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Chapter One

––––––––

“A-A-A-AAAARGH!”

The muffled anguished cry welled up from the depths of the sufferer’s being. Bianca eased back slightly, recognising the limit of her patient’s stoicism.

“Just tell me when it hurts too much, Mr Gilmour,” she said.

“Dammit, I’m telling you, woman!” he snarled. “Can’t you understand plain screams and groans?”

Bianca bit back an angry retort at that “woman”. It was better than “girl”, she supposed, but it had definitely been delivered like an expletive. Oh well, she had to take his frazzled nerves into account. The bare male back under her hands, not normally the most demonstrative part of anyone’s anatomy, seemed to quiver in outrage at her ministrations.

“Sorry,” she said breezily. “This kind of injury needs fairly heavy manipulation, so I have to establish your tolerance to pain.”

“Consider it established,” he gasped into the face-hole in the massage table. After a long heavy-breathing pause he added with forced casualness, “Anyway, how do I rate on the sado-masochism scale?”

How like a man, she thought. Competitive, even in the agony stakes. It would be a pleasure to put him down, but honesty compelled her to be truthful. Also, she must consider the very real danger that his pride might drive him to suffer silently and risk too vigorous a treatment, thus compounding his injuries. And so she answered in a cool, businesslike manner.

“Quite high, actually. Your good physical condition helps, of course, but I find that even the strongest of men sometimes wimp out under treatment.”

The back seemed to flex and preen itself under her hands. Bianca finished manipulating the rib-joint and leaned back for a moment to relieve her own muscles.

“Now let’s have a look at the bottom, shall we?” She slipped off the towel draping his hips, delicately took the waistband of his bikini-briefs between thumb and forefinger, and eased them down.

“Would you like me to take them right off?” His voice dropped an improbable octave, like the bite of a bow on the lowest string of a cello.

“That won’t be necessary,” she said absently and leaned closer, distracted by the sight revealed. “Mmmm ... ohh, that’s really beautiful.”

“I’m glad you think so,” he replied complacently.

“It’s like looking through layers of stained glass...”

“You’ve lost me. What on earth are you talking about?”

“Your bruises. They’re the deepest I’ve ever seen. They highlight every layer of the skin structure.” She poured on some oil, and started massaging.

“And I thought you were admiring my butt,” he said.

“Just bruised meat to me, Mr Gilmour.”

In spite of her offhand comment, Bianca struggled to preserve a professional detachment. Actually, it was quite the nicest male bottom she had worked on in a long time: trim and taut, no clumps of wiry black hair, just golden down, like peach-fuzz. The unmarred section of fair skin on the globes of powerful muscle, standing out against the dark bruises and the light golden tan of the rest of his body, brought the fruity image vividly to life.

Bianca shook her head. No matter how damaged, she was finding Brant Gilmour, the Golden Boy, to be even more unsettlingly attractive in the flesh than on the silver screen.

Physically attractive, that is. She was beginning to suspect he could be just as boorish as the most muscle-headed sexist footballer who came under her hands in what she privately called the thugby season.

“Judging from these bruises, you’re lucky you didn’t break your coccyx,” she remarked.

“My what?” His tone indicated he was just waiting to jump in with some sexual innuendo. Bianca sighed inwardly.

“Your cock-six,” she repeated, accentuating the break between the two syllables, then charged on, gently poking the spot at the top of his cleavage. “The tailbone here, just between the gluteus maxima. Your little link with the apes.”

Without pausing to see what he made of that sally she went on sweetly, “Now the warm and fuzzy part, Mr Gilmour. A buzz of the ultrasound. Look out, here comes the gel.”

The squeeze-bottle blurted impolitely, and Gilmour winced as a blob of cold gel splattered across his posterior, still warm from the massage. Bianca spread the gel with her finger, admiring the way the slick crystal-clear film brought up the bruises’ rich reds, blues and purples.

Soon he was purring contentedly as she gently stroked the node of the ultrasound over the livid tissue, the focused vibration sending relieving heat deep into his body. He muttered in protest when the timer pinged and the machine switched off. Bianca took a handful of tissues and wiped the gel away.

“That’s enough. We don’t want to cook you, do we? Now how about—” She broke off as her eyes, admiring the length of his muscular legs, were arrested. “What’s that on your right calf?”

“I don’t know. What?” he returned irritably.

“This.” She squeezed the bruise, feeling a hard nodule under her hand. His leg twitched violently.

“Ouch! It’s just another bruise. Not as bad as the ones on the butt.”

“You think so? Just how did you get this one, when you hit the ground?”

“No. My leg went through the rungs of the ladder, then I fell over backwards. Before the leg slipped out and I fell all the way, my shin jammed under one of the rungs. The leverage of my body-weight toppling must have crushed the calf muscle against the upper rung. Then my leg slipped out, I landed on my butt and my back hit the edge of a crate. A real pratfall, and they got it all on film. Does it matter how it happened?”

“It certainly does! Crushing is potentially the worst injury of the lot. Didn’t your doctor pick it up?”

“I didn’t mention it. I didn’t think it was serious compared to the other injuries.”

“Well, let me tell you, Mr Gilmour, if you want a long career as a tough guy on the stage and screen, don’t try to tough it out with any injuries you pick up along the way. A permanent limp won’t do the image any good at all.”

“Permanent?” He lifted his face out of the hole in the table, tried to turn it towards her then winced and dropped his head again with a groan.

“Yes, permanent,” she went on inexorably. “Have you ever heard of calcification?” A wiggle of the back of his head and a slight, painful shrug of the shoulders told her he hadn’t.

“It’s how broken bones heal. Blood-clots form around the break, and they’re gradually replaced with calcium. Unfortunately, your body can’t discriminate about where the blood clots are. You’ve got clots in the calf muscle here, and unless they’re forced to break up they’ll be replaced with a calcium nodule which will permanently damage the muscle.”

Bianca relented a little as she finished the lecture. His back seemed to have drooped in discouragement. She patted his calf reassuringly.

“Never mind, Mr Gilmour. Now we’ve identified the problem in good time, we can fix it. The process will be painful—”

“Naturally.”

“—as I’ll have to break up the clots and move them on with massage. But I can promise you’ll make a complete recovery.” She squeezed his calf experimentally. “Perhaps we’d better leave it till next time. Your nerves have probably had enough for one day.”

“No, let’s get on with it.” Pain made his voice gravelly. “I think I can stand a bit more punishment, as long as it’s in a different place. I have to get back on the set as soon as possible—the whole production is waiting on me.”

“If only we all could feel so wanted. Righto, Mr Gilmour. Brace yourself.”

He had guts, Bianca admitted as she worked, putting most of her healthy young strength into manipulating the big, hard muscle. No more screams and groans, just the occasional gasp and hiss of indrawn breath. Then a long, shuddering sigh of relief as she progressed to the ultrasound.

“You can help things along by working on this yourself, Mr Gilmour. Gentle stretches, until you feel a pull, but don’t go so far as to feel a tearing or burning sensation.”

“Okay.”

“And just to speed up the circulation, give it ten minutes with an ice-pack, followed by ten with a hot-water bottle or heat-pack, two or three times a day.” She gave the nearest beautiful buttock a gentle tap, then pulled up his briefs. “Now roll over, and we’ll check your front.”

“What for? I fell on my back, remember—”

Bianca sighed. “I do remember, Mr Gilmour. But believe me, I know what I’m doing.” Groaning and grumbling, he struggled over onto his back, wincing as his weight came onto his damaged bottom.

Bianca covered his hips with the towel again and counted up the ribs to the one she wanted. She was very aware of his eyes fixed on her, arrogantly demanding the acknowledgment of contact, but she refused to look away from the matter in hand. It was one of the first lessons a health professional learnt: to avoid eye-contact when caught up in what would normally be an intimate position.

But she could see the famous Gilmour mouth out of the corner of her eye. It was very distracting, particularly as it curved in mischievous appraisal. She could almost feel the pressure of his eyes taking in every minute detail of her face. Bianca began to wonder if a zit had sprouted in a prominent position since leaving home that morning; now swelling, growing and reddening. She resisted the temptation to check over her face for lumps.

“I bet most of your patients are male,” Gilmour murmured, derailing the unpleasant thought.

How predictable, thought Bianca. A little devil made her widen her eyes innocently and say with a simper, “Not really. But all the long-term ones tend to be men.”

He fell right into it, flashing a knowing smirk. Just as he opened his mouth to comment she cut in, “That’s because women are much more sensible about pain and injuries.”

Thrown off his stride, he frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Women seek timely treatment. Men try to tough it out until it’s so bad they can’t stand it. By that time it’s often too late.”

He smiled again, thoughtfully this time. “You’re a hard woman, Ms...”

Bianca ignored the invitation to supply her name. “Not at all, just observant. Now, tell me if you feel any pain,” she said, and pressed.

“Ouch!” She tried the other rib-joints, but he made no further response. He stared at her, frowning in an aggrieved manner. “It’s my body, and I didn’t know it would hurt there. How did you know?”

“Simple, Mr Gilmour—” Bianca swung her head, and gulped.

In her eagerness to put him in his place, she made the cardinal error: eye contact! The trademark Gilmour golden eyes blasted her, both barrels, at point-blank range.

Lion’s eyes, they were, perfectly matching his thick tawny hair. The pupils widened slightly as they gazed up into hers. Amazing, she thought dazedly, they really are golden. She had always thought it an illusion; perhaps some trick of the lighting technicians. The level bronze eyebrows, too, were just as thick and forceful in real life as they appeared on the screen. The only flaw in this well-advertised face was the broken nose, which perversely added to the overall effect, suggesting a devil-may-care extra dimension.

He blinked rapidly, and the beautiful mouth curved in a knowing smile. “You were saying...?”

“Um, er...”

Brant Gilmour was not unaffected himself, as he watched his physiotherapist hasten to regain her equilibrium. But he had an advantage over her: he had seen many of the world’s most beautiful women in close-up. Nevertheless, he suddenly found Byron’s words reverberating in his mind with a power they could never have possessed for him when he was forced to study the poem at school:

“... And all that’s best of dark and bright

Meet in her aspect and her eyes...”

Those eyes were just the brown side of black, throwing the whites into startling relief, ringed by the longest and thickest non-artificial lashes he had ever seen. Her face was wide, classic Mediterranean, the better to frame those gazelle-like eyes. Luscious bee-stung lips quite devoid of lipstick glowed with a natural colour. Black curly hair, lightly touched with auburn, rioted around her face, pointing up clear olive skin which glowed with health and the warmth of exercise from the massage. With an effort, he brought his attention back to the conversation.

“About how you knew I was injured in the front,” he prompted.

Bianca gave herself a mental shake and wrapped herself in the protective coat of professionalism, forcing into her voice a briskness she no longer felt.

“Think of your ribs as being like the handle of a bucket, Mr Gilmour. The anchor points of the handle are your spine and sternum. If you give the bucket a sharp blow on one side, it’s likely to flex the handle joint on the other side. The shock of your landing transferred through the rib to the joint on the sternum here.”

“You explain very clearly, er ... what do I call you?”

Suddenly the raffish look was unmistakable, those unique eyes gleaming in mischief. Lying helplessly on his back, Brant Gilmour still seemed in charge of the situation. Bianca couldn’t help thinking what it would be like if their positions were reversed, and he was not handicapped by his injuries. She blinked. Preposterous thought!

“You’re not a doctor, but ‘physiotherapist’ is a bit of a mouthful, and ‘masseuse’ has some unfortunate associations these days. Tell me what I should call you.”

Eye-contact once made was hard to break, Bianca found. Perhaps a premonition of just this situation arising with her famous patient had suppressed her usual brisk introduction when he had come in. Instead she had sat at her desk, looking steadfastly down as she filled out his card, and brusquely ordered him to strip and get up on the table. Maybe it was some primitive thought that to give your name was somehow to give up your power. But she couldn’t hesitate any longer without arousing his curiosity by making an issue of it.

“Just my name will do. Bianca Cherubini.”

“Musical.” He rolled it on his tongue. Bianca didn’t know whether to be flattered or offended.

“The surname suits, with those lips,” he continued. “But Bianca—that means white or fair, doesn’t it?” His tone remained bantering as his eyes explored her face, and settled on her lips. “I think ‘Rosa’ would be more appropriate.”

“You may think so,” she snapped, nettled. “But don’t forget the cherubim were supposed to be second-order angels, so Bianca fits that.”

“I don’t think there’s anything second-order about you, Bi-ANC-a Kerrr’u-BI-ni,” he murmured. “And don’t forget the cherubim were probably copied from Cupid. Angelic, then: so it’s white for purity? But I must say, such absolute purity seems like a wicked waste.”

Bianca stood up from the stool beside the table, suddenly fed up with this verbal fencing.

“Well, I don’t think there’s anything more I can do for you today, Mr Gilmour,” she said. “Put your clothes on again. I have another patient after you.”

He sat up more quickly than she would have expected for one in his condition. A grunt of agony told her what it cost him, but he swung his legs unhesitatingly over the side and stood.

Bianca took a step back. At 175 centimetres she was not a short woman, but even in bare feet he towered over her. About 190 centimetres, she judged. He looked much larger standing up, and quite overpowering as he presented his superficially undamaged front to her.

He really was in splendid condition; she had the feeling that if she reached out and ran the backs of her fingernails down the rippled muscles of his abs, they would ring hard and staccato, just like when she used to run a stick along the picket fence of the teacher’s house as a child.

“I’ve annoyed you, haven’t I?” he said. “Perhaps I’m imagining it, but you seemed from the start to be a tad unsympathetic.” Bianca’s hackles rose. “That’s the reason I’ve been trying to get a rise out of you. I’m sorry if I’ve offended you, Ms Cherubini.”

“I accept your apology. If I gave that impression, I apologise. It certainly wasn’t intended,” she lied, and turned to the desk to write up her notes on the session.

He inclined his head with an enigmatic smile, and slipped into his shirt. “When can I see you again?”

“Not until Tuesday, I’m afraid. I’m fully booked tomorrow morning and Monday.”

He paused in the act of pulling on his jeans, frowning. “I can’t wait three days! I’ve got to get mobile as soon as possible!”

“I’m sorry. Perhaps another physiotherapist—”

“No, I want you. You’re the best I’ve found. I don’t know if anyone else would have picked up on the nodule.”

“Oh, I’m sure any competent—”

He cut her off, smiling in sudden inspiration. “Do you make house calls?”

“Yes, for emergencies, but—”

“This is an emergency. I’ll pay double rates—”

“That’s not the point. As I was about to say, I can’t lug this ultrasound machine all around the city, because it’s needed here. And without it there’ll be limited benefit.”

“Okay, I’ll buy one.”

“You’ll what?”

He gave her a curious look. “I think I’ve said the wrong thing again. Did I?”

She sighed. “It’s nothing really to do with you, Mr Gilmour. It’s just that I’m called on to work in inner-city public hospitals from time to time, hospitals that the government is starving of funds, so they can’t afford new equipment. And then you blithely talk about buying an expensive machine to use for just a week or two.”

“I think I’m beginning to understand,” he said thoughtfully. “Here am I, getting paid much more than the prime minister just because I happen to be photogenic, eh?”

He tried without success to slip on his loafers without bending. Then, wincing, he put his foot on the chair by her desk where his hand could reach. The sheer size of him made her feel crowded. She found herself pressing back against the cubicle wall.

“Well, I wasn’t intending to just throw the thing away when I’m finished with it.” He glanced up with a grin. “What about this, Ms Cherubini? You come to my place every afternoon to treat me. I’ll pay you overtime rates, and when I’m fit again I’ll donate the machine to the hospital of your choice. Deal?”

Bianca’s head spun. “That’s a very generous offer,” she said at last.

“One which I can very well afford. As you probably realise.” He smiled mockingly. “Your next patient is waiting while you make up your mind.”

Bianca felt trapped. Blackmailed, even. But remembering what she had said, she saw no possibility of refusal, and surrendered. “What time will I come?”

“Shall we say at three tomorrow and Sunday, and six on the weekdays?”

She nodded glumly.

He handed her a card. “Here’s my address.”

Turning to go, he paused in the doorway. “I’ll look forward to seeing you tomorrow, Bianca. I’ll have the warm and fuzzy machine. You just bring your torturer’s hands and Gestapo boots.”

Bianca gave an outraged gasp, but couldn’t think of a suitably cutting reply. Gilmour smiled at getting the last word, then left with an ironic wave.

***

Long after he had gone Bianca was still mulling over the encounter, wondering why she had verged on behaving so unprofessionally towards him.

At times like these she keenly felt her lack of sophistication. Even after living for nearly a year in the city, there were some brash Sydneysiders who could, with a word, make her feel like she still had farm dirt between her toes and banana sap on her hands. This feeling had overcome her, faced with Brant Gilmour’s savoir-faire and international reputation.

Only when at home with her family, or when working on a patient, could she feel capable and fully in charge of a situation.

She was used to, literally, handling people who were famous and powerful in business or politics. The inner-city location of the clinic was ideally suited, as her boss Terry often remarked, to “catering to the pains and injuries of the rich”.

Her brooding look softened at the thought of Terry, who was not nearly as cynical as he liked to make out, and who did voluntary hospital work. He also had a way of making her feel capable and self-confident.

When Terry told her that Brant Gilmour was to be her patient, she had felt a pleasant thrill of anticipation. Brant Gilmour, the biggest Australian international film star since the Hemsworth brothers! When he got the Oscar nomination she had even cheered along with his fans, feeling a patriotic thrill at his success.

So what had gone wrong?

It was the way he came in, she decided. Okay, he was injured, but did he have to shuffle in like that, looking so scruffy in old jeans and K-Mart T-shirt? Reverse snobbery, if ever she saw it. And not taking his reflective wraparound sunglasses off until he lay down on the table? What a seventies film-star cliché. What a put-down. Try to look in his eyes, and all you saw was your own reflection—diminished by the curve of the lenses.

And then the shocking contrast when he had stripped off, revealing that magnificent, damaged body. But still, why had she behaved so childishly? She should have kept her professional detachment.

He had known. He had sensed her pique, and probed it by teasing her. And she had reacted, like a fool.

She groaned aloud before she could stop herself.

The patient twitched under her hands. “What’s the matter?”

“Uh ... I just remembered something I should have done.”

It wasn’t until that evening when Bianca was getting off the train at her station that she finally admitted to herself the real reason why Brant Gilmour got up her nose so much. It was simply that she found him too damned attractive.

This in itself was strange. Her boyfriends had always been dark, Italianate men. Could that be why they had never lasted? Was it just cultural imprinting, and did she really, deep down, prefer blonds? Or just one blond?

She shuddered, knowing without doubt there was no future in that direction.

What could Brant Gilmour, international star and jet-setter, friend and lover of Hollywood beauties, possibly have in common with an ethnic physiotherapist from Marrickville, who grew up on a banana farm? Nothing except his bruises and sprains, and they would soon fade. That’s what had made his flirting so objectionable to her. It was as if he was just practising out of habit, with no regard for any possible effects on her.

Bianca set off up Illawarra Road at her usual fast clip; chest out, curls bouncing, dynamic glutes driving her black leather Reeboks in a pavement-devouring stride. She wheeled into the next street, right on schedule to break her record from station to home, when something in the window of the St Vincent de Paul op shop caught her eye. She slowed, stopped, contemplated.

It was a pair of the tackiest-looking boots she had ever seen; not at all the usual Vinnie’s Boutique stock. Black, knee-length, inside zip, spangled with metal studs and stars, with ten centimetre stiletto heels which would boost her height to 185.

It’s fate, she thought, if they fit me. The notion brushed aside any commonsense reflections. She squeezed past Filomena, who was about to close up the shop, kicked off her joggers and lifted the boots from the window. The worn leather fitted like a glove.

“Last sale of the day!” she said, before she could change her mind.

“Bianca? You gone crazy, maybe?” Filomena’s plump, pimply face looked stunned. The idol she had always admired for her style, grace and assertiveness had suddenly sprouted feet of clay, thrusting those feet into something Filomena had been reluctant to accept, even in the name of charity.

Bianca laughed. “It’s a joke, Mena. Some smarty-pants patient made a crack about torture and Gestapo boots. I’ll just wear them to my house-visit then donate them back on Monday.” Filomena, relieved, joined in the laughter. “Wrap them well, please. I don’t want Rocco to get the wrong idea.”
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