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Chapter One
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If ever a mouth spelled trouble, hers predicted major strife.

Lee Wylde stood at the window of his fifteenth level office, staring across the drab Yarra River. How come he couldn’t bulldoze his mind into doing some work? Just because he’d got up at five on a chilly dark September morning, to meet some woman at Melbourne Airport? Some woman with a magnificent mouth. 

Some woman, she wasn’t. 

“Lee,” the woman in the extravagantly flowered trousers and lurid purple T-shirt had said softly. “Let’s get this out of the way. Did you realise I’m Georgina Jones, ex-East Canberra High?”

Georgi. He’d never known her full name was Georgina.

Used to be Georgi. She called herself Gina now. Gina, at the hotel over the river. He could almost pick out her room. 

Even before that mouth arrived off the Bangkok flight at six-thirty this morning, something had bothered him about it. Something to do with the way its upper lip seemed to lead an existence independent from the lower one, as if each lip were designed for a different mouth. Splinters of memory had pricked at his mind every time he’d looked at her college brochure. Gina Jones, declared the caption beneath her photo, Director, Elite English Language School, Bangkok. Jones was a common name, and he’d never known any Gina.

Nah, he’d never met Gina Jones, here for negotiations about the new position of Associate Director and Head of the English Language Faculty at his college.

Like hell he’d never met her. 

He’d felt foolish gripping his placard, Southlands International Business College welcomes Gina Jones. But although he was the Director, he didn’t have his photo on Southlands’ brochure, so without the placard she wouldn’t know who to approach.

Like hell she wouldn’t know who to approach. She’d known all along who he was. Why hadn’t she let on? Now he remembered perfectly the last time he’d seen that mouth. And heard it. Mouthing off at him after East Canberra High’s boys’ swim team, captain Lee Wylde, had stuffed up the changeover in the relay race at the area high schools’ swimming championships. The girls’ team, captain Georgi Jones, had won ten out of ten of their events, but the boys’ bungle meant their school lost first place in the whole swimming meet. That pushy Jones kid, up herself because she’d beaten him for the overall school swimming captaincy, bawled him out.

Then she disappeared. 

Gone without a breath of farewell. 

No one knew where. Everyone guessed why. Fleur. Her twin sister Fleur.

He clenched his jaw so tightly his teeth hurt. What had he done, bringing Georgi or Gina or whatever her name was back into his life? This edginess circling his gut had nothing to do with missing breakfast. It had everything to do with Fleur and his part in the tragedy of her death. Must be fourteen, fifteen years ago, for crissakes. He supposed they’d have to acknowledge their shared past, probably sooner rather than later. The prospect washed a sourness into his mouth. 

* * * 
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GINA STOOD AT THE WINDOW of her room in the Riverwalk Hotel, hugging her arms around her breasts. How could spring be so cold? That weather beacon on a CBD building across the river flashed a temperature that surely referred to some place way south of Australia. Brr! She’d been shivering ever since she’d left the aircraft. Shivering, and mislaying her stomach. Had she left it strapped in her seat on the plane? Okay, this shivering and absent stomach must be the onset of pneumonia, plus hunger, jet lag...

Quit kidding. You’re in shock at seeing Lee after all these years. Had he too been shocked? She’d caught him looking at her with...with some kind of speculation. And his eyes! She remembered them, sapphire blue, spangled with silver lights, fringed by long black lashes. The most exquisite eyes she’d ever seen on a man. She shivered again. Those eyes could still deliver that look she used to think of as his specialty, a look which came with the force and intent of a flick-knife. He’d treated her to it twice in the hour it took to meet her, drive her to the city, and see her checked into the hotel.

First, he’d swept her travelling gear with a condemning glance, as if he were chief prosecutor for the clothes police. Well, he hadn’t listed the wardrobe of a super-model in his criteria for the Associate Director position. Then he’d frowned when she’d told him she rode a motorbike in Bangkok and asked if it would be safe here, with those lethal-looking trams clanging and banging along the streets.

Turning from the window, she picked up the phone and tapped in her brother’s number. 

“Burnt Creek Vineyard.”

“Richard, it’s me!” 

“Baby sister! How was the flight? How’s Melbourne?” 

“The first, better than the usual swollen-feet-foetal-class trip because Southlands got me a business class ticket. The second, freezing. I’m putting in a request for warmer weather when I get to Canberra tomorrow afternoon.” 

“We’ll do our best. How’s it going?”

“They booked me a room at a fabulous hotel on the riverside. I’m free this morning. This afternoon I have a meeting and tour of the college, and this evening a working dinner with the Director.”

“So give us a call later. Here’s Alix.” 

“Did he recognise you?” her sister-in-law asked.

“He didn’t know who I was till I told him. I think he got a shock, though I had the feeling he thought he should have recognised me. I’d know him anywhere, even these fifteen years on. It’s the hair, all messy black curls in need of a cut, same as in school.”

“What’s he like?” 

“He seems rather formal, but then this is business. His job’s very attractive, and I’m flattered to be headhunted for it. But you know, Alix, I, er—” She bit her lower lip.

“Something’s really troubling you, isn’t it? Tell me.” 

“I nearly chickened out at Bangkok Airport. I wanted to jump off the plane and race back to Elite, before the past trapped me.”

“Fleur and Heather.”

“Yes. It will have to come out. It worries me, the effect on Heather if her father shows up.”

Heather, Fleur’s gorgeous fourteen-year-old daughter, whose mother didn’t survive her birth, adopted by Richard and Alix. Gina swallowed on her dry throat. Heather was a very good reason why she should not work with Lee Wylde. Fleur and Lee.

“You’re sure he doesn’t know about her?” Alix asked.

“Absolutely. I’m the only one who’d have told him, and I...well, after Fleur died, I was practically locked in my room before Dad snatched me out of Canberra.” 

“Listen, Gina. Put yourself first. Don’t worry about Heather. We’re her family, she’s secure with us. And you don’t know for sure he is her father. If he firms up the offer and you want the job, take it. Things will work out.” 

“Thanks for being so positive. Say hello to the kids for me, and I’ll ring again. Bye.”

She turned up the room heating, showered, and ordered room service breakfast. Her stomach found its way home at the sight of muesli with fresh fruit and yoghurt, and a warm blueberry muffin. Sipping scented Earl Grey tea, she sat by the window. There was the footbridge Lee had told her to use to cross that cold and muddy-looking Yarra River. Southlands was almost opposite the hotel. From its brochure, she knew the college occupied the top six levels of that fifteen storey honey-coloured stone building, with the college’s name emblazoned along the top level. Naming rights, huh? Elite was too small yet to justify these on its building, but she could see how it gave a commercial edge, and put it on a mental futures list. She might pick up other good ideas for her school, too. Her research into Southlands had revealed steady growth with a solid bottom line. And its Director. How did he manage to look that smart that early, in his elegantly cut navy suit? He even smelled good, a scent with attitude and a touch of spices. She’d had a quick wash before she collected her luggage, but she’d probably carried a fragrance of eau de aircraft. He’d turned the car heater to high, probably for her benefit, and taken his jacket off. Muscled shoulders packed his light blue shirt. At seventeen, his shoulders had dominated the swim squad, and he’d never been gawky like the other teenage boys. She smiled as she remembered how the squad girls used to size up the boys’ bodies. Did he still possess such a great physique?

Hold it right there! She wasn’t in Melbourne to check out hunk potential. At least, not this trip. Anyway, she’d sworn off bodies until she found the one she wanted to spend the rest of her life beside. Mr Romantic Lead headed her wish list for life in Australia. She set her jaw. Unless he’d had a personality transplant, Lee Wylde would lack the social tools necessary for the comfortable tea-in-bed, slippers-by-the-fire relationship she wanted. And she recalled that old mantra—don’t fall for guys at work, workaholics or men with partners. Likely that as well as the first, Lee fitted the other categories.

She must find the shops to buy warm clothing, things Mr Director Wylde might consider suitable for his Associate. Perhaps if he intended to make a habit of looking at her with that slicing glance, she should make it some form of protective gear. And he’d better dust off his flak suit too. If the young Georgi had proved herself a match for Lee Wylde, the adult Gina would do equally as well. And that attitude, she lectured herself, is no way to start a business partnership. 

* * * 
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FOR THE FOURTH TIME that day, Lee skimmed through Gina’s file. He’d researched her college, and as far as he was able, researched her. Other than that she was Australian, zilch showed up which could indicate he should know her. Her CV revealed nothing about education before Cambridge University, England. She’d taught English in Europe, then, seven years ago, started her own college in Bangkok. She’d been Director of Elite Language School ever since.

He slapped the papers down, feeling her prior knowledge of their connection had given her an advantage over him. He had questions for Ms Gina Jones. She probably had questions for him too, questions nothing to do with the job he’d headhunted her for. And, his feverish brain enquired, because she’d known all along who he was, were these questions the reason she’d accepted his offer to come to Melbourne? Was she genuinely interested in the position? Or was she seizing the opportunity of finding him again to rake over that business about her sister? Until Georgi Jones blazed into Melbourne this morning, he’d believed the episode snuffed out under the layers of his life since he’d left Canberra at eighteen. He swore softly, as recall snagged around the accumulations of fourteen years of successes and failures. Fleur had insisted to him she didn’t want anyone, not even Georgi, to know what had happened. He was the only person left who knew the whole story. Could he, should he, keep Fleur’s secret while working with Georgi/Gina? That youthful promise couldn’t matter any longer. Did any of it matter? He thrust a hand through his hair. If it had been his sister who’d died, yes, it would matter.

The intercom buzzed. “Your three o’clock appointment is here,” the receptionist said. “Will I bring Ms Jones up?”

“No need, Lyn. Just show her the lift.”

He waited for Gina at the lift. As she stepped out, he unhitched the breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding. So she could look respectable, even though her colour choices of a purple high-necked sweater under a bright green suit reminded him of some exotic vegetation.

“Hi Lee.” She went into the office ahead of him, and walked over to the windows. “What a fabulous view! The river, and there’s the bridge I crossed this morning when I went shopping. And the gardens where I walked. It’s fifteen years since I was in Australia in spring, and I’m ashamed I don’t remember the names of all those pretty flowers. Big black and white birds were singing away, and lots of baby ducks learning to swim. And do you know, Melbourne smells all fresh, I guess it’s the scent of spring.”

Fifteen years hadn’t dried up her verbal extravagance. “Magpies.”

She turned to face him. “Sorry?”

“The black and white birds.” 

“Oh, of course. “She glanced around the room. “Nice office, a corner too.” The look she slanted his way told him she knew very well that corporate mythology endowed such a location with power. “I always wanted a corner office.” 

Not only had Georgi Jones pranced into the room and filled it with her mouth, her grown-upness, her femaleness, now she wanted his position. Just like she’d fought him for the school swim captaincy. Nah, let’s be honest here. He’d fought her. And lost.

“This is the only one.”

Heavens, why did the guy sound almost anxious? Gina offered him her most non-threatening smile. “I’m not after your job.” 

“Good, because it will never be available.” He thrust sheets of paper at her. “Here’s the college room plans, and we’ll start our tour on this level.”

In her bit-on-the-tight-side new black shoes, she hiked after him, her pen poised to make notes on her pad. He showed her a bare cubicle a few doors along from his office, and pressed the light switch on.

“This room is allocated for the Associate Director.” 

She ran a finger down the dirty windowpane. “Excuse me for asking, but has it been used since the nineteenth century?”

He drew his substantial black brows together. “It’s the only vacant area. Obviously it will be cleaned up.”

“Hmm. Don’t you think the drainpipes on that building opposite have fascinating angles on them? And see those cute garbage bins down in such a picturesque alleyway.”

“If a view is the most important aspect of the job, we should stop wasting each other’s time.” 

The cold snap in his voice rippled a warning along her spine. This man had no sense of humour. She whirled around to face him. 

“Lee, negotiating is what I’m here for. I’m sorry if I offend you with my observations, but I couldn’t work in this cell. Even with clean windows, there wouldn’t be any decent natural light.” 

“Let’s move on,” Lee said smoothly, keeping his face blank of any expression. He’d heard the chill in his tone, and knew it was unwarranted. Why hadn’t he replied in the same light way? Surely not some primitive need to defend himself against her, against the type of ridiculous conversation the teenaged Lee and Georgi had indulged in when they weren’t yelling at each other?  To his consternation, an uncomfortable memory surfaced: how after a particularly lengthy badinage, classmates had called them the Class Act and the label had stuck. He must manage this better.

He took her to the teaching levels, the library, the students and staff areas. When they passed staff, she had her hand out and her mouth open, presumably to greet them, but he didn’t introduce her. Time enough when—if—she was officially appointed. He didn’t want conjecture buzzing around college.

An hour after they’d started the tour, they arrived on Southlands’ lowest level, Ten. 

“The office, boardroom, students’ recreation room and stores here. And Muffin Central.” Lee waved a hand at a miniature café. “Would you like a coffee?”

“I’d kill for one, and my feet are dying for a sit-down.” Gina smiled at the woman behind the counter. “Could I have a skinny cappuccino please? Oh and Lee—” She gave him the same cheery smile. “Can I stretch the, er, the negotiations and ask for a muffin?”

“Raspberry today,” the woman said. “Your usual, Lee?”

“Please. In my office, thanks, Mary.”

What was his usual, Gina wondered, as they entered the lift. Was he a caffeine junkie? She knew how easily caffeine could prop up a busy schedule. Back in his room he waved her to a seat in front of his desk, and sat behind it. Where was his work? The telephone, a notepad and a silver pen looked lonely on the expanse of shiny wood. A computer sat on an extension to one side of the desk. Books, all angled precisely upright, filled shelves, and cupboards lined the walls, but no clutter sullied the pristine acreage of his office. Her office, now—she had to move files, papers, books, before anyone could sit down. She slipped her feet out of her shoes. Ah, the toasty sensation of blood flowing again.

Mary brought the tray, and placed it on the desk. Lee moved the coffee and muffin towards Gina. She spooned one sugar into her cup, and eyed his glass.

“Green tea,” he said. “I don’t use caffeine.” 

“I didn’t ask.” 

“You don’t need to. You’re easy to read.”

He watched, fascinated, as a wave of pink highlighted her cheeks. He wouldn’t have expected the self-assured Ms Jones to blush.

“Oh dear, I can’t have you knowing all my dirty little secrets,” Gina said lightly, mentally cursing her talent for colouring up. “I guess I’m safe thinking in Thai.”

Steepling his fingers above his glass, Lee squelched his curiosity about her knowledge of Thai. He had no intention of being stuck with her for another hour while she discussed it, but more importantly, he might reveal something of himself she didn’t need to hear about. 

She crumbled her muffin into four pieces, and ate three before she spoke again. “Notwithstanding the cell whose walls you intend to pad for your new Associate, I’m impressed with Southlands’ amenities. It’s about three times the size of my school, but you probably know that.”

He nodded. “Bring your comments and questions to dinner this evening. It’s an Italian restaurant next to your hotel. I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty.”

“And dress?” She popped the last muffin portion into her mouth.

“Preferably.” He allowed himself to hold her gaze for half a century longer than legal. Hey, her eyes! He’d forgotten their unusual colour, a shade of blue almost purple, like her hideous T-shirt this morning.

“Dress, smart. With shoes.” 
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Chapter Two
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Was it only the cold making her fingertips tingle?

Walking beside Lee the few steps along the lamp-lit riverside to the restaurant, Gina recognised the sensation. On their way to dinner, to link her hand in the man’s seemed the most natural thing in the world. She shifted her document satchel to the arm nearest to him and clutched it tightly, while the fingers of the other hand curled into a fist.

This was business. 

The maitre d’ settled them at a table by the window, overlooking the river. Lights, reflected from the city buildings opposite, tipped the black water with silver. She eased out of her jacket and hung it on the back of her chair, all the while watching Lee watching her. She thought his eyes in the dim light blurred a little. She hoped hers didn’t, as she felt heat climb her cheeks. 

“Warm in here,” Lee said, edging his chair further back from the table, further from the disturbing effect of Georgi Jones. “Melbourne’s climate is a big change from Bangkok. The summers are warm, often hot, but would you cope in the winter, with temperatures colder than this?” 

“So the interview begins. I could manage not to hibernate. After all, I grew up in Canberra, and—”

“Of course.” 

His rough-pitched voice sliced her off. Of course he knew she grew up in Canberra, so did he, and of course he knew winter cold in Canberra could punch through your clothes to your bones, but did he have to sound quite this prickly about it? He picked up the leather-covered menu, and she watched his blunt-tipped fingers turning the pages.

“Would you like wine?” he asked.

“Please, but you choose. Red or white. I’m not familiar with Australian wines.” Except her brother’s, and her family wasn’t an appropriate topic right now. He requested a red, and they discussed the merits of Italian cuisine before ordering.

“Tell me,” he said, after the wine had arrived, “why did you change your name?”

“I grew up.” She gulped her wine, a mouthful too generous for good manners, and waited for him to push her on this statement. In the past life he’d queried every decision she’d made as swim captain. But he merely nodded.

“Didn’t we all.” 

Her throat tightened at his cool neutral tone. So he’d forgotten that one of them, her sister, didn’t grow up. Never mind about him not wanting to talk about Canberra, she couldn’t deal with Fleur just yet.

“Great wine.” She checked the label on the bottle. “A Yarra Valley cabernet. Is it from round here?” She waved a hand in the direction of what she guessed to be up river.

“Yes, there are several wineries outside Melbourne.”

His voice warmed as he gave her some names, and the wines they made. He was enthusiastic and knowledgeable about wine, and she bit her tongue on telling him about Burnt Creek.

Lee cast his glance over the woman opposite him. If this afternoon’s classy suit shouted pizzazz, tonight’s dress, if such it could be termed, bordered on the illegal. Surely people had been locked up for less—or more, in this case. She’d bandaged herself from knees to ribs, well, to be fair, a bit above her highest ribs, barely over her shoulders and down to her elbows in black stretchy stuff. He couldn’t imagine how she’d squeezed into it, possibly asked the room attendant to pour her, and neglected to say when. Even Houdini might have trouble getting out of it. Her jacket must be Thai silk. Its colours shimmered in the subdued lighting like the plumage of a tropical bird. Greens and blues and...and the purple of her eyes. Not a bird. A flower. An orchid. The orchid eyes of his prospective Associate Director.

Out of line, Wylde. 

His entrée arrived, and he applied himself to the barbecued octopus with its tangy Mediterranean dressing. She’d passed on this course, and was pulling papers from her satchel. Silver hoops of earrings swung as she moved her head, and he caught a hint of a lush perfume. One side of her hair swayed towards him while the other was tucked behind her ear. He liked her hair better short than the ponytail he remembered, and the colour was different—a kind of brown still, but it ran the spectrum from lightly done toast through honey to streaks of melted butter. It shone in the candlelight.

“Lee,” she said in the brisk tone she’d used in her pep talks to the swim squad, “I need to discuss the contract.”

As well one of them understood why they were there. “I expect you to have comments and questions. But first, I have a couple for you.” He paused, savouring the octopus. Her elbows on the table and her chin on linked fingers, she was watching him. Would his words come out in the right order, under that orchid scrutiny?

“Why would you consider returning to Australia when your school is so successful?” 

Gina had expected this question, and prepared her answer. Professional aspects only. She could hardly tell him she was lover shopping.

“It’s time. I’ve lived overseas all my adult life, and I want to come home.” 

“And that’s all?” Lee raised his brows. He didn’t understand why anyone would give up a profitable business for the comparatively unknown, and where she’d be only second in charge. 

“It’s a big motivation.”

“You were hesitant when I first put it to you.”

“Yes, because being headhunted was a new experience. It seemed too easy a way of finding a job.” Gina licked her top lip. Also because the headhunter was Lee. A man she’d never thought to see again. A man holding a secret she had a right to know.

Oh, these shoes! Her poor tortured feet, usually wearing sandals or joggers, slid themselves from their incarceration. She raised her legs to better flex her toes, and her right foot collided with a solid male knee.

“Sorry,” she muttered, as her feet returned to ground level. “I had to take my shoes off. They’re new and I’ve got a blister the size of a house brick.” 

“That’s no good.” Lee tightened his mouth to stop his smile. She seemed as open as she’d been as a teenager. “Did you have plans other than Southlands’ interest, for returning to Australia?”

“Yes, a holiday here at Christmas, when I’d research the job market. I hoped to find something to start later next year, with a long-term view of opening my own college.”

“Why does this particular position appeal?”

“I investigated Southlands, and found it an organisation whose standards I’d be comfortable with,” Gina said formally, aware of the silver lights in his eyes probing for the truth. “Head of the Language Faculty offers me the autonomy I’m used to, and Associate Director is as high up the career scale as I could expect to start with.”

“Okay.”

She blew out a breath. Apparently he was satisfied with her answers.

“Two more questions.”

He paused, while the waiter delivered their main courses. Lee’s lasagne steamed with the fragrance of herbs and garlic and cheese. Her tastebuds lingered over the zingy first mouthful of her veal Marsala. The hum of talk from other diners washed around them, while a trio of violinists played dream-weaving Italian songs.

“Gina, I want an honest answer to this.” The steel in his voice snapped her to attention. “Apparently you’ve known all along I’m Southlands’ Director. Does this fact have anything to do with your interest in the position?”

She swallowed hard as a thread of veal threatened to choke her. The past tugged at her mind. Did he too sense the ghost of Fleur? 

Gina could see her, a third presence at the table. Lovely Fleur, honey-blonde hair swinging to her shoulders, pale skin stretched over delicate features, sky-blue eyes, and lips that belonged together, not like Gina’s. She pulled her jacket from the back of her chair, and swung it around her shoulders. Fleur was goosing her soul.

“Georgi? Are you okay?”

His tone was softer, and she knew they were talking about Fleur.

She blinked fast. “It’s Gina. Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

Because you want me to tell you Fleur’s secret. He didn’t know if he could find the words. She’d be horrified, hurt, angry. And could he work with her, if this were her true reason for wanting the job?

She faced him, her eyes darkened to purple. And her mouth, that mobile mouth—could he employ that? Have it speaking to him every day? As a kid, he’d left it too late to make his move on her. He’d never expected to find her again, and now it was impossible.

“Lee, I said—” Gina frowned. Why didn’t the damn man pay attention? “I said you flatter yourself. You always did have an ego the size of a small planet. I heard your name from the students Elite sends to Southlands. When they come back, they call in to tell me about their Australian experiences.”

“Positive, I hope.”

“Excellent. They say you’re a good teacher, you’re always available to talk with them, the college is well organised.” She allowed him a small smile. “Any more, and your ego will fit the solar system. So the fact that you’re the Director does have something to do with my interest in the job.”

“My second question. Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”

“If you’d known who I was, would you have headhunted me? Why did you headhunt me?”

Lee rolled the stem of his wineglass between his thumb and index finger. Devious woman, she’d sidetracked him, and he couldn’t drag her back to answering his question without making a production out of it. 

No, he wouldn’t have headhunted her. He didn’t want to pick up on the past, nor have to account for himself since. He’d ignore that and give a full answer to her second question. Why he’d headhunted her was easy, even if now doubts prowled his mind about the wisdom of it.

“Because of Elite’s students. We take in students from all over the non-English speaking world to build their English language business proficiency, and yours impress with their study skills, their motivation, their solid language. They’re obviously well taught.”

A glow of satisfaction coursed through Gina. Not only gratification at being professionally recognised, but also that the praise came from Lee Wylde. Somewhere along the way since the school swim squad, he’d learned to praise.

“Thank you. I’ll pass the feedback to my staff.”

“When I talked with your students, I heard the Director of their school was Australian.” 

She fiddled with her empty wine glass. What else had he heard? Hopefully not about her partying lifestyle. Several students would know, because their parents were in the Thai circle that Ray, Elite’s Deputy Director, had introduced her to.

Lee re-filled her glass. “So you come highly recommended by the only people who really matter, students. You’re Australian, you’re familiar with Asian students who make up seventy percent of our intake. You became the obvious person for me to target.”

“I see.” She sipped the wine, thinking they weren’t being completely straight with each other. She hadn’t told him why she hadn’t let on she was Georgi. He’d ignored her question about headhunting her if he’d known who she was. Still, they’d got this far, and such details weren’t important. She handed him a sheet of paper.

“Here’s my list of queries. I finished it after our meeting this afternoon.” 

Lee continued eating as he scanned her neat document. Five bullet points. She’d ticked salary. She’d better be satisfied, he’d hiked it up for her, believing that against the other candidates she’d be worth it. The superannuation and medical insurance inclusions received ticks too. Surely she wasn’t going to be this easy to employ? 

No, she wasn’t. He frowned. 

“You’re at removal expenses?” she asked.

“Yeah. You might become too expensive. We’re offering a business class airfare, and an apartment for two weeks while you find somewhere to live. But now you want full removal expenses too.” He stabbed his forefinger at a lengthy item. “Look at this estimated cost. What are you removing? The entire contents of a shopping mall?”

“You must think I’m worth something to bring me from Bangkok. Listen.” She finished eating, and placed her knife and fork neatly together. “This is what I can do for you. I offer energy and commitment. I’m a strong team player, and I have loads of experience in guiding staff and students. I’ve taught students with all kinds of backgrounds and language levels. If you’ve got three hours, I’ll tell you more.”

Such confidence. Yet if she were the strong team player she claimed, Southlands needed her. He’d been worrying for months the staff was falling apart, and he hadn’t found the time to try to patch up the situation. Her Elite students reported that their teachers seemed to enjoy their work, and everyone was pretty relaxed. Relaxed he didn’t want for Southlands, but an improved attitude among his staff would go a way towards helping him sleep at nights.

But was she too strong, someone who’d want to take over? For someone who’d sized his ego, hers came in at the dimensions of Australasia. Shades of that gritty teenager, Georgi Jones. Was this astute business judgment?

Gina waited for him to speak. What was with this guy? Didn’t he want to discuss her contract? By the time ten seconds had ticked past, she couldn’t wait for his move. 

“So do I get those expenses?” she asked, wrapping her ankles together so she wouldn’t kick him. 

“Would you have Southlands running on the smell of an out-dated dictionary?” He finished his lasagne.

“Satisfactory?” she asked.

“The lasagne, or your list?” 

“Both.” 

“Lasagne, excellent. List, under consideration. I’m on point four now.” 

“Ah, yes, the office.” She treated him to her best I’m really not asking for much look from under her lashes. “Lee, that room you showed me is straight from a nineteenth century horror story. I can let a corner office go, but at least set up something that wouldn’t make me feel like I’m under arrest.” 

“Southlands is hard-pressed for space.”

“Your problem. I don’t necessarily need quite as much space as you have, but I’d need at least double that cell, because I have my work around me.” 

He steepled his fingers. “And that means?”

“Well, you appear to be a minimalist, and I’m a, if you like, a maximalist.” 

“I get it. You’re still untidy.”

“Was I untidy?” she asked innocently, and could have swallowed her tongue. She didn’t feel ready to bring up high school.

“Your locker was a dog’s breakfast. Remember we shared one of the French textbooks? Whenever I went to get it, it was always at the bottom of a dung heap of chocolate bars, make-up, assorted items of interesting clothing, magazines your mother wouldn’t have approved of.” 

“Did you read them?”

Lee watched her lips purse, the full top one covering the lower as if in censure. But her eyes laughed at him and he relaxed his jaw muscles.

“Yeah, I did. Great stuff. Hey, Georgi—Gina—do you remember that French? I’ve worked in France, and I know from your CV you have too. The school’s language was useless.”

She nodded. “Yes. Though we might have done better if we’d paid attention instead of—Lee, why are we talking about this?”

A lurch in his gut told him not to analyse the reasons. That way lay a quicksand of painful memories. He picked up on her unfinished sentence. 

“Instead of passing a notebook around the class, and each of us writing lurid titbits about the teacher’s sex life.” 

“Still,” she said smugly, “my Year Eleven grade was higher than yours.”

Year Eleven. The year things started to go wrong for both of them, and he’d been responsible for setting off the chain of disasters. He drew his brows together in a spasm of uneasiness.

“Our grades?” he said, gratified at the neutral tone of his voice. “You’re making that up. You can’t possibly remember.”

“But I do. It was only by one mark, though.”

She held one hand towards him, palm upwards, as if in a conciliatory gesture. He grasped his wineglass with his right hand, and thrust his left through his hair, to stop himself paying the sort of attention to her slender fingers which would be highly out of place. This business discussion was hurtling one way—downhill, brakes smoking. His nerves jangled. What a fool to start them on the topic of school. If only he could edit the past. He had to get them off it, before she mentioned her sister. Fleur had been the instigator of the mischief they’d wrought on the French teacher.

But that was before...before the weekend he’d changed his own life, the lives of the twins, two boys, and all their families.

And Georgi’s twin failed to return to school for their final year. A few months later, she died.

He stared through the window, throwing himself a lifeline by focusing on the illuminated Southlands International Business College sign glowing yellow across the river. But an image of a fair-haired girl sliced into his consciousness. Her ethereal figure danced on the window, as she’d danced on the table the evening before their teenage worlds fell apart.

Right, French wouldn’t be too far a leap. He located his formal interviewer voice. “Tell me about your work in Paris.”

Her face lit up. She hardly drew breath as she chattered about the family she’d au-paired for, how she’d given English lessons to the parents and their friends, and how this had given her the idea of using her language teaching degree to set up her own school.

“I discovered jazz in Paris,” she told him. “Funky Left Bank stuff, you know?”

Yeah, he did know. But to admit this would be to encourage her into her verbal stride on jazz, and he didn’t want to share his passion with this woman who asked too many questions. “I didn’t spend much time in Paris.” 

“So where were you in France?”

“Mostly picking grapes near Bordeaux.”

“Is that when you got interested in wine?”

Would she never shut up? Marshalling his manners, he gave her a sanitised version of a wild summer in France eleven or twelve years ago.

“I’m always interested in people’s travels,” she said. “And I did love working in Paris. French food’s great, but Italian is my favourite, and I’m not just saying that because you’re taking me to this restaurant.” 

“Ms Jones.” 

Gina shuddered. Her name had left his lips almost like a curse. Whatever had she said? 

“Ms Jones, I am not taking you. Southlands is paying, and this is a business meeting.”

She regrouped fast. “Mr Wylde, I am well aware of that. In fact, we haven’t finished discussing my list. I seem to recall it was you who got off track by mentioning my, er, my inclination to a cluttered life.”

Cluttered not only in the office. Cluttered with hopeless men. She thrived on work clutter, but she was worn out with dating disorder.

Her dessert arrived, a mango gelato. He was skipping this course. He didn’t look like he needed to diet. Although he was a big man, as far as she could tell he didn’t carry spare weight. Well, a gelato shouldn’t be enough to trap her inside this dress forever. Or to have to ask for his help to extricate her.

“About the office,” he said. “Leave it with me.” He narrowed his eyes. “Your final item. Your list says you want to discuss the length of your contract.”

“Yes. A two-year contract is not enough for me to leave Elite.” 

“What do you want?”

She sucked in air, and met the assessing glint in his sapphire eyes. Want? Um, well...

“I want,” she said, forcing her brain to check the relevancy of each word before it emerged from her mouth, “I’d like at least three years. You must know it takes one year to settle into a new position.”

She popped the last silky cold spoonful of gelato between her lips.

Would he never stop looking at her with that calculating gaze? What was he calculating? If she were worth three years? Or something much more subtle, something which released her stomach from gravity? Nothing to do with the job?

So, Lee Wylde, you may have matured into the sexiest thing since Adam, but a sleeping partnership is not what I’m about. In any sense of the expression.

“Three years, huh? I’ll let you know,” he said, his eyes on her mouth. 

“While I’m in Australia?” 

“Tonight.”

She arched her eyebrows. “Do you always make decisions this fast?”

“When I have all the facts and I’m satisfied that a decision is the correct one, I see no point in delaying. Coffee?”

“No thanks.” 

He signalled the waiter.

“Put your shoes on,” he said, in a tone he might use to a small child, “and we’ll go.” 

* * * 
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BACK IN HER ROOM, GINA kicked the offending shoes under the bed, and sloughed the dress. She wrapped herself in the hotel’s thick fluffy robe, tucked her feet under her on the bed, picked up the phone and called Burnt Creek. 

“Alix, it’s me. Sorry to phone so late. Were you in bed?”

“No, we’re watching a movie. There isn’t a problem, is there?”

“No, but I just had dinner with Lee Wylde, and I want to run this thing past you. Can Richard pick up the extension?”

She heard Alix talking to him, and a click as he came on the line.

“Did he make you a firm offer?” Alix asked.

“He said he’d let me know tonight. The restaurant is next door to the hotel, and all he asked me on the way back was the time of my flight to Canberra tomorrow, so I suppose he’s going to call me later. I have the impression the job is mine, and it’s as near perfect as I’d get. But I need to be sure I’d be doing the right thing in saying yes.” 

“We’ve been over the reasons for you leaving your business,” Richard said. “I’m still worried you’re making a decision that’s emotional rather than practical.”

“My decision is a lifestyle one, and if that’s emotional, I don’t have a problem with it.”

“You’re tired of the princes,” Alix said.

“Yes. I’ve had a lot of fun, but it’s enough. My life has been littered with a string of handsome wannabe princes, all but one genuine jerks. I don’t see myself as a glitzy pseudo princess.” She let out a long breath. “I’m thirty-two and counting. When I look into my future, I see a freezer full of dinners for one and internet chat sessions with God knows who. No. I’m looking for a decent long-term relationship.”

“And you think you’ll find it just by coming back?” 

“Richard! Don’t be cynical. Something else. I didn’t realise how much I missed Australia until today. It was different for you, Richard, you’re five years older. You left to do your vineyard work experience in California. I was forced to leave.” 

“This is about Fleur, isn’t it?” Alix asked. “Or you’d make your decision on your own.”

“Yes.” Gina tangled the phone cord around her fingers. “I felt her with us tonight. We circled around high school, but it was all light stuff. Listen, Alix. You met our family for the first time when you came back with Richard for Fleur’s funeral. We were a mess. I looked at you, Richard’s American fiancée, and I thought, Richard has someone to help him through this. Mum and Dad had each other. This is not to downplay anyone’s grief, but I was her twin and I had no one.” She sniffed, pulled the sheet to her face and dabbed her eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m tired and I don’t mean to blubber at you.” 

“It’s okay. This is important.”

The concern in Alix’s voice warmed her, and she swallowed on the salty taste of tears. “I wanted Lee to be there for me.” Her words tumbled over each other. “This is what it’s about.” 

“You! You wanted him!” Her brother’s voice sounded heavy with reproach.

“Hold it, Richard. I understand you’re shocked. You never met him, you knew of him only as the boy who rumour said was the father of Fleur’s baby. I never understood why neither he nor Fleur would confirm or deny that rumour.” She tucked the phone between her ear and her shoulder, and pleated the edge of the sheet.

“Keep talking,” Alix murmured.

“He was my arch rival at school, the boy I competed with over grades, the boy who fought me over the swim squad. Yet in some strange way, I think we respected each other. He was strong, I mean he had some kind of inner strength. Whether or not he was the father, I wanted his support, and I’m sure he’d have given it if the funeral hadn’t been family only.”

“And then there’s Heather,” Alix said.

“She’s my big concern. I want to find out if he is her father. Though I don’t know if it’s wise for her sake.” 

“If he is, we can all discuss whether she should know, if he wants her to know.” 

“Mmm. You sound so calm about it, Alix. So what do I do? Take a job which will challenge me and which I’m pretty sure I’d enjoy, live in a city with wide streets, lots of trees, good coffee and nice people, rake over a painful past and possibly destabilise Heather? Or go back to Bangkok, say yes to one of the wannabees?”

Alix laughed. “You know there’s no contest. Tell him yes. You can handle it.” 

“I hope so. Thanks for listening. Love you all.” 

* * * 
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BY THE TIME LEE PULLED into his driveway after the thirty-minute drive home, he’d made his decisions. 

If Gina Jones were a stranger to him, he’d have no doubts at all about employing her. That sexy mouth might talk too much, but she was exactly the professional he needed to help him run Southlands and to coordinate the language faculty. Southlands was all that mattered here. Surely they’d become more civilised in the last fifteen years, and Fleur...well, he’d deal with that when it arose. 

He pressed the number of the hotel. Her phone was engaged. Come on Gina, get off it. Who’re you talking to? He made a mug of green tea, drank half of it, and tried again.

“Hello?” Her voice sounded low and husky.

“Lee here. Were you asleep?”

“Almost. Great meal, thank you.”

She was making it sound like a date again. “Yes. Can you start November one?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I’m offering you the job, Gina.”

“Oh, oh yes.”

Her voice had perked up, and he pictured her pulling herself upright in bed, perhaps clutching the sheet around her naked shoulders, that’s if she’d managed to get the dress off. Out of bounds, Wylde. The new Associate Director will only ever appear fully, if
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