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Chapter One

 


 


It was 6.25
a.m. when the phone rang. Squinting at her bedside clock radio,
Andrea fumbled for the button to turn it off before she realised
the insistent ringing wasn’t her alarm. She jumped out of bed and
rushed into her small living area to answer the phone, knowing
there was only one person who would call her at this hour.

Confirming her
thoughts, repetitive beeps signalled the call was long-distance.
‘Hello Mum,’ she said.

‘Hello,
darling. I’m just calling to wish you luck.’

Andrea smiled
and settled back in her comfortable flowered armchair. She knew her
mother would have more to say. Susan Walker was over-protective,
but then, Andrea was used to it. And even though her mother’s
behaviour could be a little irritating, she understood.

'Thanks for
ringing, Mum. I should have been out of bed by now. I have to drop
some forms into uni before I go to the interview. But as far as the
job goes, I hope I don’t need luck. I’ve had a lengthy interview on
the phone, and apparently I’m on the short list of applicants. It
looks as though I'm going to get it.’

Mum was quiet
for a moment, and Andrea knew what she was going to say before she
spoke. ‘I wish you didn’t have to work. You have enough to do with
your final year studies at the university.

‘Mum,
we’ve been through this before. It’s only part-time and the
experience will do me good, prepare me for my career in
teaching.’ And I desperately need the extra income.

‘Promise me you
won’t get too involved at the centre? I know what you’re like. You
have to promise me, Andrea.’

‘I promise.
I’ve got to go. I’ll ring as usual at the weekend to tell you about
the interview. ‘Bye.’

Andrea replaced
the receiver and sighed. Her mother worried about her way too much,
especially as they lived so far apart. But the year would pass
quickly and she would be able to go back home. Hopefully, that
should put her mother’s mind at rest, knowing she was safe.

* * *

The heavy
wooden door stood slightly ajar. Andrea knocked as hard as she
could, but how would anyone possibly hear her over the music
reverberating from inside the building? She stood, uncertain what
to do for a moment. But she was here to apply for a job – a job to
provide a much-needed boost to her meagre income. Resolutely she
swung her bag onto her shoulder and pushed open the door.

The familiar
strains of Mozart hung in the musty air. Once the centre for
teenage mothers opened she doubted the girls living here would be
playing classical music. What was the latest trend? Techno? Rap?
For her to know what was the current craze she needed to date, or
at least go to a nightclub, and she hadn’t done either for some
time.

The unpleasant
stench from cheap, oil-based paint affected her breathing. She
hoped she wouldn’t start sneezing, or worse, suffer from a coughing
fit. She wanted to present as a competent professional in her
interview. The old building was undoubtedly undergoing a face-lift
and someone had probably donated the paint. Andrea had been
involved in part-time work with other community programs and found
most had to take whatever was on offer.

She noticed a
plaque lying on the floor in the corner, and couldn’t resist the
impulse to pick it up. She wasn’t snooping, just finding out about
the place. Yiribana – a refuge for young women – dedicated in 2010
by S. Covington-Smith, she read. Carefully, she placed it back on
the floor.

Who was S.
Covington- Smith? With a name like that it was probably a retired
socialite. He or she must be the one who’d donated the old
building. She hoped whoever it was wouldn’t be sticking their nose
in too much, interfering with the programs she already had worked
out. She shook her head. She shouldn’t be jumping to conclusions
and planning what she would teach the girls. She didn’t have the
job yet.

Thinking of
which … still no one to be seen. She was going to be late for her
interview and that wouldn’t do. She would have to find someone.
Determinedly heading in the direction of the music, she found a
large room led off the vestibule to the right and on the left a
corridor with doors running down the side. The stink from the paint
overwhelmed her, and she paused for a moment to search in her
handbag for a tissue in case she started sneezing. Then the music
stopped, and she took the opportunity to make herself heard.

‘Hello!’ she
yelled, her voice sounding strangely tinny echoing through the
empty corridor.

‘In here!’ A
strong male voice answered from the second room on the left. Andrea
followed the sound, stopping in the doorway of what appeared to be
a small bedroom.

‘Hand me the
turps, will you?’

He had his back
to her but his rich, deep voice was enough to cause her to shiver
in anticipation as she waited for him to climb down the ladder. He
didn’t sound at all like a painter. She didn’t consider herself a
snob, but that voice indicated private school education.

Intrigued,
Andrea seized the chance to have a good look while he had his back
turned. His shoulder length, thick, fair hair was tied at the nape
with a leather band, and he was dressed in a pair of denim cut-offs
and a sleeveless t-shirt. Not the latest fashion. But as her eyes
savoured his well-muscled body, his brief attire wasn’t important.
He was all male and totally gorgeous. And that was only the back
view.

Clutching the
bottle of turpentine, she stood silently waiting till he reached
the floor. He turned and immediately her pulse rate quickened.
She’d seen attractive well-built men before, but this man oozed
confidence – something special that seemed to enfold her. He looked
as though he was in his late twenties, maybe early thirties, but
his self-assurance gave an impression of a man used to being in
charge.

After handing
him the bottle she wiped her clammy hands down the side of her new
yellow dress, ignoring the dirty smudge she left behind. He poured
some of the pungent liquid onto a cloth, cleaning the paint off his
hands as his eyes met hers. Her heart missed a beat: the awareness
between them vibrating like a living thing.

‘Looking for
Evelyn, are you?’ His tone remained friendly, but his gaze proved
to be assessing. As Andrea nodded her head, she had a strong
feeling nothing would get past this man. His eyes mesmerised her: a
vibrant light green, surrounded by very long, very thick, black
lashes. Dark lashes that should have looked out of place with his
fair hair, yet they added to his charisma and his devastatingly
sexy appearance.

‘You’re doing a
good job,’ she said, nodding towards the newly painted walls, and
then inwardly kicked herself. That sounded almost demeaning. Why
couldn’t she have thought of something incredibly witty to say,
some remark that would have made an impression?

‘I’m doing the
best I can,’ he answered, not providing her with any information
about himself. ‘If you want Evelyn, she’s cleaning one of the
bathrooms.’ He pointed down the corridor. ‘We’re all doing our bit
at the moment.’

‘Keep it up,’
she said, and hurried down the hallway before she could see the
amusement that was probably on his face at her totally
inappropriate comment.

Steve finished
wiping the paint from his hands and walked to the doorway to watch
the young woman swaying down the hallway. She was definitely
refreshing, and she wasn’t used to high heels. No, jeans and a
t-shirt would be her most likely choice of dress.

An image of
that shapely rear end in tight, tight jeans flashed into his mind,
and he knew he would like to see more of the honey-haired young
woman. Evelyn was pleased with her credentials and planned to hire
her. She was a lot younger than the other staff members, and would
fit in well with the teenage mothers-to-be.

He shook his
head. He wasn’t being entirely truthful. If he were totally honest,
it wasn’t just her ability to fit in with the teenagers he was
thinking about. She was full of suppressed energy. He could feel it
emanating from her. Comparing her to the women he had been dating,
he knew he would definitely like to see her again – and soon.

Where is my
mind? I don't have time for any socialising. Hell, I barely have
time to scratch myself lately. What with my heavy caseload and
commitment to Yiribana my calendar remains full.

But as he
appraised the curvy shape moving down the corridor, and his body
stirred in response, he knew that first of all he was a red–blooded
male. Some recreational activity was undeniably needed. And yes,
she would be willing. That little twitch from her behind let him
know she was aware of his interest, and was enjoying the experience
as much as he was.

Andrea knew he
was watching and kept her eyes focussed ahead, not letting him have
the satisfaction of seeing her turn to look at him. Who was he?
Whoever he was, he didn’t seem to fit in with what she expected to
find here. Sydney inner city and Mr North Shore Suave and Sexy
didn’t jell. But who was she to question fate? He was an added
bonus, and it was about time something exciting happened in her
life. If she got another opportunity to meet him, she certainly
wouldn’t complain.

Right now she
was desperate for this part-time work, but she hadn’t wanted to
worry her mother about how important this job was to her. She was
barely scrimping by on her government allowance. During her first
three years at university she’d managed, sharing a house with two
other students. But last year Simone had graduated and Jenny had
moved in with her boyfriend, forcing Andrea to find a small flat
for herself. She only had this year to complete her teaching
degree. She needed some extra income. Income she hoped Evelyn
Perkins would provide.

Stopping when
she heard some running water, Andrea knocked on the partially open
bathroom door. ‘Mrs Perkins?’

The slightly
built woman who had been cleaning the hand basin turned, white
teeth gleaming against her tanned skin. ‘Evelyn please,’ she said,
pulling off her rubber gloves before offering her hand. ‘You must
be Andrea. I’ve really been looking forward to meeting with you.
Let’s go through to the back where we can sit. We’ve actually got
some furniture in the kitchen.’

Excitement
skittering up her spine, Andrea followed the older woman. She
wanted this job, not only for the extra money. She knew she could
help the teenage girls, even if it would be a challenge.

‘Please take a
seat. I imagine you’ve got plenty of questions.’ Evelyn indicated a
chair, one of sixteen placed around a wooden table. ‘What do you
think?’ She waved her hand, encompassing the large, well-lit room.
‘This is the only finished one so far.’

Andrea looked
around the composite dining – kitchen area, noting there were
plenty of cupboards and bench space. An aboriginal flag decorated
one wall and the colours of the flag, red, yellow and black had
been repeated in highlights around the walls. ‘I think it will seem
like home for a lot of the girls,’ she said. ‘I like the indigenous
theme.’

‘Steve’s idea,’
Evelyn said. ’There’s quite a few aborigines in the inner city and
there’ll be a few koori girls living here. And, of course, the name
he's chosen – Yiribana – is an aboriginal word, meaning "this
way".’

Andrea didn’t
need to ask who Steve was. Somehow she figured it was the worker
she’d already met. Even though she’d love to know where he fitted
in, there were more important things to talk about now, and she
looked at Evelyn waiting for her to begin.

‘How many young
women do you expect to live here?’

‘Twelve, with
four house parents and extra tutors. You’ll be providing drawing
classes mostly for recreational purposes, and some basic English
grammar and computer skills to prepare the young women to re-enter
the work force after their babies are born.’

Andrea was
aware most of the teenage girls came from violent backgrounds.
Disapproving parents had thrown some out to find their own way.
Most had been living on the streets as they waited to give
birth.

Andrea leant
forward. ‘I think this centre is the most wonderful idea. So many
of these girls have never had the opportunity to learn skills to
provide for their future. If I can help just one or two of the
girls build up their self-esteem, learn some skills to enter the
work force, and provide a home for their family, it will be worth
it.’

She stopped
herself. She was prattling on. There was no need to convince
Evelyn. She already knew the value of what she was doing.

Evelyn glanced
at her as though she were about to say something and then patted
her hand

‘We’re pleased
with your credentials and would like to offer you the job,’ Evelyn
said.

‘You said I
would be right to work on Tuesdays and the week-ends?’ Andrea
looked at the older woman expectantly.

Evelyn nodded.
‘We’ll need you every Tuesday and Saturday for a while. But I’d
like to think we could call on you on Sunday if we need to.’

‘That would be
fine,’ Andrea said. ‘I don’t have any lectures on Tuesday and I’ll
only need time off to do my practice teaching. And the extra money
for Sunday work would be appreciated.’

‘I’ll get your
bank account details before you leave.’ Evelyn reached in a drawer,
pulling out a form to hand to Andrea.

Now they'd
dealt with the mundane topic of sorting out hours and payment of
her wages, Andrea felt a certain amount of relief. The girls she
would be responsible for were the most important issue, even if she
needed to be sensible about the necessity for extra income.

‘Welcome
aboard, love. Cup of tea?’

She stood up,
signalling the interview was over.

Relief rushed
through Andrea. Even though she’d known the job was practically
hers, it was good to know for certain that she would be part of
this team.

‘I know it’s
short notice, Andrea. We weren’t planning on opening just yet, but
the situation for the girls is getting pretty desperate.’ Evelyn
placed a cup of tea and some biscuits in front of Andrea. ‘We’ll
have our first lot by Wednesday.’

‘Wednesday?’
Andrea hadn’t expected to start for a couple of weeks. ‘That’s this
week?’

Evelyn nodded,
pulling out a chair to sit down again. ‘Can you make it to a
committee meeting tonight?’

Andrea’s mind
whirled. She’d caught a train here today. She didn’t have time to
go home, prepare an evening meal and return. And she was starving,
having missed lunch.

‘You’re very
welcome to come home with me for dinner,’ Evelyn offered.

‘Thank you,’
Andrea said. That was one problem out of the way,

‘I’ve finally
finished the last of the bedrooms.’ The beautifully modulated deep
voice behind her startled Andrea and she jumped to her feet.

‘Oh Steve, have
you met Andrea Walker?’ Evelyn was obviously quite at ease with the
sensationally attractive man, quickly pouring and handing him a cup
of tea.

He smiled at
Andrea again, and her belly tightened with sexual awareness. Then,
placing his cup on the table, he offered her his hand, forcing her
to take a composing breath.

‘Steve Smith.
If I know Evelyn as well as I think I do, I’ll be seeing you at the
committee meeting tonight.’

Andrea took his
firm grasp, lowering her eyes to avoid his magnetic gaze. She
didn’t want him to see the effect he had on her. She was supposed
to be a competent carer for teenage girls, not acting like one of
them.

‘Can I give you
a lift home?’

Andrea
immediately lifted her eyes, disturbed by his suggestion. Images
formed in her mind. She could see his warm, briefly clothed body
next to hers in the confining front seat of a car. She doubted she
could cope with being so physically close to him and remain
coherent. She shook her head, only to realise he was talking to
Evelyn.

‘No thanks,
love. We’ll walk. Though if you don’t mind, you could pick us up at
a quarter to eight.’ Evelyn sounded completely relaxed with Steve,
and Andrea was slightly surprised at the older woman’s
informality.

‘I’ll be there,
Evelyn. No worries.’ He winked at Andrea then, making her feel all
the more confused. He’d been sending Evelyn up, slipping into her
vernacular, and yet Andrea could sense it was entirely friendly.
There was no malice, only fun-loving Aussie humour.

‘I’ll see you
later then, ladies.’

He gave a
little bow that didn’t seem at all ridiculous, even though it
should, and he was gone.

‘Isn’t he
something?’ Evelyn said, her smiling eyes seeming to note Andrea’s
uncertainty.

‘What does he
do here? I mean, beside paint?’

‘I should have
explained.’ Evelyn patted a chair, inviting Andrea to sit down
again. ‘Steve doesn’t usually do any practical work, but we needed
the rooms in a hurry, and couldn’t find a painter on short notice.
Steve is the heart and soul of Yiribana. He came up with the
original proposal, and he raises the money to keep us going. Mostly
from private companies. Of course, being a successful barrister, he
has lots of financial contacts.’

Evelyn was
looking at her, waiting for some kind of comment, but Andrea’s
mouth felt as though it was filled with stick-jaw toffee. So he was
the S Covington-Smith on the plaque. She’d been hoping to see him
again, to feel the thrill when her hormones went into over-drive in
his presence. But to find out he was a lawyer. Nothing was more
likely to stop her hormones in their tracks.

‘I forgot to
give you these.’

Andrea started.
It was him again, walking towards Evelyn and holding a small bunch
of keys in his outstretched hand.

‘See you later,
beautiful,’ he said, handing the keys to Evelyn, before kissing her
on the cheek.

Andrea clenched
her fists, keeping her eyes down. Her body was betraying her,
wanting to sneak a look at him as he left the room, but she managed
to keep herself under control.

‘Does he
always kiss his employees?’ Andrea asked, then immediately wished
she hadn’t. That was a stupid remark to make. It sounded as though
she wanted him to kiss her. Of course she didn’t. She wanted,
no needed to keep
her distance from Mr Steve Covington-Smith.

Evelyn started
to laugh and then almost choked as her eyes focussed over Andrea’s
shoulder.

He heard what I said! Springing to her feet, Andrea faced him, waiting to see
what he was going to say. But he said nothing, his amazing eyes
considering her.

‘Mr
Smith! Steve!’ Andrea forged ahead, breaking the silence. Her voice
sounded odd to her ears. How am I going to make amends for my silly
comment?

Before she
could utter another word, he walked towards her deliberately, his
eyes on her face.

She stood
perfectly still, not knowing what to expect. But as he got closer,
she could see the gleam in his eyes. She knew he planned some kind
of retribution.

He stopped so
close his body was almost touching hers. ‘Yes?’ he said, his voice
low.

‘I apologise,’
Andrea murmured, her eyes fixed on his. ‘I had no right to comment
on your behaviour.’

He smiled
again, and Andrea fought against the thrill of awareness surging
through her body.

‘Apology
accepted,’ he stated calmly, and picking up her hand he placed his
warm lips on it.

* * *

Steve was
grinning when he eased his silver BMW into his garage. He hadn’t
felt as relaxed as this for weeks. And he knew the reason was the
attractive young woman with the honeyed curls.

He hadn’t been
able to resist taking advantage of her embarrassment. When he’d
touched her he’d wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her
properly. He knew he couldn’t do that. He’d only just met her, and
he risked being accused of sexual harassment in the work place. Not
that he thought she was the kind of woman to pursue that avenue,
but in his job he knew one had to be careful.

Andrea Walker
seemed a feisty young woman. Her reaction to his touch had proven
that. She’d snatched her hand away as if he’d burned her. It was
puzzling because he knew he wasn’t wrong about their initial
encounter. He’d felt the chemistry zinging between them. Surely she
had as well. He’d thought she would appreciate his light-hearted
kiss. There was something enigmatic about Andrea Walker. She
definitely intrigued him.

Opening his
apartment door, he was met by the insistent ringing of his
telephone. He’d put a few feelers out this past week for donations
from some business people he knew. Yiribana couldn’t function
without financial help, and his negotiations to raise money for the
centre were frustratingly slow. He needed some good news.

He picked up
the receiver and glanced at his watch, realising he would have to
hurry if he was going to get showered and changed in time to give
Evelyn and Andrea a ride to the meeting.


Chapter Two

 


 


‘More
spaghetti, Andrea?’ Evelyn held a large serving spoon over Andrea’s
empty dinner plate.

‘Mmm?’ Andrea
looked at Evelyn blankly, then shook her head and lowered her eyes
before the older woman’s amused scrutiny. She’d been miles away,
thinking about Steve Covington-Smith and what he represented. And
Evelyn seemed to know what was going through her mind.

Andrea had
avoided mentioning him on her short walk to Evelyn’s home earlier
that evening. She’d decided silence was her best option. To try to
laugh off what had happened would be difficult, because Evelyn had
been there and had witnessed Andrea’s reaction when he’d kissed her
hand.

Even though his
kiss had been given in a playful manner, it affected her. Just for
a moment before she snatched her hand away she’d been crazily
tempted to reach up and wrap her arms around him. The urge to touch
him, taste him, had been so powerful she hadn’t wanted to ignore
it. And now, she was sorry she didn't act on her first impulse.
What harm could it have done to relax and play along with Steve’s
good-natured teasing?

If only her
mother hadn’t endured such horrible experiences with the law.

But her mother
had no way of knowing what she was up to here in Sydney. Andrea had
a right to enjoy her own life, didn’t she? She shook her head,
disgusted at the way her mind was working – and the total betrayal
of her body.

Family loyalty
was more important than a hot-bodied male with incredibly
mesmerising eyes. Thinking about her mother, the pain she had
suffered, and how easily it had been relegated to the background
when Steve’s easy charm was in play, irritated Andrea. And she
couldn’t stop herself from passing that irritation on.

‘Will Steve be
at the centre often?’ Andrea immediately regretted her words,
knowing the tone of her voice sounded bitchy. Poor Evelyn shouldn’t
have to put up with her moods.

Apparently her
attitude didn’t bother Evelyn, who smiled at the mention of his
name. ‘Steve’s busy with his law firm, but he does help out
whenever he can. What’s wrong? Did he upset you?’ Although she was
smiling, Evelyn sounded concerned.

‘No, of course
not.’ Andrea shook her head.

She couldn’t
explain to Evelyn about her personal situation. It hurt too much to
talk about it to a virtual stranger. She was relieved when Evelyn
started clearing the table. It gave her an opportunity to offer to
take the dishes into the kitchen.

‘Thanks, love.
That’ll be a big help,’ Evelyn said as she left the small eating
area. ’If you’ll excuse me, I need to get some papers together for
the meeting.’

Andrea only had
time to rinse and stack a few dishes before Evelyn called to her
that Steve was at the door. Andrea almost dropped a plate, her
heartbeat going into immediate over-drive when she knew she would
be with him again.

‘Get yourself
together,’ she whispered. ‘He’s not worth it.’

Shaking her
head, she reminded herself it had been too long since she’d had a
man in her life. That was the only sensible explanation for her
body’s betrayal. The only one her befuddled brain could come up
with at the moment.

‘Are you ready?
Evelyn called.

Smoothing her
wayward curls, Andrea glanced around Evelyn’s living area. No
mirror. She shrugged and headed for the door.

He was standing
by his gleaming silver car by the time Evelyn and Andrea began to
walk down the path, holding open the front and rear passenger
doors. Dressed in dark trousers and a green silk, long-sleeved
shirt, he looked totally at ease with himself, and totally
sophisticated.

Quite different
from the way Andrea felt. She’d worn a new dress today for her
appointment, but now it was twelve hours later, and the yellow
linen shift sported quite a few creases. She wished she’d had the
opportunity to at least freshen her make-up.

As she
faced Steve all thoughts of how she looked faded. His eyes met hers
and it was obvious the magnetism between them was still
glowing. Glowing? It was
a blazing inferno sparking so much incredible heat she felt she’d
caught fire.

Clenching her
hands so tightly that her nails dug into her palms, she willed her
treacherous body to behave and lowered her eyes. She didn’t like
what he represented. He was a lawyer. And he was way out of her
league in other ways. He had to be toying with her. He was
obviously wealthy, and although she knew there were few, if any,
class distinctions in Australia, she didn’t fit in the society
pages and he definitely would.

Steve couldn’t
take his eyes off Andrea as she moved closer to him. God, she was
attractive. Not in a sweet, pretty way, or even chic and classy
like some of his work colleagues. She was full of life, energy
radiating from every part of her. Although he had to admit, she
threw him off balance. One minute she had a barrier erected between
them, and the next she was giving him signals she was as attracted
to him as he was to her. He had to admit she pitched him a
challenge, and he wanted to take it up.

Right now she
was avoiding his eyes. She wouldn’t be able to keep that up for
much longer. What was her problem? He hoped that whatever bothered
Andrea wasn’t too traumatic. He needed a girl he could date
occasionally, someone who would take his mind off his work and
raising money for Yiribana for a few hours. The major vibes coming
from this young woman showed him she would be fun – both sexy and
intelligent. He hadn’t had much conversation with her, but her
responsiveness to him
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