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PROLOGUE

The Creston Tower Hotel, Sydney,
Friday 13th September, 10:33 pm
‘MS GRESHAM!’ A female journalist rushed at Carli with a microphone as soon as the lift doors were prised apart. ‘Tell us about your experience of being trapped in a lift for more than two hours with your ex-husband, Xavier Knightly.’
‘No comment,’ Xavier answered for her, his hands tightening on Carli’s arm as he led her determinedly through the small crowd of reporters.
‘Ms Gresham?’ The microphone swung back to Carli. ‘Is it true you left your marriage to Xavier Knightly to pursue your own career in law?’
‘Please get out of our way,’ Xavier said curtly. ‘We have nothing to say.’
‘There was a lot of interest in the paper you delivered this afternoon, Ms Gresham,’ the indomitable journalist continued. ‘Have you anything further to add?’
‘I—’ Carli opened her mouth to answer but Xavier tugged her along with him down the hall and she had no choice but to follow him.
He shouldered open another exit door and led her up several flights of stairs, finally coming out on the Presidential level.
‘Where are we going?’ she asked somewhat breathlessly as she tried to match his long-strided pace.
‘To my room to have that drink I promised you well over two hours ago,’ he answered grimly. ‘I think I could safely say we’re both in dire need of one.’
Carli was inclined to agree, although she didn’t say it out loud as she waited for him to unlock the door. He held it open for her and she stepped through and looked around with interest, buying some time to get her rattled nerves under some sort of control.
‘Nice suite.’ She inspected the view over the city and harbour with a critical eye. ‘We don’t get this sort of luxurious comfort in steerage.’
She heard the slide of his silky tie as he removed it from the collar of his shirt and turned around to look at him. ‘But then you always insisted on the best, didn’t you?’
His dark blue eyes held hers. ‘Do you have a problem with that?’
‘No, not unless it comes at the expense of someone else.’
‘I paid for the room in advance.’
‘I didn’t mean that and you know it.’
‘Look, Carli, let’s just drop the feminist crap for a while, OK? I asked you to have a drink with me, not to castrate me.’
She let out her breath on a gasp of indignation. ‘Why is it men always think women are intent on emasculating them whenever we bring up the topic of equality?’
‘I told you I don’t wish to discuss it any further.’
‘No, you wouldn’t,’ she sniped at him. ‘It’s far too comfortable at the top of the heap, isn’t it? You wouldn’t be interested in making room for anyone else way up there.’
‘What would you like to drink?’ He turned away to the mini-bar compartment, which incensed her even more; she didn’t like being dismissed like a recalcitrant child. It was a skill he’d perfected in the three years they were married but somehow she found it even more annoying now.
‘I don’t want to have a drink.’
‘Fine.’ He poured himself one and sat on one of the sofas and began to drink it.
She shifted from one foot to the other, her eyes carefully avoiding his.
‘The bathroom is through there.’ He pointed behind her, lifting his glass to his mouth once more.
Carli swung away, striding off to where he’d directed, doing her best to ignore the expanse of his bed on her way to the huge en suite.
She took her time in the bathroom, washing her hands and finger-combing her wild chestnut hair so she didn’t look quite so out of control, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t quite erase the nervous, agitated look she could see reflected in her eyes.
Being trapped in a lift with the man you’d divorced five years ago was not to be recommended, she thought wryly. It had been bad enough knowing he was going to be at the same family-law conference as her, watching her, listening to her…hating her…
She drew in a calming breath and made her way back out to where Xavier was lounging, drink in hand, as if nothing unusual had occurred in the last hour or so.
‘Changed your mind about that drink?’ he asked.
‘I think I’ll have a glass of water.’
He put his drink down and got to his feet to get her what she’d requested. She watched him as he put some ice into a tall glass, pouring some bottled water into it before handing it to her. She took it with a murmur of thanks and began to drink it so she didn’t have to converse with him.
She studied him over the top of her glass, taking in his tall, well-groomed features as if committing them to memory. His hair was still glossy black but there were a few strands of steel grey around his temples that hadn’t been there five years ago. At thirty-six he was quite clearly a man who still enjoyed maintaining a high level of physical fitness. His stomach was flat and his muscles toned, his olive skin tanned in spite of the unusually cold winter Sydney had recently experienced. His clothes were always of the highest quality and although his shirt was undone at the collar and the cuffs at his strong wrists were rolled back casually, the fabric still spoke of a well-known designer.
He was the epitome of the successful man. Power, riches and privilege were things he took more or less for granted. His reputation as a family-law-court lawyer was well known in all legal circles, even those as far out west as hers. The common catchphrase associated with him was ‘get him and get even’. With Xavier Knightly acting for you, back-up wasn’t necessary. He was a veritable army of knowledge and expertise and many of his colleagues had to think twice before taking him on in opposition, knowing how good he was at court-room showdowns.
She met his watchful gaze across the room and couldn’t quite help the instinctive sucking in of her breath at the mere sight of him. She had known every millimetre of his six-foot-four body, had heard him in the throes of passion and in the maelstrom of anger. They had shared so much but in the end it hadn’t been enough…
‘Come and sit down,’ he said. ‘And for God’s sake would you please stop scowling at me?’
‘I’m not scowling.’
‘Yes, you are. You have your all-men-are-bastards look on your face.’
‘That’s ridiculous.’ She sat down heavily and glared at him.
‘There,’ he pointed at her, ‘you’re doing it now—scowling.’
She couldn’t stop the bubble of laughter at his imitation of her expression. ‘I’m not that bad, surely!’
His mouth tilted into a lazy smile as he looked across at her. ‘You look absolutely beautiful when you laugh. I’d forgotten just how beautiful.’
She felt the colour staining her cheeks and hastily lowered her eyes.
‘Look at me, Carli.’
She raised her face to look at him and her heart squeezed at the thought of never seeing those dark blue eyes again.
He’d promised one drink and no further contact.
This was it—the final curtain on their troubled relationship.
The end.
‘I should go.’ She got to her feet and put her glass on the table. ‘We said one drink and I—’
Xavier was on his feet and blocking her exit before she had even finished her sentence.
‘No.’
She gave him a nervous glance. ‘What do you mean…no?’
‘I’m about to have dinner,’ he said. ‘I know it’s late but why not join me?’
‘Dinner?’ She frowned.
‘You have something against food?’
‘No…but you and me and dinner isn’t really a good combination,’ she pointed out. ‘We’ll probably argue and embarrass the other diners.’
‘There won’t be any other diners if we eat in here by ourselves,’ he said.
She should have seen that coming and was irritated with herself for falling so neatly into the snare he’d so expertly laid.
‘I’m not hungry.’
‘You’re too thin.’
‘You’re too arrogant!’ she shot back.
‘Now you’re being too sensitive.’
‘And you are being a complete and utter jerk!’ She backed away as he came closer. ‘What are you doing?’ She held up her hands as if to hold him off.
‘If you insist on leaving now then I insist on one last kiss.’
She ran her tongue over her dry lips as the backs of her knees met the edge of the sofa. ‘I don’t want to kiss you,’ she said but her tone lacked the strength of conviction she so desperately needed.
‘Is that the truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?’
‘Don’t play your court-room games with me, Xavier. I came up here for a drink and nothing else and you damn well know it.’
‘One kiss, Carli, for old times’ sake.’
She knew enough about his mouth to know one kiss would never be enough to satisfy her and she had to avoid it at all costs.
‘I have to go…’ She edged away from the sofa and made to brush past him but his hands came down on her shoulders and turned her effortlessly to face him.
‘Why so afraid?’ His dark eyes burned into hers.
‘I’m not…’ She took a lumpy swallow. ‘I just don’t think we should re-plough old fields, that’s all.’
A heavy, pulsing silence began to throb between them.
Carli found her gaze slipping to his mouth almost of its own volition. Her heart began to hammer behind her already tightening breasts, and her legs turned traitor on her by weakening beneath her like dampened paper. She saw his head coming towards her in slow motion but she didn’t move out of his reach. She felt like a light-blinded animal caught by the high beam of a car as it steadily approached.
She couldn’t move even if she tried.
His mouth touched hers so softly she wondered if she’d imagined it, but then he did it again, this time a little firmer, and she felt her lips blaze with instant heat. He stroked his tongue along the cleft of her mouth and her lips parted on a soundless sigh, his entry into the cavern of her mouth sending her pulses skyrocketing out of control.
She felt his hands thread their way through the thick curtain of her hair in the same way he had used to do years ago, the simple action bringing her one step forward so their bodies touched from chest to thigh. She felt the unmistakable length of him swelling against her belly and her inner body responded as if he’d flicked a switch. She felt the silkiness of sensual need between her legs, and her resolve to resist him faded away to some far-away, unreachable place.
She kissed him back with all the pent-up despair of her loneliness over the time they’d been apart, her body aching for him with an intensity she knew she wouldn’t be able to rein back in now it was finally set loose.
Her teeth found his bottom lip and dragged it into her mouth for her tongue to salve. She felt him jerk against her in reaction and couldn’t help a tiny shiver of delight that even after all this time she could still affect him so.
His tongue tangled with hers, rasping over the smooth surface of her teeth to dip into the recesses of her mouth as if mimicking what his very male body had done repeatedly to her in the past.
Her body remembered with a heady rush of recognition, the blood flying through her veins as if in search of his touch on her skin. His mouth burned on hers, sending flames of desire to every secret place as if he were spreading a flammable liquid inside and over her. She erupted in a storm of need that could not be banked down no matter how hard she tried to contain it. She could feel the pull of desire like an irresistible lure being held in front of her. Nothing had prepared her for this conflagration of her senses. She was beyond thinking with his mouth on hers. She needed his touch, needed his need of her to remind her of all they had shared in the past, to remind her of what her life had once been when she’d been secure in his arms.
His mouth lifted off hers and although he didn’t say a word his intimate question hung in the air between them all the same. She saw it reflected in his gaze as it secured hers, the silent message of desire being transmitted in crackling sparks that threatened to scorch her very soul.
She answered with her mouth as it returned to his, her arms going around his waist so her hands could dip to his buttocks and draw his heat even closer to her burning need.
He lifted her in his arms with his mouth still locked to hers and carried her to the bedroom, only breaking his kiss to put her down on the mattress. She watched as he removed his clothes with impatient hands, her own desire for him growing as every part of his leanly muscled body was revealed to her ravenous eyes.
He joined her on the bed and within the space of a few breathless seconds her clothes had joined his on the floor. The slide of his skin on hers was like a drug; she wanted him so much she could barely breathe without pain.
She refused to think about tomorrow and how she would feel after this brief encounter. She wanted him with a desperation she hadn’t realised had been lurking silently inside her. Her inner emptiness began to ache with the need to be filled, and, when his hair-roughened thighs bound hers on either side in a muscled embrace, any last-minute chance of self-control finally slipped out of her grasp.
His hands shaped her breasts before he bent his mouth to taste her peaking flesh, his tongue rolling over each nipple until she couldn’t stop a whimper of pleasure escaping through her kiss-swollen lips. He moved down from her breasts, lingering over her belly button, dipping his warm tongue in and out until she was squirming restlessly beneath him.
She sucked in a sharp little breath as he moved even lower, the caress of his breath between her legs sending her into a frenzy of anticipatory delight. She clutched at the bed covering beneath her hands, her fingers curling into the fabric to anchor her against the storm of feeling his slow-moving tongue was producing. Just when she thought she could stand it no more he moved over her to claim her mouth and his body slipped into place with one accurate thrust that sent another gasp from her mouth into the sexy saltiness of his.
It had been so long!
His body set a hard-paced rhythm which thrilled her, for it spoke of his urgent need. He was hot and hard and heavy within her but she relished in the hot lava flow of desire coursing through his body to scald hers. When he touched her intimately with his fingers to increase her pleasure she had to bite down on her lips to stop herself from crying out. He knew her body so well, what it wanted, what it needed and how it responded.
She felt the rolling wave hit her in a smashing blow that sent a kaleidoscope of fragmented colour through her brain, each tiny sparkle settling around her in the afterglow of release.
She felt him tense in preparation for his own supreme moment, his final surge splintering her with renewed feeling as he rocked against her, spilling himself into her warmth.
His large body gradually relaxed and she felt his warm, still hectic breath feathering along the sensitive skin of her neck. Her arms were around him, her hands moving over the smooth skin of his back in rediscovering exploratory movements.
‘Was that too fast and furious for you?’ He eased himself up on one elbow to look down at her, his night-sky eyes holding hers.
‘We shouldn’t have done it,’ Carli said in instant self-reproach, hastily looking away.
‘Probably not,’ Xavier agreed with a wry smile, trailing a lazy, long, tanned finger down the length of her still quivering thigh. ‘But given the circumstances it was more or less inevitable.’
‘It is never a good idea for ex-partners to get involved again. It only causes confusion and further hurt.’ She spoke through tightened lips, her breathing still not quite under control.
He rolled away and placed his arms behind his head, his gloriously naked body pulling her gaze back even though her common sense kept insisting she turn away.
‘You sound as if you’re reading that straight from a law textbook,’ he chided. ‘It was only sex, Carli—no big deal.’
‘It’s a big deal to me.’
He turned his head to look at her, his eyes very dark and intense. ‘Are you saying you still feel something for me after all this time?’
‘Of course not,’ she said with a touch of tartness. ‘You killed what I felt for you a long time ago.’
If he was disappointed with her answer he certainly didn’t show it on his face. He simply laid back his head and crossed his legs at his ankles in a casual, unaffected pose, and her blood instantly began to boil.
She couldn’t help feeling as if she’d been set up for a bit of ex-sex to pass the time. She should have known when she’d presented her paper on the obstacles young women in the legal field faced he’d be sitting in the third row from the back just waiting to pounce on her at question time. Their very public sparring match had no doubt all been part of the intellectual foreplay that had led to his little social-let’s-try-and-be-civil-even-though-we’re-now-divorced drink.
‘My God, you planned this, didn’t you?’ She leapt off the bed in one movement and snatched up her clothes to cover herself.
He arched one dark brow at her. ‘Your imagination is as usual working overtime.’
‘Don’t lie to me, you…you…bastard!’ She zipped up her skirt and flung her arms through her blouse without bothering to replace her bra, which in the heat of the moment she had failed to find.
‘You and your one drink and one kiss for old times’ sake!’ she railed at him as she stuffed her feet back into her high-heeled shoes. ‘Do you think I’m so stupid to fall for that old routine?’
He gave her an ironic look. ‘Apparently you just did.’
Her eyes scanned the room for something to throw at him. It wouldn’t be the first time she tossed something his way, but this time there were no priceless Knightly heirloom vases at hand.
‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ he warned. ‘You know the law well enough to know what happens to people who deface hotel rooms.’
‘You arrogant, stuffed-shirt, male chauvinistic, opportunistic, calculating, conniving, vindictive, ruthless, arrogant—’
‘You already said arrogant. Try to be original if you must flay me with such opprobrium.’
Carli was almost speechless with rage.
‘I never want to see you again!’ she screeched at him.
He held her fiery glare with consummate ease, his tone even and cool. ‘That was the deal, remember? You stated the terms yourself, Carli. One last drink and I promised never to see or speak to you ever again.’
‘And I meant it!’ She stamped her foot for emphasis. ‘I never, ever want to see you again. Do you hear me?’
‘Loud and clear.’ His tone held its usual trace of mockery, which sent her fury up another dangerous notch.
‘I hate you!’ Carli flung at him bitterly. ‘I hate, hate, hate you!’
‘Just as well since you divorced me five years ago; what a waste of very commendable legal work it would be if you didn’t.’
She swung away in case he caught sight of the tears shining in her eyes and stalked towards the door.
‘Toss me the room-service menu on your way out, Carli,’ he called out to her. ‘After all that hot and sweaty exercise I’m feeling a little bit peckish.’
She turned back to face him and used a very unladylike expression to describe just exactly what he could do with the room-service menu.
His chuckle of laughter broke her fragile hold on her temper and she picked up the cardboard menu card and, tearing it into tiny shreds, stalked back across to where he was lying and threw them all over him like confetti.
‘Bon appétit.’ She dusted off her hands and stomped back to the door, slamming it so hard behind her the pictures hanging in the hall outside rattled in their gilt-edged frames.
Xavier listened to the staccato beat of her heels as she made her way down the hall, each and every footstep striking a painful nerve somewhere deep in the middle of his chest.
His fingers closed over the shredded menu card lying around him on the bed and he bit out one hard, sharp, unprintable word as he flung the pieces to the carpeted floor…



CHAPTER ONE

Three months later…
CARLI stared at the thin blue line in horror. ‘Oh, my God!’
She clutched at the bathroom basin in much the same way she’d been doing on and off for weeks as she came to grips with the final devastating confirmation of her pregnancy.
The walls of the small room began to close in on her and she held on to consciousness with as much tenacity as she could.
Pregnant!
With Xavier’s child!
She opened her eyes to inspect the testing kit once more but it was still the same colour.
She stumbled through to the bedroom, her body shivering in reaction rather than to cold.
It must be a mistake!
It had to be a mistake.
They’d only been together that one time and she had been sure she was in a safe period in her cycle, not that she’d really thought about it at the time.
She slammed her fist into her pillow and bit down on her bottom lip until she tasted blood.
She’d stormed from his hotel room vowing to never set eyes on him again, never imagining such a subsequent scenario as this! That one momentary lapse into passionate madness had set her world upside down.
She wouldn’t tell him.
Oh, really, her conscience pricked her. What if he somehow found out? He’s Sydney’s best legal eagle. Don’t forget: get him and get even. That was his credo and she knew he would just as easily apply it against her if pressed to do so.
OK, so she would tell him.
Yeah, right, as if he’s going to accept the news with any sort of gladness.
‘Oh, God!’ She shut her eyes against the vision of his disdain. ‘I can’t do it! I just can’t do it!’
Nausea rolled in her stomach and she made a desperate lunge for the bathroom, only just making it in time.
She lifted her pale face to meet her reflection in the mirror above the basin, shocked at her pallor and even more alarmed by the haunted, hollow look in her caramel-brown gaze.
 
It took Carli a further twenty-seven days before she garnered enough courage to do what had to be done. She gave her slightly protruding abdomen a nervous stroke as she approached the office tower where Xavier had his suite of offices. She hadn’t phoned to announce her intention of seeing him. She hadn’t trusted herself not to blurt her news over the line instead of face to face. Not that either way was going to make things any easier. He was going to be shocked and quite possibly furious as well. His shock she could deal with, but his anger?
She took the stairs and lost count after floor number ten. She traipsed on doggedly, step by agonising step, feeling like someone on their way up to the gallows.
‘Mr Knightly is in court and won’t be back until four this afternoon,’ his middle-aged secretary announced in somewhat prim tones.
Carli’s heart sank along with her courage. Could she wait three hours? And more to the point, could she go through the ordeal of the fire escape one more time?
‘Who will I say wants to see him?’ the secretary asked, picking up a pen and a message pad.
‘I…Car…Carli Gresham,’ she said, knowing she wouldn’t get an appointment without revealing her name.
‘Carli as in Carla?’ The secretary arched one pencilled brow at her.
‘No,’ she said. ‘Carli as in Carli—trust me, he’ll know exactly who it is.’
Xavier was the only person in the legal profession to call her Carli instead of Carla, and by the simple exchange of that one letter managed to strip away the thin veneer of sophistication she had fought so hard to keep in place.
The secretary took in her slightly flushed appearance and her austere manner visibly softened. ‘Would you like a drink? Mr Knightly is often early from court when things go his way. You mightn’t have such a long wait after all.’
Carli felt like asking: when did things ever not go Xavier Knightly’s way? However, she refrained from doing so when she caught sight of a water-cooler machine in the waiting area.
The secretary noticed the line of her gaze and ushered her towards it with all the efficiency of a mother hen. ‘Sit yourself down, Miss Gresham, and help yourself to a drink, or I could make you a coffee or tea instead?’
‘No, thank you, water’s fine, and it’s Ms not Miss.’
‘Yes, of course it is, how silly of me.’
Before Carli could ask her what she meant she’d bustled back to her credenza, bent her head to her computer and begun tapping away like a barnyard hen did at spilled wheat.
Carli couldn’t help wondering how many secretaries Xavier had worked his way through over the last five years. This one seemed a little more sensible than his usual type and she couldn’t help wondering what had brought about the change.
She sighed and picked up a magazine, flicking through it without interest. From time to time she glanced at the clock on the wall but the minutes appeared to be crawling by at an evolving invertebrate’s pace.
She felt her usual afternoon lethargy hit like a sledgehammer and tried to keep her eyelids open but they felt weighted by anvils and she finally had to give in to the urge to close them.
The sofa she was sitting on was soft and comfortable and she settled into its leather cushions, promising herself she would shut her eyes for five minutes and five minutes only…
 
‘How long has she been here?’ Xavier asked his secretary in a deep undertone, a frown forming between his dark brows.
Elaine Johnston inspected the clock on the wall before answering in a sibilant whisper, ‘Two and a half hours.’
He muttered a swear word under his breath. ‘I could have been back an hour ago but I had a drink with one of the other lawyers.’
‘Quite frankly I think she needed the sleep,’ Elaine whispered back. ‘She was very pale when she came in. Do you know her?’
‘Know her?’ He sent her an ironic glance. ‘I was once married to her.’
Elaine’s eyes went out on stalks. ‘That’s your ex-wife?’
‘Certainly is.’
His secretary’s mouth opened and closed. ‘What does she want to see you about?’
‘Can’t be about a divorce,’ he said with a wry twist to his mouth. ‘We’ve already had one of those.’
‘If you ask me she looks rather fragile…’ Elaine chewed the end of a pen thoughtfully.
‘I didn’t ask you, but believe me, she’s a whole lot tougher than she looks.’
‘Well, I think I’ll leave you to it,’ Elaine said, gathering up her things. ‘I don’t think I want to be witness to the sparks that might fly once you get her alone.’
Xavier didn’t answer. He was still remembering the sparks that had flown the last time they were together, in fact had thought of little else in the four months since he’d last seen her. He’d thought of contacting her hundreds—no, thousands of times, but he’d promised her one drink and no further contact. And after she’d stormed out of his hotel room and left the conference before it was even over he’d had no choice but to assume she was perfectly content with the arrangement.
As if Carli sensed his presence she opened her eyes on his approach. She brushed back the hair off her face and slid her curled-up legs to the floor with a selfconscious adjustment of her long skirt and overflowing blouse as she stood up.
‘Well, well, well,’ he drawled. ‘Look who’s here.’
‘I had to see you.’ She didn’t bother with a proper greeting, twisting her hands in front of her like a nervous schoolgirl.
‘I’m sorry you had to wait,’ he said, his tone belying the apology of his words. ‘But I’m free now. Come into my office and let’s get this over with.’
It wasn’t a good start, she thought as she followed him down the capacious hall to his plush office. She could tell he wasn’t in a good mood and what she had to tell him was hardly going to lighten it.
He held the door for her and she stepped through, trying not to notice how her skirt brushed along his thigh as she went past.
She went to the chair opposite his desk and sat down on the edge of it, her eyes following him as he took his place behind the expansive rectangle of highly polished timber.
He moved forward in his chair and, leaning his arms on his desk, made a steeple with his fingers. ‘So, this must be pretty important. I thought you never wanted to see me again.’ His eyes locked on to hers.
‘It is important.’ She ran her tongue over her dry lips. ‘Extremely important.’
‘Well?’
All her earlier rehearsals went out the window as she blurted, ‘I’m pregnant.’
He didn’t move a muscle.
‘I fail to see what this has to do with me,’ he said after a short pause. ‘Do you want me to represent you legally to extract funds from the father for your child’s upkeep?’
She swallowed the constriction in her throat.
‘Who is the father by the way?’ he added before she could find her voice. ‘Anyone I might know?’
‘As a matter of fact, yes.’
He leant back in his chair, his right thumb compressing the top of a pen, the tiny clicks sounding loud in the pulsing silence.
‘He’s…’ She hesitated. How could she tell him without some sort of preamble?
‘You seem to be having some trouble recalling his name,’ he observed. ‘Is the field open to more than one perhaps?’
‘No…’ She gave him a hardened look. ‘I’ve so far been able to narrow it down to just the one.’
‘I’m very glad to hear it. Paternity cases these days are the pits. So who is it?’
‘You’re not going to believe it.’
‘Try me,’ he said, leaning even further back in his chair, one arm slung casually over the back.
‘You.’
This time he did flinch.
‘Me?’ He got to his feet, his chair flying backwards to slam into the filing cabinet behind. He stared at her across his desk. ‘Me?’
‘You’re fertile, aren’t you?’ she asked.
Xavier reached blindly for his abandoned chair and sat back down, the pen he’d been holding scuttling along the desk until it came to a halt beside his paperclip holder.
‘You’re joking of course.’ His chest felt tight, as if someone was squeezing him from the inside.
‘I wish.’
He sucked in a breath through his teeth. ‘Are you sure?’
‘Sure as eggs, to use an apt choice of phrase.’
‘Christ.’
‘I’ve already tried appealing to the higher powers but so far no good.’ She sent him a reproachful glance. ‘I’m still pregnant.’
He sent his chair back as he got to his feet once more. ‘We’ll have to get married…’ He scraped a hand through his hair and turned to face her. ‘We’ll have to get married immediately.’
‘No.’
‘No?’ He stared at her. ‘What do you mean, no?’
‘I don’t want to marry you.’
‘You have to marry me!’ He almost shouted the words at her.
‘I do not have to marry you to have your child.’
‘But…but…’ He sought desperately for a valid reason but could think of nothing on the hop.
‘I’m not here for help,’ she said. ‘I’m here to let you know, that’s all.’
‘I will not consent to being a part-time parent!’
‘You seem to have no compunction in assigning that task to thousands of other parents out there when you represent their bitter other halves.’
‘That’s different,’ he insisted.
‘How so?’
‘You know it is,’ he argued. ‘I’m a lawyer, for God’s sake. Do you think I’m going to allow myself to be screwed by another member of my profession?’
‘I won’t cause you any trouble.’
‘If that was supposed to reassure me let me tell you it hasn’t. You’re nothing but trouble from the tip of your pretty little nose to your very dainty feet.’
‘I’m sorry…’ She felt a bubble of emotion clog her throat and fought it back down as best she could.
‘Damn it!’ he swore again.
She choked down another escaping sob with difficulty. ‘I should never have agreed to have that drink with you…’ She bent her head to avoid his angry glare and added brokenly, ‘I just wanted you to know…’
He frowned as he looked at the calendar on his desk. ‘You certainly haven’t rushed the announcement.’ He mentally calculated the weeks back to the conference. ‘How many weeks are you now? Sixteen?’
She nodded.
His eyes shifted to her abdomen. ‘Are you showing?’ His voice sounded distinctly husky but she imagined it was the aftermath of his shock.
‘I can’t do up my top button on my skirt,’ she answered miserably.
He let out another harsh breath. ‘How the hell am I going to tell my family?’
Carli gaped at him. ‘Is that all you can think about?’ She got to her feet in agitation. ‘Don’t you realise what this means for me?’
He returned her glare with a look of blank bewilderment.
‘I’m pregnant, for God’s sake!’ she said. ‘I didn’t ask to be or plan to be, but somehow through some trick of nature I find myself in this condition. What has your family got to do with it? What about my career?’
‘You’ll have to give it up temporarily.’
Her eyes flared with anger. ‘And do what? Go down on bended knee in gratitude for your provision? I’d rather die!’
‘You can’t possibly work for the whole length of your pregnancy,’ he said.
‘Excuse me?’ She hit him with her flashing, defiant eyes. ‘Did I hear you correctly?’
His jaw tightened. ‘You heard me.’
‘I will not give up my job for you or anybody!’
‘You can hardly work through labour.’
‘I’ll take a few days off.’
‘What if the baby gets sick?’
She bit her lip and tried to think of a solution. ‘I’ll employ a nanny.’
He tilted one dark brow sceptically. ‘On your wage?’
‘All right,’ she said crisply, folding her arms across her chest. ‘You pay for the nanny.’
‘I’m not paying for a nanny.’
‘Why ever not? It’s your child!’
‘I was brought up by a nanny and swore I would never allow any child of mine to suffer the same.’
Carli’s mouth fell open. He’d never told her that before. She’d always imagined his childhood had been a picnic of happy, sunny days with an adoring host of female relatives to remind him of the light he cast over them from each and every one of his bodily orifices.
‘I didn’t know you’d had a nanny.’
‘I don’t wish to discuss it.’ The line of his mouth was set in an intractable line.
‘What else should you tell me that you’ve so far neglected?’ she asked.
‘Nothing.’ His expression instantly closed over.
‘I can’t work without help,’ she said after another pause. ‘Why don’t you give up your job and be a house husband?’
‘You must be joking.’
‘No, I wasn’t joking.’
‘I was afraid you weren’t.’
‘What’s wrong, Xavier? Don’t you like the feel of the boot on the other foot?’
‘I can’t give up my practice. You know I can’t.’
‘And yet you expect…no—demand me to give up mine?’
She had him in a tight corner and Xavier was not all that sure how to get out of it. He was used to pressure. He thrived on it, but somehow this was different.
Carli was having a baby.
His baby.
‘Come on, Carli, let’s be serious here. I earn ten times your wage. Why would I give that up? It would be financial suicide.’
‘Let me tell you at this point that a huge number of women out there in those suburbs you’ve referred to so disdainfully in the past have to face exactly this sort of choice. They have no other income and must rely on their own earning power to survive to provide for their children.’
‘Pregnancy is more or less a choice these days.’
‘I didn’t choose it!’ she said.
There was a small silence.
‘Didn’t you?’
Her mouth fell open in shock. ‘You think I did it deliberately?’
‘A lot of women do,’ he put in. ‘It ensures an income for a few years, if not from the welfare system then from the man nominated as father. But as you know there are ways now of establishing just who is the father.’
She got to her feet in fury. ‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this!’ She strode towards the door but as she reached for the door knob it seemed to melt and slip away from her. She gave it another attempt but her hands seemed to be grasping at space and she slipped in a slow folding heap to the floor…
 
She woke to find Xavier staring down at her with a look of such concern on his face she was tempted to think the last five years hadn’t passed and they were still together.
‘What happened?’ She struggled to get up but he held her down with a flat hand against her shoulder.
‘You blacked out.’
She blinked her eyes a couple of times to restore clarity to her blurred vision.
‘I’ve called for an ambulance.’
‘That’s totally unnecessary. I’m not sick.’
‘You don’t look all that well to me.’
‘I’m under considerable stress at the moment,’ she said. ‘No woman looks good with the weight of the world dragging her down.’
‘You don’t have to take on the weight of the world all by yourself,’ he said. ‘I’ve already offered to help you.’
‘I can just imagine how. You won’t mind how much it costs as long as it causes the least disturbance to your routine.’
‘I have some commitments but I’m sure I can make myself available if you need me.’
‘You’re five years too late, buddy,’ she bit out resentfully.
‘Better too late than not at all.’
She wished she could argue with that but there was the sound of a trolley rattling in the hallway outside, announcing the arrival of the ambulance team.
‘I don’t want to go to hospital.’
‘I want you checked out,’ he said implacably. ‘I want to reassure myself that all we’re dealing with here is pregnancy.’
‘Isn’t pregnancy enough?’ she asked.
He gave her a level look. ‘It could be a whole lot worse, you know.’
‘Just tell me how it could be a whole lot worse,’ she asked as the trolley was wheeled into the room. ‘What could possibly be worse than this?’
‘You could be having twins,’ he said.
She rolled her eyes and faced her nemesis in the ambulance officer who had her in his sights.
‘OK, let’s get this over with.’ She held up her hands as if under arrest.
‘Is she all right, man?’ the guy asked Xavier with a frown.
Xavier twirled his finger beside his temple to indicate a state of insanity. ‘She’s totally nuts.’
Carli opened her mouth to deny it but a cloak of blackness beckoned once more and she gave in to it with gratefulness. She didn’t have the energy to deal with Xavier in this state. All she wanted to do was sleep…
 
Carli woke to the sound of voices murmuring softly at the end of her hospital bed.
‘Is she going to be all right?’ Xavier’s voice sounded distinctly strained.
A female voice answered him reassuringly, ‘With a little rest and a better diet she should be fine. Her blood count showed she’s a bit anaemic but the iron tablets I’ve prescribed for her should soon fix that.’
‘How long does she have to stay in hospital?’ Xavier asked.
‘She can go home in the morning.’
‘I’ll be here first thing,’ he said and Carli heard the female doctor leave the room.
‘I know you’re not asleep,’ Xavier said, turning back to the small, stiff figure in the bed.
She sat up and brushed the hair out of her face, scowling at him darkly. ‘Why are you still here?’
‘Why do you think I’m here?’ He frowned at her. ‘You’ve fainted twice in my company in the space of minutes. I don’t want your death on my hands—the pregnancy is bad enough.’
Carli blinked back sudden tears at his terse words. She knew the pregnancy had been a terrible shock to him but did he have to keep reminding her of how distasteful it was for him to be in this situation?
Xavier looked at her intently, his heart squeezing painfully when he saw the way her small chin wobbled as a track of tears made its way down her smooth cheek.
‘Oh, God.’ He came over and, sitting on the edge of her bed, gathered her against him. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ He spoke into the fragrant cloud of her hair.
‘How else did you mean it?’ She pushed him away with a choked sob. ‘You hate the fact that I’m carrying your child, I know you do.’
‘I don’t hate the idea at all, it’s just the timing of it is a little bit strange.’
‘Five years too late you mean?’ she asked bitterly. ‘You were quite happy to build up your stud back then; we argued about little else.’
‘We’re divorced, Carli, surely—’
‘And we’re staying divorced so don’t get any ideas of playing happy families with me to get access to your child.’
He held her defiant look for a lengthy moment. ‘My offer of marriage was a spur-of-the-moment knee-jerk reaction and I’m retracting it here and now,’ he said. ‘There will be no remarriage.’
The wind went right out of Carli’s sails, leaving her emotionally stranded.
What was wrong with her?
She didn’t want him back.
Did she?
‘However, I do think you should come and live with me for the rest of the pregnancy,’ he said into the tight silence. ‘So I can keep an eye on you.’
‘I can’t possibly live with you!’
‘You can’t possibly live alone; you heard what the doctor just said.’
‘I’ll be fine in a couple of days so you don’t need to play at nursemaid. I couldn’t think of anything worse than being under your constant surveillance. I’d go completely mad.’
His jaw tightened at her intransigence. ‘Don’t make it necessary for me to resort to other means to make you do as you’re told.’
She balled her hands into fists as she glared at him. ‘You’d have to carry me kicking and screaming back into that house with you.’
‘I’ve had it redecorated, so it shouldn’t be so repugnant to you any more.’
‘I suppose you had to redecorate it to exorcise my presence.’ She gave him a churlish look.
Xavier privately marvelled at how close to the truth she actually was. It had taken months before the scent of her perfume had left his house, and yet even now he sometimes thought he could still pick up a faint trace of it in the air when he was in the house alone.
‘You can have your own room,’ he offered.
‘Thank you very much,’ she drawled sarcastically. ‘But it won’t be necessary.’
‘So you’ll agree to share mine?’
‘No!’
‘Come on, Carli, let’s not argue about this. There are much bigger battles we can tussle over.’
‘I don’t want to be a part of your life.’
‘You damn well are a part of my life and will be for the next eighteen years, so the sooner you get used to it the better.’ His voice rose in frustration. ‘You’re not doing either of us any good by being so stubborn. Haven’t you stopped once to think about the baby’s needs?’
She found it hard to hold his flinty look. ‘I think about it all the time.’
‘You’ve not been looking after yourself,’ he said. ‘You’re still too thin and pale. How can you expect to nourish a growing infant on the rabbit food you insist on eating?’
‘Is there anything else you’d like to criticise about me besides my stubbornness, my figure and my diet?’
‘No, everything else is just perfect.’
She searched his face for signs of mockery but instead he gave her a twisted smile.
‘I’m not handling this very well, am I?’ he asked. ‘You never really fell for the steamroller approach before so I don’t imagine you will now, but I really want to do the right thing for our child.’
He had her at her most vulnerable point and she was sure he knew it.
‘I want what’s best as well,’ she said.
‘Then you’ll think about it?’
‘I’ve thought about it and the answer’s still no.’
‘You’re one stubborn woman.’ He got to his feet and looked down at her. ‘But maybe I’ll be able to think of a way to make you see things my way.’
‘I wouldn’t waste your time,’ she warned. ‘There’s nothing you could say that would make me come back to live with you permanently. Nothing.’
‘I wasn’t thinking along the lines of permanently,’ he said, sweeping the air out of her emotional sails again. ‘Just till the baby is born, after that we’ll reassess.’
She bit her lip, sure she was going to cry again and betray herself completely.
‘You and I both know few marriages make the distance,’ he went on as he reached for his jacket and keys on the visitor’s chair. ‘Ours certainly didn’t but at least this time there’ll be no messy, bitter divorce at the end.’ He shrugged himself into his jacket and added, ‘Just think of the money we’ll save on legal fees.’
‘Your family would be appalled to think of you getting involved with me again,’ she pointed out, ‘even as a platonic house guest.’
‘I think under the current circumstances it’s going to be difficult to convince anyone that there’s nothing going on between us.’
‘There is nothing going on!’ she insisted vehemently.
‘Are you absolutely sure about that?’
‘Of course I’m sure,’ she said determinedly. ‘I might be pregnant to you but I am not having a relationship with you of any sort.’
‘Not even as a friend?’
She gave him an arctic look. ‘You are not high on my popularity list right now and I don’t see that changing any time in the future.’
His mouth tightened a fraction. ‘We can hardly co-parent a child without conducting some sort of relationship.’
‘I want as little contact with you as possible.’
‘Well, then,’ he said as he reached for the door. ‘You’re going to have quite a fight on your hands, young lady. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’
She tilted her chin and met his challenging glare. ‘You’re not going to win this, Xavier. I won’t allow you to.’
He gave her an imperious smile, his eyes glinting with confidence. ‘Want to lay a bet on that, Carli?’
She opened her mouth but before she could deliver her cutting response he had already gone, the door swinging shut behind him.
She flopped back on the pillows, her breath going out on a whoosh of sound.
‘All right, Mr High and Mighty Xavier Knightly,’ she addressed the ceiling above her head with steely determination, ‘if it’s a fight you want, then a fight is exactly what you’re going to get.’



CHAPTER TWO

WHEN Xavier arrived at the hospital the next day to arrange to take Carli home he was shocked and more than a little annoyed to hear his ex-wife had already left.
‘Where is she?’ He frowned down at the ward clerk.
‘I have no idea, Mr Knightly.’ The clerk gave him an assessing look. ‘Maybe she doesn’t want you to know.’
He let out one short, sharp curse which sent the woman’s eyebrows even higher.
‘She expressly told us not to give you her address.’
‘Did she, now?’
‘She did.’ The clerk folded her arms and gave him a you don’t-scare-me look. ‘And as you no doubt know all our patients’ files are strictly confidential. Unless you are a direct relative you are not entitled to any information to do with Ms Gresham.’
‘Thank you for your help,’ he tossed at her sarcastically as he swung for the door.
‘My pleasure, Mr Knightly.’
‘Yeah, right.’
He strode out to his car and while he drove phoned his secretary. ‘Elaine, get me Carli’s address. Do whatever you have to do to find it.’
‘Don’t you have it?’
‘Of course not!’ he ground out. ‘She’s my ex-wife. The last thing I wanted after our divorce was her bloody address!’
‘Why do you want it now?’
‘Because I have to find her and—’ He stalled and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘Will you stop with all the invasive questions and get me her address otherwise your superannuation package is going to be trimmed considerably?’
His secretary laughed. ‘I’ll call you back in five minutes.’
‘Make it three or you’re fired.’
She called him back in two and a half.
‘Carli has an apartment at Epping.’ She gave him the address and added, ‘But I think you should calm down before you go and see her.’
‘Thanks for the advice but you know where you can stick it.’
‘Only trying to help.’
‘Go and type some letters—isn’t that what I pay you to do?’ He snapped off the connection but he was sure he’d caught the tail end of another laugh all the same. ‘Women,’ he muttered savagely and gunned the engine once more.
He pulled up in front of the apartment block forty-five minutes later, his shirt sticking to his back in spite of the state-of-the-art air-conditioning in his car.
He knew Elaine was probably right. He had to get himself under some sort of control before he talked to Carli. She was already fragile without him coming to tear strips off her for deserting him at the hospital.
Did she hate him so much?
His stomach gave a painful clench.
Yes, she did. Why else would she disappear without telling him of her whereabouts?
He went to the front door and scanned the names on the residents’ list. She was on the tenth floor and he pressed his finger to the call button.
No answer.
He ground his teeth for a moment and then pressed the button again, this time leaving his finger on it even though the buzzing noise was grating to say the least.
‘Who is it?’ Carli’s voice came through faintly after forty-five excruciating seconds.
‘It’s me.’
There was a tiny pause.
‘Go away. I don’t want to see you.’
‘We have things to discuss. We can do it through this scratchy little intercom where all the neighbours coming past will hear us or I can come up. Your choice.’
She didn’t answer for such a long time he thought she’d left the intercom off the hook. He was about to press the button once more when her voice came through again.
‘I’ll come down. We can go to the park to talk. I want to be on neutral ground.’
‘All right, have it your way. But at least let me into the building. I feel like a stalker out here.’
The doors pinged open and he stepped through and waited in front of the lifts, staring at the numbers to see which one would carry her down to him.
He followed the right-hand lift’s journey to the ground floor and as its doors sprang open he stepped forward, only to stop suddenly when an elderly lady with a shopping cart gave him the evil eye as she came shuffling out.
‘Who are you?’ she asked. ‘How did you get in here?’
He opened his mouth to tell her when Carli’s voice spoke from behind him. ‘It’s all right, Miss Mickleton. He is my…guest.’
Xavier swung around. ‘How did you get down? Is there another lift?’
She shook her head. ‘I took the stairs.’
‘Ten floors?’
‘Going down is a whole lot easier than going up.’
His mouth dropped open. ‘You climb up ten flights of stairs?’
‘I didn’t used to but ever since the lift jammed that night…’ Her cheeks grew a delicate shade of pink. ‘Besides, I like the exercise.’
‘Oh, for God’s sake, Carli! You can’t possibly think you’ll still be able to do that in a few weeks’ let alone a few months’ time?’
She gave him a warning look and he turned to see the elderly neighbour standing listening to every word.
He turned back to Carli and muttered in an undertone, ‘Come on—let’s get out of here. She’s giving me the creeps.’
‘I heard that, young man!’ Miss Mickleton said.
‘You’ll hear a whole lot more if you stay around long enough,’ he ground out and pressed the button to release the exit.
‘You were extremely rude to her,’ Carli said once they were outside, walking towards the park.
‘She asked for it.’
‘She’s a lonely old lady with no family,’ she said. ‘You had no right to insult her.’
‘I’m not here to discuss your neighbours and their little hang-ups, I’m here to talk about us. We have a situation to resolve. And if another woman, young, old or middle-aged, gives me a serve I won’t be answerable to the consequences.’
‘Great to know I’m not the only woman who gives you a hard time.’ She couldn’t help a tiny smile as she glanced up at his brooding expression. ‘Who else has rattled your chain?’
‘That prison-guard chick at the hospital for a start,’ he bit out. ‘And then my secretary forgot where her next paycheck is coming from by offering me advice I neither wanted nor needed, as well as asking some pretty invasive questions, so I’m afraid by the time I got to the granny at your place I was in a filthy temper. I was expecting you in the lift, not some old crow with a beaky nose and a prying eye.’
‘Poor you; my heart bleeds.’
‘Why did you do a runner on me anyway?’ He stopped walking to look down at her.
‘I didn’t feel up to another argument with you. I decided it would be easier to let the dust settle for a bit till we’d both cooled down. Anyway,’ she gave him a suspicious look from beneath her eyelashes, ‘how did you know where to find me? I’m not listed in the phone book.’
He let out his breath and continued walking, slowing his pace to match hers. ‘On the odd rare occasion my secretary demonstrates she is actually worth the amount of money I pay her.’
Carli felt another smile tugging at her mouth at his dry statement. She was beginning to think he’d finally found the perfect secretary, someone who stood up to him instead of being intimidated by his threats and stormy moods.
‘How long have you lived in that apartment?’ he asked after another few paces.
‘I bought it with the divorce settlement,’ she told him. ‘I’ve lived here ever since.’
‘Alone?’
‘From time to time.’
He swung his gaze back down to hers. ‘Male or female?’
‘Now who’s asking the invasive questions?’ She gave him an ironic look.
He frowned and resumed walking in silence until they came to a small park, waiting until they’d both sat down on a bench to speak.
‘Carli…’ He took one of her hands and gave it a quick squeeze. ‘I really want you to come and live with me.’
‘No.’ She removed her hand from the warmth of his.
‘I promise I won’t touch you.’
‘I don’t believe you.’
He didn’t like to tell her he didn’t believe himself! God, he was hard now thinking of her sitting so close with his child growing in her womb. He would have to be strong for she oozed sensuality from every inch of her body. Even the way she looked at him turned his thermostat up to boiling point.
‘What’s your biggest objection?’ he asked. ‘Is it just a general feeling or something specific?’
‘How can you ask me that?’ She glared at him crossly. ‘We wouldn’t even be in this situation if you hadn’t been so specific in your intentions.’
‘I did not mean to make love that day. I swear it.’
‘Try again, Mr Knightly; the lie detector just caught you out.’
‘Well…’ he gave her one of his carefully rationed smiles ‘…I must confess when I got stuck in that lift with you I was getting a little hot and bothered.’
‘You didn’t show it.’
‘I could hardly unzip my trousers with that security camera above our heads taping everything.’
She frowned at him, her colour suddenly high. God, she hadn’t even thought about security cameras. She’d been too busy fighting her attraction to him.
‘If it hadn’t been for the camera I was going to suggest it in the lift as a way to kill time but kind of figured it mightn’t go down so well if we landed in the basement as a result. But then on reflection, if we’d died—think of what a way to go.’
Carli felt the betraying heat pool between her thighs at his words and, crossing her legs primly, turned her body away from the tempting warmth of his.
‘So you waited until we were all alone,’ she said with a touch of bitterness. ‘How very considerate of you.’
‘Look, it won’t happen again. I know you don’t believe me but I will keep my hands to myself in future.’
‘You don’t know how to walk past a woman without touching her.’
‘I didn’t touch Granny back there and I wouldn’t touch the ward clerk with a sterile mop, and as for my secretary she’s almost old enough to be my mother.’
‘Which leaves only me.’
‘I can be celibate.’
‘That’s like asking a lion to be a vegetarian.’
‘Come on, Carli, give me a break. I don’t want to miss out on seeing my baby grow inside you. I want to feel its first movements and I want to see your body go through the changes. Don’t shut me out.’
She bit her lip in uncertainty.
He would miss out on an awful lot if he didn’t to see her for weeks if not months on end. He was the baby’s father after all. Surely he had some sort of right? In her work as a legal-aid lawyer in the poorer suburbs of Sydney, she’d dealt with enough non-custodial fathers to know how painful it was for them to only see their children fortnightly, if at all.
Besides that, her fainting spells had seriously frightened her. What if she were to fall down the stairs and injure the baby? Ten flights of stairs were hard enough now—what was she going to be like in a few more weeks? She knew she should just bite the bullet and get back in the lift as if the breakdown at the conference hotel hadn’t happened but…
‘Can I think about it and get back to you?’ she asked, buying some time.
‘I’ll give you a week.’
‘Two.’
‘Ten days.’
She let her breath out in a sigh of defeat. ‘All right, ten days. I’ll give you my answer then.’
He seemed satisfied with this answer and after a short conversation on neutral topics he walked her back home.
‘I’ll come up in the lift with you,’ he said at the door.
‘No…I can manage the stairs.’
‘And risk harming my child? No way. If you won’t take the lift I’ll carry you up.’
‘All right.’ She took a deep breath and approached the lift. ‘I’ll go up in the lift.’
‘Atta girl!’ He grinned as she pressed the button.
‘You can leave now.’ She gave him an irritated look.
‘You must think I’m more of a jerk than I realised,’ he observed. ‘I know very well as soon as my back is turned you are going to slip out of the lift and go up the stairs. ‘No.’ He folded his arms across the broad expanse of his chest. ‘I think I’ll wait until I see all the pretty numbers up there indicating your safe arrival at your door.’
‘You are really a very annoying man.’ She stabbed at the button once more. ‘Did I ever tell you that before?’
‘Only about one thousand and ninety-odd times—once a day during the three years of our marriage—would be a good estimate, don’t you agree?’
The lift opened and she stepped in. ‘Go back to your cave, Xavier. You sure as hell don’t belong in mine.’
The doors closed on his teasing smile but it took her all of nine and a half floors to cool down.
It was then that she realised what he’d done. He’d deliberately taken her mind off her worries about the lift and it had worked. She hadn’t thought about the lift at all.
She’d thought about him instead…
 
Xavier stared at the appointment card that came with the morning’s post a few days later.
‘What’s this?’ he asked his secretary, who was hovering about the filing cabinet.
‘It’s an ultrasound appointment. Your ex-wife sent it in case you wanted to see the baby.’
He dropped the card on his desk and looked at her. ‘How did you know about the baby?’
She pointed to the teddy-bear ears she could see poking out of the top of a well-known toy store carrier bag. ‘Clues, Mr Knightly,’ she imitated his court-room sombre tones with stunning accuracy, ‘clues which are pertinent to the case.’
‘I can see I’m not giving you enough work to do around here,’ he scowled.
‘How far along is she?’
‘Four months.’
‘A winter baby, then.’
‘I’m not sure of the due date,’ he confessed, clicking his pen absently. ‘Some time in June, I imagine.’
‘So the conference that you said was a complete and utter waste of time turned out to be productive after all?’ Elaine gave him a cheeky grin.
He threw her a filthy look and she laughed.
‘Don’t worry, Xavier, I think you’ll make a great father.’
‘I didn’t do so well as a husband; God knows how I’ll mess up parenting.’
‘Is it impertinent of me to ask what went wrong in your marriage?’ Elaine said.
He tossed the pen aside and pushed his chair back as he got to his feet, giving her another glowering look in the process. ‘Yes, it is.’
‘Have you told your family yet?’
‘I’m working up the courage.’
‘Good luck.’
‘Yeah…’ He raked his hand through his hair. ‘Luck’s exactly what I need right now.’
 
Carli looked up from the magazine she was reading in the doctor’s waiting room to see Xavier approach.
‘Hi.’ He brushed her cheek with one finger. ‘How are you?’
‘Fine.’ She could feel the skin of her cheek still tingling from his touch long after he had sat down beside her, his long legs stretched out in front of him almost cutting the waiting room in half.
She stared across at his legs so close to hers and couldn’t stop an inward shiver of reaction as she recalled how it had felt to have them between hers, his hard male body exploding with release in that fiery moment when all control had broken loose.
The trouble was she had no self-control where Xavier was concerned.
He’d been her first and only lover, taking her to bed on their second date without a single protest from her in spite of all her mother had taught her about the untrustworthy physical motives of men. She’d fallen for him almost as soon as she’d met him at her friend Eliza’s wedding. He had been the best man and she had been the bridesmaid, and from the very first moment they were introduced, sparks of attraction had crackled like electricity volts charging along a metal wire. She’d seen his dark blue eyes begin to undress her on the spot and her spine had begun to tingle with anticipation. She’d boldly returned his look, doing her own bit of undressing until the heat coming her way had threatened to consume her right there on the spot. When he’d kissed her in the reception-centre car park later that evening her senses had gone into overload. Nothing in her limited experience had prepared her for the commanding pressure of his arrogantly possessive kiss, the bold, searching thrust of his tongue, or the sensuous slide of his hands as they shaped her and brought her to the hard ridge of his desire pulsing between his legs…
‘Thanks for asking me to come,’ Xavier said, turning in his seat to look at her.
For a moment Carli was completely thrown. She stared at him, her cheeks already heating up from the inside, and she seriously wondered if he’d been able to read her mind.
‘Th…thanks for—er—coming,’ she said, shifting her gaze.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw him check his watch before he reached to pick up a magazine off the table beside him.
‘I’m sorry I’m a bit late,’ he said, turning a page. ‘I had a meeting with a client that went over time.’
‘Difficult case?’ she asked, chancing a glance his way.
He seemed to pause before he answered, his eyes going back to the magazine he was holding in his hands. ‘Small kids and a couple of properties. It’s going to get dirty, I can tell.’
‘Whose side are you on, the wife’s or the husband’s?’
Again he seemed to hesitate, the rustle of the pages being turned seeming to make the silence stretch even further before he answered, ‘The husband’s.’
She turned back to her own magazine. ‘I’m sure you’ll do what’s best for all involved.’
Xavier recognised the element in her tone which suggested she thought no such thing and deep down he couldn’t help feeling annoyed by it. Her bitterness towards him ran deep and he knew once she found out about the Dangars’ divorce it would only make things a whole lot worse.
‘I always try to be fair.’
She closed the magazine and looked at him again. ‘Would you be so fair if it was the wife you were representing?’
‘If I thought it was appropriate. Sometimes ex-wives can be brutal in their demands. I do what I can to redress the balance but it doesn’t always work out to everyone’s satisfaction.’
Carli was saved the necessity of a reply as her name was called.
‘Carla Gresham?’
She got to her feet and privately wondered how long it had been since she’d thought of herself as the sophisticated Carla.
Had she ceased to exist?
Was Carli back?
The Carli who loved Xavier with all the strength of her being?
The vulnerable Carli who’d been so hurt five years ago and still hadn’t quite yet recovered…
 
The doctor explained the procedure to them both and once Carli was positioned on the table she spread some conductor gel over the slight mound of her belly and began rolling the probe back and forth while looking at the monitor beside the table.
‘Do you want to know the sex?’ Dr Green asked, looking at the screen.
‘Yes.’
‘No.’
Xavier backed down. ‘All right—no.’
The doctor turned and smiled. ‘It’s not always one hundred per cent certain at this stage; I’ve been known to get it wrong, but not often. But if you like surprises it’s nice to wait until the day of birth.’
She moved the probe a few more times and showed them the tiny heart beat and the curve of the developing spine, the tiny hands and feet and the head which seemed too big for the little body.
‘All is as it should be at this stage,’ Dr Green assured them. ‘How are the iron tablets going?’
‘I haven’t fainted since those first couple of times.’
‘Good.’ She pressed the print-out button and handed them each a copy. ‘I’ll see you again in a few weeks but in the meantime take care of yourself. My receptionist will arrange a time for you and give you some details of a parenting class you can attend if you are interested.’
While Carli was receiving her next appointment date, Xavier found himself staring down at the photograph in his hands. He could hardly believe what he was seeing was true. The tiny figure was his child, now in the second trimester of development. The child he had longed for five years ago to repair their crumbling marriage. How ironic that his baby was conceived well after the demise of their relationship! His heart swelled with emotion at the thought of holding his offspring moments after birth, of watching him or her grow into toddlerhood then on to childhood, the first day of school…
He pulled himself up short with a reminder of the current state of his relationship with Carli. It was still a war zone and there was no sign of peace in sight, but maybe if he tried really hard he’d be able to bring her round.
Damn it! He had to bring her round!
Carli tucked the appointment card in her purse and followed Xavier outside to where her car was parked.
‘Can we have dinner tonight?’ he asked as she unlocked the door.
Her hand stalled on the door handle. ‘I don’t think…’
‘I’ll pick you up at seven.’
‘I don’t get home from work till half past.’
‘Why ever not?’ he asked.
‘I’ve already taken the morning off. I have to catch up on some paperwork as well as deal with my usual appointments.’
‘Call in sick.’
‘But I’m not sick.’
‘Pretend just this once.’
‘No. I don’t think it’s fair to my clients. I have a full list of them this afternoon and I couldn’t cancel even if I wanted to.’
‘Which of course you wouldn’t,’ he bit out, unable to hide his frustration any longer, ‘because even though you are now expecting my child you don’t want to have anything to do with me—isn’t that right?’
She gave him a hard look and wrenched open her door. ‘Got it in one, Mr Knightly.’
‘I won’t take no for an answer,’ he warned her. ‘I think you know me well enough to be assured of that.’
He stepped back as she slammed the door closed, the spluttering of her engine as she started the car for some reason making him even more irritated as if it too were giving him the brush-off.
He stood and watched her drive off, toying with the idea of following her and making her change her mind, but only last week the ex-wife of one of his clients had slapped an AVO on his client for similar behaviour and he knew Carli would have no hesitation in doing the same to him, and probably do it a whole lot quicker too.
He wasn’t used to feeling so out of control in a situation. Even during their break-up he’d always maintained the upper hand, even though his conscience had troubled him for months afterwards at the way he’d handled things.
His reputation as a brutal legal eagle had spilled over into his personal life, making him appear ruthless and clinically unfeeling when in fact nothing could be further from the truth.
He still had feelings for Carli but he wasn’t entirely sure what they were. For years he’d squashed any thought of her as he’d found it so painful. He desired her but then a lot of ex-husbands somehow viewed their previous wives in a possessive sense in spite of a bitter divorce.
Was he such a man? Unable to let go? Unable to allow her the same freedom he now took for granted?
He’d had several lovers in the past five years, none of them particularly serious, but the thought of Carli with someone else was…he clenched his fists against the tide of jealousy that almost swamped him.
He couldn’t bear the thought of some other man in her life. It nauseated him to think of her arms wrapped around someone else’s neck, her soft, panting cries of pleasure in someone’s else’s ear, her sweat-slicked body in someone else’s arms.
He wanted her back.
Simple as that.
He wanted her back.
On any terms…even if he had to engineer some to get his way.
 
Carli’s last client of the day had not long left when a call came through from one of her old but now distant friends, Elizabeth Dangar.
‘Eliza…’ She searched her brain for a valid excuse for not having made contact for so long. She had longed to, but because of Aidan’s close relationship with Xavier she’d avoided socialising with her ever since the divorce, even to the point of missing both of her children’s christenings in case she inadvertently ran into Xavier. ‘I’ve been meaning to call you…I’ve been busy and—’
‘Carli…’ There was the sound of a choked sob. ‘I have to talk to you. Are you with someone right now?’
‘No, my last client just left. Whatever’s the matter? Are the kids all right?’
‘Aidan wants a divorce.’
Carli almost dropped the phone in shock. Elizabeth and Aidan Dangar were quite possibly the only couple she’d thought would stay together forever. Their love had seemed so genuine, so intense…but then hadn’t hers for Xavier?
‘I don’t know what to say…Are you OK? I mean, what will you do? Are you getting custody of Amelia and Brody?’
‘I haven’t got a chance,’ Eliza sobbed.
‘Why ever not?’ Carli’s hand on the phone tightened. ‘Brody’s only ten months old, for God’s sake! Surely Aidan wouldn’t do that! And Amelia’s just about to start school. There isn’t a family-court lawyer this side of Bourke who would agree to take your kids off you permanently.’
‘You don’t think so?’ Eliza asked between sobs. ‘What about that ex-husband of yours? He’s exactly the sort of lawyer who would do it.’
Carli felt the spider-like legs of trepidation creep all over the surface of her skin, lingering the longest amongst the sensitive hairs on the back of her neck.
‘Xavier’s acting for Aidan?’ she asked in a choked gasp.
‘Of course he is,’ Eliza said bitterly. ‘They went to the same private academy and you know all about that old school-tie thing. Xavier Knightly will relish in destroying me, especially as he knows you and I have been friends for so long.’
As much as Carli hated to admit it, Eliza’s point was painfully valid.
‘You’ve got to speak to him, Carli. You’ve got to speak to him to tell him to change his mind.’
‘Who?’ Carli asked. ‘Aidan?’
‘No,’ Eliza said. ‘You have to speak to Xavier. I know you haven’t seen him in years but surely just this once you could see him and plead with him not to take on this case?’
Carli wondered what her friend would say if she told her she’d already seen him and got herself pregnant to him in the process.
‘You’re my only hope, Carli,’ Eliza cried before she could answer. ‘I can’t afford the sort of legal fees I’d need to pay to fight this and I don’t qualify for legal aid.’
‘I could represent you,’ Carli said with reckless impulsivity, ‘pro bono, of course.’
‘You’d do that?’ Eliza asked. ‘You’d take on the toughest legal eagle in town?’
‘I don’t see why not.’
‘But you were married to him for three years!’
‘What’s that got to do with it? I’m a lawyer, so is he.’
‘No offence, Carli, but he’ll eat you alive. I can’t let you do it. In fact, I forbid you to. You were so broken up after your divorce; can you imagine what it would do to you to face him in a family law court?’
Carli knew it was hardly the time to inform her friend she’d recently faced him under much more intimate conditions, but it wouldn’t be too long before she had to. Her pregnancy was already starting to show and if she was to meet Eliza face to face in the not so distant future she knew her friend would see for herself that one and one had very definitely made three.
‘Look.’ She gave her fingertips a quick drum on the desk top. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll arrange to have dinner with Xavier and try and talk him out of representing Aidan. Who knows? I might be able to persuade him to hand him over to a more junior client in the firm. In the meantime, I’ll put my ear to the ground to find someone to act for you who won’t baulk at facing Xavier and who also hopefully won’t charge the sort of fees that puts Ferraris in most lawyer’s garages.’
‘You’re an angel, Carli. I knew I could rely on you. Call me as soon as you can, OK?’
‘I’ll do that, but in the interim have you considered some counselling?’
‘Aidan would never agree to that!’
‘What about for you?’ Carli suggested. ‘It can be tremendously helpful to have someone neutral to discuss issues with.’
‘You think I’m crazy or something?’ Eliza’s tone had hardened. ‘I’m not some sort of crackpot who needs to see a shrink.’
Carli frowned at the defensiveness in her friend’s tone. ‘Honey, I didn’t for a moment suggest that. Look, I had counselling myself and—’
‘Yeah, but it didn’t stop you getting a divorce, did it?’
‘There are counsellors and there are counsellors,’ Carli said, wishing she’d thought to shop around a bit more herself five years ago. ‘But even if the divorce still goes ahead at least you will know you gave it your best shot.’
There was the sound of a small child crying in the background and Carli knew the conversation was more or less over.
‘I’ve got to go,’ Eliza said. ‘Will you call me and let me know how things go with Xavier?’
‘Sure I will; now stop worrying and take each day as it comes. I’ll come and see you as soon as I can, all right?’
‘Thanks,’ Eliza said. ‘Good luck.’
‘Yeah right,’ Carli said as the connection ended with a click. ‘I’m going to need more than luck.’
She sat and nibbled on the end of a ragged nail for a minute, her thoughts flying around her head like a flock of startled pigeons.
Before she allowed herself a chance to change her mind she reached for the telephone again and dialled Xavier’s office number.
He picked it up on the first ring and answered gruffly, ‘Xavier Knightly.’
‘Have you fired your secretary?’ she asked without announcing herself.
She heard the creak of leather as he sat back in his chair. ‘I’m seriously considering it, but no—I haven’t as yet. Besides, it’s close to seven-thirty; she doesn’t do overtime.’ The leather gave another protest as he asked, ‘What can I do for you? Have you changed your mind about dinner?’
‘I have actually.’
‘Oh?’ She heard his pen click. ‘What brought that on?’
‘Hunger.’
‘You must be starving if you’ve consented to spending the evening with me.’
‘Ravenous.’
‘Good. I’ll be there in half an hour, subject to traffic, of course.’
‘I’m not at home yet,’ she said. ‘I’m still at the office.’
‘Shall I fetch you from there?’
‘No, I need to get changed. I’ll meet you at my apartment in about forty-five minutes, OK?’
‘I’ll wait outside,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to come across the wicked witch from the north-west again.’
‘Don’t tell me you’re frightened of a little old lady, Xavier?’
‘No.’ His tone was wry. ‘It’s the young and beautiful pregnant ones that spook me most. See you in forty.’
‘Forty-five.’
‘Thirty-five and the clock is already ticking.’ He put the phone down before she could answer and got to his feet with a punch of victory into the air.
‘Yes!’



CHAPTER THREE

CARLI had only just changed into a loose-fitting dress when the intercom sounded announcing Xavier’s arrival downstairs.
She did her best to ignore the fluttery sensation in her stomach as she quickly applied a fresh coat of lip gloss to her mouth, but her hand shook all the same.
She told him through the intercom she’d be down in a minute and, taking one last reassuring glance in the mirror, made her way down the stairs.
He was standing outside dressed in charcoal-grey trousers and an open white shirt, his tall, handsome figure sending the air right out of Carli’s lungs as soon as her eyes came to rest on him. She wondered if there would be a time in the future when he would cease to have such an effect on her, or would she always experience this shockwave of feeling whenever he was within touching distance?
He gave her a reproving look as she came through the security door. ‘Are you still taking the stairs?’
‘Every gym from Bondi to Blacktown has a stair-climber,’ she argued. ‘I’m saving myself a fortune in membership fees by using the stairs.’
‘What you’re doing is risking our baby’s health, that’s what you’re doing.’
Carli frowned at the disapproval in his voice. ‘I’m doing no such thing! Exercise is very good for pregnant women. It helps to regulate weight and strengthen the body for labour.’
‘Why not swim instead?’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Look, Xavier, I work a twelve-hour day as it is. Where the hell would I find time to stop off at a pool and do a few laps?’
‘I have a pool,’ he said. ‘Remember?’
She tore her eyes away from the provocative glint in his gaze as a host of erotic memories flooded her brain of all the times in the past when the swimming-pool water had almost boiled with the heat of their passion.
‘What sort of food do you fancy?’
His swift change of subject threw her momentarily. ‘I don’t mind—you choose.’
He gave her a wry look as he helped her into the car. ‘You’re seriously scaring me with this sudden submissive-female routine. It’s totally out of character.’
‘I truly don’t mind what we eat,’ she said, ignoring his penetrating gaze.
He pursed his lips for a moment as if in deep thought. ‘OK, let’s get it over with. What’s on your mind?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Yes, there is.’
‘I’m hungry so why don’t we have dinner? If you remember, you were the one who issued the invitation in the first place.’
He closed her door and came around to the driver’s seat, waiting until they were on their way before he spoke again.
‘Have you given any more thought to my offer?’
‘I have four more days to decide,’ she reminded him.
‘I know, but I’d like a progress report.’
She gnawed at her lip gloss for a moment. ‘Can we discuss it some other time?’
He glanced her way. ‘Why not now?’
‘Because I don’t want to argue with you while you’re driving.’
‘Which means your answer’s still no,’ he surmised.
‘What did you expect me to do?’ She gave him a frowning look. ‘Throw all my stuff in my car and drive straight over?’
‘There was a time when you would’ve done exactly that.’
‘That was a long time ago, Xavier, and I’m no longer a naamp2;¨ve young girl. There are quite a lot of things I wouldn’t do if I had my time over again.’
‘Want to be a little more specific?’ His tone hardened. ‘Why don’t you come right out and say it? I can take it. I know you regret our time together.’
‘It wasn’t exactly a picnic from day one,’ she pointed out coldly.
‘I was building my career; you know how hard it is to juggle everything else as well. I did my best, Carli, but too late realised it wasn’t good enough for your exacting standards.’
‘My exacting standards?’ She let out a choked gasp of affront. ‘You were the one with the check-list of what you wanted in a wife. No career, no ambition, no brain.’
‘That’s not true and you damn well know it. I didn’t mind you having a career, it’s just that—’
‘You have no idea of the struggles normal people face to get their careers up and running,’ she cut him off. ‘You walked into your father’s office and took over, for God’s sake! How hard was that?’
‘Nepotism had nothing to do with it! I had to be interviewed along with every other applicant.’
‘Were any of the other applicants female?’ she asked.
There was a slight pause as he swerved around a driver trying to park.
‘No, I don’t think so.’
‘Of course there wouldn’t have been. The firm of Knightly and Knightly and Associates is known for its deeply entrenched misogyny—no woman in her right mind would have even applied. The glass ceiling is doubly reinforced and totally shatterproof. No one can see up and those at the top have absolutely no interest in seeing down.’
‘I hardly see that it’s my fault the majority of my father’s colleagues and mine are male. My grandfather started the firm and my father and I have simply followed in his footsteps.’
‘But that’s the whole point!’ Carli railed. ‘You can’t see the privileged position you occupy because you’re male and have never had to fight to be treated equally.’
‘Can we please change the subject?’ He changed gears with unnecessary force. ‘I don’t want to be drawn into yet another one of your feminist arguments which will no doubt end up with me crossing my legs all evening in case you’re tempted to take a swipe.’
‘You are being so typically male and obstructive. I can’t believe a man with three sisters can be so unenlightened.’
‘Look, Carli—I love women, you know that. I have nothing against equal pay and all that but let’s face it, women still have babies and the period during which childbirth is ideal for women unfortunately coincides with the time of a major career push. There’s really no way around it. Most women eventually have to make a choice between children and a high-powered career; it’s just too hard to have both.’
‘That’s only because men refuse to change. I read a study recently which cited the appalling statistics on male contribution to household tasks; that is, of course, if the male is still around. Most women are left holding the babies and the washing, the ironing, the shopping, the cooking, the—’
‘OK, OK.’ He held up a hand to stall her diatribe. ‘I take your point. I know not every man is perfect when it comes to housework.’
‘Someone from your privileged background may not realise this but a lot of women out there in the suburbs hold down full-time jobs as well as care for a family. They have no spare time and no spare cash for housekeepers and gardeners and cooks. That’s the real world out there, Xavier.’ She pointed to the sea of red roofs they had driven past. ‘And it isn’t always pretty.’
‘You make it sound as if I’ve been totally cloistered all my life,’ he said.
‘You have. You’ve been sheltered from reality by wealth and privilege. Your mother never worked outside the home and nor did she work within it if that bevy of household staff had anything to do with it.’
‘What about your parents?’ he asked. ‘You’ve never told me much about them. Did they both work?’
‘You know I don’t like discussing them.’
He frowned as he pulled up in front of the restaurant he’d selected and, once he stopped the car, turned to look her way. ‘Methinks therein lies a clue.’
She turned away from his contemplative look and opened the door to avoid giving a response.
He locked the car and came to where she was waiting on the pavement and gently took her arm. He gave her a twisted smile as he looked down at her. ‘Time for a change of subject?’
She felt a tiny reluctant smile tug at her mouth and nodded. ‘Arguing with you is so exhausting. I never realised how much so until now.’
‘Only because you’re out of practice,’ he said, leading her to the entrance. ‘But you’ll soon brush up on your skills, I’m sure.’
She followed him into the restaurant and, once they were both seated with a drink, she decided to get straight to the point of the evening.
‘I wanted to talk to you about something…’ She began to absently toy with the rim of her water glass with the tip of one finger.
Xavier took a sip of his brandy and dry. ‘Fire away.’
She pushed her glass aside and faced him. ‘Are you currently acting for Aidan Dangar in his application for divorce from Eliza?’
He took another sip of his drink before answering. ‘I don’t usually discuss my clients outside of the office.’
‘For God’s sake, Xavier!’ She was losing her patience fast. ‘He’s one of your closest friends.’
‘I have lots of friends.’ He twirled his glass.
His evasive manner annoyed her into retorting, ‘I can’t imagine how you hold on to them. You must be paying them for the privilege of your esteemed company.’
He put his glass down onto the table with such exaggerated precision that it delivered the same warning reflected in his dark blue gaze as it held hers.
‘Careful, Carli, you don’t want to make a scene in the middle of a crowded restaurant, do you?’
She fought her temper back down with difficulty, reminding herself this was about Eliza and her little children, not her.
‘I know you’re acting for Aidan so there’s no point denying it.’
‘Is that going to be a problem for you?’ he asked.
‘Eliza’s my friend.’
‘So?’
Carli stiffened at the clinical detachment in his tone. ‘So I don’t want you to represent Aidan. I want you to hand him over to someone else in the firm, someone more junior.’
He leant back in his chair and surveyed her face for endless seconds. ‘Now, why would you want me to do that?’
She moistened her lips with her tongue before responding. ‘I don’t think you can maintain professional objectivity, that’s why.’
‘I’ve acted for friends and acquaintances before,’ he said evenly. ‘I haven’t had any complaints so far.’
‘That’s exactly my point!’ she returned. ‘You’ll destroy Eliza Dangar just to get back at me.’
He gave her another long studied look. ‘What’s it worth to you if I drop the case?’
Carli felt the slow crawl of realisation make its way through her body, making her feel as if ice instead of blood had entered her system.
He gave her one of his lazy smiles. ‘How much, Carli—enough to come and live with me again?’
Her fingers around her glass tightened. ‘That’s blackmail.’
He gave an indolent shrug and lifted his glass back to his still smiling mouth. ‘Take it or leave it. I’ll hand him over if you come and live with me for the rest of your pregnancy.’
She swallowed against the restriction in her throat. ‘I can’t.’
‘Poor Eliza,’ he drawled as he twirled his glass. It was low of him, he knew, but it was a means to an end he very much desired. He had considered trying a softer approach with her but he could see she was too angry and embittered to respond to him on that level.
No, ruthless and calculating was the only way to go.
He gave her a sardonic look and mused, ‘I wonder how she’ll cope without full custody of the kids?’
‘You bastard!’ she spat at him. ‘You really mean it, don’t you? How can you live with yourself, playing with people’s lives like that?’
‘The law is the law,’ he said with the same clinical detachment he’d used earlier. ‘Eliza Dangar has been bordering on the psychotic for months. Did she happen to mention it to you? No, I didn’t think so. It wouldn’t be too hard to convince the judge of her inability to parent full-time.’
She sucked in a painful breath. ‘I can’t believe what I’m hearing…I didn’t think even you would stoop as low as this.’
‘I didn’t get my reputation on hearsay, Carli. Perhaps you should remember that.’
‘She’s a young mother!’ she said. ‘She’s vulnerable and—’
‘She’s also an unfit mother,’ he interrupted. ‘Aidan has been worried about issues of safety with the children. Maybe you should have spent a little more time looking into the details of the case instead of jumping straight in to castrate the nearest male in sight. Where’s that professional objectivity you were harking on about?’
‘You are such a jerk.’
‘So you’ve told me.’
‘I can’t believe I’m sitting here with you. I should have known you’d twist things around to get your own way.’
‘Is this why you agreed to have dinner with me?’ he asked. ‘So you could butter me up to convince me to let this case go to someone else?’
She felt the guilty colour storm into her cheeks. ‘No…’
‘Don’t lie to me, Carli. I can see what you’ve been up to but it won’t wash with me. I’m calling the shots here and I’m telling you unless you agree to live with me for the rest of your pregnancy your friend is going to lose her kids. Do you really want their tears on your hands?’
She was trapped.
Trapped by her very own set-up; a set-up which he had cleverly turned upside down to force her hand.
‘I could report you for this,’ she said through tight lips.
‘Ah, but would they believe you?’ he taunted her ruthlessly. ‘I’m one of Sydney’s highest-earning lawyers and, since you happen to be my ex-wife, what do you think the tribunal will make of that?’ His dark eyes glinted with anticipatory victory. ‘No, I think you’ll soon see the way the pathway goes.’
‘I will not resume a physical relationship with you.’
‘Did I ask you to?’ He leant back in his chair with languid grace.
‘You’re not in the habit of asking. You just do what you damn well like and to hell with the consequences.’
‘Now, now, Carli, that’s hardly fair; I’m the one trying to help you with the current circumstances. It wouldn’t do to go snapping at the hand that in the end could very well be feeding you.’
‘I’d rather die of hunger than accept anything from you.’
It was unfortunate that at that precise moment their entrées arrived. Carli looked down at the deliciously fragrant laksa she’d so looked forward to and wondered if she’d been a little too vehement.
‘Eat up, Carli.’ A knowing smile played about his mouth as he picked up his cutlery. ‘Who knows? I might even let you foot the bill.’
She picked up her spoon and wished she had the courage to throw it at his face, but her hunger got the better of her and she dipped it into the steaming coconut-milk broth instead. She silently seethed as she mechanically transferred the food to her mouth, her brain desperately trying to think of a way out of the net that was closing around her. Living with Xavier for months on end was just asking for trouble.
Big trouble.
She hadn’t been able to resist him for that one night at the conference, how in the world was she going to keep him at arm’s length while they shared his house? Living with anyone forced certain intimacies on the parties concerned. What sort of intimacies would Xavier force on her?
She could see it now, the subtle slide of her independence into grasping, needy dependence just like before. She would be hanging about waiting for him to return, grateful for a few minutes of his attention whenever he could fit her into his busy work and social schedule.
She pushed her plate away, her appetite suddenly disappearing.
‘Is something wrong with your entrée?’ Xavier asked.
‘I’ve had enough.’
He frowned as he inspected the contents of her bowl. ‘You’ve barely touched it. Is it too hot and spicy for you?’
The only thing too hot and spicy for her was him but she could hardly tell him that!
‘I hope you’re not going to stand over me every time we share a meal,’ she said instead, her gaze caustic as it connected with his.
‘If I have to force-feed you then I will add it to my list of daily duties,’ he answered evenly. ‘Now, won’t that be fun? Food fights…mmm. Do you remember that time with the whipped cream?’
Carli felt her face heating up and reached for a bread roll to distract herself from his taunting look. She tore it apart savagely, lavishly spreading it with butter and stuffing bits of it into her mouth to stop herself from engaging in conversation with him.
Xavier chuckled as he handed her another bread roll once that one was finished. ‘Do you want me to order some more?’
‘I want you to shut the hell up,’ she said, pushing the bread roll away.
He leant back in his seat and surveyed her flustered features for a lengthy moment.
‘You don’t like thinking about what we had together, do you?’ he asked.
She was saved from having to respond when the waiter appeared to clear their entrées away. She didn’t want to remember the good times. It hurt too much.
Once the waiter was gone Xavier redirected the conversation. ‘How much longer do you expect to stay at work?’
‘I intend to keep working as long as possible.’
‘Don’t you think you might need some time to get used to the idea of motherhood?’ he asked. ‘Maybe you should have a few weeks off before the birth to prepare yourself.’
‘Do you realise that indigenous women in past times simply squatted and delivered and then carried on with the rest of the tribe?’ she said with considerable asperity.
‘Yes, I do happen to know that and I also know the infant and maternal fatality rate of that time. This is the twenty-first century, Carli—people do not squat and deliver any more, or at least not in the middle of Sydney.’
She held his challenging look for as long as she could but in the end she had to lower her gaze first.
‘I haven’t had time to think about all the details,’ she said. ‘I don’t even know how I’ll cope as a mother.’ A vision of her worn-out mother flitted into her brain, making her stomach hollow in fear. Would she too end up like that? And wasn’t she already halfway there with her uncontrollable need of a man who no longer loved her?
‘You’ll be fine when the time comes,’ Xavier assured her as he topped up her glass of water.
‘I wish I had your confidence.’
‘I’ll be there to help you,’ he reminded her.
She crushed her napkin in her lap and lifted her eyes back to his. ‘Have you told your family about…us?’
He reached for his glass and took a small sip before answering, ‘I was thinking of paying them a visit some time later this week.’
‘Don’t you mean deliver them a fait accompli?’
He gave a shrug of one broad shoulder. ‘What I do is my business. If I choose to get involved with my ex-wife once more surely that’s my affair?’
‘It was hardly a choice,’ she said. ‘If I wasn’t pregnant we wouldn’t be sitting here now, would we?’
His eyes held hers for a long moment. ‘Maybe not, but I have a feeling we might have been somewhere else much more comfortable.’
Her brows drew together in a frown. ‘What are you saying?’
‘I’m saying it’s not over. What we had hasn’t died in spite of our divorce.’
‘What you’re talking about is merely the most fundamental physical attraction. We’ll get over it in time.’
‘How much time?’ he asked. ‘You have only to look at me in a certain way and I’m ready to burst. Five years has done nothing to dampen my desire for you.’
She bent her head to stare at a tiny spot of green-tinged laksa broth on the tablecloth rather than face the intensity of his dark blue gaze.
‘Physical desire is not a good basis for a relationship,’ she said. ‘It will eventually burn itself out.’
‘Deny it if you want but I know what I feel. I also know you feel it too otherwise we wouldn’t be sitting here with a baby growing between us.’
Carli felt her breath trip in her throat. He made it sound so intimate…their bodies somehow permanently connected now their child was developing in her womb. But he hadn’t mentioned caring for her, only physical desire. Would it be enough to carry them through?
‘I’ll organise for your apartment to be rented out,’ he cut across her private rumination. ‘Someone will collect your things tomorrow. After work come straight to my house, you won’t need to worry about anything for it will all be done. I don’t want you packing and lifting anything in your condition.’
‘Xavier…I don’t think—’
‘As for the Dangar case, I’ll pass it on to one of the younger partners to deal with.’
She let out her breath on a sigh. ‘I know I’m going to regret this. I can just feel it.’
‘Stop worrying, Carli,’ he said. ‘We’ve lived together before. We’re not total strangers and we have interests in common. The next few months will fly past and maybe at the end we’ll be part of that rare breed of divorced couples who actually manage to become good friends.’
The rest of the meal continued with Xavier making every effort to keep the topic of conversation on neutral ground but all the time Carli felt as if she was being led further and further into more dangerous territory.
Part of her wished she had the courage to call his bluff, to simply walk away and let him do his worst with the Dangars, but when she recalled the desperation in her friend Eliza’s voice she knew she couldn’t pull out now even if she’d wanted to.
And she didn’t want to.
She stiffened in her chair as she realised what she’d finally admitted. She wanted to live with him, She wanted to see him each day, hear him talk, see him smile, hear him laugh, see him frown. She wanted to smell his aftershave in the air and on her clothes not to mention lingering on her skin the way it had used to do in the past. She wanted him to feel for the bulge of his child with his open palm on her growing belly, she wanted him to press her down as he brought his mouth to hers…
Xavier tossed the dessert menu aside and met her eyes across the table.
‘I must say, for a woman who always swore she’d never have children you seem to have taken all of this very well.’
‘What do you mean by that?’ Caught off guard, Carli knew her tone sounded far too edgy and defensive. ‘You still think I planned this to happen?’
He had the grace to look a little shamefaced and when he spoke his tone was distinctly gruff. ‘No, of course not. I was way out of line that day. I wasn’t thinking all that clearly.’
‘If you think you were shocked, can you imagine what I felt when I saw the results of the test?’ she said.
Xavier had thought about very little else over the last few days, wondering how she’d coped on her own for all those weeks, gradually summoning up enough courage to tell him.
God, she might never have told him.
His gut twisted painfully as he thought about his child growing up without a father.
‘Children put such a strain on relationships,’ she said. ‘How many marriages break up once kids come on the scene?’
He returned her direct look. ‘But we’ll be one step ahead, Carli. We’re not married any more so maybe our child will do the very opposite.’
‘You mean repair the damage of our past?’ She stared at him incredulously.
He gave a noncommittal shrug. ‘It can happen.’
‘So can miracles but they’re still incredibly rare.’
He reached for the remains of his drink and tossed back the contents of the glass before speaking. ‘Love and marriage didn’t work for us, Carli, so I think we should concentrate on the things that do work.’
‘How can this possibly work?’ she asked. ‘You’re forcing me to do something I don’t want to do.’ Liar, her conscience whispered in her ear. You do want to.
‘The trouble with you is half the time you don’t know what it is you want. You’re stuck in a going-nowhere job, you live in a poky little apartment and your car looks like it needs a serious make-over. As far as I can tell, you have little social life unless you count the odd conversation with that nosy little crone who lives in your block. For God’s sake, Carli, you’re young and attractive, don’t throw your life away.’
‘Wouldn’t I be throwing my life away by living with you?’ Her tone contained a heavy dose of irony.
‘No. I won’t let that happen a second time. You have my word.’
Carli wished she could believe him. She knew his observations were partially right; she had very little in the way of social life and the demands of her job were testing at times with little monetary reward for her efforts.
Over the last five years she’d become stuck in a rut, unable to go back and unable to go forward. Her break-up with Xavier had totally destroyed her confidence. She had taken the first job that came along and in spite of her misgivings had stuck at it, too afraid to move forwards to something more satisfying. She’d been marking time professionally and personally and she knew if she didn’t do something soon things would never change. But how would living with Xavier solve anything? She’d been totally swamped by his career demands before, so how would it be the second time around with a baby to complicate things even further?
And then there was the matter of her feelings towards him.
She still loved him.
Couldn’t in fact remember a time when she hadn’t, even in the last five bitter years apart. Every time she’d thought of him her heart had squeezed with the pain of longing and regret. How much easier all this would be if he too felt the same!
She forced herself to meet his watchful gaze across the table, her hands tightening into a knot beneath the screen of the table. ‘It seems I have no choice in this,’ she muttered darkly.
‘I wouldn’t say that,’ he returned, leaning back casually in his chair. ‘I’m giving you the choice of living with me and having the best of health care and support for the rest of your pregnancy, or watching your friend go through a very nasty divorce.’
‘You’d really do it, wouldn’t you?’ She glared at him. ‘You’d do it just to get what you want. You hate me that much.’
He held her glare for much longer than she was comfortable with, his dark blue eyes totally inscrutable. ‘Don’t you think it’s high time we put our issues aside and concentrated on the baby?’ he asked. ‘We have a lot to discuss, such as names and future schooling and so on. Personally I’d prefer to keep away from the bad things in our past; revisiting them time and time again can’t change anything now.’
She dipped her spoon into her chocolate mousse with an inward sigh. He was right yet again—nothing could be changed; what they’d had previously was well and truly over. Their past had been built on love and even that had crumbled. What would their future, now built on hate and bitterness, bring forth?
 
In spite of her misgivings, Carli drove straight to Xavier’s house in Mosman after work the next day. The traffic was slow all the way, but close to the Pacific Highway junction a minor accident had caused further mayhem.
She sat tapping her fingers on the steering wheel as the traffic lights changed four times without a single vehicle moving through the intersection. The traffic fumes made her head ache and the nausea which had been grumbling on and off all day returned with a vengeance in the close atmosphere of the car. She thought longingly of Xavier’s efficient air-conditioning and fanned her face with a draft copy of a client’s will, vowing she’d get her system re-gassed the next day as she’d been meaning to do for weeks.
Finally the slow crawl through the intersection began and within another thirty minutes she pulled into the driveway of her previous marital home, a host of memories assailing her as she did so.
Xavier’s top-of-the-range BMW was in the open three-car garage, which she knew without looking down at her watch meant she was incredibly late. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been home after him in the whole time they’d been married and wondered if he would be annoyed with her as she had been with him in the past. She couldn’t help a tiny inward cringe at how she’d behaved way back then. She had been so insistent on being treated equally she’d overlooked some of the realities of newly married life, that like any other relationship sometimes adjustments had to be made. She hadn’t wanted to give an inch, terrified she would end up downtrodden and desperate like her mother, her life ceasing to function without a man to prop her up. How many times had this front door been slammed in fury as she’d stormed out on one of their heated exchanges?
It felt strange to approach it now without a key in her hand. She pressed the bell and waited for him to answer, the nerves in her stomach doing a fluttery sort of dance as she heard the firm tread of his footsteps approaching.
‘Traffic bad?’ he greeted her with an empathetic look, taking in her flustered appearance.
She nodded and stepped into the house as he held the door open. ‘You wouldn’t believe how dreadful it was.’
‘I’d believe it.’ He shut the door and took her briefcase. ‘I just ploughed through it myself.’
She brushed the heavy hair off her neck and grimaced as another stab of pain hit her between the eyes.
‘Is something wrong?’ he asked, looking at her intently.
‘Just a headache,’ she said, dropping her handbag at her feet and rolling her shoulders for a moment. ‘It’s nothing to worry about.’
‘Can I get you something?’
She shook her head then wished she hadn’t as a fresh wave of pain squeezed at her temples. ‘No, I think I’ll have a shower and go straight to bed.’
‘You look pale. You’re not going to pass out on me, are you?’ He took her wrist in one of his hands, his long fingers curling around her slender bones, his thumb on her already leaping pulse.
‘No…’ She pulled out of his loose hold to maintain her distance.
‘Carli…’ He cleared his throat and began again. ‘I was thinking we could visit my parents tomorrow evening.’
‘Why,’ she asked, ‘so you can show them my bump and tell them there’s no escaping the fact that you are responsible? Mind you, I’m surprised you haven’t insisted on a paternity test to make absolutely sure.’ She gave him a cynical look. ‘I’m sure your parents are going to insist on one.’
‘I did consider it actually,’ he confessed after a tiny pause.
She stared at him, her heart squeezing painfully, her throat suddenly dry. ‘You…you don’t believe me?’
He gave her an ironic smile. ‘If it truly wasn’t mine you would never have come within two stares of me. You hate me too much, remember?’
She shifted her gaze a fraction. ‘If you want to have one done I won’t stop you.’
‘It’s really not necessary, Carli.’
She didn’t want to feel grateful for his show of trust, knowing it would make her even more vulnerable, but it moved her deeply that he believed her. So many men wouldn’t.
‘Thank you,’ she mumbled.
‘Gracious as usual,’ he observed with a wry twist to his mouth.
She met his satirical look with a flash of resentment in her caramel-brown eyes. ‘If I sound a little ungrateful you have only yourself to blame. You’re the one who accused me of doing it deliberately.’
‘I’ve already apologised for that,’ he said. ‘You can’t keep dragging it out to flay me with.’
‘How very convenient for you,’ she sniped. ‘You insult me and make some paltry attempt to apologise, not even going so far as to use those two little words: I’m sorry.’
‘All right,’ his voice rose in anger, ‘I’m sorry. There—will that do?’
‘You don’t mean it.’ She folded her arms crossly.
‘Oh, for pity’s sake, Carli, what the hell do you want me to do?’ He was almost shouting now. ‘Wasn’t I allowed to be upset by your news? You came to my office and delivered your blunt statement with absolutely no lead up to it. Is it any wonder I spoke a little irrationally at the time?’
She knew he was right; she hadn’t given him any warning and it had been a dreadful shock. She was still reeling from it herself; God knew how he was feeling.
‘I’m sorry…’ She bit her lip, fighting back the sting of tears.
He stepped towards her again, running his hand down the length of her bare arm in a caressing stroke that brought her glistening gaze back up to his.
‘I’m sorry for shouting,’ he said. ‘I know it doesn’t help things between us but sometimes I just wish you’d listen to my side.’
She stepped away before she was tempted to throw herself into his arms, and, picking up her handbag, turned for the stairs.
‘I want you to come with me tomorrow evening, Carli,’ he said. ‘I want my parents to know we are living together.’
‘So tell them.’ She pivoted on the first step to look back at him. ‘I don’t need to be there for you to do so.’
‘Are you afraid of my family?’ he asked, watching her steadily.
‘No, of course not. I just don’t see the point in laying myself open for criticism.’
‘They won’t criticise you. I can absolutely guarantee that.’
‘No?’ She gave a harsh laugh. ‘Not while you’re around maybe. I was well aware of the imperious looks as soon as you introduced me as your future wife. No doubt their painfully polite restraints were lifted as soon as we parted. Bully for you to have such a faithful crowd of supporters, I’m sure it helped you get over me.’
Xavier’s forehead creased in a frown at her words. It hadn’t been the first time he’d heard them, of course. In the past she insisted his family had shut her out and made fun of her behind her back, but he hadn’t wanted to believe it back then. It still shamed him to think it had taken a further three years after their divorce for him to see his parents for what they were.
He looked across at the pinched features of his ex-wife and inwardly sighed. Her eyes were hollow with tiredness and her small frame looked even more fragile than the day she’d come to his office to tell him about the pregnancy. As much as he’d have liked to tell her he had come around to see her point of view at last, he didn’t think it would change anything between them. It was clear she had nothing but disdain for him. He could see it in her eyes. Her gaze kept skittering away from his as if she couldn’t bear to look at him.
He could hardly blame her.
‘Your things arrived earlier and I had my housekeeper unpack everything into one of the spare rooms,’ he informed her in a voice that showed nothing of his inner disquiet.
‘Thank you,’ she said and began to climb the stairs. ‘But I could have done it myself.’
‘Carli?’
She stopped and looked at him over her shoulder, her eyes not quite making the distance to his. ‘Yes?’
‘I know how hard this is for you, moving in with me and so on.’
‘You don’t say.’
He ignored her attempt at sarcasm and continued, ‘Don’t worry about my family. I won’t let them come between us.’
Carli resumed her passage up the stairs without responding.
While his family had their issues with her, they weren’t the only obstacle in the way of her relationship with Xavier.
He didn’t love her.
That was the biggest obstacle of all.
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