
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Watch out kid, or you’ll end up another notch on his Rolex!

	 

	 

	What happens when an awkward greenie catches the eye of a sizzling sex symbol? Eden’s a tree-hugger, passionate about native fauna and their habitat. Although outspoken when it comes to animal rights, she’s nervous around Hal. She adores beauty and detests her own freckles and crooked nose.

	Hal is a famous Aussie movie star. He has throngs of female fans and a supermodel friend with benefits. He isn’t vain, though, despite working out every day. Hal is no light-weight narcissist but looks deeper.

	Hal appears interested in Eden, and she’s besotted by his looks. But Eden needs to find her feet. She’s candid about her need for a one-woman man. Unfortunately, Hal rejects monogamy. He believes you can’t discover who you truly are if you’re painted into a corner.

	They say the road to true love is rocky. Despite their fierce attraction, Eden is insecure and jealous, while Hal is a flirt. She was recently dumped by her fiancé and has lost her belief in love. Still, she dreams of a happy ever after and children. Hal encourages her to take a chance. But she’s afraid.

	Can a stud from phony Tinsel Town be anything but a player?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Hal Porter’s luscious features, sculptured by candlelight, splayed across the panoramic screen. Sighs could be heard in the hush of the dark cinema. His face smouldered into a sizzling smile as the siren beside him stretched like a tigress. The sex symbol rolled his superb body over and stood, his torso sensually moist. He reached out and lifted the leading lady to her feet.

	A close-up of Hal’s striking profile followed. His longish blond hair was lustrous as silk. He turned, closed his dark eyes, and the light played on high cheekbones. Suddenly his magnificent arm came into the shot as it embraced the actress’s slim waist. His swelling lips met her pout in an erotic kiss. Then, over her head, he winked at the camera. The credits started rolling up the screen.

	A dozen women’s voices chorused, “Oh!”

	Eden turned to her friend, smiling. “Well, now, isn’t he a cheeky guy?”

	Kiera shook her black ringlets and giggled girlishly. “You’re right there, sister!”

	“Do you have time to join me for a coffee?”

	“Sorry, Eden,” she replied. “We’ll have to leave it to drooling over Hal for now. I’ve got a shoot at the studio. A new model’s coming over at seven tonight. Her waist-length hair will be perfect for my new jungle collection. I’ve teed up Marc to do the shots.”

	The lights came up, and Eden stood. “It sounds exciting, girlfriend! Good luck with it all. You’ll be featured in Vogue soon.”

	“I wish.”

	Outside, Eden hugged her best friend goodbye, then affectionately watched her dash off, her hair bobbing and her bright dress flying. Eden was so glad her Aboriginal friend was having such success as a new fashion designer.

	Such style!

	She looked down at her cotton T-shirt and jeans and shrugged. Then she threw her long hair behind her shoulders and walked in the opposite direction.

	As a greenie, her prized possession awaited her. This was her new diesel special edition sedan, which shone royal blue by the curb.

	Eden would occasionally say, boasting, This little baby does a thousand kilometres per tank.”

	Responsibly paying off the hefty loan every fortnight, her goal was to reduce her carbon footprint. She would heckle anyone who’d listen. The earth’s resources are finite! Society is not separate from nature but dependent on it!

	Actually, she would’ve only owned a pushbike if her job wasn’t delivering delivered environmentally friendly house-cleaning products. But Eden would be the first to admit to thoroughly enjoying the independence of driving.

	Her gaze zoomed in on an advertising poster of Hal Porter, making her feel besotted. Draped in an open shirt, his honey skin and firm pecs were enticing. The swaggering angle of his snake hips was a touch wicked.

	Now he’d be answerable for some global warming.

	Mm, definitely a good antidote for my broken heart.

	Soon Eden was waiting at the lights on the highway leading out of the coastal city of Gosford. She looked beyond the mangroves of Brisbane Water and delighted in the spectacular panorama of the early evening. Hot pink smote the horizon in a bold shock while the sun sank into the sapphire sea. Closer at hand, the inlet shimmered cobalt in the blazing twilight.

	“What a stunning world,” she murmured.

	Automatically, she turned on the radio, and the throbbing tempo of a popular hit came on.

	I love this one.

	Every now and then while driving, she would glance across at the inlet with its reflections and late returning boats.

	I could almost say I was happy...

	Eden passed over the magnificent Rip Bridge. The structure spanned the dangerous gurgling waters of the inlet leading out to the ocean. She then turned onto the steep ramp bridge leading down to St Hubert’s Island—the ritziest address on the Coast. But Eden’s old cottage was in stark contrast to the other grand dwellings there.

	Through the dusk, she drove past the mansions, some looking like lit-up pleasure palaces. Eden noted the majestic palm trees, marble columns and illuminated terraces. But, as always, her eyes were mostly drawn to the sight of her own dear little home. Eden was pleased to see the new solar panels glinting on the roof in the last rays of the retreating sun. Like an injured bird returning to its nest, she respectfully pulled up outside.

	Thank you, Grandma, for your sweet cottage. I am so grateful!

	Eden got out of the car and wandered over to the old gate. She breathed in the scents of her garden. Her abode was set in native shrubbery with the odd rose, lilac, and camellia thrown in. Eden simply adored flowers.

	I know I should only have drought-resistant natives, but I just can’t help myself, she would explain guiltily.

	A vigorous vegetable garden was out back, along with an enclosure for injured animals, which, at the moment, was empty. Eden was passionate about native fauna and a long-time member of WIRES, the local animal rescue unit. Wherever koala bears were endangered, Eden was there in her koala costume with a placard.

	She opened the garden gate and pulled down a spray of wattle to breathe in the fresh perfume. It was a warm late-summer evening. The only sadness in her heart was missing her grandmother and a dull ache that was now just beginning to heal.

	One day I’ll forget you, Dylan.

	As the deserted lover, she trudged up the old wooden steps to her front door. She hesitated and looked back across to the horizon, gazing at the last glimmers of the sun’s glow.

	Tomorrow is another day, Scarlet O’Hara!

	 

	*

	 

	Later that evening, Eden was dressing a rather large salad when a dull roar followed by a sharp crunch of gravel occurred outside. A vehicle had stopped near her gate. She was curious and hurried to her front screen door to see. Sometimes customers for her Good Nature products called in at all hours. She turned on the porch light. An intriguing sports car was pulled up.

	To say Eden was soon surprised was an understatement. A tall hunk emerged. Haphazardly, she noticed a bundle in his arms. The sudden smile even dazzled in the shadows.

	The sultry tones of his husky voice were instantly recognizable. “Are you Eden O’Halloran?”

	You’re kidding! Is it? That sexy Aussie movie star!

	He moved into the light. Her gaze darted self-consciously from his stunning physique and sought for the contents of the blanket. From there, two black eyes and the face of a wombat peeped out.

	She quickly went down the stairs and bravely looked up into her visitor’s face. “Y... yes I’m Eden O’Halloran.”

	“Hi,” he said simply.

	“Hi,” she responded, emboldened by her desire to help the animal.

	The awkward pause felt like it lasted a century. “You’ve got a wombat,” she said rather stupidly. Then quickly, she added, “What happened?”

	His voice rushed along earnestly. “I was driving, and my lights caught something going around and around in circles by the side of the road.” He took a deep breath and looked down at his charge. “It was obvious it was injured. So I pulled up as soon as I could. There’s a steep cliff on that side. It was on the back road to Avoca Beach. You know how it twists and turns there?” He stopped and looked at her with those knee-buckling eyes.

	She gulped and forced herself to speak. “Yes,” she concurred, holding out her hands tentatively to take the animal.

	The celebrity reached over and placed it into her arms. Despite her concern for the wombat, Eden was aware of his brushing hands molten against her bare skin. She shivered infinitesimally.

	Heaven help me!

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Eden stared down at the wombat. “I’ll just take him inside and check him out,” she said hurriedly.

	She could feel the heat on her throat. She took the plunge and looked back up into Hal Porter’s divine face. “Then I might give him a nice feed if he’s well enough to stay here. But he may need to take a trip to the vet yet.” She heard her voice tremble.

	Hal nodded. “Can I help you? I’d be happy to.” He shifted his feet on the path. “I’m a safe and decent man,” he added.

	I know. You’re public property!

	Eden was surprised by his humility. “Of course, come in. Thank you for bringing him.”

	I don’t believe it—I’m even behaving like a normal person with a normal person!

	She took the bundle inside carefully, distractedly thinking how pleased she was the house was looking nice.

	The wombat started to squirm in her arms, and Eden burst out saying, “Oh, I think he’s a boy’s boy! He was so much better behaved with you!”

	Her visitor laughed quietly.

	She placed the wombat on the little table that was set up for these exigencies. “Could you hold him by the sides, please, Hal, while I take a look at him?”

	Eden was on the job—her professional self.

	“You know my name?” He sounded surprised.

	This took her aback. She replied quickly, “Of course I do. Any school girl, young woman, middle-aged woman, or grandma does!”

	Why in heaven’s name did I say that?

	Eden blushed and didn’t look for the effect of her frank reply, instead checking out the extent of the wombat’s injuries. One leg was clearly broken.

	“Oh, poor Ernie,” she said automatically.

	“Ernie?”

	“Yes, I reckon so... Ernie. It suits him.”

	Hal’s voice purred. “Ernie? Yeah, you’re right. It does suit him.” The actor chuckled unexpectedly and rubbed the wombat gently.

	You’re nice!

	For the first time, Eden gazed at her unexpected guest properly. His collar-length silky blond hair was beautiful. He noticed her looking but seemed oblivious, cool confidence evident rather than vanity. She peered into his perfect face, and her eyes automatically photographed the sensual cheekbones and swelling cupid’s lips. But it was his warm chocolate eyes edged with blond-flecked lashes that riveted her. Eden self-consciously threw back her curls.

	Unexpectedly, he took her by the hand. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He bent over her hand for a moment. “Hal Porter at your service, and I’m honoured to meet you, Miss O’Halloran.”

	“Do call me Eden.” She almost gawkily giggled.

	She looked down at the wombat, which was starting to wriggle out from beneath their other hands.

	Hal went on. “I received the directions to your place from the WIRES Network for animal rescue. I hope you don’t mind my barging in like this.” He lingeringly let go of her hand as she nervously retreated it back.

	“No.” She barely managed to get the word out.

	Eden then took charge of the wombat and picked him up.

	Hal flashed a heart-stopping smile with a disconcerting blink of eyelashes. “They said that you wouldn’t mind. That you always help injured native wildlife. You’re a local Mother Theresa to little critters, it seems.”

	She blushed deeper. “And sometimes domestic cats and dogs, too,” she mumbled.

	There was another awkward pause, but Eden tenaciously took the plunge. “Would you be able to drive me to Joe, the vet? I need to hold him. If I put him in a cage, he might injure his leg further. Do you know where Joe is? The after-hours Vet Hospital on Kilcare Heights Road?”

	Her words hung in the air.

	Anything to stay in this man’s company—not really—I do need help. But I’m not complaining.

	“Sure do,” he replied slowly, as if out of a slow awakening dream.

	She was instantly released from a strong pang of embarrassment.

	Hal stroked the wombat’s head. “Ernie will be like one of those soldiers in World War One who woke up and thought they’d gone to heaven when they saw the nurse. You know, when he sees you after his operation. You’ll be like an angel.” He gave Eden a quizzical glance, rubbing a perfect hand speculatively along his chiselled jaw.

	Eden’s eyebrow arched in caution. She wasn’t at all sure how to take that. She’d never liked smooth talkers. She was used to the direct intensity of a past man, the man who’d torn her apart. Why would I think of you now, Dylan? Now of all times?

	Eden suddenly became conscious of her sharp nose and numerous freckles.

	Me, an angel? And flirt with Hal Porter? Not likely! He’s way out of my league!

	 

	*

	 

	Later that night, Eden pushed her door closed after formally thanking the blond bombshell at her gate. He’d been the perfect gentleman. When the high-powered engine had faded away, she looked down at Ernie, his leg in plaster, lying in her wildlife cage.

	“You poor sweetheart, but you’re lucky! You definitely wouldn’t have survived out there. It’s fortunate that you were saved. Trouble is, I might need rescuing myself!”

	She carefully put the cage down, flopped on a chair, and hugged a cushion close to her breast. “He’s a delectable creature! And is most dangerous, I must say!” A little squeal crept up her throat.

	Oh, get real! He’s too good-looking! Think of all those hot actresses! Heavens to Betsy, another shredded heart? Not for this freckled black duck!

	Finally starting to relax, Eden fussed over Ernie, putting him in the specially-made wildlife box. He would go out into the enclosure tomorrow. Then she remembered her uneaten dinner. After she turned on the TV, her mind couldn’t focus on her meal or the screen but was instead preoccupied with a real-life vision. She was gob-smacked. She didn’t even call Kiera.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	A couple of days later, Eden found herself madly cleaning her cottage. She hardly had a moment to indulge her infatuation with Hal Porter. She’d derided herself for this, however.

	Dream on, lunatic!

	There was a specific reason for her frantic activity. Elizabeth Smyth’s mansion, three doors away, had been the intended place for a sales party of Eden’s Good Nature cleaning products. But Elizabeth had gone out for a facial and somehow left a tap running. It had ruined part of her carpet and was a major catastrophe for the socialite.

	She’d shrieked into the phone, “It’s too late to cancel the party, darling! We’ll just have to have it at your little shack. I do hope they don’t mind!”

	Of course, I hope you don’t mind hadn’t come into the equation.

	But Eden, eager to behave professionally, had managed to reply, “That’s fine, Elizabeth. It’ll be a pleasure.”

	After all, sales were sales, and these ladies were big fish in the dolphin lover scheme of greenie things. Selling environmentally friendly cleaning products was Eden’s livelihood as well as her passion. She wasn’t certain, however, that her humble abode would satisfy the local women’s snobby standards. She was on edge.

	 

	*

	 

	That evening, as the perfumed, coiffed women arrived, remarks were inevitably made. “I’ve noticed this little cabin before and wondered who lived here. I imagined it was a pensioner,” one bejewelled woman trilled in a plummy accent.

	Eden nodded patiently.

	Another gushed, “What quaint décor! How old-fashioned! What are you striving for, dear, shabby chic?”

	Eden only managed to enact the smile of a rabbit caught in a spotlight. But she had to admit that her interior, with its peeling paint, scattered cushions and 50’s retro antiques, was eclectic at best. She’d read that word in a magazine. As a reluctant hostess, she surveyed her dwelling for the umpteenth time. She released an exasperated sigh.

	At least the house was a testament to the products. It was as clean as a new pin.

	Eden left the ladies to socialize in her lounge room and rushed into the kitchen to collect a platter of fruit and cheese. To her astonishment, there was Hal Porter. He was looking in at her back screen door. The actor was a vision in faded denim. Eden experienced a sudden weakness in the legs.

	He spoke immediately. “Hi there, Miss O’Halloran. Sorry to barge in like this again. I can see you must be having one of those sales parties you told me about. That’s why I took the liberty of coming around to the back door.” He stopped for breath.

	She froze, hypnotized by his blond hair resplendent in the last rays of late afternoon sun.

	He went on, his voice zealous. “But I expressly came here to tell you about a lucrative opportunity that has come your way.”

	Eden remained mid-step, her hands outstretched to the dish in space.

	Possessing loads of aplomb, Hal added hurriedly, “I was only moments ago talking with my good friend, the entrepreneur, David Wallace, who lives down in number Four, Mercator Parade, five minutes away...”

	While Eden stood mesmerized, she heard the sudden clap of the timber Venetians swinging in the breeze. It broke her concentration. A sudden summer storm was brewing. Although distracted, she glanced through the window and saw how dark clouds were now blowing across a leaden sky. The lawn was bright green in the strange light as birds chattered furiously from the mangroves.

	Hal continued speaking.

	The nattering of the ladies brought Eden back to her situation. She focused on the male fantasy before her. She remembered her manners and invited him inside.

	“So, you see, you must get down to see David Wallace pronto, Miss O’...”

	“Do call me Eden!” she said, gushing. “This is so kind of you! Thank you so very much! To clean a fleet of cruisers, you say? And are you honestly sure that you don’t mind taking over here for half an hour? It’s awfully good of you...”

	“Just call me Sadie.” Hal’s chocolate eyes glittered with humour.

	“The cleaning lady... just so long as you’re sure,” she replied uncertainly.

	“Perfectly.” But he touched her on the arm, halting their progress into the other room. He whispered urgently, “Wait!”

	Presently, the perfectly groomed group of wives turned as one when they entered. There was a sudden hush as fifteen women shared an intake of breath.

	The shrill sound of a woman’s nasally voice screeched over the silence. “Hal Porter... Hal Porter! I would have recognized you anywhere!”

	Another voice interjected accusingly. “I know it’s you—even under that ridiculous get-up!”

	Another screamed, “Oh, you darling! What on earth are you doing here?”

	There was a pregnant pause. His audience was transfixed. He took a bunch of grapes from Eden’s platter and carefully placed them behind an ear. A person could have heard a movie programme drop.

	Hal adjusted his new mop-head wig and floral apron about his sugar hips and calmly announced, “Good evening, fellow home-makers, Sam, the Mop Man at your service!”

	All the middle-aged women shared a tiny squeal.

	Someone whimpered, “That voice!”

	Questioning shrieks of Hal Porter ensued.

	Eden stood to one side of an approaching gaggle of worshipers. She yelled above the confusion, “Now, ladies, settle down! Hal is my promotional assistant here this evening! You see, I’ve been called out suddenly!” She gestured towards the actor, upon whom several women had closed in like sharks.

	Eden shrieked above the din. “Hal, as I see you’ve recognized him from his movies, has kindly offered to take over here as host of this party!”

	The stalled throng of fans turned saucer-like eyes upon her for a second. But then they continued to drool over the idol in the ridiculous get-up. He suddenly displayed his killer smile.

	“Unforgettable,” a plump brunette said with a deep sigh, then sat down in the nearest chair.

	Hal spoke with only moderate volume, yet his voice resonated around the small room. “Your hostess has been called out, ladies. I hope you’ll forgive her absence for a short time.” He looked around. Adding spice to his tone, he said, “I’ll do my best to entertain you.”

	Electricity was in the air. “I’m sure you will,” someone called. Excited tittering followed.

	Throwing her long mane to one side, Eden spoke again. This time she was more in control. “Apparently, a friend of Hal’s has need of an urgent meeting with me regarding Good Nature cleaning products.” She looked around at her disinterested audience. They were gazing at him.

	One woman piped up, “We don’t care about that! How come you know Hal Porter?” The voice was sniping.

	Eden flushed and stammered, “It... it seems a passenger on one of Hal’s friend’s harbour cruisers was sick yesterday, from a bacterial infection. Some environmentally responsible person suggested the very same products that you’ve come here to find out about tonight, ladies!” Her professional voice rose dramatically, but when she looked around, not one of her guests was listening.

	They were licking their gazes all over Hal. Each entranced female was devouring his physique in wondrous concentration. Some of their mouths were gaping. Eden might have laughed if she hadn’t felt sick to her stomach.

	Even dressed as a clown, he turns me into a fool!

	The champagne had gone to the ladies’ heads, but their excitement was tenfold now.

	“Darling, I’m sure we’ll manage! Run along!” imperiously commanded one woman, a vision in a floaty kimono. Her long nails glinted as she waved Eden away with a petulant gesture.

	The crowd was milling about Hal like a coloured flock of chattering parakeets.

	Eden cried, unheard, “Well, I’ll be off then!”

	Hal managed to wave her goodbye nonchalantly. “Now, ladies, being the formidable house cleaner that I most assuredly am, let me introduce you to the amazing stain remover gel. May I have your glass, madam? I’ll demonstrate with some red wine...” His voice purred.

	Not daring to look back, Eden flew down the front steps to grab her pushbike. Mercator Parade was two or three streets away.

	What an opportunity!

	Apparently, not only did David Wallace own a fleet of cruisers, but he owned two ocean liners, as well. Eden recognized this to be a fabulous coup. She was all too aware that direct saleswomen usually only fantasized about snaring a continuing order of large scale.

	Eden realized that it was only moments before the storm would break. Peddling hard past the manicured lawns, she noticed the bright moon for the first time. Dark clouds were scudding across its face. It peered from behind palm trees, which were blowing in a sudden wind.

	Her thoughts moved to the devastatingly attractive man in her lounge room. She thought of the faded denim against his honeyed skin. Her mind lingered on the swell of his sensual lips...

	Having met all those actresses’ bee-stung pouts!

	Unexpectedly, Eden found herself at her destination. A solar light spot-lit the number 4. Smiling in approval, she entered the tall gates. She left her bike beside a Grecian sculpture in opulent gardens. Armed with her products’ information folder, she hurried up to the entrance and pressed the lit doorbell.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	An hour or so later, and wet-through, Eden wheeled the bike onto her veranda and entered through the back door. Peals of laughter rang out.

	She overheard the star’s voice, which was sensuous velvet. “No, I won’t play spin the bottle with the carpet shampoo tonight, ladies.”

	There followed a chorus of disappointed complaints.

	“Maybe at a more discrete location, and yes, with a smaller number of such exquisite women, perhaps...”

	“Oh, come on!” the chorus retorted, followed by several wheedling voices yelling, “Just one kiss, Hal!”

	After a quick change into carefully chosen threads and a towel dry of her hair, she entered the lounge room. She found Hal, minus the mop top and apron, as well as his shirt. He was lying down, relaxing on his side, in front of the adoring throng. The hunk’s boots and socks were flung to one side.

	Elizabeth piped up, “Hi, Eden! We’ve been trying to make our gorgeous host do a striptease for us, but he’s shy.”

	“Hey, I’ve lost my shirt!” Hal countered.

	A few women giggled and moaned.

	“We’ve been offering him more sales, the more he took off,” a petite blonde said, gloating. She picked up several bottles and showed them off.

	“Yes,” Elizabeth quipped. “Lots of us have bought heaps of products! Hal’s been great! So great, in fact, that I want his number so he can run my next party!”

	A couple of women piped up in unison. “Oh, sure, Elizabeth!”

	One continued, “I want his number so he can run my next party, too,” she mimicked in ogling tones.

	From amidst the ensuing laughter, a shrill voice squealed, “Look, I’ll be honest. I just want his number!”

	A petite heavily made-up brunette stood and held a pen in one hand over her other outspread palm. The tittering stopped, and all eyes fixed silently on the male siren. With only a slight hesitation, Hal sprang to his feet and stretched his dazzling body across to the woman. He took her hand, stroked it, and then slowly kissed her palm. Then he stepped back from the pleased fan and started putting on his shirt. A few sighs and groans from the enthralled spectators were audible.

	Silently, Eden took it all in. The captivated audience, the swathes of orders on the table beside Elizabeth, Hal’s seductive abdominals gleaming momentarily in the light...

	Maybe being dumped by Dylan isn’t all that bad!

	Hal pulled on his socks and boots, showing his rippling arms to perfection from under the thin shirt. He bestowed a couple of winks here and there to the hushed crowd. Then he turned and winked at Eden before taking a deep bow. He strolled over and brought her over to his place in the spotlight.

	“How’d you go?” he murmured confidentially.

	She was only capable of nodding and smiling back. She could almost taste the sudden animosity in the air.

	Hal’s refined voice sang around the room. “Well, Eden, my love, and my loves generally”—he flirted innocently—”I was in the middle of a game of chess, and I was in check at the last move. So never say die!” He swaggered to the door, every eye upon him.

	The actor turned and grinned, saying, “Good night, lovely ladies. All the best to each and every one of you, and happy sudsing!”

	“Goodnight, Hal, darling!”

	It seemed to Eden that a thousand female voices replied in chorus, such was the enthusiasm. Her called out Thank you was drowned out.

	He was gone. Everyone sighed and relaxed. A couple of women stretched out eager hands to the cheese platter, which had been left untouched. A few looked at each other, shaking their heads.

	Exclamations of Isn’t he gorgeous ensued.

	“What a guy!” Elizabeth swooned.

	“How do you know him?” they all asked as one, turning on Eden.

	She took a breath and replied carefully, feeling a sudden enormous pressure. “I met him when he brought around an injured wombat after he contacted Wires.”

	Quick as a flash, a well-preserved woman gushed wistfully, “I go bushwalking, and I’m pretty wild. Do you think he’d take care of me?”

	Several women made mm sounds in agreement, and one or two hugged themselves.

	Examining one of her purchases with obvious distaste, an older redhead mused, “So Hal Porter is a conservationist?”

	“He obviously cares about things,” was Eden’s simple reply.

	“Oh, so he cares about you, does he?” another lady proposed, laughing. But her face and voice were more than a little envious and indignant.

	“Oh, no. I hardly know him,” Eden said.

	Another said menacingly, “He knows where you live!”

	There was a hostile silence.

	I know, ladies! It’s hard to believe! I can scarcely believe it myself!

	Eden opened her hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Yes. Hal came around here with an injured wombat,” she repeated slowly. “He’d found it going around in circles on a back road the other night. It’d been hit. He contacted the Wildlife Rescue Team, and they sent him here. Ernie, the wombat, so named by me, is recovering in my backyard shelter.”

	Someone re-joined, “Now you didn’t have to come up with such a long story as all that!”

	A few sniggered.

	“Have it your own way.” She shrugged.

	Eden hid her burning face by going to the storage place for paper bags. She started quietly packing all the products that the ladies had bought. The group continued to buzz on about Hal this and Hal that for some time. She heard a few whispered remarks and snide giggles. Sometimes it felt like eyes were literally boring into her back.

	“I’d give anything to have his shoes beside my bed,” one of the bold said.

	Finally, the last of the stragglers had gone, and Eden and Elizabeth were left alone.

	“What a guy,” Elizabeth repeated for the tenth time as she said farewell.

	The socialite gave her a peck on the cheek and a strange look. But she said nothing. Eden gratefully closed the door behind her and sat down in peace. For a moment, a memory of Hal’s sumptuous back lying on her carpet fixated itself in her brain. She rubbed her eyes irritably and blotted it out.

	How’s a girl going to sleep?

	Then she totalled up her sales and was astounded. “My goodness,” she said.

	Never had a party been so successful. Then she remembered the lucrative deal she’d struck that night with the entrepreneur. “What a guy Hal totally is,” she agreed.

	I’ll just join the queue. Number twenty-four-thousand-six-hundred and twenty-two.

	Just as she sat transfixed, remembering his beauty, there was a quiet knock on the door.

	Who on earth...

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Eden got up and opened the door. There, leaning in the doorway and his face in shadow, was the man himself. Eden stepped back, overcome by the sight. His smooth skin glowed in the lamplight, and his body was rounded and muscled in all the right places. His stance was relaxed and confident.

	“Thought I’d check in on my way home,” he said in a purr. “Did everything turn out okay?”

	Eden’s ears hummed in pleasure. Despite herself, she was acutely aware of his six-pack just beneath the thin shirt. Her gaze almost wantonly strayed there. But something in the back of her mind screamed alarm bells.

	He’s probably here expecting to get his way as easily as he can with any woman!

	Eden’s hands unceremoniously formed fists. “I must thank you for everything you’ve done for me tonight,” she said politely.

	She pushed back a strand of hair and held out a moist, unfurled hand. Hal took it, but he dropped his arm against his leg, taking her hand with it. He just stood there staring at her. Eden felt as if she could burst into a thousand stars.

	He’s there for the taking! I only have to reach out and touch his perfect face!

	The exciting man gazed into her eyes for a timeless moment. She was hypnotized stock-still. She felt a sharp, sexual response, like a jolt of prickling electricity. She struggled to release her gaze from his, but it was captured, fascinated. She noticed his pupils had dilated.

	I can’t believe this...

	Eden felt herself falling into the black abyss of his eyes. There was oblivion at their depths.

	Hal reached across and gently picked up a strand of her hair. He held it to the light. “So naturally beautiful, I love its fiery auburn colour. It’s the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen.”

	I’m glad he’s a hair freak. It’s my best feature...

	The star drew Eden inexorably towards him. In slow motion, his swelling lips enveloped hers in a warm, sweet kiss.

	As if out of a steamy dream, she pulled back. “What are you doing?” she managed to say.

	“Being affectionate,” Hal softly replied. His eyes hardened.

	Eden found his husky tone enthralling. Watch out kid, or you’ll end up as another notch on his Rolex!

	She cleared her throat and her head. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea, my friend. You’ll call me Pamela or Emma before we even begin!”

	His face was inscrutable. All at sea, she gathered her wits, remembering that she had a lot to be grateful for.

	Her shaking voice was forced into a neutral tone. “Would you like a coffee or a port, perhaps? One lady left a bottle, and I can’t stand the stuff.”

	Hal replied slowly, “An offer one couldn’t refuse.” The disappointment was obvious in his tone of voice and demeanour.

	I like you, sexpot. In fact, I like you a lot! But you’d pluck out my heart and tear it into teeny weeny tatters! Then you’d blow it away like a dandelion!

	She led the way into the kitchen. She could feel the man eyeing her body with interest. The turquoise top fitted her curves closely, and she knew her velvet jeans were filled out nicely. Eden was all too aware of his perusal. Her body was thrilled in an instinctive response.

	Get over it! And don’t bloody giggle like a schoolgirl!

	After what seemed like an eternity to Eden, they arrived at the kitchen table. Hal pulled out a chair. Feeling stressed, she found two liquor glasses with nervous hands.

	“Thought you couldn’t stand the stuff?”

	Eden turned back to the table. “These hardly ever see the light of day. I’ll have a sip. After all, I have something to celebrate, haven’t I?” she argued.

	She fumbled as she opened the bottle, but she managed to pour the ruby liquor successfully into a glass.

	“Five harbour cruisers and two ocean liners all buying their cleaning products directly from you? Dave told me. Yeah, I’d say that’s something to celebrate. I’m glad I could help,” he said.

	His presence was disturbingly attractive.

	I hope that you’re not the sort of guy who expects a payback.

	Eden nervously sat down. “It’s pretty major. Thank you, Hal,” she said, splashing a little port in the second glass.

	She felt reckless and looked her guest square in the eyes as she placed a glass before him. She chided, “The sales figures tonight are cause for celebration in themselves. You must have really teased them along!” Eden couldn’t stop herself from saying it.

	“Not I,” he replied innocently. “My alter ego, Sam the Mop Man, might have, though. You’ve got to watch out for that guy! You get that cleaning fiend near a mess, and look out! It can get ugly, I tell you.” Hal took an appreciative sip. “Hey, this isn’t half bad.”

	She eyed his perfect hand ornamented tastefully with a signet ring.

	She giggled gauchely, saying, “I don’t think ugly would’ve been a word the ladies would have used tonight.”

	Hal waved his hand dismissively. “Whatever.” For a moment, he looked lost.

	Eden was surprised.

	He scratched his attractive clean-shaven chin. “How’s Ernie going?” he asked suddenly.

	She looked over to the window. “Oh, he’s fine, getting stronger every day. His leg seems to be healing, and I think he’s going to be all right. The vet said it’ll take about six weeks. He’s in a shelter up in the backyard.”

	Momentarily, she felt Hal’s disconcerting gaze fall onto her body, those dark, wild, alien eyes. A silence sprang up, and Eden didn’t know what to say. Her stomach felt as tight as a tourniquet. She recalled the soft kiss. Arousal threaded with insecurity, wove a deadly spider’s web of tension throughout her body. Absurdly, she felt like giggling again.

	Eventually, springing to life, Hal picked up his glass and motioned it towards hers.

	Stressed, she responded with a jolt.

	Eden’s clinking of her glass with his was more like a smash, and it spilled some of Hal’s port onto the table.

	He studiously ignored this. “I propose a toast to you, Miss Eden O’Halloran, business lady, ecologist, and carer of our native wildlife. Here’s to a beautiful, capable, and caring woman!”

	Capable? I’m acting like a goose! And beautiful? You honestly don’t notice my huge nose and ugly freckles?

	She took a hesitant sip and held out her glass again, more confidently. “And here’s to you, Hal Porter, protector of native fauna, promoter of Good Nature cleaning products, and entertainer extraordinaire!”

	And more things I can’t mention, like the best body in the universe and the most seductive face on earth!

	They both clinked this time and took a sip. Eden put her glass down and took a shaken moment to pause and think. “I can’t believe how my fortunes have changed in the course of an evening.”

	He looked around the spotlessly clean kitchen. “You’re certainly an advertisement for good housekeeping. That fragrance of citrus is very pleasant.”

	Eden laughed. “Perhaps with your gift of salesmanship, you should reconsider your career. You might have missed your vocation!”

	Her French-manicured fingertips played nervously with her glass as Hal stood up and walked over to a covered birdcage. He peeped under the covers.

	“Oh well, I’m playing Captain Cook’s mate first up in a shoot tomorrow morning, so I won’t be giving up acting tonight,” he said.

	“Oh, ay, me ‘arties!” The port’s gone to my head!

	“Mm, very good, Eden. I’ll recommend you for a part. A bit of violence and a bit of climbin’. It’s all good stuff.” He slid his attractive body back down again onto the seat.

	“Will you be needing another wig, me laddie?” she asked, looking away, a little flustered.

	Hal laughed, and she looked back and eyed the smiting, silken strands of his hair.

	“I’ll be needing just a wee ponytail. I’m shaving it all off for my next role if I get it.”

	“Really, what’s that?” Eden stood and retrieved the bottle of port. She was aware of his arousing eyes upon her again.

	He responded slowly, his voice like seductive velvet. “The part is a cellmate instead of a first mate. A bit of serious drama, for a change, a tragic story, actually.” He rubbed the top of his hair dismissively. “Anyway, it’ll be cooler in the summer.”

	So you’re not a slave to your image?

	Eden sat back down as her sultry guest finished off his port.

	“Going to the gym tomorrow?” he asked suddenly.

	“Uh... maybe... how...”

	“I just realized that’s where I’ve seen you before,” he interjected. “I often sneak a peek at the aerobics classes. You should come and work out in the weights room with me some time.”

	Eden smiled, willing herself not to tremble, and held the bottle over his glass. “Would you like another?”

	“Mm? No, since I’m driving, thanks all the same. I had a beer at Wallace’s. I wouldn’t say no to a cup of coffee, though.”

	She looked to the kettle, not meeting his eyes, and stood up.

	A fierce rumble reverberated overhead. “Sounds like the storm hasn’t abated,” she said, awkwardly clattering the cups.

	Just then, a piercingly white light flickered across the windowpane. It was instantly followed by a deafening crash of thunder. Eden spun around and they stared at each other. She knew her eyes were wide with fear. “That was a bit close,” she croaked.

	A small smile crinkled the corners of Hal’s perfect mouth. “I might have to stay the night,” he murmured.

	The devil comes in many guises, mate! Not on your Nelly!

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	At the gym the following day, Eden slogged it out in time to the throbbing music. The beat underscored the instructor’s bellowing voice, urging the participants of her New Body class to squat deeper. Feminine grunts resounded around the aerobics room. Her thighs and butt burnt agonizingly, and perspiration flowed down her back. But it did feel great to exercise, feel the pain and be alive!

	Who needs you, Dylan?

	The music stopped pounding, and she trudged red-faced to the water dispenser to douse her thirst. Towelling off her face, her thoughts inevitably strayed to Hal Porter.

	I wonder if he’s working out. With his physique, he must do so just about every day...

	After a long moment’s hesitation, Eden impetuously made her way towards the weights room. As she turned a corner past the reception desk, she noticed a small collection of women clinging together down the hallway. They were staring through the window of the swing door to her destination. As she came closer, Eden could hear them talking furtively.

	“What do you reckon?” One curly-headed blonde squeaked, “If he’s interested in having children, please let me be the one!”

	“No, I’ll do it!” a petite brunette responded, raising her hand and jumping up and down daintily.

	“No, me, please!” a third, tall woman countered in a contralto warble.

	The cluster of women giggled and pushed forward, peering through the glass.

	Eden, behind them now, was experiencing a sinking feeling. She caught a glimpse of who was inside between two fixated heads. His broad, tapering back to the door, Hal was working out on a machine. He wore a revealing soaked singlet, and shining moisture trickled down his flushed skin. Muscles bulged, and his hair lay long and wet upon his thick neck. Eden’s stomach slithered down a sudden slippery dip.

	Oh my God!

	She turned away. Somehow, she made it back down the corridor and into the women’s changing room. There she sat weakly for some moments on a bench in the silence, overwhelmed by her hormones.

	I wonder what those women would say if they knew that he thought I had the best hair he’s ever seen!

	Eden gloated for a conceited moment and shyly smiled. She found her brush in the locker, grateful for her hair, which she now loved, seeing as Hal Porter did. Struggling with nerves, she pondered whether or not to go back and work out with the demigod after all.

	Do I dare? Those women will make mincemeat of me!

	Eden stood up and looked at her flushed shorts-clad body in the full-length mirror, grateful that no one else was there.

	“Hmm, I’m all right, although nothing can change my fair freckled skin.” After an exasperated sigh, she continued out loud. “It’s a pity that fake tan collects around your ankles and looks so try-hard.”

	She inspected her breasts and bottom. “They could be lifted up a bit.”

	Then she jiggled a loose muscle under her upper arm. “That could definitely do with improvement.”

	Just as she was critically analysing her angular face, the same giggling gaggle of women waltzed in. Eden came to a shaky decision.

	At least those women will no longer be an audience!

	So she walked out of the room with escalating nervousness.

	Nothing ventured, nothing gained, that’s what grandma used to say!

	As she again turned the corner past the reception desk, she was afforded yet another stunning back view of Hal, who was leaning out of the swing door. Unfortunately, he was talking to a tall, stunning brunette whose hair was pulled back severely. She was the epitome of athleticism, and something about her was vaguely familiar. Just before Eden turned away, the woman reached across confidently and kissed Hal full on the lips. A bolt of envy galloped through her bones.

	Eden! Even you are falling in love with the woman killer! Stop wasting your life!

	Crestfallen, she strode away. She ignored the irritating chatter of Hal’s fan club and threw herself into a blasting cold shower. Aroused but defeated, Eden decided to get the steaming sexpot out of her mind.

	 

	*

	 

	“You can do it! You’d be great, Eden!” Kiera’s voice exploded on the line.

	Eden squirmed uncomfortably in a chair. “I’m not good-looking enough to be a model, girlfriend.”

	Kiera snapped, “You’re quite tall and really stunning, in your own way.”

	Eden laughed. “In my own way. Yes, well, that’s a given!” She glanced irritably at her freckled hand.

	“Come on, girl! You’d really do some of my pieces proud! You’ve got low self-esteem. Your fantastic colouring is exactly what I need for this ensemble!” She took a breath. “You’d actually be better than Sophie, and I’m glad she’s pulled out. The fashion parade is on Valentine’s Day. Can you please keep Thursday night free, girlfriend?”

	I would like to be busy that night!

	Eden’s focus travelled up her freckly arm. She faltered. “I love your clothes, Kiera. You know that. The jade dress you gave me is my absolute favourite!”

	Eden could practically hear the smile in Kiera’s voice. “Then you’ll do it?”

	“Well...” Eden hesitated.

	Clearly, Kiera was not about to be refused. “The parade is in conjunction with the drought appeal, so it’s for a good cause, mate!”

	Being a greenie, Eden made a mollified sound.

	“As well as much-needed publicity for yours truly!”

	“Ah...”

	There was a stressed pause. Eden shook her head helplessly.

	Kiera’s voice rang out on a high note. “It should be fun, sister! There are a few other labels showing their stuff, too. There will be all the hoopla, you know, hair, make-up, champagne, after-show party. There will be lots of people there!” Kiera’s voice literally brimmed with enthusiasm.

	“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Eden gave a peeved grimace.

	“Oh, don’t get shy

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
‘ <
JILL MILES





images/image.jpeg





