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She was marrying the wrong man

Dan was the kind of man every girl dreamed of--lsanage and loving, with
all the makings of a good husband and father. ArghiDrake hadn't come
into her life, Maggie would have married Dan happil

But lan had watched her in action, lost in the @fycreating exciting,
dynamic ad campaigns. He was the only man shetdetewvho understood
her striving ambition, her burning passion for agleiment. Theirs was a
compelling affinity.

lan Drake was Maggie's other half... so why didrésist their obvious
attraction?



CHAPTER ONE

THE elevator doors opened and the smile on Maggie&s|st its vibrancy.

She stepped out automatically, her gaze sweepimgndrin disbelief, a

sharp sense of claustrophobia stifling her breHBtle. whole floor had been
partitioned into little cubicles and the only desksight was the floor

receptionist's. From out of the maze of woodwodpped Rhonda Farley.
She caught sight of Maggie and grinned at her gdmxpression.

'‘Ghastly, isn't it?'

'l was beginning to wonder if I'd got out on theowg floor. Who
perpetrated this horror?'

'Ssh!' Rhonda warned. 'These days you can't tedfsalistening. The new
boss, lan Drake, has arrived with a vengeance! Bi@wou, Maggie? You
look well enough.’

Maggie hitched herself on to Rhonda's desk asdbeptionist settled into

her chair. She had felt very well up until a fewmemts ago; now her hands
fluttered in a gesture of uncertainty. 'I'm finetill get the occasional dizzy
spell, but not enough to worry me. Dan didn't waetto come back to work

for another week, but I think he was arguing fropeasonal viewpoint.'

She glanced down at the beautiful sapphire andahaming on her finger
and sighed. The fact that her fiance was also #odaaclined him to be
over-protective. He had not liked her stubbornmeskhad only reluctantly
given in to her decision to return to work. Magbed been fed up with
being a pampered patient. A month without the dtimwf the work she
enjoyed had made her irritable.

"You can't blame him," Rhonda observed slyly. 'Mowder for him to have
you on hand all the time instead of only at weekef#&sides, you should
be careful. Pneumonia’s not something you throvgoitkly.'

'Don't you start on me!' Maggie retorted in moclagperation. 'Mum and
Dan gave me more than enough argument, thank ygyunwech. Anyhow,



to get back to immediate problems, | don't evervkidiere my desk is in
this . . . this mish-mash jungle.’

Rhonda laughed. 'You'll get used to it—we all hadTthere's Peter getting
out of the lift now. He'll be only too glad to showwu around.' Her voice
dropped to a whisper. 'He's been promoted, and ldo&s/e it!"

'Maggie! You're back at last!

Peter Cameron advanced on her, his hands outsteitthvelcome. He was
a tall, slim, good-looking man who moved with thedalent grace of
self-awareness. His fair hair had not one strand aduplace from its

fashionable cut, the light brown moustache wasrnrad just so, and white
even teeth flashed a winning smile. Impeccably stdsn a lightweight
business suit, he conveyed the image of a suct¢essfgutive, yet his
attention to clothes was almost too fastidious. dlagdid not like

him—slick, smarmy and too sexually orientated.

She slid off Rhonda's desk, preparing to palm hitnReter Cameron was
all too eager with his hands as well as his eydsclwnow ran over her.
Maggie had worn a blue cotton-knit dress, splasiviti large white
indeterminate flowers. The fabric clung to her badg a white plaited belt
accentuated her narrow waist. She knew that heesudrew attention from
most males, but Peter's pale blue eyes lingeret/iassly on every one of
them.

'Yes, I'm all here,' she said dryly. 'Now, mayb& gan show me where to
go and fill me in on what's been happening.’

'My pleasure,’ he grinned wolfishly, taking her amith elaborate courtesy.
'First let me tell you | have a new title." Thergturned into a smirk as he
noted her reaction. 'Yes, my dear Maggie, | amlt@féects your most
immediate boss, Floor Co-ordinator. | dish outdesignments and see that
schedules are kept. I've been keeping the Jamesmunt especially for
your very individual talent. This is my office. @ome in while | get the file
out for you.'



Maggie controlled a surge of resentment as she #y@dew executive
desk, the comfortable leather chair and rows dadksfding cabinets. Peter
Cameron was certainly being done proud, and he tivaslast person
Maggie wanted to have telling her what to do. Sagswere coming thick
and fast this morning, and none of them pleasant.

He turned back to her with a large folder. She Vamsiliar with the
Jamieson file. It was one of the most lucrativeoaats the Agency handled,
and Maggie was accustomed to working on the lacgeunts. She had the
individual flair which produced very effective adtising and had made
quite a name for herself among people in the knowact the Maggie
Tarrington name was successful enough for her tsider opening her
own advertising agency, but her engagement to alo® had stopped her
from thinking along those lines.

'Pretty classy, eh?' Peter said smugly, noddingstoffice equipment.
'Useful," was Maggie's terse comment. 'Now, wherd aituated?"

'‘Ah, you're tucked away in a corner for completeygmy. Drake doesn't
want any distractions from work.'

'Cutting off all communication, is he?' Maggie skadelly.
‘Not at all. Cutting out the noise factor and tte igossip.'

Maggie kept her reservations to herself. She hHeatllthe open-plan floor
where she could call across to anyone at any e was not at all sure she
cared about being cut off from the easy camaradaenieh had previously
existed, but she could not really object to thedelshe was shown into. It
was well set up for her work, with a large desk dralving board handily
situated.

‘There's a common room for morning tea and lunchrevlwe can all get
together," Peter continued. 'lt's been partition&dnear the exit to the
wash-rooms. Everything's been set up with an eygrdater efficiency. |
daresay Drake will want to have a few words witlu ylois morning since
you missed out on all the conferences.’



'Yes. | might even have a few words to say to Maker myself," Maggie
said sweetly.

Peter eyed her with suspicion. 'A word of advicaggdie—I'd watch that
sharp tongue of yours if | were you. | don't thigkninine charms, even
yours, would affect his judgment one iota.'

‘Thank you, Peter. It may surprise you to know Ihever traded on
feminine charms as far as work is concerned, alwh't expect men to hold
my femininity against me. Now, I'd like to get mgw bearings alone, if
you don't mind.'

He eyed her shapely legs as she sat down and drdlsem. Maggie
automatically twitched her skirt down.

'On the other hand, | bet a girl like you doesratkninto his office every
day.' He grinned and made his exit before Maggiddcthink of a stinging
retort.

She sighed and settled back in her chair. It wastmat she disliked
compliments, but sometimes she wished her physitabutes were not
such a distraction from her as a person. She didst herself to be any
different. That would be stupid, and Maggie wasfifam stupid. She liked
her face, the smooth, clean lines of her featurexhing irregular,
everything well- shaped. She even liked her newgraly eyes because
eye-shdaow gave her the versatility to wear anguwosuccessfully. Her
hair was her most attractive feature, a raven-btaaks of waves, curling
down to just above her shoulders. It was a stuncamgrast to her pale skin,
and the effect was highlighted by thick eyelashetthe sharp black arch
of her brows.

No one in her right mind would object to having taeours she was blessed
with, but sometimes Maggie wondered if even Dan lsameath the surface
to any depth. She glanced down at the ring onihgef. I'm twenty-five
years old and if I don't marry Dan, who will | everarry? she thought
despondently. He was intelligent, good-looking, letth, amusing
company. What more did she want in a man? It wasycto entertain any
doubts. Her mother was enraptured with Dan as sppuiive son-in-law.



No one could be more eligible in Fay Tarringtonygse His charm and
confidence made him a popular doctor. His natusaita made him a good
doctor. There was no obvious fault in him, andexshhother said, if Maggie
waited much longer for a husband, she would betdd®o have children.

She shrugged off her thoughts. This was not the timthe place to mull
over the wisdom of marrying Dan Barlow. It was Pe@ameron's

promotion which needed thinking about. Maggie gbher teeth in fierce
resentment. There had been quite a flutter arcoeadffice just before she
was struck down with pneumonia. lan Drake's immirtakeover of the

executive position was rumoured to be the beginonirgyveeping changes.
Maggie had not been perturbed, secure in the swwlkdge of her talent,
but to come back and find Peter Cameron placedsumparvisory position
over her was galling indeed.

She sourly admitted that Peter was good at orgapisther people into
work. He cleverly disguised his own minor ability bsing the talented
human resources around him. The man was a poserwisty on the
shoulders of more able workers, and he would hadeubtedly received a
hefty rise in salary with the new title.

That stung Maggie even more. She glared at theetamifile. Why was she

being handed the responsibility of the most impdrgeccounts when Peter
Cameron was collecting titles and more money? Abgegan a slow burn.

So lan Drake was going to see her this morning,he&sShe was tempted to
throw the Jamieson file on his desk and tell hingéd Peter Cameron to
handle it.

There was a knock on her door and she glanced @rtmusee Rhonda's
cheeky grin.

‘Just as well it's me and not the boss-man him¥elffre mooning, Maggie.
Better brighten up. Mr Drake wants you up in hicef'

The two girls liked one another, which was justvadl, because they were
the only two females on this floor. Rhonda was gsvAemoaning her
freckled skin and ginger hair, but she was readigy\pretty, her gamin face



enlivened by a bright, friendly personality and thiee green eyes which
were now twinkling at Maggie.

'What's he like, Rhonda?"

'Smashing, in a cool, remote way. Pity he's takée's engaged to be
married, worse luck, and he must be a one-woman hhatarely looks at
me. | might as well be office furniture. Maybe ylbrate a once-over.’

'Who cares?' Maggie shrugged as she preparedaafBhonda along the
newly constructed corridor.

'It's all right for you—you've got your man. Herm a still hunting." She
sighed and pulled a wry face. 'Maybe some dagétllucky. Better hurry
now, Maggie. He's in Becker's old office.’

Maggie did not bother waiting for the elevator. Tdeecutive office was

only one flight up, so she took the stairs. It ma®istake. Halfway up her
head started whirling and when she reached theheghad to stand still to
steady herself. It irritated her that her balaness still affected. It was a
month now since she had been hospitalised with ppaia and she had
only been seriously ill for a few days. The restlod time had been spent
convalescing, and still she was not right.

She drew in a deep breath and opened the dodhietxecutive suite. Jane
Carfield favoured her with a cold look. No changel lneen made here. lan
Drake had obviously inherited Becker's old secyet8he was a waspish
spinster of middle age, super-efficient but noeespn to welcome anyone
with open arms. The way she looked down her lorsentaightened her thin

lips, patted her bun and adjusted her glasses almayle Maggie expect a
sniff of annoyance at the inconsiderate interruptmwork.

'‘Go right in. Mr Drake's expecting you,' she saithaut the grace of a
greeting.

Maggie threw her a bright smile in the vain hopsledming her, then gave
a courtesy knock on lan Drake's door and wentim Drake rose to his feet
immediately. He was not a tall man, not much aboedium height, but if



his tailor was not sewing deception he was powrtulilt. He projected
power as he rounded the desk and held out a skramdy

'Miss Tarrington," he murmured politely, his vomeaft but far from weak.
The deep timbre of it was modulated to produceggestion of intimate
interest. 'l hope you're completely recovered.’

'Yes, thank you,' she replied crisply.

He barely touched her hand before gesturing toaa.ctlease sit down.
There are several matters for discussion.'

She studied his face as he resumed his positiomdéhe large executive
desk. It was very much a poker face, she decidamagdome in an angular
way but devoid of any telltale expression. His leis dark brown with no

grey apparent, even though he looked to be in histhirties. His eyes

were almost black, sharp, piercing eyes, more sause they were deeply
set below very definite, straight brows. The slightawkish nose was

balanced by a square jawline. The only softnes$ssiriace was his mouth,
which was perfectly shaped and more full-lippeththaas usual in a man.
He looked at her appraisingly but with no hint exsal interest.

'You seem rather pale, Miss Tarrington. | hope fiaven't hurried back
here before you should. The after-effects of pneuen@re not to be
disregarded,’ he said with slow deliberation.

'I'm naturally pale, Mr Drake," she answered lgvell wouldn't have
returned if | felt | couldn't cope.’

A slight wave of his hand dismissed the mattereasfhealth. 'Well, as you
can see, we've made a few changes here in youn@bsehope you find
your new office satisfactory?’

' may get used to it. You surely don't expectrdarmed opinion from half

an hour's acquaintance with it."Her tart reply pbaed his eyes and one
eyebrow rose fractionally as he reconsidered heagdwe stared back
unwaveringly, still simmering with resentment ovBeter Cameron's
promaotion.



'l think you have something you wish to say, Missrihgton.’
'l listen first, Mr Drake.'
You don't like the new office set-up?'

'It probably has its merits. First impressions aocé necessarily correct
ones.'

He nodded, picked up a pencil from his desk andrzad it between his
two index fingers as he leaned back in his chdou'don't like Cameron's
promotion.’

Anger mixed with annoyance at his accurate peropptMaggie forced

back a hot-blooded retort. It would do no goodisel her temper in front of
this man. She substituted cautious words for thgulsive ones which had
leapt to her tongue. 'No doubt you have some cagason for promoting
him over my head. I'd like to hear it.’

His lips curved slightly in appreciation of her tah 'You think the
promotion should have been yours.’

'My record speaks for itself, Mr Drake. | presunoei'ye gone through the
personnel files before making your decision.’

He nodded.

This morning | was handed the Jamieson account.t'sThguite a
responsibility, Mr Drake," she added pointedly.

'One I'm sure you will handle in your usual britliafashion, Miss

Tarrington. I'm fully aware of your capabilitiesh@ report on you from the
industrial psychologist was very informative. "Margt Tarrington has the
ability to do almost anything she wishes, a nattaaility for mathematics

and words, organisational talent and wide, cregiow@ers." You are top of
the staff in every capacity tested. A person ofryialent and intelligence
cannot be overlooked, Miss Tarrington, but a perdoyour staying power



is another consideration altogether. | understama gre engaged to be
married.'

Maggie sucked in her breath but could not queneliit which exploded in
her brain. 'So," she hissed, 'l should have knawmear that you're also
engaged to be married, Mr Drake. It hasn't stoppecdtaking up a position
of power.'

'Is power what you want, Miss Tarrington?' he ast@dly. 'Which do you
enjoy the most, organising or creating? | wouldehtinought organisation of
material was hack-work compared to creating somgthew.'

Maggie did not answer. She was fighting for control

'Would you really like to see Cameron doing the i@gon account while
you spend your time hassling people on the admatige side?"

No! her brain screamed emphatically, despite hestiemal reaction. 'l will
not stand for Peter Cameron hassling me in anyesbagorm,' she said
tightly. 'If you think for one moment | will toleta that peewit brain telling
me what to do, you can think again, Mr Drake!

His mouth curved sardonically. 'Strong words, Missrington, and a little
harsh, | think. Cameron does have organisationgityaNo creativity,
perhaps. But he's the man for the job and helidse long after you resign.'

'Maybe that resignation you so blithely presume Wwé in the pipeline
before even you expect it, Mr Drake, and along witmight go some of
your more important accounts. | wonder if you cdesed that as well as my
forthcoming marriage,' she replied acidly.

His expression tightened, becoming even more intpale at her implied
threat. His eyes bore into hers, hard coals of rizs¥, revealing nothing.
'Yes, | considered it. That's why | called you @péh You're a valuable asset
to this agency and your salary did not reflect yealue. Name your price,
Miss Tarrington. | have no wish to lose you, butill not promote you out
of an area where you excel.’



Although she was reluctant to admit it, he wastri§ime would hate Peter's
new job. She preferred to work on her own. Exptainthings to other

people frustrated her, particularly when they dal share her vision of

what should be. 'What's Peter Cameron's salargasted abruptly.

'I'm sure you realise that's confidential.’

'l want whatever he's getting plus a bonus for yaecount | handle, the
bonus to reflect the satisfaction of the customer.’

'‘Agreed,’ he nodded.

'‘And | don't want Peter bugging me," she insisted.

'‘Anything else? Perhaps you'd like a new title?asieed dryly.

'l don't need ego-trips, Mr Drake, just fair pl#lye considered opening my
own agency I: doesn't suit me at the moment. It measer suit me, but don't
underestimate me. I'm good and | know I'm good.’

'Yes, I'm sure you do,' he replied softly, and Madglt she had been subtly
slapped down for her arrogance. 'Do we have evegytbettled to your
satisfaction now?'

Her aggression wilted. She paused to take stockheminodded.

'‘Good. Cameron can save you time if you're prepamedse him. You
should realise that.’

'Perhaps, Mr Drake, but the help he can give meesaan irritating price,’
said Maggie with an acid little smile.

"You've lost me, I'm afraid.'
'Let's just say I'd accept his help more readilyere a man.'

The dark eyebrows drew together in one beetling &nd he lobbed the
pencil he had been playing with back on the des&rbdeaning forward.



His eyes skated over her once again and Maggibdtiat the cold, sexual
appraisal.

'l see," he murmured, hooding his eyes so that Magguld not form an
opinion as to what he saw. 'l would not have thoulgt type of attention
would bother you, however . . .

'l wonder how long you'd keep a secretary who kefgrring to your
physique every time she handed you some paperstrigddo touch you at
every opportunity. Maybe you wouldn't find it at &titating, Mr Drake,

but | do,' Maggie snapped.

He gave a light shrug. 'Do you want me to have edwath him?"No. I'm

simply explaining why I prefer to do things in mwo way, without Peter
breathing down my neck or assuming a position dfi@nty over me. I'll

organise my own work.'

‘Very well, | think we understand each other. Rtaany way you like, Miss
Tarrington, so long as you keep delivering what@istomers want.’

He stood up, prepared to show her out of the offithout thinking
Maggie rose too quickly and the sudden movemetaaber equilibrium.
The blood drained from her face and she swayedrohg hand clutched
her shoulder, steadying her, and she graduallyskexion eyes full of dark
concern.

‘All right?' he murmured.

'Yes. I'm sorry, that was stupid of me. | have dostpwly," she mumbled,
feeling oddly agitated by his nearness.

"You haven't fully recovered,’ he stated with acgurown. 'Why did you
return too soon?"

She forced a wry smile. 'I'm fit enough to work, Blrake, and | couldn't
stand another week of idleness.’



He returned her smile and suddenly his face haidharense charm. 'The
symptom of a workaholic, Miss Tarrington. | can wappreciate your
frustration, but do go slowly. We can't afford dapse. The Jamieson
account awaits your touch.’

Maggie had the oddest sense of recognition, aslifezt link was formed

between them, one mind seeing a kinship in therofiee saw his eyes
flicker with rejection and his hand was abruptlythdirawn from her

shoulder. A convulsive shiver ran over her skin.eWhe opened his office
door for her, she passed by him quickly with barely nod of

acknowledgement.

She tried to order her thoughts while she waitedte elevator, but they
were a blur of confusion. It was not until she weseated at her own desk
that she could revise the whole interview cleatin Drake was a very
smart man, she decided somewhat ruefully. He hadrdher out, giving
nothing away himself until he had pinpointed prelsisvhat she wanted.
Then without moving a millimetre from his own pasit he had resolved
the problems she had presented quickly and eftdgtiYes, he was a very
smart man, and Maggie had very mixed feelings albaut Her initial
antagonism had given way to a grudging respectsantething else from
which she shied. Deliberately she opened the Jamile and immersed
herself in work.

The toy company had come up with an original cohcamew range of
games and toys related to a science-fictional pleaked Tigaworld. The
idea was to persuade families into acquiring evémgt offered. For
pre-schoolers there was Tigaveld, a fuzzy-felt ttmeeof a whole world of
fantastic flora and fauna, space vehicles and glausobuildings, and the
Tigazens themselves, beautiful cat-people. TigaBesb TigaTim were
dolls to be costumed in glittering splendour. Tig&k was a board and dice
game requiring strategic skill as well as luck. Ttye- drawer of the range
was a sophisticated electronic game, TigaBlitzeadlly space-war where
the wrong move meant annihilation.

Excitement stirred in Maggie's blood. She liked tomcept. It fired her
imagination, demanding an advertising campaign whigould be
compelling in its impact on the public. This Chmsts the toy market would



be dominated by Tigaworld, if she could producertgbt idea. Tomorrow
she would go to Jamieson's factory, see all the,tpjay with them,
immerse herself in Tigaworld. Something would eueily click into her
mind. It always did, sharp, compelling and beall§ifaxciting.

'Hey, snap out of it, Maggie! You missed morning tend now it's
lunchtime. Come and share my diet biscuits.’

Maggie started out of her concentration and glamrednd at Rhonda.

"You really are the limit," her friend chided. Wear you go off into a world
of your own when you get your teeth into something.come on— I'm
dying to hear what you thought of lan Drake!'

'‘Okay," Maggie smiled.

She picked up the bag of fruit she had broughtunch and accompanied
Rhonda to the common room. Some of the men wetiageip a game of
cards and they greeted her cheerily, wisecrackbmutaher health. She
retorted in kind and they all laughed and declaredas good to see her
back. Rhonda operated the new coffeematic machinehwhad been
installed and nodded to the armchairs in a coiftez.card game started and
the two girls relaxed together.

'Well?' Rhonda said archly.

Maggie shrugged. 'What do you want me to say? Ne's, attractive, very
cool, very competent and a top executive if I'm puge.’

Rhonda sighed. 'l think he's a real dish. He séindgkes up my spine every
time those sexy eyes look at me.'

'Sexy?' Maggie gave a rippling laugh. That's albloeiiast way I'd describe
them!'

'Oh, |1 don't mean like Peter,’ Rhonda put in hdiye'l mean they seem to
know everything, as if he can take one look at gad nothing's hidden
from him. It's almost frightening in a deliciouski of way. Brrr!' She gave



an expressive shiver and Maggie almost choked preee of apple. 'l
suppose you're immune what with Dan and all," Raarahtinued blithely,
'but | love men who sort of exude that kind of powike that actor, you
know, who played the main part e Power Game. He might have been
short, but boy, oh, boy, was he sexy! You can ginme, Maggie
Tarrington, but lan Drake's got it as far as I'maarned. | do wish he wasn't
taken.'

'How do you know he is?' Maggie asked curiously.

'He left word at the telephonist's desk that laadee, Patricia Hollis, was to
be put through to him at any time. Linda says shands nice, not that she
listened in, but you know, when she asks to be eciaeal. Apparently she's
a hairdresser.'

'A hairdresser?' Maggie frowned. 'Surely not.’

'Why not? Linda says it's a hairdressing salondhatvers when lan Drake
calls her.’

'Oh well, that sounds conclusive.'
"Why were you surprised?"

Maggie shrugged. 'l don't know. Somehow it dide4m to fit. He's so ...
oh, I don't know.'

Rhonda wrinkled her pert nose. 'Mmm, | know what yeean, but maybe
he likes to relax away from work with someone anitre lightweight. | bet
she's blonde and soft and cuddly, the direct oppasfi him. They say
opposites attract.’

'Yes, | guess so,) Maggie agreed, repressing an fedding of
disappointment. It was none of her business whom Daake found
attractive and she should not care. She deftlyetlirthe conversation
towards Rhonda's social life and was amused byrearst of lively
comments.



'‘Anyhow, that's enough of me,' Rhonda declared wiligh. 'What about
you and Dan? Have you set your marriage date yet?"

'Yes—February the tenth. That gives us four monthget ourselves
organised. | don't know where we're going to litss a long way to
commute from Wallareen each day, but he's finadlgepted that | like to
work.'

'You're mad, Maggie," Rhonda announced with a slbdkesr head. 'Why
don't you put your feet up and let him support fdbat's what he wants to
do? Besides, you'll start having babies soon enbugh

'Will 17!

'Of course you will. Don't be dopey. You're tweffitye, no sense in wasting
time if you want a family.'

‘No, | expect you're right,” Maggie sighed, butaaneless fear clutched at
her heart, gnawing at her even when she returndeetodesk after the
lunch-hour.

It was stupid to feel frightened, she reasonedibndfrwas every woman's
dream to get married and have a family. Dan woel@ lgood husband and
father. She had made up her mind, given him hedyand yet. . .

Stop it, you fool of a woman, she told herselfsitgrRhonda was right. Her
mother was right. She felt more for Dan than sheeéneer felt for any other
man and she would be content with him and thénkfeffered her. She fixed
her attention on the Jamieson file and determinbétihgked her mind to
anything else.



CHAPTER TWO

'WELL, I'm glad you feel happy now, darling, but he wigt, you know.
There was no point in promoting you,' Dan commeraadndulgent tone in
his voice.

Maggie automatically bristled. 'What if it was asfmn | wanted and
deserved?'

He sighed.

She knew it was trying his patience, but some dasitle her was whipping
her on. 'Why should | be denied promotion just beeal'm getting
married?"

'Maggie, don't make a fight of it, love.' He learma@r from the driver's seat
and lightly caressed her cheek, his soft brown &slesg her how much she
was wanted. 'Let it go. It doesn't matter.'

He kissed her and Maggie let it go, allowing all teementing doubts to be
swamped by the surge of sensuality Dan so expatiysed.

‘This is all that matters,’ he whispered huskilgiagt her lips. ‘Love me,
darling.’

Maggie responded recklessly. A tight coil of indesperation demanded to
be blotted out, and passion presented an all tep egans. Dan was no
immature, inexperienced lover. He savoured evéerty she allowed him,
intent on giving pleasure as well as taking it. &rege no protest when he
unbuttoned her blouse and slid his hand over thees of her breats, nor
when he pushed her flimsy bra aside for more irteéncantact.

'You're so beautiful,’ he murmured as he glancedndat the exposed
peaks.

He bent to kiss them, to play erotic games withtbiggue, and Maggie's
senses swam with waves of pleasure. Her fingeustlagitatedly through



his hair, entwining themselves in the dark-blondsutHer breath came in
excited gasps and when he .took her mouth agaiwaséost, reeling down
a deep well of desire. Then suddenly the onslaoglsensuality ceased.
Dan pulled the edges of her blouse roughly togetbave her a long,
searing look and gunned the powerful Jaguar motor.

'Where are you going?' Maggie asked in bewildermeaking back at her
mother's home.

"To my apartment. I'm not making love to you inaa, dlaggie.’

His words hit her like a wet cloth, dampening treathwhich had been
generated. In a flash of self-honesty Maggie knke/\sould have let him
possess her a few moments ago. He had everyaigiink she was ready to
be his. They were going to be married. There waargaable reason for
resisting that final intimacy—and yet panic flugdralong her veins.

'‘No, Dan, please. Take me back home,' she saiditlyge
He flashed her an incredulous look. "You've gdig¢qoking!'

Shame burnt across her cheeks. Her abandoned sesfmohis lovemaking
was coming home to roost. 'I'm sorry, Dan. Pleasbagk. | don't want to
... to go to your apartment.’

He angrily pulled the car over to the kerb and tpadhthe driving wheel in
frustration. 'Why, for God's sake! What is it withu, Maggie? You drive
me out of my mind and then you switch off. Haver@tmade a commitment
to each other? | love you. What more do you want?'

'l don't know." Tears brimmed up in her eyes and shook her head
helplessly. 'l don't know, Dan. All | know is I'notiready for that.'

'Do you think you'll make it by our wedding nighti® demanded bitterly.
'‘Damn it, Maggie! You wanted me as much as | wagtedback there.' He
grabbed her roughly by the shoulders, his fingeggidg into the soft flesh
as he shook her. 'What is it? You're sure as lo¢firigid!" He saw the tears



in her eyes and groaned, pulling her into his antks quiet desperation.
'Oh, Maggie, Maggie! What am | going to do with ¥6u

‘Just hold me, Dan, hold me tight,’ she whispeskaging to him. 'Make me
feel safe.’

'What are you frightened of, love?' he asked gesthpthing her with his
warm embrace.

'l think I'm frightened of change. | don't knowlitan cope with being a
suburban housewife. | don't think | even have aayemmal instincts. What
if I'm a bad mother, Dan? What if | can't cope?'

'Darling, it's different with your own children, hestly!" He drew back and
looked down at her anxious eyes, projecting a @dsurance. 'I've seen it
dozens of times. You're not the only woman whotsthase fears, but | can
assure you that every baby I've delivered has beEmgived with joy into its
mother's arms. It'll be the same with you, belime' He smiled with soft
tenderness. 'You'll have beautiful children, Madgie

'Oh, Dan!" she sighed. 'I'm such a fool. Why do w@unt to marry me?'
'‘Because | took one look at you and knew you hdgktmine," he answered
complacently and then kissed her. 'Even if | doeh&wy wait until our
wedding night,' he added wryly as he let her go.

It was not the answer Maggie wanted. She sat ipareent silence,
adjusting her clothing and doing up her buttoneeadrove her back home.
He escorted her to the front door and she hadrte foerself to relax and
respond to his goodnight kiss.

'Let's have lunch at the Club before we play tetomsorrow.’

‘All right,' she agreed quickly. 'Pick me up atvele-thirty.'

'Fine. |1 hope you have more peaceful dreams therall,’ he said with a
trace of his former frustration.



'I'm sorry, Dan,' she mumbled guiltily.

He tilted her chin up and brushed her lips with Hts just as well I'm a
patient man. Goodnight, my love.'

Maggie did not have peaceful dreams. She tossetuamet for much of the
night, unable to settle her doubts. She worrietiftzan did not really know
her and then she worried that she did not realynwkhim. She imagined
them waking up one day to find they were strangessh an alien to the
other. She finally dropped into an exhausted sleapng resolved nothing.

All during their tennis date the next day, Maggied to look at Dan
objectively. His white shorts and T-shirt reveatesisplendid physique and
highlighted the depth of his tan. The bright sumiigurnished the dark gold
of his hair and made the light down glisten onrhisscular arms and legs.
His clean-cut features were, if anything, too hanas, and he walked with
the confidence of a man who knew he drew admiration

He drew people to him too. Over lunch they weragdi by several other
couples. Dan was witty and charming. The convessatvas lively. His
manners had that easy polish which comes with denfimaturity. He was
successful, popular and well-respected.

Later, as they played a few hard sets of tennis,velitched the smooth
grace which came with perfect co-ordination. He wamatural athlete and
his body proclaimed the fact. Maggie was a betw@ntaverage tennis
player and he matched his game to hers, generapoitsmanship. There
was very little to fault in Dan Barlow and Maggiedw other women
envied her his attention.

The only thing that really irked her was his airpoflssessiveness, the pride
he took in having her at his side, almost showiegdif as a prize piece of
property. He relished any look of envy directetliat and he displayed his
ownership with frequent caresses. Maggie had taaegest feeling that she
was playing a part, not really existing in the scan all, that if she could
divide herself from her body, her body would swdffor Dan's needs.



She felt disembodied for the rest of the weekertvaas relieved to catch
the train back into the inner city on Sunday night. least the small
apartment she leased had the merit of being here aShe did not have to
cope with her mother's well-meant questions nor liea weight of her
mother's suffocating approval of Dan. She couldh&eself without having
to smile or pretend or apologise for anything.

She felt a profound sense of satisfaction as shi&ediainto her own

living-room. It was cluttered with possessions. Ded laughed when he
first saw it, saying she must be a magpie, haviolected such a vast
assortment of things; books, records, cassettgariries, prints of her
favourite paintings, souvenirs of her various hayisl

She looked with favour at the two large, comforalarmchairs. Her
mother's home was all subdued elegance. Maggisspiaghed out with a
brilliant parrot and foliage cotton print which @ed the loose-cushioned
chairs and curtained the windows. It looked stugragainst the deep red
carpet. Dan should have said a parrot, she thowayhtally, a bird of bright
plumage. That's what he sees in me.

She made herself a cup of coffee and carried ittovéne corner table. Ideas
for Jamieson's new advertising campaign had béa&ndlthrough her mind
and she wanted to jot them down and develop thémp8lled the cover off
her typewriter and reached for some stationeryeOpeople might think
she was mad to work in her leisure time, but sleeled a diversion from her
personal problems anyhow. An overall plan startealveng in her mind
and by the time she forced herself to go to bednsigetoo excited by it to
sleep well. She woke early and decided to go ineodffice, and begin a
proper layout.

The commuter rush had barely started and there erepy seats on the
bus. Usually it was crowded by the time it reached stop. Maggie sat
down and relaxed, reflecting on how much she |diwéag in Paddington. It

had the atmosphere of something always happenhegldved the city of

Sydney with its heartbeat of excitement. For wedkenWallareen was
pleasant, but she wondered if she would adjusiitagl its more leisurely

pace when she married Dan.



Ten minutes later she was alighting near her offigéding. The street had
already begun to hum with bustling people, but tbbby was all
air-conditioned quiet as she stepped inside. Theatbr doors were just
starting to close.

'Wait!" she called out instinctively, and brokeara run, her high heels
clacking on the tiles as she crossed the floor. @baged through the
narrow opening, a smile on her lips. "Thanks.'

One black eyebrow lifted. 'No trouble. You're veayly this morning, Miss
Tarrington,’ lan Drake commented, calmly pressirggliutton for her floor.

'l couldn't sleep,’ Maggie grinned, bubbling ovethventhusiasm. 'I've got
the whole Jamieson promotion in my head and I'nsting to put it down
and look at it.'

His eyes glowed down at her with quick appreciati@ompulsive, is it?'
'l can't help it.'
'l know.'

And in the same instant Maggie knew that he didikrtder smile faltered,
her eyes questioning his in startled wonder.

He smiled. 'My expertise is in a different fielditlonce | attack a problem,
the urge to get everything right is quite compudsiwYour floor, Miss
Tarrington.'

The doors were sliding open. Maggie gave a quin¥yarassed nod and
stepped out. She should not have gawked at hirahkidiot, but it had felt

so good to know that someone understood her inlagom® It had been a
moment of sharing which she had never experieneéutd

She wasted no time in organising the materials vgaeted. The hours
passed unnoticed as sketches, slogans, scenaries fived out and

perfected. Rhonda poked her head in at lunch- tmeMaggie waved her
away. By the end of the day she was exhaustedxdnldmeted. She had it,



precisely what was needed to launch the new rafhigg®on the market for
Christmas. TV, radio, magazines; it was all thexadly to take down to the
Art Department for further polish. She went homel awllapsed with

fatigue.

The next morning she took a sheaf of papers dovgetoOliver, confident
that he would carry out her instructions. Bert \adever artist, capable of
projecting the light touch of humour in his drawsnipat she wanted. His
own sense of humour tended to be rather off-bedgliberate defence for
his unconventional life-style. Maggie liked him astte liked working with
him. He was perceptive and sensitive to her feslengd she rather enjoyed
his bitchy comments on life in general. He was mogldover her
explanations, patting his prematurely bald headeavy concentration,
when Peter Cameron interrupted them.

'What are you doing down here, Maggie?'
'What does it look as if I'm doing?' she retortegatiently.

'Inter-department work is channelled through medidn't you know?' he
said with pronounced pique.

She was tempted to tell him to get lost, but taetvailed. 'l only answer to
Mr Drake, Peter. Didn't he make that clear to ywlaybe you should have a
word with him.'

'l do that,' he said curtly, and left them alone

'‘Naughty, naughty!" Bert grinned at her, his pulcKece alive with glee.
'Oh, let's get on with it. | can't be bothered paimy to his ego.’

Bert would have obviously loved to dissect Petegs, but he saw the
dismissal on Maggie's face and sighed. 'All rigitite steamroller. Where

do you want me to start?'

They worked together for the rest of the day as d\tgg vision took shape
under Bert's flying pen.



'‘Okay, that's it. You've got it, Bert. | can leaveith you now,' she declared
at last.

'‘Another winner, Maggie.'

She flushed with pleasure. 'Let's hope so.' Hes éy@nkled with private
triumph. 'I've got a bonus riding on this one."'

'Do | get a share?'

She lauged at his comically hopeful look. "YoudlMe to ask the boss.'
Exhilaration winged her feet upstairs where sheecdown to earth with an
unpleasant bump. Peter Cameron was in her offibeleulooking over her
notes.

‘A slight invasion of privacy, Peter?' she askeldllgo

'It's very good, Maggie.'

'l don't recall asking you to give an opinion,aéine take a look.'

His eyes travelled over her speculatively. 'l laet Drake took a look.'

The snide remark sent her temperature up sevemgieele but she
controlled her tongue. 'On the contrary, I've diaken Bert Oliver into my
confidence. | prefer to display the polished praduc

'Oh, you're very polished, Maggie. You've even [Qaike twisted around
your finger," he said derisively. 'Well, you mighave been given total
freedom between floors, but as a matter of prodesdicourtesy, you could
keep me informed of progress. | do have to liaigh wlients, you know.

We held the Jamieson account back for you andrthegger for a report.’

Maggie sighed and pushed her hair away from heshfead. 'I'm sorry, |
didn't think. You didn't tell me it was urgent.’



'It's not really urgent,’ he admitted reluctanBut they are eager to see
something.’

Tll be ready for Friday if you want to set up a&eting—and Peter," she
added warningly, 'l don't like you poking around dgsk. Don't do it again.'

‘The prima donna speaks and | obey," he said witlobeking gesture of
obeisance.

"You may not like the arrangement, Peter, butrikhiou'd better agree to
co-exist peaceably," Maggie said tersely.

'Or you'll go running to Daddy Drake upstairs?’

'You just can't see it, can you?' she said cuttinylou have to reduce
everything to sex!

'It's what makes the world go round.’

Her control slipped on his oily slickness. 'Not mvgrid, buster. | like a
straight line and I'll order my world my own wayoW you just hop on your
merry-go-round and get the hell out of here.’

‘Tut-tut! Language!
'‘Out!" she pointed angrily.

He laughed, waving an admonishing finger whichloettely fell on her
breast as he brushed past. She felt like yelliegvgart!" after him, but
restrained herself. He was simply an irritating jpienshe had to live with
and it was irrational to let him get under her vehskin.

Bert Oliver produced exactly what she wanted. Byelits were complete

and ready for display by Thursday afternoon. Pletel informed her that

the Jamieson executives were due to arrive in ¢heesing room at ten

o'clock on Friday morning. She arranged with Bersét up the necessary
equipment and felt satisfied that everything wadaunrtontrol.



Maggie dressed in what she privately called hefgsional clothes for the
meeting. The white silk blouse had an elegant pyopow which offset the
severity of the black gaberdine suit. She likeatkland white, knew that it
accentuated her colouring and yet was pleasinglgrelet. lan Drake was
with Bert in the screening room when she arriveth\wer folder.

'‘Good morning,' she said, slightly surprised tal finm there early.
He nodded. 'Everything appears to be in hand.'lalecgd at his watch and
then back to her. 'Do you need anything else far yliemonstration, Miss

Tarrington?'

'‘No. We're all organised. You can bring them in méneer they arrive, Mr
Drake.'

His mouth curved into a slight smile. 'I'm quit@king forward to seeing
the result of inspiration.’

'l hope you won't be disappointed,’ she repliedicasly.

'l doubt it, Miss Tarrington. As you remarked befoyour record speaks for
itself. Besides, | must admit I've had a sneak ipse¥rom Oliver here. I'll
see you both later.'

He made an abrupt exit, leaving Maggie with a besdusok on her face.

'Snap out of it, darling. He didn't even say yaakistunning, which you do,'
said Bert with a light smirk.

'l don't care. So long as he thinks my work's stumnThat's the whole
point, dear Bert," she replied blithely.

'No worry on that score. | think I've quite outdangself.'
He struck a complacent pose and Maggie laughed. f8lemore

comfortable with Bertthan any other man, probaldgduse he was not the
least bit interested in her body.



'He's very macho, though, isn't he?' he added.slyly
'Mr Drake?'

‘The one and only.'

'l suppose he is.'

'Puts Dan in the shade?"

Maggie smiled, deflecting the barb. Bert took malis pleasure in stirring
up mischief between established couples, feeling chunks in the
relationship.

'Different type,' she declared carelessly. 'ComeBanmt, we've got work to
do.'

'Slave-driver!"

The remark niggled at her mind as she went autcalbti about the
preparations. Dan was superficially more attractingn lan Drake. He was
taller, his physique more in proportion. They hael$ame air of confidence,
the same aura of success about them, and yet Msggged a depth in lan
Drake which Dan seemed to lack.

At ten o'clock he returned with the Jamieson exeest Introductions were
quickly dispensed and once the men were comfortabbted, Maggie
signalled to Bert to begin. He switched off théhtgyand a joyous tingle of
anticipation highlighted Maggie's confidence asrsik fell expectantly.

The screen leapt into colourful life, dominatedaipeautiful ginger tabby
cat. Its immediate image was a contented domesiigad, lazily licking its
paw. Then suddenly it looked up, straight into Wimwer's eyes, and the
sharp, threatening intelligence in the fierce y&l&yes warned that this was
no ordinary cat. It stood, arched its back with diday grace, gave a
contemptuous flick of the tail, then stalked acrassoom to take up a
commanding position behind a layout of TigaworldeTilm froze on that
frame and Maggie began speaking.



'You have just met TigaTom. He will symbolise TigaWd in every
advertisement, lifting the ordinary to the extranedy. His message is: take
a second look, things are not what they seem. id@thout a challenge: I'm
superior, | dare you to try this, compete if yom,cany world dares you to
enter.’

Vibrations of interest pervaded the room and Maggienfidence leapt into
overdrive as she instructed Bert to continue. Heices sparkled with
enthusiasm, expounding each new facet of the campaihile Bert
illustrated her ideas on the screen. There was oatapeous burst of
applause when she finished. The lights were switddaek on and her eyes
went straight to lan Drake. He smiled and she simiback, intense
gratification leaping between them.

She politely accepted the exuberant complimentpdtaan her work, but

no one else's opinion mattered so much as lan Bra&ke glowed inside,
happier than she had been for a long time. At loid af approval she

accepted the invitation to lunch with the Jamiesgacutives. They were
eager to mull over the details of the campaignsdredwas only too pleased
to assist them.

Maggie was riding on a high for the next two housthe restaurant lan
Drake sat back and watched her, only joining thavecsation when

technical details needed more explanation. The elggk glinted knowledge
of her inner elation. He knew how she felt andlgi@v he knew. It was the
most incredible sense of togetherness Maggie hadexperienced. It was
like champagne in her blood, sparkling, heady, fandnore intoxicating

than the wine they drank with their meal.

The sensation was far too exhilarating to questiondid she question her
heightened anticipation when the Jamieson exeautieparted and she was
left alone with lan Drake. He summoned a taxi aadded her in. She
quickly moved over to give him seat-room, and htdesbbeside her. As he
leaned forward to instruct the cab-driver his thapghssed against hers, and
the physical awareness which ripped through hertlhegblt of an electric
shock. Maggie covered up by relaxing back agahesseat and closing her
eyes.



Tired?'

The deep voice held a soft intimacy which sent lecides shiver up her
spine. She lifted her lashes and smiled at him.

‘Not really. | shouldn't ever drink wine with lundim going to be perfectly
useless all afternoon.’

The black eyes twinkled with amusement. "You'llsbéfering anti-climax
anyway. It's terribly deflating to fade back dowmundane matters.’

"You can read me like a book, can't you?'

He grinned. 'Some of the pages are familiar. Teerahing more satisfying
than when all the pieces click together, the pe&tigr complete and you
know for certain that your vision was right.' Hiarfus lifted in a careless
gesture as he added dryly, 'And it's pleasant wkiegr people acknowledge
it.'

'Yes, it's pleasant,’ she agreed on a sigh.

'‘But it doesn't count for much, does it? They doortprehend the obsessive
drive for perfection which has created the endepattall the irritations
along the way, the frustration of trying to explainothers what you want
done.’

'Do you? Get frustrated, | mean,’ she asked cusious

His smile had a tigerish quality. 'l have the distiadvantage of holding the
whip hand. Theirs not to wonder why, theirs budidoor die ... or lose their
jobs.’

Maggie laughed—then the amusement dancing in thgés suddenly
changed. A vibrant electricity charged the air edw them, a magnetic
force which held them both captive. The urge tovdi@gether was almost
compelling. As lan Drake's head inclined towardss hMaggie's had lifted
instinctively. Then he abruptly cut the cord ofattion, turning away from
her and staring straight ahead. His hand movedyerkkmoving the cigar



which had been thrust into his coat pocket by drtbe@Jamieson men. His
fingers fumbled with the wrapping, then tore it mfpatiently.

'Mind if | smoke?' he asked curtly without lookiagher.
‘No, I don't mind," she replied stiffly.

She had shrunk back in upon herself, her mindrimail, appalled by the
urgent desire which had flared so spontaneoushtirige her blood sothat
even now a painful blush scorched her cheeks. &redIDan. She was
going to marry Dan, and there she had been, alwitesting herself to

another man, a man who was also emotionally corachiti someone else.
Guilt snaked a tortuous path around her heart, baidre she could call
back the words, they were blurting off her tonguam oblique accusation.

'What's your fiancee like?' Immediately she trieadtract. 'I'm sorry, that
was a very personal question. Please ignore it.'

She averted her head, staring blindly out of tloe-siindow of the taxi,
totally embarrassed. An awkward silence stretctesd/dsen them, seeming
to thicken the pungent cigar smoke. Maggie's thielatonstricted and she
swallowed convulsively.

'Pat is, | think, the nicest woman I've ever metggy giving person, very
human in the best sense of the word.’

The words were slow and measured as if he was dangrhimself of her
quality. Maggie darted a glance at him, but hisregpion was shuttered.
The eyes he turned on her gave nothing away. Oaxek ldyebrow rose
fractionally.

'‘And your fiance?'

Maggie was confused by a welter of emotions shddcaot begin to
identify. 'Danis . .. he's a gynaecologist.’

‘That tells me he's intelligent and little else'@grompted dryly.



'He's . .. he's just Dan,' she said limply, undbladd a catalogue of his
gualities because suddenly they didn't seem enough.

'For a woman who deals in communication you're risingly sparse with
your words of description, Miss Tarrington. Are yloappy with him?'

'Yes, of course,' she answered quickly.

'Then that's all that matters. When are you gettiagried?'
'February. And you?'

‘Not until April.’

The finality of those dates ended the conversakortunately it was only a
few minutes before the taxi pulled up outside ttdfice building. lan

Drake helped Maggie out and would have retainedt® hand on her
elbow, but she moved away, finding the contact digiurbing. They
walked across the lobby, consciously apart. Analtawvas waiting at the
ground floor, so there was only a moment's delgy@ssing buttons.

‘Take the afternoon off if you like," he offeredtase compartment purred
upwards. 'You've earned it, and it'll give you an\estart for the weekend.'

‘Thank you," Maggie replied, formally polite.

She was relieved when the elevator doors openethggher escape from
the enforced confinement. Her physical awarenessnobrake had almost
been suffocating. She strode quickly to the privatyher own office
cubicle. The Jamieson folder lay on her desk. Bérter had obviously
returned all her papers. She sank down in her chairthe file remained
closed. There was no way she could concentrateook this afternoon. lan
Drake had perceived that only too well, and shetbadipe lan Drake out
of her mind. Her hand reached for the telephone.rf&feded to see Dan, get
herself straightened out. Fortunately the call puistighrough to him without
delay.



'Dan, it's Maggie. I'm coming home early. Can yoeefrthe five o'clock
train?"'

'Yes, but why the change? Are you sick, Maggie?'abked in quick
concern.

‘No, I'm fine. I've been given an early mark foodowvork. I'll tell you all
about it when | see you. Could we go out for dinoerelebrate?’

'My pleasure, darling. What are we celebrating?'

'l think we should celebrate you and me," she s=uklessly.

'‘Any time, my love, any time. In fact | can't wa¥ou've just ruined my
concentration. My patients will probably sufferdmamegligence for the rest
of the afternoon!’

'l love you, Dan,' she declared with a note ofalete he did not hear.
‘That sounds even more promising! '‘Bye for now.’

Maggie replaced the handset, picked up her handbdgvalked out of the

office, out of the building, determinedly leavingnl Drake behind her,
putting him at a distance both mentally and phykica



CHAPTER THREE

MAGGIE alighted from the train and saw Dan bearing downher, a
beaming smile making his face more handsome than Ee swept her into
his arms and swung her around exuberantly.

'‘Ah! Don't tell me. Let me guess,' he said, holdeg at arm's length and
examining her from head to toe. 'You've got yowfessional clothes on.
Therefore | deduce that the Jamieson mob wentoviéd your toy ads and
you're a terribly clever girl.'

She laughed and gave him a quick kiss. 'Right &l'on

He tucked her under his arm possessively, pickechempsuitcase and
walked her to his car. 'And where would you likegti?? I've booked tables
at the Club, Roberto's and La Vie Parisienne, a0 gam have good old
Australian, Italian or French food, whatever yowshyimy lady fair.'

'Oh, French, most definitely.'

'l was hoping you'd feel like that,' he said withexaggerated leer.

"You're incorrigible, Dan Barlow,' she teased hirthviner eyes.

'Only waiting to be encouraged, my love," he rewriand handed her into
the car.

He drove her to her mother's home, stayed for @lecaf drinks and then
left to wash and change for their dinner date.

'You're positively glowing, Maggie," her mother davith a warm note of
approval. Her daughter's cheeks were lightly flastved she did not see the
feverish glitter in her eyes. 'l thought last weskeyou still looked peaky.
Are you over those dizzy spells?’

'Yes, Mum, no trouble. Are you playing Bridge tami@



'‘No. Dorothy's sick,' she sighed, obviously disap{eal.

Maggie threw her a sympathetic look, knowing howclmber mother's life
revolved around her Bridge games. Maggie's fathdrdied five years ago
and Fay Tarrington had little else to interest hew. She had been left
wealthy, with no need to work, and the social btee had led with her
stockbroker husband had dwindled to a small cotleidows. She was still
a very handsome woman, only fifty years of age, $hé had shown no
inclination to look for another husband. Maggiessgmts had been very
content together and Fay Tarrington's one obses&grto see her daughter
happily married. Dan Barlow had been the answéetqrayers.

'l think I'll have a long bath and really give mifjsithe glam treatment
tonight," Maggie announced with a smile.

'I'm sure Dan will appreciate it, dear. What are going to wear?"'

‘The red crepe, | think." It was a rather daritt{elidress, almost backless and
fitting snugly over her hips before flaring outféel like dancing.’

'Dan will love you in it," her mother said induldbn

' hope he loves me anyhow,' Maggie tossed ovesthaulder as she headed
upstairs.

She sternly held back the creeping desperationhwthieatened her peace
of mind. Having groomed herself to perfection sbseased the reflection in
the mirror with almost grim satisfaction. The drassl the vibrant make-up
had produced the desired effect. Her appearanceeaby/ a blatant sexual
invitation. Tonight she wanted Dan's lovemakinge Sfanted him to wipe
out the image of lan Drake, make her feel secudehappy, warmed by the
love he had declared so fervently. She neededstdie own reactions, to
choke off the worm of doubt which was writhing anduher heart. The
doorbell announced Dan's arrival. She splashedelieliberally with
Arpege and went down to greet him.

The quickened gleam in Dan's eyes warned her tharficipation of the
night's pleasures had taken a gigantic leap forw@hst fought down a



tingle of apprehension and returned his smile. lddemo effort to hide his
desire as they drove to La Vie Parisienne. His dg&pé wandering to her,
too hungry to concentrate on the road. Insteackelirfg gratified Maggie
felt uncertain and a little ashamed of her motivdkher inhibitions rose to
mock her, but she determinedly pushed them asttkng herself to be gay
and amusing.

The dinner wine helped. She welcomed the alcolinalie which made her
feel pliant and mellow. She flirted outrageouslyhiban, warming herself

with the fire in his eyes, letting it encompass. fidrey danced and ate and
drank and danced again.

'‘God, but you're beautiful!" Dan whispered, lighétyoking the bare skin of
her back as they moved slowly around the pocketelfloor. His lips
brushed the hair away from her temples. 'l love pauticularly in this dress
you're almost wearing, more especially if you weearing nothing at all,’
he added, a suggestive thickness in his voice.

'What if | were plain and ordinary? Would you lonee then? What if |
didn't have the figure to wear this dress?' shietégliprovocatively.

His eyes gleamed wickedly. 'The question doesisealou're you, quite,
quite perfect, and | adore you.'

"Your prize possession,' she muttered on a defesgéd

His arms suddenly tightened around her. 'Let'©gedf here.’

'No. | want to dance,’ she pouted. 'l want to daheenight away.'

His hand thrust her more firmly against him, fogcian awareness of his
needs. 'Baby doll, | can't wait much longer for ypatient man though | am.

It's eating at me.

Despite her resolve Maggie postponed the momesexaial surrender. She
was not yet ready. 'Let's sit down and have anathiek.'



Her words were slurred and he glanced down at loee sharply. 'Don't you
think you've had enough to drink?"

'‘Nope. I'm thirsty and | want to dance the nighagwwVe'll have some more
champagne to celebrate.’

She broke away from him and led the way back tw thble. She knew she
was behaving badly, stoking the fires of desireted cooling them, but it
was as if she was on a roller-coaster which waseterg away with her, out
of control. She almost fell into her chair and soofethe champagne
splashed on her hand as she tilted her glassoasa t

'To us, Dan,' she murmured, and drained it witlpawising for breath.
Dan frowned. 'What's got into you, Maggie?'

'l just want to be happy. I'm happy with you, Dashe declared with a
glazed smile, determined on convincing herselfuYave me, don't you?'

"You know | do.’
'‘And you want me to be happy.'
He nodded, eyeing her with some concern.

'Happy in my mind as well as my body,"' she contihtexklessly. 'Do you
know what goes on in my mind, Dan? What goes tickiek-tick in my
brain? Sometimes | get a lovely explosion of ideabgeautiful pattern of
interlocking pieces, and I'm totally obsessed witem. Everything else
clicks off because there's no room for anythinge.el$s exciting and
compelling, and I've got to channel it all out brefdcan pull the rest of me
back together again. Do you understand that, Dan?’

'I'm not sure. What are you trying to say, Maggie?'

She sighed. 'If you don't know you don't know. Hewks,' she added as a
muttered afterthought.



'‘Beg pardon?"

She looked up and saw Dan as a stranger and sheffglcold. 'Fill my
glass up again, please. | need to get warm.’

'I'll warm you, Maggie, if you'll only say yes.’
‘All right, let's go,' she said decisively.

But she fell asleep as soon as the car was in matid Dan took her home,
half carrying her inside because her feet wouldalk properly.

'Sorry, Dan,' she mumbled as he tried to steady her

'My fault. | should have called a halt before tleett bottle of champagne.
You're properly sozzled, love. Can you manage b téke you up to bed?

'l can manage. 'Night, Dan.’

He kissed her and her head reeled from the amduatcohol she had
consumed. Her response was limp and he let her go.

'See you tomorrow,' he murmured.

'Yes. Tomorrow. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrdhat's how it'll
be.

He threw her an amused look as he opened thedomrtand then he was
gone.

‘That's how it'll be,"” Maggie repeated wearily,ddndon't know how [I'll
manage.' She started levering herself up the staiag the banister as a
support. 'Why did you have to come into my life asainplicate it, lan
Drake? | might have been happy. You're happy wathr yPat. Why can't |
be happy with my Dan?' She paused, frowning, aed tdontinued hauling
herself upwards. 'Damn you, lan Drake! I'm goindoéohappy with Dan.
He's good and kind and considerate and he love¥ e he does. At least,
| think he does. And he wants me. He definitely isane.’



'Maggie!

She looked up and saw her mother at the head dft#es, her face lined
with concern.

''Lo, Mum. | was just saying that Dan loves andhisane.'

'Of course he does, dear. What's the matter with glattering up the stairs
and talking to yourself?'

'Had too much to drink. My fault.'

'Oh, Maggie! Come on, dear, I'll help you into bed.

She allowed her mother to slide off her clothes pat her to bed, too
listless to bother helping. Her mind kept racinguand in circles, snatching
at important things it couldn't quite grasp. Shekkd up at her mother's
dear, familiar face, her eyes pleading for help.

'What am | going to do, Mum? Dan doesn't know me.'

"You're talking nonsense. Maggie. Best to go tefsle

She clutched at her mother's dressing-gown, ingighat she listen. 'No.
Not like him. He knows me, Mum, but he doesn't waet and | don't know

what to do.'

'Maggie, you're confused. | don't know what youakking about. Go to
sleep, now, dear.’

'So confused .. . Don't go, Mum. | need you.'
Her mother sat on the edge of the bed and patteshioellder comfortingly.

'‘We'll talk about it in the morning, Maggie. You gosleep now and you'll
feel better tomorrow.'



Tears started to her eyes and began trickling deevicheeks. 'Yes, all right,
Mum. Tomorrow,' she whispered sadly. 'But theresarenany tomorrows,
and | don't know what to do.'

Her mother gave her a last reassuring pat and stpdd go. 'Sleep on it,
dear.’

But sleeping solved nothing, and Maggie did nok & better, not that day
or the next. She found it impossible to communiteteemotional dilemma
to either her mother or Dan. She was not even dapzbputting it into
words, let alone make them understand. The compedlifinity she had felt
with lan Drake plagued her thoughts all weekend.

Dan grew increasingly frustrated with what he saaaaretreat from her
more promising behaviour of Friday night. They ehde quarrelling over
her work. Somehow he had sensed that the seedsrafithdrawal lay

there. They patched up their quarrel and Maggigrmed to Paddington on
Sunday night with even more relief than usual.

By mid-week she had convinced herself that her inapn had been
over-active, exaggerating what had only been a awattibn of exhilaration

over her success with the Jamieson account, aadsitise appreciation of
it from lan Drake. To think anything else was tastarbing. More to prove
this point than to test it, Maggie requested anoagment with him. She
argued to herself that her plan for working after marriage had to be
discussed.

lan Drake greeted her with formal courtesy, stagdip but staying behind
his desk. At his invitation Maggie settled hersimfortably, pleased with
the self-confident poise she was maintaining. laakP was simply her
boss. She was here as his employee and there tasgiypersonal between
them. His expression was remote, as unreadabtehad been at their first
meeting in this office. She faced him calmly andg@eded to explain what
she had in mind.

‘There's a matter | want to discuss with you, Makar, or perhaps | should
say it's something I'd like you to consider.'



'‘Go on,' he invited smoothly.

'As you know, I'm getting married in February. htavant to give up work,

but I'm going to have a problem with time, travedlito begin with, and |

expect to have a family eventually. It's not regligctical or fair to expect
Dan to travel, particularly since he has nights#dl the hospital. I'd like to
be able to work at home, only coming into the @ffichen it's necessary \ |
wondered if something could be worked out alongéhimes.'

'l don't see why not. | presume you mean on a sulr&ct basis. You can
say yes or no to an account, according to your imigations. That's what
you need, isn't it?'

'Yes.'

He nodded. Then suddenly his eyes were piercing, hprojecting
satisfaction. 'l wondered which way you'd jump.<Tisia better course than
opening your own agency. You have our whole orgdius on tap at your
convenience.'

'‘And you keep my talent on tap,’ she pointed out.

'A fair exchange,' he agreed with a faint smile.

'I'm glad you think so.’

His gaze fell, fixing on his hands which lay spreedthe desk. The
unexpected silence became uncomfortable and Maggjen to wonder if
there was more she should be saying.

He sighed and when he looked up his gaze lockeefigty on to hers.
'Does he know what he's getting, Maggie?"

She stared back at him. The knowledge in his eygled around her soul,

impossible to deny. It was as if she was mentdtipged naked and it was
futile to try and hide.



‘Not really,’ she heard herself say in a strainede:

'l didn't think so. You were surprised that morninghe elevator, as if you
couldn't believe anyone else understood.' He sldmgsek in his chair,
surveying her more softly, sympathetically. 'ltagdter for a woman. There
are more demands made on them from husband amldezhilA man has the
role of breadwinner, so he's expected to work arpyWéll he give you the
leeway you need?'

'l think so," she answered stiffly.

He had intertwined the fingers of both hands achis$road chest and he
watched his thumbs revolve around each other apdiee. 'I| asked you last
week, but | thought you answered too quickly, saedpa me for asking
again. I'd like to know."' His gaze sliced acrossh&, compelling in its
insight. 'Are you happy with him?'

A surge of resentment sent blood racing up her .neekcould see-her
vulnerability and was pecking at it mercilessly.hy¥' she flared at him,
grey eyes flashing daggers above the fire on heelch '"Why do you want
to know? You shouldn't want to know. It's none ofiybusiness!'

'You're a high-flyer, Maggie—we both know that. Yoeed a safe anchor
when you climb down. Does he provide it?' he askekgntlessly boring
into her.

'Does Pat?' she defended bluntly.
It had been instinctive, this hurling of the chalie back at him, stabbing
blindly at his veneer of confidence, wanting himféel the same painful

uncertainty she felt. A guarded look came intodyiss.

'My relationship with Pat is not in question. Itishes my requirements,’ he
said with cool emphasis.

Maggie lost her cool completely. 'Then be satidfiéshd keep your
guestions to yourself. My private life is not yqarovince, Mr Drake.'



'It was you who brought it up,' he reminded henpsdly, "You put forward
a problem directly concerned with your forthcommgrriage. It should be
clear to you that it won't be the only one. Thibloat it." He leaned forward
intently. 'Does he respect your need to expresssgif@ Does he love you
enough not to mind your obsessiveness?’

'Stop it, damn you!" Maggie was on her feet, getdiong wildly. 'Of course
he loves me. Why do you think he's marrying me?'

lan Drake pushed himself upright and for the fligte his expression
revealed emotion, a taut anger which lashed ounpatient words as he
rounded the desk and confronted her. 'Don't tell yoe don't see the
obvious, Maggie—you're too intelligent to be thahd. Most men would
see you as a prize, a beautiful thing to possedy. ydu're not a thing.' His
eyes burned down at her, scorching through to twef, sommanding her
attention far more than the hand which caressedsimenoth cheek. This
beauty is a distraction, a surface layer which itie real you. I've seen you
in action, Maggie. You think | don't recognise fhédse underneath, driving
you on to achieve. What'll happen if he wants yoatop?"

'Why are you speaking to me like this? Why?' shespdred urgently, her
whole body trembling at his nearness and the stiatighacy he was
projecting.

He sighed. His eyes softened and his hand drogpleertshoulder, giving it
a gentle squeeze. 'You and | ... we're cut fronséime mould, Maggie. If
| don't speak to you, who will? Who else knows? Arniage where your
husband's needs will war against yours would badaristake. You'd be
torn in two.'

That was exactly what lan Drake was doing, rendiwgy the protective
covering she had grown over the last few days.sBheher eyes as the pain
of loneliness poured through all the inner cra@{se drew in a shuddering
breath and showed him her desolation. 'What thedioeyou care? You've
got your woman.'

Something intense and uncontrolled blazed out sfelyies, a mental fire
which cauterised her wounds and sparked a comgugsarning for more



and more heat. His hand slid from her shouldechieg under her hair to
the back of her neck, its grip slowly tighteningagjie was not conscious
of moving closer, and yet suddenly their bodiesanteuching. An arm was
around her waist. The fine wool of his suit-coaswaderneath her palms.
Her lips quivered in anticipation as his mouth @ested. The moment was
charged with a mesmerising magnetism and it seetdnothing could
stop this drawing together.

Then abruptly the fire was quenched. His eyelidgpped shut; his lips
thinned into grim lines. He jerked away from heifdsaring himself out of

an unhealthy trance. Maggie stared after him, sdrby the rude shock of
rejection. Without a word he walked stiffly aroutadhis chair, gripping the
back of it so tightly that his knuckles shone wiyitéle shook his head as if
in denial and she saw his chest expand as he drawdéep breath.

'Madness!" The word was barely audible, escapmm fis lips as he pulled
himself together. When he finally met her gazedyiss seemed opaque,
impenetrable, all defences in place. His word$értsharply, like slaps on
the face.

"You're right—I've found the woman | need. Shesrgthing | want. | hope

Dan's the right man for you. I'm sorry, | shouldréve upset you. You're
right about that, too—it's not my business. My @ancstemmed from a
strong dislike of seeing your kind of talent ruinég a destructive

relationship. But that's your choice. | have natigp interfere. Please
overlook my . .. my stupidity. I'll draw up a sammontract for you and we
can discuss it before your marriage takes plageslre we can reach an
agreement which Will be satisfactory to both yod #re Agency.’

Maggie felt choked. Whatever it was that had leajife between them was
strangling in coils of despair. Her eyes accused dfiits murder.

Without a word she spun on her heel and walkedikeie. zombie who had
lost its soul.

She went home the next weekend intending to brealkeihgagement. Dan
deflected her attempts, using a mixture of softspasion and sexual
distraction to weaken her arguments. He telephdrexdfrequently the



following week, even travelling into the city onggint to take her out.

Maggie was kept afloat with his devotion. He seithed a void she was too

frightened to face. She recognised her complias@eeakness, but the habit
of Dan was proving too difficult to break withoutlp, and there was no
help. Her mother sided with Dan, unable to undadsther daughter's

doubts. lan Drake had pointed at the shaky fouodatof a marriage to

Dan, but the only alternative he had given her avgacant block.

The Christmas social season started early and alnhentum. Every
weekend Maggie and Dan were invited to dinner esytibarbecues,
poolside brunches. It was all very convivial, lesythem little time alone.
She drifted along with the tide, hiding the inneaurf and loneliness.

Even at work everyone was looking forward to theeAgy's annual party.
Each Christmas a large conference room was hirachearby hotel. It was
always a lively affair, set out in cabaret styléhna huge buffet meal laid on
and a band to provide music for dancing. The hiteked the room out in
balloons, streamers and the usual Christmas demasatit was the main
topic of conversation at work for the whole wee&gading it.

'‘Guess what?' Rhonda pounced on Maggie, first tlingthe Monday
morning.

'What?' she smiled obligingly.

'My new boy-friend said he'd come to our Christmparty. And
Maggie—he's an absolute dream of a dancer!" Shgeduugperself and
pirouetted around excitedly.

'‘Good for you," Maggie laughed. 'Is he promisingband material?’

'l don't know yet, but he sure knows how to getlmgod tingling! What
about Dan? Is he coming in?'

'Yes, he'll be there.'

Rhonda wrinkled her nose. 'l wonder who Peter Camewill bring.
Remember that toffee- nosed tart last year?'



'She wasn't a tart. She was a model, you idiotgdwacorrected her with a
droll look.

'Well, she dressed like a tart. What are you gdmgvear? How about
coming shopping with me and we'll buy something n&/e could go
through some of the boutiques at lunchtime andyréal ourselves proud.’

'‘Okay, why not? It might give me a lift.'

'Do you need one? Come to think of it, you havieoked too bright lately.
Anything wrong, Maggie?'

She shook her head, rejecting the impulsive kinslnesRhonda's face. 'Just
end- of-year blues, probably. A new dress will cone’

"You know who I'm looking forward to seeing?' Rharzlibbled on, easily
reassured.

Maggie shrugged.

'lan Drake's fiancee.'

'Yes, it should be quite interesting," Maggie dkitly.
‘They're getting married in April.'

'l know.'

"You know? Why didn't you tell me?"

'l didn't think it was any great news.'

'Honestly, Maggie! You know 1 find him positivelyagcinating,’” Rhonda
claimed in mild exasperation.

'What about the new boy-friend?' Maggie teased.



‘That's different. He's my league. lan Drake's sbing else again. You
never tell me anything about him, and you see Hiencenough.'

'Enough to know | don't want to see him often," Biagaid wryly. 'Skip it,
Rhonda. I've got work to do. I'll see you at lurtiche.’

Patricia Hollis carried her own fascination for Mgy She wanted to meet
the woman who was right for lan Drake, the one wioald fulfil all his
needs. Yes, she was curious about her, but shegladsDan would be
standing at her side. Maggie's composure was weitielthese days. She
steered clear of lan Drake at the office. Any nsags meeting with him
was kept strictly businesslike. He had made no rpersonal comments to
disturb her and she barely met his eyes even whspdke to her. However,
her carefully constructed composure received anxpewed knock on
Thursday afternoon, when Rhonda breezily informed that lan Drake
required Maggie's presence in his office, as of.now

There was no business pending, nothing to requsr@rimediate interest,
and Maggie felt vaguely apprehensive as she madedyupstairs. She did
not want to be alone with lan Drake. A growing tensstiffened her
normally graceful movements.

His smile of greeting eased the strain on her rerke invited her to sit
down and handed her a slip of paper.

"Your bonus for the Jamieson campaign. | hope yalif satisfactory?'
Maggie glanced down at the printed figures. 'Yleank you. Apparently the
Company was very satisfied,' she observed drylg Gdnus was far more

than she had expected.

He grinned. 'l understand that all sales recorde lb@en broken. Tigatom
really hit the market.’

Instead of returning to his chair he had proppedskif against the desk,
barely a metre from her.



'Yes. Well, I'm glad it worked so well," she mué@y over-conscious of his
closeness. 'Is that all, Mr Drake?' A tight notd lseept into her voice and
she looked up warily, hoping he had not noticed.

A quick frown marred his smooth demeanour and tieewas nodding. 'Yes
... yes, that's all. | wanted you to know that Algency appreciates the high
calibre of your work.'

‘That's very kind of you.' Maggie stood up, prepatio go.

‘Are you and Dan attending the Christmas party toow night?' The tone
was casual, almost too casual.

She looked at him sharply, but his expression ash 'Yes,' she answered
briefly.

'l shall be interested to meet your fiance.'

Unaccountably tears filled her eyes. A painful guojemotion constricted
her chest. She turned blindly and headed for tloe, diesperately needing to
get away from him before she shamed herself bykbrgalown.

'‘Maggie . ..

It was a question, an order to stay, a cry of condder hand was on the
knob but she did not turn it. She closed her eyelsteent her head, resting
her forehead against the door as she strugglesytn control of herself. A
hand fell lightly on her shoulder, tentative intibsich.

'Is something wrong?"'

She blinked rapidly and lifted her head, turningightly in his direction but
not meeting his enquiring gaze. 'Is anything rigbk® retorted with a twist

of irony.

The hand on her shoulder squeezed the soft fésbr work is.’



She looked at him then, the tear-washed grey dyesisg all the greyness
of her inner loneliness. 'Is that enough, lan?'

His hand dropped away. His body seemed to tens¢hargbftness she had
glimpsed in his eyes was replaced by hard detetrama

"You can only trust what you create yourself. hethere satisfaction lies.
It's the only satisfaction worth having becauskasts, and it's under your
own control.’

'What if there's something you can't control? Wdwayou do when there's a
need in you crying out to be fulfilled, and the goegson who might fulfil it
turns away from you?"'

It was a cry from the soul, a spontaneous proggainat his coldness. For a
moment his control slipped and a flicker of nakedming peered out of the
black depths of his eyes.

lan ...'

It was a desperate plea and Maggie's hand reachguohstinctively drawn
to touch him. Her feet moved of their own accoadjrig a step closer. The
conflict of will against desire showed clearly @mIDrake's face. Then with
a shuddering expulsion of breath he gathered handéhhis mouth was on
hers, as greedy to taste what she was offeringegvas to receive what he
could give.

It was a kiss that shattered all Maggie's precotmep of what a kiss could
be, so draining in its impact that her need wasdns the hungry longing
which surged between them was a vibrant, compeltieghand. Their
bodies strained closer. Hands moved in avid pogsess

Then suddenly lan wrenched his mouth away from, liessbreath coming
in harsh gasps. 'No—this is crazy! Crazy. | didmtan to do this.' He thrust
her away from him, his fingers biting into her upems. 'I'm sorry, |
shouldn't have ..." He shook his head in urgeniadléRlease forgive me.'



Her lips were still throbbing with sensitivity, hbaeart pounding with the
desire to be one with him. Her eyes searched wesifghly, silently begging
him to take her in his arms again. He sucked ihaapsbreath and stepped
away, a deliberate step of rejection. Maggie sadmeak against the door,
needing support as a chilling weakness swept tlirbeg.

'Why?' It was an accusation hurled out of despair.

He flinched as it hit its mark. 'l don't want yddaggie.' The words were
grated out, flint-like in their hard sharpness.

A hysterical little laugh bubbled out of her throdhen she clamped her
mouth shut, biting her lips in an effort to stedmtyself. When she spoke it
was a harsh croak. "That's not what it felt likst jinen.'

He made an impatient gesture, his eyes angry ctiasflame of desire
determinedly quenched. 'You're not what | want. ¥oa very desirable
woman ... but you're not what | want. Do you untierd?’

‘No, | don't understand,” Maggie retorted fierc&tow can you . ..'

'‘Because | choose,' he cut in swiftly, not lettiveg remind him of what was
undeniable. 'l choose to control my life and | dafioose to have you
disordering it.'

'Disordering it?" Maggie repeated incredulousiyr rake had well and

truly disordered her life. It was falling around e pieces and never would
she be able to pick them up again in the samerpatio you know | can't

even think straight because of you? For weekshiaan going through the
motions of living, but | haven't been alive. | orfigt alive when you . . .’

'‘No!' He snapped the word at her, then walked atdusmidesk and sat down,
separating himself from her as decisively as ptessib

Maggie stared at him, seeing the grim set of hie fand slowly accepting
that he meant what he said. 'l see,’ she noddezdndpa calmness she did
not feel. 'That wasn't important to you. That west g kiss you'd give to any
desirable woman who threw herself at you.'



His lips thinned even further, but his gaze wavdred hers. He leaned
forward and snatched up a pencil. His face was dingowith repressed
emotion as he twisted the smooth wood betweenimgerfs. "You know
you're far more than that,' he said grudginglyt ¥w're like me, Maggie,
and you can't keep two piranhas in a bowl. Theg\tbdr each other.’

'Maybe | want to be devoured,' Maggie said slowly.

His eyes flashed up at her, fierce with resentmiérell, | don't. I've fought
too hard to carve out my own identity, and now htva pleasant, regular
family background where | can relax and be conténtgoing to marry Pat.’

Maggie felt as if she had been slapped in the ¥ate a wet towel. 'You
don't love her ..." she stated in cold retaliationany more than I love Dan.'

'l am going to marry her. And you're quite wrongdellove Pat.'

The words were spoken with deadly emphasis anéygs stabbed home
the ultimate rejection. Maggie felt a savage pairher heart. Her lashes
fluttered down, veiling her anguish. A crumpledgaieof paper lay on the
carpet near her feet. She bent down and pickedpijt her hands

automatically smoothing out the bonus cheque.

'Well, 1 do have my work," she muttered derisivéljhank you for the
cheque, Mr Drake. It was very generous of you.'

Giving him no time to reply, she swiftly opened theor and stepped out,
closing it firmly behind her. She now knew whatvias like to drop from
heaven to hell in one fell swoop. Her whole beirrghved at the loss, at her
inability to climb back to what had been closedsaffwilfully, damning her
to outer darkness.

She groped her way back downstairs and walked lglithdough the maze
of partitions to her private little cubicle. Gradlyaher eyes focused on her
desk, then moved slowly to her drawing-board. Hairbtold her she was
lucky. Not many people had work they enjoyed. Hferwas not pointless.
lan Drake was right: there was satisfaction invherk. Of course she could
not marry Dan. That had now become impossible.p@ubaps there would



be another man, some time in the future. Aftersllg was a very desirable
woman.

Tears sprang to her eyes as lan Drake's words @dhogugh her mind,
hollow, tinny words which mocked her attempt atipes thinking. She
dashed the tears away and forced herself to stak again. She achieved
very little, but it filled in the afternoon. Sheddnot know how to fill the
other holes in her life.



CHAPTER FOUR

'MAGGIE love, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but | can't am to your party
tonight. Mrs Arnold's multiple birth is on the wand | have to stand by.’

‘That's all right, Dan. | understand,’ Maggie regliflatly. She had not
wanted to go to the party with him anyway, pretagd@verything was all
right when it was all wrong. Her engagement to hisa to be broken this
weekend, firmly and irrevocably. She wished sheldalo it over the

telephone now, but Dan deserved more courtesyttzn

"You sound really let down. I'm sorry, darling, dutan't order nature.
Would it be too ghastly to go on your own? Aftet, alou do know
everyone. It's not as if it would be awkward mixing

'‘No, honestly, it doesn't really matter to me," sigsted, trying to inject
lightness into her tone. 'I'll come home on théntrélow you go off and
deliver healthy babies and I'll see you tomorroway?

'‘Okay. Thanks for being so understanding. | love.yo

She could not reciprocate the words, not any ni&@ge, Dan,’ she sighed,
and put the telephone down. Tomorrow she had tehfiit, hand his ring
back. It had been weak and dishonest of her to keemlangling this long.
It was almost five o'clock. She tidied her deskkpd up her handbag and
strolled listlessly towards the elevator. The dampened. Bert Oliver was
casually propped against the back wall.

'Hi, Maggie! Why so glum, chum?'

'‘No party for me. Dan's stuck with a multiple bjréhe answered glibly.
'Rot! Do you mean to say you'd turn your back onance-a-year do just

because the Greek god can't be with you?' he deedamdckingly. 'Don't
the rest of us rate?"



'‘Come on, Bert!" she shot back at him. "You knovatit's like on your own.'

His eyes narrowed on her bleak expression. 'Tos, tlear girl, too true.
Tell you what— come to the party and sit with mee'NWmake merry
together and thumb our noses at everyone elséy' twiskle enlivened his
eyes. 'Just think what a turn-up for the booksdHae, the office fairy with
the most gorgeous woman at the whole shebang! Wi grace my arm
like it's never been graced before!

She raised a quizzical eyebrow at him as the ededaiors opened on to the
ground floor. He grabbed her arm and led her duatpst prancing with
puckish delight.

'What a lovely idea! Can't you see their faceszP€@ameron's will be
green! It's so perfectly perverse, you with me. @hcome, Maggie— it'll
be a real lark. You won't even miss Dan at alkonpise you.'

She stopped walking and looked at him, suddentgctd by the mad idea.
Bert was capable of making the party fun in his amimitable way, and
Maggie was tempted by another reason altogether.w#imted to see Pat
Hollis, the woman lan Drake was intent on marryitigwas a stupid,
self-destructive impulse which could only give paimn, but the need to see,
to know, to understand this so-called love was satjdoverwhelming.

‘All right, Bert. Save me a seat next to you.'

He whirled her around and drew her into a crazgaastep across the lobby.
'Oh, we'll trip the light fantastic, breathe in Ibljpand drum up a storm of
laughter, Maggie, me darlin'. We'll have us a ball!

They reached the main doorway and he let her g@ghMacould not help
laughing at his mad antics. Other people in theyditad bemused looks on
their faces, but she did not care. Bert had madéeleébetter.

He waved an admonishing finger at her. ‘Mind yakIgour most beautiful,
glamorous best. I'll dig out my tux and come athial and dignified. Why,
just for you, Maggie, I'll pretend I'm almost sgiai. It appeals to my sense
of the ridiculous.’



'l think I'm catching the mood," Maggie grinnechah. 'We'll put everyone
else in the shade. Right?"

‘Right!" he agreed with smug satisfaction, wrigglms fingers at her as she
waved him goodbye.

Maggie carried out Bert's instructions with meteug attention to detail.
Pride demanded that she look her best if she wisigun an appearance.
Her fingernails were manicured and varnished alpegaal. She played up
her eyes with violet and silver eyeshadow. A stofh@aroque pearls drew
attention to the low V- neckline of her dress atmvgd lustrously on the
soft swell of breasts. The mauve chiffon of the ibeddarkened to a
midnight purple at the hem of the skirt and silgandals completed an
outfit which was the essence of femininity. Shasped a liberal amount of
Arpege around her throat and then telephoned faxia

As it happened Bert was standing on the pavemestdauthe hotel when
she arrived. His eyes sparkling with impish humdwr hooked her arm in
his and swept her inside, mouthing extravagant diomepts until Maggie
was bubbling with laughter. Bert himself lookedtguilistinguished in his
tuxedo. His customary style of dress tended toldmaldoyant, but tonight
even his manner was schooled to the occasion. &yeglthe role of escort
with distinction while his tongue tripped out wickg apt comments about
the whole company.

They loaded a tray with various delicacies from thédfet and Bert
commandeered a bottle of champagne before thdgdetta corner table.
From there they could view the crowd and chat eule. Most of the
women were dissected with bitchy glee, Bert saviigy most delicious
comments for Peter Cameron's lady of the evenimgsitidenly broke off
with a whistle of interest.

'So that's Drake's choice!"

Maggie followed his line of vision, her heart fleiing with a nervous skip.
Pat Hollis had a round, vivacious face, pretty with having any
pretensions to beauty. Her honey-gold hair was tifally styled in a

swirling cap around her head. She was not shougnto be called petite,



but her figure was slight, her movements gracefigl skin had a lovely
golden tan which set off the simple white dresswsbee.

'What's your verdict, Maggie? You've had a long ugto squiz,’ Bert
prompted.

'He has good taste. | think she looks quite lovelye admitted slowly.

'Yep. A nice bit of fluff, all right,” he agreedr@verently. 'Hullo, hullo,
hullo! Drake's frowning at us. Bet he's surpriseds¢ée me monopolising
you, my sweet. Now he's scanning the room, cheokuggyone out. Bet he
works in his sleep, that guy.'

'Well, he obviously doesn't work all the time,’ Mgg remarked
sardonically.

'‘Nope. Must have taken some time off to get himaelfoman. | wonder
how she copes with him switching off.’

Maggie frowned. 'Why do you say that?"'

'Don't frown, sweetie—gives you unsightly wrinklékaven't you ever seen
him concentrate on a problem? He's like a terriéhr abone. A lot like you,
as a matter of fact, a fanatic for attention tadetuddy perfectionist.' The
band timed up and Bert switched his attention &lé&ad guitarist as they
swung into an upbeatumber. 'There's fancy Fred. Well, what do you
know! Come on, Maggie. We'll pitter-patter arouhd floor and I'll wink at
him. Bet he misses a note.’

He was a good dancer and Maggie enjoyed his exateras he threw

himself into the rhythm. She blocked lan Drake ouher mind and gave

herself up to the physical pleasure of the danceefihgs were exchanged
as couples moved past. Dan's absence was questarkednswered,

seriously by Maggie, flippantly by Bert. They wérath ready to slake their
thirst by the time the bracket finished.

'Mind our seats, Maggie. I'll hunt up another tf Champers.’



She nodded, content to sit and rest her feet. Apsbanse of loneliness
swept through her. She twisted the sapphire ringrat her finger, thinking
of Dan and wondering whether any or all of thel¢tip had been born yet.
'Maggie?'

She glanced up guardedly at the sound of lan Dyakeéce. Her gaze sliced
to the woman at his side. She was smiling at Madguely blue eyes ready
to be pleased.

'Hello," Maggie said automatically.

'Maggie Tarrington, Pat Hollis.'

Both women ignored the man, each curious aboubttier.

'I've been so interested to meet you, Maggie. édoyour toy ads,' said Pat
with sincere admiration.

‘Thank you. It was fun doing them.’

'lan didn't mention you were beautiful as wellasnted.' She cast a chiding
look up at her fiance. 'Are you blind or something?

'Did it matter?' he said carelessly.

'Oh, you men!" Pat grinned at Maggie. 'They're equimpossible, aren't
they?'

'Sometimes,' she agreed with an ironic little smile
'‘Dan not here, Maggie?'
The soft question stabbed at her heart. She cauldrmg herself to look at

him. She directed her explanation to his fiandde. He was called into
hospital to attend a multiple birth. Bert ...



‘Ta-ta-ta!' Bert suddenly reappeared, flourishirgptle of champagne and
four glasses. 'l saw the boss and his lady were &ed brought you all a
glass. Let's toast the season.' He poured witlagagdon, barely pausing to
acknowledge the introduction to Pat Hollis. 'Ah y®Bss Hollis. Maggie
and | decided that your fiance has good taste.'

‘Bert!" Maggie gasped in embarrassment.

Pat laughed and accepted the glass he offeredTirank you. You have
very good taste yourself.'

'Oh, Maggie's not mine,' he said blithely. 'I'mnstimg in for her regular
Adonis whao's off delivering babies ad infinitum.’

Pat looked puzzled. 'I'm sorry, | seem to havetlosthread somewhere.’
'Maggie's fiance is a gynaecologist,' lan Drakdarpd.

'Oh, what bad luck he was called out tonight,'$2ad sympathetically.
'‘Ahal! But my very good luck,' Bert declared grandly

'Does this happen very often?’ Pat persisted togidag

‘Not really.’

'It's a wonder it happens at all,’ Bert scoffe@'$$0 handsome it's sinful. If
| ever had a wife, God forbid, the last doctors&hd her to would be Dan

Barlow!'

"You must make a very striking couple,’ Pat obsgre@ed there was a hint
of relief in her smile.

'l think you've both got Maggie totally embarrasskelt's drink to a very
good year,' lan Drake suggested with a touch ohimepce.

They all repeated the toast and Maggie almost dddner glass. She felt lan
Drake's eyes on her and defensively finished the lo



‘Thirsty?' he queried softly.

'Yes.' She flicked a polite glance at him, evadng searching gaze by
sliding her eyes to his fiancee. 'Ad people areslaghtly mad, you know.
You have to make allowances. Bert here loves pukiverybody's legs and
I'm known to be . ..'

‘A steamroller,’ Bert supplied emphatically. 'Sheds up and pity anyone
who gets in her way! She looks beautiful and fadilut there's pure steel
inside, totally inflexible. She has to have her wagu should try sketching
for her sometimes. It's just that | have such alpwature that | put up with
her. And of course, the minor fact that she's abnaght has its points too.
You know that cat in the toy ads? | swear | dresaail twenty times before
she was satisfied.'

'‘But, Bert .. ." Maggie expostulated.

'l know, | know.' He waved his hands expressivétiyad just the right flick
in the final sketch.’'

They all laughed at his clever mimic of the cat.

'I'll take a special look at that tail next timgee the toy ads,' Pat assured him
appreciatively.

Fortunately the band started up again and Magegiatbed a sigh of relief as
lan Drake steered his fiancee elsewhere. She gestor Bert to refill her
glass, then drank the contents quickly to easeltyethroat.

'Steady on, me girl! The night is young. What iwith you two? He watches
you like a hawk and you won't look at him.’

'It's nothing, Bert,' she shrugged carelessly.

'Who's kidding who, sweetie? You might have fogleetty Pat, but the eye
of an artist is not so easily deceived.'

'Drop it!" she flared, and reached for the bottle.



He gripped her hand and shook his head. 'Uh- ulggMa\We'll dance and
put on a performance, you and me, and no one @glirsto our black souls.'

Bert set himself to make her unwind, forcing heaud the dance-floor and
chivvying her back into a relaxed mood. They bumipéal Rhonda and her
new boy-friend and spent the next break with thEeter Cameron then
claimed Maggie for a dance. He set her teeth oe etg when he finally
released her, Maggie was more than ready for andtire.

Bert's interest was obviously engaged elsewhereshadsat in her corner
with her face turned away from the crowd. She tiwedg Dan, comparing
him to Pat Hollis. They were nice people, bothrem. She felt quite sure
lan Drake would have liked Dan as much as she ad The problem was
in herself, not Dan. She was unaware of time pgssimaware of how many
drinks she sipped. There was too much sortingambetdone in her mind.
'Maggie, would you like to dance?"

She lifted her eyes to lan Drake without bothetimgeil her misery. 'No,
thank you,' she said very distinctly and turnedyawa

He slid into Bert's seat but she concentrated lage gn her glass, idly
tipping it backwards and forwards. 'Go away," shd guietly. 'Go back to
your fiancee.'

'She's dancing. You're drinking too much, Maggie.’

' like her.'

He paused. 'Everybody likes Pat,' he said tongle8sivould have been
interested to meet Dan.’

'You'll never meet Dan.'
'Why not?"

"You would have only met him through me, and tHatished. | can't do it.'



'Can't do what?'

'l can't marry him. I've been sitting here thinkihgver. I've been so weak
and stupid and now I'm going to hurt him." She &ber head slowly,
aware of a slight fuzziness. 'Poor Dan,' she sighed

‘You're getting morose, Maggie. Come and dance.’

He took the glass from her hands and pulled heetdeet before she could
make an effective protest.

'l don't want to dance with you,' she mumbled m&shoulder as he swung
her against him.

'Pretend it's Dan if you like," he replied coollnd don't be a goddamned
fool, Maggie. Just because he couldn't make itgtanihere's no reason to
turn him down.’

"You know that's not the reason!" she hissed, amgtly his deliberate
obtuseness.

They circled the dance-floor in silence and she w@sscious of every
muscle in his body, the slow tempo of the music aleting close physical
contact for dancing. lan's shorter stature was roonefortable to her body
than Dan's taller frame. He tensed as she movesrglbut Maggie was
letting herself dream of forbidden things.

'Why, then?' he suddenly breathed in her ear, hisper carrying a sharp
urgency.

'I've tasted something else, haven't 1?' she modkedvas evading the truth
which she had finally faced. 'Maybe there's anoth@n for me somewhere.
Better nothing than to keep up a pretence. Dolkttadon't want to talk.
You obviously have nothing to say to me. You hadigbt to say anything
to me in the first place.' Tears welled up in hggseand she blinked them
away. 'l feel so lonely.’



His hold tightened for a moment, then relaxed. ldi& s10thing. They
circled the floor in a numb silence until the musintled. lan led her back to
the table where Bert was once more ensconced indbmer. He waved
another full bottle of champagne at her and sheefba grin.

'Well done, Bert. Thank you, Mr Drake," she addelitgly as he let go her
arm.

‘Take it easy, Maggie,' he muttered, and left her.

Bert poured out a drink. 'Here's to inter-offictions! May they ever be so
interesting,' he smirked.

'‘And here's to the eye of the artist! May it bliméw and then,' she retorted
wryly, and they drank.

A long time later they were sitting with their hegatopped against the wall,
watching the crowd grow thin.

‘Are you trying to drink me under the table, Magugjie girl?' Bert rolled out
in a sonorous tone.

'What? And put a stain on your peerless reputatide?er!" she declared
pompously.

‘You're a woman of steel.’
'Slightly molten around the edges.'

'Did | ever tell you about the time | was up befaneidge, Maggie? They're
terribly sober. He didn't like my tie.'

Maggie giggled. Bert was notorious for his outragetes. 'l like your ties,
Bert. They're very individual.'

'Paint them myself. Is that pretty Pat popping up?’



Pat Hollis suddenly appeared and took hold of Maelggarm. '‘Come on,
Maggie, we're taking you home. lan's gone for tire I help you out.’

'Don't want help. | don't need help, do I, Berti® appealed to him.
'Woman of steel," he repeated knowingly.
'Please, Maggie. lan's worried about you. Pleasgamith me.’

"You go with him. You belong together. Not me. hm my own," Maggie
insisted with a shake of her head which set heseseswimming.

'‘Bert, you persuade her to come,’ Pat said anxiousl|
'‘Better go, Maggie. Boss's girl. Inter-office redais, you know.'

'Why me? Why pick on me?' she muttered resentftilipn sitting here
minding my own business.'

'Dan's not here. Drake probably thinks I'm not oesible enough. Wrong,
you know—I'm very responsible." He waved a carelemsd. '"Who cares
why? You get a free trip home. Go on, go with Bdite wants you to be a
good girl.’

'‘Good girl?' She gave a hysterical peal of laugh@r, Bert! You wouldn't
believe what a good girl | am."

'Shut up, Maggie!'

lan Drake's grim voice silenced her. She was wadlikeda puppet out of the
hotel and bundled into his car. Her head lollecklmatthe cold leather seat
and tears streamed uncontrollably down her chédlksiliation was a huge
lump in her throat. She was being driven home byntilan she wanted while
the woman he wanted sat beside him, a silent vatteebaggie's distress.

The car stopped. She opened the door and stumbtetho Drake caught
her and supported her as he steered her into #ravegnt building. He took



her to the right door and propped her against tdéwhile he found her key
in her handbag.

'How did you know my address?' Maggie asked dully.
'Personnel file.'
'So damned clever!'

He opened the door. Maggie pushed past him andsbahit in his face.
She just made it to the bathroom before retchiogewtly, her whole body
racked with convulsions which kept her heaving umgsa When her
stomach was totally emptied, she flushed the basthslumped down on
the tiled floor, too weak to move.

Then she cried, great, noisy sobs, weeping for gangeshe never had and
which seemed forever out of her reach. She crie®&m, for her mother,
but mostly for herself, until she had no more taarshed. The tiles were
cold and her body felt stiff and sluggish. She dexjherself up and washed
the sick taste out of her mouth, then brusheddetht She felt dirty all over.
Very slowly, fumbling with fingers which still trebted, she stripped off
her clothes, intent on having a shower. She waggaghing to turn on the
taps when the bathroom door was pushed open arstagled at lan Drake,
rigid with shock.

His eyes were dark pools of pain as he stared &idokr. 'l thought ... | was
afraid .. . Are you all right, Maggie?'

She jerked out of her trance, suddenly aware oihh&edness. 'Oh God!
she whispered. 'Haven't you seen enough?'

He stepped forward and crushed her to him, solyighat buttons on his

shirt bit into her flesh. 'l couldn't stand theesite,” he muttered hoarsely,
dragging his fingers through her hair, stroking hack with a roughness
that was both pleasure and pain.

She could not believe this was happening and $iee ther head back to
guestion. His eyes glittered feverishly and thes rhbuth took hers with



almost savage demand. It was no sensual exploratibra passionate
possession as if he could not bear for any pdreoto escape him.

Maggie instinctively gave him everything he askedponding with a wild,
insatiable need of her own, feeding the violenchisfemotion with all the
craving of her heart. They were both breathing eatygwhen he finally
dragged his mouth away from hers. He pressed lagkihé the curve of his
throat while he rocked her in a fierce embrace. §flagvasn't sure if the
shudder which trembled through them was his oioher.

'Why do you do this to me?' he groaned, turningdes to rub each cheek
against her hair in an agony of need. 'l could lgdvdar to sit through that
wretched weeping, but the silence ... | had to knbwsorry, Maggie."'

She was too dazed to take it in. All she knew Wwastiis arms were around
her and she clung like a limpet around his neckwamting him to ever let
her go. She did not know how he was here or whywhe here. The
incredible reality was that he was holding her ahd wanted him to go on
holding her for ever. She gave a little moan oftg@sbas he unclasped her
hands and drew her arms down. He eased her awayhiro, looking down
at her with tender concern.

'‘Come on, Maggie, have your shower. That's whatwere going to do,
wasn't it?'

She stared at him dumbly, unable to order any eshié¢hought. He kept
one arm supporting her while he reached out amgbtlion the taps, feeling
the water and adjusting it to the right temperat@itee saw his shirt-sleeve
getting wet. Then he was steering her under thisty spray and she
gasped as the water hit her. He kept a steadying tia her shoulder for a
moment and then let go.

T'll make us some coffee.'

The water beat down on her head and shouldershend@ndered vaguely
if she had dreamed lan Drake was here. She touwelips, recalling the
feel of his mouth. She glanced down at her body sama the fading
impression of a button on her breast. It had netksedream. Her mind was



too befogged to grasp it properly, to examine thgsiand the wherefores.
He was here, looking after her, caring for her vathintensity of feeling
which completely obliterated the fact that she waked. Her nakedness
was irrelevant. He cared for her as a person.

Then he was back, turning off the taps and wrappgitigwel around her,
drying her, forcing her limp arms into a bathrobe aying it securely

around her waist. Water dripped from her hair amtblwelled off the excess
moisture. He looked down at her with a wry smile.

"You're a mess, Maggie, but | can't do any moreybur. Do you want to
comb your hair?'

She looked up at him with huge, lost eyes, toohteged to look for
answers. He might go away if she spoke.

'Oh, to hell with it. You'll do," he sighed, themtpan arm around her
shoulders and walked her out to the living-roont.athe table. You can
prop your head up with your hands. I'll bring du toffee.'

Maggie did as she was told, relieved not to havhittk. A mug of black,
pungent liquid was placed in front of her, steamlileg up in waves.

'It's strong and sweet. Might help sober you up.’

lan drew out the chair at the end of the table saiddown. The silence
between them was thick with unspoken words. Maggiped the coffee in

small sips, slowly ordering her" mind until she ltboot leave the questions
any longer. She raked her damp hair, pushing ityadwan her face, then

left her hands on her brow, shading the vulnersfiti her eyes.

'Why are you here?'

He did not answer immediately. When he did speakvbice was flat and
unemotional. 'You needed someone with you.'

She drew in a sharp, steadying breath and asked, ditl you get in?'



‘The key was still in the door when you slammedhtit. You weren't
thinking too clearly, Maggie.' He sighed and slaatldown in the chair,
stretching out his legs. 'l sent Pat home in tlieand came back.’

'Poor Pat,' she murmured, imagining the othersgmlirt and bewilderment
at being dismissed for the sake of another woman.

Il iron it out with her tomorrow. You were breiak up, Maggie, and |
couldn't take the risk of leaving you alone, notha state you were in.’'

She dragged her hands down her face and lookddhduhy. There were
lines of strain about his mouth, but what alarment most was the
withdrawn look in his eyes. A sudden panic hit han. was here, and yet...

'What do you mean, you'll iron it out with Pat tammav?' she asked tightly.
A carefully impassive mask settled over his faban't get things out of
perspective, Maggie. You needed help, but | lowveaRd I'm going to marry
her. Nothing has changed.'

'Nothing?' The question demanded that he justgystatement.

His mouth lifted into a wry twist. 'That was a naiké—a compassionate
impulse, if you like. You would have felt worsd'd turned away.'

'l suppose | should thank you. Dr Drake at worldigs in time saves sanity.
You should have telephoned for Dan—he has moreg$méshe jabbed at
him bitingly, hating him for this further rejection

‘Then keep his ring on your finger,' he retortedlgu

She glanced down at the sapphire ring, drew ianif placed it on the table
in front of them. 'I'm not as big a hypocrite asiyoe, lan Drake.'

He sucked in his breath and stood up, rubbing #uok lof his neck as he
stepped away from her. "All right, I'm stronglyratited to you. Obviously |
can't deny it. But it's too strong. Look what yeudoing to me!' He swung



around and resentment burnt in every tense linbi®fbody. 'I'm here,
nursemaiding you instead of being with Pat.’

'‘And making love to me,' she reminded him with égaession. '‘And don't
say you didn't want to, lan.'

Hatred leapt into his eyes. 'l don't want to, da/ou! You're like a sickness
| can't control, but don't think I like it, and dbrhink |1 won't fight it,
because I'm not going to let you win, Maggie. | naypown life, and no one

He swallowed hard and turned his back on her, gas@veral steps before
stopping abruptly. He squared his shoulders andaWehis chest heave up
and down. When he faced her again he was in control

'‘Look!" he said reasonably, one hand stretchedroappeal. 'l like you,
Maggie, | respect the person that you are. | capegh about you to see that
you come to no harm. But | do not want a closegrakinvolvement with
you.'

'Why not? Make me understand,’ she demanded déslyerdand don't
throw Pat in my face, because your presence hekesmansense of your
so-called love for her. I love you, lan, and . . .’

'‘Love!" He snarled the word contemptuously. 'Youl ¢hat mindless
passion love? How long would it last, Maggie? Hang would you love
me? How long would it be before your eyes turnegwhere and . . .' He
held up a clenched fist, then thrust his fingersioa derisive gesture as he
added, 'Poof goes love. Oh no, don't talk love &b m

'You said you loved Pat,' she argued, completelwildered by his
vehement protest.

‘Yes, | said that. | do love Pat, in a quiet, reesbway. She's a good woman
and I'm going to marry her. She'll be the kind dewwant, and I'll provide
her with every comfort her heart desires. | expebtiave a very pleasant life
with her. And if the time comes that Pat is diseote¢d and wants



something or someone else, | shall regret her ge®iy much. But it will
not destroy me.'

Those last words were added with such a depthttE#rbess that Maggie
stared at him helplessly, appalled by the steifdeHe had set for himself,
and realising that something in the past had sddhie man so deeply, he
would not let himself love. She licked lips whichchsuddenly gone very
dry. Defeat was curling around her heart and somedin@ had to find a way
to combat the deadly coils.

'lan, | want only you,' she began in a last, desppappeal. 'I've waited so
long ...

He was shaking his head as he approached her anstgbped speaking,
knowing with utter certainty that words would na¢nge his iron control.

'Don't keep on, Maggie.' His eyes appraised hedlgolYou're all right
now. Don't do anything hasty about Dan. Take youetand think it over.
He could very well be the right husband for you.'

She jumped up, frantic to keep him from going. Blens curled around his
neck and she pressed her body to his, hoping tyaigal persuasion might
bend his will. 'Please,’ she whispered, and thelwarried urgent longing,
passionate with the memory of their brief intimacy.

For a moment lan's heart thudded in unison witts.n€hen he gently
pushed her away, his hands firmly on her waistévgnt her repeating the
tactic. 'No." His eyes were hard with decision, altdwing a sliver of hope.
'l won't be tempted again. I'll leave you now. @ded and sleep it off.'

He strode towards the door and a hollow bereftiséiagk at her heart,
making her sway with nausea. She gripped the bhitleahair for support.
"You're running away,' she hurled after him bitterl

He opened the door and looked back at her. 'Nondtrunning away. I'm
taking the steps towards what | want. Positivestdfaggie, not negative. |
control my life; it's time you learnt to do the sanGoodnight.’



CHAPTER FIVE

THE silence held an ominous quality. There was no [@#eoee, no
resignation in Dan's demeanour. A little shiverrefulsion spread its
coldness through Maggie's body. She did not waststtene prolonged any
further; it had shredded her nerves. Compassioé&or had already been
stretched to its limits and she wanted, abovdalbe left in peace to come
to terms with her battered emotions.

She grimly reminded herself that Dan's departurelevmot bring peace
anyway. Her mother had tactfully left them alonéha living- room in the
fond belief that everything was as it should be& pgople in love, shortly to
be married. Maggie still had to disillusion her.yFBarrington would be
shocked, disapproving, more likely to champion Bacause than to
understand her daughter's position.

'Why?' It was a forceful demand, bursting out aeap well of frustration.
'I've told you why, Dan,' Maggie replied with quiesistence.

Dan's fist thumped down on the armrest of his asstomd up. 'A
meaningless mumbo- jumbo of words!" he grated mualisgust, and began
pacing the floor in front of her.

Maggie stared down at the dove-grey carpet, holdihgr tongue. She had
given all the explanation she was prepared to ddam kept pacing like an
angry tiger. Her eyes roved aimlessly around theegtied chairs, the
fondly polished antiques which gave an old-worleigaince to her mother's
living-room. It was not a room for impassioned autis. It was a room for
refined good manners.

She tried again, softly, calmly. 'I'm sorry you damderstand, Dan, but . .

"You're mine! Mine!" he muttered savagely. 'Havdndone everything
you've asked? What more do you want, for God's%sdkst tell me!' He
stopped in front of her, his fine, surgeon's hasitstched out in appeal.
‘Tell me what I've done wrong!



Maggie could not bear to look up at him. 'Pleasa,Dshe sighed. 'You've
done nothing wrong. You've been very good and patigth me, but . . .’

'Maybe that was my mistake,' he cut in harshlyrééehed down and pulled
her to her feet. She was held in a crushing embsdile one of his hands
ran feverishly over her curves. 'Maybe this wastwioa wanted all along.’
His mouth swooped on hers, greedy for possessiordigg the soft inner
skin of her lips against teeth which denied hintHar intimacy. '‘Damn you,
Maggie!" he breathed in bitter defeat. 'I've had ymivering under my
touch. You've responded to me—you know damned yamll have. You
can't cheat me now when I've waited so long!

The wretched plea stabbed her with shame. Shelbagd on to Dan after
her heart had told her it was dishonest. 'I'm sdnrgally am sorry. | should
never have let it go on like this," siveispered huskily. 'l didn't mean to hurt
you, Dan ...

'Hurt me! All the nights I've lain awake tormentsdh the thought of you,
wanting you so much | was almost out of my minds kands gripped her
shoulders with punishing strength. 'Look at me!

His eyes were burning with an inner rage which matthing to do with love.
Maggie tried to shrink from him, but his fingersgdiato her flesh, denying
her movement.

''ve been patient—more patient than I'd be witia athher woman. I'm not
going to give you up, Maggie. This is just anotb&your temperamental
fits of wavering. You don't know what you want, butnow this. You're
going to be mine.’'

'I'm not a possession, Dan. I'm a person with adrofrmy own,' she stated
tightly, beginning to resent his claims.

One hand released a shoulder and moved to grighiey forcing her to

meet his gaze. 'That's just what you don't havegdiéa You're a mass of
neurotic fears, frightened of sex, frightened teehahildren, frightened to
give up your work because it's the one thing yocefident about. Now
I've pandered to your unrealistic whims, even cdedeyou the right to go



on with your work for a while, though the last dadrthing | want is a
working wife . . .'

'‘Conceded! Conceded me the right! | have the mgtitout any concession
from you. I'm not your possession!" Maggie intetagpvehemently. 'You've
just said it all, Dan.’'

She tore herself out of his grasp and wheeled arbehind the armchair she
had been sitting in, facing him across it, her egpion set in defiant resolve.
'l don't want to argue with you any more. I've mageny mind and | want
you to take back your ring. It's finished.'

He stared at her for a long, tense moment, fightingain control of his
emotions. Then he bent and picked up the sapphirg from the
coffee-table where Maggie had placed it. He hadsed to take it before.
Now he held it so that the light caught the blue Within. Then he flicked it
into the air and caught it with a sharp, snatcimoyement. His eyes held an
ironic gleam when he looked back at her.

'Tll keep it for you. It's obvious that there's tadking sense to you this
afternoon. Have a breathing space if that's whatnged, Maggie, but we're
not finished. I'll call you.'

‘Don't!
He had already turned away from her and he keingl

'l won't answer, Dan,' she called after him, desjgeto have the whole
conflict behind her once and for all.

He paused in the doorway and glanced back at hekingly. 'Yes, you
will, Maggie. I've just worked it out. You're madl rme because | couldn't
turn up at your precious office party last nightwlas when | mentioned
work that you went off like a rocket, but you'll tgthings back into
perspective.'

"You're fooling yourself, Dan. It's over.'



'We'll see." A tight grimness shadowed his face.
' mean it," Maggie bit out determinedly.

He shrugged and walked away. Maggie's defiant hgaagged and she
closed her eyes as tears burned across them, thaanger, frustration and a
deep, deep despair. Dan's footsteps echoed onlgkart the foyer. Fay
Tarrington's voice called out, sharp with surpribe,words ending abruptly
as the front door slammed shut.

Just let me be left alone, Maggie silently begJesrs clustered behind her
lids and squeezed out through her thick lashesg8&eed her way around

the chair she had clung to, slumped into it andeoes her face with her

hands. The emotional tension had exhausted hes\ardnow there was no
sense of relief, just an aching emptiness.

'Where's Dan off to, Maggie?' her mother askedhaeatered the room. Her
tone quickly changed to one of concern. 'Maggiesbiaething wrong?'

There was no escape for her. Maggie dragged helstdown from her face
and looked wearily at her mother. 'No, there's mgthvrong. Not now. I've
ended what was wrong. Dan's gone because | fitatl the courage to
break our engagement.’

Her mother goggled at her, completely stunned. diduwvhat?'

Maggie heaved a sigh, knowing she was in for amosiecene with her

mother. She raised tired eyes and enunciated \eaylx. 'I'm not marrying

Dan and | gave him back his ring. It's finished] gau might as well accept
it, Mum.'

It was too much for Fay Tarrington to accept. Magligtened to a long,
emotional tirade as her mother enumerated alldhsans why her daughter
was insane. Eventually Fay Tarrington wound dowwmstfated by the lack
of any response.



You'll never, never find another man as good as,Dshe concluded,
tight-lipped with disappointment. She threw up hands in despair and sat
down, her pose carrying an impatient expectancy.

'Probably not," Maggie agreed listlessly, knowingre was only one way to
get her mother off her back. "You've said your @jeédum, and now I'll tell
you something. | won't discuss it, but I'll telllybecause | don't want you
preaching Dan at me any more. | love someone Elgs. not free and he
doesn't want me anyway, but | can't marry Dan beead what | feel for
this man. I've been fighting it for weeks, but bknthat if he turned to me |
couldn't turn away. That's how it is, Mum, so d@ay any more. It's hard
enough to bear as it is.'

Fay Tarrington's face sagged as the stiff oppositiained out of it. Her
body slumped forward, her hands shading her ey#segspropped up her
head. A silent agony pervaded the room while baimen took stock of the
situation. At last Fay Tarrington looked up, heegymoist and full of

apology.

'I'm so sorry, dear. That's what you were tryingetbme the night you'd had
too much to drink, and | didn't listen.' She shbek head in self-disgust. 'l
should have listened. | thought you were just ramgjl

Maggie fought back her own tears, determined ngtwue in to self-pity. 'It
doesn't matter, Mum. There's nothing you can davagy | just have to
learn to live with it."I've failed you," her motheuttered, too distressed to
remain silent.

'‘No. You wanted what you thought was best for mé&rew that. I'm sorry
I'm a disappointment to you.'

'Maggie, | only ever wanted your happiness. | thaugan .. She stopped,
biting her lips to hold back the words.

Maggie appreciated the effort at self-control. Sighed and gave her
mother a wry smile. 'l know, Mum, but you can't@rtiappiness.'



‘This man ... | suppose he's married?' The questamhesitant, wanting to
tactfully elicit information but wary of giving pai

'He's going to be.' Maggie plucked at the braitdhenupholstered armrest of
her chair. It was coming loose and she unconsgiauslde it worse before
realising what she was doing. She stilled her fisg@d looked across at her
mother, a bleak desolation in her eyes. 'l thougstt night there was a
chance. He's been kind to me and | tried to ussithation. He ... | threw
myself at him and he turned me down flat.'

Her mother made to speak but Maggie shook her hdedfiancee is a very
nice person—I actually like her. Funny, isn't itblight to hate her but |
can't. For a little while last night | hated him..but | don't.' She lifted her
hands in a hopeless little gesture. 'So there IMwm. | can't have him and
| can't marry Dan. | guess your friends will inutelgou with questions
when they hear about the broken engagement. Hlesisay | changed my
mind. It's the truth anyway. Okay?'

Fay nodded. 'l wish there was something | couldatoyou. | feel so ...
inadequate.’

Maggie drew in a long, shuddering breath and stgond think I'll go to my
room. | didn't get much sleep last night and | neetde alone for a while.
Don't worry," she added quickly as her mother lafker anxiety, 'the worst
is over. I'll cope. | feel too drained to talk ampre.’

‘All right, dear. Call me if you need anything.’

The weekend passed slowly but not too miserablygdwsefelt closer to her
mother than she had done for years. Fay Tarringabwoff her Bridge game
and stayed at home, intent on providing sympathetimpany. A new
understanding was forged between them, and it wéather embrace when
Maggie took her leave on Sunday afternoon.

'Look after yourself, dear. You're the only daughtee got,' her mother
said tenderly.



'I'll be all right, Mum,' Maggie assured her, figig down a well of feeling.
'It's only three days till Christmas. I'll be hoime Wednesday night.’

Monday was a strain on her nerves, but the ordaallessened by the fact
that she did not see lan anywhere. Rhonda was agtte news of the
broken engagement, but she restrained her natuniakity, warned off by
Maggie's paleness and the tight look about the gyeg. Bert dropped by to
see her, but she brushed him off with a few oveghbipleasantries. It was a
relief to get home to her apartment and be alone.

Common sense told her that each day would comere&ie made herself
a scratch meal and settled in front of her teleniset, needing somelight
distraction to relax her. Nothing could be gaingdditing her mind linger
on what might have been. For the most part shineed blankly, drifting in
an emotional limbo, barely registering the showiadpéelecast.

The doorbell startled her, and she frowned andcgldmat her watch. It was
nine o'clock and she was not expecting anyoneltoRwazzled and a little
apprehensive, she put the safety-chain on theldeftke opening the door a
small margin.

'It's all right, Maggie—it's me," Pat Hollis saidrhiedly. 'l know it's late, but
| had to see you. May | come in?"

'Of course.' Maggie quickly slid the chain off, ledl the door wide and
waved her in.

‘Thanks," Pat breathed, her eyes darting aroundivimgy-room as she
entered. She swung back to Maggie who had not miveedthe door. Her
hands fluttered nervously. 'lt's probably stupidra ... it sounds disloyal,
but | had to talk to you about lan. It's no goodeah't let it rest. | have to
know!"

'Know what?' Maggie asked guardedly, and then relpeead her manners.
'Sit down, Pat. Would you like a cup of coffee?’

‘Thank you," she nodded, sinking gratefully intchair.



Maggie rushed into speech to cover the awkwardoe#se moment. 'I'm

sorry about last Friday night. | behaved very badllgat with having too

much to drink and then getting weepy. It was vangdlof you to bring me

home." She put the electric jug on to boil and hedcdown some clean
mugs. Pat's silence was oppressive and Maggieeckdton. '‘God knows
what you must have thought of me! | don't usuallyrg on like that. I'm

afraid | went a bit haywire. It was ... it was albaght for me."’

'‘Because your fiance couldn't come?' Pat questibopdfully.

Maggie turned from spooning instant coffee into thegs and saw the
anxiety in the large blue eyes. She did not knovetiwér to lie or tell the

truth. The jug boiled and the moment was postp@seshe poured steaming
water into the mugs, asking automatically aboutknahd sugar and

adjusting the coffee to their liking. She carriedthe mugs to a small

occasional table and took the other armchair.

"You're not wearing your ring,' Pat observed tetrsel

Maggie instinctively covered the bare finger, awtna it was too late as
she did so. She flushed and picked up her mug fiéedo cover her
agitation. 'No. | gave it back. That was why | wather off-beam on Friday
night. I'd decided that | couldn't keep .. . cotldmarry Dan," she amended
hastily.

'‘May | ask why? | know it's a terribly personal gtien, but . . . has it
anything to do with lan, Maggie?'

'Why should you think so?' Maggie said evasivéiig knew about it. You

must have seen him dancing with me. He asked md whg so uptight and
I'm afraid | blurted it out. | should never havd gagaged to Dan in the first
place. | let myself be persuaded into it.'

'Why?' Pat asked curiously. 'l mean, you eitheelsemeone or you don't.'

Maggie shrugged. 'The years were going past.I'mtiywive and not
getting any younger. | guess every girl wants tiong@rried and feel secure.



My mother was pressuring me, Dan was pressuringmneel gave in. It was
always a mistake. Now it's over.’'

Pat looked down at her hands and began playingtiisolitaire diamond
ring on her finger. Maggie recognised the actionrasof deep uncertainty.
Pat sucked in her breath as if to give her strength

'What happened on Friday night, Maggie? | havenimK Please tell me.’
Her gaze lifted and there was agony in those dkar eyes. '. . . And tell
me the truth.’

Maggie frowned, not knowing what to say and deepgscious of the
other girl's doubts.

'You see, what lan says doesn't ring true, eveagiohe words sound all
right. 1 know you were deeply distressed. You'drbdanking recklessly
and you cried all the way home. | was quite in sgthp with him seeing
you safely to your apartment. But then lan wasesse when he came back
to the car. Did you ask him to stay, Maggie?'

'‘No!" The denial was emphatic. 'l was shocked winen.. | mean, | didn't
ask him, honestly.'

Pat looked searchingly at Maggie, her eyes puzzésl said you needed
him. That's what | don't understand. It ... it segjg an intimacy between
you. He swears it's not so, but. . . you're a biemtoman, Maggie, clever,
talented, a lot of things I'm not ...

He loves you, Pat,' Maggie cut in sharply, unablbdar the wretchedness
on the other girl's face. 'He doesn't love or ewamt me, if that's what
you're asking. You're his woman.'

‘That's what he says, but it doesn't answer, Magdjere was .. . pain on his
face on Friday night when he said you needed hiou don't feel pain for

someone who means nothing to you.' Pat shook lzel &red her eyes were
tired with disillusionment. 'You share his work, yx@ on the same
intellectual level . . '



'Don't, Pat! Don't put yourself down. You have dfie | don't possess. He
does love you. There's nothing between lan Drak® mgself except

perhaps a certain empathy. We share some simg#indgs about things,

that's all. He sensed how close | was to an emaltisreakdown on Friday
night and he held out a hand to stop it. He made g of coffee and we
talked for a while. Then he went home and | werttéd. I'm sorry you've

been so upset by it.'

Pat nursed her mug of coffee, obviously mullingrabe explanation. She
drank some of it down and then replaced the mup@table. 'Why did you
say you were shocked? Didn't you let him in wherdmae back?'

'Pat, it doesn't matter," Maggie began anxiously.

'l want to know. Can't you see I've got to knowi®' other girl flared, and
then simmered down, looking shamefaced. 'I'm sgy, must think I'm a

fool questioning you like this. | shouldn't expgot to answer. | don't know
why | do, except that in spite of everything | Ifeu. | admire you too. | can
see that you and lan would have a lot in commomerti@an he has with me.
Please tell me what happened.’

Maggie sighed and rubbed her brow. It was a craagteon. Here she was
reassuring the woman so that lan Drake could hdat the wanted. It was
not what Maggie wanted, but he had left her withhope anyway. She
looked across at her rival and resigned hersdliddask.

"You're asking a lot, Pat, and | don't know that Lxake will thank me for
it. You really have nothing to worry about. | wasigk. | knew | was going
to be sick. When he unlocked my door for me | rdgbast him to get to the
bathroom. | slammed the door shut without evenkihop of the key still
being in it. | was hopelessly, wretchedly sickdaite a while. Then | sat on
the bathroom floor and bawled my eyes out ovemtless I'd made of my
life.'

Maggie paused, not sure of how to go about expiginihat happened next.
Pat watched her with weighing eyes, demandingrtiif.t



'l can't remember how long | stayed there. | remamfiéeling too weak to
move long after | stopped crying. | didn't know l&as out here, holding a
watching brief. | don't know what he thought—prolyabat | was carving

myself up with razor blades. He came in to checknenand | made even
more of a fool of myself because | was so shockesee him there. He
pushed me under the shower, then dragged me owabeted me up. It
wasn't a pretty scene. I'd say he was totally feavith me by the time he
left, but at least he'd straightened me out.’

'How did you feel? Did you want him to stay?"

A wave of hot colour swept up Maggie's cheeks,"Baé snapped angrily,
'you asked me what happened and I've told yourthie.tHe loves you. For
God's sake, leave it alone. This leads nowhere.'

Pat shook her head. 'l love him, Maggie, but | gsveensed that he held
part of himself back. | was content with what | hadil last Friday night.
Now I'm not sure I'll be content. I'll have to tkiabout it. You love him
don't you?'

The blue eyes fixed on her with luminous claritydadWaggie could not
dissemble.He lovesyou,' she repeated hollowly.

'‘But he cares for you, Maggie. Maybe he doesnliseeaow much. Maybe
he's just being honourable, keeping to our engageme

Much as it hurt her to deny it, Maggie could notetaPat's self-torture in
silence. 'No, Pat. Believe me, he's not being haatdea. You're the woman
he wants.'

'l won't share him, Maggie," Pat declared, lifthmgy chin proudly.

'He wouldn't expect you to." A bitter smile twistbthggie's mouth. 'lan
Drake controls his life. You should know that.' Sk&od up, unwilling to be
catechised any further. 'l think I've told youyslu have any right to know.
Even if there was some kind of contest between assldn Drake's

affections, you're the outright winner, so you cast content. I'm not even
in the running.’



Pat stood up, but she was not consoled. 'What Ingppext time you're in
trouble, Maggie? Will he come to you? That's whadk myself. It's a good
guestion, isn't it?'

Maggie saw her out without another word. She knestinctively that
nothing good would come from this interview. If Rdbllis showed her
doubts to lan Drake and revealed that she hacedidvtaggie, he would
jump to the conclusionthat Maggie had fed thosebthkouShe was in a
no-win situation.

She could have told Pat about his kiss. She coalde hcompletely
undermined Pat's faith in his love, wrecked thelationship, but it would
only have earned lan Drake's contempt. He had rmigdaosition too clear
for Maggie to fool herself that there was any fatwith him for her.

She understood Pat's pain. If she was in the gih&r shoes, she would be
suffering the same disillusionment. No matter ham Drake justified
himself, he was cheating Pat. And he was cheatiagd# too. Pat had
every right to resent the intimacy she sensed.imtaition had not led her
astray.

Maggie wandered off to bed. The problem was ouh@f hands. Her
conscience was clear. lan had confused the issihelwe own ambivalent
actions. She had not invited him into her apartmignvas up to him to
reassure Pat. He had no grounds for accusing Mafgmaking trouble.

She dropped into a restless sleep which made Beeven more ragged in
the morning. There was little work to do at theia#f just tying up a few
loose ends, the tidying process which was the oty occupation this
close to Christmas. There would be a rash of ndws jao the new year,
business houses bringing out new products, buth®moment there was
the lull before the holidays.

Peter Cameron had heard about her newly unattataedand came leering
around, throwing out a few lines which Maggie studily ignored.

'l suppose Bert Oliver's more to your liking," Ieafly sneered when he got
no rise to his baits.



'Why, Peter,' she smiled sweetly, 'how clever af imguess! Do you think
he'd go straight for me?"

He muttered something about her being as perverdgeet and left her
alone. She was still grinning to herself when Rleodbpped by.

'Well, at least you're looking more cheerful. Howoeg it?"
'I'll survive," Maggie assured her.

'‘Good for you. Doing anything special over Chris$ffia
'No. Just spending it with Mum. You?'

Rhonda wrinkled her nose. 'Same old family gettogie But | like it," she
added with a grin. 'See you later.'

The day ended and Maggie gave herself an early.riigie was too tired to
do much else. She had tidied the apartment andepaaksuitcase for
tomorrow, intending to catch a train as soon akwiarshed. Travelling on
Christmas Eve was never a picnic; the trains wisvays overcrowded with
people intent on reaching families, and the latns would be even more
packed. She went to bed.

She had been in a deep sleep and only became stonégious of a shrill,
insistent ringing. She struggled towards wakefudngsadually realising it
was the doorbell. She felt completely disorientaded literally staggered
out to the door before her mind was active enoogjuestion anything. She
leaned against the door and focused on the digaétclock. One-thirty-
eight. It was absurd for anyone to call at sucloar hShe switched on the
living-room light and looked at the safety-chaircteeck that it was on.

'Who's there?' she called out belligerently. Thi lha&d stopped ringing
when the light had switched on, but clearly somewsas out there.

'Let me in, Maggie!'



It was lan Drake's voice, harsh but distinctly M&thout giving it a second
thought Maggie obeyed him.



CHAPTER SIX

He pushed the door shut behind him and leaned ag#insis eyes
examining Maggie with hard intensity. His silencel@he bitter twist to his
lips sent an apprehensive tingle up Maggie's si8he.was suddenly very
conscious of the transparency of her thin cottaghtie and she pushed
nervously at her tumbled hair, confused by his peeted presence and
embarrassed by the way he was looking at her.

'What are you doing here, lan? Don't you know winae it is?' She fingered
her nightie in agitation. "You woke me out of aplséeep.'

His gaze fell to her hand which was gathering fotdsmaterial in a
subconscious attempt at modesty. Then slowly hes epved upwards,
lingering on the rounded thrust of her breasts,répedly beating pulse in
her throat, the soft perfection of her mouth, ahdaat, mockingly, he
challenged the wide uncertainty of her eyes.

Then he moved, vaguely threatening as he closddarmaised his hand to
her cheek, caressing the fine skin around her agrehis thumb. 'Asleep,
Maggie?' he murmured, a faintly mocking smile tanghis lips. 'l didn't

think of that. You see, | couldn't sleep at allept thinking of you. | had this
driving need to see you. You know about drivingdsgé/aggie.’

His hand suddenly thrust through her hair, pullieg roughly forward. The
tone of his voice changed, deepening with a segthassion. 'l had this
gnawing, empty feeling and | needed something ltatHe emptiness. |
thought about that and the answer was Maggie. Ghlygaid to myself,
Maggie would fill it. She wants to know what it fedike to be devoured.’

The last words were savagely grated out just bdfmenouth swooped on
hers in a hard, punishing kiss. He gathered hewith one sweeping
movement, pinning her against him. Maggie was kertdy surprise that
she did not struggle. His mouth tasted of brandy fzer first reaction was
an instinctive revulsion to the intimacy he wasciog. Her brain was
fogged by the sheer unexpectedness of his presandethe strange
vehemence of his words.



Then abruptly the kiss changed, catching her ofari®e with its subtle
persuasion, seducing her from her initial rejectaon finally drawing a
response. As soon as her surrender was completgtlidrew, breathing
heavily.

‘That's better, Maggie. That's what | want from yba muttered. 'Now, let's
have it all.’

He picked her up in his arms, strode into the baar@nd dumped her
unceremoniously on to the bed. He shrugged ofcba, then sat on the
edge of the bed and began taking off his shoesacks. Maggie drew her
legs up, crouching near the pillow. She starednaf totally confused by the
emotion he had stirred and now *_he cool abruptoédss actions. The
whole scene seemed unreal.

What are you doing?' she asked stupidly.
'I'm getting undressed. What does it look as if dlaing? Why don't you
take off your nightie, Maggie? Then | can have phleasure of looking at

that beautiful body of yours before | take it.'

He was discarding his shirt as he spoke and withesitation he stood up to
strip off his trousers.

'l don't understand. Why are you here?' Maggie gdsper breathing
accelerating at the sight of total masculinitycacelessly revealed.

'I'm here to give you what you want. That's faioegh, isn't it? Do | have to
undress you too?"

She resisted his first attempt to lift the niglatveay, a surge of panic holding
her rigid.

'Shall | tear it off? Does violence turn you on, dd&e?' he asked
relentlessly.



'‘No," she whispered, looking up at him with frigheel eyes, knowing he
was not speaking with the voice of love, yet nobwimg what he could
mean by coming to her like this.

‘Then don't resist, because I'm not feeling pddityigentle at the moment.’

He whipped the nightie off and lifted her down ¢ toed, covering her
body with his before she could voice a protesty@mén, with the shock of
his nakedness crushing hers, did she begin to, faylshing and clawing at
him as he ravaged her mouth.

'No!" she choked out when his lips released hers.
'Isn't this what you wanted? What it was all fér@'grated out.

'‘No! Not like this, not like this," she panted ftigally, twisting and heaving
to remove his weight, then beating at his shouldérsn her efforts proved
futile.

lan dragged her hands away and kept them pinne¢kdier head so that
she was helpless. 'What did you expect?' he derdardelly.

'l didn't expect anything. Why should 1?' Maggiesvedmost sobbing with
fear. '"You told me you didn't want me. Let me go-olease, let me go!

'‘But you want me, Maggie, and why should | be asglruthless than you?
You deliberately robbed me of the woman | wantedhst you could take
her place. You owe me for that.'

'No, | didn't—I swear it! I've done nothing to hydu. Nothing!'

'Pat broke our engagement tonight, and you wereetison, Maggie—you!'
he continued relentlessly. 'Whatever you said tq fieur words, your
manner, whatever, there was no way | could chargenind back again. So
here | am, all disengaged, and Pat informed meyih#te disengaged too,
so why are you fighting me? I'll give you what ywant and take pleasure in
doing it. You have a very desirable body.’



A shudder of revulsion ran through Maggie. 'Not tifdease, not that,' she
pleaded brokenly. Tears were swimming out of thrmexs of her eyes and
she rolled her head to one side, speaking in uiggsgs to keep him at bay.
'Pat came to me because of your actions, anddl tisiexplain them away. |
did my best. | didn't tell her what happened. Iwngu didn't want me—I
told her so. It's not my fault. I'm sorry. I'm sarBut it's not my fault. |
didn't ask you in last Friday night, you know | did And | didn't ask Pat to
come last night. But | did my best for you, redllgid. | tried to clear her
doubts. Don't do this to me—please, don't!

A deep groan rumbled out of his throat and suddshky was free. She
instinctively curled into a protective ball and beld convulsively, all the
misery and heartache of the last few days wellipgiru uncontrollable

surges. For a long time she was unaware of thesswoking on her naked
back. It was only when her sobs degenerated ittte Bhudders that the
touch registered on her consciousness. Then dtetljeway.

'It's all right, | won't hurt you. I'm sorry, Maggl

lan sighed heavily and the bed creaked as he maw&dntly she turned to
face any danger, pressing herself against thetaadut distance between
them. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, hity tb@nt forward. Then he
straightened and turned, holding her discardedtieighut to her. She
snhatched at it and hugged it across her breasts.

'It's all right,' he soothed. 'I'm not completelgaan just temporarily insane,’
he added grimly. 'l didn't mean to be rough witlu.ybdidn't come here to
do that. | don't know why | came. | was drowning soyrows in a bottle of
brandy and suddenly | couldn't keep away. Then Wiggt here | couldn't
keep my hands off you. | was driven beyond controiling with rage. . .'

'‘Because of Pat,’ Maggie said dully, drained of @mnonow that she had
cried herself out.

He turned away, his head drooping forward as fimgaked through his
hair. 'No. Pat was an excuse," he muttered, amddifeav in a sharp breath. 'l
wanted you. | was angry at myself and angry at y&aep telling myself ...’

He shook his head. 'l don't want to feel this way.'



'What way?' she asked softly, sensing that this vitadly important. A
moment ago she had been numb, but now every ned/evas electrified.
She reached out and touched his shoulder, fedlimgension of hunched
muscles. Tell me," she whispered, coaxing hinepbyr

He sighed. 'Best not to touch me, Maggie. | mustYgu're all right now.
Please forgive me for attacking you like that. Bngument with Pat, the
brandy, your ... | was ... off balance. Forgive'raie dragged himself up as
if it was an enormous effort of will.

'Don't go, lan," she whispered, frightened of whklaé was inviting but

instinctively knowing that if he left now he woutgtver come back again.
This was his moment of weakness and she had tofibevhat he felt for

her.

He half turned, hesitated, then stooped to pickigpclothes. 'I'll dress in
your living-room and let myself out. Don't get upé rasped out, strain
roughening his voice.

"'Why are you turning your back on me?' she begggently. 'Why am | so
undesirable to you?'

He paused, gripping the door-jamb as if to prevemtself from turning.
The light from the living-room gleamed on the tigtwrded muscles of his
arms. She could see the rise and fall of his chebie took a deep breath.

'Let me go, Maggie. | won't commit myself to you.'
Blind intuition voiced her reply. 'I'll never leby go. You're my other half.'

He swung around violently as if she had struck Fio! I'm me. I've fought
too hard to be me. | won't be made dependent oorenfpr anything.'

Maggie slid off the bed, her gaze never leavingdsishe walked towards
him, her hands outstretched in appeal. 'Not dep#ndan. Partners.
Sharing. You must feel it too, the same kinshigdlfvhen I'm with you. It's
too strong for it only to be on my side.’



'Stop there!" he commanded hoarsely. 'l warn yoagdie!

But the elation of power was dancing in her vefi$.she had to do was
reach out and claim him and he was hers. It waohlgrchance, and she
took it, sliding her hands up the broad, musculeast, watching the strain
on his face which told all too clearly of the inwdrattle he was fighting.
Then victory was hers. His arms enclosed her wdliage strength,
moulding her to his body as he rained feverishddgsm her face and hair.

'l told you. Damn you, Maggie! You're a witch, sieg my soul. One night
and no more— do you hear me? Is that what you wWat#ilt3/ou be satisfied
with that?'

'‘No," she breathed, ecstatically turning her facete fervent worship of his
lips.

"You've got to be. You've got to be. | can't letywin," he muttered, but
Maggie wasn't listening any more. He took her manithlong, searing kiss
which ignited all the repressed passion in theaotdl ‘Maggie,' he breathed
like a prayer in her ear as he cradled her agdimsf twining her hair
through his fingers. 'I've got to have you, juss$ thnce ... maybe it'll set me
free of this ... this torment. Oh God, how | need!y

Then he was lifting her and they were back on #x dnd he was kissing
her eyelids shut, oh, so gently, and the carebsdfands was like magic on
her skin and his body was hers to hold and touchexplore in a slow,
pagan ritual of sensuality which he led and enagedldby example. Maggie
was intoxicated with wave after wave of sweet, agtpleasure as his lips
and tongue roved freely. Her breasts tingled witlollen excitement, her
legs quivered with exquisite anticipation, and inwavhen their need was
at fever-pitch, lan thrust for total possession.gjfla gasped at the brief,
tearing pain, but when he hesitated her handsussas$im, urging him to
go on, her body arching to his because nothingdcoww stop the
compulsion which drove them both towards the finakessary fulfiiment.

She clutched at him, possessing his body as uggasthe was possessing
hers, moaning with the need to reach whatever bdaktreached. Then
suddenly they were there, and the explosion ofspiesawas so glorious she



felt she was sinking through layers and layers eftimg warmth, and he
kissed her once again, softly this time, her bodynmed with a new
harmony, and it was complete.

They lay in silence, his head on the pillow nexthirs, their breaths
intermingling, hearts slowly returning to normakpaMaggie stroked his
smooth, muscular body in soft wonderment, belieumtpat moment that it
would always be hers to touch, feel, hold in hensaand know it as she
knew it now. She turned her face to his and whesg€et love you.'

lan sighed and ran his hand gently over her sadisnwcontours. 'That
wasn't love, Maggie. It was possession. Don't giaay other name. Why
didn't you tell me you were a virgin?'

'l love you,' she repeated, giving him the onlyvegrsshe had.

He shook his head restlessly. 'You burden me wihtbo. | didn't want to
be your first lover. | thought... Oh, hell and dahon! What am | to do
with you?' he demanded with a touch of desperation.

'‘Love me,' she whispered, kissing the corners ®imuth and snuggling
closer, hugging him to her.

He stroked her hair as he spoke with dry mockéoué is a trap. You get
sucked in by all the shining promises of love awd grow dependent,
thinking love will last for ever. Then it disappsand you're left crippled
because you've given too much of yourself away. Daut love on me,
Maggie. | won't wear it.'

"You said you loved Pat,' she reasoned tentatiwedyry of bringing her
name up even now.

His silence was heavy with brooding. At last he $wiltingly, 'Pat .. . suited
me. | could have lived happily with her . .. nothwyou, Maggie. You're a
nightmare.’'

She stiffened and a horrible stiliness grew inside 'What do you mean?'
she asked, because the question had to be asletado know.



‘There's no peace of mind with you.'
'Why not?'

'Why not, she asks!" and the words had a mocklhg¥Yiou lie there like
Circe, singing your insidious song of love, weaviangpell of enchantment
designed to make me forget everything but you.diive in my whole life
means nothing. | will have betrayed myself, anchitie that, Maggie, and
eventually I'd hate you.' He sighed and resettietsélf, one hand behind
his head, the other playing with her hair in a ttesy fashion. ‘It would be
SO easy to give in. You're a witch, a beautifuddithaired witch, giving me
your virginity like a sacrificial offering that wibind me to you. That wasn't
fair, Maggie, and | won't accept responsibility forThis was your doing,
your choice.’

"You came to me,' she reminded him, a tight bafeaf in her stomach.

'Like a drug addict hungering for a fix," he agrelegy. 'And at this moment
| want nothing else but to lose myself in the magia cast, but it's all a
dream, an infinitely desirable dream, and I'd badelieve in it, but there's
always tomorrow and | have to wake up.'

‘No. It's real, lan, what we have together. Dagt'titl go. Don't let me go. |
need you,' she begged, pressing her lips to lopthe destructive flow of
words.

She felt the rise of passion in him and fed it wiigr own until he groaned
with the same primitive need which fired her. Thewes no gentleness this
time, but she exulted in the wildness of his lovkmg When she gasped
for breath he stole it again, driving her crazyhwhiis passionate onslaught.
She was a heaving mass of chaotic emotion wherodie ter, and the

intense pleasure was almost pain, fiercely demagnditne assuaged.

Possession was almost frantic, a keen sense oéi@diem communicating
itself as they climbed faster and higher, urgergbching for that necessary
plateau where they could be at peace. It burst thpem like a kaleidoscope
of brilliant colour, revolving through their bodias ripples of light,
releasing the dark, imprisoning tension with a iude of hues, bathing



them both in blissful contentment. Their bodies aerad locked together
lest the light might fade away at any movement #r&r oneness was a
beautiful thing, complete in every way. After a dpriong silence, lan

stirred. Maggie clung to him possessively.

'‘Don't go!’

He nuzzled the curve of her throat and shouldesw'ldan 1?' he breathed
raggedly, clinging to her with equal possessiom, sime took his words as
surrender.

She relaxed, warm and secure in his arms, and gltgdileep claimed her.

It was a heavy, dreamless sleep and subconscishslyesented the touch
on her face which was demanding she wake up. Hed h@ached up to

brush it away, but her fingers encountered othegeis which curled

around hers.

'Wake up, Maggie.'

lan's murmur held a determined note which jangladwagly in her ears.
Her eyelids flew open and he was sitting therehenside of her bed, fully
dressed, neat, tidy, even clean-shaven, very neatyrto leave. Her hand
gripped his with sudden panic.

'No," she whispered as her eyes saw the withdrnavas, the grave lines of
his face and the grim set to his mouth.

'l have to go, Maggie. | couldn't leave without some acknowledgement. |
did tell you. I can't accept ... | don't know whatlo thank you or curse you
for last night ... | can't exist in you. | have be free. Please try to
understand.’

His eyes were dark with turmoil, yet they pleadeder to release him, and
the pain of loss began its monstrous growth in Nggdneart. She did not
understand at all. He was leaving her, but surelyould not be a final
leave-taking, not after what they had shared lagttn



You don't mean . . . you can't mean . . . yooithe back to me sometimes,’
she begged, her voice quivering between hope asphde

He closed his eyes and shook his head. 'No. Thatdn® be fair on you.'
His eyelids lifted reluctantly and there was a# thleakness of rejection in
his gaze. 'lt would torment us both. You'll findnms®one, someone else
who'll answer your needs.' He drew his hand olieo$ and rose to his feet.
'‘Goodbye, Maggie.'

'I'll see you at work, lan. What then?' she criredésperate appeal.

He had already turned away from her and he onlyogld back fleetingly.
‘Nothing then. That's inescapable but impersomapersonal, Maggie.
Don't make it anything else.’

She nodded sadly. 'That's it, then. You're goifilge words were flat and
unemotional because if she let go her control sthddvstorm at him, raging
against his decision in a torrent of emotion whickuld only humiliate her
further and she had nothing left but a little soo&pride.

He moved stiffly, as if he had to concentrate harkeep going, but he did
not turn back again nor say another word.

She thought she had felt empty when she had brbkerngagement to
Dan, but now she was whirling down an endless dai# and there was
pain, a terrible, wrenching pain that billowed tigb her body, torturing

her with the magnitude of her loss. She had gandoteldost. She had given
herself totally, unable to believe that her gifulcbbe rejected, and it had
been so right, so completely perfect, that nowrnttegnory of their union

was the greatest pain of all because it would nbegeepeated.

She slid her hand down her naked body trying taptee the warmth, but
she was cold and her skin did not tingle with lifeshivered with rejection.
She dragged the blankets around her and lay tloenpletely still,
absorbing the pain in blank helplessness. Shedsa@nd the loss would
echo on, all through her life, because there wbeldo one else. Perfection
could not be repeated, and Maggie was a perfestiario could not accept
less.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Shedid not go in to the office. When she finally dgad herself out of the
mire of despair it was too late to bother, andtsdekno inclination to mouth
expressions of goodwill for Christmas when her @pirits were at rock

bottom. For a long time she sat staring at her @adckiitcase, wondering if
she could stand going home to Wallareen, knowiagj hler mother would

be anxiously cheerful and overly watchful of Ma¢ggimood. In the end she
decided that Christmas was Christmas and she aweder mother to go

home.

Fay Tarrington welcomed her, but Maggie had enchsesklf in a shell of
reserve and found it difficult to respond. Theraavimvitations to various
social activities, but Maggie politely declined tmall. Her mother's friends
dropped by to toast the season in a number of e@hwilrinks. Their
manner to Maggie was one of gentle sympathy, akafwas the delicate
sufferer of the broken engagement. The irony eifrifly amused her, but
she answered their questions with careful vagueness

Dan telephoned twice, but Maggie refused to takec#ils. He arrived at the
house late in the afternoon of Christmas day. Magiut herself in her
bedroom, not emerging until her mother insisted teahad given up and
gone away and dinner would be ruined if she didcoate down and eat it.
Fay Tarrington waited until her daughter was seaethe table before
delivering a comment.

'He loves you, Maggie. Why won't you at least talkim?' she urged with
soft persuasion.

‘There's nothing to talk about. Everything's beaid,sMaggie stated with
determined finality. Dan was far, far in the padtmost blotted out by the
all-pervasive image of lan Drake.

'Listen to me, dear. You said yourself that thereschance of your
marrying this other man. At least Dan . . .’

'No, it's over. Dead. Don't try raking over theeashMum.'



There was a tense silence until Fay Tarringtonesiggnd began speaking
about the night's television programmes. Dan's naa® not mentioned

again. Maggie was a little ashamed of her impabeltiburst, but she did not
regret it.

For the last two days Maggie had felt beaten bislegjection of her love,

but rebellion was now stirring in her heart. Shesvgaing to fight that

decision of his. The memory of their lovemaking gawer the spur for

action. He had been as much involved as she tghat and nothing he had
said afterwards could dim that certainty in her aniwhatever his reasons
for turning his back on her, they could not berapartant as sharing the
kind of love which was possible between them.

She did not believe that he could carry out hisntibn to be impersonal
when he saw her. He had been unable to be impésarasince that day in
the taxi after they had lunched with the Jamiessopfe. The strength of the
attraction between them was too great and the emadtbond would only

have been strengthened by what they had experigngether. She loved
him, she wanted him, and she intended to win hiok iba her side.

'I'm not sure I'll be coming home for New Year, Mughe said as she was
leaving to catch the train back into the city om&ay afternoon. 'I'll ring
you and let you know. Okay?"

Her mother frowned. 'l don't like to think of yowolding alone in your
apartment.’

'l won't brood, Mum—that's a promise. I've got tfsnto do,’ Maggie
retorted on a cheerful note.

Fay Tarrington brightened. 'That's all right, thieat do let me know.'

And I don't intend to be alone either, Maggie adpedately, knowing that
her mother would be shocked at her daughter's plans

There was nothing she could do until tomorrow, beeaMaggie did not
know lan's home address. The telephone directsigdiseveral Drake 1.'s,
but she did not feel inclined to wade through wrangnmbers on the



offchance of reaching him. He might very well hareunlisted number.
Besides, it was better to see him face to face.nebeded every advantage.
lan was too strong a man to bend easily.

Her plans to arrange a meeting received a shafpadeton Monday
morning. Jane Carfield informed her that Mr Drakaswot expected back
at the office until Wednesday morning and he h&dstect instructions not
to make any appointments for him on that day. Maggas tempted to ask
for lan's private number, but knew the request @aurly draw a sniff of
disapproval from the officious secretary.

Disappointed but undeterred in her quest, Maggentsp half-hour on
Monday night telephoning all the Drake I.'s. Shewda red circle around
the number which did not answer. All the rest hagrbaccounted for.
Anxious to reach him before the New Year weekehd,dsalled the circled
number several times on Tuesday night, but thee stih no answer. On
the final try, lan's voice came over the line, idlgimg himself in a
peremptory fashion. Maggie cut the connection witreoword.

She showered and changed into a blue cotton sundresh was sexy
without being obviously so. The bodice fitted hi&ela glove and it was
buttoned through to the hem of the flared skirte §hickly applied a little
eye make-up and some fresh lipstick, brushed hier $lppped on some
high-heeled sandals, and with her pulse dancingxaited little jig she
telephoned for a taxi.

Having given the taxi-driver lan's address Maggielsmck in the cab and
tried to order her thoughts. A lot would dependais susceptibility to her,

but she had to anticipate that his first reactemhdr visit would be negative.
Somehow she would have to persuade him to at tal&sto her. That was

the first step. The taxi-ride was short, barely n@inutes, and would have
been shorter if the driver had been familiar with harrow one-way streets.
Woolhara Mansions was the address, just into tkesuburb to Paddington
where Maggie had her apartment. She stepped dheafab and paid the
driver.

The building was in fact a large, old-style briclamsion, heavily ornate
with the wrought-iron lacework of its period. Sinea's address was listed



as Apartment 2 it had obviously been divided irglf-sontained units. She
opened the spiky wrought-iron gate and let it clahgt behind her. The
short path ended in wide steps leading up to tassgpanelled front doors
of the house. The doors were shut but not lockedgdwe entered the
spacious foyer and with a sigh of relief she fotimel first door on her left
numbered 2. She pressed the bell before couragetee@der. She waited,
nerves on edge, her heart pounding its proteshatie tight constriction
in her chest.

The door opened and lan stared at her blanklyfaeis etched in lines of
fatigue. He lifted a hand and dragged it down hisefas if wiping off a
daze. Then he looked at her again. 'What are ymgdtere, Maggie?' he
asked wearily.

'l had to see you, lan." Her voice came out inskirwhisper and she hastily
swallowed to moisten her throat. 'May | come in?'

He held on to the door and leaned his other arnmsige jamb, effectively
blocking any entry. He bowed his head and drew deep breath before
lifting it again. His eyes were hard coals of dass 'l don't want to see
you. | thought | made that clear, Maggie," he sdtti soft deadliness.

‘No, it wasn't clear," she replied quickly. 'Nofipiis very clear at all and I'd
like to talk about it. Please. I think you owe rhatt' she added desperately.

He shook his head. 'No. | don't owe you anything] Awon't submit to
emotional blackmail.'

‘Then just out of plain decency or common courtasi¢,me in, lan, because
| have something to say to you.'

It seemed an agonising length of time before haladd'All right, come in.’

He showed her into a large, tall-ceilinged roomoRBmases flanked a marble
fireplace and a workmanlike desk was in one corfiee polished parquet
flooring was scattered with thick rugs and threeskycushioned sofas were
grouped around the hearth for conversation anckagtan. There was a



homely, lived-in atmosphere about the room, but §ilagvas too tense to
enjoy it. lan waved her to sit down.

'Would you like a drink?' he asked with formal pertiess.
'‘No . . . yes, | would, thank you. A dry sherrydu have one.'

She had not eaten and the sherry might untie sdntleeoknots in her
stomach. A half-filled whisky glass stood on a l@able and a turned- down
magazine indicated where lan had been sitting vitenrupted. She took
the opposite seat and watched him pour sherry &iamt- glass decanter.
He was casually dressed in jeans and T-shirt, &@didinot look relaxed. He
gripped the decanter tightly. Then his hand enddke small glass as he
carried it over and placed it on the table in frohber. Having resumed his
own seat he leaned back with his arms folded, ebsgher guardedly.

‘The other night was a mistake, Maggie, and | doténd to repeat it. | don't
want you complicating my life, distorting the shdpe chosen to make of
it. 1 don't think | can speak more clearly thantthhe stated. with cool
precision.

She flushed and took a slow sip of sherry to gemsélf a moment to control
her emotions. 'Would you tell me why it was a nkef she asked as calmly
as she could. 'l thought it was something very isthéc

‘That doesn't alter anything,' he said with sloweraence, almost grating
out the words. 'But yes, it was special. Let iyydteat way. Don't drag it on,
Maggie, please. | don't want to hurtyou . . .’

"You know you are by rejecting me like this," sl ia urgently. 'Will you
tell me why you're doing it? | just don't understatan. We could have
something so good . . .'

'No!" The harsh negative whipped off his tongudagack-knifed forward.
His hand snatched up the glass of whisky, but dendt drink it. He leaned
his elbows on his knees and nursed the glass mamids, brooding over it. 'l
don't want what you're offering. | don't want italybie, so leave me alone. |



wish I'd never met you.' He raised eyes which bdinvéh resentment. 'l
wish I'd never met you,' he repeated savagely.

'Why? What have | done?' she pleaded, frantic tierstand his reasoning.

He hooded his eyes and sighed. 'Nothing. You .e.yau. The interaction
between us . . . happened, that's all. It wasnir yault. I'm sorry it
happened. | didn't plan for it, and it got out ahd. Now it's over.’

'Is it, lan? Can you honestly say that?' Maggie alehed bitterly.

He looked up and met her accusation head on. tid@at over, but it will
be, Maggie, because I'm working on it, and whemrcentrate hard on
something | always succeed. Please accept whdtllimg you. I've been
polite. Now | want to you to finish your drink agd, because staying here
will not accomplish anything but nervous wear othbaf us.'

Maggie's hand was shaking as she replaced theajlaksrry on the table. 'l
don't want it after all,” she murmured huskily,nking back the tears that
threatened. She could not keep beating her heaalsagfze brick wall of his
resistance. She stood up with as much dignity ascslild manage and
started to follow him to the door.

Her vision was blurred and her high heel caughtrnie of the rugs. She
stumbled and lan automatically turned back to gneb arm. Maggie
staggered against his broad chest and for one itggnpioment she let her
palms linger there, feeling the taut muscles ared gsharp intake of his
breath. She glanced up and saw the torment of edesirhis eyes.
Instinctively she pressed closer, her hands slgpjpwards to curl around
his neck.

'‘No!" The word wrenched out of him through grittezbth. His hands
reached up and tore hers away, holding them tighther sides. 'Not again,
Maggie,' he breathed heavily. 'l won't let you d tto me. I'm my own
man.’

'‘But | love you," she whispered from the achingtdsmf her heart.



It was the wrong thing to say. His control snappetierce hatred leapt out
of his eyes and he spat the word out. ‘Love! Diatkt to me of love!' He

dropped her hands as though they were uncleanteppesl away from her.
'The last thing | need is love," he said contempslig his hands making a
sharp, cutting gesture. 'Go and give your lovedmeone else. Barlow!
Didn't he want it? Go back to him and leave me éfegour love. It's a snare,
a killing snare, and | won't be caught up in it—aeagain! Go on, go!

She stood there, too stunned to move. He turnetduk on her in rigid
disgust. Then he wheeled around angrily, shootirtchés fist in defiance.
'I'd take Pat back if she'd have me. You and | \beteer off before we ever
met. | don't want you and your love. Do you heaPhie shouted in hoarse
rage.

'Yes, | hear you,' she whispered.

From somewhere she dredged up the strength to nmdeelegs were
trembling, but she walked away from him. She folmedself out on the
footpath with no recollection of having left theuse, but she kept walking,
putting one foot in front of the other. Eventuahe reached a well- lit street
of shops and there were buses and other traffisingualong the road. She
stopped and forced herself to take some bearingscAnt taxi loomed up
and she flagged it down.

Once back in her apartment she picked up the telepland dialled. Her
mother answered the summons on the third ringldH®lum. I'm coming
home,' Maggie said dully.

'I'm glad you changed your mind, dear. I'll see y@uaorrow night, then.'
'No, I'll catch the morning train. I'll take tomow off.’

'Did your plans fall through? | thought you saidiyead things to do.'

'No, there's nothing. Nothing at all. I'm cominge'’



Maggie hung up and walked into her bedroom. Sheesseéd and went to
bed. For a long time she lay awake staring intadr&ness, seeing nothing,
nothing at all.

The next day she got up, packed a case and werg tmiVallareen. She
chatted to her mother for a while, ate a token tuticen picked up a book
and settled herself in the lounge-room to read. Hiexd did not grasp the
thread of the story, but her eyes moved over thelsvand she kept turning
pages. After dinner she sat watching televisiom\wigr mother. When the
doorbell rang it was Fay Tarrington who rose tonserst. Maggie was not
even aware of her mother leaving the room.

'Maggie?'

Dan's voice drifted through the fog in her mind. whes taking her mother's
chair, drawing it closer to hers, sitting down, kg his charming smile.

'Hello, Dan," she said automatically.

'‘Now you don't have to worry that I'll start pressg you," he said quickly,
spreading his hands in a conciliatory manner. "don't want to marry me
and | accept that, but that doesn't make us enedves it, Maggie? Surely
we can be civilised friends.'

'If that's what you want,' she agreed carelessly.

'Well, in that case, | think it'd be a friendlytlgi if you'd come with me to
the Wilcoxes' party tonight,” he continued smoathlye were invited, you
know, and after all, it is New Year's Eve.' He hefdhis hands to forestall
any protest. 'No pressure, Maggie. Just a bit ofafiod relaxation. You like
Claire and Trevor. Why shouldn't you come and enjsir party? Our
broken engagement shouldn't stop you. I'll simmyybur escort for the
night. How's that?"

He smiled an open, friendly smile. Maggie stareHiat, her face blank of
expression. Words were echoing through her minal.a@& give your love
to someone else. Barlow. Didn't he want it? Go ladkm.’



‘All right, Dan. Why not?' she said abruptly, rigito her feet immediately.
'I'll go and change.’

His surprise at such an easy victory was writteo\ar his face, but Maggie
did not wait for any comment from him. She headgdight upstairs,
picked up a bathrobe from her bedroom and wentat@ fa quick shower.
Afterwards she took her time making up her faceer&lwas no hurry. Dan
would wait. The eyeshadow and mascara could net thie lifelessness of
her. eyes, but they helped to put superficial iif® her pale face. She
brushed her hair and then shrugged off the bathedody to dress.

Her naked body was reflected in the mirror and [sdwesed to look at it,
objectively noting the high, full breasts, slendexist, the sweeping curve
of hip and thigh. There was nothing wrong with bedy. Most girls would
envy the perfect contours, but not even her desifaddy had been able to
sway lan from his decision. He did not want her.

She turned away, took the red crepe dress frorvarirobe and slipped it
on. A pair of pantyhose was drawn on, her feepslkibinto elegant shoes,
and she was ready. Maggie did not question whatwsee doing. She
walked down the stairs with her back straight aedhead held high. Dan
was in the sitting-room conversing with her mothdaggie paused in the
doorway.

'I'm ready,’ she announced bluntly.

His grin was all pleasure as his eyes ran overTiere was pleasure on her
mother's face too, but Maggie could not find a emiithin herself. Dan said
goodnight to her mother, took Maggie's arm and sdcdher to his car,
stringing together a lot of breezy comments as thailked. She barely
heard them. He chatted on as he drove, givingaildétaccount of a party
he had attended on Boxing Day. He did not remarkesrsilence until they
pulled up outside the Wilcox house. Then he reaahesl and gently
squeezed her hand.

'Maggie, if you'd prefer not to go in to the pattyat's all right by me. Just
say what you want.’



She glanced down at the hand holding hers andupet him. 'l don't mind
going in, Dan.’

He frowned. 'You're sure? | thought you might nantva crowd of people.
You seem kind of closed in upon yourself.'

'‘Maybe | need a party to brighten me up."
He scanned her face thoughtfully and then nodded.

The party was noisy, all the guests exuberant thighkind of mad spirits
that New Year's Eve always evoked. The hi-fi blawatlively music.

Maggie was soundly kissed by several male acquaiataand pressed into
dancing. Dan did not attempt to be in any way pesse. He saw that she
always had company and supplied her with food aimksl A few people
remarked on their broken engagement, but Maggie [2em ignored the
guestions and innuendoes and the topic was drofpex constant noise
seemed to throb through Maggie's head, echoinqugiwvall the empty
places, and the pounding grew worse as the nighg wo. Claire Wilcox
noticed her holding her forehead and made a syrapatirimace.

'Headache, Maggie? Why don't you have a quietdwendin our room for a
while? You can't leave the party before midnight.’

‘Thanks, Claire, | might do that.'

'It's just down the hallway and to your right. #8ll Dan where you've gone,
and he can come and get you before the whistlesbétaving. Okay?'

Maggie nodded and slipped away from the crowd. @ddroom door shut
off most of the noise and she crawled on to thedmeblsank her head into a
cool pillow. She just lay still, unaware of timegsang, and yet it did not
seem long before Dan came in, quietly closing tha dbehind him.
'Maggie? Are you awake?' he whispered.

'Yes.'



He came and sat on the edge of the bed and gerdgsed the hair away
from her temples. 'Headache bad?'

‘Yes.'
‘Turn over and I'll give you a neck massage.riliéase any tension.'

She did not resist nor make any protest when hedrdler over and undid
the halter tie of her dress. He lifted her haidasand his hands began their
massage around her neck and shoulders. It felt. @iuallay there passively
accepting his ministrations, her mind empty oftlalught. The pain in her
head seemed to ease away. Slowly she became dabthd massage was
no longer a massage but a caress and Dan's hanelstwking her, down
the curve of her spine and all over her naked bBo&n he gently turned her
over and the halter top of her dress slipped aSide.automatically reached
up to fix it in place again, but Dan stopped hemcheHe pulled down the
bodice and looked at her.

His fingers trailed lightly over the soft swell bkr breasts and Maggie
made no move to stop him. She lay perfectly stiliting. His thumb teased
her nipples erect and he bent to kiss them withow sensuality which
should have aroused some desire in her. His ligsegr over her skin and
still she felt nothing. His mouth reached hers stmelopened her lips, giving
him the intimacy he sought without resistance. A®®aperiment it was an
abject failure. Dan was breathing heavily when litadvew. He lifted her
enough to hold her in a close embrace, her breasthed against the soft
silk of his shirt. His fingers thrust through heiih) pressing her head closer
to his.

'l want you, Maggie,' he breathed into her ear.
The words were seductive. lan did not want hexal$ nice to be wanted.

'‘Come home with me now,' Dan whispered. 'I'll ta&ee of you, darling. I'l
love you as you should be loved.'

Love. Love with a stranger. Dan was a stranger,séedcould not give him
her love. She only wanted lan, lan's hands onhiehody possessing hers,



his mouth . . . She struggled out of Dan's embaackpushed herself away.
'No, it wouldn't be right. It wouldn't work," sheld him despairingly. Her
hands fumbled with her dress, finding the ends ef halter top and
fastening them around her neck.

Dan stood and pulled her to her feet. His hands dtiwn to her hips,
thrusting her against him, making her aware ofanmisal. 'Why didn't you
stop me?' he demanded angrily. 'You let me toueh kiss you. Why the
hell didn't you stop me if it wasn't what you waife

'‘Because | hoped it would work, but it didn't,” siveswered with painful
honesty. 'l don't love you, Dan. I'm sorry forilegtyou go on, but if it went
any further I'd really be cheating you.'

'l don't care if you think you're cheating me. Invaou, Maggie—I've
wanted you from the moment [ first set eyes on yai.me make love to
you. | swear I'll make you happy,' he pleaded fisindy.

Her heart cringed at the thought of anyone butni@king love to her. 'l
can't. I'm sorry, Dan, but | can't. Please let §one. I'll call for a taxi. |
shouldn't have come with you—it was wrong. | caly drurt you. Don't call
on me again, Dan, Put me out of your mind. I'm aodjto you.'

She pushed away from him and whirled out of therrdmefore he could
stop her. The numbness which had fogged her brasngene now, and she
could think clearly again. lan did not want her aodner or later she had to
come to terms with that fact, but it did not exchse for hurting someone
else. She could not use others to blanket the icorerof pain. Her passage
to the telephone was interrupted by various pe@pld,Dan intercepted her
before she could make the call.

'I'll take you home, Maggie,' he said determinedifarought you and I'll
take you home." He drew a deep breath and addeapdlogise for
pressuring you, but you'd have to admit you diddhare the temptation.
Now just let me take you home.'



Maggie scanned his face anxiously. She did not waatd insult to injury
and he seemed to be under control. 'All right, ofiywish," she agreed
unsteadily.

They took their leave of their hostess with a mumm of fuss, Dan
explaining that Maggie's headache was worse awdalseaking her home.
Claire Wilcox gave them an arch look as if she krmaiter, but Dan did
drive Maggie straight home and conscientiously gsdoher to the front
door.

'l hope you feel better tomorrow. Goodnight, Magghe said calmly,
giving her elbow a light squeeze.

'Make it goodbye, Dan, and thank you for bringing nome.’
He shook his head. 'Not goodbye. We're friends)'tnee?’

‘No, | don't think we can be friends. It's goodb@an. | meant what | said
earlier. Accept it. | have to,' she sighed.

'Have you any idea how | feel?' he retorted tightly

She looked up at him with bleakly resigned eyess;Y know how it feels.
Goodbye, Dan.’

Before he could say any more she opened the dabrsipped inside,

closing it firmly behind her. The light was stilhan the sitting-room and
there was the sound of exploding fireworks from télevision. The old

year had ended, along with a lot of other thingaghjle thought sadly. A
whole new year stretched ahead of her, empty, umedamwaiting to be

filled. And she would fill it somehow. Losing lanas not quite the end of
the world. Not quite, she repeated grimly to hérseld went in to join her
mother.



CHAPTER EIGHT
'Hello, Maggie.’

The voice held a jarring note. Maggie reluctantiggtied her gaze up from
the shoe she had been examining and looked intspibeulative blue eyes
of Pat Hollis. Caught off guard, Maggie simply sthfor a moment. Then a
flush of embarrassment crawled up her neck andcghel her tongue.

'Hello, Pat. Are you looking for bargains too?'

The January sales were on in all the big departstenes and the two girls
faced each other across a display table of shdemagked down to half
price.

'Yes, but | don't know why | bother looking at sko&he sizes are always
too large or too small.’

'l have the same problem. Sometimes | wish | dithvie average feet.'

'Well, there's not much else average about you, diégdgPat remarked
dryly. 'How's lan these days?"

The acid little note in Pat's voice brought a twisirony to Maggie's lips. 'l
presume he's well. | haven't heard anything tactmdrary.'

The blue eyes mocked her. 'Look, you don't haymutbyour punches now.
It's all over between me and lan and | know hovieleés about you. | can't
imagine you've wasted any time getting together.’

Pain savaged Maggie's heart for a moment and $heicked up a shoe,

pretending to examine it while she fixed her conypes'l haven't laid eyes
on lan since before New Year.' She glanced baBltand saw the disbelief
in her eyes change to puzzlement.

'Have you been away on holiday or something?'



Maggie sighed and gave a wry smile. 'No, I've bgerking as usual. | don't
work near the executive offices, you know. I'm ondifferent floor
altogether in my own little cubicle,’ she addedekplanation. 'lan is the
boss. I'm merely an employee and we don't mix exedmgen business
demands it.'

The disbelief was back in Pat's eyes. 'Come ong\dagvho are you trying
to kid? I may not be as bright as you, but I'mfifam stupid. You broke your
engagement because of lan and now that he's freeepfwvhat's to stop
either of you? | know he wants you.'

‘No, | told you he didn't want me, Pat. You shobllve believed me,
Maggie said wearily. 'It probably would have beettdr for all of us if you
had.’

'‘But Maggie, | talked to lan on New Year's Dayt paused and sucked in a
deep breath before grabbing Maggie's arm. ‘Lookyemgot to talk. Come
and have a coffee with me. This doesn't make sense.

'What doesn't make sense?’

'‘Come on, | could do with resting my feet for adntyway."'

Maggie let herself be drawn along, curious in spfteer reservations about
discussing lan. Pat steered her to a vacant tabkeicorner of the cafeteria

and almost pushed her into a chair.

'Tll get the coffees. | owe you one anyway,' skelared, and hurried off
before Maggie could argue.

The situation had been thrust upon her, so Maggsggmed herself to
listening and tried to relax. Pat soon returned settled herself with an air
of determination.

"You know | broke my engagement to lan," she began.

'Yes, | know," Maggie replied quietly, her attentiixed on the spoon
stirring sugar into her coffee.



'He didn't want it broken. He argued and argued] tnouldn't listen. | was
in a ferment about you and | wouldn't listen. I fielrt and | was really
lashing back at him because he'd stayed with yat night instead of
coming home with me. Anyhow, after a few days lutat it over and
decided I'd been a fool, so | went to him on Nevai¥eDay, meaning to
apologise and accept him again. Only he'd changpeahind. He said it was
too late. He was sorry that he'd hurt me, but is W@ late to mend our
engagement. He looked tormented, the same as wheseiit back to you
after the office party. | asked him straight ouswitabecause of you, and he
sad...

Pat frowned and hesitated and Maggie held heriipreasred yet fascinated
in a compulsive need to know it all.

'He said, "Maggie doesn't own me." He sagbisavagely as if. . . oh, I don't
know. He became very tense and angry when | spbkewand | didn't
know what to think. | swallowed my pride and askech for a second
chance. He covered his face with his hands andtéd;eand then he said he
was sorry, but I'd been right about you, that youig the way. It was no use
contemplating a renewal of our engagement becaosé yalways lie
between us. It was a complete switch-about fromngagienied you only a
week before, but | had to believe him. The trutls weere on his face. Yet
now you say he hasn't even seen you. It doesnt sathse!’

Incredulity echoed in Pat's voice, but her storyyogave Maggie the
satisfaction of knowing that lan could no moredallhis claim of accepting
Pat back, than she could follow his advice to retorDan.

'Does it make any sense to you?' Pat asked pertyste

'Perhaps he wants to be free.’

Pat shook her head. 'l don't get it.'

Maggie sighed. 'No, | don't know that | do eithmrt he doesn't want me and
that's that.'

'Well, he doesn't want me either," Pat said glumly.



'l guess we'd better both just look for someone,eMaggie suggested by
way of commiseration. 'Anyone on your horizon?'

'One possible,’ Pat said with a wry grin. 'He'saraither lan Drake, but he's
nice, and he's more my level, if you know what lameUnfortunately
millionaires are few.'

'Is lan a millionaire? | wouldn't have thought...'

'Maybe not, but he's awfully rich and successfd all from nothing. Did
you know he was brought up in a welfare institution

'‘An orphan?' Maggie asked in surprise, thinking lstrange it was that she
could have been intimate with a man and yet knowhing of his
background. He had just been lan, the one man whlal dring her really
alive.

'‘Not exactly. A deserted child, | think. He alwagtossed over his
childhood, though he said he didn't mind beingnnretitution.’

Deserted. The word rolled around Maggie's braia &ldrum, pounding out
its message of import. lan had been a deserted. dhédd that embittered
him towards love? And yet if he had never knownrhather . . . 'How old
was he?' she blurted out.

'What?"
'How old was lan when he was deserted?’

Pat frowned and shrugged her ignorance on the .pbirdon't know.
Though, come to think of it, it couldn't have beena baby, unless ... oh, |
don't know. Maybe he had foster-parents. | thinkwess only in the
orphanage from about age eight or nine. That's anlynpression. He was
never specific about it. Why do you want to know?'

Eight or nine. An impressionable age. Old enougsutter from rejection.
Young enough never to forgive it.



'Maggie?'

She looked vaguely at Pat, her mind totally coneged on the implications
of that childhood desertion. 'You say he stayeal ielfare institution from
then on .. . all the time through his adolescence.'

Pat was puzzled by Maggie's persistence on thestlijut she answered
good-naturedly. 'l guess so. | did ask once if fesnit invited out, you

know, by families for Christmas or something. Yaahabout such things
being organised for kids in orphanages. He saidid@t choose to go.’

He didn't choose. Yes, the damage went back ta themidn't choose. lan
had loved his mother or foster-mother and she leadrtied him, handed him
in like an unwanted package. It had to have beeh auraumatic shock to
the little boy that he had then rejected everyaheosing not to become
emotionally involved with people.

He chose to be in control, and Maggie had thredtémet hard-won control,

had broken it. Yes, she understood now; his innghtfagainst her

attraction, the conflict of needs, the savage tejpof her love . . . 'love is a
killing snare . . . crippling’. The harsh wordssli back into her mind. lan
had been emotionally crippled. And there was ngtiMiaggie could do . . .

or was there? If she could get to him, bring iail into the open, make him
see ...

She glanced up at Pat, who was eyeing her curioli$iginks for the coffee,
Pat. | really must go now. Good luck with the bamgaunting.'

She strode away quickly, blundering against a aopkthairs in her haste.
The shopping crowds jostled her, but she plungesuth them, possessed
by one idea only, to get to lan. It was almost ¢hmeeks since that
disastrous visit to lan, and now that she sawrargkr of hope, nothing was
going to stop her from seeing him today.

After a long, frustrating wait in the taxi queueHyde Park, Maggie was
finally on her way. She forced herself to relaxidgrthe short trip to
Woolhara. Her mind drifted over their turbulent atenship, piecing
together the odd reactions he had shown, the liegealords which had



made no sense at the time. She would have to lexegniotions under tight
restraint if she was to persuade him to talk. Heldoot welcome her visit
nor any personal conversation. But Maggie was detgrmined, and she
was not a person to give up easily. Bert calledaheteamroller and she
would act like one if necessary.

The taxi pulled up outside the old Woolhara mansidiaggie paid the

driver and stepped out eagerly. It was a beautifining. The roses in the
garden were in full bloom. She noticed nothing. &meup the steps, pushed
open the front door, strode into the wide hallwag pressed lan's doorbell.

He did not answer the first summons. She pressedn agnd again,
frustration mounting in her at the continued sikerto her call. With
disappointment weighing heavily on her heart, shalllyy turned away.

'Hello, Maggie.' lan was at the front door, a supeket bag propped on one
arm. His eyes made a cool appraisal of her astshd dumbfounded. 'l saw
you arrive as | was walking down the street."'

Yes, | ... I'wanted to talk to you,' she forced nervously. Surprise had
robbed her of her earlier confidence.

He nodded, apparently unmoved by her uninvitedgores. He fished out a
key-ring from the pocket of his casual slacks, fibtlre key he wanted, then
looked up with a wry little smile. 'I'm glad youllesl. | wanted to talk to you
away from the work situation.’

She stepped back, digesting that startling infoionads he inserted the key
and opened his door. He waved her in and Maggikeaglast him, relieved
that it had been so easy, yet conscious of a ergepiease. His manner was
too natural, uncaring . . . indifferent? Surely.itd¢ had been forewarned of
her visit, she reminded herself sternly.

'l like this room. You must enjoy living here," shemarked in a light
conversational tone.

'"Yes. Actually | own the whole house. A pity it'sdn divided into
apartments, but it suits me to keep it that waytierpresent. There's a solid,



lasting quality about these old residences. Craftship in the building
that you don't get any more. Will you excuse me dominute? I'll just
unload this bag in the kitchen. Make yourself cortafole,’ he added
politely.

‘Thank you.'

She sat down in an armchair, but her unease geevs imanner was . . .
controlled. She breathed a sigh of relief as hafusion cleared. Her gaze
wandered around the room, noting its old-fashiofii¢idgs, the antiques

which were placed here and there. Solid and lastihgse qualities would

appeal to a man who lacked emotional security.

'‘Can | offer you a drink? Coffee or . ..
She shook her head. 'I've just had one ... witiHedis.'

There was only the merest flicker of something is dyes, too elusive to
define. Then he was raising one eyebrow sardogic@&h? Have you two
become friends?'

'It was an accidental meeting. One that neitheisgdarticularly wanted. But
... It was interesting,’ she said with slow deldt®m, watching him intently.

lan shrugged and strolled over to the sofa acrass her. He dropped on to
it and stretched out his legs, crossing them atahides in a pose of
complete relaxation. His head was tilted back om thishions and he
observed her through narrowed eyes. He was makinery difficult for
Maggie to read his expression.

'l doubt that Pat has the insight to tell you amghinteresting, Maggie.
About me, that is. Which is why | presume you wartalk to me. However,
since you're here, I'd like to apologise for my sarhat emotional outburst
the last time you visited me. | very much regret woyrds and manner to
you. It was .. . unkind, to say the least. | assyoe that our working
relationship will be conducted along more civilidegks.'



'‘Because that's what you choose to do, isn't 2'said with a touch of
irony. He was in control now, well and truly. TheiWwof defence he had
built around himself was solid, all cracks seal@d not even the smallest
chink showing.

'l can see no point in unnecessary tension," Heedeplandly.

'No, of course not," she agreed, picking up hidised play. That's why |
think a bit of honest speaking between us mighardlee air.'

'I'm not aware that I've been anything but . .utdélly honest with you,
Maggie,' he said with a hint of apology.

"You said, quite vehemently, that you'd take PakbBshe'd have you.'

He took it straight on the chin without blinking aye. True. It was said in
the heat of the moment. Upon more mature consideratrealised the
relationship wouldn't work any more. Pat was neaatly jealous of you.
Even as she suggested a reconciliation she spakengally of you. A
marriage riddled with suspicion is not my idea oftentment.’

He put it so reasonably. Much as Maggie would hikeel to punch holes in

his statement, it did actually fit Pat's recitaltbé facts. Pat would have
interpreted the whole scene from her personal ste@ding to justify lan's

rejection of her offer. Maggie sighed as desolatioept up on her again.
One line of attack had been erased. She now haitetmpt the other, more
tenuous one.

"You didn't tell me you were a deserted child.'

'Why should I? | can't recall your offering any kgmund information
either,' he retorted dryly.

'My background didn't affect our relationship. Wisit you have against
love, lan? Can't you trust anyone? Is it because ywther deserted you?'
she pressed anxiously.



He sighed and pulled an impatient grimace. 'Maggiejon't need
psychoanalysis. | know exactly what | want and whyant it. If Pat has
been telling you some sob-story about my childhdioeh) forget it. I'm not a
child any more, and | think most people would viewe as a reasonably
successful adult.'

He hitched himself forward, elbows resting on meds, a slight frown of
concern on his face. 'Don't hang on, Maggie. t&x oThe only involvement
| want with you is strictly impersonal. Colleaguaiswork, that's all. I'm
sorry, but you have to let it go. For your own good

An apology was the last thing she wanted from hnwardly she squirmed
under his soft gaze. It reinforced his words, spglbut in capital letters that
for him it was over. Her last hope was in its ddgatioes, but it voiced one
more appeal.

'l won't hang on, lan. This is the last time Itinge to you. It's difficult to
accept what you're saying, but I'll accept it ifuojust humour me by
answering a few questions.'

He bent his head and contemplated the carpet fewamoments, then
nodded. 'All right, if it'll make you feel better.'

Maggie bit back the harsh laugh that rose to lpey. IDnly lan's surrender
would make her feel better. 'l want to know abootirymother, why she
deserted you,' she said insistently.

'Oh, really, Maggie! Sigmund Freud stuff?' he redrwith an edge of
sarcasm. 'l didn't even know my mother, and shen'tdidesert me.

Apparently she had a drug problem and | was a negleinfant. The

welfare officers took me away from her. | was alteutt years of age, barely
out of nappies. | don't remember her, never savafter that, and she died
of a drug overdose when | was ten. | was quitear@nwith my life in the

orphanage. The authorities were very good to md, lagave them no

trouble. End of story.’

'‘But you were fostered out, weren't you? Until yeere eight or nine?'



It was an uncertain shot, but it hit him and he wast ready for it. The
sardonic smile was wiped from his face. His eyesrsal to retreat into
darkness, becoming opaque, impenetrable.

'Yes.' He clipped out the word, then adjusted peesh to a more moderate
tone. 'lt's the usual practice with young childrEney're easier to place with
families. | was in the care of an English coupleowtad settled out here.
They were childless.’

'‘And they treated you as their son?' Maggie prochptstly.
His mouth took on a slight twist. 'You could sagith
'"Why did they take you back to the orphanage?’

He made a sharp gesture of irritation and stood'Wjpy do people do

anything?' he snapped, then strolled over to orteeofvindows. He thrust
his hands into his pockets as if they irritated tom "They had to go back to
England. Paul was offered a big promotion. He vedsssmanager at their
branch out here in Australia, but the plum job wakondon and it was his

for the taking if he went back.’

'Why didn't they take you with them?'

He threw her a look of derision. 'You can't taki@stered child out of the
country. That's the law, Maggie. And my mother medie sign adoption
papers. They had no choice but to leave me here.’

There had been a choice. They could have turnedh diogvjob and stayed
here with lan, if they had loved him enough. Maggas appalled by their
choice, leaving him behind like a toy they had sardg grown tired of.

'Did they keep in touch? Write to you?'
‘No. | imagine they were advised to make a cleaalt He turned and

swept her with a cold gaze. 'And | think clean keeare a good idea, don't
you?'



"You should know, lan,' she said sadly.

'Well, Maggie? Have all these pointless little dstenade you feel better?
Have | done enough humouring?'

He was oh, so hard and relentless. Maggie sighleel.n&d been fooling
herself to think that a man who had conditioned dalihto be totally

self-sufficient, would suddenly fold up under theegsure of a couple of
guestions, however painful he found them. He wasingopurposefully

towards the door. She stood up. Her only chancewasvto jolt him out of

his set thought patterns.

He held the door open. She walked over and paussitid him. His
expression was as unyielding as stone. She toadep dreath and spoke
with all the emotion in her heart.

"You say it's over for you, lan, but it's not foem hope you remember the
pain and the bewilderment and the bereftness ydu vieen your
foster-parents made their clean break. That's wheé&l now. The only
difference is that you have no reason at all fanihg your back on the love
we could have shared. You simply chose to, deltbbracruelly, . and
callously. I don't know how you can live with tHat.

She paused, but he did not answer her. The tarkirethad paled to sallow
and shock registered in every taut line of his facesavage little triumph
burst across Maggie's brain. She had jolted himigit.

Then his lips moved stiffly, as if by an effort will. 'No." It was only an
explosion of breath, barely a croak. He swallowed &is eyes were
stricken with guilt. 'I'm not like them ... | didmhean to .. .’

She ignored the agonised protest, as relentldsripurpose as he had been
in his. 'lt would have been kinder if you'd neveoked my way, never
spoken to me, never made love to me. Just as ildwave been kinder if
that English couple had never taken you into theme. You let me taste
your love and then you took it away. You chosehiat sne out. But | won't
let you ignore my grief, lan. | won't speak ofgfaan, but every time you see
me at work, you'll know the torment of lonelinessiive condemned me to.’



She left him then, her words hanging over him bkenediaeval curse. His
control had been shaken, but it would take timen&rwords to corrode the
defensive wall he had built against her. There mathing more she could
do but wait. And hope.



CHAPTER NINE

Eachday dragged into the next with no word, no sigeaitening from lan.
Maggie worked with concentrated purpose, knowirg dbcount she was
handling would eventually force lan to meet her,oiily when she
demonstrated her ideas. One of the leading insaramenpanies had
contracted for an extensive advertising campaigmsure public interest in
a new all-inclusive policy. As head of the agerlay, Drake would have to
be at the meeting with the company men. Then sheldveee how
impersonal he managed to be with her.

She drove herself hard, trying to stave off depoes8ert Oliver muttered

about steamrollers and minds like steel trapsMaggie's mood was too
intense to respond to humour. Each day stretcheddmees a little further.

There seemed almost a conspiracy in the officeépkhrusting lan Drake's
name at her. Rhonda was the innocent cause ofasunsitation. She burst
in on Maggie one day, her face gleeful with gossip.

'‘Guess what! Linda reckons that lan Drake has lordie engagement.
What do you think of that?"

Maggie shrugged, keeping her expression carefellyral. 'I'd say that's his
business.’

'Oh, you're hopeless to gossip to," Rhonda chigedlithink it's absolutely
fascinating.

Linda says there haven't been any calls to andrfdbhe cancelled a regular
order at the florist. Conclusive, wouldn't you #Mshe asked eagerly.

'Mmm," Maggie replied noncommittally.
'l wonder why. | thought she was very pretty.’
Rhonda continued speculating for days afterwardstirually dragging

lan's name up. Maggie's lack of interest did no¢dieer one iota. In sheer
self-defence Maggie took to going out for her |whchur.



Then there was Peter Cameron to contend with. He exen more
obnoxious since he assumed that Maggie was mordalaleato his
attentions now that she was unattached to Dan. Whemvas at last able to
inform him that he could set up a meeting with itteurance company, he
gave her his customary leer.

'All shaped up, are you?'

'Make it Friday if you can,' she answered tersely.
'Uh-huh. What are you doing with yourself theses®ay
'Working.'

She turned to leave his office, but he smoothlydzhher way. "You should
relax more, Maggie. What you need . . .’

'Give it a rest, Peter. I'm not in the mood.'

"You never are," he snapped, the suave facadeingad®/ho do you keep it
for? | suppose you've got your eye on the boss-noan that he's off the
hook. I bet you wouldn't mind slipping into bed kvhim.’

Maggie paled and then took a firm grip on herséfhy don't you suggest

that to Mr Drake, Peter? Tell him to give me a.cAlho knows? He might

be able to interest me. But not you. Not in a mrllyears. So just keep your
grubby little mind to yourself." She side-steppedtghim and added silkily,

'Don't forget that meeting, will you? That's yoab

"You really are a first-class bitch,' he sneered.

'Yes, | like to be first-class at everything," Maggetorted acidly, and left
him standing.

The meeting was set for Friday morning and Maggiens all Thursday
with Bert Oliver, revising the whole plan of thengaaign. By late afternoon
she was satisfied that it would be well received.



'Well, we're ready,' she stated wearily.

‘Thank God! If there is one," Bert added irrevdserit don't know what's
driving you on this one, Maggie, but if | didn'tdw better, I'd think you
were worried that they're not going to like youead. But that is plain
ridiculous! Those Company men will be hanging aadek all over you
tomorrow.'

She gave him an apologetic smile. 'Have | beerataiol?’

'Mmm," he hummed consideringly, and waggled hideyss at her. 'l think
you owe me a drink or two. Let's go down to thealgoub and indulge
ourselves.' He leaned forward and waved a disappgdinger at her. "You
need to unwind from being a clockwork doll and afsut time you patted
me on my head and said lovely work, Bert. | migatabgood and faithful
servant, but dammit all, Maggie, I'm not a clockiwdog and I like a bit of
appreciation. You've been absolute murder this week

She sighed. 'l guess | have been a bit of a pigsdrry, Bert.'

'Did | say pig? You, a pig? My dear girl, | wouldwer dream of going to a
pub with a pig. A bitch, yes. | do love bitchy pé&apThey're the spice of
life. We shall go and guzzle grog and be gorgeohbibthy about everyone
on the staff. I've been saving up some brilliastifting comments all week
because you weren't in the mood to listen.’

Maggie smiled. Bert was amusing, but right now atwd not handle light
chit-chat, not with tomorrow getting closer by tiénute. ‘Do you mind if
we take a raincheck on those drinks, Bert? Nexkwegromise.'

He pulled a grumpy face, but then turned seridweswicked twinkle in his
eyes fading abruptly. 'What's eating you, Maggi@®ihly regrets about the
break-up with Dan?'

'‘No." She gave him a rueful smile and an evasisvan 'Probably New
Year's blues. I'm one year older and going nowfese'

He gave a sympathetic shrug. 'Well, I'm glad ydardid Dan.'



She arched an eyebrow at him and began sortingwloek-sheets into the
correct order.

'Definitely too good-looking—that was his troubleBert declared
knowingly. 'Greek gods are very arrogant, expeeryne to bow to their
will. And you're not the bending type, Maggie. Yoeed a man who'll
appreciate your worth. Someone like ... oh, sayDeake, for instance.'

Her hands momentarily faltered in her task andieart skipped a beat. She
darted a glance at Bert, hoping that he had natethtHe was leaning back
against his drawing board, elbows hooked on iteegl hands dangling
loosely. He had a whimsical smile on his face,bsiteyes were observing
her keenly. She kept on sorting papers.

'‘And just what makes you think lan Drake would &gpate my so-called
worth?' she demanded sceptically.

He did not answer directly but chose each word witivocative bite. 'You
know, Maggie, coincidences can be extraordinatiigaus. Take you and
Drake. Both your engagements broke up after ours@has party. And |
don't suppose you've noticed, but while you've ladr nose to the
grindstone, he's been cracking the whip hard ardbadoffice. Short of
temper too. No laughs with him. No laughs with ysther. Very uptight,
both of you.'

She flicked him a derisive look. 'As you say, | éa¥ noticed.’
'‘No. But | noticed, Maggie,' he said with insidiagaftness.

'Well, good for you,' she tossed at him, and quididied the sheaf of
papers. Bert was too damned perceptive!

‘That really was some Christmas party! | had a diell hangover the next
day—can't even remember how | got home. | do reneerfdeling quite
sulky that lan Drake didn't give me a lift. Postiprejudice, | thought. Well,
| mean, | know I'm not a gorgeous female, and de'tildance with me, nor
look at me as if he could hardly tear his eyes awat; . .'



‘All right!" she snapped, knowing that it was ussl® pretend with him. Her
eyes lifted in appeal and she could not disguisepin his remarks had
stirred. 'Just leave it alone, Bert. Please!

The brown eyes softened with compassion. He noddddsat in brooding
silence as Maggie put the bundle of papers in dlelef and stood up. She
directed a wry look at him.

'One of these days, Bert, I'm going to hang a patchhat artist's eye of
yours. I'll see you in the morning.'

He held up a finger. 'One question, Maggie. He&s.fiWhy don't you take
the initiative instead of waiting?’

Her mouth twisted with irony. 'l did. | gambled ahldst. I'll know how far
| lost when | see him tomorrow.’

'Hence the tension," he nodded. He drew in a loegtb and declaimed in a
slow, precise voice, 'Some men are bloody stupad,te mention blind,
insensitive and just plain bloody- minded.’

Maggie had to smile. Bert never swore. He alwayd gashowed a poor
command of the English language. 'l would havegre®,’ she said dryly.

‘Naturally. Am | ever wrong?' Bert mocked, recougrhis usual manner.
‘Not so I've noticed.’

'‘Admirable woman!" He sighed and gave her an ergmg smile. 'Chin
up, Maggie. Tomorrow is another day, and for my eygryou're a winner.

He just doesn't know he's lost yet.’

'l hope you're right about that, my friend," shested at him as she walked
away.

She desperately hoped Bert was right. Oddly enaigh did not mind
having revealed her feelings to him. He had guesssavay, and Bert
would respect her confidence. Underneath the oetnag) veneer he



affected, Bert was a very sensitive person withdvs special brand of
integrity. Her secret was safe with him.

Maggie locked the account folder away in her desklaft the office. The
bus stop was thronged with people. When the busedrall the seats were
already taken and she had to stand in the aistepaissengers crowding in
on either side of her. She was not aware of angodifort as she swayed
with the movement of other standing passengers. i&ee thinking of
tomorrow. So much hung on how lan reacted to heotoow.

Suddenly the bus lurched and Maggie was pushedstghe backrest of a
seat as the people standing behind her lost balandestaggered. She
righted herself, rubbing her stomach gingerly. #swalmost three weeks
past her monthly cycle and she could no longerepeeit was simply late.

She had been in such emotional turmoil that shenmcdoticed at first.

Then she had thought up excuses, anything whicthtnbg a natural

explanation, except the one most natural explanati@ll, but each passing
day had made her fear more certain. She was déspena for a favourable

sign from lan, any encouragement at all so thatcslid reach out to him

and not be rebuffed.

The bus pulled up at her stop and she pushed heths@ugh the crush of
passengers and alighted. The long hours of evestietched ahead of her,
but there was much to do.

Tomorrow she wanted to look beautiful and no dethiher appearance
was to be overlooked. She needed every confidenostbbecause fear
was gnawing at her, making her nervous and uncertaicertain of
everything.

Despite a pressing need to do so, Maggie did pepshell that night. The
next morning there was a tired drag to the skimmgdher eyes. The white
blouse she had prepared made her face look even. &he quickly
swapped it for a dusky pink one which looked equatll with her black
gaberdine suit. She added blusher to her makeeynd to give her face
the semblance of a healthy glow. The image whieallfy looked back at
her from the mirror seemed to be perfectly groomed.



Bert was fulsome in his compliments when she adriaé the office.
Maggie could only manage a thin smile in respomss. stomach was
churning. It had been impossible to force downlamakfast. She felt sick
with nervous tension. She flipped through her nagethey waited in the
Display Room for the clients to arrive, but her yead nothing.

'‘Loosen up, Maggie,' Bert advised softly. "You'sdight as a drum.’
'I'll be all right," she snapped at him irritably.

There was a murmur of voices outside the room aaddwe looked up
expectantly. Her heart stopped for a moment asistiered two men into
the room. A great welling of love for him swepthgr body and shone out
of her eyes. But he did not look at her. Even whenperformed the
introductions his gaze skated over her, not quaetig her eyes. His face
was an impassive mask, his voice smooth, his mapreessionally
courteous as he gave most of his attention to tregany men.

Maggie grew cold. Her limbs felt stiff. She willéah to look at her, really
look at her, but he ushered the clients into agbahairs and sat with them.
Not even when he invited her to begin the demotstradid he give her
more than a cursory glance. For one frozen momexggié did not react. A
hand touched her shoulder.

'Shall | begin rolling film now?"

It was Bert to the rescue, gently nudging her tdgoen. She nodded and
plastered a bright smile on her face. Pride dentridat her work be
demonstrated to the best of her ability. At first fioice sounded brittle, but
it gradually achieved a confident tone. Each phakdhe advertising
campaign was dealt with competently and Maggiessirasice grew as she
felt the approval of the clients. At last it waseovand they expressed
delighted satisfaction with her concept. Maggielethand nodded like an
automaton.

Impersonal. The word was echoing hollowly through lbrain. There was a
detached air about lan which was totally impersaalstood back, saying
nothing, letting the clients do all the talking.



'Well, Drake, as long as you have this little ladyrking for you we won't
be looking to any other agency to handle our bssifi@ne of the men
declared.

A faint smile curved lan's lips. 'Miss Tarringtaancalways be counted on to
give satisfaction.’

A little gasp escaped Maggie's lips and her sntifieesed as pain darkened
her eyes. lan's gaze lifted sharply. There wasgnarded flicker of intense
emotion, but it was gone in an instant.

‘There are few advertising people with her sparlorifiance,' he added
quickly.

'Indeed! | hope you recompense her handsomelydomiork. Thank you
again, Miss Tarrington.'

Maggie accepted the handshake with a veneer aepakasure while her
mind whirled with tortured thoughts. Satisfactidttad one night with her

satisfied his need? There had been guilt in his.eybe had made him feel
guilty, but he had not changed his mind. He singolyld not bear to look at
her. She watched him steer the executives outeofdbm. He was walking

away from her and nothing had been resolved. Ngtl&#he was left alone
with Bert. Her body felt as if it was sagging untiex weight of her despair.

'Maggie?'

Bert's voice was concerned. She lifted her heada@oiced at him blankly.
Her hand moved instinctively to hold her foreheath& blood drained from
her face.

'‘Bert, | ...

Giddiness made her sway. She clutched the backludig but it rocked and
overbalanced with her as sickening, dark circlesvdher down a black
well. She battled her way upwards through waverilayers of
consciousness, Bert's voice penetrating the fdgeirmind.



. keeled over. She's been very strained all weekking up to this
meeting.'

'l can't stay. I'll send Jane Carfield in. Lookeafher.'

It was lan's voice and Maggie tried to make hegtmnwork. She wanted to
cry, 'No, stay.' Her eyelids fluttered open, buttas already gone and there
was only Bert's worried face looking down at her.

'Maggie? Are you all right?’
'Yes. Just faint," she mumbled, struggling to get u

Bert helped her to a chair and insisted she berat tiv get her blood
circulating properly again. Jane Carfield camehnskly made her own
diagnosis and departed to get a glass of watet.f@gsed around until the
secretary returned and held a glass to Maggiess lip

'‘Come on now, drink up,' she ordered in her no-aenss voice. 'You'll feel
better in a moment.'

Maggie obeyed, too uncaring to make any protese Carfield stood back
and examined her as she finished drinking.

You'll be all right. Just sit for a few minuted! o and call a taxi. Mr
Oliver, you're to take Miss Tarrington home and @eloctor to her if she
needs one.’

'‘No need,’ Maggie whispered.

'Mr Drake's orders, Miss Tarrington. You are tchgone and Mr Oliver is to
see that you're all right.' Jane Carfield lookedlder long nose as if she
considered the orders quite unnecessary, but ovders orders and they
were to be obeyed implicitly.

'If you say so," Maggie gave in. She really feti teeak and upset to make a
determined protest anyway.



Bert took his responsibility seriously, insistingat she take his arm and
handing her into the taxi with elaborate care. g him an ironic smile as
he settled on to the back seat next to her.

'l feel a real fake. I'm not sick, you know.'

"You could have fooled me," Bert replied blandiou looked like death
when you fainted.’

‘A combination of too little sleep, no breakfastianliberal dose of tension,’
Maggie explained wryly.

‘That last item | was aware of,’ Bert retorted vateympathetic look. 'If it's
any consolation to you Drake didn't appear quitanstifferent when he
returned and found you on the floor. In fact,dil so far as to say he lost his
cool completely. He cursed like a trooper, andaswimself he was savage
with. Sounded as if he felt at fault for your famgy.'

A little hope slithered into her heart. 'Did he sayy he came back?' she
asked cautiously.

'If he had any other reason but you, it wasn't edicHe was totally
concerned with you. There was strong emotion rumriot before he pulled
himself under control and went off for prim, olcdhtpnose.'

"You think . . ." Maggie stopped and sighed. Besitsds could be read
several ways. She wanted lan's love, not his guilt.

'From long experience at observing the odd quifksuman nature, | would
say that you haven't lost yet, Maggie, my girl.Hight be resisting you for
some obscure reason, but you've got a damned gdddh him, believe
me," said Bert with confidence.

'l hope you're right," she murmured.
He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. omknow I'm almost

infallible. Come to think of it, | would have madegood Pope," he added
with a wicked grin.



She relaxed and grinned back at him. He reallyaulisasgeous sometimes.

‘That's better, Maggie. Those sad grey eyes ndedn&le in them. You
shouldn't let any man get you so far down, you khow

'l suppose not,' she sighed.

He measured her thoughtfully. '‘Maybe it's not anlyan. Faints aren't part
of a healthy scene. Of course, it's not my business

'No, it's not. And | think you should give that lpusind of yours a rest, Bert.
Any minute now it'll be getting jaded from overwgrkhe warned him

lightly.

He caught the urgent gleam in her eyes and madawg griumace. "Your wish
is my command, dear girl. My brain is now in nelitra

Maggie closed her too-revealing eyes and leanethdast back against the
seat cushion. Bert tactfully refrained from makifugther conversation.
When the taxi arrived at her apartment buildingghjla insisted that Bert
keep it to take him back to work. He insisted thatsee her safely into her
apartment as per instructions. She was glad adupporting arm. Her legs
still felt like jelly as she walked up the staifhey had agreed that the taxi
could wait for Bert and once she had unlocked loer @nd stepped inside
her living-room he was content to leave her alone.

Maggie closed the door and shut the outside wartd $he walked slowly
to her bedroom, took off her good clothes and htimgm up in her
wardrobe, slipped on a housecoat and flopped dretded. Her stomach
rumbled with hunger. She felt its flatness. It wbulot stay flat in the
months to come if she was pregnant, she thouglpodeently. Her faint
was another ominous sign. Despite the reasonsahgiten Bert, Maggie
was not prone to fainting. She could not remember baving fainted in
her whole life.

Still unwilling to face up to such thoughts, sheteied her mind to lan.
Bert's perception of lan's reaction to her faintegher room to hope. The
strength of his concern for her could also be megsby his subsequent



orders. Work had been completely disregarded. Helfave had been
uppermost in his mind. He had sent her home. Mgusemaybe, he might
call on her this afternoon. Please let him comegdawilled fiercely. If
only he would come, or even telephone, surely ttmyld talk and reach
some understanding.

As if in answer to her mental demand the telephang. Maggie's pulse
leapt excitedly as she jumped off the bed and rauedher living- room.

She fumbled with the receiver in her haste, alrkostking it off the table.

Then when she finally lifted it to her ear she fdlnhost too frightened to
speak.

'Hello. Miss Tarrington, are you there?"'
It was Jane Carfield's voice.

'Yes, yes, it's me," Maggie answered almost ineotibr, expecting the
secretary to switch the line through to lan.

'Mr Drake asked me to call and check that you vedireght. Can | assure
him of that?'

Disappointment savaged her into anger. 'Put hitthertine and I'll tell him
exactly how | feel,' she demanded bitterly.

Jane Carfield made a disapproving noise and heevoiok on a haughty
note. 'Mr Drake is a very busy man, Miss Tarrington

"Then tell him he'll have to find out for himsdlhie's so damned concerned.'

'Miss Tarrington,' the sniff was clearly audiblepviously you are not
yourself. It is equally obvious that you have rem@d from your earlier
weakness. | don't think Mr Drake need be troublethér.’

'‘Oh no, we mustn't trouble him. He wants to be &kany trouble, doesn't
he? He wants . . ." The click of disconnection wery distinct and Maggie's
voice dropped to a dull whisper, '. . . to be foéene.’



She slowly lowered the handset, staring downwitlt seething resentment.
"You could have at least spoken to me. Wasn't kiwarpersonal word or
two?'

Tears gathered in her eyes as she finally hundgnypersonal. For all Bert
had told her, there seemed no point in hoping. igtlcould have been
more impersonal than that call from his secretdane Carfield probably
thought she was mad, but Maggie didn't care. Thehtad been too great to
hold in. It had spilled over into reckless wordst bhe knew Jane Carfield
would not repeat any of them. lan would be toldsis all right.

The hollowness in the pit of her stomach had litllelo with hunger, but it
reminded Maggie that she had not eaten. She wanhdistiessly into the

kitchen and looked in the refrigerator. She hadshaipped for the weekend
and there was nothing to tempt her appetite. Sugddre did not want to

stay in her apartment another minute. Everythingregsed her. Without
hesitation she strode into her bedroom, quicklyngohjeans and shirt,
grabbed her purse and a shopping bag and hurrted ou

She would not think about lan, she decided detexdijn She would
pretend this was a holiday. After all, Bert wastigshe shouldn't allow any
man, or woman, to affect her life so drasticallpeTPaddington shopping
centre had a great deal to offer in the way ofrddgion with all its arts and
crafts and speciality shops.

Maggie treated herself to a light meal at one efriany little restaurants
and then strolled around in a desultory fashiargdring here and there to
window-shop. As well as her usual groceries sheghbinerself some

luxury foods, smoked salmon, some chicken liverepa few French

pastries and half bottle of really good claret. Bwactly the fare for a sick
employee, she thought wryly, but definitely thepsmns for pampering,

and there was no one else to pamper her.

She passed a pharmacy and then halted. With a lseagg of fatalism she
backtracked and walked determinedly down the slwogph¢ dispensary
section. There was no point in hiding her headhendand. It was time she
knew the worst, she reasoned as she bought a megtest kit. Carrying
the parcel as if it was dynamite, she returnecketoapartment.



That night she steadily ate through the ratherastbrtment of delicacies,
washing them down with the wine. Going to sleep wagproblem, but it
was not a restful night. Weird dreams floated axttey subconscious, not
completely wakening her but not allowing her thageeshe needed.

In the morning she followed the instructions on pinegnancy kit. She read
the Sydney Morning Herald from almost cover to cover as she waited
through the two hours required before a resultatbel ascertained. Politics,
world news, letters to the editor, book reviewsrspreports; she read them
all, determined not to look at the test until tlogrect time. The two hours
crawled by. Then she looked. The test was positive.

There was not the slightest doubt about her pregnany more. The test
was undeniably positive. Maggie poured the tel-taVidence down the
drain and walked stiffly out of the bathroom, clagithe door behind her
with slow deliberation. For a while she stood qustél, the inescapable
knowledge pressing down on her. She was pregnadntlan Drake's child,
and lan did not want to know her.



CHAPTER TEN

Forcing herself to be calm, Maggie walked into the kitchteamd made
herself a pot of tea. They give people a cup offeeashock, she thought
vaguely. She told herself that she shouldn't benigeshock, because she
had already known, had known for days, weeks. # stapid of her to feel
shocked. She had to start thinking of what to do.

If only lan had shown any softness towards hereydaty she would have
known what to do, but to have asked Jane Carfeelttlephone her was
certain proof that he wanted no part of her. Thrgthe past in his face had
done no good at all. It had actually driven hinttier away. Her last-ditch
effort to make him reconsider had backfired disasty.

She could not go to him now. He did not want hergiag on, and to hang a
child around his neck would make him resent henawere than he did
already. She wanted his love, and if he could nat ger that, she wanted
nothing from him at all. But it is his child, hee#xt cried despairingly, and |
love him so much.

The doorbell rang, jangling her out of her shockiede. She frowned,
wondering who would be calling on her at eleverook on a Saturday
morning. She had not had a visitor for weeks, mateslan. lan. The name
burst across her mind. It had to be lan. She jungfieithe kitchen stool and
almost ran to the door, relief pumping throughvens. Her hand could not
operate the lock fast enough. At last she flungithar open, her face aglow
with anticipation.

'Hello, Maggie. Long time, no see!
She stared up at Dan's handsome face and thedigghtout of her eyes.
'Hello, Dan. What are you doing here?' she askéice@resignation in her

voice.

'How about asking me in? It was a long trip," hdeatipersuasively.



She stood back and waved him in, too dispiriteargue. 'l was just having
a cup of tea. Would you like one?'

'l wouldn't mind. Thanks, Maggie.'

He followed her into the kitchen and propped hirheelthe stool while she
reached down a cup and saucer and poured outahe te

"You shouldn't have come, Dan. You're wasting yiime," she told him
flatly.

'Maybe. Maybe not." He accepted the cup and eyedspeculatively.
'Whom were you expecting when you opened the door?'

'l wasn't expecting anyone,’ she sighed, and lebaeklagainst the sink, her
arms folded, her chin lifted at a stubborn anyleu'might as well accept it,
Dan. It's over between us. There's no point imgyagain.'

He raised one eyebrow as if sceptical of her state¢niMaggie, it's six
weeks today since you broke our engagement andgo'tilook as if those
six weeks on your own have made you happy. In famt,look downright

miserable, so why don't you let me take you outibeh? Just friends—no
pressure, no arguing. We'll even talk about thetezaf you like, but let's

share each other's company.'

She shook her head. 'lt's no use,' Dan.'

''ve come a long way just to turn around and geklzagain. Lunch, that's all
I'm asking. Be generous, Maggie.'

'l can't.'
‘Not even an hour or two? What harm is there in?théu used to enjoy
talking to me," he pressed, his tone light and galeg his smile full of

persuasive charm.

Maggie looked at him wearily. It had been a mistekket him in. They had
nothing to talk about any more and today of allsdasas not the time for a



superficial chat. She could barely find the wilkémain polite. 'Please drink
your tea and go, Dan. It's pointless even to talk.’

Anger flashed into his eyes but was quickly erasedingratiating smile
taking its place. He slid off the stool, swayintite as he walked towards
her. 'Don't be so hard, Maggie. We've had a Igioafd times together ' He
lifted his hands and dropped them heavily on heukters. 'We can have
good times again.’

She could smell whisky on his breath now that he s@close. His hands
kneaded the soft flesh around her shoulders andkeisuddenly crawled,
rejecting the purpose in his touch. 'Take your lsaoffl me, Dan," she said
tightly. "You can't change my mind.’

‘Can't 1?'

His tone lost its pleasantness and the words wanenbling threat. Maggie
stiffened as she recognised the hot desire iny@s, dut before she could
take evasive action he had pressed her into a elobeace. She pushed at
him ineffectually.

"This won't prove anything. Let me go!" she ingist@grily.

You're mine,' he growled, breathing whisky fumesrcher as he bent his
head purposefully.

'I'm not yours," she cried, recoiling from the mowthich was greedily
poised to take hers. 'Stop it, Dan! This is stupiou've been drinking and
you're acting unreasonably.’

He ignored her words. His eyes seemed to glaze asuttered, 'I'll make
you mine.'

His arms tightened around her. Maggie tried to lbrfe@e. She jerked her
head away from his questing mouth. Strong fingemsst through her hair,
gripping the nape of her neck and forcing her @rwund. Hot lips closed
over hers, grinding them against her teeth whenrstused to surrender.
His thighs trapped her body against the sink anthtust at her with blatant



sexuality. Despite her struggles his free hand abteer shirt. Buttons gave
and he dragged the material down over one shouigereleased her mouth
and stared downwards as his hand cupped her baesbtp lifting,
squeezing, kneading the rounded flesh in gloatiogsession. His breath
was coming in harsh gasps, and Maggie panicked.

'‘No!" she choked out. Then in an explosion of tead defiance she threw at
him the two words which could damn her in his ey@s.pregnant!

He looked up dazedly. 'What? What did you sayXémanded in harsh
disbelief.

'l said I'm pregnant,” she flung at him recklesdipding a strange
satisfaction in the words now that they had beevkesp. 'I'm pregnant.
That's what | said, and it's true, so now you kribat I'm not yours and
never will be, so let me go.'

'You bitch!'

The hard slap had her reeling sideways and shestbblack in stunned
horror at the snarling contempt on his face.

'All those months of holding me off and you jumpagiht into bed with the
first guy who comes along!"

Again his hand cracked across her face, rockingpainst the pantry wall.
She slid down to the floor, holding up her arme/gwd off any more blows.

'Or were you two-timing me? Sleeping with someolse evhile playing
Goody Two-Shoes with me? Did the chickens come htoim®ost at an
inconvenient time? A bit awkward to marry me withastard in your belly!
You tramp!" he spat at her.

Maggie flinched, terrified that he meant to kick.héiolence distorted the
lines of his face and he was indeed a total straiogeer.

"You can stop cowering,' he sneered. 'l wouldmtyydny hands on you any
more. | hope you rot in hell"



He spun on his heel and stormed out of her apatfralmming the door
shut behind him. Maggie was trembling all over. Head was still ringing
from his blows and her face hurt. She felt it téa&y. Her lip was cut.

Blood showed on her finger. She stared at it, gyonget her mind back into
working order.

The violence from Dan had been so unexpected, dxgaupon her with
devastating force. But she had pressed the tridigead been the height of
stupidity, a cruel, unnecessary provocation to harlpregnancy in his face.
It had been a stinging blow to his pride, his mathdan had not deserved
that. She could hardly blame him for lashing outext, but it still stunned
her that he had been so vicious about it.

Slowly she dragged herself up and staggered irgobtithroom. A red

puffiness around one eye promised an ugly bruibe. hsed away the
blood from her lip and examined the wound ging€eflye cut was not deep
and would heal soon enough, but already the lip svadlen and spongy.
Feeling thoroughly shaken, Maggie decided the omiyg to do was lie

down for a while. She was heading for her bed whertelephone rang.

Her nerves jumped in protest. She stared at tephehe resentfully, not at
all inclined to speak to anyone. Only the persisliéite hope that it might
be lan forced her to pick up the receiver.

'Maggie?'

'Yes, Mum.' Maggie's voice was a trembling mumBlehoking wave of
emotion was sweeping through her, building momenasthe familiar
voice at the other end of the line spoke with Iguoncern.

'. . . understand why you can't come home, d€arbéten almost a month
since I've seen you, and ...’

Suddenly Maggie felt as if she was drowning, sigkimder the weight of
too many burdens, and there was only her motheirncto for help. 'Mum ..
. It was a croak of need, bursting from her thmatears gushed into her
eyes. 'Mum, please come ... | need you—I need goeL hcan't come home.



Please, Mum!" The words were punctuated by gaspahg and the tears
would not stop.

'Maggie dear, you sound so distraught! What's wpbng
'l can't. .. please come!'

"Il be on the first train | can catch," her matkaid with firm decision. 'Now
you just put yourself to bed, Maggie, and I'll ght in to look after you. Is
there anything you need? Anything | can bring you?'

'No . . . just yourself.'
'Don't you worry, dear. I'm coming.’

Maggie fumbled the receiver down and blundered itite bedroom,
crawling on to the bed and curling into a ball. $eked herself in mindless
despair, weeping tears of utter hopelessnesshiatpiiow. Everything was
so wrong. lan did not want her. Dan despised heg.\#as going to have a
baby and she didn't know what to do. But her mothas coming. Her
mother would help sort it all out. Her mother lovesr. Sheer mental and
physical exhaustion eventually drew her into a gisig sleep.

The blank fog of merciful nothingness was disturlbgda jabbing noise.
Maggie tried to resist it, instinctively shrinkirfgppm full consciousness.
The noise would not go away. She lay with her eglesed for a few
moments longer. The ache in her face and the spamggss of her bottom
lip sent painful messages to her brain. The dobwae ringing. Her mother
had arrived.

Maggie scrambled off the bed. A quick glance inrthigor made her wince.
An ugly discoloration around one eye and her puffyuth did absolutely
nothing to lighten her rock- bottom spirits. Shecily turned away and
hurried to the front door.

Her mother would inevitably be shocked, not onlythy disfigured face but
by everything which had to be disclosed. There m@gscaping the truth,
and the sooner it was faced the easier it woultblm®mme to grips with it.



With a bleak sense of resignation, Maggie releéisedock and swung the
door open.

lan Drake stood there. There was one frozen momanth lasted an
agonising length of time. Shock faded, and hortamged itself on lan's
face. Maggie's heart thumped a piteous protestr&wled from him, her
hands automatically fluttering up to hide the besiand swelling.

'Maggie . . ." It was a strangled cry of alarm. stepped forward, one arm
stretching towards her.

In mindless panic she spun away, the fear of anatjection shooting
through every nerve, but before she could flemnstrhands caught and
halted her.

'For God's sake! What's happened to you?'

She covered her face with her hands as he indistanted her back to him.
'Don't!" she begged, unable to bear a cold scrutfrher distress.

'‘Maggie ..."

His voice was soft with compassion. Then his arms veaound her
shoulders, warm and comforting as he drew her twvene of the armchairs
and gently settled her into it. There was a tounhher hair, a tender,
stroking caress.

'Don't be upset—please!" The tone was anxiouslgaplag. 'l wasn't
prepared, that's all. | had to see you. | just wa&pecting ... oh hell"

This last was a sigh of despair. She sensed hig meay and started up in
agitation, every instinct clawing at her to impldmen to stay. He was
striding towards the door.

'lan!"

Her cry of need stopped him. He turned and the éatrm her soul was
reflected on his face.



'Don't go!' Maggie begged desperately.
'I'm not going. | left the door open.’

He moved the few extra paces required to shueit tirned back. Maggie
slumped down into her chair, weak with relief, anéd to collect her

disjointed wits into some coherent working ordem Wwas here. He had
come to see her. What for? The question screamedsalser brain, urgent,
demanding, burdened with all the despair in herth8ae glanced fearfully
at him as he drew the other armchair close to gsangled it so that they
were almost facing before sitting down. She flirtHieom his searching
gaze, turning her head to one side to minimis&ibis of her disfigurement.

'How did this happen?’

She glanced at him uncertainly, unable to arguedastion from the taut,

controlled voice. 'It's nothing really. It just k@bad," she said tentatively. 'l
... I didn't think it could be you. Not . . . ndtex yesterday. | thought it was
my mother. She said she'd come.’

A pained look crossed his face. He leaned forwaisdbody tense. 'Maggie,
answer me! You look as if ...

‘I'm all right, it's only my face,' she rushed mot wanting him sidetracked
on to something which was completely unimportarthatmoment.

'Only your face!" he exclaimed in exasperationvéigou seen a doctor?"

'No. | told you, there's no real harm done— jusugtlip and a black eye.
Don't fuss, lan, you'll only make me feel worse.'

He rubbed at his brow then drew in a deep breathletnit out slowly.
"You've called your mother,' he said, as if he eee0d set his mind straight.

'Yes. | ... I needed someone. | ... felt...'

'Who hit you?'



The question was sharp, insistent, tearing thrdwgghshaky defences. She
evaded his gaze and sought to evade an answeshéwiould not think of
anything but the truth. She looked down at her baftley were trembling,
and she squeezed them tightly. 'l don't want todhbut it," she mumbled.

'Should the police be called?’
Shock jerked her head up. 'No, of course not!
'Why not?' he continued relentlessly.

Anger simmered in his eyes and she realised thiaati¢o be told. It was the
only way to dismiss the subject. 'It was Dan,’ séi€el bluntly.

The air vibrated with tension. lan's hands clendnéal tight fists. Maggie
rushed into further explanation, trying to defuse violence she sensed.

'He came here this morning and . .. and the s@tnagot out of control. |
made him angry and he lashed out at me."

‘The bastard!" It was an explosive mutter, fulyehom. 'Why, Maggie?' he
shot at her.

She sighed and answered in a dull monotone, feeimg miserable by the
minute. 'He wanted us to try again, and he didahtwo take no for an
answer.'

'Did he ... did he rape you?'

The harsh words grated on her ears. She shookeher fihere was a sharp
expulsion of breath from lan and his hands slowlglenched.

'‘But he tried.' The words were coated with contempt

‘Not really." Her hands fluttered in nervous protés was my fault. |
shouldn't have said what | did. He'd been drinkingd . . . and | didn't want
him to kiss me, so | said ... | said | was sleepitittp another man. I'd never
let Dan make love to me, and he just explodedvrdtence.'



There was a short silence and again tension grew.

'Was that all you said, Maggie?"

Scorching heat burnt across her cheeks as the whedsad spoken to Dan
seared themselves on her brain. She could notabl@in—dared not. There
was too much fear and uncertainty in her heart. [&ished herself up and
forced her shaky legs to pace away from him. Heisarugged tightly to the
inner pain.

'Why did you come, lan?' she asked in a despeattg¢evioice.

'l was worried about you," he replied quietly, ahdre was a thread of
anxiety in his tone.

'Worried!" She made a brittle sound which was heligh, half sob. 'Of
course, you didn't have Jane Carfield on hand toblagt was a pity wasn't
it? You could have asked her to telephone for you.'

'l needed to see you.'

Maggie's heart gave a great leap and began pouadiatically. She sucked
in a deep breath and swung around to face him. AVhy

His eyes were filled with dark torment. 'l had twkv. | couldn't ignore the

possibility. It's been gnawing at me since youtkdnyesterday. You were a
virgin, and | didn't take precautions that night.’

He paused as if he found the words too difficuls&y. Maggie knew what
was coming and she wasn't prepared for it. Shétdidow how he felt, how

he would react, and it was so terribly importantéo.

‘Are you pregnant?’

She stared at him, too frightened to answer. Hepected her now . . .

'You are, aren't you?' he insisted.



'Yes,' she whispered.

He groaned and covered his eyes with his hand.gSbynhis seemingly
negative reaction, Maggie poured out her paindelage of words.

"You don't have to worry, lan. | don't hold youpessible. | asked for it,
didn't I? You warned me .. . one night, Maggiet'thall .. . that's what you
said. Only | didn't believe you. But that's not ydault—I wanted you to
love me. But | won't hang on, lan. | didn't telluyo/ou asked. You didn't
have to ask me . .. Then as there was no resfirmmsdnim, the last tenuous
thread on her control broke, and her voice rosegoream of anguish. 'Oh,
go away! Go away! Don't torture me like this. | taake any more!'

He stood, but instead of moving towards the doostepped towards her.
Through a blur of tears Maggie saw his hands s$trettt, but she was
beyond any coherent thought now. All the spent enoof the day had
taken its toll. She backed away from him, trembhvith the force of her
inner turmoil.

'Don't touch me! You don't care. You wouldn't eveok at me. You got
your secretary to call—you wouldn't even speak & Not a word. | don't
want anything from you, do you hear? Not your sythpa not
money—nothing! You can go, be free. Don't touch'me!

It was a hoarse, despairing cry. Her hands triebeat him off, but he
quietly and forcefully gathered her in. Strong amnm$olded her, pressing
her in to the warmth of his body. Gentle handsisedtway her resistance.
Weak and helpless, Maggie laid her head on his Ildaouand wept
uncontrollably. He rubbed her back in soft coméord the shuddering sobs
gradually degenerated into little hiccups. lan lgtb her hair and the
tenderness in his touch slowly seeped through he&grgnto the inner core
of desperate need.

She wanted him to go on holding her for ever. Hdtla while she indulged

herself, silently accepting his soft caress antepiding it was the touch of
love. But pretence was no good; it had to be r8ak stirred herself
reluctantly.



'You can let me go now, lan. You've done enouglsemaiding. | won't
collapse.’

They were brave words, proud words, and he ignéhedn. His arms
tightened around her.

'Maggie ..." There was an excruciating pause agal, th.. Oh God! How do
| even begin to speak to you?'

It was a groan of despair. She could have toldthbisay nothing, just to love
her, but there had been too many words between émehpride would not
let her repeat the folly of loving without commitmeHis fingers threaded
through her hair and pressed her head back adasmshoulder.

'Maggie, will you listen to me?' The plea was rakpat, as if grating over
too many emotions for clarity.

'Yes, I'll listen to you," she muttered dully, @ipating more pain but
compelled to hear what he had to say.

He led her back to the armchair she had vacatedgsancher comfortably
settled. 'Can | get you anything ... a hot drifi€?asked anxiously.

'No, thank you. I'm sorry about the hysterics.ldgen that kind of day.' She
sighed and looked up at him guardedly. 'I'm listgnian.’

He straightened. The anxiety was still in his eyesurbulent mixture of
doubt and determination. 'You weren't going torna#, were you, Maggie?'

'How could 1?' she threw at him bitterly. 'You wduhave called it
emotional blackmail. That was your phrase, wash'You said you didn't
owe me anything. And you don't.’

He took his chair again, sitting forward with hib@vs on his knees. He
squeezed his eyelids between finger and thumb, kbeked up at her
wearily. 'l said a lot of stupid things,' he mugtgiin self-disgust, 'and every
last one of them was motivated by an overdevelopetse of
self-preservation. | was obsessed with . . . mgsde my life .. . my needs.’



He bent his head, shaking it as if appalled byows selfishness. 'I'm ...
mortally ashamed that my attitude has forced ydoetr this alone. | ... |
don't know how else to put it. To say I'm sorryatally inadequate.’

He lifted agonised eyes. 'But | am sorry, Maggieape believe me. | know

it must have been hell for you this last couplevetks. And yesterday . . .
yesterday was unforgivable, in the circumstané¢és.bent his head again,
raking agitated fingers through his hair. 'l dideven think of consequences
until yesterday. But now . . ." He looked up ansl duitstretched hands lent
emphasis to the desperate appeal in his eyes.n\usti consider the child,

Maggie. It's our child. We have to do what's besitt’

His self-condemnation had stirred her interest hisdapology had eased
some of the ache in her heart, but those last wsm@ged painfully over the
hope she had begun to nurse. 'l see.' There washilhef rejection in her
voice. 'And just what do you think is best for child, lan?"

He winced at the cold tone. His hands lifted arnltlifea hopeless little
gesture. 'Maggie, no matter how good a wage-eayoarare, or how
well-intentioned you may be, a single parent i sti a disadvantaged
position. It would be so much easier for you, bdtiethe child. You'd have
more time, no worries. | could provide so muchboth of you ... if you'll
marry me.'

‘Marry you!'

It was a stunned gasp. Maggie had prepared hdoseHject a financial
arrangement but . . . marriage! He was proposingiage! Then reason
whispered that he was intent on the role of fathet, husband. Being a
husband to her was incidental. lan was remembdriagown insecure,
lonely childhood. He would want to give his ownldreverything, most of
all the protection of married parents. His propegas not a surrender to her
but a sacrifice to principle. His child would habe father lan himself had
never had.

The sharp zing of the doorbell dispersed the junaibleeverish thoughts.
Maggie threw a defensive look at lan. "It must bemother.'



He frowned and nodded.

She pushed herself to her feet. It was unfortuttede her mother should
arrive at this critical moment, but there was noghMaggie could do but let
her in. If lan was really determined on marriage dnoposal would stand. It
seemed a gigantic step away from his former pesiionon-involvement,

and Maggie needed time to consider all the impbcat Perhaps her
mother's visit might provoke lan into declaring féslings more openly. In
the turmoil of the moment, Maggie completely forget injured face.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
‘Thank goodness! | was beginning to wonder ... Oh, Mdggie

Maggie sighed as her mother's expression forcefeltyinded her of her
appearance. 'Come in, Mum,' she invited quicklgyisig off the imminent
barrage of questions. She grabbed hold of theamétnear the doorway and
steered her mother inside.

'Oh, dear—your poor face!" Fay Tarrington wailedf the wail stopped
abruptly when she caught sight of lan who was acingno meet her.

'‘Mrs Tarrington," he nodded, smoothly extendinguachin greeting. 'I'm lan
Drake.'

'Drake?' she echoed in bewilderment until realisatiawned. 'Oh yes, Mr
Drake. You're the head of the agency where Maggiksv But what .. .?'
She looked her puzzlement at Maggie. 'Did you haveaccident at the
office, dear?'

'No. It was this morning, Mum, just before you edll That's why | was so
upset,’ Maggie explained quickly. 'lan's here a s as a friend.’

'Oh!" Fay Tarrington turned measuring eyes on t® mman who was
relieving her daughter of the suitcase. 'l thoughit'd want me to stay,
Maggie,’' she said questioningly.

'Yes, | do, Mum. Thanks for coming.' Maggie kis$eat on the cheek and
gave her an affectionate hug.

'Do you want this put in the bedroom?' lan askettenaf-factly.
'Yes, please.’
The startled look in her mother's eyes warned Maghat lan's casual

enquiry had sparked off a rapid train of specuathought. 'Want a cup of
tea or coffee, Mum?' she asked in an attempt aadigon.



'l think | could do with one," her mother answestalwly. 'Coffee, please,
dear.'

'Coffee, lan?"

‘Thank you," he called back, apparently intent tayisg and not at all
perturbed by her mother's visit.

Maggie headed into the kitchen. Her mother followeetr eyes sharp with
guestions in a face which was creased with concern.

'Maggie, what's going on?' she hissed. 'And you readful! You should
have been coming home at weekends. I've been wgrghout you since
New Year.'

'I'm sorry, Mum. | didn't mean to worry you, but." She shrugged, helpless
to explain everything in a few moments.

'‘And what's lan Drake doing here? You've only ementioned him as your
employer.'

Maggie flicked her mother an anxious look of app&#t's the man 1 told
you about,' she murmured quickly.

Fay Tarrington's eyes rounded in alarm as lan reseol.
'Maggie, why don't you sit down with your motherdalet me make the
coffee?' he offered, making his familiarity withrrepartment even more

pointed.

Maggie flushed and evaded her mother's questiagazg. ‘No, thanks, I'm
fine really. Mum, you go and sit down with lanl dhly be a minute.’

'Yes, all right, then," her mother replied withusgicious amount of relish.
'‘Come, Mr Drake. I'd like to have a little chat hvitou.'

Maggie's heart dropped to the bottom of her stomideln mother's tone of
voice suggested an uncompromising headmistresst almouackle a



recalcitrant boy. She glanced apprehensively ap#ireof them, but neither
was looking her way. Her mother sat down with ayvaraight back. lan
settled into the opposite armchair, his gaze fixaevaveringly on Fay
Tarrington.

'l recollect Maggie telling me at Christmas timattiiou were engaged to be
married to some very nice girl," her mother opemedvith an air of taking
the bull by the horns.

'l don't intend marrying anyone but your daughMrs Tarrington,' lan
answered with devastating directness.

The electric jug boiled. Frantic not to miss a wartd with every nerve
stretched in agonised tension, Maggie jerked oatdbrd and splashed
water over the instant coffee.

'‘Well, Mr Drake . . ." came the surprised rejoinder

‘lan.’

"You've quite taken my breath away!

'I'm sorry. | thought it best to apprise you of imyentions so you could
understand the situation.’

‘Well! | don't know you, Mr Drake. And | certainlyon't understand the
situation.’

‘The situation is very simple.'

They both turned at Maggie's terse interjectiore &bod in the doorway to
the kitchen and threw a look of defiant challengikaa before concentrating
on her mother.

"You might as well know, Mum. | was going to tethwylater anyway. I'm
pregnant. lan only wants to marry me because I'peeing his child. I'm
sorry, but that's how it is.'



Shock gave way to anxiety on Fay Tarrington's fater. gaze flickered
from Maggie to lan and back again. 'The other ggtiie asked sharply.

'My engagement to Pat was broken a couple of digs laggie ended
hers with Dan Barlow,' lan stated with cool premisiHe had answered her
mother, but now his eyes lifted to Maggie and fibad hers with hard
intensity. 'At the time | thought | wanted to sfage, but I've since realised
how wrong | was.'

'‘Are you quite sure of that, lan?' Maggie shappg&daded by his calm,
unemotional manner she fiercely attacked his degsetbon't you think it's
rather premature to bind yourself to a child whtisorn yet? Who knows?
| might have a miscarriage and you can still belfre

'‘Maggie!'

The sharp reproof from her mother brought a painfish of blood to

Maggie's cheeks. She turned back to the kitchéghtsi ashamed of her
outburst but with no intention of making an apolo§iie was churning with
the memories of too many hurts. Her hands trembkedhe loaded the
coffee on to a tray. She took it into the livinggrno and served it, her lips
thinned in determined silence. Her mother threw &ewxorried look as

Maggie sat herself at the corner table, but Maggieained stubbornly
silent. If lan wanted marriage, he could do thkitey!

Fay Tarrington turned a stern gaze to lan. 'Mr Brdke always considered
that an unplanned pregnancy was a poor basis faiaga. Your sense of
honour does you credit, but if that's the only m@for your proposal . . .’

'It's not my only motive, Mrs Tarrington,' he assdither quietly, 'but it's
probably the only one Maggie will believe. My belwwr towards her
throughout our relationship is a matter of deepaep me. Unfortunately |
can't change the past. | hope to make amends o bt future.’

'Presuming there is a future,’ Maggie put in cutpn't presume too much,
lan. | haven't said yes.'



He turned to her, his eyes dark with implacableweination. 'l've hurt you
very badly. From any reasonable viewpoint you sthagject me, but I'm

not talking reason, Maggie. I'm talking need. Rigbiv you might think I'm

the last person you need, but two weeks ago yowadded that | remember
something. | did. | know exactly what you feel tods me and you have
ample justification for feeling the way you do. Budw I'm asking you to
remember . ..

He was not unemotional now. He spoke quietly, batheword was
delivered with passionate force. 'Remember a nighen we shared
something special ... so special it was uniquelaridrgettable. Despite my
blind selfishness and despite your bitter hatred, gan't deny what there is
between us, any more than | can. We need each éthérwell be mother
and father to the child we made together, because & nothing else has
been r.gh: between us, that night was. And someteivmake it so again.
We have to. We're linked together now whether e It or not. It's
inescapable—you know that.’

He paused, drawing in a deep breath before drikimmge his final point.
"You might as well say yes, Maggie, and get it ow&h. Your mother's
here. We can start discussing wedding plans.'

‘Just like that!" Maggie muttered resentfully, thrarsed her voice in bitter
accusation. 'You expect me to accept you, justthia®! You wouldn't even
look at me yesterday, nor speak to me. And todayeypect me to marry
you!'

Her voice rose higher with pent-up feeling. 'Youlamned right, | have
every justification for rejecting your offer. And have almost
insurmountable reservations about accepting yauhasband. You do well
to invoke the memory of that night, lan. It was tmy time you ever gave
me any happiness. I'm not so desperate to prowdealny with a father that
I'll marry a man who doesn't want me!'

'Our baby," he said insistently. 'l am its fath&nd | want you, Maggie.
Anything I've said to the contrary was a lie. &ttito fight you, but | can't,
and | don't want to any more. Say what you wand int's within my
power, I'll give it to you.'



His complete volte-face confused her. 'Does a aniéén so much to you,
lan?' she asked in bewilderment.

"Your happiness is my first consideration.’
She shook her head in disbelief and scorn edgedadie. 'Since when?'
'Since | realised what a fool I'd been to have sdeeed your gift of love.’

His tone was one of quiet sincerity and his eylentgy begged for another
chance. She wanted to believe him, needed to leellem. She was
frightened of the consequences if it was all a tosget his own way. She
looked for help from her mother, but Fay Tarringteas regarding lan
thoughtfully.

'Mum?'

Her mother looked at her with sympathetic enquimyt Maggie felt too
confused to express the doubts which were bomlghdinmind with barbs
of indecision. She fluttered her hands helpledsy Tarrington stood and
walked over to her. Her hand gave Maggie's showaddight squeeze as her
eyes softened with a warm reassurance of love.

'Only you know if you can find the necessary foggiess in your heart,
Maggie, but | remember what you told me at Christtn@e. He is turning
to you now. | can't help you make what must be ytaaision. | think it best
if | take myself off to a movie and leave the twiyou alone for a while. All

right?’

'Yes, all right. But you'll come back?'

'Of course." A comforting smile softened her moutim going to cook you
dinner and tuck you into bed—that's what motheesfan!’

Maggie covered her mother's hand with her own dtesmgpted a smile in
response. 'Thanks, Mum,' she said gratefully.



Fay Tarrington turned to lan, who had risen tofé&s. 'I'm trusting you not
to hurt my daughter any more, Mr Drake. I'll regemy own judgment of
you. You'll appreciate that so far you've dondelitb commend yourself to
me.'

'l appreciate it all too well, Mrs Tarrington. ThHanyou for your
forbearance,' he answered gravely.

lan accompanied her mother to the door and sawiiterMaggie did not
move. She felt very unsure of everything and warhkyy the conflict of
emotions which was still fraying what little strehgshe had left. With
intense weariness she propped her elbow on the &alol rested her head on
her hand, wishing she did not have to think anyen&he watched lan's
approach with dull resignation. He looked slightlysure of himself too,
which made her feel slightly better. She wishedvoeld lose hold of his
iron control. She wished he felt as weak and aserable as she did. She
wished . ..

'Maggie . . ." His hand reached out and strokeditkg waves of her hair.

She shuddered at the soft caress and looked upnanhelpless appeal,
wanting so much from him but unable to ask.

Very gently he lifted her to her feet, his eyesnsieg to plead for her
compliance. Then slowly, watchful for any sign e$istance, he drew her
into a tender embrace. There was no resistanceaggh. She stood in the
circle of his arms, wanting him to answer all heeds but with little faith or
hope in any of her wishes. The empty places inbeledeflated with a
shuddering sigh as warm hands coaxed her closer.

'‘Maggie ..." His breath wavered through her haih@said his cheek on it.
His voice was a husky murmur, vibrating softly tigb her brain. 'l know
it'll be difficult for you to believe. It took m@b long to face up to it myself.
But | do love you, Maggie, so very much. | need-omore than | ever
believed it possible to need another human beingarit the child, that's
true. But you are necessary to me. I'm incompletieont you.'



The sweet words were a soothing drug, anaesthgtigamn, but sharp

needles of reason jabbed in reminders of too maognisistencies for an
avowal of love to be credible. 'Please, lan. I'mstapid,’ she dragged out
wearily. 'You've done very well without me sinceriStmas.’

'‘No, Maggie. It's been tearing me apart,’ he iadisind the pain of torment
was in his voice. 'I've wanted you all the timé& kteen one hellish struggle
against running back to you ever since | rejectad jove. | thought | didn't
want to belong to anyone. All these years I've leeptall between myself
and the emotional inconsistencies of other peopldon't like to feel
vulnerable, Maggie, but | can't bear to be aloneraare, not having known
you. These last two weeks, | thought I'd made yate ime, that I'd hurt you
too much and it was too late to reach back. | deskyour hatred, but
yesterday . . . yesterday | shrank from seeing iyaur eyes. Then you
fainted . ..

His hands ran slowly over her as if in need ofsaeance that she was really
there. 'Oh, God! How | wanted to gather you up ynarms and take care of
you! But I'd given you enough pain and | had tovéegou to others. |
couldn't believe you'd want me there, upsetting fiaher. |1 got Jane
Carfield to ring you because | had to know if yoerevall right. | thought
you'd hang up on me. Today ...' He sighed and dneavsteadying breath.
‘Today | couldn't stay away any longer. | was dateed to use anything,
Maggie—the child, if you were pregnant; your mothiérshe favoured
marriage. Anything to have you again. I'm a selfststard through and
through, Maggie, but | swear I'll earn your loveisgf you'll let me try. Say
it's not too late!’

The desperate plea was an echo of her own deapdigs it faded away, so
did all the pain, the fear, and the torment. Ske Istr hand up, over his
chest to his heart, savouring the strong beatarfdtknowing at last that it
beat in unison with hers, a drumming confirmatidriove. She sighed in

contentment and nestled her head under his chietdhe warmth of his

throat. 'You don't have to earn my love, lan,’ shemured happily. 'It's

yours. It's been waiting for you all along—waitiagd yearning for you to

accept it.'



She felt the leap of his heart, heard his shargkentof breath. Then his
fingers were threading through her hair, movingeutty to pull her head
back so that he could assure himself of the trothdr eyes. He looked
down at her with incredulity, wonder, joy, and thest intense relief.

'Maggie, you must have the most giving heart oflédlltreasure you all my
life." There was such depth of emotion in his vafe if Maggie had nursed
any final doubt, it was banished for ever. lan tbveer! With a smile of
exultation he lifted her up, cradling her againg thest as one does a
beloved child. He carried her over to an armchadgr sat down, settling her
comfortably and tenderly on his lap.

'I'll take the greatest care of you, my darlingrdmise you.' His lips moved
softly over the un bruiselalf of her face in avorshipful trailof kisses. 'l
should have been here this morning to protect ybe,’ murmured
regretfully.

'It doesn't matter. You're here now."' She reaclpeaingl caressed his cheek,
glorying in the wonderful fact that she could toudim without fear of
rebuff. He was hers. They were one with each odinerno longer would
they ever be parted in spirit.

'We'll get married as soon as possible,’ he datharth firm resolution.
'Yes,' she agreed, only too happy to agree withdbout anything.

'Do you want a big wedding?"

'Not particularly. | just want you. But | guess Ivieave to ask a few people.
Mum will insist!"

He made a wry grimace. 'l hope | can win your moshegpproval.'

"You will. She only wants to see me happy. And medcrAnd providing her
with a grandchild. How can you miss when you'rendall three?'

'l almost did miss," he replied seriously, the retheance of pain shadowing
his eyes. 'How can you forgive me, Maggie? | was.sb



She placed a silencing finger on his lips. 'It'stpkan. | don't want to waste
another minutewith you. We're going to be positive and only share
happiness. After all, we control our lives, dond2vshe teased.

He smiled. 'Yes, we do. Two piranhas in a bowl. rd/going to make a
fierce combination, you and .’

'Yes. Isn't it marvellous!'

His smile became a grin and their eyes sparkled thi¢ shared knowledge
of each other.

'Magic, my beautiful witch," he declared.

And it was magic, a special magic which pulsed leetmthem, conjured up
by the power of love, a love fully acknowledged;egi and returned.



