course he’d expected her to still be beautiful in that remote, untouchable way that had once driven him mad—but that no longer attracted him. He preferred easy women these days, easy to win, easy to leave. He’d even expected to feel something when he saw her again. A backwash of teenage emotions agitated by shared grief. A reflex, no more. Like crying at funerals.

He hadn’t expected to be irked by her lack of recognition. Christian grimaced at his egotism. Maybe Miss September had been right. He was shallow and self-centered. Beholden to no woman and proud of it.

Then why was he wiping away tears in the backwater he’d left in anger fourteen years ago? Wearily he replaced his sunglasses and turned back toward the car park.

Beholden to one woman, then. Muriel Medina Rose. A surrogate mother to a motherless boy—when he’d let her. Which hadn’t been as often as she would have liked.

He’d loved that old woman.

Loved taking her out gambling on the rare occasions she visited the city. She, outrageously provocative in an ancient fox-fur stole with its glassy eyes and tidy paws draped nonchalantly over one shoulder and carrying an equally impolitic diamante-studded cigarette holder. He, in his sharpest suit, entertaining his best girl with his wildest stories.

And not even residual bitterness toward her granddaughter—and this hick town—could keep him from paying his last respects.

“Christian Kelly.”

His hand on the car door handle, Christian turned, an easy smile disguising his irritation. “Don—how are you?” He reached for the lawyer’s hand, still as dry as he remembered. In fact, everything about the sandy-haired old man suggested he was slowly crumbling into dust, from the furrowed jowls and droopy eyelids to the rounded shoulders and widow’s hump.

Except he’d looked like this twenty years ago when he’d first represented Christian in the local courthouse. They’d come to know each other well in a resigned “not you again” sort of way until Muriel stepped in and Christian’s life as a juvenile delinquent came to an unceremonious end.

“Sad day, sad day.” The lawyer shook his head. “Good to see you here, though. Muriel would have liked it and it saves me a stamp.” Christian tried to make the connection but failed.

“The will,” Don explained kindly. “Or rather, the letter. She was most particular about you getting the letter.”

“I thought her heart attack was unexpected?” The notion that Muriel’s final illness might have been deliberately kept from him increased his sense of misuse.

Don glanced back as though to ensure he hadn’t been followed, and Christian remembered the man had a flair for the dramatic. “Doc told her two months ago she could keel over anytime,” he confided, “but she didn’t want a fuss. Told Kezia she was retiring to get her to take over running the hotel. When the end came, my girl was playing bridge—a glass of whiskey in one hand and a grand slam in the other.”

Their eyes met. The two men exchanged the “Muriel smile”—equal parts tribute and frustration. Over at the church, the organ started up with a wheeze and voices rose in song for the final hymn. Christian’s hand tightened on the car keys.

Don noticed. “Nice Bentley. A Continental GT, if I’m not mistaken.” He ran a finger across the silver-gray bonnet, his rheumy eyes twinkling. “A bit understated for you isn’t it?”

“It’s my funeral car,” said Christian.

“You have another?”

“One or two.” He looked at Don’s shocked expression and grinned. “Four altogether.”

Don opened the door, inhaled the smell of expensive leather with relish. “Well, you can give me a lift to the wake in this one. Damned if I’m going to watch them bury her.”

Christian’s grin faded. “I wasn’t planning on staying.”

“An hour won’t kill you,” growled the old man. “Muriel put a fine whiskey aside for this. The least you can do is toast her memory. Then we’ll step into my office and do the handover.”

Don Muldoon, being a pragmatist, owned the building adjoining the hotel. “Be where your customers are,” was his maxim. He’d even gone so far as to add an interconnecting door, fueling gossip about the true nature of his relationship with Muriel, which both had reveled in.

He’d miss her badly. Christian wished he hadn’t thought of that, wished he’d just handed the old codger some money for postage and left the dairy-farming flatland behind him—with a squeal of tires for old times’ sake. But he still owed Don for keeping his secret. Sighing, he crossed to open the passenger door. “Thirty minutes.” Then wondered if his sympathy had been misplaced when Don winked at him. “I’m sure even you and Kezia can exchange pleasantries for that long.”

* * *

Kezia nearly dropped the cupcakes when she pushed through the saloon doors into the cool dimness of the lounge bar and saw Christian leaning against the fireplace mantel, flanked by her grandmother’s elderly cronies.

The afternoon rays beamed through the stained-glass window and fell in prisms on the group. Bernice May was yellow, Don Muldoon, green, and Christian—very appropriately, she thought—glowed red. But nothing could leach the color from those extraordinary eyes—pupils like black atolls in a sea of Pacific blue. Eyes measuring her reaction as she measured his, each looking for a cue from the other.

Kezia rearranged the pink-iced sponges that had tumbled off their pyramid while she decided how she felt. So many times over the years, and in so many moods—hope, despair, righteous anger—she had imagined this meeting. Even when she no longer loved him she’d fantasized about what psychologists called closure and Kezia called having the last word. How ironic that in this maelstrom of grief for her grandmother she felt…nothing.

Across the room he smiled at her and her heart remembered why she’d loved him, while her mind thanked God she’d got over him. One woman could never hold a man with a smile like that. There were shadows under those intensely blue eyes, she noticed, and shadows in them. Through her numbness she saw an understanding of her grief, and she frowned because she didn’t want to connect with anyone ever again. Least of all Christian.

Civil, she decided, putting the plate on a sideboard already groaning under the weight of cakes and club sandwiches. She would be civil. As she headed toward the group, holding out a hand in greeting, Kezia returned Christian’s smile. “How nice of you to make the trip.” She heard how facile that sounded even before his eyes narrowed. “Nice” had never applied to Christian. He made no move to take her hand. “I mean, Nana would have appreciated it.” Even now, trying to retrieve the situation, she’d put the stress on the wrong word. The unspoken implication—but I don’t!—hung in the air. Kezia stared up at him helplessly. “Will you please just shake my hand?”

“I don’t think we need to be that formal.” Christian put down his glass and drew her into an embrace that was half awkward, wholly familiar and so full of reluctant sympathy that she was torn between burying her face in his broad shoulder and never coming out and giving him a sharp slap for his insensitivity.

She jerked away to see his eyes leveling the same accusation at her and realized with a shock that she was being selfish. Others suffered, perhaps as much.

On an impulse she took his hands—big and broad with long, tapered fingers—and cradled them, trying to ignore the frisson of awareness that passed between them. “How are you coping?”

Christian removed his hands, reached for his glass. “Like a man,” he said lightly. “Work harder, play harder.”

She remembered the tabloids and couldn’t resist the temptation. “How is Miss September?”

His eyes gleamed. “I’m between months at the moment.”

A laugh, almost painful through disuse, escaped her.

“Toast Muriel with us,” said Don approvingly. “We’re celebrating her life by telling outrageous stories about her.”

Oh, that sounded tempting. But Kezia eased her shoulders back. “I need to pour coffee and serve food.”

“No, Kez.” Christian handed her a glass. “You need a stiff drink and to talk to old—” he paused “—friends. Let someone else dole out the culinary relics.”

“Keep your voice down. Everyone brought food,” Kezia cautioned. They hadn’t parted friends but if Christian had the manners to pretend otherwise then so did she.

“And I was one of those volunteers,” said Bernice May tartly. She poked Christian in the ribs with a bony finger and pointed to the fairy bread on the mahogany bar beside them—thin triangles of white bread topped with multicolored sprinkles embedded in thick yellow butter. In the heat, the corners were as curled as Aladdin’s slippers.

“Bernice May, you’ve been peddling that crap ever since I can remember.” Unrepentant, Christian refilled the old lady’s empty glass. “You’re a terrible cook and you know it.”

“Bernice May is famous for her fairy bread,” Kezia insisted, biting into one. Sugar balls grated against her teeth.

“She’s always saving people’s feelings,” explained Bernice May complacently, watching Kezia try to swill down the sprinkles with whiskey. The combination was indescribably foul but it took Kezia’s mind off Christian’s raised eyebrow. “Anyway, I thought you were a ladies’ man these days,” the old lady complained. “Where’s your legendary charm?”

“Saved for ladies,” said Christian.

Kezia choked midsip but Bernice May laughed until she cried and ended up wiping away most of her penciled eyebrows. “Come home, Christian,” she suggested. “With Muriel gone we need another hell-raiser to keep this town interesting. Don’t we, Kezia?”

“Yes,” said Kezia, emboldened by his instinctive recoil. “Come home, Christian. Swap the penthouse for a farmhouse, the Bentley for a tractor and your tourism empire for a pitchfork. I believe there are at least three single women for you to date.” She realized she was enjoying herself in a perverse way, taking on someone who could match her, whose feelings she couldn’t hurt, even if she wanted to. But she was also appalled at her meanness—and at a time like this.

“Do you count yourself, Kez? If so, we’ll have to drop that number back to two. I never date the same woman twice.”

“And I never repeat the same mistake twice.” Somehow the fun had gone out of it. “What makes you think I’m single anyway?”

“You’re doing this alone,” said Christian, and Kezia fell back into the bleak present. Carefully, she put down her glass. “I should mingle,” she said, and saw quick remorse in Christian’s eyes.

“Kez—”

Don interrupted. “First I need you both in my office to go over the finer details of Muriel’s estate.”

“Why?” Bernice May’s voice echoed Kezia’s.

“It’ll be private in my office,” Don added pointedly.

Kezia shot a suspicious look at Christian. He shrugged. “No idea. But let’s get this over with. It’s time I left.”

She needed no further convincing. “Okay.” Besides, pretty soon she’d need to cry. He had to be gone before that.

* * *

Don didn’t beat around the bush. He pulverized it.

Mentally, Kezia collected all the pieces and tried to fit them together. “The hotel is verging on bankruptcy because Nana’s had a bad run on the horses?”

“It appears Muriel remortgaged some years ago but most of the capital was spent on meeting running costs, interest payments and, later, medical bills. When her health started deteriorating she obviously panicked and bet on the track to try to recoup that money.” Don shuffled papers on his battered desk. “Which is exactly the sort of harebrained scheme Muriel would adopt rather than admit she needed help. I’m sorry, Kezia.”

“There’s nothing for you to be sorry about,” she said perfunctorily, still trying to take in the enormity of his disclosure. “No wonder she retained bookkeeping when I took over two months ago.” Swallowing her terror, she asked, “Can I trade out of this?”

“Maybe. If you can come up with a good enough business plan to satisfy the bank and follow it up with solid results.”

“I’ll give you the money you need.” She’d forgotten Christian was there, half hidden by the side wings of an old green leather chair.

“No.” Her response was instinctive; her brain caught up and approved it seconds later.

Christian looked at Don. “How much is it? I’ll write a check now.”

“I said no, Christian. I don’t want your money.”

“I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for Muriel.”

“Muriel won’t take your money, either,” said Don. “It’s specified in the will.” He put on his glasses and read, “‘Christian Kelly is prohibited from paying off the hotel’s debts.’ This, I think, is where I give you her letter.”

Christian looked at Muriel’s familiar flourish and swallowed a lump in his throat. She’d written to him weekly for fourteen years. This would be the last letter he ever received from her.




My darling, you’re wondering why I won’t let you pay off my debt. Too bad, I’m not going to tell you! I ask instead that you stay in town—yes, I know you hate it but it’s just a few weeks—and help Kezia come up with a plan to reverse the hotel’s fortunes. The place needs an entrepreneur’s skill if it’s to survive another hundred years. Tell Kezia I’m sorry I’ve left things in such a mess but it seemed necessary. God bless you both, my darlings, Muriel.




He handed it to Kezia without a word. It seemed necessary? What was Muriel playing at? Had she forgotten he had a multi million-dollar business to run? Okay, his two partners could carry him for a couple of weeks, but to come back here—a place haunted by memories, most of them bad… Immediately he began thinking of ways to circumvent the will. Hell, if a hotel and tourism magnate couldn’t outwit an old lady, he deserved this penance.

With grim amusement he watched Kezia’s face as she read the letter, before she became aware of his scrutiny and turned away. When she turned back, her expression reflected his resolve. Implacable resistance. “You’re off the hook. I refuse your help.”

Just what Christian wanted to hear. Still, he was inexplicably annoyed. “I don’t want to be involved any more than you want me to be, but it would be respectful to at least consider her last wishes.” Ignoring the fact that he’d been doing no such thing.

She thrust out the letter, waited until he took it. “I can manage on my own.” It had always been her mantra—more than that, the truth. Now the words rang hollow, but she couldn’t allow Christian back into her life. And she wouldn’t cry in front of him, though she wanted to, very badly. Worse than the prospect of losing her heritage was realizing her grandmother hadn’t trusted her enough to confide her troubles. She lifted her hand to her heart and pressed against the almost physical surge of pain.

“Don, more whiskey.” Christian guided her to a couch with gentle hands, while the older man hurried from the room in search of the bottle. “Relax.” His breath was warm on the nape of her neck. “I have no intention of coming back.”

“Thank God!” He looked startled at her vehemence and Kezia added impatiently, “Surely you realize she’s trying to force us together to salvage a happy-ever-after out of this mess. Why else would she have that curious clause refusing your money?”

He stared at her and she saw with relief they were in perfect accord on this one.

“It must be nice to die with some illusions intact,” he commented.

She frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He shook his head as though to clear it. “Nothing. Look, let me find a way to give you the money, Kez, then I can leave with a clear conscience.”

She resisted the urge to ask when a clear conscience had become necessary to him; the scars had been picked at enough. “Okay, but it’s a bridging loan. Once the hotel is solvent, I’ll arrange a repayment schedule that will include backdated interest pegged at today’s rate.”

He looked amused. “Whatever.”

“I’m serious, Christian.”

“Don’t tie yourself into unnecessary debt, take the money as a gift. You must know I won’t miss it.”

She did know, but it made no difference. Favors were something she did for other people. Accepting hundreds of thousands of dollars from Christian, the man who’d deserted her, was unthinkable. Simple as that.

Less simple was when she’d be able to repay it. But that was tomorrow’s problem. At least she’d have her home, her heritage, intact.

“I want a business arrangement but…thanks for the offer.” She wished he’d move. The scent of him—crisp linen overlaying healthy male heat, a hint of cedarwood—was making her dizzy.

Don returned with a silver tray bearing their drinks. Reluctantly, Kezia took a sip for medicinal purposes, trying to remember when she’d last eaten. She had no taste for whiskey, but the association with her grandmother was comforting. She took another, inhaling the smoky sharpness like smelling salts.

Christian declined his drink. “I’m driving,” he said. “Don, you should know I intend to find a way to lend Kezia the money.”

“Muriel thought you would,” said the old man calmly, and reached for another envelope on his desk. “Here.”

Irritated, Christian pulled out a scrap of paper. “What is this, Give Us A Clue?” He glanced at it and the color drained from his face. “Hell.”

Foreboding hit Kezia like a rolling winter fog. “What?”

Still he gazed down at the note, his expression remote yet curiously softened. “Hell,” he said again, and shoved it into his pocket.

She knew what he was going to say, could see it in his eyes, could feel the prickle of tears in her own. It seemed she would cry in front of Christian Kelly, after all.

“Hi, honey,” he said grimly. “I’m home.”

Kezia began to laugh. She laughed until she cried.





Chapter Two




One shuddering sob led to another and then another until her body convulsed under the force of them and she curled up on the couch like a lost child, her arms wrapped around her knees. Christian reached for her, but with shaking hands she pushed him away, did the same to Don.

“Let me get someone—a friend,” Christian offered.

Terror strafed through her grief. “No! I don’t want to be seen like this.” A fresh paroxysm racked her body. “Please, both of you go away,” she sobbed, then laid her head on her knees and gave herself over to the anguish.

Dimly she heard a murmur of voices, the door open and close again, the scrape of a chair. And Christian was sitting next to her. “I…don’t…want…anyone…here!” she said between sobs, but took the handkerchief he offered.

“I know,” he said soothingly. “I’m temporary.”

“Don’t touch me.”

“I won’t,” he promised. “I’ll just sit here.”

And he did, watching the shadows lengthen in the room, listening to her sobs until they abated and, emotionally exhausted, she slept. And all the while he suffered, resisting grief, resisting Kezia. He sat stiff and unyielding in his chair. He would not be moved by her beyond common pity.

When he stirred at last, his muscles ached like a prizefighter’s. But he’d won. He stretched as he turned on a lamp against the encroaching dusk, found a throw and covered Kezia.

His opponent looked worse, her face blotchy, her closed lids swollen. In the circle of light her disheveled hair gleamed with velvet browns and sparks of amber. Just as her eyes did, he remembered, and because she looked so vulnerable, so un-Kezia, he smoothed her knotted brow.

An unexpected blow to the heart made him step back, shove his hands into his pockets. His fingers brushed the crumpled ball of paper and, swearing softly, he pulled it out of his pocket, smoothed the creases and glared at it.

Nothing complicated about it, just a scrap of a page torn from an exercise book. The IOU had been dated and signed, the letters sprawling loose and untidy across the page. His signature hadn’t changed much in sixteen years.

You conniving, brilliant old woman. You got me good.

With a sigh he opened the door, saw Don and Bernice May and a host of other anxious people—many familiar—staring at him. Fighting a sense of claustrophobia, he nodded acknowledgments. “She’s sleeping, but I doubt she’ll want a welcoming party when she wakes. Perhaps just you, Don?”

He drew the older man away, ostensibly to talk privately, but moving closer to the pub’s exit. He was in no mood to renew old acquaintances. Plenty of time for that in the following weeks, he thought bleakly. “I’ll be back when I’ve reorganized my affairs. I’m sure Muriel’s bank will allow us a few weeks’ grace.”

“A phone call from you will get it,” Don said dryly.

“Tell Kez I’ll need a bed at the hotel. Ask her to courier me the books so I can start formulating strategies.”

Don looked doubtful. “I can’t promise anything. She hasn’t exactly warmed to the idea of you coming back.”

“Then here’s the carrot. Tell her I’ve set myself a deadline. I’ll turn the hotel around in a month.”

“You don’t know how bad things are….”

“A month,” said Christian grimly. “If it kills me.”

* * *

Kezia racked her brain for another way to tell Christian no. Spats of rain against the pane heralded a summer squall. But the storm building indoors was of more concern than racing to bring in the white tablecloths snapping on the line in the easterly below. “Probably not,” she ventured.

They sat on spindle-legged antique chairs in the private sitting room on the hotel’s first floor. Much of the threadbare blue carpet was covered by piles of paper, as neat and precisely spaced as soldiers at attention, testament to her methodical sifting over the previous week.

Christian had roared back into town thirty minutes earlier in old jeans and a new Enzo Ferrari he called Consolation. If asked, Kezia would recall it as red and showy. And—like its charismatic, self-indulgent owner—not to her mature taste.

“You mean no.” Christian began pacing while she watched her tidy piles of paper anxiously. “I thought we agreed to cooperate—get me out of here as quickly as possible.”

“It’s not that I think your ideas lack merit.” She’d spent the intervening days practicing her responses to this intrusion and resolved on diplomacy, civility and detachment. She frowned as his foot knocked a pile askew. “I just think we need to quantify the problem to qualify the solution.”

Christian grabbed an invoice from the top of one stack and her eyes followed the tug of taut muscle under tightened denim. “‘Nineteen twenty-six. Two bags of chicken mash and five pounds of head cheese.’”

“That’s not indicative of what I’m sorting,” she said stiffly. Okay, maybe she had become a little distracted by cutesy historical data, mainly because she could sleep after reading it, unlike some of the more recent accounts she’d uncovered.

“I know you want to do this properly.” He forced a smile and her mood lightened. She, at least, had relaxed her jaw. “But we don’t have the luxury of time.”

For once she couldn’t disagree with him. The bank had abruptly withdrawn its forbearance when the manager discovered wealthy.

Christian Kelly couldn’t act as a guarantor. Kezia had won a further ten days’ grace based solely on her own banking history. “But cutting staff…” she protested.

“Short term. Ultimately the plan will generate jobs.”

“But my people depend on those jobs now. In a rural community, employment is hard to come by.”

“Even harder if the hotel closes down,” he said bluntly. “And what’s this complicated system with a dozen part-timers?”

“I work the roster to suit mothers’ hours.”

“Get full-time staff. The taxes and health insurances for all these people adds ten percent to your costs.”

“The benefits offset that,” she argued. “My workforce is highly motivated because they’re so delighted to be out of the house for a few hours. By definition mothers are skilled multitaskers, and adept at handling troublemakers.”

“They have to go, Kez.”

“No, Christian, they don’t. We’ll save money elsewhere.” One thing she had resolved after a week of receiving his brusque e-mails—Send this. Find that. What the hell does this mean?—was to clarify who was boss. “Listen.” She squared her shoulders. “I’m happy to consider any ideas you have with an open mind, but—”

“Starting when? You’ve knocked down every suggestion I’ve made.”

“You’ve been here half an hour!” Kezia paused to drag her tone back to civility. “You haven’t seen your room yet, let alone toured the property and met staff. Do you really think I’ll take your recommendations seriously until you do?”

“No, which is the underlying problem. This hotel is in such dire straits because Muriel let emotion overrule good business practice.”

Kezia saw red. “Don’t you dare attack Nana’s judgment. Never criticize her, do you hear me?”

“I’m sorry,” he said simply.

She realized she was standing and sat again, too shaken to censor her words. “I think I would cope with my grief better if I wasn’t so angry with her.”

He nodded, neither in pity nor judgment, and Kezia felt strangely absolved. All week she’d vacillated between tears and guilt-stricken fury. For the first time it seemed forgivable. “You’ve had time to assess the mess. How do you rate our chances of success?”

“If we keep emotion out of it?” Their shared past flickered like a ghost between them. “Fifty/fifty.”

“Better than the odds I came up with.” She hesitated. “As long as you understand that I’m John Wayne in this picture.”

“You’re going to need his balls.”

The door swung open before she could think of a suitable rejoinder. A trolley appeared first, lurched left across the doorway, then right, then surged into the room and rode roughshod over one of Kezia’s neat piles.

“Your horse needs breaking in,” remarked Christian.

The small woman pushing it raised her head. Marion Morgan looked like a benign witch, mainly because of her wild blond hair—closer to mist than curls—but also because of the perpetual myopic bewilderment in her big blue eyes.

A bewilderment that had intensified since her alcoholic husband had abandoned his family three months earlier. Kezia saw with relief that Marion’s preschooler was nowhere in sight.

Christian was the one who needed breaking in.

He hated being here already, she could tell by his inability to sit still. It reassured Kezia that the ties that meant everything to her were binds on him; he wouldn’t outstay his welcome. There was also a curious relief in having the decision she’d made all those years ago reinforced as the right one. Restless and mercurial, he would never have stuck by her.

“Well, this is a surprise.” Christian crossed the room to give Marion a hand. The trolley rattled to a rest, slopped coffee shivering to stillness in the saucers.

Marion flung her arms around him and kissed him. “You’re a lifesaver for rescuing us like this.”

Over her head Christian stared unnerved at Kezia who shrugged, half exasperated, half amused. The man was only here because of some IOU he refused to explain, but bless Marion, she always suspected the best in people. Especially bad boys.

Christian changed the subject. “You work here?”

Marion released him to search through her jeans for a handkerchief. “Most evenings. The job’s a godsend as well as my little bit of sanity.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I guess Kezia has told you of my troubles.”

“All we’ve done so far is argue,” said Kezia, hoping to deflect her. One litany of woes at a time.

“About the past, I expect.” Marion recovered enough to hand out cups of coffee, and Kezia wished she’d kept her mouth shut. The things her youthful self had once done and said to Christian’s boy-man had haunted her all week.

“No. About the hotel.”

“It must be so awkward,” said Marion sympathetically, “deciding what to talk about, what not to talk about.”

Kezia frowned at her; they’d already had this chat.

“We’re opting for the not,” replied Christian. “Is that shortbread?”

Marion offered him a slice. “Very wise,” she approved. “First loves are so embarrassing years later. All that overwrought intensity, the passion and the promises. You haven’t learned it’s safer to hold something back.”

“Marion!” Kezia caught her friend’s eye, sent a desperate message. “We’re not talking about any of it.”

“And I’ll make sure everyone knows that,” Marion soothed.

“Still scared of spiders, Muffet?” Christian used Marion’s old nickname with relish. She paused. “We’re not talking about it.”

A smile, unguarded and complicit, flickered between Christian and Kezia. Maybe we can forgive each other, after all, she thought.

“So—” Marion reached for her coffee “—did you ever settle down, Christian?”

His grin hardened with cynicism and Kezia looked away, feeling foolish.

“Marry, beget 2.5 kids and get talked into a pet hamster?” His mouth quirked. “No, I didn’t.”

“That’s my life you’re describing, so you’d better stop there. Except my son chose a rat.” Marion looked sad again. “Come to think of it, so did I.”

“I’m sorry to hear that—” Christian stopped, puzzlement on his face. The ancient linen tablecloth that enveloped the trolley billowed like a poltergeist.

“John Jason, you come out of there,” yelled his mother, pulling up the cloth. “No wonder I couldn’t steer this thing.”

A miniature Batman clutching a white rat rolled onto the carpet, scattering papers. With a yelp, Kezia lurched forward to save them and succeeded only in splattering coffee down her best white linen suit. Served her right for trying to look coolly austere for Christian’s arrival.

“You should have left that rat at home, Batman.” Christian grabbed the child’s cape and swung him away from the few remaining stacks. “Hotel inspectors don’t like them. I have to say, I’m not too fond of them myself.”

“Roland lives here.” John Jason’s tone suggested Christian should know that. Kezia found herself crossing her arms defensively.

“The rat lives…here?”

Christian’s shortbread was at just the right height. John Jason leaned forward to take a bite. “With me.”

“You live here, too?”

“Me an’ Mum an’—” in a singsong “—Roland an’ Kezia.”

“Normally he’s in a cage.” Kezia made a futile attempt to sound responsible.

Christian asked nicely, “What about the rat?”

* * *

“I couldn’t say no,” Kezia argued.

“You have no problem saying no to me,” Christian pointed out.

“They needed a home after the farm sold. I asked Muriel to take them in. It’s temporary.”

An unwelcome suspicion distracted Christian from the beguiling sway of Kezia’s hips under the soft swish of silk-lined linen as he followed her down the narrow corridor.

“Temporary.” He picked a rational figure and doubled it. “So they’ve been here six weeks?”

“Here’s your room.” She stood aside to let him pass. “It’s the honeymoon suite,” she encouraged, urging him forward.

“God, we’re talking months, aren’t we?” Through the doorway Christian found just what he’d expected—more shabby gentility perfumed with beeswax and mothballs. He dropped his bag and hauled the lace curtains back to throw light on the room’s bones. “Quit hedging,” he demanded. “Just how long have the Munsters been in residence?”

“Three months. The rat—four weeks.” Christian’s attention, hijacked by the sight of an ancient iron-framed bed, snapped back to Kezia.

“You approved the rat?”

“I bought him.” Her brown eyes, lit with rueful humor, met his and he resisted an impulse to smile back. There would be no repeat of his weakness at the funeral.

“Why?” Making a mental note to buy rat poison at the first opportunity, Christian tested the bedsprings. The white linen coverlet was so thin it had the translucence of skimmed milk.

“John Jason was missing his dad, wetting the bed every night. I thought a pet might help. Except any pet for that boy needs a powerful survival instinct.” Her rueful grin intensified. “Hence Roland.”

Damn, he smiled before he could stop himself. Amazing that the intervening years hadn’t wearied Kezia’s philanthropy, more so that he still found it a turn-on. “Rats only leave sinking ships so I guess his presence is a good sign under the circumstances,” he conceded, reluctantly discounting the rat poison. “But the rodent stays in the kid’s room.” An experimental bounce on the mattress evoked shrieks from the springs. “How the hell does anyone have sex in this bed?”

“It’s been a while…” Kezia faltered and he watched the color heighten in her cheeks. So this unwelcome awareness was mutual “…a while since we had honeymooners staying. And the springs have only got worse because…only recently,” she finished vaguely.

“Exactly how much rent are your strays paying?” From the financial accounts, Christian already knew the answer but he wanted her to acknowledge some culpability for this mess. It would give him the moral high ground, a position he found useful in business and avoided like the plague in his private life.

“If you think I’m going to fall on my sword because I helped out a friend, you’re not smart enough to be useful,” she said coolly. “And I can stop fighting the impulse to tell you to go to hell.”

So the intervening years had put steel in that fragile backbone. Shame she hadn’t had it when they were eighteen.

“Keep fighting it, I just got smarter.” This time his smile was deliberate, the wattage turned high enough to melt all female resistance. “I won’t underestimate you again, I promise.”

Kezia snorted. “Christian, please remember that I knew you when you were a sixteen-year-old bagging up chicken shit at Old Man Norton’s poultry farm.”

“Kelly’s Compost Activator. You know I’ve never bettered that profit margin. Four hundred percent return.”

“Mostly spent on soap,” Kezia reminded him, and for the first time their unspoken past lay lightly between them.

He decided to trust her with honesty. “We have to get these rooms back into inventory as quickly as possible. The bank must believe we can generate more income.”

“So you expect me to evict Marion.”

“Yes,” he said dryly. “I like nothing better than to toss women and children out onto the street. If only it were snowing.”

She sat beside him, hands clenched together in her coffee-splattered lap. “Sorry, I don’t usually shoot at the cavalry.”

“More like the Lone Ranger.” Under her makeup he saw the blank weariness of grief. “We’ll work around Marion until she finds a place. I can subsidize it.” Impatiently he overrode her protest. “At least let my money solve someone’s problem.”

His frustration that it couldn’t solve this one grew as he toured the upper floor. With his buyer’s eye he could see the red-oak floors stripped of their threadbare carpet, fretwork restored by a craftsman’s careful hand and the rooms dressed in lush fabrics and colors by one of his interior designers.

Instead, he and Kez would have to give the place yet another cosmetic overhaul with cheap fabrics, cheaper paint and their own inexpert labor. He’d funded himself through college as a builder’s laborer and hated it. Thanks, Muriel.

“This is Nan—my room.” Kezia opened the door adjacent to Christian’s room. “It might work as a second honeymoon suite.”

Christian blinked. Ruby-velvet drapes coiled around the mahogany frame of a massive four-poster, the bed made plump with white faux fur cushions. A crystal chandelier winked at its reflection in an ornate gilt mirror and a candy-striped couch with the curves of a languishing woman merged into matching wallpaper. “It’s like a bordello in a spaghetti Western.”

“Muriel’s tastes were expensive but the results were generally cheap. I don’t think she ever made the connection—” Kezia smiled “—and no one had the nerve to make it for her.”

“Maybe it’s a good thing she never had the money to redecorate.”

“Actually she did.” Kezia straightened a cushion that had fallen out of formation. “The bank told me yesterday that upgrading the hotel was the reason she gave them for remortgaging five years ago. As far as I can tell, only the foundations were reinforced—and this room decorated.” She hugged herself in an unconscious gesture of comfort. “Needless to say, they’re less than thrilled the place is still in disrepair.”

Christian kept his face blank while he mastered his emotions. “Why didn’t you call me with this last night?”

“You might not have come.”

Her accuracy didn’t bother him; the hope implied by her words did. “I’m not a miracle worker, Kez.”

Her mouth softened into a wry smile. “There’s your first miracle.”

He raised a brow in inquiry.

“I just admitted I want your advice.”

“No, the miracle would be if you took it.” His gaze swept the outrageous room. “We could always add turning tricks to our business plan.” She grew thoughtful enough to startle him. “It was a joke, Kez. You’re not on the streets yet.”

“Themed rooms would give us a point of difference with the romance market, perhaps tied in with local culture.”

Now that was funny. “How about one called the Milking Parlor? Cowpat-brown carpet, hay in the mattress, Bovine Breath room freshener and milking cup light fixtures.”

She gave him a look that reminded him forcibly of her grandmother. “I won’t even dignify that with a reply. Shall we continue the tour?”





Chapter Three




The kitchen was an enormous, high-ceilinged room, gloomy even in midsummer. Long, scratched stainless-steel benches and a large table in the center of the room added to the barracks feel.

There were three women in the kitchen, aprons protecting their clothes, one buttering slices of white bread, one mixing cake dough and the third plating chicken pies, oven-bronzed and fragrant, doing their desperate best to cheer the dank room. Deja vu slammed Christian against the wall and held him there.

“Are you all right?”

He couldn’t answer, closing his eyes against the faintness stealing over his senses. The scrape of a chair, then Kezia’s hands forcing him to sit, pushing his head down between his legs, the sharp exclamations of anxious women.

By sheer force of will he sat up. “I’m fine now.”

“Are you ill, son?” One of the woman asked, her white apron encasing her generous girth like an overstuffed pillowcase.

Son. Christian closed his eyes again, racked by an old guilt. “Didn’t eat breakfast,” he managed to say. It got the desired result.

He sensed movement as they hastened to gather food, releasing him from scrutiny. He opened his eyes, his emotions unguarded and raw, and his gaze collided with Kezia’s. She still crouched anxiously in front of him.

“Oh, my God, Christian.” She reached for him as one would a child, to comfort and console.

He stopped her with a glance. “I need to get out of here.”

“Fresh air will do you good,” she agreed.

He pushed to his feet. “I mean, leave, Kez.”

“Okay.” But her dismayed expression made him understand that he couldn’t do this to Muriel—or to her. He sat again.

“My mother worked here,” he said in a low voice. She’d died of cancer when he was twelve, well before Kezia’s arrival at sixteen, and he’d never talked about it. “I used to come here after school, eat the leftovers and study at that table. I’d forgotten…until I walked in.” He dredged up a weak smile. “This place is caught in a time warp.”

“We’ll change the kitchen first,” she said seriously.

“No, the public areas have precedence. Anyway, I’m over it now. Stupid to get a hit for someone twenty years dead.”

She frowned, but before she could reply the coffee arrived—steaming hot and so full of sugar he could smell it. With it came a slice of bread, doorstop-thick and slathered with creamy butter. “We’re cooking you a decent meal, son,” said the large woman. “You and Kezia take yourself to the dining room and I’ll bring it out.”

“This will do fine,” Christian answered. “Please don’t put yourself to further trouble—” he looked at her name tag “—Peach?” It suited her round-cheeked abundance.

“We can’t have you fading away or we’ll have nothing to look at,” said Peach.

“Just as long as I know what I’m here for.”

Peach glanced at Kezia. “Oh, we can think of a few uses for you. I hear you two were sweethearts once.”

“We’re not talking about it,” they said together.

* * *

Sitting in the dining room, watching Christian scan her summary report while they waited for his meal, Kezia wondered how he did it. Ten minutes ago he’d revealed a grief so deep she still ached to give him sympathy. Now his self-possession was intimidating.

Peach arrived, carrying two plates piled high with bacon and eggs, hash browns and toast. She forestalled Kezia. “No arguments. Coffee does not count as breakfast.”

“As long as we know who’s in charge here,” Kezia grumbled as she picked up her knife and fork.

“You are,” said Peach. “Except when I am.” She turned to Christian, her face softening, and Kezia was torn between amusement and irritation. The damn man exuded a potency that dazzled anyone with estrogen. Thank God she’d been immunized. “She got skinny living away,” Peach confided, “but I’ll fix that.” On that ominous promise, she departed.

Christian put the report aside. “You moved out?”

Kezia stabbed at her bacon. “No, time stopped the day you left.”

His blue eyes glinted across the table. “That sound patronizing?”

“Very.” He waited and she added shortly, “Up until two months ago I shared a town house in Everton with another teacher.” In the district hub, a township barely ten kilometers south of Waterview. “I hadn’t officially lived here for a couple of years although I came to help out most weekends.”

“Tell me about your life, Kez.” Christian picked up his cutlery and attacked his heaped plate. “When I’d ask Muriel, she’d turn frosty and say, ‘Call and ask her yourself.’”

“Did she?” Kezia paused in her breakfast. “She told me the same thing.” She reached for the last piece of toast. “Of course, I have the advantage, the tabloids had no such reticence.”

He laughed at her, unrepentantly male. “So much for my hobbies. What about yours?”

She took her time applying butter. He lived his life on a big canvas and could never appreciate the incidental pleasures of country life. But not telling him meant his opinion mattered. “I taught primary school for most of it, though it was always understood I’d eventually run the family business. I’m also on the Waterview town council, I help out with Age Assist once a week—”

“Those are duties, not hobbies. What do you do for fun?”

“Meetings can be very social.” Kezia didn’t like the defensiveness in her voice. She had to lighten up. “Did I mention I’m a campanologist?”

That intrigued him. “You study camping?”

Kezia tsked. “And you with a college degree.”

“I’m mortified.” He looked no such thing. “Now explain.”

“Some call me a swinger.” She enjoyed the play of expressions on Christian’s face.

“Baseball,” he concluded.

Kezia made a moue of disappointment. “A man of the world not knowing what a swinger is? Pass the honey, please.”

“You’re pulling my leg.”

“There is a lot of pulling involved,” she allowed, “but not of legs. The honey?” Christian handed it over, his gaze assessing, but Kezia kept a straight face. “Come along to our next meeting, we’re always looking for new members.” She put just the tiniest emphasis on the last word but the gleam in his eye told her she’d overdone it. Fortunately, Peach arrived and started clearing plates.

“Kez tells me she’s a swinger,” he said while his subject, unconcerned, applied honey to her toast.

“One of our best,” said Peach proudly. “There’s some that think giving it a tug and setting up a racket is the go, but you need a light touch to be any good at it.”

For the first time Kezia saw Christian nonplussed. “You swing, too?” he asked carefully.

“No, but my husband does when his back isn’t playing up.” She turned away with a stack of plates. “It’s great to hear you laugh again, Kezia,” she called over her shoulder.

“Okay, put my imagination out of its misery,” Christian demanded. “What the hell is campanology?”

“Church bell-ringing,” she gasped. “Very difficult to do.”

He evinced skepticism with one eyebrow. “Pulling a rope?”

“Knowing when to let it go takes more skill,” she answered, regaining her composure. Campanologists were used to teasing.

“Sounds like it ranks with bungy-jumping for excitement.”

“And danger,” she added serenely.

“Rope burn?”

Kezia bit her lip, determined not to smile. “People have—”

“Gone deaf?”

“Died! The bells can weigh up to two tons a piece.” Okay, those five fatalities were probably spread over several hundred years, but no point in spoiling a good story.

“I’m sure the insurance premiums are huge,” he remarked, and she laughed despite herself. Christian grinned back with a boyish charm that made her breath catch. “You know,” he said, “the biggest surprise for me was finding you single. Somehow I expected you to be married with lots of kids. You always wanted them.”

Abruptly she changed the subject. “We should get back to work. Now that I’ve bought you up to date, what’s your verdict?” Shrugging, he reached for the report. “Please tell me you own that town house in Everton, because we haven’t a snowball’s chance in hell with the bank without some security or cash.”

Kezia had known it would come to this. Still a miracle would have been nice. “I don’t own the town house but I do have something to sell—six acres about two kilometers from here.”

She stuck to the facts, her tone brisk. But in her heart, dread grew like a tumor. “It has a huge mortgage so it’s no use as security, but I’ve had an offer to buy. It’s low—Bob Harvey knows I’m desperate for money—but I’d net twenty thousand dollars.”

“You don’t want to sell.”

She told him about the house she’d wanted to build there. “Wide decks overhung with grape leaves in summer. A big pond to encourage water fowl, a vegetable garden and chickens—”

“Don’t forget the white picket fence.”

“Too much work to paint,” she said wistfully, then registered the irony. “Sounds like your worst nightmare?”

“Actually, it makes an attractive picture. One I’d like to hang in my inner-city penthouse.” His tone softened. “Choose your dream, Kez. I’m sorry, but right now you can only afford one.”

For a split second she was eighteen again and panicky until she remembered that her hardest choice had been made then. And she’d survived. She gestured toward Christian’s phone. “May I?”

He made no move to hand it over. “You still let duty drive you.” There was a critical note in his voice that stung.

“Better than still evading responsibility.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

Under duress, you bastard! The words trembled on the tip of Kezia’s tongue. “Yes,” she said at last. “You’re here now.” Coward, she said to herself, wanting to say it to him. “My point is,” she continued, “I have to consider other people’s interests as well as my own.”

“But none of them are taking your risk.” Christian’s tone was equally rational. “And you could be throwing good money after bad. If your heart’s not in it, let the bank have it.”

“If the hotel closes, it may never reopen. I can’t—won’t—let that happen to Waterview.”

Without another word he handed her the phone and she punched in the number of the estate agent. “George? Kezia. You can tell Bob the land’s his if he’ll agree to an immediate settlement—”

Christian repossessed the phone. “And is prepared to pay a fair price. You’re supposed to be representing the interests of the vendor, George, so why the hell are you letting Bob Harvey dance on an old lady’s grave? Yes, I’m back…well I look forward to seeing you again, too. In fact you don’t have long to wait because in thirty minutes Kezia and I will be in your office. Make sure Bob’s there.”

He rang off and saw her irritation. “I know, I know. You’re perfectly capable of handling this.” His tone gentled. “But you’re grieving and you shouldn’t have to deal with assholes like Bob Harvey.”

Once again, he’d disarmed her.

* * *

“One hundred and twenty thousand dollars and not a cent more, damn you—not you, Kezia. You, you robber’s dog!”

Bob Harvey ripped off his tie, worn in deference to the occasion, hitched up his trousers, pushed south by his belly, and glared at Christian, who inclined his head graciously at the compliment.

Dissatisfied with this response, the grizzled farmer turned on the estate agent. “Oh, yes, you can smirk with the commission you’re getting. Well, use it to buy a vote when you stand for racecourse chairman next week because you won’t be getting mine!”

Having wiped the grin off somebody’s face, Bob signed the contract, then patted Kezia’s knee. “Don’t worry, love, I won’t let this affect our relationship.”

Judging by the broken veins fanning out from the old farmer’s bulbous red nose, Christian suspected that relationship to be one of publican and best customer.

Kezia’s words confirmed it. “Next one’s on the house, Bob.”

“One!” Bob heaved to his feet. “The pub will be buying beer until I’m bloody carried out, after today’s chicanery.” His disgusted gaze swept over Christian’s casual attire. “Someone needs to tell you how to dress for business, boy.” He crossed his arms, causing the buttons of his white shirt to strain across his expansive belly.

“Bob!” Kezia’s rebuke had a wobble of amusement in it.

Christian kept a straight face only by not looking at Kezia. He could tell Bob what the jeans had cost him and be called a bloody fool. He could mention that Sartorial magazine had voted him Australasia’s best-dressed man for the past five years and be called a bloody show-off. Or he could enjoy the moment. He chose the last course, figuring his pleasures would be few and far between in the coming days.

Emboldened by Christian’s silence, Bob grunted and picked up the contract. “Let’s get over to the pub before bloody Kelly remembers to swipe the change out of my pockets. Once a thief, always a thief, eh, Kelly?”

Christian remembered a desperate boy who would rather steal money for food than admit to paternal neglect, and his jaw hardened. He’d amputated sentiment from his life when he’d left Waterview, yet all day he’d been plagued by phantom pains. “As I recall, I labored four weekends paying back that two dollars. But then, you always did know how to exploit a situation, didn’t you, Bob? Nothing’s changed there, either.”

“I offered a fair price.” The old man blustered. “And Kezia was happy with it—” as she tried to interrupt Bob simply raised his voice “—until you showed up playing the hotshot with your fancy car and fancy attitude. Well, you’re home now, boy, and we know you for what you really are.”

“Now, guys,” said George nervously. The man still ducked and dived his way through trouble, Christian noted, just as he had when they’d played rugby together in high school.

Ignoring him, Christian gave Bob a contemptuous once-over. “And that is?”

“The same loser your father was.”

“Give me that contract!” Kezia stormed toward Bob with a look in her eye that made Christian wonder whether he should step in and save the old blowhard’s life.

Bob obviously read the same message because he took a couple of steps back and held out the document. Christian neatly intercepted it.

“You’re forgetting which cause you’re martyring yourself for,” he reminded her, amused and touched. It had been a long time since anyone considered him in need of a champion.

“Damn it, Kelly, if you imply I’m a martyr once more I’ll—”

“Let the bully have me?” He resisted her efforts to seize the contract by holding it aloft. “It’s okay, Kez, he didn’t hurt my feelings. I don’t have many so they’re a hard target.”

“I don’t care, he crossed the line.” She was on tiptoe now, straining breast-to-chest with him, one arm upstretched, and Christian had a sudden urge to kiss her and put all that passion to better use. It scared the hell out of him.

“Forget your principles for once,” he said more sharply than he intended to. “We need his money and we need it today.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw George wince.

Kezia drew herself up to her full height. “Now, Christian!”

“What the hell’s going on?” demanded Bob, mystified. “Why does she want the contract?”

“To rip it up, you fool!” Anxiously, George gestured to Christian to hand it to him.

Christian obliged, passing it over Kezia’s head. She spun around, her dark hair flying, but it was too late. George had wrenched open the door and sped down the road with it.

“So,” said Bob after a moment’s stunned silence, “how about that drink?”

* * *

Kezia didn’t speak to Christian for several hours, which suited him perfectly. He’d mainlined into her concerns when he’d only meant to dabble, and that annoyed him. What he needed was space, to reestablish his autonomy.

So he shut himself in his room with his laptop and mobile and connected to the real world, taking dinner on a tray and ignoring the whispers of children outside his door.

It was approaching twilight when he sought a change of scene and discovered the upstairs deck overlooking a quarter-acre yard with a large vegetable garden and a couple of flower beds. Beyond that was pasture, traversed by the highway heading to the city. The sight taunted Christian, but not enough to seek the bar and run the gauntlet of old acquaintances.

Instead he found a pack of cards and took them outside where he sat at a wicker table and played Patience. He figured he needed the practice. He’d only played one game—and lost—when he heard Kezia at the open French doors behind him. “I won’t bite if you don’t,” he said, shuffling the deck and dealing two hands.

“I haven’t come to play with you,” she began and he raised his head to enjoy the discomposure that always followed her unintentional double entendrés. Since he knew from experience that she was a passionate lover, he could only assume it had been a while. Ungenerous of him to be glad.

“I’ve come to apologize.” Kezia pulled up a chair.

“Forget it.” He returned to playing Patience.

As usual, she did the opposite. “It was enough that you had to listen to Bob’s insults without me getting mad and trying to scupper the deal we need so badly.”

He shrugged. “If you apologize to me for stepping in, then I’ll have to apologize to you for not appreciating your defense. Like I said, forget it.”

“You got a great price.”

He heard the smile in her voice and looked up. Her silky hair was brushed to a schoolgirl’s neatness, wholesome and fresh. He smiled back. “Cleared you another ten thousand.”

“Thank you,” she said formally. Christian’s smile broadened. She took her obligations so seriously, always had. Once, she’d taken him seriously. As a wild boy with wilder dreams he’d loved her for that. On impulse, he leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers; found them warm and firm and full like her curves. A burst of need jolted through him and he jerked back at the precise moment Kezia shoved him away. Hard. “What the hell do you think you’re doing!”

“Nothing…it was a friendly gesture, that’s all.” Christian affected nonchalance. “Why are you making so much of it?”

As he’d intended, she shrank into her chair and crossed her arms. “I’m not. You took me by surprise, that’s all.”

Attack was a great deflector; he stuck with it. “If that’s all…”

“Of course that’s all.” Angry color rushed into her face. “You think I’d still be carrying a torch for you after what you did?”

“Oh, that’s rich.” Christian forgot his strategy. “After what I did?”

Kezia held up her hands in supplication. “Truce. We’re not talking about the past, remember? We grew up, we got over it.” She shrugged. “At least, I did.”

“Of course I did,” he snapped, then realized she’d turned the tables on him.

“I’ll play cards now,” Kezia said serenely.

He pushed the cards aside, suddenly restless. “How the hell do you stand all this peace and quiet?” Faint and far away in the country silence came the thin hum of a car, the sound growing louder as it approached down the lonely highway. Finally it streaked past, windows lit, a female passenger glancing out curiously. “Don’t you ever feel life is happening somewhere else?” he said, longing to be in that car.

“Listen.”

Crickets’ song swelled and filled the dusk. Above, the darkening sky seethed with stars. Swallows darted across its canopy, and Christian could hear the soft snort of cattle in the adjacent field, a strangely comforting sound.

He’d forgotten that he’d never had a quarrel with the land. Slowly the tension went out of him. “Maybe,” he conceded finally, “some peace and quiet will do me good.”

His magnanimity lasted until he got into bed and the springs screeched. Damn! How could they have gotten so rusty? He lay on his back, naked, feeling the sag in the mattress suck on his spine like quicksand.

Cursing, he rolled onto his side—a squeal from the springs—and the knobbled embroidery on the pillowcase dug into his cheek. After five minutes of maneuvering around fleurs-de-lis he sat up and ripped off the pillowcase to a cacophony of protesting metal and flung himself down again. “Shit!”

“Sorry about the bed,” called Kezia, her muffled voice sounding close.

Christian snapped on the bedside lamp, saw the adjoining door barricaded behind a mahogany dresser and grinned. He switched off the lamp and lay back with his hands cupped behind his head. “How sorry?” he drawled suggestively, just for the hell of it.

“Not that sorry.”

He could tell by her tone she was frowning, no doubt lying demurely clothed and neatly tucked into that lush double bed, only her dark hair spilling untidily across the pillowcase. He remembered winding it around his fingers as he worshiped her ardent young body. His grin faded.

He’d never given himself as recklessly to any woman since. The bedsprings gave voice to Christian’s growing disquiet as he tossed and turned on rationalizations.

Okay, he still found Kezia attractive, so what? It was only because he’d been celibate for three months, taking a break from the game.

And despite the occasional flashes of her wicked humor, Kezia wasn’t the playmate type, having fossilized into an earnest, thirty-two-going-on-fifty-two pillar of the community.

Fourteen years later, Kelly, and you’re still looking for the last word. Forget your male ego.

He turned carefully and was rewarded with only a small squeak of the bedsprings, which brought to mind the rat. In the dark he shook his head. Only Kezia would come up with such a novel solution for a bed-wetting Batman. His brain ran idly over the day’s conversations, braked and rewound. “The springs got worse because…only recently.”

He jerked bolt upright. “Who was the last person to sleep in this bed?” There was silence, followed by a smothered laugh.

Right, he thought grimly, all bets are off.

* * *

At six-thirty when Kezia went to creep past Christian’s door, running shoes clutched in her hand, she found it open.

The sleeping man lay sprawled on his belly, one arm flung over the side of the bed, his face half buried in the pillow. Bare, broad shoulders tapered down to a narrow waist, both deeply tanned against the white sheets, unlike the taut creamy buttocks the top sheet barely covered.

But what made her gasp was the sight of two small boys standing patiently by the bed. One wore a Batman cape and was sucking his thumb. “Come away,” she whispered, gesturing frantically.

Batman removed his thumb. “We want him to wake up.” Christian stirred, opened one bleary eye and John Jason obviously thought him ripe for conversation. “You’re in my bed.”

“I gathered.” Christian closed his eye again, opened it. “Where’s the rat?”

“In my new room. I liked this one better.”

Christian rolled over with a groan repeated by the bedsprings. “What time is it?”

Time to flee. Kezia tiptoed away.

“What’s the o’clock, Auntie Kezia?” Batman bellowed.

Squaring her shoulders, Kezia turned around. “Six-thirty, now shush or you’ll wake your mother!”

Christian, she saw, had propped himself up on one elbow and was looking at her with a predatory gleam.

“Good morning,” she said briskly, refusing to feel bad. Really, she’d had no idea the bedsprings were that rusty. “Did you sleep well?”

“Don’t get funny with me,” Christian warned her, looking downright dangerous with his disheveled hair and blue-black stubble. An effect negated by his two pajama-clad sidekicks. Kezia found it impossible to hide her smile. “You’ll keep.” He made it sound like a promise.

“Can you please take us for a ride in your Ferrari?” John Jason’s sleepover buddy finally found his courage.

“David is my friend,” Batman informed Christian in the manner of one providing a personal reference.

Christian’s lips twitched. “Later I’ll take you. Scram for now.”

Reluctantly they trooped toward the door where Batman paused. “Why don’t you wear pajamas? We all saw your—”

“Boys!” Her cheeks hot, Kezia shepherded them out. “It’s too early. Go get breakfast.” When she turned back, Christian was leaning against the pillows with his hands clasped behind his head and giving her a killer smile. She asked primly, “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“What I’d like—” his gaze ran lazily over her bare legs and high-cut running shorts and Kezia got hotter, resisting the urge to yank down her T-shirt “—is a new bed and a lock on my door to keep out Peeping Thomasinas.”

“I didn’t…it wasn’t…” she stuttered, then met his eyes. “Okay, you embarrassed me back, we’re quits.”

“Who said I was embarrassed? Let me get dressed and I’ll come running with you.” When she hesitated, searching for a polite way to tell him she always ran alone, he raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Are you hanging around for another glimpse of my ass?”

“Downstairs,” she snapped, “five minutes.” And fled.





Chapter Four




Hands resting loosely on his knees, Joe Bryant sat in the clinic’s Spartan foyer, feigning nonchalance and hoping Reuben would get off the damn pay phone before his courage failed. Again. He cleared his dry throat. “Other people need to make calls.”

The wiry teenager, all Adam’s apple and attitude, waved a dismissive hand. “C’mon, man,” he wheedled into the receiver, “I’m dying in here.” He glanced over to where Joe and Big Tim sat, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “It’ll be easy to smuggle it in, security sucks.” His voice hit normal levels and kept rising. “Whaddaya mean, you don’t trust me? Screw you, then. You’re no friend of mine.” He slammed down the phone and stormed off.

“Dumb ass.” Shaking his head, Tim hauled himself to his feet. “Well, wish me luck.”

“Good luck.” To both of us. Joe watched as his roommate lumbered over to the pay phone, laboriously fed in the right number of coins and stabbed in the number. And his heart began thumping against his ribs. Your turn next. Your turn next. A cold sweat beaded his brow and he couldn’t keep his hands still. “Not too long now, hey?”

Tim grunted in a noncommittal way. Giving up all pretense of indifference, Joe began pacing. It gave the adrenaline somewhere to go, stopped it shoving his heart out of his chest. Mentally he began practicing what he was going to say.

Hi, it’s me. I know you haven’t heard from me in months, but there’s a good reason for that.

“Don’t do this to me, baby.” The anguish in Tim’s deep bass broke Joe’s concentration. Wanting to respect the other man’s privacy, skittish enough already without someone else’s emotional baggage, he moved farther away, but Tim’s voice followed him. “Give me another chance, Ellie, I’m begging you.”

Joe swallowed hard. His back still to Tim, he wiped his palms on his T-shirt, then began walking again. Fast. He got to the end of the corridor, changed his mind, spun around and headed back. He wasn’t going to chicken out this time. This time he’d make that call. If Tim could beg, so could he.

Tim had already hung up. Shoulders hunched, one hand pressed to his forehead, he was staring down at his shoes. He straightened as Joe approached. “The kids.” He shrugged helplessly. “How can I fight her when she’s doing what’s best for the kids?”

Joe’s resolve evaporated, replaced by self-loathing. What the hell do I think I’m doing? He put a hand on Tim’s shoulder. “You can’t.”

The two men fell into step. “Hey!” Tim stopped, confusion on his broad face. “Weren’t you waiting to use the phone?”

“The urge passed.”

Tim wouldn’t have it. “C’mon, what’ve you got left to lose?”

“Hope,” said Joe, and kept on walking. “Another day of hope.”

* * *

Dawn was Kezia’s favorite time to run, especially on a cool summer morning when the dew released the scent of pasture and pine. She also discovered, on their first run together, she could relax her guard when Christian’s gaze was on the road ahead and all that Kelly charisma has space to dissipate.

In the four days since his arrival, he’d taken to flirting with her in a lazy teasing way that was clearly second nature to him, but which alerted Kezia to the differences in their worlds. She’d spent her adulthood dating governable men, she realized. Managing a wolfish ex-lover—even one she’d gotten over—was a hell of a lot more challenging.

The pace quickened; Christian was waking up.

“Had another thought,” she said, panting. “Community hall…too big for smaller groups. Could…hire out club lounge.”

Their running shoes pounded in unison on the blacktop road while he thought about it. “I like it. You come up with some great ideas.”

They brainstormed the conversion details, Christian fluently, Kezia truncating sentences between gasps. “Damn your…fitness…I haven’t got…breath to…argue,” she huffed when he challenged her on a key point.

“No kidding.” At the smugness in his voice, she reached out and shoved him. He laughed. Around the bend, meandering cows blocked the road. Kezia shambled to a grateful halt.

She’d just managed to lower her heart rate when Christian stripped off his T-shirt and used it to towel down. Her mouth went even drier and she averted her gaze, but as he mopped his face, her curiosity won. She wouldn’t call it temptation.

Once she’d known Christian’s body intimately, but it wasn’t the body he had now. He was taller, broader, with muscle hardened over a powerful frame. If the boy had been liquid grace, the man was hewn rock.

Her appraisal picked up other differences—a smattering of silky hair on his chest and belly where none had been before and the sort of muscle definition that called to a woman’s hands. Made a woman want to start at the smooth, taut pectorals and slide her palms slowly down over the masculine planes and angles, down the flat stomach, all the way down.

“Your body’s changed, too.”

She started as though she’d been shot.

Casually, Christian made his own inspection, scanning her curves in a male appraisal that set Kezia’s teeth on edge. “It’s more…womanly.” His gaze lifted and she saw it was nowhere near as dispassionate as his tone. “Your breasts—” he began huskily before she found her voice.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what? Look? Wonder?”

“Anything!” The last of the cattle passed, flanked by two border collies. A man on a farm bike tooted his thanks and Kezia waved, glad the tension was broken. “Don’t flirt with me,” she warned, and started running.

Christian caught up effortlessly. “Why? Do you have a jealous lover?”

The loaded question shocked her into mistiming her stride. Christian put out a hand to steady her but she shook it off. “That’s my business!”

“I thought not,” was his cryptic reply.

She stopped short and stared after his retreating back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He turned and started running backward. “You act like a woman who isn’t getting any.”

She put her hands on her hips. “And how is that?”

He halted to think about it. “Uptight. Orderly in an obsessive way. Eating too much chocolate. Practical clothes and plain underwear.”

Kezia didn’t know where to start, she was so furious. “For your information, all my underwear is scarlet lace,” she retorted, then remembered the clothesline was under his window.

“But mainly…” He turned for home.

“Oh, yes?” She powered up behind him.

“Mainly…” He turned suddenly and she fell back. “You’re jumpy as hell around me. Either we still have chemistry or you’re out of practice. Which is it?”

She forced herself to bridge the distance and run alongside him. “Definitely not the chemistry thing. Definitely,” she repeated. “I’m out of practice.” She really didn’t want to be telling him this but he had to believe she wasn’t attracted to him. “Like you, I’m between lovers. Unlike you, discrimination governs my sex life, which means I get a dry spell occasionally.” You mean a drought. “I happen to be in one.” They jogged around the hotel to the fire escape leading to the top floor.

“Well, I guess I’m wrong then.”

“You are,” she said emphatically, and headed up the fire escape before her nose started to grow.

She was halfway up when he called, “Let me know if you want to practice.”

* * *

Christian got the phone call late that afternoon when he and Kezia were on their hands and knees pulling out the last of the carpet tacks. He picked up his mobile and talked into it, sitting dirty and disheveled on a roll of discarded and moth-eaten carpet.

Kezia hid a smile, wondering if London, Toronto or Japan—or whoever it was this time—realized they were doing business with someone covered in carpet fluff. She removed a piece from her mouth and tried not to listen, but when Christian swore loud and long, she sat back on her heels.

He cut the call short and with deadly accuracy hurled the phone across the room and through the open window. She’d grown so accustomed to his unshakable sangfroid that she could only stare at him.

“Sorry.” He didn’t sound it. “I’m being played for a fool and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.”

“What’s the problem?”

“I’ve got a spoilt heiress who’s refusing to sign an eight-million-dollar deal her father and I negotiated because I’m not at a meeting in Auckland. In three hours, she’s flying to Europe for four months.”

Christian began pacing. “Meanwhile, thanks to one crazy old lady, I’m stuck in Hicksville pulling out carpet tacks to save a few hundred lousy dollars! Her lawyers will have no trouble sinking the deal.” He looked around for something else to throw and Kezia hid the hammer.

“I think I can fix it,” she said calmly as she went downstairs to retrieve his phone from the flower bed. It still worked.

Upstairs, Christian leaned out the window. “You’re kidding.”

She lifted a hand. “Hi, Bruce, this is Kezia. I hoped it would be too windy for crop-dusting today. Listen, I’ve got a guy who needs to get to Auckland within the hour. Can you do it? Oh yeah, I think you can charge him plenty. He’ll be there in thirty minutes. “Bye.”

“Come up here,” Christian demanded. “I have to kiss you.”

“I prefer to be worshiped from afar.”

“You’re an angel, a goddess, words can’t describe your beauty….”

“That’s odd,” Kezia mused. “Someone told me I was an uptight, orderly, obsessive chocoholic who wasn’t getting any.”

“Only because mortal men aren’t worthy of you.”

“You’re good,” she said admiringly. “Now go shower.”

Fifteen minutes later she was in her ancient station wagon driving Christian, cool and composed in a summer-weight Italian suit and Ray-Ban sunglasses, to the airfield. He released a faint scent of expensive cologne every time he moved to accommodate the rough ride.

“This car,” he said less-than-politely, “how old is it?”

“Too old to ask,” she replied shortly, hot and bothered by his proximity. “Unlike you, I’d rather put my money into something that appreciates in value.”

“Like land.” He added astutely, “I’m sure one day you’ll be able to buy it back.”

Not with prices rising the way they were. Kezia graunched the gears. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Our meeting at the bank in Everton tomorrow?”

Apprehension tightened Kezia’s throat. “Something else else.”

The car forded a pothole, Christian moving easily with the swaying vehicle. “Okay. You know why you’re being so helpful to me, don’t you? You figure you owe me a favor for all this and want to cross me off your list.”

“I’m not that bad,” she protested.

“I’ve seen you noting every volunteer’s name in your little black book.”

“It’s blue. And you’re starting to get on my nerves.”

“So how does the debt stand between us? Does this make us even?”

“It puts me way ahead. I doubt you could ever catch up.”

He laughed and she kept her eyes on the road because he got too damn handsome when he did that. It was his laugh that had made her like him all those years ago. The freedom from care it promised. And at the time she’d had a lot of cares, convalescing from a serious illness and living with a grandmother—and in a country—she barely remembered.

As if reading her thoughts, Christian asked casually, “How are your parents? I expected to see them at the funeral.”

She tried to keep the defensiveness out of her voice. “They’re stationed in a remote part of Indonesia and couldn’t get back in time.”

“Your father didn’t inherit.”

“No. Nana was afraid Dad would sell up and give away the money.”

“And charity begins at home,” Christian said, quoting Muriel’s favorite adage. “When did you last see them?”

The road forked and Kezia took the left. “Two years ago when they came home between assignments. I’d visit but they always seem to be working in countries with dengue fever and I can’t risk another hemorrhagic attack.”

“So they left you to deal with this alone?”

“They’re aid workers, Christian. They have more important priorities.”

“You always did make excuses for them.”

“And you’ve always criticized them. Well, don’t. They’re all I have left.” When he said nothing to that, she insisted, “I had a very happy childhood.”

“Sure you did,” he said affably. “Almost as good as mine.”

Ahead, a hawk feasted on roadkill. Kezia tooted her horn, and it lifted into the air with two slow, insolent flaps. “Why did you never tell me how bad your home situation was?”

There was a brief silence. “What could you have done, Kez?”

“Given you sympathy at least.”

“I was happy with the other things you were giving me, babe,” he drawled.

But she was on to him now; knew he was deflecting her. “We went to your father’s funeral,” she said as though he hadn’t spoken. “Muriel and I and Bernice May.”

Her tone told Christian that she knew about what he’d once gone to such pains to hide from her—his father’s drunkenness and neglect. “Did he…did he ever hit you?”

He opted to lie. “No.” Yet someone had been telling tales if both Kezia and Bob Harvey knew details of his childhood. “Who told you? I know it wasn’t Muriel.” Surely Don hasn’t broken faith after all these years?

“Bernice May, until Nana hushed her up. I’d asked why you weren’t there.”

“I paid for the funeral,” he said, “for my mother’s sake. That was all I could bring myself to do.”

“You used to talk even less about your mother than your father.” Kezia kept her eyes on the road.

“And you’ve been wondering since that episode in the kitchen.”

“Yes,” she said simply. “So was some of your childhood was happy?”

“Yes. Your turn to change the subject.” Kezia retreated into farmer’s talk—bemoaning the lack of decent rainfall and, when that subject was exhausted, moving on to the merits of Rhode Island Reds versus bantams.

By the time she pulled into the paddock that passed as an airfield, she was sick of the sound of her own voice. The Cessna’s engines were already whining through their warm-up.

Christian could exchange one drone for another, she thought wryly. She turned to see his mouth twisted in a half smile.

“What?”

“I didn’t think you and I could ever be friends.” His voice was deep and husky and sexy as hell. “But damn, if you don’t make me like you sometimes, Kezia Rose.”

Oh, no… Don’t do this to me. Not again.

“I see that scares you.”

“It horrifies me. Let’s get this straight, Christian, once and for all.” She made her tone deliberately brutal. “You and I could never be friends.”

“Hell, you’re right.” He leaned forward and lightly nipped her lower lip with the intimacy of someone who’d done it many times before. “You and I weren’t made to be friends.” Then he got out and strode toward the plane.

Only when the Cessna taxied down the runway and lifted into the blue haze did Kezia realize she should have slapped his face.

* * *

“Hello?”

Telephone to his ear, Joe hesitated. He hadn’t expected his son to answer. It wasn’t in the script.

“Hello?” There was silence as the kid waited for a response. “You need to talk back, you know,” the boy suggested helpfully.

Joe’s throat seized up. His baby sounded so grown-up…so confident. They’d only been apart three months and already Joe had missed a transition. It hurt, hurt like hell. “Who is it, honey?” Her voice.

“There’s someone there. But they’re not talking, just breathing sort of fast.”

“Give me the phone. Hello? Who is this?” Joe opened his mouth. But, trapped in some kind of guilt-stricken limbo, he couldn’t say a word.

“Joe?” Her voice was hesitant now. “Is that you?”

Panicked, he hung up.

He turned and banged his head against the wall beside the pay phone. Damn, cowardly, stupid dickhead! But the waver in her voice had killed him. A waver that might have been fear.

Last time he’d seen her, she’d been sprawled on the floor, staring up at him in shock and disbelief. She screamed at him to get out and never come back.

Because last time he’d seen her, he’d hit her.





Chapter Five




Christian hated William J. Rankin the Third after ten minutes.

The bank manager was well mannered in that inoffensive style adopted by funeral directors. His robust frame carried a little extra weight, which Christian soon attributed to William J.’s inflated idea of his own importance. He seemed to be in his late thirties and, by his manner, had been most of his life.

The first real indication of trouble had been the vice-like handshake that told him William J. had competition issues, which Christian didn’t help by grinning when he saw William J. Rankin III in gold-embossed letters on the door.

“A gift from my mother,” William J. saw the direction of his gaze.

To which Christian replied politely, “Very thoughtful of her.”

When the banker swung back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head as he listened to Kezia outline her proposal, Christian wished to God he’d let her come alone. His presence here was doing no good.

Certain men reacted to his wealth this way, adopting a studied nonchalance while their body language screamed alpha male marking territory. He generally cut the negotiations short—he was too old for pissing contests. Unfortunately this man held the loan on the hotel.

So he adopted a deferential pose, his shoulders slightly slumped and his expression respectful. How’s that, you bastard?

“So what I’m asking for, Bill,” said Kezia, looking damn fine in that white linen suit that accentuated her curves, “is for the bank to transfer the outstanding loan to me. This new business plan—” she forced William J. to drop his gorilla pose and take it “—will kick-start the business and enable regular repayments.”

“Your grandmother took out the original loan on a similar basis five years ago.” William J. opened another file on his desk. “Her business plan included substantial refurbishment—reroofing, repainting and modernizing the accommodation to attract out-of-towners. Five years down the track the property is still in desperate need of an upgrade and—forgive me for being blunt—you’re broke.”

“If you look at the plan, you’ll see I’ll clear thirty thousand dollars when I’ve repaid the mortgage on the land I’ve sold to Bob Harvey,” replied Kezia quietly. “When the money comes through next week, I’ll use it for the most urgent repairs. And I’m sure my grandmother had every intention of putting the money she borrowed into the hotel but she had a soft heart. When a friend needed a hip replacement, she picked up the bill.”

“Yet Bernice May could have got it free under the public health system.”

Kezia made an impatient gesture. “If she’d waited five years. Look, Bill, I’m not here to hide anything. We both know Nana had a gambling habit and that she also gave extravagant gifts.” She smiled mischievously. “I imagine you still have the cashmere sweater. But Muriel’s spending habits have nothing to do with my application.”

“Unless you inherited them.” William J. plainly didn’t like being shown up and Christian didn’t blame him. What the hell was Kez playing at? She wasn’t just airing dirty linen, she was beating it with a stick.

She compounded her error by laughing. “Thirty thousand dollars says otherwise. It’s okay,” she explained to Christian, “we dated for a few years.”

Christian’s caveman instincts stirred. “Really?”

“Were engaged, actually,” she added cheerfully.

“Which is why I need to be scrupulous in assessing your loan application,” interrupted William J. “And I doubt Mr. Kelly wants to hear details of our personal relationship.”

Mr. Kelly did, very much. But he kept his mouth shut and struggled fruitlessly to control his imagination.

“I know we can put that aside,” Kezia said in all seriousness. Christian had never heard a more deluded concept in his life—and said so.

The other two bristled. “Our relationship ended amicably two years ago,” said William J. coldly, “and I resent the implication that I would allow it to affect my professional judgment.”

“Who ended it?” Christian asked bluntly.

“I did,” they both chorused, then stared at each other.

“Don’t you remember I gave you back your ring because…” Kezia recalled Christian’s presence and faltered.

“Because I asked for it,” the banker finished. Christian hid a smile as he watched Kezia open her mouth to argue, notice William J.’s folded arms, and shut it again.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” she said in a tight voice. “The point is, our relationship remained civil. That’s how mature adults behave.” She threw the verbal barb in Christian’s direction.

Mature? In bed, William J. Rankin the Third would have to be on top. Christian’s smile broadened until he remembered just who this jerk had been on top of. Dismayed, he jammed a lid on his jealousy, an emotion so new, so unwelcome, he refused to acknowledge it. But his fingers itched for a club.

William J. must have scented the surge of testosterone in the air. “Perhaps I’m missing something, but just what’s the purpose of your being present this morning?”

“Moral support,” said Christian easily.

“I didn’t think moral support was your area.” William J. had clearly done his homework. “And Kezia has never needed protection from me.”

Christian imagined himself grabbing William J. by his maroon-and-gray-striped tie and choking the self-satisfied pomposity out of him. “You’re right, of course. She did try to tell me that.” He smiled as he stood. “I’ll wait outside.”

“Thank you.” Kezia’s grateful expression made it easier for Christian to allow William J. to crush his hand without breaking every one of the jerk’s fingers in return.

“Great handshake you’ve got there, tiger,” he said, and exited to the outer office. Lightweight. Encouraging his opponent to underestimate him was a tactic that had made Christian Kelly wealthy and respected. The metaphorical uppercut, delivered when his adversary least expected it, made him feared.

“Can I get you a coffee while you’re waiting?”

His mind still on William J., Christian looked up and the woman who’d spoken took an involuntary step back.

He gave her his most charming smile—the one, God help him, that always got him what he wanted. “Thank you—” he looked at her name badge “—Suzie. Worked here long?”

* * *

“Do you mind telling me what that was about?” Kezia demanded as the door closed behind Christian. “You’re acting like a jerk.”

“Do you mind telling me why you’ve got Mr. Big City Hotshot in tow? I thought he was your grandmother’s protege, not yours.” “What are you jealous of, Bill? That Christian’s wildly successful, was Nana’s favorite or might be sleeping with me?” If he could catch her. After yesterday’s kiss, she’d run like a rabbit to Marion’s new rental just outside town. Christian had been forced to celebrate his corporate victory alone when he’d got back from Auckland. Winning this loan was vital—she had to get Christian out of her life.

Bill sighed. “I’m trying to remember you’re vulnerable right now.”

“And I’m trying to remember you’re a decent man. Why did you say you ended our engagement?”

“Because I didn’t want to look like a cuckold. The man’s patronizing enough as it is.”

Kezia stared at him in amazement. “Honestly, Bill, he’s really not like that.” Except of course Christian could be like that—arrogant, dominant, opinionated. Her attitude softened. “Bear with him, please. He’s helped me a lot.”

Bill snorted. “So why not make a donation of his small change instead of poking his supercilious nose into business that doesn’t concern him.”

With a sigh Kezia told him the terms of her grandmother’s will. It helped. Honesty compelled her to tell him of Christian’s input into the business plan. That didn’t go down as well.

“You know, I would have been happy to advise you.” Still, he picked up the plan, unable to resist examining it.

“Conflict of interest,” she reminded him. Despite Christian’s qualms, Bill’s professional ethics were unimpeachable though his tendency to seize control had been one of the reasons she’d broken their engagement. He hadn’t been like that when they’d started dating, mainly, she realized later, because he’d still been subdued over his father’s death. Her sympathy had initially brought them together, but the pensive, gentle man she thought she’d fallen in love with had healed into a control freak.

Much like herself, Kezia thought in her bleaker moments, though at least she recognized when she was being bossy and resolved to stop. Bill never had. He was now engaged to a coworker who worshiped him in a way most people saved for God. He was very pleased with her.

“You know, Bill, I still think Suzie would prefer I didn’t come to your wedding on Saturday.”

With her tousled blond-streaked fringe, Suzie reminded Kezia of a Pekingese. One that was afraid the other dog might want its bone back. None of Kezia’s oblique reassurances had helped and the truth—that Kezia thanked Providence daily for a lucky escape—was unspeakable.

Bill kept his attention on the business plan. “Nonsense. We both want you there.”

For the first time Kezia wondered if Bill had embroidered the facts about their breakup. Gods needed to be infallible, after all. Which meant she had to go to the wedding to prove to Suzie she wasn’t still pining.

“I can’t fault this.” Bill made the concession reluctantly. “There are a few flashy touches—the illustrious Mr. Kelly’s, no doubt—but the numbers are sound. Subject to the usual credit checks, a formality in your case, I’ll approve the transfer.”

At that moment Kezia loved Bill Rankin with all her heart. “Thank you,” she managed to say over the lump in her throat. She hadn’t allowed herself to despair, hadn’t allowed herself to hope, but now she acknowledged how badly she needed the hotel to anchor her life and give her future certainty. She had her heritage back.

“Kezia, you need a glass of water.” Bill guided her solicitously across the room. So good with enfeebled women. “And now you can get rid of Kelly,” he added as he ushered her through the door. “A man like that wouldn’t scruple to take advantage of a vulnerable woman.”

Christian looked up. “Must be some bastard you’re talking about,” he said dryly. “Let’s round up a posse and run him out of town.” But Bill was frowning at Suzie, thigh-to-thigh with Christian on the two-seater.

“Christian’s been telling me all the celebrity gossip.” Suzie’s face was more animated than Kezia had ever seen it. “And guess what, Bill, Baz Monteith’s left his wife. For a man.” She turned back to Christian. “He’s Bill’s favorite country singer.”

“I believe you mentioned it,” said Christian, and Kezia smothered a smile. His keen eyes searched her face for clues.

“We got it.”

Christian glanced at Bill. “Just as well,” he said quietly, then stood up and opened his arms to her, mouth curving in a slow grin that ignited her own.

With a jubilant whoop, she launched herself at him.

Not expecting it, he stumbled and they toppled backward into the couch. Suzie shrieked. Kezia found herself splayed across two laps, her skirt rucked up to her thighs.

Face blazing, she struggled to her feet and Christian gave her backside an obliging push. “I love it when you’re spontaneous. Reminds me of old times.”

None too gently, Bill pulled her away from Christian’s lingering hands. “For God’s sake, Kezia, what’s got into you?”

“What old times?” Suzie asked. Obviously her love of gossip wasn’t confined to celebrities.

“We went to high school together.” Kezia smoothed her skirt.

“She used to help me with my homework,” added Christian, his tone speculative.

Damn, now he was wondering what she’d told Bill about them. Almost imperceptibly she shook her head and his eyes narrowed with intense enjoyment.

“Kez made me the man I am today,” he said, and no one missed his meaning.

“I doubt that,” said Bill. “She’s led a blameless life.”

Even to Kezia that sounded dull, and Christian, bless him, laughed. “She may have led one with you,” he conceded.

Only Suzie looked satisfied at that one; Bill inflated like an angry bullfrog and Kezia decided exit was the best strategy. She grabbed Christian’s arm to steer him toward the door, felt his biceps tighten in resistance. “I get the feeling there’s something you’d like to say to me, Bill,” he prompted.

“You may have taken advantage of Kezia’s innocent trust once, but her friends won’t allow you to do so again.”

Kezia tried to leaven the threat with humor, “I think I’ve had enough chivalry for one day thanks, Bill. First I’m dull, now I’m simple-minded. Trust me, if the need arises I can fend Christian off by myself.” She pushed but Christian didn’t budge. Was the man made of granite?

“Like you did last time?” Bill said sarcastically.

“When you were teenage lovers?” Suzie had no intention of relinquishing this juicy bone. It seemed Kezia had misjudged her breed. Fox terrier suited her better.

“Once and for all, Christian didn’t take advantage of me. Strictly speaking it was the other way around.” Bill and Suzie looked at her blankly. Obviously she was more boring than she realized. “Nothing, forget it.” Kezia renewed her attempts to manhandle Christian to the exit.

“She means to rescue my reputation,” he said helpfully, “by confessing to stealing my virginity.”

There was a stunned silence while Bill and Suzie struggled to adjust their perception of her. Kezia turned on Christian. “Why the hell did you have to say that?”

“I gave in too easily,” he confided to Suzie. “You can tell she no longer respects me.”

“Christian!”

“Wow,” said Suzie. “The women’s magazines would pay thousands for that. “My First Time’ by Christian Kelly.”

Kezia felt sick. “Suzie, promise me that information will stay in this room.”

“Of course.” Suzie gave her the sweetest smile.

Kezia racked her brains to cover all bases. “That means not bringing anyone in here to tell them, either.” The other woman’s face fell and Kezia grew desperate. “Promise me.”

“Give in, Suzie,” suggested Christian. “From personal experience, Kezia doesn’t take no for an answer.”

Kezia turned on him in a fury. “Will you shut up! And, Bill, stop looking at me as if I’ve grown horns. Christian was taking my virginity at the same time.”

“But, Kezia…” Bill looked like a man who needed to cough up a fur ball “…you’ve always been so good.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Christian.

“Rational, restrained, sensible…”

“Oh, that sort of good.” Christian smiled and Kezia looked around the room for something to bludgeon him with. “I was remembering the old model, not the new improved version.”

Bill stiffened. “It seems I owe you an apology for maligning you.”

“You can buy me a beer at your wedding,” Christian said generously. “Your bride has invited me as Kez’s date.”

* * *

“I think that went well, don’t you?”

Kezia resisted an impulse to swing for him. Her reputation had been tarnished enough without being arrested for assault. They had paused on the wide concrete steps outside the bank’s faux Roman edifice, impressive but for the fact that it had been built to Everton’s toy-town scale. “You always have to have the last word, don’t you, Kelly?”

“Pretty much.”

“I’ve got a good mind to make you go to the wedding.”

“No, you won’t,” he said easily. “You’re too damn grateful I helped you save your inheritance.”

“I guess I am.” Kezia leaned against a concrete pillar, her emotions a tangled mess.

“Come here.” Christian pulled her into an embrace, and she found herself holding him tight.

“We did it, Kelly, we actually did it.”

“Of course.”

Laughing, Kezia pushed him away. “I forgive you for embarrassing me. Hey, I’ll even buy you a coffee to celebrate your imminent departure.”

There was a brief silence, then he said lightly, “My God, you’re right. Forget the coffee, this calls for champagne.”

“At ten in the morning? In Everton?”

“Live dangerously for once. You might enjoy it.”

“Okay, let’s be bad.” Her inheritance was safe and, with Christian leaving, so was she.

Christian looked intrigued. “How bad?”

“We’ll have cake, too.”

He raised his eyes at that, and at the sight of the coffee shop, too—a tiny enterprise with only two types of coffee, black or white.

But he was engaging and funny, complimenting the owner on her chocolate cake. Kezia ordered a second piece and thought, I am not compensating for no sex life.

“I can’t imagine what you saw in William J. Rankin the Third,” Christian told Kezia. “He’s way too straight for you.”

“Bill has got more earnest with age,” she conceded, “but he’s loyal, dependable, reliable…”

“My opposite in fact.”

“That was an attraction.”

“Still, you broke off your engagement.”

“Mmm.”

“Why?” He wasn’t averse to bluntness.

“Do I ask you questions about your love life?”

“Go ahead.”

“I prefer to respect people’s privacy.”

“The first question’s free.” She was torn, he could see that.

“Okay, a scientific one. Are breast implants cold to the touch?”

“You wouldn’t believe how many women ask me that.”

“We want them to be cold,” she admitted.

“Then they are,” he said diplomatically. “My turn. Why did you break off your engagement?”

“Uh-uh. I only agreed to a free question for me, remember?” He grimaced and she relented. “We didn’t have enough in common.”

Christian nodded. “I knew he’d be lousy in bed.”

She got pious, he knew she would. “Sex is not the true barometer of a relationship. Intimacy is far more important.”

“Aren’t they the same thing?”

“No, they are not.”

“Who cares? That the sex was lousy is enough for me.”

“Actually the sex was great.”

He stared at her. “You’re kidding me.”

“For God’s sake, how would you feel if I asked you what sex was like with Miss October?”

“Miss September. She got an A for effort, we had very effort-ful sex.” She tried not to laugh at that. “Go on, Kez, you know you want to, let loose.”

“You’re not going to make me snicker at someone else’s expense.”

“She had more of a whicker, actually,” he commented and she exploded into mirth. “Damn you,” she said.

“Did you love him?” He couldn’t stop himself asking.

“I only sleep with men I love.”

“How ironic,” he muttered. “After you, I made a point of sleeping only with women I didn’t.”

“You started this game,” she reminded him softly.

He stood, annoyed with himself. “I’ll go pay.”

Kezia watched him at the counter, so sharp in his city suit, the old lady was clearly flustered. It had taken years to get over him and yet—he was going, so she could admit it—she was still tempted.

“Okay, Madame Publican, let’s go.”

With a sense of reprieve she led the way out, nodding to two acquaintances coming in. From the way the women glanced from her to Christian she knew they’d been withdrawing gossip from the bank. She never had secured that promise from Suzie.

“You want me to apologize for spilling the beans?” Christian offered behind her. So, he’d noticed the stares.

“Only if you’re sorry.”

“I’m not.”

Exasperated, Kezia started walking.

“Want to know why?” Glancing back, she caught her breath at his expression, playful and tender, masculine and intense. “I waited a long time for you because I wanted you to be my first. And I don’t care who knows it.”

She couldn’t let him move her. “I’m sure you’ve learned a lot since then.”

He laughed. “Has my technique improved?” His gaze lowered, laser heat all the way down her body. “Only one way to find out.”

“I’ve learned a lot since then, too.”

“I look forward to a full and frank exchange of ideas.”

She frowned to stop the smile. “I mean, about men like you.”

“C’mon, how about a tumble for old times’ sake?”

“That’s your best line? No wonder Miss November dumped you.”

“Miss September. And for the record, our parting was mutual—smoothed with the help of a diamond navel ring. You’re the only woman who has ever dumped me.”

“It was your choice to leave,” she reminded him coldly.

His tone was equally frigid. “And yours to stay.”

They had reached the impasse that had parted them and it looked as wide a gulf as ever.





Chapter Six




“You STILL don’t trust yourself, do you?” Staring out the window, Joe was glad the psych couldn’t see him roll his eyes. If one more kindly professional probed his feelings… After ninety days’ rehab he was supposed to have learned how to control destructive impulses.

“That’s why you haven’t called your wife,” prompted Dr. Samuel when it became clear Joe wasn’t going to answer. “Because you’re worried you might fail her again.”

For all his bedside manner, Dr. Samuel had a gaze that could strip paint. Joe concentrated on Redvale House’s gardens. The soldierly rows of conifers down the driveway flanked symmetrical beds of purple and red poppies. Everything had self-restraint in this place, he noted wryly, even the plants.

“Talk to me, Joe,” commanded Dr. Samuel.

Joe turned to face the man who could have been his twin. Same age—mid-thirties—same lanky stature, same unexceptional brown eyes and hair. But they lived in different worlds. “I can’t make promises while I’m in here.” I won’t hurt my family again. “My ninety days is up this week. If I can stay sober outside for three months, we’ll talk.”

“And what’s your son supposed to do in the meantime?”

That struck a nerve. “What’s your point?”

“Six months is too long for a four-year-old to lose all contact with his father.”

Joe glared. “I’m trying to do the right thing by my family.”

“You want to make yourself perfect before you take the first step.” Dr. Samuel steepled his long, manicured fingers. Joe hated it when he did that. “Even if you never take another drink, that’s not going to happen, Joe. Humans aren’t made that way. Besides, maybe your wife doesn’t want you perfect. You won’t know until you ask her.”

“I’ll write her a letter.”

Dr. Samuel shook his head. “You know that part of the twelve steps is to make direct amends to the people we’ve harmed.”

“Except when it would hurt them more—or others.” Joe met Dr. Samuel’s paint-stripping gaze with one of his own.

The other man didn’t flinch. “At your lowest ebb, you got drunk and struck out at your wife. Let’s be very clear. I make no more excuse for that than you do.” His tone was acerbic. “But it affected you so profoundly that you acknowledged your alcoholism and committed yourself to residential rehab. At the very least, don’t you think she needs to hear that in person?”

Joe stared blindly out the window. He’d survived his childhood by not giving a damn. Alcohol had put a protective visor around the scary business of living with a woman he knew he didn’t deserve and a son who peeled his emotions away to tender. “I’ll think about it.”

“Turn around,” said Dr. Samuel, and reluctantly Joe complied. “Would you risk your life for your wife and child?”

At last, an easy question. “Of course.”

“Yet you won’t take an emotional risk for them.” The pain was so unexpected it took Joe seconds to realize he’d been cut. Having made his neat incision into Joe’s heart, Dr. Samuel probed gently. “What are you really afraid of? All she can do is say no.”

“Oh,” said Joe, “is that all she can do? That thought never occurred to me.”

Dr Samuel smiled. The first smile Joe had ever seen from the man. He was so surprised he returned it.

“Tell me, Doc—” he spoke gruffly to cover his momentary lapse “—are you this brutal with all your patients?”

Dr. Samuel turned serious again. “Only the strong ones.” Joe refused to feel gratified. “And the stubborn ones,” he added, and smiled at Joe again.

* * *

Don was waiting for Kezia and Christian back at the hotel, sitting straight-backed in a cane chair on the front veranda, his sparse ginger hair lifting in the warm breeze.

The sight of him distracted Kezia from her brooding and she hung out the open window with her thumbs up and called, “Success!” She was puzzled when she received no answering salute. “I’m going to have to buy that man a hearing aid.”

Christian didn’t reply, and she scrambled out of the passenger seat then slammed the Ferrari’s door, listening for the curse and smiling when it came.

What was she doing? Provoking Christian into a fight when she was within hours of being rid of him?

With a supreme effort of will she opened the driver’s door. “Sorry about that.” You were the one to issue an ultimatum and refuse to compromise. “And thanks for all your help.” You were the one who disappeared without a goodbye. The memory of discovering him gone without a word could still upset her. “Bastard!” She slammed the door again. Wrenched it open. “Damn it, I want to talk about it.” Her voice vibrated with passion.

Christian got out of the car and closed both doors with exaggerated care. “Tough. I don’t.”

“I didn’t dump you. You dumped me because I wouldn’t run away with you on one day’s notice. ‘If you love me you’ll come with me.’ Well, if you’d loved me you would have stayed.” Fourteen years of bitterness uncorked. “But that’s not your style, is it, Christian? Better to run away than to stick it out and work on a compromise.”

He began strolling across the car park toward the hotel.

Kezia yelled after his retreating back. “That’s right, you coward. Walk away!”

“You’re confused,” he called over his shoulder. “The coward stayed.”

Anger propelled her after him. “I had responsibilities.”

“You had excuses.”

“What’s your excuse for disappearing without a goodbye?”

“You ripped my heart out. What the hell did you expect?”

Her own began to bleed, the wound as fresh as the day he inflicted it. “Did it ever occur to you,” she cried with a searing anguish that cauterized the flow, “that I could have changed my mind?”

Christian swung around, his face a study in shock. “Did you?”

She was silent while she watched him suffer, wondered whether he could ever suffer enough. “I guess you’ll never know now, will you?” She held her chin high to stop it from trembling.

“Tell me.”

Without another word, she walked past him, forcing a smile for Don as she rounded the corner of the hotel. “We got it,” she enthused. Inside, her stomach was churning. “Isn’t that great?”

Don’s lined face remained grave and Kezia pulled up another cane chair. “You have bad news.”

“My dear girl.” He reached for her hand, waiting for Christian, who arrived grim-faced a few seconds later.

Like Kezia, he assessed Don’s mood at a glance. “Tell me something else I don’t need to hear today.”

Don cleared his throat. “It’s customary for the executor to notify the tax department to inquire after money outstanding but I had no idea…”

Wearily, Kezia massaged her nape. “A tax bill. Oh, great. I guess I could sell my station wagon.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be enough.” Don hesitated. “Muriel has been stalling Inland Revenue for two years over provisional tax. I believe she used the tax money she should have been setting aside to pay off other creditors.”

Oh, Nana, why didn’t you tell me?

“How much?” Christian asked quietly.

Don tightened his hold on Kezia’s hand. “There’s quite a high penalty regime for provisional tax. Incremental penalties as well as use-of-money interest—”

“How much, Don?” Her voice came out harsh and Kezia dropped it to a whisper. “Please. Just tell me how much.”

His grip on her hand grew painful. “One hundred and fifty thousand dollars. That’s core debt with penalty and interest included.”

“Oh, my God.” Kezia stared at Christian, became conscious of how much she was revealing, and looked across the street. The fruit and flower shop was a splash of vibrant color.

Plump Mrs. McKlosky came out of the shop with a bucket of purple irises and pink peonies. Seeing Kezia, she gave a cheery wave. For twenty-five years she’d supplied the hotel with fresh produce and flowers. Kezia’s throat tightened. “Poor Mrs. McKlosky,” she said, and knew it as an admission of defeat.

Christian laid a hand on her arm. “No one could have worked harder to save this place.”

She couldn’t look at him and maintain her composure so she stared blindly at Mrs. McKlosky. “We’re beat, though, aren’t we?”

“I’m sorry.”

Kezia hoisted herself up, feeling like an old woman. “I’m going to lie down for an hour. Then I’ll tell the staff.”

“Would you like me to do it?”

“No, it should come from me.”

Don’s old face was drawn and anxious, and she bent to kiss his forehead. “I’m one tough broad. Don’t worry about me.” At the doorway self-preservation kicked in. “Christian?”

He was watching her, all arrogance gone, and she steeled herself. “That other matter. I hadn’t changed my mind so a goodbye wouldn’t have made any difference.”

For a moment an indefinable emotion flickered in his eyes. “Thanks for telling me.”

Nodding, she turned away. She had told the truth—just not all of it. That would have been vindictive.

* * *

A row of empty glasses between them, Christian and Kezia sat at the dimly lit bar, oblivious to the curious stares of late-night patrons. They were mostly grizzled farmers who insisted on buying Kezia another drink she clearly didn’t need “for your loss.” Their nods to Christian mixed sociability with “watch your step with our girl.” He’d got used to it.

One of the biggest shocks in coming back had been discovering most of his peers gone. Left were the old, the young, eternal optimists like Kezia, and the hopeless, tied to their land by debt. At the center, socially and economically, was the Waterview Hotel.

Depressed, Christian took another swig of his beer and wondered if he should try to stop Kez from drinking any more. She plainly wasn’t used to alcohol, but he was in complete sympathy with her desire to soften the edges of a day from hell. Not one to shirk unpleasantness, she had spent the afternoon with the tax department signing over ownership of the hotel. It was already up for sale.

Kezia picked up her glass and took a ladylike sip. Christian removed the beer mat still clinging to the base. “At least I have my teaching to fall back on,” she said, “though I’ll probably have to leave the area.” There were no vacancies at her old school.

Christian tried to play along with her determined cheerfulness. “Meanwhile you’ve got your town council position.”

“And my community projects.”

“And your campanology.”

She looked up sharply, saw he intended no irony and relaxed.

“All I’ve lost is a roof over my head. I’ll just stay in a motel until I know where I’ll end up working.”

Christian nodded, unable to hide his pity.

“I’m not pretending this isn’t devastating, but I refuse to fall apart,” Kezia told him firmly, waving her forgotten drink. “From now on, my cup is half full, not half empty.” Then she noticed her glass was in fact nearly empty and signaled for the bartender.

“Coffee,” Christian told Davie before she could open her mouth.

* * *

Kezia had been about to order coffee, longed for coffee, but allowing Christian to take charge now would be fatal. “A Bloody Mary, please, and if you look to Christian for confirmation, Davie, I’ll fire you.”

The twenty-one-year-old kept his eyes on hers. “Okay, Kezia.”

She bit her tongue, resolving to make it up to Davie with some baking when she’d resettled. If she remembered right, peanut brownies were his favorite.

“Will the motel have an oven?” she asked Christian, then laughed, both at his perplexity and at the absurdity of expecting a millionaire to know such a thing. He’d probably never been in a motel in his life…. Oh, boy.

The drink arrived and Kezia took a gulp, trying to quench the fire burning her face, the fire within. Instead the alcohol inflamed her memories, all of them slick, hot and wantonly abandoned.

“Small oven,” he said, and she looked at him blankly. “Big bed.”

He spoke the last softly, dragging it out like every sigh of pleasure he’d won from her.

Kezia put down her Bloody Mary, reached for a jug of ice water and poured a glass. Drained it. He was tormenting her deliberately. Well, two could play this game. “Is it hard?” she asked throatily, and waited until his eyes widened. “I do so hate a soft mattress.”

That surprised a laugh out of him. “Is there still a wayward streak in that pillar of the community?”

“I may have led a sheltered life compared to you—actually I can’t think of a single person who hasn’t—but I’m not unworldly. You think of rural life as entombment.”

“And you never have.” His tone was neutral but she sensed an accusation.

Alcohol made her brave. “I didn’t go with you fourteen years ago because I was scared.” His expression changed to the one she hated—that of the world-weary cynic.

“You were right not to trust me. Look how I turned out.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she persisted. “You were so intense, so fearless.” She struggled to find the right words. “So sure about what you wanted.” And didn’t want.

“I don’t do intensity anymore. A man lasts so much longer without it.” His intonation gave the words a sexual connotation but Kezia knew he was trying to steer the conversation into safer channels.

She let him. “You couldn’t burn me now, Christian, even if you tried.” She refilled her glass with ice water, looked up and fell into his eyes, shimmering with male heat.

Casually he took the glass, already forgotten. “No?”

Ignoring the thumping of her heart, Kezia held his gaze. She was thirty-two and in charge of this conversation even if her emotional responses were still eighteen.

“These days,” she said carelessly, “I might just burn you.”

“You could try.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him to get naked. “I got over you, Christian,” she said instead. And almost meant it.

“Me, too. So there’s no reason to rehash the past, is there?” To Kezia’s surprise he reached out a hand. After a brief hesitation, she took it. “We have enough to deal with.”

“I have enough to deal with,” she corrected, and withdrew her hand to reinforce an independence she didn’t feel. “Your work here is done.”

“Are you counting that as one of your blessings?”

“That would be ungrateful,” she said, and he laughed.

“I’ll take that as a yes, then.”

Yes. Go before I care. “I figure I’ll leave most things for the new owner. A clean break is probably best.”




In his mind’s eye Christian saw her walking past the hotel every day, swinging her arms a little more briskly, giving it a cursory glance, catching people’s eye so she could say brightly, “Hi, how are you? I’m fine!” Being brave.

He drained his glass, signaled Davie for another, hating this feeling of helplessness. If you weren’t dead, Muriel, I’d wring your neck.

The old woman had put too much faith in his ability. Kezia’s theory—that Muriel wanted to throw them together—he’d already dismissed.

Only a sentimental fool would chance everything on love, and Muriel had never been that. Stubbornly independent maybe, but no fool. Her granddaughter had inherited her independence in spades so why was he reluctant to leave her like this?

Maybe because he’d suffered few failures in his adult life, and every damn one of them involved Kezia Rose.

But he could do something for her. He slid an envelope along the bar. “This is for you.” She opened it. Inside were hundred dollar bills—lots of them. “What’s this?”

“Your commission for helping me close that multimillion-dollar deal yesterday.”

Snorting, she pushed it away. “I’m not a pity case yet.”

He pushed it back. “Pity has nothing to do with it. Like you said yesterday, I owe you.”

“Okay, let’s be realistic. Give me a hundred bucks toward a new church bell.” She removed one bill and tried to pass him the envelope.

Christian hid his hands. “My reality has a lot more zeros in it.”

“Well, mine doesn’t.” She reached around him to make him take the money and his arms came about her like muscle-sheathed iron.

“People around here tell me you peg your worth too low.” His arms tightened. “And on the subject of unfinished business, I still haven’t kissed you properly—improperly—yet.”

His arms were warm, his mouth inches from hers. Kezia began to struggle. Christian released her and raised his brows in mock surprise. “I thought you said I couldn’t burn you now, even if I tried?”

Needing to have the last word made her reckless. “I also said I might just burn you, so don’t play chicken with me. Unless you mean it.” She threw the envelope down between them like a gauntlet. Then swallowed.

He pocketed the money, his gaze never leaving her face. “Oh, I mean it,” he said slowly. “If you won’t take my money—” his smile was all promise “—how about I put myself at your service for three hours?”

“That’s some hourly rate,” she said dryly, “but I like the idea of having you in my power.”

“For three hours I’ll do anything you want.”

“Anything?” Kezia managed an ironic expression but her pulse wasn’t as good at overlooking innuendo. Unwittingly, she put a hand on her heart and Christian’s smile reached his eyes. “You mean, dig potatoes or put out the trash or…”

“Get dirty,” he agreed softly, and she stopped pretending she didn’t understand his meaning and started pretending she could manage this.





Chapter Seven




“Okay, I’ll admit to a little sexual curiosity.” Kezia regrouped, that wasn’t what she’d meant to say. “But.” That was better. “Why would I—Miss Uptight Whatever—abandon my principles and sleep with you on your last night in town?”

“Because you want to as much as I do. Because if you don’t get some serious fun, you’ll implode. Because I don’t need you like everyone else around here seems to.”

She could say nothing to that.

“What would it be like—” his casual tone was intensely seductive when combined with the lazy eroticism of his gaze “—to give yourself permission to be selfish? To take what you want from someone who doesn’t need you to care about his feelings? To have a man devote himself entirely to your pleasure?”

It was a fantasy she hadn’t known she harbored. With an effort Kezia remembered he’d broken her heart and she still had painful scars. “So you’re offering to be my sex slave for three hours?” she countered, deliberately reducing his offer to carnal.

“No.” He sounded surprised and her cheeks burned with mortification. Christian tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear, trailed his fingers, feather-light, across her heated cheek. “But your idea sounds a hell of a lot more fun than mine.”

“What idea is that?” Don appeared at Kezia’s elbow and put his empty glass on the bar.

“She wants a sex slave,” said Christian frankly, “and I’m applying for the job, so go away.”

“So like her grandmother.” Don patted Kezia’s hand then asked Christian, “Is there really no way around that letter? We couldn’t give one of your cars to the tax department, for example?”

“None of my money, in any shape or form, can come near the place,” quoted Christian, and just like that a solution came to him, so simple he could have kicked himself for not thinking of it before.

Excited, he jumped off the bar stool. “I forgot to make a call.” He hesitated, looking at Kezia, knowing he was losing the chance to exorcise the soul-searing memory of first love with the grown-up realism of down-and-dirty sex. “You know where I sleep.”

“Sleep well,” she retorted, but she looked like a woman reprieved, which bugged him all the way up to his room.

The day Kezia had arrived at high school and accepted his smile at face value, he’d liked her. All the other girls either vied for his attention or, sufficiently frightened by their parents, crossed the street to avoid him. But after school that first day, Kezia had crossed it to walk with him. “You’re heading in the same direction,” she’d explained. “Would you mind showing me the quickest way home?”

He’d quipped, “Baby, I’m the guy who can take you all the way,” and she’d said, “Thank you very much.” He’d spent most of that first walk home trying to explain that being sixteen and ignorant was all very well in some overseas mission. But in a country town like Waterview where sex was all teenagers had to think about, she needed to wise up or she’d find herself in a barn with her panties around her ankles.

Which was precisely what he’d intended for Marion’s older sister, Sally, that night, after she’d intimated that she’d go all the way with him. Instead he’d endured two years of blue balls waiting for Kezia.

As he waited for his partner to pick up, it occurred to him that leaving as the good guy had somehow become more important than sexual conquest.

This afternoon Kezia had suggested she’d changed her mind all those years ago, throwing everything he believed about her into doubt. Except it turned out she hadn’t changed her mind and he could continue to think of her as an emotional coward. But that didn’t square with the woman who had coolly mortgaged her future to save others.

Christian was frowning over her inconsistencies when his partner picked up. “Luke? It’s me. How would you and Jordan like to own a bankrupt hotel in a rural backwater? It has dwindling business and needs thousands of dollars spent on renovations.” Luke was obviously stunned into silence on the other end. Christian laughed. “And I haven’t even mentioned the rat.”

“Either that woman is standing there with a gun to your head or you’re in love with her. Which is it?” Luke’s dry comment wiped the grin off Christian’s face.

“Neither,” he said shortly. Quickly he outlined his plan and asked his partner to pick it over for holes.

“Jordan’s here for dinner,” said Luke. “I’ll run it by him.”

As he waited, Christian relaxed. Between the three of them, they’d make this work. Years ago, Jordan and Luke had talked Christian into getting his feet wet as a white-water rafting guide on the Whanganui River. Christian had then talked them into sinking their earnings—earmarked for masters degrees—into a downpayment on the ailing company they guided for. Now they owned a multimillion-dollar tourism concern.

Luke returned and suggested a few modifications. “Incidentally, Jordan thinks you’re deluding yourself.”

Christian frowned. “I’m sure we’ve covered all the bases.”

“He thinks it’s love, too.”

“I hate to throw cold water on your fevered imaginations,” Christian said with exaggerated patience, “but I’ve already been there, done that and got the T-shirt that says Sucker.”

“You two have history?” Luke’s tone lost its lazy drawl. “How interesting that you never told us.”

“Gotta go now, thanks for the help.”

Christian rang off. For a moment he stood pensive, then knuckled down to the business of extricating everybody from this mess—including himself.

* * *

At 1:00 a.m. Kezia gave up on sleep and crept like a ghostly wraith in her satin nightdress into the sitting room. She switched on a lamp, hauled a cardboard box close, and began to sift through papers. Her thoughts were in chaos. She had to bring order to something or she’d go mad.

Her tears fell on her grandmother’s spidery handwriting but she angrily wiped them away. She may have lost her inheritance but she had her health, her job skills…many of her staff were far worse off. And she’d come through Christian’s visit unscathed. With a pithy curse, she reached for the tissues and blew her nose hard.

She was an astute, sensible woman with responsibilities she should be thinking about right now, but what was she doing? Aching for a man who offered her a respite from virtue.

No other lover had aroused the passionate side of her nature, and with Christian would go her last opportunity to play without boundaries.

You know where I sleep.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Kezia stood and walked along the passageway to Christian’s bedroom door. Took a deep breath and knocked.

He opened it, tie and jacket discarded, a cell phone pressed to his ear. The sight threw Kezia completely. She’d expected a moonlit shape that would segue into hers. Instead she was faced with a fully dressed man in a prosaic conversation about transferring funds. It occurred to her that alcohol might still be affecting her judgment.

“N-nothing, wrong room,” she stammered, and spun around.

Continuing his conversation, Christian grabbed her about the waist and kicked the door shut. “I know it’s the middle of the night, but I need the deal done and you’re my lawyer. Find a time zone that will make the transaction possible.”

Kezia started to wiggle free but the heat generated by her satin curves sliding against Christian’s resistant muscle did nothing but shiver her nipples into relief. She stopped.

“No chance,” he whispered in her ear. In a normal voice he said into the phone, “Cathy, consider. Getting laid by your husband now or a dirty weekend later at my expense…and yes, that includes child care. Call me the minute you have news.”

He dropped the phone into his pocket, wrapped his other arm around Kezia and growled, “Welcome to the pleasure dome.” That did it.

Wriggling free, she reached for the door handle. “This was such a bad idea.”

To her surprise he opened it for her. “You’re wrong, it’s a great idea, one of the best you’ve ever had.” With his hands on her shoulders he propelled her down the corridor to her own room and turned on the light. “We just need the right setting.”

The sight of Muriel’s sinfully decorated boudoir was the last straw. “Okay, joke’s over, you can stop making fun of me.”

“I’m making fun with you. Now, sit.” She didn’t move, so Christian swept her up into his arms.

Kezia yelped and clutched at him and he laughed as he dumped her on the candy-striped sofa. She met his eyes at last, saw no mockery there, only desire. And her heart hammered… Get out, get out, get out.

He pressed on her shoulders as she tried to stand. “Tonight you’re going to have fun and I’m going to help you do it. Now dredge up some fantasies and tell me what you want me to do.”

“That’s the most unromantic proposition I’ve ever heard.”

“Ah, so milady wants romance?” He left her side to hit the switch for the chandelier and the room fell into darkness. Another click and the bedside lamp—a cherub holding a flaming torch—spilled its glow across the four-poster, making the glitter in the white faux fur cushions sparkle like snow. The room and the man seemed much more dangerous.

“I really think—”

“Personally,” Christian said, ignoring her interruption, “I don’t believe you want romance. I think you’re more turned on by control over a dominant male.” He stood by the bed with his arms folded, looking arrogant and potently masculine. “Want to give it a try?”

Cocky bastard. On impulse, Kezia nodded. I’m not going to sleep with him but I am going to play with him a little because he needs taking down a peg or two.

Christian reached into his pocket and threw her the envelope. “I know you, Kez, you’re going to get cold feet. Every time you have a pang of conscience I want you to hand me a bill.”

“You don’t know me anymore, Christian, you only think you do. And my first order, sex slave, is to keep your opinions to yourself.” It was easier now that she wasn’t taking it seriously.

His mouth quirked as he inclined his head. “Certainly, mistress. Your next request?”

She searched for something…anything. “Take it off,” she demanded, throwing down a hundred dollar bill. Stripping him naked should deflate his insufferable ego.

One black eyebrow lifted. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“Your…” her courage failed her “…shoes.”

“Live dangerously.”

“Okay, take off your socks, as well.”

Christian sat on the bed and did as he was bid. “Babe, you need some practice at this.”

“Fine,” she said, stung. “Take off all your clothes. Slowly.”

He came closer and she clutched the envelope nervously. He was so much bigger, closer. In silence, he held out his hand for the money, his eyes insolent and hot.

With a surge of exhilaration, she gave it to him. He could look how he liked, but he still had to do as she said. The balance of power hung in the air between them like an aphrodisiac.

His eyes never leaving hers, Christian undid the buttons on his shirt. Slowly. Kezia watched as button by button the shirt fell open, revealing first a strong brown collarbone, then the bulge of pectorals, their nipples half hidden by the crisp white shirt, finally the corrugated muscle of an iron-flat stomach.

He shrugged his shoulders and the shirt fell to the floor. His muscled arms and chest were the color of old gold in the lamplight, nipples like copper. Kezia realized she was staring and defiantly raised her eyes to his.

He was smiling at her; his pupils dilated, his irises bleached to night-washed gray. The dim light cast shadows under his strong cheekbones, the light behind him an aureole around his body. And Kezia began to ache, a woman’s ache at breast and groin.

His large hands moved to the front of his pants, one snap to unfasten, then down went the zipper. Slowly. Underneath, the briefs were sleek and black against his arousal. Easing off the trousers, he slid them down his long, solidly muscled thighs and kicked them aside. Then stood there under her scrutiny.

And she forgot she was toying with him, forgot she wasn’t going to sleep with him, forgot she didn’t love him anymore.

He held out his hand for more money and, like Sleeping Beauty, she woke to reality. Kezia stumbled to her feet and the envelope fell from her lap, spilling onto the floor. “I’m sorry,” she blurted, “but I have too many hang-ups to do this.” And you’re all of them.

She almost ran for the door, but Christian caught her and pulled her back against his near-naked body.

“Please. Don’t leave,” he said huskily, and she thought with sudden clarity, I’m damned. But she had to know, had to, so she turned in his hold and lifted her mouth, blindly as a woman dying of thirst seeks water. Their lips met.

Then his hands came up to cup her face and they opened their mouths to each other and drank.

The kiss became more savage, more passionate. Her arms came up around his neck and he crushed her to him as they punished each other for the intervening years, the loss and the longing. At last they broke apart, breathing hard.

“So,” he said, “the gloves are off at last.” He looked aroused and fierce and vengeful, and Kezia reached for him again because she felt exactly the same way.

He laughed, his gaze dark on hers, and this time their kiss was about tasting and teasing, about showing the other what they’d been missing. Kezia realized Christian had picked up far more tricks in the intervening years than she had. The knowledge made her self-conscious and strangely sad.

“What?” He lifted his mouth from hers.

“You’ve learned a lot.” She wanted to be honest. “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

“Meanwhile I’m trying to pretend you haven’t,” he told her. “Because I know damn well how I feel about it.”

She laughed. She’d forgotten that intimacy with Christian Kelly was like this, frank with humor as well as lust. Reassured, she kissed him again.

And somewhere in the slow, languorous heat of that third kiss, the past lost its power and nothing mattered except that they were here. Now.

He entwined his fingers in her hair and pushed it back to kiss her throat, her collarbone. He pulled down the thin straps of her nightdress so that it fell to her waist, and at the look in his eyes, she ached for his mouth on her breasts.

He made her wait, stroking her shoulders, her arms, the skin above her breasts, marveling with his touch at every silken swell and curve of her upper body until Kezia felt like the most desirable woman in the world. She felt his tongue’s caress on a nipple and groaned, wanting more, so much more.

Christian stepped back, his eyes languorous with passion, the message in them unmistakable. He gathered the scattered money, sat Kezia unceremoniously on the end of the bed and handed the notes to her. Nothing needed to be said.

“Come closer,” she said in a low voice. “Kneel down so I can touch you.” She put some money to one side and with a hand that shook slightly, rediscovered the strong curves of his face, the glossy texture of his hair and brows. Her fingers tracked the line of his throat.

She flattened her palm against his warm, broad chest and let it rest, sharing the rhythm of his breathing, before sliding it around his back and down to the swell of his buttocks. And her hand didn’t shake anymore. Another bill on the pile.

Slowly, Kezia removed his briefs, freeing him to her sight, to her touch, freeing herself from her last inhibitions. She would suffer, but she didn’t care. Christian closed his eyes under her caresses and she didn’t have to hide her love as she moved to rub her bare breasts against his chest. If she had to suffer, then so would he. The pile of notes grew higher.

“Let me touch you,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

She leaned back on her elbows. Dark hair tumbling over her bare breasts, she considered with a half-smile on her face. Torture was such fun. He growled his frustration.

“What did you have in mind?” she asked. But she lost her smugness as he told her, graphically, exactly what he wanted to do to her—and how much it would cost.

“Sold,” she said weakly, and he reached for her with a glint in his eyes that thrilled her.

And then he played her.

Played her until there wasn’t an inch of her body that didn’t know his touch, his mouth, until she was mad for him. With his naked body, finely covered in perspiration, poised above hers, Christian waited as Kezia scrabbled around the bed for more cash. Waited as she came to a sickening realization. “I’ve run out of money.”

His smile suggested he’d planned it that way. “This,” he whispered, entering her with slow, exquisite control that stripped her of rational thought, “is the gift part.”

She let him thrust, once, twice before croaking, “Stop!”





Chapter Eight




Breathing deeply, Christian held himself away from her on arms sculpted out of corded muscle. She closed her eyes to block out the sight of his gorgeous male body, but that concentrated all her senses on the one place they still joined, a place hot, slick, yearning for movement. Involuntarily she lifted her hips and he groaned.

“What do you want me to do?” His voice was hoarse.

Get off, get out, go away and never come back because I can’t stand to feel like this again, alive and crazy in love. But, oh, he felt so good. Her hips lifted again.

“Kez, please.”

He pushed back and she panted. “Lend me some money.”

“Take it all,” said Christian, desperate now. He watched her open her mouth, form the word yes, and his phone rang, a zippy little tune programmed by a friend’s ten-year-old. No, No, No! For an interminable moment he hung over Kezia while every instinct screamed at him to ignore it.

“Don’t you dare take that call,” she cried fiercely, tempting as Delilah, her body promising to bring him home.

Home. With a force of will he didn’t know he possessed, Christian rolled off her with a groan. This call might save hers. “I’m sorry, I have to. Just…don’t…move.”

He retrieved the cell from the pocket of his discarded pants and snapped, “Make it good news.” It was. He only half listened as Cathy gave him all the details that made him the new owner—once removed—of the hotel.

His gaze stayed on Kezia who was pulling the bedclothes around her luscious curves. She was angry with him for taking the call but his news would change that. He could admit it now; he wanted to leave her happy.

And he wanted to leave her. When he’d delivered his ultimatum at eighteen, she hadn’t known how desperate his home situation was because he hadn’t wanted pity to affect her choice. In a world that had been reduced to black and white he had given her a test of loyalty. And she had failed.

He might have matured into seeing shades of gray but emotionally he couldn’t forgive her. Even if he could feel the siren’s song in her touch, he could resist it. If he left soon.

“Thanks, Cathy, I’ll be home tomorrow so we can finalize last details then.” He rang off to see Kezia, tight-lipped and furious, pulling on her nightdress under the blanket. “You think you—this—means so little to me that I’d interrupt it for any old business call?” He tried to look wounded but he was feeling too damn elated to carry it off.

She noticed. Snap went the sheet and she was out of bed and gathering his clothes with short jerky movements. “Get dressed and get out.” Kezia thrust his clothes at him and he caught her against him with a jubilant laugh.

“Get naked and get grateful. Hell, you can even do this place up properly now.” Picking her up, he whirled her around, forcing her to drop his clothes and grab his shoulders.

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re looking at the new owner of the Waterview Hotel.”

Kezia stared at him, all the color leaving her face, and Christian steered her toward the couch. He grabbed a bedsheet, wrapped himself in it and sat beside her, taking her hands in his. “Muriel’s will specified that none of my money could come near the hotel. So I got my partners to buy the place, then I bought it off them.”

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“I know a tax department head who saw a few hours’ overtime as a small price to pay for offloading this white elephant. My lawyer prepared the paperwork and Internet banking did the rest.”

“But you hate it here. You can’t be thinking of staying?”

There was hope there, he heard it. Faint, barely articulated, perhaps Kezia wasn’t even aware of it, but like an early warning system, it told him it was time to go.

“I’m still leaving tomorrow.” She didn’t flinch…maybe he’d imagined it. “And I didn’t buy the hotel for me. It’s for you.” She pulled her hands away from his.

“For…me?”

“Tomorrow we’ll sign a deed of transfer. Your troubles are over.” He waited for the realization to sink in, for Kezia to throw her arms around him and hopefully drag him back to bed to express her gratitude. And he waited.

“And I’m to accept a four-hundred-thousand-dollar gift from you just like that? For what, services rendered?”

He didn’t like that. “Sex has nothing to do with it. If you recall, I initiated the deal before you came to my room.” At a loss, he resorted to humor. “But, hey, render away.” Her slap hit him square on the left cheek. With stinging heat radiating from one side of his face Christian sat back. “So much for basking in your gratitude.” His tone belied the anger building steam inside.

“It must be great to be Christian Kelly,” she raged. “Patron of the poor!”

Now he couldn’t keep the exasperation out of his voice. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m giving you your inheritance back.”

“You’re trying to strip me of the last remnant of pride I have left, that’s what you’re trying to do, mister.”

He threw up his hands in disgust. “Stop being so paranoid. I have no agenda.”

Kezia regarded him with contempt. “Christian, your agenda would take up two pages. First, you’re a man who pays off ex girlfriends so he doesn’t have to dirty his conscience, only in this case your recipient is an old lady. Well, live with the guilt like the rest of us. Second, you’re paying back—and I quote—‘the only woman who ever dumped you,’ by putting me in a situation where I’m hopelessly beholden to you. Damn it.” Her hands balled into fists. “You’re trying to have the last word!”

The echo of his thoughts, only days earlier, infuriated him. “That’s bullshit. I got over you years ago.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Her voice was bitter. “But have you forgiven me?” He remained silent and she rose to her feet, her eyes flashing sparks. “I haven’t forgiven you, either. You wouldn’t compromise then and I’m not compromising now. I will not start over again owing you for everything I have. I want to be free of you, do you hear me?”

“Let me get this straight,” said Christian very quietly. “I’ve just spent the past week working my guts out to redecorate this dump, groveling to your ex-boyfriend banker, sleeping in that godawful bed and now—” he sucked a deep breath and stood up “—now, when we can finally do this the easy way, you’re saying no?”

“Damn right I’m saying no.”

His temper exploded. “And what the hell am I supposed to do with a hotel I don’t want? I’m going home tomorrow.”

Kezia tipped her head to one side, considering. “Oops,” she said sweetly, “I nearly forgot. That’s your problem.”

He hadn’t yelled in years but he yelled now. “Either you accept this place or I’ll burn the damn thing down!”

Under his glare, Kezia stalked over to the dresser beside the bed and took something out of the top drawer. She tossed it over and Christian dropped the bedsheet to catch it.

It was a box of matches.

* * *

When night lightened to dawn Kezia gave up on sleep. Her fury had long since abated and the regret was so much harder to bear. In her mind’s eye she saw herself, semi-naked, tossing Christian money and asking him to…oh, God.

She scrambled out of bed and turned on the shower, determined to scrub all trace of the previous night away. If only it were that easy. Behind the walls, ancient pipes creaked and groaned, and she experienced a rush of bitter satisfaction—his problem now.

The hot water stung a little. Her skin was still tender from the stubble on Christian’s jaw. Even if guilt and revenge hadn’t motivated his offer, accepting it was out of the question. It would strike a killing blow to her self-reliance—a thing she clung to when she lost the people she loved through death. Or abandonment.

Reaching for the soap, she tried to ground herself. She was tired and over-emotional. Her parents’ aid work saved many lives; they’d no choice but to send their sick child home to her unknown grandmother.

A wonderful, crazy grandmother who, even in death, made people jump through hoops. Dropping the soap, Kezia covered her face with shaky hands. I can’t take his money, Nana, please understand and forgive me. I just can’t.

Christian seemed to exist to give her impossible choices.

Turning off the shower, she dried herself briskly with a threadbare towel. She fully intended to make his remaining time here a misery and she would smile as she made him suffer. She got dressed in the bedroom, then, catching sight of herself in the gilt mirror—a wreck with tangled hair and dark shadows under her eyes—fumbled for a hairbrush and makeup.

As she applied the unconcerned face she would present to Christian, Kezia stopped fighting the truth. God help her, she still loved him.

Her course of action was clear. She had to get him out of her life quickly and for good before he realized how well he’d exacted his revenge. He might take her heart with him when he left, but her soul was not for sale.

* * *

Kezia’s cheerful whistle preceded her to breakfast. Hunched over his second coffee, Christian put his hands over his ears before his brain exploded. After storming out of her room last night, he’d raided the bar of Johnnie Walker and drank until 4:00 a.m.

“Cut the act. You can’t have slept any better than I did.”

She poured herself a cup of coffee from the dregs in the pot and turned to smile pleasantly at him. “Why wouldn’t I? That phone call saved me from an embarrassing lapse in judgment, and all my responsibilities are now on your shoulders.”

“Your lapse of judgment was sleeping with me, I take it,” he said dryly, “and not the more serious one of rejecting my offer?”

Her smile vanished. “As it turned, out I rejected both.”

“I smoked, your honor, but I didn’t inhale.”

With grim satisfaction Christian watched her color rise. Don’t pretend with me, Kez, I remember every touch.

He changed tactics, only because he was too hungover to do what he really wanted to do, which was shake some sense into her, kiss her into submission or both. Okay, and he was desperate to offload the hotel. “Please. Sit down. Let’s talk.”

Clearly reluctant, she pulled out a chair. She smelled good, some sort of apple-blossom soapy fragrance. He forced himself to concentrate, to look past her mouth still swollen from his kisses to the shadows under her eyes that makeup couldn’t hide. So she was conflicted. The sight should have relieved him. Instead he felt protective—and more desperate to leave.

“This hotel has been in your family for over a hundred years. Don’t let our history override that.” He added astutely, “Don’t make me that important.”

She said nothing but her hands tightened on the cup.

Encouraged, Christian went on. “You’re right, there’s some squaring of accounts in my offer. But not with you. Muriel trusted me and I failed. But it’s more than that. I owed her everything and all I gave her was a weekend of my time once a year and the occasional phone call. I wish I’d taken her to Paris or New York…. I wish I’d told her how much she meant to me. I wish I’d known how much I’d miss her.” He stopped. The words had poured out of a reservoir of feeling he kept dammed. “Let this be my way of making it up to her.”

Tears shimmered in Kezia’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but you’ll have to make your peace with her another way.”

His sympathy evaporated along with his patience. “And you accused me of petty revenge,” he said softly. “All that talk about keeping this place open at all costs, protecting jobs was just expedient bullshit. It’s not me who wants the last word, Kez. It’s you. Hell, it must really burn you up that the loser you thought you were rejecting ended up wealthy and successful.”

She opened her mouth as if to argue, closed it and took a deep breath. “I will not be in your debt,” she said quietly, and pushed up from the table to leave. “I can be packed up and out of here in a week, although if you need someone to oversee things until it’s sold or you find another manager, I’m prepared to stay on.” She raised her chin. “As a gesture of goodwill.”

Christian lounged back in the chair. In business circles he was referred to as the Juggler for his ability to manage multiple deals. Those bested by him scathingly referred to him as the Jugular. Kezia hadn’t seen that side of his nature. Yet.

“Very magnanimous, but if you haven’t agreed to take this place by tomorrow, I’m going to board it up and abandon it.” He watched her steps falter and stop.

“You wouldn’t.”

“What’s stopping me? Money?” Christian leaned forward. “This is just loose change. Affection for my hometown? What’s it ever done for me? The sooner it cocks up its toes, the better.”

“You wouldn’t do that to the people who work here.”

“You’re right,” he acknowledged. “I wouldn’t.” He waited for her expression of relief. “But it won’t be me doing it, Kez. Turn it down and it will be you.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“You have until after Suzie’s wedding tomorrow to decide.”

“Bluffing,” she repeated emphatically.

Christian shrugged. “Today I thought I’d go into Everton, pick out a present for the happy couple. As my date you might like to advise me. How about a nice pair of salad servers?”

“Bluffing.” Her tone was desperate.

He smiled. “Salad servers it is, then.”

* * *

“He’s bluffing,” Kezia told Marion later that morning as they drank coffee on the deck of Marion’s two-bedroom farmhouse rental and watched John Jason try to make his rat jump through a hoop. The rat wasn’t having a bar of it. Good for you, Roland, thought Kezia. A rat must keep his dignity.

“Of course he’s bluffing,” Marion replied in a soothing tone, probably the same one she used when telling John Jason there really was an Easter bunny.

“He’s bluffing,” Kezia told Don as she’d dropped another box of papers in his cavernous office for storage. She’d figured she might as well start moving at once and show Christian she didn’t take this ultimatum seriously. Like you didn’t the last one. And look what happened then.

Don considered her out of hangdog eyes. “Maybe.”

“A typical lawyer’s remark,” she’d snarled, then insisted on buying him lunch.

“He’s bluffing,” she told Bernice May as they stood in the cemetery, the hot afternoon breeze lifting the skirt on the old lady’s mauve housedress like a playful ghost.

“You told me that ten times,” complained Bernice May, bending rheumatic knees to place flowers beside Muriel’s headstone. “And doing as bad a job convincing me as you are yourself.”

Kezia started weeding the grave without another word.

“Be careful of your grandma, honey,” said Bernice May in a mild tone. “She’s here to rest, remember?”

Kezia dropped the trowel. “I have to believe he’s bluffing because I can’t bear either of the alternatives.”

Bernice May shook her head. “Compromise isn’t in Christian’s nature. He didn’t grow up in a compromising world.”

“Then he was lucky,” said Kezia bitterly. “Compromise was all I knew. There was always someone who needed my parents more so I compromised by being good and useful.” Her laugh was half sob. “So why am I so set on being selfish now, when Nana was the only person who ever really loved me? I should just take the damn hotel for her sake. But it will kill something in me to do it.”

For a while there was silence but it was a silence of acceptance. “You two need to stop fighting and start talking.”

Kezia laughed at that. “Show him weakness? You’re kidding.”

“Come with me,” said Bernice May, and started picking her way through the graves. Puzzled, Kezia followed. The old lady moved slowly and paused often to pat the headstone of various old acquaintances. At last she stopped. “This is his mother’s grave.”

“Neglected,” observed Kezia. “Why am I not surprised?” But she looked at the gravestone. Deborah Kelly. Beloved. Rest in Peace.

“I like to tend it for him.” Bernice May pulled on a tall paspalum. “Least, I used to before my knees gave out.”

Taking the hint, Kezia went to work on the low weeds. “Your son should be doing this,” she told the dead woman.

“Except for the funeral I don’t believe he’s ever visited Deborah.” The old lady picked paspalum stickies off her dress. “I think he feels too ashamed.”

“That would be a first,” Kezia replied tartly. She had no intention of allowing Christian further into her heart but her hands were gentle in the earth.

“I saw how he was,” said Bernice May, more to herself than Kezia. “Poor little boy, all torn up and closed in on himself. ‘Honey,’ I said, ‘I hope you’re going to cry for your mother at her funeral and show her how much you love her.’ Really, I wanted him to let it out, it was unnatural the composure of that child. He just looked at me and said, ‘Not in front of my friends.’

“I told him straight—‘Honey, if you can’t cry in front of your friends, who can you cry in front of?’ But it didn’t happen. Even then he had an aversion to pity and that was before his father started whaling him.” The weeds fell out of Kezia’s nerveless fingers and she swiveled around to stare at Bernice May.

“Course I didn’t know that till Don let it slip at Muriel’s funeral. I tried to get more out of him but he closed up like a clam. Don might tell you more if you ask him.”

Uneasy, Kezia answered, “I will.”

“It was good to see Christian able to cry for Muriel…ah, you didn’t know that…but then I figure a person can only bottle grief for so long.”

“He hates me.” Tears brimmed in Kezia’s eyes and streamed down her face. “God help me, I still love him and he hates me. He’s forcing me to accept the hotel for revenge.”

“I doubt that, honey.”

“I know he’s your blue-eyed boy, but it’s true.”

“Then don’t take it,” said Bernice May. “Simple as that.”

“Simple.” Wearily, Kezia stood. The tears stopped as suddenly as they’d come. “Do you know how many people depend on the hotel? Forty. I counted them last night. Forty people who will have to find work in a rural area already short on jobs.” She wiped away the last tears. “Who am I kidding? If it’s a choice between taking the hotel or seeing it closed down, I’ll take it.” She sent Bernice May a watery smile. “I’m sorry for unloading on you, I don’t know what came over me.”

“If all Christian Kelly does is make you realize you have friends to turn to, Miss Independence, then some good has come out of it,” said Bernice May stoutly, holding out a handkerchief. “You want to go back and tell him now?”

Kezia blew her nose, gallows humor restoring the last of her composure. “And spare him another couple of nights in Waterview? I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Get rid of him, insisted her brain. Soon, promised her heart.





Chapter Nine




The hotel was quiet. Eerily quiet. She pushed through the swinging doors into the bar. Empty and dark, the yeasty smell of beer lingered in the room.

There should be staff shining glasses and preparing for a busy Friday night. A couple of farmers sitting over a beer before early evening milking and a clutch of lady golfers reviewing their performance over a shandy.

Her apprehension grew as she started up the stairs. The banister wobbled under her hand, and she saw it was only tacked in place. But a noise distracted her from closer inspection. Glancing up, she saw Christian sitting at the top of the stairs tying his running shoes.

“The carpenter was supposed to have this fixed today, it’s dangerous.” She shook the banister. “And where are the staff?”

“I’ve closed the place.”

Her eyes widened in shock. “You told me I had until tomorrow.”

“You do.” His voice was reasonable as he laced up the second shoe. “Until then there’s no point continuing renovations.”

“The bar wasn’t under renovation.”

“The closure is temporary.” Christian looked at her with eyes the guileless blue of heaven. “Or permanent. Entirely up to you.”

Kezia reached for the banister again; it offered no support. “I assume you’re paying people in the meantime.”

“Assume away.”

He started jauntily down the stairs and her anxiety increased with every step he took. Of course he would have paid staff. Wouldn’t he?

She put a hand to her forehead and tried to massage some wits into her tired brain, but after last night she didn’t trust herself to make a dispassionate judgment.

Then it occurred to her it didn’t matter. In another twenty-four hours she would concede defeat and her staff would be at work again.

“Do what you like,” she told him with a shrug. “It’s your hotel.” She carried on up the stairs without a backward glance. Yes, it was pathetic to cling to the last vestiges of her pride. Still she couldn’t give it up. Not until she had to.

* * *

Kezia’s unexpected composure frustrated Christian so much he forgot to pace himself and ended up five kilometers past his usual circuit down some godforsaken road he’d never been before. Damn it. He stopped, bent forward from the waist and sucked in great gulps of air. Even his hangover was making a comeback.

He started to run again, slowly now, ripping off his T-shirt and wiping away sweat. Heat shimmered off the black tar road, which unfurled like a strap of sticky licorice through the golden acres of newly-cut hay.

Caught up in the darkness of his emotions, he barely noticed.

Closing the hotel was supposed to be the masterstroke that panicked Kezia into an acceptance. Instead her staff were enjoying paid leave with no benefit to himself whatsoever. It was infuriating.

And disturbing. What if she called his bluff? What did he do then?

“Aaaaaah!” As he raised his fists and yelled his exasperation, and several cows stopped chewing to stare at him.

Grimly, he cut a loop and ran back the way he’d come.

To hell with it. He’d put in a manager and leave Kezia to play the martyr. I did my best, Muriel, I really did.

Ahead to his left, a new Power Wagon jolted down a rutted track and stopped just before the road, providing a welcome distraction. Then he recognized the driver and groaned. Bob bloody Harvey.

Bob leaned one meaty sunburned forearm out the window and grinned as Christian jogged toward him. “I got some hay bales need moving if you want some real exercise.”

“Tempting.” Christian ran past.

Behind him the vehicle rumbled into gear and Bob drove alongside, keeping pace. “I’ve just been driving over my new land and you know what? I figure I got the best out of that deal.” With a hearty laugh, the farmer jammed his foot down and sped off, leaving a cloud of exhaust fumes in his wake.

Christian kept jogging until the 4WD was out of sight, then circled back. He followed the rough track up the hill that was once Kezia’s land.

An anomaly on the plains, the fields hadn’t been grazed, and from the top of the hill he watched the warm wind ripple across the gold. He saw at once where Kezia had intended to put the pond and how the farmstead she’d described would nestle into the side of the hill.

He sat and rested, just looking. The breeze was sweet with grass and wildflower and ripe summer heat. And he understood the real sacrifice Kezia had made when she’d sold her land to a man who would probably use it to grow turnips.

Cursing, he stretched out the tightening muscles in his legs and began the run home. Bob Harvey was right. He’d bought a piece of paradise for a song.

To hell with Kezia’s principles. One way or another he was making her take the damn hotel even if he had to tell the truth to do it. If only he could figure out what that was.

In the shimmering distance he saw some sort of small animal on the road, with black face and pointy ears, pale chin. A goat?

As he drew closer, a tired John Jason came into focus, padding wearily down the road toward him, his Batman cape trailing in his wake.

He had a backpack on one shoulder and his cheeks were sunburned and sweaty under the satin hood. A plastic bag of sandwiches hung limply from his utility belt.

Anxiety quickened Christian’s pace. He was at the kid’s side in five strides, untying the knotty bow under his chin and stripping off the cape.

“Now you’ll know who I am,” complained John Jason, but his struggle lacked conviction. Heat radiated from his body, and the baby-blond hair clung damply to his scalp.

“John Jason, is that you?” Christian feigned surprise and, mollified, the little boy allowed himself to be led to the shade of an ancient macrocarpa.

Christian spread the cape out over the sharp, burned grass and sat the boy on it, gave him the water bottle and watched him take gulping swallows. In that black cape the kid would have been all but invisible to a car from behind. The thought sickened him.

With an effort he kept his voice gentle. “You must never, ever, walk on the road. Where’s your mother?” First, the backpack registered, then the guilty defiance on the child’s face. “You’re running away?”

“Me and Roland.”

“Hell, you’ve got the rat with you—where is it?” Out came the listless white rat from a half-zipped pocket to be watered and revived, while Christian panicked about the best way to handle this. Parenthood was for idealists. His own childhood had made a benevolent worldview impossible.

John Jason’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m finding my daddy. I’m gonna make him come home.”

Shit. Where was Kezia when you needed her? She’d know exactly what to say. “You miss him.”

John Jason started howling. Great, Kelly. Christian handed the kid his T-shirt, watched him wipe his nose on it, smearing snot across one plump cheek. Christian reclaimed the T-shirt and awkwardly wiped the kid’s face clean. “C’mon, let’s get you home.” John Jason howled louder.

Unzipping the backpack, Christian threw out a couple of apple cores and fashioned a bed in a pair of pajamas. “Put the rat in here.” The crying child complied. Reluctantly, Christian swung the partially closed backpack to his shoulder, telling the rat through gritted teeth, “Stay put, vermin.”

John Jason stopped crying. “He’s Roland, not Vermin.”

“Give me your hand.”

“Carry me!”

“You can walk for a bit.”

John Jason’s lower lip trembled again and, feeling trapped, Christian picked him up. One small hand latched on to his bare shoulder, the other kept hold of Christian’s T-shirt, trailing it down his chest. Christian felt something distinctly cold and slimy on his bare skin and tried to ignore it. He set off.

John Jason started crying again. “Mummy’s gonna be mad.”

“I’ll tell her not to be.”

The child leaned back against Christian’s arm and assessed him doubtfully. The untanned portion of his face made him look like a reversed raccoon.

Christian grinned at the sight and John Jason sighed and rested his wet cheek against his chest.

“Will you get my daddy, too?”

He patted the child lightly on the back. From what he’d heard—despite his best efforts not to—John Jason was better off without the man. “I think your daddy is too far away for anyone to find.” In a hell of his own choosing.

The child said sadly, “But I need a daddy.” Christian suffered a surge of helpless rage against all men who shouldn’t be fathers. “I need him to do something,” added John Jason.

“What?”

“Build me a tree house. Mummy says she can’t do it an’ she got mad when I said Daddy would have if she hadn’t made him run away. She sent me to my room an’ I hadn’t done anything. So I ran away, too.”

Christian shifted the child over to his other arm. He was surprisingly heavy. “Is that rat still lying still?”
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