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Chapter One

 


“Damn.”

The muffled curse was the first
thing Lani heard on entering the office. The first thing she saw
was the back of a man’s head. The shiny black hair covering it was
on the long side, curling over the collar of his casual blue
shirt.

He knelt before a bank of filing
cabinets lining one wall. A stream of colorful language continued
to spill from his mouth as he unfurled, clutching a manila folder.
He caught sight of Lani, and the smile he sent her made her knees
feel strangely weak. “I do beg your pardon.” His deep voice added
to her feeling of weakness.

The morning sun streaming in
through a large window now at his back momentarily blinded her, and
formed a halo about his dark head.

He waved the folder. “I didn’t
hear you come in. Sorry about the language. I never can find
anything in these damn things.” He came closer, and with a friendly
grin, said, “Give me a computer any time.” It seemed to Lani the
world stood still as he clasped her hand and shook it. “Ryan
Bachus. What can I do for you?”

Lani stepped back a pace as he
released her. Every nerve ending tingled. This was weird; men
didn’t usually have this effect on her. “Lani Moore.” She put her
hands behind her back when she realized they were shaking. “Your
receptionist sent me in.” With her head she motioned to the outer
office.

He was a good head taller than
her, and she wasn’t short by any means. For the first time in ages
Lani didn’t feel gangly.

“Please take a seat.” He waited
until she sat then went around the huge desk and sat behind it. It
seemed to her he studied her intently for a moment as he
settled.

A hairdresser did her best with
Lani’s dark brown hair, shaping it to curve softly to where it fell
just below her shoulders. The style suited her oval face, but she
knew there was nothing extraordinary about her looks. She had a
flawless complexion and clear hazel eyes, a too full mouth, high
cheekbones and a chin she thought too severe—looks that didn’t
merit second glances from men.

He on the other hand had
the kind of face and physique that would attract many glances from
women. There was an aura of raw sexuality about him that made her
mouth go dry. And his dark brown eyes were incredible. Here was a
man who knew his worth and was in complete control of his
life.

Lani shook herself as she
realized she was staring at him.

“Please forgive my casual
appearance,” he said.

When she’d caught him on his
knees her eyes were drawn to the muscular thighs beneath the denim,
and briefly she’d wondered why a businessman should be dressed in
jeans and a sport shirt. She shrugged.

“Greg, my partner, has been
called out suddenly. A family catastrophe. I was forced to give up
one of my rare days off to take his place.” He grinned again. “I
was rather enjoying my holiday too.” The look that crossed his eyes
intimated the pastime he’d been involved in must have included a
woman.

A kind of cloud settled over her
and Lani wondered what was wrong with her. Why should she be upset
that a man she’d just met had a woman in his life? He was the kind
of man who would attract the opposite sex wherever he went. A very
masculine man, who probably had the entire female population
panting after him as she was now.

“So, Miss Moore?” Ryan noted her
slender fingers were bare of rings. Was she living with a man?
Somehow that idea made him feel annoyed. Why, he didn’t want to
question. “Getting married? Needing a new home? Or just fed up with
your present living arrangements?”

Ryan straightened the papers on
his desk as he let her name roll around in his head. She was as
unusual as her name. Her gorgeous hair shone. Not what you would
call a beauty in the classical terms, and the air of melancholy
about her intrigued him. Her clothes were nothing out of the
ordinary. Obviously expensive but not striking. Her defiant little
chin jutted warningly; here was a woman who didn’t suffer fools.
But contrarily she seemed uneasy and self-conscious with him.
Glancing about nervously she allowed him to study her profile; her
perfect nose and that dainty chin.

“I’m looking for a farm, or a
small property. I want to buy not rent.”

Ryan mulled that over. She
hadn’t said whether she was married or not. Perhaps she had a
partner. “How small? How many children do you have that need all
this space?” Ryan felt stupid. Why was he so keen to learn her
marital state? What did he care if she had a dozen kids?

“Children? Why, none.” She gave
him an old-fashioned look. Had she guessed he was fishing? “I have
a horse.”

Ryan’s insides lurched, and he
stifled a groan. A bloody horse!

“I need somewhere where there’s
plenty of room for her. I’ve just moved to Victoria. At present I’m
living with a friend and my mare is stabled some distance away.
It’s not a satisfactory arrangement.”

Suddenly unsure of
herself, Lani wondered what she’d said to annoy him. His friendly
demeanour had disappeared and she couldn’t think why. He now seemed
disinterested, which caused her to think she’d been using her
imagination before and manufactured the interest she was sure he’d
shown her. What nonsense. What would a man like him see in a mousy
creature such as her?

How Lani wished she was
worldlier. Had she mistaken the look in his eyes? He’d seemed to be
studying her with interest. But perhaps he treated all his female
clients with the same amount of attention. Not for the first time
she wished she could carry on a casual flirtation. What fun it must
be to indulge in carefree banter with a man like this.

The look he gave her as he said,
“Ah, a horse,” was purely disdainful. The curt sentence was as
effective as having a bucket of cold water thrown over her. What a
fool? Of course he hadn’t been vaguely interested in her as a
woman—merely as a prospective client. And he now thought her
odd.

Her back straightened, and her
chin jutted. “Yes, a horse. What’s so strange about that?” His
ready smile had been replaced by a frown. Now it was her turn to
think him strange. “Do you have any local properties on your list?
I live alone so don’t need a large house, and I have a shop here in
the complex.” With a small jerk of the head she indicated the mall
outside his office. “I’m after something within easy driving
distance. I haven’t the time or inclination to drive for hours each
day.”

The small nod of his head didn’t
reveal much as he said, “I’m sure I can find something to
suit.”

Was that hostility in his eyes
now? Lani resolved to ignore his strange mood swing. Perhaps he was
taciturn like this all the time and the grin only kept for greeting
when you entered his office. But that was extremely odd. Surely an
estate agent should be friendlier towards a potential buyer. But
when had she ever been a good reader of character? “Give me a day
or two. Your needs should be easy to fulfil.”

“That’ll be fine. I’m in a
hurry, but not so that I want to take anything just for the sake of
it.” Disappointment made her sound curt.

“Right.” He nodded and picked up
a pen. “If you’ll give me a rough idea of the price range you have
in mind, I’ll get working on it. Which shop is yours? As soon as I
find a property that looks as if it might suit I’ll let you
know.”

He took her details,
looking slightly taken aback when she mentioned the figure she was
prepared to go to. Lani stood and extended her hand. This time his
handshake was brief. “Thanks, Mr. Bachus.”

“My pleasure.”

That was a matter for dispute.
He’d seemed pleased at first, but that had soon fizzled out. Which
filled her with a sharp sense of something akin to loss. Wasn’t
that just too ridiculous? But he’d bolstered her frail confidence
with his blatant look of admiration only to dash it. If only she
had the front to come right out and ask him why he’d suddenly
changed.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said,
walking with her to the outer office. He held the main door open
and his warm breath fanned her cheek as he waited for her to pass
him. With a small frown she walked away. When would she understand
people—men especially? Now that was a loaded question. What woman
understood the men in their lives entirely?

Her frown was replaced with a
smile when she reached her shop. Lingering outside she admired the
window display of her boutique, nestled in a corner of the smart
new complex. At first she’d fretted it was too remote and wouldn’t
attract the clientele she sought because of its position. But she’d
been wrong, thankfully. It drew more than its fair share of
customers and since its opening two weeks ago enjoyed a roaring
trade. Quality would always win out, and she’d promised herself
never to sell anything but the finest goods.

The shopping complex was small
by modern standards, boasting a mere thirty or so shops and was in
a beachside suburb an hour’s drive from Melbourne. Lani had chosen
it wisely for its proximity to the nearby farmland. Of course she
knew things would quiet down once the holidaymakers returned to
their jobs after the summer break.

Lani didn’t care in the least
that she was rushed off her feet, in fact relished it. It kept her
from dwelling on the immediate past. And on Marcus’s betrayal.

The boutique was an enterprise
Lani could claim was irrefutably hers. There hadn’t been many
opportunities in her life to do anything about her ideas. If the
business failed and she fell flat on her face—well, the blame could
only be cast on her. It filled her with inordinate joy to be
working for herself instead of in one of her aunt’s thriving
stores. Making a clean break was the most sensible thing she’d ever
done.

“How did you go?” Min Cannon,
her energetic assistant, asked as Lani entered the shop. About
fifty, Min had more exuberance than most of the younger staff her
aunt had employed.

Lani smiled as Min straightened
a garment on a rack. “The agent is going to get back to as soon as
he has something I might be interested in.” Ryan Bachus had
dampened her spirits somewhat. Her body was still in a sort of
turmoil. No man ever had such an effect on her—certainly Marcus
never made her feel anything remotely like that.

Impatient with her foolish
feelings she forced herself to forget Ryan Bachus—stupid man.
Getting control of her life was paramount for now. Lani convinced
herself it wasn’t worth losing any sleep over.

 


* * *

 


Until she ran into Ryan the next
day.

“Good morning, Miss Moore,” he
said. The casual flirt had vanished.

In a pale grey suit, and shirt
of a darker shade, he was immaculate. But even clothed as a
professional man of business he still exuded sex appeal—probably
more than yesterday in his casual clothes.

“Good morning, Mr. Bachus.
Have you had the chance to find anything to suit me yet?” She
cleared her throat—feeling silly again when her voice sounded husky
and diffident. With a stiffening of the spine she stared at
him.

He met her gaze head on. “Afraid
not.” Was it her imagination or did he sound disinterested? What a
peculiar way for an estate agent to carry on.

“Surely there must be something
on the market in this area that would fit my requirements. That’s
why I chose it here—there’s still a lot of open country even though
it’s not far from the city.”

“We do have plenty of acreages,
but most have enormous homes on them. On the other hand we have
lots of smaller houses, but none with room for livestock.”

Good grief, he made it
sound as if she had a dozen cows instead of one horse. “I only need
a paddock for my horse, Mr. Bachus,” she retorted.

The tenseness about him puzzled
her. He seemed bored, and in a hurry to get away. “I understand
that. Perhaps you could be a bit patient. I’ll be in touch as soon
as I’ve tracked something suitable down.”

“I’m nothing if not patient,”
she snapped, bristling as he nodded then walked off.

Damn the man. Why did she care
if he seemed to find her unacceptable? What had she done to make
him change his attitude? Surely she hadn’t imagined that spark of
interest in the first few moments of their meeting? Sighing in hurt
bewilderment she racked her brain for a reason. Surely he wasn’t
one of those chauvinistic men who hated women with a career.
Perhaps she should find another agent.

 


* * *

 


Lani placed the dress she’d just
sold into a personalised bag for her customer and glanced towards
the window. Her heart jolted when she saw Ryan Bachus standing
there. Overnight she’d tried to lecture herself into remaining
aloof around him, but all her good intentions fled when she set
eyes on him. Today he wore a dark suit and looked dangerous as well
as handsome.

Smiling at her customer she
returned her gaze to the window, giving him the smile that had
remained on her face. His dismissive glance brought a blush of
embarrassment to her cheeks. Fully expecting him to enter the shop
she ran her hands down her sides and turned to give her reflection
a quick once-over in the mirror behind her. When she turned back to
speak to him he was striding off.

“Well, blow you, Mark Bachus,”
she huffed. Disappointment battled with anger and anger won.
Reaching for her handbag she called, “Take care of the shop, Min,
I’ll be back in a little while.”

Min came out of the small
storeroom as, with a wave, Lani stalked out. With a stiff spine she
entered the estate agents. The receptionist wasn’t there. A teenage
boy sat slouched on one of the chairs. His grin was vaguely
familiar as he gave her a jaunty salute.

“Can I see Mr. Bachus?”
she asked abruptly. The boy shook his head, which looked as if it
had been recently shaved. Short blue-hued fuzz covered his pate.
One lock of hair hung to brush the collar of his brightly patterned
shirt. A knee protruded through his well-worn jeans. He was
striking—and not because of his outfit. His features were the sort
that drew attention.

“Sorry, Ryan’s just gone out to
show a client a house. In fact everyone’s out but me.” His chest
puffed as he added proudly, “I’ve been left in charge.” His cheeky
grin widened as he stood up. “Can I help you?

“I doubt it.” Lani nibbled
her lower lip. She’d pumped herself up to have it out with the
mighty Mr. Bachus and now felt deflated.

The boy was peering at her
intently now and she realized why when he said, “I know you.
Weren’t you riding that horse I passed on Sunday?” Tugging on his
lock of hair he looked at her interestedly.

“Yes. I thought I’d seen you
before. You were wearing a helmet that’s why I didn’t recognise you
straight away.” He’d politely stopped and pulled his trail bike to
one side of the track to allow her plenty of room to ride past.
Unlike many youngsters who took delight in scaring the daylights
out of Matilda, her horse, by revving up their engines when she
drew near their bikes.

Carelessly he stroked his blue
fuzz. “I guess I do look different with the helmet on.” He gave her
the benefit of an impish grin. “Nice horse you’ve got.”

“I think so.” Lani returned his
grin. He was the sort of person that made you smile.

“Where do you keep it? I saw you
heading up Potters Lane. Do you stable it at the old farm up
there?” he asked.

“No, I keep her at a place
further up and around the corner. I’m in the process of searching
for a small farm or property. A permanent home for her and me.
That’s why I’m here. Mr. Bachus is looking for something for me.
I’ve only recently moved down from interstate and my mare arrived
last week. We’re both in temporary accommodation.”

“Got any children?”

Lani shook her head. This young
man was very forthright. “No, I live alone. There’s just me, my
poodle Tootsy, and my mare.”

His finger wagged at her and he
tut-tutted. While she wondered what had set him off, he said with a
sort of worldly wisdom, “A lady as good looking as you shouldn’t be
living alone.”

Lani hid a grin. This boy had
more self-possession than she was ever likely to have. “Thank you
for your kind words, and your concern. But it doesn’t bother me to
live alone—honestly.”

Suddenly he let out a whoop and
slapped at his forehead. Lani was beginning to think he was
eccentric. What possessed Ryan Bachus to leave such an
extraordinary person in charge of his office?

“I’ve just had a simply magic
idea.” The words bubbled out. With a small jig he went on, “We’ve
got a flat upstairs in our house. There’s a stack of room for a
horse—and a poodle—on our property. Why didn’t I think of that
before?”

Lani smothered a groan as she
envisaged his flat mates. “Oh no, I couldn’t possibly. I would
really like to buy a place of my own.”

He looked hurt. “Nonsense.”

“No, honestly I don’t want to
share a house,” she stressed—very emphatically. She certainly
didn’t want to share a house with this odd young man.

“You wouldn’t be sharing the
house.” He gave her a look that suggested she wasn’t listening.
“The flat is all on its own—upstairs.” A stubby finger pointed to
the ceiling as if the flat in question was up there.

Lani ran a hand over her jaw.
When was Ryan Bachus coming back to get her out of this
predicament?

“Hey, here’s my sister Susie
now.” He waved a hand towards the door where a girl of about ten
was entering the shop. “She’s horse-mad too.”

Lani stifled another groan;
she’d never been called horse-mad before.

The girl’s clothes were normal
when compared to her brother’s. The shorts she wore were neat and
her shirt had a picture of a rearing pony on its front. Her titian
hair sported a ponytail that swished from side to side
jauntily.

“Hi Sus,” he said brightly,
pushing her in front of Lani. “This is Susie.” He beamed as if he’d
produced a prize for Lani’s inspection. “Oh, forgot to tell you,
I’m Val—short for Valentine.” With a small grimace he proclaimed
his disdain for his full name.

“Hello. Pleased to meet you,”
the girl said with almost as much aplomb as her brother. Lani was
conscious of being summed up as she introduced herself.

“I was telling Miss Moore that
we have a flat to let in our house.” Val glanced from Lani to the
girl as he said this. “And room for her horse out the back.”

The girl’s eyes lit up
immediately. “You have a horse?” She sighed. “What’s its name? I’m
ten, and I’m going to buy my own pony just as soon as I’m old
enough to make my own decisions.” Her eyes turned sad as she added,
“But our dad don’t like…”

“You talk too much.” Val gave
his sister a slight push on the shoulder as he interrupted her.
Lani was left wondering what her father didn’t like. Val went on
eagerly, “Our house is huge. Our Grandpa lives with us because our
dad is always working here at the agency.”

It dawned on Lani. These were
the children of the partner Ryan spoke of when she’d first come
here.

After she’d stopped grimacing
comically at Val, Susie asked, “What’s your horse’s name?”

Lani smiled. “Matilda. She’s ten
like you, and I’ve had her for eight years.”

Susie screwed up one eye. “How
old were you when you got her?”

“I was twenty.” Lani wondered
what that had to do with anything.

Susie was obviously doing some
mental arithmetic for after a pause said, “That makes you twenty
eight.”

“Mm, old aren’t I?” Lani grinned
as Val gave his sister a shove and Lani an apologetic smile. “I
also have a poodle named Tootsy who is two.”

Susie clapped her hands. “A
poodle? We have a dog too, but he’s hairy and big. His name’s Ruff.
He’s Grandpa’s dog really, but he lives with us now. Our Granddad
moved in with us after our mother died.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lani said. Susie
shrugged indifferently. “How long ago was that?”

“Four years.” Susie seemed
unconcerned, which shocked Lani until she thought about it.
Children seem to cope more easily with the reality of death than
adults. “I was six. Too young to understand.” Those were not the
words of a child—this girl was parroting someone else. “I can’t
remember a lot about her really. I know she never played with me
much. Our dad always says she was too wrapped up in her own
interests to spare us the time of day.”

This bald statement from a child
stunned Lani. Val didn’t seem to be bothered overly either. Lani
turned to the boy. “How old are you, Val?”

“Sixteen. I go to the technical
college. I’m learning a trade. Our dad is all for us learning how
to be self-sufficient.” And he was succeeding. These two were more
confident than Lani was ever likely to be.

“And what are you studying?”

“Dad wants me to be an engineer,
so I’m sort of doing that. But I haven’t decided what I want to do
yet.” There was a definite touch of defiance in that statement.

Lani was building a conflicting
picture of their father. He certainly didn’t encourage
sentimentality about their dead mother. But it was obvious these
children respected him.

“Well, what do you think about
the flat?” Val looked eager. The two of them were waiting for her
decision with baited breath it seemed. “Are you coming to have a
look at the flat?”

“I don’t know.” She really
didn’t know what to do. “Is it far away?”

“No, close enough to walk if you
wanted to.”

Lani put her fingers to her lips
as she mulled it over. What harm could it do to look? It would
probably do her until Ryan Bachus found her a property. “I really
ought to speak to your father about it before I do anything more.
What time will he be back?”

Val shrugged. “I’m not sure.
He’ll think it’s a great idea. Anyway, no harm in just looking is
there?”

“I suppose not.” Lani nibbled on
her lip. Making up her mind she was simply going to have a look she
said on an impulse, “All right I’ll come and see if it’s suitable
as a temporary place to live until a farm comes along.”

Val and Susie were so obviously
happy with that decision she didn’t have the heart to explain it
was probably a hare-brained idea and nothing would come of it.

Neither Ryan Bachus nor
their father came back, so she left after promising to view the
flat that evening.

 


* * *

 


“Well, what an idea!” Min gave
her an odd look when Lani explained that she was going to view a
flat later in the day. “With all the money you have, what possessed
you to agree to such a plan? Why on earth would you contemplate
taking on a flat in someone else’s house? I thought you were going
to buy a farm for you and the animals.”

“Well I was—I am.” Lani lifted
her shoulders in a brief shrug. “But fate seems to have intervened.
You should see these children, they’re very persuasive. At least
Val, the boy is. It’s likely nothing will come of it, but this
offer seems to have presented me with a fascinating turn of events.
I couldn’t resist going along with it. They seemed so pleased that
I agreed to look at the flat.”

Min shook her head. “Don’t you
go rushing headlong into anything now unless you’re certain it’s
the best option.” Worriedly she frowned. “My sister is more than
willing to accommodate you for as long as you want to stay.”

“I know, Min, and I’m eternally
grateful to her and to you. I don’t know what I would have done
after Aunt Jane died and then the fiasco with Marcus if I hadn’t
had you to rely on.”

“It was the least I could do
after what your dear old aunt did for me, taking me in after my
hubby was killed. Then promoting me to housekeeper. She and your
Uncle Ben looked after me for over twenty years. It certainly
seemed like a good idea for me to come and help you when you opened
this shop.”

“I wouldn’t have had it any
other way.”

Aunt Jane and Uncle Ben took
Lani into their home after her parents were killed in a plane
crash. It wasn’t until years later she’d realized what a big change
having a baby in their lives must have made to an elderly couple.
But they’d loved her unrestrainedly and due to them she was now a
very wealthy woman. Uncle Ben was eighty two when he died five
years ago and on her death recently at age eighty three Aunt Jane’s
will had bequeathed her fortune to Lani, their only living
relative.

“I miss them something awful, so
know how you must feel.” Min patted Lani’s hand. “We both knew they
couldn’t live forever, but even so it was a real shock when your
Aunt passed away so suddenly.”

“Aunt Jane was the strongest
woman I’ve ever known. I only hope I can live up to her
expectations.” Lani sighed. Now owning six thriving clothing
stores, a couple of gift shops, not to mention the huge estate, an
extensive collection of jewels, and assets totalling quite a few
million dollars, was quite a responsibility.

“You’ll do fine—are doing great.
Your aunt knew she could rely on you.”

Lani sat on the stool behind the
counter and picked up a pen. Aunt Jane certainly groomed her to
take over the businesses. Considering they were middle-aged and set
in their ways when she came into their lives her aunt and uncle
hadn’t done a bad job. She had a sensible head on her shoulders and
no serious hang-ups.

It was still impossible to
conceive of the massive fortune that was hers, and she was content
to let the lawyers handle it. Which they’d done with
professionalism and tact. For a while she’d felt all at sea,
thankful Marcus was there to guide her. It had been so easy to let
him smooth her path.

Marcus. She shuddered anew at
the thought of his mercenary tactics. It was galling as well as
humiliating to learn his interest in her was based on avarice, not
affection. Was it any wonder her self-esteem took a battering?
After the flaming row that finished their relationship she’d
experienced the lowest ebb of her life.

More galling were the articles
that appeared in the gossip columns. When she thought of one in
particular she still cringed. The journalist made no reference to
Marcus being after her money—oh no, she was depicted as being
loveless and alone. One more poor little rich girl ensconced in her
ivory tower, unable to find true love.

The awful thing was that it came
too near the truth. She was alone—and lonely.

The kindly man who now handled
her business affairs suggested a bodyguard. The thought of a life
where every step was dogged appalled her. The mansion, overlooking
Sydney Harbour, which had been the only home she’d ever known, felt
like a millstone around her neck. Guilt filled her at the thought
of selling it—poor Aunt Jane would turn in her grave at the idea.
So, she compromised and leased it out. American employees of a huge
company now lived there.

“It was the best thing you
could have done; starting out afresh.” Min broke into her thoughts
as she came to lean on the counter. “That big place was too much
for you. And too many men knew about your money.” Min grimaced.
Lani knew she referred to Marcus’s betrayal. She was right; there
were many mercenary men out there, willing to go to any lengths to
get their hands on her fortune.

No other man would be told of
her assets—not until she was sure she could trust him. Her
confidence in the opposite sex, never great, had been sorely
stretched.

Min’s sister was the one who’d decided their move south, pleading
with Min to live with her once she heard about Aunt Jane’s death.
It seemed the perfect way to make a break, start out again in
another state.

“And you’ll find yourself a nice
young man. One who can see you for what you are not what you own.
You’ll see.”

How Lani wished she shared
Min’s confidence. She longed for children and a sharing, loving
partnership with a man. Was it a fantasy she harboured? Could she
be too old at twenty-eight to find the sort of relationship she
pined for? Where she could be cherished, loved by a man who could
be sensitive to her feelings?

No, some women didn’t settle
down until their forties. Many women these days were happy to
follow a career, but there were also married women with a clutch of
children who likely envied her her independence. If only she didn’t
suffer this aching loneliness that filled her at times.

How wonderful it would be to
have a couple of kids like Val and Susie. While juggling images of
love and children a certain dark-haired man jumped into her
thoughts.

Stupid! Only a complete fool
would include a man like Ryan Bachus in her daydreams. And she was
far from a fool. Or was she?






Chapter Two

 


Lani glanced at her watch. Five
past six. Val’s directions were precise and she followed them
easily in the nondescript car she’d chosen when arriving in
Victoria. The sense of adventure lacking to date now came to the
fore. It was a long time since she’d felt so excited.

Although she always felt loved
by her aunt and uncle, her upbringing was understandably strict. “I
feel a bit like a silly teenager, Toots,” she said and her small
dog agreed with a woof.

Min complained about her
choice of clothes when she’d changed into a pair of subdued brown
pants and a shirt. “Why do you have to camouflage yourself in those
dull old things,” she grumbled. Lani knew she was convinced she
went out of her way to dress down. “Just because one man acted like
a skunk doesn’t mean you have to hide behind a barricade.” It was
an argument they’d been through before. Lani wasn’t about to flaunt
herself, certainly not now. Ryan Bachus’s blatant rejection still
smarted.

Min had been a faithful servant
and her loyalty overflowed to encompass Lani. Lani suspected she
was sparsely prepared for this new life, and without Min’s help
doubted she could have contemplated this move south. If Min
sometimes treated her like a child how could she blame her? At
times Lani had to admit to being still wet behind the ears after
being cosseted all her life.

“This looks like the place,
Toots.” Butterflies whirled inside her as she turned the car into a
long driveway and stared at the house at its end. If she leased
this flat she would be taking the next step in her transition
alone.

The rambling English-style home
certainly wasn’t what she’d expected the bizarre young man to live
in. Ivy intertwined with jasmine clung lovingly to its mellowed
brick walls, climbing to the gabled roof.

“Stay in the car.” Lani wagged a
finger at her poodle as she parked in front of the porch. As she
climbed out a soft breeze brought the scent of honeysuckle and
jasmine on its drift. A strange euphoria filled her and she was at
a loss to understand the feeling.

No sooner did her feet touch the
gravel than Susie, ponytail bouncing, flew from the house calling,
“You came, you really came.” Taking Lani’s hand as if she’d known
her forever she half dragged her through the door and into the
hallway. “Val was afraid you thought us odd and wouldn’t turn up. I
knew you would come though.” She paused for breath. “Granddad’s
really excited about meeting you.”

Lani was led through a beautiful
sitting room, but barely had time to take in the furnishings. Two
matching chairs flanked a six-seater lounge in shades of green and
blue. She was hauled into what was obviously the family room. In
here a cane suite with paisley print faced a TV and a rectangular
dining table had six chairs about its sides.

“Waldo, here she is,” Susie
cried. “Here’s Lani.” With a shy smile she turned to Lani to ask,
“Is it all right if I call you that?”

Lani nodded, bemused. “Of
course.”

“Great.” Susie now pulled her
beneath an archway into the spacious kitchen. A man was unfolding
from where he’d been putting plates into a dishwasher. The child
still gripped Lani’s hand; her transparent eagerness disarming.

“Glad to meet you.” The man
facing her bore a remarkable resemblance to Val. And someone else.
“I’m Waldo, in case you hadn’t guessed.” His grin was very
familiar. Lani reminded herself it was rude to stare.

What was it about this family
that prompted the males to dress so oddly? Probably aged about
fifty, Waldo wore a loose singlet with a motif on its front
declaring his love of buxom women, and shorts that were just plain
scruffy reaching below his knees.

“Pleased you decided to come and
look at the flat.” He tugged on a neatly trimmed beard that matched
his silver hair. Genuine warmth filled his statement and a merry
twinkle lit his eyes.

Lani knew then that even if the
flat had no redeeming features she would take it. All the members
of this odd family were so friendly. Never in her sheltered life
had she met anyone quite like this trio.

Waldo gestured to one of the high stools lined up by a bench.
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